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	AUTHOR’S PREFACE

	In which it is proved that, notwithstanding their names’ ending in OS and IS, the heroes of the story which we are about to have the honor to relate to our readers have nothing mythological about them.

	A short time ago, while making researches in the Royal Library for my History of Louis XIV, I stumbled by chance upon the Memoirs of M. d’Artagnan, printed--as were most of the works of that period, in which authors could not tell the truth without the risk of a residence, more or less long, in the Bastille--at Amsterdam, by Pierre Rouge. The title attracted me; I took them home with me, with the permission of the guardian, and devoured them.

	It is not my intention here to enter into an analysis of this curious work; and I shall satisfy myself with referring such of my readers as appreciate the pictures of the period to its pages. They will therein find portraits penciled by the hand of a master; and although these squibs may be, for the most part, traced upon the doors of barracks and the walls of cabarets, they will not find the likenesses of Louis XIII, Anne of Austria, Richelieu, Mazarin, and the courtiers of the period, less faithful than in the history of M. Anquetil.

	But, it is well known, what strikes the capricious mind of the poet is not always what affects the mass of readers. Now, while admiring, as others doubtless will admire, the details we have to relate, our main preoccupation concerned a matter to which no one before ourselves had given a thought.

	D’Artagnan relates that on his first visit to M. de Treville, captain of the king’s Musketeers, he met in the antechamber three young men, serving in the illustrious corps into which he was soliciting the honor of being received, bearing the names of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.

	We must confess these three strange names struck us; and it immediately occurred to us that they were but pseudonyms, under which d’Artagnan had disguised names perhaps illustrious, or else that the bearers of these borrowed names had themselves chosen them on the day in which, from caprice, discontent, or want of fortune, they had donned the simple Musketeer’s uniform.

	From that moment we had no rest till we could find some trace in contemporary works of these extraordinary names which had so strongly awakened our curiosity.

	The catalogue alone of the books we read with this object would fill a whole chapter, which, although it might be very instructive, would certainly afford our readers but little amusement. It will suffice, then, to tell them that at the moment at which, discouraged by so many fruitless investigations, we were about to abandon our search, we at length found, guided by the counsels of our illustrious friend Paulin Paris, a manuscript in folio, endorsed 4772 or 4773, we do not recollect which, having for title, “Memoirs of the Comte de la Fere, Touching Some Events Which Passed in France Toward the End of the Reign of King Louis XIII and the Commencement of the Reign of King Louis XIV.”

	It may be easily imagined how great was our joy when, in turning over this manuscript, our last hope, we found at the twentieth page the name of Athos, at the twenty-seventh the name of Porthos, and at the thirty-first the name of Aramis.

	The discovery of a completely unknown manuscript at a period in which historical science is carried to such a high degree appeared almost miraculous. We hastened, therefore, to obtain permission to print it, with the view of presenting ourselves someday with the pack of others at the doors of the Academie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, if we should not succeed--a very probable thing, by the by--in gaining admission to the Academie Francaise with our own proper pack. This permission, we feel bound to say, was graciously granted; which compels us here to give a public contradiction to the slanderers who pretend that we live under a government but moderately indulgent to men of letters.

	Now, this is the first part of this precious manuscript which we offer to our readers, restoring it to the title which belongs to it, and entering into an engagement that if (of which we have no doubt) this first part should obtain the success it merits, we will publish the second immediately.

	In the meanwhile, as the godfather is a second father, we beg the reader to lay to our account, and not to that of the Comte de la Fere, the pleasure or the ENNUI he may experience.

	This being understood, let us proceed with our history.

	1 THE THREE PRESENTS OF D’ARTAGNAN THE ELDER

	On the first Monday of the month of April, 1625, the market town of Meung, in which the author of ROMANCE OF THE ROSE was born, appeared to be in as perfect a state of revolution as if the Huguenots had just made a second La Rochelle of it. Many citizens, seeing the women flying toward the High Street, leaving their children crying at the open doors, hastened to don the cuirass, and supporting their somewhat uncertain courage with a musket or a partisan, directed their steps toward the hostelry of the Jolly Miller, before which was gathered, increasing every minute, a compact group, vociferous and full of curiosity.

	In those times panics were common, and few days passed without some city or other registering in its archives an event of this kind. There were nobles, who made war against each other; there was the king, who made war against the cardinal; there was Spain, which made war against the king. Then, in addition to these concealed or public, secret or open wars, there were robbers, mendicants, Huguenots, wolves, and scoundrels, who made war upon everybody. The citizens always took up arms readily against thieves, wolves or scoundrels, often against nobles or Huguenots, sometimes against the king, but never against the cardinal or Spain. It resulted, then, from this habit that on the said first Monday of April, 1625, the citizens, on hearing the clamor, and seeing neither the red-and-yellow standard nor the livery of the Duc de Richelieu, rushed toward the hostel of the Jolly Miller. When arrived there, the cause of the hubbub was apparent to all.

	A young man--we can sketch his portrait at a dash. Imagine to yourself a Don Quixote of eighteen; a Don Quixote without his corselet, without his coat of mail, without his cuisses; a Don Quixote clothed in a woolen doublet, the blue color of which had faded into a nameless shade between lees of wine and a heavenly azure; face long and brown; high cheek bones, a sign of sagacity; the maxillary muscles enormously developed, an infallible sign by which a Gascon may always be detected, even without his cap--and our young man wore a cap set off with a sort of feather; the eye open and intelligent; the nose hooked, but finely chiseled. Too big for a youth, too small for a grown man, an experienced eye might have taken him for a farmer’s son upon a journey had it not been for the long sword which, dangling from a leather baldric, hit against the calves of its owner as he walked, and against the rough side of his steed when he was on horseback.

	For our young man had a steed which was the observed of all observers. It was a Bearn pony, from twelve to fourteen years old, yellow in his hide, without a hair in his tail, but not without windgalls on his legs, which, though going with his head lower than his knees, rendering a martingale quite unnecessary, contrived nevertheless to perform his eight leagues a day. Unfortunately, the qualities of this horse were so well concealed under his strange-colored hide and his unaccountable gait, that at a time when everybody was a connoisseur in horseflesh, the appearance of the aforesaid pony at Meung--which place he had entered about a quarter of an hour before, by the gate of Beaugency--produced an unfavorable feeling, which extended to his rider.

	And this feeling had been more painfully perceived by young d’Artagnan--for so was the Don Quixote of this second Rosinante named--from his not being able to conceal from himself the ridiculous appearance that such a steed gave him, good horseman as he was. He had sighed deeply, therefore, when accepting the gift of the pony from M. d’Artagnan the elder. He was not ignorant that such a beast was worth at least twenty livres; and the words which had accompanied the present were above all price.

	“My son,” said the old Gascon gentleman, in that pure Bearn PATOIS of which Henry IV could never rid himself, “this horse was born in the house of your father about thirteen years ago, and has remained in it ever since, which ought to make you love it. Never sell it; allow it to die tranquilly and honorably of old age, and if you make a campaign with it, take as much care of it as you would of an old servant. At court, provided you have ever the honor to go there,” continued M. d’Artagnan the elder, “--an honor to which, remember, your ancient nobility gives you the right--sustain worthily your name of gentleman, which has been worthily borne by your ancestors for five hundred years, both for your own sake and the sake of those who belong to you. By the latter I mean your relatives and friends. Endure nothing from anyone except Monsieur the Cardinal and the king. It is by his courage, please observe, by his courage alone, that a gentleman can make his way nowadays. Whoever hesitates for a second perhaps allows the bait to escape which during that exact second fortune held out to him. You are young. You ought to be brave for two reasons: the first is that you are a Gascon, and the second is that you are my son. Never fear quarrels, but seek adventures. I have taught you how to handle a sword; you have thews of iron, a wrist of steel. Fight on all occasions. Fight the more for duels being forbidden, since consequently there is twice as much courage in fighting. I have nothing to give you, my son, but fifteen crowns, my horse, and the counsels you have just heard. Your mother will add to them a recipe for a certain balsam, which she had from a Bohemian and which has the miraculous virtue of curing all wounds that do not reach the heart. Take advantage of all, and live happily and long. I have but one word to add, and that is to propose an example to you--not mine, for I myself have never appeared at court, and have only taken part in religious wars as a volunteer; I speak of Monsieur de Treville, who was formerly my neighbor, and who had the honor to be, as a child, the play-fellow of our king, Louis XIII, whom God preserve! Sometimes their play degenerated into battles, and in these battles the king was not always the stronger. The blows which he received increased greatly his esteem and friendship for Monsieur de Treville. Afterward, Monsieur de Treville fought with others: in his first journey to Paris, five times; from the death of the late king till the young one came of age, without reckoning wars and sieges, seven times; and from that date up to the present day, a hundred times, perhaps! So that in spite of edicts, ordinances, and decrees, there he is, captain of the Musketeers; that is to say, chief of a legion of Caesars, whom the king holds in great esteem and whom the cardinal dreads--he who dreads nothing, as it is said. Still further, Monsieur de Treville gains ten thousand crowns a year; he is therefore a great noble. He began as you begin. Go to him with this letter, and make him your model in order that you may do as he has done.”

	Upon which M. d’Artagnan the elder girded his own sword round his son, kissed him tenderly on both cheeks, and gave him his benediction.

	On leaving the paternal chamber, the young man found his mother, who was waiting for him with the famous recipe of which the counsels we have just repeated would necessitate frequent employment. The adieux were on this side longer and more tender than they had been on the other--not that M. d’Artagnan did not love his son, who was his only offspring, but M. d’Artagnan was a man, and he would have considered it unworthy of a man to give way to his feelings; whereas Mme. d’Artagnan was a woman, and still more, a mother. She wept abundantly; and--let us speak it to the praise of M. d’Artagnan the younger--notwithstanding the efforts he made to remain firm, as a future Musketeer ought, nature prevailed, and he shed many tears, of which he succeeded with great difficulty in concealing the half.

	The same day the young man set forward on his journey, furnished with the three paternal gifts, which consisted, as we have said, of fifteen crowns, the horse, and the letter for M. de Treville--the counsels being thrown into the bargain.

	With such a VADE MECUM d’Artagnan was morally and physically an exact copy of the hero of Cervantes, to whom we so happily compared him when our duty of an historian placed us under the necessity of sketching his portrait. Don Quixote took windmills for giants, and sheep for armies; d’Artagnan took every smile for an insult, and every look as a provocation--whence it resulted that from Tarbes to Meung his fist was constantly doubled, or his hand on the hilt of his sword; and yet the fist did not descend upon any jaw, nor did the sword issue from its scabbard. It was not that the sight of the wretched pony did not excite numerous smiles on the countenances of passers-by; but as against the side of this pony rattled a sword of respectable length, and as over this sword gleamed an eye rather ferocious than haughty, these passers-by repressed their hilarity, or if hilarity prevailed over prudence, they endeavored to laugh only on one side, like the masks of the ancients. D’Artagnan, then, remained majestic and intact in his susceptibility, till he came to this unlucky city of Meung.

	But there, as he was alighting from his horse at the gate of the Jolly Miller, without anyone--host, waiter, or hostler--coming to hold his stirrup or take his horse, d’Artagnan spied, though an open window on the ground floor, a gentleman, well-made and of good carriage, although of rather a stern countenance, talking with two persons who appeared to listen to him with respect. D’Artagnan fancied quite naturally, according to his custom, that he must be the object of their conversation, and listened. This time d’Artagnan was only in part mistaken; he himself was not in question, but his horse was. The gentleman appeared to be enumerating all his qualities to his auditors; and, as I have said, the auditors seeming to have great deference for the narrator, they every moment burst into fits of laughter. Now, as a half-smile was sufficient to awaken the irascibility of the young man, the effect produced upon him by this vociferous mirth may be easily imagined.

	Nevertheless, d’Artagnan was desirous of examining the appearance of this impertinent personage who ridiculed him. He fixed his haughty eye upon the stranger, and perceived a man of from forty to forty-five years of age, with black and piercing eyes, pale complexion, a strongly marked nose, and a black and well-shaped mustache. He was dressed in a doublet and hose of a violet color, with aiguillettes of the same color, without any other ornaments than the customary slashes, through which the shirt appeared. This doublet and hose, though new, were creased, like traveling clothes for a long time packed in a portmanteau. D’Artagnan made all these remarks with the rapidity of a most minute observer, and doubtless from an instinctive feeling that this stranger was destined to have a great influence over his future life.

	Now, as at the moment in which d’Artagnan fixed his eyes upon the gentleman in the violet doublet, the gentleman made one of his most knowing and profound remarks respecting the Bearnese pony, his two auditors laughed even louder than before, and he himself, though contrary to his custom, allowed a pale smile (if I may be allowed to use such an expression) to stray over his countenance. This time there could be no doubt; d’Artagnan was really insulted. Full, then, of this conviction, he pulled his cap down over his eyes, and endeavoring to copy some of the court airs he had picked up in Gascony among young traveling nobles, he advanced with one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other resting on his hip. Unfortunately, as he advanced, his anger increased at every step; and instead of the proper and lofty speech he had prepared as a prelude to his challenge, he found nothing at the tip of his tongue but a gross personality, which he accompanied with a furious gesture.

	“I say, sir, you sir, who are hiding yourself behind that shutter--yes, you, sir, tell me what you are laughing at, and we will laugh together!”

	The gentleman raised his eyes slowly from the nag to his cavalier, as if he required some time to ascertain whether it could be to him that such strange reproaches were addressed; then, when he could not possibly entertain any doubt of the matter, his eyebrows slightly bent, and with an accent of irony and insolence impossible to be described, he replied to d’Artagnan, “I was not speaking to you, sir.”

	“But I am speaking to you!” replied the young man, additionally exasperated with this mixture of insolence and good manners, of politeness and scorn.

	The stranger looked at him again with a slight smile, and retiring from the window, came out of the hostelry with a slow step, and placed himself before the horse, within two paces of d’Artagnan. His quiet manner and the ironical expression of his countenance redoubled the mirth of the persons with whom he had been talking, and who still remained at the window.

	D’Artagnan, seeing him approach, drew his sword a foot out of the scabbard.

	“This horse is decidedly, or rather has been in his youth, a buttercup,” resumed the stranger, continuing the remarks he had begun, and addressing himself to his auditors at the window, without paying the least attention to the exasperation of d’Artagnan, who, however, placed himself between him and them. “It is a color very well known in botany, but till the present time very rare among horses.”

	“There are people who laugh at the horse that would not dare to laugh at the master,” cried the young emulator of the furious Treville.

	“I do not often laugh, sir,” replied the stranger, “as you may perceive by the expression of my countenance; but nevertheless I retain the privilege of laughing when I please.”

	“And I,” cried d’Artagnan, “will allow no man to laugh when it displeases me!”

	“Indeed, sir,” continued the stranger, more calm than ever; “well, that is perfectly right!” and turning on his heel, was about to re-enter the hostelry by the front gate, beneath which d’Artagnan on arriving had observed a saddled horse.

	But, d’Artagnan was not of a character to allow a man to escape him thus who had the insolence to ridicule him. He drew his sword entirely from the scabbard, and followed him, crying, “Turn, turn, Master Joker, lest I strike you behind!”

	“Strike me!” said the other, turning on his heels, and surveying the young man with as much astonishment as contempt. “Why, my good fellow, you must be mad!” Then, in a suppressed tone, as if speaking to himself, “This is annoying,” continued he. “What a godsend this would be for his Majesty, who is seeking everywhere for brave fellows to recruit for his Musketeers!”

	He had scarcely finished, when d’Artagnan made such a furious lunge at him that if he had not sprung nimbly backward, it is probable he would have jested for the last time. The stranger, then perceiving that the matter went beyond raillery, drew his sword, saluted his adversary, and seriously placed himself on guard. But at the same moment, his two auditors, accompanied by the host, fell upon d’Artagnan with sticks, shovels and tongs. This caused so rapid and complete a diversion from the attack that d’Artagnan’s adversary, while the latter turned round to face this shower of blows, sheathed his sword with the same precision, and instead of an actor, which he had nearly been, became a spectator of the fight--a part in which he acquitted himself with his usual impassiveness, muttering, nevertheless, “A plague upon these Gascons! Replace him on his orange horse, and let him begone!”

	“Not before I have killed you, poltroon!” cried d’Artagnan, making the best face possible, and never retreating one step before his three assailants, who continued to shower blows upon him.

	“Another gasconade!” murmured the gentleman. “By my honor, these Gascons are incorrigible! Keep up the dance, then, since he will have it so. When he is tired, he will perhaps tell us that he has had enough of it.”

	But the stranger knew not the headstrong personage he had to do with; d’Artagnan was not the man ever to cry for quarter. The fight was therefore prolonged for some seconds; but at length d’Artagnan dropped his sword, which was broken in two pieces by the blow of a stick. Another blow full upon his forehead at the same moment brought him to the ground, covered with blood and almost fainting.

	It was at this moment that people came flocking to the scene of action from all sides. The host, fearful of consequences, with the help of his servants carried the wounded man into the kitchen, where some trifling attentions were bestowed upon him.

	As to the gentleman, he resumed his place at the window, and surveyed the crowd with a certain impatience, evidently annoyed by their remaining undispersed.

	“Well, how is it with this madman?” exclaimed he, turning round as the noise of the door announced the entrance of the host, who came in to inquire if he was unhurt.

	“Your excellency is safe and sound?” asked the host.

	“Oh, yes! Perfectly safe and sound, my good host; and I wish to know what has become of our young man.”

	“He is better,” said the host, “he fainted quite away.”

	“Indeed!” said the gentleman.

	“But before he fainted, he collected all his strength to challenge you, and to defy you while challenging you.”

	“Why, this fellow must be the devil in person!” cried the stranger.

	“Oh, no, your Excellency, he is not the devil,” replied the host, with a grin of contempt; “for during his fainting we rummaged his valise and found nothing but a clean shirt and eleven crowns--which however, did not prevent his saying, as he was fainting, that if such a thing had happened in Paris, you should have cause to repent of it at a later period.”

	“Then,” said the stranger coolly, “he must be some prince in disguise.”

	“I have told you this, good sir,” resumed the host, “in order that you may be on your guard.”

	“Did he name no one in his passion?”

	“Yes; he struck his pocket and said, ‘We shall see what Monsieur de Treville will think of this insult offered to his protege.’”

	“Monsieur de Treville?” said the stranger, becoming attentive, “he put his hand upon his pocket while pronouncing the name of Monsieur de Treville? Now, my dear host, while your young man was insensible, you did not fail, I am quite sure, to ascertain what that pocket contained. What was there in it?”

	“A letter addressed to Monsieur de Treville, captain of the Musketeers.”

	“Indeed!”

	“Exactly as I have the honor to tell your Excellency.”

	The host, who was not endowed with great perspicacity, did not observe the expression which his words had given to the physiognomy of the stranger. The latter rose from the front of the window, upon the sill of which he had leaned with his elbow, and knitted his brow like a man disquieted.

	“The devil!” murmured he, between his teeth. “Can Treville have set this Gascon upon me? He is very young; but a sword thrust is a sword thrust, whatever be the age of him who gives it, and a youth is less to be suspected than an older man,” and the stranger fell into a reverie which lasted some minutes. “A weak obstacle is sometimes sufficient to overthrow a great design.

	“Host,” said he, “could you not contrive to get rid of this frantic boy for me? In conscience, I cannot kill him; and yet,” added he, with a coldly menacing expression, “he annoys me. Where is he?”

	“In my wife’s chamber, on the first flight, where they are dressing his wounds.”

	“His things and his bag are with him? Has he taken off his doublet?”

	“On the contrary, everything is in the kitchen. But if he annoys you, this young fool--”

	“To be sure he does. He causes a disturbance in your hostelry, which respectable people cannot put up with. Go; make out my bill and notify my servant.”

	“What, monsieur, will you leave us so soon?”

	“You know that very well, as I gave my order to saddle my horse. Have they not obeyed me?”

	“It is done; as your Excellency may have observed, your horse is in the great gateway, ready saddled for your departure.”

	“That is well; do as I have directed you, then.”

	“What the devil!” said the host to himself. “Can he be afraid of this boy?” But an imperious glance from the stranger stopped him short; he bowed humbly and retired.

	“It is not necessary for Milady* to be seen by this fellow,” continued the stranger. “She will soon pass; she is already late. I had better get on horseback, and go and meet her. I should like, however, to know what this letter addressed to Treville contains.”

	*We are well aware that this term, milady, is only properly used when followed by a family name. But we find it thus in the manuscript, and we do not choose to take upon ourselves to alter it.

	And the stranger, muttering to himself, directed his steps toward the kitchen.

	In the meantime, the host, who entertained no doubt that it was the presence of the young man that drove the stranger from his hostelry, re-ascended to his wife’s chamber, and found d’Artagnan just recovering his senses. Giving him to understand that the police would deal with him pretty severely for having sought a quarrel with a great lord--for in the opinion of the host the stranger could be nothing less than a great lord--he insisted that notwithstanding his weakness d’Artagnan should get up and depart as quickly as possible. D’Artagnan, half stupefied, without his doublet, and with his head bound up in a linen cloth, arose then, and urged by the host, began to descend the stairs; but on arriving at the kitchen, the first thing he saw was his antagonist talking calmly at the step of a heavy carriage, drawn by two large Norman horses.

	His interlocutor, whose head appeared through the carriage window, was a woman of from twenty to two-and-twenty years. We have already observed with what rapidity d’Artagnan seized the expression of a countenance. He perceived then, at a glance, that this woman was young and beautiful; and her style of beauty struck him more forcibly from its being totally different from that of the southern countries in which d’Artagnan had hitherto resided. She was pale and fair, with long curls falling in profusion over her shoulders, had large, blue, languishing eyes, rosy lips, and hands of alabaster. She was talking with great animation with the stranger.

	“His Eminence, then, orders me--” said the lady.

	“To return instantly to England, and to inform him as soon as the duke leaves London.”

	“And as to my other instructions?” asked the fair traveler.

	“They are contained in this box, which you will not open until you are on the other side of the Channel.”

	“Very well; and you--what will you do?”

	“I--I return to Paris.”

	“What, without chastising this insolent boy?” asked the lady.

	The stranger was about to reply; but at the moment he opened his mouth, d’Artagnan, who had heard all, precipitated himself over the threshold of the door.

	“This insolent boy chastises others,” cried he; “and I hope that this time he whom he ought to chastise will not escape him as before.”

	“Will not escape him?” replied the stranger, knitting his brow.

	“No; before a woman you would dare not fly, I presume?”

	“Remember,” said Milady, seeing the stranger lay his hand on his sword, “the least delay may ruin everything.”

	“You are right,” cried the gentleman; “begone then, on your part, and I will depart as quickly on mine.” And bowing to the lady, he sprang into his saddle, while her coachman applied his whip vigorously to his horses. The two interlocutors thus separated, taking opposite directions, at full gallop.

	“Pay him, booby!” cried the stranger to his servant, without checking the speed of his horse; and the man, after throwing two or three silver pieces at the foot of mine host, galloped after his master.

	“Base coward! false gentleman!” cried d’Artagnan, springing forward, in his turn, after the servant. But his wound had rendered him too weak to support such an exertion. Scarcely had he gone ten steps when his ears began to tingle, a faintness seized him, a cloud of blood passed over his eyes, and he fell in the middle of the street, crying still, “Coward! coward! coward!”

	“He is a coward, indeed,” grumbled the host, drawing near to d’Artagnan, and endeavoring by this little flattery to make up matters with the young man, as the heron of the fable did with the snail he had despised the evening before.

	“Yes, a base coward,” murmured d’Artagnan; “but she--she was very beautiful.”

	“What she?” demanded the host.

	“Milady,” faltered d’Artagnan, and fainted a second time.

	“Ah, it’s all one,” said the host; “I have lost two customers, but this one remains, of whom I am pretty certain for some days to come. There will be eleven crowns gained.”

	It is to be remembered that eleven crowns was just the sum that remained in d’Artagnan’s purse.

	The host had reckoned upon eleven days of confinement at a crown a day, but he had reckoned without his guest. On the following morning at five o’clock d’Artagnan arose, and descending to the kitchen without help, asked, among other ingredients the list of which has not come down to us, for some oil, some wine, and some rosemary, and with his mother’s recipe in his hand composed a balsam, with which he anointed his numerous wounds, replacing his bandages himself, and positively refusing the assistance of any doctor, d’Artagnan walked about that same evening, and was almost cured by the morrow.

	But when the time came to pay for his rosemary, this oil, and the wine, the only expense the master had incurred, as he had preserved a strict abstinence--while on the contrary, the yellow horse, by the account of the hostler at least, had eaten three times as much as a horse of his size could reasonably be supposed to have done--d’Artagnan found nothing in his pocket but his little old velvet purse with the eleven crowns it contained; for as to the letter addressed to M. de Treville, it had disappeared.

	The young man commenced his search for the letter with the greatest patience, turning out his pockets of all kinds over and over again, rummaging and rerummaging in his valise, and opening and reopening his purse; but when he found that he had come to the conviction that the letter was not to be found, he flew, for the third time, into such a rage as was near costing him a fresh consumption of wine, oil, and rosemary--for upon seeing this hot-headed youth become exasperated and threaten to destroy everything in the establishment if his letter were not found, the host seized a spit, his wife a broom handle, and the servants the same sticks they had used the day before.

	“My letter of recommendation!” cried d’Artagnan, “my letter of recommendation! or, the holy blood, I will spit you all like ortolans!”

	Unfortunately, there was one circumstance which created a powerful obstacle to the accomplishment of this threat; which was, as we have related, that his sword had been in his first conflict broken in two, and which he had entirely forgotten. Hence, it resulted when d’Artagnan proceeded to draw his sword in earnest, he found himself purely and simply armed with a stump of a sword about eight or ten inches in length, which the host had carefully placed in the scabbard. As to the rest of the blade, the master had slyly put that on one side to make himself a larding pin.

	But this deception would probably not have stopped our fiery young man if the host had not reflected that the reclamation which his guest made was perfectly just.

	“But, after all,” said he, lowering the point of his spit, “where is this letter?”

	“Yes, where is this letter?” cried d’Artagnan. “In the first place, I warn you that that letter is for Monsieur de Treville, and it must be found, or if it is not found, he will know how to find it.”

	His threat completed the intimidation of the host. After the king and the cardinal, M. de Treville was the man whose name was perhaps most frequently repeated by the military, and even by citizens. There was, to be sure, Father Joseph, but his name was never pronounced but with a subdued voice, such was the terror inspired by his Gray Eminence, as the cardinal’s familiar was called.

	Throwing down his spit, and ordering his wife to do the same with her broom handle, and the servants with their sticks, he set the first example of commencing an earnest search for the lost letter.

	“Does the letter contain anything valuable?” demanded the host, after a few minutes of useless investigation.

	“Zounds! I think it does indeed!” cried the Gascon, who reckoned upon this letter for making his way at court. “It contained my fortune!”

	“Bills upon Spain?” asked the disturbed host.

	“Bills upon his Majesty’s private treasury,” answered d’Artagnan, who, reckoning upon entering into the king’s service in consequence of this recommendation, believed he could make this somewhat hazardous reply without telling of a falsehood.

	“The devil!” cried the host, at his wit’s end.

	“But it’s of no importance,” continued d’Artagnan, with natural assurance; “it’s of no importance. The money is nothing; that letter was everything. I would rather have lost a thousand pistoles than have lost it.” He would not have risked more if he had said twenty thousand; but a certain juvenile modesty restrained him.

	A ray of light all at once broke upon the mind of the host as he was giving himself to the devil upon finding nothing.

	“That letter is not lost!” cried he.

	“What!” cried d’Artagnan.

	“No, it has been stolen from you.”

	“Stolen? By whom?”

	“By the gentleman who was here yesterday. He came down into the kitchen, where your doublet was. He remained there some time alone. I would lay a wager he has stolen it.”

	“Do you think so?” answered d’Artagnan, but little convinced, as he knew better than anyone else how entirely personal the value of this letter was, and saw nothing in it likely to tempt cupidity. The fact was that none of his servants, none of the travelers present, could have gained anything by being possessed of this paper.

	“Do you say,” resumed d’Artagnan, “that you suspect that impertinent gentleman?”

	“I tell you I am sure of it,” continued the host. “When I informed him that your lordship was the protege of Monsieur de Treville, and that you even had a letter for that illustrious gentleman, he appeared to be very much disturbed, and asked me where that letter was, and immediately came down into the kitchen, where he knew your doublet was.”

	“Then that’s my thief,” replied d’Artagnan. “I will complain to Monsieur de Treville, and Monsieur de Treville will complain to the king.” He then drew two crowns majestically from his purse and gave them to the host, who accompanied him, cap in hand, to the gate, and remounted his yellow horse, which bore him without any further accident to the gate of St. Antoine at Paris, where his owner sold him for three crowns, which was a very good price, considering that d’Artagnan had ridden him hard during the last stage. Thus the dealer to whom d’Artagnan sold him for the nine livres did not conceal from the young man that he only gave that enormous sum for him on the account of the originality of his color.

	Thus d’Artagnan entered Paris on foot, carrying his little packet under his arm, and walked about till he found an apartment to be let on terms suited to the scantiness of his means. This chamber was a sort of garret, situated in the Rue des Fossoyeurs, near the Luxembourg.

	As soon as the earnest money was paid, d’Artagnan took possession of his lodging, and passed the remainder of the day in sewing onto his doublet and hose some ornamental braiding which his mother had taken off an almost-new doublet of the elder M. d’Artagnan, and which she had given her son secretly. Next he went to the Quai de Feraille to have a new blade put to his sword, and then returned toward the Louvre, inquiring of the first Musketeer he met for the situation of the hotel of M. de Treville, which proved to be in the Rue du Vieux-Colombier; that is to say, in the immediate vicinity of the chamber hired by d’Artagnan--a circumstance which appeared to furnish a happy augury for the success of his journey.

	After this, satisfied with the way in which he had conducted himself at Meung, without remorse for the past, confident in the present, and full of hope for the future, he retired to bed and slept the sleep of the brave.

	This sleep, provincial as it was, brought him to nine o’clock in the morning; at which hour he rose, in order to repair to the residence of M. de Treville, the third personage in the kingdom, in the paternal estimation.

	2 THE ANTECHAMBER OF M. DE TREVILLE

	M de Troisville, as his family was still called in Gascony, or M. de Treville, as he has ended by styling himself in Paris, had really commenced life as d’Artagnan now did; that is to say, without a sou in his pocket, but with a fund of audacity, shrewdness, and intelligence which makes the poorest Gascon gentleman often derive more in his hope from the paternal inheritance than the richest Perigordian or Berrichan gentleman derives in reality from his. His insolent bravery, his still more insolent success at a time when blows poured down like hail, had borne him to the top of that difficult ladder called Court Favor, which he had climbed four steps at a time.

	He was the friend of the king, who honored highly, as everyone knows, the memory of his father, Henry IV. The father of M. de Treville had served him so faithfully in his wars against the league that in default of money--a thing to which the Bearnais was accustomed all his life, and who constantly paid his debts with that of which he never stood in need of borrowing, that is to say, with ready wit--in default of money, we repeat, he authorized him, after the reduction of Paris, to assume for his arms a golden lion passant upon gules, with the motto FIDELIS ET FORTIS. This was a great matter in the way of honor, but very little in the way of wealth; so that when the illustrious companion of the great Henry died, the only inheritance he was able to leave his son was his sword and his motto. Thanks to this double gift and the spotless name that accompanied it, M. de Treville was admitted into the household of the young prince where he made such good use of his sword, and was so faithful to his motto, that Louis XIII, one of the good blades of his kingdom, was accustomed to say that if he had a friend who was about to fight, he would advise him to choose as a second, himself first, and Treville next--or even, perhaps, before himself.

	Thus Louis XIII had a real liking for Treville--a royal liking, a self-interested liking, it is true, but still a liking. At that unhappy period it was an important consideration to be surrounded by such men as Treville. Many might take for their device the epithet STRONG, which formed the second part of his motto, but very few gentlemen could lay claim to the FAITHFUL, which constituted the first. Treville was one of these latter. His was one of those rare organizations, endowed with an obedient intelligence like that of the dog; with a blind valor, a quick eye, and a prompt hand; to whom sight appeared only to be given to see if the king were dissatisfied with anyone, and the hand to strike this displeasing personage, whether a Besme, a Maurevers, a Poltiot de Mere, or a Vitry. In short, up to this period nothing had been wanting to Treville but opportunity; but he was ever on the watch for it, and he faithfully promised himself that he would not fail to seize it by its three hairs whenever it came within reach of his hand. At last Louis XIII made Treville the captain of his Musketeers, who were to Louis XIII in devotedness, or rather in fanaticism, what his Ordinaries had been to Henry III, and his Scotch Guard to Louis XI.

	On his part, the cardinal was not behind the king in this respect. When he saw the formidable and chosen body with which Louis XIII had surrounded himself, this second, or rather this first king of France, became desirous that he, too, should have his guard. He had his Musketeers therefore, as Louis XIII had his, and these two powerful rivals vied with each other in procuring, not only from all the provinces of France, but even from all foreign states, the most celebrated swordsmen. It was not uncommon for Richelieu and Louis XIII to dispute over their evening game of chess upon the merits of their servants. Each boasted the bearing and the courage of his own people. While exclaiming loudly against duels and brawls, they excited them secretly to quarrel, deriving an immoderate satisfaction or genuine regret from the success or defeat of their own combatants. We learn this from the memoirs of a man who was concerned in some few of these defeats and in many of these victories.

	Treville had grasped the weak side of his master; and it was to this address that he owed the long and constant favor of a king who has not left the reputation behind him of being very faithful in his friendships. He paraded his Musketeers before the Cardinal Armand Duplessis with an insolent air which made the gray moustache of his Eminence curl with ire. Treville understood admirably the war method of that period, in which he who could not live at the expense of the enemy must live at the expense of his compatriots. His soldiers formed a legion of devil-may-care fellows, perfectly undisciplined toward all but himself.

	Loose, half-drunk, imposing, the king’s Musketeers, or rather M. de Treville’s, spread themselves about in the cabarets, in the public walks, and the public sports, shouting, twisting their mustaches, clanking their swords, and taking great pleasure in annoying the Guards of the cardinal whenever they could fall in with them; then drawing in the open streets, as if it were the best of all possible sports; sometimes killed, but sure in that case to be both wept and avenged; often killing others, but then certain of not rotting in prison, M. de Treville being there to claim them. Thus M. de Treville was praised to the highest note by these men, who adored him, and who, ruffians as they were, trembled before him like scholars before their master, obedient to his least word, and ready to sacrifice themselves to wash out the smallest insult.

	M de Treville employed this powerful weapon for the king, in the first place, and the friends of the king--and then for himself and his own friends. For the rest, in the memoirs of this period, which has left so many memoirs, one does not find this worthy gentleman blamed even by his enemies; and he had many such among men of the pen as well as among men of the sword. In no instance, let us say, was this worthy gentleman accused of deriving personal advantage from the cooperation of his minions. Endowed with a rare genius for intrigue which rendered him the equal of the ablest intriguers, he remained an honest man. Still further, in spite of sword thrusts which weaken, and painful exercises which fatigue, he had become one of the most gallant frequenters of revels, one of the most insinuating lady’s men, one of the softest whisperers of interesting nothings of his day; the BONNES FORTUNES of de Treville were talked of as those of M. de Bassompierre had been talked of twenty years before, and that was not saying a little. The captain of the Musketeers was therefore admired, feared, and loved; and this constitutes the zenith of human fortune.

	Louis XIV absorbed all the smaller stars of his court in his own vast radiance; but his father, a sun PLURIBUS IMPAR, left his personal splendor to each of his favorites, his individual value to each of his courtiers. In addition to the leeves of the king and the cardinal, there might be reckoned in Paris at that time more than two hundred smaller but still noteworthy leeves. Among these two hundred leeves, that of Treville was one of the most sought.

	The court of his hotel, situated in the Rue du Vieux-Colombier, resembled a camp from by six o’clock in the morning in summer and eight o’clock in winter. From fifty to sixty Musketeers, who appeared to replace one another in order always to present an imposing number, paraded constantly, armed to the teeth and ready for anything. On one of those immense staircases, upon whose space modern civilization would build a whole house, ascended and descended the office seekers of Paris, who ran after any sort of favor--gentlemen from the provinces anxious to be enrolled, and servants in all sorts of liveries, bringing and carrying messages between their masters and M. de Treville. In the antechamber, upon long circular benches, reposed the elect; that is to say, those who were called. In this apartment a continued buzzing prevailed from morning till night, while M. de Treville, in his office contiguous to this antechamber, received visits, listened to complaints, gave his orders, and like the king in his balcony at the Louvre, had only to place himself at the window to review both his men and arms.

	The day on which d’Artagnan presented himself the assemblage was imposing, particularly for a provincial just arriving from his province. It is true that this provincial was a Gascon; and that, particularly at this period, the compatriots of d’Artagnan had the reputation of not being easily intimidated. When he had once passed the massive door covered with long square-headed nails, he fell into the midst of a troop of swordsmen, who crossed one another in their passage, calling out, quarreling, and playing tricks one with another. In order to make one’s way amid these turbulent and conflicting waves, it was necessary to be an officer, a great noble, or a pretty woman.

	It was, then, into the midst of this tumult and disorder that our young man advanced with a beating heart, ranging his long rapier up his lanky leg, and keeping one hand on the edge of his cap, with that half-smile of the embarrassed provincial who wishes to put on a good face. When he had passed one group he began to breathe more freely; but he could not help observing that they turned round to look at him, and for the first time in his life d’Artagnan, who had till that day entertained a very good opinion of himself, felt ridiculous.

	Arrived at the staircase, it was still worse. There were four Musketeers on the bottom steps, amusing themselves with the following exercise, while ten or twelve of their comrades waited upon the landing place to take their turn in the sport.

	One of them, stationed upon the top stair, naked sword in hand, prevented, or at least endeavored to prevent, the three others from ascending.

	These three others fenced against him with their agile swords.

	D’Artagnan at first took these weapons for foils, and believed them to be buttoned; but he soon perceived by certain scratches that every weapon was pointed and sharpened, and that at each of these scratches not only the spectators, but even the actors themselves, laughed like so many madmen.

	He who at the moment occupied the upper step kept his adversaries marvelously in check. A circle was formed around them. The conditions required that at every hit the man touched should quit the game, yielding his turn for the benefit of the adversary who had hit him. In five minutes three were slightly wounded, one on the hand, another on the ear, by the defender of the stair, who himself remained intact--a piece of skill which was worth to him, according to the rules agreed upon, three turns of favor.

	However difficult it might be, or rather as he pretended it was, to astonish our young traveler, this pastime really astonished him. He had seen in his province--that land in which heads become so easily heated--a few of the preliminaries of duels; but the daring of these four fencers appeared to him the strongest he had ever heard of even in Gascony. He believed himself transported into that famous country of giants into which Gulliver afterward went and was so frightened; and yet he had not gained the goal, for there were still the landing place and the antechamber.

	On the landing they were no longer fighting, but amused themselves with stories about women, and in the antechamber, with stories about the court. On the landing d’Artagnan blushed; in the antechamber he trembled. His warm and fickle imagination, which in Gascony had rendered him formidable to young chambermaids, and even sometimes their mistresses, had never dreamed, even in moments of delirium, of half the amorous wonders or a quarter of the feats of gallantry which were here set forth in connection with names the best known and with details the least concealed. But if his morals were shocked on the landing, his respect for the cardinal was scandalized in the antechamber. There, to his great astonishment, d’Artagnan heard the policy which made all Europe tremble criticized aloud and openly, as well as the private life of the cardinal, which so many great nobles had been punished for trying to pry into. That great man who was so revered by d’Artagnan the elder served as an object of ridicule to the Musketeers of Treville, who cracked their jokes upon his bandy legs and his crooked back. Some sang ballads about Mme. d’Aguillon, his mistress, and Mme. Cambalet, his niece; while others formed parties and plans to annoy the pages and guards of the cardinal duke--all things which appeared to d’Artagnan monstrous impossibilities.

	Nevertheless, when the name of the king was now and then uttered unthinkingly amid all these cardinal jests, a sort of gag seemed to close for a moment on all these jeering mouths. They looked hesitatingly around them, and appeared to doubt the thickness of the partition between them and the office of M. de Treville; but a fresh allusion soon brought back the conversation to his Eminence, and then the laughter recovered its loudness and the light was not withheld from any of his actions.

	“Certes, these fellows will all either be imprisoned or hanged,” thought the terrified d’Artagnan, “and I, no doubt, with them; for from the moment I have either listened to or heard them, I shall be held as an accomplice. What would my good father say, who so strongly pointed out to me the respect due to the cardinal, if he knew I was in the society of such pagans?”

	We have no need, therefore, to say that d’Artagnan dared not join in the conversation, only he looked with all his eyes and listened with all his ears, stretching his five senses so as to lose nothing; and despite his confidence on the paternal admonitions, he felt himself carried by his tastes and led by his instincts to praise rather than to blame the unheard-of things which were taking place.

	Although he was a perfect stranger in the court of M. de Treville’s courtiers, and this his first appearance in that place, he was at length noticed, and somebody came and asked him what he wanted. At this demand d’Artagnan gave his name very modestly, emphasized the title of compatriot, and begged the servant who had put the question to him to request a moment’s audience of M. de Treville--a request which the other, with an air of protection, promised to transmit in due season.

	D’Artagnan, a little recovered from his first surprise, had now leisure to study costumes and physiognomy.

	The center of the most animated group was a Musketeer of great height and haughty countenance, dressed in a costume so peculiar as to attract general attention. He did not wear the uniform cloak--which was not obligatory at that epoch of less liberty but more independence--but a cerulean-blue doublet, a little faded and worn, and over this a magnificent baldric, worked in gold, which shone like water ripples in the sun. A long cloak of crimson velvet fell in graceful folds from his shoulders, disclosing in front the splendid baldric, from which was suspended a gigantic rapier. This Musketeer had just come off guard, complained of having a cold, and coughed from time to time affectedly. It was for this reason, as he said to those around him, that he had put on his cloak; and while he spoke with a lofty air and twisted his mustache disdainfully, all admired his embroidered baldric, and d’Artagnan more than anyone.

	“What would you have?” said the Musketeer. “This fashion is coming in. It is a folly, I admit, but still it is the fashion. Besides, one must lay out one’s inheritance somehow.”

	“Ah, Porthos!” cried one of his companions, “don’t try to make us believe you obtained that baldric by paternal generosity. It was given to you by that veiled lady I met you with the other Sunday, near the gate St. Honor.”

	“No, upon honor and by the faith of a gentleman, I bought it with the contents of my own purse,” answered he whom they designated by the name Porthos.

	“Yes; about in the same manner,” said another Musketeer, “that I bought this new purse with what my mistress put into the old one.”

	“It’s true, though,” said Porthos; “and the proof is that I paid twelve pistoles for it.”

	The wonder was increased, though the doubt continued to exist.

	“Is it not true, Aramis?” said Porthos, turning toward another Musketeer.

	This other Musketeer formed a perfect contrast to his interrogator, who had just designated him by the name of Aramis. He was a stout man, of about two- or three-and-twenty, with an open, ingenuous countenance, a black, mild eye, and cheeks rosy and downy as an autumn peach. His delicate mustache marked a perfectly straight line upon his upper lip; he appeared to dread to lower his hands lest their veins should swell, and he pinched the tips of his ears from time to time to preserve their delicate pink transparency. Habitually he spoke little and slowly, bowed frequently, laughed without noise, showing his teeth, which were fine and of which, as the rest of his person, he appeared to take great care. He answered the appeal of his friend by an affirmative nod of the head.

	This affirmation appeared to dispel all doubts with regard to the baldric. They continued to admire it, but said no more about it; and with a rapid change of thought, the conversation passed suddenly to another subject.

	“What do you think of the story Chalais’s esquire relates?” asked another Musketeer, without addressing anyone in particular, but on the contrary speaking to everybody.

	“And what does he say?” asked Porthos, in a self-sufficient tone.

	“He relates that he met at Brussels Rochefort, the AME DAMNEE of the cardinal disguised as a Capuchin, and that this cursed Rochefort, thanks to his disguise, had tricked Monsieur de Laigues, like a ninny as he is.”

	“A ninny, indeed!” said Porthos; “but is the matter certain?”

	“I had it from Aramis,” replied the Musketeer.

	“Indeed?”

	“Why, you knew it, Porthos,” said Aramis. “I told you of it yesterday. Let us say no more about it.”

	“Say no more about it? That’s YOUR opinion!” replied Porthos.

	“Say no more about it! PESTE! You come to your conclusions quickly. What! The cardinal sets a spy upon a gentleman, has his letters stolen from him by means of a traitor, a brigand, a rascal--has, with the help of this spy and thanks to this correspondence, Chalais’s throat cut, under the stupid pretext that he wanted to kill the king and marry Monsieur to the queen! Nobody knew a word of this enigma. You unraveled it yesterday to the great satisfaction of all; and while we are still gaping with wonder at the news, you come and tell us today, ‘Let us say no more about it.’”

	“Well, then, let us talk about it, since you desire it,” replied Aramis, patiently.

	“This Rochefort,” cried Porthos, “if I were the esquire of poor Chalais, should pass a minute or two very uncomfortably with me.”

	“And you--you would pass rather a sad quarter-hour with the Red Duke,” replied Aramis.

	“Oh, the Red Duke! Bravo! Bravo! The Red Duke!” cried Porthos, clapping his hands and nodding his head. “The Red Duke is capital. I’ll circulate that saying, be assured, my dear fellow. Who says this Aramis is not a wit? What a misfortune it is you did not follow your first vocation; what a delicious abbe you would have made!”

	“Oh, it’s only a temporary postponement,” replied Aramis; “I shall be one someday. You very well know, Porthos, that I continue to study theology for that purpose.”

	“He will be one, as he says,” cried Porthos; “he will be one, sooner or later.”

	“Sooner,” said Aramis.

	“He only waits for one thing to determine him to resume his cassock, which hangs behind his uniform,” said another Musketeer.

	“What is he waiting for?” asked another.

	“Only till the queen has given an heir to the crown of France.”

	“No jesting upon that subject, gentlemen,” said Porthos; “thank God the queen is still of an age to give one!”

	“They say that Monsieur de Buckingham is in France,” replied Aramis, with a significant smile which gave to this sentence, apparently so simple, a tolerably scandalous meaning.

	“Aramis, my good friend, this time you are wrong,” interrupted Porthos. “Your wit is always leading you beyond bounds; if Monsieur de Treville heard you, you would repent of speaking thus.”

	“Are you going to give me a lesson, Porthos?” cried Aramis, from whose usually mild eye a flash passed like lightning.

	“My dear fellow, be a Musketeer or an abbe. Be one or the other, but not both,” replied Porthos. “You know what Athos told you the other day; you eat at everybody’s mess. Ah, don’t be angry, I beg of you, that would be useless; you know what is agreed upon between you, Athos and me. You go to Madame d’Aguillon’s, and you pay your court to her; you go to Madame de Bois-Tracy’s, the cousin of Madame de Chevreuse, and you pass for being far advanced in the good graces of that lady. Oh, good Lord! Don’t trouble yourself to reveal your good luck; no one asks for your secret-all the world knows your discretion. But since you possess that virtue, why the devil don’t you make use of it with respect to her Majesty? Let whoever likes talk of the king and the cardinal, and how he likes; but the queen is sacred, and if anyone speaks of her, let it be respectfully.”

	“Porthos, you are as vain as Narcissus; I plainly tell you so,” replied Aramis. “You know I hate moralizing, except when it is done by Athos. As to you, good sir, you wear too magnificent a baldric to be strong on that head. I will be an abbe if it suits me. In the meanwhile I am a Musketeer; in that quality I say what I please, and at this moment it pleases me to say that you weary me.”

	“Aramis!”

	“Porthos!”

	“Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” cried the surrounding group.

	“Monsieur de Treville awaits Monsieur d’Artagnan,” cried a servant, throwing open the door of the cabinet.

	At this announcement, during which the door remained open, everyone became mute, and amid the general silence the young man crossed part of the length of the antechamber, and entered the apartment of the captain of the Musketeers, congratulating himself with all his heart at having so narrowly escaped the end of this strange quarrel.

	3 THE AUDIENCE

	M de Treville was at the moment in rather ill-humor, nevertheless he saluted the young man politely, who bowed to the very ground; and he smiled on receiving d’Artagnan’s response, the Bearnese accent of which recalled to him at the same time his youth and his country--a double remembrance which makes a man smile at all ages; but stepping toward the antechamber and making a sign to d’Artagnan with his hand, as if to ask his permission to finish with others before he began with him, he called three times, with a louder voice at each time, so that he ran through the intervening tones between the imperative accent and the angry accent.

	“Athos! Porthos! Aramis!”

	The two Musketeers with whom we have already made acquaintance, and who answered to the last of these three names, immediately quitted the group of which they had formed a part, and advanced toward the cabinet, the door of which closed after them as soon as they had entered. Their appearance, although it was not quite at ease, excited by its carelessness, at once full of dignity and submission, the admiration of d’Artagnan, who beheld in these two men demigods, and in their leader an Olympian Jupiter, armed with all his thunders.

	When the two Musketeers had entered; when the door was closed behind them; when the buzzing murmur of the antechamber, to which the summons which had been made had doubtless furnished fresh food, had recommenced; when M. de Treville had three or four times paced in silence, and with a frowning brow, the whole length of his cabinet, passing each time before Porthos and Aramis, who were as upright and silent as if on parade--he stopped all at once full in front of them, and covering them from head to foot with an angry look, “Do you know what the king said to me,” cried he, “and that no longer ago than yesterday evening--do you know, gentlemen?”

	“No,” replied the two Musketeers, after a moment’s silence, “no, sir, we do not.”

	“But I hope that you will do us the honor to tell us,” added Aramis, in his politest tone and with his most graceful bow.

	“He told me that he should henceforth recruit his Musketeers from among the Guards of Monsieur the Cardinal.”

	“The Guards of the cardinal! And why so?” asked Porthos, warmly.

	“Because he plainly perceives that his piquette* stands in need of being enlivened by a mixture of good wine.”

	*A watered liquor, made from the second pressing of the grape.

	The two Musketeers reddened to the whites of their eyes. D’Artagnan did not know where he was, and wished himself a hundred feet underground.

	“Yes, yes,” continued M. de Treville, growing warmer as he spoke, “and his majesty was right; for, upon my honor, it is true that the Musketeers make but a miserable figure at court. The cardinal related yesterday while playing with the king, with an air of condolence very displeasing to me, that the day before yesterday those DAMNED MUSKETEERS, those DAREDEVILS--he dwelt upon those words with an ironical tone still more displeasing to me--those BRAGGARTS, added he, glancing at me with his tiger-cat’s eye, had made a riot in the Rue Ferou in a cabaret, and that a party of his Guards (I thought he was going to laugh in my face) had been forced to arrest the rioters! MORBLEU! You must know something about it. Arrest Musketeers! You were among them--you were! Don’t deny it; you were recognized, and the cardinal named you. But it’s all my fault; yes, it’s all my fault, because it is myself who selects my men. You, Aramis, why the devil did you ask me for a uniform when you would have been so much better in a cassock? And you, Porthos, do you only wear such a fine golden baldric to suspend a sword of straw from it? And Athos--I don’t see Athos. Where is he?”

	“Ill--”

	“Very ill, say you? And of what malady?”

	“It is feared that it may be the smallpox, sir,” replied Porthos, desirous of taking his turn in the conversation; “and what is serious is that it will certainly spoil his face.”

	“The smallpox! That’s a great story to tell me, Porthos! Sick of the smallpox at his age! No, no; but wounded without doubt, killed, perhaps. Ah, if I knew! S’blood! Messieurs Musketeers, I will not have this haunting of bad places, this quarreling in the streets, this swordplay at the crossways; and above all, I will not have occasion given for the cardinal’s Guards, who are brave, quiet, skillful men who never put themselves in a position to be arrested, and who, besides, never allow themselves to be arrested, to laugh at you! I am sure of it--they would prefer dying on the spot to being arrested or taking back a step. To save yourselves, to scamper away, to flee--that is good for the king’s Musketeers!”

	Porthos and Aramis trembled with rage. They could willingly have strangled M. de Treville, if, at the bottom of all this, they had not felt it was the great love he bore them which made him speak thus. They stamped upon the carpet with their feet; they bit their lips till the blood came, and grasped the hilts of their swords with all their might. All without had heard, as we have said, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis called, and had guessed, from M. de Treville’s tone of voice, that he was very angry about something. Ten curious heads were glued to the tapestry and became pale with fury; for their ears, closely applied to the door, did not lose a syllable of what he said, while their mouths repeated as he went on, the insulting expressions of the captain to all the people in the antechamber. In an instant, from the door of the cabinet to the street gate, the whole hotel was boiling.

	“Ah! The king’s Musketeers are arrested by the Guards of the cardinal, are they?” continued M. de Treville, as furious at heart as his soldiers, but emphasizing his words and plunging them, one by one, so to say, like so many blows of a stiletto, into the bosoms of his auditors. “What! Six of his Eminence’s Guards arrest six of his Majesty’s Musketeers! MORBLEU! My part is taken! I will go straight to the louvre; I will give in my resignation as captain of the king’s Musketeers to take a lieutenancy in the cardinal’s Guards, and if he refuses me, MORBLEU! I will turn abbe.”

	At these words, the murmur without became an explosion; nothing was to be heard but oaths and blasphemies. The MORBLEUS, the SANG DIEUS, the MORTS TOUTS LES DIABLES, crossed one another in the air. D’Artagnan looked for some tapestry behind which he might hide himself, and felt an immense inclination to crawl under the table.

	“Well, my Captain,” said Porthos, quite beside himself, “the truth is that we were six against six. But we were not captured by fair means; and before we had time to draw our swords, two of our party were dead, and Athos, grievously wounded, was very little better. For you know Athos. Well, Captain, he endeavored twice to get up, and fell again twice. And we did not surrender--no! They dragged us away by force. On the way we escaped. As for Athos, they believed him to be dead, and left him very quiet on the field of battle, not thinking it worth the trouble to carry him away. That’s the whole story. What the devil, Captain, one cannot win all one’s battles! The great Pompey lost that of Pharsalia; and Francis the First, who was, as I have heard say, as good as other folks, nevertheless lost the Battle of Pavia.”

	“And I have the honor of assuring you that I killed one of them with his own sword,” said Aramis; “for mine was broken at the first parry. Killed him, or poniarded him, sir, as is most agreeable to you.”

	“I did not know that,” replied M. de Treville, in a somewhat softened tone. “The cardinal exaggerated, as I perceive.”

	“But pray, sir,” continued Aramis, who, seeing his captain become appeased, ventured to risk a prayer, “do not say that Athos is wounded. He would be in despair if that should come to the ears of the king; and as the wound is very serious, seeing that after crossing the shoulder it penetrates into the chest, it is to be feared--”

	At this instant the tapestry was raised and a noble and handsome head, but frightfully pale, appeared under the fringe.

	“Athos!” cried the two Musketeers.

	“Athos!” repeated M. de Treville himself.

	“You have sent for me, sir,” said Athos to M. de Treville, in a feeble yet perfectly calm voice, “you have sent for me, as my comrades inform me, and I have hastened to receive your orders. I am here; what do you want with me?”

	And at these words, the Musketeer, in irreproachable costume, belted as usual, with a tolerably firm step, entered the cabinet. M. de Treville, moved to the bottom of his heart by this proof of courage, sprang toward him.

	“I was about to say to these gentlemen,” added he, “that I forbid my Musketeers to expose their lives needlessly; for brave men are very dear to the king, and the king knows that his Musketeers are the bravest on the earth. Your hand, Athos!”

	And without waiting for the answer of the newcomer to this proof of affection, M. de Treville seized his right hand and pressed it with all his might, without perceiving that Athos, whatever might be his self-command, allowed a slight murmur of pain to escape him, and if possible, grew paler than he was before.

	The door had remained open, so strong was the excitement produced by the arrival of Athos, whose wound, though kept as a secret, was known to all. A burst of satisfaction hailed the last words of the captain; and two or three heads, carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment, appeared through the openings of the tapestry. M. de Treville was about to reprehend this breach of the rules of etiquette, when he felt the hand of Athos, who had rallied all his energies to contend against pain, at length overcome by it, fell upon the floor as if he were dead.

	“A surgeon!” cried M. de Treville, “mine! The king’s! The best! A surgeon! Or, s’blood, my brave Athos will die!”

	At the cries of M. de Treville, the whole assemblage rushed into the cabinet, he not thinking to shut the door against anyone, and all crowded round the wounded man. But all this eager attention might have been useless if the doctor so loudly called for had not chanced to be in the hotel. He pushed through the crowd, approached Athos, still insensible, and as all this noise and commotion inconvenienced him greatly, he required, as the first and most urgent thing, that the Musketeer should be carried into an adjoining chamber. Immediately M. de Treville opened and pointed the way to Porthos and Aramis, who bore their comrade in their arms. Behind this group walked the surgeon; and behind the surgeon the door closed.

	The cabinet of M. de Treville, generally held so sacred, became in an instant the annex of the antechamber. Everyone spoke, harangued, and vociferated, swearing, cursing, and consigning the cardinal and his Guards to all the devils.

	An instant after, Porthos and Aramis re-entered, the surgeon and M. de Treville alone remaining with the wounded.

	At length, M. de Treville himself returned. The injured man had recovered his senses. The surgeon declared that the situation of the Musketeer had nothing in it to render his friends uneasy, his weakness having been purely and simply caused by loss of blood.

	Then M. de Treville made a sign with his hand, and all retired except d’Artagnan, who did not forget that he had an audience, and with the tenacity of a Gascon remained in his place.

	When all had gone out and the door was closed, M. de Treville, on turning round, found himself alone with the young man. The event which had occurred had in some degree broken the thread of his ideas. He inquired what was the will of his persevering visitor. D’Artagnan then repeated his name, and in an instant recovering all his remembrances of the present and the past, M. de Treville grasped the situation.

	“Pardon me,” said he, smiling, “pardon me my dear compatriot, but I had wholly forgotten you. But what help is there for it! A captain is nothing but a father of a family, charged with even a greater responsibility than the father of an ordinary family. Soldiers are big children; but as I maintain that the orders of the king, and more particularly the orders of the cardinal, should be executed--”

	D’Artagnan could not restrain a smile. By this smile M. de Treville judged that he had not to deal with a fool, and changing the conversation, came straight to the point.

	“I respected your father very much,” said he. “What can I do for the son? Tell me quickly; my time is not my own.”

	“Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, “on quitting Tarbes and coming hither, it was my intention to request of you, in remembrance of the friendship which you have not forgotten, the uniform of a Musketeer; but after all that I have seen during the last two hours, I comprehend that such a favor is enormous, and tremble lest I should not merit it.”

	“It is indeed a favor, young man,” replied M. de Treville, “but it may not be so far beyond your hopes as you believe, or rather as you appear to believe. But his majesty’s decision is always necessary; and I inform you with regret that no one becomes a Musketeer without the preliminary ordeal of several campaigns, certain brilliant actions, or a service of two years in some other regiment less favored than ours.”

	D’Artagnan bowed without replying, feeling his desire to don the Musketeer’s uniform vastly increased by the great difficulties which preceded the attainment of it.

	“But,” continued M. de Treville, fixing upon his compatriot a look so piercing that it might be said he wished to read the thoughts of his heart, “on account of my old companion, your father, as I have said, I will do something for you, young man. Our recruits from Bearn are not generally very rich, and I have no reason to think matters have much changed in this respect since I left the province. I dare say you have not brought too large a stock of money with you?”

	D’Artagnan drew himself up with a proud air which plainly said, “I ask alms of no man.”

	“Oh, that’s very well, young man,” continued M. de Treville, “that’s all very well. I know these airs; I myself came to Paris with four crowns in my purse, and would have fought with anyone who dared to tell me I was not in a condition to purchase the Louvre.”

	D’Artagnan’s bearing became still more imposing. Thanks to the sale of his horse, he commenced his career with four more crowns than M. de Treville possessed at the commencement of his.

	“You ought, I say, then, to husband the means you have, however large the sum may be; but you ought also to endeavor to perfect yourself in the exercises becoming a gentleman. I will write a letter today to the Director of the Royal Academy, and tomorrow he will admit you without any expense to yourself. Do not refuse this little service. Our best-born and richest gentlemen sometimes solicit it without being able to obtain it. You will learn horsemanship, swordsmanship in all its branches, and dancing. You will make some desirable acquaintances; and from time to time you can call upon me, just to tell me how you are getting on, and to say whether I can be of further service to you.”

	D’Artagnan, stranger as he was to all the manners of a court, could not but perceive a little coldness in this reception.

	“Alas, sir,” said he, “I cannot but perceive how sadly I miss the letter of introduction which my father gave me to present to you.”

	“I certainly am surprised,” replied M. de Treville, “that you should undertake so long a journey without that necessary passport, the sole resource of us poor Bearnese.”

	“I had one, sir, and, thank God, such as I could wish,” cried d’Artagnan; “but it was perfidiously stolen from me.”

	He then related the adventure of Meung, described the unknown gentleman with the greatest minuteness, and all with a warmth and truthfulness that delighted M. de Treville.

	“This is all very strange,” said M. de Treville, after meditating a minute; “you mentioned my name, then, aloud?”

	“Yes, sir, I certainly committed that imprudence; but why should I have done otherwise? A name like yours must be as a buckler to me on my way. Judge if I should not put myself under its protection.”

	Flattery was at that period very current, and M. de Treville loved incense as well as a king, or even a cardinal. He could not refrain from a smile of visible satisfaction; but this smile soon disappeared, and returning to the adventure of Meung, “Tell me,” continued he, “had not this gentlemen a slight scar on his cheek?”

	“Yes, such a one as would be made by the grazing of a ball.”

	“Was he not a fine-looking man?”

	“Yes.”

	“Of lofty stature.”

	“Yes.”

	“Of pale complexion and brown hair?”

	“Yes, yes, that is he; how is it, sir, that you are acquainted with this man? If I ever find him again--and I will find him, I swear, were it in hell!”

	“He was waiting for a woman,” continued Treville.

	“He departed immediately after having conversed for a minute with her whom he awaited.”

	“You know not the subject of their conversation?”

	“He gave her a box, told her not to open it except in London.”

	“Was this woman English?”

	“He called her Milady.”

	“It is he; it must be he!” murmured Treville. “I believed him still at Brussels.”

	“Oh, sir, if you know who this man is,” cried d’Artagnan, “tell me who he is, and whence he is. I will then release you from all your promises--even that of procuring my admission into the Musketeers; for before everything, I wish to avenge myself.”

	“Beware, young man!” cried Treville. “If you see him coming on one side of the street, pass by on the other. Do not cast yourself against such a rock; he would break you like glass.”

	“That will not prevent me,” replied d’Artagnan, “if ever I find him.”

	“In the meantime,” said Treville, “seek him not--if I have a right to advise you.”

	All at once the captain stopped, as if struck by a sudden suspicion. This great hatred which the young traveler manifested so loudly for this man, who--a rather improbable thing--had stolen his father’s letter from him--was there not some perfidy concealed under this hatred? Might not this young man be sent by his Eminence? Might he not have come for the purpose of laying a snare for him? This pretended d’Artagnan--was he not an emissary of the cardinal, whom the cardinal sought to introduce into Treville’s house, to place near him, to win his confidence, and afterward to ruin him as had been done in a thousand other instances? He fixed his eyes upon d’Artagnan even more earnestly than before. He was moderately reassured, however, by the aspect of that countenance, full of astute intelligence and affected humility. “I know he is a Gascon,” reflected he, “but he may be one for the cardinal as well as for me. Let us try him.”

	“My friend,” said he, slowly, “I wish, as the son of an ancient friend--for I consider this story of the lost letter perfectly true--I wish, I say, in order to repair the coldness you may have remarked in my reception of you, to discover to you the secrets of our policy. The king and the cardinal are the best of friends; their apparent bickerings are only feints to deceive fools. I am not willing that a compatriot, a handsome cavalier, a brave youth, quite fit to make his way, should become the dupe of all these artifices and fall into the snare after the example of so many others who have been ruined by it. Be assured that I am devoted to both these all-powerful masters, and that my earnest endeavors have no other aim than the service of the king, and also the cardinal--one of the most illustrious geniuses that France has ever produced.

	“Now, young man, regulate your conduct accordingly; and if you entertain, whether from your family, your relations, or even from your instincts, any of these enmities which we see constantly breaking out against the cardinal, bid me adieu and let us separate. I will aid you in many ways, but without attaching you to my person. I hope that my frankness at least will make you my friend; for you are the only young man to whom I have hitherto spoken as I have done to you.”

	Treville said to himself: “If the cardinal has set this young fox upon me, he will certainly not have failed--he, who knows how bitterly I execrate him--to tell his spy that the best means of making his court to me is to rail at him. Therefore, in spite of all my protestations, if it be as I suspect, my cunning gossip will assure me that he holds his Eminence in horror.”

	It, however, proved otherwise. D’Artagnan answered, with the greatest simplicity: “I came to Paris with exactly such intentions. My father advised me to stoop to nobody but the king, the cardinal, and yourself--whom he considered the first three personages in France.”

	D’Artagnan added M. de Treville to the others, as may be perceived; but he thought this addition would do no harm.

	“I have the greatest veneration for the cardinal,” continued he, “and the most profound respect for his actions. So much the better for me, sir, if you speak to me, as you say, with frankness--for then you will do me the honor to esteem the resemblance of our opinions; but if you have entertained any doubt, as naturally you may, I feel that I am ruining myself by speaking the truth. But I still trust you will not esteem me the less for it, and that is my object beyond all others.”

	M de Treville was surprised to the greatest degree. So much penetration, so much frankness, created admiration, but did not entirely remove his suspicions. The more this young man was superior to others, the more he was to be dreaded if he meant to deceive him. Nevertheless, he pressed d’Artagnan’s hand, and said to him: “You are an honest youth; but at the present moment I can only do for you that which I just now offered. My hotel will be always open to you. Hereafter, being able to ask for me at all hours, and consequently to take advantage of all opportunities, you will probably obtain that which you desire.”

	“That is to say,” replied d’Artagnan, “that you will wait until I have proved myself worthy of it. Well, be assured,” added he, with the familiarity of a Gascon, “you shall not wait long.” And he bowed in order to retire, and as if he considered the future in his own hands.

	“But wait a minute,” said M. de Treville, stopping him. “I promised you a letter for the director of the Academy. Are you too proud to accept it, young gentleman?”

	“No, sir,” said d’Artagnan; “and I will guard it so carefully that I will be sworn it shall arrive at its address, and woe be to him who shall attempt to take it from me!”

	M de Treville smiled at this flourish; and leaving his young man compatriot in the embrasure of the window, where they had talked together, he seated himself at a table in order to write the promised letter of recommendation. While he was doing this, d’Artagnan, having no better employment, amused himself with beating a march upon the window and with looking at the Musketeers, who went away, one after another, following them with his eyes until they disappeared.

	M de Treville, after having written the letter, sealed it, and rising, approached the young man in order to give it to him. But at the very moment when d’Artagnan stretched out his hand to receive it, M. de Treville was highly astonished to see his protege make a sudden spring, become crimson with passion, and rush from the cabinet crying, “S’blood, he shall not escape me this time!”

	“And who?” asked M. de Treville.

	“He, my thief!” replied d’Artagnan. “Ah, the traitor!” and he disappeared.

	“The devil take the madman!” murmured M. de Treville, “unless,” added he, “this is a cunning mode of escaping, seeing that he had failed in his purpose!”

	4 THE SHOULDER OF ATHOS, THE BALDRIC OF PORTHOS AND THE HANDKERCHIEF OF ARAMIS

	D’Artagnan, in a state of fury, crossed the antechamber at three bounds, and was darting toward the stairs, which he reckoned upon descending four at a time, when, in his heedless course, he ran head foremost against a Musketeer who was coming out of one of M. de Treville’s private rooms, and striking his shoulder violently, made him utter a cry, or rather a howl.

	“Excuse me,” said d’Artagnan, endeavoring to resume his course, “excuse me, but I am in a hurry.”

	Scarcely had he descended the first stair, when a hand of iron seized him by the belt and stopped him.

	“You are in a hurry?” said the Musketeer, as pale as a sheet. “Under that pretense you run against me! You say, ‘Excuse me,’ and you believe that is sufficient? Not at all, my young man. Do you fancy because you have heard Monsieur de Treville speak to us a little cavalierly today that other people are to treat us as he speaks to us? Undeceive yourself, comrade, you are not Monsieur de Treville.”

	“My faith!” replied d’Artagnan, recognizing Athos, who, after the dressing performed by the doctor, was returning to his own apartment. “I did not do it intentionally, and not doing it intentionally, I said ‘Excuse me.’ It appears to me that this is quite enough. I repeat to you, however, and this time on my word of honor--I think perhaps too often--that I am in haste, great haste. Leave your hold, then, I beg of you, and let me go where my business calls me.”

	“Monsieur,” said Athos, letting him go, “you are not polite; it is easy to perceive that you come from a distance.”

	D’Artagnan had already strode down three or four stairs, but at Athos’s last remark he stopped short.

	“MORBLEU, monsieur!” said he, “however far I may come, it is not you who can give me a lesson in good manners, I warn you.”

	“Perhaps,” said Athos.

	“Ah! If I were not in such haste, and if I were not running after someone,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Monsieur Man-in-a-hurry, you can find me without running--ME, you understand?”

	“And where, I pray you?”

	“Near the Carmes-Deschaux.”

	“At what hour?”

	“About noon.”

	“About noon? That will do; I will be there.”

	“Endeavor not to make me wait; for at quarter past twelve I will cut off your ears as you run.”

	“Good!” cried d’Artagnan, “I will be there ten minutes before twelve.” And he set off running as if the devil possessed him, hoping that he might yet find the stranger, whose slow pace could not have carried him far.

	But at the street gate, Porthos was talking with the soldier on guard. Between the two talkers there was just enough room for a man to pass. D’Artagnan thought it would suffice for him, and he sprang forward like a dart between them. But d’Artagnan had reckoned without the wind. As he was about to pass, the wind blew out Porthos’s long cloak, and d’Artagnan rushed straight into the middle of it. Without doubt, Porthos had reasons for not abandoning this part of his vestments, for instead of quitting his hold on the flap in his hand, he pulled it toward him, so that d’Artagnan rolled himself up in the velvet by a movement of rotation explained by the persistency of Porthos.

	D’Artagnan, hearing the Musketeer swear, wished to escape from the cloak, which blinded him, and sought to find his way from under the folds of it. He was particularly anxious to avoid marring the freshness of the magnificent baldric we are acquainted with; but on timidly opening his eyes, he found himself with his nose fixed between the two shoulders of Porthos--that is to say, exactly upon the baldric.

	Alas, like most things in this world which have nothing in their favor but appearances, the baldric was glittering with gold in the front, but was nothing but simple buff behind. Vainglorious as he was, Porthos could not afford to have a baldric wholly of gold, but had at least half. One could comprehend the necessity of the cold and the urgency of the cloak.

	“Bless me!” cried Porthos, making strong efforts to disembarrass himself of d’Artagnan, who was wriggling about his back; “you must be mad to run against people in this manner.”

	“Excuse me,” said d’Artagnan, reappearing under the shoulder of the giant, “but I am in such haste--I was running after someone and--”

	“And do you always forget your eyes when you run?” asked Porthos.

	“No,” replied d’Artagnan, piqued, “and thanks to my eyes, I can see what other people cannot see.”

	Whether Porthos understood him or did not understand him, giving way to his anger, “Monsieur,” said he, “you stand a chance of getting chastised if you rub Musketeers in this fashion.”

	“Chastised, Monsieur!” said d’Artagnan, “the expression is strong.”

	“It is one that becomes a man accustomed to look his enemies in the face.”

	“Ah, PARDIEU! I know full well that you don’t turn your back to yours.”

	And the young man, delighted with his joke, went away laughing loudly.

	Porthos foamed with rage, and made a movement to rush after d’Artagnan.

	“Presently, presently,” cried the latter, “when you haven’t your cloak on.”

	“At one o’clock, then, behind the Luxembourg.”

	“Very well, at one o’clock, then,” replied d’Artagnan, turning the angle of the street.

	But neither in the street he had passed through, nor in the one which his eager glance pervaded, could he see anyone; however slowly the stranger had walked, he was gone on his way, or perhaps had entered some house. D’Artagnan inquired of everyone he met with, went down to the ferry, came up again by the Rue de Seine, and the Red Cross; but nothing, absolutely nothing! This chase was, however, advantageous to him in one sense, for in proportion as the perspiration broke from his forehead, his heart began to cool.

	He began to reflect upon the events that had passed; they were numerous and inauspicious. It was scarcely eleven o’clock in the morning, and yet this morning had already brought him into disgrace with M. de Treville, who could not fail to think the manner in which d’Artagnan had left him a little cavalier.

	Besides this, he had drawn upon himself two good duels with two men, each capable of killing three d’Artagnans--with two Musketeers, in short, with two of those beings whom he esteemed so greatly that he placed them in his mind and heart above all other men.

	The outlook was sad. Sure of being killed by Athos, it may easily be understood that the young man was not very uneasy about Porthos. As hope, however, is the last thing extinguished in the heart of man, he finished by hoping that he might survive, even though with terrible wounds, in both these duels; and in case of surviving, he made the following reprehensions upon his own conduct:

	“What a madcap I was, and what a stupid fellow I am! That brave and unfortunate Athos was wounded on that very shoulder against which I must run head foremost, like a ram. The only thing that astonishes me is that he did not strike me dead at once. He had good cause to do so; the pain I gave him must have been atrocious. As to Porthos--oh, as to Porthos, faith, that’s a droll affair!”

	And in spite of himself, the young man began to laugh aloud, looking round carefully, however, to see that his solitary laugh, without a cause in the eyes of passers-by, offended no one.

	“As to Porthos, that is certainly droll; but I am not the less a giddy fool. Are people to be run against without warning? No! And have I any right to go and peep under their cloaks to see what is not there? He would have pardoned me, he would certainly have pardoned me, if I had not said anything to him about that cursed baldric--in ambiguous words, it is true, but rather drolly ambiguous. Ah, cursed Gascon that I am, I get from one hobble into another. Friend d’Artagnan,” continued he, speaking to himself with all the amenity that he thought due himself, “if you escape, of which there is not much chance, I would advise you to practice perfect politeness for the future. You must henceforth be admired and quoted as a model of it. To be obliging and polite does not necessarily make a man a coward. Look at Aramis, now; Aramis is mildness and grace personified. Well, did anybody ever dream of calling Aramis a coward? No, certainly not, and from this moment I will endeavor to model myself after him. Ah! That’s strange! Here he is!”

	D’Artagnan, walking and soliloquizing, had arrived within a few steps of the hotel d’Arguillon and in front of that hotel perceived Aramis, chatting gaily with three gentlemen; but as he had not forgotten that it was in presence of this young man that M. de Treville had been so angry in the morning, and as a witness of the rebuke the Musketeers had received was not likely to be at all agreeable, he pretended not to see him. D’Artagnan, on the contrary, quite full of his plans of conciliation and courtesy, approached the young men with a profound bow, accompanied by a most gracious smile. All four, besides, immediately broke off their conversation.

	D’Artagnan was not so dull as not to perceive that he was one too many; but he was not sufficiently broken into the fashions of the gay world to know how to extricate himself gallantly from a false position, like that of a man who begins to mingle with people he is scarcely acquainted with and in a conversation that does not concern him. He was seeking in his mind, then, for the least awkward means of retreat, when he remarked that Aramis had let his handkerchief fall, and by mistake, no doubt, had placed his foot upon it. This appeared to be a favorable opportunity to repair his intrusion. He stooped, and with the most gracious air he could assume, drew the handkerchief from under the foot of the Musketeer in spite of the efforts the latter made to detain it, and holding it out to him, said, “I believe, monsieur, that this is a handkerchief you would be sorry to lose?”

	The handkerchief was indeed richly embroidered, and had a coronet and arms at one of its corners. Aramis blushed excessively, and snatched rather than took the handkerchief from the hand of the Gascon.

	“Ah, ah!” cried one of the Guards, “will you persist in saying, most discreet Aramis, that you are not on good terms with Madame de Bois-Tracy, when that gracious lady has the kindness to lend you one of her handkerchiefs?”

	Aramis darted at d’Artagnan one of those looks which inform a man that he has acquired a mortal enemy. Then, resuming his mild air, “You are deceived, gentlemen,” said he, “this handkerchief is not mine, and I cannot fancy why Monsieur has taken it into his head to offer it to me rather than to one of you; and as a proof of what I say, here is mine in my pocket.”

	So saying, he pulled out his own handkerchief, likewise a very elegant handkerchief, and of fine cambric--though cambric was dear at the period--but a handkerchief without embroidery and without arms, only ornamented with a single cipher, that of its proprietor.

	This time d’Artagnan was not hasty. He perceived his mistake; but the friends of Aramis were not at all convinced by his denial, and one of them addressed the young Musketeer with affected seriousness. “If it were as you pretend it is,” said he, “I should be forced, my dear Aramis, to reclaim it myself; for, as you very well know, Bois-Tracy is an intimate friend of mine, and I cannot allow the property of his wife to be sported as a trophy.”

	“You make the demand badly,” replied Aramis; “and while acknowledging the justice of your reclamation, I refuse it on account of the form.”

	“The fact is,” hazarded d’Artagnan, timidly, “I did not see the handkerchief fall from the pocket of Monsieur Aramis. He had his foot upon it, that is all; and I thought from having his foot upon it the handkerchief was his.”

	“And you were deceived, my dear sir,” replied Aramis, coldly, very little sensible to the reparation. Then turning toward that one of the guards who had declared himself the friend of Bois-Tracy, “Besides,” continued he, “I have reflected, my dear intimate of Bois-Tracy, that I am not less tenderly his friend than you can possibly be; so that decidedly this handkerchief is as likely to have fallen from your pocket as mine.”

	“No, upon my honor!” cried his Majesty’s Guardsman.

	“You are about to swear upon your honor and I upon my word, and then it will be pretty evident that one of us will have lied. Now, here, Montaran, we will do better than that--let each take a half.”

	“Of the handkerchief?”

	“Yes.”

	“Perfectly just,” cried the other two Guardsmen, “the judgment of King Solomon! Aramis, you certainly are full of wisdom!”

	The young men burst into a laugh, and as may be supposed, the affair had no other sequel. In a moment or two the conversation ceased, and the three Guardsmen and the Musketeer, after having cordially shaken hands, separated, the Guardsmen going one way and Aramis another.

	“Now is my time to make peace with this gallant man,” said d’Artagnan to himself, having stood on one side during the whole of the latter part of the conversation; and with this good feeling drawing near to Aramis, who was departing without paying any attention to him, “Monsieur,” said he, “you will excuse me, I hope.”

	“Ah, monsieur,” interrupted Aramis, “permit me to observe to you that you have not acted in this affair as a gallant man ought.”

	“What, monsieur!” cried d’Artagnan, “and do you suppose--”

	“I suppose, monsieur, that you are not a fool, and that you knew very well, although coming from Gascony, that people do not tread upon handkerchiefs without a reason. What the devil! Paris is not paved with cambric!”

	“Monsieur, you act wrongly in endeavoring to mortify me,” said d’Artagnan, in whom the natural quarrelsome spirit began to speak more loudly than his pacific resolutions. “I am from Gascony, it is true; and since you know it, there is no occasion to tell you that Gascons are not very patient, so that when they have begged to be excused once, were it even for a folly, they are convinced that they have done already at least as much again as they ought to have done.”

	“Monsieur, what I say to you about the matter,” said Aramis, “is not for the sake of seeking a quarrel. Thank God, I am not a bravo! And being a Musketeer but for a time, I only fight when I am forced to do so, and always with great repugnance; but this time the affair is serious, for here is a lady compromised by you.”

	“By US, you mean!” cried d’Artagnan.

	“Why did you so maladroitly restore me the handkerchief?”

	“Why did you so awkwardly let it fall?”

	“I have said, monsieur, and I repeat, that the handkerchief did not fall from my pocket.”

	“And thereby you have lied twice, monsieur, for I saw it fall.”

	“Ah, you take it with that tone, do you, Master Gascon? Well, I will teach you how to behave yourself.”

	“And I will send you back to your Mass book, Master Abbe. Draw, if you please, and instantly--”

	“Not so, if you please, my good friend--not here, at least. Do you not perceive that we are opposite the Hotel d’Arguillon, which is full of the cardinal’s creatures? How do I know that this is not his Eminence who has honored you with the commission to procure my head? Now, I entertain a ridiculous partiality for my head, it seems to suit my shoulders so correctly. I wish to kill you, be at rest as to that, but to kill you quietly in a snug, remote place, where you will not be able to boast of your death to anybody.”

	“I agree, monsieur; but do not be too confident. Take your handkerchief; whether it belongs to you or another, you may perhaps stand in need of it.”

	“Monsieur is a Gascon?” asked Aramis.

	“Yes. Monsieur does not postpone an interview through prudence?”

	“Prudence, monsieur, is a virtue sufficiently useless to Musketeers, I know, but indispensable to churchmen; and as I am only a Musketeer provisionally, I hold it good to be prudent. At two o’clock I shall have the honor of expecting you at the hotel of Monsieur de Treville. There I will indicate to you the best place and time.”

	The two young men bowed and separated, Aramis ascending the street which led to the Luxembourg, while d’Artagnan, perceiving the appointed hour was approaching, took the road to the Carmes-Deschaux, saying to himself, “Decidedly I can’t draw back; but at least, if I am killed, I shall be killed by a Musketeer.”

	5 THE KING’S MUSKETEERS AND THE CARDINAL’S GUARDS

	D’Artagnan was acquainted with nobody in Paris. He went therefore to his appointment with Athos without a second, determined to be satisfied with those his adversary should choose. Besides, his intention was formed to make the brave Musketeer all suitable apologies, but without meanness or weakness, fearing that might result from this duel which generally results from an affair of this kind, when a young and vigorous man fights with an adversary who is wounded and weakened--if conquered, he doubles the triumph of his antagonist; if a conqueror, he is accused of foul play and want of courage.

	Now, we must have badly painted the character of our adventure seeker, or our readers must have already perceived that d’Artagnan was not an ordinary man; therefore, while repeating to himself that his death was inevitable, he did not make up his mind to die quietly, as one less courageous and less restrained might have done in his place. He reflected upon the different characters of those with whom he was going to fight, and began to view his situation more clearly. He hoped, by means of loyal excuses, to make a friend of Athos, whose lordly air and austere bearing pleased him much. He flattered himself he should be able to frighten Porthos with the adventure of the baldric, which he might, if not killed upon the spot, relate to everybody a recital which, well managed, would cover Porthos with ridicule. As to the astute Aramis, he did not entertain much dread of him; and supposing he should be able to get so far, he determined to dispatch him in good style or at least, by hitting him in the face, as Caesar recommended his soldiers do to those of Pompey, to damage forever the beauty of which he was so proud.

	In addition to this, d’Artagnan possessed that invincible stock of resolution which the counsels of his father had implanted in his heart: “Endure nothing from anyone but the king, the cardinal, and Monsieur de Treville.” He flew, then, rather than walked, toward the convent of the Carmes Dechausses, or rather Deschaux, as it was called at that period, a sort of building without a window, surrounded by barren fields--an accessory to the Preaux-Clercs, and which was generally employed as the place for the duels of men who had no time to lose.

	When d’Artagnan arrived in sight of the bare spot of ground which extended along the foot of the monastery, Athos had been waiting about five minutes, and twelve o’clock was striking. He was, then, as punctual as the Samaritan woman, and the most rigorous casuist with regard to duels could have nothing to say.

	Athos, who still suffered grievously from his wound, though it had been dressed anew by M. de Treville’s surgeon, was seated on a post and waiting for his adversary with hat in hand, his feather even touching the ground.

	“Monsieur,” said Athos, “I have engaged two of my friends as seconds; but these two friends are not yet come, at which I am astonished, as it is not at all their custom.”

	“I have no seconds on my part, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan; “for having only arrived yesterday in Paris, I as yet know no one but Monsieur de Treville, to whom I was recommended by my father, who has the honor to be, in some degree, one of his friends.”

	Athos reflected for an instant. “You know no one but Monsieur de Treville?” he asked.

	“Yes, monsieur, I know only him.”

	“Well, but then,” continued Athos, speaking half to himself, “if I kill you, I shall have the air of a boy-slayer.”

	“Not too much so,” replied d’Artagnan, with a bow that was not deficient in dignity, “since you do me the honor to draw a sword with me while suffering from a wound which is very inconvenient.”

	“Very inconvenient, upon my word; and you hurt me devilishly, I can tell you. But I will take the left hand--it is my custom in such circumstances. Do not fancy that I do you a favor; I use either hand easily. And it will be even a disadvantage to you; a left-handed man is very troublesome to people who are not prepared for it. I regret I did not inform you sooner of this circumstance.”

	“You have truly, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, bowing again, “a courtesy, for which, I assure you, I am very grateful.”

	“You confuse me,” replied Athos, with his gentlemanly air; “let us talk of something else, if you please. Ah, s’blood, how you have hurt me! My shoulder quite burns.”

	“If you would permit me--” said d’Artagnan, with timidity.

	“What, monsieur?”

	“I have a miraculous balsam for wounds--a balsam given to me by my mother and of which I have made a trial upon myself.”

	“Well?”

	“Well, I am sure that in less than three days this balsam would cure you; and at the end of three days, when you would be cured--well, sir, it would still do me a great honor to be your man.”

	D’Artagnan spoke these words with a simplicity that did honor to his courtesy, without throwing the least doubt upon his courage.

	“PARDIEU, monsieur!” said Athos, “that’s a proposition that pleases me; not that I can accept it, but a league off it savors of the gentleman. Thus spoke and acted the gallant knights of the time of Charlemagne, in whom every cavalier ought to seek his model. Unfortunately, we do not live in the times of the great emperor, we live in the times of the cardinal; and three days hence, however well the secret might be guarded, it would be known, I say, that we were to fight, and our combat would be prevented. I think these fellows will never come.”

	“If you are in haste, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, with the same simplicity with which a moment before he had proposed to him to put off the duel for three days, “and if it be your will to dispatch me at once, do not inconvenience yourself, I pray you.”

	“There is another word which pleases me,” cried Athos, with a gracious nod to d’Artagnan. “That did not come from a man without a heart. Monsieur, I love men of your kidney; and I foresee plainly that if we don’t kill each other, I shall hereafter have much pleasure in your conversation. We will wait for these gentlemen, so please you; I have plenty of time, and it will be more correct. Ah, here is one of them, I believe.”

	In fact, at the end of the Rue Vaugirard the gigantic Porthos appeared.

	“What!” cried d’Artagnan, “is your first witness Monsieur Porthos?”

	“Yes, that disturbs you?”

	“By no means.”

	“And here is the second.”

	D’Artagnan turned in the direction pointed to by Athos, and perceived Aramis.

	“What!” cried he, in an accent of greater astonishment than before, “your second witness is Monsieur Aramis?”

	“Doubtless! Are you not aware that we are never seen one without the others, and that we are called among the Musketeers and the Guards, at court and in the city, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, or the Three Inseparables? And yet, as you come from Dax or Pau--”

	“From Tarbes,” said d’Artagnan.

	“It is probable you are ignorant of this little fact,” said Athos.

	“My faith!” replied d’Artagnan, “you are well named, gentlemen; and my adventure, if it should make any noise, will prove at least that your union is not founded upon contrasts.”

	In the meantime, Porthos had come up, waved his hand to Athos, and then turning toward d’Artagnan, stood quite astonished.

	Let us say in passing that he had changed his baldric and relinquished his cloak.

	“Ah, ah!” said he, “what does this mean?”

	“This is the gentleman I am going to fight with,” said Athos, pointing to d’Artagnan with his hand and saluting him with the same gesture.

	“Why, it is with him I am also going to fight,” said Porthos.

	“But not before one o’clock,” replied d’Artagnan.

	“And I also am to fight with this gentleman,” said Aramis, coming in his turn onto the place.

	“But not until two o’clock,” said d’Artagnan, with the same calmness.

	“But what are you going to fight about, Athos?” asked Aramis.

	“Faith! I don’t very well know. He hurt my shoulder. And you, Porthos?”

	“Faith! I am going to fight--because I am going to fight,” answered Porthos, reddening.

	Athos, whose keen eye lost nothing, perceived a faintly sly smile pass over the lips of the young Gascon as he replied, “We had a short discussion upon dress.”

	“And you, Aramis?” asked Athos.

	“Oh, ours is a theological quarrel,” replied Aramis, making a sign to d’Artagnan to keep secret the cause of their duel.

	Athos indeed saw a second smile on the lips of d’Artagnan.

	“Indeed?” said Athos.

	“Yes; a passage of St. Augustine, upon which we could not agree,” said the Gascon.

	“Decidedly, this is a clever fellow,” murmured Athos.

	“And now you are assembled, gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, “permit me to offer you my apologies.”

	At this word APOLOGIES, a cloud passed over the brow of Athos, a haughty smile curled the lip of Porthos, and a negative sign was the reply of Aramis.

	“You do not understand me, gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, throwing up his head, the sharp and bold lines of which were at the moment gilded by a bright ray of the sun. “I asked to be excused in case I should not be able to discharge my debt to all three; for Monsieur Athos has the right to kill me first, which must much diminish the face-value of your bill, Monsieur Porthos, and render yours almost null, Monsieur Aramis. And now, gentlemen, I repeat, excuse me, but on that account only, and--on guard!”

	At these words, with the most gallant air possible, d’Artagnan drew his sword.

	The blood had mounted to the head of d’Artagnan, and at that moment he would have drawn his sword against all the Musketeers in the kingdom as willingly as he now did against Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.

	It was a quarter past midday. The sun was in its zenith, and the spot chosen for the scene of the duel was exposed to its full ardor.

	“It is very hot,” said Athos, drawing his sword in its turn, “and yet I cannot take off my doublet; for I just now felt my wound begin to bleed again, and I should not like to annoy Monsieur with the sight of blood which he has not drawn from me himself.”

	“That is true, Monsieur,” replied d’Artagnan, “and whether drawn by myself or another, I assure you I shall always view with regret the blood of so brave a gentleman. I will therefore fight in my doublet, like yourself.”

	“Come, come, enough of such compliments!” cried Porthos. “Remember, we are waiting for our turns.”

	“Speak for yourself when you are inclined to utter such incongruities,” interrupted Aramis. “For my part, I think what they say is very well said, and quite worthy of two gentlemen.”

	“When you please, monsieur,” said Athos, putting himself on guard.

	“I waited your orders,” said d’Artagnan, crossing swords.

	But scarcely had the two rapiers clashed, when a company of the Guards of his Eminence, commanded by M. de Jussac, turned the corner of the convent.

	“The cardinal’s Guards!” cried Aramis and Porthos at the same time. “Sheathe your swords, gentlemen, sheathe your swords!”

	But it was too late. The two combatants had been seen in a position which left no doubt of their intentions.

	“Halloo!” cried Jussac, advancing toward them and making a sign to his men to do so likewise, “halloo, Musketeers? Fighting here, are you? And the edicts? What is become of them?”

	“You are very generous, gentlemen of the Guards,” said Athos, full of rancor, for Jussac was one of the aggressors of the preceding day. “If we were to see you fighting, I can assure you that we would make no effort to prevent you. Leave us alone, then, and you will enjoy a little amusement without cost to yourselves.”

	“Gentlemen,” said Jussac, “it is with great regret that I pronounce the thing impossible. Duty before everything. Sheathe, then, if you please, and follow us.”

	“Monsieur,” said Aramis, parodying Jussac, “it would afford us great pleasure to obey your polite invitation if it depended upon ourselves; but unfortunately the thing is impossible--Monsieur de Treville has forbidden it. Pass on your way, then; it is the best thing to do.”

	This raillery exasperated Jussac. “We will charge upon you, then,” said he, “if you disobey.”

	“There are five of them,” said Athos, half aloud, “and we are but three; we shall be beaten again, and must die on the spot, for, on my part, I declare I will never appear again before the captain as a conquered man.”

	Athos, Porthos, and Aramis instantly drew near one another, while Jussac drew up his soldiers.

	This short interval was sufficient to determine d’Artagnan on the part he was to take. It was one of those events which decide the life of a man; it was a choice between the king and the cardinal--the choice made, it must be persisted in. To fight, that was to disobey the law, that was to risk his head, that was to make at one blow an enemy of a minister more powerful than the king himself. All this the young man perceived, and yet, to his praise we speak it, he did not hesitate a second. Turning towards Athos and his friends, “Gentlemen,” said he, “allow me to correct your words, if you please. You said you were but three, but it appears to me we are four.”

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

	“That’s true,” replied d’Artagnan; “I have not the uniform, but I have the spirit. My heart is that of a Musketeer; I feel it, monsieur, and that impels me on.”

	“Withdraw, young man,” cried Jussac, who doubtless, by his gestures and the expression of his countenance, had guessed d’Artagnan’s design. “You may retire; we consent to that. Save your skin; begone quickly.”

	D’Artagnan did not budge.

	“Decidedly, you are a brave fellow,” said Athos, pressing the young man’s hand.

	“Come, come, choose your part,” replied Jussac.

	“Well,” said Porthos to Aramis, “we must do something.”

	“Monsieur is full of generosity,” said Athos.

	But all three reflected upon the youth of d’Artagnan, and dreaded his inexperience.

	“We should only be three, one of whom is wounded, with the addition of a boy,” resumed Athos; “and yet it will not be the less said we were four men.”

	“Yes, but to yield!” said Porthos.

	“That IS difficult,” replied Athos.

	D’Artagnan comprehended their irresolution.

	“Try me, gentlemen,” said he, “and I swear to you by my honor that I will not go hence if we are conquered.”

	“What is your name, my brave fellow?” said Athos.

	“d’Artagnan, monsieur.”

	“Well, then, Athos, Porthos, Aramis, and d’Artagnan, forward!” cried Athos.

	“Come, gentlemen, have you decided?” cried Jussac for the third time.

	“It is done, gentlemen,” said Athos.

	“And what is your choice?” asked Jussac.

	“We are about to have the honor of charging you,” replied Aramis, lifting his hat with one hand and drawing his sword with the other.

	“Ah! You resist, do you?” cried Jussac.

	“S’blood; does that astonish you?”

	And the nine combatants rushed upon each other with a fury which however did not exclude a certain degree of method.

	Athos fixed upon a certain Cahusac, a favorite of the cardinal’s. Porthos had Bicarat, and Aramis found himself opposed to two adversaries. As to d’Artagnan, he sprang toward Jussac himself.

	The heart of the young Gascon beat as if it would burst through his side--not from fear, God be thanked, he had not the shade of it, but with emulation; he fought like a furious tiger, turning ten times round his adversary, and changing his ground and his guard twenty times. Jussac was, as was then said, a fine blade, and had had much practice; nevertheless it required all his skill to defend himself against an adversary who, active and energetic, departed every instant from received rules, attacking him on all sides at once, and yet parrying like a man who had the greatest respect for his own epidermis.

	This contest at length exhausted Jussac’s patience. Furious at being held in check by one whom he had considered a boy, he became warm and began to make mistakes. D’Artagnan, who though wanting in practice had a sound theory, redoubled his agility. Jussac, anxious to put an end to this, springing forward, aimed a terrible thrust at his adversary, but the latter parried it; and while Jussac was recovering himself, glided like a serpent beneath his blade, and passed his sword through his body. Jussac fell like a dead mass.

	D’Artagnan then cast an anxious and rapid glance over the field of battle.

	Aramis had killed one of his adversaries, but the other pressed him warmly. Nevertheless, Aramis was in a good situation, and able to defend himself.

	Bicarat and Porthos had just made counterhits. Porthos had received a thrust through his arm, and Bicarat one through his thigh. But neither of these two wounds was serious, and they only fought more earnestly.

	Athos, wounded anew by Cahusac, became evidently paler, but did not give way a foot. He only changed his sword hand, and fought with his left hand.

	According to the laws of dueling at that period, d’Artagnan was at liberty to assist whom he pleased. While he was endeavoring to find out which of his companions stood in greatest need, he caught a glance from Athos. The glance was of sublime eloquence. Athos would have died rather than appeal for help; but he could look, and with that look ask assistance. D’Artagnan interpreted it; with a terrible bound he sprang to the side of Cahusac, crying, “To me, Monsieur Guardsman; I will slay you!”

	Cahusac turned. It was time; for Athos, whose great courage alone supported him, sank upon his knee.

	“S’blood!” cried he to d’Artagnan, “do not kill him, young man, I beg of you. I have an old affair to settle with him when I am cured and sound again. Disarm him only--make sure of his sword. That’s it! Very well done!”

	The exclamation was drawn from Athos by seeing the sword of Cahusac fly twenty paces from him. D’Artagnan and Cahusac sprang forward at the same instant, the one to recover, the other to obtain, the sword; but d’Artagnan, being the more active, reached it first and placed his foot upon it.

	Cahusac immediately ran to the Guardsman whom Aramis had killed, seized his rapier, and returned toward d’Artagnan; but on his way he met Athos, who during his relief which d’Artagnan had procured him had recovered his breath, and who, for fear that d’Artagnan would kill his enemy, wished to resume the fight.

	D’Artagnan perceived that it would be disobliging Athos not to leave him alone; and in a few minutes Cahusac fell, with a sword thrust through his throat.

	At the same instant Aramis placed his sword point on the breast of his fallen enemy, and forced him to ask for mercy.

	There only then remained Porthos and Bicarat. Porthos made a thousand flourishes, asking Bicarat what o’clock it could be, and offering him his compliments upon his brother’s having just obtained a company in the regiment of Navarre; but, jest as he might, he gained nothing. Bicarat was one of those iron men who never fell dead.

	Nevertheless, it was necessary to finish. The watch might come up and take all the combatants, wounded or not, royalists or cardinalists. Athos, Aramis, and d’Artagnan surrounded Bicarat, and required him to surrender. Though alone against all and with a wound in his thigh, Bicarat wished to hold out; but Jussac, who had risen upon his elbow, cried out to him to yield. Bicarat was a Gascon, as d’Artagnan was; he turned a deaf ear, and contented himself with laughing, and between two parries finding time to point to a spot of earth with his sword, “Here,” cried he, parodying a verse of the Bible, “here will Bicarat die; for I only am left, and they seek my life.”

	“But there are four against you; leave off, I command you.”

	“Ah, if you command me, that’s another thing,” said Bicarat. “As you are my commander, it is my duty to obey.” And springing backward, he broke his sword across his knee to avoid the necessity of surrendering it, threw the pieces over the convent wall, and crossed him arms, whistling a cardinalist air.

	Bravery is always respected, even in an enemy. The Musketeers saluted Bicarat with their swords, and returned them to their sheaths. D’Artagnan did the same. Then, assisted by Bicarat, the only one left standing, they bore Jussac, Cahusac, and one of Aramis’s adversaries who was only wounded, under the porch of the convent. The fourth, as we have said, was dead. They then rang the bell, and carrying away four swords out of five, they took their road, intoxicated with joy, toward the hotel of M. de Treville.

	They walked arm in arm, occupying the whole width of the street and taking in every Musketeer they met, so that in the end it became a triumphal march. The heart of d’Artagnan swam in delirium; he marched between Athos and Porthos, pressing them tenderly.

	“If I am not yet a Musketeer,” said he to his new friends, as he passed through the gateway of M. de Treville’s hotel, “at least I have entered upon my apprenticeship, haven’t I?”

	6 HIS MAJESTY KING LOUIS XIII

	This affair made a great noise. M. de Treville scolded his Musketeers in public, and congratulated them in private; but as no time was to be lost in gaining the king, M. de Treville hastened to report himself at the Louvre. It was already too late. The king was closeted with the cardinal, and M. de Treville was informed that the king was busy and could not receive him at that moment. In the evening M. de Treville attended the king’s gaming table. The king was winning; and as he was very avaricious, he was in an excellent humor. Perceiving M. de Treville at a distance--

	“Come here, Monsieur Captain,” said he, “come here, that I may growl at you. Do you know that his Eminence has been making fresh complaints against your Musketeers, and that with so much emotion, that this evening his Eminence is indisposed? Ah, these Musketeers of yours are very devils--fellows to be hanged.”

	“No, sire,” replied Treville, who saw at the first glance how things would go, “on the contrary, they are good creatures, as meek as lambs, and have but one desire, I’ll be their warranty. And that is that their swords may never leave their scabbards but in your majesty’s service. But what are they to do? The Guards of Monsieur the Cardinal are forever seeking quarrels with them, and for the honor of the corps even, the poor young men are obliged to defend themselves.”

	“Listen to Monsieur de Treville,” said the king; “listen to him! Would not one say he was speaking of a religious community? In truth, my dear Captain, I have a great mind to take away your commission and give it to Mademoiselle de Chemerault, to whom I promised an abbey. But don’t fancy that I am going to take you on your bare word. I am called Louis the Just, Monsieur de Treville, and by and by, by and by we will see.”

	“Ah, sire; it is because I confide in that justice that I shall wait patiently and quietly the good pleasure of your Majesty.”

	“Wait, then, monsieur, wait,” said the king; “I will not detain you long.”

	In fact, fortune changed; and as the king began to lose what he had won, he was not sorry to find an excuse for playing Charlemagne--if we may use a gaming phrase of whose origin we confess our ignorance. The king therefore arose a minute after, and putting the money which lay before him into his pocket, the major part of which arose from his winnings, “La Vieuville,” said he, “take my place; I must speak to Monsieur de Treville on an affair of importance. Ah, I had eighty louis before me; put down the same sum, so that they who have lost may have nothing to complain of. Justice before everything.”

	Then turning toward M. de Treville and walking with him toward the embrasure of a window, “Well, monsieur,” continued he, “you say it is his Eminence’s Guards who have sought a quarrel with your Musketeers?”

	“Yes, sire, as they always do.”

	“And how did the thing happen? Let us see, for you know, my dear Captain, a judge must hear both sides.”

	“Good Lord! In the most simple and natural manner possible. Three of my best soldiers, whom your Majesty knows by name, and whose devotedness you have more than once appreciated, and who have, I dare affirm to the king, his service much at heart--three of my best soldiers, I say, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, had made a party of pleasure with a young fellow from Gascony, whom I had introduced to them the same morning. The party was to take place at St. Germain, I believe, and they had appointed to meet at the Carmes-Deschaux, when they were disturbed by de Jussac, Cahusac, Bicarat, and two other Guardsmen, who certainly did not go there in such a numerous company without some ill intention against the edicts.”

	“Ah, ah! You incline me to think so,” said the king. “There is no doubt they went thither to fight themselves.”

	“I do not accuse them, sire; but I leave your Majesty to judge what five armed men could possibly be going to do in such a deserted place as the neighborhood of the Convent des Carmes.”

	“Yes, you are right, Treville, you are right!”

	“Then, upon seeing my Musketeers they changed their minds, and forgot their private hatred for partisan hatred; for your Majesty cannot be ignorant that the Musketeers, who belong to the king and nobody but the king, are the natural enemies of the Guardsmen, who belong to the cardinal.”

	“Yes, Treville, yes,” said the king, in a melancholy tone; “and it is very sad, believe me, to see thus two parties in France, two heads to royalty. But all this will come to an end, Treville, will come to an end. You say, then, that the Guardsmen sought a quarrel with the Musketeers?”

	“I say that it is probable that things have fallen out so, but I will not swear to it, sire. You know how difficult it is to discover the truth; and unless a man be endowed with that admirable instinct which causes Louis XIII to be named the Just--”

	“You are right, Treville; but they were not alone, your Musketeers. They had a youth with them?”

	“Yes, sire, and one wounded man; so that three of the king’s Musketeers--one of whom was wounded--and a youth not only maintained their ground against five of the most terrible of the cardinal’s Guardsmen, but absolutely brought four of them to earth.”

	“Why, this is a victory!” cried the king, all radiant, “a complete victory!”

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

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

	“One hardly a young man; but who, however, behaved himself so admirably on this occasion that I will take the liberty of recommending him to your Majesty.”

	“How does he call himself?”

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

	“And you say this young man behaved himself well? Tell me how, Treville--you know how I delight in accounts of war and fighting.”

	And Louis XIII twisted his mustache proudly, placing his hand upon his hip.

	“Sire,” resumed Treville, “as I told you, Monsieur d’Artagnan is little more than a boy; and as he has not the honor of being a Musketeer, he was dressed as a citizen. The Guards of the cardinal, perceiving his youth and that he did not belong to the corps, invited him to retire before they attacked.”

	“So you may plainly see, Treville,” interrupted the king, “it was they who attacked?”

	“That is true, sire; there can be no more doubt on that head. They called upon him then to retire; but he answered that he was a Musketeer at heart, entirely devoted to your Majesty, and that therefore he would remain with Messieurs the Musketeers.”

	“Brave young man!” murmured the king.

	“Well, he did remain with them; and your Majesty has in him so firm a champion that it was he who gave Jussac the terrible sword thrust which has made the cardinal so angry.”

	“He who wounded Jussac!” cried the king, “he, a boy! Treville, that’s impossible!”

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

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

	“Well, sire, for once he found his master.”

	“I will see this young man, Treville--I will see him; and if anything can be done--well, we will make it our business.”

	“When will your Majesty deign to receive him?”

	“Tomorrow, at midday, Treville.”

	“Shall I bring him alone?”

	“No, bring me all four together. I wish to thank them all at once. Devoted men are so rare, Treville, by the back staircase. It is useless to let the cardinal know.”

	“Yes, sire.”

	“You understand, Treville--an edict is still an edict, it is forbidden to fight, after all.”

	“But this encounter, sire, is quite out of the ordinary conditions of a duel. It is a brawl; and the proof is that there were five of the cardinal’s Guardsmen against my three Musketeers and Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“That is true,” said the king; “but never mind, Treville, come still by the back staircase.”

	Treville smiled; but as it was indeed something to have prevailed upon this child to rebel against his master, he saluted the king respectfully, and with this agreement, took leave of him.

	That evening the three Musketeers were informed of the honor accorded them. As they had long been acquainted with the king, they were not much excited; but d’Artagnan, with his Gascon imagination, saw in it his future fortune, and passed the night in golden dreams. By eight o’clock in the morning he was at the apartment of Athos.

	D’Artagnan found the Musketeer dressed and ready to go out. As the hour to wait upon the king was not till twelve, he had made a party with Porthos and Aramis to play a game at tennis in a tennis court situated near the stables of the Luxembourg. Athos invited d’Artagnan to follow them; and although ignorant of the game, which he had never played, he accepted, not knowing what to do with his time from nine o’clock in the morning, as it then scarcely was, till twelve.

	The two Musketeers were already there, and were playing together. Athos, who was very expert in all bodily exercises, passed with d’Artagnan to the opposite side and challenged them; but at the first effort he made, although he played with his left hand, he found that his wound was yet too recent to allow of such exertion. D’Artagnan remained, therefore, alone; and as he declared he was too ignorant of the game to play it regularly they only continued giving balls to one another without counting. But one of these balls, launched by Porthos’ herculean hand, passed so close to d’Artagnan’s face that he thought that if, instead of passing near, it had hit him, his audience would have been probably lost, as it would have been impossible for him to present himself before the king. Now, as upon this audience, in his Gascon imagination, depended his future life, he saluted Aramis and Porthos politely, declaring that he would not resume the game until he should be prepared to play with them on more equal terms, and went and took his place near the cord and in the gallery.

	Unfortunately for d’Artagnan, among the spectators was one of his Eminence’s Guardsmen, who, still irritated by the defeat of his companions, which had happened only the day before, had promised himself to seize the first opportunity of avenging it. He believed this opportunity was now come and addressed his neighbor: “It is not astonishing that that young man should be afraid of a ball, for he is doubtless a Musketeer apprentice.”

	D’Artagnan turned round as if a serpent had stung him, and fixed his eyes intensely upon the Guardsman who had just made this insolent speech.

	“PARDIEU,” resumed the latter, twisting his mustache, “look at me as long as you like, my little gentleman! I have said what I have said.”

	“And as since that which you have said is too clear to require any explanation,” replied d’Artagnan, in a low voice, “I beg you to follow me.”

	“And when?” asked the Guardsman, with the same jeering air.

	“At once, if you please.”

	“And you know who I am, without doubt?”

	“I? I am completely ignorant; nor does it much disquiet me.”

	“You’re in the wrong there; for if you knew my name, perhaps you would not be so pressing.”

	“What is your name?”

	“Bernajoux, at your service.”

	“Well, then, Monsieur Bernajoux,” said d’Artagnan, tranquilly, “I will wait for you at the door.”

	“Go, monsieur, I will follow you.”

	“Do not hurry yourself, monsieur, lest it be observed that we go out together. You must be aware that for our undertaking, company would be in the way.”

	“That’s true,” said the Guardsman, astonished that his name had not produced more effect upon the young man.

	Indeed, the name of Bernajoux was known to all the world, d’Artagnan alone excepted, perhaps; for it was one of those which figured most frequently in the daily brawls which all the edicts of the cardinal could not repress.

	Porthos and Aramis were so engaged with their game, and Athos was watching them with so much attention, that they did not even perceive their young companion go out, who, as he had told the Guardsman of his Eminence, stopped outside the door. An instant after, the Guardsman descended in his turn. As d’Artagnan had no time to lose, on account of the audience of the king, which was fixed for midday, he cast his eyes around, and seeing that the street was empty, said to his adversary, “My faith! It is fortunate for you, although your name is Bernajoux, to have only to deal with an apprentice Musketeer. Never mind; be content, I will do my best. On guard!”

	“But,” said he whom d’Artagnan thus provoked, “it appears to me that this place is badly chosen, and that we should be better behind the Abbey St. Germain or in the Pre-aux-Clercs.”

	“What you say is full of sense,” replied d’Artagnan; “but unfortunately I have very little time to spare, having an appointment at twelve precisely. On guard, then, monsieur, on guard!”

	Bernajoux was not a man to have such a compliment paid to him twice. In an instant his sword glittered in his hand, and he sprang upon his adversary, whom, thanks to his great youthfulness, he hoped to intimidate.

	But d’Artagnan had on the preceding day served his apprenticeship. Fresh sharpened by his victory, full of hopes of future favor, he was resolved not to recoil a step. So the two swords were crossed close to the hilts, and as d’Artagnan stood firm, it was his adversary who made the retreating step; but d’Artagnan seized the moment at which, in this movement, the sword of Bernajoux deviated from the line. He freed his weapon, made a lunge, and touched his adversary on the shoulder. D’Artagnan immediately made a step backward and raised his sword; but Bernajoux cried out that it was nothing, and rushing blindly upon him, absolutely spitted himself upon d’Artagnan’s sword. As, however, he did not fall, as he did not declare himself conquered, but only broke away toward the hotel of M. de la Tremouille, in whose service he had a relative, d’Artagnan was ignorant of the seriousness of the last wound his adversary had received, and pressing him warmly, without doubt would soon have completed his work with a third blow, when the noise which arose from the street being heard in the tennis court, two of the friends of the Guardsman, who had seen him go out after exchanging some words with d’Artagnan, rushed, sword in hand, from the court, and fell upon the conqueror. But Athos, Porthos, and Aramis quickly appeared in their turn, and the moment the two Guardsmen attacked their young companion, drove them back. Bernajoux now fell, and as the Guardsmen were only two against four, they began to cry, “To the rescue! The Hotel de la Tremouille!” At these cries, all who were in the hotel rushed out and fell upon the four companions, who on their side cried aloud, “To the rescue, Musketeers!”

	This cry was generally heeded; for the Musketeers were known to be enemies of the cardinal, and were beloved on account of the hatred they bore to his Eminence. Thus the soldiers of other companies than those which belonged to the Red Duke, as Aramis had called him, often took part with the king’s Musketeers in these quarrels. Of three Guardsmen of the company of M. Dessessart who were passing, two came to the assistance of the four companions, while the other ran toward the hotel of M. de Treville, crying, “To the rescue, Musketeers! To the rescue!” As usual, this hotel was full of soldiers of this company, who hastened to the succor of their comrades. The MELEE became general, but strength was on the side of the Musketeers. The cardinal’s Guards and M. de la Tremouille’s people retreated into the hotel, the doors of which they closed just in time to prevent their enemies from entering with them. As to the wounded man, he had been taken in at once, and, as we have said, in a very bad state.

	Excitement was at its height among the Musketeers and their allies, and they even began to deliberate whether they should not set fire to the hotel to punish the insolence of M. de la Tremouille’s domestics in daring to make a SORTIE upon the king’s Musketeers. The proposition had been made, and received with enthusiasm, when fortunately eleven o’clock struck. D’Artagnan and his companions remembered their audience, and as they would very much have regretted that such an opportunity should be lost, they succeeded in calming their friends, who contented themselves with hurling some paving stones against the gates; but the gates were too strong. They soon tired of the sport. Besides, those who must be considered the leaders of the enterprise had quit the group and were making their way toward the hotel of M. de Treville, who was waiting for them, already informed of this fresh disturbance.

	“Quick to the Louvre,” said he, “to the Louvre without losing an instant, and let us endeavor to see the king before he is prejudiced by the cardinal. We will describe the thing to him as a consequence of the affair of yesterday, and the two will pass off together.”

	M de Treville, accompanied by the four young fellows, directed his course toward the Louvre; but to the great astonishment of the captain of the Musketeers, he was informed that the king had gone stag hunting in the forest of St. Germain. M. de Treville required this intelligence to be repeated to him twice, and each time his companions saw his brow become darker.

	“Had his Majesty,” asked he, “any intention of holding this hunting party yesterday?”

	“No, your Excellency,” replied the valet de chambre, “the Master of the Hounds came this morning to inform him that he had marked down a stag. At first the king answered that he would not go; but he could not resist his love of sport, and set out after dinner.”

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

	“In all probability he has,” replied the valet, “for I saw the horses harnessed to his Eminence’s carriage this morning, and when I asked where he was going, they told me, ‘To St. Germain.’”

	“He is beforehand with us,” said M. de Treville. “Gentlemen, I will see the king this evening; but as to you, I do not advise you to risk doing so.”

	This advice was too reasonable, and moreover came from a man who knew the king too well, to allow the four young men to dispute it. M. de Treville recommended everyone to return home and wait for news.

	On entering his hotel, M. de Treville thought it best to be first in making the complaint. He sent one of his servants to M. de la Tremouille with a letter in which he begged of him to eject the cardinal’s Guardsmen from his house, and to reprimand his people for their audacity in making SORTIE against the king’s Musketeers. But M. de la Tremouille--already prejudiced by his esquire, whose relative, as we already know, Bernajoux was--replied that it was neither for M. de Treville nor the Musketeers to complain, but, on the contrary, for him, whose people the Musketeers had assaulted and whose hotel they had endeavored to burn. Now, as the debate between these two nobles might last a long time, each becoming, naturally, more firm in his own opinion, M. de Treville thought of an expedient which might terminate it quietly. This was to go himself to M. de la Tremouille.

	He repaired, therefore, immediately to his hotel, and caused himself to be announced.

	The two nobles saluted each other politely, for if no friendship existed between them, there was at least esteem. Both were men of courage and honor; and as M. de la Tremouille--a Protestant, and seeing the king seldom--was of no party, he did not, in general, carry any bias into his social relations. This time, however, his address, although polite, was cooler than usual.

	“Monsieur,” said M. de Treville, “we fancy that we have each cause to complain of the other, and I am come to endeavor to clear up this affair.”

	“I have no objection,” replied M. de la Tremouille, “but I warn you that I am well informed, and all the fault is with your Musketeers.”

	“You are too just and reasonable a man, monsieur!” said Treville, “not to accept the proposal I am about to make to you.”

	“Make it, monsieur, I listen.”

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

	“Why, monsieur, very ill indeed! In addition to the sword thrust in his arm, which is not dangerous, he has received another right through his lungs, of which the doctor says bad things.”

	“But has the wounded man retained his senses?”

	“Perfectly.”

	“Does he talk?”

	“With difficulty, but he can speak.”

	“Well, monsieur, let us go to him. Let us adjure him, in the name of the God before whom he must perhaps appear, to speak the truth. I will take him for judge in his own cause, monsieur, and will believe what he will say.”

	M de la Tremouille reflected for an instant; then as it was difficult to suggest a more reasonable proposal, he agreed to it.

	Both descended to the chamber in which the wounded man lay. The latter, on seeing these two noble lords who came to visit him, endeavored to raise himself up in his bed; but he was too weak, and exhausted by the effort, he fell back again almost senseless.

	M de la Tremouille approached him, and made him inhale some salts, which recalled him to life. Then M. de Treville, unwilling that it should be thought that he had influenced the wounded man, requested M. de la Tremouille to interrogate him himself.

	That happened which M. de Treville had foreseen. Placed between life and death, as Bernajoux was, he had no idea for a moment of concealing the truth; and he described to the two nobles the affair exactly as it had passed.

	This was all that M. de Treville wanted. He wished Bernajoux a speedy convalescence, took leave of M. de la Tremouille, returned to his hotel, and immediately sent word to the four friends that he awaited their company at dinner.

	M de Treville entertained good company, wholly anticardinalist, though. It may easily be understood, therefore, that the conversation during the whole of dinner turned upon the two checks that his Eminence’s Guardsmen had received. Now, as d’Artagnan had been the hero of these two fights, it was upon him that all the felicitations fell, which Athos, Porthos, and Aramis abandoned to him, not only as good comrades, but as men who had so often had their turn that they could very well afford him his.

	Toward six o’clock M. de Treville announced that it was time to go to the Louvre; but as the hour of audience granted by his Majesty was past, instead of claiming the ENTREE by the back stairs, he placed himself with the four young men in the antechamber. The king had not yet returned from hunting. Our young men had been waiting about half an hour, amid a crowd of courtiers, when all the doors were thrown open, and his Majesty was announced.

	At his announcement d’Artagnan felt himself tremble to the very marrow of his bones. The coming instant would in all probability decide the rest of his life. His eyes therefore were fixed in a sort of agony upon the door through which the king must enter.

	Louis XIII appeared, walking fast. He was in hunting costume covered with dust, wearing large boots, and holding a whip in his hand. At the first glance, d’Artagnan judged that the mind of the king was stormy.

	This disposition, visible as it was in his Majesty, did not prevent the courtiers from ranging themselves along his pathway. In royal antechambers it is worth more to be viewed with an angry eye than not to be seen at all. The three Musketeers therefore did not hesitate to make a step forward. D’Artagnan on the contrary remained concealed behind them; but although the king knew Athos, Porthos, and Aramis personally, he passed before them without speaking or looking--indeed, as if he had never seen them before. As for M. de Treville, when the eyes of the king fell upon him, he sustained the look with so much firmness that it was the king who dropped his eyes; after which his Majesty, grumbling, entered his apartment.

	“Matters go but badly,” said Athos, smiling; “and we shall not be made Chevaliers of the Order this time.”

	“Wait here ten minutes,” said M. de Treville; “and if at the expiration of ten minutes you do not see me come out, return to my hotel, for it will be useless for you to wait for me longer.”

	The four young men waited ten minutes, a quarter of an hour, twenty minutes; and seeing that M. de Treville did not return, went away very uneasy as to what was going to happen.

	M de Treville entered the king’s cabinet boldly, and found his Majesty in a very ill humor, seated on an armchair, beating his boot with the handle of his whip. This, however, did not prevent his asking, with the greatest coolness, after his Majesty’s health.

	“Bad, monsieur, bad!” replied the king; “I am bored.”

	This was, in fact, the worst complaint of Louis XIII, who would sometimes take one of his courtiers to a window and say, “Monsieur So-and-so, let us weary ourselves together.”

	“How! Your Majesty is bored? Have you not enjoyed the pleasures of the chase today?”

	“A fine pleasure, indeed, monsieur! Upon my soul, everything degenerates; and I don’t know whether it is the game which leaves no scent, or the dogs that have no noses. We started a stag of ten branches. We chased him for six hours, and when he was near being taken--when St.-Simon was already putting his horn to his mouth to sound the mort--crack, all the pack takes the wrong scent and sets off after a two-year-older. I shall be obliged to give up hunting, as I have given up hawking. Ah, I am an unfortunate king, Monsieur de Treville! I had but one gerfalcon, and he died day before yesterday.”

	“Indeed, sire, I wholly comprehend your disappointment. The misfortune is great; but I think you have still a good number of falcons, sparrow hawks, and tiercels.”

	“And not a man to instruct them. Falconers are declining. I know no one but myself who is acquainted with the noble art of venery. After me it will all be over, and people will hunt with gins, snares, and traps. If I had but the time to train pupils! But there is the cardinal always at hand, who does not leave me a moment’s repose; who talks to me about Spain, who talks to me about Austria, who talks to me about England! Ah! A PROPOS of the cardinal, Monsieur de Treville, I am vexed with you!”

	This was the chance at which M. de Treville waited for the king. He knew the king of old, and he knew that all these complaints were but a preface--a sort of excitation to encourage himself--and that he had now come to his point at last.

	“And in what have I been so unfortunate as to displease your Majesty?” asked M. de Treville, feigning the most profound astonishment.

	“Is it thus you perform your charge, monsieur?” continued the king, without directly replying to de Treville’s question. “Is it for this I name you captain of my Musketeers, that they should assassinate a man, disturb a whole quarter, and endeavor to set fire to Paris, without your saying a word? But yet,” continued the king, “undoubtedly my haste accuses you wrongfully; without doubt the rioters are in prison, and you come to tell me justice is done.”

	“Sire,” replied M. de Treville, calmly, “on the contrary, I come to demand it of you.”

	“And against whom?” cried the king.

	“Against calumniators,” said M. de Treville.

	“Ah! This is something new,” replied the king. “Will you tell me that your three damned Musketeers, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, and your youngster from Bearn, have not fallen, like so many furies, upon poor Bernajoux, and have not maltreated him in such a fashion that probably by this time he is dead? Will you tell me that they did not lay siege to the hotel of the Duc de la Tremouille, and that they did not endeavor to burn it?--which would not, perhaps, have been a great misfortune in time of war, seeing that it is nothing but a nest of Huguenots, but which is, in time of peace, a frightful example. Tell me, now, can you deny all this?”

	“And who told you this fine story, sire?” asked Treville, quietly.

	“Who has told me this fine story, monsieur? Who should it be but he who watches while I sleep, who labors while I amuse myself, who conducts everything at home and abroad--in France as in Europe?”

	“Your Majesty probably refers to God,” said M. de Treville; “for I know no one except God who can be so far above your Majesty.”

	“No, monsieur; I speak of the prop of the state, of my only servant, of my only friend--of the cardinal.”

	“His Eminence is not his holiness, sire.”

	“What do you mean by that, monsieur?”

	“That it is only the Pope who is infallible, and that this infallibility does not extend to cardinals.”

	“You mean to say that he deceives me; you mean to say that he betrays me? You accuse him, then? Come, speak; avow freely that you accuse him!”

	“No, sire, but I say that he deceives himself. I say that he is ill-informed. I say that he has hastily accused your Majesty’s Musketeers, toward whom he is unjust, and that he has not obtained his information from good sources.”

	“The accusation comes from Monsieur de la Tremouille, from the duke himself. What do you say to that?”

	“I might answer, sire, that he is too deeply interested in the question to be a very impartial witness; but so far from that, sire, I know the duke to be a royal gentleman, and I refer the matter to him--but upon one condition, sire.”

	“What?”

	“It is that your Majesty will make him come here, will interrogate him yourself, TETE-A-TETE, without witnesses, and that I shall see your Majesty as soon as you have seen the duke.”

	“What, then! You will bind yourself,” cried the king, “by what Monsieur de la Tremouille shall say?”

	“Yes, sire.”

	“You will accept his judgment?”

	“Undoubtedly.”

	“And you will submit to the reparation he may require?”

	“Certainly.”

	“La Chesnaye,” said the king. “La Chesnaye!”

	Louis XIII’s confidential valet, who never left the door, entered in reply to the call.

	“La Chesnaye,” said the king, “let someone go instantly and find Monsieur de la Tremouille; I wish to speak with him this evening.”

	“Your Majesty gives me your word that you will not see anyone between Monsieur de la Tremouille and myself?”

	“Nobody, by the faith of a gentleman.”

	“Tomorrow, then, sire?”

	“Tomorrow, monsieur.”

	“At what o’clock, please your Majesty?”

	“At any hour you will.”

	“But in coming too early I should be afraid of awakening your Majesty.”

	“Awaken me! Do you think I ever sleep, then? I sleep no longer, monsieur. I sometimes dream, that’s all. Come, then, as early as you like--at seven o’clock; but beware, if you and your Musketeers are guilty.”

	“If my Musketeers are guilty, sire, the guilty shall be placed in your Majesty’s hands, who will dispose of them at your good pleasure. Does your Majesty require anything further? Speak, I am ready to obey.”

	“No, monsieur, no; I am not called Louis the Just without reason. Tomorrow, then, monsieur--tomorrow.”

	“Till then, God preserve your Majesty!”

	However ill the king might sleep, M. de Treville slept still worse. He had ordered his three Musketeers and their companion to be with him at half past six in the morning. He took them with him, without encouraging them or promising them anything, and without concealing from them that their luck, and even his own, depended upon the cast of the dice.

	Arrived at the foot of the back stairs, he desired them to wait. If the king was still irritated against them, they would depart without being seen; if the king consented to see them, they would only have to be called.

	On arriving at the king’s private antechamber, M. de Treville found La Chesnaye, who informed him that they had not been able to find M. de la Tremouille on the preceding evening at his hotel, that he returned too late to present himself at the Louvre, that he had only that moment arrived and that he was at that very hour with the king.

	This circumstance pleased M. de Treville much, as he thus became certain that no foreign suggestion could insinuate itself between M. de la Tremouille’s testimony and himself.

	In fact, ten minutes had scarcely passed away when the door of the king’s closet opened, and M. de Treville saw M. de la Tremouille come out. The duke came straight up to him, and said: “Monsieur de Treville, his Majesty has just sent for me in order to inquire respecting the circumstances which took place yesterday at my hotel. I have told him the truth; that is to say, that the fault lay with my people, and that I was ready to offer you my excuses. Since I have the good fortune to meet you, I beg you to receive them, and to hold me always as one of your friends.”

	“Monsieur the Duke,” said M. de Treville, “I was so confident of your loyalty that I required no other defender before his Majesty than yourself. I find that I have not been mistaken, and I thank you that there is still one man in France of whom may be said, without disappointment, what I have said of you.”

	“That’s well said,” cried the king, who had heard all these compliments through the open door; “only tell him, Treville, since he wishes to be considered your friend, that I also wish to be one of his, but he neglects me; that it is nearly three years since I have seen him, and that I never do see him unless I send for him. Tell him all this for me, for these are things which a king cannot say for himself.”

	“Thanks, sire, thanks,” said the duke; “but your Majesty may be assured that it is not those--I do not speak of Monsieur de Treville--whom your Majesty sees at all hours of the day that are most devoted to you.”

	“Ah! You have heard what I said? So much the better, Duke, so much the better,” said the king, advancing toward the door. “Ah! It is you, Treville. Where are your Musketeers? I told you the day before yesterday to bring them with you; why have you not done so?”

	“They are below, sire, and with your permission La Chesnaye will bid them come up.”

	“Yes, yes, let them come up immediately. It is nearly eight o’clock, and at nine I expect a visit. Go, Monsieur Duke, and return often. Come in, Treville.”

	The Duke saluted and retired. At the moment he opened the door, the three Musketeers and d’Artagnan, conducted by La Chesnaye, appeared at the top of the staircase.

	“Come in, my braves,” said the king, “come in; I am going to scold you.”

	The Musketeers advanced, bowing, d’Artagnan following closely behind them.

	“What the devil!” continued the king. “Seven of his Eminence’s Guards placed HORS DE COMBAT by you four in two days! That’s too many, gentlemen, too many! If you go on so, his Eminence will be forced to renew his company in three weeks, and I to put the edicts in force in all their rigor. One now and then I don’t say much about; but seven in two days, I repeat, it is too many, it is far too many!”

	“Therefore, sire, your Majesty sees that they are come, quite contrite and repentant, to offer you their excuses.”

	“Quite contrite and repentant! Hem!” said the king. “I place no confidence in their hypocritical faces. In particular, there is one yonder of a Gascon look. Come hither, monsieur.”

	D’Artagnan, who understood that it was to him this compliment was addressed, approached, assuming a most deprecating air.

	“Why, you told me he was a young man? This is a boy, Treville, a mere boy! Do you mean to say that it was he who bestowed that severe thrust at Jussac?”

	“And those two equally fine thrusts at Bernajoux.”

	“Truly!”

	“Without reckoning,” said Athos, “that if he had not rescued me from the hands of Cahusac, I should not now have the honor of making my very humble reverence to your Majesty.”

	“Why he is a very devil, this Bearnais! VENTRE-SAINT-GRIS, Monsieur de Treville, as the king my father would have said. But at this sort of work, many doublets must be slashed and many swords broken. Now, Gascons are always poor, are they not?”

	“Sire, I can assert that they have hitherto discovered no gold mines in their mountains; though the Lord owes them this miracle in recompense for the manner in which they supported the pretensions of the king your father.”

	“Which is to say that the Gascons made a king of me, myself, seeing that I am my father’s son, is it not, Treville? Well, happily, I don’t say nay to it. La Chesnaye, go and see if by rummaging all my pockets you can find forty pistoles; and if you can find them, bring them to me. And now let us see, young man, with your hand upon your conscience, how did all this come to pass?”

	D’Artagnan related the adventure of the preceding day in all its details; how, not having been able to sleep for the joy he felt in the expectation of seeing his Majesty, he had gone to his three friends three hours before the hour of audience; how they had gone together to the tennis court, and how, upon the fear he had manifested lest he receive a ball in the face, he had been jeered at by Bernajoux, who had nearly paid for his jeer with his life, and M. de la Tremouille, who had nothing to do with the matter, with the loss of his hotel.

	“This is all very well,” murmured the king, “yes, this is just the account the duke gave me of the affair. Poor cardinal! Seven men in two days, and those of his very best! But that’s quite enough, gentlemen; please to understand, that’s enough. You have taken your revenge for the Rue Ferou, and even exceeded it; you ought to be satisfied.”

	“If your Majesty is so,” said Treville, “we are.”

	“Oh, yes; I am,” added the king, taking a handful of gold from La Chesnaye, and putting it into the hand of d’Artagnan. “Here,” said he, “is a proof of my satisfaction.”

	At this epoch, the ideas of pride which are in fashion in our days did not prevail. A gentleman received, from hand to hand, money from the king, and was not the least in the world humiliated. D’Artagnan put his forty pistoles into his pocket without any scruple--on the contrary, thanking his Majesty greatly.

	“There,” said the king, looking at a clock, “there, now, as it is half past eight, you may retire; for as I told you, I expect someone at nine. Thanks for your devotedness, gentlemen. I may continue to rely upon it, may I not?”

	“Oh, sire!” cried the four companions, with one voice, “we would allow ourselves to be cut to pieces in your Majesty’s service.”

	“Well, well, but keep whole; that will be better, and you will be more useful to me. Treville,” added the king, in a low voice, as the others were retiring, “as you have no room in the Musketeers, and as we have besides decided that a novitiate is necessary before entering that corps, place this young man in the company of the Guards of Monsieur Dessessart, your brother-in-law. Ah, PARDIEU, Treville! I enjoy beforehand the face the cardinal will make. He will be furious; but I don’t care. I am doing what is right.”

	The king waved his hand to Treville, who left him and rejoined the Musketeers, whom he found sharing the forty pistoles with d’Artagnan.

	The cardinal, as his Majesty had said, was really furious, so furious that during eight days he absented himself from the king’s gaming table. This did not prevent the king from being as complacent to him as possible whenever he met him, or from asking in the kindest tone, “Well, Monsieur Cardinal, how fares it with that poor Jussac and that poor Bernajoux of yours?”

	7 THE INTERIOR* OF THE MUSKETEERS

	When d’Artagnan was out of the Louvre, and consulted his friends upon the use he had best make of his share of the forty pistoles, Athos advised him to order a good repast at the Pomme-de-Pin, Porthos to engage a lackey, and Aramis to provide himself with a suitable mistress.

	*Domestic affairs, housekeeping

	The repast was carried into effect that very day, and the lackey waited at table. The repast had been ordered by Athos, and the lackey furnished by Porthos. He was a Picard, whom the glorious Musketeer had picked up on the Bridge Tournelle, making rings and plashing in the water.

	Porthos pretended that this occupation was proof of a reflective and contemplative organization, and he had brought him away without any other recommendation. The noble carriage of this gentleman, for whom he believed himself to be engaged, had won Planchet--that was the name of the Picard. He felt a slight disappointment, however, when he saw that this place was already taken by a compeer named Mousqueton, and when Porthos signified to him that the state of his household, though great, would not support two servants, and that he must enter into the service of d’Artagnan. Nevertheless, when he waited at the dinner given by his master, and saw him take out a handful of gold to pay for it, he believed his fortune made, and returned thanks to heaven for having thrown him into the service of such a Croesus. He preserved this opinion even after the feast, with the remnants of which he repaired his own long abstinence; but when in the evening he made his master’s bed, the chimeras of Planchet faded away. The bed was the only one in the apartment, which consisted of an antechamber and a bedroom. Planchet slept in the antechamber upon a coverlet taken from the bed of d’Artagnan, and which d’Artagnan from that time made shift to do without.

	Athos, on his part, had a valet whom he had trained in his service in a thoroughly peculiar fashion, and who was named Grimaud. He was very taciturn, this worthy signor. Be it understood we are speaking of Athos. During the five or six years that he had lived in the strictest intimacy with his companions, Porthos and Aramis, they could remember having often seen him smile, but had never heard him laugh. His words were brief and expressive, conveying all that was meant, and no more; no embellishments, no embroidery, no arabesques. His conversation was a matter of fact, without a single romance.

	Although Athos was scarcely thirty years old, and was of great personal beauty and intelligence of mind, no one knew whether he had ever had a mistress. He never spoke of women. He certainly did not prevent others from speaking of them before him, although it was easy to perceive that this kind of conversation, in which he only mingled by bitter words and misanthropic remarks, was very disagreeable to him. His reserve, his roughness, and his silence made almost an old man of him. He had, then, in order not to disturb his habits, accustomed Grimaud to obey him upon a simple gesture or upon a simple movement of his lips. He never spoke to him, except under the most extraordinary occasions.

	Sometimes, Grimaud, who feared his master as he did fire, while entertaining a strong attachment to his person and a great veneration for his talents, believed he perfectly understood what he wanted, flew to execute the order received, and did precisely the contrary. Athos then shrugged his shoulders, and, without putting himself in a passion, thrashed Grimaud. On these days he spoke a little.

	Porthos, as we have seen, had a character exactly opposite to that of Athos. He not only talked much, but he talked loudly, little caring, we must render him that justice, whether anybody listened to him or not. He talked for the pleasure of talking and for the pleasure of hearing himself talk. He spoke upon all subjects except the sciences, alleging in this respect the inveterate hatred he had borne to scholars from his childhood. He had not so noble an air as Athos, and the commencement of their intimacy often rendered him unjust toward that gentleman, whom he endeavored to eclipse by his splendid dress. But with his simple Musketeer’s uniform and nothing but the manner in which he threw back his head and advanced his foot, Athos instantly took the place which was his due and consigned the ostentatious Porthos to the second rank. Porthos consoled himself by filling the antechamber of M. de Treville and the guardroom of the Louvre with the accounts of his love scrapes, after having passed from professional ladies to military ladies, from the lawyer’s dame to the baroness, there was question of nothing less with Porthos than a foreign princess, who was enormously fond of him.

	An old proverb says, “Like master, like man.” Let us pass, then, from the valet of Athos to the valet of Porthos, from Grimaud to Mousqueton.

	Mousqueton was a Norman, whose pacific name of Boniface his master had changed into the infinitely more sonorous name of Mousqueton. He had entered the service of Porthos upon condition that he should only be clothed and lodged, though in a handsome manner; but he claimed two hours a day to himself, consecrated to an employment which would provide for his other wants. Porthos agreed to the bargain; the thing suited him wonderfully well. He had doublets cut out of his old clothes and cast-off cloaks for Mousqueton, and thanks to a very intelligent tailor, who made his clothes look as good as new by turning them, and whose wife was suspected of wishing to make Porthos descend from his aristocratic habits, Mousqueton made a very good figure when attending on his master.

	As for Aramis, of whom we believe we have sufficiently explained the character--a character which, like that of his companions, we shall be able to follow in its development--his lackey was called Bazin. Thanks to the hopes which his master entertained of someday entering into orders, he was always clothed in black, as became the servant of a churchman. He was a Berrichon, thirty-five or forty years old, mild, peaceable, sleek, employing the leisure his master left him in the perusal of pious works, providing rigorously for two a dinner of few dishes, but excellent. For the rest, he was dumb, blind, and deaf, and of unimpeachable fidelity.

	And now that we are acquainted, superficially at least, with the masters and the valets, let us pass on to the dwellings occupied by each of them.

	Athos dwelt in the Rue Ferou, within two steps of the Luxembourg. His apartment consisted of two small chambers, very nicely fitted up, in a furnished house, the hostess of which, still young and still really handsome, cast tender glances uselessly at him. Some fragments of past splendor appeared here and there upon the walls of this modest lodging; a sword, for example, richly embossed, which belonged by its make to the times of Francis I, the hilt of which alone, encrusted with precious stones, might be worth two hundred pistoles, and which, nevertheless, in his moments of greatest distress Athos had never pledged or offered for sale. It had long been an object of ambition for Porthos. Porthos would have given ten years of his life to possess this sword.

	One day, when he had an appointment with a duchess, he endeavored even to borrow it of Athos. Athos, without saying anything, emptied his pockets, got together all his jewels, purses, aiguillettes, and gold chains, and offered them all to Porthos; but as to the sword, he said it was sealed to its place and should never quit it until its master should himself quit his lodgings. In addition to the sword, there was a portrait representing a nobleman of the time of Henry III, dressed with the greatest elegance, and who wore the Order of the Holy Ghost; and this portrait had certain resemblances of lines with Athos, certain family likenesses which indicated that this great noble, a knight of the Order of the King, was his ancestor.

	Besides these, a casket of magnificent goldwork, with the same arms as the sword and the portrait, formed a middle ornament to the mantelpiece, and assorted badly with the rest of the furniture. Athos always carried the key of this coffer about him; but he one day opened it before Porthos, and Porthos was convinced that this coffer contained nothing but letters and papers--love letters and family papers, no doubt.

	Porthos lived in an apartment, large in size and of very sumptuous appearance, in the Rue du Vieux-Colombier. Every time he passed with a friend before his windows, at one of which Mousqueton was sure to be placed in full livery, Porthos raised his head and his hand, and said, “That is my abode!” But he was never to be found at home; he never invited anybody to go up with him, and no one could form an idea of what his sumptuous apartment contained in the shape of real riches.

	As to Aramis, he dwelt in a little lodging composed of a boudoir, an eating room, and a bedroom, which room, situated, as the others were, on the ground floor, looked out upon a little fresh green garden, shady and impenetrable to the eyes of his neighbors.

	With regard to d’Artagnan, we know how he was lodged, and we have already made acquaintance with his lackey, Master Planchet.

	D’Artagnan, who was by nature very curious--as people generally are who possess the genius of intrigue--did all he could to make out who Athos, Porthos, and Aramis really were (for under these pseudonyms each of these young men concealed his family name)--Athos in particular, who, a league away, savored of nobility. He addressed himself then to Porthos to gain information respecting Athos and Aramis, and to Aramis in order to learn something of Porthos.

	Unfortunately Porthos knew nothing of the life of his silent companion but what revealed itself. It was said Athos had met with great crosses in love, and that a frightful treachery had forever poisoned the life of this gallant man. What could this treachery be? All the world was ignorant of it.

	As to Porthos, except his real name (as was the case with those of his two comrades), his life was very easily known. Vain and indiscreet, it was as easy to see through him as through a crystal. The only thing to mislead the investigator would have been belief in all the good things he said of himself.

	With respect to Aramis, though having the air of having nothing secret about him, he was a young fellow made up of mysteries, answering little to questions put to him about others, and having learned from him the report which prevailed concerning the success of the Musketeer with a princess, wished to gain a little insight into the amorous adventures of his interlocutor. “And you, my dear companion,” said he, “you speak of the baronesses, countesses, and princesses of others?”

	“PARDIEU! I spoke of them because Porthos talked of them himself, because he had paraded all these fine things before me. But be assured, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan, that if I had obtained them from any other source, or if they had been confided to me, there exists no confessor more discreet than myself.”

	“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” replied d’Artagnan; “but it seems to me that you are tolerably familiar with coats of arms--a certain embroidered handkerchief, for instance, to which I owe the honor of your acquaintance?”

	This time Aramis was not angry, but assumed the most modest air and replied in a friendly tone, “My dear friend, do not forget that I wish to belong to the Church, and that I avoid all mundane opportunities. The handkerchief you saw had not been given to me, but it had been forgotten and left at my house by one of my friends. I was obliged to pick it up in order not to compromise him and the lady he loves. As for myself, I neither have, nor desire to have, a mistress, following in that respect the very judicious example of Athos, who has none any more than I have.”

	“But what the devil! You are not a priest, you are a Musketeer!”

	“A Musketeer for a time, my friend, as the cardinal says, a Musketeer against my will, but a churchman at heart, believe me. Athos and Porthos dragged me into this to occupy me. I had, at the moment of being ordained, a little difficulty with--But that would not interest you, and I am taking up your valuable time.”

	“Not at all; it interests me very much,” cried d’Artagnan; “and at this moment I have absolutely nothing to do.”

	“Yes, but I have my breviary to repeat,” answered Aramis; “then some verses to compose, which Madame d’Aiguillon begged of me. Then I must go to the Rue St. Honore in order to purchase some rouge for Madame de Chevreuse. So you see, my dear friend, that if you are not in a hurry, I am very much in a hurry.”

	Aramis held out his hand in a cordial manner to his young companion, and took leave of him.

	Notwithstanding all the pains he took, d’Artagnan was unable to learn any more concerning his three new-made friends. He formed, therefore, the resolution of believing for the present all that was said of their past, hoping for more certain and extended revelations in the future. In the meanwhile, he looked upon Athos as an Achilles, Porthos as an Ajax, and Aramis as a Joseph.

	As to the rest, the life of the four young friends was joyous enough. Athos played, and that as a rule unfortunately. Nevertheless, he never borrowed a sou of his companions, although his purse was ever at their service; and when he had played upon honor, he always awakened his creditor by six o’clock the next morning to pay the debt of the preceding evening.

	Porthos had his fits. On the days when he won he was insolent and ostentatious; if he lost, he disappeared completely for several days, after which he reappeared with a pale face and thinner person, but with money in his purse.

	As to Aramis, he never played. He was the worst Musketeer and the most unconvivial companion imaginable. He had always something or other to do. Sometimes in the midst of dinner, when everyone, under the attraction of wine and in the warmth of conversation, believed they had two or three hours longer to enjoy themselves at table, Aramis looked at his watch, arose with a bland smile, and took leave of the company, to go, as he said, to consult a casuist with whom he had an appointment. At other times he would return home to write a treatise, and requested his friends not to disturb him.

	At this Athos would smile, with his charming, melancholy smile, which so became his noble countenance, and Porthos would drink, swearing that Aramis would never be anything but a village CURE.

	Planchet, d’Artagnan’s valet, supported his good fortune nobly. He received thirty sous per day, and for a month he returned to his lodgings gay as a chaffinch, and affable toward his master. When the wind of adversity began to blow upon the housekeeping of the Rue des Fossoyeurs--that is to say, when the forty pistoles of King Louis XIII were consumed or nearly so--he commenced complaints which Athos thought nauseous, Porthos indecent, and Aramis ridiculous. Athos counseled d’Artagnan to dismiss the fellow; Porthos was of the opinion that he should give him a good thrashing first; and Aramis contended that a master should never attend to anything but the civilities paid to him.

	“This is all very easy for you to say,” replied d’Artagnan, “for you, Athos, who live like a dumb man with Grimaud, who forbid him to speak, and consequently never exchange ill words with him; for you, Porthos, who carry matters in such a magnificent style, and are a god to your valet, Mousqueton; and for you, Aramis, who, always abstracted by your theological studies, inspire your servant, Bazin, a mild, religious man, with a profound respect; but for me, who am without any settled means and without resources--for me, who am neither a Musketeer nor even a Guardsman, what am I to do to inspire either the affection, the terror, or the respect in Planchet?”

	“This is serious,” answered the three friends; “it is a family affair. It is with valets as with wives, they must be placed at once upon the footing in which you wish them to remain. Reflect upon it.”

	D’Artagnan did reflect, and resolved to thrash Planchet provisionally; which he did with the conscientiousness that d’Artagnan carried into everything. After having well beaten him, he forbade him to leave his service without his permission. “For,” added he, “the future cannot fail to mend; I inevitably look for better times. Your fortune is therefore made if you remain with me, and I am too good a master to allow you to miss such a chance by granting you the dismissal you require.”

	This manner of acting roused much respect for d’Artagnan’s policy among the Musketeers. Planchet was equally seized with admiration, and said no more about going away.

	The life of the four young men had become fraternal. D’Artagnan, who had no settled habits of his own, as he came from his province into the midst of a world quite new to him, fell easily into the habits of his friends.

	They rose about eight o’clock in the winter, about six in summer, and went to take the countersign and see how things went on at M. de Treville’s. D’Artagnan, although he was not a Musketeer, performed the duty of one with remarkable punctuality. He went on guard because he always kept company with whoever of his friends was on duty. He was well known at the Hotel of the Musketeers, where everyone considered him a good comrade. M. de Treville, who had appreciated him at the first glance and who bore him a real affection, never ceased recommending him to the king.

	On their side, the three Musketeers were much attached to their young comrade. The friendship which united these four men, and the need they felt of seeing another three or four times a day, whether for dueling, business, or pleasure, caused them to be continually running after one another like shadows; and the Inseparables were constantly to be met with seeking one another, from the Luxembourg to the Place St. Sulpice, or from the Rue du Vieux-Colombier to the Luxembourg.

	In the meanwhile the promises of M. de Treville went on prosperously. One fine morning the king commanded M. de Chevalier Dessessart to admit d’Artagnan as a cadet in his company of Guards. D’Artagnan, with a sigh, donned his uniform, which he would have exchanged for that of a Musketeer at the expense of ten years of his existence. But M. de Treville promised this favor after a novitiate of two years--a novitiate which might besides be abridged if an opportunity should present itself for d’Artagnan to render the king any signal service, or to distinguish himself by some brilliant action. Upon this promise d’Artagnan withdrew, and the next day he began service.

	Then it became the turn of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis to mount guard with d’Artagnan when he was on duty. The company of M. le Chevalier Dessessart thus received four instead of one when it admitted d’Artagnan.

	8 CONCERNING A COURT INTRIGUE

	In the meantime, the forty pistoles of King Louis XIII, like all other things of this world, after having had a beginning had an end, and after this end our four companions began to be somewhat embarrassed. At first, Athos supported the association for a time with his own means.

	Porthos succeeded him; and thanks to one of those disappearances to which he was accustomed, he was able to provide for the wants of all for a fortnight. At last it became Aramis’s turn, who performed it with a good grace and who succeeded--as he said, by selling some theological books--in procuring a few pistoles.

	Then, as they had been accustomed to do, they had recourse to M. de Treville, who made some advances on their pay; but these advances could not go far with three Musketeers who were already much in arrears and a Guardsman who as yet had no pay at all.

	At length when they found they were likely to be really in want, they got together, as a last effort, eight or ten pistoles, with which Porthos went to the gaming table. Unfortunately he was in a bad vein; he lost all, together with twenty-five pistoles for which he had given his word.

	Then the inconvenience became distress. The hungry friends, followed by their lackeys, were seen haunting the quays and Guard rooms, picking up among their friends abroad all the dinners they could meet with; for according to the advice of Aramis, it was prudent to sow repasts right and left in prosperity, in order to reap a few in time of need.

	Athos was invited four times, and each time took his friends and their lackeys with him. Porthos had six occasions, and contrived in the same manner that his friends should partake of them; Aramis had eight of them. He was a man, as must have been already perceived, who made but little noise, and yet was much sought after.

	As to d’Artagnan, who as yet knew nobody in the capital, he only found one chocolate breakfast at the house of a priest of his own province, and one dinner at the house of a cornet of the Guards. He took his army to the priest’s, where they devoured as much provision as would have lasted him for two months, and to the cornet’s, who performed wonders; but as Planchet said, “People do not eat at once for all time, even when they eat a good deal.”

	D’Artagnan thus felt himself humiliated in having only procured one meal and a half for his companions--as the breakfast at the priest’s could only be counted as half a repast--in return for the feasts which Athos, Porthos, and Aramis had procured him. He fancied himself a burden to the society, forgetting in his perfectly juvenile good faith that he had fed this society for a month; and he set his mind actively to work. He reflected that this coalition of four young, brave, enterprising, and active men ought to have some other object than swaggering walks, fencing lessons, and practical jokes, more or less witty.

	In fact, four men such as they were--four men devoted to one another, from their purses to their lives; four men always supporting one another, never yielding, executing singly or together the resolutions formed in common; four arms threatening the four cardinal points, or turning toward a single point--must inevitably, either subterraneously, in open day, by mining, in the trench, by cunning, or by force, open themselves a way toward the object they wished to attain, however well it might be defended, or however distant it may seem. The only thing that astonished d’Artagnan was that his friends had never thought of this.

	He was thinking by himself, and even seriously racking his brain to find a direction for this single force four times multiplied, with which he did not doubt, as with the lever for which Archimedes sought, they should succeed in moving the world, when someone tapped gently at his door. D’Artagnan awakened Planchet and ordered him to open it.

	From this phrase, “d’Artagnan awakened Planchet,” the reader must not suppose it was night, or that day was hardly come. No, it had just struck four. Planchet, two hours before, had asked his master for some dinner, and he had answered him with the proverb, “He who sleeps, dines.” And Planchet dined by sleeping.

	A man was introduced of simple mien, who had the appearance of a tradesman. Planchet, by way of dessert, would have liked to hear the conversation; but the citizen declared to d’Artagnan that, what he had to say being important and confidential, he desired to be left alone with him.

	D’Artagnan dismissed Planchet, and requested his visitor to be seated. There was a moment of silence, during which the two men looked at each other, as if to make a preliminary acquaintance, after which d’Artagnan bowed, as a sign that he listened.

	“I have heard Monsieur d’Artagnan spoken of as a very brave young man,” said the citizen; “and this reputation which he justly enjoys had decided me to confide a secret to him.”

	“Speak, monsieur, speak,” said d’Artagnan, who instinctively scented something advantageous.

	The citizen made a fresh pause and continued, “I have a wife who is seamstress to the queen, monsieur, and who is not deficient in either virtue or beauty. I was induced to marry her about three years ago, although she had but very little dowry, because Monsieur Laporte, the queen’s cloak bearer, is her godfather, and befriends her.”

	“Well, monsieur?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Well!” resumed the citizen, “well, monsieur, my wife was abducted yesterday morning, as she was coming out of her workroom.”

	“And by whom was your wife abducted?”

	“I know nothing surely, monsieur, but I suspect someone.”

	“And who is the person whom you suspect?”

	“A man who has pursued her a long time.”

	“The devil!”

	“But allow me to tell you, monsieur,” continued the citizen, “that I am convinced that there is less love than politics in all this.”

	“Less love than politics,” replied d’Artagnan, with a reflective air; “and what do you suspect?”

	“I do not know whether I ought to tell you what I suspect.”

	“Monsieur, I beg you to observe that I ask you absolutely nothing. It is you who have come to me. It is you who have told me that you had a secret to confide in me. Act, then, as you think proper; there is still time to withdraw.”

	“No, monsieur, no; you appear to be an honest young man, and I will have confidence in you. I believe, then, that it is not on account of any intrigues of her own that my wife has been arrested, but because of those of a lady much greater than herself.”

	“Ah, ah! Can it be on account of the amours of Madame de Bois-Tracy?” said d’Artagnan, wishing to have the air, in the eyes of the citizen, of being posted as to court affairs.

	“Higher, monsieur, higher.”

	“Of Madame d’Aiguillon?”

	“Still higher.”

	“Of Madame de Chevreuse?”

	“Of the--” d’Artagnan checked himself.

	“Yes, monsieur,” replied the terrified citizen, in a tone so low that he was scarcely audible.

	“And with whom?”

	“With whom can it be, if not the Duke of--”

	“The Duke of--”

	“Yes, monsieur,” replied the citizen, giving a still fainter intonation to his voice.

	“But how do you know all this?”

	“How do I know it?”

	“Yes, how do you know it? No half-confidence, or--you understand!”

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

	“Who learns it from whom?”

	“From Monsieur Laporte. Did I not tell you that she was the goddaughter of Monsieur Laporte, the confidential man of the queen? Well, Monsieur Laporte placed her near her Majesty in order that our poor queen might at least have someone in whom she could place confidence, abandoned as she is by the king, watched as she is by the cardinal, betrayed as she is by everybody.”

	“Ah, ah! It begins to develop itself,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Now, my wife came home four days ago, monsieur. One of her conditions was that she should come and see me twice a week; for, as I had the honor to tell you, my wife loves me dearly--my wife, then, came and confided to me that the queen at that very moment entertained great fears.”

	“Truly!”

	“Yes. The cardinal, as it appears, pursues her and persecutes her more than ever. He cannot pardon her the history of the Saraband. You know the history of the Saraband?”

	“PARDIEU! Know it!” replied d’Artagnan, who knew nothing about it, but who wished to appear to know everything that was going on.

	“So that now it is no longer hatred, but vengeance.”

	“Indeed!”

	“And the queen believes--”

	“Well, what does the queen believe?”

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

	“In the queen’s name?”

	“Yes, to make him come to Paris; and when once come to Paris, to draw him into some snare.”

	“The devil! But your wife, monsieur, what has she to do with all this?”

	“Her devotion to the queen is known; and they wish either to remove her from her mistress, or to intimidate her, in order to obtain her Majesty’s secrets, or to seduce her and make use of her as a spy.”

	“That is likely,” said d’Artagnan; “but the man who has abducted her--do you know him?”

	“I have told you that I believe I know him.”

	“His name?”

	“I do not know that; what I do know is that he is a creature of the cardinal, his evil genius.”

	“But you have seen him?”

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

	“Has he anything remarkable about him by which one may recognize him?”

	“Oh, certainly; he is a noble of very lofty carriage, black hair, swarthy complexion, piercing eye, white teeth, and has a scar on his temple.”

	“A scar on his temple!” cried d’Artagnan; “and with that, white teeth, a piercing eye, dark complexion, black hair, and haughty carriage--why, that’s my man of Meung.”

	“He is your man, do you say?”

	“Yes, yes; but that has nothing to do with it. No, I am wrong. On the contrary, that simplifies the matter greatly. If your man is mine, with one blow I shall obtain two revenges, that’s all; but where to find this man?”

	“I know not.”

	“Have you no information as to his abiding place?”

	“None. One day, as I was conveying my wife back to the Louvre, he was coming out as she was going in, and she showed him to me.”

	“The devil! The devil!” murmured d’Artagnan; “all this is vague enough. From whom have you learned of the abduction of your wife?”

	“From Monsieur Laporte.”

	“Did he give you any details?”

	“He knew none himself.”

	“And you have learned nothing from any other quarter?”

	“Yes, I have received--”

	“What?”

	“I fear I am committing a great imprudence.”

	“You always come back to that; but I must make you see this time that it is too late to retreat.”

	“I do not retreat, MORDIEU!” cried the citizen, swearing in order to rouse his courage. “Besides, by the faith of Bonacieux--”

	“You call yourself Bonacieux?” interrupted d’Artagnan.

	“Yes, that is my name.”

	“You said, then, by the word of Bonacieux. Pardon me for interrupting you, but it appears to me that that name is familiar to me.”

	“Possibly, monsieur. I am your landlord.”

	“Ah, ah!” said d’Artagnan, half rising and bowing; “you are my landlord?”

	“Yes, monsieur, yes. And as it is three months since you have been here, and though, distracted as you must be in your important occupations, you have forgotten to pay me my rent--as, I say, I have not tormented you a single instant, I thought you would appreciate my delicacy.”

	“How can it be otherwise, my dear Bonacieux?” replied d’Artagnan; “trust me, I am fully grateful for such unparalleled conduct, and if, as I told you, I can be of any service to you--”

	“I believe you, monsieur, I believe you; and as I was about to say, by the word of Bonacieux, I have confidence in you.”

	“Finish, then, what you were about to say.”

	The citizen took a paper from his pocket, and presented it to d’Artagnan.

	“A letter?” said the young man.

	“Which I received this morning.”

	D’Artagnan opened it, and as the day was beginning to decline, he approached the window to read it. The citizen followed him.

	“‘Do not seek your wife,’” read d’Artagnan; “‘she will be restored to you when there is no longer occasion for her. If you make a single step to find her you are lost.’

	“That’s pretty positive,” continued d’Artagnan; “but after all, it is but a menace.”

	“Yes; but that menace terrifies me. I am not a fighting man at all, monsieur, and I am afraid of the Bastille.”

	“Hum!” said d’Artagnan. “I have no greater regard for the Bastille than you. If it were nothing but a sword thrust, why then--”

	“I have counted upon you on this occasion, monsieur.”

	“Yes?”

	“Seeing you constantly surrounded by Musketeers of a very superb appearance, and knowing that these Musketeers belong to Monsieur de Treville, and were consequently enemies of the cardinal, I thought that you and your friends, while rendering justice to your poor queen, would be pleased to play his Eminence an ill turn.”

	“Without doubt.”

	“And then I have thought that considering three months’ lodging, about which I have said nothing--”

	“Yes, yes; you have already given me that reason, and I find it excellent.”

	“Reckoning still further, that as long as you do me the honor to remain in my house I shall never speak to you about rent--”

	“Very kind!”

	“And adding to this, if there be need of it, meaning to offer you fifty pistoles, if, against all probability, you should be short at the present moment.”

	“Admirable! You are rich then, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux?”

	“I am comfortably off, monsieur, that’s all; I have scraped together some such things as an income of two or three thousand crowns in the haberdashery business, but more particularly in venturing some funds in the last voyage of the celebrated navigator Jean Moquet; so that you understand, monsieur--But!--” cried the citizen.

	“What!” demanded d’Artagnan.

	“Whom do I see yonder?”

	“Where?”

	“In the street, facing your window, in the embrasure of that door--a man wrapped in a cloak.”

	“It is he!” cried d’Artagnan and the citizen at the same time, each having recognized his man.

	“Ah, this time,” cried d’Artagnan, springing to his sword, “this time he will not escape me!”

	Drawing his sword from its scabbard, he rushed out of the apartment. On the staircase he met Athos and Porthos, who were coming to see him. They separated, and d’Artagnan rushed between them like a dart.

	“Pah! Where are you going?” cried the two Musketeers in a breath.

	“The man of Meung!” replied d’Artagnan, and disappeared.

	D’Artagnan had more than once related to his friends his adventure with the stranger, as well as the apparition of the beautiful foreigner, to whom this man had confided some important missive.

	The opinion of Athos was that d’Artagnan had lost his letter in the skirmish. A gentleman, in his opinion--and according to d’Artagnan’s portrait of him, the stranger must be a gentleman--would be incapable of the baseness of stealing a letter.

	Porthos saw nothing in all this but a love meeting, given by a lady to a cavalier, or by a cavalier to a lady, which had been disturbed by the presence of d’Artagnan and his yellow horse.

	Aramis said that as these sorts of affairs were mysterious, it was better not to fathom them.

	They understood, then, from the few words which escaped from d’Artagnan, what affair was in hand, and as they thought that overtaking his man, or losing sight of him, d’Artagnan would return to his rooms, they kept on their way.

	When they entered d’Artagnan’s chamber, it was empty; the landlord, dreading the consequences of the encounter which was doubtless about to take place between the young man and the stranger, had, consistent with the character he had given himself, judged it prudent to decamp.

	9 D’ARTAGNAN SHOWS HIMSELF

	As Athos and Porthos had foreseen, at the expiration of a half hour, d’Artagnan returned. He had again missed his man, who had disappeared as if by enchantment. D’Artagnan had run, sword in hand, through all the neighboring streets, but had found nobody resembling the man he sought for. Then he came back to the point where, perhaps, he ought to have begun, and that was to knock at the door against which the stranger had leaned; but this proved useless--for though he knocked ten or twelve times in succession, no one answered, and some of the neighbors, who put their noses out of their windows or were brought to their doors by the noise, had assured him that that house, all the openings of which were tightly closed, had not been inhabited for six months.

	While d’Artagnan was running through the streets and knocking at doors, Aramis had joined his companions; so that on returning home d’Artagnan found the reunion complete.

	“Well!” cried the three Musketeers all together, on seeing d’Artagnan enter with his brow covered with perspiration and his countenance upset with anger.

	“Well!” cried he, throwing his sword upon the bed, “this man must be the devil in person; he has disappeared like a phantom, like a shade, like a specter.”

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

	“I never believe in anything I have not seen, and as I never have seen apparitions, I don’t believe in them.”

	“The Bible,” said Aramis, “makes our belief in them a law; the ghost of Samuel appeared to Saul, and it is an article of faith that I should be very sorry to see any doubt thrown upon, Porthos.”

	“At all events, man or devil, body or shadow, illusion or reality, this man is born for my damnation; for his flight has caused us to miss a glorious affair, gentlemen--an affair by which there were a hundred pistoles, and perhaps more, to be gained.”

	“How is that?” cried Porthos and Aramis in a breath.

	As to Athos, faithful to his system of reticence, he contented himself with interrogating d’Artagnan by a look.

	“Planchet,” said d’Artagnan to his domestic, who just then insinuated his head through the half-open door in order to catch some fragments of the conversation, “go down to my landlord, Monsieur Bonacieux, and ask him to send me half a dozen bottles of Beaugency wine; I prefer that.”

	“Ah, ah! You have credit with your landlord, then?” asked Porthos.

	“Yes,” replied d’Artagnan, “from this very day; and mind, if the wine is bad, we will send him to find better.”

	“We must use, and not abuse,” said Aramis, sententiously.

	“I always said that d’Artagnan had the longest head of the four,” said Athos, who, having uttered his opinion, to which d’Artagnan replied with a bow, immediately resumed his accustomed silence.

	“But come, what is this about?” asked Porthos.

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “impart it to us, my dear friend, unless the honor of any lady be hazarded by this confidence; in that case you would do better to keep it to yourself.”

	“Be satisfied,” replied d’Artagnan; “the honor of no one will have cause to complain of what I have to tell.”

	He then related to his friends, word for word, all that had passed between him and his host, and how the man who had abducted the wife of his worthy landlord was the same with whom he had had the difference at the hostelry of the Jolly Miller.

	“Your affair is not bad,” said Athos, after having tasted like a connoisseur and indicated by a nod of his head that he thought the wine good; “and one may draw fifty or sixty pistoles from this good man. Then there only remains to ascertain whether these fifty or sixty pistoles are worth the risk of four heads.”

	“But observe,” cried d’Artagnan, “that there is a woman in the affair--a woman carried off, a woman who is doubtless threatened, tortured perhaps, and all because she is faithful to her mistress.”

	“Beware, d’Artagnan, beware,” said Aramis. “You grow a little too warm, in my opinion, about the fate of Madame Bonacieux. Woman was created for our destruction, and it is from her we inherit all our miseries.”

	At this speech of Aramis, the brow of Athos became clouded and he bit his lips.

	“It is not Madame Bonacieux about whom I am anxious,” cried d’Artagnan, “but the queen, whom the king abandons, whom the cardinal persecutes, and who sees the heads of all her friends fall, one after the other.”

	“Why does she love what we hate most in the world, the Spaniards and the English?”

	“Spain is her country,” replied d’Artagnan; “and it is very natural that she should love the Spanish, who are the children of the same soil as herself. As to the second reproach, I have heard it said that she does not love the English, but an Englishman.”

	“Well, and by my faith,” said Athos, “it must be acknowledged that this Englishman is worthy of being loved. I never saw a man with a nobler air than his.”

	“Without reckoning that he dresses as nobody else can,” said Porthos. “I was at the Louvre on the day when he scattered his pearls; and, PARDIEU, I picked up two that I sold for ten pistoles each. Do you know him, Aramis?”

	“As well as you do, gentlemen; for I was among those who seized him in the garden at Amiens, into which Monsieur Putange, the queen’s equerry, introduced me. I was at school at the time, and the adventure appeared to me to be cruel for the king.”

	“Which would not prevent me,” said d’Artagnan, “if I knew where the Duke of Buckingham was, from taking him by the hand and conducting him to the queen, were it only to enrage the cardinal, and if we could find means to play him a sharp turn, I vow that I would voluntarily risk my head in doing it.”

	“And did the mercer*,” rejoined Athos, “tell you, d’Artagnan, that the queen thought that Buckingham had been brought over by a forged letter?”

	*Haberdasher

	“She is afraid so.”

	“Wait a minute, then,” said Aramis.

	“What for?” demanded Porthos.

	“Go on, while I endeavor to recall circumstances.”

	“And now I am convinced,” said d’Artagnan, “that this abduction of the queen’s woman is connected with the events of which we are speaking, and perhaps with the presence of Buckingham in Paris.”

	“The Gascon is full of ideas,” said Porthos, with admiration.

	“I like to hear him talk,” said Athos; “his dialect amuses me.”

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

	“Listen to Aramis,” said his three friends.

	“Yesterday I was at the house of a doctor of theology, whom I sometimes consult about my studies.”

	Athos smiled.

	“He resides in a quiet quarter,” continued Aramis; “his tastes and his profession require it. Now, at the moment when I left his house--”

	Here Aramis paused.

	“Well,” cried his auditors; “at the moment you left his house?”

	Aramis appeared to make a strong inward effort, like a man who, in the full relation of a falsehood, finds himself stopped by some unforeseen obstacle; but the eyes of his three companions were fixed upon him, their ears were wide open, and there were no means of retreat.

	“This doctor has a niece,” continued Aramis.

	“Ah, he has a niece!” interrupted Porthos.

	“A very respectable lady,” said Aramis.

	The three friends burst into laughter.

	“Ah, if you laugh, if you doubt me,” replied Aramis, “you shall know nothing.”

	“We believe like Mohammedans, and are as mute as tombstones,” said Athos.

	“I will continue, then,” resumed Aramis. “This niece comes sometimes to see her uncle; and by chance was there yesterday at the same time that I was, and it was my duty to offer to conduct her to her carriage.”

	“Ah! She has a carriage, then, this niece of the doctor?” interrupted Porthos, one of whose faults was a great looseness of tongue. “A nice acquaintance, my friend!”

	“Porthos,” replied Aramis, “I have had the occasion to observe to you more than once that you are very indiscreet; and that is injurious to you among the women.”

	“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” cried d’Artagnan, who began to get a glimpse of the result of the adventure, “the thing is serious. Let us try not to jest, if we can. Go on Aramis, go on.”

	“All at once, a tall, dark gentleman--just like yours, d’Artagnan.”

	“The same, perhaps,” said he.

	“Possibly,” continued Aramis, “came toward me, accompanied by five or six men who followed about ten paces behind him; and in the politest tone, ‘Monsieur Duke,’ said he to me, ‘and you madame,’ continued he, addressing the lady on my arm--”

	“The doctor’s niece?”

	“Hold your tongue, Porthos,” said Athos; “you are insupportable.”

	“‘--will you enter this carriage, and that without offering the least resistance, without making the least noise?’”

	“He took you for Buckingham!” cried d’Artagnan.

	“I believe so,” replied Aramis.

	“But the lady?” asked Porthos.

	“He took her for the queen!” said d’Artagnan.

	“Just so,” replied Aramis.

	“The Gascon is the devil!” cried Athos; “nothing escapes him.”

	“The fact is,” said Porthos, “Aramis is of the same height, and something of the shape of the duke; but it nevertheless appears to me that the dress of a Musketeer--”

	“I wore an enormous cloak,” said Aramis.

	“In the month of July? The devil!” said Porthos. “Is the doctor afraid that you may be recognized?”

	“I can comprehend that the spy may have been deceived by the person; but the face--”

	“I had a large hat,” said Aramis.

	“Oh, good lord,” cried Porthos, “what precautions for the study of theology!”

	“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, “do not let us lose our time in jesting. Let us separate, and let us seek the mercer’s wife--that is the key of the intrigue.”

	“A woman of such inferior condition! Can you believe so?” said Porthos, protruding his lips with contempt.

	“She is goddaughter to Laporte, the confidential valet of the queen. Have I not told you so, gentlemen? Besides, it has perhaps been her Majesty’s calculation to seek on this occasion for support so lowly. High heads expose themselves from afar, and the cardinal is longsighted.”

	“Well,” said Porthos, “in the first place make a bargain with the mercer, and a good bargain.”

	“That’s useless,” said d’Artagnan; “for I believe if he does not pay us, we shall be well enough paid by another party.”

	At this moment a sudden noise of footsteps was heard upon the stairs; the door was thrown violently open, and the unfortunate mercer rushed into the chamber in which the council was held.

	“Save me, gentlemen, for the love of heaven, save me!” cried he. “There are four men come to arrest me. Save me! Save me!”

	Porthos and Aramis arose.

	“A moment,” cried d’Artagnan, making them a sign to replace in the scabbard their half-drawn swords. “It is not courage that is needed; it is prudence.”

	“And yet,” cried Porthos, “we will not leave--”

	“You will leave d’Artagnan to act as he thinks proper,” said Athos. “He has, I repeat, the longest head of the four, and for my part I declare that I will obey him. Do as you think best, d’Artagnan.”

	At this moment the four Guards appeared at the door of the antechamber, but seeing four Musketeers standing, and their swords by their sides, they hesitated about going farther.

	“Come in, gentlemen, come in,” called d’Artagnan; “you are here in my apartment, and we are all faithful servants of the king and cardinal.”

	“Then, gentlemen, you will not oppose our executing the orders we have received?” asked one who appeared to be the leader of the party.

	“On the contrary, gentlemen, we would assist you if it were necessary.”

	“What does he say?” grumbled Porthos.

	“You are a simpleton,” said Athos. “Silence!”

	“But you promised me--” whispered the poor mercer.

	“We can only save you by being free ourselves,” replied d’Artagnan, in a rapid, low tone; “and if we appear inclined to defend you, they will arrest us with you.”

	“It seems, nevertheless--”

	“Come, gentlemen, come!” said d’Artagnan, aloud; “I have no motive for defending Monsieur. I saw him today for the first time, and he can tell you on what occasion; he came to demand the rent of my lodging. Is that not true, Monsieur Bonacieux? Answer!”

	“That is the very truth,” cried the mercer; “but Monsieur does not tell you--”

	“Silence, with respect to me, silence, with respect to my friends; silence about the queen, above all, or you will ruin everybody without saving yourself! Come, come, gentlemen, remove the fellow.” And d’Artagnan pushed the half-stupefied mercer among the Guards, saying to him, “You are a shabby old fellow, my dear. You come to demand money of me--of a Musketeer! To prison with him! Gentlemen, once more, take him to prison, and keep him under key as long as possible; that will give me time to pay him.”

	The officers were full of thanks, and took away their prey. As they were going down d’Artagnan laid his hand on the shoulder of their leader.

	“May I not drink to your health, and you to mine?” said d’Artagnan, filling two glasses with the Beaugency wine which he had obtained from the liberality of M. Bonacieux.

	“That will do me great honor,” said the leader of the posse, “and I accept thankfully.”

	“Then to yours, monsieur--what is your name?”

	“Boisrenard.”

	“Monsieur Boisrenard.”

	“To yours, my gentlemen! What is your name, in your turn, if you please?”

	“d’Artagnan.”

	“To yours, monsieur.”

	“And above all others,” cried d’Artagnan, as if carried away by his enthusiasm, “to that of the king and the cardinal.”

	The leader of the posse would perhaps have doubted the sincerity of d’Artagnan if the wine had been bad; but the wine was good, and he was convinced.

	“What diabolical villainy you have performed here,” said Porthos, when the officer had rejoined his companions and the four friends found themselves alone. “Shame, shame, for four Musketeers to allow an unfortunate fellow who cried for help to be arrested in their midst! And a gentleman to hobnob with a bailiff!”

	“Porthos,” said Aramis, “Athos has already told you that you are a simpleton, and I am quite of his opinion. D’Artagnan, you are a great man; and when you occupy Monsieur de Treville’s place, I will come and ask your influence to secure me an abbey.”

	“Well, I am in a maze,” said Porthos; “do YOU approve of what d’Artagnan has done?”

	“PARBLEU! Indeed I do,” said Athos; “I not only approve of what he has done, but I congratulate him upon it.”

	“And now, gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, without stopping to explain his conduct to Porthos, “All for one, one for all--that is our motto, is it not?”

	“And yet--” said Porthos.

	“Hold out your hand and swear!” cried Athos and Aramis at once.

	Overcome by example, grumbling to himself, nevertheless, Porthos stretched out his hand, and the four friends repeated with one voice the formula dictated by d’Artagnan:

	“All for one, one for all.”

	“That’s well! Now let us everyone retire to his own home,” said d’Artagnan, as if he had done nothing but command all his life; “and attention! For from this moment we are at feud with the cardinal.”

	10 A MOUSETRAP IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

	The invention of the mousetrap does not date from our days; as soon as societies, in forming, had invented any kind of police, that police invented mousetraps.

	As perhaps our readers are not familiar with the slang of the Rue de Jerusalem, and as it is fifteen years since we applied this word for the first time to this thing, allow us to explain to them what is a mousetrap.

	When in a house, of whatever kind it may be, an individual suspected of any crime is arrested, the arrest is held secret. Four or five men are placed in ambuscade in the first room. The door is opened to all who knock. It is closed after them, and they are arrested; so that at the end of two or three days they have in their power almost all the HABITUES of the establishment. And that is a mousetrap.

	The apartment of M. Bonacieux, then, became a mousetrap; and whoever appeared there was taken and interrogated by the cardinal’s people. It must be observed that as a separate passage led to the first floor, in which d’Artagnan lodged, those who called on him were exempted from this detention.

	Besides, nobody came thither but the three Musketeers; they had all been engaged in earnest search and inquiries, but had discovered nothing. Athos had even gone so far as to question M. de Treville--a thing which, considering the habitual reticence of the worthy Musketeer, had very much astonished his captain. But M. de Treville knew nothing, except that the last time he had seen the cardinal, the king, and the queen, the cardinal looked very thoughtful, the king uneasy, and the redness of the queen’s eyes donated that she had been sleepless or tearful. But this last circumstance was not striking, as the queen since her marriage had slept badly and wept much.

	M de Treville requested Athos, whatever might happen, to be observant of his duty to the king, but particularly to the queen, begging him to convey his desires to his comrades.

	As to d’Artagnan, he did not budge from his apartment. He converted his chamber into an observatory. From his windows he saw all the visitors who were caught. Then, having removed a plank from his floor, and nothing remaining but a simple ceiling between him and the room beneath, in which the interrogatories were made, he heard all that passed between the inquisitors and the accused.

	The interrogatories, preceded by a minute search operated upon the persons arrested, were almost always framed thus: “Has Madame Bonacieux sent anything to you for her husband, or any other person? Has Monsieur Bonacieux sent anything to you for his wife, or for any other person? Has either of them confided anything to you by word of mouth?”

	“If they knew anything, they would not question people in this manner,” said d’Artagnan to himself. “Now, what is it they want to know? Why, they want to know if the Duke of Buckingham is in Paris, and if he has had, or is likely to have, an interview with the queen.”

	D’Artagnan held onto this idea, which, from what he had heard, was not wanting in probability.

	In the meantime, the mousetrap continued in operation, and likewise d’Artagnan’s vigilance.

	On the evening of the day after the arrest of poor Bonacieux, as Athos had just left d’Artagnan to report at M. de Treville’s, as nine o’clock had just struck, and as Planchet, who had not yet made the bed, was beginning his task, a knocking was heard at the street door. The door was instantly opened and shut; someone was taken in the mousetrap.

	
D’Artagnan flew to his hole, laid himself down on the floor at full length, and listened.

	Cries were soon heard, and then moans, which someone appeared to be endeavoring to stifle. There were no questions.

	“The devil!” said d’Artagnan to himself. “It seems like a woman! They search her; she resists; they use force--the scoundrels!”

	In spite of his prudence, d’Artagnan restrained himself with great difficulty from taking a part in the scene that was going on below.

	“But I tell you that I am the mistress of the house, gentlemen! I tell you I am Madame Bonacieux; I tell you I belong to the queen!” cried the unfortunate woman.

	“Madame Bonacieux!” murmured d’Artagnan. “Can I be so lucky as to find what everybody is seeking for?”

	The voice became more and more indistinct; a tumultuous movement shook the partition. The victim resisted as much as a woman could resist four men.

	“Pardon, gentlemen--par--” murmured the voice, which could now only be heard in inarticulate sounds.

	“They are binding her; they are going to drag her away,” cried d’Artagnan to himself, springing up from the floor. “My sword! Good, it is by my side! Planchet!”

	“Monsieur.”

	“Run and seek Athos, Porthos and Aramis. One of the three will certainly be at home, perhaps all three. Tell them to take arms, to come here, and to run! Ah, I remember, Athos is at Monsieur de Treville’s.”

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

	“I am going down by the window, in order to be there the sooner,” cried d’Artagnan. “You put back the boards, sweep the floor, go out at the door, and run as I told you.”

	“Oh, monsieur! Monsieur! You will kill yourself,” cried Planchet.

	“Hold your tongue, stupid fellow,” said d’Artagnan; and laying hold of the casement, he let himself gently down from the first story, which fortunately was not very elevated, without doing himself the slightest injury.

	He then went straight to the door and knocked, murmuring, “I will go myself and be caught in the mousetrap, but woe be to the cats that shall pounce upon such a mouse!”

	The knocker had scarcely sounded under the hand of the young man before the tumult ceased, steps approached, the door was opened, and d’Artagnan, sword in hand, rushed into the rooms of M. Bonacieux, the door of which, doubtless acted upon by a spring, closed after him.

	Then those who dwelt in Bonacieux’s unfortunate house, together with the nearest neighbors, heard loud cries, stamping of feet, clashing of swords, and breaking of furniture. A moment after, those who, surprised by this tumult, had gone to their windows to learn the cause of it, saw the door open, and four men, clothed in black, not COME out of it, but FLY, like so many frightened crows, leaving on the ground and on the corners of the furniture, feathers from their wings; that is to say, patches of their clothes and fragments of their cloaks.

	D’Artagnan was conqueror--without much effort, it must be confessed, for only one of the officers was armed, and even he defended himself for form’s sake. It is true that the three others had endeavored to knock the young man down with chairs, stools, and crockery; but two or three scratches made by the Gascon’s blade terrified them. Ten minutes sufficed for their defeat, and d’Artagnan remained master of the field of battle.

	The neighbors who had opened their windows, with the coolness peculiar to the inhabitants of Paris in these times of perpetual riots and disturbances, closed them again as soon as they saw the four men in black flee--their instinct telling them that for the time all was over. Besides, it began to grow late, and then, as today, people went to bed early in the quarter of the Luxembourg.

	On being left alone with Mme. Bonacieux, d’Artagnan turned toward her; the poor woman reclined where she had been left, half-fainting upon an armchair. D’Artagnan examined her with a rapid glance.

	She was a charming woman of twenty-five or twenty-six years, with dark hair, blue eyes, and a nose slightly turned up, admirable teeth, and a complexion marbled with rose and opal. There, however, ended the signs which might have confounded her with a lady of rank. The hands were white, but without delicacy; the feet did not bespeak the woman of quality. Happily, d’Artagnan was not yet acquainted with such niceties.

	While d’Artagnan was examining Mme. Bonacieux, and was, as we have said, close to her, he saw on the ground a fine cambric handkerchief, which he picked up, as was his habit, and at the corner of which he recognized the same cipher he had seen on the handkerchief which had nearly caused him and Aramis to cut each other’s throat.

	From that time, d’Artagnan had been cautious with respect to handkerchiefs with arms on them, and he therefore placed in the pocket of Mme. Bonacieux the one he had just picked up.

	At that moment Mme. Bonacieux recovered her senses. She opened her eyes, looked around her with terror, saw that the apartment was empty and that she was alone with her liberator. She extended her hands to him with a smile. Mme. Bonacieux had the sweetest smile in the world.

	“Ah, monsieur!” said she, “you have saved me; permit me to thank you.”

	“Madame,” said d’Artagnan, “I have only done what every gentleman would have done in my place; you owe me no thanks.”

	“Oh, yes, monsieur, oh, yes; and I hope to prove to you that you have not served an ingrate. But what could these men, whom I at first took for robbers, want with me, and why is Monsieur Bonacieux not here?”

	“Madame, those men were more dangerous than any robbers could have been, for they are the agents of the cardinal; and as to your husband, Monsieur Bonacieux, he is not here because he was yesterday evening conducted to the Bastille.”

	“My husband in the Bastille!” cried Mme. Bonacieux. “Oh, my God! What has he done? Poor dear man, he is innocence itself!”

	And something like a faint smile lighted the still-terrified features of the young woman.

	“What has he done, madame?” said d’Artagnan. “I believe that his only crime is to have at the same time the good fortune and the misfortune to be your husband.”

	“But, monsieur, you know then--”

	“I know that you have been abducted, madame.”

	“And by whom? Do you know him? Oh, if you know him, tell me!”

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

	“That is he, that is he; but his name?”

	“Ah, his name? I do not know that.”

	“And did my husband know I had been carried off?”

	“He was informed of it by a letter, written to him by the abductor himself.”

	“And does he suspect,” said Mme. Bonacieux, with some embarrassment, “the cause of this event?”

	“He attributed it, I believe, to a political cause.”

	“I doubted from the first; and now I think entirely as he does. Then my dear Monsieur Bonacieux has not suspected me a single instant?”

	“So far from it, madame, he was too proud of your prudence, and above all, of your love.”

	A second smile, almost imperceptible, stole over the rosy lips of the pretty young woman.

	“But,” continued d’Artagnan, “how did you escape?”

	“I took advantage of a moment when they left me alone; and as I had known since morning the reason of my abduction, with the help of the sheets I let myself down from the window. Then, as I believed my husband would be at home, I hastened hither.”

	“To place yourself under his protection?”

	“Oh, no, poor dear man! I knew very well that he was incapable of defending me; but as he could serve us in other ways, I wished to inform him.”

	“Of what?”

	“Oh, that is not my secret; I must not, therefore, tell you.”

	“Besides,” said d’Artagnan, “pardon me, madame, if, guardsman as I am, I remind you of prudence--besides, I believe we are not here in a very proper place for imparting confidences. The men I have put to flight will return reinforced; if they find us here, we are lost. I have sent for three of my friends, but who knows whether they were at home?”

	“Yes, yes! You are right,” cried the affrighted Mme. Bonacieux; “let us fly! Let us save ourselves.”

	At these words she passed her arm under that of d’Artagnan, and urged him forward eagerly.

	“But whither shall we fly--whither escape?”

	“Let us first withdraw from this house; afterward we shall see.”

	The young woman and the young man, without taking the trouble to shut the door after them, descended the Rue des Fossoyeurs rapidly, turned into the Rue des Fosses-Monsieur-le-Prince, and did not stop till they came to the Place St. Sulpice.

	“And now what are we to do, and where do you wish me to conduct you?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“I am at quite a loss how to answer you, I admit,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “My intention was to inform Monsieur Laporte, through my husband, in order that Monsieur Laporte might tell us precisely what had taken place at the Louvre in the last three days, and whether there is any danger in presenting myself there.”

	“But I,” said d’Artagnan, “can go and inform Monsieur Laporte.”

	“No doubt you could, only there is one misfortune, and that is that Monsieur Bonacieux is known at the Louvre, and would be allowed to pass; whereas you are not known there, and the gate would be closed against you.”

	“Ah, bah!” said d’Artagnan; “you have at some wicket of the Louvre a CONCIERGE who is devoted to you, and who, thanks to a password, would--”

	Mme. Bonacieux looked earnestly at the young man.

	“And if I give you this password,” said she, “would you forget it as soon as you used it?”

	“By my honor, by the faith of a gentleman!” said d’Artagnan, with an accent so truthful that no one could mistake it.

	“Then I believe you. You appear to be a brave young man; besides, your fortune may perhaps be the result of your devotedness.”

	“I will do, without a promise and voluntarily, all that I can do to serve the king and be agreeable to the queen. Dispose of me, then, as a friend.”

	“But I--where shall I go meanwhile?”

	“Is there nobody from whose house Monsieur Laporte can come and fetch you?”

	“No, I can trust nobody.”

	“Stop,” said d’Artagnan; “we are near Athos’s door. Yes, here it is.”

	“Who is this Athos?”

	“One of my friends.”

	“But if he should be at home and see me?”

	“He is not at home, and I will carry away the key, after having placed you in his apartment.”

	“But if he should return?”

	“Oh, he won’t return; and if he should, he will be told that I have brought a woman with me, and that woman is in his apartment.”

	“But that will compromise me sadly, you know.”

	“Of what consequence? Nobody knows you. Besides, we are in a situation to overlook ceremony.”

	“Come, then, let us go to your friend’s house. Where does he live?”

	“Rue Ferou, two steps from here.”

	“Let us go!”

	Both resumed their way. As d’Artagnan had foreseen, Athos was not within. He took the key, which was customarily given him as one of the family, ascended the stairs, and introduced Mme. Bonacieux into the little apartment of which we have given a description.

	“You are at home,” said he. “Remain here, fasten the door inside, and open it to nobody unless you hear three taps like this;” and he tapped thrice--two taps close together and pretty hard, the other after an interval, and lighter.

	“That is well,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “Now, in my turn, let me give you my instructions.”

	“I am all attention.”

	“Present yourself at the wicket of the Louvre, on the side of the Rue de l’Echelle, and ask for Germain.”

	“Well, and then?”

	“He will ask you what you want, and you will answer by these two words, ‘Tours’ and ‘Bruxelles.’ He will at once put himself at your orders.”

	“And what shall I command him?”

	“To go and fetch Monsieur Laporte, the queen’s VALET DE CHAMBRE.”

	“And when he shall have informed him, and Monsieur Laporte is come?”

	“You will send him to me.”

	“That is well; but where and how shall I see you again?”

	“Do you wish to see me again?”

	“Certainly.”

	“Well, let that care be mine, and be at ease.”

	“I depend upon your word.”

	“You may.”

	D’Artagnan bowed to Mme. Bonacieux, darting at her the most loving glance that he could possibly concentrate upon her charming little person; and while he descended the stairs, he heard the door closed and double-locked. In two bounds he was at the Louvre; as he entered the wicket of L’Echelle, ten o’clock struck. All the events we have described had taken place within a half hour.

	Everything fell out as Mme. Bonacieux prophesied. On hearing the password, Germain bowed. In a few minutes, Laporte was at the lodge; in two words d’Artagnan informed him where Mme. Bonacieux was. Laporte assured himself, by having it twice repeated, of the accurate address, and set off at a run. Hardly, however, had he taken ten steps before he returned.

	“Young man,” said he to d’Artagnan, “a suggestion.”

	“What?”

	“You may get into trouble by what has taken place.”

	“You believe so?”

	“Yes. Have you any friend whose clock is too slow?”

	“Well?”

	“Go and call upon him, in order that he may give evidence of your having been with him at half past nine. In a court of justice that is called an alibi.”

	D’Artagnan found his advice prudent. He took to his heels, and was soon at M. de Treville’s; but instead of going into the saloon with the rest of the crowd, he asked to be introduced to M. de Treville’s office. As d’Artagnan so constantly frequented the hotel, no difficulty was made in complying with his request, and a servant went to inform M. de Treville that his young compatriot, having something important to communicate, solicited a private audience. Five minutes after, M. de Treville was asking d’Artagnan what he could do to serve him, and what caused his visit at so late an hour.

	“Pardon me, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, who had profited by the moment he had been left alone to put back M. de Treville’s clock three-quarters of an hour, “but I thought, as it was yet only twenty-five minutes past nine, it was not too late to wait upon you.”

	“Twenty-five minutes past nine!” cried M. de Treville, looking at the clock; “why, that’s impossible!”

	“Look, rather, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, “the clock shows it.”

	“That’s true,” said M. de Treville; “I believed it later. But what can I do for you?”

	Then d’Artagnan told M. de Treville a long history about the queen. He expressed to him the fears he entertained with respect to her Majesty; he related to him what he had heard of the projects of the cardinal with regard to Buckingham, and all with a tranquillity and candor of which M. de Treville was the more the dupe, from having himself, as we have said, observed something fresh between the cardinal, the king, and the queen.

	As ten o’clock was striking, d’Artagnan left M. de Treville, who thanked him for his information, recommended him to have the service of the king and queen always at heart, and returned to the saloon; but at the foot of the stairs, d’Artagnan remembered he had forgotten his cane. He consequently sprang up again, re-entered the office, with a turn of his finger set the clock right again, that it might not be perceived the next day that it had been put wrong, and certain from that time that he had a witness to prove his alibi, he ran downstairs and soon found himself in the street.

	11 IN WHICH THE PLOT THICKENS

	His visit to M. de Treville being paid, the pensive d’Artagnan took the longest way homeward.

	On what was d’Artagnan thinking, that he strayed thus from his path, gazing at the stars of heaven, and sometimes sighing, sometimes smiling?

	He was thinking of Mme. Bonacieux. For an apprentice Musketeer the young woman was almost an ideal of love. Pretty, mysterious, initiated in almost all the secrets of the court, which reflected such a charming gravity over her pleasing features, it might be surmised that she was not wholly unmoved; and this is an irresistible charm to novices in love. Moreover, d’Artagnan had delivered her from the hands of the demons who wished to search and ill treat her; and this important service had established between them one of those sentiments of gratitude which so easily assume a more tender character.

	D’Artagnan already fancied himself, so rapid is the flight of our dreams upon the wings of imagination, accosted by a messenger from the young woman, who brought him some billet appointing a meeting, a gold chain, or a diamond. We have observed that young cavaliers received presents from their king without shame. Let us add that in these times of lax morality they had no more delicacy with respect to the mistresses; and that the latter almost always left them valuable and durable remembrances, as if they essayed to conquer the fragility of their sentiments by the solidity of their gifts.

	Without a blush, men made their way in the world by the means of women blushing. Such as were only beautiful gave their beauty, whence, without doubt, comes the proverb, “The most beautiful girl in the world can only give what she has.” Such as were rich gave in addition a part of their money; and a vast number of heroes of that gallant period may be cited who would neither have won their spurs in the first place, nor their battles afterward, without the purse, more or less furnished, which their mistress fastened to the saddle bow.

	D’Artagnan owned nothing. Provincial diffidence, that slight varnish, the ephemeral flower, that down of the peach, had evaporated to the winds through the little orthodox counsels which the three Musketeers gave their friend. D’Artagnan, following the strange custom of the times, considered himself at Paris as on a campaign, neither more nor less than if he had been in Flanders--Spain yonder, woman here. In each there was an enemy to contend with, and contributions to be levied.

	But, we must say, at the present moment d’Artagnan was ruled by a feeling much more noble and disinterested. The mercer had said that he was rich; the young man might easily guess that with so weak a man as M. Bonacieux; and interest was almost foreign to this commencement of love, which had been the consequence of it. We say ALMOST, for the idea that a young, handsome, kind, and witty woman is at the same time rich takes nothing from the beginning of love, but on the contrary strengthens it.

	There are in affluence a crowd of aristocratic cares and caprices which are highly becoming to beauty. A fine and white stocking, a silken robe, a lace kerchief, a pretty slipper on the foot, a tasty ribbon on the head do not make an ugly woman pretty, but they make a pretty woman beautiful, without reckoning the hands, which gain by all this; the hands, among women particularly, to be beautiful must be idle.

	Then d’Artagnan, as the reader, from whom we have not concealed the state of his fortune, very well knows--d’Artagnan was not a millionaire; he hoped to become one someday, but the time which in his own mind he fixed upon for this happy change was still far distant. In the meanwhile, how disheartening to see the woman one loves long for those thousands of nothings which constitute a woman’s happiness, and be unable to give her those thousands of nothings. At least, when the woman is rich and the lover is not, that which he cannot offer she offers to herself; and although it is generally with her husband’s money that she procures herself this indulgence, the gratitude for it seldom reverts to him.

	Then d’Artagnan, disposed to become the most tender of lovers, was at the same time a very devoted friend. In the midst of his amorous projects for the mercer’s wife, he did not forget his friends. The pretty Mme. Bonacieux was just the woman to walk with in the Plain St. Denis or in the fair of St. Germain, in company with Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, to whom d’Artagnan had often remarked this. Then one could enjoy charming little dinners, where one touches on one side the hand of a friend, and on the other the foot of a mistress. Besides, on pressing occasions, in extreme difficulties, d’Artagnan would become the preserver of his friends.

	And M. Bonacieux, whom d’Artagnan had pushed into the hands of the officers, denying him aloud although he had promised in a whisper to save him? We are compelled to admit to our readers that d’Artagnan thought nothing about him in any way; or that if he did think of him, it was only to say to himself that he was very well where he was, wherever it might be. Love is the most selfish of all the passions.

	Let our readers reassure themselves. If d’Artagnan forgets his host, or appears to forget him, under the pretense of not knowing where he has been carried, we will not forget him, and we know where he is. But for the moment, let us do as did the amorous Gascon; we will see after the worthy mercer later.

	D’Artagnan, reflecting on his future amours, addressing himself to the beautiful night, and smiling at the stars, ascended the Rue Cherish-Midi, or Chase-Midi, as it was then called. As he found himself in the quarter in which Aramis lived, he took it into his head to pay his friend a visit in order to explain the motives which had led him to send Planchet with a request that he would come instantly to the mousetrap. Now, if Aramis had been at home when Planchet came to his abode, he had doubtless hastened to the Rue des Fossoyeurs, and finding nobody there but his other two companions perhaps, they would not be able to conceive what all this meant. This mystery required an explanation; at least, so d’Artagnan declared to himself.

	He likewise thought this was an opportunity for talking about pretty little Mme. Bonacieux, of whom his head, if not his heart, was already full. We must never look for discretion in first love. First love is accompanied by such excessive joy that unless the joy be allowed to overflow, it will stifle you.

	Paris for two hours past had been dark, and seemed a desert. Eleven o’clock sounded from all the clocks of the Faubourg St. Germain. It was delightful weather. D’Artagnan was passing along a lane on the spot where the Rue d’Assas is now situated, breathing the balmy emanations which were borne upon the wind from the Rue de Vaugirard, and which arose from the gardens refreshed by the dews of evening and the breeze of night. From a distance resounded, deadened, however, by good shutters, the songs of the tipplers, enjoying themselves in the cabarets scattered along the plain. Arrived at the end of the lane, d’Artagnan turned to the left. The house in which Aramis dwelt was situated between the Rue Cassette and the Rue Servandoni.

	D’Artagnan had just passed the Rue Cassette, and already perceived the door of his friend’s house, shaded by a mass of sycamores and clematis which formed a vast arch opposite the front of it, when he perceived something like a shadow issuing from the Rue Servandoni. This something was enveloped in a cloak, and d’Artagnan at first believed it was a man; but by the smallness of the form, the hesitation of the walk, and the indecision of the step, he soon discovered that it was a woman. Further, this woman, as if not certain of the house she was seeking, lifted up her eyes to look around her, stopped, went backward, and then returned again. D’Artagnan was perplexed.

	“Shall I go and offer her my services?” thought he. “By her step she must be young; perhaps she is pretty. Oh, yes! But a woman who wanders in the streets at this hour only ventures out to meet her lover. If I should disturb a rendezvous, that would not be the best means of commencing an acquaintance.”

	Meantime the young woman continued to advance, counting the houses and windows. This was neither long nor difficult. There were but three hotels in this part of the street; and only two windows looking toward the road, one of which was in a pavilion parallel to that which Aramis occupied, the other belonging to Aramis himself.

	“PARIDIEU!” said d’Artagnan to himself, to whose mind the niece of the theologian reverted, “PARDIEU, it would be droll if this belated dove should be in search of our friend’s house. But on my soul, it looks so. Ah, my dear Aramis, this time I shall find you out.” And d’Artagnan, making himself as small as he could, concealed himself in the darkest side of the street near a stone bench placed at the back of a niche.

	The young woman continued to advance; and in addition to the lightness of her step, which had betrayed her, she emitted a little cough which denoted a sweet voice. D’Artagnan believed this cough to be a signal.

	Nevertheless, whether the cough had been answered by a similar signal which had fixed the irresolution of the nocturnal seeker, or whether without this aid she saw that she had arrived at the end of her journey, she resolutely drew near to Aramis’s shutter, and tapped, at three equal intervals, with her bent finger.

	“This is all very fine, dear Aramis,” murmured d’Artagnan. “Ah, Monsieur Hypocrite, I understand how you study theology.”

	The three blows were scarcely struck, when the inside blind was opened and a light appeared through the panes of the outside shutter.

	“Ah, ah!” said the listener, “not through doors, but through windows! Ah, this visit was expected. We shall see the windows open, and the lady enter by escalade. Very pretty!”

	But to the great astonishment of d’Artagnan, the shutter remained closed. Still more, the light which had shone for an instant disappeared, and all was again in obscurity.

	D’Artagnan thought this could not last long, and continued to look with all his eyes and listen with all his ears.

	He was right; at the end of some seconds two sharp taps were heard inside. The young woman in the street replied by a single tap, and the shutter was opened a little way.

	It may be judged whether d’Artagnan looked or listened with avidity. Unfortunately the light had been removed into another chamber; but the eyes of the young man were accustomed to the night. Besides, the eyes of the Gascons have, as it is asserted, like those of cats, the faculty of seeing in the dark.

	D’Artagnan then saw that the young woman took from her pocket a white object, which she unfolded quickly, and which took the form of a handkerchief. She made her interlocutor observe the corner of this unfolded object.

	This immediately recalled to d’Artagnan’s mind the handkerchief which he had found at the feet of Mme. Bonacieux, which had reminded him of that which he had dragged from under the feet of Aramis.

	“What the devil could that handkerchief signify?”

	Placed where he was, d’Artagnan could not perceive the face of Aramis. We say Aramis, because the young man entertained no doubt that it was his friend who held this dialogue from the interior with the lady of the exterior. Curiosity prevailed over prudence; and profiting by the preoccupation into which the sight of the handkerchief appeared to have plunged the two personages now on the scene, he stole from his hiding place, and quick as lightning, but stepping with utmost caution, he ran and placed himself close to the angle of the wall, from which his eye could pierce the interior of Aramis’s room.

	Upon gaining this advantage d’Artagnan was near uttering a cry of surprise; it was not Aramis who was conversing with the nocturnal visitor, it was a woman! D’Artagnan, however, could only see enough to recognize the form of her vestments, not enough to distinguish her features.

	At the same instant the woman inside drew a second handkerchief from her pocket, and exchanged it for that which had just been shown to her. Then some words were spoken by the two women. At length the shutter closed. The woman who was outside the window turned round, and passed within four steps of d’Artagnan, pulling down the hood of her mantle; but the precaution was too late, d’Artagnan had already recognized Mme. Bonacieux.

	Mme. Bonacieux! The suspicion that it was she had crossed the mind of d’Artagnan when she drew the handkerchief from her pocket; but what probability was there that Mme. Bonacieux, who had sent for M. Laporte in order to be reconducted to the Louvre, should be running about the streets of Paris at half past eleven at night, at the risk of being abducted a second time?

	This must be, then, an affair of importance; and what is the most important affair to a woman of twenty-five! Love.

	But was it on her own account, or on account of another, that she exposed herself to such hazards? This was a question the young man asked himself, whom the demon of jealousy already gnawed, being in heart neither more nor less than an accepted lover.

	There was a very simple means of satisfying himself whither Mme. Bonacieux was going; that was to follow her. This method was so simple that d’Artagnan employed it quite naturally and instinctively.

	But at the sight of the young man, who detached himself from the wall like a statue walking from its niche, and at the noise of the steps which she heard resound behind her, Mme. Bonacieux uttered a little cry and fled.

	D’Artagnan ran after her. It was not difficult for him to overtake a woman embarrassed with her cloak. He came up with her before she had traversed a third of the street. The unfortunate woman was exhausted, not by fatigue, but by terror, and when d’Artagnan placed his hand upon her shoulder, she sank upon one knee, crying in a choking voice, “Kill me, if you please, you shall know nothing!”

	D’Artagnan raised her by passing his arm round her waist; but as he felt by her weight she was on the point of fainting, he made haste to reassure her by protestations of devotedness. These protestations were nothing for Mme. Bonacieux, for such protestations may be made with the worst intentions in the world; but the voice was all. Mme. Bonacieux thought she recognized the sound of that voice; she reopened her eyes, cast a quick glance upon the man who had terrified her so, and at once perceiving it was d’Artagnan, she uttered a cry of joy, “Oh, it is you, it is you! Thank God, thank God!”

	“Yes, it is I,” said d’Artagnan, “it is I, whom God has sent to watch over you.”

	“Was it with that intention you followed me?” asked the young woman, with a coquettish smile, whose somewhat bantering character resumed its influence, and with whom all fear had disappeared from the moment in which she recognized a friend in one she had taken for an enemy.

	“No,” said d’Artagnan; “no, I confess it. It was chance that threw me in your way; I saw a woman knocking at the window of one of my friends.”

	“One of your friends?” interrupted Mme. Bonacieux.

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

	“Aramis! Who is he?”

	“Come, come, you won’t tell me you don’t know Aramis?”

	“This is the first time I ever heard his name pronounced.”

	“It is the first time, then, that you ever went to that house?”

	“Undoubtedly.”

	“And you did not know that it was inhabited by a young man?”

	“No.”

	“By a Musketeer?”

	“No, indeed!”

	“It was not he, then, you came to seek?”

	“Not the least in the world. Besides, you must have seen that the person to whom I spoke was a woman.”

	“That is true; but this woman is a friend of Aramis--”

	“I know nothing of that.”

	“--since she lodges with him.”

	“That does not concern me.”

	“But who is she?”

	“Oh, that is not my secret.”

	“My dear Madame Bonacieux, you are charming; but at the same time you are one of the most mysterious women.”

	“Do I lose by that?”

	“No; you are, on the contrary, adorable.”

	“Give me your arm, then.”

	“Most willingly. And now?”

	“Now escort me.”

	“Where?”

	“Where I am going.”

	“But where are you going?”

	“You will see, because you will leave me at the door.”

	“Shall I wait for you?”

	“That will be useless.”

	“You will return alone, then?”

	“Perhaps yes, perhaps no.”

	“But will the person who shall accompany you afterward be a man or a woman?”

	“I don’t know yet.”

	“But I will know it!”

	“How so?”

	“I will wait until you come out.”

	“In that case, adieu.”

	“Why so?”

	“I do not want you.”

	“But you have claimed--”

	“The aid of a gentleman, not the watchfulness of a spy.”

	“The word is rather hard.”

	“How are they called who follow others in spite of them?”

	“They are indiscreet.”

	“The word is too mild.”

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

	“Why did you deprive yourself of the merit of doing so at once?”

	“Is there no merit in repentance?”

	“And do you really repent?”

	“I know nothing about it myself. But what I know is that I promise to do all you wish if you allow me to accompany you where you are going.”

	“And you will leave me then?”

	“Yes.”

	“Without waiting for my coming out again?”

	“Yes.”

	“Word of honor?”

	“By the faith of a gentleman. Take my arm, and let us go.”

	D’Artagnan offered his arm to Mme. Bonacieux, who willingly took it, half laughing, half trembling, and both gained the top of Rue de la Harpe. Arriving there, the young woman seemed to hesitate, as she had before done in the Rue Vaugirard. She seemed, however, by certain signs, to recognize a door, and approaching that door, “And now, monsieur,” said she, “it is here I have business; a thousand thanks for your honorable company, which has saved me from all the dangers to which, alone, I was exposed. But the moment is come to keep your word; I have reached my destination.”

	“And you will have nothing to fear on your return?”

	“I shall have nothing to fear but robbers.”

	“And that is nothing?”

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

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

	“Which?”

	“That which I found at your feet, and replaced in your pocket.”

	“Hold your tongue, imprudent man! Do you wish to destroy me?”

	“You see very plainly that there is still danger for you, since a single word makes you tremble; and you confess that if that word were heard you would be ruined. Come, come, madame!” cried d’Artagnan, seizing her hands, and surveying her with an ardent glance, “come, be more generous. Confide in me. Have you not read in my eyes that there is nothing but devotion and sympathy in my heart?”

	“Yes,” replied Mme. Bonacieux; “therefore, ask my own secrets, and I will reveal them to you; but those of others--that is quite another thing.”

	“Very well,” said d’Artagnan, “I shall discover them; as these secrets may have an influence over your life, these secrets must become mine.”

	“Beware of what you do!” cried the young woman, in a manner so serious as to make d’Artagnan start in spite of himself. “Oh, meddle in nothing which concerns me. Do not seek to assist me in that which I am accomplishing. This I ask of you in the name of the interest with which I inspire you, in the name of the service you have rendered me and which I never shall forget while I have life. Rather, place faith in what I tell you. Have no more concern about me; I exist no longer for you, any more than if you had never seen me.”

	“Must Aramis do as much as I, madame?” said d’Artagnan, deeply piqued.

	“This is the second or third time, monsieur, that you have repeated that name, and yet I have told you that I do not know him.”

	“You do not know the man at whose shutter you have just knocked? Indeed, madame, you believe me too credulous!”

	“Confess that it is for the sake of making me talk that you invent this story and create this personage.”

	“I invent nothing, madame; I create nothing. I only speak that exact truth.”

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

	“I say so, and I repeat it for the third time; that house is one inhabited by my friend, and that friend is Aramis.”

	“All this will be cleared up at a later period,” murmured the young woman; “no, monsieur, be silent.”

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

	“You speak very suddenly of love, monsieur,” said the young woman, shaking her head.

	“That is because love has come suddenly upon me, and for the first time; and because I am only twenty.”

	The young woman looked at him furtively.

	“Listen; I am already upon the scent,” resumed d’Artagnan. “About three months ago I was near having a duel with Aramis concerning a handkerchief resembling the one you showed to the woman in his house--for a handkerchief marked in the same manner, I am sure.”

	“Monsieur,” said the young woman, “you weary me very much, I assure you, with your questions.”

	“But you, madame, prudent as you are, think, if you were to be arrested with that handkerchief, and that handkerchief were to be seized, would you not be compromised?”

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

	“Or Camille de Bois-Tracy.”

	“Silence, monsieur! Once again, silence! Ah, since the dangers I incur on my own account cannot stop you, think of those you may yourself run!”

	“Me?”

	“Yes; there is peril of imprisonment, risk of life in knowing me.”

	“Then I will not leave you.”

	“Monsieur!” said the young woman, supplicating him and clasping her hands together, “monsieur, in the name of heaven, by the honor of a soldier, by the courtesy of a gentleman, depart! There, there midnight sounds! That is the hour when I am expected.”

	“Madame,” said the young man, bowing; “I can refuse nothing asked of me thus. Be content; I will depart.”

	“But you will not follow me; you will not watch me?”

	“I will return home instantly.”

	“Ah, I was quite sure you were a good and brave young man,” said Mme. Bonacieux, holding out her hand to him, and placing the other upon the knocker of a little door almost hidden in the wall.

	D’Artagnan seized the hand held out to him, and kissed it ardently.

	“Ah! I wish I had never seen you!” cried d’Artagnan, with that ingenuous roughness which women often prefer to the affectations of politeness, because it betrays the depths of the thought and proves that feeling prevails over reason.

	“Well!” resumed Mme. Bonacieux, in a voice almost caressing, and pressing the hand of d’Artagnan, who had not relinquished hers, “well: I will not say as much as you do; what is lost for today may not be lost forever. Who knows, when I shall be at liberty, that I may not satisfy your curiosity?”

	“And will you make the same promise to my love?” cried d’Artagnan, beside himself with joy.

	“Oh, as to that, I do not engage myself. That depends upon the sentiments with which you may inspire me.”

	“Then today, madame--”

	“Oh, today, I am no further than gratitude.”

	“Ah! You are too charming,” said d’Artagnan, sorrowfully; “and you abuse my love.”

	“No, I use your generosity, that’s all. But be of good cheer; with certain people, everything comes round.”

	“Oh, you render me the happiest of men! Do not forget this evening--do not forget that promise.”

	“Be satisfied. In the proper time and place I will remember everything. Now then, go, go, in the name of heaven! I was expected at sharp midnight, and I am late.”

	“By five minutes.”

	“Yes; but in certain circumstances five minutes are five ages.”

	“When one loves.”

	“Well! And who told you I had no affair with a lover?”

	“It is a man, then, who expects you?” cried d’Artagnan. “A man!”

	“The discussion is going to begin again!” said Mme. Bonacieux, with a half-smile which was not exempt from a tinge of impatience.

	“No, no; I go, I depart! I believe in you, and I would have all the merit of my devotion, even if that devotion were stupidity. Adieu, madame, adieu!”

	And as if he only felt strength to detach himself by a violent effort from the hand he held, he sprang away, running, while Mme. Bonacieux knocked, as at the shutter, three light and regular taps. When he had gained the angle of the street, he turned. The door had been opened, and shut again; the mercer’s pretty wife had disappeared.

	D’Artagnan pursued his way. He had given his word not to watch Mme. Bonacieux, and if his life had depended upon the spot to which she was going or upon the person who should accompany her, d’Artagnan would have returned home, since he had so promised. Five minutes later he was in the Rue des Fossoyeurs.

	“Poor Athos!” said he; “he will never guess what all this means. He will have fallen asleep waiting for me, or else he will have returned home, where he will have learned that a woman had been there. A woman with Athos! After all,” continued d’Artagnan, “there was certainly one with Aramis. All this is very strange; and I am curious to know how it will end.”

	“Badly, monsieur, badly!” replied a voice which the young man recognized as that of Planchet; for, soliloquizing aloud, as very preoccupied people do, he had entered the alley, at the end of which were the stairs which led to his chamber.

	“How, badly? What do you mean by that, you idiot?” asked d’Artagnan. “What has happened?”

	“All sorts of misfortunes.”

	“What?”

	“In the first place, Monsieur Athos is arrested.”

	“Arrested! Athos arrested! What for?”

	“He was found in your lodging; they took him for you.”

	“And by whom was he arrested?”

	“By Guards brought by the men in black whom you put to flight.”

	“Why did he not tell them his name? Why did he not tell them he knew nothing about this affair?”

	“He took care not to do so, monsieur; on the contrary, he came up to me and said, ‘It is your master that needs his liberty at this moment and not I, since he knows everything and I know nothing. They will believe he is arrested, and that will give him time; in three days I will tell them who I am, and they cannot fail to let me go.’”

	“Bravo, Athos! Noble heart!” murmured d’Artagnan. “I know him well there! And what did the officers do?”

	“Four conveyed him away, I don’t know where--to the Bastille or Fort l’Eveque. Two remained with the men in black, who rummaged every place and took all the papers. The last two mounted guard at the door during this examination; then, when all was over, they went away, leaving the house empty and exposed.”

	“And Porthos and Aramis?”

	“I could not find them; they did not come.”

	“But they may come any moment, for you left word that I awaited them?”

	“Yes, monsieur.”

	“Well, don’t budge, then; if they come, tell them what has happened. Let them wait for me at the Pomme-de-Pin. Here it would be dangerous; the house may be watched. I will run to Monsieur de Treville to tell them all this, and will meet them there.”

	“Very well, monsieur,” said Planchet.

	“But you will remain; you are not afraid?” said d’Artagnan, coming back to recommend courage to his lackey.

	“Be easy, monsieur,” said Planchet; “you do not know me yet. I am brave when I set about it. It is all in beginning. Besides, I am a Picard.”

	“Then it is understood,” said d’Artagnan; “you would rather be killed than desert your post?”

	“Yes, monsieur; and there is nothing I would not do to prove to Monsieur that I am attached to him.”

	“Good!” said d’Artagnan to himself. “It appears that the method I have adopted with this boy is decidedly the best. I shall use it again upon occasion.”

	And with all the swiftness of his legs, already a little fatigued, however, with the perambulations of the day, d’Artagnan directed his course toward M. de Treville’s.

	M de Treville was not at his hotel. His company was on guard at the Louvre; he was at the Louvre with his company.

	It was necessary to reach M. de Treville; it was important that he should be informed of what was passing. D’Artagnan resolved to try and enter the Louvre. His costume of Guardsman in the company of M. Dessessart ought to be his passport.

	He therefore went down the Rue des Petits Augustins, and came up to the quay, in order to take the New Bridge. He had at first an idea of crossing by the ferry; but on gaining the riverside, he had mechanically put his hand into his pocket, and perceived that he had not wherewithal to pay his passage.

	As he gained the top of the Rue Guenegaud, he saw two persons coming out of the Rue Dauphine whose appearance very much struck him. Of the two persons who composed this group, one was a man and the other a woman. The woman had the outline of Mme. Bonacieux; the man resembled Aramis so much as to be mistaken for him.

	Besides, the woman wore that black mantle which d’Artagnan could still see outlined on the shutter of the Rue de Vaugirard and on the door of the Rue de la Harpe; still further, the man wore the uniform of a Musketeer.

	The woman’s hood was pulled down, and the man held a handkerchief to his face. Both, as this double precaution indicated, had an interest in not being recognized.

	They took the bridge. That was d’Artagnan’s road, as he was going to the Louvre. D’Artagnan followed them.

	He had not gone twenty steps before he became convinced that the woman was really Mme. Bonacieux and that the man was Aramis.

	He felt at that instant all the suspicions of jealousy agitating his heart. He felt himself doubly betrayed, by his friend and by her whom he already loved like a mistress. Mme. Bonacieux had declared to him, by all the gods, that she did not know Aramis; and a quarter of an hour after having made this assertion, he found her hanging on the arm of Aramis.

	D’Artagnan did not reflect that he had only known the mercer’s pretty wife for three hours; that she owed him nothing but a little gratitude for having delivered her from the men in black, who wished to carry her off, and that she had promised him nothing. He considered himself an outraged, betrayed, and ridiculed lover. Blood and anger mounted to his face; he was resolved to unravel the mystery.

	The young man and young woman perceived they were watched, and redoubled their speed. D’Artagnan determined upon his course. He passed them, then returned so as to meet them exactly before the Samaritaine, which was illuminated by a lamp which threw its light over all that part of the bridge.

	D’Artagnan stopped before them, and they stopped before him.

	“What do you want, monsieur?” demanded the Musketeer, recoiling a step, and with a foreign accent, which proved to d’Artagnan that he was deceived in one of his conjectures.

	“It is not Aramis!” cried he.

	“No, monsieur, it is not Aramis; and by your exclamation I perceive you have mistaken me for another, and pardon you.”

	“You pardon me?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“Yes,” replied the stranger. “Allow me, then, to pass on, since it is not with me you have anything to do.”

	“You are right, monsieur, it is not with you that I have anything to do; it is with Madame.”

	“With Madame! You do not know her,” replied the stranger.

	“You are deceived, monsieur; I know her very well.”

	“Ah,” said Mme. Bonacieux; in a tone of reproach, “ah, monsieur, I had your promise as a soldier and your word as a gentleman. I hoped to be able to rely upon that.”

	“And I, madame!” said d’Artagnan, embarrassed; “you promised me--”

	“Take my arm, madame,” said the stranger, “and let us continue our way.”

	D’Artagnan, however, stupefied, cast down, annihilated by all that happened, stood, with crossed arms, before the Musketeer and Mme. Bonacieux.

	The Musketeer advanced two steps, and pushed d’Artagnan aside with his hand. D’Artagnan made a spring backward and drew his sword. At the same time, and with the rapidity of lightning, the stranger drew his.

	“In the name of heaven, my Lord!” cried Mme. Bonacieux, throwing herself between the combatants and seizing the swords with her hands.

	“My Lord!” cried d’Artagnan, enlightened by a sudden idea, “my Lord! Pardon me, monsieur, but you are not--”

	“My Lord the Duke of Buckingham,” said Mme. Bonacieux, in an undertone; “and now you may ruin us all.”

	“My Lord, Madame, I ask a hundred pardons! But I love her, my Lord, and was jealous. You know what it is to love, my Lord. Pardon me, and then tell me how I can risk my life to serve your Grace?”

	“You are a brave young man,” said Buckingham, holding out his hand to d’Artagnan, who pressed it respectfully. “You offer me your services; with the same frankness I accept them. Follow us at a distance of twenty paces, as far as the Louvre, and if anyone watches us, slay him!”

	D’Artagnan placed his naked sword under his arm, allowed the duke and Mme. Bonacieux to take twenty steps ahead, and then followed them, ready to execute the instructions of the noble and elegant minister of Charles I.

	Fortunately, he had no opportunity to give the duke this proof of his devotion, and the young woman and the handsome Musketeer entered the Louvre by the wicket of the Echelle without any interference.

	As for d’Artagnan, he immediately repaired to the cabaret of the Pomme-de-Pin, where he found Porthos and Aramis awaiting him. Without giving them any explanation of the alarm and inconvenience he had caused them, he told them that he had terminated the affair alone in which he had for a moment believed he should need their assistance.

	Meanwhile, carried away as we are by our narrative, we must leave our three friends to themselves, and follow the Duke of Buckingham and his guide through the labyrinths of the Louvre.

	12 GEORGE VILLIERS, DUKE OF BUCKINGHAM

	Mme. Bonacieux and the duke entered the Louvre without difficulty. Mme. Bonacieux was known to belong to the queen; the duke wore the uniform of the Musketeers of M. de Treville, who, as we have said, were that evening on guard. Besides, Germain was in the interests of the queen; and if anything should happen, Mme. Bonacieux would be accused of having introduced her lover into the Louvre, that was all. She took the risk upon herself. Her reputation would be lost, it is true; but of what value in the world was the reputation of the little wife of a mercer?

	Once within the interior of the court, the duke and the young woman followed the wall for the space of about twenty-five steps. This space passed, Mme. Bonacieux pushed a little servants’ door, open by day but generally closed at night. The door yielded. Both entered, and found themselves in darkness; but Mme. Bonacieux was acquainted with all the turnings and windings of this part of the Louvre, appropriated for the people of the household. She closed the door after her, took the duke by the hand, and after a few experimental steps, grasped a balustrade, put her foot upon the bottom step, and began to ascend the staircase. The duke counted two stories. She then turned to the right, followed the course of a long corridor, descended a flight, went a few steps farther, introduced a key into a lock, opened a door, and pushed the duke into an apartment lighted only by a lamp, saying, “Remain here, my Lord Duke; someone will come.” She then went out by the same door, which she locked, so that the duke found himself literally a prisoner.

	Nevertheless, isolated as he was, we must say that the Duke of Buckingham did not experience an instant of fear. One of the salient points of his character was the search for adventures and a love of romance. Brave, rash, and enterprising, this was not the first time he had risked his life in such attempts. He had learned that the pretended message from Anne of Austria, upon the faith of which he had come to Paris, was a snare; but instead of regaining England, he had, abusing the position in which he had been placed, declared to the queen that he would not depart without seeing her. The queen had at first positively refused; but at length became afraid that the duke, if exasperated, would commit some folly. She had already decided upon seeing him and urging his immediate departure, when, on the very evening of coming to this decision, Mme. Bonacieux, who was charged with going to fetch the duke and conducting him to the Louvre, was abducted. For two days no one knew what had become of her, and everything remained in suspense; but once free, and placed in communication with Laporte, matters resumed their course, and she accomplished the perilous enterprise which, but for her arrest, would have been executed three days earlier.

	Buckingham, left alone, walked toward a mirror. His Musketeer’s uniform became him marvelously.

	At thirty-five, which was then his age, he passed, with just title, for the handsomest gentleman and the most elegant cavalier of France or England.

	The favorite of two kings, immensely rich, all-powerful in a kingdom which he disordered at his fancy and calmed again at his caprice, George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, had lived one of those fabulous existences which survive, in the course of centuries, to astonish posterity.

	Sure of himself, convinced of his own power, certain that the laws which rule other men could not reach him, he went straight to the object he aimed at, even were this object were so elevated and so dazzling that it would have been madness for any other even to have contemplated it. It was thus he had succeeded in approaching several times the beautiful and proud Anne of Austria, and in making himself loved by dazzling her.

	George Villiers placed himself before the glass, as we have said, restored the undulations to his beautiful hair, which the weight of his hat had disordered, twisted his mustache, and, his heart swelling with joy, happy and proud at being near the moment he had so long sighed for, he smiled upon himself with pride and hope.

	At this moment a door concealed in the tapestry opened, and a woman appeared. Buckingham saw this apparition in the glass; he uttered a cry. It was the queen!

	Anne of Austria was then twenty-six or twenty-seven years of age; that is to say, she was in the full splendor of her beauty.

	Her carriage was that of a queen or a goddess; her eyes, which cast the brilliancy of emeralds, were perfectly beautiful, and yet were at the same time full of sweetness and majesty.

	Her mouth was small and rosy; and although her underlip, like that of all princes of the House of Austria, protruded slightly beyond the other, it was eminently lovely in its smile, but as profoundly disdainful in its contempt.

	Her skin was admired for its velvety softness; her hands and arms were of surpassing beauty, all the poets of the time singing them as incomparable.

	Lastly, her hair, which, from being light in her youth, had become chestnut, and which she wore curled very plainly, and with much powder, admirably set off her face, in which the most rigid critic could only have desired a little less rouge, and the most fastidious sculptor a little more fineness in the nose.

	Buckingham remained for a moment dazzled. Never had Anne of Austria appeared to him so beautiful, amid balls, fetes, or carousals, as she appeared to him at this moment, dressed in a simple robe of white satin, and accompanied by Donna Estafania--the only one of her Spanish women who had not been driven from her by the jealousy of the king or by the persecutions of Richelieu.

	Anne of Austria took two steps forward. Buckingham threw himself at her feet, and before the queen could prevent him, kissed the hem of her robe.

	“Duke, you already know that it is not I who caused you to be written to.”

	“Yes, yes, madame! Yes, your Majesty!” cried the duke. “I know that I must have been mad, senseless, to believe that snow would become animated or marble warm; but what then! They who love believe easily in love. Besides, I have lost nothing by this journey because I see you.”

	“Yes,” replied Anne, “but you know why and how I see you; because, insensible to all my sufferings, you persist in remaining in a city where, by remaining, you run the risk of your life, and make me run the risk of my honor. I see you to tell you that everything separates us--the depths of the sea, the enmity of kingdoms, the sanctity of vows. It is sacrilege to struggle against so many things, my Lord. In short, I see you to tell you that we must never see each other again.”

	“Speak on, madame, speak on, Queen,” said Buckingham; “the sweetness of your voice covers the harshness of your words. You talk of sacrilege! Why, the sacrilege is the separation of two hearts formed by God for each other.”

	“My Lord,” cried the queen, “you forget that I have never said that I love you.”

	“But you have never told me that you did not love me; and truly, to speak such words to me would be, on the part of your Majesty, too great an ingratitude. For tell me, where can you find a love like mine--a love which neither time, nor absence, nor despair can extinguish, a love which contents itself with a lost ribbon, a stray look, or a chance word? It is now three years, madame, since I saw you for the first time, and during those three years I have loved you thus. Shall I tell you each ornament of your toilet? Mark! I see you now. You were seated upon cushions in the Spanish fashion; you wore a robe of green satin embroidered with gold and silver, hanging sleeves knotted upon your beautiful arms--those lovely arms--with large diamonds. You wore a close ruff, a small cap upon your head of the same color as your robe, and in that cap a heron’s feather. Hold! Hold! I shut my eyes, and I can see you as you then were; I open them again, and I see what you are now--a hundred times more beautiful!”

	“What folly,” murmured Anne of Austria, who had not the courage to find fault with the duke for having so well preserved her portrait in his heart, “what folly to feed a useless passion with such remembrances!”

	“And upon what then must I live? I have nothing but memory. It is my happiness, my treasure, my hope. Every time I see you is a fresh diamond which I enclose in the casket of my heart. This is the fourth which you have let fall and I have picked up; for in three years, madame, I have only seen you four times--the first, which I have described to you; the second, at the mansion of Madame de Chevreuse; the third, in the gardens of Amiens.”

	“Duke,” said the queen, blushing, “never speak of that evening.”

	“Oh, let us speak of it; on the contrary, let us speak of it! That is the most happy and brilliant evening of my life! You remember what a beautiful night it was? How soft and perfumed was the air; how lovely the blue heavens and star-enameled sky! Ah, then, madame, I was able for one instant to be alone with you. Then you were about to tell me all--the isolation of your life, the griefs of your heart. You leaned upon my arm--upon this, madame! I felt, in bending my head toward you, your beautiful hair touch my cheek; and every time that it touched me I trembled from head to foot. Oh, Queen! Queen! You do not know what felicity from heaven, what joys from paradise, are comprised in a moment like that. Take my wealth, my fortune, my glory, all the days I have to live, for such an instant, for a night like that. For that night, madame, that night you loved me, I will swear it.”

	“My Lord, yes; it is possible that the influence of the place, the charm of the beautiful evening, the fascination of your look--the thousand circumstances, in short, which sometimes unite to destroy a woman--were grouped around me on that fatal evening; but, my Lord, you saw the queen come to the aid of the woman who faltered. At the first word you dared to utter, at the first freedom to which I had to reply, I called for help.”

	“Yes, yes, that is true. And any other love but mine would have sunk beneath this ordeal; but my love came out from it more ardent and more eternal. You believed that you would fly from me by returning to Paris; you believed that I would not dare to quit the treasure over which my master had charged me to watch. What to me were all the treasures in the world, or all the kings of the earth! Eight days after, I was back again, madame. That time you had nothing to say to me; I had risked my life and favor to see you but for a second. I did not even touch your hand, and you pardoned me on seeing me so submissive and so repentant.”

	“Yes, but calumny seized upon all those follies in which I took no part, as you well know, my Lord. The king, excited by the cardinal, made a terrible clamor. Madame de Vernet was driven from me, Putange was exiled, Madame de Chevreuse fell into disgrace, and when you wished to come back as ambassador to France, the king himself--remember, my lord--the king himself opposed it.”

	“Yes, and France is about to pay for her king’s refusal with a war. I am not allowed to see you, madame, but you shall every day hear of me. What object, think you, have this expedition to Re and this league with the Protestants of La Rochelle which I am projecting? The pleasure of seeing you. I have no hope of penetrating, sword in hand, to Paris, I know that well. But this war may bring round a peace; this peace will require a negotiator; that negotiator will be me. They will not dare to refuse me then; and I will return to Paris, and will see you again, and will be happy for an instant. Thousands of men, it is true, will have to pay for my happiness with their lives; but what is that to me, provided I see you again! All this is perhaps folly--perhaps insanity; but tell me what woman has a lover more truly in love; what queen a servant more ardent?”

	“My Lord, my Lord, you invoke in your defense things which accuse you more strongly. All these proofs of love which you would give me are almost crimes.”

	“Because you do not love me, madame! If you loved me, you would view all this otherwise. If you loved me, oh, if you loved me, that would be too great happiness, and I should run mad. Ah, Madame de Chevreuse was less cruel than you. Holland loved her, and she responded to his love.”

	“Madame de Chevreuse was not queen,” murmured Anne of Austria, overcome, in spite of herself, by the expression of so profound a passion.

	“You would love me, then, if you were not queen! Madame, say that you would love me then! I can believe that it is the dignity of your rank alone which makes you cruel to me; I can believe that, had you been Madame de Chevreuse, poor Buckingham might have hoped. Thanks for those sweet words! Oh, my beautiful sovereign, a hundred times, thanks!”

	“Oh, my Lord! You have ill understood, wrongly interpreted; I did not mean to say--”

	“Silence, silence!” cried the duke. “If I am happy in an error, do not have the cruelty to lift me from it. You have told me yourself, madame, that I have been drawn into a snare; I, perhaps, may leave my life in it--for, although it may be strange, I have for some time had a presentiment that I should shortly die.” And the duke smiled, with a smile at once sad and charming.

	“Oh, my God!” cried Anne of Austria, with an accent of terror which proved how much greater an interest she took in the duke than she ventured to tell.

	“I do not tell you this, madame, to terrify you; no, it is even ridiculous for me to name it to you, and, believe me, I take no heed of such dreams. But the words you have just spoken, the hope you have almost given me, will have richly paid all--were it my life.”

	“Oh, but I,” said Anne, “I also, duke, have had presentiments; I also have had dreams. I dreamed that I saw you lying bleeding, wounded.”

	“In the left side, was it not, and with a knife?” interrupted Buckingham.

	“Yes, it was so, my Lord, it was so--in the left side, and with a knife. Who can possibly have told you I had had that dream? I have imparted it to no one but my God, and that in my prayers.”

	“I ask for no more. You love me, madame; it is enough.”

	“I love you, I?”

	“Yes, yes. Would God send the same dreams to you as to me if you did not love me? Should we have the same presentiments if our existences did not touch at the heart? You love me, my beautiful queen, and you will weep for me?”

	“Oh, my God, my God!” cried Anne of Austria, “this is more than I can bear. In the name of heaven, Duke, leave me, go! I do not know whether I love you or love you not; but what I know is that I will not be perjured. Take pity on me, then, and go! Oh, if you are struck in France, if you die in France, if I could imagine that your love for me was the cause of your death, I could not console myself; I should run mad. Depart then, depart, I implore you!”

	“Oh, how beautiful you are thus! Oh, how I love you!” said Buckingham.

	“Go, go, I implore you, and return hereafter! Come back as ambassador, come back as minister, come back surrounded with guards who will defend you, with servants who will watch over you, and then I shall no longer fear for your days, and I shall be happy in seeing you.”

	“Oh, is this true what you say?”

	“Yes.”

	“Oh, then, some pledge of your indulgence, some object which came from you, and may remind me that I have not been dreaming; something you have worn, and that I may wear in my turn--a ring, a necklace, a chain.”

	“Will you depart--will you depart, if I give you that you demand?”

	“Yes.”

	“This very instant?”

	“Yes.”

	“You will leave France, you will return to England?”

	“I will, I swear to you.”

	“Wait, then, wait.”

	Anne of Austria re-entered her apartment, and came out again almost immediately, holding a rosewood casket in her hand, with her cipher encrusted with gold.

	“Here, my Lord, here,” said she, “keep this in memory of me.”

	Buckingham took the casket, and fell a second time on his knees.

	“You have promised me to go,” said the queen.

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

	Anne of Austria stretched forth her hand, closing her eyes, and leaning with the other upon Estafania, for she felt that her strength was about to fail her.

	Buckingham pressed his lips passionately to that beautiful hand, and then rising, said, “Within six months, if I am not dead, I shall have seen you again, madame--even if I have to overturn the world.” And faithful to the promise he had made, he rushed out of the apartment.

	In the corridor he met Mme. Bonacieux, who waited for him, and who, with the same precautions and the same good luck, conducted him out of the Louvre.

	13 MONSIEUR BONACIEUX

	There was in all this, as may have been observed, one personage concerned, of whom, notwithstanding his precarious position, we have appeared to take but very little notice. This personage was M. Bonacieux, the respectable martyr of the political and amorous intrigues which entangled themselves so nicely together at this gallant and chivalric period.

	Fortunately, the reader may remember, or may not remember--fortunately we have promised not to lose sight of him.

	The officers who arrested him conducted him straight to the Bastille, where he passed trembling before a party of soldiers who were loading their muskets. Thence, introduced into a half-subterranean gallery, he became, on the part of those who had brought him, the object of the grossest insults and the harshest treatment. The officers perceived that they had not to deal with a gentleman, and they treated him like a very peasant.

	At the end of half an hour or thereabouts, a clerk came to put an end to his tortures, but not to his anxiety, by giving the order to conduct M. Bonacieux to the Chamber of Examination. Ordinarily, prisoners were interrogated in their cells; but they did not do so with M. Bonacieux.

	Two guards attended the mercer who made him traverse a court and enter a corridor in which were three sentinels, opened a door and pushed him unceremoniously into a low room, where the only furniture was a table, a chair, and a commissary. The commissary was seated in the chair, and was writing at the table.

	The two guards led the prisoner toward the table, and upon a sign from the commissary drew back so far as to be unable to hear anything.

	The commissary, who had till this time held his head down over his papers, looked up to see what sort of person he had to do with. This commissary was a man of very repulsive mien, with a pointed nose, with yellow and salient cheek bones, with eyes small but keen and penetrating, and an expression of countenance resembling at once the polecat and the fox. His head, supported by a long and flexible neck, issued from his large black robe, balancing itself with a motion very much like that of the tortoise thrusting his head out of his shell. He began by asking M. Bonacieux his name, age, condition, and abode.

	The accused replied that his name was Jacques Michel Bonacieux, that he was fifty-one years old, a retired mercer, and lived Rue des Fossoyeurs, No. 14.

	The commissary then, instead of continuing to interrogate him, made him a long speech upon the danger there is for an obscure citizen to meddle with public matters. He complicated this exordium by an exposition in which he painted the power and the deeds of the cardinal, that incomparable minister, that conqueror of past ministers, that example for ministers to come--deeds and power which none could thwart with impunity.

	After this second part of his discourse, fixing his hawk’s eye upon poor Bonacieux, he bade him reflect upon the gravity of his situation.

	The reflections of the mercer were already made; he cursed the instant when M. Laporte formed the idea of marrying him to his goddaughter, and particularly the moment when that goddaughter had been received as Lady of the Linen to her Majesty.

	At bottom the character of M. Bonacieux was one of profound selfishness mixed with sordid avarice, the whole seasoned with extreme cowardice. The love with which his young wife had inspired him was a secondary sentiment, and was not strong enough to contend with the primitive feelings we have just enumerated. Bonacieux indeed reflected on what had just been said to him.

	“But, Monsieur Commissary,” said he, calmly, “believe that I know and appreciate, more than anybody, the merit of the incomparable eminence by whom we have the honor to be governed.”

	“Indeed?” asked the commissary, with an air of doubt. “If that is really so, how came you in the Bastille?”

	“How I came there, or rather why I am there,” replied Bonacieux, “that is entirely impossible for me to tell you, because I don’t know myself; but to a certainty it is not for having, knowingly at least, disobliged Monsieur the Cardinal.”

	“You must, nevertheless, have committed a crime, since you are here and are accused of high treason.”

	“Of high treason!” cried Bonacieux, terrified; “of high treason! How is it possible for a poor mercer, who detests Huguenots and who abhors Spaniards, to be accused of high treason? Consider, monsieur, the thing is absolutely impossible.”

	“Monsieur Bonacieux,” said the commissary, looking at the accused as if his little eyes had the faculty of reading to the very depths of hearts, “you have a wife?”

	“Yes, monsieur,” replied the mercer, in a tremble, feeling that it was at this point affairs were likely to become perplexing; “that is to say, I HAD one.”

	“What, you ‘had one’? What have you done with her, then, if you have her no longer?”

	“They have abducted her, monsieur.”

	“They have abducted her? Ah!”

	Bonacieux inferred from this “Ah” that the affair grew more and more intricate.

	“They have abducted her,” added the commissary; “and do you know the man who has committed this deed?”

	“I think I know him.”

	“Who is he?”

	“Remember that I affirm nothing, Monsieur the Commissary, and that I only suspect.”

	“Whom do you suspect? Come, answer freely.”

	M Bonacieux was in the greatest perplexity possible. Had he better deny everything or tell everything? By denying all, it might be suspected that he must know too much to avow; by confessing all he might prove his good will. He decided, then, to tell all.

	“I suspect,” said he, “a tall, dark man, of lofty carriage, who has the air of a great lord. He has followed us several times, as I think, when I have waited for my wife at the wicket of the Louvre to escort her home.”

	The commissary now appeared to experience a little uneasiness.

	“And his name?” said he.

	“Oh, as to his name, I know nothing about it; but if I were ever to meet him, I should recognize him in an instant, I will answer for it, were he among a thousand persons.”

	The face of the commissary grew still darker.

	“You should recognize him among a thousand, say you?” continued he.

	“That is to say,” cried Bonacieux, who saw he had taken a false step, “that is to say--”

	“You have answered that you should recognize him,” said the commissary. “That is all very well, and enough for today; before we proceed further, someone must be informed that you know the ravisher of your wife.”

	“But I have not told you that I know him!” cried Bonacieux, in despair. “I told you, on the contrary--”

	“Take away the prisoner,” said the commissary to the two guards.

	“Where must we place him?” demanded the chief.

	“In a dungeon.”

	“Which?”

	“Good Lord! In the first one handy, provided it is safe,” said the commissary, with an indifference which penetrated poor Bonacieux with horror.

	“Alas, alas!” said he to himself, “misfortune is over my head; my wife must have committed some frightful crime. They believe me her accomplice, and will punish me with her. She must have spoken; she must have confessed everything--a woman is so weak! A dungeon! The first he comes to! That’s it! A night is soon passed; and tomorrow to the wheel, to the gallows! Oh, my God, my God, have pity on me!”

	Without listening the least in the world to the lamentations of M. Bonacieux--lamentations to which, besides, they must have been pretty well accustomed--the two guards took the prisoner each by an arm, and led him away, while the commissary wrote a letter in haste and dispatched it by an officer in waiting.

	Bonacieux could not close his eyes; not because his dungeon was so very disagreeable, but because his uneasiness was so great. He sat all night on his stool, starting at the least noise; and when the first rays of the sun penetrated into his chamber, the dawn itself appeared to him to have taken funereal tints.

	All at once he heard his bolts drawn, and made a terrified bound. He believed they were come to conduct him to the scaffold; so that when he saw merely and simply, instead of the executioner he expected, only his commissary of the preceding evening, attended by his clerk, he was ready to embrace them both.

	“Your affair has become more complicated since yesterday evening, my good man, and I advise you to tell the whole truth; for your repentance alone can remove the anger of the cardinal.”

	“Why, I am ready to tell everything,” cried Bonacieux, “at least, all that I know. Interrogate me, I entreat you!”

	“Where is your wife, in the first place?”

	“Why, did not I tell you she had been stolen from me?”

	“Yes, but yesterday at five o’clock in the afternoon, thanks to you, she escaped.”

	“My wife escaped!” cried Bonacieux. “Oh, unfortunate creature! Monsieur, if she has escaped, it is not my fault, I swear.”

	“What business had you, then, to go into the chamber of Monsieur d’Artagnan, your neighbor, with whom you had a long conference during the day?”

	“Ah, yes, Monsieur Commissary; yes, that is true, and I confess that I was in the wrong. I did go to Monsieur d’Artagnan’s.”

	“What was the aim of that visit?”

	“To beg him to assist me in finding my wife. I believed I had a right to endeavor to find her. I was deceived, as it appears, and I ask your pardon.”

	“And what did Monsieur d’Artagnan reply?”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan promised me his assistance; but I soon found out that he was betraying me.”

	“You impose upon justice. Monsieur d’Artagnan made a compact with you; and in virtue of that compact put to flight the police who had arrested your wife, and has placed her beyond reach.”

	“M. d’Artagnan has abducted my wife! Come now, what are you telling me?”

	“Fortunately, Monsieur d’Artagnan is in our hands, and you shall be confronted with him.”

	“By my faith, I ask no better,” cried Bonacieux; “I shall not be sorry to see the face of an acquaintance.”

	“Bring in the Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the commissary to the guards. The two guards led in Athos.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the commissary, addressing Athos, “declare all that passed yesterday between you and Monsieur.”

	“But,” cried Bonacieux, “this is not Monsieur d’Artagnan whom you show me.”

	“What! Not Monsieur d’Artagnan?” exclaimed the commissary.

	“Not the least in the world,” replied Bonacieux.

	“What is this gentleman’s name?” asked the commissary.

	“I cannot tell you; I don’t know him.”

	“How! You don’t know him?”

	“No.”

	“Did you never see him?”

	“Yes, I have seen him, but I don’t know what he calls himself.”

	“Your name?” replied the commissary.

	“Athos,” replied the Musketeer.

	“But that is not a man’s name; that is the name of a mountain,” cried the poor questioner, who began to lose his head.

	“That is my name,” said Athos, quietly.

	“But you said that your name was d’Artagnan.”

	“Who, I?”

	“Yes, you.”

	“Somebody said to me, ‘You are Monsieur d’Artagnan?’ I answered, ‘You think so?’ My guards exclaimed that they were sure of it. I did not wish to contradict them; besides, I might be deceived.”

	“Monsieur, you insult the majesty of justice.”

	“Not at all,” said Athos, calmly.

	“You are Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“You see, monsieur, that you say it again.”

	“But I tell you, Monsieur Commissary,” cried Bonacieux, in his turn, “there is not the least doubt about the matter. Monsieur d’Artagnan is my tenant, although he does not pay me my rent--and even better on that account ought I to know him. Monsieur d’Artagnan is a young man, scarcely nineteen or twenty, and this gentleman must be thirty at least. Monsieur d’Artagnan is in Monsieur Dessessart’s Guards, and this gentleman is in the company of Monsieur de Treville’s Musketeers. Look at his uniform, Monsieur Commissary, look at his uniform!”

	“That’s true,” murmured the commissary; “PARDIEU, that’s true.”

	At this moment the door was opened quickly, and a messenger, introduced by one of the gatekeepers of the Bastille, gave a letter to the commissary.

	“Oh, unhappy woman!” cried the commissary.

	“How? What do you say? Of whom do you speak? It is not of my wife, I hope!”

	“On the contrary, it is of her. Yours is a pretty business.”

	“But,” said the agitated mercer, “do me the pleasure, monsieur, to tell me how my own proper affair can become worse by anything my wife does while I am in prison?”

	“Because that which she does is part of a plan concerted between you--of an infernal plan.”

	“I swear to you, Monsieur Commissary, that you are in the profoundest error, that I know nothing in the world about what my wife had to do, that I am entirely a stranger to what she has done; and that if she has committed any follies, I renounce her, I abjure her, I curse her!”

	“Bah!” said Athos to the commissary, “if you have no more need of me, send me somewhere. Your Monsieur Bonacieux is very tiresome.”

	The commissary designated by the same gesture Athos and Bonacieux, “Let them be guarded more closely than ever.”

	“And yet,” said Athos, with his habitual calmness, “if it be Monsieur d’Artagnan who is concerned in this matter, I do not perceive how I can take his place.”

	“Do as I bade you,” cried the commissary, “and preserve absolute secrecy. You understand!”

	Athos shrugged his shoulders, and followed his guards silently, while M. Bonacieux uttered lamentations enough to break the heart of a tiger.

	They locked the mercer in the same dungeon where he had passed the night, and left him to himself during the day. Bonacieux wept all day, like a true mercer, not being at all a military man, as he himself informed us. In the evening, about nine o’clock, at the moment he had made up his mind to go to bed, he heard steps in his corridor. These steps drew near to his dungeon, the door was thrown open, and the guards appeared.

	“Follow me,” said an officer, who came up behind the guards.

	“Follow you!” cried Bonacieux, “follow you at this hour! Where, my God?”

	“Where we have orders to lead you.”

	“But that is not an answer.”

	“It is, nevertheless, the only one we can give.”

	“Ah, my God, my God!” murmured the poor mercer, “now, indeed, I am lost!” And he followed the guards who came for him, mechanically and without resistance.

	He passed along the same corridor as before, crossed one court, then a second side of a building; at length, at the gate of the entrance court he found a carriage surrounded by four guards on horseback. They made him enter this carriage, the officer placed himself by his side, the door was locked, and they were left in a rolling prison. The carriage was put in motion as slowly as a funeral car. Through the closely fastened windows the prisoner could perceive the houses and the pavement, that was all; but, true Parisian as he was, Bonacieux could recognize every street by the milestones, the signs, and the lamps. At the moment of arriving at St. Paul--the spot where such as were condemned at the Bastille were executed--he was near fainting and crossed himself twice. He thought the carriage was about to stop there. The carriage, however, passed on.

	Farther on, a still greater terror seized him on passing by the cemetery of St. Jean, where state criminals were buried. One thing, however, reassured him; he remembered that before they were buried their heads were generally cut off, and he felt that his head was still on his shoulders. But when he saw the carriage take the way to La Greve, when he perceived the pointed roof of the Hotel de Ville, and the carriage passed under the arcade, he believed it was over with him. He wished to confess to the officer, and upon his refusal, uttered such pitiable cries that the officer told him that if he continued to deafen him thus, he should put a gag in his mouth.

	This measure somewhat reassured Bonacieux. If they meant to execute him at La Greve, it could scarcely be worth while to gag him, as they had nearly reached the place of execution. Indeed, the carriage crossed the fatal spot without stopping. There remained, then, no other place to fear but the Traitor’s Cross; the carriage was taking the direct road to it.

	This time there was no longer any doubt; it was at the Traitor’s Cross that lesser criminals were executed. Bonacieux had flattered himself in believing himself worthy of St. Paul or of the Place de Greve; it was at the Traitor’s Cross that his journey and his destiny were about to end! He could not yet see that dreadful cross, but he felt somehow as if it were coming to meet him. When he was within twenty paces of it, he heard a noise of people and the carriage stopped. This was more than poor Bonacieux could endure, depressed as he was by the successive emotions which he had experienced; he uttered a feeble groan which night have been taken for the last sigh of a dying man, and fainted.

	14 THE MAN OF MEUNG

	The crowd was caused, not by the expectation of a man to be hanged, but by the contemplation of a man who was hanged.

	The carriage, which had been stopped for a minute, resumed its way, passed through the crowd, threaded the Rue St. Honore, turned into the Rue des Bons Enfants, and stopped before a low door.

	The door opened; two guards received Bonacieux in their arms from the officer who supported him. They carried him through an alley, up a flight of stairs, and deposited him in an antechamber.

	All these movements had been effected mechanically, as far as he was concerned. He had walked as one walks in a dream; he had a glimpse of objects as through a fog. His ears had perceived sounds without comprehending them; he might have been executed at that moment without his making a single gesture in his own defense or uttering a cry to implore mercy.

	He remained on the bench, with his back leaning against the wall and his hands hanging down, exactly on the spot where the guards placed him.

	On looking around him, however, as he could perceive no threatening object, as nothing indicated that he ran any real danger, as the bench was comfortably covered with a well-stuffed cushion, as the wall was ornamented with a beautiful Cordova leather, and as large red damask curtains, fastened back by gold clasps, floated before the window, he perceived by degrees that his fear was exaggerated, and he began to turn his head to the right and the left, upward and downward.

	At this movement, which nobody opposed, he resumed a little courage, and ventured to draw up one leg and then the other. At length, with the help of his two hands he lifted himself from the bench, and found himself on his feet.

	At this moment an officer with a pleasant face opened a door, continued to exchange some words with a person in the next chamber and then came up to the prisoner. “Is your name Bonacieux?” said he.

	“Yes, Monsieur Officer,” stammered the mercer, more dead than alive, “at your service.”

	“Come in,” said the officer.

	And he moved out of the way to let the mercer pass. The latter obeyed without reply, and entered the chamber, where he appeared to be expected.

	It was a large cabinet, close and stifling, with the walls furnished with arms offensive and defensive, and in which there was already a fire, although it was scarcely the end of the month of September. A square table, covered with books and papers, upon which was unrolled an immense plan of the city of La Rochelle, occupied the center of the room.

	Standing before the chimney was a man of middle height, of a haughty, proud mien; with piercing eyes, a large brow, and a thin face, which was made still longer by a ROYAL (or IMPERIAL, as it is now called), surmounted by a pair of mustaches. Although this man was scarcely thirty-six or thirty-seven years of age, hair, mustaches, and royal, all began to be gray. This man, except a sword, had all the appearance of a soldier; and his buff boots, still slightly covered with dust, indicated that he had been on horseback in the course of the day.

	This man was Armand Jean Duplessis, Cardinal de Richelieu; not such as he is now represented--broken down like an old man, suffering like a martyr, his body bent, his voice failing, buried in a large armchair as in an anticipated tomb; no longer living but by the strength of his genius, and no longer maintaining the struggle with Europe but by the eternal application of his thoughts--but such as he really was at this period; that is to say, an active and gallant cavalier, already weak of body, but sustained by that moral power which made of him one of the most extraordinary men that ever lived, preparing, after having supported the Duc de Nevers in his duchy of Mantua, after having taken Nimes, Castres, and Uzes, to drive the English from the Isle of Re and lay siege to La Rochelle.

	At first sight, nothing denoted the cardinal; and it was impossible for those who did not know his face to guess in whose presence they were.

	The poor mercer remained standing at the door, while the eyes of the personage we have just described were fixed upon him, and appeared to wish to penetrate even into the depths of the past.

	“Is this that Bonacieux?” asked he, after a moment of silence.

	“Yes, monseigneur,” replied the officer.

	“That’s well. Give me those papers, and leave us.”

	The officer took from the table the papers pointed out, gave them to him who asked for them, bowed to the ground, and retired.

	Bonacieux recognized in these papers his interrogatories of the Bastille. From time to time the man by the chimney raised his eyes from the writings, and plunged them like poniards into the heart of the poor mercer.

	At the end of ten minutes of reading and ten seconds of examination, the cardinal was satisfied.

	“That head has never conspired,” murmured he, “but it matters not; we will see.”

	“You are accused of high treason,” said the cardinal, slowly.

	“So I have been told already, monseigneur,” cried Bonacieux, giving his interrogator the title he had heard the officer give him, “but I swear to you that I know nothing about it.”

	The cardinal repressed a smile.

	“You have conspired with your wife, with Madame de Chevreuse, and with my Lord Duke of Buckingham.”

	“Indeed, monseigneur,” responded the mercer, “I have heard her pronounce all those names.”

	“And on what occasion?”

	“She said that the Cardinal de Richelieu had drawn the Duke of Buckingham to Paris to ruin him and to ruin the queen.”

	“She said that?” cried the cardinal, with violence.

	“Yes, monseigneur, but I told her she was wrong to talk about such things; and that his Eminence was incapable--”

	“Hold your tongue! You are stupid,” replied the cardinal.

	“That’s exactly what my wife said, monseigneur.”

	“Do you know who carried off your wife?”

	“No, monseigneur.”

	“You have suspicions, nevertheless?”

	“Yes, monseigneur; but these suspicions appeared to be disagreeable to Monsieur the Commissary, and I no longer have them.”

	“Your wife has escaped. Did you know that?”

	“No, monseigneur. I learned it since I have been in prison, and that from the conversation of Monsieur the Commissary--an amiable man.”

	The cardinal repressed another smile.

	“Then you are ignorant of what has become of your wife since her flight.”

	“Absolutely, monseigneur; but she has most likely returned to the Louvre.”

	“At one o’clock this morning she had not returned.”

	“My God! What can have become of her, then?”

	“We shall know, be assured. Nothing is concealed from the cardinal; the cardinal knows everything.”

	“In that case, monseigneur, do you believe the cardinal will be so kind as to tell me what has become of my wife?”

	“Perhaps he may; but you must, in the first place, reveal to the cardinal all you know of your wife’s relations with Madame de Chevreuse.”

	“But, monseigneur, I know nothing about them; I have never seen her.”

	“When you went to fetch your wife from the Louvre, did you always return directly home?”

	“Scarcely ever; she had business to transact with linen drapers, to whose houses I conducted her.”

	“And how many were there of these linen drapers?”

	“Two, monseigneur.”

	“And where did they live?”

	“One in Rue de Vaugirard, the other Rue de la Harpe.”

	“Did you go into these houses with her?”

	“Never, monseigneur; I waited at the door.”

	“And what excuse did she give you for entering all alone?”

	“She gave me none; she told me to wait, and I waited.”

	“You are a very complacent husband, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux,” said the cardinal.

	“He calls me his dear Monsieur,” said the mercer to himself. “PESTE! Matters are going all right.”

	“Should you know those doors again?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do you know the numbers?”

	“Yes.”

	“What are they?”

	“No. 25 in the Rue de Vaugirard; 75 in the Rue de la Harpe.”

	“That’s well,” said the cardinal.

	At these words he took up a silver bell, and rang it; the officer entered.

	“Go,” said he, in a subdued voice, “and find Rochefort. Tell him to come to me immediately, if he has returned.”

	“The count is here,” said the officer, “and requests to speak with your Eminence instantly.”

	“Let him come in, then!” said the cardinal, quickly.

	The officer sprang out of the apartment with that alacrity which all the servants of the cardinal displayed in obeying him.

	“To your Eminence!” murmured Bonacieux, rolling his eyes round in astonishment.

	Five seconds has scarcely elapsed after the disappearance of the officer, when the door opened, and a new personage entered.

	“It is he!” cried Bonacieux.

	“He! What he?” asked the cardinal.

	“The man who abducted my wife.”

	The cardinal rang a second time. The officer reappeared.

	“Place this man in the care of his guards again, and let him wait till I send for him.”

	“No, monseigneur, no, it is not he!” cried Bonacieux; “no, I was deceived. This is quite another man, and does not resemble him at all. Monsieur is, I am sure, an honest man.”

	“Take away that fool!” said the cardinal.

	The officer took Bonacieux by the arm, and led him into the antechamber, where he found his two guards.

	The newly introduced personage followed Bonacieux impatiently with his eyes till he had gone out; and the moment the door closed, “They have seen each other;” said he, approaching the cardinal eagerly.

	“Who?” asked his Eminence.

	“He and she.”

	“The queen and the duke?” cried Richelieu.

	“Yes.”

	“Where?”

	“At the Louvre.”

	“Are you sure of it?”

	“Perfectly sure.”

	“Who told you of it?”

	“Madame de Lannoy, who is devoted to your Eminence, as you know.”

	“Why did she not let me know sooner?”

	“Whether by chance or mistrust, the queen made Madame de Surgis sleep in her chamber, and detained her all day.”

	“Well, we are beaten! Now let us try to take our revenge.”

	“I will assist you with all my heart, monseigneur; be assured of that.”

	“How did it come about?”

	“At half past twelve the queen was with her women--”

	“Where?”

	“In her bedchamber--”

	“Go on.”

	“When someone came and brought her a handkerchief from her laundress.”

	“And then?”

	“The queen immediately exhibited strong emotion; and despite the rouge with which her face was covered evidently turned pale--”

	“And then, and then?”

	“She then arose, and with altered voice, ‘Ladies,’ said she, ‘wait for me ten minutes, I shall soon return.’ She then opened the door of her alcove, and went out.”

	“Why did not Madame de Lannoy come and inform you instantly?”

	“Nothing was certain; besides, her Majesty had said, ‘Ladies, wait for me,’ and she did not dare to disobey the queen.”

	“How long did the queen remain out of the chamber?”

	“Three-quarters of an hour.”

	“None of her women accompanied her?”

	“Only Donna Estafania.”

	“Did she afterward return?”

	“Yes; but only to take a little rosewood casket, with her cipher upon it, and went out again immediately.”

	“And when she finally returned, did she bring that casket with her?”

	“No.”

	“Does Madame de Lannoy know what was in that casket?”

	“Yes; the diamond studs which his Majesty gave the queen.”

	“And she came back without this casket?”

	“Yes.”

	“Madame de Lannoy, then, is of opinion that she gave them to Buckingham?”

	“She is sure of it.”

	“How can she be so?”

	“In the course of the day Madame de Lannoy, in her quality of tire-woman of the queen, looked for this casket, appeared uneasy at not finding it, and at length asked information of the queen.”

	“And then the queen?”

	“The queen became exceedingly red, and replied that having in the evening broken one of those studs, she had sent it to her goldsmith to be repaired.”

	“He must be called upon, and so ascertain if the thing be true or not.”

	“I have just been with him.”

	“And the goldsmith?”

	“The goldsmith has heard nothing of it.”

	“Well, well! Rochefort, all is not lost; and perhaps--perhaps everything is for the best.”

	“The fact is that I do not doubt your Eminence’s genius--”

	“Will repair the blunders of his agent--is that it?”

	“That is exactly what I was going to say, if your Eminence had let me finish my sentence.”

	“Meanwhile, do you know where the Duchesse de Chevreuse and the Duke of Buckingham are now concealed?”

	“No, monseigneur; my people could tell me nothing on that head.”

	“But I know.”

	“You, monseigneur?”

	“Yes; or at least I guess. They were, one in the Rue de Vaugirard, No. 25; the other in the Rue de la Harpe, No. 75.”

	“Does your Eminence command that they both be instantly arrested?”

	“It will be too late; they will be gone.”

	“But still, we can make sure that they are so.”

	“Take ten men of my Guardsmen, and search the two houses thoroughly.”

	“Instantly, monseigneur.” And Rochefort went hastily out of the apartment.

	The cardinal, being left alone, reflected for an instant and then rang the bell a third time. The same officer appeared.

	“Bring the prisoner in again,” said the cardinal.

	M Bonacieux was introduced afresh, and upon a sign from the cardinal, the officer retired.

	“You have deceived me!” said the cardinal, sternly.

	“I,” cried Bonacieux, “I deceive your Eminence!”

	“Your wife, in going to Rue de Vaugirard and Rue de la Harpe, did not go to find linen drapers.”

	“Then why did she go, just God?”

	“She went to meet the Duchesse de Chevreuse and the Duke of Buckingham.”

	“Yes,” cried Bonacieux, recalling all his remembrances of the circumstances, “yes, that’s it. Your Eminence is right. I told my wife several times that it was surprising that linen drapers should live in such houses as those, in houses that had no signs; but she always laughed at me. Ah, monseigneur!” continued Bonacieux, throwing himself at his Eminence’s feet, “ah, how truly you are the cardinal, the great cardinal, the man of genius whom all the world reveres!”

	The cardinal, however contemptible might be the triumph gained over so vulgar a being as Bonacieux, did not the less enjoy it for an instant; then, almost immediately, as if a fresh thought has occurred, a smile played upon his lips, and he said, offering his hand to the mercer, “Rise, my friend, you are a worthy man.”

	“The cardinal has touched me with his hand! I have touched the hand of the great man!” cried Bonacieux. “The great man has called me his friend!”

	“Yes, my friend, yes,” said the cardinal, with that paternal tone which he sometimes knew how to assume, but which deceived none who knew him; “and as you have been unjustly suspected, well, you must be indemnified. Here, take this purse of a hundred pistoles, and pardon me.”

	“I pardon you, monseigneur!” said Bonacieux, hesitating to take the purse, fearing, doubtless, that this pretended gift was but a pleasantry. “But you are able to have me arrested, you are able to have me tortured, you are able to have me hanged; you are the master, and I could not have the least word to say. Pardon you, monseigneur! You cannot mean that!”

	“Ah, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux, you are generous in this matter. I see it and I thank you for it. Thus, then, you will take this bag, and you will go away without being too malcontent.”

	“I go away enchanted.”

	“Farewell, then, or rather, AU REVOIR!”

	“Whenever Monseigneur wishes, I shall be firmly at the orders of his Eminence.”

	“That will be often, be assured, for I have found your conversation quite charming.”

	“Oh! Monseigneur!”

	“AU REVOIR, Monsieur Bonacieux, AU REVOIR.”

	And the cardinal made him a sign with his hand, to which Bonacieux replied by bowing to the ground. He then went out backward, and when he was in the antechamber the cardinal heard him, in his enthusiasm, crying aloud, “Long life to the Monseigneur! Long life to his Eminence! Long life to the great cardinal!” The cardinal listened with a smile to this vociferous manifestation of the feelings of M. Bonacieux; and then, when Bonacieux’s cries were no longer audible, “Good!” said he, “that man would henceforward lay down his life for me.” And the cardinal began to examine with the greatest attention the map of La Rochelle, which, as we have said, lay open on the desk, tracing with a pencil the line in which the famous dyke was to pass which, eighteen months later, shut up the port of the besieged city. As he was in the deepest of his strategic meditations, the door opened, and Rochefort returned.

	“Well?” said the cardinal, eagerly, rising with a promptitude which proved the degree of importance he attached to the commission with which he had charged the count.

	“Well,” said the latter, “a young woman of about twenty-six or twenty-eight years of age, and a man of from thirty-five to forty, have indeed lodged at the two houses pointed out by your Eminence; but the woman left last night, and the man this morning.”

	“It was they!” cried the cardinal, looking at the clock; “and now it is too late to have them pursued. The duchess is at Tours, and the duke at Boulogne. It is in London they must be found.”

	“What are your Eminence’s orders?”

	“Not a word of what has passed. Let the queen remain in perfect security; let her be ignorant that we know her secret. Let her believe that we are in search of some conspiracy or other. Send me the keeper of the seals, Seguier.”

	“And that man, what has your Eminence done with him?”

	“What man?” asked the cardinal.

	“That Bonacieux.”

	“I have done with him all that could be done. I have made him a spy upon his wife.”

	The Comte de Rochefort bowed like a man who acknowledges the superiority of the master as great, and retired.

	Left alone, the cardinal seated himself again and wrote a letter, which he secured with his special seal. Then he rang. The officer entered for the fourth time.

	“Tell Vitray to come to me,” said he, “and tell him to get ready for a journey.”

	An instant after, the man he asked for was before him, booted and spurred.

	“Vitray,” said he, “you will go with all speed to London. You must not stop an instant on the way. You will deliver this letter to Milady. Here is an order for two hundred pistoles; call upon my treasurer and get the money. You shall have as much again if you are back within six days, and have executed your commission well.”

	The messenger, without replying a single word, bowed, took the letter, with the order for the two hundred pistoles, and retired.

	Here is what the letter contained:

	MILADY, Be at the first ball at which the Duke of Buckingham shall be present. He will wear on his doublet twelve diamond studs; get as near to him as you can, and cut off two.

	As soon as these studs shall be in your possession, inform me.

	15 MEN OF THE ROBE AND MEN OF THE SWORD

	On the day after these events had taken place, Athos not having reappeared, M. de Treville was informed by d’Artagnan and Porthos of the circumstance. As to Aramis, he had asked for leave of absence for five days, and was gone, it was said, to Rouen on family business.

	M de Treville was the father of his soldiers. The lowest or the least known of them, as soon as he assumed the uniform of the company, was as sure of his aid and support as if he had been his own brother.

	He repaired, then, instantly to the office of the LIEUTENANT-CRIMINEL. The officer who commanded the post of the Red Cross was sent for, and by successive inquiries they learned that Athos was then lodged in Fort l’Eveque.

	Athos had passed through all the examinations we have seen Bonacieux undergo.

	We were present at the scene in which the two captives were confronted with each other. Athos, who had till that time said nothing for fear that d’Artagnan, interrupted in his turn, should not have the time necessary, from this moment declared that his name was Athos, and not d’Artagnan. He added that he did not know either M. or Mme. Bonacieux; that he had never spoken to the one or the other; that he had come, at about ten o’clock in the evening, to pay a visit to his friend M. d’Artagnan, but that till that hour he had been at M. de Treville’s, where he had dined. “Twenty witnesses,” added he, “could attest the fact”; and he named several distinguished gentlemen, and among them was M. le Duc de la Tremouille.

	The second commissary was as much bewildered as the first had been by the simple and firm declaration of the Musketeer, upon whom he was anxious to take the revenge which men of the robe like at all times to gain over men of the sword; but the name of M. de Treville, and that of M. de la Tremouille, commanded a little reflection.

	Athos was then sent to the cardinal; but unfortunately the cardinal was at the Louvre with the king.

	It was precisely at this moment that M. de Treville, on leaving the residence of the LIEUTENANT-CRIMINEL and the governor of Fort l’Eveque without being able to find Athos, arrived at the palace.

	As captain of the Musketeers, M. de Treville had the right of entry at all times.

	It is well known how violent the king’s prejudices were against the queen, and how carefully these prejudices were kept up by the cardinal, who in affairs of intrigue mistrusted women infinitely more than men. One of the grand causes of this prejudice was the friendship of Anne of Austria for Mme. de Chevreuse. These two women gave him more uneasiness than the war with Spain, the quarrel with England, or the embarrassment of the finances. In his eyes and to his conviction, Mme. de Chevreuse not only served the queen in her political intrigues, but, what tormented him still more, in her amorous intrigues.

	At the first word the cardinal spoke of Mme. de Chevreuse--who, though exiled to Tours and believed to be in that city, had come to Paris, remained there five days, and outwitted the police--the king flew into a furious passion. Capricious and unfaithful, the king wished to be called Louis the Just and Louis the Chaste. Posterity will find a difficulty in understanding this character, which history explains only by facts and never by reason.

	But when the cardinal added that not only Mme. de Chevreuse had been in Paris, but still further, that the queen had renewed with her one of those mysterious correspondences which at that time was named a CABAL; when he affirmed that he, the cardinal, was about to unravel the most closely twisted thread of this intrigue; that at the moment of arresting in the very act, with all the proofs about her, the queen’s emissary to the exiled duchess, a Musketeer had dared to interrupt the course of justice violently, by falling sword in hand upon the honest men of the law, charged with investigating impartially the whole affair in order to place it before the eyes of the king--Louis XIII could not contain himself, and he made a step toward the queen’s apartment with that pale and mute indignation which, when it broke out, led this prince to the commission of the most pitiless cruelty. And yet, in all this, the cardinal had not yet said a word about the Duke of Buckingham.

	At this instant M. de Treville entered, cool, polite, and in irreproachable costume.

	Informed of what had passed by the presence of the cardinal and the alteration in the king’s countenance, M. de Treville felt himself something like Samson before the Philistines.

	Louis XIII had already placed his hand on the knob of the door; at the noise of M. de Treville’s entrance he turned round. “You arrive in good time, monsieur,” said the king, who, when his passions were raised to a certain point, could not dissemble; “I have learned some fine things concerning your Musketeers.”

	“And I,” said Treville, coldly, “I have some pretty things to tell your Majesty concerning these gownsmen.”

	“What?” said the king, with hauteur.

	“I have the honor to inform your Majesty,” continued M. de Treville, in the same tone, “that a party of PROCUREURS, commissaries, and men of the police--very estimable people, but very inveterate, as it appears, against the uniform--have taken upon themselves to arrest in a house, to lead away through the open street, and throw into Fort l’Eveque, all upon an order which they have refused to show me, one of my, or rather your Musketeers, sire, of irreproachable conduct, of an almost illustrious reputation, and whom your Majesty knows favorably, Monsieur Athos.”

	“Athos,” said the king, mechanically; “yes, certainly I know that name.”

	“Let your Majesty remember,” said Treville, “that Monsieur Athos is the Musketeer who, in the annoying duel which you are acquainted with, had the misfortune to wound Monsieur de Cahusac so seriously. A PROPOS, monseigneur,” continued Treville, addressing the cardinal, “Monsieur de Cahusac is quite recovered, is he not?”

	“Thank you,” said the cardinal, biting his lips with anger.

	“Athos, then, went to pay a visit to one of his friends absent at the time,” continued Treville, “to a young Bearnais, a cadet in his Majesty’s Guards, the company of Monsieur Dessessart, but scarcely had he arrived at his friend’s and taken up a book, while waiting his return, when a mixed crowd of bailiffs and soldiers came and laid siege to the house, broke open several doors--”

	The cardinal made the king a sign, which signified, “That was on account of the affair about which I spoke to you.”

	“We all know that,” interrupted the king; “for all that was done for our service.”

	“Then,” said Treville, “it was also for your Majesty’s service that one of my Musketeers, who was innocent, has been seized, that he has been placed between two guards like a malefactor, and that this gallant man, who has ten times shed his blood in your Majesty’s service and is ready to shed it again, has been paraded through the midst of an insolent populace?”

	“Bah!” said the king, who began to be shaken, “was it so managed?”

	“Monsieur de Treville,” said the cardinal, with the greatest phlegm, “does not tell your Majesty that this innocent Musketeer, this gallant man, had only an hour before attacked, sword in hand, four commissaries of inquiry, who were delegated by myself to examine into an affair of the highest importance.”

	“I defy your Eminence to prove it,” cried Treville, with his Gascon freedom and military frankness; “for one hour before, Monsieur Athos, who, I will confide it to your Majesty, is really a man of the highest quality, did me the honor after having dined with me to be conversing in the saloon of my hotel, with the Duc de la Tremouille and the Comte de Chalus, who happened to be there.”

	The king looked at the cardinal.

	“A written examination attests it,” said the cardinal, replying aloud to the mute interrogation of his Majesty; “and the ill-treated people have drawn up the following, which I have the honor to present to your Majesty.”

	“And is the written report of the gownsmen to be placed in comparison with the word of honor of a swordsman?” replied Treville haughtily.

	“Come, come, Treville, hold your tongue,” said the king.

	“If his Eminence entertains any suspicion against one of my Musketeers,” said Treville, “the justice of Monsieur the Cardinal is so well known that I demand an inquiry.”

	“In the house in which the judicial inquiry was made,” continued the impassive cardinal, “there lodges, I believe, a young Bearnais, a friend of the Musketeer.”

	“Your Eminence means Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“I mean a young man whom you patronize, Monsieur de Treville.”

	“Yes, your Eminence, it is the same.”

	“Do you not suspect this young man of having given bad counsel?”

	“To Athos, to a man double his age?” interrupted Treville. “No, monseigneur. Besides, d’Artagnan passed the evening with me.”

	“Well,” said the cardinal, “everybody seems to have passed the evening with you.”

	“Does your Eminence doubt my word?” said Treville, with a brow flushed with anger.

	“No, God forbid,” said the cardinal; “only, at what hour was he with you?”

	“Oh, as to that I can speak positively, your Eminence; for as he came in I remarked that it was but half past nine by the clock, although I had believed it to be later.”

	“At what hour did he leave your hotel?”

	“At half past ten--an hour after the event.”

	“Well,” replied the cardinal, who could not for an instant suspect the loyalty of Treville, and who felt that the victory was escaping him, “well, but Athos WAS taken in the house in the Rue des Fossoyeurs.”

	“Is one friend forbidden to visit another, or a Musketeer of my company to fraternize with a Guard of Dessessart’s company?”

	“Yes, when the house where he fraternizes is suspected.”

	“That house is suspected, Treville,” said the king; “perhaps you did not know it?”

	“Indeed, sire, I did not. The house may be suspected; but I deny that it is so in the part of it inhabited by Monsieur d’Artagnan, for I can affirm, sire, if I can believe what he says, that there does not exist a more devoted servant of your Majesty, or a more profound admirer of Monsieur the Cardinal.”

	“Was it not this d’Artagnan who wounded Jussac one day, in that unfortunate encounter which took place near the Convent of the Carmes-Dechausses?” asked the king, looking at the cardinal, who colored with vexation.

	“And the next day, Bernajoux. Yes, sire, yes, it is the same; and your Majesty has a good memory.”

	“Come, how shall we decide?” said the king.

	“That concerns your Majesty more than me,” said the cardinal. “I should affirm the culpability.”

	“And I deny it,” said Treville. “But his Majesty has judges, and these judges will decide.”

	“That is best,” said the king. “Send the case before the judges; it is their business to judge, and they shall judge.”

	“Only,” replied Treville, “it is a sad thing that in the unfortunate times in which we live, the purest life, the most incontestable virtue, cannot exempt a man from infamy and persecution. The army, I will answer for it, will be but little pleased at being exposed to rigorous treatment on account of police affairs.”

	The expression was imprudent; but M. de Treville launched it with knowledge of his cause. He was desirous of an explosion, because in that case the mine throws forth fire, and fire enlightens.

	“Police affairs!” cried the king, taking up Treville’s words, “police affairs! And what do you know about them, Monsieur? Meddle with your Musketeers, and do not annoy me in this way. It appears, according to your account, that if by mischance a Musketeer is arrested, France is in danger. What a noise about a Musketeer! I would arrest ten of them, VENTREBLEU, a hundred, even, all the company, and I would not allow a whisper.”

	“From the moment they are suspected by your Majesty,” said Treville, “the Musketeers are guilty; therefore, you see me prepared to surrender my sword--for after having accused my soldiers, there can be no doubt that Monsieur the Cardinal will end by accusing me. It is best to constitute myself at once a prisoner with Athos, who is already arrested, and with d’Artagnan, who most probably will be.”

	“Gascon-headed man, will you have done?” said the king.

	“Sire,” replied Treville, without lowering his voice in the least, “either order my Musketeer to be restored to me, or let him be tried.”

	“He shall be tried,” said the cardinal.

	“Well, so much the better; for in that case I shall demand of his Majesty permission to plead for him.”

	The king feared an outbreak.

	“If his Eminence,” said he, “did not have personal motives--”

	The cardinal saw what the king was about to say and interrupted him:

	“Pardon me,” said he; “but the instant your Majesty considers me a prejudiced judge, I withdraw.”

	“Come,” said the king, “will you swear, by my father, that Athos was at your residence during the event and that he took no part in it?”

	“By your glorious father, and by yourself, whom I love and venerate above all the world, I swear it.”

	“Be so kind as to reflect, sire,” said the cardinal. “If we release the prisoner thus, we shall never know the truth.”

	“Athos may always be found,” replied Treville, “ready to answer, when it shall please the gownsmen to interrogate him. He will not desert, Monsieur the Cardinal, be assured of that; I will answer for him.”

	“No, he will not desert,” said the king; “he can always be found, as Treville says. Besides,” added he, lowering his voice and looking with a suppliant air at the cardinal, “let us give them apparent security; that is policy.”

	This policy of Louis XIII made Richelieu smile.

	“Order it as you please, sire; you possess the right of pardon.”

	“The right of pardoning only applies to the guilty,” said Treville, who was determined to have the last word, “and my Musketeer is innocent. It is not mercy, then, that you are about to accord, sire, it is justice.”

	“And he is in the Fort l’Eveque?” said the king.

	“Yes, sire, in solitary confinement, in a dungeon, like the lowest criminal.”

	“The devil!” murmured the king; “what must be done?”

	“Sign an order for his release, and all will be said,” replied the cardinal. “I believe with your Majesty that Monsieur de Treville’s guarantee is more than sufficient.”

	Treville bowed very respectfully, with a joy that was not unmixed with fear; he would have preferred an obstinate resistance on the part of the cardinal to this sudden yielding.

	The king signed the order for release, and Treville carried it away without delay. As he was about to leave the presence, the cardinal gave him a friendly smile, and said, “A perfect harmony reigns, sire, between the leaders and the soldiers of your Musketeers, which must be profitable for the service and honorable to all.”

	“He will play me some dog’s trick or other, and that immediately,” said Treville. “One has never the last word with such a man. But let us be quick--the king may change his mind in an hour; and at all events it is more difficult to replace a man in the Fort l’Eveque or the Bastille who has got out, than to keep a prisoner there who is in.”

	M de Treville made his entrance triumphantly into the Fort l’Eveque, whence he delivered the Musketeer, whose peaceful indifference had not for a moment abandoned him.

	The first time he saw d’Artagnan, “You have come off well,” said he to him; “there is your Jussac thrust paid for. There still remains that of Bernajoux, but you must not be too confident.”

	As to the rest, M. de Treville had good reason to mistrust the cardinal and to think that all was not over, for scarcely had the captain of the Musketeers closed the door after him, than his Eminence said to the king, “Now that we are at length by ourselves, we will, if your Majesty pleases, converse seriously. Sire, Buckingham has been in Paris five days, and only left this morning.”

	16 IN WHICH M. SEGUIER, KEEPER OF THE SEALS, LOOKS MORE THAN ONCE FOR THE BELL

	It is impossible to form an idea of the impression these few words made upon Louis XIII. He grew pale and red alternately; and the cardinal saw at once that he had recovered by a single blow all the ground he had lost.

	“Buckingham in Paris!” cried he, “and why does he come?”

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

	“No, PARDIEU, no! To conspire against my honor with Madame de Chevreuse, Madame de Longueville, and the Condes.”

	“Oh, sire, what an idea! The queen is too virtuous; and besides, loves your Majesty too well.”

	“Woman is weak, Monsieur Cardinal,” said the king; “and as to loving me much, I have my own opinion as to that love.”

	“I not the less maintain,” said the cardinal, “that the Duke of Buckingham came to Paris for a project wholly political.”

	“And I am sure that he came for quite another purpose, Monsieur Cardinal; but if the queen be guilty, let her tremble!”

	“Indeed,” said the cardinal, “whatever repugnance I may have to directing my mind to such a treason, your Majesty compels me to think of it. Madame de Lannoy, whom, according to your Majesty’s command, I have frequently interrogated, told me this morning that the night before last her Majesty sat up very late, that this morning she wept much, and that she was writing all day.”

	“That’s it!” cried the king; “to him, no doubt. Cardinal, I must have the queen’s papers.”

	“But how to take them, sire? It seems to me that it is neither your Majesty nor myself who can charge himself with such a mission.”

	“How did they act with regard to the Marechale d’Ancre?” cried the king, in the highest state of choler; “first her closets were thoroughly searched, and then she herself.”

	“The Marechale d’Ancre was no more than the Marechale d’Ancre. A Florentine adventurer, sire, and that was all; while the august spouse of your Majesty is Anne of Austria, Queen of France--that is to say, one of the greatest princesses in the world.”

	“She is not the less guilty, Monsieur Duke! The more she has forgotten the high position in which she was placed, the more degrading is her fall. Besides, I long ago determined to put an end to all these petty intrigues of policy and love. She has near her a certain Laporte.”

	“Who, I believe, is the mainspring of all this, I confess,” said the cardinal.

	“You think then, as I do, that she deceives me?” said the king.

	“I believe, and I repeat it to your Majesty, that the queen conspires against the power of the king, but I have not said against his honor.”

	“And I--I tell you against both. I tell you the queen does not love me; I tell you she loves another; I tell you she loves that infamous Buckingham! Why did you not have him arrested while in Paris?”

	“Arrest the Duke! Arrest the prime minister of King Charles I! Think of it, sire! What a scandal! And if the suspicions of your Majesty, which I still continue to doubt, should prove to have any foundation, what a terrible disclosure, what a fearful scandal!”

	“But as he exposed himself like a vagabond or a thief, he should have been--”

	Louis XIII stopped, terrified at what he was about to say, while Richelieu, stretching out his neck, waited uselessly for the word which had died on the lips of the king.

	“He should have been--?”

	“Nothing,” said the king, “nothing. But all the time he was in Paris, you, of course, did not lose sight of him?”

	“No, sire.”

	“Where did he lodge?”

	“Rue de la Harpe. No. 75.”

	“Where is that?”

	“By the side of the Luxembourg.”

	“And you are certain that the queen and he did not see each other?”

	“I believe the queen to have too high a sense of her duty, sire.”

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

	“Sire, notwithstanding--”

	“Monsieur Duke, at whatever price it may be, I will have them.”

	“I would, however, beg your Majesty to observe--”

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

	“Sire,” replied the cardinal, sighing, “I believed myself secure from such a suspicion.”

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

	“There is but one way.”

	“What is that?”

	“That would be to charge Monsieur de Seguier, the keeper of the seals, with this mission. The matter enters completely into the duties of the post.”

	“Let him be sent for instantly.”

	“He is most likely at my hotel. I requested him to call, and when I came to the Louvre I left orders if he came, to desire him to wait.”

	“Let him be sent for instantly.”

	“Your Majesty’s orders shall be executed; but--”

	“But what?”

	“But the queen will perhaps refuse to obey.”

	“My orders?”

	“Yes, if she is ignorant that these orders come from the king.”

	“Well, that she may have no doubt on that head, I will go and inform her myself.”

	“Your Majesty will not forget that I have done everything in my power to prevent a rupture.”

	“Yes, Duke, yes, I know you are very indulgent toward the queen, too indulgent, perhaps; we shall have occasion, I warn you, at some future period to speak of that.”

	“Whenever it shall please your Majesty; but I shall be always happy and proud, sire, to sacrifice myself to the harmony which I desire to see reign between you and the Queen of France.”

	“Very well, Cardinal, very well; but, meantime, send for Monsieur the Keeper of the Seals. I will go to the queen.”

	And Louis XIII, opening the door of communication, passed into the corridor which led from his apartments to those of Anne of Austria.

	The queen was in the midst of her women--Mme. de Guitaut, Mme. de Sable, Mme. de Montbazon, and Mme. de Guemene. In a corner was the Spanish companion, Donna Estafania, who had followed her from Madrid. Mme. Guemene was reading aloud, and everybody was listening to her with attention with the exception of the queen, who had, on the contrary, desired this reading in order that she might be able, while feigning to listen, to pursue the thread of her own thoughts.

	These thoughts, gilded as they were by a last reflection of love, were not the less sad. Anne of Austria, deprived of the confidence of her husband, pursued by the hatred of the cardinal, who could not pardon her for having repulsed a more tender feeling, having before her eyes the example of the queen-mother whom that hatred had tormented all her life--though Marie de Medicis, if the memoirs of the time are to be believed, had begun by according to the cardinal that sentiment which Anne of Austria always refused him--Anne of Austria had seen her most devoted servants fall around her, her most intimate confidants, her dearest favorites. Like those unfortunate persons endowed with a fatal gift, she brought misfortune upon everything she touched. Her friendship was a fatal sign which called down persecution. Mme. de Chevreuse and Mme. de Bernet were exiled, and Laporte did not conceal from his mistress that he expected to be arrested every instant.

	It was at the moment when she was plunged in the deepest and darkest of these reflections that the door of the chamber opened, and the king entered.

	The reader hushed herself instantly. All the ladies rose, and there was a profound silence. As to the king, he made no demonstration of politeness, only stopping before the queen. “Madame,” said he, “you are about to receive a visit from the chancellor, who will communicate certain matters to you with which I have charged him.”

	The unfortunate queen, who was constantly threatened with divorce, exile, and trial even, turned pale under her rouge, and could not refrain from saying, “But why this visit, sire? What can the chancellor have to say to me that your Majesty could not say yourself?”

	The king turned upon his heel without reply, and almost at the same instant the captain of the Guards, M. de Guitant, announced the visit of the chancellor.

	When the chancellor appeared, the king had already gone out by another door.

	The chancellor entered, half smiling, half blushing. As we shall probably meet with him again in the course of our history, it may be well for our readers to be made at once acquainted with him.

	This chancellor was a pleasant man. He was Des Roches le Masle, canon of Notre Dame, who had formerly been valet of a bishop, who introduced him to his Eminence as a perfectly devout man. The cardinal trusted him, and therein found his advantage.

	There are many stories related of him, and among them this. After a wild youth, he had retired into a convent, there to expiate, at least for some time, the follies of adolescence. On entering this holy place, the poor penitent was unable to shut the door so close as to prevent the passions he fled from entering with him. He was incessantly attacked by them, and the superior, to whom he had confided this misfortune, wishing as much as in him lay to free him from them, had advised him, in order to conjure away the tempting demon, to have recourse to the bell rope, and ring with all his might. At the denunciating sound, the monks would be rendered aware that temptation was besieging a brother, and all the community would go to prayers.

	This advice appeared good to the future chancellor. He conjured the evil spirit with abundance of prayers offered up by the monks. But the devil does not suffer himself to be easily dispossessed from a place in which he has fixed his garrison. In proportion as they redoubled the exorcisms he redoubled the temptations; so that day and night the bell was ringing full swing, announcing the extreme desire for mortification which the penitent experienced.

	The monks had no longer an instant of repose. By day they did nothing but ascend and descend the steps which led to the chapel; at night, in addition to complines and matins, they were further obliged to leap twenty times out of their beds and prostrate themselves on the floor of their cells.

	It is not known whether it was the devil who gave way, or the monks who grew tired; but within three months the penitent reappeared in the world with the reputation of being the most terrible POSSESSED that ever existed.

	On leaving the convent he entered into the magistracy, became president on the place of his uncle, embraced the cardinal’s party, which did not prove want of sagacity, became chancellor, served his Eminence with zeal in his hatred against the queen-mother and his vengeance against Anne of Austria, stimulated the judges in the affair of Calais, encouraged the attempts of M. de Laffemas, chief gamekeeper of France; then, at length, invested with the entire confidence of the cardinal--a confidence which he had so well earned--he received the singular commission for the execution of which he presented himself in the queen’s apartments.

	The queen was still standing when he entered; but scarcely had she perceived him then she reseated herself in her armchair, and made a sign to her women to resume their cushions and stools, and with an air of supreme hauteur, said, “What do you desire, monsieur, and with what object do you present yourself here?”

	“To make, madame, in the name of the king, and without prejudice to the respect which I have the honor to owe to your Majesty a close examination into all your papers.”

	“How, monsieur, an investigation of my papers--mine! Truly, this is an indignity!”

	“Be kind enough to pardon me, madame; but in this circumstance I am but the instrument which the king employs. Has not his Majesty just left you, and has he not himself asked you to prepare for this visit?”

	“Search, then, monsieur! I am a criminal, as it appears. Estafania, give up the keys of my drawers and my desks.”

	For form’s sake the chancellor paid a visit to the pieces of furniture named; but he well knew that it was not in a piece of furniture that the queen would place the important letter she had written that day.

	When the chancellor had opened and shut twenty times the drawers of the secretaries, it became necessary, whatever hesitation he might experience--it became necessary, I say, to come to the conclusion of the affair; that is to say, to search the queen herself. The chancellor advanced, therefore, toward Anne of Austria, and said with a very perplexed and embarrassed air, “And now it remains for me to make the principal examination.”

	“What is that?” asked the queen, who did not understand, or rather was not willing to understand.

	“His majesty is certain that a letter has been written by you during the day; he knows that it has not yet been sent to its address. This letter is not in your table nor in your secretary; and yet this letter must be somewhere.”

	“Would you dare to lift your hand to your queen?” said Anne of Austria, drawing herself up to her full height, and fixing her eyes upon the chancellor with an expression almost threatening.

	“I am a faithful subject of the king, madame, and all that his Majesty commands I shall do.”

	“Well, it is true!” said Anne of Austria; “and the spies of the cardinal have served him faithfully. I have written a letter today; that letter is not yet gone. The letter is here.” And the queen laid her beautiful hand on her bosom.

	“Then give me that letter, madame,” said the chancellor.

	“I will give it to none but the king, monsieur,” said Anne.

	“If the king had desired that the letter should be given to him, madame, he would have demanded it of you himself. But I repeat to you, I am charged with reclaiming it; and if you do not give it up--”

	“Well?”

	“He has, then, charged me to take it from you.”

	“How! What do you say?”

	“That my orders go far, madame; and that I am authorized to seek for the suspected paper, even on the person of your Majesty.”

	“What horror!” cried the queen.

	“Be kind enough, then, madame, to act more compliantly.”

	“The conduct is infamously violent! Do you know that, monsieur?”

	“The king commands it, madame; excuse me.”

	“I will not suffer it! No, no, I would rather die!” cried the queen, in whom the imperious blood of Spain and Austria began to rise.

	The chancellor made a profound reverence. Then, with the intention quite patent of not drawing back a foot from the accomplishment of the commission with which he was charged, and as the attendant of an executioner might have done in the chamber of torture, he approached Anne of Austria, from whose eyes at the same instant sprang tears of rage.

	The queen was, as we have said, of great beauty. The commission might well be called delicate; and the king had reached, in his jealousy of Buckingham, the point of not being jealous of anyone else.

	Without doubt the chancellor Seguier looked about at that moment for the rope of the famous bell; but not finding it he summoned his resolution, and stretched forth his hands toward the place where the queen had acknowledged the paper was to be found.

	Anne of Austria took one step backward, became so pale that it might be said she was dying, and leaning with her left hand upon a table behind her to keep herself from falling, she with her right hand drew the paper from her bosom and held it out to the keeper of the seals.

	“There, monsieur, there is that letter!” cried the queen, with a broken and trembling voice; “take it, and deliver me from your odious presence.”

	The chancellor, who, on his part, trembled with an emotion easily to be conceived, took the letter, bowed to the ground, and retired. The door was scarcely closed upon him, when the queen sank, half fainting, into the arms of her women.

	The chancellor carried the letter to the king without having read a single word of it. The king took it with a trembling hand, looked for the address, which was wanting, became very pale, opened it slowly, then seeing by the first words that it was addressed to the King of Spain, he read it rapidly.

	It was nothing but a plan of attack against the cardinal. The queen pressed her brother and the Emperor of Austria to appear to be wounded, as they really were, by the policy of Richelieu--the eternal object of which was the abasement of the house of Austria--to declare war against France, and as a condition of peace, to insist upon the dismissal of the cardinal; but as to love, there was not a single word about it in all the letter.

	The king, quite delighted, inquired if the cardinal was still at the Louvre; he was told that his Eminence awaited the orders of his Majesty in the business cabinet.

	The king went straight to him.

	“There, Duke,” said he, “you were right and I was wrong. The whole intrigue is political, and there is not the least question of love in this letter; but, on the other hand, there is abundant question of you.”

	The cardinal took the letter, and read it with the greatest attention; then, when he had arrived at the end of it, he read it a second time. “Well, your Majesty,” said he, “you see how far my enemies go; they menace you with two wars if you do not dismiss me. In your place, in truth, sire, I should yield to such powerful instance; and on my part, it would be a real happiness to withdraw from public affairs.”

	“What say you, Duke?”

	“I say, sire, that my health is sinking under these excessive struggles and these never-ending labors. I say that according to all probability I shall not be able to undergo the fatigues of the siege of La Rochelle, and that it would be far better that you should appoint there either Monsieur de Conde, Monsieur de Bassopierre, or some valiant gentleman whose business is war, and not me, who am a churchman, and who am constantly turned aside for my real vocation to look after matters for which I have no aptitude. You would be the happier for it at home, sire, and I do not doubt you would be the greater for it abroad.”

	“Monsieur Duke,” said the king, “I understand you. Be satisfied, all who are named in that letter shall be punished as they deserve, even the queen herself.”

	“What do you say, sire? God forbid that the queen should suffer the least inconvenience or uneasiness on my account! She has always believed me, sire, to be her enemy; although your Majesty can bear witness that I have always taken her part warmly, even against you. Oh, if she betrayed your Majesty on the side of your honor, it would be quite another thing, and I should be the first to say, ‘No grace, sire--no grace for the guilty!’ Happily, there is nothing of the kind, and your Majesty has just acquired a new proof of it.”

	“That is true, Monsieur Cardinal,” said the king, “and you were right, as you always are; but the queen, not the less, deserves all my anger.”

	“It is you, sire, who have now incurred hers. And even if she were to be seriously offended, I could well understand it; your Majesty has treated her with a severity--”

	“It is thus I will always treat my enemies and yours, Duke, however high they may be placed, and whatever peril I may incur in acting severely toward them.”

	“The queen is my enemy, but is not yours, sire; on the contrary, she is a devoted, submissive, and irreproachable wife. Allow me, then, sire, to intercede for her with your Majesty.”

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

	“On the contrary, sire, set the example. You have committed the first wrong, since it was you who suspected the queen.”

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

	“Sire, I entreat you to do so.”

	“Besides, in what manner can I make advances first?”

	“By doing a thing which you know will be agreeable to her.”

	“What is that?”

	“Give a ball; you know how much the queen loves dancing. I will answer for it, her resentment will not hold out against such an attention.”

	“Monsieur Cardinal, you know that I do not like worldly pleasures.”

	“The queen will only be the more grateful to you, as she knows your antipathy for that amusement; besides, it will be an opportunity for her to wear those beautiful diamonds which you gave her recently on her birthday and with which she has since had no occasion to adorn herself.”

	“We shall see, Monsieur Cardinal, we shall see,” said the king, who, in his joy at finding the queen guilty of a crime which he cared little about, and innocent of a fault of which he had great dread, was ready to make up all differences with her, “we shall see, but upon my honor, you are too indulgent toward her.”

	“Sire,” said the cardinal, “leave severity to your ministers. Clemency is a royal virtue; employ it, and you will find that you derive advantage therein.”

	Thereupon the cardinal, hearing the clock strike eleven, bowed low, asking permission of the king to retire, and supplicating him to come to a good understanding with the queen.

	Anne of Austria, who, in consequence of the seizure of her letter, expected reproaches, was much astonished the next day to see the king make some attempts at reconciliation with her. Her first movement was repellent. Her womanly pride and her queenly dignity had both been so cruelly offended that she could not come round at the first advance; but, overpersuaded by the advice of her women, she at last had the appearance of beginning to forget. The king took advantage of this favorable moment to tell her that he had the intention of shortly giving a fete.

	A fete was so rare a thing for poor Anne of Austria that at this announcement, as the cardinal had predicted, the last trace of her resentment disappeared, if not from her heart, at least from her countenance. She asked upon what day this fete would take place, but the king replied that he must consult the cardinal upon that head.

	Indeed, every day the king asked the cardinal when this fete should take place; and every day the cardinal, under some pretext, deferred fixing it. Ten days passed away thus.

	On the eighth day after the scene we have described, the cardinal received a letter with the London stamp which only contained these lines: “I have them; but I am unable to leave London for want of money. Send me five hundred pistoles, and four or five days after I have received them I shall be in Paris.”

	On the same day the cardinal received this letter the king put his customary question to him.

	Richelieu counted on his fingers, and said to himself, “She will arrive, she says, four or five days after having received the money. It will require four or five days for the transmission of the money, four or five days for her to return; that makes ten days. Now, allowing for contrary winds, accidents, and a woman’s weakness, there are twelve days.”

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

	“Yes, sire. Today is the twentieth of September. The aldermen of the city give a fete on the third of October. That will fall in wonderfully well; you will not appear to have gone out of your way to please the queen.”

	Then the cardinal added, “A PROPOS, sire, do not forget to tell her Majesty the evening before the fete that you should like to see how her diamond studs become her.”
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	It was the second time the cardinal had mentioned these diamond studs to the king. Louis XIII was struck with this insistence, and began to fancy that this recommendation concealed some mystery.

	More than once the king had been humiliated by the cardinal, whose police, without having yet attained the perfection of the modern police, were excellent, being better informed than himself, even upon what was going on in his own household. He hoped, then, in a conversation with Anne of Austria, to obtain some information from that conversation, and afterward to come upon his Eminence with some secret which the cardinal either knew or did not know, but which, in either case, would raise him infinitely in the eyes of his minister.

	He went then to the queen, and according to custom accosted her with fresh menaces against those who surrounded her. Anne of Austria lowered her head, allowed the torrent to flow on without replying, hoping that it would cease of itself; but this was not what Louis XIII meant. Louis XIII wanted a discussion from which some light or other might break, convinced as he was that the cardinal had some afterthought and was preparing for him one of those terrible surprises which his Eminence was so skillful in getting up. He arrived at this end by his persistence in accusation.

	“But,” cried Anne of Austria, tired of these vague attacks, “but, sire, you do not tell me all that you have in your heart. What have I done, then? Let me know what crime I have committed. It is impossible that your Majesty can make all this ado about a letter written to my brother.”

	The king, attacked in a manner so direct, did not know what to answer; and he thought that this was the moment for expressing the desire which he was not going to have made until the evening before the fete.

	“Madame,” said he, with dignity, “there will shortly be a ball at the Hotel de Ville. I wish, in order to honor our worthy aldermen, you should appear in ceremonial costume, and above all, ornamented with the diamond studs which I gave you on your birthday. That is my answer.”

	The answer was terrible. Anne of Austria believed that Louis XIII knew all, and that the cardinal had persuaded him to employ this long dissimulation of seven or eight days, which, likewise, was characteristic. She became excessively pale, leaned her beautiful hand upon a CONSOLE, which hand appeared then like one of wax, and looking at the king with terror in her eyes, she was unable to reply by a single syllable.

	“You hear, madame,” said the king, who enjoyed the embarrassment to its full extent, but without guessing the cause. “You hear, madame?”

	“Yes, sire, I hear,” stammered the queen.

	“You will appear at this ball?”

	“Yes.”

	“With those studs?”

	“Yes.”

	The queen’s paleness, if possible, increased; the king perceived it, and enjoyed it with that cold cruelty which was one of the worst sides of his character.

	“Then that is agreed,” said the king, “and that is all I had to say to you.”

	“But on what day will this ball take place?” asked Anne of Austria.

	Louis XIII felt instinctively that he ought not to reply to this question, the queen having put it in an almost dying voice.

	“Oh, very shortly, madame,” said he; “but I do not precisely recollect the date of the day. I will ask the cardinal.”

	“It was the cardinal, then, who informed you of this fete?”

	“Yes, madame,” replied the astonished king; “but why do you ask that?”

	“It was he who told you to invite me to appear with these studs?”

	“That is to say, madame--”

	“It was he, sire, it was he!”

	“Well, and what does it signify whether it was he or I? Is there any crime in this request?”

	“No, sire.”

	“Then you will appear?”

	“Yes, sire.”

	“That is well,” said the king, retiring, “that is well; I count upon it.”

	The queen made a curtsy, less from etiquette than because her knees were sinking under her. The king went away enchanted.

	“I am lost,” murmured the queen, “lost!--for the cardinal knows all, and it is he who urges on the king, who as yet knows nothing but will soon know everything. I am lost! My God, my God, my God!”

	She knelt upon a cushion and prayed, with her head buried between her palpitating arms.

	In fact, her position was terrible. Buckingham had returned to London; Mme. de Chevreuse was at Tours. More closely watched than ever, the queen felt certain, without knowing how to tell which, that one of her women had betrayed her. Laporte could not leave the Louvre; she had not a soul in the world in whom she could confide. Thus, while contemplating the misfortune which threatened her and the abandonment in which she was left, she broke out into sobs and tears.

	“Can I be of service to your Majesty?” said all at once a voice full of sweetness and pity.

	The queen turned sharply round, for there could be no deception in the expression of that voice; it was a friend who spoke thus.

	In fact, at one of the doors which opened into the queen’s apartment appeared the pretty Mme. Bonacieux. She had been engaged in arranging the dresses and linen in a closet when the king entered; she could not get out and had heard all.

	The queen uttered a piercing cry at finding herself surprised--for in her trouble she did not at first recognize the young woman who had been given to her by Laporte.

	“Oh, fear nothing, madame!” said the young woman, clasping her hands and weeping herself at the queen’s sorrows; “I am your Majesty’s, body and soul, and however far I may be from you, however inferior may be my position, I believe I have discovered a means of extricating your Majesty from your trouble.”

	“You, oh, heaven, you!” cried the queen; “but look me in the face. I am betrayed on all sides. Can I trust in you?”

	“Oh, madame!” cried the young woman, falling on her knees; “upon my soul, I am ready to die for your Majesty!”

	This expression sprang from the very bottom of the heart, and, like the first, there was no mistaking it.

	“Yes,” continued Mme. Bonacieux, “yes, there are traitors here; but by the holy name of the Virgin, I swear that no one is more devoted to your Majesty than I am. Those studs which the king speaks of, you gave them to the Duke of Buckingham, did you not? Those studs were enclosed in a little rosewood box which he held under his arm? Am I deceived? Is it not so, madame?”

	“Oh, my God, my God!” murmured the queen, whose teeth chattered with fright.

	“Well, those studs,” continued Mme. Bonacieux, “we must have them back again.”

	“Yes, without doubt, it is necessary,” cried the queen; “but how am I to act? How can it be effected?”

	“Someone must be sent to the duke.”

	“But who, who? In whom can I trust?”

	“Place confidence in me, madame; do me that honor, my queen, and I will find a messenger.”

	“But I must write.”

	“Oh, yes; that is indispensable. Two words from the hand of your Majesty and your private seal.”

	“But these two words would bring about my condemnation, divorce, exile!”

	“Yes, if they fell into infamous hands. But I will answer for these two words being delivered to their address.”

	“Oh, my God! I must then place my life, my honor, my reputation, in your hands?”

	“Yes, yes, madame, you must; and I will save them all.”

	“But how? Tell me at least the means.”

	“My husband had been at liberty these two or three days. I have not yet had time to see him again. He is a worthy, honest man who entertains neither love nor hatred for anybody. He will do anything I wish. He will set out upon receiving an order from me, without knowing what he carries, and he will carry your Majesty’s letter, without even knowing it is from your Majesty, to the address which is on it.”

	The queen took the two hands of the young woman with a burst of emotion, gazed at her as if to read her very heart, and, seeing nothing but sincerity in her beautiful eyes, embraced her tenderly.

	“Do that,” cried she, “and you will have saved my life, you will have saved my honor!”

	“Do not exaggerate the service I have the happiness to render your Majesty. I have nothing to save for your Majesty; you are only the victim of perfidious plots.”

	“That is true, that is true, my child,” said the queen, “you are right.”

	“Give me then, that letter, madame; time presses.”

	The queen ran to a little table, on which were ink, paper, and pens. She wrote two lines, sealed the letter with her private seal, and gave it to Mme. Bonacieux.

	“And now,” said the queen, “we are forgetting one very necessary thing.”

	“What is that, madame?”

	“Money.”

	Mme. Bonacieux blushed.

	“Yes, that is true,” said she, “and I will confess to your Majesty that my husband--”

	“Your husband has none. Is that what you would say?”

	“He has some, but he is very avaricious; that is his fault. Nevertheless, let not your Majesty be uneasy, we will find means.”

	“And I have none, either,” said the queen. Those who have read the MEMOIRS of Mme. de Motteville will not be astonished at this reply. “But wait a minute.”

	Anne of Austria ran to her jewel case.

	“Here,” said she, “here is a ring of great value, as I have been assured. It came from my brother, the King of Spain. It is mine, and I am at liberty to dispose of it. Take this ring; raise money with it, and let your husband set out.”

	“In an hour you shall be obeyed.”

	“You see the address,” said the queen, speaking so low that Mme. Bonacieux could hardly hear what she said, “To my Lord Duke of Buckingham, London.”

	“The letter shall be given to himself.”

	“Generous girl!” cried Anne of Austria.

	Mme. Bonacieux kissed the hands of the queen, concealed the paper in the bosom of her dress, and disappeared with the lightness of a bird.

	Ten minutes afterward she was at home. As she told the queen, she had not seen her husband since his liberation; she was ignorant of the change that had taken place in him with respect to the cardinal--a change which had since been strengthened by two or three visits from the Comte de Rochefort, who had become the best friend of Bonacieux, and had persuaded him, without much trouble, that no culpable sentiments had prompted the abduction of his wife, but that it was only a political precaution.

	She found M. Bonacieux alone; the poor man was recovering with difficulty the order in his house, in which he had found most of the furniture broken and the closets nearly emptied--justice not being one of the three things which King Solomon names as leaving no traces of their passage. As to the servant, she had run away at the moment of her master’s arrest. Terror had had such an effect upon the poor girl that she had never ceased walking from Paris till she reached Burgundy, her native place.

	The worthy mercer had, immediately upon re-entering his house, informed his wife of his happy return, and his wife had replied by congratulating him, and telling him that the first moment she could steal from her duties should be devoted to paying him a visit.

	This first moment had been delayed five days, which, under any other circumstances, might have appeared rather long to M. Bonacieux; but he had, in the visit he had made to the cardinal and in the visits Rochefort had made him, ample subjects for reflection, and as everybody knows, nothing makes time pass more quickly than reflection.

	This was the more so because Bonacieux’s reflections were all rose-colored. Rochefort called him his friend, his dear Bonacieux, and never ceased telling him that the cardinal had a great respect for him. The mercer fancied himself already on the high road to honors and fortune.

	On her side Mme. Bonacieux had also reflected; but, it must be admitted, upon something widely different from ambition. In spite of herself her thoughts constantly reverted to that handsome young man who was so brave and appeared to be so much in love. Married at eighteen to M. Bonacieux, having always lived among her husband’s friends--people little capable of inspiring any sentiment whatever in a young woman whose heart was above her position--Mme. Bonacieux had remained insensible to vulgar seductions; but at this period the title of gentleman had great influence with the citizen class, and d’Artagnan was a gentleman. Besides, he wore the uniform of the Guards, which, next to that of the Musketeers, was most admired by the ladies. He was, we repeat, handsome, young, and bold; he spoke of love like a man who did love and was anxious to be loved in return. There was certainly enough in all this to turn a head only twenty-three years old, and Mme. Bonacieux had just attained that happy period of life.

	The couple, then, although they had not seen each other for eight days, and during that time serious events had taken place in which both were concerned, accosted each other with a degree of preoccupation. Nevertheless, Bonacieux manifested real joy, and advanced toward his wife with open arms. Madame Bonacieux presented her cheek to him.

	“Let us talk a little,” said she.

	“How!” said Bonacieux, astonished.

	“Yes, I have something of the highest importance to tell you.”

	“True,” said he, “and I have some questions sufficiently serious to put to you. Describe to me your abduction, I pray you.”

	“Oh, that’s of no consequence just now,” said Mme. Bonacieux.

	“And what does it concern, then--my captivity?”

	“I heard of it the day it happened; but as you were not guilty of any crime, as you were not guilty of any intrigue, as you, in short, knew nothing that could compromise yourself or anybody else, I attached no more importance to that event than it merited.”

	“You speak very much at your ease, madame,” said Bonacieux, hurt at the little interest his wife showed in him. “Do you know that I was plunged during a day and night in a dungeon of the Bastille?”

	“Oh, a day and night soon pass away. Let us return to the object that brings me here.”

	“What, that which brings you home to me? Is it not the desire of seeing a husband again from whom you have been separated for a week?” asked the mercer, piqued to the quick.

	“Yes, that first, and other things afterward.”

	“Speak.”

	“It is a thing of the highest interest, and upon which our future fortune perhaps depends.”

	“The complexion of our fortune has changed very much since I saw you, Madame Bonacieux, and I should not be astonished if in the course of a few months it were to excite the envy of many folks.”

	“Yes, particularly if you follow the instructions I am about to give you.”

	“Me?”

	“Yes, you. There is good and holy action to be performed, monsieur, and much money to be gained at the same time.”

	Mme. Bonacieux knew that in talking of money to her husband, she took him on his weak side. But a man, were he even a mercer, when he had talked for ten minutes with Cardinal Richelieu, is no longer the same man.

	“Much money to be gained?” said Bonacieux, protruding his lip.

	“Yes, much.”

	“About how much?”

	“A thousand pistoles, perhaps.”

	“What you demand of me is serious, then?”

	“It is indeed.”

	“What must be done?”

	“You must go away immediately. I will give you a paper which you must not part with on any account, and which you will deliver into the proper hands.”

	“And whither am I to go?”

	“To London.”

	“I go to London? Go to! You jest! I have no business in London.”

	“But others wish that you should go there.”

	“But who are those others? I warn you that I will never again work in the dark, and that I will know not only to what I expose myself, but for whom I expose myself.”

	“An illustrious person sends you; an illustrious person awaits you. The recompense will exceed your expectations; that is all I promise you.”

	“More intrigues! Nothing but intrigues! Thank you, madame, I am aware of them now; Monsieur Cardinal has enlightened me on that head.”

	“The cardinal?” cried Mme. Bonacieux. “Have you seen the cardinal?”

	“He sent for me,” answered the mercer, proudly.

	“And you responded to his bidding, you imprudent man?”

	“Well, I can’t say I had much choice of going or not going, for I was taken to him between two guards. It is true also, that as I did not then know his Eminence, if I had been able to dispense with the visit, I should have been enchanted.”

	“He ill-treated you, then; he threatened you?”

	“He gave me his hand, and called me his friend. His friend! Do you hear that, madame? I am the friend of the great cardinal!”

	“Of the great cardinal!”

	“Perhaps you would contest his right to that title, madame?”

	“I would contest nothing; but I tell you that the favor of a minister is ephemeral, and that a man must be mad to attach himself to a minister. There are powers above his which do not depend upon a man or the issue of an event; it is to these powers we should rally.”

	“I am sorry for it, madame, but I acknowledge no other power but that of the great man whom I have the honor to serve.”

	“You serve the cardinal?”

	“Yes, madame; and as his servant, I will not allow you to be concerned in plots against the safety of the state, or to serve the intrigues of a woman who is not French and who has a Spanish heart. Fortunately we have the great cardinal; his vigilant eye watches over and penetrates to the bottom of the heart.”

	Bonacieux was repeating, word for word, a sentence which he had heard from the Comte de Rochefort; but the poor wife, who had reckoned on her husband, and who, in that hope, had answered for him to the queen, did not tremble the less, both at the danger into which she had nearly cast herself and at the helpless state to which she was reduced. Nevertheless, knowing the weakness of her husband, and more particularly his cupidity, she did not despair of bringing him round to her purpose.

	“Ah, you are a cardinalist, then, monsieur, are you?” cried she; “and you serve the party of those who maltreat your wife and insult your queen?”

	“Private interests are as nothing before the interests of all. I am for those who save the state,” said Bonacieux, emphatically.

	“And what do you know about the state you talk of?” said Mme. Bonacieux, shrugging her shoulders. “Be satisfied with being a plain, straightforward citizen, and turn to that side which offers the most advantages.”

	“Eh, eh!” said Bonacieux, slapping a plump, round bag, which returned a sound a money; “what do you think of this, Madame Preacher?”

	“Whence comes that money?”

	“You do not guess?”

	“From the cardinal?”

	“From him, and from my friend the Comte de Rochefort.”

	“The Comte de Rochefort! Why, it was he who carried me off!”

	“That may be, madame!”

	“And you receive silver from that man?”

	“Have you not said that that abduction was entirely political?”

	“Yes; but that abduction had for its object the betrayal of my mistress, to draw from me by torture confessions that might compromise the honor, and perhaps the life, of my august mistress.”

	“Madame,” replied Bonacieux, “your august mistress is a perfidious Spaniard, and what the cardinal does is well done.”

	“Monsieur,” said the young woman, “I know you to be cowardly, avaricious, and foolish, but I never till now believed you infamous!”

	“Madame,” said Bonacieux, who had never seen his wife in a passion, and who recoiled before this conjugal anger, “madame, what do you say?”

	“I say you are a miserable creature!” continued Mme. Bonacieux, who saw she was regaining some little influence over her husband. “You meddle with politics, do you--and still more, with cardinalist politics? Why, you sell yourself, body and soul, to the demon, the devil, for money!”

	“No, to the cardinal.”

	“It’s the same thing,” cried the young woman. “Who calls Richelieu calls Satan.”

	“Hold your tongue, hold your tongue, madame! You may be overheard.”

	“Yes, you are right; I should be ashamed for anyone to know your baseness.”

	“But what do you require of me, then? Let us see.”

	“I have told you. You must depart instantly, monsieur. You must accomplish loyally the commission with which I deign to charge you, and on that condition I pardon everything, I forget everything; and what is more,” and she held out her hand to him, “I restore my love.”

	Bonacieux was cowardly and avaricious, but he loved his wife. He was softened. A man of fifty cannot long bear malice with a wife of twenty-three. Mme. Bonacieux saw that he hesitated.

	“Come! Have you decided?” said she.

	“But, my dear love, reflect a little upon what you require of me. London is far from Paris, very far, and perhaps the commission with which you charge me is not without dangers?”

	“What matters it, if you avoid them?”

	“Hold, Madame Bonacieux,” said the mercer, “hold! I positively refuse; intrigues terrify me. I have seen the Bastille. My! Whew! That’s a frightful place, that Bastille! Only to think of it makes my flesh crawl. They threatened me with torture. Do you know what torture is? Wooden points that they stick in between your legs till your bones stick out! No, positively I will not go. And, MORBLEU, why do you not go yourself? For in truth, I think I have hitherto been deceived in you. I really believe you are a man, and a violent one, too.”

	“And you, you are a woman--a miserable woman, stupid and brutal. You are afraid, are you? Well, if you do not go this very instant, I will have you arrested by the queen’s orders, and I will have you placed in the Bastille which you dread so much.”

	Bonacieux fell into a profound reflection. He weighed the two angers in his brain--that of the cardinal and that of the queen; that of the cardinal predominated enormously.

	“Have me arrested on the part of the queen,” said he, “and I--I will appeal to his Eminence.”

	At once Mme. Bonacieux saw that she had gone too far, and she was terrified at having communicated so much. She for a moment contemplated with fright that stupid countenance, impressed with the invincible resolution of a fool that is overcome by fear.

	“Well, be it so!” said she. “Perhaps, when all is considered, you are right. In the long run, a man knows more about politics than a woman, particularly such as, like you, Monsieur Bonacieux, have conversed with the cardinal. And yet it is very hard,” added she, “that a man upon whose affection I thought I might depend, treats me thus unkindly and will not comply with any of my fancies.”

	“That is because your fancies go too far,” replied the triumphant Bonacieux, “and I mistrust them.”

	“Well, I will give it up, then,” said the young woman, sighing. “It is well as it is; say no more about it.”

	“At least you should tell me what I should have to do in London,” replied Bonacieux, who remembered a little too late that Rochefort had desired him to endeavor to obtain his wife’s secrets.

	“It is of no use for you to know anything about it,” said the young woman, whom an instinctive mistrust now impelled to draw back. “It was about one of those purchases that interest women--a purchase by which much might have been gained.”

	But the more the young woman excused herself, the more important Bonacieux thought the secret which she declined to confide to him. He resolved then to hasten immediately to the residence of the Comte de Rochefort, and tell him that the queen was seeking for a messenger to send to London.

	“Pardon me for quitting you, my dear Madame Bonacieux,” said he; “but, not knowing you would come to see me, I had made an engagement with a friend. I shall soon return; and if you will wait only a few minutes for me, as soon as I have concluded my business with that friend, as it is growing late, I will come back and reconduct you to the Louvre.”

	“Thank you, monsieur, you are not brave enough to be of any use to me whatever,” replied Mme. Bonacieux. “I shall return very safely to the Louvre all alone.”

	“As you please, Madame Bonacieux,” said the ex-mercer. “Shall I see you again soon?”

	“Next week I hope my duties will afford me a little liberty, and I will take advantage of it to come and put things in order here, as they must necessarily be much deranged.”

	“Very well; I shall expect you. You are not angry with me?”

	“Not the least in the world.”

	“Till then, then?”

	“Till then.”

	Bonacieux kissed his wife’s hand, and set off at a quick pace.

	“Well,” said Mme. Bonacieux, when her husband had shut the street door and she found herself alone; “that imbecile lacked but one thing: to become a cardinalist. And I, who have answered for him to the queen--I, who have promised my poor mistress--ah, my God, my God! She will take me for one of those wretches with whom the palace swarms and who are placed about her as spies! Ah, Monsieur Bonacieux, I never did love you much, but now it is worse than ever. I hate you, and on my word you shall pay for this!”

	At the moment she spoke these words a rap on the ceiling made her raise her head, and a voice which reached her through the ceiling cried, “Dear Madame Bonacieux, open for me the little door on the alley, and I will come down to you.”

	18 LOVER AND HUSBAND

	Ah, Madame,” said d’Artagnan, entering by the door which the young woman opened for him, “allow me to tell you that you have a bad sort of a husband.”

	“You have, then, overheard our conversation?” asked Mme. Bonacieux, eagerly, and looking at d’Artagnan with disquiet.

	“The whole.”

	“But how, my God?”

	“By a mode of proceeding known to myself, and by which I likewise overheard the more animated conversation which he had with the cardinal’s police.”

	“And what did you understand by what we said?”

	“A thousand things. In the first place, that, unfortunately, your husband is a simpleton and a fool; in the next place, you are in trouble, of which I am very glad, as it gives me an opportunity of placing myself at your service, and God knows I am ready to throw myself into the fire for you; finally, that the queen wants a brave, intelligent, devoted man to make a journey to London for her. I have at least two of the three qualities you stand in need of, and here I am.”

	Mme. Bonacieux made no reply; but her heart beat with joy and secret hope shone in her eyes.

	“And what guarantee will you give me,” asked she, “if I consent to confide this message to you?”

	“My love for you. Speak! Command! What is to be done?”

	“My God, my God!” murmured the young woman, “ought I to confide such a secret to you, monsieur? You are almost a boy.”

	“I see that you require someone to answer for me?”

	“I admit that would reassure me greatly.”

	“Do you know Athos?”

	“No.”

	“Porthos?”

	“No.”

	“Aramis?”

	“No. Who are these gentleman?”

	“Three of the king’s Musketeers. Do you know Monsieur de Treville, their captain?”

	“Oh, yes, him! I know him; not personally, but from having heard the queen speak of him more than once as a brave and loyal gentleman.”

	“You do not fear lest he should betray you to the cardinal?”

	“Oh, no, certainly not!”

	“Well, reveal your secret to him, and ask him whether, however important, however valuable, however terrible it may be, you may not confide it to me.”

	“But this secret is not mine, and I cannot reveal it in this manner.”

	“You were about to confide it to Monsieur Bonacieux,” said d’Artagnan, with chagrin.

	“As one confides a letter to the hollow of a tree, to the wing of a pigeon, to the collar of a dog.”

	“And yet, me--you see plainly that I love you.”

	“You say so.”

	“I am an honorable man.”

	“You say so.”

	“I am a gallant fellow.”

	“I believe it.”

	“I am brave.”

	“Oh, I am sure of that!”

	“Then, put me to the proof.”

	Mme. Bonacieux looked at the young man, restrained for a minute by a last hesitation; but there was such an ardor in his eyes, such persuasion in his voice, that she felt herself constrained to confide in him. Besides, she found herself in circumstances where everything must be risked for the sake of everything. The queen might be as much injured by too much reticence as by too much confidence; and--let us admit it--the involuntary sentiment which she felt for her young protector decided her to speak.

	“Listen,” said she; “I yield to your protestations, I yield to your assurances. But I swear to you, before God who hears us, that if you betray me, and my enemies pardon me, I will kill myself, while accusing you of my death.”

	“And I--I swear to you before God, madame,” said d’Artagnan, “that if I am taken while accomplishing the orders you give me, I will die sooner than do anything that may compromise anyone.”

	Then the young woman confided in him the terrible secret of which chance had already communicated to him a part in front of the Samaritaine. This was their mutual declaration of love.

	D’Artagnan was radiant with joy and pride. This secret which he possessed, this woman whom he loved! Confidence and love made him a giant.

	“I go,” said he; “I go at once.”

	“How, you will go!” said Mme. Bonacieux; “and your regiment, your captain?”

	“By my soul, you had made me forget all that, dear Constance! Yes, you are right; a furlough is needful.”

	“Still another obstacle,” murmured Mme. Bonacieux, sorrowfully.

	“As to that,” cried d’Artagnan, after a moment of reflection, “I shall surmount it, be assured.”

	“How so?”

	“I will go this very evening to Treville, whom I will request to ask this favor for me of his brother-in-law, Monsieur Dessessart.”

	“But another thing.”

	“What?” asked d’Artagnan, seeing that Mme. Bonacieux hesitated to continue.

	“You have, perhaps, no money?”

	“PERHAPS is too much,” said d’Artagnan, smiling.

	“Then,” replied Mme. Bonacieux, opening a cupboard and taking from it the very bag which a half hour before her husband had caressed so affectionately, “take this bag.”

	“The cardinal’s?” cried d’Artagnan, breaking into a loud laugh, he having heard, as may be remembered, thanks to the broken boards, every syllable of the conversation between the mercer and his wife.

	“The cardinal’s,” replied Mme. Bonacieux. “You see it makes a very respectable appearance.”

	“PARDIEU,” cried d’Artagnan, “it will be a double amusing affair to save the queen with the cardinal’s money!”

	“You are an amiable and charming young man,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “Be assured you will not find her Majesty ungrateful.”

	“Oh, I am already grandly recompensed!” cried d’Artagnan. “I love you; you permit me to tell you that I do--that is already more happiness than I dared to hope.”

	“Silence!” said Mme. Bonacieux, starting.

	“What!”

	“Someone is talking in the street.”

	“It is the voice of--”

	“Of my husband! Yes, I recognize it!”

	D’Artagnan ran to the door and pushed the bolt.

	“He shall not come in before I am gone,” said he; “and when I am gone, you can open to him.”

	“But I ought to be gone, too. And the disappearance of his money; how am I to justify it if I am here?”

	“You are right; we must go out.”

	“Go out? How? He will see us if we go out.”

	“Then you must come up into my room.”

	“Ah,” said Mme. Bonacieux, “you speak that in a tone that frightens me!”

	Mme. Bonacieux pronounced these words with tears in her eyes. D’Artagnan saw those tears, and much disturbed, softened, he threw himself at her feet.

	“With me you will be as safe as in a temple; I give you my word of a gentleman.”

	“Let us go,” said she, “I place full confidence in you, my friend!”

	D’Artagnan drew back the bolt with precaution, and both, light as shadows, glided through the interior door into the passage, ascended the stairs as quietly as possible, and entered d’Artagnan’s chambers.

	Once there, for greater security, the young man barricaded the door. They both approached the window, and through a slit in the shutter they saw Bonacieux talking with a man in a cloak.

	At sight of this man, d’Artagnan started, and half drawing his sword, sprang toward the door.

	It was the man of Meung.

	“What are you going to do?” cried Mme. Bonacieux; “you will ruin us all!”

	“But I have sworn to kill that man!” said d’Artagnan.

	“Your life is devoted from this moment, and does not belong to you. In the name of the queen I forbid you to throw yourself into any peril which is foreign to that of your journey.”

	“And do you command nothing in your own name?”

	“In my name,” said Mme. Bonacieux, with great emotion, “in my name I beg you! But listen; they appear to be speaking of me.”

	D’Artagnan drew near the window, and lent his ear.

	M Bonacieux had opened his door, and seeing the apartment, had returned to the man in the cloak, whom he had left alone for an instant.

	“She is gone,” said he; “she must have returned to the Louvre.”

	“You are sure,” replied the stranger, “that she did not suspect the intentions with which you went out?”

	“No,” replied Bonacieux, with a self-sufficient air, “she is too superficial a woman.”

	“Is the young Guardsman at home?”

	“I do not think he is; as you see, his shutter is closed, and you can see no light shine through the chinks of the shutters.”

	“All the same, it is well to be certain.”

	“How so?”

	“By knocking at his door. Go.”

	“I will ask his servant.”

	Bonacieux re-entered the house, passed through the same door that had afforded a passage for the two fugitives, went up to d’Artagnan’s door, and knocked.

	No one answered. Porthos, in order to make a greater display, had that evening borrowed Planchet. As to d’Artagnan, he took care not to give the least sign of existence.

	The moment the hand of Bonacieux sounded on the door, the two young people felt their hearts bound within them.

	“There is nobody within,” said Bonacieux.

	“Never mind. Let us return to your apartment. We shall be safer there than in the doorway.”

	“Ah, my God!” whispered Mme. Bonacieux, “we shall hear no more.”

	“On the contrary,” said d’Artagnan, “we shall hear better.”

	D’Artagnan raised the three or four boards which made his chamber another ear of Dionysius, spread a carpet on the floor, went upon his knees, and made a sign to Mme. Bonacieux to stoop as he did toward the opening.

	“You are sure there is nobody there?” said the stranger.

	“I will answer for it,” said Bonacieux.

	“And you think that your wife--”

	“Has returned to the Louvre.”

	“Without speaking to anyone but yourself?”

	
“I am sure of it.”

	“That is an important point, do you understand?”

	“Then the news I brought you is of value?”

	“The greatest, my dear Bonacieux; I don’t conceal this from you.”

	“Then the cardinal will be pleased with me?”

	“I have no doubt of it.”

	“The great cardinal!”

	“Are you sure, in her conversation with you, that your wife mentioned no names?”

	“I think not.”

	“She did not name Madame de Chevreuse, the Duke of Buckingham, or Madame de Vernet?”

	“No; she only told me she wished to send me to London to serve the interests of an illustrious personage.”

	“The traitor!” murmured Mme. Bonacieux.

	“Silence!” said d’Artagnan, taking her hand, which, without thinking of it, she abandoned to him.

	“Never mind,” continued the man in the cloak; “you were a fool not to have pretended to accept the mission. You would then be in present possession of the letter. The state, which is now threatened, would be safe, and you--”

	“And I?”

	“Well you--the cardinal would have given you letters of nobility.”

	“Did he tell you so?”

	“Yes, I know that he meant to afford you that agreeable surprise.”

	“Be satisfied,” replied Bonacieux; “my wife adores me, and there is yet time.”

	“The ninny!” murmured Mme. Bonacieux.

	“Silence!” said d’Artagnan, pressing her hand more closely.

	“How is there still time?” asked the man in the cloak.

	“I go to the Louvre; I ask for Mme. Bonacieux; I say that I have reflected; I renew the affair; I obtain the letter, and I run directly to the cardinal.”

	“Well, go quickly! I will return soon to learn the result of your trip.”

	The stranger went out.

	“Infamous!” said Mme. Bonacieux, addressing this epithet to her husband.

	“Silence!” said d’Artagnan, pressing her hand still more warmly.

	A terrible howling interrupted these reflections of d’Artagnan and Mme. Bonacieux. It was her husband, who had discovered the disappearance of the moneybag, and was crying “Thieves!”

	“Oh, my God!” cried Mme. Bonacieux, “he will rouse the whole quarter.”

	Bonacieux called a long time; but as such cries, on account of their frequency, brought nobody in the Rue des Fossoyeurs, and as lately the mercer’s house had a bad name, finding that nobody came, he went out continuing to call, his voice being heard fainter and fainter as he went in the direction of the Rue du Bac.

	“Now he is gone, it is your turn to get out,” said Mme. Bonacieux. “Courage, my friend, but above all, prudence, and think what you owe to the queen.”

	“To her and to you!” cried d’Artagnan. “Be satisfied, beautiful Constance. I shall become worthy of her gratitude; but shall I likewise return worthy of your love?”

	The young woman only replied by the beautiful glow which mounted to her cheeks. A few seconds afterward d’Artagnan also went out enveloped in a large cloak, which ill-concealed the sheath of a long sword.

	Mme. Bonacieux followed him with her eyes, with that long, fond look with which he had turned the angle of the street, she fell on her knees, and clasping her hands, “Oh, my God,” cried she, “protect the queen, protect me!”

	19 PLAN OF CAMPAIGN

	D’Artagnan went straight to M. de Treville’s. He had reflected that in a few minutes the cardinal would be warned by this cursed stranger, who appeared to be his agent, and he judged, with reason, he had not a moment to lose.

	The heart of the young man overflowed with joy. An opportunity presented itself to him in which there would be at the same time glory to be acquired, and money to be gained; and as a far higher encouragement, it brought him into close intimacy with a woman he adored. This chance did, then, for him at once more than he would have dared to ask of Providence.

	M de Treville was in his saloon with his habitual court of gentlemen. D’Artagnan, who was known as a familiar of the house, went straight to his office, and sent word that he wished to see him on something of importance.

	D’Artagnan had been there scarcely five minutes when M. de Treville entered. At the first glance, and by the joy which was painted on his countenance, the worthy captain plainly perceived that something new was on foot.

	All the way along d’Artagnan had been consulting with himself whether he should place confidence in M. de Treville, or whether he should only ask him to give him CARTE BLANCHE for some secret affair. But M. de Treville had always been so thoroughly his friend, had always been so devoted to the king and queen, and hated the cardinal so cordially, that the young man resolved to tell him everything.

	“Did you ask for me, my good friend?” said M. de Treville.

	“Yes, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, lowering his voice, “and you will pardon me, I hope, for having disturbed you when you know the importance of my business.”

	“Speak, then, I am all attention.”

	“It concerns nothing less,” said d’Artagnan, “than the honor, perhaps the life of the queen.”

	“What did you say?” asked M. de Treville, glancing round to see if they were surely alone, and then fixing his questioning look upon d’Artagnan.

	“I say, monsieur, that chance has rendered me master of a secret--”

	“Which you will guard, I hope, young man, as your life.”

	“But which I must impart to you, monsieur, for you alone can assist me in the mission I have just received from her Majesty.”

	“Is this secret your own?”

	“No, monsieur; it is her Majesty’s.”

	“Are you authorized by her Majesty to communicate it to me?”

	“No, monsieur, for, on the contrary, I am desired to preserve the profoundest mystery.”

	“Why, then, are you about to betray it to me?”

	“Because, as I said, without you I can do nothing; and I am afraid you will refuse me the favor I come to ask if you do not know to what end I ask it.”

	“Keep your secret, young man, and tell me what you wish.”

	“I wish you to obtain for me, from Monsieur Dessessart, leave of absence for fifteen days.”

	“When?”

	“This very night.”

	“You leave Paris?”

	“I am going on a mission.”

	“May you tell me whither?”

	“To London.”

	“Has anyone an interest in preventing your arrival there?”

	“The cardinal, I believe, would give the world to prevent my success.”

	“And you are going alone?”

	“I am going alone.”

	“In that case you will not get beyond Bondy. I tell you so, by the faith of de Treville.”

	“How so?”

	“You will be assassinated.”

	“And I shall die in the performance of my duty.”

	“But your mission will not be accomplished.”

	“That is true,” replied d’Artagnan.

	“Believe me,” continued Treville, “in enterprises of this kind, in order that one may arrive, four must set out.”

	“Ah, you are right, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan; “but you know Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, and you know if I can dispose of them.”

	“Without confiding to them the secret which I am not willing to know?”

	“We are sworn, once for all, to implicit confidence and devotedness against all proof. Besides, you can tell them that you have full confidence in me, and they will not be more incredulous than you.”

	“I can send to each of them leave of absence for fifteen days, that is all--to Athos, whose wound still makes him suffer, to go to the waters of Forges; to Porthos and Aramis to accompany their friend, whom they are not willing to abandon in such a painful condition. Sending their leave of absence will be proof enough that I authorize their journey.”

	“Thanks, monsieur. You are a hundred times too good.”

	“Begone, then, find them instantly, and let all be done tonight! Ha! But first write your request to Dessessart. Perhaps you had a spy at your heels; and your visit, if it should ever be known to the cardinal, will thus seem legitimate.”

	D’Artagnan drew up his request, and M. de Treville, on receiving it, assured him that by two o’clock in the morning the four leaves of absence should be at the respective domiciles of the travelers.

	“Have the goodness to send mine to Athos’s residence. I should dread some disagreeable encounter if I were to go home.”

	“Be easy. Adieu, and a prosperous voyage. A PROPOS,” said M. de Treville, calling him back.

	D’Artagnan returned.

	“Have you any money?”

	D’Artagnan tapped the bag he had in his pocket.

	“Enough?” asked M. de Treville.

	“Three hundred pistoles.”

	“Oh, plenty! That would carry you to the end of the world. Begone, then!”

	D’Artagnan saluted M. de Treville, who held out his hand to him; d’Artagnan pressed it with a respect mixed with gratitude. Since his first arrival at Paris, he had had constant occasion to honor this excellent man, whom he had always found worthy, loyal, and great.

	His first visit was to Aramis, at whose residence he had not been since the famous evening on which he had followed Mme. Bonacieux. Still further, he had seldom seen the young Musketeer; but every time he had seen him, he had remarked a deep sadness imprinted on his countenance.

	This evening, especially, Aramis was melancholy and thoughtful. D’Artagnan asked some questions about this prolonged melancholy. Aramis pleaded as his excuse a commentary upon the eighteenth chapter of St. Augustine, which he was forced to write in Latin for the following week, and which preoccupied him a good deal.

	After the two friends had been chatting a few moments, a servant from M. de Treville entered, bringing a sealed packet.

	“What is that?” asked Aramis.

	“The leave of absence Monsieur has asked for,” replied the lackey.

	“For me! I have asked for no leave of absence.”

	“Hold your tongue and take it!” said d’Artagnan. “And you, my friend, there is a demipistole for your trouble; you will tell Monsieur de Treville that Monsieur Aramis is very much obliged to him. Go.”

	The lackey bowed to the ground and departed.

	“What does all this mean?” asked Aramis.

	“Pack up all you want for a journey of a fortnight, and follow me.”

	“But I cannot leave Paris just now without knowing--”

	Aramis stopped.

	“What is become of her? I suppose you mean--” continued d’Artagnan.

	“Become of whom?” replied Aramis.

	“The woman who was here--the woman with the embroidered handkerchief.”

	“Who told you there was a woman here?” replied Aramis, becoming as pale as death.

	“I saw her.”

	“And you know who she is?”

	“I believe I can guess, at least.”

	“Listen!” said Aramis. “Since you appear to know so many things, can you tell me what is become of that woman?”

	“I presume that she has returned to Tours.”

	“To Tours? Yes, that may be. You evidently know her. But why did she return to Tours without telling me anything?”

	“Because she was in fear of being arrested.”

	“Why has she not written to me, then?”

	“Because she was afraid of compromising you.”

	“d’Artagnan, you restore me to life!” cried Aramis. “I fancied myself despised, betrayed. I was so delighted to see her again! I could not have believed she would risk her liberty for me, and yet for what other cause could she have returned to Paris?”

	“For the cause which today takes us to England.”

	“And what is this cause?” demanded Aramis.

	“Oh, you’ll know it someday, Aramis; but at present I must imitate the discretion of ‘the doctor’s niece.’”

	Aramis smiled, as he remembered the tale he had told his friends on a certain evening. “Well, then, since she has left Paris, and you are sure of it, d’Artagnan, nothing prevents me, and I am ready to follow you. You say we are going--”

	“To see Athos now, and if you will come thither, I beg you to make haste, for we have lost much time already. A PROPOS, inform Bazin.”

	“Will Bazin go with us?” asked Aramis.

	“Perhaps so. At all events, it is best that he should follow us to Athos’s.”

	Aramis called Bazin, and, after having ordered him to join them at Athos’s residence, said “Let us go then,” at the same time taking his cloak, sword, and three pistols, opening uselessly two or three drawers to see if he could not find stray coin. When well assured this search was superfluous, he followed d’Artagnan, wondering to himself how this young Guardsman should know so well who the lady was to whom he had given hospitality, and that he should know better than himself what had become of her.

	Only as they went out Aramis placed his hand upon the arm of d’Artagnan, and looking at him earnestly, “You have not spoken of this lady?” said he.

	“To nobody in the world.”

	“Not even to Athos or Porthos?”

	“I have not breathed a syllable to them.”

	“Good enough!”

	Tranquil on this important point, Aramis continued his way with d’Artagnan, and both soon arrived at Athos’s dwelling. They found him holding his leave of absence in one hand, and M. de Treville’s note in the other.

	“Can you explain to me what signify this leave of absence and this letter, which I have just received?” said the astonished Athos.

	My dear Athos,

	I wish, as your health absolutely requires it, that you should rest for a fortnight. Go, then, and take the waters of Forges, or any that may be more agreeable to you, and recuperate yourself as quickly as possible.

	Yours affectionate,

	de Treville

	“Well, this leave of absence and that letter mean that you must follow me, Athos.”

	“To the waters of Forges?”

	“There or elsewhere.”

	“In the king’s service?”

	“Either the king’s or the queen’s. Are we not their Majesties’ servants?”

	At that moment Porthos entered. “PARDIEU!” said he, “here is a strange thing! Since when, I wonder, in the Musketeers, did they grant men leave of absence without their asking for it?”

	“Since,” said d’Artagnan, “they have friends who ask it for them.”

	“Ah, ah!” said Porthos, “it appears there’s something fresh here.”

	“Yes, we are going--” said Aramis.

	“To what country?” demanded Porthos.

	“My faith! I don’t know much about it,” said Athos. “Ask d’Artagnan.”

	“To London, gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan.

	“To London!” cried Porthos; “and what the devil are we going to do in London?”

	“That is what I am not at liberty to tell you, gentlemen; you must trust to me.”

	“But in order to go to London,” added Porthos, “money is needed, and I have none.”

	“Nor I,” said Aramis.

	“Nor I,” said Athos.

	“I have,” replied d’Artagnan, pulling out his treasure from his pocket, and placing it on the table. “There are in this bag three hundred pistoles. Let each take seventy-five; that is enough to take us to London and back. Besides, make yourselves easy; we shall not all arrive at London.”

	“Why so?”

	“Because, in all probability, some one of us will be left on the road.”

	“Is this, then, a campaign upon which we are now entering?”

	“One of a most dangerous kind, I give you notice.”

	“Ah! But if we do risk being killed,” said Porthos, “at least I should like to know what for.”

	“You would be all the wiser,” said Athos.

	“And yet,” said Aramis, “I am somewhat of Porthos’s opinion.”

	“Is the king accustomed to give you such reasons? No. He says to you jauntily, ‘Gentlemen, there is fighting going on in Gascony or in Flanders; go and fight,’ and you go there. Why? You need give yourselves no more uneasiness about this.”

	“d’Artagnan is right,” said Athos; “here are our three leaves of absence which came from Monsieur de Treville, and here are three hundred pistoles which came from I don’t know where. So let us go and get killed where we are told to go. Is life worth the trouble of so many questions? D’Artagnan, I am ready to follow you.”

	“And I also,” said Porthos.

	“And I also,” said Aramis. “And, indeed, I am not sorry to quit Paris; I had need of distraction.”

	“Well, you will have distractions enough, gentlemen, be assured,” said d’Artagnan.

	“And, now, when are we to go?” asked Athos.

	“Immediately,” replied d’Artagnan; “we have not a minute to lose.”

	“Hello, Grimaud! Planchet! Mousqueton! Bazin!” cried the four young men, calling their lackeys, “clean my boots, and fetch the horses from the hotel.”

	Each Musketeer was accustomed to leave at the general hotel, as at a barrack, his own horse and that of his lackey. Planchet, Grimaud, Mousqueton, and Bazin set off at full speed.

	“Now let us lay down the plan of campaign,” said Porthos. “Where do we go first?”

	“To Calais,” said d’Artagnan; “that is the most direct line to London.”

	“Well,” said Porthos, “this is my advice--”

	“Speak!”

	“Four men traveling together would be suspected. D’Artagnan will give each of us his instructions. I will go by the way of Boulogne to clear the way; Athos will set out two hours after, by that of Amiens; Aramis will follow us by that of Noyon; as to d’Artagnan, he will go by what route he thinks is best, in Planchet’s clothes, while Planchet will follow us like d’Artagnan, in the uniform of the Guards.”

	“Gentlemen,” said Athos, “my opinion is that it is not proper to allow lackeys to have anything to do in such an affair. A secret may, by chance, be betrayed by gentlemen; but it is almost always sold by lackeys.”

	“Porthos’s plan appears to me to be impracticable,” said d’Artagnan, “inasmuch as I am myself ignorant of what instructions I can give you. I am the bearer of a letter, that is all. I have not, and I cannot make three copies of that letter, because it is sealed. We must, then, as it appears to me, travel in company. This letter is here, in this pocket,” and he pointed to the pocket which contained the letter. “If I should be killed, one of you must take it, and continue the route; if he be killed, it will be another’s turn, and so on--provided a single one arrives, that is all that is required.”

	“Bravo, d’Artagnan, your opinion is mine,” cried Athos, “Besides, we must be consistent; I am going to take the waters, you will accompany me. Instead of taking the waters of Forges, I go and take sea waters; I am free to do so. If anyone wishes to stop us, I will show Monsieur de Treville’s letter, and you will show your leaves of absence. If we are attacked, we will defend ourselves; if we are tried, we will stoutly maintain that we were only anxious to dip ourselves a certain number of times in the sea. They would have an easy bargain of four isolated men; whereas four men together make a troop. We will arm our four lackeys with pistols and musketoons; if they send an army out against us, we will give battle, and the survivor, as d’Artagnan says, will carry the letter.”

	“Well said,” cried Aramis; “you don’t often speak, Athos, but when you do speak, it is like St. John of the Golden Mouth. I agree to Athos’s plan. And you, Porthos?”

	“I agree to it, too,” said Porthos, “if d’Artagnan approves of it. D’Artagnan, being the bearer of the letter, is naturally the head of the enterprise; let him decide, and we will execute.”

	“Well,” said d’Artagnan, “I decide that we should adopt Athos’s plan, and that we set off in half an hour.”

	“Agreed!” shouted the three Musketeers in chorus.

	Each one, stretching out his hand to the bag, took his seventy-five pistoles, and made his preparations to set out at the time appointed.

	20 THE JOURNEY

	At two o’clock in the morning, our four adventurers left Paris by the Barriere St. Denis. As long as it was dark they remained silent; in spite of themselves they submitted to the influence of the obscurity, and apprehended ambushes on every side.

	With the first rays of day their tongues were loosened; with the sun gaiety revived. It was like the eve of a battle; the heart beat, the eyes laughed, and they felt that the life they were perhaps going to lose, was, after all, a good thing.

	Besides, the appearance of the caravan was formidable. The black horses of the Musketeers, their martial carriage, with the regimental step of these noble companions of the soldier, would have betrayed the most strict incognito. The lackeys followed, armed to the teeth.

	All went well till they arrived at Chantilly, which they reached about eight o’clock in the morning. They needed breakfast, and alighted at the door of an AUBERGE, recommended by a sign representing St. Martin giving half his cloak to a poor man. They ordered the lackeys not to unsaddle the horses, and to hold themselves in readiness to set off again immediately.

	They entered the common hall, and placed themselves at table. A gentleman, who had just arrived by the route of Dammartin, was seated at the same table, and was breakfasting. He opened the conversation about rain and fine weather; the travelers replied. He drank to their good health, and the travelers returned his politeness.

	But at the moment Mousqueton came to announce that the horses were ready, and they were arising from table, the stranger proposed to Porthos to drink the health of the cardinal. Porthos replied that he asked no better if the stranger, in his turn, would drink the health of the king. The stranger cried that he acknowledged no other king but his Eminence. Porthos called him drunk, and the stranger drew his sword.

	“You have committed a piece of folly,” said Athos, “but it can’t be helped; there is no drawing back. Kill the fellow, and rejoin us as soon as you can.”

	All three remounted their horses, and set out at a good pace, while Porthos was promising his adversary to perforate him with all the thrusts known in the fencing schools.

	“There goes one!” cried Athos, at the end of five hundred paces.

	“But why did that man attack Porthos rather than any other one of us?” asked Aramis.

	“Because, as Porthos was talking louder than the rest of us, he took him for the chief,” said d’Artagnan.

	“I always said that this cadet from Gascony was a well of wisdom,” murmured Athos; and the travelers continued their route.

	At Beauvais they stopped two hours, as well to breathe their horses a little as to wait for Porthos. At the end of two hours, as Porthos did not come, not any news of him, they resumed their journey.

	At a league from Beauvais, where the road was confined between two high banks, they fell in with eight or ten men who, taking advantage of the road being unpaved in this spot, appeared to be employed in digging holes and filling up the ruts with mud.

	Aramis, not liking to soil his boots with this artificial mortar, apostrophized them rather sharply. Athos wished to restrain him, but it was too late. The laborers began to jeer the travelers and by their insolence disturbed the equanimity even of the cool Athos, who urged on his horse against one of them.

	Then each of these men retreated as far as the ditch, from which each took a concealed musket; the result was that our seven travelers were outnumbered in weapons. Aramis received a ball which passed through his shoulder, and Mousqueton another ball which lodged in the fleshy part which prolongs the lower portion of the loins. Therefore Mousqueton alone fell from his horse, not because he was severely wounded, but not being able to see the wound, he judged it to be more serious than it really was.

	“It was an ambuscade!” shouted d’Artagnan. “Don’t waste a charge! Forward!”

	Aramis, wounded as he was, seized the mane of his horse, which carried him on with the others. Mousqueton’s horse rejoined them, and galloped by the side of his companions.

	“That will serve us for a relay,” said Athos.

	“I would rather have had a hat,” said d’Artagnan. “Mine was carried away by a ball. By my faith, it is very fortunate that the letter was not in it.”

	“They’ll kill poor Porthos when he comes up,” said Aramis.

	“If Porthos were on his legs, he would have rejoined us by this time,” said Athos. “My opinion is that on the ground the drunken man was not intoxicated.”

	They continued at their best speed for two hours, although the horses were so fatigued that it was to be feared they would soon refuse service.

	The travelers had chosen crossroads in the hope that they might meet with less interruption; but at Crevecoeur, Aramis declared he could proceed no farther. In fact, it required all the courage which he concealed beneath his elegant form and polished manners to bear him so far. He grew more pale every minute, and they were obliged to support him on his horse. They lifted him off at the door of a cabaret, left Bazin with him, who, besides, in a skirmish was more embarrassing than useful, and set forward again in the hope of sleeping at Amiens.

	“MORBLEU,” said Athos, as soon as they were again in motion, “reduced to two masters and Grimaud and Planchet! MORBLEU! I won’t be their dupe, I will answer for it. I will neither open my mouth nor draw my sword between this and Calais. I swear by--”

	“Don’t waste time in swearing,” said d’Artagnan; “let us gallop, if our horses will consent.”

	And the travelers buried their rowels in their horses’ flanks, who thus vigorously stimulated recovered their energies. They arrived at Amiens at midnight, and alighted at the AUBERGE of the Golden Lily.

	The host had the appearance of as honest a man as any on earth. He received the travelers with his candlestick in one hand and his cotton nightcap in the other. He wished to lodge the two travelers each in a charming chamber; but unfortunately these charming chambers were at the opposite extremities of the hotel. D’Artagnan and Athos refused them. The host replied that he had no other worthy of their Excellencies; but the travelers declared they would sleep in the common chamber, each on a mattress which might be thrown upon the ground. The host insisted; but the travelers were firm, and he was obliged to do as they wished.

	They had just prepared their beds and barricaded their door within, when someone knocked at the yard shutter; they demanded who was there, and recognizing the voices of their lackeys, opened the shutter. It was indeed Planchet and Grimaud.

	“Grimaud can take care of the horses,” said Planchet. “If you are willing, gentlemen, I will sleep across your doorway, and you will then be certain that nobody can reach you.”

	“And on what will you sleep?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Here is my bed,” replied Planchet, producing a bundle of straw.

	“Come, then,” said d’Artagnan, “you are right. Mine host’s face does not please me at all; it is too gracious.”

	“Nor me either,” said Athos.

	Planchet mounted by the window and installed himself across the doorway, while Grimaud went and shut himself up in the stable, undertaking that by five o’clock in the morning he and the four horses should be ready.

	The night was quiet enough. Toward two o’clock in the morning somebody endeavored to open the door; but as Planchet awoke in an instant and cried, “Who goes there?” somebody replied that he was mistaken, and went away.

	At four o’clock in the morning they heard a terrible riot in the stables. Grimaud had tried to waken the stable boys, and the stable boys had beaten him. When they opened the window, they saw the poor lad lying senseless, with his head split by a blow with a pitchfork.

	Planchet went down into the yard, and wished to saddle the horses; but the horses were all used up. Mousqueton’s horse which had traveled for five or six hours without a rider the day before, might have been able to pursue the journey; but by an inconceivable error the veterinary surgeon, who had been sent for, as it appeared, to bleed one of the host’s horses, had bled Mousqueton’s.

	This began to be annoying. All these successive accidents were perhaps the result of chance; but they might be the fruits of a plot. Athos and d’Artagnan went out, while Planchet was sent to inquire if there were not three horses for sale in the neighborhood. At the door stood two horses, fresh, strong, and fully equipped. These would just have suited them. He asked where their masters were, and was informed that they had passed the night in the inn, and were then settling their bill with the host.

	Athos went down to pay the reckoning, while d’Artagnan and Planchet stood at the street door. The host was in a lower and back room, to which Athos was requested to go.

	Athos entered without the least mistrust, and took out two pistoles to pay the bill. The host was alone, seated before his desk, one of the drawers of which was partly open. He took the money which Athos offered to him, and after turning and turning it over and over in his hands, suddenly cried out that it was bad, and that he would have him and his companions arrested as forgers.

	“You blackguard!” cried Athos, going toward him, “I’ll cut your ears off!”

	At the same instant, four men, armed to the teeth, entered by side doors, and rushed upon Athos.

	“I am taken!” shouted Athos, with all the power of his lungs. “Go on, d’Artagnan! Spur, spur!” and he fired two pistols.

	D’Artagnan and Planchet did not require twice bidding; they unfastened the two horses that were waiting at the door, leaped upon them, buried their spurs in their sides, and set off at full gallop.

	“Do you know what has become of Athos?” asked d’Artagnan of Planchet, as they galloped on.

	“Ah, monsieur,” said Planchet, “I saw one fall at each of his two shots, and he appeared to me, through the glass door, to be fighting with his sword with the others.”

	“Brave Athos!” murmured d’Artagnan, “and to think that we are compelled to leave him; maybe the same fate awaits us two paces hence. Forward, Planchet, forward! You are a brave fellow.”

	“As I told you, monsieur,” replied Planchet, “Picards are found out by being used. Besides, I am here in my own country, and that excites me.”

	And both, with free use of the spur, arrived at St. Omer without drawing bit. At St. Omer they breathed their horses with the bridles passed under their arms for fear of accident, and ate a morsel from their hands on the stones of the street, after they departed again.

	At a hundred paces from the gates of Calais, d’Artagnan’s horse gave out, and could not by any means be made to get up again, the blood flowing from his eyes and his nose. There still remained Planchet’s horse; but he stopped short, and could not be made to move a step.

	Fortunately, as we have said, they were within a hundred paces of the city; they left their two nags upon the high road, and ran toward the quay. Planchet called his master’s attention to a gentleman who had just arrived with his lackey, and only preceded them by about fifty paces. They made all speed to come up to this gentleman, who appeared to be in great haste. His boots were covered with dust, and he inquired if he could not instantly cross over to England.

	“Nothing would be more easy,” said the captain of a vessel ready to set sail, “but this morning came an order to let no one leave without express permission from the cardinal.”

	“I have that permission,” said the gentleman, drawing the paper from his pocket; “here it is.”

	“Have it examined by the governor of the port,” said the shipmaster, “and give me the preference.”

	“Where shall I find the governor?”

	“At his country house.”

	“And that is situated?”

	“At a quarter of a league from the city. Look, you may see it from here--at the foot of that little hill, that slated roof.”

	“Very well,” said the gentleman. And, with his lackey, he took the road to the governor’s country house.

	D’Artagnan and Planchet followed the gentleman at a distance of five hundred paces. Once outside the city, d’Artagnan overtook the gentleman as he was entering a little wood.

	“Monsieur, you appear to be in great haste?”

	“No one can be more so, monsieur.”

	“I am sorry for that,” said d’Artagnan; “for as I am in great haste likewise, I wish to beg you to render me a service.”

	“What?”

	“To let me sail first.”

	“That’s impossible,” said the gentleman; “I have traveled sixty leagues in forty hours, and by tomorrow at midday I must be in London.”

	“I have performed that same distance in forty hours, and by ten o’clock in the morning I must be in London.”

	“Very sorry, monsieur; but I was here first, and will not sail second.”

	“I am sorry, too, monsieur; but I arrived second, and must sail first.”

	“The king’s service!” said the gentleman.

	“My own service!” said d’Artagnan.

	“But this is a needless quarrel you seek with me, as it seems to me.”

	“PARBLEU! What do you desire it to be?”

	“What do you want?”

	“Would you like to know?”

	“Certainly.”

	“Well, then, I wish that order of which you are bearer, seeing that I have not one of my own and must have one.”

	“You jest, I presume.”

	“I never jest.”

	“Let me pass!”

	“You shall not pass.”

	“My brave young man, I will blow out your brains. HOLA, Lubin, my pistols!”

	“Planchet,” called out d’Artagnan, “take care of the lackey; I will manage the master.”

	Planchet, emboldened by the first exploit, sprang upon Lubin; and being strong and vigorous, he soon got him on the broad of his back, and placed his knee upon his breast.

	“Go on with your affair, monsieur,” cried Planchet; “I have finished mine.”

	Seeing this, the gentleman drew his sword, and sprang upon d’Artagnan; but he had too strong an adversary. In three seconds d’Artagnan had wounded him three times, exclaiming at each thrust, “One for Athos, one for Porthos; and one for Aramis!”

	At the third hit the gentleman fell like a log. D’Artagnan believed him to be dead, or at least insensible, and went toward him for the purpose of taking the order; but the moment he extended his hand to search for it, the wounded man, who had not dropped his sword, plunged the point into d’Artagnan’s breast, crying, “One for you!”

	“And one for me--the best for last!” cried d’Artagnan, furious, nailing him to the earth with a fourth thrust through his body.

	This time the gentleman closed his eyes and fainted. D’Artagnan searched his pockets, and took from one of them the order for the passage. It was in the name of Comte de Wardes.

	Then, casting a glance on the handsome young man, who was scarcely twenty-five years of age, and whom he was leaving in his gore, deprived of sense and perhaps dead, he gave a sigh for that unaccountable destiny which leads men to destroy each other for the interests of people who are strangers to them and who often do not even know that they exist. But he was soon aroused from these reflections by Lubin, who uttered loud cries and screamed for help with all his might.

	Planchet grasped him by the throat, and pressed as hard as he could. “Monsieur,” said he, “as long as I hold him in this manner, he can’t cry, I’ll be bound; but as soon as I let go he will howl again. I know him for a Norman, and Normans are obstinate.”

	In fact, tightly held as he was, Lubin endeavored still to cry out.

	“Stay!” said d’Artagnan; and taking out his handkerchief, he gagged him.

	“Now,” said Planchet, “let us bind him to a tree.”

	This being properly done, they drew the Comte de Wardes close to his servant; and as night was approaching, and as the wounded man and the bound man were at some little distance within the wood, it was evident they were likely to remain there till the next day.

	“And now,” said d’Artagnan, “to the Governor’s.”

	“But you are wounded, it seems,” said Planchet.

	“Oh, that’s nothing! Let us attend to what is more pressing first, and then we will attend to my wound; besides, it does not seem very dangerous.”

	And they both set forward as fast as they could toward the country house of the worthy functionary.

	The Comte de Wardes was announced, and d’Artagnan was introduced.

	“You have an order signed by the cardinal?” said the governor.

	“Yes, monsieur,” replied d’Artagnan; “here it is.”

	“Ah, ah! It is quite regular and explicit,” said the governor.

	“Most likely,” said d’Artagnan; “I am one of his most faithful servants.”

	“It appears that his Eminence is anxious to prevent someone from crossing to England?”

	“Yes; a certain d’Artagnan, a Bearnese gentleman who left Paris in company with three of his friends, with the intention of going to London.”

	“Do you know him personally?” asked the governor.

	“Whom?”

	“This d’Artagnan.”

	“Perfectly well.”

	“Describe him to me, then.”

	“Nothing more easy.”

	And d’Artagnan gave, feature for feature, a description of the Comte de Wardes.

	“Is he accompanied?”

	“Yes; by a lackey named Lubin.”

	“We will keep a sharp lookout for them; and if we lay hands on them his Eminence may be assured they will be reconducted to Paris under a good escort.”

	“And by doing so, Monsieur the Governor,” said d’Artagnan, “you will deserve well of the cardinal.”

	“Shall you see him on your return, Monsieur Count?”

	“Without a doubt.”

	“Tell him, I beg you, that I am his humble servant.”

	“I will not fail.”

	Delighted with this assurance the governor countersigned the passport and delivered it to d’Artagnan. D’Artagnan lost no time in useless compliments. He thanked the governor, bowed, and departed. Once outside, he and Planchet set off as fast as they could; and by making a long detour avoided the wood and reentered the city by another gate.

	The vessel was quite ready to sail, and the captain was waiting on the wharf. “Well?” said he, on perceiving d’Artagnan.

	“Here is my pass countersigned,” said the latter.

	“And that other gentleman?

	“He will not go today,” said d’Artagnan; “but here, I’ll pay you for us two.”

	“In that case let us go,” said the shipmaster.

	“Let us go,” repeated d’Artagnan.

	He leaped with Planchet into the boat, and five minutes after they were on board. It was time; for they had scarcely sailed half a league, when d’Artagnan saw a flash and heard a detonation. It was the cannon which announced the closing of the port.

	He had now leisure to look to his wound. Fortunately, as d’Artagnan had thought, it was not dangerous. The point of the sword had touched a rib, and glanced along the bone. Still further, his shirt had stuck to the wound, and he had lost only a few drops of blood.

	D’Artagnan was worn out with fatigue. A mattress was laid upon the deck for him. He threw himself upon it, and fell asleep.

	On the morrow, at break of day, they were still three or four leagues from the coast of England. The breeze had been so light all night, they had made but little progress. At ten o’clock the vessel cast anchor in the harbor of Dover, and at half past ten d’Artagnan placed his foot on English land, crying, “Here I am at last!”

	But that was not all; they must get to London. In England the post was well served. D’Artagnan and Planchet took each a post horse, and a postillion rode before them. In a few hours they were in the capital.

	D’Artagnan did not know London; he did not know a word of English; but he wrote the name of Buckingham on a piece of paper, and everyone pointed out to him the way to the duke’s hotel.

	The duke was at Windsor hunting with the king. D’Artagnan inquired for the confidential valet of the duke, who, having accompanied him in all his voyages, spoke French perfectly well; he told him that he came from Paris on an affair of life and death, and that he must speak with his master instantly.

	The confidence with which d’Artagnan spoke convinced Patrick, which was the name of this minister of the minister. He ordered two horses to be saddled, and himself went as guide to the young Guardsman. As for Planchet, he had been lifted from his horse as stiff as a rush; the poor lad’s strength was almost exhausted. D’Artagnan seemed iron.

	On their arrival at the castle they learned that Buckingham and the king were hawking in the marshes two or three leagues away. In twenty minutes they were on the spot named. Patrick soon caught the sound of his master’s voice calling his falcon.

	“Whom must I announce to my Lord Duke?” asked Patrick.

	“The young man who one evening sought a quarrel with him on the Pont Neuf, opposite the Samaritaine.”

	“A singular introduction!”

	“You will find that it is as good as another.”

	Patrick galloped off, reached the duke, and announced to him in the terms directed that a messenger awaited him.

	Buckingham at once remembered the circumstance, and suspecting that something was going on in France of which it was necessary he should be informed, he only took the time to inquire where the messenger was, and recognizing from afar the uniform of the Guards, he put his horse into a gallop, and rode straight up to d’Artagnan. Patrick discreetly kept in the background.

	“No misfortune has happened to the queen?” cried Buckingham, the instant he came up, throwing all his fear and love into the question.

	“I believe not; nevertheless I believe she runs some great peril from which your Grace alone can extricate her.”

	“I!” cried Buckingham. “What is it? I should be too happy to be of any service to her. Speak, speak!”

	“Take this letter,” said d’Artagnan.

	“This letter! From whom comes this letter?”

	“From her Majesty, as I think.”

	“From her Majesty!” said Buckingham, becoming so pale that d’Artagnan feared he would faint as he broke the seal.

	“What is this rent?” said he, showing d’Artagnan a place where it had been pierced through.

	“Ah,” said d’Artagnan, “I did not see that; it was the sword of the Comte de Wardes which made that hole, when he gave me a good thrust in the breast.”

	“You are wounded?” asked Buckingham, as he opened the letter.

	“Oh, nothing but a scratch,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Just heaven, what have I read?” cried the duke. “Patrick, remain here, or rather join the king, wherever he may be, and tell his Majesty that I humbly beg him to excuse me, but an affair of the greatest importance recalls me to London. Come, monsieur, come!” and both set off towards the capital at full gallop.

	21 THE COUNTESS DE WINTER

	As they rode along, the duke endeavored to draw from d’Artagnan, not all that had happened, but what d’Artagnan himself knew. By adding all that he heard from the mouth of the young man to his own remembrances, he was enabled to form a pretty exact idea of a position of the seriousness of which, for the rest, the queen’s letter, short but explicit, gave him the clue. But that which astonished him most was that the cardinal, so deeply interested in preventing this young man from setting his foot in England, had not succeeded in arresting him on the road. It was then, upon the manifestation of this astonishment, that d’Artagnan related to him the precaution taken, and how, thanks to the devotion of his three friends, whom he had left scattered and bleeding on the road, he had succeeded in coming off with a single sword thrust, which had pierced the queen’s letter and for which he had repaid M. de Wardes with such terrible coin. While he was listening to this recital, delivered with the greatest simplicity, the duke looked from time to time at the young man with astonishment, as if he could not comprehend how so much prudence, courage, and devotedness could be allied with a countenance which indicated not more than twenty years.

	The horses went like the wind, and in a few minutes they were at the gates of London. D’Artagnan imagined that on arriving in town the duke would slacken his pace, but it was not so. He kept on his way at the same rate, heedless about upsetting those whom he met on the road. In fact, in crossing the city two or three accidents of this kind happened; but Buckingham did not even turn his head to see what became of those he had knocked down. D’Artagnan followed him amid cries which strongly resembled curses.

	On entering the court of his hotel, Buckingham sprang from his horse, and without thinking what became of the animal, threw the bridle on his neck, and sprang toward the vestibule. D’Artagnan did the same, with a little more concern, however, for the noble creatures, whose merits he fully appreciated; but he had the satisfaction of seeing three or four grooms run from the kitchens and the stables, and busy themselves with the steeds.

	The duke walked so fast that d’Artagnan had some trouble in keeping up with him. He passed through several apartments, of an elegance of which even the greatest nobles of France had not even an idea, and arrived at length in a bedchamber which was at once a miracle of taste and of richness. In the alcove of this chamber was a door concealed in the tapestry which the duke opened with a little gold key which he wore suspended from his neck by a chain of the same metal. With discretion d’Artagnan remained behind; but at the moment when Buckingham crossed the threshold, he turned round, and seeing the hesitation of the young man, “Come in!” cried he, “and if you have the good fortune to be admitted to her Majesty’s presence, tell her what you have seen.”

	Encouraged by this invitation, d’Artagnan followed the duke, who closed the door after them. The two found themselves in a small chapel covered with a tapestry of Persian silk worked with gold, and brilliantly lighted with a vast number of candles. Over a species of altar, and beneath a canopy of blue velvet, surmounted by white and red plumes, was a full-length portrait of Anne of Austria, so perfect in its resemblance that d’Artagnan uttered a cry of surprise on beholding it. One might believe the queen was about to speak. On the altar, and beneath the portrait, was the casket containing the diamond studs.

	The duke approached the altar, knelt as a priest might have done before a crucifix, and opened the casket. “There,” said he, drawing from the casket a large bow of blue ribbon all sparkling with diamonds, “there are the precious studs which I have taken an oath should be buried with me. The queen gave them to me, the queen requires them again. Her will be done, like that of God, in all things.”

	Then, he began to kiss, one after the other, those dear studs with which he was about to part. All at once he uttered a terrible cry.

	“What is the matter?” exclaimed d’Artagnan, anxiously; “what has happened to you, my Lord?”

	“All is lost!” cried Buckingham, becoming as pale as a corpse; “two of the studs are wanting, there are only ten.”

	“Can you have lost them, my Lord, or do you think they have been stolen?”

	“They have been stolen,” replied the duke, “and it is the cardinal who has dealt this blow. Hold; see! The ribbons which held them have been cut with scissors.”

	“If my Lord suspects they have been stolen, perhaps the person who stole them still has them in his hands.”

	“Wait, wait!” said the duke. “The only time I have worn these studs was at a ball given by the king eight days ago at Windsor. The Comtesse de Winter, with whom I had quarreled, became reconciled to me at that ball. That reconciliation was nothing but the vengeance of a jealous woman. I have never seen her from that day. The woman is an agent of the cardinal.”

	“He has agents, then, throughout the world?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“Oh, yes,” said Buckingham, grating his teeth with rage. “Yes, he is a terrible antagonist. But when is this ball to take place?”

	“Monday next.”

	“Monday next! Still five days before us. That’s more time than we want. Patrick!” cried the duke, opening the door of the chapel, “Patrick!” His confidential valet appeared.

	“My jeweler and my secretary.”

	The valet went out with a mute promptitude which showed him accustomed to obey blindly and without reply.

	But although the jeweler had been mentioned first, it was the secretary who first made his appearance. This was simply because he lived in the hotel. He found Buckingham seated at a table in his bedchamber, writing orders with his own hand.

	“Mr. Jackson,” said he, “go instantly to the Lord Chancellor, and tell him that I charge him with the execution of these orders. I wish them to be promulgated immediately.”

	“But, my Lord, if the Lord Chancellor interrogates me upon the motives which may have led your Grace to adopt such an extraordinary measure, what shall I reply?”

	“That such is my pleasure, and that I answer for my will to no man.”

	“Will that be the answer,” replied the secretary, smiling, “which he must transmit to his Majesty if, by chance, his Majesty should have the curiosity to know why no vessel is to leave any of the ports of Great Britain?”

	“You are right, Mr. Jackson,” replied Buckingham. “He will say, in that case, to the king that I am determined on war, and that this measure is my first act of hostility against France.”

	The secretary bowed and retired.

	“We are safe on that side,” said Buckingham, turning toward d’Artagnan. “If the studs are not yet gone to Paris, they will not arrive till after you.”

	“How so?”

	“I have just placed an embargo on all vessels at present in his Majesty’s ports, and without particular permission, not one dare lift an anchor.”

	D’Artagnan looked with stupefaction at a man who thus employed the unlimited power with which he was clothed by the confidence of a king in the prosecution of his intrigues. Buckingham saw by the expression of the young man’s face what was passing in his mind, and he smiled.

	“Yes,” said he, “yes, Anne of Austria is my true queen. Upon a word from her, I would betray my country, I would betray my king, I would betray my God. She asked me not to send the Protestants of La Rochelle the assistance I promised them; I have not done so. I broke my word, it is true; but what signifies that? I obeyed my love; and have I not been richly paid for that obedience? It was to that obedience I owe her portrait.”

	D’Artagnan was amazed to note by what fragile and unknown threads the destinies of nations and the lives of men are suspended. He was lost in these reflections when the goldsmith entered. He was an Irishman--one of the most skillful of his craft, and who himself confessed that he gained a hundred thousand livres a year by the Duke of Buckingham.

	“Mr. O’Reilly,” said the duke, leading him into the chapel, “look at these diamond studs, and tell me what they are worth apiece.”

	The goldsmith cast a glance at the elegant manner in which they were set, calculated, one with another, what the diamonds were worth, and without hesitation said, “Fifteen hundred pistoles each, my Lord.”

	“How many days would it require to make two studs exactly like them? You see there are two wanting.”

	“Eight days, my Lord.”

	“I will give you three thousand pistoles apiece if I can have them by the day after tomorrow.”

	“My Lord, they shall be yours.”

	“You are a jewel of a man, Mr. O’Reilly; but that is not all. These studs cannot be trusted to anybody; it must be done in the palace.”

	“Impossible, my Lord! There is no one but myself can so execute them that one cannot tell the new from the old.”

	“Therefore, my dear Mr. O’Reilly, you are my prisoner. And if you wish ever to leave my palace, you cannot; so make the best of it. Name to me such of your workmen as you need, and point out the tools they must bring.”

	The goldsmith knew the duke. He knew all objection would be useless, and instantly determined how to act.

	“May I be permitted to inform my wife?” said he.

	“Oh, you may even see her if you like, my dear Mr. O’Reilly. Your captivity shall be mild, be assured; and as every inconvenience deserves its indemnification, here is, in addition to the price of the studs, an order for a thousand pistoles, to make you forget the annoyance I cause you.”

	D’Artagnan could not get over the surprise created in him by this minister, who thus open-handed, sported with men and millions.

	As to the goldsmith, he wrote to his wife, sending her the order for the thousand pistoles, and charging her to send him, in exchange, his most skillful apprentice, an assortment of diamonds, of which he gave the names and the weight, and the necessary tools.

	Buckingham conducted the goldsmith to the chamber destined for him, and which, at the end of half an hour, was transformed into a workshop. Then he placed a sentinel at each door, with an order to admit nobody upon any pretense but his VALET DE CHAMBRE, Patrick. We need not add that the goldsmith, O’Reilly, and his assistant, were prohibited from going out under any pretext. This point, settled, the duke turned to d’Artagnan. “Now, my young friend,” said he, “England is all our own. What do you wish for? What do you desire?”

	“A bed, my Lord,” replied d’Artagnan. “At present, I confess, that is the thing I stand most in need of.”

	Buckingham gave d’Artagnan a chamber adjoining his own. He wished to have the young man at hand--not that he at all mistrusted him, but for the sake of having someone to whom he could constantly talk of the queen.

	In one hour after, the ordinance was published in London that no vessel bound for France should leave port, not even the packet boat with letters. In the eyes of everybody this was a declaration of war between the two kingdoms.

	On the day after the morrow, by eleven o’clock, the two diamond studs were finished, and they were so completely imitated, so perfectly alike, that Buckingham could not tell the new ones from the old ones, and experts in such matters would have been deceived as he was. He immediately called d’Artagnan. “Here,” said he to him, “are the diamond studs that you came to bring; and be my witness that I have done all that human power could do.”

	“Be satisfied, my Lord, I will tell all that I have seen. But does your Grace mean to give me the studs without the casket?”

	“The casket would encumber you. Besides, the casket is the more precious from being all that is left to me. You will say that I keep it.”

	“I will perform your commission, word for word, my Lord.”

	“And now,” resumed Buckingham, looking earnestly at the young man, “how shall I ever acquit myself of the debt I owe you?”

	D’Artagnan blushed up to the whites of his eyes. He saw that the duke was searching for a means of making him accept something and the idea that the blood of his friends and himself was about to be paid for with English gold was strangely repugnant to him.

	“Let us understand each other, my Lord,” replied d’Artagnan, “and let us make things clear beforehand in order that there may be no mistake. I am in the service of the King and Queen of France, and form part of the company of Monsieur Dessessart, who, as well as his brother-in-law, Monsieur de Treville, is particularly attached to their Majesties. What I have done, then, has been for the queen, and not at all for your Grace. And still further, it is very probable I should not have done anything of this, if it had not been to make myself agreeable to someone who is my lady, as the queen is yours.”

	“Yes,” said the duke, smiling, “and I even believe that I know that other person; it is--”

	“My Lord, I have not named her!” interrupted the young man, warmly.

	“That is true,” said the duke; “and it is to this person I am bound to discharge my debt of gratitude.”

	“You have said, my Lord; for truly, at this moment when there is question of war, I confess to you that I see nothing in your Grace but an Englishman, and consequently an enemy whom I should have much greater pleasure in meeting on the field of battle than in the park at Windsor or the corridors of the Louvre--all which, however, will not prevent me from executing to the very point my commission or from laying down my life, if there be need of it, to accomplish it; but I repeat it to your Grace, without your having personally on that account more to thank me for in this second interview than for what I did for you in the first.”

	“We say, ‘Proud as a Scotsman,’” murmured the Duke of Buckingham.

	“And we say, ‘Proud as a Gascon,’” replied d’Artagnan. “The Gascons are the Scots of France.”

	D’Artagnan bowed to the duke, and was retiring.

	“Well, are you going away in that manner? Where, and how?”

	“That’s true!”

	“Fore Gad, these Frenchmen have no consideration!”

	“I had forgotten that England was an island, and that you were the king of it.”

	“Go to the riverside, ask for the brig SUND, and give this letter to the captain; he will convey you to a little port, where certainly you are not expected, and which is ordinarily only frequented by fishermen.”

	“The name of that port?”

	“St. Valery; but listen. When you have arrived there you will go to a mean tavern, without a name and without a sign--a mere fisherman’s hut. You cannot be mistaken; there is but one.”

	“Afterward?”

	“You will ask for the host, and will repeat to him the word ‘Forward!’”

	“Which means?”

	“In French, EN AVANT. It is the password. He will give you a horse all saddled, and will point out to you the road you ought to take. You will find, in the same way, four relays on your route. If you will give at each of these relays your address in Paris, the four horses will follow you thither. You already know two of them, and you appeared to appreciate them like a judge. They were those we rode on; and you may rely upon me for the others not being inferior to them. These horses are equipped for the field. However proud you may be, you will not refuse to accept one of them, and to request your three companions to accept the others--that is, in order to make war against us. Besides, the end justified the means, as you Frenchmen say, does it not?”

	“Yes, my Lord, I accept them,” said d’Artagnan; “and if it please God, we will make a good use of your presents.”

	“Well, now, your hand, young man. Perhaps we shall soon meet on the field of battle; but in the meantime we shall part good friends, I hope.”

	“Yes, my Lord; but with the hope of soon becoming enemies.”

	“Be satisfied; I promise you that.”

	“I depend upon your word, my Lord.”

	D’Artagnan bowed to the duke, and made his way as quickly as possible to the riverside. Opposite the Tower of London he found the vessel that had been named to him, delivered his letter to the captain, who after having it examined by the governor of the port made immediate preparations to sail.

	Fifty vessels were waiting to set out. Passing alongside one of them, d’Artagnan fancied he perceived on board it the woman of Meung--the same whom the unknown gentleman had called Milady, and whom d’Artagnan had thought so handsome; but thanks to the current of the stream and a fair wind, his vessel passed so quickly that he had little more than a glimpse of her.

	The next day about nine o’clock in the morning, he landed at St. Valery. D’Artagnan went instantly in search of the inn, and easily discovered it by the riotous noise which resounded from it. War between England and France was talked of as near and certain, and the jolly sailors were having a carousal.

	D’Artagnan made his way through the crowd, advanced toward the host, and pronounced the word “Forward!” The host instantly made him a sign to follow, went out with him by a door which opened into a yard, led him to the stable, where a saddled horse awaited him, and asked him if he stood in need of anything else.

	“I want to know the route I am to follow,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Go from hence to Blangy, and from Blangy to Neufchatel. At Neufchatel, go to the tavern of the Golden Harrow, give the password to the landlord, and you will find, as you have here, a horse ready saddled.”

	“Have I anything to pay?” demanded d’Artagnan.

	“Everything is paid,” replied the host, “and liberally. Begone, and may God guide you!”

	“Amen!” cried the young man, and set off at full gallop.

	Four hours later he was in Neufchatel. He strictly followed the instructions he had received. At Neufchatel, as at St. Valery, he found a horse quite ready and awaiting him. He was about to remove the pistols from the saddle he had quit to the one he was about to fill, but he found the holsters furnished with similar pistols.

	“Your address at Paris?”

	“Hotel of the Guards, company of Dessessart.”

	“Enough,” replied the questioner.

	“Which route must I take?” demanded d’Artagnan, in his turn.

	“That of Rouen; but you will leave the city on your right. You must stop at the little village of Eccuis, in which there is but one tavern--the Shield of France. Don’t condemn it from appearances; you will find a horse in the stables quite as good as this.”

	“The same password?”

	“Exactly.”

	“Adieu, master!”

	“A good journey, gentlemen! Do you want anything?”

	D’Artagnan shook his head, and set off at full speed. At Eccuis, the same scene was repeated. He found as provident a host and a fresh horse. He left his address as he had done before, and set off again at the same pace for Pontoise. At Pontoise he changed his horse for the last time, and at nine o’clock galloped into the yard of Treville’s hotel. He had made nearly sixty leagues in little more than twelve hours.

	M de Treville received him as if he had seen him that same morning; only, when pressing his hand a little more warmly than usual, he informed him that the company of Dessessart was on duty at the Louvre, and that he might repair at once to his post.

	22 THE BALLET OF LA MERLAISON

	On the morrow, nothing was talked of in Paris but the ball which the aldermen of the city were to give to the king and queen, and in which their Majesties were to dance the famous La Merlaison--the favorite ballet of the king.

	Eight days had been occupied in preparations at the Hotel de Ville for this important evening. The city carpenters had erected scaffolds upon which the invited ladies were to be placed; the city grocer had ornamented the chambers with two hundred FLAMBEAUX of white wax, a piece of luxury unheard of at that period; and twenty violins were ordered, and the price for them fixed at double the usual rate, upon condition, said the report, that they should be played all night.

	At ten o’clock in the morning the Sieur de la Coste, ensign in the king’s Guards, followed by two officers and several archers of that body, came to the city registrar, named Clement, and demanded of him all the keys of the rooms and offices of the hotel. These keys were given up to him instantly. Each of them had ticket attached to it, by which it might be recognized; and from that moment the Sieur de la Coste was charged with the care of all the doors and all the avenues.

	At eleven o’clock came in his turn Duhallier, captain of the Guards, bringing with him fifty archers, who were distributed immediately through the Hotel de Ville, at the doors assigned them.

	At three o’clock came two companies of the Guards, one French, the other Swiss. The company of French guards was composed of half of M. Duhallier’s men and half of M. Dessessart’s men.

	At six in the evening the guests began to come. As fast as they entered, they were placed in the grand saloon, on the platforms prepared for them.

	At nine o’clock Madame la Premiere Presidente arrived. As next to the queen, she was the most considerable personage of the fete, she was received by the city officials, and placed in a box opposite to that which the queen was to occupy.

	At ten o’clock, the king’s collation, consisting of preserves and other delicacies, was prepared in the little room on the side of the church of St. Jean, in front of the silver buffet of the city, which was guarded by four archers.

	At midnight great cries and loud acclamations were heard. It was the king, who was passing through the streets which led from the Louvre to the Hotel de Ville, and which were all illuminated with colored lanterns.

	Immediately the aldermen, clothed in their cloth robes and preceded by six sergeants, each holding a FLAMBEAU in his hand, went to attend upon the king, whom they met on the steps, where the provost of the merchants made him the speech of welcome--a compliment to which his Majesty replied with an apology for coming so late, laying the blame upon the cardinal, who had detained him till eleven o’clock, talking of affairs of state.

	His Majesty, in full dress, was accompanied by his royal Highness, M. le Comte de Soissons, by the Grand Prior, by the Duc de Longueville, by the Duc d’Euboeuf, by the Comte d’Harcourt, by the Comte de la Roche-Guyon, by M. de Liancourt, by M. de Baradas, by the Comte de Cramail, and by the Chevalier de Souveray. Everybody noticed that the king looked dull and preoccupied.

	A private room had been prepared for the king and another for Monsieur. In each of these closets were placed masquerade dresses. The same had been done for the queen and Madame the President. The nobles and ladies of their Majesties’ suites were to dress, two by two, in chambers prepared for the purpose. Before entering his closet the king desired to be informed the moment the cardinal arrived.

	Half an hour after the entrance of the king, fresh acclamations were heard; these announced the arrival of the queen. The aldermen did as they had done before, and preceded by their sergeants, advanced to receive their illustrious guest. The queen entered the great hall; and it was remarked that, like the king, she looked dull and even weary.

	At the moment she entered, the curtain of a small gallery which to that time had been closed, was drawn, and the pale face of the cardinal appeared, he being dressed as a Spanish cavalier. His eyes were fixed upon those of the queen, and a smile of terrible joy passed over his lips; the queen did not wear her diamond studs.

	The queen remained for a short time to receive the compliments of the city dignitaries and to reply to the salutations of the ladies. All at once the king appeared with the cardinal at one of the doors of the hall. The cardinal was speaking to him in a low voice, and the king was very pale.

	The king made his way through the crowd without a mask, and the ribbons of his doublet scarcely tied. He went straight to the queen, and in an altered voice said, “Why, madame, have you not thought proper to wear your diamond studs, when you know it would give me so much gratification?”

	The queen cast a glance around her, and saw the cardinal behind, with a diabolical smile on his countenance.

	“Sire,” replied the queen, with a faltering voice, “because, in the midst of such a crowd as this, I feared some accident might happen to them.”

	“And you were wrong, madame. If I made you that present it was that you might adorn yourself therewith. I tell you that you were wrong.”

	The voice of the king was tremulous with anger. Everybody looked and listened with astonishment, comprehending nothing of what passed.

	“Sire,” said the queen, “I can send for them to the Louvre, where they are, and thus your Majesty’s wishes will be complied with.”

	“Do so, madame, do so, and that at once; for within an hour the ballet will commence.”

	The queen bent in token of submission, and followed the ladies who were to conduct her to her room. On his part the king returned to his apartment.

	There was a moment of trouble and confusion in the assembly. Everybody had remarked that something had passed between the king and queen; but both of them had spoken so low that everybody, out of respect, withdrew several steps, so that nobody had heard anything. The violins began to sound with all their might, but nobody listened to them.

	The king came out first from his room. He was in a most elegant hunting costume; and Monsieur and the other nobles were dressed like him. This was the costume that best became the king. So dressed, he really appeared the first gentleman of his kingdom.

	The cardinal drew near to the king, and placed in his hand a small casket. The king opened it, and found in it two diamond studs.

	“What does this mean?” demanded he of the cardinal.

	“Nothing,” replied the latter; “only, if the queen has the studs, which I very much doubt, count them, sire, and if you only find ten, ask her Majesty who can have stolen from her the two studs that are here.”

	The king looked at the cardinal as if to interrogate him; but he had not time to address any question to him--a cry of admiration burst from every mouth. If the king appeared to be the first gentleman of his kingdom, the queen was without doubt the most beautiful woman in France.

	It is true that the habit of a huntress became her admirably. She wore a beaver hat with blue feathers, a surtout of gray-pearl velvet, fastened with diamond clasps, and a petticoat of blue satin, embroidered with silver. On her left shoulder sparkled the diamond studs, on a bow of the same color as the plumes and the petticoat.

	The king trembled with joy and the cardinal with vexation; although, distant as they were from the queen, they could not count the studs. The queen had them. The only question was, had she ten or twelve?

	At that moment the violins sounded the signal for the ballet. The king advanced toward Madame the President, with whom he was to dance, and his Highness Monsieur with the queen. They took their places, and the ballet began.

	The king danced facing the queen, and every time he passed by her, he devoured with his eyes those studs of which he could not ascertain the number. A cold sweat covered the brow of the cardinal.

	The ballet lasted an hour, and had sixteen ENTREES. The ballet ended amid the applause of the whole assemblage, and everyone reconducted his lady to her place; but the king took advantage of the privilege he had of leaving his lady, to advance eagerly toward the queen.

	“I thank you, madame,” said he, “for the deference you have shown to my wishes, but I think you want two of the studs, and I bring them back to you.”

	With these words he held out to the queen the two studs the cardinal had given him.

	“How, sire?” cried the young queen, affecting surprise, “you are giving me, then, two more: I shall have fourteen.”

	In fact the king counted them, and the twelve studs were all on her Majesty’s shoulder.

	The king called the cardinal.

	“What does this mean, Monsieur Cardinal?” asked the king in a severe tone.

	“This means, sire,” replied the cardinal, “that I was desirous of presenting her Majesty with these two studs, and that not daring to offer them myself, I adopted this means of inducing her to accept them.”

	“And I am the more grateful to your Eminence,” replied Anne of Austria, with a smile that proved she was not the dupe of this ingenious gallantry, “from being certain that these two studs alone have cost you as much as all the others cost his Majesty.”

	Then saluting the king and the cardinal, the queen resumed her way to the chamber in which she had dressed, and where she was to take off her costume.

	The attention which we have been obliged to give, during the commencement of the chapter, to the illustrious personages we have introduced into it, has diverted us for an instant from him to whom Anne of Austria owed the extraordinary triumph she had obtained over the cardinal; and who, confounded, unknown, lost in the crowd gathered at one of the doors, looked on at this scene, comprehensible only to four persons--the king, the queen, his Eminence, and himself.

	The queen had just regained her chamber, and d’Artagnan was about to retire, when he felt his shoulder lightly touched. He turned and saw a young woman, who made him a sign to follow her. The face of this young woman was covered with a black velvet mask; but notwithstanding this precaution, which was in fact taken rather against others than against him, he at once recognized his usual guide, the light and intelligent Mme. Bonacieux.

	On the evening before, they had scarcely seen each other for a moment at the apartment of the Swiss guard, Germain, whither d’Artagnan had sent for her. The haste which the young woman was in to convey to the queen the excellent news of the happy return of her messenger prevented the two lovers from exchanging more than a few words. D’Artagnan therefore followed Mme. Bonacieux moved by a double sentiment--love and curiosity. All the way, and in proportion as the corridors became more deserted, d’Artagnan wished to stop the young woman, seize her and gaze upon her, were it only for a minute; but quick as a bird she glided between his hands, and when he wished to speak to her, her finger placed upon her mouth, with a little imperative gesture full of grace, reminded him that he was under the command of a power which he must blindly obey, and which forbade him even to make the slightest complaint. At length, after winding about for a minute or two, Mme. Bonacieux opened the door of a closet, which was entirely dark, and led d’Artagnan into it. There she made a fresh sign of silence, and opened a second door concealed by tapestry. The opening of this door disclosed a brilliant light, and she disappeared.

	D’Artagnan remained for a moment motionless, asking himself where he could be; but soon a ray of light which penetrated through the chamber, together with the warm and perfumed air which reached him from the same aperture, the conversation of two of three ladies in language at once respectful and refined, and the word “Majesty” several times repeated, indicated clearly that he was in a closet attached to the queen’s apartment. The young man waited in comparative darkness and listened.

	The queen appeared cheerful and happy, which seemed to astonish the persons who surrounded her and who were accustomed to see her almost always sad and full of care. The queen attributed this joyous feeling to the beauty of the fete, to the pleasure she had experienced in the ballet; and as it is not permissible to contradict a queen, whether she smile or weep, everybody expatiated on the gallantry of the aldermen of the city of Paris.

	Although d’Artagnan did not at all know the queen, he soon distinguished her voice from the others, at first by a slightly foreign accent, and next by that tone of domination naturally impressed upon all royal words. He heard her approach and withdraw from the partially open door; and twice or three times he even saw the shadow of a person intercept the light.

	At length a hand and an arm, surpassingly beautiful in their form and whiteness, glided through the tapestry. D’Artagnan at once comprehended that this was his recompense. He cast himself on his knees, seized the hand, and touched it respectfully with his lips. Then the hand was withdrawn, leaving in his an object which he perceived to be a ring. The door immediately closed, and d’Artagnan found himself again in complete obscurity.

	D’Artagnan placed the ring on his finger, and again waited; it was evident that all was not yet over. After the reward of his devotion, that of his love was to come. Besides, although the ballet was danced, the evening had scarcely begun. Supper was to be served at three, and the clock of St. Jean had struck three quarters past two.

	The sound of voices diminished by degrees in the adjoining chamber. The company was then heard departing; then the door of the closet in which d’Artagnan was, was opened, and Mme. Bonacieux entered.

	“You at last?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“Silence!” said the young woman, placing her hand upon his lips; “silence, and go the same way you came!”

	“But where and when shall I see you again?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“A note which you will find at home will tell you. Begone, begone!”

	At these words she opened the door of the corridor, and pushed d’Artagnan out of the room. D’Artagnan obeyed like a child, without the least resistance or objection, which proved that he was really in love.

	23 THE RENDEZVOUS

	D’Artagnan ran home immediately, and although it was three o’clock in the morning and he had some of the worst quarters of Paris to traverse, he met with no misadventure. Everyone knows that drunkards and lovers have a protecting deity.

	He found the door of his passage open, sprang up the stairs and knocked softly in a manner agreed upon between him and his lackey. Planchet*, whom he had sent home two hours before from the Hotel de Ville, telling him to sit up for him, opened the door for him.

	*The reader may ask, “How came Planchet here?” when he was left “stiff as a rush” in London. In the intervening time Buckingham perhaps sent him to Paris, as he did the horses.

	“Has anyone brought a letter for me?” asked d’Artagnan, eagerly.

	“No one has BROUGHT a letter, monsieur,” replied Planchet; “but one has come of itself.”

	“What do you mean, blockhead?”

	“I mean to say that when I came in, although I had the key of your apartment in my pocket, and that key had never quit me, I found a letter on the green table cover in your bedroom.”

	“And where is that letter?”

	“I left it where I found it, monsieur. It is not natural for letters to enter people’s houses in this manner. If the window had been open or even ajar, I should think nothing of it; but, no--all was hermetically sealed. Beware, monsieur; there is certainly some magic underneath.”

	Meanwhile, the young man had darted in to his chamber, and opened the letter. It was from Mme. Bonacieux, and was expressed in these terms:

	“There are many thanks to be offered to you, and to be transmitted to you. Be this evening about ten o’clock at St. Cloud, in front of the pavilion which stands at the corner of the house of M. d’Estrees.--C.B.”

	While reading this letter, d’Artagnan felt his heart dilated and compressed by that delicious spasm which tortures and caresses the hearts of lovers.

	It was the first billet he had received; it was the first rendezvous that had been granted him. His heart, swelled by the intoxication of joy, felt ready to dissolve away at the very gate of that terrestrial paradise called Love!

	“Well, monsieur,” said Planchet, who had observed his master grow red and pale successively, “did I not guess truly? Is it not some bad affair?”

	“You are mistaken, Planchet,” replied d’Artagnan; “and as a proof, there is a crown to drink my health.”

	“I am much obliged to Monsieur for the crown he had given me, and I promise him to follow his instructions exactly; but it is not the less true that letters which come in this way into shut-up houses--”

	“Fall from heaven, my friend, fall from heaven.”

	“Then Monsieur is satisfied?” asked Planchet.

	“My dear Planchet, I am the happiest of men!”

	“And I may profit by Monsieur’s happiness, and go to bed?”

	“Yes, go.”

	“May the blessings of heaven fall upon Monsieur! But it is not the less true that that letter--”

	And Planchet retired, shaking his head with an air of doubt, which the liberality of d’Artagnan had not entirely effaced.

	Left alone, d’Artagnan read and reread his billet. Then he kissed and rekissed twenty times the lines traced by the hand of his beautiful mistress. At length he went to bed, fell asleep, and had golden dreams.

	At seven o’clock in the morning he arose and called Planchet, who at the second summons opened the door, his countenance not yet quite freed from the anxiety of the preceding night.

	“Planchet,” said d’Artagnan, “I am going out for all day, perhaps. You are, therefore, your own master till seven o’clock in the evening; but at seven o’clock you must hold yourself in readiness with two horses.”

	“There!” said Planchet. “We are going again, it appears, to have our hides pierced in all sorts of ways.”

	“You will take your musketoon and your pistols.”

	“There, now! Didn’t I say so?” cried Planchet. “I was sure of it--the cursed letter!”

	“Don’t be afraid, you idiot; there is nothing in hand but a party of pleasure.”

	“Ah, like the charming journey the other day, when it rained bullets and produced a crop of steel traps!”

	“Well, if you are really afraid, Monsieur Planchet,” resumed d’Artagnan, “I will go without you. I prefer traveling alone to having a companion who entertains the least fear.”

	“Monsieur does me wrong,” said Planchet; “I thought he had seen me at work.”

	“Yes, but I thought perhaps you had worn out all your courage the first time.”

	“Monsieur shall see that upon occasion I have some left; only I beg Monsieur not to be too prodigal of it if he wishes it to last long.”

	“Do you believe you have still a certain amount of it to expend this evening?”

	“I hope so, monsieur.”

	“Well, then, I count on you.”

	“At the appointed hour I shall be ready; only I believed that Monsieur had but one horse in the Guard stables.”

	“Perhaps there is but one at this moment; but by this evening there will be four.”

	“It appears that our journey was a remounting journey, then?”

	“Exactly so,” said d’Artagnan; and nodding to Planchet, he went out.

	M Bonacieux was at his door. D’Artagnan’s intention was to go out without speaking to the worthy mercer; but the latter made so polite and friendly a salutation that his tenant felt obliged, not only to stop, but to enter into conversation with him.

	Besides, how is it possible to avoid a little condescension toward a husband whose pretty wife has appointed a meeting with you that same evening at St. Cloud, opposite D’Estrees’s pavilion? D’Artagnan approached him with the most amiable air he could assume.

	The conversation naturally fell upon the incarceration of the poor man. M. Bonacieux, who was ignorant that d’Artagnan had overheard his conversation with the stranger of Meung, related to his young tenant the persecutions of that monster, M. de Laffemas, whom he never ceased to designate, during his account, by the title of the “cardinal’s executioner,” and expatiated at great length upon the Bastille, the bolts, the wickets, the dungeons, the gratings, the instruments of torture.

	D’Artagnan listened to him with exemplary complaisance, and when he had finished said, “And Madame Bonacieux, do you know who carried her off?--For I do not forget that I owe to that unpleasant circumstance the good fortune of having made your acquaintance.”

	“Ah!” said Bonacieux, “they took good care not to tell me that; and my wife, on her part, has sworn to me by all that’s sacred that she does not know. But you,” continued M. Bonacieux, in a tine of perfect good fellowship, “what has become of you all these days? I have not seen you nor your friends, and I don’t think you could gather all that dust that I saw Planchet brush off your boots yesterday from the pavement of Paris.”

	“You are right, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux, my friends and I have been on a little journey.”

	“Far from here?”

	“Oh, Lord, no! About forty leagues only. We went to take Monsieur Athos to the waters of Forges, where my friends still remain.”

	“And you have returned, have you not?” replied M. Bonacieux, giving to his countenance a most sly air. “A handsome young fellow like you does not obtain long leaves of absence from his mistress; and we were impatiently waited for at Paris, were we not?”

	“My faith!” said the young man, laughing, “I confess it, and so much more the readily, my dear Bonacieux, as I see there is no concealing anything from you. Yes, I was expected, and very impatiently, I acknowledge.”

	A slight shade passed over the brow of Bonacieux, but so slight that d’Artagnan did not perceive it.

	“And we are going to be recompensed for our diligence?” continued the mercer, with a trifling alteration in his voice--so trifling, indeed, that d’Artagnan did not perceive it any more than he had the momentary shade which, an instant before, had darkened the countenance of the worthy man.

	“Ah, may you be a true prophet!” said d’Artagnan, laughing.

	“No; what I say,” replied Bonacieux, “is only that I may know whether I am delaying you.”

	“Why that question, my dear host?” asked d’Artagnan. “Do you intend to sit up for me?”

	“No; but since my arrest and the robbery that was committed in my house, I am alarmed every time I hear a door open, particularly in the night. What the deuce can you expect? I am no swordsman.”

	“Well, don’t be alarmed if I return at one, two or three o’clock in the morning; indeed, do not be alarmed if I do not come at all.”

	This time Bonacieux became so pale that d’Artagnan could not help perceiving it, and asked him what was the matter.

	“Nothing,” replied Bonacieux, “nothing. Since my misfortunes I have been subject to faintnesses, which seize me all at once, and I have just felt a cold shiver. Pay no attention to it; you have nothing to occupy yourself with but being happy.”

	“Then I have full occupation, for I am so.”

	“Not yet; wait a little! This evening, you said.”

	“Well, this evening will come, thank God! And perhaps you look for it with as much impatience as I do; perhaps this evening Madame Bonacieux will visit the conjugal domicile.”

	“Madame Bonacieux is not at liberty this evening,” replied the husband, seriously; “she is detained at the Louvre this evening by her duties.”

	“So much the worse for you, my dear host, so much the worse! When I am happy, I wish all the world to be so; but it appears that is not possible.”

	The young man departed, laughing at the joke, which he thought he alone could comprehend.

	“Amuse yourself well!” replied Bonacieux, in a sepulchral tone.

	But d’Artagnan was too far off to hear him; and if he had heard him in the disposition of mind he then enjoyed, he certainly would not have remarked it.

	He took his way toward the hotel of M. de Treville; his visit of the day before, it is to be remembered, had been very short and very little explicative.

	He found Treville in a joyful mood. He had thought the king and queen charming at the ball. It is true the cardinal had been particularly ill-tempered. He had retired at one o’clock under the pretense of being indisposed. As to their Majesties, they did not return to the Louvre till six o’clock in the morning.

	“Now,” said Treville, lowering his voice, and looking into every corner of the apartment to see if they were alone, “now let us talk about yourself, my young friend; for it is evident that your happy return has something to do with the joy of the king, the triumph of the queen, and the humiliation of his Eminence. You must look out for yourself.”

	“What have I to fear,” replied d’Artagnan, “as long as I shall have the luck to enjoy the favor of their Majesties?”

	“Everything, believe me. The cardinal is not the man to forget a mystification until he has settled account with the mystifier; and the mystifier appears to me to have the air of being a certain young Gascon of my acquaintance.”

	“Do you believe that the cardinal is as well posted as yourself, and knows that I have been to London?”

	“The devil! You have been to London! Was it from London you brought that beautiful diamond that glitters on your finger? Beware, my dear d’Artagnan! A present from an enemy is not a good thing. Are there not some Latin verses upon that subject? Stop!”

	“Yes, doubtless,” replied d’Artagnan, who had never been able to cram the first rudiments of that language into his head, and who had by his ignorance driven his master to despair, “yes, doubtless there is one.”

	“There certainly is one,” said M. de Treville, who had a tincture of literature, “and Monsieur de Benserade was quoting it to me the other day. Stop a minute--ah, this is it: ‘Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes,’ which means, ‘Beware of the enemy who makes you presents.”

	“This diamond does not come from an enemy, monsieur,” replied d’Artagnan, “it comes from the queen.”

	“From the queen! Oh, oh!” said M. de Treville. “Why, it is indeed a true royal jewel, which is worth a thousand pistoles if it is worth a denier. By whom did the queen send you this jewel?”

	“She gave it to me herself.”

	“Where?”

	“In the room adjoining the chamber in which she changed her toilet.”

	“How?”

	“Giving me her hand to kiss.”

	“You have kissed the queen’s hand?” said M. de Treville, looking earnestly at d’Artagnan.

	“Her Majesty did me the honor to grant me that favor.”

	“And that in the presence of witnesses! Imprudent, thrice imprudent!”

	“No, monsieur, be satisfied; nobody saw her,” replied d’Artagnan, and he related to M. de Treville how the affair came to pass.

	“Oh, the women, the women!” cried the old soldier. “I know them by their romantic imagination. Everything that savors of mystery charms them. So you have seen the arm, that was all. You would meet the queen, and she would not know who you are?”

	“No; but thanks to this diamond,” replied the young man.

	“Listen,” said M. de Treville; “shall I give you counsel, good counsel, the counsel of a friend?”

	“You will do me honor, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Well, then, off to the nearest goldsmith’s, and sell that diamond for the highest price you can get from him. However much of a Jew he may be, he will give you at least eight hundred pistoles. Pistoles have no name, young man, and that ring has a terrible one, which may betray him who wears it.”

	“Sell this ring, a ring which comes from my sovereign? Never!” said d’Artagnan.

	“Then, at least turn the gem inside, you silly fellow; for everybody must be aware that a cadet from Gascony does not find such stones in his mother’s jewel case.”

	“You think, then, I have something to dread?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“I mean to say, young man, that he who sleeps over a mine the match of which is already lighted, may consider himself in safety in comparison with you.”

	“The devil!” said d’Artagnan, whom the positive tone of M. de Treville began to disquiet, “the devil! What must I do?”

	“Above all things be always on your guard. The cardinal has a tenacious memory and a long arm; you may depend upon it, he will repay you by some ill turn.”

	“But of what sort?”

	“Eh! How can I tell? Has he not all the tricks of a demon at his command? The least that can be expected is that you will be arrested.”

	“What! Will they dare to arrest a man in his Majesty’s service?”

	“PARDIEU! They did not scruple much in the case of Athos. At all events, young man, rely upon one who has been thirty years at court. Do not lull yourself in security, or you will be lost; but, on the contrary--and it is I who say it--see enemies in all directions. If anyone seeks a quarrel with you, shun it, were it with a child of ten years old. If you are attacked by day or by night, fight, but retreat, without shame; if you cross a bridge, feel every plank of it with your foot, lest one should give way beneath you; if you pass before a house which is being built, look up, for fear a stone should fall upon your head; if you stay out late, be always followed by your lackey, and let your lackey be armed--if, by the by, you can be sure of your lackey. Mistrust everybody, your friend, your brother, your mistress--your mistress above all.”

	D’Artagnan blushed.

	“My mistress above all,” repeated he, mechanically; “and why her rather than another?”

	“Because a mistress is one of the cardinal’s favorite means; he has not one that is more expeditious. A woman will sell you for ten pistoles, witness Delilah. You are acquainted with the Scriptures?”

	D’Artagnan thought of the appointment Mme. Bonacieux had made with him for that very evening; but we are bound to say, to the credit of our hero, that the bad opinion entertained by M. de Treville of women in general, did not inspire him with the least suspicion of his pretty hostess.

	“But, A PROPOS,” resumed M. de Treville, “what has become of your three companions?”

	“I was about to ask you if you had heard any news of them?”

	“None, monsieur.”

	“Well, I left them on my road--Porthos at Chantilly, with a duel on his hands; Aramis at Crevecoeur, with a ball in his shoulder; and Athos at Amiens, detained by an accusation of coining.”

	“See there, now!” said M. de Treville; “and how the devil did you escape?”

	“By a miracle, monsieur, I must acknowledge, with a sword thrust in my breast, and by nailing the Comte de Wardes on the byroad to Calais, like a butterfly on a tapestry.”

	“There again! De Wardes, one of the cardinal’s men, a cousin of Rochefort! Stop, my friend, I have an idea.”

	“Speak, monsieur.”

	“In your place, I would do one thing.”

	“What?”

	“While his Eminence was seeking for me in Paris, I would take, without sound of drum or trumpet, the road to Picardy, and would go and make some inquiries concerning my three companions. What the devil! They merit richly that piece of attention on your part.”

	“The advice is good, monsieur, and tomorrow I will set out.”

	“Tomorrow! Any why not this evening?”

	“This evening, monsieur, I am detained in Paris by indispensable business.”

	“Ah, young man, young man, some flirtation or other. Take care, I repeat to you, take care. It is woman who has ruined us, still ruins us, and will ruin us, as long as the world stands. Take my advice and set out this evening.”

	“Impossible, monsieur.”

	“You have given your word, then?”

	“Yes, monsieur.”

	“Ah, that’s quite another thing; but promise me, if you should not be killed tonight, that you will go tomorrow.”

	“I promise it.”

	“Do you need money?”

	“I have still fifty pistoles. That, I think, is as much as I shall want.”

	“But your companions?”

	“I don’t think they can be in need of any. We left Paris, each with seventy-five pistoles in his pocket.”

	“Shall I see you again before your departure?”

	“I think not, monsieur, unless something new should happen.”

	“Well, a pleasant journey.”

	“Thanks, monsieur.”

	D’Artagnan left M. de Treville, touched more than ever by his paternal solicitude for his Musketeers.

	He called successively at the abodes of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Neither of them had returned. Their lackeys likewise were absent, and nothing had been heard of either the one or the other. He would have inquired after them of their mistresses, but he was neither acquainted with Porthos’s nor Aramis’s, and as to Athos, he had none.

	As he passed the Hotel des Gardes, he took a glance in to the stables. Three of the four horses had already arrived. Planchet, all astonishment, was busy grooming them, and had already finished two.

	“Ah, monsieur,” said Planchet, on perceiving d’Artagnan, “how glad I am to see you.”

	“Why so, Planchet?” asked the young man.

	“Do you place confidence in our landlord--Monsieur Bonacieux?”

	“I? Not the least in the world.”

	“Oh, you do quite right, monsieur.”

	“But why this question?”

	“Because, while you were talking with him, I watched you without listening to you; and, monsieur, his countenance changed color two or three times!”

	“Bah!”

	“Preoccupied as Monsieur was with the letter he had received, he did not observe that; but I, whom the strange fashion in which that letter came into the house had placed on my guard--I did not lose a movement of his features.”

	“And you found it?”

	“Traitorous, monsieur.”

	“Indeed!”

	“Still more; as soon as Monsieur had left and disappeared round the corner of the street, Monsieur Bonacieux took his hat, shut his door, and set off at a quick pace in an opposite direction.”

	“It seems you are right, Planchet; all this appears to be a little mysterious; and be assured that we will not pay him our rent until the matter shall be categorically explained to us.”

	“Monsieur jests, but Monsieur will see.”

	“What would you have, Planchet? What must come is written.”

	“Monsieur does not then renounce his excursion for this evening?”

	“Quite the contrary, Planchet; the more ill will I have toward Monsieur Bonacieux, the more punctual I shall be in keeping the appointment made by that letter which makes you so uneasy.”

	“Then that is Monsieur’s determination?”

	“Undeniably, my friend. At nine o’clock, then, be ready here at the hotel, I will come and take you.”

	Planchet seeing there was no longer any hope of making his master renounce his project, heaved a profound sigh and set to work to groom the third horse.

	As to d’Artagnan, being at bottom a prudent youth, instead of returning home, went and dined with the Gascon priest, who, at the time of the distress of the four friends, had given them a breakfast of chocolate.

	24 THE PAVILION

	At nine o’clock d’Artagnan was at the Hotel des Gardes; he found Planchet all ready. The fourth horse had arrived.

	Planchet was armed with his musketoon and a pistol. D’Artagnan had his sword and placed two pistols in his belt; then both mounted and departed quietly. It was quite dark, and no one saw them go out. Planchet took place behind his master, and kept at a distance of ten paces from him.

	D’Artagnan crossed the quays, went out by the gate of La Conference and followed the road, much more beautiful then than it is now, which leads to St. Cloud.

	As long as he was in the city, Planchet kept at the respectful distance he had imposed upon himself; but as soon as the road began to be more lonely and dark, he drew softly nearer, so that when they entered the Bois de Boulogne he found himself riding quite naturally side by side with his master. In fact, we must not dissemble that the oscillation of the tall trees and the reflection of the moon in the dark underwood gave him serious uneasiness. D’Artagnan could not help perceiving that something more than usual was passing in the mind of his lackey and said, “Well, Monsieur Planchet, what is the matter with us now?”

	“Don’t you think, monsieur, that woods are like churches?”

	“How so, Planchet?”

	“Because we dare not speak aloud in one or the other.”

	“But why did you not dare to speak aloud, Planchet--because you are afraid?”

	“Afraid of being heard? Yes, monsieur.”

	“Afraid of being heard! Why, there is nothing improper in our conversation, my dear Planchet, and no one could find fault with it.”

	“Ah, monsieur!” replied Planchet, recurring to his besetting idea, “that Monsieur Bonacieux has something vicious in his eyebrows, and something very unpleasant in the play of his lips.”

	“What the devil makes you think of Bonacieux?”

	“Monsieur, we think of what we can, and not of what we will.”

	“Because you are a coward, Planchet.”

	“Monsieur, we must not confound prudence with cowardice; prudence is a virtue.”

	“And you are very virtuous, are you not, Planchet?”

	“Monsieur, is not that the barrel of a musket which glitters yonder? Had we not better lower our heads?”

	“In truth,” murmured d’Artagnan, to whom M. de Treville’s recommendation recurred, “this animal will end by making me afraid.” And he put his horse into a trot.

	Planchet followed the movements of his master as if he had been his shadow, and was soon trotting by his side.

	“Are we going to continue this pace all night?” asked Planchet.

	“No; you are at your journey’s end.”

	“How, monsieur! And you?”

	“I am going a few steps farther.”

	“And Monsieur leaves me here alone?”

	“You are afraid, Planchet?”

	“No; I only beg leave to observe to Monsieur that the night will be very cold, that chills bring on rheumatism, and that a lackey who has the rheumatism makes but a poor servant, particularly to a master as active as Monsieur.”

	“Well, if you are cold, Planchet, you can go into one of those cabarets that you see yonder, and be in waiting for me at the door by six o’clock in the morning.”

	“Monsieur, I have eaten and drunk respectfully the crown you gave me this morning, so that I have not a sou left in case I should be cold.”

	“Here’s half a pistole. Tomorrow morning.”

	D’Artagnan sprang from his horse, threw the bridle to Planchet, and departed at a quick pace, folding his cloak around him.

	“Good Lord, how cold I am!” cried Planchet, as soon as he had lost sight of his master; and in such haste was he to warm himself that he went straight to a house set out with all the attributes of a suburban tavern, and knocked at the door.

	In the meantime d’Artagnan, who had plunged into a bypath, continued his route and reached St. Cloud; but instead of following the main street he turned behind the chateau, reached a sort of retired lane, and found himself soon in front of the pavilion named. It was situated in a very private spot. A high wall, at the angle of which was the pavilion, ran along one side of this lane, and on the other was a little garden connected with a poor cottage which was protected by a hedge from passers-by.

	He gained the place appointed, and as no signal had been given him by which to announce his presence, he waited.

	Not the least noise was to be heard; it might be imagined that he was a hundred miles from the capital. D’Artagnan leaned against the hedge, after having cast a glance behind it. Beyond that hedge, that garden, and that cottage, a dark mist enveloped with its folds that immensity where Paris slept--a vast void from which glittered a few luminous points, the funeral stars of that hell!

	But for d’Artagnan all aspects were clothed happily, all ideas wore a smile, all shades were diaphanous. The appointed hour was about to strike. In fact, at the end of a few minutes the belfry of St. Cloud let fall slowly ten strokes from its sonorous jaws. There was something melancholy in this brazen voice pouring out its lamentations in the middle of the night; but each of those strokes, which made up the expected hour, vibrated harmoniously to the heart of the young man.

	His eyes were fixed upon the little pavilion situated at the angle of the wall, of which all the windows were closed with shutters, except one on the first story. Through this window shone a mild light which silvered the foliage of two or three linden trees which formed a group outside the park. There could be no doubt that behind this little window, which threw forth such friendly beams, the pretty Mme. Bonacieux expected him.

	Wrapped in this sweet idea, d’Artagnan waited half an hour without the least impatience, his eyes fixed upon that charming little abode of which he could perceive a part of the ceiling with its gilded moldings, attesting the elegance of the rest of the apartment.

	The belfry of St. Cloud sounded half past ten.

	This time, without knowing why, d’Artagnan felt a cold shiver run through his veins. Perhaps the cold began to affect him, and he took a perfectly physical sensation for a moral impression.

	Then the idea seized him that he had read incorrectly, and that the appointment was for eleven o’clock. He drew near to the window, and placing himself so that a ray of light should fall upon the letter as he held it, he drew it from his pocket and read it again; but he had not been mistaken, the appointment was for ten o’clock. He went and resumed his post, beginning to be rather uneasy at this silence and this solitude.

	Eleven o’clock sounded.

	D’Artagnan began now really to fear that something had happened to Mme. Bonacieux. He clapped his hands three times--the ordinary signal of lovers; but nobody replied to him, not even an echo.

	He then thought, with a touch of vexation, that perhaps the young woman had fallen asleep while waiting for him. He approached the wall, and tried to climb it; but the wall had been recently pointed, and d’Artagnan could get no hold.

	At that moment he thought of the trees, upon whose leaves the light still shone; and as one of them drooped over the road, he thought that from its branches he might get a glimpse of the interior of the pavilion.

	The tree was easy to climb. Besides, d’Artagnan was but twenty years old, and consequently had not yet forgotten his schoolboy habits. In an instant he was among the branches, and his keen eyes plunged through the transparent panes into the interior of the pavilion.

	It was a strange thing, and one which made d’Artagnan tremble from the sole of his foot to the roots of his hair, to find that this soft light, this calm lamp, enlightened a scene of fearful disorder. One of the windows was broken, the door of the chamber had been beaten in and hung, split in two, on its hinges. A table, which had been covered with an elegant supper, was overturned. The decanters broken in pieces, and the fruits crushed, strewed the floor. Everything in the apartment gave evidence of a violent and desperate struggle. D’Artagnan even fancied he could recognize amid this strange disorder, fragments of garments, and some bloody spots staining the cloth and the curtains. He hastened to descend into the street, with a frightful beating at his heart; he wished to see if he could find other traces of violence.

	The little soft light shone on in the calmness of the night. D’Artagnan then perceived a thing that he had not before remarked--for nothing had led him to the examination--that the ground, trampled here and hoofmarked there, presented confused traces of men and horses. Besides, the wheels of a carriage, which appeared to have come from Paris, had made a deep impression in the soft earth, which did not extend beyond the pavilion, but turned again toward Paris.

	At length d’Artagnan, in pursuing his researches, found near the wall a woman’s torn glove. This glove, wherever it had not touched the muddy ground, was of irreproachable odor. It was one of those perfumed gloves that lovers like to snatch from a pretty hand.

	As d’Artagnan pursued his investigations, a more abundant and more icy sweat rolled in large drops from his forehead; his heart was oppressed by a horrible anguish; his respiration was broken and short. And yet he said, to reassure himself, that this pavilion perhaps had nothing in common with Mme. Bonacieux; that the young woman had made an appointment with him before the pavilion, and not in the pavilion; that she might have been detained in Paris by her duties, or perhaps by the jealousy of her husband.

	But all these reasons were combated, destroyed, overthrown, by that feeling of intimate pain which, on certain occasions, takes possession of our being, and cries to us so as to be understood unmistakably that some great misfortune is hanging over us.

	Then d’Artagnan became almost wild. He ran along the high road, took the path he had before taken, and reaching the ferry, interrogated the boatman.

	About seven o’clock in the evening, the boatman had taken over a young woman, wrapped in a black mantle, who appeared to be very anxious not to be recognized; but entirely on account of her precautions, the boatman had paid more attention to her and discovered that she was young and pretty.

	There were then, as now, a crowd of young and pretty women who came to St. Cloud, and who had reasons for not being seen, and yet d’Artagnan did not for an instant doubt that it was Mme. Bonacieux whom the boatman had noticed.

	D’Artagnan took advantage of the lamp which burned in the cabin of the ferryman to read the billet of Mme. Bonacieux once again, and satisfy himself that he had not been mistaken, that the appointment was at St. Cloud and not elsewhere, before the D’Estrees’s pavilion and not in another street. Everything conspired to prove to d’Artagnan that his presentiments had not deceived him, and that a great misfortune had happened.

	He again ran back to the chateau. It appeared to him that something might have happened at the pavilion in his absence, and that fresh information awaited him. The lane was still deserted, and the same calm soft light shone through the window.

	D’Artagnan then thought of that cottage, silent and obscure, which had no doubt seen all, and could tell its tale. The gate of the enclosure was shut; but he leaped over the hedge, and in spite of the barking of a chained-up dog, went up to the cabin.

	No one answered to his first knocking. A silence of death reigned in the cabin as in the pavilion; but as the cabin was his last resource, he knocked again.

	It soon appeared to him that he heard a slight noise within--a timid noise which seemed to tremble lest it should be heard.

	Then d’Artagnan ceased knocking, and prayed with an accent so full of anxiety and promises, terror and cajolery, that his voice was of a nature to reassure the most fearful. At length an old, worm-eaten shutter was opened, or rather pushed ajar, but closed again as soon as the light from a miserable lamp which burned in the corner had shone upon the baldric, sword belt, and pistol pommels of d’Artagnan. Nevertheless, rapid as the movement had been, d’Artagnan had had time to get a glimpse of the head of an old man.

	“In the name of heaven!” cried he, “listen to me; I have been waiting for someone who has not come. I am dying with anxiety. Has anything particular happened in the neighborhood? Speak!”

	The window was again opened slowly, and the same face appeared, only it was now still more pale than before.

	D’Artagnan related his story simply, with the omission of names. He told how he had a rendezvous with a young woman before that pavilion, and how, not seeing her come, he had climbed the linden tree, and by the light of the lamp had seen the disorder of the chamber.

	The old man listened attentively, making a sign only that it was all so; and then, when d’Artagnan had ended, he shook his head with an air that announced nothing good.

	“What do you mean?” cried d’Artagnan. “In the name of heaven, explain yourself!”

	“Oh! Monsieur,” said the old man, “ask me nothing; for if I dared tell you what I have seen, certainly no good would befall me.”

	“You have, then, seen something?” replied d’Artagnan. “In that case, in the name of heaven,” continued he, throwing him a pistole, “tell me what you have seen, and I will pledge you the word of a gentleman that not one of your words shall escape from my heart.”

	The old man read so much truth and so much grief in the face of the young man that he made him a sign to listen, and repeated in a low voice: “It was scarcely nine o’clock when I heard a noise in the street, and was wondering what it could be, when on coming to my door, I found that somebody was endeavoring to open it. As I am very poor and am not afraid of being robbed, I went and opened the gate and saw three men at a few paces from it. In the shadow was a carriage with two horses, and some saddlehorses. These horses evidently belonged to the three men, who were dressed as cavaliers. ‘Ah, my worthy gentlemen,’ cried I, ‘what do you want?’ ‘You must have a ladder?’ said he who appeared to be the leader of the party. ‘Yes, monsieur, the one with which I gather my fruit.’ ‘Lend it to us, and go into your house again; there is a crown for the annoyance we have caused you. Only remember this--if you speak a word of what you may see or what you may hear (for you will look and you will listen, I am quite sure, however we may threaten you), you are lost.’ At these words he threw me a crown, which I picked up, and he took the ladder. After shutting the gate behind them, I pretended to return to the house, but I immediately went out a back door, and stealing along in the shade of the hedge, I gained yonder clump of elder, from which I could hear and see everything. The three men brought the carriage up quietly, and took out of it a little man, stout, short, elderly, and commonly dressed in clothes of a dark color, who ascended the ladder very carefully, looked suspiciously in at the window of the pavilion, came down as quietly as he had gone up, and whispered, ‘It is she!’ Immediately, he who had spoken to me approached the door of the pavilion, opened it with a key he had in his hand, closed the door and disappeared, while at the same time the other two men ascended the ladder. The little old man remained at the coach door; the coachman took care of his horses, the lackey held the saddlehorses. All at once great cries resounded in the pavilion, and a woman came to the window, and opened it, as if to throw herself out of it; but as soon as she perceived the other two men, she fell back and they went into the chamber. Then I saw no more; but I heard the noise of breaking furniture. The woman screamed, and cried for help; but her cries were soon stifled. Two of the men appeared, bearing the woman in their arms, and carried her to the carriage, into which the little old man got after her. The leader closed the window, came out an instant after by the door, and satisfied himself that the woman was in the carriage. His two companions were already on horseback. He sprang into his saddle; the lackey took his place by the coachman; the carriage went off at a quick pace, escorted by the three horsemen, and all was over. From that moment I have neither seen nor heard anything.”

	D’Artagnan, entirely overcome by this terrible story, remained motionless and mute, while all the demons of anger and jealousy were howling in his heart.

	“But, my good gentleman,” resumed the old man, upon whom this mute despair certainly produced a greater effect than cries and tears would have done, “do not take on so; they did not kill her, and that’s a comfort.”

	“Can you guess,” said d’Artagnan, “who was the man who headed this infernal expedition?”

	“I don’t know him.”

	“But as you spoke to him you must have seen him.”

	“Oh, it’s a description you want?”

	“Exactly so.”

	“A tall, dark man, with black mustaches, dark eyes, and the air of a gentleman.”

	“That’s the man!” cried d’Artagnan, “again he, forever he! He is my demon, apparently. And the other?”

	“Which?”

	“The short one.”

	“Oh, he was not a gentleman, I’ll answer for it; besides, he did not wear a sword, and the others treated him with small consideration.”

	“Some lackey,” murmured d’Artagnan. “Poor woman, poor woman, what have they done with you?”

	“You have promised to be secret, my good monsieur?” said the old man.

	“And I renew my promise. Be easy, I am a gentleman. A gentleman has but his word, and I have given you mine.”

	With a heavy heart, d’Artagnan again bent his way toward the ferry. Sometimes he hoped it could not be Mme. Bonacieux, and that he should find her next day at the Louvre; sometimes he feared she had had an intrigue with another, who, in a jealous fit, had surprised her and carried her off. His mind was torn by doubt, grief, and despair.

	“Oh, if I had my three friends here,” cried he, “I should have, at least, some hopes of finding her; but who knows what has become of them?”

	It was past midnight; the next thing was to find Planchet. D’Artagnan went successively into all the cabarets in which there was a light, but could not find Planchet in any of them.

	At the sixth he began to reflect that the search was rather dubious. D’Artagnan had appointed six o’clock in the morning for his lackey, and wherever he might be, he was right.

	Besides, it came into the young man’s mind that by remaining in the environs of the spot on which this sad event had passed, he would, perhaps, have some light thrown upon the mysterious affair. At the sixth cabaret, then, as we said, d’Artagnan stopped, asked for a bottle of wine of the best quality, and placing himself in the darkest corner of the room, determined thus to wait till daylight; but this time again his hopes were disappointed, and although he listened with all his ears, he heard nothing, amid the oaths, coarse jokes, and abuse which passed between the laborers, servants, and carters who comprised the honorable society of which he formed a part, which could put him upon the least track of her who had been stolen from him. He was compelled, then, after having swallowed the contents of his bottle, to pass the time as well as to evade suspicion, to fall into the easiest position in his corner and to sleep, whether well or ill. D’Artagnan, be it remembered, was only twenty years old, and at that age sleep has its imprescriptible rights which it imperiously insists upon, even with the saddest hearts.

	Toward six o’clock d’Artagnan awoke with that uncomfortable feeling which generally accompanies the break of day after a bad night. He was not long in making his toilet. He examined himself to see if advantage had been taken of his sleep, and having found his diamond ring on his finger, his purse in his pocket, and his pistols in his belt, he rose, paid for his bottle, and went out to try if he could have any better luck in his search after his lackey than he had had the night before. The first thing he perceived through the damp gray mist was honest Planchet, who, with the two horses in hand, awaited him at the door of a little blind cabaret, before which d’Artagnan had passed without even a suspicion of its existence.

	25 PORTHOS

	Instead of returning directly home, d’Artagnan alighted at the door of M. de Treville, and ran quickly up the stairs. This time he had decided to relate all that had passed. M. de Treville would doubtless give him good advice as to the whole affair. Besides, as M. de Treville saw the queen almost daily, he might be able to draw from her Majesty some intelligence of the poor young woman, whom they were doubtless making pay very dearly for her devotedness to her mistress.

	M de Treville listened to the young man’s account with a seriousness which proved that he saw something else in this adventure besides a love affair. When d’Artagnan had finished, he said, “Hum! All this savors of his Eminence, a league off.”

	“But what is to be done?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Nothing, absolutely nothing, at present, but quitting Paris, as I told you, as soon as possible. I will see the queen; I will relate to her the details of the disappearance of this poor woman, of which she is no doubt ignorant. These details will guide her on her part, and on your return, I shall perhaps have some good news to tell you. Rely on me.”

	D’Artagnan knew that, although a Gascon, M. de Treville was not in the habit of making promises, and that when by chance he did promise, he more than kept his word. He bowed to him, then, full of gratitude for the past and for the future; and the worthy captain, who on his side felt a lively interest in this young man, so brave and so resolute, pressed his hand kindly, wishing him a pleasant journey.

	Determined to put the advice of M. de Treville in practice instantly, d’Artagnan directed his course toward the Rue des Fossoyeurs, in order to superintend the packing of his valise. On approaching the house, he perceived M. Bonacieux in morning costume, standing at his threshold. All that the prudent Planchet had said to him the preceding evening about the sinister character of the old man recurred to the mind of d’Artagnan, who looked at him with more attention than he had done before. In fact, in addition to that yellow, sickly paleness which indicates the insinuation of the bile in the blood, and which might, besides, be accidental, d’Artagnan remarked something perfidiously significant in the play of the wrinkled features of his countenance. A rogue does not laugh in the same way that an honest man does; a hypocrite does not shed the tears of a man of good faith. All falsehood is a mask; and however well made the mask may be, with a little attention we may always succeed in distinguishing it from the true face.

	It appeared, then, to d’Artagnan that M. Bonacieux wore a mask, and likewise that that mask was most disagreeable to look upon. In consequence of this feeling of repugnance, he was about to pass without speaking to him, but, as he had done the day before, M. Bonacieux accosted him.

	“Well, young man,” said he, “we appear to pass rather gay nights! Seven o’clock in the morning! PESTE! You seem to reverse ordinary customs, and come home at the hour when other people are going out.”

	“No one can reproach you for anything of the kind, Monsieur Bonacieux,” said the young man; “you are a model for regular people. It is true that when a man possesses a young and pretty wife, he has no need to seek happiness elsewhere. Happiness comes to meet him, does it not, Monsieur Bonacieux?”

	Bonacieux became as pale as death, and grinned a ghastly smile.

	“Ah, ah!” said Bonacieux, “you are a jocular companion! But where the devil were you gladding last night, my young master? It does not appear to be very clean in the crossroads.”

	D’Artagnan glanced down at his boots, all covered with mud; but that same glance fell upon the shoes and stockings of the mercer, and it might have been said they had been dipped in the same mud heap. Both were stained with splashes of mud of the same appearance.

	Then a sudden idea crossed the mind of d’Artagnan. That little stout man, short and elderly, that sort of lackey, dressed in dark clothes, treated without ceremony by the men wearing swords who composed the escort, was Bonacieux himself. The husband had presided at the abduction of his wife.

	A terrible inclination seized d’Artagnan to grasp the mercer by the throat and strangle him; but, as we have said, he was a very prudent youth, and he restrained himself. However, the revolution which appeared upon his countenance was so visible that Bonacieux was terrified at it, and he endeavored to draw back a step or two; but as he was standing before the half of the door which was shut, the obstacle compelled him to keep his place.

	“Ah, but you are joking, my worthy man!” said d’Artagnan. “It appears to me that if my boots need a sponge, your stockings and shoes stand in equal need of a brush. May you not have been philandering a little also, Monsieur Bonacieux? Oh, the devil! That’s unpardonable in a man of your age, and who besides, has such a pretty wife as yours.”

	“Oh, Lord! no,” said Bonacieux, “but yesterday I went to St. Mande to make some inquiries after a servant, as I cannot possibly do without one; and the roads were so bad that I brought back all this mud, which I have not yet had time to remove.”

	The place named by Bonacieux as that which had been the object of his journey was a fresh proof in support of the suspicions d’Artagnan had conceived. Bonacieux had named Mande because Mande was in an exactly opposite direction from St. Cloud. This probability afforded him his first consolation. If Bonacieux knew where his wife was, one might, by extreme means, force the mercer to open his teeth and let his secret escape. The question, then, was how to change this probability into a certainty.

	“Pardon, my dear Monsieur Bonacieux, if I don’t stand upon ceremony,” said d’Artagnan, “but nothing makes one so thirsty as want of sleep. I am parched with thirst. Allow me to take a glass of water in your apartment; you know that is never refused among neighbors.”

	Without waiting for the permission of his host, d’Artagnan went quickly into the house, and cast a rapid glance at the bed. It had not been used. Bonacieux had not been abed. He had only been back an hour or two; he had accompanied his wife to the place of her confinement, or else at least to the first relay.

	“Thanks, Monsieur Bonacieux,” said d’Artagnan, emptying his glass, “that is all I wanted of you. I will now go up into my apartment. I will make Planchet brush my boots; and when he has done, I will, if you like, send him to you to brush your shoes.”

	He left the mercer quite astonished at his singular farewell, and asking himself if he had not been a little inconsiderate.

	At the top of the stairs he found Planchet in a great fright.

	“Ah, monsieur!” cried Planchet, as soon as he perceived his master, “here is more trouble. I thought you would never come in.”

	“What’s the matter now, Planchet?” demanded d’Artagnan.

	“Oh! I give you a hundred, I give you a thousand times to guess, monsieur, the visit I received in your absence.”

	“When?”

	“About half an hour ago, while you were at Monsieur de Treville’s.”

	“Who has been here? Come, speak.”

	“Monsieur de Cavois.”

	“Monsieur de Cavois?”

	“In person.”

	“The captain of the cardinal’s Guards?”

	“Himself.”

	“Did he come to arrest me?”

	“I have no doubt that he did, monsieur, for all his wheedling manner.”

	“Was he so sweet, then?”

	“Indeed, he was all honey, monsieur.”

	“Indeed!”

	“He came, he said, on the part of his Eminence, who wished you well, and to beg you to follow him to the Palais-Royal*.”

	*It was called the Palais-Cardinal before Richelieu gave it to the King.

	“What did you answer him?”

	“That the thing was impossible, seeing that you were not at home, as he could see.”

	“Well, what did he say then?”

	“That you must not fail to call upon him in the course of the day; and then he added in a low voice, ‘Tell your master that his Eminence is very well disposed toward him, and that his fortune perhaps depends upon this interview.’”

	“The snare is rather MALADROIT for the cardinal,” replied the young man, smiling.

	“Oh, I saw the snare, and I answered you would be quite in despair on your return.

	“‘Where has he gone?’ asked Monsieur de Cavois.

	“‘To Troyes, in Champagne,’ I answered.

	“‘And when did he set out?’

	“‘Yesterday evening.’”

	“Planchet, my friend,” interrupted d’Artagnan, “you are really a precious fellow.”

	“You will understand, monsieur, I thought there would be still time, if you wish, to see Monsieur de Cavois to contradict me by saying you were not yet gone. The falsehood would then lie at my door, and as I am not a gentleman, I may be allowed to lie.”

	“Be of good heart, Planchet, you shall preserve your reputation as a veracious man. In a quarter of an hour we set off.”

	“That’s the advice I was about to give Monsieur; and where are we going, may I ask, without being too curious?”

	“PARDIEU! In the opposite direction to that which you said I was gone. Besides, are you not as anxious to learn news of Grimaud, Mousqueton, and Bazin as I am to know what has become of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis?”

	“Yes, monsieur,” said Planchet, “and I will go as soon as you please. Indeed, I think provincial air will suit us much better just now than the air of Paris. So then--”

	“So then, pack up our luggage, Planchet, and let us be off. On my part, I will go out with my hands in my pockets, that nothing may be suspected. You may join me at the Hotel des Gardes. By the way, Planchet, I think you are right with respect to our host, and that he is decidedly a frightfully low wretch.”

	“Ah, monsieur, you may take my word when I tell you anything. I am a physiognomist, I assure you.”

	D’Artagnan went out first, as had been agreed upon. Then, in order that he might have nothing to reproach himself with, he directed his steps, for the last time, toward the residences of his three friends. No news had been received of them; only a letter, all perfumed and of an elegant writing in small characters, had come for Aramis. D’Artagnan took charge of it. Ten minutes afterward Planchet joined him at the stables of the Hotel des Gardes. D’Artagnan, in order that there might be no time lost, had saddled his horse himself.

	“That’s well,” said he to Planchet, when the latter added the portmanteau to the equipment. “Now saddle the other three horses.”

	“Do you think, then, monsieur, that we shall travel faster with two horses apiece?” said Planchet, with his shrewd air.

	“No, Monsieur Jester,” replied d’Artagnan; “but with our four horses we may bring back our three friends, if we should have the good fortune to find them living.”

	“Which is a great chance,” replied Planchet, “but we must not despair of the mercy of God.”

	“Amen!” said d’Artagnan, getting into his saddle.

	As they went from the Hotel des Gardes, they separated, leaving the street at opposite ends, one having to quit Paris by the Barriere de la Villette and the other by the Barriere Montmartre, to meet again beyond St. Denis--a strategic maneuver which, having been executed with equal punctuality, was crowned with the most fortunate results. D’Artagnan and Planchet entered Pierrefitte together.

	Planchet was more courageous, it must be admitted, by day than by night. His natural prudence, however, never forsook him for a single instant. He had forgotten not one of the incidents of the first journey, and he looked upon everybody he met on the road as an enemy. It followed that his hat was forever in his hand, which procured him some severe reprimands from d’Artagnan, who feared that his excess of politeness would lead people to think he was the lackey of a man of no consequence.

	Nevertheless, whether the passengers were really touched by the urbanity of Planchet or whether this time nobody was posted on the young man’s road, our two travelers arrived at Chantilly without any accident, and alighted at the tavern of Great St. Martin, the same at which they had stopped on their first journey.

	The host, on seeing a young man followed by a lackey with two extra horses, advanced respectfully to the door. Now, as they had already traveled eleven leagues, d’Artagnan thought it time to stop, whether Porthos were or were not in the inn. Perhaps it would not be prudent to ask at once what had become of the Musketeer. The result of these reflections was that d’Artagnan, without asking information of any kind, alighted, commended the horses to the care of his lackey, entered a small room destined to receive those who wished to be alone, and desired the host to bring him a bottle of his best wine and as good a breakfast as possible--a desire which further corroborated the high opinion the innkeeper had formed of the traveler at first sight.

	D’Artagnan was therefore served with miraculous celerity. The regiment of the Guards was recruited among the first gentlemen of the kingdom; and d’Artagnan, followed by a lackey, and traveling with four magnificent horses, despite the simplicity of his uniform, could not fail to make a sensation. The host desired himself to serve him; which d’Artagnan perceiving, ordered two glasses to be brought, and commenced the following conversation.

	“My faith, my good host,” said d’Artagnan, filling the two glasses, “I asked for a bottle of your best wine, and if you have deceived me, you will be punished in what you have sinned; for seeing that I hate drinking by myself, you shall drink with me. Take your glass, then, and let us drink. But what shall we drink to, so as to avoid wounding any susceptibility? Let us drink to the prosperity of your establishment.”

	“Your Lordship does me much honor,” said the host, “and I thank you sincerely for your kind wish.”

	“But don’t mistake,” said d’Artagnan, “there is more selfishness in my toast than perhaps you may think--for it is only in prosperous establishments that one is well received. In hotels that do not flourish, everything is in confusion, and the traveler is a victim to the embarrassments of his host. Now, I travel a great deal, particularly on this road, and I wish to see all innkeepers making a fortune.”

	“It seems to me,” said the host, “that this is not the first time I have had the honor of seeing Monsieur.”

	“Bah, I have passed perhaps ten times through Chantilly, and out of the ten times I have stopped three or four times at your house at least. Why I was here only ten or twelve days ago. I was conducting some friends, Musketeers, one of whom, by the by, had a dispute with a stranger--a man who sought a quarrel with him, for I don’t know what.”

	“Exactly so,” said the host; “I remember it perfectly. It is not Monsieur Porthos that your Lordship means?”

	“Yes, that is my companion’s name. My God, my dear host, tell me if anything has happened to him?”

	“Your Lordship must have observed that he could not continue his journey.”

	“Why, to be sure, he promised to rejoin us, and we have seen nothing of him.”

	“He has done us the honor to remain here.”

	“What, he had done you the honor to remain here?”

	“Yes, monsieur, in this house; and we are even a little uneasy--”

	“On what account?”

	“Of certain expenses he has contracted.”

	“Well, but whatever expenses he may have incurred, I am sure he is in a condition to pay them.”

	“Ah, monsieur, you infuse genuine balm into my blood. We have made considerable advances; and this very morning the surgeon declared that if Monsieur Porthos did not pay him, he should look to me, as it was I who had sent for him.”

	“Porthos is wounded, then?”

	“I cannot tell you, monsieur.”

	“What! You cannot tell me? Surely you ought to be able to tell me better than any other person.”

	“Yes; but in our situation we must not say all we know--particularly as we have been warned that our ears should answer for our tongues.”

	“Well, can I see Porthos?”

	“Certainly, monsieur. Take the stairs on your right; go up the first flight and knock at Number One. Only warn him that it is you.”

	“Why should I do that?”

	“Because, monsieur, some mischief might happen to you.”

	“Of what kind, in the name of wonder?”

	“Monsieur Porthos may imagine you belong to the house, and in a fit of passion might run his sword through you or blow out your brains.”

	“What have you done to him, then?”

	“We have asked him for money.”

	“The devil! Ah, I can understand that. It is a demand that Porthos takes very ill when he is not in funds; but I know he must be so at present.”

	“We thought so, too, monsieur. As our house is carried on very regularly, and we make out our bills every week, at the end of eight days we presented our account; but it appeared we had chosen an unlucky moment, for at the first word on the subject, he sent us to all the devils. It is true he had been playing the day before.”

	“Playing the day before! And with whom?”

	“Lord, who can say, monsieur? With some gentleman who was traveling this way, to whom he proposed a game of LANSQUENET.”

	“That’s it, then, and the foolish fellow lost all he had?”

	“Even to his horse, monsieur; for when the gentleman was about to set out, we perceived that his lackey was saddling Monsieur Porthos’s horse, as well as his master’s. When we observed this to him, he told us all to trouble ourselves about our own business, as this horse belonged to him. We also informed Monsieur Porthos of what was going on; but he told us we were scoundrels to doubt a gentleman’s word, and that as he had said the horse was his, it must be so.”

	“That’s Porthos all over,” murmured d’Artagnan.

	“Then,” continued the host, “I replied that as from the moment we seemed not likely to come to a good understanding with respect to payment, I hoped that he would have at least the kindness to grant the favor of his custom to my brother host of the Golden Eagle; but Monsieur Porthos replied that, my house being the best, he should remain where he was. This reply was too flattering to allow me to insist on his departure. I confined myself then to begging him to give up his chamber, which is the handsomest in the hotel, and to be satisfied with a pretty little room on the third floor; but to this Monsieur Porthos replied that as he every moment expected his mistress, who was one of the greatest ladies in the court, I might easily comprehend that the chamber he did me the honor to occupy in my house was itself very mean for the visit of such a personage. Nevertheless, while acknowledging the truth of what he said, I thought proper to insist; but without even giving himself the trouble to enter into any discussion with me, he took one of his pistols, laid it on his table, day and night, and said that at the first word that should be spoken to him about removing, either within the house or out of it, he would blow out the brains of the person who should be so imprudent as to meddle with a matter which only concerned himself. Since that time, monsieur, nobody entered his chamber but his servant.”

	“What! Mousqueton is here, then?”

	“Oh, yes, monsieur. Five days after your departure, he came back, and in a very bad condition, too. It appears that he had met with disagreeableness, likewise, on his journey. Unfortunately, he is more nimble than his master; so that for the sake of his master, he puts us all under his feet, and as he thinks we might refuse what he asked for, he takes all he wants without asking at all.”

	“The fact is,” said d’Artagnan, “I have always observed a great degree of intelligence and devotedness in Mousqueton.”

	“That is possible, monsieur; but suppose I should happen to be brought in contact, even four times a year, with such intelligence and devotedness--why, I should be a ruined man!”

	“No, for Porthos will pay you.”

	“Hum!” said the host, in a doubtful tone.

	“The favorite of a great lady will not be allowed to be inconvenienced for such a paltry sum as he owes you.”

	“If I durst say what I believe on that head--”

	“What you believe?”

	“I ought rather to say, what I know.”

	“What you know?”

	“And even what I am sure of.”

	“And of what are you so sure?”

	“I would say that I know this great lady.”

	“You?”

	“Yes; I.”

	“And how do you know her?”

	“Oh, monsieur, if I could believe I might trust in your discretion.”

	“Speak! By the word of a gentleman, you shall have no cause to repent of your confidence.”

	“Well, monsieur, you understand that uneasiness makes us do many things.”

	“What have you done?”

	“Oh, nothing which was not right in the character of a creditor.”

	“Well?”

	“Monsieur Porthos gave us a note for his duchess, ordering us to put it in the post. This was before his servant came. As he could not leave his chamber, it was necessary to charge us with this commission.”

	“And then?”

	“Instead of putting the letter in the post, which is never safe, I took advantage of the journey of one of my lads to Paris, and ordered him to convey the letter to this duchess himself. This was fulfilling the intentions of Monsieur Porthos, who had desired us to be so careful of this letter, was it not?”

	“Nearly so.”

	“Well, monsieur, do you know who this great lady is?”

	“No; I have heard Porthos speak of her, that’s all.”

	“Do you know who this pretended duchess is?

	“I repeat to you, I don’t know her.”

	“Why, she is the old wife of a procurator* of the Chatelet, monsieur, named Madame Coquenard, who, although she is at least fifty, still gives herself jealous airs. It struck me as very odd that a princess should live in the Rue aux Ours.”

	*Attorney

	“But how do you know all this?”

	“Because she flew into a great passion on receiving the letter, saying that Monsieur Porthos was a weathercock, and that she was sure it was for some woman he had received this wound.”

	“Has he been wounded, then?”

	“Oh, good Lord! What have I said?”

	“You said that Porthos had received a sword cut.”

	“Yes, but he has forbidden me so strictly to say so.”

	“And why so.”

	“Zounds, monsieur! Because he had boasted that he would perforate the stranger with whom you left him in dispute; whereas the stranger, on the contrary, in spite of all his rodomontades quickly threw him on his back. As Monsieur Porthos is a very boastful man, he insists that nobody shall know he has received this wound except the duchess, whom he endeavored to interest by an account of his adventure.”

	“It is a wound that confines him to his bed?”

	“Ah, and a master stroke, too, I assure you. Your friend’s soul must stick tight to his body.”

	“Were you there, then?”

	“Monsieur, I followed them from curiosity, so that I saw the combat without the combatants seeing me.”

	“And what took place?”

	“Oh! The affair was not long, I assure you. They placed themselves on guard; the stranger made a feint and a lunge, and that so rapidly that when Monsieur Porthos came to the PARADE, he had already three inches of steel in his breast. He immediately fell backward. The stranger placed the point of his sword at his throat; and Monsieur Porthos, finding himself at the mercy of his adversary, acknowledged himself conquered. Upon which the stranger asked his name, and learning that it was Porthos, and not d’Artagnan, he assisted him to rise, brought him back to the hotel, mounted his horse, and disappeared.”

	“So it was with Monsieur d’Artagnan this stranger meant to quarrel?”

	“It appears so.”

	“And do you know what has become of him?”

	“No, I never saw him until that moment, and have not seen him since.”

	“Very well; I know all that I wish to know. Porthos’s chamber is, you say, on the first story, Number One?”

	“Yes, monsieur, the handsomest in the inn--a chamber that I could have let ten times over.”

	“Bah! Be satisfied,” said d’Artagnan, laughing, “Porthos will pay you with the money of the Duchess Coquenard.”

	“Oh, monsieur, procurator’s wife or duchess, if she will but loosen her pursestrings, it will be all the same; but she positively answered that she was tired of the exigencies and infidelities of Monsieur Porthos, and that she would not send him a denier.”

	“And did you convey this answer to your guest?”

	“We took good care not to do that; he would have found in what fashion we had executed his commission.”

	“So that he still expects his money?”

	“Oh, Lord, yes, monsieur! Yesterday he wrote again; but it was his servant who this time put the letter in the post.”

	“Do you say the procurator’s wife is old and ugly?”

	“Fifty at least, monsieur, and not at all handsome, according to Pathaud’s account.”

	“In that case, you may be quite at ease; she will soon be softened. Besides, Porthos cannot owe you much.”

	“How, not much! Twenty good pistoles, already, without reckoning the doctor. He denies himself nothing; it may easily be seen he has been accustomed to live well.”

	“Never mind; if his mistress abandons him, he will find friends, I will answer for it. So, my dear host, be not uneasy, and continue to take all the care of him that his situation requires.”

	“Monsieur has promised me not to open his mouth about the procurator’s wife, and not to say a word of the wound?”

	“That’s agreed; you have my word.”

	“Oh, he would kill me!”

	“Don’t be afraid; he is not so much of a devil as he appears.”

	Saying these words, d’Artagnan went upstairs, leaving his host a little better satisfied with respect to two things in which he appeared to be very much interested--his debt and his life.

	At the top of the stairs, upon the most conspicuous door of the corridor, was traced in black ink a gigantic number “1.” d’Artagnan knocked, and upon the bidding to come in which came from inside, he entered the chamber.

	Porthos was in bed, and was playing a game at LANSQUENET with Mousqueton, to keep his hand in; while a spit loaded with partridges was turning before the fire, and on each side of a large chimneypiece, over two chafing dishes, were boiling two stewpans, from which exhaled a double odor of rabbit and fish stews, rejoicing to the smell. In addition to this he perceived that the top of a wardrobe and the marble of a commode were covered with empty bottles.

	At the sight of his friend, Porthos uttered a loud cry of joy; and Mousqueton, rising respectfully, yielded his place to him, and went to give an eye to the two stewpans, of which he appeared to have the particular inspection.

	“Ah, PARDIEU! Is that you?” said Porthos to d’Artagnan. “You are right welcome. Excuse my not coming to meet you; but,” added he, looking at d’Artagnan with a certain degree of uneasiness, “you know what has happened to me?”

	“No.”

	“Has the host told you nothing, then?”

	“I asked after you, and came up as soon as I could.”

	Porthos seemed to breathe more freely.

	“And what has happened to you, my dear Porthos?” continued d’Artagnan.

	“Why, on making a thrust at my adversary, whom I had already hit three times, and whom I meant to finish with the fourth, I put my foot on a stone, slipped, and strained my knee.”

	“Truly?”

	“Honor! Luckily for the rascal, for I should have left him dead on the spot, I assure you.”

	“And what has became of him?”

	“Oh, I don’t know; he had enough, and set off without waiting for the rest. But you, my dear d’Artagnan, what has happened to you?”

	“So that this strain of the knee,” continued d’Artagnan, “my dear Porthos, keeps you in bed?”

	“My God, that’s all. I shall be about again in a few days.”

	“Why did you not have yourself conveyed to Paris? You must be cruelly bored here.”

	“That was my intention; but, my dear friend, I have one thing to confess to you.”

	“What’s that?”

	“It is that as I was cruelly bored, as you say, and as I had the seventy-five pistoles in my pocket which you had distributed to me, in order to amuse myself I invited a gentleman who was traveling this way to walk up, and proposed a cast of dice. He accepted my challenge, and, my faith, my seventy-five pistoles passed from my pocket to his, without reckoning my horse, which he won into the bargain. But you, my dear d’Artagnan?”

	“What can you expect, my dear Porthos; a man is not privileged in all ways,” said d’Artagnan. “You know the proverb ‘Unlucky at play, lucky in love.’ You are too fortunate in your love for play not to take its revenge. What consequence can the reverses of fortune be to you? Have you not, happy rogue that you are--have you not your duchess, who cannot fail to come to your aid?”

	“Well, you see, my dear d’Artagnan, with what ill luck I play,” replied Porthos, with the most careless air in the world. “I wrote to her to send me fifty louis or so, of which I stood absolutely in need on account of my accident.”

	“Well?”

	“Well, she must be at her country seat, for she has not answered me.”

	“Truly?”

	“No; so I yesterday addressed another epistle to her, still more pressing than the first. But you are here, my dear fellow, let us speak of you. I confess I began to be very uneasy on your account.”

	“But your host behaves very well toward you, as it appears, my dear Porthos,” said d’Artagnan, directing the sick man’s attention to the full stewpans and the empty bottles.

	“So, so,” replied Porthos. “Only three or four days ago the impertinent jackanapes gave me his bill, and I was forced to turn both him and his bill out of the door; so that I am here something in the fashion of a conqueror, holding my position, as it were, my conquest. So you see, being in constant fear of being forced from that position, I am armed to the teeth.”

	“And yet,” said d’Artagnan, laughing, “it appears to me that from time to time you must make SORTIES.” And he again pointed to the bottles and the stewpans.

	“Not I, unfortunately!” said Porthos. “This miserable strain confines me to my bed; but Mousqueton forages, and brings in provisions. Friend Mousqueton, you see that we have a reinforcement, and we must have an increase of supplies.”

	“Mousqueton,” said d’Artagnan, “you must render me a service.”

	“What, monsieur?”

	“You must give your recipe to Planchet. I may be besieged in my turn, and I shall not be sorry for him to be able to let me enjoy the same advantages with which you gratify your master.”

	“Lord, monsieur! There is nothing more easy,” said Mousqueton, with a modest air. “One only needs to be sharp, that’s all. I was brought up in the country, and my father in his leisure time was something of a poacher.”

	“And what did he do the rest of his time?”

	“Monsieur, he carried on a trade which I have always thought satisfactory.”

	“Which?”

	“As it was a time of war between the Catholics and the Huguenots, and as he saw the Catholics exterminate the Huguenots and the Huguenots exterminate the Catholics--all in the name of religion--he adopted a mixed belief which permitted him to be sometimes Catholic, sometimes a Huguenot. Now, he was accustomed to walk with his fowling piece on his shoulder, behind the hedges which border the roads, and when he saw a Catholic coming alone, the Protestant religion immediately prevailed in his mind. He lowered his gun in the direction of the traveler; then, when he was within ten paces of him, he commenced a conversation which almost always ended by the traveler’s abandoning his purse to save his life. It goes without saying that when he saw a Huguenot coming, he felt himself filled with such ardent Catholic zeal that he could not understand how, a quarter of an hour before, he had been able to have any doubts upon the superiority of our holy religion. For my part, monsieur, I am Catholic--my father, faithful to his principles, having made my elder brother a Huguenot.”

	“And what was the end of this worthy man?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Oh, of the most unfortunate kind, monsieur. One day he was surprised in a lonely road between a Huguenot and a Catholic, with both of whom he had before had business, and who both knew him again; so they united against him and hanged him on a tree. Then they came and boasted of their fine exploit in the cabaret of the next village, where my brother and I were drinking.”

	“And what did you do?” said d’Artagnan.

	“We let them tell their story out,” replied Mousqueton. “Then, as in leaving the cabaret they took different directions, my brother went and hid himself on the road of the Catholic, and I on that of the Huguenot. Two hours after, all was over; we had done the business of both, admiring the foresight of our poor father, who had taken the precaution to bring each of us up in a different religion.”

	“Well, I must allow, as you say, your father was a very intelligent fellow. And you say in his leisure moments the worthy man was a poacher?”

	“Yes, monsieur, and it was he who taught me to lay a snare and ground a line. The consequence is that when I saw our laborers, which did not at all suit two such delicate stomachs as ours, I had recourse to a little of my old trade. While walking near the wood of Monsieur le Prince, I laid a few snare in the runs; and while reclining on the banks of his Highness’s pieces of water, I slipped a few lines into his fish ponds. So that now, thanks be to God, we do not want, as Monsieur can testify, for partridges, rabbits, carp or eels--all light, wholesome food, suitable for the sick.”

	“But the wine,” said d’Artagnan, “who furnishes the wine? Your host?”

	“That is to say, yes and no.”

	“How yes and no?”

	“He furnishes it, it is true, but he does not know that he has that honor.”

	“Explain yourself, Mousqueton; your conversation is full of instructive things.”

	“That is it, monsieur. It has so chanced that I met with a Spaniard in my peregrinations who had seen many countries, and among them the New World.”

	“What connection can the New World have with the bottles which are on the commode and the wardrobe?”

	“Patience, monsieur, everything will come in its turn.”

	“This Spaniard had in his service a lackey who had accompanied him in his voyage to Mexico. This lackey was my compatriot; and we became the more intimate from there being many resemblances of character between us. We loved sporting of all kinds better than anything; so that he related to me how in the plains of the Pampas the natives hunt the tiger and the wild bull with simple running nooses which they throw to a distance of twenty or thirty paces the end of a cord with such nicety; but in face of the proof I was obliged to acknowledge the truth of the recital. My friend placed a bottle at the distance of thirty paces, and at each cast he caught the neck of the bottle in his running noose. I practiced this exercise, and as nature has endowed me with some faculties, at this day I can throw the lasso with any man in the world. Well, do you understand, monsieur? Our host has a well-furnished cellar the key of which never leaves him; only this cellar has a ventilating hole. Now through this ventilating hole I throw my lasso, and as I now know in which part of the cellar is the best wine, that’s my point for sport. You see, monsieur, what the New World has to do with the bottles which are on the commode and the wardrobe. Now, will you taste our wine, and without prejudice say what you think of it?”

	“Thank you, my friend, thank you; unfortunately, I have just breakfasted.”

	“Well,” said Porthos, “arrange the table, Mousqueton, and while we breakfast, d’Artagnan will relate to us what has happened to him during the ten days since he left us.”

	“Willingly,” said d’Artagnan.

	While Porthos and Mousqueton were breakfasting, with the appetites of convalescents and with that brotherly cordiality which unites men in misfortune, d’Artagnan related how Aramis, being wounded, was obliged to stop at Crevecoeur, how he had left Athos fighting at Amiens with four men who accused him of being a coiner, and how he, d’Artagnan, had been forced to run the Comtes de Wardes through the body in order to reach England.

	But there the confidence of d’Artagnan stopped. He only added that on his return from Great Britain he had brought back four magnificent horses--one for himself, and one for each of his companions; then he informed Porthos that the one intended for him was already installed in the stable of the tavern.

	At this moment Planchet entered, to inform his master that the horses were sufficiently refreshed and that it would be possible to sleep at Clermont.

	As d’Artagnan was tolerably reassured with regard to Porthos, and as he was anxious to obtain news of his two other friends, he held out his hand to the wounded man, and told him he was about to resume his route in order to continue his researches. For the rest, as he reckoned upon returning by the same route in seven or eight days, if Porthos were still at the Great St. Martin, he would call for him on his way.

	Porthos replied that in all probability his sprain would not permit him to depart yet awhile. Besides, it was necessary he should stay at Chantilly to wait for the answer from his duchess.

	D’Artagnan wished that answer might be prompt and favorable; and having again recommended Porthos to the care of Mousqueton, and paid his bill to the host, he resumed his route with Planchet, already relieved of one of his led horses.

	26 ARAMIS AND HIS THESIS

	D’Artagnan had said nothing to Porthos of his wound or of his procurator’s wife. Our Bearnais was a prudent lad, however young he might be. Consequently he had appeared to believe all that the vainglorious Musketeer had told him, convinced that no friendship will hold out against a surprised secret. Besides, we feel always a sort of mental superiority over those whose lives we know better than they suppose. In his projects of intrigue for the future, and determined as he was to make his three friends the instruments of his fortune, d’Artagnan was not sorry at getting into his grasp beforehand the invisible strings by which he reckoned upon moving them.

	And yet, as he journeyed along, a profound sadness weighed upon his heart. He thought of that young and pretty Mme. Bonacieux who was to have paid him the price of his devotedness; but let us hasten to say that this sadness possessed the young man less from the regret of the happiness he had missed, than from the fear he entertained that some serious misfortune had befallen the poor woman. For himself, he had no doubt she was a victim of the cardinal’s vengeance; and, as was well known, the vengeance of his Eminence was terrible. How he had found grace in the eyes of the minister, he did not know; but without doubt M. de Cavois would have revealed this to him if the captain of the Guards had found him at home.

	Nothing makes time pass more quickly or more shortens a journey than a thought which absorbs in itself all the faculties of the organization of him who thinks. External existence then resembles a sleep of which this thought is the dream. By its influence, time has no longer measure, space has no longer distance. We depart from one place, and arrive at another, that is all. Of the interval passed, nothing remains in the memory but a vague mist in which a thousand confused images of trees, mountains, and landscapes are lost. It was as a prey to this hallucination that d’Artagnan traveled, at whatever pace his horse pleased, the six or eight leagues that separated Chantilly from Crevecoeur, without his being able to remember on his arrival in the village any of the things he had passed or met with on the road.

	There only his memory returned to him. He shook his head, perceived the cabaret at which he had left Aramis, and putting his horse to the trot, he shortly pulled up at the door.

	This time it was not a host but a hostess who received him. D’Artagnan was a physiognomist. His eye took in at a glance the plump, cheerful countenance of the mistress of the place, and he at once perceived there was no occasion for dissembling with her, or of fearing anything from one blessed with such a joyous physiognomy.

	“My good dame,” asked d’Artagnan, “can you tell me what has become of one of my friends, whom we were obliged to leave here about a dozen days ago?”

	“A handsome young man, three- or four-and-twenty years old, mild, amiable, and well made?”

	“That is he--wounded in the shoulder.”

	“Just so. Well, monsieur, he is still here.”

	“Ah, PARDIEU! My dear dame,” said d’Artagnan, springing from his horse, and throwing the bridle to Planchet, “you restore me to life; where is this dear Aramis? Let me embrace him, I am in a hurry to see him again.”

	“Pardon, monsieur, but I doubt whether he can see you at this moment.”

	“Why so? Has he a lady with him?”

	“Jesus! What do you mean by that? Poor lad! No, monsieur, he has not a lady with him.”

	“With whom is he, then?”

	“With the curate of Montdidier and the superior of the Jesuits of Amiens.”

	“Good heavens!” cried d’Artagnan, “is the poor fellow worse, then?”

	“No, monsieur, quite the contrary; but after his illness grace touched him, and he determined to take orders.”

	“That’s it!” said d’Artagnan, “I had forgotten that he was only a Musketeer for a time.”

	“Monsieur still insists upon seeing him?”

	“More than ever.”

	“Well, monsieur has only to take the right-hand staircase in the courtyard, and knock at Number Five on the second floor.”

	D’Artagnan walked quickly in the direction indicated, and found one of those exterior staircases that are still to be seen in the yards of our old-fashioned taverns. But there was no getting at the place of sojourn of the future abbe; the defiles of the chamber of Aramis were as well guarded as the gardens of Armida. Bazin was stationed in the corridor, and barred his passage with the more intrepidity that, after many years of trial, Bazin found himself near a result of which he had ever been ambitious.

	In fact, the dream of poor Bazin had always been to serve a churchman; and he awaited with impatience the moment, always in the future, when Aramis would throw aside the uniform and assume the cassock. The daily-renewed promise of the young man that the moment would not long be delayed, had alone kept him in the service of a Musketeer--a service in which, he said, his soul was in constant jeopardy.

	Bazin was then at the height of joy. In all probability, this time his master would not retract. The union of physical pain with moral uneasiness had produced the effect so long desired. Aramis, suffering at once in body and mind, had at length fixed his eyes and his thoughts upon religion, and he had considered as a warning from heaven the double accident which had happened to him; that is to say, the sudden disappearance of his mistress and the wound in his shoulder.

	It may be easily understood that in the present disposition of his master nothing could be more disagreeable to Bazin than the arrival of d’Artagnan, which might cast his master back again into that vortex of mundane affairs which had so long carried him away. He resolved, then, to defend the door bravely; and as, betrayed by the mistress of the inn, he could not say that Aramis was absent, he endeavored to prove to the newcomer that it would be the height of indiscretion to disturb his master in his pious conference, which had commenced with the morning and would not, as Bazin said, terminate before night.

	But d’Artagnan took very little heed of the eloquent discourse of M. Bazin; and as he had no desire to support a polemic discussion with his friend’s valet, he simply moved him out of the way with one hand, and with the other turned the handle of the door of Number Five. The door opened, and d’Artagnan went into the chamber.

	Aramis, in a black gown, his head enveloped in a sort of round flat cap, not much unlike a CALOTTE, was seated before an oblong table, covered with rolls of paper and enormous volumes in folio. At his right hand was placed the superior of the Jesuits, and on his left the curate of Montdidier. The curtains were half drawn, and only admitted the mysterious light calculated for beatific reveries. All the mundane objects that generally strike the eye on entering the room of a young man, particularly when that young man is a Musketeer, had disappeared as if by enchantment; and for fear, no doubt, that the sight of them might bring his master back to ideas of this world, Bazin had laid his hands upon sword, pistols, plumed hat, and embroideries and laces of all kinds and sorts. In their stead d’Artagnan thought he perceived in an obscure corner a discipline cord suspended from a nail in the wall.

	At the noise made by d’Artagnan in entering, Aramis lifted up his head, and beheld his friend; but to the great astonishment of the young man, the sight of him did not produce much effect upon the Musketeer, so completely was his mind detached from the things of this world.

	“Good day, dear d’Artagnan,” said Aramis; “believe me, I am glad to see you.”

	“So am I delighted to see you,” said d’Artagnan, “although I am not yet sure that it is Aramis I am speaking to.”

	“To himself, my friend, to himself! But what makes you doubt it?”

	“I was afraid I had made a mistake in the chamber, and that I had found my way into the apartment of some churchman. Then another error seized me on seeing you in company with these gentlemen--I was afraid you were dangerously ill.”

	The two men in black, who guessed d’Artagnan’s meaning, darted at him a glance which might have been thought threatening; but d’Artagnan took no heed of it.

	“I disturb you, perhaps, my dear Aramis,” continued d’Artagnan, “for by what I see, I am led to believe that you are confessing to these gentlemen.”

	Aramis colored imperceptibly. “You disturb me? Oh, quite the contrary, dear friend, I swear; and as a proof of what I say, permit me to declare I am rejoiced to see you safe and sound.”

	“Ah, he’ll come round,” thought d’Artagnan; “that’s not bad!”

	“This gentleman, who is my friend, has just escaped from a serious danger,” continued Aramis, with unction, pointing to d’Artagnan with his hand, and addressing the two ecclesiastics.

	“Praise God, monsieur,” replied they, bowing together.

	“I have not failed to do so, your Reverences,” replied the young man, returning their salutation.

	“You arrive in good time, dear d’Artagnan,” said Aramis, “and by taking part in our discussion may assist us with your intelligence. Monsieur the Principal of Amiens, Monsieur the Curate of Montdidier, and I are arguing certain theological questions in which we have been much interested; I shall be delighted to have your opinion.”

	“The opinion of a swordsman can have very little weight,” replied d’Artagnan, who began to be uneasy at the turn things were taking, “and you had better be satisfied, believe me, with the knowledge of these gentlemen.”

	The two men in black bowed in their turn.

	“On the contrary,” replied Aramis, “your opinion will be very valuable. The question is this: Monsieur the Principal thinks that my thesis ought to be dogmatic and didactic.”

	“Your thesis! Are you then making a thesis?”

	“Without doubt,” replied the Jesuit. “In the examination which precedes ordination, a thesis is always a requisite.”

	“Ordination!” cried d’Artagnan, who could not believe what the hostess and Bazin had successively told him; and he gazed, half stupefied, upon the three persons before him.

	“Now,” continued Aramis, taking the same graceful position in his easy chair that he would have assumed in bed, and complacently examining his hand, which was as white and plump as that of a woman, and which he held in the air to cause the blood to descend, “now, as you have heard, d’Artagnan, Monsieur the Principal is desirous that my thesis should be dogmatic, while I, for my part, would rather it should be ideal. This is the reason why Monsieur the Principal has proposed to me the following subject, which has not yet been treated upon, and in which I perceive there is matter for magnificent elaboration-’UTRAQUE MANUS IN BENEDICENDO CLERICIS INFERIORIBUS NECESSARIA EST.’”

	D’Artagnan, whose erudition we are well acquainted with, evinced no more interest on hearing this quotation than he had at that of M. de Treville in allusion to the gifts he pretended that d’Artagnan had received from the Duke of Buckingham.

	“Which means,” resumed Aramis, that he might perfectly understand, “‘The two hands are indispensable for priests of the inferior orders, when they bestow the benediction.’”

	“An admirable subject!” cried the Jesuit.

	“Admirable and dogmatic!” repeated the curate, who, about as strong as d’Artagnan with respect to Latin, carefully watched the Jesuit in order to keep step with him, and repeated his words like an echo.

	As to d’Artagnan, he remained perfectly insensible to the enthusiasm of the two men in black.

	“Yes, admirable! PRORSUS ADMIRABILE!” continued Aramis; “but which requires a profound study of both the Scriptures and the Fathers. Now, I have confessed to these learned ecclesiastics, and that in all humility, that the duties of mounting guard and the service of the king have caused me to neglect study a little. I should find myself, therefore, more at my ease, FACILUS NATANS, in a subject of my own choice, which would be to these hard theological questions what morals are to metaphysics in philosophy.”

	D’Artagnan began to be tired, and so did the curate.

	“See what an exordium!” cried the Jesuit.

	“Exordium,” repeated the curate, for the sake of saying something. “QUEMADMODUM INTER COELORUM IMMNSITATEM.”

	Aramis cast a glance upon d’Artagnan to see what effect all this produced, and found his friend gaping enough to split his jaws.

	“Let us speak French, my father,” said he to the Jesuit; “Monsieur d’Artagnan will enjoy our conversation better.”

	“Yes,” replied d’Artagnan; “I am fatigued with reading, and all this Latin confuses me.”

	“Certainly,” replied the Jesuit, a little put out, while the curate, greatly delighted, turned upon d’Artagnan a look full of gratitude. “Well, let us see what is to be derived from this gloss. Moses, the servant of God-he was but a servant, please to understand-Moses blessed with the hands; he held out both his arms while the Hebrews beat their enemies, and then he blessed them with his two hands. Besides, what does the Gospel say? IMPONITE MANUS, and not MANUM-place the HANDS, not the HAND.”

	“Place the HANDS,” repeated the curate, with a gesture.

	“St. Peter, on the contrary, of whom the Popes are the successors,” continued the Jesuit; “PORRIGE DIGITOS-present the fingers. Are you there, now?”

	“CERTES,” replied Aramis, in a pleased tone, “but the thing is subtle.”

	“The FINGERS,” resumed the Jesuit, “St. Peter blessed with the FINGERS. The Pope, therefore blesses with the fingers. And with how many fingers does he bless? With THREE fingers, to be sure-one for the Father, one for the Son, and one for the Holy Ghost.”

	All crossed themselves. D’Artagnan thought it was proper to follow this example.

	“The Pope is the successor of St. Peter, and represents the three divine powers; the rest-ORDINES INFERIORES-of the ecclesiastical hierarchy bless in the name of the holy archangels and angels. The most humble clerks such as our deacons and sacristans, bless with holy water sprinklers, which resemble an infinite number of blessing fingers. There is the subject simplified. ARGUMENTUM OMNI DENUDATUM ORNAMENTO. I could make of that subject two volumes the size of this,” continued the Jesuit; and in his enthusiasm he struck a St. Chrysostom in folio, which made the table bend beneath its weight.

	D’Artagnan trembled.

	“CERTES,” said Aramis, “I do justice to the beauties of this thesis; but at the same time I perceive it would be overwhelming for me. I had chosen this text-tell me, dear d’Artagnan, if it is not to your taste-’NON INUTILE EST DESIDERIUM IN OBLATIONE’; that is, ‘A little regret is not unsuitable in an offering to the Lord.’”

	“Stop there!” cried the Jesuit, “for that thesis touches closely upon heresy. There is a proposition almost like it in the AUGUSTINUS of the heresiarch Jansenius, whose book will sooner or later be burned by the hands of the executioner. Take care, my young friend. You are inclining toward false doctrines, my young friend; you will be lost.”

	“You will be lost,” said the curate, shaking his head sorrowfully.

	“You approach that famous point of free will which is a mortal rock. You face the insinuations of the Pelagians and the semi-Pelagians.”

	“But, my Reverend-” replied Aramis, a little amazed by the shower of arguments that poured upon his head.

	“How will you prove,” continued the Jesuit, without allowing him time to speak, “that we ought to regret the world when we offer ourselves to God? Listen to this dilemma: God is God, and the world is the devil. To regret the world is to regret the devil; that is my conclusion.”

	“And that is mine also,” said the curate.

	“But, for heaven’s sake-” resumed Aramis.

	“DESIDERAS DIABOLUM, unhappy man!” cried the Jesuit.

	“He regrets the devil! Ah, my young friend,” added the curate, groaning, “do not regret the devil, I implore you!”

	D’Artagnan felt himself bewildered. It seemed to him as though he were in a madhouse, and was becoming as mad as those he saw. He was, however, forced to hold his tongue from not comprehending half the language they employed.

	“But listen to me, then,” resumed Aramis with politeness mingled with a little impatience. “I do not say I regret; no, I will never pronounce that sentence, which would not be orthodox.”

	The Jesuit raised his hands toward heaven, and the curate did the same.

	“No; but pray grant me that it is acting with an ill grace to offer to the Lord only that with which we are perfectly disgusted! Don’t you think so, d’Artagnan?”

	“I think so, indeed,” cried he.

	The Jesuit and the curate quite started from their chairs.

	“This is the point of departure; it is a syllogism. The world is not wanting in attractions. I quit the world; then I make a sacrifice. Now, the Scripture says positively, ‘Make a sacrifice unto the Lord.’”

	“That is true,” said his antagonists.

	“And then,” said Aramis, pinching his ear to make it red, as he rubbed his hands to make them white, “and then I made a certain RONDEAU upon it last year, which I showed to Monsieur Voiture, and that great man paid me a thousand compliments.”

	“A RONDEAU!” said the Jesuit, disdainfully.

	“A RONDEAU!” said the curate, mechanically.

	“Repeat it! Repeat it!” cried d’Artagnan; “it will make a little change.”

	“Not so, for it is religious,” replied Aramis; “it is theology in verse.”

	“The devil!” said d’Artagnan.

	“Here it is,” said Aramis, with a little look of diffidence, which, however, was not exempt from a shade of hypocrisy:

	“Vous qui pleurez un passe plein de charmes, Et qui trainez des jours infortunes, Tous vos malheurs se verront termines, Quand a Dieu seul vous offrirez vos larmes, Vous qui pleurez!”

	“You who weep for pleasures fled, While dragging on a life of care, All your woes will melt in air, If to God your tears are shed, You who weep!”

	d’Artagnan and the curate appeared pleased. The Jesuit persisted in his opinion. “Beware of a profane taste in your theological style. What says Augustine on this subject: ‘SEVERUS SIT CLERICORUM VERBO.’”

	“Yes, let the sermon be clear,” said the curate.

	“Now,” hastily interrupted the Jesuit, on seeing that his acolyte was going astray, “now your thesis would please the ladies; it would have the success of one of Monsieur Patru’s pleadings.”

	“Please God!” cried Aramis, transported.

	“There it is,” cried the Jesuit; “the world still speaks within you in a loud voice, ALTISIMM VOCE. You follow the world, my young friend, and I tremble lest grace prove not efficacious.”

	“Be satisfied, my reverend father, I can answer for myself.”

	“Mundane presumption!”

	“I know myself, Father; my resolution is irrevocable.”

	“Then you persist in continuing that thesis?”

	“I feel myself called upon to treat that, and no other. I will see about the continuation of it, and tomorrow I hope you will be satisfied with the corrections I shall have made in consequence of your advice.”

	“Work slowly,” said the curate; “we leave you in an excellent tone of mind.”

	“Yes, the ground is all sown,” said the Jesuit, “and we have not to fear that one portion of the seed may have fallen upon stone, another upon the highway, or that the birds of heaven have eaten the rest, AVES COELI COMEDERUNT ILLAM.”

	“Plague stifle you and your Latin!” said d’Artagnan, who began to feel all his patience exhausted.

	“Farewell, my son,” said the curate, “till tomorrow.”

	“Till tomorrow, rash youth,” said the Jesuit. “You promise to become one of the lights of the Church. Heaven grant that this light prove not a devouring fire!”

	D’Artagnan, who for an hour past had been gnawing his nails with impatience, was beginning to attack the quick.

	The two men in black rose, bowed to Aramis and d’Artagnan, and advanced toward the door. Bazin, who had been standing listening to all this controversy with a pious jubilation, sprang toward them, took the breviary of the curate and the missal of the Jesuit, and walked respectfully before them to clear their way.

	Aramis conducted them to the foot of the stairs, and then immediately came up again to d’Artagnan, whose senses were still in a state of confusion.

	When left alone, the two friends at first kept an embarrassed silence. It however became necessary for one of them to break it first, and as d’Artagnan appeared determined to leave that honor to his companion, Aramis said, “you see that I am returned to my fundamental ideas.”

	“Yes, efficacious grace has touched you, as that gentleman said just now.”

	“Oh, these plans of retreat have been formed for a long time. You have often heard me speak of them, have you not, my friend?”

	“Yes; but I confess I always thought you jested.”

	“With such things! Oh, d’Artagnan!”

	“The devil! Why, people jest with death.”

	“And people are wrong, d’Artagnan; for death is the door which leads to perdition or to salvation.”

	“Granted; but if you please, let us not theologize, Aramis. You must have had enough for today. As for me, I have almost forgotten the little Latin I have ever known. Then I confess to you that I have eaten nothing since ten o’clock this morning, and I am devilish hungry.”

	“We will dine directly, my friend; only you must please to remember that this is Friday. Now, on such a day I can neither eat flesh nor see it eaten. If you can be satisfied with my dinner-it consists of cooked tetragones and fruits.”

	“What do you mean by tetragones?” asked d’Artagnan, uneasily.

	“I mean spinach,” replied Aramis; “but on your account I will add some eggs, and that is a serious infraction of the rule-for eggs are meat, since they engender chickens.”

	“This feast is not very succulent; but never mind, I will put up with it for the sake of remaining with you.”

	“I am grateful to you for the sacrifice,” said Aramis; “but if your body be not greatly benefited by it, be assured your soul will.”

	“And so, Aramis, you are decidedly going into the Church? What will our two friends say? What will Monsieur de Treville say? They will treat you as a deserter, I warn you.”

	“I do not enter the Church; I re-enter it. I deserted the Church for the world, for you know that I forced myself when I became a Musketeer.”

	“I? I know nothing about it.”

	“You don’t know I quit the seminary?”

	“Not at all.”

	“This is my story, then. Besides, the Scriptures say, ‘Confess yourselves to one another,’ and I confess to you, d’Artagnan.”

	“And I give you absolution beforehand. You see I am a good sort of a man.”

	“Do not jest about holy things, my friend.”

	“Go on, then, I listen.”

	“I had been at the seminary from nine years old; in three days I should have been twenty. I was about to become an abbe, and all was arranged. One evening I went, according to custom, to a house which I frequented with much pleasure: when one is young, what can be expected?--one is weak. An officer who saw me, with a jealous eye, reading the LIVES OF THE SAINTS to the mistress of the house, entered suddenly and without being announced. That evening I had translated an episode of Judith, and had just communicated my verses to the lady, who gave me all sorts of compliments, and leaning on my shoulder, was reading them a second time with me. Her pose, which I must admit was rather free, wounded this officer. He said nothing; but when I went out he followed, and quickly came up with me. ‘Monsieur the Abbe,’ said he, ‘do you like blows with a cane?’ ‘I cannot say, monsieur,’ answered I; ‘no one has ever dared to give me any.’ ‘Well, listen to me, then, Monsieur the Abbe! If you venture again into the house in which I have met you this evening, I will dare it myself.’ I really think I must have been frightened. I became very pale; I felt my legs fail me; I sought for a reply, but could find none-I was silent. The officer waited for his reply, and seeing it so long coming, he burst into a laugh, turned upon his heel, and re-entered the house. I returned to the seminary.

	“I am a gentleman born, and my blood is warm, as you may have remarked, my dear d’Artagnan. The insult was terrible, and although unknown to the rest of the world, I felt it live and fester at the bottom of my heart. I informed my superiors that I did not feel myself sufficiently prepared for ordination, and at my request the ceremony was postponed for a year. I sought out the best fencing master in Paris, I made an agreement with him to take a lesson every day, and every day for a year I took that lesson. Then, on the anniversary of the day on which I had been insulted, I hung my cassock on a peg, assumed the costume of a cavalier, and went to a ball given by a lady friend of mine and to which I knew my man was invited. It was in the Rue des France-Bourgeois, close to La Force. As I expected, my officer was there. I went up to him as he was singing a love ditty and looking tenderly at a lady, and interrupted him exactly in the middle of the second couplet. ‘Monsieur,’ said I, ‘does it still displease you that I should frequent a certain house of La Rue Payenne? And would you still cane me if I took it into my head to disobey you? The officer looked at me with astonishment, and then said, ‘What is your business with me, monsieur? I do not know you.’ ‘I am,’ said I, ‘the little abbe who reads LIVES OF THE SAINTS, and translates Judith into verse.’ ‘Ah, ah! I recollect now,’ said the officer, in a jeering tone; ‘well, what do you want with me?’ ‘I want you to spare time to take a walk with me.’ ‘Tomorrow morning, if you like, with the greatest pleasure.’ ‘No, not tomorrow morning, if you please, but immediately.’ ‘If you absolutely insist.’ ‘I do insist upon it.’ ‘Come, then. Ladies,’ said the officer, ‘do not disturb yourselves; allow me time just to kill this gentleman, and I will return and finish the last couplet.’

	“We went out. I took him to the Rue Payenne, to exactly the same spot where, a year before, at the very same hour, he had paid me the compliment I have related to you. It was a superb moonlight night. We immediately drew, and at the first pass I laid him stark dead.”

	“The devil!” cried d’Artagnan.

	“Now,” continued Aramis, “as the ladies did not see the singer come back, and as he was found in the Rue Payenne with a great sword wound through his body, it was supposed that I had accommodated him thus; and the matter created some scandal which obliged me to renounce the cassock for a time. Athos, whose acquaintance I made about that period, and Porthos, who had in addition to my lessons taught me some effective tricks of fence, prevailed upon me to solicit the uniform of a Musketeer. The king entertained great regard for my father, who had fallen at the siege of Arras, and the uniform was granted. You may understand that the moment has come for me to re-enter the bosom of the Church.”

	“And why today, rather than yesterday or tomorrow? What has happened to you today, to raise all these melancholy ideas?”

	“This wound, my dear d’Artagnan, has been a warning to me from heaven.”

	“This wound? Bah, it is now nearly healed, and I am sure it is not that which gives you the most pain.”

	“What, then?” said Aramis, blushing.

	“You have one at heart, Aramis, one deeper and more painful--a wound made by a woman.”

	The eye of Aramis kindled in spite of himself.

	“Ah,” said he, dissembling his emotion under a feigned carelessness, “do not talk of such things, and suffer love pains? VANITAS VANITATUM! According to your idea, then, my brain is turned. And for whom-for some GRISETTE, some chambermaid with whom I have trifled in some garrison? Fie!”

	“Pardon, my dear Aramis, but I thought you carried your eyes higher.”

	“Higher? And who am I, to nourish such ambition? A poor Musketeer, a beggar, an unknown--who hates slavery, and finds himself ill-placed in the world.”

	“Aramis, Aramis!” cried d’Artagnan, looking at his friend with an air of doubt.

	“Dust I am, and to dust I return. Life is full of humiliations and sorrows,” continued he, becoming still more melancholy; “all the ties which attach him to life break in the hand of man, particularly the golden ties. Oh, my dear d’Artagnan,” resumed Aramis, giving to his voice a slight tone of bitterness, “trust me! Conceal your wounds when you have any; silence is the last joy of the unhappy. Beware of giving anyone the clue to your griefs; the curious suck our tears as flies suck the blood of a wounded hart.”

	“Alas, my dear Aramis,” said d’Artagnan, in his turn heaving a profound sigh, “that is my story you are relating!”

	“How?”

	“Yes; a woman whom I love, whom I adore, has just been torn from me by force. I do not know where she is or whither they have conducted her. She is perhaps a prisoner; she is perhaps dead!”

	“Yes, but you have at least this consolation, that you can say to yourself she has not quit you voluntarily, that if you learn no news of her, it is because all communication with you is interdicted; while I--”

	“Well?”

	“Nothing,” replied Aramis, “nothing.”

	“So you renounce the world, then, forever; that is a settled thing--a resolution registered!”

	“Forever! You are my friend today; tomorrow you will be no more to me than a shadow, or rather, even, you will no longer exist. As for the world, it is a sepulcher and nothing else.”

	“The devil! All this is very sad which you tell me.”

	“What will you? My vocation commands me; it carries me away.”

	D’Artagnan smiled, but made no answer.

	Aramis continued, “And yet, while I do belong to the earth, I wish to speak of you--of our friends.”

	“And on my part,” said d’Artagnan, “I wished to speak of you, but I find you so completely detached from everything! To love you cry, ‘Fie! Friends are shadows! The world is a sepulcher!’”

	“Alas, you will find it so yourself,” said Aramis, with a sigh.

	“Well, then, let us say no more about it,” said d’Artagnan; “and let us burn this letter, which, no doubt, announces to you some fresh infidelity of your GRISETTE or your chambermaid.”

	“What letter?” cried Aramis, eagerly.

	“A letter which was sent to your abode in your absence, and which was given to me for you.”

	“But from whom is that letter?”

	“Oh, from some heartbroken waiting woman, some desponding GRISETTE; from Madame de Chevreuse’s chambermaid, perhaps, who was obliged to return to Tours with her mistress, and who, in order to appear smart and attractive, stole some perfumed paper, and sealed her letter with a duchess’s coronet.”

	“What do you say?”

	“Hold! I must have lost it,” said the young man maliciously, pretending to search for it. “But fortunately the world is a sepulcher; the men, and consequently the women, are but shadows, and love is a sentiment to which you cry, ‘Fie! Fie!’”

	“d’Artagnan, d’Artagnan,” cried Aramis, “you are killing me!”

	“Well, here it is at last!” said d’Artagnan, as he drew the letter from his pocket.

	Aramis made a bound, seized the letter, read it, or rather devoured it, his countenance radiant.

	“This same waiting maid seems to have an agreeable style,” said the messenger, carelessly.

	“Thanks, d’Artagnan, thanks!” cried Aramis, almost in a state of delirium. “She was forced to return to Tours; she is not faithless; she still loves me! Come, my friend, come, let me embrace you. Happiness almost stifles me!”

	The two friends began to dance around the venerable St. Chrysostom, kicking about famously the sheets of the thesis, which had fallen on the floor.

	At that moment Bazin entered with the spinach and the omelet.

	“Be off, you wretch!” cried Aramis, throwing his skullcap in his face. “Return whence you came; take back those horrible vegetables, and that poor kickshaw! Order a larded hare, a fat capon, mutton leg dressed with garlic, and four bottles of old Burgundy.”

	Bazin, who looked at his master, without comprehending the cause of this change, in a melancholy manner, allowed the omelet to slip into the spinach, and the spinach onto the floor.

	“Now this is the moment to consecrate your existence to the King of kings,” said d’Artagnan, “if you persist in offering him a civility. NON INUTILE DESIDERIUM OBLATIONE.”

	“Go to the devil with your Latin. Let us drink, my dear d’Artagnan, MORBLEU! Let us drink while the wine is fresh! Let us drink heartily, and while we do so, tell me a little of what is going on in the world yonder.”

	27 THE WIFE OF ATHOS

	We have now to search for Athos,” said d’Artagnan to the vivacious Aramis, when he had informed him of all that had passed since their departure from the capital, and an excellent dinner had made one of them forget his thesis and the other his fatigue.

	“Do you think, then, that any harm can have happened to him?” asked Aramis. “Athos is so cool, so brave, and handles his sword so skillfully.”

	“No doubt. Nobody has a higher opinion of the courage and skill of Athos than I have; but I like better to hear my sword clang against lances than against staves. I fear lest Athos should have been beaten down by serving men. Those fellows strike hard, and don’t leave off in a hurry. This is why I wish to set out again as soon as possible.”

	“I will try to accompany you,” said Aramis, “though I scarcely feel in a condition to mount on horseback. Yesterday I undertook to employ that cord which you see hanging against the wall, but pain prevented my continuing the pious exercise.”

	“That’s the first time I ever heard of anybody trying to cure gunshot wounds with cat-o’-nine-tails; but you were ill, and illness renders the head weak, therefore you may be excused.”

	“When do you mean to set out?”

	“Tomorrow at daybreak. Sleep as soundly as you can tonight, and tomorrow, if you can, we will take our departure together.”

	“Till tomorrow, then,” said Aramis; “for iron-nerved as you are, you must need repose.”

	The next morning, when d’Artagnan entered Aramis’s chamber, he found him at the window.

	“What are you looking at?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“My faith! I am admiring three magnificent horses which the stable boys are leading about. It would be a pleasure worthy of a prince to travel upon such horses.”

	“Well, my dear Aramis, you may enjoy that pleasure, for one of those three horses is yours.”

	“Ah, bah! Which?”

	“Whichever of the three you like, I have no preference.”

	“And the rich caparison, is that mine, too?”

	“Without doubt.”

	“You laugh, d’Artagnan.”

	“No, I have left off laughing, now that you speak French.”

	“What, those rich holsters, that velvet housing, that saddle studded with silver-are they all for me?”

	“For you and nobody else, as the horse which paws the ground is mine, and the other horse, which is caracoling, belongs to Athos.”

	“PESTE! They are three superb animals!”

	“I am glad they please you.”

	“Why, it must have been the king who made you such a present.”

	“Certainly it was not the cardinal; but don’t trouble yourself whence they come, think only that one of the three is your property.”

	“I choose that which the red-headed boy is leading.”

	“It is yours!”

	“Good heaven! That is enough to drive away all my pains; I could mount him with thirty balls in my body. On my soul, handsome stirrups! HOLA, Bazin, come here this minute.”

	Bazin appeared on the threshold, dull and spiritless.

	“That last order is useless,” interrupted d’Artagnan; “there are loaded pistols in your holsters.”

	Bazin sighed.

	“Come, Monsieur Bazin, make yourself easy,” said d’Artagnan; “people of all conditions gain the kingdom of heaven.”

	“Monsieur was already such a good theologian,” said Bazin, almost weeping; “he might have become a bishop, and perhaps a cardinal.”

	“Well, but my poor Bazin, reflect a little. Of what use is it to be a churchman, pray? You do not avoid going to war by that means; you see, the cardinal is about to make the next campaign, helm on head and partisan in hand. And Monsieur de Nogaret de la Valette, what do you say of him? He is a cardinal likewise. Ask his lackey how often he has had to prepare lint of him.”

	“Alas!” sighed Bazin. “I know it, monsieur; everything is turned topsy-turvy in the world nowadays.”

	While this dialogue was going on, the two young men and the poor lackey descended.

	“Hold my stirrup, Bazin,” cried Aramis; and Aramis sprang into the saddle with his usual grace and agility, but after a few vaults and curvets of the noble animal his rider felt his pains come on so insupportably that he turned pale and became unsteady in his seat. D’Artagnan, who, foreseeing such an event, had kept his eye on him, sprang toward him, caught him in his arms, and assisted him to his chamber.

	“That’s all right, my dear Aramis, take care of yourself,” said he; “I will go alone in search of Athos.”

	“You are a man of brass,” replied Aramis.

	“No, I have good luck, that is all. But how do you mean to pass your time till I come back? No more theses, no more glosses upon the fingers or upon benedictions, hey?”

	
Aramis smiled. “I will make verses,” said he.

	“Yes, I dare say; verses perfumed with the odor of the billet from the attendant of Madame de Chevreuse. Teach Bazin prosody; that will console him. As to the horse, ride him a little every day, and that will accustom you to his maneuvers.”

	“Oh, make yourself easy on that head,” replied Aramis. “You will find me ready to follow you.”

	They took leave of each other, and in ten minutes, after having commended his friend to the cares of the hostess and Bazin, d’Artagnan was trotting along in the direction of Amiens.

	How was he going to find Athos? Should he find him at all? The position in which he had left him was critical. He probably had succumbed. This idea, while darkening his brow, drew several sighs from him, and caused him to formulate to himself a few vows of vengeance. Of all his friends, Athos was the eldest, and the least resembling him in appearance, in his tastes and sympathies.

	Yet he entertained a marked preference for this gentleman. The noble and distinguished air of Athos, those flashes of greatness which from time to time broke out from the shade in which he voluntarily kept himself, that unalterable equality of temper which made him the most pleasant companion in the world, that forced and cynical gaiety, that bravery which might have been termed blind if it had not been the result of the rarest coolness--such qualities attracted more than the esteem, more than the friendship of d’Artagnan; they attracted his admiration.

	Indeed, when placed beside M. de Treville, the elegant and noble courtier, Athos in his most cheerful days might advantageously sustain a comparison. He was of middle height; but his person was so admirably shaped and so well proportioned that more than once in his struggles with Porthos he had overcome the giant whose physical strength was proverbial among the Musketeers. His head, with piercing eyes, a straight nose, a chin cut like that of Brutus, had altogether an indefinable character of grandeur and grace. His hands, of which he took little care, were the despair of Aramis, who cultivated his with almond paste and perfumed oil. The sound of his voice was at once penetrating and melodious; and then, that which was inconceivable in Athos, who was always retiring, was that delicate knowledge of the world and of the usages of the most brilliant society--those manners of a high degree which appeared, as if unconsciously to himself, in his least actions.

	If a repast were on foot, Athos presided over it better than any other, placing every guest exactly in the rank which his ancestors had earned for him or that he had made for himself. If a question in heraldry were started, Athos knew all the noble families of the kingdom, their genealogy, their alliances, their coats of arms, and the origin of them. Etiquette had no minutiae unknown to him. He knew what were the rights of the great land owners. He was profoundly versed in hunting and falconry, and had one day when conversing on this great art astonished even Louis XIII himself, who took a pride in being considered a past master therein.

	Like all the great nobles of that period, Athos rode and fenced to perfection. But still further, his education had been so little neglected, even with respect to scholastic studies, so rare at this time among gentlemen, that he smiled at the scraps of Latin which Aramis sported and which Porthos pretended to understand. Two or three times, even, to the great astonishment of his friends, he had, when Aramis allowed some rudimental error to escape him, replaced a verb in its right tense and a noun in its case. Besides, his probity was irreproachable, in an age in which soldiers compromised so easily with their religion and their consciences, lovers with the rigorous delicacy of our era, and the poor with God’s Seventh Commandment. This Athos, then, was a very extraordinary man.

	And yet this nature so distinguished, this creature so beautiful, this essence so fine, was seen to turn insensibly toward material life, as old men turn toward physical and moral imbecility. Athos, in his hours of gloom--and these hours were frequent--was extinguished as to the whole of the luminous portion of him, and his brilliant side disappeared as into profound darkness.

	Then the demigod vanished; he remained scarcely a man. His head hanging down, his eye dull, his speech slow and painful, Athos would look for hours together at his bottle, his glass, or at Grimaud, who, accustomed to obey him by signs, read in the faint glance of his master his least desire, and satisfied it immediately. If the four friends were assembled at one of these moments, a word, thrown forth occasionally with a violent effort, was the share Athos furnished to the conversation. In exchange for his silence Athos drank enough for four, and without appearing to be otherwise affected by wine than by a more marked constriction of the brow and by a deeper sadness.

	D’Artagnan, whose inquiring disposition we are acquainted with, had not--whatever interest he had in satisfying his curiosity on this subject--been able to assign any cause for these fits, or for the periods of their recurrence. Athos never received any letters; Athos never had concerns which all his friends did not know.

	It could not be said that it was wine which produced this sadness; for in truth he only drank to combat this sadness, which wine however, as we have said, rendered still darker. This excess of bilious humor could not be attributed to play; for unlike Porthos, who accompanied the variations of chance with songs or oaths, Athos when he won remained as unmoved as when he lost. He had been known, in the circle of the Musketeers, to win in one night three thousand pistoles; to lose them even to the gold-embroidered belt for gala days, win all this again with the addition of a hundred louis, without his beautiful eyebrow being heightened or lowered half a line, without his hands losing their pearly hue, without his conversation, which was cheerful that evening, ceasing to be calm and agreeable.

	Neither was it, as with our neighbors, the English, an atmospheric influence which darkened his countenance; for the sadness generally became more intense toward the fine season of the year. June and July were the terrible months with Athos.

	For the present he had no anxiety. He shrugged his shoulders when people spoke of the future. His secret, then, was in the past, as had often been vaguely said to d’Artagnan.

	This mysterious shade, spread over his whole person, rendered still more interesting the man whose eyes or mouth, even in the most complete intoxication, had never revealed anything, however skillfully questions had been put to him.

	“Well,” thought d’Artagnan, “poor Athos is perhaps at this moment dead, and dead by my fault--for it was I who dragged him into this affair, of which he did not know the origin, of which he is ignorant of the result, and from which he can derive no advantage.”

	“Without reckoning, monsieur,” added Planchet to his master’s audibly expressed reflections, “that we perhaps owe our lives to him. Do you remember how he cried, ‘On, d’Artagnan, on, I am taken’? And when he had discharged his two pistols, what a terrible noise he made with his sword! One might have said that twenty men, or rather twenty mad devils, were fighting.”

	These words redoubled the eagerness of d’Artagnan, who urged his horse, though he stood in need of no incitement, and they proceeded at a rapid pace. About eleven o’clock in the morning they perceived Amiens, and at half past eleven they were at the door of the cursed inn.

	D’Artagnan had often meditated against the perfidious host one of those hearty vengeances which offer consolation while they are hoped for. He entered the hostelry with his hat pulled over his eyes, his left hand on the pommel of the sword, and cracking his whip with his right hand.

	“Do you remember me?” said he to the host, who advanced to greet him.

	“I have not that honor, monseigneur,” replied the latter, his eyes dazzled by the brilliant style in which d’Artagnan traveled.

	“What, you don’t know me?”

	“No, monseigneur.”

	“Well, two words will refresh your memory. What have you done with that gentleman against whom you had the audacity, about twelve days ago, to make an accusation of passing false money?”

	The host became as pale as death; for d’Artagnan had assumed a threatening attitude, and Planchet modeled himself after his master.

	“Ah, monseigneur, do not mention it!” cried the host, in the most pitiable voice imaginable. “Ah, monseigneur, how dearly have I paid for that fault, unhappy wretch as I am!”

	“That gentleman, I say, what has become of him?”

	“Deign to listen to me, monseigneur, and be merciful! Sit down, in mercy!”

	D’Artagnan, mute with anger and anxiety, took a seat in the threatening attitude of a judge. Planchet glared fiercely over the back of his armchair.

	“Here is the story, monseigneur,” resumed the trembling host; “for I now recollect you. It was you who rode off at the moment I had that unfortunate difference with the gentleman you speak of.”

	“Yes, it was I; so you may plainly perceive that you have no mercy to expect if you do not tell me the whole truth.”

	“Condescend to listen to me, and you shall know all.”

	“I listen.”

	“I had been warned by the authorities that a celebrated coiner of bad money would arrive at my inn, with several of his companions, all disguised as Guards or Musketeers. Monseigneur, I was furnished with a description of your horses, your lackeys, your countenances--nothing was omitted.”

	“Go on, go on!” said d’Artagnan, who quickly understood whence such an exact description had come.

	“I took then, in conformity with the orders of the authorities, who sent me a reinforcement of six men, such measures as I thought necessary to get possession of the persons of the pretended coiners.”

	“Again!” said d’Artagnan, whose ears chafed terribly under the repetition of this word COINERs.

	“Pardon me, monseigneur, for saying such things, but they form my excuse. The authorities had terrified me, and you know that an innkeeper must keep on good terms with the authorities.”

	“But once again, that gentleman--where is he? What has become of him? Is he dead? Is he living?”

	“Patience, monseigneur, we are coming to it. There happened then that which you know, and of which your precipitate departure,” added the host, with an acuteness that did not escape d’Artagnan, “appeared to authorize the issue. That gentleman, your friend, defended himself desperately. His lackey, who, by an unforeseen piece of ill luck, had quarreled with the officers, disguised as stable lads--”

	“Miserable scoundrel!” cried d’Artagnan, “you were all in the plot, then! And I really don’t know what prevents me from exterminating you all.”

	“Alas, monseigneur, we were not in the plot, as you will soon see. Monsieur your friend (pardon for not calling him by the honorable name which no doubt he bears, but we do not know that name), Monsieur your friend, having disabled two men with his pistols, retreated fighting with his sword, with which he disabled one of my men, and stunned me with a blow of the flat side of it.”

	“You villain, will you finish?” cried d’Artagnan, “Athos--what has become of Athos?”

	“While fighting and retreating, as I have told Monseigneur, he found the door of the cellar stairs behind him, and as the door was open, he took out the key, and barricaded himself inside. As we were sure of finding him there, we left him alone.”

	“Yes,” said d’Artagnan, “you did not really wish to kill; you only wished to imprison him.”

	“Good God! To imprison him, monseigneur? Why, he imprisoned himself, I swear to you he did. In the first place he had made rough work of it; one man was killed on the spot, and two others were severely wounded. The dead man and the two wounded were carried off by their comrades, and I have heard nothing of either of them since. As for myself, as soon as I recovered my senses I went to Monsieur the Governor, to whom I related all that had passed, and asked, what I should do with my prisoner. Monsieur the Governor was all astonishment. He told me he knew nothing about the matter, that the orders I had received did not come from him, and that if I had the audacity to mention his name as being concerned in this disturbance he would have me hanged. It appears that I had made a mistake, monsieur, that I had arrested the wrong person, and that he whom I ought to have arrested had escaped.”

	“But Athos!” cried d’Artagnan, whose impatience was increased by the disregard of the authorities, “Athos, where is he?”

	“As I was anxious to repair the wrongs I had done the prisoner,” resumed the innkeeper, “I took my way straight to the cellar in order to set him at liberty. Ah, monsieur, he was no longer a man, he was a devil! To my offer of liberty, he replied that it was nothing but a snare, and that before he came out he intended to impose his own conditions. I told him very humbly--for I could not conceal from myself the scrape I had got into by laying hands on one of his Majesty’s Musketeers--I told him I was quite ready to submit to his conditions.

	“‘In the first place,’ said he, ‘I wish my lackey placed with me, fully armed.’ We hastened to obey this order; for you will please to understand, monsieur, we were disposed to do everything your friend could desire. Monsieur Grimaud (he told us his name, although he does not talk much)--Monsieur Grimaud, then, went down to the cellar, wounded as he was; then his master, having admitted him, barricaded the door afresh, and ordered us to remain quietly in our own bar.”

	“But where is Athos now?” cried d’Artagnan. “Where is Athos?”

	“In the cellar, monsieur.”

	“What, you scoundrel! Have you kept him in the cellar all this time?”

	“Merciful heaven! No, monsieur! We keep him in the cellar! You do not know what he is about in the cellar. Ah! If you could but persuade him to come out, monsieur, I should owe you the gratitude of my whole life; I should adore you as my patron saint!”

	“Then he is there? I shall find him there?”

	“Without doubt you will, monsieur; he persists in remaining there. We every day pass through the air hole some bread at the end of a fork, and some meat when he asks for it; but alas! It is not of bread and meat of which he makes the greatest consumption. I once endeavored to go down with two of my servants; but he flew into terrible rage. I heard the noise he made in loading his pistols, and his servant in loading his musketoon. Then, when we asked them what were their intentions, the master replied that he had forty charges to fire, and that he and his lackey would fire to the last one before he would allow a single soul of us to set foot in the cellar. Upon this I went and complained to the governor, who replied that I only had what I deserved, and that it would teach me to insult honorable gentlemen who took up their abode in my house.”

	“So that since that time--” replied d’Artagnan, totally unable to refrain from laughing at the pitiable face of the host.

	“So from that time, monsieur,” continued the latter, “we have led the most miserable life imaginable; for you must know, monsieur, that all our provisions are in the cellar. There is our wine in bottles, and our wine in casks; the beer, the oil, and the spices, the bacon, and sausages. And as we are prevented from going down there, we are forced to refuse food and drink to the travelers who come to the house; so that our hostelry is daily going to ruin. If your friend remains another week in my cellar I shall be a ruined man.”

	“And not more than justice, either, you ass! Could you not perceive by our appearance that we were people of quality, and not coiners--say?”

	“Yes, monsieur, you are right,” said the host. “But, hark, hark! There he is!”

	“Somebody has disturbed him, without doubt,” said d’Artagnan.

	“But he must be disturbed,” cried the host; “Here are two English gentlemen just arrived.”

	“Well?”

	“Well, the English like good wine, as you may know, monsieur; these have asked for the best. My wife has perhaps requested permission of Monsieur Athos to go into the cellar to satisfy these gentlemen; and he, as usual, has refused. Ah, good heaven! There is the hullabaloo louder than ever!”

	D’Artagnan, in fact, heard a great noise on the side next the cellar. He rose, and preceded by the host wringing his hands, and followed by Planchet with his musketoon ready for use, he approached the scene of action.

	The two gentlemen were exasperated; they had had a long ride, and were dying with hunger and thirst.

	“But this is tyranny!” cried one of them, in very good French, though with a foreign accent, “that this madman will not allow these good people access to their own wine! Nonsense, let us break open the door, and if he is too far gone in his madness, well, we will kill him!”

	“Softly, gentlemen!” said d’Artagnan, drawing his pistols from his belt, “you will kill nobody, if you please!”

	“Good, good!” cried the calm voice of Athos, from the other side of the door, “let them just come in, these devourers of little children, and we shall see!”

	Brave as they appeared to be, the two English gentlemen looked at each other hesitatingly. One might have thought there was in that cellar one of those famished ogres--the gigantic heroes of popular legends, into whose cavern nobody could force their way with impunity.

	There was a moment of silence; but at length the two Englishmen felt ashamed to draw back, and the angrier one descended the five or six steps which led to the cellar, and gave a kick against the door enough to split a wall.

	“Planchet,” said d’Artagnan, cocking his pistols, “I will take charge of the one at the top; you look to the one below. Ah, gentlemen, you want battle; and you shall have it.”

	“Good God!” cried the hollow voice of Athos, “I can hear d’Artagnan, I think.”

	“Yes,” cried d’Artagnan, raising his voice in turn, “I am here, my friend.”

	“Ah, good, then,” replied Athos, “we will teach them, these door breakers!”

	The gentlemen had drawn their swords, but they found themselves taken between two fires. They still hesitated an instant; but, as before, pride prevailed, and a second kick split the door from bottom to top.

	“Stand on one side, d’Artagnan, stand on one side,” cried Athos. “I am going to fire!”

	“Gentlemen,” exclaimed d’Artagnan, whom reflection never abandoned, “gentlemen, think of what you are about. Patience, Athos! You are running your heads into a very silly affair; you will be riddled. My lackey and I will have three shots at you, and you will get as many from the cellar. You will then have our swords, with which, I can assure you, my friend and I can play tolerably well. Let me conduct your business and my own. You shall soon have something to drink; I give you my word.”

	“If there is any left,” grumbled the jeering voice of Athos.

	The host felt a cold sweat creep down his back.

	“How! ‘If there is any left!’” murmured he.

	“What the devil! There must be plenty left,” replied d’Artagnan. “Be satisfied of that; these two cannot have drunk all the cellar. Gentlemen, return your swords to their scabbards.”

	“Well, provided you replace your pistols in your belt.”

	“Willingly.”

	And d’Artagnan set the example. Then, turning toward Planchet, he made him a sign to uncock his musketoon.

	The Englishmen, convinced of these peaceful proceedings, sheathed their swords grumblingly. The history of Athos’s imprisonment was then related to them; and as they were really gentlemen, they pronounced the host in the wrong.

	“Now, gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, “go up to your room again; and in ten minutes, I will answer for it, you shall have all you desire.”

	The Englishmen bowed and went upstairs.

	“Now I am alone, my dear Athos,” said d’Artagnan; “open the door, I beg of you.”

	“Instantly,” said Athos.

	Then was heard a great noise of fagots being removed and of the groaning of posts; these were the counterscarps and bastions of Athos, which the besieged himself demolished.

	An instant after, the broken door was removed, and the pale face of Athos appeared, who with a rapid glance took a survey of the surroundings.

	D’Artagnan threw himself on his neck and embraced him tenderly. He then tried to draw him from his moist abode, but to his surprise he perceived that Athos staggered.

	“You are wounded,” said he.

	“I! Not at all. I am dead drunk, that’s all, and never did a man more strongly set about getting so. By the Lord, my good host! I must at least have drunk for my part a hundred and fifty bottles.”

	“Mercy!” cried the host, “if the lackey has drunk only half as much as the master, I am a ruined man.”

	“Grimaud is a well-bred lackey. He would never think of faring in the same manner as his master; he only drank from the cask. Hark! I don’t think he put the faucet in again. Do you hear it? It is running now.”

	D’Artagnan burst into a laugh which changed the shiver of the host into a burning fever.

	In the meantime, Grimaud appeared in his turn behind his master, with the musketoon on his shoulder, and his head shaking. Like one of those drunken satyrs in the pictures of Rubens. He was moistened before and behind with a greasy liquid which the host recognized as his best olive oil.

	The four crossed the public room and proceeded to take possession of the best apartment in the house, which d’Artagnan occupied with authority.

	In the meantime the host and his wife hurried down with lamps into the cellar, which had so long been interdicted to them and where a frightful spectacle awaited them.

	Beyond the fortifications through which Athos had made a breach in order to get out, and which were composed of fagots, planks, and empty casks, heaped up according to all the rules of the strategic art, they found, swimming in puddles of oil and wine, the bones and fragments of all the hams they had eaten; while a heap of broken bottles filled the whole left-hand corner of the cellar, and a tun, the cock of which was left running, was yielding, by this means, the last drop of its blood. “The image of devastation and death,” as the ancient poet says, “reigned as over a field of battle.”

	Of fifty large sausages, suspended from the joists, scarcely ten remained.

	Then the lamentations of the host and hostess pierced the vault of the cellar. D’Artagnan himself was moved by them. Athos did not even turn his head.

	To grief succeeded rage. The host armed himself with a spit, and rushed into the chamber occupied by the two friends.

	“Some wine!” said Athos, on perceiving the host.

	“Some wine!” cried the stupefied host, “some wine? Why you have drunk more than a hundred pistoles’ worth! I am a ruined man, lost, destroyed!”

	“Bah,” said Athos, “we were always dry.”

	“If you had been contented with drinking, well and good; but you have broken all the bottles.”

	“You pushed me upon a heap which rolled down. That was your fault.”

	“All my oil is lost!”

	“Oil is a sovereign balm for wounds; and my poor Grimaud here was obliged to dress those you had inflicted on him.”

	“All my sausages are gnawed!”

	“There is an enormous quantity of rats in that cellar.”

	“You shall pay me for all this,” cried the exasperated host.

	“Triple ass!” said Athos, rising; but he sank down again immediately. He had tried his strength to the utmost. D’Artagnan came to his relief with his whip in his hand.

	The host drew back and burst into tears.

	“This will teach you,” said d’Artagnan, “to treat the guests God sends you in a more courteous fashion.”

	“God? Say the devil!”

	“My dear friend,” said d’Artagnan, “if you annoy us in this manner we will all four go and shut ourselves up in your cellar, and we will see if the mischief is as great as you say.”

	“Oh, gentlemen,” said the host, “I have been wrong. I confess it, but pardon to every sin! You are gentlemen, and I am a poor innkeeper. You will have pity on me.”

	“Ah, if you speak in that way,” said Athos, “you will break my heart, and the tears will flow from my eyes as the wine flowed from the cask. We are not such devils as we appear to be. Come hither, and let us talk.”

	The host approached with hesitation.

	“Come hither, I say, and don’t be afraid,” continued Athos. “At the very moment when I was about to pay you, I had placed my purse on the table.”

	“Yes, monsieur.”

	“That purse contained sixty pistoles; where is it?”

	“Deposited with the justice; they said it was bad money.”

	“Very well; get me my purse back and keep the sixty pistoles.”

	“But Monseigneur knows very well that justice never lets go that which it once lays hold of. If it were bad money, there might be some hopes; but unfortunately, those were all good pieces.”

	“Manage the matter as well as you can, my good man; it does not concern me, the more so as I have not a livre left.”

	“Come,” said d’Artagnan, “let us inquire further. Athos’s horse, where is that?”

	“In the stable.”

	“How much is it worth?”

	“Fifty pistoles at most.”

	“It’s worth eighty. Take it, and there ends the matter.”

	“What,” cried Athos, “are you selling my horse--my Bajazet? And pray upon what shall I make my campaign; upon Grimaud?”

	“I have brought you another,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Another?”

	“And a magnificent one!” cried the host.

	“Well, since there is another finer and younger, why, you may take the old one; and let us drink.”

	“What?” asked the host, quite cheerful again.

	“Some of that at the bottom, near the laths. There are twenty-five bottles of it left; all the rest were broken by my fall. Bring six of them.”

	“Why, this man is a cask!” said the host, aside. “If he only remains here a fortnight, and pays for what he drinks, I shall soon re-establish my business.”

	“And don’t forget,” said d’Artagnan, “to bring up four bottles of the same sort for the two English gentlemen.”

	“And now,” said Athos, “while they bring the wine, tell me, d’Artagnan, what has become of the others, come!”

	D’Artagnan related how he had found Porthos in bed with a strained knee, and Aramis at a table between two theologians. As he finished, the host entered with the wine ordered and a ham which, fortunately for him, had been left out of the cellar.

	“That’s well!” said Athos, filling his glass and that of his friend; “here’s to Porthos and Aramis! But you, d’Artagnan, what is the matter with you, and what has happened to you personally? You have a sad air.”

	“Alas,” said d’Artagnan, “it is because I am the most unfortunate.”

	“Tell me.”

	“Presently,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Presently! And why presently? Because you think I am drunk? D’Artagnan, remember this! My ideas are never so clear as when I have had plenty of wine. Speak, then, I am all ears.”

	D’Artagnan related his adventure with Mme. Bonacieux. Athos listened to him without a frown; and when he had finished, said, “Trifles, only trifles!” That was his favorite word.

	“You always say TRIFLES, my dear Athos!” said d’Artagnan, “and that come very ill from you, who have never loved.”

	The drink-deadened eye of Athos flashed out, but only for a moment; it became as dull and vacant as before.

	“That’s true,” said he, quietly, “for my part I have never loved.”

	“Acknowledge, then, you stony heart,” said d’Artagnan, “that you are wrong to be so hard upon us tender hearts.”

	“Tender hearts! Pierced hearts!” said Athos.

	“What do you say?”

	“I say that love is a lottery in which he who wins, wins death! You are very fortunate to have lost, believe me, my dear d’Artagnan. And if I have any counsel to give, it is, always lose!”

	“She seemed to love me so!”

	“She SEEMED, did she?”

	“Oh, she DID love me!”

	“You child, why, there is not a man who has not believed, as you do, that his mistress loved him, and there lives not a man who has not been deceived by his mistress.”

	“Except you, Athos, who never had one.”

	“That’s true,” said Athos, after a moment’s silence, “that’s true! I never had one! Let us drink!”

	“But then, philosopher that you are,” said d’Artagnan, “instruct me, support me. I stand in need of being taught and consoled.”

	“Consoled for what?”

	“For my misfortune.”

	“Your misfortune is laughable,” said Athos, shrugging his shoulders; “I should like to know what you would say if I were to relate to you a real tale of love!”

	“Which has happened to you?”

	“Or one of my friends, what matters?”

	“Tell it, Athos, tell it.”

	“Better if I drink.”

	“Drink and relate, then.”

	“Not a bad idea!” said Athos, emptying and refilling his glass. “The two things agree marvelously well.”

	“I am all attention,” said d’Artagnan.

	Athos collected himself, and in proportion as he did so, d’Artagnan saw that he became pale. He was at that period of intoxication in which vulgar drinkers fall on the floor and go to sleep. He kept himself upright and dreamed, without sleeping. This somnambulism of drunkenness had something frightful in it.

	“You particularly wish it?” asked he.

	“I pray for it,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Be it then as you desire. One of my friends--one of my friends, please to observe, not myself,” said Athos, interrupting himself with a melancholy smile, “one of the counts of my province--that is to say, of Berry--noble as a Dandolo or a Montmorency, at twenty-five years of age fell in love with a girl of sixteen, beautiful as fancy can paint. Through the ingenuousness of her age beamed an ardent mind, not of the woman, but of the poet. She did not please; she intoxicated. She lived in a small town with her brother, who was a curate. Both had recently come into the country. They came nobody knew whence; but when seeing her so lovely and her brother so pious, nobody thought of asking whence they came. They were said, however, to be of good extraction. My friend, who was seigneur of the country, might have seduced her, or taken her by force, at his will--for he was master. Who would have come to the assistance of two strangers, two unknown persons? Unfortunately he was an honorable man; he married her. The fool! The ass! The idiot!”

	“How so, if he love her?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Wait,” said Athos. “He took her to his chateau, and made her the first lady in the province; and in justice it must be allowed that she supported her rank becomingly.”

	“Well?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Well, one day when she was hunting with her husband,” continued Athos, in a low voice, and speaking very quickly, “she fell from her horse and fainted. The count flew to her to help, and as she appeared to be oppressed by her clothes, he ripped them open with his poniard, and in so doing laid bare her shoulder. D’Artagnan,” said Athos, with a maniacal burst of laughter, “guess what she had on her shoulder.”

	“How can I tell?” said d’Artagnan.

	“A FLEUR-DE-LIS,” said Athos. “She was branded.”

	Athos emptied at a single draught the glass he held in his hand.

	“Horror!” cried d’Artagnan. “What do you tell me?”

	“Truth, my friend. The angel was a demon; the poor young girl had stolen the sacred vessels from a church.”

	“And what did the count do?”

	“The count was of the highest nobility. He had on his estates the rights of high and low tribunals. He tore the dress of the countess to pieces; he tied her hands behind her, and hanged her on a tree.”

	“Heavens, Athos, a murder?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“No less,” said Athos, as pale as a corpse. “But methinks I need wine!” and he seized by the neck the last bottle that was left, put it to his mouth, and emptied it at a single draught, as he would have emptied an ordinary glass.

	Then he let his head sink upon his two hands, while d’Artagnan stood before him, stupefied.

	“That has cured me of beautiful, poetical, and loving women,” said Athos, after a considerable pause, raising his head, and forgetting to continue the fiction of the count. “God grant you as much! Let us drink.”

	“Then she is dead?” stammered d’Artagnan.

	“PARBLEU!” said Athos. “But hold out your glass. Some ham, my boy, or we can’t drink.”

	“And her brother?” added d’Artagnan, timidly.

	“Her brother?” replied Athos.

	“Yes, the priest.”

	“Oh, I inquired after him for the purpose of hanging him likewise; but he was beforehand with me, he had quit the curacy the night before.”

	“Was it ever known who this miserable fellow was?”

	“He was doubtless the first lover and accomplice of the fair lady. A worthy man, who had pretended to be a curate for the purpose of getting his mistress married, and securing her a position. He has been hanged and quartered, I hope.”

	“My God, my God!” cried d’Artagnan, quite stunned by the relation of this horrible adventure.

	“Taste some of this ham, d’Artagnan; it is exquisite,” said Athos, cutting a slice, which he placed on the young man’s plate.

	“What a pity it is there were only four like this in the cellar. I could have drunk fifty bottles more.”

	D’Artagnan could no longer endure this conversation, which had made him bewildered. Allowing his head to sink upon his two hands, he pretended to sleep.

	“These young fellows can none of them drink,” said Athos, looking at him with pity, “and yet this is one of the best!”

	28 THE RETURN

	D’Artagnan was astounded by the terrible confidence of Athos; yet many things appeared very obscure to him in this half revelation. In the first place it had been made by a man quite drunk to one who was half drunk; and yet, in spite of the incertainty which the vapor of three or four bottles of Burgundy carries with it to the brain, d’Artagnan, when awaking on the following morning, had all the words of Athos as present to his memory as if they then fell from his mouth--they had been so impressed upon his mind. All this doubt only gave rise to a more lively desire of arriving at a certainty, and he went into his friend’s chamber with a fixed determination of renewing the conversation of the preceding evening; but he found Athos quite himself again--that is to say, the most shrewd and impenetrable of men. Besides which, the Musketeer, after having exchanged a hearty shake of the hand with him, broached the matter first.

	“I was pretty drunk yesterday, d’Artagnan,” said he, “I can tell that by my tongue, which was swollen and hot this morning, and by my pulse, which was very tremulous. I wager that I uttered a thousand extravagances.”

	While saying this he looked at his friend with an earnestness that embarrassed him.

	“No,” replied d’Artagnan, “if I recollect well what you said, it was nothing out of the common way.”

	“Ah, you surprise me. I thought I had told you a most lamentable story.” And he looked at the young man as if he would read the bottom of his heart.

	“My faith,” said d’Artagnan, “it appears that I was more drunk than you, since I remember nothing of the kind.”

	Athos did not trust this reply, and he resumed; “you cannot have failed to remark, my dear friend, that everyone has his particular kind of drunkenness, sad or gay. My drunkenness is always sad, and when I am thoroughly drunk my mania is to relate all the lugubrious stories which my foolish nurse inculcated into my brain. That is my failing--a capital failing, I admit; but with that exception, I am a good drinker.”

	Athos spoke this in so natural a manner that d’Artagnan was shaken in his conviction.

	“It is that, then,” replied the young man, anxious to find out the truth, “it is that, then, I remember as we remember a dream. We were speaking of hanging.”

	“Ah, you see how it is,” said Athos, becoming still paler, but yet attempting to laugh; “I was sure it was so--the hanging of people is my nightmare.”

	“Yes, yes,” replied d’Artagnan. “I remember now; yes, it was about--stop a minute--yes, it was about a woman.”

	“That’s it,” replied Athos, becoming almost livid; “that is my grand story of the fair lady, and when I relate that, I must be very drunk.”

	“Yes, that was it,” said d’Artagnan, “the story of a tall, fair lady, with blue eyes.”

	“Yes, who was hanged.”

	“By her husband, who was a nobleman of your acquaintance,” continued d’Artagnan, looking intently at Athos.

	“Well, you see how a man may compromise himself when he does not know what he says,” replied Athos, shrugging his shoulders as if he thought himself an object of pity. “I certainly never will get drunk again, d’Artagnan; it is too bad a habit.”

	D’Artagnan remained silent; and then changing the conversation all at once, Athos said:

	“By the by, I thank you for the horse you have brought me.”

	“Is it to your mind?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Yes; but it is not a horse for hard work.”

	“You are mistaken; I rode him nearly ten leagues in less than an hour and a half, and he appeared no more distressed than if he had only made the tour of the Place St. Sulpice.”

	“Ah, you begin to awaken my regret.”

	“Regret?”

	“Yes; I have parted with him.”

	“How?”

	“Why, here is the simple fact. This morning I awoke at six o’clock. You were still fast asleep, and I did not know what to do with myself; I was still stupid from our yesterday’s debauch. As I came into the public room, I saw one of our Englishman bargaining with a dealer for a horse, his own having died yesterday from bleeding. I drew near, and found he was bidding a hundred pistoles for a chestnut nag. ‘PARDIEU,’ said I, ‘my good gentleman, I have a horse to sell, too.’ ‘Ay, and a very fine one! I saw him yesterday; your friend’s lackey was leading him.’ ‘Do you think he is worth a hundred pistoles?’ ‘Yes! Will you sell him to me for that sum?’ ‘No; but I will play for him.’ ‘What?’ ‘At dice.’ No sooner said than done, and I lost the horse. Ah, ah! But please to observe I won back the equipage,” cried Athos.

	D’Artagnan looked much disconcerted.

	“This vexes you?” said Athos.

	“Well, I must confess it does,” replied d’Artagnan. “That horse was to have identified us in the day of battle. It was a pledge, a remembrance. Athos, you have done wrong.”

	“But, my dear friend, put yourself in my place,” replied the Musketeer. “I was hipped to death; and still further, upon my honor, I don’t like English horses. If it is only to be recognized, why the saddle will suffice for that; it is quite remarkable enough. As to the horse, we can easily find some excuse for its disappearance. Why the devil! A horse is mortal; suppose mine had had the glanders or the farcy?”

	D’Artagnan did not smile.

	“It vexes me greatly,” continued Athos, “that you attach so much importance to these animals, for I am not yet at the end of my story.”

	“What else have you done.”

	“After having lost my own horse, nine against ten--see how near--I formed an idea of staking yours.”

	“Yes; but you stopped at the idea, I hope?”

	“No; for I put it in execution that very minute.”

	“And the consequence?” said d’Artagnan, in great anxiety.

	“I threw, and I lost.”

	“What, my horse?”

	“Your horse, seven against eight; a point short--you know the proverb.”

	“Athos, you are not in your right senses, I swear.”

	“My dear lad, that was yesterday, when I was telling you silly stories, it was proper to tell me that, and not this morning. I lost him then, with all his appointments and furniture.”

	“Really, this is frightful.”

	“Stop a minute; you don’t know all yet. I should make an excellent gambler if I were not too hot-headed; but I was hot-headed, just as if I had been drinking. Well, I was not hot-headed then--”

	“Well, but what else could you play for? You had nothing left?”

	“Oh, yes, my friend; there was still that diamond left which sparkles on your finger, and which I had observed yesterday.”

	“This diamond!” said d’Artagnan, placing his hand eagerly on his ring.

	“And as I am a connoisseur in such things, having had a few of my own once, I estimated it at a thousand pistoles.”

	“I hope,” said d’Artagnan, half dead with fright, “you made no mention of my diamond?”

	“On the contrary, my dear friend, this diamond became our only resource; with it I might regain our horses and their harnesses, and even money to pay our expenses on the road.”

	“Athos, you make me tremble!” cried d’Artagnan.

	“I mentioned your diamond then to my adversary, who had likewise remarked it. What the devil, my dear, do you think you can wear a star from heaven on your finger, and nobody observe it? Impossible!”

	“Go on, go on, my dear fellow!” said d’Artagnan; “for upon my honor, you will kill me with your indifference.”

	“We divided, then, this diamond into ten parts of a hundred pistoles each.”

	“You are laughing at me, and want to try me!” said d’Artagnan, whom anger began to take by the hair, as Minerva takes Achilles, in the ILLIAD.

	“No, I do not jest, MORDIEU! I should like to have seen you in my place! I had been fifteen days without seeing a human face, and had been left to brutalize myself in the company of bottles.”

	“That was no reason for staking my diamond!” replied d’Artagnan, closing his hand with a nervous spasm.

	“Hear the end. Ten parts of a hundred pistoles each, in ten throws, without revenge; in thirteen throws I had lost all--in thirteen throws. The number thirteen was always fatal to me; it was on the thirteenth of July that--”

	“VENTREBLEU!” cried d’Artagnan, rising from the table, the story of the present day making him forget that of the preceding one.

	“Patience!” said Athos; “I had a plan. The Englishman was an original; I had seen him conversing that morning with Grimaud, and Grimaud had told me that he had made him proposals to enter into his service. I staked Grimaud, the silent Grimaud, divided into ten portions.”

	“Well, what next?” said d’Artagnan, laughing in spite of himself.

	“Grimaud himself, understand; and with the ten parts of Grimaud, which are not worth a ducatoon, I regained the diamond. Tell me, now, if persistence is not a virtue?”

	“My faith! But this is droll,” cried d’Artagnan, consoled, and holding his sides with laughter.

	“You may guess, finding the luck turned, that I again staked the diamond.”

	“The devil!” said d’Artagnan, becoming angry again.

	“I won back your harness, then your horse, then my harness, then my horse, and then I lost again. In brief, I regained your harness and then mine. That’s where we are. That was a superb throw, so I left off there.”

	D’Artagnan breathed as if the whole hostelry had been removed from his breast.

	“Then the diamond is safe?” said he, timidly.

	“Intact, my dear friend; besides the harness of your Bucephalus and mine.”

	“But what is the use of harnesses without horses?”

	“I have an idea about them.”

	“Athos, you make me shudder.”

	“Listen to me. You have not played for a long time, d’Artagnan.”

	“And I have no inclination to play.”

	“Swear to nothing. You have not played for a long time, I said; you ought, then, to have a good hand.”

	“Well, what then?”

	“Well; the Englishman and his companion are still here. I remarked that he regretted the horse furniture very much. You appear to think much of your horse. In your place I would stake the furniture against the horse.”

	“But he will not wish for only one harness.”

	“Stake both, PARDIEU! I am not selfish, as you are.”

	“You would do so?” said d’Artagnan, undecided, so strongly did the confidence of Athos begin to prevail, in spite of himself.

	“On my honor, in one single throw.”

	“But having lost the horses, I am particularly anxious to preserve the harnesses.”

	“Stake your diamond, then.”

	“This? That’s another matter. Never, never!”

	“The devil!” said Athos. “I would propose to you to stake Planchet, but as that has already been done, the Englishman would not, perhaps, be willing.”

	“Decidedly, my dear Athos,” said d’Artagnan, “I should like better not to risk anything.”

	“That’s a pity,” said Athos, coolly. “The Englishman is overflowing with pistoles. Good Lord, try one throw! One throw is soon made!”

	“And if I lose?”

	“You will win.”

	“But if I lose?”

	“Well, you will surrender the harnesses.”

	“Have with you for one throw!” said d’Artagnan.

	Athos went in quest of the Englishman, whom he found in the stable, examining the harnesses with a greedy eye. The opportunity was good. He proposed the conditions--the two harnesses, either against one horse or a hundred pistoles. The Englishman calculated fast; the two harnesses were worth three hundred pistoles. He consented.

	D’Artagnan threw the dice with a trembling hand, and turned up the number three; his paleness terrified Athos, who, however, consented himself with saying, “That’s a sad throw, comrade; you will have the horses fully equipped, monsieur.”

	The Englishman, quite triumphant, did not even give himself the trouble to shake the dice. He threw them on the table without looking at them, so sure was he of victory; d’Artagnan turned aside to conceal his ill humor.

	“Hold, hold, hold!” said Athos, wit his quiet tone; “that throw of the dice is extraordinary. I have not seen such a one four times in my life. Two aces!”

	The Englishman looked, and was seized with astonishment. D’Artagnan looked, and was seized with pleasure.

	“Yes,” continued Athos, “four times only; once at the house of Monsieur Crequy; another time at my own house in the country, in my chateau at--when I had a chateau; a third time at Monsieur de Treville’s where it surprised us all; and the fourth time at a cabaret, where it fell to my lot, and where I lost a hundred louis and a supper on it.”

	“Then Monsieur takes his horse back again,” said the Englishman.

	“Certainly,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Then there is no revenge?”

	“Our conditions said, ‘No revenge,’ you will please to recollect.”

	“That is true; the horse shall be restored to your lackey, monsieur.”

	“A moment,” said Athos; “with your permission, monsieur, I wish to speak a word with my friend.”

	“Say on.”

	Athos drew d’Artagnan aside.

	“Well, Tempter, what more do you want with me?” said d’Artagnan. “You want me to throw again, do you not?”

	“No, I would wish you to reflect.”

	“On what?”

	“You mean to take your horse?”

	“Without doubt.”

	“You are wrong, then. I would take the hundred pistoles. You know you have staked the harnesses against the horse or a hundred pistoles, at your choice.”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, then, I repeat, you are wrong. What is the use of one horse for us two? I could not ride behind. We should look like the two sons of Anmon, who had lost their brother. You cannot think of humiliating me by prancing along by my side on that magnificent charger. For my part, I should not hesitate a moment; I should take the hundred pistoles. We want money for our return to Paris.”

	“I am much attached to that horse, Athos.”

	“And there again you are wrong. A horse slips and injures a joint; a horse stumbles and breaks his knees to the bone; a horse eats out of a manger in which a glandered horse has eaten. There is a horse, while on the contrary, the hundred pistoles feed their master.”

	“But how shall we get back?”

	“Upon our lackey’s horses, PARDIEU. Anybody may see by our bearing that we are people of condition.”

	“Pretty figures we shall cut on ponies while Aramis and Porthos caracole on their steeds.”

	“Aramis! Porthos!” cried Athos, and laughed aloud.

	“What is it?” asked d’Artagnan, who did not at all comprehend the hilarity of his friend.

	“Nothing, nothing! Go on!”

	“Your advice, then?”

	“To take the hundred pistoles, d’Artagnan. With the hundred pistoles we can live well to the end of the month. We have undergone a great deal of fatigue, remember, and a little rest will do no harm.”

	“I rest? Oh, no, Athos. Once in Paris, I shall prosecute my search for that unfortunate woman!”

	“Well, you may be assured that your horse will not be half so serviceable to you for that purpose as good golden louis. Take the hundred pistoles, my friend; take the hundred pistoles!”

	D’Artagnan only required one reason to be satisfied. This last reason appeared convincing. Besides, he feared that by resisting longer he should appear selfish in the eyes of Athos. He acquiesced, therefore, and chose the hundred pistoles, which the Englishman paid down on the spot.

	They then determined to depart. Peace with the landlord, in addition to Athos’s old horse, cost six pistoles. D’Artagnan and Athos took the nags of Planchet and Grimaud, and the two lackeys started on foot, carrying the saddles on their heads.

	However ill our two friends were mounted, they were soon far in advance of their servants, and arrived at Creveccoeur. From a distance they perceived Aramis, seated in a melancholy manner at his window, looking out, like Sister Anne, at the dust in the horizon.

	“HOLA, Aramis! What the devil are you doing there?” cried the two friends.

	“Ah, is that you, d’Artagnan, and you, Athos?” said the young man. “I was reflecting upon the rapidity with which the blessings of this world leave us. My English horse, which has just disappeared amid a cloud of dust, has furnished me with a living image of the fragility of the things of the earth. Life itself may be resolved into three words: ERAT, EST, FUIT.”

	“Which means--” said d’Artagnan, who began to suspect the truth.

	“Which means that I have just been duped-sixty louis for a horse which by the manner of his gait can do at least five leagues an hour.”

	D’Artagnan and Athos laughed aloud.

	“My dear d’Artagnan,” said Aramis, “don’t be too angry with me, I beg. Necessity has no law; besides, I am the person punished, as that rascally horsedealer has robbed me of fifty louis, at least. Ah, you fellows are good managers! You ride on our lackey’s horses, and have your own gallant steeds led along carefully by hand, at short stages.”

	At the same instant a market cart, which some minutes before had appeared upon the Amiens road, pulled up at the inn, and Planchet and Grimaud came out of it with the saddles on their heads. The cart was returning empty to Paris, and the two lackeys had agreed, for their transport, to slake the wagoner’s thirst along the route.

	“What is this?” said Aramis, on seeing them arrive. “Nothing but saddles?”

	“Now do you understand?” said Athos.

	“My friends, that’s exactly like me! I retained my harness by instinct. HOLA, Bazin! Bring my new saddle and carry it along with those of these gentlemen.”

	“And what have you done with your ecclesiastics?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“My dear fellow, I invited them to a dinner the next day,” replied Aramis. “They have some capital wine here--please to observe that in passing. I did my best to make them drunk. Then the curate forbade me to quit my uniform, and the Jesuit entreated me to get him made a Musketeer.”

	“Without a thesis?” cried d’Artagnan, “without a thesis? I demand the suppression of the thesis.”

	“Since then,” continued Aramis, “I have lived very agreeably. I have begun a poem in verses of one syllable. That is rather difficult, but the merit in all things consists in the difficulty. The matter is gallant. I will read you the first canto. It has four hundred lines, and lasts a minute.”

	“My faith, my dear Aramis,” said d’Artagnan, who detested verses almost as much as he did Latin, “add to the merit of the difficulty that of the brevity, and you are sure that your poem will at least have two merits.”

	“You will see,” continued Aramis, “that it breathes irreproachable passion. And so, my friends, we return to Paris? Bravo! I am ready. We are going to rejoin that good fellow, Porthos. So much the better. You can’t think how I have missed him, the great simpleton. To see him so self-satisfied reconciles me with myself. He would not sell his horse; not for a kingdom! I think I can see him now, mounted upon his superb animal and seated in his handsome saddle. I am sure he will look like the Great Mogul!”

	They made a halt for an hour to refresh their horses. Aramis discharged his bill, placed Bazin in the cart with his comrades, and they set forward to join Porthos.

	They found him up, less pale than when d’Artagnan left him after his first visit, and seated at a table on which, though he was alone, was spread enough for four persons. This dinner consisted of meats nicely dressed, choice wines, and superb fruit.

	“Ah, PARDIEU!” said he, rising, “you come in the nick of time, gentlemen. I was just beginning the soup, and you will dine with me.”

	“Oh, oh!” said d’Artagnan, “Mousqueton has not caught these bottles with his lasso. Besides, here is a piquant FRICANDEAU and a fillet of beef.”

	“I am recruiting myself,” said Porthos, “I am recruiting myself. Nothing weakens a man more than these devilish strains. Did you ever suffer from a strain, Athos?”

	“Never! Though I remember, in our affair of the Rue Ferou, I received a sword wound which at the end of fifteen or eighteen days produced the same effect.”

	“But this dinner was not intended for you alone, Porthos?” said Aramis.

	“No,” said Porthos, “I expected some gentlemen of the neighborhood, who have just sent me word they could not come. You will take their places and I shall not lose by the exchange. HOLA, Mousqueton, seats, and order double the bottles!”

	“Do you know what we are eating here?” said Athos, at the end of ten minutes.

	“PARDIEU!” replied d’Artagnan, “for my part, I am eating veal garnished with shrimps and vegetables.”

	“And I some lamb chops,” said Porthos.

	“And I a plain chicken,” said Aramis.

	“You are all mistaken, gentlemen,” answered Athos, gravely; “you are eating horse.”

	“Eating what?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Horse!” said Aramis, with a grimace of disgust.

	Porthos alone made no reply.

	“Yes, horse. Are we not eating a horse, Porthos? And perhaps his saddle, therewith.”

	“No, gentlemen, I have kept the harness,” said Porthos.

	“My faith,” said Aramis, “we are all alike. One would think we had tipped the wink.”

	“What could I do?” said Porthos. “This horse made my visitors ashamed of theirs, and I don’t like to humiliate people.”

	“Then your duchess is still at the waters?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Still,” replied Porthos. “And, my faith, the governor of the province--one of the gentlemen I expected today--seemed to have such a wish for him, that I gave him to him.”

	“Gave him?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“My God, yes, GAVE, that is the word,” said Porthos; “for the animal was worth at least a hundred and fifty louis, and the stingy fellow would only give me eighty.”

	“Without the saddle?” said Aramis.

	“Yes, without the saddle.”

	“You will observe, gentlemen,” said Athos, “that Porthos has made the best bargain of any of us.”

	And then commenced a roar of laughter in which they all joined, to the astonishment of poor Porthos; but when he was informed of the cause of their hilarity, he shared it vociferously according to his custom.

	“There is one comfort, we are all in cash,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Well, for my part,” said Athos, “I found Aramis’s Spanish wine so good that I sent on a hamper of sixty bottles of it in the wagon with the lackeys. That has weakened my purse.”

	“And I,” said Aramis, “imagined that I had given almost my last sou to the church of Montdidier and the Jesuits of Amiens, with whom I had made engagements which I ought to have kept. I have ordered Masses for myself, and for you, gentlemen, which will be said, gentlemen, for which I have not the least doubt you will be marvelously benefited.”

	“And I,” said Porthos, “do you think my strain cost me nothing?--without reckoning Mousqueton’s wound, for which I had to have the surgeon twice a day, and who charged me double on account of that foolish Mousqueton having allowed himself a ball in a part which people generally only show to an apothecary; so I advised him to try never to get wounded there any more.”

	“Ay, ay!” said Athos, exchanging a smile with d’Artagnan and Aramis, “it is very clear you acted nobly with regard to the poor lad; that is like a good master.”

	“In short,” said Porthos, “when all my expenses are paid, I shall have, at most, thirty crowns left.”

	“And I about ten pistoles,” said Aramis.

	“Well, then it appears that we are the Croesuses of the society. How much have you left of your hundred pistoles, d’Artagnan?”

	“Of my hundred pistoles? Why, in the first place I gave you fifty.”

	“You think so?”

	“PARDIEU!” 

	“Ah, that is true. I recollect.”

	“Then I paid the host six.”

	“What a brute of a host! Why did you give him six pistoles?”

	“You told me to give them to him.”

	“It is true; I am too good-natured. In brief, how much remains?”

	“Twenty-five pistoles,” said d’Artagnan.

	“And I,” said Athos, taking some small change from his pocket, “I--”

	“You? Nothing!”

	“My faith! So little that it is not worth reckoning with the general stock.”

	“Now, then, let us calculate how much we posses in all.”

	“Porthos?”

	“Thirty crowns.”

	“Aramis?”

	“Ten pistoles.”

	“And you, d’Artagnan?”

	“Twenty-five.”

	“That makes in all?” said Athos.

	“Four hundred and seventy-five livres,” said d’Artagnan, who reckoned like Archimedes.

	“On our arrival in Paris, we shall still have four hundred, besides the harnesses,” said Porthos.

	“But our troop horses?” said Aramis.

	“Well, of the four horses of our lackeys we will make two for the masters, for which we will draw lots. With the four hundred livres we will make the half of one for one of the unmounted, and then we will give the turnings out of our pockets to d’Artagnan, who has a steady hand, and will go and play in the first gaming house we come to. There!”

	“Let us dine, then,” said Porthos; “it is getting cold.”

	The friends, at ease with regard to the future, did honor to the repast, the remains of which were abandoned to Mousqueton, Bazin, Planchet, and Grimaud.

	On arriving in Paris, d’Artagnan found a letter from M. de Treville, which informed him that, at his request, the king had promised that he should enter the company of the Musketeers.

	As this was the height of d’Artagnan’s worldly ambition--apart, be it well understood, from his desire of finding Mme. Bonacieux--he ran, full of joy, to seek his comrades, whom he had left only half an hour before, but whom he found very sad and deeply preoccupied. They were assembled in council at the residence of Athos, which always indicated an event of some gravity. M. de Treville had intimated to them his Majesty’s fixed intention to open the campaign on the first of May, and they must immediately prepare their outfits.

	The four philosophers looked at one another in a state of bewilderment. M. de Treville never jested in matters relating to discipline.

	“And what do you reckon your outfit will cost?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Oh, we can scarcely say. We have made our calculations with Spartan economy, and we each require fifteen hundred livres.”

	“Four times fifteen makes sixty--six thousand livres,” said Athos.

	“It seems to me,” said d’Artagnan, “with a thousand livres each--I do not speak as a Spartan, but as a procurator--”

	This word PROCURATOR roused Porthos. “Stop,” said he, “I have an idea.”

	“Well, that’s something, for I have not the shadow of one,” said Athos coolly; “but as to d’Artagnan, gentlemen, the idea of belonging to OURS has driven him out of his senses. A thousand livres! For my part, I declare I want two thousand.”

	“Four times two makes eight,” then said Aramis; “it is eight thousand that we want to complete our outfits, toward which, it is true, we have already the saddles.”

	“Besides,” said Athos, waiting till d’Artagnan, who went to thank Monsieur de Treville, had shut the door, “besides, there is that beautiful ring which beams from the finger of our friend. What the devil! D’Artagnan is too good a comrade to leave his brothers in embarrassment while he wears the ransom of a king on his finger.”

	29 HUNTING FOR THE EQUIPMENTS

	The most preoccupied of the four friends was certainly d’Artagnan, although he, in his quality of Guardsman, would be much more easily equipped than Messieurs the Musketeers, who were all of high rank; but our Gascon cadet was, as may have been observed, of a provident and almost avaricious character, and with that (explain the contradiction) so vain as almost to rival Porthos. To this preoccupation of his vanity, d’Artagnan at this moment joined an uneasiness much less selfish. Notwithstanding all his inquiries respecting Mme. Bonacieux, he could obtain no intelligence of her. M. de Treville had spoken of her to the queen. The queen was ignorant where the mercer’s young wife was, but had promised to have her sought for; but this promise was very vague and did not at all reassure d’Artagnan.

	Athos did not leave his chamber; he made up his mind not to take a single step to equip himself.

	“We have still fifteen days before us,” said he to his friends, “well, if at the end of a fortnight I have found nothing, or rather if nothing has come to find me, as I, too good a Catholic to kill myself with a pistol bullet, I will seek a good quarrel with four of his Eminence’s Guards or with eight Englishmen, and I will fight until one of them has killed me, which, considering the number, cannot fail to happen. It will then be said of me that I died for the king; so that I shall have performed my duty without the expense of an outfit.”

	Porthos continued to walk about with his hands behind him, tossing his head and repeating, “I shall follow up on my idea.”

	Aramis, anxious and negligently dressed, said nothing.

	It may be seen by these disastrous details that desolation reigned in the community.

	The lackeys on their part, like the coursers of Hippolytus, shared the sadness of their masters. Mousqueton collected a store of crusts; Bazin, who had always been inclined to devotion, never quit the churches; Planchet watched the flight of flies; and Grimaud, whom the general distress could not induce to break the silence imposed by his master, heaved sighs enough to soften the stones.

	The three friends--for, as we have said, Athos had sworn not to stir a foot to equip himself--went out early in the morning, and returned late at night. They wandered about the streets, looking at the pavement as if to see whether the passengers had not left a purse behind them. They might have been supposed to be following tracks, so observant were they wherever they went. When they met they looked desolately at one another, as much as to say, “Have you found anything?”

	However, as Porthos had first found an idea, and had thought of it earnestly afterward, he was the first to act. He was a man of execution, this worthy Porthos. D’Artagnan perceived him one day walking toward the church of St. Leu, and followed him instinctively. He entered, after having twisted his mustache and elongated his imperial, which always announced on his part the most triumphant resolutions. As d’Artagnan took some precautions to conceal himself, Porthos believed he had not been seen. D’Artagnan entered behind him. Porthos went and leaned against the side of a pillar. D’Artagnan, still unperceived, supported himself against the other side.

	There happened to be a sermon, which made the church very full of people. Porthos took advantage of this circumstance to ogle the women. Thanks to the cares of Mousqueton, the exterior was far from announcing the distress of the interior. His hat was a little napless, his feather was a little faded, his gold lace was a little tarnished, his laces were a trifle frayed; but in the obscurity of the church these things were not seen, and Porthos was still the handsome Porthos.

	D’Artagnan observed, on the bench nearest to the pillar against which Porthos leaned, a sort of ripe beauty, rather yellow and rather dry, but erect and haughty under her black hood. The eyes of Porthos were furtively cast upon this lady, and then roved about at large over the nave.

	On her side the lady, who from time to time blushed, darted with the rapidity of lightning a glance toward the inconstant Porthos; and then immediately the eyes of Porthos wandered anxiously. It was plain that this mode of proceeding piqued the lady in the black hood, for she bit her lips till they bled, scratched the end of her nose, and could not sit still in her seat.

	Porthos, seeing this, retwisted his mustache, elongated his imperial a second time, and began to make signals to a beautiful lady who was near the choir, and who not only was a beautiful lady, but still further, no doubt, a great lady--for she had behind her a Negro boy who had brought the cushion on which she knelt, and a female servant who held the emblazoned bag in which was placed the book from which she read the Mass.

	The lady with the black hood followed through all their wanderings the looks of Porthos, and perceived that they rested upon the lady with the velvet cushion, the little Negro, and the maid-servant.

	During this time Porthos played close. It was almost imperceptible motions of his eyes, fingers placed upon the lips, little assassinating smiles, which really did assassinate the disdained beauty.

	Then she cried, “Ahem!” under cover of the MEA CULPA, striking her breast so vigorously that everybody, even the lady with the red cushion, turned round toward her. Porthos paid no attention. Nevertheless, he understood it all, but was deaf.

	The lady with the red cushion produced a great effect--for she was very handsome--upon the lady with the black hood, who saw in her a rival really to be dreaded; a great effect upon Porthos, who thought her much prettier than the lady with the black hood; a great effect upon d’Artagnan, who recognized in her the lady of Meung, of Calais, and of Dover, whom his persecutor, the man with the scar, had saluted by the name of Milady.

	D’Artagnan, without losing sight of the lady of the red cushion, continued to watch the proceedings of Porthos, which amused him greatly. He guessed that the lady of the black hood was the procurator’s wife of the Rue aux Ours, which was the more probable from the church of St. Leu being not far from that locality.

	He guessed, likewise, by induction, that Porthos was taking his revenge for the defeat of Chantilly, when the procurator’s wife had proved so refractory with respect to her purse.

	Amid all this, d’Artagnan remarked also that not one countenance responded to the gallantries of Porthos. There were only chimeras and illusions; but for real love, for true jealousy, is there any reality except illusions and chimeras?

	The sermon over, the procurator’s wife advanced toward the holy font. Porthos went before her, and instead of a finger, dipped his whole hand in. The procurator’s wife smiled, thinking that it was for her Porthos had put himself to this trouble; but she was cruelly and promptly undeceived. When she was only about three steps from him, he turned his head round, fixing his eyes steadfastly upon the lady with the red cushion, who had risen and was approaching, followed by her black boy and her woman.

	When the lady of the red cushion came close to Porthos, Porthos drew his dripping hand from the font. The fair worshipper touched the great hand of Porthos with her delicate fingers, smiled, made the sign of the cross, and left the church.

	This was too much for the procurator’s wife; she doubted not there was an intrigue between this lady and Porthos. If she had been a great lady she would have fainted; but as she was only a procurator’s wife, she contented herself saying to the Musketeer with concentrated fury, “Eh, Monsieur Porthos, you don’t offer me any holy water?”

	Porthos, at the sound of that voice, started like a man awakened from a sleep of a hundred years.

	“Ma-madame!” cried he; “is that you? How is your husband, our dear Monsieur Coquenard? Is he still as stingy as ever? Where can my eyes have been not to have seen you during the two hours of the sermon?”

	“I was within two paces of you, monsieur,” replied the procurator’s wife; “but you did not perceive me because you had no eyes but for the pretty lady to whom you just now gave the holy water.”

	Porthos pretended to be confused. “Ah,” said he, “you have remarked--”

	“I must have been blind not to have seen.”

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “that is a duchess of my acquaintance whom I have great trouble to meet on account of the jealousy of her husband, and who sent me word that she should come today to this poor church, buried in this vile quarter, solely for the sake of seeing me.”

	“Monsieur Porthos,” said the procurator’s wife, “will you have the kindness to offer me your arm for five minutes? I have something to say to you.”

	“Certainly, madame,” said Porthos, winking to himself, as a gambler does who laughs at the dupe he is about to pluck.

	At that moment d’Artagnan passed in pursuit of Milady; he cast a passing glance at Porthos, and beheld this triumphant look.

	“Eh, eh!” said he, reasoning to himself according to the strangely easy morality of that gallant period, “there is one who will be equipped in good time!”

	Porthos, yielding to the pressure of the arm of the procurator’s wife, as a bark yields to the rudder, arrived at the cloister St. Magloire--a little-frequented passage, enclosed with a turnstile at each end. In the daytime nobody was seen there but mendicants devouring their crusts, and children at play.

	“Ah, Monsieur Porthos,” cried the procurator’s wife, when she was assured that no one who was a stranger to the population of the locality could either see or hear her, “ah, Monsieur Porthos, you are a great conqueror, as it appears!”

	“I, madame?” said Porthos, drawing himself up proudly; “how so?”

	“The signs just now, and the holy water! But that must be a princess, at least--that lady with her Negro boy and her maid!”

	“My God! Madame, you are deceived,” said Porthos; “she is simply a duchess.”

	“And that running footman who waited at the door, and that carriage with a coachman in grand livery who sat waiting on his seat?”

	Porthos had seen neither the footman nor the carriage, but with the eye of a jealous woman, Mme. Coquenard had seen everything.

	Porthos regretted that he had not at once made the lady of the red cushion a princess.

	“Ah, you are quite the pet of the ladies, Monsieur Porthos!” resumed the procurator’s wife, with a sigh.

	“Well,” responded Porthos, “you may imagine, with the physique with which nature has endowed me, I am not in want of good luck.”

	“Good Lord, how quickly men forget!” cried the procurator’s wife, raising her eyes toward heaven.

	“Less quickly than the women, it seems to me,” replied Porthos; “for I, madame, I may say I was your victim, when wounded, dying, I was abandoned by the surgeons. I, the offspring of a noble family, who placed reliance upon your friendship--I was near dying of my wounds at first, and of hunger afterward, in a beggarly inn at Chantilly, without you ever deigning once to reply to the burning letters I addressed to you.”

	“But, Monsieur Porthos,” murmured the procurator’s wife, who began to feel that, to judge by the conduct of the great ladies of the time, she was wrong.

	“I, who had sacrificed for you the Baronne de--”

	“I know it well.”

	“The Comtesse de--”

	“Monsieur Porthos, be generous!”

	“You are right, madame, and I will not finish.”

	“But it was my husband who would not hear of lending.”

	“Madame Coquenard,” said Porthos, “remember the first letter you wrote me, and which I preserve engraved in my memory.”

	The procurator’s wife uttered a groan.

	“Besides,” said she, “the sum you required me to borrow was rather large.”

	“Madame Coquenard, I gave you the preference. I had but to write to the Duchesse--but I won’t repeat her name, for I am incapable of compromising a woman; but this I know, that I had but to write to her and she would have sent me fifteen hundred.”

	The procurator’s wife shed a tear.

	“Monsieur Porthos,” said she, “I can assure you that you have severely punished me; and if in the time to come you should find yourself in a similar situation, you have but to apply to me.”

	“Fie, madame, fie!” said Porthos, as if disgusted. “Let us not talk about money, if you please; it is humiliating.”

	“Then you no longer love me!” said the procurator’s wife, slowly and sadly.

	Porthos maintained a majestic silence.

	“And that is the only reply you make? Alas, I understand.”

	“Think of the offense you have committed toward me, madame! It remains HERE!” said Porthos, placing his hand on his heart, and pressing it strongly.

	“I will repair it, indeed I will, my dear Porthos.”

	“Besides, what did I ask of you?” resumed Porthos, with a movement of the shoulders full of good fellowship. “A loan, nothing more! After all, I am not an unreasonable man. I know you are not rich, Madame Coquenard, and that your husband is obliged to bleed his poor clients to squeeze a few paltry crowns from them. Oh! If you were a duchess, a marchioness, or a countess, it would be quite a different thing; it would be unpardonable.”

	The procurator’s wife was piqued.

	“Please to know, Monsieur Porthos,” said she, “that my strongbox, the strongbox of a procurator’s wife though it may be, is better filled than those of your affected minxes.”

	“That doubles the offense,” said Porthos, disengaging his arm from that of the procurator’s wife; “for if you are rich, Madame Coquenard, then there is no excuse for your refusal.”

	“When I said rich,” replied the procurator’s wife, who saw that she had gone too far, “you must not take the word literally. I am not precisely rich, though I am pretty well off.”

	“Hold, madame,” said Porthos, “let us say no more upon the subject, I beg of you. You have misunderstood me, all sympathy is extinct between us.”

	“Ingrate that you are!”

	“Ah! I advise you to complain!” said Porthos.

	“Begone, then, to your beautiful duchess; I will detain you no longer.”

	“And she is not to be despised, in my opinion.”

	“Now, Monsieur Porthos, once more, and this is the last! Do you love me still?”

	“Ah, madame,” said Porthos, in the most melancholy tone he could assume, “when we are about to enter upon a campaign--a campaign, in which my presentiments tell me I shall be killed--”

	“Oh, don’t talk of such things!” cried the procurator’s wife, bursting into tears.

	“Something whispers me so,” continued Porthos, becoming more and more melancholy.

	“Rather say that you have a new love.”

	“Not so; I speak frankly to you. No object affects me; and I even feel here, at the bottom of my heart, something which speaks for you. But in fifteen days, as you know, or as you do not know, this fatal campaign is to open. I shall be fearfully preoccupied with my outfit. Then I must make a journey to see my family, in the lower part of Brittany, to obtain the sum necessary for my departure.”

	Porthos observed a last struggle between love and avarice.

	“And as,” continued he, “the duchess whom you saw at the church has estates near to those of my family, we mean to make the journey together. Journeys, you know, appear much shorter when we travel two in company.”

	“Have you no friends in Paris, then, Monsieur Porthos?” said the procurator’s wife.

	“I thought I had,” said Porthos, resuming his melancholy air; “but I have been taught my mistake.”

	“You have some!” cried the procurator’s wife, in a transport that surprised even herself. “Come to our house tomorrow. You are the son of my aunt, consequently my cousin; you come from Noyon, in Picardy; you have several lawsuits and no attorney. Can you recollect all that?”

	“Perfectly, madame.”

	“Come at dinnertime.”

	“Very well.”

	“And be upon your guard before my husband, who is rather shrewd, notwithstanding his seventy-six years.”

	“Seventy-six years! PESTE! That’s a fine age!” replied Porthos.

	“A great age, you mean, Monsieur Porthos. Yes, the poor man may be expected to leave me a widow, any hour,” continued she, throwing a significant glance at Porthos. “Fortunately, by our marriage contract, the survivor takes everything.”

	“All?”

	“Yes, all.”

	“You are a woman of precaution, I see, my dear Madame Coquenard,” said Porthos, squeezing the hand of the procurator’s wife tenderly.

	“We are then reconciled, dear Monsieur Porthos?” said she, simpering.

	“For life,” replied Porthos, in the same manner.

	“Till we meet again, then, dear traitor!”

	“Till we meet again, my forgetful charmer!”

	“Tomorrow, my angel!”

	“Tomorrow, flame of my life!”

	30 D’ARTAGNAN AND THE ENGLISHMAN

	D’Artagnan followed Milady without being perceived by her. He saw her get into her carriage, and heard her order the coachman to drive to St. Germain.

	It was useless to try to keep pace on foot with a carriage drawn by two powerful horses. D’Artagnan therefore returned to the Rue Ferou.

	In the Rue de Seine he met Planchet, who had stopped before the house of a pastry cook, and was contemplating with ecstasy a cake of the most appetizing appearance.

	He ordered him to go and saddle two horses in M. de Treville’s stables--one for himself, d’Artagnan, and one for Planchet--and bring them to Athos’s place. Once for all, Treville had placed his stable at d’Artagnan’s service.

	Planchet proceeded toward the Rue du Colombier, and d’Artagnan toward the Rue Ferou. Athos was at home, emptying sadly a bottle of the famous Spanish wine he had brought back with him from his journey into Picardy. He made a sign for Grimaud to bring a glass for d’Artagnan, and Grimaud obeyed as usual.

	D’Artagnan related to Athos all that had passed at the church between Porthos and the procurator’s wife, and how their comrade was probably by that time in a fair way to be equipped.

	“As for me,” replied Athos to this recital, “I am quite at my ease; it will not be women that will defray the expense of my outfit.”

	“Handsome, well-bred, noble lord as you are, my dear Athos, neither princesses nor queens would be secure from your amorous solicitations.”

	“How young this d’Artagnan is!” said Athos, shrugging his shoulders; and he made a sign to Grimaud to bring another bottle.

	At that moment Planchet put his head modestly in at the half-open door, and told his master that the horses were ready.

	“What horses?” asked Athos.

	“Two horses that Monsieur de Treville lends me at my pleasure, and with which I am now going to take a ride to St. Germain.”

	“Well, and what are you going to do at St. Germain?” then demanded Athos.

	Then d’Artagnan described the meeting which he had at the church, and how he had found that lady who, with the seigneur in the black cloak and with the scar near his temple, filled his mind constantly.

	“That is to say, you are in love with this lady as you were with Madame Bonacieux,” said Athos, shrugging his shoulders contemptuously, as if he pitied human weakness.

	“I? not at all!” said d’Artagnan. “I am only curious to unravel the mystery to which she is attached. I do not know why, but I imagine that this woman, wholly unknown to me as she is, and wholly unknown to her as I am, has an influence over my life.”

	“Well, perhaps you are right,” said Athos. “I do not know a woman that is worth the trouble of being sought for when she is once lost. Madame Bonacieux is lost; so much the worse for her if she is found.”

	“No, Athos, no, you are mistaken,” said d’Artagnan; “I love my poor Constance more than ever, and if I knew the place in which she is, were it at the end of the world, I would go to free her from the hands of her enemies; but I am ignorant. All my researches have been useless. What is to be said? I must divert my attention!”

	“Amuse yourself with Milady, my dear d’Artagnan; I wish you may with all my heart, if that will amuse you.”

	“Hear me, Athos,” said d’Artagnan. “Instead of shutting yourself up here as if you were under arrest, get on horseback and come and take a ride with me to St. Germain.”

	“My dear fellow,” said Athos, “I ride horses when I have any; when I have none, I go afoot.”

	“Well,” said d’Artagnan, smiling at the misanthropy of Athos, which from any other person would have offended him, “I ride what I can get; I am not so proud as you. So AU REVOIR, dear Athos.”

	“AU REVOIR,” said the Musketeer, making a sign to Grimaud to uncork the bottle he had just brought.

	D’Artagnan and Planchet mounted, and took the road to St. Germain.

	All along the road, what Athos had said respecting Mme. Bonacieux recurred to the mind of the young man. Although d’Artagnan was not of a very sentimental character, the mercer’s pretty wife had made a real impression upon his heart. As he said, he was ready to go to the end of the world to seek her; but the world, being round, has many ends, so that he did not know which way to turn. Meantime, he was going to try to find out Milady. Milady had spoken to the man in the black cloak; therefore she knew him. Now, in the opinion of d’Artagnan, it was certainly the man in the black cloak who had carried off Mme. Bonacieux the second time, as he had carried her off the first. D’Artagnan then only half-lied, which is lying but little, when he said that by going in search of Milady he at the same time went in search of Constance.

	Thinking of all this, and from time to time giving a touch of the spur to his horse, d’Artagnan completed his short journey, and arrived at St. Germain. He had just passed by the pavilion in which ten years later Louis XIV was born. He rode up a very quiet street, looking to the right and the left to see if he could catch any vestige of his beautiful Englishwoman, when from the ground floor of a pretty house, which, according to the fashion of the time, had no window toward the street, he saw a face peep out with which he thought he was acquainted. This person walked along the terrace, which was ornamented with flowers. Planchet recognized him first.

	“Eh, monsieur!” said he, addressing d’Artagnan, “don’t you remember that face which is blinking yonder?”

	“No,” said d’Artagnan, “and yet I am certain it is not the first time I have seen that visage.”

	“PARBLEU, I believe it is not,” said Planchet. “Why, it is poor Lubin, the lackey of the Comte de Wardes--he whom you took such good care of a month ago at Calais, on the road to the governor’s country house!”

	“So it is!” said d’Artagnan; “I know him now. Do you think he would recollect you?”

	“My faith, monsieur, he was in such trouble that I doubt if he can have retained a very clear recollection of me.”

	“Well, go and talk with the boy,” said d’Artagnan, “and make out if you can from his conversation whether his master is dead.”

	Planchet dismounted and went straight up to Lubin, who did not at all remember him, and the two lackeys began to chat with the best understanding possible; while d’Artagnan turned the two horses into a lane, went round the house, and came back to watch the conference from behind a hedge of filberts.

	At the end of an instant’s observation he heard the noise of a vehicle, and saw Milady’s carriage stop opposite to him. He could not be mistaken; Milady was in it. D’Artagnan leaned upon the neck of his horse, in order that he might see without being seen.

	Milady put her charming blond head out at the window, and gave her orders to her maid.

	The latter--a pretty girl of about twenty or twenty-two years, active and lively, the true SOUBRETTE of a great lady--jumped from the step upon which, according to the custom of the time, she was seated, and took her way toward the terrace upon which d’Artagnan had perceived Lubin.

	D’Artagnan followed the soubrette with his eyes, and saw her go toward the terrace; but it happened that someone in the house called Lubin, so that Planchet remained alone, looking in all directions for the road where d’Artagnan had disappeared.

	The maid approached Planchet, whom she took for Lubin, and holding out a little billet to him said, “For your master.”

	“For my master?” replied Planchet, astonished.

	“Yes, and important. Take it quickly.”

	Thereupon she ran toward the carriage, which had turned round toward the way it came, jumped upon the step, and the carriage drove off.

	Planchet turned and returned the billet. Then, accustomed to passive obedience, he jumped down from the terrace, ran toward the lane, and at the end of twenty paces met d’Artagnan, who, having seen all, was coming to him.

	“For you, monsieur,” said Planchet, presenting the billet to the young man.

	“For me?” said d’Artagnan; “are you sure of that?”

	“PARDIEU, monsieur, I can’t be more sure. The SOUBRETTE said, ‘For your master.’ I have no other master but you; so--a pretty little lass, my faith, is that SOUBRETTE!”

	D’Artagnan opened the letter, and read these words:

	“A person who takes more interest in you than she is willing to confess wishes to know on what day it will suit you to walk in the forest? Tomorrow, at the Hotel Field of the Cloth of Gold, a lackey in black and red will wait for your reply.”

	“Oh!” said d’Artagnan, “this is rather warm; it appears that Milady and I are anxious about the health of the same person. Well, Planchet, how is the good Monsieur de Wardes? He is not dead, then?”

	“No, monsieur, he is as well as a man can be with four sword wounds in his body; for you, without question, inflicted four upon the dear gentleman, and he is still very weak, having lost almost all his blood. As I said, monsieur, Lubin did not know me, and told me our adventure from one end to the other.”

	“Well done, Planchet! you are the king of lackeys. Now jump onto your horse, and let us overtake the carriage.”

	This did not take long. At the end of five minutes they perceived the carriage drawn up by the roadside; a cavalier, richly dressed, was close to the door.

	The conversation between Milady and the cavalier was so animated that d’Artagnan stopped on the other side of the carriage without anyone but the pretty SOUBRETTE perceiving his presence.

	The conversation took place in English--a language which d’Artagnan could not understand; but by the accent the young man plainly saw that the beautiful Englishwoman was in a great rage. She terminated it by an action which left no doubt as to the nature of this conversation; this was a blow with her fan, applied with such force that the little feminine weapon flew into a thousand pieces.

	The cavalier laughed aloud, which appeared to exasperate Milady still more.

	D’Artagnan thought this was the moment to interfere. He approached the other door, and taking off his hat respectfully, said, “Madame, will you permit me to offer you my services? It appears to me that this cavalier has made you very angry. Speak one word, madame, and I take upon myself to punish him for his want of courtesy.”

	At the first word Milady turned, looking at the young man with astonishment; and when he had finished, she said in very good French, “Monsieur, I should with great confidence place myself under your protection if the person with whom I quarrel were not my brother.”

	“Ah, excuse me, then,” said d’Artagnan. “You must be aware that I was ignorant of that, madame.”

	“What is that stupid fellow troubling himself about?” cried the cavalier whom Milady had designated as her brother, stooping down to the height of the coach window. “Why does not he go about his business?”

	“Stupid fellow yourself!” said d’Artagnan, stooping in his turn on the neck of his horse, and answering on his side through the carriage window. “I do not go on because it pleases me to stop here.”

	The cavalier addressed some words in English to his sister.

	“I speak to you in French,” said d’Artagnan; “be kind enough, then, to reply to me in the same language. You are Madame’s brother, I learn--be it so; but fortunately you are not mine.”

	It might be thought that Milady, timid as women are in general, would have interposed in this commencement of mutual provocations in order to prevent the quarrel from going too far; but on the contrary, she threw herself back in her carriage, and called out coolly to the coachman, “Go on--home!”

	The pretty SOUBRETTE cast an anxious glance at d’Artagnan, whose good looks seemed to have made an impression on her.

	The carriage went on, and left the two men facing each other; no material obstacle separated them.

	The cavalier made a movement as if to follow the carriage; but d’Artagnan, whose anger, already excited, was much increased by recognizing in him the Englishman of Amiens who had won his horse and had been very near winning his diamond of Athos, caught at his bridle and stopped him.

	“Well, monsieur,” said he, “you appear to be more stupid than I am, for you forget there is a little quarrel to arrange between us two.”

	“Ah,” said the Englishman, “is it you, my master? It seems you must always be playing some game or other.”

	“Yes; and that reminds me that I have a revenge to take. We will see, my dear monsieur, if you can handle a sword as skillfully as you can a dice box.”

	“You see plainly that I have no sword,” said the Englishman. “Do you wish to play the braggart with an unarmed man?”

	“I hope you have a sword at home; but at all events, I have two, and if you like, I will throw with you for one of them.”

	“Needless,” said the Englishman; “I am well furnished with such playthings.”

	“Very well, my worthy gentleman,” replied d’Artagnan, “pick out the longest, and come and show it to me this evening.”

	“Where, if you please?”

	“Behind the Luxembourg; that’s a charming spot for such amusements as the one I propose to you.”

	“That will do; I will be there.”

	“Your hour?”

	“Six o’clock.”

	“A PROPOS, you have probably one or two friends?”

	“I have three, who would be honored by joining in the sport with me.”

	“Three? Marvelous! That falls out oddly! Three is just my number!”

	“Now, then, who are you?” asked the Englishman.

	“I am Monsieur d’Artagnan, a Gascon gentleman, serving in the king’s Musketeers. And you?”

	“I am Lord de Winter, Baron Sheffield.”

	“Well, then, I am your servant, Monsieur Baron,” said d’Artagnan, “though you have names rather difficult to recollect.” And touching his horse with the spur, he cantered back to Paris. As he was accustomed to do in all cases of any consequence, d’Artagnan went straight to the residence of Athos.

	He found Athos reclining upon a large sofa, where he was waiting, as he said, for his outfit to come and find him. He related to Athos all that had passed, except the letter to M. de Wardes.

	Athos was delighted to find he was going to fight an Englishman. We might say that was his dream.

	They immediately sent their lackeys for Porthos and Aramis, and on their arrival made them acquainted with the situation.

	Porthos drew his sword from the scabbard, and made passes at the wall, springing back from time to time, and making contortions like a dancer.

	Aramis, who was constantly at work at his poem, shut himself up in Athos’s closet, and begged not to be disturbed before the moment of drawing swords.

	Athos, by signs, desired Grimaud to bring another bottle of wine.

	D’Artagnan employed himself in arranging a little plan, of which we shall hereafter see the execution, and which promised him some agreeable adventure, as might be seen by the smiles which from time to time passed over his countenance, whose thoughtfulness they animated.

	31 ENGLISH AND FRENCH

	The hour having come, they went with their four lackeys to a spot behind the Luxembourg given up to the feeding of goats. Athos threw a piece of money to the goatkeeper to withdraw. The lackeys were ordered to act as sentinels.

	A silent party soon drew near to the same enclosure, entered, and joined the Musketeers. Then, according to foreign custom, the presentations took place.

	The Englishmen were all men of rank; consequently the odd names of their adversaries were for them not only a matter of surprise, but of annoyance.

	“But after all,” said Lord de Winter, when the three friends had been named, “we do not know who you are. We cannot fight with such names; they are names of shepherds.”

	“Therefore your lordship may suppose they are only assumed names,” said Athos.

	“Which only gives us a greater desire to know the real ones,” replied the Englishman.

	“You played very willingly with us without knowing our names,” said Athos, “by the same token that you won our horses.”

	“That is true, but we then only risked our pistoles; this time we risk our blood. One plays with anybody; but one fights only with equals.”

	“And that is but just,” said Athos, and he took aside the one of the four Englishmen with whom he was to fight, and communicated his name in a low voice.

	Porthos and Aramis did the same.

	“Does that satisfy you?” said Athos to his adversary. “Do you find me of sufficient rank to do me the honor of crossing swords with me?”

	“Yes, monsieur,” said the Englishman, bowing.

	“Well! now shall I tell you something?” added Athos, coolly.

	“What?” replied the Englishman.

	“Why, that is that you would have acted much more wisely if you had not required me to make myself known.”

	“Why so?”

	“Because I am believed to be dead, and have reasons for wishing nobody to know I am living; so that I shall be obliged to kill you to prevent my secret from roaming over the fields.”

	The Englishman looked at Athos, believing that he jested, but Athos did not jest the least in the world.

	“Gentlemen,” said Athos, addressing at the same time his companions and their adversaries, “are we ready?”

	“Yes!” answered the Englishmen and the Frenchmen, as with one voice.

	“On guard, then!” cried Athos.

	Immediately eight swords glittered in the rays of the setting sun, and the combat began with an animosity very natural between men twice enemies.

	Athos fenced with as much calmness and method as if he had been practicing in a fencing school.

	Porthos, abated, no doubt, of his too-great confidence by his adventure of Chantilly, played with skill and prudence. Aramis, who had the third canto of his poem to finish, behaved like a man in haste.

	Athos killed his adversary first. He hit him but once, but as he had foretold, that hit was a mortal one; the sword pierced his heart.

	Second, Porthos stretched his upon the grass with a wound through his thigh, As the Englishman, without making any further resistance, then surrendered his sword, Porthos took him up in his arms and bore him to his carriage.

	Aramis pushed his so vigorously that after going back fifty paces, the man ended by fairly taking to his heels, and disappeared amid the hooting of the lackeys.

	As to d’Artagnan, he fought purely and simply on the defensive; and when he saw his adversary pretty well fatigued, with a vigorous side thrust sent his sword flying. The baron, finding himself disarmed, took two or three steps back, but in this movement his foot slipped and he fell backward.

	D’Artagnan was over him at a bound, and said to the Englishman, pointing his sword to his throat, “I could kill you, my Lord, you are completely in my hands; but I spare your life for the sake of your sister.”

	D’Artagnan was at the height of joy; he had realized the plan he had imagined beforehand, whose picturing had produced the smiles we noted upon his face.

	The Englishman, delighted at having to do with a gentleman of such a kind disposition, pressed d’Artagnan in his arms, and paid a thousand compliments to the three Musketeers, and as Porthos’s adversary was already installed in the carriage, and as Aramis’s had taken to his heels, they had nothing to think about but the dead.

	As Porthos and Aramis were undressing him, in the hope of finding his wound not mortal, a large purse dropped from his clothes. D’Artagnan picked it up and offered it to Lord de Winter.

	“What the devil would you have me do with that?” said the Englishman.

	“You can restore it to his family,” said d’Artagnan.

	“His family will care much about such a trifle as that! His family will inherit fifteen thousand louis a year from him. Keep the purse for your lackeys.”

	D’Artagnan put the purse into his pocket.

	“And now, my young friend, for you will permit me, I hope, to give you that name,” said Lord de Winter, “on this very evening, if agreeable to you, I will present you to my sister, Milady Clarik, for I am desirous that she should take you into her good graces; and as she is not in bad odor at court, she may perhaps on some future day speak a word that will not prove useless to you.”

	D’Artagnan blushed with pleasure, and bowed a sign of assent.

	At this time Athos came up to d’Artagnan.

	“What do you mean to do with that purse?” whispered he.

	“Why, I meant to pass it over to you, my dear Athos.”

	“Me! why to me?”

	“Why, you killed him! They are the spoils of victory.”

	“I, the heir of an enemy!” said Athos; “for whom, then, do you take me?”

	“It is the custom in war,” said d’Artagnan, “why should it not be the custom in a duel?”

	“Even on the field of battle, I have never done that.”

	Porthos shrugged his shoulders; Aramis by a movement of his lips endorsed Athos.

	“Then,” said d’Artagnan, “let us give the money to the lackeys, as Lord de Winter desired us to do.”

	“Yes,” said Athos; “let us give the money to the lackeys--not to our lackeys, but to the lackeys of the Englishmen.”

	Athos took the purse, and threw it into the hand of the coachman. “For you and your comrades.”

	This greatness of spirit in a man who was quite destitute struck even Porthos; and this French generosity, repeated by Lord de Winter and his friend, was highly applauded, except by MM Grimaud, Bazin, Mousqueton and Planchet.

	Lord de Winter, on quitting d’Artagnan, gave him his sister’s address. She lived in the Place Royale--then the fashionable quarter--at Number 6, and he undertook to call and take d’Artagnan with him in order to introduce him. D’Artagnan appointed eight o’clock at Athos’s residence.

	This introduction to Milady Clarik occupied the head of our Gascon greatly. He remembered in what a strange manner this woman had hitherto been mixed up in his destiny. According to his conviction, she was some creature of the cardinal, and yet he felt himself invincibly drawn toward her by one of those sentiments for which we cannot account. His only fear was that Milady would recognize in him the man of Meung and of Dover. Then she knew that he was one of the friends of M. de Treville, and consequently, that he belonged body and soul to the king; which would make him lose a part of his advantage, since when known to Milady as he knew her, he played only an equal game with her. As to the commencement of an intrigue between her and M. de Wardes, our presumptuous hero gave but little heed to that, although the marquis was young, handsome, rich, and high in the cardinal’s favor. It is not for nothing we are but twenty years old, above all if we were born at Tarbes.

	D’Artagnan began by making his most splendid toilet, then returned to Athos’s, and according to custom, related everything to him. Athos listened to his projects, then shook his head, and recommended prudence to him with a shade of bitterness.

	“What!” said he, “you have just lost one woman, whom you call good, charming, perfect; and here you are, running headlong after another.”

	D’Artagnan felt the truth of this reproach.

	“I loved Madame Bonacieux with my heart, while I only love Milady with my head,” said he. “In getting introduced to her, my principal object is to ascertain what part she plays at court.”

	“The part she plays, PARDIEU! It is not difficult to divine that, after all you have told me. She is some emissary of the cardinal; a woman who will draw you into a snare in which you will leave your head.”

	“The devil! my dear Athos, you view things on the dark side, methinks.”

	“My dear fellow, I mistrust women. Can it be otherwise? I bought my experience dearly--particularly fair women. Milady is fair, you say?”

	“She has the most beautiful light hair imaginable!”

	“Ah, my poor d’Artagnan!” said Athos.

	“Listen to me! I want to be enlightened on a subject; then, when I shall have learned what I desire to know, I will withdraw.”

	“Be enlightened!” said Athos, phlegmatically.

	Lord de Winter arrived at the appointed time; but Athos, being warned of his coming, went into the other chamber. He therefore found d’Artagnan alone, and as it was nearly eight o’clock he took the young man with him.

	An elegant carriage waited below, and as it was drawn by two excellent horses, they were soon at the Place Royale.

	Milady Clarik received d’Artagnan ceremoniously. Her hotel was remarkably sumptuous, and while the most part of the English had quit, or were about to quit, France on account of the war, Milady had just been laying out much money upon her residence; which proved that the general measure which drove the English from France did not affect her.

	“You see,” said Lord de Winter, presenting d’Artagnan to his sister, “a young gentleman who has held my life in his hands, and who has not abused his advantage, although we have been twice enemies, although it was I who insulted him, and although I am an Englishman. Thank him, then, madame, if you have any affection for me.”

	Milady frowned slightly; a scarcely visible cloud passed over her brow, and so peculiar a smile appeared upon her lips that the young man, who saw and observed this triple shade, almost shuddered at it.

	The brother did not perceive this; he had turned round to play with Milady’s favorite monkey, which had pulled him by the doublet.

	“You are welcome, monsieur,” said Milady, in a voice whose singular sweetness contrasted with the symptoms of ill-humor which d’Artagnan had just remarked; “you have today acquired eternal rights to my gratitude.”

	The Englishman then turned round and described the combat without omitting a single detail. Milady listened with the greatest attention, and yet it was easily to be perceived, whatever effort she made to conceal her impressions, that this recital was not agreeable to her. The blood rose to her head, and her little foot worked with impatience beneath her robe.

	Lord de Winter perceived nothing of this. When he had finished, he went to a table upon which was a salver with Spanish wine and glasses. He filled two glasses, and by a sign invited d’Artagnan to drink.

	D’Artagnan knew it was considered disobliging by an Englishman to refuse to pledge him. He therefore drew near to the table and took the second glass. He did not, however, lose sight of Milady, and in a mirror he perceived the change that came over her face. Now that she believed herself to be no longer observed, a sentiment resembling ferocity animated her countenance. She bit her handkerchief with her beautiful teeth.

	That pretty little SOUBRETTE whom d’Artagnan had already observed then came in. She spoke some words to Lord de Winter in English, who thereupon requested d’Artagnan’s permission to retire, excusing himself on account of the urgency of the business that had called him away, and charging his sister to obtain his pardon.

	D’Artagnan exchanged a shake of the hand with Lord de Winter, and then returned to Milady. Her countenance, with surprising mobility, had recovered its gracious expression; but some little red spots on her handkerchief indicated that she had bitten her lips till the blood came. Those lips were magnificent; they might be said to be of coral.

	The conversation took a cheerful turn. Milady appeared to have entirely recovered. She told d’Artagnan that Lord de Winter was her brother-in-law, and not her brother. She had married a younger brother of the family, who had left her a widow with one child. This child was the only heir to Lord de Winter, if Lord de Winter did not marry. All this showed d’Artagnan that there was a veil which concealed something; but he could not yet see under this veil.

	In addition to this, after a half hour’s conversation d’Artagnan was convinced that Milady was his compatriot; she spoke French with an elegance and a purity that left no doubt on that head.

	D’Artagnan was profuse in gallant speeches and protestations of devotion. To all the simple things which escaped our Gascon, Milady replied with a smile of kindness. The hour came for him to retire. D’Artagnan took leave of Milady, and left the saloon the happiest of men.

	On the staircase he met the pretty SOUBRETTE, who brushed gently against him as she passed, and then, blushing to the eyes, asked his pardon for having touched him in a voice so sweet that the pardon was granted instantly.

	D’Artagnan came again on the morrow, and was still better received than on the evening before. Lord de Winter was not at home; and it was Milady who this time did all the honors of the evening. She appeared to take a great interest in him, asked him whence he came, who were his friends, and whether he had not sometimes thought of attaching himself to the cardinal.

	D’Artagnan, who, as we have said, was exceedingly prudent for a young man of twenty, then remembered his suspicions regarding Milady. He launched into a eulogy of his Eminence, and said that he should not have failed to enter into the Guards of the cardinal instead of the king’s Guards if he had happened to know M. de Cavois instead of M. de Treville.

	Milady changed the conversation without any appearance of affectation, and asked d’Artagnan in the most careless manner possible if he had ever been in England.

	D’Artagnan replied that he had been sent thither by M. de Treville to treat for a supply of horses, and that he had brought back four as specimens.

	Milady in the course of the conversation twice or thrice bit her lips; she had to deal with a Gascon who played close.

	At the same hour as on the preceding evening, d’Artagnan retired. In the corridor he again met the pretty Kitty; that was the name of the SOUBRETTE. She looked at him with an expression of kindness which it was impossible to mistake; but d’Artagnan was so preoccupied by the mistress that he noticed absolutely nothing but her.

	D’Artagnan came again on the morrow and the day after that, and each day Milady gave him a more gracious reception.

	Every evening, either in the antechamber, the corridor, or on the stairs, he met the pretty SOUBRETTE. But, as we have said, d’Artagnan paid no attention to this persistence of poor Kitty.

	32 A PROCURATOR’S DINNER

	However brilliant had been the part played by Porthos in the duel, it had not made him forget the dinner of the procurator’s wife.

	On the morrow he received the last touches of Mousqueton’s brush for an hour, and took his way toward the Rue aux Ours with the steps of a man who was doubly in favor with fortune.

	His heart beat, but not like d’Artagnan’s with a young and impatient love. No; a more material interest stirred his blood. He was about at last to pass that mysterious threshold, to climb those unknown stairs by which, one by one, the old crowns of M. Coquenard had ascended. He was about to see in reality a certain coffer of which he had twenty times beheld the image in his dreams--a coffer long and deep, locked, bolted, fastened in the wall; a coffer of which he had so often heard, and which the hands--a little wrinkled, it is true, but still not without elegance--of the procurator’s wife were about to open to his admiring looks.

	And then he--a wanderer on the earth, a man without fortune, a man without family, a soldier accustomed to inns, cabarets, taverns, and restaurants, a lover of wine forced to depend upon chance treats--was about to partake of family meals, to enjoy the pleasures of a comfortable establishment, and to give himself up to those little attentions which “the harder one is, the more they please,” as old soldiers say.

	To come in the capacity of a cousin, and seat himself every day at a good table; to smooth the yellow, wrinkled brow of the old procurator; to pluck the clerks a little by teaching them BASSETTE, PASSE-DIX, and LANSQUENET, in their utmost nicety, and winning from them, by way of fee for the lesson he would give them in an hour, their savings of a month--all this was enormously delightful to Porthos.

	The Musketeer could not forget the evil reports which then prevailed, and which indeed have survived them, of the procurators of the period--meanness, stinginess, fasts; but as, after all, excepting some few acts of economy which Porthos had always found very unseasonable, the procurator’s wife had been tolerably liberal--that is, be it understood, for a procurator’s wife--he hoped to see a household of a highly comfortable kind.

	And yet, at the very door the Musketeer began to entertain some doubts. The approach was not such as to prepossess people--an ill-smelling, dark passage, a staircase half-lighted by bars through which stole a glimmer from a neighboring yard; on the first floor a low door studded with enormous nails, like the principal gate of the Grand Chatelet.

	Porthos knocked with his hand. A tall, pale clerk, his face shaded by a forest of virgin hair, opened the door, and bowed with the air of a man forced at once to respect in another lofty stature, which indicated strength, the military dress, which indicated rank, and a ruddy countenance, which indicated familiarity with good living.

	A shorter clerk came behind the first, a taller clerk behind the second, a stripling of a dozen years rising behind the third. In all, three clerks and a half, which, for the time, argued a very extensive clientage.

	Although the Musketeer was not expected before one o’clock, the procurator’s wife had been on the watch ever since midday, reckoning that the heart, or perhaps the stomach, of her lover would bring him before his time.

	Mme. Coquenard therefore entered the office from the house at the same moment her guest entered from the stairs, and the appearance of the worthy lady relieved him from an awkward embarrassment. The clerks surveyed him with great curiosity, and he, not knowing well what to say to this ascending and descending scale, remained tongue-tied.

	“It is my cousin!” cried the procurator’s wife. “Come in, come in, Monsieur Porthos!”

	The name of Porthos produced its effect upon the clerks, who began to laugh; but Porthos turned sharply round, and every countenance quickly recovered its gravity.

	They reached the office of the procurator after having passed through the antechamber in which the clerks were, and the study in which they ought to have been. This last apartment was a sort of dark room, littered with papers. On quitting the study they left the kitchen on the right, and entered the reception room.

	All these rooms, which communicated with one another, did not inspire Porthos favorably. Words might be heard at a distance through all these open doors. Then, while passing, he had cast a rapid, investigating glance into the kitchen; and he was obliged to confess to himself, to the shame of the procurator’s wife and his own regret, that he did not see that fire, that animation, that bustle, which when a good repast is on foot prevails generally in that sanctuary of good living.

	The procurator had without doubt been warned of his visit, as he expressed no surprise at the sight of Porthos, who advanced toward him with a sufficiently easy air, and saluted him courteously.

	“We are cousins, it appears, Monsieur Porthos?” said the procurator, rising, yet supporting his weight upon the arms of his cane chair.

	The old man, wrapped in a large black doublet, in which the whole of his slender body was concealed, was brisk and dry. His little gray eyes shone like carbuncles, and appeared, with his grinning mouth, to be the only part of his face in which life survived. Unfortunately the legs began to refuse their service to this bony machine. During the last five or six months that this weakness had been felt, the worthy procurator had nearly become the slave of his wife.

	The cousin was received with resignation, that was all. M. Coquenard, firm upon his legs, would have declined all relationship with M. Porthos.

	“Yes, monsieur, we are cousins,” said Porthos, without being disconcerted, as he had never reckoned upon being received enthusiastically by the husband.

	“By the female side, I believe?” said the procurator, maliciously.

	Porthos did not feel the ridicule of this, and took it for a piece of simplicity, at which he laughed in his large mustache. Mme. Coquenard, who knew that a simple-minded procurator was a very rare variety in the species, smiled a little, and colored a great deal.

	M Coquenard had, since the arrival of Porthos, frequently cast his eyes with great uneasiness upon a large chest placed in front of his oak desk. Porthos comprehended that this chest, although it did not correspond in shape with that which he had seen in his dreams, must be the blessed coffer, and he congratulated himself that the reality was several feet higher than the dream.

	M Coquenard did not carry his genealogical investigations any further; but withdrawing his anxious look from the chest and fixing it upon Porthos, he contented himself with saying, “Monsieur our cousin will do us the favor of dining with us once before his departure for the campaign, will he not, Madame Coquenard?”

	This time Porthos received the blow right in his stomach, and felt it. It appeared likewise that Mme. Coquenard was not less affected by it on her part, for she added, “My cousin will not return if he finds that we do not treat him kindly; but otherwise he has so little time to pass in Paris, and consequently to spare to us, that we must entreat him to give us every instant he can call his own previous to his departure.”

	“Oh, my legs, my poor legs! where are you?” murmured Coquenard, and he tried to smile.

	This succor, which came to Porthos at the moment in which he was attacked in his gastronomic hopes, inspired much gratitude in the Musketeer toward the procurator’s wife.

	The hour of dinner soon arrived. They passed into the eating room--a large dark room situated opposite the kitchen.

	The clerks, who, as it appeared, had smelled unusual perfumes in the house, were of military punctuality, and held their stools in hand quite ready to sit down. Their jaws moved preliminarily with fearful threatenings.

	“Indeed!” thought Porthos, casting a glance at the three hungry clerks--for the errand boy, as might be expected, was not admitted to the honors of the magisterial table, “in my cousin’s place, I would not keep such gourmands! They look like shipwrecked sailors who have not eaten for six weeks.”

	M Coquenard entered, pushed along upon his armchair with casters by Mme. Coquenard, whom Porthos assisted in rolling her husband up to the table. He had scarcely entered when he began to agitate his nose and his jaws after the example of his clerks.

	“Oh, oh!” said he; “here is a soup which is rather inviting.”

	“What the devil can they smell so extraordinary in this soup?” said Porthos, at the sight of a pale liquid, abundant but entirely free from meat, on the surface of which a few crusts swam about as rare as the islands of an archipelago.

	Mme. Coquenard smiled, and upon a sign from her everyone eagerly took his seat.

	M Coquenard was served first, then Porthos. Afterward Mme. Coquenard filled her own plate, and distributed the crusts without soup to the impatient clerks. At this moment the door of the dining room unclosed with a creak, and Porthos perceived through the half-open flap the little clerk who, not being allowed to take part in the feast, ate his dry bread in the passage with the double odor of the dining room and kitchen.

	After the soup the maid brought a boiled fowl--a piece of magnificence which caused the eyes of the diners to dilate in such a manner that they seemed ready to burst.

	“One may see that you love your family, Madame Coquenard,” said the procurator, with a smile that was almost tragic. “You are certainly treating your cousin very handsomely!”

	The poor fowl was thin, and covered with one of those thick, bristly skins through which the teeth cannot penetrate with all their efforts. The fowl must have been sought for a long time on the perch, to which it had retired to die of old age.

	“The devil!” thought Porthos, “this is poor work. I respect old age, but I don’t much like it boiled or roasted.”

	And he looked round to see if anybody partook of his opinion; but on the contrary, he saw nothing but eager eyes which were devouring, in anticipation, that sublime fowl which was the object of his contempt.

	Mme. Coquenard drew the dish toward her, skillfully detached the two great black feet, which she placed upon her husband’s plate, cut off the neck, which with the head she put on one side for herself, raised the wing for Porthos, and then returned the bird otherwise intact to the servant who had brought it in, who disappeared with it before the Musketeer had time to examine the variations which disappointment produces upon faces, according to the characters and temperaments of those who experience it.

	In the place of the fowl a dish of haricot beans made its appearance--an enormous dish in which some bones of mutton that at first sight one might have believed to have some meat on them pretended to show themselves.

	But the clerks were not the dupes of this deceit, and their lugubrious looks settled down into resigned countenances.

	Mme. Coquenard distributed this dish to the young men with the moderation of a good housewife.

	The time for wine came. M. Coquenard poured from a very small stone bottle the third of a glass for each of the young men, served himself in about the same proportion, and passed the bottle to Porthos and Mme. Coquenard.

	The young men filled up their third of a glass with water; then, when they had drunk half the glass, they filled it up again, and continued to do so. This brought them, by the end of the repast, to swallowing a drink which from the color of the ruby had passed to that of a pale topaz.

	Porthos ate his wing of the fowl timidly, and shuddered when he felt the knee of the procurator’s wife under the table, as it came in search of his. He also drank half a glass of this sparingly served wine, and found it to be nothing but that horrible Montreuil--the terror of all expert palates.

	M Coquenard saw him swallowing this wine undiluted, and sighed deeply.

	“Will you eat any of these beans, Cousin Porthos?” said Mme. Coquenard, in that tone which says, “Take my advice, don’t touch them.”

	“Devil take me if I taste one of them!” murmured Porthos to himself, and then said aloud, “Thank you, my cousin, I am no longer hungry.”

	There was silence. Porthos could hardly keep his countenance.

	The procurator repeated several times, “Ah, Madame Coquenard! Accept my compliments; your dinner has been a real feast. Lord, how I have eaten!”

	M Coquenard had eaten his soup, the black feet of the fowl, and the only mutton bone on which there was the least appearance of meat.

	Porthos fancied they were mystifying him, and began to curl his mustache and knit his eyebrows; but the knee of Mme. Coquenard gently advised him to be patient.

	This silence and this interruption in serving, which were unintelligible to Porthos, had, on the contrary, a terrible meaning for the clerks. Upon a look from the procurator, accompanied by a smile from Mme. Coquenard, they arose slowly from the table, folded their napkins more slowly still, bowed, and retired.

	“Go, young men! go and promote digestion by working,” said the procurator, gravely.

	The clerks gone, Mme. Coquenard rose and took from a buffet a piece of cheese, some preserved quinces, and a cake which she had herself made of almonds and honey.

	M Coquenard knit his eyebrows because there were too many good things. Porthos bit his lips because he saw not the wherewithal to dine. He looked to see if the dish of beans was still there; the dish of beans had disappeared.

	“A positive feast!” cried M. Coquenard, turning about in his chair, “a real feast, EPULCE EPULORUM. Lucullus dines with Lucullus.”

	Porthos looked at the bottle, which was near him, and hoped that with wine, bread, and cheese, he might make a dinner; but wine was wanting, the bottle was empty. M. and Mme. Coquenard did not seem to observe it.

	“This is fine!” said Porthos to himself; “I am prettily caught!”

	He passed his tongue over a spoonful of preserves, and stuck his teeth into the sticky pastry of Mme. Coquenard.

	“Now,” said he, “the sacrifice is consummated! Ah! if I had not the hope of peeping with Madame Coquenard into her husband’s chest!”

	M Coquenard, after the luxuries of such a repast, which he called an excess, felt the want of a siesta. Porthos began to hope that the thing would take place at the present sitting, and in that same locality; but the procurator would listen to nothing, he would be taken to his room, and was not satisfied till he was close to his chest, upon the edge of which, for still greater precaution, he placed his feet.

	The procurator’s wife took Porthos into an adjoining room, and they began to lay the basis of a reconciliation.

	“You can come and dine three times a week,” said Mme. Coquenard.

	“Thanks, madame!” said Porthos, “but I don’t like to abuse your kindness; besides, I must think of my outfit!”

	“That’s true,” said the procurator’s wife, groaning, “that unfortunate outfit!”

	“Alas, yes,” said Porthos, “it is so.”

	“But of what, then, does the equipment of your company consist, Monsieur Porthos?”

	“Oh, of many things!” said Porthos. “The Musketeers are, as you know, picked soldiers, and they require many things useless to the Guardsmen or the Swiss.”

	“But yet, detail them to me.”

	“Why, they may amount to--“, said Porthos, who preferred discussing the total to taking them one by one.

	The procurator’s wife waited tremblingly.

	“To how much?” said she. “I hope it does not exceed--” She stopped; speech failed her.

	“Oh, no,” said Porthos, “it does not exceed two thousand five hundred livres! I even think that with economy I could manage it with two thousand livres.”

	“Good God!” cried she, “two thousand livres! Why, that is a fortune!”

	Porthos made a most significant grimace; Mme. Coquenard understood it.

	“I wished to know the detail,” said she, “because, having many relatives in business, I was almost sure of obtaining things at a hundred per cent less than you would pay yourself.”

	“Ah, ah!” said Porthos, “that is what you meant to say!”

	“Yes, dear Monsieur Porthos. Thus, for instance, don’t you in the first place want a horse?”

	“Yes, a horse.”

	“Well, then! I can just suit you.”

	“Ah!” said Porthos, brightening, “that’s well as regards my horse; but I must have the appointments complete, as they include objects which a Musketeer alone can purchase, and which will not amount, besides, to more than three hundred livres.”

	“Three hundred livres? Then put down three hundred livres,” said the procurator’s wife, with a sigh.

	Porthos smiled. It may be remembered that he had the saddle which came from Buckingham. These three hundred livres he reckoned upon putting snugly into his pocket.

	“Then,” continued he, “there is a horse for my lackey, and my valise. As to my arms, it is useless to trouble you about them; I have them.”

	“A horse for your lackey?” resumed the procurator’s wife, hesitatingly; “but that is doing things in lordly style, my friend.”

	“Ah, madame!” said Porthos, haughtily; “do you take me for a beggar?”

	“No; I only thought that a pretty mule makes sometimes as good an appearance as a horse, and it seemed to me that by getting a pretty mule for Mousqueton--”

	“Well, agreed for a pretty mule,” said Porthos; “you are right, I have seen very great Spanish nobles whose whole suite were mounted on mules. But then you understand, Madame Coquenard, a mule with feathers and bells.”

	“Be satisfied,” said the procurator’s wife.

	“There remains the valise,” added Porthos.

	“Oh, don’t let that disturb you,” cried Mme. Coquenard. “My husband has five or six valises; you shall choose the best. There is one in particular which he prefers in his journeys, large enough to hold all the world.”

	“Your valise is then empty?” asked Porthos, with simplicity.

	“Certainly it is empty,” replied the procurator’s wife, in real innocence.

	“Ah, but the valise I want,” cried Porthos, “is a well-filled one, my dear.”

	Madame uttered fresh sighs. Moliere had not written his scene in “L’Avare” then. Mme. Coquenard was in the dilemma of Harpagan.

	Finally, the rest of the equipment was successively debated in the same manner; and the result of the sitting was that the procurator’s wife should give eight hundred livres in money, and should furnish the horse and the mule which should have the honor of carrying Porthos and Mousqueton to glory.

	These conditions being agreed to, Porthos took leave of Mme. Coquenard. The latter wished to detain him by darting certain tender glances; but Porthos urged the commands of duty, and the procurator’s wife was obliged to give place to the king.

	The Musketeer returned home hungry and in bad humor.

	33 SOUBRETTE AND MISTRESS

	Meantime, as we have said, despite the cries of his conscience and the wise counsels of Athos, d’Artagnan became hourly more in love with Milady. Thus he never failed to pay his diurnal court to her; and the self-satisfied Gascon was convinced that sooner or later she could not fail to respond.

	One day, when he arrived with his head in the air, and as light at heart as a man who awaits a shower of gold, he found the SOUBRETTE under the gateway of the hotel; but this time the pretty Kitty was not contented with touching him as he passed, she took him gently by the hand.

	“Good!” thought d’Artagnan, “She is charged with some message for me from her mistress; she is about to appoint some rendezvous of which she had not courage to speak.” And he looked down at the pretty girl with the most triumphant air imaginable.

	“I wish to say three words to you, Monsieur Chevalier,” stammered the SOUBRETTE.

	“Speak, my child, speak,” said d’Artagnan; “I listen.”

	“Here? Impossible! That which I have to say is too long, and above all, too secret.”

	“Well, what is to be done?”

	“If Monsieur Chevalier would follow me?” said Kitty, timidly.

	“Where you please, my dear child.”

	“Come, then.”

	And Kitty, who had not let go the hand of d’Artagnan, led him up a little dark, winding staircase, and after ascending about fifteen steps, opened a door.

	“Come in here, Monsieur Chevalier,” said she; “here we shall be alone, and can talk.”

	“And whose room is this, my dear child?”

	“It is mine, Monsieur Chevalier; it communicates with my mistress’s by that door. But you need not fear. She will not hear what we say; she never goes to bed before midnight.”

	D’Artagnan cast a glance around him. The little apartment was charming for its taste and neatness; but in spite of himself, his eyes were directed to that door which Kitty said led to Milady’s chamber.

	Kitty guessed what was passing in the mind of the young man, and heaved a deep sigh.

	“You love my mistress, then, very dearly, Monsieur Chevalier?” said she.

	“Oh, more than I can say, Kitty! I am mad for her!”

	Kitty breathed a second sigh.

	“Alas, monsieur,” said she, “that is too bad.”

	“What the devil do you see so bad in it?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Because, monsieur,” replied Kitty, “my mistress loves you not at all.”

	“HEIN!” said d’Artagnan, “can she have charged you to tell me so?”

	“Oh, no, monsieur; but out of the regard I have for you, I have taken the resolution to tell you so.”

	“Much obliged, my dear Kitty; but for the intention only--for the information, you must agree, is not likely to be at all agreeable.”

	“That is to say, you don’t believe what I have told you; is it not so?”

	“We have always some difficulty in believing such things, my pretty dear, were it only from self-love.”

	“Then you don’t believe me?”

	“I confess that unless you deign to give me some proof of what you advance--”

	“What do you think of this?”

	Kitty drew a little note from her bosom.

	“For me?” said d’Artagnan, seizing the letter.

	“No; for another.”

	“For another?”

	“Yes.”

	“His name; his name!” cried d’Artagnan.

	“Read the address.”

	“Monsieur El Comte de Wardes.”

	The remembrance of the scene at St. Germain presented itself to the mind of the presumptuous Gascon. As quick as thought, he tore open the letter, in spite of the cry which Kitty uttered on seeing what he was going to do, or rather, what he was doing.

	“Oh, good Lord, Monsieur Chevalier,” said she, “what are you doing?”

	“I?” said d’Artagnan; “nothing,” and he read,

	“You have not answered my first note. Are you indisposed, or have you forgotten the glances you favored me with at the ball of Mme. de Guise? You have an opportunity now, Count; do not allow it to escape.”

	d’Artagnan became very pale; he was wounded in his SELF-love: he thought that it was in his LOVE.

	“Poor dear Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said Kitty, in a voice full of compassion, and pressing anew the young man’s hand.

	“You pity me, little one?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Oh, yes, and with all my heart; for I know what it is to be in love.”

	“You know what it is to be in love?” said d’Artagnan, looking at her for the first time with much attention.

	“Alas, yes.”

	“Well, then, instead of pitying me, you would do much better to assist me in avenging myself on your mistress.”

	“And what sort of revenge would you take?”

	“I would triumph over her, and supplant my rival.”

	“I will never help you in that, Monsieur Chevalier,” said Kitty, warmly.

	“And why not?” demanded d’Artagnan.

	“For two reasons.”

	“What ones?”

	“The first is that my mistress will never love you.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“You have cut her to the heart.”

	“I? In what can I have offended her--I who ever since I have known her have lived at her feet like a slave? Speak, I beg you!”

	“I will never confess that but to the man--who should read to the bottom of my soul!”

	D’Artagnan looked at Kitty for the second time. The young girl had freshness and beauty which many duchesses would have purchased with their coronets.

	“Kitty,” said he, “I will read to the bottom of your soul when-ever you like; don’t let that disturb you.” And he gave her a kiss at which the poor girl became as red as a cherry.

	“Oh, no,” said Kitty, “it is not me you love! It is my mistress you love; you told me so just now.”

	“And does that hinder you from letting me know the second reason?”

	“The second reason, Monsieur the Chevalier,” replied Kitty, emboldened by the kiss in the first place, and still further by the expression of the eyes of the young man, “is that in love, everyone for herself!”

	Then only d’Artagnan remembered the languishing glances of Kitty, her constantly meeting him in the antechamber, the corridor, or on the stairs, those touches of the hand every time she met him, and her deep sighs; but absorbed by his desire to please the great lady, he had disdained the soubrette. He whose game is the eagle takes no heed of the sparrow.

	But this time our Gascon saw at a glance all the advantage to be derived from the love which Kitty had just confessed so innocently, or so boldly: the interception of letters addressed to the Comte de Wardes, news on the spot, entrance at all hours into Kitty’s chamber, which was contiguous to her mistress’s. The perfidious deceiver was, as may plainly be perceived, already sacrificing, in intention, the poor girl in order to obtain Milady, willy-nilly.

	“Well,” said he to the young girl, “are you willing, my dear Kitty, that I should give you a proof of that love which you doubt?”

	“What love?” asked the young girl.

	“Of that which I am ready to feel toward you.”

	“And what is that proof?”

	“Are you willing that I should this evening pass with you the time I generally spend with your mistress?”

	“Oh, yes,” said Kitty, clapping her hands, “very willing.”

	“Well, then, come here, my dear,” said d’Artagnan, establishing himself in an easy chair; “come, and let me tell you that you are the prettiest SOUBRETTE I ever saw!”

	And he did tell her so much, and so well, that the poor girl, who asked nothing better than to believe him, did believe him. Nevertheless, to d’Artagnan’s great astonishment, the pretty Kitty defended herself resolutely.

	Time passes quickly when it is passed in attacks and defenses. Midnight sounded, and almost at the same time the bell was rung in Milady’s chamber.

	“Good God,” cried Kitty, “there is my mistress calling me! Go; go directly!”

	D’Artagnan rose, took his hat, as if it had been his intention to obey, then, opening quickly the door of a large closet instead of that leading to the staircase, he buried himself amid the robes and dressing gowns of Milady.

	“What are you doing?” cried Kitty.

	D’Artagnan, who had secured the key, shut himself up in the closet without reply.

	“Well,” cried Milady, in a sharp voice. “Are you asleep, that you don’t answer when I ring?”

	And d’Artagnan heard the door of communication opened violently.

	“Here am I, Milady, here am I!” cried Kitty, springing forward to meet her mistress.

	Both went into the bedroom, and as the door of communication remained open, d’Artagnan could hear Milady for some time scolding her maid. She was at length appeased, and the conversation turned upon him while Kitty was assisting her mistress.

	“Well,” said Milady, “I have not seen our Gascon this evening.”

	“What, Milady! has he not come?” said Kitty. “Can he be inconstant before being happy?”

	“Oh, no; he must have been prevented by Monsieur de Treville or Monsieur Dessessart. I understand my game, Kitty; I have this one safe.”

	“What will you do with him, madame?”

	“What will I do with him? Be easy, Kitty, there is something between that man and me that he is quite ignorant of: he nearly made me lose my credit with his Eminence. Oh, I will be revenged!”

	“I believed that Madame loved him.”

	“I love him? I detest him! An idiot, who held the life of Lord de Winter in his hands and did not kill him, by which I missed three hundred thousand livres’ income.”

	“That’s true,” said Kitty; “your son was the only heir of his uncle, and until his majority you would have had the enjoyment of his fortune.”

	D’Artagnan shuddered to the marrow at hearing this suave creature reproach him, with that sharp voice which she took such pains to conceal in conversation, for not having killed a man whom he had seen load her with kindnesses.

	“For all this,” continued Milady, “I should long ago have revenged myself on him if, and I don’t know why, the cardinal had not requested me to conciliate him.”

	“Oh, yes; but Madame has not conciliated that little woman he was so fond of.”

	“What, the mercer’s wife of the Rue des Fossoyeurs? Has he not already forgotten she ever existed? Fine vengeance that, on my faith!”

	A cold sweat broke from d’Artagnan’s brow. Why, this woman was a monster! He resumed his listening, but unfortunately the toilet was finished.

	“That will do,” said Milady; “go into your own room, and tomorrow endeavor again to get me an answer to the letter I gave you.”

	“For Monsieur de Wardes?” said Kitty.

	“To be sure; for Monsieur de Wardes.”

	“Now, there is one,” said Kitty, “who appears to me quite a different sort of a man from that poor Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“Go to bed, mademoiselle,” said Milady; “I don’t like comments.”

	D’Artagnan heard the door close; then the noise of two bolts by which Milady fastened herself in. On her side, but as softly as possible, Kitty turned the key of the lock, and then d’Artagnan opened the closet door.

	“Oh, good Lord!” said Kitty, in a low voice, “what is the matter with you? How pale you are!”

	“The abominable creature,” murmured d’Artagnan.

	“Silence, silence, begone!” said Kitty. “There is nothing but a wainscot between my chamber and Milady’s; every word that is uttered in one can be heard in the other.”

	“That’s exactly the reason I won’t go,” said d’Artagnan.

	“What!” said Kitty, blushing.

	“Or, at least, I will go--later.”

	He drew Kitty to him. She had the less motive to resist, resistance would make so much noise. Therefore Kitty surrendered.

	It was a movement of vengeance upon Milady. D’Artagnan believed it right to say that vengeance is the pleasure of the gods. With a little more heart, he might have been contented with this new conquest; but the principal features of his character were ambition and pride. It must, however, be confessed in his justification that the first use he made of his influence over Kitty was to try and find out what had become of Mme. Bonacieux; but the poor girl swore upon the crucifix to d’Artagnan that she was entirely ignorant on that head, her mistress never admitting her into half her secrets--only she believed she could say she was not dead.

	As to the cause which was near making Milady lose her credit with the cardinal, Kitty knew nothing about it; but this time d’Artagnan was better informed than she was. As he had seen Milady on board a vessel at the moment he was leaving England, he suspected that it was, almost without a doubt, on account of the diamond studs.

	But what was clearest in all this was that the true hatred, the profound hatred, the inveterate hatred of Milady, was increased by his not having killed her brother-in-law.

	D’Artagnan came the next day to Milady’s, and finding her in a very ill-humor, had no doubt that it was lack of an answer from M. de Wardes that provoked her thus. Kitty came in, but Milady was very cross with her. The poor girl ventured a glance at d’Artagnan which said, “See how I suffer on your account!”

	Toward the end of the evening, however, the beautiful lioness became milder; she smilingly listened to the soft speeches of d’Artagnan, and even gave him her hand to kiss.

	D’Artagnan departed, scarcely knowing what to think, but as he was a youth who did not easily lose his head, while continuing to pay his court to Milady, he had framed a little plan in his mind.

	He found Kitty at the gate, and, as on the preceding evening, went up to her chamber. Kitty had been accused of negligence and severely scolded. Milady could not at all comprehend the silence of the Comte de Wardes, and she ordered Kitty to come at nine o’clock in the morning to take a third letter.

	D’Artagnan made Kitty promise to bring him that letter on the following morning. The poor girl promised all her lover desired; she was mad.

	Things passed as on the night before. D’Artagnan concealed himself in his closet; Milady called, undressed, sent away Kitty, and shut the door. As the night before, d’Artagnan did not return home till five o’clock in the morning.

	At eleven o’clock Kitty came to him. She held in her hand a fresh billet from Milady. This time the poor girl did not even argue with d’Artagnan; she gave it to him at once. She belonged body and soul to her handsome soldier.

	D’Artagnan opened the letter and read as follows:

	This is the third time I have written to you to tell you that I love you. Beware that I do not write to you a fourth time to tell you that I detest you.

	If you repent of the manner in which you have acted toward me, the young girl who brings you this will tell you how a man of spirit may obtain his pardon.

	d’Artagnan colored and grew pale several times in reading this billet.

	“Oh, you love her still,” said Kitty, who had not taken her eyes off the young man’s countenance for an instant.

	“No, Kitty, you are mistaken. I do not love her, but I will avenge myself for her contempt.”

	“Oh, yes, I know what sort of vengeance! You told me that!”

	“What matters it to you, Kitty? You know it is you alone whom I love.”

	“How can I know that?”

	“By the scorn I will throw upon her.”

	D’Artagnan took a pen and wrote:

	Madame, Until the present moment I could not believe that it was to me your first two letters were addressed, so unworthy did I feel myself of such an honor; besides, I was so seriously indisposed that I could not in any case have replied to them.

	But now I am forced to believe in the excess of your kindness, since not only your letter but your servant assures me that I have the good fortune to be beloved by you.

	She has no occasion to teach me the way in which a man of spirit may obtain his pardon. I will come and ask mine at eleven o’clock this evening.

	To delay it a single day would be in my eyes now to commit a fresh offense.

	From him whom you have rendered the happiest of men, Comte de Wardes

	This note was in the first place a forgery; it was likewise an indelicacy. It was even, according to our present manners, something like an infamous action; but at that period people did not manage affairs as they do today. Besides, d’Artagnan from her own admission knew Milady culpable of treachery in matters more important, and could entertain no respect for her. And yet, notwithstanding this want of respect, he felt an uncontrollable passion for this woman boiling in his veins--passion drunk with contempt; but passion or thirst, as the reader pleases.

	D’Artagnan’s plan was very simple. By Kitty’s chamber he could gain that of her mistress. He would take advantage of the first moment of surprise, shame, and terror, to triumph over her. He might fail, but something must be left to chance. In eight days the campaign would open, and he would be compelled to leave Paris; d’Artagnan had no time for a prolonged love siege.

	“There,” said the young man, handing Kitty the letter sealed; “give that to Milady. It is the count’s reply.”

	Poor Kitty became as pale as death; she suspected what the letter contained.

	“Listen, my dear girl,” said d’Artagnan; “you cannot but perceive that all this must end, some way or other. Milady may discover that you gave the first billet to my lackey instead of to the count’s; that it is I who have opened the others which ought to have been opened by de Wardes. Milady will then turn you out of doors, and you know she is not the woman to limit her vengeance.”

	“Alas!” said Kitty, “for whom have I exposed myself to all that?”

	“For me, I well know, my sweet girl,” said d’Artagnan. “But I am grateful, I swear to you.”

	“But what does this note contain?”

	“Milady will tell you.”

	“Ah, you do not love me!” cried Kitty, “and I am very wretched.”

	To this reproach there is always one response which deludes women. D’Artagnan replied in such a manner that Kitty remained in her great delusion. Although she cried freely before deciding to transmit the letter to her mistress, she did at last so decide, which was all d’Artagnan wished. Finally he promised that he would leave her mistress’s presence at an early hour that evening, and that when he left the mistress he would ascend with the maid. This promise completed poor Kitty’s consolation.

	34 IN WHICH THE EQUIPMENT OF ARAMIS AND PORTHOS IS TREATED OF

	Since the four friends had been each in search of his equipments, there had been no fixed meeting between them. They dined apart from one another, wherever they might happen to be, or rather where they could. Duty likewise on its part took a portion of that precious time which was gliding away so rapidly--only they had agreed to meet once a week, about one o’clock, at the residence of Athos, seeing that he, in agreement with the vow he had formed, did not pass over the threshold of his door.

	This day of reunion was the same day as that on which Kitty came to find d’Artagnan. Soon as Kitty left him, d’Artagnan directed his steps toward the Rue Ferou.

	He found Athos and Aramis philosophizing. Aramis had some slight inclination to resume the cassock. Athos, according to his system, neither encouraged nor dissuaded him. Athos believed that everyone should be left to his own free will. He never gave advice but when it was asked, and even then he required to be asked twice.

	“People, in general,” he said, “only ask advice not to follow it; or if they do follow it, it is for the sake of having someone to blame for having given it.”

	Porthos arrived a minute after d’Artagnan. The four friends were reunited.

	The four countenances expressed four different feelings: that of Porthos, tranquillity; that of d’Artagnan, hope; that of Aramis, uneasiness; that of Athos, carelessness.

	At the end of a moment’s conversation, in which Porthos hinted that a lady of elevated rank had condescended to relieve him from his embarrassment, Mousqueton entered. He came to request his master to return to his lodgings, where his presence was urgent, as he piteously said.

	“Is it my equipment?”

	“Yes and no,” replied Mousqueton.

	“Well, but can’t you speak?”

	“Come, monsieur.”

	Porthos rose, saluted his friends, and followed Mousqueton. An instant after, Bazin made his appearance at the door.

	“What do you want with me, my friend?” said Aramis, with that mildness of language which was observable in him every time that his ideas were directed toward the Church.

	“A man wishes to see Monsieur at home,” replied Bazin.

	“A man! What man?”

	“A mendicant.”

	“Give him alms, Bazin, and bid him pray for a poor sinner.”

	“This mendicant insists upon speaking to you, and pretends that you will be very glad to see him.”

	“Has he sent no particular message for me?”

	“Yes. If Monsieur Aramis hesitates to come,” he said, “tell him I am from Tours.”

	“From Tours!” cried Aramis. “A thousand pardons, gentlemen; but no doubt this man brings me the news I expected.” And rising also, he went off at a quick pace. There remained Athos and d’Artagnan.

	“I believe these fellows have managed their business. What do you think, d’Artagnan?” said Athos.

	“I know that Porthos was in a fair way,” replied d’Artagnan; “and as to Aramis to tell you the truth, I have never been seriously uneasy on his account. But you, my dear Athos--you, who so generously distributed the Englishman’s pistoles, which were our legitimate property--what do you mean to do?”

	“I am satisfied with having killed that fellow, my boy, seeing that it is blessed bread to kill an Englishman; but if I had pocketed his pistoles, they would have weighed me down like a remorse.”

	“Go to, my dear Athos; you have truly inconceivable ideas.”

	“Let it pass. What do you think of Monsieur de Treville telling me, when he did me the honor to call upon me yesterday, that you associated with the suspected English, whom the cardinal protects?”

	“That is to say, I visit an Englishwoman--the one I named.”

	“Oh, ay! the fair woman on whose account I gave you advice, which naturally you took care not to adopt.”

	“I gave you my reasons.”

	“Yes; you look there for your outfit, I think you said.”

	“Not at all. I have acquired certain knowledge that that woman was concerned in the abduction of Madame Bonacieux.”

	“Yes, I understand now: to find one woman, you court another. It is the longest road, but certainly the most amusing.”

	D’Artagnan was on the point of telling Athos all; but one consideration restrained him. Athos was a gentleman, punctilious in points of honor; and there were in the plan which our lover had devised for Milady, he was sure, certain things that would not obtain the assent of this Puritan. He was therefore silent; and as Athos was the least inquisitive of any man on earth, d’Artagnan’s confidence stopped there. We will therefore leave the two friends, who had nothing important to say to each other, and follow Aramis.

	Upon being informed that the person who wanted to speak to him came from Tours, we have seen with what rapidity the young man followed, or rather went before, Bazin; he ran without stopping from the Rue Ferou to the Rue de Vaugirard. On entering he found a man of short stature and intelligent eyes, but covered with rags.

	“You have asked for me?” said the Musketeer.

	“I wish to speak with Monsieur Aramis. Is that your name, monsieur?”

	“My very own. You have brought me something?”

	“Yes, if you show me a certain embroidered handkerchief.”

	“Here it is,” said Aramis, taking a small key from his breast and opening a little ebony box inlaid with mother of pearl, “here it is. Look.”

	“That is right,” replied the mendicant; “dismiss your lackey.”

	In fact, Bazin, curious to know what the mendicant could want with his master, kept pace with him as well as he could, and arrived almost at the same time he did; but his quickness was not of much use to him. At the hint from the mendicant his master made him a sign to retire, and he was obliged to obey.

	Bazin gone, the mendicant cast a rapid glance around him in order to be sure that nobody could either see or hear him, and opening his ragged vest, badly held together by a leather strap, he began to rip the upper part of his doublet, from which he drew a letter.

	Aramis uttered a cry of joy at the sight of the seal, kissed the superscription with an almost religious respect, and opened the epistle, which contained what follows:

	“My Friend, it is the will of fate that we should be still for some time separated; but the delightful days of youth are not lost beyond return. Perform your duty in camp; I will do mine elsewhere. Accept that which the bearer brings you; make the campaign like a handsome true gentleman, and think of me, who kisses tenderly your black eyes.

	“Adieu; or rather, AU REVOIR.”

	The mendicant continued to rip his garments; and drew from amid his rags a hundred and fifty Spanish double pistoles, which he laid down on the table; then he opened the door, bowed, and went out before the young man, stupefied by his letter, had ventured to address a word to him.

	Aramis then reperused the letter, and perceived a postscript:

	PS. You may behave politely to the bearer, who is a count and a grandee of Spain!

	“Golden dreams!” cried Aramis. “Oh, beautiful life! Yes, we are young; yes, we shall yet have happy days! My love, my blood, my life! all, all, all, are thine, my adored mistress!”

	And he kissed the letter with passion, without even vouchsafing a look at the gold which sparkled on the table.

	Bazin scratched at the door, and as Aramis had no longer any reason to exclude him, he bade him come in.

	Bazin was stupefied at the sight of the gold, and forgot that he came to announce d’Artagnan, who, curious to know who the mendicant could be, came to Aramis on leaving Athos.

	Now, as d’Artagnan used no ceremony with Aramis, seeing that Bazin forgot to announce him, he announced himself.

	“The devil! my dear Aramis,” said d’Artagnan, “if these are the prunes that are sent to you from Tours, I beg you will make my compliments to the gardener who gathers them.”

	“You are mistaken, friend d’Artagnan,” said Aramis, always on his guard; “this is from my publisher, who has just sent me the price of that poem in one-syllable verse which I began yonder.”

	“Ah, indeed,” said d’Artagnan. “Well, your publisher is very generous, my dear Aramis, that’s all I can say.”

	“How, monsieur?” cried Bazin, “a poem sell so dear as that! It is incredible! Oh, monsieur, you can write as much as you like; you may become equal to Monsieur de Voiture and Monsieur de Benserade. I like that. A poet is as good as an abbe. Ah! Monsieur Aramis, become a poet, I beg of you.”

	“Bazin, my friend,” said Aramis, “I believe you meddle with my conversation.”

	Bazin perceived he was wrong; he bowed and went out.

	“Ah!” said d’Artagnan with a smile, “you sell your productions at their weight in gold. You are very fortunate, my friend; but take care or you will lose that letter which is peeping from your doublet, and which also comes, no doubt, from your publisher.”

	Aramis blushed to the eyes, crammed in the letter, and re-buttoned his doublet.

	“My dear d’Artagnan,” said he, “if you please, we will join our friends; as I am rich, we will today begin to dine together again, expecting that you will be rich in your turn.”

	“My faith!” said d’Artagnan, with great pleasure. “It is long since we have had a good dinner; and I, for my part, have a somewhat hazardous expedition for this evening, and shall not be sorry, I confess, to fortify myself with a few glasses of good old Burgundy.”

	“Agreed, as to the old Burgundy; I have no objection to that,” said Aramis, from whom the letter and the gold had removed, as by magic, his ideas of conversion.

	And having put three or four double pistoles into his pocket to answer the needs of the moment, he placed the others in the ebony box, inlaid with mother of pearl, in which was the famous handkerchief which served him as a talisman.

	The two friends repaired to Athos’s, and he, faithful to his vow of not going out, took upon him to order dinner to be brought to them. As he was perfectly acquainted with the details of gastronomy, d’Artagnan and Aramis made no objection to abandoning this important care to him.

	They went to find Porthos, and at the corner of the Rue Bac met Mousqueton, who, with a most pitiable air, was driving before him a mule and a horse.

	D’Artagnan uttered a cry of surprise, which was not quite free from joy.

	“Ah, my yellow horse,” cried he. “Aramis, look at that horse!”

	“Oh, the frightful brute!” said Aramis.

	“Ah, my dear,” replied d’Artagnan, “upon that very horse I came to Paris.”

	“What, does Monsieur know this horse?” said Mousqueton.

	“It is of an original color,” said Aramis; “I never saw one with such a hide in my life.”

	“I can well believe it,” replied d’Artagnan, “and that was why I got three crowns for him. It must have been for his hide, for, CERTES, the carcass is not worth eighteen livres. But how did this horse come into your hands, Mousqueton?”

	“Pray,” said the lackey, “say nothing about it, monsieur; it is a frightful trick of the husband of our duchess!”

	“How is that, Mousqueton?”

	“Why, we are looked upon with a rather favorable eye by a lady of quality, the Duchesse de--but, your pardon; my master has commanded me to be discreet. She had forced us to accept a little souvenir, a magnificent Spanish GENET and an Andalusian mule, which were beautiful to look upon. The husband heard of the affair; on their way he confiscated the two magnificent beasts which were being sent to us, and substituted these horrible animals.”

	“Which you are taking back to him?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Exactly!” replied Mousqueton. “You may well believe that we will not accept such steeds as these in exchange for those which had been promised to us.”

	“No, PARDIEU; though I should like to have seen Porthos on my yellow horse. That would give me an idea of how I looked when I arrived in Paris. But don’t let us hinder you, Mousqueton; go and perform your master’s orders. Is he at home?”

	“Yes, monsieur,” said Mousqueton, “but in a very ill humor. Get up!”

	He continued his way toward the Quai des Grands Augustins, while the two friends went to ring at the bell of the unfortunate Porthos. He, having seen them crossing the yard, took care not to answer, and they rang in vain.

	Meanwhile Mousqueton continued on his way, and crossing the Pont Neuf, still driving the two sorry animals before him, he reached the Rue aux Ours. Arrived there, he fastened, according to the orders of his master, both horse and mule to the knocker of the procurator’s door; then, without taking any thought for their future, he returned to Porthos, and told him that his commission was completed.

	In a short time the two unfortunate beasts, who had not eaten anything since the morning, made such a noise in raising and letting fall the knocker that the procurator ordered his errand boy to go and inquire in the neighborhood to whom this horse and mule belonged.

	Mme. Coquenard recognized her present, and could not at first comprehend this restitution; but the visit of Porthos soon enlightened her. The anger which fired the eyes of the Musketeer, in spite of his efforts to suppress it, terrified his sensitive inamorata. In fact, Mousqueton had not concealed from his master that he had met d’Artagnan and Aramis, and that d’Artagnan in the yellow horse had recognized the Bearnese pony upon which he had come to Paris, and which he had sold for three crowns.

	Porthos went away after having appointed a meeting with the procurator’s wife in the cloister of St. Magloire. The procurator, seeing he was going, invited him to dinner--an invitation which the Musketeer refused with a majestic air.

	Mme. Coquenard repaired trembling to the cloister of St. Magloire, for she guessed the reproaches that awaited her there; but she was fascinated by the lofty airs of Porthos.

	All that which a man wounded in his self-love could let fall in the shape of imprecations and reproaches upon the head of a woman Porthos let fall upon the bowed head of the procurator’s wife.

	“Alas,” said she, “I did all for the best! One of our clients is a horsedealer; he owes money to the office, and is backward in his pay. I took the mule and the horse for what he owed us; he assured me that they were two noble steeds.”

	“Well, madame,” said Porthos, “if he owed you more than five crowns, your horsedealer is a thief.”

	“There is no harm in trying to buy things cheap, Monsieur Porthos,” said the procurator’s wife, seeking to excuse herself.

	“No, madame; but they who so assiduously try to buy things cheap ought to permit others to seek more generous friends.” And Porthos, turning on his heel, made a step to retire.

	“Monsieur Porthos! Monsieur Porthos!” cried the procurator’s wife. “I have been wrong; I see it. I ought not to have driven a bargain when it was to equip a cavalier like you.”

	Porthos, without reply, retreated a second step. The procurator’s wife fancied she saw him in a brilliant cloud, all surrounded by duchesses and marchionesses, who cast bags of money at his feet.

	“Stop, in the name of heaven, Monsieur Porthos!” cried she. “Stop, and let us talk.”

	“Talking with you brings me misfortune,” said Porthos.

	“But, tell me, what do you ask?”

	“Nothing; for that amounts to the same thing as if I asked you for something.”

	The procurator’s wife hung upon the arm of Porthos, and in the violence of her grief she cried out, “Monsieur Porthos, I am ignorant of all such matters! How should I know what a horse is? How should I know what horse furniture is?”

	“You should have left it to me, then, madame, who know what they are; but you wished to be frugal, and consequently to lend at usury.”

	“It was wrong, Monsieur Porthos; but I will repair that wrong, upon my word of honor.”

	“How so?” asked the Musketeer.

	“Listen. This evening M. Coquenard is going to the house of the Due de Chaulnes, who has sent for him. It is for a consultation, which will last three hours at least. Come! We shall be alone, and can make up our accounts.”

	“In good time. Now you talk, my dear.”

	“You pardon me?”

	“We shall see,” said Porthos, majestically; and the two separated saying, “Till this evening.”

	“The devil!” thought Porthos, as he walked away, “it appears I am getting nearer to Monsieur Coquenard’s strongbox at last.”

	35 A GASCON A MATCH FOR CUPID

	The evening so impatiently waited for by Porthos and by d’Artagnan at last arrived.

	As was his custom, d’Artagnan presented himself at Milady’s at about nine o’clock. He found her in a charming humor. Never had he been so well received. Our Gascon knew, by the first glance of his eye, that his billet had been delivered, and that this billet had had its effect.

	Kitty entered to bring some sherbet. Her mistress put on a charming face, and smiled on her graciously; but alas! the poor girl was so sad that she did not even notice Milady’s condescension.

	D’Artagnan looked at the two women, one after the other, and was forced to acknowledge that in his opinion Dame Nature had made a mistake in their formation. To the great lady she had given a heart vile and venal; to the SOUBRETTE she had given the heart of a duchess.

	At ten o’clock Milady began to appear restless. D’Artagnan knew what she wanted. She looked at the clock, rose, reseated herself, smiled at d’Artagnan with an air which said, “You are very amiable, no doubt, but you would be charming if you would only depart.”

	D’Artagnan rose and took his hat; Milady gave him her hand to kiss. The young man felt her press his hand, and comprehended that this was a sentiment, not of coquetry, but of gratitude because of his departure.

	“She loves him devilishly,” he murmured. Then he went out.

	This time Kitty was nowhere waiting for him; neither in the antechamber, nor in the corridor, nor beneath the great door. It was necessary that d’Artagnan should find alone the staircase and the little chamber. She heard him enter, but she did not raise her head. The young man went to her and took her hands; then she sobbed aloud.

	As d’Artagnan had presumed, on receiving his letter, Milady in a delirium of joy had told her servant everything; and by way of recompense for the manner in which she had this time executed the commission, she had given Kitty a purse.

	Returning to her own room, Kitty had thrown the purse into a corner, where it lay open, disgorging three or four gold pieces on the carpet. The poor girl, under the caresses of d’Artagnan, lifted her head. D’Artagnan himself was frightened by the change in her countenance. She joined her hands with a suppliant air, but without venturing to speak a word. As little sensitive as was the heart of d’Artagnan, he was touched by this mute sorrow; but he held too tenaciously to his projects, above all to this one, to change the program which he had laid out in advance. He did not therefore allow her any hope that he would flinch; only he represented his action as one of simple vengeance.

	For the rest this vengeance was very easy; for Milady, doubtless to conceal her blushes from her lover, had ordered Kitty to extinguish all the lights in the apartment, and even in the little chamber itself. Before daybreak M. de Wardes must take his departure, still in obscurity.

	Presently they heard Milady retire to her room. D’Artagnan slipped into the wardrobe. Hardly was he concealed when the little bell sounded. Kitty went to her mistress, and did not leave the door open; but the partition was so thin that one could hear nearly all that passed between the two women.

	Milady seemed overcome with joy, and made Kitty repeat the smallest details of the pretended interview of the soubrette with de Wardes when he received the letter; how he had responded; what was the expression of his face; if he seemed very amorous. And to all these questions poor Kitty, forced to put on a pleasant face, responded in a stifled voice whose dolorous accent her mistress did not however remark, solely because happiness is egotistical.

	Finally, as the hour for her interview with the count approached, Milady had everything about her darkened, and ordered Kitty to return to her own chamber, and introduce de Wardes whenever he presented himself.

	Kitty’s detention was not long. Hardly had d’Artagnan seen, through a crevice in his closet, that the whole apartment was in obscurity, than he slipped out of his concealment, at the very moment when Kitty reclosed the door of communication.

	“What is that noise?” demanded Milady.

	“It is I,” said d’Artagnan in a subdued voice, “I, the Comte de Wardes.”

	“Oh, my God, my God!” murmured Kitty, “he has not even waited for the hour he himself named!”

	“Well,” said Milady, in a trembling voice, “why do you not enter? Count, Count,” added she, “you know that I wait for you.”

	At this appeal d’Artagnan drew Kitty quietly away, and slipped into the chamber.

	If rage or sorrow ever torture the heart, it is when a lover receives under a name which is not his own protestations of love addressed to his happy rival. D’Artagnan was in a dolorous situation which he had not foreseen. Jealousy gnawed his heart; and he suffered almost as much as poor Kitty, who at that very moment was crying in the next chamber.

	“Yes, Count,” said Milady, in her softest voice, and pressing his hand in her own, “I am happy in the love which your looks and your words have expressed to me every time we have met. I also--I love you. Oh, tomorrow, tomorrow, I must have some pledge from you which will prove that you think of me; and that you may not forget me, take this!” and she slipped a ring from her finger onto d’Artagnan’s. D’Artagnan remembered having seen this ring on the finger of Milady; it was a magnificent sapphire, encircled with brilliants.

	The first movement of d’Artagnan was to return it, but Milady added, “No, no! Keep that ring for love of me. Besides, in accepting it,” she added, in a voice full of emotion, “you render me a much greater service than you imagine.”

	“This woman is full of mysteries,” murmured d’Artagnan to himself. At that instant he felt himself ready to reveal all. He even opened his mouth to tell Milady who he was, and with what a revengeful purpose he had come; but she added, “Poor angel, whom that monster of a Gascon barely failed to kill.”

	The monster was himself.

	“Oh,” continued Milady, “do your wounds still make you suffer?”

	“Yes, much,” said d’Artagnan, who did not well know how to answer.

	“Be tranquil,” murmured Milady; “I will avenge you--and cruelly!”

	“PESTE!” said d’Artagnan to himself, “the moment for confidences has not yet come.”

	It took some time for d’Artagnan to resume this little dialogue; but then all the ideas of vengeance which he had brought with him had completely vanished. This woman exercised over him an unaccountable power; he hated and adored her at the same time. He would not have believed that two sentiments so opposite could dwell in the same heart, and by their union constitute a passion so strange, and as it were, diabolical.

	Presently it sounded one o’clock. It was necessary to separate. D’Artagnan at the moment of quitting Milady felt only the liveliest regret at the parting; and as they addressed each other in a reciprocally passionate adieu, another interview was arranged for the following week.

	Poor Kitty hoped to speak a few words to d’Artagnan when he passed through her chamber; but Milady herself reconducted him through the darkness, and only quit him at the staircase.

	The next morning d’Artagnan ran to find Athos. He was engaged in an adventure so singular that he wished for counsel. He therefore told him all.

	“Your Milady,” said he, “appears to be an infamous creature, but not the less you have done wrong to deceive her. In one fashion or another you have a terrible enemy on your hands.”

	While thus speaking Athos regarded with attention the sapphire set with diamonds which had taken, on d’Artagnan’s finger, the place of the queen’s ring, carefully kept in a casket.

	“You notice my ring?” said the Gascon, proud to display so rich a gift in the eyes of his friends.

	“Yes,” said Athos, “it reminds me of a family jewel.”

	“It is beautiful, is it not?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Yes,” said Athos, “magnificent. I did not think two sapphires of such a fine water existed. Have you traded it for your diamond?”

	“No. It is a gift from my beautiful Englishwoman, or rather Frenchwoman--for I am convinced she was born in France, though I have not questioned her.”

	“That ring comes from Milady?” cried Athos, with a voice in which it was easy to detect strong emotion.

	“Her very self; she gave it me last night. Here it is,” replied d’Artagnan, taking it from his finger.

	Athos examined it and became very pale. He tried it on his left hand; it fit his finger as if made for it.

	A shade of anger and vengeance passed across the usually calm brow of this gentleman.

	“It is impossible it can be she,” said he. “How could this ring come into the hands of Milady Clarik? And yet it is difficult to suppose such a resemblance should exist between two jewels.”

	“Do you know this ring?” said d’Artagnan.

	“I thought I did,” replied Athos; “but no doubt I was mistaken.” And he returned d’Artagnan the ring without, however, ceasing to look at it.

	“Pray, d’Artagnan,” said Athos, after a minute, “either take off that ring or turn the mounting inside; it recalls such cruel recollections that I shall have no head to converse with you. Don’t ask me for counsel; don’t tell me you are perplexed what to do. But stop! let me look at that sapphire again; the one I mentioned to you had one of its faces scratched by accident.”

	D’Artagnan took off the ring, giving it again to Athos.

	Athos started. “Look,” said he, “is it not strange?” and he pointed out to d’Artagnan the scratch he had remembered.

	“But from whom did this ring come to you, Athos?”

	“From my mother, who inherited it from her mother. As I told you, it is an old family jewel.”

	“And you--sold it?” asked d’Artagnan, hesitatingly.

	“No,” replied Athos, with a singular smile. “I gave it away in a night of love, as it has been given to you.”

	D’Artagnan became pensive in his turn; it appeared as if there were abysses in Milady’s soul whose depths were dark and unknown. He took back the ring, but put it in his pocket and not on his finger.

	“d’Artagnan,” said Athos, taking his hand, “you know I love you; if I had a son I could not love him better. Take my advice, renounce this woman. I do not know her, but a sort of intuition tells me she is a lost creature, and that there is something fatal about her.”

	“You are right,” said d’Artagnan; “I will have done with her. I own that this woman terrifies me.”

	“Shall you have the courage?” said Athos.

	“I shall,” replied d’Artagnan, “and instantly.”

	“In truth, my young friend, you will act rightly,” said the gentleman, pressing the Gascon’s hand with an affection almost paternal; “and God grant that this woman, who has scarcely entered into your life, may not leave a terrible trace in it!” And Athos bowed to d’Artagnan like a man who wishes it understood that he would not be sorry to be left alone with his thoughts.

	On reaching home d’Artagnan found Kitty waiting for him. A month of fever could not have changed her more than this one night of sleeplessness and sorrow.

	She was sent by her mistress to the false de Wardes. Her mistress was mad with love, intoxicated with joy. She wished to know when her lover would meet her a second night; and poor Kitty, pale and trembling, awaited d’Artagnan’s reply. The counsels of his friend, joined to the cries of his own heart, made him determine, now his pride was saved and his vengeance satisfied, not to see Milady again. As a reply, he wrote the following letter:

	Do not depend upon me, madame, for the next meeting. Since my convalescence I have so many affairs of this kind on my hands that I am forced to regulate them a little. When your turn comes, I shall have the honor to inform you of it. I kiss your hands.

	Comte de Wardes

	Not a word about the sapphire. Was the Gascon determined to keep it as a weapon against Milady, or else, let us be frank, did he not reserve the sapphire as a last resource for his outfit? It would be wrong to judge the actions of one period from the point of view of another. That which would now be considered as disgraceful to a gentleman was at that time quite a simple and natural affair, and the younger sons of the best families were frequently supported by their mistresses. D’Artagnan gave the open letter to Kitty, who at first was unable to comprehend it, but who became almost wild with joy on reading it a second time. She could scarcely believe in her happiness; and d’Artagnan was forced to renew with the living voice the assurances which he had written. And whatever might be--considering the violent character of Milady--the danger which the poor girl incurred in giving this billet to her mistress, she ran back to the Place Royale as fast as her legs could carry her.

	The heart of the best woman is pitiless toward the sorrows of a rival.

	Milady opened the letter with eagerness equal to Kitty’s in bringing it; but at the first words she read she became livid. She crushed the paper in her hand, and turning with flashing eyes upon Kitty, she cried, “What is this letter?”

	“The answer to Madame’s,” replied Kitty, all in a tremble.

	“Impossible!” cried Milady. “It is impossible a gentleman could have written such a letter to a woman.” Then all at once, starting, she cried, “My God! can he have--” and she stopped. She ground her teeth; she was of the color of ashes. She tried to go toward the window for air, but she could only stretch forth her arms; her legs failed her, and she sank into an armchair. Kitty, fearing she was ill, hastened toward her and was beginning to open her dress; but Milady started up, pushing her away. “What do you want with me?” said she, “and why do you place your hand on me?”

	“I thought that Madame was ill, and I wished to bring her help,” responded the maid, frightened at the terrible expression which had come over her mistress’s face.

	“I faint? I? I? Do you take me for half a woman? When I am insulted I do not faint; I avenge myself!”

	And she made a sign for Kitty to leave the room.

	36 DREAM OF VENGEANCE

	That evening Milady gave orders that when M. d’Artagnan came as usual, he should be immediately admitted; but he did not come.

	The next day Kitty went to see the young man again, and related to him all that had passed on the preceding evening. D’Artagnan smiled; this jealous anger of Milady was his revenge.

	That evening Milady was still more impatient than on the preceding evening. She renewed the order relative to the Gascon; but as before she expected him in vain.

	The next morning, when Kitty presented herself at d’Artagnan’s, she was no longer joyous and alert as on the two preceding days; but on the contrary sad as death.

	D’Artagnan asked the poor girl what was the matter with her; but she, as her only reply, drew a letter from her pocket and gave it to him.

	This letter was in Milady’s handwriting; only this time it was addressed to M. d’Artagnan, and not to M. de Wardes.

	He opened it and read as follows:

	Dear M. d’Artagnan, It is wrong thus to neglect your friends, particularly at the moment you are about to leave them for so long a time. My brother-in-law and myself expected you yesterday and the day before, but in vain. Will it be the same this evening?

	Your very grateful, Milady Clarik

	“That’s all very simple,” said d’Artagnan; “I expected this letter. My credit rises by the fall of that of the Comte de Wardes.”

	“And will you go?” asked Kitty.

	“Listen to me, my dear girl,” said the Gascon, who sought for an excuse in his own eyes for breaking the promise he had made Athos; “you must understand it would be impolitic not to accept such a positive invitation. Milady, not seeing me come again, would not be able to understand what could cause the interruption of my visits, and might suspect something; who could say how far the vengeance of such a woman would go?”

	“Oh, my God!” said Kitty, “you know how to represent things in such a way that you are always in the right. You are going now to pay your court to her again, and if this time you succeed in pleasing her in your own name and with your own face, it will be much worse than before.”

	Instinct made poor Kitty guess a part of what was to happen. D’Artagnan reassured her as well as he could, and promised to remain insensible to the seductions of Milady.

	He desired Kitty to tell her mistress that he could not be more grateful for her kindnesses than he was, and that he would be obedient to her orders. He did not dare to write for fear of not being able--to such experienced eyes as those of Milady--to disguise his writing sufficiently.

	As nine o’clock sounded, d’Artagnan was at the Place Royale. It was evident that the servants who waited in the antechamber were warned, for as soon as d’Artagnan appeared, before even he had asked if Milady were visible, one of them ran to announce him.

	“Show him in,” said Milady, in a quick tone, but so piercing that d’Artagnan heard her in the antechamber.

	He was introduced.

	“I am at home to nobody,” said Milady; “observe, to nobody.” The servant went out.

	D’Artagnan cast an inquiring glance at Milady. She was pale, and looked fatigued, either from tears or want of sleep. The number of lights had been intentionally diminished, but the young woman could not conceal the traces of the fever which had devoured her for two days.

	D’Artagnan approached her with his usual gallantry. She then made an extraordinary effort to receive him, but never did a more distressed countenance give the lie to a more amiable smile.

	To the questions which d’Artagnan put concerning her health, she replied, “Bad, very bad.”

	“Then,” replied he, “my visit is ill-timed; you, no doubt, stand in need of repose, and I will withdraw.”

	“No, no!” said Milady. “On the contrary, stay, Monsieur d’Artagnan; your agreeable company will divert me.”

	“Oh, oh!” thought d’Artagnan. “She has never been so kind before. On guard!”

	Milady assumed the most agreeable air possible, and conversed with more than her usual brilliancy. At the same time the fever, which for an instant abandoned her, returned to give luster to her eyes, color to her cheeks, and vermillion to her lips. D’Artagnan was again in the presence of the Circe who had before surrounded him with her enchantments. His love, which he believed to be extinct but which was only asleep, awoke again in his heart. Milady smiled, and d’Artagnan felt that he could damn himself for that smile. There was a moment at which he felt something like remorse.

	By degrees, Milady became more communicative. She asked d’Artagnan if he had a mistress.

	“Alas!” said d’Artagnan, with the most sentimental air he could assume, “can you be cruel enough to put such a question to me--to me, who, from the moment I saw you, have only breathed and sighed through you and for you?”

	Milady smiled with a strange smile.

	“Then you love me?” said she.

	“Have I any need to tell you so? Have you not perceived it?”

	“It may be; but you know the more hearts are worth the capture, the more difficult they are to be won.”

	“Oh, difficulties do not affright me,” said d’Artagnan. “I shrink before nothing but impossibilities.”

	“Nothing is impossible,” replied Milady, “to true love.”

	“Nothing, madame?”

	“Nothing,” replied Milady.

	“The devil!” thought d’Artagnan. “The note is changed. Is she going to fall in love with me, by chance, this fair inconstant; and will she be disposed to give me myself another sapphire like that which she gave me for de Wardes?”

	D’Artagnan rapidly drew his seat nearer to Milady’s.

	“Well, now,” she said, “let us see what you would do to prove this love of which you speak.”

	“All that could be required of me. Order; I am ready.”

	“For everything?”

	“For everything,” cried d’Artagnan, who knew beforehand that he had not much to risk in engaging himself thus.

	“Well, now let us talk a little seriously,” said Milady, in her turn drawing her armchair nearer to d’Artagnan’s chair.

	“I am all attention, madame,” said he.

	Milady remained thoughtful and undecided for a moment; then, as if appearing to have formed a resolution, she said, “I have an enemy.”

	“You, madame!” said d’Artagnan, affecting surprise; “is that possible, my God?--good and beautiful as you are!”

	“A mortal enemy.”

	“Indeed!”

	“An enemy who has insulted me so cruelly that between him and me it is war to the death. May I reckon on you as an auxiliary?”

	D’Artagnan at once perceived the ground which the vindictive creature wished to reach.

	“You may, madame,” said he, with emphasis. “My arm and my life belong to you, like my love.”

	“Then,” said Milady, “since you are as generous as you are loving--”

	She stopped.

	“Well?” demanded d’Artagnan.

	“Well,” replied Milady, after a moment of silence, “from the present time, cease to talk of impossibilities.”

	“Do not overwhelm me with happiness,” cried d’Artagnan, throwing himself on his knees, and covering with kisses the hands abandoned to him.

	“Avenge me of that infamous de Wardes,” said Milady, between her teeth, “and I shall soon know how to get rid of you--you double idiot, you animated sword blade!”

	“Fall voluntarily into my arms, hypocritical and dangerous woman,” said d’Artagnan, likewise to himself, “after having abused me with such effrontery, and afterward I will laugh at you with him whom you wish me to kill.”

	D’Artagnan lifted up his head.

	“I am ready,” said he.

	“You have understood me, then, dear Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said Milady.

	“I could interpret one of your looks.”

	“Then you would employ for me your arm which has already acquired so much renown?”

	“Instantly!”

	“But on my part,” said Milady, “how should I repay such a service? I know these lovers. They are men who do nothing for nothing.”

	“You know the only reply that I desire,” said d’Artagnan, “the only one worthy of you and of me!”

	And he drew nearer to her.

	She scarcely resisted.

	
“Interested man!” cried she, smiling.

	“Ah,” cried d’Artagnan, really carried away by the passion this woman had the power to kindle in his heart, “ah, that is because my happiness appears so impossible to me; and I have such fear that it should fly away from me like a dream that I pant to make a reality of it.”

	“Well, merit this pretended happiness, then!”

	“I am at your orders,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Quite certain?” said Milady, with a last doubt.

	“Only name to me the base man that has brought tears into your beautiful eyes!”

	“Who told you that I had been weeping?” said she.

	“It appeared to me--”

	“Such women as I never weep,” said Milady.

	“So much the better! Come, tell me his name!”

	“Remember that his name is all my secret.”

	“Yet I must know his name.”

	“Yes, you must; see what confidence I have in you!”

	“You overwhelm me with joy. What is his name?”

	“You know him.”

	“Indeed.”

	“Yes.”

	“It is surely not one of my friends?” replied d’Artagnan, affecting hesitation in order to make her believe him ignorant.

	“If it were one of your friends you would hesitate, then?” cried Milady; and a threatening glance darted from her eyes.

	“Not if it were my own brother!” cried d’Artagnan, as if carried away by his enthusiasm.

	Our Gascon promised this without risk, for he knew all that was meant.

	“I love your devotedness,” said Milady.

	“Alas, do you love nothing else in me?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“I love you also, YOU!” said she, taking his hand.

	The warm pressure made d’Artagnan tremble, as if by the touch that fever which consumed Milady attacked himself.

	“You love me, you!” cried he. “Oh, if that were so, I should lose my reason!”

	And he folded her in his arms. She made no effort to remove her lips from his kisses; only she did not respond to them. Her lips were cold; it appeared to d’Artagnan that he had embraced a statue.

	He was not the less intoxicated with joy, electrified by love. He almost believed in the tenderness of Milady; he almost believed in the crime of de Wardes. If de Wardes had at that moment been under his hand, he would have killed him.

	Milady seized the occasion.

	“His name is--” said she, in her turn.

	“De Wardes; I know it,” cried d’Artagnan.

	“And how do you know it?” asked Milady, seizing both his hands, and endeavoring to read with her eyes to the bottom of his heart.

	D’Artagnan felt he had allowed himself to be carried away, and that he had committed an error.

	“Tell me, tell me, tell me, I say,” repeated Milady, “how do you know it?”

	“How do I know it?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Yes.”

	“I know it because yesterday Monsieur de Wardes, in a saloon where I was, showed a ring which he said he had received from you.”

	“Wretch!” cried Milady.

	The epithet, as may be easily understood, resounded to the very bottom of d’Artagnan’s heart.

	“Well?” continued she.

	“Well, I will avenge you of this wretch,” replied d’Artagnan, giving himself the airs of Don Japhet of Armenia.

	“Thanks, my brave friend!” cried Milady; “and when shall I be avenged?”

	“Tomorrow--immediately--when you please!”

	Milady was about to cry out, “Immediately,” but she reflected that such precipitation would not be very gracious toward d’Artagnan.

	Besides, she had a thousand precautions to take, a thousand counsels to give to her defender, in order that he might avoid explanations with the count before witnesses. All this was answered by an expression of d’Artagnan’s. “Tomorrow,” said he, “you will be avenged, or I shall be dead.”

	“No,” said she, “you will avenge me; but you will not be dead. He is a coward.”

	“With women, perhaps; but not with men. I know something of him.”

	“But it seems you had not much reason to complain of your fortune in your contest with him.”

	“Fortune is a courtesan; favorable yesterday, she may turn her back tomorrow.”

	“Which means that you now hesitate?”

	“No, I do not hesitate; God forbid! But would it be just to allow me to go to a possible death without having given me at least something more than hope?”

	Milady answered by a glance which said, “Is that all?--speak, then.” And then accompanying the glance with explanatory words, “That is but too just,” said she, tenderly.

	“Oh, you are an angel!” exclaimed the young man.

	“Then all is agreed?” said she.

	“Except that which I ask of you, dear love.”

	“But when I assure you that you may rely on my tenderness?”

	“I cannot wait till tomorrow.”

	“Silence! I hear my brother. It will be useless for him to find you here.”

	She rang the bell and Kitty appeared.

	“Go out this way,” said she, opening a small private door, “and come back at eleven o’clock; we will then terminate this conversation. Kitty will conduct you to my chamber.”

	The poor girl almost fainted at hearing these words.

	“Well, mademoiselle, what are you thinking about, standing there like a statue? Do as I bid you: show the chevalier out; and this evening at eleven o’clock--you have heard what I said.”

	“It appears that these appointments are all made for eleven o’clock,” thought d’Artagnan; “that’s a settled custom.”

	Milady held out her hand to him, which he kissed tenderly.

	“But,” said he, as he retired as quickly as possible from the reproaches of Kitty, “I must not play the fool. This woman is certainly a great liar. I must take care.”

	37 MILADY’S SECRET

	D’Artagnan left the hotel instead of going up at once to Kitty’s chamber, as she endeavored to persuade him to do--and that for two reasons: the first, because by this means he should escape reproaches, recriminations, and prayers; the second, because he was not sorry to have an opportunity of reading his own thoughts and endeavoring, if possible, to fathom those of this woman.

	What was most clear in the matter was that d’Artagnan loved Milady like a madman, and that she did not love him at all. In an instant d’Artagnan perceived that the best way in which he could act would be to go home and write Milady a long letter, in which he would confess to her that he and de Wardes were, up to the present moment absolutely the same, and that consequently he could not undertake, without committing suicide, to kill the Comte de Wardes. But he also was spurred on by a ferocious desire of vengeance. He wished to subdue this woman in his own name; and as this vengeance appeared to him to have a certain sweetness in it, he could not make up his mind to renounce it.

	He walked six or seven times round the Place Royale, turning at every ten steps to look at the light in Milady’s apartment, which was to be seen through the blinds. It was evident that this time the young woman was not in such haste to retire to her apartment as she had been the first.

	At length the light disappeared. With this light was extinguished the last irresolution in the heart of d’Artagnan. He recalled to his mind the details of the first night, and with a beating heart and a brain on fire he re-entered the hotel and flew toward Kitty’s chamber.

	The poor girl, pale as death and trembling in all her limbs, wished to delay her lover; but Milady, with her ear on the watch, had heard the noise d’Artagnan had made, and opening the door, said, “Come in.”

	All this was of such incredible immodesty, of such monstrous effrontery, that d’Artagnan could scarcely believe what he saw or what he heard. He imagined himself to be drawn into one of those fantastic intrigues one meets in dreams. He, however, darted not the less quickly toward Milady, yielding to that magnetic attraction which the loadstone exercises over iron.

	As the door closed after them Kitty rushed toward it. Jealousy, fury, offended pride, all the passions in short that dispute the heart of an outraged woman in love, urged her to make a revelation; but she reflected that she would be totally lost if she confessed having assisted in such a machination, and above all, that d’Artagnan would also be lost to her forever. This last thought of love counseled her to make this last sacrifice.

	D’Artagnan, on his part, had gained the summit of all his wishes. It was no longer a rival who was beloved; it was himself who was apparently beloved. A secret voice whispered to him, at the bottom of his heart, that he was but an instrument of vengeance, that he was only caressed till he had given death; but pride, but self-love, but madness silenced this voice and stifled its murmurs. And then our Gascon, with that large quantity of conceit which we know he possessed, compared himself with de Wardes, and asked himself why, after all, he should not be beloved for himself?

	He was absorbed entirely by the sensations of the moment. Milady was no longer for him that woman of fatal intentions who had for a moment terrified him; she was an ardent, passionate mistress, abandoning herself to love which she also seemed to feel. Two hours thus glided away. When the transports of the two lovers were calmer, Milady, who had not the same motives for forgetfulness that d’Artagnan had, was the first to return to reality, and asked the young man if the means which were on the morrow to bring on the encounter between him and de Wardes were already arranged in his mind.

	But d’Artagnan, whose ideas had taken quite another course, forgot himself like a fool, and answered gallantly that it was too late to think about duels and sword thrusts.

	This coldness toward the only interests that occupied her mind terrified Milady, whose questions became more pressing.

	Then d’Artagnan, who had never seriously thought of this impossible duel, endeavored to turn the conversation; but he could not succeed. Milady kept him within the limits she had traced beforehand with her irresistible spirit and her iron will.

	D’Artagnan fancied himself very cunning when advising Milady to renounce, by pardoning de Wardes, the furious projects she had formed.

	But at the first word the young woman started, and exclaimed in a sharp, bantering tone, which sounded strangely in the darkness, “Are you afraid, dear Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

	“You cannot think so, dear love!” replied d’Artagnan; “but now, suppose this poor Comte de Wardes were less guilty than you think him?”

	“At all events,” said Milady, seriously, “he has deceived me, and from the moment he deceived me, he merited death.”

	“He shall die, then, since you condemn him!” said d’Artagnan, in so firm a tone that it appeared to Milady an undoubted proof of devotion. This reassured her.

	We cannot say how long the night seemed to Milady, but d’Artagnan believed it to be hardly two hours before the daylight peeped through the window blinds, and invaded the chamber with its paleness. Seeing d’Artagnan about to leave her, Milady recalled his promise to avenge her on the Comte de Wardes.

	“I am quite ready,” said d’Artagnan; “but in the first place I should like to be certain of one thing.”

	“And what is that?” asked Milady.

	“That is, whether you really love me?”

	“I have given you proof of that, it seems to me.”

	“And I am yours, body and soul!”

	“Thanks, my brave lover; but as you are satisfied of my love, you must, in your turn, satisfy me of yours. Is it not so?”

	“Certainly; but if you love me as much as you say,” replied d’Artagnan, “do you not entertain a little fear on my account?”

	“What have I to fear?”

	“Why, that I may be dangerously wounded--killed even.”

	“Impossible!” cried Milady, “you are such a valiant man, and such an expert swordsman.”

	“You would not, then, prefer a method,” resumed d’Artagnan, “which would equally avenge you while rendering the combat useless?”

	Milady looked at her lover in silence. The pale light of the first rays of day gave to her clear eyes a strangely frightful expression.

	“Really,” said she, “I believe you now begin to hesitate.”

	“No, I do not hesitate; but I really pity this poor Comte de Wardes, since you have ceased to love him. I think that a man must be so severely punished by the loss of your love that he stands in need of no other chastisement.”

	“Who told you that I loved him?” asked Milady, sharply.

	“At least, I am now at liberty to believe, without too much fatuity, that you love another,” said the young man, in a caressing tone, “and I repeat that I am really interested for the count.”

	“You?” asked Milady.

	“Yes, I.”

	“And why YOU?”

	“Because I alone know--”

	“What?”

	“That he is far from being, or rather having been, so guilty toward you as he appears.”

	“Indeed!” said Milady, in an anxious tone; “explain yourself, for I really cannot tell what you mean.”

	And she looked at d’Artagnan, who embraced her tenderly, with eyes which seemed to burn themselves away.

	“Yes; I am a man of honor,” said d’Artagnan, determined to come to an end, “and since your love is mine, and I am satisfied I possess it--for I do possess it, do I not?”

	“Entirely; go on.”

	“Well, I feel as if transformed--a confession weighs on my mind.”

	“A confession!”

	“If I had the least doubt of your love I would not make it, but you love me, my beautiful mistress, do you not?”

	“Without doubt.”

	“Then if through excess of love I have rendered myself culpable toward you, you will pardon me?”

	“Perhaps.”

	D’Artagnan tried with his sweetest smile to touch his lips to Milady’s, but she evaded him.

	“This confession,” said she, growing paler, “what is this confession?”

	“You gave de Wardes a meeting on Thursday last in this very room, did you not?”

	“No, no! It is not true,” said Milady, in a tone of voice so firm, and with a countenance so unchanged, that if d’Artagnan had not been in such perfect possession of the fact, he would have doubted.

	“Do not lie, my angel,” said d’Artagnan, smiling; “that would be useless.”

	“What do you mean? Speak! you kill me.”

	“Be satisfied; you are not guilty toward me, and I have already pardoned you.”

	“What next? what next?”

	“De Wardes cannot boast of anything.”

	“How is that? You told me yourself that that ring--”

	“That ring I have! The Comte de Wardes of Thursday and the d’Artagnan of today are the same person.”

	The imprudent young man expected a surprise, mixed with shame--a slight storm which would resolve itself into tears; but he was strangely deceived, and his error was not of long duration.

	Pale and trembling, Milady repulsed d’Artagnan’s attempted embrace by a violent blow on the chest, as she sprang out of bed.

	It was almost broad daylight.

	D’Artagnan detained her by her night dress of fine India linen, to implore her pardon; but she, with a strong movement, tried to escape. Then the cambric was torn from her beautiful shoulders; and on one of those lovely shoulders, round and white, d’Artagnan recognized, with inexpressible astonishment, the FLEUR-DE-LIS--that indelible mark which the hand of the infamous executioner had imprinted.

	“Great God!” cried d’Artagnan, loosing his hold of her dress, and remaining mute, motionless, and frozen.

	But Milady felt herself denounced even by his terror. He had doubtless seen all. The young man now knew her secret, her terrible secret--the secret she concealed even from her maid with such care, the secret of which all the world was ignorant, except himself.

	She turned upon him, no longer like a furious woman, but like a wounded panther.

	“Ah, wretch!” cried she, “you have basely betrayed me, and still more, you have my secret! You shall die.”

	And she flew to a little inlaid casket which stood upon the dressing table, opened it with a feverish and trembling hand, drew from it a small poniard, with a golden haft and a sharp thin blade, and then threw herself with a bound upon d’Artagnan.

	Although the young man was brave, as we know, he was terrified at that wild countenance, those terribly dilated pupils, those pale cheeks, and those bleeding lips. He recoiled to the other side of the room as he would have done from a serpent which was crawling toward him, and his sword coming in contact with his nervous hand, he drew it almost unconsciously from the scabbard. But without taking any heed of the sword, Milady endeavored to get near enough to him to stab him, and did not stop till she felt the sharp point at her throat.

	She then tried to seize the sword with her hands; but d’Artagnan kept it free from her grasp, and presenting the point, sometimes at her eyes, sometimes at her breast, compelled her to glide behind the bedstead, while he aimed at making his retreat by the door which led to Kitty’s apartment.

	Milady during this time continued to strike at him with horrible fury, screaming in a formidable way.

	As all this, however, bore some resemblance to a duel, d’Artagnan began to recover himself little by little.

	“Well, beautiful lady, very well,” said he; “but, PARDIEU, if you don’t calm yourself, I will design a second FLEUR-DE-LIS upon one of those pretty cheeks!”

	“Scoundrel, infamous scoundrel!” howled Milady.

	But d’Artagnan, still keeping on the defensive, drew near to Kitty’s door. At the noise they made, she in overturning the furniture in her efforts to get at him, he in screening himself behind the furniture to keep out of her reach, Kitty opened the door. D’Artagnan, who had unceasingly maneuvered to gain this point, was not at more than three paces from it. With one spring he flew from the chamber of Milady into that of the maid, and quick as lightning, he slammed to the door, and placed all his weight against it, while Kitty pushed the bolts.

	Then Milady attempted to tear down the doorcase, with a strength apparently above that of a woman; but finding she could not accomplish this, she in her fury stabbed at the door with her poniard, the point of which repeatedly glittered through the wood. Every blow was accompanied with terrible imprecations.

	“Quick, Kitty, quick!” said d’Artagnan, in a low voice, as soon as the bolts were fast, “let me get out of the hotel; for if we leave her time to turn round, she will have me killed by the servants.”

	“But you can’t go out so,” said Kitty; “you are naked.”

	“That’s true,” said d’Artagnan, then first thinking of the costume he found himself in, “that’s true. But dress me as well as you are able, only make haste; think, my dear girl, it’s life and death!”

	Kitty was but too well aware of that. In a turn of the hand she muffled him up in a flowered robe, a large hood, and a cloak. She gave him some slippers, in which he placed his naked feet, and then conducted him down the stairs. It was time. Milady had already rung her bell, and roused the whole hotel. The porter was drawing the cord at the moment Milady cried from her window, “Don’t open!”

	The young man fled while she was still threatening him with an impotent gesture. The moment she lost sight of him, Milady tumbled fainting into her chamber.

	38 HOW, WITHOUT INCOMMDING HIMSELF, ATHOS PROCURES HIS EQUIPMENT

	D’Artagnan was so completely bewildered that without taking any heed of what might become of Kitty he ran at full speed across half Paris, and did not stop till he came to Athos’s door. The confusion of his mind, the terror which spurred him on, the cries of some of the patrol who started in pursuit of him, and the hooting of the people who, notwithstanding the early hour, were going to their work, only made him precipitate his course.

	He crossed the court, ran up the two flights to Athos’s apartment, and knocked at the door enough to break it down.

	Grimaud came, rubbing his half-open eyes, to answer this noisy summons, and d’Artagnan sprang with such violence into the room as nearly to overturn the astonished lackey.

	In spite of his habitual silence, the poor lad this time found his speech.

	“Holloa, there!” cried he; “what do you want, you strumpet? What’s your business here, you hussy?”

	D’Artagnan threw off his hood, and disengaged his hands from the folds of the cloak. At sight of the mustaches and the naked sword, the poor devil perceived he had to deal with a man. He then concluded it must be an assassin.

	“Help! murder! help!” cried he.

	“Hold your tongue, you stupid fellow!” said the young man; “I am d’Artagnan; don’t you know me? Where is your master?”

	“You, Monsieur d’Artagnan!” cried Grimaud, “impossible.”

	“Grimaud,” said Athos, coming out of his apartment in a dressing gown, “Grimaud, I thought I heard you permitting yourself to speak?”

	“Ah, monsieur, it is--”

	“Silence!”

	Grimaud contented himself with pointing d’Artagnan out to his master with his finger.

	Athos recognized his comrade, and phlegmatic as he was, he burst into a laugh which was quite excused by the strange masquerade before his eyes--petticoats falling over his shoes, sleeves tucked up, and mustaches stiff with agitation.

	“Don’t laugh, my friend!” cried d’Artagnan; “for heaven’s sake, don’t laugh, for upon my soul, it’s no laughing matter!”

	And he pronounced these words with such a solemn air and with such a real appearance of terror, that Athos eagerly seized his hand, crying, “Are you wounded, my friend? How pale you are!”

	“No, but I have just met with a terrible adventure! Are you alone, Athos?”

	“PARBLEU! whom do you expect to find with me at this hour?”

	“Well, well!” and d’Artagnan rushed into Athos’s chamber.

	“Come, speak!” said the latter, closing the door and bolting it, that they might not be disturbed. “Is the king dead? Have you killed the cardinal? You are quite upset! Come, come, tell me; I am dying with curiosity and uneasiness!”

	“Athos,” said d’Artagnan, getting rid of his female garments, and appearing in his shirt, “prepare yourself to hear an incredible, an unheard-of story.”

	“Well, but put on this dressing gown first,” said the Musketeer to his friend.

	D’Artagnan donned the robe as quickly as he could, mistaking one sleeve for the other, so greatly was he still agitated.

	“Well?” said Athos.

	“Well,” replied d’Artagnan, bending his mouth to Athos’s ear, and lowering his voice, “Milady is marked with a FLEUR-DE-LIS upon her shoulder!”

	“Ah!” cried the Musketeer, as if he had received a ball in his heart.

	“Let us see,” said d’Artagnan. “Are you SURE that the OTHER is dead?”

	“THE OTHER?” said Athos, in so stifled a voice that d’Artagnan scarcely heard him.

	“Yes, she of whom you told me one day at Amiens.”

	Athos uttered a groan, and let his head sink on his hands.

	“This is a woman of twenty-six or twenty-eight years.”

	“Fair,” said Athos, “is she not?”

	“Very.”

	“Blue and clear eyes, of a strange brilliancy, with black eyelids and eyebrows?”

	“Yes.”

	“Tall, well-made? She has lost a tooth, next to the eyetooth on the left?”

	“Yes.”

	“The FLEUR-DE-LIS is small, rosy in color, and looks as if efforts had been made to efface it by the application of poultices?”

	“Yes.”

	“But you say she is English?”

	“She is called Milady, but she may be French. Lord de Winter is only her brother-in-law.”

	“I will see her, d’Artagnan!”

	“Beware, Athos, beware. You tried to kill her; she is a woman to return you the like, and not to fail.”

	“She will not dare to say anything; that would be to denounce herself.”

	“She is capable of anything or everything. Did you ever see her furious?”

	“No,” said Athos.

	“A tigress, a panther! Ah, my dear Athos, I am greatly afraid I have drawn a terrible vengeance on both of us!”

	D’Artagnan then related all--the mad passion of Milady and her menaces of death.

	“You are right; and upon my soul, I would give my life for a hair,” said Athos. “Fortunately, the day after tomorrow we leave Paris. We are going according to all probability to La Rochelle, and once gone--”

	“She will follow you to the end of the world, Athos, if she recognizes you. Let her, then, exhaust her vengeance on me alone!”

	“My dear friend, of what consequence is it if she kills me?” said Athos. “Do you, perchance, think I set any great store by life?”

	“There is something horribly mysterious under all this, Athos; this woman is one of the cardinal’s spies, I am sure of that.”

	“In that case, take care! If the cardinal does not hold you in high admiration for the affair of London, he entertains a great hatred for you; but as, considering everything, he cannot accuse you openly, and as hatred must be satisfied, particularly when it’s a cardinal’s hatred, take care of yourself. If you go out, do not go out alone; when you eat, use every precaution. Mistrust everything, in short, even your own shadow.”

	“Fortunately,” said d’Artagnan, “all this will be only necessary till after tomorrow evening, for when once with the army, we shall have, I hope, only men to dread.”

	“In the meantime,” said Athos, “I renounce my plan of seclusion, and wherever you go, I will go with you. You must return to the Rue des Fossoyeurs; I will accompany you.”

	“But however near it may be,” replied d’Artagnan, “I cannot go thither in this guise.”

	“That’s true,” said Athos, and he rang the bell.

	Grimaud entered.

	Athos made him a sign to go to d’Artagnan’s residence, and bring back some clothes. Grimaud replied by another sign that he understood perfectly, and set off.

	“All this will not advance your outfit,” said Athos; “for if I am not mistaken, you have left the best of your apparel with Milady, and she will certainly not have the politeness to return it to you. Fortunately, you have the sapphire.”

	“The jewel is yours, my dear Athos! Did you not tell me it was a family jewel?”

	“Yes, my grandfather gave two thousand crowns for it, as he once told me. It formed part of the nuptial present he made his wife, and it is magnificent. My mother gave it to me, and I, fool as I was, instead of keeping the ring as a holy relic, gave it to this wretch.”

	“Then, my friend, take back this ring, to which I see you attach much value.”

	“I take back the ring, after it has passed through the hands of that infamous creature? Never; that ring is defiled, d’Artagnan.”

	“Sell it, then.”

	“Sell a jewel which came from my mother! I vow I should consider it a profanation.”

	“Pledge it, then; you can borrow at least a thousand crowns on it. With that sum you can extricate yourself from your present difficulties; and when you are full of money again, you can redeem it, and take it back cleansed from its ancient stains, as it will have passed through the hands of usurers.”

	Athos smiled.

	“You are a capital companion, d’Artagnan,” said be; “your never-failing cheerfulness raises poor souls in affliction. Well, let us pledge the ring, but upon one condition.”

	“What?”

	“That there shall be five hundred crowns for you, and five hundred crowns for me.”

	“Don’t dream it, Athos. I don’t need the quarter of such a sum--I who am still only in the Guards--and by selling my saddles, I shall procure it. What do I want? A horse for Planchet, that’s all. Besides, you forget that I have a ring likewise.”

	“To which you attach more value, it seems, than I do to mine; at least, I have thought so.”

	“Yes, for in any extreme circumstance it might not only extricate us from some great embarrassment, but even a great danger. It is not only a valuable diamond, but it is an enchanted talisman.”

	“I don’t at all understand you, but I believe all you say to be true. Let us return to my ring, or rather to yours. You shall take half the sum that will be advanced upon it, or I will throw it into the Seine; and I doubt, as was the case with Polycrates, whether any fish will be sufficiently complaisant to bring it back to us.”

	“Well, I will take it, then,” said d’Artagnan.

	At this moment Grimaud returned, accompanied by Planchet; the latter, anxious about his master and curious to know what had happened to him, had taken advantage of the opportunity and brought the garments himself.

	d’Artagnan dressed himself, and Athos did the same. When the two were ready to go out, the latter made Grimaud the sign of a man taking aim, and the lackey immediately took down his musketoon, and prepared to follow his master.

	They arrived without accident at the Rue des Fossoyeurs. Bonacieux was standing at the door, and looked at d’Artagnan hatefully.

	“Make haste, dear lodger,” said he; “there is a very pretty girl waiting for you upstairs; and you know women don’t like to be kept waiting.”

	“That’s Kitty!” said d’Artagnan to himself, and darted into the passage.

	Sure enough! Upon the landing leading to the chamber, and crouching against the door, he found the poor girl, all in a tremble. As soon as she perceived him, she cried, “You have promised your protection; you have promised to save me from her anger. Remember, it is you who have ruined me!”

	“Yes, yes, to be sure, Kitty,” said d’Artagnan; “be at ease, my girl. But what happened after my departure?”

	“How can I tell!” said Kitty. “The lackeys were brought by the cries she made. She was mad with passion. There exist no imprecations she did not pour out against you. Then I thought she would remember it was through my chamber you had penetrated hers, and that then she would suppose I was your accomplice; so I took what little money I had and the best of my things, and I got away.

	“Poor dear girl! But what can I do with you? I am going away the day after tomorrow.”

	“Do what you please, Monsieur Chevalier. Help me out of Paris; help me out of France!”

	“I cannot take you, however, to the siege of La Rochelle,” aid d’Artagnan.

	“No; but you can place me in one of the provinces with some lady of your acquaintance--in your own country, for instance.”

	“My dear little love! In my country the ladies do without chambermaids. But stop! I can manage your business for you. Planchet, go and find Aramis. Request him to come here directly. We have something very important to say to him.”

	“I understand,” said Athos; “but why not Porthos? I should have thought that his duchess--”

	“Oh, Porthos’s duchess is dressed by her husband’s clerks,” said d’Artagnan, laughing. “Besides, Kitty would not like to live in the Rue aux Ours. Isn’t it so, Kitty?”

	“I do not care where I live,” said Kitty, “provided I am well concealed, and nobody knows where I am.”

	“Meanwhile, Kitty, when we are about to separate, and you are no longer jealous of me--”

	“Monsieur Chevalier, far off or near,” said Kitty, “I shall always love you.”

	“Where the devil will constancy niche itself next?” murmured Athos.

	“And I, also,” said d’Artagnan, “I also. I shall always love you; be sure of that. But now answer me. I attach great importance to the question I am about to put to you. Did you never hear talk of a young woman who was carried off one night?”

	“There, now! Oh, Monsieur Chevalier, do you love that woman still?”

	“No, no; it is one of my friends who loves her--Monsieur Athos, this gentleman here.”

	“I?” cried Athos, with an accent like that of a man who perceives he is about to tread upon an adder.

	“You, to be sure!” said d’Artagnan, pressing Athos’s hand. “You know the interest we both take in this poor little Madame Bonacieux. Besides, Kitty will tell nothing; will you, Kitty? You understand, my dear girl,” continued d’Artagnan, “she is the wife of that frightful baboon you saw at the door as you came in.”

	“Oh, my God! You remind me of my fright! If he should have known me again!”

	“How? know you again? Did you ever see that man before?”

	“He came twice to Milady’s.”

	“That’s it. About what time?”

	“Why, about fifteen or eighteen days ago.”

	“Exactly so.”

	“And yesterday evening he came again.”

	“Yesterday evening?”

	“Yes, just before you came.”

	“My dear Athos, we are enveloped in a network of spies. And do you believe he knew you again, Kitty?”

	“I pulled down my hood as soon as I saw him, but perhaps it was too late.”

	“Go down, Athos--he mistrusts you less than me--and see if he be still at his door.”

	Athos went down and returned immediately.

	“He has gone,” said he, “and the house door is shut.”

	“He has gone to make his report, and to say that all the pigeons are at this moment in the dovecot.”

	“Well, then, let us all fly,” said Athos, “and leave nobody here but Planchet to bring us news.”

	“A minute. Aramis, whom we have sent for!”

	“That’s true,” said Athos; “we must wait for Aramis.”

	At that moment Aramis entered.

	The matter was all explained to him, and the friends gave him to understand that among all his high connections he must find a place for Kitty.

	Aramis reflected for a minute, and then said, coloring, “Will it be really rendering you a service, d’Artagnan?”

	“I shall be grateful to you all my life.”

	“Very well. Madame de Bois-Tracy asked me, for one of her friends who resides in the provinces, I believe, for a trustworthy maid. If you can, my dear d’Artagnan, answer for Mademoiselle-”

	“Oh, monsieur, be assured that I shall be entirely devoted to the person who will give me the means of quitting Paris.”

	“Then,” said Aramis, “this falls out very well.”

	He placed himself at the table and wrote a little note which he sealed with a ring, and gave the billet to Kitty.

	“And now, my dear girl,” said d’Artagnan, “you know that it is not good for any of us to be here. Therefore let us separate. We shall meet again in better days.”

	“And whenever we find each other, in whatever place it may be,” said Kitty, “you will find me loving you as I love you today.”

	“Dicers’ oaths!” said Athos, while d’Artagnan went to conduct Kitty downstairs.

	An instant afterward the three young men separated, agreeing to meet again at four o’clock with Athos, and leaving Planchet to guard the house.

	Aramis returned home, and Athos and d’Artagnan busied themselves about pledging the sapphire.

	As the Gascon had foreseen, they easily obtained three hundred pistoles on the ring. Still further, the Jew told them that if they would sell it to him, as it would make a magnificent pendant for earrings, he would give five hundred pistoles for it.

	Athos and d’Artagnan, with the activity of two soldiers and the knowledge of two connoisseurs, hardly required three hours to purchase the entire equipment of the Musketeer. Besides, Athos was very easy, and a noble to his fingers’ ends. When a thing suited him he paid the price demanded, without thinking to ask for any abatement. D’Artagnan would have remonstrated at this; but Athos put his hand upon his shoulder, with a smile, and d’Artagnan understood that it was all very well for such a little Gascon gentleman as himself to drive a bargain, but not for a man who had the bearing of a prince. The Musketeer met with a superb Andalusian horse, black as jet, nostrils of fire, legs clean and elegant, rising six years. He examined him, and found him sound and without blemish. They asked a thousand livres for him.

	He might perhaps have been bought for less; but while d’Artagnan was discussing the price with the dealer, Athos was counting out the money on the table.

	Grimaud had a stout, short Picard cob, which cost three hundred livres.

	But when the saddle and arms for Grimaud were purchased, Athos had not a sou left of his hundred and fifty pistoles. D’Artagnan offered his friend a part of his share which he should return when convenient.

	But Athos only replied to this proposal by shrugging his shoulders.

	“How much did the Jew say he would give for the sapphire if he purchased it?” said Athos.

	“Five hundred pistoles.”

	“That is to say, two hundred more--a hundred pistoles for you and a hundred pistoles for me. Well, now, that would be a real fortune to us, my friend; let us go back to the Jew’s again.”

	“What! will you--”

	“This ring would certainly only recall very bitter remembrances; then we shall never be masters of three hundred pistoles to redeem it, so that we really should lose two hundred pistoles by the bargain. Go and tell him the ring is his, d’Artagnan, and bring back the two hundred pistoles with you.”

	“Reflect, Athos!”

	“Ready money is needful for the present time, and we must learn how to make sacrifices. Go, d’Artagnan, go; Grimaud will accompany you with his musketoon.”

	A half hour afterward, d’Artagnan returned with the two thousand livres, and without having met with any accident.

	It was thus Athos found at home resources which he did not expect.

	39 A VISION

	At four o’clock the four friends were all assembled with Athos. Their anxiety about their outfits had all disappeared, and each countenance only preserved the expression of its own secret disquiet--for behind all present happiness is concealed a fear for the future.

	Suddenly Planchet entered, bringing two letters for d’Artagnan.

	The one was a little billet, genteelly folded, with a pretty seal in green wax on which was impressed a dove bearing a green branch.

	The other was a large square epistle, resplendent with the terrible arms of his Eminence the cardinal duke.

	At the sight of the little letter the heart of d’Artagnan bounded, for he believed he recognized the handwriting, and although he had seen that writing but once, the memory of it remained at the bottom of his heart.

	He therefore seized the little epistle, and opened it eagerly.

	“Be,” said the letter, “on Thursday next, at from six to seven o’clock in the evening, on the road to Chaillot, and look carefully into the carriages that pass; but if you have any consideration for your own life or that of those who love you, do not speak a single word, do not make a movement which may lead anyone to believe you have recognized her who exposes herself to everything for the sake of seeing you but for an instant.”

	No signature.

	“That’s a snare,” said Athos; “don’t go, d’Artagnan.”

	“And yet,” replied d’Artagnan, “I think I recognize the writing.”

	“It may be counterfeit,” said Athos. “Between six and seven o’clock the road of Chaillot is quite deserted; you might as well go and ride in the forest of Bondy.”

	“But suppose we all go,” said d’Artagnan; “what the devil! They won’t devour us all four, four lackeys, horses, arms, and all!”

	“And besides, it will be a chance for displaying our new equipments,” said Porthos.

	“But if it is a woman who writes,” said Aramis, “and that woman desires not to be seen, remember, you compromise her, d’Artagnan; which is not the part of a gentleman.”

	“We will remain in the background,” said Porthos, “and he will advance alone.”

	“Yes; but a pistol shot is easily fired from a carriage which goes at a gallop.”

	“Bah!” said d’Artagnan, “they will miss me; if they fire we will ride after the carriage, and exterminate those who may be in it. They must be enemies.”

	“He is right,” said Porthos; “battle. Besides, we must try our own arms.”

	“Bah, let us enjoy that pleasure,” said Aramis, with his mild and careless manner.

	“As you please,” said Athos.

	“Gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, “it is half past four, and we have scarcely time to be on the road of Chaillot by six.”

	“Besides, if we go out too late, nobody will see us,” said Porthos, “and that will be a pity. Let us get ready, gentlemen.”

	“But this second letter,” said Athos, “you forget that; it appears to me, however, that the seal denotes that it deserves to be opened. For my part, I declare, d’Artagnan, I think it of much more consequence than the little piece of waste paper you have so cunningly slipped into your bosom.”

	D’Artagnan blushed.

	“Well,” said he, “let us see, gentlemen, what are his Eminence’s commands,” and d’Artagnan unsealed the letter and read,

	“M. d’Artagnan, of the king’s Guards, company Dessessart, is expected at the Palais-Cardinal this evening, at eight o’clock.

	“La Houdiniere, CAPTAIN OF THE GUARDS”

	“The devil!” said Athos; “here’s a rendezvous much more serious than the other.”

	“I will go to the second after attending the first,” said d’Artagnan. “One is for seven o’clock, and the other for eight; there will be time for both.”

	“Hum! I would not go at all,” said Aramis. “A gallant knight cannot decline a rendezvous with a lady; but a prudent gentleman may excuse himself from not waiting on his Eminence, particularly when he has reason to believe he is not invited to make his compliments.”

	“I am of Aramis’s opinion,” said Porthos.

	“Gentlemen,” replied d’Artagnan, “I have already received by Monsieur de Cavois a similar invitation from his Eminence. I neglected it, and on the morrow a serious misfortune happened to me--Constance disappeared. Whatever may ensue, I will go.”

	“If you are determined,” said Athos, “do so.”

	“But the Bastille?” said Aramis.

	“Bah! you will get me out if they put me there,” said d’Artagnan.

	“To be sure we will,” replied Aramis and Porthos, with admirable promptness and decision, as if that were the simplest thing in the world, “to be sure we will get you out; but meantime, as we are to set off the day after tomorrow, you would do much better not to risk this Bastille.”

	“Let us do better than that,” said Athos; “do not let us leave him during the whole evening. Let each of us wait at a gate of the palace with three Musketeers behind him; if we see a close carriage, at all suspicious in appearance, come out, let us fall upon it. It is a long time since we have had a skirmish with the Guards of Monsieur the Cardinal; Monsieur de Treville must think us dead.”

	“To a certainty, Athos,” said Aramis, “you were meant to be a general of the army! What do you think of the plan, gentlemen?”

	“Admirable!” replied the young men in chorus.

	“Well,” said Porthos, “I will run to the hotel, and engage our comrades to hold themselves in readiness by eight o’clock; the rendezvous, the Place du Palais-Cardinal. Meantime, you see that the lackeys saddle the horses.”

	“I have no horse,” said d’Artagnan; “but that is of no consequence, I can take one of Monsieur de Treville’s.”

	“That is not worth while,” said Aramis, “you can have one of mine.”

	“One of yours! how many have you, then?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Three,” replied Aramis, smiling.

	“Certes,” cried Athos, “you are the best-mounted poet of France or Navarre.”

	“Well, my dear Aramis, you don’t want three horses? I cannot comprehend what induced you to buy three!”

	“Therefore I only purchased two,” said Aramis.

	“The third, then, fell from the clouds, I suppose?”

	“No, the third was brought to me this very morning by a groom out of livery, who would not tell me in whose service he was, and who said he had received orders from his master.”

	“Or his mistress,” interrupted d’Artagnan.

	“That makes no difference,” said Aramis, coloring; “and who affirmed, as I said, that he had received orders from his master or mistress to place the horse in my stable, without informing me whence it came.”

	“It is only to poets that such things happen,” said Athos, gravely.

	“Well, in that case, we can manage famously,” said d’Artagnan; “which of the two horses will you ride--that which you bought or the one that was given to you?”

	“That which was given to me, assuredly. You cannot for a moment imagine, d’Artagnan, that I would commit such an offense toward--”

	“The unknown giver,” interrupted d’Artagnan.

	“Or the mysterious benefactress,” said Athos.

	“The one you bought will then become useless to you?”

	“Nearly so.”

	“And you selected it yourself?”

	“With the greatest care. The safety of the horseman, you know, depends almost always upon the goodness of his horse.”

	“Well, transfer it to me at the price it cost you?”

	“I was going to make you the offer, my dear d’Artagnan, giving you all the time necessary for repaying me such a trifle.”

	“How much did it cost you?”

	“Eight hundred livres.”

	“Here are forty double pistoles, my dear friend,” said d’Artagnan, taking the sum from his pocket; “I know that is the coin in which you were paid for your poems.”

	“You are rich, then?” said Aramis.

	“Rich? Richest, my dear fellow!”

	And d’Artagnan chinked the remainder of his pistoles in his pocket.

	“Send your saddle, then, to the hotel of the Musketeers, and your horse can be brought back with ours.”

	“Very well; but it is already five o’clock, so make haste.”

	A quarter of an hour afterward Porthos appeared at the end of the Rue Ferou on a very handsome genet. Mousqueton followed him upon an Auvergne horse, small but very handsome. Porthos was resplendent with joy and pride.

	At the same time, Aramis made his appearance at the other end of the street upon a superb English charger. Bazin followed him upon a roan, holding by the halter a vigorous Mecklenburg horse; this was d’Artagnan’s mount.

	The two Musketeers met at the gate. Athos and d’Artagnan watched their approach from the window.

	“The devil!” cried Aramis, “you have a magnificent horse there, Porthos.”

	“Yes,” replied Porthos, “it is the one that ought to have been sent to me at first. A bad joke of the husband’s substituted the other; but the husband has been punished since, and I have obtained full satisfaction.”

	Planchet and Grimaud appeared in their turn, leading their masters’ steeds. D’Artagnan and Athos put themselves into saddle with their companions, and all four set forward; Athos upon a horse he owed to a woman, Aramis on a horse he owed to his mistress, Porthos on a horse he owed to his procurator’s wife, and d’Artagnan on a horse he owed to his good fortune--the best mistress possible.

	The lackeys followed.

	As Porthos had foreseen, the cavalcade produced a good effect; and if Mme. Coquenard had met Porthos and seen what a superb appearance he made upon his handsome Spanish genet, she would not have regretted the bleeding she had inflicted upon the strongbox of her husband.

	Near the Louvre the four friends met with M. de Treville, who was returning from St. Germain; he stopped them to offer his compliments upon their appointments, which in an instant drew round them a hundred gapers.

	D’Artagnan profited by the circumstance to speak to M. de Treville of the letter with the great red seal and the cardinal’s arms. It is well understood that he did not breathe a word about the other.

	M de Treville approved of the resolution he had adopted, and assured him that if on the morrow he did not appear, he himself would undertake to find him, let him be where he might.

	At this moment the clock of La Samaritaine struck six; the four friends pleaded an engagement, and took leave of M. de Treville.

	A short gallop brought them to the road of Chaillot; the day began to decline, carriages were passing and repassing. D’Artagnan, keeping at some distance from his friends, darted a scrutinizing glance into every carriage that appeared, but saw no face with which he was acquainted.

	At length, after waiting a quarter of an hour and just as twilight was beginning to thicken, a carriage appeared, coming at a quick pace on the road of Sevres. A presentiment instantly told d’Artagnan that this carriage contained the person who had appointed the rendezvous; the young man was himself astonished to find his heart beat so violently. Almost instantly a female head was put out at the window, with two fingers placed upon her mouth, either to enjoin silence or to send him a kiss. D’Artagnan uttered a slight cry of joy; this woman, or rather this apparition--for the carriage passed with the rapidity of a vision--was Mme. Bonacieux.

	By an involuntary movement and in spite of the injunction given, d’Artagnan put his horse into a gallop, and in a few strides overtook the carriage; but the window was hermetically closed, the vision had disappeared.

	D’Artagnan then remembered the injunction: “If you value your own life or that of those who love you, remain motionless, and as if you had seen nothing.”

	He stopped, therefore, trembling not for himself but for the poor woman who had evidently exposed herself to great danger by appointing this rendezvous.

	The carriage pursued its way, still going at a great pace, till it dashed into Paris, and disappeared.

	D’Artagnan remained fixed to the spot, astounded and not knowing what to think. If it was Mme. Bonacieux and if she was returning to Paris, why this fugitive rendezvous, why this simple exchange of a glance, why this lost kiss? If, on the other side, it was not she--which was still quite possible--for the little light that remained rendered a mistake easy--might it not be the commencement of some plot against him through the allurement of this woman, for whom his love was known?

	His three companions joined him. All had plainly seen a woman’s head appear at the window, but none of them, except Athos, knew Mme. Bonacieux. The opinion of Athos was that it was indeed she; but less preoccupied by that pretty face than d’Artagnan, he had fancied he saw a second head, a man’s head, inside the carriage.

	“If that be the case,” said d’Artagnan, “they are doubtless transporting her from one prison to another. But what can they intend to do with the poor creature, and how shall I ever meet her again?”

	“Friend,” said Athos, gravely, “remember that it is the dead alone with whom we are not likely to meet again on this earth. You know something of that, as well as I do, I think. Now, if your mistress is not dead, if it is she we have just seen, you will meet with her again some day or other. And perhaps, my God!” added he, with that misanthropic tone which was peculiar to him, “perhaps sooner than you wish.”

	Half past seven had sounded. The carriage had been twenty minutes behind the time appointed. D’Artagnan’s friends reminded him that he had a visit to pay, but at the same time bade him observe that there was yet time to retract.

	But d’Artagnan was at the same time impetuous and curious. He had made up his mind that he would go to the Palais-Cardinal, and that he would learn what his Eminence had to say to him. Nothing could turn him from his purpose.

	They reached the Rue St. Honore, and in the Place du Palais-Cardinal they found the twelve invited Musketeers, walking about in expectation of their comrades. There only they explained to them the matter in hand.

	D’Artagnan was well known among the honorable corps of the king’s Musketeers, in which it was known he would one day take his place; he was considered beforehand as a comrade. It resulted from these antecedents that everyone entered heartily into the purpose for which they met; besides, it would not be unlikely that they would have an opportunity of playing either the cardinal or his people an ill turn, and for such expeditions these worthy gentlemen were always ready.

	Athos divided them into three groups, assumed the command of one, gave the second to Aramis, and the third to Porthos; and then each group went and took their watch near an entrance.

	D’Artagnan, on his part, entered boldly at the principal gate.

	Although he felt himself ably supported, the young man was not without a little uneasiness as he ascended the great staircase, step by step. His conduct toward Milady bore a strong resemblance to treachery, and he was very suspicious of the political relations which existed between that woman and the cardinal. Still further, de Wardes, whom he had treated so ill, was one of the tools of his Eminence; and d’Artagnan knew that while his Eminence was terrible to his enemies, he was strongly attached to his friends.

	“If de Wardes has related all our affair to the cardinal, which is not to be doubted, and if he has recognized me, as is probable, I may consider myself almost as a condemned man,” said d’Artagnan, shaking his head. “But why has he waited till now? That’s all plain enough. Milady has laid her complaints against me with that hypocritical grief which renders her so interesting, and this last offense has made the cup overflow.”

	“Fortunately,” added he, “my good friends are down yonder, and they will not allow me to be carried away without a struggle. Nevertheless, Monsieur de Treville’s company of Musketeers alone cannot maintain a war against the cardinal, who disposes of the forces of all France, and before whom the queen is without power and the king without will. D’Artagnan, my friend, you are brave, you are prudent, you have excellent qualities; but the women will ruin you!”

	He came to this melancholy conclusion as he entered the antechamber. He placed his letter in the hands of the usher on duty, who led him into the waiting room and passed on into the interior of the palace.

	In this waiting room were five or six of the cardinals Guards, who recognized d’Artagnan, and knowing that it was he who had wounded Jussac, they looked upon him with a smile of singular meaning.

	This smile appeared to d’Artagnan to be of bad augury. Only, as our Gascon was not easily intimidated--or rather, thanks to a great pride natural to the men of his country, he did not allow one easily to see what was passing in his mind when that which was passing at all resembled fear--he placed himself haughtily in front of Messieurs the Guards, and waited with his hand on his hip, in an attitude by no means deficient in majesty.

	The usher returned and made a sign to d’Artagnan to follow him. It appeared to the young man that the Guards, on seeing him depart, chuckled among themselves.

	He traversed a corridor, crossed a grand saloon, entered a library, and found himself in the presence of a man seated at a desk and writing.

	The usher introduced him, and retired without speaking a word. D’Artagnan remained standing and examined this man.

	D’Artagnan at first believed that he had to do with some judge examining his papers; but he perceived that the man at the desk wrote, or rather corrected, lines of unequal length, scanning the words on his fingers. He saw then that he was with a poet. At the end of an instant the poet closed his manuscript, upon the cover of which was written “Mirame, a Tragedy in Five Acts,” and raised his head.

	D’Artagnan recognized the cardinal.

	40 A TERRIBLE VISION

	The cardinal leaned his elbow on his manuscript, his cheek upon his hand, and looked intently at the young man for a moment. No one had a more searching eye than the Cardinal de Richelieu, and d’Artagnan felt this glance run through his veins like a fever.

	He however kept a good countenance, holding his hat in his hand and awaiting the good pleasure of his Eminence, without too much assurance, but also without too much humility.

	“Monsieur,” said the cardinal, “are you a d’Artagnan from Bearn?”

	“Yes, monseigneur,” replied the young man.

	“There are several branches of the d’Artagnans at Tarbes and in its environs,” said the cardinal; “to which do you belong?”

	“I am the son of him who served in the Religious Wars under the great King Henry, the father of his gracious Majesty.”

	“That is well. It is you who set out seven or eight months ago from your country to seek your fortune in the capital?”

	“Yes, monseigneur.”

	“You came through Meung, where something befell you. I don’t very well know what, but still something.”

	“Monseigneur,” said d’Artagnan, “this was what happened to me--”

	“Never mind, never mind!” resumed the cardinal, with a smile which indicated that he knew the story as well as he who wished to relate it. “You were recommended to Monsieur de Treville, were you not?”

	“Yes, monseigneur; but in that unfortunate affair at Meung--”

	“The letter was lost,” replied his Eminence; “yes, I know that. But Monsieur de Treville is a skilled physiognomist, who knows men at first sight; and he placed you in the company of his brother-in-law, Monsieur Dessessart, leaving you to hope that one day or other you should enter the Musketeers.”

	“Monseigneur is correctly informed,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Since that time many things have happened to you. You were walking one day behind the Chartreux, when it would have been better if you had been elsewhere. Then you took with your friends a journey to the waters of Forges; they stopped on the road, but you continued yours. That is all very simple: you had business in England.”

	“Monseigneur,” said d’Artagnan, quite confused, “I went--”

	“Hunting at Windsor, or elsewhere--that concerns nobody. I know, because it is my office to know everything. On your return you were received by an august personage, and I perceive with pleasure that you preserve the souvenir she gave you.”

	D’Artagnan placed his hand upon the queen’s diamond, which he wore, and quickly turned the stone inward; but it was too late.

	“The day after that, you received a visit from Cavois,” resumed the cardinal. “He went to desire you to come to the palace. You have not returned that visit, and you were wrong.”

	“Monseigneur, I feared I had incurred disgrace with your Eminence.”

	“How could that be, monsieur? Could you incur my displeasure by having followed the orders of your superiors with more intelligence and courage than another would have done? It is the people who do not obey that I punish, and not those who, like you, obey--but too well. As a proof, remember the date of the day on which I had you bidden to come to me, and seek in your memory for what happened to you that very night.”

	That was the very evening when the abduction of Mme. Bonacieux took place. D’Artagnan trembled; and he likewise recollected that during the past half hour the poor woman had passed close to him, without doubt carried away by the same power that had caused her disappearance.

	“In short,” continued the cardinal, “as I have heard nothing of you for some time past, I wished to know what you were doing. Besides, you owe me some thanks. You must yourself have remarked how much you have been considered in all the circumstances.”

	D’Artagnan bowed with respect.

	“That,” continued the cardinal, “arose not only from a feeling of natural equity, but likewise from a plan I have marked out with respect to you.”

	D’Artagnan became more and more astonished.

	“I wished to explain this plan to you on the day you received my first invitation; but you did not come. Fortunately, nothing is lost by this delay, and you are now about to hear it. Sit down there, before me, d’Artagnan; you are gentleman enough not to listen standing.” And the cardinal pointed with his finger to a chair for the young man, who was so astonished at what was passing that he awaited a second sign from his interlocutor before he obeyed.

	“You are brave, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” continued his Eminence; “you are prudent, which is still better. I like men of head and heart. Don’t be afraid,” said he, smiling. “By men of heart I mean men of courage. But young as you are, and scarcely entering into the world, you have powerful enemies; if you do not take great heed, they will destroy you.”

	“Alas, monseigneur!” replied the young man, “very easily, no doubt, for they are strong and well supported, while I am alone.”

	“Yes, that’s true; but alone as you are, you have done much already, and will do still more, I don’t doubt. Yet you have need, I believe, to be guided in the adventurous career you have undertaken; for, if I mistake not, you came to Paris with the ambitious idea of making your fortune.”

	“I am at the age of extravagant hopes, monseigneur,” said d’Artagnan.

	“There are no extravagant hopes but for fools, monsieur, and you are a man of understanding. Now, what would you say to an ensign’s commission in my Guards, and a company after the campaign?”

	“Ah, monseigneur.”

	“You accept it, do you not?”

	“Monseigneur,” replied d’Artagnan, with an embarrassed air.

	“How? You refuse?” cried the cardinal, with astonishment.

	“I am in his Majesty’s Guards, monseigneur, and I have no reason to be dissatisfied.”

	“But it appears to me that my Guards--mine--are also his Majesty’s Guards; and whoever serves in a French corps serves the king.”

	“Monseigneur, your Eminence has ill understood my words.”

	“You want a pretext, do you not? I comprehend. Well, you have this excuse: advancement, the opening campaign, the opportunity which I offer you--so much for the world. As regards yourself, the need of protection; for it is fit you should know, Monsieur d’Artagnan, that I have received heavy and serious complaints against you. You do not consecrate your days and nights wholly to the king’s service.”

	D’Artagnan colored.

	“In fact,” said the cardinal, placing his hand upon a bundle of papers, “I have here a whole pile which concerns you. I know you to be a man of resolution; and your services, well directed, instead of leading you to ill, might be very advantageous to you. Come; reflect, and decide.”

	“Your goodness confounds me, monseigneur,” replied d’Artagnan, “and I am conscious of a greatness of soul in your Eminence that makes me mean as an earthworm; but since Monseigneur permits me to speak freely--”

	D’Artagnan paused.

	“Yes; speak.”

	“Then, I will presume to say that all my friends are in the king’s Musketeers and Guards, and that by an inconceivable fatality my enemies are in the service of your Eminence; I should, therefore, be ill received here and ill regarded there if I accepted what Monseigneur offers me.”

	“Do you happen to entertain the haughty idea that I have not yet made you an offer equal to your value?” asked the cardinal, with a smile of disdain.

	“Monseigneur, your Eminence is a hundred times too kind to me; and on the contrary, I think I have not proved myself worthy of your goodness. The siege of La Rochelle is about to be resumed, monseigneur. I shall serve under the eye of your Eminence, and if I have the good fortune to conduct myself at the siege in such a manner as merits your attention, then I shall at least leave behind me some brilliant action to justify the protection with which you honor me. Everything is best in its time, monseigneur. Hereafter, perhaps, I shall have the right of giving myself; at present I shall appear to sell myself.”

	“That is to say, you refuse to serve me, monsieur,” said the cardinal, with a tone of vexation, through which, however, might be seen a sort of esteem; “remain free, then, and guard your hatreds and your sympathies.”

	“Monseigneur--”

	“Well, well,” said the cardinal, “I don’t wish you any ill; but you must be aware that it is quite trouble enough to defend and recompense our friends. We owe nothing to our enemies; and let me give you a piece of advice; take care of yourself, Monsieur d’Artagnan, for from the moment I withdraw my hand from behind you, I would not give an obolus for your life.”

	“I will try to do so, monseigneur,” replied the Gascon, with a noble confidence.

	“Remember at a later period and at a certain moment, if any mischance should happen to you,” said Richelieu, significantly, “that it was I who came to seek you, and that I did all in my power to prevent this misfortune befalling you.”

	“I shall entertain, whatever may happen,” said d’Artagnan, placing his hand upon his breast and bowing, “an eternal gratitude toward your Eminence for that which you now do for me.”

	“Well, let it be, then, as you have said, Monsieur d’Artagnan; we shall see each other again after the campaign. I will have my eye upon you, for I shall be there,” replied the cardinal, pointing with his finger to a magnificent suit of armor he was to wear, “and on our return, well--we will settle our account!”

	“Young man,” said Richelieu, “if I shall be able to say to you at another time what I have said to you today, I promise you to do so.”

	This last expression of Richelieu’s conveyed a terrible doubt; it alarmed d’Artagnan more than a menace would have done, for it was a warning. The cardinal, then, was seeking to preserve him from some misfortune which threatened him. He opened his mouth to reply, but with a haughty gesture the cardinal dismissed him.

	D’Artagnan went out, but at the door his heart almost failed him, and he felt inclined to return. Then the noble and severe countenance of Athos crossed his mind; if he made the compact with the cardinal which he required, Athos would no more give him his hand--Athos would renounce him.

	It was this fear that restrained him, so powerful is the influence of a truly great character on all that surrounds it.

	D’Artagnan descended by the staircase at which he had entered, and found Athos and the four Musketeers waiting his appearance, and beginning to grow uneasy. With a word, d’Artagnan reassured them; and Planchet ran to inform the other sentinels that it was useless to keep guard longer, as his master had come out safe from the Palais-Cardinal.

	Returned home with Athos, Aramis and Porthos inquired eagerly the cause of the strange interview; but d’Artagnan confined himself to telling them that M. de Richelieu had sent for him to propose to him to enter into his guards with the rank of ensign, and that he had refused.

	“And you were right,” cried Aramis and Porthos, with one voice.

	Athos fell into a profound reverie and answered nothing. But when they were alone he said, “You have done that which you ought to have done, d’Artagnan; but perhaps you have been wrong.”

	D’Artagnan sighed deeply, for this voice responded to a secret voice of his soul, which told him that great misfortunes awaited him.

	The whole of the next day was spent in preparations for departure. D’Artagnan went to take leave of M. de Treville. At that time it was believed that the separation of the Musketeers and the Guards would be but momentary, the king holding his Parliament that very day and proposing to set out the day after. M. de Treville contented himself with asking d’Artagnan if he could do anything for him, but d’Artagnan answered that he was supplied with all he wanted.

	That night brought together all those comrades of the Guards of M. Dessessart and the company of Musketeers of M. de Treville who had been accustomed to associate together. They were parting to meet again when it pleased God, and if it pleased God. That night, then, was somewhat riotous, as may be imagined. In such cases extreme preoccupation is only to be combated by extreme carelessness.

	At the first sound of the morning trumpet the friends separated; the Musketeers hastening to the hotel of M. de Treville, the Guards to that of M. Dessessart. Each of the captains then led his company to the Louvre, where the king held his review.

	The king was dull and appeared ill, which detracted a little from his usual lofty bearing. In fact, the evening before, a fever had seized him in the midst of the Parliament, while he was holding his Bed of Justice. He had, not the less, decided upon setting out that same evening; and in spite of the remonstrances that had been offered to him, he persisted in having the review, hoping by setting it at defiance to conquer the disease which began to lay hold upon him.

	The review over, the Guards set forward alone on their march, the Musketeers waiting for the king, which allowed Porthos time to go and take a turn in his superb equipment in the Rue aux Ours.

	The procurator’s wife saw him pass in his new uniform and on his fine horse. She loved Porthos too dearly to allow him to part thus; she made him a sign to dismount and come to her. Porthos was magnificent; his spurs jingled, his cuirass glittered, his sword knocked proudly against his ample limbs. This time the clerks evinced no inclination to laugh, such a real ear clipper did Porthos appear.

	The Musketeer was introduced to M. Coquenard, whose little gray eyes sparkled with anger at seeing his cousin all blazing new. Nevertheless, one thing afforded him inward consolation; it was expected by everybody that the campaign would be a severe one. He whispered a hope to himself that this beloved relative might be killed in the field.

	Porthos paid his compliments to M. Coquenard and bade him farewell. M. Coquenard wished him all sorts of prosperities. As to Mme. Coquenard, she could not restrain her tears; but no evil impressions were taken from her grief as she was known to be very much attached to her relatives, about whom she was constantly having serious disputes with her husband.

	But the real adieux were made in Mme. Coquenard’s chamber; they were heartrending.

	As long as the procurator’s wife could follow him with her eyes, she waved her handkerchief to him, leaning so far out of the window as to lead people to believe she wished to precipitate herself. Porthos received all these attentions like a man accustomed to such demonstrations, only on turning the corner of the street he lifted his hat gracefully, and waved it to her as a sign of adieu.

	On his part Aramis wrote a long letter. To whom? Nobody knew. Kitty, who was to set out that evening for Tours, was waiting in the next chamber.

	Athos sipped the last bottle of his Spanish wine.

	In the meantime d’Artagnan was defiling with his company. Arriving at the Faubourg St. Antoine, he turned round to look gaily at the Bastille; but as it was the Bastille alone he looked at, he did not observe Milady, who, mounted upon a light chestnut horse, designated him with her finger to two ill-looking men who came close up to the ranks to take notice of him. To a look of interrogation which they made, Milady replied by a sign that it was he. Then, certain that there could be no mistake in the execution of her orders, she started her horse and disappeared.

	The two men followed the company, and on leaving the Faubourg St. Antoine, mounted two horses properly equipped, which a servant without livery had waiting for them.

	41 THE SEIGE OF LA ROCHELLE

	The Siege of La Rochelle was one of the great political events of the reign of Louis XIII, and one of the great military enterprises of the cardinal. It is, then, interesting and even necessary that we should say a few words about it, particularly as many details of this siege are connected in too important a manner with the story we have undertaken to relate to allow us to pass it over in silence.

	The political plans of the cardinal when he undertook this siege were extensive. Let us unfold them first, and then pass on to the private plans which perhaps had not less influence upon his Eminence than the others.

	Of the important cities given up by Henry IV to the Huguenots as places of safety, there only remained La Rochelle. It became necessary, therefore, to destroy this last bulwark of Calvinism--a dangerous leaven with which the ferments of civil revolt and foreign war were constantly mingling.

	Spaniards, Englishmen, and Italian malcontents, adventurers of all nations, and soldiers of fortune of every sect, flocked at the first summons under the standard of the Protestants, and organized themselves like a vast association, whose branches diverged freely over all parts of Europe.

	La Rochelle, which had derived a new importance from the ruin of the other Calvinist cities, was, then, the focus of dissensions and ambition. Moreover, its port was the last in the kingdom of France open to the English, and by closing it against England, our eternal enemy, the cardinal completed the work of Joan of Arc and the Duc de Guise.

	Thus Bassompierre, who was at once Protestant and Catholic--Protestant by conviction and Catholic as commander of the order of the Holy Ghost; Bassompierre, who was a German by birth and a Frenchman at heart--in short, Bassompierre, who had a distinguished command at the siege of La Rochelle, said, in charging at the head of several other Protestant nobles like himself, “You will see, gentlemen, that we shall be fools enough to take La Rochelle.”

	And Bassompierre was right. The cannonade of the Isle of Re presaged to him the dragonnades of the Cevennes; the taking of La Rochelle was the preface to the revocation of the Edict of Nantes.

	We have hinted that by the side of these views of the leveling and simplifying minister, which belong to history, the chronicler is forced to recognize the lesser motives of the amorous man and jealous rival.

	Richelieu, as everyone knows, had loved the queen. Was this love a simple political affair, or was it naturally one of those profound passions which Anne of Austria inspired in those who approached her? That we are not able to say; but at all events, we have seen, by the anterior developments of this story, that Buckingham had the advantage over him, and in two or three circumstances, particularly that of the diamond studs, had, thanks to the devotedness of the three Musketeers and the courage and conduct of d’Artagnan, cruelly mystified him.

	It was, then, Richelieu’s object, not only to get rid of an enemy of France, but to avenge himself on a rival; but this vengeance must be grand and striking and worthy in every way of a man who held in his hand, as his weapon for combat, the forces of a kingdom.

	Richelieu knew that in combating England he combated Buckingham; that in triumphing over England he triumphed over Buckingham--in short, that in humiliating England in the eyes of Europe he humiliated Buckingham in the eyes of the queen.

	On his side Buckingham, in pretending to maintain the honor of England, was moved by interests exactly like those of the cardinal. Buckingham also was pursuing a private vengeance. Buckingham could not under any pretense be admitted into France as an ambassador; he wished to enter it as a conqueror.

	It resulted from this that the real stake in this game, which two most powerful kingdoms played for the good pleasure of two amorous men, was simply a kind look from Anne of Austria.

	The first advantage had been gained by Buckingham. Arriving unexpectedly in sight of the Isle of Re with ninety vessels and nearly twenty thousand men, he had surprised the Comte de Toiras, who commanded for the king in the Isle, and he had, after a bloody conflict, effected his landing.

	Allow us to observe in passing that in this fight perished the Baron de Chantal; that the Baron de Chantal left a little orphan girl eighteen months old, and that this little girl was afterward Mme. de Sevigne.

	The Comte de Toiras retired into the citadel St. Martin with his garrison, and threw a hundred men into a little fort called the fort of La Pree.

	This event had hastened the resolutions of the cardinal; and till the king and he could take the command of the siege of La Rochelle, which was determined, he had sent Monsieur to direct the first operations, and had ordered all the troops he could dispose of to march toward the theater of war. It was of this detachment, sent as a vanguard, that our friend d’Artagnan formed a part.

	The king, as we have said, was to follow as soon as his Bed of Justice had been held; but on rising from his Bed of Justice on the twenty-eighth of June, he felt himself attacked by fever. He was, notwithstanding, anxious to set out; but his illness becoming more serious, he was forced to stop at Villeroy.

	Now, whenever the king halted, the Musketeers halted. It followed that d’Artagnan, who was as yet purely and simply in the Guards, found himself, for the time at least, separated from his good friends--Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. This separation, which was no more than an unpleasant circumstance, would have certainly become a cause of serious uneasiness if he had been able to guess by what unknown dangers he was surrounded.

	He, however, arrived without accident in the camp established before La Rochelle, on the tenth of the month of September of the year 1627.

	Everything was in the same state. The Duke of Buckingham and his English, masters of the Isle of Re, continued to besiege, but without success, the citadel St. Martin and the fort of La Pree; and hostilities with La Rochelle had commenced, two or three days before, about a fort which the Duc d’Angouleme had caused to be constructed near the city.

	The Guards, under the command of M. Dessessart, took up their quarters at the Minimes; but, as we know, d’Artagnan, possessed with ambition to enter the Musketeers, had formed but few friendships among his comrades, and he felt himself isolated and given up to his own reflections.

	His reflections were not very cheerful. From the time of his arrival in Paris, he had been mixed up with public affairs; but his own private affairs had made no great progress, either in love or fortune. As to love, the only woman he could have loved was Mme. Bonacieux; and Mme. Bonacieux had disappeared, without his being able to discover what had become of her. As to fortune, he had made--he, humble as he was--an enemy of the cardinal; that is to say, of a man before whom trembled the greatest men of the kingdom, beginning with the king.

	That man had the power to crush him, and yet he had not done so. For a mind so perspicuous as that of d’Artagnan, this indulgence was a light by which he caught a glimpse of a better future.

	Then he had made himself another enemy, less to be feared, he thought; but nevertheless, he instinctively felt, not to be despised. This enemy was Milady.

	In exchange for all this, he had acquired the protection and good will of the queen; but the favor of the queen was at the present time an additional cause of persecution, and her protection, as it was known, protected badly--as witness Chalais and Mme. Bonacieux.

	What he had clearly gained in all this was the diamond, worth five or six thousand livres, which he wore on his finger; and even this diamond--supposing that d’Artagnan, in his projects of ambition, wished to keep it, to make it someday a pledge for the gratitude of the queen--had not in the meanwhile, since he could not part with it, more value than the gravel he trod under his feet.

	We say the gravel he trod under his feet, for d’Artagnan made these reflections while walking solitarily along a pretty little road which led from the camp to the village of Angoutin. Now, these reflections had led him further than he intended, and the day was beginning to decline when, by the last ray of the setting sun, he thought he saw the barrel of a musket glitter from behind a hedge.

	D’Artagnan had a quick eye and a prompt understanding. He comprehended that the musket had not come there of itself, and that he who bore it had not concealed himself behind a hedge with any friendly intentions. He determined, therefore, to direct his course as clear from it as he could when, on the opposite side of the road, from behind a rock, he perceived the extremity of another musket.

	This was evidently an ambuscade.

	The young man cast a glance at the first musket and saw, with a certain degree of inquietude, that it was leveled in his direction; but as soon as he perceived that the orifice of the barrel was motionless, he threw himself upon the ground. At the same instant the gun was fired, and he heard the whistling of a ball pass over his head.

	No time was to be lost. D’Artagnan sprang up with a bound, and at the same instant the ball from the other musket tore up the gravel on the very spot on the road where he had thrown himself with his face to the ground.

	D’Artagnan was not one of those foolhardy men who seek a ridiculous death in order that it may be said of them that they did not retreat a single step. Besides, courage was out of the question here; d’Artagnan had fallen into an ambush.

	“If there is a third shot,” said he to himself, “I am a lost man.”

	He immediately, therefore, took to his heels and ran toward the camp, with the swiftness of the young men of his country, so renowned for their agility; but whatever might be his speed, the first who fired, having had time to reload, fired a second shot, and this time so well aimed that it struck his hat, and carried it ten paces from him.

	As he, however, had no other hat, he picked up this as he ran, and arrived at his quarters very pale and quite out of breath. He sat down without saying a word to anybody, and began to reflect.

	This event might have three causes:

	The first and the most natural was that it might be an ambuscade of the Rochellais, who might not be sorry to kill one of his Majesty’s Guards, because it would be an enemy the less, and this enemy might have a well-furnished purse in his pocket.

	D’Artagnan took his hat, examined the hole made by the ball, and shook his head. The ball was not a musket ball--it was an arquebus ball. The accuracy of the aim had first given him the idea that a special weapon had been employed. This could not, then, be a military ambuscade, as the ball was not of the regular caliber.

	This might be a kind remembrance of Monsieur the Cardinal. It may be observed that at the very moment when, thanks to the ray of the sun, he perceived the gun barrel, he was thinking with astonishment on the forbearance of his Eminence with respect to him.

	But d’Artagnan again shook his head. For people toward whom he had but to put forth his hand, his Eminence had rarely recourse to such means.

	It might be a vengeance of Milady; that was most probable.

	He tried in vain to remember the faces or dress of the assassins; he had escaped so rapidly that he had not had leisure to notice anything.

	“Ah, my poor friends!” murmured d’Artagnan; “where are you? And that you should fail me!”

	D’Artagnan passed a very bad night. Three or four times he started up, imagining that a man was approaching his bed for the purpose of stabbing him. Nevertheless, day dawned without darkness having brought any accident.

	But d’Artagnan well suspected that that which was deferred was not relinquished.

	D’Artagnan remained all day in his quarters, assigning as a reason to himself that the weather was bad.

	At nine o’clock the next morning, the drums beat to arms. The Duc d’Orleans visited the posts. The guards were under arms, and d’Artagnan took his place in the midst of his comrades.

	Monsieur passed along the front of the line; then all the superior officers approached him to pay their compliments, M. Dessessart, captain of the Guards, as well as the others.

	At the expiration of a minute or two, it appeared to d’Artagnan that M. Dessessart made him a sign to approach. He waited for a fresh gesture on the part of his superior, for fear he might be mistaken; but this gesture being repeated, he left the ranks, and advanced to receive orders.

	“Monsieur is about to ask for some men of good will for a dangerous mission, but one which will do honor to those who shall accomplish it; and I made you a sign in order that you might hold yourself in readiness.”

	“Thanks, my captain!” replied d’Artagnan, who wished for nothing better than an opportunity to distinguish himself under the eye of the lieutenant general.

	In fact the Rochellais had made a sortie during the night, and had retaken a bastion of which the royal army had gained possession two days before. The matter was to ascertain, by reconnoitering, how the enemy guarded this bastion.

	At the end of a few minutes Monsieur raised his voice, and said, “I want for this mission three or four volunteers, led by a man who can be depended upon.”

	“As to the man to be depended upon, I have him under my hand, monsieur,” said M. Dessessart, pointing to d’Artagnan; “and as to the four or five volunteers, Monsieur has but to make his intentions known, and the men will not be wanting.”

	“Four men of good will who will risk being killed with me!” said d’Artagnan, raising his sword.

	Two of his comrades of the Guards immediately sprang forward, and two other soldiers having joined them, the number was deemed sufficient. D’Artagnan declined all others, being unwilling to take the first chance from those who had the priority.

	It was not known whether, after the taking of the bastion, the Rochellais had evacuated it or left a garrison in it; the object then was to examine the place near enough to verify the reports.

	D’Artagnan set out with his four companions, and followed the trench; the two Guards marched abreast with him, and the two soldiers followed behind.

	They arrived thus, screened by the lining of the trench, till they came within a hundred paces of the bastion. There, on turning round, d’Artagnan perceived that the two soldiers had disappeared.

	He thought that, beginning to be afraid, they had stayed behind, and he continued to advance.

	At the turning of the counterscarp they found themselves within about sixty paces of the bastion. They saw no one, and the bastion seemed abandoned.

	The three composing our forlorn hope were deliberating whether they should proceed any further, when all at once a circle of smoke enveloped the giant of stone, and a dozen balls came whistling around d’Artagnan and his companions.

	They knew all they wished to know; the bastion was guarded. A longer stay in this dangerous spot would have been useless imprudence. D’Artagnan and his two companions turned their backs, and commenced a retreat which resembled a flight.

	On arriving at the angle of the trench which was to serve them as a rampart, one of the Guardsmen fell. A ball had passed through his breast. The other, who was safe and sound, continued his way toward the camp.

	D’Artagnan was not willing to abandon his companion thus, and stooped to raise him and assist him in regaining the lines; but at this moment two shots were fired. One ball struck the head of the already-wounded guard, and the other flattened itself against a rock, after having passed within two inches of d’Artagnan.

	The young man turned quickly round, for this attack could not have come from the bastion, which was hidden by the angle of the trench. The idea of the two soldiers who had abandoned him occurred to his mind, and with them he remembered the assassins of two evenings before. He resolved this time to know with whom he had to deal, and fell upon the body of his comrade as if he were dead.

	He quickly saw two heads appear above an abandoned work within thirty paces of him; they were the heads of the two soldiers. D’Artagnan had not been deceived; these two men had only followed for the purpose of assassinating him, hoping that the young man’s death would be placed to the account of the enemy.

	As he might be only wounded and might denounce their crime, they came up to him with the purpose of making sure. Fortunately, deceived by d’Artagnan’s trick, they neglected to reload their guns.

	When they were within ten paces of him, d’Artagnan, who in falling had taken care not to let go his sword, sprang up close to them.

	The assassins comprehended that if they fled toward the camp without having killed their man, they should be accused by him; therefore their first idea was to join the enemy. One of them took his gun by the barrel, and used it as he would a club. He aimed a terrible blow at d’Artagnan, who avoided it by springing to one side; but by this movement he left a passage free to the bandit, who darted off toward the bastion. As the Rochellais who guarded the bastion were ignorant of the intentions of the man they saw coming toward them, they fired upon him, and he fell, struck by a ball which broke his shoulder.

	Meantime d’Artagnan had thrown himself upon the other soldier, attacking him with his sword. The conflict was not long; the wretch had nothing to defend himself with but his discharged arquebus. The sword of the Guardsman slipped along the barrel of the now-useless weapon, and passed through the thigh of the assassin, who fell.

	D’Artagnan immediately placed the point of his sword at his throat.

	“Oh, do not kill me!” cried the bandit. “Pardon, pardon, my officer, and I will tell you all.”

	“Is your secret of enough importance to me to spare your life for it?” asked the young man, withholding his arm.

	“Yes; if you think existence worth anything to a man of twenty, as you are, and who may hope for everything, being handsome and brave, as you are.”

	“Wretch,” cried d’Artagnan, “speak quickly! Who employed you to assassinate me?”

	“A woman whom I don’t know, but who is called Milady.”

	“But if you don’t know this woman, how do you know her name?”

	“My comrade knows her, and called her so. It was with him she agreed, and not with me; he even has in his pocket a letter from that person, who attaches great importance to you, as I have heard him say.”

	“But how did you become concerned in this villainous affair?”

	“He proposed to me to undertake it with him, and I agreed.”

	“And how much did she give you for this fine enterprise?”

	“A hundred louis.”

	“Well, come!” said the young man, laughing, “she thinks I am worth something. A hundred louis? Well, that was a temptation for two wretches like you. I understand why you accepted it, and I grant you my pardon; but upon one condition.”

	“What is that?” said the soldier, uneasy at perceiving that all was not over.

	“That you will go and fetch me the letter your comrade has in his pocket.”

	“But,” cried the bandit, “that is only another way of killing me. How can I go and fetch that letter under the fire of the bastion?”

	“You must nevertheless make up your mind to go and get it, or I swear you shall die by my hand.”

	“Pardon, monsieur; pity! In the name of that young lady you love, and whom you perhaps believe dead but who is not!” cried the bandit, throwing himself upon his knees and leaning upon his hand--for he began to lose his strength with his blood.

	“And how do you know there is a young woman whom I love, and that I believed that woman dead?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“By that letter which my comrade has in his pocket.”

	“You see, then,” said d’Artagnan, “that I must have that letter. So no more delay, no more hesitation; or else whatever may be my repugnance to soiling my sword a second time with the blood of a wretch like you, I swear by my faith as an honest man--” and at these words d’Artagnan made so fierce a gesture that the wounded man sprang up.

	“Stop, stop!” cried he, regaining strength by force of terror. “I will go--I will go!”

	D’Artagnan took the soldier’s arquebus, made him go on before him, and urged him toward his companion by pricking him behind with his sword.

	It was a frightful thing to see this wretch, leaving a long track of blood on the ground he passed over, pale with approaching death, trying to drag himself along without being seen to the body of his accomplice, which lay twenty paces from him.

	Terror was so strongly painted on his face, covered with a cold sweat, that d’Artagnan took pity on him, and casting upon him a look of contempt, “Stop,” said he, “I will show you the difference between a man of courage and such a coward as you. Stay where you are; I will go myself.”

	And with a light step, an eye on the watch, observing the movements of the enemy and taking advantage of the accidents of the ground, d’Artagnan succeeded in reaching the second soldier.

	There were two means of gaining his object--to search him on the spot, or to carry him away, making a buckler of his body, and search him in the trench.

	D’Artagnan preferred the second means, and lifted the assassin onto his shoulders at the moment the enemy fired.

	A slight shock, the dull noise of three balls which penetrated the flesh, a last cry, a convulsion of agony, proved to d’Artagnan that the would-be assassin had saved his life.

	D’Artagnan regained the trench, and threw the corpse beside the wounded man, who was as pale as death.

	Then he began to search. A leather pocketbook, a purse, in which was evidently a part of the sum which the bandit had received, with a dice box and dice, completed the possessions of the dead man.

	He left the box and dice where they fell, threw the purse to the wounded man, and eagerly opened the pocketbook.

	Among some unimportant papers he found the following letter, that which he had sought at the risk of his life:

	“Since you have lost sight of that woman and she is now in safety in the convent, which you should never have allowed her to reach, try, at least, not to miss the man. If you do, you know that my hand stretches far, and that you shall pay very dearly for the hundred louis you have from me.”

	No signature. Nevertheless it was plain the letter came from Milady. He consequently kept it as a piece of evidence, and being in safety behind the angle of the trench, he began to interrogate the wounded man. He confessed that he had undertaken with his comrade--the same who was killed--to carry off a young woman who was to leave Paris by the Barriere de La Villette; but having stopped to drink at a cabaret, they had missed the carriage by ten minutes.

	“But what were you to do with that woman?” asked d’Artagnan, with anguish.

	“We were to have conveyed her to a hotel in the Place Royale,” said the wounded man.

	“Yes, yes!” murmured d’Artagnan; “that’s the place--Milady’s own residence!”

	Then the young man tremblingly comprehended what a terrible thirst for vengeance urged this woman on to destroy him, as well as all who loved him, and how well she must be acquainted with the affairs of the court, since she had discovered all. There could be no doubt she owed this information to the cardinal.

	But amid all this he perceived, with a feeling of real joy, that the queen must have discovered the prison in which poor Mme. Bonacieux was explaining her devotion, and that she had freed her from that prison; and the letter he had received from the young woman, and her passage along the road of Chaillot like an apparition, were now explained.

	Then also, as Athos had predicted, it became possible to find Mme. Bonacieux, and a convent was not impregnable.

	This idea completely restored clemency to his heart. He turned toward the wounded man, who had watched with intense anxiety all the various expressions of his countenance, and holding out his arm to him, said, “Come, I will not abandon you thus. Lean upon me, and let us return to the camp.”

	“Yes,” said the man, who could scarcely believe in such magnanimity, “but is it not to have me hanged?”

	“You have my word,” said he; “for the second time I give you your life.”

	The wounded man sank upon his knees, to again kiss the feet of his preserver; but d’Artagnan, who had no longer a motive for staying so near the enemy, abridged the testimonials of his gratitude.

	The Guardsman who had returned at the first discharge announced the death of his four companions. They were therefore much astonished and delighted in the regiment when they saw the young man come back safe and sound.

	D’Artagnan explained the sword wound of his companion by a sortie which he improvised. He described the death of the other soldier, and the perils they had encountered. This recital was for him the occasion of veritable triumph. The whole army talked of this expedition for a day, and Monsieur paid him his compliments upon it. Besides this, as every great action bears its recompense with it, the brave exploit of d’Artagnan resulted in the restoration of the tranquility he had lost. In fact, d’Artagnan believed that he might be tranquil, as one of his two enemies was killed and the other devoted to his interests.

	This tranquillity proved one thing--that d’Artagnan did not yet know Milady.

	42 THE ANJOU WINE

	After the most disheartening news of the king’s health, a report of his convalescence began to prevail in the camp; and as he was very anxious to be in person at the siege, it was said that as soon as he could mount a horse he would set forward.

	Meantime, Monsieur, who knew that from one day to the other he might expect to be removed from his command by the Duc d’Angouleme, by Bassompierre, or by Schomberg, who were all eager for his post, did but little, lost his days in wavering, and did not dare to attempt any great enterprise to drive the English from the Isle of Re, where they still besieged the citadel St. Martin and the fort of La Pree, as on their side the French were besieging La Rochelle.

	D’Artagnan, as we have said, had become more tranquil, as always happens after a past danger, particularly when the danger seems to have vanished. He only felt one uneasiness, and that was at not hearing any tidings from his friends.

	But one morning at the commencement of the month of November everything was explained to him by this letter, dated from Villeroy:

	M d’Artagnan,

	MM Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, after having had an entertainment at my house and enjoying themselves very much, created such a disturbance that the provost of the castle, a rigid man, has ordered them to be confined for some days; but I accomplish the order they have given me by forwarding to you a dozen bottles of my Anjou wine, with which they are much pleased. They are desirous that you should drink to their health in their favorite wine. I have done this, and am, monsieur, with great respect,

	Your very humble and obedient servant,

	Godeau, Purveyor of the Musketeers

	“That’s all well!” cried d’Artagnan. “They think of me in their pleasures, as I thought of them in my troubles. Well, I will certainly drink to their health with all my heart, but I will not drink alone.”

	And d’Artagnan went among those Guardsmen with whom he had formed greater intimacy than with the others, to invite them to enjoy with him this present of delicious Anjou wine which had been sent him from Villeroy.

	One of the two Guardsmen was engaged that evening, and another the next, so the meeting was fixed for the day after that.

	D’Artagnan, on his return, sent the twelve bottles of wine to the refreshment room of the Guards, with strict orders that great care should be taken of it; and then, on the day appointed, as the dinner was fixed for midday d’Artagnan sent Planchet at nine in the morning to assist in preparing everything for the entertainment.

	Planchet, very proud of being raised to the dignity of landlord, thought he would make all ready, like an intelligent man; and with this view called in the assistance of the lackey of one of his master’s guests, named Fourreau, and the false soldier who had tried to kill d’Artagnan and who, belonging to no corps, had entered into the service of d’Artagnan, or rather of Planchet, after d’Artagnan had saved his life.

	The hour of the banquet being come, the two guards arrived, took their places, and the dishes were arranged on the table. Planchet waited, towel on arm; Fourreau uncorked the bottles; and Brisemont, which was the name of the convalescent, poured the wine, which was a little shaken by its journey, carefully into decanters. Of this wine, the first bottle being a little thick at the bottom, Brisemont poured the lees into a glass, and d’Artagnan desired him to drink it, for the poor devil had not yet recovered his strength.

	The guests having eaten the soup, were about to lift the first glass of wine to their lips, when all at once the cannon sounded from Fort Louis and Fort Neuf. The Guardsmen, imagining this to be caused by some unexpected attack, either of the besieged or the English, sprang to their swords. D’Artagnan, not less forward than they, did likewise, and all ran out, in order to repair to their posts.

	But scarcely were they out of the room before they were made aware of the cause of this noise. Cries of “Live the king! Live the cardinal!” resounded on every side, and the drums were beaten in all directions.

	In short, the king, impatient, as has been said, had come by forced marches, and had that moment arrived with all his household and a reinforcement of ten thousand troops. His Musketeers proceeded and followed him. D’Artagnan, placed in line with his company, saluted with an expressive gesture his three friends, whose eyes soon discovered him, and M. de Treville, who detected him at once.

	The ceremony of reception over, the four friends were soon in one another’s arms.

	“Pardieu!” cried d’Artagnan, “you could not have arrived in better time; the dinner cannot have had time to get cold! Can it, gentlemen?” added the young man, turning to the two Guards, whom he introduced to his friends.

	“Ah, ah!” said Porthos, “it appears we are feasting!”

	“I hope,” said Aramis, “there are no women at your dinner.”

	“Is there any drinkable wine in your tavern?” asked Athos.

	“Well, pardieu! there is yours, my dear friend,” replied d’Artagnan.

	“Our wine!” said Athos, astonished.

	“Yes, that you sent me.”

	“We sent you wine?”

	“You know very well--the wine from the hills of Anjou.”

	“Yes, I know what brand you are talking about.”

	“The wine you prefer.”

	“Well, in the absence of champagne and chambertin, you must content yourselves with that.”

	“And so, connoisseurs in wine as we are, we have sent you some Anjou wine?” said Porthos.

	“Not exactly, it is the wine that was sent by your order.”

	“On our account?” said the three Musketeers.

	“Did you send this wine, Aramis?” said Athos.

	“No; and you, Porthos?”

	“No; and you, Athos?”

	“No!”

	“If it was not you, it was your purveyor,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Our purveyor!”

	“Yes, your purveyor, Godeau--the purveyor of the Musketeers.”

	“My faith! never mind where it comes from,” said Porthos, “let us taste it, and if it is good, let us drink it.”

	“No,” said Athos; “don’t let us drink wine which comes from an unknown source.”

	“You are right, Athos,” said d’Artagnan. “Did none of you charge your purveyor, Godeau, to send me some wine?”

	“No! And yet you say he has sent you some as from us?”

	“Here is his letter,” said d’Artagnan, and he presented the note to his comrades.

	“This is not his writing!” said Athos. “I am acquainted with it; before we left Villeroy I settled the accounts of the regiment.”

	“A false letter altogether,” said Porthos, “we have not been disciplined.”

	“d’Artagnan,” said Aramis, in a reproachful tone, “how could you believe that we had made a disturbance?”

	D’Artagnan grew pale, and a convulsive trembling shook all his limbs.

	“Thou alarmest me!” said Athos, who never used thee and thou but upon very particular occasions, “what has happened?”

	“Look you, my friends!” cried d’Artagnan, “a horrible suspicion crosses my mind! Can this be another vengeance of that woman?”

	It was now Athos who turned pale.

	D’Artagnan rushed toward the refreshment room, the three Musketeers and the two Guards following him.

	The first object that met the eyes of d’Artagnan on entering the room was Brisemont, stretched upon the ground and rolling in horrible convulsions.

	Planchet and Fourreau, as pale as death, were trying to give him succor; but it was plain that all assistance was useless--all the features of the dying man were distorted with agony.

	“Ah!” cried he, on perceiving d’Artagnan, “ah! this is frightful! You pretend to pardon me, and you poison me!”

	“I!” cried d’Artagnan. “I, wretch? What do you say?”

	“I say that it was you who gave me the wine; I say that it was you who desired me to drink it. I say you wished to avenge yourself on me, and I say that it is horrible!”

	“Do not think so, Brisemont,” said d’Artagnan; “do not think so. I swear to you, I protest--”

	“Oh, but God is above! God will punish you! My God, grant that he may one day suffer what I suffer!”

	“Upon the Gospel,” said d’Artagnan, throwing himself down by the dying man, “I swear to you that the wine was poisoned and that I was going to drink of it as you did.”

	“I do not believe you,” cried the soldier, and he expired amid horrible tortures.

	“Frightful! frightful!” murmured Athos, while Porthos broke the bottles and Aramis gave orders, a little too late, that a confessor should be sent for.

	“Oh, my friends,” said d’Artagnan, “you come once more to save my life, not only mine but that of these gentlemen. Gentlemen,” continued he, addressing the Guardsmen, “I request you will be silent with regard to this adventure. Great personages may have had a hand in what you have seen, and if talked about, the evil would only recoil upon us.”

	“Ah, monsieur!” stammered Planchet, more dead than alive, “ah, monsieur, what an escape I have had!”

	“How, sirrah! you were going to drink my wine?”

	“To the health of the king, monsieur; I was going to drink a small glass of it if Fourreau had not told me I was called.”

	“Alas!” said Fourreau, whose teeth chattered with terror, “I wanted to get him out of the way that I might drink myself.”

	“Gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, addressing the Guardsmen, “you may easily comprehend that such a feast can only be very dull after what has taken place; so accept my excuses, and put off the party till another day, I beg of you.”

	The two Guardsmen courteously accepted d’Artagnan’s excuses, and perceiving that the four friends desired to be alone, retired.

	When the young Guardsman and the three Musketeers were without witnesses, they looked at one another with an air which plainly expressed that each of them perceived the gravity of their situation.

	“In the first place,” said Athos, “let us leave this chamber; the dead are not agreeable company, particularly when they have died a violent death.”

	“Planchet,” said d’Artagnan, “I commit the corpse of this poor devil to your care. Let him be interred in holy ground. He committed a crime, it is true; but he repented of it.”

	And the four friends quit the room, leaving to Planchet and Fourreau the duty of paying mortuary honors to Brisemont.

	The host gave them another chamber, and served them with fresh eggs and some water, which Athos went himself to draw at the fountain. In a few words, Porthos and Aramis were posted as to the situation.

	“Well,” said d’Artagnan to Athos, “you see, my dear friend, that this is war to the death.”

	Athos shook his head.

	“Yes, yes,” replied he, “I perceive that plainly; but do you really believe it is she?”

	“I am sure of it.”

	“Nevertheless, I confess I still doubt.”

	“But the fleur-de-lis on her shoulder?”

	“She is some Englishwoman who has committed a crime in France, and has been branded in consequence.”

	“Athos, she is your wife, I tell you,” repeated d’Artagnan; “only reflect how much the two descriptions resemble each other.”

	“Yes; but I should think the other must be dead, I hanged her so effectually.”

	It was d’Artagnan who now shook his head in his turn.

	“But in either case, what is to be done?” said the young man.

	“The fact is, one cannot remain thus, with a sword hanging eternally over his head,” said Athos. “We must extricate ourselves from this position.”

	“But how?”

	“Listen! You must try to see her, and have an explanation with her. Say to her: ‘Peace or war! My word as a gentleman never to say anything of you, never to do anything against you; on your side, a solemn oath to remain neutral with respect to me. If not, I will apply to the chancellor, I will apply to the king, I will apply to the hangman, I will move the courts against you, I will denounce you as branded, I will bring you to trial; and if you are acquitted, well, by the faith of a gentleman, I will kill you at the corner of some wall, as I would a mad dog.’”

	“I like the means well enough,” said d’Artagnan, “but where and how to meet with her?”

	“Time, dear friend, time brings round opportunity; opportunity is the martingale of man. The more we have ventured the more we gain, when we know how to wait.”

	“Yes; but to wait surrounded by assassins and poisoners.”

	“Bah!” said Athos. “God has preserved us hitherto, God will preserve us still.”

	“Yes, we. Besides, we are men; and everything considered, it is our lot to risk our lives; but she,” asked he, in an undertone.

	“What she?” asked Athos.

	“Constance.”

	“Madame Bonacieux! Ah, that’s true!” said Athos. “My poor friend, I had forgotten you were in love.”

	“Well, but,” said Aramis, “have you not learned by the letter you found on the wretched corpse that she is in a convent? One may be very comfortable in a convent; and as soon as the siege of La Rochelle is terminated, I promise you on my part--”

	“Good,” cried Athos, “good! Yes, my dear Aramis, we all know that your views have a religious tendency.”

	“I am only temporarily a Musketeer,” said Aramis, humbly.

	“It is some time since we heard from his mistress,” said Athos, in a low voice. “But take no notice; we know all about that.”

	“Well,” said Porthos, “it appears to me that the means are very simple.”

	“What?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“You say she is in a convent?” replied Porthos.

	“Yes.”

	“Very well. As soon as the siege is over, we’ll carry her off from that convent.”

	“But we must first learn what convent she is in.”

	“That’s true,” said Porthos.

	“But I think I have it,” said Athos. “Don’t you say, dear d’Artagnan, that it is the queen who has made choice of the convent for her?”

	“I believe so, at least.”

	“In that case Porthos will assist us.”

	“And how so, if you please?”

	“Why, by your marchioness, your duchess, your princess. She must have a long arm.”

	“Hush!” said Porthos, placing a finger on his lips. “I believe her to be a cardinalist; she must know nothing of the matter.”

	“Then,” said Aramis, “I take upon myself to obtain intelligence of her.”

	“You, Aramis?” cried the three friends. “You! And how?”

	“By the queen’s almoner, to whom I am very intimately allied,” said Aramis, coloring.

	And on this assurance, the four friends, who had finished their modest repast, separated, with the promise of meeting again that evening. D’Artagnan returned to less important affairs, and the three Musketeers repaired to the king’s quarters, where they had to prepare their lodging.

	43 THE SIGN OF THE RED DOVECOT

	Meanwhile the king, who, with more reason than the cardinal, showed his hatred for Buckingham, although scarcely arrived was in such a haste to meet the enemy that he commanded every disposition to be made to drive the English from the Isle of Re, and afterward to press the siege of La Rochelle; but notwithstanding his earnest wish, he was delayed by the dissensions which broke out between MM Bassompierre and Schomberg, against the Duc d’Angouleme.

	MM Bassompierre and Schomberg were marshals of France, and claimed their right of commanding the army under the orders of the king; but the cardinal, who feared that Bassompierre, a Huguenot at heart, might press but feebly the English and Rochellais, his brothers in religion, supported the Duc d’Angouleme, whom the king, at his instigation, had named lieutenant general. The result was that to prevent MM Bassompierre and Schomberg from deserting the army, a separate command had to be given to each. Bassompierre took up his quarters on the north of the city, between Leu and Dompierre; the Duc d’Angouleme on the east, from Dompierre to Perigny; and M. de Schomberg on the south, from Perigny to Angoutin.

	The quarters of Monsieur were at Dompierre; the quarters of the king were sometimes at Estree, sometimes at Jarrie; the cardinal’s quarters were upon the downs, at the bridge of La Pierre, in a simple house without any entrenchment. So that Monsieur watched Bassompierre; the king, the Duc d’Angouleme; and the cardinal, M. de Schomberg.

	As soon as this organization was established, they set about driving the English from the Isle.

	The juncture was favorable. The English, who require, above everything, good living in order to be good soldiers, only eating salt meat and bad biscuit, had many invalids in their camp. Still further, the sea, very rough at this period of the year all along the sea coast, destroyed every day some little vessel; and the shore, from the point of l’Aiguillon to the trenches, was at every tide literally covered with the wrecks of pinnacles, roberges, and feluccas. The result was that even if the king’s troops remained quietly in their camp, it was evident that some day or other, Buckingham, who only continued in the Isle from obstinacy, would be obliged to raise the siege.

	But as M. de Toiras gave information that everything was preparing in the enemy’s camp for a fresh assault, the king judged that it would be best to put an end to the affair, and gave the necessary orders for a decisive action.

	As it is not our intention to give a journal of the siege, but on the contrary only to describe such of the events of it as are connected with the story we are relating, we will content ourselves with saying in two words that the expedition succeeded, to the great astonishment of the king and the great glory of the cardinal. The English, repulsed foot by foot, beaten in all encounters, and defeated in the passage of the Isle of Loie, were obliged to re-embark, leaving on the field of battle two thousand men, among whom were five colonels, three lieutenant colonels, two hundred and fifty captains, twenty gentlemen of rank, four pieces of cannon, and sixty flags, which were taken to Paris by Claude de St. Simon, and suspended with great pomp in the arches of Notre Dame.

	Te Deums were chanted in camp, and afterward throughout France.

	The cardinal was left free to carry on the siege, without having, at least at the present, anything to fear on the part of the English.

	But it must be acknowledged, this response was but momentary. An envoy of the Duke of Buckingham, named Montague, was taken, and proof was obtained of a league between the German Empire, Spain, England, and Lorraine. This league was directed against France.

	Still further, in Buckingham’s lodging, which he had been forced to abandon more precipitately than he expected, papers were found which confirmed this alliance and which, as the cardinal asserts in his memoirs, strongly compromised Mme. de Chevreuse and consequently the queen.

	It was upon the cardinal that all the responsibility fell, for one is not a despotic minister without responsibility. All, therefore, of the vast resources of his genius were at work night and day, engaged in listening to the least report heard in any of the great kingdoms of Europe.

	The cardinal was acquainted with the activity, and more particularly the hatred, of Buckingham. If the league which threatened France triumphed, all his influence would be lost. Spanish policy and Austrian policy would have their representatives in the cabinet of the Louvre, where they had as yet but partisans; and he, Richelieu--the French minister, the national minister--would be ruined. The king, even while obeying him like a child, hated him as a child hates his master, and would abandon him to the personal vengeance of Monsieur and the queen. He would then be lost, and France, perhaps, with him. All this must be prepared against.

	Courtiers, becoming every instant more numerous, succeeded one another, day and night, in the little house of the bridge of La Pierre, in which the cardinal had established his residence.

	There were monks who wore the frock with such an ill grace that it was easy to perceive they belonged to the church militant; women a little inconvenienced by their costume as pages and whose large trousers could not entirely conceal their rounded forms; and peasants with blackened hands but with fine limbs, savoring of the man of quality a league off.

	There were also less agreeable visits--for two or three times reports were spread that the cardinal had nearly been assassinated.

	It is true that the enemies of the cardinal said that it was he himself who set these bungling assassins to work, in order to have, if wanted, the right of using reprisals; but we must not believe everything ministers say, nor everything their enemies say.

	These attempts did not prevent the cardinal, to whom his most inveterate detractors have never denied personal bravery, from making nocturnal excursions, sometimes to communicate to the Duc d’Angouleme important orders, sometimes to confer with the king, and sometimes to have an interview with a messenger whom he did not wish to see at home.

	On their part the Musketeers, who had not much to do with the siege, were not under very strict orders and led a joyous life. This was the more easy for our three companions in particular; for being friends of M. de Treville, they obtained from him special permission to be absent after the closing of the camp.

	Now, one evening when d’Artagnan, who was in the trenches, was not able to accompany them, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, mounted on their battle steeds, enveloped in their war cloaks, with their hands upon their pistol butts, were returning from a drinking place called the Red Dovecot, which Athos had discovered two days before upon the route to Jarrie, following the road which led to the camp and quite on their guard, as we have stated, for fear of an ambuscade, when, about a quarter of a league from the village of Boisnau, they fancied they heard the sound of horses approaching them. They immediately all three halted, closed in, and waited, occupying the middle of the road. In an instant, and as the moon broke from behind a cloud, they saw at a turning of the road two horsemen who, on perceiving them, stopped in their turn, appearing to deliberate whether they should continue their route or go back. The hesitation created some suspicion in the three friends, and Athos, advancing a few paces in front of the others, cried in a firm voice, “Who goes there?”

	“Who goes there, yourselves?” replied one of the horsemen.

	“That is not an answer,” replied Athos. “Who goes there? Answer, or we charge.”

	“Beware of what you are about, gentlemen!” said a clear voice which seemed accustomed to command.

	“It is some superior officer making his night rounds,” said Athos. “What do you wish, gentlemen?”

	“Who are you?” said the same voice, in the same commanding tone. “Answer in your turn, or you may repent of your disobedience.”

	“King’s Musketeers,” said Athos, more and more convinced that he who interrogated them had the right to do so.

	“What company?”

	“Company of Treville.”

	“Advance, and give an account of what you are doing here at this hour.”

	The three companions advanced rather humbly--for all were now convinced that they had to do with someone more powerful than themselves--leaving Athos the post of speaker.

	One of the two riders, he who had spoken second, was ten paces in front of his companion. Athos made a sign to Porthos and Aramis also to remain in the rear, and advanced alone.

	“Your pardon, my officer,” said Athos; “but we were ignorant with whom we had to do, and you may see that we were keeping good guard.”

	“Your name?” said the officer, who covered a part of his face with his cloak.

	“But yourself, monsieur,” said Athos, who began to be annoyed by this inquisition, “give me, I beg you, the proof that you have the right to question me.”

	“Your name?” repeated the cavalier a second time, letting his cloak fall, and leaving his face uncovered.

	“Monsieur the Cardinal!” cried the stupefied Musketeer.

	“Your name?” cried his Eminence, for the third time.

	“Athos,” said the Musketeer.

	The cardinal made a sign to his attendant, who drew near. “These three Musketeers shall follow us,” said he, in an undertone. “I am not willing it should be known I have left the camp; and if they follow us we shall be certain they will tell nobody.”

	“We are gentlemen, monseigneur,” said Athos; “require our parole, and give yourself no uneasiness. Thank God, we can keep a secret.”

	The cardinal fixed his piercing eyes on this courageous speaker.

	“You have a quick ear, Monsieur Athos,” said the cardinal; “but now listen to this. It is not from mistrust that I request you to follow me, but for my security. Your companions are no doubt Messieurs Porthos and Aramis.”

	“Yes, your Eminence,” said Athos, while the two Musketeers who had remained behind advanced hat in hand.

	“I know you, gentlemen,” said the cardinal, “I know you. I know you are not quite my friends, and I am sorry you are not so; but I know you are brave and loyal gentlemen, and that confidence may be placed in you. Monsieur Athos, do me, then, the honor to accompany me; you and your two friends, and then I shall have an escort to excite envy in his Majesty, if we should meet him.”

	The three Musketeers bowed to the necks of their horses.

	“Well, upon my honor,” said Athos, “your Eminence is right in taking us with you; we have seen several ill-looking faces on the road, and we have even had a quarrel at the Red Dovecot with four of those faces.”

	“A quarrel, and what for, gentlemen?” said the cardinal; “you know I don’t like quarrelers.”

	“And that is the reason why I have the honor to inform your Eminence of what has happened; for you might learn it from others, and upon a false account believe us to be in fault.”

	“What have been the results of your quarrel?” said the cardinal, knitting his brow.

	“My friend, Aramis, here, has received a slight sword wound in the arm, but not enough to prevent him, as your Eminence may see, from mounting to the assault tomorrow, if your Eminence orders an escalade.”

	“But you are not the men to allow sword wounds to be inflicted upon you thus,” said the cardinal. “Come, be frank, gentlemen, you have settled accounts with somebody! Confess; you know I have the right of giving absolution.”

	“I, monseigneur?” said Athos. “I did not even draw my sword, but I took him who offended me round the body, and threw him out of the window. It appears that in falling,” continued Athos, with some hesitation, “he broke his thigh.”

	“Ah, ah!” said the cardinal; “and you, Monsieur Porthos?”

	“I, monseigneur, knowing that dueling is prohibited--I seized a bench, and gave one of those brigands such a blow that I believe his shoulder is broken.”

	“Very well,” said the cardinal; “and you, Monsieur Aramis?”

	“Monseigneur, being of a very mild disposition, and being, likewise, of which Monseigneur perhaps is not aware, about to enter into orders, I endeavored to appease my comrades, when one of these wretches gave me a wound with a sword, treacherously, across my left arm. Then I admit my patience failed me; I drew my sword in my turn, and as he came back to the charge, I fancied I felt that in throwing himself upon me, he let it pass through his body. I only know for a certainty that he fell; and it seemed to me that he was borne away with his two companions.”

	“The devil, gentlemen!” said the cardinal, “three men placed hors de combat in a cabaret squabble! You don’t do your work by halves. And pray what was this quarrel about?”

	“These fellows were drunk,” said Athos, “and knowing there was a lady who had arrived at the cabaret this evening, they wanted to force her door.”

	“Force her door!” said the cardinal, “and for what purpose?”

	“To do her violence, without doubt,” said Athos. “I have had the honor of informing your Eminence that these men were drunk.”

	“And was this lady young and handsome?” asked the cardinal, with a certain degree of anxiety.

	“We did not see her, monseigneur,” said Athos.

	“You did not see her? Ah, very well,” replied the cardinal, quickly. “You did well to defend the honor of a woman; and as I am going to the Red Dovecot myself, I shall know if you have told me the truth.”

	“Monseigneur,” said Athos, haughtily, “we are gentlemen, and to save our heads we would not be guilty of a falsehood.”

	“Therefore I do not doubt what you say, Monsieur Athos, I do not doubt it for a single instant; but,” added he, “to change the conversation, was this lady alone?”

	“The lady had a cavalier shut up with her,” said Athos, “but as notwithstanding the noise, this cavalier did not show himself, it is to be presumed that he is a coward.”

	“‘Judge not rashly’, says the Gospel,” replied the cardinal.

	Athos bowed.

	“And now, gentlemen, that’s well,” continued the cardinal. “I know what I wish to know; follow me.”

	The three Musketeers passed behind his Eminence, who again enveloped his face in his cloak, and put his horse in motion, keeping from eight to ten paces in advance of his four companions.

	They soon arrived at the silent, solitary inn. No doubt the host knew what illustrious visitor was expected, and had consequently sent intruders out of the way.

	Ten paces from the door the cardinal made a sign to his esquire and the three Musketeers to halt. A saddled horse was fastened to the window shutter. The cardinal knocked three times, and in a peculiar manner.

	A man, enveloped in a cloak, came out immediately, and exchanged some rapid words with the cardinal; after which he mounted his horse, and set off in the direction of Surgeres, which was likewise the way to Paris.

	“Advance, gentlemen,” said the cardinal.

	“You have told me the truth, my gentlemen,” said he, addressing the Musketeers, “and it will not be my fault if our encounter this evening be not advantageous to you. In the meantime, follow me.”

	The cardinal alighted; the three Musketeers did likewise. The cardinal threw the bridle of his horse to his esquire; the three Musketeers fastened the horses to the shutters.

	The host stood at the door. For him, the cardinal was only an officer coming to visit a lady.

	“Have you any chamber on the ground floor where these gentlemen can wait near a good fire?” said the cardinal.

	The host opened the door of a large room, in which an old stove had just been replaced by a large and excellent chimney.

	“I have this,” said he.

	“That will do,” replied the cardinal. “Enter, gentlemen, and be kind enough to wait for me; I shall not be more than half an hour.”

	And while the three Musketeers entered the ground floor room, the cardinal, without asking further information, ascended the staircase like a man who has no need of having his road pointed out to him.

	44 THE UTILITY OF STOVEPIPES

	It was evident that without suspecting it, and actuated solely by their chivalrous and adventurous character, our three friends had just rendered a service to someone the cardinal honored with his special protection.

	Now, who was that someone? That was the question the three Musketeers put to one another. Then, seeing that none of their replies could throw any light on the subject, Porthos called the host and asked for dice.

	Porthos and Aramis placed themselves at the table and began to play. Athos walked about in a contemplative mood.

	While thinking and walking, Athos passed and repassed before the pipe of the stove, broken in halves, the other extremity passing into the chamber above; and every time he passed and repassed he heard a murmur of words, which at length fixed his attention. Athos went close to it, and distinguished some words that appeared to merit so great an interest that he made a sign to his friends to be silent, remaining himself bent with his ear directed to the opening of the lower orifice.

	“Listen, Milady,” said the cardinal, “the affair is important. Sit down, and let us talk it over.”

	“Milady!” murmured Athos.

	“I listen to your Eminence with greatest attention,” replied a female voice which made the Musketeer start.

	“A small vessel with an English crew, whose captain is on my side, awaits you at the mouth of Charente, at Fort La Pointe*. He will set sail tomorrow morning.”

	*Fort La Pointe, or Fort Vasou, was not built until 1672, nearly 50 years later.

	“I must go thither tonight?”

	“Instantly! That is to say, when you have received my instructions. Two men, whom you will find at the door on going out, will serve you as escort. You will allow me to leave first; then, after half an hour, you can go away in your turn.”

	“Yes, monseigneur. Now let us return to the mission with which you wish to charge me; and as I desire to continue to merit the confidence of your Eminence, deign to unfold it to me in terms clear and precise, that I may not commit an error.”

	There was an instant of profound silence between the two interlocutors. It was evident that the cardinal was weighing beforehand the terms in which he was about to speak, and that Milady was collecting all her intellectual faculties to comprehend the things he was about to say, and to engrave them in her memory when they should be spoken.

	Athos took advantage of this moment to tell his two companions to fasten the door inside, and to make them a sign to come and listen with him.

	The two Musketeers, who loved their ease, brought a chair for each of themselves and one for Athos. All three then sat down with their heads together and their ears on the alert.

	“You will go to London,” continued the cardinal. “Arrived in London, you will seek Buckingham.”

	“I must beg your Eminence to observe,” said Milady, “that since the affair of the diamond studs, about which the duke always suspected me, his Grace distrusts me.”

	“Well, this time,” said the cardinal, “it is not necessary to steal his confidence, but to present yourself frankly and loyally as a negotiator.”

	“Frankly and loyally,” repeated Milady, with an unspeakable expression of duplicity.

	“Yes, frankly and loyally,” replied the cardinal, in the same tone. “All this negotiation must be carried on openly.”

	“I will follow your Eminence’s instructions to the letter. I only wait till you give them.”

	“You will go to Buckingham in my behalf, and you will tell him I am acquainted with all the preparations he has made; but that they give me no uneasiness, since at the first step he takes I will ruin the queen.”

	“Will he believe that your Eminence is in a position to accomplish the threat thus made?”

	“Yes; for I have the proofs.”

	“I must be able to present these proofs for his appreciation.”

	“Without doubt. And you will tell him I will publish the report of Bois-Robert and the Marquis de Beautru, upon the interview which the duke had at the residence of Madame the Constable with the queen on the evening Madame the Constable gave a masquerade. You will tell him, in order that he may not doubt, that he came there in the costume of the Great Mogul, which the Chevalier de Guise was to have worn, and that he purchased this exchange for the sum of three thousand pistoles.”

	“Well, monseigneur?”

	“All the details of his coming into and going out of the palace--on the night when he introduced himself in the character of an Italian fortune teller--you will tell him, that he may not doubt the correctness of my information; that he had under his cloak a large white robe dotted with black tears, death’s heads, and crossbones--for in case of a surprise, he was to pass for the phantom of the White Lady who, as all the world knows, appears at the Louvre every time any great event is impending.”

	“Is that all, monseigneur?”

	“Tell him also that I am acquainted with all the details of the adventure at Amiens; that I will have a little romance made of it, wittily turned, with a plan of the garden and portraits of the principal actors in that nocturnal romance.”

	“I will tell him that.”

	“Tell him further that I hold Montague in my power; that Montague is in the Bastille; that no letters were found upon him, it is true, but that torture may make him tell much of what he knows, and even what he does not know.”

	“Exactly.”

	“Then add that his Grace has, in the precipitation with which he quit the Isle of Re, forgotten and left behind him in his lodging a certain letter from Madame de Chevreuse which singularly compromises the queen, inasmuch as it proves not only that her Majesty can love the enemies of the king but that she can conspire with the enemies of France. You recollect perfectly all I have told you, do you not?”

	“Your Eminence will judge: the ball of Madame the Constable; the night at the Louvre; the evening at Amiens; the arrest of Montague; the letter of Madame de Chevreuse.”

	“That’s it,” said the cardinal, “that’s it. You have an excellent memory, Milady.”

	“But,” resumed she to whom the cardinal addressed this flattering compliment, “if, in spite of all these reasons, the duke does not give way and continues to menace France?”

	“The duke is in love to madness, or rather to folly,” replied Richelieu, with great bitterness. “Like the ancient paladins, he has only undertaken this war to obtain a look from his lady love. If he becomes certain that this war will cost the honor, and perhaps the liberty, of the lady of his thoughts, as he says, I will answer for it he will look twice.”

	“And yet,” said Milady, with a persistence that proved she wished to see clearly to the end of the mission with which she was about to be charged, “if he persists?”

	“If he persists?” said the cardinal. “That is not probable.”

	“It is possible,” said Milady.

	“If he persists--” His Eminence made a pause, and resumed: “If he persists--well, then I shall hope for one of those events which change the destinies of states.”

	“If your Eminence would quote to me some one of these events in history,” said Milady, “perhaps I should partake of your confidence as to the future.”

	“Well, here, for example,” said Richelieu: “when, in 1610, for a cause similar to that which moves the duke, King Henry IV, of glorious memory, was about, at the same time, to invade Flanders and Italy, in order to attack Austria on both sides. Well, did there not happen an event which saved Austria? Why should not the king of France have the same chance as the emperor?”

	“Your Eminence means, I presume, the knife stab in the Rue de la Feronnerie?”

	“Precisely,” said the cardinal.

	“Does not your Eminence fear that the punishment inflicted upon Ravaillac may deter anyone who might entertain the idea of imitating him?”

	“There will be, in all times and in all countries, particularly if religious divisions exist in those countries, fanatics who ask nothing better than to become martyrs. Ay, and observe--it just occurs to me that the Puritans are furious against Buckingham, and their preachers designate him as the Antichrist.”

	“Well?” said Milady.

	“Well,” continued the cardinal, in an indifferent tone, “the only thing to be sought for at this moment is some woman, handsome, young, and clever, who has cause of quarrel with the duke. The duke has had many affairs of gallantry; and if he has fostered his amours by promises of eternal constancy, he must likewise have sown the seeds of hatred by his eternal infidelities.”

	“No doubt,” said Milady, coolly, “such a woman may be found.”

	“Well, such a woman, who would place the knife of Jacques Clement or of Ravaillac in the hands of a fanatic, would save France.”

	“Yes; but she would then be the accomplice of an assassination.”

	“Were the accomplices of Ravaillac or of Jacques Clement ever known?”

	“No; for perhaps they were too high-placed for anyone to dare look for them where they were. The Palace of Justice would not be burned down for everybody, monseigneur.”

	“You think, then, that the fire at the Palace of Justice was not caused by chance?” asked Richelieu, in the tone with which he would have put a question of no importance.

	“I, monseigneur?” replied Milady. “I think nothing; I quote a fact, that is all. Only I say that if I were named Madame de Montpensier, or the Queen Marie de Medicis, I should use less precautions than I take, being simply called Milady Clarik.”

	“That is just,” said Richelieu. “What do you require, then?”

	“I require an order which would ratify beforehand all that I should think proper to do for the greatest good of France.”

	“But in the first place, this woman I have described must be found who is desirous of avenging herself upon the duke.”

	“She is found,” said Milady.

	“Then the miserable fanatic must be found who will serve as an instrument of God’s justice.”

	“He will be found.”

	“Well,” said the cardinal, “then it will be time to claim the order which you just now required.”

	“Your Eminence is right,” replied Milady; “and I have been wrong in seeing in the mission with which you honor me anything but that which it really is--that is, to announce to his Grace, on the part of your Eminence, that you are acquainted with the different disguises by means of which he succeeded in approaching the queen during the fete given by Madame the Constable; that you have proofs of the interview granted at the Louvre by the queen to a certain Italian astrologer who was no other than the Duke of Buckingham; that you have ordered a little romance of a satirical nature to be written upon the adventures of Amiens, with a plan of the gardens in which those adventures took place, and portraits of the actors who figured in them; that Montague is in the Bastille, and that the torture may make him say things he remembers, and even things he has forgotten; that you possess a certain letter from Madame de Chevreuse, found in his Grace’s lodging, which singularly compromises not only her who wrote it, but her in whose name it was written. Then, if he persists, notwithstanding all this--as that is, as I have said, the limit of my mission--I shall have nothing to do but to pray God to work a miracle for the salvation of France. That is it, is it not, monseigneur, and I shall have nothing else to do?”

	“That is it,” replied the cardinal, dryly.

	“And now,” said Milady, without appearing to remark the change of the duke’s tone toward her--“now that I have received the instructions of your Eminence as concerns your enemies, Monseigneur will permit me to say a few words to him of mine?”

	“Have you enemies, then?” asked Richelieu.

	“Yes, monseigneur, enemies against whom you owe me all your support, for I made them by serving your Eminence.”

	“Who are they?” replied the duke.

	“In the first place, there is a little intrigante named Bonacieux.”

	“She is in the prison of Nantes.”

	“That is to say, she was there,” replied Milady; “but the queen has obtained an order from the king by means of which she has been conveyed to a convent.”

	“To a convent?” said the duke.

	“Yes, to a convent.”

	“And to which?”

	“I don’t know; the secret has been well kept.”

	“But I will know!”

	“And your Eminence will tell me in what convent that woman is?”

	“I can see nothing inconvenient in that,” said the cardinal.

	“Well, now I have an enemy much more to be dreaded by me than this little Madame Bonacieux.”

	“Who is that?”

	“Her lover.”

	“What is his name?”

	“Oh, your Eminence knows him well,” cried Milady, carried away by her anger. “He is the evil genius of both of us. It is he who in an encounter with your Eminence’s Guards decided the victory in favor of the king’s Musketeers; it is he who gave three desperate wounds to de Wardes, your emissary, and who caused the affair of the diamond studs to fail; it is he who, knowing it was I who had Madame Bonacieux carried off, has sworn my death.”

	“Ah, ah!” said the cardinal, “I know of whom you speak.”

	“I mean that miserable d’Artagnan.”

	“He is a bold fellow,” said the cardinal.

	“And it is exactly because he is a bold fellow that he is the more to be feared.”

	“I must have,” said the duke, “a proof of his connection with Buckingham.”

	“A proof?” cried Milady; “I will have ten.”

	“Well, then, it becomes the simplest thing in the world; get me that proof, and I will send him to the Bastille.”

	“So far good, monseigneur; but afterwards?”

	“When once in the Bastille, there is no afterward!” said the cardinal, in a low voice. “Ah, pardieu!” continued he, “if it were as easy for me to get rid of my enemy as it is easy to get rid of yours, and if it were against such people you require impunity--”

	“Monseigneur,” replied Milady, “a fair exchange. Life for life, man for man; give me one, I will give you the other.”

	“I don’t know what you mean, nor do I even desire to know what you mean,” replied the cardinal; “but I wish to please you, and see nothing out of the way in giving you what you demand with respect to so infamous a creature--the more so as you tell me this d’Artagnan is a libertine, a duelist, and a traitor.”

	“An infamous scoundrel, monseigneur, a scoundrel!”

	“Give me paper, a quill, and some ink, then,” said the cardinal.

	“Here they are, monseigneur.”

	There was a moment of silence, which proved that the cardinal was employed in seeking the terms in which he should write the note, or else in writing it. Athos, who had not lost a word of the conversation, took his two companions by the hand, and led them to the other end of the room.

	“Well,” said Porthos, “what do you want, and why do you not let us listen to the end of the conversation?”

	“Hush!” said Athos, speaking in a low voice. “We have heard all it was necessary we should hear; besides, I don’t prevent you from listening, but I must be gone.”

	“You must be gone!” said Porthos; “and if the cardinal asks for you, what answer can we make?”

	“You will not wait till he asks; you will speak first, and tell him that I am gone on the lookout, because certain expressions of our host have given me reason to think the road is not safe. I will say two words about it to the cardinal’s esquire likewise. The rest concerns myself; don’t be uneasy about that.”

	“Be prudent, Athos,” said Aramis.

	“Be easy on that head,” replied Athos; “you know I am cool enough.”

	Porthos and Aramis resumed their places by the stovepipe.

	As to Athos, he went out without any mystery, took his horse, which was tied with those of his friends to the fastenings of the shutters, in four words convinced the attendant of the necessity of a vanguard for their return, carefully examined the priming of his pistols, drew his sword, and took, like a forlorn hope, the road to the camp.

	45 A CONJUGAL SCENE

	As Athos had foreseen, it was not long before the cardinal came down. He opened the door of the room in which the Musketeers were, and found Porthos playing an earnest game of dice with Aramis. He cast a rapid glance around the room, and perceived that one of his men was missing.

	“What has become of Monseigneur Athos?” asked he.

	“Monseigneur,” replied Porthos, “he has gone as a scout, on account of some words of our host, which made him believe the road was not safe.”

	“And you, what have you done, Monsieur Porthos?”

	“I have won five pistoles of Aramis.”

	“Well; now will you return with me?”

	“We are at your Eminence’s orders.”

	“To horse, then, gentlemen; for it is getting late.”

	The attendant was at the door, holding the cardinal’s horse by the bridle. At a short distance a group of two men and three horses appeared in the shade. These were the two men who were to conduct Milady to Fort La Pointe, and superintend her embarkation.

	The attendant confirmed to the cardinal what the two Musketeers had already said with respect to Athos. The cardinal made an approving gesture, and retraced his route with the same precautions he had used incoming.

	Let us leave him to follow the road to the camp protected by his esquire and the two Musketeers, and return to Athos.

	For a hundred paces he maintained the speed at which he started; but when out of sight he turned his horse to the right, made a circuit, and came back within twenty paces of a high hedge to watch the passage of the little troop. Having recognized the laced hats of his companions and the golden fringe of the cardinal’s cloak, he waited till the horsemen had turned the angle of the road, and having lost sight of them, he returned at a gallop to the inn, which was opened to him without hesitation.

	The host recognized him.

	“My officer,” said Athos, “has forgotten to give a piece of very important information to the lady, and has sent me back to repair his forgetfulness.”

	“Go up,” said the host; “she is still in her chamber.”

	Athos availed himself of the permission, ascended the stairs with his lightest step, gained the landing, and through the open door perceived Milady putting on her hat.

	He entered the chamber and closed the door behind him. At the noise he made in pushing the bolt, Milady turned round.

	Athos was standing before the door, enveloped in his cloak, with his hat pulled down over his eyes. On seeing this figure, mute and immovable as a statue, Milady was frightened.

	“Who are you, and what do you want?” cried she.

	“Humph,” murmured Athos, “it is certainly she!”

	And letting fall his cloak and raising his hat, he advanced toward Milady.

	“Do you know me, madame?” said he.

	Milady made one step forward, and then drew back as if she had seen a serpent.

	“So far, well,” said Athos, “I perceive you know me.”

	“The Comte de la Fere!” murmured Milady, becoming exceedingly pale, and drawing back till the wall prevented her from going any farther.

	“Yes, Milady,” replied Athos; “the Comte de la Fere in person, who comes expressly from the other world to have the pleasure of paying you a visit. Sit down, madame, and let us talk, as the cardinal said.”

	Milady, under the influence of inexpressible terror, sat down without uttering a word.

	“You certainly are a demon sent upon the earth!” said Athos. “Your power is great, I know; but you also know that with the help of God men have often conquered the most terrible demons. You have once before thrown yourself in my path. I thought I had crushed you, madame; but either I was deceived or hell has resuscitated you!”

	Milady at these words, which recalled frightful remembrances, hung down her head with a suppressed groan.

	“Yes, hell has resuscitated you,” continued Athos. “Hell has made you rich, hell has given you another name, hell has almost made you another face; but it has neither effaced the stains from your soul nor the brand from your body.”

	Milady arose as if moved by a powerful spring, and her eyes flashed lightning. Athos remained sitting.

	“You believed me to be dead, did you not, as I believed you to be? And the name of Athos as well concealed the Comte de la Fere, as the name Milady Clarik concealed Anne de Breuil. Was it not so you were called when your honored brother married us? Our position is truly a strange one,” continued Athos, laughing. “We have only lived up to the present time because we believed each other dead, and because a remembrance is less oppressive than a living creature, though a remembrance is sometimes devouring.”

	“But,” said Milady, in a hollow, faint voice, “what brings you back to me, and what do you want with me?”

	“I wish to tell you that though remaining invisible to your eyes, I have not lost sight of you.”

	“You know what I have done?”

	“I can relate to you, day by day, your actions from your entrance to the service of the cardinal to this evening.”

	A smile of incredulity passed over the pale lips of Milady.

	“Listen! It was you who cut off the two diamond studs from the shoulder of the Duke of Buckingham; it was you had the Madame Bonacieux carried off; it was you who, in love with de Wardes and thinking to pass the night with him, opened the door to Monsieur d’Artagnan; it was you who, believing that de Wardes had deceived you, wished to have him killed by his rival; it was you who, when this rival had discovered your infamous secret, wished to have him killed in his turn by two assassins, whom you sent in pursuit of him; it was you who, finding the balls had missed their mark, sent poisoned wine with a forged letter, to make your victim believe that the wine came from his friends. In short, it was you who have but now in this chamber, seated in this chair I now fill, made an engagement with Cardinal Richelieu to cause the Duke of Buckingham to be assassinated, in exchange for the promise he has made you to allow you to assassinate d’Artagnan.”

	Milady was livid.

	“You must be Satan!” cried she.

	“Perhaps,” said Athos; “But at all events listen well to this. Assassinate the Duke of Buckingham, or cause him to be assassinated--I care very little about that! I don’t know him. Besides, he is an Englishman. But do not touch with the tip of your finger a single hair of d’Artagnan, who is a faithful friend whom I love and defend, or I swear to you by the head of my father the crime which you shall have endeavored to commit, or shall have committed, shall be the last.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan has cruelly insulted me,” said Milady, in a hollow tone; “Monsieur d’Artagnan shall die!”

	“Indeed! Is it possible to insult you, madame?” said Athos, laughing; “he has insulted you, and he shall die!”

	“He shall die!” replied Milady; “she first, and he afterward.”

	Athos was seized with a kind of vertigo. The sight of this creature, who had nothing of the woman about her, recalled awful remembrances. He thought how one day, in a less dangerous situation than the one in which he was now placed, he had already endeavored to sacrifice her to his honor. His desire for blood returned, burning his brain and pervading his frame like a raging fever; he arose in his turn, reached his hand to his belt, drew forth a pistol, and cocked it.

	Milady, pale as a corpse, endeavored to cry out; but her swollen tongue could utter no more than a hoarse sound which had nothing human in it and resembled the rattle of a wild beast. Motionless against the dark tapestry, with her hair in disorder, she appeared like a horrid image of terror.

	Athos slowly raised his pistol, stretched out his arm so that the weapon almost touched Milady’s forehead, and then, in a voice the more terrible from having the supreme calmness of a fixed resolution, “Madame,” said he, “you will this instant deliver to me the paper the cardinal signed; or upon my soul, I will blow your brains out.”

	With another man, Milady might have preserved some doubt; but she knew Athos. Nevertheless, she remained motionless.

	“You have one second to decide,” said he.

	Milady saw by the contraction of his countenance that the trigger was about to be pulled; she reached her hand quickly to her bosom, drew out a paper, and held it toward Athos.

	“Take it,” said she, “and be accursed!”

	Athos took the paper, returned the pistol to his belt, approached the lamp to be assured that it was the paper, unfolded it, and read:

	“Dec. 3, 1627

	“It is by my order and for the good of the state that the bearer of this has done what he has done.

	“RICHELIEU”

	“And now,” said Athos, resuming his cloak and putting on his hat, “now that I have drawn your teeth, viper, bite if you can.”

	And he left the chamber without once looking behind him.

	At the door he found the two men and the spare horse which they held.

	“Gentlemen,” said he, “Monseigneur’s order is, you know, to conduct that woman, without losing time, to Fort La Pointe, and never to leave her till she is on board.”

	As these words agreed wholly with the order they had received, they bowed their heads in sign of assent.

	With regard to Athos, he leaped lightly into the saddle and set out at full gallop; only instead of following the road, he went across the fields, urging his horse to the utmost and stopping occasionally to listen.

	In one of those halts he heard the steps of several horses on the road. He had no doubt it was the cardinal and his escort. He immediately made a new point in advance, rubbed his horse down with some heath and leaves of trees, and placed himself across the road, about two hundred paces from the camp.

	“Who goes there?” cried he, as soon as he perceived the horsemen.

	“That is our brave Musketeer, I think,” said the cardinal.

	“Yes, monseigneur,” said Porthos, “it is he.”

	“Monsieur Athos,” said Richelieu, “receive my thanks for the good guard you have kept. Gentlemen, we are arrived; take the gate on the left. The watchword is, ‘King and Re.’”

	Saying these words, the cardinal saluted the three friends with an inclination of his head, and took the right hand, followed by his attendant--for that night he himself slept in the camp.

	“Well!” said Porthos and Aramis together, as soon as the cardinal was out of hearing, “well, he signed the paper she required!”

	“I know it,” said Athos, coolly, “since here it is.”

	And the three friends did not exchange another word till they reached their quarters, except to give the watchword to the sentinels. Only they sent Mousqueton to tell Planchet that his master was requested, the instant that he left the trenches, to come to the quarters of the Musketeers.

	Milady, as Athos had foreseen, on finding the two men that awaited her, made no difficulty in following them. She had had for an instant an inclination to be reconducted to the cardinal, and relate everything to him; but a revelation on her part would bring about a revelation on the part of Athos. She might say that Athos had hanged her; but then Athos would tell that she was branded. She thought it was best to preserve silence, to discreetly set off to accomplish her difficult mission with her usual skill; and then, all things being accomplished to the satisfaction of the cardinal, to come to him and claim her vengeance.

	In consequence, after having traveled all night, at seven o’clock she was at the fort of the Point; at eight o’clock she had embarked; and at nine, the vessel, which with letters of marque from the cardinal was supposed to be sailing for Bayonne, raised anchor, and steered its course toward England.

	46 THE BASTION SAINT-GERVAIS

	On arriving at the lodgings of his three friends, d’Artagnan found them assembled in the same chamber. Athos was meditating; Porthos was twisting his mustache; Aramis was saying his prayers in a charming little Book of Hours, bound in blue velvet.

	“Pardieu, gentlemen,” said he. “I hope what you have to tell me is worth the trouble, or else, I warn you, I will not pardon you for making me come here instead of getting a little rest after a night spent in taking and dismantling a bastion. Ah, why were you not there, gentlemen? It was warm work.”

	“We were in a place where it was not very cold,” replied Porthos, giving his mustache a twist which was peculiar to him.

	“Hush!” said Athos.

	“Oh, oh!” said d’Artagnan, comprehending the slight frown of the Musketeer. “It appears there is something fresh aboard.”

	“Aramis,” said Athos, “you went to breakfast the day before yesterday at the inn of the Parpaillot, I believe?”

	“Yes.”

	“How did you fare?”

	“For my part, I ate but little. The day before yesterday was a fish day, and they had nothing but meat.”

	“What,” said Athos, “no fish at a seaport?”

	“They say,” said Aramis, resuming his pious reading, “that the dyke which the cardinal is making drives them all out into the open sea.”

	“But that is not quite what I mean to ask you, Aramis,” replied Athos. “I want to know if you were left alone, and nobody interrupted you.”

	“Why, I think there were not many intruders. Yes, Athos, I know what you mean: we shall do very well at the Parpaillot.”

	“Let us go to the Parpaillot, then, for here the walls are like sheets of paper.”

	D’Artagnan, who was accustomed to his friend’s manner of acting, and who perceived immediately, by a word, a gesture, or a sign from him, that the circumstances were serious, took Athos’s arm, and went out without saying anything. Porthos followed, chatting with Aramis.

	On their way they met Grimaud. Athos made him a sign to come with them. Grimaud, according to custom, obeyed in silence; the poor lad had nearly come to the pass of forgetting how to speak.

	They arrived at the drinking room of the Parpaillot. It was seven o’clock in the morning, and daylight began to appear. The three friends ordered breakfast, and went into a room in which the host said they would not be disturbed.

	Unfortunately, the hour was badly chosen for a private conference. The morning drum had just been beaten; everyone shook off the drowsiness of night, and to dispel the humid morning air, came to take a drop at the inn. Dragoons, Swiss, Guardsmen, Musketeers, light-horsemen, succeeded one another with a rapidity which might answer the purpose of the host very well, but agreed badly with the views of the four friends. Thus they applied very curtly to the salutations, healths, and jokes of their companions.

	“I see how it will be,” said Athos: “we shall get into some pretty quarrel or other, and we have no need of one just now. D’Artagnan, tell us what sort of a night you have had, and we will describe ours afterward.”

	“Ah, yes,” said a light-horseman, with a glass of brandy in his hand, which he sipped slowly. “I hear you gentlemen of the Guards have been in the trenches tonight, and that you did not get much the best of the Rochellais.”

	D’Artagnan looked at Athos to know if he ought to reply to this intruder who thus mixed unasked in their conversation.

	“Well,” said Athos, “don’t you hear Monsieur de Busigny, who does you the honor to ask you a question? Relate what has passed during the night, since these gentlemen desire to know it.”

	“Have you not taken a bastion?” said a Swiss, who was drinking rum out of a beer glass.

	“Yes, monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, bowing, “we have had that honor. We even have, as you may have heard, introduced a barrel of powder under one of the angles, which in blowing up made a very pretty breach. Without reckoning that as the bastion was not built yesterday all the rest of the building was badly shaken.”

	“And what bastion is it?” asked a dragoon, with his saber run through a goose which he was taking to be cooked.

	“The bastion St. Gervais,” replied d’Artagnan, “from behind which the Rochellais annoyed our workmen.”

	“Was that affair hot?”

	“Yes, moderately so. We lost five men, and the Rochellais eight or ten.”

	“Balzempleu!” said the Swiss, who, notwithstanding the admirable collection of oaths possessed by the German language, had acquired a habit of swearing in French.

	“But it is probable,” said the light-horseman, “that they will send pioneers this morning to repair the bastion.”

	“Yes, that’s probable,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Gentlemen,” said Athos, “a wager!”

	“Ah, wooi, a vager!” cried the Swiss.

	“What is it?” said the light-horseman.

	“Stop a bit,” said the dragoon, placing his saber like a spit upon the two large iron dogs which held the firebrands in the chimney, “stop a bit, I am in it. You cursed host! a dripping pan immediately, that I may not lose a drop of the fat of this estimable bird.”

	“You was right,” said the Swiss; “goose grease is kood with basdry.”

	“There!” said the dragoon. “Now for the wager! We listen, Monsieur Athos.”

	“Yes, the wager!” said the light-horseman.

	“Well, Monsieur de Busigny, I will bet you,” said Athos, “that my three companions, Messieurs Porthos, Aramis, and d’Artagnan, and myself, will go and breakfast in the bastion St. Gervais, and we will remain there an hour, by the watch, whatever the enemy may do to dislodge us.”

	Porthos and Aramis looked at each other; they began to comprehend.

	“But,” said d’Artagnan, in the ear of Athos, “you are going to get us all killed without mercy.”

	“We are much more likely to be killed,” said Athos, “if we do not go.”

	“My faith, gentlemen,” said Porthos, turning round upon his chair and twisting his mustache, “that’s a fair bet, I hope.”

	“I take it,” said M. de Busigny; “so let us fix the stake.”

	“You are four gentlemen,” said Athos, “and we are four; an unlimited dinner for eight. Will that do?”

	“Capitally,” replied M. de Busigny.

	“Perfectly,” said the dragoon.

	“That shoots me,” said the Swiss.

	The fourth auditor, who during all this conversation had played a mute part, made a sign of the head in proof that he acquiesced in the proposition.

	“The breakfast for these gentlemen is ready,” said the host.

	“Well, bring it,” said Athos.

	The host obeyed. Athos called Grimaud, pointed to a large basket which lay in a corner, and made a sign to him to wrap the viands up in the napkins.

	Grimaud understood that it was to be a breakfast on the grass, took the basket, packed up the viands, added the bottles, and then took the basket on his arm.

	“But where are you going to eat my breakfast?” asked the host.

	“What matter, if you are paid for it?” said Athos, and he threw two pistoles majestically on the table.

	“Shall I give you the change, my officer?” said the host.

	“No, only add two bottles of champagne, and the difference will be for the napkins.”

	The host had not quite so good a bargain as he at first hoped for, but he made amends by slipping in two bottles of Anjou wine instead of two bottles of champagne.

	“Monsieur de Busigny,” said Athos, “will you be so kind as to set your watch with mine, or permit me to regulate mine by yours?”

	“Which you please, monsieur!” said the light-horseman, drawing from his fob a very handsome watch, studded with diamonds; “half past seven.”

	“Thirty-five minutes after seven,” said Athos, “by which you perceive I am five minutes faster than you.”

	And bowing to all the astonished persons present, the young men took the road to the bastion St. Gervais, followed by Grimaud, who carried the basket, ignorant of where he was going but in the passive obedience which Athos had taught him not even thinking of asking.

	As long as they were within the circle of the camp, the four friends did not exchange one word; besides, they were followed by the curious, who, hearing of the wager, were anxious to know how they would come out of it. But when once they passed the line of circumvallation and found themselves in the open plain, d’Artagnan, who was completely ignorant of what was going forward, thought it was time to demand an explanation.

	“And now, my dear Athos,” said he, “do me the kindness to tell me where we are going?”

	“Why, you see plainly enough we are going to the bastion.”

	“But what are we going to do there?”

	“You know well that we go to breakfast there.”

	“But why did we not breakfast at the Parpaillot?”

	“Because we have very important matters to communicate to one another, and it was impossible to talk five minutes in that inn without being annoyed by all those importunate fellows, who keep coming in, saluting you, and addressing you. Here at least,” said Athos, pointing to the bastion, “they will not come and disturb us.”

	“It appears to me,” said d’Artagnan, with that prudence which allied itself in him so naturally with excessive bravery, “that we could have found some retired place on the downs or the seashore.”

	“Where we should have been seen all four conferring together, so that at the end of a quarter of an hour the cardinal would have been informed by his spies that we were holding a council.”

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “Athos is right: ANIMADVERTUNTUR IN DESERTIS.”

	“A desert would not have been amiss,” said Porthos; “but it behooved us to find it.”

	“There is no desert where a bird cannot pass over one’s head, where a fish cannot leap out of the water, where a rabbit cannot come out of its burrow, and I believe that bird, fish, and rabbit each becomes a spy of the cardinal. Better, then, pursue our enterprise; from which, besides, we cannot retreat without shame. We have made a wager--a wager which could not have been foreseen, and of which I defy anyone to divine the true cause. We are going, in order to win it, to remain an hour in the bastion. Either we shall be attacked, or not. If we are not, we shall have all the time to talk, and nobody will hear us--for I guarantee the walls of the bastion have no ears; if we are, we will talk of our affairs just the same. Moreover, in defending ourselves, we shall cover ourselves with glory. You see that everything is to our advantage.”

	“Yes,” said d’Artagnan; “but we shall indubitably attract a ball.”

	“Well, my dear,” replied Athos, “you know well that the balls most to be dreaded are not from the enemy.”

	“But for such an expedition we surely ought to have brought our muskets.”

	“You are stupid, friend Porthos. Why should we load ourselves with a useless burden?”

	“I don’t find a good musket, twelve cartridges, and a powder flask very useless in the face of an enemy.”

	“Well,” replied Athos, “have you not heard what d’Artagnan said?”

	“What did he say?” demanded Porthos.

	“d’Artagnan said that in the attack of last night eight or ten Frenchmen were killed, and as many Rochellais.”

	“What then?”

	“The bodies were not plundered, were they? It appears the conquerors had something else to do.”

	“Well?”

	“Well, we shall find their muskets, their cartridges, and their flasks; and instead of four musketoons and twelve balls, we shall have fifteen guns and a hundred charges to fire.”

	“Oh, Athos!” said Aramis, “truly you are a great man.”

	Porthos nodded in sign of agreement. D’Artagnan alone did not seem convinced.

	Grimaud no doubt shared the misgivings of the young man, for seeing that they continued to advance toward the bastion--something he had till then doubted--he pulled his master by the skirt of his coat.

	“Where are we going?” asked he, by a gesture.

	Athos pointed to the bastion.

	“But,” said Grimaud, in the same silent dialect, “we shall leave our skins there.”

	Athos raised his eyes and his finger toward heaven.

	Grimaud put his basket on the ground and sat down with a shake of the head.

	Athos took a pistol from his belt, looked to see if it was properly primed, cocked it, and placed the muzzle close to Grimaud’s ear.

	Grimaud was on his legs again as if by a spring. Athos then made him a sign to take up his basket and to walk on first. Grimaud obeyed. All that Grimaud gained by this momentary pantomime was to pass from the rear guard to the vanguard.

	Arrived at the bastion, the four friends turned round.

	More than three hundred soldiers of all kinds were assembled at the gate of the camp; and in a separate group might be distinguished M. de Busigny, the dragoon, the Swiss, and the fourth bettor.

	Athos took off his hat, placed it on the end of his sword, and waved it in the air.

	All the spectators returned him his salute, accompanying this courtesy with a loud hurrah which was audible to the four; after which all four disappeared in the bastion, whither Grimaud had preceded them.

	47 THE COUNCIL OF THE MUSKETEERS

	As Athos had foreseen, the bastion was only occupied by a dozen corpses, French and Rochellais.

	“Gentlemen,” said Athos, who had assumed the command of the expedition, “while Grimaud spreads the table, let us begin by collecting the guns and cartridges together. We can talk while performing that necessary task. These gentlemen,” added he, pointing to the bodies, “cannot hear us.”

	“But we could throw them into the ditch,” said Porthos, “after having assured ourselves they have nothing in their pockets.”

	“Yes,” said Athos, “that’s Grimaud’s business.”

	“Well, then,” cried d’Artagnan, “pray let Grimaud search them and throw them over the walls.”

	“Heaven forfend!” said Athos; “they may serve us.”

	“These bodies serve us?” said Porthos. “You are mad, dear friend.”

	“Judge not rashly, say the gospel and the cardinal,” replied Athos. “How many guns, gentlemen?”

	“Twelve,” replied Aramis.

	“How many shots?”

	“A hundred.”

	“That’s quite as many as we shall want. Let us load the guns.”

	The four Musketeers went to work; and as they were loading the last musket Grimaud announced that the breakfast was ready.

	Athos replied, always by gestures, that that was well, and indicated to Grimaud, by pointing to a turret that resembled a pepper caster, that he was to stand as sentinel. Only, to alleviate the tediousness of the duty, Athos allowed him to take a loaf, two cutlets, and a bottle of wine.

	“And now to table,” said Athos.

	The four friends seated themselves on the ground with their legs crossed like Turks, or even tailors.

	“And now,” said d’Artagnan, “as there is no longer any fear of being overheard, I hope you are going to let me into your secret.”

	“I hope at the same time to procure you amusement and glory, gentlemen,” said Athos. “I have induced you to take a charming promenade; here is a delicious breakfast; and yonder are five hundred persons, as you may see through the loopholes, taking us for heroes or madmen--two classes of imbeciles greatly resembling each other.”

	“But the secret!” said d’Artagnan.

	“The secret is,” said Athos, “that I saw Milady last night.”

	D’Artagnan was lifting a glass to his lips; but at the name of Milady, his hand trembled so, that he was obliged to put the glass on the ground again for fear of spilling the contents.”

	“You saw your wi--”

	“Hush!” interrupted Athos. “You forget, my dear, you forget that these gentlemen are not initiated into my family affairs like yourself. I have seen Milady.”

	“Where?” demanded d’Artagnan.

	“Within two leagues of this place, at the inn of the Red Dovecot.”

	“In that case I am lost,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Not so bad yet,” replied Athos; “for by this time she must have quit the shores of France.”

	D’Artagnan breathed again.

	“But after all,” asked Porthos, “who is Milady?”

	“A charming woman!” said Athos, sipping a glass of sparkling wine. “Villainous host!” cried he, “he has given us Anjou wine instead of champagne, and fancies we know no better! Yes,” continued he, “a charming woman, who entertained kind views toward our friend d’Artagnan, who, on his part, has given her some offense for which she tried to revenge herself a month ago by having him killed by two musket shots, a week ago by trying to poison him, and yesterday by demanding his head of the cardinal.”

	“What! by demanding my head of the cardinal?” cried d’Artagnan, pale with terror.

	“Yes, that is true as the Gospel,” said Porthos; “I heard her with my own ears.”

	“I also,” said Aramis.

	“Then,” said d’Artagnan, letting his arm fall with discouragement, “it is useless to struggle longer. I may as well blow my brains out, and all will be over.”

	“That’s the last folly to be committed,” said Athos, “seeing it is the only one for which there is no remedy.”

	“But I can never escape,” said d’Artagnan, “with such enemies. First, my stranger of Meung; then de Wardes, to whom I have given three sword wounds; next Milady, whose secret I have discovered; finally, the cardinal, whose vengeance I have balked.”

	“Well,” said Athos, “that only makes four; and we are four--one for one. Pardieu! if we may believe the signs Grimaud is making, we are about to have to do with a very different number of people. What is it, Grimaud? Considering the gravity of the occasion, I permit you to speak, my friend; but be laconic, I beg. What do you see?”

	“A troop.”

	“Of how many persons?”

	“Twenty men.”

	“What sort of men?”

	“Sixteen pioneers, four soldiers.”

	“How far distant?”

	“Five hundred paces.”

	“Good! We have just time to finish this fowl and to drink one glass of wine to your health, d’Artagnan.”

	“To your health!” repeated Porthos and Aramis.

	“Well, then, to my health! although I am very much afraid that your good wishes will not be of great service to me.”

	“Bah!” said Athos, “God is great, as say the followers of Mohammed, and the future is in his hands.”

	Then, swallowing the contents of his glass, which he put down close to him, Athos arose carelessly, took the musket next to him, and drew near to one of the loopholes.

	Porthos, Aramis and d’Artagnan followed his example. As to Grimaud, he received orders to place himself behind the four friends in order to reload their weapons.

	“Pardieu!” said Athos, “it was hardly worth while to distribute ourselves for twenty fellows armed with pickaxes, mattocks, and shovels. Grimaud had only to make them a sign to go away, and I am convinced they would have left us in peace.”

	“I doubt that,” replied d’Artagnan, “for they are advancing very resolutely. Besides, in addition to the pioneers, there are four soldiers and a brigadier, armed with muskets.”

	“That’s because they don’t see us,” said Athos.

	“My faith,” said Aramis, “I must confess I feel a great repugnance to fire on these poor devils of civilians.”

	“He is a bad priest,” said Porthos, “who has pity for heretics.”

	“In truth,” said Athos, “Aramis is right. I will warn them.”

	“What the devil are you going to do?” cried d’Artagnan, “you will be shot.”

	But Athos heeded not his advice. Mounting on the breach, with his musket in one hand and his hat in the other, he said, bowing courteously and addressing the soldiers and the pioneers, who, astonished at this apparition, stopped fifty paces from the bastion: “Gentlemen, a few friends and myself are about to breakfast in this bastion. Now, you know nothing is more disagreeable than being disturbed when one is at breakfast. We request you, then, if you really have business here, to wait till we have finished our repast, or to come again a short time hence; unless, which would be far better, you form the salutary resolution to quit the side of the rebels, and come and drink with us to the health of the King of France.”

	“Take care, Athos!” cried d’Artagnan; “don’t you see they are aiming?”

	“Yes, yes,” said Athos; “but they are only civilians--very bad marksmen, who will be sure not to hit me.”

	In fact, at the same instant four shots were fired, and the balls were flattened against the wall around Athos, but not one touched him.

	Four shots replied to them almost instantaneously, but much better aimed than those of the aggressors; three soldiers fell dead, and one of the pioneers was wounded.

	“Grimaud,” said Athos, still on the breach, “another musket!”

	Grimaud immediately obeyed. On their part, the three friends had reloaded their arms; a second discharge followed the first. The brigadier and two pioneers fell dead; the rest of the troop took to flight.

	“Now, gentlemen, a sortie!” cried Athos.

	And the four friends rushed out of the fort, gained the field of battle, picked up the four muskets of the privates and the half-pike of the brigadier, and convinced that the fugitives would not stop till they reached the city, turned again toward the bastion, bearing with them the trophies of their victory.

	“Reload the muskets, Grimaud,” said Athos, “and we, gentlemen, will go on with our breakfast, and resume our conversation. Where were we?”

	“I recollect you were saying,” said d’Artagnan, “that after having demanded my head of the cardinal, Milady had quit the shores of France. Whither goes she?” added he, strongly interested in the route Milady followed.

	“She goes into England,” said Athos.

	“With what view?”

	“With the view of assassinating, or causing to be assassinated, the Duke of Buckingham.”

	D’Artagnan uttered an exclamation of surprise and indignation.

	“But this is infamous!” cried he.

	“As to that,” said Athos, “I beg you to believe that I care very little about it. Now you have done, Grimaud, take our brigadier’s half-pike, tie a napkin to it, and plant it on top of our bastion, that these rebels of Rochellais may see that they have to deal with brave and loyal soldiers of the king.”

	Grimaud obeyed without replying. An instant afterward, the white flag was floating over the heads of the four friends. A thunder of applause saluted its appearance; half the camp was at the barrier.

	“How?” replied d’Artagnan, “you care little if she kills Buckingham or causes him to be killed? But the duke is our friend.”

	“The duke is English; the duke fights against us. Let her do what she likes with the duke; I care no more about him than an empty bottle.” And Athos threw fifteen paces from him an empty bottle from which he had poured the last drop into his glass.

	“A moment,” said d’Artagnan. “I will not abandon Buckingham thus. He gave us some very fine horses.”

	“And moreover, very handsome saddles,” said Porthos, who at the moment wore on his cloak the lace of his own.

	“Besides,” said Aramis, “God desires the conversion and not the death of a sinner.”

	“Amen!” said Athos, “and we will return to that subject later, if such be your pleasure; but what for the moment engaged my attention most earnestly, and I am sure you will understand me, d’Artagnan, was the getting from this woman a kind of carte blanche which she had extorted from the cardinal, and by means of which she could with impunity get rid of you and perhaps of us.”

	“But this creature must be a demon!” said Porthos, holding out his plate to Aramis, who was cutting up a fowl.

	“And this carte blanche,” said d’Artagnan, “this carte blanche, does it remain in her hands?”

	“No, it passed into mine; I will not say without trouble, for if I did I should tell a lie.”

	“My dear Athos, I shall no longer count the number of times I am indebted to you for my life.”

	“Then it was to go to her that you left us?” said Aramis.

	“Exactly.”

	“And you have that letter of the cardinal?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Here it is,” said Athos; and he took the invaluable paper from the pocket of his uniform. D’Artagnan unfolded it with one hand, whose trembling he did not even attempt to conceal, to read:

	“Dec. 3, 1627

	“It is by my order and for the good of the state that the bearer of this has done what he has done.

	“RICHELIEU”

	“In fact,” said Aramis, “it is an absolution according to rule.”

	“That paper must be torn to pieces,” said d’Artagnan, who fancied he read in it his sentence of death.

	“On the contrary,” said Athos, “it must be preserved carefully. I would not give up this paper if covered with as many gold pieces.”

	“And what will she do now?” asked the young man.

	“Why,” replied Athos, carelessly, “she is probably going to write to the cardinal that a damned Musketeer, named Athos, has taken her safe-conduct from her by force; she will advise him in the same letter to get rid of his two friends, Aramis and Porthos, at the same time. The cardinal will remember that these are the same men who have often crossed his path; and then some fine morning he will arrest d’Artagnan, and for fear he should feel lonely, he will send us to keep him company in the Bastille.”

	“Go to! It appears to me you make dull jokes, my dear,” said Porthos.

	“I do not jest,” said Athos.

	“Do you know,” said Porthos, “that to twist that damned Milady’s neck would be a smaller sin than to twist those of these poor devils of Huguenots, who have committed no other crime than singing in French the psalms we sing in Latin?”

	“What says the abbe?” asked Athos, quietly.

	“I say I am entirely of Porthos’s opinion,” replied Aramis.

	“And I, too,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Fortunately, she is far off,” said Porthos, “for I confess she would worry me if she were here.”

	“She worries me in England as well as in France,” said Athos.

	“She worries me everywhere,” said d’Artagnan.

	“But when you held her in your power, why did you not drown her, strangle her, hang her?” said Porthos. “It is only the dead who do not return.”

	“You think so, Porthos?” replied the Musketeer, with a sad smile which d’Artagnan alone understood.

	“I have an idea,” said d’Artagnan.

	“What is it?” said the Musketeers.

	“To arms!” cried Grimaud.

	The young men sprang up, and seized their muskets.

	This time a small troop advanced, consisting of from twenty to twenty-five men; but they were not pioneers, they were soldiers of the garrison.

	“Shall we return to the camp?” said Porthos. “I don’t think the sides are equal.”

	“Impossible, for three reasons,” replied Athos. “The first, that we have not finished breakfast; the second, that we still have some very important things to say; and the third, that it yet wants ten minutes before the lapse of the hour.”

	“Well, then,” said Aramis, “we must form a plan of battle.”

	“That’s very simple,” replied Athos. “As soon as the enemy are within musket shot, we must fire upon them. If they continue to advance, we must fire again. We must fire as long as we have loaded guns. If those who remain of the troop persist in coming to the assault, we will allow the besiegers to get as far as the ditch, and then we will push down upon their heads that strip of wall which keeps its perpendicular by a miracle.”

	
“Bravo!” cried Porthos. “Decidedly, Athos, you were born to be a general, and the cardinal, who fancies himself a great soldier, is nothing beside you.”

	“Gentlemen,” said Athos, “no divided attention, I beg; let each one pick out his man.”

	“I cover mine,” said d’Artagnan.

	“And I mine,” said Porthos.

	“And I mine,” said Aramis.

	“Fire, then,” said Athos.

	The four muskets made but one report, but four men fell.

	The drum immediately beat, and the little troop advanced at charging pace.

	Then the shots were repeated without regularity, but always aimed with the same accuracy. Nevertheless, as if they had been aware of the numerical weakness of the friends, the Rochellais continued to advance in quick time.

	With every three shots at least two men fell; but the march of those who remained was not slackened.

	Arrived at the foot of the bastion, there were still more than a dozen of the enemy. A last discharge welcomed them, but did not stop them; they jumped into the ditch, and prepared to scale the breach.

	“Now, my friends,” said Athos, “finish them at a blow. To the wall; to the wall!”

	And the four friends, seconded by Grimaud, pushed with the barrels of their muskets an enormous sheet of the wall, which bent as if pushed by the wind, and detaching itself from its base, fell with a horrible crash into the ditch. Then a fearful crash was heard; a cloud of dust mounted toward the sky--and all was over!

	“Can we have destroyed them all, from the first to the last?” said Athos.

	“My faith, it appears so!” said d’Artagnan.

	“No,” cried Porthos; “there go three or four, limping away.”

	In fact, three or four of these unfortunate men, covered with dirt and blood, fled along the hollow way, and at length regained the city. These were all who were left of the little troop.

	Athos looked at his watch.

	“Gentlemen,” said he, “we have been here an hour, and our wager is won; but we will be fair players. Besides, d’Artagnan has not told us his idea yet.”

	And the Musketeer, with his usual coolness, reseated himself before the remains of the breakfast.

	“My idea?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Yes; you said you had an idea,” said Athos.

	“Oh, I remember,” said d’Artagnan. “Well, I will go to England a second time; I will go and find Buckingham.”

	“You shall not do that, d’Artagnan,” said Athos, coolly.

	“And why not? Have I not been there once?”

	“Yes; but at that period we were not at war. At that period Buckingham was an ally, and not an enemy. What you would now do amounts to treason.”

	D’Artagnan perceived the force of this reasoning, and was silent.

	“But,” said Porthos, “I think I have an idea, in my turn.”

	“Silence for Monsieur Porthos’s idea!” said Aramis.

	“I will ask leave of absence of Monsieur de Treville, on some pretext or other which you must invent; I am not very clever at pretexts. Milady does not know me; I will get access to her without her suspecting me, and when I catch my beauty, I will strangle her.”

	“Well,” replied Athos, “I am not far from approving the idea of Monsieur Porthos.”

	“For shame!” said Aramis. “Kill a woman? No, listen to me; I have the true idea.”

	“Let us see your idea, Aramis,” said Athos, who felt much deference for the young Musketeer.

	“We must inform the queen.”

	“Ah, my faith, yes!” said Porthos and d’Artagnan, at the same time; “we are coming nearer to it now.”

	“Inform the queen!” said Athos; “and how? Have we relations with the court? Could we send anyone to Paris without its being known in the camp? From here to Paris it is a hundred and forty leagues; before our letter was at Angers we should be in a dungeon.”

	“As to remitting a letter with safety to her Majesty,” said Aramis, coloring, “I will take that upon myself. I know a clever person at Tours--”

	Aramis stopped on seeing Athos smile.

	“Well, do you not adopt this means, Athos?” said d’Artagnan.

	“I do not reject it altogether,” said Athos; “but I wish to remind Aramis that he cannot quit the camp, and that nobody but one of ourselves is trustworthy; that two hours after the messenger has set out, all the Capuchins, all the police, all the black caps of the cardinal, will know your letter by heart, and you and your clever person will be arrested.”

	“Without reckoning,” objected Porthos, “that the queen would save Monsieur de Buckingham, but would take no heed of us.”

	“Gentlemen,” said d’Artagnan, “what Porthos says is full of sense.”

	“Ah, ah! but what’s going on in the city yonder?” said Athos.

	“They are beating the general alarm.”

	The four friends listened, and the sound of the drum plainly reached them.

	“You see, they are going to send a whole regiment against us,” said Athos.

	“You don’t think of holding out against a whole regiment, do you?” said Porthos.

	“Why not?” said the Musketeer. “I feel myself quite in a humor for it; and I would hold out before an army if we had taken the precaution to bring a dozen more bottles of wine.”

	“Upon my word, the drum draws near,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Let it come,” said Athos. “It is a quarter of an hour’s journey from here to the city, consequently a quarter of an hour’s journey from the city to hither. That is more than time enough for us to devise a plan. If we go from this place we shall never find another so suitable. Ah, stop! I have it, gentlemen; the right idea has just occurred to me.”

	“Tell us.”

	“Allow me to give Grimaud some indispensable orders.”

	Athos made a sign for his lackey to approach.

	“Grimaud,” said Athos, pointing to the bodies which lay under the wall of the bastion, “take those gentlemen, set them up against the wall, put their hats upon their heads, and their guns in their hands.”

	“Oh, the great man!” cried d’Artagnan. “I comprehend now.”

	“You comprehend?” said Porthos.

	“And do you comprehend, Grimaud?” said Aramis.

	Grimaud made a sign in the affirmative.

	“That’s all that is necessary,” said Athos; “now for my idea.”

	“I should like, however, to comprehend,” said Porthos.

	“That is useless.”

	“Yes, yes! Athos’s idea!” cried Aramis and d’Artagnan, at the same time.

	“This Milady, this woman, this creature, this demon, has a brother-in-law, as I think you told me, d’Artagnan?”

	“Yes, I know him very well; and I also believe that he has not a very warm affection for his sister-in-law.”

	“There is no harm in that. If he detested her, it would be all the better,” replied Athos.

	“In that case we are as well off as we wish.”

	“And yet,” said Porthos, “I would like to know what Grimaud is about.”

	“Silence, Porthos!” said Aramis.

	“What is her brother-in-law’s name?”

	“Lord de Winter.”

	“Where is he now?”

	“He returned to London at the first sound of war.”

	“Well, there’s just the man we want,” said Athos. “It is he whom we must warn. We will have him informed that his sister-in-law is on the point of having someone assassinated, and beg him not to lose sight of her. There is in London, I hope, some establishment like that of the Magdalens, or of the Repentant Daughters. He must place his sister in one of these, and we shall be in peace.”

	“Yes,” said d’Artagnan, “till she comes out.”

	“Ah, my faith!” said Athos, “you require too much, d’Artagnan. I have given you all I have, and I beg leave to tell you that this is the bottom of my sack.”

	“But I think it would be still better,” said Aramis, “to inform the queen and Lord de Winter at the same time.”

	“Yes; but who is to carry the letter to Tours, and who to London?”

	“I answer for Bazin,” said Aramis.

	“And I for Planchet,” said d’Artagnan.

	“Ay,” said Porthos, “if we cannot leave the camp, our lackeys may.”

	“To be sure they may; and this very day we will write the letters,” said Aramis. “Give the lackeys money, and they will start.”

	“We will give them money?” replied Athos. “Have you any money?”

	The four friends looked at one another, and a cloud came over the brows which but lately had been so cheerful.

	“Look out!” cried d’Artagnan, “I see black points and red points moving yonder. Why did you talk of a regiment, Athos? It is a veritable army!”

	“My faith, yes,” said Athos; “there they are. See the sneaks come, without drum or trumpet. Ah, ah! have you finished, Grimaud?”

	Grimaud made a sign in the affirmative, and pointed to a dozen bodies which he had set up in the most picturesque attitudes. Some carried arms, others seemed to be taking aim, and the remainder appeared merely to be sword in hand.

	“Bravo!” said Athos; “that does honor to your imagination.”

	“All very well,” said Porthos, “but I should like to understand.”

	“Let us decamp first, and you will understand afterward.”

	“A moment, gentlemen, a moment; give Grimaud time to clear away the breakfast.”

	“Ah, ah!” said Aramis, “the black points and the red points are visibly enlarging. I am of d’Artagnan’s opinion; we have no time to lose in regaining our camp.”

	“My faith,” said Athos, “I have nothing to say against a retreat. We bet upon one hour, and we have stayed an hour and a half. Nothing can be said; let us be off, gentlemen, let us be off!”

	Grimaud was already ahead, with the basket and the dessert. The four friends followed, ten paces behind him.

	“What the devil shall we do now, gentlemen?” cried Athos.

	“Have you forgotten anything?” said Aramis.

	“The white flag, morbleu! We must not leave a flag in the hands of the enemy, even if that flag be but a napkin.”

	And Athos ran back to the bastion, mounted the platform, and bore off the flag; but as the Rochellais had arrived within musket range, they opened a terrible fire upon this man, who appeared to expose himself for pleasure’s sake.

	But Athos might be said to bear a charmed life. The balls passed and whistled all around him; not one struck him.

	Athos waved his flag, turning his back on the guards of the city, and saluting those of the camp. On both sides loud cries arose--on the one side cries of anger, on the other cries of enthusiasm.

	A second discharge followed the first, and three balls, by passing through it, made the napkin really a flag. Cries were heard from the camp, “Come down! come down!”

	Athos came down; his friends, who anxiously awaited him, saw him returned with joy.

	“Come along, Athos, come along!” cried d’Artagnan; “now we have found everything except money, it would be stupid to be killed.”

	But Athos continued to march majestically, whatever remarks his companions made; and they, finding their remarks useless, regulated their pace by his.

	Grimaud and his basket were far in advance, out of the range of the balls.

	At the end of an instant they heard a furious fusillade.

	“What’s that?” asked Porthos, “what are they firing at now? I hear no balls whistle, and I see nobody!”

	“They are firing at the corpses,” replied Athos.

	“But the dead cannot return their fire.”

	“Certainly not! They will then fancy it is an ambuscade, they will deliberate; and by the time they have found out the pleasantry, we shall be out of the range of their balls. That renders it useless to get a pleurisy by too much haste.”

	“Oh, I comprehend now,” said the astonished Porthos.

	“That’s lucky,” said Athos, shrugging his shoulders.

	On their part, the French, on seeing the four friends return at such a step, uttered cries of enthusiasm.

	At length a fresh discharge was heard, and this time the balls came rattling among the stones around the four friends, and whistling sharply in their ears. The Rochellais had at last taken possession of the bastion.

	“These Rochellais are bungling fellows,” said Athos; “how many have we killed of them--a dozen?”

	“Or fifteen.”

	“How many did we crush under the wall?”

	“Eight or ten.”

	“And in exchange for all that not even a scratch! Ah, but what is the matter with your hand, d’Artagnan? It bleeds, seemingly.”

	“Oh, it’s nothing,” said d’Artagnan.

	“A spent ball?”

	“Not even that.”

	“What is it, then?”

	We have said that Athos loved d’Artagnan like a child, and this somber and inflexible personage felt the anxiety of a parent for the young man.

	“Only grazed a little,” replied d’Artagnan; “my fingers were caught between two stones--that of the wall and that of my ring--and the skin was broken.”

	“That comes of wearing diamonds, my master,” said Athos, disdainfully.

	“Ah, to be sure,” cried Porthos, “there is a diamond. Why the devil, then, do we plague ourselves about money, when there is a diamond?”

	“Stop a bit!” said Aramis.

	“Well thought of, Porthos; this time you have an idea.”

	“Undoubtedly,” said Porthos, drawing himself up at Athos’s compliment; “as there is a diamond, let us sell it.”

	“But,” said d’Artagnan, “it is the queen’s diamond.”

	“The stronger reason why it should be sold,” replied Athos. “The queen saving Monsieur de Buckingham, her lover; nothing more just. The queen saving us, her friends; nothing more moral. Let us sell the diamond. What says Monsieur the Abbe? I don’t ask Porthos; his opinion has been given.”

	“Why, I think,” said Aramis, blushing as usual, “that his ring not coming from a mistress, and consequently not being a love token, d’Artagnan may sell it.”

	“My dear Aramis, you speak like theology personified. Your advice, then, is--”

	“To sell the diamond,” replied Aramis.

	“Well, then,” said d’Artagnan, gaily, “let us sell the diamond, and say no more about it.”

	The fusillade continued; but the four friends were out of reach, and the Rochellais only fired to appease their consciences.

	“My faith, it was time that idea came into Porthos’s head. Here we are at the camp; therefore, gentlemen, not a word more of this affair. We are observed; they are coming to meet us. We shall be carried in triumph.”

	In fact, as we have said, the whole camp was in motion. More than two thousand persons had assisted, as at a spectacle, in this fortunate but wild undertaking of the four friends--an undertaking of which they were far from suspecting the real motive. Nothing was heard but cries of “Live the Musketeers! Live the Guards!” M. de Busigny was the first to come and shake Athos by the hand, and acknowledge that the wager was lost. The dragoon and the Swiss followed him, and all their comrades followed the dragoon and the Swiss. There was nothing but felicitations, pressures of the hand, and embraces; there was no end to the inextinguishable laughter at the Rochellais. The tumult at length became so great that the cardinal fancied there must be some riot, and sent La Houdiniere, his captain of the Guards, to inquire what was going on.

	The affair was described to the messenger with all the effervescence of enthusiasm.

	“Well?” asked the cardinal, on seeing La Houdiniere return.

	“Well, monseigneur,” replied the latter, “three Musketeers and a Guardsman laid a wager with Monsieur de Busigny that they would go and breakfast in the bastion St. Gervais; and while breakfasting they held it for two hours against the enemy, and have killed I don’t know how many Rochellais.”

	“Did you inquire the names of those three Musketeers?”

	“Yes, monseigneur.”

	“What are their names?”

	“Messieurs Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.”

	“Still my three brave fellows!” murmured the cardinal. “And the Guardsman?”

	“d’Artagnan.”

	“Still my young scapegrace. Positively, these four men must be on my side.”

	The same evening the cardinal spoke to M. de Treville of the exploit of the morning, which was the talk of the whole camp. M. de Treville, who had received the account of the adventure from the mouths of the heroes of it, related it in all its details to his Eminence, not forgetting the episode of the napkin.

	“That’s well, Monsieur de Treville,” said the cardinal; “pray let that napkin be sent to me. I will have three fleur-de-lis embroidered on it in gold, and will give it to your company as a standard.”

	“Monseigneur,” said M. de Treville, “that will be unjust to the Guardsmen. Monsieur d’Artagnan is not with me; he serves under Monsieur Dessessart.”

	“Well, then, take him,” said the cardinal; “when four men are so much attached to one another, it is only fair that they should serve in the same company.”

	That same evening M. de Treville announced this good news to the three Musketeers and d’Artagnan, inviting all four to breakfast with him next morning.

	D’Artagnan was beside himself with joy. We know that the dream of his life had been to become a Musketeer. The three friends were likewise greatly delighted.

	“My faith,” said d’Artagnan to Athos, “you had a triumphant idea! As you said, we have acquired glory, and were enabled to carry on a conversation of the highest importance.”

	“Which we can resume now without anybody suspecting us, for, with the help of God, we shall henceforth pass for cardinalists.”

	That evening d’Artagnan went to present his respects to M. Dessessart, and inform him of his promotion.

	M Dessessart, who esteemed d’Artagnan, made him offers of help, as this change would entail expenses for equipment.

	D’Artagnan refused; but thinking the opportunity a good one, he begged him to have the diamond he put into his hand valued, as he wished to turn it into money.

	The next day, M. Dessessart’s valet came to d’Artagnan’s lodging, and gave him a bag containing seven thousand livres.

	This was the price of the queen’s diamond.

	48 A FAMILY AFFAIR

	Athos had invented the phrase, family affair. A family affair was not subject to the investigation of the cardinal; a family affair concerned nobody. People might employ themselves in a family affair before all the world. Therefore Athos had invented the phrase, family affair.

	Aramis had discovered the idea, the lackeys.

	Porthos had discovered the means, the diamond.

	D’Artagnan alone had discovered nothing--he, ordinarily the most inventive of the four; but it must be also said that the very name of Milady paralyzed him.

	Ah! no, we were mistaken; he had discovered a purchaser for his diamond.

	The breakfast at M. de Treville’s was as gay and cheerful as possible. D’Artagnan already wore his uniform--for being nearly of the same size as Aramis, and as Aramis was so liberally paid by the publisher who purchased his poem as to allow him to buy everything double, he sold his friend a complete outfit.

	D’Artagnan would have been at the height of his wishes if he had not constantly seen Milady like a dark cloud hovering in the horizon.

	After breakfast, it was agreed that they should meet again in the evening at Athos’s lodging, and there finish their plans.

	D’Artagnan passed the day in exhibiting his Musketeer’s uniform in every street of the camp.

	In the evening, at the appointed hour, the four friends met. There only remained three things to decide--what they should write to Milady’s brother; what they should write to the clever person at Tours; and which should be the lackeys to carry the letters.

	Everyone offered his own. Athos talked of the discretion of Grimaud, who never spoke a word but when his master unlocked his mouth. Porthos boasted of the strength of Mousqueton, who was big enough to thrash four men of ordinary size. Aramis, confiding in the address of Bazin, made a pompous eulogium on his candidate. Finally, d’Artagnan had entire faith in the bravery of Planchet, and reminded them of the manner in which he had conducted himself in the ticklish affair of Boulogne.

	These four virtues disputed the prize for a length of time, and gave birth to magnificent speeches which we do not repeat here for fear they should be deemed too long.

	“Unfortunately,” said Athos, “he whom we send must possess in himself alone the four qualities united.”

	“But where is such a lackey to be found?”

	“Not to be found!” cried Athos. “I know it well, so take Grimaud.”

	“Take Mousqueton.”

	“Take Bazin.”

	“Take Planchet. Planchet is brave and shrewd; they are two qualities out of the four.”

	“Gentlemen,” said Aramis, “the principal question is not to know which of our four lackeys is the most discreet, the most strong, the most clever, or the most brave; the principal thing is to know which loves money the best.”

	“What Aramis says is very sensible,” replied Athos; “we must speculate upon the faults of people, and not upon their virtues. Monsieur Abbe, you are a great moralist.”

	“Doubtless,” said Aramis, “for we not only require to be well served in order to succeed, but moreover, not to fail; for in case of failure, heads are in question, not for our lackeys--”

	“Speak lower, Aramis,” said Athos.

	“That’s wise--not for the lackeys,” resumed Aramis, “but for the master--for the masters, we may say. Are our lackeys sufficiently devoted to us to risk their lives for us? No.”

	“My faith,” said d’Artagnan. “I would almost answer for Planchet.”

	“Well, my dear friend, add to his natural devotedness a good sum of money, and then, instead of answering for him once, answer for him twice.”

	“Why, good God! you will be deceived just the same,” said Athos, who was an optimist when things were concerned, and a pessimist when men were in question. “They will promise everything for the sake of the money, and on the road fear will prevent them from acting. Once taken, they will be pressed; when pressed, they will confess everything. What the devil! we are not children. To reach England”--Athos lowered his voice--“all France, covered with spies and creatures of the cardinal, must be crossed. A passport for embarkation must be obtained; and the party must be acquainted with English in order to ask the way to London. Really, I think the thing very difficult.”

	“Not at all,” cried d’Artagnan, who was anxious the matter should be accomplished; “on the contrary, I think it very easy. It would be, no doubt, parbleu, if we write to Lord de Winter about affairs of vast importance, of the horrors of the cardinal--”

	“Speak lower!” said Athos.

	“--of intrigues and secrets of state,” continued d’Artagnan, complying with the recommendation. “There can be no doubt we would all be broken on the wheel; but for God’s sake, do not forget, as you yourself said, Athos, that we only write to him concerning a family affair; that we only write to him to entreat that as soon as Milady arrives in London he will put it out of her power to injure us. I will write to him, then, nearly in these terms.”

	“Let us see,” said Athos, assuming in advance a critical look.

	“Monsieur and dear friend--”

	“Ah, yes! Dear friend to an Englishman,” interrupted Athos; “well commenced! Bravo, d’Artagnan! Only with that word you would be quartered instead of being broken on the wheel.”

	“Well, perhaps. I will say, then, Monsieur, quite short.”

	“You may even say, My Lord,” replied Athos, who stickled for propriety.

	“My Lord, do you remember the little goat pasture of the Luxembourg?”

	“Good, the Luxembourg! One might believe this is an allusion to the queen-mother! That’s ingenious,” said Athos.

	“Well, then, we will put simply, My Lord, do you remember a certain little enclosure where your life was spared?”

	“My dear d’Artagnan, you will never make anything but a very bad secretary. Where your life was spared! For shame! that’s unworthy. A man of spirit is not to be reminded of such services. A benefit reproached is an offense committed.”

	“The devil!” said d’Artagnan, “you are insupportable. If the letter must be written under your censure, my faith, I renounce the task.”

	“And you will do right. Handle the musket and the sword, my dear fellow. You will come off splendidly at those two exercises; but pass the pen over to Monsieur Abbe. That’s his province.”

	“Ay, ay!” said Porthos; “pass the pen to Aramis, who writes theses in Latin.”

	“Well, so be it,” said d’Artagnan. “Draw up this note for us, Aramis; but by our Holy Father the Pope, cut it short, for I shall prune you in my turn, I warn you.”

	“I ask no better,” said Aramis, with that ingenious air of confidence which every poet has in himself; “but let me be properly acquainted with the subject. I have heard here and there that this sister-in-law was a hussy. I have obtained proof of it by listening to her conversation with the cardinal.”

	“Lower! SACRE BLEU!” said Athos.

	“But,” continued Aramis, “the details escape me.”

	“And me also,” said Porthos.

	D’Artagnan and Athos looked at each other for some time in silence. At length Athos, after serious reflection and becoming more pale than usual, made a sign of assent to d’Artagnan, who by it understood he was at liberty to speak.

	“Well, this is what you have to say,” said d’Artagnan: “My Lord, your sister-in-law is an infamous woman, who wished to have you killed that she might inherit your wealth; but she could not marry your brother, being already married in France, and having been--” d’Artagnan stopped, as if seeking for the word, and looked at Athos.

	“Repudiated by her husband,” said Athos.

	“Because she had been branded,” continued d’Artagnan.

	“Bah!” cried Porthos. “Impossible! What do you say--that she wanted to have her brother-in-law killed?”

	“Yes.”

	“She was married?” asked Aramis.

	“Yes.”

	“And her husband found out that she had a fleur-de-lis on her shoulder?” cried Porthos.

	“Yes.”

	These three yeses had been pronounced by Athos, each with a sadder intonation.

	“And who has seen this fleur-de-lis?” inquired Aramis.

	“d’Artagnan and I. Or rather, to observe the chronological order, I and d’Artagnan,” replied Athos.

	“And does the husband of this frightful creature still live?” said Aramis.

	“He still lives.”

	“Are you quite sure of it?”

	“I am he.”

	There was a moment of cold silence, during which everyone was affected according to his nature.

	“This time,” said Athos, first breaking the silence, “d’Artagnan has given us an excellent program, and the letter must be written at once.”

	“The devil! You are right, Athos,” said Aramis; “and it is a rather difficult matter. The chancellor himself would be puzzled how to write such a letter, and yet the chancellor draws up an official report very readily. Never mind! Be silent, I will write.”

	Aramis accordingly took the quill, reflected for a few moments, wrote eight or ten lines in a charming little female hand, and then with a voice soft and slow, as if each word had been scrupulously weighed, he read the following:

	“My Lord, The person who writes these few lines had the honor of crossing swords with you in the little enclosure of the Rue d’Enfer. As you have several times since declared yourself the friend of that person, he thinks it his duty to respond to that friendship by sending you important information. Twice you have nearly been the victim of a near relative, whom you believe to be your heir because you are ignorant that before she contracted a marriage in England she was already married in France. But the third time, which is the present, you may succumb. Your relative left La Rochelle for England during the night. Watch her arrival, for she has great and terrible projects. If you require to know positively what she is capable of, read her past history on her left shoulder.”

	“Well, now that will do wonderfully well,” said Athos. “My dear Aramis, you have the pen of a secretary of state. Lord de Winter will now be upon his guard if the letter should reach him; and even if it should fall into the hands of the cardinal, we shall not be compromised. But as the lackey who goes may make us believe he has been to London and may stop at Chatellerault, let us give him only half the sum promised him, with the letter, with an agreement that he shall have the other half in exchange for the reply. Have you the diamond?” continued Athos.

	“I have what is still better. I have the price;” and d’Artagnan threw the bag upon the table. At the sound of the gold Aramis raised his eyes and Porthos started. As to Athos, he remained unmoved.

	“How much in that little bag?”

	“Seven thousand livres, in louis of twelve francs.”

	“Seven thousand livres!” cried Porthos. “That poor little diamond was worth seven thousand livres?”

	“It appears so,” said Athos, “since here they are. I don’t suppose that our friend d’Artagnan has added any of his own to the amount.”

	“But, gentlemen, in all this,” said d’Artagnan, “we do not think of the queen. Let us take some heed of the welfare of her dear Buckingham. That is the least we owe her.”

	“That’s true,” said Athos; “but that concerns Aramis.”

	“Well,” replied the latter, blushing, “what must I say?”

	“Oh, that’s simple enough!” replied Athos. “Write a second letter for that clever personage who lives at Tours.”

	Aramis resumed his pen, reflected a little, and wrote the following lines, which he immediately submitted to the approbation of his friends.

	“My dear cousin.”

	“Ah, ah!” said Athos. “This clever person is your relative, then?”

	“Cousin-german.”

	“Go on, to your cousin, then!”

	Aramis continued:

	“My dear Cousin, His Eminence, the cardinal, whom God preserve for the happiness of France and the confusion of the enemies of the kingdom, is on the point of putting an end to the hectic rebellion of La Rochelle. It is probable that the succor of the English fleet will never even arrive in sight of the place. I will even venture to say that I am certain M. de Buckingham will be prevented from setting out by some great event. His Eminence is the most illustrious politician of times past, of times present, and probably of times to come. He would extinguish the sun if the sun incommoded him. Give these happy tidings to your sister, my dear cousin. I have dreamed that the unlucky Englishman was dead. I cannot recollect whether it was by steel or by poison; only of this I am sure, I have dreamed he was dead, and you know my dreams never deceive me. Be assured, then, of seeing me soon return.”

	“Capital!” cried Athos; “you are the king of poets, my dear Aramis. You speak like the Apocalypse, and you are as true as the Gospel. There is nothing now to do but to put the address to this letter.”

	“That is easily done,” said Aramis.

	He folded the letter fancifully, and took up his pen and wrote:

	“To Mlle. Michon, seamstress, Tours.”

	The three friends looked at one another and laughed; they were caught.

	“Now,” said Aramis, “you will please to understand, gentlemen, that Bazin alone can carry this letter to Tours. My cousin knows nobody but Bazin, and places confidence in nobody but him; any other person would fail. Besides, Bazin is ambitious and learned; Bazin has read history, gentlemen, he knows that Sixtus the Fifth became Pope after having kept pigs. Well, as he means to enter the Church at the same time as myself, he does not despair of becoming Pope in his turn, or at least a cardinal. You can understand that a man who has such views will never allow himself to be taken, or if taken, will undergo martyrdom rather than speak.”

	“Very well,” said d’Artagnan, “I consent to Bazin with all my heart, but grant me Planchet. Milady had him one day turned out of doors, with sundry blows of a good stick to accelerate his motions. Now, Planchet has an excellent memory; and I will be bound that sooner than relinquish any possible means of vengeance, he will allow himself to be beaten to death. If your arrangements at Tours are your arrangements, Aramis, those of London are mine. I request, then, that Planchet may be chosen, more particularly as he has already been to London with me, and knows how to speak correctly: London, sir, if you please, and my master, Lord d’Artagnan. With that you may be satisfied he can make his way, both going and returning.”

	“In that case,” said Athos, “Planchet must receive seven hundred livres for going, and seven hundred livres for coming back; and Bazin, three hundred livres for going, and three hundred livres for returning--that will reduce the sum to five thousand livres. We will each take a thousand livres to be employed as seems good, and we will leave a fund of a thousand livres under the guardianship of Monsieur Abbe here, for extraordinary occasions or common wants. Will that do?”

	“My dear Athos,” said Aramis, “you speak like Nestor, who was, as everyone knows, the wisest among the Greeks.”

	“Well, then,” said Athos, “it is agreed. Planchet and Bazin shall go. Everything considered, I am not sorry to retain Grimaud; he is accustomed to my ways, and I am particular. Yesterday’s affair must have shaken him a little; his voyage would upset him quite.”

	Planchet was sent for, and instructions were given him. The matter had been named to him by d’Artagnan, who in the first place pointed out the money to him, then the glory, and then the danger.

	“I will carry the letter in the lining of my coat,” said Planchet; “and if I am taken I will swallow it.”

	“Well, but then you will not be able to fulfill your commission,” said d’Artagnan.

	“You will give me a copy this evening, which I shall know by heart tomorrow.”

	D’Artagnan looked at his friends, as if to say, “Well, what did I tell you?”

	“Now,” continued he, addressing Planchet, “you have eight days to get an interview with Lord de Winter; you have eight days to return--in all sixteen days. If, on the sixteenth day after your departure, at eight o’clock in the evening you are not here, no money--even if it be but five minutes past eight.”

	“Then, monsieur,” said Planchet, “you must buy me a watch.”

	“Take this,” said Athos, with his usual careless generosity, giving him his own, “and be a good lad. Remember, if you talk, if you babble, if you get drunk, you risk your master’s head, who has so much confidence in your fidelity, and who answers for you. But remember, also, that if by your fault any evil happens to d’Artagnan, I will find you, wherever you may be, for the purpose of ripping up your belly.”

	“Oh, monsieur!” said Planchet, humiliated by the suspicion, and moreover, terrified at the calm air of the Musketeer.

	“And I,” said Porthos, rolling his large eyes, “remember, I will skin you alive.”

	“Ah, monsieur!”

	“And I,” said Aramis, with his soft, melodius voice, “remember that I will roast you at a slow fire, like a savage.”

	“Ah, monsieur!”

	Planchet began to weep. We will not venture to say whether it was from terror created by the threats or from tenderness at seeing four friends so closely united.

	D’Artagnan took his hand. “See, Planchet,” said he, “these gentlemen only say this out of affection for me, but at bottom they all like you.”

	“Ah, monsieur,” said Planchet, “I will succeed or I will consent to be cut in quarters; and if they do cut me in quarters, be assured that not a morsel of me will speak.”

	It was decided that Planchet should set out the next day, at eight o’clock in the morning, in order, as he had said, that he might during the night learn the letter by heart. He gained just twelve hours by this engagement; he was to be back on the sixteenth day, by eight o’clock in the evening.

	In the morning, as he was mounting his horse, d’Artagnan, who felt at the bottom of his heart a partiality for the duke, took Planchet aside.

	“Listen,” said he to him. “When you have given the letter to Lord de Winter and he has read it, you will further say to him: Watch over his Grace Lord Buckingham, for they wish to assassinate him. But this, Planchet, is so serious and important that I have not informed my friends that I would entrust this secret to you; and for a captain’s commission I would not write it.”

	“Be satisfied, monsieur,” said Planchet, “you shall see if confidence can be placed in me.”

	Mounted on an excellent horse, which he was to leave at the end of twenty leagues in order to take the post, Planchet set off at a gallop, his spirits a little depressed by the triple promise made him by the Musketeers, but otherwise as light-hearted as possible.

	Bazin set out the next day for Tours, and was allowed eight days for performing his commission.

	The four friends, during the period of these two absences, had, as may well be supposed, the eye on the watch, the nose to the wind, and the ear on the hark. Their days were passed in endeavoring to catch all that was said, in observing the proceeding of the cardinal, and in looking out for all the couriers who arrived. More than once an involuntary trembling seized them when called upon for some unexpected service. They had, besides, to look constantly to their own proper safety; Milady was a phantom which, when it had once appeared to people, did not allow them to sleep very quietly.

	On the morning of the eighth day, Bazin, fresh as ever, and smiling, according to custom, entered the cabaret of the Parpaillot as the four friends were sitting down to breakfast, saying, as had been agreed upon: “Monsieur Aramis, the answer from your cousin.”

	The four friends exchanged a joyful glance; half of the work was done. It is true, however, that it was the shorter and easier part.

	Aramis, blushing in spite of himself, took the letter, which was in a large, coarse hand and not particular for its orthography.

	“Good God!” cried he, laughing, “I quite despair of my poor Michon; she will never write like Monsieur de Voiture.”

	“What does you mean by boor Michon?” said the Swiss, who was chatting with the four friends when the letter came.

	“Oh, pardieu, less than nothing,” said Aramis; “a charming little seamstress, whom I love dearly and from whose hand I requested a few lines as a sort of keepsake.”

	“The duvil!” said the Swiss, “if she is as great a lady as her writing is large, you are a lucky fellow, gomrade!”

	Aramis read the letter, and passed it to Athos.

	“See what she writes to me, Athos,” said he.

	Athos cast a glance over the epistle, and to disperse all the suspicions that might have been created, read aloud:

	“My cousin,

	“My sister and I are skillful in interpreting dreams, and even entertain great fear of them; but of yours it may be said, I hope, every dream is an illusion. Adieu! Take care of yourself, and act so that we may from time to time hear you spoken of.

	“MARIE MICHON”

	“And what dream does she mean?” asked the dragoon, who had approached during the reading.

	“Yez; what’s the dream?” said the Swiss.

	“Well, pardieu!” said Aramis, “it was only this: I had a dream, and I related it to her.”

	“Yez, yez,” said the Swiss; “it’s simple enough to dell a dream, but I neffer dream.”

	“You are very fortunate,” said Athos, rising; “I wish I could say as much!”

	“Neffer,” replied the Swiss, enchanted that a man like Athos could envy him anything. “Neffer, neffer!”

	D’Artagnan, seeing Athos rise, did likewise, took his arm, and went out.

	Porthos and Aramis remained behind to encounter the jokes of the dragoon and the Swiss.

	As to Bazin, he went and lay down on a truss of straw; and as he had more imagination than the Swiss, he dreamed that Aramis, having become pope, adorned his head with a cardinal’s hat.

	But, as we have said, Bazin had not, by his fortunate return, removed more than a part of the uneasiness which weighed upon the four friends. The days of expectation are long, and d’Artagnan, in particular, would have wagered that the days were forty-four hours. He forgot the necessary slowness of navigation; he exaggerated to himself the power of Milady. He credited this woman, who appeared to him the equal of a demon, with agents as supernatural as herself; at the least noise, he imagined himself about to be arrested, and that Planchet was being brought back to be confronted with himself and his friends. Still further, his confidence in the worthy Picard, at one time so great, diminished day by day. This anxiety became so great that it even extended to Aramis and Porthos. Athos alone remained unmoved, as if no danger hovered over him, and as if he breathed his customary atmosphere.

	On the sixteenth day, in particular, these signs were so strong in d’Artagnan and his two friends that they could not remain quiet in one place, and wandered about like ghosts on the road by which Planchet was expected.

	“Really,” said Athos to them, “you are not men but children, to let a woman terrify you so! And what does it amount to, after all? To be imprisoned. Well, but we should be taken out of prison; Madame Bonacieux was released. To be decapitated? Why, every day in the trenches we go cheerfully to expose ourselves to worse than that--for a bullet may break a leg, and I am convinced a surgeon would give us more pain in cutting off a thigh than an executioner in cutting off a head. Wait quietly, then; in two hours, in four, in six hours at latest, Planchet will be here. He promised to be here, and I have very great faith in Planchet, who appears to me to be a very good lad.”

	“But if he does not come?” said d’Artagnan.

	“Well, if he does not come, it will be because he has been delayed, that’s all. He may have fallen from his horse, he may have cut a caper from the deck; he may have traveled so fast against the wind as to have brought on a violent catarrh. Eh, gentlemen, let us reckon upon accidents! Life is a chaplet of little miseries which the philosopher counts with a smile. Be philosophers, as I am, gentlemen; sit down at the table and let us drink. Nothing makes the future look so bright as surveying it through a glass of chambertin.”

	“That’s all very well,” replied d’Artagnan; “but I am tired of fearing when I open a fresh bottle that the wine may come from the cellar of Milady.”

	“You are very fastidious,” said Athos; “such a beautiful woman!”

	“A woman of mark!” said Porthos, with his loud laugh.

	Athos started, passed his hand over his brow to remove the drops of perspiration that burst forth, and rose in his turn with a nervous movement he could not repress.

	The day, however, passed away; and the evening came on slowly, but finally it came. The bars were filled with drinkers. Athos, who had pocketed his share of the diamond, seldom quit the Parpaillot. He had found in M. de Busigny, who, by the by, had given them a magnificent dinner, a partner worthy of his company. They were playing together, as usual, when seven o’clock sounded; the patrol was heard passing to double the posts. At half past seven the retreat was sounded.

	“We are lost,” said d’Artagnan, in the ear of Athos.

	“You mean to say we have lost,” said Athos, quietly, drawing four pistoles from his pocket and throwing them upon the table. “Come, gentlemen,” said he, “they are beating the tattoo. Let us to bed!”

	And Athos went out of the Parpaillot, followed by d’Artagnan. Aramis came behind, giving his arm to Porthos. Aramis mumbled verses to himself, and Porthos from time to time pulled a hair or two from his mustache, in sign of despair.

	But all at once a shadow appeared in the darkness the outline of which was familiar to d’Artagnan, and a well-known voice said, “Monsieur, I have brought your cloak; it is chilly this evening.”

	“Planchet!” cried d’Artagnan, beside himself with joy.

	“Planchet!” repeated Aramis and Porthos.

	“Well, yes, Planchet, to be sure,” said Athos, “what is there so astonishing in that? He promised to be back by eight o’clock, and eight is striking. Bravo, Planchet, you are a lad of your word, and if ever you leave your master, I will promise you a place in my service.”

	“Oh, no, never,” said Planchet, “I will never leave Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	At the same time d’Artagnan felt that Planchet slipped a note into his hand.

	D’Artagnan felt a strong inclination to embrace Planchet as he had embraced him on his departure; but he feared lest this mark of affection, bestowed upon his lackey in the open street, might appear extraordinary to passers-by, and he restrained himself.

	“I have the note,” said he to Athos and to his friends.

	“That’s well,” said Athos, “let us go home and read it.”

	The note burned the hand of d’Artagnan. He wished to hasten their steps; but Athos took his arm and passed it under his own, and the young man was forced to regulate his pace by that of his friend.

	At length they reached the tent, lit a lamp, and while Planchet stood at the entrance that the four friends might not be surprised, d’Artagnan, with a trembling hand, broke the seal and opened the so anxiously expected letter.

	It contained half a line, in a hand perfectly British, and with a conciseness as perfectly Spartan:

	Thank you; be easy.

	d’Artagnan translated this for the others.

	Athos took the letter from the hands of d’Artagnan, approached the lamp, set fire to the paper, and did not let go till it was reduced to a cinder.

	Then, calling Planchet, he said, “Now, my lad, you may claim your seven hundred livres, but you did not run much risk with such a note as that.”

	“I am not to blame for having tried every means to compress it,” said Planchet.

	“Well!” cried d’Artagnan, “tell us all about it.”

	“Dame, that’s a long job, monsieur.”

	“You are right, Planchet,” said Athos; “besides, the tattoo has been sounded, and we should be observed if we kept a light burning much longer than the others.”

	“So be it,” said d’Artagnan. “Go to bed, Planchet, and sleep soundly.”

	“My faith, monsieur! that will be the first time I have done so for sixteen days.”

	“And me, too!” said d’Artagnan.

	“And me, too!” said Porthos.

	“And me, too!” said Aramis.

	“Well, if you will have the truth, and me, too!” said Athos.

	49 FATALITY

	Meantime Milady, drunk with passion, roaring on the deck like a lioness that has been embarked, had been tempted to throw herself into the sea that she might regain the coast, for she could not get rid of the thought that she had been insulted by d’Artagnan, threatened by Athos, and that she had quit France without being revenged on them. This idea soon became so insupportable to her that at the risk of whatever terrible consequences might result to herself from it, she implored the captain to put her on shore; but the captain, eager to escape from his false position--placed between French and English cruisers, like the bat between the mice and the birds--was in great haste to regain England, and positively refused to obey what he took for a woman’s caprice, promising his passenger, who had been particularly recommended to him by the cardinal, to land her, if the sea and the French permitted him, at one of the ports of Brittany, either at Lorient or Brest. But the wind was contrary, the sea bad; they tacked and kept offshore. Nine days after leaving the Charente, pale with fatigue and vexation, Milady saw only the blue coasts of Finisterre appear.

	She calculated that to cross this corner of France and return to the cardinal it would take her at least three days. Add another day for landing, and that would make four. Add these four to the nine others, that would be thirteen days lost--thirteen days, during which so many important events might pass in London. She reflected likewise that the cardinal would be furious at her return, and consequently would be more disposed to listen to the complaints brought against her than to the accusations she brought against others.

	She allowed the vessel to pass Lorient and Brest without repeating her request to the captain, who, on his part, took care not to remind her of it. Milady therefore continued her voyage, and on the very day that Planchet embarked at Portsmouth for France, the messenger of his Eminence entered the port in triumph.

	All the city was agitated by an extraordinary movement. Four large vessels, recently built, had just been launched. At the end of the jetty, his clothes richly laced with gold, glittering, as was customary with him, with diamonds and precious stones, his hat ornamented with a white feather which drooped upon his shoulder, Buckingham was seen surrounded by a staff almost as brilliant as himself.

	It was one of those rare and beautiful days in winter when England remembers that there is a sun. The star of day, pale but nevertheless still splendid, was setting in the horizon, glorifying at once the heavens and the sea with bands of fire, and casting upon the towers and the old houses of the city a last ray of gold which made the windows sparkle like the reflection of a conflagration. Breathing that sea breeze, so much more invigorating and balsamic as the land is approached, contemplating all the power of those preparations she was commissioned to destroy, all the power of that army which she was to combat alone--she, a woman with a few bags of gold--Milady compared herself mentally to Judith, the terrible Jewess, when she penetrated the camp of the Assyrians and beheld the enormous mass of chariots, horses, men, and arms, which a gesture of her hand was to dissipate like a cloud of smoke.

	They entered the roadstead; but as they drew near in order to cast anchor, a little cutter, looking like a coastguard formidably armed, approached the merchant vessel and dropped into the sea a boat which directed its course to the ladder. This boat contained an officer, a mate, and eight rowers. The officer alone went on board, where he was received with all the deference inspired by the uniform.

	The officer conversed a few instants with the captain, gave him several papers, of which he was the bearer, to read, and upon the order of the merchant captain the whole crew of the vessel, both passengers and sailors, were called upon deck.

	When this species of summons was made the officer inquired aloud the point of the brig’s departure, its route, its landings; and to all these questions the captain replied without difficulty and without hesitation. Then the officer began to pass in review all the people, one after the other, and stopping when he came to Milady, surveyed her very closely, but without addressing a single word to her.

	He then returned to the captain, said a few words to him, and as if from that moment the vessel was under his command, he ordered a maneuver which the crew executed immediately. Then the vessel resumed its course, still escorted by the little cutter, which sailed side by side with it, menacing it with the mouths of its six cannon. The boat followed in the wake of the ship, a speck near the enormous mass.

	During the examination of Milady by the officer, as may well be imagined, Milady on her part was not less scrutinizing in her glances. But however great was the power of this woman with eyes of flame in reading the hearts of those whose secrets she wished to divine, she met this time with a countenance of such impassivity that no discovery followed her investigation. The officer who had stopped in front of her and studied her with so much care might have been twenty-five or twenty-six years of age. He was of pale complexion, with clear blue eyes, rather deeply set; his mouth, fine and well cut, remained motionless in its correct lines; his chin, strongly marked, denoted that strength of will which in the ordinary Britannic type denotes mostly nothing but obstinacy; a brow a little receding, as is proper for poets, enthusiasts, and soldiers, was scarcely shaded by short thin hair which, like the beard which covered the lower part of his face, was of a beautiful deep chestnut color.

	When they entered the port, it was already night. The fog increased the darkness, and formed round the sternlights and lanterns of the jetty a circle like that which surrounds the moon when the weather threatens to become rainy. The air they breathed was heavy, damp, and cold.

	Milady, that woman so courageous and firm, shivered in spite of herself.

	The officer desired to have Milady’s packages pointed out to him, and ordered them to be placed in the boat. When this operation was complete, he invited her to descend by offering her his hand.

	Milady looked at this man, and hesitated. “Who are you, sir,” asked she, “who has the kindness to trouble yourself so particularly on my account?”

	“You may perceive, madame, by my uniform, that I am an officer in the English navy,” replied the young man.

	“But is it the custom for the officers in the English navy to place themselves at the service of their female compatriots when they land in a port of Great Britain, and carry their gallantry so far as to conduct them ashore?”

	“Yes, madame, it is the custom, not from gallantry but prudence, that in time of war foreigners should be conducted to particular hotels, in order that they may remain under the eye of the government until full information can be obtained about them.”

	These words were pronounced with the most exact politeness and the most perfect calmness. Nevertheless, they had not the power of convincing Milady.

	“But I am not a foreigner, sir,” said she, with an accent as pure as ever was heard between Portsmouth and Manchester; “my name is Lady Clarik, and this measure--”

	“This measure is general, madame; and you will seek in vain to evade it.”

	“I will follow you, then, sir.”

	Accepting the hand of the officer, she began the descent of the ladder, at the foot of which the boat waited. The officer followed her. A large cloak was spread at the stern; the officer requested her to sit down upon this cloak, and placed himself beside her.

	“Row!” said he to the sailors.

	The eight oars fell at once into the sea, making but a single sound, giving but a single stroke, and the boat seemed to fly over the surface of the water.

	In five minutes they gained the land.

	The officer leaped to the pier, and offered his hand to Milady. A carriage was in waiting.

	“Is this carriage for us?” asked Milady.

	“Yes, madame,” replied the officer.

	“The hotel, then, is far away?”

	“At the other end of the town.”

	“Very well,” said Milady; and she resolutely entered the carriage.

	The officer saw that the baggage was fastened carefully behind the carriage; and this operation ended, he took his place beside Milady, and shut the door.

	Immediately, without any order being given or his place of destination indicated, the coachman set off at a rapid pace, and plunged into the streets of the city.

	So strange a reception naturally gave Milady ample matter for reflection; so seeing that the young officer did not seem at all disposed for conversation, she reclined in her corner of the carriage, and one after the other passed in review all the surmises which presented themselves to her mind.

	At the end of a quarter of an hour, however, surprised at the length of the journey, she leaned forward toward the door to see whither she was being conducted. Houses were no longer to be seen; trees appeared in the darkness like great black phantoms chasing one another. Milady shuddered.

	“But we are no longer in the city, sir,” said she.

	The young officer preserved silence.

	“I beg you to understand, sir, I will go no farther unless you tell me whither you are taking me.”

	This threat brought no reply.

	“Oh, this is too much,” cried Milady. “Help! help!”

	No voice replied to hers; the carriage continued to roll on with rapidity; the officer seemed a statue.

	Milady looked at the officer with one of those terrible expressions peculiar to her countenance, and which so rarely failed of their effect; anger made her eyes flash in the darkness.

	The young man remained immovable.

	Milady tried to open the door in order to throw herself out.

	“Take care, madame,” said the young man, coolly, “you will kill yourself in jumping.”

	Milady reseated herself, foaming. The officer leaned forward, looked at her in his turn, and appeared surprised to see that face, just before so beautiful, distorted with passion and almost hideous. The artful creature at once comprehended that she was injuring herself by allowing him thus to read her soul; she collected her features, and in a complaining voice said: “In the name of heaven, sir, tell me if it is to you, if it is to your government, if it is to an enemy I am to attribute the violence that is done me?”

	“No violence will be offered to you, madame, and what happens to you is the result of a very simple measure which we are obliged to adopt with all who land in England.”

	“Then you don’t know me, sir?”

	“It is the first time I have had the honor of seeing you.”

	“And on your honor, you have no cause of hatred against me?”

	“None, I swear to you.”

	There was so much serenity, coolness, mildness even, in the voice of the young man, that Milady felt reassured.

	At length after a journey of nearly an hour, the carriage stopped before an iron gate, which closed an avenue leading to a castle severe in form, massive, and isolated. Then, as the wheels rolled over a fine gravel, Milady could hear a vast roaring, which she at once recognized as the noise of the sea dashing against some steep cliff.

	The carriage passed under two arched gateways, and at length stopped in a court large, dark, and square. Almost immediately the door of the carriage was opened, the young man sprang lightly out and presented his hand to Milady, who leaned upon it, and in her turn alighted with tolerable calmness.

	“Still, then, I am a prisoner,” said Milady, looking around her, and bringing back her eyes with a most gracious smile to the young officer; “but I feel assured it will not be for long,” added she. “My own conscience and your politeness, sir, are the guarantees of that.”

	However flattering this compliment, the officer made no reply; but drawing from his belt a little silver whistle, such as boatswains use in ships of war, he whistled three times, with three different modulations. Immediately several men appeared, who unharnessed the smoking horses, and put the carriage into a coach house.

	Then the officer, with the same calm politeness, invited his prisoner to enter the house. She, with a still-smiling countenance, took his arm, and passed with him under a low arched door, which by a vaulted passage, lighted only at the farther end, led to a stone staircase around an angle of stone. They then came to a massive door, which after the introduction into the lock of a key which the young man carried with him, turned heavily upon its hinges, and disclosed the chamber destined for Milady.

	With a single glance the prisoner took in the apartment in its minutest details. It was a chamber whose furniture was at once appropriate for a prisoner or a free man; and yet bars at the windows and outside bolts at the door decided the question in favor of the prison.

	In an instant all the strength of mind of this creature, though drawn from the most vigorous sources, abandoned her; she sank into a large easy chair, with her arms crossed, her head lowered, and expecting every instant to see a judge enter to interrogate her.

	But no one entered except two or three marines, who brought her trunks and packages, deposited them in a corner, and retired without speaking.

	The officer superintended all these details with the same calmness Milady had constantly seen in him, never pronouncing a word himself, and making himself obeyed by a gesture of his hand or a sound of his whistle.

	It might have been said that between this man and his inferiors spoken language did not exist, or had become useless.

	At length Milady could hold out no longer; she broke the silence. “In the name of heaven, sir,” cried she, “what means all that is passing? Put an end to my doubts; I have courage enough for any danger I can foresee, for every misfortune which I understand. Where am I, and why am I here? If I am free, why these bars and these doors? If I am a prisoner, what crime have I committed?”

	“You are here in the apartment destined for you, madame. I received orders to go and take charge of you on the sea, and to conduct you to this castle. This order I believe I have accomplished with all the exactness of a soldier, but also with the courtesy of a gentleman. There terminates, at least to the present moment, the duty I had to fulfill toward you; the rest concerns another person.”

	“And who is that other person?” asked Milady, warmly. “Can you not tell me his name?”

	At the moment a great jingling of spurs was heard on the stairs. Some voices passed and faded away, and the sound of a single footstep approached the door.

	“That person is here, madame,” said the officer, leaving the entrance open, and drawing himself up in an attitude of respect.

	At the same time the door opened; a man appeared on the threshold. He was without a hat, carried a sword, and flourished a handkerchief in his hand.

	Milady thought she recognized this shadow in the gloom; she supported herself with one hand upon the arm of the chair, and advanced her head as if to meet a certainty.

	The stranger advanced slowly, and as he advanced, after entering into the circle of light projected by the lamp, Milady involuntarily drew back.

	Then when she had no longer any doubt, she cried, in a state of stupor, “What, my brother, is it you?”

	“Yes, fair lady!” replied Lord de Winter, making a bow, half courteous, half ironical; “it is I, myself.”

	“But this castle, then?”

	“Is mine.”

	“This chamber?”

	“Is yours.”

	“I am, then, your prisoner?”

	“Nearly so.”

	“But this is a frightful abuse of power!”

	“No high-sounding words! Let us sit down and chat quietly, as brother and sister ought to do.”

	Then, turning toward the door, and seeing that the young officer was waiting for his last orders, he said. “All is well, I thank you; now leave us alone, Mr. Felton.”

	50 CHAT BETWEEN BROTHER AND SISTER

	During the time which Lord de Winter took to shut the door, close a shutter, and draw a chair near to his sister-in-law’s fauteuil, Milady, anxiously thoughtful, plunged her glance into the depths of possibility, and discovered all the plan, of which she could not even obtain a glance as long as she was ignorant into whose hands she had fallen. She knew her brother-in-law to be a worthy gentleman, a bold hunter, an intrepid player, enterprising with women, but by no means remarkable for his skill in intrigues. How had he discovered her arrival, and caused her to be seized? Why did he detain her?

	Athos had dropped some words which proved that the conversation she had with the cardinal had fallen into outside ears; but she could not suppose that he had dug a countermine so promptly and so boldly. She rather feared that her preceding operations in England might have been discovered. Buckingham might have guessed that it was she who had cut off the two studs, and avenge himself for that little treachery; but Buckingham was incapable of going to any excess against a woman, particularly if that woman was supposed to have acted from a feeling of jealousy.

	This supposition appeared to her most reasonable. It seemed to her that they wanted to revenge the past, and not to anticipate the future. At all events, she congratulated herself upon having fallen into the hands of her brother-in-law, with whom she reckoned she could deal very easily, rather than into the hands of an acknowledged and intelligent enemy.

	“Yes, let us chat, brother,” said she, with a kind of cheerfulness, decided as she was to draw from the conversation, in spite of all the dissimulation Lord de Winter could bring, the revelations of which she stood in need to regulate her future conduct.

	“You have, then, decided to come to England again,” said Lord de Winter, “in spite of the resolutions you so often expressed in Paris never to set your feet on British ground?”

	Milady replied to this question by another question. “To begin with, tell me,” said she, “how have you watched me so closely as to be aware beforehand not only of my arrival, but even of the day, the hour, and the port at which I should arrive?”

	Lord de Winter adopted the same tactics as Milady, thinking that as his sister-in-law employed them they must be the best.

	“But tell me, my dear sister,” replied he, “what makes you come to England?”

	“I come to see you,” replied Milady, without knowing how much she aggravated by this reply the suspicions to which d’Artagnan’s letter had given birth in the mind of her brother-in-law, and only desiring to gain the good will of her auditor by a falsehood.

	“Ah, to see me?” said de Winter, cunningly.

	“To be sure, to see you. What is there astonishing in that?”

	“And you had no other object in coming to England but to see me?”

	“No.”

	“So it was for me alone you have taken the trouble to cross the Channel?”

	“For you alone.”

	“The deuce! What tenderness, my sister!”

	“But am I not your nearest relative?” demanded Milady, with a tone of the most touching ingenuousness.

	“And my only heir, are you not?” said Lord de Winter in his turn, fixing his eyes on those of Milady.

	Whatever command she had over herself, Milady could not help starting; and as in pronouncing the last words Lord de Winter placed his hand upon the arm of his sister, this start did not escape him.

	In fact, the blow was direct and severe. The first idea that occurred to Milady’s mind was that she had been betrayed by Kitty, and that she had recounted to the baron the selfish aversion toward himself of which she had imprudently allowed some marks to escape before her servant. She also recollected the furious and imprudent attack she had made upon d’Artagnan when he spared the life of her brother.

	“I do not understand, my Lord,” said she, in order to gain time and make her adversary speak out. “What do you mean to say? Is there any secret meaning concealed beneath your words?”

	“Oh, my God, no!” said Lord de Winter, with apparent good nature. “You wish to see me, and you come to England. I learn this desire, or rather I suspect that you feel it; and in order to spare you all the annoyances of a nocturnal arrival in a port and all the fatigues of landing, I send one of my officers to meet you, I place a carriage at his orders, and he brings you hither to this castle, of which I am governor, whither I come every day, and where, in order to satisfy our mutual desire of seeing each other, I have prepared you a chamber. What is there more astonishing in all that I have said to you than in what you have told me?”

	“No; what I think astonishing is that you should expect my coming.”

	“And yet that is the most simple thing in the world, my dear sister. Have you not observed that the captain of your little vessel, on entering the roadstead, sent forward, in order to obtain permission to enter the port, a little boat bearing his logbook and the register of his voyagers? I am commandant of the port. They brought me that book. I recognized your name in it. My heart told me what your mouth has just confirmed--that is to say, with what view you have exposed yourself to the dangers of a sea so perilous, or at least so troublesome at this moment--and I sent my cutter to meet you. You know the rest.”

	Milady knew that Lord de Winter lied, and she was the more alarmed.

	“My brother,” continued she, “was not that my Lord Buckingham whom I saw on the jetty this evening as we arrived?”

	“Himself. Ah, I can understand how the sight of him struck you,” replied Lord de Winter. “You came from a country where he must be very much talked of, and I know that his armaments against France greatly engage the attention of your friend the cardinal.”

	“My friend the cardinal!” cried Milady, seeing that on this point as on the other Lord de Winter seemed well instructed.

	“Is he not your friend?” replied the baron, negligently. “Ah, pardon! I thought so; but we will return to my Lord Duke presently. Let us not depart from the sentimental turn our conversation had taken. You came, you say, to see me?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, I reply that you shall be served to the height of your wishes, and that we shall see each other every day.”

	“Am I, then, to remain here eternally?” demanded Milady, with a certain terror.

	“Do you find yourself badly lodged, sister? Demand anything you want, and I will hasten to have you furnished with it.”

	“But I have neither my women nor my servants.”

	“You shall have all, madame. Tell me on what footing your household was established by your first husband, and although I am only your brother-in-law, I will arrange one similar.”

	“My first husband!” cried Milady, looking at Lord de Winter with eyes almost starting from their sockets.

	“Yes, your French husband. I don’t speak of my brother. If you have forgotten, as he is still living, I can write to him and he will send me information on the subject.”

	A cold sweat burst from the brow of Milady.

	“You jest!” said she, in a hollow voice.

	“Do I look so?” asked the baron, rising and going a step backward.

	“Or rather you insult me,” continued she, pressing with her stiffened hands the two arms of her easy chair, and raising herself upon her wrists.

	“I insult you!” said Lord de Winter, with contempt. “In truth, madame, do you think that can be possible?”

	“Indeed, sir,” said Milady, “you must be either drunk or mad. Leave the room, and send me a woman.”

	“Women are very indiscreet, my sister. Cannot I serve you as a waiting maid? By that means all our secrets will remain in the family.”

	“Insolent!” cried Milady; and as if acted upon by a spring, she bounded toward the baron, who awaited her attack with his arms crossed, but nevertheless with one hand on the hilt of his sword.

	“Come!” said he. “I know you are accustomed to assassinate people; but I warn you I shall defend myself, even against you.”

	“You are right,” said Milady. “You have all the appearance of being cowardly enough to lift your hand against a woman.”

	“Perhaps so; and I have an excuse, for mine would not be the first hand of a man that has been placed upon you, I imagine.”

	And the baron pointed, with a slow and accusing gesture, to the left shoulder of Milady, which he almost touched with his finger.

	Milady uttered a deep, inward shriek, and retreated to a corner of the room like a panther which crouches for a spring.

	“Oh, growl as much as you please,” cried Lord de Winter, “but don’t try to bite, for I warn you that it would be to your disadvantage. There are here no procurators who regulate successions beforehand. There is no knight-errant to come and seek a quarrel with me on account of the fair lady I detain a prisoner; but I have judges quite ready who will quickly dispose of a woman so shameless as to glide, a bigamist, into the bed of Lord de Winter, my brother. And these judges, I warn you, will soon send you to an executioner who will make both your shoulders alike.”

	The eyes of Milady darted such flashes that although he was a man and armed before an unarmed woman, he felt the chill of fear glide through his whole frame. However, he continued all the same, but with increasing warmth: “Yes, I can very well understand that after having inherited the fortune of my brother it would be very agreeable to you to be my heir likewise; but know beforehand, if you kill me or cause me to be killed, my precautions are taken. Not a penny of what I possess will pass into your hands. Were you not already rich enough--you who possess nearly a million? And could you not stop your fatal career, if you did not do evil for the infinite and supreme joy of doing it? Oh, be assured, if the memory of my brother were not sacred to me, you should rot in a state dungeon or satisfy the curiosity of sailors at Tyburn. I will be silent, but you must endure your captivity quietly. In fifteen or twenty days I shall set out for La Rochelle with the army; but on the eve of my departure a vessel which I shall see depart will take you hence and convey you to our colonies in the south. And be assured that you shall be accompanied by one who will blow your brains out at the first attempt you make to return to England or the Continent.”

	Milady listened with an attention that dilated her inflamed eyes.

	“Yes, at present,” continued Lord de Winter, “you will remain in this castle. The walls are thick, the doors strong, and the bars solid; besides, your window opens immediately over the sea. The men of my crew, who are devoted to me for life and death, mount guard around this apartment, and watch all the passages that lead to the courtyard. Even if you gained the yard, there would still be three iron gates for you to pass. The order is positive. A step, a gesture, a word, on your part, denoting an effort to escape, and you are to be fired upon. If they kill you, English justice will be under an obligation to me for having saved it trouble. Ah! I see your features regain their calmness, your countenance recovers its assurance. You are saying to yourself: ‘Fifteen days, twenty days? Bah! I have an inventive mind; before that is expired some idea will occur to me. I have an infernal spirit. I shall meet with a victim. Before fifteen days are gone by I shall be away from here.’ Ah, try it!”

	Milady, finding her thoughts betrayed, dug her nails into her flesh to subdue every emotion that might give to her face any expression except agony.

	Lord de Winter continued: “The officer who commands here in my absence you have already seen, and therefore know him. He knows how, as you must have observed, to obey an order--for you did not, I am sure, come from Portsmouth hither without endeavoring to make him speak. What do you say of him? Could a statue of marble have been more impassive and more mute? You have already tried the power of your seductions upon many men, and unfortunately you have always succeeded; but I give you leave to try them upon this one. PARDIEU! if you succeed with him, I pronounce you the demon himself.”

	He went toward the door and opened it hastily.

	“Call Mr. Felton,” said he. “Wait a minute longer, and I will introduce him to you.”

	There followed between these two personages a strange silence, during which the sound of a slow and regular step was heard approaching. Shortly a human form appeared in the shade of the corridor, and the young lieutenant, with whom we are already acquainted, stopped at the threshold to receive the orders of the baron.

	“Come in, my dear John,” said Lord de Winter, “come in, and shut the door.”

	The young officer entered.

	“Now,” said the baron, “look at this woman. She is young; she is beautiful; she possesses all earthly seductions. Well, she is a monster, who, at twenty-five years of age, has been guilty of as many crimes as you could read of in a year in the archives of our tribunals. Her voice prejudices her hearers in her favor; her beauty serves as a bait to her victims; her body even pays what she promises--I must do her that justice. She will try to seduce you, perhaps she will try to kill you. I have extricated you from misery, Felton; I have caused you to be named lieutenant; I once saved your life, you know on what occasion. I am for you not only a protector, but a friend; not only a benefactor, but a father. This woman has come back again into England for the purpose of conspiring against my life. I hold this serpent in my hands. Well, I call you, and say to you: Friend Felton, John, my child, guard me, and more particularly guard yourself, against this woman. Swear, by your hopes of salvation, to keep her safely for the chastisement she has merited. John Felton, I trust your word! John Felton, I put faith in your loyalty!”

	“My Lord,” said the young officer, summoning to his mild countenance all the hatred he could find in his heart, “my Lord, I swear all shall be done as you desire.”

	Milady received this look like a resigned victim; it was impossible to imagine a more submissive or a more mild expression than that which prevailed on her beautiful countenance. Lord de Winter himself could scarcely recognize the tigress who, a minute before, prepared apparently for a fight.

	“She is not to leave this chamber, understand, John,” continued the baron. “She is to correspond with nobody; she is to speak to no one but you--if you will do her the honor to address a word to her.”

	“That is sufficient, my Lord! I have sworn.”

	“And now, madame, try to make your peace with God, for you are judged by men!”

	Milady let her head sink, as if crushed by this sentence. Lord de Winter went out, making a sign to Felton, who followed him, shutting the door after him.

	One instant after, the heavy step of a marine who served as sentinel was heard in the corridor--his ax in his girdle and his musket on his shoulder.

	Milady remained for some minutes in the same position, for she thought they might perhaps be examining her through the keyhole; she then slowly raised her head, which had resumed its formidable expression of menace and defiance, ran to the door to listen, looked out of her window, and returning to bury herself again in her large armchair, she reflected.

	51 OFFICER

	Meanwhile, the cardinal looked anxiously for news from England; but no news arrived that was not annoying and threatening.

	Although La Rochelle was invested, however certain success might appear--thanks to the precautions taken, and above all to the dyke, which prevented the entrance of any vessel into the besieged city--the blockade might last a long time yet. This was a great affront to the king’s army, and a great inconvenience to the cardinal, who had no longer, it is true, to embroil Louis XIII with Anne of Austria--for that affair was over--but he had to adjust matters for M. de Bassompierre, who was embroiled with the Duc d’Angouleme.

	As to Monsieur, who had begun the siege, he left to the cardinal the task of finishing it.

	The city, notwithstanding the incredible perseverance of its mayor, had attempted a sort of mutiny for a surrender; the mayor had hanged the mutineers. This execution quieted the ill-disposed, who resolved to allow themselves to die of hunger--this death always appearing to them more slow and less sure than strangulation.

	On their side, from time to time, the besiegers took the messengers which the Rochellais sent to Buckingham, or the spies which Buckingham sent to the Rochellais. In one case or the other, the trial was soon over. The cardinal pronounced the single word, “Hanged!” The king was invited to come and see the hanging. He came languidly, placing himself in a good situation to see all the details. This amused him sometimes a little, and made him endure the siege with patience; but it did not prevent his getting very tired, or from talking at every moment of returning to Paris--so that if the messengers and the spies had failed, his Eminence, notwithstanding all his inventiveness, would have found himself much embarrassed.

	Nevertheless, time passed on, and the Rochellais did not surrender. The last spy that was taken was the bearer of a letter. This letter told Buckingham that the city was at an extremity; but instead of adding, “If your succor does not arrive within fifteen days, we will surrender,” it added, quite simply, “If your succor comes not within fifteen days, we shall all be dead with hunger when it comes.”

	The Rochellais, then, had no hope but in Buckingham. Buckingham was their Messiah. It was evident that if they one day learned positively that they must not count on Buckingham, their courage would fail with their hope.

	The cardinal looked, then, with great impatience for the news from England which would announce to him that Buckingham would not come.

	The question of carrying the city by assault, though often debated in the council of the king, had been always rejected. In the first place, La Rochelle appeared impregnable. Then the cardinal, whatever he said, very well knew that the horror of bloodshed in this encounter, in which Frenchman would combat against Frenchman, was a retrograde movement of sixty years impressed upon his policy; and the cardinal was at that period what we now call a man of progress. In fact, the sack of La Rochelle, and the assassination of three of four thousand Huguenots who allowed themselves to be killed, would resemble too closely, in 1628, the massacre of St. Bartholomew in 1572; and then, above all this, this extreme measure, which was not at all repugnant to the king, good Catholic as he was, always fell before this argument of the besieging generals--La Rochelle is impregnable except to famine.

	The cardinal could not drive from his mind the fear he entertained of his terrible emissary--for he comprehended the strange qualities of this woman, sometimes a serpent, sometimes a lion. Had she betrayed him? Was she dead? He knew her well enough in all cases to know that, whether acting for or against him, as a friend or an enemy, she would not remain motionless without great impediments; but whence did these impediments arise? That was what he could not know.

	And yet he reckoned, and with reason, on Milady. He had divined in the past of this woman terrible things which his red mantle alone could cover; and he felt, from one cause or another, that this woman was his own, as she could look to no other but himself for a support superior to the danger which threatened her.

	He resolved, then, to carry on the war alone, and to look for no success foreign to himself, but as we look for a fortunate chance. He continued to press the raising of the famous dyke which was to starve La Rochelle. Meanwhile, he cast his eyes over that unfortunate city, which contained so much deep misery and so many heroic virtues, and recalling the saying of Louis XI, his political predecessor, as he himself was the predecessor of Robespierre, he repeated this maxim of Tristan’s gossip: “Divide in order to reign.”

	Henry IV, when besieging Paris, had loaves and provisions thrown over the walls. The cardinal had little notes thrown over in which he represented to the Rochellais how unjust, selfish, and barbarous was the conduct of their leaders. These leaders had corn in abundance, and would not let them partake of it; they adopted as a maxim--for they, too, had maxims--that it was of very little consequence that women, children, and old men should die, so long as the men who were to defend the walls remained strong and healthy. Up to that time, whether from devotedness or from want of power to act against it, this maxim, without being generally adopted, nevertheless passed from theory into practice; but the notes did it injury. The notes reminded the men that the children, women, and old men whom they allowed to die were their sons, their wives, and their fathers, and that it would be more just for everyone to be reduced to the common misery, in order that equal conditions should give birth to unanimous resolutions.

	These notes had all the effect that he who wrote them could expect, in that they induced a great number of the inhabitants to open private negotiations with the royal army.

	But at the moment when the cardinal saw his means already bearing fruit, and applauded himself for having put it in action, an inhabitant of La Rochelle who had contrived to pass the royal lines--God knows how, such was the watchfulness of Bassompierre, Schomberg, and the Duc d’Angouleme, themselves watched over by the cardinal--an inhabitant of La Rochelle, we say, entered the city, coming from Portsmouth, and saying that he had seen a magnificent fleet ready to sail within eight days. Still further, Buckingham announced to the mayor that at length the great league was about to declare itself against France, and that the kingdom would be at once invaded by the English, Imperial, and Spanish armies. This letter was read publicly in all parts of the city. Copies were put up at the corners of the streets; and even they who had begun to open negotiations interrupted them, being resolved to await the succor so pompously announced.

	This unexpected circumstance brought back Richelieu’s former anxiety, and forced him in spite of himself once more to turn his eyes to the other side of the sea.

	During this time, exempt from the anxiety of its only and true chief, the royal army led a joyous life, neither provisions nor money being wanting in the camp. All the corps rivaled one another in audacity and gaiety. To take spies and hang them, to make hazardous expeditions upon the dyke or the sea, to imagine wild plans, and to execute them coolly--such were the pastimes which made the army find these days short which were not only so long to the Rochellais, a prey to famine and anxiety, but even to the cardinal, who blockaded them so closely.

	Sometimes when the cardinal, always on horseback, like the lowest GENDARME of the army, cast a pensive glance over those works, so slowly keeping pace with his wishes, which the engineers, brought from all the corners of France, were executing under his orders, if he met a Musketeer of the company of Treville, he drew near and looked at him in a peculiar manner, and not recognizing in him one of our four companions, he turned his penetrating look and profound thoughts in another direction.

	One day when oppressed with a mortal weariness of mind, without hope in the negotiations with the city, without news from England, the cardinal went out, without any other aim than to be out of doors, and accompanied only by Cahusac and La Houdiniere, strolled along the beach. Mingling the immensity of his dreams with the immensity of the ocean, he came, his horse going at a foot’s pace, to a hill from the top of which he perceived behind a hedge, reclining on the sand and catching in its passage one of those rays of the sun so rare at this period of the year, seven men surrounded by empty bottles. Four of these men were our Musketeers, preparing to listen to a letter one of them had just received. This letter was so important that it made them forsake their cards and their dice on the drumhead.

	The other three were occupied in opening an enormous flagon of Collicure wine; these were the lackeys of these gentlemen.

	The cardinal was, as we have said, in very low spirits; and nothing when he was in that state of mind increased his depression so much as gaiety in others. Besides, he had another strange fancy, which was always to believe that the causes of his sadness created the gaiety of others. Making a sign to La Houdiniere and Cahusac to stop, he alighted from his horse, and went toward these suspected merry companions, hoping, by means of the sand which deadened the sound of his steps and of the hedge which concealed his approach, to catch some words of this conversation which appeared so interesting. At ten paces from the hedge he recognized the talkative Gascon; and as he had already perceived that these men were Musketeers, he did not doubt that the three others were those called the Inseparables; that is to say, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.

	It may be supposed that his desire to hear the conversation was augmented by this discovery. His eyes took a strange expression, and with the step of a tiger-cat he advanced toward the hedge; but he had not been able to catch more than a few vague syllables without any positive sense, when a sonorous and short cry made him start, and attracted the attention of the Musketeers.

	“Officer!” cried Grimaud.

	“You are speaking, you scoundrel!” said Athos, rising upon his elbow, and transfixing Grimaud with his flaming look.

	Grimaud therefore added nothing to his speech, but contented himself with pointing his index finger in the direction of the hedge, announcing by this gesture the cardinal and his escort.

	With a single bound the Musketeers were on their feet, and saluted with respect.

	The cardinal seemed furious.

	“It appears that Messieurs the Musketeers keep guard,” said he. “Are the English expected by land, or do the Musketeers consider themselves superior officers?”

	“Monseigneur,” replied Athos, for amid the general fright he alone had preserved the noble calmness and coolness that never forsook him, “Monseigneur, the Musketeers, when they are not on duty, or when their duty is over, drink and play at dice, and they are certainly superior officers to their lackeys.”

	“Lackeys?” grumbled the cardinal. “Lackeys who have the order to warn their masters when anyone passes are not lackeys, they are sentinels.”

	“Your Eminence may perceive that if we had not taken this precaution, we should have been exposed to allowing you to pass without presenting you our respects or offering you our thanks for the favor you have done us in uniting us. D’Artagnan,” continued Athos, “you, who but lately were so anxious for such an opportunity for expressing your gratitude to Monseigneur, here it is; avail yourself of it.”

	These words were pronounced with that imperturbable phlegm which distinguished Athos in the hour of danger, and with that excessive politeness which made of him at certain moments a king more majestic than kings by birth.

	D’Artagnan came forward and stammered out a few words of gratitude which soon expired under the gloomy looks of the cardinal.

	“It does not signify, gentlemen,” continued the cardinal, without appearing to be in the least swerved from his first intention by the diversion which Athos had started, “it does not signify, gentlemen. I do not like to have simple soldiers, because they have the advantage of serving in a privileged corps, thus to play the great lords; discipline is the same for them as for everybody else.”

	Athos allowed the cardinal to finish his sentence completely, and bowed in sign of assent. Then he resumed in his turn: “Discipline, Monseigneur, has, I hope, in no way been forgotten by us. We are not on duty, and we believed that not being on duty we were at liberty to dispose of our time as we pleased. If we are so fortunate as to have some particular duty to perform for your Eminence, we are ready to obey you. Your Eminence may perceive,” continued Athos, knitting his brow, for this sort of investigation began to annoy him, “that we have not come out without our arms.”

	And he showed the cardinal, with his finger, the four muskets piled near the drum, on which were the cards and dice.

	“Your Eminence may believe,” added d’Artagnan, “that we would have come to meet you, if we could have supposed it was Monseigneur coming toward us with so few attendants.”

	The cardinal bit his mustache, and even his lips a little.

	“Do you know what you look like, all together, as you are armed and guarded by your lackeys?” said the cardinal. “You look like four conspirators.”

	“Oh, as to that, Monseigneur, it is true,” said Athos; “we do conspire, as your Eminence might have seen the other morning. Only we conspire against the Rochellais.”

	“Ah, you gentlemen of policy!” replied the cardinal, knitting his brow in his turn, “the secret of many unknown things might perhaps be found in your brains, if we could read them as you read that letter which you concealed as soon as you saw me coming.”

	The color mounted to the face of Athos, and he made a step toward his Eminence.

	“One might think you really suspected us, monseigneur, and we were undergoing a real interrogatory. If it be so, we trust your Eminence will deign to explain yourself, and we should then at least be acquainted with our real position.”

	“And if it were an interrogatory!” replied the cardinal. “Others besides you have undergone such, Monsieur Athos, and have replied thereto.”

	“Thus I have told your Eminence that you had but to question us, and we are ready to reply.”

	“What was that letter you were about to read, Monsieur Aramis, and which you so promptly concealed?”

	“A woman’s letter, monseigneur.”

	“Ah, yes, I see,” said the cardinal; “we must be discreet with this sort of letters; but nevertheless, we may show them to a confessor, and you know I have taken orders.”

	“Monseigneur,” said Athos, with a calmness the more terrible because he risked his head in making this reply, “the letter is a woman’s letter, but it is neither signed Marion de Lorme, nor Madame d’Aiguillon.”

	The cardinal became as pale as death; lightning darted from his eyes. He turned round as if to give an order to Cahusac and Houdiniere. Athos saw the movement; he made a step toward the muskets, upon which the other three friends had fixed their eyes, like men ill-disposed to allow themselves to be taken. The cardinalists were three; the Musketeers, lackeys included, were seven. He judged that the match would be so much the less equal, if Athos and his companions were really plotting; and by one of those rapid turns which he always had at command, all his anger faded away into a smile.

	“Well, well!” said he, “you are brave young men, proud in daylight, faithful in darkness. We can find no fault with you for watching over yourselves, when you watch so carefully over others. Gentlemen, I have not forgotten the night in which you served me as an escort to the Red Dovecot. If there were any danger to be apprehended on the road I am going, I would request you to accompany me; but as there is none, remain where you are, finish your bottles, your game, and your letter. Adieu, gentlemen!”

	And remounting his horse, which Cahusac led to him, he saluted them with his hand, and rode away.

	The four young men, standing and motionless, followed him with their eyes without speaking a single word until he had disappeared. Then they looked at one another.

	The countenances of all gave evidence of terror, for notwithstanding the friendly adieu of his Eminence, they plainly perceived that the cardinal went away with rage in his heart.

	Athos alone smiled, with a self-possessed, disdainful smile.

	When the cardinal was out of hearing and sight, “That Grimaud kept bad watch!” cried Porthos, who had a great inclination to vent his ill-humor on somebody.

	Grimaud was about to reply to excuse himself. Athos lifted his finger, and Grimaud was silent.

	“Would you have given up the letter, Aramis?” said d’Artagnan.

	“I,” said Aramis, in his most flutelike tone, “I had made up my mind. If he had insisted upon the letter being given up to him, I would have presented the letter to him with one hand, and with the other I would have run my sword through his body.”

	“I expected as much,” said Athos; “and that was why I threw myself between you and him. Indeed, this man is very much to blame for talking thus to other men; one would say he had never had to do with any but women and children.”

	“My dear Athos, I admire you, but nevertheless we were in the wrong, after all.”

	“How, in the wrong?” said Athos. “Whose, then, is the air we breathe? Whose is the ocean upon which we look? Whose is the sand upon which we were reclining? Whose is that letter of your mistress? Do these belong to the cardinal? Upon my honor, this man fancies the world belongs to him. There you stood, stammering, stupefied, annihilated. One might have supposed the Bastille appeared before you, and that the gigantic Medusa had converted you into stone. Is being in love conspiring? You are in love with a woman whom the cardinal has caused to be shut up, and you wish to get her out of the hands of the cardinal. That’s a match you are playing with his Eminence; this letter is your game. Why should you expose your game to your adversary? That is never done. Let him find it out if he can! We can find out his!”

	“Well, that’s all very sensible, Athos,” said d’Artagnan.

	“In that case, let there be no more question of what’s past, and let Aramis resume the letter from his cousin where the cardinal interrupted him.”

	Aramis drew the letter from his pocket; the three friends surrounded him, and the three lackeys grouped themselves again near the wine jar.

	“You had only read a line or two,” said d’Artagnan; “read the letter again from the commencement.”

	“Willingly,” said Aramis.

	“My dear Cousin,

	“I think I shall make up my mind to set out for Bethune, where my sister has placed our little servant in the convent of the Carmelites; this poor child is quite resigned, as she knows she cannot live elsewhere without the salvation of her soul being in danger. Nevertheless, if the affairs of our family are arranged, as we hope they will be, I believe she will run the risk of being damned, and will return to those she regrets, particularly as she knows they are always thinking of her. Meanwhile, she is not very wretched; what she most desires is a letter from her intended. I know that such viands pass with difficulty through convent gratings; but after all, as I have given you proofs, my dear cousin, I am not unskilled in such affairs, and I will take charge of the commission. My sister thanks you for your good and eternal remembrance. She has experienced much anxiety; but she is now at length a little reassured, having sent her secretary away in order that nothing may happen unexpectedly.

	“Adieu, my dear cousin. Tell us news of yourself as often as you can; that is to say, as often as you can with safety. I embrace you.

	“MARIE MICHON”

	“Oh, what do I not owe you, Aramis?” said d’Artagnan. “Dear Constance! I have at length, then, intelligence of you. She lives; she is in safety in a convent; she is at Bethune! Where is Bethune, Athos?”

	“Why, upon the frontiers of Artois and of Flanders. The siege once over, we shall be able to make a tour in that direction.”

	“And that will not be long, it is to be hoped,” said Porthos; “for they have this morning hanged a spy who confessed that the Rochellais were reduced to the leather of their shoes. Supposing that after having eaten the leather they eat the soles, I cannot see much that is left unless they eat one another.”

	“Poor fools!” said Athos, emptying a glass of excellent Bordeaux wine which, without having at that period the reputation it now enjoys, merited it no less, “poor fools! As if the Catholic religion was not the most advantageous and the most agreeable of all religions! All the same,” resumed he, after having clicked his tongue against his palate, “they are brave fellows! But what the devil are you about, Aramis?” continued Athos. “Why, you are squeezing that letter into your pocket!”

	“Yes,” said d’Artagnan, “Athos is right, it must be burned. And yet if we burn it, who knows whether Monsieur Cardinal has not a secret to interrogate ashes?”

	“He must have one,” said Athos.

	“What will you do with the letter, then?” asked Porthos.

	“Come here, Grimaud,” said Athos. Grimaud rose and obeyed. “As a punishment for having spoken without permission, my friend, you will please to eat this piece of paper; then to recompense you for the service you will have rendered us, you shall afterward drink this glass of wine. First, here is the letter. Eat heartily.”

	Grimaud smiled; and with his eyes fixed upon the glass which Athos held in his hand, he ground the paper well between his teeth and then swallowed it.

	“Bravo, Monsieur Grimaud!” said Athos; “and now take this. That’s well. We dispense with your saying grace.”

	Grimaud silently swallowed the glass of Bordeaux wine; but his eyes, raised toward heaven during this delicious occupation, spoke a language which, though mute, was not the less expressive.

	“And now,” said Athos, “unless Monsieur Cardinal should form the ingenious idea of ripping up Grimaud, I think we may be pretty much at our ease respecting the letter.”

	Meantime, his Eminence continued his melancholy ride, murmuring between his mustaches, “These four men must positively be mine.”

	52 CAPTIVITY: THE FIRST DAY

	Let us return to Milady, whom a glance thrown upon the coast of France has made us lose sight of for an instant.

	We shall find her still in the despairing attitude in which we left her, plunged in an abyss of dismal reflection--a dark hell at the gate of which she has almost left hope behind, because for the first time she doubts, for the first time she fears.

	On two occasions her fortune has failed her, on two occasions she has found herself discovered and betrayed; and on these two occasions it was to one fatal genius, sent doubtlessly by the Lord to combat her, that she has succumbed. D’Artagnan has conquered her--her, that invincible power of evil.

	He has deceived her in her love, humbled her in her pride, thwarted her in her ambition; and now he ruins her fortune, deprives her of liberty, and even threatens her life. Still more, he has lifted the corner of her mask--that shield with which she covered herself and which rendered her so strong.

	D’Artagnan has turned aside from Buckingham, whom she hates as she hates everyone she has loved, the tempest with which Richelieu threatened him in the person of the queen. D’Artagnan had passed himself upon her as de Wardes, for whom she had conceived one of those tigerlike fancies common to women of her character. D’Artagnan knows that terrible secret which she has sworn no one shall know without dying. In short, at the moment in which she has just obtained from Richelieu a carte blanche by the means of which she is about to take vengeance on her enemy, this precious paper is torn from her hands, and it is d’Artagnan who holds her prisoner and is about to send her to some filthy Botany Bay, some infamous Tyburn of the Indian Ocean.

	All this she owes to d’Artagnan, without doubt. From whom can come so many disgraces heaped upon her head, if not from him? He alone could have transmitted to Lord de Winter all these frightful secrets which he has discovered, one after another, by a train of fatalities. He knows her brother-in-law. He must have written to him.

	What hatred she distills! Motionless, with her burning and fixed glances, in her solitary apartment, how well the outbursts of passion which at times escape from the depths of her chest with her respiration, accompany the sound of the surf which rises, growls, roars, and breaks itself like an eternal and powerless despair against the rocks on which is built this dark and lofty castle! How many magnificent projects of vengeance she conceives by the light of the flashes which her tempestuous passion casts over her mind against Mme. Bonacieux, against Buckingham, but above all against d’Artagnan--projects lost in the distance of the future.

	Yes; but in order to avenge herself she must be free. And to be free, a prisoner has to pierce a wall, detach bars, cut through a floor--all undertakings which a patient and strong man may accomplish, but before which the feverish irritations of a woman must give way. Besides, to do all this, time is necessary--months, years; and she has ten or twelve days, as Lord de Winter, her fraternal and terrible jailer, has told her.

	And yet, if she were a man she would attempt all this, and perhaps might succeed; why, then, did heaven make the mistake of placing that manlike soul in that frail and delicate body?

	The first moments of her captivity were terrible; a few convulsions of rage which she could not suppress paid her debt of feminine weakness to nature. But by degrees she overcame the outbursts of her mad passion; and nervous tremblings which agitated her frame disappeared, and she remained folded within herself like a fatigued serpent in repose.

	“Go to, go to! I must have been mad to allow myself to be carried away so,” says she, gazing into the glass, which reflects back to her eyes the burning glance by which she appears to interrogate herself. “No violence; violence is the proof of weakness. In the first place, I have never succeeded by that means. Perhaps if I employed my strength against women I might perchance find them weaker than myself, and consequently conquer them; but it is with men that I struggle, and I am but a woman to them. Let me fight like a woman, then; my strength is in my weakness.”

	Then, as if to render an account to herself of the changes she could place upon her countenance, so mobile and so expressive, she made it take all expressions from that of passionate anger, which convulsed her features, to that of the most sweet, most affectionate, and most seducing smile. Then her hair assumed successively, under her skillful hands, all the undulations she thought might assist the charms of her face. At length she murmured, satisfied with herself, “Come, nothing is lost; I am still beautiful.”

	It was then nearly eight o’clock in the evening. Milady perceived a bed; she calculated that the repose of a few hours would not only refresh her head and her ideas, but still further, her complexion. A better idea, however, came into her mind before going to bed. She had heard something said about supper. She had already been an hour in this apartment; they could not long delay bringing her a repast. The prisoner did not wish to lose time; and she resolved to make that very evening some attempts to ascertain the nature of the ground she had to work upon, by studying the characters of the men to whose guardianship she was committed.

	A light appeared under the door; this light announced the reappearance of her jailers. Milady, who had arisen, threw herself quickly into the armchair, her head thrown back, her beautiful hair unbound and disheveled, her bosom half bare beneath her crumpled lace, one hand on her heart, and the other hanging down.

	The bolts were drawn; the door groaned upon its hinges. Steps sounded in the chamber, and drew near.

	“Place that table there,” said a voice which the prisoner recognized as that of Felton.

	The order was executed.

	“You will bring lights, and relieve the sentinel,” continued Felton.

	And this double order which the young lieutenant gave to the same individuals proved to Milady that her servants were the same men as her guards; that is to say, soldiers.

	Felton’s orders were, for the rest, executed with a silent rapidity that gave a good idea of the way in which he maintained discipline.

	At length Felton, who had not yet looked at Milady, turned toward her.

	“Ah, ah!” said he, “she is asleep; that’s well. When she wakes she can sup.” And he made some steps toward the door.

	“But, my lieutenant,” said a soldier, less stoical than his chief, and who had approached Milady, “this woman is not asleep.”

	“What, not asleep!” said Felton; “what is she doing, then?”

	“She has fainted. Her face is very pale, and I have listened in vain; I do not hear her breathe.”

	“You are right,” said Felton, after having looked at Milady from the spot on which he stood without moving a step toward her. “Go and tell Lord de Winter that his prisoner has fainted--for this event not having been foreseen, I don’t know what to do.”

	The soldier went out to obey the orders of his officer. Felton sat down upon an armchair which happened to be near the door, and waited without speaking a word, without making a gesture. Milady possessed that great art, so much studied by women, of looking through her long eyelashes without appearing to open the lids. She perceived Felton, who sat with his back toward her. She continued to look at him for nearly ten minutes, and in these ten minutes the immovable guardian never turned round once.

	She then thought that Lord de Winter would come, and by his presence give fresh strength to her jailer. Her first trial was lost; she acted like a woman who reckons up her resources. As a result she raised her head, opened her eyes, and sighed deeply.

	At this sigh Felton turned round.

	“Ah, you are awake, madame,” he said; “then I have nothing more to do here. If you want anything you can ring.”

	“Oh, my God, my God! how I have suffered!” said Milady, in that harmonious voice which, like that of the ancient enchantresses, charmed all whom she wished to destroy.

	And she assumed, upon sitting up in the armchair, a still more graceful and abandoned position than when she reclined.

	Felton arose.

	“You will be served, thus, madame, three times a day,” said he. “In the morning at nine o’clock, in the day at one o’clock, and in the evening at eight. If that does not suit you, you can point out what other hours you prefer, and in this respect your wishes will be complied with.”

	“But am I to remain always alone in this vast and dismal chamber?” asked Milady.

	“A woman of the neighbourhood has been sent for, who will be tomorrow at the castle, and will return as often as you desire her presence.”

	“I thank you, sir,” replied the prisoner, humbly.

	Felton made a slight bow, and directed his steps toward the door. At the moment he was about to go out, Lord de Winter appeared in the corridor, followed by the soldier who had been sent to inform him of the swoon of Milady. He held a vial of salts in his hand.

	“Well, what is it--what is going on here?” said he, in a jeering voice, on seeing the prisoner sitting up and Felton about to go out. “Is this corpse come to life already? Felton, my lad, did you not perceive that you were taken for a novice, and that the first act was being performed of a comedy of which we shall doubtless have the pleasure of following out all the developments?”

	“I thought so, my lord,” said Felton; “but as the prisoner is a woman, after all, I wish to pay her the attention that every man of gentle birth owes to a woman, if not on her account, at least on my own.”

	Milady shuddered through her whole system. These words of Felton’s passed like ice through her veins.

	“So,” replied de Winter, laughing, “that beautiful hair so skillfully disheveled, that white skin, and that languishing look, have not yet seduced you, you heart of stone?”

	“No, my Lord,” replied the impassive young man; “your Lordship may be assured that it requires more than the tricks and coquetry of a woman to corrupt me.”

	“In that case, my brave lieutenant, let us leave Milady to find out something else, and go to supper; but be easy! She has a fruitful imagination, and the second act of the comedy will not delay its steps after the first.”

	And at these words Lord de Winter passed his arm through that of Felton, and led him out, laughing.

	“Oh, I will be a match for you!” murmured Milady, between her teeth; “be assured of that, you poor spoiled monk, you poor converted soldier, who has cut his uniform out of a monk’s frock!”

	“By the way,” resumed de Winter, stopping at the threshold of the door, “you must not, Milady, let this check take away your appetite. Taste that fowl and those fish. On my honor, they are not poisoned. I have a very good cook, and he is not to be my heir; I have full and perfect confidence in him. Do as I do. Adieu, dear sister, till your next swoon!”

	This was all that Milady could endure. Her hands clutched her armchair; she ground her teeth inwardly; her eyes followed the motion of the door as it closed behind Lord de Winter and Felton, and the moment she was alone a fresh fit of despair seized her. She cast her eyes upon the table, saw the glittering of a knife, rushed toward it and clutched it; but her disappointment was cruel. The blade was round, and of flexible silver.

	A burst of laughter resounded from the other side of the ill-closed door, and the door reopened.

	“Ha, ha!” cried Lord de Winter; “ha, ha! Don’t you see, my brave Felton; don’t you see what I told you? That knife was for you, my lad; she would have killed you. Observe, this is one of her peculiarities, to get rid thus, after one fashion or another, of all the people who bother her. If I had listened to you, the knife would have been pointed and of steel. Then no more of Felton; she would have cut your throat, and after that everybody else’s. See, John, see how well she knows how to handle a knife.”

	In fact, Milady still held the harmless weapon in her clenched hand; but these last words, this supreme insult, relaxed her hands, her strength, and even her will. The knife fell to the ground.

	“You were right, my Lord,” said Felton, with a tone of profound disgust which sounded to the very bottom of the heart of Milady, “you were right, my Lord, and I was wrong.”

	And both again left the room.

	But this time Milady lent a more attentive ear than the first, and she heard their steps die away in the distance of the corridor.

	“I am lost,” murmured she; “I am lost! I am in the power of men upon whom I can have no more influence than upon statues of bronze or granite; they know me by heart, and are steeled against all my weapons. It is, however, impossible that this should end as they have decreed!”

	In fact, as this last reflection indicated--this instinctive return to hope--sentiments of weakness or fear did not dwell long in her ardent spirit. Milady sat down to table, ate from several dishes, drank a little Spanish wine, and felt all her resolution return.

	Before she went to bed she had pondered, analyzed, turned on all sides, examined on all points, the words, the steps, the gestures, the signs, and even the silence of her interlocutors; and of this profound, skillful, and anxious study the result was that Felton, everything considered, appeared the more vulnerable of her two persecutors.

	One expression above all recurred to the mind of the prisoner: “If I had listened to you,” Lord de Winter had said to Felton.

	Felton, then, had spoken in her favor, since Lord de Winter had not been willing to listen to him.

	“Weak or strong,” repeated Milady, “that man has, then, a spark of pity in his soul; of that spark I will make a flame that shall devour him. As to the other, he knows me, he fears me, and knows what he has to expect of me if ever I escape from his hands. It is useless, then, to attempt anything with him. But Felton--that’s another thing. He is a young, ingenuous, pure man who seems virtuous; him there are means of destroying.”

	And Milady went to bed and fell asleep with a smile upon her lips. Anyone who had seen her sleeping might have said she was a young girl dreaming of the crown of flowers she was to wear on her brow at the next festival.

	53 CAPTIVITY: THE SECOND DAY

	Milady dreamed that she at length had d’Artagnan in her power, that she was present at his execution; and it was the sight of his odious blood, flowing beneath the ax of the headsman, which spread that charming smile upon her lips.

	She slept as a prisoner sleeps, rocked by his first hope.

	In the morning, when they entered her chamber she was still in bed. Felton remained in the corridor. He brought with him the woman of whom he had spoken the evening before, and who had just arrived; this woman entered, and approaching Milady’s bed, offered her services.

	Milady was habitually pale; her complexion might therefore deceive a person who saw her for the first time.

	“I am in a fever,” said she; “I have not slept a single instant during all this long night. I suffer horribly. Are you likely to be more humane to me than others were yesterday? All I ask is permission to remain abed.”

	“Would you like to have a physician called?” said the woman.

	Felton listened to this dialogue without speaking a word.

	Milady reflected that the more people she had around her the more she would have to work upon, and Lord de Winter would redouble his watch. Besides, the physician might declare the ailment feigned; and Milady, after having lost the first trick, was not willing to lose the second.

	“Go and fetch a physician?” said she. “What could be the good of that? These gentlemen declared yesterday that my illness was a comedy; it would be just the same today, no doubt--for since yesterday evening they have had plenty of time to send for a doctor.”

	“Then,” said Felton, who became impatient, “say yourself, madame, what treatment you wish followed.”

	“Eh, how can I tell? My God! I know that I suffer, that’s all. Give me anything you like, it is of little consequence.”

	“Go and fetch Lord de Winter,” said Felton, tired of these eternal complaints.

	“Oh, no, no!” cried Milady; “no, sir, do not call him, I conjure you. I am well, I want nothing; do not call him.”

	She gave so much vehemence, such magnetic eloquence to this exclamation, that Felton in spite of himself advanced some steps into the room.

	“He has come!” thought Milady.

	“Meanwhile, madame, if you really suffer,” said Felton, “a physician shall be sent for; and if you deceive us--well, it will be the worse for you. But at least we shall not have to reproach ourselves with anything.”

	Milady made no reply, but turning her beautiful head round upon her pillow, she burst into tears, and uttered heartbreaking sobs.

	Felton surveyed her for an instant with his usual impassiveness; then, seeing that the crisis threatened to be prolonged, he went out. The woman followed him, and Lord de Winter did not appear.

	“I fancy I begin to see my way,” murmured Milady, with a savage joy, burying herself under the clothes to conceal from anybody who might be watching her this burst of inward satisfaction.

	Two hours passed away.

	“Now it is time that the malady should be over,” said she; “let me rise, and obtain some success this very day. I have but ten days, and this evening two of them will be gone.”

	In the morning, when they entered Milady’s chamber they had brought her breakfast. Now, she thought, they could not long delay coming to clear the table, and that Felton would then reappear.

	Milady was not deceived. Felton reappeared, and without observing whether Milady had or had not touched her repast, made a sign that the table should be carried out of the room, it having been brought in ready spread.

	Felton remained behind; he held a book in his hand.

	Milady, reclining in an armchair near the chimney, beautiful, pale, and resigned, looked like a holy virgin awaiting martyrdom.

	Felton approached her, and said, “Lord de Winter, who is a Catholic, like yourself, madame, thinking that the deprivation of the rites and ceremonies of your church might be painful to you, has consented that you should read every day the ordinary of your Mass; and here is a book which contains the ritual.”

	At the manner in which Felton laid the book upon the little table near which Milady was sitting, at the tone in which he pronounced the two words, YOUR MASS, at the disdainful smile with which he accompanied them, Milady raised her head, and looked more attentively at the officer.

	By that plain arrangement of the hair, by that costume of extreme simplicity, by the brow polished like marble and as hard and impenetrable, she recognized one of those gloomy Puritans she had so often met, not only in the court of King James, but in that of the King of France, where, in spite of the remembrance of the St. Bartholomew, they sometimes came to seek refuge.

	She then had one of those sudden inspirations which only people of genius receive in great crises, in supreme moments which are to decide their fortunes or their lives.

	Those two words, YOUR MASS, and a simple glance cast upon Felton, revealed to her all the importance of the reply she was about to make; but with that rapidity of intelligence which was peculiar to her, this reply, ready arranged, presented itself to her lips:

	“I?” said she, with an accent of disdain in unison with that which she had remarked in the voice of the young officer, “I, sir? MY MASS? Lord de Winter, the corrupted Catholic, knows very well that I am not of his religion, and this is a snare he wishes to lay for me!”

	“And of what religion are you, then, madame?” asked Felton, with an astonishment which in spite of the empire he held over himself he could not entirely conceal.

	“I will tell it,” cried Milady, with a feigned exultation, “on the day when I shall have suffered sufficiently for my faith.”

	The look of Felton revealed to Milady the full extent of the space she had opened for herself by this single word.

	The young officer, however, remained mute and motionless; his look alone had spoken.

	“I am in the hands of my enemies,” continued she, with that tone of enthusiasm which she knew was familiar to the Puritans. “Well, let my God save me, or let me perish for my God! That is the reply I beg you to make to Lord de Winter. And as to this book,” added she, pointing to the manual with her finger but without touching it, as if she must be contaminated by it, “you may carry it back and make use of it yourself, for doubtless you are doubly the accomplice of Lord de Winter--the accomplice in his persecutions, the accomplice in his heresies.”

	Felton made no reply, took the book with the same appearance of repugnance which he had before manifested, and retired pensively.

	Lord de Winter came toward five o’clock in the evening. Milady had had time, during the whole day, to trace her plan of conduct. She received him like a woman who had already recovered all her advantages.

	“It appears,” said the baron, seating himself in the armchair opposite that occupied by Milady, and stretching out his legs carelessly upon the hearth, “it appears we have made a little apostasy!”

	“What do you mean, sir!”

	“I mean to say that since we last met you have changed your religion. You have not by chance married a Protestant for a third husband, have you?”

	“Explain yourself, my Lord,” replied the prisoner, with majesty; “for though I hear your words, I declare I do not understand them.”

	“Then you have no religion at all; I like that best,” replied Lord de Winter, laughing.

	“Certainly that is most in accord with your own principles,” replied Milady, frigidly.

	“Oh, I confess it is all the same to me.”

	“Oh, you need not avow this religious indifference, my Lord; your debaucheries and crimes would vouch for it.”

	“What, you talk of debaucheries, Madame Messalina, Lady Macbeth! Either I misunderstand you or you are very shameless!”

	“You only speak thus because you are overheard,” coolly replied Milady; “and you wish to interest your jailers and your hangmen against me.”

	“My jailers and my hangmen! Heyday, madame! you are taking a poetical tone, and the comedy of yesterday turns to a tragedy this evening. As to the rest, in eight days you will be where you ought to be, and my task will be completed.”

	“Infamous task! impious task!” cried Milady, with the exultation of a victim who provokes his judge.

	“My word,” said de Winter, rising, “I think the hussy is going mad! Come, come, calm yourself, Madame Puritan, or I’ll remove you to a dungeon. It’s my Spanish wine that has got into your head, is it not? But never mind; that sort of intoxication is not dangerous, and will have no bad effects.”

	And Lord de Winter retired swearing, which at that period was a very knightly habit.

	Felton was indeed behind the door, and had not lost one word of this scene. Milady had guessed aright.

	“Yes, go, go!” said she to her brother; “the effects ARE drawing near, on the contrary; but you, weak fool, will not see them until it is too late to shun them.”

	Silence was re-established. Two hours passed away. Milady’s supper was brought in, and she was found deeply engaged in saying her prayers aloud--prayers which she had learned of an old servant of her second husband, a most austere Puritan. She appeared to be in ecstasy, and did not pay the least attention to what was going on around her. Felton made a sign that she should not be disturbed; and when all was arranged, he went out quietly with the soldiers.

	Milady knew she might be watched, so she continued her prayers to the end; and it appeared to her that the soldier who was on duty at her door did not march with the same step, and seemed to listen. For the moment she wished nothing better. She arose, came to the table, ate but little, and drank only water.

	An hour after, her table was cleared; but Milady remarked that this time Felton did not accompany the soldiers. He feared, then, to see her too often.

	She turned toward the wall to smile--for there was in this smile such an expression of triumph that this smile alone would have betrayed her.

	She allowed, therefore, half an hour to pass away; and as at that moment all was silence in the old castle, as nothing was heard but the eternal murmur of the waves--that immense breaking of the ocean--with her pure, harmonious, and powerful voice, she began the first couplet of the psalm then in great favor with the Puritans:

	“Thou leavest thy servants, Lord, To see if they be strong; But soon thou dost afford Thy hand to lead them on.”

	These verses were not excellent--very far from it; but as it is well known, the Puritans did not pique themselves upon their poetry.

	While singing, Milady listened. The soldier on guard at her door stopped, as if he had been changed into stone. Milady was then able to judge of the effect she had produced.

	Then she continued her singing with inexpressible fervor and feeling. It appeared to her that the sounds spread to a distance beneath the vaulted roofs, and carried with them a magic charm to soften the hearts of her jailers. It however likewise appeared that the soldier on duty--a zealous Catholic, no doubt--shook off the charm, for through the door he called: “Hold your tongue, madame! Your song is as dismal as a ‘De profundis’; and if besides the pleasure of being in garrison here, we must hear such things as these, no mortal can hold out.”

	“Silence!” then exclaimed another stern voice which Milady recognized as that of Felton. “What are you meddling with, stupid? Did anybody order you to prevent that woman from singing? No. You were told to guard her--to fire at her if she attempted to fly. Guard her! If she flies, kill her; but don’t exceed your orders.”

	An expression of unspeakable joy lightened the countenance of Milady; but this expression was fleeting as the reflection of lightning. Without appearing to have heard the dialogue, of which she had not lost a word, she began again, giving to her voice all the charm, all the power, all the seduction the demon had bestowed upon it:

	“For all my tears, my cares, My exile, and my chains, I have my youth, my prayers, And God, who counts my pains.”

	Her voice, of immense power and sublime expression, gave to the rude, unpolished poetry of these psalms a magic and an effect which the most exalted Puritans rarely found in the songs of their brethren, and which they were forced to ornament with all the resources of their imagination. Felton believed he heard the singing of the angel who consoled the three Hebrews in the furnace.

	Milady continued:

	“One day our doors will ope, With God come our desire; And if betrays that hope, To death we can aspire.”

	This verse, into which the terrible enchantress threw her whole soul, completed the trouble which had seized the heart of the young officer. He opened the door quickly; and Milady saw him appear, pale as usual, but with his eye inflamed and almost wild.

	“Why do you sing thus, and with such a voice?” said he.

	“Your pardon, sir,” said Milady, with mildness. “I forgot that my songs are out of place in this castle. I have perhaps offended you in your creed; but it was without wishing to do so, I swear. Pardon me, then, a fault which is perhaps great, but which certainly was involuntary.”

	Milady was so beautiful at this moment, the religious ecstasy in which she appeared to be plunged gave such an expression to her countenance, that Felton was so dazzled that he fancied he beheld the angel whom he had only just before heard.

	“Yes, yes,” said he; “you disturb, you agitate the people who live in the castle.”

	The poor, senseless young man was not aware of the incoherence of his words, while Milady was reading with her lynx’s eyes the very depths of his heart.

	“I will be silent, then,” said Milady, casting down her eyes with all the sweetness she could give to her voice, with all the resignation she could impress upon her manner.

	“No, no, madame,” said Felton, “only do not sing so loud, particularly at night.”

	And at these words Felton, feeling that he could not long maintain his severity toward his prisoner, rushed out of the room.

	“You have done right, Lieutenant,” said the soldier. “Such songs disturb the mind; and yet we become accustomed to them, her voice is so beautiful.”

	54 CAPTIVITY: THE THIRD DAY

	Felton had fallen; but there was still another step to be taken. He must be retained, or rather he must be left quite alone; and Milady but obscurely perceived the means which could lead to this result.

	Still more must be done. He must be made to speak, in order that he might be spoken to--for Milady very well knew that her greatest seduction was in her voice, which so skillfully ran over the whole gamut of tones from human speech to language celestial.

	Yet in spite of all this seduction Milady might fail--for Felton was forewarned, and that against the least chance. From that moment she watched all his actions, all his words, from the simplest glance of his eyes to his gestures--even to a breath that could be interpreted as a sigh. In short, she studied everything, as a skillful comedian does to whom a new part has been assigned in a line to which he is not accustomed.

	Face to face with Lord de Winter her plan of conduct was more easy. She had laid that down the preceding evening. To remain silent and dignified in his presence; from time to time to irritate him by affected disdain, by a contemptuous word; to provoke him to threats and violence which would produce a contrast with her own resignation--such was her plan. Felton would see all; perhaps he would say nothing, but he would see.

	In the morning, Felton came as usual; but Milady allowed him to preside over all the preparations for breakfast without addressing a word to him. At the moment when he was about to retire, she was cheered with a ray of hope, for she thought he was about to speak; but his lips moved without any sound leaving his mouth, and making a powerful effort to control himself, he sent back to his heart the words that were about to escape from his lips, and went out. Toward midday, Lord de Winter entered.

	It was a tolerably fine winter’s day, and a ray of that pale English sun which lights but does not warm came through the bars of her prison.

	Milady was looking out at the window, and pretended not to hear the door as it opened.

	“Ah, ah!” said Lord de Winter, “after having played comedy, after having played tragedy, we are now playing melancholy?”

	The prisoner made no reply.

	“Yes, yes,” continued Lord de Winter, “I understand. You would like very well to be at liberty on that beach! You would like very well to be in a good ship dancing upon the waves of that emerald-green sea; you would like very well, either on land or on the ocean, to lay for me one of those nice little ambuscades you are so skillful in planning. Patience, patience! In four days’ time the shore will be beneath your feet, the sea will be open to you--more open than will perhaps be agreeable to you, for in four days England will be relieved of you.”

	Milady folded her hands, and raising her fine eyes toward heaven, “Lord, Lord,” said she, with an angelic meekness of gesture and tone, “pardon this man, as I myself pardon him.”

	“Yes, pray, accursed woman!” cried the baron; “your prayer is so much the more generous from your being, I swear to you, in the power of a man who will never pardon you!” and he went out.

	At the moment he went out a piercing glance darted through the opening of the nearly closed door, and she perceived Felton, who drew quickly to one side to prevent being seen by her.

	Then she threw herself upon her knees, and began to pray.

	“My God, my God!” said she, “thou knowest in what holy cause I suffer; give me, then, strength to suffer.”

	The door opened gently; the beautiful supplicant pretended not to hear the noise, and in a voice broken by tears, she continued:

	“God of vengeance! God of goodness! wilt thou allow the frightful projects of this man to be accomplished?”

	Then only she pretended to hear the sound of Felton’s steps, and rising quick as thought, she blushed, as if ashamed of being surprised on her knees.

	“I do not like to disturb those who pray, madame,” said Felton, seriously; “do not disturb yourself on my account, I beseech you.”

	“How do you know I was praying, sir?” said Milady, in a voice broken by sobs. “You were deceived, sir; I was not praying.”

	“Do you think, then, madame,” replied Felton, in the same serious voice, but with a milder tone, “do you think I assume the right of preventing a creature from prostrating herself before her Creator? God forbid! Besides, repentance becomes the guilty; whatever crimes they may have committed, for me the guilty are sacred at the feet of God!”

	“Guilty? I?” said Milady, with a smile which might have disarmed the angel of the last judgment. “Guilty? Oh, my God, thou knowest whether I am guilty! Say I am condemned, sir, if you please; but you know that God, who loves martyrs, sometimes permits the innocent to be condemned.”

	“Were you condemned, were you innocent, were you a martyr,” replied Felton, “the greater would be the necessity for prayer; and I myself would aid you with my prayers.”

	“Oh, you are a just man!” cried Milady, throwing herself at his feet. “I can hold out no longer, for I fear I shall be wanting in strength at the moment when I shall be forced to undergo the struggle, and confess my faith. Listen, then, to the supplication of a despairing woman. You are abused, sir; but that is not the question. I only ask you one favor; and if you grant it me, I will bless you in this world and in the next.”

	“Speak to the master, madame,” said Felton; “happily I am neither charged with the power of pardoning nor punishing. It is upon one higher placed than I am that God has laid this responsibility.”

	“To you--no, to you alone! Listen to me, rather than add to my destruction, rather than add to my ignominy!”

	“If you have merited this shame, madame, if you have incurred this ignominy, you must submit to it as an offering to God.”

	“What do you say? Oh, you do not understand me! When I speak of ignominy, you think I speak of some chastisement, of imprisonment or death. Would to heaven! Of what consequence to me is imprisonment or death?”

	“It is I who no longer understand you, madame,” said Felton.

	“Or, rather, who pretend not to understand me, sir!” replied the prisoner, with a smile of incredulity.

	“No, madame, on the honor of a soldier, on the faith of a Christian.”

	“What, you are ignorant of Lord de Winter’s designs upon me?”

	“I am.”

	“Impossible; you are his confidant!”

	“I never lie, madame.”

	“Oh, he conceals them too little for you not to divine them.”

	“I seek to divine nothing, madame; I wait till I am confided in, and apart from that which Lord de Winter has said to me before you, he has confided nothing to me.”

	“Why, then,” cried Milady, with an incredible tone of truthfulness, “you are not his accomplice; you do not know that he destines me to a disgrace which all the punishments of the world cannot equal in horror?”

	“You are deceived, madame,” said Felton, blushing; “Lord de Winter is not capable of such a crime.”

	“Good,” said Milady to herself; “without thinking what it is, he calls it a crime!” Then aloud, “The friend of THAT WRETCH is capable of everything.”

	“Whom do you call ‘that wretch’?” asked Felton.

	“Are there, then, in England two men to whom such an epithet can be applied?”

	“You mean George Villiers?” asked Felton, whose looks became excited.

	“Whom Pagans and unbelieving Gentiles call Duke of Buckingham,” replied Milady. “I could not have thought that there was an Englishman in all England who would have required so long an explanation to make him understand of whom I was speaking.”

	“The hand of the Lord is stretched over him,” said Felton; “he will not escape the chastisement he deserves.”

	Felton only expressed, with regard to the duke, the feeling of execration which all the English had declared toward him whom the Catholics themselves called the extortioner, the pillager, the debauchee, and whom the Puritans styled simply Satan.

	“Oh, my God, my God!” cried Milady; “when I supplicate thee to pour upon this man the chastisement which is his due, thou knowest it is not my own vengeance I pursue, but the deliverance of a whole nation that I implore!”

	“Do you know him, then?” asked Felton.

	“At length he interrogates me!” said Milady to herself, at the height of joy at having obtained so quickly such a great result. “Oh, know him? Yes, yes! to my misfortune, to my eternal misfortune!” and Milady twisted her arms as if in a paroxysm of grief.

	Felton no doubt felt within himself that his strength was abandoning him, and he made several steps toward the door; but the prisoner, whose eye never left him, sprang in pursuit of him and stopped him.

	“Sir,” cried she, “be kind, be clement, listen to my prayer! That knife, which the fatal prudence of the baron deprived me of, because he knows the use I would make of it! Oh, hear me to the end! that knife, give it to me for a minute only, for mercy’s, for pity’s sake! I will embrace your knees! You shall shut the door that you may be certain I contemplate no injury to you! My God! to you--the only just, good, and compassionate being I have met with! To you--my preserver, perhaps! One minute that knife, one minute, a single minute, and I will restore it to you through the grating of the door. Only one minute, Mr. Felton, and you will have saved my honor!”

	“To kill yourself?” cried Felton, with terror, forgetting to withdraw his hands from the hands of the prisoner, “to kill yourself?”

	“I have told, sir,” murmured Milady, lowering her voice, and allowing herself to sink overpowered to the ground; “I have told my secret! He knows all! My God, I am lost!”

	Felton remained standing, motionless and undecided.

	“He still doubts,” thought Milady; “I have not been earnest enough.”

	Someone was heard in the corridor; Milady recognized the step of Lord de Winter.

	Felton recognized it also, and made a step toward the door.

	Milady sprang toward him. “Oh, not a word,” said she in a concentrated voice, “not a word of all that I have said to you to this man, or I am lost, and it would be you--you--”

	Then as the steps drew near, she became silent for fear of being heard, applying, with a gesture of infinite terror, her beautiful hand to Felton’s mouth.

	Felton gently repulsed Milady, and she sank into a chair.

	Lord de Winter passed before the door without stopping, and they heard the noise of his footsteps soon die away.

	Felton, as pale as death, remained some instants with his ear bent and listening; then, when the sound was quite extinct, he breathed like a man awaking from a dream, and rushed out of the apartment.

	“Ah!” said Milady, listening in her turn to the noise of Felton’s steps, which withdrew in a direction opposite to those of Lord de Winter; “at length you are mine!”

	Then her brow darkened. “If he tells the baron,” said she, “I am lost--for the baron, who knows very well that I shall not kill myself, will place me before him with a knife in my hand, and he will discover that all this despair is but acted.”

	She placed herself before the glass, and regarded herself attentively; never had she appeared more beautiful.

	“Oh, yes,” said she, smiling, “but we won’t tell him!”

	In the evening Lord de Winter accompanied the supper.

	“Sir,” said Milady, “is your presence an indispensable accessory of my captivity? Could you not spare me the increase of torture which your visits cause me?”

	“How, dear sister!” said Lord de Winter. “Did not you sentimentally inform me with that pretty mouth of yours, so cruel to me today, that you came to England solely for the pleasure of seeing me at your ease, an enjoyment of which you told me you so sensibly felt the deprivation that you had risked everything for it--seasickness, tempest, captivity? Well, here I am; be satisfied. Besides, this time, my visit has a motive.”

	Milady trembled; she thought Felton had told all. Perhaps never in her life had this woman, who had experienced so many opposite and powerful emotions, felt her heart beat so violently.

	She was seated. Lord de Winter took a chair, drew it toward her, and sat down close beside her. Then taking a paper out of his pocket, he unfolded it slowly.

	“Here,” said he, “I want to show you the kind of passport which I have drawn up, and which will serve you henceforward as the rule of order in the life I consent to leave you.”

	Then turning his eyes from Milady to the paper, he read: “‘Order to conduct--’ The name is blank,” interrupted Lord de Winter. “If you have any preference you can point it out to me; and if it be not within a thousand leagues of London, attention will be paid to your wishes. I will begin again, then:

	“‘Order to conduct to--the person named Charlotte Backson, branded by the justice of the kingdom of France, but liberated after chastisement. She is to dwell in this place without ever going more than three leagues from it. In case of any attempt to escape, the penalty of death is to be applied. She will receive five shillings per day for lodging and food’”.

	“That order does not concern me,” replied Milady, coldly, “since it bears another name than mine.”

	“A name? Have you a name, then?”

	“I bear that of your brother.”

	“Ay, but you are mistaken. My brother is only your second husband; and your first is still living. Tell me his name, and I will put it in the place of the name of Charlotte Backson. No? You will not? You are silent? Well, then you must be registered as Charlotte Backson.”

	Milady remained silent; only this time it was no longer from affectation, but from terror. She believed the order ready for execution. She thought that Lord de Winter had hastened her departure; she thought she was condemned to set off that very evening. Everything in her mind was lost for an instant; when all at once she perceived that no signature was attached to the order. The joy she felt at this discovery was so great she could not conceal it.

	“Yes, yes,” said Lord de Winter, who perceived what was passing in her mind; “yes, you look for the signature, and you say to yourself: ‘All is not lost, for that order is not signed. It is only shown to me to terrify me, that’s all.’ You are mistaken. Tomorrow this order will be sent to the Duke of Buckingham. The day after tomorrow it will return signed by his hand and marked with his seal; and four-and-twenty hours afterward I will answer for its being carried into execution. Adieu, madame. That is all I had to say to you.”

	“And I reply to you, sir, that this abuse of power, this exile under a fictitious name, are infamous!”

	“Would you like better to be hanged in your true name, Milady? You know that the English laws are inexorable on the abuse of marriage. Speak freely. Although my name, or rather that of my brother, would be mixed up with the affair, I will risk the scandal of a public trial to make myself certain of getting rid of you.”

	Milady made no reply, but became as pale as a corpse.

	“Oh, I see you prefer peregrination. That’s well madame; and there is an old proverb that says, ‘Traveling trains youth.’ My faith! you are not wrong after all, and life is sweet. That’s the reason why I take such care you shall not deprive me of mine. There only remains, then, the question of the five shillings to be settled. You think me rather parsimonious, don’t you? That’s because I don’t care to leave you the means of corrupting your jailers. Besides, you will always have your charms left to seduce them with. Employ them, if your check with regard to Felton has not disgusted you with attempts of that kind.”

	“Felton has not told him,” said Milady to herself. “Nothing is lost, then.”

	“And now, madame, till I see you again! Tomorrow I will come and announce to you the departure of my messenger.”

	Lord de Winter rose, saluted her ironically, and went out.

	Milady breathed again. She had still four days before her. Four days would quite suffice to complete the seduction of Felton.

	A terrible idea, however, rushed into her mind. She thought that Lord de Winter would perhaps send Felton himself to get the order signed by the Duke of Buckingham. In that case Felton would escape her--for in order to secure success, the magic of a continuous seduction was necessary. Nevertheless, as we have said, one circumstance reassured her. Felton had not spoken.

	As she would not appear to be agitated by the threats of Lord de Winter, she placed herself at the table and ate.

	Then, as she had done the evening before, she fell on her knees and repeated her prayers aloud. As on the evening before, the soldier stopped his march to listen to her.

	Soon after she heard lighter steps than those of the sentinel, which came from the end of the corridor and stopped before her door.

	“It is he,” said she. And she began the same religious chant which had so strongly excited Felton the evening before.

	But although her voice--sweet, full, and sonorous--vibrated as harmoniously and as affectingly as ever, the door remained shut. It appeared however to Milady that in one of the furtive glances she darted from time to time at the grating of the door she thought she saw the ardent eyes of the young man through the narrow opening. But whether this was reality or vision, he had this time sufficient self-command not to enter.

	However, a few instants after she had finished her religious song, Milady thought she heard a profound sigh. Then the same steps she had heard approach slowly withdrew, as if with regret.

	55 CAPTIVITY: THE FOURTH DAY

	The next day, when Felton entered Milady’s apartment he found her standing, mounted upon a chair, holding in her hands a cord made by means of torn cambric handkerchiefs, twisted into a kind of rope one with another, and tied at the ends. At the noise Felton made in entering, Milady leaped lightly to the ground, and tried to conceal behind her the improvised cord she held in her hand.

	The young man was more pale than usual, and his eyes, reddened by want of sleep, denoted that he had passed a feverish night. Nevertheless, his brow was armed with a severity more austere than ever.

	He advanced slowly toward Milady, who had seated herself, and taking an end of the murderous rope which by neglect, or perhaps by design, she allowed to be seen, “What is this, madame?” he asked coldly.

	“That? Nothing,” said Milady, smiling with that painful expression which she knew so well how to give to her smile. “Ennui is the mortal enemy of prisoners; I had ennui, and I amused myself with twisting that rope.”

	Felton turned his eyes toward the part of the wall of the apartment before which he had found Milady standing in the armchair in which she was now seated, and over her head he perceived a gilt-headed screw, fixed in the wall for the purpose of hanging up clothes or weapons.

	He started, and the prisoner saw that start--for though her eyes were cast down, nothing escaped her.

	“What were you doing on that armchair?” asked he.

	“Of what consequence?” replied Milady.

	“But,” replied Felton, “I wish to know.”

	“Do not question me,” said the prisoner; “you know that we who are true Christians are forbidden to lie.”

	“Well, then,” said Felton, “I will tell you what you were doing, or rather what you meant to do; you were going to complete the fatal project you cherish in your mind. Remember, madame, if our God forbids falsehood, he much more severely condemns suicide.”

	“When God sees one of his creatures persecuted unjustly, placed between suicide and dishonor, believe me, sir,” replied Milady, in a tone of deep conviction, “God pardons suicide, for then suicide becomes martyrdom.”

	“You say either too much or too little; speak, madame. In the name of heaven, explain yourself.”

	“That I may relate my misfortunes for you to treat them as fables; that I may tell you my projects for you to go and betray them to my persecutor? No, sir. Besides, of what importance to you is the life or death of a condemned wretch? You are only responsible for my body, is it not so? And provided you produce a carcass that may be recognized as mine, they will require no more of you; nay, perhaps you will even have a double reward.”

	“I, madame, I?” cried Felton. “You suppose that I would ever accept the price of your life? Oh, you cannot believe what you say!”

	“Let me act as I please, Felton, let me act as I please,” said Milady, elated. “Every soldier must be ambitious, must he not? You are a lieutenant? Well, you will follow me to the grave with the rank of captain.”

	“What have I, then, done to you,” said Felton, much agitated, “that you should load me with such a responsibility before God and before men? In a few days you will be away from this place; your life, madame, will then no longer be under my care, and,” added he, with a sigh, “then you can do what you will with it.”

	“So,” cried Milady, as if she could not resist giving utterance to a holy indignation, “you, a pious man, you who are called a just man, you ask but one thing--and that is that you may not be inculpated, annoyed, by my death!”

	“It is my duty to watch over your life, madame, and I will watch.”

	“But do you understand the mission you are fulfilling? Cruel enough, if I am guilty; but what name can you give it, what name will the Lord give it, if I am innocent?”

	“I am a soldier, madame, and fulfill the orders I have received.”

	“Do you believe, then, that at the day of the Last Judgment God will separate blind executioners from iniquitous judges? You are not willing that I should kill my body, and you make yourself the agent of him who would kill my soul.”

	“But I repeat it again to you,” replied Felton, in great emotion, “no danger threatens you; I will answer for Lord de Winter as for myself.”

	“Dunce,” cried Milady, “dunce! who dares to answer for another man, when the wisest, when those most after God’s own heart, hesitate to answer for themselves, and who ranges himself on the side of the strongest and the most fortunate, to crush the weakest and the most unfortunate.”

	“Impossible, madame, impossible,” murmured Felton, who felt to the bottom of his heart the justness of this argument. “A prisoner, you will not recover your liberty through me; living, you will not lose your life through me.”

	“Yes,” cried Milady, “but I shall lose that which is much dearer to me than life, I shall lose my honor, Felton; and it is you, you whom I make responsible, before God and before men, for my shame and my infamy.”

	This time Felton, immovable as he was, or appeared to be, could not resist the secret influence which had already taken possession of him. To see this woman, so beautiful, fair as the brightest vision, to see her by turns overcome with grief and threatening; to resist at once the ascendancy of grief and beauty--it was too much for a visionary; it was too much for a brain weakened by the ardent dreams of an ecstatic faith; it was too much for a heart furrowed by the love of heaven that burns, by the hatred of men that devours.

	Milady saw the trouble. She felt by intuition the flame of the opposing passions which burned with the blood in the veins of the young fanatic. As a skillful general, seeing the enemy ready to surrender, marches toward him with a cry of victory, she rose, beautiful as an antique priestess, inspired like a Christian virgin, her arms extended, her throat uncovered, her hair disheveled, holding with one hand her robe modestly drawn over her breast, her look illumined by that fire which had already created such disorder in the veins of the young Puritan, and went toward him, crying out with a vehement air, and in her melodious voice, to which on this occasion she communicated a terrible energy:

	“Let this victim to Baal be sent, To the lions the martyr be thrown! Thy God shall teach thee to repent! From th’ abyss he’ll give ear to my moan.”

	Felton stood before this strange apparition like one petrified.

	“Who art thou? Who art thou?” cried he, clasping his hands. “Art thou a messenger from God; art thou a minister from hell; art thou an angel or a demon; callest thou thyself Eloa or Astarte?”

	“Do you not know me, Felton? I am neither an angel nor a demon; I am a daughter of earth, I am a sister of thy faith, that is all.”

	“Yes, yes!” said Felton, “I doubted, but now I believe.”

	“You believe, and still you are an accomplice of that child of Belial who is called Lord de Winter! You believe, and yet you leave me in the hands of mine enemies, of the enemy of England, of the enemy of God! You believe, and yet you deliver me up to him who fills and defiles the world with his heresies and debaucheries--to that infamous Sardanapalus whom the blind call the Duke of Buckingham, and whom believers name Antichrist!”

	“I deliver you up to Buckingham? I? what mean you by that?”

	“They have eyes,” cried Milady, “but they see not; ears have they, but they hear not.”

	“Yes, yes!” said Felton, passing his hands over his brow, covered with sweat, as if to remove his last doubt. “Yes, I recognize the voice which speaks to me in my dreams; yes, I recognize the features of the angel who appears to me every night, crying to my soul, which cannot sleep: ‘Strike, save England, save thyself--for thou wilt die without having appeased God!’ Speak, speak!” cried Felton, “I can understand you now.”

	A flash of terrible joy, but rapid as thought, gleamed from the eyes of Milady.

	However fugitive this homicide flash, Felton saw it, and started as if its light had revealed the abysses of this woman’s heart. He recalled, all at once, the warnings of Lord de Winter, the seductions of Milady, her first attempts after her arrival. He drew back a step, and hung down his head, without, however, ceasing to look at her, as if, fascinated by this strange creature, he could not detach his eyes from her eyes.

	Milady was not a woman to misunderstand the meaning of this hesitation. Under her apparent emotions her icy coolness never abandoned her. Before Felton replied, and before she should be forced to resume this conversation, so difficult to be sustained in the same exalted tone, she let her hands fall; and as if the weakness of the woman overpowered the enthusiasm of the inspired fanatic, she said: “But no, it is not for me to be the Judith to deliver Bethulia from this Holofernes. The sword of the eternal is too heavy for my arm. Allow me, then, to avoid dishonor by death; let me take refuge in martyrdom. I do not ask you for liberty, as a guilty one would, nor for vengeance, as would a pagan. Let me die; that is all. I supplicate you, I implore you on my knees--let me die, and my last sigh shall be a blessing for my preserver.”

	Hearing that voice, so sweet and suppliant, seeing that look, so timid and downcast, Felton reproached himself. By degrees the enchantress had clothed herself with that magic adornment which she assumed and threw aside at will; that is to say, beauty, meekness, and tears--and above all, the irresistible attraction of mystical voluptuousness, the most devouring of all voluptuousness.

	“Alas!” said Felton, “I can do but one thing, which is to pity you if you prove to me you are a victim! But Lord de Winter makes cruel accusations against you. You are a Christian; you are my sister in religion. I feel myself drawn toward you--I, who have never loved anyone but my benefactor--I who have met with nothing but traitors and impious men. But you, madame, so beautiful in reality, you, so pure in appearance, must have committed great iniquities for Lord de Winter to pursue you thus.”

	“They have eyes,” repeated Milady, with an accent of indescribable grief, “but they see not; ears have they, but they hear not.”

	“But,” cried the young officer, “speak, then, speak!”

	“Confide my shame to you,” cried Milady, with the blush of modesty upon her countenance, “for often the crime of one becomes the shame of another--confide my shame to you, a man, and I a woman? Oh,” continued she, placing her hand modestly over her beautiful eyes, “never! never!--I could not!”

	“To me, to a brother?” said Felton.

	Milady looked at him for some time with an expression which the young man took for doubt, but which, however, was nothing but observation, or rather the wish to fascinate.

	Felton, in his turn a suppliant, clasped his hands.

	“Well, then,” said Milady, “I confide in my brother; I will dare to--”

	At this moment the steps of Lord de Winter were heard; but this time the terrible brother-in-law of Milady did not content himself, as on the preceding day, with passing before the door and going away again. He paused, exchanged two words with the sentinel; then the door opened, and he appeared.

	During the exchange of these two words Felton drew back quickly, and when Lord de Winter entered, he was several paces from the prisoner.

	The baron entered slowly, sending a scrutinizing glance from Milady to the young officer.

	“You have been here a very long time, John,” said he. “Has this woman been relating her crimes to you? In that case I can comprehend the length of the conversation.”

	Felton started; and Milady felt she was lost if she did not come to the assistance of the disconcerted Puritan.

	“Ah, you fear your prisoner should escape!” said she. “Well, ask your worthy jailer what favor I this instant solicited of him.”

	“You demanded a favor?” said the baron, suspiciously.

	“Yes, my Lord,” replied the young man, confused.

	“And what favor, pray?” asked Lord de Winter.

	“A knife, which she would return to me through the grating of the door a minute after she had received it,” replied Felton.

	“There is someone, then, concealed here whose throat this amiable lady is desirous of cutting,” said de Winter, in an ironical, contemptuous tone.

	“There is myself,” replied Milady.

	“I have given you the choice between America and Tyburn,” replied Lord de Winter. “Choose Tyburn, madame. Believe me, the cord is more certain than the knife.”

	Felton grew pale, and made a step forward, remembering that at the moment he entered Milady had a rope in her hand.

	“You are right,” said she, “I have often thought of it.” Then she added in a low voice, “And I will think of it again.”

	Felton felt a shudder run to the marrow of his bones; probably Lord de Winter perceived this emotion.

	“Mistrust yourself, John,” said he. “I have placed reliance upon you, my friend. Beware! I have warned you! But be of good courage, my lad; in three days we shall be delivered from this creature, and where I shall send her she can harm nobody.”

	“You hear him!” cried Milady, with vehemence, so that the baron might believe she was addressing heaven, and that Felton might understand she was addressing him.

	Felton lowered his head and reflected.

	The baron took the young officer by the arm, and turned his head over his shoulder, so as not to lose sight of Milady till he was gone out.

	“Well,” said the prisoner, when the door was shut, “I am not so far advanced as I believed. De Winter has changed his usual stupidity into a strange prudence. It is the desire of vengeance, and how desire molds a man! As to Felton, he hesitates. Ah, he is not a man like that cursed d’Artagnan. A Puritan only adores virgins, and he adores them by clasping his hands. A Musketeer loves women, and he loves them by clasping his arms round them.”

	Milady waited, then, with much impatience, for she feared the day would pass away without her seeing Felton again. At last, in an hour after the scene we have just described, she heard someone speaking in a low voice at the door. Presently the door opened, and she perceived Felton.

	The young man advanced rapidly into the chamber, leaving the door open behind him, and making a sign to Milady to be silent; his face was much agitated.

	“What do you want with me?” said she.

	“Listen,” replied Felton, in a low voice. “I have just sent away the sentinel that I might remain here without anybody knowing it, in order to speak to you without being overheard. The baron has just related a frightful story to me.”

	Milady assumed her smile of a resigned victim, and shook her head.

	“Either you are a demon,” continued Felton, “or the baron--my benefactor, my father--is a monster. I have known you four days; I have loved him four years. I therefore may hesitate between you. Be not alarmed at what I say; I want to be convinced. Tonight, after twelve, I will come and see you, and you shall convince me.”

	“No, Felton, no, my brother,” said she; “the sacrifice is too great, and I feel what it must cost you. No, I am lost; do not be lost with me. My death will be much more eloquent than my life, and the silence of the corpse will convince you much better than the words of the prisoner.”

	“Be silent, madame,” cried Felton, “and do not speak to me thus; I came to entreat you to promise me upon your honor, to swear to me by what you hold most sacred, that you will make no attempt upon your life.”

	“I will not promise,” said Milady, “for no one has more respect for a promise or an oath than I have; and if I make a promise I must keep it.”

	“Well,” said Felton, “only promise till you have seen me again. If, when you have seen me again, you still persist--well, then you shall be free, and I myself will give you the weapon you desire.”

	“Well,” said Milady, “for you I will wait.”

	“Swear.”

	“I swear it, by our God. Are you satisfied?”

	“Well,” said Felton, “till tonight.”

	And he darted out of the room, shut the door, and waited in the corridor, the soldier’s half-pike in his hand, and as if he had mounted guard in his place.

	The soldier returned, and Felton gave him back his weapon.

	Then, through the grating to which she had drawn near, Milady saw the young man make a sign with delirious fervor, and depart in an apparent transport of joy.

	As for her, she returned to her place with a smile of savage contempt upon her lips, and repeated, blaspheming, that terrible name of God, by whom she had just sworn without ever having learned to know Him.

	“My God,” said she, “what a senseless fanatic! My God, it is I--I--and this fellow who will help me to avenge myself.”

	56 CAPTIVITY: THE FIFTH DAY

	Milady had however achieved a half-triumph, and success doubled her forces.

	It was not difficult to conquer, as she had hitherto done, men prompt to let themselves be seduced, and whom the gallant education of a court led quickly into her net. Milady was handsome enough not to find much resistance on the part of the flesh, and she was sufficiently skillful to prevail over all the obstacles of the mind.

	But this time she had to contend with an unpolished nature, concentrated and insensible by force of austerity. Religion and its observances had made Felton a man inaccessible to ordinary seductions. There fermented in that sublimated brain plans so vast, projects so tumultuous, that there remained no room for any capricious or material love--that sentiment which is fed by leisure and grows with corruption. Milady had, then, made a breach by her false virtue in the opinion of a man horribly prejudiced against her, and by her beauty in the heart of a man hitherto chaste and pure. In short, she had taken the measure of motives hitherto unknown to herself, through this experiment, made upon the most rebellious subject that nature and religion could submit to her study.

	Many a time, nevertheless, during the evening she despaired of fate and of herself. She did not invoke God, we very well know, but she had faith in the genius of evil--that immense sovereignty which reigns in all the details of human life, and by which, as in the Arabian fable, a single pomegranate seed is sufficient to reconstruct a ruined world.

	Milady, being well prepared for the reception of Felton, was able to erect her batteries for the next day. She knew she had only two days left; that when once the order was signed by Buckingham--and Buckingham would sign it the more readily from its bearing a false name, and he could not, therefore, recognize the woman in question--once this order was signed, we say, the baron would make her embark immediately, and she knew very well that women condemned to exile employ arms much less powerful in their seductions than the pretendedly virtuous woman whose beauty is lighted by the sun of the world, whose style the voice of fashion lauds, and whom a halo of aristocracy gilds with enchanting splendors. To be a woman condemned to a painful and disgraceful punishment is no impediment to beauty, but it is an obstacle to the recovery of power. Like all persons of real genius, Milady knew what suited her nature and her means. Poverty was repugnant to her; degradation took away two-thirds of her greatness. Milady was only a queen while among queens. The pleasure of satisfied pride was necessary to her domination. To command inferior beings was rather a humiliation than a pleasure for her.

	She should certainly return from her exile--she did not doubt that a single instant; but how long might this exile last? For an active, ambitious nature, like that of Milady, days not spent in climbing are inauspicious days. What word, then, can be found to describe the days which they occupy in descending? To lose a year, two years, three years, is to talk of an eternity; to return after the death or disgrace of the cardinal, perhaps; to return when d’Artagnan and his friends, happy and triumphant, should have received from the queen the reward they had well acquired by the services they had rendered her--these were devouring ideas that a woman like Milady could not endure. For the rest, the storm which raged within her doubled her strength, and she would have burst the walls of her prison if her body had been able to take for a single instant the proportions of her mind.

	Then that which spurred her on additionally in the midst of all this was the remembrance of the cardinal. What must the mistrustful, restless, suspicious cardinal think of her silence--the cardinal, not merely her only support, her only prop, her only protector at present, but still further, the principal instrument of her future fortune and vengeance? She knew him; she knew that at her return from a fruitless journey it would be in vain to tell him of her imprisonment, in vain to enlarge upon the sufferings she had undergone. The cardinal would reply, with the sarcastic calmness of the skeptic, strong at once by power and genius, “You should not have allowed yourself to be taken.”

	Then Milady collected all her energies, murmuring in the depths of her soul the name of Felton--the only beam of light that penetrated to her in the hell into which she had fallen; and like a serpent which folds and unfolds its rings to ascertain its strength, she enveloped Felton beforehand in the thousand meshes of her inventive imagination.

	Time, however, passed away; the hours, one after another, seemed to awaken the clock as they passed, and every blow of the brass hammer resounded upon the heart of the prisoner. At nine o’clock, Lord de Winter made his customary visit, examined the window and the bars, sounded the floor and the walls, looked to the chimney and the doors, without, during this long and minute examination, he or Milady pronouncing a single word.

	Doubtless both of them understood that the situation had become too serious to lose time in useless words and aimless wrath.

	“Well,” said the baron, on leaving her “you will not escape tonight!”

	At ten o’clock Felton came and placed the sentinel. Milady recognized his step. She was as well acquainted with it now as a mistress is with that of the lover of her heart; and yet Milady at the same time detested and despised this weak fanatic.

	That was not the appointed hour. Felton did not enter.

	Two hours after, as midnight sounded, the sentinel was relieved. This time it WAS the hour, and from this moment Milady waited with impatience. The new sentinel commenced his walk in the corridor. At the expiration of ten minutes Felton came.

	Milady was all attention.

	“Listen,” said the young man to the sentinel. “On no pretense leave the door, for you know that last night my Lord punished a soldier for having quit his post for an instant, although I, during his absence, watched in his place.”

	“Yes, I know it,” said the soldier.

	“I recommend you therefore to keep the strictest watch. For my part I am going to pay a second visit to this woman, who I fear entertains sinister intentions upon her own life, and I have received orders to watch her.”

	“Good!” murmured Milady; “the austere Puritan lies.”

	As to the soldier, he only smiled.

	“Zounds, Lieutenant!” said he; “you are not unlucky in being charged with such commissions, particularly if my Lord has authorized you to look into her bed.”

	Felton blushed. Under any other circumstances he would have reprimanded the soldier for indulging in such pleasantry, but his conscience murmured too loud for his mouth to dare speak.

	“If I call, come,” said he. “If anyone comes, call me.”

	“I will, Lieutenant,” said the soldier.

	Felton entered Milady’s apartment. Milady arose.

	“You are here!” said she.

	“I promised to come,” said Felton, “and I have come.”

	“You promised me something else.”

	“What, my God!” said the young man, who in spite of his self-command felt his knees tremble and the sweat start from his brow.

	“You promised to bring a knife, and to leave it with me after our interview.”

	“Say no more of that, madame,” said Felton. “There is no situation, however terrible it may be, which can authorize a creature of God to inflict death upon himself. I have reflected, and I cannot, must not be guilty of such a sin.”

	“Ah, you have reflected!” said the prisoner, sitting down in her armchair, with a smile of disdain; “and I also have reflected.”

	“Upon what?”

	“That I can have nothing to say to a man who does not keep his word.”

	“Oh, my God!” murmured Felton.

	“You may retire,” said Milady. “I will not talk.”

	“Here is the knife,” said Felton, drawing from his pocket the weapon which he had brought, according to his promise, but which he hesitated to give to his prisoner.

	“Let me see it,” said Milady.

	“For what purpose?”

	“Upon my honor, I will instantly return it to you. You shall place it on that table, and you may remain between it and me.”

	Felton offered the weapon to Milady, who examined the temper of it attentively, and who tried the point on the tip of her finger.

	“Well,” said she, returning the knife to the young officer, “this is fine and good steel. You are a faithful friend, Felton.”

	Felton took back the weapon, and laid it upon the table, as he had agreed with the prisoner.

	Milady followed him with her eyes, and made a gesture of satisfaction.

	“Now,” said she, “listen to me.”

	The request was needless. The young officer stood upright before her, awaiting her words as if to devour them.

	“Felton,” said Milady, with a solemnity full of melancholy, “imagine that your sister, the daughter of your father, speaks to you. While yet young, unfortunately handsome, I was dragged into a snare. I resisted. Ambushes and violences multiplied around me, but I resisted. The religion I serve, the God I adore, were blasphemed because I called upon that religion and that God, but still I resisted. Then outrages were heaped upon me, and as my soul was not subdued they wished to defile my body forever. Finally--”

	Milady stopped, and a bitter smile passed over her lips.

	“Finally,” said Felton, “finally, what did they do?”

	“At length, one evening my enemy resolved to paralyze the resistance he could not conquer. One evening he mixed a powerful narcotic with my water. Scarcely had I finished my repast, when I felt myself sink by degrees into a strange torpor. Although I was without mistrust, a vague fear seized me, and I tried to struggle against sleepiness. I arose. I wished to run to the window and call for help, but my legs refused their office. It appeared as if the ceiling sank upon my head and crushed me with its weight. I stretched out my arms. I tried to speak. I could only utter inarticulate sounds, and irresistible faintness came over me. I supported myself by a chair, feeling that I was about to fall, but this support was soon insufficient on account of my weak arms. I fell upon one knee, then upon both. I tried to pray, but my tongue was frozen. God doubtless neither heard nor saw me, and I sank upon the floor a prey to a slumber which resembled death.

	“Of all that passed in that sleep, or the time which glided away while it lasted, I have no remembrance. The only thing I recollect is that I awoke in bed in a round chamber, the furniture of which was sumptuous, and into which light only penetrated by an opening in the ceiling. No door gave entrance to the room. It might be called a magnificent prison.

	“It was a long time before I was able to make out what place I was in, or to take account of the details I describe. My mind appeared to strive in vain to shake off the heavy darkness of the sleep from which I could not rouse myself. I had vague perceptions of space traversed, of the rolling of a carriage, of a horrible dream in which my strength had become exhausted; but all this was so dark and so indistinct in my mind that these events seemed to belong to another life than mine, and yet mixed with mine in fantastic duality.

	“At times the state into which I had fallen appeared so strange that I believed myself dreaming. I arose trembling. My clothes were near me on a chair; I neither remembered having undressed myself nor going to bed. Then by degrees the reality broke upon me, full of chaste terrors. I was no longer in the house where I had dwelt. As well as I could judge by the light of the sun, the day was already two-thirds gone. It was the evening before when I had fallen asleep; my sleep, then, must have lasted twenty-four hours! What had taken place during this long sleep?

	“I dressed myself as quickly as possible; my slow and stiff motions all attested that the effects of the narcotic were not yet entirely dissipated. The chamber was evidently furnished for the reception of a woman; and the most finished coquette could not have formed a wish, but on casting her eyes about the apartment, she would have found that wish accomplished.

	“Certainly I was not the first captive that had been shut up in this splendid prison; but you may easily comprehend, Felton, that the more superb the prison, the greater was my terror.

	“Yes, it was a prison, for I tried in vain to get out of it. I sounded all the walls, in the hopes of discovering a door, but everywhere the walls returned a full and flat sound.

	“I made the tour of the room at least twenty times, in search of an outlet of some kind; but there was none. I sank exhausted with fatigue and terror into an armchair.

	“Meantime, night came on rapidly, and with night my terrors increased. I did not know but I had better remain where I was seated. It appeared that I was surrounded with unknown dangers into which I was about to fall at every instant. Although I had eaten nothing since the evening before, my fears prevented my feeling hunger.

	“No noise from without by which I could measure the time reached me; I only supposed it must be seven or eight o’clock in the evening, for it was in the month of October and it was quite dark.

	“All at once the noise of a door, turning on its hinges, made me start. A globe of fire appeared above the glazed opening of the ceiling, casting a strong light into my chamber; and I perceived with terror that a man was standing within a few paces of me.

	“A table, with two covers, bearing a supper ready prepared, stood, as if by magic, in the middle of the apartment.

	“That man was he who had pursued me during a whole year, who had vowed my dishonor, and who, by the first words that issued from his mouth, gave me to understand he had accomplished it the preceding night.”

	“Scoundrel!” murmured Felton.

	“Oh, yes, scoundrel!” cried Milady, seeing the interest which the young officer, whose soul seemed to hang on her lips, took in this strange recital. “Oh, yes, scoundrel! He believed, having triumphed over me in my sleep, that all was completed. He came, hoping that I would accept my shame, as my shame was consummated; he came to offer his fortune in exchange for my love.

	“All that the heart of a woman could contain of haughty contempt and disdainful words, I poured out upon this man. Doubtless he was accustomed to such reproaches, for he listened to me calm and smiling, with his arms crossed over his breast. Then, when he thought I had said all, he advanced toward me; I sprang toward the table, I seized a knife, I placed it to my breast.

	“Take one step more,” said I, “and in addition to my dishonor, you shall have my death to reproach yourself with.”

	“There was, no doubt, in my look, my voice, my whole person, that sincerity of gesture, of attitude, of accent, which carries conviction to the most perverse minds, for he paused.

	“‘Your death?’ said he; ‘oh, no, you are too charming a mistress to allow me to consent to lose you thus, after I have had the happiness to possess you only a single time. Adieu, my charmer; I will wait to pay you my next visit till you are in a better humor.’

	“At these words he blew a whistle; the globe of fire which lighted the room reascended and disappeared. I found myself again in complete darkness. The same noise of a door opening and shutting was repeated the instant afterward; the flaming globe descended afresh, and I was completely alone.

	“This moment was frightful; if I had any doubts as to my misfortune, these doubts had vanished in an overwhelming reality. I was in the power of a man whom I not only detested, but despised--of a man capable of anything, and who had already given me a fatal proof of what he was able to do.”

	“But who, then was this man?” asked Felton.

	“I passed the night on a chair, starting at the least noise, for toward midnight the lamp went out, and I was again in darkness. But the night passed away without any fresh attempt on the part of my persecutor. Day came; the table had disappeared, only I had still the knife in my hand.

	“This knife was my only hope.

	“I was worn out with fatigue. Sleeplessness inflamed my eyes; I had not dared to sleep a single instant. The light of day reassured me; I went and threw myself on the bed, without parting with the emancipating knife, which I concealed under my pillow.

	“When I awoke, a fresh meal was served.

	“This time, in spite of my terrors, in spite of my agony, I began to feel a devouring hunger. It was forty-eight hours since I had taken any nourishment. I ate some bread and some fruit; then, remembering the narcotic mixed with the water I had drunk, I would not touch that which was placed on the table, but filled my glass at a marble fountain fixed in the wall over my dressing table.

	“And yet, notwithstanding these precautions, I remained for some time in a terrible agitation of mind. But my fears were this time ill-founded; I passed the day without experiencing anything of the kind I dreaded.

	“I took the precaution to half empty the carafe, in order that my suspicions might not be noticed.

	“The evening came on, and with it darkness; but however profound was this darkness, my eyes began to accustom themselves to it. I saw, amid the shadows, the table sink through the floor; a quarter of an hour later it reappeared, bearing my supper. In an instant, thanks to the lamp, my chamber was once more lighted.

	“I was determined to eat only such things as could not possibly have anything soporific introduced into them. Two eggs and some fruit composed my repast; then I drew another glass of water from my protecting fountain, and drank it.

	“At the first swallow, it appeared to me not to have the same taste as in the morning. Suspicion instantly seized me. I paused, but I had already drunk half a glass.

	“I threw the rest away with horror, and waited, with the dew of fear upon my brow.

	“No doubt some invisible witness had seen me draw the water from that fountain, and had taken advantage of my confidence in it, the better to assure my ruin, so coolly resolved upon, so cruelly pursued.

	“Half an hour had not passed when the same symptoms began to appear; but as I had only drunk half a glass of the water, I contended longer, and instead of falling entirely asleep, I sank into a state of drowsiness which left me a perception of what was passing around me, while depriving me of the strength either to defend myself or to fly.

	“I dragged myself toward the bed, to seek the only defense I had left--my saving knife; but I could not reach the bolster. I sank on my knees, my hands clasped round one of the bedposts; then I felt that I was lost.”

	Felton became frightfully pale, and a convulsive tremor crept through his whole body.

	“And what was most frightful,” continued Milady, her voice altered, as if she still experienced the same agony as at that awful minute, “was that at this time I retained a consciousness of the danger that threatened me; was that my soul, if I may say so, waked in my sleeping body; was that I saw, that I heard. It is true that all was like a dream, but it was not the less frightful.

	“I saw the lamp ascend, and leave me in darkness; then I heard the well-known creaking of the door although I had heard that door open but twice.

	“I felt instinctively that someone approached me; it is said that the doomed wretch in the deserts of America thus feels the approach of the serpent.

	“I wished to make an effort; I attempted to cry out. By an incredible effort of will I even raised myself up, but only to sink down again immediately, and to fall into the arms of my persecutor.”

	“Tell me who this man was!” cried the young officer.

	Milady saw at a single glance all the painful feelings she inspired in Felton by dwelling on every detail of her recital; but she would not spare him a single pang. The more profoundly she wounded his heart, the more certainly he would avenge her. She continued, then, as if she had not heard his exclamation, or as if she thought the moment was not yet come to reply to it.

	“Only this time it was no longer an inert body, without feeling, that the villain had to deal with. I have told you that without being able to regain the complete exercise of my faculties, I retained the sense of my danger. I struggled, then, with all my strength, and doubtless opposed, weak as I was, a long resistance, for I heard him cry out, ‘These miserable Puritans! I knew very well that they tired out their executioners, but I did not believe them so strong against their lovers!’

	“Alas! this desperate resistance could not last long. I felt my strength fail, and this time it was not my sleep that enabled the coward to prevail, but my swoon.”

	Felton listened without uttering any word or sound, except an inward expression of agony. The sweat streamed down his marble forehead, and his hand, under his coat, tore his breast.

	“My first impulse, on coming to myself, was to feel under my pillow for the knife I had not been able to reach; if it had not been useful for defense, it might at least serve for expiation.

	“But on taking this knife, Felton, a terrible idea occurred to me. I have sworn to tell you all, and I will tell you all. I have promised you the truth; I will tell it, were it to destroy me.”

	“The idea came into your mind to avenge yourself on this man, did it not?” cried Felton.

	“Yes,” said Milady. “The idea was not that of a Christian, I knew; but without doubt, that eternal enemy of our souls, that lion roaring constantly around us, breathed it into my mind. In short, what shall I say to you, Felton?” continued Milady, in the tone of a woman accusing herself of a crime. “This idea occurred to me, and did not leave me; it is of this homicidal thought that I now bear the punishment.”

	“Continue, continue!” said Felton; “I am eager to see you attain your vengeance!”

	“Oh, I resolved that it should take place as soon as possible. I had no doubt he would return the following night. During the day I had nothing to fear.

	“When the hour of breakfast came, therefore, I did not hesitate to eat and drink. I had determined to make believe sup, but to eat nothing. I was forced, then, to combat the fast of the evening with the nourishment of the morning.

	“Only I concealed a glass of water, which remained after my breakfast, thirst having been the chief of my sufferings when I remained forty-eight hours without eating or drinking.

	“The day passed away without having any other influence on me than to strengthen the resolution I had formed; only I took care that my face should not betray the thoughts of my heart, for I had no doubt I was watched. Several times, even, I felt a smile on my lips. Felton, I dare not tell you at what idea I smiled; you would hold me in horror--”

	“Go on! go on!” said Felton; “you see plainly that I listen, and that I am anxious to know the end.”

	“Evening came; the ordinary events took place. During the darkness, as before, my supper was brought. Then the lamp was lighted, and I sat down to table. I only ate some fruit. I pretended to pour out water from the jug, but I only drank that which I had saved in my glass. The substitution was made so carefully that my spies, if I had any, could have no suspicion of it.

	“After supper I exhibited the same marks of languor as on the preceding evening; but this time, as I yielded to fatigue, or as if I had become familiarized with danger, I dragged myself toward my bed, let my robe fall, and lay down.

	“I found my knife where I had placed it, under my pillow, and while feigning to sleep, my hand grasped the handle of it convulsively.

	“Two hours passed away without anything fresh happening. Oh, my God! who could have said so the evening before? I began to fear that he would not come.

	“At length I saw the lamp rise softly, and disappear in the depths of the ceiling; my chamber was filled with darkness and obscurity, but I made a strong effort to penetrate this darkness and obscurity.

	“Nearly ten minutes passed; I heard no other noise but the beating of my own heart. I implored heaven that he might come.

	“At length I heard the well-known noise of the door, which opened and shut; I heard, notwithstanding the thickness of the carpet, a step which made the floor creak; I saw, notwithstanding the darkness, a shadow which approached my bed.”

	“Haste! haste!” said Felton; “do you not see that each of your words burns me like molten lead?”

	“Then,” continued Milady, “then I collected all my strength; I recalled to my mind that the moment of vengeance, or rather, of justice, had struck. I looked upon myself as another Judith; I gathered myself up, my knife in my hand, and when I saw him near me, stretching out his arms to find his victim, then, with the last cry of agony and despair, I struck him in the middle of his breast.

	“The miserable villain! He had foreseen all. His breast was covered with a coat-of-mail; the knife was bent against it.

	“‘Ah, ah!’ cried he, seizing my arm, and wresting from me the weapon that had so badly served me, ‘you want to take my life, do you, my pretty Puritan? But that’s more than dislike, that’s ingratitude! Come, come, calm yourself, my sweet girl! I thought you had softened. I am not one of those tyrants who detain women by force. You don’t love me. With my usual fatuity I doubted it; now I am convinced. Tomorrow you shall be free.’

	“I had but one wish; that was that he should kill me.

	“‘Beware!’ said I, ‘for my liberty is your dishonor.’

	“‘Explain yourself, my pretty sibyl!’

	“‘Yes; for as soon as I leave this place I will tell everything. I will proclaim the violence you have used toward me. I will describe my captivity. I will denounce this place of infamy. You are placed on high, my Lord, but tremble! Above you there is the king; above the king there is God!’

	“However perfect master he was over himself, my persecutor allowed a movement of anger to escape him. I could not see the expression of his countenance, but I felt the arm tremble upon which my hand was placed.

	“‘Then you shall not leave this place,’ said he.

	“‘Very well,’ cried I, ‘then the place of my punishment will be that of my tomb. I will die here, and you will see if a phantom that accuses is not more terrible than a living being that threatens!’

	“‘You shall have no weapon left in your power.’

	“‘There is a weapon which despair has placed within the reach of every creature who has the courage to use it. I will allow myself to die with hunger.’

	“‘Come,’ said the wretch, ‘is not peace much better than such a war as that? I will restore you to liberty this moment; I will proclaim you a piece of immaculate virtue; I will name you the Lucretia of England.’

	“‘And I will say that you are the Sextus. I will denounce you before men, as I have denounced you before God; and if it be necessary that, like Lucretia, I should sign my accusation with my blood, I will sign it.’

	“‘Ah!’ said my enemy, in a jeering tone, ‘that’s quite another thing. My faith! everything considered, you are very well off here. You shall want for nothing, and if you let yourself die of hunger that will be your own fault.’

	“At these words he retired. I heard the door open and shut, and I remained overwhelmed, less, I confess it, by my grief than by the mortification of not having avenged myself.

	“He kept his word. All the day, all the next night passed away without my seeing him again. But I also kept my word with him, and I neither ate nor drank. I was, as I told him, resolved to die of hunger.

	“I passed the day and the night in prayer, for I hoped that God would pardon me my suicide.

	“The second night the door opened; I was lying on the floor, for my strength began to abandon me.

	“At the noise I raised myself up on one hand.

	“‘Well,’ said a voice which vibrated in too terrible a manner in my ear not to be recognized, ‘well! Are we softened a little? Will we not pay for our liberty with a single promise of silence? Come, I am a good sort of a prince,’ added he, ‘and although I like not Puritans I do them justice; and it is the same with Puritanesses, when they are pretty. Come, take a little oath for me on the cross; I won’t ask anything more of you.’

	“‘On the cross,’ cried I, rising, for at that abhorred voice I had recovered all my strength, ‘on the cross I swear that no promise, no menace, no force, no torture, shall close my mouth! On the cross I swear to denounce you everywhere as a murderer, as a thief of honor, as a base coward! On the cross I swear, if I ever leave this place, to call down vengeance upon you from the whole human race!’

	“‘Beware!’ said the voice, in a threatening accent that I had never yet heard. ‘I have an extraordinary means which I will not employ but in the last extremity to close your mouth, or at least to prevent anyone from believing a word you may utter.’

	“I mustered all my strength to reply to him with a burst of laughter.

	“He saw that it was a merciless war between us--a war to the death.

	“‘Listen!’ said he. ‘I give you the rest of tonight and all day tomorrow. Reflect: promise to be silent, and riches, consideration, even honor, shall surround you; threaten to speak, and I will condemn you to infamy.’

	“‘You?’ cried I. ‘You?’

	“‘To interminable, ineffaceable infamy!’

	“‘You?’ repeated I. Oh, I declare to you, Felton, I thought him mad!

	“‘Yes, yes, I!’ replied he.

	“‘Oh, leave me!’ said I. ‘Begone, if you do not desire to see me dash my head against that wall before your eyes!’

	“‘Very well, it is your own doing. Till tomorrow evening, then!’

	“‘Till tomorrow evening, then!’ replied I, allowing myself to fall, and biting the carpet with rage.”

	Felton leaned for support upon a piece of furniture; and Milady saw, with the joy of a demon, that his strength would fail him perhaps before the end of her recital.

	57 MEANS FOR CLASSICAL TRAGEDY

	After a moment of silence employed by Milady in observing the young man who listened to her, Milady continued her recital.

	“It was nearly three days since I had eaten or drunk anything. I suffered frightful torments. At times there passed before me clouds which pressed my brow, which veiled my eyes; this was delirium.

	“When the evening came I was so weak that every time I fainted I thanked God, for I thought I was about to die.

	“In the midst of one of these swoons I heard the door open. Terror recalled me to myself.

	“He entered the apartment followed by a man in a mask. He was masked likewise; but I knew his step, I knew his voice, I knew him by that imposing bearing which hell has bestowed upon his person for the curse of humanity.

	“‘Well,’ said he to me, ‘have you made your mind up to take the oath I requested of you?’

	“‘You have said Puritans have but one word. Mine you have heard, and that is to pursue you--on earth to the tribunal of men, in heaven to the tribunal of God.’

	“‘You persist, then?’

	“‘I swear it before the God who hears me. I will take the whole world as a witness of your crime, and that until I have found an avenger.’

	“‘You are a prostitute,’ said he, in a voice of thunder, ‘and you shall undergo the punishment of prostitutes! Branded in the eyes of the world you invoke, try to prove to that world that you are neither guilty nor mad!’

	“Then, addressing the man who accompanied him, ‘Executioner,’ said he, ‘do your duty.’”

	“Oh, his name, his name!” cried Felton. “His name, tell it me!”

	“Then in spite of my cries, in spite of my resistance--for I began to comprehend that there was a question of something worse than death--the executioner seized me, threw me on the floor, fastened me with his bonds, and suffocated by sobs, almost without sense, invoking God, who did not listen to me, I uttered all at once a frightful cry of pain and shame. A burning fire, a red-hot iron, the iron of the executioner, was imprinted on my shoulder.”

	Felton uttered a groan.

	“Here,” said Milady, rising with the majesty of a queen, “here, Felton, behold the new martyrdom invented for a pure young girl, the victim of the brutality of a villain. Learn to know the heart of men, and henceforth make yourself less easily the instrument of their unjust vengeance.”

	Milady, with a rapid gesture, opened her robe, tore the cambric that covered her bosom, and red with feigned anger and simulated shame, showed the young man the ineffaceable impression which dishonored that beautiful shoulder.

	“But,” cried Felton, “that is a FLEUR-DE-LIS which I see there.”

	“And therein consisted the infamy,” replied Milady. “The brand of England!--it would be necessary to prove what tribunal had imposed it on me, and I could have made a public appeal to all the tribunals of the kingdom; but the brand of France!--oh, by that, by THAT I was branded indeed!”

	This was too much for Felton.

	Pale, motionless, overwhelmed by this frightful revelation, dazzled by the superhuman beauty of this woman who unveiled herself before him with an immodesty which appeared to him sublime, he ended by falling on his knees before her as the early Christians did before those pure and holy martyrs whom the persecution of the emperors gave up in the circus to the sanguinary sensuality of the populace. The brand disappeared; the beauty alone remained.

	“Pardon! Pardon!” cried Felton, “oh, pardon!”

	Milady read in his eyes LOVE! LOVE!

	“Pardon for what?” asked she.

	“Pardon me for having joined with your persecutors.”

	Milady held out her hand to him.

	“So beautiful! so young!” cried Felton, covering that hand with his kisses.

	Milady let one of those looks fall upon him which make a slave of a king.

	Felton was a Puritan; he abandoned the hand of this woman to kiss her feet.

	He no longer loved her; he adored her.

	When this crisis was past, when Milady appeared to have resumed her self-possession, which she had never lost; when Felton had seen her recover with the veil of chastity those treasures of love which were only concealed from him to make him desire them the more ardently, he said, “Ah, now! I have only one thing to ask of you; that is, the name of your true executioner. For to me there is but one; the other was an instrument, that was all.”

	“What, brother!” cried Milady, “must I name him again? Have you not yet divined who he is?”

	“What?” cried Felton, “he--again he--always he? What--the truly guilty?”

	“The truly guilty,” said Milady, “is the ravager of England, the persecutor of true believers, the base ravisher of the honor of so many women--he who, to satisfy a caprice of his corrupt heart, is about to make England shed so much blood, who protects the Protestants today and will betray them tomorrow--”

	“Buckingham! It is, then, Buckingham!” cried Felton, in a high state of excitement.

	Milady concealed her face in her hands, as if she could not endure the shame which this name recalled to her.

	“Buckingham, the executioner of this angelic creature!” cried Felton. “And thou hast not hurled thy thunder at him, my God! And thou hast left him noble, honored, powerful, for the ruin of us all!”

	“God abandons him who abandons himself,” said Milady.

	“But he will draw upon his head the punishment reserved for the damned!” said Felton, with increasing exultation. “He wills that human vengeance should precede celestial justice.”

	“Men fear him and spare him.”

	“I,” said Felton, “I do not fear him, nor will I spare him.”

	The soul of Milady was bathed in an infernal joy.

	“But how can Lord de Winter, my protector, my father,” asked Felton, “possibly be mixed up with all this?”

	“Listen, Felton,” resumed Milady, “for by the side of base and contemptible men there are often found great and generous natures. I had an affianced husband, a man whom I loved, and who loved me--a heart like yours, Felton, a man like you. I went to him and told him all; he knew me, that man did, and did not doubt an instant. He was a nobleman, a man equal to Buckingham in every respect. He said nothing; he only girded on his sword, wrapped himself in his cloak, and went straight to Buckingham Palace.

	“Yes, yes,” said Felton; “I understand how he would act. But with such men it is not the sword that should be employed; it is the poniard.”

	“Buckingham had left England the day before, sent as ambassador to Spain, to demand the hand of the Infanta for King Charles I, who was then only Prince of Wales. My affianced husband returned.

	“‘Hear me,’ said he; ‘this man has gone, and for the moment has consequently escaped my vengeance; but let us be united, as we were to have been, and then leave it to Lord de Winter to maintain his own honor and that of his wife.’”

	“Lord de Winter!” cried Felton.

	“Yes,” said Milady, “Lord de Winter; and now you can understand it all, can you not? Buckingham remained nearly a year absent. A week before his return Lord de Winter died, leaving me his sole heir. Whence came the blow? God who knows all, knows without doubt; but as for me, I accuse nobody.”

	“Oh, what an abyss; what an abyss!” cried Felton.

	“Lord de Winter died without revealing anything to his brother. The terrible secret was to be concealed till it burst, like a clap of thunder, over the head of the guilty. Your protector had seen with pain this marriage of his elder brother with a portionless girl. I was sensible that I could look for no support from a man disappointed in his hopes of an inheritance. I went to France, with a determination to remain there for the rest of my life. But all my fortune is in England. Communication being closed by the war, I was in want of everything. I was then obliged to come back again. Six days ago, I landed at Portsmouth.”

	“Well?” said Felton.

	“Well; Buckingham heard by some means, no doubt, of my return. He spoke of me to Lord de Winter, already prejudiced against me, and told him that his sister-in-law was a prostitute, a branded woman. The noble and pure voice of my husband was no longer here to defend me. Lord de Winter believed all that was told him with so much the more ease that it was his interest to believe it. He caused me to be arrested, had me conducted hither, and placed me under your guard. You know the rest. The day after tomorrow he banishes me, he transports me; the day after tomorrow he exiles me among the infamous. Oh, the train is well laid; the plot is clever. My honor will not survive it! You see, then, Felton, I can do nothing but die. Felton, give me that knife!”

	And at these words, as if all her strength was exhausted, Milady sank, weak and languishing, into the arms of the young officer, who, intoxicated with love, anger, and voluptuous sensations hitherto unknown, received her with transport, pressed her against his heart, all trembling at the breath from that charming mouth, bewildered by the contact with that palpitating bosom.

	“No, no,” said he. “No, you shall live honored and pure; you shall live to triumph over your enemies.”

	Milady put him from her slowly with her hand, while drawing him nearer with her look; but Felton, in his turn, embraced her more closely, imploring her like a divinity.

	“Oh, death, death!” said she, lowering her voice and her eyelids, “oh, death, rather than shame! Felton, my brother, my friend, I conjure you!”

	“No,” cried Felton, “no; you shall live and you shall be avenged.”

	“Felton, I bring misfortune to all who surround me! Felton, abandon me! Felton, let me die!”

	“Well, then, we will live and die together!” cried he, pressing his lips to those of the prisoner.

	Several strokes resounded on the door; this time Milady really pushed him away from her.

	“Hark,” said she, “we have been overheard! Someone is coming! All is over! We are lost!”

	“No,” said Felton; it is only the sentinel warning me that they are about to change the guard.”

	“Then run to the door, and open it yourself.”

	Felton obeyed; this woman was now his whole thought, his whole soul.

	He found himself face to face with a sergeant commanding a watch-patrol.

	“Well, what is the matter?” asked the young lieutenant.

	“You told me to open the door if I heard anyone cry out,” said the soldier; “but you forgot to leave me the key. I heard you cry out, without understanding what you said. I tried to open the door, but it was locked inside; then I called the sergeant.”

	“And here I am,” said the sergeant.

	Felton, quite bewildered, almost mad, stood speechless.

	Milady plainly perceived that it was now her turn to take part in the scene. She ran to the table, and seizing the knife which Felton had laid down, exclaimed, “And by what right will you prevent me from dying?”

	“Great God!” exclaimed Felton, on seeing the knife glitter in her hand.

	At that moment a burst of ironical laughter resounded through the corridor. The baron, attracted by the noise, in his chamber gown, his sword under his arm, stood in the doorway.

	“Ah,” said he, “here we are, at the last act of the tragedy. You see, Felton, the drama has gone through all the phases I named; but be easy, no blood will flow.”

	Milady perceived that all was lost unless she gave Felton an immediate and terrible proof of her courage.

	“You are mistaken, my Lord, blood will flow; and may that blood fall back on those who cause it to flow!”

	Felton uttered a cry, and rushed toward her. He was too late; Milady had stabbed herself.

	But the knife had fortunately, we ought to say skillfully, come in contact with the steel busk, which at that period, like a cuirass, defended the chests of women. It had glided down it, tearing the robe, and had penetrated slantingly between the flesh and the ribs. Milady’s robe was not the less stained with blood in a second.

	Milady fell down, and seemed to be in a swoon.

	Felton snatched away the knife.

	“See, my Lord,” said he, in a deep, gloomy tone, “here is a woman who was under my guard, and who has killed herself!”

	“Be at ease, Felton,” said Lord de Winter. “She is not dead; demons do not die so easily. Be tranquil, and go wait for me in my chamber.”

	“But, my Lord--”

	“Go, sir, I command you!”

	At this injunction from his superior, Felton obeyed; but in going out, he put the knife into his bosom.

	As to Lord de Winter, he contented himself with calling the woman who waited on Milady, and when she was come, he recommended the prisoner, who was still fainting, to her care, and left them alone.

	Meanwhile, all things considered and notwithstanding his suspicions, as the wound might be serious, he immediately sent off a mounted man to find a physician.

	58 ESCAPE

	As Lord de Winter had thought, Milady’s wound was not dangerous. So soon as she was left alone with the woman whom the baron had summoned to her assistance she opened her eyes.

	It was, however, necessary to affect weakness and pain--not a very difficult task for so finished an actress as Milady. Thus the poor woman was completely the dupe of the prisoner, whom, notwithstanding her hints, she persisted in watching all night.

	But the presence of this woman did not prevent Milady from thinking.

	There was no longer a doubt that Felton was convinced; Felton was hers. If an angel appeared to that young man as an accuser of Milady, he would take him, in the mental disposition in which he now found himself, for a messenger sent by the devil.

	Milady smiled at this thought, for Felton was now her only hope--her only means of safety.

	But Lord de Winter might suspect him; Felton himself might now be watched!

	Toward four o’clock in the morning the doctor arrived; but since the time Milady stabbed herself, however short, the wound had closed. The doctor could therefore measure neither the direction nor the depth of it; he only satisfied himself by Milady’s pulse that the case was not serious.

	In the morning Milady, under the pretext that she had not slept well in the night and wanted rest, sent away the woman who attended her.

	She had one hope, which was that Felton would appear at the breakfast hour; but Felton did not come.

	Were her fears realized? Was Felton, suspected by the baron, about to fail her at the decisive moment? She had only one day left. Lord de Winter had announced her embarkation for the twenty-third, and it was now the morning of the twenty-second.

	Nevertheless she still waited patiently till the hour for dinner.

	Although she had eaten nothing in the morning, the dinner was brought in at its usual time. Milady then perceived, with terror, that the uniform of the soldiers who guarded her was changed.

	Then she ventured to ask what had become of Felton.

	She was told that he had left the castle an hour before on horseback. She inquired if the baron was still at the castle. The soldier replied that he was, and that he had given orders to be informed if the prisoner wished to speak to him.

	Milady replied that she was too weak at present, and that her only desire was to be left alone.

	The soldier went out, leaving the dinner served.

	Felton was sent away. The marines were removed. Felton was then mistrusted.

	This was the last blow to the prisoner.

	Left alone, she arose. The bed, which she had kept from prudence and that they might believe her seriously wounded, burned her like a bed of fire. She cast a glance at the door; the baron had had a plank nailed over the grating. He no doubt feared that by this opening she might still by some diabolical means corrupt her guards.

	Milady smiled with joy. She was free now to give way to her transports without being observed. She traversed her chamber with the excitement of a furious maniac or of a tigress shut up in an iron cage. CERTES, if the knife had been left in her power, she would now have thought, not of killing herself, but of killing the baron.

	At six o’clock Lord de Winter came in. He was armed at all points. This man, in whom Milady till that time had only seen a very simple gentleman, had become an admirable jailer. He appeared to foresee all, to divine all, to anticipate all.

	A single look at Milady apprised him of all that was passing in her mind.

	“Ay!” said he, “I see; but you shall not kill me today. You have no longer a weapon; and besides, I am on my guard. You had begun to pervert my poor Felton. He was yielding to your infernal influence; but I will save him. He will never see you again; all is over. Get your clothes together. Tomorrow you will go. I had fixed the embarkation for the twenty-fourth; but I have reflected that the more promptly the affair takes place the more sure it will be. Tomorrow, by twelve o’clock, I shall have the order for your exile, signed, BUCKINGHAM. If you speak a single word to anyone before going aboard ship, my sergeant will blow your brains out. He has orders to do so. If when on the ship you speak a single word to anyone before the captain permits you, the captain will have you thrown into the sea. That is agreed upon.

	“AU REVOIR; then; that is all I have to say today. Tomorrow I will see you again, to take my leave.” With these words the baron went out. Milady had listened to all this menacing tirade with a smile of disdain on her lips, but rage in her heart.

	Supper was served. Milady felt that she stood in need of all her strength. She did not know what might take place during this night which approached so menacingly--for large masses of cloud rolled over the face of the sky, and distant lightning announced a storm.

	The storm broke about ten o’clock. Milady felt a consolation in seeing nature partake of the disorder of her heart. The thunder growled in the air like the passion and anger in her thoughts. It appeared to her that the blast as it swept along disheveled her brow, as it bowed the branches of the trees and bore away their leaves. She howled as the hurricane howled; and her voice was lost in the great voice of nature, which also seemed to groan with despair.

	All at once she heard a tap at her window, and by the help of a flash of lightning she saw the face of a man appear behind the bars.

	She ran to the window and opened it.

	“Felton!” cried she. “I am saved.”

	“Yes,” said Felton; “but silence, silence! I must have time to file through these bars. Only take care that I am not seen through the wicket.”

	“Oh, it is a proof that the Lord is on our side, Felton,” replied Milady. “They have closed up the grating with a board.”

	“That is well; God has made them senseless,” said Felton.

	“But what must I do?” asked Milady.

	“Nothing, nothing, only shut the window. Go to bed, or at least lie down in your clothes. As soon as I have done I will knock on one of the panes of glass. But will you be able to follow me?”

	“Oh, yes!”

	“Your wound?”

	“Gives me pain, but will not prevent my walking.”

	“Be ready, then, at the first signal.”

	Milady shut the window, extinguished the lamp, and went, as Felton had desired her, to lie down on the bed. Amid the moaning of the storm she heard the grinding of the file upon the bars, and by the light of every flash she perceived the shadow of Felton through the panes.

	She passed an hour without breathing, panting, with a cold sweat upon her brow, and her heart oppressed by frightful agony at every movement she heard in the corridor.

	There are hours which last a year.

	At the expiration of an hour, Felton tapped again.

	Milady sprang out of bed and opened the window. Two bars removed formed an opening for a man to pass through.

	“Are you ready?” asked Felton.

	“Yes. Must I take anything with me?”

	“Money, if you have any.”

	“Yes; fortunately they have left me all I had.”

	“So much the better, for I have expended all mine in chartering a vessel.”

	“Here!” said Milady, placing a bag full of louis in Felton’s hands.

	Felton took the bag and threw it to the foot of the wall.

	“Now,” said he, “will you come?”

	“I am ready.”

	Milady mounted upon a chair and passed the upper part of her body through the window. She saw the young officer suspended over the abyss by a ladder of ropes. For the first time an emotion of terror reminded her that she was a woman.

	The dark space frightened her.

	“I expected this,” said Felton.

	“It’s nothing, it’s nothing!” said Milady. “I will descend with my eyes shut.”

	“Have you confidence in me?” said Felton.

	“You ask that?”

	“Put your two hands together. Cross them; that’s right!”

	Felton tied her two wrists together with his handkerchief, and then with a cord over the handkerchief.

	“What are you doing?” asked Milady, with surprise.

	“Pass your arms around my neck, and fear nothing.”

	“But I shall make you lose your balance, and we shall both be dashed to pieces.”

	“Don’t be afraid. I am a sailor.”

	Not a second was to be lost. Milady passed her two arms round Felton’s neck, and let herself slip out of the window. Felton began to descend the ladder slowly, step by step. Despite the weight of two bodies, the blast of the hurricane shook them in the air.

	All at once Felton stopped.

	
“What is the matter?” asked Milady.

	“Silence,” said Felton, “I hear footsteps.”

	“We are discovered!”

	There was a silence of several seconds.

	“No,” said Felton, “it is nothing.”

	“But what, then, is the noise?”

	“That of the patrol going their rounds.”

	“Where is their road?”

	“Just under us.”

	“They will discover us!”

	“No, if it does not lighten.”

	“But they will run against the bottom of the ladder.”

	“Fortunately it is too short by six feet.”

	“Here they are! My God!”

	“Silence!”

	Both remained suspended, motionless and breathless, within twenty paces of the ground, while the patrol passed beneath them laughing and talking. This was a terrible moment for the fugitives.

	The patrol passed. The noise of their retreating footsteps and the murmur of their voices soon died away.

	“Now,” said Felton, “we are safe.”

	Milady breathed a deep sigh and fainted.

	Felton continued to descend. Near the bottom of the ladder, when he found no more support for his feet, he clung with his hands; at length, arrived at the last step, he let himself hang by the strength of his wrists, and touched the ground. He stooped down, picked up the bag of money, and placed it between his teeth. Then he took Milady in his arms, and set off briskly in the direction opposite to that which the patrol had taken. He soon left the pathway of the patrol, descended across the rocks, and when arrived on the edge of the sea, whistled.

	A similar signal replied to him; and five minutes after, a boat appeared, rowed by four men.

	The boat approached as near as it could to the shore; but there was not depth enough of water for it to touch land. Felton walked into the sea up to his middle, being unwilling to trust his precious burden to anybody.

	Fortunately the storm began to subside, but still the sea was disturbed. The little boat bounded over the waves like a nut-shell.

	“To the sloop,” said Felton, “and row quickly.”

	The four men bent to their oars, but the sea was too high to let them get much hold of it.

	However, they left the castle behind; that was the principal thing. The night was extremely dark. It was almost impossible to see the shore from the boat; they would therefore be less likely to see the boat from the shore.

	A black point floated on the sea. That was the sloop. While the boat was advancing with all the speed its four rowers could give it, Felton untied the cord and then the handkerchief which bound Milady’s hands together. When her hands were loosed he took some sea water and sprinkled it over her face.

	Milady breathed a sigh, and opened her eyes.

	“Where am I?” said she.

	“Saved!” replied the young officer.

	“Oh, saved, saved!” cried she. “Yes, there is the sky; here is the sea! The air I breathe is the air of liberty! Ah, thanks, Felton, thanks!”

	The young man pressed her to his heart.

	“But what is the matter with my hands!” asked Milady; “it seems as if my wrists had been crushed in a vice.”

	Milady held out her arms; her wrists were bruised.

	“Alas!” said Felton, looking at those beautiful hands, and shaking his head sorrowfully.

	“Oh, it’s nothing, nothing!” cried Milady. “I remember now.”

	Milady looked around her, as if in search of something.

	“It is there,” said Felton, touching the bag of money with his foot.

	They drew near to the sloop. A sailor on watch hailed the boat; the boat replied.

	“What vessel is that?” asked Milady.

	“The one I have hired for you.”

	“Where will it take me?”

	“Where you please, after you have put me on shore at Portsmouth.”

	“What are you going to do at Portsmouth?” asked Milady.

	“Accomplish the orders of Lord de Winter,” said Felton, with a gloomy smile.

	“What orders?” asked Milady.

	“You do not understand?” asked Felton.

	“No; explain yourself, I beg.”

	“As he mistrusted me, he determined to guard you himself, and sent me in his place to get Buckingham to sign the order for your transportation.”

	“But if he mistrusted you, how could he confide such an order to you?”

	“How could I know what I was the bearer of?”

	“That’s true! And you are going to Portsmouth?”

	“I have no time to lose. Tomorrow is the twenty-third, and Buckingham sets sail tomorrow with his fleet.”

	“He sets sail tomorrow! Where for?”

	“For La Rochelle.”

	“He need not sail!” cried Milady, forgetting her usual presence of mind.

	“Be satisfied,” replied Felton; “he will not sail.”

	Milady started with joy. She could read to the depths of the heart of this young man; the death of Buckingham was written there at full length.

	“Felton,” cried she, “you are as great as Judas Maccabeus! If you die, I will die with you; that is all I can say to you.”

	“Silence!” cried Felton; “we are here.”

	In fact, they touched the sloop.

	Felton mounted the ladder first, and gave his hand to Milady, while the sailors supported her, for the sea was still much agitated.

	An instant after they were on the deck.

	“Captain,” said Felton, “this is the person of whom I spoke to you, and whom you must convey safe and sound to France.”

	“For a thousand pistoles,” said the captain.

	“I have paid you five hundred of them.”

	“That’s correct,” said the captain.

	“And here are the other five hundred,” replied Milady, placing her hand upon the bag of gold.

	“No,” said the captain, “I make but one bargain; and I have agreed with this young man that the other five hundred shall not be due to me till we arrive at Boulogne.”

	“And shall we arrive there?”

	“Safe and sound, as true as my name’s Jack Butler.”

	“Well,” said Milady, “if you keep your word, instead of five hundred, I will give you a thousand pistoles.”

	“Hurrah for you, then, my beautiful lady,” cried the captain; “and may God often send me such passengers as your Ladyship!”

	“Meanwhile,” said Felton, “convey me to the little bay of--; you know it was agreed you should put in there.”

	The captain replied by ordering the necessary maneuvers, and toward seven o’clock in the morning the little vessel cast anchor in the bay that had been named.

	During this passage, Felton related everything to Milady--how, instead of going to London, he had chartered the little vessel; how he had returned; how he had scaled the wall by fastening cramps in the interstices of the stones, as he ascended, to give him foothold; and how, when he had reached the bars, he fastened his ladder. Milady knew the rest.

	On her side, Milady tried to encourage Felton in his project; but at the first words which issued from her mouth, she plainly saw that the young fanatic stood more in need of being moderated than urged.

	It was agreed that Milady should wait for Felton till ten o’clock; if he did not return by ten o’clock she was to sail.

	In that case, and supposing he was at liberty, he was to rejoin her in France, at the convent of the Carmelites at Bethune.
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	Felton took leave of Milady as a brother about to go for a mere walk takes leave of his sister, kissing her hand.

	His whole body appeared in its ordinary state of calmness, only an unusual fire beamed from his eyes, like the effects of a fever; his brow was more pale than it generally was; his teeth were clenched, and his speech had a short dry accent which indicated that something dark was at work within him.

	As long as he remained in the boat which conveyed him to land, he kept his face toward Milady, who, standing on the deck, followed him with her eyes. Both were free from the fear of pursuit; nobody ever came into Milady’s apartment before nine o’clock, and it would require three hours to go from the castle to London.

	Felton jumped onshore, climbed the little ascent which led to the top of the cliff, saluted Milady a last time, and took his course toward the city.

	At the end of a hundred paces, the ground began to decline, and he could only see the mast of the sloop.

	He immediately ran in the direction of Portsmouth, which he saw at nearly half a league before him, standing out in the haze of the morning, with its houses and towers.

	Beyond Portsmouth the sea was covered with vessels whose masts, like a forest of poplars despoiled by the winter, bent with each breath of the wind.

	Felton, in his rapid walk, reviewed in his mind all the accusations against the favorite of James I and Charles I, furnished by two years of premature meditation and a long sojourn among the Puritans.

	When he compared the public crimes of this minister--startling crimes, European crimes, if so we may say--with the private and unknown crimes with which Milady had charged him, Felton found that the more culpable of the two men which formed the character of Buckingham was the one of whom the public knew not the life. This was because his love, so strange, so new, and so ardent, made him view the infamous and imaginary accusations of Milady de Winter as, through a magnifying glass, one views as frightful monsters atoms in reality imperceptible by the side of an ant.

	The rapidity of his walk heated his blood still more; the idea that he left behind him, exposed to a frightful vengeance, the woman he loved, or rather whom he adored as a saint, the emotion he had experienced, present fatigue--all together exalted his mind above human feeling.

	He entered Portsmouth about eight o’clock in the morning. The whole population was on foot; drums were beating in the streets and in the port; the troops about to embark were marching toward the sea.

	Felton arrived at the palace of the Admiralty, covered with dust, and streaming with perspiration. His countenance, usually so pale, was purple with heat and passion. The sentinel wanted to repulse him; but Felton called to the officer of the post, and drawing from his pocket the letter of which he was the bearer, he said, “A pressing message from Lord de Winter.”

	At the name of Lord de Winter, who was known to be one of his Grace’s most intimate friends, the officer of the post gave orders to let Felton pass, who, besides, wore the uniform of a naval officer.

	Felton darted into the palace.

	At the moment he entered the vestibule, another man was entering likewise, dusty, out of breath, leaving at the gate a post horse, which, on reaching the palace, tumbled on his foreknees.

	Felton and he addressed Patrick, the duke’s confidential lackey, at the same moment. Felton named Lord de Winter; the unknown would not name anybody, and pretended that it was to the duke alone he would make himself known. Each was anxious to gain admission before the other.

	Patrick, who knew Lord de Winter was in affairs of the service, and in relations of friendship with the duke, gave the preference to the one who came in his name. The other was forced to wait, and it was easily to be seen how he cursed the delay.

	The valet led Felton through a large hall in which waited the deputies from La Rochelle, headed by the Prince de Soubise, and introduced him into a closet where Buckingham, just out of the bath, was finishing his toilet, upon which, as at all times, he bestowed extraordinary attention.

	“Lieutenant Felton, from Lord de Winter,” said Patrick.

	“From Lord de Winter!” repeated Buckingham; “let him come in.”

	Felton entered. At that moment Buckingham was throwing upon a couch a rich toilet robe, worked with gold, in order to put on a blue velvet doublet embroidered with pearls.

	“Why didn’t the baron come himself?” demanded Buckingham. “I expected him this morning.”

	“He desired me to tell your Grace,” replied Felton, “that he very much regretted not having that honor, but that he was prevented by the guard he is obliged to keep at the castle.”

	“Yes, I know that,” said Buckingham; “he has a prisoner.”

	“It is of that prisoner that I wish to speak to your Grace,” replied Felton.

	“Well, then, speak!”

	“That which I have to say of her can only be heard by yourself, my Lord!”

	“Leave us, Patrick,” said Buckingham; “but remain within sound of the bell. I shall call you presently.”

	Patrick went out.

	“We are alone, sir,” said Buckingham; “speak!”

	“My Lord,” said Felton, “the Baron de Winter wrote to you the other day to request you to sign an order of embarkation relative to a young woman named Charlotte Backson.”

	“Yes, sir; and I answered him, to bring or send me that order and I would sign it.”

	“Here it is, my Lord.”

	“Give it to me,” said the duke.

	And taking it from Felton, he cast a rapid glance over the paper, and perceiving that it was the one that had been mentioned to him, he placed it on the table, took a pen, and prepared to sign it.

	“Pardon, my Lord,” said Felton, stopping the duke; “but does your Grace know that the name of Charlotte Backson is not the true name of this young woman?”

	“Yes, sir, I know it,” replied the duke, dipping the quill in the ink.

	“Then your Grace knows her real name?” asked Felton, in a sharp tone.

	“I know it”; and the duke put the quill to the paper. Felton grew pale.

	“And knowing that real name, my Lord,” replied Felton, “will you sign it all the same?”

	“Doubtless,” said Buckingham, “and rather twice than once.”

	“I cannot believe,” continued Felton, in a voice that became more sharp and rough, “that your Grace knows that it is to Milady de Winter this relates.”

	“I know it perfectly, although I am astonished that you know it.”

	“And will your Grace sign that order without remorse?”

	Buckingham looked at the young man haughtily.

	“Do you know, sir, that you are asking me very strange questions, and that I am very foolish to answer them?”

	“Reply to them, my Lord,” said Felton; “the circumstances are more serious than you perhaps believe.”

	Buckingham reflected that the young man, coming from Lord de Winter, undoubtedly spoke in his name, and softened.

	“Without remorse,” said he. “The baron knows, as well as myself, that Milady de Winter is a very guilty woman, and it is treating her very favorably to commute her punishment to transportation.” The duke put his pen to the paper.

	“You will not sign that order, my Lord!” said Felton, making a step toward the duke.

	“I will not sign this order! And why not?”

	“Because you will look into yourself, and you will do justice to the lady.”

	“I should do her justice by sending her to Tyburn,” said Buckingham. “This lady is infamous.”

	“My Lord, Milady de Winter is an angel; you know that she is, and I demand her liberty of you.”

	“Bah! Are you mad, to talk to me thus?” said Buckingham.

	“My Lord, excuse me! I speak as I can; I restrain myself. But, my Lord, think of what you’re about to do, and beware of going too far!”

	“What do you say? God pardon me!” cried Buckingham, “I really think he threatens me!”

	“No, my Lord, I still plead. And I say to you: one drop of water suffices to make the full vase overflow; one slight fault may draw down punishment upon the head spared, despite many crimes.”

	“Mr. Felton,” said Buckingham, “you will withdraw, and place yourself at once under arrest.”

	“You will hear me to the end, my Lord. You have seduced this young girl; you have outraged, defiled her. Repair your crimes toward her; let her go free, and I will exact nothing else from you.”

	“You will exact!” said Buckingham, looking at Felton with astonishment, and dwelling upon each syllable of the three words as he pronounced them.

	“My Lord,” continued Felton, becoming more excited as he spoke, “my Lord, beware! All England is tired of your iniquities; my Lord, you have abused the royal power, which you have almost usurped; my Lord, you are held in horror by God and men. God will punish you hereafter, but I will punish you here!”

	“Ah, this is too much!” cried Buckingham, making a step toward the door.

	Felton barred his passage.

	“I ask it humbly of you, my Lord,” said he; “sign the order for the liberation of Milady de Winter. Remember that she is a woman whom you have dishonored.”

	“Withdraw, sir,” said Buckingham, “or I will call my attendant, and have you placed in irons.”

	“You shall not call,” said Felton, throwing himself between the duke and the bell placed on a stand encrusted with silver. “Beware, my Lord, you are in the hands of God!”

	“In the hands of the devil, you mean!” cried Buckingham, raising his voice so as to attract the notice of his people, without absolutely shouting.

	“Sign, my Lord; sign the liberation of Milady de Winter,” said Felton, holding out a paper to the duke.

	“By force? You are joking! Holloa, Patrick!”

	“Sign, my Lord!”

	“Never.”

	“Never?”

	“Help!” shouted the duke; and at the same time he sprang toward his sword.

	But Felton did not give him time to draw it. He held the knife with which Milady had stabbed herself, open in his bosom; at one bound he was upon the duke.

	At that moment Patrick entered the room, crying, “A letter from France, my Lord.”

	“From France!” cried Buckingham, forgetting everything in thinking from whom that letter came.

	Felton took advantage of this moment, and plunged the knife into his side up to the handle.

	“Ah, traitor,” cried Buckingham, “you have killed me!”

	“Murder!” screamed Patrick.

	Felton cast his eyes round for means of escape, and seeing the door free, he rushed into the next chamber, in which, as we have said, the deputies from La Rochelle were waiting, crossed it as quickly as possible, and rushed toward the staircase; but upon the first step he met Lord de Winter, who, seeing him pale, confused, livid, and stained with blood both on his hands and face, seized him by the throat, crying, “I knew it! I guessed it! But too late by a minute, unfortunate, unfortunate that I am!”

	Felton made no resistance. Lord de Winter placed him in the hands of the guards, who led him, while awaiting further orders, to a little terrace commanding the sea; and then the baron hastened to the duke’s chamber.

	At the cry uttered by the duke and the scream of Patrick, the man whom Felton had met in the antechamber rushed into the chamber.

	He found the duke reclining upon a sofa, with his hand pressed upon the wound.

	“Laporte,” said the duke, in a dying voice, “Laporte, do you come from her?”

	“Yes, monseigneur,” replied the faithful cloak bearer of Anne of Austria, “but too late, perhaps.”

	“Silence, Laporte, you may be overheard. Patrick, let no one enter. Oh, I cannot tell what she says to me! My God, I am dying!”

	And the duke swooned.

	Meanwhile, Lord de Winter, the deputies, the leaders of the expedition, the officers of Buckingham’s household, had all made their way into the chamber. Cries of despair resounded on all sides. The news, which filled the palace with tears and groans, soon became known, and spread itself throughout the city.

	The report of a cannon announced that something new and unexpected had taken place.

	Lord de Winter tore his hair.

	“Too late by a minute!” cried he, “too late by a minute! Oh, my God, my God! what a misfortune!”

	He had been informed at seven o’clock in the morning that a rope ladder floated from one of the windows of the castle; he had hastened to Milady’s chamber, had found it empty, the window open, and the bars filed, had remembered the verbal caution d’Artagnan had transmitted to him by his messenger, had trembled for the duke, and running to the stable without taking time to have a horse saddled, had jumped upon the first he found, had galloped off like the wind, had alighted below in the courtyard, had ascended the stairs precipitately, and on the top step, as we have said, had encountered Felton.

	The duke, however, was not dead. He recovered a little, reopened his eyes, and hope revived in all hearts.

	“Gentlemen,” said he, “leave me alone with Patrick and Laporte--ah, is that you, de Winter? You sent me a strange madman this morning! See the state in which he has put me.”

	“Oh, my Lord!” cried the baron, “I shall never console myself.”

	“And you would be quite wrong, my dear de Winter,” said Buckingham, holding out his hand to him. “I do not know the man who deserves being regretted during the whole life of another man; but leave us, I pray you.”

	The baron went out sobbing.

	There only remained in the closet of the wounded duke Laporte and Patrick. A physician was sought for, but none was yet found.

	“You will live, my Lord, you will live!” repeated the faithful servant of Anne of Austria, on his knees before the duke’s sofa.

	“What has she written to me?” said Buckingham, feebly, streaming with blood, and suppressing his agony to speak of her he loved, “what has she written to me? Read me her letter.”

	“Oh, my Lord!” said Laporte.

	“Obey, Laporte, do you not see I have no time to lose?”

	Laporte broke the seal, and placed the paper before the eyes of the duke; but Buckingham in vain tried to make out the writing.

	“Read!” said he, “read! I cannot see. Read, then! For soon, perhaps, I shall not hear, and I shall die without knowing what she has written to me.”

	Laporte made no further objection, and read:

	“My Lord, By that which, since I have known you, have suffered by you and for you, I conjure you, if you have any care for my repose, to countermand those great armaments which you are preparing against France, to put an end to a war of which it is publicly said religion is the ostensible cause, and of which, it is generally whispered, your love for me is the concealed cause. This war may not only bring great catastrophes upon England and France, but misfortune upon you, my Lord, for which I should never console myself.

	“Be careful of your life, which is menaced, and which will be dear to me from the moment I am not obliged to see an enemy in you.

	“Your affectionate

	“ANNE”

	Buckingham collected all his remaining strength to listen to the reading of the letter; then, when it was ended, as if he had met with a bitter disappointment, he asked, “Have you nothing else to say to me by the living voice, Laporte?”

	“The queen charged me to tell you to watch over yourself, for she had advice that your assassination would be attempted.”

	“And is that all--is that all?” replied Buckingham, impatiently.

	“She likewise charged me to tell you that she still loved you.”

	“Ah,” said Buckingham, “God be praised! My death, then, will not be to her as the death of a stranger!”

	Laporte burst into tears.

	“Patrick,” said the duke, “bring me the casket in which the diamond studs were kept.”

	Patrick brought the object desired, which Laporte recognized as having belonged to the queen.

	“Now the scent bag of white satin, on which her cipher is embroidered in pearls.”

	Patrick again obeyed.

	“Here, Laporte,” said Buckingham, “these are the only tokens I ever received from her--this silver casket and these two letters. You will restore them to her Majesty; and as a last memorial”--he looked round for some valuable object--“you will add--”

	He still sought; but his eyes, darkened by death, encountered only the knife which had fallen from the hand of Felton, still smoking with the blood spread over its blade.

	“And you will add to them this knife,” said the duke, pressing the hand of Laporte. He had just strength enough to place the scent bag at the bottom of the silver casket, and to let the knife fall into it, making a sign to Laporte that he was no longer able to speak; then, in a last convulsion, which this time he had not the power to combat, he slipped from the sofa to the floor.

	Patrick uttered a loud cry.

	Buckingham tried to smile a last time; but death checked his thought, which remained engraved on his brow like a last kiss of love.

	At this moment the duke’s surgeon arrived, quite terrified; he was already on board the admiral’s ship, where they had been obliged to seek him.

	He approached the duke, took his hand, held it for an instant in his own, and letting it fall, “All is useless,” said he, “he is dead.”

	“Dead, dead!” cried Patrick.

	At this cry all the crowd re-entered the apartment, and throughout the palace and town there was nothing but consternation and tumult.

	As soon as Lord de Winter saw Buckingham was dead, he ran to Felton, whom the soldiers still guarded on the terrace of the palace.

	“Wretch!” said he to the young man, who since the death of Buckingham had regained that coolness and self-possession which never after abandoned him, “wretch! what have you done?”

	“I have avenged myself!” said he.

	“Avenged yourself,” said the baron. “Rather say that you have served as an instrument to that accursed woman; but I swear to you that this crime shall be her last.”

	“I don’t know what you mean,” replied Felton, quietly, “and I am ignorant of whom you are speaking, my Lord. I killed the Duke of Buckingham because he twice refused you yourself to appoint me captain; I have punished him for his injustice, that is all.”

	De Winter, stupefied, looked on while the soldiers bound Felton, and could not tell what to think of such insensibility.

	One thing alone, however, threw a shade over the pallid brow of Felton. At every noise he heard, the simple Puritan fancied he recognized the step and voice of Milady coming to throw herself into his arms, to accuse herself, and die with him.

	All at once he started. His eyes became fixed upon a point of the sea, commanded by the terrace where he was. With the eagle glance of a sailor he had recognized there, where another would have seen only a gull hovering over the waves, the sail of a sloop which was directed toward the coast of France.

	He grew deadly pale, placed his hand upon his heart, which was breaking, and at once perceived all the treachery.

	“One last favor, my Lord!” said he to the baron.

	“What?” asked his Lordship.

	“What o’clock is it?”

	The baron drew out his watch. “It wants ten minutes to nine,” said he.

	Milady had hastened her departure by an hour and a half. As soon as she heard the cannon which announced the fatal event, she had ordered the anchor to be weighed. The vessel was making way under a blue sky, at great distance from the coast.

	“God has so willed it!” said he, with the resignation of a fanatic; but without, however, being able to take his eyes from that ship, on board of which he doubtless fancied he could distinguish the white outline of her to whom he had sacrificed his life.

	De Winter followed his look, observed his feelings, and guessed all.

	“Be punished ALONE, for the first, miserable man!” said Lord de Winter to Felton, who was being dragged away with his eyes turned toward the sea; “but I swear to you by the memory of my brother whom I have loved so much that your accomplice is not saved.”

	Felton lowered his head without pronouncing a syllable.

	As to Lord de Winter, he descended the stairs rapidly, and went straight to the port.

	60 IN FRANCE

	The first fear of the King of England, Charles I, on learning of the death of the duke, was that such terrible news might discourage the Rochellais; he tried, says Richelieu in his Memoirs, to conceal it from them as long as possible, closing all the ports of his kingdom, and carefully keeping watch that no vessel should sail until the army which Buckingham was getting together had gone, taking upon himself, in default of Buckingham, to superintend the departure.

	He carried the strictness of this order so far as to detain in England the ambassadors of Denmark, who had taken their leave, and the regular ambassador of Holland, who was to take back to the port of Flushing the Indian merchantmen of which Charles I had made restitution to the United Provinces.

	But as he did not think of giving this order till five hours after the event--that is to say, till two o’clock in the afternoon--two vessels had already left the port, the one bearing, as we know, Milady, who, already anticipating the event, was further confirmed in that belief by seeing the black flag flying at the masthead of the admiral’s ship.

	As to the second vessel, we will tell hereafter whom it carried, and how it set sail.

	During this time nothing new occurred in the camp at La Rochelle; only the king, who was bored, as always, but perhaps a little more so in camp than elsewhere, resolved to go incognito and spend the festival of St. Louis at St. Germain, and asked the cardinal to order him an escort of only twenty Musketeers. The cardinal, who sometimes became weary of the king, granted this leave of absence with great pleasure to his royal lieutenant, who promised to return about the fifteenth of September.

	M de Treville, being informed of this by his Eminence, packed his portmanteau; and as without knowing the cause he knew the great desire and even imperative need which his friends had of returning to Paris, it goes without saying that he fixed upon them to form part of the escort.

	The four young men heard the news a quarter of an hour after M. de Treville, for they were the first to whom he communicated it. It was then that d’Artagnan appreciated the favor the cardinal had conferred upon him in making him at last enter the Musketeers--for without that circumstance he would have been forced to remain in the camp while his companions left it.

	It goes without saying that this impatience to return toward Paris had for a cause the danger which Mme. Bonacieux would run of meeting at the convent of Bethune with Milady, her mortal enemy. Aramis therefore had written immediately to Marie Michon, the seamstress at Tours who had such fine acquaintances, to obtain from the queen authority for Mme. Bonacieux to leave the convent, and to retire either into Lorraine or Belgium. They had not long to wait for an answer. Eight or ten days afterward Aramis received the following letter:

	“My Dear Cousin,

	“Here is the authorization from my sister to withdraw our little servant from the convent of Bethune, the air of which you think is bad for her. My sister sends you this authorization with great pleasure, for she is very partial to the little girl, to whom she intends to be more serviceable hereafter.

	“I salute you,

	“MARIE MICHON”

	To this letter was added an order, conceived in these terms:

	“At the Louvre, August 10, 1628

	“The superior of the convent of Bethune will place in the hands of the person who shall present this note to her the novice who entered the convent upon my recommendation and under my patronage.

	“ANNE”

	It may be easily imagined how the relationship between Aramis and a seamstress who called the queen her sister amused the young men; but Aramis, after having blushed two or three times up to the whites of his eyes at the gross pleasantry of Porthos, begged his friends not to revert to the subject again, declaring that if a single word more was said to him about it, he would never again implore his cousins to interfere in such affairs.

	There was no further question, therefore, about Marie Michon among the four Musketeers, who besides had what they wanted: that was, the order to withdraw Mme. Bonacieux from the convent of the Carmelites of Bethune. It was true that this order would not be of great use to them while they were in camp at La Rochelle; that is to say, at the other end of France. Therefore d’Artagnan was going to ask leave of absence of M. de Treville, confiding to him candidly the importance of his departure, when the news was transmitted to him as well as to his three friends that the king was about to set out for Paris with an escort of twenty Musketeers, and that they formed part of the escort.

	Their joy was great. The lackeys were sent on before with the baggage, and they set out on the morning of the sixteenth.

	The cardinal accompanied his Majesty from Surgeres to Mauzes; and there the king and his minister took leave of each other with great demonstrations of friendship.

	The king, however, who sought distraction, while traveling as fast as possible--for he was anxious to be in Paris by the twenty-third--stopped from time to time to fly the magpie, a pastime for which the taste had been formerly inspired in him by de Luynes, and for which he had always preserved a great predilection. Out of the twenty Musketeers sixteen, when this took place, rejoiced greatly at this relaxation; but the other four cursed it heartily. D’Artagnan, in particular, had a perpetual buzzing in his ears, which Porthos explained thus: “A very great lady has told me that this means that somebody is talking of you somewhere.”

	At length the escort passed through Paris on the twenty-third, in the night. The king thanked M. de Treville, and permitted him to distribute furloughs for four days, on condition that the favored parties should not appear in any public place, under penalty of the Bastille.

	The first four furloughs granted, as may be imagined, were to our four friends. Still further, Athos obtained of M. de Treville six days instead of four, and introduced into these six days two more nights--for they set out on the twenty-fourth at five o’clock in the evening, and as a further kindness M. de Treville post-dated the leave to the morning of the twenty-fifth.

	“Good Lord!” said d’Artagnan, who, as we have often said, never stumbled at anything. “It appears to me that we are making a great trouble of a very simple thing. In two days, and by using up two or three horses (that’s nothing; I have plenty of money), I am at Bethune. I present my letter from the queen to the superior, and I bring back the dear treasure I go to seek--not into Lorraine, not into Belgium, but to Paris, where she will be much better concealed, particularly while the cardinal is at La Rochelle. Well, once returned from the country, half by the protection of her cousin, half through what we have personally done for her, we shall obtain from the queen what we desire. Remain, then, where you are, and do not exhaust yourselves with useless fatigue. Myself and Planchet are all that such a simple expedition requires.”

	To this Athos replied quietly: “We also have money left--for I have not yet drunk all my share of the diamond, and Porthos and Aramis have not eaten all theirs. We can therefore use up four horses as well as one. But consider, d’Artagnan,” added he, in a tone so solemn that it made the young man shudder, “consider that Bethune is a city where the cardinal has given rendezvous to a woman who, wherever she goes, brings misery with her. If you had only to deal with four men, d’Artagnan, I would allow you to go alone. You have to do with that woman! We four will go; and I hope to God that with our four lackeys we may be in sufficient number.”

	“You terrify me, Athos!” cried d’Artagnan. “My God! what do you fear?”

	“Everything!” replied Athos.

	D’Artagnan examined the countenances of his companions, which, like that of Athos, wore an impression of deep anxiety; and they continued their route as fast as their horses could carry them, but without adding another word.

	On the evening of the twenty-fifth, as they were entering Arras, and as d’Artagnan was dismounting at the inn of the Golden Harrow to drink a glass of wine, a horseman came out of the post yard, where he had just had a relay, started off at a gallop, and with a fresh horse took the road to Paris. At the moment he passed through the gateway into the street, the wind blew open the cloak in which he was wrapped, although it was in the month of August, and lifted his hat, which the traveler seized with his hand the moment it had left his head, pulling it eagerly over his eyes.

	D’Artagnan, who had his eyes fixed upon this man, became very pale, and let his glass fall.

	“What is the matter, monsieur?” said Planchet. “Oh, come, gentlemen, my master is ill!”

	The three friends hastened toward d’Artagnan, who, instead of being ill, ran toward his horse. They stopped him at the door.

	“Well, where the devil are you going now?” cried Athos.

	“It is he!” cried d’Artagnan, pale with anger, and with the sweat on his brow, “it is he! let me overtake him!”

	“He? What he?” asked Athos.

	“He, that man!”

	“What man?”

	“That cursed man, my evil genius, whom I have always met with when threatened by some misfortune, he who accompanied that horrible woman when I met her for the first time, he whom I was seeking when I offended our Athos, he whom I saw on the very morning Madame Bonacieux was abducted. I have seen him; that is he! I recognized him when the wind blew upon his cloak.”

	“The devil!” said Athos, musingly.

	“To saddle, gentlemen! to saddle! Let us pursue him, and we shall overtake him!”

	“My dear friend,” said Aramis, “remember that he goes in an opposite direction from that in which we are going, that he has a fresh horse, and ours are fatigued, so that we shall disable our own horses without even a chance of overtaking him. Let the man go, d’Artagnan; let us save the woman.”

	“Monsieur, monsieur!” cried a hostler, running out and looking after the stranger, “monsieur, here is a paper which dropped out of your hat! Eh, monsieur, eh!”

	“Friend,” said d’Artagnan, “a half-pistole for that paper!”

	“My faith, monsieur, with great pleasure! Here it is!”

	The hostler, enchanted with the good day’s work he had done, returned to the yard. D’Artagnan unfolded the paper.

	“Well?” eagerly demanded all his three friends.

	“Nothing but one word!” said d’Artagnan.

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “but that one word is the name of some town or village.”

	“Armentieres,” read Porthos; “Armentieres? I don’t know such a place.”

	“And that name of a town or village is written in her hand!” cried Athos.

	“Come on, come on!” said d’Artagnan; “let us keep that paper carefully, perhaps I have not thrown away my half-pistole. To horse, my friends, to horse!”

	And the four friends flew at a gallop along the road to Bethune.

	61 THE CARMELITE CONVENT AT BETHUNE

	Great criminals bear about them a kind of predestination which makes them surmount all obstacles, which makes them escape all dangers, up to the moment which a wearied Providence has marked as the rock of their impious fortunes.

	It was thus with Milady. She escaped the cruisers of both nations, and arrived at Boulogne without accident.

	When landing at Portsmouth, Milady was an Englishwoman whom the persecutions of the French drove from La Rochelle; when landing at Boulogne, after a two days’ passage, she passed for a Frenchwoman whom the English persecuted at Portsmouth out of their hatred for France.

	Milady had, likewise, the best of passports--her beauty, her noble appearance, and the liberality with which she distributed her pistoles. Freed from the usual formalities by the affable smile and gallant manners of an old governor of the port, who kissed her hand, she only remained long enough at Boulogne to put into the post a letter, conceived in the following terms:

	“To his Eminence Monseigneur the Cardinal Richelieu, in his camp before La Rochelle.

	“Monseigneur,

	Let your Eminence be reassured. His Grace the Duke of Buckingham WILL NOT SET OUT for France.

	“MILADY DE ----

	“BOULOGNE, evening of the twenty-fifth.

	“P.S.--According to the desire of your Eminence, I report to the convent of the Carmelites at Bethune, where I will await your orders.”

	Accordingly, that same evening Milady commenced her journey. Night overtook her; she stopped, and slept at an inn. At five o’clock the next morning she again proceeded, and in three hours after entered Bethune. She inquired for the convent of the Carmelites, and went thither immediately.

	The superior met her; Milady showed her the cardinal’s order. The abbess assigned her a chamber, and had breakfast served.

	All the past was effaced from the eyes of this woman; and her looks, fixed on the future, beheld nothing but the high fortunes reserved for her by the cardinal, whom she had so successfully served without his name being in any way mixed up with the sanguinary affair. The ever-new passions which consumed her gave to her life the appearance of those clouds which float in the heavens, reflecting sometimes azure, sometimes fire, sometimes the opaque blackness of the tempest, and which leave no traces upon the earth behind them but devastation and death.

	After breakfast, the abbess came to pay her a visit. There is very little amusement in the cloister, and the good superior was eager to make the acquaintance of her new boarder.

	Milady wished to please the abbess. This was a very easy matter for a woman so really superior as she was. She tried to be agreeable, and she was charming, winning the good superior by her varied conversation and by the graces of her whole personality.

	The abbess, who was the daughter of a noble house, took particular delight in stories of the court, which so seldom travel to the extremities of the kingdom, and which, above all, have so much difficulty in penetrating the walls of convents, at whose threshold the noise of the world dies away.

	Milady, on the contrary, was quite conversant with all aristocratic intrigues, amid which she had constantly lived for five or six years. She made it her business, therefore, to amuse the good abbess with the worldly practices of the court of France, mixed with the eccentric pursuits of the king; she made for her the scandalous chronicle of the lords and ladies of the court, whom the abbess knew perfectly by name, touched lightly on the amours of the queen and the Duke of Buckingham, talking a great deal to induce her auditor to talk a little.

	But the abbess contented herself with listening and smiling without replying a word. Milady, however, saw that this sort of narrative amused her very much, and kept at it; only she now let her conversation drift toward the cardinal.

	But she was greatly embarrassed. She did not know whether the abbess was a royalist or a cardinalist; she therefore confined herself to a prudent middle course. But the abbess, on her part, maintained a reserve still more prudent, contenting herself with making a profound inclination of the head every time the fair traveler pronounced the name of his Eminence.

	Milady began to think she should soon grow weary of a convent life; she resolved, then, to risk something in order that she might know how to act afterward. Desirous of seeing how far the discretion of the good abbess would go, she began to tell a story, obscure at first, but very circumstantial afterward, about the cardinal, relating the amours of the minister with Mme. d’Aiguillon, Marion de Lorme, and several other gay women.

	The abbess listened more attentively, grew animated by degrees, and smiled.

	“Good,” thought Milady; “she takes a pleasure in my conversation. If she is a cardinalist, she has no fanaticism, at least.”

	She then went on to describe the persecutions exercised by the cardinal upon his enemies. The abbess only crossed herself, without approving or disapproving.

	This confirmed Milady in her opinion that the abbess was rather royalist than cardinalist. Milady therefore continued, coloring her narrations more and more.

	“I am very ignorant of these matters,” said the abbess, at length; “but however distant from the court we may be, however remote from the interests of the world we may be placed, we have very sad examples of what you have related. And one of our boarders has suffered much from the vengeance and persecution of the cardinal!”

	“One of your boarders?” said Milady; “oh, my God! Poor woman! I pity her, then.”

	“And you have reason, for she is much to be pitied. Imprisonment, menaces, ill treatment-she has suffered everything. But after all,” resumed the abbess, “Monsieur Cardinal has perhaps plausible motives for acting thus; and though she has the look of an angel, we must not always judge people by the appearance.”

	“Good!” said Milady to herself; “who knows! I am about, perhaps, to discover something here; I am in the vein.”

	She tried to give her countenance an appearance of perfect candor.

	“Alas,” said Milady, “I know it is so. It is said that we must not trust to the face; but in what, then, shall we place confidence, if not in the most beautiful work of the Lord? As for me, I shall be deceived all my life perhaps, but I shall always have faith in a person whose countenance inspires me with sympathy.”

	“You would, then, be tempted to believe,” said the abbess, “that this young person is innocent?”

	“The cardinal pursues not only crimes,” said she: “there are certain virtues which he pursues more severely than certain offenses.”

	“Permit me, madame, to express my surprise,” said the abbess.

	“At what?” said Milady, with the utmost ingenuousness.

	“At the language you use.”

	“What do you find so astonishing in that language?” said Milady, smiling.

	“You are the friend of the cardinal, for he sends you hither, and yet--”

	“And yet I speak ill of him,” replied Milady, finishing the thought of the superior.

	“At least you don’t speak well of him.”

	“That is because I am not his friend,” said she, sighing, “but his victim!”

	“But this letter in which he recommends you to me?”

	“Is an order for me to confine myself to a sort of prison, from which he will release me by one of his satellites.”

	“But why have you not fled?”

	“Whither should I go? Do you believe there is a spot on the earth which the cardinal cannot reach if he takes the trouble to stretch forth his hand? If I were a man, that would barely be possible; but what can a woman do? This young boarder of yours, has she tried to fly?”

	“No, that is true; but she--that is another thing; I believe she is detained in France by some love affair.”

	“Ah,” said Milady, with a sigh, “if she loves she is not altogether wretched.”

	“Then,” said the abbess, looking at Milady with increasing interest, “I behold another poor victim?”

	“Alas, yes,” said Milady.

	The abbess looked at her for an instant with uneasiness, as if a fresh thought suggested itself to her mind.

	“You are not an enemy of our holy faith?” said she, hesitatingly.

	“Who--I?” cried Milady; “I a Protestant? Oh, no! I call to witness the God who hears us, that on the contrary I am a fervent Catholic!”

	“Then, madame,” said the abbess, smiling, “be reassured; the house in which you are shall not be a very hard prison, and we will do all in our power to make you cherish your captivity. You will find here, moreover, the young woman of whom I spoke, who is persecuted, no doubt, in consequence of some court intrigue. She is amiable and well-behaved.”

	“What is her name?”

	“She was sent to me by someone of high rank, under the name of Kitty. I have not tried to discover her other name.”

	“Kitty!” cried Milady. “What? Are you sure?”

	“That she is called so? Yes, madame. Do you know her?”

	Milady smiled to herself at the idea which had occurred to her that this might be her old chambermaid. There was connected with the remembrance of this girl a remembrance of anger; and a desire of vengeance disordered the features of Milady, which, however, immediately recovered the calm and benevolent expression which this woman of a hundred faces had for a moment allowed them to lose.

	“And when can I see this young lady, for whom I already feel so great a sympathy?” asked Milady.

	“Why, this evening,” said the abbess; “today even. But you have been traveling these four days, as you told me yourself. This morning you rose at five o’clock; you must stand in need of repose. Go to bed and sleep; at dinnertime we will rouse you.”

	Although Milady would very willingly have gone without sleep, sustained as she was by all the excitements which a new adventure awakened in her heart, ever thirsting for intrigues, she nevertheless accepted the offer of the superior. During the last fifteen days she had experienced so many and such various emotions that if her frame of iron was still capable of supporting fatigue, her mind required repose.

	She therefore took leave of the abbess, and went to bed, softly rocked by the ideas of vengeance which the name of Kitty had naturally brought to her thoughts. She remembered that almost unlimited promise which the cardinal had given her if she succeeded in her enterprise. She had succeeded; d’Artagnan was then in her power!

	One thing alone frightened her; that was the remembrance of her husband, the Comte de la Fere, whom she had believed dead, or at least expatriated, and whom she found again in Athos-the best friend of d’Artagnan.

	But alas, if he was the friend of d’Artagnan, he must have lent him his assistance in all the proceedings by whose aid the queen had defeated the project of his Eminence; if he was the friend of d’Artagnan, he was the enemy of the cardinal; and she doubtless would succeed in involving him in the vengeance by which she hoped to destroy the young Musketeer.

	All these hopes were so many sweet thoughts for Milady; so, rocked by them, she soon fell asleep.

	She was awakened by a soft voice which sounded at the foot of her bed. She opened her eyes, and saw the abbess, accompanied by a young woman with light hair and delicate complexion, who fixed upon her a look full of benevolent curiosity.

	The face of the young woman was entirely unknown to her. Each examined the other with great attention, while exchanging the customary compliments; both were very handsome, but of quite different styles of beauty. Milady, however, smiled in observing that she excelled the young woman by far in her high air and aristocratic bearing. It is true that the habit of a novice, which the young woman wore, was not very advantageous in a contest of this kind.

	The abbess introduced them to each other. When this formality was ended, as her duties called her to chapel, she left the two young women alone.

	The novice, seeing Milady in bed, was about to follow the example of the superior; but Milady stopped her.

	“How, madame,” said she, “I have scarcely seen you, and you already wish to deprive me of your company, upon which I had counted a little, I must confess, for the time I have to pass here?”

	“No, madame,” replied the novice, “only I thought I had chosen my time ill; you were asleep, you are fatigued.”

	“Well,” said Milady, “what can those who sleep wish for--a happy awakening? This awakening you have given me; allow me, then, to enjoy it at my ease,” and taking her hand, she drew her toward the armchair by the bedside.

	The novice sat down.

	“How unfortunate I am!” said she; “I have been here six months without the shadow of recreation. You arrive, and your presence was likely to afford me delightful company; yet I expect, in all probability, to quit the convent at any moment.”

	“How, you are going soon?” asked Milady.

	“At least I hope so,” said the novice, with an expression of joy which she made no effort to disguise.

	“I think I learned you had suffered persecutions from the cardinal,” continued Milady; “that would have been another motive for sympathy between us.”

	“What I have heard, then, from our good mother is true; you have likewise been a victim of that wicked priest.”

	“Hush!” said Milady; “let us not, even here, speak thus of him. All my misfortunes arise from my having said nearly what you have said before a woman whom I thought my friend, and who betrayed me. Are you also the victim of a treachery?”

	“No,” said the novice, “but of my devotion--of a devotion to a woman I loved, for whom I would have laid down my life, for whom I would give it still.”

	“And who has abandoned you--is that it?”

	“I have been sufficiently unjust to believe so; but during the last two or three days I have obtained proof to the contrary, for which I thank God--for it would have cost me very dear to think she had forgotten me. But you, madame, you appear to be free,” continued the novice; “and if you were inclined to fly it only rests with yourself to do so.”

	“Whither would you have me go, without friends, without money, in a part of France with which I am unacquainted, and where I have never been before?”

	“Oh,” cried the novice, “as to friends, you would have them wherever you want, you appear so good and are so beautiful!”

	“That does not prevent,” replied Milady, softening her smile so as to give it an angelic expression, “my being alone or being persecuted.”

	“Hear me,” said the novice; “we must trust in heaven. There always comes a moment when the good you have done pleads your cause before God; and see, perhaps it is a happiness for you, humble and powerless as I am, that you have met with me, for if I leave this place, well-I have powerful friends, who, after having exerted themselves on my account, may also exert themselves for you.”

	“Oh, when I said I was alone,” said Milady, hoping to make the novice talk by talking of herself, “it is not for want of friends in high places; but these friends themselves tremble before the cardinal. The queen herself does not dare to oppose the terrible minister. I have proof that her Majesty, notwithstanding her excellent heart, has more than once been obliged to abandon to the anger of his Eminence persons who had served her.”

	“Trust me, madame; the queen may appear to have abandoned those persons, but we must not put faith in appearances. The more they are persecuted, the more she thinks of them; and often, when they least expect it, they have proof of a kind remembrance.”

	“Alas!” said Milady, “I believe so; the queen is so good!”

	“Oh, you know her, then, that lovely and noble queen, that you speak of her thus!” cried the novice, with enthusiasm.

	“That is to say,” replied Milady, driven into her entrenchment, “that I have not the honor of knowing her personally; but I know a great number of her most intimate friends. I am acquainted with Monsieur de Putange; I met Monsieur Dujart in England; I know Monsieur de Treville.”

	“Monsieur de Treville!” exclaimed the novice, “do you know Monsieur de Treville?”

	“Yes, perfectly well--intimately even.”

	“The captain of the king’s Musketeers?”

	“The captain of the king’s Musketeers.”

	“Why, then, only see!” cried the novice; “we shall soon be well acquainted, almost friends. If you know Monsieur de Treville, you must have visited him?”

	“Often!” said Milady, who, having entered this track, and perceiving that falsehood succeeded, was determined to follow it to the end.

	“With him, then, you must have seen some of his Musketeers?”

	“All those he is in the habit of receiving!” replied Milady, for whom this conversation began to have a real interest.

	“Name a few of those whom you know, and you will see if they are my friends.”

	“Well!” said Milady, embarrassed, “I know Monsieur de Louvigny, Monsieur de Courtivron, Monsieur de Ferussac.”

	The novice let her speak, then seeing that she paused, she said, “Don’t you know a gentleman named Athos?”

	Milady became as pale as the sheets in which she was lying, and mistress as she was of herself, could not help uttering a cry, seizing the hand of the novice, and devouring her with looks.

	“What is the matter? Good God!” asked the poor woman, “have I said anything that has wounded you?”

	“No; but the name struck me, because I also have known that gentleman, and it appeared strange to me to meet with a person who appears to know him well.”

	“Oh, yes, very well; not only him, but some of his friends, Messieurs Porthos and Aramis!”

	“Indeed! you know them likewise? I know them,” cried Milady, who began to feel a chill penetrate her heart.

	“Well, if you know them, you know that they are good and free companions. Why do you not apply to them, if you stand in need of help?”

	“That is to say,” stammered Milady, “I am not really very intimate with any of them. I know them from having heard one of their friends, Monsieur d’Artagnan, say a great deal about them.”

	“You know Monsieur d’Artagnan!” cried the novice, in her turn seizing the hands of Milady and devouring her with her eyes.

	Then remarking the strange expression of Milady’s countenance, she said, “Pardon me, madame; you know him by what title?”

	“Why,” replied Milady, embarrassed, “why, by the title of friend.”

	“You deceive me, madame,” said the novice; “you have been his mistress!”

	“It is you who have been his mistress, madame!” cried Milady, in her turn.

	“I?” said the novice.

	“Yes, you! I know you now. You are Madame Bonacieux!”

	The young woman drew back, filled with surprise and terror.

	“Oh, do not deny it! Answer!” continued Milady.

	“Well, yes, madame,” said the novice, “Are we rivals?”

	The countenance of Milady was illumined by so savage a joy that under any other circumstances Mme. Bonacieux would have fled in terror; but she was absorbed by jealousy.

	“Speak, madame!” resumed Mme. Bonacieux, with an energy of which she might not have been believed capable. “Have you been, or are you, his mistress?”

	“Oh, no!” cried Milady, with an accent that admitted no doubt of her truth. “Never, never!”

	“I believe you,” said Mme. Bonacieux; “but why, then, did you cry out so?”

	“Do you not understand?” said Milady, who had already overcome her agitation and recovered all her presence of mind.

	“How can I understand? I know nothing.”

	“Can you not understand that Monsieur d’Artagnan, being my friend, might take me into his confidence?”

	“Truly?”

	“Do you not perceive that I know all--your abduction from the little house at St. Germain, his despair, that of his friends, and their useless inquiries up to this moment? How could I help being astonished when, without having the least expectation of such a thing, I meet you face to face--you, of whom we have so often spoken together, you whom he loves with all his soul, you whom he had taught me to love before I had seen you! Ah, dear Constance, I have found you, then; I see you at last!”

	And Milady stretched out her arms to Mme. Bonacieux, who, convinced by what she had just said, saw nothing in this woman whom an instant before she had believed her rival but a sincere and devoted friend.

	“Oh, pardon me, pardon me!” cried she, sinking upon the shoulders of Milady. “Pardon me, I love him so much!”

	These two women held each other for an instant in a close embrace. Certainly, if Milady’s strength had been equal to her hatred, Mme. Bonacieux would never have left that embrace alive. But not being able to stifle her, she smiled upon her.

	“Oh, you beautiful, good little creature!” said Milady. “How delighted I am to have found you! Let me look at you!” and while saying these words, she absolutely devoured her by her looks. “Oh, yes it is you indeed! From what he has told me, I know you now. I recognize you perfectly.”

	The poor young woman could not possibly suspect what frightful cruelty was behind the rampart of that pure brow, behind those brilliant eyes in which she read nothing but interest and compassion.

	“Then you know what I have suffered,” said Mme. Bonacieux, “since he has told you what he has suffered; but to suffer for him is happiness.”

	Milady replied mechanically, “Yes, that is happiness.” She was thinking of something else.

	“And then,” continued Mme. Bonacieux, “my punishment is drawing to a close. Tomorrow, this evening, perhaps, I shall see him again; and then the past will no longer exist.”

	“This evening?” asked Milady, roused from her reverie by these words. “What do you mean? Do you expect news from him?”

	“I expect himself.”

	“Himself? D’Artagnan here?”

	“Himself!”

	“But that’s impossible! He is at the siege of La Rochelle with the cardinal. He will not return till after the taking of the city.”

	“Ah, you fancy so! But is there anything impossible for my d’Artagnan, the noble and loyal gentleman?”

	“Oh, I cannot believe you!”

	“Well, read, then!” said the unhappy young woman, in the excess of her pride and joy, presenting a letter to Milady.

	“The writing of Madame de Chevreuse!” said Milady to herself. “Ah, I always thought there was some secret understanding in that quarter!” And she greedily read the following few lines:

	My Dear Child, Hold yourself ready. OUR FRIEND will see you soon, and he will only see you to release you from that imprisonment in which your safety required you should be concealed. Prepare, then, for your departure, and never despair of us.

	Our charming Gascon has just proved himself as brave and faithful as ever. Tell him that certain parties are grateful for the warning he has given.

	“Yes, yes,” said Milady; “the letter is precise. Do you know what that warning was?”

	“No, I only suspect he has warned the queen against some fresh machinations of the cardinal.”

	“Yes, that’s it, no doubt!” said Milady, returning the letter to Mme. Bonacieux, and letting her head sink pensively upon her bosom.

	At that moment they heard the gallop of a horse.

	“Oh!” cried Mme. Bonacieux, darting to the window, “can it be he?”

	Milady remained still in bed, petrified by surprise; so many unexpected things happened to her all at once that for the first time she was at a loss.

	“He, he!” murmured she; “can it be he?” And she remained in bed with her eyes fixed.

	“Alas, no!” said Mme. Bonacieux; “it is a man I don’t know, although he seems to be coming here. Yes, he checks his pace; he stops at the gate; he rings.”

	Milady sprang out of bed.

	“You are sure it is not he?” said she.

	“Yes, yes, very sure!”

	“Perhaps you did not see well.”

	“Oh, if I were to see the plume of his hat, the end of his cloak, I should know HIM!”

	Milady was dressing herself all the time.

	“Yes, he has entered.”

	“It is for you or me!”

	“My God, how agitated you seem!”

	“Yes, I admit it. I have not your confidence; I fear the cardinal.”

	“Hush!” said Mme. Bonacieux; “somebody is coming.”

	Immediately the door opened, and the superior entered.

	“Did you come from Boulogne?” demanded she of Milady.

	“Yes,” replied she, trying to recover her self-possession. “Who wants me?”

	“A man who will not tell his name, but who comes from the cardinal.”

	“And who wishes to speak with me?”

	“Who wishes to speak to a lady recently come from Boulogne.”

	“Then let him come in, if you please.”

	“Oh, my God, my God!” cried Mme. Bonacieux. “Can it be bad news?”

	“I fear it.”

	“I will leave you with this stranger; but as soon as he is gone, if you will permit me, I will return.”

	“PERMIT you? I BESEECH you.”

	The superior and Mme. Bonacieux retired.

	Milady remained alone, with her eyes fixed upon the door. An instant later, the jingling of spurs was heard upon the stairs, steps drew near, the door opened, and a man appeared.

	Milady uttered a cry of joy; this man was the Comte de Rochefort--the demoniacal tool of his Eminence.

	62 TWO VARIETIES OF DEMONS

	Ah,” cried Milady and Rochefort together, “it is you!”

	“Yes, it is I.”

	“And you come?” asked Milady.

	“From La Rochelle; and you?”

	“From England.”

	“Buckingham?”

	“Dead or desperately wounded, as I left without having been able to hear anything of him. A fanatic has just assassinated him.”

	“Ah,” said Rochefort, with a smile; “this is a fortunate chance--one that will delight his Eminence! Have you informed him of it?”

	“I wrote to him from Boulogne. But what brings you here?”

	“His Eminence was uneasy, and sent me to find you.”

	“I only arrived yesterday.”

	“And what have you been doing since yesterday?”

	“I have not lost my time.”

	“Oh, I don’t doubt that.”

	“Do you know whom I have encountered here?”

	“No.”

	“Guess.”

	“How can I?”

	“That young woman whom the queen took out of prison.”

	“The mistress of that fellow d’Artagnan?”

	“Yes; Madame Bonacieux, with whose retreat the cardinal was unacquainted.”

	“Well, well,” said Rochefort, “here is a chance which may pair off with the other! Monsieur Cardinal is indeed a privileged man!”

	“Imagine my astonishment,” continued Milady, “when I found myself face to face with this woman!”

	“Does she know you?”

	“No.”

	“Then she looks upon you as a stranger?”

	Milady smiled. “I am her best friend.”

	“Upon my honor,” said Rochefort, “it takes you, my dear countess, to perform such miracles!”

	“And it is well I can, Chevalier,” said Milady, “for do you know what is going on here?”

	“No.”

	“They will come for her tomorrow or the day after, with an order from the queen.”

	“Indeed! And who?”

	“d’Artagnan and his friends.”

	“Indeed, they will go so far that we shall be obliged to send them to the Bastille.”

	“Why is it not done already?”

	“What would you? The cardinal has a weakness for these men which I cannot comprehend.”

	“Indeed!”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, then, tell him this, Rochefort. Tell him that our conversation at the inn of the Red Dovecot was overheard by these four men; tell him that after his departure one of them came up to me and took from me by violence the safe-conduct which he had given me; tell him they warned Lord de Winter of my journey to England; that this time they nearly foiled my mission as they foiled the affair of the studs; tell him that among these four men two only are to be feared--d’Artagnan and Athos; tell him that the third, Aramis, is the lover of Madame de Chevreuse--he may be left alone, we know his secret, and it may be useful; as to the fourth, Porthos, he is a fool, a simpleton, a blustering booby, not worth troubling himself about.”

	“But these four men must be now at the siege of La Rochelle?”

	“I thought so, too; but a letter which Madame Bonacieux has received from Madame the Constable, and which she has had the imprudence to show me, leads me to believe that these four men, on the contrary, are on the road hither to take her away.”

	“The devil! What’s to be done?”

	“What did the cardinal say about me?”

	“I was to take your dispatches, written or verbal, and return by post; and when he shall know what you have done, he will advise what you have to do.”

	“I must, then, remain here?”

	“Here, or in the neighborhood.”

	“You cannot take me with you?”

	“No, the order is imperative. Near the camp you might be recognized; and your presence, you must be aware, would compromise the cardinal.”

	“Then I must wait here, or in the neighborhood?”

	“Only tell me beforehand where you will wait for intelligence from the cardinal; let me know always where to find you.”

	“Observe, it is probable that I may not be able to remain here.”

	“Why?”

	“You forget that my enemies may arrive at any minute.”

	“That’s true; but is this little woman, then, to escape his Eminence?”

	“Bah!” said Milady, with a smile that belonged only to herself; “you forget that I am her best friend.”

	“Ah, that’s true! I may then tell the cardinal, with respect to this little woman--”

	“That he may be at ease.”

	“Is that all?”

	“He will know what that means.”

	“He will guess, at least. Now, then, what had I better do?”

	“Return instantly. It appears to me that the news you bear is worth the trouble of a little diligence.”

	“My chaise broke down coming into Lilliers.”

	“Capital!”

	“What, CAPITAL?”

	“Yes, I want your chaise.”

	“And how shall I travel, then?”

	“On horseback.”

	“You talk very comfortably,--a hundred and eighty leagues!”

	“What’s that?”

	“One can do it! Afterward?”

	“Afterward? Why, in passing through Lilliers you will send me your chaise, with an order to your servant to place himself at my disposal.”

	“Well.”

	“You have, no doubt, some order from the cardinal about you?”

	“I have my FULL POWER.”

	“Show it to the abbess, and tell her that someone will come and fetch me, either today or tomorrow, and that I am to follow the person who presents himself in your name.”

	“Very well.”

	“Don’t forget to treat me harshly in speaking of me to the abbess.”

	“To what purpose?”

	“I am a victim of the cardinal. It is necessary to inspire confidence in that poor little Madame Bonacieux.”

	“That’s true. Now, will you make me a report of all that has happened?”

	“Why, I have related the events to you. You have a good memory; repeat what I have told you. A paper may be lost.”

	“You are right; only let me know where to find you that I may not run needlessly about the neighborhood.”

	“That’s correct; wait!”

	“Do you want a map?”

	“Oh, I know this country marvelously!”

	“You? When were you here?”

	“I was brought up here.”

	“Truly?”

	“It is worth something, you see, to have been brought up somewhere.”

	“You will wait for me, then?”

	“Let me reflect a little! Ay, that will do--at Armentieres.”

	“Where is that Armentieres?”

	“A little town on the Lys; I shall only have to cross the river, and I shall be in a foreign country.”

	“Capital! but it is understood you will only cross the river in case of danger.”

	“That is well understood.”

	“And in that case, how shall I know where you are?”

	“You do not want your lackey?”

	“Is he a sure man?”

	“To the proof.”

	“Give him to me. Nobody knows him. I will leave him at the place I quit, and he will conduct you to me.”

	“And you say you will wait for me at Armentieres?”

	“At Armentieres.”

	“Write that name on a bit of paper, lest I should forget it. There is nothing compromising in the name of a town. Is it not so?”

	“Eh, who knows? Never mind,” said Milady, writing the name on half a sheet of paper; “I will compromise myself.”

	“Well,” said Rochefort, taking the paper from Milady, folding it, and placing it in the lining of his hat, “you may be easy. I will do as children do, for fear of losing the paper--repeat the name along the route. Now, is that all?”

	“I believe so.”

	“Let us see: Buckingham dead or grievously wounded; your conversation with the cardinal overheard by the four Musketeers; Lord de Winter warned of your arrival at Portsmouth; d’Artagnan and Athos to the Bastille; Aramis the lover of Madame de Chevreuse; Porthos an ass; Madame Bonacieux found again; to send you the chaise as soon as possible; to place my lackey at your disposal; to make you out a victim of the cardinal in order that the abbess may entertain no suspicion; Armentieres, on the banks of the Lys. Is that all, then?”

	“In truth, my dear Chevalier, you are a miracle of memory. A PROPOS, add one thing--”

	“What?”

	“I saw some very pretty woods which almost touch the convent garden. Say that I am permitted to walk in those woods. Who knows? Perhaps I shall stand in need of a back door for retreat.”

	“You think of everything.”

	“And you forget one thing.”

	“What?”

	“To ask me if I want money.”

	“That’s true. How much do you want?”

	“All you have in gold.”

	“I have five hundred pistoles, or thereabouts.”

	“I have as much. With a thousand pistoles one may face everything. Empty your pockets.”

	“There.”

	“Right. And you go--”

	“In an hour--time to eat a morsel, during which I shall send for a post horse.”

	“Capital! Adieu, Chevalier.”

	“Adieu, Countess.”

	“Commend me to the cardinal.”

	“Commend me to Satan.”

	Milady and Rochefort exchanged a smile and separated. An hour afterward Rochefort set out at a grand gallop; five hours after that he passed through Arras.

	Our readers already know how he was recognized by d’Artagnan, and how that recognition by inspiring fear in the four Musketeers had given fresh activity to their journey.

	63 THE DROP OF WATER

	Rochefort had scarcely departed when Mme. Bonacieux re-entered. She found Milady with a smiling countenance.

	“Well,” said the young woman, “what you dreaded has happened. This evening, or tomorrow, the cardinal will send someone to take you away.”

	“Who told you that, my dear?” asked Milady.

	“I heard it from the mouth of the messenger himself.”

	“Come and sit down close to me,” said Milady.

	“Here I am.”

	“Wait till I assure myself that nobody hears us.”

	“Why all these precautions?”

	“You shall know.”

	Milady arose, went to the door, opened it, looked in the corridor, and then returned and seated herself close to Mme. Bonacieux.

	“Then,” said she, “he has well played his part.”

	“Who has?”

	“He who just now presented himself to the abbess as a messenger from the cardinal.”

	“It was, then, a part he was playing?”

	“Yes, my child.”

	“That man, then, was not--”

	“That man,” said Milady, lowering her voice, “is my brother.”

	“Your brother!” cried Mme. Bonacieux.

	“No one must know this secret, my dear, but yourself. If you reveal it to anyone in the world, I shall be lost, and perhaps yourself likewise.”

	“Oh, my God!”

	“Listen. This is what has happened: My brother, who was coming to my assistance to take me away by force if it were necessary, met with the emissary of the cardinal, who was coming in search of me. He followed him. At a solitary and retired part of the road he drew his sword, and required the messenger to deliver up to him the papers of which he was the bearer. The messenger resisted; my brother killed him.”

	“Oh!” said Mme. Bonacieux, shuddering.

	“Remember, that was the only means. Then my brother determined to substitute cunning for force. He took the papers, and presented himself here as the emissary of the cardinal, and in an hour or two a carriage will come to take me away by the orders of his Eminence.”

	“I understand. It is your brother who sends this carriage.”

	“Exactly; but that is not all. That letter you have received, and which you believe to be from Madame de Chevreuse--”

	“Well?”

	“It is a forgery.”

	“How can that be?”

	“Yes, a forgery; it is a snare to prevent your making any resistance when they come to fetch you.”

	“But it is d’Artagnan that will come.”

	“Do not deceive yourself. D’Artagnan and his friends are detained at the siege of La Rochelle.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“My brother met some emissaries of the cardinal in the uniform of Musketeers. You would have been summoned to the gate; you would have believed yourself about to meet friends; you would have been abducted, and conducted back to Paris.”

	“Oh, my God! My senses fail me amid such a chaos of iniquities. I feel, if this continues,” said Mme. Bonacieux, raising her hands to her forehead, “I shall go mad!”

	“Stop--”

	“What?”

	“I hear a horse’s steps; it is my brother setting off again. I should like to offer him a last salute. Come!”

	Milady opened the window, and made a sign to Mme. Bonacieux to join her. The young woman complied.

	Rochefort passed at a gallop.

	“Adieu, brother!” cried Milady.

	The chevalier raised his head, saw the two young women, and without stopping, waved his hand in a friendly way to Milady.

	“The good George!” said she, closing the window with an expression of countenance full of affection and melancholy. And she resumed her seat, as if plunged in reflections entirely personal.

	“Dear lady,” said Mme. Bonacieux, “pardon me for interrupting you; but what do you advise me to do? Good heaven! You have more experience than I have. Speak; I will listen.”

	“In the first place,” said Milady, “it is possible I may be deceived, and that d’Artagnan and his friends may really come to your assistance.”

	“Oh, that would be too much!” cried Mme. Bonacieux, “so much happiness is not in store for me!”

	“Then you comprehend it would be only a question of time, a sort of race, which should arrive first. If your friends are the more speedy, you are to be saved; if the satellites of the cardinal, you are lost.”

	“Oh, yes, yes; lost beyond redemption! What, then, to do? What to do?”

	“There would be a very simple means, very natural--”

	“Tell me what!”

	“To wait, concealed in the neighborhood, and assure yourself who are the men who come to ask for you.”

	“But where can I wait?”

	“Oh, there is no difficulty in that. I shall stop and conceal myself a few leagues hence until my brother can rejoin me. Well, I take you with me; we conceal ourselves, and wait together.”

	“But I shall not be allowed to go; I am almost a prisoner.”

	“As they believe that I go in consequence of an order from the cardinal, no one will believe you anxious to follow me.”

	“Well?”

	“Well! The carriage is at the door; you bid me adieu; you mount the step to embrace me a last time; my brother’s servant, who comes to fetch me, is told how to proceed; he makes a sign to the postillion, and we set off at a gallop.”

	“But d’Artagnan! D’Artagnan! if he comes?”

	“Shall we not know it?”

	“How?”

	“Nothing easier. We will send my brother’s servant back to Bethune, whom, as I told you, we can trust. He shall assume a disguise, and place himself in front of the convent. If the emissaries of the cardinal arrive, he will take no notice; if it is Monsieur d’Artagnan and his friends, he will bring them to us.”

	“He knows them, then?”

	“Doubtless. Has he not seen Monsieur d’Artagnan at my house?”

	“Oh, yes, yes; you are right. Thus all may go well--all may be for the best; but we do not go far from this place?”

	“Seven or eight leagues at the most. We will keep on the frontiers, for instance; and at the first alarm we can leave France.”

	“And what can we do there?”

	“Wait.”

	“But if they come?”

	“My brother’s carriage will be here first.”

	“If I should happen to be any distance from you when the carriage comes for you--at dinner or supper, for instance?”

	“Do one thing.”

	“What is that?”

	“Tell your good superior that in order that we may be as much together as possible, you ask her permission to share my repast.”

	“Will she permit it?”

	“What inconvenience can it be?”

	“Oh, delightful! In this way we shall not be separated for an instant.”

	“Well, go down to her, then, to make your request. I feel my head a little confused; I will take a turn in the garden.”

	“Go; and where shall I find you?”

	“Here, in an hour.”

	“Here, in an hour. Oh, you are so kind, and I am so grateful!”

	“How can I avoid interesting myself for one who is so beautiful and so amiable? Are you not the beloved of one of my best friends?”

	“Dear d’Artagnan! Oh, how he will thank you!”

	“I hope so. Now, then, all is agreed; let us go down.”

	“You are going into the garden?”

	“Yes.”

	“Go along this corridor, down a little staircase, and you are in it.”

	“Excellent; thank you!”

	And the two women parted, exchanging charming smiles.

	Milady had told the truth--her head was confused, for her ill-arranged plans clashed one another like chaos. She required to be alone that she might put her thoughts a little into order. She saw vaguely the future; but she stood in need of a little silence and quiet to give all her ideas, as yet confused, a distinct form and a regular plan.

	What was most pressing was to get Mme. Bonacieux away, and convey her to a place of safety, and there, if matters required, make her a hostage. Milady began to have doubts of the issue of this terrible duel, in which her enemies showed as much perseverance as she did animosity.

	Besides, she felt as we feel when a storm is coming on--that this issue was near, and could not fail to be terrible.

	The principal thing for her, then, was, as we have said, to keep Mme. Bonacieux in her power. Mme. Bonacieux was the very life of d’Artagnan. This was more than his life, the life of the woman he loved; this was, in case of ill fortune, a means of temporizing and obtaining good conditions.

	Now, this point was settled; Mme. Bonacieux, without any suspicion, accompanied her. Once concealed with her at Armentieres, it would be easy to make her believe that d’Artagnan had not come to Bethune. In fifteen days at most, Rochefort would be back; besides, during that fifteen days she would have time to think how she could best avenge herself on the four friends. She would not be weary, thank God! for she should enjoy the sweetest pastime such events could accord a woman of her character--perfecting a beautiful vengeance.

	Revolving all this in her mind, she cast her eyes around her, and arranged the topography of the garden in her head. Milady was like a good general who contemplates at the same time victory and defeat, and who is quite prepared, according to the chances of the battle, to march forward or to beat a retreat.

	At the end of an hour she heard a soft voice calling her; it was Mme. Bonacieux’s. The good abbess had naturally consented to her request; and as a commencement, they were to sup together.

	On reaching the courtyard, they heard the noise of a carriage which stopped at the gate.

	Milady listened.

	“Do you hear anything?” said she.

	“Yes, the rolling of a carriage.”

	“It is the one my brother sends for us.”

	“Oh, my God!”

	“Come, come! courage!”

	The bell of the convent gate was sounded; Milady was not mistaken.

	“Go to your chamber,” said she to Mme. Bonacieux; “you have perhaps some jewels you would like to take.”

	“I have his letters,” said she.

	“Well, go and fetch them, and come to my apartment. We will snatch some supper; we shall perhaps travel part of the night, and must keep our strength up.”

	“Great God!” said Mme. Bonacieux, placing her hand upon her bosom, “my heart beats so I cannot walk.”

	“Courage, courage! remember that in a quarter of an hour you will be safe; and think that what you are about to do is for HIS sake.”

	“Yes, yes, everything for him. You have restored my courage by a single word; go, I will rejoin you.”

	Milady ran up to her apartment quickly; she there found Rochefort’s lackey, and gave him his instructions.

	He was to wait at the gate; if by chance the Musketeers should appear, the carriage was to set off as fast as possible, pass around the convent, and go and wait for Milady at a little village which was situated at the other side of the wood. In this case Milady would cross the garden and gain the village on foot. As we have already said, Milady was admirably acquainted with this part of France.

	If the Musketeers did not appear, things were to go on as had been agreed; Mme. Bonacieux was to get into the carriage as if to bid her adieu, and she was to take away Mme. Bonacieux.

	Mme. Bonacieux came in; and to remove all suspicion, if she had any, Milady repeated to the lackey, before her, the latter part of her instructions.

	Milady asked some questions about the carriage. It was a chaise drawn by three horses, driven by a postillion; Rochefort’s lackey would precede it, as courier.

	Milady was wrong in fearing that Mme. Bonacieux would have any suspicion. The poor young woman was too pure to suppose that any female could be guilty of such perfidy; besides, the name of the Comtesse de Winter, which she had heard the abbess pronounce, was wholly unknown to her, and she was even ignorant that a woman had had so great and so fatal a share in the misfortune of her life.

	“You see,” said she, when the lackey had gone out, “everything is ready. The abbess suspects nothing, and believes that I am taken by order of the cardinal. This man goes to give his last orders; take the least thing, drink a finger of wine, and let us be gone.”

	“Yes,” said Mme. Bonacieux, mechanically, “yes, let us be gone.”

	Milady made her a sign to sit down opposite, poured her a small glass of Spanish wine, and helped her to the wing of a chicken.

	“See,” said she, “if everything does not second us! Here is night coming on; by daybreak we shall have reached our retreat, and nobody can guess where we are. Come, courage! take something.”

	Mme. Bonacieux ate a few mouthfuls mechanically, and just touched the glass with her lips.

	“Come, come!” said Milady, lifting hers to her mouth, “do as I do.”

	But at the moment the glass touched her lips, her hand remained suspended; she heard something on the road which sounded like the rattling of a distant gallop. Then it grew nearer, and it seemed to her, almost at the same time, that she heard the neighing of horses.

	This noise acted upon her joy like the storm which awakens the sleeper in the midst of a happy dream; she grew pale and ran to the window, while Mme. Bonacieux, rising all in a tremble, supported herself upon her chair to avoid falling. Nothing was yet to be seen, only they heard the galloping draw nearer.

	“Oh, my God!” said Mme. Bonacieux, “what is that noise?”

	“That of either our friends or our enemies,” said Milady, with her terrible coolness. “Stay where you are, I will tell you.”

	Mme. Bonacieux remained standing, mute, motionless, and pale as a statue.

	The noise became louder; the horses could not be more than a hundred and fifty paces distant. If they were not yet to be seen, it was because the road made an elbow. The noise became so distinct that the horses might be counted by the rattle of their hoofs.

	Milady gazed with all the power of her attention; it was just light enough for her to see who was coming.

	All at once, at the turning of the road she saw the glitter of laced hats and the waving of feathers; she counted two, then five, then eight horsemen. One of them preceded the rest by double the length of his horse.

	Milady uttered a stifled groan. In the first horseman she recognized d’Artagnan.

	“Oh, my God, my God,” cried Mme. Bonacieux, “what is it?”

	“It is the uniform of the cardinal’s Guards. Not an instant to be lost! Fly, fly!”

	“Yes, yes, let us fly!” repeated Mme. Bonacieux, but without being able to make a step, glued as she was to the spot by terror.

	They heard the horsemen pass under the windows.

	“Come, then, come, then!” cried Milady, trying to drag the young woman along by the arm. “Thanks to the garden, we yet can flee; I have the key, but make haste! in five minutes it will be too late!”

	Mme. Bonacieux tried to walk, made two steps, and sank upon her knees. Milady tried to raise and carry her, but could not do it.

	At this moment they heard the rolling of the carriage, which at the approach of the Musketeers set off at a gallop. Then three or four shots were fired.

	“For the last time, will you come?” cried Milady.

	“Oh, my God, my God! you see my strength fails me; you see plainly I cannot walk. Flee alone!”

	“Flee alone, and leave you here? No, no, never!” cried Milady.

	All at once she paused, a livid flash darted from her eyes; she ran to the table, emptied into Mme. Bonacieux’s glass the contents of a ring which she opened with singular quickness. It was a grain of a reddish color, which dissolved immediately.

	Then, taking the glass with a firm hand, she said, “Drink. This wine will give you strength, drink!” And she put the glass to the lips of the young woman, who drank mechanically.

	“This is not the way that I wished to avenge myself,” said Milady, replacing the glass upon the table, with an infernal smile, “but, my faith! we do what we can!” And she rushed out of the room.

	Mme. Bonacieux saw her go without being able to follow her; she was like people who dream they are pursued, and who in vain try to walk.

	A few moments passed; a great noise was heard at the gate. Every instant Mme. Bonacieux expected to see Milady, but she did not return. Several times, with terror, no doubt, the cold sweat burst from her burning brow.

	At length she heard the grating of the hinges of the opening gates; the noise of boots and spurs resounded on the stairs. There was a great murmur of voices which continued to draw near, amid which she seemed to hear her own name pronounced.

	All at once she uttered a loud cry of joy, and darted toward the door; she had recognized the voice of d’Artagnan.

	“d’Artagnan! D’Artagnan!” cried she, “is it you? This way! this way!”

	“Constance? Constance?” replied the young man, “where are you? where are you? My God!”

	At the same moment the door of the cell yielded to a shock, rather than opened; several men rushed into the chamber. Mme. Bonacieux had sunk into an armchair, without the power of moving.

	D’Artagnan threw down a yet-smoking pistol which he held in his hand, and fell on his knees before his mistress. Athos replaced his in his belt; Porthos and Aramis, who held their drawn swords in their hands, returned them to their scabbards.

	“Oh, d’Artagnan, my beloved d’Artagnan! You have come, then, at last! You have not deceived me! It is indeed thee!”

	“Yes, yes, Constance. Reunited!”

	“Oh, it was in vain she told me you would not come! I hoped in silence. I was not willing to fly. Oh, I have done well! How happy I am!”

	At this word SHE, Athos, who had seated himself quietly, started up.

	“SHE! What she?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“Why, my companion. She who out of friendship for me wished to take me from my persecutors. She who, mistaking you for the cardinal’s Guards, has just fled away.”

	“Your companion!” cried d’Artagnan, becoming more pale than the white veil of his mistress. “Of what companion are you speaking, dear Constance?”

	“Of her whose carriage was at the gate; of a woman who calls herself your friend; of a woman to whom you have told everything.”

	“Her name, her name!” cried d’Artagnan. “My God, can you not remember her name?”

	“Yes, it was pronounced in my hearing once. Stop--but--it is very strange--oh, my God, my head swims! I cannot see!”

	“Help, help, my friends! her hands are icy cold,” cried d’Artagnan. “She is ill! Great God, she is losing her senses!”

	While Porthos was calling for help with all the power of his strong voice, Aramis ran to the table to get a glass of water; but he stopped at seeing the horrible alteration that had taken place in the countenance of Athos, who, standing before the table, his hair rising from his head, his eyes fixed in stupor, was looking at one of the glasses, and appeared a prey to the most horrible doubt.

	“Oh!” said Athos, “oh, no, it is impossible! God would not permit such a crime!”

	“Water, water!” cried d’Artagnan. “Water!”

	“Oh, poor woman, poor woman!” murmured Athos, in a broken voice.

	Mme. Bonacieux opened her eyes under the kisses of d’Artagnan.

	“She revives!” cried the young man. “Oh, my God, my God, I thank thee!”

	“Madame!” said Athos, “madame, in the name of heaven, whose empty glass is this?”

	“Mine, monsieur,” said the young woman, in a dying voice.

	“But who poured the wine for you that was in this glass?”

	“She.”

	“But who is SHE?”

	“Oh, I remember!” said Mme. Bonacieux, “the Comtesse de Winter.”

	The four friends uttered one and the same cry, but that of Athos dominated all the rest.

	At that moment the countenance of Mme. Bonacieux became livid; a fearful agony pervaded her frame, and she sank panting into the arms of Porthos and Aramis.

	D’Artagnan seized the hands of Athos with an anguish difficult to be described.

	“And what do you believe?’ His voice was stifled by sobs.

	“I believe everything,” said Athos, biting his lips till the blood sprang to avoid sighing.

	“d’Artagnan, d’Artagnan!” cried Mme. Bonacieux, “where art thou? Do not leave me! You see I am dying!”

	D’Artagnan released the hands of Athos which he still held clasped in both his own, and hastened to her. Her beautiful face was distorted with agony; her glassy eyes had no longer their sight; a convulsive shuddering shook her whole body; the sweat rolled from her brow.

	“In the name of heaven, run, call! Aramis! Porthos! Call for help!”

	“Useless!” said Athos, “useless! For the poison which SHE pours there is no antidote.”

	“Yes, yes! Help, help!” murmured Mme. Bonacieux; “help!”

	Then, collecting all her strength, she took the head of the young man between her hands, looked at him for an instant as if her whole soul passed into that look, and with a sobbing cry pressed her lips to his.

	“Constance, Constance!” cried d’Artagnan.

	A sigh escaped from the mouth of Mme. Bonacieux, and dwelt for an instant on the lips of d’Artagnan. That sigh was the soul, so chaste and so loving, which reascended to heaven.

	D’Artagnan pressed nothing but a corpse in his arms. The young man uttered a cry, and fell by the side of his mistress as pale and as icy as herself.

	Porthos wept; Aramis pointed toward heaven; Athos made the sign of the cross.

	At that moment a man appeared in the doorway, almost as pale as those in the chamber. He looked around him and saw Mme. Bonacieux dead, and d’Artagnan in a swoon. He appeared just at that moment of stupor which follows great catastrophes.

	“I was not deceived,” said he; “here is Monsieur d’Artagnan; and you are his friends, Messieurs Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.”

	The persons whose names were thus pronounced looked at the stranger with astonishment. It seemed to all three that they knew him.

	“Gentlemen,” resumed the newcomer, “you are, as I am, in search of a woman who,” added he, with a terrible smile, “must have passed this way, for I see a corpse.”

	The three friends remained mute--for although the voice as well as the countenance reminded them of someone they had seen, they could not remember under what circumstances.

	“Gentlemen,” continued the stranger, “since you do not recognize a man who probably owes his life to you twice, I must name myself. I am Lord de Winter, brother-in-law of THAT WOMAN.”

	The three friends uttered a cry of surprise.

	Athos rose, and offering him his hand, “Be welcome, my Lord,” said he, “you are one of us.”

	“I set out five hours after her from Portsmouth,” said Lord de Winter. “I arrived three hours after her at Boulogne. I missed her by twenty minutes at St. Omer. Finally, at Lilliers I lost all trace of her. I was going about at random, inquiring of everybody, when I saw you gallop past. I recognized Monsieur d’Artagnan. I called to you, but you did not answer me; I wished to follow you, but my horse was too much fatigued to go at the same pace with yours. And yet it appears, in spite of all your diligence, you have arrived too late.”

	“You see!” said Athos, pointing to Mme. Bonacieux dead, and to d’Artagnan, whom Porthos and Aramis were trying to recall to life.

	“Are they both dead?” asked Lord de Winter, sternly.

	“No,” replied Athos, “fortunately Monsieur d’Artagnan has only fainted.”

	“Ah, indeed, so much the better!” said Lord de Winter.

	At that moment d’Artagnan opened his eyes. He tore himself from the arms of Porthos and Aramis, and threw himself like a madman on the corpse of his mistress.

	Athos rose, walked toward his friend with a slow and solemn step, embraced him tenderly, and as he burst into violent sobs, he said to him with his noble and persuasive voice, “Friend, be a man! Women weep for the dead; men avenge them!”

	“Oh, yes!” cried d’Artagnan, “yes! If it be to avenge her, I am ready to follow you.”

	Athos profited by this moment of strength which the hope of vengeance restored to his unfortunate friend to make a sign to Porthos and Aramis to go and fetch the superior.

	The two friends met her in the corridor, greatly troubled and much upset by such strange events; she called some of the nuns, who against all monastic custom found themselves in the presence of five men.

	“Madame,” said Athos, passing his arm under that of d’Artagnan, “we abandon to your pious care the body of that unfortunate woman. She was an angel on earth before being an angel in heaven. Treat her as one of your sisters. We will return someday to pray over her grave.”

	D’Artagnan concealed his face in the bosom of Athos, and sobbed aloud.

	“Weep,” said Athos, “weep, heart full of love, youth, and life! Alas, would I could weep like you!”

	And he drew away his friend, as affectionate as a father, as consoling as a priest, noble as a man who has suffered much.

	All five, followed by their lackeys leading their horses, took their way to the town of Bethune, whose outskirts they perceived, and stopped before the first inn they came to.

	“But,” said d’Artagnan, “shall we not pursue that woman?”

	“Later,” said Athos. “I have measures to take.”

	“She will escape us,” replied the young man; “she will escape us, and it will be your fault, Athos.”

	“I will be accountable for her,” said Athos.

	D’Artagnan had so much confidence in the word of his friend that he lowered his head, and entered the inn without reply.

	Porthos and Aramis regarded each other, not understanding this assurance of Athos.

	Lord de Winter believed he spoke in this manner to soothe the grief of d’Artagnan.

	“Now, gentlemen,” said Athos, when he had ascertained there were five chambers free in the hotel, “let everyone retire to his own apartment. d’Artagnan needs to be alone, to weep and to sleep. I take charge of everything; be easy.”

	“It appears, however,” said Lord de Winter, “if there are any measures to take against the countess, it concerns me; she is my sister-in-law.”

	“And me,” said Athos, “--she is my wife!”

	D’Artagnan smiled--for he understood that Athos was sure of his vengeance when he revealed such a secret. Porthos and Aramis looked at each other, and grew pale. Lord de Winter thought Athos was mad.

	“Now, retire to your chambers,” said Athos, “and leave me to act. You must perceive that in my quality of a husband this concerns me. Only, d’Artagnan, if you have not lost it, give me the paper which fell from that man’s hat, upon which is written the name of the village of--”

	“Ah,” said d’Artagnan, “I comprehend! that name written in her hand.”

	“You see, then,” said Athos, “there is a god in heaven still!”

	64 THE MAN IN THE RED CLOAK

	The despair of Athos had given place to a concentrated grief which only rendered more lucid the brilliant mental faculties of that extraordinary man.

	Possessed by one single thought--that of the promise he had made, and of the responsibility he had taken--he retired last to his chamber, begged the host to procure him a map of the province, bent over it, examined every line traced upon it, perceived that there were four different roads from Bethune to Armentieres, and summoned the lackeys.

	Planchet, Grimaud, Bazin, and Mousqueton presented themselves, and received clear, positive, and serious orders from Athos.

	They must set out the next morning at daybreak, and go to Armentieres--each by a different route. Planchet, the most intelligent of the four, was to follow that by which the carriage had gone upon which the four friends had fired, and which was accompanied, as may be remembered, by Rochefort’s servant.

	Athos set the lackeys to work first because, since these men had been in the service of himself and his friends he had discovered in each of them different and essential qualities. Then, lackeys who ask questions inspire less mistrust than masters, and meet with more sympathy among those to whom they address themselves. Besides, Milady knew the masters, and did not know the lackeys; on the contrary, the lackeys knew Milady perfectly.

	All four were to meet the next day at eleven o’clock. If they had discovered Milady’s retreat, three were to remain on guard; the fourth was to return to Bethune in order to inform Athos and serve as a guide to the four friends. These arrangements made, the lackeys retired.

	Athos then arose from his chair, girded on his sword, enveloped himself in his cloak, and left the hotel. It was nearly ten o’clock. At ten o’clock in the evening, it is well known, the streets in provincial towns are very little frequented. Athos nevertheless was visibly anxious to find someone of whom he could ask a question. At length he met a belated passenger, went up to him, and spoke a few words to him. The man he addressed recoiled with terror, and only answered the few words of the Musketeer by pointing. Athos offered the man half a pistole to accompany him, but the man refused.

	Athos then plunged into the street the man had indicated with his finger; but arriving at four crossroads, he stopped again, visibly embarrassed. Nevertheless, as the crossroads offered him a better chance than any other place of meeting somebody, he stood still. In a few minutes a night watch passed. Athos repeated to him the same question he had asked the first person he met. The night watch evinced the same terror, refused, in his turn, to accompany Athos, and only pointed with his hand to the road he was to take.

	Athos walked in the direction indicated, and reached the suburb situated at the opposite extremity of the city from that by which he and his friends had entered it. There he again appeared uneasy and embarrassed, and stopped for the third time.

	Fortunately, a mendicant passed, who, coming up to Athos to ask charity, Athos offered him half a crown to accompany him where he was going. The mendicant hesitated at first, but at the sight of the piece of silver which shone in the darkness he consented, and walked on before Athos.

	Arrived at the angle of a street, he pointed to a small house, isolated, solitary, and dismal. Athos went toward the house, while the mendicant, who had received his reward, left as fast as his legs could carry him.

	Athos went round the house before he could distinguish the door, amid the red color in which the house was painted. No light appeared through the chinks of the shutters; no noise gave reason to believe that it was inhabited. It was dark and silent as the tomb.

	Three times Athos knocked without receiving an answer. At the third knock, however, steps were heard inside. The door at length was opened, and a man appeared, of high stature, pale complexion, and black hair and beard.

	Athos and he exchanged some words in a low voice, then the tall man made a sign to the Musketeer that he might come in. Athos immediately profited by the permission, and the door was closed behind him.

	The man whom Athos had come so far to seek, and whom he had found with so much trouble, introduced him into his laboratory, where he was engaged in fastening together with iron wire the dry bones of a skeleton. All the frame was adjusted except the head, which lay on the table.

	All the rest of the furniture indicated that the dweller in this house occupied himself with the study of natural science. There were large bottles filled with serpents, ticketed according to their species; dried lizards shone like emeralds set in great squares of black wood, and bunches of wild odoriferous herbs, doubtless possessed of virtues unknown to common men, were fastened to the ceiling and hung down in the corners of the apartment. There was no family, no servant; the tall man alone inhabited this house.

	Athos cast a cold and indifferent glance upon the objects we have described, and at the invitation of him whom he came to seek sat down near him.

	Then he explained to him the cause of his visit, and the service he required of him. But scarcely had he expressed his request when the unknown, who remained standing before the Musketeer, drew back with signs of terror, and refused. Then Athos took from his pocket a small paper, on which two lines were written, accompanied by a signature and a seal, and presented them to him who had made too prematurely these signs of repugnance. The tall man had scarcely read these lines, seen the signature, and recognized the seal, when he bowed to denote that he had no longer any objection to make, and that he was ready to obey.

	Athos required no more. He arose, bowed, went out, returned by the same way he came, re-entered the hotel, and went to his apartment.

	At daybreak d’Artagnan entered the chamber, and demanded what was to be done.

	“To wait,” replied Athos.

	Some minutes after, the superior of the convent sent to inform the Musketeers that the burial would take place at midday. As to the poisoner, they had heard no tidings of her whatever, only that she must have made her escape through the garden, on the sand of which her footsteps could be traced, and the door of which had been found shut. As to the key, it had disappeared.

	At the hour appointed, Lord de Winter and the four friends repaired to the convent; the bells tolled, the chapel was open, the grating of the choir was closed. In the middle of the choir the body of the victim, clothed in her novitiate dress, was exposed. On each side of the choir and behind the gratings opening into the convent was assembled the whole community of the Carmelites, who listened to the divine service, and mingled their chant with the chant of the priests, without seeing the profane, or being seen by them.

	At the door of the chapel d’Artagnan felt his courage fall anew, and returned to look for Athos; but Athos had disappeared.

	Faithful to his mission of vengeance, Athos had requested to be conducted to the garden; and there upon the sand following the light steps of this woman, who left sharp tracks wherever she went, he advanced toward the gate which led into the wood, and causing it to be opened, he went out into the forest.

	Then all his suspicions were confirmed; the road by which the carriage had disappeared encircled the forest. Athos followed the road for some time, his eyes fixed upon the ground; slight stains of blood, which came from the wound inflicted upon the man who accompanied the carriage as a courier, or from one of the horses, dotted the road. At the end of three-quarters of a league, within fifty paces of Festubert, a larger bloodstain appeared; the ground was trampled by horses. Between the forest and this accursed spot, a little behind the trampled ground, was the same track of small feet as in the garden; the carriage had stopped here. At this spot Milady had come out of the wood, and entered the carriage.

	Satisfied with this discovery which confirmed all his suspicions, Athos returned to the hotel, and found Planchet impatiently waiting for him.

	Everything was as Athos had foreseen.

	Planchet had followed the road; like Athos, he had discovered the stains of blood; like Athos, he had noted the spot where the horses had halted. But he had gone farther than Athos--for at the village of Festubert, while drinking at an inn, he had learned without needing to ask a question that the evening before, at half-past eight, a wounded man who accompanied a lady traveling in a post-chaise had been obliged to stop, unable to go further. The accident was set down to the account of robbers, who had stopped the chaise in the wood. The man remained in the village; the woman had had a relay of horses, and continued her journey.

	Planchet went in search of the postillion who had driven her, and found him. He had taken the lady as far as Fromelles; and from Fromelles she had set out for Armentieres. Planchet took the crossroad, and by seven o’clock in the morning he was at Armentieres.

	There was but one tavern, the Post. Planchet went and presented himself as a lackey out of a place, who was in search of a situation. He had not chatted ten minutes with the people of the tavern before he learned that a woman had come there alone about eleven o’clock the night before, had engaged a chamber, had sent for the master of the hotel, and told him she desired to remain some time in the neighborhood.

	Planchet had no need to learn more. He hastened to the rendezvous, found the lackeys at their posts, placed them as sentinels at all the outlets of the hotel, and came to find Athos, who had just received this information when his friends returned.

	All their countenances were melancholy and gloomy, even the mild countenance of Aramis.

	“What is to be done?” asked d’Artagnan.

	“To wait!” replied Athos.

	Each retired to his own apartment.

	At eight o’clock in the evening Athos ordered the horses to be saddled, and Lord de Winter and his friends notified that they must prepare for the expedition.

	In an instant all five were ready. Each examined his arms, and put them in order. Athos came down last, and found d’Artagnan already on horseback, and growing impatient.

	“Patience!” cried Athos; “one of our party is still wanting.”

	The four horsemen looked round them with astonishment, for they sought vainly in their minds to know who this other person could be.

	At this moment Planchet brought out Athos’s horse; the Musketeer leaped lightly into the saddle.

	“Wait for me,” cried he, “I will soon be back,” and he set off at a gallop.

	In a quarter of an hour he returned, accompanied by a tall man, masked, and wrapped in a large red cloak.

	Lord de Winter and the three Musketeers looked at one another inquiringly. Neither could give the others any information, for all were ignorant who this man could be; nevertheless, they felt convinced that all was as it should be, as it was done by the order of Athos.

	At nine o’clock, guided by Planchet, the little cavalcade set out, taking the route the carriage had taken.

	It was a melancholy sight--that of these six men, traveling in silence, each plunged in his own thoughts, sad as despair, gloomy as chastisement.

	65 TRIAL

	It was a stormy and dark night; vast clouds covered the heavens, concealing the stars; the moon would not rise till midnight.

	Occasionally, by the light of a flash of lightning which gleamed along the horizon, the road stretched itself before them, white and solitary; the flash extinct, all remained in darkness.

	Every minute Athos was forced to restrain d’Artagnan, constantly in advance of the little troop, and to beg him to keep in the line, which in an instant he again departed from. He had but one thought--to go forward; and he went.

	They passed in silence through the little village of Festubert, where the wounded servant was, and then skirted the wood of Richebourg. At Herlier, Planchet, who led the column, turned to the left.

	Several times Lord de Winter, Porthos, or Aramis tried to talk with the man in the red cloak; but to every interrogation which they put to him he bowed, without response. The travelers then comprehended that there must be some reason why the unknown preserved such a silence, and ceased to address themselves to him.

	The storm increased, the flashes succeeded one another more rapidly, the thunder began to growl, and the wind, the precursor of a hurricane, whistled in the plumes and the hair of the horsemen.

	The cavalcade trotted on more sharply.

	A little before they came to Fromelles the storm burst. They spread their cloaks. There remained three leagues to travel, and they did it amid torrents of rain.

	D’Artagnan took off his hat, and could not be persuaded to make use of his cloak. He found pleasure in feeling the water trickle over his burning brow and over his body, agitated by feverish shudders.

	The moment the little troop passed Goskal and were approaching the Post, a man sheltered beneath a tree detached himself from the trunk with which he had been confounded in the darkness, and advanced into the middle of the road, putting his finger on his lips.

	Athos recognized Grimaud.

	“What’s the manner?” cried Athos. “Has she left Armentieres?”

	Grimaud made a sign in the affirmative. D’Artagnan ground his teeth.

	“Silence, d’Artagnan!” said Athos. “I have charged myself with this affair. It is for me, then, to interrogate Grimaud.”

	“Where is she?” asked Athos.

	Grimaud extended his hands in the direction of the Lys. “Far from here?” asked Athos.

	Grimaud showed his master his forefinger bent.

	“Alone?” asked Athos.

	Grimaud made the sign yes.

	“Gentlemen,” said Athos, “she is alone within half a league of us, in the direction of the river.”

	“That’s well,” said d’Artagnan. “Lead us, Grimaud.”

	Grimaud took his course across the country, and acted as guide to the cavalcade.

	At the end of five hundred paces, more or less, they came to a rivulet, which they forded.

	By the aid of the lightning they perceived the village of Erquinheim.

	“Is she there, Grimaud?” asked Athos.

	Grimaud shook his head negatively.

	“Silence, then!” cried Athos.

	And the troop continued their route.

	Another flash illuminated all around them. Grimaud extended his arm, and by the bluish splendor of the fiery serpent they distinguished a little isolated house on the banks of the river, within a hundred paces of a ferry.

	One window was lighted.

	“Here we are!” said Athos.

	At this moment a man who had been crouching in a ditch jumped up and came towards them. It was Mousqueton. He pointed his finger to the lighted window.

	“She is there,” said he.

	“And Bazin?” asked Athos.

	“While I watched the window, he guarded the door.”

	“Good!” said Athos. “You are good and faithful servants.”

	Athos sprang from his horse, gave the bridle to Grimaud, and advanced toward the window, after having made a sign to the rest of the troop to go toward the door.

	The little house was surrounded by a low, quickset hedge, two or three feet high. Athos sprang over the hedge and went up to the window, which was without shutters, but had the half-curtains closely drawn.

	He mounted the skirting stone that his eyes might look over the curtain.

	By the light of a lamp he saw a woman, wrapped in a dark mantle, seated upon a stool near a dying fire. Her elbows were placed upon a mean table, and she leaned her head upon her two hands, which were white as ivory.

	He could not distinguish her countenance, but a sinister smile passed over the lips of Athos. He was not deceived; it was she whom he sought.

	At this moment a horse neighed. Milady raised her head, saw close to the panes the pale face of Athos, and screamed.

	Athos, perceiving that she knew him, pushed the window with his knee and hand. The window yielded. The squares were broken to shivers; and Athos, like the spectre of vengeance, leaped into the room.

	Milady rushed to the door and opened it. More pale and menacing than Athos, d’Artagnan stood on the threshold.

	Milady recoiled, uttering a cry. D’Artagnan, believing she might have means of flight and fearing she should escape, drew a pistol from his belt; but Athos raised his hand.

	“Put back that weapon, d’Artagnan!” said he; “this woman must be tried, not assassinated. Wait an instant, my friend, and you shall be satisfied. Come in, gentlemen.”

	D’Artagnan obeyed; for Athos had the solemn voice and the powerful gesture of a judge sent by the Lord himself. Behind d’Artagnan entered Porthos, Aramis, Lord de Winter, and the man in the red cloak.

	The four lackeys guarded the door and the window.

	Milady had sunk into a chair, with her hands extended, as if to conjure this terrible apparition. Perceiving her brother-in-law, she uttered a terrible cry.

	“What do you want?” screamed Milady.

	“We want,” said Athos, “Charlotte Backson, who first was called Comtesse de la Fere, and afterwards Milady de Winter, Baroness of Sheffield.”

	“That is I! that is I!” murmured Milady, in extreme terror; “what do you want?”

	“We wish to judge you according to your crime,” said Athos; “you shall be free to defend yourself. Justify yourself if you can. M. d’Artagnan, it is for you to accuse her first.”

	D’Artagnan advanced.

	“Before God and before men,” said he, “I accuse this woman of having poisoned Constance Bonacieux, who died yesterday evening.”

	He turned towards Porthos and Aramis.

	“We bear witness to this,” said the two Musketeers, with one voice.

	D’Artagnan continued: “Before God and before men, I accuse this woman of having attempted to poison me, in wine which she sent me from Villeroy, with a forged letter, as if that wine came from my friends. God preserved me, but a man named Brisemont died in my place.”

	“We bear witness to this,” said Porthos and Aramis, in the same manner as before.

	“Before God and before men, I accuse this woman of having urged me to the murder of the Baron de Wardes; but as no one else can attest the truth of this accusation, I attest it myself. I have done.” And d’Artagnan passed to the other side of the room with Porthos and Aramis.

	“Your turn, my Lord,” said Athos.

	The baron came forward.

	“Before God and before men,” said he, “I accuse this woman of having caused the assassination of the Duke of Buckingham.”

	“The Duke of Buckingham assassinated!” cried all present, with one voice.

	“Yes,” said the baron, “assassinated. On receiving the warning letter you wrote to me, I had this woman arrested, and gave her in charge to a loyal servant. She corrupted this man; she placed the poniard in his hand; she made him kill the duke. And at this moment, perhaps, Felton is paying with his head for the crime of this fury!”

	A shudder crept through the judges at the revelation of these unknown crimes.

	“That is not all,” resumed Lord de Winter. “My brother, who made you his heir, died in three hours of a strange disorder which left livid traces all over the body. My sister, how did your husband die?”

	“Horror!” cried Porthos and Aramis.

	“Assassin of Buckingham, assassin of Felton, assassin of my brother, I demand justice upon you, and I swear that if it be not granted to me, I will execute it myself.”

	And Lord de Winter ranged himself by the side of d’Artagnan, leaving the place free for another accuser.

	Milady let her head sink between her two hands, and tried to recall her ideas, whirling in a mortal vertigo.

	“My turn,” said Athos, himself trembling as the lion trembles at the sight of the serpent--“my turn. I married that woman when she was a young girl; I married her in opposition to the wishes of all my family; I gave her my wealth, I gave her my name; and one day I discovered that this woman was branded--this woman was marked with a FLEUR-DE-LIS on her left shoulder.”

	“Oh,” said Milady, raising herself, “I defy you to find any tribunal which pronounced that infamous sentence against me. I defy you to find him who executed it.”

	“Silence!” said a hollow voice. “It is for me to reply to that!” And the man in the red cloak came forward in his turn.

	“What man is that? What man is that?” cried Milady, suffocated by terror, her hair loosening itself, and rising above her livid countenance as if alive.

	All eyes were turned towards this man--for to all except Athos he was unknown.

	Even Athos looked at him with as much stupefaction as the others, for he knew not how he could in any way find himself mixed up with the horrible drama then unfolded.

	After approaching Milady with a slow and solemn step, so that the table alone separated them, the unknown took off his mask.

	Milady for some time examined with increasing terror that pale face, framed with black hair and whiskers, the only expression of which was icy impassibility. Then she suddenly cried, “Oh, no, no!” rising and retreating to the very wall. “No, no! it is an infernal apparition! It is not he! Help, help!” screamed she, turning towards the wall, as if she would tear an opening with her hands.

	“Who are you, then?” cried all the witnesses of this scene.

	“Ask that woman,” said the man in the red cloak, “for you may plainly see she knows me!”

	“The executioner of Lille, the executioner of Lille!” cried Milady, a prey to insensate terror, and clinging with her hands to the wall to avoid falling.

	Every one drew back, and the man in the red cloak remained standing alone in the middle of the room.

	“Oh, grace, grace, pardon!” cried the wretch, falling on her knees.

	The unknown waited for silence, and then resumed, “I told you well that she would know me. Yes, I am the executioner of Lille, and this is my history.”

	All eyes were fixed upon this man, whose words were listened to with anxious attention.

	“That woman was once a young girl, as beautiful as she is today. She was a nun in the convent of the Benedictines of Templemar. A young priest, with a simple and trustful heart, performed the duties of the church of that convent. She undertook his seduction, and succeeded; she would have seduced a saint.

	“Their vows were sacred and irrevocable. Their connection could not last long without ruining both. She prevailed upon him to leave the country; but to leave the country, to fly together, to reach another part of France, where they might live at ease because unknown, money was necessary. Neither had any. The priest stole the sacred vases, and sold them; but as they were preparing to escape together, they were both arrested.

	“Eight days later she had seduced the son of the jailer, and escaped. The young priest was condemned to ten years of imprisonment, and to be branded. I was executioner of the city of Lille, as this woman has said. I was obliged to brand the guilty one; and he, gentlemen, was my brother!

	“I then swore that this woman who had ruined him, who was more than his accomplice, since she had urged him to the crime, should at least share his punishment. I suspected where she was concealed. I followed her, I caught her, I bound her; and I imprinted the same disgraceful mark upon her that I had imprinted upon my poor brother.

	“The day after my return to Lille, my brother in his turn succeeded in making his escape; I was accused of complicity, and was condemned to remain in his place till he should be again a prisoner. My poor brother was ignorant of this sentence. He rejoined this woman; they fled together into Berry, and there he obtained a little curacy. This woman passed for his sister.

	“The Lord of the estate on which the chapel of the curacy was situated saw this pretend sister, and became enamoured of her--amorous to such a degree that he proposed to marry her. Then she quitted him she had ruined for him she was destined to ruin, and became the Comtesse de la Fere--”

	All eyes were turned towards Athos, whose real name that was, and who made a sign with his head that all was true which the executioner had said.

	“Then,” resumed he, “mad, desperate, determined to get rid of an existence from which she had stolen everything, honor and happiness, my poor brother returned to Lille, and learning the sentence which had condemned me in his place, surrendered himself, and hanged himself that same night from the iron bar of the loophole of his prison.

	“To do justice to them who had condemned me, they kept their word. As soon as the identity of my brother was proved, I was set at liberty.

	“That is the crime of which I accuse her; that is the cause for which she was branded.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said Athos, “what is the penalty you demand against this woman?”

	“The punishment of death,” replied d’Artagnan.

	“My Lord de Winter,” continued Athos, “what is the penalty you demand against this woman?”

	“The punishment of death,” replied Lord de Winter.

	“Messieurs Porthos and Aramis,” repeated Athos, “you who are her judges, what is the sentence you pronounce upon this woman?”

	“The punishment of death,” replied the Musketeers, in a hollow voice.

	Milady uttered a frightful shriek, and dragged herself along several paces upon her knees toward her judges.

	Athos stretched out his hand toward her.

	“Charlotte Backson, Comtesse de la Fere, Milady de Winter,” said he, “your crimes have wearied men on earth and God in heaven. If you know a prayer, say it--for you are condemned, and you shall die.”

	At these words, which left no hope, Milady raised herself in all her pride, and wished to speak; but her strength failed her. She felt that a powerful and implacable hand seized her by the hair, and dragged her away as irrevocably as fatality drags humanity. She did not, therefore, even attempt the least resistance, and went out of the cottage.

	Lord de Winter, d’Artagnan, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, went out close behind her. The lackeys followed their masters, and the chamber was left solitary, with its broken window, its open door, and its smoky lamp burning sadly on the table.

	66 EXECUTION

	It was near midnight; the moon, lessened by its decline, and reddened by the last traces of the storm, arose behind the little town of Armentieres, which showed against its pale light the dark outline of its houses, and the skeleton of its high belfry. In front of them the Lys rolled its waters like a river of molten tin; while on the other side was a black mass of trees, profiled on a stormy sky, invaded by large coppery clouds which created a sort of twilight amid the night. On the left was an old abandoned mill, with its motionless wings, from the ruins of which an owl threw out its shrill, periodical, and monotonous cry. On the right and on the left of the road, which the dismal procession pursued, appeared a few low, stunted trees, which looked like deformed dwarfs crouching down to watch men traveling at this sinister hour.

	From time to time a broad sheet of lightning opened the horizon in its whole width, darted like a serpent over the black mass of trees, and like a terrible scimitar divided the heavens and the waters into two parts. Not a breath of wind now disturbed the heavy atmosphere. A deathlike silence oppressed all nature. The soil was humid and glittering with the rain which had recently fallen, and the refreshed herbs sent forth their perfume with additional energy.

	Two lackeys dragged Milady, whom each held by one arm. The executioner walked behind them, and Lord de Winter, d’Artagnan, Porthos, and Aramis walked behind the executioner. Planchet and Bazin came last.

	The two lackeys conducted Milady to the bank of the river. Her mouth was mute; but her eyes spoke with their inexpressible eloquence, supplicating by turns each of those on whom she looked.

	Being a few paces in advance she whispered to the lackeys, “A thousand pistoles to each of you, if you will assist my escape; but if you deliver me up to your masters, I have near at hand avengers who will make you pay dearly for my death.”

	Grimaud hesitated. Mousqueton trembled in all his members.

	Athos, who heard Milady’s voice, came sharply up. Lord de Winter did the same.

	“Change these lackeys,” said he; “she has spoken to them. They are no longer sure.”

	Planchet and Bazin were called, and took the places of Grimaud and Mousqueton.

	On the bank of the river the executioner approached Milady, and bound her hands and feet.

	Then she broke the silence to cry out, “You are cowards, miserable assassins--ten men combined to murder one woman. Beware! If I am not saved I shall be avenged.”

	“You are not a woman,” said Athos, coldly and sternly. “You do not belong to the human species; you are a demon escaped from hell, whither we send you back again.”

	“Ah, you virtuous men!” said Milady; “please to remember that he who shall touch a hair of my head is himself an assassin.”

	“The executioner may kill, without being on that account an assassin,” said the man in the red cloak, rapping upon his immense sword. “This is the last judge; that is all. NACHRICHTER, as say our neighbors, the Germans.”

	And as he bound her while saying these words, Milady uttered two or three savage cries, which produced a strange and melancholy effect in flying away into the night, and losing themselves in the depths of the woods.

	“If I am guilty, if I have committed the crimes you accuse me of,” shrieked Milady, “take me before a tribunal. You are not judges! You cannot condemn me!”

	“I offered you Tyburn,” said Lord de Winter. “Why did you not accept it?”

	“Because I am not willing to die!” cried Milady, struggling. “Because I am too young to die!”

	“The woman you poisoned at Bethune was still younger than you, madame, and yet she is dead,” said d’Artagnan.

	“I will enter a cloister; I will become a nun,” said Milady.

	“You were in a cloister,” said the executioner, “and you left it to ruin my brother.”

	Milady uttered a cry of terror and sank upon her knees. The executioner took her up in his arms and was carrying her toward the boat.

	“Oh, my God!” cried she, “my God! are you going to drown me?”

	These cries had something so heartrending in them that M. d’Artagnan, who had been at first the most eager in pursuit of Milady, sat down on the stump of a tree and hung his head, covering his ears with the palms of his hands; and yet, notwithstanding, he could still hear her cry and threaten.

	D’Artagnan was the youngest of all these men. His heart failed him.

	“Oh, I cannot behold this frightful spectacle!” said he. “I cannot consent that this woman should die thus!”

	Milady heard these few words and caught at a shadow of hope.

	“d’Artagnan, d’Artagnan!” cried she; “remember that I loved you!”

	The young man rose and took a step toward her.

	But Athos rose likewise, drew his sword, and placed himself in the way.

	“If you take one step farther, d’Artagnan,” said he, “we shall cross swords together.”

	D’Artagnan sank on his knees and prayed.

	“Come,” continued Athos, “executioner, do your duty.”

	“Willingly, monseigneur,” said the executioner; “for as I am a good Catholic, I firmly believe I am acting justly in performing my functions on this woman.”

	“That’s well.”

	Athos made a step toward Milady.

	“I pardon you,” said he, “the ill you have done me. I pardon you for my blasted future, my lost honor, my defiled love, and my salvation forever compromised by the despair into which you have cast me. Die in peace!”

	Lord de Winter advanced in his turn.

	“I pardon you,” said he, “for the poisoning of my brother, and the assassination of his Grace, Lord Buckingham. I pardon you for the death of poor Felton; I pardon you for the attempts upon my own person. Die in peace!”

	“And I,” said M. d’Artagnan. “Pardon me, madame, for having by a trick unworthy of a gentleman provoked your anger; and I, in exchange, pardon you the murder of my poor love and your cruel vengeance against me. I pardon you, and I weep for you. Die in peace!”

	“I am lost!” murmured Milady in English. “I must die!”

	Then she arose of herself, and cast around her one of those piercing looks which seemed to dart from an eye of flame.

	She saw nothing; she listened, and she heard nothing.

	“Where am I to die?” said she.

	“On the other bank,” replied the executioner.

	Then he placed her in the boat, and as he was going to set foot in it himself, Athos handed him a sum of silver.

	“Here,” said he, “is the price of the execution, that it may be plain we act as judges.”

	“That is correct,” said the executioner; “and now in her turn, let this woman see that I am not fulfilling my trade, but my debt.”

	And he threw the money into the river.

	The boat moved off toward the left-hand shore of the Lys, bearing the guilty woman and the executioner; all the others remained on the right-hand bank, where they fell on their knees.

	The boat glided along the ferry rope under the shadow of a pale cloud which hung over the water at that moment.

	The troop of friends saw it gain the opposite bank; the figures were defined like black shadows on the red-tinted horizon.

	Milady, during the passage had contrived to untie the cord which fastened her feet. On coming near the bank, she jumped lightly on shore and took to flight. But the soil was moist; on reaching the top of the bank, she slipped and fell upon her knees.

	She was struck, no doubt, with a superstitious idea; she conceived that heaven denied its aid, and she remained in the attitude in which she had fallen, her head drooping and her hands clasped.

	Then they saw from the other bank the executioner raise both his arms slowly; a moonbeam fell upon the blade of the large sword. The two arms fell with a sudden force; they heard the hissing of the scimitar and the cry of the victim, then a truncated mass sank beneath the blow.

	The executioner then took off his red cloak, spread it upon the ground, laid the body in it, threw in the head, tied all up by the four corners, lifted it on his back, and entered the boat again.

	In the middle of the stream he stopped the boat, and suspending his burden over the water cried in a loud voice, “Let the justice of God be done!” and he let the corpse drop into the depths of the waters, which closed over it.

	Three days afterward the four Musketeers were in Paris; they had not exceeded their leave of absence, and that same evening they went to pay their customary visit to M. de Treville.

	“Well, gentlemen,” said the brave captain, “I hope you have been well amused during your excursion.”

	“Prodigiously,” replied Athos in the name of himself and his comrades.

	67 CONCLUSION

	On the sixth of the following month the king, in compliance with the promise he had made the cardinal to return to La Rochelle, left his capital still in amazement at the news which began to spread itself of Buckingham’s assassination.

	Although warned that the man she had loved so much was in great danger, the queen, when his death was announced to her, would not believe the fact, and even imprudently exclaimed, “it is false; he has just written to me!”

	But the next day she was obliged to believe this fatal intelligence; Laporte, detained in England, as everyone else had been, by the orders of Charles I, arrived, and was the bearer of the duke’s dying gift to the queen.

	The joy of the king was lively. He did not even give himself the trouble to dissemble, and displayed it with affectation before the queen. Louis XIII, like every weak mind, was wanting in generosity.

	But the king soon again became dull and indisposed; his brow was not one of those that long remain clear. He felt that in returning to camp he should re-enter slavery; nevertheless, he did return.

	The cardinal was for him the fascinating serpent, and himself the bird which flies from branch to branch without power to escape.

	The return to La Rochelle, therefore, was profoundly dull. Our four friends, in particular, astonished their comrades; they traveled together, side by side, with sad eyes and heads lowered. Athos alone from time to time raised his expansive brow; a flash kindled in his eyes, and a bitter smile passed over his lips, then, like his comrades, he sank again into reverie.

	As soon as the escort arrived in a city, when they had conducted the king to his quarters the four friends either retired to their own or to some secluded cabaret, where they neither drank nor played; they only conversed in a low voice, looking around attentively to see that no one overheard them.

	One day, when the king had halted to fly the magpie, and the four friends, according to their custom, instead of following the sport had stopped at a cabaret on the high road, a man coming from la Rochelle on horseback pulled up at the door to drink a glass of wine, and darted a searching glance into the room where the four Musketeers were sitting.

	“Holloa, Monsieur d’Artagnan!” said he, “is not that you whom I see yonder?”

	D’Artagnan raised his head and uttered a cry of joy. It was the man he called his phantom; it was his stranger of Meung, of the Rue des Fossoyeurs and of Arras.

	D’Artagnan drew his sword, and sprang toward the door.

	But this time, instead of avoiding him the stranger jumped from his horse, and advanced to meet d’Artagnan.

	“Ah, monsieur!” said the young man, “I meet you, then, at last! This time you shall not escape me!”

	“Neither is it my intention, monsieur, for this time I was seeking you; in the name of the king, I arrest you.”

	“How! what do you say?” cried d’Artagnan.

	“I say that you must surrender your sword to me, monsieur, and that without resistance. This concerns your head, I warn you.”

	“Who are you, then?” demanded d’Artagnan, lowering the point of his sword, but without yet surrendering it.

	“I am the Chevalier de Rochefort,” answered the other, “the equerry of Monsieur le Cardinal Richelieu, and I have orders to conduct you to his Eminence.”

	“We are returning to his Eminence, monsieur the Chevalier,” said Athos, advancing; “and you will please to accept the word of Monsieur d’Artagnan that he will go straight to La Rochelle.”

	“I must place him in the hands of guards who will take him into camp.”

	“We will be his guards, monsieur, upon our word as gentlemen; but likewise, upon our word as gentlemen,” added Athos, knitting his brow, “Monsieur d’Artagnan shall not leave us.”

	The Chevalier de Rochefort cast a glance backward, and saw that Porthos and Aramis had placed themselves between him and the gate; he understood that he was completely at the mercy of these four men.

	“Gentlemen,” said he, “if Monsieur d’Artagnan will surrender his sword to me and join his word to yours, I shall be satisfied with your promise to convey Monsieur d’Artagnan to the quarters of Monseigneur the Cardinal.”

	“You have my word, monsieur, and here is my sword.”

	“This suits me the better,” said Rochefort, “as I wish to continue my journey.”

	“If it is for the purpose of rejoining Milady,” said Athos, coolly, “it is useless; you will not find her.”

	“What has become of her, then?” asked Rochefort, eagerly.

	“Return to camp and you shall know.”

	Rochefort remained for a moment in thought; then, as they were only a day’s journey from Surgeres, whither the cardinal was to come to meet the king, he resolved to follow the advice of Athos and go with them. Besides, this return offered him the advantage of watching his prisoner.

	They resumed their route.

	On the morrow, at three o’clock in the afternoon, they arrived at Surgeres. The cardinal there awaited Louis XIII. The minister and the king exchanged numerous caresses, felicitating each other upon the fortunate chance which had freed France from the inveterate enemy who set all Europe against her. After which, the cardinal, who had been informed that d’Artagnan was arrested and who was anxious to see him, took leave of the king, inviting him to come the next day to view the work already done upon the dyke.

	On returning in the evening to his quarters at the bridge of La Pierre, the cardinal found, standing before the house he occupied, d’Artagnan, without his sword, and the three Musketeers armed.

	This time, as he was well attended, he looked at them sternly, and made a sign with his eye and hand for d’Artagnan to follow him.

	D’Artagnan obeyed.

	“We shall wait for you, d’Artagnan,” said Athos, loud enough for the cardinal to hear him.

	His Eminence bent his brow, stopped for an instant, and then kept on his way without uttering a single word.

	D’Artagnan entered after the cardinal, and behind d’Artagnan the door was guarded.

	His Eminence entered the chamber which served him as a study, and made a sign to Rochefort to bring in the young Musketeer.

	Rochefort obeyed and retired.

	D’Artagnan remained alone in front of the cardinal; this was his second interview with Richelieu, and he afterward confessed that he felt well assured it would be his last.

	Richelieu remained standing, leaning against the mantelpiece; a table was between him and d’Artagnan.

	“Monsieur,” said the cardinal, “you have been arrested by my orders.”

	“So they tell me, monseigneur.”

	“Do you know why?”

	“No, monseigneur, for the only thing for which I could be arrested is still unknown to your Eminence.”

	Richelieu looked steadfastly at the young man.

	“Holloa!” said he, “what does that mean?”

	“If Monseigneur will have the goodness to tell me, in the first place, what crimes are imputed to me, I will then tell him the deeds I have really done.”

	“Crimes are imputed to you which had brought down far loftier heads than yours, monsieur,” said the cardinal.

	“What, monseigneur?” said d’Artagnan, with a calmness which astonished the cardinal himself.

	“You are charged with having corresponded with the enemies of the kingdom; you are charged with having surprised state secrets; you are charged with having tried to thwart the plans of your general.”

	“And who charges me with this, monseigneur?” said d’Artagnan, who had no doubt the accusation came from Milady, “a woman branded by the justice of the country; a woman who has espoused one man in France and another in England; a woman who poisoned her second husband and who attempted both to poison and assassinate me!”

	“What do you say, monsieur?” cried the cardinal, astonished; “and of what woman are you speaking thus?”

	“Of Milady de Winter,” replied d’Artagnan, “yes, of Milady de Winter, of whose crimes your Eminence is doubtless ignorant, since you have honored her with your confidence.”

	“Monsieur,” said the cardinal, “if Milady de Winter has committed the crimes you lay to her charge, she shall be punished.”

	“She has been punished, monseigneur.”

	“And who has punished her?”

	“We.”

	“She is in prison?”

	“She is dead.”

	“Dead!” repeated the cardinal, who could not believe what he heard, “dead! Did you not say she was dead?”

	“Three times she attempted to kill me, and I pardoned her; but she murdered the woman I loved. Then my friends and I took her, tried her, and condemned her.”

	D’Artagnan then related the poisoning of Mme. Bonacieux in the convent of the Carmelites at Bethune, the trial in the isolated house, and the execution on the banks of the Lys.

	A shudder crept through the body of the cardinal, who did not shudder readily.

	But all at once, as if undergoing the influence of an unspoken thought, the countenance of the cardinal, till then gloomy, cleared up by degrees, and recovered perfect serenity.

	“So,” said the cardinal, in a tone that contrasted strongly with the severity of his words, “you have constituted yourselves judges, without remembering that they who punish without license to punish are assassins?”

	“Monseigneur, I swear to you that I never for an instant had the intention of defending my head against you. I willingly submit to any punishment your Eminence may please to inflict upon me. I do not hold life dear enough to be afraid of death.”

	“Yes, I know you are a man of a stout heart, monsieur,” said the cardinal, with a voice almost affectionate; “I can therefore tell you beforehand you shall be tried, and even condemned.”

	“Another might reply to your Eminence that he had his pardon in his pocket. I content myself with saying: Command, monseigneur; I am ready.”

	“Your pardon?” said Richelieu, surprised.

	“Yes, monseigneur,” said d’Artagnan.

	“And signed by whom--by the king?” And the cardinal pronounced these words with a singular expression of contempt.

	“No, by your Eminence.”

	“By me? You are insane, monsieur.”

	“Monseigneur will doubtless recognize his own handwriting.”

	And d’Artagnan presented to the cardinal the precious piece of paper which Athos had forced from Milady, and which he had given to d’Artagnan to serve him as a safeguard.

	His Eminence took the paper, and read in a slow voice, dwelling upon every syllable:

	“Dec. 3, 1627

	“It is by my order and for the good of the state that the bearer of this has done what he has done.

	“RICHELIEU”

	The cardinal, after having read these two lines, sank into a profound reverie; but he did not return the paper to d’Artagnan.

	“He is meditating by what sort of punishment he shall cause me to die,” said the Gascon to himself. “Well, my faith! he shall see how a gentleman can die.”

	The young Musketeer was in excellent disposition to die heroically.

	Richelieu still continued thinking, rolling and unrolling the paper in his hands.

	At length he raised his head, fixed his eagle look upon that loyal, open, and intelligent countenance, read upon that face, furrowed with tears, all the sufferings its possessor had endured in the course of a month, and reflected for the third or fourth time how much there was in that youth of twenty-one years before him, and what resources his activity, his courage, and his shrewdness might offer to a good master. On the other side, the crimes, the power, and the infernal genius of Milady had more than once terrified him. He felt something like a secret joy at being forever relieved of this dangerous accomplice.

	Richelieu slowly tore the paper which d’Artagnan had generously relinquished.

	“I am lost!” said d’Artagnan to himself. And he bowed profoundly before the cardinal, like a man who says, “Lord, Thy will be done!”

	The cardinal approached the table, and without sitting down, wrote a few lines upon a parchment of which two-thirds were already filled, and affixed his seal.

	“That is my condemnation,” thought d’Artagnan; “he will spare me the ENNUI of the Bastille, or the tediousness of a trial. That’s very kind of him.”

	“Here, monsieur,” said the cardinal to the young man. “I have taken from you one CARTE BLANCHE to give you another. The name is wanting in this commission; you can write it yourself.”

	D’Artagnan took the paper hesitatingly and cast his eyes over it; it was a lieutenant’s commission in the Musketeers.

	D’Artagnan fell at the feet of the cardinal.

	“Monseigneur,” said he, “my life is yours; henceforth dispose of it. But this favor which you bestow upon me I do not merit. I have three friends who are more meritorious and more worthy--”

	“You are a brave youth, d’Artagnan,” interrupted the cardinal, tapping him familiarly on the shoulder, charmed at having vanquished this rebellious nature. “Do with this commission what you will; only remember, though the name be blank, it is to you I give it.”

	“I shall never forget it,” replied d’Artagnan. “Your Eminence may be certain of that.”

	The cardinal turned and said in a loud voice, “Rochefort!” The chevalier, who no doubt was near the door, entered immediately.

	“Rochefort,” said the cardinal, “you see Monsieur d’Artagnan. I receive him among the number of my friends. Greet each other, then; and be wise if you wish to preserve your heads.”

	Rochefort and d’Artagnan coolly greeted each other with their lips; but the cardinal was there, observing them with his vigilant eye.

	They left the chamber at the same time.

	“We shall meet again, shall we not, monsieur?”

	“When you please,” said d’Artagnan.

	“An opportunity will come,” replied Rochefort.

	“Hey?” said the cardinal, opening the door.

	The two men smiled at each other, shook hands, and saluted his Eminence.

	“We were beginning to grow impatient,” said Athos.

	“Here I am, my friends,” replied d’Artagnan; “not only free, but in favor.”

	“Tell us about it.”

	“This evening; but for the moment, let us separate.”

	Accordingly, that same evening d’Artagnan repaired to the quarters of Athos, whom he found in a fair way to empty a bottle of Spanish wine--an occupation which he religiously accomplished every night.

	D’Artagnan related what had taken place between the cardinal and himself, and drawing the commission from his pocket, said, “Here, my dear Athos, this naturally belongs to you.”

	Athos smiled with one of his sweet and expressive smiles.

	“Friend,” said he, “for Athos this is too much; for the Comte de la Fere it is too little. Keep the commission; it is yours. Alas! you have purchased it dearly enough.”

	D’Artagnan left Athos’s chamber and went to that of Porthos. He found him clothed in a magnificent dress covered with splendid embroidery, admiring himself before a glass.

	“Ah, ah! is that you, dear friend?” exclaimed Porthos. “How do you think these garments fit me?”

	“Wonderfully,” said d’Artagnan; “but I come to offer you a dress which will become you still better.”

	“What?” asked Porthos.

	“That of a lieutenant of Musketeers.”

	D’Artagnan related to Porthos the substance of his interview with the cardinal, and said, taking the commission from his pocket, “Here, my friend, write your name upon it and become my chief.”

	Porthos cast his eyes over the commission and returned it to d’Artagnan, to the great astonishment of the young man.

	“Yes,” said he, “yes, that would flatter me very much; but I should not have time enough to enjoy the distinction. During our expedition to Bethune the husband of my duchess died; so, my dear, the coffer of the defunct holding out its arms to me, I shall marry the widow. Look here! I was trying on my wedding suit. Keep the lieutenancy, my dear, keep it.”

	The young man then entered the apartment of Aramis. He found him kneeling before a PRIEDIEU with his head leaning on an open prayer book.

	He described to him his interview with the cardinal, and said, for the third time drawing his commission from his pocket, “You, our friend, our intelligence, our invisible protector, accept this commission. You have merited it more than any of us by your wisdom and your counsels, always followed by such happy results.”

	“Alas, dear friend!” said Aramis, “our late adventures have disgusted me with military life. This time my determination is irrevocably taken. After the siege I shall enter the house of the Lazarists. Keep the commission, d’Artagnan; the profession of arms suits you. You will be a brave and adventurous captain.”

	D’Artagnan, his eye moist with gratitude though beaming with joy, went back to Athos, whom he found still at table contemplating the charms of his last glass of Malaga by the light of his lamp.

	“Well,” said he, “they likewise have refused me.”

	“That, dear friend, is because nobody is more worthy than yourself.”

	He took a quill, wrote the name of d’Artagnan in the commission, and returned it to him.

	“I shall then have no more friends,” said the young man. “Alas! nothing but bitter recollections.”

	And he let his head sink upon his hands, while two large tears rolled down his cheeks.

	“You are young,” replied Athos; “and your bitter recollections have time to change themselves into sweet remembrances.”

	EPILOGUE

	La Rochelle, deprived of the assistance of the English fleet and of the diversion promised by Buckingham, surrendered after a siege of a year. On the twenty-eighth of October, 1628, the capitulation was signed.

	The king made his entrance into Paris on the twenty-third of December of the same year. He was received in triumph, as if he came from conquering an enemy and not Frenchmen. He entered by the Faubourg St. Jacques, under verdant arches.

	D’Artagnan took possession of his command. Porthos left the service, and in the course of the following year married Mme. Coquenard; the coffer so much coveted contained eight hundred thousand livres.

	Mousqueton had a magnificent livery, and enjoyed the satisfaction of which he had been ambitious all his life--that of standing behind a gilded carriage.

	Aramis, after a journey into Lorraine, disappeared all at once, and ceased to write to his friends; they learned at a later period through Mme. de Chevreuse, who told it to two or three of her intimates, that, yielding to his vocation, he had retired into a convent--only into which, nobody knew.

	Bazin became a lay brother.

	Athos remained a Musketeer under the command of d’Artagnan till the year 1633, at which period, after a journey he made to Touraine, he also quit the service, under the pretext of having inherited a small property in Roussillon.

	Grimaud followed Athos.

	D’Artagnan fought three times with Rochefort, and wounded him three times.

	“I shall probably kill you the fourth,” said he to him, holding out his hand to assist him to rise.

	“It is much better both for you and for me to stop where we are,” answered the wounded man. “CORBLEU--I am more your friend than you think--for after our very first encounter, I could by saying a word to the cardinal have had your throat cut!”

	They this time embraced heartily, and without retaining any malice.

	Planchet obtained from Rochefort the rank of sergeant in the Piedmont regiment.

	M Bonacieux lived on very quietly, wholly ignorant of what had become of his wife, and caring very little about it. One day he had the imprudence to recall himself to the memory of the cardinal. The cardinal had him informed that he would provide for him so that he should never want for anything in future. In fact, M. Bonacieux, having left his house at seven o’clock in the evening to go to the Louvre, never appeared again in the Rue des Fossoyeurs; the opinion of those who seemed to be best informed was that he was fed and lodged in some royal castle, at the expense of his generous Eminence.

	――――
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	     and  the first 28 chapters of 2681]
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	PROJECTTRANSCRIBER'S NOTES: 

	The Vicomte de Bragelonne is the final volume of D'Artagnan Romances: it is usually split into three or four parts, and the final portion is entitled The Man in the Iron Mask. The Man in the Iron Mask we're familiar with today is the last volume of the four-volume edition. [Not all the editions split them in the same manner, hence some of the confusion. . .but wait. . .there's yet more reason for confusion.] 

	One thing that may be causing confusion is that the etext entitled Ten Years Later, says it's the sequel to The Three Musketeers. While this is technically true, there's another book, Twenty Years After, that comes between. The confusion is generated by the two facts that many people see those titles as meaning Ten and Twenty Years "After" the original story . . . however, this is why the different words "After" and "Later" . . . the Ten Years "After" is ten years after the Twenty Years later. . . as per history. Also, the third book of the D'Artagnan Romances, while entitled The Vicomte de Bragelonne, has the subtitle Ten Years Later. These two titles are also given to different volumes: The Vicomte de Bragelonne can refer to the whole book, or the first volume of the three or four-volume editions. Ten Years Later can, similarly, refer to the whole book, or the second volume of the four-volume edition. Here is a guide to the series which may prove helpful: 

	The Three Musketeers: Etext 1257 - First book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the years 1625-1628. 

	Twenty Years After: Etext 1259 - Second book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the years 1648-1649. 

	Ten Years Later: Etext 1258 - First 104 chapters of the third book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the years 1660-1661. 

	The Vicomte de Bragelonne: Etext 2609 (first in the new series) - First 75 chapters of the third book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the year 1660. 

	Ten Years Later: Etext 2681 Chapters 76-140 of that third book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the years 1660-1661. 

	Louise de la Valliere: Chapters 141-208 of the third book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the year 1661. 

	The Man in the Iron Mask: Chapters 209-269 of the third book of the D'Artagnan Romances. Covers the years 1661-1673. 

	Many thanks to Dr. David Coward, whose editions of the D'Artagnan Romances have proved an invaluable source of information. 

	Introduction: 

	In the months of March-July in 1844, in the magazine Le Siecle, the first portion of a story appeared, penned by the celebrated playwright Alexandre Dumas. It was based, he claimed, on some manuscripts he had found a year earlier in the Bibliotheque Nationale while researching a history he planned to write on Louis XIV. They chronicled the adventures of a young man named D'Artagnan who, upon entering Paris, became almost immediately embroiled in court intrigues, international politics, and ill-fated affairs between royal lovers. Over the next six years, readers would enjoy the adventures of this youth and his three famous friends, Porthos, Athos, and Aramis, as their exploits unraveled behind the scenes of some of the most momentous events in French and even English history. 

	Eventually these serialized adventures were published in novel form, and became the three D'Artagnan Romances known today. Here is a brief summary of the first two novels: 

	The Three Musketeers (serialized March—July, 1844): The year is 1625. The young D'Artagnan arrives in Paris at the tender age of 18, and almost immediately offends three musketeers, Porthos, Aramis, and Athos. Instead of dueling, the four are attacked by five of the Cardinal's guards, and the courage of the youth is made apparent during the battle. The four become fast friends, and, when asked by D'Artagnan's landlord to find his missing wife, embark upon an adventure that takes them across both France and England in order to thwart the plans of the Cardinal Richelieu. Along the way, they encounter a beautiful young spy, named simply Milady, who will stop at nothing to disgrace Queen Anne of Austria before her husband, Louis XIII, and take her revenge upon the four friends. 

	Twenty Years After (serialized January—August, 1845): The year is now 1648, twenty years since the close of the last story. Louis XIII has died, as has Cardinal Richelieu, and while the crown of France may sit upon the head of Anne of Austria as Regent for the young Louis XIV, the real power resides with the Cardinal Mazarin, her secret husband. D'Artagnan is now a lieutenant of musketeers, and his three friends have retired to private life. Athos turned out to be a nobleman, the Comte de la Fere, and has retired to his home with his son, Raoul de Bragelonne. Aramis, whose real name is D'Herblay, has followed his intention of shedding the musketeer's cassock for the priest's robes, and Porthos has married a wealthy woman, who left him her fortune upon her death. But trouble is stirring in both France and England. Cromwell menaces the institution of royalty itself while marching against Charles I, and at home the Fronde is threatening to tear France apart. D'Artagnan brings his friends out of retirement to save the threatened English monarch, but Mordaunt, the son of Milady, who seeks to avenge his mother's death at the musketeers' hands, thwarts their valiant efforts. Undaunted, our heroes return to France just in time to help save the young Louis XIV, quiet the Fronde, and tweak the nose of Cardinal Mazarin. 

	The third novel, The Vicomte de Bragelonne (serialized October, 1847—January, 1850), has enjoyed a strange history in its English translation. It has been split into three, four, or five volumes at various points in its history. The five-volume edition generally does not give titles to the smaller portions, but the others do. In the three-volume edition, the novels are entitled The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Louise de la Valliere, and The Man in the Iron Mask. For the purposes of this etext, I have chosen to split the novel as the four-volume edition does, with these titles: The Vicomte de Bragelonne, Ten Years Later, Louise de la Valliere, and The Man in the Iron Mask. In the last etext: 

	The Vicomte de Bragelonne (Etext 2609): It is the year 1660, and D'Artagnan, after thirty-five years of loyal service, has become disgusted with serving King Louis XIV while the real power resides with the Cardinal Mazarin, and has tendered his resignation. He embarks on his own project, that of restoring Charles II to the throne of England, and, with the help of Athos, succeeds, earning himself quite a fortune in the process. D'Artagnan returns to Paris to live the life of a rich citizen, and Athos, after negotiating the marriage of Philip, the king's brother, to Princess Henrietta of England, likewise retires to his own estate, La Fere. Meanwhile, Mazarin has finally died, and left Louis to assume the reigns of power, with the assistance of M. Colbert, formerly Mazarin's trusted clerk. Colbert has an intense hatred for M. Fouquet, the king's superintendent of finances, and has resolved to use any means necessary to bring about his fall. With the new rank of intendant bestowed on him by Louis, Colbert succeeds in having two of Fouquet's loyal friends tried and executed. He then brings to the king's attention that Fouquet is fortifying the island of Belle-Ile-en-Mer, and could possibly be planning to use it as a base for some military operation against the king. Louis calls D'Artagnan out of retirement and sends him to investigate the island, promising him a tremendous salary and his long-promised promotion to captain of the musketeers upon his return. At Belle-Isle, D'Artagnan discovers that the engineer of the fortifications is, in fact, Porthos, now the Baron du Vallon, and that's not all. The blueprints for the island, although in Porthos's handwriting, show evidence of another script that has been erased, that of Aramis. D'Artagnan later discovers that Aramis has become the bishop of Vannes, which is, coincidentally, a parish belonging to M. Fouquet. Suspecting that D'Artagnan has arrived on the king's behalf to investigate, Aramis tricks D'Artagnan into wandering around Vannes in search of Porthos, and sends Porthos on an heroic ride back to Paris to warn Fouquet of the danger. Fouquet rushes to the king, and gives him Belle-Isle as a present, thus allaying any suspicion, and at the same time humiliating Colbert, just minutes before the usher announces someone else seeking an audience with the king. 

	John Bursey, June, 2000 

	Transcriber's note: There is one French custom that may cause confusion. The Duc d'Orleans is traditionally called "Monsieur" and his wife "Madame." Gaston, the king's uncle, currently holds that title. Upon the event of his death, it will be conferred upon the king's brother, Philip, who is currently the Duc d'Anjou. The customary title of "Monsieur" will go to him as well, and upon his future wife, Henrietta of England, that of "Madame." Gaston's widow will be referred to as the "Dowager Madame." - JB 
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	CHAPTER 1. The Letter. 

	Towards the middle of the month of May, in the year 1660, at nine o'clock in the morning, when the sun, already high in the heavens, was fast absorbing the dew from the ramparts of the castle of Blois a little cavalcade, composed of three men and two pages, re-entered the city by the bridge, without producing any other effect upon the passengers of the quay beyond a first movement of the hand to the head, as a salute, and a second movement of the tongue to express, in the purest French then spoken in France: "There is Monsieur returning from hunting." And that was all. 

	Whilst, however, the horses were climbing the steep acclivity which leads from the river to the castle, several shop-boys approached the last horse, from whose saddle-bow a number of birds were suspended by the beak. 

	On seeing this, the inquisitive youths manifested with rustic freedom their contempt for such paltry sport, and, after a dissertation among themselves upon the disadvantages of hawking, they returned to their occupations; one only of the curious party, a stout, stubby, cheerful lad, having demanded how it was that Monsieur, who, from his great revenues, had it in his power to amuse himself so much better, could be satisfied with such mean diversions. 

	"Do you not know," one of the standers-by replied, "that Monsieur's principal amusement is to weary himself?" 

	The light-hearted boy shrugged his shoulders with a gesture which said as clear as day: "In that case I would rather be plain Jack than a prince." And all resumed their labors. 

	In the meanwhile, Monsieur continued his route with an air at once so melancholy and so majestic, that he certainly would have attracted the attention of spectators, if spectators there had been; but the good citizens of Blois could not pardon Monsieur for having chosen their gay city for an abode in which to indulge melancholy at his ease, and as often as they caught a glimpse of the illustrious ennuye, they stole away gaping, or drew back their heads into the interior of their dwellings, to escape the soporific influence of that long pale face, of those watery eyes, and that languid address; so that the worthy prince was almost certain to find the streets deserted whenever he chanced to pass through them. 

	Now, on the part of the citizens of Blois this was a culpable piece of disrespect, for Monsieur was, after the king—nay, even, perhaps before the king—the greatest noble of the kingdom. In fact, God, who had granted to Louis XIV., then reigning, the honor of being son of Louis XIII., had granted to Monsieur the honor of being son of Henry IV. It was not then, or, at least it ought not to have been, a trifling source of pride for the city of Blois, that Gaston of Orleans had chosen it as his residence, and he his court in the ancient castle of its states. 

	But it was the destiny of this great prince to excite the attention and admiration of the public in a very modified degree wherever he might be. Monsieur had fallen into this situation by habit. 

	It was not, perhaps, this which gave him that air of listlessness. Monsieur had been tolerably busy in the course of his life. A man cannot allow the heads of a dozen of his best friends to be cut off without feeling a little excitement, and as, since the accession of Mazarin to power, no heads had been cut off, Monsieur's occupation was gone, and his morale suffered from it. 

	The life of the poor prince was, then, very dull. After his little morning hawking-party on the banks of the Beuvion, or in the woods of Chiverny, Monsieur crossed the Loire, went to breakfast at Chambord, with or without an appetite and the city of Blois heard no more of its sovereign lord and master till the next hawking-day. 

	So much for the ennui extra muros; of the ennui of the interior we will give the reader an idea if he will with us follow the cavalcade to the majestic porch of the castle of the states. 

	Monsieur rode a little steady-paced horse, equipped with a large saddle of red Flemish velvet, with stirrups in the shape of buskins; the horse was of a bay color; Monsieur's pourpoint of crimson velvet corresponded with the cloak of the same shade and the horse's equipment, and it was only by this red appearance of the whole that the prince could be known from his two companions, the one dressed in violet, the other in green. He on the left, in violet, was his equerry; he on the right, in green, was the grand veneur. 

	One of the pages carried two gerfalcons upon a perch, the other a hunting-horn, which he blew with a careless note at twenty paces from the castle. Every one about this listless prince did what he had to do listlessly. 

	At this signal, eight guards, who were lounging in the sun in the square court, ran to their halberts, and Monsieur made his solemn entry into the castle. 

	When he had disappeared under the shades of the porch, three or four idlers, who had followed the cavalcade to the castle, after pointing out the suspended birds to each other, dispersed with comments upon what they saw: and, when they were gone, the street, the place, and the court all remained deserted alike. 

	Monsieur dismounted without speaking a word, went straight to his apartments, where his valet changed his dress, and as Madame had not yet sent orders respecting breakfast, Monsieur stretched himself upon a chaise longue, and was soon as fast asleep as if it had been eleven o'clock at night. 

	The eight guards, who concluded their service for the day was over, laid themselves down very comfortably in the sun upon some stone benches; the grooms disappeared with their horses into the stables, and, with the exception of a few joyous birds, startling each other with their sharp chirping in the tufted shrubberies, it might have been thought that the whole castle was as soundly asleep as Monsieur was. 

	All at once, in the midst of this delicious silence, there resounded a clear ringing laugh, which caused several of the halberdiers in the enjoyment of their siesta to open at least one eye. 

	This burst of laughter proceeded from a window of the castle, visited at this moment by the sun, that embraced it in one of those large angles which the profiles of the chimneys mark out upon the walls before mid-day. 

	The little balcony of wrought iron which advanced in front of this window was furnished with a pot of red gilliflowers, another pot of primroses, and an early rose-tree, the foliage of which, beautifully green, was variegated with numerous red specks announcing future roses. 

	In the chamber lighted by this window was a square table, covered with an old large-flowered Haarlem tapestry; in the center of this table was a long-necked stone bottle, in which were irises and lilies of the valley; at each end of this table was a young girl. 

	The position of these two young people was singular; they might have been taken for two boarders escaped from a convent. One of them, with both elbows on the table, and a pen in her hand, was tracing characters upon a sheet of fine Dutch paper; the other, kneeling upon a chair, which allowed her to advance her head and bust over the back of it to the middle of the table, was watching her companion as she wrote, or rather hesitated to write. 

	Thence the thousand cries, the thousand railleries, the thousand laughs, one of which, more brilliant than the rest, had startled the birds in the gardens, and disturbed the slumbers of Monsieur's guards. 

	We are taking portraits now; we shall be allowed, therefore, we hope, to sketch the two last of this chapter. 

	The one who was leaning in the chair—that is to say, the joyous, the laughing one—was a beautiful girl of from eighteen to twenty, with brown complexion and brown hair, splendid, from eyes which sparkled beneath strongly-marked brows, and particularly from her teeth, which seemed to shine like pearls between her red coral lips. Her every movement seemed the accent of a sunny nature, she did not walk—she bounded. 

	The other, she who was writing, looked at her turbulent companion with an eye as limpid, as pure, and as blue as the azure of the day. Her hair, of a shaded fairness, arranged with exquisite taste, fell in silky curls over her lovely mantling cheeks; she passed across the paper a delicate hand, whose thinness announced her extreme youth. At each burst of laughter that proceeded from her friend, she raised, as if annoyed, her white shoulders in a poetical and mild manner, but they were wanting in that richfulness of mold which was likewise to be wished in her arms and hands. 

	"Montalais! Montalais!" said she at length, in a voice soft and caressing as a melody, "you laugh too loud—you laugh like a man! You will not only draw the attention of messieurs the guards, but you will not hear Madame's bell when Madame rings." 

	This admonition neither made the young girl called Montalais cease to laugh and gesticulate. She only replied: "Louise, you do not speak as you think, my dear; you know that messieurs the guards, as you call them, have only just commenced their sleep, and that a cannon would not waken them; you know that Madame's bell can be heard at the bridge of Blois, and that consequently I shall hear it when my services are required by Madame. What annoys you, my child, is that I laugh while you are writing; and what you are afraid of is that Madame de Saint-Remy, your mother, should come up here, as she does sometimes when we laugh too loud, that she should surprise us, and that she should see that enormous sheet of paper upon which, in a quarter of an hour, you have only traced the words Monsieur Raoul. Now, you are right, my dear Louise, because after these words, 'Monsieur Raoul,' others may be put so significant and so incendiary as to cause Madame de Saint-Remy to burst out into fire and flames! Hein! is not that true now?—say." 

	And Montalais redoubled her laughter and noisy provocations. 

	The fair girl at length became quite angry; she tore the sheet of paper on which, in fact, the words "Monsieur Raoul" were written in good characters, and crushing the paper in her trembling hands, she threw it out of the window. 

	"There! there!" said Mademoiselle de Montalais; "there is our little lamb, our gentle dove, angry! Don't be afraid, Louise—Madame de Saint-Remy will not come; and if she should, you know I have a quick ear. Besides, what can be more permissible than to write to an old friend of twelve years' standing, particularly when the letter begins with the words 'Monsieur Raoul'?" 

	"It is all very well—I will not write to him at all," said the young girl. 

	"Ah, ah! in good sooth, Montalais is properly punished," cried the jeering brunette, still laughing. "Come, come! let us try another sheet of paper, and finish our dispatch off-hand. Good! there is the bell ringing now. By my faith, so much the worse! Madame must wait, or else do without her first maid of honor this morning." 

	A bell, in fact, did ring; it announced that Madame had finished her toilette, and waited for Monsieur to give her his hand, and conduct her from the salon to the refectory. 

	This formality being accomplished with great ceremony, the husband and wife breakfasted, and then separated till the hour of dinner, invariably fixed at two o'clock. 

	The sound of this bell caused a door to be opened in the offices on the left hand of the court, from which filed two maitres d'hotel followed by eight scullions bearing a kind of hand-barrow loaded with dishes under silver covers. 

	One of the maitres d'hotel, the first in rank, touched one of the guards, who was snoring on his bench, slightly with his wand; he even carried his kindness so far as to place the halbert which stood against the wall in the hands of the man stupid with sleep, after which the soldier, without explanation, escorted the viande of Monsieur to the refectory, preceded by a page and the two maitres d'hotel. 

	Wherever the viande passed, the soldiers ported arms. 

	Mademoiselle de Montalais and her companion had watched from their window the details of this ceremony, to which, by the bye, they must have been pretty well accustomed. But they did not look so much from curiosity as to be assured they should not be disturbed. So guards, scullions, maitres d'hotel, and pages having passed, they resumed their places at the table; and the sun, which, through the window-frame, had for an instant fallen upon those two charming countenances, now only shed its light upon the gilliflowers, primroses, and rosetree. 

	"Bah!" said Mademoiselle de Montalais, taking her place again; "Madame will breakfast very well without me!" 

	"Oh! Montalais, you will be punished!" replied the other girl, sitting down quietly in hers. 

	"Punished, indeed!—that is to say, deprived of a ride! That is just the way in which I wish to be punished. To go out in the grand coach, perched upon a doorstep; to turn to the left, twist round to the right, over roads full of ruts, where we cannot exceed a league in two hours; and then to come back straight towards the wing of the castle in which is the window of Mary de Medici, so that Madame never fails to say: 'Could one believe it possible that Mary de Medici should have escaped from that window—forty-seven feet high? The mother of two princes and three princesses!' If you call that relaxation, Louise, all I ask is to be punished every day; particularly when my punishment is to remain with you and write such interesting letters as we write!" 

	"Montalais! Montalais! there are duties to be performed." 

	"You talk of them very much at your ease, dear child!—you, who are left quite free amidst this tedious court. You are the only person that reaps the advantages of them without incurring the trouble,—you, who are really more one of Madame's maids of honor than I am, because Madame makes her affection for your father-in-law glance off upon you; so that you enter this dull house as the birds fly into yonder court, inhaling the air, pecking the flowers, picking up the grain, without having the least service to perform, or the least annoyance to undergo. And you talk to me of duties to be performed! In sooth, my pretty idler, what are your own proper duties, unless to write to the handsome Raoul? And even that you don't do; so that it looks to me as if you likewise were rather negligent of your duties!" 

	Louise assumed a serious air, leant her chin upon her hand, and, in a tone full of candid remonstrance, "And do you reproach me with my good fortune?" said she. "Can you have the heart to do it? You have a future; you belong to the court; the king, if he should marry, will require Monsieur to be near his person; you will see splendid fetes; you will see the king, who they say is so handsome, so agreeable!" 

	"Ay, and still more, I shall see Raoul, who attends upon M. le Prince," added Montalais, maliciously. 

	"Poor Raoul!" sighed Louise. 

	"Now is the time to write to him, my pretty dear! Come, begin again, with that famous 'Monsieur Raoul' which figures at the top of the poor torn sheet." 

	She then held the pen toward her, and with a charming smile encouraged her hand, which quickly traced the words she named. 

	"What next?" asked the younger of the two girls. 

	"Why, now write what you think, Louise," replied Montalais. 

	"Are you quite sure I think of anything?" 

	"You think of somebody, and that amounts to the same thing, or rather even more." 

	"Do you think so, Montalais?" 

	"Louise, Louise, your blue eyes are as deep as the sea I saw at Boulogne last year! No, no, I mistake—the sea is perfidious: your eyes are as deep as the azure yonder—look!—over our heads!" 

	"Well, since you can read so well in my eyes, tell me what I am thinking about, Montalais." 

	"In the first place, you don't think Monsieur Raoul; you think My dear Raoul." 

	"Oh!——" 

	"Never blush for such a trifle as that! 'My dear Raoul,' we will say—'You implore me to write to you at Paris, where you are detained by your attendance on M. le Prince. As you must be very dull there, to seek for amusement in the remembrance of a provinciale——'" 

	Louise rose up suddenly. "No, Montalais," said she, with a smile; "I don't think a word of that. Look, this is what I think;" and she seized the pen boldly and traced, with a firm hand, the following words:— 

	"I should have been very unhappy if your entreaties to obtain a remembrance of me had been less warm. Everything here reminds me of our early days, which so quickly passed away, which so delightfully flew by, that no others will ever replace the charm of them in my heart." 

	Montalais, who watched the flying pen, and read, the wrong way upwards, as fast as her friend wrote, here interrupted by clapping her hands. "Capital!" cried she; "there is frankness—there is heart—there is style! Show these Parisians, my dear, that Blois is the city for fine language!" 

	"He knows very well that Blois was a Paradise to me," replied the girl. 

	"That is exactly what you mean to say; and you speak like an angel." 

	"I will finish, Montalais," and she continued as follows: "You often think of me, you say, Monsieur Raoul: I thank you; but that does not surprise me, when I recollect how often our hearts have beaten close to each other." 

	"Oh! oh!" said Montalais. "Beware; my lamb! You are scattering your wool, and there are wolves about." 

	Louise was about to reply, when the gallop of a horse resounded under the porch of the castle. 

	"What is that?" said Montalais, approaching the window. "A handsome cavalier, by my faith!" 

	"Oh!—Raoul!" exclaimed Louise, who had made the same movement as her friend, and, becoming pale as death, sunk back beside her unfinished letter. 

	"Now, he is a clever lover, upon my word!" cried Montalais; "he arrives just at the proper moment." 

	"Come in, come in, I implore you!" murmured Louise. 

	"Bah! he does not know me. Let me see what he has come here for." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 2. The Messenger. 

	Mademoiselle de Montalais was right; the young cavalier was goodly to look upon. 

	He was a young man of from twenty-four to twenty-five years of age, tall and slender, wearing gracefully the picturesque military costume of the period. His large boots contained a foot which Mademoiselle de Montalais might not have disowned if she had been transformed into a man. With one of his delicate but nervous hands he checked his horse in the middle of the court, and with the other raised his hat, whose long plumes shaded his at once serious and ingenuous countenance. 

	The guards, roused by the steps of the horse, awoke and were on foot in a minute. The young man waited till one of them was close to his saddle-bow: then stooping towards him, in a clear, distinct voice, which was perfectly audible at the window where the two girls were concealed, "A message for his royal highness," he said. 

	"Ah, ah!" cried the soldier. "Officer, a messenger!" 

	But this brave guard knew very well that no officer would appear, seeing that the only one who could have appeared dwelt at the other side of the castle, in an apartment looking into the gardens. So he hastened to add: "The officer, monsieur, is on his rounds, but in his absence, M. de Saint-Remy, the maitre d'hotel shall be informed." 

	"M. de Saint-Remy?" repeated the cavalier, slightly blushing. 

	"Do you know him?" 

	"Why, yes; but request him, if you please, that my visit be announced to his royal highness as soon as possible." 

	"It appears to be pressing," said the guard, as if speaking to himself, but really in the hope of obtaining an answer. 

	The messenger made an affirmative sign with his head. 

	"In that case," said the guard, "I will go and seek the maitre d'hotel myself." 

	The young man, in the meantime, dismounted; and whilst the others were making their remarks upon the fine horse the cavalier rode, the soldier returned. 

	"Your pardon, young gentleman; but your name, if you please?" 

	"The Vicomte de Bragelonne, on the part of his highness M. le Prince de Conde." 

	The soldier made a profound bow, and, as if the name of the conqueror of Rocroy and Sens had given him wings, he stepped lightly up the steps leading to the ante-chamber. 

	M. de Bragelonne had not had time to fasten his horse to the iron bars of the perron, when M. de Saint-Remy came running, out of breath, supporting his capacious body with one hand, whilst with the other he cut the air as a fisherman cleaves the waves with his oar. 

	"Ah, Monsieur le Vicomte! You at Blois!" cried he. "Well, that is a wonder. Good-day to you—good-day, Monsieur Raoul." 

	"I offer you a thousand respects, M. de Saint-Remy." 

	"How Madame de la Vall—I mean, how delighted Madame de Saint-Remy will be to see you! But come in. His royal highness is at breakfast—must he be interrupted? Is the matter serious?" 

	"Yes, and no, Monsieur de Saint-Remy. A moment's delay, however, would be disagreeable to his royal highness." 

	"If that is the case, we will force the consigne, Monsieur le Vicomte. Come in. Besides, Monsieur is in an excellent humor to-day. And then you bring news, do you not?" 

	"Great news, Monsieur de Saint-Remy." 

	"And good, I presume?" 

	"Excellent." 

	"Come quickly, come quickly then!" cried the worthy man, putting his dress to rights as he went along. 

	Raoul followed him, hat in hand, and a little disconcerted at the noise made by his spurs in these immense salons. 

	As soon as he had disappeared in the interior of the palace, the window of the court was repeopled, and an animated whispering betrayed the emotion of the two girls. They soon appeared to have formed a resolution, for one of the two faces disappeared from the window. This was the brunette; the other remained behind the balcony, concealed by the flowers, watching attentively through the branches the perron by which M. de Bragelonne had entered the castle. 

	In the meantime the object of so much laudable curiosity continued his route, following the steps of the maitre d'hotel. The noise of quick steps, an odor of wine and viands, a clinking of crystal and plates, warned them that they were coming to the end of their course. 

	The pages, valets and officers, assembled in the office which led up to the refectory, welcomed the newcomer with the proverbial politeness of the country; some of them were acquainted with Raoul, and all knew that he came from Paris. It might be said that his arrival for a moment suspended the service. In fact, a page, who was pouring out wine for his royal highness, on hearing the jingling of spurs in the next chamber, turned round like a child, without perceiving that he was continuing to pour out, not into the glass, but upon the tablecloth. 

	Madame, who was not so preoccupied as her glorious spouse was, remarked this distraction of the page. 

	"Well?" exclaimed she. 

	"Well!" repeated Monsieur; "what is going on then?" 

	M. de Saint-Remy, who had just introduced his head through the doorway, took advantage of the moment. 

	"Why am I to be disturbed?" said Gaston, helping himself to a thick slice of one of the largest salmon that had ever ascended the Loire to be captured between Painboeuf and Saint-Nazaire. 

	"There is a messenger from Paris. Oh! but after monseigneur has breakfasted will do; there is plenty of time." 

	"From Paris!" cried the prince, letting his fork fall. "A messenger from Paris, do you say? And on whose part does this messenger come?" 

	"On the part of M. le Prince," said the maitre d'hotel promptly. 

	Every one knows that the Prince de Conde was so called. 

	"A messenger from M. le Prince!" said Gaston, with an inquietude that escaped none of the assistants, and consequently redoubled the general curiosity. 

	Monsieur, perhaps, fancied himself brought back again to the happy times when the opening of a door gave him an emotion, in which every letter might contain a state secret,—in which every message was connected with a dark and complicated intrigue. Perhaps, likewise, that great name of M. le Prince expanded itself, beneath the roofs of Blois, to the proportions of a phantom. 

	Monsieur pushed away his plate. 

	"Shall I tell the envoy to wait?" asked M. de Saint-Remy. 

	A glance from Madame emboldened Gaston, who replied: "No, no! let him come in at once, on the contrary. A propos, who is he?" 

	"A gentleman of this country, M. le Vicomte de Bragelonne." 

	"Ah, very well! Introduce him, Saint-Remy—introduce him." 

	And when he had let fall these words, with his accustomed gravity, Monsieur turned his eyes, in a certain manner, upon the people of his suite, so that all, pages, officers, and equerries, quitted the service, knives and goblets, and made towards the second chamber a retreat as rapid as it was disorderly. 

	This little army had dispersed in two files when Raoul de Bragelonne, preceded by M. de Saint-Remy, entered the refectory. 

	The short interval of solitude which this retreat had left him, permitted Monsieur the time to assume a diplomatic countenance. He did not turn round, but waited till the maitre d'hotel should bring the messenger face to face with him. 

	Raoul stopped even with the lower end of the table, so as to be exactly between Monsieur and Madame. From this place he made a profound bow to Monsieur and a very humble one to Madame; then, drawing himself up into military pose, he waited for Monsieur to address him. 

	On his part the Prince waited till the doors were hermetically closed; he would not turn round to ascertain the fact, as that would have been derogatory to his dignity, but he listened with all his ears for the noise of the lock, which would promise him at least an appearance of secrecy. 

	The doors being closed, Monsieur raised his eyes towards the vicomte, and said, "It appears that you come from Paris, monsieur?" 

	"This minute, monseigneur." 

	"How is the king?" 

	"His majesty is in perfect health, monseigneur." 

	"And my sister-in-law?" 

	"Her majesty the queen-mother still suffers from the complaint in her chest, but for the last month she has been rather better." 

	"Somebody told me you came on the part of M. le Prince. They must have been mistaken, surely?" 

	"No, monseigneur; M. le Prince has charged me to convey this letter to your royal highness, and I am to wait for an answer to it." 

	Raoul had been a little annoyed by this cold and cautious reception, and his voice insensibly sank to a low key. 

	The prince forgot that he was the cause of this apparent mystery, and his fears returned. 

	He received the letter from the Prince de Conde with a haggard look, unsealed it as he would have unsealed a suspicious packet, and in order to read it so that no one should remark the effects of it upon his countenance, he turned round. 

	Madame followed, with an anxiety almost equal to that of the prince, every maneuver of her august husband. 

	Raoul, impassible, and a little disengaged by the attention of his hosts, looked from his place through the open window at the gardens and the statues which peopled them. 

	"Well!" cried Monsieur, all at once, with a cheerful smile; "here is an agreeable surprise, and a charming letter from M. le Prince. Look, Madame!" 

	The table was too large to allow the arm of the prince to reach the hand of Madame; Raoul sprang forward to be their intermediary, and did it with so good a grace as to procure a flattering acknowledgment from the princess. 

	"You know the contents of this letter, no doubt?" said Gaston to Raoul. 

	"Yes, monseigneur; M. le Prince at first gave me the message verbally, but upon reflection his highness took up his pen." 

	"It is beautiful writing," said Madame, "but I cannot read it." 

	"Will you read it to Madame, M. de Bragelonne?" said the duke. 

	"Yes, read it, if you please, monsieur." 

	Raoul began to read, Monsieur giving again all his attention. The letter was conceived in these terms: 

	"Monseigneur—The king is about to set out for the frontiers. You are aware that the marriage of his majesty is concluded upon. The king has done me the honor to appoint me his marechal-des-logis for this journey, and as I knew with what joy his majesty would pass a day at Blois, I venture to ask your royal highness's permission to mark the house you inhabit as our quarters. If, however, the suddenness of this request should create to your royal highness any embarrassment, I entreat you to say so by the messenger I send, a gentleman of my suite, M. le Vicomte de Bragelonne. My itinerary will depend upon your royal highness's determination, and instead of passing through Blois, we shall come through Vendome and Romorantin. I venture to hope that your royal highness will be pleased with my arrangement, it being the expression of my boundless desire to make myself agreeable to you." 

	"Nothing can be more gracious toward us," said Madame, who had more than once consulted the looks of her husband during the reading of the letter. "The king here!" exclaimed she, in a rather louder tone than would have been necessary to preserve secrecy. 

	"Monsieur," said his royal highness in his turn, "you will offer my thanks to M. de Conde, and express to him my gratitude for the honor he has done me." 

	Raoul bowed. 

	"On what day will his majesty arrive?" continued the prince. 

	"The king, monseigneur, will in all probability arrive this evening." 

	"But how, then, could he have known my reply if it had been in the negative?" 

	"I was desired, monseigneur, to return in all haste to Beaugency, to give counter-orders to the courier, who was himself to go back immediately with counter-orders to M. le Prince." 

	"His majesty is at Orleans, then?" 

	"Much nearer, monseigneur; his majesty must by this time have arrived at Meung." 

	"Does the court accompany him?" 

	"Yes, monseigneur." 

	"A propos, I forgot to ask you after M. le Cardinal." 

	"His eminence appears to enjoy good health, monseigneur." 

	"His nieces accompany him, no doubt?" 

	"No, monseigneur, his eminence has ordered the Mesdemoiselles de Mancini to set out for Brouage. They will follow the left bank of the Loire, while the court will come by the right." 

	"What! Mademoiselle Mary de Mancini quit the court in that manner?" asked Monsieur, his reserve beginning to diminish. 

	"Mademoiselle Mary de Mancini in particular," replied Raoul discreetly. 

	A fugitive smile, an imperceptible vestige of his ancient spirit of intrigue, shot across the pale face of the prince. 

	"Thanks, M. de Bragelonne," then said Monsieur. "You would, perhaps, not be willing to carry M. le Prince the commission with which I would charge you, and that is, that his messenger has been very agreeable to me; but I will tell him so myself." 

	Raoul bowed his thanks to Monsieur for the honor he had done him. 

	Monsieur made a sign to Madame, who struck a bell which was placed at her right hand; M. de Saint-Remy entered, and the room was soon filled with people. 

	"Messieurs," said the prince, "his majesty is about to pay me the honor of passing a day at Blois; I depend upon the king, my nephew, not having to repent of the favor he does my house." 

	"Vive le Roi!" cried all the officers of the household with frantic enthusiasm, and M. de Saint-Remy louder than the rest. 

	Gaston hung down his head with evident chagrin. He had all his life been obliged to hear, or rather to undergo this cry of "Vive le Roi!" which passed over him. For a long time, being unaccustomed to hear it, his ear had had rest, and now a younger, more vivacious, and more brilliant royalty rose up before him, like a new and more painful provocation. 

	Madame perfectly understood the sufferings of that timid, gloomy heart; she rose from the table, Monsieur imitated her mechanically, and all the domestics, with a buzzing like that of several bee-hives, surrounded Raoul for the purpose of questioning him. 

	Madame saw this movement, and called M. de Saint Remy. "This is not the time for gossiping, but working," said she, with the tone of an angry housekeeper. 

	M. de Saint-Remy hastened to break the circle formed by the officers round Raoul, so that the latter was able to gain the ante-chamber. 

	"Care will be taken of that gentleman, I hope," added Madame, addressing M. de Saint-Remy. 

	The worthy man immediately hastened after Raoul. "Madame desires refreshments to be offered to you," said he; "and there is, besides, a lodging for you in the castle." 

	"Thanks, M. de Saint-Remy," replied Raoul; "but you know how anxious I must be to pay my duty to M. le Comte, my father." 

	"That is true, that is true, Monsieur Raoul; present him, at the same time, my humble respects, if you please." 

	Raoul thus once more got rid of the old gentleman, and pursued his way. As he was passing under the porch, leading his horse by the bridle, a soft voice called him from the depths of an obscure path. 

	"Monsieur Raoul!" said the voice. 

	The young man turned round, surprised, and saw a dark complexioned girl, who, with a finger on her lip, held out her other hand to him. This young lady was an utter stranger. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 3. The Interview. 

	Raoul made one step towards the girl who thus called him. 

	"But my horse, madame?" said he. 

	"Oh! you are terribly embarrassed! Go yonder way—there is a shed in the outer court: fasten your horse, and return quickly!" 

	"I obey, madame." 

	Raoul was not four minutes in performing what he had been directed to do; he returned to the little door, where, in the gloom, he found his mysterious conductress waiting for him, on the first steps of a winding staircase. 

	"Are you brave enough to follow me, monsieur knight errant?" asked the girl, laughing at the momentary hesitation Raoul had manifested. 

	The latter replied by springing up the dark staircase after her. They thus climbed up three stories, he behind her, touching with his hands, when he felt for the banister, a silk dress which rubbed against each side of the staircase. At every false step made by Raoul, his conductress cried, "Hush!" and held out to him a soft and perfumed hand. 

	"One would mount thus to the belfry of the castle without being conscious of fatigue," said Raoul. 

	"All of which means, monsieur, that you are very much perplexed, very tired, and very uneasy. But be of good cheer, monsieur; here we are, at our destination." 

	The girl threw open a door, which immediately, without any transition, filled with a flood of light the landing of the staircase, at the top of which Raoul appeared, holding fast by the balustrade. 

	The girl continued to walk on—he followed her; she entered a chamber—he did the same. 

	As soon as he was fairly in the net he heard a loud cry, and, turning round, saw at two paces from him, with her hands clasped and her eyes closed, that beautiful fair girl with blue eyes and white shoulders, who, recognizing him, called him Raoul. 

	He saw her, and divined at once so much love and so much joy in the expression of her countenance, that he sank on his knees in the middle of the chamber, murmuring, on his part, the name of Louise. 

	"Ah! Montalais—Montalais!" she sighed, "it is very wicked to deceive me so." 

	"Who, I? I have deceived you?" 

	"Yes; you told me you would go down to inquire the news, and you have brought up monsieur!" 

	"Well, I was obliged to do so—how else could he have received the letter you wrote him?" And she pointed with her finger to the letter which was still upon the table. 

	Raoul made a step to take it; Louise, more rapid, although she had sprung forward with a sufficiently remarkable physical hesitation, reached out her hand to stop him. Raoul came in contact with that trembling hand, took it within his own, and carried it so respectfully to his lips, that he might be said to have deposited a sigh upon it rather than a kiss. 

	In the meantime Mademoiselle de Montalais had taken the letter, folded it carefully, as women do, in three folds, and slipped it into her bosom. 

	"Don't be afraid, Louise," said she; "monsieur will no more venture to take it hence than the defunct king Louis XIII. ventured to take billets from the corsage of Mademoiselle de Hautefort." 

	Raoul blushed at seeing the smile of the two girls; and he did not remark that the hand of Louise remained in his. 

	"There," said Montalais, "you have pardoned me, Louise, for having brought monsieur to you; and you, monsieur, bear me no malice for having followed me to see mademoiselle. Now, then, peace being made, let us chat like old friends. Present me, Louise, to M. de Bragelonne." 

	"Monsieur le Vicomte," said Louise, with her quiet grace and ingenuous smile, "I have the honour to present to you Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais, maid of honor to her royal highness Madame, and moreover my friend—my excellent friend." 

	Raoul bowed ceremoniously. 

	"And me, Louise," said he—"will you not present me also to mademoiselle?" 

	"Oh, she knows you—she knows all!" 

	This unguarded expression made Montalais laugh and Raoul sigh with happiness, for he interpreted it thus: "She knows all our love." 

	"The ceremonies being over, Monsieur le Vicomte," said Montalais, "take a chair, and tell us quickly the news you bring flying thus." 

	"Mademoiselle, it is no longer a secret; the king, on his way to Poitiers, will stop at Blois, to visit his royal highness." 

	"The king here!" exclaimed Montalais, clapping her hands. "What! are we going to see the court? Only think, Louise—the real court from Paris! Oh, good heavens! But when will this happen, monsieur?" 

	"Perhaps this evening, mademoiselle; at latest, tomorrow." 

	Montalais lifted her shoulders in sign of vexation. 

	"No time to get ready! No time to prepare a single dress! We are as far behind the fashions as the Poles. We shall look like portraits of the time of Henry IV. Ah, monsieur! this is sad news you bring us!" 

	"But, mesdemoiselles, you will be still beautiful!" 

	"That's no news! Yes, we shall be always beautiful because nature has made us passable; but we shall be ridiculous, because the fashion will have forgotten us. Alas! ridiculous! I shall be thought ridiculous—I! 

	"And by whom?" said Louise, innocently. 

	"By whom? You are a strange girl, my dear. Is that a question to put to me? I mean everybody; I mean the courtiers, the nobles; I mean the king." 

	"Pardon me, my good friend, but as here every one is accustomed to see us as we are——" 

	"Granted; but that is about to change, and we shall be ridiculous, even for Blois; for close to us will be seen the fashions from Paris, and they will perceive that we are in the fashion of Blois! It is enough to make one despair!" 

	"Console yourself, mademoiselle." 

	"Well, so let it be! After all, so much the worse for those who do not find me to their taste!" said Montalais philosophically. 

	"They would be very difficult to please," replied Raoul, faithful to his regular system of gallantry. 

	"Thank you, Monsieur le Vicomte. We were saying, then, that the king is coming to Blois?" 

	"With all the court." 

	"Mesdemoiselles de Mancini, will they be with them?" 

	"No, certainly not." 

	"But as the king, it is said, cannot do without Mademoiselle Mary?" 

	"Mademoiselle, the king must do without her. M. le Cardinal will have it so. He has exiled his nieces to Brouage." 

	"He!—the hypocrite!" 

	"Hush!" said Louise, pressing a finger on her friend's rosy lips. 

	"Bah! nobody can hear me. I say that old Mazarino Mazarini is a hypocrite, who burns impatiently to make his niece Queen of France." 

	"That cannot be, mademoiselle, since M. le Cardinal, on the contrary, has brought about the marriage of his majesty with the Infanta Maria Theresa." 

	Montalais looked Raoul full in the face, and said, "And do you Parisians believe in these tales? Well! we are a little more knowing than you, at Blois." 

	"Mademoiselle, if the king goes beyond Poitiers and sets out for Spain, if the articles of the marriage contract are agreed upon by Don Luis de Haro and his eminence, you must plainly perceive that it is not child's play." 

	"All very fine! but the king is king, I suppose?" 

	"No doubt, mademoiselle; but the cardinal is the cardinal." 

	"The king is not a man, then! And he does not love Mary Mancini?" 

	"He adores her." 

	"Well, he will marry her then. We shall have war with Spain. M. Mazarin will spend a few of the millions he has put away; our gentlemen will perform prodigies of valor in their encounters with the proud Castilians, and many of them will return crowned with laurels, to be recrowned by us with myrtles. Now, that is my view of politics." 

	"Montalais, you are wild!" said Louise, "and every exaggeration attracts you as light does a moth." 

	"Louise, you are so extremely reasonable, that you will never know how to love." 

	"Oh!" said Louise, in a tone of tender reproach, "don't you see, Montalais? The queen-mother desires to marry her son to the Infanta; would you wish him to disobey his mother? Is it for a royal heart like his to set such a bad example? When parents forbid love, love must be banished." 

	And Louise sighed: Raoul cast down his eyes, with an expression of constraint. Montalais, on her part, laughed aloud. 

	"Well, I have no parents!" said she. 

	"You are acquainted, without doubt, with the state of health of M. le Comte de la Fere?" said Louise, after breathing that sigh which had revealed so many griefs in its eloquent utterance. 

	"No, mademoiselle," replied Raoul, "I have not yet paid my respects to my father; I was going to his house when Mademoiselle de Montalais so kindly stopped me. I hope the comte is well. You have heard nothing to the contrary, have you?" 

	"No, M. Raoul—nothing, thank God!" 

	Here, for several instants, ensued a silence, during which two spirits, which followed the same idea, communicated perfectly, without even the assistance of a single glance. 

	"Oh, heavens!" exclaimed Montalais in a fright; "there is somebody coming up." 

	"Who can it be?" said Louise, rising in great agitation. 

	"Mesdemoiselles, I inconvenience you very much. I have, without doubt, been very indiscreet," stammered Raoul, very ill at ease. 

	"It is a heavy step," said Louise. 

	"Ah! if it is only M. Malicorne," added Montalais, "do not disturb yourselves." 

	Louise and Raoul looked at each other to inquire who M. Malicorne could be. 

	"There is no occasion to mind him," continued Montalais; "he is not jealous." 

	"But, mademoiselle—" said Raoul. 

	"Yes, I understand. Well, he is as discreet as I am." 

	"Good heavens!" cried Louise, who had applied her ear to the door, which had been left ajar, "it is my mother's step!" 

	"Madame de Saint-Remy! Where shall I hide myself?" exclaimed Raoul, catching at the dress of Montalais, who looked quite bewildered. 

	"Yes," said she; "yes, I know the clicking of those pattens! It is our excellent mother. M. le Vicomte, what a pity it is the window looks upon a stone pavement, and that fifty paces below it." 

	Raoul glanced at the balcony in despair. Louise seized his arm and held it tight. 

	"Oh, how silly I am!" said Montalais, "have I not the robe-of-ceremony closet? It looks as if it were made on purpose." 

	It was quite time to act; Madame de Saint-Remy was coming up at a quicker pace than usual. She gained the landing at the moment when Montalais, as in all scenes of surprises, shut the closet by leaning with her back against the door. 

	"Ah!" cried Madame de Saint-Remy, "you are here, are you, Louise?" 

	"Yes, madame," replied she, more pale than if she had committed a great crime. 

	"Well, well!" 

	"Pray be seated, madame," said Montalais, offering her a chair, which she placed so that the back was towards the closet. 

	"Thank you, Mademoiselle Aure—thank you. Come my child, be quick." 

	"Where do you wish me to go, madame?" 

	"Why, home, to be sure; have you not to prepare your toilette?" 

	"What did you say?" cried Montalais, hastening to affect surprise, so fearful was she that Louise would in some way commit herself. 

	"You don't know the news, then?" said Madame de Saint-Remy. 

	"What news, madame, is it possible for two girls to learn up in this dove-cote?" 

	"What! have you seen nobody?" 

	"Madame, you talk in enigmas, and you torment us at a slow fire!" cried Montalais, who, terrified at seeing Louise become paler and paler, did not know to what saint to put up her vows. 

	At length she caught an eloquent look of her companion's, one of those looks which would convey intelligence to a brick wall. Louise directed her attention to a hat—Raoul's unlucky hat, which was set out in all its feathery splendor upon the table. 

	Montalais sprang towards it, and, seizing it with her left hand, passed it behind her into the right, concealing it as she was speaking. 

	"Well," said Madame de Saint-Remy, "a courier has arrived, announcing the approach of the king. There, mesdemoiselles; there is something to make you put on your best looks." 

	"Quick, quick!" cried Montalais. "Follow Madame your mother, Louise; and leave me to get ready my dress of ceremony." 

	Louise arose; her mother took her by the hand, and led her out on to the landing. 

	"Come along," said she; then adding in a low voice, "When I forbid you to come to the apartment of Montalais, why do you do so?" 

	"Madame, she is my friend. Besides, I had but just come." 

	"Did you see nobody concealed while you were there?" 

	"Madame!" 

	"I saw a man's hat, I tell you—the hat of that fellow, that good-for-nothing!" 

	"Madame!" repeated Louise. 

	"Of that do-nothing De Malicorne! A maid of honor to have such company—fie! fie!" and their voices were lost in the depths of the narrow staircase. 

	Montalais had not missed a word of this conversation, which echo conveyed to her as if through a tunnel. She shrugged her shoulders on seeing Raoul, who had listened likewise, issue from the closet. 

	"Poor Montalais!" said she, "the victim of friendship! Poor Malicorne, the victim of love!" 

	She stopped on viewing the tragic-comic face of Raoul, who was vexed at having, in one day, surprised so many secrets. 

	"Oh, mademoiselle!" said he; "how can we repay your kindness?" 

	"Oh, we will balance accounts some day," said she. "For the present, begone, M. de Bragelonne, for Madame de Saint-Remy is not over indulgent; and any indiscretion on her part might bring hither a domiciliary visit, which would be disagreeable to all parties." 

	"But Louise—how shall I know——" 

	"Begone! begone! King Louis XI. knew very well what he was about when he invented the post." 

	"Alas!" sighed Raoul. 

	"And am I not here—I, who am worth all the posts in the kingdom? Quick, I say, to horse! so that if Madame de Saint-Remy should return for the purpose of preaching me a lesson on morality, she may not find you here." 

	"She would tell my father, would she not?" murmured Raoul. 

	"And you would be scolded. Ah, vicomte, it is very plain you come from court; you are as timid as the king. Peste! at Blois we contrive better than that to do without papa's consent. Ask Malicorne else!" 

	And at these words the girl pushed Raoul out of the room by the shoulders. He glided swiftly down to the porch, regained his horse, mounted, and set off as if he had had Monsieur's guards at his heels. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 4. Father and Son. 

	Raoul followed the well-known road, so dear to his memory, which led from Blois to the residence of the Comte de la Fere. 

	The reader will dispense with a second description of that habitation: he, perhaps, has been with us there before, and knows it. Only, since our last journey thither, the walls had taken a grayer tint, and the brickwork assumed a more harmonious copper tone; the trees had grown, and many that then only stretched their slender branches along the tops of the hedges, now bushy, strong, and luxuriant, cast around, beneath boughs swollen with sap, great shadows of blossoms of fruit for the benefit of the traveler. 

	Raoul perceived, from a distance, the two little turrets, the dove-cote in the elms, and the flights of pigeons, which wheeled incessantly around that brick cone, seemingly without power to quit it, like the sweet memories which hover round a spirit at peace. 

	As he approached, he heard the noise of the pulleys which grated under the weight of the massy pails; he also fancied he heard the melancholy moaning of the water which falls back again into the wells—a sad, funereal, solemn sound, which strikes the ear of the child and the poet—both dreamers—which the English call splash; Arabian poets, gasgachau; and which we Frenchmen, who would be poets, can only translate by a paraphrase—the noise of water falling into water. 

	It was more than a year since Raoul had been to visit his father. He had passed the whole time in the household of M. le Prince. In fact, after all the commotions of the Fronde, of the early period of which we formerly attempted to give a sketch, Louis de Conde had made a public, solemn, and frank reconciliation with the court. During all the time that the rupture between the king and the prince had lasted, the prince, who had long entertained a great regard for Bragelonne, had in vain offered him advantages of the most dazzling kind for a young man. The Comte de la Fere, still faithful to his principles of loyalty and royalty, one day developed before his son in the vaults of Saint Denis,—the Comte de la Fere, in the name of his son, had always declined them. Moreover, instead of following M. de Conde in his rebellion, the vicomte had followed M. de Turenne, fighting for the king. Then when M. de Turenne, in his turn, had appeared to abandon the royal cause, he had quitted M. de Turenne, as he had quitted M. de Conde. It resulted from this invariable line of conduct that, as Conde and Turenne had never been conquerors of each other but under the standard of the king, Raoul, however young, had ten victories inscribed on his list of services, and not one defeat from which his bravery or conscience had to suffer. 

	Raoul, therefore, had, in compliance with the wish of his father, served obstinately and passively the fortunes of Louis XIV., in spite of the tergiversations which were endemic, and, it might be said, inevitable, at that period. 

	M. de Conde, on being restored to favor, had at once availed himself of all the privileges of the amnesty to ask for many things back again which had been granted him before, and among others, Raoul. M. de la Fere, with his invariable good sense, had immediately sent him again to the prince. 

	A year, then, had passed away since the separation of the father and son; a few letters had softened, but not removed, the pains of absence. We have seen that Raoul had left at Blois another love in addition to filial love. But let us do him this justice—if it had not been for chance and Mademoiselle de Montalais, two great temptations, Raoul, after delivering his message, would have galloped off towards his father's house, turning his head round, perhaps, but without stopping for a single instant, even if Louise had held out her arms to him. 

	So the first part of the journey was given by Raoul to regretting the past which he had been forced to quit so quickly, that is to say, his lady-love; and the other part to the friend he was about to join, so much too slowly for his wishes. 

	Raoul found the garden-gate open, and rode straight in, without regarding the long arms, raised in anger, of an old man dressed in a jacket of violet-colored wool, and a large cap of faded velvet. 

	The old man, who was weeding with his hands a bed of dwarf roses and marguerites, was indignant at seeing a horse thus traversing his sanded and nicely-raked walks. He even ventured a vigorous "Humph!" which made the cavalier turn round. Then there was a change of scene; for no sooner had he caught sight of Raoul's face, than the old man sprang up and set off in the direction of the house, amidst interrupted growlings, which appeared to be paroxysms of wild delight. 

	When arrived at the stables, Raoul gave his horse to a little lackey, and sprang up the perron with an ardor that would have delighted the heart of his father. 

	He crossed the ante-chamber, the dining-room, and the salon, without meeting with any one; at length, on reaching the door of M. de la Fere's apartment, he rapped impatiently, and entered almost without waiting for the word "Enter!" which was vouchsafed him by a voice at once sweet and serious. The comte was seated at a table covered with papers and books; he was still the noble, handsome gentleman of former days, but time had given to this nobleness and beauty a more solemn and distinct character. A brow white and void of wrinkles, beneath his long hair, now more white than black; an eye piercing and mild, under the lids of a young man; his mustache, fine but slightly grizzled, waved over lips of a pure and delicate model, as if they had never been curled by mortal passions; a form straight and supple; an irreproachable but thin hand—this was what remained of the illustrious gentleman whom so many illustrious mouths had praised under the name of Athos. He was engaged in correcting the pages of a manuscript book, entirely filled by his own hand. 

	Raoul seized his father by the shoulders, by the neck, as he could, and embraced him so tenderly and so rapidly, that the comte had neither strength nor time to disengage himself, or to overcome his paternal emotions. 

	"What! you here, Raoul,—you! Is it possible?" said he. 

	"Oh, monsieur, monsieur, what joy to see you once again!" 

	"But you don't answer me, vicomte. Have you leave of absence, or has some misfortune happened at Paris?" 

	"Thank God, monsieur," replied Raoul, calming himself by degrees, "nothing has happened but what is fortunate. The king is going to be married, as I had the honor of informing you in my last letter, and, on his way to Spain, he will pass through Blois." 

	"To pay a visit to Monsieur?" 

	"Yes, monsieur le comte. So, fearing to find him unprepared, or wishing to be particularly polite to him, monsieur le prince sent me forward to have the lodgings ready." 

	"You have seen Monsieur?" asked the vicomte, eagerly. 

	"I have had that honor." 

	"At the castle?" 

	"Yes, monsieur," replied Raoul, casting down his eyes, because, no doubt, he had felt there was something more than curiosity in the comte's inquiries. 

	"Ah, indeed, vicomte? Accept my compliments thereupon." 

	Raoul bowed. 

	"But you have seen some one else at Blois?" 

	"Monsieur, I saw her royal highness, Madame." 

	"That's very well: but it is not Madame that I mean." 

	Raoul colored deeply, but made no reply. 

	"You do not appear to understand me, monsieur le vicomte," persisted M. de la Fere, without accenting his words more strongly, but with a rather severer look. 

	"I understand you quite plainly, monsieur," replied Raoul, "and if I hesitate a little in my reply, you are well assured I am not seeking for a falsehood." 

	"No, you cannot tell a lie, and that makes me so astonished you should be so long in saying yes or no." 

	"I cannot answer you without understanding you very well, and if I have understood you, you will take my first words in ill part. You will be displeased, no doubt, monsieur le comte, because I have seen——" 

	"Mademoiselle de la Valliere—have you not?" 

	"It was of her you meant to speak, I know very well, monsieur," said Raoul, with inexpressible sweetness. 

	"And I asked you if you have seen her." 

	"Monsieur, I was ignorant, when I entered the castle, that Mademoiselle de la Valliere was there; it was only on my return, after I had performed my mission, that chance brought us together. I have had the honor of paying my respects to her." 

	"But what do you call the chance that led you into the presence of Mademoiselle de la Valliere?" 

	"Mademoiselle de Montalais, monsieur." 

	"And who is Mademoiselle de Montalais?" 

	"A young lady I did not know before, whom I had never seen. She is maid of honor to Madame." 

	"Monsieur le vicomte, I will push my interrogatory no further, and reproach myself with having carried it so far. I had desired you to avoid Mademoiselle de la Valliere, and not to see her without my permission. Oh, I am quite sure you have told me the truth, and that you took no measures to approach her. Chance has done me this injury; I do not accuse you of it. I will be content then, with what I formerly said to you concerning this young lady. I do not reproach her with anything—God is my witness! only it is not my intention or wish that you should frequent her place of residence. I beg you once more, my dear Raoul, to understand that." 

	It was plain the limpid eyes of Raoul were troubled at this speech. 

	"Now, my friend," said the comte, with his soft smile, and in his customary tone, "let us talk of other matters. You are returning, perhaps, to your duty?" 

	"No, monsieur, I have no duty for to-day, except the pleasure of remaining with you. The prince kindly appointed me no other: which was so much in accord with my wish." 

	"Is the king well?" 

	"Perfectly." 

	"And monsieur le prince also?" 

	"As usual, monsieur." 

	The comte forgot to inquire after Mazarin; that was an old habit. 

	"Well, Raoul, since you are entirely mine, I will give up my whole day to you. Embrace me—again, again! You are at home, vicomte! Ah, there is our old Grimaud! Come in, Grimaud: monsieur le vicomte is desirous of embracing you likewise." 

	The good old man did not require to be twice told; he rushed in with open arms, Raoul meeting him halfway. 

	"Now, if you please, we will go into the garden, Raoul. I will show you the new lodging I have had prepared for you during your leave of absence, and whilst examining the last winter's plantations and two saddle-horses I have just acquired, you will give me all the news of our friends in Paris." 

	The comte closed his manuscript, took the young man's arm, and went out into the garden with him. 

	Grimaud looked at Raoul with a melancholy air as the young man passed out; observing that his head nearly touched the traverse of the doorway, stroking his white royale, he slowly murmured: 

	"How he has grown!" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 5. In which Something will be said of Cropoli—of Cropoli and of a Great Unknown Painter. 

	Whilst the Comte de la Fere with Raoul visits the new buildings he has had erected, and the new horses he has bought, with the reader's permission we will lead him back to the city of Blois, and make him a witness of the unaccustomed activity which pervades that city. 

	It was in the hotels that the surprise of the news brought by Raoul was most sensibly felt. 

	In fact, the king and the court at Blois, that is to say, a hundred horsemen, ten carriages, two hundred horses, as many lackeys as masters—where was this crowd to be housed? Where were to be lodged all the gentry of the neighborhood, who would gather in two or three hours after the news had enlarged the circle of its report, like the increasing circumference produced by a stone thrown into a placid lake? 

	Blois, as peaceful in the morning, as we have seen, as the calmest lake in the world, at the announcement of the royal arrival, was suddenly filled with the tumult and buzzing of a swarm of bees. 

	All the servants of the castle, under the inspection of the officers, were sent into the city in quest of provisions, and ten horsemen were dispatched to the preserves of Chambord to seek for game, to the fisheries of Beuvion for fish, and to the gardens of Chaverny for fruits and flowers. 

	Precious tapestries, and lusters with great gilt chains, were drawn from the cupboards; an army of the poor were engaged in sweeping the courts and washing the stone fronts, whilst their wives went in droves to the meadows beyond the Loire, to gather green boughs and field-flowers. The whole city, not to be behind in this luxury of cleanliness, assumed its best toilette with the help of brushes, brooms, and water. 

	The kennels of the upper town, swollen by these continued lotions, became rivers at the bottom of the city, and the pavement, generally very muddy, it must be allowed, took a clean face, and absolutely shone in the friendly rays of the sun. 

	Next the music was to be provided; drawers were emptied; the shop-keepers did a glorious trade in wax, ribbons, and sword-knots; housekeepers laid in stores of bread, meat, and spices. Already numbers of the citizens whose houses were furnished as if for a siege, having nothing more to do, donned their festive clothes and directed their course towards the city gate, in order to be the first to signal or see the cortege. They knew very well that the king would not arrive before night, perhaps not before the next morning. Yet what is expectation but a kind of folly, and what is that folly but an excess of hope? 

	In the lower city, at scarcely a hundred paces from the Castle of the States, between the mall and the castle, in a sufficiently handsome street, then called Rue Vieille, and which must, in fact, have been very old, stood a venerable edifice, with pointed gables, of squat but large dimensions, ornamented with three windows looking into the street on the first floor, with two in the second and with a little oeil de boeuf in the third. 

	On the sides of this triangle had recently been constructed a parallelogram of considerable size, which encroached upon the street remorselessly, according to the familiar uses of the building of that period. The street was narrowed by a quarter by it, but then the house was enlarged by a half; and was not that a sufficient compensation? 

	Tradition said that this house with the pointed gables was inhabited, in the time of Henry III., by a councilor of state whom Queen Catherine came, some say to visit, and others to strangle. However that may be, the good lady must have stepped with a circumspect foot over the threshold of this building. 

	After the councilor had died—whether by strangulation or naturally is of no consequence—the house had been sold, then abandoned, and lastly isolated from the other houses of the street. Towards the middle of the reign of Louis XIII. only, an Italian, named Cropoli, escaped from the kitchens of the Marquis d'Ancre, came and took possession of this house. There he established a little hostelry, in which was fabricated a macaroni so delicious that people came from miles round to fetch it or eat it. 

	So famous had the house become for it, that when Mary de Medici was a prisoner, as we know, in the castle of Blois, she once sent for some. 

	It was precisely on the day she had escaped by the famous window. The dish of macaroni was left upon the table, only just tasted by the royal mouth. 

	This double favor, of a strangulation and a macaroni, conferred upon the triangular house, gave poor Cropoli a fancy to grace his hostelry with a pompous title. But his quality of an Italian was no recommendation in these times, and his small, well-concealed fortune forbade attracting too much attention. 

	When he found himself about to die, which happened in 1643, just after the death of Louis XIII., he called to him his son, a young cook of great promise, and with tears in his eyes, he recommended him to preserve carefully the secret of the macaroni, to Frenchify his name, and at length, when the political horizon should be cleared from the clouds which obscured it—this was practiced then as in our day, to order of the nearest smith a handsome sign, upon which a famous painter, whom he named, should design two queens' portraits, with these words as a legend: "To The Medici." 

	The worthy Cropoli, after these recommendations, had only sufficient time to point out to his young successor a chimney, under the slab of which he had hidden a thousand ten-franc pieces, and then expired. 

	Cropoli the younger, like a man of good heart, supported the loss with resignation, and the gain without insolence. He began by accustoming the public to sound the final i of his name so little, that by the aid of general complaisance, he was soon called nothing but M. Cropole, which is quite a French name. He then married, having had in his eye a little French girl, from whose parents he extorted a reasonable dowry by showing them what there was beneath the slab of the chimney. 

	These two points accomplished, he went in search of the painter who was to paint the sign; and he was soon found. He was an old Italian, a rival of the Raphaels and the Caracci, but an unfortunate rival. He said he was of the Venetian school, doubtless from his fondness for color. His works, of which he had never sold one, attracted the eye at a distance of a hundred paces; but they so formidably displeased the citizens, that he had finished by painting no more. 

	He boasted of having painted a bath-room for Madame la Marechale d'Ancre, and mourned over this chamber having been burnt at the time of the marechal's disaster. 

	Cropoli, in his character of a compatriot, was indulgent towards Pittrino, which was the name of the artist. Perhaps he had seen the famous pictures of the bath-room. Be this as it may, he held in such esteem, we may say in such friendship, the famous Pittrino, that he took him in his own house. 

	Pittrino, grateful, and fed with macaroni, set about propagating the reputation of this national dish, and from the time of its founder, he had rendered, with his indefatigable tongue, signal services to the house of Cropoli. 

	As he grew old he attached himself to the son as he had done to the father, and by degrees became a kind of overlooker of a house in which his remarkable integrity, his acknowledged sobriety, and a thousand other virtues useless to enumerate, gave him an eternal place by the fireside, with a right of inspection over the domestics. Besides this, it was he who tasted the macaroni, to maintain the pure flavor of the ancient tradition; and it must be allowed that he never permitted a grain of pepper too much, or an atom of parmesan too little. His joy was at its height on that day when called upon to share the secret of Cropoli the younger, and to paint the famous sign. 

	He was seen at once rummaging with ardor in an old box, in which he found some brushes, a little gnawed by the rats, but still passable; some colors in bladders almost dried up; some linseed-oil in a bottle, and a palette which had formerly belonged to Bronzino, that dieu de la pittoure, as the ultramontane artist, in his ever young enthusiasm, always called him. 

	Pittrino was puffed up with all the joy of a rehabilitation. 

	He did as Raphael had done—he changed his style, and painted, in the fashion of the Albanian, two goddesses rather than two queens. These illustrious ladies appeared so lovely on the sign,—they presented to the astonished eyes such an assemblage of lilies and roses, the enchanting result of the change of style in Pittrino—they assumed the poses of sirens so Anacreontically—that the principal echevin, when admitted to view this capital piece in the salle of Cropole, at once declared that these ladies were too handsome, of too animated a beauty, to figure as a sign in the eyes of passers-by. 

	To Pittrino he added, "His royal highness, Monsieur, who often comes into our city, will not be much pleased to see his illustrious mother so slightly clothed, and he will send you to the oubliettes of the state; for, remember, the heart of that glorious prince is not always tender. You must efface either the two sirens or the legend, without which I forbid the exhibition of the sign. I say this for your sake, Master Cropole, as well as for yours, Signor Pittrino." 

	What answer could be made to this? It was necessary to thank the echevin for his kindness, which Cropole did. But Pittrino remained downcast and said he felt assured of what was about to happen. 

	The visitor was scarcely gone when Cropole, crossing his arms, said: "Well, master, what is to be done?" 

	"We must efface the legend," said Pittrino, in a melancholy tone. "I have some excellent ivory-black; it will be done in a moment, and we will replace the Medici by the nymphs or the sirens, whichever you prefer." 

	"No," said Cropole, "the will of my father must be carried out. My father considered——" 

	"He considered the figures of the most importance," said Pittrino. 

	"He thought most of the legend," said Cropole. 

	"The proof of the importance in which he held the figures," said Pittrino, "is that he desired they should be likenesses, and they are so." 

	"Yes; but if they had not been so, who would have recognized them without the legend? At the present day even, when the memory of the Blaisois begins to be faint with regard to these two celebrated persons, who would recognize Catherine and Mary without the words 'To the Medici'?" 

	"But the figures?" said Pittrino, in despair; for he felt that young Cropole was right. "I should not like to lose the fruit of my labor." 

	"And I should not wish you to be thrown into prison and myself into the oubliettes." 

	"Let us efface 'Medici,'" said Pittrino, supplicatingly. 

	"No," replied Cropole, firmly. "I have got an idea, a sublime idea—your picture shall appear, and my legend likewise. Does not 'Medici' mean doctor, or physician, in Italian?" 

	"Yes, in the plural." 

	"Well, then, you shall order another sign-frame of the smith; you shall paint six physicians, and write underneath 'Aux Medici' which makes a very pretty play upon words." 

	"Six physicians! impossible! And the composition?" cried Pittrino. 

	"That is your business—but so it shall be—I insist upon it—it must be so—my macaroni is burning." 

	This reasoning was peremptory—Pittrino obeyed. He composed the sign of six physicians, with the legend; the echevin applauded and authorized it. 

	The sign produced an extravagant success in the city, which proves that poetry has always been in the wrong, before citizens, as Pittrino said. 

	Cropole, to make amends to his painter-in-ordinary, hung up the nymphs of the preceding sign in his bedroom, which made Madame Cropole blush every time she looked at it, when she was undressing at night. 

	This is the way in which the pointed-gable house got a sign; and this is how the hostelry of the Medici, making a fortune, was found to be enlarged by a quarter, as we have described. And this is how there was at Blois a hostelry of that name, and had for painter-in-ordinary Master Pittrino. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 6. The Unknown. 

	Thus founded and recommended by its sign, the hostelry of Master Cropole held its way steadily on towards a solid prosperity. 

	It was not an immense fortune that Cropole had in perspective; but he might hope to double the thousand louis d'or left by his father, to make another thousand louis by the sale of his house and stock, and at length to live happily like a retired citizen. 

	Cropole was anxious for gain, and was half-crazy with joy at the news of the arrival of Louis XIV. 

	Himself, his wife, Pittrino, and two cooks, immediately laid hands upon all the inhabitants of the dove-cote, the poultry-yard, and the rabbit-hutches; so that as many lamentations and cries resounded in the yards of the hostelry of the Medici as were formerly heard in Rama. 

	Cropole had, at the time, but one single traveler in his house. 

	This was a man of scarcely thirty years of age, handsome, tall, austere, or rather melancholy, in all his gestures and looks. 

	He was dressed in black velvet with jet trimmings; a white collar, as plain as that of the severest Puritan, set off the whiteness of his youthful neck; a small dark-colored mustache scarcely covered his curled, disdainful lip. 

	He spoke to people looking them full in the face without affectation, it is true, but without scruple; so that the brilliancy of his black eyes became so insupportable, that more than one look had sunk beneath his like the weaker sword in a single combat. 

	At this time, in which men, all created equal by God, were divided, thanks to prejudices, into two distinct castes, the gentleman and the commoner, as they are really divided into two races, the black and the white,—at this time, we say, he whose portrait we have just sketched could not fail of being taken for a gentleman, and of the best class. To ascertain this, there was no necessity to consult anything but his hands, long, slender, and white, of which every muscle, every vein, became apparent through the skin at the least movement, and eloquently spoke of good descent. 

	This gentleman, then, had arrived alone at Cropole's house. He had taken, without hesitation, without reflection even, the principal apartment which the hotelier had pointed out to him with a rapacious aim, very praiseworthy, some will say, very reprehensible will say others, if they admit that Cropole was a physiognomist and judged people at first sight. 

	This apartment was that which composed the whole front of the ancient triangular house, a large salon, lighted by two windows on the first stage, a small chamber by the side of it, and another above it. 

	Now, from the time he had arrived, this gentleman had scarcely touched any repast that had been served up to him in his chamber. He had spoken but two words to the host, to warn him that a traveler of the name of Parry would arrive, and to desire that, when he did, he should be shown up to him immediately. 

	He afterwards preserved so profound a silence, that Cropole was almost offended, so much did he prefer people who were good company. 

	This gentleman had risen early the morning of the day on which this history begins, and had placed himself at the window of his salon, seated upon the ledge, and leaning upon the rail of the balcony, gazing sadly but persistently on both sides of the street, watching, no doubt, for the arrival of the traveler he had mentioned to the host. 

	In this way he had seen the little cortege of Monsieur return from hunting, then had again partaken of the profound tranquillity of the street, absorbed in his own expectations. 

	All at once the movement of the crowd going to the meadows, couriers setting out, washers of pavement, purveyors of the royal household, gabbling, scampering shopboys, chariots in motion, hair-dressers on the run, and pages toiling along, this tumult and bustle had surprised him, but without losing any of that impassible and supreme majesty which gives to the eagle and the lion that serene and contemptuous glance amidst the hurrahs and shouts of hunters or the curious. 

	Soon the cries of the victims slaughtered in the poultry-yard, the hasty steps of Madame Cropole up that little wooden staircase, so narrow and so echoing, the bounding pace of Pittrino, who only that morning was smoking at the door with all the phlegm of a Dutchman; all this communicated something like surprise and agitation to the traveler. 

	As he was rising to make inquiries, the door of his chamber opened. The unknown concluded they were about to introduce the impatiently expected traveler, and made three precipitate steps to meet him. 

	But, instead of the person he expected, it was Master Cropole who appeared, and behind him, in the half-dark staircase, the pleasant face of Madame Cropole, rendered trivial by curiosity. She only gave one furtive glance at the handsome gentleman, and disappeared. 

	Cropole advanced, cap in hand, rather bent than bowing. 

	A gesture of the unknown interrogated him, without a word being pronounced. 

	"Monsieur," said Cropole, "I come to ask how—what ought I to say: your lordship, monsieur le comte, or monsieur le marquis?" 

	"Say monsieur, and speak quickly," replied the unknown, with that haughty accent which admits of neither discussion nor reply. 

	"I came, then, to inquire how monsieur had passed the night, and if monsieur intended to keep this apartment?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Monsieur, something has happened upon which we could not reckon." 

	"What?" 

	"His majesty Louis XIV. will enter our city to-day and will remain here one day, perhaps two." 

	Great astonishment was painted on the countenance of the unknown. 

	"The King of France coming to Blois?" 

	"He is on the road, monsieur." 

	"Then there is the stronger reason for my remaining," said the unknown. 

	"Very well; but will monsieur keep all the apartments?" 

	"I do not understand you. Why should I require less to-day than yesterday?" 

	"Because, monsieur, your lordship will permit me to say, yesterday I did not think proper, when you chose your lodging, to fix any price that might have made your lordship believe that I prejudged your resources; whilst to-day——" 

	The unknown colored; the idea at once struck him that he was supposed to be poor, and was being insulted. 

	"Whilst to-day," replied he, coldly, "you do prejudge." 

	"Monsieur, I am a well-meaning man, thank God! and simple hotelier as I am, there is in me the blood of a gentleman. My father was a servant and officer of the late Marechal d'Ancre. God rest his soul!" 

	"I do not contest that point with you; I only wish to know, and that quickly, to what your questions tend?" 

	"You are too reasonable, monsieur, not to comprehend that our city is small, that the court is about to invade it, that the houses will be overflowing with inhabitants, and that lodgings will consequently obtain considerable prices." 

	Again the unknown colored. "Name your terms," said he. 

	"I name them with scruple, monsieur, because I seek an honest gain, and that I wish to carry on my business without being uncivil or extravagant in my demands. Now the room you occupy is considerable, and you are alone." 

	"That is my business." 

	"Oh! certainly. I do not mean to turn monsieur out." 

	The blood rushed to the temples of the unknown; he darted at poor Cropole, the descendant of one of the officers of the Marechal d'Ancre, a glance that would have crushed him down to beneath that famous chimney-slab, if Cropole had not been nailed to the spot by the question of his own proper interests. 

	"Do you desire me to go?" said he. "Explain yourself—but quickly." 

	"Monsieur, monsieur, you do not understand me. It is very critical—I know—that which I am doing. I express myself badly, or perhaps, as monsieur is a foreigner, which I perceive by his accent——" 

	In fact, the unknown spoke with that impetuosity which is the principal character of English accentuation, even among men who speak the French language with the neatest purity. 

	"As monsieur is a foreigner, I say, it is perhaps he who does not catch my exact meaning. I wish for monsieur to give up one or two of the apartments he occupies, which would diminish his expenses and ease my conscience. Indeed, it is hard to increase unreasonably the price of the chambers, when one has had the honor to let them at a reasonable price." 

	"How much does the hire amount to since yesterday?" 

	"Monsieur, to one louis, with refreshments and the charge for the horse." 

	"Very well, and that of to-day?" 

	"Ah! there is the difficulty. This is the day of the king's arrival; if the court comes to sleep here, the charge of the day is reckoned. From that it results that three chambers, at two louis each, makes six louis. Two louis, monsieur, are not much; but six louis make a great deal." 

	The unknown, from red, as we have seen him, became very pale. 

	He drew from his pocket, with heroic bravery, a purse embroidered with a coat-of-arms, which he carefully concealed in the hollow of his hand. This purse was of a thinness, a flabbiness, a hollowness, which did not escape the eye of Cropole. 

	The unknown emptied the purse into his hand. It contained three double louis, which amounted to the six louis demanded by the host. 

	But it was seven that Cropole had required. 

	He looked, therefore, at the unknown, as much as to say, "And then?" 

	"There remains one louis, does there not, master hotelier?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, but——" 

	The unknown plunged his hand into the pocket of his haut-de-chausses, and emptied it. It contained a small pocket-book, a gold key, and some silver. With this change he made up a louis. 

	"Thank you, monsieur," said Cropole. "It now only remains for me to ask whether monsieur intends to occupy his apartments to-morrow, in which case I will reserve them for him; whereas, if monsieur does not mean to do so, I will promise them to some of the king's people who are coming." 

	"That is but right," said the unknown, after a long silence, "but as I have no more money, as you have seen, and as I yet must retain the apartments, you must either sell this diamond in the city, or hold it in pledge." 

	Cropole looked at the diamond so long, that the unknown said, hastily: 

	"I prefer your selling it, monsieur; for it is worth three hundred pistoles. A Jew—are there any Jews in Blois?—would give you two hundred or a hundred and fifty for it—take whatever may be offered for it, if it be no more than the price of your lodging. Begone!" 

	"Oh! monsieur," replied Cropole, ashamed of the sudden inferiority which the unknown reflected upon him by this noble and disinterested confidence, as well as by the unalterable patience opposed to so many suspicions and evasions. "Oh, monsieur, I hope people are not so dishonest at Blois as you seem to think, and that the diamond, being worth what you say——" 

	The unknown here again darted at Cropole one of his withering glances. 

	"I really do not understand diamonds, monsieur, I assure you," cried he. 

	"But the jewelers do: ask them," said the unknown. "Now I believe our accounts are settled, are they not, monsieur l'hote?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, and to my profound regret; for I fear I have offended monsieur." 

	"Not at all!" replied the unknown, with ineffable majesty. 

	"Or have appeared to be extortionate with a noble traveler. Consider, monsieur, the peculiarity of the case." 

	"Say no more about it, I desire; and leave me to myself." 

	Cropole bowed profoundly, and left the room with a stupefied air, which announced that he had a good heart, and felt genuine remorse. 

	The unknown himself shut the door after him, and when left alone, looked mournfully at the bottom of the purse, from which he had taken a small silken bag containing the diamond, his last resource. 

	He dwelt likewise upon the emptiness of his pockets, turned over the papers in his pocket-book, and convinced himself of the state of absolute destitution in which he was about to be plunged. 

	He raised his eyes towards heaven, with a sublime emotion of despairing calmness, brushed off with his hand some drops of sweat which trickled over his noble brow, and then cast down upon the earth a look which just before had been impressed with almost divine majesty. 

	That the storm had passed far from him, perhaps he had prayed in the bottom of his soul. 

	He drew near to the window, resumed his place in the balcony, and remained there, motionless, annihilated, dead, till the moment when, the heavens beginning to darken, the first flambeaux traversed the enlivened street, and gave the signal for illumination to all the windows of the city. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 7. Parry. 

	Whilst the unknown was viewing these lights with interest, and lending an ear to the various noises, Master Cropole entered his apartment, followed by two attendants, who laid the cloth for his meal. 

	The stranger did not pay them the least attention; but Cropole approaching him respectfully, whispered "Monsieur, the diamond has been valued." 

	"Ah!" said the traveler. "Well?" 

	"Well, monsieur, the jeweler of S. A. R. gives two hundred and eighty pistoles for it." 

	"Have you them?" 

	"I thought it best to take them, monsieur; nevertheless, I made it a condition of the bargain, that if monsieur wished to keep his diamond, it should be held till monsieur was again in funds." 

	"Oh, no, not at all; I told you to sell it." 

	"Then I have obeyed, or nearly so, since, without having definitely sold it, I have touched the money." 

	"Pay yourself," added the unknown. 

	"I will do so, monsieur, since you so positively require it." 

	A sad smile passed over the lips of the gentleman. 

	"Place the money on that trunk," said he, turning round and pointing to the piece of furniture. 

	Cropole deposited a tolerably large bag as directed, after having taken from it the amount of his reckoning. 

	"Now," said he, "I hope monsieur will not give me the pain of not taking any supper. Dinner has already been refused; this is affronting to the house of les Medici. Look, monsieur, the supper is on the table, and I venture to say that it is not a bad one." 

	The unknown asked for a glass of wine, broke off a morsel of bread, and did not stir from the window whilst he ate and drank. 

	Shortly after was heard a loud flourish of trumpets; cries arose in the distance, a confused buzzing filled the lower part of the city, and the first distinct sound that struck the ears of the stranger was the tramp of advancing horses. 

	"The king! the king!" repeated a noisy and eager crowd. 

	"The king!" cried Cropole, abandoning his guest and his ideas of delicacy, to satisfy his curiosity. 

	With Cropole were mingled, and jostled, on the staircase, Madame Cropole, Pittrino, and the waiters and scullions. 

	The cortege advanced slowly, lighted by a thousand flambeaux, in the streets and from the windows. 

	After a company of musketeers, a closely ranked troop of gentlemen, came the litter of monsieur le cardinal, drawn like a carriage by four black horses. The pages and people of the cardinal marched behind. 

	Next came the carriage of the queen-mother, with her maids of honor at the doors, her gentlemen on horseback at both sides. 

	The king then appeared, mounted upon a splendid horse of Saxon breed, with a flowing mane. The young prince exhibited, when bowing to some windows from which issued the most animated acclamations, a noble and handsome countenance, illumined by the flambeaux of his pages. 

	By the side of the king, though a little in the rear, the Prince de Conde, M. Dangeau, and twenty other courtiers, followed by their people and their baggage, closed this veritably triumphant march. The pomp was of a military character. 

	Some of the courtiers—the elder ones, for instance—wore traveling dresses; but all the rest were clothed in warlike panoply. Many wore the gorges and buff coat of the times of Henry IV. and Louis XIII. 

	When the king passed before him, the unknown, who had leant forward over the balcony to obtain a better view, and who had concealed his face by leaning on his arm, felt his heart swell and overflow with a bitter jealousy. 

	The noise of the trumpets excited him—the popular acclamations deafened him: for a moment he allowed his reason to be absorbed in this flood of lights, tumult and brilliant images. 

	"He is a king!" murmured he, in an accent of despair. 

	Then, before he had recovered from his sombre reverie all the noise, all the splendor, had passed away. At the angle of the street there remained nothing beneath the stranger but a few hoarse, discordant voices, shouting at intervals, "Vive le Roi!" 

	There remained likewise the six candles held by the inhabitants of the hostelry des Medici; that is to say, two for Cropole, two for Pittrino, and one for each scullion. Cropole never ceased repeating, "How good-looking the king is! How strongly he resembles his illustrious father!" 

	"A handsome likeness!" said Pittrino. 

	"And what a lofty carriage he has!" added Madame Cropole, already in promiscuous commentary with her neighbors of both sexes. 

	Cropole was feeding their gossip with his own personal remarks, without observing that an old man on foot, but leading a small Irish horse by the bridle, was endeavoring to penetrate the crowd of men and women which blocked up the entrance to the Medici. But at that moment the voice of the stranger was heard from the window. 

	"Make way, monsieur l'hotelier, to the entrance of your house!" 

	Cropole turned around, and, on seeing the old man, cleared a passage for him. 

	The window was instantly closed. 

	Pittrino pointed out the way to the newly-arrived guest, who entered without uttering a word. 

	The stranger waited for him on the landing; he opened his arms to the old man and led him to a seat. 

	"Oh, no, no, my lord!" said he. "Sit down in your presence?—never!" 

	"Parry," cried the gentleman, "I beg you will; you come from England—you come so far. Ah! it is not for your age to undergo the fatigues my service requires. Rest yourself." 

	"I have my reply to give your lordship, in the first place." 

	"Parry, I conjure you to tell me nothing; for if your news had been good, you would not have begun in such a manner; you go about, which proves that the news is bad." 

	"My lord," said the old man, "do not hasten to alarm yourself, all is not lost, I hope. You must employ energy, but more particularly resignation." 

	"Parry," said the young man, "I have reached this place through a thousand snares and after a thousand difficulties; can you doubt my energy? I have meditated this journey ten years, in spite of all counsels and all obstacles—have you faith in my perseverance? I have this evening sold the last of my father's diamonds; for I had nothing wherewith to pay for my lodging and my host was about to turn me out." 

	Parry made a gesture of indignation, to which the young man replied by a pressure of the hand and a smile. 

	"I have still two hundred and seventy-four pistoles left, and I feel myself rich. I do not despair, Parry; have you faith in my resignation?" 

	The old man raised his trembling hands towards heaven. 

	"Let me know," said the stranger,—"disguise nothing from me—what has happened?" 

	"My recital will be short, my lord, but in the name of Heaven do not tremble so." 

	"It is impatience, Parry. Come, what did the general say to you?" 

	"At first the general would not receive me." 

	"He took you for a spy?" 

	"Yes, my lord, but I wrote him a letter." 

	"Well?" 

	"He read it, and received me, my lord." 

	"Did that letter thoroughly explain my position and my views?" 

	"Oh, yes!" said Parry, with a sad smile; "it painted your very thoughts faithfully." 

	"Well—then, Parry?" 

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

	"Arrested!" murmured the young man. "What! arrest you, my most faithful servant?" 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	"And notwithstanding you had signed the name Parry?" 

	"To all my letters, my lord; and the aide-de-camp had known me at St. James's and at Whitehall, too," added the old man with a sigh. 

	The young man leaned forward, thoughtful and sad. 

	"Ay, that's what he did before his people," said he, endeavoring to cheat himself with hopes. "But, privately—between you and him—what did he do? Answer!" 

	"Alas! my lord, he sent to me four cavaliers, who gave me the horse with which you just now saw me come back. These cavaliers conducted me, in great haste, to the little port of Tenby, threw me, rather than embarked me, into a fishing-boat, about to sail for Brittany, and here I am." 

	"Oh!" sighed the young man, clasping his neck convulsively with his hand, and with a sob. "Parry, is that all?—is that all?" 

	"Yes, my lord; that is all." 

	After this brief reply ensued a long interval of silence, broken only by the convulsive beating of the heel of the young man on the floor. 

	The old man endeavored to change the conversation; it was leading to thoughts much too sinister. 

	"My lord," said he, "what is the meaning of all the noise which preceded me? What are these people crying 'Vive le Roi!' for? What king do they mean? and what are all these lights for?" 

	"Ah! Parry," replied the young man ironically, "don't you know that this is the King of France visiting his good city of Blois? All those trumpets are his, all those gilded housings are his, all those gentlemen wear swords that are his. His mother precedes him in a carriage magnificently encrusted with silver and gold. Happy mother! His minister heaps up millions, and conducts him to a rich bride. Then all these people rejoice, they love their king, they hail him with their acclamations, and they cry, 'Vive le Roi! Vive le Roi!'" 

	"Well, well, my lord," said Parry, more uneasy at the turn the conversation had taken than at the other. 

	"You know," resumed the unknown, "that my mother and my sister, whilst all this is going on in honor of the King of France, have neither money nor bread; you know that I myself shall be poor and degraded within a fortnight, when all Europe will become acquainted with what you have told me. Parry, are there not examples in which a man of my condition should himself——" 

	"My lord, in the name of Heaven——" 

	"You are right, Parry, I am a coward, and if I do nothing for myself, what will God do? No, no, I have two arms, Parry, and I have a sword." And he struck his arm violently with his hand and took down his sword, which hung against the wall. 

	"What are you going to do, my lord?" 

	"What am I going to do, Parry? What every one in my family does. My mother lives on public charity, my sister begs for my mother; I have, somewhere or other, brothers who equally beg for themselves; and I, the eldest, will go and do as all the rest do—I will go and ask charity!" 

	And at these words, which he finished sharply with a nervous and terrible laugh, the young man girded on his sword, took his hat from the trunk, fastened to his shoulder a black cloak, which he had worn during all his journey, and pressing the two hands of the old man, who watched his proceedings with a look of anxiety,— 

	"My good Parry," said he, "order a fire, drink, eat, sleep, and be happy; let us both be happy, my faithful friend, my only friend. We are rich, as rich as kings!" 

	He struck the bag of pistoles with his clenched hand as he spoke, and it fell heavily to the ground. He resumed that dismal laugh that had so alarmed Parry; and whilst the whole household was screaming, singing, and preparing to install the travelers who had been preceded by their lackeys, he glided out by the principal entrance into the street, where the old man, who had gone to the window, lost sight of him in a moment. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 8. What his Majesty King Louis XIV. was at the Age of Twenty-Two 

	It has been seen, by the account we have endeavored to give of it, that the entree of King Louis XIV. into the city of Blois had been noisy and brilliant his young majesty had therefore appeared perfectly satisfied with it. 

	On arriving beneath the porch of the Castle of the States, the king met, surrounded by his guards and gentlemen, with S. A. R. the duke, Gaston of Orleans, whose physiognomy, naturally rather majestic, had borrowed on this solemn occasion a fresh luster and a fresh dignity. On her part, Madame, dressed in her robes of ceremony, awaited, in the interior balcony, the entrance of her nephew. All the windows of the old castle, so deserted and dismal on ordinary days, were resplendent with ladies and lights. 

	It was then to the sound of drums, trumpets, and vivats, that the young king crossed the threshold of that castle in which, seventy-two years before, Henry III. had called in the aid of assassination and treachery to keep upon his head and in his house a crown which was already slipping from his brow, to fall into another family. 

	All eyes, after having admired the young king, so handsome and so agreeable, sought for that other king of France, much otherwise king than the former, and so old, so pale, so bent, that people called him the Cardinal Mazarin. 

	Louis was at this time endowed with all the natural gifts which make the perfect gentleman; his eye was brilliant, mild, and of a clear azure blue. But the most skillful physiognomists, those divers into the soul, on fixing their looks upon it, if it had been possible for a subject to sustain the glance of the king,—the most skillful physiognomists, we say, would never have been able to fathom the depths of that abyss of mildness. It was with the eyes of the king as with the immense depths of the azure heavens, or with those more terrific, and almost as sublime, which the Mediterranean reveals under the keels of its ships in a clear summer day, a gigantic mirror in which heaven delights to reflect sometimes its stars, sometimes its storms. 

	The king was short of stature—he was scarcely five feet two inches: but his youth made up for this defect, set off likewise by great nobleness in all his movements, and by considerable address in all bodily exercises. 

	Certes, he was already quite a king, and it was a great thing to be a king in that period of traditional devotedness and respect; but as, up to that time, he had been but seldom and always poorly shown to the people, as they to whom he was shown saw him by the side of his mother, a tall woman, and monsieur le cardinal, a man of commanding presence, many found him so little of a king as to say,— 

	"Why, the king is not so tall as monsieur le cardinal!" 

	Whatever may be thought of these physical observations, which were principally made in the capital, the young king was welcomed as a god by the inhabitants of Blois, and almost like a king by his uncle and aunt, Monsieur and Madame, the inhabitants of the castle. 

	It must, however, be allowed, that when he saw, in the hall of reception, chairs of equal height placed for himself, his mother, the cardinal, and his uncle and aunt, a disposition artfully concealed by the semicircular form of the assembly, Louis XIV. became red with anger, and looked around him to ascertain by the countenances of those that were present, if this humiliation had been prepared for him. But as he saw nothing upon the impassible visage of the cardinal, nothing on that of his mother, nothing on those of the assembly, he resigned himself, and sat down, taking care to be seated before anybody else. 

	The gentlemen and ladies were presented to their majesties and monsieur le cardinal. 

	The king remarked that his mother and he scarcely knew the names of any of the persons who were presented to them; whilst the cardinal, on the contrary never failed, with an admirable memory and presence of mind, to talk to every one about his estates, his ancestors, or his children, some of whom he named, which enchanted those worthy country gentlemen, and confirmed them in the idea that he alone is truly king who knows his subjects, from the same reason that the sun has no rival, because the sun alone warms and lightens. 

	The study of the young king, which had begun a long time before, without anybody suspecting it, was continued then, and he looked around him attentively to endeavor to make out something in the physiognomies which had at first appeared the most insignificant and trivial. 

	A collation was served. The king, without daring to call upon the hospitality of his uncle, had waited for it impatiently. This time, therefore, he had all the honors due, if not to his rank, at least to his appetite. 

	As to the cardinal, he contented himself with touching with his withered lips a bouillon, served in a gold cup. The all-powerful minister, who had taken her regency from the queen, and his royalty from the king, had not been able to take a good stomach from nature. 

	Anne of Austria, already suffering from the cancer which six or eight years after caused her death, ate very little more than the cardinal. 

	For Monsieur, already puffed up with the great event which had taken place in his provincial life, he ate nothing whatever. 

	Madame alone, like a true Lorrainer, kept pace with his majesty; so that Louis XIV., who, without this partner, might have eaten nearly alone, was at first much pleased with his aunt, and afterwards with M. de Saint-Remy, her maitre d'hotel, who had really distinguished himself. 

	The collation over, at a sign of approbation from M. de Mazarin, the king arose, and, at the invitation of his aunt, walked about among the ranks of the assembly. 

	The ladies then observed—there are certain things for which women are as good observers at Blois as at Paris—the ladies then observed that Louis XIV. had a prompt and bold look, which premised a distinguished appreciator of beauty. The men, on their part, observed that the prince was proud and haughty, that he loved to look down those who fixed their eyes upon him too long or too earnestly, which gave presage of a master. 

	Louis XIV. had accomplished about a third of his review when his ears were struck with a word which his eminence pronounced whilst conversing with Monsieur. 

	This word was the name of a woman. 

	Scarcely had Louis XIV. heard this word than he heard, or rather listened to nothing else; and neglecting the arc of the circle which awaited his visit, his object seemed to be to come as quickly as possible to the extremity of the curve. 

	Monsieur, like a good courtier, was inquiring of monsieur le cardinal after the health of his nieces; he regretted, he said, not having the pleasure of receiving them at the same time with their uncle; they must certainly have grown in stature, beauty and grace, as they had promised to do the last time Monsieur had seen them. 

	What had first struck the king was a certain contrast in the voices of the two interlocutors. The voice of Monsieur was calm and natural while he spoke thus; while that of M. de Mazarin jumped by a note and a half to reply above the diapason of his usual voice. It might have been said that he wished that voice to strike, at the end of the salon, any ear that was too distant. 

	"Monseigneur," replied he, "Mesdemoiselles de Mazarin have still to finish their education: they have duties to fulfill, and a position to make. An abode in a young and brilliant court would dissipate them a little." 

	Louis, at this last sentence, smiled sadly. The court was young, it was true, but the avarice of the cardinal had taken good care that it should not be brilliant. 

	"You have nevertheless no intention," replied Monsieur, "to cloister them or make them bourgeoises?" 

	"Not at all," replied the cardinal, forcing his Italian pronunciation in such a manner that, from soft and velvety as it was, it became sharp and vibrating, "not at all: I have a full and fixed intention to marry them, and that as well as I shall be able." 

	"Parties will not be wanting, monsieur le cardinal," replied Monsieur, with a bonhomie worthy of one tradesman congratulating another. 

	"I hope not, monseigneur, and with reason, as God has been pleased to give them grace, intelligence, and beauty." 

	During this conversation, Louis XIV., conducted by Madame, accomplished, as we have described, the circle of presentations. 

	"Mademoiselle Auricule," said the princess, presenting to his majesty a fat, fair girl of two-and-twenty, who at a village fete might have been taken for a peasant in Sunday finery,—"the daughter of my music-mistress." 

	The king smiled. Madame had never been able to extract four correct notes from either viol or harpsichord. 

	"Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais," continued Madame, "a young lady of rank, and my good attendant." 

	This time it was not the king that smiled; it was the young lady presented, because, for the first time in her life, she heard, given to her by Madame, who generally showed no tendency to spoil her, such an honorable qualification. 

	Our old acquaintance Montalais, therefore, made his majesty a profound courtesy, the more respectful from the necessity she was under of concealing certain contractions of her laughing lips, which the king might not have attributed to their real cause. 

	It was just at this moment that the king caught the word which startled him. 

	"And the name of the third?" asked Monsieur. 

	"Mary, monseigneur," replied the cardinal. 

	There was doubtless some magical influence in that word, for, as we have said, the king started at hearing it, and drew Madame towards the middle of the circle, as if he wished to put some confidential question to her, but, in reality, for the sake of getting nearer to the cardinal. 

	"Madame my aunt," said he, laughing, and in a suppressed voice, "my geography-master did not teach me that Blois was at such an immense distance from Paris." 

	"What do you mean, nephew?" asked Madame. 

	"Why, because it would appear that it requires several years, as regards fashion, to travel the distance!—Look at those young ladies!" 

	"Well; I know them all." 

	"Some of them are pretty." 

	"Don't say that too loud, monsieur my nephew; you will drive them wild." 

	"Stop a bit, stop a bit, dear aunt!" said the king, smiling; "for the second part of my sentence will serve as a corrective to the first. Well, my dear aunt, some of them appear old and others ugly, thanks to their ten-year-old fashions." 

	"But, sire, Blois is only five days, journey from Paris." 

	"Yes, that is it," said the king: "two years behind for each day." 

	"Indeed! do you really think so? Well, that is strange! It never struck me." 

	"Now, look, aunt," said Louis XIV., drawing still nearer to Mazarin, under the pretext of gaining a better point of view, "look at that simple white dress by the side of those antiquated specimens of finery, and those pretentious coiffures. She is probably one of my mother's maids of honor, though I don't know her." 

	"Ah! ah! my dear nephew!" replied Madame, laughing, "permit me to tell you that your divinatory science is at fault for once. The young lady you honor with your praise is not a Parisian, but a Blaisoise." 

	"Oh, aunt!" replied the king with a look of doubt. 

	"Come here, Louise," said Madame. 

	And the fair girl, already known to you under that name, approached them, timid, blushing, and almost bent beneath the royal glance. 

	"Mademoiselle Louise Francoise de la Baume le Blanc, the daughter of the Marquise de la Valliere," said Madame, ceremoniously. 

	The young girl bowed with so much grace, mingled with the profound timidity inspired by the presence of the king, that the latter lost, while looking at her, a few words of the conversation of Monsieur and the cardinal. 

	"Daughter-in-law," continued Madame, "of M. de Saint-Remy, my maitre d'hotel, who presided over the confection of that excellent daube truffee which your majesty seemed so much to appreciate." 

	No grace, no youth, no beauty, could stand out against such a presentation. The king smiled. Whether the words of Madame were a pleasantry, or uttered in all innocency, they proved the pitiless immolation of everything that Louis had found charming or poetic in the young girl. Mademoiselle de la Valliere, for Madame and, by rebound, for the king, was, for a moment, no more than the daughter of a man of a superior talent over dindes truffees. 

	But princes are thus constituted. The gods, too, were just like this in Olympus. Diana and Venus, no doubt, abused the beautiful Alcmena and poor Io, when they condescended, for distraction's sake, to speak, amidst nectar and ambrosia, of mortal beauties, at the table of Jupiter. 

	Fortunately, Louise was so bent in her reverential salute, that she did not catch either Madame's words or the king's smile. In fact, if the poor child, who had so much good taste as alone to have chosen to dress herself in white amidst all her companions—if that dove's heart, so easily accessible to painful emotions, had been touched by the cruel words of Madame, or the egotistical cold smile of the king, it would have annihilated her. 

	And Montalais herself, the girl of ingenious ideas, would not have attempted to recall her to life; for ridicule kills beauty even. 

	But fortunately, as we have said, Louise, whose ears were buzzing, and her eyes veiled by timidity,—Louise saw nothing and heard nothing; and the king, who had still his attention directed to the conversation of the cardinal and his uncle, hastened to return to them. 

	He came up just at the moment Mazarin terminated by saying: "Mary, as well as her sisters, has just set off for Brouage. I make them follow the opposite bank of the Loire to that along which we have traveled; and if I calculate their progress correctly, according to the orders I have given, they will to-morrow be opposite Blois." 

	These words were pronounced with that tact—that measure, that distinctness of tone, of intention, and reach—which made del Signor Giulio Mazarini the first comedian in the world. 

	It resulted that they went straight to the heart of Louis XIV., and the cardinal, on turning round at the simple noise of the approaching footsteps of his majesty, saw the immediate effect of them upon the countenance of his pupil, an effect betrayed to the keen eyes of his eminence by a slight increase of color. But what was the ventilation of such a secret to him whose craft had for twenty years deceived all the diplomatists of Europe? 

	From the moment the young king heard these last words, he appeared as if he had received a poisoned arrow in his heart. He could not remain quiet in a place, but cast around an uncertain, dead, and aimless look over the assembly. He with his eyes interrogated his mother more than twenty times: but she, given up to the pleasure of conversing with her sister-in-law, and likewise constrained by the glance of Mazarin, did not appear to comprehend any of the supplications conveyed by the looks of her son. 

	From this moment, music, lights, flowers, beauties, all became odious and insipid to Louis XIV. After he had a hundred times bitten his lips, stretched his legs and his arms like a well-brought-up child who, without daring to gape, exhausts all the modes of evincing his weariness—after having uselessly again implored his mother and the minister, he turned a despairing look towards the door, that is to say, towards liberty. 

	At this door, in the embrasure of which he was leaning, he saw, standing out strongly, a figure with a brown and lofty countenance, an aquiline nose, a stern but brilliant eye, gray and long hair, a black mustache, the true type of military beauty, whose gorget, more sparkling than a mirror, broke all the reflected lights which concentrated upon it, and sent them back as lightning. This officer wore his gray hat with its long red plumes upon his head, a proof that he was called there by his duty, and not by his pleasure. If he had been brought thither by his pleasure—if he had been a courtier instead of a soldier, as pleasure must always be paid for at the same price—he would have held his hat in his hand. 

	That which proved still better that this officer was upon duty, and was accomplishing a task to which he was accustomed, was, that he watched, with folded arms, remarkable indifference, and supreme apathy, the joys and ennuis of this fete. Above all, he appeared, like a philosopher, and all old soldiers are philosophers,—he appeared above all to comprehend the ennuis infinitely better than the joys; but in the one he took his part, knowing very well how to do without the other. 

	Now, he was leaning, as we have said, against the carved door-frame when the melancholy, weary eyes of the king, by chance, met his. 

	It was not the first time, as it appeared, that the eyes of the officer had met those eyes, and he was perfectly acquainted with the expression of them; for, as soon as he had cast his own look upon the countenance of Louis XIV., and had read by it what was passing in his heart—that is to say, all the ennui that oppressed him—all the timid desire to go out which agitated him,—he perceived he must render the king a service without his commanding it,—almost in spite of himself. Boldly, therefore, as if he had given the word of command to cavalry in battle, "On the king's service!" cried he, in a clear, sonorous voice. 

	At these words, which produced the effect of a peal of thunder, prevailing over the orchestra, the singing and the buzz of the promenaders, the cardinal and the queen-mother looked at each other with surprise. 

	Louis XIV., pale, but resolved, supported as he was by that intuition of his own thought which he had found in the mind of the officer of musketeers, and which he had just manifested by the order given, arose from his chair, and took a step towards the door. 

	"Are you going, my son?" said the queen, whilst Mazarin satisfied himself with interrogating by a look which might have appeared mild if it had not been so piercing. 

	"Yes, madame," replied the king; "I am fatigued, and, besides, wish to write this evening." 

	A smile stole over the lips of the minister, who appeared, by a bend of the head, to give the king permission. 

	Monsieur and Madame hastened to give orders to the officers who presented themselves. 

	The king bowed, crossed the hall, and gained the door, where a hedge of twenty musketeers awaited him. At the extremity of this hedge stood the officer, impassible, with his drawn sword in his hand. The king passed, and all the crowd stood on tip-toe, to have one more look at him. 

	Ten musketeers, opening the crowd of the ante-chambers and the steps, made way for his majesty. The other ten surrounded the king and Monsieur, who had insisted upon accompanying his majesty. The domestics walked behind. This little cortege escorted the king to the chamber destined for him. The apartment was the same that had been occupied by Henry III. during his sojourn in the States. 

	Monsieur had given his orders. The musketeers, led by their officer, took possession of the little passage by which one wing of the castle communicates with the other. This passage was commenced by a small square ante-chamber, dark even in the finest days. Monsieur stopped Louis XIV. 

	"You are passing now, sire," said he, "the very spot where the Duc de Guise received the first stab of the poniard." 

	The king was ignorant of all historical matters; he had heard of the fact, but he knew nothing of the localities or the details. 

	"Ah!" said he with a shudder. 

	And he stopped. The rest, both behind and before him, stopped likewise. 

	"The duc, sire," continued Gaston, "was nearly where I stand: he was walking in the same direction as your majesty; M. de Lorgnes was exactly where your lieutenant of musketeers is; M. de Saint-Maline and his majesty's ordinaries were behind him and around him. It was here that he was struck." 

	The king turned towards his officer, and saw something like a cloud pass over his martial and daring countenance. 

	"Yes, from behind!" murmured the lieutenant, with a gesture of supreme disdain. And he endeavored to resume the march, as if ill at ease at being between walls formerly defiled by treachery. 

	But the king, who appeared to wish to be informed, was disposed to give another look at this dismal spot. 

	Gaston perceived his nephew's desire. 

	"Look, sire," said he, taking a flambeau from the hands of M. de Saint-Remy, "this is where he fell. There was a bed there, the curtains of which he tore with catching at them." 

	"Why does the floor seem hollowed out at this spot?" asked Louis. 

	"Because it was here the blood flowed," replied Gaston; "the blood penetrated deeply into the oak, and it was only by cutting it out that they succeeded in making it disappear. And even then," added Gaston, pointing the flambeau to the spot, "even then this red stain resisted all the attempts made to destroy it." 

	Louis XIV. raised his head. Perhaps he was thinking of that bloody trace that had once been shown him at the Louvre, and which, as a pendant to that of Blois, had been made there one day by the king his father with the blood of Concini. 

	"Let us go on," said he. 

	The march was resumed promptly, for emotion, no doubt, had given to the voice of the young prince a tone of command which was not customary with him. When arrived at the apartment destined for the king, which communicated not only with the little passage we have passed through, but further with the great staircase leading to the court,— 

	"Will your majesty," said Gaston, "condescend to occupy this apartment, all unworthy as it is to receive you?" 

	"Uncle," replied the young king, "I render you my thanks for your cordial hospitality." 

	Gaston bowed to his nephew, embraced him, and then went out. 

	Of the twenty musketeers who had accompanied the king, ten reconducted Monsieur to the reception-rooms, which were not yet empty, notwithstanding the king had retired. 

	The ten others were posted by their officer, who himself explored, in five minutes, all the localities, with that cold and certain glance which not even habit gives unless that glance belongs to genius. 

	Then, when all were placed, he chose as his headquarters the ante-chamber, in which he found a large fauteuil, a lamp, some wine, some water: and some dry bread. 

	He refreshed his lamp, drank half a glass of wine, curled his lip with a smile full of expression, installed himself in his large armchair, and made preparations for sleeping. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 9. In which the Unknown of the Hostelry of Les Medici loses his Incognito. 

	This officer, who was sleeping, or preparing to sleep, was, notwithstanding his careless air, charged with a serious responsibility. 

	Lieutenant of the king's musketeers, he commanded all the company which came from Paris, and that company consisted of a hundred and twenty men; but, with the exception of the twenty of whom we have spoken, the other hundred were engaged in guarding the queen-mother, and more particularly the cardinal. 

	Monsignor Giulio Mazarini economized the traveling expenses of his guards; he consequently used the king's, and that largely, since he took fifty of them for himself—a peculiarity which would not have failed to strike any one unacquainted with the usages of that court. 

	That which would still further have appeared, if not inconvenient, at least extraordinary, to a stranger, was, that the side of the castle destined for monsieur le cardinal was brilliant, light and cheerful. The musketeers there mounted guard before every door, and allowed no one to enter, except the couriers, who, even while he was traveling, followed the cardinal for the carrying on of his correspondence. 

	Twenty men were on duty with the queen-mother; thirty rested, in order to relieve their companions the next day. 

	On the king's side, on the contrary, were darkness, silence, and solitude. When once the doors were closed, there was no longer an appearance of royalty. All the servitors had by degrees retired. Monsieur le Prince had sent to know if his majesty required his attendance; and on the customary "No" of the lieutenant of musketeers, who was habituated to the question and the reply, all appeared to sink into the arms of sleep, as if in the dwelling of a good citizen. 

	And yet it was possible to hear from the side of the house occupied by the young king the music of the banquet, and to see the windows of the great hall richly illuminated. 

	Ten minutes after his installation in his apartment, Louis XIV. had been able to learn, by movement much more distinguished than marked his own leaving, the departure of the cardinal, who, in his turn, sought his bedroom, accompanied by a large escort of ladies and gentlemen. 

	Besides, to perceive this movement, he had nothing to do but to look out at his window, the shutters of which had not been closed. 

	His eminence crossed the court, conducted by Monsieur, who himself held a flambeau, then followed the queen-mother, to whom Madame familiarly gave her arm; and both walked chatting away, like two old friends. 

	Behind these two couples filed nobles, ladies, pages and officers; the flambeaux gleamed over the whole court, like the moving reflections of a conflagration. Then the noise of steps and voices became lost in the upper floors of the castle. 

	No one was then thinking of the king, who, leaning on his elbow at his window, had sadly seen pass away all that light, and heard that noise die off—no, not one, if it was not that unknown of the hostelry des Medici, whom we have seen go out, enveloped in his cloak. 

	He had come straight up to the castle, and had, with his melancholy countenance, wandered round and round the palace, from which the people had not yet departed; and finding that no one guarded the great entrance, or the porch, seeing that the soldiers of Monsieur were fraternizing with the royal soldiers—that is to say swallowing Beaugency at discretion, or rather indiscretion—the unknown penetrated through the crowd, then ascended to the court, and came to the landing of the staircase leading to the cardinal's apartment. 

	What, according to all probability, induced him to direct his steps that way, was the splendor of the flambeaux, and the busy air of the pages and domestics. But he was stopped short by a presented musket and the cry of the sentinel. 

	"Where are you going, my friend?" asked the soldier. 

	"I am going to the king's apartment," replied the unknown, haughtily, but tranquilly. 

	The soldier called one of his eminence's officers, who, in the tone in which a youth in office directs a solicitor to a minister, let fall these words: "The other staircase, in front." 

	And the officer, without further notice of the unknown, resumed his interrupted conversation. 

	The stranger, without reply, directed his steps towards the staircase pointed out to him. On this side there was no noise, there were no more flambeaux. 

	Obscurity, through which a sentinel glided like a shadow; silence, which permitted him to hear the sound of his own footsteps, accompanied with the jingling of his spurs upon the stone slabs. 

	This guard was one of the twenty musketeers appointed for attendance upon the king, and who mounted guard with the stiffness and consciousness of a statue. 

	"Who goes there?" said the guard. 

	"A friend," replied the unknown. 

	"What do you want?" 

	"To speak to the king." 

	"Do you, my dear monsieur? That's not very likely." 

	"Why not?" 

	"Because the king has gone to bed." 

	"Gone to bed already?" 

	"Yes." 

	"No matter: I must speak to him." 

	"And I tell you that is impossible." 

	"And yet——" 

	"Go back!" 

	"Do you require the word?" 

	"I have no account to render to you. Stand back!" 

	And this time the soldier accompanied his word with a threatening gesture; but the unknown stirred no more than if his feet had taken root. 

	"Monsieur le mousquetaire," said he, "are you a gentleman?" 

	"I have that honor." 

	"Very well! I also am one, and between gentlemen some consideration ought to be observed." 

	The soldier lowered his arms, overcome by the dignity with which these words were pronounced. 

	"Speak, monsieur," said he; "and if you ask me anything in my power——" 

	"Thank you. You have an officer, have you not?" 

	"Our lieutenant? Yes, monsieur." 

	"Well, I wish to speak to him." 

	"Oh, that's a different thing. Come up, monsieur." 

	The unknown saluted the soldier in a lofty fashion, and ascended the staircase; whilst a cry, "Lieutenant, a visit!" transmitted from sentinel to sentinel, preceded the unknown, and disturbed the slumbers of the officer. 

	Dragging on his boots, rubbing his eyes, and hooking his cloak, the lieutenant made three steps towards the stranger. 

	"What can I do to serve you, monsieur?" asked he. 

	"You are the officer on duty, lieutenant of the musketeers, are you?" 

	"I have that honor," replied the officer. 

	"Monsieur, I must absolutely speak to the king." 

	The lieutenant looked attentively at the unknown, and in that look, however rapid, he saw all he wished to see—that is to say, a person of high distinction in an ordinary dress. 

	"I do not suppose you to be mad," replied he; "and yet you seem to me to be in a condition to know, monsieur, that people do not enter a king's apartments in this manner without his consent." 

	"He will consent." 

	"Monsieur, permit me to doubt that. The king has retired this quarter of an hour; he must be now undressing. Besides, the word is given." 

	"When he knows who I am, he will recall the word." 

	The officer was more and more surprised, more and more subdued. 

	"If I consent to announce you, may I at least know whom to announce, monsieur?" 

	"You will announce His Majesty Charles II., King of England, Scotland, and Ireland." 

	The officer uttered a cry of astonishment, drew back, and there might be seen upon his pallid countenance one of the most poignant emotions that ever an energetic man endeavored to drive back to his heart. 

	"Oh, yes, sire; in fact," said he, "I ought to have recognized you." 

	"You have seen my portrait, then?" 

	"No, sire." 

	"Or else you have seen me formerly at court, before I was driven from France?" 

	"No, sire, it is not even that." 

	"How then could you have recognized me, if you have never seen my portrait or my person?" 

	"Sire, I saw his majesty your father at a terrible moment." 

	"The day——" 

	"Yes." 

	A dark cloud passed over the brow of the prince; then, dashing his hand across it, "Do you still see any difficulty in announcing me?" said he. 

	"Sire, pardon me," replied the officer, "but I could not imagine a king under so simple an exterior; and yet I had the honor to tell your majesty just now that I had seen Charles I. But pardon me, monsieur; I will go and inform the king." 

	But returning after going a few steps, "Your majesty is desirous, without doubt, that this interview should be a secret?" said he. 

	"I do not require it; but if it were possible to preserve it——" 

	"It is possible, sire, for I can dispense with informing the first gentleman on duty; but, for that, your majesty must please to consent to give up your sword." 

	"True, true; I had forgotten that no one armed is permitted to enter the chamber of a king of France." 

	"Your majesty will form an exception, if you wish it; but then I shall avoid my responsibility by informing the king's attendant." 

	"Here is my sword, monsieur. Will you now please to announce me to his majesty?" 

	"Instantly, sire." And the officer immediately went and knocked at the door of communication, which the valet opened to him. 

	"His Majesty the King of England!" said the officer. 

	"His Majesty the King of England!" replied the valet de chambre. 

	At these words a gentleman opened the folding-doors of the king's apartment, and Louis XIV. was seen, without hat or sword, and his pourpoint open, advancing with signs of the greatest surprise. 

	"You, my brother—you at Blois!" cried Louis XIV., dismissing with a gesture both the gentleman and the valet de chambre, who passed out into the next apartment. 

	"Sire," replied Charles II., "I was going to Paris, in the hope of seeing your majesty, when report informed me of your approaching arrival in this city. I therefore prolonged my abode here, having something very particular to communicate to you." 

	"Will this closet suit you, my brother?" 

	"Perfectly well, sire; for I think no one can hear us here." 

	"I have dismissed my gentleman and my watcher; they are in the next chamber. There, behind that partition, is a solitary closet, looking into the ante-chamber, and in that ante-chamber you found nobody but a solitary officer, did you?" 

	"No, sire." 

	"Well, then, speak, my brother; I listen to you." 

	"Sire, I commence, and entreat your majesty to have pity on the misfortunes of our house." 

	The king of France colored, and drew his chair closer to that of the king of England. 

	"Sire," said Charles II., "I have no need to ask if your majesty is acquainted with the details of my deplorable history." 

	Louis XIV. blushed, this time more strongly than before; then, stretching forth his hand to that of the king of England, "My brother," said he, "I am ashamed to say so, but the cardinal scarcely ever speaks of political affairs before me. Still more, formerly I used to get Laporte, my valet de chambre, to read historical subjects to me, but he put a stop to these readings, and took away Laporte from me. So that I beg my brother Charles to tell me all those matters as to a man who knows nothing." 

	"Well, sire, I think that by taking things from the beginning I shall have a better chance of touching the heart of your majesty." 

	"Speak on, my brother—speak on." 

	"You know, sire, that being called in 1650 to Edinburgh, during Cromwell's expedition into Ireland, I was crowned at Scone. A year after, wounded in one of the provinces he had usurped, Cromwell returned upon us. To meet him was my object; to leave Scotland was my wish." 

	"And yet," interrupted the young king, "Scotland is almost your native country, is it not, my brother?" 

	"Yes; but the Scots were cruel compatriots for me, sire; they had forced me to forsake the religion of my fathers; they had hung Lord Montrose, the most devoted of my servants, because he was not a Covenanter; and as the poor martyr, to whom they had offered a favor when dying, had asked that his body might be cut into as many pieces as there are cities in Scotland, in order that evidence of his fidelity might be met with everywhere, I could not leave one city, or go into another, without passing under some fragments of a body which had acted, fought, and breathed for me. 

	"By a bold, almost desperate march, I passed through Cromwell's army, and entered England. The Protector set out in pursuit of this strange flight, which had a crown for its object. If I had been able to reach London before him, without doubt the prize of the race would have been mine; but he overtook me at Worcester. 

	"The genius of England was no longer with us, but with him. On the 5th of September, 1651, sire, the anniversary of the other battle of Dunbar, so fatal to the Scots, I was conquered. Two thousand men fell around me before I thought of retreating a step. At length I was obliged to fly. 

	"From that moment my history became a romance. Pursued with persistent inveteracy, I cut off my hair, I disguised myself as a woodman. One day spent amidst the branches of an oak gave to that tree the name of the royal oak, which it bears to this day. My adventures in the county of Stafford, whence I escaped with the daughter of my host on a pillion behind me, still fill the tales of the country firesides, and would furnish matter for ballads. I will some day write all this, sire, for the instruction of my brother kings. 

	"I will first tell how, on arriving at the residence of Mr. Norton, I met with a court chaplain, who was looking on at a party playing at skittles, and an old servant who named me, bursting into tears, and who was as near and as certainly killing me by his fidelity as another might have been by treachery. Then I will tell of my terrors—yes, sire, of my terrors—when, at the house of Colonel Windham, a farrier who came to shoe our horses declared they had been shod in the north." 

	"How strange!" murmured Louis XIV. "I never heard anything of all that; I was only told of your embarkation at Brighthelmstone and your landing in Normandy." 

	"Oh!" exclaimed Charles, "if Heaven permits kings to be thus ignorant of the histories of each other, how can they render assistance to their brothers who need it?" 

	"But tell me," continued Louis XIV., "how, after being so roughly received in England, you can still hope for anything from that unhappy country and that rebellious people?" 

	"Oh, sire! since the battle of Worcester, everything is changed there. Cromwell is dead, after having signed a treaty with France, in which his name is placed above yours. He died on the 5th of September, 1658, a fresh anniversary of the battles of Dunbar and Worcester." 

	"His son has succeeded him." 

	"But certain men have a family, sire, and no heir. The inheritance of Oliver was too heavy for Richard. Richard was neither a republican nor a royalist; Richard allowed his guards to eat his dinner, and his generals to govern the republic; Richard abdicated the protectorate on the 22nd of April, 1659, more than a year ago, sire. 

	"From that time England is nothing but a tennis-court, in which the players throw dice for the crown of my father. The two most eager players are Lambert and Monk. Well, sire, I, in my turn, wish to take part in this game, where the stakes are thrown upon my royal mantle. Sire, it only requires a million to corrupt one of these players and make an ally of him, or two hundred of your gentlemen to drive them out of my palace at Whitehall, as Christ drove the money-changers from the temple." 

	"You come, then," replied Louis XIV., "to ask me——" 

	"For your assistance, that is to say, not only for that which kings owe to each other, but that which simple Christians owe to each other—your assistance, sire, either in money or men. Your assistance, sire, and within a month, whether I oppose Lambert to Monk, or Monk to Lambert, I shall have reconquered my paternal inheritance, without having cost my country a guinea, or my subjects a drop of blood, for they are now all drunk with revolutions, protectorates, and republics, and ask nothing better than to fall staggering to sleep in the arms of royalty. Your assistance, sire, and I shall owe you more than I owe my father,—my poor father, who bought at so dear a rate the ruin of our house! You may judge, sire, whether I am unhappy, whether I am in despair, for I accuse my own father!" 

	And the blood mounted to the pale face of Charles II., who remained for an instant with his head between his hands, and as if blinded by that blood which appeared to revolt against the filial blasphemy. 

	The young king was not less affected than his elder brother; he threw himself about in his fauteuil, and could not find a single word of reply. 

	Charles II., to whom ten years in age gave a superior strength to master his emotions, recovered his speech the first. 

	"Sire," said he, "your reply? I wait for it as a criminal waits for his sentence. Must I die?" 

	"My brother," replied the French prince, "you ask me for a million—me, who was never possessed of a quarter of that sum! I possess nothing. I am no more king of France than you are king of England. I am a name, a cipher dressed in fleur-de-lised velvet,—that is all. I am upon a visible throne; that is my only advantage over your majesty. I have nothing—I can do nothing." 

	"Can it be so?" exclaimed Charles II. 

	"My brother," said Louis, sinking his voice, "I have undergone miseries with which my poorest gentlemen are unacquainted. If my poor Laporte were here, he would tell you that I have slept in ragged sheets, through the holes of which my legs have passed; he would tell you that afterwards, when I asked for carriages, they brought me conveyances half-destroyed by the rats of the coach-houses; he would tell you that when I asked for my dinner, the servants went to the cardinal's kitchen to inquire if there were any dinner for the king. And look! to-day, this very day even, when I am twenty-two years of age,—to-day, when I have attained the grade of the majority of kings,—to-day, when I ought to have the key of the treasury, the direction of the policy, the supremacy in peace and war,—cast your eyes around me, see how I am left! Look at this abandonment—this disdain—this silence!—Whilst yonder—look yonder! View the bustle, the lights, the homage! There!—there you see the real king of France, my brother! 

	"In the cardinal's apartments?" 

	"Yes, in the cardinal's apartments." 

	"Then I am condemned, sire?" 

	Louis XIV. made no reply. 

	"Condemned is the word; for I will never solicit him who left my mother and sister to die with cold and hunger—the daughter and grand-daughter of Henry IV.—if M. de Retz and the parliament had not sent them wood and bread." 

	"To die?" murmured Louis XIV. 

	"Well!" continued the king of England, "poor Charles II., grandson of Henry IV. as you are, sire, having neither parliament nor Cardinal de Retz to apply to, will die of hunger, as his mother and sister had nearly done." 

	Louis knitted his brow, and twisted violently the lace of his ruffles. 

	This prostration, this immobility, serving as a mark to an emotion so visible, struck Charles II., and he took the young man's hand. 

	"Thanks!" said he, "my brother. You pity me, and that is all I can require of you in your present situation." 

	"Sire," said Louis XIV., with a sudden impulse, and raising his head, "it is a million you require, or two hundred gentlemen, I think you say?" 

	"Sire, a million would be quite sufficient." 

	"That is very little." 

	"Offered to a single man it is a great deal. Convictions have been purchased at a much lower price; and I should have nothing to do but with venalities." 

	"Two hundred gentlemen! Reflect!—that is little more than a single company." 

	"Sire, there is in our family a tradition, and that is, that four men, four French gentlemen, devoted to my father, were near saving my father, though condemned by a parliament, guarded by an army and surrounded by a nation." 

	"Then if I can procure you a million, or two hundred gentlemen, you will be satisfied; and you will consider me your well-affectioned brother?" 

	"I shall consider you as my saviour; and if I recover the throne of my father, England will be, as long as I reign at least, a sister to France, as you will have been a brother to me." 

	"Well, my brother," said Louis, rising, "what you hesitate to ask for, I will myself demand; that which I have never done on my own account, I will do on yours. I will go and find the king of France—the other—the rich, the powerful one, I mean. I will myself solicit this million, or these two hundred gentlemen; and—we will see." 

	"Oh!" cried Charles, "you are a noble friend, sire—a heart created by God! You save me, my brother; and if you should ever stand in need of the life you restore me, demand it." 

	"Silence, my brother,—silence!" said Louis, in a suppressed voice. "Take care that no one hears you! We have not obtained our end yet. To ask money of Mazarin—that is worse than traversing the enchanted forest, each tree of which inclosed a demon. It is more than setting out to conquer a world." 

	"But yet, sire, when you ask it——" 

	"I have already told you that I never asked," replied Louis with a haughtiness that made the king of England turn pale. 

	And as the latter, like a wounded man, made a retreating movement—"Pardon me, my brother," replied he. "I have neither a mother nor a sister who are suffering. My throne is hard and naked, but I am firmly seated on my throne. Pardon me that expression, my brother; it was that of an egotist. I will retract it, therefore, by a sacrifice,—I will go to monsieur le cardinal. Wait for me, if you please—I will return." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 10. The Arithmetic of M. de Mazarin 

	Whilst the king was directing his course rapidly towards the wing of the castle occupied by the cardinal, taking nobody with him but his valet de chambre, the officer of musketeers came out, breathing like a man who has for a long time been forced to hold his breath, from the little cabinet of which we have already spoken, and which the king believed to be quite solitary. This little cabinet had formerly been part of the chamber, from which it was only separated by a thin partition. It resulted that this partition, which was only for the eye, permitted the ear the least indiscreet to hear every word spoken in the chamber. 

	There was no doubt, then, that this lieutenant of musketeers had heard all that passed in his majesty's apartment. 

	Warned by the last words of the young king, he came out just in time to salute him on his passage, and to follow him with his eyes till he had disappeared in the corridor. 

	Then as soon as he had disappeared, he shook his head after a fashion peculiarly his own, and in a voice which forty years' absence from Gascony had not deprived of its Gascon accent, "A melancholy service," said he, "and a melancholy master!" 

	These words pronounced, the lieutenant resumed his place in his fauteuil, stretched his legs and closed his eyes, like a man who either sleeps or meditates. 

	During this short monologue and the mise en scene that had accompanied it, whilst the king, through the long corridors of the old castle, proceeded to the apartment of M. de Mazarin, a scene of another sort was being enacted in those apartments. 

	Mazarin was in bed, suffering a little from the gout. But as he was a man of order, who utilized even pain, he forced his wakefulness to be the humble servant of his labor. He had consequently ordered Bernouin, his valet de chambre, to bring him a little traveling-desk, so that he might write in bed. But the gout is not an adversary that allows itself to be conquered so easily; therefore, at each movement he made, the pain from dull became sharp. 

	"Is Brienne there?" asked he of Bernouin. 

	"No, monseigneur," replied the valet de chambre; "M. de Brienne, with your permission, is gone to bed. But, if it is the wish of your eminence, he can speedily be called." 

	"No, it is not worth while. Let us see, however. Cursed ciphers!" 

	And the cardinal began to think, counting on his fingers the while. 

	"Oh, ciphers is it?" said Bernouin. "Very well! if your eminence attempts calculations, I will promise you a pretty headache to-morrow! And with that please to remember M. Guenaud is not here." 

	"You are right, Bernouin. You must take Brienne's place, my friend. Indeed, I ought to have brought M. Colbert with me. That young man goes on very well, Bernouin, very well; a very orderly youth." 

	"I do not know," said the valet de chambre, "but I don't like the countenance of your young man who goes on so well." 

	"Well, well, Bernouin! We don't stand in need of your advice. Place yourself there: take the pen and write." 

	"I am ready, monseigneur; what am I to write?" 

	"There, that's the place: after the two lines already traced." 

	"I am there." 

	"Write seven hundred and sixty thousand livres." 

	"That is written." 

	"Upon Lyons——" The cardinal appeared to hesitate. 

	"Upon Lyons," repeated Bernouin. 

	"Three millions nine hundred thousand livres." 

	"Well, monseigneur?" 

	"Upon Bordeaux seven millions." 

	"Seven?" repeated Bernouin. 

	"Yes," said the cardinal, pettishly, "seven." Then, recollecting himself, "You understand, Bernouin," added he, "that all this money is to be spent?" 

	"Eh! monseigneur; whether it be to be spent or put away is of very little consequence to me, since none of these millions are mine." 

	"These millions are the king's; it is the king's money I am reckoning. Well, what were we saying? You always interrupt me!" 

	"Seven millions upon Bordeaux." 

	"Ah! yes; that's right. Upon Madrid four millions. I give you to understand plainly to whom this money belongs, Bernouin, seeing that everybody has the stupidity to believe me rich in millions. I repel the silly idea. A minister, besides, has nothing of his own. Come, go on. Rentrees generales, seven millions; properties, nine millions. Have you written that, Bernouin?" 

	"Yes, monseigneur." 

	"Bourse, six hundred thousand livres; various property, two millions. Ah! I forgot—the furniture of the different chateaux——" 

	"Must I put of the crown?" asked Bernouin. 

	"No, no, it is of no use doing that—that is understood. Have you written that, Bernouin?" 

	"Yes, monseigneur." 

	"And the ciphers?" 

	"Stand straight under one another." 

	"Cast them up, Bernouin." 

	"Thirty-nine millions two hundred and sixty thousand livres, monseigneur." 

	"Ah!" cried the cardinal, in a tone of vexation; "there are not yet forty millions!" 

	Bernouin recommenced the addition. 

	"No, monseigneur; there want seven hundred and forty thousand livres." 

	Mazarin asked for the account, and revised it carefully. 

	"Yes, but," said Bernouin, "thirty-nine millions two hundred and sixty thousand livres make a good round sum." 

	"Ah, Bernouin, I wish the king had it." 

	"Your eminence told me that this money was his majesty's." 

	"Doubtless, as clear, as transparent as possible. These thirty-nine millions are bespoken, and much more." 

	Bernouin smiled after his own fashion—that is, like a man who believes no more than he is willing to believe—whilst preparing the cardinal's night draught, and putting his pillow to rights. 

	"Oh!" said Mazarin, when the valet had gone out; "not yet forty millions! I must, however, attain that sum, which I had set down for myself. But who knows whether I shall have time? I sink, I am going, I shall never reach it! And yet, who knows that I may not find two or three millions in the pockets of my good friends the Spaniards? They discovered Peru, those people did, and—what the devil! they must have something left." 

	As he was speaking thus, entirely occupied with his ciphers, and thinking no more of his gout, repelled by a preoccupation which, with the cardinal, was the most powerful of all preoccupations, Bernouin rushed into the chamber, quite in a fright. 

	"Well!" asked the cardinal, "what is the matter now?" 

	"The king, monseigneur,—the king!" 

	"How?—the king!" said Mazarin, quickly concealing his paper. "The king here! the king at this hour! I thought he was in bed long ago. What is the matter, then?" 

	The king could hear these last words, and see the terrified gesture of the cardinal rising up in his bed, for he entered the chamber at that moment. 

	"It is nothing, monsieur le cardinal, or at least nothing which can alarm you. It is an important communication which I wish to make to your eminence to-night—that is all." 

	Mazarin immediately thought of that marked attention which the king had given to his words concerning Mademoiselle de Mancini, and the communication appeared to him probably to refer to this source. He recovered his serenity then instantly, and assumed his most agreeable air, a change of countenance which inspired the king with the greatest joy; and when Louis was seated,— 

	"Sire," said the cardinal, "I ought certainly to listen to your majesty standing, but the violence of my complaint——" 

	"No ceremony between us, my dear monsieur le cardinal," said Louis kindly: "I am your pupil, and not the king, you know very well, and this evening in particular, as I come to you as a petitioner, as a solicitor, and one very humble, and desirous to be kindly received, too." 

	Mazarin, seeing the heightened color of the king, was confirmed in his first idea; that is to say, that love thoughts were hidden under all these fine words. This time, political cunning, keen as it was, made a mistake; this color was not caused by the bashfulness of a juvenile passion, but only by the painful contraction of the royal pride. 

	Like a good uncle, Mazarin felt disposed to facilitate the confidence. 

	"Speak, sire," said he, "and since your majesty is willing for an instant to forget that I am your subject, and call me your master and instructor, I promise your majesty my most devoted and tender consideration." 

	"Thanks, monsieur le cardinal," answered the king; "that which I have to ask of your eminence has but little to do with myself." 

	"So much the worse!" replied the cardinal, "so much the worse! Sire, I should wish your majesty to ask of me something of importance, even a sacrifice; but whatever it may be that you ask me, I am ready to set your heart at rest by granting it, my dear sire." 

	"Well, this is what brings me here," said the king, with a beating of the heart that had no equal except the beating of the heart of the minister; "I have just received a visit from my brother, the king of England." 

	Mazarin bounded in his bed as if he had been put in relation with a Leyden jar or a voltaic pile, at the same time that a surprise, or rather a manifest disappointment, inflamed his features with such a blaze of anger, that Louis XIV., little diplomatist as he was, saw that the minister had hoped to hear something else. 

	"Charles II.?" exclaimed Mazarin, with a hoarse voice and a disdainful movement of his lips. "You have received a visit from Charles II.?" 

	"From King Charles II.," replied Louis, according in a marked manner to the grandson of Henry IV. the title which Mazarin had forgotten to give him. "Yes, monsieur le cardinal, that unhappy prince has touched my heart with the relation of his misfortunes. His distress is great, monsieur le cardinal, and it has appeared painful to me, who have seen my own throne disputed, who have been forced in times of commotion to quit my capital,—to me, in short, who am acquainted with misfortune,—to leave a deposed and fugitive brother without assistance." 

	"Eh!" said the cardinal, sharply; "why had he not, as you have, a Jules Mazarin by his side? His crown would then have remained intact." 

	"I know all that my house owes to your eminence," replied the king, haughtily, "and you may believe well that I, on my part, shall never forget it. It is precisely because my brother the king of England has not about him the powerful genius who has saved me, it is for that, I say, that I wish to conciliate the aid of that same genius, and beg you to extend your arm over his head, well assured, monsieur le cardinal, that your hand, by touching him only, would know how to replace upon his brow the crown which fell at the foot of his father's scaffold." 

	"Sire," replied Mazarin, "I thank you for your good opinion with regard to myself, but we have nothing to do yonder: they are a set of madmen who deny God, and cut off the heads of their kings. They are dangerous, observe, sire, and filthy to the touch after having wallowed in royal blood and covenantal murder. That policy has never suited me,—I scorn it and reject it." 

	"Therefore you ought to assist in establishing a better." 

	"What is that?" 

	"The restoration of Charles II., for example." 

	"Good heavens!" cried Mazarin, "does the poor prince flatter himself with that chimera?" 

	"Yes, he does," replied the young king, terrified at the difficulties opposed to this project, which he fancied he could perceive in the infallible eye of his minister; "he only asks for a million to carry out his purpose." 

	"Is that all—a little million, if you please!" said the cardinal, ironically, with an effort to conquer his Italian accent. "A little million, if you please, brother! Bah! a family of mendicants!" 

	"Cardinal," said Louis, raising his head, "that family of mendicants is a branch of my family." 

	"Are you rich enough to give millions to other people, sire? Have you millions to throw away?" 

	"Oh!" replied Louis XIV., with great pain, which he, however, by a strong effort, prevented from appearing on his countenance;—"oh! yes, monsieur le cardinal, I am well aware I am poor, and yet the crown of France is worth a million, and to perform a good action I would pledge my crown if it were necessary. I could find Jews who would be willing to lend me a million." 

	"So, sire, you say you want a million?" said Mazarin. 

	"Yes, monsieur, I say so." 

	"You are mistaken, greatly mistaken, sire; you want much more than that,—Bernouin!—you shall see, sire, how much you really want." 

	"What, cardinal!" said the king, "are you going to consult a lackey about my affairs?" 

	"Bernouin!" cried the cardinal again, without appearing to remark the humiliation of the young prince. "Come here, Bernouin, and tell me the figures I gave you just now." 

	"Cardinal, cardinal! did you not hear me?" said Louis, turning pale with anger. 

	"Do not be angry, sire; I deal openly with the affairs of your majesty. Every one in France knows that; my books are as open as day. What did I tell you to do just now, Bernouin?" 

	"Your eminence commanded me to cast up an account." 

	"You did it, did you not?" 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	"To verify the amount of which his majesty, at this moment, stands in need. Did I not tell you so? Be frank, my friend." 

	"Your eminence said so." 

	"Well, what sum did I say I wanted?" 

	"Forty-five millions, I think." 

	"And what sum could we find, after collecting all our resources?" 

	"Thirty-nine millions two hundred and sixty thousand." 

	"That is correct, Bernouin; that is all I wanted to know. Leave us now," said the cardinal, fixing his brilliant eye upon the young king, who sat mute with stupefaction. 

	"However——" stammered the king. 

	"What, do you still doubt, sire?" said the cardinal. "Well, here is a proof of what I said." 

	And Mazarin drew from under his bolster the paper covered with figures, which he presented to the king, who turned away his eyes, his vexation was so deep. 

	"Therefore, as it is a million you want, sire, and that million is not set down here, it is forty-six millions your majesty stands in need of. Well I don't think that any Jews in the world would lend such a sum, even upon the crown of France." 

	The king, clenching his hands beneath his ruffles, pushed away his chair. 

	"So it must be then!" said he, "my brother the king of England will die of hunger." 

	"Sire," replied Mazarin, in the same tone, "remember this proverb, which I give you as the expression of the soundest policy: 'Rejoice at being poor when your neighbor is poor likewise.'" 

	Louis meditated for a few moments, with an inquisitive glance directed to the paper, one end of which remained under the bolster. 

	"Then," said he, "it is impossible to comply with my demand for money, my lord cardinal, is it?" 

	"Absolutely, sire." 

	"Remember, this will secure me a future enemy, if he succeed in recovering his crown without my assistance." 

	"If your majesty only fears that, you may be quite at ease," replied Mazarin, eagerly. 

	"Very well, I say no more about it," exclaimed Louis XIV. 

	"Have I at least convinced you, sire?" placing his hand upon that of the young king. 

	"Perfectly." 

	"If there be anything else, ask it, sire, I shall be most happy to grant it to you, having refused this." 

	"Anything else, my lord?" 

	"Why yes, am I not devoted body and soul to your majesty? Hola! Bernouin!—lights and guards for his majesty! His majesty is returning to his own chamber." 

	"Not yet, monsieur: since you place your good-will at my disposal, I will take advantage of it." 

	"For yourself, sire?" asked the cardinal, hoping that his niece was at length about to be named. 

	"No, monsieur, not for myself," replied Louis, "but still for my brother Charles." 

	The brow of Mazarin again became clouded, and he grumbled a few words that the king could not catch. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 11. Mazarin's Policy 

	Instead of the hesitation with which he had accosted the cardinal a quarter of an hour before, there might be read in the eyes of the young king that will against which a struggle might be maintained, and which might be crushed by its own impotence, but which, at least, would preserve, like a wound in the depth of the heart, the remembrance of its defeat. 

	"This time, my lord cardinal, we have to deal with something more easily found than a million." 

	"Do you think so, sire?" said Mazarin, looking at the king with that penetrating eye which was accustomed to read to the bottom of hearts. 

	"Yes, I think so; and when you know the object of my request——" 

	"And do you think I do not know it, sire?" 

	"You know what remains for me to say to you?" 

	"Listen, sire; these are King Charles's own words——" 

	"Oh, impossible!" 

	"Listen. 'And if that miserly, beggarly Italian,' said he——" 

	"My lord cardinal!" 

	"That is the sense, if not the words. Eh! Good heavens! I wish him no ill on that account, one is biased by his passions. He said to you: 'If that vile Italian refuses the million we ask of him, sire,—if we are forced, for want of money, to renounce diplomacy, well, then, we will ask him to grant us five hundred gentlemen.'" 

	The king started, for the cardinal was only mistaken in the number. 

	"Is not that it, sire?" cried the minister, with a triumphant accent. "And then he added some fine words: he said, 'I have friends on the other side of the channel, and these friends only want a leader and a banner. When they see me, when they behold the banner of France, they will rally round me, for they will comprehend that I have your support. The colors of the French uniform will be worth as much to me as the million M. de Mazarin refuses us,'—for he was pretty well assured I should refuse him that million.—'I shall conquer with these five hundred gentlemen, sire, and all the honor will be yours.' Now, that is what he said, or to that purpose, was it not?—turning those plain words into brilliant metaphors and pompous images, for they are fine talkers in that family! The father talked even on the scaffold." 

	The perspiration of shame stood upon the brow of Louis. He felt that it was inconsistent with his dignity to hear his brother thus insulted, but he did not yet know how to act with him to whom every one yielded, even his mother. At last he made an effort. 

	"But," said he, "my lord cardinal, it is not five hundred men, it is only two hundred." 

	"Well, but you see I guessed what he wanted." 

	"I never denied that you had a penetrating eye, and that was why I thought you would not refuse my brother Charles a thing so simple and so easy to grant him as what I ask of you in his name, my lord cardinal, or rather in my own." 

	"Sire," said Mazarin, "I have studied policy thirty years; first, under the auspices of M. le Cardinal de Richelieu; and then alone. This policy has not always been over-honest, it must be allowed, but it has never been unskillful. Now that which is proposed to your majesty is dishonest and unskillful at the same time." 

	"Dishonest, monsieur!" 

	"Sire, you entered into a treaty with Cromwell." 

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

	"Why did you sign yours so low down, sire? Cromwell found a good place, and he took it; that was his custom. I return, then, to M. Cromwell. You have a treaty with him, that is to say, with England, since when you signed that treaty M. Cromwell was England." 

	"M. Cromwell is dead." 

	"Do you think so, sire?" 

	"No doubt he is, since his son Richard has succeeded him, and has abdicated." 

	"Yes, that is it exactly. Richard inherited after the death of his father, and England at the abdication of Richard. The treaty formed part of the inheritance, whether in the hands of M. Richard or in the hands of England. The treaty is, then, still as good, as valid as ever. Why should you evade it, sire? What is changed? Charles wants to-day what we were not willing to grant him ten years ago; but that was foreseen and provided against. You are the ally of England, sire, and not of Charles II. It was doubtless wrong, from a family point of view, to sign a treaty with a man who had cut off the head of the king your father's brother-in-law, and to contract an alliance with a parliament which they call yonder the Rump Parliament; it was unbecoming, I acknowledge, but it was not unskillful from a political point of view, since, thanks to that treaty, I saved your majesty, then a minor, the trouble and danger of a foreign war, which the Fronde—you remember the Fronde sire?"—the young king hung his head—"which the Fronde might have fatally complicated. And thus I prove to your majesty that to change our plan now; without warning our allies, would be at once unskillful and dishonest. We should make war with the aggression on our side, we should make it, deserving to have it made against us, and we should have the appearance of fearing it whilst provoking it, for a permission granted to five hundred men, to two hundred men, to fifty men, to ten men, is still a permission. One Frenchman, that is the nation; one uniform, that is the army. Suppose, sire, for example, that, sooner or later, you should have war with Holland, which, sooner or later, will certainly happen; or with Spain, which will perhaps ensue if your marriage fails" (Mazarin stole a furtive glance at the king), "and there are a thousand causes that might yet make your marriage fail,—well, would you approve of England's sending to the United Provinces or to Spain a regiment, a company, a squadron even, of English gentlemen? Would you think that they kept within the limits of their treaty of alliance?" 

	Louis listened; it seemed so strange to him that Mazarin should invoke good faith, and he the author of so many political tricks, called Mazarinades. "And yet," said the king, "without any manifest authorization, I cannot prevent gentlemen of my states from passing over into England, if such should be their good pleasure." 

	"You should compel them to return, sire, or at least protest against their presence as enemies in an allied country." 

	"But come, my lord cardinal, you who are so profound a genius, try if you cannot find means to assist this poor king, without compromising ourselves." 

	"And that is exactly what I am not willing to do, my dear sire," said Mazarin. "If England were to act exactly according to my wishes, she could not act better than she does; if I directed the policy of England from this place, I should not direct it otherwise. Governed as she is governed, England is an eternal nest of contention for all Europe. Holland protects Charles II., let Holland do so; they will quarrel, they will fight. They are the only two maritime powers. Let them destroy each other's navies, we can construct ours with the wrecks of their vessels; when we shall save our money to buy nails." 

	"Oh, how paltry and mean is all this that you are telling me, monsieur le cardinal!" 

	"Yes, but nevertheless it is true, sire; you must confess that. Still further. Suppose I admit, for a moment, the possibility of breaking your word, and evading the treaty—such a thing sometimes happens, but that is when some great interest is to be promoted by it, or when the treaty is found to be too troublesome—well, you will authorize the engagement asked of you: France—her banner, which is the same thing—will cross the Straits and will fight; France will be conquered." 

	"Why so?" 

	"Ma foi! we have a pretty general to fight under this Charles II.! Worcester gave us good proofs of that." 

	"But he will no longer have to deal with Cromwell, monsieur." 

	"But he will have to deal with Monk, who is quite as dangerous. The brave brewer of whom we are speaking was a visionary; he had moments of exaltation, of inflation, during which he ran over like an over-filled cask; and from the chinks there always escaped some drops of his thoughts, and by the sample the whole of his thought was to be made out. Cromwell has thus allowed us more than ten times to penetrate into his very soul, when one would have conceived that soul to be enveloped in triple brass, as Horace has it. But Monk! Oh, sire, God defend you from ever having anything to transact politically with Monk. It is he who has given me, in one year, all the gray hairs I have. Monk is no fanatic; unfortunately he is a politician; he does not overflow, he keeps close together. For ten years he has had his eyes fixed upon one object, and nobody has yet been able to ascertain what. Every morning, as Louis XI. advised, he burns his nightcap. Therefore, on the day when this plan slowly and solitarily ripened, shall break forth, it will break forthwith all the conditions of success which always accompany an unforeseen event. That is Monk, sire, of whom perhaps, you have never heard—of whom, perhaps, you did not even know the name before your brother Charles II., who knows what he is, pronounced it before you. He is a marvel of depth and tenacity, the two only things against which intelligence and ardor are blunted. Sire, I had ardor when I was young, I always was intelligent. I may safely boast of it, because I am reproached with it. I have done very well with these two qualities, since, from the son of a fisherman of Piscina, I have become prime minister to the king of France; and in that position your majesty will perhaps acknowledge I have rendered some service to the throne of your majesty. Well, sire, if I had met with Monk on my way, instead of Monsieur de Beaufort, Monsieur de Retz, or Monsieur le Prince—well, we should have been ruined. If you engage yourself rashly, sire, you will fall into the talons of this politic soldier. The casque of Monk, sire, is an iron coffer, in the recesses of which he shuts up his thoughts, and no one has the key of it. Therefore, near him, or rather before him, I bow, sire, for I have nothing but a velvet cap." 

	"What do you think Monk wishes to do, then?" 

	"Eh! sire, if I knew that, I would not tell you to mistrust him, for I should be stronger than he; but with him, I am afraid to guess—to guess!—you understand my word?—for if I thought I had guessed, I should stop at an idea, and, in spite of myself, should pursue that idea. Since that man has been in power yonder, I am like one of the damned in Dante whose neck Satan has twisted, and who walk forward looking behind them. I am traveling towards Madrid, but I never lose sight of London. To guess, with that devil of a man, is to deceive one's self, and to deceive one's self is to ruin one's self. God keep me from ever seeking to guess what he aims at; I confine myself to watching what he does, and that is well enough. Now I believe—you observe the meaning of the word I believe?—I believe, with respect to Monk, ties one to nothing—I believe that he has a strong inclination to succeed Cromwell. Your Charles II. has already caused proposals to be made to him by ten persons; he has satisfied himself with driving these ten meddlers from his presence, without saying anything to them but, 'Begone, or I will have you hung.' That man is a sepulcher! At this moment Monk is affecting devotion to the Rump Parliament; of this devotion, observe, I am not the dupe. Monk has no wish to be assassinated,—an assassination would stop him in the midst of his operations, and his work must be accomplished;—so I believe—but do not believe, what I believe, sire: for I say I believe from habit—I believe that Monk is keeping on friendly terms with the parliament till the day comes for dispersing it. You are asked for swords, but they are to fight against Monk. God preserve you from fighting against Monk sire; for Monk would beat us, and I should never console myself after being beaten by Monk. I should say to myself, Monk has foreseen that victory ten years. For God's sake, sire, out of friendship for you, if not out of consideration for himself, let Charles II. keep quiet. Your majesty will give him a little income here; give him one of your chateaux. Yes, yes—wait awhile. But I forgot the treaty—that famous treaty of which we were just now speaking. Your majesty has not even the right to give him a chateau." 

	"How is that?" 

	"Yes, yes, your majesty is bound not to grant hospitality to King Charles, and to compel him to leave France even. It was on this account we forced him to quit you, and yet here he is again. Sire, I hope you will give your brother to understand that he cannot remain with us; that it is impossible he should be allowed to compromise us, or I myself——" 

	"Enough, my lord," said Louis XIV, rising. "In refusing me a million, perhaps you may be right; your millions are your own. In refusing me two hundred gentlemen, you are still further in the right; for you are prime minister, and you have, in the eyes of France, the responsibility of peace and war. But that you should pretend to prevent me, who am king, from extending my hospitality to the grandson of Henry IV., to my cousin-german, to the companion of my childhood—there your power stops, and there begins my will." 

	"Sire," said Mazarin, delighted at being let off so cheaply, and who had, besides, only fought so earnestly to arrive at that,—"sire, I shall always bend before the will of my king. Let my king, then, keep near him, or in one of his chateaux, the king of England; let Mazarin know it, but let not the minister know it." 

	"Good-night, my lord," said Louis XIV., "I go away in despair." 

	"But convinced, and that is all I desire, sire," replied Mazarin. 

	The king made no answer, and retired quite pensive, convinced, not of all Mazarin had told him, but of one thing which he took care not to mention to him; and that was, that it was necessary for him to study seriously both his own affairs and those of Europe, for he found them very difficult and very obscure. Louis found the king of England seated in the same place where he had left him. On perceiving him, the English prince arose; but at the first glance he saw discouragement written in dark letters upon his cousin's brow. Then, speaking first, as if to facilitate the painful avowal that Louis had to make to him,— 

	"Whatever it may be," said he, "I shall never forget all the kindness, all the friendship you have exhibited towards me." 

	"Alas!" replied Louis, in a melancholy tone, "only barren good-will, my brother." 

	Charles II. became extremely pale; he passed his cold hand over his brow, and struggled for a few instants against a faintness that made him tremble. "I understand," said he at last; "no more hope!" 

	Louis seized the hand of Charles II. "Wait, my brother," said he; "precipitate nothing, everything may change; hasty resolutions ruin all causes, add another year of trial, I implore you, to the years you have already undergone. You have, to induce you to act now rather than at another time, neither occasion nor opportunity. Come with me, my brother; I will give you one of my residences, whichever you prefer, to inhabit. I, with you, will keep my eyes upon events; we will prepare. Come, then, my brother, have courage!" 

	Charles II. withdrew his hand from that of the king, and drawing back, to salute him with more ceremony, "With all my heart, thanks!" replied he, "sire; but I have prayed without success to the greatest king on earth; now I will go and ask a miracle of God." And he went out without being willing to hear any more, his head carried loftily, his hand trembling, with a painful contraction of his noble countenance, and that profound gloom which, finding no more hope in the world of men, appeared to go beyond it, and ask it in worlds unknown. The officer of musketeers, on seeing him pass by thus pale, bowed almost to his knees as he saluted him. He then took a flambeau, called two musketeers, and descended the deserted staircase with the unfortunate king, holding in his left hand his hat, the plume of which swept the steps. Arrived at the door, the musketeer asked the king which way he was going, that he might direct the musketeers. 

	"Monsieur," replied Charles II., in a subdued voice, "you who have known my father, say, did you ever pray for him? If you have done so, do not forget me in your prayers. Now, I am going alone, and beg of you not to accompany me, or have me accompanied any further." 

	The officer bowed and sent away the musketeers into the interior of the palace. But he himself remained an instant under the porch watching the departing Charles II., till he was lost in the turn of the next street. "To him as to his father formerly," murmured he, "Athos, if he were here, would say with reason,—'Salute fallen majesty!'" Then, reascending the staircase: "Oh! the vile service that I follow!" said he at every step. "Oh! my pitiful master! Life thus carried on is no longer tolerable, and it is at length time that I should do something! No more generosity, no more energy! The master has succeeded, the pupil is starved forever. Mordioux! I will not resist. Come, you men," continued he, entering the ante-chamber, "why are you all looking at me so? Extinguish these torches and return to your posts. Ah! you were guarding me? Yes, you watch over me, do you not, worthy fellows? Brave fools! I am not the Duc de Guise. Begone! They will not assassinate me in the little passage. Besides," added he, in a low voice, "that would be a resolution, and no resolutions have been formed since Monsieur le Cardinal de Richelieu died. Now, with all his faults, that was a man! It is settled: to-morrow I will throw my cassock to the nettles." 

	Then, reflecting: "No," said he, "not yet! I have one great trial to make and I will make it; but that, and I swear it, shall be the last, Mordioux!" 

	He had not finished speaking when a voice issued from the king's chamber. "Monsieur le lieutenant!" said this voice. 

	"Here am I," replied he. 

	"The king desires to speak to you." 

	"Humph!" said the lieutenant; "perhaps of what I was thinking about." And he went into the king's apartment. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 12. The King and the Lieutenant 

	As soon as the king saw the officer enter, he dismissed his valet de chambre and his gentleman. "Who is on duty to-morrow, monsieur?" asked he. 

	
The lieutenant bowed his head with military politeness and replied, "I am, sire." 

	"What! still you?" 

	"Always I, sire." 

	"How can that be, monsieur?" 

	"Sire, when traveling, the musketeers supply all the posts of your majesty's household; that is to say, yours, her majesty the queen's, and monsieur le cardinal's, the latter of whom borrows of the king the best part, or rather the most numerous part, of the royal guard." 

	"But in the interims?" 

	"There are no interims, sire, but for twenty or thirty men who rest out of a hundred and twenty. At the Louvre it is very different, and if I were at the Louvre I should rely upon my brigadier; but, when traveling, sire, no one knows what may happen, and I prefer doing my duty myself." 

	"Then you are on guard every day?" 

	"And every night. Yes, sire." 

	"Monsieur, I cannot allow that—I will have you rest." 

	"That is very kind, sire, but I will not." 

	"What do you say?" said the king who did not at first comprehend the full meaning of this reply. 

	"I say, sire, that I will not expose myself to the chance of a fault. If the devil had a trick to play on me, you understand, sire, as he knows the man with whom he has to deal, he would choose the moment when I should not be there. My duty and the peace of my conscience before everything, sire." 

	"But such duty will kill you, monsieur." 

	"Eh! sire, I have performed it for thirty years, and in all France and Navarre there is not a man in better health than I am. Moreover, I entreat you, sire, not to trouble yourself about me. That would appear very strange to me, seeing that I am not accustomed to it." 

	The king cut short the conversation by a fresh question. "Shall you be here, then, to-morrow morning?" 

	"As at present? yes, sire." 

	The king walked several times up and down his chamber; it was very plain that he burned with a desire to speak, but that he was restrained by some fear or other. The lieutenant, standing motionless, hat in hand, watched him making these evolutions, and, whilst looking at him, grumbled to himself, biting his mustache: 

	"He has not half a crown worth of resolution! Parole d'honneur! I would lay a wager he does not speak at all!" 

	The king continued to walk about, casting from time to time a side glance at the lieutenant. "He is the very image of his father," continued the latter, in his secret soliloquy, "he is at once proud, avaricious, and timid. The devil take his master, say I." 

	The king stopped. "Lieutenant," said he. 

	"I am here, sire." 

	"Why did you cry out this evening, down below in the salons—'The king's service! His majesty's musketeers!'" 

	"Because you gave me the order, sire." 

	"I?" 

	"Yourself." 

	"Indeed, I did not say a word, monsieur." 

	"Sire, an order is given by a sign, by a gesture, by a glance, as intelligibly, as freely, and as clearly as by word of mouth. A servant who has nothing but ears is not half a good servant." 

	"Your eyes are very penetrating, then, monsieur." 

	"How is that, sire?" 

	"Because they see what is not." 

	"My eyes are good, though, sire, although they have served their master long and much: when they have anything to see, they seldom miss the opportunity. Now, this evening, they saw that your majesty colored with endeavoring to conceal the inclination to yawn, that your majesty looked with eloquent supplications, first at his eminence, and then at her majesty, the queen-mother, and at length to the entrance door, and they so thoroughly remarked all I have said, that they saw your majesty's lips articulate these words: 'Who will get me out of this?'" 

	"Monsieur!" 

	"Or something to this effect, sire—'My musketeers!' I could then no longer hesitate. That look was for me—the order was for me. I cried out instantly, 'His Majesty's musketeers!' And, besides, that was shown to be true, sire, not only by your majesty's not saying I was wrong, but proving I was right by going out at once." 

	The king turned away to smile; then, after a few seconds, he again fixed his limpid eye upon that countenance, so intelligent, so bold, and so firm, that it might have been said to be the proud and energetic profile of the eagle facing the sun. "That is all very well," said he, after a short silence, during which he endeavored, in vain, to make his officer lower his eyes. 

	But seeing the king said no more, the latter pirouetted on his heels, and took three steps towards the door, muttering, "He will not speak! Mordioux! he will not speak!" 

	"Thank you, monsieur," said the king at last. 

	"Humph!" continued the lieutenant; "there was only wanting that. Blamed for having been less of a fool than another might have been." And he went to the door, allowing his spurs to jingle in true military style. But when he was on the threshold, feeling that the king's desire drew him back, he returned. 

	"Has your majesty told me all?" asked he, in a tone we cannot describe, but which, without appearing to solicit the royal confidence, contained so much persuasive frankness, that the king immediately replied: 

	"Yes, but draw near, monsieur." 

	"Now then," murmured the officer, "he is coming to it at last." 

	"Listen to me." 

	"I shall not lose a word, sire." 

	"You will mount on horseback to-morrow, at about half-past four in the morning, and you will have a horse saddled for me." 

	"From your majesty's stables?" 

	"No, one of your musketeers' horses." 

	"Very well, sire. Is that all?" 

	"And you will accompany me." 

	"Alone?" 

	"Alone." 

	"Shall I come to seek your majesty, or shall I wait?" 

	"You will wait for me." 

	"Where, sire?" 

	"At the little park-gate." 

	The lieutenant bowed, understanding that the king had told him all he had to say. In fact, the king dismissed him with a gracious wave of the hand. The officer left the chamber of the king, and returned to place himself philosophically in his fauteuil, where, far from sleeping, as might have been expected, considering how late it was, he began to reflect more deeply than he had ever reflected before. The result of these reflections was not so melancholy as the preceding ones had been. 

	"Come, he has begun," said he. "Love urges him on, and he goes forward—he goes forward! The king is nobody in his own palace; but the man perhaps may prove to be worth something. Well, we shall see to-morrow morning. Oh! oh!" cried he, all at once starting up, "that is a gigantic idea, mordioux! and perhaps my fortune depends, at least, upon that idea!" After this exclamation, the officer arose and marched, with his hands in the pockets of his justacorps, about the immense ante-chamber that served him as an apartment. The wax-light flamed furiously under the effects of a fresh breeze which stole in through the chinks of the door and the window, and cut the salle diagonally. It threw out a reddish, unequal light, sometimes brilliant, sometimes dull, and the tall shadow of the lieutenant was seen marching on the wall, in profile, like a figure by Callot, with his long sword and feathered hat. 

	"Certainly!" said he, "I am mistaken if Mazarin is not laying a snare for this amorous boy. Mazarin, this evening, gave an address, and made an appointment as complacently as M. Dangeau himself could have done—I heard him, and I know the meaning of his words. 'To-morrow morning,' said he, 'they will pass opposite the bridge of Blois. Mordioux! that is clear enough, and particularly for a lover. That is the cause of this embarrassment; that is the cause of this hesitation; that is the cause of this order—'Monsieur the lieutenant of my musketeers, be on horseback to-morrow at four o'clock in the morning.' Which is as clear as if he had said,—'Monsieur the lieutenant of my musketeers, to-morrow, at four, at the bridge of Blois—do you understand?' Here is a state secret, then, which I, humble as I am, have in my possession, while it is in action. And how do I get it? Because I have good eyes, as his majesty just now said. They say he loves this little Italian doll furiously. They say he threw himself at his mother's feet, to beg her to allow him to marry her. They say the queen went so far as to consult the court of Rome, whether such a marriage, contracted against her will, would be valid. Oh, if I were but twenty-five! If I had by my side those I no longer have! If I did not despise the whole world most profoundly, I would embroil Mazarin with the queen-mother, France with Spain, and I would make a queen after my own fashion. But let that pass." And the lieutenant snapped his fingers in disdain. 

	"This miserable Italian—this poor creature—this sordid wretch—who has just refused the king of England a million, would not perhaps give me a thousand pistoles for the news I could carry him. Mordioux! I am falling into second childhood—I am becoming stupid indeed! The idea of Mazarin giving anything! ha! ha! ha!" and he laughed in a subdued voice. 

	"Well, let us go to sleep—let us go to sleep; and the sooner the better. My mind is wearied with my evening's work, and will see things to-morrow more clearly than to-day." 

	And upon this recommendation, made to himself, he folded his cloak around him, looking with contempt upon his royal neighbor. Five minutes after this he was asleep, with his hands clenched and his lips apart, giving escape, not to his secret, but to a sonorous sound, which rose and spread freely beneath the majestic roof of the ante-chamber. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 13. Mary de Mancini 

	The sun had scarcely shed its first beams on the majestic trees of the park and the lofty turrets of the castle, when the young king, who had been awake more than two hours, possessed by the sleeplessness of love, opened his shutters himself, and cast an inquiring look into the courts of the sleeping palace. He saw that it was the hour agreed upon: the great court clock pointed to a quarter past four. He did not disturb his valet de chambre, who was sleeping soundly at some distance; he dressed himself, and the valet, in a great fright sprang up, thinking he had been deficient in his duty; but the king sent him back again, commanding him to preserve the most absolute silence. He then descended the little staircase, went out at a lateral door, and perceived at the end of the wall a mounted horseman holding another horse by the bridle. This horseman could not be recognized in his cloak and slouched hat. As to the horse, saddled like that of a rich citizen, it offered nothing remarkable to the most experienced eye. Louis took the bridle: the officer held the stirrup without dismounting, and asked his majesty's orders in a low voice. 

	"Follow me," replied the king. 

	The officer put his horse to the trot, behind that of his master, and they descended the hill towards the bridge. When they reached the other side of the Loire,— 

	"Monsieur," said the king, "you will please to ride on till you see a carriage coming; then return and inform me. I will wait here." 

	"Will your majesty deign to give me some description of the carriage I am charged to discover?" 

	"A carriage in which you will see two ladies, and probably their attendants likewise." 

	"Sire, I should not wish to make a mistake; is there no other sign by which I may know this carriage?" 

	"It will bear, in all probability, the arms of monsieur le cardinal." 

	"That is sufficient, sire," replied the officer, fully instructed in the object of his search. He put his horse to the trot, and rode sharply on in the direction pointed out by the king. But he had scarcely gone five hundred paces when he saw four mules and then a carriage, loom up from behind a little hill. Behind this carriage came another. It required only one glance to assure him that these were the equipages he was in search of; he therefore turned his bridle, and rode back to the king. 

	"Sire," said he, "here are the carriages. The first, as you said, contains two ladies with their femmes de chambre; the second contains the footmen, provisions, and necessaries." 

	"That is well," replied the king in an agitated voice. "Please to go and tell those ladies that a cavalier of the court wishes to pay his respects to them alone." 

	The officer set off at a gallop. "Mordioux!" said he, as he rode on, "here is a new and an honorable employment, I hope! I complained of being nobody. I am the king's confidant: that is enough to make a musketeer burst with pride." 

	He approached the carriage, and delivered his message gallantly and intelligently. There were two ladies in the carriage: one of great beauty, although rather thin; the other less favored by nature, but lively, graceful, and uniting in the delicate lines of her brow all the signs of a strong will. Her eyes, animated and piercing in particular, spoke more eloquently than all the amorous phrases in fashion in those days of gallantry. It was to her D'Artagnan addressed himself, without fear of being mistaken, although the other was, as we have said, the more handsome of the two. 

	"Madame," said he, "I am the lieutenant of the musketeers, and there is on the road a horseman who awaits you, and is desirous of paying his respects to you." 

	At these words, the effect of which he watched closely, the lady with the black eyes uttered a cry of joy, leant out of the carriage window, and seeing the cavalier approaching, held out her arms, exclaiming: 

	"Ah, my dear sire!" and the tears gushed from her eyes. 

	The coachman stopped his team; the women rose in confusion from the back of the carriage, and the second lady made a slight curtsey, terminated by the most ironical smile that jealousy ever imparted to the lips of woman. 

	"Marie? dear Marie?" cried the king, taking the hand of the black-eyed lady in both his. And opening the heavy door himself, he drew her out of the carriage with so much ardor, that she was in his arms before she touched the ground. The lieutenant, posted on the other side of the carriage, saw and heard all without being observed. 

	The king offered his arm to Mademoiselle de Mancini, and made a sign to the coachman and lackeys to proceed. It was nearly six o'clock; the road was fresh and pleasant; tall trees with their foliage still inclosed in the golden down of their buds let the dew of morning filter from their trembling branches like liquid diamonds; the grass was bursting at the foot of the hedges; the swallows, having returned since only a few days, described their graceful curves between the heavens and the water; a breeze, laden with the perfumes of the blossoming woods, sighed along the road, and wrinkled the surface of the waters of the river; all these beauties of the day, all these perfumes of the plants, all these aspirations of the earth towards heaven, intoxicated the two lovers, walking side by side, leaning upon each other, eyes fixed upon eyes, hand clasping hand, and who, lingering as by a common desire, did not dare to speak they had so much to say. 

	The officer saw that the king's horse, in wandering this way and that, annoyed Mademoiselle de Mancini. He took advantage of the pretext of securing the horse to draw near them, and dismounting, walked between the two horses he led; he did not lose a single word or gesture of the lovers. It was Mademoiselle de Mancini who at length began. 

	"Ah, my dear sire!" said she, "you do not abandon me, then?" 

	"No, Marie," replied the king; "you see I do not." 

	"I had so often been told, though, that as soon as we should be separated you would no longer think of me." 

	"Dear Marie, is it then to-day only that you have discovered we are surrounded by people interested in deceiving us?" 

	"But, then, sire, this journey, this alliance with Spain? They are going to marry you off!" 

	Louis hung his head. At the same time the officer could see the eyes of Marie de Mancini shine in the sun with the brilliancy of a dagger starting from its sheath. "And you have done nothing in favor of our love?" asked the girl, after a silence of a moment. 

	"Ah! mademoiselle, how could you believe that? I threw myself at the feet of my mother; I begged her, I implored her; I told her all my hopes of happiness were in you, I even threatened——" 

	"Well?" asked Marie, eagerly. 

	"Well? the queen-mother wrote to the court of Rome, and received as answer, that a marriage between us would have no validity, and would be dissolved by the holy father. At length, finding there was no hope for us, I requested to have my marriage with the infanta at least delayed." 

	"And yet that does not prevent your being on the road to meet her?" 

	"How can I help it? To my prayers, to my supplications, to my tears, I received no answer but reasons of state." 

	"Well, well?" 

	"Well, what is to be done, mademoiselle, when so many wills are leagued against me?" 

	It was now Marie's turn to hang her head. "Then I must bid you adieu for ever," said she. "You know that I am being exiled; you know that I am going to be buried alive; you know still more that they want to marry me off, too." 

	Louis became very pale, and placed his hand upon his heart. 

	"If I had thought that my life only had, been at stake, I have been so persecuted that I might have yielded; but I thought yours was concerned, my dear sire, and I stood out for the sake of preserving your happiness." 

	"Oh, yes! my happiness, my treasure!" murmured the king, more gallantly than passionately, perhaps. 

	"The cardinal might have yielded," said Marie, "if you had addressed yourself to him, if you had pressed him. For the cardinal to call the king of France his nephew! do you not perceive, sire? He would have made war even for that honor; the cardinal, assured of governing alone, under the double pretext of having brought up the king and given his niece to him in marriage—the cardinal would have fought all antagonists, overcome all obstacles. Oh, sire! I can answer for that. I am a woman, and I see clearly into everything where love is concerned." 

	These words produced a strange effect upon the king. Instead of heightening his passion, they cooled it. He stopped, and said hastily,— 

	"What is to be said, mademoiselle? Everything has failed." 

	"Except your will, I trust, my dear sire?" 

	"Alas!" said the king, coloring, "have I a will?" 

	"Oh!" said Mademoiselle de Mancini mournfully, wounded by that expression. 

	"The king has no will but that which policy dictates, but that which reasons of state impose upon him." 

	"Oh! it is because you have no love," cried Mary; "if you loved, sire, you would have a will." 

	On pronouncing these words, Mary raised her eyes to her lover, whom she saw more pale and more cast down than an exile who is about to quit his native land forever. "Accuse me," murmured the king, "but do not say I do not love you." 

	A long silence followed these words, which the young king had pronounced with a perfectly true and profound feeling. "I am unable to think that to-morrow, and after to-morrow, I shall see you no more; I cannot think that I am going to end my sad days at a distance from Paris; that the lips of an old man, of an unknown, should touch that hand which you hold within yours; no, in truth, I cannot think of all that, my dear sire, without having my poor heart burst with despair." 

	And Marie de Mancini did shed floods of tears. On his part, the king, much affected, carried his handkerchief to his mouth, and stifled a sob. 

	"See," said she, "the carriages have stopped, my sister waits for me, the time is come; what you are about to decide upon will be decided for life. Oh, sire! you are willing, then, that I should lose you? You are willing, then, Louis, that she to whom you have said 'I love you,' should belong to another than to her king; to her master, to her lover? Oh! courage, Louis! courage! One word, a single word! Say 'I will!' and all my life is enchained to yours, and all my heart is yours forever." 

	The king made no reply. Mary then looked at him as Dido looked at AEneas in the Elysian fields, fierce and disdainful. 

	"Farewell, then," said she; "farewell life! love! heaven!" 

	And she took a step away. The king detained her, seized her hand, which he pressed to his lips, and despair prevailing over the resolution he appeared to have inwardly formed, he let fall upon that beautiful hand a burning tear of regret, which made Mary start, so really had that tear burnt her. She saw the humid eyes of the king, his pale brow, his convulsed lips, and cried, with an accent that cannot be described,— 

	"Oh, sire! you are a king, you weep, and yet I depart!" 

	As his sole reply, the king hid his face in his handkerchief. The officer uttered something so like a roar that it frightened the horses. Mademoiselle de Mancini, quite indignant, quitted the king's arm, hastily entered the carriage, crying to the coachman, "Go on, go on, and quick!" 

	The coachman obeyed, flogged his mules, and the heavy carriage rocked upon its creaking axle, whilst the king of France, alone, cast down, annihilated, did not dare to look either behind or before him. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 14. In which the King and the Lieutenant each give Proofs of Memory 

	When the king, like all the people in the world who are in love, had long and attentively watched disappear in the distance the carriage which bore away his mistress; when he had turned and turned again a hundred times to the same side and had at length succeeded in somewhat calming the agitation of his heart and thoughts, he recollected that he was not alone. The officer still held the horse by the bridle, and had not lost all hope of seeing the king recover his resolution. He had still the resource of mounting and riding after the carriage; they would have lost nothing by waiting a little. But the imagination of the lieutenant of the musketeers was too rich and too brilliant; it left far behind it that of the king, who took care not to allow himself to be carried away to any such excess. He contented himself with approaching the officer, and in a doleful voice, "Come," said he, "let us be gone; all is ended. To horse!" 

	The officer imitated this carriage, this slowness, this sadness, and leisurely mounted his horse. The king pushed on sharply, the lieutenant followed him. At the bridge Louis turned around for the last time. The lieutenant, patient as a god who has eternity behind and before him, still hoped for a return of energy. But it was groundless, nothing appeared. Louis gained the street which led to the castle, and entered as seven was striking. When the king had returned, and the musketeer, who saw everything, had seen a corner of the tapestry over the cardinal's window lifted up, he breathed a profound sigh, like a man unloosed from the tightest bounds, and said in a low voice: 

	"Now, then, my officer, I hope that it is over." 

	The king summoned his gentleman. "Please to understand I shall receive nobody before two o'clock," said he. 

	"Sire," replied the gentleman, "there is, however, some one who requests admittance." 

	"Who is that?" 

	"Your lieutenant of musketeers." 

	"He who accompanied me?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"Ah," said the king, "let him come in." 

	The officer entered. The king made a sign, and the gentleman and the valet retired. Louis followed them with his eyes until they had shut the door, and when the tapestries had fallen behind them,—"You remind me by your presence, monsieur, of something I had forgotten to recommend to you, that is to say, the most absolute discretion." 

	"Oh! sire, why does your majesty give yourself the trouble of making me such a recommendation? It is plain you do not know me." 

	"Yes, monsieur, that is true. I know that you are discreet; but as I had prescribed nothing——" 

	The officer bowed. "Has your majesty nothing else to say to me?" 

	"No, monsieur; you may retire." 

	"Shall I obtain permission not to do so till I have spoken to the king, sire?" 

	"What have you to say to me? Explain yourself, monsieur." 

	"Sire, a thing without importance to you, but which interests me greatly. Pardon me, then, for speaking of it. Without urgency, without necessity, I never would have done it, and I would have disappeared, mute and insignificant as I always have been." 

	"How! Disappeared! I do not understand you, monsieur." 

	"Sire, in a word," said the officer, "I am come to ask for my discharge from your majesty's service." 

	The king made a movement of surprise, but the officer remained as motionless as a statue. 

	"Your discharge—yours, monsieur? and for how long a time, I pray?" 

	"Why, forever, sire." 

	"What, you are desirous of quitting my service, monsieur?" said Louis, with an expression that revealed something more than surprise. 

	"Sire, I regret to say that I am." 

	"Impossible!" 

	"It is so, however, sire. I am getting old; I have worn harness now thirty-five years; my poor shoulders are tired; I feel that I must give place to the young. I don't belong to this age; I have still one foot in the old one; it results that everything is strange in my eyes, everything astonishes and bewilders me. In short, I have the honor to ask your majesty for my discharge." 

	"Monsieur," said the king, looking at the officer, who wore his uniform with an ease that would have caused envy in a young man, "you are stronger and more vigorous than I am." 

	"Oh!" replied the officer, with an air of false modesty, "your majesty says so because I still have a good eye and a tolerably firm foot—because I can still ride a horse, and my mustache is black; but, sire, vanity of vanities all that—illusions all that—appearance, smoke, sire! I have still a youthful air, it is true, but I feel old, and within six months I am certain I shall be broken down, gouty, impotent. Therefore, then sire——" 

	"Monsieur," interrupted the king, "remember your words of yesterday. You said to me in this very place where you now are, that you were endowed with the best health of any man in France; that fatigue was unknown to you! that you did not mind spending whole days and nights at your post. Did you tell me that, monsieur, or not? Try and recall, monsieur." 

	The officer sighed. "Sire," said he, "old age is boastful; and it is pardonable for old men to praise themselves when others no longer do it. It is very possible I said that; but the fact is, sire, I am very much fatigued, and request permission to retire." 

	"Monsieur," said the king, advancing towards the officer with a gesture full of majesty, "you are not assigning me the true reason. You wish to quit my service, it may be true, but you disguise from me the motive of your retreat." 

	"Sire, believe that——" 

	"I believe what I see, monsieur; I see a vigorous, energetic man, full of presence of mind, the best soldier in France, perhaps; and this personage cannot persuade me the least in the world that you stand in need of rest." 

	"Ah! sire," said the lieutenant, with bitterness, "what praise! Indeed, your majesty confounds me! Energetic, vigorous, brave, intelligent, the best soldier in the army! But, sire, your majesty exaggerates my small portion of merit to such a point, that however good an opinion I may have of myself, I do not recognize myself; in truth I do not. If I were vain enough to believe only half of your majesty's words, I should consider myself a valuable, indispensable man. I should say that a servant possessed of such brilliant qualities was a treasure beyond all price. Now, sire, I have been all my life—I feel bound to say it—except at the present time, appreciated, in my opinion, much below my value. I therefore repeat, your majesty exaggerates." 

	The king knitted his brow, for he saw a bitter raillery beneath the words of the officer. "Come, monsieur," said he, "let us meet the question frankly. Are you dissatisfied with my service, say? No evasions; speak boldly, frankly—I command you to do so." 

	The officer, who had been twisting his hat about in his hands, with an embarrassed air, for several minutes, raised his head at these words. "Oh! sire," said he, "that puts me a little more at my ease. To a question put so frankly, I will reply frankly. To tell the truth is a good thing, as much from the pleasure one feels in relieving one's heart, as on account of the rarity of the fact. I will speak the truth, then, to my king, at the same time imploring him to excuse the frankness of an old soldier." 

	Louis looked at his officer with anxiety, which he manifested by the agitation of his gesture. "Well, then speak," said he, "for I am impatient to hear the truths you have to tell me." 

	The officer threw his hat upon a table, and his countenance, always so intelligent and martial, assumed, all at once, a strange character of grandeur and solemnity. "Sire," said he, "I quit the king's service because I am dissatisfied. The valet, in these times, can approach his master as respectfully as I do, can give him an account of his labor, bring back his tools, return the funds that have been intrusted to him, and say, 'Master, my day's work is done. Pay me, if you please, and let us part.'" 

	"Monsieur! monsieur!" exclaimed the king, crimson with rage. 

	"Ah! sire," replied the officer, bending his knee for a moment, "never was servant more respectful than I am before your majesty; only you commanded me to tell the truth. Now I have begun to tell it, it must come out, even if you command me to hold my tongue." 

	There was so much resolution expressed in the deep-sunk muscles of the officer's countenance, that Louis XIV. had no occasion to tell him to continue; he continued, therefore, whilst the king looked at him with a curiosity mingled with admiration. 

	"Sire, I have, as I have said, now served the house of France thirty-five years; few people have worn out so many swords in that service as I have, and the swords I speak of were good swords, too, sire. I was a boy, ignorant of everything except courage, when the king your father guessed that there was a man in me. I was a man, sire, when the Cardinal de Richelieu, who was a judge of manhood, discovered an enemy in me. Sire, the history of that enmity between the ant and the lion may be read from the first to the last line, in the secret archives of your family. If ever you feel an inclination to know it, do so, sire; the history is worth the trouble—it is I who tell you so. You will there read that the lion, fatigued, harassed, out of breath, at length cried for quarter, and the justice must be rendered him to say that he gave as much as he required. Oh! those were glorious times, sire, strewed over with battles like one of Tasso's or Ariosto's epics. The wonders of those times, to which the people of ours would refuse belief, were every-day occurrences. For five years together, I was a hero every day; at least, so I was told by persons of judgment; and that is a long period for heroism, trust me, sire, a period of five years. Nevertheless, I have faith in what these people told me, for they were good judges. They were named M. de Richelieu, M. de Buckingham, M. de Beaufort, M. de Retz, a mighty genius himself in street warfare,—in short, the king, Louis XIII., and even the queen, your noble mother, who one day condescended to say, 'Thank you.' I don't know what service I had had the good fortune to render her. Pardon me, sire, for speaking so boldly; but what I relate to you, as I have already had the honor to tell your majesty, is history." 

	The king bit his lips, and threw himself violently on a chair. 

	"I appear importunate to your majesty," said the lieutenant. "Eh! sire, that is the fate of truth; she is a stern companion; she bristles all over with steel; she wounds those whom she attacks, and sometimes him who speaks her." 

	"No, monsieur," replied the king; "I bade you speak—speak then." 

	"After the service of the king and the cardinal came the service of the regency, sire; I fought pretty well in the Fronde—much less, though, than the first time. The men began to diminish in stature. I have, nevertheless, led your majesty's musketeers on some perilous occasions, which stand upon the orders of the day of the company. Mine was a beautiful luck at that time. I was the favorite of M. de Mazarin. Lieutenant here! lieutenant there! lieutenant to the right! lieutenant to the left! There was not a buffet dealt in France, of which your humble servant did not have the dealing; but soon France was not enough. The cardinal sent me to England on Cromwell's account; another gentleman who was not over gentle, I assure you, sire. I had the honor of knowing him, and I was well able to appreciate him. A great deal was promised me on account of that mission. So, as I did much more than I had been bidden to do, I was generously paid, for I was at length appointed captain of the musketeers, that is to say, the most envied position in court, which takes precedence over the marshals of France, and justly, for who says captain of the musketeers says the flower of chivalry and king of the brave." 

	"Captain, monsieur!" interrupted the king, "you make a mistake. Lieutenant, you mean." 

	"Not at all, sire—I make no mistake; your majesty may rely upon me in that respect. Monsieur le cardinal gave me the commission himself." 

	"Well!" 

	"But M. de Mazarin, as you know better than anybody, does not often give, and sometimes takes back what he has given; he took it back again as soon as peace was made and he was no longer in want of me. Certainly I was not worthy to replace M. de Treville, of illustrious memory; but they had promised me, and they had given me; they ought to have stopped there." 

	"Is that what dissatisfies you, monsieur? Well I shall make inquiries. I love justice; and your claim, though made in military fashion, does not displease me." 

	"Oh, sire!" said the officer, "your majesty has ill understood me; I no longer claim anything now." 

	"Excess of delicacy, monsieur; but I will keep my eye upon your affairs, and later——" 

	"Oh, sire! what a word!—later! Thirty years have I lived upon that promising word, which has been pronounced by so many great personages, and which your mouth has, in its turn, just pronounced. Later—that is how I have received a score of wounds, and how I have reached fifty-four years of age without ever having had a louis in my purse, and without ever having met with a protector on my way,—I who have protected so many people! So I change my formula, sire; and when any one says to me 'Later,' I reply 'Now.' It is rest that I solicit, sire. That may be easily granted me. That will cost nobody anything." 

	"I did not look for this language, monsieur, particularly from a man who has always lived among the great. You forget you are speaking to the king, to a gentleman who is, I suppose, of as good a house as yourself; and when I say later, I mean a certainty." 

	"I do not at all doubt it, sire, but this is the end of the terrible truth I had to tell you. If I were to see upon that table a marshal's stick, the sword of constable, the crown of Poland, instead of later, I swear to you, sire, that I should still say Now! Oh, excuse me, sire! I am from the country of your grandfather, Henry IV. I do not speak often; but when I do speak, I speak all." 

	"The future of my reign has little temptation for you, monsieur, it appears," said Louis, haughtily. 

	"Forgetfulness, forgetfulness everywhere!" cried the officer, with a noble air; "the master has forgotten the servant, so that the servant is reduced to forget his master. I live in unfortunate times, sire. I see youth full of discouragement and fear, I see it timid and despoiled, when it ought to be rich and powerful. I yesterday evening, for example, open the door to a king of England, whose father, humble as I am, I was near saving, if God had not been against me—God, who inspired His elect, Cromwell! I open, I said, the door, that is to say, the palace of one brother to another brother, and I see—stop, sire, that is a load on my heart!—I see the minister of that king drive away the proscribed prince, and humiliate his master by condemning to want another king, his equal. Then I see my prince, who is young, handsome, and brave, who has courage in his heart, and lightning in his eye,—I see him tremble before a priest, who laughs at him behind the curtain of his alcove, where he digests all the gold of France, which he afterwards stuffs into secret coffers. Yes—I understand your looks, sire. I am bold to madness; but what is to be said? I am an old man, and I tell you here, sire, to you, my king, things which I would cram down the throat of any one who should dare to pronounce them before me. You have commanded me to pour out the bottom of my heart before you, sire, and I cast at the feet of your majesty the pent-up indignation of thirty years, as I would pour out all my blood, if your majesty commanded me to do so." 

	The king, without speaking a word, wiped the drops of cold and abundant perspiration which trickled from his temples. The moment of silence which followed this vehement outbreak represented for him who had spoken, and for him who had listened, ages of suffering. 

	"Monsieur," said the king at length, "you spoke the word forgetfulness. I have heard nothing but that word; I will reply, then, to it alone. Others have perhaps been able to forget, but I have not, and the proof is, that I remember that one day of riot, that one day when the furious people, raging and roaring as the sea, invaded the royal palace; that one day when I feigned sleep in my bed, one man alone, naked sword in hand, concealed behind my curtain, watched over my life, ready to risk his own for me, as he had before risked it twenty times for the lives of my family. Was not the gentleman, whose name I then demanded, called M. d'Artagnan? say, monsieur." 

	"Your majesty has a good memory," replied the officer, coldly. 

	"You see, then," continued the king, "if I have such remembrances of my childhood, what an amount I may gather in the age of reason." 

	"Your majesty has been richly endowed by God," said the officer, in the same tone. 

	"Come, Monsieur d'Artagnan," continued Louis, with feverish agitation, "ought you not to be as patient as I am? Ought you not to do as I do? Come!" 

	"And what do you do, sire?" 

	"I wait." 

	"Your majesty may do so, because you are young; but I, sire, have not time to wait; old age is at my door, and death is behind it, looking into the very depths of my house. Your majesty is beginning life, its future is full of hope and fortune; but I, sire, I am on the other side of the horizon, and we are so far from each other, that I should never have time to wait till your majesty came up to me." 

	Louis made another turn in his apartment, still wiping the moisture from his brow, in a manner that would have terrified his physicians, if his physicians had witnessed the state his majesty was in. 

	"It is very well, monsieur," said Louis XIV., in a sharp voice; "you are desirous of having your discharge, and you shall have it. You offer me your resignation of the rank of lieutenant of the musketeers?" 

	"I deposit it humbly at your majesty's feet, sire." 

	"That is sufficient. I will order your pension." 

	"I shall have a thousand obligations to your majesty." 

	"Monsieur," said the king, with a violent effort, "I think you are losing a good master." 

	"And I am sure of it, sire." 

	"Shall you ever find such another?" 

	"Oh, sire! I know that your majesty is alone in the world; therefore will I never again take service with any king upon earth, and will never again have other master than myself." 

	"You say so?" 

	"I swear so, your majesty." 

	"I shall remember that word, monsieur." 

	D'Artagnan bowed. 

	"And you know I have a good memory," said the king. 

	"Yes, sire, and yet I should desire that that memory should fail your majesty in this instance, in order that you might forget all the miseries I have been forced to spread before your eyes. Your majesty is so much above the poor and the mean that I hope——" 

	"My majesty, monsieur, will act like the sun, which looks upon all, great and small, rich and poor, giving luster to some, warmth to others, and life to all. Adieu Monsieur d'Artagnan—adieu: you are free." 

	And the king, with a hoarse sob, which was lost in his throat, passed quickly into the next room. D'Artagnan took up his hat from the table upon which he had thrown it, and went out. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 15. The Proscribed 

	D'Artagnan had not reached the bottom of the staircase, when the king called his gentleman. "I have a commission to give you, monsieur," said he. 

	"I am at your majesty's commands." 

	"Wait, then." And the young king began to write the following letter, which cost him more than one sigh, although, at the same time, something like a feeling of triumph glittered in his eyes: 

	"My Lord Cardinal,—Thanks to your good counsels and, above all, thanks to your firmness, I have succeeded in overcoming a weakness unworthy of a king. You have too ably arranged my destiny to allow gratitude not to stop me at the moment when I was about to destroy your work. I felt I was wrong to wish to make my life turn from the course you had marked out for it. Certainly it would have been a misfortune to France and my family if a misunderstanding had taken place between me and my minister. This, however, would certainly have happened if I had made your niece my wife. I am perfectly aware of this, and will henceforth oppose nothing to the accomplishment of my destiny. I am prepared, then, to wed the infanta, Maria Theresa. You may at once open the conference.—Your affectionate Louis." 

	The king, after reperusing the letter, sealed it himself. "This letter for my lord cardinal," said he. 

	The gentleman took it. At Mazarin's door he found Bernouin waiting with anxiety. 

	"Well?" asked the minister's valet de chambre. 

	"Monsieur," said the gentleman, "here is a letter for his eminence." 

	"A letter! Ah! we expected one after the little journey of the morning." 

	"Oh! you know, then, that his majesty——" 

	"As first minister, it belongs to the duties of our charge to know everything. And his majesty prays and implores, I presume." 

	"I don't know, but he sighed frequently whilst he was writing." 

	"'Yes, yes, yes; we understand all that; people sigh sometimes from happiness as well as from grief, monsieur." 

	"And yet the king did not look very happy when he returned, monsieur." 

	"You did not see clearly. Besides, you only saw his majesty on his return, for he was only accompanied by the lieutenant of the guards. But I had his eminence's telescope, I looked through it when he was tired, and I am sure they both wept." 

	"Well! was it for happiness they wept?" 

	"No, but for love, and they vowed to each other a thousand tendernesses, which the king asks no better than to keep. Now this letter is a beginning of the execution." 

	"And what does his eminence think of this love, which is, by the bye, no secret to anybody?" 

	Bernouin took the gentleman by the arm, and whilst ascending the staircase,—"In confidence," said he, in a low voice, "his eminence looks for success in the affair. I know very well we shall have war with Spain; but, bah! war will please the nobles. My lord cardinal, besides, can endow his niece royally, nay, more than royally. There will be money, festivities, and fireworks—everybody will be delighted." 

	"Well, for my part," replied the gentleman, shaking his head, "it appears to me that this letter is very light to contain all that." 

	"My friend," replied Bernouin, "I am certain of what I tell you. M. d'Artagnan related all that passed to me." 

	"Ay, ay! and what did he tell you? Let us hear." 

	"I accosted him by asking him, on the part of the cardinal, if there were any news, without discovering my designs, observe, for M. d'Artagnan is a cunning hand. 'My dear Monsieur Bernouin,' he replied, 'the king is madly in love with Mademoiselle de Mancini, that is all I have to tell you.' And then I asked him 'Do you think, to such a degree that it will urge him to act contrary to the designs of his eminence?' 'Ah! don't ask me,' said he; 'I think the king capable of anything; he has a will of iron, and what he wills he wills in earnest. If he takes it into his head to marry Mademoiselle de Mancini, he will marry her, depend upon it.' And thereupon he left me and went straight to the stables, took a horse, saddled it himself, jumped upon its back, and set off as if the devil were at his heels." 

	"So that you believe, then——" 

	"I believe that monsieur the lieutenant of the guards knew more than he was willing to say." 

	"In your opinion, then, M. d'Artagnan——" 

	"Is gone, according to all probability, after the exiles, to carry out all that can facilitate the success of the king's love." 

	Chatting thus, the two confidants arrived at the door of his eminence's apartment. His eminence's gout had left him; he was walking about his chamber in a state of great anxiety, listening at doors and looking out of windows. Bernouin entered, followed by the gentleman, who had orders from the king to place the letter in the hands of the cardinal himself. Mazarin took the letter, but before opening it, he got up a ready smile, a smile of circumstance, able to throw a veil over emotions of whatever sort they might be. So prepared, whatever was the impression received from the letter, no reflection of that impression was allowed to transpire upon his countenance. 

	"Well," said he, when he had read and reread the letter, "very well, monsieur. Inform the king that I thank him for his obedience to the wishes of the queen-mother, and that I will do everything for the accomplishment of his will." 

	The gentlemen left the room. The door had scarcely closed before the cardinal, who had no mask for Bernouin, took off that which had so recently covered his face, and with a most dismal expression,—"Call M. de Brienne," said he. Five minutes afterward the secretary entered. 

	"Monsieur," said Mazarin, "I have just rendered a great service to the monarchy, the greatest I have ever rendered it. You will carry this letter, which proves it, to her majesty the queen-mother, and when she shall have returned it to you, you will lodge it in portfolio B., which is filled with documents and papers relative to my ministry." 

	Brienne went as desired, and, as the letter was unsealed, did not fail to read it on his way. There is likewise no doubt that Bernouin, who was on good terms with everybody, approached so near to the secretary as to be able to read the letter over his shoulder; so that the news spread with such activity through the castle, that Mazarin might have feared it would reach the ears of the queen-mother before M. de Brienne could convey Louis XIV.'s letter to her. A moment after orders were given for departure, and M. de Conde having been to pay his respects to the king on his pretended rising, inscribed the city of Poitiers upon his tablets, as the place of sojourn and rest for their majesties. 

	Thus in a few instants was unraveled an intrigue which had covertly occupied all the diplomacies of Europe. It had nothing, however, very clear as a result, but to make a poor lieutenant of musketeers lose his commission and his fortune. It is true, that in exchange he gained his liberty. We shall soon know how M. d'Artagnan profited by this. For the moment, if the reader will permit us, we shall return to the hostelry of les Medici, of which one of the windows opened at the very moment the orders were given for the departure of the king. 

	The window that opened was that of one of the rooms of Charles II. The unfortunate prince had passed the night in bitter reflections, his head resting on his hands, and his elbows on the table, whilst Parry, infirm and old, wearied in body and in mind, had fallen asleep in a corner. A singular fortune was that of this faithful servant, who saw beginning for the second generation the fearful series of misfortunes which had weighed so heavily on the first. When Charles II. had well thought over the fresh defeat he had experienced, when he perfectly comprehended the complete isolation into which he had just fallen, on seeing his fresh hope left behind him, he was seized as with a vertigo, and sank back in the large armchair in which he was seated. Then God took pity on the unhappy prince, and sent to console him sleep, the innocent brother of death. He did not wake till half-past six, that is to say, till the sun shone brightly into his chamber, and Parry, motionless with fear of waking him, was observing with profound grief the eyes of the young man already red with wakefulness, and his cheeks pale with suffering and privations. 

	At length the noise of some heavy carts descending towards the Loire awakened Charles. He arose, looked around him like a man who has forgotten everything, perceived Parry, shook him by the hand, and commanded him to settle the reckoning with Master Cropole. Master Cropole, being called upon to settle his account with Parry, acquitted himself, it must be allowed, like an honest man; he only made his customary remark, that the two travelers had eaten nothing, which had the double disadvantage of being humiliating for his kitchen, and of forcing him to ask payment for a repast not consumed, but not the less lost. Parry had nothing to say to the contrary, and paid. 

	"I hope," said the king, "it has not been the same with the horses. I don't see that they have eaten at your expense, and it would be a misfortune for travelers like us, who have a long journey to make, to have our horses fail us." 

	But Cropole, at this doubt, assumed his majestic air, and replied that the stables of les Medici were not less hospitable than its refectory. 

	The king mounted his horse; his old servant did the same, and both set out towards Paris, without meeting a single person on their road, in the streets or the faubourgs of the city. For the prince the blow was the more severe, as it was a fresh exile. The unfortunates cling to the smallest hopes, as the happy do to the greatest good; and when they are obliged to quit the place where that hope has soothed their hearts, they experience the mortal regret which the banished man feels when he places his foot upon the vessel which is to bear him into exile. It appears that the heart already wounded so many times suffers from the least scratch; it appears that it considers as a good the momentary absence of evil, which is nothing but the absence of pain; and that God, into the most terrible misfortunes, has thrown hope as the drop of water which the rich bad man in hell entreated of Lazarus. 

	For one instant even the hope of Charles II. had been more than a fugitive joy;—that was when he found himself so kindly welcomed by his brother king; then it had taken a form that had become a reality; then, all at once, the refusal of Mazarin had reduced the fictitious reality to the state of a dream. This promise of Louis XIV., so soon retracted, had been nothing but a mockery; a mockery like his crown—like his scepter—like his friends—like all that had surrounded his royal childhood, and which had abandoned his proscribed youth. Mockery! everything was a mockery for Charles II. except the cold, black repose promised by death. 

	Such were the ideas of the unfortunate prince while sitting listlessly upon his horse, to which he abandoned the reins; he rode slowly along beneath the warm May sun, in which the somber misanthropy of the exile perceived a last insult to his grief. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 16. "Remember!" 

	A horseman was going rapidly along the road leading towards Blois, which he had left nearly half an hour before, passed the two travelers, and, though apparently in haste, raised his hat as he passed them. The king scarcely observed this young man, who was about twenty-five years of age, and who, turning round several times, made friendly signals to a man standing before the gate of a handsome white-and-red house; that is to say, built of brick and stone, with a slated roof, situated on the left hand of the road the prince was traveling. 

	This man, old, tall, and thin, with white hair,—we speak of the one standing by the gate;—this man replied to the farewell signals of the young one by signs of parting as tender as could have been made by a father, The young man disappeared at the first turn of the road, bordered by fine trees, and the old man was preparing to return to the house, when the two travelers, arriving in front of the gate, attracted his attention. 

	The king, we have said, was riding with his head cast down, his arms inert, leaving his horse to go what pace he liked, whilst Parry, behind him, the better to imbibe the genial influence of the sun, had taken off his hat, and was looking about right and left. His eyes encountered those of the old man leaning against the gate; the latter, as if struck by some strange spectacle, uttered an exclamation, and made one step towards the two travelers. From Parry his eyes immediately turned towards the king, upon whom they rested for an instant. This exclamation, however rapid, was instantly reflected in a visible manner upon the features of the tall old man. For scarcely had he recognized the younger of the travelers—and we say recognized, for nothing but a perfect recognition could have explained such an act—scarcely, we say, had he recognized the younger of the two travelers, than he clapped his hands together, with respectful surprise, and, raising his hat from his head, bowed so profoundly that it might have been said he was kneeling. This demonstration, however absent, or rather, however absorbed was the king in his reflections, attracted his attention instantly; and checking his horse and turning towards Parry, he exclaimed, "Good God, Parry, who is that man who salutes me in such a marked manner? Can he know me, think you?" 

	Parry, much agitated and very pale, had already turned his horse towards the gate. "Ah, sire!" said he, stopping suddenly at five of six paces' distance from the still bending man: "sire, I am seized with astonishment, for I think I recognize that brave man. Yes, it must be he! Will your majesty permit me to speak to him?" 

	"Certainly." 

	"Can it be you, Monsieur Grimaud?" asked Parry. 

	"Yes, it is I," replied the tall old man, drawing himself up, but without losing his respectful demeanor. 

	"Sire," then said Parry, "I was not deceived. This good man is the servant of the Comte de la Fere, and the Comte de la Fere, if you remember, is the worthy gentleman of whom I have so often spoken to your majesty that the remembrance of him must remain, not only in your mind, but in your heart." 

	"He who assisted my father at his last moments?" asked Charles, evidently affected at the remembrance. 

	"The same, sire." 

	"Alas!" said Charles; and then addressing Grimaud, whose penetrating and intelligent eyes seemed to search and divine his thoughts,—"My friend," said he, "does your master, Monsieur le Comte de la Fere, live in this neighborhood?" 

	"There," replied Grimaud, pointing with his outstretched arm to the white-and-red house behind the gate. 

	"And is Monsieur le Comte de la Fere at home at present?" 

	"At the back, under the chestnut trees." 

	"Parry," said the king, "I will not miss this opportunity, so precious for me, to thank the gentleman to whom our house is indebted for such a noble example of devotedness and generosity. Hold my horse, my friend, if you please." And, throwing the bridle to Grimaud, the king entered the abode of Athos, quite alone, as one equal enters the dwelling of another. Charles had been informed by the concise explanation of Grimaud,—"At the back, under the chestnut trees;" he left, therefore, the house on the left, and went straight down the path indicated. The thing was easy; the tops of those noble trees, already covered with leaves and flowers, rose above all the rest. 

	On arriving under the lozenges, by turns luminous and dark, which checkered the ground of this path according as the trees were more or less in leaf, the young prince perceived a gentleman walking with his arms behind him, apparently plunged in a deep meditation. Without doubt, he had often had this gentleman described to him, for, without hesitating, Charles II. walked straight up to him. At the sound of his footsteps, the Comte de la Fere raised his head, and seeing an unknown man of noble and elegant carriage coming towards him, he raised his hat and waited. At some paces from him, Charles II. likewise took off his hat. Then, as if in reply to the comte's mute interrogation,— 

	"Monsieur le Comte," said he, "I come to discharge a duty towards you. I have, for a long time, had the expression of a profound gratitude to bring you. I am Charles II., son of Charles Stuart, who reigned in England, and died on the scaffold." 

	On hearing this illustrious name, Athos felt a kind of shudder creep through his veins, but at the sight of the young prince standing uncovered before him, and stretching out his hand towards him, two tears, for an instant, dimmed his brilliant eyes. He bent respectfully, but the prince took him by the hand. 

	"See how unfortunate I am, my lord count; it is only due to chance that I have met with you. Alas! I ought to have people around me whom I love and honor, whereas I am reduced to preserve their services in my heart, and their names in my memory: so that if your servant had not recognized mine, I should have passed by your door as by that of a stranger." 

	"It is but too true," said Athos, replying with his voice to the first part of the king's speech, and with a bow to the second; "it is but too true, indeed, that your majesty has seen many evil days." 

	"And the worst, alas!" replied Charles, "are perhaps still to come." 

	"Sire, let us hope." 

	"Count, count," continued Charles, shaking his head, "I entertained hope till last night, and that of a good Christian, I swear." 

	Athos looked at the king as if to interrogate him. 

	"Oh, the history is soon related," said Charles. "Proscribed, despoiled, disdained, I resolved, in spite of all my repugnance, to tempt fortune one last time. Is it not written above, that, for our family, all good fortune and all bad fortune shall eternally come from France? You know something of that, monsieur,—you, who are one of the Frenchmen whom my unfortunate father found at the foot of his scaffold, on the day of his death, after having found them at his right hand on the day of battle." 

	"Sire," said Athos modestly, "I was not alone. My companions and I did, under the circumstances, our duty as gentlemen, and that was all. Your majesty was about to do me the honor to relate——" 

	"That is true. I had the protection,—pardon my hesitation, count, but, for a Stuart, you, who understand everything, you will comprehend that the word is hard to pronounce;—I had, I say, the protection of my cousin the stadtholder of Holland; but without the intervention, or at least without the authorization of France, the stadtholder would not take the initiative. I came, then, to ask this authorization of the king of France, who has refused me." 

	"The king has refused you, sire!" 

	"Oh, not he; all justice must be rendered to my younger brother Louis; but Monsieur de Mazarin——" 

	Athos bit his lips. 

	"You perhaps think I should have expected this refusal?" said the king, who had noticed the movement. 

	"That was, in truth, my thought, sire," replied Athos, respectfully, "I know that Italian of old." 

	"Then I determined to come to the test, and know at once the last word of my destiny. I told my brother Louis, that, not to compromise either France or Holland, I would tempt fortune myself in person, as I had already done, with two hundred gentlemen, if he would give them to me, and a million, if he would lend it me." 

	"Well, sire?" 

	"Well, monsieur, I am suffering at this moment something strange, and that is, the satisfaction of despair. There is in certain souls,—and I have just discovered that mine is of the number,—a real satisfaction in the assurance that all is lost, and the time is come to yield." 

	"Oh, I hope," said Athos, "that your majesty is not come to that extremity." 

	"To say so, my lord count, to endeavor to revive hope in my heart, you must have ill understood what I have just told you. I came to Blois to ask of my brother Louis the alms of a million, with which I had the hopes of re-establishing my affairs; and my brother Louis has refused me. You see, then, plainly, that all is lost." 

	"Will your majesty permit me to express a contrary opinion?" 

	"How is that, count? Do you think my heart of so low an order that I do not know how to face my position?" 

	"Sire, I have always seen that it was in desperate positions that suddenly the great turns of fortune have taken place." 

	"Thank you, count, it is some comfort to meet with a heart like yours, that is to say, sufficiently trustful in God and in monarchy, never to despair of a royal fortune, however low it may be fallen. Unfortunately, my dear count, your words are like those remedies they call 'sovereign,' and which, though able to cure curable wounds or diseases, fail against death. Thank you for your perseverance in consoling me, count, thanks for your devoted remembrance, but I know in what I must trust—nothing will save me now. And see, my friend, I was so convinced, that I was taking the route of exile with my old Parry; I was returning to devour my poignant griefs in the little hermitage offered me by Holland. There, believe me, count, all will soon be over, and death will come quickly, it is called so often by this body, eaten up by its soul, and by this soul, which aspires to heaven." 

	"Your majesty has a mother, a sister, and brothers; your majesty is the head of the family, and ought, therefore, to ask a long life of God, instead of imploring Him for a prompt death. Your majesty is an exile, a fugitive, but you have right on your side; you ought to aspire to combats, dangers, business, and not to rest in heavens." 

	"Count," said Charles II., with a smile of indescribable sadness, "have you ever heard of a king who reconquered his kingdom with one servant of the age of Parry, and with three hundred crowns which that servant carried in his purse?" 

	"No, sire; but I have heard—and that more than once—that a dethroned king has recovered his kingdom with a firm will, perseverance, some friends, and a million skillfully employed." 

	"But you cannot have understood me. The million I asked of my brother Louis was refused me." 

	"Sire," said Athos, "will your majesty grant me a few minutes, and listen attentively to what remains for me to say to you?" 

	Charles II. looked earnestly at Athos. "Willingly, monsieur," said he. 

	"Then I will show your majesty the way," resumed the count, directing his steps towards the house. He then conducted the king to his study, and begged him to be seated. "Sire," said he, "your majesty just now told me that, in the present state of England, a million would suffice for the recovery of your kingdom." 

	"To attempt it at least, monsieur, and to die as a king if I should not succeed." 

	"Well, then, sire, let your majesty, according to the promise you have made me, have the goodness to listen to what I have to say." Charles made an affirmative sign with his head. Athos walked straight up to the door, the bolts of which he drew, after looking to see if anybody was near, and then returned. "Sire," said he, "your majesty has kindly remembered that I lent assistance to the very noble and very unfortunate Charles I., when his executioners conducted him from St. James's to Whitehall." 

	"Yes, certainly, I do remember it, and always shall remember it." 

	"Sire, it is a dismal history to be heard by a son who no doubt has had it related to him many times; and yet I ought to repeat it to your majesty without omitting one detail." 

	"Speak on, monsieur." 

	"When the king your father ascended the scaffold, or rather when he passed from his chamber to the scaffold on a level with his window, everything was prepared for his escape. The executioner was got out of the way; a hole contrived under the floor of his apartment; I myself was beneath the funeral vault, which I heard all at once creak beneath his feet." 

	"Parry has related to me all these terrible details, monsieur." 

	Athos bowed, and resumed. "But here is something he has not related to you, sire, for what follows passed between God, your father, and myself; and never has the revelation of it been made even to my dearest friends. 'Go a little further off,' said the august patient to the executioner; 'it is but for an instant, and I know that I belong to you; but remember not to strike till I give the signal. I wish to offer up my prayers in freedom.'" 

	"Pardon me," said Charles II., turning very pale, "but you, count, who know so many details of this melancholy event,—details which, as you said just now, have never been revealed to anyone,—do you know the name of that infernal executioner, of that base wretch who concealed his face that he might assassinate a king with impunity?" 

	Athos became slightly pale. "His name?" said he, "yes, I know it, but cannot tell it." 

	"And what is become of him, for nobody in England knows his destiny?" 

	"He is dead." 

	"But he did not die in his bed; he did not die a calm and peaceful death, he did not die the death of the good?" 

	"He died a violent death, in a terrible night, rendered so by the passions of man and a tempest from God. His body, pierced by a dagger, sank to the depths of the ocean. God pardon his murderer!" 

	"Proceed, then," said Charles II., seeing that the count was unwilling to say more. 

	"The king of England, after having, as I have said, spoken thus to the masked executioner, added,—'Observe, you will not strike till I shall stretch out my arms saying—REMEMBER!'" 

	"I was aware," said Charles, in an agitated voice, "that that was the last word pronounced by my unfortunate father. But why and for whom?" 

	"For the French gentleman placed beneath his scaffold." 

	"For you, then, monsieur?" 

	"Yes, sire; and every one of the words which he spoke to me, through the planks of the scaffold covered with a black cloth, still sounds in my ears. The king knelt down on one knee: 'Comte de la Fere,' said he, 'are you there?' 'Yes, sire,' replied I. Then the king stooped towards the boards." 

	Charles II., also palpitating with interest, burning with grief, stooped towards Athos, to catch, one by one, every word that escaped from him. His head touched that of the comte. 

	"Then," continued Athos, "the king stooped. 'Comte de la Fere,' said he, 'I could not be saved by you: it was not to be. Now, even though I commit a sacrilege, I must speak to you. Yes, I have spoken to men—yes, I have spoken to God, and I speak to you the last. To sustain a cause which I thought sacred, I have lost the throne of my fathers and the heritage of my children.'" 

	Charles II. concealed his face in his hands, and a bitter tear glided between his white and slender fingers. 

	"'I have still a million in gold,' continued the king. 'I buried it in the vaults of the castle of Newcastle, a moment before I left that city.'" Charles raised his head with an expression of such painful joy that it would have drawn tears from any one acquainted with his misfortunes. 

	"A million!" murmured he. "Oh, count!" 

	"'You alone know that this money exists: employ it when you think it can be of the greatest service to my eldest son. And now, Comte de la Fere, bid me adieu!' 

	"'Adieu, adieu, sire!' cried I." 

	Charles arose, and went and leant his burning brow against the window. 

	"It was then," continued Athos, "that the king pronounced the word, 'REMEMBER!' addressed to me. You see, sire, that I have remembered." 

	The king could not resist or conceal his emotion. Athos beheld the movement of his shoulders, which undulated convulsively; he heard the sobs which burst from his overcharged breast. He was silent himself, suffocated by the flood of bitter remembrances he had just poured upon that royal head. Charles II., with a violent effort, left the window, devoured his tears, and came and sat by Athos. "Sire," said the latter, "I thought till to-day that the time had not yet arrived for the employment of that last resource; but, with my eyes fixed upon England, I felt it was approaching. To-morrow I meant to go and inquire in what part of the world your majesty was, and then I purposed going to you. You come to me, sire; that is an indication that God is with us." 

	"My lord," said Charles, in a voice choked by emotion, "you are, for me, what an angel sent from heaven would be,—you are a preserver sent to me from the tomb of my father himself; but, believe me, for ten years' civil war has passed over my country, striking down men, tearing up the soil, it is no more probable that gold should remain in the entrails of the earth, than love in the hearts of my subjects." 

	"Sire, the spot in which his majesty buried the million is well known to me, and no one, I am sure, has been able to discover it. Besides, is the castle of Newcastle quite destroyed? Have they demolished it stone by stone, and uprooted the soil to the last tree?" 

	"No, it is still standing: but at this moment General Monk occupies it and is encamped there. The only spot from which I could look for succor, where I possess a single resource, you see, is invaded by my enemies." 

	"General Monk, sire, cannot have discovered the treasure which I speak of." 

	"Yes, but can I go and deliver myself up to Monk, in order to recover this treasure? Ah! count, you see plainly I must yield to destiny, since it strikes me to the earth every time I rise. What can I do with Parry as my only servant, with Parry, whom Monk has already driven from his presence? No, no, no, count, we must yield to this last blow." 

	"But what your majesty cannot do, and what Parry can no more attempt, do you not believe that I could succeed in accomplishing?" 

	"You—you, count—you would go?" 

	"If it please your majesty," said Athos, bowing to the king, "yes, I will go, sire." 

	"What! you so happy here, count?" 

	"I am never happy when I have a duty left to accomplish, and it is an imperative duty which the king your father left me to watch over your fortunes, and make a royal use of his money. So, if your majesty honors me with a sign, I will go with you." 

	"Ah, monsieur!" said the king, forgetting all royal etiquette, and throwing his arms around the neck of Athos, "you prove to me that there is a God in heaven, and that this God sometimes sends messengers to the unfortunate who groan on the earth." 

	Athos, exceedingly moved by this burst of feeling of the young man, thanked him with profound respect, and approached the window. "Grimaud!" cried he, "bring out my horses." 

	"What, now—immediately!" said the king. "Ah, monsieur, you are indeed a wonderful man!" 

	"Sire," said Athos, "I know nothing more pressing than your majesty's service. Besides," added he, smiling, "it is a habit contracted long since, in the service of the queen your aunt, and of the king your father. How is it possible for me to lose it at the moment your majesty's service calls for it?" 

	"What a man!" murmured the king. 

	Then after a moment's reflection,—"But no, count, I cannot expose you to such privations. I have no means of rewarding such services." 

	"Bah!" said Athos, laughing. "Your majesty is joking, have you not a million? Ah! why am I not possessed of half such a sum! I would already have raised a regiment. But, thank God! I have still a few rolls of gold and some family diamonds left. Your majesty will, I hope, deign to share with a devoted servant." 

	"With a friend—yes, count, but on condition that, in his turn, that friend will share with me hereafter!" 

	"Sire!" said Athos, opening a casket, from which he drew both gold and jewels, "you see, sire, we are too rich. Fortunately, there are four of us, in the event of our meeting with thieves." 

	Joy made the blood rush to the pale cheeks of Charles II., as he saw Athos's two horses, led by Grimaud, already booted for the journey, advance towards the porch. 

	"Blaisois, this letter for the Vicomte de Bragelonne. For everybody else I am gone to Paris. I confide the house to you, Blaisois." Blaisois bowed, shook hands with Grimaud, and shut the gate. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 17. In which Aramis is sought and only Bazin is found 

	Two hours had scarcely elapsed since the departure of the master of the house, who, in Blaisois's sight, had taken the road to Paris, when a horseman, mounted on a good pied horse, stopped before the gate, and with a sonorous "hola!" called the stable-boys who, with the gardeners, had formed a circle round Blaisois, the historian-in-ordinary to the household of the chateau. This "hola," doubtless well known to Master Blaisois, made him turn his head and exclaim—"Monsieur d'Artagnan! run quickly, you chaps, and open the gate." 

	A swarm of eight brisk lads flew to the gate, which was opened as if it had been made of feathers; and every one loaded him with attentions, for they knew the welcome this friend was accustomed to receive from their master; and for such remarks the eye of the valet may always be depended upon. 

	"Ah!" said M. d'Artagnan, with an agreeable smile, balancing himself upon his stirrup to jump to the ground, "where is that dear count?" 

	"Ah! how unfortunate you are, monsieur!" said Blaisois: "and how unfortunate will monsieur le comte our master, think himself when he hears of your coming! As ill luck will have it, monsieur le comte left home two hours ago." 

	D'Artagnan did not trouble himself about such trifles. "Very good!" said he. "You always speak the best French in the world; you shall give me a lesson in grammar and correct language, whilst I wait the return of your master." 

	"That is impossible, monsieur," said Blaisois; "you would have to wait too long." 

	"Will he not come back to-day, then?" 

	"No, nor to-morrow, nor the day after to-morrow. Monsieur le comte has gone on a journey." 

	"A journey!" said D'Artagnan, surprised; "that's a fable, Master Blaisois." 

	"Monsieur, it is no more than the truth. Monsieur has done me the honor to give me the house in charge; and he added, with his voice so full of authority and kindness—that is all one to me: 'You will say I have gone to Paris.'" 

	"Well!" cried D'Artagnan, "since he is gone towards Paris, that is all I wanted to know! you should have told me so at first, booby! He is then two hours in advance?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"I shall soon overtake him. Is he alone?" 

	"No, monsieur." 

	"Who is with him, then?" 

	"A gentleman whom I don't know, an old man, and M. Grimaud." 

	"Such a party cannot travel as fast as I can—I will start." 

	"Will monsieur listen to me an instant?" said Blaisois, laying his hand gently on the reins of the horse. 

	"Yes, if you don't favor me with fine speeches, and make haste." 

	"Well, then, monsieur, that word Paris appears to me to be only an excuse." 

	"Oh, oh!" said D'Artagnan, seriously, "an excuse, eh?" 

	"Yes, monsieur; and monsieur le comte is not going to Paris, I will swear." 

	"What makes you think so?" 

	"This—M. Grimaud always knows where our master is going; and he had promised me that the first time he went to Paris, he would take a little money for me to my wife." 

	"What, have you a wife, then?" 

	"I had one—she was of this country; but monsieur thought her a noisy scold, and I sent her to Paris; it is sometimes inconvenient, but very agreeable at others." 

	"I understand; but go on. You do not believe the count gone to Paris?" 

	"No, monsieur; for then M. Grimaud would have broken his word; he would have perjured himself, and that is impossible." 

	"That is impossible," repeated D'Artagnan, quite in a study, because he was quite convinced. "Well, my brave Blaisois, many thanks to you." 

	Blaisois bowed. 

	"Come, you know I am not curious—I have serious business with your master. Could you not, by a little bit of a word—you who speak so well—give me to understand—one syllable, only—I will guess the rest." 

	"Upon my word, monsieur, I cannot. I am quite ignorant where monsieur le comte is gone. As to listening at doors, that is contrary to my nature; and besides it is forbidden here." 

	"My dear fellow," said D'Artagnan, "this is a very bad beginning for me. Never mind, you know when monsieur le comte will return, at least?" 

	"As little, monsieur, as the place of his destination." 

	"Come, Blaisois, come, search." 

	"Monsieur doubts my sincerity? Ah, monsieur, that grieves me much." 

	"The devil take his gilded tongue!" grumbled D'Artagnan. "A clown with a word would be worth a dozen of him. Adieu!" 

	"Monsieur, I have the honor to present you my respects." 

	"Cuistre!" said D'Artagnan to himself, "the fellow is unbearable." He gave another look up to the house, turned his horse's head, and set off like a man who has nothing either annoying or embarrassing in his mind. When he was at the end of the wall, and out of sight,—"Well, now, I wonder," said he, breathing quickly, "whether Athos was at home. No; all those idlers, standing with their arms crossed, would have been at work if the eye of the master was near. Athos gone a journey?—that is incomprehensible. Bah! it is all devilish mysterious! And then—no—he is not the man I want. I want one of a cunning, patient mind. My business is at Melun, in a certain presbytery I am acquainted with. Forty-five leagues—four days and a half! Well, it is fine weather, and I am free. Never mind the distance!" 

	And he put his horse into a trot, directing his course towards Paris. On the fourth day he alighted at Melun as he had intended. 

	D'Artagnan was never in the habit of asking any one on the road for any common information. For these sorts of details, unless in very serious circumstances, he confided in his perspicacity, which was so seldom at fault, in his experience of thirty years, and in a great habit of reading the physiognomies of houses, as well as those of men. At Melun, D'Artagnan immediately found the presbytery—a charming house, plastered over red brick, with vines climbing along the gutters, and a cross, in carved stone, surmounting the ridge of the roof. From the ground-floor of this house came a noise, or rather a confusion of voices, like the chirping of young birds when the brood is just hatched under the down. One of these voices was spelling the alphabet distinctly. A voice, thick, yet pleasant, at the same time scolded the talkers and corrected the faults of the reader. D'Artagnan recognized that voice, and as the window of the ground-floor was open, he leant down from his horse under the branches and red fibers of the vine and cried "Bazin, my dear Bazin! good-day to you." 

	A short, fat man, with a flat face, a craniun ornamented with a crown of gray hairs, cut short, in imitation of a tonsure, and covered with an old black velvet cap, arose as soon as he heard D'Artagnan—we ought not to say arose, but bounded up. In fact, Bazin bounded up, carrying with him his little low chair, which the children tried to take away, with battles more fierce than those of the Greeks endeavoring to recover the body of Patroclus from the hands of the Trojans. Bazin did more than bound; he let fall both his alphabet and his ferule. "You!" said he, "you, Monsieur d'Artagnan?" 

	"Yes, myself! Where is Aramis—no, M. le Chevalier d'Herblay—no, I am still mistaken—Monsieur le Vicaire-General?" 

	"Ah, monsieur," said Bazin, with dignity, "monseigneur is at his diocese." 

	"What did you say?" said D'Artagnan. Bazin repeated the sentence. 

	"Ah, ah! but has Aramis a diocese?" 

	"Yes, monsieur. Why not?" 

	"Is he a bishop, then?" 

	"Why, where can you come from," said Bazin, rather irreverently, "that you don't know that?" 

	"My dear Bazin, we pagans, we men of the sword, know very well when a man is made a colonel, or maitre-de-camp, or marshal of France; but if he be made a bishop, archbishop, or pope—devil take me if the news reaches us before the three quarters of the earth have had the advantage of it!" 

	"Hush! hush!" said Bazin, opening his eyes: "do not spoil these poor children, in whom I am endeavoring to inculcate such good principles." In fact, the children had surrounded D'Artagnan, whose horse, long sword, spurs, and martial air they very much admired. But above all, they admired his strong voice; so that, when he uttered his oath, the whole school cried out, "The devil take me!" with fearful bursts of laughter, shouts, and bounds, which delighted the musketeer, and bewildered the old pedagogue. 

	"There!" said he, "hold your tongues, you brats! You have come, M. d'Artagnan, and all my good principles fly away. With you, as usual, comes disorder. Babel is revived. Ah! Good Lord! Ah! the wild little wretches!" And the worthy Bazin distributed right and left blows which increased the cries of his scholars by changing the nature of them. 

	"At least," said he, "you will no longer decoy any one here." 

	"Do you think so?" said D'Artagnan, with a smile which made a shudder creep over the shoulders of Bazin. 

	"He is capable of it," murmured he. 

	"Where is your master's diocese?" 

	"Monseigneur Rene is bishop of Vannes." 

	"Who had him nominated?" 

	"Why, monsieur le surintendant, our neighbor." 

	"What! Monsieur Fouquet?" 

	"To be sure he did." 

	"Is Aramis on good terms with him, then?" 

	"Monseigneur preached every Sunday at the house of monsieur le surintendant at Vaux; then they hunted together." 

	"Ah!" 

	"And monseigneur composed his homilies—no, I mean his sermons—with monsieur le surintendant." 

	"Bah! he preached in verse, then, this worthy bishop?" 

	"Monsieur, for the love of heaven, do not jest with sacred things." 

	"There, Bazin, there! So, then, Aramis is at Vannes?" 

	"At Vannes, in Bretagne." 

	"You are a deceitful old hunks, Bazin; that is not true." 

	"See, monsieur, if you please; the apartments of the presbytery are empty." 

	"He is right there," said D'Artagnan, looking attentively at the house, the aspect of which announced solitude. 

	"But monseigneur must have written you an account of his promotion." 

	"When did it take place?" 

	"A month back." 

	"Oh! then there is no time lost. Aramis cannot yet have wanted me. But how is it, Bazin, you do not follow your master?" 

	"Monsieur, I cannot; I have occupations." 

	"Your alphabet?" 

	"And my penitents." 

	"What, do you confess, then? Are you a priest?" 

	"The same as one. I have such a call." 

	"But the orders?" 

	"Oh," said Bazin, without hesitation, "now that monseigneur is a bishop, I shall soon have my orders, or at least my dispensations." And he rubbed his hands. 

	"Decidedly," said D'Artagnan to himself, "there will be no means of uprooting these people. Get me some supper Bazin." 

	"With pleasure, monsieur." 

	"A fowl, a bouillon, and a bottle of wine." 

	"This is Saturday, monsieur—it is a day of abstinence." 

	"I have a dispensation," said D'Artagnan. 

	Bazin looked at him suspiciously. 

	"Ah, ah, master hypocrite!" said the musketeer, "for whom do you take me? If you, who are the valet, hope for dispensation to commit a crime, shall not I, the friend of your bishop, have dispensation for eating meat at the call of my stomach? Make yourself agreeable with me, Bazin, or, by heavens! I will complain to the king, and you shall never confess. Now you know that the nomination of bishops rests with the king—I have the king, I am the stronger." 

	Bazin smiled hypocritically. "Ah, but we have monsieur le surintendant," said he. 

	"And you laugh at the king, then?" 

	Bazin made no reply; his smile was sufficiently eloquent. 

	"My supper," said D'Artagnan, "it is getting towards seven o'clock." 

	Bazin turned round and ordered the eldest of the pupils to inform the cook. In the meantime, D'Artagnan surveyed the presbytery. 

	"Phew!" said he, disdainfully, "monseigneur lodged his grandeur very meanly here." 

	"We have the Chateau de Vaux," said Bazin. 

	"Which is perhaps equal to the Louvre?" said D'Artagnan, jeeringly. 

	"Which is better," replied Bazin, with the greatest coolness imaginable. 

	"Ah, ah!" said D'Artagnan. 

	He would perhaps have prolonged the discussion, and maintained the superiority of the Louvre, but the lieutenant perceived that his horse remained fastened to the bars of a gate. 

	"The devil!" said he. "Get my horse looked after; your master the bishop has none like him in his stables." 

	Bazin cast a sidelong glance at the horse, and replied, "Monsieur le surintendant gave him four from his own stables; and each of the four is worth four of yours." 

	The blood mounted to the face of D'Artagnan. His hand itched and his eye glanced over the head of Bazin, to select the place upon which he should discharge his anger. But it passed away; reflection came, and D'Artagnan contented himself with saying,— 

	"The devil! the devil! I have done well to quit the service of the king. Tell me, worthy Master Bazin," added he, "how many musketeers does monsieur le surintendant retain in his service?" 

	"He could have all there are in the kingdom with his money," replied Bazin, closing his book, and dismissing the boys with some kindly blows of his cane. 

	"The devil! the devil!" repeated D'Artagnan, once more, as if to annoy the pedagogue. But as supper was now announced, he followed the cook, who introduced him into the refectory, where it awaited him. D'Artagnan placed himself at the table, and began a hearty attack upon his fowl. 

	"It appears to me," said D'Artagnan, biting with all his might at the tough fowl they had served up to him, and which they had evidently forgotten to fatten,—"it appears that I have done wrong in not seeking service with that master yonder. A powerful noble this intendant, seemingly! In good truth, we poor fellows know nothing at the court, and the rays of the sun prevent our seeing the large stars, which are also suns, at a little greater distance from our earth,—that is all." 

	As D'Artagnan delighted, both from pleasure and system, in making people talk about things which interested him, he fenced in his best style with Master Bazin, but it was pure loss of time; beyond the tiresome and hyperbolical praises of monsieur le surintendant of the finances, Bazin, who, on his side, was on his guard, afforded nothing but platitudes to the curiosity of D'Artagnan, so that our musketeer, in a tolerably bad humor, desired to go to bed as soon as he had supped. D'Artagnan was introduced by Bazin into a mean chamber, in which there was a poor bed; but D'Artagnan was not fastidious in that respect. He had been told that Aramis had taken away the key of his own private apartment, and as he knew Aramis was a very particular man, and had generally many things to conceal in his apartment, he had not been surprised. He, therefore, although it appeared comparatively even harder, attacked the bed as bravely as he had done the fowl; and, as he had as good an inclination to sleep as he had had to eat, he took scarcely longer time to be snoring harmoniously than he had employed in picking the last bones of the bird. 

	Since he was no longer in the service of any one, D'Artagnan had promised himself to indulge in sleeping as soundly as he had formerly slept lightly; but with whatever good faith D'Artagnan had made himself this promise, and whatever desire he might have to keep it religiously, he was awakened in the middle of the night by a loud noise of carriages, and servants on horseback. A sudden illumination flashed over the walls of his chamber; he jumped out of bed and ran to the window in his shirt. "Can the king be coming this way?" he thought, rubbing his eyes; "in truth, such a suite can only be attached to royalty." 

	"Vive monsieur le surintendant!" cried, or rather vociferated, from a window on the ground-floor, a voice which he recognized as Bazin's, who at the same time waved a handkerchief with one hand, and held a large candle in the other. D'Artagnan then saw something like a brilliant human form leaning out of the principal carriage; at the same time loud bursts of laughter, caused, no doubt, by the strange figure of Bazin, and issuing from the same carriage, left, as it were, a train of joy upon the passage of the rapid cortege. 

	"I might easily see it was not the king," said D'Artagnan; "people don't laugh so heartily when the king passes. Hola, Bazin!" cried he to his neighbor, three-quarters of whose body still hung out of the window, to follow the carriage with his eyes as long as he could. "What is all that about?" 

	"It is M. Fouquet," said Bazin, in a patronizing tone. 

	"And all those people?" 

	"That is the court of M. Fouquet." 

	"Oh, oh!" said D'Artagnan; "what would M. de Mazarin say to that if he heard it?" And he returned to his bed, asking himself how Aramis always contrived to be protected by the most powerful personages in the kingdom. "Is it that he has more luck than I, or that I am a greater fool than he? Bah!" that was the concluding word by the aid of which D'Artagnan, having become wise, now terminated every thought and every period of his style. Formerly he said, "Mordioux!" which was a prick of the spur, but now he had become older, and he murmured that philosophical "Bah!" which served as a bridle to all the passions. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 18. In which D'Artagnan seeks Porthos, and only finds Mousqueton 

	When D'Artagnan had perfectly convinced himself that the absence of the Vicar-General d'Herblay was real, and that his friend was not to be found at Melun or in its vicinity, he left Bazin without regret, cast an ill-natured glance at the magnificent Chateau de Vaux which was beginning to shine with that splendor which brought on its ruin, and, compressing his lips like a man full of mistrust and suspicion, he put spurs to his pied horse, saying, "Well, well! I have still Pierrefonds left, and there I shall find the best man and the best filled coffer. And that is all I want, for I have an idea of my own." 

	We will spare our readers the prosaic incidents of D'Artagnan's journey, which terminated on the morning of the third day within sight of Pierrefonds. D'Artagnan came by the way of Nanteuil-le-Hardouin and Crepy. At a distance he perceived the Castle of Louis of Orleans, which, having become part of the crown domain, was kept by an old concierge. This was one of those marvelous manors of the middle ages, with walls twenty feet in thickness, and a hundred in height. 

	D'Artagnan rode slowly past its walls, measured its towers with his eye and descended into the valley. From afar he looked down upon the chateau of Porthos, situated on the shores of a small lake, and contiguous to a magnificent forest. It was the same place we have already had the honor of describing to our readers; we shall therefore satisfy ourselves with naming it. The first thing D'Artagnan perceived after the fine trees, the May sun gilding the sides of the green hills, the long rows of feather-topped trees which stretched out towards Compiegne, was a large rolling box, pushed forward by two servants and dragged by two others. In this box there was an enormous green-and-gold thing, which went along the smiling glades of the park, thus dragged and pushed. This thing, at a distance, could not be distinguished, and signified absolutely nothing; nearer, it was a hogshead muffled in gold-bound green cloth; when close, it was a man, or rather a poussa, the interior extremity of whom, spreading over the interior of the box, entirely filled it, when still closer, the man was Mousqueton—Mousqueton, with gray hair and a face as red as Punchinello's. 

	"Pardieu!" cried D'Artagnan; "why, that's my dear Monsieur Mousqueton!" 

	"Ah!" cried the fat man—"ah! what happiness! what joy! There's M. d'Artagnan. Stop, you rascals!" These last words were addressed to the lackeys who pushed and dragged him. The box stopped, and the four lackeys, with a precision quite military, took off their laced hats and ranged themselves behind it. 

	"Oh, Monsieur d'Artagnan!" said Mousqueton, "why can I not embrace your knees? But I have become impotent, as you see." 

	"Dame! my dear Mousqueton, it is age." 

	"No, monsieur, it is not age; it is infirmities—troubles." 

	"Troubles! you, Mousqueton?" said D'Artagnan making the tour of the box; "are you out of your mind, my dear friend? Thank God! you are as hearty as a three-hundred-year-old oak." 

	"Ah! but my legs, monsieur, my legs!" groaned the faithful servant. 

	"What's the matter with your legs?" 

	"Oh, they will no longer bear me!" 

	"Ah, the ungrateful things! And yet you feed them well, Mousqueton, apparently." 

	"Alas, yes! They can reproach me with nothing in that respect," said Mousqueton, with a sigh; "I have always done what I could for my poor body; I am not selfish." And Mousqueton sighed afresh. 

	"I wonder whether Mousqueton wants to be a baron, too, as he sighs after that fashion?" thought D'Artagnan. 

	"Mon Dieu, monsieur!" said Mousqueton, as if rousing himself from a painful reverie; "how happy monseigneur will be that you have thought of him!" 

	"Kind Porthos!" cried D'Artagnan, "I am anxious to embrace him." 

	"Oh!" said Mousqueton, much affected, "I shall certainly write to him." 

	"What!" cried D'Artagnan, "you will write to him?" 

	"This very day; I shall not delay it an hour." 

	"Is he not here, then?" 

	"No, monsieur." 

	"But is he near at hand?—is he far off?" 

	"Oh, can I tell, monsieur, can I tell?" 

	"Mordioux!" cried the musketeer, stamping with his foot, "I am unfortunate. Porthos such a stay-at-home!" 

	"Monsieur, there is not a more sedentary man than monseigneur, but——" 

	"But what?" 

	"When a friend presses you——" 

	"A friend?" 

	"Doubtless—the worthy M. d'Herblay." 

	"What, has Aramis pressed Porthos?" 

	"This is how the thing happened, Monsieur d'Artagnan. M. d'Herblay wrote to monseigneur——" 

	"Indeed!" 

	"A letter, monsieur, such a pressing letter that it threw us all into a bustle." 

	"Tell me all about it, my dear friend." said D'Artagnan; "but remove these people a little further off first." 

	Mousqueton shouted, "Fall back, you fellows," with such powerful lungs that the breath, without the words, would have been sufficient to disperse the four lackeys. D'Artagnan seated himself on the shaft of the box and opened his ears. "Monsieur," said Mousqueton, "monseigneur, then, received a letter from M. le Vicaire-General d'Herblay, eight or nine days ago; it was the day of the rustic pleasures, yes, it must have been Wednesday." 

	"What do you mean?" said D'Artagnan. "The day of rustic pleasures?" 

	"Yes, monsieur; we have so many pleasures to take in this delightful country, that we were encumbered by them; so much so, that we have been forced to regulate the distribution of them." 

	"How easily do I recognize Porthos's love of order in that! Now, that idea would never have occurred to me; but then I am not encumbered with pleasures." 

	"We were, though," said Mousqueton. 

	"And how did you regulate the matter, let me know?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"It is rather long, monsieur." 

	"Never mind, we have plenty of time; and you speak so well, my dear Mousqueton, that it is really a pleasure to hear you." 

	"It is true," said Mousqueton, with a sigh of satisfaction, which emanated evidently from the justice which had been rendered him, "it is true I have made great progress in the company of monseigneur." 

	"I am waiting for the distribution of the pleasures, Mousqueton, and with impatience. I want to know if I have arrived on a lucky day." 

	"Oh, Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Mousqueton in a melancholy tone, "since monseigneur's departure all the pleasures have gone too!" 

	"Well, my dear Mousqueton, refresh your memory." 

	"With what day shall I begin?" 

	"Eh, pardieux! begin with Sunday; that is the Lord's day." 

	"Sunday, monsieur?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Sunday pleasures are religious: monseigneur goes to mass, makes the bread-offering, and has discourses and instructions made to him by his almoner-in-ordinary. That is not very amusing, but we expect a Carmelite from Paris who will do the duty of our almonry, and who, we are assured, speaks very well, which will keep us awake, whereas our present almoner always sends us to sleep. These are Sunday religious pleasures. On Monday, worldly pleasures." 

	"Ah, ah!" said D'Artagnan, "what do you mean by that? Let us have a glimpse at your worldly pleasures." 

	"Monsieur, on Monday we go into the world; we pay and receive visits, we play on the lute, we dance, we make verses, and burn a little incense in honor of the ladies." 

	"Peste! that is the height of gallantry," said the musketeer, who was obliged to call to his aid all the strength of his facial muscles to suppress an enormous inclination to laugh. 

	"Tuesday, learned pleasures." 

	"Good!" cried D'Artagnan. "What are they? Detail them, my dear Mousqueton." 

	"Monseigneur has bought a sphere or globe, which I shall show you; it fills all the perimeter of the great tower, except a gallery which he has had built over the sphere: there are little strings and brass wires to which the sun and moon are hooked. It all turns; and that is very beautiful. Monseigneur points out to me seas and distant countries. We don't intend to visit them, but it is very interesting." 

	"Interesting! yes, that's the word," repeated D'Artagnan. "And Wednesday?" 

	"Rustic pleasures, as I have had the honor to tell you, monsieur le chevalier. We look over monseigneur's sheep and goats; we make the shepherds dance to pipes and reeds, as is written in a book monseigneur has in his library, which is called 'Bergeries.' The author died about a month ago." 

	"Monsieur Racan, perhaps," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes, that was his name—M. Racan. But that is not all: we angle in the little canal, after which we dine, crowned with flowers. That is Wednesday." 

	"Peste!" said D'Artagnan, "you don't divide your pleasures badly. And Thursday?—what can be left for poor Thursday?" 

	"It is not very unfortunate, monsieur," said Mousqueton, smiling. "Thursday, Olympian pleasures. Ah, monsieur, that is superb! We get together all monseigneur's young vassals, and we make them throw the disc, wrestle, and run races. Monseigneur can't run now, no more can I; but monseigneur throws the disc as nobody else can throw it. And when he does deal a blow, oh, that proves a misfortune!" 

	"How so?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, we were obliged to renounce the cestus. He cracked heads; he broke jaws—beat in ribs. It was charming sport; but nobody was willing to play with him." 

	"Then his wrist——" 

	"Oh, monsieur, firmer than ever. Monseigneur gets a trifle weaker in his legs,—he confesses that himself; but his strength has all taken refuge in his arms, so that——" 

	"So that he can knock down bullocks, as he used formerly." 

	"Monsieur, better than that—he beats in walls. Lately, after having supped with one of our farmers—you know how popular and kind monseigneur is—after supper as a joke, he struck the wall a blow. The wall crumbled away beneath his hand, the roof fell in, and three men and an old woman were stifled." 

	"Good God, Mousqueton! And your master?" 

	"Oh, monseigneur, a little skin was rubbed off his head. We bathed the wounds with some water which the monks gave us. But there was nothing the matter with his hand." 

	"Nothing?" 

	"No, nothing, monsieur." 

	"Deuce take the Olympic pleasures! They must cost your master too dear, for widows and orphans——" 

	"They all had pensions, monsieur; a tenth of monseigneur's revenue was spent in that way." 

	"Then pass on to Friday," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Friday, noble and warlike pleasures. We hunt, we fence, we dress falcons and break horses. Then, Saturday is the day for intellectual pleasures: we adorn our minds; we look at monseigneur's pictures and statues; we write, even, and trace plans: and then we fire monseigneur's cannon." 

	"You draw plans, and fire cannon?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Why, my friend," said D'Artagnan, "M. du Vallon, in truth, possesses the most subtle and amiable mind that I know. But there is one kind of pleasure you have forgotten, it appears to me." 

	"What is that, monsieur?" asked Mousqueton, with anxiety. 

	"The material pleasures." 

	Mousqueton colored. "What do you mean by that, monsieur?" said he, casting down his eyes. 

	"I mean the table—good wine—evenings occupied in passing the bottle." 

	"Ah, monsieur, we don't reckon those pleasures,—we practice them every day." 

	"My brave Mousqueton," resumed D'Artagnan, "pardon me, but I was so absorbed in your charming recital that I have forgotten the principal object of our conversation, which was to learn what M. le Vicaire-General d'Herblay could have to write to your master about." 

	"That is true, monsieur," said Mousqueton; "the pleasures have misled us. Well, monsieur, this is the whole affair." 

	"I am all attention, Mousqueton." 

	"On Wednesday——" 

	"The day of the rustic pleasures?" 

	"Yes—a letter arrived; he received it from my hands. I had recognized the writing." 

	"Well?" 

	"Monseigneur read it and cried out, 'Quick, my horses! my arms!'" 

	"Oh, good Lord! then it was for some duel?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"No, monsieur, there were only these words: 'Dear Porthos, set out, if you would wish to arrive before the Equinox. I expect you.'" 

	"Mordioux!" said D'Artagnan, thoughtfully, "that was pressing, apparently." 

	"I think so; therefore," continued Mousqueton, "monseigneur set out the very same day with his secretary, in order to endeavor to arrive in time." 

	"And did he arrive in time?" 

	"I hope so. Monseigneur, who is hasty, as you know, monsieur, repeated incessantly, 'Tonno Dieu! What can this mean? The Equinox? Never mind, a fellow must be well mounted to arrive before I do.'" 

	"And you think Porthos will have arrived first, do you?" asked D'Artagnan. 

	"I am sure of it. This Equinox, however rich he may be, has certainly no horses so good as monseigneur's." 

	D'Artagnan repressed his inclination to laugh, because the brevity of Aramis's letter gave rise to reflection. He followed Mousqueton, or rather Mousqueton's chariot, to the castle. He sat down to a sumptuous table, of which they did him the honors as to a king. But he could draw nothing from Mousqueton,—the faithful servant seemed to shed tears at will, but that was all. 

	D'Artagnan, after a night passed in an excellent bed, reflected much upon the meaning of Aramis's letter; puzzled himself as to the relation of the Equinox with the affairs of Porthos; and being unable to make anything out unless it concerned some amour of the bishop's, for which it was necessary that the days and nights should be equal, D'Artagnan left Pierrefonds as he had left Melun, as he had left the chateau of the Comte de la Fere. It was not, however, without a melancholy, which might in good sooth pass for one of the most dismal of D'Artagnan's moods. His head cast down, his eyes fixed, he suffered his legs to hang on each side of his horse, and said to himself, in that vague sort of reverie which ascends sometimes to the sublimest eloquence: 

	"No more friends! no more future! no more anything! My energies are broken like the bonds of our ancient friendship. Oh, old age is coming, cold and inexorable; it envelops in its funereal crape all that was brilliant, all that was embalming in my youth; then it throws that sweet burthen on its shoulders and carries it away with the rest into the fathomless gulf of death." 

	A shudder crept through the heart of the Gascon, so brave and so strong against all the misfortunes of life; and during some moments the clouds appeared black to him, the earth slippery and full of pits as that of cemeteries. 

	"Whither am I going?" said he to himself. "What am I going to do! Alone, quite alone—without family, without friends! Bah!" cried he all at once. And he clapped spurs to his horse, who, having found nothing melancholy in the heavy oats of Pierrefonds profited by this permission to show his gayety in a gallop which absorbed two leagues. "To Paris!" said D'Artagnan to himself. And on the morrow he alighted in Paris. He had devoted six days to this journey. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 19. What D'Artagnan went to Paris for 

	The lieutenant dismounted before a shop in the Rue des Lombards, at the sign of the Pilon d'Or. A man of good appearance, wearing a white apron, and stroking his gray mustache with a large hand, uttered a cry of joy on perceiving the pied horse. "Monsieur le chevalier," said he, "ah, is that you?" 

	"Bon jour, Planchet," replied D'Artagnan, stooping to enter the shop. 

	"Quick, somebody," cried Planchet, "to look after Monsieur d'Artagnan's horse,—somebody to get ready his room,—somebody to prepare his supper." 

	"Thanks, Planchet. Good-day, my children!" said D'Artagnan to the eager boys. 

	"Allow me to send off this coffee, this treacle, and these raisins," said Planchet; "they are for the store-room of monsieur le surintendant." 

	"Send them off, send them off!" 

	"That is only the affair of a moment, then we shall sup." 

	"Arrange it that we may sup alone; I want to speak to you." 

	Planchet looked at his old master in a significant manner. 

	"Oh, don't be uneasy, it is nothing unpleasant," said D'Artagnan. 

	"So much the better—so much the better!" And Planchet breathed freely again, whilst D'Artagnan seated himself quietly down in the shop, upon a bale of corks, and made a survey of the premises. The shop was well stocked; there was a mingled perfume of ginger, cinnamon, and ground pepper, which made D'Artagnan sneeze. The shop-boy, proud of being in company with so renowned a warrior, of a lieutenant of musketeers, who approached the person of the king, began to work with an enthusiasm which was something like delirium, and to serve the customers with a disdainful haste that was noticed by several. 

	Planchet put away his money, and made up his accounts, amidst civilities addressed to his former master. Planchet had with his equals the short speech and the haughty familiarity of the rich shopkeeper who serves everybody and waits for nobody. D'Artagnan observed this habit with a pleasure which we shall analyze presently. He saw night come on by degrees, and at length Planchet conducted him to a chamber on the first story, where, amidst bales and chests, a table very nicely set out awaited the two guests. 

	D'Artagnan took advantage of a moment's pause to examine the countenance of Planchet, whom he had not seen for a year. The shrewd Planchet had acquired a slight protuberance in front, but his countenance was not puffed. His keen eye still played with facility in its deep-sunk orbit; and fat, which levels all the characteristic saliences of the human face, had not yet touched either his high cheek-bones, the sign of cunning and cupidity, or his pointed chin, the sign of acuteness and perseverance. Planchet reigned with as much majesty in his dining-room as in his shop. He set before his master a frugal, but perfectly Parisian repast: roast meat, cooked at the baker's, with vegetables, salad, and a dessert borrowed from the shop itself. D'Artagnan was pleased that the grocer had drawn from behind the fagots a bottle of that Anjou wine which during all his life had been D'Artagnan's favorite wine. 

	"Formerly, monsieur," said Planchet, with a smile full of bonhomie, "it was I who drank your wine; now you do me the honor to drink mine." 

	"And, thank God, friend Planchet, I shall drink it for a long time to come, I hope; for at present I am free." 

	"Free? You have leave of absence, monsieur?" 

	"Unlimited." 

	"You are leaving the service?" said Planchet, stupefied. 

	"Yes, I am resting." 

	"And the king?" cried Planchet, who could not suppose it possible that the king could do without the services of such a man as D'Artagnan. 

	"The king will try his fortune elsewhere. But we have supped well, you are disposed to enjoy yourself; you invite me to confide in you. Open your ears, then." 

	"They are open." And Planchet, with a laugh more frank than cunning, opened a bottle of white wine. 

	"Leave me my reason, at least." 

	"Oh, as to you losing your head—you, monsieur!" 

	"Now my head is my own, and I mean to take better care of it than ever. In the first place we shall talk business. How fares our money-box?" 

	"Wonderfully well, monsieur. The twenty thousand livres I had of you are still employed in my trade, in which they bring me nine per cent. I give you seven, so I gain two by you." 

	"And you are still satisfied?" 

	"Delighted. Have you brought me any more?" 

	"Better than that. But do you want any?" 

	"Oh! not at all. Every one is willing to trust me now. I am extending my business." 

	"That was your intention." 

	"I play the banker a little. I buy goods of my needy brethren; I lend money to those who are not ready for their payments." 

	"Without usury?" 

	"Oh! monsieur, in the course of the last week I have had two meetings on the boulevards, on account of the word you have just pronounced." 

	"What?" 

	"You shall see: it concerned a loan. The borrower gives me in pledge some raw sugars, on condition that I should sell if repayment were not made within a fixed period. I lend a thousand livres. He does not pay me and I sell the sugars for thirteen hundred livres. He learns this and claims a hundred crowns. Ma foi! I refused, pretending that I could not sell them for more than nine hundred livres. He accused me of usury. I begged him to repeat that word to me behind the boulevards. He was an old guard, and he came: and I passed your sword through his left thigh." 

	"Tu dieu! what a pretty sort of banker you make!" said D'Artagnan. 

	"For above thirteen per cent. I fight," replied Planchet; "that is my character." 

	"Take only twelve," said D'Artagnan, "and call the rest premium and brokerage." 

	"You are right, monsieur; but to your business." 

	"Ah! Planchet, it is very long and very hard to speak." 

	"Do speak it, nevertheless." 

	D'Artagnan twisted his mustache like a man embarrassed with the confidence he is about to make and mistrustful of his confidant. 

	"Is it an investment?" asked Planchet. 

	"Why, yes." 

	"At good profit?" 

	"A capital profit,—four hundred per cent., Planchet." 

	Planchet gave such a blow with his fist upon the table, that the bottles bounded as if they had been frightened. 

	"Good heavens! is that possible?" 

	"I think it will be more," replied D'Artagnan coolly; "but I like to lay it at the lowest!" 

	"The devil!" said Planchet, drawing nearer. "Why monsieur, that is magnificent! Can one put much money in it?" 

	"Twenty thousand livres each, Planchet." 

	"Why, that is all you have, monsieur. For how long a time?" 

	"For a month." 

	"And that will give us——" 

	"Fifty thousand livres each, profit." 

	"It is monstrous! It is worth while to fight for such interest as that!" 

	"In fact, I believe it will be necessary to fight not a little," said D'Artagnan, with the same tranquillity; "but this time there are two of us, Planchet, and I shall take all the blows to myself." 

	"Oh! monsieur, I will not allow that." 

	"Planchet, you cannot be concerned in it; you would be obliged to leave your business and your family." 

	"The affair is not in Paris, then?" 

	"No." 

	"Abroad?" 

	"In England." 

	"A speculative country, that is true," said Planchet,—"a country that I know well. What sort of an affair, monsieur, without too much curiosity?" 

	"Planchet, it is a restoration." 

	"Of monuments?" 

	"Yes, of monuments; we shall restore Whitehall." 

	"That is important. And in a month, you think?" 

	"I shall undertake it." 

	"That concerns you, monsieur, and when once you are engaged——" 

	"Yes, that concerns me. I know what I am about; nevertheless, I will freely consult with you." 

	"You do me great honor; but I know very little about architecture." 

	"Planchet, you are wrong; you are an excellent architect, quite as good as I am, for the case in question." 

	"Thanks, monsieur. But your old friends of the musketeers?" 

	"I have been, I confess, tempted to speak of the thing to those gentlemen, but they are all absent from their houses. It is vexatious, for I know none more bold or more able." 

	"Ah! then it appears there will be an opposition, and the enterprise will be disputed?" 

	"Oh, yes, Planchet, yes." 

	"I burn to know the details, monsieur." 

	"Here they are, Planchet—close all the doors tight." 

	"Yes, monsieur." And Planchet double-locked them. 

	"That is well; now draw near." Planchet obeyed. 

	"And open the window, because the noise of the passers-by and the carts will deafen all who might hear us." Planchet opened the window as desired, and the gust of tumult which filled the chamber with cries, wheels, barkings, and steps deafened D'Artagnan himself, as he had wished. He then swallowed a glass of white wine and began in these terms: "Planchet, I have an idea." 

	"Ah! monsieur, I recognize you so well in that!" replied Planchet, panting with emotion. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 20. Of the Society which was formed in the Rue des Lombards, at the Sign of the Pilon d'Or, to carry out M. d'Artagnan's Idea 

	After a moment's silence, in which D'Artagnan appeared to be collecting, not one idea, but all his ideas—"It cannot be, my dear Planchet," said he, "that you have not heard of his majesty Charles I. of England?" 

	"Alas! yes, monsieur, since you left France in order to assist him, and that, in spite of that assistance, he fell, and was near dragging you down in his fall." 

	"Exactly so; I see you have a good memory, Planchet." 

	"Peste! the astonishing thing would be, if I could have lost that memory, however bad it might have been. When one has heard Grimaud, who, you know, is not given to talking, relate how the head of King Charles fell, how you sailed the half of a night in a scuttled vessel, and saw floating on the water that good M. Mordaunt with a certain gold-hafted dagger buried in his breast, one is not very likely to forget such things." 

	"And yet there are people who forget them, Planchet." 

	"Yes, such as have not seen them, or have not heard Grimaud relate them." 

	"Well, it is all the better that you recollect all that; I shall only have to remind you of one thing, and that is that Charles I. had a son." 

	"Without contradicting you, monsieur, he had two," said Planchet; "for I saw the second one in Paris, M. le Duke of York, one day, as he was going to the Palais Royal, and I was told that he was not the eldest son of Charles I. As to the eldest, I have the honor of knowing him by name, but not personally." 

	"That is exactly the point, Planchet, we must come to: it is to this eldest son, formerly called the Prince of Wales, and who is now styled Charles II., king of England." 

	"A king without a kingdom, monsieur," replied Planchet, sententiously. 

	"Yes, Planchet, and you may add an unfortunate prince, more unfortunate than the poorest man of the people lost in the worst quarter of Paris." 

	Planchet made a gesture full of that sort of compassion which we grant to strangers with whom we think we can never possibly find ourselves in contact. Besides, he did not see in this politico-sentimental operation any sign of the commercial idea of M. d'Artagnan, and it was in this idea that D'Artagnan, who was, from habit, pretty well acquainted with men and things, had principally interested Planchet. 

	"I am coming to our business. This young Prince of Wales, a king without a kingdom, as you have so well said, Planchet, has interested me. I, D'Artagnan, have seen him begging assistance of Mazarin, who is a miser, and the aid of Louis, who is a child, and it appeared to me, who am acquainted with such things, that in the intelligent eye of the fallen king, in the nobility of his whole person, a nobility apparent above all his miseries, I could discern the stuff of a man and the heart of a king." 

	Planchet tacitly approved of all this; but it did not at all, in his eyes at least, throw any light upon D'Artagnan's idea. The latter continued: "This, then, is the reasoning which I made with myself. Listen attentively, Planchet, for we are coming to the conclusion." 

	"I am listening." 

	"Kings are not so thickly sown upon the earth, that people can find them whenever they want them. Now, this king without a kingdom is, in my opinion, a grain of seed which will blossom in some season or other, provided a skillful, discreet, and vigorous hand sow it duly and truly, selecting soil, sky, and time." 

	Planchet still approved by a nod of his head, which showed that he did not perfectly comprehend all that was said. 

	"'Poor little seed of a king,' said I to myself, and really I was affected, Planchet, which leads me to think I am entering upon a foolish business. And that is why I wished to consult you, my friend." 

	Planchet colored with pleasure and pride. 

	"'Poor little seed of a king! I will pick you up and cast you into good ground.'" 

	"Good God!" said Planchet, looking earnestly at his old master, as if in doubt as to the state of his reason. 

	"Well, what is it?" said D'Artagnan; "who hurts you?" 

	"Me! nothing, monsieur." 

	"You said, 'Good God!'" 

	"Did I?" 

	"I am sure you did. Can you already understand?" 

	"I confess, M. d'Artagnan, that I am afraid——" 

	"To understand?" 

	"Yes." 

	"To understand that I wish to replace upon his throne this King Charles II., who has no throne? Is that it?" 

	Planchet made a prodigious bound in his chair. "Ah, ah!" said he, in evident terror, "that is what you call a restoration!" 

	"Yes, Planchet; is it not the proper term for it?" 

	"Oh, no doubt, no doubt! But have you reflected seriously?" 

	"Upon what?" 

	"Upon what is going on yonder." 

	"Where?" 

	"In England." 

	"And what is that? let us see, Planchet." 

	"In the first place, monsieur, I ask your pardon for meddling in these things, which have nothing to do with my trade; but since it is an affair that you propose to me—for you are proposing an affair, are you not?——" 

	"A superb one, Planchet." 

	"But as it is business you propose to me, I have the right to discuss it." 

	"Discuss it, Planchet; out of discussion is born light." 

	"Well, then, since I have monsieur's permission, I will tell him that there is yonder, in the first place, the parliament." 

	"Well, next?" 

	"And then the army." 

	"Good! Do you see anything else?" 

	"Why, then the nation." 

	"Is that all?" 

	"The nation which consented to the overthrow and death of the late king, the father of this one, and which will not be willing to belie its acts." 

	"Planchet," said D'Artagnan, "you argue like a cheese! The nation—the nation is tired of these gentlemen who give themselves such barbarous names, and who sing songs to it. Chanting for chanting, my dear Planchet; I have remarked that nations prefer singing a merry chant to the plain chant. Remember the Fronde; what did they sing in those times? Well those were good times." 

	"Not too good, not too good! I was near being hung in those times." 

	"Well, but you were not." 

	"No." 

	"And you laid the foundation of your fortune in the midst of all those songs?" 

	"That is true." 

	"Then you have nothing to say against them." 

	"Well, I return, then, to the army and parliament." 

	"I say that I borrow twenty thousand livres of M. Planchet, and that I put twenty thousand livres of my own to it, and with these forty thousand livres I raise an army." 

	Planchet clasped his hands; he saw that D'Artagnan was in earnest, and, in good truth, he believed his master had lost his senses. 

	"An army!—ah, monsieur," said he, with his most agreeable smile, for fear of irritating the madman, and rendering him furious,—"an army!—how many?" 

	"Of forty men," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Forty against forty thousand! that is not enough. I know very well that you, M. d'Artagnan, alone, are equal to a thousand men, but where are we to find thirty-nine men equal to you? Or, if we could find them, who would furnish you with money to pay them?" 

	"Not bad, Planchet. Ah, the devil! you play the courtier." 

	"No, monsieur, I speak what I think, and that is exactly why I say that, in the first pitched battle you fight with your forty men, I am very much afraid——" 

	"Therefore I shall fight no pitched battles, my dear Planchet," said the Gascon, laughing. "We have very fine examples in antiquity of skillful retreats and marches, which consisted in avoiding the enemy instead of attacking them. You should know that, Planchet, you who commanded the Parisians the day on which they ought to have fought against the musketeers, and who so well calculated marches and countermarches, that you never left the Palais Royal." 

	Planchet could not help laughing. "It is plain," replied he, "that if your forty men conceal themselves, and are not unskillful, they may hope not to be beaten: but you propose obtaining some result, do you not?" 

	"No doubt. This, then, in my opinion, is the plan to be proceeded upon in order quickly to replace his majesty Charles II. on his throne." 

	"Good!" said Planchet, increasing his attention; "let us see your plan. But in the first place it seems to me we are forgetting something." 

	"What is that?" 

	"We have set aside the nation, which prefers singing merry songs to psalms, and the army, which we will not fight: but the parliament remains, and that seldom sings." 

	"Nor does it fight. How is it, Planchet, that an intelligent man like you should take any heed of a set of brawlers who call themselves Rumps and Barebones. The parliament does not trouble me at all, Planchet." 

	"As soon as it ceases to trouble you, monsieur, let us pass on." 

	"Yes, and arrive at the result. You remember Cromwell, Planchet?" 

	"I have heard a great deal of talk about him." 

	"He was a rough soldier." 

	"And a terrible eater, moreover." 

	"What do you mean by that?" 

	"Why, at one gulp he swallowed all England." 

	"Well, Planchet, the evening before the day on which he swallowed England, if any one had swallowed M. Cromwell?" 

	"Oh, monsieur, it is one of the axioms of mathematics that the container must be greater than the contained." 

	"Very well! That is our affair, Planchet." 

	"But M. Cromwell is dead, and his container is now the tomb." 

	"My dear Planchet, I see with pleasure that you have not only become a mathematician, but a philosopher." 

	"Monsieur, in my grocery business I use much printed paper, and that instructs me." 

	"Bravo! You know then, in that case—for you have not learnt mathematics and philosophy without a little history—that after this Cromwell so great, there came one who was very little." 

	"Yes; he was named Richard, and he has done as you have, M. d'Artagnan—he has tendered his resignation." 

	"Very well said—very well! After the great man who is dead, after the little one who tendered his resignation, there came a third. This one is named Monk; he is an able general, considering he has never fought a battle; he is a skillful diplomatist, considering that he never speaks in public, and that having to say 'good-day' to a man, he meditates twelve hours, and ends by saying 'good-night;' which makes people exclaim 'miracle!' seeing that it falls out correctly." 

	"That is rather strong," said Planchet; "but I know another political man who resembles him very much." 

	"M. Mazarin you mean?" 

	"Himself." 

	"You are right, Planchet; only M. Mazarin does not aspire to the throne of France; and that changes everything. Do you see? Well, this M. Monk, who has England ready-roasted in his plate, and who is already opening his mouth to swallow it—this M. Monk, who says to the people of Charles II., and to Charles II. himself, 'Nescio vos'——" 

	"I don't understand English," said Planchet. 

	"Yes, but I understand it," said D'Artagnan. "'Nescio vos' means 'I do not know you.' This M. Monk, the most important man in England, when he shall have swallowed it——" 

	"Well?" asked Planchet. 

	"Well, my friend, I shall go over yonder, and with my forty men, I shall carry him off, pack him up, and bring him into France, where two modes of proceeding present themselves to my dazzled eyes." 

	"Oh! and to mine too," cried Planchet, transported with enthusiasm. "We will put him in a cage and show him for money." 

	"Well, Planchet, that is a third plan, of which I had not thought." 

	"Do you think it a good one?" 

	"Yes, certainly, but I think mine better." 

	"Let us see yours, then." 

	"In the first place, I shall set a ransom on him." 

	"Of how much?" 

	"Peste! a fellow like that must be well worth a hundred thousand crowns." 

	"Yes, yes!" 

	"You see, then—in the first place, a ransom of a hundred thousand crowns." 

	"Or else——" 

	"Or else, what is much better, I deliver him up to King Charles, who, having no longer either a general or an army to fear, nor a diplomatist to trick him, will restore himself, and when once restored, will pay down to me the hundred thousand crowns in question. That is the idea I have formed; what do you say to it, Planchet?" 

	"Magnificent, monsieur!" cried Planchet, trembling with emotion. "How did you conceive that idea?" 

	"It came to me one morning on the banks of the Loire, whilst our beloved king, Louis XIV., was pretending to weep upon the hand of Mademoiselle de Mancini." 

	"Monsieur, I declare the idea is sublime. But——" 

	"Ah! is there a but?" 

	"Permit me! But this is a little like the skin of that fine bear—you know—that they were about to sell, but which it was necessary to take from the back of the living bear. Now, to take M. Monk, there will be a bit of scuffle, I should think." 

	"No doubt; but as I shall raise an army to——" 

	"Yes, yes—I understand, parbleu!—a coup-de-main. Yes, then, monsieur, you will triumph, for no one equals you in such sorts of encounters." 

	"I certainly am lucky in them," said D'Artagnan, with a proud simplicity. "You know that if for this affair I had my dear Athos, my brave Porthos, and my cunning Aramis, the business would be settled; but they are all lost, as it appears, and nobody knows where to find them. I will do it, then, alone. Now, do you find the business good, and the investment advantageous?" 

	"Too much so—too much so." 

	"How can that be?" 

	"Because fine things never reach the expected point." 

	"This is infallible, Planchet, and the proof is that I undertake it. It will be for you a tolerably pretty gain, and for me a very interesting stroke. It will be said, 'Such was the old age of M. d'Artagnan,' and I shall hold a place in tales and even in history itself, Planchet. I am greedy of honor." 

	"Monsieur," cried Planchet, "when I think that it is here, in my home, in the midst of my sugar, my prunes, and my cinnamon, that this gigantic project is ripened, my shop seems a palace to me." 

	"Beware, beware, Planchet! If the least report of this escapes, there is the Bastile for both of us. Beware, my friend, for this is a plot we are hatching. M. Monk is the ally of M. Mazarin—beware!" 

	"Monsieur, when a man has had the honor to belong to you, he knows nothing of fear; and when he has the advantage of being bound up in interests with you, he holds his tongue." 

	"Very well, that is more your affair than mine, seeing that in a week I shall be in England." 

	"Depart, monsieur, depart—the sooner the better." 

	"Is the money, then, ready?" 

	"It will be to-morrow, to-morrow you shall receive it from my own hands. Will you have gold or silver?" 

	"Gold; that is most convenient. But how are we going to arrange this? Let us see." 

	"Oh, good Lord! in the simplest way possible. You shall give me a receipt, that is all." 

	"No, no," said D'Artagnan, warmly; "we must preserve order in all things." 

	"That is likewise my opinion; but with you, M. d'Artagnan——" 

	"And if I should die yonder—if I should be killed by a musket-ball—if I should burst from drinking beer?" 

	"Monsieur, I beg you to believe that in that case I should be so much afflicted at your death, that I should not think about the money." 

	"Thank you, Planchet; but no matter. We shall, like two lawyers' clerks, draw up together an agreement, a sort of act, which may be called a deed of company." 

	"Willingly, monsieur." 

	"I know it is difficult to draw such a thing up, but we can try." 

	"Let us try, then." And Planchet went in search of pens, ink, and paper. D'Artagnan took the pen and wrote:—"Between Messire d'Artagnan, ex-lieutenant of the king's musketeers, at present residing in the Rue Tiquetonne, Hotel de la Chevrette; and the Sieur Planchet, grocer, residing in the Rue les Lombards, at the sign of the Pilon d'Or, it has been agreed as follows:—A company, with a capital of forty thousand livres, and formed for the purpose of carrying out an idea conceived by M. d'Artagnan, and the said Planchet approving of it in all points, will place twenty thousand livres in the hands of M. d'Artagnan. He will require neither repayment nor interest before the return of M. d'Artagnan from a journey he is about to take into England. On his part, M. d'Artagnan undertakes to find twenty thousand livres, which he will join to the twenty thousand already laid down by the Sieur Planchet. He will employ the said sum of forty thousand livres according to his judgment in an undertaking which is described below. On the day when M. d'Artagnan shall have re-established, by whatever means, his majesty King Charles II. upon the throne of England, he will pay into the hands of M. Planchet the sum of——" 

	"The sum of a hundred and fifty thousand livres," said Planchet, innocently, perceiving that D'Artagnan hesitated. 

	"Oh, the devil, no!" said D'Artagnan, "the division cannot be made by half; that would not be just." 

	"And yet, monsieur; we each lay down half," objected Planchet, timidly. 

	"Yes; but listen to this clause, my dear Planchet, and if you do not find it equitable in every respect when it is written, well, we can scratch it out again:—'Nevertheless, as M. d'Artagnan brings to the association, besides his capital of twenty thousand livres, his time, his idea, his industry and his skin,—things which he appreciates strongly, particularly the last,—M. d'Artagnan will keep, of the three hundred thousand livres two hundred thousand livres for himself, which will make his share two-thirds." 

	"Very well," said Planchet. 

	"Is it just?" asked D'Artagnan. 

	"Perfectly just, monsieur." 

	"And you will be contented with a hundred thousand livres?" 

	"Peste! I think so. A hundred thousand for twenty thousand!" 

	"And in a month, understand." 

	"How, in a month?" 

	"Yes, I only ask one month." 

	"Monsieur," said Planchet, generously, "I give you six weeks." 

	"Thank you," replied the musketeer, politely; after which the two partners reperused their deed. 

	"That is perfect, monsieur," said Planchet, "and the late M. Coquenard, the first husband of Madame la Baronne du Vallon, could not have done it better." 

	"Do you find it so? Let us sign it, then." And both affixed their signatures. 

	"In this fashion," said D'Artagnan, "I shall be under obligations to no one." 

	"But I shall be under obligations to you," said Planchet. 

	"No; for whatever store I set by it, Planchet, I may lose my skin yonder, and you will lose all. A propos—peste!—that makes me think of the principal, an indispensable clause. I shall write it:—'In the case of M. d'Artagnan dying in this enterprise, liquidation will be considered made, and the Sieur Planchet will give quittance from that moment to the shade of Messire d'Artagnan for the twenty thousand livres paid by him into the hands of the said company.'" 

	This last clause made Planchet knit his brows a little, but when he saw the brilliant eye, the muscular hand, the supple and strong back of his associate, he regained his courage, and, without regret, he at once added another stroke to his signature. D'Artagnan did the same. Thus was drawn the first known company contract; perhaps such things have been abused a little since, both in form and principle. 

	"Now," said Planchet, pouring out the last glass of Anjou wine for D'Artagnan,—"now go to sleep, my dear master." 

	"No," replied D'Artagnan; "for the most difficult part now remains to be done, and I will think over that difficult part." 

	"Bah!" said Planchet; "I have such great confidence in you, M. d'Artagnan, that I would not give my hundred thousand livres for ninety thousand livres down." 

	"And devil take me if I don't think you are right!" Upon which D'Artagnan took a candle and went up to his bedroom. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 21. In which D'Artagnan prepares to travel for the Firm of Planchet and Company 

	D'Artagnan reflected to such good purpose during the night that his plan was settled by morning. "This is it," said he, sitting up in bed, supporting his elbow on his knee, and his chin in his hand;—"this is it. I shall seek out forty steady, firm men, recruited among people a little compromised, but having habits of discipline. I shall promise them five hundred livres for a month if they return, nothing if they do not return, or half for their kindred. As to food and lodging, that concerns the English, who have cattle in their pastures, bacon in their bacon-racks, fowls in their poultry-yards, and corn in their barns. I will present myself to General Monk with my little body of troops. He will receive me. I shall win his confidence, and take advantage of it, as soon as possible." 

	But without going farther, D'Artagnan shook his head and interrupted himself. "No," said he; "I should not dare to relate this to Athos; the way is therefore not honorable. I must use violence," continued he,—"very certainly I must, but without compromising my loyalty. With forty men I will traverse the country as a partisan. But if I fall in with, not forty thousand English, as Planchet said, but purely and simply with four hundred, I shall be beaten. Supposing that among my forty warriors there should be found at least ten stupid ones—ten who will allow themselves to be killed one after the other, from mere folly? No; it is, in fact, impossible to find forty men to be depended upon—they do not exist. I must learn how to be contented with thirty. With ten men less I should have the right of avoiding any armed encounter, on account of the small number of my people; and if the encounter should take place, my chance is better with thirty men than forty. Besides, I should save five thousand francs; that is to say, the eighth of my capital; that is worth the trial. This being so, I should have thirty men. I shall divide them into three bands,—we will spread ourselves about over the country, with an injunction to reunite at a given moment; in this fashion, ten by ten, we should excite no suspicion—we should pass unperceived. Yes, yes, thirty—that is a magic number. There are three tens—three, that divine number! And then, truly, a company of thirty men, when all together, will look rather imposing. Ah! stupid wretch that I am!" continued D'Artagnan, "I want thirty horses. That is ruinous. Where the devil was my head when I forgot the horses? We cannot, however, think of striking such a blow without horses. Well, so be it, that sacrifice must be made; we can get the horses in the country—they are not bad, besides. But I forgot—peste! Three bands—that necessitates three leaders; there is the difficulty. Of the three commanders I have already one—that is myself;—yes, but the two others will of themselves cost almost as much money as all the rest of the troop. No; positively I must have but one lieutenant. In that case, then, I should reduce my troop to twenty men. I know very well that twenty men is but very little; but since with thirty I was determined not to seek to come to blows, I should do so more carefully still with twenty. Twenty—that is a round number; that, besides, reduces the number of the horses by ten, which is a consideration; and then, with a good lieutenant—Mordioux! what things patience and calculation are! Was I not going to embark with forty men, and I have now reduced them to twenty for an equal success? Ten thousand livres saved at one stroke, and more safety; that is well! Now, then, let us see; we have nothing to do but to find this lieutenant—let him be found, then; and after—That is not so easy; he must be brave and good, a second myself. Yes, but a lieutenant must have my secret, and as that secret is worth a million, and I shall only pay my man a thousand livres, fifteen hundred at the most, my man will sell the secret to Monk. Mordioux! no lieutenant. Besides, this man, were he as mute as a disciple of Pythagoras,—this man would be sure to have in the troop some favourite soldier, whom he would make his sergeant, the sergeant would penetrate the secret of the lieutenant, in case the latter should be honest and unwilling to sell it. Then the sergeant, less honest and less ambitious, will give up the whole for fifty thousand livres. Come, come! that is impossible. The lieutenant is impossible. But then I must have no fractions; I cannot divide my troop into two, and act upon two points, at once, without another self, who—But what is the use of acting upon two points, as we have only one man to take? What can be the good of weakening a corps by placing the right here, and the left there? A single corps—Mordioux! a single one, and that commanded by D'Artagnan. Very well. But twenty men marching in one band are suspected by everybody; twenty horsemen must not be seen marching together, or a company will be detached against them and the password will be required; the which company, upon seeing them embarrassed to give it, would shoot M. d'Artagnan and his men like so many rabbits. I reduce myself then to ten men; in this fashion I shall act simply and with unity; I shall be forced to be prudent, which is half the success in an affair of the kind I am undertaking; a greater number might, perhaps, have drawn me into some folly. Ten horses are not many, either to buy or take. A capital idea; what tranquillity it infuses into my mind! no more suspicions—no passwords—no more dangers! Ten men, they are valets or clerks. Ten men, leading ten horses laden with merchandise of whatever kind, are tolerated, well received everywhere. Ten men travel on account of the house of Planchet & Co., of France—nothing can be said against that. These ten men, clothed like manufacturers, have a good cutlass or a good musket at their saddle-bow, and a good pistol in the holster. They never allow themselves to be uneasy, because they have no evil designs. They are, perhaps, in truth, a little disposed to be smugglers, but what harm is in that? Smuggling is not, like polygamy, a hanging offense. The worst that can happen to us is the confiscation of our merchandise. Our merchandise confiscated—fine affair that! Come, come! it is a superb plan. Ten men only—ten men, whom I will engage for my service; ten men who shall be as resolute as forty, who would cost me four times as much, and to whom, for greater security, I will never open my mouth as to my designs, and to whom I shall only say, 'My friends, there is a blow to be struck.' Things being after this fashion, Satan will be very malicious if he plays me one of his tricks. Fifteen thousand livres saved—that's superb—out of twenty!" 

	Thus fortified by his laborious calculations, D'Artagnan stopped at this plan, and determined to change nothing in it. He had already on a list furnished by his inexhaustible memory, ten men illustrious amongst the seekers of adventures, ill-treated by fortune, and not on good terms with justice. Upon this D'Artagnan rose, and instantly set off on the search, telling Planchet not to expect him to breakfast, and perhaps not to dinner. A day and a half spent in rummaging amongst certain dens of Paris sufficed for his recruiting; and, without allowing his adventurers to communicate with each other, he had picked up and got together, in less than thirty hours, a charming collection of ill-looking faces, speaking a French less pure than the English they were about to attempt. These men were, for the most part, guards, whose merit D'Artagnan had had an opportunity of appreciating in various encounters, whom drunkenness, unlucky sword-thrusts, unexpected winnings at play, or the economical reforms of Mazarin, had forced to seek shade and solitude, those two great consolers of irritated and chafing spirits. They bore upon their countenances and in their vestments the traces of the heartaches they had undergone. Some had their visages scarred,—all had their clothes in rags. D'Artagnan comforted the most needy of these brotherly miseries by a prudent distribution of the crowns of the society; then, having taken care that these crowns should be employed in the physical improvement of the troop, he appointed a trysting place in the north of France, between Berghes and Saint Omer. Six days were allowed as the utmost term, and D'Artagnan was sufficiently acquainted with the good-will, the good-humor, and the relative probity of these illustrious recruits, to be certain that not one of them would fail in his appointment. These orders given, this rendezvous fixed, he went to bid farewell to Planchet, who asked news of his army. D'Artagnan did not think proper to inform him of the reduction he had made in his personnel. He feared that the confidence of his associate would be abated by such an avowal. Planchet was delighted to learn that the army was levied, and that he (Planchet) found himself a kind of half king, who from his throne-counter kept in pay a body of troops destined to make war against perfidious Albion, that enemy of all true French hearts. Planchet paid down in double louis, twenty thousand livres to D'Artagnan, on the part of himself (Planchet), and twenty thousand livres, still in double louis, in account with D'Artagnan. D'Artagnan placed each of the twenty thousand francs in a bag, and weighing a bag in each hand,—"This money is very embarrassing, my dear Planchet," said he. "Do you know this weighs thirty pounds?" 

	"Bah! your horse will carry that like a feather." 

	D'Artagnan shook his head. "Don't tell me such things, Planchet: a horse overloaded with thirty pounds, in addition to the rider and his portmanteau, cannot cross a river so easily—cannot leap over a wall or ditch so lightly; and the horse failing, the horseman fails. It is true that you, Planchet, who have served in the infantry, may not be aware of all that." 

	"Then what is to be done, monsieur?" said Planchet, greatly embarrassed. 

	"Listen to me," said D'Artagnan. "I will pay my army on its return home. Keep my half of twenty thousand livres, which you can use during that time." 

	"And my half?" said Planchet. 

	"I shall take that with me." 

	"Your confidence does me honor," said Planchet: "but supposing you should not return?" 

	"That is possible, though not very probable. Then, Planchet, in case I should not return—give me a pen! I will make my will." D'Artagnan took a pen and some paper, and wrote upon a plain sheet,—"I, D'Artagnan, possess twenty thousand livres, laid up cent by cent during thirty years that I have been in the service of his majesty the king of France. I leave five thousand to Athos, five thousand to Porthos and five thousand to Aramis, that they may give the said sums in my name and their own to my young friend Raoul, Vicomte de Bragelonne. I give the remaining five thousand to Planchet, that he may distribute the fifteen thousand with less regret among my friends. With which purpose I sign these presents.—D'Artagnan. 

	Planchet appeared very curious to know what D'Artagnan had written. 

	"Here," said the musketeer, "read it" 

	On reading the last lines the tears came into Planchet's eyes. "You think, then, that I would not have given the money without that? Then I will have none of your five thousand francs." 

	D'Artagnan smiled. "Accept it, accept it, Planchet; and in that way you will only lose fifteen thousand francs instead of twenty thousand, and you will not be tempted to disregard the signature of your master and friend, by losing nothing at all." 

	How well that dear Monsieur d'Artagnan knew the hearts of men and grocers! They who have pronounced Don Quixote mad because he rode out to the conquest of an empire with nobody but Sancho, his squire, and they who have pronounced Sancho mad because he accompanied his master in his attempt to conquer the said empire,—they certainly will have no hesitation in extending the same judgment to D'Artagnan and Planchet. And yet the first passed for one of the most subtle spirits among the astute spirits of the court of France. As to the second, he had acquired by good right the reputation of having one of the longest heads among the grocers of the Rue des Lombards; consequently of Paris, and consequently of France. Now, to consider these two men from the point of view from which you would consider other men, and the means by the aid of which they contemplated to restore a monarch to his throne, compared with other means, the shallowest brains of the country where brains are most shallow must have revolted against the presumptuous madness of the lieutenant and the stupidity of his associate. Fortunately, D'Artagnan was not a man to listen to the idle talk of those around him, or to the comments that were made on himself. He had adopted the motto, "Act well, and let people talk." Planchet on his part, had adopted this, "Act and say nothing." It resulted from this, that, according to the custom of all superior geniuses, these two men flattered themselves intra pectus, with being in the right against all who found fault with them. 

	As a beginning, D'Artagnan set out in the finest of possible weather, without a cloud in the heavens—without a cloud on his mind, joyous and strong, calm and decided, great in his resolution, and consequently carrying with him a tenfold dose of that potent fluid which the shocks of mind cause to spring from the nerves, and which procure for the human machine a force and an influence of which future ages will render, according to all probability, a more arithmetical account than we can possibly do at present. He was again, as in times past, on that same road of adventures which had led him to Boulogne, and which he was now traveling for the fourth time. It appeared to him that he could almost recognize the trace of his own steps upon the road, and that of his first upon the doors of the hostelries;—his memory, always active and present, brought back that youth which neither thirty years later his great heart nor his wrist of steel would have belied. What a rich nature was that of this man! He had all the passions, all the defects, all the weaknesses, and the spirit of contradiction familiar to his understanding changed all these imperfections into corresponding qualities. D'Artagnan, thanks to his ever active imagination, was afraid of a shadow; and ashamed of being afraid, he marched straight up to that shadow, and then became extravagant in his bravery if the danger proved to be real. Thus everything in him was emotion, and therefore enjoyment. He loved the society of others, but never became tired of his own; and more than once, if he could have been heard when he was alone, he might have been seen laughing at the jokes he related to himself or the tricks his imagination created just five minutes before ennui might have been looked for. D'Artagnan was not perhaps so gay this time as he would have been with the prospect of finding some good friends at Calais, instead of joining the ten scamps there; melancholy, however, did not visit him more than once a day, and it was about five visits that he received from that somber deity before he got sight of the sea at Boulogne, and then these visits were indeed but short. But when once D'Artagnan found himself near the field of action, all other feelings but that of confidence disappeared never to return. From Boulogne he followed the coast to Calais. Calais was the place of general rendezvous, and at Calais he had named to each of his recruits the hostelry of "Le Grand Monarque," where living was not extravagant, where sailors messed, and where men of the sword, with sheath of leather, be it understood, found lodging, table, food, and all the comforts of life, for thirty sous per diem. D'Artagnan proposed to himself to take them by surprise in flagrante delicto of wandering life, and to judge by the first appearance if he could count on them as trusty companions. 

	He arrived at Calais at half past four in the afternoon. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 22. D'Artagnan travels for the House of Planchet and Company 

	The hostelry of "Le Grand Monarque" was situated in a little street parallel to the port without looking out upon the port itself. Some lanes cut—as steps cut the two parallels of the ladder—the two great straight lines of the port and the street. By these lanes passengers came suddenly from the port into the street, or from the street on to the port. D'Artagnan, arrived at the port, took one of these lanes, and came out in front of the hostelry of "Le Grand Monarque." The moment was well chosen and might remind D'Artagnan of his start in life at the hostelry of the "Franc-Meunier" at Meung. Some sailors who had been playing at dice had started a quarrel, and were threatening each other furiously. The host, hostess, and two lads were watching with anxiety the circle of these angry gamblers, from the midst of which war seemed ready to break forth, bristling with knives and hatchets. The play, nevertheless, was continued. A stone bench was occupied by two men, who appeared thence to watch the door; four tables, placed at the back of the common chamber, were occupied by eight other individuals. Neither the men at the door, nor those at the tables, took any part in the play or the quarrel. D'Artagnan recognized his ten men in these cold, indifferent spectators. The quarrel went on increasing. Every passion has, like the sea, its tide which ascends and descends. Reaching the climax of passion, one sailor overturned the table and the money which was upon it. The table fell, and the money rolled about. In an instant all belonging to the hostelry threw themselves upon the stakes, and many a piece of silver was picked up by people who stole away whilst the sailors were scuffling with each other. 

	The two men on the bench and the eight at the tables, although they seemed perfect strangers to each other, these ten men alone, we say, appeared to have agreed to remain impassible amidst the cries of fury and the chinking of money. Two only contented themselves with pushing with their feet combatants who came under their table. Two others, rather than take part in this disturbance, buried their hands in their pockets; and another two jumped upon the table they occupied, as people do to avoid being submerged by overflowing water. 

	"Come, come," said D'Artagnan to himself, not having lost one of the details we have related, "this is a very fair gathering—circumspect, calm, accustomed to disturbance, acquainted with blows! Peste! I have been lucky." 

	All at once his attention was called to a particular part of the room. The two men who had pushed the strugglers with their feet were assailed with abuse by the sailors, who had become reconciled. One of them, half drunk with passion, and quite drunk with beer, came, in a menacing manner, to demand of the shorter of these two sages by what right he had touched with his foot creatures of the good God, who were not dogs. And whilst putting this question, in order to make it more direct, he applied his great fist to the nose of D'Artagnan's recruit. 

	This man became pale, without its being to be discerned whether his pallor arose from anger or from fear; seeing which, the sailor concluded it was from fear, and raised his fist with the manifest intention of letting it fall upon the head of the stranger. But though the threatened man did not appear to move, he dealt the sailor such a severe blow in the stomach that he sent him rolling and howling to the other side of the room. At the same instant, rallied by the esprit de corps, all the comrades of the conquered man fell upon the conqueror. 

	The latter, with the same coolness of which he had given proof, without committing the imprudence of touching his weapons, took up a beer-pot with a pewter-lid, and knocked down two or three of his assailants; then, as he was about to yield to numbers, the seven other silent men at the tables, who had not stirred, perceived that their cause was at stake, and came to the rescue. At the same time, the two indifferent spectators at the door turned round with frowning brows, indicating their evident intention of taking the enemy in the rear, if the enemy did not cease their aggressions. 

	The host, his helpers, and two watchmen who were passing, and who from curiosity had penetrated too far into the room, were mixed up in the tumult and showered with blows. The Parisians hit like Cyclops, with an ensemble and a tactic delightful to behold. At length, obliged to beat a retreat before superior numbers, they formed an intrenchment behind the large table, which they raised by main force; whilst the two others, arming themselves each with a trestle, and using it like a great sledge-hammer, knocked down at a blow eight sailors upon whose heads they had brought their monstrous catapult in play. The floor was already strewn with wounded, and the room filled with cries and dust, when D'Artagnan, satisfied with the test, advanced, sword in hand, and striking with the pommel every head that came in his way, he uttered a vigorous hola! which put an instantaneous end to the conflict. A great backflood directly took place from the center to the sides of the room, so that D'Artagnan found himself isolated and dominator. 

	"What is all this about?" then demanded he of the assembly, with the majestic tone of Neptune pronouncing the Quos ego. 

	At the very instant, at the first sound of his voice, to carry on the Virgilian metaphor, D'Artagnan's recruits, recognizing each his sovereign lord, discontinued their plank-fighting and trestle blows. On their side, the sailors, seeing that long naked sword, that martial air, and the agile arm which came to the rescue of their enemies, in the person of a man who seemed accustomed to command, the sailors picked up their wounded and their pitchers. The Parisians wiped their brows, and viewed their leader with respect. D'Artagnan was loaded with thanks by the host of "Le Grand Monarque." He received them like a man who knows that nothing is being offered that does not belong to him, and then said he would go and walk upon the port till supper was ready. Immediately each of the recruits, who understood the summons, took his hat, brushed the dust off his clothes, and followed D'Artagnan. But D'Artagnan whilst walking and observing, took care not to stop; he directed his course towards the downs, and the ten men—surprised at finding themselves going in the track of each other, uneasy at seeing on their right, on their left, and behind them, companions upon whom they had not reckoned—followed him, casting furtive glances at each other. It was not till he had arrived at the hollow part of the deepest down that D'Artagnan, smiling to see them outdone, turned towards them, making a friendly sign with his hand. 

	"Eh! come, come, gentlemen," said he, "let us not devour each other; you are made to live together, to understand each other in all respects, and not to devour one another." 

	Instantly all hesitation ceased; the men breathed as if they had been taken out of a coffin, and examined each other complacently. After this examination they turned their eyes towards their leader, who had long been acquainted with the art of speaking to men of that class, and who improvised the following little speech, pronounced with an energy truly Gascon: 

	"Gentlemen, you all know who I am. I have engaged you from knowing you to be brave, and willing to associate you with me in a glorious enterprise. Imagine that in laboring for me you labor for the king. I only warn you that if you allow anything of this supposition to appear, I shall be forced to crack your skulls immediately, in the manner most convenient to me. You are not ignorant, gentlemen, that state secrets are like a mortal poison: as long as that poison is in its box and the box is closed, it is not injurious; out of the box, it kills. Now draw near and you shall know as much of this secret as I am able to tell you." All drew close to him with an expression of curiosity. "Approach," continued D'Artagnan, "and let not the bird which passes over our heads, the rabbit which sports on the downs, the fish which bounds from the waters, hear us. Our business is to learn and to report to monsieur le surintendant of the finances to what extent English smuggling is injurious to the French merchants. I shall enter every place, and see everything. We are poor Picard fishermen, thrown upon the coast by a storm. It is certain that we must sell fish, neither more nor less, like true fishermen. Only people might guess who we are, and might molest us; it is therefore necessary that we should be in a condition to defend ourselves. And this is why I have selected men of spirit and courage. We shall lead a steady life, and not incur much danger; seeing that we have behind us a powerful protector, thanks to whom no embarrassment is possible. One thing alone puzzles me; but I hope that after a short explanation, you will relieve me from that difficulty. The thing which puzzles me is taking with me a crew of stupid fishermen, which crew will annoy me immensely, whilst if, by chance, there were among you any who have seen the sea——" 

	"Oh! don't let that trouble you," said one of the recruits; "I was a prisoner among the pirates of Tunis three years, and can maneuver a boat like an admiral." 

	"See," said D'Artagnan, "what an admirable thing chance is!" D'Artagnan pronounced these words with an indefinable tone of feigned bonhomie, for he knew very well that the victim of pirates was an old corsair, and had engaged him in consequence of that knowledge. But D'Artagnan never said more than there was need to say, in order to leave people in doubt. He paid himself with the explanation, and welcomed the effect, without appearing to be preoccupied with the cause. 

	"And I," said a second, "I, by chance, had an uncle who directed the works of the port of La Rochelle. When quite a child, I played about the boats, and I know how to handle an oar or a sail as well as the best Ponantais sailor." The latter did not lie much more than the first, for he had rowed on board his majesty's galleys six years, at Ciotat. Two others were more frank: they confessed honestly that they had served on board a vessel as soldiers on punishment, and did not blush for it. D'Artagnan found himself, then, the leader of ten men of war and four sailors, having at once a land army and a sea force, which would have earned the pride of Planchet to its height, if Planchet had known the details. 

	Nothing was now left but arranging the general orders, and D'Artagnan gave them with precision. He enjoined his men to be ready to set out for the Hague, some following the coast which leads to Breskens, others the road to Antwerp. The rendezvous was given, by calculating each day's march, a fortnight from that time upon the chief place at the Hague. D'Artagnan recommended his men to go in couples, as they liked best, from sympathy. He himself selected from among those with the least disreputable look, two guards whom he had formerly known, and whose only faults were being drunkards and gamblers. These men had not entirely lost all ideas of civilization, and under proper garments their hearts would beat again. D'Artagnan, not to create any jealousy with the others, made the rest go forward. He kept his two selected ones, clothed them from his own wardrobe, and set out with them. 

	It was to these two, whom he seemed to honor with an absolute confidence, that D'Artagnan imparted a false secret, destined to secure the success of the expedition. He confessed to them that the object was not to learn to what extent the French merchants were injured by English smuggling, but to learn how far French smuggling could annoy English trade. These men appeared convinced; they were effectively so. D'Artagnan was quite sure that at the first debauch when thoroughly drunk, one of the two would divulge the secret to the whole band. His game appeared infallible. 

	A fortnight after all we have said had taken place at Calais, the whole troop assembled at the Hague. 

	Then D'Artagnan perceived that all his men, with remarkable intelligence, had already travestied themselves into sailors, more or less ill-treated by the sea. D'Artagnan left them to sleep in a den in Newkerke street, whilst he lodged comfortably upon the Grand Canal. He learned that the king of England had come back to his old ally, William II. of Nassau, stadtholder of Holland. He learned also that the refusal of Louis XIV. had a little cooled the protection afforded him up to that time, and in consequence he had gone to reside in a little village house at Scheveningen, situated in the downs, on the sea-shore, about a league from the Hague. 

	There, it was said, the unfortunate banished king consoled himself in his exile, by looking, with the melancholy peculiar to the princes of his race, at that immense North Sea, which separated him from his England, as it had formerly separated Mary Stuart from France. There behind the trees of the beautiful wood of Scheveningen on the fine sand upon which grows the golden broom of the down, Charles II. vegetated as it did, more unfortunate, for he had life and thought, and he hoped and despaired by turns. 

	D'Artagnan went once as far as Scheveningen, in order to be certain that all was true that was said of the king. He beheld Charles II., pensive and alone, coming out of a little door opening into the wood, and walking on the beach in the setting sun, without even attracting the attention of the fishermen, who, on their return in the evening, drew, like the ancient mariners of the Archipelago, their barks up upon the sand of the shore. 

	D'Artagnan recognized the king; he saw him fix his melancholy look upon the immense extent of the waters, and absorb upon his pale countenance the red rays of the sun already cut by the black line of the horizon. Then Charles returned to his isolated abode, always alone, slow and sad, amusing himself with making the friable and moving sand creak beneath his feet. 

	That very evening D'Artagnan hired for a thousand livres a fishing-boat worth four thousand. He paid a thousand livres down, and deposited the three thousand with a Burgomaster, after which he brought on board without their being seen, the ten men who formed his land army; and with the rising tide, at three o'clock in the morning, he got into the open sea, maneuvering ostensibly with the four others, and depending upon the science of his galley slave as upon that of the first pilot of the port. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 23. In which the Author, very unwillingly, is forced to write a Little History 

	While kings and men were thus occupied with England, which governed itself quite alone, and which, it must be said in its praise, had never been so badly governed, a man upon whom God had fixed his eye, and placed his finger, a man predestined to write his name in brilliant letters upon the page of history, was pursuing in the face of the world a work full of mystery and audacity. He went on, and no one knew whither he meant to go, although not only England, but France, and Europe, watched him marching with a firm step and head held high. All that was known of this man we are about to tell. 

	Monk had just declared himself in favor of the liberty of the Rump Parliament, a parliament which General Lambert, imitating Cromwell, whose lieutenant he had been, had just blocked up so closely, in order to bring it to his will, that no member, during all the blockade, was able to go out, and only one, Peter Wentworth, had been able to get in. 

	Lambert and Monk—everything was summed up in these two men; the first representing military despotism, the second pure republicanism. These men were the two sole political representatives of that revolution in which Charles I. had first lost his crown, and afterwards his head. As regarded Lambert, he did not dissemble his views; he sought to establish a military government, and to be himself the head of that government. 

	Monk, a rigid republican, some said, wished to maintain the Rump Parliament, that visible though degenerated representative of the republic. Monk, artful and ambitious, said others, wished simply to make of this parliament, which he affected to protect, a solid step by which to mount the throne which Cromwell had left empty, but upon which he had never dared to take his seat. 

	Thus Lambert by persecuting the parliament, and Monk by declaring for it, had mutually proclaimed themselves enemies of each other. Monk and Lambert, therefore, had at first thought of creating an army each for himself: Monk in Scotland, where were the Presbyterians and the royalists, that is to say, the malcontents; Lambert in London, where was found, as is always the case, the strongest opposition to the existing power which it had beneath its eyes. 

	Monk had pacified Scotland, he had there formed for himself an army, and found an asylum. The one watched the other. Monk knew that the day was not yet come, the day marked by the Lord for a great change; his sword, therefore, appeared glued to the sheath. Inexpugnable, in his wild and mountainous Scotland, an absolute general, king of an army of eleven thousand old soldiers, whom he had more than once led on to victory; as well informed, nay, even better, of the affairs of London, than Lambert, who held garrison in the city,—such was the position of Monk, when, at a hundred leagues from London, he declared himself for the parliament. Lambert, on the contrary, as we have said, lived in the capital. That was the center of all his operations, and he there collected around him all his friends, and all the people of the lower class, eternally inclined to cherish the enemies of constituted power. 

	It was then in London that Lambert learnt the support that, from the frontiers of Scotland, Monk lent to the parliament. He judged there was no time to be lost, and that the Tweed was not so far distant from the Thames that an army could not march from one river to the other, particularly when it was well commanded. He knew, besides, that as fast as the soldiers of Monk penetrated into England, they would form on their route that ball of snow, the emblem of the globe of fortune, which is for the ambitious nothing but a step growing unceasingly higher to conduct him to his object. He got together, therefore, his army, formidable at the same time for its composition and its numbers, and hastened to meet Monk, who, on his part, like a prudent navigator sailing amidst rocks, advanced by very short marches, listening to the reports and scenting the air which came from London. 

	The two armies came in sight of each other near Newcastle, Lambert, arriving first, encamped in the city itself. Monk, always circumspect, stopped where he was, and placed his general quarters at Coldstream, on the Tweed. The sight of Lambert spread joy through Monk's army, whilst, on the contrary, the sight of Monk threw disorder into Lambert's army. It might have been thought that these intrepid warriors, who had made such a noise in the streets of London, had set out with the hopes of meeting no one, and that now seeing that they had met an army, and that that army hoisted before them not only a standard, but still further, a cause and a principle,—it might have been believed, we say, that these intrepid warriors had begun to reflect, that they were less good republicans than the soldiers of Monk, since the latter supported the parliament; whilst Lambert supported nothing, not even himself. 

	As to Monk, if he had had to reflect, or if he did reflect, it must have been after a sad fashion, for history relates—and that modest dame, it is well known, never lies—history relates, that the day of his arrival at Coldstream search was made in vain throughout the place for a single sheep. 

	If Monk had commanded an English army, that was enough to have brought about a general desertion. But it is not with the Scotch as it is with the English, to whom that fluid flesh which is called blood is a paramount necessity; the Scotch, a poor and sober race, live upon a little barley crushed between two stones, diluted with the water of the fountain, and cooked upon another stone, heated. 

	The Scotch, their distribution of barley being made, cared very little whether there was or was not any meat in Coldstream. Monk, little accustomed to barley-cakes, was hungry, and his staff, at least as hungry as himself, looked with anxiety right and left, to know what was being prepared for supper. 

	Monk ordered search to be made; his scouts had on arriving in the place found it deserted and the cupboards empty; upon butchers and bakers it was of no use depending in Coldstream. The smallest morsel of bread, then, could not be found for the general's table. 

	As accounts succeeded each other, all equally unsatisfactory, Monk, seeing terror and discouragement upon every face, declared that he was not hungry; besides they should eat on the morrow, since Lambert was there probably with the intention of giving battle, and consequently would give up his provisions, if he were forced from Newcastle, or forever to relieve Monk's soldiers from hunger if he conquered. 

	This consolation was only efficacious upon a very small number; but of what importance was it to Monk? for Monk was very absolute, under the appearance of the most perfect mildness. Every one, therefore, was obliged to be satisfied, or at least to appear so. Monk quite as hungry as his people, but affecting perfect indifference for the absent mutton, cut a fragment of tobacco, half an inch long, from the carotte of a sergeant who formed part of his suite, and began to masticate the said fragment, assuring his lieutenants that hunger was a chimera, and that, besides, people were never hungry when they had anything to chew. 

	This joke satisfied some of those who had resisted Monk's first deduction drawn from the neighborhood of Lambert's army; the number of the dissentients diminished greatly; the guard took their posts, the patrols began, and the general continued his frugal repast beneath his open tent. 

	Between his camp and that of the enemy stood an old abbey, of which, at the present day, there only remain some ruins, but which then was in existence, and was called Newcastle Abbey. It was built upon a vast site, independent at once of the plain and of the river, because it was almost a marsh fed by springs and kept up by rains. Nevertheless, in the midst of these pools of water, covered with long grass, rushes, and reeds, were seen solid spots of ground, formerly used as the kitchen-garden, the park, the pleasure-gardens, and other dependencies of the abbey, looking like one of those great sea-spiders, whose body is round, whilst the claws go diverging round from this circumference. 

	The kitchen-garden, one of the longest claws of the abbey, extended to Monk's camp. Unfortunately it was, as we have said, early in June, and the kitchen-garden, being abandoned, offered no resources. 

	Monk had ordered this spot to be guarded, as most subject to surprises. The fires of the enemy's general were plainly to be perceived on the other side of the abbey. But between these fires and the abbey extended the Tweed, unfolding its luminous scales beneath the thick shade of tall green oaks. Monk was perfectly well acquainted with this position, Newcastle and its environs having already more than once been his headquarters. He knew that by day his enemy might without doubt throw a few scouts into these ruins and promote a skirmish, but that by night he would take care to abstain from such a risk. He felt himself, therefore, in security. 

	Thus his soldiers saw him, after what he boastingly called his supper—that is to say, after the exercise of mastication reported by us at the commencement of this chapter—like Napoleon on the eve of Austerlitz, seated asleep in his rush chair, half beneath the light of his lamp, half beneath the reflection of the moon, commencing its ascent in the heavens, which denoted that it was nearly half past nine in the evening. All at once Monk was roused from his half sleep, fictitious perhaps, by a troop of soldiers, who came with joyous cries, and kicked the poles of his tent with a humming noise as if on purpose to wake him. There was no need of so much noise; the general opened his eyes quickly. 

	"Well, my children, what is going on now?" asked the general. 

	"General!" replied several voices at once, "General! you shall have some supper." 

	"I have had my supper, gentlemen," replied he, quietly, "and was comfortably digesting it, as you see. But come in, and tell me what brings you hither." 

	"Good news, general." 

	"Bah! Has Lambert sent us word that he will fight to-morrow?" 

	"No, but we have just captured a fishing-boat conveying fish to Newcastle." 

	"And you have done very wrong, my friends. These gentlemen from London are delicate, must have their first course; you will put them sadly out of humor this evening, and to-morrow they will be pitiless. It would really be in good taste to send back to Lambert both his fish and his fishermen, unless——" and the general reflected an instant. 

	"Tell me," continued he, "what are these fishermen, if you please?" 

	"Some Picard seamen who were fishing on the coasts of France or Holland, and who have been thrown upon ours by a gale of wind." 

	"Do any among them speak our language?" 

	"The leader spoke some few words of English." 

	The mistrust of the general was awakened in proportion as fresh information reached him. "That is well," said he. "I wish to see these men, bring them to me." 

	An officer immediately went to fetch them. 

	"How many are there of them?" continued Monk; "and what is their vessel?" 

	"There are ten or twelve of them, general, and they were aboard of a kind of chasse-maree, as it is called—Dutch-built, apparently." 

	"And you say they were carrying fish to Lambert's camp?" 

	"Yes, general, and they seem to have had good luck in their fishing." 

	"Humph! we shall see that," said Monk. 

	At this moment the officer returned, bringing the leader of the fishermen with him. He was a man from fifty to fifty-five years old, but good-looking for his age. He was of middle height, and wore a justaucorps of coarse wool, a cap pulled down over his eyes, a cutlass hung from his belt, and he walked with the hesitation peculiar to sailors, who, never knowing, thanks to the movement of the vessel, whether their foot will be placed upon the plank or upon nothing, give to every one of their steps a fall as firm as if they were driving a pile. Monk, with an acute and penetrating look, examined the fisherman for some time, while the latter smiled, with that smile half cunning, half silly, peculiar to French peasants. 

	"Do you speak English?" asked Monk, in excellent French. 

	"Ah! but badly, my lord," replied the fisherman. 

	This reply was made much more with the lively and sharp accentuation of the people beyond the Loire, than with the slightly-drawling accent of the countries of the west and north of France. 

	"But you do speak it?" persisted Monk, in order to examine his accent once more. 

	"Eh! we men of the sea," replied the fisherman, "speak a little of all languages." 

	"Then you are a sea fisherman?" 

	"I am at present, my lord—a fisherman, and a famous fisherman too. I have taken a barbel that weighs at least thirty pounds, and more than fifty mullets; I have also some little whitings that will fry beautifully." 

	"You appear to me to have fished more frequently in the Gulf of Gascony than in the Channel," said Monk, smiling. 

	"Well, I am from the south; but does that prevent me from being a good fisherman, my lord?" 

	"Oh! not at all; I shall buy your fish. And now speak frankly; for whom did you destine them?" 

	"My lord, I will conceal nothing from you. I was going to Newcastle, following the coast, when a party of horsemen who were passing along in an opposite direction made a sign to my bark to turn back to your honor's camp, under penalty of a discharge of musketry. As I was not armed for fighting," added the fisherman, smiling, "I was forced to submit." 

	"And why did you go to Lambert's camp in preference to mine?" 

	"My lord, I will be frank; will your lordship permit me?" 

	"Yes, and even if need be shall command you to be so." 

	"Well, my lord, I was going to M. Lambert's camp because those gentlemen from the city pay well—whilst your Scotchmen, Puritans, Presbyterians, Covenanters, or whatever you choose to call them, eat but little, and pay for nothing." 

	Monk shrugged his shoulders, without, however, being able to refrain from smiling at the same time. "How is it that, being from the south, you come to fish on our coasts?" 

	"Because I have been fool enough to marry in Picardy." 

	"Yes; but even Picardy is not England." 

	"My lord, man shoves his boat into the sea, but God and the wind do the rest, and drive the boat where they please." 

	"You had, then, no intention of landing on our coasts?" 

	"Never." 

	"And what route were you steering?" 

	"We were returning from Ostend, where some mackerel had already been seen, when a sharp wind from the south drove us from our course; then, seeing that it was useless to struggle against it, we let it drive us. It then became necessary, not to lose our fish, which were good, to go and sell them at the nearest English port, and that was Newcastle. We were told the opportunity was good, as there was an increase of population in the camp, an increase of population in the city; both, we were told, were full of gentlemen, very rich and very hungry. So we steered our course towards Newcastle." 

	"And your companions, where are they?" 

	"Oh, my companions have remained on board; they are sailors without the least instruction." 

	"Whilst you——" said Monk. 

	"Who, I?" said the patron, laughing; "I have sailed about with my father, and I know what is called a sou, a crown, a pistole, a louis, and a double louis, in all the languages of Europe; my crew, therefore, listen to me as they would to an oracle, and obey me as if I were an admiral." 

	"Then it was you who preferred M. Lambert as the best customer?" 

	"Yes, certainly. And, to be frank, my lord, was I wrong?" 

	"You will see that by and by." 

	"At all events, my lord, if there is a fault, the fault is mine; and my comrades should not be dealt hardly with on that account." 

	"This is decidedly an intelligent, sharp fellow," thought Monk. Then, after a few minutes, silence employed in scrutinizing the fisherman,—"You come from Ostend, did you not say?" asked the general. 

	"Yes, my lord, in a straight line." 

	"You have then heard of the affairs of the day; for I have no doubt that both in France and Holland they excite interest. What is he doing who calls himself king of England?" 

	"Oh, my lord!" cried the fisherman, with loud and expansive frankness, "that is a lucky question, and you could not put it to anybody better than to me, for in truth I can make you a famous reply. Imagine, my lord, that when putting into Ostend to sell the few mackerel we had caught, I saw the ex-king walking on the downs waiting for his horses, which were to take him to the Hague. He is a rather tall, pale man, with black hair, and somewhat hard-featured. He looks ill, and I don't think the air of Holland agrees with him." 

	Monk followed with the greatest attention the rapid, heightened, and diffuse conversation of the fisherman, in a language which was not his own, but which, as we have said, he spoke with great facility. The fisherman on his part, employed sometimes a French word, sometimes an English word, and sometimes a word which appeared not to belong to any language, but was, in truth, pure Gascon. Fortunately his eyes spoke for him, and that so eloquently, that it was possible to lose a word from his mouth, but not a single intention from his eyes. The general appeared more and more satisfied with his examination. "You must have heard that this ex-king, as you call him, was going to the Hague for some purpose?" 

	"Oh, yes," said the fisherman, "I heard that." 

	"And what was his purpose?" 

	"Always the same," said the fisherman. "Must he not always entertain the fixed idea of returning to England?" 

	"That is true," said Monk, pensively. 

	"Without reckoning," added the fisherman, "that the stadtholder—you know, my lord, William II.?" 

	"Well?" 

	"He will assist him with all his power." 

	"Ah! did you hear that said?" 

	"No, but I think so." 

	"You are quite a politician, apparently," said Monk. 

	"Why, we sailors, my lord, who are accustomed to study the water and the air—that is to say, the two most changeable things in the world—are seldom deceived as to the rest." 

	"Now, then," said Monk, changing the conversation, "I am told you are going to provision us." 

	"I shall do my best, my lord." 

	"How much do you ask for your fish in the first place?" 

	"Not such a fool as to name a price, my lord." 

	"Why not?" 

	"Because my fish is yours." 

	"By what right?" 

	"By that of the strongest." 

	"But my intention is to pay you for it." 

	"That is very generous of you, my lord." 

	"And the worth of it——" 

	"My lord, I fix no price." 

	"What do you ask, then?" 

	"I only ask to be permitted to go away." 

	"Where?—to General Lambert's camp?" 

	"I!" cried the fisherman; "what should I go to Newcastle for, now I have no longer any fish?" 

	"At all events, listen to me." 

	"I do, my lord." 

	"I shall give you some advice." 

	"How, my lord!—pay me and give me good advice likewise! You overwhelm me, my lord." 

	Monk looked more earnestly than ever at the fisherman, about whom he still appeared to entertain some suspicion. "Yes, I shall pay you, and give you a piece of advice, for the two things are connected. If you return, then, to General Lambert——" 

	The fisherman made a movement of his head and shoulders, which signified, "If he persists in it, I won't contradict him." 

	"Do not cross the marsh," continued Monk: "you will have money in your pocket, and there are in the marsh some Scotch ambuscaders I have placed there. Those people are very intractable; they understand but very little of the language which you speak, although it appears to me to be composed of three languages. They might take from you what I had given you, and, on your return to your country, you would not fail to say that General Monk has two hands, the one Scotch, and the other English; and that he takes back with the Scotch hand what he has given with the English hand." 

	"Oh! general, I shall go where you like, be sure of that," said the fisherman, with a fear too expressive not to be exaggerated. "I only wish to remain here, if you will allow me to remain." 

	"I readily believe you," said Monk, with an imperceptible smile, "but I cannot, nevertheless, keep you in my tent." 

	"I have no such wish, my lord, and desire only that your lordship should point out where you will have me posted. Do not trouble yourself about us—with us a night soon passes away." 

	"You shall be conducted to your bark." 

	"As your lordship pleases. Only, if your lordship would allow me to be taken back by a carpenter, I should be extremely grateful." 

	"Why so?" 

	"Because the gentlemen of your army, in dragging my boat up the river with a cable pulled by their horses, have battered it a little upon the rocks of the shore, so that I have at least two feet of water in my hold, my lord." 

	"The greater reason why you should watch your boat, I think." 

	"My lord, I am quite at your orders," said the fisherman; "I shall empty my baskets where you wish; then you will pay me, if you please to do so; and you will send me away, if it appears right to you. You see I am very easily managed and pleased, my lord." 

	"Come, come, you are a very good sort of a fellow," said Monk, whose scrutinizing glance had not been able to find a single shade in the clear eye of the fisherman. "Holloa, Digby!" An aide-de-camp appeared. "You will conduct this good fellow and his companions to the little tents of the canteens, in front of the marshes, so that they will be near their bark, and yet will not sleep on board to-night. What is the matter, Spithead?" 

	Spithead was the sergeant from whom Monk had borrowed a piece of tobacco for his supper. Spithead, having entered the general's tent without being sent for, had drawn this question from Monk. 

	"My lord," said he, "a French gentleman has just presented himself at the outposts and wishes to speak to your honor." 

	All this was said, be it understood, in English; but notwithstanding, it produced a slight emotion in the fisherman, which Monk, occupied with his sergeant, did not remark. 

	"Who is the gentleman?" asked Monk. 

	"My lord," replied Spithead, "he told it me, but those devils of French names are so difficult to pronounce for a Scotch throat, that I could not retain it. I believe, however, from what the guards say, that it is the same gentleman who presented himself yesterday at the halt, and whom your honor would not receive." 

	"That is true; I was holding a council of officers." 

	"Will your honor give any orders respecting this gentleman?" 

	"Yes, let him be brought here." 

	"Must we take any precautions?" 

	"Such as what?" 

	"Binding his eyes, for instance." 

	"To what purpose? He can only see what I desire should be seen; that is to say, that I have around me eleven thousand brave men, who ask no better than to have their throats cut in honor of the parliament of Scotland and England." 

	"And this man, my lord?" said Spithead, pointing to the fisherman, who, during this conversation, had remained standing and motionless, like a man who sees but does not understand. 

	"Ah, that is true," said Monk. Then turning towards the fisherman,—"I shall see you again, my brave fellow," said he; "I have selected a lodging for you. Digby, take him to it. Fear nothing: your money shall be sent to you presently." 

	"Thank you, my lord," said the fisherman, and after having bowed, he left the tent, accompanied by Digby. Before he had gone a hundred paces he found his companions, who were whispering with a volubility which did not appear exempt from uneasiness, but he made them a sign which seemed to reassure them. "Hola, you fellows!" said the patron, "come this way. His lordship, General Monk, has the generosity to pay us for our fish, and the goodness to give us hospitality for to-night." 

	The fishermen gathered round their leader, and, conducted by Digby, the little troop proceeded towards the canteens, the post, as may be remembered, which had been assigned them. As they went along in the dark, the fishermen passed close to the guards who were conducting the French gentleman to General Monk. This gentleman was on horseback, and enveloped in a large cloak, which prevented the patron from seeing him, however great his curiosity might be. As to the gentleman, ignorant that he was elbowing compatriots, he did not pay any attention to the little troop. 

	The aid-de-camp settled his guests in a tolerably comfortable tent, from which was dislodged an Irish canteen woman, who went, with her six children, to sleep where she could. A large fire was burning in front of this tent, and threw its purple light over the grassy pools of the marsh, rippled by a fresh breeze. The arrangements made, the aid-de-camp wished the fishermen good-night, calling to their notice that they might see from the door of the tent the masts of their bark, which was tossing gently on the Tweed, a proof that it had not yet sunk. The sight of this appeared to delight the leader of the fishermen infinitely. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 24. The Treasure 

	The French gentleman whom Spithead had announced to Monk, and who, closely wrapped in his cloak, had passed by the fishermen who left the general's tent five minutes before he entered it,—the French gentleman went through the various posts without even casting his eyes around him, for fear of appearing indiscreet. As the order had been given, he was conducted to the tent of the general. The gentleman was left alone in the sort of ante-chamber in front of the principal body of the tent, where he awaited Monk, who only delayed till he had heard the report of his people, and observed through the opening of the canvas the countenance of the person who solicited an audience. 

	Without doubt, the report of those who had accompanied the French gentleman established the discretion with which he had behaved, for the first impression the stranger received of the welcome made him by the general was more favorable than he could have expected at such a moment, and on the part of so suspicious a man. Nevertheless, according to his custom, when Monk found himself in the presence of a stranger, he fixed upon him his penetrating eyes, which scrutiny, the stranger, on his part, sustained without embarrassment or notice. At the end of a few seconds, the general made a gesture with his hand and head in sign of attention. 

	"My lord," said the gentleman, in excellent English. "I have requested an interview with your honor, for an affair of importance." 

	"Monsieur," replied Monk, in French, "you speak our language well for a son of the continent. I ask your pardon—for doubtless the question is indiscreet—do you speak French with the same purity?" 

	"There is nothing surprising, my lord, in my speaking English tolerably; I resided for some time in England in my youth, and since then I have made two voyages to this country." These words were spoken in French, and with a purity of accent that bespoke not only a Frenchman, but a Frenchman from the vicinity of Tours. 

	"And what part of England have you resided in, monsieur?" 

	"In my youth, London, my lord, then, about 1635, I made a pleasure trip to Scotland; and lastly, in 1648, I lived for some time at Newcastle, particularly in the convent, the gardens of which are now occupied by your army." 

	"Excuse me, monsieur, but you must comprehend that these questions are necessary on my part—do you not?" 

	"It would astonish me, my lord, if they were not asked." 

	"Now, then, monsieur, what can I do to serve you? What do you wish?" 

	"This, my lord;—but, in the first place, are we alone?" 

	"Perfectly so, monsieur, except, of course, the post which guards us." So saying, Monk pulled open the canvas with his hand, and pointed to the soldier placed at ten paces from the tent, and who, at the first call could have rendered assistance in a second. 

	"In that case my lord," said the gentleman, in as calm a tone as if he had been for a length of time in habits of intimacy with his interlocutor, "I have made up my mind to address myself to you, because I believe you to be an honest man. Indeed, the communication I am about to make to you will prove to you the esteem in which I hold you." 

	Monk, astonished at this language, which established between him and the French gentleman equality at least, raised his piercing eye to the stranger's face, and with a sensible irony conveyed by the inflection of his voice alone, for not a muscle of his face moved,—"I thank you, monsieur," said he; "but, in the first place, to whom have I the honor of speaking?" 

	"I sent you my name by your sergeant, my lord." 

	"Excuse him, monsieur, he is a Scotchman,—he could not retain it." 

	"I am called the Comte de la Fere, monsieur," said Athos, bowing. 

	"The Comte de la Fere?" said Monk, endeavoring to recollect the name. "Pardon me, monsieur, but this appears to be the first time I have ever heard that name. Do you fill any post at the court of France?" 

	"None; I am a simple gentleman." 

	"What dignity?" 

	"King Charles I. made me a knight of the Garter, and Queen Anne of Austria has given me the cordon of the Holy Ghost. These are my only dignities." 

	"The Garter! the Holy Ghost! Are you a knight of those two orders, monsieur?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And on what occasions have such favors been bestowed upon you?" 

	"For services rendered to their majesties." 

	Monk looked with astonishment at this man, who appeared to him so simple and so great at the same time. Then, as if he had renounced endeavoring to penetrate this mystery of a simplicity and grandeur upon which the stranger did not seem disposed to give him any other information than that which he had already received,—"Did you present yourself yesterday at our advanced posts?" 

	"And was sent back? Yes, my lord." 

	"Many officers, monsieur, would permit no one to enter their camp, particularly on the eve of a probable battle. But I differ from my colleagues, and like to leave nothing behind me. Every advice is good to me; all danger is sent to me by God, and I weigh it in my hand with the energy He has given me. So, yesterday, you were only sent back on account of the council I was holding. To-day I am at liberty,—speak." 

	"My lord, you have done much better in receiving me, for what I have to say has nothing to do with the battle you are about to fight with General Lambert, or with your camp; and the proof is, that I turned away my head that I might not see your men, and closed my eyes that I might not count your tents. No, I come to speak to you, my lord, on my own account." 

	"Speak, then, monsieur," said Monk. 

	"Just now," continued Athos, "I had the honor of telling your lordship that for a long time I lived in Newcastle; it was in the time of Charles I., and when the king was given up to Cromwell by the Scots." 

	"I know," said Monk, coldly. 

	"I had at that time a large sum in gold, and on the eve of the battle, from a presentiment perhaps of the turn which things would take on the morrow, I concealed it in the principal vault of the convent of Newcastle, in the tower whose summit you now see silvered by the moonbeams. My treasure has then remained interred there, and I have come to entreat your honor to permit me to withdraw it before, perhaps, the battle turning that way, a mine or some other war engine has destroyed the building and scattered my gold, or rendered it so apparent that the soldiers will take possession of it." 

	Monk was well acquainted with mankind, he saw in the physiognomy of this gentleman all the energy, all the reason, all the circumspection possible, he could therefore only attribute to a magnanimous confidence the revelation the Frenchman had made him, and he showed himself profoundly touched by it. 

	"Monsieur," said he, "you have augured well of me. But is the sum worth the trouble to which you expose yourself? Do you even believe that it can be in the place where you left it?" 

	"It is there, monsieur, I do not doubt." 

	"That is a reply to one question; but to the other. I asked you if the sum was so large as to warrant your exposing yourself thus." 

	"It is really large; yes, my lord, for it is a million I inclosed in two barrels." 

	"A million!" cried Monk, at whom this time, in turn, Athos looked earnestly and long. Monk perceived this, and his mistrust returned. 

	"Here is a man," said he, "who is laying a snare for me. So you wish to withdraw this money, monsieur," replied he, "as I understand?" 

	"If you please, my lord." 

	"To-day?" 

	"This very evening, and that on account of the circumstances I have named." 

	"But, monsieur," objected Monk, "General Lambert is as near the abbey where you have to act as I am. Why, then, have you not addressed yourself to him?" 

	"Because, my lord, when one acts in important matters, it is best to consult one's instinct before everything. Well, General Lambert does not inspire me with so much confidence as you do." 

	"Be it so, monsieur. I shall assist you in recovering your money, if, however, it can still be there; for that is far from likely. Since 1648 twelve years have rolled away, and many events have taken place." Monk dwelt upon this point to see if the French gentleman would seize the evasions that were open to him, but Athos did not hesitate. 

	"I assure you, my lord," he said firmly, "that my conviction is, that the two barrels have neither changed place nor master." This reply had removed one suspicion from the mind of Monk, but it had suggested another. Without doubt this Frenchman was some emissary sent to entice into error the protector of the parliament; the gold was nothing but a lure; and by the help of this lure they thought to excite the cupidity of the general. This gold might not exist. It was Monk's business, then, to seize the Frenchman in the act of falsehood and trick, and to draw from the false step itself in which his enemies wished to entrap him, a triumph for his renown. When Monk was determined how to act,— 

	"Monsieur," said he to Athos, "without doubt you will do me the honor to share my supper this evening?" 

	"Yes, my lord," replied Athos, bowing, "for you do me an honor of which I feel myself worthy, by the inclination which drew me towards you." 

	"It is so much the more gracious on your part to accept my invitation with such frankness, as my cooks are but few and inexperienced, and my providers have returned this evening empty-handed; so that if it had not been for a fisherman of your nation who strayed into our camp, General Monk would have gone to bed without his supper to-day; I have, then, some fresh fish to offer you, as the vendor assures me." 

	"My lord, it is principally for the sake of having the honor to pass another hour with you." 

	After this exchange of civilities, during which Monk had lost nothing of his circumspection, the supper, or what was to serve for one, had been laid upon a deal table. Monk invited the Comte de la Fere to be seated at this table, and took his place opposite to him. A single dish of boiled fish, set before the two illustrious guests, was more tempting to hungry stomachs than to delicate palates. 

	Whilst supping, that is, while eating the fish, washed down with bad ale, Monk got Athos to relate to him the last events of the Fronde, the reconciliation of M. de Conde with the king, and the probable marriage of the infanta of Spain; but he avoided, as Athos himself avoided it, all allusion to the political interests which united, or rather which disunited at this time, England, France and Holland. 

	Monk, in this conversation, convinced himself of one thing, which he must have remarked after the first words exchanged: that was, that he had to deal with a man of high distinction. He could not be an assassin, and it was repugnant to Monk to believe him to be a spy, but there was sufficient finesse and at the same time firmness in Athos to lead Monk to fancy he was a conspirator. When they had quitted table, "You still believe in your treasure, then, monsieur?" asked Monk. 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	"Quite seriously?" 

	"Seriously." 

	"And you think you can find the place again where it was buried?" 

	"At the first inspection." 

	"Well, monsieur, from curiosity I shall accompany you. And it is so much the more necessary that I should accompany you, that you would find great difficulties in passing through the camp without me or one of my lieutenants." 

	"General, I would not suffer you to inconvenience yourself if I did not, in fact, stand in need of your company; but as I recognize that this company is not only honorable, but necessary, I accept it." 

	"Do you desire we should take any people with us?" asked Monk. 

	"General, I believe that would be useless, if you yourself do not see the necessity for it. Two men and a horse will suffice to transport the two casks on board the felucca which brought me hither." 

	"But it will be necessary to pick, dig and remove the earth, and split stones; you don't intend doing this work yourself, monsieur, do you?" 

	"General, there is no picking or digging required. The treasure is buried in the sepulchral vault of the convent, under a stone in which is fixed a large iron ring and under which are four steps leading down. The two casks are there, placed end to end, covered with a coat of plaster in the form of a bier. There is, besides, an inscription, which will enable me to recognize the stone; and as I am not willing, in an affair of delicacy and confidence, to keep the secret from your honor, here is the inscription:—'Hic jacet venerabilis, Petrus Gulielmus Scott, Canon Honorab. Conventus Novi Castelli. Obiit quarta et decima. Feb. ann. Dom. MCCVIII. Requiescat in pace.'" 

	Monk did not lose a single word.—He was astonished either at the marvelous duplicity of this man and the superior style in which he played his part, or at the good loyal faith with which he presented his request, in a situation in which concerning a million of money, risked against the blow from a dagger, amidst an army that would have looked upon the theft as a restitution. 

	"Very well," said he; "I shall accompany you; and the adventure appears to me so wonderful, that I shall carry the torch myself." And saying these words, he girded on a short sword, placed a pistol in his belt, disclosing in this movement, which opened his doublet a little, the fine rings of a coat of mail, destined to protect him from the first dagger-thrust of an assassin. After which he took a Scotch dirk in his left hand, and then turning to Athos, "Are you ready, monsieur?" said he. 

	"I am." 

	Athos, as if in opposition to what Monk had done, unfastened his poniard, which he placed upon the table; unhooked his sword-belt, which he laid close to his poniard; and, without affectation, opening his doublet as if to look for his handkerchief, showed beneath his fine cambric shirt his naked breast, without weapons either offensive or defensive. 

	"This is truly a singular man," said Monk; "he is without any arms; he has an ambuscade placed somewhere yonder." 

	"General," said he, as if he had divined Monk's thought, "you wish we should be alone; that is very right, but a great captain ought never to expose himself with temerity. It is night, the passage of the marsh may present dangers; be accompanied." 

	"You are right," replied he, calling Digby. The aid-de-camp appeared. "Fifty men with swords and muskets," said he, looking at Athos. 

	"That is too few if there is danger, too many if there is not." 

	"I will go alone," said Monk; "I want nobody. Come, monsieur." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 25. The March 

	Athos and Monk passed over, in going from the camp towards the Tweed, that part of the ground which Digby had traversed with the fishermen coming from the Tweed to the camp. The aspect of this place, the aspect of the changes man had wrought in it, was of a nature to produce a great effect upon a lively and delicate imagination like that of Athos. Athos looked at nothing but these desolate spots; Monk looked at nothing but Athos—at Athos, who, with his eyes sometimes directed towards heaven, and sometimes towards the earth, sought, thought, and sighed. 

	Digby, whom the last orders of the general, and particularly the accent with which he had given them, had at first a little excited, followed the pair at about twenty paces, but the general having turned round as if astonished to find his orders had not been obeyed, the aid-de-camp perceived his indiscretion and returned to his tent. 

	He supposed that the general wished to make, incognito, one of those reviews of vigilance which every experienced captain never fails to make on the eve of a decisive engagement: he explained to himself the presence of Athos in this case as an inferior explains all that is mysterious on the part of his leader. Athos might be, and, indeed, in the eyes of Digby, must be, a spy, whose information was to enlighten the general. 

	At the end of a walk of about ten minutes among the tents and posts, which were closer together near the headquarters, Monk entered upon a little causeway which diverged into three branches. That on the left led to the river, that in the middle to Newcastle Abbey on the marsh, that on the right crossed the first lines of Monk's camp, that is to say, the lines nearest to Lambert's army. Beyond the river was an advanced post belonging to Monk's army, which watched the enemy; it was composed of one hundred and fifty Scots. They had swum across the Tweed, and, in case of attack, were to recross it in the same manner, giving the alarm; but as there was no post at that spot, and as Lambert's soldiers were not so prompt at taking to the water as Monk's were, the latter appeared not to have much uneasiness on that side. On this side of the river, at about five hundred paces from the old abbey, the fishermen had taken up their abode amidst a crowd of small tents raised by the soldiers of the neighboring clans, who had with them their wives and children. All this confusion, seen by the moon's light, presented a striking coup d'oeil; the half shadow enlarged every detail, and the light, that flatterer which only attaches itself to the polished side of things, courted upon each rusty musket the point still left intact, and upon every rag of canvas the whitest and least sullied part. 

	Monk arrived then with Athos, crossing this spot, illumined with a double light, the silver splendor of the moon, and the red blaze of the fires at the meeting of the three causeways; there he stopped, and addressing his companion,—"Monsieur," said he, "do you know your road?" 

	"General, if I am not mistaken, the middle causeway leads straight to the abbey." 

	"That is right; but we shall want lights to guide us in the vaults." Monk turned round. 

	"Ah! I thought Digby was following us!" said he. "So much the better; he will procure us what we want." 

	"Yes, general, there is a man yonder who has been walking behind us for some time." 

	"Digby!" cried Monk. "Digby! come here, if you please." 

	But, instead of obeying, the shadow made a motion of surprise, and, retreating instead of advancing, it bent down and disappeared along the jetty on the left, directing its course towards the lodging of the fishermen. 

	"It appears not to be Digby," said Monk. 

	Both had followed the shadow which had vanished. But it was not so rare a thing for a man to be wandering about at eleven o'clock at night, in a camp in which are reposing ten or eleven thousand men, as to give Monk and Athos any alarm at his disappearance. 

	"As it is so," said Monk, "and we must have a light, a lantern, a torch, or something by which we may see where to set our feet, let us seek this light." 

	"General, the first soldier we meet will light us." 

	"No," said Monk, in order to discover if there were not any connivance between the Comte de la Fere and the fisherman. "No, I should prefer one of these French sailors who came this evening to sell me their fish. They leave to-morrow, and the secret will be better kept by them; whereas, if a report should be spread in the Scotch army, that treasures are to be found in the abbey of Newcastle, my Highlanders will believe there is a million concealed beneath every slab, and they will not leave stone upon stone in the building." 

	"Do as you think best, general," replied Athos in a natural tone of voice, making evident that soldier or fisherman was the same to him, and that he had no preference. 

	Monk approached the causeway behind which had disappeared the person he had taken for Digby, and met a patrol who, making the tour of the tents, was going towards headquarters; he was stopped with his companion, gave the password, and went on. A soldier, roused by the noise, unrolled his plaid, and looked up to see what was going forward. "Ask him," said Monk to Athos, "where the fishermen are; if I were to speak to him, he would know me." 

	Athos went up to the soldier, who pointed out the tent to him; immediately Monk and Athos turned towards it. It appeared to the general that at the moment they came up, a shadow like that they had already seen glided into this tent; but on drawing nearer he perceived he must have been mistaken, for all of them were asleep pele mele, and nothing was seen but arms and legs joined, crossed, and mixed. Athos, fearing lest he should be suspected of connivance with some of his compatriots, remained outside the tent. 

	"Hola!" said Monk, in French, "wake up here." Two or three of the sleepers got up. 

	"I want a man to light me," continued Monk. 

	"Your honor may depend upon us," said a voice which made Athos start. "Where do you wish us to go?" 

	"You shall see. A light! come, quickly!" 

	"Yes, your honor. Does it please your honor that I should accompany you?" 

	"You or another, it is of very little consequence, provided I have a light." 

	"It is strange!" thought Athos, "what a singular voice that man has!" 

	"Some fire, you fellows!" cried the fisherman; "come, make haste!" 

	Then addressing his companion nearest to him in a low voice:—"Get a light, Menneville," said he, "and hold yourself ready for anything." 

	One of the fishermen struck light from a stone, set fire to some tinder, and by the aid of a match lit a lantern. The light immediately spread all over the tent. 

	"Are you ready, monsieur?" said Monk to Athos, who had turned away, not to expose his face to the light. 

	"Yes, general," replied he. 

	"Ah! the French gentleman!" said the leader of the fishermen to himself. "Peste! I have a great mind to charge you with the commission, Menneville; he may know me. Light! light!" This dialogue was pronounced at the back of the tent, and in so low a voice that Monk could not hear a syllable of it; he was, besides, talking with Athos. Menneville got himself ready in the meantime, or rather received the orders of his leader. 

	"Well?" said Monk. 

	"I am ready, general," said the fisherman. 

	Monk, Athos, and the fisherman left the tent. 

	"It is impossible!" thought Athos. "What dream could put that into my head?" 

	"Go forward; follow the middle causeway, and stretch out your legs," said Monk to the fisherman. 

	They were not twenty paces on their way when the same shadow that had appeared to enter the tent came out of it again, crawled along as far as the piles, and, protected by that sort of parapet placed along the causeway, carefully observed the march of the general. All three disappeared in the night haze. They were walking towards Newcastle, the white stones of which appeared to them like sepulchres. After standing for a few seconds under the porch, they penetrated into the interior. The door had been broken open by hatchets. A post of four men slept in safety in a corner, so certain were they that the attack would not take place on that side. 

	"Will not these men be in your way?" said Monk to Athos. 

	"On the contrary, monsieur, they will assist in rolling out the barrels, if your honor will permit them." 

	"You are right." 

	The post, though fast asleep, roused up at the first steps of the three visitors amongst the briars and grass that invaded the porch. Monk gave the password, and penetrated into the interior of the convent, preceded by the light. He walked last, watching the least movement of Athos, his naked dirk in his sleeve, and ready to plunge it into the back of the gentleman at the first suspicious gesture he should see him make. But Athos, with a firm and sure step, crossed the chambers and courts. 

	Not a door, not a window was left in this building. The doors had been burnt, some on the spot, and the charcoal of them was still jagged with the action of the fire, which had gone out of itself, powerless, no doubt, to get to the heart of those massive joints of oak fastened together with iron nails. As to the windows, all the panes having been broken, night birds, alarmed by the torch, flew away through their holes. At the same time, gigantic bats began to trace their vast, silent circles around the intruders, whilst the light of the torch made their shadows tremble on the high stone walls. Monk concluded there could be no man in the convent, since wild beasts and birds were there still, and fled away at his approach. 

	After having passed the rubbish, and torn away more than one branch of ivy that had made itself a guardian of the solitude, Athos arrived at the vaults situated beneath the great hall, but the entrance of which was from the chapel. There he stopped. "Here we are, general," said he. 

	"This, then, is the slab?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Ay, and here is the ring—but the ring is sealed into the stone." 

	"We must have a lever." 

	"That's a thing very easy to find." 

	Whilst looking round them, Athos and Monk perceived a little ash of about three inches in diameter, which had shot up in an angle of the wall, reaching a window, concealed by its branches. 

	"Have you a knife?" said Monk to the fisherman. 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Cut down this tree; then." 

	The fisherman obeyed, but not without notching his cutlass. When the ash was cut and fashioned into the shape of a lever, the three men penetrated into the vault. 

	"Stop where you are," said Monk to the fisherman. "We are going to dig up some powder; your light may be dangerous." 

	The man drew back in a sort of terror, and faithfully kept to the post assigned him, whilst Monk and Athos turned behind a column at the foot of which, penetrating through a crack, was a moonbeam, reflected exactly on the stone which the Comte de la Fere had come so far in search. 

	"This is it," said Athos, pointing out to the general the Latin inscription. 

	"Yes," said Monk. 

	Then, as if still willing to leave the Frenchman one means of evasion,— 

	"Do you not observe that this vault has already been broken into," continued he, "and that several statues have been knocked down?" 

	"My lord, you have, without doubt, heard that the religious respect of your Scots loves to confide to the statues of the dead the valuable objects they have possessed during their lives. Therefore, the soldiers had reason to think that under the pedestals of the statues which ornament most of these tombs, a treasure was hidden. They have consequently broken down pedestal and statue: but the tomb of the venerable canon, with which we have to do, is not distinguished by any monument. It is simple, therefore it has been protected by the superstitious fear which your Puritans have always had of sacrilege. Not a morsel of the masonry of this tomb has been chipped off." 

	"That is true," said Monk. 

	Athos seized the lever. 

	"Shall I help you?" said Monk. 

	"Thank you, my lord; but I am not willing that your honor should lend your hand to a work of which, perhaps, you would not take the responsibility if you knew the probable consequences of it." 

	Monk raised his head. 

	"What do you mean by that, monsieur?" 

	"I mean—but that man——" 

	"Stop," said Monk; "I perceive what you are afraid of. I shall make a trial." Monk turned towards the fisherman, the whole of whose profile was thrown upon the wall. 

	"Come here, friend!" said he in English, and in a tone of command. 

	The fisherman did not stir. 

	"That is well," continued he: "he does not know English. Speak to me, then, in English, if you please, monsieur." 

	"My lord," replied Athos, "I have frequently seen men in certain circumstances have sufficient command over themselves not to reply to a question put to them in a language they understood. The fisherman is perhaps more learned than we believe him to be. Send him away, my lord, I beg you." 

	"Decidedly," said Monk, "he wishes to have me alone in this vault. Never mind, we shall go through with it; one man is as good as another man; and we are alone. My friend," said Monk to the fisherman, "go back up the stairs we have just descended, and watch that nobody comes to disturb us." The fisherman made a sign of obedience. "Leave your torch," said Monk; "it would betray your presence, and might procure you a musket-ball." 

	The fisherman appeared to appreciate the counsel; he laid down the light, and disappeared under the vault of the stairs. Monk took up the torch, and brought it to the foot of the column. 

	"Ah, ah!" said he; "money, then, is concealed under this tomb?" 

	"Yes, my lord; and in five minutes you will no longer doubt it." 

	At the same time Athos struck a violent blow upon the plaster, which split, presenting a chink for the point of the lever. Athos introduced the bar into this crack, and soon large pieces of plaster yielded, rising up like rounded slabs. Then the Comte de la Fere seized the stones and threw them away with a force that hands so delicate as his might not have been supposed capable of having. 

	"My lord," said Athos, "this is plainly the masonry of which I told your honor." 

	"Yes; but I do not yet see the casks," said Monk. 

	"If I had a dagger," said Athos, looking round him, "you should soon see them, monsieur. Unfortunately, I left mine in your tent." 

	"I would willingly offer you mine," said Monk, "but the blade is too thin for such work." 

	Athos appeared to look around him for a thing of some kind that might serve as a substitute for the weapon he desired. Monk did not lose one of the movements of his hands, or one of the expressions of his eyes. "Why do you not ask the fisherman for his cutlass?" said Monk; "he has a cutlass." 

	"Ah! that is true," said Athos, "for he cut the tree down with it." And he advanced towards the stairs. 

	"Friend," said he to the fisherman, "throw me down your cutlass, if you please; I want it." 

	The noise of the falling weapon sounded on the steps. 

	"Take it," said Monk; "it is a solid instrument, as I have seen, and a strong hand might make good use of it." 

	Athos only appeared to give to the words of Monk the natural and simple sense under which they were to be heard and understood. Nor did he remark, or at least appear to remark, that when he returned with the weapon, Monk drew back, placing his left hand on the stock of his pistol; in the right he already held his dirk. He went to work then, turning his back to Monk, placing his life in his hands, without possible defense. He then struck, during several seconds, so skillfully and sharply upon the intermediary plaster, that it separated into two parts, and Monk was able to discern two barrels placed end to end, and which their weight maintained motionless in their chalky envelope. 

	
"My lord," said Athos, "you see that my presentiments have not been disappointed." 

	"Yes, monsieur," said Monk, "and I have good reason to believe you are satisfied; are you not?" 

	"Doubtless, I am; the loss of this money would have been inexpressibly great to me: but I was certain that God, who protects the good cause, would not have permitted this gold, which should procure its triumph, to be diverted to baser purposes." 

	"You are, upon my honor, as mysterious in your words as in your actions, monsieur," said Monk. "Just now I did not perfectly understand you when you said that you were not willing to throw upon me the responsibility of the work we were accomplishing." 

	"I had reason to say so, my lord." 

	"And now you speak to me of the good cause. What do you mean by the words 'the good cause'? We are defending at this moment, in England, five or six causes, which does not prevent every one from considering his own not only as the good cause, but as the best. What is yours, monsieur? Speak boldly, that we may see if, upon this point, to which you appear to attach a great importance, we are of the same opinion." 

	Athos fixed upon Monk one of those penetrating looks which seem to convey to him to whom they are directed a challenge to conceal a single one of his thoughts; then, taking off his hat, he began in a solemn voice, while his interlocutor, with one hand upon his visage, allowed that long and nervous hand to compress his mustache and beard, while his vague and melancholy eye wandered about the recesses of the vaults. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 26. Heart and Mind 

	"My lord," said the Comte de la Fere, "you are a noble Englishman, you are a loyal man; you are speaking to a noble Frenchman, to a man of heart. The gold contained in these two casks before us, I have told you was mine. I was wrong—it is the first lie I have pronounced in my life, a temporary lie, it is true. This gold is the property of King Charles II., exiled from his country, driven from his palaces, the orphan at once of his father and his throne, and deprived of everything, even of the melancholy happiness of kissing on his knees the stone upon which the hands of his murderers have written that simple epitaph which will eternally cry out for vengeance upon them:—'Here lies Charles I.'" 

	Monk grew slightly pale, and an imperceptible shudder crept over his skin and raised his gray mustache. 

	"I," continued Athos, "I, Comte de la Fere, the last, only faithful friend the poor abandoned prince has left, I have offered him to come hither to find the man upon whom now depends the fate of royalty and of England; and I have come, and placed myself under the eye of this man, and have placed myself naked and unarmed in his hands, saying:—'My lord, here are the last resources of a prince whom God made your master, whom his birth made your king; upon you, and you alone, depend his life and his future. Will you employ this money in consoling England for the evils it must have suffered from anarchy; that is to say, will you aid, and if not aid, will you allow King Charles II. to act? You are master, you are king, all-powerful master and king, for chance sometimes defeats the work of time and God. I am here alone with you, my lord: if divided success alarms you, if my complicity annoys you, you are armed, my lord, and here is a grave ready dug; if, on the contrary, the enthusiasm of your cause carries you away, if you are what you appear to be, if your hand in what it undertakes obeys your mind, and your mind your heart, here are the means of ruining forever the cause of your enemy, Charles Stuart. Kill, then, the man you have before you, for that man will never return to him who has sent him without bearing with him the deposit which Charles I., his father, confided to him, and keep the gold which may assist in carrying on the civil war. Alas! my lord, it is the fate of this unfortunate prince. He must either corrupt or kill, for everything resists him, everything repulses him, everything is hostile to him; and yet he is marked with the divine seal, and he must, not to belie his blood, reascend the throne, or die upon the sacred soil of his country.' 

	"My lord, you have heard me. To any other but the illustrious man who listens to me, I would have said: 'My lord, you are poor; my lord, the king offers you this million as an earnest of an immense bargain; take it, and serve Charles II. as I served Charles I., and I feel assured that God, who listens to us, who sees us, who alone reads in your heart, shut from all human eyes,—I am assured God will give you a happy eternal life after a happy death.' But to General Monk, to the illustrious man of whose standard I believe I have taken measure, I say: 'My lord, there is for you in the history of peoples and kings a brilliant place, an immortal, imperishable glory, if alone, without any other interest but the good of your country and the interests of justice, you become the supporter of your king. Many others have been conquerors and glorious usurpers; you, my lord, you will be content with being the most virtuous, the most honest, and the most incorruptible of men: you will have held a crown in your hand, and instead of placing it upon your own brow, you will have deposited it upon the head of him for whom it was made. Oh, my lord, act thus, and you will leave to posterity the most enviable of names, in which no human creature can rival you.'" 

	Athos stopped. During the whole time that the noble gentleman was speaking, Monk had not given one sign of either approbation or disapprobation; scarcely even, during this vehement appeal, had his eyes been animated with that fire which bespeaks intelligence. The Comte de la Fere looked at him sorrowfully, and on seeing that melancholy countenance, felt discouragement penetrate to his very heart. At length Monk appeared to recover, and broke the silence. 

	"Monsieur," said he, in a mild, calm tone, "in reply to you, I will make use of your own words. To any other but yourself I would reply by expulsion, imprisonment, or still worse, for, in fact, you tempt me and you force me at the same time. But you are one of those men, monsieur, to whom it is impossible to refuse the attention and respect they merit; you are a brave gentleman, monsieur—I say so, and I am a judge. You just now spoke of a deposit which the late king transmitted through you to his son—are you, then, one of those Frenchmen who, as I have heard, endeavored to carry off Charles I. from Whitehall?" 

	"Yes, my lord, it was I who was beneath the scaffold during the execution; I, who had not been able to redeem it, received upon my brow the blood of the martyred king. I received, at the same time, the last word of Charles I., it was to me he said, 'Remember!' and in saying, 'Remember!' he alluded to the money at your feet, my lord." 

	"I have heard much of you, monsieur," said Monk, "but I am happy to have, in the first place, appreciated you by my own observations, and not by my remembrances. I will give you, then, explanations that I have given to no other, and you will appreciate what a distinction I make between you and the persons who have hitherto been sent to me." 

	Athos bowed, and prepared to absorb greedily the words which fell, one by one, from the mouth of Monk,—those words rare and precious as the dew in the desert. 

	"You spoke to me," said Monk, "of Charles II.; but pray, monsieur, of what consequence to me is that phantom of a king? I have grown old in a war and in a policy which are nowadays so closely linked together, that every man of the sword must fight in virtue of his rights or his ambition with a personal interest, and not blindly behind an officer, as in ordinary wars. For myself, I perhaps desire nothing, but I fear much. In the war of to-day rests the liberty of England, and, perhaps, that of every Englishman. How can you expect that I, free in the position I have made for myself, should go willingly and hold out my hands to the shackles of a stranger? That is all Charles is to me. He has fought battles here which he has lost, he is therefore a bad captain; he has succeeded in no negotiation, he is therefore a bad diplomatist; he has paraded his wants and his miseries in all the courts of Europe, he has therefore a weak and pusillanimous heart. Nothing noble, nothing great, nothing strong has hitherto emanated from that genius which aspires to govern one of the greatest kingdoms of the earth. I know this Charles, then, under none but bad aspects, and you would wish me, a man of good sense, to go and make myself gratuitously the slave of a creature who is inferior to me in military capacity, in politics, and in dignity! No, monsieur. When some great and noble action shall have taught me to value Charles, I shall perhaps recognize his rights to a throne from which we have cast the father because he wanted the virtues which his son has hitherto lacked, but, in fact of rights, I only recognize my own; the revolution made me a general, my sword will make me protector, if I wish it. Let Charles show himself, let him present himself, let him enter the competition open to genius, and, above all, let him remember that he is of a race from whom more will be expected than from any other. Therefore, monsieur, say no more about him. I neither refuse nor accept: I reserve myself—I wait." 

	Athos knew Monk to be too well informed of all concerning Charles to venture to urge the discussion further; it was neither the time nor the place. "My lord," then said he, "I have nothing to do but to thank you." 

	"And why, monsieur? Because you have formed a correct opinion of me, or because I have acted according to your judgment? Is that, in truth, worthy of thanks? This gold which you are about to carry to Charles will serve me as a test for him, by seeing the use he will make of it. I shall have an opinion which now I have not." 

	"And yet does not your honor fear to compromise yourself by allowing such a sum to be carried away for the service of your enemy?" 

	"My enemy, say you? Eh, monsieur, I have no enemies. I am in the service of the parliament, which orders me to fight General Lambert and Charles Stuart—its enemies, and not mine. I fight them. If the parliament, on the contrary, ordered me to unfurl my standards on the port of London, and to assemble my soldiers on the banks to receive Charles II.——" 

	"You would obey?" cried Athos, joyfully. 

	"Pardon me," said Monk, smiling, "I was going—I, a gray-headed man—in truth, how could I forget myself? was going to speak like a foolish young man." 

	"Then you would not obey?" said Athos. 

	"I do not say that either, monsieur. The welfare of my country before everything. God, who has given me the power, has, no doubt, willed that I should have that power for the good of all, and He has given me, at the same time, discernment. If the parliament were to order such a thing, I should reflect." 

	The brow of Athos became clouded. "Then I may positively say that your honor is not inclined to favor King Charles II.?" 

	"You continue to question me, monsieur le comte; allow me to do so in turn, if you please." 

	"Do, monsieur; and may God inspire you with the idea of replying to me as frankly as I shall reply to you." 

	"When you shall have taken this money back to your prince, what advice will you give him?" 

	Athos fixed upon Monk a proud and resolute look. 

	"My lord," said he, "with this million, which others would perhaps employ in negotiating, I would advise the king to raise two regiments, to enter Scotland, which you have just pacified: to give to the people the franchises which the revolution promised them, and in which it has not, in all cases, kept its word. I should advise him to command in person this little army, which would, believe me, increase, and to die, standard in hand, and sword in its sheath, saying, 'Englishmen! I am the third king of my race you have killed; beware of the justice of God!'" 

	Monk hung down his head, and mused for an instant. "If he succeeded," said he, "which is very improbable, but not impossible—for everything is possible in this world—what would you advise him to do?" 

	"To think that by the will of God he lost his crown but by the good will of men he recovered it." 

	An ironical smile passed over the lips of Monk. 

	"Unfortunately, monsieur," said he, "kings do not know how to follow good advice." 

	"Ah, my lord, Charles II. is not a king," replied Athos, smiling in his turn, but with a very different expression from Monk. 

	"Let us terminate this, monsieur le comte,—that is your desire, is it not?" 

	Athos bowed. 

	"I shall give orders to have these two casks transported whither you please. Where are you lodging, monsieur?" 

	"In a little hamlet at the mouth of the river, your honor." 

	"Oh, I know the hamlet; it consists of five or six houses, does it not?" 

	"Exactly. Well, I inhabit the first,—two net-makers occupy it with me; it is their bark which brought me ashore." 

	"But your own vessel, monsieur?" 

	"My vessel is at anchor, a quarter of a mile at sea, and waits for me." 

	"You do not think, however, of setting out immediately?" 

	"My lord, I shall try once more to convince your honor." 

	"You will not succeed," replied Monk; "but it is of consequence that you should depart from Newcastle without leaving of your passage the least suspicion that might prove injurious to me or you. To-morrow my officers think Lambert will attack me. I, on the contrary, am convinced that he will not stir; it is in my opinion impossible. Lambert leads an army devoid of homogeneous principles, and there is no possible army with such elements. I have taught my soldiers to consider my authority subordinate to another, therefore after me, round me, and beneath me they still look for something. It would result that if I were dead, whatever might happen, my army would not be demoralized all at once; it results, that if I choose to absent myself, for instance, as it does please me to do sometimes, there would not be in the camp the shadow of uneasiness or disorder. I am the magnet—the sympathetic and natural strength of the English. All those scattered irons that will be sent against me I shall attract to myself. Lambert, at this moment, commands eighteen thousand deserters, but I have never mentioned that to my officers, you may easily suppose. Nothing is more useful to an army than the expectation of a coming battle; everybody is awake—everybody is on guard. I tell you this that you may live in perfect security. Do not be in a hurry, then, to cross the seas; within a week there will be something fresh, either a battle or an accomodation. Then, as you have judged me to be a honorable man, and confided your secret to me, I have to thank you for this confidence, and I shall come and pay you a visit or send for you. Do not go before I send you word. I repeat the request." 

	"I promise you, general," cried Athos, with a joy so great, that in spite of all his circumspection, he could not prevent its sparkling in his eyes. 

	Monk surprised this flash, and immediately extinguished it by one of those silent smiles which always caused his interlocutors to know they had made no inroad on his mind. 

	"Then, my lord, it is a week that you desire me to wait?" 

	"A week? yes, monsieur." 

	"And during these days what shall I do?" 

	"If there should be a battle, keep at a distance from it, I beseech you. I know the French delight in such amusements,—you might take a fancy to see how we fight, and you might receive some chance shot. Our Scotchmen are very bad marksmen, and I do not wish that a worthy gentleman like you should return to France wounded. Nor should I like to be obliged myself, to send to your prince his million left here by you, for then it would be said, and with some reason, that I paid the Pretender to enable him to make war against the parliament. Go, then, monsieur, and let it be done as has been agreed upon." 

	"Ah, my lord," said Athos, "what joy it would give me to be the first that penetrated to the noble heart which beats beneath that cloak!" 

	"You think, then, that I have secrets," said Monk, without changing the half cheerful expression of his countenance. "Why, monsieur, what secret can you expect to find in the hollow head of a soldier? But it is getting late, and our torch is almost out; let us call our man." 

	"Hola!" cried Monk in French, approaching the stairs; "hola! fisherman!" 

	The fisherman, benumbed by the cold night air, replied in a hoarse voice, asking what they wanted of him. 

	"Go to the post," said Monk, "and order a sergeant, in the name of General Monk, to come here immediately." 

	This was a commission easily performed; for the sergeant, uneasy at the general's being in that desolate abbey, had drawn nearer by degrees, and was not much further off than the fisherman. The general's order was therefore heard by him, and he hastened to obey it. 

	"Get a horse and two men," said Monk. 

	"A horse and two men?" repeated the sergeant. 

	"Yes," replied Monk. "Have you any means of getting a horse with a pack-saddle or two paniers?" 

	"No doubt, at a hundred paces off, in the Scotch camp." 

	"Very well." 

	"What shall I do with the horse, general?" 

	"Look here." 

	The sergeant descended the three steps which separated him from Monk, and came into the vault. 

	"You see," said Monk, "that gentleman yonder?" 

	"Yes, general." 

	"And you see these two casks?" 

	"Perfectly." 

	"They are two casks, one containing powder, and the other balls; I wish these casks to be transported to the little hamlet at the mouth of the river, and which I intend to occupy to-morrow with two hundred muskets. You understand that the commission is a secret one, for it is a movement that may decide the fate of the battle." 

	"Oh, general!" murmured the sergeant. 

	"Mind, then! Let these casks be fastened on to the horse, and let them be escorted by two men and you to the residence of this gentleman, who is my friend. But take care that nobody knows it." 

	"I would go by the marsh if I knew the road," said the sergeant. 

	"I know one myself," said Athos; "it is not wide, but it is solid, having been made upon piles; and with care we shall get over safely enough." 

	"Do everything this gentleman shall order you to do." 

	"Oh! oh! the casks are heavy," said the sergeant, trying to lift one. 

	"They weigh four hundred pounds each, if they contain what they ought to contain, do they not, monsieur?" 

	"Thereabouts," said Athos. 

	The sergeant went in search of the two men and the horse. Monk, left alone with Athos, affected to speak to him on nothing but indifferent subjects while examining the vault in a cursory manner. Then, hearing the horse's steps,— 

	"I leave you with your men, monsieur," said he, "and return to the camp. You are perfectly safe." 

	"I shall see you again, then, my lord?" asked Athos. 

	"That is agreed upon, monsieur, and with much pleasure." 

	Monk held out his hand to Athos. 

	"Ah! my lord, if you would!" murmured Athos. 

	"Hush! monsieur, it is agreed that we shall speak no more of that." And bowing to Athos, he went up the stairs, meeting about half-way his men, who were coming down. He had not gone twenty paces, when a faint but prolonged whistle was heard at a distance. Monk listened, but seeing nothing and hearing nothing, he continued his route, Then he remembered the fisherman, and looked about for him; but the fisherman had disappeared. If he had, however, looked with more attention, he might have seen that man, bent double, gliding like a serpent along the stones and losing himself in the mist that floated over the surface of the marsh. He might have equally seen, had he attempted to pierce that mist, a spectacle that might have attracted his attention; and that was the rigging of the vessel, which had changed place, and was now nearer the shore. But Monk saw nothing; and thinking he had nothing to fear, he entered the deserted causeway which led to his camp. It was then that the disappearance of the fisherman appeared strange, and that a real suspicion began to take possession of his mind. He had just placed at the orders of Athos the only post that could protect him. He had a mile of causeway to traverse before he could regain his camp. The fog increased with such intensity that he could scarcely distinguish objects at ten paces' distance. Monk then thought he heard the sound of an oar over the marsh on the right. "Who goes there?" said he. 

	But nobody answered; then he cocked his pistol, took his sword in his hand, and quickened his pace without, however, being willing to call anybody. Such a summons, for which there was no absolute necessity, appeared unworthy of him. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 27. The Next Day 

	It was seven o'clock in the morning, the first rays of day lightened the pools of the marsh, in which the sun was reflected like a red ball, when Athos, awaking and opening the window of his bed-chamber, which looked out upon the banks of the river, perceived, at fifteen paces' distance from him, the sergeant and the men who had accompanied him the evening before, and who, after having deposited the casks at his house, had returned to the camp by the causeway on the right. 

	Why had these men come back after having returned to the camp? That was the question which first presented itself to Athos. The sergeant, with his head raised, appeared to be watching the moment when the gentleman should appear, to address him. Athos, surprised to see these men, whom he had seen depart the night before, could not refrain from expressing his astonishment to them. 

	"There is nothing surprising in that, monsieur," said the sergeant; "for yesterday the general commanded me to watch over your safety, and I thought it right to obey that order." 

	"Is the general at the camp?" asked Athos. 

	"No doubt he is, monsieur; as when he left you he was going back." 

	"Well, wait for me a moment; I am going thither to render an account of the fidelity with which you fulfilled your duty, and to get my sword, which I left upon the table in the tent." 

	"That happens very well," said the sergeant, "for we were about to request you to do so." 

	Athos fancied he could detect an air of equivocal bonhomie upon the countenance of the sergeant; but the adventure of the vault might have excited the curiosity of the man, and it was not surprising that he allowed some of the feelings which agitated his mind to appear in his face. Athos closed the doors carefully, confiding the keys to Grimaud, who had chosen his domicile beneath the shed itself, which led to the cellar where the casks had been deposited. The sergeant escorted the Comte de la Fere to the camp. There a fresh guard awaited him, and relieved the four men who had conducted Athos. 

	This fresh guard was commanded by the aid-de-camp Digby, who, on their way, fixed upon Athos looks so little encouraging, that the Frenchman asked himself whence arose, with regard to him, this vigilance and this severity, when the evening before he had been left perfectly free. He nevertheless continued his way to the headquarters, keeping to himself the observations which men and things forced him to make. He found in the general's tent, to which he had been introduced the evening before, three superior officers: these were Monk's lieutenant and two colonels. Athos perceived his sword; it was still on the table where he left it. Neither of the officers had seen Athos, consequently neither of them knew him. Monk's lieutenant asked, at the appearance of Athos, if that were the same gentleman with whom the General had left the tent. 

	"Yes, your honor," said the sergeant; "it is the same." 

	"But," said Athos haughtily, "I do not deny it, I think; and now, gentlemen, in turn, permit me to ask you to what purpose these questions are asked, and particularly some explanation upon the tone in which you ask them?" 

	"Monsieur," said the lieutenant, "if we address these questions to you, it is because we have a right to do so, and if we make them in a particular tone, it is because that tone, believe me, agrees with the circumstances." 

	"Gentlemen," said Athos, "you do not know who I am; but I must tell you I acknowledge no one here but General Monk as my equal. Where is he? Let me be conducted to him, and if he has any questions to put to me, I will answer him and to his satisfaction, I hope. I repeat, gentlemen, where is the general?" 

	"Eh! good God! you know better than we do where he is," said the lieutenant. 

	"I?" 

	"Yes, you." 

	"Monsieur," said Athos, "I do not understand you." 

	"You will understand me—and, in the first place, do not speak so loud." 

	Athos smiled disdainfully. 

	"We don't ask you to smile," said one of the colonels warmly; "we require you to answer." 

	"And I, gentlemen, declare to you that I will not reply until I am in the presence of the general." 

	"But," replied the same colonel who had already spoken, "you know very well that is impossible." 

	"This is the second time I have received this strange reply to the wish I express," said Athos. "Is the general absent?" 

	This question was made with such apparent good faith, and the gentleman wore an air of such natural surprise, that the three officers exchanged a meaning look. The lieutenant, by a tacit convention with the other two, was spokesman. 

	"Monsieur, the general left you last night on the borders of the monastery." 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"And you went——" 

	"It is not for me to answer you, but for those who have accompanied me. They were your soldiers, ask them." 

	"But if we please to question you?" 

	"Then it will please me to reply, monsieur, that I do not recognize any one here, that I know no one here but the general, and that it is to him alone I will reply." 

	"So be it, monsieur; but as we are the masters, we constitute ourselves a council of war, and when you are before judges you must reply." 

	The countenance of Athos expressed nothing but astonishment and disdain, instead of the terror the officers expected to read in it at this threat. 

	"Scotch or English judges upon me, a subject of the king of France; upon me, placed under the safeguard of British honor! You are mad, gentlemen!" said Athos, shrugging his shoulders. 

	The officers looked at each other. "Then, monsieur," said one of them, "do you pretend not to know where the general is?" 

	"To that, monsieur, I have already replied." 

	"Yes, but you have already replied an incredible thing." 

	"It is true, nevertheless, gentlemen. Men of my rank are not generally liars. I am a gentleman, I have told you, and when I have at my side the sword which, by an excess of delicacy, I left last night upon the table whereon it still lies, believe me, no man says that to me which I am unwilling to hear. I am at this moment disarmed; if you pretend to be my judges, try me; if you are but my executioners, kill me." 

	"But, monsieur——" asked the lieutenant, in a more courteous voice, struck with the lofty coolness of Athos. 

	"Sir, I came to speak confidentially with your general about affairs of importance. It was not an ordinary welcome that he gave me. The accounts your soldiers can give you may convince you of that. If, then, the general received me in that manner, he knew my titles to his esteem. Now, you do not suspect, I should think that I should reveal my secrets to you, and still less his." 

	"But these casks, what do they contain?" 

	"Have you not put that question to your soldiers? What was their reply?" 

	"That they contained powder and ball." 

	"From whom had they that information? They must have told you that." 

	"From the general; but we are not dupes." 

	"Beware, gentlemen, it is not to me you are now giving the lie, it is to your leader." 

	The officers again looked at each other. Athos continued: "Before your soldiers the general told me to wait a week, and at the expiration of that week he would give me the answer he had to make me. Have I fled away? No, I wait." 

	"He told you to wait a week!" cried the lieutenant. 

	"He told me that so clearly, sir, that I have a sloop at the mouth of the river, which I could with ease have joined yesterday, and embarked. Now, if I have remained, it was only in compliance with the desire of your general, his honor having requested me not to depart without a last audience, which fixed at a week hence. I repeat to you, then, I am waiting." 

	The lieutenant turned towards the other officers, and said, in a low voice: "If this gentleman speaks truth, there may still be some hope. The general may be carrying out some negotiations so secret, that he thought it imprudent to inform even us. Then the time limited for his absence would be a week." Then, turning towards Athos: "Monsieur," said he, "your declaration is of the most serious importance; are you willing to repeat it under the seal of an oath?" 

	"Sir," replied Athos, "I have always lived in a world where my simple word was regarded as the most sacred of oaths." 

	"This time, however, monsieur, the circumstance is more grave than any you may have been placed in. The safety of the whole army is at stake. Reflect, the general has disappeared, and our search for him has been vain. Is this disappearance natural? Has a crime been committed? Are we not bound to carry our investigations to extremity? Have we any right to wait with patience? At this moment, everything, monsieur, depends upon the words you are about to pronounce." 

	"Thus questioned, gentlemen, I no longer hesitate," said Athos. "Yes, I came hither to converse confidentially with General Monk, and ask him for an answer regarding certain interests; yes, the general being, doubtless, unable to pronounce before the expected battle, begged me to remain a week in the house I inhabit, promising me that in a week I should see him again. Yes, all this is true, and I swear it by the God who is the absolute master of my life and yours." Athos pronounced these words with so much grandeur and solemnity, that the three officers were almost convinced. Nevertheless, one of the colonels made a last attempt. 

	"Monsieur," said he, "although we may be now persuaded of the truth of what you say, there is yet a strange mystery in all this. The general is too prudent a man to have thus abandoned his army on the eve of a battle without having at least given notice of it to one of us. As for myself, I cannot believe but that some strange event has been the cause of this disappearance. Yesterday some foreign fishermen came to sell their fish here; they were lodged yonder among the Scots; that is to say, on the road the general took with this gentleman, to go to the abbey, and to return from it. It was one of those fishermen that accompanied the general with a light. And this morning, bark and fishermen have all disappeared, carried away by the night's tide." 

	"For my part," said the lieutenant, "I see nothing in that that is not quite natural, for these people were not prisoners." 

	"No, but I repeat it was one of them who lighted the general and this gentleman to the abbey, and Digby assures us that the general had strong suspicions concerning those people. Now, who can say whether these people were not connected with this gentleman; and that, the blow being struck, the gentleman, who is evidently brave, did not remain to reassure us by his presence, and to prevent our researches being made in a right direction?" 

	This speech made an impression upon the other two officers. 

	"Sir," said Athos, "permit me to tell you, that your reasoning, though specious in appearance, nevertheless wants consistency, as regards me. I have remained, you say, to divert suspicion. Well! on the contrary, suspicions arise in me as well as in you; and I say, it is impossible, gentlemen, that the general, on the eve of a battle, should leave his army without saying anything to at least one of his officers. Yes, there is some strange event connected with this; instead of being idle and waiting, you must display all the activity and all the vigilance possible. I am your prisoner, gentlemen, upon parole or otherwise. My honor is concerned in ascertaining what has become of General Monk, and to such a point, that if you were to say to me, 'Depart!' I should reply 'No, I will remain!' And if you were to ask my opinion, I should add: 'Yes, the general is the victim of some conspiracy, for, if he had intended to leave the camp he would have told me so.' Seek then, search the land, search the sea; the general has not gone of his own good will." 

	The lieutenant made a sign to the other two officers. 

	"No, monsieur," said he, "no; in your turn you go too far. The general has nothing to suffer from these events, and, no doubt, has directed them. What Monk is now doing he has often done before. We are wrong in alarming ourselves; his absence will, doubtless, be of short duration; therefore, let us beware, lest by a pusillanimity which the general would consider a crime, of making his absence public, and by that means demoralize the army. The general gives a striking proof of his confidence in us; let us show ourselves worthy of it. Gentlemen, let the most profound silence cover all this with an impenetrable veil; we will detain this gentleman, not from mistrust of him with regard to the crime, but to assure more effectively the secret of the general's absence by keeping among ourselves; therefore, until fresh orders, the gentleman will remain at headquarters." 

	"Gentlemen," said Athos, "you forget that last night the general confided to me a deposit over which I am bound to watch. Give me whatever guard you like, chain me if you like, but leave me the house I inhabit for my prison. The general, on his return, would reproach you, I swear on the honor of a gentleman, for having displeased him in this." 

	"So be it, monsieur," said the lieutenant; "return to your abode." 

	Then they placed over Athos a guard of fifty men, who surrounded his house, without losing sight of him for a minute. 

	The secret remained secure, but hours, days passed away without the general's returning, or without anything being heard of him. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 28. Smuggling 

	Two days after the events we have just related, and while General Monk was expected every minute in the camp to which he did not return, a little Dutch felucca, manned by eleven men, cast anchor upon the coast of Scheveningen, nearly within cannon-shot of the port. It was night, the darkness was great, the tide rose in the darkness; it was a capital time to land passengers and merchandise. 

	The road of Scheveningen forms a vast crescent; it is not very deep and not very safe; therefore, nothing is seen stationed there but large Flemish hoys, or some of those Dutch barks which fishermen draw up on the sand on rollers, as the ancients did, according to Virgil. When the tide is rising, and advancing on land, it is not prudent to bring the vessels too close inshore, for, if the wind is fresh, the prows are buried in the sand; and the sand of that coast is spongy; it receives easily, but does not yield so well. It was on this account, no doubt, that a boat was detached from the bark as soon as the latter had cast anchor, and came with eight sailors, amidst whom was to be seen an object of an oblong form, a sort of large pannier or bale. 

	The shore was deserted; the few fishermen inhabiting the down were gone to bed. The only sentinel that guarded the coast (a coast very badly guarded, seeing that a landing from large ships was impossible), without having been able to follow the example of the fishermen, who were gone to bed, imitated them so far, that he slept at the back of his watch-box as soundly as they slept in their beds. The only noise to be heard, then, was the whistling of the night breeze among the bushes and the brambles of the downs. But the people who were approaching were doubtless mistrustful people, for this real silence and apparent solitude did not satisfy them. Their boat, therefore, scarcely as visible as a dark speck upon the ocean, glided along noiselessly, avoiding the use of their oars for fear of being heard, and gained the nearest land. 

	Scarcely had it touched the ground when a single man jumped out of the boat, after having given a brief order, in a manner which denoted the habit of commanding. In consequence of this order, several muskets immediately glittered in the feeble light reflected from that mirror of the heavens, the sea; and the oblong bale of which we spoke, containing no doubt some contraband object, was transported to land, with infinite precautions. Immediately after that, the man who had landed first set off at a rapid pace diagonally towards the village of Scheveningen, directing his course to the nearest point of the wood. When there, he sought for that house already described as the temporary residence—and a very humble residence—of him who was styled by courtesy king of England. 

	All were asleep there, as everywhere else, only a large dog, of the race of those which the fishermen of Scheveningen harness to little carts to carry fish to the Hague, began to bark formidably as soon as the stranger's steps were audible beneath the windows. But the watchfulness, instead of alarming the newly-landed man, appeared, on the contrary, to give him great joy, for his voice might perhaps have proved insufficient to rouse the people of the house, whilst, with an auxiliary of that sort, his voice became almost useless. The stranger waited, then, till these reiterated and sonorous barkings should, according to all probability, have produced their effect, and then he ventured a summons. On hearing his voice, the dog began to roar with such violence that another voice was soon heard from the interior, quieting the dog. With that the dog was quieted. 

	"What do you want?" asked that voice, at the same time weak, broken, and civil. 

	"I want his majesty King Charles II., king of England," said the stranger. 

	"What do you want with him?" 

	"I want to speak to him." 

	"Who are you?" 

	"Ah! Mordioux! you ask too much; I don't like talking through doors." 

	"Only tell me your name." 

	"I don't like to declare my name in the open air, either; besides, you may be sure I shall not eat your dog, and I hope to God he will be as reserved with respect to me." 

	"You bring news, perhaps, monsieur, do you not?" replied the voice, patient and querulous as that of an old man. 

	"I will answer for it, I bring you news you little expect. Open the door, then, if you please, hein!" 

	"Monsieur," persisted the old man, "do you believe, upon your soul and conscience, that your news is worth waking the king?" 

	"For God's sake, my dear monsieur, draw your bolts; you will not be sorry, I swear, for the trouble it will give you. I am worth my weight in gold, parole d'honneur!" 

	"Monsieur, I cannot open the door till you have told me your name." 

	"Must I, then?" 

	"It is by the order of my master, monsieur." 

	"Well, my name is—but, I warn you, my name will tell you absolutely nothing." 

	"Never mind, tell it, notwithstanding." 

	"Well, I am the Chevalier d'Artagnan." 

	The voice uttered an exclamation. 

	"Oh! good heavens!" said a voice on the other side of the door. "Monsieur d'Artagnan. What happiness! I could not help thinking I knew that voice." 

	"Humph!" said D'Artagnan. "My voice is known here! That's flattering." 

	"Oh! yes, we know it," said the old man, drawing the bolts; "and here is the proof." And at these words he let in D'Artagnan, who, by the light of the lantern he carried in his hand, recognized his obstinate interlocutor. 

	"Ah! Mordioux!" cried he: "why, it is Parry! I ought to have known that." 

	"Parry, yes, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan, it is I. What joy to see you once again!" 

	"You are right there, what joy!" said D'Artagnan, pressing the old man's hand. "There, now you'll go and inform the king, will you not?" 

	"But the king is asleep, my dear monsieur." 

	"Mordioux! then wake him. He won't scold you for having disturbed him, I will promise you." 

	"You come on the part of the count, do you not?" 

	"The Comte de la Fere?" 

	"From Athos?" 

	"Ma foi! no; I come on my own part. Come, Parry, quick! The king—I want the king." 

	Parry did not think it his duty to resist any longer; he knew D'Artagnan of old; he knew that, although a Gascon, his words never promised more than they could stand to. He crossed a court and a little garden, appeased the dog, that seemed most anxious to taste of the musketeer's flesh, and went to knock at the window of a chamber forming the ground-floor of a little pavilion. Immediately a little dog inhabiting that chamber replied to the great dog inhabiting the court. 

	"Poor king!" said D'Artagnan to himself, "these are his body-guards. It is true he is not the worse guarded on that account." 

	"What is wanted with me?" asked the king, from the back of the chamber. 

	"Sire, it is M. le Chevalier d'Artagnan, who brings you some news." 

	A noise was immediately heard in the chamber, a door was opened, and a flood of light inundated the corridor and the garden. The king was working by the light of a lamp. Papers were lying about upon his desk, and he had commenced the foul copy of a letter which showed, by the numerous erasures, the trouble he had had in writing it. 

	"Come in, monsieur le chevalier," said he, turning around. Then perceiving the fisherman, "What do you mean, Parry? Where is M. le Chevalier d'Artagnan?" asked Charles. 

	"He is before you, sire," said M. d'Artagnan. 

	"What, in that costume?" 

	"Yes; look at me, sire; do you not remember having seen me at Blois, in the ante-chambers of King Louis XIV.?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, and I remember I was much pleased with you." 

	D'Artagnan bowed. "It was my duty to behave as I did, the moment I knew that I had the honor of being near your majesty." 

	"You bring me news, do you say?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"From the king of France?" 

	"Ma foi! no, sire," replied D'Artagnan. "Your majesty must have seen yonder that the king of France is only occupied with his own majesty." 

	Charles raised his eyes towards heaven. 

	"No, sire, no," continued D'Artagnan. "I bring news entirely composed of personal facts. Nevertheless, I hope your majesty will listen to the facts and news with some favor." 

	"Speak, monsieur." 

	"If I am not mistaken, sire, your majesty spoke a great deal, at Blois, of the embarrassed state in which the affairs of England are." 

	Charles colored. "Monsieur," said he, "it was to the king of France I related——" 

	"Oh! your majesty is mistaken," said the musketeer, coolly; "I know how to speak to kings in misfortune. It is only when they are in misfortune that they speak to me; once fortunate, they look upon me no more. I have, then, for your majesty, not only the greatest respect, but, still more, the most absolute devotion; and that, believe me, with me, sire, means something. Now, hearing your majesty complain of fate, I found that you were noble and generous, and bore misfortune well." 

	"In truth," said Charles, much astonished, "I do not know which I ought to prefer, your freedoms or your respects." 

	"You will choose presently, sire," said D'Artagnan. "Then your majesty complained to your brother, Louis XIV., of the difficulty you experienced in returning to England and regaining your throne for want of men and money." 

	Charles allowed a movement of impatience to escape him. 

	"And the principal object your majesty found in your way," continued D'Artagnan, "was a certain general commanding the armies of the parliament, and who was playing yonder the part of another Cromwell. Did not your majesty say so?" 

	"Yes, but I repeat to you, monsieur, those words were for the king's ears alone." 

	"And you will see, sire, that it is very fortunate that they fell into those of his lieutenant of musketeers. That man so troublesome to your majesty was one General Monk, I believe; did I not hear his name correctly, sire?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, but once more, to what purpose are all these questions?" 

	"Oh! I know very well, sire, that etiquette will not allow kings to be questioned. I hope, however, presently you will pardon my want of etiquette. Your majesty added that, notwithstanding, if you could see him, confer with him, and meet him face to face, you would triumph, either by force or persuasion, over that obstacle—the only serious one, the only insurmountable one, the only real one you met with on your road." 

	"All that is true, monsieur: my destiny, my future, my obscurity, or my glory depend upon that man; but what do you draw from that?" 

	"One thing alone, that if this General Monk is troublesome to the point your majesty describes, it would be expedient to get rid of him or to make an ally of him." 

	"Monsieur, a king who has neither army nor money, as you have heard my conversation with my brother Louis, has no means of acting against a man like Monk." 

	"Yes, sire, that was your opinion, I know very well; but, fortunately, for you, it was not mine." 

	"What do you mean by that?" 

	"That, without an army and without a million, I have done—I, myself—what your majesty thought could alone be done with an army and a million." 

	"How! What do you say? What have you done?" 

	"What have I done? Eh! well, sire, I went yonder to take this man who is so troublesome to your majesty." 

	"In England?" 

	"Exactly, sire." 

	"You went to take Monk in England?" 

	"Should I by chance have done wrong, sire?" 

	"In truth, you are mad, monsieur!" 

	"Not the least in the world, sire." 

	"You have taken Monk?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"Where?" 

	"In the midst of his camp." 

	The king trembled with impatience. 

	"And having taken him on the causeway of Newcastle, I bring him to your majesty," said D'Artagnan, simply. 

	"You bring him to me!" cried the king, almost indignant at what he considered a mystification. 

	"Yes, sire," replied D'Artagnan, the same tone, "I bring him to you; he is down below yonder, in a large chest pierced with holes, so as to allow him to breathe." 

	"Good God!" 

	"Oh! don't be uneasy, sire, we have taken the greatest possible care of him. He comes in good state, and in perfect condition. Would your majesty please to see him, to talk with him, or to have him thrown into the sea?" 

	"Oh, heavens!" repeated Charles, "oh, heavens! do you speak the truth, monsieur? Are you not insulting me with some unworthy joke? You have accomplished this unheard-of act of audacity and genius—impossible!" 

	"Will your majesty permit me to open the window?" said D'Artagnan, opening it. 

	The king had not time to reply, yes on no. D'Artagnan gave a shrill and prolonged whistle, which he repeated three times through the silence of the night. 

	"There!" said he, "he will be brought to your majesty." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 29. In which D'Artagnan begins to fear he has placed his Money and that of Planchet in the Sinking Fund 

	The king could not overcome his surprise, and looked sometimes at the smiling face of the musketeer, and sometimes at the dark window which opened into the night. But before he had fixed his ideas, eight of D'Artagnan's men, for two had remained to take care of the bark, brought to the house, where Parry received him, that object of an oblong form, which, for the moment inclosed the destinies of England. Before he left Calais, D'Artagnan had had made in that city a sort of coffin, large and deep enough for a man to turn in it at his ease. The bottom and sides, properly upholstered, formed a bed sufficiently soft to prevent the rolling of the ship turning this kind of cage into a rat-trap. The little grating, of which D'Artagnan had spoken to the king, like the visor of a helmet, was placed opposite to the man's face. It was so constructed that, at the least cry, a sudden pressure would stifle that cry, and, if necessary, him who had uttered that cry. 

	D'Artagnan was so well acquainted with his crew and his prisoner, that during the whole voyage he had been in dread of two things: either that the general would prefer death to this sort of imprisonment, and would smother himself by endeavoring to speak, or that his guards would allow themselves to be tempted by the offers of the prisoner, and put him, D'Artagnan, into the box instead of Monk. 

	D'Artagnan, therefore, had passed the two days and the two nights of the voyage close to the coffin, alone with the general, offering him wine and food, which the latter had refused, and constantly endeavoring to reassure him upon the destiny which awaited him at the end of this singular captivity. Two pistols on the table and his naked sword made D'Artagnan easy with regard to indiscretions from without. 

	When once at Scheveningen he had felt completely reassured. His men greatly dreaded any conflict with the lords of the soil. He had, besides, interested in his cause him who had morally served him as lieutenant, and whom we have seen reply to the name of Menneville. The latter, not being a vulgar spirit, had more to risk than the others, because he had more conscience. He believed in a future in the service of D'Artagnan, and consequently would have allowed himself to be cut to pieces, rather than violate the order given by his leader. Thus it was that, once landed, it was to him D'Artagnan had confided the care of the chest and the general's breathing. It was he, too, he had ordered to have the chest brought by the seven men as soon as he should hear the triple whistle. We have seen that the lieutenant obeyed. The coffer once in the house, D'Artagnan dismissed his men with a gracious smile, saying, "Messieurs, you have rendered a great service to King Charles II., who in less than six weeks will be king of England. Your gratification will then be doubled. Return to the boat and wait for me." Upon which they departed with such shouts of joy as terrified even the dog himself. 

	D'Artagnan had caused the coffer to be brought as far as the king's ante-chamber. He then, with great care, closed the door of this ante-chamber, after which he opened the coffer, and said to the general: 

	"General, I have a thousand excuses to make to you; my manner of acting has not been worthy of such a man as you, I know very well; but I wished you to take me for the captain of a bark. And then England is a very inconvenient country for transports. I hope, therefore, you will take all that into consideration. But now, general, you are at liberty to get up and walk." This said, he cut the bonds which fastened the arms and hands of the general. The latter got up, and then sat down with the countenance of a man who expects death. D'Artagnan opened the door of Charles's study, and said, "Sire, here is your enemy, M. Monk; I promised myself to perform this service for your majesty. It is done; now order as you please. M. Monk," added he, turning towards the prisoner, "you are in the presence of his majesty Charles II., sovereign lord of Great Britain." 

	Monk raised towards the prince his coldly stoical look, and replied: "I know no king of Great Britain; I recognize even here no one worthy of bearing the name of gentleman: for it is in the name of King Charles II. that an emissary, whom I took for an honest man, came and laid an infamous snare for me. I have fallen into that snare; so much the worse for me. Now, you the tempter," said he to the king, "you the executor," said he to D'Artagnan; "remember what I am about to say to you; you have my body, you may kill it, and I advise you to do so, for you shall never have my mind or my will. And now, ask me not a single word, as from this moment I will not open my mouth even to cry out. I have said." 

	And he pronounced these words with the savage, invincible resolution of the most mortified Puritan. D'Artagnan looked at his prisoner like a man, who knows the value of every word, and who fixes that value according to the accent with which it has been pronounced. 

	"The fact is," said he, in a whisper to the king, "the general is an obstinate man; he would not take a mouthful of bread, nor swallow a drop of wine, during the two days of our voyage. But as from this moment it is your majesty who must decide his fate, I wash my hands of him." 

	Monk, erect, pale, and resigned, waited with his eyes fixed and his arms folded. D'Artagnan turned towards him. "You will please to understand perfectly," said he, "that your speech, otherwise very fine, does not suit anybody, not even yourself. His majesty wished to speak to you, you refused him an interview; why, now that you are face to face, that you are here by a force independent of your will, why do you confine yourself to rigors which I consider useless and absurd? Speak! what the devil! speak, if only to say 'No.'" 

	Monk did not unclose his lips, Monk did not turn his eyes; Monk stroked his mustache with a thoughtful air, which announced that matters were going on badly. 

	During all this time Charles II. had fallen into a profound reverie. For the first time he found himself face to face with Monk; with the man he had so much desired to see; and, with that peculiar glance which God has given to eagles and kings, he had fathomed the abyss of his heart. He beheld Monk, then, resolved positively to die rather than speak, which was not to be wondered at in so considerable a man, the wound in whose mind must at the moment have been cruel. Charles II. formed, on the instant, one of those resolutions upon which an ordinary man risks his life, a general his fortune, and a king his kingdom. "Monsieur," said he to Monk, "you are perfectly right upon certain points; I do not, therefore, ask you to answer me, but to listen to me." 

	There was a moment's silence, during which the king looked at Monk, who remained impassible. 

	"You have made me just now a painful reproach, monsieur," continued the king; "you said that one of my emissaries had been to Newcastle to lay a snare for you, and that, parenthetically, cannot be understood by M. d'Artagnan, here, and to whom, before everything, I owe sincere thanks for his generous, his heroic devotion." 

	D'Artagnan bowed with respect; Monk took no notice. 

	"For M. d'Artagnan—and observe, M. Monk, I do not say this to excuse myself—for M. d'Artagnan," continued the king, "went to England of his free will, without interest, without orders, without hope, like a true gentleman as he is, to render a service to an unfortunate king, and to add to the illustrious actions of an existence, already so well filled, one glorious deed more." 

	D'Artagnan colored a little, and coughed to keep his countenance. Monk did not stir. 

	"You do not believe what I tell you, M. Monk," continued the king. "I can understand that,—such proofs of devotion are so rare, that their reality may well be put in doubt." 

	"Monsieur would do wrong not to believe you, sire," cried D'Artagnan: "for that which your majesty has said is the exact truth, and the truth so exact that it seems, in going to fetch the general, I have done something which sets everything wrong. In truth, if it be so, I am in despair." 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan," said the king, pressing the hand of the musketeer, "you have obliged me as much as if you had promoted the success of my cause, for you have revealed to me an unknown friend, to whom I shall ever be grateful, and whom I shall always love." And the king pressed his hand cordially. "And," continued he, bowing to Monk, "an enemy whom I shall henceforth esteem at his proper value." 

	The eyes of the Puritan flashed, but only once, and his countenance, for an instant, illuminated by that flash, resumed its somber impassibility. 

	"Then, Monsieur d'Artagnan," continued Charles, "this is what was about to happen: M. le Comte de la Fere, whom you know, I believe, has set out for Newcastle." 

	"What, Athos!" exclaimed D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes, that was his nom de guerre, I believe. The Comte de la Fere had then set out for Newcastle, and was going, perhaps, to bring the general to hold a conference with me or with those of my party, when you violently, as it appears, interfered with the negotiation." 

	"Mordioux!" replied D'Artagnan, "he entered the camp the very evening in which I succeeded in getting into it with my fishermen——" 

	An almost imperceptible frown on the brow of Monk told D'Artagnan that he had surmised rightly. 

	"Yes, yes," muttered he; "I thought I knew his person; I even fancied I knew his voice. Unlucky wretch that I am! Oh! sire, pardon me! I thought I had so successfully steered my bark." 

	"There is nothing ill in it, sir," said the king, "except that the general accuses me of having laid a snare for him, which is not the case. No, general, those are not the arms which I contemplated employing with you as you will soon see. In the meanwhile, when I give you my word upon the honor of a gentleman, believe me, sir, believe me! Now, Monsieur d'Artagnan, a word with you, if you please." 

	"I listen on my knees, sire." 

	"You are truly at my service, are you not?" 

	"Your majesty has seen I am, too much so." 

	"That is well; from a man like you one word suffices. In addition to that word you bring actions. General, have the goodness to follow me. Come with us, M. d'Artagnan." 

	D'Artagnan, considerably surprised, prepared to obey. Charles II. went out, Monk followed him, D'Artagnan followed Monk. Charles took the path by which D'Artagnan had come to his abode; the fresh sea breezes soon caressed the faces of the three nocturnal travelers, and, at fifty paces from the little gate which Charles opened, they found themselves upon the down in the face of the ocean, which, having ceased to rise, reposed upon the shore like a wearied monster. Charles II. walked pensively along, his head hanging down and his hand beneath his cloak. Monk followed him, with crossed arms and an uneasy look. D'Artagnan came last, with his hand on the hilt of his sword. 

	"Where is the boat in which you came, gentlemen?" said Charles to the musketeer. 

	"Yonder, sire, I have seven men and an officer waiting me in that little bark which is lighted by a fire." 

	"Yes, I see; the boat is drawn upon the sand, but you certainly did not come from Newcastle in that frail bark?" 

	"No, sire; I freighted a felucca, at my own expense, which is at anchor within cannon-shot of the downs. It was in that felucca we made the voyage." 

	"Sir," said the king to Monk, "you are free." 

	However firm of his will, Monk could not suppress an exclamation. The king added an affirmative motion of his head, and continued: "We shall waken a fisherman of the village, who will put his boat to sea immediately, and will take you back to any place you may command him. M. d'Artagnan here will escort your honor. I place M. d'Artagnan under the safeguard of your loyalty, M. Monk." 

	Monk allowed a murmur of surprise to escape him, and D'Artagnan a profound sigh. The king, without appearing to notice either, knocked against the deal trellis which inclosed the cabin of the principal fisherman inhabiting the down. 

	"Hey! Keyser!" cried he, "awake!" 

	"Who calls me?" asked the fisherman. 

	"I, Charles the king." 

	"Ah, my lord!" cried Keyser, rising ready dressed from the sail in which he slept, as people sleep in a hammock. "What can I do to serve you?" 

	"Captain Keyser," said Charles, "you must set sail immediately. Here is a traveler who wishes to freight your bark, and will pay you well; serve him well." And the king drew back a few steps to allow Monk to speak to the fisherman. 

	"I wish to cross over into England," said Monk, who spoke Dutch enough to make himself understood. 

	"This minute," said the patron, "this very minute, if you wish it." 

	"But will that be long?" said Monk. 

	"Not half an hour, your honor. My eldest son is at this moment preparing the boat, as we were going out fishing at three o'clock in the morning." 

	"Well, is all arranged?" asked the king, drawing near. 

	"All but the price," said the fisherman; "yes, sire." 

	"That is my affair," said Charles, "the gentleman is my friend." 

	Monk started and looked at Charles on hearing this word. 

	"Very well, my lord," replied Keyser. And at that moment they heard Keyser's eldest son, signaling from the shore with the blast of a bull's horn. 

	"Now, gentlemen," said the king, "depart." 

	"Sire," said D'Artagnan, "will it please your majesty to grant me a few minutes? I have engaged men, and I am going without them; I must give them notice." 

	"Whistle to them," said Charles, smiling. 

	D'Artagnan, accordingly, whistled, whilst the patron Keyser replied to his son; and four men, led by Menneville, attended the first summons. 

	"Here is some money in account," said D'Artagnan, putting into their hands a purse containing two thousand five hundred livres in gold. "Go and wait for me at Calais, you know where." And D'Artagnan heaved a profound sigh, as he let the purse fall into the hands of Menneville. 

	"What, are you leaving us?" cried the men. 

	"For a short time," said D'Artagnan, "or for a long time, who knows? But with 2,500 livres, and the 2,500 you have already received, you are paid according to our agreement. We are quits, then, my friend." 

	"But the boat?" 

	"Do not trouble yourself about that." 

	"Our things are on board the felucca." 

	"Go and seek them, and then set off immediately." 

	"Yes, captain." 

	D'Artagnan returned to Monk, saying,—"Monsieur, I await your orders, for I understand we are to go together, unless my company be disagreeable to you." 

	"On the contrary, monsieur," said Monk. 

	"Come, gentlemen, on board," cried Keyser's son. 

	Charles bowed to the general with grace and dignity, saying,—"You will pardon me this unfortunate accident, and the violence to which you have been subjected, when you are convinced that I was not the cause of them." 

	Monk bowed profoundly without replying. On his side, Charles affected not to say a word to D'Artagnan in private, but aloud,—"Once more, thanks, monsieur le chevalier," said he, "thanks for your services. They will be repaid you by the Lord God, who, I hope, reserves trials and troubles for me alone." 

	Monk followed Keyser, and his son embarked with them. D'Artagnan came after, muttering to himself,—"Poor Planchet! poor Planchet! I am very much afraid we have made a bad speculation." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 30. The Shares of Planchet and Company rise again to Par 

	During the passage, Monk only spoke to D'Artagnan in cases of urgent necessity. Thus, when the Frenchman hesitated to come and take his meals, poor meals, composed of salt fish, biscuit, and Hollands gin, Monk called him, saying,—"To table, monsieur, to table!" 

	This was all. D'Artagnan, from being himself on all great occasions extremely concise, did not draw from the general's conciseness a favorable augury of the result of his mission. Now, as D'Artagnan had plenty of time for reflection, he battered his brains during this time in endeavoring to find out how Athos had seen King Charles, how he had conspired his departure with him, and lastly, how he had entered Monk's camp; and the poor lieutenant of musketeers plucked a hair from his mustache every time he reflected that the horseman who accompanied Monk on the night of the famous abduction must have been Athos. 

	At length, after a passage of two nights and two days, the patron Keyser touched at the point where Monk, who had given all the orders during the voyage, had commanded they should land. It was exactly at the mouth of the little river, near which Athos had chosen his abode. 

	Daylight was waning, a splendid sun, like a red steel buckler, was plunging the lower extremity of its disc beneath the blue line of the sea. The felucca was making fair way up the river, tolerably wide in that part, but Monk, in his impatience, desired to be landed, and Keyser's boat set him and D'Artagnan upon the muddy bank, amidst the reeds. D'Artagnan, resigned to obedience, followed Monk exactly as a chained bear follows his master; but the position humiliated him not a little, and he grumbled to himself that the service of kings was a bitter one, and that the best of them was good for nothing. Monk walked with long and hasty strides; it might be thought that he did not yet feel certain of having reached English land. They had already begun to perceive distinctly a few of the cottages of the sailors and fishermen spread over the little quay of this humble port, when, all at once, D'Artagnan cried out,—"God pardon me, there is a house on fire!" 

	Monk raised his eyes, and perceived there was, in fact, a house which the flames were beginning to devour. It had begun at a little shed belonging to the house, the roof of which had caught. The fresh evening breeze agitated the fire. The two travelers quickened their steps, hearing loud cries, and seeing, as they drew nearer, soldiers with their glittering arms pointing towards the house on fire. It was doubtless this menacing occupation which had made them neglect to signal the felucca. Monk stopped short for an instant, and, for the first time, formulated his thoughts into words. "Eh! but," said he, "perhaps they are not my soldiers, but Lambert's." 

	These words contained at once a sorrow, an apprehension, and a reproach perfectly intelligible to D'Artagnan. In fact, during the general's absence, Lambert might have given battle, conquered, and dispersed the parliament's army, and taken with his own the place of Monk's army, deprived of its strongest support. At this doubt, which passed from the mind of Monk to his own, D'Artagnan reasoned in this manner: "One of two things is going to happen; either Monk has spoken correctly, and there are no longer any but Lambertists in the country—that is to say, enemies, who would receive me wonderfully well, since it is to me they owe their victory; or nothing is changed, and Monk, transported with joy at finding his camp still in the same place, will not prove too severe in his settlement with me." Whilst thinking thus, the two travelers advanced, and began to mingle with a little knot of sailors, who looked on with sorrow at the burning house, but did not dare to say anything on account of the threats of the soldiers. 

	Monk addressed one of these sailors:—"What is going on here?" asked he. 

	"Sir," replied the man, not recognizing Monk as an officer, under the thick cloak which enveloped him, "that house was inhabited by a foreigner, and this foreigner became suspected by the soldiers. They wanted to get into his house under pretense of taking him to the camp; but he, without being frightened by their number, threatened death to the first who should cross the threshold of his door, and as there was one who did venture, the Frenchman stretched him on the earth with a pistol-shot." 

	"Ah! he is a Frenchman, is he?" said D'Artagnan, rubbing his hands. "Good!" 

	"How good?" replied the fisherman. 

	"No, I don't mean that.—What then—my tongue slipped." 

	"What then, sir—why, the other men became as enraged as so many lions: they fired more than a hundred shots at the house; but the Frenchman was sheltered by the wall, and every time they tried to enter by the door they met with a shot from his lackey, whose aim is deadly, d'ye see? Every time they threatened the window, they met with a pistol-shot from the master. Look and count—there are seven men down. 

	"Ah! my brave countryman," cried D'Artagnan, "wait a little, wait a little. I will be with you, and we will settle with this rabble." 

	"One instant, sir," said Monk, "wait." 

	"Long?" 

	"No; only the time to ask a question." Then, turning towards the sailor, "My friend," asked he with an emotion which, in spite of all his self-command, he could not conceal, "whose soldiers are these, pray tell me?" 

	"Whose should they be but that madman, Monk's?" 

	"There has been no battle, then?" 

	"A battle, ah, yes! for what purpose? Lambert's army is melting away like snow in April. All come to Monk, officers and soldiers. In a week Lambert won't have fifty men left." 

	The fisherman was interrupted by a fresh discharge directed against the house, and by another pistol-shot which replied to the discharge and struck down the most daring of the aggressors. The rage of the soldiers was at its height. The fire still continued to increase, and a crest of flame and smoke whirled and spread over the roof of the house. D'Artagnan could no longer contain himself. "Mordioux!" said he to Monk, glancing at him sideways: "you are a general, and allow your men to burn houses and assassinate people, while you look on and warm your hands at the blaze of the conflagration? Mordioux! you are not a man." 

	"Patience, sir, patience!" said Monk, smiling. 

	"Patience! yes, until that brave gentleman is roasted—is that what you mean?" And D'Artagnan rushed forward. 

	"Remain where you are, sir," said Monk, in a tone of command. And he advanced towards the house, just as an officer had approached it, saying to the besieged: "The house is burning, you will be roasted within an hour! There is still time—come, tell us what you know of General Monk, and we will spare your life. Reply, or by Saint Patrick——" 

	The besieged made no answer; he was no doubt reloading his pistol. 

	"A reinforcement is expected," continued the officer; "in a quarter of an hour there will be a hundred men around your house." 

	"I reply to you," said the Frenchman. "Let your men be sent away; I will come out freely and repair to the camp alone, or else I will be killed here!" 

	"Mille tonnerres!" shouted D'Artagnan; "why that's the voice of Athos! Ah, canailles!" and the sword of D'Artagnan flashed from its sheath. Monk stopped him and advanced himself, exclaiming, in a sonorous voice: "Hola! what is going on here? Digby, whence this fire? why these cries?" 

	"The general!" cried Digby, letting the point of his sword fall. 

	"The general!" repeated the soldiers. 

	"Well, what is there so astonishing in that?" said Monk, in a calm tone. Then, silence being re-established—"Now," said he, "who lit this fire?" 

	The soldiers hung their heads. 

	"What! do I ask a question, and nobody answers me?" said Monk. "What! do I find a fault, and nobody repairs it? The fire is still burning, I believe." 

	Immediately the twenty men rushed forward, seizing pails, buckets, jars, barrels, and extinguishing the fire with as much ardor as they had, an instant before employed in promoting it. But already, and before all the rest, D'Artagnan had applied a ladder to the house crying, "Athos! it is I, D'Artagnan! Do not kill me my dearest friend!" And in a moment the count was clasped in his arms. 

	In the meantime, Grimaud, preserving his calmness, dismantled the fortification of the ground-floor, and after having opened the door, stood with his arms folded quietly on the sill. Only, on hearing the voice of D'Artagnan, he uttered an exclamation of surprise. The fire being extinguished, the soldiers presented themselves, Digby at their head. 

	"General," said he, "excuse us; what we have done was for love of your honor, whom we thought lost." 

	"You are mad, gentlemen. Lost! Is a man like me to be lost? Am I not permitted to be absent, according to my pleasure, without giving formal notice? Do you, by chance, take me for a citizen from the city? Is a gentleman, my friend, my guest, to be besieged, entrapped, and threatened with death, because he is suspected? What signifies that word, suspected? Curse me if I don't have every one of you shot like dogs that the brave gentleman has left alive!" 

	"General," said Digby, piteously, "there were twenty-eight of us, and see, there are eight on the ground." 

	"I authorize M. le Comte de la Fere to send the twenty to join the eight," said Monk, stretching out his hand to Athos. "Let them return to camp. Mr. Digby, you will consider yourself under arrest for a month." 

	"General——" 

	"That is to teach you, sir, not to act, another time, without orders." 

	"I had those of the lieutenant, general." 

	"The lieutenant has no such orders to give you, and he shall be placed under arrest, instead of you, if he has really commanded you to burn this gentleman." 

	"He did not command that, general; he commanded us to bring him to the camp; but the count was not willing to follow us." 

	"I was not willing that they should enter and plunder my house," said Athos to Monk, with a significant look. 

	"And you were quite right. To the camp, I say." The soldiers departed with dejected looks. "Now we are alone," said Monk to Athos, "have the goodness to tell me, monsieur, why you persisted in remaining here, whilst you had your felucca——" 

	"I waited for you, general," said Athos. "Had not your honor appointed to meet me in a week?" 

	An eloquent look from D'Artagnan made it clear to Monk that these two men, so brave and so loyal, had not acted in concert for his abduction. He knew already it could not be so. 

	"Monsieur," said he to D'Artagnan, "you were perfectly right. Have the kindness to allow me a moment's conversation with M. le Comte de la Fere?" 

	D'Artagnan took advantage of this to go and ask Grimaud how he was. Monk requested Athos to conduct him to the chamber he lived in. 

	This chamber was still full of smoke and rubbish. More than fifty balls had passed through the windows and mutilated the walls. They found a table, inkstand, and materials for writing. Monk took up a pen, wrote a single line, signed it, folded the paper, sealed the letter with the seal of his ring, and handed over the missive to Athos, saying, "Monsieur, carry, if you please, this letter to King Charles II., and set out immediately, if nothing detains you here any longer." 

	"And the casks?" said Athos. 

	"The fisherman who brought me hither will assist you in transporting them on board. Depart, if possible, within an hour." 

	"Yes, general," said Athos. 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan!" cried Monk, from the window. D'Artagnan ran up precipitately. 

	"Embrace your friend and bid him adieu, sir; he is returning to Holland." 

	"To Holland!" cried D'Artagnan; "and I?" 

	"You are at liberty to follow him, monsieur, but I request you to remain," said Monk. "Will you refuse me?" 

	"Oh, no, general; I am at your orders." 

	D'Artagnan embraced Athos, and only had time to bid him adieu. Monk watched them both. Then he took upon himself the preparations for the departure, the transportation of the casks on board, and the embarking of Athos; then, taking D'Artagnan by the arm, who was quite amazed and agitated, he led him towards Newcastle. Whilst going along, the general leaning on his arm, D'Artagnan could not help murmuring to himself,—"Come, come, it seems to me that the shares of the firm of Planchet and Company are rising." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 31. Monk reveals himself 

	D'Artagnan, although he flattered himself with better success, had, nevertheless, not too well comprehended his situation. It was a strange and grave subject for him to reflect upon—this voyage of Athos into England; this league of the king with Athos, and that extraordinary combination of his design with that of the Comte de la Fere. The best way was to let things follow their own train. An imprudence had been committed, and, whilst having succeeded, as he had promised, D'Artagnan found that he had gained no advantage by his success. Since everything was lost, he could risk no more. 

	D'Artagnan followed Monk through his camp. The return of the general had produced a marvelous effect, for his people had thought him lost. But Monk, with his austere look and icy demeanor, appeared to ask of his eager lieutenants and delighted soldiers the cause of all this joy. Therefore, to the lieutenants who had come to meet him, and who expressed the uneasiness with which they had learnt his departure,— 

	"Why is all this?" said he; "am I obliged to give you an account of myself?" 

	"But, your honor, the sheep may well tremble without the shepherd." 

	"Tremble!" replied Monk, in his calm and powerful voice; "ah, monsieur, what a word! Curse me, if my sheep have not both teeth and claws; I renounce being their shepherd. Ah, you tremble, gentlemen, do you?" 

	"Yes, general, for you." 

	"Oh! pray meddle with your own concerns. If I have not the wit God gave to Oliver Cromwell, I have that which He has sent to me: I am satisfied with it, however little it may be." 

	The officer made no reply; and Monk, having imposed silence on his people, all remained persuaded that he had accomplished some important work or made some important trial. This was forming a very poor conception of his patience and scrupulous genius. Monk, if he had the good faith of the Puritans, his allies, must have returned fervent thanks to the patron saint who had taken him from the box of M. d'Artagnan. Whilst these things were going on, our musketeer could not help constantly repeating,— 

	"God grant that M. Monk may not have as much pride as I have; for I declare if any one had put me into a coffer with that grating over my mouth, and carried me packed up, like a calf, across the seas, I should cherish such a memory of my piteous looks in that coffer, and such an ugly animosity against him who had inclosed me in it, I should dread so greatly to see a sarcastic smile blooming upon the face of the malicious wretch, or in his attitude any grotesque imitation of my position in the box, that, Mordioux! I should plunge a good dagger into his throat in compensation for the grating, and would nail him down in a veritable bier, in remembrance of the false coffin in which I had been left to grow moldy for two days." 

	And D'Artagnan spoke honestly when he spoke thus; for the skin of our Gascon was a very thin one. Monk, fortunately, entertained other ideas. He never opened his mouth to his timid conqueror concerning the past; but he admitted him very near to his person in his labors, took him with him to several reconnoiterings, in such a way as to obtain that which he evidently warmly desired,—a rehabilitation in the mind of D'Artagnan. The latter conducted himself like a past-master in the art of flattery: he admired all Monk's tactics, and the ordering of his camp, he joked very pleasantly upon the circumvallations of Lambert's camp, who had, he said, very uselessly given himself the trouble to inclose a camp for twenty thousand men, whilst an acre of ground would have been quite sufficient for the corporal and fifty guards who would perhaps remain faithful to him. 

	Monk, immediately after his arrival, had accepted the proposition made by Lambert the evening before, for an interview, and which Monk's lieutenants had refused under the pretext that the general was indisposed. This interview was neither long nor interesting: Lambert demanded a profession of faith from his rival. The latter declared he had no other opinion than that of the majority. Lambert asked if it would not be more expedient to terminate the quarrel by an alliance than by a battle. Monk hereupon demanded a week for consideration. Now, Lambert could not refuse this: and Lambert, nevertheless, had come, saying that he should devour Monk's army. Therefore, at the end of the interview, which Lambert's party watched with impatience, nothing was decided—neither treaty nor battle—the rebel army, as M. d'Artagnan had foreseen, began to prefer the good cause to the bad one, and the parliament, rumpish as it was, to the pompous nothings of Lambert's designs. 

	They remembered, likewise, the good feasts of London—-the profusion of ale and sherry with which the citizens of London paid their friends the soldiers;—they looked with terror at the black war bread, at the troubled waters of the Tweed,—too salt for the glass, not enough so for the pot; and they said to themselves, "Are not the roast meats kept warm for Monk in London?" From that time nothing was heard of but desertion in Lambert's army. The soldiers allowed themselves to be drawn away by the force of principles, which are, like discipline, the obligatory tie in everybody constituted for any purpose. Monk defended the parliament—Lambert attacked it. Monk had no more inclination to support parliament than Lambert, but he had it inscribed on his standards, so that all those of the contrary party were reduced to write upon theirs "Rebellion," which sounded ill to puritan ears. They flocked, then, from Lambert to Monk, as sinners flock from Baal to God. 

	Monk made his calculations, at a thousand desertions a day Lambert had men enough to last twenty days; but there is in sinking things such a growth of weight and swiftness, which combine with each other, that a hundred left the first day, five hundred the second, a thousand the third. Monk thought he had obtained his rate. But from one thousand the deserters increased to two thousand, then to four thousand, and, a week after, Lambert, perceiving that he had no longer the possibility of accepting battle, if it were offered to him, took the wise resolution of decamping during the night, returning to London, and being beforehand with Monk in constructing a power with the wreck of the military party. 

	But Monk, free and without uneasiness, marched towards London as a conqueror, augmenting his army with all the floating parties on his way. He encamped at Barnet, that is to say, within four leagues of the capital, cherished by the parliament, which thought it beheld in him a protector, and awaited by the people, who were anxious to see him reveal himself, that they might judge him. D'Artagnan himself had not been able to fathom his tactics; he observed—he admired. Monk could not enter London with a settled determination without bringing about civil war. He temporized for a short time. 

	Suddenly, when least expected, Monk drove the military party out of London, and installed himself in the city amidst the citizens, by order of the parliament; then, at the moment when the citizens were crying out against Monk—at the moment when the soldiers themselves were accusing their leader—Monk, finding himself certain of a majority, declared to the Rump Parliament that it must abdicate—be dissolved—and yield its place to a government which would not be a joke. Monk pronounced this declaration, supported by fifty thousand swords, to which, that same evening, were united, with shouts of delirious joy, the five hundred thousand inhabitants of the good city of London. At length, at the moment when the people, after their triumphs and festive repasts in the open streets, were looking about for a master, it was affirmed that a vessel had left the Hague, bearing Charles II. and his fortunes. 

	"Gentlemen," said Monk to his officers, "I am going to meet the legitimate king. He who loves me will follow me." A burst of acclamations welcomed these words, which D'Artagnan did not hear without the greatest delight. 

	"Mordioux!" said he to Monk, "that is bold, monsieur." 

	"You will accompany me, will you not?" said Monk. 

	"Pardieu! general. But tell me, I beg, what you wrote by Athos, that is to say, the Comte de la Fere—you know—the day of our arrival?" 

	"I have no secrets from you now," replied Monk. "I wrote these words: 'Sire, I expect your majesty in six weeks at Dover.'" 

	"Ah!" said D'Artagnan, "I no longer say it is bold; I say it is well played; it is a fine stroke!" 

	"You are something of a judge in such matters," replied Monk. 

	And this was the only time the general had ever made an allusion to his voyage to Holland. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 32. Athos and D'Artagnan meet once more at the Hostelry of the Corne du Cerf 

	The king of England made his entree into Dover with great pomp, as he afterwards did in London. He had sent for his brothers; he had brought over his mother and sister. England had been for so long a time given up to herself—that is to say, to tyranny, mediocrity, and nonsense—that this return of Charles II., whom the English only knew as the son of the man whose head they had cut off, was a festival for the three kingdoms. Consequently, all the good wishes, all the acclamations which accompanied his return, struck the young king so forcibly that he stooped and whispered in the ear of James of York, his younger brother, "In truth, James, it seems to have been our own fault that we were so long absent from a country where we are so much beloved!" The pageant was magnificent. Beautiful weather favored the solemnity. Charles had regained all his youth, all his good humor; he appeared to be transfigured; hearts seemed to smile on him like the sun. Amongst this noisy crowd of courtiers and worshippers, who did not appear to remember they had conducted to the scaffold at Whitehall the father of the new king, a man, in the garb of a lieutenant of musketeers, looked, with a smile upon his thin, intellectual lips, sometimes at the people vociferating their blessings, and sometimes at the prince, who pretended emotion, and who bowed most particularly to the women, whose bouquets fell beneath his horse's feet. 

	"What a fine trade is that of king!" said this man, so completely absorbed in contemplation that he stopped in the middle of his road, leaving the cortege to file past. "Now, there is, in good truth, a prince all bespangled over with gold and diamonds, enamelled with flowers like a spring meadow; he is about to plunge his empty hands into the immense coffer in which his now faithful—but so lately unfaithful—subjects have amassed one or two cartloads of ingots of gold. They cast bouquets enough upon him to smother him; and yet, if he had presented himself to them two months ago, they would have sent as many bullets and balls at him as they now throw flowers. Decidedly it is worth something to be born in a certain sphere, with due respect to the lowly, who pretend that it is of very little advantage to them to be born lowly." The cortege continued to file on, and, with the king, the acclamations began to die away in the direction of the palace which, however, did not prevent our officer from being pushed about. 

	"Mordioux!" continued the reasoner, "these people tread upon my toes and look upon me as of very little consequence, or rather of none at all, seeing that they are Englishmen and I am a Frenchman. If all these people were asked,—'Who is M. d'Artagnan?' they would reply, 'Nescio vos.' But let any one say to them, 'There is the king going by,' 'There is M. Monk going by,' they would run away, shouting,—'Vive le roi!' 'Vive M. Monk!' till their lungs were exhausted. And yet," continued he, surveying, with that look sometimes so keen and sometimes so proud, the diminishing crowd,—"and yet, reflect a little, my good people, on what your king has done, on what M. Monk has done, and then think what has been done by this poor unknown, who is called M. d'Artagnan! It is true you do not know him, since he is here unknown, and that prevents your thinking about the matter! But, bah! what matters it! All that does not prevent Charles II. from being a great king, although he has been exiled twelve years, or M. Monk from being a great captain, although he did make a voyage to Holland in a box. Well, then, since it is admitted that one is a great king and the other a great captain,—'Hurrah for King Charles II.!—Hurrah for General Monk!'" And his voice mingled with the voices of the hundreds of spectators, over which it sounded for a moment. Then, the better to play the devoted man, he took off his hat and waved it in the air. Some one seized his arm in the very height of his expansive royalism. (In 1660 that was so termed which we now call royalism.) 

	"Athos!" cried D'Artagnan, "you here!" And the two friends seized each other's hands. 

	"You here!—and being here," continued the musketeer, "you are not in the midst of all these courtiers my dear comte! What! you, the hero of the fete, you are not prancing on the left hand of the king, as M. Monk is prancing on the right? In truth, I cannot comprehend your character, nor that of the prince who owes you so much!" 

	"Always scornful, my dear D'Artagnan!" said Athos. "Will you never correct yourself of that vile habit?" 

	"But, you do not form part of the pageant?" 

	"I do not, because I was not willing to do so." 

	"And why were you not willing?" 

	"Because I am neither envoy nor ambassador, nor representative of the king of France; and it does not become me to exhibit myself thus near the person of another king than the one God has given me for a master." 

	"Mordioux! you came very near to the person of the king, his father." 

	"That was another thing, my friend; he was about to die." 

	"And yet that which you did for him——" 

	"I did it because it was my duty to do it. But you know I hate all ostentation. Let King Charles II., then, who no longer stands in need of me, leave me to my rest, and in the shadow; that is all I claim of him." 

	D'Artagnan sighed. 

	"What is the matter with you?" said Athos. "One would say that this happy return of the king to London saddens you, my friend; you who have done at least as much for his majesty as I have." 

	"Have I not," replied D'Artagnan, with his Gascon laugh, "have I not done much for his majesty, without any one suspecting it?" 

	"Yes, yes, but the king is well aware of it my friend," cried Athos. 

	"He is aware of it!" said the musketeer bitterly. "By my faith! I did not suspect so, and I was even a moment ago trying to forget it myself." 

	"But he, my friend, will not forget it, I will answer for him." 

	"You tell me that to console me a little, Athos." 

	"For what?" 

	"Mordioux! for all the expense I incurred. I have ruined myself, my friend, ruined myself for the restoration of this young prince who has just passed, cantering on his isabelle colored horse." 

	"The king does not know you have ruined yourself, my friend, but he knows he owes you much." 

	"And say, Athos, does that advance me in any respect? for, to do you justice, you have labored nobly. But I—I, who in appearance marred your combinations, it was I who really made them succeed. Follow my calculations; closely, you might not have, by persuasions or mildness convinced General Monk, whilst I so roughly treated this dear general, that I furnished your prince with an opportunity of showing himself generous: this generosity was inspired in him by the fact of my fortunate mistake, and Charles is paid by the restoration which Monk has brought about." 

	"All that, my dear friend, is strikingly true," replied Athos. 

	"Well, strikingly true as it may be, it is not less true, my friend, that I shall return—greatly beloved by M. Monk, who calls me dear captain all day long, although I am neither dear to him nor a captain;—and much appreciated by the king, who has already forgotten my name;—it is not less true, I say, that I shall return to my beautiful country, cursed by the soldiers I had raised with the hopes of large pay, cursed by the brave Planchet, of whom I borrowed a part of his fortune." 

	"How is that? What the devil had Planchet to do in all this?" 

	"Ah, yes, my friend, but this king, so spruce, so smiling, so adored, M. Monk fancies he has recalled him, you fancy you have supported him, I fancy I have brought him back, the people fancy they have reconquered him, he himself fancies he has negotiated his restoration; and yet nothing of all this is true, for Charles II., king of England, Scotland, and Ireland, has been replaced upon the throne by a French grocer, who lives in the Rue des Lombards, and is named Planchet. And such is grandeur! 'Vanity!' says the Scripture: 'vanity, all is vanity.'" 

	Athos could not help laughing at this whimsical outbreak of his friend. 

	"My dear D'Artagnan," said he, pressing his hand affectionately, "should you not exercise a little more philosophy? Is it not some further satisfaction to you to have saved my life as you did by arriving so fortunately with Monk, when those damned parliamentarians wanted to burn me alive?" 

	"Well, but you, in some degree, deserved a little burning, my friend." 

	"How so? What, for having saved King Charles's million?" 

	"What million?" 

	"Ah, that is true! you never knew that, my friend; but you must not be angry, for it was not my secret. That word 'Remember' which the king pronounced upon the scaffold." 

	"And which means 'souviens-toi!'" 

	"Exactly. That was signified. 'Remember there is a million buried in the vaults of Newcastle Abbey, and that that million belongs to my son.'" 

	"Ah! very well, I understand. But what I understand likewise, and what is very frightful, is, that every time his majesty Charles II. will think of me, he will say to himself: 'There is the man who came very near making me lose my crown. Fortunately I was generous, great, full of presence of mind.' That will be said by the young gentleman in a shabby black doublet, who came to the chateau of Blois, hat in hand, to ask me if I would give him access to the king of France." 

	"D'Artagnan! D'Artagnan!" said Athos, laying his hand on the shoulder of the musketeer, "you are unjust." 

	"I have a right to be so." 

	"No—for you are ignorant of the future." 

	D'Artagnan looked his friend full in the face, and began to laugh. "In truth, my dear Athos," said he, "you have some sayings so superb, that they only belong to you and M. le Cardinal Mazarin." 

	Athos frowned slightly. 

	"I beg your pardon," continued D'Artagnan, laughing, "I beg your pardon, if I have offended you. The future! Nein! what pretty words are words that promise, and how well they fill the mouth in default of other things! Mordioux! After having met with so many who promised, when shall I find one who will give? But, let that pass!" continued D'Artagnan. "What are you doing here, my dear Athos? Are you the king's treasurer?" 

	"How—why the king's treasurer?" 

	"Well, since the king possesses a million, he must want a treasurer. The king of France, although he is not worth a sou, has still a superintendent of finance, M. Fouquet. It is true that, in exchange, M. Fouquet, they say, has a good number of millions of his own." 

	"Oh! our million was spent long ago," said Athos, laughing in his turn. 

	"I understand, it was frittered away in satin, precious stones, velvet, and feathers of all sorts and colors. All these princes and princesses stood in great need of tailors and dressmakers. Eh! Athos, do you remember what we fellows spent in equipping ourselves for the campaign of La Rochelle, and to make our appearance on horseback? Two or three thousand livres, by my faith! But a king's robe is more ample; it would require a million to purchase the stuff. At least, Athos, if you are not treasurer, you are on a good footing at court." 

	"By the faith of a gentleman, I know nothing about it," said Athos, simply. 

	"What! you know nothing about it?" 

	"No! I have not seen the king since we left Dover." 

	"Then he has forgotten you, too! Mordioux! That is shameful!" 

	"His majesty has had so much business to transact." 

	"Oh!" cried D'Artagnan, with one of those intelligent grimaces which he alone knew how to make, "that is enough to make me recover my love for Monseigneur Giulio Mazarini. What, Athos the king has not seen you since then?" 

	"No." 

	"And you are not furious?" 

	"I! Why should I be? Do you imagine, my dear D'Artagnan, that it was on the king's account I acted as I have done? I did not know the young man. I defended the father, who represented a principle—sacred in my eyes, and I allowed myself to be drawn towards the son from sympathy for this same principle. Besides, he was a worthy knight, a noble creature, that father: do you remember him?" 

	"Yes; that is true; he was a brave, an excellent man, who led a sad life, but made a fine end." 

	"Well, my dear D'Artagnan, understand this; to that king, to that man of heart, to that friend of my thoughts, if I durst venture to say so, I swore at the last hour to preserve faithfully the secret of a deposit which was to be transmitted to his son, to assist him in his hour of need. This young man came to me; he described his destitution; he was ignorant that he was anything to me save a living memory of his father. I have accomplished towards Charles II. what I promised Charles I.; that is all! Of what consequence is it to me, then, whether he be grateful or not? It is to myself I have rendered a service, by relieving myself of this responsibility, and not to him." 

	"Well, I have always said," replied D'Artagnan, with a sigh, "that disinterestedness was the finest thing in the world." 

	"Well, and you, my friend," resumed Athos, "are you not in the same situation as myself? If I have properly understood your words, you allowed yourself to be affected by the misfortunes of this young man; that, on your part, was much greater than it was upon mine, for I had a duty to fulfill, whilst you were under no obligation to the son of the martyr. You had not, on your part, to pay him the price of that precious drop of blood which he let fall upon my brow, through the floor of his scaffold. That which made you act was heart alone—the noble and good heart which you possess beneath your apparent skepticism and sarcastic irony; you have engaged the fortune of a servitor, and your own, I suspect, my benevolent miser! and your sacrifice is not acknowledged! Of what consequence is it? You wish to repay Planchet his money. I can comprehend that, my friend: for it is not becoming in a gentleman to borrow from his inferior, without returning to him principal and interest. Well, I will sell La Fere if necessary, and if not, some little farm. You shall pay Planchet, and there will be enough, believe me, of corn left in my granaries for us two and Raoul. In this way, my friend, you will be under obligations to nobody but yourself, and, if I know you well, it will not be a small satisfaction to your mind to be able to say, 'I have made a king!' Am I right?" 

	"Athos! Athos!" murmured D'Artagnan, thoughtfully, "I have told you more than once that the day on which you will preach I shall attend the sermon; the day on which you will tell me there is a hell—Mordioux! I shall be afraid of the gridiron and the pitchforks. You are better than I, or rather, better than anybody, and I only acknowledge the possession of one quality, and that is, of not being jealous. Except that defect, damme, as the English say, if I have not all the rest." 

	"I know no one equal to D'Artagnan," replied Athos; "but here we are, having quietly reached the house I inhabit. Will you come in, my friend?" 

	"Eh! why, this is the tavern of the Corne du Cerf, I think," said D'Artagnan. 

	"I confess I chose it on purpose. I like old acquaintances; I like to sit down on that place, whereon I sank, overcome by fatigue, overwhelmed with despair, when you returned on the 31st of January." 

	"After having discovered the abode of the masked executioner? Yes, that was a terrible day!" 

	"Come in, then," said Athos, interrupting him. 

	They entered the large apartment, formerly the common one. The tavern, in general, and this room in particular, had undergone great changes; the ancient host of the musketeers, having become tolerably rich for an innkeeper, had closed his shop, and made of this room of which we were speaking, a store-room for colonial provisions. As for the rest of the house, he let it ready furnished to strangers. It was with unspeakable emotion D'Artagnan recognized all the furniture of the chamber of the first story; the wainscoting, the tapestries, and even that geographical chart which Porthos had so fondly studied in his moments of leisure. 

	"It is eleven years ago," cried D'Artagnan. "Mordioux! it appears to me a century!" 

	"And to me but a day," said Athos. "Imagine the joy I experience, my friend, in seeing you there, in pressing your hand, in casting from me sword and dagger, and tasting without mistrust this glass of sherry. And, oh! what still further joy it would be, if our two friends were there, at the two corners of the tables, and Raoul, my beloved Raoul, on the threshold, looking at us with his large eyes, at once so brilliant and so soft!" 

	"Yes, yes," said D'Artagnan, much affected, "that is true. I approve particularly of the first part of your thought; it is very pleasant to smile there where we have so legitimately shuddered in thinking that from one moment to another M. Mordaunt might appear upon the landing." 

	At this moment the door opened, and D'Artagnan, brave as he was, could not restrain a slight movement of fright. Athos understood him, and, smiling,— 

	"It is our host," said he, "bringing me a letter." 

	"Yes, my lord," said the good man; "here is a letter for your honor." 

	"Thank you," said Athos, taking the letter without looking at it. "Tell me, my dear host, if you do not remember this gentleman?" 

	The old man raised his head, and looked attentively at D'Artagnan. 

	"No," said he. 

	"It is," said Athos, "one of those friends of whom I have spoken to you, and who lodged here with me eleven years ago." 

	"Oh! but," said the old man, "so many strangers have lodged here!" 

	"But we lodged here on the 30th of January, 1649," added Athos, believing he should stimulate the lazy memory of the host by this remark. 

	"That is very possible," replied he, smiling; "but it is so long ago!" and he bowed, and went out. 

	"Thank you," said D'Artagnan—"perform exploits, accomplish revolutions, endeavor to engrave your name in stone or bronze with strong swords! there is something more rebellious, more hard, more forgetful than iron, bronze, or stone, and that is, the brain of a lodging-house keeper who has grown rich in the trade,—he does not know me! Well, I should have known him, though." 

	Athos, smiling at his friend's philosophy, unsealed his letter. 

	"Ah!" said he, "a letter from Parry." 

	"Oh! oh!" said D'Artagnan; "read it, my friend, read it! No doubt it contains news." 

	Athos shook his head, and read: 

	Monsieur le Comte.—The king has experienced much regret at not seeing you to-day beside him, at his entrance. His majesty commands me to say so, and to recall him to your memory. His majesty will expect you this evening, at the palace of St. James, between nine and ten o'clock. 

	"I am, respectfully, monsieur le comte, your honor's very humble and very obedient servant,—Parry." 

	"You see, my dear D'Artagnan," said Athos, "we must not despair of the hearts of kings." 

	"Not despair! you are right to say so!" replied D'Artagnan. 

	"Oh! my dear, very dear friend," resumed Athos, whom the almost imperceptible bitterness of D'Artagnan had not escaped. "Pardon me! can I have unintentionally wounded my best comrade?" 

	"You are mad, Athos, and to prove it, I shall conduct you to the palace; to the very gate, I mean; the walk will do me good." 

	"You shall go in with me, my friend; I will speak to his majesty." 

	"No, no!" replied D'Artagnan, with true pride, free from all mixture; "if there is anything worse than begging yourself, it is making others beg for you. Come, let us go, my friend, the walk will be charming; on the way I shall show you the house of M. Monk, who has detained me with him. A beautiful house, by my faith. Being a general in England is better than being a marechal in France, please to know." 

	Athos allowed himself to be led along, quite saddened by D'Artagnan's forced attempts at gayety. The whole city was in a state of joy; the two friends were jostled at every moment by enthusiasts who required them, in their intoxication, to cry out, "Long live good King Charles!" D'Artagnan replied by a grunt, and Athos by a smile. They arrived thus in front of Monk's house, before which, as we have said, they had to pass on their way to St. James's. 

	Athos and D'Artagnan said but little on the road, for the simple reason that they would have had so many things to talk about if they had spoken. Athos thought that by speaking he should evince satisfaction, and that might wound D'Artagnan. The latter feared that in speaking he should allow some little bitterness to steal into his words which would render his company unpleasant to his friend. It was a singular emulation of silence between contentment and ill-humor. D'Artagnan gave way first to that itching at the tip of his tongue which he so habitually experienced. 

	"Do you remember, Athos," said he, "the passage of the 'Memoires de D'Aubigny,' in which that devoted servant, a Gascon like myself, poor as myself, and, I was going to add, brave as myself, relates instances of the meanness of Henry IV.? My father always told me, I remember, that D'Aubigny was a liar. But, nevertheless, examine how all the princes, the issue of the great Henry, keep up the character of the race." 

	"Nonsense!" said Athos, "the kings of France misers? You are mad, my friend." 

	"Oh! you are so perfect yourself, you never agree to the faults of others. But, in reality, Henry IV. was covetous, Louis XIII., his son, was so likewise; we know something of that, don't we? Gaston carried this vice to exaggeration, and has made himself, in this respect, hated by all who surround him. Henriette, poor woman, might well be avaricious, she who did not eat every day, and could not warm herself every winter; and that is an example she has given to her son Charles II., grandson of the great Henry IV., who is as covetous as his mother and his grandfather. See if I have well traced the genealogy of the misers?" 

	"D'Artagnan, my friend," cried Athos, "you are very rude towards that eagle race called the Bourbons." 

	"Eh! and I have forgotten the best instance of all—the other grandson of the Bearnais, Louis XIV., my ex-master. Well, I hope he is miserly enough, he who would not lend a million to his brother Charles! Good! I see you are beginning to be angry. Here we are, by good luck, close to my house, or rather to that of my friend, M. Monk." 

	"My dear D'Artagnan, you do not make me angry, you make me sad; it is cruel, in fact, to see a man of your deserts out of the position his services ought to have acquired; it appears to me, my dear friend, that your name is as radiant as the greatest names in war and diplomacy. Tell me if the Luynes, the Ballegardes, and the Bassompierres have merited, as we have, fortunes and honors? You are right, my friend, a hundred times right." 

	D'Artagnan sighed, and preceded his friend under the porch of the mansion Monk inhabited, at the extremity of the city. "Permit me," said he, "to leave my purse at home; for if in the crowd those clever pickpockets of London, who are much boasted of, even in Paris, were to steal from me the remainder of my poor crowns, I should not be able to return to France. Now, content I left France, and wild with joy I should return to it, seeing that all my prejudices of former days against England have returned, accompanied by many others." 

	Athos made no reply. 

	"So then, my dear friend, one second, and I will follow you," said D'Artagnan. "I know you are in a hurry to go yonder to receive your reward, but, believe me, I am not less eager to partake of your joy, although from a distance. Wait for me." And D'Artagnan was already passing through the vestibule, when a man, half servant, half soldier, who filled in Monk's establishment the double functions of porter and guard, stopped our musketeer, saying to him in English: 

	"I beg your pardon, my Lord d'Artagnan!" 

	"Well," replied the latter: "what is it? Is the general going to dismiss me? I only needed to be expelled by him." 

	These words, spoken in French, made no impression upon the person to whom they were addressed and who himself only spoke an English mixed with the rudest Scotch. But Athos was grieved at them, for he began to think D'Artagnan was not wrong. 

	The Englishman showed D'Artagnan a letter: "From the general," said he. 

	"Aye! that's it, my dismissal!" replied the Gascon. "Must I read it, Athos?" 

	"You must be deceived," said Athos, "or I know no more honest people in the world but you and myself." 

	D'Artagnan shrugged his shoulders and unsealed the letter, while the impassible Englishman held for him a large lantern, by the light of which he was enabled to read it. 

	"Well, what is the matter?" said Athos, seeing the countenance of the reader change. 

	"Read it yourself," said the musketeer. 

	Athos took the paper and read: 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan.—The king regrets very much you did not come to St. Paul's with his cortege. He missed you, as I also have missed you, my dear captain. There is but one means of repairing all this. His majesty expects me at nine o'clock at the palace of St. James's: will you be there at the same time with me? His gracious majesty appoints that hour for an audience he grants you." 

	This letter was from Monk. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 33. The Audience. 

	"Well?" cried Athos with a mild look of reproach when D'Artagnan had read the letter addressed to him by Monk. 

	"Well!" said D'Artagnan, red with pleasure, and a little with shame, at having so hastily accused the king and Monk. "This is a politeness,—which leads to nothing, it is true, but yet it is a politeness." 

	"I had great difficulty in believing the young prince ungrateful," said Athos. 

	"The fact is, that his present is still too near his past," replied D'Artagnan; "after all, everything to the present moment proved me right." 

	"I acknowledge it, my dear friend, I acknowledge it. Ah! there is your cheerful look returned. You cannot think how delighted I am." 

	"Thus you see," said D'Artagnan, "Charles II. receives M. Monk at nine o'clock; he will receive me at ten; it is a grand audience, of the sort which at the Louvre are called 'distributions of court holy water.' Come, let us go and place ourselves under the spout, my dear friend! Come along." 

	Athos replied nothing; and both directed their steps, at a quick pace, towards the palace of St. James's, which the crowd still surrounded, to catch, through the windows, the shadows of the courtiers, and the reflection of the royal person. Eight o'clock was striking when the two friends took their places in the gallery filled with courtiers and politicians. Every one looked at these simply-dressed men in foreign costumes, at these two noble heads so full of character and meaning. On their side, Athos and D'Artagnan, having with two glances taken the measure of the whole assembly, resumed their chat. 

	A great noise was suddenly heard at the extremity of the gallery,—it was General Monk, who entered, followed by more than twenty officers, all eager for a smile, as only the evening before he was master of all England, and a glorious morrow was looked to, for the restorer of the Stuart family. 

	"Gentlemen," said Monk, turning round, "henceforward I beg you to remember that I am no longer anything. Lately I commanded the principal army of the republic; now that army is the king's, into whose hands I am about to surrender, at his command, my power of yesterday." 

	Great surprise was painted on all the countenances, and the circle of adulators and suppliants which surrounded Monk an instant before, was enlarged by degrees, and ended by being lost in the large undulations of the crowd. Monk was going into the ante-chamber as others did. D'Artagnan could not help remarking this to the Comte de la Fere, who frowned on beholding it. Suddenly the door of the royal apartment opened, and the young king appeared, preceded by two officers of his household. 

	"Good evening, gentlemen," said he. "Is General Monk here?" 

	"I am here, sire," replied the old general. 

	Charles stepped hastily towards him, and seized his hand with the warmest demonstration of friendship. "General," said the king, aloud, "I have just signed your patent,—you are Duke of Albemarle; and my intention is that no one shall equal you in power and fortune in this kingdom, where—the noble Montrose excepted—no one has equaled you in loyalty, courage, and talent. Gentlemen, the duke is commander of our armies of land and sea; pay him your respects, if you please, in that character." 

	Whilst every one was pressing round the general, who received all this homage without losing his impassibility for an instant, D'Artagnan said to Athos: "When one thinks that this duchy, this commander of the land and sea forces, all these grandeurs, in a word, have been shut up in a box six feet long and three feet wide——" 

	"My friend," replied Athos, "much more imposing grandeurs are confined in boxes still smaller,—and remain there forever." 

	All at once Monk perceived the two gentlemen, who held themselves aside until the crowd had diminished; he made himself a passage towards them, so that he surprised them in the midst of their philosophical reflections. "Were you speaking of me?" said he, with a smile. 

	"My lord," replied Athos, "we were speaking likewise of God." 

	Monk reflected for a moment, and then replied gayly: "Gentlemen, let us speak a little of the king likewise, if you please; for you have, I believe, an audience of his majesty." 

	"At nine o'clock," said Athos. 

	"At ten o'clock," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Let us go into this closet at once," replied Monk, making a sign to his two companions to precede him; but to that neither would consent. 

	The king, during this discussion so characteristic of the French, had returned to the center of the gallery. 

	"Oh! my Frenchmen!" said he, in that tone of careless gayety which, in spite of so much grief and so many crosses, he had never lost. "My Frenchmen! my consolation!" Athos and D'Artagnan bowed. 

	"Duke, conduct these gentlemen into my study. I am at your service, messieurs," added he in French. And he promptly expedited his court, to return to his Frenchmen, as he called them. "Monsieur d'Artagnan," said he, as he entered his closet, "I am glad to see you again." 

	"Sire, my joy is at its height, at having the honor to salute your majesty in your own palace of St. James's." 

	"Monsieur, you have been willing to render me a great service, and I owe you my gratitude for it. If I did not fear to intrude upon the rights of our commanding general, I would offer you some post worthy of you near our person." 

	"Sire," replied D'Artagnan, "I have quitted the service of the king of France, making a promise to my prince not to serve any other king." 

	"Humph!" said Charles, "I am sorry to hear that; I should like to do much for you; I like you very much." 

	"Sire——" 

	"But let us see," said Charles with a smile, "if we cannot make you break your word. Duke, assist me. If you were offered, that is to say, if I offered you the chief command of my musketeers?" D'Artagnan bowed lower than before. 

	"I should have the regret to refuse what your gracious majesty would offer me," said he; "a gentleman has but his word, and that word, as I have had the honor to tell your majesty, is engaged to the king of France." 

	"We shall say no more about it, then," said the king, turning towards Athos, and leaving D'Artagnan plunged in the deepest pangs of disappointment. 

	"Ah! I said so!" muttered the musketeer. "Words! words! Court holy water! Kings have always a marvellous talent for offering us that which they know we will not accept, and in appearing generous without risk. So be it!—triple fool that I was to have hoped for a moment!" 

	During this time Charles took the hand of Athos. "Comte," said he, "you have been to me a second father; the services you have rendered me are above all price. I have, nevertheless, thought of a recompense. You were created by my father a Knight of the Garter—-that is an order which all the kings of Europe cannot bear; by the queen regent, Knight of the Holy Ghost—which is an order not less illustrious; I join to it that of the Golden Fleece sent me by the king of France, to whom the king of Spain, his father-in-law, gave two on the occasion of his marriage; but in return, I have a service to ask of you." 

	"Sire," said Athos, with confusion, "the Golden Fleece for me! when the king of France is the only person in my country who enjoys that distinction?" 

	"I wish you to be in your country and all others the equal of all those whom sovereigns have honored with their favor," said Charles, drawing the chain from his neck; "and I am sure, comte, my father smiles on me from his grave." 

	"It is unaccountably strange," said D'Artagnan to himself, whilst his friend, on his knees, received the eminent order which the king conferred on him—"it is almost incredible that I have always seen showers of prosperity fall upon all who surrounded me, and that not a drop ever reached me! If I were a jealous man it would be enough to make one tear one's hair, parole d'honneur!" 

	Athos rose from his knees, and Charles embraced him tenderly. "General!" said he to Monk—then stopping with a smile, "pardon me, duke, I mean. No wonder if I make a mistake; the word duke is too short for me, I always seek some title to lengthen it. I should wish to see you so near my throne, that I might say to you as to Louis XIV., my brother! Oh! I have it, and you will be almost my brother, for I make you viceroy of Ireland and of Scotland, my dear duke. So, after that fashion, henceforward I shall not make a mistake." 

	The duke seized the hand of the king, but without enthusiasm, without joy, as he did everything. His heart, however, had been moved by this last favor. Charles, by skillfully husbanding his generosity, had given the duke time to wish, although he might not have wished for so much as was given him. 

	"Mordioux!" grumbled D'Artagnan, "there is the shower beginning again! Oh! it is enough to turn one's brain!" and he turned away with an air so sorrowful and so comically piteous, that the king, who caught it, could not restrain a smile. Monk was preparing to leave the room, to take leave of Charles. 

	"What! my trusty and well-beloved!" said the king to the duke, "are you going?" 

	"With your majesty's permission, for in truth I am weary. The emotions of the day have worn me out; I stand in need of rest." 

	"But," said the king, "you are not going without M. d'Artagnan, I hope." 

	"Why not, sire?" said the old warrior. 

	"Well! you know very well why," said the king. 

	Monk looked at Charles with astonishment. 

	"Oh! it may be possible; but if you forget, you, M. d'Artagnan, do not." 

	Astonishment was painted on the face of the musketeer. 

	"Well, then, duke," said the king, "do you not lodge with M. d'Artagnan?" 

	"I had the honor of offering M. d'Artagnan a lodging; yes, sire." 

	"That idea is your own, and yours solely?" 

	"Mine and mine only; yes, sire." 

	"Well! but it could not be otherwise—the prisoner always lodges with his conqueror." 

	Monk colored in his turn. "Ah! that is true," said he, "I am M. d'Artagnan's prisoner." 

	"Without doubt, duke, since you are not yet ransomed, but have no care of that; it was I who took you out of M. d'Artagnan's hands, and it is I who will pay your ransom." 

	The eyes of D'Artagnan regained their gayety and their brilliancy. The Gascon began to understand. Charles advanced towards him. 

	"The general," said he, "is not rich, and cannot pay you what he is worth. I am richer, certainly, but now that he is a duke, and if not a king, almost a king, he is worth a sum I could not perhaps pay. Come, M. d'Artagnan, be moderate with me; how much do I owe you?" 

	D'Artagnan, delighted at the turn things were taking, but not for a moment losing his self-possession, replied,—"Sire, your majesty has no occasion to be alarmed. When I had the good fortune to take his grace, M. Monk was only a general; it is therefore only a general's ransom that is due to me. But if the general will have the kindness to deliver me his sword, I shall consider myself paid; for there is nothing in the world but the general's sword which is worth so much as himself." 

	"Odds fish! as my father said," cried Charles. "That is a gallant proposal, and a gallant man, is he not, duke?" 

	"Upon my honor, yes, sire," and he drew his sword. "Monsieur," said he to D'Artagnan, "here is what you demand. Many may have handled a better blade; but however modest mine may be, I have never surrendered it to any one." 

	D'Artagnan received with pride the sword which had just made a king. 

	"Oh! oh!" cried Charles II.; "what, a sword that has restored me to my throne—to go out of the kingdom—and not, one day, to figure among the crown jewels. No, on my soul! that shall not be! Captain d'Artagnan, I will give you two hundred thousand crowns for your sword! If that is too little, say so." 

	"It is too little, sire," replied D'Artagnan, with inimitable seriousness. "In the first place, I do not at all wish to sell it; but your majesty desires me to do so, and that is an order. I obey, then, but the respect I owe to the illustrious warrior who hears me commands me to estimate at a third more the reward of my victory. I ask then three hundred thousand crowns for the sword, or I shall give it to your majesty for nothing." And taking it by the point he presented it to the king. Charles broke into hilarious laughter. 

	"A gallant man, and a merry companion! Odds fish! is he not, duke? is he not, comte? He pleases me! I like him! Here, Chevalier d'Artagnan, take this." And going to the table, he took a pen and wrote an order upon his treasurer for three hundred thousand crowns. 

	D'Artagnan took it, and turning gravely towards Monk: "I have still asked too little, I know," said he, "but believe me, your grace, I would rather have died than allow myself to be governed by avarice." 

	The king began to laugh again, like the happiest cockney of his kingdom. 

	"You will come and see me again before you go, chevalier?" said he; "I shall want to lay in a stock of gayety now my Frenchmen are leaving me." 

	"Ah! sire, it will not be with the gayety as with the duke's sword; I will give it to your majesty gratis," replied D'Artagnan, whose feet scarcely seemed to touch the ground. 

	"And you, comte," added Charles, turning towards Athos, "come again, also, I have an important message to confide to you. Your hand, duke." Monk pressed the hand of the king. 

	"Adieu! gentlemen," said Charles, holding out each of his hands to the two Frenchmen, who carried them to their lips. 

	"Well," said Athos, when they were out of the palace, "are you satisfied?" 

	"Hush!" said D'Artagnan, wild with joy, "I have not yet returned from the treasurer's—a shutter may fall upon my head." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 34. Of the Embarrassment of Riches 

	D'Artagnan lost no time, and as soon as the thing was suitable and opportune, he paid a visit to the lord treasurer of his majesty. He had then the satisfaction to exchange a piece of paper, covered with very ugly writing, for a prodigious number of crowns, recently stamped with the effigies of his very gracious majesty Charles II. 

	D'Artagnan easily controlled himself: and yet, on this occasion, he could not help evincing a joy which the reader will perhaps comprehend, if he deigns to have some indulgence for a man who, since his birth, had never seen so many pieces and rolls of pieces juxtaplaced in an order truly agreeable to the eye. The treasurer placed all the rolls in bags, and closed each bag with a stamp sealed with the arms of England, a favor which treasurers do not grant to everybody. Then impassible, and just as polite as he ought to be towards a man honored with the friendship of the king, he said to D'Artagnan: 

	"Take away your money, sir." Your money! These words made a thousand chords vibrate in the heart of D'Artagnan, which he had never felt before. He had the bags packed in a small cart, and returned home meditating deeply. A man who possesses three hundred thousand crowns can no longer expect to wear a smooth brow; a wrinkle for every hundred thousand livres is not too much. 

	D'Artagnan shut himself up, ate no dinner, closed his door to everybody, and, with a lighted lamp, and a loaded pistol on the table, he watched all night, ruminating upon the means of preventing these lovely crowns, which from the coffers of the king had passed into his coffers, from passing from his coffers into the pockets of any thief whatever. The best means discovered by the Gascon was to inclose his treasure, for the present, under locks so solid that no wrist could break them, and so complicated that no master-key could open them. D'Artagnan remembered that the English are masters in mechanics and conservative industry; and he determined to go in the morning in search of a mechanic who would sell him a strong box. He did not go far; Master Will Jobson, dwelling in Piccadilly, listened to his propositions, comprehended his wishes, and promised to make him a safety lock that should relieve him from all future fear. 

	"I will give you," said he, "a piece of mechanism entirely new. At the first serious attempt upon your lock, an invisible plate will open of itself and vomit forth a pretty copper bullet of the weight of a mark—which will knock down the intruder, and not without a loud report. What do you think of it?" 

	"I think it very ingenious," cried D'Artagnan, "the little copper bullet pleases me mightily. So now, sir mechanic, the terms?" 

	"A fortnight for the execution, and fifteen hundred crowns payable on delivery," replied the artisan. 

	D'Artagnan's brow darkened. A fortnight was delay enough to allow the thieves of London time to remove all occasion for the strong box. As to the fifteen hundred crowns—that would be paying too dear for what a little vigilance would procure him for nothing. 

	"I will think of it," said he, "thank you, sir." And he returned home at full speed; nobody had yet touched his treasure. That same day Athos paid a visit to his friend and found him so thoughtful that he could not help expressing his surprise. 

	"How is this?" said he, "you are rich and not gay—you, who were so anxious for wealth!" 

	"My friend, the pleasures to which we are not accustomed oppress us more than the griefs with which we are familiar. Give me your opinion, if you please. I can ask you, who have always had money: when we have money, what do we do with it?" 

	"That depends." 

	"What have you done with yours, seeing that it has not made you a miser or a prodigal? For avarice dries up the heart, and prodigality drowns it—is not that so?" 

	"Fabricius could not have spoken more justly. But in truth, my money has never been a burden to me." 

	"How so? Do you place it out at interest?" 

	"No; you know I have a tolerably handsome house; and that house composes the better part of my property." 

	"I know it does." 

	"So that you can be as rich as I am, and, indeed more rich, whenever you like, by the same means." 

	"But your rents,—do you lay them by?" 

	"What do you think of a chest concealed in a wall?" 

	"I never made use of such a thing." 

	"Then you must have some confidant, some safe man of business who pays you interest at a fair rate." 

	"Not at all." 

	"Good heavens! what do you do with it, then?" 

	"I spend all I have, and I only have what I spend, my dear D'Artagnan." 

	"Ah that may be. But you are something of a prince, fifteen or sixteen thousand livres melt away between your fingers; and then you have expenses and appearances——" 

	"Well, I don't see why you should be less of a noble than I am, my friend; your money would be quite sufficient." 

	"Three hundred thousand crowns! Two-thirds too much!" 

	"I beg your pardon—did you not tell me?—I thought I heard you say—I fancied you had a partner——" 

	"Ah! Mordioux! that's true," cried D'Artagnan, coloring; "there is Planchet. I had forgotten Planchet, upon my life! Well! there are my three hundred thousand crowns broken into. That's a pity! it was a round sum, and sounded well. That is true, Athos; I am no longer rich. What a memory you have!" 

	"Tolerably good; yes, thank God!" 

	"The worthy Planchet!" grumbled D'Artagnan; "his was not a bad dream! What a speculation! Peste! Well! what is said is said." 

	"How much are you to give him?" 

	"Oh!" said D'Artagnan, "he is not a bad fellow; I shall arrange matters with him. I have had a great deal of trouble, you see, and expenses; all that must be taken into account." 

	"My dear friend, I can depend upon you, and have no fear for the worthy Planchet; his interests are better in your hands than in his own. But now that you have nothing more to do here, we shall depart, if you please. You can go and thank his majesty, ask if he has any commands, and in six days we may be able to get sight of the towers of Notre Dame." 

	"My friend, I am most anxious to be off, and will go at once and pay my respects to the king." 

	"I," said Athos, "am going to call upon some friends in the city, and shall then be at your service." 

	"Will you lend me Grimaud?" 

	"With all my heart. What do you want to do with him?" 

	"Something very simple, and which will not fatigue him; I shall only beg him to take charge of my pistols, which lie there on the table near that coffer." 

	"Very well!" replied Athos, imperturbably. 

	"And he will not stir, will he?" 

	"Not more than the pistols themselves." 

	"Then I shall go and take leave of his majesty. Au revoir!" 

	D'Artagnan arrived at St. James's, where Charles II. who was busy writing, kept him in the ante-chamber a full hour. Whilst walking about in the gallery, from the door to the window, from the window to the door, he thought he saw a cloak like Athos's cross the vestibule; but at the moment he was going to ascertain if it were he, the usher summoned him to his majesty's presence. Charles II. rubbed his hands while receiving the thanks of our friend. 

	"Chevalier," said he, "you are wrong to express gratitude to me; I have not paid you a quarter of the value of the history of the box into which you put the brave general—the excellent Duke of Albemarle, I mean." And the king laughed heartily. 

	D'Artagnan did not think it proper to interrupt his majesty, and bowed with much modesty. 

	"A propos," continued Charles, "do you think my dear Monk has really pardoned you?" 

	"Pardoned me! yes, I hope so, sire!" 

	"Eh!—but it was a cruel trick! Odds fish! to pack up the first personage of the English revolution like a herring. In your place I would not trust him, chevalier." 

	"But, sire——" 

	"Yes, I know very well that Monk calls you his friend, but he has too penetrating an eye not to have a memory, and too lofty a brow not to be very proud, you know grande supercilium." 

	"I shall certainly learn Latin," said D'Artagnan to himself. 

	"But stop," cried the merry monarch, "I must manage your reconciliation; I know how to set about it; so——" 

	D'Artagnan bit his mustache. "Will your majesty permit me to tell you the truth?" 

	"Speak, chevalier, speak." 

	"Well, sire, you alarm me greatly. If your majesty undertakes the affair, as you seem inclined to do, I am a lost man; the duke will have me assassinated." 

	The king burst into a fresh roar of laughter, which changed D'Artagnan's alarm into downright terror. 

	"Sire, I beg you to allow me to settle this matter myself, and if your majesty has no further need of my services——" 

	"No, chevalier. What, do you want to leave us?" replied Charles, with a hilarity that grew more and more alarming. 

	"If your majesty has no more commands for me." 

	Charles became more serious. 

	"One single thing. See my sister, the Lady Henrietta. Do you know her?" 

	"No, sire, but—an old soldier like me is not an agreeable spectacle for a young and gay princess." 

	"Ah! but my sister must know you; she must in case of need have you to depend upon." 

	"Sire, every one that is dear to your majesty will be sacred to me." 

	"Very well!—Parry! Come here, Parry!" 

	The side door opened and Parry entered, his face beaming with pleasure as soon as he saw D'Artagnan. 

	"What is Rochester doing?" said the king. 

	"He is on the canal with the ladies," replied Parry. 

	"And Buckingham?" 

	"He is there also." 

	"That is well. You will conduct the chevalier to Villiers; that is the Duke of Buckingham, chevalier; and beg the duke to introduce M. d'Artagnan to the Princess Henrietta." 

	Parry bowed and smiled to D'Artagnan. 

	"Chevalier," continued the king, "this is your parting audience; you can afterwards set out as soon as you please." 

	"Sire, I thank you." 

	"But be sure you make your peace with Monk!" 

	"Oh, sire——" 

	"You know there is one of my vessels at your disposal?" 

	"Sire, you overpower me; I cannot think of putting your majesty's officers to inconvenience on my account." 

	The king slapped D'Artagnan upon the shoulder. 

	"Nobody will be inconvenienced on your account, chevalier, but for that of an ambassador I am about sending to France, and to whom you will willingly serve as a companion, I fancy, for you know him." 

	D'Artagnan appeared astonished. 

	"He is a certain Comte de la Fere,—whom you call Athos," added the king, terminating the conversation, as he had begun it, by a joyous burst of laughter. "Adieu, chevalier, adieu. Love me as I love you." And thereupon making a sign to Parry to ask if there were any one waiting for him in the adjoining closet, the king disappeared into that closet, leaving the chevalier perfectly astonished by this singular audience. The old man took his arm in a friendly way, and led him towards the garden. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 35. On the Canal 

	Upon the green waters of the canal bordered with marble, upon which time had already scattered black spots and tufts of mossy grass, there glided majestically a long, flat bark adorned with the arms of England, surmounted by a dais, and carpeted with long damasked stuffs, which trailed their fringes in the water. Eight rowers, leaning lazily to their oars, made it move upon the canal with the graceful slowness of the swans, which, disturbed in their ancient possessions by the approach of the bark, looked from a distance at this splendid and noisy pageant. We say noisy—for the bark contained four guitar and lute players, two singers, and several courtiers, all sparkling with gold and precious stones, and showing their white teeth in emulation of each other, to please the Lady Henrietta Stuart, grand-daughter of Henry IV., daughter of Charles I., and sister of Charles II., who occupied the seat of honor under the dais of the bark. We know this young princess, we have seen her at the Louvre with her mother, wanting wood, wanting bread, and fed by the coadjuteur and the parliament. She had, therefore, like her brothers, passed through an uneasy youth; then, all at once, she had just awakened from a long and horrible dream, seated on the steps of a throne, surrounded by courtiers and flatterers. Like Mary Stuart on leaving prison, she aspired not only to life and liberty, but to power and wealth. 

	The Lady Henrietta, in growing, had attained remarkable beauty, which the recent restoration had rendered celebrated. Misfortune had taken from her the luster of pride, but prosperity had restored it to her. She was resplendent, then, in her joy and her happiness,—like those hot-house flowers which, forgotten during a frosty autumn night, have hung their heads, but which on the morrow, warmed once more by the atmosphere in which they were born, rise again with greater splendor than ever. Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, son of him who played so conspicuous a part in the early chapters of this history,—Villiers of Buckingham, a handsome cavalier, melancholy with women, a jester with men,—and Wilmot, Lord Rochester, a jester with both sexes, were standing at this moment before the Lady Henrietta, disputing the privilege of making her smile. As to that young and beautiful princess, reclining upon a cushion of velvet bordered with gold, her hands hanging listlessly so as to dip in the water, she listened carelessly to the musicians without hearing them, and heard the two courtiers without appearing to listen to them. 

	This Lady Henrietta—this charming creature—this woman who joined the graces of France to the beauties of England, not having yet loved, was cruel in her coquetry. The smile, then,—that innocent favor of young girls,—did not even lighten her countenance; and if, at times, she did raise her eyes, it was to fasten them upon one or other of the cavaliers with such a fixity, that their gallantry, bold as it generally was, took the alarm, and became timid. 

	In the meanwhile the boat continued its course, the musicians made a great noise, and the courtiers began, like them, to be out of breath. Besides, the excursion became doubtless monotonous to the princess, for all at once, shaking her head with an air of impatience,—"Come, gentlemen,—enough of this;—let us land." 

	"Ah, madam," said Buckingham, "we are very unfortunate! We have not succeeded in making the excursion agreeable to your royal highness." 

	"My mother expects me," replied the princess; "and I must frankly admit, gentlemen, I am bored." And whilst uttering this cruel word, Henrietta endeavored to console by a look each of the two young men, who appeared terrified at such frankness. The look produced its effect—the two faces brightened; but immediately, as if the royal coquette thought she had done too much for simple mortals, she made a movement, turned her back on both her adorers, and appeared plunged in a reverie in which it was evident they had no part. 

	Buckingham bit his lips with anger, for he was truly in love with Lady Henrietta, and, in that case, took everything in a serious light. Rochester bit his lips likewise; but his wit always dominated over his heart, it was purely and simply to repress a malicious smile. The princess was then allowing the eyes she turned from the young nobles to wander over the green and flowery turf of the park, when she perceived Parry and D'Artagnan at a distance. 

	"Who is coming yonder?" said she. 

	The two young men turned round with the rapidity of lightning. 

	"Parry," replied Buckingham, "nobody but Parry." 

	"I beg your pardon," said Rochester, "but I think he has a companion." 

	"Yes," said the princess, at first with languor, but then,—"What mean those words, 'Nobody but Parry;' say, my lord?" 

	"Because, madam," replied Buckingham, piqued, "because the faithful Parry, the wandering Parry, the eternal Parry, is not, I believe, of much consequence." 

	"You are mistaken, duke. Parry—the wandering Parry, as you call him—has always wandered in the service of my family, and the sight of that old man always gives me satisfaction." 

	The Lady Henrietta followed the usual progress of pretty women, particularly coquettish women; she passed from caprice to contradiction;—the gallant had undergone the caprice, the courtier must bend beneath the contradictory humor. Buckingham bowed, but made no reply. 

	"It is true, madam," said Rochester, bowing in his turn, "that Parry is the model of servants; but, madam, he is no longer young, and we laugh only when we see cheerful objects. Is an old man a gay object?" 

	"Enough, my lord," said the princess, coolly; "the subject of conversation is unpleasant to me." 

	Then, as if speaking to herself, "It is really unaccountable," said she, "how little regard my brother's friends have for his servants." 

	"Ah, madam," cried Buckingham, "your royal highness pierces my heart with a dagger forged by your own hands." 

	"What is the meaning of that speech, which is turned so like a French madrigal, duke? I do not understand it." 

	"It means, madam, that you yourself, so good, so charming, so sensible, you have laughed sometimes—smiled, I should say—at the idle prattle of that good Parry, for whom your royal highness to-day entertains such a marvelous susceptibility." 

	"Well, my lord, if I have forgotten myself so far," said Henrietta, "you do wrong to remind me of it." And she made a sign of impatience. "The good Parry wants to speak to me, I believe: please order them to row to the shore, my Lord Rochester." 

	Rochester hastened to repeat the princess's command; and a moment later the boat touched the bank. 

	"Let us land, gentlemen," said Henrietta, taking the arm which Rochester offered her, although Buckingham was nearer to her, and had presented his. Then Rochester, with an ill-dissembled pride, which pierced the heart of the unhappy Buckingham through and through, led the princess across the little bridge which the rowers had cast from the royal boat to the shore. 

	"Which way will your royal highness go?" asked Rochester. 

	"You see, my lord, towards that good Parry, who is wandering, as my lord of Buckingham says, and seeking me with eyes weakened by the tears he has shed over our misfortunes." 

	"Good heavens!" said Rochester, "how sad your royal highness is to-day; in truth we seem ridiculous fools to you, madam." 

	"Speak for yourself, my lord," interrupted Buckingham with vexation; "for my part, I displease her royal highness to such a degree, that I appear absolutely nothing to her." 

	Neither Rochester nor the princess made any reply; Henrietta only urged her companion more quickly on. Buckingham remained behind, and took advantage of this isolation to give himself up to his anger; he bit his handkerchief so furiously that it was soon in shreds. 

	"Parry my good Parry," said the princess, with her gentle voice, "come hither. I see you are seeking me, and I am waiting for you." 

	"Ah, madam," said Rochester, coming charitably to the help of his companion, who had remained, as we have said, behind, "if Parry cannot see your royal highness, the man who follows him is a sufficient guide, even for a blind man, for he has eyes of flame. That man is a double-lamped lantern." 

	"Lighting a very handsome martial countenance," said the princess, determined to be as ill-natured as possible. Rochester bowed. "One of those vigorous soldiers' heads seen nowhere but in France," added the princess, with the perseverance of a woman sure of impunity. 

	Rochester and Buckingham looked at each other, as much as to say,—"What can be the matter with her?" 

	"See, my lord of Buckingham, what Parry wants," said Henrietta. "Go!" 

	The young man, who considered this order as a favor, resumed his courage, and hastened to meet Parry, who, followed by D'Artagnan, advanced slowly on account of his age. D'Artagnan walked slowly but nobly, as D'Artagnan, doubled by the third of a million, ought to walk, that is to say, without conceit or swagger, but without timidity. When Buckingham, very eager to comply with the desire of the princess, who had seated herself on a marble bench, as if fatigued with the few steps she had gone,—when Buckingham, we say, was at a distance of only a few paces from Parry, the latter recognized him. 

	"Ah I my lord!" cried he, quite out of breath, "will your grace obey the king?" 

	"In what, Mr. Parry?" said the young man, with a kind of coolness tempered by a desire to make himself agreeable to the princess. 

	"Well, his majesty begs your grace to present this gentleman to her royal highness the Princess Henrietta." 

	"In the first place, what is the gentleman's name?" said the duke, haughtily. 

	D'Artagnan, as we know, was easily affronted, and the Duke of Buckingham's tone displeased him. He surveyed the courtier from head to foot, and two flashes beamed from beneath his bent brows. But, after a struggle,—"Monsieur le Chevalier d'Artagnan, my lord," replied he, quietly. 

	"Pardon me, sir, that name teaches me your name but nothing more." 

	"You mean——" 

	"I mean I do not know you." 

	"I am more fortunate than you, sir," replied D'Artagnan, "for I have had the honor of knowing your family, and particularly my lord Duke of Buckingham, your illustrious father." 

	"My father?" said Buckingham. "Well, I think I now remember. Monsieur le Chevalier d'Artagnan, do you say?" 

	D'Artagnan bowed. "In person," said he. 

	"Pardon me, but are you one of those Frenchmen who had secret relations with my father?" 

	"Exactly, my lord duke, I am one of those Frenchmen." 

	"Then, sir, permit me to say that it was strange my father never heard of you during his lifetime." 

	"No, monsieur, but he heard of me at the moment of his death: it was I who sent to him, through the hands of the valet de chambre of Anne of Austria, notice of the dangers which threatened him; unfortunately, it came too late." 

	"Never mind, monsieur," said Buckingham. "I understand now, that, having had the intention of rendering a service to the father, you have come to claim the protection of the son." 

	"In the first place, my lord," replied D'Artagnan, phlegmatically, "I claim the protection of no man. His majesty Charles II., to whom I have had the honor of rendering some services—I may tell you, my lord, my life has been passed in such occupations—King Charles II., then, who wishes to honor me with some kindness, desires me to be presented to her royal highness the Princess Henrietta, his sister, to whom I shall, perhaps, have the good fortune to be of service hereafter. Now, the king knew that you at this moment were with her royal highness, and sent me to you. There is no other mystery, I ask absolutely nothing of you; and if you will not present me to her royal highness, I shall be compelled to do without you, and present myself." 

	"At least, sir," said Buckingham, determined to have the last word, "you will not refuse me an explanation provoked by yourself." 

	"I never refuse, my lord," said D'Artagnan. 

	"As you have had relations with my father, you must be acquainted with some private details?" 

	"These relations are already far removed from us, my lord—for you were not then born—and for some unfortunate diamond studs, which I received from his hands and carried back to France, it is really not worth while awakening so many remembrances." 

	"Ah! sir," said Buckingham, warmly, going up to D'Artagnan, and holding out his hand to him, "it is you, then—you whom my father sought everywhere and who had a right to expect so much from us." 

	"To expect, my lord, in truth, that is my forte; all my life I have expected." 

	At this moment, the princess, who was tired of not seeing the stranger approach her, arose and came towards them. 

	"At least, sir," said Buckingham, "you shall not wait for the presentation you claim of me." 

	Then turning toward the princess and bowing: "Madam," said the young man, "the king, your brother, desires me to have the honor of presenting to your royal highness, Monsieur le Chevalier d'Artagnan." 

	"In order that your royal highness may have, in case of need, a firm support and a sure friend," added Parry. D'Artagnan bowed. 

	"You have still something to say, Parry," replied Henrietta, smiling upon D'Artagnan, while addressing the old servant. 

	"Yes, madam, the king desires you to preserve religiously in your memory the name and merit of M. d'Artagnan, to whom his majesty owes, he says, the recovery of his kingdom." Buckingham, the princess, and Rochester looked at each other. 

	"That," said D'Artagnan, "is another little secret, of which, in all probability, I shall not boast to his majesty's son, as I have done to you with respect to the diamond studs." 

	"Madam," said Buckingham, "monsieur has just, for the second time, recalled to my memory an event which excites my curiosity to such a degree, that I shall venture to ask your permission to take him to one side for a moment, to converse in private." 

	"Do, my lord," said the princess, "but restore to the sister, as quickly as possible, this friend so devoted to the brother." And she took the arm of Rochester whilst Buckingham took that of D'Artagnan. 

	"Oh! tell me, chevalier," said Buckingham, "all that affair of the diamonds, which nobody knows in England, not even the son of him who was the hero of it." 

	"My lord, one person alone had a right to relate all that affair, as you call it, and that was your father; he thought proper to be silent. I must beg you to allow me to be so likewise." And D'Artagnan bowed like a man upon whom it was evident no entreaties could prevail. 

	"Since it is so, sir," said Buckingham, "pardon my indiscretion, I beg you; and if, at any time, I should go into France——" and he turned round to take a last look at the princess, who took but little notice of him, totally occupied as she was, or appeared to be, with Rochester. Buckingham sighed. 

	"Well?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"I was saying that if, any day, I were to go to France——" 

	"You will go, my lord," said D'Artagnan. "I shall answer for that." 

	"And how so?" 

	"Oh, I have strange powers of prediction; if I do predict anything I am seldom mistaken. If, then, you do come to France?" 

	"Well, then, monsieur, you, of whom kings ask that valuable friendship which restores crowns to them, I will venture to beg of you a little of that great interest you took in my father." 

	"My lord," replied D'Artagnan, "believe me, I shall deem myself highly honored if, in France, you remember having seen me here. And now permit——" 

	Then, turning towards the princess: "Madam," said he, "your royal highness is a daughter of France; and in that quality I hope to see you again in Paris. One of my happy days will be that on which your royal highness shall give me any command whatever, thus proving to me that you have not forgotten the recommendations of your august brother." And he bowed respectfully to the young princess, who gave him her hand to kiss with a right royal grace. 

	"Ah! madam," said Buckingham, in a subdued voice, "what can a man do to obtain a similar favor from your royal highness?" 

	"Dame! my lord," replied Henrietta, "ask Monsieur d'Artagnan; he will tell you." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 36. How D'Artagnan drew, as a Fairy would have done, a Country-seat from a Deal Box 

	The king's words regarding the wounded pride of Monk had not inspired D'Artagnan with a small portion of apprehension. The lieutenant had had, all his life, the great art of choosing his enemies; and when he had found them implacable and invincible, it was when he had not been able, under any pretense, to make them otherwise. But points of view change greatly in the course of a life. It is a magic lantern, of which the eye of man every year changes the aspects. It results that from the last day of a year on which we saw white, to the first day of the year on which we shall see black, there is but the interval of a single night. 

	Now, D'Artagnan, when he left Calais with his ten scamps, would have hesitated as little in attacking a Goliath, a Nebuchadnezzar, or a Holofernes as he would in crossing swords with a recruit or caviling with a landlady. Then he resembled the sparrow-hawk which, when fasting, will attack a ram. Hunger is blind. But D'Artagnan satisfied—D'Artagnan rich—D'Artagnan a conqueror—D'Artagnan proud of so difficult a triumph—D'Artagnan had too much to lose not to reckon, figure by figure, with probable misfortune. 

	His thoughts were employed, therefore, all the way on the road from his presentation, with one thing, and that was, how he should conciliate a man like Monk, a man whom Charles himself, kind as he was, conciliated with difficulty; for, scarcely established, the protected might again stand in need of the protector, and would, consequently, not refuse him, such being the case, the petty satisfaction of transporting M. d'Artagnan, or of confining him in one of the Middlesex prisons, or drowning him a little on his passage from Dover to Boulogne. Such sorts of satisfaction kings are accustomed to render to viceroys without disagreeable consequences. 

	It would not be at all necessary for the king to be active in that contrepartie of the play in which Monk should take his revenge. The part of the king would be confined to simply pardoning the viceroy of Ireland all he should undertake against D'Artagnan. Nothing more was necessary to place the conscience of the Duke of Albemarle at rest than a te absolvo said with a laugh, or the scrawl of "Charles the King," traced at the foot of a parchment; and with these two words pronounced, and these two words written, poor D'Artagnan was forever crushed beneath the ruins of his imagination. 

	And then, a thing sufficiently disquieting for a man with such foresight as our musketeer, he found himself alone; and even the friendship of Athos could not restore his confidence. Certainly if the affair had only concerned a free distribution of sword-thrusts, the musketeer would have counted upon his companion; but in delicate dealings with a king, when the perhaps of an unlucky chance should arise in justification of Monk or of Charles of England, D'Artagnan knew Athos well enough to be sure he would give the best possible coloring to the loyalty of the survivor, and would content himself with shedding floods of tears on the tomb of the dead, supposing the dead to be his friend, and afterwards composing his epitaph in the most pompous superlatives. 

	"Decidedly," thought the Gascon; and this thought was the result of the reflections which he had just whispered to himself and which we have repeated aloud—"decidedly, I must be reconciled with M. Monk, and acquire a proof of his perfect indifference for the past. If, and God forbid it should be so! he is still sulky and reserved in the expression of this sentiment, I shall give my money to Athos to take away with him, and remain in England just long enough to unmask him, then, as I have a quick eye and a light foot, I shall notice the first hostile sign; to decamp or conceal myself at the residence of my lord of Buckingham, who seems a good sort of devil at the bottom, and to whom, in return for his hospitality, I shall relate all that history of the diamonds, which can now compromise nobody but an old queen, who need not be ashamed, after being the wife of a miserly creature like Mazarin, of having formerly been the mistress of a handsome nobleman like Buckingham. Mordioux! that is the thing, and this Monk shall not get the better of me. Eh? and besides I have an idea!" 

	We know that, in general, D'Artagnan was not wanting in ideas; and during this soliloquy, D'Artagnan buttoned his vest up to the chin, and nothing excited his imagination like this preparation for a combat of any kind, called accinction by the Romans. He was quite heated when he reached the mansion of the Duke of Albemarle. He was introduced to the viceroy with a promptitude which proved that he was considered as one of the household. Monk was in his business-closet. 

	"My lord," said D'Artagnan, with that expression of frankness which the Gascon knew so well how to assume, "my lord, I have come to ask your grace's advice!" 

	Monk, as closely buttoned up morally as his antagonist was physically, replied: "Ask, my friend;" and his countenance presented an expression not less open than that of D'Artagnan. 

	"My lord, in the first place, promise me secrecy and indulgence." 

	"I promise you all you wish. What is the matter? Speak!" 

	"It is, my lord, that I am not quite pleased with the king." 

	"Indeed! And on what account, my dear lieutenant?" 

	"Because his majesty gives way sometimes to jest very compromising for his servants; and jesting, my lord, is a weapon that seriously wounds men of the sword, as we are." 

	Monk did all in his power not to betray his thought, but D'Artagnan watched him with too close an attention not to detect an almost imperceptible flush upon his face. "Well, now, for my part," said he, with the most natural air possible, "I am not an enemy of jesting, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan; my soldiers will tell you that even many times in camp, I listened very indifferently, and with a certain pleasure, to the satirical songs which the army of Lambert passed into mine, and which, certainly, would have caused the ears of a general more susceptible than I am to tingle." 

	"Oh, my lord," said D'Artagnan, "I know you are a complete man; I know you have been, for a long time placed above human miseries; but there are jests and jests of a certain kind, which have the power of irritating me beyond expression." 

	"May I inquire what kind, my friend?" 

	"Such as are directed against my friends or against people I respect, my lord!" 

	Monk made a slight movement, which D'Artagnan perceived. "Eh! and in what," asked Monk, "in what can the stroke of a pin which scratches another tickle your skin? Answer me that." 

	"My lord, I can explain it to you in one single sentence; it concerns you." 

	Monk advanced a single step towards D'Artagnan. "Concerns me?" said he. 

	"Yes, and this is what I cannot explain; but that arises, perhaps, from my want of knowledge of his character. How can the king have the heart to jest about a man who has rendered him so many and such great services? How can one understand that he should amuse himself in setting by the ears a lion like you with a gnat like me?" 

	"I cannot conceive that in any way," said Monk. 

	"But so it is. The king, who owed me a reward, might have rewarded me as a soldier, without contriving that history of the ransom, which affects you, my lord." 

	"No," said Monk, laughing: "it does not affect me in any way, I can assure you." 

	"Not as regards me, I can understand, you know me, my lord, I am so discreet that the grave would appear a babbler compared to me; but—do you understand, my lord?" 

	"No," replied Monk, with persistent obstinacy. 

	"If another knew the secret which I know——" 

	"What secret?" 

	"Eh! my lord, why, that unfortunate secret of Newcastle." 

	"Oh! the million of M. le Comte de la Fere?" 

	"No, my lord, no; the enterprise made upon you grace's person." 

	"It was well played, chevalier, that is all, and no more is to be said about it: you are a soldier, both brave and cunning, which proves that you unite the qualities of Fabius and Hannibal. You employed your means, force and cunning: there is nothing to be said against that: I ought to have been on guard." 

	"Ah! yes; I know, my lord, and I expected nothing less from your partiality; so that if it were only the abduction in itself, Mordieux! that would be nothing; but there are——" 

	"What?" 

	"The circumstances of that abduction." 

	"What circumstances?" 

	"Oh! you know very well what I mean, my lord." 

	"No, curse me if I do." 

	"There is—in truth, it is difficult to speak it." 

	"There is?" 

	"Well, there is that devil of a box!" 

	Monk colored visibly. "Well, I have forgotten it." 

	"Deal box," continued D'Artagnan, "with holes for the nose and mouth. In truth, my lord, all the rest was well; but the box, the box! that was really a coarse joke." Monk fidgeted about in his chair. "And, notwithstanding my having done that," resumed D'Artagnan, "I, a soldier of fortune, it was quite simple, because by the side of that action, a little inconsiderate I admit, which I committed, but which the gravity of the case may excuse, I am circumspect and reserved." 

	"Oh!" said Monk, "believe me, I know you well, Monsieur d'Artagnan, and I appreciate you." 

	D'Artagnan never took his eyes off Monk; studying all which passed in the mind of the general, as he prosecuted his idea. "But it does not concern me," resumed he. 

	"Well, then, whom does it concern?" said Monk, who began to grow a little impatient. 

	"It relates to the king, who will never restrain his tongue." 

	"Well! and suppose he should say all he knows?" said Monk, with a degree of hesitation. 

	"My lord," replied D'Artagnan, "do not dissemble, I implore you, with a man who speaks so frankly as I do. You have a right to feel your susceptibility excited, however benignant it may be. What, the devil! it is not the place for a man like you, a man who plays with crowns and scepters as a Bohemian plays with his balls; it is not the place of a serious man, I said, to be shut up in a box like some freak of natural history; for you must understand it would make all your enemies ready to burst with laughter, and you are so great, so noble, so generous, that you must have many enemies. This secret is enough to set half the human race laughing, if you were represented in that box. It is not decent to have the second personage in the kingdom laughed at." 

	Monk was quite out of countenance at the idea of seeing himself represented in his box. Ridicule, as D'Artagnan had judiciously foreseen, acted upon him in a manner which neither the chances of war, the aspirations of ambition, nor the fear of death had been able to do. 

	"Good," thought the Gascon, "he is frightened: I am safe." 

	"Oh! as to the king," said Monk, "fear nothing, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan; the king will not jest with Monk, I assure you!" 

	The momentary flash of his eye was noticed by D'Artagnan. Monk lowered his tone immediately: "The king," continued he, "is of too noble a nature, the king's heart is too high to allow him to wish ill to those who do him good." 

	"Oh! certainly," cried D'Artagnan. "I am entirely of your grace's opinion with regard to his heart, but not as to his head—it is good, but it is trifling." 

	"The king will not trifle with Monk, be assured." 

	"Then you are quite at ease, my lord?" 

	"On that side, at least! yes, perfectly." 

	"Oh! I understand you; you are at ease as far as the king is concerned?" 

	"I have told you I was." 

	"But you are not so much so on my account?" 

	"I thought I had told you that I had faith in your loyalty and discretion." 

	"No doubt, no doubt, but you must remember one thing——" 

	"What is that?" 

	"That I was not alone, that I had companions; and what companions!" 

	"Oh! yes, I know them." 

	"And, unfortunately, my lord, they know you, too!" 

	"Well?" 

	"Well; they are yonder, at Boulogne, waiting for me." 

	"And you fear——" 

	"Yes, I fear that in my absence—Parbleu! If I were near them, I could answer for their silence." 

	"Was I not right in saying that the danger, if there was any danger, would not come from his majesty, however disposed he may be to jest, but from your companions, as you say? To be laughed at by a king may be tolerable, but by the horse-boys and scamps of the army! Damn it!" 

	"Yes, I understand, that would be unbearable, that is why, my lord, I came to say,—do you not think it would be better for me to set out for France as soon as possible?" 

	"Certainly, if you think your presence——" 

	"Would impose silence upon these scoundrels? Oh! I am sure of that, my lord." 

	"Your presence will not prevent the report from spreading, if the tale has already transpired." 

	"Oh! it has not transpired, my lord, I will wager. At all events, be assured I am determined upon one thing." 

	"What is that?" 

	"To blow out the brains of the first who shall have propagated that report, and of the first who has heard it. After which I shall return to England to seek an asylum, and perhaps employment with your grace." 

	"Oh, come back! come back!" 

	"Unfortunately, my lord, I am acquainted with nobody here but your grace, and if I should no longer find you, or if you should have forgotten me in your greatness?" 

	"Listen to me, Monsieur d'Artagnan," replied Monk; "you are a superior man, full of intelligence and courage; you deserve all the good fortune this world can bring you; come with me into Scotland, and, I swear to you, I shall arrange for you a fate which all may envy." 

	"Oh! my lord, that is impossible. At present I have a sacred duty to perform; I have to watch over your glory, I have to prevent a low jester from tarnishing in the eyes of our contemporaries—who knows? in the eyes of posterity—the splendor of your name." 

	"Of posterity, Monsieur d'Artagnan?" 

	"Doubtless. It is necessary, as regards posterity, that all the details of that history should remain a mystery; for, admit that this unfortunate history of the deal box should spread, and it should be asserted that you had not re-established the king loyally, and of your own free will, but in consequence of a compromise entered into at Scheveningen between you two. It would be vain for me to declare how the thing came about, for though I know I should not be believed, it would be said that I had received my part of the cake, and was eating it." 

	Monk knitted his brow.—"Glory, honor, probity!" said he, "you are but empty words." 

	"Mist!" replied D'Artagnan; "nothing but mist, through which nobody can see clearly." 

	"Well, then, go to France, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Monk; "go, and to render England more attractive and agreeable to you, accept a remembrance of me. 

	"What now?" thought D'Artagnan. 

	"I have on the banks of the Clyde," continued Monk, "a little house in a grove, cottage as it is called here. To this house are attached a hundred acres of land. Accept it as a souvenir." 

	"Oh my lord!——" 

	"Faith! you will be there in your own home, and that will be the place of refuge you spoke of just now." 

	"For me to be obliged to your lordship to such an extent! Really, your grace, I am ashamed." 

	"Not at all, not at all, monsieur," replied Monk, with an arch smile; "it is I who shall be obliged to you. And," pressing the hand of the musketeer, "I shall go and draw up the deed of gift,"—and he left the room. 

	D'Artagnan looked at him as he went out with something of a pensive and even an agitated air. 

	"After all," said he, "he is a brave man. It is only a sad reflection that it is from fear of me, and not affection that he acts thus. Well, I shall endeavor that affection may follow." Then, after an instant's deeper reflection,—"Bah!" said he, "to what purpose? He is an Englishman." And he in his turn went out, a little confused after the combat. 

	"So," said he, "I am a land-owner! But how the devil am I to share the cottage with Planchet? Unless I give him the land, and I take the chateau, or that he takes the house and I—nonsense! M. Monk will never allow me to share a house he has inhabited, with a grocer. He is too proud for that. Besides, why should I say anything about it to him? It was not with the money of the company I have acquired that property, it was with my mother-wit alone; it is all mine, then. So, now I will go and find Athos." And he directed his steps towards the dwelling of the Comte de la Fere 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 37. How D'Artagnan regulated the "Assets" of the Company before he established its "Liabilities" 

	"Decidedly," said D'Artagnan to himself, "I have struck a good vein. That star which shines once in the life of every man, which shone for Job and Iris, the most unfortunate of the Jews and the poorest of the Greeks, is come at last to shine on me. I will commit no folly, I will take advantage of it; it comes quite late enough to find me reasonable." 

	He supped that evening, in very good humor, with his friend Athos; he said nothing to him about the expected donation, but he could not forbear questioning his friend, while eating, about country produce, sowing, and planting. Athos replied complacently, as he always did. His idea was that D'Artagnan wished to become a land-owner, only he could not help regretting, more than once, the absence of the lively humor and amusing sallies of the cheerful companion of former days. In fact, D'Artagnan was so absorbed, that, with his knife, he took advantage of the grease left at the bottom of his plate, to trace ciphers and make additions of surprising rotundity. 

	The order, or rather license, for their embarkation, arrived at Athos's lodgings that evening. While this paper was remitted to the comte, another messenger brought to D'Artagnan a little bundle of parchments, adorned with all the seals employed in setting off property deeds in England. Athos surprised him turning over the leaves of these different acts which establish the transmission of property. The prudent Monk—others would say the generous Monk—had commuted the donation into a sale, and acknowledged the receipt of the sum of fifteen thousand crowns as the price of the property ceded. The messenger was gone. D'Artagnan still continued reading, Athos watched him with a smile. D'Artagnan, surprising one of those smiles over his shoulder, put the bundle in its wrapper. 

	"I beg your pardon," said Athos. 

	"Oh! not at all, my friend," replied the lieutenant, "I shall tell you——" 

	"No, don't tell me anything, I beg you; orders are things so sacred, that to one's brother, one's father, the person charged with such orders should never open his mouth. Thus I, who speak to you, and love you more tenderly than brother, father, or all the world——" 

	"Except your Raoul?" 

	"I shall love Raoul still better when he shall be a man, and I shall have seen him develop himself in all the phases of his character and his actions—as I have seen you, my friend." 

	"You said, then, that you had an order likewise, and that you would not communicate it to me." 

	"Yes, my dear D'Artagnan." 

	The Gascon sighed. "There was a time," said he, "when you would have placed that order open upon the table, saying, 'D'Artagnan, read this scrawl to Porthos, Aramis, and to me.'" 

	"That is true. Oh! that was the time of youth, confidence, the generous season when the blood commands, when it is warmed by feeling!" 

	"Well! Athos, will you allow me to tell you?" 

	"Speak, my friend!" 

	"That delightful time, that generous season, that ruling by warm blood, were all very fine things, no doubt; but I do not regret them at all. It is absolutely like the period of studies. I have constantly met with fools who would boast of the days of pensums, ferules and crusts of dry bread. It is singular, but I never loved all that; for my part, however active and sober I might be (you know if I was so, Athos), however simple I might appear in my clothes, I would not the less have preferred the braveries and embroideries of Porthos to my little perforated cassock, which gave passage to the wind in winter and the sun in summer. I should always, my friend, mistrust him who would pretend to prefer evil to good. Now, in times past all went wrong with me, and every month found a fresh hole in my cassock and in my skin, a gold crown less in my poor purse; of that execrable time of small beer and see-saw, I regret absolutely nothing, nothing, nothing save our friendship; for within me I have a heart, and it is a miracle that heart has not been dried up by the wind of poverty which passed through the holes of my cloak, or pierced by the swords of all shapes which passed through the holes in my poor flesh." 

	"Do not regret our friendship," said Athos, "that will only die with ourselves. Friendship is composed, above all things, of memories and habits, and if you have just now made a little satire upon mine, because I hesitate to tell you the nature of my mission into France——" 

	"Who! I?—Oh! heavens! if you knew, my dear friend, how indifferent all the missions of the world will henceforth become to me!" And he laid his hand upon the parchment in his vest pocket. 

	Athos rose from the table and called the host in order to pay the reckoning. 

	"Since I have known you, my friend," said D'Artagnan, "I have never discharged the reckoning. Porthos often did, Aramis sometimes, and you, you almost always drew out your purse with the dessert. I am now rich and should like to try if it is heroic to pay." 

	"Do so," said Athos; returning his purse to his pocket. 

	The two friends then directed their steps towards the port, not, however, without D'Artagnan's frequently turning round to watch the transportation of his dear crowns. Night had just spread her thick veil over the yellow waters of the Thames; they heard those noises of casks and pulleys, the preliminaries of preparing to sail which had so many times made the hearts of the musketeers beat when the dangers of the sea were the least of those they were going to face. This time they were to embark on board a large vessel which awaited them at Gravesend, and Charles II., always delicate in small matters, had sent one of his yachts, with twelve men of his Scotch guard, to do honor to the ambassador he was sending to France. At midnight the yacht had deposited its passengers on board the vessel, and at eight o'clock in the morning, the vessel landed the ambassador and his friend on the wharf at Boulogne. Whilst the comte, with Grimaud, was busy procuring horses to go straight to Paris, D'Artagnan hastened to the hostelry where, according to his orders, his little army was to wait for him. These gentlemen were at breakfast upon oysters, fish, and spiced brandy, when D'Artagnan appeared. They were all very gay, but not one of them had yet exceeded the bounds of reason. A hurrah of joy welcomed the general. "Here I am," said D'Artagnan, "the campaign is ended. I am come to bring to each his supplement of pay, as agreed upon." Their eyes sparkled. "I will lay a wager there are not, at this moment, a hundred crowns remaining in the purse of the richest among you." 

	"That is true," cried they in chorus. 

	"Gentlemen," said D'Artagnan, "then, this is the last order. The treaty of commerce has been concluded thanks to our coup-de-main which made us masters of the most skillful financier of England, for now I am at liberty to confess to you that the man we had to carry off was the treasurer of General Monk." 

	This word treasurer produced a certain effect on his army. D'Artagnan observed that the eyes of Menneville alone did not evince perfect faith. "This treasurer," he continued, "I conveyed to a neutral territory, Holland; I forced him to sign the treaty; I have even reconducted him to Newcastle, and as he was obliged to be satisfied with our proceedings towards him—the deal coffer being always carried without jolting, and being lined softly, I asked for a gratification for you. Here it is." He threw a respectable-looking purse upon the cloth; and all involuntarily stretched out their hands. "One moment, my lambs," said D'Artagnan; "if there are profits, there are also charges." 

	"Oh! oh!" murmured they. 

	"We are about to find ourselves, my friends, in a position that would not be tenable for people without brains. I speak plainly: we are between the gallows and the Bastile." 

	"Oh! oh!" said the chorus. 

	"That is easily understood. It was necessary to explain to General Monk the disappearance of his treasurer. I waited, for that purpose, till the very unhopedfor moment of the restoration of King Charles II., who is one of my friends." 

	The army exchanged a glance of satisfaction in reply to the sufficiently proud look of D'Artagnan. "The king being restored, I restored to Monk his man of business, a little plucked, it is true, but, in short, I restored him. Now, General Monk, when he pardoned me, for he has pardoned me, could not help repeating these words to me, which I charge every one of you to engrave deeply there, between the eyes, under the vault of the cranium:—'Monsieur, the joke has been a good one, but I don't naturally like jokes; if ever a word of what you have done' (you understand me, Menneville) 'escapes from your lips, or the lips of your companions, I have, in my government of Scotland and Ireland, seven hundred and forty-one wooden gibbets, of strong oak, clamped with iron, and freshly greased every week. I will make a present of one of these gibbets to each of you, and observe well, M. d'Artagnan,' added he (observe it also, M. Menneville), 'I shall still have seven hundred and thirty left for my private pleasure. And still further——'" 

	"Ah! ah!" said the auxiliaries, "is there more still?" 

	"A mere trifle. 'Monsieur d'Artagnan, I send to the king of France the treaty in question, with a request that he will cast into the Bastile provisionally, and then send to me, all who have taken part in this expedition; and that is a prayer with which the king will certainly comply.'" 

	A cry of terror broke from all corners of the table. 

	"There! there! there," said D'Artagnan, "this brave M. Monk has forgotten one thing, and that is he does not know the name of any one of you, I alone know you, and it is not I, you may well believe, who will betray you. Why should I? As for you—I cannot suppose you will be silly enough to denounce yourselves, for then the king, to spare himself the expense of feeding and lodging you, will send you off to Scotland, where the seven hundred and forty-one gibbets are to be found. That is all, messieurs; I have not another word to add to what I have had the honor to tell you. I am sure you have understood me perfectly well, have you not, M. Menneville?" 

	"Perfectly," replied the latter. 

	"Now the crowns!" said D'Artagnan. "Shut the doors," he cried, and opened the bag upon the table, from which rolled several fine gold crowns. Every one made a movement towards the floor. 

	"Gently!" cried D'Artagnan. "Let no one stoop, and then I shall not be out in my reckoning." He found it all right, gave fifty of those splendid crowns to each man, and received as many benedictions as he bestowed pieces. "Now," said he, "if it were possible for you to reform a little, if you could become good and honest citizens——" 

	"That is rather difficult," said one of the troop. 

	"What then, captain?" said another. 

	"Because I might be able to find you again, and, who knows what other good fortune?" He made a sign to Menneville, who listened to all he said with a composed air. "Menneville," said he, "come with me. Adieu my brave fellows! I need not warn you to be discreet." 

	Menneville followed him, whilst the salutations of the auxiliaries were mingled with the sweet sound of the money clinking in their pockets. 

	"Menneville," said D'Artagnan, when they were once in the street, "you were not my dupe; beware of being so. You did not appear to me to have any fear of the gibbets of Monk, or the Bastile of his majesty, King Louis XIV., but you will do me the favor of being afraid of me. Then listen at the smallest word that shall escape you, I will kill you as I would a fowl. I have absolution from our holy father, the pope, in my pocket." 

	"I assure you I know absolutely nothing, my dear M. d'Artagnan, and that your words have all been to me so many articles of faith." 

	"I was quite sure you were an intelligent fellow," said the musketeer; "I have tried you for a length of time. These fifty gold crowns which I give you above the rest will prove the esteem I have for you. Take them." 

	"Thanks, Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Menneville. 

	"With that sum you can really become an honest man," replied D'Artagnan, in the most serious tone possible. "It would be disgraceful for a mind like yours, and a name you no longer dare to bear, to sink forever under the rust of an evil life. Become a gallant man, Menneville, and live for a year upon those hundred gold crowns: it is a good provision; twice the pay of a high officer. In a year come to me, and, Mordioux! I will make something of you." 

	Menneville swore, as his comrades had sworn, that he would be as silent as the grave. And yet some one must have spoken; and as, certainly, it was not one of the nine companions, and quite as certainly, it was not Menneville, it must have been D'Artagnan, who, in his quality of a Gascon, had his tongue very near to his lips. For, in short, if it were not he, who could it be? And how can it be explained that the secret of the deal coffer pierced with holes should come to our knowledge, and in so complete a fashion that we have, as has been seen, related the history of it in all its most minute details; details which, besides, throw a light as new as unexpected upon all that portion of the history of England which has been left, up to the present day, completely in darkness by the historian of our neighbors? 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 38. In which it is seen that the French Grocer had already been established in the Seventeenth Century 

	His accounts once settled, and his recommendations made, D'Artagnan thought of nothing but returning to Paris as soon as possible. Athos, on his part, was anxious to reach home and to rest a little. However whole the character and the man may remain after the fatigues of a voyage, the traveler perceives with pleasure, at the close of the day—even though the day has been a fine one—that night is approaching, and will bring a little sleep with it. So, from Boulogne to Paris, jogging on, side by side, the two friends, in some degree absorbed each in his individual thoughts, conversed of nothing sufficiently interesting for us to repeat to our readers. Each of them given up to his personal reflections, and constructing his future after his own fashion, was, above all, anxious to abridge the distance by speed. Athos and D'Artagnan arrived at the gates of Paris on the evening of the fourth day after leaving Boulogne. 

	"Where are you going, my friend?" asked Athos. "I shall direct my course straight to my hotel." 

	"And I straight to my partner's." 

	"To Planchet's?" 

	"Yes; at the Pilon d'Or." 

	"Well, but shall we not meet again?" 

	"If you remain in Paris, yes, for I shall stay here." 

	"No: after having embraced Raoul, with whom I have appointed a meeting at my hotel, I shall set out immediately for La Fere." 

	"Well, adieu, then, dear and true friend." 

	"Au revoir! I should rather say, for why can you not come and live with me at Blois? You are free, you are rich, I shall purchase for you, if you like, a handsome estate in the vicinity of Chiverny or of Bracieux. On the one side you will have the finest woods in the world, which join those of Chambord; on the other, admirable marshes. You who love sporting, and who, whether you admit it or not, are a poet, my dear friend, you will find pheasants, rail and teal, without counting sunsets and excursions on the water, to make you fancy yourself Nimrod and Apollo themselves. While awaiting the purchase, you can live at La Fere, and we shall go together to fly our hawks among the vines, as Louis XIII. used to do. That is a quiet amusement for old fellows like us." 

	D'Artagnan took the hands of Athos in his own. "Dear count," said he, "I shall say neither 'Yes' nor 'No.' Let me pass in Paris the time necessary for the regulation of my affairs, and accustom myself, by degrees, to the heavy and glittering idea which is beating in my brain and dazzles me. I am rich, you see, and from this moment until the time when I shall have acquired the habit of being rich, I know myself, and I shall be an insupportable animal. Now, I am not enough of a fool to wish to appear to have lost my wits before a friend like you, Athos. The cloak is handsome, the cloak is richly gilded, but it is new, and does not seem to fit me." 

	Athos smiled. "So be it," said he. "But a propos of this cloak, dear D'Artagnan, will you allow me to offer you a little advice?" 

	"Yes, willingly." 

	"You will not be angry?" 

	"Proceed." 

	"When wealth comes to a man late in life or all at once, that man, in order not to change, must most likely become a miser—that is to say, not spend much more money than he had done before; or else become a prodigal, and contract so many debts as to become poor again." 

	"Oh! but what you say looks very much like a sophism, my dear philosophic friend." 

	"I do not think so. Will you become a miser?" 

	"No, pardieu! I was one already, having nothing. Let us change." 

	"Then be prodigal." 

	"Still less, Mordioux! Debts terrify me. Creditors appear to me, by anticipation like those devils who turn the damned upon the gridirons, and as patience is not my dominant virtue, I am always tempted to thrash those devils." 

	"You are the wisest man I know, and stand in no need of advice from any one. Great fools must they be who think they have anything to teach you. But are we not at the Rue Saint Honore?" 

	"Yes, dear Athos." 

	"Look yonder, on the left, that small, long white house is the hotel where I lodge. You may observe that it has but two stories; I occupy the first; the other is let to an officer whose duties oblige him to be absent eight or nine months in the year,—so I am in that house as in my own home, without the expense." 

	"Oh! how well you manage, Athos! What order and what liberality! They are what I wish to unite! But, of what use trying! that comes from birth, and cannot be acquired." 

	"You are a flatterer! Well! adieu, dear friend. A propos, remember me to Master Planchet; he was always a bright fellow." 

	"And a man of heart, too, Athos. Adieu." 

	And they separated. During all this conversation, D'Artagnan had not for a moment lost sight of a certain pack-horse, in whose panniers, under some hay, were spread the sacoches (messenger's bags) with the portmanteau. Nine o'clock was striking at Saint-Merri. Planchet's helps were shutting up his shop. D'Artagnan stopped the postilion who rode the pack-horse, at the corner of the Rue des Lombards, under a penthouse, and calling one of Planchet's boys, he desired him not only to take care of the two horses, but to watch the postilion; after which he entered the shop of the grocer, who had just finished supper, and who, in his little private room, was, with a degree of anxiety, consulting the calendar, on which, every evening, he scratched out the day that was past. At the moment when Planchet, according to his daily custom, with the back of his pen, erased another day, D'Artagnan kicked the door with his foot, and the blow made his steel spur jingle. "Oh! good Lord!" cried Planchet. The worthy grocer could say no more; he had just perceived his partner. D'Artagnan entered with a bent back and a dull eye: the Gascon had an idea with regard to Planchet. 

	"Good God!" thought the grocer, looking earnestly at the traveler, "he looks sad!" The musketeer sat down. 

	"My dear Monsieur d'Artagnan!" said Planchet, with a horrible palpitation of the heart. "Here you are! and your health?" 

	"Tolerably good, Planchet, tolerably good!" said D'Artagnan, with a profound sigh. 

	"You have not been wounded, I hope?" 

	"Phew!" 

	"Ah, I see," continued Planchet, more and more alarmed, "the expedition has been a trying one?" 

	"Yes," said D'Artagnan. A shudder ran down Planchet's back. "I should like to have something to drink," said the musketeer, raising his head piteously. 

	Planchet ran to the cupboard, and poured out to D'Artagnan some wine in a large glass. D'Artagnan examined the bottle. 

	"What wine is that?" asked he. 

	"Alas! that which you prefer, monsieur," said Planchet; "that good old Anjou wine, which was one day nearly costing us all so dear." 

	"Ah!" replied D'Artagnan, with a melancholy smile, "Ah! my poor Planchet, ought I still to drink good wine?" 

	"Come! my dear master," said Planchet, making a superhuman effort, whilst all his contracted muscles, his pallor, and his trembling, betrayed the most acute anguish. "Come! I have been a soldier and consequently have some courage; do not make me linger, dear Monsieur d'Artagnan; our money is lost, is it not?" 

	Before he answered, D'Artagnan took his time, and that appeared an age to the poor grocer. Nevertheless he did nothing but turn about on his chair. 

	"And if that were the case," said he, slowly, moving his head up and down, "if that were the case, what would you say, my dear friend?" 

	Planchet, from being pale, turned yellow. It might have been thought he was going to swallow his tongue, so full became his throat, so red were his eyes! 

	"Twenty thousand livres!" murmured he. "Twenty thousand livres, and yet——" 

	D'Artagnan, with his neck elongated, his legs stretched out, and his hands hanging listlessly, looked like a statue of discouragement. Planchet drew up a sigh from the deepest cavities of his breast. 

	"Well," said he, "I see how it is. Let us be men! It is all over, is it not? The principal thing is, monsieur, that your life is safe." 

	"Doubtless! doubtless!—life is something—but I am ruined!" 

	"Cordieu! monsieur!" said Planchet, "if it is so, we must not despair for that; you shall become a grocer with me; I shall take you for my partner, we will share the profits, and if there should be no more profits, well, why then we shall share the almonds, raisins and prunes, and we will nibble together the last quarter of Dutch cheese." 

	D'Artagnan could hold out no longer. "Mordioux!" cried he, with great emotion, "thou art a brave fellow on my honor, Planchet. You have not been playing a part, have you? You have not seen the pack-horse with the bags under the shed yonder?" 

	"What horse? What bags?" said Planchet, whose trembling heart began to suggest that D'Artagnan was mad. 

	"Why, the English bags, Mordioux!" said D'Artagnan, all radiant, quite transfigured. 

	"Ah! good God!" articulated Planchet, drawing back before the dazzling fire of his looks. 

	"Imbecile!" cried D'Artagnan, "you think me mad! Mordioux! On the contrary, never was my head more clear, or my heart more joyous. To the bags, Planchet, to the bags!" 

	"But to what bags, good heavens!" 

	D'Artagnan pushed Planchet towards the window. 

	"Under the shed yonder, don't you see a horse?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Don't you see how his back is laden?" 

	"Yes, yes!" 

	"Don't you see your lad talking with the postilion?" 

	"Yes, yes, yes!" 

	"Well, you know the name of that lad, because he is your own. Call him." 

	"Abdon! Abdon!" vociferated Planchet, from the window. 

	"Bring the horse!" shouted D'Artagnan. 

	"Bring the horse!" screamed Planchet. 

	"Now give ten crowns to the postilion," said D'Artagnan, in the tone he would have employed in commanding a maneuver; "two lads to bring up the two first bags, two to bring up the two last,—and move, Mordioux! be lively!" 

	Planchet rushed down the stairs, as if the devil had been at his heels. A moment later the lads ascended the staircase, bending beneath their burden. D'Artagnan sent them off to their garrets, carefully closed the door, and addressing Planchet, who, in his turn, looked a little wild,— 

	"Now, we are by ourselves," said he, and he spread upon the floor a large cover, and emptied the first bag into it. Planchet did the same with the second; then D'Artagnan, all in a tremble, let out the precious bowels of the third with a knife. When Planchet heard the provoking sound of the silver and gold—when he saw bubbling out of the bags the shining crowns, which glittered like fish from the sweep-net—when he felt himself plunging his hands up to the elbow in that still rising tide of yellow and white coins, a giddiness seized him, and like a man struck by lightning, he sank heavily down upon the enormous heap, which his weight caused to roll away in all directions. Planchet, suffocated with joy, had lost his senses. D'Artagnan threw a glass of white wine in his face, which incontinently recalled him to life. 

	"Ah! good heavens! good heavens! good heavens!" said Planchet, wiping his mustache and beard. 

	At that time, as they do now, grocers wore the cavalier mustache and the lansquenet beard, only the money baths, already rare in those days, have become almost unknown now. 

	"Mordieux!" said D'Artagnan, "there are a hundred thousand crowns for you, partner. Draw your share, if you please, and I will draw mine." 

	"Oh! the lovely sum! Monsieur d'Artagnan, the lovely sum!" 

	"I confess that half an hour ago I regretted that I had to give you so much, but I now no longer regret it; thou art a brave grocer, Planchet. There, let us close our accounts, for, as they say, short reckonings make long friends." 

	"Oh! rather, in the first place, tell me the whole history," said Planchet; "that must be better than the money." 

	"Ma foi!" said D'Artagnan, stroking his mustache, "I can't say no, and if ever the historian turns to me for information, he will be able to say he has not dipped his bucket into a dry spring. Listen, then, Planchet, I will tell you all about it." 

	"And I shall build piles of crowns," said Planchet. "Begin, my dear master." 

	"Well, this is it," said D'Artagnan, drawing breath. 

	"And that is it," said Planchet, picking up his first handful of crowns. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 39. Mazarin's Gaming Party 

	In a large chamber of the Palais Royal, hung with a dark colored velvet, which threw into strong relief the gilded frames of a great number of magnificent pictures, on the evening of the arrival of the two Frenchmen, the whole court was assembled before the alcove of M. le Cardinal de Mazarin, who gave a card party to the king and queen. 

	A small screen separated three prepared tables. At one of these tables the king and the two queens were seated. Louis XIV., placed opposite to the young queen, his wife, smiled upon her with an expression of real happiness. Anne of Austria held the cards against the cardinal, and her daughter-in-law assisted her in the game, when she was not engaged in smiling at her husband. As for the cardinal, who was lying on his bed with a weary and careworn face, his cards were held by the Comtesse de Soissons, and he watched them with an incessant look of interest and cupidity. 

	The cardinal's face had been painted by Bernouin; but the rouge, which glowed only on his cheeks, threw into stronger contrast the sickly pallor of his countenance and the shining yellow of his brow. His eyes alone acquired a more brilliant luster from this auxiliary, and upon those sick man's eyes were, from time to time, turned the uneasy looks of the king, the queen, and the courtiers. The fact is, that the two eyes of the Signor Mazarin were the stars more or less brilliant in which the France of the seventeenth century read its destiny every evening and every morning. 

	Monseigneur neither won nor lost; he was, therefore neither gay nor sad. It was a stagnation in which, full of pity for him, Anne of Austria would not have willingly left him; but in order to attract the attention of the sick man by some brilliant stroke, she must have either won or lost. To win would have been dangerous, because Mazarin would have changed his indifference into an ugly grimace; to lose would likewise have been dangerous, because she must have cheated, and the infanta, who watched her game, would, doubtless, have exclaimed against her partiality for Mazarin. Profiting by this calm, the courtiers were chatting. When not in a bad humor, M. de Mazarin was a very debonnaire prince, and he, who prevented nobody from singing, provided they paid, was not tyrant enough to prevent people from talking, provided they made up their minds to lose. 

	They were therefore chatting. At the first table, the king's younger brother, Philip, Duc d'Anjou, was admiring his handsome face in the glass of a box. His favorite, the Chevalier de Lorraine, leaning over the back of the prince's chair, was listening, with secret envy, to the Comte de Guiche, another of Philip's favorites, who was relating in choice terms the various vicissitudes of fortune of the royal adventurer Charles II. He told, as so many fabulous events, all the history of his perigrinations in Scotland, and his terrors when the enemy's party was so closely on his track, of nights spent in trees, and days spent in hunger and combats. By degrees, the fate of the unfortunate king interested his auditors so greatly, that the play languished even at the royal table, and the young king, with a pensive look and downcast eye, followed, without appearing to give any attention to it, the smallest details of this Odyssey, very picturesquely related by the Comte de Guiche. 

	The Comtesse de Soissons interrupted the narrator: "Confess, count, you are inventing." 

	"Madame, I am repeating like a parrot all the stories related to me by different Englishmen. To my shame I am compelled to say, I am as exact as a copy." 

	"Charles II. would have died before he could have endured all that." 

	Louis XIV. raised his intelligent and proud head. "Madame," said he, in a grave tone, still partaking something of the timid child, "monsieur le cardinal will tell you that during my minority the affairs of France were in jeopardy,—and that if I had been older, and obliged to take sword in hand, it would sometimes have been for the evening meal." 

	"Thanks to God," said the cardinal, who spoke for the first time, "your majesty exaggerates, and your supper has always been ready with that of your servants." 

	The king colored. 

	"Oh!" cried Philip, inconsiderately, from his place, and without ceasing to admire himself,—"I recollect once, at Melun, the supper was laid for nobody, and that the king ate two-thirds of a slice of bread, and abandoned to me the other third." 

	The whole assembly, seeing Mazarin smile, began to laugh. Courtiers flatter kings with the remembrance of past distresses, as with the hopes of future good fortune. 

	"It is not to be denied that the crown of France has always remained firm upon the heads of its kings," Anne of Austria hastened to say, "and that it has fallen off of that of the king of England; and when by chance that crown oscillated a little,—for there are throne-quakes as well as earthquakes,—every time, I say, that rebellion threatened it, a good victory restored tranquillity." 

	"With a few gems added to the crown," said Mazarin. 

	The Comte de Guiche was silent: the king composed his countenance, and Mazarin exchanged looks with Anne of Austria, as if to thank her for her intervention. 

	"It is of no consequence," said Philip, smoothing his hair; "my cousin Charles is not handsome, but he is very brave, and fought like a landsknecht; and if he continues to fight thus, no doubt he will finish by gaining a battle, like Rocroy——" 

	"He has no soldiers," interrupted the Chevalier de Lorraine. 

	"The king of Holland, his ally, will give him some. I would willingly have given him some if I had been king of France." 

	Louis XIV. blushed excessively. Mazarin affected to be more attentive to his game than ever. 

	"By this time," resumed the Comte de Guiche, "the fortune of this unhappy prince is decided. If he has been deceived by Monk, he is ruined. Imprisonment, perhaps death, will finish what exile, battles, and privations have commenced." 

	Mazarin's brow became clouded. 

	"Is it certain," said Louis XIV. "that his majesty Charles II., has quitted the Hague?" 

	"Quite certain, your majesty," replied the young man; "my father has received a letter containing all the details; it is even known that the king has landed at Dover; some fishermen saw him entering the port; the rest is still a mystery." 

	"I should like to know the rest," said Philip, impetuously. "You know,—you, my brother." 

	Louis XIV. colored again. That was the third time within an hour. "Ask my lord cardinal," replied he, in a tone which made Mazarin, Anne of Austria, and everybody else open their eyes. 

	"That means, my son," said Anne of Austria, laughing, "that the king does not like affairs of state to be talked of out of the council." 

	Philip received the reprimand with good grace, and bowed, first smiling at his brother, and then his mother. But Mazarin saw from the corner of his eye that a group was about to be formed in the corner of the room, and that the Duc d'Anjou, with the Comte de Guiche, and the Chevalier de Lorraine, prevented from talking aloud, might say, in a whisper, what it was not convenient should be said. He was beginning, then, to dart at them glances full of mistrust and uneasiness, inviting Anne of Austria to throw perturbation in the midst of the unlawful assembly, when, suddenly, Bernouin, entering from behind the tapestry of the bedroom, whispered in the ear of Mazarin, "Monseigneur, an envoy from his majesty, the king of England." 

	Mazarin could not help exhibiting a slight emotion, which was perceived by the king. To avoid being indiscreet, rather than to appear useless, Louis XIV. rose immediately, and approaching his eminence, wished him good-night. All the assembly had risen with a great noise of rolling of chairs and tables being pushed away. 

	"Let everybody depart by degrees," said Mazarin in a whisper to Louis XIV., "and be so good as to excuse me a few minutes. I am going to dispatch an affair about which I wish to converse with your majesty this very evening." 

	"And the queens?" asked Louis XIV. 

	"And M. le Duc d'Anjou," said his eminence. 

	At the same time he turned round in his ruelle, the curtains of which, in falling, concealed the bed. The cardinal, nevertheless, did not lose sight of the conspirators. 

	"M. le Comte de Guiche," said he, in a fretful voice, whilst putting on, behind the curtain, his dressing-gown, with the assistance of Bernouin. 

	"I am here, my lord," said the young man, as he approached. 

	"Take my cards, you are lucky. Win a little money for me of these gentlemen." 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	The young man sat down at the table from which the king withdrew to talk with the two queens. A serious game was commenced between the comte and several rich courtiers. In the meantime Philip was discussing the questions of dress with the Chevalier de Lorraine, and they had ceased to hear the rustling of the cardinal's silk robe from behind the curtain. His eminence had followed Bernouin into the closet adjoining the bedroom. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 40. An Affair of State 

	The cardinal, on passing into his cabinet, found the Comte de la Fere, who was waiting for him, engaged in admiring a very fine Raphael placed over a sideboard covered with plate. His eminence came in softly, lightly, and silently as a shadow, and surprised the countenance of the comte, as he was accustomed to do, pretending to divine by the simple expression of the face of his interlocutor what would be the result of the conversation. 

	But this time Mazarin was foiled in his expectation: he read nothing upon the face of Athos, not even the respect he was accustomed to see on all faces. Athos was dressed in black, with a simple lacing of silver. He wore the Holy Ghost, the Garter, and the Golden Fleece, three orders of such importance, that a king alone, or else a player, could wear them at once. 

	Mazarin rummaged a long time in his somewhat troubled memory to recall the name he ought to give to this icy figure, but he did not succeed. "I am told," said he, at length, "you have a message from England for me." 

	And he sat down, dismissing Bernouin, who, in his quality of secretary, was getting his pen ready. 

	"On the part of his majesty, the king of England, yes, your eminence." 

	"You speak very good French for an Englishman monsieur," said Mazarin, graciously, looking through his fingers at the Holy Ghost, Garter, and Golden Fleece, but more particularly at the face of the messenger. 

	"I am not an Englishman, but a Frenchman, monsieur le cardinal," replied Athos. 

	"It is remarkable that the king of England should choose a Frenchman for his ambassador; it is an excellent augury. Your name, monsieur, if you please." 

	"Comte de la Fere," replied Athos, bowing more slightly than the ceremonial and pride of the all-powerful minister required. 

	Mazarin bent his shoulders, as if to say:— 

	"I do not know that name." 

	Athos did not alter his carriage. 

	"And you come, monsieur," continued Mazarin, "to tell me——" 

	"I come on the part of his majesty the king of Great Britain to announce to the king of France"—Mazarin frowned—"to announce to the king of France," continued Athos, imperturbably, "the happy restoration of his majesty Charles II. to the throne of his ancestors." 

	This shade did not escape his cunning eminence. Mazarin was too much accustomed to mankind, not to see in the cold and almost haughty politeness of Athos, an index of hostility, which was not of the temperature of that hot-house called a court. 

	"You have powers. I suppose?" asked Mazarin, in a short, querulous tone. 

	"Yes, monseigneur." And the word "monseigneur" came so painfully from the lips of Athos that it might be said it skinned them. 

	Athos took from an embroidered velvet bag which he carried under his doublet a dispatch. The cardinal held out his hand for it. "Your pardon, monseigneur," said Athos. "My dispatch is for the king." 

	"Since you are a Frenchman, monsieur, you ought to know the position of a prime minister at the court of France." 

	"There was a time," replied Athos, "when I occupied myself with the importance of prime ministers, but I have formed, long ago, a resolution to treat no longer with any but the king." 

	"Then, monsieur," said Mazarin, who began to be irritated, "you will neither see the minister nor the king." 

	Mazarin rose. Athos replaced his dispatch in its bag, bowed gravely, and made several steps towards the door. This coolness exasperated Mazarin. "What strange diplomatic proceedings are these!" cried he. "Have we returned to the times when Cromwell sent us bullies in the guise of charges d'affaires? You want nothing monsieur, but the steel cap on your head, and a Bible at your girdle." 

	"Monsieur," said Athos, dryly, "I have never had, as you have, the advantage of treating with Cromwell; and I have only seen his charges d'affaires sword in hand, I am therefore ignorant of how he treated with prime ministers. As for the king of England, Charles II., I know that when he writes to his majesty King Louis XIV., he does not write to his eminence the Cardinal Mazarin. I see no diplomacy in that distinction." 

	"Ah!" cried Mazarin, raising his attenuated hand and striking his head, "I remember now!" Athos looked at him in astonishment. "Yes, that is it!" said the cardinal, continuing to look at his interlocutor; "yes, that is certainly it. I know you now, monsieur. Ah! diavolo! I am no longer astonished." 

	"In fact, I was astonished that, with your eminence's excellent memory," replied Athos, smiling, "you had not recognized me before." 

	"Always refractory and grumbling—monsieur—monsieur—What do they call you? Stop—a name of a river—Potamos; no—the name of an island—Naxos; no, per Giove!—the name of a mountain—Athos! now I have it. Delighted to see you again, and to be no longer at Rueil, where you and your damned companions made me pay ransom. Fronde! still Fronde! accursed Fronde! Oh, what grudges! Why, monsieur, have your antipathies survived mine? If any one had cause to complain, I think it could not be you, who got out of the affair not only in a sound skin, but with the cordon of the Holy Ghost around your neck." 

	"My lord cardinal," replied Athos, "permit me not to enter into considerations of that kind. I have a mission to fulfill. Will you facilitate the means of my fulfilling that mission, or will you not?" 

	"I am astonished," said Mazarin,—quite delighted at having recovered his memory, and bristling with malice—"I am astonished, Monsieur—Athos—that a Frondeur like you should have accepted a mission for the Mazarin, as used to be said in the good old times——" And Mazarin began to laugh, in spite of a painful cough, which cut short his sentences, converting them into sobs. 

	"I have only accepted the mission near the king of France, monsieur le cardinal," retorted the comte, though with less asperity, for he thought he had sufficiently the advantage to show himself moderate. 

	"And yet, Monsieur le Frondeur," said Mazarin gayly, "the affair which you have taken in charge must, from the king——" 

	"With which I have been given in charge, monseigneur. I do not run after affairs." 

	"Be it so. I say that this negotiation must pass through my hands. Let us lose no precious time, then. Tell me the conditions." 

	"I have had the honor of assuring your eminence that only the letter of his majesty King Charles II. contains the revelation of his wishes." 

	"Pooh! you are ridiculous with your obstinacy, Monsieur Athos. It is plain you have kept company with the Puritans yonder. As to your secret, I know it better than you do; and you have done wrongly, perhaps, in not having shown some respect for a very old and suffering man, who has labored much during his life, and kept the field for his ideas as bravely as you have for yours. You will not communicate your letter to me? You will say nothing to me? Very well! Come with me into my chamber; you shall speak to the king—and before the king.—Now, then, one last word: who gave you the Fleece? I remember you passed for having the Garter; but as to the Fleece, I do not know——" 

	"Recently, my lord, Spain, on the occasion of the marriage of his majesty Louis XIV., sent King Charles II. a brevet of the Fleece in blank, Charles II. immediately transmitted it to me, filling up the blank with my name." 

	Mazarin arose, and leaning on the arm of Bernouin, he returned to his ruelle at the moment the name of M. le Prince was being announced. The Prince de Conde, the first prince of the blood, the conqueror of Rocroy, Lens and Nordlingen, was, in fact, entering the apartment of Monseigneur de Mazarin, followed by his gentlemen, and had already saluted the king, when the prime minister raised his curtain. Athos had time to see Raoul pressing the hand of the Comte de Guiche, and send him a smile in return for his respectful bow. He had time, likewise, to see the radiant countenance of the cardinal, when he perceived before him, upon the table, an enormous heap of gold, which the Comte de Guiche had won in a run of luck, after his eminence had confided his cards to him. So forgetting ambassador, embassy and prince, his first thought was of the gold. "What!" cried the old man—"all that—won?" 

	"Some fifty thousand crowns; yes, monseigneur!" replied the Comte de Guiche, rising. "Must I give up my place to your eminence, or shall I continue?" 

	"Give up! give up! you are mad. You would lose all you have won. Peste!" 

	"My lord!" said the Prince de Conde, bowing. 

	"Good-evening, monsieur le prince," said the minister, in a careless tone; "it is very kind of you to visit an old sick friend." 

	"A friend!" murmured the Comte de la Fere, at witnessing with stupor this monstrous alliance of words;—"friends! when the parties are Conde and Mazarin!" 

	Mazarin seemed to divine the thought of the Frondeur, for he smiled upon him with triumph, and immediately,—"Sire," said he to the king, "I have the honor of presenting to your majesty, Monsieur le Comte de la Fere, ambassador from his Britannic majesty. An affair of state, gentlemen," added he, waving his hand to all who filled the chamber, and who, the Prince de Conde at their head, all disappeared at the simple gesture. Raoul, after a last look cast at the comte, followed M. de Conde. Philip of Anjou and the queen appeared to be consulting about departing. 

	"A family affair," said Mazarin, suddenly, detaining them in their seats. "This gentleman is the bearer of a letter in which King Charles II., completely restored to his throne, demands an alliance between Monsieur, the brother of the king, and Mademoiselle Henrietta, grand-daughter of Henry IV. Will you remit your letter of credit to the king, monsieur le comte?" 

	Athos remained for a minute stupefied. How could the minister possibly know the contents of the letter which had never been out of his keeping for a single instant? Nevertheless, always master of himself, he held out the dispatch to the young king, Louis XIV., who took it with a blush. A solemn silence reigned in the cardinal's chamber. It was only troubled by the dull sound of the gold, which Mazarin with his yellow dry hand, piled up in a casket, whilst the king was reading. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 41. The Recital 

	The maliciousness of the cardinal did not leave much for the ambassador to say; nevertheless, the word "restoration" had struck the king, who, addressing the comte, upon whom his eyes had been fixed since his entrance,—"Monsieur," said he, "will you have the kindness to give us some details concerning the affairs of England. You come from that country, you are a Frenchman, and the orders which I see glittering upon your person announce you to be a man of merit as well as a man of quality." 

	"Monsieur," said the cardinal, turning towards the queen-mother, "is an ancient servant of your majesty's, Monsieur le Comte de la Fere." 

	Anne of Austria was as oblivious as a queen whose life had been mingled with fine and stormy days. She looked at Mazarin, whose evil smile promised her something disagreeable; then she solicited from Athos, by another look, an explanation. 

	"Monsieur," continued the cardinal, "was a Treville musketeer, in the service of the late king. Monsieur is well acquainted with England, whither he has made several voyages at various periods; he is a subject of the highest merit." 

	These words made allusion to all the memories which Anne of Austria trembled to evoke. England, that was her hatred of Richelieu and her love for Buckingham; a Treville musketeer, that was the whole Odyssey of the triumphs which had made the heart of the young woman throb, and of the dangers which had been so near overturning the throne of the young queen. These words had much power, for they rendered mute and attentive all the royal personages, who, with very various sentiments, set about recomposing at the same time the mysteries which the young had not seen, and which the old had believed to be forever effaced. 

	"Speak, monsieur," said Louis XIV., the first to escape from troubles, suspicions, and remembrances. 

	"Yes, speak," added Mazarin, to whom the little malicious thrust directed against Anne of Austria had restored energy and gayety. 

	"Sire," said the comte, "a sort of miracle has changed the whole destiny of Charles II. That which men, till that time, had been unable to do, God resolved to accomplish." 

	Mazarin coughed while tossing about in his bed. 

	"King Charles II.," continued Athos, "left the Hague neither as a fugitive nor a conqueror, but as an absolute king, who, after a distant voyage from his kingdom, returns amidst universal benedictions." 

	"A great miracle, indeed," said Mazarin; "for, if the news was true, King Charles II., who has just returned amidst benedictions, went away amidst musket-shots." 

	The king remained impassible. Philip, younger and more frivolous, could not repress a smile, which flattered Mazarin as an applause of his pleasantry. 

	"It is plain," said the king, "there is a miracle; but God, who does so much for kings, monsieur le comte, nevertheless employs the hand of man to bring about the triumph of His designs. To what men does Charles II. principally owe his re-establishment?" 

	"Why," interrupted Mazarin, without any regard for the king's pride—"does not your majesty know that it is to M. Monk?" 

	"I ought to know it," replied Louis XIV., resolutely; "and yet I ask my lord ambassador the causes of the change in this General Monk?" 

	"And your majesty touches precisely the question," replied Athos, "for without the miracle of which I have had the honor to speak, General Monk would probably have remained an implacable enemy of Charles II. God willed that a strange, bold, and ingenious idea should enter into the mind of a certain man, whilst a devoted and courageous idea took possession of the mind of another man. The combinations of these two ideas brought about such a change in the position of M. Monk, that, from an inveterate enemy, he became a friend to the deposed king." 

	"These are exactly the details I asked for," said the king. "Who and what are the two men of whom you speak?" 

	"Two Frenchmen, sire." 

	"Indeed! I am glad of that." 

	"And the two ideas," said Mazarin;—"I am more curious about ideas than about men, for my part." 

	"Yes," murmured the king. 

	"The second idea, the devoted, reasonable idea—the least important, sir—was to go and dig up a million in gold, buried by King Charles I. at Newcastle, and to purchase with that gold the adherence of Monk." 

	"Oh, oh!" said Mazarin, reanimated by the word million. "But Newcastle was at the time occupied by Monk." 

	"Yes, monsieur le cardinal, and that is why I venture to call the idea courageous as well as devoted. It was necessary, if Monk refused the offers of the negotiator, to reinstate King Charles II. in possession of this million, which was to be torn, as it were, from the loyalty and not the royalism of General Monk. This was effected in spite of many difficulties: the general proved to be loyal, and allowed the money to be taken away." 

	"It seems to me," said the timid, thoughtful king, "that Charles II. could not have known of this million whilst he was in Paris." 

	"It seems to me," rejoined the cardinal, maliciously, "that his majesty the king of Great Britain knew perfectly well of this million, but that he preferred having two millions to having one." 

	"Sire," said Athos, firmly, "the king of England, whilst in France, was so poor that he had not even money to take the post; so destitute of hope that he frequently thought of dying. He was so entirely ignorant of the existence of the million at Newcastle, that but for a gentleman—one of your majesty's subjects—the moral depositary of the million, who revealed the secret to King Charles II., that prince would still be vegetating in the most cruel forgetfulness." 

	"Let us pass on to the strange, bold and ingenious idea," interrupted Mazarin, whose sagacity foresaw a check. "What was that idea?" 

	"This—M. Monk formed the only obstacle to the re-establishment of the fallen king. A Frenchman imagined the idea of suppressing this obstacle." 

	"Oh! oh! but he is a scoundrel, that Frenchman," said Mazarin, "and the idea is not so ingenious as to prevent its author being tied up by the neck at the Place de Greve, by decree of the parliament." 

	"Your eminence is mistaken," replied Athos, dryly; "I did not say that the Frenchman in question had resolved to assassinate M. Monk, but only to suppress him. The words of the French language have a value which the gentlemen of France know perfectly. Besides, this is an affair of war; and when men serve kings against their enemies they are not to be condemned by a parliament—God is their judge. This French gentleman, then, formed the idea of gaining possession of the person of Monk, and he executed his plan." 

	The king became animated at the recital of great actions. The king's younger brother struck the table with his hand, exclaiming, "Ah! that is fine!" 

	"He carried off Monk?" said the king. "Why, Monk was in his camp." 

	"And the gentleman was alone, sire." 

	"That is marvelous!" said Philip. 

	"Marvelous, indeed!" cried the king. 

	"Good! There are the two little lions unchained," murmured the cardinal. And with an air of spite, which he did not dissemble: "I am unacquainted with these details, will you guarantee their authenticity, monsieur?" 

	"All the more easily, my lord cardinal, from having seen the events." 

	"You have?" 

	"Yes, monseigneur." 

	The king had involuntarily drawn close to the count, the Duc d'Anjou had turned sharply round, and pressed Athos on the other side. 

	"What next? monsieur, what next?" cried they both at the same time. 

	"Sire, M. Monk, being taken by the Frenchman, was brought to King Charles II., at the Hague. The king gave back his freedom to Monk, and the grateful general, in return, gave Charles II. the throne of Great Britain, for which so many valiant men had fought in vain." 

	Philip clapped his hands with enthusiasm; Louis XIV., more reflective, turned towards the Comte de la Fere. 

	"Is this true," said he, "in all its details?" 

	"Absolutely true, sire." 

	"That one of my gentlemen knew the secret of the million, and kept it?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"The name of that gentleman?" 

	"It was your humble servant," said Athos, simply, and bowing. 

	A murmur of admiration made the heart of Athos swell with pleasure. He had reason to be proud, at least. Mazarin, himself, had raised his arms towards heaven. 

	"Monsieur," said the king, "I shall seek, and find means to reward you." Athos made a movement. "Oh, not for your honesty, to be paid for that would humiliate you, but I owe you a reward for having participated in the restoration of my brother, King Charles II." 

	"Certainly," said Mazarin. 

	"It is the triumph of a good cause which fills the whole house of France with joy," said Anne of Austria. 

	"I continue," said Louis XIV. "Is it also true that a single man penetrated to Monk, in his camp, and carried him off?" 

	"That man had ten auxiliaries, taken from a very inferior rank." 

	"And nothing but them?" 

	"Nothing more." 

	"And he is named?" 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan, formerly lieutenant of the musketeers of your majesty." 

	Anne of Austria colored; Mazarin became yellow with shame; Louis XIV. was deeply thoughtful, and a drop of moisture fell from his pale brow. "What men!" murmured he. And, involuntarily, he darted a glance at the minister which would have terrified him, if Mazarin, at the moment, had not concealed his head under his pillow. 

	"Monsieur," said the young Duc d'Anjou, placing his hand, delicate and white as that of a woman, upon the arm of Athos, "tell that brave man, I beg you, that Monsieur, brother of the king, will to-morrow drink his health before five hundred of the best gentlemen of France." And, on finishing these words, the young man, perceiving that his enthusiasm had deranged one of his ruffles, set to work to put it to rights with the greatest care imaginable. 

	"Let us resume business, sire," interrupted Mazarin who never was enthusiastic, and who wore no ruffles. 

	"Yes, monsieur," replied Louis XIV. "Pursue your communication, monsieur le comte," added he, turning towards Athos. 

	Athos immediately began and offered in due form the hand of the Princess Henrietta Stuart to the young prince, the king's brother. The conference lasted an hour; after which the doors of the chamber were thrown open to the courtiers, who resumed their places as if nothing had been kept from them in the occupations of that evening. Athos then found himself again with Raoul, and the father and son were able to clasp each other's hands. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 42. In which Mazarin becomes Prodigal 

	Whilst Mazarin was endeavoring to recover from the serious alarm he had just experienced, Athos and Raoul were exchanging a few words in a corner of the apartment. "Well, here you are at Paris, then, Raoul?" said the comte. 

	"Yes, monsieur, since the return of M. le Prince." 

	"I cannot converse freely with you here, because we are observed; but I shall return home presently, and shall expect you as soon as your duty permits." 

	Raoul bowed, and, at that moment, M. le Prince came up to them. The prince had that clear and keen look which distinguishes birds of prey of the noble species; his physiognomy itself presented several distinct traits of this resemblance. It is known that in the Prince de Conde, the aquiline nose rose out sharply and incisively from a brow slightly retreating, rather low than high, and according to the railers of the court,—a pitiless race even for genius,—constituted rather an eagle's beak than a human nose, in the heir of the illustrious princes of the house of Conde. This penetrating look, this imperious expression of the whole countenance generally disturbed those to whom the prince spoke, more than either majesty or regular beauty could have done in the conqueror of Rocroy. Besides this, the fire mounted so suddenly to his projecting eyes, that with the prince every sort of animation resembled passion. Now, on account of his rank, everybody at the court respected M. le Prince, and many even, seeing only the man, carried their respect as far as terror. 

	Louis de Conde then advanced towards the Comte de la Fere and Raoul, with the marked intention of being saluted by the one, and of speaking to the other. No man bowed with more reserved grace than the Comte de la Fere. He disdained to put into a salutation all the shades which a courtier ordinarily borrows from the same color—the desire to please. Athos knew his own personal value, and bowed to the prince like a man, correcting by something sympathetic and undefinable that which might have appeared offensive to the pride of the highest rank in the inflexibility of his attitude. The prince was about to speak to Raoul. Athos forestalled him. "If M. le Vicomte de Bragelonne," said he, "were not one of the humble servants of your royal highness, I would beg him to pronounce my name before you—mon prince." 

	
"I have the honor to address Monsieur le Comte de la Fere," said Conde instantly. 

	"My protector," added Raoul, blushing. 

	"One of the most honorable men in the kingdom," continued the prince; "one of the first gentlemen of France, and of whom I have heard so much that I have frequently desired to number him among my friends." 

	"An honour of which I should be unworthy," replied Athos, "but for the respect and admiration I entertain for your royal highness." 

	"Monsieur de Bragelonne," said the prince, "is a good officer, and it is plainly seen that he has been to a good school. Ah, monsieur le comte, in your time, generals had soldiers!" 

	"That is true, my lord, but nowadays soldiers have generals." 

	This compliment, which savored so little of flattery, gave a thrill of joy to the man whom already Europe considered a hero; and who might be thought to be satiated with praise. 

	"I regret very much," continued the prince, "that you should have retired from the service, monsieur le comte, for it is more than probable that the king will soon have a war with Holland or England, and opportunities for distinguishing himself would not be wanting for a man who, like you, knows Great Britain as well as you do France." 

	"I believe I may say, monseigneur, that I have acted wisely in retiring from the service," said Athos, smiling. "France and Great Britain will henceforward live like two sisters, if I can trust my presentiments." 

	"Your presentiments?" 

	"Stop, monseigneur, listen to what is being said yonder, at the table of my lord the cardinal." 

	"Where they are playing?" 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	The cardinal had just raised himself on one elbow, and made a sign to the king's brother, who went to him. 

	"My lord," said the cardinal, "pick up, if you please, all those gold crowns." And he pointed to the enormous pile of yellow and glittering pieces which the Comte de Guiche had raised by degrees before him by a surprising run of luck at play. 

	"For me?" cried the Duc d'Anjou. 

	"Those fifty thousand crowns; yes, monseigneur, they are yours." 

	"Do you give them to me?" 

	"I have been playing on your account, monseigneur," replied the cardinal, getting weaker and weaker, as if this effort of giving money had exhausted all his physical and moral faculties. 

	"Oh, good heavens!" exclaimed Philip, wild with joy, "what a fortunate day!" And he himself, making a rake of his fingers, drew a part of the sum into his pockets, which he filled, and still full a third remained on the table. 

	"Chevalier," said Philip to his favorite, the Chevalier de Lorraine, "come hither, chevalier." The favorite quickly obeyed. "Pocket the rest," said the young prince. 

	This singular scene was considered by the persons present only as a touching kind of family fete. The cardinal assumed the airs of a father with the sons of France, and the two young princes had grown up under his wing. No one then imputed to pride, or even impertinence, as would be done nowadays, this liberality on the part of the first minister. The courtiers were satisfied with envying the prince.—The king turned away his head. 

	"I never had so much money before," said the young prince, joyously, as he crossed the chamber with his favorite to go to his carriage. "No, never! What a weight these crowns are!" 

	"But why has monsieur le cardinal given all this money at once?" asked M. le Prince of the Comte de la Fere. "He must be very ill, the dear cardinal!" 

	"Yes, my lord, very ill; without doubt; he looks very ill, as your royal highness may perceive." 

	"But surely he will die of it. A hundred and fifty thousand crowns! Oh, it is incredible! But, comte tell me a reason for it?" 

	"Patience, monseigneur, I beg of you. Here comes M. le Duc d'Anjou, talking with the Chevalier de Lorraine; I should not be surprised if they spared us the trouble of being indiscreet. Listen to them." 

	In fact the chevalier said to the prince in a low voice, "My lord, it is not natural for M. Mazarin to give you so much money. Take care! you will let some of the pieces fall, my lord. What design has the cardinal upon you to make him so generous?" 

	"As I said," whispered Athos in the prince's ear; "that, perhaps, is the best reply to your question." 

	"Tell me, my lord," repeated the chevalier impatiently, as he was calculating, by weighing them in his pocket, the quota of the sum which had fallen to his share by rebound. 

	"My dear chevalier, a wedding present." 

	"How a wedding present?" 

	"Eh! yes, I am going to be married," replied the Duc d'Anjou, without perceiving, at the moment, he was passing the prince and Athos, who both bowed respectfully. 

	The chevalier darted at the young duke a glance so strange, and so malicious, that the Comte de la Fere quite started on beholding it. 

	"You! you to be married!" repeated he; "oh! that's impossible. You would not commit such a folly!" 

	"Bah! I don't do it myself; I am made to do it," replied the Duc d'Anjou. "But come, quick! let us get rid of our money." Thereupon he disappeared with his companion, laughing and talking, whilst all heads were bowed on his passage. 

	"Then," whispered the prince to Athos, "that is the secret." 

	"It was not I that told you so, my lord." 

	"He is to marry the sister of Charles II.?" 

	"I believe so." 

	The prince reflected for a moment, and his eye shot forth one of its not unfrequent flashes. "Humph!" said he slowly, as if speaking to himself; "our swords are once more to be hung on the wall—for a long time!" and he sighed. 

	All that sigh contained of ambition silently stifled, of extinguished illusions and disappointed hopes, Athos alone divined, for he alone had heard that sigh. Immediately after, the prince took leave and the king left the apartment. Athos, by a sign made to Bragelonne, renewed the desire he had expressed at the beginning of the scene. By degrees the chamber was deserted, and Mazarin was left alone, a prey to suffering which he could no longer dissemble. "Bernouin! Bernouin!" cried he, in a broken voice. 

	"What does monseigneur want?" 

	"Guenaud—let Guenaud be sent for," said his eminence. "I think I'm dying." 

	Bernouin, in great terror, rushed into the cabinet to give the order, and the piqueur, who hastened to fetch the physician, passed the king's carriage in the Rue Saint Honore. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 43. Guenaud 

	The cardinal's order was pressing; Guenaud quickly obeyed it. He found his patient stretched on his bed, his legs swelled, his face livid, and his stomach collapsed. Mazarin had a severe attack of gout. He suffered tortures with the impatience of a man who has not been accustomed to resistances. On seeing Guenaud: "Ah!" said he; "now I am saved!" 

	Guenaud was a very learned and circumspect man, who stood in no need of the critiques of Boileau to obtain a reputation. When facing a disease, if it were personified in a king, he treated the patient as a Turk treats a Moor. He did not, therefore, reply to Mazarin as the minister expected: "Here is the doctor; good-bye disease!" On the contrary, on examining his patient, with a very serious air: 

	"Oh! oh!" said he. 

	"Eh! what! Guenaud! How you look at me!" 

	"I look as I should on seeing your complaint, my lord; it is a very dangerous one." 

	"The gout—oh! yes, the gout." 

	"With complications, my lord" 

	Mazarin raised himself upon his elbow, and, questioning by look and gesture: "What do you mean by that? Am I worse than I believe myself to be?" 

	"My lord," said Guenaud, seating himself beside the bed, "your eminence has worked very hard during your life; your eminence has suffered much." 

	"But I am not old, I fancy. The late M. de Richelieu was but seventeen months younger than I am when he died, and died of a mortal disease. I am young, Guenaud: remember, I am scarcely fifty-two." 

	"Oh! my lord, you are much more than that. How long did the Fronde last?" 

	"For what purpose do you put such a question to me?" 

	"For a medical calculation, monseigneur." 

	"Well, some ten years—off and on." 

	"Very well, be kind enough to reckon every year of the Fronde as three years—that makes thirty; now twenty and fifty-two makes seventy-two years. You are seventy-two, my lord; and that is a great age." 

	Whilst saying this, he felt the pulse of his patient. This pulse was full of such fatal indications, that the physician continued, notwithstanding the interruptions of the patient: "Put down the years of the Fronde at four each, and you have lived eighty-two years." 

	"Are you speaking seriously, Guenaud?" 

	"Alas! yes, monseigneur." 

	"You take a roundabout way, then, to inform me that I am very ill?" 

	"Ma foi! yes, my lord, and with a man of the mind and courage of your eminence, it ought not to be necessary to do." 

	The cardinal breathed with such difficulty that he inspired pity even in a pitiless physician. "There are diseases and diseases," resumed Mazarin. "From some of them people escape." 

	"That is true, my lord." 

	"Is it not?" cried Mazarin, almost joyously; "for, in short, what else would be the use of power, of strength of will? What would the use of genius be—your genius, Guenaud? What would be the use of science and art, if the patient, who disposes of all that, cannot be saved from peril?" 

	Guenaud was about to open his mouth, but Mazarin continued: 

	"Remember," said he, "I am the most confiding of your patients; remember I obey you blindly, and that consequently——" 

	"I know all that," said Guenaud. 

	"I shall be cured, then?" 

	"Monseigneur, there is neither strength of will, nor power, nor genius, nor science that can resist a disease which God doubtless sends, or which He casts upon the earth at the creation, with full power to destroy and kill mankind. When the disease is mortal, it kills, and nothing can——" 

	"Is—my—disease—mortal?" asked Mazarin. 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	His eminence sank down for a moment, like an unfortunate wretch who is crushed by a falling column. But the spirit of Mazarin was a strong one, or rather his mind was a firm one. "Guenaud," said he, recovering from his first shock, "you will permit me to appeal from your judgment. I will call together the most learned men of Europe: I will consult them. I will live, in short, by the virtue of I care not what remedy." 

	"My lord must not suppose," said Guenaud, "that I have the presumption to pronounce alone upon an existence so valuable as yours. I have already assembled all the good physicians and practitioners of France and Europe. There were twelve of them." 

	"And they said——" 

	"They said that your eminence was suffering from a mortal disease; I have the consultation signed in my portfolio. If your eminence will please to see it, you will find the names of all the incurable diseases we have met with. There is first——" 

	"No, no!" cried Mazarin, pushing away the paper. "No, no, Guenaud, I yield! I yield!" And a profound silence, during which the cardinal resumed his senses and recovered his strength, succeeded to the agitation of this scene. "There is another thing," murmured Mazarin; "there are empirics and charlatans. In my country, those whom physicians abandon run the chance of a quack, who kills them ten times but saves them a hundred times." 

	"Has not your eminence observed, that during the last month I have changed my remedies ten times?" 

	"Yes. Well?" 

	"Well, I have spent fifty thousand crowns in purchasing the secrets of all these fellows: the list is exhausted, and so is my purse. You are not cured; and but for my art, you would be dead." 

	"That ends it!" murmured the cardinal; "that ends it." And he threw a melancholy look upon the riches which surrounded him. "And must I quit all that?" sighed he. "I am dying, Guenaud! I am dying!" 

	"Oh! not yet, my lord," said the physician. 

	Mazarin seized his hand. "In what time?" asked he, fixing his two large eyes upon the impassible countenance of the physician. 

	"My lord, we never tell that." 

	"To ordinary men, perhaps not;—but to me—to me, whose every minute is worth a treasure. Tell me, Guenaud, tell me!" 

	"No, no, my lord." 

	"I insist upon it, I tell you. Oh! give me a month and for every one of those thirty days I will pay you a hundred thousand crowns." 

	"My lord," replied Guenaud, in a firm voice, "it is God who can give you days of grace, and not I. God only allows you a fortnight." 

	The cardinal breathed a painful sigh, and sank back upon his pillow, murmuring, "Thank you, Guenaud, thank you!" 

	The physician was about to depart; the dying man, raising himself up: "Silence!" said he, with flaming eyes, "silence!" 

	"My lord, I have known this secret two months; you see that I have kept it faithfully." 

	"Go, Guenaud, I will take care of your fortunes, go and tell Brienne to send me a clerk called M. Colbert. Go!" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 44. Colbert 

	Colbert was not far off. During the whole evening he had remained in one of the corridors, chatting with Bernouin and Brienne, and commenting, with the ordinary skill of people of a court, upon the news which developed like air-bubbles upon the water, on the surface of each event. It is doubtless time to trace, in a few words, one of the most interesting portraits of the age, and to trace it with as much truth, perhaps, as contemporary painters have been able to do. Colbert was a man in whom the historian and the moralist have an equal right. 

	He was thirteen years older than Louis XIV., his future master. Of middle height, rather lean than otherwise, he had deep-set eyes, a mean appearance, his hair was coarse, black and thin, which, say the biographers of his time, made him take early to the skull-cap. A look of severity, or harshness even, a sort of stiffness, which, with inferiors, was pride, with superiors an affectation of superior virtue; a surly cast of countenance upon all occasions, even when looking at himself in a glass alone—such is the exterior of this personage. As to the moral part of his character, the depth of his talent for accounts, and his ingenuity in making sterility itself productive, were much boasted of. Colbert had formed the idea of forcing governors of frontier places to feed the garrisons without pay, with what they drew from contributions. Such a valuable quality made Mazarin think of replacing Joubert, his intendant, who had recently died, by M. Colbert, who had such skill in nibbling down allowances. Colbert by degrees crept into court, notwithstanding his lowly birth, for he was the son of a man who sold wine as his father had done, but who afterwards sold cloth, and then silk stuffs. Colbert, destined for trade, had been clerk in Lyons to a merchant, whom he had quitted to come to Paris in the office of a Chatelet procureur named Biterne. It was here he learned the art of drawing up an account, and the much more valuable one of complicating it. 

	This stiffness of manner in Colbert had been of great service to him; it is so true that Fortune, when she has a caprice, resembles those women of antiquity, who, when they had a fancy, were disgusted by no physical or moral defects in either men or things. Colbert, placed with Michel Letellier, secretary of state in 1648, by his cousin Colbert, Seigneur de Saint-Penange, who protected him, received one day from the minister a commission for Cardinal Mazarin. His eminence was then in the enjoyment of flourishing health, and the bad years of the Fronde had not yet counted triple and quadruple for him. He was at Sedan, very much annoyed at a court intrigue in which Anne of Austria seemed inclined to desert his cause. 

	Of this intrigue Letellier held the thread. He had just received a letter from Anne of Austria, a letter very valuable to him, and strongly compromising Mazarin; but, as he already played the double part which served him so well, and by which he always managed two enemies so as to draw advantage from both, either by embroiling them more and more or by reconciling them, Michel Letellier wished to send Anne of Austria's letter to Mazarin, in order that he might be acquainted with it, and consequently pleased with his having so willingly rendered him a service. To send the letter was an easy matter; to recover it again, after having communicated it, that was the difficulty. Letellier cast his eyes around him, and seeing the black and meager clerk with the scowling brow, scribbling away in his office, he preferred him to the best gendarme for the execution of this design. 

	Colbert was commanded to set out for Sedan, with positive orders to carry the letter to Mazarin, and bring it back to Letellier. He listened to his orders with scrupulous attention, required the instructions to be repeated twice, and was particular in learning whether the bringing back was as necessary as the communicating, and Letellier replied sternly, "More necessary." Then he set out, traveled like a courier, without any care for his body, and placed in the hands of Mazarin, first a letter from Letellier, which announced to the cardinal the sending of the precious letter, and then that letter itself. Mazarin colored greatly whilst reading Anne of Austria's letter, gave Colbert a gracious smile and dismissed him. 

	"When shall I have the answer, monseigneur?" 

	"To-morrow." 

	"To-morrow morning?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	The clerk turned upon his heel, after making his very best bow. The next day he was at his post at seven o'clock. Mazarin made him wait till ten. He remained patiently in the ante-chamber; his turn having come, he entered; Mazarin gave him a sealed packet. On the envelope of this packet were these words:—Monsieur Michel Letellier, etc. Colbert looked at the packet with much attention; the cardinal put on a pleasant countenance and pushed him towards the door. 

	"And the letter of the queen-mother, my lord?" asked Colbert. 

	"It is with the rest, in the packet," said Mazarin. 

	"Oh! very well," replied Colbert, and placing his hat between his knees, he began to unseal the packet. 

	Mazarin uttered a cry. "What are you doing?" said he, angrily. 

	"I am unsealing the packet, my lord." 

	"You mistrust me, then, master pedant, do you? Did any one ever see such impertinence?" 

	"Oh! my lord, do not be angry with me! It is certainly not your eminence's word I place in doubt, God forbid!" 

	"What then?" 

	"It is the carefulness of your chancery, my lord. What is a letter? A rag. May not a rag be forgotten? And look, my lord, look if I was not right. Your clerks have forgotten the rag; the letter is not in the packet." 

	"You are an insolent fellow, and you have not looked," cried Mazarin, very angrily, "begone and wait my pleasure." Whilst saying these words, with perfectly Italian subtlety he snatched the packet from the hands of Colbert, and re-entered his apartments. 

	But this anger could not last so long as not to be replaced in time by reason. Mazarin, every morning, on opening his closet door, found the figure of Colbert like a sentinel behind the bench, and this disagreeable figure never failed to ask him humbly, but with tenacity, for the queen-mother's letter. Mazarin could hold out no longer, and was obliged to give it up. He accompanied this restitution with a most severe reprimand, during which Colbert contented himself with examining, feeling, even smelling, as it were, the paper, the characters, and the signature, neither more nor less than if he had to deal with the greatest forger in the kingdom. Mazarin behaved still more rudely to him, but Colbert, still impassible, having obtained a certainty that the letter was the true one, went off as if he had been deaf. This conduct obtained for him afterwards the post of Joubert; for Mazarin, instead of bearing malice, admired him, and was desirous of attaching so much fidelity to himself. 

	It may be judged by this single anecdote, what the character of Colbert was. Events, developing themselves, by degrees allowed all the powers of his mind to act freely. Colbert was not long in insinuating himself into the good graces of the cardinal: he became even indispensable to him. The clerk was acquainted with all his accounts without the cardinal's ever having spoken to him about them. This secret between them was a powerful tie, and this was why, when about to appear before the Master of another world, Mazarin was desirous of taking good counsel in disposing of the wealth he was so unwillingly obliged to leave in this world. After the visit of Guenaud, he therefore sent for Colbert, desired him to sit down, and said to him: "Let us converse, Monsieur Colbert, and seriously, for I am very ill, and I may chance to die." 

	"Man is mortal," replied Colbert. 

	"I have always remembered that, M. Colbert, and I have worked with that end in view. You know that I have amassed a little wealth." 

	"I know you have, monseigneur." 

	"At how much do you estimate, as near as you can, the amount of this wealth, M. Colbert?" 

	"At forty millions, five hundred and sixty thousand, two hundred livres, nine cents, eight farthings," replied Colbert. 

	The cardinal heaved a deep sigh, and looked at Colbert with wonder, but he allowed a smile to steal across his lips. 

	"Known money," added Colbert, in reply to that smile. 

	The cardinal gave quite a start in bed. "What do you mean by that?" said he. 

	"I mean," said Colbert, "that besides those forty millions, five hundred and sixty thousand, two hundred livres, nine cents, eight farthings, there are thirteen millions that are not known." 

	"Ouf!" sighed Mazarin, "what a man!" 

	At this moment the head of Bernouin appeared through the embrasure of the door. 

	"What is it?" asked Mazarin, "and why do you disturb me?" 

	"The Theatin father, your eminence's director, was sent for this evening; and he cannot come again to my lord till after to-morrow." 

	Mazarin looked at Colbert, who rose and took his hat saying: "I shall come again, my lord." 

	Mazarin hesitated. "No, no," said he; "I have as much business to transact with you as with him. Besides, you are my other confessor—and what I have to say to one the other may hear. Remain where you are, Colbert." 

	"But, my lord, if there be no secret of penitence, will the director consent to my being here?" 

	"Do not trouble yourself about that; come into the ruelle." 

	"I can wait outside, monseigneur." 

	"No, no, it will do you good to hear the confession of a rich man." 

	Colbert bowed and went into the ruelle. 

	"Introduce the Theatin father," said Mazarin, closing the curtains. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 45. Confession of a Man of Wealth 

	The Theatin entered deliberately, without being too much astonished at the noise and agitation which anxiety for the cardinal's health had raised in his household. "Come in, my reverend father," said Mazarin, after a last look at the ruelle, "come in and console me." 

	"That is my duty, my lord," replied the Theatin. 

	"Begin by sitting down, and making yourself comfortable, for I am going to begin with a general confession, you will afterwards give me a good absolution, and I shall believe myself more tranquil." 

	"My lord," said the father, "you are not so ill as to make a general confession urgent—and it will be very fatiguing—take care." 

	"You suspect then, that it may be long, father" 

	"How can I think it otherwise, when a man has lived so completely as your eminence has done?" 

	"Ah! that is true!—yes—the recital may be long." 

	"The mercy of God is great," snuffled the Theatin. 

	"Stop," said Mazarin; "there I begin to terrify myself with having allowed so many things to pass which the Lord might reprove." 

	"Is not that always so?" said the Theatin naively, removing further from the lamp his thin pointed face, like that of a mole. "Sinners are so forgetful beforehand, and scrupulous when it is too late." 

	"Sinners?" replied Mazarin. "Do you use that word ironically, and to reproach me with all the genealogies I have allowed to be made on my account—I—the son of a fisherman, in fact?" * 

	 

	     * This is quite untranslatable—it being a play upon the

	     words pecheur, a sinner, and pecheur, a fisherman. It is in

	     very bad taste.—TRANS.

	 

	"Hum!" said the Theatin. 

	"That is a first sin, father; for I have allowed myself made to descend from two old Roman consuls, S. Geganius Macerinus 1st, Macerinus 2d, and Proculus Macerinus 3d, of whom the Chronicle of Haolander speaks. From Macerinus to Mazarin the proximity was tempting. Macerinus, a diminutive, means leanish, poorish, out of case. Oh! reverend father! Mazarini may now be carried to the augmentative Maigre, thin as Lazarus. Look!" and he showed his fleshless arms. 

	"In your having been born of a family of fishermen I see nothing injurious to you; for—St. Peter was a fisherman; and if you are a prince of the church, my lord, he was the supreme head of it. Pass on, if you please." 

	"So much the more for my having threatened with the Bastile a certain Bounet, a priest of Avignon, who wanted to publish a genealogy of the Casa Mazarini much too marvelous." 

	"To be probable?" replied the Theatin. 

	"Oh! if I had acted up to his idea, father, that would have been the vice of pride—another sin." 

	"It was excess of wit, and a person is not to be reproached with such sorts of abuses. Pass on, pass on!" 

	"I was all pride. Look you, father, I will endeavor to divide that into capital sins." 

	"I like divisions, when well made." 

	"I am glad of that. You must know that in 1630—alas! that is thirty-one years ago——" 

	"You were then twenty-nine years old, monseigneur." 

	"A hot-headed age. I was then something of a soldier, and I threw myself at Casal into the arquebuscades, to show that I rode on horseback as well as an officer. It is true, I restored peace between the French and the Spaniards. That redeems my sin a little." 

	"I see no sin in being able to ride well on horseback," said the Theatin; "that is in perfect good taste, and does honor to our gown. As a Christian, I approve of your having prevented the effusion of blood; as a monk I am proud of the bravery a monk has exhibited." 

	Mazarin bowed his head humbly. "Yes," said he, "but the consequences?" 

	"What consequences?" 

	"Eh! that damned sin of pride has roots without end. From the time that I threw myself in that manner between two armies, that I had smelt powder and faced lines of soldiers, I have held generals a little in contempt." 

	"Ah!" said the father. 

	"There is the evil; so that I have not found one endurable since that time." 

	"The fact is," said the Theatin, "that the generals we have had have not been remarkable." 

	"Oh!" cried Mazarin, "there was Monsieur le Prince. I have tormented him thoroughly." 

	"He is not much to be pitied: he has acquired sufficient glory, and sufficient wealth." 

	"That may be, for Monsieur le Prince; but M. Beaufort, for example—whom I held suffering so long in the dungeon of Vincennes?" 

	"Ah! but he was a rebel, and the safety of the state required that you should make a sacrifice. Pass on!" 

	"I believe I have exhausted pride. There is another sin which I am afraid to qualify." 

	"I can qualify it myself. Tell it." 

	"A great sin, reverend father!" 

	"We shall judge, monseigneur." 

	"You cannot fail to have heard of certain relations which I have had—with her majesty the queen-mother;—the malevolent——" 

	"The malevolent, my lord, are fools. Was it not necessary for the good of the state and the interests of the young king, that you should live in good intelligence with the queen? Pass on, pass on!" 

	"I assure you," said Mazarin, "you remove a terrible weight from my breast." 

	"These are all trifles!—look for something serious." 

	"I have had much ambition, father." 

	"That is the march of great minds and things, my lord." 

	"Even the longing for the tiara?" 

	"To be pope is to be the first of Christians. Why should you not desire that?" 

	"It has been printed that, to gain that object, I had sold Cambria to the Spaniards." 

	"You have, perhaps, yourself written pamphlets without severely persecuting pamphleteers." 

	"Then, reverend father, I have truly a clean breast. I feel nothing remaining but slight peccadilloes." 

	"What are they?" 

	"Play." 

	"That is rather worldly: but you were obliged by the duties of greatness to keep a good house." 

	"I like to win." 

	"No player plays to lose." 

	"I cheated a little." 

	"You took your advantage. Pass on." 

	"Well! reverend father, I feel nothing else upon my conscience. Give me absolution, and my soul will be able, when God shall please to call it, to mount without obstacle to the throne——" 

	The Theatin moved neither his arms nor his lips. "What are you waiting for, father?" said Mazarin. 

	"I am waiting for the end." 

	"The end of what?" 

	"Of the confession, monsieur." 

	"But I have ended." 

	"Oh, no; your eminence is mistaken." 

	"Not that I know of." 

	"Search diligently." 

	"I have searched as well as possible." 

	"Then I shall assist your memory." 

	"Do." 

	The Theatin coughed several times. "You have said nothing of avarice, another capital sin, nor of those millions," said he. 

	"What millions, father?" 

	"Why, those you possess, my lord." 

	"Father, that money is mine, why should I speak to you about that?" 

	"Because, see you, our opinions differ. You say that money is yours, whilst I—I believe it is rather the property of others." 

	Mazarin lifted his cold hand to his brow, which was beaded with perspiration. "How so?" stammered he. 

	"This way. Your excellency has gained much wealth—in the service of the king." 

	"Hum! much—that is, not too much." 

	"Whatever it may be, whence came that wealth? 

	"From the state." 

	"The state, that is the king." 

	"But what do you conclude from that, father?" said Mazarin, who began to tremble. 

	"I cannot conclude without seeing a list of the riches you possess. Let us reckon a little, if you please. You have the bishopric of Metz?" 

	"Yes." 

	"The abbeys of St. Clement, St. Arnould, and St. Vincent, all at Metz?" 

	"Yes." 

	"You have the abbey of St. Denis, in France, a magnificent property?" 

	"Yes, father." 

	"You have the abbey of Cluny, which is rich?" 

	"I have." 

	"That of St. Medard at Soissons, with a revenue of one hundred thousand livres?" 

	"I cannot deny it." 

	"That of St. Victor, at Marseilles,—one of the best in the south?" 

	"Yes, father." 

	"A good million a year. With the emoluments of the cardinalship and the ministry, I say too little when I say two millions a year." 

	"Eh!" 

	"In ten years that is twenty millions,—and twenty millions put out at fifty per cent give, by progression, twenty-three millions in ten years." 

	"How well you reckon for a Theatin!" 

	"Since your eminence placed our order in the convent we occupy, near St. Germain des Pres, in 1641, I have kept the accounts of the society." 

	"And mine likewise, apparently, father." 

	"One ought to know a little of everything, my lord." 

	"Very well. Conclude, at present." 

	"I conclude that your baggage is too heavy to allow you to pass through the gates of Paradise." 

	"Shall I be damned?" 

	"If you do not make restitution, yes." 

	Mazarin uttered a piteous cry. "Restitution!—but to whom, good God?" 

	"To the owner of that money,—to the king." 

	"But the king did not give it all to me." 

	"One moment,—does not the king sign the ordonnances?" 

	Mazarin passed from sighs to groans. "Absolution! absolution!" cried he. 

	"Impossible, my lord. Restitution! restitution!" replied the Theatin. 

	"But you absolve me from all other sins, why not from that?" 

	"Because," replied the father, "to absolve you for that motive would be a sin for which the king would never absolve me, my lord." 

	Thereupon the confessor quitted his penitent with an air full of compunction. He then went out in the same manner he had entered. 

	"Oh, good God!" groaned the cardinal. "Come here, Colbert, I am very, very ill indeed, my friend." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 46. The Donation 

	Colbert reappeared beneath the curtains. 

	"Have you heard?" said Mazarin. 

	"Alas! yes, my lord." 

	"Can he be right? Can all this money be badly acquired?" 

	"A Theatin, monseigneur, is a bad judge in matters of finance," replied Colbert, coolly. "And yet it is very possible that, according to his theological ideas, your eminence has been, in a certain degree, in the wrong. People generally find they have been so,—when they die." 

	"In the first place, they commit the wrong of dying, Colbert." 

	"That is true, my lord. Against whom, however, did the Theatin make out that you had committed these wrongs? Against the king?!" 

	Mazarin shrugged his shoulders. "As if I had not saved both his state and his finances." 

	"That admits of no contradiction, my lord." 

	"Does it? Then I have received a merely legitimate salary, in spite of the opinion of my confessor?" 

	"That is beyond doubt." 

	"And I might fairly keep for my own family, which is so needy, a good fortune,—the whole, even, of which I have earned?" 

	"I see no impediment to that, monseigneur." 

	"I felt assured that in consulting you, Colbert, I should have good advice," replied Mazarin, greatly delighted. 

	Colbert resumed his pedantic look. "My lord," interrupted he, "I think it would be quite as well to examine whether what the Theatin said is not a snare." 

	"Oh! no; a snare? What for? The Theatin is an honest man." 

	"He believed your eminence to be at death's door, because your eminence consulted him. Did not I hear him say—'Distinguish that which the king has given you from that which you have given yourself.' Recollect, my lord, if he did not say something a little like that to you?—that is quite a theatrical speech." 

	"That is possible." 

	"In which case, my lord, I should consider you as required by the Theatin to——" 

	"To make restitution!" cried Mazarin, with great warmth. 

	"Eh! I do not say no." 

	"What, of all! You do not dream of such a thing! You speak just as the confessor did." 

	"To make restitution of a part,—that is to say, his majesty's part; and that, monseigneur, may have its dangers. Your eminence is too skillful a politician not to know that, at this moment, the king does not possess a hundred and fifty thousand livres clear in his coffers." 

	"That is not my affair," said Mazarin, triumphantly; "that belongs to M. le Surintendant Fouquet, whose accounts I gave you to verify some months ago." 

	Colbert bit his lips at the name of Fouquet. "His majesty," said he, between his teeth, "has no money but that which M. Fouquet collects: your money, monseigneur, would afford him a delicious banquet." 

	"Well, but I am not the superintendent of his majesty's finances—I have my purse—surely I would do much for his majesty's welfare—some legacy—but I cannot disappoint my family." 

	"The legacy of a part would dishonor you and offend the king. Leaving a part to his majesty is to avow that that part has inspired you with doubts as to the lawfulness of the means of acquisition." 

	"Monsieur Colbert!" 

	"I thought your eminence did me the honor to ask my advice?" 

	"Yes, but you are ignorant of the principal details of the question." 

	"I am ignorant of nothing, my lord; during ten years, all the columns of figures which are found in France have passed in review before me, and if I have painfully nailed them into my brain, they are there now so well riveted, that, from the office of M. Letellier, who is sober, to the little secret largesses of M. Fouquet, who is prodigal, I could recite, figure by figure, all the money that is spent in France from Marseilles to Cherbourg." 

	"Then, you would have me throw all my money into the coffers of the king!" cried Mazarin, ironically; and from whom, at the same time, the gout forced painful moans. "Surely the king would reproach me with nothing, but he would laugh at me, while squandering my millions, and with good reason." 

	"Your eminence has misunderstood me. I did not, the least in the world, pretend that his majesty ought to spend your money." 

	"You said so clearly, it seems to me, when you advised me to give it to him." 

	"Ah," replied Colbert, "that is because your eminence, absorbed as you are by your disease, entirely loses sight of the character of Louis XIV." 

	"How so?" 

	"That character, if I may venture to express myself thus, resembles that which my lord confessed just now to the Theatin." 

	"Go on—that is?" 

	"Pride! Pardon me, my lord, haughtiness, nobleness; kings have no pride, that is a human passion." 

	"Pride,—yes, you are right. Next?" 

	"Well, my lord, if I have divined rightly, your eminence has but to give all your money to the king, and that immediately." 

	"But for what?" said Mazarin, quite bewildered. 

	"Because the king will not accept of the whole." 

	"What, and he a young man, and devoured by ambition?" 

	"Just so." 

	"A young man who is anxious for my death——" 

	"My lord!" 

	"To inherit, yes, Colbert, yes; he is anxious for my death in order to inherit. Triple fool that I am! I would prevent him!" 

	"Exactly: if the donation were made in a certain form he would refuse it." 

	"Well, but how?" 

	"That is plain enough. A young man who has yet done nothing—who burns to distinguish himself—who burns to reign alone, will never take anything ready built, he will construct for himself. This prince, monseigneur, will never be content with the Palais Royal, which M. de Richelieu left him, nor with the Palais Mazarin, which you have had so superbly constructed, nor with the Louvre, which his ancestors inhabited; nor with St. Germain, where he was born. All that does not proceed from himself, I predict, he will disdain." 

	"And you will guarantee, that if I give my forty millions to the king——" 

	"Saying certain things to him at the same time, I guarantee he will refuse them." 

	"But those things—what are they?" 

	"I will write them, if my lord will have the goodness to dictate them." 

	"Well, but, after all, what advantage will that be to me?" 

	"An enormous one. Nobody will afterwards be able to accuse your eminence of that unjust avarice with which pamphleteers have reproached the most brilliant mind of the present age." 

	"You are right, Colbert, you are right; go, and seek the king, on my part, and take him my will." 

	"Your donation, my lord." 

	"But, if he should accept it; if he should even think of accepting it!" 

	"Then there would remain thirteen millions for your family, and that is a good round sum." 

	"But then you would be either a fool or a traitor." 

	"And I am neither the one nor the other, my lord. You appear to be much afraid that the king will accept; you have a deal more reason to fear that he will not accept." 

	"But, see you, if he does not accept, I should like to guarantee my thirteen reserved millions to him—yes, I will do so—yes. But my pains are returning, I shall faint. I am very, very ill, Colbert; I am very near my end!" 

	Colbert started. The cardinal was indeed very ill; large drops of sweat flowed down upon his bed of agony, and the frightful pallor of a face streaming with water was a spectacle which the most hardened practitioner could not have beheld without compassion. Colbert was, without doubt, very much affected, for he quitted the chamber, calling Bernouin to attend the dying man and went into the corridor. There, walking about with a meditative expression, which almost gave nobility to his vulgar head, his shoulders thrown up, his neck stretched out, his lips half open, to give vent to unconnected fragments of incoherent thoughts, he lashed up his courage to the pitch of the undertaking contemplated, whilst within ten paces of him, separated only by a wall, his master was being stifled by anguish which drew from him lamentable cries, thinking no more of the treasures of the earth, or of the joys of Paradise, but much of all the horrors of hell. Whilst burning-hot napkins, physic, revulsives, and Guenaud, who was recalled, were performing their functions with increased activity, Colbert, holding his great head in both his hands, to compress within it the fever of the projects engendered by the brain, was meditating the tenor of the donation he would make Mazarin write, at the first hour of respite his disease should afford him. It would appear as if all the cries of the cardinal, and all the attacks of death upon this representative of the past, were stimulants for the genius of this thinker with the bushy eyebrows, who was turning already towards the rising sun of a regenerated society. Colbert resumed his place at Mazarin's pillow at the first interval of pain, and persuaded him to dictate a donation thus conceived. 

	"About to appear before God, the Master of mankind, I beg the king, who was my master on earth, to resume the wealth which his bounty has bestowed upon me, and which my family would be happy to see pass into such illustrious hands. The particulars of my property will be found—they are drawn up—at the first requisition of his majesty, or at the last sigh of his most devoted servant, 

	"Jules, Cardinal de Mazarin." 

	The cardinal sighed heavily as he signed this; Colbert sealed the packet, and carried it immediately to the Louvre, whither the king had returned. 

	He then went back to his own home, rubbing his hands with the confidence of a workman who has done a good day's work. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 47. How Anne of Austria gave one Piece of Advice to Louis XIV., and how M. Fouquet gave him another. 

	The news of the extreme illness of the cardinal had already spread, and attracted at least as much attention among the people of the Louvre as the news of the marriage of Monsieur, the king's brother, which had already been announced as an official fact. Scarcely had Louis XIV. returned home, with his thoughts fully occupied with the various things he had seen and heard in the course of the evening, when an usher announced that the same crowd of courtiers who, in the morning, had thronged his levee, presented themselves again at his coucher, a remarkable piece of respect which, during the reign of the cardinal, the court, not very discreet in its preferences, had accorded to the minister, without caring about displeasing the king. 

	But the minister had had, as we have said, an alarming attack of gout, and the tide of flattery was mounting towards the throne. Courtiers have a marvelous instinct in scenting the turn of events; courtiers possess a supreme kind of science; they are diplomatists in throwing light upon the unraveling of complicated intrigues, captains in divining the issue of battles, and physicians in curing the sick. Louis XIV., to whom his mother had taught this axiom, together with many others, understood at once that the cardinal must be very ill. 

	Scarcely had Anne of Austria conducted the young queen to her apartments and taken from her brow the head-dress of ceremony, when she went to see her son in his cabinet, where, alone, melancholy and depressed, he was indulging, as if to exercise his will, in one of those terrible inward passions—king's passions—which create events when they break out, and with Louis XIV., thanks to his astonishing command over himself, became such benign tempests, that his most violent, his only passion, that which Saint Simon mentions with astonishment, was that famous fit of anger which he exhibited fifty years later, on the occasion of a little concealment of the Duc de Maine's and which had for result a shower of blows inflicted with a cane upon the back of a poor valet who had stolen a biscuit. The young king then was, as we have seen, a prey to a double excitement; and he said to himself as he looked in a glass, "O king!—king by name, and not in fact;—phantom, vain phantom art thou!—inert statue, which has no other power than that of provoking salutations from courtiers, when wilt thou be able to raise thy velvet arm, or clench thy silken hand? when wilt thou be able to open, for any purpose but to sigh, or smile, lips condemned to the motionless stupidity of the marbles in thy gallery?" 

	Then, passing his hand over his brow, and feeling the want of air, he approached a window, and looking down, saw below some horsemen talking together, and groups of timid observers. These horsemen were a fraction of the watch: the groups were busy portions of the people, to whom a king is always a curious thing, the same as a rhinoceros, a crocodile, or a serpent. He struck his brow with his open hand, crying,—"King of France! what title! People of France! what a heap of creatures! I have just returned to my Louvre; my horses, just unharnessed, are still smoking, and I have created interest enough to induce scarcely twenty persons to look at me as I passed. Twenty! what do I say? no; there were not twenty anxious to see the king of France. There are not even ten archers to guard my place of residence: archers, people, guards, all are at the Palais Royal! Why, my good God! have not I, the king, the right to ask of you all that?" 

	"Because," said a voice, replying to his, and which sounded from the other side of the door of the cabinet, "because at the Palais Royal lies all the gold,—that is to say, all the power of him who desires to reign." 

	Louis turned sharply round. The voice which had pronounced these words was that of Anne of Austria. The king started, and advanced towards her. "I hope," said he, "your majesty has paid no attention to the vain declamations which the solitude and disgust familiar to kings suggest to the happiest dispositions?" 

	"I only paid attention to one thing, my son, and that was, that you were complaining." 

	"Who! I? Not at all," said Louis XIV.; "no, in truth, you err, madame." 

	"What were you doing, then?" 

	"I thought I was under the ferule of my professor, and developing a subject of amplification." 

	"My son," replied Anne of Austria, shaking her head, "you are wrong not to trust my word; you are wrong not to grant me your confidence. A day will come, and perhaps quickly, wherein you will have occasion to remember that axiom:—'Gold is universal power; and they alone are kings who are all-powerful.'" 

	"Your intention," continued the king, "was not, however, to cast blame upon the rich men of this age, was it? 

	"No," said the queen, warmly; "no, sire; they who are rich in this age, under your reign, are rich because you have been willing they should be so, and I entertain against them neither malice nor envy; they have, without doubt, served your majesty sufficiently well for your majesty to have permitted them to reward themselves. That is what I mean to say by the words for which you reproach me." 

	"God forbid, madame, that I should ever reproach my mother with anything!" 

	"Besides," continued Anne of Austria, "the Lord never gives the goods of this world but for a season; the Lord—as correctives to honor and riches—the Lord has placed sufferings, sickness, and death; and no one," added she, with a melancholy smile, which proved she made the application of the funeral precept to herself, "no man can take his wealth or greatness with him to the grave. It results, therefore, that the young gather the abundant harvest prepared for them by the old." 

	Louis listened with increased attention to the words which Anne of Austria, no doubt, pronounced with a view to console him. "Madame," said he, looking earnestly at his mother, "one would almost say in truth that you had something else to announce to me." 

	"I have absolutely nothing, my son; only you cannot have failed to remark that his eminence the cardinal is very ill." 

	Louis looked at his mother, expecting some emotion in her voice, some sorrow in her countenance. The face of Anne of Austria appeared a little changed, but that was from sufferings of quite a personal character. Perhaps the alteration was caused by the cancer which had begun to consume her breast. "Yes, madame," said the king; "yes, M. de Mazarin is very ill." 

	"And it would be a great loss to the kingdom if God were to summon his eminence away. Is not that your opinion as well as mine, my son?" said the queen. 

	"Yes, madame; yes, certainly, it would be a great loss for the kingdom," said Louis, coloring; "but the peril does not seem to me to be so great; besides, the cardinal is still young." The king had scarcely ceased speaking when an usher lifted the tapestry, and stood with a paper in his hand, waiting for the king to speak to him. 

	"What have you there?" asked the king. 

	"A message from M. de Mazarin," replied the usher. 

	"Give it to me," said the king; and he took the paper. But at the moment he was about to open it, there was a great noise in the gallery, the ante-chamber, and the court. 

	"Ah, ah," said Louis XIV., who doubtless knew the meaning of that triple noise. "How could I say there was but one king in France! I was mistaken, there are two." 

	As he spoke or thought thus, the door opened, and the superintendent of the finances, Fouquet, appeared before his nominal master. It was he who made the noise in the ante-chamber, it was his horses that made the noise in the courtyard. In addition to all this, a loud murmur was heard along his passage, which did not die away till some time after he had passed. It was this murmur which Louis XIV. regretted so deeply not hearing as he passed, and dying away behind him. 

	"He is not precisely a king, as you fancy," said Anne of Austria to her son; "he is only a man who is much too rich—that is all." 

	Whilst saying these words, a bitter feeling gave to these words of the queen a most hateful expression; whereas the brow of the king, calm and self-possessed, on the contrary, was without the slightest wrinkle. He nodded, therefore, familiarly to Fouquet, whilst he continued to unfold the paper given to him by the usher. Fouquet perceived this movement, and with a politeness at once easy and respectful, advanced towards the queen, so as not to disturb the king. Louis had opened the paper, and yet he did not read it. He listened to Fouquet paying the most charming compliments to the queen upon her hand and arm. Anne of Austria's frown relaxed a little, she even almost smiled. Fouquet perceived that the king, instead of reading, was looking at him; he turned half round, therefore, and while continuing his conversation with the queen, faced the king. 

	"You know, Monsieur Fouquet," said Louis, "how ill M. Mazarin is?" 

	"Yes, sire, I know that," said Fouquet; "in fact, he is very ill. I was at my country-house of Vaux when the news reached me; and the affair seemed so pressing that I left at once." 

	"You left Vaux this evening, monsieur?" 

	"An hour and a half ago, yes, your majesty," said Fouquet, consulting a watch, richly ornamented with diamonds. 

	"An hour and a half!" said the king, still able to restrain his anger, but not to conceal his astonishment. 

	"I understand you, sire. Your majesty doubts my word, and you have reason to do so, but I have really come in that time, though it is wonderful! I received from England three pairs of very fast horses, as I had been assured. They were placed at distances of four leagues apart, and I tried them this evening. They really brought me from Vaux to the Louvre in an hour and a half, so your majesty sees I have not been cheated." The queen-mother smiled with something like secret envy. But Fouquet caught her thought. "Thus, madame," he promptly said, "such horses are made for kings, not for subjects; for kings ought never to yield to any one in anything." 

	The king looked up. 

	"And yet," interrupted Anne of Austria, "you are not a king, that I know of, M. Fouquet." 

	"Truly not, madame; therefore the horses only await the orders of his majesty to enter the royal stables; and if I allowed myself to try them, it was only for fear of offering to the king anything that was not positively wonderful." 

	The king became quite red. 

	"You know, Monsieur Fouquet," said the queen, "that at the court of France it is not the custom for a subject to offer anything to his king." 

	Louis started. 

	"I hoped, madame," said Fouquet, much agitated, "that my love for his majesty, my incessant desire to please him, would serve to compensate the want of etiquette. It was not so much a present that I permitted myself to offer, as the tribute I paid." 

	"Thank you, Monsieur Fouquet," said the king politely, "and I am gratified by your intention, for I love good horses; but you know I am not very rich; you, who are my superintendent of finances, know it better than any one else. I am not able, then, however willing I may be, to purchase such a valuable set of horses." 

	Fouquet darted a haughty glance at the queen-mother, who appeared to triumph at the false position in which the minister had placed himself, and replied:— 

	"Luxury is the virtue of kings, sire: it is luxury which makes them resemble God: it is by luxury they are more than other men. With luxury a king nourishes his subjects, and honors them. Under the mild heat of this luxury of kings springs the luxury of individuals, a source of riches for the people. His majesty, by accepting the gift of these six incomparable horses, would stimulate the pride of his own breeders, of Limousin, Perche, and Normandy, and this emulation would have been beneficial to all. But the king is silent, and consequently I am condemned." 

	During this speech, Louis was, unconsciously, folding and unfolding Mazarin's paper, upon which he had not cast his eyes. At length he glanced upon it, and uttered a faint cry at reading the first line. 

	"What is the matter, my son?" asked the queen, anxiously, and going towards the king. 

	"From the cardinal," replied the king, continuing to read; "yes, yes, it is really from him." 

	"Is he worse, then?" 

	"Read!" said the king, passing the parchment to his mother, as if he thought that nothing less than reading would convince Anne of Austria of a thing so astonishing as was conveyed in that paper. 

	Anne of Austria read in turn, and as she read, her eyes sparkled with a joy all the greater from her useless endeavor to hide it, which attracted the attention of Fouquet. 

	"Oh! a regularly drawn up deed of gift," said she. 

	"A gift?" repeated Fouquet. 

	"Yes," said the king, replying pointedly to the superintendent of finances, "yes, at the point of death, monsieur le cardinal makes me a donation of all his wealth." 

	"Forty millions," cried the queen. "Oh, my son! this is very noble on the part of his eminence, and will silence all malicious rumors; forty millions scraped together slowly, coming back all in one heap to the treasury! It is the act of a faithful subject and a good Christian." And having once more cast her eyes over the act, she restored it to Louis XIV., whom the announcement of the sum greatly agitated. Fouquet had taken some steps backwards and remained silent. The king looked at him, and held the paper out to him, in turn. The superintendent only bestowed a haughty look of a second upon it; then bowing,—"Yes, sire," said he, "a donation, I see." 

	"You must reply to it, my son," said Anne of Austria; "you must reply to it, and immediately." 

	"But how, madame?" 

	"By a visit to the cardinal." 

	"Why, it is but an hour since I left his eminence," said the king. 

	"Write, then, sire." 

	"Write!" said the young king, with evident repugnance. 

	"Well!" replied Anne of Austria, "it seems to me, my son, that a man who has just made such a present has a good right to expect to be thanked for it with some degree of promptitude." Then turning towards Fouquet: "Is not that likewise your opinion, monsieur?" 

	"That the present is worth the trouble? Yes madame," said Fouquet, with a lofty air that did not escape the king. 

	"Accept, then, and thank him," insisted Anne of Austria. 

	"What says M. Fouquet?" asked Louis XIV. 

	"Does your majesty wish to know my opinion?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Thank him, sire——" 

	"Ah!" said the queen. 

	"But do not accept," continued Fouquet. 

	"And why not?" asked the queen. 

	"You have yourself said why, madame," replied Fouquet; "because kings cannot and ought not to receive presents from their subjects." 

	The king remained silent between these two contrary opinions. 

	"But forty millions!" said Anne of Austria, in the same tone as that in which, at a later period, poor Marie Antoinette replied, "You will tell me as much!" 

	"I know," said Fouquet, laughing, "forty millions makes a good round sum,—such a sum as could almost tempt a royal conscience." 

	"But monsieur," said Anne of Austria, "instead of persuading the king not to receive this present, recall to his majesty's mind, you, whose duty it is, that these forty millions are a fortune to him." 

	"It is precisely, madame, because these forty millions would be a fortune that I will say to the king, 'Sire, if it be not decent for a king to accept from a subject six horses, worth twenty thousand livres, it would be disgraceful for him to owe a fortune to another subject, more or less scrupulous in the choice of the materials which contributed to the building up of that fortune.'" 

	"It ill becomes you, monsieur, to give your king a lesson," said Anne of Austria; "better procure for him forty millions to replace those you make him lose." 

	"The king shall have them whenever he wishes," said the superintendent of finances, bowing. 

	"Yes, by oppressing the people," said the queen. 

	"And were they not oppressed, madame," replied Fouquet, "when they were made to sweat the forty millions given by this deed? Furthermore, his majesty has asked my opinion, I have given it; if his majesty ask my concurrence, it will be the same." 

	"Nonsense! accept, my son, accept," said Anne of Austria. "You are above reports and interpretations." 

	"Refuse, sire," said Fouquet. "As long as a king lives, he has no other measure but his conscience,—no other judge than his own desires; but when dead, he has posterity, which applauds or accuses." 

	"Thank you, mother," replied Louis, bowing respectfully to the queen. "Thank you, Monsieur Fouquet," said he, dismissing the superintendent civilly. 

	"Do you accept?" asked Anne of Austria, once more. 

	"I shall consider of it," replied he, looking at Fouquet. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 48. Agony 

	The day that the deed of gift had been sent to the king, the cardinal caused himself to be transported to Vincennes. The king and the court followed him thither. The last flashes of this torch still cast splendor enough around to absorb all other lights in its rays. Besides, as it has been seen, the faithful satellite of his minister, young Louis XIV., marched to the last minute in accordance with his gravitation. The disease, as Guenaud had predicted, had become worse; it was no longer an attack of gout, it was an attack of death; then there was another thing which made that agony more agonizing still,—and that was the agitation brought into his mind by the donation he had sent to the king, and which, according to Colbert, the king ought to send back unaccepted to the cardinal. The cardinal had, as we have said, great faith in the predictions of his secretary; but the sum was a large one, and whatever might be the genius of Colbert, from time to time the cardinal thought to himself that the Theatin also might possibly have been mistaken, and that there was at least as much chance of his not being damned, as there was of Louis XIV. sending back his millions. 

	Besides, the longer the donation was in coming back, the more Mazarin thought that forty millions were worth a little risk, particularly of so hypothetic a thing as the soul. Mazarin, in his character of cardinal and prime minister, was almost an atheist, and quite a materialist. Every time that the door opened, he turned sharply round towards that door, expecting to see the return of his unfortunate donation; then, deceived in his hope, he fell back again with a sigh, and found his pains so much the greater for having forgotten them for an instant. 

	Anne of Austria had also followed the cardinal; her heart, though age had made it selfish, could not help evincing towards the dying man a sorrow which she owed him as a wife, according to some; and as a sovereign, according to others. She had, in some sort, put on a mourning countenance beforehand, and all the court wore it as she did. 

	Louis, in order not to show on his face what was passing at the bottom of his heart, persisted in remaining in his own apartments, where his nurse alone kept him company; the more he saw the approach of the time when all constraint would be at an end, the more humble and patient he was, falling back upon himself, as all strong men do when they form great designs, in order to gain more spring at the decisive moment. Extreme unction had been administered to the cardinal, who, faithful to his habits of dissimulation, struggled against appearances, and even against reality, receiving company in his bed, as if he only suffered from a temporary complaint. 

	Guenaud, on his part, preserved profound secrecy; wearied with visits and questions, he answered nothing but "his eminence is still full of youth and strength, but God wills that which He wills, and when He has decided that man is to be laid low, he will be laid low." These words, which he scattered with a sort of discretion, reserve, and preference, were commented upon earnestly by two persons,—the king and the cardinal. Mazarin, notwithstanding the prophecy of Guenaud, still lured himself with a hope, or rather played his part so well, that the most cunning, when saying that he lured himself, proved that they were his dupes. 

	Louis, absent from the cardinal for two days; Louis with his eyes fixed upon that same donation which so constantly preoccupied the cardinal; Louis did not exactly know how to make out Mazarin's conduct. The son of Louis XIII., following the paternal traditions, had, up to that time, been so little of a king that, whilst ardently desiring royalty, he desired it with that terror which always accompanies the unknown. Thus, having formed his resolution, which, besides, he communicated to nobody, he determined to have an interview with Mazarin. It was Anne of Austria, who, constant in her attendance upon the cardinal, first heard this proposition of the king's, and transmitted it to the dying man, whom it greatly agitated. For what purpose could Louis wish for an interview? Was it to return the deed, as Colbert had said he would? Was it to keep it, after thanking him, as Mazarin thought he would? Nevertheless, as the dying man felt that the uncertainty increased his torments, he did not hesitate an instant. 

	"His majesty will be welcome,—yes, very welcome," cried he, making a sign to Colbert, who was seated at the foot of the bed, and which the latter understood perfectly. "Madame," continued Mazarin, "will your majesty be good enough to assure the king yourself of the truth of what I have just said?" 

	Anne of Austria rose; she herself was anxious to have the question of the forty millions settled—the question which seemed to lie heavy on the mind of every one. Anne of Austria went out; Mazarin made a great effort, and, raising himself up towards Colbert: "Well, Colbert," said he, "two days have passed away—two mortal days—and, you see, nothing has been returned from yonder." 

	"Patience, my lord," said Colbert. 

	"Are you mad, you wretch? You advise me to have patience! Oh, in sad truth, Colbert, you are laughing at me. I am dying, and you call out to me to wait!" 

	"My lord," said Colbert, with his habitual coolness, "it is impossible that things should not come out as I have said. His majesty is coming to see you, and no doubt he brings back the deed himself." 

	"Do you think so? Well, I, on the contrary, am sure that his majesty is coming to thank me." 

	At this moment Anne of Austria returned. On her way to the apartments of her son she had met with a new empiric. This was a powder which was said to have power to save the cardinal; and she brought a portion of this powder with her. But this was not what Mazarin expected; therefore he would not even look at it, declaring that life was not worth the pains that were taken to preserve it. But, whilst professing this philosophical axiom, his long-confined secret escaped him at last. 

	"That, madame," said he, "that is not the interesting part of my situation. I made, two days ago, a little donation to the king; up to this time, from delicacy, no doubt, his majesty has not condescended to say anything about it; but the time for explanation is come, and I implore your majesty to tell me if the king has made up his mind on that matter." 

	Anne of Austria was about to reply, when Mazarin stopped her. 

	"The truth, madame," said he—"in the name of Heaven, the truth! Do not flatter a dying man with a hope that may prove vain." There he stopped, a look from Colbert telling him that he was on a wrong tack. 

	"I know," said Anne of Austria, taking the cardinal's hand, "I know that you have generously made, not a little donation, as you modestly call it, but a magnificent gift. I know how painful it would be to you if the king——" 

	Mazarin listened, dying as he was, as ten living men could not have listened. 

	"If the king——" replied he. 

	"If the king," continued Anne of Austria, "should not freely accept what you offer so nobly." 

	Mazarin allowed himself to sink back upon his pillow like Pantaloon; that is to say, with all the despair of a man who bows before the tempest; but he still preserved sufficient strength and presence of mind to cast upon Colbert one of those looks which are well worth ten sonnets, which is to say, ten long poems. 

	"Should you not," added the queen, "have considered the refusal of the king as a sort of insult?" Mazarin rolled his head about upon his pillow, without articulating a syllable. The queen was deceived, or feigned to be deceived, by this demonstration. 

	"Therefore," resumed she, "I have circumvented him with good counsels; and as certain minds, jealous, no doubt, of the glory you are about to acquire by this generosity, have endeavored to prove to the king that he ought not to accept this donation, I have struggled in your favor, and so well have I struggled, that you will not have, I hope, that distress to undergo." 

	"Ah!" murmured Mazarin, with languishing eyes, "ah! that is a service I shall never forget for a single minute of the few hours I still have to live." 

	"I must admit," continued the queen, "that it was not without trouble I rendered it to your eminence." 

	"Ah, peste! I believe that. Oh! oh!" 

	"Good God! what is the matter?" 

	"I am burning!" 

	"Do you suffer much?" 

	"As much as one of the damned." 

	Colbert would have liked to sink through the floor. 

	"So, then," resumed Mazarin, "your majesty thinks that the king——" he stopped several seconds—"that the king is coming here to offer me some small thanks?" 

	"I think so," said the queen. Mazarin annihilated Colbert with his last look. 

	At that moment the ushers announced that the king was in the ante-chambers, which were filled with people. This announcement produced a stir of which Colbert took advantage to escape by the door of the ruelle. Anne of Austria arose, and awaited her son, standing. Louis XIV. appeared at the threshold of the door, with his eyes fixed upon the dying man, who did not even think it worth while to notice that majesty from whom he thought he had nothing more to expect. An usher placed an armchair close to the bed. Louis bowed to his mother, then to the cardinal, and sat down. The queen took a seat in her turn. 

	Then, as the king looked behind him, the usher understood that look and made a sign to the courtiers who filled up the doorway to go out, which they instantly did. Silence fell upon the chamber with the velvet curtains. The king, still very young, and very timid in the presence of him who had been his master from his birth, still respected him much, particularly now, in the supreme majesty of death. He did not dare, therefore, to begin the conversation, feeling that every word must have its weight not only upon things of this world, but of the next. As to the cardinal, at that moment he had but one thought—his donation. It was not physical pain which gave him that air of despondency, and that lugubrious look; it was the expectation of the thanks that were about to issue from the king's mouth, and cut off all hope of restitution. Mazarin was the first to break the silence. "Is your majesty come to make any stay at Vincennes?" said he. 

	Louis made an affirmative sign with his head. 

	"That is a gracious favor," continued Mazarin, "granted to a dying man, and which will render death less painful to him." 

	"I hope," replied the king, "I am come to visit, not a dying man, but a sick man, susceptible of cure." 

	Mazarin replied by a movement of the head. 

	"Your majesty is very kind; but I know more than you on that subject. The last visit, sire," said he, "the last visit." 

	"If it were so, monsieur le cardinal," said Louis, "I would come a last time to ask the counsels of a guide to whom I owe everything." 

	Anne of Austria was a woman; she could not restrain her tears. Louis showed himself much affected, and Mazarin still more than his two guests, but from very different motives. Here the silence returned. The queen wiped her eyes, and the king resumed his firmness. 

	"I was saying," continued the king, "that I owed much to your eminence." The eyes of the cardinal devoured the king, for he felt the great moment had come. "And," continued Louis, "the principal object of my visit was to offer you very sincere thanks for the last evidence of friendship you have kindly sent me." 

	The cheeks of the cardinal became sunken, his lips partially opened, and the most lamentable sigh he had ever uttered was about to issue from his chest. 

	"Sire," said he, "I shall have despoiled my poor family; I shall have ruined all who belong to me, which may be imputed to me as an error; but, at least, it shall not be said of me that I have refused to sacrifice everything to my king." 

	Anne of Austria's tears flowed afresh. 

	"My dear Monsieur Mazarin," said the king, in a more serious tone than might have been expected from his youth, "you have misunderstood me, apparently." 

	Mazarin raised himself upon his elbow. 

	"I have no purpose to despoil your dear family, nor to ruin your servants. Oh, no, that must never be!" 

	"Humph!" thought Mazarin, "he is going to restore me some scraps; let us get the largest piece we can." 

	"The king is going to be foolishly affected and play the generous," thought the queen; "he must not be allowed to impoverish himself; such an opportunity for getting a fortune will never occur again." 

	"Sire," said the cardinal, aloud, "my family is very numerous, and my nieces will be destitute when I am gone." 

	"Oh," interrupted the queen, eagerly, "have no uneasiness with respect to your family, dear Monsieur Mazarin; we have no friends dearer than your friends; your nieces shall be my children, the sisters of his majesty; and if a favor be distributed in France, it shall be to those you love." 

	"Smoke!" thought Mazarin, who knew better than any one the faith that can be put in the promises of kings. Louis read the dying man's thought in his face. 

	"Be comforted, my dear Monsieur Mazarin," said he, with a half-smile, sad beneath its irony; "the Mesdemoiselles de Mancini will lose, in losing you, their most precious good; but they shall none the less be the richest heiresses of France; and since you have been kind enough to give me their dowry"—the cardinal was panting—"I restore it to them," continued Louis, drawing from his breast and holding towards the cardinal's bed the parchment which contained the donation that, during two days, had kept alive such tempests in the mind of Mazarin. 

	"What did I tell you, my lord?" murmured in the alcove a voice which passed away like a breath. 

	"Your majesty returns my donation!" cried Mazarin, so disturbed by joy as to forget his character of a benefactor. 

	"Your majesty rejects the forty millions!" cried Anne of Austria, so stupefied as to forget her character of an afflicted wife, or queen. 

	"Yes, my lord cardinal; yes, madame," replied Louis XIV., tearing the parchment which Mazarin had not yet ventured to clutch; "yes, I annihilate this deed, which despoiled a whole family. The wealth acquired by his eminence in my service is his own wealth and not mine." 

	"But, sire, does your majesty reflect," said Anne of Austria, "that you have not ten thousand crowns in your coffers?" 

	"Madame, I have just performed my first royal action, and I hope it will worthily inaugurate my reign." 

	"Ah! sire, you are right!" cried Mazarin; "that is truly great—that is truly generous which you have just done." And he looked, one after the other, at the pieces of the act spread over his bed, to assure himself that it was the original and not a copy that had been torn. At length his eyes fell upon the fragment which bore his signature, and recognizing it, he sunk back on his bolster in a swoon. Anne of Austria, without strength to conceal her regret, raised her hands and eyes toward heaven. 

	"Oh! sire," cried Mazarin, "may you be blessed! My God! May you be beloved by all my family. Per Baccho! If ever any of those belonging to me should cause your displeasure, sire, only frown, and I will rise from my tomb!" 

	This pantalonnade did not produce all the effect Mazarin had counted upon. Louis had already passed to considerations of a higher nature, and as to Anne of Austria, unable to bear, without abandoning herself to the anger she felt burning within her, the magnanimity of her son and the hypocrisy of the cardinal, she arose and left the chamber, heedless of thus betraying the extent of her grief. Mazarin saw all this, and fearing that Louis XIV. might repent his decision, in order to draw attention another way he began to cry out, as, at a later period, Scapin was to cry out, in that sublime piece of pleasantry with which the morose and grumbling Boileau dared to reproach Moliere. His cries, however, by degrees, became fainter; and when Anne of Austria left the apartment, they ceased altogether. 

	"Monsieur le cardinal," said the king, "have you any recommendations to make to me?" 

	"Sire," replied Mazarin, "you are already wisdom itself, prudence personified; of your generosity I shall not venture to speak; that which you have just done exceeds all that the most generous men of antiquity or of modern times have ever done." 

	The king received this praise coldly. 

	"So you confine yourself," said he, "to your thanks—and your experience, much more extensive than my wisdom, my prudence, or my generosity, does not furnish you with a single piece of friendly advice to guide my future." 

	Mazarin reflected for a moment. "You have just done much for me, sire," said he, "that is, for my family." 

	"Say no more about that," said the king. 

	"Well!" continued Mazarin, "I shall give you something in exchange for these forty millions you have refused so royally." 

	Louis XIV. indicated by a movement that these flatteries were displeasing to him. "I shall give you a piece of advice," continued Mazarin; "yes, a piece of advice—advice more precious than the forty millions." 

	"My lord cardinal!" interrupted Louis. 

	"Sire, listen to this advice." 

	"I am listening." 

	"Come nearer, sire, for I am weak!—nearer, sire, nearer!" 

	The king bent over the dying man. "Sire," said Mazarin, in so low a tone that the breath of his words arrived only like a recommendation from the tomb in the attentive ears of the king—"Sire, never have a prime minister." 

	Louis drew back astonished. The advice was a confession—a treasure, in fact, was that sincere confession of Mazarin. The legacy of the cardinal to the young king was composed of six words only, but those six words, as Mazarin had said, were worth forty millions. Louis remained for an instant bewildered. As for Mazarin, he appeared only to have said something quite natural. A little scratching was heard along the curtains of the alcove. Mazarin understood: "Yes, yes!" cried he warmly, "yes, sire, I recommend to you a wise man, an honest man, and a clever man." 

	"Tell me his name, my lord." 

	"His name is yet almost unknown, sire; it is M. Colbert, my attendant. Oh! try him," added Mazarin, in an earnest voice; "all that he has predicted has come to pass, he has a safe glance, he is never mistaken either in things or in men—which is more surprising still. Sire, I owe you much, but I think I acquit myself of all towards you in giving you M. Colbert." 

	"So be it," said Louis, faintly, for, as Mazarin had said, the name of Colbert was quite unknown to him, and he thought the enthusiasm of the cardinal partook of the delirium of a dying man. The cardinal sank back on his pillows. 

	"For the present, adieu, sire! adieu," murmured Mazarin. "I am tired, and I have yet a rough journey to take before I present myself to my new Master. Adieu, sire!" 

	The young king felt the tears rise to his eyes; he bent over the dying man, already half a corpse, and then hastily retired. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 49. The First Appearance of Colbert 

	The whole night was passed in anguish, common to the dying man and to the king: the dying man expected his deliverance, the king awaited his liberty. Louis did not go to bed. An hour after leaving the chamber of the cardinal, he learned that the dying man, recovering a little strength, had insisted upon being dressed, adorned and painted, and seeing the ambassadors. Like Augustus, he no doubt considered the world a great stage, and was desirous of playing out the last act of the comedy. Anne of Austria reappeared no more in the cardinal's apartments; she had nothing more to do there. Propriety was the pretext for her absence. On his part, the cardinal did not ask for her: the advice the queen had given her son rankled in his heart. 

	Towards midnight, while still painted, Mazarin's mortal agony came on. He had revised his will, and as this will was the exact expression of his wishes, and as he feared that some interested influence might take advantage of his weakness to make him change something in it, he had given orders to Colbert, who walked up and down the corridor which led to the cardinal's bed-chamber, like the most vigilant of sentinels. The king, shut up in his own apartment, dispatched his nurse every hour to Mazarin's chamber, with orders to bring him back the exact bulletin of the cardinal's state. After having heard that Mazarin was dressed, painted, and had seen the ambassadors, Louis heard that the prayers for the dying were being read for the cardinal. At one o'clock in the morning, Guenaud had administered the last remedy. This was a relic of the old customs of that fencing time, which was about to disappear to give place to another time, to believe that death could be kept off by some good secret thrust. Mazarin, after having taken the remedy, respired freely for nearly ten minutes. He immediately gave orders that the news should be spread everywhere of a fortunate crisis. The king, on learning this, felt as if a cold sweat were passing over his brow;—he had had a glimpse of the light of liberty; slavery appeared to him more dark and less acceptable than ever. But the bulletin which followed entirely changed the face of things. Mazarin could no longer breathe at all, and could scarcely follow the prayers which the cure of Saint-Nicholas-des-Champs recited near him. The king resumed his agitated walk about his chamber, and consulted, as he walked, several papers drawn from a casket of which he alone had the key. A third time the nurse returned. M. de Mazarin had just uttered a joke, and had ordered his "Flora," by Titian, to be revarnished. At length, towards two o'clock in the morning, the king could no longer resist his weariness: he had not slept for twenty-four hours. Sleep, so powerful at his age, overcame him for about an hour. But he did not go to bed for that hour, he slept in a fauteuil. About four o'clock his nurse awoke him by entering the room. 

	"Well?" asked the king. 

	"Well, my dear sire," said the nurse, clasping her hands with an air of commiseration. "Well, he is dead!" 

	The king arose at a bound, as if a steel spring had been applied to his legs. "Dead!" cried he. 

	"Alas! yes." 

	"Is it quite certain?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Official?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Has the news been made public?" 

	"Not yet." 

	"Who told you, then, that the cardinal was dead?" 

	"M. Colbert." 

	"M. Colbert?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And was he sure of what he said?" 

	"He came out of the chamber, and had held a glass for some minutes before the cardinal's lips." 

	"Ah!" said the king. "And what is become of M. Colbert?" 

	"He has just left his eminence's chamber." 

	"Where is he?" 

	"He followed me." 

	"So that he is——" 

	"Sire, waiting at your door, till it shall be your good pleasure to receive him." 

	Louis ran to the door, opened it himself, and perceived Colbert standing waiting in the passage. The king started at sight of this statue, all clothed in black. Colbert, bowing with profound respect, advanced two steps towards his majesty. Louis re-entered his chamber, making Colbert a sign to follow. Colbert entered; Louis dismissed the nurse, who closed the door as she went out. Colbert remained modestly standing near that door. 

	"What do you come to announce to me, monsieur?" said Louis, very much troubled at being thus surprised in his private thoughts, which he could not completely conceal. 

	"That monsieur le cardinal has just expired, sire; and that I bring your majesty his last adieu." 

	The king remained pensive for a minute; and during that minute he looked attentively at Colbert;—it was evident that the cardinal's last words were in his mind. "Are you, then, M. Colbert?" asked he. 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"His faithful servant, as his eminence himself told me?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"The depositary of many of his secrets?" 

	"Of all of them." 

	"The friends and servants of his eminence will be dear to me, monsieur, and I shall take care that you are well placed in my employment." 

	Colbert bowed. 

	"You are a financier, monsieur, I believe?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"And did monsieur le cardinal employ you in his stewardship?" 

	"I had that honor, sire." 

	"You never did anything personally for my household, I believe?" 

	"Pardon me, sire, it was I who had the honor of giving monsieur le cardinal the idea of an economy which puts three hundred thousand francs a year into your majesty's coffers." 

	"What economy was that, monsieur?" asked Louis XIV. 

	"Your majesty knows that the hundred Swiss have silver lace on each side of their ribbons?" 

	"Doubtless." 

	"Well, sire, it was I who proposed that imitation silver lace should be placed upon these ribbons, it could not be detected, and a hundred thousand crowns serve to feed a regiment during six months; and is the price of ten thousand good muskets or the value of a vessel of ten guns, ready for sea." 

	"That is true," said Louis XIV., considering more attentively, "and, ma foi! that was a well placed economy; besides, it was ridiculous for soldiers to wear the same lace as noblemen." 

	"I am happy to be approved of by your majesty." 

	"Is that the only appointment you held about the cardinal?" asked the king. 

	"It was I who was appointed to examine the accounts of the superintendent, sire." 

	"Ah!" said Louis, who was about to dismiss Colbert, but whom that word stopped; "ah! it was you whom his eminence had charged to control M. Fouquet, was it? And the result of the examination?" 

	"Is that there is a deficit, sire; but if your majesty will permit me——" 

	"Speak, M. Colbert." 

	"I ought to give your majesty some explanations." 

	"Not at all, monsieur, it is you who have controlled these accounts, give me the result." 

	"That is very easily done, sire; emptiness everywhere, money nowhere." 

	"Beware, monsieur; you are roughly attacking the administration of M. Fouquet, who, nevertheless, I have heard say, is an able man." 

	Colbert colored, and then became pale, for he felt that from that minute he entered upon a struggle with a man whose power almost equaled the sway of him who had just died. "Yes, sire, a very able man," repeated Colbert, bowing. 

	"But if M. Fouquet is an able man, and, in spite of that ability, if money be wanting, whose fault is it?" 

	"I do not accuse, sire, I verify." 

	"That is well; make out your accounts, and present them to me. There is a deficit, you say? A deficit may be temporary; credit returns and funds are restored." 

	"No, sire." 

	"Upon this year, perhaps, I understand that; but upon next year?" 

	"Next year is eaten as bare as the current year." 

	"But the year after, then?" 

	"Will be just like next year." 

	"What do you tell me, Monsieur Colbert?" 

	"I say there are four years engaged beforehand. 

	"They must have a loan, then." 

	"They must have three, sire." 

	"I will create offices to make them resign, and the salary of the posts shall be paid into the treasury." 

	"Impossible, sire, for there have already been creations upon creations of offices, the provisions of which are given in blank, so that the purchasers enjoy them without filling them. That is why your majesty cannot make them resign. Further, upon each agreement M. Fouquet has made an abatement of a third, so that the people have been plundered, without your majesty profiting by it. Let your majesty set down clearly your thought, and tell me what you wish me to explain." 

	"You are right, clearness is what you wish, is it not?" 

	"Yes, sire, clearness. God is God above all things, because He made light." 

	"Well, for example," resumed Louis XIV., "if today, the cardinal being dead, and I being king, suppose I wanted money?" 

	"Your majesty would not have any." 

	"Oh! that is strange, monsieur! How! my superintendent would not find me any money?" 

	Colbert shook his large head. 

	"How is that?" said the king, "is the income of the state so much in debt that there is no longer any revenue?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	The king started. "Explain me that, M. Colbert," added he with a frown. "If it be so, I will get together the ordonnances to obtain a discharge from the holders, a liquidation at a cheap rate." 

	"Impossible, for the ordonnances have been converted into bills, which bills, for the convenience of return and facility of transaction, are divided into so many parts that the originals can no longer be recognized." 

	Louis, very much agitated, walked about, still frowning. "But, if this is as you say, Monsieur Colbert," said he, stopping all at once, "I shall be ruined before I begin to reign." 

	"You are, in fact, sire," said the impassible caster-up of figures. 

	"Well, but yet, monsieur, the money is somewhere?" 

	"Yes, sire, and even as a beginning, I bring your majesty a note of funds which M. le Cardinal Mazarin was not willing to set down in his testament, neither in any act whatever, but which he confided to me." 

	"To you?" 

	"Yes, sire, with an injunction to remit it to your majesty." 

	"What! besides the forty millions of the testament?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"M. de Mazarin had still other funds?" 

	Colbert bowed. 

	"Why, that man was a gulf!" murmured the king. "M. de Mazarin on one side, M. Fouquet on the other,—more than a hundred millions perhaps between them! No wonder my coffers should be empty!" Colbert waited without stirring. 

	"And is the sum you bring me worth the trouble?" asked the king. 

	"Yes, sire, it is a round sum." 

	"Amounting to how much?" 

	"To thirteen millions of livres, sire." 

	"Thirteen millions!" cried Louis, trembling with joy: "do you say thirteen millions, Monsieur Colbert?" 

	"I said thirteen millions, yes, your majesty." 

	"Of which everybody is ignorant?" 

	"Of which everybody is ignorant." 

	"Which are in your hands?" 

	"In my hands, yes, sire." 

	"And which I can have?" 

	"Within two hours, sire." 

	"But where are they, then?" 

	"In the cellar of a house which the cardinal possessed in the city, and which he was so kind as to leave me by a particular clause of his will." 

	"You are acquainted with the cardinal's will, then?" 

	"I have a duplicate of it, signed by his hand." 

	"A duplicate?" 

	"Yes, sire, and here it is." Colbert drew the deed quietly from his pocket and showed it to the king. The king read the article relative to the donation of the house. 

	"But," said he, "there is no question here but of the house; there is nothing said of the money." 

	"Your pardon, sire, it is in my conscience." 

	"And Monsieur Mazarin has intrusted it to you?" 

	"Why not, sire?" 

	"He! a man mistrustful of everybody?" 

	"He was not so of me, sire, as your majesty may perceive." 

	Louis fixed his eyes with admiration upon that vulgar but expressive face. "You are an honest man, M. Colbert," said the king. 

	"That is not a virtue, it is a duty," replied Colbert, coolly. 

	"But," added Louis, "does not the money belong to the family?" 

	"If this money belonged to the family it would be disposed of in the testament, as the rest of his fortune is. If this money belonged to the family, I, who drew up the deed of donation in favor of your majesty, should have added the sum of thirteen millions to that of forty millions which was offered to you." 

	"How!" exclaimed Louis XIV., "was it you who drew up the deed of donation?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"And yet the cardinal was attached to you?" added the king ingenuously. 

	"I had assured his eminence you would by no means accept the gift," said Colbert in that same quiet manner we have described, and which, even in the common habits of life, had something solemn in it. 

	Louis passed his hand over his brow. "Oh! how young I am," murmured he, "to have the command of men." 

	Colbert waited the end of this monologue. He saw Louis raise his head. "At what hour shall I send the money to your majesty?" asked he. 

	"To-night, at eleven o'clock; I desire that no one may know that I possess this money." 

	Colbert made no more reply than if the thing had not been said to him. 

	"Is the amount in ingots, or coined gold?" 

	"In coined gold, sire." 

	"That is well." 

	"Where shall I send it?" 

	"To the Louvre. Thank you, M. Colbert." 

	Colbert bowed and retired. "Thirteen millions!" exclaimed Louis, as soon as he was alone. "This must be a dream!" Then he allowed his head to sink between his hands, as if he were really asleep. But at the end of a moment he arose, and opening the window violently he bathed his burning brow in the keen morning air, which brought to his senses the scent of the trees, and the perfume of flowers. A splendid dawn was gilding the horizon, and the first rays of the sun bathed in flame the young king's brow. "This is the dawn of my reign," murmured Louis XIV. "It's a presage sent by the Almighty." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 50. The First Day of the Royalty of Louis XIV 

	In the morning, the news of the death of the cardinal was spread through the castle, and thence speedily reached the city. The ministers Fouquet, Lyonne, and Letellier entered la salle des seances, to hold a council. The king sent for them immediately. "Messieurs," said he, "as long as monsieur le cardinal lived, I allowed him to govern my affairs; but now I mean to govern them myself. You will give me your advice when I ask it. You may go." 

	The ministers looked at each other with surprise. If they concealed a smile it was with a great effort, for they knew that the prince, brought up in absolute ignorance of business, by this took upon himself a burden much too heavy for his strength. Fouquet took leave of his colleagues upon the stairs, saying:—"Messieurs! there will be so much less labor for us." 

	And he climbed gayly into his carriage. The others, a little uneasy at the turn things had taken, went back to Paris together. Towards ten o'clock the king repaired to the apartment of his mother, with whom he had a long and private conversation. After dinner, he got into his carriage, and went straight to the Louvre. There he received much company, and took a degree of pleasure in remarking the hesitation of each, and the curiosity of all. Towards evening he ordered the doors of the Louvre to be closed, with the exception of one only, which opened on the quay. He placed on duty at this point two hundred Swiss, who did not speak a word of French, with orders to admit all who carried packages, but no others; and by no means to allow any one to go out. At eleven o'clock precisely, he heard the rolling of a heavy carriage under the arch, then of another, then of a third; after which the gate grated upon its hinges to be closed. Soon after, somebody scratched with his nail at the door of the cabinet. The king opened it himself, and beheld Colbert, whose first word was this:—"The money is in your majesty's cellar." 

	The king then descended and went himself to see the barrels of specie, in gold and silver, which, under the direction of Colbert, four men had just rolled into a cellar of which the king had given Colbert the key in the morning. This review completed, Louis returned to his apartments, followed by Colbert, who had not apparently warmed with one ray of personal satisfaction. 

	"Monsieur," said the king, "what do you wish that I should give you, as a recompense for this devotedness and probity?" 

	"Absolutely nothing, sire." 

	"How nothing? Not even an opportunity of serving me?" 

	"If your majesty were not to furnish me with that opportunity, I should not the less serve you. It is impossible for me not to be the best servant of the king." 

	"You shall be intendant of the finances, M. Colbert." 

	"But there is already a superintendent, sire." 

	"I know that." 

	"Sire, the superintendent of the finances is the most powerful man in the kingdom." 

	"Ah!" cried Louis, coloring, "do you think so?" 

	"He will crush me in a week, sire. Your majesty gives me a controle for which strength is indispensable. An intendant under a superintendent,—that is inferiority." 

	"You want support—you do not reckon upon me?" 

	"I had the honor of telling your majesty that during the lifetime of M. de Mazarin, M. Fouquet was the second man in the kingdom; now M. de Mazarin is dead, M. Fouquet is become the first." 

	"Monsieur, I agree to what you told me of all things up to to-day; but to-morrow, please to remember, I shall no longer suffer it." 

	"Then I shall be of no use to your majesty?" 

	"You are already, since you fear to compromise yourself in serving me." 

	"I only fear to be placed so that I cannot serve your majesty." 

	"What do you wish, then?" 

	"I wish your majesty to allow me assistance in the labors of the office of intendant." 

	"The post would lose its value." 

	"It would gain in security." 

	"Choose your colleagues." 

	"Messieurs Breteuil, Marin, Harvard." 

	"To-morrow the ordonnance shall appear. 

	"Sire, I thank you." 

	"Is that all you ask? 

	"No, sire, one thing more." 

	"What is that?" 

	"Allow me to compose a chamber of justice." 

	"What would this chamber of justice do?" 

	"Try the farmers-general and contractors, who, during ten years, have been robbing the state." 

	"Well, but what would you do with them?" 

	"Hang two or three, and that would make the rest disgorge." 

	"I cannot commence my reign with executions, Monsieur Colbert." 

	"On the contrary, sire, you had better, in order not to have to end with them." 

	The king made no reply. "Does your majesty consent?" said Colbert. 

	"I will reflect upon it, monsieur." 

	"It will be too late when reflection may be made." 

	"Why?" 

	"Because you have to deal with people stronger than ourselves, if they are warned." 

	"Compose that chamber of justice, monsieur." 

	"I will, sire." 

	"Is that all?" 

	"No, sire; there is still another important affair. What rights does your majesty attach to this office of intendant?" 

	"Well—I do not know—the customary ones." 

	"Sire, I desire that this office be invested with the right of reading the correspondence with England." 

	"Impossible, monsieur, for that correspondence is kept from the council; monsieur le cardinal himself carried it on." 

	"I thought your majesty had this morning declared that there should no longer be a council?" 

	"Yes, I said so." 

	"Let your majesty then have the goodness to read all the letters yourself, particularly those from England; I hold strongly to this article." 

	"Monsieur, you shall have that correspondence, and render me an account of it." 

	"Now, sire, what shall I do with respect to the finances?" 

	"Everything M. Fouquet has not done." 

	"That is all I ask of your majesty. Thanks, sire, I depart in peace;" and at these words he took his leave. Louis watched his departure. Colbert was not yet a hundred paces from the Louvre when the king received a courier from England. After having looked at and examined the envelope, the king broke the seal precipitately, and found a letter from Charles II. The following is what the English prince wrote to his royal brother:— 

	"Your majesty must be rendered very uneasy by the illness of M. le Cardinal Mazarin; but the excess of danger can only prove of service to you. The cardinal is given over by his physician. I thank you for the gracious reply you have made to my communication touching the Princess Henrietta, my sister, and, in a week, the princess and her court will set out for Paris. It is gratifying to me to acknowledge the fraternal friendship you have evinced towards me, and to call you, more justly than ever, my brother. It is gratifying to me, above everything, to prove to your majesty how much I am interested in all that may please you. You are having Belle-Isle-en-Mer secretly fortified. That is wrong. We shall never be at war against each other. That measure does not make me uneasy, it makes me sad. You are spending useless millions, tell your ministers so; and rest assured that I am well informed; render me the same service, my brother, if occasion offers." 

	The king rang his bell violently, and his valet de chambre appeared. "Monsieur Colbert is just gone; he cannot be far off. Let him be called back!" exclaimed he. 

	The valet was about to execute the order, when the king stopped him. 

	"No," said he, "no, I see the whole scheme of that man. Belle-Isle belongs to M. Fouquet; Belle-Isle is being fortified: that is a conspiracy on the part of M. Fouquet. The discovery of that conspiracy is the ruin of the superintendent, and that discovery is the result of the correspondence with England: this is why Colbert wished to have that correspondence. Oh! but I cannot place all my dependence upon that man; he has a good head, but I must have an arm!" Louis, all at once, uttered a joyful cry. "I had," said he, "a lieutenant of musketeers!" 

	"Yes, sire—Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"He quitted the service for a time." 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"Let him be found, and be here to-morrow the first thing in the morning." 

	The valet de chambre bowed and went out. 

	"Thirteen millions in my cellar," said the king; "Colbert carrying my purse and D'Artagnan my sword—I am king." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 51. A Passion 

	The day of his arrival, on returning from the Palais Royal, Athos, as we have seen, went straight to his hotel in the Rue Saint-Honore. He there found the Vicomte de Bragelonne waiting for him in his chamber, chatting with Grimaud. It was not an easy thing to talk with this old servant. Two men only possessed the secret, Athos and D'Artagnan. The first succeeded, because Grimaud sought to make him speak himself; D'Artagnan, on the contrary, because he knew how to make Grimaud talk. Raoul was occupied in making him describe the voyage to England, and Grimaud had related it in all its details, with a limited number of gestures and eight words, neither more nor less. He had, at first, indicated by an undulating movement of his hand, that his master and he had crossed the sea. "Upon some expedition?" Raoul had asked. 

	Grimaud by bending down his head had answered, "Yes." 

	"When monsieur le comte incurred much danger?" asked Raoul. 

	"Neither too much nor too little," was replied by a shrug of the shoulders. 

	"But, still, what sort of danger?" insisted Raoul. 

	Grimaud pointed to the sword; he pointed to the fire and to a musket that was hanging on the wall. 

	"Monsieur le comte had an enemy there, then?" cried Raoul. 

	"Monk," replied Grimaud. 

	"It is strange," continued Raoul, "that monsieur le comte persists in considering me a novice, and not allowing me to partake the honor and danger of his adventure." 

	Grimaud smiled. It was at this moment Athos came in. The host was lighting him up the stairs, and Grimaud, recognizing the step of his master, hastened to meet him, which cut short the conversation. But Raoul was launched on the sea of interrogatories, and did not stop. Taking both hands of the comte, with warm, but respectful tenderness,—"How is it, monsieur," said he, "that you have set out upon a dangerous voyage without bidding me adieu, without commanding the aid of my sword, of myself, who ought to be your support, now I have the strength; whom you have brought up like a man? Ah! monsieur, can you expose me to the cruel trial of never seeing you again?" 

	"Who told you, Raoul," said the comte, placing his cloak and hat in the hands of Grimaud, who had unbuckled his sword, "who told you that my voyage was a dangerous one?" 

	"I," said Grimaud. 

	"And why did you do so?" said Athos, sternly. 

	Grimaud was embarrassed; Raoul came to his assistance, by answering for him. "It is natural, monsieur that our good Grimaud should tell me the truth in what concerns you. By whom should you be loved and supported, if not by me?" 

	Athos did not reply. He made a friendly motion to Grimaud, which sent him out of the room, he then seated himself in a fauteuil, whilst Raoul remained standing before him. 

	"But is it true," continued Raoul, "that your voyage was an expedition, and that steel and fire threatened you?" 

	"Say no more about that, vicomte," said Athos mildly. "I set out hastily, it is true: but the service of King Charles II. required a prompt departure. As to your anxiety, I thank you for it, and I know that I can depend upon you. You have not wanted for anything, vicomte, in my absence, have you?" 

	"No, monsieur, thank you." 

	"I left orders with Blaisois to pay you a hundred pistoles, if you should stand in need of money." 

	"Monsieur, I have not seen Blaisois." 

	"You have been without money, then?" 

	"Monsieur, I had thirty pistoles left from the sale of the horses I took in my last campaign, and M. le Prince had the kindness to allow me to win two hundred pistoles at his play-table three months ago." 

	"Do you play? I don't like that, Raoul." 

	"I never play, monsieur; it was M. le Prince who ordered me to hold his cards at Chantilly—one night when a courier came to him from the king. I won, and M. le Prince commanded me to take the stakes." 

	"Is that a practice in the household, Raoul?" asked Athos with a frown. 

	"Yes, monsieur; every week M. le Prince affords, upon one occasion or another, a similar advantage to one of his gentlemen. There are fifty gentlemen in his highness's household; it was my turn." 

	"Very well! You went into Spain, then?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, I made a very delightful and interesting journey." 

	"You have been back a month, have you not?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"And in the course of that month?" 

	"In that month——" 

	"What have you done?" 

	"My duty, monsieur." 

	"Have you not been home, to La Fere?" 

	Raoul colored. Athos looked at him with a fixed but tranquil expression. 

	"You would be wrong not to believe me," said Raoul. "I feel that I colored, and in spite of myself. The question you did me the honor to ask me is of a nature to raise in me much emotion. I color, then, because I am agitated, not because I meditate a falsehood." 

	"I know, Raoul, you never lie." 

	"No, monsieur." 

	"Besides, my young friend, you would be wrong; what I wanted to say——" 

	"I know quite well, monsieur. You would ask me if I have not been to Blois?" 

	"Exactly so." 

	"I have not been there; I have not even seen the person to whom you allude." 

	Raoul's voice trembled as he pronounced these words. Athos, a sovereign judge in all matters of delicacy, immediately added, "Raoul, you answer with a painful feeling; you are unhappy." 

	"Very, monsieur; you have forbidden me to go to Blois, or to see Mademoiselle de la Valliere again." Here the young man stopped. That dear name, so delightful to pronounce, made his heart bleed, although so sweet upon his lips. 

	"And I have acted rightly, Raoul," Athos hastened to reply. "I am neither an unjust nor a barbarous father; I respect true love; but I look forward for you to a future—an immense future. A new reign is about to break upon us like a fresh dawn. War calls upon a young king full of chivalric spirit. What is wanting to assist this heroic ardor is a battalion of young and free lieutenants who would rush to the fight with enthusiasm and fall, crying: 'Vive le Roi!' instead of 'Adieu, my dear wife.' You understand that, Raoul. However brutal my reasoning may appear, I conjure you, then, to believe me, and to turn away your thoughts from those early days of youth in which you took up this habit of love—days of effeminate carelessness, which soften the heart and render it incapable of consuming those strong, bitter draughts called glory and adversity. Therefore, Raoul, I repeat to you, you should see in my counsel only the desire of being useful to you, only the ambition of seeing you prosper. I believe you capable of becoming a remarkable man. March alone, and you will march better, and more quickly." 

	"You have commanded, monsieur," replied Raoul, "and I obey." 

	"Commanded!" cried Athos. "Is it thus you reply to me? I have commanded you! Oh! you distort my words as you misconceive my intentions. I do not command you; I request you." 

	"No, monsieur, you have commanded," said Raoul, persistently; "had you only requested me, your request is even more effective than your order. I have not seen Mademoiselle de la Valliere again." 

	"But you are unhappy! you are unhappy!" insisted Athos. 

	Raoul made no reply. 

	"I find you pale; I find you dull. The sentiment is strong, then?" 

	"It is a passion," replied Raoul. 

	"No—a habit." 

	"Monsieur, you know I have traveled much, that I have passed two years far away from her. A habit would yield to an absence of two years, I believe; whereas, on my return, I loved, not more, that was impossible, but as much. Mademoiselle de la Valliere is for me the one lady above all others; but you are for me a god upon earth—to you I sacrifice everything." 

	"You are wrong," said Athos; "I have no longer any right over you. Age has emancipated you; you no longer even stand in need of my consent. Besides, I will not refuse my consent after what you have told me. Marry Mademoiselle de la Valliere, if you like." 

	Raoul was startled, but suddenly: "You are very kind, monsieur," said he, "and your concession excites my warmest gratitude, but I will not accept it." 

	"Then you now refuse?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"I will not oppose you in anything, Raoul." 

	"But you have at the bottom of your heart an idea against this marriage: it is not your choice." 

	"That is true." 

	"That is sufficient to make me resist: I will wait." 

	"Beware, Raoul! What you are now saying is serious." 

	"I know it is, monsieur; as I said, I will wait." 

	"Until I die?" said Athos, much agitated. 

	"Oh! monsieur," cried Raoul, with tears in his eyes, "is it possible that you should wound my heart thus? I have never given you cause of complaint!" 

	"Dear boy, that is true," murmured Athos, pressing his lips violently together to conceal the emotion of which he was no longer master. "No, I will no longer afflict you; only I do not comprehend what you mean by waiting. Will you wait till you love no longer?" 

	"Ah! for that!—no, monsieur. I will wait till you change your opinion." 

	"I should wish to put the matter to a test, Raoul; I should like to see if Mademoiselle de la Valliere will wait as you do." 

	"I hope so, monsieur." 

	"But take care, Raoul! suppose she did not wait? Ah, you are so young, so confiding, so loyal! Women are changeable." 

	"You have never spoken ill to me of women, monsieur; you have never had to complain of them; why should you doubt of Mademoiselle de la Valliere?" 

	"That is true," said Athos, casting down his eyes; "I have never spoken ill to you of women; I have never had to complain of them; Mademoiselle de la Valliere never gave birth to a suspicion; but when we are looking forward, we must go even to exceptions, even to improbabilities! If, I say, Mademoiselle de la Valliere should not wait for you?" 

	"How, monsieur?" 

	"If she turned her eyes another way." 

	"If she looked favorably upon another, do you mean, monsieur?" said Raoul, pale with agony. 

	"Exactly." 

	"Well, monsieur, I would kill him," said Raoul, simply, "and all the men whom Mademoiselle de la Valliere should choose, until one of them had killed me, or Mademoiselle de la Valliere had restored me her heart." 

	Athos started. "I thought," resumed he, in an agitated voice, "that you called me just now your god, your law in this world." 

	"Oh!" said Raoul, trembling, "you would forbid me the duel?" 

	"Suppose I did forbid it, Raoul?" 

	"You would forbid me to hope, monsieur; consequently you would not forbid me to die." 

	Athos raised his eyes toward the vicomte. He had pronounced these words with the most melancholy inflection, accompanied by the most melancholy look. "Enough," said Athos, after a long silence, "enough of this subject, upon which we both go too far. Live as well as you are able, Raoul, perform your duties, love Mademoiselle de; la Valliere; in a word, act like a man, since you have attained the age of a man; only do not forget that I love you tenderly, and that you profess to love me." 

	"Ah! monsieur le comte!" cried Raoul, pressing the hand of Athos to his heart. 

	"Enough, dear boy, leave me; I want rest. A propos, M. d'Artagnan has returned from England with me; you owe him a visit." 

	"I will pay it, monsieur, with great pleasure. I love Monsieur d'Artagnan exceedingly." 

	"You are right in doing so; he is a worthy man and a brave cavalier." 

	"Who loves you dearly." 

	"I am sure of that. Do you know his address?" 

	"At the Louvre, I suppose, or wherever the king is. Does he not command the musketeers?" 

	"No; at present M. d'Artagnan is absent on leave; he is resting for awhile. Do not, therefore, seek him at the posts of his service. You will hear of him at the house of a certain Planchet." 

	"His former lackey?" 

	"Exactly, turned grocer." 

	"I know; Rue des Lombards?" 

	"Somewhere thereabouts, or Rue des Arcis." 

	"I will find it, monsieur,—I will find it." 

	"You will say a thousand kind things to him, on my part, and ask him to come and dine with me before I set out for La Fere." 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Good-night, Raoul!" 

	"Monsieur, I see you wear an order I never saw you wear before; accept my compliments!" 

	"The Fleece! that is true. A bauble, my boy, which no longer amuses an old child like myself. Goodnight, Raoul!" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 52. D'Artagnan's Lesson 

	Raoul did not meet with D'Artagnan the next day, as he had hoped. He only met with Planchet, whose joy was great at seeing the young man again, and who contrived to pay him two or three little soldierly compliments, savoring very little of the grocer's shop. But as Raoul was returning the next day from Vincennes, at the head of fifty dragoons confided to him by Monsieur le Prince, he perceived, in La Place Baudoyer, a man with his nose in the air, examining a house as we examine a horse we have a fancy to buy. This man, dressed in citizen costume buttoned up like a military pourpoint, a very small hat on his head, but a long shagreen-mounted sword by his side, turned his head as soon as he heard the steps of the horses, and left off looking at the house to look at the dragoons. It was simply M. d'Artagnan; D'Artagnan on foot; D'Artagnan with his hands behind him, passing a little review upon the dragoons, after having reviewed the buildings. Not a man, not a tag, not a horse's hoof escaped his inspection. Raoul rode at the side of his troop; D'Artagnan perceived him the last. "Eh!" said he, "Eh! Mordioux!" 

	"I was not mistaken!" cried Raoul, turning his horse towards him. 

	"Mistaken—no! Good-day to you," replied the ex-musketeer; whilst Raoul eagerly pressed the hand of his old friend. "Take care, Raoul," said D'Artagnan, "the second horse of the fifth rank will lose a shoe before he gets to the Pont Marie; he has only two nails left in his off fore-foot." 

	"Wait a minute, I will come back," said Raoul. 

	"Can you quit your detachment?" 

	"The cornet is there to take my place." 

	"Then you will come and dine with me?" 

	"Most willingly, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Be quick, then; leave your horse, or make them give me one." 

	"I prefer coming back on foot with you." 

	Raoul hastened to give notice to the cornet, who took his post; he then dismounted, gave his horse to one of the dragoons, and with great delight seized the arm of M. d'Artagnan, who had watched him during all these little evolutions with the satisfaction of a connoisseur. 

	"What, do you come from Vincennes?" said he. 

	"Yes, monsieur le chevalier." 

	"And the cardinal?" 

	"Is very ill, it is even reported he is dead.' 

	"Are you on good terms with M. Fouquet?" asked D'Artagnan, with a disdainful movement of the shoulders, proving that the death of Mazarin did not affect him beyond measure. 

	"With M. Fouquet?" said Raoul, "I do not know him." 

	"So much the worse! so much the worse! for a new king always seeks to get good men in his employment." 

	"Oh! the king means no harm," replied the young man. 

	"I say nothing about the crown," cried D'Artagnan; "I am speaking of the king—the king, that is M. Fouquet, if the cardinal is dead. You must contrive to stand well with M. Fouquet, if you do not wish to molder away all your life as I have moldered. It is true you have, fortunately, other protectors." 

	"M. le Prince, for instance." 

	"Worn out! worn out!" 

	"M. le Comte de la Fere?" 

	"Athos! Oh! that's different; yes, Athos—and if you have any wish to make your way in England, you cannot apply to a better person; I can even say, without too much vanity, that I myself have some credit at the court of Charles II. There is a king—God speed him!" 

	"Ah!" cried Raoul, with the natural curiosity of well-born young people, while listening to experience and courage. 

	"Yes, a king who amuses himself, it is true, but who has had a sword in his hand, and can appreciate useful men. Athos is on good terms with Charles II. Take service there, and leave these scoundrels of contractors and farmers-general, who steal as well with French hands as others have done with Italian hands; leave the little snivelling king, who is going to give us another reign of Francis II. Do you know anything of history, Raoul?" 

	"Yes, monsieur le chevalier." 

	"Do you know, then, that Francis II. had always the earache?" 

	"No, I did not know that." 

	"That Charles IV. had always the headache?" 

	"Indeed!" 

	"And Henry III. always the stomach-ache?" 

	Raoul began to laugh. 

	"Well, my dear friend, Louis XIV. always has the heartache; it is deplorable to see a king sighing from morning till night without saying once in course of the day, ventre-saint-gris! corboeuf! or anything to rouse one." 

	"Was that the reason why you quitted the service, monsieur le chevalier?" 

	"Yes." 

	"But you yourself, M. d'Artagnan, are throwing the handle after the axe; you will not make a fortune." 

	"Who? I?" replied D'Artagnan, in a careless tone; "I am settled—I had some family property." 

	Raoul looked at him. The poverty of D'Artagnan was proverbial. A Gascon, he exceeded in ill-luck all the gasconnades of France and Navarre; Raoul had a hundred times heard Job and D'Artagnan named together, as the twins Romulus and Remus. D'Artagnan caught Raoul's look of astonishment. 

	"And has not your father told you I have been in England?" 

	"Yes, monsieur le chevalier." 

	"And that I there met with a very lucky chance?" 

	"No, monsieur, I did not know that." 

	"Yes, a very worthy friend of mine, a great nobleman, the viceroy of Scotland and Ireland, has endowed me with an inheritance." 

	"An inheritance?" 

	"And a good one, too." 

	"Then you are rich?" 

	"Bah!" 

	"Receive my sincere congratulation." 

	"Thank you! Look, that is my house." 

	"Place de Greve?" 

	"Yes, don't you like this quarter?" 

	"On the contrary, the look-out over the water is pleasant. Oh! what a pretty old house!" 

	"The sign Notre Dame; it is an old cabaret, which I have transformed into a private house in two days." 

	"But the cabaret is still open?" 

	"Pardieu!" 

	"And where do you lodge, then? 

	"I? I lodge with Planchet." 

	"You said, just now, 'This is my house.'" 

	"I said so, because, in fact, it is my house. I have bought it." 

	"Ah!" said Raoul. 

	"At ten years' purchase, my dear Raoul; a superb affair, I bought the house for thirty thousand livres; it has a garden which opens to the Rue de la Mortillerie; the cabaret lets for a thousand livres, with the first story; the garret, or second floor, for five hundred livres." 

	"Indeed!" 

	"Yes, indeed." 

	"Five hundred livres for a garret? Why, it is not habitable." 

	"Therefore no one inhabits it, only, you see this garret has two windows which look out upon the Place." 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Well, then, every time anybody is broken on the wheel or hung, quartered, or burnt, these two windows let for twenty pistoles." 

	"Oh!" said Raoul, with horror. 

	"It is disgusting, is it not?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"Oh!" repeated Raoul. 

	"It is disgusting, but so it is. These Parisian cockneys are sometimes real anthropophagi. I cannot conceive how men, Christians, can make such speculations." 

	"That is true." 

	"As for myself," continued D'Artagnan, "if I inhabited that house, on days of execution I would shut it up to the very keyholes; but I do not inhabit it." 

	"And you let the garret for five hundred livres?" 

	"To the ferocious cabaretier, who sub-lets it. I said, then, fifteen hundred livres." 

	"The natural interest of money," said Raoul,—"five per cent." 

	"Exactly so. I then have left the side of the house at the back, store-rooms, and cellars, inundated every winter, two hundred livres; and the garden, which is very fine, well planted, well shaded under the walls and the portal of Saint-Gervais-Saint-Protais, thirteen hundred livres." 

	"Thirteen hundred livres! why, that is royal!" 

	"This is the whole history. I strongly suspect some canon of the parish (these canons are all as rich as Croesus)—I suspect some canon of having hired the garden to take his pleasure in. The tenant has given the name of M. Godard. That is either a false name or a real name; if true, he is a canon; if false, he is some unknown; but of what consequence is it to me? he always pays in advance. I had also an idea just now, when I met you, of buying a house in the Place Baudoyer, the back premises of which join my garden, and would make a magnificent property. Your dragoons interrupted my calculations. But come, let us take the Rue de la Vannerie: that will lead us straight to M. Planchet's." D'Artagnan mended his pace, and conducted Raoul to Planchet's dwelling, a chamber of which the grocer had given up to his old master. Planchet was out, but the dinner was ready. There was a remains of military regularity and punctuality preserved in the grocer's household. D'Artagnan returned to the subject of Raoul's future. 

	"Your father brings you up rather strictly?" said he. 

	"Justly, monsieur le chevalier." 

	"Oh, yes, I know Athos is just, but close, perhaps?" 

	"A royal hand, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Well, never want, my boy! If ever you stand in need of a few pistoles, the old musketeer is at hand." 

	"My dear Monsieur d'Artagnan!" 

	"Do you play a little?" 

	"Never." 

	"Successful with the ladies, then?—Oh, my little Aramis! That, my dear friend, costs even more than play. It is true we fight when we lose, that is a compensation. Bah! that little sniveller, the king, makes winners give him his revenge. What a reign! my poor Raoul, what a reign! When we think that, in my time, the musketeers were besieged in their houses like Hector and Priam in the city of Troy, and the women wept, and then the walls laughed, and then five hundred beggarly fellows clapped their hands, and cried, 'Kill! kill!' when not one musketeer was hurt. Mordioux! you will never see anything like that." 

	"You are very hard upon the king, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan; and yet you scarcely know him." 

	"I! Listen, Raoul. Day by day, hour by hour,—take note of my words,—I will predict what he will do. The cardinal being dead, he will fret; very well, that is the least silly thing he will do, particularly if he does not shed a tear." 

	"And then?" 

	"Why then he will get M. Fouquet to allow him a pension, and will go and compose verses at Fontainebleau, upon some Mancini or other, whose eyes the queen will scratch out. She is a Spaniard, you see,—this queen of ours, and she has, for mother-in-law, Madame Anne of Austria. I know something of the Spaniards of the house of Austria." 

	"And next?" 

	"Well, after having torn off the silver lace from the uniforms of his Swiss, because lace is too expensive, he will dismount the musketeers, because the oats and hay of a horse cost five sols a day." 

	"Oh! do not say that." 

	"Of what consequence is it to me? I am no longer a musketeer, am I? Let them be on horseback, let them be on foot, let them carry a larding-pin, a spit, a sword, or nothing—what is it to me?" 

	"My dear Monsieur d'Artagnan, I beseech you speak no more ill of the king. I am almost in his service, and my father would be very angry with me for having heard, even from your mouth, words injurious to his majesty." 

	"Your father, eh? He is a knight in every bad cause. Pardieu! yes, your father is a brave man, a Caesar, it is true—but a man without perception." 

	"Now, my dear chevalier," exclaimed Raoul, laughing, "are you going to speak ill of my father, of him you call the great Athos. Truly you are in a bad vein to-day; riches render you as sour as poverty renders other people." 

	"Pardieu! you are right. I am a rascal and in my dotage; I am an unhappy wretch grown old; a tent-cord untwisted, a pierced cuirass, a boot without a sole, a spur without a rowel;—but do me the pleasure to add one thing." 

	"What is that, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan?" 

	"Simply say: 'Mazarin was a pitiful wretch.'" 

	"Perhaps he is dead." 

	"More the reason—I say was; if I did not hope that he was dead, I would entreat you to say: 'Mazarin is a pitiful wretch.' Come, say so, say so, for love of me." 

	"Well, I will." 

	"Say it!" 

	"Mazarin was a pitiful wretch," said Raoul, smiling at the musketeer, who roared with laughter, as in his best days. 

	"A moment," said the latter; "you have spoken my first proposition, here is the conclusion of it,—repeat, Raoul, repeat: 'But I regret Mazarin.'" 

	"Chevalier!" 

	"You will not say it? Well, then, I will say it twice for you." 

	"But you would regret Mazarin?" 

	And they were still laughing and discussing this profession of principles, when one of the shop-boys entered. "A letter, monsieur," said he, "for M. d'Artagnan." 

	"Thank you; give it me," cried the musketeer. 

	"The handwriting of monsieur le comte," said Raoul. 

	"Yes, yes." And D'Artagnan broke the seal. 

	"Dear friend," said Athos, "a person has just been here to beg me to seek for you, on the part of the king." 

	"Seek me!" said D'Artagnan, letting the paper fall upon the table. Raoul picked it up, and continued to read aloud:— 

	"Make haste. His majesty is very anxious to speak to you, and expects you at the Louvre." 

	"Expects me?" again repeated the musketeer. 

	"He, he, he!" laughed Raoul. 

	"Oh, oh!" replied D'Artagnan. "What the devil can this mean?" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 53. The King 

	The first moment of surprise over, D'Artagnan reperused Athos's note. "It is strange," said he, "that the king should send for me." 

	"Why so?" said Raoul; "do you not think, monsieur, that the king must regret such a servant as you?" 

	"Oh, oh!" cried the officer, laughing with all his might; "you are poking fun at me, Master Raoul. If the king had regretted me, he would not have let me leave him. No, no; I see in it something better, or worse, if you like." 

	"Worse! What can that be, monsieur le chevalier?" 

	"You are young, you are a boy, you are admirable. Oh, how I should like to be as you are! To be but twenty-four, with an unfurrowed brow, under which the brain is void of everything but women, love, and good intentions. Oh, Raoul, as long as you have not received the smiles of kings, the confidence of queens; as long as you have not had two cardinals killed under you, the one a tiger, the other a fox, as long as you have not—But what is the good of all this trifling? We must part, Raoul." 

	"How you say the word! What a serious face!" 

	"Eh! but the occasion is worthy of it. Listen to me. I have a very good recommendation to tender you." 

	"I am all attention, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"You will go and inform your father of my departure." 

	"Your departure?" 

	"Pardieu! You will tell him that I am gone into England; and that I am living in my little country-house." 

	"In England, you!—And the king's orders?" 

	"You get more and more silly: do you imagine that I am going to the Louvre, to place myself at the disposal of that little crowned wolf-cub?" 

	"The king a wolf-cub? Why, monsieur le chevalier, you are mad!" 

	"On the contrary, I never was so sane. You do not know what he wants to do with me, this worthy son of Louis le Juste!—But, Mordioux! that is policy. He wishes to ensconce me snugly in the Bastile—purely and simply, look you!" 

	"What for?" cried Raoul, terrified at what he heard. 

	"On account of what I told him one day at Blois. I was warm; he remembers it." 

	"You told him what?" 

	"That he was mean, cowardly, and silly." 

	"Good God!" cried Raoul, "is it possible that such words should have issued from your mouth?" 

	"Perhaps I don't give the letter of my speech, but I give the sense of it." 

	"But did not the king have you arrested immediately?" 

	"By whom? It was I who commanded the musketeers; he must have commanded me to convey myself to prison; I would never have consented: I would have resisted myself. And then I went into England—no more D'Artagnan. Now, the cardinal is dead, or nearly so, they learn that I am in Paris, and they lay their hands on me." 

	"The cardinal was your protector?" 

	"The cardinal knew me; he knew certain particularities of me; I also knew some of his; we appreciated each other mutually. And then, on rendering his soul to the devil, he would recommend Anne of Austria to make me the inhabitant of a safe place. Go then, and find your father, relate the fact to him—and adieu!" 

	"My dear Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Raoul, very much agitated, after having looked out at the window, "you cannot even fly!" 

	"Why not?" 

	"Because there is below an officer of the Swiss guards waiting for you." 

	"Well!" 

	"Well, he will arrest you." 

	D'Artagnan broke into a Homeric laugh. 

	"Oh! I know very well that you will resist, that you will fight, even; I know very well that you will prove the conqueror; but that amounts to rebellion, and you are an officer yourself, knowing what discipline is." 

	"Devil of a boy, how logical that is!" grumbled D'Artagnan. 

	"You approve of it, do you not?" 

	"Yes, instead of passing into the street, where that idiot is waiting for me, I will slip quietly out at the back. I have a horse in the stable, and a good one. I will ride him to death; my means permit me to do so, and by killing one horse after another, I shall arrive at Boulogne in eleven hours; I know the road. Only tell your father one thing." 

	"What is that?" 

	"That is—that the thing he knows about is placed at Planchet's house, except a fifth, and that——" 

	"But, my dear M. d'Artagnan, rest assured that if you fly, two things will be said of you." 

	"What are they, my dear friend?" 

	"The first, that you have been afraid." 

	"Ah! and who will dare to say that?" 

	"The king first." 

	"Well! but he will tell the truth,—I am afraid." 

	"The second, that you knew yourself guilty." 

	"Guilty of what?" 

	"Why, of the crimes they wish to impute to you." 

	"That is true again. So, then, you advise me to go and get myself made a prisoner in the Bastile?" 

	"M. le Comte de la Fere would advise you just as I do." 

	"Pardieu! I know he would," said D'Artagnan thoughtfully. "You are right, I shall not escape. But if they cast me into the Bastile?" 

	"We will get you out again," said Raoul, with a quiet, calm air. 

	"Mordioux! You said that after a brave fashion, Raoul," said D'Artagnan, seizing his hand, "that savors of Athos, distinctly. Well, I will go, then. Do not forget my last word." 

	"Except a fifth," said Raoul. 

	"Yes, you are a fine boy! and I wish you to add one thing to that last word." 

	"Speak, chevalier!" 

	"It is that if you cannot get me out of the Bastile, and I remain there—oh! that will be so, and I shall be a detestable prisoner; I, who have been a passable man,—in that case, I give three-fifths to you, and the fourth to your father." 

	"Chevalier!" 

	"Mordioux! If you will have some masses said for me, you are welcome." 

	That being said, D'Artagnan took his belt from the hook, girded on his sword, took a hat the feather of which was fresh, and held his hand out to Raoul, who threw himself into his arms. When in the shop, he cast a quick glance at the shop-lads, who looked upon the scene with a pride mingled with some inquietude; then plunging his hands into a chest of currants, he went straight to the officer who was waiting for him at the door. 

	"Those features! Can it be you, Monsieur de Friedisch?" cried D'Artagnan, gayly. "Eh! eh! what, do we arrest our friends?" 

	"Arrest!" whispered the lads among themselves. 

	"Yes, it is I, Monsieur d'Artagnan! Good-day to you!" said the Swiss, in his mountain patois. 

	"Must I give you up my sword? I warn you, that it is long and heavy; you had better let me wear it to the Louvre: I feel quite lost in the streets without a sword, and you would be more at a loss than I should, with two." 

	"The king has given no orders about it," replied the Swiss, "so keep your sword." 

	"Well, that is very polite on the part of the king. Let us go, at once." 

	Monsieur Friedisch was not a talker, and D'Artagnan had too many things to think about to say much. From Planchet's shop to the Louvre was not far—they arrived in ten minutes. It was a dark night. M. de Friedisch wanted to enter by the wicket. "No," said D'Artagnan, "you would lose time by that; take the little staircase." 

	The Swiss did as D'Artagnan advised, and conducted him to the vestibule of the king's cabinet. When arrived there, he bowed to his prisoner, and, without saying anything, returned to his post. D'Artagnan had not had time to ask why his sword was not taken from him, when the door of the cabinet opened, and a valet de chambre called "M. D'Artagnan!" The musketeer assumed his parade carriage and entered, with his large eyes wide open, his brow calm, his mustache stiff. The king was seated at a table writing. He did not disturb himself when the step of the musketeer resounded on the floor; he did not even turn his head. D'Artagnan advanced as far as the middle of the room, and seeing that the king paid no attention to him, and suspecting, besides, that this was nothing but affectation, a sort of tormenting preamble to the explanation that was preparing, he turned his back on the prince, and began to examine the frescoes on the cornices, and the cracks in the ceiling. This maneuver was accompanied by a little tacit monologue. "Ah! you want to humble me, do you?—you, whom I have seen so young—you, whom I have served as I would my own child,—you, whom I have served as I would a God—that is to say, for nothing. Wait awhile! wait awhile! you shall see what a man can do who has snuffed the air of the fire of the Huguenots, under the beard of monsieur le cardinal—the true cardinal." At this moment Louis turned round. 

	"Ah! are you there, Monsieur d'Artagnan?" said he. 

	D'Artagnan saw the movement and imitated it. "Yes, sire," said he. 

	"Very well; have the goodness to wait till I have cast this up." 

	D'Artagnan made no reply; he only bowed. "That is polite enough," thought he; "I have nothing to say." 

	Louis made a violent dash with his pen, and threw it angrily away. 

	"Ah! go on, work yourself up!" thought the musketeer; "you will put me at my ease. You shall find I did not empty the bag, the other day, at Blois." 

	Louis rose from his seat, passed his hand over his brow, then, stopping opposite to D'Artagnan, he looked at him with an air at once imperious and kind. "What the devil does he want with me? I wish he would begin!" thought the musketeer. 

	"Monsieur," said the king, "you know, without doubt, that monsieur le cardinal is dead?" 

	"I suspected so, sire." 

	"You know that, consequently, I am master in my own kingdom?" 

	"That is not a thing that dates from the death of monsieur le cardinal, sire; a man is always master in his own house, when he wishes to be so." 

	"Yes; but do you remember all you said to me at Blois?" 

	"Now we come to it," thought D'Artagnan, "I was not deceived. Well, so much the better, it is a sign that my scent is tolerably keen yet." 

	"You do not answer me," said Louis. 

	"Sire, I think I recollect." 

	"You only think?" 

	"It is so long ago." 

	"If you do not remember, I do. You said to me,—listen with attention." 

	"Ah! I shall listen with all my ears, sire; for it is very likely the conversation will turn in a fashion very interesting to me." 

	Louis once more looked at the musketeer, The latter smoothed the feather of his hat, then his mustache, and waited bravely. Louis XIV. continued: "You quitted my service, monsieur, after having told me the whole truth?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"That is, after having declared to me all you thought to be true, with regard to my mode of thinking and acting. That is always a merit. You began by telling me that you had served my family thirty years, and were fatigued." 

	"I said so; yes, sire." 

	"And you afterwards admitted that that fatigue was a pretext, and that discontent was the real cause." 

	"I was discontented, in fact, but that discontent has never betrayed itself, that I know of, and if, like a man of heart, I have spoken out before your majesty, I have not even thought of the matter, before anybody else." 

	"Do not excuse yourself, D'Artagnan, but continue to listen to me. When making me the reproach that you were discontented, you received in reply a promise:—'Wait.'—Is not that true?" 

	"Yes, sire, as true as what I told you." 

	"You answered me, 'Hereafter! No, now, immediately.' Do not excuse yourself, I tell you. It was natural, but you had no charity for your poor prince, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Sire! charity for a king, on the part of a poor soldier!" 

	"You understand me very well; you knew that I stood in need of it; you knew very well that I was not master; you knew very well that my hope was in the future. Now, you answered me when I spoke of that future, 'My discharge,—and that directly.'" 

	"That is true," murmured D'Artagnan, biting his mustache. 

	"You did not flatter me when I was in distress," added Louis. 

	"But," said D'Artagnan, raising his head nobly, "if I did not flatter your majesty when poor, neither did I betray you. I have shed my blood for nothing; I have watched like a dog at a door, knowing full well that neither bread nor bone would be thrown to me. I, although poor likewise, asked nothing of your majesty but the discharge you speak of." 

	"I know you are a brave man, but I was a young man, and you ought to have had some indulgence for me. What had you to reproach the king with?—that he left King Charles II. without assistance?—let us say further—that he did not marry Mademoiselle de Mancini?" When saying these words, the king fixed upon the musketeer a searching look. 

	"Ah! ah!" thought the latter, "he is doing far more than remembering, he divines. The devil!" 

	"Your sentence," continued Louis, "fell upon the king and fell upon the man. But, Monsieur d'Artagnan, that weakness, for you considered it a weakness?"—D'Artagnan made no reply—"you reproached me also with regard to monsieur, the defunct cardinal. Now, monsieur le cardinal, did he not bring me up, did he not support me?—elevating himself and supporting himself at the same time, I admit; but the benefit was discharged. As an ingrate or an egotist, would you, then, have better loved or served me?" 

	"Sire!" 

	"We will say no more about it, monsieur; it would only create in you too many regrets, and me too much pain." 

	D'Artagnan was not convinced. The young king, in adopting a tone of hauteur with him, did not forward his purpose. 

	"You have since reflected?" resumed Louis. 

	"Upon what, sire?" asked D'Artagnan, politely. 

	"Why, upon all that I have said to you, monsieur." 

	"Yes, sire, no doubt——" 

	"And you have only waited for an opportunity of retracting your words?" 

	"Sire!" 

	"You hesitate, it seems." 

	"I do not understand what your majesty did me the honor to say to me." 

	Louis's brow became cloudy. 

	"Have the goodness to excuse me, sire; my understanding is particularly thick; things do not penetrate it without difficulty; but it is true, when once they get in, they remain there." 

	"Yes, yes; you appear to have a memory." 

	"Almost as good a one as your majesty's." 

	"Then give me quickly one solution. My time is valuable. What have you been doing since your discharge?" 

	"Making my fortune, sire." 

	"The expression is crude, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Your majesty takes it in bad part, certainly. I entertain nothing but the profoundest respect for the king; and if I have been impolite, which might be excused by my long sojourn in camps and barracks, your majesty is too much above me to be offended at a word that innocently escapes from a soldier." 

	"In fact, I know you performed a brilliant action in England, monsieur. I only regret that you have broken your promise." 

	"I!" cried D'Artagnan. 

	"Doubtless. You engaged your word not to serve any other prince on quitting my service. Now it was for King Charles II. that you undertook the marvelous carrying off of M. Monk." 

	"Pardon me, sire, it was for myself." 

	"And did you succeed?" 

	"Like the captains of the fifteenth century, coups-de-main and adventures." 

	"What do you call succeeding?—a fortune?" 

	"A hundred thousand crowns, sire, which I now possess—that is, in one week three times as much money as I ever had in fifty years." 

	"It is a handsome sum. But you are ambitious, I perceive." 

	"I, sire? The quarter of that would be a treasure; and I swear to you I have no thought of augmenting it." 

	"What! you contemplate remaining idle?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"You mean to drop the sword?" 

	"That I have already done." 

	"Impossible, Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Louis, firmly. 

	"But, sire——" 

	"Well?" 

	"And why, sire?" 

	"Because it is my wish you should not!" said the young prince, in a voice so stern and imperious that D'Artagnan evinced surprise and even uneasiness. 

	"Will your majesty allow me one word of reply?" said he. 

	"Speak." 

	"I formed that resolution when I was poor and destitute." 

	"So be it. Go on." 

	"Now, when by my energy I have acquired a comfortable means of subsistence, would your majesty despoil me of my liberty? Your majesty would condemn me to the lowest, when I have gained the highest?" 

	"Who gave you permission, monsieur to fathom my designs, or to reckon with me?" replied Louis, in a voice almost angry; "who told you what I shall do or what you will yourself do?" 

	"Sire," said the musketeer, quietly, "as far as I see, freedom is not the order of the conversation, as it was on the day we came to an explanation at Blois." 

	"No, monsieur; everything is changed." 

	"I tender your majesty my sincere compliments upon that, but——" 

	"But you don't believe it?" 

	"I am not a great statesman, and yet I have my eye upon affairs; it seldom fails; now, I do not see exactly as your majesty does, sire. The reign of Mazarin is over, but that of the financiers is begun. They have the money; your majesty will not often see much of it. To live under the paw of these hungry wolves is hard for a man who reckoned upon independence." 

	At this moment some one scratched at the door of the cabinet; the king raised his head proudly. "Your pardon, Monsieur d'Artagnan," said he; "it is M. Colbert, who comes to make me a report. Come in M. Colbert." 

	D'Artagnan drew back. Colbert entered with papers in his hand, and went up to the king. There can be little doubt that the Gascon did not lose the opportunity of applying his keen, quick glance to the new figure which presented itself. 

	"Is the inquiry made?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"And the opinion of the inquisitors?" 

	"Is that the accused merit confiscation and death." 

	"Ah! ah!" said the king, without changing countenance, and casting an oblique look at D'Artagnan. "And your own opinion, M. Colbert?" said he. 

	Colbert looked at D'Artagnan in his turn. That imposing countenance checked the words upon his lips. Louis perceived this. "Do not disturb yourself," said he; "it is M. d'Artagnan,—do you not know M. d'Artagnan again?" 

	These two men looked at each other—D'Artagnan, with eyes open and bright as the day—Colbert, with his half closed, and dim. The frank intrepidity of the one annoyed the other; the circumspection of the financier disgusted the soldier. "Ah! ah! this is the gentleman who made that brilliant stroke in England," said Colbert. And he bowed slightly to D'Artagnan. 

	"Ah! ah!" said the Gascon, "this is the gentleman who clipped off the lace from the uniform of the Swiss! A praiseworthy piece of economy." 

	The financier thought to pierce the musketeer; but the musketeer ran the financier through. 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan," resumed the king, who had not remarked all the shades of which Mazarin would have missed not one, "this concerns the farmers of the revenue who have robbed me, whom I am hanging, and whose death-warrants I am about to sign." 

	"Oh! oh!" said D'Artagnan, starting. 

	"What did you say?" 

	"Oh! nothing, sire. This is no business of mine." 

	The king had already taken up the pen, and was applying it to the paper. "Sire," said Colbert in a subdued voice, "I beg to warn your majesty, that if an example be necessary, there will be difficulty in the execution of your orders." 

	"What do you say?" said Louis. 

	"You must not conceal from yourself," continued Colbert quietly, "that attacking the farmers-general is attacking the superintendence. The two unfortunate guilty men in question are the particular friends of a powerful personage, and the punishment, which otherwise might be comfortably confined to the Chatelet will doubtless be a signal for disturbances!" 

	Louis colored and turned towards D'Artagnan, who took a slight bite at his mustache, not without a smile of pity for the financier, and for the king who had to listen to him so long. But Louis seized the pen, and with a movement so rapid, that his hand shook, he affixed his signature at the bottom of the two papers presented by Colbert,—then looking the latter in the face,—"Monsieur Colbert'" said he, "when you speak to me on business, exclude more frequently the word difficulty from your reasonings and opinions; as to the word impossibility, never pronounce it." 

	Colbert bowed, much humiliated at having to undergo such a lesson before the musketeer; he was about to go out, but, jealous to repair his check: "I forgot to announce to your majesty," said he, "that the confiscations amount to the sum of five millions of livres." 

	"That's pretty well!" thought D'Artagnan. 

	"Which makes in my coffers?" said the king. 

	"Eighteen millions of livres, sire," replied Colbert, bowing. 

	"Mordioux!" growled D'Artagnan, "that's glorious!" 

	"Monsieur Colbert," added the king, "you will, if you please, go through the gallery where M. Lyonne is waiting, and will tell him to bring hither what he has drawn up—by my order." 

	"Directly, sire; if your majesty wants me no more this evening?" 

	"No, monsieur: good-night!" And Colbert went out. 

	"Now, let us return to our affair, M. d'Artagnan," said the king, as if nothing had happened. "You see that, with respect to money, there is already a notable change." 

	"Something to the tune of from zero to eighteen millions," replied the musketeer, gayly. "Ah! that was what your majesty wanted the day King Charles II. came to Blois. The two states would not have been embroiled to-day; for I must say, that there also I see another stumbling-block." 

	"Well, in the first place," replied Louis, "you are unjust, monsieur; for, if Providence had made me able to give my brother the million that day, you would not have quitted my service, and, consequently, you would not have made your fortune, as you told me just now you have done. But, in addition to this, I have had another piece of good fortune; and my difference with Great Britain need not alarm you." 

	A valet de chambre interrupted the king by announcing M. Lyonne. "Come in, monsieur," said the king; "you are punctual; that is like a good servant. Let us see your letter to my brother Charles II." 

	D'Artagnan pricked up his ears. "A moment, monsieur," said Louis, carelessly to the Gascon, "I must expedite to London my consent to the marriage of my brother, M. le Duc d'Anjou, with the Princess Henrietta Stuart." 

	"He is knocking me about, it seems," murmured D'Artagnan, whilst the king signed the letter, and dismissed M. de Lyonne, "but, ma foi! the more he knocks me about in this manner, the better I like it." 

	The king followed M. de Lyonne with his eyes, till the door was closed behind him; he even made three steps, as if he would follow the minister, but, after these three steps, stopping, pausing, and coming back to the musketeer,—"Now, monsieur," said he, "let us hasten to terminate our affair. You told me the other day, at Blois, that you were not rich?" 

	"But I am now, sire." 

	"Yes, but that does not concern me; you have your own money, not mine; that does not enter into my account." 

	"I do not well understand what your majesty means." 

	"Then, instead of leaving you to draw out words, speak, spontaneously. Should you be satisfied with twenty thousand livres a year as a fixed income?" 

	"But, sire," said D'Artagnan, opening his eyes to the utmost. 

	"Would you be satisfied with four horses furnished and kept, and with a supplement of funds such as you might require, according to occasions and needs, or would you prefer a fixed sum which would be, for example, forty thousand livres? Answer." 

	"Sire, your majesty——" 

	"Yes, you are surprised; that is natural, and I expected it. Answer me, come! or I shall think you have no longer that rapidity of judgment I have so much admired in you." 

	"It is certain, sire, that twenty thousand livres a year make a handsome sum; but——" 

	"No buts! Yes or no, is it an honorable indemnity?" 

	"Oh! very certainly." 

	"You will be satisfied with it? That is well. It will be better to reckon the extra expenses separately; you can arrange that with Colbert. Now let us pass to something more important." 

	"But, sire, I told your majesty——" 

	"That you wanted rest, I know you did: only I replied that I would not allow it—I am master, I suppose?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"That is well. You were formerly in the way of becoming captain of the musketeers?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"Well, here is your commission signed. I place it in this drawer. The day on which you shall return from a certain expedition which I have to confide to you, on that day you may yourself take the commission from the drawer." D'Artagnan still hesitated, and hung down his head. "Come, monsieur," said the king, "one would believe, to look at you, that you did not know that at the court of the most Christian king, the captain-general of the musketeers takes precedence of the marechals of France." 

	"Sire, I know he does. 

	"Then, am I to think you do put no faith in my word?" 

	"Oh! sire, never—never dream of such a thing." 

	"I have wished to prove to you, that you, so good a servant, had lost a good master; am I anything like the master that will suit you?" 

	"I begin to think you are, sire." 

	"Then, monsieur, you will resume your functions. Your company is quite disorganized since your departure and the men go about drinking and rioting in the cabarets where they fight, in spite of my edicts, and those of my father. You will reorganize the service as soon as possible." 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"You will not again quit my person." 

	"Very well, sire." 

	"You will march with me to the army, you will encamp round my tent." 

	"Then, sire," said D'Artagnan, "if it is only to impose upon me a service like that, your majesty need not give me twenty thousand livres a year. I shall not earn them." 

	"I desire that you shall keep open house; I desire that you should keep a liberal table; I desire that my captain of musketeers should be a personage." 

	"And I," said D'Artagnan, bluntly; "I do not like easily found money; I like money won! Your majesty gives me an idle trade, which the first comer would perform for four thousand livres." 

	Louis XIV. began to laugh. "You are a true Gascon, Monsieur d'Artagnan; you will draw my heart's secret from me." 

	"Bah! has your majesty a secret, then?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Well! then I accept the twenty thousand livres, for I will keep that secret, and discretion is above all price, in these times. Will your majesty speak now?" 

	"Boot yourself, Monsieur d'Artagnan, and to horse!" 

	"Directly, sire." 

	"Within two days." 

	"That is well, sire: for I have my affairs to settle before I set out; particularly if it is likely there should be any blows stirring." 

	"That may happen." 

	"We can receive them! But, sire, you have addressed yourself to avarice, to ambition; you have addressed yourself to the heart of M. d'Artagnan, but you have forgotten one thing." 

	"What is that?" 

	"You have said nothing to his vanity, when shall I be a knight of the king's orders?" 

	"Does that interest you?" 

	"Why, yes, sire. My friend Athos is quite covered with orders, and that dazzles me." 

	"You shall be a knight of my order a month after you have taken your commission of captain." 

	"Ah! ah!" said the officer, thoughtfully, "after the expedition." 

	"Precisely." 

	"Where is your majesty going to send me?" 

	"Are you acquainted with Bretagne?" 

	"Have you any friends there?" 

	"In Bretagne? No, ma foi!" 

	
"So much the better. Do you know anything about fortifications?" 

	"I believe I do, sire," said D'Artagnan, smiling. 

	"That is to say you can readily distinguish a fortress from a simple fortification, such as is allowed to chatelains or vassals?" 

	"I distinguish a fort from a rampart as I distinguish a cuirass from a raised pie-crust, sire. Is that sufficient?" 

	"Yes, monsieur. You will set out then." 

	"For Bretagne?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Alone?" 

	"Absolutely alone. That is to say, you must not even take a lackey with you." 

	"May I ask your majesty for what reason?" 

	"Because, monsieur, it will be necessary to disguise yourself sometimes, as the servant of a good family. Your face is very well known in France, M. d'Artagnan." 

	"And then, sire?" 

	"And then you will travel slowly through Bretagne, and will examine carefully the fortifications of that country." 

	"The coasts?" 

	"Yes, and the isles, commencing by Belle-Isle-en-Mer." 

	"Ah! which belongs to M. Fouquet!" said D'Artagnan, in a serious tone, raising his intelligent eye to Louis XIV. 

	"I fancy you are right, monsieur, and that Belle-Isle does belong to M. Fouquet, in fact." 

	"Then your majesty wishes me to ascertain if Belle-Isle is a strong place?" 

	"Yes." 

	"If the fortifications of it are new or old?" 

	"Precisely." 

	"And if the vassals of M. Fouquet are sufficiently numerous to form a garrison?" 

	"That is what I want to know; you have placed your finger on the question." 

	"And if they are not fortifying, sire?" 

	"You will travel about Bretagne, listening and judging." 

	"Then I am a king's spy?" said D'Artagnan, bluntly, twisting his mustache. 

	"No, monsieur." 

	"Your pardon, sire; I spy on your majesty's account." 

	"You start on a voyage of discovery, monsieur. Would you march at the head of your musketeers, with your sword in your hand, to observe any spot whatever, or an enemy's position?" 

	At this word D'Artagnan started. 

	"Do you," continued the king, "imagine yourself to be a spy?" 

	"No, no," said D'Artagnan, but pensively; "the thing changes its face when one observes an enemy; one is but a soldier. And if they are fortifying Belle-Isle?" added he, quickly. 

	"You will take an exact plan of the fortifications." 

	"Will they permit me to enter?" 

	"That does not concern me; that is your affair. Did you not understand that I reserved for you a supplement of twenty thousand livres per annum, if you wished it?" 

	"Yes, sire; but if they are not fortifying?" 

	"You will return quietly, without fatiguing your horse." 

	"Sire, I am ready." 

	"You will begin to-morrow by going to monsieur le surintendant's to take the first quarter of the pension I give you. Do you know M. Fouquet?" 

	"Very little, sire; but I beg your majesty to observe that I don't think it immediately necessary that I should know him." 

	"Your pardon, monsieur; for he will refuse you the money I wish you to take; and it is that refusal I look for." 

	"Ah!" said D'Artagnan. "Then, sire?" 

	"The money being refused, you will go and seek it at M. Colbert's. A propos, have you a good horse?" 

	"An excellent one, sire." 

	"How much did it cost you?" 

	"A hundred and fifty pistoles." 

	"I will buy it of you. Here is a note for two hundred pistoles." 

	"But I want my horse for my journey, sire." 

	"Well!" 

	"Well, and you take mine from me." 

	"Not at all. On the contrary, I give it you. Only as it is now mine and not yours, I am sure you will not spare it." 

	"Your majesty is in a hurry, then?" 

	"A great hurry." 

	"Then what compels me to wait two days?" 

	"Reasons known to myself." 

	"That's a different affair. The horse may make up the two days, in the eight he has to travel; and then there is the post." 

	"No, no, the post compromises, Monsieur d'Artagnan. Begone and do not forget you are my servant." 

	"Sire, it is not my duty to forget it! At what hour to-morrow shall I take my leave of your majesty?" 

	"Where do you lodge?" 

	"I must henceforward lodge at the Louvre." 

	"That must not be now—keep your lodgings in the city: I will pay for them. As to your departure, it must take place at night; you must set out without being seen by any one, or, if you are seen, it must not be known that you belong to me. Keep your mouth shut, monsieur." 

	"Your majesty spoils all you have said by that single word." 

	"I asked you where you lodged, for I cannot always send to M. le Comte de la Fere to seek you." 

	"I lodge with M. Planchet, a grocer, Rue des Lombards, at the sign of the Pilon d'Or." 

	"Go out but little, show yourself less, and await my orders." 

	"And yet, sire, I must go for the money." 

	"That is true, but when going to the superintendence, where so many people are constantly going, you must mingle with the crowd." 

	"I want the notes, sire, for the money." 

	"Here they are." The king signed them, and D'Artagnan looked on, to assure himself of their regularity. 

	"Adieu! Monsieur d'Artagnan," added the king; "I think you have perfectly understood me." 

	"I? I understand that your majesty sends me to Belle-Isle-en-Mer, that is all." 

	"To learn?" 

	"To learn how M. Fouquet's works are going on; that is all." 

	"Very well: I admit you may be taken." 

	"And I do not admit it," replied the Gascon, boldly. 

	"I admit you may be killed," continued the king. 

	"That is not probable, sire." 

	"In the first case, you must not speak; in the second there must be no papers found upon you." 

	D'Artagnan shrugged his shoulders without ceremony, and took leave of the king, saying to himself:—"The English shower continues—let us remain under the spout!" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 54. The Houses of M. Fouquet 

	Whilst D'Artagnan was returning to Planchet's house, his head aching and bewildered with all that had happened to him, there was passing a scene of quite a different character, and which, nevertheless is not foreign to the conversation our musketeer had just had with the king; only this scene took place out of Paris, in a house possessed by the superintendent Fouquet in the village of Saint-Mande. The minister had just arrived at this country-house, followed by his principal clerk, who carried an enormous portfolio full of papers to be examined, and others waiting for signature. As it might be about five o'clock in the afternoon, the masters had dined: supper was being prepared for twenty subaltern guests. The superintendent did not stop: on alighting from his carriage, he, at the same bound, sprang through the doorway, traversed the apartments and gained his cabinet, where he declared he would shut himself up to work, commanding that he should not be disturbed for anything but an order from the king. As soon as this order was given, Fouquet shut himself up, and two footmen were placed as sentinels at his door. Then Fouquet pushed a bolt which displaced a panel that walled up the entrance, and prevented everything that passed in this apartment from being either seen or heard. But, against all probability, it was only for the sake of shutting himself up that Fouquet shut himself up thus, for he went straight to a bureau, seated himself at it, opened the portfolio, and began to make a choice amongst the enormous mass of papers it contained. It was not more than ten minutes after he had entered, and taken all the precautions we have described, when the repeated noise of several slight equal knocks struck his ear, and appeared to fix his utmost attention. Fouquet raised his head, turned his ear, and listened. 

	The strokes continued. Then the worker arose with a slight movement of impatience and walked straight up to a glass behind which the blows were struck by a hand, or by some invisible mechanism. It was a large glass let into a panel. Three other glasses, exactly similar to it, completed the symmetry of the apartment. Nothing distinguished that one from the others. Without doubt, these reiterated knocks were a signal; for, at the moment Fouquet approached the glass listening, the same noise was renewed, and in the same measure. "Oh! oh!" murmured the intendent, with surprise, "who is yonder? I did not expect anybody to-day." And, without doubt, to respond to that signal, he pulled out a gilded nail near the glass, and shook it thrice. Then returning to his place, and seating himself again, "Ma foi! let them wait," said he. And plunging again into the ocean of papers unrolled before him, he appeared to think of nothing now but work. In fact with incredible rapidity and marvelous lucidity, Fouquet deciphered the largest papers and most complicated writings, correcting them, annotating them with a pen moved as if by a fever, and the work melting under his hands, signatures, figures, references, became multiplied as if ten clerks—that is to say, a hundred fingers and ten brains had performed the duties, instead of the five fingers and single brain of this man. From time to time, only, Fouquet, absorbed by his work, raised his head to cast a furtive glance upon a clock placed before him. The reason of this was, Fouquet set himself a task, and when this task was once set, in one hour's work he, by himself, did what another would not have accomplished in a day; always certain, consequently, provided he was not disturbed, of arriving at the close in the time his devouring activity had fixed. But in the midst of his ardent labor, the soft strokes upon the little bell placed behind the glass sounded again, hasty, and, consequently, more urgent. 

	"The lady appears to be impatient," said Fouquet. "Humph! a calm! That must be the comtesse; but, no, the comtesse is gone to Rambouillet for three days. The presidente, then? Oh! no, the presidente would not assume such grand airs; she would ring very humbly, then she would wait my good pleasure. The greatest certainty is, that I do not know who it can be, but that I know who it cannot be. And since it is not you, marquise, since it cannot be you, deuce take the rest!" And he went on with his work in spite of the reiterated appeals of the bell. At the end of a quarter of an hour, however, impatience prevailed over Fouquet in his turn: he might be said to consume, rather than to complete the rest of his work; he thrust his papers into his portfolio, and giving a glance at the mirror, whilst the taps continued faster than ever: "Oh! oh!" said he, "whence comes all this racket? What has happened, and who can the Ariadne be who expects me so impatiently. Let us see!" 

	He then applied the tip of his finger to the nail parallel to the one he had drawn. Immediately the glass moved like a folding-door and discovered a secret closet, rather deep, in which the superintendent disappeared as if going into a vast box. When there, he touched another spring, which opened, not a board, but a block of the wall, and he went out by that opening, leaving the door to shut of itself. Then Fouquet descended about a score of steps which sank, winding, underground, and came to a long, subterranean passage, lighted by imperceptible loopholes. The walls of this vault were covered with slabs or tiles, and the floor with carpeting. This passage was under the street itself, which separated Fouquet's house from the Park of Vincennes. At the end of the passage ascended a winding staircase parallel with that by which Fouquet had entered. He mounted these other stairs, entered by means of a spring placed in a closet similar to that in his cabinet, and from this closet an untenanted chamber furnished with the utmost elegance. As soon as he entered, he examined carefully whether the glass closed without leaving any trace, and, doubtless satisfied with his observation, he opened by means of a small gold key the triple fastenings of a door in front of him. This time the door opened upon a handsome cabinet sumptuously furnished, in which was seated upon cushions a lady of surpassing beauty, who at the sound of the lock sprang towards Fouquet. "Ah! good heavens!" cried the latter, starting back with astonishment. "Madame la Marquise de Belliere, you here?" 

	"Yes," murmured la marquise. "Yes; it is I, monsieur." 

	"Marquise! dear marquise!" added Fouquet, ready to prostrate himself. "Ah! my God! how did you come here? And I, to keep you waiting!" 

	"A long time, monsieur; yes, a very long time!" 

	"I am happy in thinking this waiting has appeared long to you, marquise!" 

	"Oh! an eternity, monsieur; oh! I rang more than twenty times. Did you not hear me?" 

	"Marquise, you are pale, you tremble." 

	"Did you not hear, then, that you were summoned?" 

	"Oh, yes; I heard plainly enough, madame; but I could not come. After your rigors and your refusals, how could I dream it was you? If I could have had any suspicion of the happiness that awaited me, believe me, madame, I would have quitted everything to fall at your feet, as I do at this moment." 

	"Are we quite alone, monsieur?" asked the marquise, looking round the room. 

	"Oh, yes, madame, I can assure you of that." 

	"Really?" said the marquise, in a melancholy tone. 

	"You sigh!" said Fouquet. 

	"What mysteries! what precautions!" said the marquise, with a slight bitterness of expression; "and how evident it is that you fear the least suspicion of your amours to escape." 

	"Would you prefer their being made public?" 

	"Oh, no; you act like a delicate man," said the marquise, smiling. 

	"Come, dear marquise, punish me not with reproaches, I implore you." 

	"Reproaches! Have I a right to make you any?" 

	"No, unfortunately, no; but tell me, you, who during a year I have loved without return or hope——" 

	"You are mistaken—without hope it is true, but not without return." 

	"What! for me, of my love! there is but one proof, and that proof I still want." 

	"I am here to bring it, monsieur." 

	Fouquet wished to clasp her in his arms, but she disengaged herself with a gesture. 

	"You persist in deceiving yourself, monsieur, and never will accept of me the only thing I am willing to give you—devotion." 

	"Ah, then, you do not love me? Devotion is but a virtue, love is a passion." 

	"Listen to me, I implore you: I should not have come hither without a serious motive: you are well assured of that, are you not?" 

	"The motive is of very little consequence, so that you are but here—so that I see you—so that I speak to you!" 

	"You are right; the principal thing is that I am here without any one having seen me, and that I can speak to you."—Fouquet sank on his knees before her. "Speak! speak, madame!" said he, "I listen to you." 

	The marquise looked at Fouquet, on his knees at her feet, and there was in the looks of the woman a strange mixture of love and melancholy. "Oh!" at length murmured she, "would that I were she who has the right of seeing you every minute, of speaking to you every instant! would that I were she who might watch over you, she who would have no need of mysterious springs, to summon and cause to appear, like a sylph, the man she loves, to look at him for an hour, and then see him disappear in the darkness of a mystery, still more strange at his going out than at his coming in. Oh! that would be to live a happy woman!" 

	"Do you happen, marquise," said Fouquet, smiling, "to be speaking of my wife?" 

	"Yes, certainly, of her I spoke." 

	"Well, you need not envy her lot, marquise; of all the women with whom I have any relations, Madame Fouquet is the one I see the least of, and who has the least intercourse with me." 

	"At least, monsieur, she is not reduced to place, as I have done, her hand upon the ornament of a glass to call you to her; at least you do not reply to her by the mysterious, alarming sound of a bell, the spring of which comes from I don't know where; at least you have not forbidden her to endeavor to discover the secret of these communications under pain of breaking off forever your connections with her, as you have forbidden all who have come here before me, and all who will come after me." 

	"Dear marquise, how unjust you are, and how little do you know what you are doing in thus exclaiming against mystery; it is with mystery alone we can love without trouble; it is with love without trouble alone that we can be happy. But let us return to ourselves, to that devotion of which you were speaking, or rather let me labor under a pleasing delusion, and believe that this devotion is love." 

	"Just now," repeated the marquise, passing over her eyes a hand that might have been a model for the graceful contours of antiquity; "just now I was prepared to speak, my ideas were clear and bold, now I am quite confused, quite troubled; I fear I bring you bad news." 

	"If it is to that bad news I owe your presence, marquise, welcome be even that bad news! or rather, marquise, since you allow that I am not quite indifferent to you, let me hear nothing of the bad news, but speak of yourself." 

	"No, no, on the contrary, demand it of me; require me to tell it to you instantly, and not to allow myself to be turned aside by any feeling whatever. Fouquet, my friend! it is of immense importance!" 

	"You astonish me, marquise; I will even say you almost frighten me. You, so serious, so collected; you who know the world we live in so well. Is it, then important?" 

	"Oh! very important." 

	"In the first place, how did you come here?" 

	"You shall know that presently; but first to something of more consequence." 

	"Speak, marquise, speak! I implore you, have pity on my impatience." 

	"Do you know that Colbert is made intendant of the finances?" 

	"Bah! Colbert, little Colbert." 

	"Yes, Colbert, little Colbert." 

	"Mazarin's factotum?" 

	"The same." 

	"Well! what do you see so terrific in that, dear marquise? little Colbert is intendant; that is astonishing, I confess, but is not terrific." 

	"Do you think the king has given, without a pressing motive, such a place to one you call a little cuistre?" 

	"In the first place, is it positively true that the king has given it to him?" 

	"It is so said." 

	"Ay, but who says so?" 

	"Everybody." 

	"Everybody, that's nobody; mention some one likely to be well informed who says so." 

	"Madame Vanel." 

	"Ah! now you begin to frighten me in earnest," said Fouquet, laughing; "if any one is well informed, or ought to be well informed, it is the person you name." 

	"Do not speak ill of poor Marguerite, Monsieur Fouquet, for she still loves you." 

	"Bah! indeed? That is scarcely credible. I thought little Colbert, as you said just now, had passed over that love, and left the impression upon it of a spot of ink or a stain of grease." 

	"Fouquet! Fouquet! Is this the way you always treat the poor creatures you desert?" 

	"Why, you surely are not going to undertake the defense of Madame Vanel?" 

	"Yes, I will undertake it: for, I repeat, she loves you still, and the proof is she saves you." 

	"But your interposition, marquise; that is very cunning on her part. No angel could be more agreeable to me, or could lead me more certainly to salvation. But, let me ask you do you know Marguerite?" 

	"She was my convent friend." 

	"And you say that she has informed you that Monsieur Colbert was named intendant?" 

	"Yes, she did." 

	"Well, enlighten me, marquise; granted Monsieur Colbert is intendant—so be it. In what can an intendant, that is to say my subordinate, my clerk, give me umbrage or injure me, even if he is Monsieur Colbert?" 

	"You do not reflect, monsieur, apparently," replied the marquise. 

	"Upon what?" 

	"This: that Monsieur Colbert hates you." 

	"Hates me?" cried Fouquet. "Good heavens! marquise, whence do you come? where can you live? Hates me! why all the world hates me, he, of course as others do." 

	"He more than others." 

	"More than others—let him." 

	"He is ambitious." 

	"Who is not, marquise?" 

	"'Yes, but with him ambition has no bounds." 

	"I am quite aware of that, since he made it a point to succeed me with Madame Vanel." 

	"And obtained his end; look at that." 

	"Do you mean to say he has the presumption to hope to pass from intendant to superintendent?" 

	"Have you not yourself already had the same fear?" 

	"Oh! oh!" said Fouquet, "to succeed with Madame Vanel is one thing, to succeed me with the king is another. France is not to be purchased so easily as the wife of a maitre des comptes." 

	"Eh! monsieur, everything is to be bought; if not by gold, by intrigue." 

	"Nobody knows to the contrary better than you, madame, you to whom I have offered millions." 

	"Instead of millions, Fouquet, you should have offered me a true, only and boundless love: I might have accepted that. So you see, still, everything is to be bought, if not in one way, by another." 

	"So, Colbert, in your opinion, is in a fair way of bargaining for my place of superintendent. Make yourself easy on that head, my dear marquise; he is not yet rich enough to purchase it." 

	"But if he should rob you of it?" 

	"Ah! that is another thing. Unfortunately, before he can reach me, that is to say, the body of the place, he must destroy, must make a breach in the advanced works, and I am devilishly well fortified, marquise." 

	"What you call your advanced works are your creatures, are they not—your friends?" 

	"Exactly so." 

	"And is M. d'Eymeris one of your creatures?" 

	"Yes, he is." 

	"Is M. Lyodot one of your friends?" 

	"Certainly." 

	"M. de Vanin?" 

	"M. de Vanin! ah! they may do what they like with him, but——" 

	"But——" 

	"But they must not touch the others!" 

	"Well, if you are anxious they should not touch MM. d'Eymeris and Lyodot, it is time to look about you." 

	"Who threatens them?" 

	"Will you listen to me now?" 

	"Attentively, marquise." 

	"Without interrupting me?" 

	"Speak." 

	"Well, this morning Marguerite sent for me." 

	"And what did she want with you?" 

	"'I dare not see M. Fouquet myself,' said she." 

	"Bah! why should she think I would reproach her? Poor woman, she vastly deceives herself." 

	"'See him yourself,' said she, 'and tell him to beware of M. Colbert.'" 

	"What! she warned me to beware of her lover?" 

	"I have told you she still loves you." 

	"Go on, marquise." 

	"'M. Colbert,' she added, 'came to me two hours ago, to inform me he was appointed intendant.'" 

	"I have already told you marquise, that M. Colbert would only be the more in my power for that." 

	"Yes, but that is not all: Marguerite is intimate, as you know, with Madame d'Eymeris and Madame Lyodot." 

	"I know it." 

	"Well, M. Colbert put many questions to her, relative to the fortunes of those two gentlemen, and as to the devotion they had for you." 

	"Oh, as to those two, I can answer for them; they must be killed before they will cease to be mine." 

	"Then, as Madame Vanel was obliged to quit M. Colbert for an instant to receive a visitor, and as M. Colbert is industrious, scarcely was the new intendant left alone, before he took a pencil from his pocket, and as there was paper on the table, began to make notes." 

	"Notes concerning d'Eymeris and Lyodot?" 

	"Exactly." 

	"I should like to know what those notes were about." 

	"And that is just what I have brought you." 

	"Madame Vanel has taken Colbert's notes and sent them to me?" 

	"No, but by a chance which resembles a miracle, she has a duplicate of those notes." 

	"How could she get that?" 

	"Listen; I told you that Colbert found paper on the table." 

	"Yes." 

	"That he took a pencil from his pocket." 

	"Yes." 

	"And wrote upon that paper." 

	"Yes." 

	"Well, this pencil was a lead-pencil, consequently hard; so it marked in black upon the first sheet, and in white upon the second." 

	"Go on." 

	"Colbert, when tearing off the first sheet, took no notice of the second." 

	"Well?" 

	"Well, on the second was to be read what had been written on the first, Madame Vanel read it, and sent for me." 

	"Yes, yes." 

	"Then, when she was assured I was your devoted friend, she gave me the paper, and told me the secret of this house." 

	"And this paper?" said Fouquet, in some degree of agitation. 

	"Here it is, monsieur—read it," said the marquise. 

	Fouquet read: 

	"Names of the farmers of revenue to be condemned by the Chamber of Justice: D'Eymeris, friend of M. F.; Lyodot, friend of M. F.; De Vanin, indif." 

	"D'Eymeris and Lyodot!" cried Fouquet, reading the paper eagerly again. 

	"Friends of M. F.," pointed the marquise with her finger. 

	"But what is the meaning of these words: 'To be condemned by the Chamber of Justice'?" 

	"Dame!" said the marquise, "that is clear enough, I think. Besides, that is not all. Read on, read on;" and Fouquet continued,—-"The two first to death, the third to be dismissed, with MM. d'Hautemont and de la Vallette, who will only have their property confiscated." 

	"Great God!" cried Fouquet, "to death, to death! Lyodot and D'Eymeris. But even if the Chamber of Justice should condemn them to death, the king will never ratify their condemnation, and they cannot be executed without the king's signature." 

	"The king has made M. Colbert intendant." 

	"Oh!" cried Fouquet, as if he caught a glimpse of the abyss that yawned beneath his feet, "impossible! impossible! But who passed a pencil over the marks made by Colbert?" 

	"I did. I was afraid the first would be effaced." 

	"Oh! I will know all." 

	"You will know nothing, monsieur; you despise your enemy too much for that." 

	"Pardon me, my dear marquise; excuse me; yes, M. Colbert is my enemy, I believe him to be so; yes, M. Colbert is a man to be dreaded, I admit. But I! I have time, and as you are here, as you have assured me of your devotion, as you have allowed me to hope for your love, as we are alone——" 

	"I came here to save you, Monsieur Fouquet, and not to ruin myself," said the marquise, rising—"therefore, beware!——" 

	"Marquise, in truth you terrify yourself too much at least, unless this terror is but a pretext——" 

	"He is very deep, very deep; this M. Colbert: beware!" 

	Fouquet, in his turn, drew himself up. "And I?" asked he. 

	"And you, you have only a noble heart. Beware! beware!" 

	"So?" 

	"I have done what was right, my friend, at the risk of my reputation. Adieu!" 

	"Not adieu, au revoir!" 

	"Perhaps," said the marquise, giving her hand to Fouquet to kiss, and walking towards the door with so firm a step, that he did not dare to bar her passage. As to Fouquet, he retook, with his head hanging down and a fixed cloud on his brow, the path of the subterranean passage along which ran the metal wires that communicated from one house to the other, transmitting, through two glasses, the wishes and signals of hidden correspondents. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 55. The Abbe Fouquet 

	Fouquet hastened back to his apartment by the subterranean passage, and immediately closed the mirror with the spring. He was scarcely in his closet, when he heard some one knocking violently at the door, and a well-known voice crying:—"Open the door, monseigneur, I entreat you, open the door!" Fouquet quickly restored a little order to everything that might have revealed either his absence or his agitation: he spread his papers over the desk, took up a pen, and, to gain time, said, through the closed door,—"Who is there?" 

	"What, monseigneur, do you not know me?" replied the voice. 

	"Yes, yes," said Fouquet to himself, "yes, my friend I know you well enough." And then, aloud: "Is it not Gourville?" 

	"Why, yes, monseigneur." 

	Fouquet arose, cast a last look at one of his glasses, went to the door, pushed back the bolt, and Gourville entered. "Ah, monseigneur! monseigneur!" cried he, "what cruelty!" 

	"In what?" 

	"I have been a quarter of an hour imploring you to open the door, and you would not even answer me." 

	"Once for all, you know that I will not be disturbed when I am busy. Now, although I might make you an exception, Gourville, I insist upon my orders being respected by others." 

	"Monseigneur, at this moment, orders, doors, bolts, locks, and walls, I could have broken, forced and overthrown!" 

	"Ah! ah! it relates to some great event, then?" asked Fouquet. 

	"Oh! I assure you it does, monseigneur," replied Gourville. 

	"And what is this event?" said Fouquet, a little troubled by the evident agitation of his most intimate confidant. 

	"There is a secret chamber of justice instituted, monseigneur." 

	"I know there is, but do the members meet, Gourville?" 

	"They not only meet, but they have passed a sentence, monseigneur." 

	"A sentence?" said the superintendent, with a shudder and pallor he could not conceal. "A sentence!—and on whom?" 

	"Two of your best friends." 

	"Lyodot and D'Eymeris, do you mean? But what sort of a sentence?" 

	"Sentence of death." 

	"Passed? Oh! you must be mistaken, Gourville; that is impossible." 

	"Here is a copy of the sentence which the king is to sign to-day, if he has not already signed it." 

	Fouquet seized the paper eagerly, read it, and returned it to Gourville. "The king will never sign that," said he. 

	Gourville shook his head. 

	"Monseigneur, M. Colbert is a bold councilor: do not be too confident!" 

	"Monsieur Colbert again!" cried Fouquet. "How is it that that name rises upon all occasions to torment my ears, during the last two or three days? Thou make so trifling a subject of too much importance, Gourville. Let M. Colbert appear, I will face him; let him raise his head, I will crush him; but you understand, there must be an outline upon which my look may fall, there must be a surface upon which my feet may be placed." 

	"Patience, monseigneur, for you do not know what Colbert is—study him quickly; it is with this dark financier as it is with meteors, which the eye never sees completely before their disastrous invasion; when we feel them we are dead." 

	"Oh! Gourville, this is going too far," replied Fouquet, smiling; "allow me, my friend, not to be so easily frightened; M. Colbert a meteor! Corbleu, we confront the meteor. Let us see acts, and not words. What has he done?" 

	"He has ordered two gibbets of the executioner of Paris," answered Gourville. 

	Fouquet raised his head, and a flash gleamed from his eyes. "Are you sure of what you say?" cried he. 

	"Here is the proof, monseigneur." And Gourville held out to the superintendent a note communicated by a certain secretary of the Hotel de Ville, who was one of Fouquet's creatures. 

	"Yes, that is true," murmured the minister; "the scaffold may be prepared, but the king has not signed; Gourville, the king will not sign." 

	"I shall soon know," said Gourville. 

	"How?" 

	"If the king has signed, the gibbets will be sent this evening to the Hotel de Ville, in order to be got up and ready by to-morrow morning." 

	"Oh! no, no!" cried the superintendent once again; "you are all deceived, and deceive me in my turn; Lyodot came to see me only the day before yesterday; only three days ago I received a present of some Syracuse wine from poor D'Eymeris." 

	"What does that prove?" replied Gourville, "except that the chamber of justice has been secretly assembled, has deliberated in the absence of the accused, and that the whole proceeding was complete when they were arrested." 

	"What! are they, then, arrested?" 

	"No doubt they are." 

	"But where, when, and how have they been arrested?" 

	"Lyodot, yesterday at daybreak; D'Eymeris, the day before yesterday, in the evening, as he was returning from the house of his mistress; their disappearance had disturbed nobody; but at length M. Colbert all at once raised the mask, and caused the affair to be published; it is being cried by sound of trumpet, at this moment in Paris, and, in truth, monseigneur, there is scarcely anybody but yourself ignorant of the event." 

	Fouquet began to walk about his chamber with an uneasiness that became more and more serious. 

	"What do you decide upon, monseigneur?" said Gourville. 

	"If it really were as you say, I would go to the king," cried Fouquet. "But as I go to the Louvre, I will pass by the Hotel de Ville. We shall see if the sentence is signed." 

	"Incredulity! thou art the pest of all great minds," said Gourville, shrugging his shoulders. 

	"Gourville!" 

	"Yes," continued he, "and incredulity! thou ruinest, as contagion destroys the most robust health, that is to say, in an instant." 

	"Let us go," cried Fouquet; "desire the door to be opened, Gourville." 

	"Be cautious," said the latter, "the Abbe Fouquet is there." 

	"Ah! my brother," replied Fouquet, in a tone of annoyance, "he is there, is he? he knows all the ill news, then, and is rejoiced to bring it to me, as usual. The devil! if my brother is there, my affairs are bad, Gourville; why did you not tell me that sooner: I should have been the more readily convinced." 

	"'Monseigneur calumniates him," said Gourville, laughing, "if he is come, it is not with a bad intention." 

	"What, do you excuse him?" cried Fouquet; "a fellow without a heart, without ideas; a devourer of wealth." 

	"He knows you are rich." 

	"And would ruin me." 

	"No, but he would like to have your purse. That is all." 

	"Enough! enough! A hundred thousand crowns per month, during two years. Corbleu! it is I that pay, Gourville, and I know my figures." Gourville laughed in a silent, sly manner. "Yes, yes, you mean to say it is the king pays," said the superintendent. "Ah, Gourville, that is a vile joke; this is not the place." 

	"Monseigneur, do not be angry." 

	"Well, then, send away the Abbe Fouquet; I have not a sou." Gourville made a step towards the door. "He has been a month without seeing me," continued Fouquet, "why could he not be two months?" 

	"Because he repents of living in bad company," said Gourville, "and prefers you to all his bandits." 

	"Thanks for the preference! You make a strange advocate, Gourville, to-day—the advocate of the Abbe Fouquet!" 

	"Eh! but everything and every man has a good side—their useful side, monseigneur." 

	"The bandits whom the abbe keeps in pay and drink have their useful side, have they? Prove that, if you please." 

	"Let the circumstance arise, monseigneur, and you will be very glad to have these bandits under your hand." 

	"You advise me, then, to be reconciled to the abbe?" said Fouquet, ironically. 

	"I advise you, monseigneur, not to quarrel with a hundred or a hundred and twenty loose fellows, who, by putting their rapiers end to end, would form a cordon of steel capable of surrounding three thousand men." 

	Fouquet darted a searching glance at Gourville, and passing before him,—"That is all very well, let M. l'Abbe Fouquet be introduced," said he to the footman. "You are right, Gourville." 

	Two minutes after, the Abbe Fouquet appeared in the doorway, with profound reverences. He was a man of from forty to forty-five years of age, half churchman half soldier,—a spadassin, grafted upon an abbe; upon seeing that he had not a sword by his side, you might be sure he had pistols. Fouquet saluted him more as an elder brother than as a minister. 

	"What can I do to serve you, monsieur l'abbe?" said he. 

	"Oh! oh! how coldly you speak to me, brother!" 

	"I speak like a man who is in a hurry, monsieur." 

	The abbe looked maliciously at Gourville, and anxiously at Fouquet, and said, "I have three hundred pistoles to pay to M. de Bregi this evening. A play debt, a sacred debt." 

	"What next?" said Fouquet bravely, for he comprehended that the Abbe Fouquet would not have disturbed him for such a want. 

	"A thousand to my butcher, who will supply no more meat." 

	"Next?" 

	"Twelve hundred to my tailor," continued the abbe; "the fellow has made me take back seven suits of my people's, which compromises my liveries, and my mistress talks of replacing me by a farmer of the revenue, which would be a humiliation for the church." 

	"What else?" said Fouquet. 

	"You will please to remark," said the abbe, humbly, "that I have asked nothing for myself." 

	"That is delicate, monsieur," replied Fouquet; "so, as you see, I wait." 

	"And I ask nothing, oh! no,—it is not for want of need, though, I assure you." 

	The minister reflected a minute. "Twelve hundred pistoles to the tailor; that seems a great deal for clothes," said he. 

	"I maintain a hundred men," said the abbe, proudly; "that is a charge, I believe." 

	"Why a hundred men?" said Fouquet. "Are you a Richelieu or a Mazarin, to require a hundred men as a guard? What use do you make of these men?—speak." 

	"And do you ask me that?" cried the Abbe Fouquet; "ah! how can you put such a question,—why I maintain a hundred men? Ah!" 

	"Why, yes, I do put that question to you. What have you to do with a hundred men?—answer." 

	"Ingrate!" continued the abbe, more and more affected. 

	"Explain yourself." 

	"Why, monsieur the superintendent, I only want one valet de chambre, for my part, and even if I were alone, could help myself very well; but you, you who have so many enemies—a hundred men are not enough for me to defend you with. A hundred men!—you ought to have ten thousand. I maintain, then, these men in order that in public places, in assemblies, no voice may be raised against you, and without them, monsieur, you would be loaded with imprecations, you would be torn to pieces, you would not last a week; no, not a week, do you understand?" 

	"Ah! I did not know you were my champion to such an extent, monsieur l'abbe." 

	"You doubt it!" cried the abbe. "Listen, then, to what happened, no longer ago than yesterday, in the Rue de la Hochette. A man was cheapening a fowl." 

	"Well, how could that injure me, abbe?" 

	"This way. The fowl was not fat. The purchaser refused to give eighteen sous for it, saying that he could not afford eighteen sous for the skin of a fowl from which M. Fouquet had sucked all the fat." 

	"Go on." 

	"The joke caused a deal of laughter," continued the abbe; "laughter at your expense, death to the devils! and the canaille were delighted. The joker added, 'Give me a fowl fed by M. Colbert, if you like! and I will pay all you ask.' And immediately there was a clapping of hands. A frightful scandal! you understand; a scandal which forces a brother to hide his face." 

	Fouquet colored. "And you veiled it?" said the superintendent. 

	"No, for it so happened I had one of my men in the crowd; a new recruit from the provinces, one M. Menneville, whom I like very much. He made his way through the press, saying to the joker: 'Mille barbes! Monsieur the false joker, here's a thrust for Colbert!' 'And one for Fouquet,' replied the joker. Upon which they drew in front of the cook's shop, with a hedge of the curious round them, and five hundred as curious at the windows." 

	"Well?" said Fouquet. 

	"Well, monsieur, my Menneville spitted the joker, to the great astonishment of the spectators, and said to the cook:—'Take this goose, my friend, it is fatter than your fowl.' That is the way, monsieur," ended the abbe, triumphantly, "in which I spend my revenues; I maintain the honor of the family, monsieur." Fouquet hung his head. "And I have a hundred as good as he," continued the abbe. 

	"Very well," said Fouquet, "give the account to Gourville, and remain here this evening." 

	"Shall we have supper?" 

	"Yes, there will be supper." 

	"But the chest is closed." 

	"Gourville will open it for you. Leave us, monsieur l'abbe, leave us." 

	"Then we are friends?" said the abbe, with a bow. 

	"Oh yes, friends. Come Gourville." 

	"Are you going out? You will not stay to supper, then?" 

	"I shall be back in an hour; rest easy, abbe." Then aside to Gourville—"Let them put to my English horses," said he, "and direct the coachman to stop at the Hotel de Ville de Paris." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 56. M. de la Fontaine's Wine 

	Carriages were already bringing the guests of Fouquet to Saint-Mande; already the whole house was getting warm with the preparations for supper, when the superintendent launched his fleet horses upon the road to Paris, and going by the quays, in order to meet fewer people on the way, soon reached the Hotel de Ville. It wanted a quarter to eight. Fouquet alighted at the corner of the Rue de Long-pont, and, on foot, directed his course towards the Place de Greve, accompanied by Gourville. At the turning of the Place they saw a man dressed in black and violet, of dignified mien, who was preparing to get into a hired carriage, and told the coachman to stop at Vincennes. He had before him a large hamper filled with bottles, which he had just purchased at the cabaret with the sign of "L'Image-de-Notre-Dame." 

	"Eh, but! that is Vatel! my maitre d'hotel!" said Fouquet to Gourville. 

	"Yes, monseigneur," replied the latter. 

	"What can he have been doing at the sign of L'Image-de-Notre-Dame?" 

	"Buying wine, no doubt." 

	"What! buy wine for me, at a cabaret?" said Fouquet. "My cellar, then, must be in a miserable condition!" and he advanced towards the maitre d'hotel who was arranging his bottles in the carriage with the most minute care. 

	"Hola! Vatel," said he, in the voice of a master. 

	"Take care, monseigneur!" said Gourville, "you will be recognized." 

	"Very well! Of what consequence?—Vatel! 

	The man dressed in black and violet turned round. He had a good and mild countenance, without expression—a mathematician minus the pride. A certain fire sparkled in the eyes of this personage, a rather sly smile played round his lips; but the observer might soon have remarked that this fire and this smile applied to nothing, enlightened nothing. Vatel laughed like an absent man, and amused himself like a child. At the sound of his master's voice he turned round, exclaiming: "Oh! monseigneur!" 

	"Yes, it is I. What the devil are you doing here, Vatel? Wine! You are buying wine at a cabaret in the Place de Greve!" 

	"But, monseigneur," said Vatel, quietly, after having darted a hostile glance at Gourville, "why am I interfered with here? Is my cellar kept in bad order?" 

	"No, certes, Vatel, no, but——" 

	"But what?" replied Vatel. Gourville touched Fouquet's elbow. 

	"Don't be angry, Vatel, I thought my cellar—your cellar—sufficiently well stocked for us to be able to dispense with recourse to the cellar of L'Image de-Notre-Dame." 

	"Eh, monsieur," said Vatel, shrinking from monseigneur to monsieur with a degree of disdain: "your cellar is so well stocked that when certain of your guests dine with you they have nothing to drink." 

	Fouquet, in great surprise, looked at Gourville. "What do you mean by that?" 

	"I mean that your butler had not wine for all tastes, monsieur; and that M. de la Fontaine, M. Pellisson, and M. Conrart, do not drink when they come to the house—these gentlemen do not like strong wine. What is to be done, then?" 

	"Well, and therefore?" 

	"Well, then, I have found here a vin de Joigny, which they like. I know they come once a week to drink at the Image-de-Notre-Dame. That is the reason I am making this provision." 

	Fouquet had no more to say; he was convinced. Vatel, on his part, had much more to say, without doubt, and it was plain he was getting warm. "It is just as if you would reproach me, monseigneur, for going to the Rue Planche Milbray, to fetch, myself, the cider M. Loret drinks when he comes to dine at your house." 

	"Loret drinks cider at my house!" cried Fouquet, laughing. 

	"Certainly he does, monsieur, and that is the reason why he dines there with pleasure." 

	"Vatel," cried Fouquet, pressing the hand of his maitre d'hotel, "you are a man! I thank you, Vatel, for having understood that at my house M. de la Fontaine, M. Conrart, and M. Loret, are as great as dukes and peers, as great as princes, greater than myself. Vatel, you are a good servant, and I double your salary." 

	Vatel did not even thank his master, he merely shrugged his shoulders a little, murmuring this superb sentiment: "To be thanked for having done one's duty is humiliating." 

	"He is right," said Gourville, as he drew Fouquet's attention, by a gesture, to another point. He showed him a low-built tumbrel, drawn by two horses, upon which rocked two strong gibbets, bound together, back to back, by chains, whilst an archer, seated upon the cross-beam, suffered, as well as he could, with his head cast down, the comments of a hundred vagabonds, who guessed the destination of the gibbets, and were escorting them to the Hotel de Ville. Fouquet started. "It is decided, you see," said Gourville. 

	"But it is not done," replied Fouquet. 

	"Oh, do not flatter yourself, monseigneur; if they have thus lulled your friendship and suspicions—if things have gone so far, you will be able to undo nothing." 

	"But I have not given my sanction." 

	"M. de Lyonne has ratified for you." 

	"I will go to the Louvre." 

	"Oh, no, you will not." 

	"Would you advise such baseness?" cried Fouquet, "would you advise me to abandon my friends? would you advise me, whilst able to fight, to throw the arms I hold in my hand to the ground?" 

	"I do not advise you to do anything of the kind, monseigneur. Are you in a position to quit the post of superintendent at this moment?" 

	"No." 

	"Well, if the king wishes to displace you——" 

	"He will displace me absent as well as present." 

	"Yes, but you will not have insulted him." 

	"Yes, but I shall have been base; now I am not willing that my friends should die; and they shall not die!" 

	"For that it is necessary you should go to the Louvre, is it not?" 

	"Gourville!" 

	"Beware! once at the Louvre, you will be forced to defend your friends openly, that is to say, to make a profession of faith; or you will be forced to abandon them irrevocably." 

	"Never!" 

	"Pardon me,—the king will propose the alternative to you, rigorously, or else you will propose it to him yourself." 

	"That is true." 

	"That is the reason why conflict must be avoided. Let us return to Saint-Mande, monseigneur." 

	"Gourville, I will not stir from this place, where the crime is to be carried out, where my disgrace is to be accomplished; I will not stir, I say, till I have found some means of combating my enemies." 

	"Monseigneur," replied Gourville, "you would excite my pity, if I did not know you for one of the great spirits of this world. You possess a hundred and fifty millions, you are equal to the king in position, and a hundred and fifty millions his superior in money. M. Colbert has not even had the wit to have the will of Mazarin accepted. Now, when a man is the richest person in a kingdom, and will take the trouble to spend the money, if things are done he does not like it is because he is a poor man. Let us return to Saint-Mande, I say." 

	"To consult with Pellisson?—we will." 

	"So be it," said Fouquet, with angry eyes;—"yes, to Saint-Mande!" He got into his carriage again and Gourville with him. Upon their road, at the end of the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, they overtook the humble equipage of Vatel, who was quietly conveying home his vin de Joigny. The black horses, going at a swift pace, alarmed as they passed, the timid hack of the maitre d'hotel, who, putting his head out at the window, cried, in a fright, "Take care of my bottles!" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 57. The Gallery of Saint-Mande 

	Fifty persons were waiting for the superintendent. He did not even take the time to place himself in the hands of his valet de chambre for a minute, but from the perron went straight into the premier salon. There his friends were assembled in full chat. The intendant was about to order supper to be served, but, above all, the Abbe Fouquet watched for the return of his brother, and was endeavoring to do the honors of the house in his absence. Upon the arrival of the superintendent, a murmur of joy and affection was heard; Fouquet, full of affability, good humor, and munificence, was beloved by his poets, his artists, and his men of business. His brow, upon which his little court read, as upon that of a god, all the movements of his soul, and thence drew rules of conduct,—his brow, upon which affairs of state never impressed a wrinkle, was this evening paler than usual, and more than one friendly eye remarked that pallor. Fouquet placed himself at the head of the table, and presided gayly during supper. He recounted Vatel's expedition to La Fontaine, related the history of Menneville and the skinny fowl to Pellisson, in such a manner that all the table heard it. A tempest of laughter and jokes ensued, which was only checked by a serious and even sad gesture from Pellisson. The Abbe Fouquet, not being able to comprehend why his brother should have led the conversation in that direction, listened with all his ears, and sought in the countenance of Gourville, or in that of his brother, an explanation which nothing afforded him. Pellisson took up the matter:—"Did they mention M. Colbert, then?" said he. 

	"Why not?" replied Fouquet; "if true, as it is said to be, that the king has made him his intendant?" Scarcely had Fouquet uttered these words, with a marked intention, than an explosion broke forth among the guests. 

	"The miser!" said one. 

	"The mean, pitiful fellow!" said another. 

	"The hypocrite!" said a third. 

	Pellisson exchanged a meaning look with Fouquet. "Messieurs," said he, "in truth we are abusing a man whom no one knows: it is neither charitable nor reasonable; and here is monsieur le surintendant, who, I am sure, agrees with me." 

	"Entirely," replied Fouquet. "Let the fat fowls of M. Colbert alone; our business to-day is with the faisans truffes of M. Vatel." This speech stopped the dark cloud which was beginning to throw its shade over the guests. Gourville succeeded so well in animating the poets with the vin de Joigny; the abbe, intelligent as a man who stands in need of his host's money, so enlivened the financiers and the men of the sword, that, amidst the vapors of this joy and the noise of conversation, inquietudes disappeared completely. The will of Cardinal Mazarin was the text of the conversation at the second course and dessert; then Fouquet ordered bowls of sweetmeats and fountains of liquors to be carried into the salon adjoining the gallery. He led the way thither conducting by the hand a lady, the queen, by his preference, of the evening. The musicians then supped, and the promenades in the gallery and the gardens commenced, beneath a spring sky, mild and flower-scented. Pellisson then approached the superintendent, and said: "Something troubles monseigneur?" 

	"Greatly," replied the minister, "ask Gourville to tell you what it is." Pellisson, on turning round, found La Fontaine treading upon his heels. He was obliged to listen to a Latin verse, which the poet had composed upon Vatel. La Fontaine had, for an hour, been scanning this verse in all corners, seeking some one to pour it out upon advantageously. He thought he had caught Pellisson, but the latter escaped him; he turned towards Sorel, who had, himself, just composed a quatrain in honor of the supper, and the Amphytrion. La Fontaine in vain endeavored to gain attention to his verses; Sorel wanted to obtain a hearing for his quatrain. He was obliged to retreat before M. le Comte de Chanost whose arm Fouquet had just taken. L'Abbe Fouquet perceived that the poet, absent-minded, as usual, was about to follow the two talkers, and he interposed. La Fontaine seized upon him, and recited his verses. The abbe, who was quite innocent of Latin, nodded his head, in cadence, at every roll which La Fontaine impressed upon his body, according to the undulations of the dactyls and spondees. While this was going on, behind the confiture-basins, Fouquet related the event of the day to his son-in-law, M. de Chanost. "We will send the idle and useless to look at the fireworks," said Pellisson to Gourville, "whilst we converse here." 

	"So be it," said Gourville, addressing four words to Vatel. The latter then led towards the gardens the major part of the beaux, the ladies and the chatterers, whilst the men walked in the gallery, lighted by three hundred wax-lights, in the sight of all; the admirers of fireworks all ran away towards the garden. Gourville approached Fouquet, and said: "Monsieur, we are here." 

	"All!" said Fouquet. 

	"Yes,—count." The superintendent counted; there were eight persons. Pellisson and Gourville walked arm in arm, as if conversing upon vague and frivolous subjects. Sorel and two officers imitated them, in an opposite direction. The Abbe Fouquet walked alone. Fouquet, with M. de Chanost, walked as if entirely absorbed in the conversation of his son-in-law. "Messieurs," said he, "let no one of you raise his head as he walks, or appear to pay attention to me; continue walking, we are alone, listen to me." 

	A perfect silence ensued, disturbed only by the distant cries of the joyous guests, from the groves whence they beheld the fireworks. It was a whimsical spectacle this, of these men walking in groups, as if each one was occupied about something, whilst lending attention really to only one amongst them, who, himself, seemed to be speaking only to his companion. "Messieurs," said Fouquet, "you have, without doubt, remarked the absence of two of my friends this evening, who were with us on Wednesday. For God's sake, abbe, do not stop,—it is not necessary to enable you to listen; walk on, carrying your head in a natural way, and as you have an excellent sight, place yourself at the window, and if any one returns towards the gallery, give us notice by coughing." 

	The abbe obeyed. 

	"I have not observed their absence," said Pellisson, who, at this moment, was turning his back to Fouquet and walking the other way. 

	"I do not see M. Lyodot," said Sorel, "who pays me my pension." 

	"And I," said the abbe, at the window, "do not see M. d'Eymeris, who owes me eleven hundred livres from our last game at Brelan." 

	"Sorel," continued Fouquet, walking bent, and gloomily, "you will never receive your pension any more from M. Lyodot; and you, abbe, will never be paid your eleven hundred livres by M. d'Eymeris, for both are doomed to die." 

	"To die!" exclaimed the whole assembly, arrested, in spite of themselves, in the comedy they were playing, by that terrible word. 

	"Recover yourselves, messieurs," said Fouquet, "for perhaps we are watched—I said: to die!" 

	"To die!" repeated Pellisson; "what, the men I saw six days ago, full of health, gayety, and the spirit of the future! What then is man, good God! that disease should thus bring him down, all at once!" 

	"It is not a disease," said Fouquet. 

	"Then there is a remedy," said Sorel. 

	"No remedy. Messieurs de Lyodot and D'Eymeris are on the eve of their last day." 

	"Of what are these gentlemen dying, then?" asked an officer. 

	"Ask of him who kills them," replied Fouquet. 

	"Who kills them? Are they being killed, then?" cried the terrified chorus. 

	"They do better still; they are hanging them," murmured Fouquet, in a sinister voice, which sounded like a funeral knell in that rich gallery, splendid with pictures, flowers, velvet, and gold. Involuntarily every one stopped; the abbe quitted his window; the first fusees of the fireworks began to mount above the trees. A prolonged cry from the gardens attracted the superintendent to enjoy the spectacle. He drew near to a window, and his friends placed themselves behind him, attentive to his least wish. "Messieurs," said he, "M. Colbert has caused to be arrested, tried and will execute my two friends; what does it become me to do?" 

	"Mordieu!" exclaimed the abbe, the first one to speak, "run M. Colbert through the body." 

	"Monseigneur," said Pellisson, "you must speak to his majesty." 

	"The king, my dear Pellisson, himself signed the order for the execution." 

	"Well!" said the Comte de Chanost, "the execution must not take place, then; that is all." 

	"Impossible," said Gourville, "unless we could corrupt the jailers." 

	"Or the governor," said Fouquet. 

	"This night the prisoners might be allowed to escape." 

	"Which of you will take charge of the transaction?" 

	"I," said the abbe, "will carry the money." 

	"And I," said Pellisson, "will be the bearer of the words." 

	"Words and money," said Fouquet, "five hundred thousand livres to the governor of the conciergerie, that is sufficient, nevertheless, it shall be a million, if necessary." 

	"A million!" cried the abbe; "why, for less than half, I would have half Paris sacked." 

	"There must be no disorder," said Pellisson. "The governor being gained, the two prisoners escape; once clear of the fangs of the law, they will call together the enemies of Colbert, and prove to the king that his young justice, like all other monstrosities, is not infallible." 

	"Go to Paris, then, Pellisson," said Fouquet, "and bring hither the two victims; to-morrow we shall see." 

	Gourville gave Pellisson the five hundred thousand livres. "Take care the wind does not carry you away," said the abbe; "what a responsibility. Peste! Let me help you a little." 

	"Silence!" said Fouquet, "somebody is coming. Ah! the fireworks are producing a magical effect." At this moment a shower of sparks fell rustling among the branches of the neighboring trees. Pellisson and Gourville went out together by the door of the gallery; Fouquet descended to the garden with the five last plotters. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 58. Epicureans 

	As Fouquet was giving, or appearing to give, all his attention to the brilliant illuminations, the languishing music of the violins and hautboys, the sparkling sheaves of the artificial fires, which, inflaming the heavens with glowing reflections, marked behind the trees the dark profile of the donjon of Vincennes; as, we say, the superintendent was smiling on the ladies and the poets the fete was every whit as gay as usual; and Vatel, whose restless, even jealous look, earnestly consulted the aspect of Fouquet, did not appear dissatisfied with the welcome given to the ordering of the evening's entertainment. The fireworks over, the company dispersed about the gardens and beneath the marble porticoes with the delightful liberty which reveals in the master of the house so much forgetfulness of greatness, so much courteous hospitality, so much magnificent carelessness. The poets wandered about, arm in arm, through the groves; some reclined upon beds of moss, to the great damage of velvet clothes and curled heads, into which little dried leaves and blades of grass insinuated themselves. The ladies, in small numbers, listened to the songs of the singers and the verses of the poets; others listened to the prose, spoken with much art, by men who were neither actors nor poets, but to whom youth and solitude gave an unaccustomed eloquence, which appeared to them better than everything else in the world. "Why," said La Fontaine, "does not our master Epicurus descend into the garden? Epicurus never abandoned his pupils, the master is wrong." 

	"Monsieur," said Conrart, "you yourself are in the wrong persisting in decorating yourself with the name of an Epicurean; indeed, nothing here reminds me of the doctrine of the philosopher of Gargetta." 

	"Bah!" said La Fontaine, "is it not written that Epicurus purchased a large garden and lived in it tranquilly with his friends?" 

	"That is true." 

	"Well, has not M. Fouquet purchased a large garden at Saint-Mande, and do we not live here very tranquilly with him and his friends?" 

	"Yes, without doubt; unfortunately it is neither the garden nor the friends which constitute the resemblance. Now, what likeness is there between the doctrine of Epicurus and that of M. Fouquet?" 

	"This—pleasure gives happiness." 

	"Next?" 

	"Well, I do not think we ought to consider ourselves unfortunate, for my part, at least. A good repast—vin de Foigny, which they have the delicacy to go and fetch for me from my favorite cabaret—not one impertinence heard during a supper an hour long, in spite of the presence of ten millionaires and twenty poets." 

	"I stop you there. You mentioned vin de Foigny, and a good repast, do you persist in that?" 

	"I persist,—anteco, as they say at Port Royal." 

	"Then please to recollect that the great Epicurus lived, and made his pupils live, upon bread, vegetables, and water." 

	"That is not certain," said La Fontaine; "and you appear to me to be confounding Epicurus with Pythagoras, my dear Conrart." 

	"Remember, likewise, that the ancient philosopher was rather a bad friend of the gods and the magistrates." 

	"Oh! that is what I will not admit," replied La Fontaine. "Epicurus was like M. Fouquet." 

	"Do not compare him to monsieur le surintendant," said Conrart, in an agitated voice, "or you would accredit the reports which are circulated concerning him and us." 

	"What reports?" 

	"That we are bad Frenchmen, lukewarm with regard to the king, deaf to the law." 

	"I return, then, to my text," said La Fontaine. "Listen, Conrart, this is the morality of Epicurus, whom, besides, I consider, if I must tell you so, as a myth. Antiquity is mostly mythical. Jupiter, if we give a little attention to it, is life. Alcides is strength. The words are there to bear me out; Zeus, that is, zen, to live. Alcides, that is, alce, vigor. Well, Epicurus, that is mild watchfulness, that is protection; now who watches better over the state, or who protects individuals better than M. Fouquet does?" 

	"You talk etymology and not morality; I say that we modern Epicureans are indifferent citizens." 

	"Oh!" cried La Fontaine, "if we become bad citizens, it is not through following the maxims of our master. Listen to one of his principal aphorisms." 

	"I—will." 

	"Pray for good leaders." 

	"Well?" 

	"Well! what does M. Fouquet say to us every day? 'When shall we be governed?' Does he say so? Come, Conrart, be frank." 

	"He says so, that is true." 

	"Well, that is a doctrine of Epicurus." 

	"Yes; but that is a little seditious, observe." 

	"What! seditious to wish to be governed by good heads or leaders?" 

	"Certainly, when those who govern are bad." 

	"Patience, I have a reply for all." 

	"Even for what I have just said to you?" 

	"Listen! would you submit to those who govern ill? Oh! it is written: Cacos politeuousi. You grant me the text?" 

	"Pardieu! I think so. Do you know, you speak Greek as well as AEsop did, my dear La Fontaine." 

	"Is there any wickedness in that, my dear Conrart?" 

	"God forbid I should say so." 

	"Then let us return to M. Fouquet. What did he repeat to us all the day? Was it not this? 'What a cuistre is that Mazarin! what an ass! what a leech! We must, however, submit to the fellow.' Now, Conrart, did he say so, or did he not?" 

	"I confess that he said it, and even perhaps too often." 

	"Like Epicurus, my friend, still like Epicurus; I repeat, we are Epicureans, and that is very amusing." 

	"Yes, but I am afraid there will rise up, by the side of us, a sect like that of Epictetus, you know him well; the philosopher of Hieropolis, he who called bread luxury, vegetables prodigality, and clear water drunkenness; he who, being beaten by his master, said to him, grumbling a little it is true, but without being angry, 'I will lay a wager you have broken my leg!'—and who won his wager." 

	"He was a goose, that fellow Epictetus." 

	"Granted, but he might easily become the fashion by only changing his name into that of Colbert." 

	"Bah!" replied La Fontaine, "that is impossible. Never will you find Colbert in Epictetus." 

	"You are right, I shall find—Coluber there, at the most." 

	"Ah! you are beaten, Conrart; you are reduced to a play upon words. M. Arnaud pretends that I have no logic; I have more than M. Nicolle." 

	"Yes," replied Conrart, "you have logic, but you are a Jansenist." 

	This peroration was hailed with a boisterous shout of laughter; by degrees the promenaders had been attracted by the exclamations of the two disputants around the arbor under which they were arguing. The discussion had been religiously listened to, and Fouquet himself, scarcely able to suppress his laughter, had given an example of moderation. But with the denouement of the scene he threw off all restraint, and laughed aloud. Everybody laughed as he did, and the two philosophers were saluted with unanimous felicitations. La Fontaine, however, was declared conqueror, on account of his profound erudition and his irrefragable logic. Conrart obtained the compensation due to an unsuccessful combatant; he was praised for the loyalty of his intentions, and the purity of his conscience. 

	At the moment when this jollity was manifesting itself by the most lively demonstrations, when the ladies were reproaching the two adversaries with not having admitted women into the system of Epicurean happiness, Gourville was seen hastening from the other end of the garden, approaching Fouquet, and detaching him, by his presence alone, from the group. The superintendent preserved on his face the smile and character of carelessness; but scarcely was he out of sight than he threw off the mask. 

	"Well!" said he, eagerly, "where is Pellisson! What is he doing?" 

	"Pellisson has returned from Paris." 

	"Has he brought back the prisoners?" 

	"He has not even seen the concierge of the prison." 

	"What! did he not tell him he came from me?" 

	"He told him so, but the concierge sent him this reply: 'If any one came to me from M. Fouquet, he would have a letter from M. Fouquet.'" 

	"Oh!" cried the latter, "if a letter is all he wants——" 

	"It is useless, monsieur!" said Pellisson, showing himself at the corner of the little wood, "useless! Go yourself, and speak in your own name." 

	"You are right. I will go in, as if to work; let the horses remain harnessed, Pellisson. Entertain my friends, Gourville." 

	"One last word of advice, monseigneur," replied the latter. 

	"Speak, Gourville." 

	"Do not go to the concierge save at the last minute; it is brave, but it is not wise. Excuse me, Monsieur Pellisson, if I am not of the same opinion as you; but take my advice, monseigneur, send again a message to this concierge,—he is a worthy man, but do not carry it yourself." 

	"I will think of it," said Fouquet; "besides, we have all the night before us." 

	"Do not reckon too much on time; were the hours we have twice as many as they are, they would not be too much," replied Pellisson; "it is never a fault to arrive too soon." 

	"Adieu!" said the superintendent; "come with me, Pellisson. Gourville, I commend my guests to your care." And he set off. The Epicureans did not perceive that the head of the school had left them; the violins continued playing all night long. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 59. A Quarter of an Hour's Delay 

	Fouquet, on leaving his house for the second time that day, felt himself less heavy and less disturbed than might have been expected. He turned towards Pellisson, who was meditating in the corner of the carriage some good arguments against the violent proceedings of Colbert. 

	"My dear Pellisson," said Fouquet, "it is a great pity you are not a woman." 

	"I think, on the contrary, it is very fortunate," replied Pellisson, "for, monseigneur, I am excessively ugly." 

	"Pellisson! Pellisson!" said the superintendent, laughing: "you repeat too often you are 'ugly,' not to leave people to believe that it gives you much pain." 

	"In fact it does, monseigneur, much pain; there is no man more unfortunate than I: I was handsome, the smallpox rendered me hideous; I am deprived of a great means of attraction; now, I am your principal clerk or something of that sort; I take great interest in your affairs, and if, at this moment, I were a pretty woman, I could render you an important service." 

	"What?" 

	"I would go and find the concierge of the Palais. I would seduce him, for he is a gallant man, extravagantly partial to women; then I would get away our two prisoners." 

	"I hope to be able to do so myself, although I am not a pretty woman," replied Fouquet. 

	"Granted, monseigneur; but you are compromising yourself very much." 

	"Oh!" cried Fouquet, suddenly, with one of those secret transports which the generous blood of youth, or the remembrance of some sweet emotion, infuses into the heart. "Oh! I know a woman who will enact the personage we stand in need of, with the lieutenant-governor of the conciergerie." 

	"And, on my part, I know fifty, monseigneur; fifty trumpets, which will inform the universe of your generosity, of your devotion to your friends, and, consequently, will ruin you sooner or later in ruining themselves." 

	"I do not speak of such women, Pellisson, I speak of a noble and beautiful creature who joins to the intelligence and wit of her sex the valor and coolness of ours; I speak of a woman, handsome enough to make the walls of a prison bow down to salute her, discreet enough to let no one suspect by whom she has been sent." 

	"A treasure!" said Pellisson, "you would make a famous present to monsieur the governor of the conciergerie! Peste! monseigneur, he might have his head cut off; but he would, before dying, have had such happiness as no man had enjoyed before him." 

	"And I add," said Fouquet, "that the concierge of the Palais would not have his head cut off, for he would receive of me my horses to effect his escape, and five hundred thousand livres wherewith to live comfortably in England: I add, that this lady, my friend, would give him nothing but the horses and the money. Let us go and seek her, Pellisson." 

	The superintendent reached forth his hand towards the gold and silken cord placed in the interior of his carriage, but Pellisson stopped him. "Monseigneur," said he, "you are going to lose as much time in seeking this lady as Columbus took to discover the new world. Now, we have but two hours in which we can possibly succeed; the concierge once gone to bed, how shall we get at him without making a disturbance? When daylight dawns, how can we conceal our proceedings? Go, go yourself, monseigneur, and do not seek either woman or angel to-night." 

	"But, my dear Pellisson, here we are before her door." 

	"What! before the angel's door?" 

	"Why, yes!" 

	"This is the hotel of Madame de Belliere!" 

	"Hush!" 

	"Ah! Good Lord!" exclaimed Pellisson. 

	"What have you to say against her?" 

	"Nothing, alas! and it is that which causes my despair. Nothing, absolutely nothing. Why can I not, on the contrary, say ill enough of her to prevent your going to her?" 

	But Fouquet had already given orders to stop, and the carriage was motionless. "Prevent me!" cried Fouquet; "why, no power on earth should prevent my going to pay my compliments to Madame de Plessis-Belliere, besides, who knows that we shall not stand in need of her!" 

	"No, monseigneur no!" 

	"But I do not wish you to wait for me, Pellisson," replied Fouquet, sincerely courteous. 

	"The more reason I should, monseigneur; knowing that you are keeping me waiting, you will, perhaps, stay a shorter time. Take care! You see there is a carriage in the courtyard: she has some one with her." Fouquet leant towards the steps of the carriage. "One word more," cried Pellisson; "do not go to this lady till you have been to the concierge, for Heaven's sake!" 

	"Eh! five minutes, Pellisson," replied Fouquet, alighting at the steps of the hotel, leaving Pellisson in the carriage, in a very ill-humor. Fouquet ran upstairs, told his name to the footman, which excited an eagerness and a respect that showed the habit the mistress of the house had of honoring that name in her family. "Monsieur le surintendant," cried the marquise, advancing, very pale, to meet him; "what an honor! what an unexpected pleasure!" said she. Then, in a low voice, "Take care!" added the marquise, "Marguerite Vanel is here!" 

	"Madame," replied Fouquet, rather agitated, "I came on business. One single word, and quickly, if you please!" And he entered the salon. Madame Vanel had risen, paler, more livid, than Envy herself. Fouquet in vain addressed her, with the most agreeable, most pacific salutation; she only replied by a terrible glance darted at the marquise and Fouquet. This keen glance of a jealous woman is a stiletto which pierces every cuirass; Marguerite Vanel plunged it straight into the hearts of the two confidants. She made a courtesy to her friend, a more profound one to Fouquet, and took leave, under pretense of having a number of visits to make, without the marquise trying to prevent her, or Fouquet, a prey to anxiety, thinking further about her. She was scarcely out of the room, and Fouquet left alone with the marquise, before he threw himself on his knees, without saying a word. "I expected you," said the marquise, with a tender sigh. 

	"Oh! no," cried he, "or you would have sent away that woman." 

	"She has been here little more than half an hour, and I had no expectation she would come this evening." 

	"You love me just a little, then, marquise?" 

	"That is not the question now; it is of your danger; how are your affairs going on?" 

	"I am going this evening to get my friends out of the prisons of the Palais." 

	"How will you do that?" 

	"By buying and bribing the governor." 

	"He is a friend of mine; can I assist you, without injuring you?" 

	"Oh! marquise, it would be a signal service; but how can you be employed without your being compromised? Now, never shall my life, my power, or even my liberty, be purchased at the expense of a single tear from your eyes, or of one frown of pain upon your brow." 

	"Monseigneur, no more such words, they bewilder me; I have been culpable in trying to serve you, without calculating the extent of what I was doing. I love you in reality, as a tender friend; and as a friend, I am grateful for your delicate attentions—but, alas!—alas! you will never find a mistress in me." 

	"Marquise!" cried Fouquet, in a tone of despair; "why not?" 

	"Because you are too much beloved," said the young woman, in a low voice; "because you are too much beloved by too many people—because the splendor of glory and fortune wound my eyes, whilst the darkness of sorrow attracts them; because, in short, I, who have repulsed you in your proud magnificence; I who scarcely looked at you in your splendor, I came, like a mad woman, to throw myself, as it were, into your arms, when I saw a misfortune hovering over your head. You understand me now, monseigneur? Become happy again, that I may remain chaste in heart and in thought; your misfortune entails my ruin." 

	"Oh! madame," said Fouquet, with an emotion he had never before felt; "were I to fall to the lowest degree of human misery, and hear from your mouth that word which you now refuse me, that day, madame, you will be mistaken in your noble egotism; that day you will fancy you are consoling the most unfortunate of men, and you will have said, I love you, to the most illustrious, the most delighted, the most triumphant of the happy beings of this world." 

	He was still at her feet, kissing her hand, when Pellisson entered precipitately, crying, in very ill-humor, "Monseigneur! madame! for Heaven's sake! excuse me. Monseigneur, you have been here half an hour. Oh! do not both look at me so reproachfully. Madame, pray who is that lady who left your house soon after monseigneur came in?" 

	"Madame Vanel," said Fouquet. 

	"Ha!" cried Pellisson, "I was sure of that." 

	"Well! what then?" 

	"Why, she got into her carriage, looking deadly pale." 

	"What consequence is that to me?" 

	"Yes, but what she said to her coachman is of consequence to you." 

	"Kind heaven!" cried the marquise, "what was that?" 

	"To M. Colbert's!" said Pellisson, in a hoarse voice. 

	"Bon Dieu!—begone, begone, monseigneur!" replied the marquise, pushing Fouquet out of the salon, whilst Pellisson dragged him by the hand. 

	"Am I, then, indeed," said the superintendent, "become a child, to be frightened by a shadow?" 

	"You are a giant," said the marquise, "whom a viper is trying to bite in the heel." 

	Pellisson continued to drag Fouquet to the carriage. "To the Palais at full speed!" cried Pellisson to the coachman. The horses set off like lightning; no obstacle relaxed their pace for an instant. Only, at the arcade Saint-Jean, as they were coming out upon the Place de Greve, a long file of horsemen, barring the narrow passage, stopped the carriage of the superintendent. There was no means of forcing this barrier; it was necessary to wait till the mounted archers of the watch, for it was they who stopped the way, had passed with the heavy carriage they were escorting, and which ascended rapidly towards the Place Baudoyer. Fouquet and Pellisson took no further account of this circumstance beyond deploring the minute's delay they had thus to submit to. They entered the habitation of the concierge du Palais five minutes after. That officer was still walking about in the front court. At the name of Fouquet, whispered in his ear by Pellisson, the governor eagerly approached the carriage, and, hat in his hand, was profuse in his attentions. "What an honor for me, monseigneur," said he. 

	"One word, monsieur le gouverneur, will you take the trouble to get into my carriage?" The officer placed himself opposite Fouquet in the coach. 

	"Monsieur," said Fouquet, "I have a service to ask of you." 

	"Speak, monseigneur." 

	"A service that will be compromising for you, monsieur, but which will assure to you forever my protection and my friendship." 

	"Were it to cast myself into the fire for you, monseigneur, I would do it." 

	"That is well," said Fouquet; "what I require is much more simple." 

	"That being so, monseigneur, what is it?" 

	"To conduct me to the chamber of Messieurs Lyodot and D'Eymeris." 

	"Will monseigneur have the kindness to say for what purpose?" 

	"I will tell you in their presence, monsieur; at the same time that I will give you ample means of palliating this escape." 

	"Escape! Why, then, monseigneur does not know?" 

	"What?" 

	"That Messieurs Lyodot and D'Eymeris are no longer here." 

	"Since when?" cried Fouquet, in great agitation. 

	"About a quarter of an hour." 

	"Whither have they gone, then?" 

	"To Vincennes—to the donjon." 

	"Who took them from here?" 

	"An order from the king." 

	"Oh! woe! woe!" exclaimed Fouquet, striking his forehead. "Woe!" and without saying a single word more to the governor, he threw himself back in his carriage, despair in his heart, and death on his countenance. 

	"Well!" said Pellisson, with great anxiety. 

	"Our friends are lost. Colbert is conveying them to the donjon. They crossed our very path under the arcade Saint-Jean." 

	Pellisson, struck as by a thunderbolt, made no reply. With a single reproach he would have killed his master. "Where is monseigneur going?" said the footman. 

	"Home—to Paris. You, Pellisson, return to Saint-Mande, and bring the Abbe Fouquet to me within an hour. Begone!" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 60. Plan of Battle 

	The night was already far advanced when the Abbe Fouquet joined his brother. Gourville had accompanied him. These three men, pale with dread of future events, resembled less three powers of the day than three conspirators, united by one single thought of violence. Fouquet walked for a long time, with his eyes fixed upon the floor, striking his hands one against the other. At length, taking courage, in the midst of a deep sigh: "Abbe," said he, "you were speaking to me only to-day of certain people you maintain." 

	"Yes, monsieur," replied the abbe. 

	"Tell me precisely who are these people." The abbe hesitated. 

	"Come! no fear, I am not threatening; no romancing, for I am not joking." 

	"Since you demand the truth, monseigneur, here it is:—I have a hundred and twenty friends or companions of pleasure, who are sworn to me as the thief is to the gallows." 

	"And you think you can depend upon them?" 

	"Entirely." 

	"And you will not compromise yourself?" 

	"I will not even make my appearance." 

	"And are they men of resolution?" 

	"They would burn Paris, if I promised them they should not be burnt in turn." 

	"The thing I ask of you, abbe," said Fouquet, wiping the sweat which fell from his brow, "is to throw your hundred and twenty men upon the people I will point out to you, at a certain moment given—is it possible?" 

	"It will not be the first time such a thing has happened to them, monseigneur." 

	"That is well: but would these bandits attack an armed force?" 

	"They are used to that." 

	"Then get your hundred and twenty men together, abbe." 

	"Directly. But where?" 

	"On the road to Vincennes, to-morrow, at two o'clock precisely." 

	"To carry off Lyodot and D'Eymeris? There will be blows to be got!" 

	"A number, no doubt; are you afraid?" 

	"Not for myself, but for you." 

	"Your men will know, then, what they have to do?" 

	"They are too intelligent not to guess it. Now, a minister who gets up a riot against his king—exposes himself——" 

	"Of what importance is that to you, I pray? Besides, if I fall, you fall with me." 

	"It would then be more prudent, monsieur, not to stir in the affair, and leave the king to take this little satisfaction." 

	"Think well of this, abbe, Lyodot and D'Eymeris at Vincennes are a prelude of ruin for my house. I repeat it—I arrested, you will be imprisoned—I imprisoned, you will be exiled." 

	"Monsieur, I am at your orders; have you any to give me?" 

	"What I told you—I wish that, to-morrow, the two financiers of whom they mean to make victims, whilst there remain so many criminals unpunished, should be snatched from the fury of my enemies. Take your measures accordingly. Is it possible?" 

	"It is possible." 

	"Describe your plan." 

	"It is of rich simplicity. The ordinary guard at executions consists of twelve archers." 

	"There will be a hundred to-morrow." 

	"I reckon so. I even say more—there will be two hundred." 

	"Then your hundred and twenty men will not be enough." 

	"Pardon me. In every crowd composed of a hundred thousand spectators, there are ten thousand bandits or cut-purses—only they dare not take the initiative." 

	"Well?" 

	"There will then be, to-morrow, on the Place de Greve, which I choose as my battle-field, ten thousand auxiliaries to my hundred and twenty men. The attack commenced by the latter, the others will finish it." 

	"That all appears feasible. But what will be done with regard to the prisoners upon the Place de Greve?" 

	"This: they must be thrust into some house—that will make a siege necessary to get them out again. And stop! here is another idea, more sublime still: certain houses have two issues—one upon the Place, and the other into the Rue de la Mortellerie, or la Vennerie, or la Texeranderie. The prisoners entering by one door will go out at another." 

	"Yes, but fix upon something positive." 

	"I am seeking to do so." 

	"And I," cried Fouquet, "I have found it. Listen to what has occurred to me at this moment." 

	"I am listening." 

	Fouquet made a sign to Gourville, who appeared to understand. "One of my friends lends me sometimes the keys of a house which he rents, Rue Baudoyer, the spacious gardens of which extend behind a certain house on the Place de Greve." 

	"That is the place for us," said the abbe. "What house?" 

	"A cabaret, pretty well frequented, whose sign represents the image of Notre Dame." 

	"I know it," said the abbe. 

	"This cabaret has windows opening upon the Place, a place of exit into the court, which must abut upon the gardens of my friend by a door of communication." 

	"Good!" said the abbe. 

	"Enter by the cabaret, take the prisoners in; defend the door while you enable them to fly by the garden and the Place Baudoyer." 

	"That is all plain. Monsieur, you would make an excellent general, like monsieur le prince." 

	"Have you understood me?" 

	"Perfectly well." 

	"How much will it amount to, to make your bandits all drunk with wine, and to satisfy them with gold?" 

	"Oh, monsieur, what an expression! Oh! monsieur, if they heard you: some of them are very susceptible." 

	"I mean to say they must be brought no longer to know the heavens from the earth; for I shall to-morrow contend with the king; and when I fight I mean to conquer—please to understand." 

	"It shall be done, monsieur. Give me your other ideas." 

	"That is your business." 

	"Then give me your purse." 

	"Gourville, count a hundred thousand livres for the abbe." 

	"Good! and spare nothing, did you not say?" 

	"Nothing." 

	"That is well." 

	"Monseigneur," objected Gourville, "if this should be known, we should lose our heads." 

	"Eh! Gourville," replied Fouquet, purple with anger, "you excite my pity. Speak for yourself, if you please. My head does not shake in that manner upon my shoulders. Now, abbe, is everything arranged?" 

	"Everything." 

	"At two o'clock to-morrow." 

	"At twelve, because it will be necessary to prepare our auxiliaries in a secret manner." 

	"That is true; do not spare the wine of the cabaretier." 

	"I will spare neither his wine nor his house," replied the abbe, with a sneering laugh. "I have my plan, I tell you; leave me to set it in operation, and you shall see." 

	"Where shall you be yourself?" 

	"Everywhere; nowhere." 

	"And how shall I receive information?" 

	"By a courier whose horse shall be kept in the very garden of your friend. A propos, the name of your friend?" 

	Fouquet looked again at Gourville. The latter came to the succor of his master, saying, "Accompanying monsieur l'abbe for several reasons, only the house is easily to be known, the 'Image-de-Notre-Dame' in the front, a garden, the only one in the quarter, behind." 

	"Good, good! I will go and give notice to my soldiers." 

	"Accompany him, Gourville," said Fouquet, "and count him down the money. One moment, abbe—one moment, Gourville—what name will be given to this carrying off?" 

	"A very natural one, monsieur—the Riot." 

	"The riot on account of what? For, if ever the people of Paris are disposed to pay their court to the king, it is when he hangs financiers." 

	"I will manage that," said the abbe. 

	"Yes; but you may manage it badly, and people will guess." 

	"Not at all,—not at all. I have another idea." 

	"What is that?" 

	"My men shall cry out, 'Colbert, vive Colbert!' and shall throw themselves upon the prisoners as if they would tear them in pieces, and shall force them from the gibbets, as too mild a punishment." 

	"Ah! that is an idea," said Gourville. "Peste! monsieur l'abbe, what an imagination you have!" 

	"Monsieur, we are worthy of our family," replied the abbe, proudly. 

	"Strange fellow," murmured Fouquet. Then he added, "That is ingenious. Carry it out, but shed no blood." 

	Gourville and the abbe set off together, with their heads full of the meditated riot. The superintendent laid himself down upon some cushions, half valiant with respect to the sinister projects of the morrow, half dreaming of love. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 61. The Cabaret of the Image-de-Notre-Dame 

	At two o'clock the next day fifty thousand spectators had taken their position upon the Place, around the two gibbets which had been elevated between the Quai de la Greve and the Quai Pelletier; one close to the other, with their backs to the embankment of the river. In the morning also, all the sworn criers of the good city of Paris had traversed the quarters of the city, particularly the halles and the faubourgs, announcing with their hoarse and indefatigable voices, the great justice done by the king upon two speculators, two thieves, devourers of the people. And these people, whose interests were so warmly looked after, in order not to fail in respect for their king quitted shops, stalls, and ateliers to go and evince a little gratitude to Louis XIV., absolutely like invited guests, who feared to commit an impoliteness in not repairing to the house of him who had invited them. According to the tenor of the sentence, which the criers read aloud and incorrectly, two farmers of the revenues, monopolists of money, dilapidators of the royal provisions, extortioners, and forgers, were about to undergo capital punishment on the Place de Greve, with their names blazoned over their heads, according to their sentence. As to those names, the sentence made no mention of them. The curiosity of the Parisians was at its height, and, as we have said, an immense crowd waited with feverish impatience the hour fixed for the execution. The news had already spread that the prisoners, transferred to the Chateau of Vincennes, would be conducted from that prison to the Place de Greve. Consequently, the faubourg and the Rue Saint Antoine were crowded, for the population of Paris in those days of great executions was divided into two categories: those who came to see the condemned pass—these were of timid and mild hearts, but philosophically curious—and those who wished to see the condemned die—these had hearts that hungered for sensation. On this day M. d'Artagnan received his last instructions from the king, and made his adieus to his friends, the number of whom was, at the moment, reduced to Planchet, traced the plan of his day, as every busy man whose moments are counted ought to do because he appreciates their importance. 

	"My departure is to be," said he, "at break of day, three o'clock in the morning; I have then fifteen hours before me. Take from them the six hours of sleep which are indispensable for me—six; one hour for repasts—seven; one hour for a farewell visit to Athos—eight; two hours for chance circumstances—-total, ten. There are then five hours left. One hour to get my money,—that is, to have payment refused by M. Fouquet; another hour to go and receive my money of M. Colbert, together with his questions and grimaces; one hour to look over my clothes and arms, and get my boots cleaned. I have still two hours left. Mordioux! how rich I am!" And so saying, D'Artagnan felt a strange joy, a joy of youth, a perfume of those great and happy years of former times mount into his brain and intoxicate him. "During these two hours I will go," said the musketeer, "and take my quarter's rent of the Image-de-Notre-Dame. That will be pleasant. Three hundred and seventy-five livres. Mordioux! but that is astonishing! If the poor man who has but one livre in his pocket, found a livre and twelve deniers, that would be justice, that would be excellent; but never does such a godsend fall to the lot of the poor man. The rich man, on the contrary, makes himself revenues with his money, which he does not even touch. Here are three hundred and seventy-five livres which fall to me from heaven. I will go then to the Image-de-Notre-Dame, and drink a glass of Spanish wine with my tenant, which he cannot fail to offer me. But order must be observed, Monsieur d'Artagnan, order must be observed! Let us organize our time, then, and distribute the employment of it! Art. 1st, Athos; Art. 2d, the Image-de-Notre-Dame; Art. 3d, M. Fouquet, Art. 4th, M. Colbert; Art. 5th, supper; Art. 6th, clothes, boots, horse, portmanteau; Art. 7th and last, sleep." 

	In consequence of this arrangement, D'Artagnan went straight to the Comte de la Fere, to whom modestly and ingenuously he related a part of his fortunate adventures. Athos had not been without uneasiness on the subject of D'Artagnan's visit to the king; but few words sufficed for an explanation of that. Athos divined that Louis had charged D'Artagnan with some important mission, and did not even make an effort to draw the secret from him. He only recommended him to take care of himself, and offered discreetly to accompany him if that were desirable. 

	"But, my dear friend," said D'Artagnan, "I am going nowhere." 

	"What! you come and bid me adieu, and are going nowhere?" 

	"Oh! yes, yes," replied D'Artagnan, coloring a little, "I am going to make an acquisition." 

	"That is quite another thing. Then I change my formula. Instead of 'Do not get yourself killed,' I will say,—'Do not get yourself robbed.'" 

	"My friend, I will inform you if I set eyes on any property that pleases me, and shall expect you will favor me with your opinion." 

	"Yes, yes," said Athos, too delicate to permit himself even the consolation of a smile. Raoul imitated the paternal reserve. But D'Artagnan thought it would appear too mysterious to leave his friends under a pretense, without even telling them the route he was about to take. 

	"I have chosen Le Mans," said he to Athos. "Is it a good country?" 

	"Excellent, my friend," replied the count, without making him observe that Le Mans was in the same direction as La Touraine, and that by waiting two days, at most, he might travel with a friend. But D'Artagnan, more embarrassed than the count, dug, at every explanation, deeper into the mud, into which he sank by degrees. "I shall set out to-morrow at daybreak," said he at last. "Till that time, will you come with me, Raoul?" 

	"Yes, monsieur le chevalier," said the young man, "if monsieur le comte does not want me." 

	"No, Raoul I am to have an audience to-day of Monsieur, the king's brother; that is all I have to do." 

	Raoul asked Grimaud for his sword, which the old man brought him immediately. "Now then," added D'Artagnan, opening his arms to Athos, "adieu, my dear friend!" Athos held him in a long embrace, and the musketeer, who knew his discretion so well, murmured in his ear—"An affair of state," to which Athos only replied by a pressure of the hand, still more significant. They then separated. Raoul took the arm of his old friend, who led him along the Rue-Saint-Honore. "I am conducting you to the abode of the god Plutus," said D'Artagnan to the young man; "prepare yourself. The whole day you will witness the piling up of crowns. Heavens! how I am changed!" 

	"Oh! what numbers of people there are in the street!" said Raoul. 

	"Is there a procession to-day?" asked D'Artagnan of a passer-by. 

	"Monsieur, it is a hanging," replied the man. 

	"What! a hanging at the Greve?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"The devil take the rogue who gets himself hung the day I want to go and take my rent!" cried D'Artagnan. "Raoul, did you ever see anybody hung?" 

	"Never, monsieur—thank God!" 

	"Oh! how young that sounds! If you were on guard in the trenches, as I was, and a spy! But, pardon me, Raoul, I am doting—you are quite right, it is a hideous sight to see a person hung! At what hour do they hang them, monsieur, if you please?" 

	"Monsieur," replied the stranger respectfully, delighted at joining conversation with two men of the sword, "it will take place about three o'clock." 

	"Aha! it is now only half-past one; let us step out, we shall be there in time to touch my three hundred and seventy-five livres, and get away before the arrival of the malefactor." 

	"Malefactors, monsieur," continued the bourgeois; "there are two of them." 

	"Monsieur, I return you many thanks," said D'Artagnan, who, as he grew older, had become polite to a degree. Drawing Raoul along, he directed his course rapidly in the direction of La Greve. Without that great experience musketeers have of a crowd, to which were joined an irresistible strength of wrist, and an uncommon suppleness of shoulders, our two travelers would not have arrived at their place of destination. They followed the line of the Quai, which they had gained on quitting the Rue Saint-Honore, where they left Athos. D'Artagnan went first; his elbow, his wrist, his shoulder formed three wedges which he knew how to insinuate with skill into the groups, to make them split and separate like firewood. He made use sometimes of the hilt of his sword as an additional help: introducing it between ribs that were too rebellious, making it take the part of a lever or crowbar, to separate husband from wife, uncle from nephew, and brother from brother. And all this was done so naturally, and with such gracious smiles, that people must have had ribs of bronze not to cry thank you when the wrist made its play, or hearts of diamond not to be enchanted when such a bland smile enlivened the lips of the musketeer. Raoul, following his friend, cajoled the women who admired his beauty, pushed back the men who felt the rigidity of his muscles, and both opened, thanks to these maneuvers, the compact and muddy tide of the populace. They arrived in sight of the two gibbets, from which Raoul turned away his eyes in disgust. As for D'Artagnan, he did not even see them; his house with its gabled roof, its windows crowded with the curious, attracted and even absorbed all the attention he was capable of. He distinguished in the Place and around the houses a good number of musketeers on leave, who, some with women, others with friends, awaited the crowning ceremony. What rejoiced him above all was to see that his tenant, the cabaretier, was so busy he hardly knew which way to turn. Three lads could not supply the drinkers. They filled the shop, the chambers, and the court, even. D'Artagnan called Raoul's attention to this concourse, adding: "The fellow will have no excuse for not paying his rent. Look at those drinkers, Raoul, one would say they were jolly companions. Mordioux! why, there is no room anywhere!" D'Artagnan, however, contrived to catch hold of the master by the corner of his apron, and to make himself known to him. 

	"Ah, monsieur le chevalier," said the cabaretier, half distracted, "one minute if you please. I have here a hundred mad devils turning my cellar upside down." 

	"The cellar, if you like, but not the money-box." 

	"Oh, monsieur, your thirty-seven and a half pistoles are all counted out ready for you, upstairs in my chamber, but there are in that chamber thirty customers, who are sucking the staves of a little barrel of Oporto which I tapped for them this very morning. Give me a minute,—only a minute." 

	"So be it; so be it." 

	"I will go," said Raoul, in a low voice, to D'Artagnan; "this hilarity is vile!" 

	"Monsieur," replied D'Artagnan, sternly, "you will please to remain where you are. The soldier ought to familiarize himself with all kinds of spectacles. There are in the eye, when it is young, fibers which we must learn how to harden; and we are not truly generous and good save from the moment when the eye has become hardened, and the heart remains tender. Besides, my little Raoul, would you leave me alone here? That would be very wrong of you. Look, there is yonder in the lower court a tree, and under the shade of that tree we shall breathe more freely than in this hot atmosphere of spilt wine." 

	From the spot on which they had placed themselves the two new guests of the Image-de-Notre-Dame heard the ever-increasing hubbub of the tide of people, and lost neither a cry nor a gesture of the drinkers, at tables in the cabaret, or disseminated in the chambers. If D'Artagnan had wished to place himself as a vidette for an expedition, he could not have succeeded better. The tree under which he and Raoul were seated covered them with its already thick foliage; it was a low, thick chestnut-tree, with inclined branches, that cast their shade over a table so dilapidated the drinkers had abandoned it. We said that from this post D'Artagnan saw everything. He observed the goings and comings of the waiters; the arrival of fresh drinkers; the welcome, sometimes friendly, sometimes hostile, given to the newcomers by others already installed. He observed all this to amuse himself, for the thirty-seven and a half pistoles were a long time coming. Raoul recalled his attention to it. "Monsieur," said he, "you do not hurry your tenant, and the condemned will soon be here. There will then be such a press we shall not be able to get out." 

	"You are right," said the musketeer; "Hola! oh! somebody there! Mordioux!" But it was in vain he cried and knocked upon the wreck of the old table, which fell to pieces beneath his fist; nobody came. 

	D'Artagnan was preparing to go and seek the cabaretier himself, to force him to a definite explanation, when the door of the court in which he was with Raoul, a door which communicated with the garden situated at the back, opened, and a man dressed as a cavalier, with his sword in the sheath, but not at his belt, crossed the court without closing the door; and having cast an oblique glance at D'Artagnan and his companion, directed his course towards the cabaret itself, looking about in all directions with his eyes capable of piercing walls of consciences. "Humph!" said D'Artagnan, "my tenants are communicating. That, no doubt, now, is some amateur in hanging matters." At the same moment the cries and disturbance in the upper chambers ceased. Silence, under such circumstances, surprises more than a twofold increase of noise. D'Artagnan wished to see what was the cause of this sudden silence. He then perceived that this man, dressed as a cavalier, had just entered the principal chamber, and was haranguing the tipplers, who all listened to him with the greatest attention. D'Artagnan would perhaps have heard his speech but for the dominant noise of the popular clamors, which made a formidable accompaniment to the harangue of the orator. But it was soon finished, and all the people the cabaret contained came out, one after the other, in little groups, so that there only remained six in the chamber; one of these six, the man with the sword, took the cabaretier aside, engaging him in discourse more or less serious, whilst the others lit a great fire in the chimney-place—a circumstance rendered strange by the fine weather and the heat. 

	"It is very singular," said D'Artagnan to Raoul, "but I think I know those faces yonder." 

	"Don't you think you can smell the smoke here?" said Raoul 

	"I rather think I can smell a conspiracy," replied D'Artagnan. 

	He had not finished speaking, when four of these men came down into the court, and without the appearance of any bad design, mounted guard at the door of communication, casting, at intervals, glances at D'Artagnan, which signified many things. 

	"Mordioux!" said D'Artagnan, in a low voice, "there is something going on. Are you curious, Raoul?" 

	"According to the subject, chevalier." 

	"Well, I am as curious as an old woman. Come a little more in front; we shall get a better view of the place. I would lay a wager that view will be something curious." 

	"But you know, monsieur le chevalier, that I am not willing to become a passive and indifferent spectator of the death of the two poor devils." 

	"And I, then—do you think I am a savage? We will go in again, when it is time to do so. Come along!" And they made their way towards the front of the house, and placed themselves near the window which, still more strangely than the rest, remained unoccupied. The two last drinkers, instead of looking out at this window, kept up the fire. On seeing D'Artagnan and his friend enter:—"Ah! ah! a reinforcement," murmured they. 

	D'Artagnan jogged Raoul's elbow. "Yes, my braves, a reinforcement," said he; "cordieu! there is a famous fire. Whom are you going to cook?" 

	The two men uttered a shout of jovial laughter, and, instead of answering, threw on more wood. D'Artagnan could not take his eyes off them. 

	"I suppose," said one of the fire-makers, "they sent you to tell us the time—did not they?" 

	"Without doubt they have," said D'Artagnan, anxious to know what was going on; "why should I be here else, if it were not for that?" 

	"Then place yourself at the window, if you please, and observe." D'Artagnan smiled in his mustache, made a sign to Raoul, and placed himself at the window. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 62. Vive Colbert! 

	The spectacle which the Greve now presented was a frightful one. The heads, leveled by the perspective, extended afar, thick and agitated as the ears of corn in a vast plain. From time to time a fresh report, or a distant rumor, made the heads oscillate and thousands of eyes flash. Now and then there were great movements. All those ears of corn bent, and became waves more agitated than those of the ocean, which rolled from the extremities to the center, and beat, like the tides, against the hedge of archers who surrounded the gibbets. Then the handles of the halberds were let fall upon the heads and shoulders of the rash invaders; at times, also, it was the steel as well as the wood, and, in that case, a large empty circle was formed around the guard; a space conquered upon the extremities, which underwent, in their turn the oppression of the sudden movement, which drove them against the parapets of the Seine. From the window, that commanded a view of the whole Place, D'Artagnan saw, with interior satisfaction, that such of the musketeers and guards as found themselves involved in the crowd, were able, with blows of their fists and the hilts of their swords, to keep room. He even remarked that they had succeeded, by that esprit de corps which doubles the strength of the soldier, in getting together in one group to the amount of about fifty men; and that, with the exception of a dozen stragglers whom he still saw rolling here and there, the nucleus was complete, and within reach of his voice. But it was not the musketeers and guards only that drew the attention of D'Artagnan. Around the gibbets, and particularly at the entrances to the arcade of Saint Jean, moved a noisy mass, a busy mass; daring faces, resolute demeanors were to be seen here and there, mingled with silly faces and indifferent demeanors; signals were exchanged, hands given and taken. D'Artagnan remarked among the groups, and those groups the most animated, the face of the cavalier whom he had seen enter by the door of communication from his garden, and who had gone upstairs to harangue the drinkers. That man was organizing troops and giving orders. 

	"Mordioux!" said D'Artagnan to himself, "I was not deceived; I know that man,—it is Menneville. What the devil is he doing here?" 

	A distant murmur, which became more distinct by degrees, stopped this reflection, and drew his attention another way. This murmur was occasioned by the arrival of the culprits; a strong picket of archers preceded them, and appeared at the angle of the arcade. The entire crowd now joined as if in one cry; all the cries united formed one immense howl. D'Artagnan saw Raoul was becoming pale, and he slapped him roughly on the shoulder. The fire-keepers turned round on hearing the great cry, and asked what was going on. "The condemned are arrived," said D'Artagnan. "That's well," replied they, again replenishing the fire. D'Artagnan looked at them with much uneasiness; it was evident that these men who were making such a fire for no apparent purpose had some strange intentions. The condemned appeared upon the Place. They were walking, the executioner before them, whilst fifty archers formed a hedge on their right and their left. Both were dressed in black; they appeared pale, but firm. They looked impatiently over the people's heads, standing on tip-toe at every step. D'Artagnan remarked this. "Mordioux!" cried he, "they are in a great hurry to get a sight of the gibbet!" Raoul drew back, without, however, having the power to leave the window. Terror even has its attractions. 

	"To the death! to the death!" cried fifty thousand voices. 

	"Yes; to the death!" howled a hundred frantic others, as if the great mass had given them the reply. 

	"To the halter! to the halter!" cried the great whole; "Vive le roi!" 

	"Well," said D'Artagnan, "this is droll; I should have thought it was M. Colbert who had caused them to be hung." 

	There was, at this moment, a great rolling movement in the crowd, which stopped for a moment the march of the condemned. The people of a bold and resolute mien, whom D'Artagnan had observed, by dint of pressing, pushing, and lifting themselves up, had succeeded in almost touching the hedge of archers. The cortege resumed its march. All at once, to cries of "Vive Colbert!" those men, of whom D'Artagnan never lost sight, fell upon the escort, which in vain endeavored to stand against them. Behind these men was the crowd. Then commenced, amidst a frightful tumult, as frightful a confusion. This time there was something more than cries of expectation or cries of joy, there were cries of pain. Halberds struck men down, swords ran them through, muskets were discharged at them. The confusion became then so great that D'Artagnan could no longer distinguish anything. Then, from this chaos, suddenly surged something like a visible intention, like a will pronounced. The condemned had been torn from the hands of the guards, and were being dragged towards the house of L'Image-de-Notre-Dame. Those who dragged them shouted, "Vive Colbert!" The people hesitated, not knowing which they ought to fall upon, the archers or the aggressors. What stopped the people was, that those who cried "Vive Colbert!" began to cry, at the same time, "No halter! no halter! to the fire! to the fire! burn the thieves! burn the extortioners!" This cry, shouted with an ensemble, obtained enthusiastic success. The populace had come to witness an execution, and here was an opportunity offered them of performing one themselves. It was this that must be most agreeable to the populace: therefore, they ranged, themselves immediately on the party of the aggressors against the archers, crying with the minority, which had become, thanks to them, the most compact majority: "Yes, yes: to the fire with the thieves! Vive Colbert!" 

	"Mordioux!" exclaimed D'Artagnan, "this begins to look serious." 

	One of the men who remained near the chimney approached the window, a firebrand in his hand. "Ah, ah!" said he, "it gets warm." Then, turning to his companion: "There is the signal," added he; and he immediately applied the burning brand to the wainscoting. Now, this cabaret of the Image-de-Notre-Dame was not a very newly-built house, and therefore did not require much entreating to take fire. In a second the boards began to crackle, and the flames arose sparkling to the ceiling. A howling from without replied to the shouts of the incendiaries. D'Artagnan, who had not seen what passed, from being engaged at the window, felt, at the same time, the smoke which choked him and the fire that scorched him. "Hola!" cried he, turning round, "is the fire here? Are you drunk or mad, my masters?" 

	The two men looked at each other with an air of astonishment. "In what?" asked they of D'Artagnan; "was it not a thing agreed upon?" 

	"A thing agreed upon that you should burn my house!" vociferated D'Artagnan, snatching the brand from the hand of the incendiary, and striking him with it across the face. The second wanted to assist his comrade, but Raoul, seizing him by the middle, threw him out of the window, whilst D'Artagnan pushed his man down the stairs. Raoul, first disengaged, tore the burning wainscoting down, and threw it flaming into the chamber. At a glance D'Artagnan saw there was nothing to be feared from the fire, and sprang to the window. The disorder was at its height. The air was filled with simultaneous cries of "To the fire!" "To the death!" "To the halter!" "To the stake!" "Vive Colbert!" "Vive le roi!" The group which had forced the culprits from the hands of the archers had drawn close to the house, which appeared to be the goal towards which they dragged them. Menneville was at the head of this group, shouting louder than all the others, "To the fire! to the fire! Vive Colbert!" D'Artagnan began to comprehend what was meant. They wanted to burn the condemned, and his house was to serve as a funeral pile. 

	"Halt, there!" cried he, sword in hand, and one foot upon the window. "Menneville, what do you want to do?" 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan," cried the latter; "give way, give way!" 

	"To the fire! to the fire with the thieves! Vive Colbert!" 

	These cries exasperated D'Artagnan. "Mordioux!" said he. "What! burn the poor devils who are only condemned to be hung? that is infamous!" 

	Before the door, however, the mass of anxious spectators, rolled back against the walls, had become more thick, and closed up the way. Menneville and his men, who were dragging along the culprits, were within ten paces of the door. 

	Menneville made a last effort. "Passage! passage!" cried he, pistol in hand. 

	"Burn them! burn them!" repeated the crowd. "The Image-de-Notre-Dame is on fire! Burn the thieves! burn the monopolists in the Image-de-Notre-Dame!" 

	There now remained no doubt, it was plainly D'Artagnan's house that was their object. D'Artagnan remembered the old cry, always so effective from his mouth: 

	"A moi! mousquetaires!" shouted he, with the voice of a giant, with one of those voices which dominate over cannon, the sea, the tempest. "A moi! mousquetaires!" And suspending himself by the arm from the balcony, he allowed himself to drop amidst the crowd, which began to draw back from a house that rained men. Raoul was on the ground as soon as he, both sword in hand. All the musketeers on the Place heard that challenging cry—all turned round at that cry, and recognized D'Artagnan. "To the captain, to the captain!" cried they, in their turn. And the crowd opened before them as though before the prow of a vessel. At that moment D'Artagnan and Menneville found themselves face to face. "Passage, passage!" cried Menneville, seeing that he was within an arm's length of the door. 

	"No one passes here," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Take that, then!" said Menneville, firing his pistol, almost within arm's length. But before the cock fell, D'Artagnan had struck up Menneville's arm with the hilt of his sword and passed the blade through his body. 

	"I told you plainly to keep yourself quiet," said D'Artagnan to Menneville, who rolled at his feet. 

	"Passage! passage!" cried the companions of Menneville, at first terrified, but soon recovering, when they found they had only to do with two men. But those two men were hundred-armed giants, the swords flew about in their hands like the burning glaive of the archangel. They pierce with its point, strike with the flat, cut with the edge, every stroke brings down a man. "For the king!" cried D'Artagnan, to every man he struck at, that is to say, to every man that fell. This cry became the charging word for the musketeers, who guided by it, joined D'Artagnan. During this time the archers, recovering from the panic they had undergone, charge the aggressors in the rear, and regular as mill strokes, overturn or knock down all that oppose them. The crowd, which sees swords gleaming, and drops of blood flying in the air—the crowd falls back and crushes itself. At length cries for mercy and of despair resound; that is, the farewell of the vanquished. The two condemned are again in the hands of the archers. D'Artagnan approaches them, seeing them pale and sinking: "Console yourselves, poor men," said he, "you will not undergo the frightful torture with which these wretches threatened you. The king has condemned you to be hung: you shall only be hung. Go on, hang them, and it will be over." 

	There is no longer anything going on at the Image-de-Notre-Dame. The fire has been extinguished with two tuns of wine in default of water. The conspirators have fled by the garden. The archers were dragging the culprits to the gibbets. From this moment the affair did not occupy much time. The executioner, heedless about operating according to the rules of art, made such haste that he dispatched the condemned in a couple of minutes. In the meantime the people gathered around D'Artagnan,—they felicitated, they cheered him. He wiped his brow, streaming with sweat, and his sword, streaming with blood. He shrugged his shoulders at seeing Menneville writhing at his feet in the last convulsions. And, while Raoul turned away his eyes in compassion, he pointed to the musketeers the gibbets laden with their melancholy fruit. "Poor devils!" said he, "I hope they died blessing me, for I saved them with great difficulty." These words caught the ear of Menneville at the moment when he himself was breathing his last sigh. A dark, ironical smile flitted across his lips, he wished to reply, but the effort hastened the snapping of the chord of life—he expired. 

	"Oh! all this is very frightful!" murmured Raoul: "let us begone, monsieur le chevalier." 

	"You are not wounded?" asked D'Artagnan. 

	"Not at all, thank you." 

	"That's well! Thou art a brave fellow, mordioux! The head of the father, and the arm of Porthos. Ah! if he had been here, good Porthos, you would have seen something worth looking at." Then as if by way of remembrance— 

	"But where the devil can that brave Porthos be?" murmured D'Artagnan. 

	"Come, chevalier, pray come away," urged Raoul. 

	"One minute, my friend, let me take my thirty-seven and a half pistoles and I am at your service. The house is a good property," added D'Artagnan, as he entered the Image-de-Notre-Dame, "but decidedly, even if it were less profitable, I should prefer its being in another quarter." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 63. How M. d'Eymeris's Diamond passed into the Hands of M. D'Artagnan. 

	Whilst this violent, noisy, and bloody scene was passing on the Greve, several men, barricaded behind the gate of communication with the garden, replaced their swords in their sheaths, assisted one among them to mount a ready saddled horse which was waiting in the garden, and like a flock of startled birds, fled in all directions, some climbing the walls, others rushing out at the gates with all the fury of a panic. He who mounted the horse, and gave him the spur so sharply that the animal was near leaping the wall, this cavalier, we say, crossed the Place Baudoyer, passed like lightning before the crowd in the streets, riding against, running over and knocking down all that came in his way, and, ten minutes after, arrived at the gates of the superintendent, more out of breath than his horse. The Abbe Fouquet, at the clatter of the hoofs on the pavement, appeared at a window of the court, and before even the cavalier had set foot to the ground, "Well! Danecamp?" cried he, leaning half out of the window. 

	"Well, it is all over," replied the cavalier. 

	"All over!" cried the abbe. "Then they are saved?" 

	"No, monsieur," replied the cavalier, "they are hung." 

	"Hung!" repeated the abbe, turning pale. A lateral door suddenly opened, and Fouquet appeared in the chamber, pale, distracted, with lips half opened, breathing a cry of grief and anger. He stopped upon the threshold to listen to what was addressed from the court to the window. 

	"Miserable wretches!" said the abbe, "you did not fight, then?" 

	"Like lions." 

	"Say like cowards." 

	"Monsieur!" 

	"A hundred men accustomed to war, sword in hand, are worth ten thousand archers in a surprise. Where is Menneville, that boaster, that braggart, who was to come back either dead or a conqueror?" 

	"Well, monsieur, he has kept his word. He is dead!" 

	"Dead! Who killed him?" 

	"A demon disguised as a man, a giant armed with ten flaming swords—a madman, who at one blow extinguished the fire, put down the riot, and caused a hundred musketeers to rise up out of the pavement of the Greve." 

	Fouquet raised his brow, streaming with sweat, murmuring, "Oh! Lyodot and D'Eymeris! dead! dead! dead! and I dishonored." 

	The abbe turned round, and perceiving his brother, despairing and livid, "Come, come," said he, "it is a blow of fate, monsieur; we must not lament thus. Our attempt has failed, because God——" 

	"Be silent, abbe! be silent!" cried Fouquet; "your excuses are blasphemies. Order that man up here, and let him relate the details of this terrible event." 

	"But, brother——" 

	"Obey, monsieur!" 

	The abbe made a sign, and in half a minute the man's step was heard upon the stairs. At the same time Gourville appeared behind Fouquet, like the guardian angel of the superintendent, pressing one finger on his lips to enjoin observation even amidst the bursts of his grief. The minister resumed all the serenity that human strength left at the disposal of a heart half broken with sorrow. Danecamp appeared. "Make your report," said Gourville. 

	"Monsieur," replied the messenger, "we received orders to carry off the prisoners, and to cry 'Vive Colbert!' whilst carrying them off." 

	"To burn them alive, was it not, abbe?" interrupted Gourville. 

	"Yes, yes, the order was given to Menneville. Menneville knew what was to be done, and Menneville is dead." 

	This news appeared rather to reassure Gourville than to sadden him. 

	"Yes, certainly to burn them alive," said the abbe, eagerly. 

	"Granted, monsieur, granted," said the man, looking into the eyes and the faces of the two interlocutors, to ascertain what there was profitable or disadvantageous to himself in telling the truth. 

	"Now, proceed," said Gourville. 

	"The prisoners," cried Danecamp, "were brought to the Greve, and the people, in a fury, insisted upon their being burnt instead of being hung." 

	"And the people were right," said the abbe. "Go on." 

	"But," resumed the man, "at the moment the archers were broken, at the moment the fire was set to one of the houses of the Place destined to serve as a funeral-pile for the guilty, this fury, this demon, this giant of whom I told you, and who we had been informed, was the proprietor of the house in question, aided by a young man who accompanied him, threw out of the window those who kept up the fire, called to his assistance the musketeers who were in the crowd, leapt himself from the window of the first story into the Place, and plied his sword so desperately that the victory was restored to the archers, the prisoners were retaken, and Menneville killed. When once recaptured, the condemned were executed in three minutes." Fouquet, in spite of his self-command, could not prevent a deep groan escaping him. 

	"And this man, the proprietor of the house, what is his name?" said the abbe. 

	"I cannot tell you, not having even been able to get sight of him; my post had been appointed in the garden, and I remained at my post: only the affair was related to me as I repeat it. I was ordered, when once the affair was at an end, to come at best speed and announce to you the manner in which it finished. According to this order, I set out, full gallop, and here I am." 

	"Very well, monsieur, we have nothing else to ask of you," said the abbe, more and more dejected, in proportion as the moment approached for finding himself alone with his brother. 

	"Have you been paid?" asked Gourville. 

	"Partly, monsieur," replied Danecamp. 

	"Here are twenty pistoles. Begone, monsieur, and never forget to defend, as this time has been done, the true interests of the king." 

	"Yes, monsieur," said the man, bowing and pocketing the money. After which he went out. Scarcely had the door closed after him when Fouquet, who had remained motionless, advanced with a rapid step and stood between the abbe and Gourville. Both of them at the same time opened their mouths to speak to him. "No excuses," said he, "no recriminations against anybody. If I had not been a false friend I should not have confided to any one the care of delivering Lyodot and D'Eymeris. I alone am guilty; to me alone are reproaches and remorse due. Leave me, abbe." 

	"And yet, monsieur, you will not prevent me," replied the latter, "from endeavoring to find out the miserable fellow who has intervened to the advantage of M. Colbert in this so well-arranged affair; for, if it is good policy to love our friends dearly, I do not believe that is bad which consists in obstinately pursuing our enemies." 

	"A truce to policy, abbe; begone, I beg of you, and do not let me hear any more of you till I send for you; what we most need is circumspection and silence. You have a terrible example before you, gentlemen: no reprisals, I forbid them." 

	"There are no orders," grumbled the abbe, "which will prevent me from avenging a family affront upon the guilty person." 

	"And I," cried Fouquet, in that imperative tone to which one feels there is nothing to reply, "if you entertain one thought, one single thought, which is not the absolute expression of my will, I will have you cast into the Bastile two hours after that thought has manifested itself. Regulate your conduct accordingly, abbe." 

	The abbe colored and bowed. Fouquet made a sign to Gourville to follow him, and was already directing his steps towards his cabinet, when the usher announced with a loud voice: "Monsieur le Chevalier d'Artagnan." 

	"Who is he?" said Fouquet, negligently, to Gourville. 

	"An ex-lieutenant of his majesty's musketeers," replied Gourville, in the same tone. Fouquet did not even take the trouble to reflect, and resumed his walk. "I beg your pardon, monseigneur!" said Gourville, "but I have remembered, this brave man has quitted the king's service, and probably comes to receive an installment of some pension or other." 

	"Devil take him!" said Fouquet, "why does he choose his opportunity so ill?" 

	"Permit me then, monseigneur, to announce your refusal to him; for he is one of my acquaintance, and is a man whom, in our present circumstances, it would be better to have as a friend than an enemy." 

	"Answer him as you please," said Fouquet. 

	"Eh! good Lord!" said the abbe, still full of malice, like an egotistical man; "tell him there is no money, particularly for musketeers." 

	But scarcely had the abbe uttered this imprudent speech, when the partly open door was thrown back, and D'Artagnan appeared. 

	"Eh! Monsieur Fouquet," said he, "I was well aware there was no money for musketeers here. Therefore I did not come to obtain any, but to have it refused. That being done, receive my thanks. I give you good-day, and will go and seek it at M. Colbert's." And he went out, making an easy bow. 

	"Gourville," said Fouquet, "run after that man and bring him back." Gourville obeyed, and overtook D'Artagnan on the stairs. 

	D'Artagnan, hearing steps behind him, turned round and perceived Gourville. "Mordioux! my dear monsieur," said he, "these are sad lessons which you gentlemen of finance teach us; I come to M. Fouquet to receive a sum accorded by his majesty, and I am received like a mendicant who comes to ask charity, or a thief who comes to steal a piece of plate." 

	"But you pronounced the name of M. Colbert, my dear M. d'Artagnan; you said you were going to M. Colbert's?" 

	"I certainly am going there, were it only to ask satisfaction of the people who try to burn houses, crying 'Vive Colbert!'" 

	Gourville pricked up his ears. "Oh, oh!" said he, "you allude to what has just happened at the Greve?" 

	"Yes, certainly." 

	"And in what did that which has taken place concern you?" 

	"What! do you ask me whether it concerns me or does not concern me, if M. Colbert pleases to make a funeral-pile of my house?" 

	"So ho, your house—was it your house they wanted to burn?" 

	"Pardieu! was it!" 

	"Is the cabaret of the Image-de-Notre-Dame yours, then?" 

	"It has been this week." 

	"Well, then, are you the brave captain, are you the valiant blade who dispersed those who wished to burn the condemned?" 

	"My dear Monsieur Gourville, put yourself in my place. I was an agent of the public force and a landlord, too. As a captain, it is my duty to have the orders of the king accomplished. As a proprietor, it is to my interest my house should not be burnt. I have at the same time attended to the laws of interest and duty in replacing Messieurs Lyodot and D'Eymeris in the hands of the archers." 

	"Then it was you who threw the man out of the window?" 

	"It was I, myself," replied D'Artagnan, modestly 

	"And you who killed Menneville?" 

	"I had that misfortune," said D'Artagnan, bowing like a man who is being congratulated. 

	"It was you, then, in short, who caused the two condemned persons to be hung?" 

	"Instead of being burnt, yes, monsieur, and I am proud of it. I saved the poor devils from horrible tortures. Understand, my dear Monsieur de Gourville, that they wanted to burn them alive. It exceeds imagination!" 

	"Go, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan, go," said Gourville, anxious to spare Fouquet the sight of the man who had just caused him such profound grief. 

	"No," said Fouquet, who had heard all from the door of the ante-chamber; "not so; on the contrary, Monsieur d'Artagnan, come in." 

	D'Artagnan wiped from the hilt of his sword a last bloody trace, which had escaped his notice, and returned. He then found himself face to face with these three men, whose countenances wore very different expressions. With the abbe it was anger, with Gourville stupor, with Fouquet it was dejection. 

	"I beg your pardon, monsieur le ministre," said D'Artagnan, "but my time is short; I have to go to the office of the intendant, to have an explanation with Monsieur Colbert, and to receive my quarter's pension." 

	"But, monsieur," said Fouquet, "there is money here." D'Artagnan looked at the superintendent with astonishment. "You have been answered inconsiderately, monsieur, I know, because I heard it," said the minister; "a man of your merit ought to be known by everybody." D'Artagnan bowed. "Have you an order?" added Fouquet. 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Give it me, I will pay you myself; come with me." He made a sign to Gourville and the abbe, who remained in the chamber where they were. He led D'Artagnan into his cabinet. As soon as the door was shut,—"How much is due to you, monsieur?" 

	"Why, something like five thousand livres, monseigneur." 

	"For arrears of pay?" 

	"For a quarter's pay." 

	"A quarter consisting of five thousand livres!" said Fouquet, fixing upon the musketeer a searching look. "Does the king, then, give you twenty thousand livres a year?" 

	"Yes, monseigneur, twenty thousand livres a year. Do you think it is too much?" 

	"I?" cried Fouquet, and he smiled bitterly. "If I had any knowledge of mankind, if I were—instead of being a frivolous, inconsequent, and vain spirit—of a prudent and reflective spirit; if, in a word, I had, as certain persons have known how, regulated my life, you would not receive twenty thousand livres a year, but a hundred thousand, and you would not belong to the king, but to me." 

	D'Artagnan colored slightly. There is sometimes in the manner in which a eulogium is given, in the voice, in the affectionate tone, a poison so sweet, that the strongest mind is intoxicated by it. The superintendent terminated his speech by opening a drawer, and taking from it four rouleaux which he placed before D'Artagnan. The Gascon opened one. "Gold!" said he. 

	"It will be less burdensome, monsieur." 

	"But then, monsieur, these make twenty thousand livres." 

	"No doubt they do." 

	"But only five are due to me." 

	"I wish to spare you the trouble of coming four times to my office." 

	"You overwhelm me, monsieur." 

	"I do only what I ought to do, monsieur le chevalier; and I hope you will not bear me any malice on account of the rude reception my brother gave you. He is of a sour, capricious disposition." 

	"Monsieur," said D'Artagnan, "believe me, nothing would grieve me more than an excuse from you." 

	"Therefore I will make no more, and will content myself with asking you a favor." 

	"Oh, monsieur." 

	Fouquet drew from his finger a ring worth about a thousand pistoles. "Monsieur," said he, "this stone was given me by a friend of my childhood, by a man to whom you have rendered a great service." 

	"A service—I?" said the musketeer, "I have rendered a service to one of your friends?" 

	"You cannot have forgotten it, monsieur, for it dates this very day." 

	"And that friend's name was——" 

	"M. d'Eymeris." 

	"One of the condemned?" 

	"Yes, one of the victims. Well! Monsieur d'Artagnan, in return for the service you have rendered him, I beg you to accept this diamond. Do so for my sake." 

	"Monsieur! you——" 

	"Accept it, I say. To-day is with me a day of mourning; hereafter you will, perhaps, learn why; to-day I have lost one friend; well, I will try to get another." 

	"But, Monsieur Fouquet——" 

	"Adieu! Monsieur d'Artagnan, adieu!" cried Fouquet, with much emotion; "or rather, au revoir." And the minister quitted the cabinet, leaving in the hands of the musketeer the ring and the twenty thousand livres. 

	"Oh!" said D'Artagnan, after a moment's dark reflection. "How on earth am I to understand what this means? Mordioux! I can understand this much, only: he is a gallant man! I will go and explain matters to M. Colbert." And he went out. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 64. Of the Notable Difference D'Artagnan finds between Monsieur the Intendant and Monsieur the Superintendent 

	M. Colbert resided in the Rue Neuve des Petits-Champs in a house which had belonged to Beautru. D'Artagnan's legs cleared the distance in a short quarter of an hour. When he arrived at the residence of the new favorite, the court was full of archers and police, who came to congratulate him, or to excuse themselves according to whether he should choose to praise or blame. The sentiment of flattery is instinctive with people of abject condition; they have the sense of it, as the wild animal has that of hearing and smell. These people, or their leader, understood that there was a pleasure to offer to M. Colbert, in rendering him an account of the fashion in which his name had been pronounced during the rash enterprise of the morning. D'Artagnan made his appearance just as the chief of the watch was giving his report. He stood close to the door, behind the archers. That officer took Colbert on one side, in spite of his resistance and the contraction of his bushy eyebrows. "In case," said he, "you really desired, monsieur, that the people should do justice on the two traitors, it would have been wise to warn us of it; for, indeed, monsieur, in spite of our regret at displeasing you, or thwarting your views, we had our orders to execute." 

	"Triple fool!" replied Colbert, furiously shaking his hair, thick and black as a mane, "what are you telling me? What! that I could have had an idea of a riot! Are you mad or drunk?" 

	"But, monsieur, they cried, 'Vive Colbert!'" replied the trembling watch. 

	"A handful of conspirators——" 

	"No, no; a mass of people." 

	"Ah! indeed," said Colbert, expanding. "A mass of people cried, 'Vive Colbert!' Are you certain of what you say, monsieur?" 

	"We had nothing to do but open our ears, or rather to close them, so terrible were the cries." 

	"And this was from the people, the real people?" 

	"Certainly, monsieur; only these real people beat us." 

	"Oh! very well," continued Colbert, thoughtfully. "Then you suppose it was the people alone who wished to burn the condemned?" 

	"Oh! yes, monsieur." 

	"That is quite another thing. You strongly resisted, then?" 

	"We had three of our men crushed to death, monsieur!" 

	"But you killed nobody yourselves?" 

	"Monsieur, a few of the rioters were left upon the square, and one among them who was not a common man." 

	"Who was he?" 

	"A certain Menneville, upon whom the police have a long time had an eye." 

	"Menneville!" cried Colbert, "what, he who killed Rue de la Huchette, a worthy man who wanted a fat fowl?" 

	"Yes, monsieur; the same." 

	"And did this Menneville also cry, 'Vive Colbert'?" 

	"Louder than all the rest, like a madman." 

	Colbert's brow grew dark and wrinkled. A kind of ambitious glory which had lighted his face was extinguished, like the light of glow-worms we crush beneath the grass. "Then you say," resumed the deceived intendant, "that the initiative came from the people? Menneville was my enemy, I would have had him hung, and he knew it well. Menneville belonged to the Abbe Fouquet—the affair originated with Fouquet; does not everybody know that the condemned were his friends from childhood?" 

	"That is true," thought D'Artagnan, "and thus are all my doubts cleared up. I repeat it, Monsieur Fouquet many be called what they please, but he is a very gentlemanly man." 

	"And," continued Colbert, "are you quite sure Menneville is dead?" 

	D'Artagnan thought the time was come for him to make his appearance. "Perfectly, monsieur;" replied he, advancing suddenly. 

	"Oh! is that you, monsieur?" said Colbert. 

	"In person," replied the musketeer with his deliberate tone; "it appears that you had in Menneville a pretty enemy." 

	"It was not I, monsieur, who had an enemy," replied Colbert; "it was the king." 

	"Double brute!" thought D'Artagnan, "to think to play the great man and the hypocrite with me. Well," continued he to Colbert, "I am very happy to have rendered so good a service to the king; will you take upon you to tell his majesty, monsieur l'intendant?" 

	"What commission is this you give me, and what do you charge me to tell his majesty, monsieur? Be precise, if you please," said Colbert, in a sharp voice, tuned beforehand to hostility. 

	"I give you no commission," replied D'Artagnan, with that calmness which never abandons the banterer; "I thought it would be easy for you to announce to his majesty that it was I who, being there by chance, did justice upon Menneville and restored things to order." 

	Colbert opened his eyes and interrogated the chief of the watch with a look—"Ah! it is very true," said the latter, "that this gentleman saved us." 

	"Why did you not tell me monsieur, that you came to relate me this?" said Colbert with envy, "everything is explained, and more favorably for you than for anybody else." 

	"You are in error, monsieur l'intendant, I did not at all come for the purpose of relating that to you." 

	"It is an exploit, nevertheless." 

	"Oh!" said the musketeer carelessly, "constant habit blunts the mind." 

	"To what do I owe the honor of your visit, then?" 

	"Simply to this: the king ordered me to come to you." 

	"Ah!" said Colbert, recovering himself when he saw D'Artagnan draw a paper from his pocket; "it is to demand some money of me?" 

	"Precisely, monsieur.' 

	"Have the goodness to wait, if you please, monsieur, till I have dispatched the report of the watch." 

	D'Artagnan turned upon his heel, insolently enough, and finding himself face to face with Colbert, after his first turn, he bowed to him as a harlequin would have done; then, after a second evolution, he directed his steps towards the door in quick time. Colbert was struck with this pointed rudeness, to which he was not accustomed. In general, men of the sword, when they came to his office, had such a want of money, that though their feet seemed to take root in the marble, they hardly lost their patience. Was D'Artagnan going straight to the king? Would he go and describe his rough reception, or recount his exploit? This was a matter for grave consideration. At all events, the moment was badly chosen to send D'Artagnan away, whether he came from the king, or on his own account. The musketeer had rendered too great a service, and that too recently, for it to be already forgotten. Therefore Colbert thought it would be better to shake off his arrogance and call D'Artagnan back. "Ho! Monsieur d'Artagnan," cried Colbert, "what! are you leaving me thus?" 

	D'Artagnan turned round: "Why not?" said he, quietly, "we have no more to say to each other, have we?" 

	"You have, at least, money to receive, as you have an order?" 

	"Who, I? Oh! not at all, my dear Monsieur Colbert." 

	"But, monsieur, you have an order. And, in the same manner as you give a sword-thrust, when you are required, I, on my part, pay when an order is presented to me. Present yours." 

	"It is useless, my dear Monsieur Colbert," said D'Artagnan, who inwardly enjoyed this confusion in the ideas of Colbert; "my order is paid." 

	"Paid, by whom?" 

	"By monsieur le surintendant." 

	Colbert grew pale. 

	"Explain yourself," said he, in a stifled voice—"if you are paid why do you show me that paper?" 

	"In consequence of the word of order of which you spoke to me so ingeniously just now, dear M. Colbert; the king told me to take a quarter of the pension he is pleased to make me." 

	"Of me?" said Colbert. 

	"Not exactly. The king said to me: 'Go to M. Fouquet; the superintendent will, perhaps, have no money, then you will go and draw it of M. Colbert.'" 

	The countenance of M. Colbert brightened for a moment; but it was with his unfortunate physiognomy as with a stormy sky, sometimes radiant, sometimes dark as night, according as the lightning gleams or the cloud passes. "Eh! and was there any money in the superintendent's coffers?" asked he. 

	"Why, yes, he could not be badly off for money," replied D'Artagnan—"it may be believed, since M. Fouquet, instead of paying me a quarter or five thousand livres——" 

	"A quarter or five thousand livres!" cried Colbert, struck, as Fouquet had been, with the generosity of the sum for a soldier's pension, "why, that would be a pension of twenty thousand livres?" 

	"Exactly, M. Colbert. Peste! you reckon like old Pythagoras; yes, twenty thousand livres." 

	"Ten times the appointment of an intendant of the finances. I beg to offer you my compliments," said Colbert, with a vicious smile. 

	"Oh!" said D'Artagnan, "the king apologized for giving me so little; but he promised to make it more hereafter, when he should be rich; but I must be gone, having much to do——" 

	"So, then, notwithstanding the expectation of the king, the superintendent paid you, did he?" 

	"In the same manner as, in opposition to the king's expectation, you refused to pay me." 

	"I did not refuse, monsieur, I only begged you to wait. And you say that M. Fouquet paid you your five thousand livres?" 

	"Yes, as you might have done; but he did even better than that, M. Colbert." 

	"And what did he do?" 

	"He politely counted me down the sum-total, saying, that for the king, his coffers were always full." 

	"The sum-total! M. Fouquet has given you twenty thousand livres instead of five thousand?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"And what for?" 

	"In order to spare me three visits to the money-chest of the superintendent, so that I have the twenty thousand livres in my pocket in good new coin. You see, then, that I am able to go away without standing in need of you, having come here only for form's sake." And D'Artagnan slapped his hand upon his pocket, with a laugh which disclosed to Colbert thirty-two magnificent teeth, as white as teeth of twenty-five years old and which seemed to say in their language: "Serve up to us thirty-two little Colberts, and we will chew them willingly." The serpent is as brave as the lion, the hawk as courageous as the eagle, that cannot be contested. It can only be said of animals that are decidedly cowardly, and are so called, that they will be brave only when they have to defend themselves. Colbert was not frightened at the thirty-two teeth of D'Artagnan. He recovered, and suddenly,—"Monsieur," said he, "monsieur le surintendant has done what he had no right to do." 

	"What do you mean by that?" replied D'Artagnan. 

	"I mean that your note—will you let me see your note, if you please?" 

	"Very willingly; here it is." 

	Colbert seized the paper with an eagerness which the musketeer did not remark without uneasiness, and particularly without a certain degree of regret at having trusted him with it. "Well, monsieur, the royal order says this:—'At sight, I command that there be paid to M. d'Artagnan the sum of five thousand livres, forming a quarter of the pension I have made him.'" 

	"So, in fact, it is written," said D'Artagnan, affecting calmness. 

	"Very well; the king only owed you five thousand livres; why has more been given to you?" 

	"Because there was more; and M. Fouquet was willing to give me more; that does not concern anybody." 

	"It is natural," said Colbert, with a proud ease, "that you should be ignorant of the usages of state-finance; but, monsieur, when you have a thousand livres to pay, what do you do?" 

	"I never have a thousand livres to pay," replied D'Artagnan. 

	"Once more," said Colbert, irritated—"once more, if you had any sum to pay, would you not pay what you ought?" 

	"That only proves one thing," said D'Artagnan; "and that is, that you have your particular customs in finance, and M. Fouquet has his own." 

	"Mine, monsieur, are the correct ones." 

	"I do not say they are not." 

	"And you have accepted what was not due to you." 

	D'Artagnan's eyes flashed. "What is not due to me yet, you meant to say, M. Colbert; for if I had received what was not due to me at all, I should have committed a theft." 

	Colbert made no reply to this subtlety. "You then owe fifteen thousand livres to the public chest," said he, carried away by his jealous ardor. 

	"Then you must give me credit for them," replied D'Artagnan, with his imperceptible irony. 

	"Not at all, monsieur." 

	"Well! what will you do, then? You will not take my rouleaux from me, will you?" 

	"You must return them to my chest." 

	"I! Oh! Monsieur Colbert, don't reckon upon that." 

	"The king wants his money, monsieur." 

	"And I, monsieur, I want the king's money." 

	"That may be but you must return this." 

	"Not a sou. I have always understood that in matters of comptabilite, as you call it, a good cashier never gives back or takes back." 

	"Then, monsieur, we shall see what the king will say about it. I will show him this note, which proves that M. Fouquet not only pays what he does not owe, but that he does not even take care of vouchers for the sums that he has paid." 

	"Ah! now I understand why you have taken that paper, M. Colbert!" 

	Colbert did not perceive all that there was of a threatening character in his name pronounced in a certain manner. "You shall see hereafter what use I will make of it," said he, holding up the paper in his fingers. 

	"Oh!" said D'Artagnan, snatching the paper from him with a rapid movement; "I understand it perfectly well, M. Colbert; I have no occasion to wait for that." And he crumpled up in his pocket the paper he had so cleverly seized. 

	"Monsieur, monsieur!" cried Colbert, "this is violence!" 

	"Nonsense! You must not be particular about a soldier's manners!" replied D'Artagnan. "I kiss your hands, my dear M. Colbert." And he went out, laughing in the face of the future minister. 

	"That man, now," muttered he, "was about to grow quite friendly; it is a great pity I was obliged to cut his company so soon." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 65. Philosophy of the Heart and Mind 

	For a man who had seen so many much more dangerous ones, the position of D'Artagnan with respect to M. Colbert was only comic. D'Artagnan, therefore, did not deny himself the satisfaction of laughing at the expense of monsieur l'intendant, from the Rue des Petits-Champs to the Rue des Lombards. It was a great while since D'Artagnan had laughed so long together. He was still laughing when Planchet appeared, laughing likewise, at the door of his house; for Planchet, since the return of his patron, since the entrance of the English guineas, passed the greater part of his life in doing what D'Artagnan had only done from Rue-Neuve des Petits-Champs to the Rue des Lombards. 

	"You are home, then, my dear master?" said Planchet. 

	"No, my friend," replied the musketeer, "I am off and that quickly. I will sup with you, go to bed, sleep five hours, and at break of day leap into my saddle. Has my horse had an extra feed?" 

	"Eh! my dear master," replied Planchet, "you know very well that your horse is the jewel of the family; that my lads are caressing it all day, and cramming it with sugar, nuts, and biscuits. You ask me if he has had an extra feed of oats; you should ask if he has not had enough to burst him." 

	"Very well, Planchet, that is all right. Now, then, I pass to what concerns me—my supper?" 

	"Ready. A smoking roast joint, white wine, crayfish and fresh-gathered cherries. All ready, my master." 

	"You are a capital fellow, Planchet; come on, then, let us sup, and I will go to bed." 

	During supper D'Artagnan observed that Planchet kept rubbing his forehead, as if to facilitate the issue of some idea closely pent within his brain. He looked with an air of kindness at this worthy companion of former adventures and misadventures, and, clinking glass against glass, "Come, Planchet," said he, "let us see what it is that gives you so much trouble to bring forth. Mordioux! Speak freely, and quickly." 

	"Well, this is it," replied Planchet: "you appear to me to be going on some expedition or other." 

	"I don't say that I am not." 

	"Then you have some new idea?" 

	"That is possible, too, Planchet." 

	"Then there will be fresh capital to be ventured? I will lay down fifty thousand livres upon the idea you are about to carry out." And so saying, Planchet rubbed his hands one against the other with a rapidity evincing great delight. 

	"Planchet," said D'Artagnan, "there is but one misfortune in it." 

	"And what is that?" 

	"That the idea is not mine. I can risk nothing upon it." 

	These words drew a deep sigh from the heart of Planchet. That Avarice is an ardent counselor; she carries away her man, as Satan did Jesus, to the mountain, and when once she has shown to an unfortunate all the kingdoms of the earth, she is able to repose herself, knowing full well that she has left her companion, Envy, to gnaw his heart. Planchet had tasted of riches easily acquired, and was never afterwards likely to stop in his desires; but, as he had a good heart in spite of his covetousness, as he adored D'Artagnan, he could not refrain from making him a thousand recommendations, each more affectionate than the others. He would not have been sorry, nevertheless, to have caught a little hint of the secret his master concealed so well; tricks, turns, counsels and traps were all useless, D'Artagnan let nothing confidential escape him. The evening passed thus. After supper the portmanteau occupied D'Artagnan, he took a turn to the stable, patted his horse, and examined his shoes and legs, then, having counted over his money, he went to bed, sleeping as if only twenty, because he had neither inquietude nor remorse; he closed his eyes five minutes after he had blown out his lamp. Many events might, however, have kept him awake. Thought boiled in his brain, conjectures abounded, and D'Artagnan was a great drawer of horoscopes; but, with that imperturbable phlegm which does more than genius for the fortune and happiness of men of action, he put off reflection till the next day, for fear, he said, not to be fresh when he wanted to be so. 

	The day came. The Rue des Lombards had its share of the caresses of Aurora with the rosy fingers, and D'Artagnan arose like Aurora. He did not awaken anybody, he placed his portmanteau under his arm, descended the stairs without making one of them creak and without disturbing one of the sonorous snorings in every story from the garret to the cellar, then, having saddled his horse, shut the stable and house doors, he set off, at a foot-pace, on his expedition to Bretagne. He had done quite right not to trouble himself with all the political and diplomatic affairs which solicited his attention; for, in the morning, in freshness and mild twilight, his ideas developed themselves in purity and abundance. In the first place, he passed before the house of Fouquet, and threw in a large gaping box the fortunate order which, the evening before, he had had so much trouble to recover from the hooked fingers of the intendant. Placed in an envelope, and addressed to Fouquet, it had not even been divined by Planchet, who in divination was equal to Calchas or the Pythian Apollo. D'Artagnan thus sent back the order to Fouquet, without compromising himself, and without having thenceforward any reproaches to make himself. When he had effected this proper restitution, "Now," said he to himself, "let us inhale much maternal air, much freedom from cares, much health, let us allow the horse Zephyr, whose flanks puff as if he had to respire an atmosphere to breathe, and let us be very ingenious in our little calculations. It is time," said D'Artagnan, "to form a plan of the campaign, and, according to the method of M. Turenne, who has a large head full of all sorts of good counsels, before the plan of the campaign it is advisable to draw a striking portrait of the generals to whom we are opposed. In the first place, M. Fouquet presents himself. What is M. Fouquet? M. Fouquet," replied D'Artagnan to himself, "is a handsome man, very much beloved by the women, a generous man very much beloved by the poets; a man of wit, much execrated by pretenders. Well, now I am neither woman, poet, nor pretender: I neither love nor hate monsieur le surintendant. I find myself, therefore, in the same position in which M. de Turenne found himself when opposed to the Prince de Conde at Jargeau, Gien and the Faubourg Saint-Antoine. He did not execrate monsieur le prince, it is true, but he obeyed the king. Monsieur le prince is an agreeable man, but the king is king. Turenne heaved a deep sigh, called Conde 'My cousin,' and swept away his army. Now what does the king wish? That does not concern me. Now, what does M. Colbert wish? Oh, that's another thing. M. Colbert wishes all that M. Fouquet does not wish. Then what does M. Fouquet wish? Oh, that is serious. M. Fouquet wishes precisely for all which the king wishes." 

	This monologue ended, D'Artagnan began to laugh, whilst making his whip whistle in the air. He was already on the high road, frightening the birds in the hedges, listening to the livres chinking and dancing in his leather pocket, at every step; and, let us confess it, every time that D'Artagnan found himself in such conditions tenderness was not his dominant vice. "Come," said he, "I cannot think the expedition a very dangerous one; and it will fall out with my voyage as with that piece M. Monk took me to see in London, which was called, I think, 'Much Ado about Nothing.'" 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 66. The Journey 

	It was perhaps the fiftieth time since the day on which we open this history, that this man, with a heart of bronze and muscles of steel, had left house and friends, everything, in short, to go in search of fortune and death. The one—that is to say, death—had constantly retreated before him, as if afraid of him; the other—that is to say, fortune—for a month past only had really made an alliance with him. Although he was not a great philosopher, after the fashion of either Epicurus or Socrates, he was a powerful spirit, having knowledge of life, and endowed with thought. No one is as brave, as adventurous, or as skillful as D'Artagnan, without being at the same time inclined to be a dreamer. He had picked up, here and there, some scraps of M. de la Rochefoucauld, worthy of being translated into Latin by MM. de Port Royal, and he had made a collection, en passant, in the society of Athos and Aramis, of many morsels of Seneca and Cicero, translated by them, and applied to the uses of common life. That contempt of riches which our Gascon had observed as an article of faith during the thirty-five first years of his life, had for a long time been considered by him as the first article of the code of bravery. "Article first," said he, "A man is brave because he has nothing. A man has nothing because he despises riches." Therefore, with these principles, which, as we have said had regulated the thirty-five first years of his life, D'Artagnan was no sooner possessed of riches, than he felt it necessary to ask himself if, in spite of his riches, he were still brave. To this, for any other but D'Artagnan, the events of the Place de Greve might have served as a reply. Many consciences would have been satisfied with them, but D'Artagnan was brave enough to ask himself sincerely and conscientiously if he were brave. Therefore to this:— 

	"But it appears to me that I drew promptly enough and cut and thrust pretty freely on the Place de Greve to be satisfied of my bravery," D'Artagnan had himself replied. "Gently, captain, that is not an answer. I was brave that day, because they were burning my house, and there are a hundred, and even a thousand, to speak against one, that if those gentlemen of the riots had not formed that unlucky idea, their plan of attack would have succeeded, or, at least, it would not have been I who would have opposed myself to it. Now, what will be brought against me? I have no house to be burnt in Bretagne; I have no treasure there that can be taken from me.—No; but I have my skin; that precious skin of M. d'Artagnan, which to him is worth more than all the houses and all the treasures of the world. That skin to which I cling above everything, because it is, everything considered, the binding of a body which encloses a heart very warm and ready to fight, and, consequently, to live. Then, I do desire to live; and, in reality, I live much better, more completely, since I have become rich. Who the devil ever said that money spoiled life! Upon my soul, it is no such thing; on the contrary, it seems as if I absorbed a double quantity of air and sun. Mordioux! what will it be then, if I double that fortune, and if, instead of the switch I now hold in my hand, I should ever carry the baton of a marechal? Then I really don't know if there will be, from that moment enough of air and sun for me. In fact, this is not a dream, who the devil would oppose it, if the king made me a marechal, as his father, King Louis XIII., made a duke and constable of Albert de Luynes? Am I not as brave, and much more intelligent, than that imbecile De Vitry? Ah! that's exactly what will prevent my advancement: I have too much wit. Luckily, if there is any justice in this world, fortune owes me many compensations. She owes me certainly a recompense for all I did for Anne of Austria, and an indemnification for all she has not done for me. Then, at the present, I am very well with a king, and with a king who has the appearance of determining to reign. May God keep him in that illustrious road! For, if he is resolved to reign he will want me; and if he wants me, he will give me what he has promised me—warmth and light; so that I march, comparatively, now, as I marched formerly,—from nothing to everything. Only the nothing of to-day is the all of former days; there has only this little change taken place in my life. And now let us see! let us take the part of the heart, as I just now was speaking of it. But in truth, I only spoke of it from memory." And the Gascon applied his hand to his breast, as if he were actually seeking the place where his heart was. 

	"Ah! wretch!" murmured he, smiling with bitterness. "Ah! poor mortal species! You hoped, for an instant, that you had not a heart, and now you find you have one—bad courtier as thou art,—and even one of the most seditious. You have a heart which speaks to you in favor of M. Fouquet. And what is M. Fouquet, when the king is in question?—A conspirator, a real conspirator, who did not even give himself the trouble to conceal his being a conspirator; therefore, what a weapon would you not have against him, if his good grace and his intelligence had not made a scabbard for that weapon. An armed revolt!—for, in fact, M. Fouquet has been guilty of an armed revolt. Thus, while the king vaguely suspects M. Fouquet of rebellion, I know it—I could prove that M. Fouquet had caused the shedding of the blood of his majesty's subjects. Now, then, let us see? Knowing all that, and holding my tongue, what further would this heart wish in return for a kind action of M. Fouquet's, for an advance of fifteen thousand livres, for a diamond worth a thousand pistoles, for a smile in which there was as much bitterness as kindness?—I save his life." 

	"Now, then, I hope," continued the musketeer, "that this imbecile of a heart is going to preserve silence, and so be fairly quits with M. Fouquet. Now, then, the king becomes my sun, and as my heart is quits with M. Fouquet, let him beware who places himself between me and my sun! Forward, for his majesty Louis XIV.!—Forward!" 

	These reflections were the only impediments which were able to retard the progress of D'Artagnan. These reflections once made, he increased the speed of his horse. But, however perfect his horse Zephyr might be, it could not hold out at such a pace forever. The day after his departure from Paris, he was left at Chartres, at the house of an old friend D'Artagnan had met with in an hotelier of that city. From that moment the musketeer travelled on post-horses. Thanks to this mode of locomotion, he traversed the space separating Chartres from Chateaubriand. In the last of these two cities, far enough from the coast to prevent any one guessing that D'Artagnan wished to reach the sea—far enough from Paris to prevent all suspicion of his being a messenger from Louis XIV., whom D'Artagnan had called his sun, without suspecting that he who was only at present a rather poor star in the heaven of royalty, would, one day, make that star his emblem; the messenger of Louis XIV., we say, quitted the post and purchased a bidet of the meanest appearance,—one of those animals which an officer of cavalry would never choose, for fear of being disgraced. Excepting the color, this new acquisition recalled to the mind of D'Artagnan the famous orange-colored horse, with which, or rather upon which, he had made his first appearance in the world. Truth to say, from the moment he crossed this new steed, it was no longer D'Artagnan who was travelling,—it was a good man clothed in an iron-gray justaucorps, brown haut-de-chausses, holding the medium between a priest and a layman; that which brought him nearest to the churchman was, that D'Artagnan had placed on his head a calotte of threadbare velvet, and over the calotte, a large black hat; no more sword, a stick, hung by a cord to his wrist, but to which, he promised himself, as an unexpected auxiliary, to join, upon occasion, a good dagger, ten inches long, concealed under his cloak. The bidet purchased at Chateaubriand completed the metamorphosis; it was called, or rather D'Artagnan called it, Furet (ferret). 

	"If I have changed Zephyr into Furet," said D'Artagnan, "I must make some diminutive or other of my own name. So, instead of D'Artagnan, I will be Agnan, short; that is a concession which I naturally owe to my gray coat, my round hat, and my rusty calotte." 

	Monsieur D'Artagnan traveled, then, pretty easily upon Furet, who ambled like a true butter-woman's pad, and who, with his amble, managed cheerfully about twelve leagues a day, upon four spindle-shanks, of which the practiced eye of D'Artagnan had appreciated the strength and safety beneath the thick mass of hair which covered them. Jogging along, the traveler took notes, studied the country, which he traversed reserved and silent, ever seeking the most plausible pretext for reaching Belle-Isle-en-Mer, and for seeing everything without arousing suspicion. In this manner, he was enabled to convince himself of the importance the event assumed in proportion as he drew near to it. In this remote country, in this ancient duchy of Bretagne, which was not France at that period, and is not so even now, the people knew nothing of the king of France. They not only did not know him, but were unwilling to know him. One face—a single one—floated visibly for them upon the political current. Their ancient dukes no longer ruled them; government was a void—nothing more. In place of the sovereign duke, the seigneurs of parishes reigned without control; and, above these seigneurs, God, who has never been forgotten in Bretagne. Among these suzerains of chateaux and belfries, the most powerful, the richest, and the most popular, was M. Fouquet, seigneur of Belle-Isle. Even in the country, even within sight of that mysterious isle, legends and traditions consecrate its wonders. Every one might not penetrate it: the isle, of an extent of six leagues in length, and six in breadth, was a seignorial property, which the people had for a long time respected, covered as it was with the name of Retz, so redoubtable in the country. Shortly after the erection of this seignory into a marquisate, Belle-Isle passed to M. Fouquet. The celebrity of the isle did not date from yesterday; its name, or rather its qualification, is traced back to the remotest antiquity. The ancients called it Kalonese, from two Greek words, signifying beautiful isle. Thus at a distance of eighteen hundred years, it had borne, in another idiom, the same name it still bears. There was, then, something in itself in this property of M. Fouquet's, besides its position of six leagues off the coast of France; a position which makes it a sovereign in its maritime solitude, like a majestic ship which disdains roads, and proudly casts anchor in mid-ocean. 

	D'Artagnan learnt all this without appearing the least in the world astonished. He also learnt that the best way to get intelligence was to go to La Roche-Bernard, a tolerably important city at the mouth of the Vilaine. Perhaps there he could embark; if not, crossing the salt marshes, he would repair to Guerande-en-Croisic, to wait for an opportunity to cross over to Belle-Isle. He had discovered, besides, since his departure from Chateaubriand, that nothing would be impossible for Furet under the impulsion of M. Agnan, and nothing to M. Agnan through the initiative of Furet. He prepared, then, to sup off a teal and a tourteau, in a hotel of La Roche-Bernard, and ordered to be brought from the cellar, to wash down these two Breton dishes, some cider, which, the moment it touched his lips, he perceived to be more Breton still. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 67. How D'Artagnan became acquainted with a Poet, who had turned Printer for the sake of printing his own Verses 

	Before taking his place at table, D'Artagnan acquired, as was his custom, all the information he could; but it is an axiom of curiosity, that every man who wishes to question well and fruitfully ought in the first place to lay himself open to questions. D'Artagnan sought, then, with his usual skill, a promising questioner in the hostelry of La Roche-Bernard. At the moment, there were in the house, on the first story, two travelers either preparing for supper, or at supper itself. D'Artagnan had seen their nags in the stable, and their equipages in the salle. One traveled with a lackey, undoubtedly a person of consideration;—two Perche mares, sleek, sound beasts, were suitable means of locomotion. The other, a little fellow, a traveler of meagre appearance, wearing a dusty surtout, dirty linen, and boots more worn by the pavement than the stirrup, had come from Nantes with a cart drawn by a horse so like Furet in color, that D'Artagnan might have gone a hundred miles without finding a better match. This cart contained divers large packets wrapped in pieces of old stuff. 

	"That traveler yonder," said D'Artagnan to himself, "is the man for my money. He will do, he suits me; I ought to do for and suit him; M. Agnan, with the gray doublet and the rusty calotte, is not unworthy of supping with the gentleman of the old boots and still older horse." 

	This said, D'Artagnan called the host, and desired him to send his teal, tourteau, and cider up to the chamber of the gentleman of modest exterior. He himself climbed, a plate in his hand, the wooden staircase which led to the chamber, and began to knock at the door. 

	"Come in!" said the unknown. D'Artagnan entered, with a simper on his lips, his plate under his arm, his hat in one hand, his candle in the other. 

	"Excuse me, monsieur," said he, "I am, as you are, a traveler; I know no one in the hotel, and I have the bad habit of losing my spirits when I eat alone, so that my repast appears a bad one to me, and does not nourish me. Your face, which I saw just now, when you came down to have some oysters opened,—your face pleased me much. Besides, I have observed you have a horse just like mine, and that the host, no doubt on account of that resemblance, has placed them side by side in the stable, where they appear to agree amazingly well together. I therefore, monsieur, do not see any reason why the masters should be separated when the horses are united. Accordingly, I am come to request the pleasure of being admitted to your table. My name is Agnan, at your service, monsieur, the unworthy steward of a rich seigneur, who wishes to purchase some salt-mines in this country, and sends me to examine his future acquisitions. In truth, monsieur, I should be well pleased if my countenance were as agreeable to you as yours is to me; for, upon my honor, I am quite at your service." 

	The stranger, whom D'Artagnan saw for the first time—for before he had only caught a glimpse of him,—the stranger had black and brilliant eyes, a yellow complexion, a brow a little wrinkled by the weight of fifty years, bonhomie in his features collectively, but some cunning in his look. 

	"One would say," thought D'Artagnan, "that this merry fellow has never exercised more than the upper part of his head, his eyes, and his brain. He must be a man of science: his mouth, nose, and chin signify absolutely nothing." 

	"Monsieur," replied the latter, with whose mind and person we have been making so free, "you do me much honor; not that I am ever ennuye, for I have," added he, smiling, "a company which amuses me always; but never mind that, I am very happy to receive you." But when saying this, the man with the worn boots cast an uneasy look at his table, from which the oysters had disappeared, and upon which there was nothing left but a morsel of salt bacon. 

	"Monsieur," D'Artagnan hastened to say, "the host is bringing me up a pretty piece of roasted poultry and a superb tourteau." D'Artagnan had read in the look of his companion, however rapid it disappeared, the fear of an attack by a parasite: he divined justly. At this opening, the features of the man of modest exterior relaxed; and, as if he had watched the moment for his entrance, as D'Artagnan spoke, the host appeared, bearing the announced dishes. The tourteau and the teal were added to the morsel of broiled bacon; D'Artagnan and his guest bowed, sat down opposite to each other, and, like two brothers, shared the bacon and the other dishes. 

	"Monsieur," said D'Artagnan, "you must confess that association is a wonderful thing." 

	"How so?" replied the stranger, with his mouth full. 

	"Well, I will tell you," replied D'Artagnan. 

	The stranger gave a short truce to the movement of his jaws, in order to hear the better. 

	"In the first place," continued D'Artagnan, "instead of one candle, which each of us had, we have two." 

	"That is true!" said the stranger, struck with the extreme lucidity of the observation. 

	"Then I see that you eat my tourteau in preference, whilst I, in preference, eat your bacon." 

	"That is true again." 

	"And then, in addition to being better lighted and eating what we prefer, I place the pleasure of your company." 

	"Truly, monsieur, you are very jovial," said the unknown, cheerfully. 

	"Yes, monsieur; jovial, as all people are who carry nothing on their minds, or, for that matter, in their heads. Oh! I can see it is quite another sort of thing with you," continued D'Artagnan; "I can read in your eyes all sorts of genius." 

	"Oh, monsieur!" 

	"Come, confess one thing." 

	"What is that?" 

	"That you are a learned man." 

	"Ma foi! monsieur." 

	"Hein?" 

	"Almost." 

	"Come, then!" 

	"I am an author." 

	"There!" cried D'Artagnan, clapping his hands, "I knew I could not be deceived! It is a miracle!" 

	"Monsieur——" 

	"What, shall I have the honor of passing the evening in the society of an author, of a celebrated author perhaps?" 

	"Oh!" said the unknown, blushing, "celebrated, monsieur, celebrated is not the word." 

	"Modest!" cried D'Artagnan, transported, "he is modest!" Then, turning towards the stranger, with a character of blunt bonhomie: "But tell me at least the name of your works, monsieur; for you will please to observe you have not told me your name, and I have been forced to divine your genius." 

	"My name is Jupenet, monsieur," said the author. 

	"A fine name! a grand name! upon my honor; and I do not know why—pardon me the mistake, if it be one—but surely I have heard that name somewhere." 

	"I have made verses," said the poet modestly. 

	"Ah! that is it, then, I have heard them read." 

	"A tragedy." 

	"I must have seen it played." 

	The poet blushed again, and said: "I do not think that can be the case, for my verses have never been printed." 

	"Well, then, it must have been the tragedy which informed me of your name." 

	"You are again mistaken, for MM. the comedians of the Hotel de Bourgogne, would have nothing to do with it," said the poet, with a smile, the receipt for which certain sorts of pride alone knew the secret. D'Artagnan bit his lips. "Thus, then, you see, monsieur," continued the poet, "you are in error on my account, and that not being at all known to you, you have never heard tell of me." 

	"Ah! that confounds me. That name, Jupenet, appears to me, nevertheless, a fine name, and quite as worthy of being known as those of MM. Corneille, or Rotrou, or Garnier. I hope, monsieur, you will have the goodness to repeat to me a part of your tragedy presently, by way of dessert, for instance. That will be sugared roast meat,—mordioux! Ah! pardon me, monsieur, that was a little oath which escaped me, because it is a habit with my lord and master. I sometimes allow myself to usurp that little oath, as it seems in pretty good taste. I take this liberty only in his absence, please to observe, for you may understand that in his presence—but, in truth, monsieur, this cider is abominable; do you not think so? And besides, the pot is of such an irregular shape it will not stand on the table." 

	"Suppose we were to make it level?" 

	"To be sure; but with what?" 

	"With this knife." 

	"And the teal, with what shall we cut that up? Do you not, by chance, mean to touch the teal?" 

	"Certainly." 

	"Well, then——" 

	"Wait." 

	And the poet rummaged in his pocket, and drew out a piece of brass, oblong, quadrangular, about a line in thickness, and an inch and a half in length. But scarcely had this little piece of brass seen the light, than the poet appeared to have committed an imprudence, and made a movement to put it back again in his pocket. D'Artagnan perceived this, for he was a man that nothing escaped. He stretched forth his hand towards the piece of brass: "Humph! that which you hold in your hand is pretty; will you allow me to look at it?" 

	"Certainly," said the poet, who appeared to have yielded too soon to a first impulse. "Certainly, you may look at it: but it will be in vain for you to look at it," added he, with a satisfied air; "if I were not to tell you its use, you would never guess it." 

	D'Artagnan had seized as an avowal the hesitation of the poet, and his eagerness to conceal the piece of brass which a first movement had induced him to take out of his pocket. His attention, therefore, once awakened on this point, he surrounded himself with a circumspection which gave him a superiority on all occasions. Besides, whatever M. Jupenet might say about it, by a simple inspection of the object, he perfectly well knew what it was. It was a character in printing. 

	"Can you guess, now, what this is?" continued the poet. 

	"No," said D'Artagnan, "no, ma foi!" 

	"Well, monsieur," said M. Jupenet, "this little piece of metal is a printing letter." 

	"Bah! 

	"A capital." 

	"Stop, stop, stop;" said D'Artagnan, opening his eyes very innocently. 

	"Yes, monsieur, a capital; the first letter of my name." 

	"And this is a letter, is it?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Well, I will confess one thing to you. 

	"And what is that?" 

	"No, I will not, I was going to say something stupid." 

	"No, no," said Master Jupenet, with a patronizing air. 

	"Well then, I cannot comprehend, if that is a letter, how you can make a word." 

	"A word?" 

	"Yes, a printed word." 

	"Oh, that's very easy." 

	"Let me see." 

	"Does it interest you?" 

	"Enormously." 

	"Well, I will explain the thing to you. Attend." 

	"I am attending." 

	"That is it." 

	"Good." 

	"Look attentively." 

	"I am looking." D'Artagnan, in fact, appeared absorbed in observations. Jupenet drew from his pocket seven or eight other pieces of brass smaller than the first. 

	"Ah, ah," said D'Artagnan. 

	"What!" 

	"You have, then, a whole printing-office in your pocket. Peste! that is curious, indeed." 

	"Is it not?" 

	"Good God, what a number of things we learn by traveling." 

	"To your health!" said Jupenet, quite enchanted. 

	"To yours, mordioux, to yours. But—an instant—not in this cider. It is an abominable drink, unworthy of a man who quenches his thirst at the Hippocrene fountain—is not it so you call your fountain, you poets?" 

	"Yes, monsieur, our fountain is so called. That comes from two Greek words—hippos, which means a horse, and——" 

	"Monsieur," interrupted D'Artagnan, "you shall drink of a liquor which comes from one single French word, and is none the worse for that—from the word grape; this cider gives me the heartburn. Allow me to inquire of your host if there is not a good bottle of Beaugency, or of the Ceran growth, at the back of the large bins in his cellar." 

	The host, being sent for, immediately attended. 

	"Monsieur," interrupted the poet, "take care, we shall not have time to drink the wine, unless we make great haste, for I must take advantage of the tide to secure the boat." 

	"What boat?" asked D'Artagnan. 

	"Why the boat which sets out for Belle-Isle!" 

	"Ah—for Belle-Isle," said the musketeer, "that is good." 

	"Bah! you will have plenty of time, monsieur," replied the hotelier, uncorking the bottle, "the boat will not leave this hour." 

	"But who will give me notice?" said the poet. 

	"Your fellow-traveler," replied the host. 

	"But I scarcely know him." 

	"When you hear him departing, it will be time for you to go." 

	"Is he going to Belle-Isle, likewise, then?" 

	"The traveler who has a lackey?" asked D'Artagnan. "He is some gentleman, no doubt?" 

	"I know nothing of him." 

	"What!—know nothing of him?" 

	"No, all I know is, that he is drinking the same wine as you." 

	"Peste!—that is a great honor for us," said D'Artagnan, filling his companion's glass, whilst the host went out. 

	"So," resumed the poet, returning to his dominant ideas, "you never saw any printing done?" 

	"Never." 

	"Well, then, take the letters thus, which compose the word, you see: A B; ma foi! here is an R, two E E, then a G." And he assembled the letters with a swiftness and skill which did not escape the eye of D'Artagnan. 

	"Abrege," said he, as he ended. 

	"Good!" said D'Artagnan; "here are plenty of letters got together; but how are they kept so?" And he poured out a second glass for the poet. M. Jupenet smiled like a man who has an answer for everything; then he pulled out—still from his pocket—a little metal ruler, composed of two parts, like a carpenter's rule, against which he put together, and in a line, the characters, holding them under his left thumb. 

	"And what do you call that little metal ruler?" said D'Artagnan, "for, I suppose, all these things have names." 

	"This is called a composing-stick," said Jupenet; "it is by the aid of this stick that the lines are formed." 

	"Come, then, I was not mistaken in what I said; you have a press in your pocket," said D'Artagnan, laughing with an air of simplicity so stupid, that the poet was completely his dupe. 

	"No," replied he; "but I am too lazy to write, and when I have a verse in my head, I print it immediately. That is a labor spared." 

	"Mordioux!" thought D'Artagnan to himself, "this must be cleared up." And under a pretext, which did not embarrass the musketeer, who was fertile in expedients, he left the table, went downstairs, ran to the shed under which stood the poet's little cart, poked the point of his poniard into the stuff which enveloped one of the packages, which he found full of types, like those which the poet had in his pocket. 

	"Humph!" said D'Artagnan, "I do not yet know whether M. Fouquet wishes to fortify Belle-Isle; but, at all events, here are some spiritual munitions for the castle." Then, enchanted with his rich discovery he ran upstairs again, and resumed his place at the table. 

	D'Artagnan had learnt what he wished to know. He, however, remained, none the less, face to face with his partner, to the moment when they heard from the next room symptoms of a person's being about to go out. The printer was immediately on foot; he had given orders for his horse to be got ready. His carriage was waiting at the door. The second traveler got into his saddle, in the courtyard, with his lackey. D'Artagnan followed Jupenet to the door; he embarked his cart and horse on board the boat. As to the opulent traveler, he did the same with his two horses and servant. But all the wit D'Artagnan employed in endeavoring to find out his name was lost—he could learn nothing. Only he took such notice of his countenance, that it was impressed upon his mind forever. D'Artagnan had a great inclination to embark with the two travelers, but an interest more powerful than curiosity—that of success—repelled him from the shore, and brought him back again to the hostelry. He entered with a sigh and went to bed directly in order to be ready early in the morning with fresh ideas and the sage counsel of sufficing sleep. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 68. D'Artagnan continues his Investigations 

	At daybreak D'Artagnan saddled Furet, who had fared sumptuously all night, devouring the remainder of the oats and hay left by his companions. The musketeer sifted all he possibly could out of the host, whom he found cunning, mistrustful, and devoted, body and soul, to M. Fouquet. In order not to awaken the suspicions of this man, he carried on his fable of being a probable purchaser of some salt-mines. To have embarked for Belle-Isle at Roche-Bernard would have been to expose himself still further to comments which had, perhaps, been already made, and would be carried to the castle. Moreover, it was singular that this traveler and his lackey should have remained a mystery to D'Artagnan, in spite of all the questions addressed by him to the host, who appeared to know him perfectly well. The musketeer then made some inquiries concerning the salt-mines, and took the road to the marshes, leaving the sea on his right, and penetrating into that vast and desolate plain which resembles a sea of mud, of which, here and there, a few crests of salt silver the undulations. Furet walked admirably, with his little nervous legs, along the foot-wide causeways which separate the salt-mines. D'Artagnan, aware of the consequences of a fall, which would result in a cold bath, allowed him to go as he liked, contenting himself with looking at, on the horizon, three rocks, that rose up like lance-blades from the bosom of the plain, destitute of verdure. Pirial, the bourgs of Batz and Le Croisic, exactly resembling each other, attracted and suspended his attention. If the traveler turned round, the better to make his observations, he saw on the other side an horizon of three other steeples, Guerande, Le Poulighen, and Saint-Joachim, which, in their circumference, represented a set of skittles, of which he and Furet were but the wandering ball. Pirial was the first little port on his right. He went thither, with the names of the principal salters on his lips. At the moment he reached the little port of Pirial, five large barges, laden with stone, were leaving it. It appeared strange to D'Artagnan, that stones should be leaving a country where none are found. He had recourse to all the amenity of M. Agnan to learn from the people of the port the cause of this singular arrangement. An old fisherman replied to M. Agnan, that the stones very certainly did not come from Pirial or the marshes. 

	"Where do they come from, then?" asked the musketeer. 

	"Monsieur, they come from Nantes and Painboeuf." 

	"Where are they going, then?" 

	"Monsieur, to Belle-Isle." 

	"Ah! ah!" said D'Artagnan, in the same tone he had assumed to tell the printer that his character interested him; "are they building at Belle-Isle, then?" 

	"Why, yes, monsieur, M. Fouquet has the walls of the castle repaired every year." 

	"Is it in ruins, then?" 

	"It is old." 

	"Thank you." 

	"The fact is," said D'Artagnan to himself, "nothing is more natural; every proprietor has a right to repair his own property. It would be like telling me I was fortifying the Image-de-Notre-Dame, when I was simply obliged to make repairs. In good truth, I believe false reports have been made to his majesty, and he is very likely to be in the wrong." 

	"You must confess," continued he then, aloud, and addressing the fisherman—for his part of a suspicious man was imposed upon him by the object even of his mission—"you must confess, my dear monsieur, that these stones travel in a very curious fashion." 

	"How so?" said the fisherman 

	"They come from Nantes or Painboeuf by the Loire, do they not?" 

	"With the tide." 

	"That is convenient,—I don't say it is not, but why do they not go straight from Saint-Nazaire to Belle-Isle?" 

	"Eh! because the chalands (barges) are fresh-water boats, and take the sea badly," replied, the fisherman. 

	"That is not sufficient reason." 

	"Pardon me, monsieur, one may see that you have never been a sailor, added the fisherman, not without a sort of disdain. 

	"Explain that to me, if you please, my good man. It appears to me that to come from Painboeuf to Pirial, and go from Pirial to Belle-Isle, is as if we went from Roche-Bernard to Nantes, and from Nantes to Pirial." 

	"By water that would be the nearest way," replied the fisherman imperturbably. 

	"But there is an elbow?" 

	The fisherman shook his head. 

	"The shortest road from one place to another is a straight line," continued D'Artagnan. 

	"You forget the tide, monsieur." 

	"Well! take the tide." 

	"And the wind." 

	"Well, and the wind." 

	"Without doubt, the current of the Loire carries barks almost as far as Croisic. If they want to lie by a little, or to refresh the crew, they come to Pirial along the coast; from Pirial they find another inverse current, which carries them to the Isle-Dumal, two leagues and a half." 

	"Granted." 

	
"There the current of the Vilaine throws them upon another isle, the isle of Hoedic." 

	"I agree with that." 

	"Well, monsieur, from that isle to Belle-Isle the way is quite straight. The sea broken both above and below, passes like a canal—like a mirror between the two isles; the chalands glide along upon it like ducks upon the Loire; that's how it is." 

	"It does not signify," said the obstinate M. Agnan; "it is a long way round." 

	"Ah! yes; but M. Fouquet will have it so," replied, as conclusive, the fisherman, taking off his woolen cap at the enunciation of that respected name. 

	A look from D'Artagnan, a look as keen and piercing as a sword-blade, found nothing in the heart of the old man but simple confidence—on his features, nothing but satisfaction and indifference. He said, "M. Fouquet will have it so," as he would have said, "God has willed it." 

	D'Artagnan had already advanced too far in this direction; besides, the chalands being gone, there remained nothing at Pirial but a single bark—that of the old man, and it did not look fit for sea without great preparation. D'Artagnan therefore patted Furet, who as a new proof of his charming character, resumed his march with his feet in the salt-mines, and his nose to the dry wind, which bends the furze and the broom of this country. They reached Croisic about five o'clock. 

	If D'Artagnan had been a poet, it was a beautiful spectacle: the immense strand of a league or more, the sea covers at high tide, and which, at the reflux, appears gray and desolate, strewed with polypi and seaweed, with pebbles sparse and white, like bones in some vast old cemetery. But the soldier, the politician, and the ambitious man, had no longer the sweet consolation of looking towards heaven to read there a hope or a warning. A red sky signifies nothing to such people but wind and disturbance. White and fleecy clouds upon the azure only say that the sea will be smooth and peaceful. D'Artagnan found the sky blue, the breeze embalmed with saline perfumes, and he said: "I will embark with the first tide, if it be but in a nutshell." 

	At Croisic as at Pirial, he had remarked enormous heaps of stone lying along the shore. These gigantic walls, diminished every tide by the barges for Belle-Isle were, in the eyes of the musketeer, the consequence and the proof of what he had well divined at Pirial. Was it a wall that M. Fouquet was constructing? Was it a fortification that he was erecting? To ascertain that he must make fuller observations. D'Artagnan put Furet into a stable; supped, went to bed, and on the morrow took a walk upon the port or rather upon the shingle. Le Croisic has a port of fifty feet, it has a look-out which resembles an enormous brioche (a kind of cake) elevated on a dish. The flat strand is the dish. Hundreds of barrowsful of earth amalgamated with pebbles, and rounded into cones, with sinuous passages between, are look-outs and brioches at the same time. 

	It is so now, and it was so two hundred years ago, only the brioche was not so large, and probably there were to be seen no trellises of lath around the brioche, which constitute an ornament, planted like gardes-fous along the passages that wind towards the little terrace. Upon the shingle lounged three or four fishermen talking about sardines and shrimps. D'Artagnan, with his eyes animated by rough gayety, and a smile upon his lips, approached these fishermen. 

	"Any fishing going on to-day?" said he. 

	"Yes, monsieur," replied one of them, "we are only waiting for the tide." 

	"Where do you fish, my friends?" 

	"Upon the coasts, monsieur." 

	"Which are the best coasts?" 

	"Ah, that is all according. The tour of the isles, for example?" 

	"Yes, but they are a long way off, those isles, are they not?" 

	"Not very; four leagues." 

	"Four leagues! That is a voyage." 

	The fisherman laughed in M. Agnan's face. 

	"Hear me, then," said the latter with an air of simple stupidity; four leagues off you lose sight of land, do you not?" 

	"Why, not always." 

	"Ah, it is a long way—too long, or else I would have asked you to take me aboard, and to show me what I have never seen." 

	"What is that?" 

	"A live sea-fish." 

	"Monsieur comes from the province?" said a fisherman. 

	"Yes, I come from Paris." 

	The Breton shrugged his shoulders; then: 

	"Have you ever seen M. Fouquet in Paris?" asked he. 

	"Often," replied D'Artagnan. 

	"Often!" repeated the fishermen, closing their circle round the Parisian. "Do you know him?" 

	"A little, he is the intimate friend of my master." 

	"Ah!" said the fisherman, in astonishment. 

	"And," said D'Artagnan, "I have seen all his chateaux of Saint-Mande, of Vaux, and his hotel in Paris." 

	"Is that a fine place?" 

	"Superb." 

	"It is not so fine a place as Belle-Isle," said the fisherman. 

	"Bah!" cried M. d'Artagnan, breaking into a laugh so loud that he angered all his auditors. 

	"It is very plain that you have never seen Belle-Isle," said the most curious of the fishermen. "Do you know that there are six leagues of it, and that there are such trees on it as cannot be equaled even at Nantes-sur-le-Fosse?" 

	"Trees in the sea!" cried D'Artagnan; "well, I should like to see them." 

	"That can be easily done; we are fishing at the Isle de Hoedic—come with us. From that place you will see, as a Paradise, the black trees of Belle-Isle against the sky; you will see the white line of the castle, which cuts the horizon of the sea like a blade." 

	"Oh," said D'Artagnan, "that must be very beautiful. But do you know there are a hundred belfries at M. Fouquet's chateau of Vaux?" 

	The Breton raised his head in profound admiration, but he was not convinced. "A hundred belfries! Ah that may be, but Belle-Isle is finer than that. Should you like to see Belle-Isle?" 

	"Is that possible?" asked D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes, with permission of the governor." 

	"But I do not know the governor." 

	"As you know M. Fouquet, you can tell your name." 

	"Oh, my friends, I am not a gentleman." 

	"Everybody enters Belle-Isle," continued the fisherman in his strong, pure language, "provided he means no harm to Belle-Isle or its master." 

	A slight shudder crept over the body of the musketeer. 

	"That is true," thought he. Then recovering himself, "If I were sure," said he, "not to be sea-sick." 

	"What, upon her?" said the fisherman, pointing with pride to his pretty round-bottomed bark. 

	"Well, you almost persuade me," cried M. Agnan; "I will go and see Belle-Isle, but they will not admit me." 

	"We shall enter, safe enough." 

	"You! What for?" 

	"Why, dame! to sell fish to the corsairs." 

	"Ha! Corsairs—what do you mean?" 

	"Well, I mean that M. Fouquet is having two corsairs built to chase the Dutch and the English, and we sell our fish to the crews of those little vessels." 

	"Come, come!" said D'Artagnan to himself—"better and better. A printing-press, bastions, and corsairs! Well, M. Fouquet is not an enemy to be despised, as I presumed to fancy. He is worth the trouble of traveling to see him nearer." 

	"We set out at half-past five," said the fisherman gravely. 

	"I am quite ready, and I will not leave you now." So D'Artagnan saw the fishermen haul their barks to meet the tide with a windlass. The sea rose, M. Agnan allowed himself to be hoisted on board, not without sporting a little fear and awkwardness, to the amusement of the young beach-urchins who watched him with their large intelligent eyes. He laid himself down upon a folded sail, not interfering with anything whilst the bark prepared for sea; and, with its large, square sail, it was fairly out within two hours. The fishermen, who prosecuted their occupation as they proceeded, did not perceive that their passenger had not become pale, neither groaned nor suffered; that in spite of that horrible tossing and rolling of the bark, to which no hand imparted direction, the novice passenger had preserved his presence of mind and his appetite. They fished, and their fishing was sufficiently fortunate. To lines bated with prawn, soles came, with numerous gambols, to bite. Two nets had already been broken by the immense weight of congers and haddocks; three sea-eels plowed the hold with their slimy folds and their dying contortions. D'Artagnan brought them good luck; they told him so. The soldier found the occupation so pleasant, that he put his hand to the work—that is to say, to the lines—and uttered roars of joy, and mordioux enough to have astonished his musketeers themselves every time that a shock given to his line by the captured fish required the play of the muscles of his arm, and the employment of his best dexterity. The party of pleasure had made him forget his diplomatic mission. He was struggling with a very large conger, and holding fast with one hand to the side of the vessel, in order to seize with the other the gaping jowl of his antagonist, when the master said to him, "Take care they don't see you from Belle-Isle!" 

	These words produced the same effect upon D'Artagnan as the hissing of the first bullet on a day of battle; he let go of both line and conger, which, dragging each other, returned again to the water. D'Artagnan perceived, within half a league at most, the blue and marked profile of the rocks of Belle-Isle, dominated by the majestic whiteness of the castle. In the distance, the land with its forests and verdant plains; cattle on the grass. This was what first attracted the attention of the musketeer. The sun darted its rays of gold upon the sea, raising a shining mist round this enchanted isle. Little could be seen of it, owing to this dazzling light, but the salient points; every shadow was strongly marked, and cut with bands of darkness the luminous fields and walls. "Eh! eh!" said D'Artagnan, at the aspect of those masses of black rocks, "these are fortifications which do not stand in need of any engineer to render a landing difficult. How the devil can a landing be effected on that isle which God has defended so completely?" 

	"This way," replied the patron of the bark, changing the sail, and impressing upon the rudder a twist which turned the boat in the direction of a pretty little port, quite coquettish, round, and newly battlemented. 

	"What the devil do I see yonder?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"You see Leomaria," replied the fisherman. 

	"Well, but there?" 

	"That is Bragos." 

	"And further on?" 

	"Sanger, and then the palace." 

	"Mordioux! It is a world. Ah! there are some soldiers." 

	"There are seventeen hundred men in Belle-Isle, monsieur," replied the fisherman, proudly. "Do you know that the least garrison is of twenty companies of infantry?" 

	"Mordioux!" cried D'Artagnan, stamping with his foot. "His Majesty was right enough." 

	They landed. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 69. In which the Reader, no doubt, will be as astonished as D'Artagnan was to meet an Old Acquaintance 

	There is always something in a landing, if it be only from the smallest sea-boat—a trouble and a confusion which do not leave the mind the liberty of which it stands in need in order to study at the first glance the new locality presented to it. The movable bridges, the agitated sailors, the noise of the water on the pebbles, the cries and importunities of those who wait upon the shores, are multiplied details of that sensation which is summed up in one single result—hesitation. It was not, then, till after standing several minutes on the shore that D'Artagnan saw upon the port, but more particularly in the interior of the isle, an immense number of workmen in motion. At his feet D'Artagnan recognized the five chalands laden with rough stone he had seen leave the port of Pirial. The smaller stones were transported to the shore by means of a chain formed by twenty-five or thirty peasants. The large stones were loaded on trollies which conveyed them in the same direction as the others, that is to say, towards the works of which D'Artagnan could as yet appreciate neither the strength nor the extent. Everywhere was to be seen an activity equal to that which Telemachus observed on his landing at Salentum. D'Artagnan felt a strong inclination to penetrate into the interior; but he could not, under the penalty of exciting mistrust, exhibit too much curiosity. He advanced then little by little, scarcely going beyond the line formed by the fishermen on the beach, observing everything, saying nothing, and meeting all suspicion that might have been excited with a half-silly question or a polite bow. And yet, whilst his companions carried on their trade, giving or selling their fish to the workmen or the inhabitants of the city, D'Artagnan had gained ground by degrees, and, reassured by the little attention paid to him, he began to cast an intelligent and confident look upon the men and things that appeared before his eyes. And his very first glance fell on certain movements of earth about which the eye of a soldier could not be mistaken. At the two extremities of the port, in order that their fires should converge upon the great axis of the ellipsis formed by the basin, in the first place, two batteries had been raised, evidently destined to receive flank pieces, for D'Artagnan saw the workmen finishing the platform and making ready the demi-circumference in wood upon which the wheels of the pieces might turn to embrace every direction over the epaulement. By the side of each of these batteries other workmen were strengthening gabions filled with earth, the lining of another battery. The latter had embrasures, and the overseer of the works called successively men who, with cords, tied the saucissons and cut the lozenges and right angles of turfs destined to retain the matting of the embrasures. By the activity displayed in these works, already so far advanced, they might be considered as finished: they were not yet furnished with their cannons, but the platforms had their gites and their madriers all prepared; the earth, beaten carefully, was consolidated; and supposing the artillery to be on the island, in less than two or three days the port might be completely armed. That which astonished D'Artagnan, when he turned his eyes from the coast batteries to the fortifications of the city, was to see that Belle-Isle was defended by an entirely new system, of which he had often heard the Comte de la Fere speak as a wonderful advance, but of which he had as yet never seen the application. These fortifications belonged neither to the Dutch method of Marollais, nor to the French method of the Chevalier Antoine de Ville, but to the system of Manesson Mallet, a skillful engineer, who about six or eight years previously had quitted the service of Portugal to enter that of France. The works had this peculiarity, that instead of rising above the earth, as did the ancient ramparts destined to defend a city from escalades, they, on the contrary, sank into it; and what created the height of the walls was the depth of the ditches. It did not take long to make D'Artagnan perceive the superiority of such a system, which gives no advantage to cannon. Besides, as the fosses were lower than, or on a level with the sea, these fosses could be instantly inundated by means of subterranean sluices. Otherwise, the works were almost complete, and a group of workmen, receiving orders from a man who appeared to be conductor of the works, were occupied in placing the last stones. A bridge of planks thrown over the fosses for the greater convenience of the maneuvers connected with the barrows, joined the interior to the exterior. With an air of simple curiosity D'Artagnan asked if he might be permitted to cross the bridge, and he was told that no order prevented it. Consequently he crossed the bridge, and advanced towards the group. 

	This group was superintended by the man whom D'Artagnan had already remarked, and who appeared to be the engineer-in-chief. A plan was lying open before him upon a large stone forming a table, and at some paces from him a crane was in action. This engineer, who by his evident importance first attracted the attention of D'Artagnan, wore a justaucorps, which, from its sumptuousness was scarcely in harmony with the work he was employed in, that rather necessitated the costume of a master-mason than of a noble. He was a man of immense stature and great square shoulders, and wore a hat covered with feathers. He gesticulated in the most majestic manner, and appeared, for D'Artagnan only saw his back, to be scolding the workmen for their idleness and want of strength. 

	D'Artagnan continued to draw nearer. At that moment the man with the feathers ceased to gesticulate, and, with his hands placed upon his knees, was following, half-bent, the effort of six workmen to raise a block of hewn stone to the top of a piece of timber destined to support that stone, so that the cord of the crane might be passed under it. The six men, all on one side of the stone, united their efforts to raise it to eight or ten inches from the ground, sweating and blowing, whilst a seventh got ready against there should be daylight enough beneath it to slide in the roller that was to support it. But the stone had already twice escaped from their hands before gaining a sufficient height for the roller to be introduced. There can be no doubt that every time the stone escaped them, they bounded quickly backwards, to keep their feet from being crushed by the refalling stone. Every time, the stone, abandoned by them, sunk deeper into the damp earth, which rendered the operation more and more difficult. A third effort was followed by no better success, but with progressive discouragement. And yet, when the six men were bent towards the stone, the man with the feathers had himself, with a powerful voice, given the word of command, "Ferme!" which regulates maneuvers of strength. Then he drew himself up. 

	"Oh! oh!" said he, "what is all this about? Have I to do with men of straw? Corne de boeuf! stand on one side, and you shall see how this is to be done." 

	"Peste!" said D'Artagnan, "will he pretend to raise that rock? that would be a sight worth looking at." 

	The workmen, as commanded by the engineer, drew back with their ears down, and shaking their heads, with the exception of the one who held the plank, who prepared to perform the office. The man with the feathers went up to the stone, stooped, slipped his hands under the face lying upon the ground, stiffened his Herculean muscles, and without a strain, with a slow motion, like that of a machine, he lifted the end of the rock a foot from the ground. The workman who held the plank profited by the space thus given him, and slipped the roller under the stone. 

	"That's the way," said the giant, not letting the rock fall again, but placing it upon its support. 

	"Mordioux!" cried D'Artagnan, "I know but one man capable of such a feat of strength." 

	"Hein!" cried the colossus, turning round. 

	"Porthos!" murmured D'Artagnan, seized with stupor, "Porthos at Belle-Isle!" 

	On his part, the man with the feathers fixed his eyes upon the disguised lieutenant, and, in spite of his metamorphosis, recognized him. "D'Artagnan!" cried he; and the color mounted to his face. "Hush!" said he to D'Artagnan. 

	"Hush!" in his turn, said the musketeer. In fact if Porthos had just been discovered by D'Artagnan, D'Artagnan had just been discovered by Porthos. The interest of the particular secret of each struck them both at the same instant. Nevertheless the first movement of the two men was to throw their arms around each other. What they wished to conceal from the bystanders, was not their friendship, but their names. But, after the embrace, came reflection. 

	"What the devil brings Porthos to Belle-Isle, lifting stones?" said D'Artagnan; only D'Artagnan uttered that question in a low voice. Less strong in diplomacy than his friend, Porthos thought aloud. 

	"How the devil did you come to Belle-Isle?" asked he of D'Artagnan; "and what do you want to do here?" It was necessary to reply without hesitation. To hesitate in his answer to Porthos would have been a check, for which the self-love of D'Artagnan would never have consoled itself. 

	"Pardieu! my friend, I am at Belle-Isle because you are." 

	"Ah, bah!" said Porthos, visibly stupefied with the argument, and seeking to account for it to himself, with the felicity of deduction we know to be peculiar to him. 

	"Without doubt," continued D'Artagnan, unwilling to give his friend time to recollect himself, "I have been to see you at Pierrefonds." 

	"Indeed!" 

	"Yes." 

	"And you did not find me there?" 

	"No, but I found Mouston." 

	"Is he well?" 

	"Peste!" 

	"Well, but Mouston did not tell you I was here." 

	"Why should he not Have I, perchance, deserved to lose his confidence?" 

	"No, but he did not know it." 

	"Well; that is a reason at least that does not offend my self-love." 

	"Then how did you manage to find me?" 

	"My dear friend, a great noble like you always leaves traces behind him on his passage; and I should think but poorly of myself, if I were not sharp enough to follow the traces of my friends." This explanation, flattering as it was, did not entirely satisfy Porthos. 

	"But I left no traces behind me, for I came here disguised," said Porthos. 

	"Ah! You came disguised did you?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes." 

	"And how?" 

	"As a miller." 

	"And do you think a great noble, like you, Porthos, can affect common manners so as to deceive people?" 

	"Well, I swear to you, my friend, that I played my part so well that everybody was deceived." 

	"Indeed! so well, that I have not discovered and joined you?" 

	"Yes; but how did you discover and join me?" 

	"Stop a bit. I was going to tell you how. Do you imagine Mouston——" 

	"Ah! it was that fellow, Mouston," said Porthos, gathering up those two triumphant arches which served him for eyebrows. 

	"But stop, I tell you—it was no fault of Mouston's because he was ignorant of where you were." 

	"I know he was; and that is why I am in such haste to understand——" 

	"Oh! how impatient you are, Porthos." 

	"When I do not comprehend, I am terrible." 

	"Well, you will understand. Aramis wrote to you at Pierrefonds, did he not?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And he told you to come before the equinox." 

	"That is true." 

	"Well! that is it," said D'Artagnan, hoping that this reason would mystify Porthos. Porthos appeared to give himself up to a violent mental labor. 

	"Yes, yes," said he, "I understand. As Aramis told me to come before the equinox, you have understood that that was to join him. You then inquired where Aramis was, saying to yourself, 'Where Aramis is, there Porthos will be.' You have learnt that Aramis was in Bretagne, and you said to yourself, 'Porthos is in Bretagne.'" 

	"Exactly. In good truth, Porthos I cannot tell why you have not turned conjurer. So you understand that arriving at Roche-Bernard, I heard of the splendid fortifications going on at Belle-Isle. The account raised my curiosity, I embarked in a fishing boat, without dreaming that you were here: I came, and I saw a monstrous fine fellow lifting a stone Ajax could not have stirred. I cried out, 'Nobody but the Baron de Bracieux could have performed such a feat of strength.' You heard me, you turned round, you recognized me, we embraced; and, ma foi! if you like, my dear friend, we will embrace again." 

	"Ah! now all is explained," said Porthos; and he embraced D'Artagnan with so much friendship as to deprive the musketeer of his breath for five minutes. 

	"Why, you are stronger than ever," said D'Artagnan, "and still, happily, in your arms." Porthos saluted D'Artagnan with a gracious smile. During the five minutes D'Artagnan was recovering his breath, he reflected that he had a very difficult part to play. It was necessary that he always should question and never reply. By the time his respiration returned, he had fixed his plans for the campaign. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 70. Wherein the Ideas of D'Artagnan, at first strangely clouded, begin to clear up a little. 

	D'Artagnan immediately took the offensive. "Now that I have told you all, dear friend, or rather now you have guessed all, tell me what you are doing here, covered with dust and mud?" 

	Porthos wiped his brow, and looked around him with pride. "Why, it appears," said he, "that you may see what I am doing here." 

	"No doubt, no doubt, you lift great stones." 

	"Oh! to show these idle fellows what a man is," said Porthos, with contempt. "But you understand——" 

	"Yes, that it is not your place to lift stones, although there are many whose place it is, who cannot lift them as you do. It was that which made me ask you, just now, What are you doing here, baron?" 

	"I am studying topography, chevalier." 

	"You are studying topography?" 

	"Yes; but you—what are you doing in that common dress?" 

	D'Artagnan perceived he had committed a fault in giving expression to his astonishment. Porthos had taken advantage of it, to retort with a question. "Why," said he, "you know I am a bourgeois, in fact; my dress, then, has nothing astonishing in it, since it conforms with my condition." 

	"Nonsense! you are a musketeer." 

	"You are wrong, my friend; I have given in my resignation." 

	"Bah!" 

	"Oh, mon Dieu! yes." 

	"And have you abandoned the service?" 

	"I have quitted it." 

	"You have abandoned the king?" 

	"Quite." 

	Porthos raised his arms towards heaven, like a man who has heard extraordinary news. "Well, that does confound me," said he. 

	"It is nevertheless true." 

	"And what led you to form such a resolution?" 

	"The king displeased me. Mazarin had disgusted me for a long time, as you know; so I threw my cassock to the nettles." 

	"But Mazarin is dead." 

	"I know that well enough, parbleu! Only, at the period of his death, my resignation had been given in and accepted two months. Then, feeling myself free, I set off for Pierrefonds, to see my friend Porthos. I had heard talk of the happy division you had made of your time, and I wished, for a fortnight, to divide mine after your fashion." 

	"My friend, you know that it is not for a fortnight my house is open to you; it is for a year—for ten years—for life." 

	"Thank you, Porthos." 

	"Ah! but perhaps you want money—do you?" said Porthos, making something like fifty louis chink in his pocket. "In that case, you know——" 

	"No, thank you, I am not in want of anything. I placed my savings with Planchet, who pays me the interest of them." 

	"Your savings?" 

	"Yes, to be sure," said D'Artagnan: "why should I not put by my savings, as well as another, Porthos?" 

	"Oh, there is no reason why; on the contrary, I always suspected you—that is to say, Aramis always suspected you to have savings. For my own part, d'ye see, I take no concern about the management of my household; but I presume the savings of a musketeer must be small." 

	"No doubt, relative to yourself, Porthos, who are a millionaire; but you shall judge. I had laid by twenty-five thousand livres." 

	"That's pretty well," said Porthos, with an affable air. 

	"And," continued D'Artagnan, "on the twenty-eighth of last month I added to it two hundred thousand livres more." 

	Porthos opened his large eyes, which eloquently demanded of the musketeer, "Where the devil did you steal such a sum as that, my dear friend?" "Two hundred thousand livres!" cried he, at length. 

	"Yes; which, with the twenty-five I had, and twenty thousand I have about me, complete the sum of two hundred and forty-five thousand livres." 

	"But tell me, whence comes this fortune?" 

	"I will tell you all about it presently, dear friend; but as you have, in the first place, many things to tell me yourself, let us have my recital in its proper order." 

	"Bravo!" said Porthos, "then we are both rich. But what can I have to relate to you?" 

	"You have to relate to me how Aramis came to be named——" 

	"Ah! bishop of Vannes." 

	"That's it," said D'Artagnan, "bishop of Vannes. Dear Aramis! do you know how he succeeded so well?" 

	"Yes, yes; without reckoning that he does not mean to stop there." 

	"What! do you mean he will not be contented with violet stockings, and that he wants a red hat?" 

	"Hush! that is promised him." 

	"Bah! by the king?" 

	"By somebody more powerful than the king." 

	"Ah! the devil! Porthos: what incredible things you tell me, my friend!" 

	"Why incredible? Is there not always somebody in France more powerful than the king?" 

	"Oh, yes; in the time of King Louis XIII. it was Cardinal Richelieu; in the time of the Regency it was Cardinal Mazarin. In the time of Louis XIV. it is M.——" 

	"Go on." 

	"It is M. Fouquet." 

	"Jove! you have hit it the first time." 

	"So, then, I suppose it is M. Fouquet who has promised Aramis the red hat?" 

	Porthos assumed an air of reserve. "Dear friend," said he, "God preserve me from meddling with the affairs of others, above all from revealing secrets it may be to their interest to keep. When you see Aramis, he will tell you all he thinks he ought to tell you." 

	"You are right, Porthos; and you are quite a padlock for safety. But, to revert to yourself?" 

	"Yes," said Porthos. 

	"You said just now you came hither to study topography?" 

	"I did so." 

	"Tudieu! my friend, what fine things you will do!" 

	"How do you mean?" 

	"Why, these fortifications are admirable." 

	"Is that your opinion?" 

	"Decidedly it is. In truth, to anything but a regular siege, Belle-Isle is absolutely impregnable." 

	Porthos rubbed his hands. "That is my opinion," said he. 

	"But who the devil has fortified this paltry little place in this manner?" 

	Porthos drew himself up proudly: "Did not I tell you who?" 

	"No." 

	"Do you not suspect?" 

	"No; all I can say is that he is a man who has studied all the systems, and who appears to me to have stopped at the best." 

	"Hush!" said Porthos; "consider my modesty, my dear D'Artagnan." 

	"In truth," replied the musketeer, "can it be you—who—oh!" 

	"Pray—my dear friend——" 

	"You who have imagined, traced, and combined between these bastions, these redans, these curtains, these half-moons; and are preparing that covered way?" 

	"I beg you——" 

	"You who have built that lunette with its retiring angles and its salient angles?" 

	"My friend——" 

	"You who have given that inclination to the openings of your embrasures, by means of which you so effectively protect the men who serve the guns?" 

	"Eh! mon Dieu! yes." 

	"Oh! Porthos, Porthos! I must bow down before you—I must admire you! But you have always concealed from us this superb, this incomparable genius. I hope, my dear friend, you will show me all this in detail." 

	"Nothing more easy. Here lies my original sketch, my plan." 

	"Show it me." Porthos led D'Artagnan towards the stone that served him for a table, and upon which the plan was spread. At the foot of the plan was written, in the formidable writing of Porthos, writing of which we have already had occasion to speak:— 

	"Instead of making use of the square or rectangle, as has been done to this time, you will suppose your place inclosed in a regular hexagon, this polygon having the advantage of offering more angles than the quadrilateral one. Every side of your hexagon, of which you will determine the length in proportion to the dimensions taken upon the place, will be divided into two parts and upon the middle point you will elevate a perpendicular towards the center of the polygon, which will equal in length the sixth part of the side. By the extremities of each side of the polygon, you will trace two diagonals, which will cut the perpendicular. These will form the precise lines of your defense." 

	"The devil!" said D'Artagnan, stopping at this point of the demonstration; "why, this is a complete system, Porthos." 

	"Entirely," said Porthos. "Continue." 

	"No; I have read enough of it; but, since it is you, my dear Porthos, who direct the works, what need have you of setting down your system so formally in writing?" 

	"Oh! my dear friend, death!" 

	"How! death?" 

	"Why, we are all mortal, are we not?" 

	"That is true," said D'Artagnan; "you have a reply for everything, my friend." And he replaced the plan upon the stone. 

	But however short the time he had the plan in his hands, D'Artagnan had been able to distinguish, under the enormous writing of Porthos, a much more delicate hand, which reminded him of certain letters to Marie Michon, with which he had been acquainted in his youth. Only the India-rubber had passed and repassed so often over this writing that it might have escaped a less practiced eye than that of our musketeer. 

	"Bravo! my friend, bravo!" said D'Artagnan. 

	"And now you know all that you want to know, do you not?" said Porthos, wheeling about. 

	"Mordioux! yes, only do me one last favor, dear friend!" 

	"Speak, I am master here." 

	"Do me the pleasure to tell me the name of that gentleman who is walking yonder." 

	"Where, there?" 

	"Behind the soldiers." 

	"Followed by a lackey?" 

	"Exactly." 

	"In company with a mean sort of a fellow, dressed in black?" 

	"Yes, I mean him." 

	"That is M. Getard." 

	"And who is Getard, my friend?" 

	"He is the architect of the house." 

	"Of what house?" 

	"Of M. Fouquet's house." 

	"Ah! ah!" cried D'Artagnan, "you are of the household of M. Fouquet, then, Porthos?" 

	"I! what do you mean by that?" said the topographer, blushing to the top of his ears. 

	"Why, you say the house, when speaking of Belle-Isle, as if you were speaking of the chateau of Pierrefonds." 

	Porthos bit his lips. "Belle-Isle, my friend," said he, "belongs to M. Fouquet, does it not?" 

	"Yes, I believe so." 

	"As Pierrefonds belongs to me?" 

	"I told you I believed so; there are no two words to that." 

	"Did you ever see a man there who is accustomed to walk about with a ruler in his hand?" 

	"No; but I might have seen him there, if he really walked there." 

	"Well, that gentleman is M. Boulingrin." 

	"Who is M. Boulingrin?" 

	"Now, we are coming to it. If, when this gentleman is walking with a ruler in his hand, any one should ask me,—'Who is M. Boulingrin?' I should reply: 'He is the architect of the house.' Well! M. Getard is the Boulingrin of M. Fouquet. But he has nothing to do with the fortifications, which are my department alone; do you understand? mine, absolutely mine." 

	"Ah! Porthos," cried D'Artagnan, letting his arms fall as a conquered man gives up his sword; "ah! my friend, you are not only a herculean topographer, you are, still further, a dialectician of the first water." 

	"Is it not powerfully reasoned?" said Porthos: and he puffed and blew like the conger which D'Artagnan had let slip from his hand. 

	"And now," said D'Artagnan, "that shabby-looking man, who accompanies M. Getard, is he also of the household of M. Fouquet?" 

	"Oh! yes," said Porthos, with contempt; "it is one M. Jupenet, or Juponet, a sort of poet." 

	"Who is come to establish himself here?" 

	"I believe so." 

	"I thought M. Fouquet had poets enough, yonder—Scudery, Loret, Pellisson, La Fontaine? If I must tell you the truth, Porthos, that poet disgraces you." 

	"Eh!—my friend; but what saves us is that he is not here as a poet." 

	"As what, then, is he?" 

	"As printer. And you make me remember, I have a word to say to the cuistre." 

	"Say it, then." 

	Porthos made a sign to Jupenet, who perfectly recollected D'Artagnan, and did not care to come nearer; which naturally produced another sign from Porthos. This was so imperative, he was obliged to obey. As he approached, "Come hither!" said Porthos. "You only landed yesterday and you have begun your tricks already." 

	"How so, monsieur le baron?" asked Jupenet, trembling. 

	"Your press was groaning all night, monsieur," said Porthos, "and you prevented my sleeping, corne de boeuf!" 

	"Monsieur——" objected Jupenet, timidly. 

	"You have nothing yet to print: therefore you have no occasion to set your press going. What did you print last night?" 

	"Monsieur, a light poem of my own composition." 

	"Light! no, no, monsieur; the press groaned pitifully beneath it. Let it not happen again. Do you understand?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"You promise me?" 

	"I do, monsieur!" 

	"Very well; this time I pardon you. Adieu!" 

	"Well, now we have combed that fellow's head, let us breakfast." 

	"Yes," replied D'Artagnan, "let us breakfast." 

	"Only," said Porthos, "I beg you to observe, my friend, that we have only two hours for our repast." 

	"What would you have? We will try to make two hours suffice. But why have you only two hours?" 

	"Because it is high tide at one o'clock, and, with the tide, I am going to Vannes. But, as I shall return tomorrow, my dear friend, you can stay here; you shall be master, I have a good cook and a good cellar." 

	"No," interrupted D'Artagnan, "better than that." 

	"What?" 

	"You are going to Vannes, you say?" 

	"To a certainty." 

	"To see Aramis?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Well! I came from Paris on purpose to see Aramis." 

	"That's true." 

	"I will go with you then." 

	"Do; that's the thing." 

	"Only, I ought to have seen Aramis first, and you after. But man proposes, and God disposes. I have begun with you, and will finish with Aramis." 

	"Very well!" 

	"And in how many hours can you go from here to Vannes?" 

	"Oh! pardieu! in six hours. Three hours by sea to Sarzeau, three hours by road from Sarzeau to Vannes." 

	"How convenient that is! Being so near to the bishopric; do you often go to Vannes?" 

	"Yes; once a week. But, stop till I get my plan." 

	Porthos picked up his plan, folded it carefully, and engulfed it in his large pocket. 

	"Good!" said D'Artagnan aside; "I think I now know the real engineer who is fortifying Belle-Isle." 

	Two hours after, at high tide, Porthos and D'Artagnan set out for Sarzeau. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 71. A Procession at Vannes 

	The passage from Belle-Isle to Sarzeau was made rapidly enough, thanks to one of those little corsairs of which D'Artagnan had been told during his voyage, and which, shaped for fast sailing and destined for the chase, were sheltered at that time in the roadstead of Loc-Maria, where one of them, with a quarter of its war-crew, performed duty between Belle-Isle and the continent. D'Artagnan had an opportunity of convincing himself that Porthos, though engineer and topographer, was not deeply versed in affairs of state. His perfect ignorance, with any other, might have passed for well-informed dissimulation. But D'Artagnan knew too well all the folds and refolds of his Porthos, not to find a secret if there were one there; like those regular, minute old bachelors, who know how to find, with their eyes shut, each book on the shelves of their library and each piece of linen in their wardrobe. So if he had found nothing, our cunning D'Artagnan, in rolling and unrolling his Porthos, it was because, in truth, there was nothing to be found. 

	"Be it so," said D'Artagnan, "I shall get to know more at Vannes in half an hour than Porthos has discovered at Belle-Isle in two months. Only, in order that I may know something, it is important that Porthos should not make use of the only stratagem I leave at his disposal. He must not warn Aramis of my arrival." All the care of the musketeer was then, for the moment, confined to the watching of Porthos. And let us hasten to say, Porthos did not deserve all this mistrust. Porthos thought of no evil. Perhaps, on first seeing him, D'Artagnan had inspired him with a little suspicion, but almost immediately D'Artagnan had reconquered in that good and brave heart the place he had always occupied, and not the least cloud darkened the large eye of Porthos, fixed from time to time with tenderness on his friend. 

	On landing, Porthos inquired if his horses were waiting, and soon perceived them at the crossing of the road that winds round Sarzeau, and which, without passing through that little city, leads towards Vannes. These horses were two in number, one for M. de Vallon, and one for his equerry; for Porthos had an equerry since Mouston was only able to use a carriage as a means of locomotion. D'Artagnan expected that Porthos would propose to send forward his equerry upon one horse to bring back another, and he—D'Artagnan—had made up his mind to oppose this proposition. But nothing D'Artagnan had expected happened. Porthos simply told the equerry to dismount and await his return at Sarzeau, whilst D'Artagnan would ride his horse; which was arranged. 

	"Eh! but you are quite a man of precaution, my dear Porthos," said D'Artagnan to his friend, when he found himself in the saddle, upon the equerry's horse. 

	"Yes, but this is a kindness on the part of Aramis. I have not my stud here, and Aramis has placed his stables at my disposal." 

	"Good horses for bishop's horses, mordioux!" said D'Artagnan. "It is true, Aramis is a bishop of a peculiar kind." 

	"He is a holy man!" replied Porthos, in a tone almost nasal, and with his eyes raised towards heaven. 

	"Then he is much changed," said D'Artagnan; "you and I have known him passably profane." 

	"Grace has touched him," said Porthos. 

	"Bravo," said D'Artagnan, "that redoubles my desire to see my dear old friend." And he spurred his horse, which sprang off into a more rapid pace. 

	"Peste!" said Porthos, "if we go on at this rate, we shall only take one hour instead of two." 

	"To go how far, do you say, Porthos?" 

	"Four leagues and a half." 

	"That will be a good pace." 

	"I could have embarked you on the canal, but the devil take rowers and boat-horses! The first are like tortoises; the second like snails; and when a man is able to put a good horse between his knees, that horse is better than rowers or any other means." 

	"You are right; you above all, Porthos, who always look magnificent on horseback." 

	"Rather heavy, my friend; I was weighed the other day." 

	"And what do you weigh?" 

	"Three hundred-weight!" said Porthos, proudly. 

	"Bravo!" 

	"So that you must perceive, I am forced to choose horses whose loins are straight and wide, otherwise I break them down in two hours." 

	"Yes, giant's horses you must have, must you not?" 

	"You are very polite, my friend," replied the engineer, with affectionate majesty. 

	"As a case in point," replied D'Artagnan, "your horse seems to sweat already." 

	"Dame! It is hot! Ah, ah! do you see Vannes now?" 

	"Yes, perfectly. It is a handsome city, apparently." 

	"Charming, according to Aramis, at least, but I think it black; but black seems to be considered handsome by artists: I am sorry for it." 

	"Why so, Porthos?" 

	"Because I have lately had my chateau of Pierrefonds which was gray with age, plastered white." 

	"Humph!" said D'Artagnan, "and white is more cheerful." 

	"Yes, but it is less august, as Aramis tells me. Fortunately there are dealers in black as well as white. I will have Pierrefonds replastered in black; that's all there is about it. If gray is handsome, you understand, my friend, black must be superb." 

	"Dame!" said D'Artagnan, "that appears logical." 

	"Were you never at Vannes, D'Artagnan?" 

	"Never." 

	"Then you know nothing of the city?" 

	"Nothing." 

	"Well, look!" said Porthos, raising himself in his stirrups, which made the fore-quarters of his horse bend sadly—"do you see that corner, in the sun, yonder?" 

	"Yes, I see it plainly." 

	"Well, that is the cathedral." 

	"Which is called?" 

	"Saint-Pierre. Now look again—in the faubourg on the left, do you see another cross?" 

	"Perfectly well." 

	"That is Saint-Paterne, the parish preferred by Aramis." 

	"Indeed!" 

	"Without doubt. Saint-Paterne, you see, passes for having been the first bishop of Vannes. It is true that Aramis pretends he was not. But he is so learned that that may be only a paro—a para—-" 

	"A paradox," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Precisely; thank you! my tongue trips, I am so hot." 

	"My friend," said D'Artagnan, "continue your interesting description, I beg. What is that large white building with many windows?" 

	"Oh! that is the college of the Jesuits. Pardieu! you have an apt hand. Do you see, close to the college, a large house with steeples, turrets, built in a handsome Gothic style, as that fool, M. Getard, says?" 

	"Yes, that is plainly to be seen. Well?" 

	"Well, that is where Aramis resides." 

	"What! does he not reside at the episcopal palace?" 

	"No, that is in ruins. The palace likewise is in the city, and Aramis prefers the faubourgs. That is why, as I told you, he is partial to Saint-Paterne; Saint-Paterne is in the faubourg. Besides, there are in this faubourg a mall, a tennis-court, and a house of Dominicans. Look, that where the handsome steeple rises to the heavens." 

	"Well?" 

	"Next, you see the faubourg is like a separate city, it has its walls, its towers, its ditches; the quay is upon it likewise, and the boats land at the quay. If our little corsair did not draw eight feet of water, we could have come full sail up to Aramis's windows." 

	"Porthos, Porthos," cried D'Artagnan, "you are a well of knowledge, a spring of ingenious and profound reflections. Porthos, you no longer surprise me, you confound me." 

	"Here we are," said Porthos, turning the conversation with his usual modesty. 

	"And high time we were," thought D'Artagnan, "for Aramis's horse is melting away like a steed of ice." 

	They entered almost at the same instant the faubourg; but scarcely had they gone a hundred paces when they were surprised to find the streets strewed with leaves and flowers. Against the old walls of Vannes hung the oldest and the strangest tapestries of France. From over balconies fell long white sheets stuck all over with bouquets. The streets were deserted; it was plain the entire population was assembled on one point. The blinds were closed, and the breeze penetrated into the houses under the hangings, which cast long, black shades between their places of issue and the walls. Suddenly, at the turning of a street, chants struck the ears of the newly arrived travelers. A crowd in holiday garb appeared through the vapors of incense which mounted to the heavens in blue fleeces, and clouds of rose-leaves fluttered as high as the first stories. Above all heads were to be seen the cross and banners, the sacred symbols of religion. Then, beneath these crosses and banners, as if protected by them, walked a whole world of young girls clothed in white, crowned with corn-flowers. At the two sides of the street, inclosing the cortege, marched the guards of the garrison, carrying bouquets in the barrels of their muskets and on the points of their lances. This was the procession. 

	Whilst D'Artagnan and Porthos were looking on with critical glances, which disguised an extreme impatience to get forward, a magnificent dais approached preceded by a hundred Jesuits and a hundred Dominicans, and escorted by two archdeacons, a treasurer, a penitent and twelve canons. A singer with a thundering voice—a man certainly picked out from all the voices of France, as was the drum-major of the imperial guard from all the giants of the empire—escorted by four other chanters, who appeared to be there only to serve him as an accompaniment, made the air resound, and the windows of the houses vibrate. Under the dais appeared a pale and noble countenance with black eyes, black hair streaked with threads of white, a delicate, compressed mouth, a prominent and angular chin. His head, full of graceful majesty, was covered with the episcopal mitre, a headdress which gave it, in addition to the character of sovereignty, that of asceticism and evangelic meditation. 

	"Aramis!" cried the musketeer, involuntarily, as this lofty countenance passed before him. The prelate started at the sound of the voice. He raised his large black eyes, with their long lashes, and turned them without hesitation towards the spot whence the exclamation proceeded. At a glance, he saw Porthos and D'Artagnan close to him. On his part, D'Artagnan, thanks to the keenness of his sight, had seen all, seized all. The full portrait of the prelate had entered his memory, never to leave it. One thing had particularly struck D'Artagnan. On perceiving him, Aramis had colored, then he had concentrated under his eyelids the fire of the look of the master, and the indefinable affection of the friend. It was evident that Aramis had asked himself this question:—"Why is D'Artagnan with Porthos, and what does he want at Vannes?" Aramis comprehended all that was passing in the mind of D'Artagnan, on turning his look upon him again, and seeing that he had not lowered his eyes. He knew the acuteness and intelligence of his friend, he feared to let him divine the secret of his blush and his astonishment. He was still the same Aramis, always having a secret to conceal. Therefore, to put an end to his look of an inquisitor which it was necessary to get rid of at all events, as, at any price, a general extinguishes a battery which annoys him, Aramis stretched forth his beautiful white hand, upon which sparkled the amethyst of the pastoral ring; he cut the air with sign of the cross, and poured out his benediction upon his two friends. Perhaps thoughtful and absent, D'Artagnan, impious in spite of himself, might not have bent beneath this holy benediction; but Porthos saw his distraction, and laying his friendly hand upon the back of his companion, he crushed him down towards the earth. D'Artagnan was forced to give way; indeed, he was little short of being flat on the ground. In the meantime Aramis had passed. D'Artagnan, like Antaeus, had only touched the ground, and he turned towards Porthos, almost angry. But there was no mistaking the intention of the brave Hercules; it was a feeling of religious propriety that had influenced him. Besides, speech with Porthos, instead of disguising his thought, always completed it. 

	"It is very polite of him," said he, "to have given his benediction to us alone. Decidedly, he is a holy man, and a brave man." Less convinced than Porthos, D'Artagnan made no reply. 

	"Observe, my friend," continued Porthos, "he has seen us; and, instead of continuing to walk on at the simple pace of the procession, as he did just now,—see, what a hurry he is in; do you see how the cortege is increasing its speed? He is eager to join us and embrace us, is that dear Aramis." 

	"That is true," replied D'Artagnan, aloud.—Then to himself:—"It is equally true he has seen me, the fox, and will have time to prepare himself to receive me." 

	But the procession had passed; the road was free. D'Artagnan and Porthos walked straight up to the episcopal palace, which was surrounded by a numerous crowd anxious to see the prelate return. D'Artagnan remarked that this crowd was composed principally of citizens and military men. He recognized in the nature of these partisans the address of his friend. Aramis was not the man to seek for a useless popularity. He cared very little for being beloved by people who could be of no service to him. Women, children, and old men, that is to say, the cortege of ordinary pastors, was not the cortege for him. 

	Ten minutes after the two friends had passed the threshold of the palace, Aramis returned like a triumphant conqueror; the soldiers presented arms to him as to a superior; the citizens bowed to him as to a friend and a patron, rather than as a head of the Church. There was something in Aramis resembling those Roman senators who had their doors always surrounded by clients. At the foot of the prison, he had a conference of half a minute with a Jesuit, who, in order to speak to him more secretly, passed his head under the dais. He then re-entered his palace; the doors closed slowly, and the crowd melted away, whilst chants and prayers were still resounding abroad. It was a magnificent day. Earthly perfumes were mingled with the perfumes of the air and the sea. The city breathed happiness, joy, and strength. D'Artagnan felt something like the presence of an invisible hand which had, all-powerfully, created this strength, this joy, this happiness, and spread everywhere these perfumes. 

	"Oh! oh!" said he, "Porthos has got fat; but Aramis is grown taller." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 72. The Grandeur of the Bishop of Vannes 

	Porthos and D'Artagnan had entered the bishop's residence by a private door, as his personal friends. Of course, Porthos served D'Artagnan as guide. The worthy baron comported himself everywhere rather as if he were at home. Nevertheless, whether it was a tacit acknowledgment of the sanctity of the personage of Aramis and his character, or the habit of respecting him who imposed upon him morally, a worthy habit which had always made Porthos a model soldier and an excellent companion; for all these reasons, say we, Porthos preserved in the palace of His Greatness the Bishop of Vannes a sort of reserve which D'Artagnan remarked at once, in the attitude he took with respect to the valets and officers. And yet this reserve did not go so far as to prevent his asking questions. Porthos questioned. They learned that His Greatness had just returned to his apartment and was preparing to appear in familiar intimacy, less majestic than he had appeared with his flock. After a quarter of an hour, which D'Artagnan and Porthos passed in looking mutually at each other with the white of their eyes, and turning their thumbs in all the different evolutions which go from north to south, a door of the chamber opened and His Greatness appeared, dressed in the undress, complete, of a prelate. Aramis carried his head high, like a man accustomed to command: his violet robe was tucked up on one side, and his white hand was on his hip. He had retained the fine mustache, and the lengthened royale of the time of Louis XIII. He exhaled, on entering, that delicate perfume which, among elegant men and women of high fashion, never changes, and appears to be incorporated in the person, of whom it has become the natural emanation. In this case only, the perfume had retained something of the religious sublimity of incense. It no longer intoxicated, it penetrated; it no longer inspired desire, it inspired respect. Aramis, on entering the chamber did not hesitate an instant; and without pronouncing one word, which, whatever it might be, would have been cold on such an occasion, he went straight up to the musketeer, so well disguised under the costume of M. Agnan, and pressed him in his arms with a tenderness which the most distrustful could not have suspected of coldness or affectation. 

	D'Artagnan, on his part, embraced him with equal ardor. Porthos pressed the delicate hand of Aramis in his immense hands, and D'Artagnan remarked that His Greatness gave him his left hand, probably from habit, seeing that Porthos already ten times had been near injuring his fingers covered with rings, by pounding his flesh in the vise of his fist. Warned by the pain, Aramis was cautious, and only presented flesh to be bruised, and not fingers to be crushed, against gold or the angles of diamonds. 

	Between two embraces, Aramis looked D'Artagnan in the face, offered him a chair, sitting down himself in the shade, observing that the light fell full upon the face of his interlocutor. This maneuver, familiar to diplomatists and women, resembles much the advantage of the guard which, according to their skill or habit, combatants endeavor to take on the ground at a duel. D'Artagnan was not the dupe of this maneuver, but he did not appear to perceive it. He felt himself caught; but, precisely, because he was caught he felt himself on the road to discovery, and it little imported to him, old condottiere as he was, to be beaten in appearance, provided he drew from his pretended defeat the advantages of victory. Aramis began the conversation. 

	"Ah! dear friend! my good D'Artagnan," said he, "what an excellent chance!" 

	"It is a chance, my reverend companion," said D'Artagnan, "that I will call friendship. I seek you, as I always have sought you, when I had any grand enterprise to propose to you, or some hours of liberty to give you." 

	"Ah! indeed," said Aramis, without explosion, "you have been seeking me?" 

	"Eh! yes, he has been seeking you, Aramis," said Porthos, "and the proof is that he has unharbored me at Belle-Isle. That is amiable, is it not?" 

	"Ah! yes," said Aramis, "at Belle-Isle! certainly!" 

	"Good!" said D'Artagnan; "there is my booby Porthos, without thinking of it, has fired the first cannon of attack." 

	"At Belle-Isle!" said Aramis, "in that hole, in that desert! That is kind, indeed!" 

	"And it was I who told him you were at Vannes," continued Porthos, in the same tone. 

	D'Artagnan armed his mouth with a finesse almost ironical. 

	"Yes, I knew, but I was willing to see," replied he. 

	"To see what?" 

	"If our old friendship still held out, if, on seeing each other, our hearts, hardened as they are by age, would still let the old cry of joy escape, which salutes the coming of a friend." 

	"Well, and you must have been satisfied," said Aramis. 

	"So, so." 

	"How is that?" 

	"Yes, Porthos said hush! and you——" 

	"Well! and I?" 

	"And you gave me your benediction." 

	"What would you have, my friend?" said Aramis, smiling; "that is the most precious thing that a poor prelate, like me, has to give." 

	"Indeed, my dear friend!" 

	"Doubtless." 

	"And yet they say at Paris that the bishopric of Vannes is one of the best in France." 

	"Ah! you are now speaking of temporal wealth," said Aramis, with a careless air. 

	"To be sure, I wish to speak of that; I hold by it, on my part." 

	"In that case, let me speak of it," said Aramis, with a smile. 

	"You own yourself to be one of the richest prelates in France?" 

	"My friend, since you ask me to give you an account, I will tell you that the bishopric of Vannes is worth about twenty thousand livres a year, neither more nor less. It is a diocese which contains a hundred and sixty parishes." 

	"That is very pretty," said D'Artagnan. 

	"It is superb!" said Porthos. 

	"And yet," resumed D'Artagnan, throwing his eyes over Aramis, "you don't mean to bury yourself here forever?" 

	"Pardon me. Only I do not admit the word bury." 

	"But it seems to me, that at this distance from Paris a man is buried, or nearly so." 

	"My friend, I am getting old," said Aramis; "the noise and bustle of a city no longer suit me. At fifty-seven we ought to seek calm and meditation. I have found them here. What is there more beautiful, and stern at the same time, than this old Armorica. I find here, dear D'Artagnan, all that is opposite to what I formerly loved, and that is what must happen at the end of life, which is opposite to the beginning. A little of my odd pleasure of former times still comes to salute me here, now and then, without diverting me from the road of salvation. I am still of this world, and yet every step that I take brings me nearer to God." 

	"Eloquent, wise and discreet; you are an accomplished prelate, Aramis, and I offer you my congratulations." 

	"But," said Aramis, smiling, "you did not come here only for the purpose of paying me compliments. Speak; what brings you hither! May it be that, in some fashion or other, you want me?" 

	"Thank God, no, my friend," said D'Artagnan, "it is nothing of that kind.—I am rich and free." 

	"Rich!" exclaimed Aramis. 

	"Yes, rich for me; not for you or Porthos, understand. I have an income of about fifteen thousand livres." 

	Aramis looked at him suspiciously. He could not believe—particularly on seeing his friend in such humble guise—that he had made so fine a fortune. Then D'Artagnan, seeing that the hour of explanations was come, related the history of his English adventures. During the recital he saw, ten times, the eyes of the prelate sparkle, and his slender fingers work convulsively. As to Porthos, it was not admiration he manifested for D'Artagnan; it was enthusiasm, it was delirium. When D'Artagnan had finished, "Well!" said Aramis. 

	"Well!" said D'Artagnan, "you see, then, I have in England friends and property, in France a treasure. If your heart tells you so, I offer them to you. That is what I came here for." 

	However firm was his look, he could not this time support the look of Aramis. He allowed, therefore, his eye to stray upon Porthos—like the sword which yields to too powerful a pressure, and seeks another road. 

	"At all events," said the bishop, "you have assumed a singular traveling costume, old friend." 

	"Frightful! I know it is. You may understand why I would not travel as a cavalier or a noble; since I became rich, I am miserly." 

	"And you say, then, you came to Belle-Isle?" said Aramis, without transition. 

	"Yes," replied D'Artagnan; "I knew I should find you and Porthos there." 

	"Find me!" cried Aramis. "Me! for the last year past I have not once crossed the sea." 

	"Oh," said D'Artagnan, "I should never have supposed you such a housekeeper." 

	"Ah, dear friend, I must tell you that I am no longer the Aramis of former times. Riding on horseback is unpleasant to me; the sea fatigues me. I am a poor, ailing priest, always complaining, always grumbling, and inclined to the austerities which appear to accord with old age,—preliminary parlayings with death. I linger, my dear D'Artagnan, I linger." 

	"Well, that is all the better, my friend, for we shall probably be neighbors soon." 

	"Bah!" said Aramis with a degree of surprise he did not even seek to dissemble. "You my neighbor!" 

	"Mordioux! yes." 

	"How so?" 

	"I am about to purchase some very profitable salt-mines, which are situated between Pirial and Croisic. Imagine, my friend, a clear profit of twelve per cent. Never any deficiency, never any idle expenses; the ocean, faithful and regular, brings every twelve hours its contingency to my coffers. I am the first Parisian who has dreamt of such a speculation. Do not say anything about it, I beg of you, and in a short time we will communicate on the matter. I am to have three leagues of country for thirty thousand livres." 

	Aramis darted a look at Porthos, as if to ask if all this were true, if some snare were not concealed beneath this outward indifference. But soon, as if ashamed of having consulted this poor auxiliary, he collected all his forces for a fresh assault and new defense. "I heard that you had had some difference with the court but that you had come out of it as you know how to get through everything, D'Artagnan, with the honors of war." 

	"I!" said the musketeer, with a burst of laughter that did not conceal his embarrassment, for, from these words, Aramis was not unlikely to be acquainted with his last relations with the king. "I! Oh, tell me all about that, pray, Aramis?" 

	"Yes, it was related to me, a poor bishop, lost in the middle of the Landes, that the king had taken you as the confidant of his amours." 

	"With whom?" 

	"With Mademoiselle de Mancini." 

	D'Artagnan breathed freely again. "Ah! I don't say no to that," replied he. 

	"It appears that the king took you one morning over the bridge of Blois to talk with his lady-love." 

	"That's true," said D'Artagnan. "And you know that, do you? Well, then, you must know that the same day I gave in my resignation!" 

	"What, sincerely?" 

	"Nothing more so." 

	"It was after that, then, that you went to the Comte de la Fere's?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Afterwards to me?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And then Porthos?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Was it in order to pay us a simple visit?" 

	"No, I did not know you were engaged, and I wished to take you with me into England." 

	"Yes, I understand; and then you executed alone, wonderful man as you are, what you wanted to propose to us all four. I suspected you had something to do with that famous restoration, when I learned that you had been seen at King Charles's receptions, and that he appeared to treat you like a friend, or rather like a person to whom he was under an obligation." 

	"But how the devil did you learn all that?" asked D'Artagnan, who began to fear that the investigation of Aramis had extended further than he wished. 

	"Dear D'Artagnan," said the prelate, "my friendship resembles, in a degree, the solicitude of that night watch whom we have in the little tower of the mole, at the extremity of the quay. That brave man, every night, lights a lantern to direct the barks that come from sea. He is concealed in his sentry-box, and the fishermen do not see him; but he follows them with interest; he divines them; he calls them; he attracts them into the way to the port. I resemble this watcher: from time to time some news reaches me, and recalls to my remembrance all those I loved. Then I follow the friends of old days over the stormy ocean of the world, I, a poor watcher, to whom God has kindly given the shelter of a sentry-box." 

	"Well, what did I do when I came from England?" 

	"Ah! there," replied Aramis, "you get beyond my depth. I know nothing of you since your return. D'Artagnan, my eyes are dim. I regretted you did not think of me. I wept over your forgetfulness. I was wrong. I see you again, and it is a festival, a great festival, I assure you, solemnly! How is Athos?" 

	"Very well, thank you." 

	"And our young pupil, Raoul?" 

	"He seems to have inherited the skill of his father, Athos, and the strength of his tutor, Porthos." 

	"And on what occasion have you been able to judge of that?" 

	"Eh! mon Dieu! on the eve of my departure from Paris." 

	"Indeed! tell me all about it!" 

	"Yes; there was an execution at the Greve, and in consequence of that execution, a riot. We happened by accident, to be in the riot; and in this riot we were obliged to have recourse to our swords. And he did wonders." 

	"Bah! what did he do?" 

	"Why, in the first place, he threw a man out of the window, as he would have flung a sack full of flock." 

	"Come, that's pretty well," said Porthos. 

	"Then he drew, and cut and thrust away, as we fellows used to do in the good old times." 

	"And what was the cause of this riot?" said Porthos. 

	D'Artagnan remarked upon the face of Aramis a complete indifference to this question of Porthos. "Why," said he, fixing his eyes upon Aramis, "on account of two farmers of the revenues, friends of M. Fouquet, whom the king forced to disgorge their plunder, and then hanged them." 

	A scarcely perceptible contraction of the prelate's brow showed that he had heard D'Artagnan's reply. 

	"Oh, oh!" said Porthos; "and what were the names of these friends of M. Fouquet?" 

	"MM. d'Eymeris and Lyodot," said D'Artagnan. "Do you know those names, Aramis?" 

	"No," said the prelate, disdainfully; "they sound like the names of financiers." 

	"Exactly; so they were." 

	"Oh! M. Fouquet allows his friends to be hanged, then," said Porthos. 

	"And why not?" said Aramis. "Why, it seems to me——" 

	"If these culprits were hanged, it was by order of the king. Now M. Fouquet, although superintendent of the finances, has not, I believe, the right of life and death." 

	"That may be," said Porthos; "but in the place of M. Fouquet——" 

	Aramis was afraid Porthos was about to say something awkward, so interrupted him. "Come, D'Artagnan," said he; "this is quite enough about other people, let us talk a little about you." 

	"Of me you know all that I can tell you. On the contrary let me hear a little about you, Aramis." 

	"I have told you, my friend. There is nothing of Aramis left in me." 

	"Nor of the Abbe d'Herblay even?" 

	"No, not even of him. You see a man whom Providence has taken by the hand, whom he has conducted to a position that he could never have dared even to hope for." 

	"Providence?" asked D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes." 

	"Well, that is strange! I was told it was M. Fouquet." 

	"Who told you that?" cried Aramis, without being able, with all the power of his will, to prevent the color rising to his cheeks. 

	"Ma foi! why, Bazin!" 

	"The fool!" 

	"I do not say he is a man of genius, it is true; but he told me so; and after him, I repeat it to you." 

	"I have never seen M. Fouquet," replied Aramis with a look as pure and calm as that of a virgin who has never told a lie. 

	"Well, but if you had seen him and known him, there is no harm in that," replied D'Artagnan. "M. Fouquet is a very good sort of a man." 

	"Humph!" 

	"A great politician." Aramis made a gesture of indifference. 

	"An all-powerful minister." 

	"I only hold to the king and the pope." 

	"Dame! listen then," said D'Artagnan, in the most natural tone imaginable. "I said that because everybody here swears by M. Fouquet. The plain is M. Fouquet's; the salt-mines I am about to buy are M. Fouquet's; the island in which Porthos studies topography is M. Fouquet's; the galleys are M. Fouquet's. I confess, then, that nothing would have surprised me in your enfeoffment, or rather in that of your diocese, to M. Fouquet. He is a different master from the king, that is all; but quite as powerful as Louis." 

	"Thank God! I am not vassal to anybody; I belong to nobody, and am entirely my own master," replied Aramis, who, during this conversation, followed with his eye every gesture of D'Artagnan, every glance of Porthos. But D'Artagnan was impassible and Porthos motionless; the thrusts aimed so skillfully were parried by an able adversary; not one hit the mark. Nevertheless, both began to feel the fatigue of such a contest and the announcement of supper was well received by everybody. Supper changed the course of conversation. Besides, they felt that, upon their guard as each one had been, they could neither of them boast of having the advantage. Porthos had understood nothing of what had been meant. He had held himself motionless, because Aramis had made him a sign not to stir. Supper for him, was nothing but supper; but that was quite enough for Porthos. The supper, then, went off very well. D'Artagnan was in high spirits. Aramis exceeded himself in kind affability. Porthos ate like old Pelops. Their talk was of war, finance, the arts, and love. Aramis played astonishment at every word of politics. D'Artagnan risked. This long series of surprises increased the mistrust of D'Artagnan, as the eternal indifference of D'Artagnan provoked the suspicions of Aramis. At length D'Artagnan, designedly, uttered the name of Colbert; he had reserved that stroke for the last. 

	"Who is this Colbert?" asked the bishop. 

	"Oh! come," said D'Artagnan to himself, "that is too strong! We must be careful, mordioux! we must be careful." 

	And he then gave Aramis all the information respecting M. Colbert he could desire. The supper, or rather, the conversation, was prolonged till one o'clock in the morning between D'Artagnan and Aramis. At ten o'clock precisely, Porthos had fallen asleep in his chair and snored like an organ. At midnight he woke up and they sent him to bed. "Hum!" said he, "I was near falling asleep; but that was all very interesting you were talking about." 

	At one o'clock Aramis conducted D'Artagnan to the chamber destined for him, which was the best in the episcopal residence. Two servants were placed at his command. "To-morrow, at eight o'clock," said he, taking leave of D'Artagnan, "we will take, if agreeable to you, a ride on horseback with Porthos." 

	"At eight o'clock!" said D'Artagnan, "so late?" 

	"You know that I require seven hours, sleep." said Aramis. 

	"That is true." 

	"Good-night, dear friend!" And he embraced the musketeer cordially. 

	D'Artagnan allowed him to depart; then, as soon as the door closed, "Good!" cried he, "at five o'clock I will be on foot." 

	This determination being made, he went to bed and quietly "put two and two together," as people say. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 73. In which Porthos begins to be sorry for having come with D'Artagnan 

	Scarcely had D'Artagnan extinguished his taper, when Aramis, who had watched through his curtains the last glimmer of light in his friend's apartment, traversed the corridor on tiptoe, and went to Porthos's room. The giant, who had been in bed nearly an hour and a half, lay grandly stretched out on the down bed. He was in that happy calm of the first sleep, which, with Porthos, resisted the noise of bells or the report of cannon; his head swam in that soft oscillation which reminds us of the soothing movement of a ship. In a moment Porthos would have begun to dream. The door of the chamber opened softly under the delicate pressure of the hand of Aramis. The bishop approached the sleeper. A thick carpet deadened the sound of his steps, besides which Porthos snored in a manner to drown all noise. He laid one hand on his shoulder—"Rouse," said he, "wake up, my dear Porthos." The voice of Aramis was soft and kind, but it conveyed more than a notice,—it conveyed an order. His hand was light, but it indicated a danger. Porthos heard the voice and felt the hand of Aramis, even in the depth of his sleep. He started up. "Who goes there?" cried he, in his giant's voice. 

	"Hush! hush! It is I," said Aramis. 

	"You, my friend? And what the devil do you wake me for?" 

	"To tell you that you must set off directly." 

	"Set off?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Where for?" 

	"For Paris." 

	Porthos bounded up in his bed, and then sank back again, fixing his great eyes in agitation upon Aramis. 

	"For Paris?" 

	"Yes." 

	"A hundred leagues?" said he. 

	"A hundred and four," replied the bishop. 

	"Oh! mon Dieu!" sighed Porthos, lying down again, like children who contend with their bonne to gain an hour or two more sleep. 

	"Thirty hours' riding," said Aramis, firmly. "You know there are good relays." 

	Porthos pushed out one leg, allowing a groan to escape him. 

	"Come, come! my friend," insisted the prelate with a sort of impatience. 

	Porthos drew the other leg out of the bed. "And is it absolutely necessary that I should go, at once?" 

	"Urgently necessary." 

	Porthos got upon his feet, and began to shake both walls and floors with his steps of a marble statue. 

	"Hush! hush! for the love of Heaven, my dear Porthos!" said Aramis, "you will wake somebody." 

	"Ah! that's true," replied Porthos, in a voice of thunder, "I forgot that; but be satisfied, I am on guard." And so saying, he let fall a belt loaded with his sword and pistols, and a purse, from which the crowns escaped with a vibrating and prolonged noise. This noise made the blood of Aramis boil, whilst it drew from Porthos a formidable burst of laughter. "How droll that is!" said he, in the same voice. 

	"Not so loud, Porthos, not so loud." 

	"True, true!" and he lowered his voice a half-note. 

	"I was going to say," continued Porthos, "that it is droll that we are never so slow as when we are in a hurry, and never make so much noise as when we wish to be silent." 

	"Yes, that is true, but let us give the proverb the lie, Porthos; let us make haste, and hold our tongue." 

	"You see I am doing my best," said Porthos, putting on his haut de chausses. 

	"Very well." 

	"This is something in haste?" 

	"It is more than that, it is serious, Porthos." 

	"Oh, oh!" 

	"D'Artagnan has questioned you, has he not?" 

	"Questioned me?" 

	"Yes, at Belle-Isle?" 

	"Not the least in the world." 

	"Are you sure of that, Porthos?" 

	"Parbleu!" 

	"It is impossible. Recollect yourself." 

	"He asked me what I was doing, and I told him studying topography. I would have made use of another word which you employed one day." 

	"'Castrametation'?" 

	"Yes, that's it, but I never could recollect it." 

	"All the better. What more did he ask you?" 

	"Who M. Getard was." 

	"Next?" 

	"Who M. Jupenet was." 

	"He did not happen to see our plan of fortifications, did he?" 

	"Yes." 

	"The devil he did!" 

	"But don't be alarmed, I had rubbed out your writing with India-rubber. It was impossible for him to suppose you had given me any advice in those works." 

	"Ay, but our friend has phenomenally keen eyes." 

	"What are you afraid of?" 

	"I fear that everything is discovered, Porthos; the matter is, then, to prevent a great misfortune. I have given orders to my people to close all the gates and doors. D'Artagnan will not be able to get out before daybreak. Your horse is ready saddled; you will gain the first relay; by five o'clock in the morning you will have traversed fifteen leagues. Come!" 

	Aramis then assisted Porthos to dress, piece by piece, with as much celerity as the most skillful valet de chambre could have done. Porthos, half stupefied, let him do as he liked, and confounded himself in excuses. When he was ready, Aramis took him by the hand, and led him, making him place his foot with precaution on every step of the stairs, preventing him running against doorframes, turning him this way and that, as if Aramis had been the giant, and Porthos the dwarf. Soul set fire to and animated matter. A horse was waiting, ready saddled, in the courtyard. Porthos mounted. Then Aramis himself took the horse by the bridle, and led him over some dung spread in the yard, with the evident intention of suppressing noise. He, at the same time, held tight the horse's nose, to prevent him neighing. When arrived at the outward gate, drawing Porthos towards him, who was going off without even asking him what for: "Now friend Porthos, now; without drawing bridle, till you get to Paris," whispered he in his ears; "eat on horseback, drink on horseback, sleep on horseback, but lose not a minute." 

	"That's enough, I will not stop." 

	"This letter to M. Fouquet; cost what it may, he must have it to-morrow before mid-day." 

	"He shall." 

	"And do not forget one thing, my friend." 

	"What is that?" 

	"That you are riding out on a hunt for your brevet of duc and peer." 

	"Oh! oh!" said Porthos, with his eyes sparkling; "I will do it in twenty-four hours, in that case." 

	"Try." 

	"Then let go the bridle—and forward, Goliath!" 

	Aramis did let go, not the bridle, but the horse's nose. Porthos released his hand, clapped spurs to his horse, which set off at a gallop. As long as he could distinguish Porthos through the darkness, Aramis followed him with his eyes: when he was completely out of sight, he re-entered the yard. Nothing had stirred in D'Artagnan's apartment. The valet placed on watch at the door had neither seen any light, nor heard any noise. Aramis closed his door carefully, sent the lackey to bed, and quickly sought his own. D'Artagnan really suspected nothing, therefore thought he had gained everything, when he awoke in the morning, about halfpast four. He ran to the window in his shirt. The window looked out upon the court. Day was dawning. The court was deserted; the fowls, even, had not left their roosts. Not a servant appeared. Every door was closed. 

	"Good! all is still," said D'Artagnan to himself. "Never mind: I am up first in the house. Let us dress; that will be so much done." And D'Artagnan dressed himself. But, this time, he endeavored not to give to the costume of M. Agnan that bourgeoise and almost ecclesiastical rigidity he had affected before; he managed, by drawing his belt tighter, by buttoning his clothes in a different fashion, and by putting on his hat a little on one side, to restore to his person a little of that military character, the absence of which had surprised Aramis. This being done, he made free, or affected to make free with his host, and entered his chamber without ceremony. Aramis was asleep or feigned to be so. A large book lay open upon his night-desk, a wax-light was still burning in its silver sconce. This was more than enough to prove to D'Artagnan the quiescence of the prelate's night, and the good intentions of his waking. The musketeer did to the bishop precisely as the bishop had done to Porthos—he tapped him on the shoulder. Evidently Aramis pretended to sleep; for, instead of waking suddenly, he who slept so lightly required a repetition of the summons. 

	"Ah! ah! is that you?" said he, stretching his arms. "What an agreeable surprise! Ma foi! Sleep had made me forget I had the happiness to possess you. What o'clock is it?" 

	"I do not know," said D'Artagnan, a little embarrassed. "Early, I believe. But, you know, that devil of a habit of waking with the day sticks to me still." 

	"Do you wish that we should go out so soon?" asked Aramis. "It appears to me to be very early." 

	"Just as you like." 

	"I thought we had agreed not to get on horseback before eight." 

	"Possibly; but I had so great a wish to see you, that I said to myself, the sooner the better." 

	"And my seven hours, sleep!" said Aramis: "Take care; I had reckoned upon them, and what I lose of them I must make up." 

	"But it seems to me that, formerly, you were less of a sleeper than that, dear friend; your blood was alive, and you were never to be found in bed." 

	"And it is exactly on account of what you tell me that I am so fond of being there now." 

	"Then you confess that it is not for the sake of sleeping that you have put me off till eight o'clock." 

	"I have been afraid you would laugh at me, if I told you the truth." 

	"Tell me, notwithstanding." 

	"Well, from six to eight, I am accustomed to perform my devotions." 

	"Your devotions?" 

	"Yes." 

	"I did not believe a bishop's exercises were so severe." 

	"A bishop, my friend, must sacrifice more to appearance than a simple cleric." 

	"Mordioux! Aramis, that is a word which reconciles me with your greatness. To appearances! That is a musketeer's word, in good truth! Vivent les apparences, Aramis!" 

	"Instead of felicitating me upon it, pardon me, D'Artagnan. It is a very mundane word which I had allowed to escape me." 

	"Must I leave you, then?" 

	"I want time to collect my thoughts, my friend, and for my usual prayers." 

	"Well, I leave you to them; but on account of that poor pagan, D'Artagnan, abridge them for once, I beg; I thirst for speech with you." 

	"Well, D'Artagnan, I promise you that within an hour and a half——" 

	"An hour and a half of devotions! Eh! my friend, be as reasonable with me as you can. Let me have the best bargain possible." 

	Aramis began to laugh. 

	"Still agreeable, still young, still gay," said he. "You have come into my diocese to set me quarrelling with grace." 

	"Bah!" 

	"And you know well that I was never able to resist your seductions; you will cost me my salvation, D'Artagnan." 

	D'Artagnan bit his lips. 

	"Well," said he, "I will take the sin on my own head, favor me with one simple Christian sign of the cross, favor me with one pater, and we will part." 

	"Hush!" said Aramis, "we are already no longer alone, I hear strangers coming up." 

	"Well, dismiss them." 

	"Impossible, I made an appointment with them yesterday; it is the principal of the college of the Jesuits, and the superior of the Dominicans." 

	"Your staff? Well, so be it." 

	"What are you going to do?" 

	"I will go and wake Porthos, and remain in his company till you have finished the conference." 

	Aramis did not stir, his brow remained unbent, he betrayed himself by no gesture or word; "Go," said he, as D'Artagnan advanced to the door. "A propos, do you know where Porthos sleeps?" 

	"No, but I will inquire." 

	"Take the corridor, and open the second door on the left." 

	"Thank you! au revoir." And D'Artagnan departed in the direction pointed out by Aramis. 

	Ten minutes had not passed away when he came back. He found Aramis seated between the superior of the Dominicans and the principal of the college of the Jesuits, exactly in the same situation as he had found him formerly in the auberge at Crevecoeur. This company did not at all terrify the musketeer. 

	"What is it?" said Aramis, quietly. "You have apparently something to say to me, my friend." 

	"It is," replied D'Artagnan, fixing his eyes upon Aramis, "it is that Porthos is not in his apartment." 

	"Indeed," said Aramis, calmly; "are you sure?" 

	"Pardieu! I came from his chamber." 

	"Where can he be, then?" 

	"That is what I am asking you." 

	"And have not you inquired?" 

	"Yes, I have." 

	"And what answer did you get?" 

	"That Porthos, often walking out in a morning, without saying anything, had probably gone out." 

	"What did you do, then?" 

	"I went to the stables," replied D'Artagnan, carelessly. 

	"What to do?" 

	"To see if Porthos had departed on horseback." 

	"And?" interrogated the bishop. 

	"Well, there is a horse missing, stall No. 3, Goliath." 

	All this dialogue, it may be easily understood, was not exempt from a certain affectation on the part of the musketeer, and a perfect complaisance on the part of Aramis. 

	"Oh! I guess how it is," said Aramis, after having considered for a moment, "Porthos is gone out to give us a surprise." 

	"A surprise?" 

	"Yes, the canal which goes from Vannes to the sea abounds in teal and snipes; that is Porthos's favorite sport, and he will bring us back a dozen for breakfast." 

	"Do you think so?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"I am sure of it. Where else can he be? I would lay a wager he took a gun with him." 

	"Well, that is possible," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Do one thing, my friend. Get on horseback, and join him." 

	"You are right," said D'Artagnan, "I will." 

	"Shall I go with you?" 

	"No, thank you; Porthos is a rather remarkable man: I will inquire as I go along." 

	"Will you take an arquebuse?" 

	"Thank you." 

	"Order what horse you like to be saddled." 

	"The one I rode yesterday, on coming from Belle-Isle." 

	"So be it: use the horse as your own." 

	Aramis rang, and gave orders to have the horse M. d'Artagnan had chosen, saddled. 

	D'Artagnan followed the servant charged with the execution of this order. When arrived at the door, the servant drew on one side to allow M. d'Artagnan to pass; and at that moment he caught the eye of his master. A knitting of the brow gave the intelligent spy to understand that all should be given to D'Artagnan he wished. D'Artagnan got into the saddle, and Aramis heard the steps of his horse on the pavement. An instant after, the servant returned. 

	"Well?" asked the bishop. 

	"Monseigneur, he has followed the course of the canal, and is going towards the sea," said the servant. 

	"Very well!" said Aramis. 

	In fact, D'Artagnan, dismissing all suspicion, hastened towards the ocean, constantly hoping to see in the Landes, or on the beach, the colossal profile of Porthos. He persisted in fancying he could trace a horse's steps in every puddle. Sometimes he imagined he heard the report of a gun. This illusion lasted three hours; during two of which he went forward in search of his friend—in the last he returned to the house. 

	"We must have crossed," said he, "and I shall find them waiting for me at table." 

	D'Artagnan was mistaken. He no more found Porthos at the palace than he had found him on the sea-shore. Aramis was waiting for him at the top of the stairs, looking very much concerned. 

	"Did my people not find you, my dear D'Artagnan?" cried he, as soon as he caught sight of the musketeer. 

	"No; did you send any one after me?" 

	"I am deeply concerned, my friend, deeply, to have induced you to make such a useless search, but, about seven o'clock, the almoner of Saint-Paterne came here. He had met Du Vallon, who was going away, and who being unwilling to disturb anybody at the palace, had charged him to tell me that, fearing M. Getard would play him some ill turn in his absence, he was going to take advantage of the morning tide to make a tour to Belle-Isle." 

	"But tell me, Goliath has not crossed the four leagues of sea, I should think." 

	"There are full six," said Aramis. 

	"That makes it less probable still." 

	"Therefore, my friend," said Aramis, with one of his blandest smiles, "Goliath is in the stable, well pleased, I will answer for it, that Porthos is no longer on his back." In fact, the horse had been brought back from the relay by the direction of the prelate, from whom no detail escaped. D'Artagnan appeared as well satisfied as possible with the explanation. He entered upon a part of dissimulation which agreed perfectly with the suspicions that arose more and more strongly in his mind. He breakfasted between the Jesuit and Aramis, having the Dominican in front of him, and smiling particularly at the Dominican, whose jolly, fat face pleased him much. The repast was long and sumptuous; excellent Spanish wine, fine Morbihan oysters, exquisite fish from the mouth of the Loire, enormous prawns from Paimboeuf, and delicious game from the moors, constituted the principal part of it. D'Artagnan ate much, and drank but little. Aramis drank nothing, unless it was water. After the repast,— 

	"You offered me an arquebuse," said D'Artagnan. 

	"I did." 

	"Lend it me, then." 

	"Are you going shooting?" 

	"Whilst waiting for Porthos, it is the best thing I can do, I think." 

	"Take which you like from the trophy." 

	"Will you not come with me?" 

	"I would with great pleasure; but, alas! my friend, sporting is forbidden to bishops." 

	"Ah!" said D'Artagnan, "I did not know that." 

	"Besides," continued Aramis, "I shall be busy till mid-day." 

	"I shall go alone, then?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"I am sorry to say you must; but come back to dinner." 

	"Pardieu! the eating at your house is too good to make me think of not coming back." And thereupon D'Artagnan quitted his host, bowed to the guests, and took his arquebuse; but instead of shooting, went straight to the little port of Vannes. He looked in vain to observe if anybody saw him; he could discern neither thing nor person. He engaged a little fishing boat for twenty-five livres, and set off at half-past eleven, convinced that he had not been followed; and that was true, he had not been followed; only a Jesuit brother, placed in the top of the steeple of his church, had not, since the morning, by the help of an excellent glass, lost sight of one of his steps. At three-quarters past eleven, Aramis was informed that D'Artagnan was sailing towards Belle-Isle. The voyage was rapid; a good north north-east wind drove him towards the isle. As he approached, his eyes were constantly fixed upon the coast. He looked to see if, upon the shore or upon the fortifications the brilliant dress and vast stature of Porthos should stand out against a slightly clouded sky; but his search was vain. He landed without having seen anything; and learnt from the first soldier interrogated by him, that M. du Vallon had not yet returned from Vannes. Then, without losing an instant, D'Artagnan ordered his little bark to put its head towards Sarzeau. We know that the wind changes with the different hours of the day. The breeze had veered from the north north-east to the south-east: the wind, then, was almost as good for the return to Sarzeau, as it had been for the voyage to Belle-Isle. In three hours D'Artagnan had touched the continent, two hours more sufficed for his ride to Vannes. In spite of the rapidity of his passage, what D'Artagnan endured of impatience and anger during that short passage, the deck alone of the vessel, upon which he stamped backwards and forwards for three hours, could testify. He made but one bound from the quay whereon he landed to the episcopal palace. He thought to terrify Aramis by the promptitude of his return; he wished to reproach him with his duplicity, and yet with reserve; but with sufficient spirit, nevertheless, to make him feel all the consequences of it, and force from him a part of his secret He hoped, in short—thanks to that heat of expression which is to secrets what the charge with the bayonet is to redoubts—to bring the mysterious Aramis to some manifestation or other. But he found, in the vestibule of the palace, the valet de chambre, who closed the passage, while smiling upon him with a stupid air. 

	"Monseigneur?" cried D'Artagnan, endeavoring to put him aside with his hand. Moved for an instant the valet resumed his station. 

	"Monseigneur?" said he. 

	"Yes, to be sure; do you not know me, imbecile?" 

	"Yes, you are the Chevalier d'Artagnan." 

	"Then let me pass." 

	"It is of no use." 

	"Why of no use?" 

	"Because His Greatness is not at home." 

	"What! His Greatness is not at home? where is he then?" 

	"Gone." 

	"Gone?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Whither?" 

	"I don't know; but perhaps he tells monsieur le chevalier." 

	"And how? where? in what fashion?" 

	"In this letter, which he gave me for monsieur le chevalier." And the valet de chambre drew a letter from his pocket. 

	"Give it me, then, you rascal," said D'Artagnan, snatching it from his hand. "Oh, yes," continued he, at the first line, "yes, I understand;" and he read:— 

	"Dear Friend,—An affair of the most urgent nature calls me to a distant parish of my diocese. I hoped to see you again before I set out; but I lose that hope in thinking that you are going, no doubt, to remain two or three days at Belle-Isle, with our dear Porthos. Amuse yourself as well as you can; but do not attempt to hold out against him at table. This is a counsel I might have given even to Athos, in his most brilliant and best days. Adieu, dear friend; believe that I regret greatly not having better, and for a longer time, profited by your excellent company." 

	"Mordioux!" cried D'Artagnan. "I am tricked. Ah! blockhead, brute, triple fool that I am! But those laugh best who laugh last. Oh, duped, duped like a monkey, cheated with an empty nutshell!" And with a hearty blow bestowed upon the nose of the smirking valet de chambre, he made all haste out of the episcopal palace. Furet, however good a trotter, was not equal to present circumstances. D'Artagnan therefore took the post, and chose a horse which he soon caused to demonstrate, with good spurs and a light hand, that deer are not the swiftest animals in nature. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 74. In which D'Artagnan makes all Speed, Porthos snores, and Aramis counsels 

	From thirty to thirty-five hours after the events we have just related, as M. Fouquet, according to his custom, having interdicted his door, was working in the cabinet of his house at Saint-Mande, with which we are already acquainted, a carriage, drawn by four horses steaming with sweat, entered the court at full gallop. This carriage was, probably, expected, for three or four lackeys hastened to the door, which they opened. Whilst M. Fouquet rose from his bureau and ran to the window, a man got painfully out of the carriage descending with difficulty the three steps of the door, leaning upon the shoulders of the lackeys. He had scarcely uttered his name, when the valet upon whom he was not leaning sprang up the perron, and disappeared in the vestibule. This man went to inform his master; but he had no occasion to knock at the door: Fouquet was standing on the threshold. 

	"Monseigneur, the Bishop of Vannes," said he. 

	"Very well!" replied his master. 

	Then, leaning over the banister of the staircase, of which Aramis was beginning to ascend the first steps,— 

	"Ah, dear friend!" said he, "you, so soon!" 

	"Yes; I, myself, monsieur! but bruised, battered, as you see." 

	"Oh! my poor friend," said Fouquet, presenting him his arm, on which Aramis leant, whilst the servants drew back respectfully. 

	"Bah!" replied Aramis, "it is nothing, since I am here; the principal thing was that I should get here, and here I am." 

	"Speak quickly," said Fouquet, closing the door of the cabinet behind Aramis and himself. 

	"Are we alone?" 

	"Yes, perfectly." 

	"No one observes us?—no one can hear us?" 

	"Be satisfied; nobody." 

	"Is M. du Vallon arrived?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And you have received my letter?" 

	"Yes. The affair is serious, apparently, since it necessitates your attendance in Paris, at a moment when your presence was so urgent elsewhere." 

	"You are right, it could not be more serious." 

	"Thank you! thank you! What is it about? But, for God's sake! before anything else, take time to breathe, dear friend. You are so pale, you frighten me." 

	"I am really in great pain. But, for Heaven's sake, think nothing about me. Did M. du Vallon tell you nothing, when he delivered the letter to you?" 

	"No; I heard a great noise; I went to the window; I saw at the foot of the perron, a sort of horseman of marble; I went down, he held the letter out to me, and his horse fell down dead." 

	"But he?" 

	"He fell with the horse; he was lifted, and carried to an apartment. Having read the letter, I went up to him, in hopes of obtaining more ample information; but he was asleep, and, after such a fashion, that it was impossible to wake him. I took pity on him; I gave orders that his boots should be cut from off his legs, and that he should be left quite undisturbed." 

	"So far well; now, this is the question in hand, monseigneur. You have seen M. d'Artagnan in Paris, have you not?" 

	"Certes, and think him a man of intelligence, and even a man of heart; although he did bring about the death of our dear friends, Lyodot and D'Eymeris." 

	"Alas! yes, I heard of that. At Tours I met the courier who was bringing me the letter from Gourville, and the dispatches from Pellisson. Have you seriously reflected on that event, monsieur?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And in it you perceived a direct attack upon your sovereignty?" 

	"And do you believe it to be so?" 

	"Oh, yes, I think so." 

	"Well, I must confess, that sad idea occurred to me likewise." 

	"Do not blind yourself, monsieur, in the name of Heaven! Listen attentively to me,—I return to D'Artagnan." 

	"I am all attention." 

	"Under what circumstances did you see him?" 

	"He came here for money." 

	"With what kind of order?" 

	"With an order from the king." 

	"Direct?" 

	"Signed by his majesty." 

	"There, then! Well, D'Artagnan has been to Belle-Isle; he was disguised; he came in the character of some sort of an intendant, charged by his master to purchase salt-mines. Now, D'Artagnan has no other master but the king: he came, then, sent by the king. He saw Porthos." 

	"Who is Porthos?" 

	"I beg your pardon, I made a mistake. He saw M. du Vallon at Belle-Isle; and he knows, as well as you and I do, that Belle-Isle is fortified." 

	"And you think that the king sent him there?" said Fouquet, pensively. 

	"I certainly do." 

	"And D'Artagnan, in the hands of the king, is a dangerous instrument?" 

	"The most dangerous imaginable." 

	"Then I formed a correct opinion of him at the first glance." 

	"How so?" 

	"I wished to attach him to myself." 

	"If you judged him to be the bravest, the most acute, and the most adroit man in France, you judged correctly." 

	"He must be had then, at any price." 

	"D'Artagnan?" 

	"Is not that your opinion?" 

	"It may be my opinion, but you will never get him." 

	"Why?" 

	"Because we have allowed the time to go by. He was dissatisfied with the court, we should have profited by that; since that, he has passed into England; there he powerfully assisted in the restoration, there he gained a fortune, and, after all, he returned to the service of the king. Well, if he has returned to the service of the king, it is because he is well paid in that service." 

	"We will pay him even better, that is all." 

	"Oh! monsieur, excuse me; D'Artagnan has a high respect for his word, and where that is once engaged he keeps it." 

	"What do you conclude, then?" said Fouquet, with great inquietude. 

	"At present, the principal thing is to parry a dangerous blow." 

	"And how is it to be parried?" 

	"Listen." 

	"But D'Artagnan will come and render an account to the king of his mission." 

	"Oh, we have time enough to think about that." 

	"How so? You are much in advance of him, I presume?" 

	"Nearly ten hours." 

	"Well, in ten hours——" 

	Aramis shook his pale head. "Look at these clouds which flit across the heavens; at these swallows which cut the air. D'Artagnan moves more quickly than the clouds or the birds; D'Artagnan is the wind which carries them." 

	"A strange man!" 

	"I tell you, he is superhuman, monsieur. He is of my own age, and I have known him these five-and-thirty years." 

	"Well?" 

	"Well, listen to my calculation, monsieur. I sent M. du Vallon off to you two hours after midnight. M. du Vallon was eight hours in advance of me, when did M. du Vallon arrive?" 

	"About four hours ago." 

	"You see, then, that I gained four upon him; and yet Porthos is a staunch horseman, and he has left on the road eight dead horses, whose bodies I came to successively. I rode post fifty leagues; but I have the gout, the gravel, and what else I know not; so that fatigue kills me. I was obliged to dismount at Tours; since that, rolling along in a carriage, half dead, sometimes overturned, drawn upon the sides, and sometimes on the back of the carriage, always with four spirited horses at full gallop, I have arrived—arrived, gaining four hours upon Porthos; but, see you, D'Artagnan does not weigh three hundred-weight, as Porthos does; D'Artagnan has not the gout and gravel, as I have; he is not a horseman, he is a centaur. D'Artagnan, look you, set out for Belle-Isle when I set out for Paris; and D'Artagnan, notwithstanding my ten hours, advance, D'Artagnan will arrive within two hours after me." 

	"But, then, accidents?" 

	"He never meets with accidents." 

	"Horses may fail him." 

	"He will run as fast as a horse." 

	"Good God! what a man!" 

	"Yes, he is a man whom I love and admire. I love him because he is good, great, and loyal; I admire him because he represents in my eyes the culminating point of human power; but, whilst loving and admiring him, I fear him, and am on my guard against him. Now then, I resume, monsieur; in two hours D'Artagnan will be here; be beforehand with him. Go to the Louvre, and see the king, before he sees D'Artagnan." 

	"What shall I say to the king?" 

	"Nothing; give him Belle-Isle." 

	"Oh! Monsieur d'Herblay! Monsieur d'Herblay," cried Fouquet, "what projects crushed all at once!" 

	"After one project that has failed, there is always another project that may lead to fortune; we should never despair. Go, monsieur, and go at once." 

	"But that garrison, so carefully chosen, the king will change it directly." 

	"That garrison, monsieur, was the king's when it entered Belle-Isle; it is yours now; it is the same with all garrisons after a fortnight's occupation. Let things go on, monsieur. Do you see any inconvenience in having an army at the end of a year, instead of two regiments? Do you not see that your garrison of today will make you partisans at La Rochelle, Nantes, Bordeaux, Toulouse—in short, wherever they may be sent to? Go to the king, monsieur; go; time flies, and D'Artagnan, while we are losing time, is flying, like an arrow, along the high-road." 

	"Monsieur d'Herblay, you know that each word from you is a germ which fructifies in my thoughts. I will go to the Louvre." 

	"Instantly, will you not?" 

	"I only ask time to change my dress." 

	"Remember that D'Artagnan has no need to pass through Saint-Mande; but will go straight to the Louvre; that is cutting off an hour from the advantage that yet remains to us." 

	"D'Artagnan may have everything except my English horses. I shall be at the Louvre in twenty-five minutes." And, without losing a second, Fouquet gave orders for his departure. 

	Aramis had only time to say to him, "Return as quickly as you go; for I shall await you impatiently." 

	Five minutes after, the superintendent was flying along the road to Paris. During this time Aramis desired to be shown the chamber in which Porthos was sleeping. At the door of Fouquet's cabinet he was folded in the arms of Pellisson, who had just heard of his arrival, and had left his office to see him. Aramis received, with that friendly dignity which he knew so well how to assume, these caresses, respectful as earnest; but all at once stopping on the landing-place, "What is that I hear up yonder?" 

	There was, in fact, a hoarse, growling kind of noise, like the roar of a hungry tiger, or an impatient lion. "Oh, that is nothing," said Pellisson, smiling. 

	"Well; but——" 

	"It is M. du Vallon snoring." 

	"Ah! true," said Aramis. "I had forgotten. No one but he is capable of making such a noise. Allow me, Pellisson, to inquire if he wants anything." 

	"And you will permit me to accompany you?" 

	"Oh, certainly;" and both entered the chamber. Porthos was stretched upon the bed; his face was violet rather than red; his eyes were swelled; his mouth was wide open. The roaring which escaped from the deep cavities of his chest made the glass of the windows vibrate. To those developed and clearly defined muscles starting from his face, to his hair matted with sweat, to the energetic heaving of his chin and shoulders, it was impossible to refuse a certain degree of admiration. Strength carried to this point is semi-divine. The Herculean legs and feet of Porthos had, by swelling, burst his stockings; all the strength of his huge body was converted into the rigidity of stone. Porthos moved no more than does the giant of granite which reclines upon the plains of Agrigentum. According to Pellisson's orders, his boots had been cut off, for no human power could have pulled them off. Four lackeys had tried in vain, pulling at them as they would have pulled capstans; and yet all this did not awaken him. They had hacked off his boots in fragments, and his legs had fallen back upon the bed. They then cut off the rest of his clothes, carried him to a bath, in which they let him soak a considerable time. They then put on him clean linen, and placed him in a well-warmed bed—the whole with efforts and pains which might have roused a dead man, but which did not make Porthos open an eye, or interrupt for a second the formidable diapason of his snoring. Aramis wished on his part, with his nervous nature, armed with extraordinary courage, to outbrave fatigue, and employ himself with Gourville and Pellisson, but he fainted in the chair in which he had persisted sitting. He was carried into the adjoining room, where the repose of bed soon soothed his failing brain. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 75. In which Monsieur Fouquet acts 

	In the meantime Fouquet was hastening to the Louvre, at the best speed of his English horses. The king was at work with Colbert. All at once the king became thoughtful. The two sentences of death he had signed on mounting his throne sometimes recurred to his memory; they were two black spots which he saw with his eyes open; two spots of blood which he saw when his eyes were closed. "Monsieur," said he, rather sharply, to the intendant; "it sometimes seems to me that those two men you made me condemn were not very great culprits." 

	"Sire, they were picked out from the herd of the farmers of the financiers, which wanted decimating." 

	"Picked out by whom?" 

	"By necessity, sire," replied Colbert, coldly. 

	"Necessity!—a great word," murmured the young king. 

	"A great goddess, sire." 

	"They were devoted friends of the superintendent, were they not?" 

	"Yes, sire; friends who would have given up their lives for Monsieur Fouquet." 

	"They have given them, monsieur," said the king. 

	"That is true;—but uselessly, by good luck,—which was not their intention." 

	"How much money had these men fraudulently obtained?" 

	"Ten millions, perhaps; of which six have been confiscated." 

	"And is that money in my coffers?" said the king with a certain air of repugnance. 

	"It is there, sire; but this confiscation, whilst threatening M. Fouquet, has not touched him." 

	"You conclude, then, M. Colbert——" 

	"That if M. Fouquet has raised against your majesty a troop of factious rioters to extricate his friends from punishment, he will raise an army when he has in turn to extricate himself from punishment." 

	The king darted at his confidant one of those looks which resemble the livid fire of a flash of lightning, one of those looks which illuminate the darkness of the basest consciences. "I am astonished," said he, "that, thinking such things of M. Fouquet, you did not come to give me your counsels thereupon." 

	"Counsels upon what, sire?" 

	"Tell me, in the first place, clearly and precisely, what you think, M. Colbert." 

	"Upon what subject, sire?" 

	"Upon the conduct of M. Fouquet." 

	"I think, sire, that M. Fouquet, not satisfied with attracting all the money to himself, as M. Mazarin did, and by that means depriving your majesty of one part of your power, still wishes to attract to himself all the friends of easy life and pleasure—of what idlers call poetry, and politicians, corruption. I, think that, by holding the subjects of your majesty in pay, he trespasses upon the royal prerogative, and cannot, if this continues so, be long in placing your majesty among the weak and the obscure." 

	"How would you qualify all these projects, M. Colbert?" 

	"The projects of M. Fouquet, sire?" 

	"Yes." 

	"They are called crimes of lese majeste." 

	"And what is done to criminals guilty of lese majeste?" 

	"They are arrested, tried, and punished." 

	"You are quite sure that M. Fouquet has conceived the idea of the crime you impute to him?" 

	"I can say more, sire, there is even a commencement of the execution of it." 

	"Well, then, I return to that which I was saying, M. Colbert." 

	"And you were saying, sire?" 

	"Give me counsel." 

	"Pardon me, sire, but in the first place, I have something to add." 

	"Say—what?" 

	"An evident, palpable, material proof of treason." 

	"And what is that?" 

	"I have just learnt that M. Fouquet is fortifying Belle-Isle." 

	"Ah, indeed!" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"Are you sure?" 

	"Perfectly. Do you know, sire, what soldiers there are in Belle-Isle?" 

	"No, ma foi! Do you?" 

	"I am ignorant, likewise, sire; I should therefore propose to your majesty to send somebody to Belle-Isle?" 

	"Who?" 

	"Me, for instance." 

	"And what would you do at Belle-Isle?" 

	"Inform myself whether, after the example of the ancient feudal lords, M. Fouquet was battlementing his walls." 

	"And with what purpose could he do that?" 

	"With the purpose of defending himself some day against his king." 

	"But, if it be thus, M. Colbert," said Louis, "we must immediately do as you say; M. Fouquet must be arrested." 

	"That is impossible." 

	"I thought I had already told you, monsieur, that I suppressed that word in my service." 

	"The service of your majesty cannot prevent M. Fouquet from being surintendant-general." 

	"Well?" 

	"That, in consequence of holding that post, he has for him all the parliament, as he has all the army by his largesses, literature by his favors, and the noblesse by his presents." 

	"That is to say, then, that I can do nothing against M. Fouquet?" 

	"Absolutely nothing,—at least at present, sire." 

	"You are a sterile counselor, M. Colbert." 

	"Oh, no, sire; for I will not confine myself to pointing out the peril to your majesty." 

	"Come, then, where shall we begin to undermine this Colossus; let us see;" and his majesty began to laugh bitterly. 

	"He has grown great by money; kill him by money, sire." 

	"If I were to deprive him of his charge?" 

	"A bad means, sire." 

	"The good—the good, then?" 

	"Ruin him, sire, that is the way. 

	"But how?" 

	"Occasions will not be wanting, take advantage of all occasions." 

	"Point them out to me." 

	"Here is one at once. His royal highness Monsieur is about to be married; his nuptials must be magnificent. That is a good occasion for your majesty to demand a million of M. Fouquet. M. Fouquet, who pays twenty thousand livres down when he need not pay more than five thousand, will easily find that million when your majesty demands it." 

	"That is all very well; I will demand it," said Louis. 

	"If your majesty will sign the ordonnance I will have the money got together myself." And Colbert pushed a paper before the king, and presented a pen to him. 

	At that moment the usher opened the door and announced monsieur le surintendant. Louis turned pale. Colbert let the pen fall, and drew back from the king, over whom he extended his black wings like an evil spirit. The superintendent made his entrance like a man of the court, to whom a single glance was sufficient to make him appreciate the situation. That situation was not very encouraging for Fouquet, whatever might be his consciousness of strength. The small black eye of Colbert, dilated by envy, and the limpid eye of Louis XIV., inflamed by anger, signalled some pressing danger. Courtiers are, with regard to court rumors, like old soldiers, who distinguish through the blasts of wind and bluster of leaves the sound of the distant steps of an armed troop. They can, after having listened, tell pretty nearly how many men are marching, how many arms resound, how many cannons roll. Fouquet had then only to interrogate the silence which his arrival had produced; he found it big with menacing revelations. The king allowed him time enough to advance as far as the middle of the chamber. His adolescent modesty commanded this forbearance of the moment. Fouquet boldly seized the opportunity. 

	"Sire," said he, "I was impatient to see your majesty." 

	"What for?" asked Louis. 

	"To announce some good news to you." 

	Colbert, minus grandeur of person, less largeness of heart, resembled Fouquet in many points. He had the same penetration, the same knowledge of men; moreover, that great power of self-compression which gives to hypocrites time to reflect, and gather themselves up to take a spring. He guessed that Fouquet was going to meet the blow he was about to deal him. His eyes glittered ominously. 

	"What news?" asked the king. Fouquet placed a roll of papers on the table. 

	"Let your majesty have the goodness to cast your eyes over this work," said he. The king slowly unfolded the paper. 

	"Plans?" said he. 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"And what are these plans?" 

	"A new fortification, sire." 

	"Ah, ah!" said the king, "you amuse yourself with tactics and strategies, then, M. Fouquet?" 

	"I occupy myself with everything that may be useful to the reign of your majesty," replied Fouquet. 

	"Beautiful descriptions!" said the king, looking at the design. 

	"Your majesty comprehends, without doubt," said Fouquet, bending over the paper; "here is the circle of the walls, here are the forts, there the advanced works." 

	"And what do I see here, monsieur?" 

	"The sea." 

	"The sea all round?" 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"And what is, then, the name of this place of which you show me the plan?" 

	"Sire, it is Belle-Isle-en-Mer," replied Fouquet with simplicity. 

	At this word, at this name, Colbert made so marked a movement, that the king turned round to enforce the necessity for reserve. Fouquet did not appear to be the least in the world concerned by the movement of Colbert, or the king's signal. 

	"Monsieur," continued Louis, "you have then fortified Belle-Isle?" 

	"Yes, sire; and I have brought the plan and the accounts to your majesty," replied Fouquet, "I have expended sixteen hundred thousand livres in this operation." 

	"What to do?" replied Louis, coldly, having taken the initiative from a malicious look of the intendant. 

	"For an aim very easy to seize," replied, Fouquet. "Your majesty was on cool terms with Great Britain." 

	"Yes; but since the restoration of King Charles II. I have formed an alliance with him." 

	"A month since, sire, your majesty has truly said; but it is more than six months since the fortifications of Belle-Isle were begun." 

	"Then they have become useless." 

	"Sire, fortifications are never useless. I fortified Belle-Isle against MM. Monk and Lambert and all those London citizens who were playing at soldiers. Belle-Isle will be ready fortified against the Dutch, against whom either England or your majesty cannot fail to make war." 

	The king was again silent, and looked askant at Colbert. "Belle-Isle, I believe," added Louis, "is yours, M. Fouquet?" 

	"No, sire." 

	"Whose then?" 

	"Your majesty's." 

	Colbert was seized with as much terror as if a gulf had opened beneath his feet. Louis started with admiration, either at the genius or the devotion of Fouquet. 

	"Explain yourself, monsieur," said he. 

	"Nothing more easy, sire; Belle-Isle is one of my estates; I have fortified it at my own expense. But as nothing in the world can oppose a subject making an humble present to his king, I offer your majesty the proprietorship of the estate, of which you will leave me the usufruct. Belle-Isle, as a place of war, ought to be occupied by the king. Your majesty will be able, henceforth, to keep a safe garrison there." 

	Colbert felt almost sinking down upon the floor. To keep himself from falling, he was obliged to hold by the columns of the wainscoting. 

	"This is a piece of great skill in the art of war that you have exhibited here, monsieur," said Louis. 

	"Sire, the initiative did not come from me," replied Fouquet: "many others have inspired me with it. The plans themselves have been made by one of the most distinguished engineers." 

	"His name?" 

	"M. du Vallon." 

	"M. du Vallon?" resumed Louis, "I do not know him. It is much to be lamented, M. Colbert," continued he, "that I do not know the names of the men of talent who do honor to my reign." And while saying these words he turned towards Colbert. The latter felt himself crushed, the sweat flowed from his brow, no word presented itself to his lips, he suffered an inexpressible martyrdom. "You will recollect that name," added Louis XIV. 

	Colbert bowed, but was paler than his ruffles of Flemish lace. Fouquet continued: 

	"The masonries are of Roman concrete; the architects amalgamated it for me after the best accounts of antiquity." 

	"And the cannon?" asked Louis. 

	"Oh! sire, that concerns your majesty; it did not become me to place cannon in my own house, unless your majesty had told me it was yours." 

	Louis began to float, undetermined between the hatred which this so powerful man inspired him with, and the pity he felt for the other, so cast down, who seemed to him the counterfeit of the former. But the consciousness of his kingly duty prevailed over the feelings of the man, and he stretched out his finger to the paper. 

	"It must have cost you a great deal of money to carry these plans into execution," said he. 

	"I believe I had the honor of telling your majesty the amount." 

	"Repeat it if you please, I have forgotten it." 

	"Sixteen hundred thousand livres." 

	"Sixteen hundred thousand livres! you are enormously rich, monsieur." 

	"It is your majesty who is rich, since Belle-Isle is yours." 

	"Yes, thank you; but however rich I may be, M. Fouquet——" The king stopped. 

	"Well, sire?" asked the superintendent. 

	"I foresee the moment when I shall want money." 

	"You, sire? And at what moment, then?" 

	"To-morrow, for example." 

	"Will your majesty do me the honor to explain yourself?" 

	"My brother is going to marry the English Princess." 

	"Well, sire?" 

	"Well, I ought to give the bride a reception worthy of the granddaughter of Henry IV." 

	"That is but just, sire." 

	"Then I shall want money." 

	"No doubt." 

	"I shall want——" Louis hesitated. The sum he was going to demand was the same that he had been obliged to refuse Charles II. He turned towards Colbert, that he might give the blow. 

	"I shall want, to-morrow——" repeated he, looking at Colbert. 

	"A million," said the latter, bluntly; delighted to take his revenge. 

	Fouquet turned his back upon the intendant to listen to the king. He did not turn round, but waited till the king repeated, or rather murmured, "A million." 

	"Oh! sire," replied Fouquet disdainfully, "a million! What will your majesty do with a million?" 

	"It appears to me, nevertheless——" said Louis XIV. 

	"That is not more than is spent at the nuptials of one of the most petty princes of Germany." 

	"Monsieur!" 

	"Your majesty must have two millions at least. The horses alone would run away with five hundred thousand livres. I shall have the honor of sending your majesty sixteen hundred thousand livres this evening." 

	"How," said the king, "sixteen hundred thousand livres?" 

	"Look, sire," replied Fouquet, without even turning towards Colbert, "I know that wants four hundred thousand livres of the two millions. But this monsieur of l'intendance" (pointing over his shoulder to Colbert who, if possible, became paler, behind him) "has in his coffers nine hundred thousand livres of mine." 

	The king turned round to look at Colbert. 

	"But——" said the latter. 

	"Monsieur," continued Fouquet, still speaking indirectly to Colbert, "monsieur has received a week ago sixteen hundred thousand livres; he has paid a hundred thousand livres to the guards, sixty-four thousand livres to the hospitals, twenty-five thousand to the Swiss, a hundred and thirty thousand for provisions, a thousand for arms, ten thousand for accidental expenses; I do not err, then, in reckoning upon nine hundred thousand livres that are left." Then turning towards Colbert, like a disdainful head of office towards his inferior, "Take care, monsieur," said he, "that those nine hundred thousand livres be remitted to his majesty this evening, in gold." 

	"But," said the king, "that will make two millions five hundred thousand livres." 

	"Sire, the five hundred thousand livres over will serve as pocket money for his Royal Highness. You understand, Monsieur Colbert, this evening before eight o'clock." 

	And with these words, bowing respectfully to the king, the superintendent made his exit backwards, without honoring with a single look the envious man, whose head he had just half shaved. 

	Colbert tore his ruffles to pieces in his rage, and bit his lips till they bled. 

	Fouquet had not passed the door of the cabinet, when an usher pushing by him, exclaimed: "A courier from Bretagne for his majesty." 

	"M. d'Herblay was right," murmured Fouquet, pulling out his watch; "an hour and fifty-five minutes. It was quite true." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 76. In which D'Artagnan finishes by at length placing his Hand upon his Captain's Commission 

	The reader guesses beforehand whom the usher preceded in announcing the courier from Bretagne. This messenger was easily recognized. It was D'Artagnan, his clothes dusty, his face inflamed, his hair dripping with sweat, his legs stiff; he lifted his feet painfully at every step, on which resounded the clink of his blood-stained spurs. He perceived in the doorway he was passing through, the superintendent coming out. Fouquet bowed with a smile to him who, an hour before, was bringing him ruin and death. D'Artagnan found in his goodness of heart, and in his inexhaustible vigor of body, enough presence of mind to remember the kind reception of this man; he bowed then, also, much more from benevolence and compassion, than from respect. He felt upon his lips the word which had so many times been repeated to the Duc de Guise: "Fly." But to pronounce that word would have been to betray his cause; to speak that word in the cabinet of the king, and before an usher, would have been to ruin himself gratuitously, and could save nobody. D'Artagnan then contented himself with bowing to Fouquet and entered. At this moment the king floated between the joy the last words of Fouquet had given him, and his pleasure at the return of D'Artagnan. Without being a courtier, D'Artagnan had a glance as sure and as rapid as if he had been one. He read, on his entrance, devouring humiliation on the countenance of Colbert. He even heard the king say these words to him;— 

	"Ah! Monsieur Colbert, you have then nine hundred thousand livres at the intendance?" Colbert, suffocated, bowed, but made no reply. All this scene entered into the mind of D'Artagnan, by the eyes and ears, at once. 

	The first word of Louis to his musketeer, as if he wished it to contrast with what he was saying at the moment, was a kind "good day." His second was to send away Colbert. The latter left the king's cabinet, pallid and tottering, whilst D'Artagnan twisted up the ends of his mustache. 

	"I love to see one of my servants in this disorder," said the king, admiring the martial stains upon the clothes of his envoy. 

	"I thought, sire, my presence at the Louvre was sufficiently urgent to excuse my presenting myself thus before you." 

	"You bring me great news, then, monsieur?" 

	"Sire, the thing is this, in two words: Belle-Isle is fortified, admirably fortified; Belle-Isle has a double enciete, a citadel, two detached forts; its ports contain three corsairs; and the side batteries only await their cannon." 

	"I know all that, monsieur," replied the king. 

	"What! your majesty knows all that?" replied the musketeer, stupefied. 

	"I have the plan of the fortifications of Belle-Isle," said the king. 

	"Your majesty has the plan?" 

	"Here it is." 

	"It is really correct, sire: I saw a similar one on the spot." 

	D'Artagnan's brow became clouded. 

	"Ah! I understand all. Your majesty did not trust to me alone, but sent some other person," said he in a reproachful tone. 

	"Of what importance is the manner, monsieur, in which I have learnt what I know, so that I know it?" 

	"Sire, sire," said the musketeer, without seeking even to conceal his dissatisfaction; "but I must be permitted to say to your majesty, that it is not worth while to make me use such speed, to risk twenty times the breaking of my neck, to salute me on my arrival with such intelligence. Sire, when people are not trusted, or are deemed insufficient, they should scarcely be employed." And D'Artagnan, with a movement perfectly military, stamped with his foot, and left upon the floor dust stained with blood. The king looked at him, inwardly enjoying his first triumph. 

	"Monsieur," said he, at the expiration of a minute, "not only is Belle-Isle known to me, but, still further, Belle-Isle is mine." 

	"That is well! that is well, sire, I ask but one thing more," replied D'Artagnan.—"My discharge." 

	"What! your discharge?" 

	"Without doubt I am too proud to eat the bread of the king without earning it, or rather by gaining it badly.—My discharge, sire!" 

	"Oh, oh!" 

	"I ask for my discharge, or I will take it." 

	"You are angry, monsieur?" 

	"I have reason, mordioux! Thirty-two hours in the saddle, I ride night and day, I perform prodigies of speed, I arrive stiff as the corpse of a man who has been hung—and another arrives before me! Come, sire, I am a fool!—My discharge, sire!" 

	"Monsieur d'Artagnan," said Louis, leaning his white hand upon the dusty arm of the musketeer, "what I tell you will not at all affect that which I promised you. A king's word given must be kept." And the king going straight to his table, opened a drawer, and took out a folded paper. "Here is your commission of captain of musketeers; you have won it, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	D'Artagnan opened the paper eagerly, and scanned it twice. He could scarcely believe his eyes. 

	"And this commission is given you," continued the king, "not only on account of your journey to Belle-Isle, but, moreover, for your brave intervention at the Place de Greve. There, likewise, you served me valiantly." 

	"Ah, ah!" said D'Artagnan, without his self-command being able to prevent a blush from mounting to his eyes—"you know that also, sire?" 

	"Yes, I know it." 

	The king possessed a piercing glance and an infallible judgment, when it was his object to read men's minds. "You have something to say," said he to the musketeer, "something to say which you do not say. Come, speak freely, monsieur; you know that I told you, once for all, that you are to be always quite frank with me." 

	"Well, sire! what I have to say is this, that I would prefer being made captain of musketeers for having charged a battery at the head of my company, or taken a city, than for causing two wretches to be hung." 

	"Is this quite true you tell me?" 

	"And why should your majesty suspect me of dissimulation, I ask?" 

	"Because I know you well, monsieur; you cannot repent of having drawn your sword for me." 

	"Well, in that your majesty is deceived, and greatly; yes, I do repent of having drawn my sword on account of the results that action produced; the poor men who were hung, sire, were neither your enemies nor mine; and they could not defend themselves." 

	The king preserved silence for a moment. "And your companion, M. d'Artagnan, does he partake of your repentance?" 

	"My companion?" 

	"Yes, you were not alone, I have been told." 

	"Alone, where?" 

	"At the Place de Greve." 

	"No, sire, no," said D'Artagnan, blushing at the idea that the king might have a suspicion that he, D'Artagnan, had wished to engross to himself all the glory that belonged to Raoul; "no, mordioux! and as your majesty says, I had a companion, and a good companion, too." 

	"A young man?" 

	"Yes, sire; a young man. Oh! your majesty must accept my compliments, you are as well informed of things out of doors as things within. It is M. Colbert who makes all these fine reports to the king." 

	"M. Colbert has said nothing but good of you, M. d'Artagnan, and he would have met with a bad reception if he had come to tell me anything else." 

	"That is fortunate!" 

	"But he also said much good of that young man." 

	"And with justice," said the musketeer. 

	"In short, it appears that this young man is a fire-eater," said Louis, in order to sharpen the sentiment which he mistook for envy. 

	"A fire-eater! Yes, sire," repeated D'Artagnan, delighted on his part to direct the king's attention to Raoul. 

	"Do you not know his name?" 

	"Well, I think——" 

	"You know him then?" 

	"I have known him nearly five-and-twenty years, sire." 

	"Why, he is scarcely twenty-five years old!" cried the king. 

	"Well, sire! I have known him ever since he was born, that is all." 

	"Do you affirm that?" 

	"Sire," said D'Artagnan, "your majesty questions me with a mistrust in which I recognize another character than your own. M. Colbert, who has so well informed you, has he not forgotten to tell you that this young man is the son of my most intimate friend?" 

	"The Vicomte de Bragelonne?" 

	"Certainly, sire. The father of the Vicomte de Bragelonne is M. le Comte de la Fere, who so powerfully assisted in the restoration of king Charles II. Bragelonne comes of a valiant race, sire." 

	"Then he is the son of that nobleman who came to me, or rather to M. Mazarin, on the part of King Charles II., to offer me his alliance?" 

	"Exactly, sire." 

	"And the Comte de la Fere is a great soldier, say you?" 

	"Sire, he is a man who has drawn his sword more times for the king, your father, than there are, at present, months in the happy life of your majesty." 

	It was Louis XIV. who now bit his lip. 

	"That is well, M. d'Artagnan, very well! And M. le Comte de la Fere is your friend, say you?" 

	"For about forty years; yes, sire. Your majesty may see that I do not speak to you of yesterday." 

	"Should you be glad to see this young man, M. d'Artagnan?" 

	"Delighted, sire." 

	The king touched his bell, and an usher appeared. "Call M. de Bragelonne," said the king. 

	"Ah! ah! he is here?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"He is on guard to-day, at the Louvre, with the company of the gentlemen of monsieur le prince." 

	The king had scarcely ceased speaking, when Raoul presented himself, and, on seeing D'Artagnan, smiled on him with that charming smile which is only found upon the lips of youth. 

	"Come, come," said D'Artagnan, familiarly, to Raoul, "the king will allow you to embrace me; only tell his majesty you thank him." 

	Raoul bowed so gracefully, that Louis, to whom all superior qualities were pleasing when they did not overshadow his own, admired his beauty, strength and modesty. 

	"Monsieur," said the king, addressing Raoul, "I have asked monsieur le prince to be kind enough to give you up to me; I have received his reply, and you belong to me from this morning. Monsieur le prince was a good master, but I hope you will not lose by the exchange." 

	"Yes, yes, Raoul, be satisfied; the king has some good in him," said D'Artagnan, who had fathomed the character of Louis, and who played with his self-love, within certain limits; always observing, be it understood, the proprieties and flattering, even when he appeared to be bantering. 

	"Sire," said Bragelonne, with a voice soft and musical, and with the natural and easy elocution he inherited from his father, "sire, it is not from to-day that I belong to your majesty." 

	"Oh! no, I know," said the king, "you mean your enterprise of the Greve. That day, you were truly mine, monsieur." 

	"Sire, it is not of that day I would speak; it would not become me to refer to so paltry a service in the presence of such a man as M. d'Artagnan. I would speak of a circumstance which created an epoch in my life, and which consecrated me, from the age of sixteen, to the devoted service of your majesty." 

	"Ah! ah!" said the king, "what was that circumstance? Tell me, monsieur." 

	"This is it, sire.—When I was setting out on my first campaign, that is to say, to join the army of monsieur le prince, M. le Comte de la Fere came to conduct me as far as Saint-Denis, where the remains of King Louis XIII. wait, upon the lowest steps of the funeral basilique, a successor, whom God will not send him, I hope, for many years. Then he made me swear upon the ashes of our masters, to serve royalty, represented by you—incarnate in you, sire—to serve it in word, in thought, and in action. I swore, and God and the dead were witnesses to my oath. During ten years, sire, I have not so often as I desired had occasion to keep it. I am a soldier of your majesty, and nothing else; and, on calling me nearer to you, I do not change my master, I only change my garrison." 

	Raoul was silent, and bowed. Louis still listened after he had done speaking. 

	"Mordioux!" cried D'Artagnan, "that was well spoken! was it not, your majesty? A good race! a noble race!" 

	"Yes," murmured the agitated king, without, however, daring to manifest his emotion, for it had no other cause than contact with a nature intrinsically noble. "Yes, monsieur, you say truly:—wherever you were, you were the king's. But in changing your garrison, believe me you will find an advancement of which you are worthy." 

	Raoul saw that this ended what the king had to say to him. And with the perfect tact which characterized his refined nature, he bowed and retired. 

	"Is there anything else, monsieur, of which you have to inform me?" said the king, when he found himself again alone with D'Artagnan. 

	"Yes, sire, and I kept that news for the last, for it is sad, and will clothe European royalty in mourning." 

	"What do you tell me?" 

	"Sire, in passing through Blois, a word, a sad word, echoed from the palace, struck my ear." 

	"In truth, you terrify me, M. d'Artagnan." 

	"Sire, this word was pronounced to me by a piqueur, who wore crape on his arm." 

	"My uncle, Gaston of Orleans, perhaps." 

	"Sire, he has rendered his last sigh." 

	"And I was not warned of it!" cried the king, whose royal susceptibility saw an insult in the absence of this intelligence. 

	"Oh! do not be angry, sire," said D'Artagnan; "neither the couriers of Paris, nor the couriers of the whole world, can travel with your servant; the courier from Blois will not be here these two hours, and he rides well, I assure you, seeing that I only passed him on the thither side of Orleans." 

	"My uncle Gaston," murmured Louis, pressing his hand to his brow, and comprising in those three words all that his memory recalled of that symbol of opposing sentiments. 

	"Eh! yes, sire, it is thus," said D'Artagnan, philosophically replying to the royal thought, "it is thus the past flies away." 

	"That is true, monsieur, that is true; but there remains for us, thank God! the future; and we will try to make it not too dark." 

	"I feel confidence in your majesty on that head," said D'Artagnan, bowing, "and now——" 

	"You are right, monsieur; I had forgotten the hundred leagues you have just ridden. Go, monsieur, take care of one of the best of soldiers, and when you have reposed a little, come and place yourself at my disposal." 

	"Sire, absent or present, I am always yours." 

	D'Artagnan bowed and retired. Then, as if he had only come from Fontainebleau, he quickly traversed the Louvre to rejoin Bragelonne. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 77. A Lover and his Mistress 

	Whilst the wax-lights were burning in the castle of Blois, around the inanimate body of Gaston of Orleans, that last representative of the past; whilst the bourgeois of the city were thinking out his epitaph, which was far from being a panegyric; whilst madame the dowager, no longer remembering that in her young days she had loved that senseless corpse to such a degree as to fly the paternal palace for his sake, was making, within twenty paces of the funeral apartment, her little calculations of interest and her little sacrifices of pride; other interests and other prides were in agitation in all the parts of the castle into which a living soul could penetrate. Neither the lugubrious sounds of the bells, nor the voices of the chanters, nor the splendor of the waxlights through the windows, nor the preparations for the funeral, had power to divert the attention of two persons, placed at a window of the interior court—-a window that we are acquainted with, and which lighted a chamber forming part of what were called the little apartments. For the rest, a joyous beam of the sun, for the sun appeared to care little for the loss France had just suffered; a sunbeam, we say, descended upon them, drawing perfumes from the neighboring flowers, and animating the walls themselves. These two persons, so occupied, not by the death of the duke, but by the conversation which was the consequence of that death, were a young woman and a young man. The latter personage, a man of from twenty-five to twenty-six years of age, with a mien sometimes lively and sometimes dull, making good use of two large eyes, shaded with long eye-lashes, was short of stature and swart of skin; he smiled with an enormous, but well-furnished mouth, and his pointed chin, which appeared to enjoy a mobility nature does not ordinarily grant to that portion of the countenance, leant from time to time very lovingly towards his interlocutrix, who, we must say did not always draw back so rapidly as strict propriety had a right to require. The young girl—we know her, for we have already seen her, at that very same window by the light of that same sun—the young girl presented a singular mixture of shyness and reflection; she was charming when she laughed, beautiful when she became serious; but, let us hasten to say, she was more frequently charming than beautiful. These two appeared to have attained the culminating point of a discussion—half-bantering, half-serious. 

	"Now, Monsieur Malicorne," said the young girl, "does it, at length, please you that we should talk reasonably?" 

	"You believe that that is very easy, Mademoiselle Aure," replied the young man. "To do what we like, when we can only do what we are able——" 

	"Good! there he is bewildered in his phrases." 

	"Who, I?" 

	"Yes, you quit that lawyer's logic, my dear." 

	"Another impossibility. Clerk I am, Mademoiselle de Montalais." 

	"Demoiselle I am, Monsieur Malicorne." 

	"Alas, I know it well, and you overwhelm me by your rank; so I will say no more to you." 

	"Well, no, I don't overwhelm you; say what you have to tell me—say—it, I insist upon it." 

	"Well, I obey you." 

	"That is truly fortunate." 

	"Monsieur is dead." 

	"Ah, peste! there's news! And where do you come from, to be able to tell us that?" 

	"I come from Orleans, mademoiselle." 

	"And is that all the news you bring?" 

	"Ah, no; I am come to tell you that Madame Henrietta of England is coming to marry the king's brother." 

	"Indeed, Malicorne, you are insupportable with your news of the last century. Now, mind, if you persist in this bad habit of laughing at people, I will have you turned out." 

	"Oh!" 

	"Yes; for really you exasperate me." 

	"There, there. Patience, mademoiselle." 

	"You want to make yourself of consequence; I know well enough why. Go!" 

	"Tell me, and I will answer you frankly, yes, if the thing be true." 

	"You know that I am anxious to have that commission of lady of honor, which I have been foolish enough to ask of you, and you do not use your credit." 

	"Who, I?" Malicorne cast down his eyes, joined his hands, and assumed his sullen air. "And what credit can the poor clerk of a procurer have, pray?" 

	"Your father has not twenty thousand livres a year for nothing, M. Malicorne." 

	"A provincial fortune, Mademoiselle de Montalais." 

	"Your father is not in the secrets of monsieur le prince for nothing." 

	"An advantage which is confined to lending monseigneur money." 

	"In a word, you are not the most cunning young fellow in the province for nothing." 

	"You flatter me " 

	"Who, I?" 

	"Yes, you." 

	"How so?" 

	"Since I maintain that I have no credit, and you maintain I have." 

	"Well, then,—my commission?" 

	"Well,—your commission?" 

	"Shall I have it, or shall I not?" 

	"You shall have it." 

	"Ay, but when?" 

	"When you like." 

	"Where is it, then?" 

	"In my pocket." 

	"How—in your pocket?" 

	"Yes." 

	And, with a smile, Malicorne drew from his pocket a letter, upon which mademoiselle seized as a prey, and which she read eagerly. As she read, her face brightened. 

	"Malicorne," cried she, after having read it, "in truth, you are a good lad." 

	"What for, mademoiselle?" 

	"Because you might have been paid for this commission, and you have not." And she burst into a loud laugh, thinking to put the clerk out of countenance; but Malicorne sustained the attack bravely. 

	"I do not understand you," said he. It was now Montalais who was disconcerted in her turn. "I have declared my sentiments to you," continued Malicorne. "You have told me three times, laughing all the while, that you did not love me; you have embraced me once without laughing, and that is all I want." 

	"All?" said the proud and coquettish Montalais, in a tone through which wounded pride was visible. 

	"Absolutely all, mademoiselle," replied Malicorne. 

	"Ah!"—And this monosyllable indicated as much anger as the young man might have expected gratitude. He shook his head quietly. 

	"Listen, Montalais," said he, without heeding whether that familiarity pleased his mistress or not; "let us not dispute about it." 

	"And why not?" 

	"Because during the year which I have known you, you might have had me turned out of doors twenty times if I did not please you." 

	"Indeed; and on what account should I have had you turned out?" 

	"Because I had been sufficiently impertinent for that." 

	"Oh, that,—yes, that's true." 

	"You see plainly that you are forced to avow it," said Malicorne. 

	"Monsieur Malicorne!" 

	"Don't let us be angry; if you have retained me, then it has not been without cause." 

	"It is not, at least, because I love you," cried Montalais. 

	"Granted. I will even say that, at this moment, I am certain that you hate me." 

	"Oh, you have never spoken so truly." 

	"Well, on my part I detest you." 

	"Ah! I take the act." 

	"Take it. You find me brutal and foolish; on my part I find you have a harsh voice, and your face is too often distorted with anger. At this moment you would allow yourself to be thrown out of that window rather than allow me to kiss the tip of your finger; I would precipitate myself from the top of the balcony rather than touch the hem of your robe. But, in five minutes, you will love me, and I shall adore you. Oh, it is just so." 

	"I doubt it." 

	"And I swear it." 

	"Coxcomb!" 

	"And then, that is not the true reason. You stand in need of me, Aure, and I of you. When it pleases you to be gay, I make you laugh; when it suits me to be loving, I look at you. I have given you a commission of lady of honor which you wished for; you will give me, presently, something I wish for." 

	"I will?" 

	"Yes, you will; but, at this moment, my dear Aure, I declare to you that I wish for absolutely nothing, so be at ease." 

	"You are a frightful man, Malicorne; I was going to rejoice at getting this commission, and thus you quench my joy." 

	"Good; there is no time lost,—you will rejoice when I am gone." 

	"Go, then; and after——" 

	"So be it; but in the first place, a piece of advice." 

	"What is it?" 

	"Resume your good-humor,—you are ugly when you pout." 

	"Coarse!" 

	"Come, let us tell the truth to each other, while we are about it." 

	"Oh, Malicorne! Bad-hearted man!" 

	"Oh, Montalais! Ungrateful girl!" 

	The young man leant with his elbow upon the window-frame; Montalais took a book and opened it. Malicorne stood up, brushed his hat with his sleeve; smoothed down his black doublet,—Montalais, though pretending to read, looked at him out of the corner of her eye. 

	"Good!" cried she, furious, "he has assumed his respectful air—and he will pout for a week." 

	"A fortnight, mademoiselle," said Malicorne, bowing. 

	Montalais lifted up her little doubled fist. "Monster!" said she; "oh! that I were a man!" 

	"What would you do to me?" 

	"I would strangle you." 

	"Ah! very well, then," said Malicorne; "I believe I begin to desire something." 

	"And what do you desire, Monsieur Demon? That I should lose my soul from anger?" 

	Malicorne was rolling his hat respectfully between his fingers; but, all at once, he let fall his hat, seized the young girl by the shoulders, pulled her towards him and sealed her mouth with two lips that were very warm, for a man pretending to so much indifference. Aure would have cried out, but the cry was stifled in the kiss. Nervous and, apparently, angry, the young girl pushed Malicorne against the wall. 

	"Good!" said Malicorne, philosophically, "that's enough for six weeks. Adieu, mademoiselle, accept my very humble salutation." And he made three steps towards the door. 

	"Well! no,—you shall not go!" cried, Montalais, stamping with her little foot. "Stay where you are! I order you!" 

	"You order me?" 

	"Yes; am I not mistress?" 

	"Of my heart and soul, without doubt." 

	"A pretty property! ma foi! The soul is silly and the heart dry." 

	"Beware, Montalais, I know you," said Malicorne; "you are going to fall in love with your humble servant." 

	"Well, yes!" said she, hanging round his neck with childish indolence, rather than with loving abandonment. "Well, yes! for I must thank you at least." 

	"And for what?" 

	"For the commission, is it not my whole future?" 

	"And mine." 

	Montalais looked at him. 

	"It is frightful," said she, "that one can never guess whether you are speaking seriously or not." 

	"I cannot speak more seriously. I was going to Paris,—you are going there,—we are going there." 

	"And so it was for that motive only you have served me, selfish fellow!" 

	"What would you have me say, Aure? I cannot live without you." 

	"Well! in truth, it is just so with me; you are, nevertheless, it must be confessed, a very bad-hearted young man." 

	"Aure, my dear Aure, take care! if you take to calling names again, you know the effect they produce upon me, and I shall adore you." And so saying, Malicorne drew the young girl a second time towards him. But at that instant a step resounded on the staircase. The young people were so close, that they would have been surprised in the arms of each other, if Montalais had not violently pushed Malicorne, with his back against the door, just then opening. A loud cry, followed by angry reproaches, immediately resounded. It was Madame de Saint-Remy who uttered the cry and the angry words. The unlucky Malicorne almost crushed her between the wall and the door she was coming in at. 

	"It is again that good-for-nothing!" cried the old lady. "Always here!" 

	"Ah, madame!" replied Malicorne, in a respectful tone; "it is eight long days since I was here." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 78. In which we at length see the true Heroine of this History appear 

	Behind Madame de Saint-Remy stood Mademoiselle de la Valliere. She heard the explosion of maternal anger, and as she divined the cause of it, she entered the chamber trembling, and perceived the unlucky Malicorne, whose woeful countenance might have softened or set laughing whoever observed it coolly. He had promptly intrenched himself behind a large chair, as if to avoid the first attacks of Madame de Saint-Remy; he had no hopes of prevailing with words, for she spoke louder than he, and without stopping; but he reckoned upon the eloquence of his gestures. The old lady would neither listen to nor see anything; Malicorne had long been one of her antipathies. But her anger was too great not to overflow from Malicorne on his accomplice. Montalais had her turn. 

	"And you, mademoiselle; you may be certain I shall inform madame of what is going on in the apartment of one of her ladies of honor!" 

	"Oh, dear mother!" cried Mademoiselle de la Valliere, "for mercy's sake, spare——" 

	"Hold your tongue, mademoiselle, and do not uselessly trouble yourself to intercede for unworthy people; that a young maid of honor like you should be subjected to a bad example is, certes, a misfortune great enough; but that you should sanction it by your indulgence is what I will not allow." 

	"But in truth," said Montalais, rebelling again, "I do not know under what pretense you treat me thus. I am doing no harm, I suppose?" 

	"And that great good-for-nothing, mademoiselle," resumed Madame de Saint-Remy, pointing to Malicorne, "is he here to do any good, I ask you?" 

	"He is neither here for good nor harm, madame; he comes to see me, that is all." 

	"It is all very well! all very well!" said the old lady. "Her royal highness shall be informed of it, and she will judge." 

	"At all events, I do not see why," replied Montalais, "it should be forbidden M. Malicorne to have intentions towards me, if his intentions are honorable." 

	"Honorable intentions with such a face!" cried Madame de Saint-Remy. 

	"I thank you in the name of my face, madame," said Malicorne. 

	"Come, my daughter, come," continued Madame de Saint-Remy; "we will go and inform madame that at the very moment she is weeping for her husband, at the moment when we are all weeping for a master in this old castle of Blois, the abode of grief, there are people who amuse themselves with flirtations!" 

	"Oh!" cried both the accused, with one voice. 

	"A maid of honor! a maid of honor!" cried the old lady, lifting her hands towards heaven. 

	
"Well! it is there you are mistaken, madame," said Montalais, highly exasperated; "I am no longer a maid of honor, of madame's at least." 

	"Have you given in your resignation, mademoiselle? That is well! I cannot but applaud such a determination, and I do applaud it." 

	"I do not give in my resignation, madame; I take another service,—that is all." 

	"In the bourgeoisie or in the robe?" asked Madame de Saint-Remy, disdainfully. 

	"Please to learn, madame, that I am not a girl to serve either bourgeoises or robines, and that instead of the miserable court at which you vegetate, I am going to reside in a court almost royal." 

	"Ha, ha! a royal court," said Madame de Saint-Remy, forcing a laugh; "a royal court! What think you of that, my daughter?" 

	And she turned round towards Mademoiselle de la Valliere, whom she would by main force have dragged away from Montalais, and who, instead of obeying the impulse of Madame de Saint-Remy, looked first at her mother and then at Montalais with her beautiful conciliatory eyes. 

	"I did not say a royal court, madame," replied Montalais; "because Madame Henrietta of England, who is about to become the wife of S. A. R. Monsieur, is not a queen. I said almost royal, and I spoke correctly, since she will be sister-in-law to the king." 

	A thunderbolt falling upon the castle of Blois would not have astonished Madame de Saint-Remy more than the last sentence of Montalais. 

	"What do you say? of Son Altesse Royale Madame Henrietta?" stammered out the old lady. 

	"I say I am going to belong to her household, as maid of honor, that is what I say." 

	"As maid of honor!" cried, at the same time, Madame de Saint-Remy with despair, and Mademoiselle de la Valliere with delight. 

	"Yes, madame, as maid of honor." 

	The old lady's head sank down as if the blow had been too severe for her. But, almost immediately recovering herself, she launched a last projectile at her adversary. 

	"Oh! oh!" said she, "I have heard of many of these sorts of promises beforehand, which often lead people to flatter themselves with wild hopes, and at the last moment, when the time comes to keep the promises, and have the hopes realized, they are surprised to see the great credit upon which they reckoned vanish like smoke." 

	"Oh! madame, the credit of my protector is incontestable and his promises are as good as deeds." 

	"And would it be indiscreet to ask you the name of this powerful protector?" 

	"Oh! mon Dieu! no! it is that gentleman there," said Montalais, pointing to Malicorne, who, during this scene, had preserved the most imperturbable coolness, and the most comic dignity. 

	"Monsieur!" cried Madame de Saint-Remy, with an explosion of hilarity, "monsieur is your protector! Is the man whose credit is so powerful, and whose promises are as good as deeds, Monsieur Malicorne?" 

	Malicorne bowed. 

	As to Montalais, as her sole reply, she drew the brevet from her pocket, and showed it to the old lady. 

	"Here is the brevet," said she. 

	At once all was over. As soon as she had cast a rapid glance over this fortunate brevet, the good lady clasped her hands, an unspeakable expression of envy and despair contracted her countenance, and she was obliged to sit down to avoid fainting. Montalais was not malicious enough to rejoice extravagantly at her victory, or to overwhelm the conquered enemy, particularly when that enemy was the mother of her friend; she used then, but did not abuse, her triumph. Malicorne was less generous; he assumed noble poses in his fauteuil, and stretched himself out with a familiarity which, two hours earlier, would have drawn upon him threats of a caning. 

	"Maid of honor to the young madame!" repeated Madame de Saint-Remy, still but half convinced. 

	"Yes, madame, and through the protection of M. Malicorne, moreover." 

	"It is incredible!" repeated the old lady: "is it not incredible, Louise?" But Louise did not reply; she was sitting, thoughtful, almost sad; passing one hand over her beautiful brow she sighed heavily. 

	"Well, but, monsieur," said Madame de Saint-Remy, all at once, "how did you manage to obtain this post?" 

	"I asked for it, madame." 

	"Of whom?" 

	"One of my friends." 

	"And have you friends sufficiently powerful at court to give you such proofs of their credit?" 

	"It appears so." 

	"And may one ask the name of these friends?" 

	"I did not say I had many friends, madame, I said I had one friend." 

	"And that friend is called?" 

	"Peste! madame, you go too far! When one has a friend as powerful as mine, we do not publish his name in that fashion, in open day, in order that he may be stolen from us." 

	"You are right, monsieur, to be silent as to that name; for I think it would be pretty difficult for you to tell it." 

	"At all events," said Montalais, "if the friend does not exist, the brevet does, and that cuts short the question." 

	"Then, I conceive," said Madame de Saint-Remy, with the gracious smile of the cat who is going to scratch, "when I found monsieur here just now——" 

	"Well?" 

	"He brought you the brevet." 

	"Exactly, madame, you have guessed rightly." 

	"Well, then, nothing can be more moral or proper." 

	"I think so, madame." 

	"And I have been wrong, as it appears, in reproaching you, mademoiselle." 

	"Very wrong, madame; but I am so accustomed to your reproaches, that I pardon you these." 

	"In that case, let us begone, Louise; we have nothing to do but to retire. Well!" 

	"Madame!" said La Valliere, starting, "did you speak?" 

	"You do not appear to be listening, my child." 

	"No, madame, I was thinking." 

	"About what?" 

	"A thousand things." 

	"You bear me no ill-will, at least, Louise?" cried Montalais, pressing her hand. 

	"And why should I, my dear Aure?" replied the girl in a voice soft as a flute. 

	"Dame!" resumed Madame de Saint-Remy; "if she did bear you a little ill-will, poor girl, she could not be much blamed." 

	"And why should she bear me ill-will, good gracious?" 

	"It appears to me that she is of as good a family, and as pretty as you." 

	"Mother! mother!" cried Louise. 

	"Prettier a hundred times, madame—not of a better family; but that does not tell me why Louise should bear me ill-will." 

	"Do you think it will be very amusing for her to be buried alive at Blois, when you are going to shine at Paris?" 

	"But, madame, it is not I who prevent Louise following me thither; on the contrary, I should certainly be most happy if she came there." 

	"But it appears that M. Malicorne, who is all-powerful at court——" 

	"Ah! so much the worse, madame," said Malicorne, "every one for himself in this poor world." 

	"Malicorne! Malicorne!" said Montalais. Then stooping towards the young man:— 

	"Occupy Madame de Saint-Remy, either in disputing with her, or making it up with her; I must speak to Louise." And, at the same time, a soft pressure of the hand recompensed Malicorne for his future obedience. Malicorne went grumbling towards Madame de Saint-Remy, whilst Montalais said to her friend, throwing one arm around her neck:— 

	"What is the matter? Tell me. Is it true that you would not love me if I were to shine, as your mother says?" 

	"Oh, no!" said the young girl, with difficulty restraining her tears; "on the contrary, I rejoice at your good fortune." 

	"Rejoice! why, one would say you are ready to cry!" 

	"Do people never weep except from envy?" 

	"Oh! yes, I understand; I am going to Paris, and that word Paris recalls to your mind a certain cavalier——" 

	"Aure!" 

	"A certain cavalier who formerly lived near Blois, and who now resides at Paris." 

	"In truth, I know not what ails me, but I feel stifled." 

	"Weep, then, weep, as you cannot give me a smile!" 

	Louise raised her sweet face, which the tears, rolling down one after the other, illumined like diamonds. 

	"Come, confess," said Montalais. 

	"What shall I confess?" 

	"What makes you weep; people don't weep without cause. I am your friend; whatever you would wish me to do, I will do. Malicorne is more powerful than you would think. Do you wish to go to Paris?" 

	"Alas!" sighed Louise. 

	"Do you wish to come to Paris?" 

	"To remain here alone, in this old castle, I who have enjoyed the delightful habit of listening to your songs, of pressing your hand, of running about the park with you. Oh! how I shall be ennuyee! how quickly I shall die!" 

	"Do you wish to come to Paris?" 

	Louise breathed another sigh. 

	"You do not answer me." 

	"What would you that I should reply?" 

	"Yes or no; that is not very difficult I think." 

	"Oh! you are very fortunate, Montalais!" 

	"That is to say you would like to be in my place." 

	Louise was silent. 

	"Little obstinate thing!" said Montalais; "did ever any one keep her secrets from her friend thus? But confess that you would like to come to Paris, confess that you are dying with the wish to see Raoul again?" 

	"I cannot confess that." 

	"Then you are wrong." 

	"In what way?" 

	"Because——do you see this brevet?" 

	"To be sure I do." 

	"Well, I would have got you a similar one." 

	"By whose means?" 

	"Malicorne's." 

	"Aure, are you telling the truth? Is that possible?" 

	"Malicorne is there; and what he has done for me, he surely can do for you." 

	Malicorne had heard his name pronounced twice; he was delighted at having an opportunity of coming to a conclusion with Madame de Saint-Remy, and he turned round:— 

	"What is the question, mademoiselle?" 

	"Come hither, Malicorne," said Montalais, with an imperious gesture. Malicorne obeyed. 

	"A brevet like this," said Montalais. 

	"How so?" 

	"A brevet like this; that is plain enough. 

	"But——" 

	"I want one—I must have one!" 

	"Oh! oh! you must have one!" 

	"Yes." 

	"It is impossible, is it not, M. Malicorne?" said Louise, with her sweet, soft voice. 

	"If it is for you, mademoiselle——" 

	"For me. Yes, Monsieur Malicorne, it would be for me." 

	"And if Mademoiselle de Montalais asks it at the same time——" 

	"Mademoiselle de Montalais does not ask it, she requires it." 

	"Well! we will endeavor to obey you, mademoiselle." 

	"And you will have her named?" 

	"We will try." 

	"No evasive answers. Louise de la Valliere shall be maid of honor to Madame Henrietta within a week." 

	"How you talk!" 

	"Within a week, or else——" 

	"Well! or else?" 

	"You may take back your brevet, Monsieur Malicorne; I will not leave my friend." 

	"Dear Montalais!" 

	"That is right. Keep your brevet, Mademoiselle de la Valliere shall be a maid of honor." 

	"Is that true?" 

	"Quite true." 

	"I may then hope to go to Paris?" 

	"Depend upon it." 

	"Oh! Monsieur Malicorne, what joy!" cried Louise, clapping her hands, and bounding with pleasure. 

	"Little dissembler!" said Montalais, "try again to make me believe you are not in love with Raoul." 

	Louise blushed like a rose in June, but instead of replying, she ran and embraced her mother. "Madame," said she, "do you know that M. Malicorne is going to have me appointed maid of honor?" 

	"M. Malicorne is a prince in disguise," replied the old lady, "he is all-powerful, seemingly." 

	"Should you also like to be maid of honor?" asked Malicorne of Madame de Saint-Remy. "Whilst I am about it, I might as well get everybody appointed." 

	And upon that he went away, leaving the poor lady quite disconcerted. 

	"Humph!" murmured Malicorne as he descended the stairs,—"Humph! there goes another note of a thousand livres! but I must get through as well as I can; my friend Manicamp does nothing for nothing." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 79. Malicorne and Manicamp 

	The introduction of these two new personages into this history and that mysterious affinity of names and sentiments, merit some attention on the part of both historian and reader. We will then enter into some details concerning Messieurs Malicorne and Manicamp. Malicorne we know, had made the journey to Orleans in search of the brevet destined for Mademoiselle de Montalais, the arrival of which had produced such a strong feeling at the castle of Blois. At that moment, M. de Manicamp was at Orleans. A singular person was this M. de Manicamp; a very intelligent young fellow, always poor, always needy, although he dipped his hand freely into the purse of M. le Comte de Guiche, one of the best furnished purses of the period. M. le Comte de Guiche had had, as the companion of his boyhood, this De Manicamp, a poor gentleman, vassal-born, of the house of Grammont. M. de Manicamp, with his tact and talent, had created himself a revenue in the opulent family of the celebrated marechal. From his infancy he had, with calculation beyond his age, lent his name and complaisance to the follies of the Comte de Guiche. If his noble companion had stolen some fruit destined for Madame la Marechale, if he had broken a mirror, or put out a dog's eye, Manicamp declared himself guilty of the crime committed, and received the punishment, which was not made the milder for falling on the innocent. But this was the way this system of abnegation was paid for: instead of wearing such mean habiliments as his paternal fortunes entitled him to, he was able to appear brilliant, superb, like a young noble of fifty thousand livres a year. It was not that he was mean in character or humble in spirit; no, he was a philosopher, or rather he had the indifference, the apathy, the obstinacy which banish from man every sentiment of the supernatural. His sole ambition was to spend money. But, in this respect, the worthy M. de Manicamp was a gulf. Three or four times every year he drained the Comte de Guiche, and when the Comte de Guiche was thoroughly drained, when he had turned out his pockets and his purse before him, when he declared that it would be at least a fortnight before paternal munificence would refill those pockets and that purse, Manicamp lost all his energy, he went to bed, remained there, ate nothing and sold his handsome clothes, under the pretense that, remaining in bed, he did not want them. During this prostration of mind and strength, the purse of the Comte de Guiche was getting full again, and when once filled, overflowed into that of De Manicamp, who bought new clothes, dressed himself again, and recommenced the same life he had followed before. The mania of selling his new clothes for a quarter of what they were worth had rendered our hero sufficiently celebrated in Orleans, a city where, in general, we should be puzzled to say why he came to pass his days of penitence. Provincial debauches, petits-maitres of six hundred livres a year, shared the fragments of his opulence. 

	Among the admirers of these splendid toilettes, our friend Malicorne was conspicuous; he was the son of a syndic of the city, of whom M. de Conde, always needy as a De Conde, often borrowed money at enormous interest. M. Malicorne kept the paternal money-chest; that is to say, that in those times of easy morals, he had made for himself, by following the example of his father, and lending at high interest for short terms, a revenue of eighteen hundred livres, without reckoning six hundred livres furnished by the generosity of the syndic, so that Malicorne was the king of the gay youth of Orleans, having two thousand four hundred livres to scatter, squander, and waste on follies of every kind. But, quite contrary to Manicamp, Malicorne was terribly ambitious. He loved from ambition; he spent money out of ambition; and he would have ruined himself for ambition. Malicorne had determined to rise, at whatever price it might cost, and for this, at whatever price it did cost, he had given himself a mistress and a friend. The mistress, Mademoiselle de Montalais, was cruel as regarded love; but she was of a noble family, and that was sufficient for Malicorne. The friend had little or no friendship, but he was the favorite of the Comte de Guiche, himself the friend of Monsieur, the king's brother, and that was sufficient for Malicorne. Only, in the chapter of charges, Mademoiselle de Montalais cost per annum:—ribbons, gloves, and sweets, a thousand livres. De Manicamp cost—money lent, never returned—from twelve to fifteen hundred livres per annum. So that there was nothing left for Malicorne. Ah! yes, we are mistaken; there was left the paternal strong box. He employed a mode of proceeding, upon which he preserved the most profound secrecy, and which consisted in advancing to himself from the coffers of the syndic, half a dozen year's profits, that is to say, fifteen thousand livres, swearing to himself—observe, quite to himself—to repay this deficiency as soon as an opportunity should present itself. 

	The opportunity was expected to be the concession of a good post in the household of Monsieur, when that household would be established at the period of his marriage. This juncture had arrived, and the household was about to be established. A good post in the family of a prince of the blood, when it is given by the credit, and on the recommendation of a friend, like the Comte de Guiche, is worth at least twelve thousand livres per annum; and by the means which M. Malicorne had taken to make his revenues fructify, twelve thousand livres might rise to twenty thousand. Then, when once an incumbent of this post, he would marry Mademoiselle de Montalais. Mademoiselle de Montalais, of a half noble family, not only would be dowered, but would ennoble Malicorne. But, in order that Mademoiselle de Montalais, who had not a large patrimonial fortune, although an only daughter, should be suitably dowered, it was necessary that she should belong to some great princess, as prodigal as the dowager Madame was covetous. And in order that the wife should not be of one party whilst the husband belonged to the other, a situation which presents serious inconveniences, particularly with characters like those of the future consorts—Malicorne had imagined the idea of making the central point of union the household of Monsieur, the king's brother. Mademoiselle de Montalais would be maid of honor to Madame. M. Malicorne would be officer to Monsieur. 

	It is plain the plan was formed by a clear head; it is plain, also, that it had been bravely executed. Malicorne had asked Manicamp to ask a brevet of maid of honor of the Comte de Guiche; and the Comte de Guiche had asked this brevet of Monsieur, who had signed it without hesitation. The constructive plan of Malicorne—for we may well suppose that the combinations of a mind as active as his were not confined to the present, but extended to the future—the constructive plan of Malicorne, we say, was this:—To obtain entrance into the household of Madame Henrietta for a woman devoted to himself, who was intelligent, young, handsome, and intriguing; to learn, by means of this woman, all the feminine secrets of the young household, whilst he, Malicorne, and his friend Manicamp, should, between them, know all the male secrets of the young community. It was by these means that a rapid and splendid fortune might be acquired at one and the same time. Malicorne was a vile name; he who bore it had too much wit to conceal this truth from himself; but an estate might be purchased; and Malicorne of some place, or even De Malicorne itself, for short, would ring more nobly on the ear. 

	It was not improbable that a most aristocratic origin might be hunted up by the heralds for this name of Malicorne; might it not come from some estate where a bull with mortal horns had caused some great misfortune, and baptized the soil with the blood it had spilt? Certes, this plan presented itself bristling with difficulties: but the greatest of all was Mademoiselle de Montalais herself. Capricious, variable, close, giddy, free, prudish, a virgin armed with claws, Erigone stained with grapes, she sometimes overturned, with a single dash of her white fingers, or with a single puff from her laughing lips, the edifice which had exhausted Malicorne's patience for a month. 

	Love apart, Malicorne was happy; but this love, which he could not help feeling, he had the strength to conceal with care; persuaded that at the lest relaxing of the ties by which he had bound his Protean female, the demon would overthrow him and laugh at him. He humbled his mistress by disdaining her. Burning with desire, when she advanced to tempt him, he had the art to appear ice, persuaded that if he opened his arms, she would run away laughing at him. On her side, Montalais believed she did not love Malicorne; whilst, on the contrary, in reality she did. Malicorne repeated to her so often his protestation of indifference, that she finished sometimes, by believing him; and then she believed she detested Malicorne. If she tried to bring him back by coquetry, Malicorne played the coquette better than she could. But what made Montalais hold to Malicorne in an indissoluble fashion, was that Malicorne always came cram full of fresh news from the court and the city; Malicorne always brought to Blois a fashion, a secret, or a perfume; that Malicorne never asked for a meeting, but, on the contrary, required to be supplicated to receive the favors he burned to obtain. On her side Montalais was no miser with stories. By her means Malicorne learnt all that passed at Blois, in the family of the dowager Madame; and he related to Manicamp tales that made him ready to die with laughing, which the latter, out of idleness, took ready-made to M. de Guiche, who carried them to Monsieur. 

	Such, in two words, was the woof of petty interests and petty conspiracies which united Blois with Orleans and Orleans with Paris; and which was about to bring into the last named city, where she was to produce so great a revolution, the poor little La Valliere, who was far from suspecting, as she returned joyfully, leaning on the arm of her mother, for what a strange future she was reserved. As to the good man, Malicorne—we speak of the syndic of Orleans—he did not see more clearly into the present than others did into the future; and had no suspicion as he walked, every day, between three and five o'clock, after his dinner, upon the Place Sainte-Catherine, in his gray coat, cut after the fashion of Louis XIII. and his cloth shoes with great knots of ribbon, that it was he who was paying for all those bursts of laughter, all those stolen kisses, all those whisperings, all those little keepsakes, and all those bubble projects which formed a chain of forty-five leagues in length, from the palais of Blois to the Palais-Royal. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 80. Manicamp and Malicorne 

	Malicorne, then, left Blois, as we have said, and went to find his friend Manicamp, then in temporary retreat in the city of Orleans. It was just at the moment when that young nobleman was employed in selling the last decent clothing he had left. He had, a fortnight before extorted from the Comte de Guiche a hundred pistoles, all he had, to assist in equipping him properly to go and meet Madame, on her arrival at Havre. He had drawn from Malicorne, three days before, fifty pistoles, the price of the brevet obtained for Montalais. He had then no expectation of anything else, having exhausted all his resources, with the exception of selling a handsome suit of cloth and satin, embroidered and laced with gold, which had been the admiration of the court. But to be able to sell this suit, the last he had left—as we have been forced to confess to the reader—Manicamp had been obliged to take to his bed. No more fire, no more pocket-money, no more walking-money, nothing but sleep to take the place of repasts, companies and balls. It has been said—"he who sleeps, dines;" but it has never been affirmed—he who sleeps, plays—or he who sleeps, dances. Manicamp, reduced to this extremity of neither playing nor dancing, for a week at least, was, consequently, very sad; he was expecting a usurer, and saw Malicorne enter. A cry of distress escaped him. 

	"Eh! what!" said he, in a tone which nothing can describe, "is that you again, dear friend?" 

	"Humph! you are very polite!" said Malicorne. 

	"Ay, but look you, I was expecting money, and, instead of money, I see you." 

	"And suppose I brought you some money?" 

	"Oh! that would be quite another thing. You are very welcome, my dear friend!" 

	And he held out his hand, not for the hand of Malicorne, but for the purse. Malicorne pretended to be mistaken, and gave him his hand. 

	"And the money?" said Manicamp. 

	"My dear friend, if you wish to have it, earn it." 

	"What must be done for it?" 

	"Earn it, parbleu!" 

	"And after what fashion?" 

	"Oh! that is rather trying, I warn you." 

	"The devil!" 

	"You must get out of bed, and go immediately to M. le Comte de Guiche." 

	"I get out!" said Manicamp, stretching himself in his bed, complacently, "oh, no, thank you!" 

	"You have sold all your clothes?" 

	"No, I have one suit left, the handsomest even, but I expect a purchaser." 

	"And the chausses?" 

	"Well, if you look, you will see them on that chair." 

	"Very well! since you have some chausses and a pourpoint left, put your legs into the first and your back into the other; have a horse saddled, and set off." 

	"Not I." 

	"And why not?" 

	"Mordieu! don't you know, then, that M. de Guiche is at Etampes?" 

	"No, I thought he was at Paris. You will then only have fifteen leagues to go, instead of thirty." 

	"You are a wonderfully clever fellow! If I were to ride fifteen leagues in these clothes, they would never be fit to put on again; and, instead of selling them for thirty pistoles, I should be obliged to take fifteen." 

	"Sell them for what you like, but I must have a second commission of maid of honor." 

	"Good! for whom? Is Montalais doubled then?" 

	"Vile fellow!—It is you who are doubled. You swallow up two fortunes—mine, and that of M. le Comte de Guiche." 

	"You should say, that of M. le Comte de Guiche and yours." 

	"That is true; honor where it is due; but I return to my brevet." 

	"And you are wrong." 

	"Prove me that." 

	"My friend, there will only be twelve maids of honor for madame, I have already obtained for you what twelve hundred women are trying for, and for that I was forced to employ all my diplomacy." 

	"Oh! yes, I know you have been quite heroic, my dear friend." 

	"We know what we are about," said Manicamp. 

	"To whom do you tell that? When I am king, I promise you one thing." 

	"What? To call yourself Malicorne the first?" 

	"No; to make you superintendent of my finances; but that is not the question now." 

	"Unfortunately." 

	"The present affair is to procure for me a second place of maid of honor." 

	"My friend, if you were to promise me the price of heaven, I would decline to disturb myself at this moment." Malicorne chinked the money in his pocket. 

	"There are twenty pistoles here," said Malicorne. 

	"And what would you do with twenty pistoles, mon Dieu!" 

	"Well!" said Malicorne, a little angrily, "suppose I were to add them to the five hundred you already owe me?" 

	"You are right," replied Manicamp, stretching out his hand again, "and from that point of view I can accept them. Give them to me." 

	"An instant, what the devil! it is not only holding out your hand that will do; if I give you the twenty pistoles, shall I have my brevet?" 

	"To be sure you shall." 

	"Soon?" 

	"To-day." 

	"Oh! take care! Monsieur de Manicamp; you undertake much, and I do not ask that. Thirty leagues in a day is too much, you would kill yourself." 

	"I think nothing impossible when obliging a friend." 

	"You are quite heroic." 

	"Where are the twenty pistoles?" 

	"Here they are," said Malicorne, showing them. 

	"That's well." 

	"Yes, but my dear M. Manicamp, you would consume them in post-horses alone!" 

	"No, no, make yourself easy on that score." 

	"Pardon me. Why, it is fifteen leagues from this place to Etampes?" 

	"Fourteen." 

	"Well! fourteen be it; fourteen leagues makes seven posts; at twenty sous the post, seven livres; seven livres the courier, fourteen; as many for coming back, twenty-eight! as much for bed and supper, that makes sixty livres this complaisance would cost." 

	Manicamp stretched himself like a serpent in his bed, and fixing his two great eyes upon Malicorne, "You are right," said he; "I could not return before to-morrow;" and he took the twenty pistoles. 

	"Now, then, be off!" 

	"Well, as I cannot be back before to-morrow, we have time." 

	"Time for what?" 

	"Time to play." 

	"What do you wish to play with? 

	"Your twenty pistoles, pardieu!" 

	"No; you always win." 

	"I will wager them, then." 

	"Against what?" 

	"Against twenty others." 

	"And what shall be the object of the wager?" 

	"This. We have said it was fourteen leagues to Etampes?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And fourteen leagues back? 

	"Doubtless." 

	"Well; for these twenty-eight leagues you cannot allow less than fourteen hours?" 

	"That is agreed." 

	"One hour to find the Comte de Guiche. 

	"Go on." 

	"And an hour to persuade him to write a letter to Monsieur." 

	"Just so." 

	"Sixteen hours in all?" 

	"You reckon as well as M. Colbert." 

	"It is now twelve o'clock." 

	"Half-past." 

	"Hein!—you have a handsome watch!" 

	"What were you saying?" said Malicorne, putting his watch quickly back into his fob. 

	"Ah! true; I was offering to lay you twenty pistoles against these you have lent me, that you will have the Comte de Guiche's letter in——" 

	"How soon?" 

	"In eight hours." 

	"Have you a winged horse, then?" 

	"That is no matter. Will you bet?" 

	"I shall have the comte's letter in eight hours?" 

	"Yes." 

	"In hand?" 

	"In hand." 

	"Well, be it so; I lay," said Malicorne, curious to know how this seller of clothes would get through. 

	"Is it agreed?" 

	"It is." 

	"Pass me the pen, ink, and paper. 

	"Here they are." 

	"Thank you." 

	Manicamp raised himself with a sigh, and leaning on his left elbow, in his best hand, traced the following lines:— 

	"Good for an order for a place of maid of honor to Madame, which M. le Comte de Guiche will take upon him to obtain at sight. 

	"De Manicamp." 

	This painful task accomplished, he laid himself down in bed again. 

	"Well!" asked Malicorne, "what does this mean?" 

	"That means that if you are in a hurry to have the letter from the Comte de Guiche for Monsieur, I have won my wager." 

	"How the devil is that?" 

	"That is transparent enough, I think; you take that paper." 

	"Well?" 

	"And you set out instead of me." 

	"Ah!" 

	"You put your horses to their best speed." 

	"Good!" 

	"In six hours you will be at Etampes; in seven hours you have the letter from the comte, and I shall have won my wager without stirring from my bed, which suits me and you too, at the same time, I am very sure." 

	"Decidedly, Manicamp, you are a great man." 

	"Hein! I know that." 

	"I am to start then for Etampes?" 

	"Directly." 

	"I am to go to the Comte de Guiche with this order?" 

	"He will give you a similar one for Monsieur." 

	"Monsieur will approve?" 

	"Instantly." 

	"And I shall have my brevet?" 

	"You will." 

	"Ah!" 

	"Well, I hope I behave genteely?" 

	"Adorably." 

	"Thank you." 

	"You do as you please, then, with the Comte de Guiche, Malicorne?" 

	"Except making money of him—everything?" 

	"Diable! the exception is annoying; but then, if instead of asking him for money, you were to ask——" 

	"What?" 

	"Something important." 

	"What do you call important?" 

	"Well! suppose one of your friends asked you to render him a service?" 

	"I would not render it to him." 

	"Selfish fellow!" 

	"Or at least I would ask him what service he would render me in exchange." 

	"Ah! that, perhaps, is fair. Well, that friend speaks to you." 

	"What, you, Malicorne?" 

	"Yes; I." 

	"Ah! ah! you are rich, then?" 

	"I have still fifty pistoles left." 

	"Exactly the sum I want. Where are those fifty pistoles?" 

	"Here," said Malicorne, slapping his pocket. 

	"Then speak, my friend; what do you want?" 

	Malicorne took up the pen, ink, and paper again, and presented them all to Manicamp. "Write!" said he. 

	"Dictate!" 

	"An order for a place in the household of Monsieur." 

	"Oh!" said Manicamp, laying down the pen, "a place in the household of Monsieur for fifty pistoles?" 

	"You mistook me, my friend; you did not hear plainly." 

	"What did you say, then?" 

	"I said five hundred." 

	"And the five hundred?" 

	"Here they are." 

	Manicamp devoured the rouleau with his eyes; but this time Malicorne held it at a distance. 

	"Eh! what do you say to that? Five hundred pistoles." 

	"I say it is for nothing, my friend," said Manicamp, taking up the pen again, "and you exhaust my credit. Dictate." 

	Malicorne continued: 

	"Which my friend the Comte de Guiche will obtain for my friend Malicorne." 

	"That's it," said Manicamp. 

	"Pardon me, you have forgotten to sign." 

	"Ah! that is true. The five hundred pistoles?" 

	"Here are two hundred and fifty of them." 

	"And the other two hundred and fifty?" 

	"When I am in possession of my place." 

	Manicamp made a face. 

	"In that case give me the recommendation back again." 

	"What to do?" 

	"To add two words to it." 

	"Two words?" 

	"Yes, two words only." 

	"What are they?" 

	"In haste." 

	Malicorne returned the recommendation; Manicamp added the words. 

	"Good," said Malicorne, taking back the paper. 

	Manicamp began to count out the pistoles. 

	"There want twenty," said he. 

	"How so?" 

	"The twenty I have won." 

	"In what way?" 

	"By laying that you would have the letter from the Comte de Guiche in eight hours." 

	"Ah! that's fair," and he gave him the twenty pistoles. 

	Manicamp began to scoop up his gold by handfuls, and pour it in cascades upon his bed. 

	"This second place," murmured Malicorne, whilst drying his paper, "which, at the first glance appears to cost me more than the first, but——" He stopped, took up the pen in his turn, and wrote to Montalais:— 

	"Mademoiselle,—Announce to your friend that her commission will not be long before it arrives; I am setting out to get it signed: that will be twenty-eight leagues I shall have gone for the love of you." 

	Then with his sardonic smile, taking up the interrupted sentence:—"This place," said he, "at the first glance, appears to cost more than the first; but—the benefit will be, I hope, in proportion with the expense, and Mademoiselle de la Valliere will bring me back more than Mademoiselle de Montalais, or else,—or else my name is not Malicorne. Farewell, Manicamp," and he left the room. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 81. The Courtyard of the Hotel Grammont 

	On Malicorne's arrival at Orleans, he was informed that the Comte de Guiche had just set out for Paris. Malicorne rested himself for a couple of hours, and then prepared to continue his journey. He reached Paris during the night, and alighted at a small hotel, where, in his previous journeys to the capital, he had been accustomed to put up, and at eight o'clock the next morning presented himself at the Hotel Grammont. Malicorne arrived just in time, for the Comte de Guiche was on the point of taking leave of Monsieur before setting out for Havre, where the principal members of the French nobility had gone to await Madame's arrival from England. Malicorne pronounced the name of Manicamp and was immediately admitted. He found the Comte de Guiche in the courtyard of the Hotel Grammont, inspecting his horses, which his trainers and equerries were passing in review before him. The count, in the presence of his tradespeople and of his servants, was engaged in praising or blaming, as the case seemed to deserve, the appointments, horses, and harness that were being submitted to him; when, in the midst of this important occupation, the name of Manicamp was announced. 

	"Manicamp!" he exclaimed, "let him enter by all means." And he advanced a few steps toward the door. 

	Malicorne slipped through the half-open door, and looking at the Comte de Guiche, who was surprised to see a face he did not recognize, instead of the one he expected, said: "Forgive me, monsieur le comte, but I believe a mistake has been made. M. Manicamp himself was announced to you, instead of which it is only an envoy from him." 

	"Ah!" exclaimed De Guiche, coldly, "and what do you bring me?" 

	"A letter, monsieur le comte." Malicorne handed him the first document, and narrowly watched the count's face, who, as he read it began to laugh. 

	"What!" he exclaimed, "another maid of honor? Are all the maids of honor in France, then, under his protection?" 

	Malicorne bowed. "Why does he not come himself?" he inquired. 

	"He is confined to his bed." 

	"The deuce! he has no money then, I suppose," said De Guiche, shrugging his shoulders. "What does he do with his money?" 

	Malicorne made a movement, to indicate that upon this subject he was as ignorant as the count himself. "Why does he not make use of his credit, then?" continued De Guiche. 

	"With regard to that, I think——" 

	"What?" 

	"That Manicamp has credit with no one but yourself, monsieur le comte!" 

	"He will not be at Havre, then?" Whereupon Malicorne made another movement. 

	"But every one will be there." 

	"I trust, monsieur le comte, that he will not neglect so excellent an opportunity." 

	"He should be at Paris by this time." 

	"He will take the direct road perhaps to make up for lost time." 

	"Where is he now?" 

	"At Orleans." 

	"Monsieur," said De Guiche, "you seem to me a man of very good taste." 

	Malicorne was wearing some of Manicamp's old-new clothes. He bowed in return, saying, "You do me a very great honor, monsieur le comte." 

	"Whom have I the pleasure of addressing?" 

	"My name is Malicorne, monsieur." 

	"M. de Malicorne, what do you think of these pistol-holsters?" 

	Malicorne was a man of great readiness, and immediately understood the position of affairs. Besides, the "de" which had been prefixed to his name, raised him to the rank of the person with whom he was conversing. He looked at the holsters with the air of a connoisseur and said, without hesitation: "Somewhat heavy, monsieur." 

	"You see," said De Guiche to the saddler, "this gentleman, who understands these matters well, thinks the holsters heavy, a complaint I had already made." The saddler was full of excuses. 

	"What do you think," asked De Guiche, "of this horse, which I have just purchased?" 

	"To look at it, it seems perfect, monsieur le comte; but I must mount it before I give you my opinion." 

	"Do so, M. de Malicorne, and ride him round the court two or three times." 

	The courtyard of the hotel was so arranged, that whenever there was any occasion for it, it could be used as a riding-school. Malicorne, with perfect ease, arranged the bridle and snaffle-reins, placed his left hand on the horse's mane, and, with his foot in the stirrup, raised himself and seated himself in the saddle. At first, he made the horse walk the whole circuit of the court-yard at a foot-pace; next at a trot; lastly at a gallop. He then drew up close to the count, dismounted, and threw the bridle to a groom standing by. "Well," said the count, "what do you think of it, M. de Malicorne?" 

	"This horse, monsieur le comte, is of the Mecklenburg breed. In looking whether the bit suited his mouth, I saw that he was rising seven, the very age when the training of a horse intended for a charger should commence. The forehand is light. A horse which holds its head high, it is said, never tires his rider's hand. The withers are rather low. The drooping of the hindquarters would almost make me doubt the purity of its German breed, and I think there is English blood in him. He stands well on his legs, but he trots high, and may cut himself, which requires attention to be paid to his shoeing. He is tractable; and as I made him turn round and change his feet, I found him quick and ready in doing so." 

	"Well said, M. de Malicorne," exclaimed the comte; "you are a judge of horses, I perceive;" then, turning towards him again, he continued, "You are most becomingly dressed, M. de Malicorne. That is not a provincial cut, I presume. Such a style of dress is not to be met with at Tours or Orleans." 

	"No, monsieur le comte; my clothes were made at Paris." 

	"There is no doubt about that. But let us resume our own affair. Manicamp wishes for the appointment of a second maid of honor." 

	"You perceive what he has written, monsieur le comte." 

	"For whom was the first appointment?" 

	Malicorne felt the color rise in his face as he answered hurriedly. 

	"A charming maid of honor, Mademoiselle de Montalais." 

	"Ah, ah! you are acquainted with her?" 

	"We are affianced, or nearly so." 

	"That is quite another thing, then; a thousand compliments," exclaimed De Guiche, upon whose lips a courtier's jest was already fitting, but to whom the word "affianced," addressed by Malicorne with respect to Mademoiselle de Montalais, recalled the respect due to women. 

	"And for whom is the second appointment destined?" asked De Guiche, "is it for anyone to whom Manicamp may happen to be affianced? In that case I pity her, poor girl! for she will have a sad fellow for a husband." 

	"No, monsieur le comte, the second appointment is for Mademoiselle de la Baume le Blanc de la Valliere." 

	"Unknown," said De Guiche. 

	"Unknown? yes, monsieur," said Malicorne, smiling in his turn. 

	"Very good. I will speak to Monsieur about it. By the by, she is of gentle birth?" 

	"She belongs to a very good family and is maid of honor to Madame." 

	"That's well. Will you accompany me to Monsieur?" 

	"Most certainly, if I may be permitted the honor." 

	"Have you your carriage?" 

	"No; I came here on horseback." 

	"Dressed as you are?" 

	"No, monsieur; I posted from Orleans, and I changed my traveling suit for the one I have on, in order to present myself to you." 

	"True, you already told me you had come from Orleans;" saying which he crumpled Manicamp's letter in his hand, and thrust it in his pocket. 

	"I beg your pardon," said Malicorne, timidly; "but I do not think you have read all." 

	"Not read all, do you say?" 

	"No, there were two letters in the same envelope." 

	"Oh! are you sure?" 

	"Quite sure." 

	"Let us look, then," said the count, as he opened the letter again. 

	"Ah! you are right," he said, opening the paper which he had not yet read. 

	"I suspected it," he continued—"another application for an appointment under Monsieur. This Manicamp is a regular vampire:—he is carrying on a trade in it." 

	"No, monsieur le comte, he wishes to make a present of it." 

	"To whom?" 

	"To myself, monsieur." 

	"Why did you not say so at once, my dear M. Mauvaisecorne?" 

	"Malicorne, monsieur le comte." 

	"Forgive me; it is the Latin that bothers me—that terrible mine of etymologies. Why the deuce are young men of family taught Latin? Mala and mauvaise—you understand it is the same thing. You will forgive me, I trust, M. de Malicorne." 

	"Your kindness affects me much, monsieur: but it is a reason why I should make you acquainted with one circumstance without any delay." 

	"What is it?" 

	"That I was not born a gentleman. I am not without courage, and not altogether deficient in ability; but my name is Malicorne simply." 

	"You appear to me, monsieur!" exclaimed the count, looking at the astute face of his companion, "to be a most agreeable man. Your face pleases me, M. Malicorne, and you must possess some indisputably excellent qualities to have pleased that egotistical Manicamp. Be candid, and tell me whether you are not some saint descended upon the earth." 

	"Why so?" 

	"For the simple reason that he makes you a present of anything. Did you not say that he intended to make you a present of some appointment in the king's house 

	"I beg your pardon, count; but, if I succeed in obtaining the appointment, you, and not he, will have bestowed it on me." 

	"Besides, he will not have given it to you for nothing, I suppose. Stay, I have it;—there is a Malicorne at Orleans, who lends money to the prince." 

	"I think that must be my father, monsieur." 

	"Ah! the prince has the father, and that terrible dragon of a Manicamp has the son. Take care, monsieur, I know him. He will fleece you completely." 

	"The only difference is, that I lend without interest," said Malicorne, smiling. 

	"I was correct in saying you were either a saint or very much resembled one. M. Malicorne, you shall have the post you want, or I will forfeit my name." 

	"Ah! monsieur le comte, what a debt of gratitude shall I not owe you?" said Malicorne, transported. 

	"Let us go to the prince, my dear M. Malicorne." And De Guiche proceeded toward the door, desiring Malicorne to follow him. At the very moment they were about to cross the threshold, a young man appeared on the other side. He was from twenty-four to twenty-five years of age, of pale complexion, bright eyes and brown hair and eyebrows. 

	"Good-day," he said, suddenly, almost pushing De Guiche back into the courtyard again. 

	"Is that you, De Wardes?—What! and booted, spurred, and whip in hand, too?" 

	"The most befitting costume for a man about to set off for Havre. There will be no one left in Paris tomorrow." And hereupon he saluted Malicorne with great ceremony, whose handsome dress gave him the appearance of a prince. 

	"M. Malicorne," said De Guiche to his friend. De Wardes bowed. 

	"M. de Wardes," said Guiche to Malicorne, who bowed in return. "By the by, De Wardes," continued De Guiche, "you who are so well acquainted with these matters, can you tell us, probably, what appointments are still vacant at the court; or rather in the prince's household?" 

	"In the prince's household," said De Wardes, looking up with an air of consideration, "let me see—the appointment of the master of the horse is vacant, I believe." 

	"Oh," said Malicorne, "there is no question of such a post as that, monsieur; my ambition is not nearly so exalted." 

	De Wardes had a more penetrating observation than De Guiche, and fathomed Malicorne immediately. "The fact is," he said, looking at him from head to foot, "a man must be either a duke or a peer to fill that post." 

	"All I solicit," said Malicorne, "is a very humble appointment; I am of little importance, and I do not rank myself above my position." 

	"M. Malicorne, whom you see here," said De Guiche to De Wardes, "is a very excellent fellow, whose only misfortune is that of not being of gentle birth. As far as I am concerned, you know, I attach little value to those who have but gentle birth to boast of." 

	"Assuredly," said De Wardes; "but will you allow me to remark, my dear count, that, without rank of some sort, one can hardly hope to belong to his royal highness's household?" 

	"You are right," said the count, "court etiquette is absolute. The devil!—we never so much as gave it a thought." 

	"Alas! a sad misfortune for me, monsieur le comte," said Malicorne, changing color. 

	"Yet not without remedy, I hope," returned De Guiche. 

	"The remedy is found easily enough," exclaimed De Wardes; "you can be created a gentleman. His Eminence, the Cardinal Mazarin, did nothing else from morning till night." 

	"Hush, hush, De Wardes," said the count; "no jests of that kind; it ill becomes us to turn such matters into ridicule. Letters of nobility, it is true, are purchasable; but that is a sufficient misfortune without the nobles themselves laughing at it." 

	"Upon my word, De Guiche, you're quite a Puritan, as the English say." 

	At this moment the Vicomte de Bragelonne was announced by one of the servants in the courtyard, in precisely the same manner as he would have done in a room. 

	"Come here, my dear Raoul. What! you, too, booted and spurred? You are setting off, then?" 

	Bragelonne approached the group of young men, and saluted them with that quiet and serious manner peculiar to him. His salutation was principally addressed to De Wardes, with whom he was unacquainted, and whose features, on his perceiving Raoul, had assumed a strange sternness of expression. "I have come, De Guiche," he said, "to ask your companionship. We set off for Havre, I presume." 

	"This is admirable—delightful. We shall have a most enjoyable journey. M. Malicorne, M. Bragelonne—ah! M. de Wardes, let me present you." The young men saluted each other in a restrained manner. Their very natures seemed, from the beginning, disposed to take exception to each other. De Wardes was pliant, subtle, full of dissimulation; Raoul was calm, grave, and upright. "Decide between us—between De Wardes and myself, Raoul." 

	"Upon what subject?" 

	"Upon the subject of noble birth." 

	"Who can be better informed on that subject than a De Grammont?" 

	"No compliments; it is your opinion I ask." 

	"At least, inform me of the subject under discussion." 

	"De Wardes asserts that the distribution of titles is abused; I, on the contrary, maintain that a title is useless to the man on whom it is bestowed." 

	"And you are correct," said Bragelonne, quietly. 

	"But, monsieur le vicomte," interrupted De Wardes, with a kind of obstinacy, "I affirm that it is I who am correct." 

	"What was your opinion, monsieur?" 

	"I was saying that everything is done in France at the present moment to humiliate men of family." 

	"And by whom?" 

	"By the king himself. He surrounds himself with people who cannot show four quarterings." 

	"Nonsense," said De Guiche, "where could you possibly have seen that, De Wardes?" 

	"One example will suffice," he returned, directing his look fully upon Raoul. 

	"State it then." 

	"Do you know who has just been nominated captain-general of the musketeers?—an appointment more valuable than a peerage; for it gives precedence over all the marechals of France." 

	Raoul's color mounted in his face; for he saw the object De Wardes had in view. "No; who has been appointed? In any case it must have been very recently, for the appointment was vacant eight days ago; a proof of which is, that the king refused Monsieur, who solicited the post for one of his proteges." 

	"Well, the king refused it to Monsieur's protege, in order to bestow it upon the Chevalier d'Artagnan, a younger brother of some Gascon family, who has been trailing his sword in the ante-chambers during the last thirty years." 

	"Forgive me if I interrupt you," said Raoul, darting a glance full of severity at De Wardes; "but you give me the impression of being unacquainted with the gentleman of whom you are speaking." 

	"I not acquainted with M. d'Artagnan? Can you tell me, monsieur, who does not know him?" 

	"Those who do know him, monsieur," replied Raoul with still greater calmness and sternness of manner, "are in the habit of saying, that if he is not as good a gentleman as the king—which is not his fault—he is the equal of all the kings of the earth in courage and loyalty. Such is my opinion, monsieur, and I thank heaven I have known M. d'Artagnan from my birth." 

	De Wardes was about to reply, when De Guiche interrupted him. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 82. The Portrait of Madame 

	The discussion was becoming full of bitterness. De Guiche perfectly understood the whole matter for there was in Bragelonne's face a look instinctively hostile, while in that of De Wardes there was something like a determination to offend. Without inquiring into the different feelings which actuated his two friends, De Guiche resolved to ward off the blow which he felt was on the point of being dealt by one of them, and perhaps by both. "Gentlemen," he said, "we must take our leave of each other, I must pay a visit to Monsieur. You, De Wardes, will accompany me to the Louvre, and you Raoul, will remain here master of the house; and as all that is done here is under your advice, you will bestow the last glance upon my preparations for departure." 

	Raoul, with the air of one who neither seeks nor fears a quarrel, bowed his head in token of assent, and seated himself upon a bench in the sun. "That is well," said De Guiche, "remain where you are, Raoul, and tell them to show you the two horses I have just purchased; you will give me your opinion, for I only bought them on condition that you ratified the purchase. By the by, I have to beg your pardon for having omitted to inquire after the Comte de la Fere." While pronouncing these latter words, he closely observed De Wardes, in order to perceive what effect the name of Raoul's father would produce upon him. "I thank you," answered the young man, "the count is very well." A gleam of deep hatred passed into De Wardes' eyes. De Guiche, who appeared not to notice the foreboding expression, went up to Raoul, and grasping him by the hand, said,—"It is agreed, then, Bragelonne, is it not, that you will rejoin us in the courtyard of the Palais-Royal?" He then signed to De Wardes to follow him who had been engaged in balancing himself first on one foot, then on the other. "We are going," said he, "come, M. Malicorne." This name made Raoul start; for it seemed that he had already heard it pronounced before, but he could not remember on what occasion. While trying to recall it half-dreamily, yet half-irritated at his conversation with De Wardes, the three young men set out on their way towards the Palais-Royal, where Monsieur was residing. Malicorne learned two things; the first, that the young men had something to say to each other, and the second, that he ought not to walk in the same line with them; and therefore he walked behind. "Are you mad?" said De Guiche to his companion, as soon as they had left the Hotel de Grammont; "you attack M. d'Artagnan, and that, too, before Raoul." 

	"Well," said De Wardes, "what then?" 

	"What do you mean by 'what then?'" 

	"Certainly, is there any prohibition against attacking M. d'Artagnan?" 

	"But you know very well that M. d'Artagnan was one of those celebrated and terrible four men who were called the musketeers." 

	"That they may be, but I do not perceive why, on that account, I should be forbidden to hate M. d'Artagnan." 

	"What cause has he given you?" 

	"Me! personally, none." 

	"Why hate him, therefore?" 

	"Ask my dead father that question." 

	"Really, my dear De Wardes, you surprise me. M. d'Artagnan is not one to leave unsettled any enmity he may have to arrange, without completely clearing his account. Your father, I have heard, on his side, carried matters with a high hand. Moreover there are no enmities so bitter that they cannot be washed away by blood, by a good sword-thrust loyally given." 

	"Listen to me, my dear De Guiche, this inveterate dislike existed between my father and M. d'Artagnan, and when I was quite a child, he acquainted me with the reason for it, and, as forming part of my inheritance, I regard it as a particular legacy bestowed upon me." 

	"And does his hatred concern M. d'Artagnan alone?" 

	"As for that, M. d'Artagnan was so intimately associated with his three friends, that some portion of the full measure of my hatred falls to their lot, and that hatred is of such a nature, whenever the opportunity occurs, they shall have no occasion to complain of their allowance." 

	De Guiche had kept his eyes fixed on De Wardes, and shuddered at the bitter manner in which the young man smiled. Something like a presentiment flashed across his mind; he knew that the time had passed away for grands coups entre gentilshommes; but that the feeling of hatred treasured up in the mind, instead of being diffused abroad, was still hatred all the same; that a smile was sometimes as full of meaning as a threat; and, in a word, that to the fathers who had hated with their hearts and fought with their arms, would now succeed the sons, who would indeed hate with their hearts, but would no longer combat their enemies, save by means of intrigue or treachery. As, therefore, it certainly was not Raoul whom he could suspect either of intrigue or treachery, it was on Raoul's account that De Guiche trembled. However, while these gloomy forebodings cast a shade of anxiety over De Guiche's countenance, De Wardes had resumed the entire mastery over himself. 

	"At all events," he observed, "I have no personal ill-will towards M. de Bragelonne; I do not know him even." 

	"In any case," said De Guiche, with a certain amount of severity in his tone of voice, "do not forget one circumstance, that Raoul is my most intimate friend;" a remark at which De Wardes bowed. 

	The conversation terminated there, although De Guiche tried his utmost to draw out his secret from him; but, doubtless, De Wardes had determined to say nothing further, and he remained impenetrable. De Guiche therefore promised himself a more satisfactory result with Raoul. In the meantime they had reached the Palais-Royal, which was surrounded by a crowd of lookers-on. The household belonging to Monsieur awaited his command to mount their horses, in order to form part of the escort of the ambassadors, to whom had been intrusted the care of bringing the young princess to Paris. The brilliant display of horses, arms, and rich liveries, afforded some compensation in those times, thanks to the kindly feelings of the people, and to the traditions of deep devotion to their sovereigns, for the enormous expenses charged upon the taxes. Mazarin had said: "Let them sing, provided they pay;" while Louis XIV.'s remark was, "Let them look." Sight had replaced the voice; the people could still look, but they were no longer allowed to sing. De Guiche left De Wardes and Malicorne at the bottom of the grand staircase, while he himself, who shared the favor and good graces of Monsieur with the Chevalier de Lorraine, who always smiled at him most affectionately, though he could not endure him, went straight to the prince's apartments, whom he found engaged in admiring himself in the glass, and rouging his face. In a corner of the cabinet, the Chevalier de Lorraine was extended full length upon some cushions, having just had his long hair curled, with which he was playing in the same manner a woman would have done. The prince turned round as the count entered, and perceiving who it was, said: 

	"Ah! is that you, Guiche, come here and tell me the truth." 

	"You know, my lord, it is one of my defects to speak the truth." 

	"You will hardly believe, De Guiche, how that wicked chevalier has annoyed me." 

	The chevalier shrugged his shoulders. 

	"Why, he pretends," continued the prince, "that Mademoiselle Henrietta is better looking as a woman than I am as a man." 

	"Do not forget, my lord," said De Guiche, frowning slightly, "you require me to speak the truth?" 

	"Certainly," said the prince, tremblingly. 

	"Well, and I shall tell it you." 

	"Do not be in a hurry, Guiche," exclaimed the prince, "you have plenty of time; look at me attentively, and try to recollect Madame. Besides, her portrait is here. Look at it." And he held out to him a miniature of the finest possible execution. De Guiche took it, and looked at it for a long time attentively. 

	"Upon my honor, my lord, this is indeed a most lovely face." 

	"But look at me, count, look at me," said the prince endeavoring to direct upon himself the attention of the count, who was completely absorbed in contemplation of the portrait. 

	"It is wonderful," murmured Guiche. 

	"Really one would almost imagine you had never seen the young lady before." 

	"It is true, my lord, I have seen her, but it was five years ago; there is a great difference between a child twelve years old and a girl of seventeen." 

	"Well, what is your opinion?" 

	"My opinion is that the portrait must be flattering, my lord." 

	"Of that," said the prince triumphantly, "there can be no doubt, but let us suppose that it is not, what would your opinion be?" 

	"My lord, that your highness is exceedingly happy to have so charming a bride." 

	"Very well, that is your opinion of her, but of me?" 

	"My opinion, my lord, is that you are too handsome for a man." 

	The Chevalier de Lorraine burst out laughing. The prince understood how severe towards himself this opinion of the Comte de Guiche was, and he looked somewhat displeased, saying, "My friends are not over indulgent." De Guiche looked at the portrait again, and, after lengthened contemplation, returned it with apparent unwillingness, saying, "Most decidedly, my lord, I should rather prefer to look ten times at your highness, than to look at Madame once again." It seemed as if the chevalier had detected some mystery in these words, which were incomprehensible to the prince, for he exclaimed: "Very well, get married yourself." Monsieur continued painting himself, and when he had finished, looked at the portrait again once more, turned to admire himself in the glass, and smiled, and no doubt was satisfied with the comparison. "You are very kind to have come," he said to Guiche, "I feared you would leave without bidding me adieu." 

	"Your highness knows me too well to believe me capable of so great a disrespect." 

	"Besides, I suppose you have something to ask from me before leaving Paris?" 

	"Your highness has indeed guessed correctly, for I have a request to make." 

	"Very good, what is it?" 

	The Chevalier de Lorraine immediately displayed the greatest attention, for he regarded every favor conferred upon another as a robbery committed against himself. And, as Guiche hesitated, the prince said: "If it be money, nothing could be more fortunate, for I am in funds; the superintendent of the finances has sent me 500,000 pistoles." 

	"I thank your highness; but it is not an affair of money." 

	"What is it, then? Tell me." 

	"The appointment of a maid of honor." 

	"Oh! oh! Guiche, what a protector you have become of young ladies," said the prince, "you never speak of any one else now!" 

	The Chevalier de Lorraine smiled, for he knew very well that nothing displeased the prince more than to show any interest in ladies. "My lord," said the comte, "it is not I who am directly interested in the lady of whom I have just spoken; I am acting on behalf of one of my friends." 

	"Ah! that is different; what is the name of the young lady in whom your friend is interested?" 

	"Mlle. de la Baume le Blanc de la Valliere; she is already maid of honor to the dowager princess." 

	"Why, she is lame," said the Chevalier de Lorraine, stretching himself on his cushions. 

	"Lame," repeated the prince, "and Madame to have her constantly before her eyes? Most certainly not; it may be dangerous for her when in an interesting condition." 

	The Chevalier de Lorraine burst out laughing. 

	"Chevalier," said Guiche, "your conduct is ungenerous; while I am soliciting a favor, you do me all the mischief you can." 

	"Forgive me, comte," said the Chevalier de Lorraine, somewhat uneasy at the tone in which Guiche had made his remark, "but I had no intention of doing so, and I begin to believe that I have mistaken one young lady for another." 

	"There is no doubt of it, monsieur; and I do not hesitate to declare that such is the case." 

	"Do you attach much importance to it, Guiche?" inquired the prince. 

	"I do, my lord." 

	"Well, you shall have it, but ask me for no more appointments, for there are none to give away." 

	"Ah!" exclaimed the chevalier, "midday already, that is the hour fixed for the departure." 

	"You dismiss me, monsieur?" inquired Guiche. 

	"Really, count, you treat me very ill to-day," replied the chevalier. 

	"For heaven's sake, count, for heaven's sake, chevalier," said Monsieur, "do you not see how you are distressing me?" 

	"Your highness's signature?" said Guiche. 

	"Take a blank appointment from that drawer, and give it to me." Guiche handed the prince the document indicated, and at the same time presented him with a pen already dipped in ink; whereupon the prince signed. "Here," he said, returning him the appointment, "but I give it on one condition." 

	"Name it." 

	"That you make friends with the chevalier." 

	"Willingly," said Guiche. And he held out his hand to the chevalier with an indifference amounting to contempt. 

	"Adieu, count," said the chevalier, without seeming in any way to have noticed the count's slight; "adieu, and bring us back a princess who will not talk with her own portrait too much." 

	"Yes, set off and lose no time. By the by, who accompany you?" 

	"Bragelonne and De Wardes." 

	"Both excellent and fearless companions." 

	"Too fearless," said the chevalier; "endeavor to bring them both back, count." 

	"A bad heart, bad!" murmured De Guiche; "he scents mischief everywhere, and sooner than anything else." And taking leave of the prince, he quitted the apartment. As soon as he reached the vestibule, he waved in the air the paper which the prince had signed. Malicorne hurried forward, and received it, trembling with delight. When, however, he held it in his hand Guiche observed that he still awaited something further. 

	"Patience, monsieur," he said; "the Chevalier de Lorraine was there, and I feared an utter failure if I asked too much at once. Wait until I return. Adieu." 

	"Adieu, monsieur le comte; a thousand thanks," said Malicorne. 

	"Send Manicamp to me. By the way, monsieur, is it true that Mlle. de la Valliere is lame?" As he said this a horse drew up behind him, and on turning round he noticed that Bragelonne, who had just at that moment entered the courtyard, turned suddenly pale. The poor lover had heard the remark, which, however, was not the case with Malicorne, for he was already beyond the reach of the count's voice. 

	"Why is Louise's name spoken of here?" said Raoul to himself; "oh! let not De Wardes, who stands smiling yonder, even say a word about her in my presence." 

	"Now, gentlemen," exclaimed the Comte de Guiche, "prepare to start." 

	At this moment the prince, who had completed his toilette, appeared at the window, and was immediately saluted by the acclamations of all who composed the escort, and ten minutes afterwards, banners, scarfs, and feathers were fluttering and waving in the air, as the cavalcade galloped away. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 83. Havre 

	This brilliant and animated company, the members of which were inspired by various feelings, arrived at Havre four days after their departure from Paris. It was about five o'clock in the afternoon, and no intelligence had yet been received of Madame. They were soon engaged in quest of apartments; but the greatest confusion immediately ensued among the masters, and violent quarrels among their attendants. In the midst of this disorder, the Comte de Guiche fancied he recognized Manicamp. It was, indeed, Manicamp himself; but as Malicorne had taken possession of his very best costume, he had not been able to get any other than a suit of violet velvet trimmed with silver. Guiche recognized him as much by his dress as by his features, for he had very frequently seen Manicamp in his violet suit, which was his last resource. Manicamp presented himself to the count under an arch of torches, which set in a blaze, rather than illuminated, the gate by which Havre is entered, and which is situated close to the tower of Francis I. The count, remarking the woe-begone expression of Manicamp's face, could not resist laughing. "Well, my poor Manicamp," he exclaimed, "how violet you look; are you in mourning?" 

	"Yes," replied Manicamp; "I am in mourning." 

	"For whom, or for what?" 

	"For my blue-and-gold suit, which has disappeared, and in the place of which I could find nothing but this; and I was even obliged to economize from compulsion, in order to get possession of it." 

	"Indeed?" 

	"It is singular you should be astonished at that, since you leave me without any money." 

	"At all events, here you are, and that is the principal thing." 

	"By the most horrible roads." 

	"Where are you lodging?" 

	"Lodging?" 

	"Yes!" 

	"I am not lodging anywhere." 

	De Guiche began to laugh. "Well," said he, "where do you intend to lodge?" 

	"In the same place you do." 

	"But I don't know, myself." 

	"What do you mean by saying you don't know?" 

	"Certainly, how is it likely I should know where I should stay?" 

	"Have you not retained an hotel?" 

	"I?" 

	"Yes, you or the prince." 

	"Neither of us has thought of it. Havre is of considerable size, I suppose; and provided I can get a stable for a dozen horses, and a suitable house in a good quarter——" 

	"Certainly, there are some very excellent houses." 

	"Well then——" 

	"But not for us." 

	"What do you mean by saying not for us?—for whom, then?" 

	"For the English, of course." 

	"For the English?" 

	"Yes; the houses are all taken." 

	"By whom?" 

	"By the Duke of Buckingham." 

	"I beg your pardon?" said Guiche, whose attention this name had awakened. 

	"Yes, by the Duke of Buckingham. His Grace was preceded by a courier, who arrived here three days ago, and immediately retained all the houses fit for habitation the town possesses." 

	"Come, come, Manicamp, let us understand each other." 

	"Well, what I have told you is clear enough, it seems to me." 

	"But surely Buckingham does not occupy the whole of Havre?" 

	"He certainly does not occupy it, since he has not yet arrived; but, once disembarked, he will occupy it." 

	"Oh! oh!" 

	"It is quite clear you are not acquainted with the English; they have a perfect rage for monopolizing everything." 

	"That may be; but a man who has the whole of one house, is satisfied with it, and does not require two." 

	"Yes, but two men?" 

	"Be it so; for two men, two houses, or four or six, or ten, if you like; but there are a hundred houses at Havre." 

	"Yes, and all the hundred are let." 

	"Impossible!" 

	"What an obstinate fellow you are. I tell you Buckingham has hired all the houses surrounding the one which the queen dowager of England and the princess her daughter will inhabit." 

	"He is singular enough, indeed," said De Wardes, caressing his horse's neck. 

	"Such is the case, however, monsieur." 

	"You are quite sure of it, Monsieur de Manicamp?" and as he put this question, he looked slyly at De Guiche, as though to interrogate him upon the degree of confidence to be placed in his friend's state of mind. During this discussion the night had closed in, and the torches, pages, attendants, squires, horses, and carriages, blocked up the gate and the open place; the torches were reflected in the channel, which the rising tide was gradually filling, while on the other side of the jetty might be noticed groups of curious lookers-on, consisting of sailors and townspeople, who seemed anxious to miss nothing of the spectacle. Amidst all this hesitation of purpose, Bragelonne, as though a perfect stranger to the scene, remained on his horse somewhat in the rear of Guiche, and watched the rays of light reflected on the water, inhaling with rapture the sea breezes, and listening to the waves which noisily broke upon the shore and on the beach, tossing the spray into the air with a noise that echoed in the distance. "But," exclaimed De Guiche, "what is Buckingham's motive for providing such a supply of lodgings?" 

	"Yes, yes," said De Wardes; "what reason has he?" 

	"A very excellent one," replied Manicamp. 

	"You know what it is, then?" 

	"I fancy I do." 

	"Tell us then." 

	"Bend your head down towards me." 

	"What! may it not be spoken except in private?" 

	"You shall judge of that yourself." 

	"Very well." De Guiche bent down. 

	"Love," said Manicamp. 

	"I do not understand you at all." 

	"Say rather, you cannot understand me yet." 

	"Explain yourself." 

	"Very well; it is quite certain, count, that his royal highness will be the most unfortunate of husbands." 

	"What do you mean?" 

	"The Duke of Buckingham——" 

	"It is a name of ill omen to the princes of the house of France." 

	"And so the duke is madly in love with Madame, so the rumor runs, and will have no one approach her but himself." 

	De Guiche colored. "Thank you, thank you," said he to Manicamp, grasping his hand. Then, recovering himself, added, "Whatever you do, Manicamp, be careful that this project of Buckingham's is not made known to any Frenchman here; for, if so, many a sword would be unsheathed in this country that does not fear English steel." 

	"But after all," said Manicamp, "I have had no satisfactory proof given me of the love in question, and it may be no more than an idle tale." 

	"No, no," said De Guiche, "it must be the truth;" and despite his command over himself, he clenched his teeth. 

	"Well," said Manicamp, "after all, what does it matter to you? What does it matter to me whether the prince is to be what the late king was? Buckingham the father for the queen, Buckingham the son for the princess." 

	"Manicamp! Manicamp! 

	"It is a fact, or at least, everybody says so." 

	"Silence!" cried the count. 

	"But why, silence?" said De Wardes, "it is a highly creditable circumstance for the French nation. Are not you of my opinion, Monsieur de Bragelonne?" 

	"To what circumstance do you allude?" inquired De Bragelonne with an abstracted air. 

	"That the English should render homage to the beauty of our queens and our princesses." 

	"Forgive me, but I have not been paying attention to what has passed; will you oblige me by explaining. 

	"There is no doubt it was necessary that Buckingham the father should come to Paris in order that his majesty, King Louis XIII., should perceive that his wife was one of the most beautiful women of the French court; and it seems necessary, at the present time, that Buckingham the son should consecrate, by the devotion of his worship, the beauty of a princess who has French blood in her veins. The fact of having inspired a passion on the other side of the Channel will henceforth confer a title to beauty on this." 

	"Sir," replied De Bragelonne, "I do not like to hear such matters treated so lightly. Gentlemen like ourselves should be careful guardians of the honor of our queens and our princesses. If we jest at them, what will our servants do?" 

	"How am I to understand that?" said De Wardes, whose ears tingled at the remark. 

	"In any way you choose, monsieur," replied De Bragelonne, coldly. 

	"Bragelonne, Bragelonne," murmured De Guiche. 

	"M. de Wardes," exclaimed Manicamp, noticing that the young man had spurred his horse close to the side of Raoul. 

	"Gentlemen, gentlemen," said De Guiche, "do not set such an example in public, in the street too. De Wardes, you are wrong." 

	"Wrong; in what way, may I ask?" 

	"You are wrong, monsieur, because you are always speaking ill of someone or something," replied Raoul with undisturbed composure. 

	"Be indulgent, Raoul," said De Guiche, in an undertone. 

	"Pray do not think of fighting, gentlemen!" said Manicamp, "before you have rested yourselves; for in that case you will not be able to do much." 

	"Come," said De Guiche, "forward, gentlemen!" and breaking through the horses and attendants, he cleared the way for himself towards the center of the square, through the crowd, followed by the whole cavalcade. A large gateway looking out upon a courtyard was open; Guiche entered the courtyard, and Bragelonne, De Wardes, Manicamp, and three or four other gentlemen, followed him. A sort of council of war was held, and the means to be employed for saving the dignity of the embassy were deliberated upon. Bragelonne was of opinion that the right of priority should be respected, while De Wardes suggested that the town should be sacked. This latter proposition appearing to Manicamp rather premature, he proposed instead that they should first rest themselves. This was the wisest thing to do, but, unhappily, to follow his advice, two things were wanting; namely, a house and beds. De Guiche reflected for awhile, and then said aloud, "Let him who loves me, follow me!" 

	"The attendants also?" inquired a page who had approached the group. 

	"Every one," exclaimed the impetuous young man. "Manicamp, show us the way to the house destined for her Royal Highness's residence." 

	Without in any way divining the count's project, his friends followed him, accompanied by a crowd of people whose acclamations and delight seemed a happy omen for the success of that project with which they were yet unacquainted. The wind was blowing strongly from the harbor, and moaning in fitful gusts. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 84. At Sea 

	The following day was somewhat calmer, although the gale still continued. The sun had, however, risen through a bank of orange clouds, tingeing with its cheerful rays the crests of the black waves. Watch was impatiently kept from the different look-outs. Towards eleven o'clock in the morning a ship, with sails full set, was signalled as in view; two others followed at the distance of about half a knot. They approached like arrows shot from the bow of a skillful archer; and yet the sea ran so high that their speed was as nothing compared to the rolling of the billows in which the vessels were plunging first in one direction and then in another. The English fleet was soon recognized by the line of the ships, and by the color of their pennants; the one which had the princess on board and carried the admiral's flag preceded the others. 

	The rumor now spread that the princess was arriving. The whole French court ran to the harbor, while the quays and jetties were soon covered by crowds of people. Two hours afterwards, the other vessels had overtaken the flagship, and the three, not venturing perhaps to enter the narrow entrance of the harbor, cast anchor between Havre and La Heve. When the maneuver had been completed, the vessel which bore the admiral saluted France by twelve discharges of cannon, which were returned, discharge for discharge, from Fort Francis I. Immediately afterwards a hundred boats were launched; they were covered with the richest stuffs, and destined for the conveyance of the different members of the French nobility towards the vessels at anchor. But when it was observed that even inside the harbor the boats were tossed to and fro, and that beyond the jetty the waves rose mountains high, dashing upon the shore with a terrible uproar, it will readily be believed that not one of those frail boats would be able with safety to reach a fourth part of the distance between the shore and the vessels at anchor. A pilot-boat, however, notwithstanding the wind and the sea, was getting ready to leave the harbor, for the purpose of placing itself at the admiral's disposal. 

	De Guiche, who had been looking among the different boats for one stronger than the others, which might offer a chance of reaching the English vessels, perceiving the pilot-boat getting ready to start, said to Raoul: "Do you not think, Raoul, that intelligent and vigorous men, as we are, ought to be ashamed to retreat before the brute strength of wind and waves?" 

	"That is precisely the very reflection I was silently making to myself," replied Bragelonne. 

	"Shall we get into that boat, then, and push off? Will you come, De Wardes?" 

	"Take care, or you will get drowned," said Manicamp. 

	"And for no purpose," said De Wardes, "for with the wind in your teeth, as it will be, you will never reach the vessels." 

	"You refuse, then?" 

	"Assuredly I do; I would willingly risk and lose my life in an encounter against men," he said, glancing at Bragelonne, "but as to fighting with oars against waves, I have no taste for that." 

	"And for myself," said Manicamp, "even were I to succeed in reaching the ships, I should not be indifferent to the loss of the only good dress which I have left,—salt water would spoil it." 

	"You, then, refuse also?" exclaimed De Guiche. 

	"Decidedly I do; I beg you to understand that most distinctly." 

	"But," exclaimed De Guiche, "look, De Wardes—look, Manicamp—look yonder, the princesses are looking at us from the poop of the admiral's vessel." 

	"An additional reason, my dear fellow, why we should not make ourselves ridiculous by being drowned while they are looking on." 

	"Is that your last word, Manicamp?" 

	"Yes." 

	"And then yours, De Wardes?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Then I go alone." 

	"Not so," said Raoul, "for I shall accompany you; I thought it was understood I should do so." 

	The fact is, that Raoul, uninfluenced by devotion, measuring the risk they run, saw how imminent the danger was, but he willingly allowed himself to accept a peril which De Wardes had declined. 

	The boat was about to set off when De Guiche called to the pilot. "Stay," said he: "we want two places in your boat;" and wrapping five or six pistoles in paper, he threw them from the quay into the boat. 

	"It seems you are not afraid of salt water, young gentlemen." 

	"We are afraid of nothing," replied De Guiche. 

	"Come along, then." 

	The pilot approached the side of the boat, and the two young men, one after the other, with equal vivacity, jumped into the boat. "Courage, my men," said De Guiche; "I have twenty pistoles left in this purse, and as soon as we reach the admiral's vessel they shall be yours." The sailors bent themselves to their oars, and the boat bounded over the crest of the waves. The interest taken in this hazardous expedition was universal; the whole population of Havre hurried towards the jetties and every look was directed towards the little bark; at one moment it flew suspended on the crest of the foaming waves, then suddenly glided downwards towards the bottom of a raging abyss, where it seemed utterly lost. At the expiration of an hour's struggling with the waves, it reached the spot where the admiral's vessel was anchored, and from the side of which two boats had already been dispatched towards their aid. Upon the quarter-deck of the flagship, sheltered by a canopy of velvet and ermine, which was suspended by stout supports, Henrietta, the queen dowager, and the young princess—with the admiral, the Duke of Norfolk—standing beside them—watched with alarm this slender bark, at one moment tossed to the heavens, and the next buried beneath the waves, and against whose dark sail the noble figures of the two French gentlemen stood forth in relief like two luminous apparitions. The crew, leaning against the bulwarks and clinging to the shrouds, cheered the courage of the two daring young men, the skill of the pilot, and the strength of the sailors. They were received at the side of the vessel by a shout of triumph. The Duke of Norfolk, a handsome young man, from twenty-six to twenty-eight years of age, advanced to meet them. De Guiche and Bragelonne lightly mounted the ladder on the starboard side, and conducted by the Duke of Norfolk, who resumed his place near them, they approached to offer their homage to the princesses. Respect, and yet more, a certain apprehension, for which he could not account, had hitherto restrained the Comte de Guiche from looking at Madame attentively, who, however, had observed him immediately, and had asked her mother, "Is not that Monsieur in the boat yonder?" Madame Henrietta who knew Monsieur better than her daughter did, smiled at the mistake her vanity had led her into, and had answered, "No; it is only M. de Guiche, his favorite." The princess, at this reply, was constrained to check an instinctive tenderness of feeling which the courage displayed by the count had awakened. At the very moment the princess had put this question to her mother, De Guiche had, at last, summoned courage to raise his eyes towards her and could compare the original with the portrait he had so lately seen. No sooner had he remarked her pale face, her eyes so full of animation, her beautiful nut-brown hair, her expressive lips, and her every gesture, which, while betokening royal descent, seemed to thank and to encourage him at one and the same time, than he was, for a moment, so overcome, that, had it not been for Raoul, on whose arm he leant, he would have fallen. His friend's amazed look, and the encouraging gesture of the queen, restored Guiche to his self-possession. In a few words he explained his mission, explained in what way he had become the envoy of his royal highness; and saluted, according to their rank and the reception they gave him, the admiral and several of the English noblemen who were grouped around the princesses. 

	Raoul was then presented, and was most graciously received; the share that the Comte de la Fere had had in the restoration of Charles II. was known to all; and, more than that, it was the comte who had been charged with the negotiation of the marriage, by means of which the granddaughter of Henry IV. was now returning to France. Raoul spoke English perfectly, and constituted himself his friend's interpreter with the young English noblemen, who were indifferently acquainted with the French language. At this moment a young man came forward, of extremely handsome features, and whose dress and arms were remarkable for their extravagance of material. He approached the princesses, who were engaged in conversation with the Duke of Norfolk, and, in a voice which ill concealed his impatience, said, "It is time now to disembark, your royal highness." The younger of the princesses rose from her seat at this remark, and was about to take the hand which the young nobleman extended to her, with an eagerness which arose from a variety of motives, when the admiral intervened between them, observing; "A moment, if you please, my lord; it is not possible for ladies to disembark just now, the sea is too rough; it is probable the wind may abate before sunset, and the landing will not be effected, therefore, until this evening." 

	"Allow me to observe, my lord," said Buckingham, with an irritation of manner which he did not seek to disguise, "you detain these ladies, and you have no right to do so. One of them, unhappily, now belongs to France, and you perceive that France claims them by the voice of her ambassadors;" and at the same moment he indicated Raoul and Guiche, whom he saluted. 

	"I cannot suppose that these gentlemen intend to expose the lives of their royal highnesses," replied the admiral. 

	"These gentlemen," retorted Buckingham, "arrived here safely, notwithstanding the wind; allow me to believe that the danger will not be greater for their royal highnesses when the wind will be in their favor." 

	"These envoys have shown how great their courage is," said the admiral. "You may have observed that there was a great number of persons on shore who did not venture to accompany them. Moreover, the desire which they had to show their respect with the least possible delay to Madame and her illustrious mother induced them to brave the sea, which is very tempestuous to-day, even for sailors. These gentlemen, however, whom I recommend as an example for my officers to follow, can hardly be so for these ladies." 

	Madame glanced at the Comte de Guiche, and perceived that his face was burning with confusion. This look had escaped Buckingham, who had eyes for nothing but Norfolk, of whom he was evidently very jealous; he seemed anxious to remove the princesses from the deck of a vessel where the admiral reigned supreme. "In that case," returned Buckingham, "I appeal to Madame herself." 

	"And I, my lord," retorted the admiral, "I appeal to my own conscience, and to my own sense of responsibility. I have undertaken to convey Madame safe and sound to France, and I shall keep my promise." 

	"But sir——" continued Buckingham. 

	"My lord, permit me to remind you that I command here." 

	"Are you aware what you are saying, my lord?" replied Buckingham, haughtily. 

	"Perfectly so; I therefore repeat it: I alone command here, all yield obedience to me; the sea and the winds, the ships and men too." This remark was made in a dignified and authoritative manner. Raoul observed its effect upon Buckingham, who trembled with anger from head to foot, and leaned against one of the poles of the tent to prevent himself falling; his eyes became suffused with blood, and the hand which he did not need for his support wandered towards the hilt of his sword. 

	"My lord," said the queen, "permit me to observe that I agree in every particular with the Duke of Norfolk; if the heavens, instead of being clouded as they are at the present moment, were perfectly serene and propitious, we can still afford to bestow a few hours upon the officer who has conducted us so successfully, and with such extreme attention, to the French coast, where he is to take leave of us." 

	Buckingham, instead of replying, seemed to seek counsel from the expression of Madame's face. She, however, half-concealed beneath the thick curtains of the velvet and gold which sheltered her, had not listened to the discussion, having been occupied in watching the Comte de Guiche, who was conversing with Raoul. This was a fresh misfortune for Buckingham, who fancied he perceived in Madame Henrietta's look a deeper feeling than that of curiosity. He withdrew, almost tottering in his gait, and nearly stumbled against the mainmast of the ship. 

	"The duke has not acquired a steady footing yet," said the queen-mother, in French, "and that may possibly be his reason for wishing to find himself on firm land again." 

	The young man overheard this remark, turned suddenly pale, and, letting his hands fall in great discouragement by his side, drew aside, mingling in one sigh his old affection and his new hatreds. The admiral, however, without taking any further notice of the duke's ill-humor, led the princesses into the quarter-deck cabin, where dinner had been served with a magnificence worthy in every respect of his guests. The admiral seated himself at the right hand of the princess, and placed the Comte de Guiche on her left. This was the place Buckingham usually occupied; and when he entered the cabin, how profound was his unhappiness to see himself banished by etiquette from the presence of his sovereign, to a position inferior to that which, by rank, he was entitled to. De Guiche, on the other hand, paler still perhaps from happiness, than his rival was from anger, seated himself tremblingly next the princess, whose silken robe, as it lightly touched him, caused a tremor of mingled regret and happiness to pass through his whole frame. The repast finished, Buckingham darted forward to hand Madame Henrietta from the table; but this time it was De Guiche's turn to give the duke a lesson. "Have the goodness, my lord, from this moment," said he, "not to interpose between her royal highness and myself. From this moment, indeed, her royal highness belongs to France, and when she deigns to honor me by touching my hand it is the hand of Monsieur, the brother of the king of France, she touches." 

	And saying this, he presented his hand to Madame Henrietta with such marked deference, and at the same time with a nobleness of mien so intrepid, that a murmur of admiration rose from the English, whilst a groan of despair escaped from Buckingham's lips. Raoul, who loved, comprehended it all. He fixed upon his friend one of those profound looks which a bosom friend or mother can alone extend, either as protector or guardian, over the one who is about to stray from the right path. Towards two o'clock in the afternoon the sun shone forth anew, the wind subsided, the sea became smooth as a crystal mirror, and the fog, which had shrouded the coast, disappeared like a veil withdrawn from before it. The smiling hills of France appeared in full view with their numerous white houses rendered more conspicuous by the bright green of the trees or the clear blue sky. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 85. The Tents 

	The admiral, as we have seen, was determined to pay no further attention to Buckingham's threatening glances and fits of passion. In fact, from the moment they quitted England, he had gradually accustomed himself to his behavior. De Guiche had not yet in any way remarked the animosity which appeared to influence that young nobleman against him, but he felt, instinctively, that there could be no sympathy between himself and the favorite of Charles II. The queen-mother, with greater experience and calmer judgment, perceived the exact position of affairs, and, as she discerned its danger, was prepared to meet it, whenever the proper moment should arrive. Quiet had been everywhere restored, except in Buckingham's heart; he, in his impatience, addressed himself to the princess, in a low tone of voice: "For Heaven's sake, madame, I implore you to hasten your disembarkation. Do you not perceive how that insolent Duke of Norfolk is killing me with his attentions and devotions to you?" 

	Henrietta heard this remark; she smiled, and without turning her head towards him, but giving only to the tone of her voice that inflection of gentle reproach, and languid impertinence, which women and princesses so well know how to assume, she murmured, "I have already hinted, my lord, that you must have taken leave of your senses." 

	Not a single detail escaped Raoul's attention; he heard both Buckingham's entreaty and the princess's reply; he remarked Buckingham retire, heard his deep sigh, and saw him pass his hand across his face. He understood everything, and trembled as he reflected on the position of affairs, and the state of the minds of those about him. At last the admiral, with studied delay, gave the last orders for the departure of the boats. 

	Buckingham heard the directions given with such an exhibition of delight that a stranger would really imagine the young man's reason was affected. As the Duke of Norfolk gave his commands, a large boat or barge, decked with flags, and capable of holding about twenty rowers and fifteen passengers, was slowly lowered from the side of the admiral's vessel. The barge was carpeted with velvet and decorated with coverings embroidered with the arms of England, and with garlands of flowers; for, at that time, ornamentation was by no means forgotten in these political pageants. No sooner was this really royal boat afloat and the rowers with oars uplifted, awaiting, like soldiers presenting arms, the embarkation of the princess, than Buckingham ran forward to the ladder in order to take his place. His progress was, however, arrested by the queen. "My lord," she said, "it is hardly becoming that you should allow my daughter and myself to land without having previously ascertained that our apartments are properly prepared. I beg your lordship to be good enough to precede us ashore, and to give directions that everything be in proper order on our arrival." 

	This was a fresh disappointment for the duke, and, still more so, since it was so unexpected. He hesitated, colored violently, but could not reply. He had thought he might be able to keep near Madame during the passage to the shore, and, by this means, to enjoy to the very last moment the brief period fortune still reserved for him. The order, however, was explicit; and the admiral, who heard it given, immediately called out, "Launch the ship's gig." His directions were executed with that celerity which distinguishes every maneuver on board a man-of-war. 

	Buckingham, in utter hopelessness, cast a look of despair at the princess, of supplication towards the queen, and directed a glance full of anger towards the admiral. The princess pretended not to notice him, while the queen turned aside her head, and the admiral laughed outright, at the sound of which Buckingham seemed ready to spring upon him. The queen-mother rose, and with a tone of authority said, "Pray set off, sir." 

	The young duke hesitated, looked around him, and with a last effort, half-choked by contending emotions, said, "And you, gentlemen, M. de Guiche and M. de Bragelonne, do not you accompany me?" 

	De Guiche bowed and said, "Both M. de Bragelonne and myself await her majesty's orders; whatever the commands she imposes on us, we shall obey them." Saying this, he looked towards the princess, who cast down her eyes. 

	"Your grace will remember," said the queen, "that M. de Guiche is here to represent Monsieur; it is he who will do the honors of France, as you have done those of England; his presence cannot be dispensed with; besides, we owe him this slight favor for the courage he displayed in venturing to seek us in such a terrible stress of weather." 

	Buckingham opened his lips, as if he were about to speak, but, whether thoughts or expressions failed him, not a syllable escaped them, and turning away, as though out of his mind, he leapt from the vessel into the boat. The sailors were just in time to catch hold of him to steady themselves; for his weight and the rebound had almost upset the boat. 

	"His grace cannot be in his senses," said the admiral aloud to Raoul. 

	"I am uneasy on the Duke's account," replied Bragelonne. 

	While the boat was advancing towards the shore, the duke kept his eyes immovably fixed upon the admiral's ship, like a miser torn away from his coffers, or a mother separated from her child, about to be led away to death. No one, however, acknowledged his signals, his frowns, or his pitiful gestures. In very anguish of mind, he sank down in the boat, burying his hands in his hair, whilst the boat, impelled by the exertions of the merry sailors, flew over the waves. On his arrival he was in such a state of apathy, that, had he not been received at the harbor by the messenger whom he had directed to precede him, he would hardly have had strength to ask his way. Having once, however, reached the house which had been set apart for him, he shut himself up, like Achilles in his tent. The barge bearing the princesses quitted the admiral's vessel at the very moment Buckingham landed. It was followed by another boat filled with officers, courtiers, and zealous friends. Great numbers of the inhabitants of Havre, having embarked in fishing-cobles and boats of every description, set off to meet the royal barge. The cannon from the forts fired salutes, which were returned by the flagship and the two other vessels, and the flashes from the open mouths of the cannon floated in white fumes over the waves, and disappeared in the clear blue sky. 

	The princess landed at the decorated quay. Bands of gay music greeted her arrival, and accompanied her every step she took. During the time she was passing through the center of the town, and treading beneath her delicate feet the richest carpets and the gayest flowers, which had been strewn upon the ground, De Guiche and Raoul, escaping from their English friends, hurried through the town and hastened rapidly towards the place intended for the residence of Madame. 

	"Let us hurry forward," said Raoul to De Guiche, "for if I read Buckingham's character aright, he will create some disturbance, when he learns the result of our deliberations of yesterday." 

	"Never fear," said De Guiche, "De Wardes is there, who is determination itself, while Manicamp is the very personification of artless gentleness." 

	De Guiche was not, however, the less diligent on that account, and five minutes afterwards they were within sight of the Hotel de Ville. The first thing which struck them was the number of people assembled in the square. "Excellent," said De Guiche; "our apartments, I see, are prepared." 

	In fact, in front of the Hotel de Ville, upon the wide open space before it, eight tents had been raised, surmounted by the flags of France and England united. The hotel was surrounded by tents, as by a girdle of variegated colors; ten pages and a dozen mounted troopers, who had been given to the ambassadors, for an escort, mounted guard before the tents. It had a singularly curious effect, almost fairy-like in its appearance. These tents had been constructed during the night-time. Fitted up, within and without, with the richest materials that De Guiche had been able to procure in Havre, they completely encircled the Hotel de Ville. The only passage which led to the steps of the hotel, and which was not inclosed by the silken barricade, was guarded by two tents, resembling two pavilions, the doorways of both of which opened towards the entrance. These two tents were destined for De Guiche and Raoul; in whose absence they were intended to be occupied, that of De Guiche by De Wardes, and that of Raoul by Manicamp. Surrounding these two tents, and the six others, a hundred officers, gentlemen, and pages, dazzling in their display of silk and gold, thronged like bees buzzing about a hive. Every one of them, their swords by their sides, was ready to obey the slightest sign either of De Guiche or Bragelonne, the leaders of the embassy. 

	At the very moment the two young men appeared at the end of one of the streets leading to the square, they perceived, crossing the square at full gallop, a young man on horseback, whose costume was of surprising richness. He pushed hastily through the crowd of curious lookers-on, and, at the sight of these unexpected erections, uttered a cry of anger and dismay. It was Buckingham, who had awakened from his stupor, in order to adorn himself with a costume perfectly dazzling from its beauty, and to await the arrival of the princess and the queen-mother at the Hotel de Ville. At the entrance to the tents, the soldiers barred his passage, and his further progress was arrested. Buckingham, hopelessly infuriated, raised his whip; but his arm was seized by a couple of officers. Of the two guardians of the tent, only one was there. De Wardes was in the interior of the Hotel de Ville, engaged in attending to the execution of some orders given by De Guiche. At the noise made by Buckingham Manicamp, who was indolently reclining upon the cushions at the doorway of one of the tents, rose with his usual indifference, and, perceiving that the disturbance continued, made his appearance from underneath the curtains. "What is the matter?" he said, in a gentle tone of voice, "and who is it making this disturbance?" 

	It so happened, that, at the moment he began to speak, silence had just been restored, and, although his voice was very soft and gentle in its tone, every one heard his question. Buckingham turned round; and looked at the tall, thin figure, and the listless expression of countenance of his questioner. Probably the personal appearance of Manicamp, who was dressed very plainly, did not inspire him with much respect, for he replied disdainfully, "Who may you be, monsieur?" 

	Manicamp, leaning on the arm of a gigantic trooper, as firm as the pillar of a cathedral, replied in his usual tranquil tone of voice,—"And you, monsieur?" 

	"I, monsieur, am the Duke of Buckingham; I have hired all the houses which surround the Hotel de Ville, where I have business to transact; and as these houses are let, they belong to me, and, as I hired them in order to preserve the right of free access to the Hotel de Ville, you are not justified in preventing me passing to it." 

	"But who prevents you passing, monsieur?" inquired Manicamp. 

	"Your sentinels." 

	"Because you wish to pass on horseback, and orders have been given to let only persons on foot pass." 

	"No one has any right to give orders here, except myself," said Buckingham. 

	"On what grounds?" inquired Manicamp, with his soft tone. "Will you do me the favor to explain this enigma to me?" 

	"Because, as I have already told you, I have hired all the houses looking on the square." 

	"We are very well aware of that, since nothing but the square itself has been left for us." 

	"You are mistaken, monsieur; the square belongs to me, as well as the houses in it." 

	"Forgive me, monsieur, but you are mistaken there. In our country, we say, the highway belongs to the king, therefore this square is his majesty's; and, consequently, as we are the king's ambassadors, the square belongs to us." 

	"I have already asked you who you are, monsieur," exclaimed Buckingham, exasperated at the coolness of his interlocutor. 

	"My name is Manicamp," replied the young man, in a voice whose tones were as harmonious and sweet as the notes of an AEolian harp. 

	Buckingham shrugged his shoulders contemptuously, and said, "When I hired these houses which surround the Hotel de Ville, the square was unoccupied; these barracks obstruct my sight; I hereby order them to be removed." 

	A hoarse and angry murmur ran through the crowd of listeners at these words. De Guiche arrived at this moment; he pushed through the crowd which separated him from Buckingham, and, followed by Raoul, arrived on the scene of action from one side, just as De Wardes came up from the other. "Pardon me, my lord; but if you have any complaint to make, have the goodness to address it to me, inasmuch as it was I who supplied the plans for the construction of these tents." 

	"Moreover, I would beg you to observe, monsieur, that the term 'barrack' is a highly objectionable one!" added Manicamp, graciously. 

	"You were saying, monsieur—" continued De Guiche. 

	"I was saying, monsieur le comte," resumed Buckingham, in a tone of anger more marked than ever, although in some measure moderated by the presence of an equal, "I was saying that it is impossible these tents can remain where they are." 

	"Impossible!" exclaimed De Guiche, "and why?" 

	"Because I object to them." 

	A movement of impatience escaped De Guiche, but a warning glance from Raoul restrained him. 

	"You should the less object to them, monsieur, on account of the abuse of priority you have permitted yourself to exercise." 

	"Abuse!" 

	"Most assuredly. You commission a messenger, who hires in your name the whole of the town of Havre, without considering the members of the French court, who would be sure to arrive here to meet Madame. Your Grace will admit that this is hardly friendly conduct in the representative of a friendly nation." 

	"The right of possession belongs to him who is first on the ground." 

	"Not in France, monsieur." 

	"Why not in France?" 

	"Because France is a country where politeness is observed." 

	"Which means!" exclaimed Buckingham, in so violent a manner that those who were present drew back, expecting an immediate collision. 

	"Which means, monsieur," replied De Guiche, now rather pale, "that I caused these tents to be raised as habitations for myself and my friends, as a shelter for the ambassadors of France, as the only place of refuge which your exactions have left us in the town; and that I and those who are with me, shall remain in them, at least, until an authority more powerful, and more supreme, than your own shall dismiss me from them." 

	"In other words, until we are ejected, as the lawyers say," observed Manicamp, blandly. 

	"I know an authority, monsieur, which I trust is such as you will respect," said Buckingham, placing his hand on his sword. 

	At this moment, and as the goddess of Discord, inflaming all minds, was about to direct their swords against each other, Raoul gently placed his hand on Buckingham's shoulder. "One word, my lord," he said. 

	"My right, my right, first of all," exclaimed the fiery young man. 

	"It is precisely upon that point I wish to have the honor of addressing a word to you." 

	"Very well, monsieur, but let your remarks be brief." 

	"One question is all I ask; you can hardly expect me to be briefer." 

	"Speak, monsieur, I am listening." 

	"Are you, or is the Duke of Orleans, going to marry the granddaughter of Henry IV.?" 

	"What do you mean?" exclaimed Buckingham, retreating a few steps, bewildered. 

	"Have the goodness to answer me," persisted Raoul, tranquilly. 

	"Do you mean to ridicule me, monsieur?" inquired Buckingham. 

	"Your question is a sufficient answer for me. You admit, then, that it is not you who are going to marry the princess?" 

	"Thou know it perfectly well, monsieur, I should imagine." 

	"I beg your pardon, but your conduct has been such as to leave it not altogether certain." 

	"Proceed, monsieur, what do you mean to convey?" 

	Raoul approached the duke. "Are you aware, my lord," he said, lowering his voice, "that your extravagances very much resemble the excesses of jealousy? These jealous fits, with respect to any woman, are not becoming in one who is neither her lover nor her husband; and I am sure you will admit that my remark applies with still greater force, when the lady in question is a princess of the blood royal!" 

	"Monsieur," exclaimed Buckingham, "do you mean to insult Madame Henrietta?" 

	"Be careful, my lord," replied Bragelonne, coldly, "for it is you who insult her. A little while since, when on board the admiral's ship, you wearied the queen, and exhausted the admiral's patience. I was observing, my lord; and, at first, I concluded you were not in possession of your senses, but I have since surmised the real significance of your madness." 

	"Monsieur!" exclaimed Buckingham. 

	"One moment more, for I have yet another word to add. I trust I am the only one of my companions who has guessed it." 

	"Are you aware, monsieur," said Buckingham, trembling with mingled feelings of anger and uneasiness, "are you aware that you are holding language towards me which requires to be checked?" 

	"Weigh your words well, my lord," said Raoul, haughtily: "my nature is not such that its vivacities need checking; whilst you, on the contrary, are descended from a race whose passions are suspected by all true Frenchmen; I repeat, therefore, for the second time, be careful!" 

	"Careful of what, may I ask? Do you presume to threaten me?" 

	"I am the son of the Comte de la Fere, my lord, and I never threaten, because I strike first. Therefore, understand me well, the threat that I hold out to you is this——" 

	Buckingham clenched his hands, but Raoul continued, as though he had not observed the gesture. "At the very first word, beyond the respect and deference due to her royal highness, which you permit yourself to use towards her,—be patient, my lord, for I am perfectly so." 

	"You?" 

	"Undoubtedly. So long as Madame remained on English territory, I held my peace; but from the very moment she stepped on French ground, and now that we have received her in the name of the prince, I warn you, that at the first mark of disrespect which you, in your insane attachment, exhibit towards the royal house of France, I shall have one of two courses to follow;—either I declare, in the presence of every one, the madness with which you are now affected, and I get you ignominiously ordered back to England; or if you prefer it, I will run my dagger through your throat in the presence of all here. This second alternative seems to me the least disagreeable, and I think I shall hold to it." 

	Buckingham had become paler than the lace collar around his neck. "M. de Bragelonne," he said, "is it, indeed, a gentleman who is speaking to me?" 

	"Yes; only the gentleman is speaking to a madman. Get cured, my lord, and he will hold quite another language to you." 

	"But, M. de Bragelonne," murmured the duke, in a voice, half-choked, and putting his hand to his neck,—"Do you not see I am choking?" 

	"If your death were to take place at this moment, my lord," replied Raoul, with unruffled composure, "I should, indeed, regard it as a great happiness, for this circumstance would prevent all kinds of evil remarks; not alone about yourself, but also about those illustrious persons whom your devotion is compromising in so absurd a manner." 

	"You are right, you are right," said the young man, almost beside himself. "Yes, yes; better to die, than to suffer as I do at this moment." And he grasped a beautiful dagger, the handle of which was inlaid with precious stones; and which he half drew from his breast. 

	Raoul thrust his hand aside. "Be careful what you do," he said; "if you do not kill yourself, you commit a ridiculous action; and if you were to kill yourself, you sprinkle blood upon the nuptial robe of the princess of England." 

	Buckingham remained a minute gasping for breath; during this interval, his lips quivered, his fingers worked convulsively, and his eyes wandered as though in delirium. Then suddenly, he said, "M. de Bragelonne, I know nowhere a nobler mind than yours; you are, indeed, a worthy son of the most perfect gentleman that ever lived. Keep your tents." And he threw his arms round Raoul's neck. All who were present, astounded at this conduct, which was the very reverse of what was expected, considering the violence of the one adversary and the determination of the other, began immediately to clap their hands, and a thousand cheers and joyful shouts arose from all sides. De Guiche, in his turn, embraced Buckingham somewhat against his inclination; but, at all events, he did embrace him. This was the signal for French and English to do the same; and they who, until that moment, had looked at each other with restless uncertainty, fraternized on the spot. In the meantime, the procession of the princess arrived, and had it not been for Bragelonne, two armies would have been engaged together in conflict, and blood have been shed upon the flowers with which the ground was covered. At the appearance, however, of the banners borne at the head of the procession, complete order was restored. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 86. Night 

	Concord returned to its place amidst the tents. English and French rivaled each other in their devotion and courteous attention to the illustrious travelers. The English forwarded to the French baskets of flowers, of which they had made a plentiful provision to greet the arrival of the young princess; the French in return invited the English to a supper, which was to be given the next day. Congratulations were poured in upon the princess everywhere during her journey. From the respect paid her on all sides, she seemed like a queen; and from the adoration with which she was treated by two or three, she appeared an object of worship. The queen-mother gave the French the most affectionate reception. France was her native country, and she had suffered too much unhappiness in England for England to have made her forget France. She taught her daughter, then, by her own affection for it, that love for a country where they had both been hospitably received, and where a brilliant future opened before them. After the public entry was over, and the spectators in the streets had partially dispersed, and the sound of the music and cheering of the crowd could be heard only in the distance; when the night had closed in, wrapping with its star-covered mantle the sea, the harbor, the town, and surrounding country, De Guiche, still excited by the great events of the day, returned to his tent, and seated himself upon one of the stools with so profound an expression of distress that Bragelonne kept his eyes fixed on him, until he heard him sigh, and then he approached him. The count had thrown himself back on his seat, leaning his shoulders against the partition of the tent, and remained thus, his face buried in his hands, with heaving chest and restless limbs. 

	"You are suffering?" asked Raoul. 

	"Cruelly." 

	"Bodily, I suppose?" 

	"Yes; bodily." 

	"This has indeed been a harassing day," continued the young man, his eyes fixed upon his friend. 

	"Yes; a night's rest will probably restore me." 

	"Shall I leave you?" 

	"No; I wish to talk to you." 

	"You shall not speak to me, Guiche, until you have first answered my questions." 

	"Proceed then." 

	"You will be frank with me?" 

	"I always am." 

	"Can you imagine why Buckingham has been so violent?" 

	"I suspect." 

	"Because he is in love with Madame, is it not?" 

	"One could almost swear to it, to observe him." 

	"You are mistaken; there is nothing of the kind." 

	"It is you who are mistaken, Raoul; I have read his distress in his eyes, in his every gesture and action the whole day." 

	"You are a poet, my dear count, and find subject for your muse everywhere." 

	"I can perceive love clearly enough." 

	"Where it does not exist?" 

	"Nay, where it does exist." 

	"Do you not think you are deceiving yourself, Guiche?" 

	"I am convinced of what I say," said the count. 

	"Now, inform me count," said Raoul, fixing a penetrating look upon him, "what has happened to render you so clear-sighted?" 

	Guiche hesitated for a moment, and then answered, "Self-love, I suppose." 

	"Self-love is a pedantic word, Guiche." 

	"What do you mean?" 

	"I mean that, generally, you are less out of spirits than seems to be the case this evening." 

	"I am fatigued." 

	"Listen to me, Guiche; we have been campaigners together; we have been on horseback for eighteen hours at a time, and our horses dying from exhaustion, or hunger, have fallen beneath us, and yet we have laughed at our mishaps. Believe me, it is not fatigue that saddens you to-night." 

	"It is annoyance, then." 

	"What annoyance?" 

	"That of this evening." 

	"The mad conduct of the Duke of Buckingham, do you mean?" 

	"Of course; is it not vexatious for us, the representatives of our sovereign master, to witness the devotion of an Englishman to our future mistress, the second lady in point of rank in the kingdom?" 

	"Yes, you are right; but I do not think any danger is to be apprehended from Buckingham." 

	"No; still he is intrusive. Did he not, on his arrival here, almost succeed in creating a disturbance between the English and ourselves; and, had it not been for you, for your admirable prudence, for your singular decision of character, swords would have been drawn in the very streets of the town." 

	"You observe, however, that he has changed his tactics." 

	"Yes, certainly; but this is the very thing that amazes me so much. You spoke to him in a low tone of voice, what did you say to him? You think he loves her; you admit that such a passion does not give way readily. He does not love her, then!" De Guiche pronounced the latter with so marked an expression that Raoul raised his head. The noble character of the young man's countenance expressed a displeasure which could easily be read. 

	"What I said to him, count," replied Raoul, "I will repeat to you. Listen to me. I said, 'You are regarding with wistful feelings, and most injurious desire, the sister of your prince,—her to whom you are not affianced, who is not, who can never be anything to you; you are outraging those who, like ourselves, have come to seek a young lady to escort her to her husband.'" 

	"You spoke to him in that manner?" asked Guiche coloring. 

	"In those very terms; I even added more. 'How would you regard us,' I said, 'if you were to perceive among us a man mad enough, disloyal enough, to entertain other than sentiments of the most perfect respect for a princess who is the destined wife of our master?'" 

	These words were so applicable to De Guiche that he turned pale, and, overcome by a sudden agitation, was barely able to stretch out one hand mechanically towards Raoul, as he covered his eyes and face with the other. 

	"But," continued Raoul, not interrupted by this movement of his friend, "Heaven be praised, the French who are pronounced to be thoughtless and indiscreet, reckless, even, are capable of bringing a calm and sound judgment to bear on matters of such high importance. I added even more, for I said, 'Learn, my lord, that we gentlemen of France devote ourselves to our sovereigns by sacrificing for them our affections, as well as our fortunes and our lives; and whenever it may chance to happen that the tempter suggests one of those vile thoughts that set the heart on fire, we extinguish the flame, even if it has to be done by shedding our blood for the purpose. Thus it is that the honor of three is saved: our country's, our master's, and our own. It is thus that we act, your Grace; it is thus that every man of honor ought to act. In this manner, my dear Guiche," continued Raoul, "I addressed the Duke of Buckingham; and he admitted I was right, and resigned himself unresistingly to my arguments." 

	De Guiche, who had hitherto sat leaning forward while Raoul was speaking, drew himself up, his eyes glancing proudly; he seized Raoul's hand, his face, which had been as cold as ice, seemed on fire. "And you spoke magnificently," he said, in a half-choked voice; "you are indeed a friend, Raoul. But now, I entreat you, leave me to myself." 

	"Do you wish it?" 

	"Yes; I need repose. Many things have agitated me to-day, both in mind and body; when you return tomorrow I shall no longer be the same man." 

	"I leave you, then," said Raoul, as he withdrew. The count advanced a step towards his friend, and pressed him warmly in his arms. But in this friendly pressure Raoul could detect the nervous agitation of a great internal conflict. 

	The night was clear, starlit, and splendid; the tempest had passed away, and the sweet influences of the evening had restored life, peace and security everywhere. A few fleecy clouds were floating in the heavens, and indicated from their appearance a continuance of beautiful weather, tempered by a gentle breeze from the east. Upon the large square in front of the hotel, the shadows of the tents, intersected by the golden moonbeams, formed as it were a huge mosaic of jet and yellow flagstones. Soon, however, the entire town was wrapped in slumber; a feeble light still glimmered in Madame's apartment, which looked out upon the square, and the soft rays from the expiring lamp seemed to be the image of the calm sleep of a young girl, hardly yet sensible of life's anxieties, and in whom the flame of existence sinks placidly as sleep steals over the body. 

	Bragelonne quitted the tent with the slow and measured step of a man curious to observe, but anxious not to be seen. Sheltered behind the thick curtains of his own tent, embracing with a glance the whole square, he noticed that, after a few moments' pause, the curtains of De Guiche's tent were agitated, and then drawn partially aside. Behind them he could perceive the shadow of De Guiche, his eyes glittering in the obscurity, fastened ardently upon the princess's sitting apartment, which was partially lighted by the lamp in the inner room. The soft light which illumined the windows was the count's star. The fervent aspirations of his nature could be read in his eyes. Raoul, concealed in the shadow, divined the many passionate thoughts that established, between the tent of the young ambassador and the balcony of the princess, a mysterious and magical bond of sympathy—a bond created by thoughts imprinted with so much strength and persistence of will, that they must have caused happy and loving dreams to alight upon the perfumed couch, which the count, with the eyes of his soul, devoured so eagerly. 

	But De Guiche and Raoul were not the only watchers. The window of one of the houses looking on the square was opened too, the casement of the house where Buckingham resided. By the aid of the rays of light which issued from this latter, the profile of the duke could be distinctly seen, as he indolently reclined upon the carved balcony with its velvet hangings; he also was breathing in the direction of the princess's apartment his prayers and the wild visions of his love. 

	Raoul could not resist smiling, as thinking of Madame, he said to himself, "Hers is, indeed, a heart well besieged;" and then added, compassionately, as he thought of Monsieur, "and he is a husband well threatened too; it is a good thing for him that he is a prince of such high rank, that he has an army to safeguard for him that which is his own." Bragelonne watched for some time the conduct of the two lovers, listened to the loud and uncivil slumbers of Manicamp, who snored as imperiously as though he was wearing his blue and gold, instead of his violet suit. 

	Then he turned towards the night breeze which bore towards him, he seemed to think, the distant song of the nightingale; and, after having laid in a due provision of melancholy, another nocturnal malady, he retired to rest thinking, with regard to his own love affair, that perhaps four or even a larger number of eyes, quite as ardent as those of De Guiche and Buckingham, were coveting his own idol in the chateau at Blois. "And Mademoiselle de Montalais is by no means a very conscientious garrison," said he to himself, sighing aloud. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 87. From Havre to Paris 

	The next day the fetes took place, accompanied by all the pomp and animation that the resources of the town and the cheerful disposition of men's minds could supply. During the last few hours spent in Havre, every preparation for the departure had been made. After Madame had taken leave of the English fleet, and, once again, had saluted the country in saluting its flags, she entered her carriage, surrounded by a brilliant escort. De Guiche had hoped that the Duke of Buckingham would accompany the admiral to England; but Buckingham succeeded in demonstrating to the queen that there would be great impropriety in allowing Madame to proceed to Paris almost unprotected. As soon as it had been settled that Buckingham was to accompany Madame, the young duke selected a corps of gentlemen and officers to form part of his own suite, so that it was almost an army that now set out towards Paris, scattering gold, and exciting the liveliest demonstrations as they passed through the different towns and villages on the route. The weather was very fine. France is a beautiful country, especially along the route by which the procession passed. Spring cast its flowers and its perfumed foliage on their path. Normandy, with its vast variety of vegetation, its blue skies and silver rivers, displayed itself in all the loveliness of a paradise to the new sister of the king. Fetes and brilliant displays received them everywhere along the line of march. De Guiche and Buckingham forgot everything; De Guiche in his anxiety to prevent any fresh attempts on the part of the duke, and Buckingham, in his desire to awaken in the heart of the princess a softer remembrance of the country to which the recollection of many happy days belonged. But, alas! the poor duke could perceive that the image of that country so cherished by himself became, from day to day, more and more effaced in Madame's mind, in exact proportion as her affection for France became more deeply engraved on her heart. In fact, it was not difficult to perceive that his most devoted attention awakened no acknowledgment, and that the grace with which he rode one of his most fiery horses was thrown away, for it was only casually and by the merest accident that the princess's eyes were turned towards him. In vain did he try, in order to fix upon himself one of those looks, which were thrown carelessly around, or bestowed elsewhere, to produce in the animal he rode its greatest display of strength, speed, temper and address; in vain did he, by exciting his horse almost to madness, spur him, at the risk of dashing himself in pieces against the trees, or of rolling in the ditches, over the gates and barriers which they passed, or down the steep declivities of the hills. Madame, whose attention had been aroused by the noise, turned her head for a moment to observe the cause of it, and then, slightly smiling, again entered into conversation with her faithful guardians, Raoul and De Guiche, who were quietly riding at her carriage doors. Buckingham felt himself a prey to all the tortures of jealousy; an unknown, unheard of anguish glided through his veins, and laid siege to his heart; and then, as if to show that he knew the folly of his conduct, and that he wished to correct, by the humblest submission, his flights of absurdity, he mastered his horse, and compelled him, reeking with sweat and flecked with foam, to champ his bit close beside the carriage, amidst the crowd of courtiers. Occasionally he obtained a word from Madame as a recompense, and yet her speech seemed almost a reproach. 

	"That is well, my lord," she said, "now you are reasonable." 

	Or from Raoul, "Your Grace is killing your horse." 

	Buckingham listened patiently to Raoul's remarks, for he instinctively felt, without having had any proof that such was the case, that Raoul checked the display of De Guiche's feelings, and that, had it not been for Raoul, some mad act or proceeding, either of the count, or of Buckingham himself, would have brought about an open rupture, or a disturbance—perhaps even exile itself. From the moment of that excited conversation the two young men had held in front of the tents at Havre, when Raoul made the duke perceive the impropriety of his conduct, Buckingham felt himself attracted towards Raoul almost in spite of himself. He often entered into conversation with him, and it was nearly always to talk to him either of his father or of D'Artagnan, their mutual friend, in whose praise Buckingham was nearly as enthusiastic as Raoul. Raoul endeavored, as much as possible, to make the conversation turn upon this subject in De Wardes's presence, who had, during the whole journey, been exceedingly annoyed at the superior position taken by Bragelonne, and especially by his influence over De Guiche. De Wardes had that keen and merciless penetration most evil natures possess; he had immediately remarked De Guiche's melancholy, and divined the nature of his regard for the princess. Instead, however, of treating the subject with the same reserve which Raoul practiced; instead of regarding with that respect, which was their due, the obligations and duties of society, De Wardes resolutely attacked in the count the ever-sounding chord of juvenile audacity and pride. It happened one evening, during a halt at Nantes, that while De Guiche and De Wardes were leaning against a barrier, engaged in conversation, Buckingham and Raoul were also talking together as they walked up and down. Manicamp was engaged in devoted attendance on the princess, who already treated him without reserve, on account of his versatile fancy, his frank courtesy of manner, and conciliatory disposition. 

	"Confess," said De Wardes, "that you are really ill and that your pedagogue of a friend has not succeeded in curing you." 

	"I do not understand you," said the count. 

	"And yet it is easy enough; you are dying of love." 

	"You are mad, De Wardes." 

	"Madness it would be, I admit, if Madame were really indifferent to your martyrdom; but she takes so much notice of it, observes it to such an extent, that she compromises herself, and I tremble lest, on our arrival at Paris, M. de Bragelonne may not denounce both of you." 

	"For shame, De Wardes, again attacking De Bragelonne." 

	"Come, come, a truce to child's play," replied the count's evil genius, in an undertone; "you know as well as I do what I mean. Besides, you must have observed how the princess's glance softens as she looks at you;—you can tell, by the very inflection of her voice, what pleasure she takes in listening to you, and can feel how thoroughly she appreciates the verses you recite to her. You cannot deny, too, that every morning she tells you how indifferently she slept the previous night." 

	"True, De Wardes, quite true; but what good is there in your telling me all that?" 

	"Is it not important to know the exact position of affairs?" 

	"No, no; not when I am a witness of things that are enough to drive one mad." 

	"Stay, stay," said De Wardes; "look, she calls you,—do you understand? Profit by the occasion, while your pedagogue is absent." 

	De Guiche could not resist; an invincible attraction drew him towards the princess. De Wardes smiled as he saw him withdraw. 

	"You are mistaken, monsieur," said Raoul, suddenly stepping across the barrier against which the previous moment the two friends had been leaning. "The pedagogue is here, and has overheard you." 

	De Wardes, at the sound of Raoul's voice, which he recognized without having occasion to look at him, half drew his sword. 

	"Put up your sword," said Raoul, "you know perfectly well that, until our journey is at an end, every demonstration of that nature is useless. Why do you distill into the heart of the man you term your friend all the bitterness that infects your own? As regards myself, you wish to arouse a feeling of deep dislike against a man of honor—my father's friend and my own: and as for the count you wish him to love one who is destined for your master. Really, monsieur, I should regard you as a coward, and a traitor too, if I did not, with greater justice, regard you as a madman." 

	"Monsieur," exclaimed De Wardes, exasperated, "I was deceived, I find, in terming you a pedagogue. The tone you assume, and the style which is peculiarly your own, is that of a Jesuit, and not of a gentleman. Discontinue, I beg, whenever I am present, this style I complain of, and the tone also. I hate M. d'Artagnan because he was guilty of a cowardly act towards my father." 

	"You lie, monsieur," said Raoul, coolly. 

	"You give me the lie, monsieur?" exclaimed De Wardes. 

	"Why not, if what you assert is untrue?" 

	"You give me the lie and will not draw your sword?" 

	"I have resolved, monsieur, not to kill you until Madame shall have been delivered safely into her husband's hands." 

	"Kill me! Believe me, monsieur, your schoolmaster's rod does not kill so easily." 

	"No," replied Raoul, sternly, "but M. d'Artagnan's sword kills; and, not only do I possess his sword, but he has himself taught me how to use it: and with that sword, when a befitting time arrives, I will avenge his name—-a name you have dishonored." 

	"Take care, monsieur," exclaimed De Wardes; "if you do not immediately give me satisfaction, I will avail myself of every means to revenge myself." 

	"Indeed, monsieur," said Buckingham, suddenly, appearing upon the scene of action, "that is a threat which savors of assassination, and therefore, ill becomes a gentleman." 

	"What did you say, my lord?" said De Wardes, turning round towards him. 

	"I said, monsieur, that the words you spoken are displeasing to my English ears." 

	"Very well, monsieur, if what you say is true," exclaimed De Wardes, thoroughly incensed, "I at least find in you one who will not escape me. Understand my words as you like." 

	"I take them in the manner they cannot but be understood," replied Buckingham, with that haughty tone which characterized him, and which, even in ordinary conversation, gave a tone of defiance to everything he said; "M. de Bragelonne is my friend, you insult M. de Bragelonne, and you shall give me satisfaction for that insult." 

	De Wardes cast a look upon De Bragelonne, who, faithful to the character he had assumed, remained calm and unmoved, even after the duke's defiance. 

	"It would seem that I did not insult M. de Bragelonne, since M. de Bragelonne, who carries a sword by his side, does not consider himself insulted." 

	"At all events you insult some one." 

	"Yes, I insulted M. d'Artagnan," resumed De Wardes, who had observed that this was the only means of stinging Raoul, so as to awaken his anger. 

	"That then," said Buckingham, "is another matter." 

	"Precisely so," said De Wardes, "it is the province of M. d'Artagnan's friends to defend him." 

	"I am entirely of your opinion," replied the duke, who had regained all his indifference of manner; "if M. de Bragelonne were offended, I could not reasonably be expected to espouse his quarrel, since he is himself here; but when you say that it is a quarrel of M. d'Artagnan——" 

	"You will of course leave me to deal with the matter," said De Wardes. 

	"Nay, on the contrary, for I draw my sword," said Buckingham, unsheathing it as he spoke; "for if M. d'Artagnan injured your father, he rendered, or at least did all that he could to render, a great service to mine." 

	De Wardes was thunderstruck. 

	"M. d'Artagnan," continued Buckingham, "is the bravest gentleman I know. I shall be delighted, as I owe him many personal obligations, to settle them with you, by crossing my sword with yours." At the same moment Buckingham drew his sword gracefully from its scabbard, saluted Raoul, and put himself on guard. 

	De Wardes advanced a step to meet him. 

	"Stay, gentlemen," said Raoul, advancing towards them, and placing his own drawn sword between the combatants, "the affair is hardly worth the trouble of blood being shed almost in the presence of the princess. M. de Wardes speaks ill of M. d'Artagnan, with whom he is not even acquainted." 

	"What, monsieur," said De Wardes, setting his teeth hard together, and resting the point of his sword on the toe of his boot, "do you assert that I do not know M. d'Artagnan?" 

	"Certainly not; you do not know him," replied Raoul, coldly, "and you are even not aware where he is to he found." 

	"Not know where he is?" 

	"Such must be the case, since you fix your quarrel with him upon strangers, instead of seeking M. d'Artagnan where he is to be found." De Wardes turned pale. "Well, monsieur," continued Raoul, "I will tell you where M. d'Artagnan is: he is now in Paris; when on duty he is to be met with at the Louvre,—when not on duty, in the Rue des Lombards. M. d'Artagnan can be easily discovered at either of those two places. Having, therefore, as you assert, so many causes of complaint against him, show your courage in seeking him out, and afford him an opportunity of giving you that satisfaction you seem to ask of every one but of himself." De Wardes passed his hand across his forehead, which was covered with perspiration. "For shame, M. de Wardes! so quarrelsome a disposition is hardly becoming after the publication of the edicts against duels. Pray think of that; the king will be incensed at our disobedience, particularly at such a time,—and his majesty will be in the right." 

	"Excuses," murmured De Wardes; "mere pretexts." 

	"Really, M. De Wardes," resumed Raoul, "such remarks are the idlest bluster. You know very well that the Duke of Buckingham is a man of undoubted courage, who has already fought ten duels, and will probably fight eleven. His name alone is significant enough. As far as I am concerned, you are well aware that I can fight also. I fought at Sens, at Bleneau, at the Dunes in front of the artillery, a hundred paces in front of the line, while you—I say this parenthetically—were a hundred paces behind it. True it is, that on that occasion there was far too great a concourse of persons present for your courage to be observed, and on that account, perhaps, you did not reveal it; while here, it would be a display, and would excite remark—you wish that others should talk about you, in what manner you do not care. Do not depend upon me, M. de Wardes, to assist you in your designs, for I shall certainly not afford you that pleasure." 

	"Sensibly observed," said Buckingham, putting up his sword, "and I ask your forgiveness, M. de Bragelonne, for having allowed myself to yield to a first impulse." 

	De Wardes, however, on the contrary, perfectly furious, bounded forward and raised his sword, threateningly, against Raoul, who had scarcely time to put himself in a posture of defense. 

	"Take care, monsieur," said Bragelonne, tranquilly, "or you will put out one of my eyes." 

	"You will not fight, then?" said De Wardes. 

	"Not at this moment, but this I promise to do; immediately on our arrival at Paris I will conduct you to M. d'Artagnan, to whom you shall detail all the causes of complaint you have against him. M. d'Artagnan will solicit the king's permission to measure swords with you. The king will yield his consent, and when you shall have received the sword-thrust in due course, you will consider, in a calmer frame of mind, the precepts of the Gospel, which enjoin forgetfulness of injuries." 

	"Ah!" exclaimed De Wardes, furious at this imperturbable coolness, "one can clearly see you are half a bastard, M. de Bragelonne." 

	Raoul became as pale as death; his eyes flashed lightning, causing De Wardes involuntarily to fall back. Buckingham, also, who had perceived their expression, threw himself between the two adversaries, whom he had expected to see precipitate themselves on each other. De Wardes had reserved this injury for the last; he clasped his sword firmly in his hand, and awaited the encounter. "You are right, monsieur," said Raoul, mastering his emotion, "I am only acquainted with my father's name, but I know too well that the Comte de la Fere is too upright and honorable a man to allow me to fear for a single moment that there is, as you insinuate, any stain upon my birth. My ignorance, therefore, of my mother's name is a misfortune for me, and not a reproach. You are deficient in loyalty of conduct; you are wanting in courtesy, in reproaching me with misfortune. It matters little, however, the insult has been given, and I consider myself insulted accordingly. It is quite understood, then, that after you shall have received satisfaction from M. d'Artagnan, you will settle your quarrel with me." 

	"I admire your prudence, monsieur," replied De Wardes with a bitter smile; "a little while ago you promised me a sword-thrust from M. d'Artagnan, and now, after I shall have received his, you offer me one from yourself." 

	"Do not disturb yourself," replied Raoul, with concentrated anger, "in all affairs of that nature, M. d'Artagnan is exceedingly skillful, and I will beg him as a favor to treat you as he did your father; in other words, to spare your life at least, so as to leave me the pleasure, after your recovery, of killing you outright; for you have the heart of a viper, M. de Wardes, and in very truth, too many precautions cannot be taken against you." 

	"I shall take my precautions against you," said De Wardes, "be assured of it." 

	"Allow me, monsieur," said Buckingham, "to translate your remark by a piece of advice I am about to give M. de Bragelonne; M. de Bragelonne, wear a cuirass." 

	De Wardes clenched his hands. "Ah!" said he, "you two gentlemen intend to wait until you have taken that precaution before you measure your swords against mine." 

	"Very well, monsieur," said Raoul, "since you positively will have it so, let us settle the affair now." And drawing his sword he advanced towards De Wardes. 

	"What are you going to do?" said Buckingham. 

	"Be easy," said Raoul, "it will not be very long." 

	De Wardes placed himself on his guard; their swords crossed. De Wardes flew upon Raoul with such impetuosity, that at the first clashing of the steel blades Buckingham clearly saw that Raoul was only trifling with his adversary. Buckingham stepped aside, and watched the combat. Raoul was as calm as if he were handling a foil, instead of a sword; having retreated a step, he parried three or four fierce thrusts which De Wardes made at him, caught the sword of the latter within his own, and sent it flying twenty paces the other side of the barrier. Then as De Wardes stood disarmed and astounded at his defeat Raoul sheathed his sword, seized him by the collar and the waist-band, and hurled his adversary to the other end of the barrier, trembling, and mad with rage. 

	"We shall meet again," murmured De Wardes, rising from the ground and picking up his sword. 

	"I have done nothing for the last hour," said Raoul, "but say the same thing." Then, turning towards the duke, he said, "I entreat you to be silent about this affair; I am ashamed to have gone so far, but my anger carried me away, and I ask your forgiveness for it;—forget it, too." 

	"Dear viscount," said the duke, pressing within his own the vigorous and valiant hand of his companion, "allow me, on the contrary, to remember it, and to look after your safety; that man is dangerous,—he will kill you." 

	"My father," replied Raoul, "lived for twenty years under the menace of a much more formidable enemy, and he still lives." 

	"Your father had good friends, viscount." 

	"Yes," sighed Raoul, "such friends indeed, that none are now left like them." 

	"Do not say that, I beg, at the very moment I offer you my friendship;" and Buckingham opened his arms to embrace Raoul, who delightedly received the proffered alliance. "In my family," added Buckingham, "you are aware, M. de Bragelonne, we die to save our friends." 

	"I know it well, duke," replied Raoul. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 88. An Account of what the Chevalier de Lorraine thought of Madame 

	Nothing further interrupted the journey. Under a pretext that was little remarked, M. de Wardes went forward in advance of the others. He took Manicamp with him, for his equable and dreamy disposition acted as a counterpoise to his own. It is a subject of remark, that quarrelsome and restless characters invariably seek the companionship of gentle, timorous dispositions, as if the former sought, in the contrast, a repose for their own ill-humor, and the latter a protection for their weakness. Buckingham and Bragelonne admitting De Guiche into their friendship, in concert with him, sang the praises of the princess during the whole of the journey. Bragelonne had, however, insisted that their three voices should be in concert, instead of singing in solo parts, as De Guiche and his rival seemed to have acquired a dangerous habit of investigation. This style of harmony pleased the queen-mother exceedingly, but it was not perhaps so agreeable to the young princess, who was an incarnation of coquetry, and who, without any fear as far as her own voice was concerned, sought opportunities of so perilously distinguishing herself. She possessed one of those fearless and incautious dispositions that find gratification in an excess of sensitiveness of feeling, and for whom, also, danger has a certain fascination. And so her glances, her smiles, her toilette, an inexhaustible armory of weapons of offense, were showered on the three young men with overwhelming force; and, from her well-stored arsenal issued glances, kindly recognitions, and a thousand other little charming attentions which were intended to strike at long range the gentlemen who formed the escort, the townspeople, the officers of the different cities she passed through, pages, populace, and servants; it was wholesale slaughter, a general devastation. By the time Madame arrived at Paris, she had reduced to slavery about a hundred thousand lovers: and brought in her train to Paris half a dozen men who were almost mad about her, and two who were, indeed, literally out of their minds. Raoul was the only person who divined the power of this woman's attraction, and as his heart was already engaged, he arrived in the capital full of indifference and distrust. Occasionally during the journey he conversed with the queen of England respecting the power of fascination which Madame possessed, and the mother, whom so many misfortunes and deceptions had taught experience, replied: "Henrietta was sure to be illustrious in one way or another, whether born in a palace or born in obscurity; for she is a woman of great imagination, capricious and self-willed." De Wardes and Manicamp, in their self-assumed character of courtiers, had announced the princess's arrival. The procession was met at Nanterre by a brilliant escort of cavaliers and carriages. It was Monsieur himself, followed by the Chevalier de Lorraine and by his favorites, the latter being themselves followed by a portion of the king's military household, who had arrived to meet his affianced bride. At St. Germain, the princess and her mother had changed their heavy traveling carriage, somewhat impaired by the journey, for a light, richly decorated chariot drawn by six horses with white and gold harness. Seated in this open carriage, as though upon a throne, and beneath a parasol of embroidered silk, fringed with feathers, sat the young and lovely princess, on whose beaming face were reflected the softened rose-tints which suited her delicate skin to perfection. Monsieur, on reaching the carriage, was struck by her beauty; he showed his admiration in so marked a manner that the Chevalier de Lorraine shrugged his shoulders as he listened to his compliments, while Buckingham and De Guiche were almost heart-broken. After the usual courtesies had been rendered, and the ceremony completed, the procession slowly resumed the road to Paris. The presentations had been carelessly made, and Buckingham, with the rest of the English gentlemen, had been introduced to Monsieur, from whom they had received but very indifferent attention. But, during their progress, as he observed that the duke devoted himself with his accustomed earnestness to the carriage-door, he asked the Chevalier de Lorraine, his inseparable companion, "Who is that cavalier?" 

	"He was presented to your highness a short while ago; it is the handsome Duke of Buckingham." 

	"Ah, yes, I remember." 

	"Madame's knight," added the favorite, with an inflection of the voice which envious minds can alone give to the simplest phrases. 

	"What do you say?" replied the prince. 

	"I said 'Madame's knight.'" 

	"Has she a recognized knight, then?" 

	"One would think you can judge of that for yourself; look, only, how they are laughing and flirting. All three of them." 

	"What do you mean by all three?" 

	"Do you not see that De Guiche is one of the party?" 

	"Yes, I see. But what does that prove?" 

	"That Madame has two admirers instead of one." 

	"Thou poison the simplest thing!" 

	"I poison nothing. Ah! your royal highness's mind is perverted. The honors of the kingdom of France are being paid to your wife and you are not satisfied." 

	The Duke of Orleans dreaded the satirical humor of the Chevalier de Lorraine whenever it reached a certain degree of bitterness, and he changed the conversation abruptly. "The princess is pretty," said he, very negligently, as if he were speaking of a stranger. 

	"Yes," replied the chevalier, in the same tone. 

	"You say 'yes' like a 'no.' She has very beautiful black eyes." 

	"Yes, but small." 

	"That is so, but they are brilliant. She is tall, and of a good figure." 

	"I fancy she stoops a little, my lord?" 

	"I do not deny it. She has a noble appearance." 

	"Yes, but her face is thin." 

	"I thought her teeth beautiful." 

	"They can easily be seen, for her mouth is large enough. Decidedly, I was wrong, my lord; you are certainly handsomer than your wife." 

	"But do you think me as handsome as Buckingham?" 

	"Certainly, and he thinks so, too; for look, my lord, he is redoubling his attentions to Madame to prevent your effacing the impression he has made." 

	Monsieur made a movement of impatience, but as he noticed a smile of triumph pass across the chevalier's lips, he drew up his horse to a foot-pace. "Why," said he, "should I occupy myself any longer about my cousin? Do I not already know her? Were we not brought up together? Did I not see her at the Louvre when she was quite a child?" 

	"A great change has taken place in her since then, prince. At the period you allude to, she was somewhat less brilliant, and scarcely so proud, either. One evening, particularly, you may remember, my lord, the king refused to dance with her, because he thought her plain and badly dressed!" 

	These words made the Duke of Orleans frown. It was by no means flattering for him to marry a princess of whom, when young, the king had not thought much. He would probably have retorted, but at this moment De Guiche quitted the carriage to join the prince. He had remarked the prince and the chevalier together, and full of anxious attention he seemed to try and guess the nature of the remarks which they had just exchanged. The chevalier, whether he had some treacherous object in view, or from imprudence, did not take the trouble to dissimulate. "Count," he said, "you're a man of excellent taste." 

	"Thank you for the compliment," replied De Guiche; "but why do you say that?" 

	"Well, I appeal to his highness." 

	"No doubt of it," said Monsieur, "and Guiche knows perfectly well that I regard him as a most finished cavalier." 

	"Well, since that is decided, I resume. You have been in the princess's society, count, for the last eight days, have you not?" 

	"Yes," replied De Guiche, coloring in spite of himself. 

	"Well, then, tell us frankly, what do you think of her personal appearance?" 

	"Of her personal appearance?" returned De Guiche, stupefied. 

	"'Yes; of her appearance, of her mind, of herself, in fact." 

	Astounded by this question, De Guiche hesitated answering. 

	"Come, come, De Guiche," resumed the chevalier, laughingly, "tell us your opinion frankly; the prince commands it." 

	"Yes, yes," said the prince, "be frank." 

	De Guiche stammered out a few unintelligible words. 

	"I am perfectly well aware," returned Monsieur, "that the subject is a delicate one, but you know you can tell me everything. What do you think of her?" 

	In order to avoid betraying his real thoughts, De Guiche had recourse to the only defense which a man taken by surprise really has, and accordingly told an untruth. "I do not find Madame," he said, "either good or bad looking, yet rather good than bad looking." 

	"What! count," exclaimed the chevalier, "you who went into such ecstasies and uttered so many exclamations at the sight of her portrait." 

	De Guiche colored violently. Very fortunately his horse, which was slightly restive, enabled him by a sudden plunge to conceal his agitation. "What portrait!" he murmured, joining them again. The chevalier had not taken his eyes off him. 

	"Yes, the portrait. Was not the miniature a good likeness?" 

	"I do not remember. I had forgotten the portrait; it quite escaped my recollection." 

	"And yet it made a very marked impression upon you," said the chevalier. 

	"That is not unlikely." 

	"Is she witty, at all events?" inquired the duke. 

	"I believe so, my lord." 

	"Is M. de Buckingham witty, too?" said the chevalier. 

	"I do not know." 

	"My own opinion is, that he must be," replied the chevalier, "for he makes Madame laugh, and she seems to take no little pleasure in his society, which never happens to a clever woman when in the company of a simpleton." 

	"Of course, then, he must be clever," said De Guiche, simply. 

	At this moment Raoul opportunely arrived, seeing how De Guiche was pressed by his dangerous questioner, to whom he addressed a remark, and in that way changed the conversation. The entree was brilliant and joyous. 

	The king, in honor of his brother, had directed that the festivities should be on a scale of the greatest possible magnificence. Madame and her mother alighted at the Louvre, where, during their exile, they had so gloomily submitted to obscurity, misery, and privations of every description. That palace, which had been so inhospitable a residence for the unhappy daughter of Henry IV., the naked walls, the uneven floorings, the ceilings matted with cobwebs, the vast dilapidated chimney-places, the cold hearths on which the charity extended to them by parliament hardly permitted a fire to glow, was completely altered in appearance. The richest hangings and the thickest carpets, glistening flagstones and pictures, with their richly gilded frames; in every direction could be seen candelabra, mirrors, and furniture and fittings of the most sumptuous character; in every direction, also, were guards of the proudest military bearing, with floating plumes, crowds of attendants and courtiers in the ante-chambers and upon the staircases. In the courtyards, where the grass had formerly been allowed to luxuriate, as if the ungrateful Mazarin had thought it a good idea to let the Parisians perceive that solitude and disorder were, with misery and despair, the fit accompaniments of fallen monarchy, the immense courtyards, formerly silent and desolate, were now thronged with courtiers whose horses were pacing and prancing to and fro. The carriages were filled with young and beautiful women, who awaited the opportunity of saluting, as she passed, the daughter of that daughter of France who, during her widowhood and exile, had sometimes gone without wood for her fire, and bread for her table, whom the meanest attendants at the chateau had treated with indifference and contempt. And so, Madame Henrietta once more returned to the Louvre, with her heart more swollen with bitter recollections than her daughter's, whose disposition was fickle and forgetful, with triumph and delight. She knew but too well this brilliant reception was paid to the happy mother of a king restored to his throne, a throne second to none in Europe, while the worse than indifferent reception she had before met with was paid to her, the daughter of Henry IV., as a punishment for having been unfortunate. After the princesses had been installed in their apartments and had rested, the gentlemen who had formed their escort, having, in like manner, recovered from their fatigue, they resumed their accustomed habits and occupations. Raoul began by setting off to see his father, who had left for Blois. He then tried to see M. d'Artagnan, who, however, being engaged in the organization of a military household for the king, could not be found anywhere. Bragelonne next sought out De Guiche, but the count was occupied in a long conference with his tailors and with Manicamp, which consumed his whole time. With the Duke of Buckingham he fared still worse, for the duke was purchasing horses after horses, diamonds upon diamonds. He monopolized every embroiderer, jeweler, and tailor that Paris could boast of. Between De Guiche and himself a vigorous contest ensued, invariably a courteous one, in which, in order to insure success, the duke was ready to spend a million; while the Marechal de Grammont had only allowed his son sixty thousand francs. So Buckingham laughed and spent his money. Guiche groaned in despair, and would have shown it more violently, had it not been for the advice De Bragelonne gave him. 

	"A million!" repeated De Guiche daily; "I must submit. Why will not the marechal advance me a portion of my patrimony?" 

	"Because you would throw it away," said Raoul. 

	"What can that matter to him? If I am to die of it, I shall die of it, and then I shall need nothing further." 

	"But what need is there to die?" said Raoul. 

	"I do not wish to be conquered in elegance by an Englishman." 

	"My dear count," said Manicamp, "elegance is not a costly commodity, it is only a very difficult accomplishment." 

	"Yes, but difficult things cost a good deal of money, and I have only got sixty thousand francs." 

	"A very embarrassing state of things, truly," said De Wardes; "even if you spent as much as Buckingham there is only nine hundred and forty thousand francs difference." 

	"Where am I to find them?" 

	"Get into debt." 

	"I am in debt already." 

	"A greater reason for getting further." 

	Advice like this resulted in De Guiche becoming excited to such an extent that he committed extravagances where Buckingham only incurred expenses. The rumor of this extravagant profuseness delighted the hearts of all the shopkeepers in Paris, from the hotel of the Duke of Buckingham to that of the Comte de Grammont nothing but miracles was attempted. While all this was going on, Madame was resting herself, and Bragelonne was engaged in writing to Mademoiselle de la Valliere. He had already dispatched four letters, and not an answer to any one of them had been received, when, on the very morning fixed for the marriage ceremony, which was to take place in the chapel at the Palais-Royal, Raoul, who was dressing, heard his valet announce M. de Malicorne. "What can this Malicorne want with me?" thought Raoul; and then said to his valet, "Let him wait." 

	"It is a gentleman from Blois," said the valet. 

	"Admit him at once," said Raoul, eagerly. 

	Malicorne entered as brilliant as a star, and wearing a superb sword at his side. After having saluted Raoul most gracefully, he said: "M. de Bragelonne, I am the bearer of a thousand compliments from a lady to you." 

	Raoul colored. "From a lady," said he, "from a lady of Blois?" 

	"Yes, monsieur; from Mademoiselle de Montalais." 

	"Thank you, monsieur; I recollect you now," said Raoul. "And what does Mademoiselle de Montalais require of me?" 

	Malicorne drew four letters from his pocket, which he offered to Raoul. 

	"My own letters, is it possible?" he said, turning pale; "my letters, and the seals unbroken?" 

	"Monsieur, your letters did not find at Blois the person to whom they were addressed, and so they are now returned to you." 

	"Mademoiselle de la Valliere has left Blois, then?" exclaimed Raoul. 

	"Eight days ago." 

	"Where is she, then?" 

	"In Paris." 

	"How was it known that these letters were from me?" 

	"Mademoiselle de Montalais recognized your handwriting and your seal," said Malicorne. 

	Raoul colored and smiled. "Mademoiselle de Montalais is exceedingly amiable," he said; "she is always kind and charming." 

	"Always, monsieur." 

	"Surely she could give me some precise information about Mademoiselle de la Valliere. I never could find her in this immense city." 

	Malicorne drew another packet from his pocket. 

	"You may possibly find in this letter what you are anxious to learn." 

	Raoul hurriedly broke the seal. The writing was that of Mademoiselle Aure, and inclosed were these words:—"Paris, Palais-Royal. The day of the nuptial blessing." 

	"What does this mean?" inquired Raoul of Malicorne; "you probably know." 

	"I do, monsieur." 

	"For pity's sake, tell me, then." 

	"Impossible, monsieur." 

	"Why so?" 

	"Because Mademoiselle Aure has forbidden me to do so." 

	Raoul looked at his strange visitor, and remained silent;—"At least, tell me whether it is fortunate or unfortunate." 

	"That you will see." 

	"You are very severe in your reservations." 

	"Will you grant me a favor, monsieur?" said Malicorne. 

	"In exchange for that you refuse me?" 

	"Precisely." 

	"What is it?" 

	"I have the greatest desire to see the ceremony, and I have no ticket to admit me, in spite of all the steps I have taken to secure one. Could you get me admitted?" 

	"Certainly." 

	"Do me this kindness, then, I entreat." 

	"Most willingly, monsieur; come with me." 

	"I am exceedingly indebted to you, monsieur," said Malicorne. 

	"I thought you were a friend of M. de Manicamp." 

	"I am, monsieur; but this morning I was with him as he was dressing, and I let a bottle of blacking fall over his new dress, and he flew at me sword in hand, so that I was obliged to make my escape. That is the reason I could not ask him for a ticket. He wanted to kill me." 

	"I can well believe it," laughed Raoul. "I know Manicamp is capable of killing a man who has been unfortunate enough to commit the crime you have to reproach yourself with, but I will repair the mischief as far as you are concerned. I will but fasten my cloak, and shall then be ready to serve you, not only as a guide, but as your introducer, too." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 89. A Surprise for Madame de Montalais 

	Madame's marriage was celebrated in the chapel of the Palais-Royal, in the presence of a crowd of courtiers, who had been most scrupulously selected. However, notwithstanding the marked favor which an invitation indicated, Raoul, faithful to his promise to Malicorne, who was so anxious to witness the ceremony, obtained admission for him. After he had fulfilled this engagement, Raoul approached De Guiche, who, as if in contrast with his magnificent costume, exhibited a countenance so utterly dejected, that the Duke of Buckingham was the only one present who could contend with him as far as pallor and discomfiture were concerned. 

	"Take care, count," said Raoul, approaching his friend, and preparing to support him at the moment the archbishop blessed the married couple. In fact, the Prince of Conde was attentively scrutinizing these two images of desolation, standing like caryatides on either side of the nave of the church. The count, after that, kept a more careful watch over himself. 

	At the termination of the ceremony, the king and queen passed onward towards the grand reception-room, where Madame and her suite were to be presented to them. It was remarked that the king, who had seemed more than surprised at his sister-in-law's appearance was most flattering in his compliments to her. Again, it was remarked that the queen-mother, fixing a long and thoughtful gaze upon Buckingham, leaned towards Madame de Motteville as though to ask her, "Do you not see how much he resembles his father?" and finally it was remarked that Monsieur watched everybody, and seemed quite discontented. After the reception of the princess and ambassadors, Monsieur solicited the king's permission to present to him as well as to Madame the persons belonging to their new household. 

	"Are you aware, vicomte," inquired the Prince de Conde of Raoul, "whether the household has been selected by a person of taste, and whether there are any faces worth looking at?" 

	"I have not the slightest idea, monseigneur," replied Raoul. 

	"You affect ignorance, surely." 

	"In what way, monseigneur?" 

	"You are a friend of De Guiche, who is one of the friends of the prince." 

	"That may be so, monseigneur; but the matter having no interest whatever for me, I never questioned De Guiche on the subject; and De Guiche on his part, never having been questioned, did not communicate any particulars to me." 

	"But Manicamp?" 

	"It is true I saw Manicamp at Havre, and during the journey here, but I was no more inquisitive with him than I had been towards De Guiche. Besides, is it likely that Manicamp should know anything of such matters? for he is a person of only secondary importance." 

	"My dear vicomte, do you not know better than that?" said the prince; "why, it is these persons of secondary importance who, on such occasions, have all the influence; and the truth is, that nearly everything has been done through Manicamp's presentations to De Guiche, and through De Guiche to Monsieur." 

	"I assure you, monseigneur, I was ignorant of that," said Raoul, "and what your highness does me the honor to impart is perfectly new to me." 

	"I will most readily believe you, although it seems incredible; besides, we shall not have long to wait. See, the flying squadron is advancing, as good Queen Catherine used to say. Ah! ah! what pretty faces!" 

	A bevy of young girls at this moment entered the salon, conducted by Madame de Navailles, and to Manicamp's credit be it said, if indeed he had taken that part in their selection which the Prince de Conde assigned him, it was a display calculated to dazzle those who, like the prince, could appreciate every character and style of beauty. A young, fair-complexioned girl, from twenty to one-and-twenty years of age, and whose large blue eyes flashed, as she opened them, in the most dazzling manner, walked at the head of the band and was the first presented. 

	"Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente," said Madame de Navailles to Monsieur, who, as he saluted his wife, repeated "Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente." 

	"Ah! ah!" said the Prince de Conde to Raoul, "she is presentable enough." 

	"Yes," said Raoul, "but has she not a somewhat haughty style?" 

	"Bah! we know these airs very well, vicomte; three months hence she will be tame enough. But look, there, indeed, is a pretty face." 

	"Yes," said Raoul, "and one I am acquainted with." 

	"Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais," said Madame de Navailles. The name and Christian name were carefully repeated by Monsieur. 

	"Great heavens!" exclaimed Raoul, fixing his bewildered gaze upon the entrance doorway. 

	"What's the matter?" inquired the prince; "was it Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais who made you utter such a 'Great heavens'?" 

	"No, monseigneur, no," replied Raoul, pale and trembling. 

	"Well, then, if it be not Mademoiselle Aure de Montalais, it is that pretty blonde who follows her. What beautiful eyes! She is rather thin, but has fascinations without number." 

	"Mademoiselle de la Baume le Blanc de la Valliere!" said Madame de Navailles; and, as this name resounded through his whole being, a cloud seemed to rise from his breast to his eyes, so that he neither saw nor heard anything more; and the prince, finding him nothing more than a mere echo which remained silent under his railleries, moved forward to inspect somewhat closer the beautiful girls whom his first glance had already particularized. 

	"Louise here! Louise a maid of honor to Madame!" murmured Raoul, and his eyes, which did not suffice to satisfy his reason, wandered from Louise to Montalais. The latter had already emancipated herself from her assumed timidity, which she only needed for the presentation and for her reverences. 

	Mademoiselle de Montalais, from the corner of the room to which she had retired, was looking with no slight confidence at the different persons present; and, having discovered Raoul, she amused herself with the profound astonishment which her own and her friend's presence there caused the unhappy lover. Her waggish and malicious look, which Raoul tried to avoid meeting, and which yet he sought inquiringly from time to time, placed him on the rack. As for Louise, whether from natural timidity, or some other reason for which Raoul could not account, she kept her eyes constantly cast down; intimidated, dazzled, and with impeded respiration, she withdrew herself as much as possible aside, unaffected even by the nudges Montalais gave her with her elbow. The whole scene was a perfect enigma for Raoul, the key to which he would have given anything to obtain. But no one was there who could assist him, not even Malicorne; who, a little uneasy at finding himself in the presence of so many persons of good birth, and not a little discouraged by Montalais's bantering glances, had described a circle, and by degrees succeeded in getting a few paces from the prince, behind the group of maids of honor, and nearly within reach of Mademoiselle Aure's voice, she being the planet around which he, as her attendant satellite, seemed constrained to gravitate. As he recovered his self-possession, Raoul fancied he recognized voices on his right hand that were familiar to him, and he perceived De Wardes, De Guiche, and the Chevalier de Lorraine, conversing together. It is true they were talking in tones so low, that the sound of their words could hardly be heard in the vast apartment. To speak in that manner from any particular place without bending down, or turning round, or looking at the person with whom one may be engaged in conversation, is a talent that cannot be immediately acquired by newcomers. Long study is needed for such conversations, which, without a look, gesture, or movement of the head, seem like the conversation of a group of statues. In fact, in the king's and queen's grand assemblies, while their majesties were speaking, and while every one present seemed to be listening in the midst of the most profound silence, some of these noiseless conversations took place, in which adulation was not the prevailing feature. But Raoul was one among others exceedingly clever in this art, so much a matter of etiquette, that from the movement of the lips he was often able to guess the sense of the words. 

	"Who is that Montalais?" inquired De Wardes, "and that La Valliere? What country-town have we had sent here?" 

	"Montalais?" said the chevalier,—"oh, I know her; she is a good sort of a girl, whom we shall find amusing enough. La Valliere is a charming girl, slightly lame." 

	"Ah! bah!" said De Wardes. 

	"Do not be absurd, De Wardes, there are some very characteristic and ingenious Latin axioms about lame ladies." 

	"Gentlemen, gentlemen," said De Guiche, looking at Raoul with uneasiness, "be a little careful, I entreat you." 

	But the uneasiness of the count, in appearance at least, was not needed. Raoul had preserved the firmest and most indifferent countenance, although he had not lost a word that passed. He seemed to keep an account of the insolence and license of the two speakers in order to settle matters with them at the earliest opportunity. 

	De Wardes seemed to guess what was passing in his mind, and continued: 

	"Who are these young ladies' lovers?" 

	"Montalais's lover?" said the chevalier. 

	"Yes, Montalais first." 

	"You, I, or De Guiche,—whoever likes, in fact." 

	"And the other?" 

	"Mademoiselle de la Valliere?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Take care, gentlemen," exclaimed De Guiche, anxious to put a stop to De Wardes's reply; "take care, Madame is listening to us." 

	Raoul thrust his hand up to the wrist into his justaucorps in great agitation. But the very malignity which he saw was excited against these poor girls made him take a serious resolution. "Poor Louise," he thought, "has come here only with an honorable object in view and under honorable protection; and I must learn what that object is which she has in view, and who it is that protects her." And following Malicorne's maneuver, he made his way toward the group of the maids of honor. The presentations were soon over. The king, who had done nothing but look at and admire Madame, shortly afterwards left the reception-room, accompanied by the two queens. The Chevalier de Lorraine resumed his place beside Monsieur, and, as he accompanied him, insinuated a few drops of the venom he had collected during the last hour, while looking at some of the faces in the court, and suspecting that some of their hearts might be happy. A few of the persons present followed the king as he quitted the apartment; but such of the courtiers as assumed an independence of character, and professed a gallantry of disposition, began to approach the ladies of the court. The prince paid his compliments to Mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente, Buckingham devoted himself to Madame Chalais and Mademoiselle de Lafayette, whom Madame already distinguished by her notice, and whom she held in high regard. As for the Comte de Guiche, who had abandoned Monsieur as soon as he could approach Madame alone, he conversed, with great animation, with Madame de Valentinois, and with Mesdemoiselles de Crequy and de Chatillon. 

	Amid these varied political and amorous interests, Malicorne was anxious to gain Montalais's attention; but the latter preferred talking with Raoul, even if it were only to amuse herself with his innumerable questions and his astonishment. Raoul had gone direct to Mademoiselle de la Valliere, and had saluted her with the profoundest respect, at which Louise blushed, and could not say a word. Montalais, however, hurried to her assistance. 

	"Well, monsieur le vicomte, here we are, you see." 

	"I do, indeed, see you," said Raoul, smiling, "and it is exactly because you are here that I wish to ask for some explanation." 

	Malicorne approached the group with his most fascinating smile. 

	"Go away, Malicorne; really, you are exceedingly indiscreet." At this remark Malicorne bit his lips and retired a few steps, without making any reply. His smile, however, changed its expression, and from its former frankness, became mocking in its expression. 

	"You wished for an explanation, M. Raoul?" inquired Montalais. 

	"It is surely worth one, I think; Mademoiselle de la Valliere a maid of honor to Madame!" 

	"Why should not she be a maid of honor, as well as myself?" inquired Montalais. 

	"Pray accept my compliments, young ladies," said Raoul, who fancied he perceived they were not disposed to answer him in a direct manner. 

	"Your remark was not made in a very complimentary manner, vicomte." 

	"Mine?" 

	"Certainly; I appeal to Louise." 

	"M. de Bragelonne probably thinks the position is above my condition," said Louise, hesitatingly. 

	"Assuredly not," replied Raoul, eagerly; "you know very well that such is not my feeling; were you called upon to occupy a queen's throne, I should not be surprised; how much greater reason, then, such a position as this? The only circumstance that amazes me is that I should have learned it only to-day, and that by the merest accident." 

	"That is true," replied Montalais, with her usual giddiness; "you know nothing about it, and there is no reason you should. M. de Bragelonne had written several letters to you, but your mother was the only person who remained behind at Blois, and it was necessary to prevent these letters falling into her hands; I intercepted them, and returned them to M. Raoul, so that he believed you were still at Blois while you were here in Paris, and had no idea whatever, indeed, how high you had risen in rank." 

	"Did you not inform M. Raoul, as I begged you to do?" 

	"Why should I? to give him an opportunity or making some of his severe remarks and moral reflections, and to undo what we had so much trouble in effecting? Certainly not." 

	"Am I so very severe, then?" said Raoul, inquiringly. 

	"Besides," said Montalais, "it is sufficient to say that it suited me. I was about setting off for Paris—you were away; Louise was weeping her eyes out; interpret that as you please; I begged a friend, a protector of mine, who had obtained the appointment for me, to solicit one for Louise; the appointment arrived. Louise left in order to get her costume prepared; as I had my own ready, I remained behind; I received your letters, and returned them to you, adding a few words, promising you a surprise. Your surprise is before you, monsieur, and seems to be a fair one enough; you have nothing more to ask. Come, M. Malicorne, it is now time to leave these young people together: they have many things to talk about; give me your hand; I trust that you appreciate the honor conferred upon you, M. Malicorne." 

	"Forgive me," said Raoul, arresting the giddy girl, and giving to his voice an intonation, the gravity of which contrasted with that of Montalais; "forgive me, but may I inquire the name of the protector you speak of; for if protection be extended towards you, Mademoiselle Montalais,—for which, indeed, so many reasons exist," added Raoul, bowing, "I do not see that the same reasons exist why Mademoiselle de la Valliere should be similarly cared for." 

	"But, M. Raoul," said Louise, innocently, "there is no difference in the matter, and I do not see why I should not tell it you myself; it was M. Malicorne who obtained it for me." 

	Raoul remained for a moment almost stupefied, asking himself if they were trifling with him; he then turned round to interrogate Malicorne, but he had been hurried away by Montalais, and was already at some distance from them. Mademoiselle de la Valliere attempted to follow her friend, but Raoul, with gentle authority, detained her. 

	"Louise, one word, I beg." 

	"But, M. Raoul," said Louise, blushing, "we are alone. Every one has left. They will become anxious, and will be looking for us." 

	"Fear nothing," said the young man, smiling, "we are neither of us of sufficient importance for our absence to be remarked." 

	"But I have my duty to perform, M. Raoul." 

	"Do not be alarmed, I am acquainted with these usages of the court; you will not be on duty until to-morrow; a few minutes are at your disposal, which will enable you to give me the information I am about to have the honor to ask you for." 

	"How serious you are, M. Raoul!" said Louise. 

	"Because the circumstances are serious. Are you listening?" 

	"I am listening; I would only repeat, monsieur, that we are quite alone." 

	"You are right," said Raoul, and, offering her his hand, he led the young girl into the gallery adjoining the reception-room, the windows of which looked out upon the courtyard. Every one hurried towards the middle window, which had a balcony outside, from which all the details of the slow and formal preparations for departure could be seen. Raoul opened one of the side windows, and then, being alone with Louise, said to her: "You know, Louise, that from my childhood I have regarded you as my sister, as one who has been the confidante of all my troubles, to whom I have entrusted all my hopes." 

	"Yes, M. Raoul," she answered softly; "yes, M. Raoul, I know that." 

	"You used, on your side, to show the same friendship towards me, and had the same confidence in me; why have you not, on this occasion, been my friend—why have you shown suspicion of me?" 

	Mademoiselle de la Valliere did not answer. "I fondly thought you loved me," said Raoul, whose voice became more and more agitated; "I fondly thought you consented to all the plans we had, together, laid down for our own happiness, at the time when we wandered up and down the walks of Cour-Cheverny, under the avenue of poplar trees leading to Blois. You do not answer me, Louise. Is it possible," he inquired, breathing with difficulty, "that you no longer love me?" 

	"I did not say so," replied Louise, softly. 

	"Oh! tell me the truth, I implore you. All my hopes in life are centered in you. I chose you for your gentle and simple tastes. Do not suffer yourself to be dazzled, Louise, now that you are in the midst of a court where all that is pure too soon becomes corrupt—where all that is young too soon grows old. Louise, close your ears, so as not to hear what may be said; shut your eyes, so as not to see the examples before you; shut your lips, that you may not inhale the corrupting influences about you. Without falsehood or subterfuge, Louise, am I to believe what Mademoiselle de Montalais stated? Louise, did you come to Paris because I was no longer at Blois?" 

	La Valliere blushed and concealed her face in her hands. 

	"Yes, it was so, then!" exclaimed Raoul, delightedly; "that was, then, your reason for coming here. I love you as I never yet loved you. Thanks, Louise, for this devotion; but measures must be taken to place you beyond all insult, to shield you from every lure. Louise, a maid of honor in the court of a young princess in these days of free manners and inconstant affections—-a maid of honor is placed as an object of attack without having any means of defence afforded her; this state of things cannot continue, you must be married in order to be respected." 

	"Married?" 

	"Yes, here is my hand, Louise; will you place yours within it?" 

	"But your father?" 

	"My father leaves me perfectly free." 

	"Yet——" 

	"I understand your scruples, Louise; I will consult my father." 

	"Reflect, M. Raoul; wait." 

	"Wait! it is impossible. Reflect, Louise, when you are concerned! it would be insulting,—give me your hand, dear Louise; I am my own master. My father will consent, I know; give me your hand, do not keep me waiting thus. One word in answer, one word only; if not, I shall begin to think that, in order to change you forever, nothing more was needed than a single step in the palace, a single breath of favor, a smile from the queen, a look from the king." 

	Raoul had no sooner pronounced this latter word, than La Valliere became as pale as death, no doubt from fear at seeing the young man excite himself. With a movement as rapid as thought, she placed both her hands in those of Raoul, and then fled without adding a syllable; disappearing without casting a look behind her. Raoul felt his whole frame tremble at the contact of her hand; he received the compact as a solemn bargain wrung by affection from her child-like timidity. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 90. The Consent of Athos 

	Raoul quitted the Palais-Royal full of ideas that admitted no delay in execution. He mounted his horse in the courtyard, and followed the road to Blois, while the marriage festivities of Monsieur and the princess of England were being celebrated with exceeding animation by the courtiers, but to the despair of De Guiche and Buckingham. Raoul lost no time on the road, and in sixteen hours he arrived at Blois. As he traveled along, he marshaled his arguments in the most becoming manner. Fever also is an argument that cannot be answered, and Raoul had an attack. Athos was in his study, making additions to his memoirs, when Raoul entered, accompanied by Grimaud. Keen-sighted and penetrating, a mere glance at his son told him that something extraordinary had befallen him. 

	"You seem to come on a matter of importance," said he to Raoul, after he had embraced him, pointing to a seat. 

	"Yes, monsieur," replied the young man; "and I entreat you to give me the same kind attention that has never yet failed me." 

	"Speak, Raoul." 

	"I present the case to you, monsieur, free from all preface, for that would be unworthy of you. Mademoiselle de la Valliere is in Paris as one of Madame's maids of honor. I have pondered deeply on the matter; I love Mademoiselle de la Valliere above everything; and it is not proper to leave her in a position where her reputation, her virtue even, may be assailed. It is my wish, therefore, to marry her, monsieur, and I have come to solicit your consent to my marriage." 

	While this communication was being made to him, Athos maintained the profoundest silence and reserve. Raoul, who had begun his address with an assumption of self-possession, finished it by allowing a manifest emotion to escape him at every word. Athos fixed upon Bragelonne a searching look, overshadowed indeed by a slight sadness. 

	"You have reflected well upon it?" he inquired. 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"I believe you are already acquainted with my views respecting this alliance?" 

	"Yes, monsieur," replied Raoul, in a low tone of voice, "but you added, that if I persisted——" 

	"You do persist, then?" 

	Bragelonne stammered out an almost unintelligible assent. 

	"Your passion," continued Athos, tranquilly, "must indeed be very great, since, notwithstanding my dislike to this union, you persist in wishing it." 

	Raoul passed his trembling hand across his forehead to remove the perspiration that collected there. Athos looked at him, and his heart was touched by pity. He rose and said,—— 

	"It is no matter. My own personal feelings are not to be taken into consideration since yours are concerned; you need my assistance; I am ready to give it. Tell me what you want." 

	"Your kind indulgence, first of all, monsieur," said Raoul, taking hold of his hand. 

	"You have mistaken my feelings, Raoul, I have more than mere indulgence for you in my heart." 

	Raoul kissed as devotedly as a lover could have done the hand he held in his own. 

	"Come, come," said Athos, "I am quite ready; what do you wish me to sign?" 

	"Nothing whatever, monsieur, only it would be very kind if you would take the trouble to write to the king to whom I belong, and solicit his majesty's permission for me to marry Mademoiselle de la Valliere." 

	"Well thought, Raoul! After, or rather before myself, you have a master to consult, that master being the king; it is loyal in you to submit yourself voluntarily to this double proof; I will grant your request without delay, Raoul." 

	The count approached the window, and leaning out, called to Grimaud, who showed his head from an arbor covered with jasmine, which he was occupied in trimming. 

	"My horses, Grimaud," continued the count. 

	"Why this order, monsieur?" inquired Raoul. 

	"We shall set off in a few hours." 

	"Whither?" 

	"For Paris." 

	"Paris, monsieur?" 

	"Is not the king at Paris?" 

	"Certainly." 

	"Well, ought we not to go there?" 

	"Yes, monsieur," said Raoul, almost alarmed by this kind condescension. "I do not ask you to put yourself to such inconvenience, and a letter merely——" 

	"You mistake my position, Raoul; it is not respectful that a simple gentleman, such as I am, should write to his sovereign. I wish to speak, I ought to speak, to the king, and I will do so. We will go together, Raoul." 

	"You overpower me with your kindness, monsieur." 

	"How do you think his majesty is affected?" 

	"Towards me, monsieur?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Excellently well disposed." 

	"You know that to be so?" continued the count. 

	"The king has himself told me so." 

	"On what occasion?" 

	"Upon the recommendation of M. d'Artagnan, I believe, and on account of an affair in the Place de Greve, when I had the honor to draw my sword in the king's service. I have reason to believe that, vanity apart, I stand well with his majesty." 

	"So much the better." 

	"But I entreat you, monsieur," pursued Raoul, "not to maintain towards me your present grave and serious manner. Do not make me bitterly regret having listened to a feeling stronger than anything else." 

	"That is the second time you have said so, Raoul; it was quite unnecessary, you require my formal consent, and you have it. We need talk no more on the subject, therefore. Come and see my new plantations, Raoul." 

	The young man knew very well, that, after the expression of his father's wish, no opportunity of discussion was left him. He bowed his head, and followed his father into the garden. Athos slowly pointed out to him the grafts, the cuttings, and the avenues he was planting. This perfect repose of manner disconcerted Raoul extremely; the affection with which his own heart was filled seemed so great that the whole world could hardly contain it. How, then, could his father's heart remain void, and closed to its influence? Bragelonne, therefore, collecting all his courage, suddenly exclaimed,—— 

	"It is impossible, monsieur, you can have any reason to reject Mademoiselle de la Valliere? In Heaven's name, she is so good, so gentle and pure, that your mind, so perfect in its penetration, ought to appreciate her accordingly. Does any secret repugnance, or any hereditary dislike, exist between you and her family?" 

	"Look, Raoul, at that beautiful lily of the valley," said Athos; "observe how the shade and the damp situation suit it, particularly the shadow which that sycamore-tree casts over it, so that the warmth, and not the blazing heat of the sun, filters through its leaves." 

	Raoul stopped, bit his lips, and then with the blood mantling in his face, he said, courageously,—"One word of explanation, I beg, monsieur. You cannot forget that your son is a man." 

	"In that case," replied Athos, drawing himself up with sternness, "prove to me that you are a man, for you do not show yourself a son. I begged you to wait the opportunity of forming an illustrious alliance. I would have obtained a wife for you from the first ranks of the rich nobility. I wish you to be distinguished by the splendor which glory and fortune confer, for nobility of descent you have already." 

	"Monsieur," exclaimed Raoul, carried away by a first impulse, "I was reproached the other day for not knowing who my mother was." 

	Athos turned pale; then, knitting his brows like the greatest of all the heathen deities:—"I am waiting to learn the reply you made," he demanded, in an imperious manner. 

	"Forgive me! oh, forgive me," murmured the young man, sinking at once from the lofty tone he had assumed. 

	"What was your reply, monsieur?" inquired the count, stamping his feet upon the ground. 

	"Monsieur, my sword was in my hand immediately, my adversary placed himself on guard, I struck his sword over the palisade, and threw him after it." 

	
"Why did you suffer him to live?" 

	"The king has prohibited duelling, and, at that moment, I was an ambassador of the king." 

	"Very well," said Athos, "but all the greater reason I should see his majesty." 

	"What do you intend to ask him?" 

	"Authority to draw my sword against the man who has inflicted this injury upon me." 

	"If I did not act as I ought to have done, I beg you to forgive me." 

	"Did I reproach you, Raoul?" 

	"Still, the permission you are going to ask from the king?" 

	"I will implore his majesty to sign your marriage-contract, but on one condition." 

	"Are conditions necessary with me, monsieur? Command, and you shall be obeyed." 

	"On one condition, I repeat," continued Athos; "that you tell me the name of the man who spoke of your mother in that way." 

	"What need is there that you should know his name; the offense was directed against myself, and the permission once obtained from his majesty, to revenge it is my affair." 

	"Tell me his name, monsieur." 

	"I will not allow you to expose yourself. 

	"Do you take me for a Don Diego? His name, I say." 

	"You insist upon it?" 

	"I demand it." 

	"The Vicomte de Wardes." 

	"Very well," said Athos, tranquilly, "I know him. But our horses are ready, I see; and, instead of delaying our departure for a couple of hours, we will set off at once. Come, monsieur." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 91. Monsieur becomes jealous of the Duke of Buckingham 

	While the Comte de la Fere was proceeding on his way to Paris, accompanied by Raoul, the Palais-Royal was the theatre wherein a scene of what Moliere would have called excellent comedy was being performed. Four days had elapsed since his marriage, and Monsieur, having breakfasted very hurriedly, passed into his ante-chamber, frowning and out of temper. The repast had not been over-agreeable. Madame had had breakfast served in her own apartment, and Monsieur had breakfasted almost alone; the Chevalier de Lorraine and Manicamp were the only persons present at the meal which lasted three-quarters of an hour without a single syllable having been uttered. Manicamp, who was less intimate with his royal highness than the Chevalier de Lorraine, vainly endeavored to detect, from the expression of the prince's face, what had made him so ill-humored. The Chevalier de Lorraine, who had no occasion to speculate about anything, inasmuch as he knew all, ate his breakfast with that extraordinary appetite which the troubles of one's friends but stimulates, and enjoyed at the same time both Monsieur's ill-humor and the vexation of Manicamp. He seemed delighted, while he went on eating, to detain the prince, who was very impatient to move, still at table. Monsieur at times repented the ascendancy which he had permitted the Chevalier de Lorraine to acquire over him, and which exempted the latter from any observance of etiquette towards him. Monsieur was now in one of those moods, but he dreaded as much as he liked the chevalier, and contented himself with nursing his anger without betraying it. Every now and then Monsieur raised his eyes to the ceiling, then lowered them towards the slices of pate which the chevalier was attacking, and finally, not caring to betray his resentment, he gesticulated in a manner which Harlequin might have envied. At last, however, Monsieur could control himself no longer, and at the dessert, rising from the table in excessive wrath, as we have related, he left the Chevalier de Lorraine to finish his breakfast as he pleased. Seeing Monsieur rise from the table, Manicamp, napkin in hand, rose also. Monsieur ran rather than walked, towards the ante-chamber, where, noticing an usher in attendance, he gave him some directions in a low tone of voice. Then turning back again, but avoiding passing through the breakfast apartment, he crossed several rooms, with the intention of seeking the queen-mother in her oratory, where she usually remained. 

	It was about ten o'clock in the morning. Anne of Austria was engaged in writing as Monsieur entered. The queen-mother was extremely attached to her son, for he was handsome in person and amiable in disposition. He was, in fact, more affectionate, and, it might be, more effeminate than the king. He pleased his mother by those trifling sympathizing attentions all women are glad to receive. Anne of Austria, who would have been rejoiced to have had a daughter, almost found in this, her favorite son, the attentions, solicitude, and playful manners of a child of twelve years of age. All the time he passed with his mother he employed in admiring her arms, in giving his opinion upon her cosmetics, and receipts for compounding essences, in which she was very particular; and then, too, he kissed her hands and cheeks in the most childlike and endearing manner, and had always some sweetmeats to offer her, or some new style of dress to recommend. Anne of Austria loved the king, or rather the regal power in her eldest son; Louis XIV. represented legitimacy by right divine. With the king, her character was that of the queen-mother, with Philip she was simply the mother. The latter knew that, of all places of refuge, a mother's heart is the most compassionate and surest. When quite a child he always fled there for refuge when he and his brother quarrelled, often, after having struck him, which constituted the crime of high treason on his part, after certain engagements with hands and nails, in which the king and his rebellious subject indulged in their night-dresses respecting the right to a disputed bed, having their servant Laporte as umpire,—Philip, conqueror, but terrified at victory, used to flee to his mother to obtain reinforcements from her, or at least the assurance of forgiveness, which Louis XIV. granted with difficulty, and after an interval. Anne, from this habit of peaceable intervention, succeeded in arranging the disputes of her sons, and in sharing, at the same time, all their secrets. The king, somewhat jealous of that maternal solicitude which was bestowed particularly upon his brother, felt disposed to show towards Anne of Austria more submission and attachment than his character really dictated. Anne of Austria had adopted this line of conduct especially towards the young queen. In this manner she ruled with almost despotic sway over the royal household, and she was already preparing her batteries to govern with the same absolute authority the household of her second son. Anne experienced almost a feeling of pride whenever she saw any one enter her apartment with woe-begone looks, pale cheeks, or red eyes, gathering from appearances that assistance was required either by the weakest or the most rebellious. She was writing, we have said, when Monsieur entered her oratory, not with red eyes or pale cheeks, but restless, out of temper, and annoyed. With an absent air he kissed his mother's hands, and sat himself down before receiving her permission to do so. Considering the strict rules of etiquette established at the court of Anne of Austria, this forgetfulness of customary civilities was a sign of preoccupation, especially on Philip's part, who, of his own accord, observed a respect towards her of a somewhat exaggerated character. If, therefore, he so notoriously failed in this regard, there must be a serious cause for it. 

	"What is the matter, Philip?" inquired Anne of Austria, turning towards her son. 

	"A good many things," murmured the prince, in a doleful tone of voice. 

	"You look like a man who has a great deal to do," said the queen, laying down her pen. Philip frowned, but did not reply. "Among the various subjects which occupy your mind," said Anne of Austria, "there must surely be one that absorbs it more than others." 

	"One indeed has occupied me more than any other." 

	"Well, what is it? I am listening." 

	Philip opened his mouth as if to express all the troubles his mind was filled with, and which he seemed to be waiting only for an opportunity of declaring. But he suddenly became silent, and a sigh alone expressed all that his heart was overflowing with. 

	"Come, Philip, show a little firmness," said the queen-mother. "When one has to complain of anything, it is generally an individual who is the cause of it. Am I not right?" 

	"I do not say no, madame." 

	"Whom do you wish to speak about? Come, take courage." 

	"In fact, madame, what I might possibly have to say must be kept a profound secret; for when a lady is in the case——" 

	"Ah! you are speaking of Madame, then?" inquired the queen-mother, with a feeling of the liveliest curiosity. 

	"Yes." 

	"Well, then, if you wish to speak of Madame, do not hesitate to do so. I am your mother, and she is no more than a stranger to me. Yet, as she is my daughter-in-law, rest assured I shall be interested, even were it for your own sake alone, in hearing all you may have to say about her." 

	"Pray tell me, madame, in your turn, whether you have not remarked something?" 

	"'Something'! Philip? Your words almost frighten me, from their want of meaning. What do you mean by 'something'?" 

	"Madame is pretty, certainly." 

	"No doubt of it." 

	"Yet not altogether beautiful." 

	"No, but as she grows older, she will probably become strikingly beautiful. You must have remarked the change which a few years have already made in her. Her beauty will improve more and more; she is now only sixteen years of age. At fifteen I was, myself, very thin; but even as she is at present, Madame is very pretty." 

	"And consequently others have remarked it." 

	"Undoubtedly, for a woman of ordinary rank is noticed—and with still greater reason a princess." 

	"She has been well brought up, I suppose?" 

	"Madame Henrietta, her mother, is a woman somewhat cold in manner, slightly pretentious, but full of noble thoughts. The princess's education may have been neglected, but her principles, I believe, are good. Such at least was the opinion I formed of her when she resided in France; but she afterwards returned to England, and I am ignorant what may have occurred there." 

	"What do you mean?" 

	"Simply that there are some heads naturally giddy, which are easily turned by prosperity." 

	"That is the very word, madame. I think the princess rather giddy." 

	"We must not exaggerate, Philip; she is clever and witty, and has a certain amount of coquetry very natural in a young woman; but this defect in persons of high rank and position is a great advantage at a court. A princess who is tinged with coquetry usually forms a brilliant court around her; her smile stimulates luxury, arouses wit, and even courage; the nobles, too, fight better for a prince whose wife is beautiful." 

	"Thank you extremely, madame," said Philip, with some temper; "you really have drawn some very alarming pictures for me." 

	"In what respect?" asked the queen, with pretended simplicity. 

	"You know, madame," said Philip, dolefully, "whether I had or had not a very great dislike to getting married." 

	"Now, indeed, you alarm me. You have some serious cause of complaint against Madame." 

	"I do not precisely say it is serious." 

	"In that case, then, throw aside your doleful looks. If you show yourself to others in your present state, people will take you for a very unhappy husband." 

	"The fact is," replied Philip, "I am not altogether satisfied as a husband, and I shall not be sorry if others know it." 

	"For shame, Philip." 

	"Well, then, madame, I will tell you frankly that I do not understand the life I am required to lead." 

	"Explain yourself." 

	"My wife does not seem to belong to me; she is always leaving me for some reason or another. In the mornings there are visits, correspondences, and toilettes; in the evenings, balls and concerts." 

	"You are jealous, Philip." 

	"I! Heaven forbid. Let others act the part of a jealous husband, not I. But I am annoyed." 

	"All these things you reproach your wife with are perfectly innocent, and, so long as you have nothing of greater importance——" 

	"Yet, listen; without being very blamable, a woman can excite a good deal of uneasiness. Certain visitors may be received, certain preferences shown, which expose young women to remark, and which are enough to drive out of their senses even those husbands who are least disposed to be jealous." 

	"Ah! now we are coming to the real point at last, and not without some difficulty. You speak of frequent visits, and certain preferences—very good; for the last hour we have been beating about the bush, and at last you have broached the true question. This is more serious than I thought. It is possible, then, that Madame can have given you grounds for these complaints against her?" 

	"Precisely so." 

	"What, your wife, married only four days ago, prefers some other person to yourself? Take care, Philip, you exaggerate your grievances; in wishing to prove everything, you prove nothing." 

	The prince, bewildered by his mother's serious manner wished to reply, but he could only stammer out some unintelligible words. 

	"You draw back, then?" said Anne of Austria. "I prefer that, as it is an acknowledgment of your mistake." 

	"No!" exclaimed Philip, "I do not draw back, and I will prove all I asserted. I spoke of preference and of visits, did I not? Well, listen." 

	Anne of Austria prepared herself to listen, with that love of gossip which the best woman living and the best mother, were she a queen even, always finds in being mixed up with the petty squabbles of a household. 

	"Well," said Philip, "tell me one thing." 

	"What is that?" 

	"Why does my wife retain an English court about her?" said Philip, as he crossed his arms and looked his mother steadily in the face, as if he were convinced that she could not answer the question. 

	"For a very simple reason," returned Anne of Austria; "because the English are her countrymen, because they have expended large sums in order to accompany her to France, and because it would be hardly polite—not politic, certainly—to dismiss abruptly those members of the English nobility who have not shrunk from any devotion or from any sacrifice." 

	"A wonderful sacrifice indeed," returned Philip, "to desert a wretched country to come to a beautiful one, where a greater effect can be produced for a crown than can be procured elsewhere for four! Extraordinary devotion, really, to travel a hundred leagues in company with a woman one is in love with!" 

	"In love, Philip! think what you are saying. Who is in love with Madame?" 

	"The Duke of Buckingham. Perhaps you will defend him, too." 

	Anne of Austria blushed and smiled at the same time. The name of the Duke of Buckingham recalled certain recollections of a very tender and melancholy nature. "The Duke of Buckingham?" she murmured. 

	"Yes; one of those arm-chair soldiers——" 

	"The Buckinghams are loyal and brave," said Anne of Austria, courageously. 

	"This is too bad; my own mother takes the part of my wife's lover against me," exclaimed Philip, incensed to such an extent that his weak organization was effected almost to tears. 

	"Philip, my son," exclaimed Anne of Austria, "such an expression is unworthy of you. Your wife has no lover and, had she one, it would not be the Duke of Buckingham. The members of that family, I repeat are loyal and discreet, and the rights of hospitality are sure to be respected by them." 

	"The Duke of Buckingham is an Englishman, madame," said Philip; "and may I ask if the English so very religiously respect what belongs to princes of France?" 

	Anne blushed a second time, and turned aside under the pretext of taking her pen from her desk again, but in reality to conceal her confusion from her son. "Really, Philip," she said, "you seem to discover expressions for the purpose of embarrassing me, and your anger blinds you while it alarms me; reflect a little." 

	"There is no need for reflection, madame. I can see with my own eyes." 

	"Well, and what do you see?" 

	"That Buckingham never quits my wife. He presumes to make presents to her, and she ventures to accept them. Yesterday she was talking about sachets a la violette; well, our French perfumers, you know very well, madame, for you have over and over again asked for it without success—our French perfumers, I say, have never been able to procure this scent. The duke, however, wore about him a sachet a la violette, and I am sure that the one my wife has came from him." 

	"Indeed, monsieur," said Anne of Austria, "you build your pyramids on needle points; be careful. What harm, I ask you, can there be in a man giving to his countrywoman a receipt for a new essence? These strange ideas, I protest, painfully recall your father to me; he who so frequently and so unjustly made me suffer." 

	"The Duke of Buckingham's father was probably more reserved and more respectful than his son," said Philip, thoughtlessly, not perceiving how deeply he had wounded his mother's feelings. The queen turned pale, and pressed her clenched hands upon her bosom; but, recovering herself immediately, she said, "You came here with some intention or another, I suppose?" 

	"Certainly." 

	"What was it?" 

	"I came, madame, intending to complain energetically, and to inform you that I will not submit to such behavior from the Duke of Buckingham." 

	"What do you intend to do, then?" 

	"I shall complain to the king." 

	"And what do you expect the king to reply?" 

	"Very well, then," said Monsieur, with an expression of stern determination on his countenance, which offered a singular contrast to its usual gentleness. "Very well. I will right myself!" 

	"What do you call righting yourself?" inquired Anne of Austria, in alarm. 

	"I will have the Duke of Buckingham quit the princess, I will have him quit France, and I will see that my wishes are intimated to him." 

	"You will intimate nothing of the kind, Philip," said the queen, "for if you act in that manner, and violate hospitality to that extent, I will invoke the severity of the king against you." 

	"Do you threaten me, madame?" exclaimed Philip, almost in tears; "do you threaten me in the midst of my complaints!" 

	"I do not threaten you; I do but place an obstacle in the path of your hasty anger. I maintain that, to adopt towards the Duke of Buckingham, or any other Englishman, any rigorous measure—to take even a discourteous step towards him, would be to plunge France and England into the most disastrous disagreement. Can it be possible that a prince of the blood, the brother of the king of France, does not know how to hide an injury, even did it exist in reality, where political necessity requires it?" Philip made a movement. "Besides," continued the queen, "the injury is neither true nor possible, and it is merely a matter of silly jealousy." 

	"Madame, I know what I know." 

	"Whatever you may know, I can only advise you to be patient." 

	"I am not patient by disposition, madame." 

	The queen rose, full of severity, and with an icy ceremonious manner. "Explain what you really require, monsieur," she said. 

	"I do not require anything, madame; I simply express what I desire. If the Duke of Buckingham does not, of his own accord, discontinue his visits to my apartments I shall forbid him entrance." 

	"That is a point you will refer to the king," said Anne of Austria, her heart swelling as she spoke, and her voice trembling with emotion. 

	"But, madame," exclaimed Philip, striking his hands together, "act as my mother and not as the queen, since I speak to you as a son; it is simply a matter of a few minutes' conversation between the duke and myself." 

	"It is that very conversation I forbid," said the queen, resuming her authority, "because it is unworthy of you." 

	"Be it so; I will not appear in the matter, but I shall intimate my will to Madame." 

	"Oh!" said the queen-mother, with a melancholy arising from reflection, "never tyrannize over a wife—never behave too haughtily or imperiously towards your own. A woman unwillingly convinced is unconvinced." 

	"What is to be done, then?—I will consult my friends about it." 

	"Yes, your double-dealing advisers, your Chevalier de Lorraine—your De Wardes. Intrust the conduct of this affair to me. You wish the Duke of Buckingham to leave, do you not?" 

	"As soon as possible, madame." 

	"Send the duke to me, then; smile upon your wife, behave to her, to the king, to every one, as usual. But follow no advice but mine. Alas! I too well know what any household comes to that is troubled by advisers." 

	"You shall be obeyed, madame." 

	"And you will be satisfied at the result. Send the duke to me." 

	"That will not be difficult." 

	"Where do you suppose him to be?" 

	"At my wife's door, whose levee he is probably awaiting." 

	"Very well." said Anne of Austria, calmly. "Be good enough to tell the duke that I shall be charmed if he will pay me a visit." 

	Philip kissed his mother's hand, and started off to find the Duke of Buckingham. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 92. Forever! 

	The Duke of Buckingham, obedient to the queen-mother's invitation, presented himself in her apartments half an hour after the departure of the Duc d'Orleans. When his name was announced by the gentleman-usher in attendance, the queen, who was sitting with her elbow resting on a table, and her head buried in her hands, rose, and smilingly received the graceful and respectful salutation which the duke addressed to her. Anne of Austria was still beautiful. It is well known that at her then somewhat advanced age, her long auburn hair, perfectly formed hands, and bright ruby lips, were still the admiration of all who saw her. On the present occasion, abandoned entirely to a remembrance which evoked all the past in her heart, she looked almost as beautiful as in the days of her youth, when her palace was open to the visits of the Duke of Buckingham's father, then a young and impassioned man, as well as an unfortunate prince, who lived for her alone, and died with her name upon his lips. Anne of Austria fixed upon Buckingham a look so tender in its expression, that it denoted, not alone the indulgence of maternal affection, but a gentleness of expression like the coquetry of a woman who loves. 

	"Your majesty," said Buckingham, respectfully, "desired to speak to me." 

	"Yes, duke," said the queen, in English; "will you be good enough to sit down?" 

	The favor which Anne of Austria thus extended to the young man, and the welcome sound of the language of a country from which the duke had been estranged since his stay in France, deeply affected him. He immediately conjectured that the queen had a request to make of him. After having abandoned the first few moments to the irrepressible emotions she experienced, the queen resumed the smiling air with which she had received him. "What do you think of France?" she said, in French. 

	"It is a lovely country, madame," replied the duke. 

	"Had you ever seen it before?" 

	"Once only, madame." 

	"But, like all true Englishmen, you prefer England?" 

	"I prefer my own native land to France," replied the duke; "but if your majesty were to ask me which of the two cities, London or Paris, I should prefer as a residence, I should be forced to answer, Paris." 

	Anne of Austria observed the ardent manner with which these words had been pronounced. "I am told my lord, you have rich possessions in your own country and that you live in a splendid and time-honored palace." 

	"It was my father's residence," replied Buckingham, casting down his eyes. 

	"Those are indeed great advantages and souvenirs," replied the queen, alluding, in spite of herself, to recollections from which it is impossible voluntarily to detach one's self. 

	"In fact," said the duke, yielding to the melancholy influence of this opening conversation, "sensitive persons live as much in the past or the future, as in the present." 

	"That is very true," said the queen, in a low tone of voice. "It follows, then, my lord," she added, "that you, who are a man of feeling, will soon quit France in order to shut yourself up with your wealth and your relics of the past." 

	Buckingham raised his head and said, "I think not, madame." 

	"What do you mean?" 

	"On the contrary, I think of leaving England in order to take up my residence in France." 

	It was now Anne of Austria's turn to exhibit surprise. "Why?" she said. "Are you not in favor with the new king?" 

	"Perfectly so, madame, for his majesty's kindness to me is unbounded." 

	"It cannot," said the queen, "be because your fortune has diminished, for it is said to be enormous." 

	"My income, madame, has never been so large." 

	"There is some secret cause, then?" 

	"No, madame," said Buckingham, eagerly, "there is nothing secret in my reason for this determination. I prefer residence in France; I like a court so distinguished by its refinement and courtesy; I like the amusements, somewhat serious in their nature, which are not the amusements of my own country, and which are met with in France." 

	Anne of Austria smiled shrewdly. "Amusements of a serious nature?" she said. "Has your Grace well reflected on their seriousness?" The duke hesitated. "There is no amusement so serious," continued the queen, "as to prevent a man of your rank——" 

	"Your majesty seems to insist greatly on that point," interrupted the duke. 

	"Do you think so, my lord?" 

	"If you will forgive me for saying so, it is the second time you have vaunted the attractions of England at the expense of the delight which all experience who live in France." 

	Anne of Austria approached the young man, and placing her beautiful hand upon his shoulder, which trembled at the touch, said, "Believe me, monsieur, nothing can equal a residence in one's own native country. I have very frequently had occasion to regret Spain. I have lived long, my lord, very long for a woman, and I confess to you, that not a year has passed I have not regretted Spain." 

	"Not one year, madame?" said the young duke coldly. "Not one of those years when you reigned Queen of Beauty—as you still are, indeed?" 

	"A truce to flattery, duke, for I am old enough to be your mother." She emphasized these latter words in a manner, and with a gentleness, which penetrated Buckingham's heart. "Yes," she said, "I am old enough to be your mother; and for this reason, I will give you a word of advice." 

	"That advice being that I should return to London?" he exclaimed. 

	"Yes, my lord." 

	The duke clasped his hands with a terrified gesture which could not fail of its effect upon the queen, already disposed to softer feelings by the tenderness of her own recollections. "It must be so," added the queen. 

	"What!" he again exclaimed, "am I seriously told that I must leave,—that I must exile myself,—that I am to flee at once?" 

	"Exile yourself, did you say? One would fancy France was your native country." 

	"Madame, the country of those who love is the country of those whom they love." 

	"Not another word, my lord; you forget whom you are addressing." 

	Buckingham threw himself on his knees. "Madame, you are the source of intelligence, of goodness, and of compassion; you are the first person in this kingdom, not only by your rank, but the first person in the world on account of your angelic attributes. I have said nothing, madame. Have I, indeed, said anything you should answer with such a cruel remark? What have I betrayed?" 

	"You have betrayed yourself," said the queen, in a low tone of voice. 

	"I have said nothing,—I know nothing." 

	"You forget you have spoken and thought in the presence of a woman, and besides——" 

	"Besides," said the duke, "no one knows you are listening to me." 

	"On the contrary, it is known; you have all the defects and all the qualities of youth." 

	"I have been betrayed or denounced, then?" 

	"By whom?" 

	"By those who, at Havre, had, with infernal perspicacity, read my heart like an open book." 

	"I do not know whom you mean." 

	"M. de Bragelonne, for instance." 

	"I know the name without being acquainted with the person to whom it belongs. M. de Bragelonne has said nothing." 

	"Who can it be, then? If any one, madame, had had the boldness to notice in me that which I do not myself wish to behold——" 

	"What would you do, duke?" 

	"There are secrets which kill those who discover them." 

	"He, then, who has discovered your secret, madman that you are, still lives; and, what is more, you will not slay him, for he is armed on all sides,—he is a husband, a jealous man,—he is the second gentleman in France,—he is my son, the Duc d'Orleans." 

	The duke turned pale as death. "You are very cruel, madame," he said. 

	"You see, Buckingham," said Anne of Austria, sadly, "how you pass from one extreme to another, and fight with shadows, when it would seem so easy to remain at peace with yourself." 

	"If we fight, madame, we die on the field of battle," replied the young man, gently, abandoning himself to the most gloomy depression. 

	Anne ran towards him and took him by the hand. "Villiers," she said, in English, with a vehemence of tone which nothing could resist, "what is it you ask? Do you ask a mother to sacrifice her son,—a queen to consent to the dishonor of her house? Child that you are, do not dream of it. What! in order to spare your tears am I to commit these crimes? Villiers! you speak of the dead; the dead, at least, were full of respect and submission; they resigned themselves to an order of exile; they carried their despair away with them in their hearts, like a priceless possession, because the despair was caused by the woman they loved, and because death, thus deceptive, was like a gift or a favor conferred upon them." 

	Buckingham rose, his features distorted, and his hands pressed against his heart. "You are right, madame," he said, "but those of whom you speak had received their order of exile from the lips of the one whom they loved; they were not driven away; they were entreated to leave, and were not laughed at." 

	"No," murmured Anne of Austria, "they were not forgotten. But who says you are driven away, or that you are exiled? Who says that your devotion will not be remembered? I do not speak on any one's behalf but my own, when I tell you to leave. Do me this kindness—grant me this favor; let me, for this also, be indebted to one of your name." 

	"It is for your sake, then, madame?" 

	"For mine alone." 

	"No one whom I shall leave behind me will venture to mock,—no prince even who shall say, 'I required it.'" 

	"Listen to me, duke," and hereupon the dignified features of the queen assumed a solemn expression. "I swear to you that no one commands in this matter but myself. I swear to you that, not only shall no one either laugh or boast in any way, but no one even shall fail in the respect due to your rank. Rely upon me, duke, as I rely upon you." 

	"You do not explain yourself, madame; my heart is full of bitterness, and I am in utter despair; no consolation, however gentle and affectionate, can afford me relief." 

	"Do you remember your mother, duke?" replied the queen, with a winning smile. 

	"Very slightly, madame; yet I remember how she used to cover me with her caresses and her tears whenever I wept." 

	"Villiers," murmured the queen, passing her arm round the young man's neck, "look upon me as your mother, and believe that no one shall ever make my son weep." 

	"I thank you, madame," said the young man, affected and almost suffocated by his emotion, "I feel there is indeed still room in my heart for a gentler and nobler sentiment than love." 

	The queen-mother looked at him and pressed his hand. "Go," she said. 

	"When must I leave? Command me." 

	"At any time that may suit you, my lord," resumed the queen; "you will choose your own day of departure. Instead, however, of setting off to-day, as you would doubtless wish to do, or to-morrow, as others may have expected, leave the day after to-morrow, in the evening; but announce to-day that it is your wish to leave." 

	"My wish?" murmured the young duke. 

	"Yes, duke." 

	"And shall I never return to France?" 

	Anne of Austria reflected for a moment, seemingly absorbed in sad and serious thought. "It would be a consolation for me," she said, "if you were to return on the day when I shall be carried to my final resting-place at Saint-Denis beside the king, my husband." 

	"Madame, you are goodness itself; the tide of prosperity is setting in on you; your cup brims over with happiness, and many long years are yet before you." 

	"In that case you will not come for some time, then," said the queen, endeavoring to smile. 

	"I shall not return," said Buckingham, "young as I am. Death does not reckon by years; it is impartial; some die young, some reach old age." 

	"I will not harbor any sorrowful ideas, duke. Let me comfort you; return in two years. I perceive from your face that the very idea which saddens you so much now, will have disappeared before six months have passed, and will be not only dead but forgotten in the period of absence I have assigned you.' 

	"I think you judged me better a little while ago madame," replied the young man, "when you said that time is powerless against members of the family of Buckingham." 

	"Silence," said the queen, kissing the duke upon the forehead with an affection she could not restrain. "Go, go; spare me and forget yourself no longer. I am the queen; you are the subject of the king of England. King Charles awaits your return. Adieu, Villiers,—farewell." 

	"Forever!" replied the young man, and he fled, endeavoring to master his emotion. 

	Anne leaned her head upon her hands, and then looking at herself in the glass, murmured, "It has been truly said, that a woman who has truly loved is always young, and that the bloom of twenty years ever lies concealed in some secret cloister of the heart." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 93. King Louis XIV. does not think Mademoiselle de la Valliere either rich enough or pretty enough for a Gentleman of the Rank of the Vicomte de Bragelonne 

	Raoul and the Comte de la Fere reached Paris the evening of the same day on which Buckingham had held the conversation with the queen-mother. The count had scarcely arrived, when, through Raoul, he solicited an audience of the king. His majesty had passed a portion of the morning in looking over, with Madame and the ladies of the court, various goods of Lyons manufacture, of which he had made his sister-in-law a present. A court dinner had succeeded, then cards, and afterwards, according to his usual custom, the king, leaving the card-tables at eight o'clock, passed into his cabinet in order to work with M. Colbert and M. Fouquet. Raoul entered the ante-chamber at the very moment the two ministers quitted it, and the king, perceiving him through the half-closed door, said, "What do you want, M. de Bragelonne?" 

	The young man approached: "An audience, sire," he replied, "for the Comte de la Fere, who has just arrived from Blois, and is most anxious to have an interview with your majesty." 

	"I have an hour to spare between cards and supper," said the king. "Is the Comte de la Fere at hand?" 

	"He is below, and awaits your majesty's permission." 

	"Let him come up at once," said the king, and five minutes afterwards Athos entered the presence of Louis XIV. He was received by the king with that gracious kindness of manner which Louis, with a tact beyond his years, reserved for the purpose of gaining those who were not to be conquered by ordinary favors. "Let me hope, comte," said the king, "that you have come to ask me for something." 

	"I will not conceal from your majesty," replied the comte, "that I am indeed come for that purpose." 

	"That is well," said the king, joyously. 

	"It is not for myself, sire." 

	"So much the worse; but, at least, I will do for your protege what you refuse to permit me to do for you." 

	"Your majesty encourages me. I have come to speak on behalf of the Vicomte de Bragelonne." 

	"It is the same as if you spoke on your own behalf, comte." 

	"Not altogether so, sire. I am desirous of obtaining from your majesty that which I cannot ask for myself. The vicomte thinks of marrying." 

	"He is still very young; but that does not matter. He is an eminently distinguished man, I will choose a wife for him." 

	"He has already chosen one, sire, and only awaits your consent." 

	"It is only a question, then, of signing the marriage-contract?" Athos bowed. "Has he chosen a wife whose fortune and position accord with your own anticipations?" 

	Athos hesitated for a moment. "His affianced wife is of good birth, but has no fortune." 

	"That is a misfortune we can remedy." 

	"You overwhelm me with gratitude, sire; but your majesty will permit me to offer a remark?" 

	"Do so, comte." 

	"Your majesty seems to intimate an intention of giving a marriage-portion to this young lady." 

	"Certainly." 

	"I should regret, sire, if the step I have taken towards your majesty should be attended by this result." 

	"No false delicacy, comte; what is the bride's name?" 

	"Mademoiselle de la Baume le Blanc de la Valliere," said Athos, coldly. 

	"I seem to know that name," said the king, as if reflecting; "there was a Marquis de la Valliere." 

	"Yes, sire, it is his daughter." 

	"But he died, and his widow married again M. de Saint-Remy, I think, steward of the wager Madame's former household." 

	"Your majesty is correctly informed." 

	"More than that, the young lady has lately become one of the princess's maids of honor." 

	"Your majesty is better acquainted with her history than I am." 

	The king again reflected, and glancing at the comte's anxious countenance, said: "The young lady does not seem to me to be very pretty, comte." 

	"I am not quite sure," replied Athos. 

	"I have seen her, but she hardly struck me as being so." 

	"She seems to be a good and modest girl, but has little beauty, sire." 

	"Beautiful fair hair, however." 

	"I think so." 

	"And her blue eyes are tolerably good." 

	"Yes, sire." 

	"With regard to beauty, then, the match is but an ordinary one. Now for the money side of the question." 

	"Fifteen to twenty thousand francs dowry at the very outside, sire; the lovers are disinterested enough; for myself, I care little for money." 

	"For superfluity, you mean; but a needful amount is of importance. With fifteen thousand francs, without landed property, a woman cannot live at court. We will make up the deficiency; I will do it for De Bragelonne." The king again remarked the coldness with which Athos received the remark. 

	"Let us pass from the question of money to that of rank," said Louis XIV.; "the daughter of the Marquis de la Valliere, that is well enough; but there is that excellent Saint-Remy, who somewhat damages the credit of the family; and you, comte, are rather particular, I believe, about your own family." 

	"Sire, I no longer hold to anything but my devotion to your majesty." 

	The king again paused. "A moment, comte. You have surprised me in no little degree from the beginning of your conversation. You came to ask me to authorize a marriage, and you seem greatly disturbed in having to make the request. Nay, pardon me, comte, but I am rarely deceived, young as I am; for while with some persons I place my friendship at the disposal of my understanding, with others I call my distrust to my aid, by which my discernment is increased. I repeat that you do not prefer your request as though you wished it success." 

	"Well, sire, that is true." 

	"I do not understand you, then; refuse." 

	"Nay, sire; I love De Bragelonne with my whole heart; he is smitten with Mademoiselle de la Valliere, he weaves dreams of bliss for the future; I am not one who is willing to destroy the illusions of youth. This marriage is objectionable to me, but I implore your majesty to consent to it forthwith, and thus make Raoul happy." 

	"Tell me, comte, is she in love with him?" 

	"If your majesty requires me to speak candidly, I do not believe in Mademoiselle de la Valliere's affection; the delight at being at court, the honor of being in the service of Madame, counteract in her head whatever affection she may happen to have in her heart; it is a marriage similar to many others which already exist at court; but De Bragelonne wishes it, and so let it be." 

	"And yet you do not resemble those easy-tempered fathers who volunteer as stepping-stones for their children," said the king. 

	"I am determined enough against the viciously disposed, but not so against men of upright character. Raoul is suffering; he is in great distress of mind: his disposition, naturally light and cheerful, has become gloomy and melancholy. I do not wish to deprive your majesty of the services he may be able to render." 

	"I understand you," said the king; "and what is more, I understand your heart, too, comte." 

	"There is no occasion, therefore," replied the comte, "to tell your majesty that my object is to make these children, or rather Raoul, happy." 

	"And I, too, as much as yourself, comte, wish to secure M. de Bragelonne's happiness." 

	"I only await your majesty's signature. Raoul will have the honor of presenting himself before your majesty to receive your consent." 

	"You are mistaken, comte," said the king, firmly; "I have just said that I desire to secure M. de Bragelonne's happiness, and from the present moment, therefore, I oppose his marriage." 

	"But, sire," exclaimed Athos, "your majesty has promised!" 

	"Not so, comte, I did not promise you, for it is opposed to my own views." 

	"I appreciate your majesty's considerate and generous intentions in my behalf; but I take the liberty of recalling to you that I undertook to approach you as an ambassador." 

	"An ambassador, comte, frequently asks, but does not always obtain what he asks." 

	"But, sire, it will be such a blow for De Bragelonne." 

	"My hand shall deal the blow; I will speak to the vicomte." 

	"Love, sir, is overwhelming in its might." 

	"Love can be resisted, comte. I myself can assure you of that." 

	"When one has the soul of a king,—your own, for instance, sire." 

	"Do not make yourself uneasy on the subject. I have certain views for De Bragelonne. I do not say that he shall not marry Mademoiselle de la Valliere, but I do not wish him to marry so young; I do not wish him to marry her until she has acquired a fortune; and he, on his side, no less deserves favor, such as I wish to confer upon him. In a word, comte, I wish them to wait." 

	"Yet once more, sire." 

	"Comte, you told me you came to request a favor." 

	"Assuredly, sire." 

	"Grant me one, then, instead; let us speak no longer upon this matter. It is probable that, before long, war may be declared. I require men about me who are unfettered. I should hesitate to send under fire a married man, or a father of a family. I should hesitate also, on De Bragelonne's account, to endow with a fortune, without some sound reason for it, a young girl, a perfect stranger; such an act would sow jealousy amongst my nobility." Athos bowed, and remained silent. 

	"Is that all you wished to ask me?" added Louis XIV. 

	"Absolutely all, sire; and I take my leave of your majesty. Is it, however, necessary that I should inform Raoul?" 

	"Spare yourself the trouble and annoyance. Tell the vicomte that at my levee to-morrow morning I will speak to him. I shall expect you this evening, comte, to join my card-table." 

	"I am in traveling-costume, sire." 

	"A day will come, I hope, when you will leave me no more. Before long, comte, the monarchy will be established in such a manner as to enable me to offer a worthy hospitality to men of your merit." 

	"Provided, sire, a monarch reigns grandly in the hearts of his subjects, the palace he inhabits matters little, since he is worshipped in a temple." With these words Athos left the cabinet, and found De Bragelonne, who was awaiting him anxiously. 

	"Well, monsieur?" said the young man. 

	"The king, Raoul, is well intentioned towards us both; not, perhaps, in the sense you suppose, but he is kind, and generously disposed to our house." 

	"You have bad news to communicate to me, monsieur," said the young man, turning very pale. 

	"The king himself will inform you tomorrow morning that it is not bad news." 

	"The king has not signed, however?" 

	"The king wishes himself to settle the terms of the contract, and he desires to make it so grand that he requires time for consideration. Throw the blame rather on your own impatience, than on the king's good feeling towards you." 

	Raoul, in utter consternation, on account of his knowledge of the count's frankness as well as his diplomacy, remained plunged in dull and gloomy stupor. 

	"Will you not go with me to my lodgings?" said Athos. 

	"I beg your pardon, monsieur; I will follow you," he stammered out, following Athos down the staircase. 

	"Since I am here," said Athos, suddenly, "cannot I see M. d'Artagnan?" 

	"Shall I show you his apartments?" said De Bragelonne. 

	"Do so." 

	"They are on the opposite staircase." 

	They altered their course, but on reaching the landing of the grand staircase, Raoul perceived a servant in the Comte de Guiche's livery, who ran towards him as soon as he heard his voice. 

	"What is it?" said Raoul. 

	"This note, monsieur. My master heard of your return and wrote to you without delay; I have been looking for you for the last half-hour." 

	Raoul approached Athos as he unsealed the letter, saying, "With your permission, monsieur." 

	"Certainly." 

	"Dear Raoul," wrote the Comte de Guiche, "I have an affair in hand which requires immediate attention; I know you have returned, come to me as soon as possible." 

	Hardly had he finished reading it, when a servant in the livery of the Duke of Buckingham, turning out of the gallery, recognized Raoul, and approached him respectfully, saying, "From his Grace, monsieur." 

	"Well, Raoul, as I see you are already as busy as a general of an army, I shall leave you, and will find M. d'Artagnan myself." 

	"You will excuse me, I trust," said Raoul. 

	"Yes, yes, I excuse you; adieu, Raoul; you will find me at my apartments until to-morrow; during the day I may set out for Blois, unless I have orders to the contrary." 

	"I shall present my respects to you to-morrow, monsieur." 

	As soon as Athos had left, Raoul opened Buckingham's letter. 

	"Monsieur de Bragelonne," it ran, "You are, of all the Frenchmen I have known, the one with whom I am most pleased; I am about to put your friendship to the proof. I have received a certain message, written in very good French. As I am an Englishman, I am afraid of not comprehending it very clearly. The letter has a good name attached to it, and that is all I can tell you. Will you be good enough to come and see me? for I am told you have arrived from Blois. 

	"Your devoted 

	"Villiers, Duke of Buckingham." 

	"I am going now to see your master," said Raoul to De Guiche's servant, as he dismissed him; "and I shall be with the Duke of Buckingham in an hour," he added, dismissing with these words the duke's messenger. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 94. Sword-thrusts in the Water 

	Raoul, on betaking himself to De Guiche, found him conversing with De Wardes and Manicamp. De Wardes, since the affair of the barricade, had treated Raoul as a stranger; they behaved as if they were not acquainted. As Raoul entered, De Guiche walked up to him; and Raoul, as he grasped his friend's hand, glanced rapidly at his two companions, hoping to be able to read on their faces what was passing in their minds. De Wardes was cold and impenetrable; Manicamp seemed absorbed in the contemplation of some trimming to his dress. De Guiche led Raoul to an adjoining cabinet, and made him sit down, saying, "How well you look!" 

	"That is singular," replied Raoul, "for I am far from being in good spirits." 

	"It is your case, then, Raoul, as it is my own,—our love affairs do not progress." 

	"So much the better, count, as far as you are concerned; the worst news would be good news." 

	"In that case do not distress yourself, for, not only am I very unhappy, but, what is more, I see others about me who are happy." 

	"Really, I do not understand you," replied Raoul; "explain yourself." 

	"You will soon learn. I have tried, but in vain, to overcome the feeling you saw dawn in me, increase and take entire possession of me. I have summoned all your advice and my own strength to my aid. I have well weighed the unfortunate affair in which I have embarked; I have sounded its depths; that it is an abyss, I am aware, but it matters little, for I shall pursue my own course." 

	"This is madness, De Guiche! you cannot advance another step without risking your own ruin to-day, perhaps your life to-morrow." 

	"Whatever may happen, I have done with reflections; listen." 

	"And you hope to succeed; you believe that Madame will love you?" 

	"Raoul, I believe nothing; I hope, because hope exists in man, and never abandons him till death." 

	"But, admitting that you obtain the happiness you covet, even then, you are more certainly lost than if you had failed in obtaining it." 

	"I beseech you, Raoul, not to interrupt me any more; you could never convince me, for I tell you beforehand, I do not wish to be convinced; I have gone so far I cannot recede; I have suffered so much, death itself would be a boon. I no longer love to madness, Raoul, I am being engulfed by a whirlpool of jealousy." 

	Raoul struck his hands together with an expression resembling anger. "Well?" said he. 

	"Well or ill matters little. This is what I claim from you, my friend, my almost brother. During the last three days Madame has been living in a perfect intoxication of gayety. On the first day, I dared not look at her; I hated her for not being as unhappy as myself. The next day I could not bear her out of my sight; and she, Raoul—at least I thought I remarked it—she looked at me, if not with pity, at least with gentleness. But between her looks and mine, a shadow intervened; another's smile invited hers. Beside her horse another's always gallops, which is not mine; in her ear another's caressing voice, not mine, unceasingly vibrates. Raoul, for three days past my brain has been on fire; flame, not blood, courses through my veins. That shadow must be driven away, that smile must be quenched; that voice must be silenced." 

	"You wish Monsieur's death," exclaimed Raoul. 

	"No, no, I am not jealous of the husband; I am jealous of the lover." 

	"Of the lover?" said Raoul. 

	"Have you not observed it, you who were formerly so keen-sighted?" 

	"Are you jealous of the Duke of Buckingham?" 

	"To the very death." 

	"Again jealous?" 

	"This time the affair will be easy to arrange between us; I have taken the initiative, and have sent him a letter." 

	"It was you, then, who wrote to him?" 

	"How do you know that?" 

	"I know it, because he told me so. Look at this;" and he handed De Guiche the letter he had received nearly at the same moment as his own. De Guiche read it eagerly, and said, "He is a brave man, and more than that, a gallant man." 

	"Most certainly the duke is a gallant man; I need not ask if you wrote to him in a similar style." 

	"He will show you my letter when you call on him on my behalf." 

	"But that is almost out of the question." 

	"What is?" 

	"That I shall call on him for that purpose." 

	"Why so?" 

	"The duke consults me as you do." 

	"I suppose you will give me the preference! Listen to me, Raoul, I wish you to tell his Grace—it is a very simple matter—that to-day, to-morrow, the following day, or any other day he may choose. I will meet him at Vincennes." 

	"Reflect, De Guiche." 

	"I thought I told you I have reflected." 

	"The duke is a stranger here; he is on a mission which renders his person inviolable.... Vincennes is close to the Bastile." 

	"The consequences concern me." 

	"But the motive for this meeting? What motive do you wish me to assign?" 

	"Be perfectly easy on that score, he will not ask any. The duke must be as sick of me as I am of him. I implore you, therefore, seek the duke, and if it is necessary to entreat him to accept my offer, I will do so." 

	"That is useless. The duke has already informed me that he wishes to speak to me. The duke is now playing cards with the king. Let us both go there. I will draw him aside in the gallery: you will remain aloof. Two words will be sufficient." 

	"That is well arranged. I will take De Wardes to keep me in countenance." 

	"Why not Manicamp? De Wardes can join us at any time; we can leave him here." 

	"Yes, that is true." 

	"He knows nothing?" 

	"Positively nothing. You continue still on an unfriendly footing, then?" 

	"Has he not told you anything?" 

	"Nothing." 

	"I do not like the man, and, as I never liked him, the result is, that I am on no worse terms with him to-day than I was yesterday." 

	"Let us go, then." 

	The four descended the stairs. De Guiche's carriage was waiting at the door, and took them to the Palais-Royal. As they were going along, Raoul was engaged in devising his scheme of action. The sole depositary of two secrets, he did not despair of concluding some arrangement between the two parties. He knew the influence he exercised over Buckingham, and the ascendency he had acquired over De Guiche, and affairs did not look utterly hopeless. On their arrival in the gallery, dazzling with the blaze of light, where the most beautiful and illustrious women of the court moved to and fro, like stars in their own atmosphere, Raoul could not prevent himself for a moment forgetting De Guiche in order to seek out Louise, who, amidst her companions, like a dove completely fascinated, gazed long and fixedly upon the royal circle, which glittered with jewels and gold. All its members were standing, the king alone being seated. Raoul perceived Buckingham, who was standing a few places from Monsieur, in a group of French and English, who were admiring his aristocratic carriage and the incomparable magnificence of his costume. Some of the older courtiers remembered having seen his father, but their recollections were not prejudicial to the son. 

	Buckingham was conversing with Fouquet, who was talking with him aloud about Belle-Isle. "I cannot speak to him at present," said Raoul. 

	"Wait, then, and choose your opportunity, but finish everything speedily. I am on thorns." 

	"See, our deliverer approaches," said Raoul, perceiving D'Artagnan, who, magnificently dressed in his new uniform of captain of the musketeers, had just made his entry in the gallery; and he advanced towards D'Artagnan. 

	"The Comte de la Fere has been looking for you, chevalier," said Raoul. 

	"Yes," replied D'Artagnan, "I have just left him." 

	"I thought you would have passed a portion of the evening together." 

	"We have arranged to meet again." 

	As he answered Raoul, his absent looks were directed on all sides, as if seeking some one in the crowd, or looking for something in the room. Suddenly his gaze became fixed, like that of an eagle on its prey. Raoul followed the direction of his glance, and noticed that De Guiche and D'Artagnan saluted each other, but he could not distinguish at whom the captain's inquiring and haughty glance was aimed. 

	"Chevalier," said Raoul, "there is no one here but yourself who can render me a service." 

	"What is it, my dear vicomte?" 

	"It is simply to go and interrupt the Duke of Buckingham, to whom I wish to say two words, and, as the duke is conversing with M. Fouquet, you understand that it would not do for me to throw myself into the middle of the conversation." 

	"Ah, ah, is M. Fouquet there?" inquired D'Artagnan. 

	"Do you not see him?" 

	"Yes, now I do. But do you think I have a greater right than you have?" 

	"You are a more important personage." 

	"Yes, you're right; I am captain of the musketeers; I have had the post promised me so long, and have enjoyed it for so brief a period, that I am always forgetting my dignity." 

	"You will do me this service, will you not?" 

	"M. Fouquet—the deuce!" 

	"Are you not on good terms with him?" 

	"It is rather he who may not be on good terms with me; however, since it must be done some day or another——" 

	"Stay; I think he is looking at you; or is it likely that it might be——" 

	"No, no, don't deceive yourself, it is indeed me for whom this honor is intended." 

	"The opportunity is a good one, then?" 

	"Do you think so?" 

	"Pray go." 

	"Well, I will." 

	De Guiche had not removed his eyes from Raoul, who made a sign to him that all was arranged. D'Artagnan walked straight up to the group, and civilly saluted M. Fouquet as well as the others. 

	"Good evening, M. d'Artagnan; we were speaking of Belle-Isle," said Fouquet, with that usage of society, and that perfect knowledge of the language of looks, which require half a lifetime thoroughly to acquire, and which some persons, notwithstanding all their study, never attain. 

	"Of Belle-Isle-en-Mer! Ah!" said D'Artagnan. "It belongs to you, I believe, M. Fouquet?" 

	"M. Fouquet has just told me that he had presented it to the king," said Buckingham. 

	"Do you know Belle-Isle, chevalier?" inquired Fouquet. 

	"I have only been there once," replied D'Artagnan, with readiness and good-humor. 

	"Did you remain there long?" 

	"Scarcely a day." 

	"Did you see much of it while you were there?" 

	"All that could be seen in a day." 

	"A great deal can be seen with observation as keen as yours," said Fouquet; at which D'Artagnan bowed. 

	During this Raoul made a sign to Buckingham. "M. Fouquet," said Buckingham, "I leave the captain with you, he is more learned than I am in bastions, scarps, and counter-scarps, and I will join one of my friends, who has just beckoned me." Saying this, Buckingham disengaged himself from the group, and advanced towards Raoul, stopping for a moment at the table where the queen-mother, the young queen, and the king were playing together. 

	"Now, Raoul," said De Guiche, "there he is; be firm and quick." 

	Buckingham, having made some complimentary remark to Madame, continued his way towards Raoul, who advanced to meet him, while De Guiche remained in his place, though he followed him with his eyes. The maneuver was so arranged that the young men met in an open space which was left vacant, between the group of players and the gallery, where they walked, stopping now and then for the purpose of saying a few words to some of the graver courtiers who were walking there. At the moment when the two lines were about to unite, they were broken by a third. It was Monsieur who advanced toward the Duke of Buckingham. Monsieur had his most engaging smile on his red and perfumed lips. 

	"My dear duke," said he, with the most affectionate politeness; "is it really true what I have just been told?" 

	Buckingham turned round, he had not noticed Monsieur approach; but had merely heard his voice. He started in spite of his command over himself, and a slight pallor overspread his face. "Monseigneur," he asked, "what has been told you that surprises you so much?" 

	"That which throws me into despair, and will, in truth, be a real cause of mourning for the whole court." 

	"Your highness is very kind, for I perceive that you allude to my departure." 

	"Precisely." 

	Guiche had overheard the conversation from where he was standing, and started in his turn. "His departure," he murmured. "What does he say?" 

	Philip continued with the same gracious air, "I can easily conceive, monsieur, why the king of Great Britain recalls you; we all know that King Charles II.; who appreciates true gentlemen, cannot dispense with you. But it cannot be supposed we can let you go without great regret; and I beg you to receive the expression of my own." 

	"Believe me, monseigneur," said the duke, "that if I quit the court of France——" 

	"Because you are recalled; but, if you suppose the expression of my own wish on the subject might possibly have any influence with the king, I will gladly volunteer to entreat his majesty Charles II. to leave you with us a little while longer." 

	"I am overwhelmed, monseigneur, by so much kindness," replied Buckingham, "but I have received positive commands. My residence in France was limited; I have prolonged it at the risk of displeasing my gracious sovereign. It is only this very day that I recollected I ought to have set off four days ago." 

	"Indeed," said Monsieur. 

	"Yes, but," added Buckingham, raising his voice in such a manner that the princess could hear him,—"but I resemble that dweller in the East, who turned mad, and remained so for several days, owing to a delightful dream that he had had, but who one day awoke, if not completely cured, in some respects rational at least. The court of France has its intoxicating properties, which are not unlike this dream, my lord; but at last I wake and leave it. I shall be unable, therefore, to prolong my residence, as your highness has so kindly invited me to do." 

	"When do you leave?" inquired Philip, with an expression full of interest. 

	"To-morrow, monseigneur. My carriages have been ready for three days." 

	The Duc d'Orleans made a movement of the head, which seemed to signify, "Since you are determined, duke, there is nothing to be said." Buckingham returned the gesture, concealing under a smile a contraction of his heart; and then Monsieur moved away in the same direction by which he had approached. At the same moment, however, De Guiche advanced from the opposite direction. Raoul feared that the impatient young man might possibly make the proposition himself, and hurried forward before him. 

	"No, no, Raoul, all is useless now," said Guiche, holding both his hands toward the duke, and leading him behind a column. "Forgive me, duke, for what I wrote to you, I was mad; give me back my letter." 

	"It is true," said the duke, "you cannot owe me a grudge any longer now." 

	"Forgive me, duke; my friendship, my lasting friendship is yours." 

	"There is certainly no reason why you should bear me any ill-will from the moment I leave her never to see her again." 

	Raoul heard these words, and comprehending that his presence was now useless between the two young men, who had now only friendly words to exchange, withdrew a few paces; a movement which brought him closer to De Wardes, who was conversing with the Chevalier de Lorraine respecting the departure of Buckingham. "A strategic retreat," said De Wardes. 

	"Why so?" 

	"Because the dear duke saves a sword-thrust by it." At which reply both laughed. 

	Raoul, indignant, turned round frowningly, flushed with anger and his lip curling with disdain. The Chevalier de Lorraine turned on his heel, but De Wardes remained and waited. 

	"You will not break yourself of the habit," said Raoul to De Wardes, "of insulting the absent; yesterday it was M. d'Artagnan, to-day it is the Duke of Buckingham." 

	"You know very well, monsieur," returned De Wardes, "that I sometimes insult those who are present." 

	De Wardes was close to Raoul, their shoulders met, their faces approached, as if to mutually inflame each other by the fire of their looks and of their anger. It could be seen that the one was at the height of fury, the other at the end of his patience. Suddenly a voice was heard behind them full of grace and courtesy saying, "I believe I heard my name pronounced." 

	They turned round and saw D'Artagnan, who, with a smiling eye and a cheerful face, had just placed his hand on De Wardes's shoulder. Raoul stepped back to make room for the musketeer. De Wardes trembled from head to foot, turned pale, but did not move. D'Artagnan, still with the same smile, took the place which Raoul abandoned to him. 

	"Thank you, my dear Raoul," he said. "M. de Wardes, I wish to talk with you. Do not leave us Raoul; every one can hear what I have to say to M. de Wardes." His smile immediately faded away, and his glance became cold and sharp as a sword. 

	"I am at your orders, monsieur," said De Wardes. 

	"For a very long time," resumed D'Artagnan, "I have sought an opportunity of conversing with you; to-day is the first time I have found it. The place is badly chosen, I admit, but you will perhaps have the goodness to accompany me to my apartments, which are on the staircase at the end of this gallery." 

	"I follow you, monsieur," said De Wardes. 

	"Are you alone here?" said D'Artagnan. 

	"No; I have M. Manicamp and M. de Guiche, two of my friends." 

	"That's well," said D'Artagnan; "but two persons are not sufficient; you will be able to find a few others, I trust." 

	"Certainly," said the young man, who did not know what object D'Artagnan had in view. "As many as you please." 

	"Are they friends?" 

	"Yes, monsieur." 

	"Real friends?" 

	"No doubt of it." 

	"Very well, get a good supply, then. Do you come, too, Raoul; bring M. de Guiche and the Duke of Buckingham." 

	"What a disturbance," replied De Wardes, attempting to smile. The captain slightly signed to him with his hand, as though to recommend him to be patient, and then led the way to his apartments. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 95. Sword-thrusts in the Water (concluded) 

	D'Artagnan's apartment was not unoccupied, for the Comte de la Fere, seated in the recess of a window, awaited him. "Well," said he to D'Artagnan, as he saw him enter. 

	"Well," said the latter, "M. de Wardes has done me the honor to pay me a visit, in company with some of his own friends, as well as of ours." In fact, behind the musketeer appeared De Wardes and Manicamp followed by De Guiche and Buckingham, who looked surprised, not knowing what was expected of them. Raoul was accompanied by two or three gentlemen; and, as he entered, glanced round the room, and perceiving the count, he went and placed himself by his side. D'Artagnan received his visitors with all the courtesy he was capable of; he preserved his unmoved and unconcerned look. All the persons present were men of distinction, occupying posts of honor and credit at the court. After he had apologized to each of them for any inconvenience he might have put them to, he turned towards De Wardes, who, in spite of his customary self-command, could not prevent his face betraying some surprise mingled with not a little uneasiness. 

	"Now, monsieur," said D'Artagnan, "since we are no longer within the precincts of the king's palace, and since we can speak out without failing in respect to propriety, I will inform you why I have taken the liberty to request you to visit me here, and why I have invited these gentlemen to be present at the same time. My friend, the Comte de la Fere, has acquainted me with the injurious reports you are spreading about myself. You have stated that you regard me as your mortal enemy, because I was, so you affirm, that of your father." 

	"Perfectly true, monsieur, I have said so," replied De Wardes, whose pallid face became slightly tinged with color. 

	"You accuse me, therefore, of a crime, or a fault, or of some mean and cowardly act. Have the goodness to state your charge against me in precise terms." 

	"In the presence of witnesses?" 

	"Most certainly in the presence of witnesses; and you see I have selected them as being experienced in affairs of honor." 

	"You do not appreciate my delicacy, monsieur. I have accused you, it is true; but I have kept the nature of the accusation a perfect secret. I entered into no details; but have rested satisfied by expressing my hatred in the presence of those on whom a duty was almost imposed to acquaint you with it. You have not taken the discreetness I have shown into consideration, although you were interested in remaining silent. I can hardly recognize your habitual prudence in that, M. d'Artagnan." 

	D'Artagnan, who was quietly biting the corner of his mustache, said, "I have already had the honor to beg you to state the particulars of the grievances you say you have against me." 

	"Aloud?" 

	"Certainly, aloud." 

	"In that case, I will speak." 

	"Speak, monsieur," said D'Artagnan, bowing; "we are all listening to you." 

	"Well, monsieur, it is not a question of a personal injury towards myself, but one towards my father." 

	"That you have already stated." 

	"Yes, but there are certain subjects which are only approached with hesitation." 

	"If that hesitation, in your case, really does exist, I entreat you to overcome it." 

	"Even if it refer to a disgraceful action?" 

	"Yes; in every and any case." 

	Those who were present at this scene had, at first, looked at each other with a good deal of uneasiness. They were reassured, however, when they saw that D'Artagnan manifested no emotion whatever. 

	De Wardes still maintained the same unbroken silence. "Speak, monsieur," said the musketeer; "you see you are keeping us waiting." 

	"Listen, then:—My father loved a lady of noble birth, and this lady loved my father." D'Artagnan and Athos exchanged looks. De Wardes continued: "M. d'Artagnan found some letters which indicated a rendezvous, substituted himself, under disguise, for the person who was expected, and took advantage of the darkness." 

	"That is perfectly true," said D'Artagnan. 

	A slight murmur was heard from those present. "Yes, I was guilty of that dishonorable action. You should have added, monsieur, since you are so impartial, that, at the period when the circumstance which you have just related, happened, I was not one-and-twenty years of age." 

	"Such an action is not the less shameful on that account," said De Wardes; "and it is quite sufficient for a gentleman to have attained the age of reason, to avoid committing an act of indelicacy." 

	A renewed murmur was heard, but this time of astonishment, and almost of doubt. 

	"It was a most shameful deception, I admit," said D'Artagnan, "and I have not waited for M. de Wardes's reproaches to reproach myself for it, and very bitterly, too. Age has, however, made me more reasonable, and above all, more upright; and this injury has been atoned for by a long and lasting regret. But I appeal to you, gentlemen; this affair took place in 1626, at a period, happily for yourselves, known to you by tradition only, at a period when love was not over scrupulous, when consciences did not distill, as in the present day, poison and bitterness. We were young soldiers, always fighting, or being attacked, our swords always in our hands, or at least ready to be drawn from their sheaths. Death then always stared us in the face, war hardened us, and the cardinal pressed us sorely. I have repented of it, and more than that—I still repent it, M. de Wardes." 

	"I can well understand that, monsieur, for the action itself needed repentance; but you were not the less the cause of that lady's disgrace. She, of whom you have been speaking, covered with shame, borne down by the affront you brought upon her, fled, quitted France, and no one ever knew what became of her." 

	"Stay," said the Comte de la Fere, stretching his hand towards De Wardes, with a peculiar smile upon his face, "you are mistaken; she was seen; and there are persons even now present, who, having often heard her spoken of, will easily recognize her by the description I am about to give. She was about five-and-twenty years of age, slender in form, of a pale complexion, and fair-haired; she was married in England." 

	"Married?" exclaimed De Wardes. 

	"So, you were not aware she was married? You see we are far better informed than yourself. Do you happen to know she was usually styled 'My Lady,' without the addition of any name to that description?" 

	"Yes, I know that." 

	"Good Heavens!" murmured Buckingham. 

	"Very well, monsieur. That woman, who came from England, returned to England after having thrice attempted M. d'Artagnan's life. That was but just, you will say, since M. d'Artagnan had insulted her. But that which was not just was, that, when in England, this woman, by her seductions, completely enslaved a young man in the service of Lord de Winter, by name Felton. You change color, my lord," said Athos turning to the Duke of Buckingham, "and your eyes kindle with anger and sorrow. Let your Grace finish the recital, then, and tell M. de Wardes who this woman was who placed the knife in the hand of your father's murderer." 

	A cry escaped from the lips of all present. The young duke passed his handkerchief across his forehead, which was covered with perspiration. A dead silence ensued among the spectators. 

	"You see, M. de Wardes," said D'Artagnan, whom this recital had impressed more and more, as his own recollection revived as Athos spoke, "you see that my crime did not cause the destruction of any one's soul, and that the soul in question may fairly be considered to have been altogether lost before my regret. It is, however, an act of conscience on my part. Now this matter is settled, therefore, it remains for me to ask with the greatest humility, your forgiveness for this shameless action, as most certainly I should have asked it of your father, if he were still alive, and if I had met him after my return to France, subsequent to the death of King Charles I." 

	"That is too much, M. d'Artagnan," exclaimed many voices, with animation. 

	"No, gentlemen," said the captain. "And now, M. de Wardes, I hope all is finished between us, and that you will have no further occasion to speak ill of me again. Do you consider it completely settled?" 

	De Wardes bowed, and muttered to himself inarticulately. 

	"I trust also," said D'Artagnan, approaching the young man closely, "that you will no longer speak ill of any one, as it seems you have the unfortunate habit of doing; for a man so puritanically conscientious as you are, who can reproach an old soldier for a youthful freak five-and-thirty years after it happened, will allow me to ask whether you who advocate such excessive purity of conscience, will undertake on your side to do nothing contrary either to conscience or the principle of honor. And now, listen attentively to what I am going to say, M. de Wardes, in conclusion. Take care that no tale, with which your name may be associated, reaches my ear." 

	"Monsieur," said De Wardes, "it is useless threatening to no purpose." 

	"I have not yet finished, M. de Wardes, and you must listen to me still further." The circle of listeners, full of eager curiosity, drew closer. "You spoke just now of the honor of a woman, and of the honor of your father. We were glad to hear you speak in that manner; for it is pleasing to think that such a sentiment of delicacy and rectitude, and which did not exist, it seems, in our minds, lives in our children; and it is delightful too, to see a young man, at an age when men from habit become the destroyers of the honor of women, respect and defend it." 

	De Wardes bit his lips and clenched his hands, evidently much disturbed to learn how this discourse, the commencement of which was announced in so threatening a manner, would terminate. 

	"How did it happen, then, that you allowed yourself to say to M. de Bragelonne that he did not know who his mother was?" 

	Raoul's eye flashed, as, darting forward, he exclaimed,—"Chevalier, this is a personal affair of my own!" At which exclamation, a smile, full of malice, passed across De Wardes's face. 

	D'Artagnan put Raoul aside, saying,—"Do not interrupt me, young man." And looking at De Wardes in an authoritative manner, he continued:—"I am now dealing with a matter which cannot be settled by means of the sword. I discuss it before men of honor, all of whom have more than once had their swords in their hands in affairs of honor. I selected them expressly. These gentlemen well know that every secret for which men fight ceases to be a secret. I again put my question to M. de Wardes. What was the subject of conversation when you offended this young man, in offending his father and mother at the same time?" 

	"It seems to me," returned De Wardes, "that liberty of speech is allowed, when it is supported by every means which a man of courage has at his disposal." 

	"Tell me what the means are by which a man of courage can sustain a slanderous expression." 

	"The sword." 

	"You fail, not only in logic, in your argument, but in religion and honor. You expose the lives of many others, without referring to your own, which seems to be full of hazard. Besides, fashions pass away, monsieur, and the fashion of duelling has passed away, without referring in any way to the edicts of his majesty which forbid it. Therefore, in order to be consistent with your own chivalrous notions, you will at once apologize to M. de Bragelonne; you will tell him how much you regret having spoken so lightly, and that the nobility and purity of his race are inscribed, not in his heart alone, but still more in every action of his life. You will do and say this, M. de Wardes, as I, an old officer, did and said just now to your boy's mustache." 

	"And if I refuse?" inquired De Wardes. 

	"In that case the result will be—" 

	"That which you think you will prevent," said De Wardes, laughing; "the result will be that your conciliatory address will end in a violation of the king's prohibition." 

	"Not so," said the captain, "you are quite mistaken." 

	"What will be the result, then?" 

	"The result will be that I shall go to the king, with whom I am on tolerably good terms, to whom I have been happy enough to render certain services dating from a period when you were not born, and who at my request, has just sent me an order in blank for M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun, governor of the Bastile; and I shall say to the king: 'Sire, a man has in a most cowardly way insulted M. de Bragelonne by insulting his mother; I have written this man's name upon the lettre de cachet which your majesty has been kind enough to give me, so that M. de Wardes is in the Bastile for three years.'" And D'Artagnan drawing the order signed by the king from his pocket, held it towards De Wardes. 

	Remarking that the young man was not quite convinced, and received the warning as an idle threat, he shrugged his shoulders and walked leisurely towards the table, upon which lay a writing-case and a pen, the length of which would have terrified the topographical Porthos. De Wardes then saw that nothing could well be more seriously intended than the threat in question for the Bastile, even at that period, was already held in dread. He advanced a step towards Raoul, and, in an almost unintelligible voice, said,—"I offer my apologies in the terms which M. d'Artagnan just now dictated, and which I am forced to make to you." 

	"One moment, monsieur," said the musketeer, with the greatest tranquillity, "you mistake the terms of the apology. I did not say, 'and which I am forced to make'; I said, 'and which my conscience induces me to make.' This latter expression, believe me, is better than the former; and it will be far preferable, since it will be the most truthful expression of your own sentiments." 

	"I subscribe to it," said De Wardes; "but submit, gentlemen, that a thrust of a sword through the body, as was the custom formerly, was far better than tyranny like this." 

	"No, monsieur," replied Buckingham; "for the sword-thrust, when received, was no indication that a particular person was right or wrong; it only showed that he was more or less skillful in the use of the weapon." 

	"Monsieur!" exclaimed De Wardes. 

	"There, now," interrupted D'Artagnan, "you are going to say something very rude, and I am rendering you a service by stopping you in time." 

	"Is that all, monsieur?" inquired De Wardes. 

	"Absolutely everything," replied D'Artagnan, "and these gentlemen, as well as myself, are quite satisfied with you." 

	"Believe me monsieur, that your reconciliations are not successful." 

	"In what way?" 

	"Because, as we are now about to separate. I would wager that M. de Bragelonne and myself are greater enemies than ever." 

	"You are deceived, monsieur, as far as I am concerned," returned Raoul; "for I do not retain the slightest animosity in my heart against you." 

	This last blow overwhelmed De Wardes. He cast his eyes around him like a man bewildered. D'Artagnan saluted most courteously the gentlemen who had been present at the explanation; and every one, on leaving the room, shook hands with him; but not one hand was held out towards De Wardes. "Oh!" exclaimed the young man, abandoning himself to the rage which consumed him, "can I not find some one on whom to wreak my vengeance?" 

	"You can, monsieur, for I am here," whispered a voice full of menace in his ear. 

	De Wardes turned round, and saw the Duke of Buckingham, who, having probably remained behind with that intention, had just approached him. "You, monsieur?" exclaimed De Wardes. 

	"Yes, I! I am no subject of the king of France; I am not going to remain on the territory, since I am about setting off for England. I have accumulated in my heart such a mass of despair and rage, that I, too, like yourself, need to revenge myself upon some one. I approve M. d'Artagnan's principles profoundly, but I am not bound to apply them to you. I am an Englishman, and, in my turn, I propose to you what you proposed to others to no purpose. Since you, therefore, are so terribly incensed, take me as a remedy. In thirty-four hours' time I shall be at Calais. Come with me; the journey will appear shorter if together, than if alone. We will fight, when we get there, upon the sands which are covered by the rising tide, and which form part of the French territory during six hours of the day, but belong to the territory of Heaven during the other six." 

	"I accept willingly," said De Wardes. 

	"I assure you," said the duke, "that if you kill me, you will be rendering me an infinite service." 

	"I will do my utmost to make myself agreeable to you, duke," said De Wardes. 

	"It is agreed, then, that I carry you off with me?" 

	"I shall be at your commands. I needed some real danger and some mortal risk to run, to tranquilize me." 

	"In that case, I think you have met with what you are looking for. Farewell, M. de Wardes; to-morrow morning, my valet will tell you the exact hour of our departure; we can travel together like two excellent friends. I generally travel as fast as I can. Adieu." 

	Buckingham saluted De Wardes, and returned towards the king's apartments; De Wardes, irritated beyond measure, left the Palais-Royal, and hurried through the streets homeward to the house where he lodged. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 96. Baisemeaux de Montlezun 

	After the austere lesson administered to De Wardes, Athos and D'Artagnan together descended the staircase which led to the courtyard of the Palais-Royal. "You perceive," said Athos to D'Artagnan, "that Raoul cannot, sooner or later, avoid a duel with De Wardes, for De Wardes is as brave as he is vicious and wicked." 

	"I know such fellows well," replied D'Artagnan; "I had an affair with the father. I assure you that, although at that time I had good muscles and a sort of brute courage—I assure you that the father did me some mischief. But you should have seen how I fought it out with him. Ah, Athos, such encounters never take place in these times! I had a hand which could never remain at rest, a hand like quicksilver,—you knew its quality, for you have seen me at work. My sword was no longer a piece of steel; it was a serpent that assumed every form and every length, seeking where it might thrust its head; in other words, where it might fix its bite. I advanced half a dozen paces, then three, and then, body to body, I pressed my antagonist closely, then I darted back again ten paces. No human power could resist that ferocious ardor. Well, De Wardes, the father, with the bravery of his race, with his dogged courage, occupied a good deal of my time; and my fingers, at the end of the engagement, were, I well remember, tired enough." 

	"It is, then, as I said," resumed Athos, "the son will always be looking out for Raoul, and will end by meeting him; and Raoul can easily be found when he is sought for." 

	"Agreed; but Raoul calculates well; he bears no grudge against De Wardes,—he has said so; he will wait until he is provoked, and in that case his position is a good one. The king will not be able to get out of temper about the matter; besides we shall know how to pacify his majesty. But why so full of these fears and anxieties? You don't easily get alarmed." 

	"I will tell you what makes me anxious; Raoul is to see the king to-morrow, when his majesty will inform him of his wishes respecting a certain marriage. Raoul, loving as he does, will get out of temper, and once in an angry mood, if he were to meet De Wardes, the shell would explode." 

	"We will prevent the explosion." 

	"Not I," said Athos, "for I must return to Blois. All this gilded elegance of the court, all these intrigues, sicken me. I am no longer a young man who can make terms with the meannesses of the day. I have read in the Great Book many things too beautiful and too comprehensive, to longer take any interest in the trifling phrases which these men whisper among themselves when they wish to deceive others. In one word, I am weary of Paris wherever and whenever you are not with me; and as I cannot have you with me always, I wish to return to Blois." 

	"How wrong you are, Athos; how you gainsay your origin and the destiny of your noble nature. Men of your stamp are created to continue, to the very last moment, in full possession of their great faculties. Look at my sword, a Spanish blade, the one I wore at Rochelle; it served me for thirty years without fail; one day in the winter it fell upon the marble floor on the Louvre and was broken. I had a hunting-knife made of it which will last a hundred years yet. You, Athos, with your loyalty, your frankness, your cool courage and your sound information, are the very man kings need to warn and direct them. Remain here; Monsieur Fouquet will not last as long as my Spanish blade." 

	"Is it possible," said Athos, smiling, "that my friend, D'Artagnan, who, after having raised me to the skies, making me an object of worship, casts me down from the top of Olympus, and hurls me to the ground? I have more exalted ambition, D'Artagnan. To be a minister—to be a slave,—never! Am I not still greater? I am nothing. I remember having heard you occasionally call me 'the great Athos;' I defy you, therefore, if I were minister, to continue to bestow that title upon me. No, no; I do not yield myself in this manner." 

	"We will not speak of it any more, then; renounce everything, even the brotherly feeling which unites us." 

	"It is almost cruel what you say." 

	D'Artagnan pressed Athos's hand warmly. "No, no; renounce everything without fear. Raoul can get on without you. I am at Paris." 

	"In that case I shall return to Blois. We will take leave of each other to-night, to-morrow at daybreak I shall be on my horse again." 

	"You cannot return to your hotel alone; why did you not bring Grimaud with you?" 

	"Grimaud takes his rest now; he goes to bed early, for my poor old servant gets easily fatigued. He came from Blois with me, and I compelled him to remain within doors; for if, in retracing the forty leagues which separate us from Blois, he needed to draw breath even, he would die without a murmur. But I don't want to lose Grimaud." 

	"You shall have one of my musketeers to carry a torch for you. Hola! some one there," called out D'Artagnan, leaning over the gilded balustrade. The heads of seven or eight musketeers appeared. "I wish some gentleman who is so disposed to escort the Comte de la Fere," cried D'Artagnan. 

	"Thank you for your readiness, gentlemen," said Athos; "I regret to have occasion to trouble you in this manner." 

	"I would willingly escort the Comte de la Fere," said some one, "if I had not to speak to Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Who is that?" said D'Artagnan, looking into the darkness. 

	"I, Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Heaven forgive me, if that is not Monsieur Baisemeaux's voice." 

	"It is, monsieur." 

	"What are you doing in the courtyard, my dear Baisemeaux?" 

	"I am waiting your orders, my dear Monsieur d'Artagnan." 

	"Wretch that I am," thought D'Artagnan; "true, you have been told, I suppose, that some one was to be arrested, and have come yourself, instead of sending an officer?" 

	"I came because I had occasion to speak to you." 

	"You did not send to me?" 

	"I waited until you were disengaged," said Monsieur Baisemeaux, timidly. 

	"I leave you, D'Artagnan," said Athos. 

	"Not before I have presented Monsieur Baisemeaux de Montlezun, the governor of the Bastile." 

	Baisemeaux and Athos saluted each other. 

	"Surely you must know each other," said D'Artagnan. 

	"I have an indistinct recollection of Monsieur Baisemeaux," said Athos. 

	"You remember, my dear, Baisemeaux, the king's guardsman with whom we used formerly to have such delightful meetings in the cardinal's time?" 

	"Perfectly," said Athos, taking leave of him with affability. 

	"Monsieur le Comte de la Fere, whose nom de guerre was Athos," whispered D'Artagnan to Baisemeaux. 

	"Yes, yes, a brave man, one of the celebrated four." 

	"Precisely so. But, my dear Baisemeaux, shall we talk now?" 

	"If you please." 

	"In the first place, as for the orders—there are none. The king does not intend to arrest the person in question." 

	"So much the worse," said Baisemeaux with a sigh. 

	"What do you mean by so much the worse?" exclaimed D'Artagnan, laughing. 

	"No doubt of it," returned the governor, "my prisoners are my income." 

	"I beg your pardon, I did not see it in that light." 

	"And so there are no orders," repeated Baisemeaux with a sigh. "What an admirable situation yours is captain," he continued, after a pause, "captain-lieutenant of the musketeers." 

	"Oh, it is good enough; but I don't see why you should envy me; you, governor of the Bastile, the first castle in France." 

	"I am well aware of that," said Baisemeaux, in a sorrowful tone of voice. 

	"You say that like a man confessing his sins. I would willingly exchange my profits for yours." 

	"Don't speak of profits to me if you wish to save me the bitterest anguish of mind." 

	"Why do you look first on one side and then on the other, as if you were afraid of being arrested yourself, you whose business it is to arrest others?" 

	"I was looking to see whether any one could see or listen to us; it would be safer to confer more in private, if you would grant me such a favor." 

	"Baisemeaux, you seem to forget we are acquaintances of five and thirty years' standing. Don't assume such sanctified airs; make yourself quite comfortable; I don't eat governors of the Bastile raw." 

	"Heaven be praised!" 

	"Come into the courtyard with me, it's a beautiful moonlight night; we will walk up and down arm in arm under the trees, while you tell me your pitiful tale." He drew the doleful governor into the courtyard, took him by the arm as he had said, and, in his rough, good-humored way, cried: "Out with it, rattle away, Baisemeaux; what have you got to say?" 

	"It's a long story." 

	"You prefer your own lamentations, then; my opinion is, it will be longer than ever. I'll wager you are making fifty thousand francs out of your pigeons in the Bastile." 

	"Would to heaven that were the case, M. d'Artagnan." 

	"You surprise me, Baisemeaux; just look at you, acting the anchorite. I should like to show you your face in a glass, and you would see how plump and florid-looking you are, as fat and round as a cheese, with eyes like lighted coals; and if it were not for that ugly wrinkle you try to cultivate on your forehead, you would hardly look fifty years old, and you are sixty, if I am not mistaken." 

	"All quite true." 

	"Of course I knew it was true, as true as the fifty thousand francs profit you make," at which remark Baisemeaux stamped on the ground. 

	"Well, well," said D'Artagnan, "I will add up your accounts for you: you were captain of M. Mazarin's guards; and twelve thousand francs a year would in twelve years amount to one hundred and forty thousand francs." 

	"Twelve thousand francs! Are you mad?" cried Baisemeaux; "the old miser gave me no more than six thousand, and the expenses of the post amounted to six thousand five hundred francs. M. Colbert, who deducted the other six thousand francs, condescended to allow me to take fifty pistoles as a gratification; so that, if it were not for my little estate at Montlezun, which brings me in twelve thousand francs a year, I could not have met my engagements." 

	"Well, then, how about the fifty thousand francs from the Bastile? There, I trust, you are boarded and lodged, and get your six thousand francs salary besides." 

	"Admitted!" 

	"Whether the year be good or bad, there are fifty prisoners, who, on an average, bring you in a thousand francs a year each." 

	"I don't deny it." 

	"Well, there is at once an income of fifty thousand francs; you have held the post three years, and must have received in that time one hundred and fifty thousand francs." 

	"You forget one circumstance, dear M. d'Artagnan." 

	"What is that?" 

	"That while you received your appointment as captain from the king himself, I received mine as governor from Messieurs Tremblay and Louviere." 

	"Quite right, and Tremblay was not a man to let you have the post for nothing." 

	"Nor Louviere either: the result was, that I gave seventy-five thousand francs to Tremblay as his share." 

	"Very agreeable that! and to Louviere?" 

	"The very same." 

	"Money down?" 

	"No: that would have been impossible. The king did not wish, or rather M. Mazarin did not wish, to have the appearance of removing those two gentlemen, who had sprung from the barricades; he permitted them therefore, to make certain extravagant conditions for their retirement." 

	"What were those conditions?" 

	"Tremble...three years' income for the good-will." 

	"The deuce! so that the one hundred and fifty thousand francs have passed into their hands." 

	"Precisely so." 

	"And beyond that?" 

	"A sum of one hundred and fifty thousand francs, or fifteen thousand pistoles, whichever you please, in three payments." 

	"Exorbitant." 

	"Yes, but that is not all." 

	"What besides?" 

	"In default of the fulfillment by me of any one of those conditions, those gentlemen enter upon their functions again. The king has been induced to sign that." 

	"It is monstrous, incredible!" 

	"Such is the fact, however." 

	"I do indeed pity you, Baisemeaux. But why, in the name of fortune, did M. Mazarin grant you this pretended favor? It would have been far better to have refused you altogether." 

	"Certainly, but he was strongly persuaded to do so by my protector." 

	"Who is he?" 

	"One of your own friends, indeed; M. d'Herblay." 

	"M. d'Herblay! Aramis!" 

	"Just so; he has been very kind towards me." 

	"Kind! to make you enter into such a bargain!" 

	"Listen! I wished to leave the cardinal's service. M. d'Herblay spoke on my behalf to Louviere and Tremblay—they objected; I wished to have the appointment very much, for I knew what it could be made to produce; in my distress I confided in M. d'Herblay, and he offered to become my surety for the different payments." 

	"You astound me! Aramis become your surety?" 

	"Like a man of honor; he procured the signature; Tremblay and Louviere resigned their appointments, I have paid every year twenty-five thousand francs to these two gentlemen; on the thirty-first of May every year, M. d'Herblay himself comes to the Bastile, and brings me five thousand pistoles to distribute between my crocodiles." 

	"You owe Aramis one hundred and fifty thousand francs, then?" 

	"That is the very thing which is the cause of my despair, for I only owe him one hundred thousand." 

	"I don't quite understand you." 

	"He came and settled with the vampires only two years. To-day, however, is the thirty-first of May, and he has not been yet, and to-morrow, at midday, the payment falls due; if, therefore, I don't pay to-morrow, those gentlemen can, by the terms of the contract, break off the bargain; I shall be stripped of everything; I shall have worked for three years, and given two hundred and fifty thousand francs for nothing, absolutely for nothing at all, dear M. d'Artagnan." 

	"This is very strange," murmured D'Artagnan. 

	"You can now imagine that I may well have wrinkles on my forehead, can you not?" 

	"Yes, indeed!" 

	"And you can imagine, too, that notwithstanding I may be as round as a cheese, with a complexion like an apple, and my eyes like coals on fire, I may almost be afraid that I shall not have a cheese or an apple left me to eat, and that my eyes will be left me only to weep with." 

	"It is really a very grievous affair." 

	"I have come to you, M. d'Artagnan, for you are the only man who can get me out of my trouble." 

	"In what way?" 

	"You are acquainted with the Abbe d'Herblay and you know that he is a somewhat mysterious gentleman." 

	"Yes." 

	"Well, you can, perhaps, give me the address of his presbytery, for I have been to Noisy-le-Sec, and he is no longer there." 

	"I should think not, indeed. He is Bishop of Vannes." 

	"What! Vannes in Bretagne?" 

	"Yes." 

	The little man began to tear his hair, saying, "How can I get to Vannes from here by midday to-morrow? I am a lost man." 

	"Your despair quite distresses me." 

	"Vannes, Vannes!" cried Baisemeaux. 

	"But listen; a bishop is not always a resident. M. d'Herblay may not possibly be so far away as you fear." 

	"Pray tell me his address." 

	"I really don't know it." 

	"In that case I am lost. I will go and throw myself at the king's feet." 

	"But, Baisemeaux, I can hardly believe what you tell me; besides, since the Bastile is capable of producing fifty thousand francs a year, why have you not tried to screw one hundred thousand out of it?" 

	"Because I am an honest man, M. d'Artagnan, and because my prisoners are fed like ambassadors." 

	"Well, you're in a fair way to get out of your difficulties; give yourself a good attack of indigestion with your excellent living, and put yourself out of the way between this and midday to-morrow." 

	"How can you be hard-hearted enough to laugh?" 

	"Nay, you really afflict me. Come, Baisemeaux, if you can pledge me your word of honor, do so, that you will not open your lips to any one about what I am going to say to you." 

	"Never, never!" 

	"You wish to put your hand on Aramis?" 

	"At any cost!" 

	"Well, go and see where M. Fouquet is." 

	"Why, what connection can there be——" 

	"How stupid you are! Don't you know that Vannes is in the diocese of Belle-Isle, or Belle-Isle in the diocese of Vannes? Belle-Isle belongs to M. Fouquet, and M. Fouquet nominated M. d'Herblay to that bishopric!" 

	"I see, I see; you restore me to life again." 

	"So much the better. Go and tell M. Fouquet very simply that you wish to speak to M. d'Herblay." 

	"Of course, of course," exclaimed Baisemeaux, delightedly. 

	"But," said D'Artagnan, checking him by a severe look, "your word of honor?" 

	"I give you my sacred word of honor," replied the little man, about to set off running. 

	"Where are you going?" 

	"To M. Fouquet's house." 

	"It is useless doing that, M. Fouquet is playing at cards with the king. All you can do is to pay M. Fouquet a visit early to-morrow morning." 

	"I will do so. Thank you." 

	"Good luck attend you," said D'Artagnan. 

	"Thank you." 

	"This is a strange affair," murmured D'Artagnan, as he slowly ascended the staircase after he had left Baisemeaux. "What possible interest can Aramis have in obliging Baisemeaux in this manner? Well, I suppose we shall learn some day or another." 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 97. The King's Card-table 

	Fouquet was present, as D'Artagnan had said, at the king's card-table. It seemed as if Buckingham's departure had shed a balm on the lacerated hearts of the previous evening. Monsieur, radiant with delight, made a thousand affectionate signs to his mother. The Count de Guiche could not separate himself from Buckingham and while playing, conversed with him upon the circumstance of his projected voyage. Buckingham, thoughtful, and kind in his manner, like a man who has adopted a resolution, listened to the count, and from time to time cast a look full of regret and hopeless affection at Madame. The princess, in the midst of her elation of spirits, divided her attention between the king, who was playing with her, Monsieur, who quietly joked her about her enormous winnings, and De Guiche, who exhibited an extravagant delight. Of Buckingham she took but little notice; for her, this fugitive, this exile, was now simply a remembrance, no longer a man. Light hearts are thus constituted; while they themselves continue untouched, they roughly break off with every one who may possibly interfere with their little calculations of selfish comfort. Madame had received Buckingham's smiles and attentions and sighs while he was present; but what was the good of sighing, smiling and kneeling at a distance? Can one tell in what direction the winds in the Channel, which toss mighty vessels to and fro, carry such sighs as these. The duke could not fail to mark this change, and his heart was cruelly hurt. Of a sensitive character, proud and susceptible of deep attachment, he cursed the day on which such a passion had entered his heart. The looks he cast, from time to time at Madame, became colder by degrees at the chilling complexion of his thoughts. He could hardly yet despair, but he was strong enough to impose silence upon the tumultuous outcries of his heart. In exact proportion, however, as Madame suspected this change of feeling, she redoubled her activity to regain the ray of light she was about to lose; her timid and indecisive mind was displayed in brilliant flashes of wit and humor. At any cost she felt that she must be remarked above everything and every one, even above the king himself. And she was so, for the queens, notwithstanding their dignity, and the king, despite the respect which etiquette required, were all eclipsed by her. The queens, stately and ceremonious, were softened and could not restrain their laughter. Madame Henrietta, the queen-mother, was dazzled by the brilliancy which cast distinction upon her family, thanks to the wit of the grand-daughter of Henry IV. The king, jealous, as a young man and as a monarch, of the superiority of those who surrounded him, could not resist admitting himself vanquished by a petulance so thoroughly French in its nature, whose energy was more than ever increased by English humor. Like a child, he was captivated by her radiant beauty, which her wit made still more dazzling. Madame's eyes flashed like lightning. Wit and humor escaped from her scarlet lips, like persuasion from the lips of Nestor of old. The whole court, subdued by her enchanting grace, noticed for the first time that laughter could be indulged in before the greatest monarch in the world, like people who merited their appellation of the wittiest and most polished people in Europe. 

	Madame, from that evening, achieved and enjoyed a success capable of bewildering all not born to those altitudes termed thrones; which, in spite of their elevation, are sheltered from such giddiness. From that very moment Louis XIV. acknowledged Madame as a person to be recognized. Buckingham regarded her as a coquette deserving the cruelest tortures, and De Guiche looked upon her as a divinity; the courtiers as a star whose light might some day become the focus of all favor and power. And yet Louis XIV., a few years previously, had not even condescended to offer his hand to that "ugly girl" for a ballet; and Buckingham had worshipped this coquette "on both knees." De Guiche had once looked upon this divinity as a mere woman; and the courtiers had not dared to extol this star in her upward progress, fearful to disgust the monarch whom such a dull star had formerly displeased. 

	Let us see what was taking place during this memorable evening at the king's card-table. The young queen, although Spanish by birth, and the niece of Anne of Austria, loved the king, and could not conceal her affection. Anne of Austria, a keen observer, like all women, and imperious, like every queen, was sensible of Madame's power, and acquiesced in it immediately, a circumstance which induced the young queen to raise the siege and retire to her apartments. The king hardly paid any attention to her departure, notwithstanding the pretended symptoms of indisposition by which it was accompanied. Encouraged by the rules of etiquette, which he had begun to introduce at the court as an element of every relation of life, Louis XIV. did not disturb himself; he offered his hand to Madame without looking at Monsieur his brother, and led the young princess to the door of her apartments. It was remarked that at the threshold of the door, his majesty, freed from every restraint, or not equal to the situation, sighed very deeply. The ladies present—for nothing escapes a woman's glance—Mademoiselle Montalais, for instance—did not fail to say to each other, "the king sighed," and "Madame sighed too." This had been indeed the case. Madame had sighed very noiselessly, but with an accompaniment very far more dangerous for the king's repose. Madame had sighed, first closing her beautiful black eyes, next opening them, and then, laden, as they were, with an indescribable mournfulness of expression, she had raised them towards the king, whose face at that moment visibly heightened in color. The consequence of these blushes, of these interchanged sighs, and of this royal agitation, was, that Montalais had committed an indiscretion which had certainly affected her companion, for Mademoiselle de la Valliere, less clear sighted, perhaps, turned pale when the king blushed; and her attendance being required upon Madame, she tremblingly followed the princess without thinking of taking the gloves, which court etiquette required her to do. True it is that this young country girl might allege as her excuse the agitation into which the king seemed to be thrown, for Mademoiselle de la Valliere, busily engaged in closing the door, had involuntarily fixed her eyes upon the king, who, as he retired backwards, had his face towards it. The king returned to the room where the card-tables were set out. He wished to speak to the different persons there, but it was easy to see that his mind was absent. He jumbled different accounts together, which was taken advantage of by some of the noblemen who had retained those habits since the time of Monsieur Mazarin—who had a poor memory, but was a good calculator. In this way Monsieur Manicamp, with a thoughtless and absent air—for M. Manicamp was the honestest man in the world appropriated twenty thousand francs, which were littering the table, and which did not seem to belong to any person in particular. In the same way, Monsieur de Wardes, whose head was doubtless a little bewildered by the occurrences of the evening, somehow forgot to leave behind him the sixty double louis which he had won for the Duke of Buckingham, and which the duke, incapable, like his father, of soiling his hands with coin of any sort, had left lying on the table before him. The king only recovered his attention in some degree at the moment that Monsieur Colbert, who had been narrowly observant for some minutes, approached, and, doubtless, with great respect, yet with much perseverance, whispered a counsel of some sort into the still tingling ears of the king. The king, at the suggestion, listened with renewed attention and immediately looking around him, said, "Is Monsieur Fouquet no longer here?" 

	"Yes, sire, I am here," replied the superintendent, till then engaged with Buckingham, and approached the king, who advanced a step towards him with a smiling yet negligent air. "Forgive me," said Louis, "if I interrupt your conversation; but I claim your attention wherever I may require your services." 

	"I am always at the king's service," replied Fouquet. 

	"And your cash-box too," said the king, laughing with a false smile. 

	"My cash-box more than anything else," said Fouquet, coldly. 

	"The fact is, I wish to give a fete at Fontainebleau—to keep open house for fifteen days, and I shall require——" and he stopped glancing at Colbert. Fouquet waited without showing discomposure; and the king resumed, answering Colbert's icy smile, "four million francs." 

	"Four million," repeated Fouquet, bowing profoundly. And his nails, buried in his bosom, were thrust into his flesh, but the tranquil expression of his face remained unaltered. "When will they be required, sire?" 

	"Take your time,—I mean—no, no, as soon as possible." 

	"A certain time will be necessary, sire." 

	"Time!" exclaimed Colbert, triumphantly. 

	"The time, monsieur," said the superintendent, with the haughtiest disdain, "simply to count the money: a million can only be drawn and weighed in a day." 

	"Four days then," said Colbert. 

	"My clerks," replied Fouquet, addressing himself to the king, "will perform wonders on his majesty's service, and the sum shall be ready in three days." 

	It was for Colbert now to turn pale. Louis looked at him astonished. Fouquet withdrew without any parade or weakness, smiling at his numerous friends, in whose countenances alone he read the sincerity of their friendship—an interest partaking of compassion. Fouquet, however, should not be judged by his smile, for, in reality he felt as if he had been stricken by death. Drops of blood beneath his coat stained the fine linen that clothed his chest. His dress concealed the blood, and his smile the rage which devoured him. His domestics perceived, by the manner in which he approached his carriage, that their master was not in the best of humors: the result of their discernment was, that his orders were executed with that exactitude of maneuver which is found on board a man-of-war, commanded during a storm by an ill-tempered captain. The carriage, therefore, did not simply roll along—it flew. Fouquet had hardly time to recover himself during the drive; on his arrival he went at once to Aramis, who had not yet retired for the night. As for Porthos, he had supped very agreeably off a roast leg of mutton, two pheasants, and a perfect heap of cray-fish; he then directed his body to be anointed with perfumed oils, in the manner of the wrestlers of old; and when this anointment was completed, he had himself wrapped in flannels and placed in a warm bed. Aramis, as we have already said, had not retired. Seated at his ease in a velvet dressing-gown, he wrote letter after letter in that fine and hurried handwriting, a page of which contained a quarter of a volume. The door was thrown hurriedly open, and the superintendent appeared, pale, agitated, anxious. Aramis looked up: "Good-evening," said he, and his searching look detected his host's sadness and disordered state of mind. "Was your play as good as his majesty's?" asked Aramis, by way of beginning the conversation. 

	Fouquet threw himself upon a couch, and then pointed to the door to the servant who had followed him; when the servant had left he said, "Excellent." 

	Aramis, who had followed every movement with his eyes, noticed that he stretched himself upon the cushions with a sort of feverish impatience. "You have lost as usual?" inquired Aramis, his pen still in his hand. 

	"Even more than usual," replied Fouquet. 

	"You know how to support losses?" 

	"Sometimes." 

	"What, Monsieur Fouquet a bad player!" 

	"There is play and play, Monsieur d'Herblay." 

	"How much have you lost?" inquired Aramis, with a slight uneasiness. 

	Fouquet collected himself a moment, and then, without the slightest emotion, said, "The evening has cost me four millions," and a bitter laugh drowned the last vibration of these words. 

	Aramis, who did not expect such an amount, dropped his pen. "Four millions," he said; "you have lost four millions,—impossible!" 

	"Monsieur Colbert held my cards for me," replied the superintendent, with a similar bitter laugh. 

	"Ah, now I understand; so, so, a new application for funds?" 

	"Yes, and from the king's own lips. It was impossible to ruin a man with a more charming smile. What do you think of it?" 

	"It is clear that your destruction is the object in view." 

	"That is your opinion?" 

	"Still. Besides, there is nothing in it which should astonish you, for we have foreseen it all along." 

	"Yes; but I did not expect four millions." 

	"No doubt the amount is serious, but, after all, four millions are not quite the death of a man, especially when the man in question is Monsieur Fouquet." 

	"My dear D'Herblay, if you knew the contents of my coffers, you would be less easy." 

	"And you promised?" 

	"What could I do?" 

	"That's true." 

	"The very day I refuse, Colbert will procure the money; whence I know not, but he will procure it: and I shall be lost." 

	"There is no doubt of that. In how many days did you promise these four millions?" 

	"In three days. The king seemed exceedingly pressed." 

	"In three days?" 

	"When I think," resumed Fouquet, "that just now as I passed along the streets, the people cried out, 'There is the rich Monsieur Fouquet,' it is enough to turn my brain." 

	"Stay, monsieur, the matter is not worth so much trouble," said Aramis, calmly, sprinkling some sand over the letter he had just written. 

	"Suggest a remedy, then, for this evil without a remedy." 

	"There is only one remedy for you,—pay." 

	"But it is very uncertain whether I have the money. Everything must be exhausted; Belle-Isle is paid for; the pension has been paid; and money, since the investigation of the accounts of those who farm the revenue, is scarce. Besides, admitting that I pay this time, how can I do so on another occasion? When kings have tasted money, they are like tigers who have tasted flesh, they devour everything. The day will arrive—must arrive—when I shall have to say, 'Impossible, sire,' and on that very day I am a lost man." 

	Aramis raised his shoulders slightly, saying: 

	"A man in your position, my lord, is only lost when he wishes to be so." 

	"A man, whatever his position may be, cannot hope to struggle against a king." 

	"Nonsense; when I was young I wrestled successfully with the Cardinal Richelieu, who was king of France,—nay more—cardinal." 

	"Where are my armies, my troops, my treasures? I have not even Belle-Isle." 

	"Bah! necessity is the mother of invention, and when you think all is lost, something will be discovered which will retrieve everything." 

	"Who will discover this wonderful something?" 

	"Yourself." 

	"I! I resign my office of inventor." 

	"Then I will." 

	"Be it so. But set to work without delay." 

	"Oh! we have time enough!" 

	"You kill me, D'Herblay, with your calmness," said the superintendent, passing his handkerchief over his face. 

	"Do you not remember that I one day told you not to make yourself uneasy, if you possessed courage? Have you any?" 

	"I believe so." 

	"Then don't make yourself uneasy." 

	"It is decided, then, that, at the last moment, you will come to my assistance." 

	"It will only be the repayment of a debt I owe you." 

	"It is the vocation of financiers to anticipate the wants of men such as yourself, D'Herblay." 

	"If obligingness is the vocation of financiers, charity is the virtue of the clergy. Only, on this occasion, do you act, monsieur. You are not yet sufficiently reduced, and at the last moment we will see what is to be done." 

	"We shall see, then, in a very short time." 

	"Very well. However, permit me to tell you that, personally, I regret exceedingly that you are at present so short of money, because I was myself about to ask you for some." 

	"For yourself?" 

	"For myself, or some of my people, for mine or for ours." 

	"How much do you want?" 

	"Be easy on that score; a roundish sum, it is true, but not too exorbitant." 

	"Tell me the amount." 

	"Fifty thousand francs." 

	"Oh! a mere nothing. Of course one has always fifty thousand francs. Why the deuce cannot that knave Colbert be as easily satisfied as you are—and I should give myself far less trouble than I do. When do you need this sum?" 

	"To-morrow morning; but you wish to know its destination." 

	"Nay, nay, chevalier, I need no explanation." 

	"To-morrow is the first of June." 

	"Well?" 

	"One of our bonds becomes due." 

	"I did not know we had any bond." 

	"Certainly, to-morrow we pay our last third instalment." 

	"What third?" 

	"Of the one hundred and fifty thousand francs to Baisemeaux." 

	"Baisemeaux? Who is he?" 

	"The governor of the Bastile." 

	"Yes, I remember. On what grounds am I to pay one hundred and fifty thousand francs for that man?" 

	"On account of the appointment which he, or rather we, purchased from Louviere and Tremblay." 

	"I have a very vague recollection of the matter." 

	"That is likely enough, for you have so many affairs to attend to. However, I do not believe you have any affair in the world of greater importance than this one." 

	"Tell me, then, why we purchased this appointment." 

	"Why, in order to render him a service in the first place, and afterwards ourselves." 

	"Ourselves? You are joking." 

	"Monseigneur, the time may come when the governor of the Bastile may prove a very excellent acquaintance." 

	"I have not the good fortune to understand you, D'Herblay." 

	"Monseigneur, we had our own poets, our own engineer, our own architect, our own musicians, our own printer, and our own painters; we needed our own governor of the Bastile." 

	"Do you think so?" 

	"Let us not deceive ourselves, monseigneur; we are very much opposed to paying the Bastile a visit," added the prelate, displaying, beneath his pale lips, teeth which were still the same beautiful teeth so much admired thirty years previously by Marie Michon. 

	"And you think it is not too much to pay one hundred and fifty thousand francs for that? I thought you generally put out money at better interest than that." 

	"The day will come when you will admit your mistake." 

	"My dear D'Herblay, the very day on which a man enters the Bastile, he is no longer protected by his past." 

	"Yes, he is, if the bonds are perfectly regular; besides, that good fellow Baisemeaux has not a courtier's heart. I am certain, my lord, that he will not remain ungrateful for that money, without taking into account, I repeat, that I retain the acknowledgments." 

	"It is a strange affair! usury in a matter of benevolence." 

	"Do not mix yourself up with it, monseigneur; if there be usury, it is I who practice it, and both of us reap the advantage from it—that is all." 

	"Some intrigue, D'Herblay?" 

	"I do not deny it." 

	"And Baisemeaux an accomplice in it?" 

	"Why not?—there are worse accomplices than he. May I depend, then, upon the five thousand pistoles to-morrow?" 

	"Do you want them this evening?" 

	"It would be better, for I wish to start early; poor Baisemeaux will not be able to imagine what has become of me, and must be upon thorns." 

	"You shall have the amount in an hour. Ah, D'Herblay, the interest of your one hundred and fifty thousand francs will never pay my four millions for me." 

	"Why not, monseigneur." 

	"Good-night, I have business to transact with my clerks before I retire." 

	"A good night's rest, monseigneur." 

	"D'Herblay, you wish things that are impossible." 

	"Shall I have my fifty thousand francs this evening?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Go to sleep, then, in perfect safety—it is I who tell you to do so." 

	Notwithstanding this assurance, and the tone in which it was given, Fouquet left the room shaking his head, and heaving a sigh. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 98. M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun's Accounts 

	The clock of St. Paul was striking seven as Aramis, on horseback, dressed as a simple citizen, that is to say, in colored suit, with no distinctive mark about him, except a kind of hunting-knife by his side, passed before the Rue du Petit-Muse, and stopped opposite the Rue des Tourelles, at the gate of the Bastile. Two sentinels were on duty at the gate; they made no difficulty about admitting Aramis, who entered without dismounting, and they pointed out the way he was to go by a long passage with buildings on both sides. This passage led to the drawbridge, or, in other words, to the real entrance. The drawbridge was down, and the duty of the day was about being entered upon. The sentinel at the outer guardhouse stopped Aramis's further progress, asking him, in a rough tone of voice, what had brought him there. Aramis explained, with his usual politeness, that a wish to speak to M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun had occasioned his visit. The first sentinel then summoned a second sentinel, stationed within an inner lodge, who showed his face at the grating, and inspected the new arrival most attentively. Aramis reiterated the expression of his wish to see the governor, whereupon the sentinel called to an officer of lower grade, who was walking about in a tolerably spacious courtyard and who, in turn, on being informed of his object, ran to seek one of the officers of the governor's staff. The latter, after having listened to Aramis's request, begged him to wait a moment, then went away a short distance, but returned to ask his name. "I cannot tell it you, monsieur," said Aramis, "I need only mention that I have matters of such importance to communicate to the governor, that I can only rely beforehand upon one thing, that M. de Baisemeaux will be delighted to see me; nay, more than that, when you have told him that it is the person whom he expected on the first of June, I am convinced he will hasten here himself." The officer could not possibly believe that a man of the governor's importance should put himself out for a person of so little importance as the citizen-looking visitor on horseback. "It happens most fortunately, monsieur," he said, "that the governor is just going out, and you can perceive his carriage with the horses already harnessed, in the courtyard yonder; there will be no occasion for him to come to meet you, as he will see you as he passes by." Aramis bowed to signify his assent; he did not wish to inspire others with too exalted an opinion of himself, and therefore waited patiently and in silence, leaning upon the saddle-bow of his horse. Ten minutes had hardly elapsed when the governor's carriage was observed to move. The governor appeared at the door, and got into the carriage, which immediately prepared to start. The same ceremony was observed for the governor himself as with a suspected stranger; the sentinel at the lodge advanced as the carriage was about to pass under the arch, and the governor opened the carriage-door, himself setting the example of obedience to orders; so that, in this way, the sentinel could convince himself that no one quitted the Bastile improperly. The carriage rolled along under the archway, but at the moment the iron-gate was opened, the officer approached the carriage, which had been again stopped, and said something to the governor, who immediately put his head out of the door-way, and perceived Aramis on horseback at the end of the drawbridge. He immediately uttered almost a shout of delight, and got out, or rather darted out of his carriage, running towards Aramis, whose hands he seized, making a thousand apologies. He almost embraced him. "What a difficult matter to enter the Bastile!" said Aramis. "Is it the same for those who are sent here against their wills, as for those who come of their own accord?" 

	"A thousand pardons, my lord. How delighted I am to see your Grace!" 

	"Hush! What are you thinking of, my dear M. Baisemeaux? What do you suppose would be thought of a bishop in my present costume?" 

	"Pray, excuse me, I had forgotten. Take this gentleman's horse to the stables," cried Baisemeaux. 

	"No, no," said Aramis; "I have five thousand pistoles in the saddle-bags." 

	The governor's countenance became so radiant, that if the prisoners had seen him they would have imagined some prince of the blood royal had arrived. "Yes, you are right, the horse shall be taken to the government house. Will you get into the carriage, my dear M. d'Herblay? and it shall take us back to my house." 

	"Get into a carriage to cross a courtyard! do you believe I am so great an invalid? No, no, we will go on foot." 

	Baisemeaux then offered his arm as a support, but the prelate did not accept it. They arrived in this manner at the government house, Baisemeaux rubbing his hands and glancing at the horse from time to time, while Aramis was looking at the bleak bare walls. A tolerably handsome vestibule and a staircase of white stone led to the governor's apartments, who crossed the ante-chamber, the dining-room, where breakfast was being prepared, opened a small side door, and closeted himself with his guest in a large cabinet, the windows of which opened obliquely upon the courtyard and the stables. Baisemeaux installed the prelate with that all-inclusive politeness of which a good man, or a grateful man, alone possesses the secret. An arm-chair, a footstool, a small table beside him, on which to rest his hand, everything was prepared by the governor himself. With his own hands, too, he placed upon the table, with much solicitude, the bag containing the gold, which one of the soldiers had brought up with the most respectful devotion; and the soldier having left the room, Baisemeaux himself closed the door after him, drew aside one of the window-curtains, and looked steadfastly at Aramis to see if the prelate required anything further. 

	"Well, my lord," he said, still standing up, "of all men of their word, you still continue to be the most punctual." 

	"In matters of business, dear M. de Baisemeaux, exactitude is not a virtue only, it is a duty as well." 

	"Yes, in matters of business, certainly; but what you have with me is not of that character; it is a service you are rendering me." 

	"Come, confess, dear M. de Baisemeaux, that, notwithstanding this exactitude, you have not been without a little uneasiness." 

	"About your health, I certainly have," stammered out Baisemeaux. 

	"I wished to come here yesterday, but I was not able, as I was too fatigued," continued Aramis. Baisemeaux anxiously slipped another cushion behind his guest's back. "But," continued Aramis, "I promised myself to come and pay you a visit to-day, early in the morning." 

	"You are really very kind, my lord." 

	"And it was a good thing for me I was punctual, I think." 

	"What do you mean?" 

	"Yes, you were going out." At which latter remark Baisemeaux colored and said, "It is true I was going out." 

	"Then I prevent you," said Aramis; whereupon the embarrassment of Baisemeaux became visibly greater. "I am putting you to inconvenience," he continued, fixing a keen glance upon the poor governor; "if I had known that, I should not have come." 

	"How can your lordship imagine that you could ever inconvenience me?" 

	"Confess you were going in search of money." 

	"No," stammered out Baisemeaux, "no! I assure you I was going to——" 

	"Does the governor still intend to go to M. Fouquet?" suddenly called out the major from below. Baisemeaux ran to the window like a madman. "No, no," he exclaimed in a state of desperation, "who the deuce is speaking of M. Fouquet? are you drunk below there? why an I interrupted when I am engaged on business?" 

	"You were going to M. Fouquet's," said Aramis biting his lips, "to M. Fouquet, the abbe, or the superintendent?" 

	Baisemeaux almost made up his mind to tell an untruth, but he could not summon courage to do so. "To the superintendent," he said. 

	"It is true, then, that you were in want of money, since you were going to a person who gives it away!" 

	"I assure you, my lord——" 

	"You were afraid?" 

	"My dear lord, it was the uncertainty and ignorance in which I was as to where you were to be found." 

	"You would have found the money you require at M. Fouquet's, for he is a man whose hand is always open." 

	"I swear that I should never have ventured to ask M. Fouquet for money. I only wished to ask him for your address." 

	"To ask M. Fouquet for my address?" exclaimed Aramis, opening his eyes in real astonishment. 

	"Yes," said Baisemeaux, greatly disturbed by the glance which the prelate fixed upon him,—"at M. Fouquet's certainly." 

	"There is no harm in that, dear M. Baisemeaux, only I would ask, why ask my address of M. Fouquet?" 

	"That I might write to you." 

	"I understand," said Aramis, smiling, "but that is not what I meant; I do not ask you what you required my address for; I only ask why you should go to M. Fouquet for it?" 

	"Oh!" said Baisemeaux, "as Belle-Isle is the property of M. Fouquet, and as Belle-Isle is in the diocese of Vannes, and as you are bishop of Vannes——" 

	"But, my dear Baisemeaux, since you knew I was bishop of Vannes, you had no occasion to ask M. Fouquet for my address." 

	"Well, monsieur," said Baisemeaux, completely at bay, "if I have acted indiscreetly, I beg your pardon most sincerely." 

	"Nonsense," observed Aramis, calmly: "how can you possibly have acted indiscreetly?" And while he composed his face, and continued to smile cheerfully on the governor, he was considering how Baisemeaux, who was not aware of his address, knew, however, that Vannes was his residence. "I shall clear all this up," he said to himself, and then speaking aloud, added,—"Well, my dear governor, shall we now arrange our little accounts?" 

	"I am at your orders, my lord; but tell me beforehand, my lord, whether you will do me the honor to breakfast with me as usual?" 

	"Very willingly, indeed." 

	"Thai's well," said Baisemeaux, as he struck the bell before him three times. 

	"What does that mean?" inquired Aramis. 

	"That I have some one to breakfast with me, and that preparations are to be made accordingly." 

	"And you rang thrice. Really, my dear governor, I begin to think you are acting ceremoniously with me." 

	"No, indeed. Besides, the least I can do is to receive you in the best way I can." 

	"But why so?" 

	"Because not even a prince could have done what you have done for me." 

	"Nonsense! nonsense!" 

	"Nay, I assure you——" 

	"Let us speak of other matters," said Aramis. "Or rather, tell me how your affairs here are getting on." 

	"Not over well." 

	"The deuce!" 

	"M. de Mazarin was not hard enough." 

	"Yes, I see; you require a government full of suspicion—like that of the old cardinal, for instance." 

	"Yes; matters went on better under him. The brother of his 'gray eminence' made his fortune here." 

	"Believe me, my dear governor," said Aramis, drawing closer to Baisemeaux, "a young king is well worth an old cardinal. Youth has its suspicions, its fits of anger, its prejudices, as old age has its hatreds, its precautions, and its fears. Have you paid your three years' profits to Louviere and Tremblay?" 

	"Most certainly I have." 

	"So that you have nothing more to give them than the fifty thousand francs I have brought with me?" 

	"Nothing." 

	"Have you not saved anything, then?" 

	"My lord, in giving the fifty thousand francs of my own to these gentlemen, I assure you that I give them everything I gain. I told M. d'Artagnan so yesterday evening." 

	"Ah!" said Aramis, whose eyes sparkled for a moment, but became immediately afterwards as unmoved as before; "so you have seen my old friend D'Artagnan; how was he?" 

	"Wonderfully well." 

	"And what did you say to him, M. de Baisemeaux?" 

	"I told him," continued the governor, not perceiving his own thoughtlessness, "I told him that I fed my prisoners too well." 

	"How many have you?" inquired Aramis, in an indifferent tone of voice. 

	"Sixty." 

	"Well, that is a tolerably round number." 

	"In former times, my lord, there were, during certain years, as many as two hundred." 

	"Still a minimum of sixty is not to be grumbled at." 

	"Perhaps not; for, to anybody but myself, each prisoner would bring in two hundred and fifty pistoles; for instance, for a prince of the blood I have fifty francs a day." 

	"Only you have no prince of the blood; at least, I suppose so," said Aramis, with a slight tremor in his voice. 

	"No, thank Heaven!—I mean, no, unfortunately." 

	"What do you mean by unfortunately?" 

	"Because my appointment would be improved by it. So, fifty francs per day for a prince of the blood, thirty-six for a marechal of France——" 

	"But you have as many marechals of France, I suppose, as you have princes of the blood?" 

	"Alas! no more. It is true lieutenant-generals and brigadiers pay twenty-six francs, and I have two of them. After that, come councilors of parliament, who bring me fifteen francs, and I have six of them." 

	"I did not know," said Aramis, "that councilors were so productive." 

	"Yes, but from fifteen francs I sink at once to ten francs; namely, for an ordinary judge, and for an ecclesiastic." 

	"And you have seven, you say; an excellent affair." 

	"Nay, a bad one, and for this reason. How can I possibly treat these poor fellows, who are of some good, at all events, otherwise than as a councilor of parliament?" 

	"Yes, you are right; I do not see five francs difference between them." 

	"You understand; if I have a fine fish, I pay four or five francs for it; if I get a fine fowl, it costs me a franc and a half. I fatten a good deal of poultry, but I have to buy grain, and you cannot imagine the army of rats that infest this place." 

	"Why not get half a dozen cats to deal with them?" 

	"Cats, indeed; yes, they eat them, but I was obliged to give up the idea because of the way in which they treated my grain. I have been obliged to have some terrier dogs sent me from England to kill the rats. These dogs, unfortunately, have tremendous appetites; they eat as much as a prisoner of the fifth order, without taking into account the rabbits and fowls they kill." 

	Was Aramis really listening or not? No one could have told; his downcast eyes showed the attentive man; but the restless hand betrayed the man absorbed in thought—Aramis was meditating. 

	"I was saying," continued Baisemeaux, "that a good-sized fowl costs me a franc and a half, and that a fine fish costs me four or five francs. Three meals are served at the Bastile, and, as the prisoners, having nothing to do, are always eating, a ten-franc man costs me seven francs and a half." 

	"But did you not say that you treated those at ten francs like those at fifteen?" 

	"Yes, certainly." 

	"Very well! Then you gain seven francs and a half upon those who pay you fifteen francs." 

	"I must compensate myself somehow," said Baisemeaux, who saw how he had been snapped up. 

	"You are quite right, my dear governor; but have you no prisoners below ten francs?" 

	"Oh, yes! we have citizens and barristers at five francs. 

	"And do they eat, too?" 

	"Not a doubt about it; only you understand that they do not get fish or poultry, nor rich wines at every meal; but at all events thrice a week they have a good dish at their dinner." 

	"Really, you are quite a philanthropist, my dear governor, and you will ruin yourself." 

	"No, understand me; when the fifteen-franc has not eaten his fowl, or the ten-franc has left his dish unfinished, I send it to the five-franc prisoner; it is a feast for the poor devil, and one must be charitable, you know." 

	"And what do you make out of your five-franc prisoners?" 

	"A franc and a half." 

	"Baisemeaux, you're an honest fellow; in honest truth I say so." 

	"Thank you, my lord. But I feel most for the small tradesmen and bailiffs' clerks, who are rated at three francs. They do not often see Rhine carp or Channel sturgeon." 

	"But do not the five-franc gentlemen sometimes leave some scraps?" 

	"Oh! my lord, do not believe I am so stingy as that; I delight the heart of some poor little tradesman or clerk by sending him a wing of a red partridge, a slice of venison, or a slice of a truffled pasty, dishes which he never tasted except in his dreams; these are the leavings of the twenty-four franc prisoners; and as he eats and drinks, at dessert he cries 'Long live the King,' and blesses the Bastile; with a couple of bottles of champagne, which cost me five sous, I made him tipsy every Sunday. That class of people call down blessings upon me, and are sorry to leave the prison. Do you know that I have remarked, and it does me infinite honor, that certain prisoners, who have been set at liberty, have, almost immediately afterwards, got imprisoned again? Why should this be the case, unless it be to enjoy the pleasures of my kitchen? It is really the fact." 

	Aramis smiled with an expression of incredulity. 

	"You smile," said Baisemeaux. 

	"I do," returned Aramis. 

	"I tell you that we have names which have been inscribed on our books thrice in the space of two years." 

	"I must see it before I believe it," said Aramis. 

	"Well, I can show it to you, although it is prohibited to communicate the registers to strangers; and if you really wish to see it with your own eyes——" 

	"I should be delighted, I confess." 

	"Very well," said Baisemeaux, and he took out of a cupboard a large register. Aramis followed him most anxiously with his eyes, and Baisemeaux returned, placed the register upon the table, and turned over the leaves for a minute, and stayed at the letter M. 

	"Look here," said he, "Martinier, January, 1659; Martinier, June, 1660; Martinier, March, 1661. Mazarinades, etc.; you understand it was only a pretext; people were not sent to the Bastile for jokes against M. Mazarin; the fellow denounced himself in order to get imprisoned here." 

	"And what was his object?" 

	"None other than to return to my kitchen at three francs a day." 

	"Three francs—poor devil!" 

	"The poet, my lord, belongs to the lowest scale, the same style of board as the small tradesman and bailiff's clerk; but I repeat, it is to those people only that I give these little surprises." 

	Aramis mechanically turned over the leaves of the register, continuing to read the names, but without appearing to take any interest in the names he read. 

	"In 1661, you perceive," said Baisemeaux, "eighty entries; and in 1659, eighty also." 

	"Ah!" said Aramis. "Seldon; I seem to know that name. Was it not you who spoke to me about a certain young man?" 

	"Yes, a poor devil of a student, who made—What do you call that where two Latin verses rhyme together?" 

	"A distich." 

	"Yes; that is it." 

	"Poor fellow; for a distich." 

	"Do you know that he made this distich against the Jesuits?" 

	"That makes no difference; the punishment seems very severe." 

	"Do not pity him; last year you seemed to interest yourself in him." 

	"Yes, I did so." 

	"Well, as your interest is all-powerful here, my lord, I have treated him since that time as a prisoner at fifteen francs." 

	"The same as this one, then," said Aramis, who had continued turning over the leaves, and who had stopped at one of the names which followed Martinier. 

	"Yes, the same as that one." 

	"Is that Marchiali an Italian?" said Aramis, pointing with his finger to the name which had attracted his attention. 

	"Hush!" said Baisemeaux. 

	"Why hush?" said Aramis, involuntarily clenching his white hand. 

	"I thought I had already spoken to you about that Marchiali." 

	"No, it is the first time I ever heard his name pronounced." 

	"That may be, but perhaps I have spoken to you about him without naming him." 

	"Is he an old offender?" asked Aramis, attempting to smile. 

	"On the contrary, he is quite young." 

	"Is his crime, then, very heinous?" 

	"Unpardonable." 

	"Has he assassinated any one?" 

	"Bah!" 

	"An incendiary, then?" 

	"Bah!" 

	"Has he slandered any one?" 

	"No, no! It is he who—" and Baisemeaux approached Aramis's ear, making a sort of ear-trumpet of his hands, and whispered: "It is he who presumes to resemble the——" 

	"Yes, yes." said Aramis, "I now remember you already spoke about it last year to me; but the crime appeared to me so slight. 

	"Slight, do you say?" 

	"Or rather, so involuntary." 

	"My lord, it is not involuntarily that such a resemblance is detected." 

	"Well, the fact is, I had forgotten it. But, my dear host," said Aramis, closing the register, "if I am not mistaken, we are summoned." 

	Baisemeaux took the register, hastily restored it to its place in the closet, which he locked, and put the key in his pocket. "Will it be agreeable to your lordship to breakfast now?" said he; "for you are right in supposing that breakfast was announced." 

	"Assuredly, my dear governor," and they passed into the dining-room. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 99. The Breakfast at Monsieur de Baisemeaux's 

	Aramis was generally temperate; but on this occasion, while taking every care of his constitution, he did ample justice to Baisemeaux's breakfast, which, in all respects, was most excellent. The latter, on his side, was animated with the wildest gayety; the sight of the five thousand pistoles, which he glanced at from time to time, seemed to open his heart. Every now and then he looked at Aramis with an expression of the deepest gratitude; while the latter, leaning back in his chair, took a few sips of wine from his glass, with the air of a connoisseur. "Let me never hear any ill words against the fare of the Bastile," said he, half closing his eyes; "happy are the prisoners who can get only half a bottle of such Burgundy every day." 

	"All those at fifteen francs drink it," said Baisemeaux. "It is very old Volnay." 

	"Does that poor student, Seldon, drink such good wine?" 

	"Oh, no!" 

	"I thought I heard you say he was boarded at fifteen francs." 

	"He! no, indeed; a man who makes districts—distichs, I mean—at fifteen francs! No, no! it is his neighbor who is at fifteen francs." 

	"Which neighbor?" 

	"The other, second Bertaudiere." 

	"Excuse me, my dear governor; but you speak a language which requires quite an apprenticeship to understand." 

	"Very true," said the governor. "Allow me to explain: second Bertaudiere is the person who occupies the second floor of the tower of the Bertaudiere." 

	"So that Bertaudiere is the name of one of the towers of the Bastile? The fact is, I think I recollect hearing that each tower has a name of its own. Whereabouts is the one you are speaking of?" 

	"Look," said Baisemeaux, going to the window. "It is that tower to the left—-the second one." 

	"Is the prisoner at fifteen francs there?" 

	"Yes." 

	"Since when?" 

	"Seven or eight years, nearly." 

	"What do you mean by nearly? Do you not know the dates more precisely?" 

	"It was not in my time, M. d'Herblay." 

	"But I should have thought that Louviere or Tremblay would have told you." 

	"The secrets of the Bastile are never handed over with the keys of the governorship." 

	"Indeed! Then the cause of his imprisonment is a mystery—a state secret." 

	"Oh no! I do not suppose it is a state secret, but a secret—like everything else that happens at the Bastile." 

	"But," said Aramis, "why do you speak more freely of Seldon than of second Bertaudiere?" 

	"Because, in my opinion, the crime of the man who writes a distich is not so great as that of the man who resembles——" 

	"Yes, yes, I understand you. Still, do not the turnkeys talk with your prisoners?" 

	"Of course." 

	"The prisoners, I suppose, tell them they are not guilty?" 

	"They are always telling them that; it is a matter of course; the same song over and over again." 

	"But does not the resemblance you were speaking about just now strike the turnkeys?" 

	"My dear M. d'Herblay, it is only for men attached to the court, as you are, to take trouble about such matters." 

	"You're right, you're right, my dear M. Baisemeaux. Let me give you another taste of this Volnay." 

	"Not a taste merely, a full glass; fill yours too." 

	"Nay, nay! You are a musketeer still, to the very tips of your fingers, while I have become a bishop. A taste for me; a glass for yourself." 

	"As you please." And Aramis and the governor nodded to each other, as they drank their wine. "But," said Aramis, looking with fixed attention at the ruby-colored wine he had raised to the level of his eyes, as if he wished to enjoy it with all his senses at the same moment, "but what you might call a resemblance, another would not, perhaps, take any notice of." 

	"Most certainly he would, though, if it were any one who knew the person he resembles." 

	"I really think, dear M. Baisemeaux, that it can be nothing more than a resemblance of your own creation." 

	"Upon my honor, it is not so." 

	"Stay," continued Aramis, "I have seen many persons very like the one we are speaking of; but, out of respect, no one ever said anything about it." 

	"Very likely; because there is resemblance and resemblance. This is a striking one, and, if you were to see him, you would admit it to be so." 

	"If I were to see him, indeed," said Aramis, in an indifferent tone; "but in all probability I never shall." 

	"Why not?" 

	"Because if I were even to put my foot inside one of those horrible dungeons, I should fancy I was buried there forever." 

	"No, no; the cells are very good places to live in." 

	"I really do not, and cannot believe it, and that is a fact." 

	"Pray do not speak ill of second Bertaudiere. It is really a good room, very nicely furnished and carpeted. The young fellow has by no means been unhappy there; the best lodging the Bastile affords has been his. There is a chance for you." 

	"Nay, nay," said Aramis, coldly; "you will never make me believe there are any good rooms in the Bastile; and, as for your carpets, they exist only in your imagination. I should find nothing but spiders, rats, and perhaps toads, too." 

	"Toads?" cried Baisemeaux. 

	"Yes, in the dungeons." 

	"Ah! I don't say there are not toads in the dungeons," replied Baisemeaux. "But—will you be convinced by your own eyes?" he continued, with a sudden impulse. 

	"No, certainly not." 

	"Not even to satisfy yourself of the resemblance which you deny, as you do the carpets?" 

	"Some spectral-looking person, a mere shadow; an unhappy, dying man." 

	"Nothing of the kind—as brisk and vigorous a young fellow as ever lived." 

	"Melancholy and ill-tempered, then?" 

	"Not at all; very gay and lively." 

	"Nonsense; you are joking." 

	"Will you follow me?" said Baisemeaux. 

	"What for?" 

	"To go the round of the Bastile." 

	"Why?" 

	"You will then see for yourself—see with your own eyes." 

	"But the regulations?" 

	"Never mind them. To-day my major has leave of absence; the lieutenant is visiting the post on the bastions; we are sole masters of the situation." 

	"No, no, my dear governor; why, the very idea of the sound of the bolts makes me shudder. You will only have to forget me in second or fourth Bertaudiere, and then——" 

	"You are refusing an opportunity that may never present itself again. Do you know that, to obtain the favor I propose to you gratis, some of the princes of the blood have offered me as much as fifty thousand francs." 

	"Really! he must be worth seeing, then?" 

	"Forbidden fruit, my lord, forbidden fruit. You who belong to the church ought to know that." 

	"Well, if I had any curiosity, it would be to see the poor author of the distich." 

	"Very well, we will see him, too; but if I were at all curious, it would be about the beautiful carpeted room and its lodger." 

	"Furniture is very commonplace; and a face with no expression in it offers little or no interest." 

	"But a boarder at fifteen francs is always interesting." 

	"By the by, I forgot to ask you about that. Why fifteen francs for him, and only three francs for poor Seldon?" 

	"The distinction made in that instance was a truly noble act, and one which displayed the king's goodness of heart to great advantage." 

	"The king's, you say." 

	"The cardinal's, I mean. 'This unhappy man,' said M. Mazarin, 'is destined to remain in prison forever.'" 

	"Why so?" 

	"Why, it seems that his crime is a lasting one, and, consequently, his punishment ought to be so, too." 

	"Lasting?" 

	"No doubt of it, unless he is fortunate enough to catch the small-pox, and even that is difficult, for we never get any impure air here." 

	"Nothing can be more ingenious than your train of reasoning, my dear M. de Baisemeaux. Do you, however, mean to say that this unfortunate man must suffer without interruption or termination?" 

	"I did not say he was to suffer, my lord, a fifteen-franc boarder does not suffer." 

	"He suffers imprisonment, at all events." 

	"No doubt; there is no help for that, but this suffering is sweetened for him. You must admit that this young fellow was not born to eat all the good things he does eat; for instance, such things as we have on the table now; this pasty that has not been touched, these crawfish from the River Marne, of which we have hardly taken any, and which are almost as large as lobsters; all these things will at once be taken to second Bertaudiere, with a bottle of that Volnay which you think so excellent. After you have seen it you will believe it, I hope." 

	"Yes, my dear governor, certainly; but all this time you are thinking only of your very happy fifteen-franc prisoner, and you forget poor Seldon, my protege." 

	"Well, out of consideration for you, it shall be a gala day for him; he shall have some biscuits and preserves with this small bottle of port." 

	"You are a good-hearted fellow; I have said so already, and I repeat it, my dear Baisemeaux." 

	"Well, let us set off, then," said the governor, a little bewildered, partly from the wine he had drunk, and partly from Aramis's praises. 

	"Do not forget that I only go to oblige you," said the prelate. 

	"Very well; but you will thank me when you get there." 

	"Let us go, then." 

	"Wait until I have summoned the jailer," said Baisemeaux, as he struck the bell twice, at which summons a man appeared. "I am going to visit the towers," said the governor. "No guards, no drums, no noise at all." 

	"If I were not to leave my cloak here," said Aramis, pretending to be alarmed; "I should really think I was going to prison on my own account." 

	The jailer preceded the governor, Aramis walking on his right hand; some of the soldiers who happened to be in the courtyard drew themselves up in line, as stiff as posts, as the governor passed along. Baisemeaux led the way down several steps which conducted to a sort of esplanade; thence they arrived at the draw-bridge, where the sentinels on duty received the governor with the proper honors. The governor turned toward Aramis, and, speaking in such a tone that the sentinels could not lose a word, he observed,—"I hope you have a good memory, monsieur?" 

	"Why?" inquired Aramis. 

	"On account of your plans and your measurements, for you know that no one is allowed, not architects even, to enter where the prisoners are, with paper, pens or pencil." 

	"Good," said Aramis to himself, "it seems I am an architect, then. It sounds like one of D'Artagnan's jokes, who perceived in me the engineer of Belle-Isle." Then he added aloud: "Be easy on that score, monsieur; in our profession, a mere glance and a good memory are quite sufficient." 

	Baisemeaux did not change countenance, and the soldiers took Aramis for what he seemed to be. "Very well; we will first visit la Bertaudiere," said Baisemeaux, still intending the sentinels to hear him. Then, turning to the jailer, he added: "You will take the opportunity of carrying to No. 2 the few dainties I pointed out." 

	"Dear M. de Baisemeaux," said Aramis, "you are always forgetting No. 3." 

	"So I am," said the governor; and upon that, they began to ascend. The number of bolts, gratings, and locks for this single courtyard would have sufficed for the safety of an entire city. Aramis was neither an imaginative nor a sensitive man; he had been somewhat of a poet in his youth, but his heart was hard and indifferent, as the heart of every man of fifty-five years of age is, who has been frequently and passionately attached to women in his lifetime, or rather who has been passionately loved by them. But when he placed his foot upon the worn stone steps, along which so many unhappy wretches had passed, when he felt himself impregnated, as it were, with the atmosphere of those gloomy dungeons, moistened with tears, there could be but little doubt he was overcome by his feelings, for his head was bowed and his eyes became dim, as he followed Baisemeaux without a syllable. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 100. The Second Floor of la Bertaudiere 

	On the second flight of stairs, whether from fatigue or emotion, the breathing of the visitor began to fail him, and he leaned against the wall. "Will you begin with this one?" said Baisemeaux; "for since we are going to both, it matters very little whether we ascend from the second to the third story, or descend from the third to the second." 

	"No, no," exclaimed Aramis, eagerly, "higher, if you please; the one above is the more urgent." They continued their ascent. "Ask the jailer for the keys," whispered Aramis. Baisemeaux did so, took the keys, and, himself, opened the door of the third room. The jailer was the first to enter; he placed upon the table the provisions, which the kind-hearted governor called dainties, and then left the room. The prisoner had not stirred; Baisemeaux then entered, while Aramis remained at the threshold, from which place he saw a youth about eighteen years of age, who, raising his head at the unusual noise, jumped off the bed, as he perceived the governor, and clasping his hands together, began to cry out, "My mother, my mother," in tones which betrayed such deep distress that Aramis, despite his command over himself, felt a shudder pass through his frame. "My dear boy," said Baisemeaux, endeavoring to smile, "I have brought you a diversion and an extra,—the one for the mind, the other for the body; this gentleman has come to take your measure, and here are some preserves for your dessert." 

	"Oh, monsieur," exclaimed the young man, "keep me in solitude for a year, let me have nothing but bread and water for a year, but tell me that at the end of a year I shall leave this place, tell me that at the end of a year I shall see my mother again." 

	"But I have heard you say that your mother was very poor, and that you were very badly lodged when you were living with her, while here—upon my word!" 

	"If she were poor, monsieur, the greater reason to restore her only means of support to her. Badly lodged with her! Oh, monsieur, every one is always well lodged when he is free." 

	"At all events, since you yourself admit you have done nothing but write that unhappy distich——" 

	"But without any intention, I swear. Let me be punished—cut off the hand which wrote it, I will work with the other—but restore my mother to me." 

	"My boy," said Baisemeaux, "you know very well that it does not depend upon me; all I can do for you is to increase your rations, give you a glass of port wine now and then, slip in a biscuit for you between a couple of plates." 

	"Great heaven!" exclaimed the young man, falling backward and rolling on the ground. 

	Aramis, unable to bear this scene any longer, withdrew as far as the landing. "Unhappy, wretched man," he murmured. 

	"Yes, monsieur, he is indeed very wretched," said the jailer; "but it is his parents' fault. 

	"In what way?" 

	"No doubt. Why did they let him learn Latin? Too much knowledge, you see; it is that which does harm. Now I, for instance, can't read or write, and therefore I am not in prison." Aramis looked at the man, who seemed to think that being a jailer in the Bastile was not being in prison. As for Baisemeaux, noticing the little effect produced by his advice and his port wine, he left the dungeon quite upset. "You have forgotten to close the door," said the jailer. 

	"So I have," said Baisemeaux, "there are the keys, do you do it." 

	"I will solicit the pardon of that poor boy," said Aramis. 

	"And if you do not succeed," said Baisemeaux, "at least beg that he may be transferred to the ten-franc list, by which both he and I shall be gainers." 

	"If the other prisoner calls out for his mother in a similar manner," said Aramis, "I prefer not to enter at all, but will take my measure from outside." 

	"No fear of that, monsieur architect, the one we are now going to see is as gentle as a lamb; before he could call after his mother he must open his lips, and he never says a word." 

	"Let us go in, then," said Aramis, gloomily. 

	"Are you the architect of the prisons, monsieur?" said the jailer. 

	"I am." 

	"It is odd, then, that you are not more accustomed to all this." 

	Aramis perceived that, to avoid giving rise to any suspicions he must summon all his strength of mind to his assistance. Baisemeaux, who carried the keys, opened the door. "Stay outside," he said to the jailer, "and wait for us at the bottom of the steps." The jailer obeyed and withdrew. 

	Baisemeaux entered first and opened the second door himself. By the light which filtered through the iron-barred window, could be seen a handsome young man, short in stature, with closely cut hair, and a beard beginning to grow; he was sitting on a stool, his elbow resting on an armchair, and all the upper part of his body reclining against it. His dress, thrown upon the bed, was of rich black velvet, and he inhaled the fresh air which blew in upon his breast through a shirt of the very finest cambric. As the governor entered, the young man turned his head with a look full of indifference; and on recognizing Baisemeaux, he arose and saluted him courteously. But when his eyes fell upon Aramis, who remained in the background, the latter trembled, turned pale, and his hat, which he held in his hand, fell upon the ground, as if all his muscles had become relaxed at once. Baisemeaux, habituated to the presence of his prisoner, did not seem to share any of the sensations which Aramis experienced, but, with all the zeal of a good servant, he busied himself in arranging on the table the pasty and crawfish he had brought with him. Occupied in this manner, he did not remark how disturbed his guest had become. When he had finished, however, he turned to the young prisoner and said: "You are looking very well,—are you so?" 

	"Quite well, I thank you, monsieur," replied the young man. 

	The effect of the voice was such as almost to overpower Aramis, and notwithstanding his control over himself, he advanced a few steps towards him, with his eyes wide open and his lips trembling. The movement he made was so marked that Baisemeaux, notwithstanding his preoccupation, observed it. "This gentleman is an architect who has come to examine your chimney," said Baisemeaux, "does it smoke?" 

	"Never, monsieur." 

	"You were saying just now," said the governor, rubbing his hands together, "that it was not possible for a man to be happy in prison; here, however, is one who is so. You have nothing to complain of, I hope?" 

	"Nothing." 

	"Do you ever feel weary?" said Aramis. 

	"Never." 

	"Ha, ha," said Baisemeaux, in a low tone of voice; "was I right?" 

	"Well, my dear governor, it is impossible not to yield to evidence. Is it allowed to put any question to him?" 

	"As many as you like." 

	"Very well; be good enough to ask him if he knows why he is here." 

	"This gentleman requests me to ask you," said Baisemeaux, "if you are aware of the cause of your imprisonment?" 

	"No, monsieur," said the young man, unaffectedly, "I am not." 

	"That is hardly possible," said Aramis, carried away by his feelings in spite of himself; "if you were really ignorant of the cause of your detention, you would be furious." 

	"I was so during the early days of my imprisonment." 

	"Why are you not so now?" 

	"Because I have reflected." 

	"That is strange," said Aramis. 

	"Is it not odd?" said Baisemeaux. 

	"May one venture to ask you, monsieur, on what you have reflected?" 

	"I felt that as I had committed no crime, Heaven could not punish me." 

	"What is a prison, then," inquired Aramis, "if it be not a punishment?" 

	"Alas! I cannot tell," said the young man; "all that I can tell you now is the very opposite of what I felt seven years ago." 

	"To hear you converse, to witness your resignation, one might almost believe that you liked your imprisonment?" 

	"I endure it. 

	"In the certainty of recovering your freedom some day, I suppose?" 

	"I have no certainty; hope I have, and that is all; and yet I acknowledge that this hope becomes less every day." 

	"Still, why should you not again be free, since you have already been so?" 

	"That is precisely the reason," replied the young man, "which prevents me expecting liberty; why should I have been imprisoned at all if it had been intended to release me afterwards?" 

	"How old are you?" 

	"I do not know." 

	"What is your name?" 

	"I have forgotten the name by which I was called." 

	"Who are your parents?" 

	"I never knew them." 

	"But those who brought you up?" 

	"They did not call me their son." 

	"Did you ever love any one before coming here?" 

	"I loved my nurse, and my flowers." 

	"Was that all?" 

	"I also loved my valet." 

	"Do you regret your nurse and your valet?" 

	"I wept very much when they died." 

	"Did they die since you have been here, or before you came?" 

	"They died the evening before I was carried off." 

	"Both at the same time?" 

	"Yes, both at the same time." 

	"In what manner were you carried off?" 

	"A man came for me, directed me to get into a carriage, which was closed and locked, and brought me here." 

	"Would you be able to recognize that man again?" 

	"He was masked." 

	"Is not this an extraordinary tale?" said Baisemeaux, in a low tone of voice, to Aramis, who could hardly breathe. 

	"It is indeed extraordinary," he murmured. 

	"But what is still more extraordinary is, that he has never told me so much as he has just told you." 

	"Perhaps the reason may be that you have never questioned him," said Aramis. 

	"It's possible," replied Baisemeaux; "I have no curiosity. Have you looked at the room? it's a fine one, is it not?" 

	"Very much so." 

	"A carpet——" 

	"Beautiful." 

	"I'll wager he had nothing like it before he came here." 

	"I think so, too." And then again turning towards the young man, he said, "Do you not remember to have been visited at some time or another by a strange lady or gentleman?" 

	"Yes, indeed; thrice by a woman, who each time came to the door in a carriage, and entered covered with a veil, which she raised when we were together and alone." 

	"Do you remember that woman?" 

	"Yes." 

	"What did she say to you?" 

	The young man smiled mournfully, and then replied, "She inquired, as you have just done, if I were happy, and if I were getting weary?" 

	"What did she do on arriving, and on leaving you?" 

	"She pressed me in her arms, held me in her embrace, and kissed me." 

	"Do you remember her?" 

	"Perfectly." 

	"Do you recall her features distinctly?" 

	"Yes." 

	"You would recognize her, then, if accident brought her before you, or led you into her presence?" 

	"Most certainly." 

	A flush of fleeting satisfaction passed across Aramis's face. At this moment Baisemeaux heard the jailer approaching. "Shall we leave?" he said, hastily, to Aramis. 

	Aramis, who probably had learnt all that he cared to know, replied, "When you like." 

	The young man saw them prepare to leave, and saluted them politely. Baisemeaux replied merely by a nod of the head, while Aramis, with a respect, arising perhaps from the sight of such misfortune, saluted the prisoner profoundly. They left the room, Baisemeaux closing the door behind them. 

	"Well," said Baisemeaux, as they descended the staircase, "what do you think of it all?" 

	"I have discovered the secret, my dear governor," he said. 

	"Bah! what is the secret, then?" 

	"A murder was committed in that house." 

	"Nonsense." 

	"But attend; the valet and nurse died the same day." 

	"Well." 

	"And by poison. What do you think?" 

	"That it is very likely to be true." 

	"What! that that young man is an assassin?" 

	"Who said that? What makes you think that poor young fellow could be an assassin?" 

	"The very thing I was saying. A crime was committed in his house," said Aramis, "and that was quite sufficient; perhaps he saw the criminals, and it was feared that he might say something." 

	"The deuce! if I only thought that——" 

	"Well?" 

	"I would redouble the surveillance." 

	"Oh, he does not seem to wish to escape." 

	"You do not know what prisoners are." 

	"Has he any books?" 

	
"None; they are strictly prohibited, and under M. de Mazarin's own hand." 

	"Have you the writing still?" 

	"Yes, my lord; would you like to look at it as you return to take your cloak? 

	"I should, for I like to look at autographs." 

	"Well, then, this one is of the most unquestionable authenticity; there is only one erasure." 

	"Ah, ah! an erasure; and in what respect?" 

	"With respect to a figure. At first there was written: 'To be boarded at fifty francs.'" 

	"As princes of the blood, in fact?" 

	"But the cardinal must have seen his mistake, you understand; for he canceled the zero, and has added a one before the five. But, by the by——" 

	"What?" 

	"You do not speak of the resemblance." 

	"I do not speak of it, dear M. de Baisemeaux, for a very simple reason—because it does not exist." 

	"The deuce it doesn't." 

	"Or, if it does exist, it is only in your own imagination; but, supposing it were to exist elsewhere, I think it would be better for you not to speak about it." 

	"Really." 

	"The king, Louis XIV.—you understand—would be excessively angry with you, if he were to learn that you contributed in any way to spread the report that one of his subjects has the effrontery to resemble him." 

	"It is true, quite true," said Baisemeaux, thoroughly alarmed; "but I have not spoken of the circumstance to any one but yourself, and you understand, monseigneur, that I perfectly rely on your discretion." 

	"Oh, be easy." 

	"Do you still wish to see the note?" 

	"Certainly." 

	While engaged in this manner in conversation, they had returned to the governor's apartments; Baisemeaux took from the cupboard a private register, like the one he had already shown Aramis, but fastened by a lock, the key which opened it being one of a small bunch of keys which Baisemeaux always carried with him. Then placing the book upon the table, he opened it at the letter "M," and showed Aramis the following note in the column of observations: "No books at any time; all linen and clothes of the finest and best quality to be procured; no exercise; always the same jailer; no communications with any one. Musical instruments; every liberty and every indulgence which his welfare may require, to be boarded at fifteen francs. M. de Baisemeaux can claim more if the fifteen francs be not sufficient." 

	"Ah," said Baisemeaux, "now I think of it, I shall claim it." 

	Aramis shut the book. "Yes," he said, "it is indeed M. de Mazarin's handwriting; I recognize it well. Now, my dear governor," he continued, as if this last communication had exhausted his interest, "let us now turn to our own little affairs." 

	"Well, what time for repayment do you wish me to take? Fix it yourself." 

	"There need not be any particular period fixed; give me a simple acknowledgment for one hundred and fifty thousand francs." 

	"When to be made payable?" 

	"When I require it; but, you understand, I shall only wish it when you yourself do." 

	"Oh, I am quite easy on that score," said Baisemeaux, smiling; "but I have already given you two receipts." 

	"Which I now destroy," said Aramis; and after having shown the two receipts to Baisemeaux, he destroyed them. Overcome by so great a mark of confidence, Baisemeaux unhesitatingly wrote out an acknowledgment of a debt of one hundred and fifty thousand francs, payable at the pleasure of the prelate. Aramis, who had, by glancing over the governor's shoulder, followed the pen as he wrote, put the acknowledgment into his pocket without seeming to have read it, which made Baisemeaux perfectly easy. "Now," said Aramis, "you will not be angry with me if I were to carry off one of your prisoners?" 

	"What do you mean?" 

	"By obtaining his pardon, of course. Have I not already told you that I took a great interest in poor Seldon?" 

	"Yes, quite true, you did so." 

	"Well?" 

	"That is your affair; do as you think proper. I see you have an open hand, and an arm that can reach a great way." 

	"Adieu, adieu." And Aramis left, carrying with him the governor's best wishes. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 101. The Two Friends 

	At the very time M. de Baisemeaux was showing Aramis the prisoners in the Bastile, a carriage drew up at Madame de Belliere's door, and, at that still early hour, a young woman alighted, her head muffled in a silk hood. When the servants announced Madame Vanel to Madame de Belliere, the latter was engaged, or rather was absorbed, in reading, a letter, which she hurriedly concealed. She had hardly finished her morning toilette, her maid being still in the next room. At the name—-at the footsteps of Marguerite Vanel—Madame de Belliere ran to meet her. She fancied she could detect in her friend's eyes a brightness which was neither that of health nor of pleasure. Marguerite embraced her, pressed her hands, and hardly allowed her time to speak. "Dearest," she said, "have you forgotten me? Have you quite given yourself up to the pleasures of the court?" 

	"I have not even seen the marriage fetes." 

	"What are you doing with yourself, then?" 

	"I am getting ready to leave for Belliere." 

	"For Belliere?" 

	"Yes." 

	"You are becoming rustic in your tastes, then; I delight to see you so disposed. But you are pale." 

	"No, I am perfectly well." 

	"So much the better; I was becoming uneasy about you. You do not know what I have been told." 

	"People say so many things." 

	"Yes, but this is very singular." 

	"How well you know how to excite curiosity, Marguerite." 

	"Well, I was afraid of vexing you." 

	"Never; you have yourself always admired me for my evenness of temper." 

	"Well, then, it is said that—no, I shall never be able to tell you." 

	"Do not let us talk about it, then," said Madame de Belliere, who detected the ill-nature that was concealed by all these prefaces, yet felt the most anxious curiosity on the subject. 

	"Well, then, my dear marquise, it is said that, for some time past, you no longer continue to regret Monsieur de Belliere as you used to." 

	"It is an ill-natured report, Marguerite. I do regret and shall always regret, my husband; but it is now two years since he died. I am only twenty-eight years old, and my grief at his loss ought not always to control every action and thought of my life. You, Marguerite, who are the model of a wife, would not believe me if I were to say so." 

	"Why not? Your heart is so soft and yielding." she said, spitefully. 

	"Yours is so too, Marguerite, and yet I did not perceive that you allowed yourself to be overcome by grief when your heart was wounded." These words were in direct allusion to Marguerite's rupture with the superintendent, and were also a veiled but direct reproach made against her friend's heart. 

	As if she only awaited this signal to discharge her shaft, Marguerite exclaimed, "Well, Elise, it is said you are in love." And she looked fixedly at Madame de Belliere, who blushed against her will. 

	"Women never escape slander," replied the marquise, after a moment's pause. 

	"No one slanders you, Elise." 

	"What!—people say that I am in love, and yet they do not slander me!" 

	"In the first place, if it be true, it is no slander, but simply a scandal-loving report. In the next place—for you did not allow me to finish what I was saying—the public does not assert that you have abandoned yourself to this passion. It represents you, on the contrary, as a virtuous but loving woman, defending yourself with claws and teeth, shutting yourself up in your own house as in a fortress; in other respects, as impenetrable as that of Danae, notwithstanding Danae's tower was made of brass." 

	"You are witty, Marguerite," said Madame de Belliere, angrily. 

	"You always flatter me, Elise. In short, however you are reported to be incorruptible and unapproachable. You cannot decide whether the world is calumniating you or not; but what is it you are musing about while I am speaking to you?" 

	"I?" 

	"Yes; you are blushing and do not answer me." 

	"I was trying," said the marquise, raising her beautiful eyes brightened with an indication of growing temper, "I was trying to discover to what you could possibly have alluded, you who are so learned in mythological subjects in comparing me to Danae." 

	"You were trying to guess that?" said Marguerite, laughing. 

	"Yes; do you not remember that at the convent, when we were solving our problems in arithmetic—ah! what I have to tell you is learned also, but it is my turn—do you not remember, that if one of the terms were given, we were to find out the other? Therefore do you guess now?" 

	"I cannot conjecture what you mean." 

	"And yet nothing is more simple. You pretend that I am in love, do you not?" 

	"So it is said." 

	"Very well, it is not said, I suppose, that I am in love with an abstraction. There must surely be a name mentioned in this report." 

	"Certainly, a name is mentioned." 

	"Very well; it is not surprising, then, that I should try to guess this name, since you do not tell it." 

	"My dear marquise, when I saw you blush, I did not think you would have to spend much time in conjectures." 

	"It was the word Danae which you used that surprised me. Danae means a shower of gold, does it not?" 

	"That is to say that the Jupiter of Danae changed himself into a shower of gold for her." 

	"My lover, then, he whom you assign me——" 

	"I beg your pardon; I am your friend, and assign you no one." 

	"That may be; but those who are ill disposed towards me." 

	"Do you wish to hear the name?" 

	"I have been waiting this half hour for it." 

	"Well, then, you shall hear it. Do not be shocked; he is a man high in power." 

	"Good," said the marquise, as she clenched her hands like a patient at the approach of the knife. 

	"He is a very wealthy man," continued Marguerite; "the wealthiest, it may be. In a word, it is——" 

	The marquise closed her eyes for a moment. 

	"It is the Duke of Buckingham," said Marguerite, bursting into laughter. This perfidy had been calculated with extreme ability; the name that was pronounced, instead of the name which the marquise awaited, had precisely the same effect upon her as the badly sharpened axes that had hacked, without destroying, Messieurs de Chalais and De Thou upon the scaffold. She recovered herself, however, and said, "I was perfectly right in saying you were a witty woman, for you are making the time pass away most agreeably. This joke is a most amusing one, for I have never seen the Duke of Buckingham." 

	"Never?" said Marguerite, restraining her laughter. 

	"I have never even left my own house since the duke has been at Paris." 

	"Oh!" resumed Madame Vanel, stretching out her foot towards a paper which was lying on the carpet near the window; "it is not necessary for people to see each other, since they can write." The marquise trembled, for this paper was the envelope of the letter she was reading as her friend had entered, and was sealed with the superintendent's arms. As she leaned back on the sofa on which she was sitting, Madame de Belliere covered the paper with the thick folds of her large silk dress, and so concealed it. 

	"Come, Marguerite, tell me, is it to tell me all these foolish reports that you have come to see me so early in the day?" 

	"No, I came to see you, in the first place, and to remind you of those habits of our earlier days, so delightful to remember, when we used to wander about together at Vincennes, and, sitting beneath an oak, or in some sylvan shade, used to talk of those we loved, and who loved us." 

	"Do you propose that we should go out together now?" 

	"My carriage is here, and I have three hours at my disposal." 

	"I am not dressed yet, Marguerite; but if you wish that we should talk together, we can, without going to the woods of Vincennes, find in my own garden here, beautiful trees, shady groves, a greensward covered with daisies and violets, the perfume of which can be perceived from where we are sitting." 

	"I regret your refusal, my dear marquise, for I wanted to pour out my whole heart into yours." 

	"I repeat again, Marguerite, my heart is yours just as much in this room, or beneath the lime-trees in the garden here, as it would be under the oaks in the wood yonder." 

	"It is not the same thing for me. In approaching Vincennes, marquise, my ardent aspirations approach nearer to that object towards which they have for some days past been directed." The marquise suddenly raised her head. "Are you surprised, then, that I am still thinking of Saint-Mande?" 

	"Of Saint-Mande?" exclaimed Madame de Belliere; and the looks of both women met each other like two resistless swords. 

	"You, so proud!" said the marquise, disdainfully. 

	"I, so proud!" replied Madame Vanel. "Such is my nature. I do not forgive neglect—I cannot endure infidelity. When I leave any one who weeps at my abandonment, I feel induced still to love him; but when others forsake me and laugh at their infidelity, I love distractedly." 

	Madame de Belliere could not restrain an involuntary movement. 

	"She is jealous," said Marguerite to herself. 

	"Then," continued the marquise, "you are quite enamored of the Duke of Buckingham—I mean of M. Fouquet?" Elise felt the allusion, and her blood seemed to congeal in her heart. "And you wished to go to Vincennes,—to Saint-Mande, even?" 

	"I hardly know what I wished: you would have advised me perhaps." 

	"In what respect?" 

	"You have often done so." 

	"Most certainly I should not have done so in the present instance, for I do not forgive as you do. I am less loving, perhaps; when my heart has been once wounded, it remains so always." 

	"But M. Fouquet has not wounded you," said Marguerite Vanel, with the most perfect simplicity. 

	"You perfectly understand what I mean. M. Fouquet has not wounded me; I do not know of either obligation or injury received at his hands, but you have reason to complain of him. You are my friend, and I am afraid I should not advise you as you would like." 

	"Ah! you are prejudging the case." 

	"The sighs you spoke of just now are more than indications." 

	"You overwhelm me," said the young woman suddenly, as if collecting her whole strength, like a wrestler preparing for a last struggle; "you take only my evil dispositions and my weaknesses into calculation, and do not speak of my pure and generous feelings. If, at this moment, I feel instinctively attracted towards the superintendent, if I even make an advance to him, which, I confess, is very probable, my motive for it is, that M. Fouquet's fate deeply affects me, and because he is, in my opinion, one of the most unfortunate men living." 

	"Ah!" said the marquise, placing her hand upon her heart, "something new, then, has occurred?" 

	"Do you not know it?" 

	"I am utterly ignorant of everything about him," said Madame de Belliere, with the poignant anguish that suspends thought and speech, and even life itself. 

	"In the first place, then, the king's favor is entirely withdrawn from M. Fouquet, and conferred on M. Colbert." 

	"So it is stated." 

	"It is very clear, since the discovery of the plot of Belle-Isle." 

	"I was told that the discovery of the fortifications there had turned out to M. Fouquet's honor." 

	Marguerite began to laugh in so cruel a manner that Madame de Belliere could at that moment have delightedly plunged a dagger in her bosom. "Dearest," continued Marguerite, "there is no longer any question of M. Fouquet's honor; his safety is concerned. Before three days are passed the ruin of the superintendent will be complete." 

	"Stay," said the marquise, in her turn smiling, "that is going a little too fast." 

	"I said three days, because I wish to deceive myself with a hope; but probably the catastrophe will be complete within twenty-four hours." 

	"Why so?" 

	"For the simplest of all reasons,—that M. Fouquet has no more money." 

	"In matters of finance, my dear Marguerite, some are without money to-day, who to-morrow can procure millions." 

	"That might be M. Fouquet's case when he had two wealthy and clever friends who amassed money for him, and wrung it from every possible or impossible source; but those friends are dead." 

	"Money does not die, Marguerite; it may be concealed, but it can be looked for, sought and found." 

	"You see things on the bright side, and so much the better for you. It is really very unfortunate that you are not the Egeria of M. Fouquet; you might now show him the source whence he could obtain the millions which the king asked him for yesterday." 

	"Millions!" said the marquise, in terror. 

	"Four—an even number." 

	"Infamous!" murmured Madame de Belliere, tortured by her friend's merciless delight. 

	"M. Fouquet, I should think, must certainly have four millions," she replied, courageously. 

	"If he has those which the king requires to-day," said Marguerite, "he will not, perhaps, possess those which the king will demand in a month or so." 

	"The king will exact money from him again, then?" 

	"No doubt; and that is my reason for saying that the ruin of poor M. Fouquet is inevitable. Pride will induce him to furnish the money, and when he has no more, he will fall." 

	"It is true," said the marquise, trembling; "the plan is a bold one; but tell me, does M. Colbert hate M. Fouquet so very much?" 

	"I think he does not like him. M. Colbert is powerful; he improves on close acquaintance, he has gigantic ideas, a strong will, and discretion, he will rise." 

	"He will be superintendent?" 

	"It is probable. Such is the reason, my dear marquise, why I felt myself impressed in favor of that poor man, who once loved, and even adored me; and why, when I see him so unfortunate, I forgive his infidelity which I have reason to believe he also regrets; and why, moreover, I should not have been disinclined to afford him some consolation, or some good advice; he would have understood the step I had taken, and would have thought kindly of me for it. It is gratifying to be loved, you know. Men value love more highly when they are no longer blinded by its influence." 

	The marquise, bewildered and overcome by these cruel attacks, which had been calculated with the greatest nicety and precision, hardly knew what answer to return; she even seemed to have lost all power of thought. Her perfidious friend's voice had assumed the most affectionate tone; she spoke as a woman, but concealed the instincts of a wolf. 

	"Well," said Madame de Belliere, who had a vague hope that Marguerite would cease to overwhelm a vanquished enemy, "why do you not go and see M. Fouquet?" 

	"Decidedly, marquise, you have made me reflect. No, it would be unbecoming for me to make the first advance. M. Fouquet no doubt loves me, but he is too proud. I cannot expose myself to an affront.... besides I have my husband to consider. You tell me nothing? Very well, I shall consult M. Colbert on the subject." Marguerite rose smilingly, as though to take leave, but the marquise had not the strength to imitate her. Marguerite advanced a few paces, in order that she might continue to enjoy the humiliating grief in which her rival was plunged, and then said, suddenly,—"You do not accompany me to the door, then?" The marquise rose, pale and almost lifeless, without thinking of the envelope, which had occupied her attention so greatly at the commencement of the conversation, and which was revealed at the first step she took. She then opened the door of her oratory, and without even turning her head towards Marguerite Vanel, entered it, closing the door after her. Marguerite said, or rather muttered a few words, which Madame de Belliere did not even hear. As soon, however, as the marquise had disappeared, her envious enemy, not being able to resist the desire to satisfy herself that her suspicions were well founded, advanced stealthily towards it like a panther and seized the envelope. "Ah!" she said, gnashing her teeth, "it was indeed a letter from M. Fouquet she was reading when I arrived," and then darted out of the room. During this interval, the marquise, having arrived behind the rampart, as it were, of her door, felt that her strength was failing her; for a moment she remained rigid, pale and motionless as a statue, and then, like a statue shaken on its base by an earthquake, tottered and fell inanimate on the carpet. The noise of the fall resounded at the same moment as the rolling of Marguerite's carriage leaving the hotel. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 102. Madame de Belliere's Plate 

	The blow had been the more painful on account of its being unexpected. It was some time before the marquise recovered herself; but once recovered, she began to reflect upon the events so heartlessly announced to her. She therefore returned, at the risk even of losing her life in the way, to that train of ideas which her relentless friend had forced her to pursue. Treason, then—deep menaces, concealed under the semblance of public interest—such were Colbert's maneuvers. A detestable delight at an approaching downfall, untiring efforts to attain this object, means of seduction no less wicked than the crime itself—such were the weapons Marguerite employed. The crooked atoms of Descartes triumphed; to the man without compassion was united a woman without heart. The marquise perceived, with sorrow rather than indignation, that the king was an accomplice in the plot which betrayed the duplicity of Louis XIII. in his advanced age, and the avarice of Mazarin at a period of life when he had not had the opportunity of gorging himself with French gold. The spirit of this courageous woman soon resumed its energy, no longer overwhelmed by indulgence in compassionate lamentations. The marquise was not one to weep when action was necessary, nor to waste time in bewailing a misfortune as long as means still existed of relieving it. For some minutes she buried her face in her cold fingers, and then, raising her head, rang for her attendants with a steady hand, and with a gesture betraying a fixed determination of purpose. Her resolution was taken. 

	"Is everything prepared for my departure?" she inquired of one of her female attendants who entered. 

	"Yes, madame; but it was not expected that your ladyship would leave for Belliere for the next few days." 

	"All my jewels and articles of value, then, are packed up?" 

	"Yes, madame; but hitherto we have been in the habit of leaving them in Paris. Your ladyship does not generally take your jewels with you into the country." 

	"But they are all in order, you say?" 

	"Yes, in your ladyship's own room." 

	"The gold plate?" 

	"In the chest." 

	"And the silver plate?" 

	"In the great oak closet." 

	The marquise remained silent for a few moments, and then said calmly, "Let my goldsmith be sent for." 

	Her attendants quitted the room to execute the order. The marquise, however, had entered her own room, and was inspecting her casket of jewels with the greatest attention. Never, until now, had she bestowed such close attention upon riches in which women take so much pride; never, until now, had she looked at her jewels except for the purpose of making a selection, according to their settings or their colors. On this occasion, however, she admired the size of the rubies and the brilliancy of the diamonds; she grieved over every blemish and every defect; she thought the gold light, and the stones wretched. The goldsmith, as he entered, found her thus occupied. "M. Faucheux," she said, "I believe you supplied me with my gold service?" 

	"I did, your ladyship." 

	"I do not now remember the amount of the account." 

	"Of the new service, madame, or of that which M. de Belliere presented to you on your marriage? for I have furnished both." 

	"First of all, the new one." 

	"The covers, the goblets, and the dishes, with their covers, the eau-epergne, the ice-pails, the dishes for the preserves, and the tea and coffee urns, cost your ladyship sixty thousand francs." 

	"No more?" 

	"Your ladyship thought the account very high." 

	"Yes, yes; I remember, in fact, that it was dear; but it was the workmanship, I suppose?" 

	"Yes, madame; the designs, the chasings—all new patterns." 

	"What proportion of the cost does the workmanship form? Do not hesitate to tell me." 

	"A third of its value, madame." 

	"There is the other service, the old one, that which belonged to my husband?" 

	"Yes, madame; there is less workmanship in that than in the other. Its intrinsic value does not exceed thirty thousand francs." 

	"Thirty thousand," murmured the marquise. "But, M. Faucheux, there is also the service which belonged to my mother; all that massive plate which I did not wish to part with, on account of the associations connected with it." 

	"Ah! madame, that would indeed be an excellent resource for those who, unlike your ladyship, might not be in a position to keep their plate. In chasing that they worked in solid metal. But that service is no longer in fashion. Its weight is its only advantage." 

	"That is all I care about. How much does it weigh?" 

	"Fifty thousand livres at the very least. I do not allude to the enormous vases for the buffet, which alone weigh five thousand livres, or ten thousand the pair." 

	"One hundred and thirty," murmured the marquise. "You are quite sure of your figures, M. Faucheux?" 

	"Positive, madame. Besides, there is no difficulty in weighing them." 

	"The amount is entered in my books." 

	"Your ladyship is extremely methodical, I am aware." 

	"Let us now turn to another subject," said Madame de, Belliere; and she opened one of her jewel-boxes. 

	"I recognize these emeralds," said M. Faucheux; "for it was I who had the setting of them. They are the most beautiful in the whole court. No, I am mistaken; Madame de Chatillon has the most beautiful set; she had them from Messieurs de Guise; but your set madame, comes next." 

	"What are they worth?" 

	"Mounted?" 

	"No; supposing I wished to sell them." 

	"I know very well who would buy them," exclaimed M. Faucheux. 

	"That is the very thing I ask. They could be sold, then?" 

	"All your jewels could be sold, madame. It is well known that you possess the most beautiful jewels in Paris. You are not changeable in your tastes; when you make a purchase it is of the very best; and what you purchase you do not part with." 

	"What could these emeralds be sold for, then?" 

	"A hundred and thirty thousand francs." 

	The marquise wrote down upon her tablets the amount which the jeweler mentioned. "The ruby necklace?" she said. 

	"Are they balas-rubies, madame?" 

	"Here they are." 

	"They are beautiful—magnificent. I did not know that your ladyship had these stones." 

	"What is their value?" 

	"Two hundred thousand francs. The center one is alone worth a hundred thousand." 

	"I thought so," said the marquise. "As for diamonds, I have them in numbers; rings, necklaces, sprigs, earrings, clasps. Tell me their value, M. Faucheux." 

	The jeweler took his magnifying-glass and scales, weighed and inspected them, and silently made his calculations. "These stones," he said, "must have cost your ladyship an income of forty thousand francs." 

	"You value them at eight hundred thousand francs?" 

	"Nearly so." 

	"It is about what I imagined—-but the settings are not included?" 

	"No, madame; but if I were called upon to sell or to buy, I should be satisfied with the gold of the settings alone as my profit upon the transaction. I should make a good twenty-five thousand francs." 

	"An agreeable sum." 

	"Very much so, madame." 

	"Will you accept that profit, then, on condition of converting the jewels into money?" 

	"But you do not intend to sell your diamonds, I suppose, madame?" exclaimed the bewildered jeweler. 

	"Silence, M. Faucheux, do not disturb yourself about that; give me an answer simply. You are an honorable man, with whom my family has dealt for thirty years; you knew my father and mother, whom your own father and mother served. I address you as a friend; will you accept the gold of the settings in return for a sum of ready money to be placed in my hands?" 

	"Eight hundred thousand francs! it is enormous." 

	"I know it." 

	"Impossible to find." 

	"Not so." 

	"But reflect, madame, upon the effect which will be produced by the sale of your jewels." 

	"No one need know it. You can get sets of false jewels made for me, similar to the real. Do not answer a word; I insist upon it. Sell them separately, sell the stones only." 

	"In that way it is easy. Monsieur is looking out for some sets of jewels as well as single stones for Madame's toilette. There will be a competition for them. I can easily dispose of six hundred thousand francs' worth to Monsieur. I am certain yours are the most beautiful." 

	"When can you do so?" 

	"In less than three days' time." 

	"Very well, the remainder you will dispose of among private individuals. For the present, make me out a contract of sale, payment to be made in four days." 

	"I entreat you to reflect, madame; for if you force the sale, you will lose a hundred thousand francs." 

	"If necessary, I will lose two hundred; I wish everything to be settled this evening. Do you accept?" 

	"I do, your ladyship. I will not conceal from you that I shall make fifty thousand francs by the transaction." 

	"So much the better for you. In what way shall I have the money?" 

	"Either in gold, or in bills of the bank of Lyons, payable at M. Colbert's." 

	"I agree," said the marquise, eagerly; "return home and bring the sum in question in notes, as soon as possible." 

	"Yes, madame, but for Heaven's sake——" 

	"Not a word, M. Faucheux. By the by, I was forgetting the silver plate. What is the value of that which I have?" 

	"Fifty thousand francs, madame." 

	"That makes a million," said the marquise to herself. "M. Faucheux, you will take away with you both the gold and silver plate. I can assign, as a pretext, that I wish it remodelled on patterns more in accordance with my own taste. Melt it down, and return me its value in money, at once." 

	"It shall be done, your ladyship." 

	"You will be good enough to place the money in a chest, and direct one of your clerks to accompany the chest, and without my servants seeing him; and order him to wait for me in a carriage." 

	"In Madame de Faucheux's carriage?" said the jeweler. 

	"If you will allow it, and I will call for it at your house." 

	"Certainly, your ladyship." 

	"I will direct some of my servants to convey the plate to your house." The marquise rung. "Let the small van be placed at M. Faucheux's disposal," she said. The jeweler bowed and left the house, directing that the van should follow him closely, saying aloud that the marquise was about to have her plate melted down in order to have other plate manufactured of a more modern style. Three hours afterwards she went to M. Faucheux's house and received from him eight hundred thousand francs in gold inclosed in a chest, which one of the clerks could hardly carry towards Madame Faucheux's carriage—for Madame Faucheux kept her carriage. As the daughter of a president of accounts, she had brought a marriage portion of thirty thousand crowns to her husband, who was syndic of the goldsmiths. These thirty thousand crowns had become very fruitful during twenty years. The jeweler, though a millionaire, was a modest man. He had purchased a substantial carriage, built in 1648, ten years after the king's birth. This carriage, or rather house upon wheels, excited the admiration of the whole quarter in which he resided—it was covered with allegorical paintings, and clouds scattered over with stars. The marquise entered this somewhat extraordinary vehicle, sitting opposite the clerk, who endeavored to put his knees out of the way, afraid even of touching the marquise's dress. It was the clerk, too, who told the coachman, who was very proud of having a marquise to drive, to take the road to Saint-Mande. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 103. The Dowry 

	Monsieur Faucheux's horses were serviceable animals, with thickset knees, and legs that had some difficulty in moving. Like the carriage, they belonged to the earlier part of the century. They were not as fleet as the English horses of M. Fouquet, and consequently took two hours to get to Saint-Mande. Their progress, it might be said, was majestic. Majesty, however, precludes hurry. The marquise stopped the carriage at the door so well known to her, although she had seen it only once, under circumstances, it will be remembered, no less painful than those which brought her now to it again. She drew a key from her pocket, and inserted it in the lock, pushed open the door, which noiselessly yielded to her touch, and directed the clerk to carry the chest upstairs to the first floor. The weight of the chest was so great that the clerk was obliged to get the coachman to assist him with it. They placed it in a small cabinet, anteroom, or boudoir rather, adjoining the saloon where we once saw M. Fouquet at the marquise's feet. Madame de Belliere gave the coachman a louis, smiled gracefully at the clerk, and dismissed them both. She closed the door after them, and waited in the room, alone and barricaded. There was no servant to be seen about the rooms, but everything was prepared as though some invisible genius had divined the wishes and desires of an expected guest. The fire was laid, candles in the candelabra, refreshments upon the table, books scattered about, fresh-cut flowers in the vases. One might almost have imagined it an enchanted house. The marquise lighted the candles, inhaled the perfume of the flowers, sat down, and was soon plunged in profound thought. Her deep musings, melancholy though they were, were not untinged with a certain vague joy. Spread out before her was a treasure, a million wrung from her fortune as a gleaner plucks the blue corn-flower from her crown of flowers. She conjured up the sweetest dreams. Her principal thought, and one that took precedence of all others, was to devise means of leaving this money for M. Fouquet without his possibly learning from whom the gift had come. This idea, naturally enough, was the first to present itself to her mind. But although, on reflection, it appeared difficult to carry out, she did not despair of success. She would then ring to summon M. Fouquet and make her escape, happier than if, instead of having given a million, she had herself found one. But, being there, and having seen the boudoir so coquettishly decorated that it might almost be said the least particle of dust had but the moment before been removed by the servants; having observed the drawing-room, so perfectly arranged that it might almost be said her presence there had driven away the fairies who were its occupants, she asked herself if the glance or gaze of those whom she had displaced—whether spirits, fairies, elves, or human creatures—had not already recognized her. To secure success, it was necessary that some steps should be seriously taken, and it was necessary also that the superintendent should comprehend the serious position in which he was placed, in order to yield compliance with the generous fancies of a woman; all the fascinations of an eloquent friendship would be required to persuade him, and, should this be insufficient, the maddening influence of a devoted passion, which, in its resolute determination to carry conviction, would not be turned aside. Was not the superintendent, indeed, known for his delicacy and dignity of feeling? Would he allow himself to accept from any woman that of which she had stripped herself? No! He would resist, and if any voice in the world could overcome his resistance, it would be the voice of the woman he loved. 

	Another doubt, and that a cruel one, suggested itself to Madame de Belliere with a sharp, acute pain, like a dagger thrust. Did he really love her? Would that volatile mind, that inconstant heart, be likely to be fixed for a moment, even were it to gaze upon an angel? Was it not the same with Fouquet, notwithstanding his genius and his uprightness of conduct, as with those conquerors on the field of battle who shed tears when they have gained a victory? "I must learn if it be so, and must judge of that for myself," said the marquise. "Who can tell whether that heart, so coveted, is not common in its impulses, and full of alloy? Who can tell if that mind, when the touchstone is applied to it, will not be found of a mean and vulgar character? Come, come," she said, "this is doubting and hesitating too much—to the proof." She looked at the timepiece. "It is now seven o'clock," she said; "he must have arrived, it is the hour for signing his papers." With a feverish impatience she rose and walked towards the mirror, in which she smiled with a resolute smile of devotedness; she touched the spring and drew out the handle of the bell. Then, as if exhausted beforehand by the struggle she had just undergone, she threw herself on her knees, in utter abandonment, before a large couch, in which she buried her face in her trembling hands. Ten minutes afterwards she heard the spring of the door sound. The door moved upon invisible hinges, and Fouquet appeared. He looked pale, and seemed bowed down by the weight of some bitter reflection. He did not hurry, but simply came at the summons. The pre-occupation of his mind must indeed have been very great, that a man so devoted to pleasure, for whom indeed pleasure meant everything, should obey such a summons so listlessly. The previous night, in fact, fertile in melancholy ideas, had sharpened his features, generally so noble in their indifference of expression, and had traced dark lines of anxiety around his eyes. Handsome and noble he still was, and the melancholy expression of his mouth, a rare expression with men, gave a new character to his features, by which his youth seemed to be renewed. Dressed in black, the lace in front of his chest much disarranged by his feverishly restless hand, the looks of the superintendent, full of dreamy reflection, were fixed upon the threshold of the room which he had so frequently approached in search of expected happiness. This gloomy gentleness of manner, this smiling sadness of expression, which had replaced his former excessive joy, produced an indescribable effect upon Madame de Belliere, who was regarding him at a distance. 

	A woman's eye can read the face of the man she loves, its every feeling of pride, its every expression of suffering; it might almost be said that Heaven has graciously granted to women, on account of their very weakness, more than it has accorded to other creatures. They can conceal their own feelings from a man, but from them no man can conceal his. The marquise divined in a single glance the whole weight of the unhappiness of the superintendent. She divined a night passed without sleep, a day passed in deceptions. From that moment she was firm in her own strength, and she felt that she loved Fouquet beyond everything else. She arose and approached him, saying, "You wrote to me this morning to say you were beginning to forget me, and that I, whom you had not seen lately, had no doubt ceased to think of you. I have come to undeceive you, monsieur, and the more completely so, because there is one thing I can read in your eyes." 

	"What is that, madame?" said Fouquet, astonished. 

	"That you have never loved me so much as at this moment; in the same manner you can read, in my present step towards you, that I have not forgotten you." 

	"Oh! madame," said Fouquet, whose face was for a moment lighted up by a sudden gleam of joy, "you are indeed an angel, and no man can suspect you. All he can do is to humble himself before you and entreat forgiveness." 

	"Your forgiveness is granted, then," said the marquise. Fouquet was about to throw himself upon his knees. "No, no," she said, "sit here by my side. Ah! that is an evil thought which has just crossed your mind." 

	"How do you detect it, madame?" 

	"By the smile that has just marred the expression of your countenance, Be candid, and tell me what your thought was—no secrets between friends." 

	"Tell me, then, madame, why have you been so harsh these three or four months past?" 

	"Harsh?" 

	"Yes; did you not forbid me to visit you?" 

	"Alas!" said Madame de Belliere, sighing, "because your visit to me was the cause of your being visited with a great misfortune; because my house is watched; because the same eyes that have seen you already might see you again; because I think it less dangerous for you that I should come here than that you should come to my house; and, lastly, because I know you to be already unhappy enough not to wish to increase your unhappiness further." 

	Fouquet started, for these words recalled all the anxieties connected with his office of superintendent—he who, for the last few minutes, had indulged in all the wild aspirations of the lover. "I unhappy?" he said, endeavoring to smile: "indeed, marquise, you will almost make me believe I am so, judging from your own sadness. Are your beautiful eyes raised upon me merely in pity? I was looking for another expression from them." 

	"It is not I who am sad, monsieur; look in the mirror, there—it is yourself." 

	"It is true I am somewhat pale, marquise; but it is from overwork; the king yesterday required a supply of money from me." 

	"Yes, four millions, I am aware of it." 

	"You know it?" exclaimed Fouquet, in a tone of surprise; "how can you have learnt it? It was after the departure of the queen, and in the presence of one person only, that the king——" 

	"You perceive that I do know it; is not that sufficient? Well, go on, monsieur, the money the king has required you to supply——" 

	"You understand, marquise, that I have been obliged to procure it, then to get it counted, afterwards registered—altogether a long affair. Since Monsieur de Mazarin's death, financial affairs occasion some little fatigue and embarrassment. My administration is somewhat overtaxed, and this is the reason why I have not slept during the past night." 

	"So that you have the amount?" inquired the marquise, with some anxiety. 

	"It would indeed be strange, marquise," replied Fouquet, cheerfully, "if a superintendent of finances were not to have a paltry four millions in his coffers." 

	"Yes, yes, I believe you either have, or will have them." 

	"What do you mean by saying I shall have them?" 

	"It is not very long since you were required to furnish two millions." 

	"On the contrary, to me it seems almost an age; but do not let us talk of money matters any longer." 

	"On the contrary, we will continue to speak of them, for that is my only reason for coming to see you." 

	"I am at a loss to compass your meaning," said the superintendent, whose eyes began to express an anxious curiosity. 

	"Tell me, monsieur, is the office of superintendent a permanent position?" 

	"You surprise me, marchioness, for you speak as if you had some motive or interest in putting the question." 

	"My reason is simple enough; I am desirous of placing some money in your hands, and naturally I wish to know if you are certain of your post." 

	"Really, marquise, I am at a loss what to reply; I cannot conceive your meaning." 

	"Seriously, then, dear M. Fouquet, funds which somewhat embarrass me. I am tired of investing my money in land, and am anxious to intrust it to some friend who will turn it to account." 

	"Surely it does not press," said M. Fouquet. 

	"On the contrary, it is very pressing." 

	"Very well, we will talk of that by and by." 

	"By and by will not do, for my money is there," returned the marquise, pointing out the coffer to the superintendent, and showing him, as she opened it, the bundles of notes and heaps of gold. Fouquet, who had risen from his seat at the same moment as Madame de Belliere, remained for a moment plunged in thought; then suddenly starting back, he turned pale, and sank down in his chair, concealing his face in his hands. "Madame, madame," he murmured, "what opinion can you have of me, when you make me such an offer?" 

	"Of you!" returned the marquise. "Tell me, rather, what you yourself think of the step I have taken." 

	"You bring me this money for myself, and you bring it because you know me to be embarrassed. Nay, do not deny it, for I am sure of it. Can I not read your heart?" 

	"If you know my heart, then, can you not see that it is my heart I offer you?" 

	"I have guessed rightly, then," exclaimed Fouquet. "In truth, madame, I have never yet given you the right to insult me in this manner." 

	"Insult you," she said, turning pale, "what singular delicacy of feeling! You tell me you love me; in the name of that affection you wish me to sacrifice my reputation and my honor, yet, when I offer you money which is my own, you refuse me." 

	"Madame, you are at liberty to preserve what you term your reputation and your honor. Permit me to preserve mine. Leave me to my ruin, leave me to sink beneath the weight of the hatreds which surround me, beneath the faults I have committed, beneath the load even, of my remorse, but, for Heaven's sake, madame, do not overwhelm me with this last infliction." 

	"A short time since, M. Fouquet, you were wanting in judgment; now you are wanting in feeling." 

	Fouquet pressed his clenched hand upon his breast, heaving with emotion, saying: "Overwhelm me, madame for I have nothing to reply." 

	"I offered you my friendship, M. Fouquet." 

	"Yes, madame, and you limited yourself to that." 

	"And what I am now doing is the act of a friend." 

	"No doubt it is." 

	"And you reject this mark of my friendship?" 

	"I do reject it." 

	"Monsieur Fouquet, look at me," said the marquise, with glistening eyes, "I now offer you my love." 

	"Oh, madame," exclaimed Fouquet. 

	"I have loved you for a long while past; women, like men, have a false delicacy at times. For a long time past I have loved you, but would not confess it. Well, then, you have implored this love on your knees, and I have refused you; I was blind, as you were a little while since; but as it was my love that you sought, it is my love I now offer you." 

	"Oh! madame, you overwhelm me beneath a load of happiness." 

	"Will you be happy, then, if I am yours—entirely?" 

	"It will be the supremest happiness for me." 

	"Take me, then. If, however, for your sake I sacrifice a prejudice, do you, for mine, sacrifice a scruple." 

	"Do not tempt me." 

	"Do not refuse me." 

	"Think seriously of what you are proposing." 

	"Fouquet, but one word. Let it be 'No,' and I open this door," and she pointed to the door which led into the streets, "and you will never see me again. Let that word be 'Yes,' and I am yours entirely." 

	"Elsie! Elsie! But this coffer?" 

	"Contains my dowry." 

	"It is your ruin," exclaimed Fouquet, turning over the gold and papers; "there must be a million here." 

	"Yes, my jewels, for which I care no longer if you do not love me, and for which, equally, I care no longer if you love me as I love you." 

	"This is too much," exclaimed Fouquet. "I yield, I yield, even were it only to consecrate so much devotion. I accept the dowry." 

	"And take the woman with it," said the marquise, throwing herself into his arms. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 104. Le Terrain de Dieu 

	During the progress of these events Buckingham and De Wardes traveled in excellent companionship, and made the journey from Paris to Calais in undisturbed harmony together. Buckingham had hurried his departure, so that the greater part of his adieux were very hastily made. His visit to Monsieur and Madame, to the young queen, and to the queen-dowager, had been paid collectively—a precaution on the part of the queen-mother which saved him the distress of any private conversation with Monsieur, and also the danger of seeing Madame again. The carriages containing the luggage had already been sent on beforehand, and in the evening he set off in his traveling carriage with his attendants. 

	De Wardes, irritated at finding himself dragged away in so abrupt a manner by this Englishman, had sought in his subtle mind for some means of escaping from his fetters; but no one having rendered him any assistance in this respect, he was absolutely obliged, therefore, to submit to the burden of his own evil thoughts and caustic spirit. 

	Such of his friends in whom he had been able to confide, had, in their character of wits, rallied him upon the duke's superiority. Others, less brilliant, but more sensible, had reminded him of the king's orders prohibiting dueling. Others, again, and they the larger number, who, in virtue of charity, or national vanity, might have rendered him assistance, did not care to run the risk of incurring disgrace, and would, at the best, have informed the ministers of a departure which might end in a massacre on a small scale. The result was, that, after having fully deliberated upon the matter, De Wardes packed up his luggage, took a couple of horses, and, followed only by one servant, made his way towards the barrier, where Buckingham's carriage was to await him. 

	The duke received his adversary as he would have done an intimate acquaintance, made room beside him on the same seat with himself, offered him refreshments, and spread over his knees the sable cloak that had been thrown on the front seat. They then conversed of the court, without alluding to Madame; of Monsieur, without speaking of domestic affairs; of the king, without speaking of his brother's wife; of the queen-mother, without alluding to her daughter-in-law; of the king of England, without alluding to his sister-in-law; of the state of the affections of either of the travelers, without pronouncing any name that might be dangerous. In this way the journey, which was performed by short stages, was most agreeable, and Buckingham, almost a Frenchman from wit and education, was delighted at having so admirably selected his traveling companion. Elegant repasts were served, of which they partook but lightly; trials of horses made in the beautiful meadows that skirted the road; coursing indulged in, for Buckingham had his greyhounds with him; and in such ways did they pass away the pleasant time. The duke somewhat resembled the beautiful river Seine, which folds France a thousand times in its loving embrace, before deciding upon joining its waters with the ocean. In quitting France, it was her recently adopted daughter he had brought to Paris whom he chiefly regretted; his every thought was a remembrance of her—his every memory a regret. Therefore, whenever, now and then, despite his command over himself, he was lost in thought, De Wardes left him entirely to his musings. This delicacy might have touched Buckingham, and changed his feelings towards De Wardes, if the latter, while preserving silence, had shown a glance less full of malice, and a smile less false. Instinctive dislikes, however, are relentless; nothing appeases them; a few ashes may sometimes, apparently, extinguish them; but beneath those ashes the smothered embers rage more furiously. Having exhausted every means of amusement the route offered, they arrived, as we have said, at Calais towards the end of the sixth day. The duke's attendants, since the previous evening, had traveled in advance, and now chartered a boat, for the purpose of joining the yacht, which had been tacking about in sight, or bore broadside on, whenever it felt its white wings wearied, within cannon-shot of the jetty. 

	The boat was destined for the transport of the duke's equipages from the shore to the yacht. The horses had been embarked, having been hoisted from the boat upon the deck in baskets expressly made for the purpose, and wadded in such a manner that their limbs, even in the most violent fits of terror or impatience, were always protected by the soft support which the sides afforded, and their coats not even turned. Eight of these baskets, placed side by side, filled the ship's hold. It is well known that in short voyages horses refuse to eat, but remain trembling all the while, with the best of food before them, such as they would have greatly coveted on land. By degrees, the duke's entire equipage was transported on board the yacht; he was then informed that everything was in readiness, and that they only waited for him, whenever he would be disposed to embark with the French gentleman; for no one could possibly imagine that the French gentleman would have any other accounts to settle with his Grace than those of friendship. Buckingham desired the captain to be told to hold himself in readiness, but that, as the sea was beautiful, and as the day promised a splendid sunset, he did not intend to go on board until nightfall, and would avail himself of the evening to enjoy a walk on the strand. He added also, that, finding himself in such excellent company, he had not the least desire to hasten his embarkation. 

	As he said this he pointed out to those who surrounded him the magnificent spectacle which the sky presented, of deepest azure in the horizon, the amphitheatre of fleecy clouds ascending from the sun's disc to the zenith, assuming the appearance of a range of snowy mountains, whose summits were heaped one upon another. The dome of clouds was tinged at its base with, as it were, the foam of rubies, fading away into opal and pearly tints, in proportion as the gaze was carried from base to summit. The sea was gilded with the same reflection, and upon the crest of every sparkling wave danced a point of light, like a diamond by lamplight. The mildness of the evening, the sea breezes, so dear to contemplative minds, setting in from the east and blowing in delicious gusts; then, in the distance, the black outline of the yacht with its rigging traced upon the empurpled background of the sky—while, dotting the horizon, might be seen, here and there, vessels with their trimmed sails, like the wings of a seagull about to plunge; such a spectacle indeed well merited admiration. A crowd of curious idlers followed the richly dressed attendants, amongst whom they mistook the steward and the secretary for the master and his friend. As for Buckingham, who was dressed very simply, in a gray satin vest, and doublet of violet-colored velvet, wearing his hat thrust over his eyes, and without orders or embroidery, he was taken no more notice of than De Wardes, who was in black, like an attorney. 

	The duke's attendants had received directions to have a boat in readiness at the jetty head, and to watch the embarkation of their master, without approaching him until either he or his friend should summon them,—"whatever may happen," he had added, laying a stress upon these words, so that they might not be misunderstood. Having walked a few paces upon the strand, Buckingham said to De Wardes, "I think it is now time to take leave of each other. The tide, you perceive, is rising; ten minutes hence it will have soaked the sands where we are now walking in such a manner that we shall not be able to keep our footing." 

	"I await your orders, my lord, but——" 

	"But, you mean, we are still upon soil which is part of the king's territory." 

	"Exactly." 

	"Well, do you see yonder a kind of little island surrounded by a circle of water? The pool is increasing every minute, and the isle is gradually disappearing. This island, indeed, belongs to Heaven, for it is situated between two seas, and is not shown on the king's charts. Do you observe it?" 

	"Yes; but we can hardly reach it now, without getting our feet wet." 

	"Yes; but observe that it forms an eminence tolerably high, and that the tide rises on every side, leaving the top free. We shall be admirably placed upon that little theatre. What do you think of it?" 

	"I shall be perfectly happy wherever I may have the honor of crossing my sword with your lordship's." 

	"Very well, then, I am distressed to be the cause of your wetting your feet, M. de Wardes, but it is most essential you should be able to say to the king: 'Sire, I did not fight upon your majesty's territory.' Perhaps the distinction is somewhat subtle, but, since Port-Royal, your nation delights in subtleties of expression. Do not let us complain of this, however, for it makes your wit very brilliant, and of a style peculiarly your own. If you do not object, we will hurry ourselves, for the sea, I perceive, is rising fast, and night is setting in." 

	"My reason for not walking faster was, that I did not wish to precede your Grace. Are you still on dry land, my lord?" 

	"Yes, at present I am. Look yonder! My servants are afraid we shall be drowned, and have converted the boat into a cruiser. Do you remark how curiously it dances upon the crests of the waves? But, as it makes me feel sea-sick, would you permit me to turn my back towards them?" 

	"You will observe, my lord, that in turning your back to them, you will have the sun full in your face." 

	"Oh, its rays are very feeble at this hour and it will soon disappear; do not be uneasy on that score." 

	"As you please, my lord; it was out of consideration for your lordship that I made the remark." 

	"I am aware of that, M. de Wardes, and I fully appreciate your kindness. Shall we take off our doublets?" 

	"As you please, my lord." 

	"Do not hesitate to tell me, M. de Wardes, if you do not feel comfortable upon the wet sand, or if you think yourself a little too close to the French territory. We could fight in England, or even upon my yacht." 

	"We are exceedingly well placed here, my lord; only I have the honor to remark that, as the sea is rising fast, we have hardly time——" 

	Buckingham made a sign of assent, took off his doublet and threw it on the ground, a proceeding which De Wardes imitated. Both their bodies, which seemed like phantoms to those who were looking at them from the shore, were thrown strongly into relief by a dark red violet-colored shadow with which the sky became overspread. 

	"Upon my word, your Grace," said De Wardes, "we shall hardly have time to begin. Do you not perceive how our feet are sinking into the sand?" 

	"I have sunk up to the ankles," said Buckingham, "without reckoning that the water is even now breaking in upon us." 

	"It has already reached me. As soon as you please, therefore, your Grace," said De Wardes, who drew his sword, a movement imitated by the duke. 

	"M. de Wardes," said Buckingham, "one final word. I am about to fight you because I do not like you,—because you have wounded me in ridiculing a certain devotional regard I have entertained, and one which I acknowledge that, at this moment, I still retain, and for which I would very willingly die. You are a bad and heartless man, M. de Wardes, and I will do my very utmost to take your life; for I feel assured that, if you survive this engagement, you will, in the future, work great mischief towards my friends. That is all I have to remark, M. de Wardes," concluded Buckingham, as he saluted him. 

	"And I, my lord, have only this to reply to you: I have not disliked you hitherto, but, since you give me such a character, I hate you, and will do all I possibly can to kill you;" and De Wardes saluted Buckingham. 

	Their swords crossed at the same moment, like two flashes of lightning on a dark night. The swords seemed to seek each other, guessed their position, and met. Both were practiced swordsmen, and the earlier passes were without any result. The night was fast closing in, and it was so dark that they attacked and defended themselves almost instinctively. Suddenly De Wardes felt his sword arrested,—he had just touched Buckingham's shoulder. The duke's sword sunk as his arm was lowered. 

	"You are wounded, my lord," said De Wardes, drawing back a step or two. 

	"Yes, monsieur, but only slightly." 

	"Yet you quitted your guard." 

	"Only from the first effect of the cold steel, but I have recovered. Let us go on, if you please." And disengaging his sword with a sinister clashing of the blade, the duke wounded the marquis in the breast. 

	"A hit?" he said. 

	"No," cried De Wardes, not moving from his place. 

	"I beg your pardon, but observing that your shirt was stained——" said Buckingham. 

	"Well," said De Wardes furiously, "it is now your turn." 

	And with a terrible lunge, he pierced Buckingham's arm, the sword passing between the two bones. Buckingham, feeling his right arm paralyzed, stretched out his left, seized his sword, which was about falling from his nerveless grasp, and before De Wardes could resume his guard, he thrust him through the breast. De Wardes tottered, his knees gave way beneath him, and leaving his sword still fixed in the duke's arm, he fell into the water, which was soon crimsoned with a more genuine reflection than that which it had borrowed from the clouds. De Wardes was not dead; he felt the terrible danger that menaced him, for the sea rose fast. The duke, too, perceived the danger. With an effort and an exclamation of pain he tore out the blade which remained in his arm, and turning towards De Wardes said, "Are you dead, marquis?" 

	"No," replied De Wardes, in a voice choked by the blood which rushed from his lungs to his throat, "but very near it." 

	"Well, what is to be done; can you walk?" said Buckingham, supporting him on his knee. 

	"Impossible," he replied. Then falling down again, said, "Call to your people, or I shall be drowned." 

	"Halloa! boat there! quick, quick!" 

	The boat flew over the waves, but the sea rose faster than the boat could approach. Buckingham saw that De Wardes was on the point of being again covered by a wave; he passed his left arm, safe and unwounded, round his body and raised him up. The wave ascended to his waist but did not move him. The duke immediately began to carry his late antagonist towards the shore. He had hardly gone ten paces, when a second wave, rushing onwards higher, more furious and menacing than the former, struck him at the height of his chest, threw him over and buried him beneath the water. At the reflux, however, the duke and De Wardes were discovered lying on the strand. De Wardes had fainted. At this moment four of the duke's sailors, who comprehended the danger, threw themselves into the sea, and in a moment were close beside him. Their terror was extreme when they observed how their master became covered with blood, in proportion as the water with which it was impregnated, flowed towards his knees and feet; they wished to carry him. 

	"No, no," exclaimed the duke, "take the marquis on shore first." 

	"Death to the Frenchman!" cried the English sullenly. 

	"Wretched knaves!" exclaimed the duke, drawing himself up with a haughty gesture, which sprinkled them with blood, "obey directly! M. de Wardes on shore! M. de Wardes's safety to be looked to first, or I will have you all hanged!" 

	The boat had by this time reached them; the secretary and steward leaped into the sea, and approached the marquis, who no longer showed any sign of life. 

	"I commit him to your care, as you value your lives," said the duke. "Take M. de Wardes on shore." They took him in their arms, and carried him to the dry sand, where the tide never rose so high. A few idlers and five or six fishermen had gathered on the shore, attracted by the strange spectacle of two men fighting with the water up to their knees. The fishermen, observing a group of men approaching carrying a wounded man, entered the sea until the water was up to their waists. The English transferred the wounded man to them, at the very moment the latter began to open his eyes again. The salt water and the fine sand had got into his wounds, and caused him the acutest pain. The duke's secretary drew out a purse filled with gold from his pocket, and handed it to the one among those present who appeared of most importance, saying: "From my master, his Grace the Duke of Buckingham, in order that every possible care may be taken of the Marquis de Wardes." 

	Then, followed by those who had accompanied him, he returned to the boat, which Buckingham had been enabled to reach with the greatest difficulty, but only after he had seen De Wardes out of danger. By this time it was high tide; embroidered coats and silk sashes were lost; many hats, too, had been carried away by the waves. The flow of the tide had borne the duke's and De Wardes's clothes to the shore, and De Wardes was wrapped in the duke's doublet, under the belief that it was his own, when the fishermen carried him in their arms towards the town. 
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	1. The Shade of Cardinal Richelieu.

	In a splendid chamber of the Palais Royal, formerly styled the Palais Cardinal, a man was sitting in deep reverie, his head supported on his hands, leaning over a gilt and inlaid table which was covered with letters and papers. Behind this figure glowed a vast fireplace alive with leaping flames; great logs of oak blazed and crackled on the polished brass andirons whose flicker shone upon the superb habiliments of the lonely tenant of the room, which was illumined grandly by twin candelabra rich with wax-lights.

	Any one who happened at that moment to contemplate that red simar--the gorgeous robe of office--and the rich lace, or who gazed on that pale brow, bent in anxious meditation, might, in the solitude of that apartment, combined with the silence of the ante-chambers and the measured paces of the guards upon the landing-place, have fancied that the shade of Cardinal Richelieu lingered still in his accustomed haunt.

	It was, alas! the ghost of former greatness. France enfeebled, the authority of her sovereign contemned, her nobles returning to their former turbulence and insolence, her enemies within her frontiers--all proved the great Richelieu no longer in existence.

	In truth, that the red simar which occupied the wonted place was his no longer, was still more strikingly obvious from the isolation which seemed, as we have observed, more appropriate to a phantom than a living creature--from the corridors deserted by courtiers, and courts crowded with guards--from that spirit of bitter ridicule, which, arising from the streets below, penetrated through the very casements of the room, which resounded with the murmurs of a whole city leagued against the minister; as well as from the distant and incessant sounds of guns firing--let off, happily, without other end or aim, except to show to the guards, the Swiss troops and the military who surrounded the Palais Royal, that the people were possessed of arms.

	The shade of Richelieu was Mazarin. Now Mazarin was alone and defenceless, as he well knew.

	“Foreigner!” he ejaculated, “Italian! that is their mean yet mighty byword of reproach--the watchword with which they assassinated, hanged, and made away with Concini; and if I gave them their way they would assassinate, hang, and make away with me in the same manner, although they have nothing to complain of except a tax or two now and then. Idiots! ignorant of their real enemies, they do not perceive that it is not the Italian who speaks French badly, but those who can say fine things to them in the purest Parisian accent, who are their real foes.

	“Yes, yes,” Mazarin continued, whilst his wonted smile, full of subtlety, lent a strange expression to his pale lips; “yes, these noises prove to me, indeed, that the destiny of favorites is precarious; but ye shall know I am no ordinary favorite. No! The Earl of Essex, ‘tis true, wore a splendid ring, set with diamonds, given him by his royal mistress, whilst I--I have nothing but a simple circlet of gold, with a cipher on it and a date; but that ring has been blessed in the chapel of the Palais Royal, * so they will never ruin me, as they long to do, and whilst they shout, ‘Down with Mazarin!’ I, unknown, and unperceived by them, incite them to cry out, ‘Long live the Duke de Beaufort’ one day; another, ‘Long live the Prince de Conde;’ and again, ‘Long live the parliament!’” And at this word the smile on the cardinal’s lips assumed an expression of hatred, of which his mild countenance seemed incapable. “The parliament! We shall soon see how to dispose,” he continued, “of the parliament! Both Orleans and Montargis are ours. It will be a work of time, but those who have begun by crying out: Down with Mazarin! will finish by shouting out, Down with all the people I have mentioned, each in his turn.

	* It is said that Mazarin, who, though a cardinal, had not

	taken such vows as to prevent it, was secretly married to

	Anne of Austria.--La Porte’s Memoirs.

	“Richelieu, whom they hated during his lifetime and whom they now praise after his death, was even less popular than I am. Often he was driven away, oftener still had he a dread of being sent away. The queen will never banish me, and even were I obliged to yield to the populace she would yield with me; if I fly, she will fly; and then we shall see how the rebels will get on without either king or queen.

	“Oh, were I not a foreigner! were I but a Frenchman! were I but of gentle birth!”

	The position of the cardinal was indeed critical, and recent events had added to his difficulties. Discontent had long pervaded the lower ranks of society in France. Crushed and impoverished by taxation--imposed by Mazarin, whose avarice impelled him to grind them down to the very dust--the people, as the Advocate-General Talon described it, had nothing left to them except their souls; and as those could not be sold by auction, they began to murmur. Patience had in vain been recommended to them by reports of brilliant victories gained by France; laurels, however, were not meat and drink, and the people had for some time been in a state of discontent.

	Had this been all, it might not, perhaps, have greatly signified; for when the lower classes alone complained, the court of France, separated as it was from the poor by the intervening classes of the gentry and the bourgeoisie, seldom listened to their voice; but unluckily, Mazarin had had the imprudence to attack the magistrates and had sold no less than twelve appointments in the Court of Requests, at a high price; and as the officers of that court paid very dearly for their places, and as the addition of twelve new colleagues would necessarily lower the value of each place, the old functionaries formed a union amongst themselves, and, enraged, swore on the Bible not to allow of this addition to their number, but to resist all the persecutions which might ensue; and should any one of them chance to forfeit his post by this resistance, to combine to indemnify him for his loss.

	Now the following occurrences had taken place between the two contending parties.

	On the seventh of January between seven and eight hundred tradesmen had assembled in Paris to discuss a new tax which was to be levied on house property. They deputed ten of their number to wait upon the Duke of Orleans, who, according to his custom, affected popularity. The duke received them and they informed him that they were resolved not to pay this tax, even if they were obliged to defend themselves against its collectors by force of arms. They were listened to with great politeness by the duke, who held out hopes of easier measures, promised to speak in their behalf to the queen, and dismissed them with the ordinary expression of royalty, “We will see what we can do.”

	Two days afterward these same magistrates appeared before the cardinal and their spokesman addressed Mazarin with so much fearlessness and determination that the minister was astounded and sent the deputation away with the same answer as it had received from the Duke of Orleans--that he would see what could be done; and in accordance with that intention a council of state was assembled and the superintendent of finance was summoned.

	This man, named Emery, was the object of popular detestation, in the first place because he was superintendent of finance, and every superintendent of finance deserved to be hated; in the second place, because he rather deserved the odium which he had incurred.

	He was the son of a banker at Lyons named Particelli, who, after becoming a bankrupt, chose to change his name to Emery; and Cardinal Richelieu having discovered in him great financial aptitude, had introduced him with a strong recommendation to Louis XIII. under his assumed name, in order that he might be appointed to the post he subsequently held.

	“You surprise me!” exclaimed the monarch. “I am rejoiced to hear you speak of Monsieur d’Emery as calculated for a post which requires a man of probity. I was really afraid that you were going to force that villain Particelli upon me.”

	“Sire,” replied Richelieu, “rest assured that Particelli, the man to whom your majesty refers, has been hanged.”

	“Ah; so much the better!” exclaimed the king. “It is not for nothing that I am styled Louis the Just,” and he signed Emery’s appointment.

	This was the same Emery who became eventually superintendent of finance.

	He was sent for by the ministers and he came before them pale and trembling, declaring that his son had very nearly been assassinated the day before, near the palace. The mob had insulted him on account of the ostentatious luxury of his wife, whose house was hung with red velvet edged with gold fringe. This lady was the daughter of Nicholas de Camus, who arrived in Paris with twenty francs in his pocket, became secretary of state, and accumulated wealth enough to divide nine millions of francs among his children and to keep an income of forty thousand for himself.

	The fact was that Emery’s son had run a great chance of being suffocated, one of the rioters having proposed to squeeze him until he gave up all the gold he had swallowed. Nothing, therefore, was settled that day, as Emery’s head was not steady enough for business after such an occurrence.

	On the next day Mathieu Mole, the chief president, whose courage at this crisis, says the Cardinal de Retz, was equal to that of the Duc de Beaufort and the Prince de Conde--in other words, of the two men who were considered the bravest in France--had been attacked in his turn. The people threatened to hold him responsible for the evils that hung over them. But the chief president had replied with his habitual coolness, without betraying either disturbance or surprise, that should the agitators refuse obedience to the king’s wishes he would have gallows erected in the public squares and proceed at once to hang the most active among them. To which the others had responded that they would be glad to see the gallows erected; they would serve for the hanging of those detestable judges who purchased favor at court at the price of the people’s misery.

	Nor was this all. On the eleventh the queen in going to mass at Notre Dame, as she always did on Saturdays, was followed by more than two hundred women demanding justice. These poor creatures had no bad intentions. They wished only to be allowed to fall on their knees before their sovereign, and that they might move her to compassion; but they were prevented by the royal guard and the queen proceeded on her way, haughtily disdainful of their entreaties.

	At length parliament was convoked; the authority of the king was to be maintained.

	One day--it was the morning of the day my story begins--the king, Louis XIV., then ten years of age, went in state, under pretext of returning thanks for his recovery from the small-pox, to Notre Dame. He took the opportunity of calling out his guard, the Swiss troops and the musketeers, and he had planted them round the Palais Royal, on the quays, and on the Pont Neuf. After mass the young monarch drove to the Parliament House, where, upon the throne, he hastily confirmed not only such edicts as he had already passed, but issued new ones, each one, according to Cardinal de Retz, more ruinous than the others--a proceeding which drew forth a strong remonstrance from the chief president, Mole--whilst President Blancmesnil and Councillor Broussel raised their voices in indignation against fresh taxes.

	The king returned amidst the silence of a vast multitude to the Palais Royal. All minds were uneasy, most were foreboding, many of the people used threatening language.

	At first, indeed, they were doubtful whether the king’s visit to the parliament had been in order to lighten or increase their burdens; but scarcely was it known that the taxes were to be still further increased, when cries of “Down with Mazarin!” “Long live Broussel!” “Long live Blancmesnil!” resounded through the city. For the people had learned that Broussel and Blancmesnil had made speeches in their behalf, and, although the eloquence of these deputies had been without avail, it had none the less won for them the people’s good-will. All attempts to disperse the groups collected in the streets, or silence their exclamations, were in vain. Orders had just been given to the royal guards and the Swiss guards, not only to stand firm, but to send out patrols to the streets of Saint Denis and Saint Martin, where the people thronged and where they were the most vociferous, when the mayor of Paris was announced at the Palais Royal.

	He was shown in directly; he came to say that if these offensive precautions were not discontinued, in two hours Paris would be under arms.

	Deliberations were being held when a lieutenant in the guards, named Comminges, made his appearance, with his clothes all torn, his face streaming with blood. The queen on seeing him uttered a cry of surprise and asked him what was going on.

	As the mayor had foreseen, the sight of the guards had exasperated the mob. The tocsin was sounded. Comminges had arrested one of the ringleaders and had ordered him to be hanged near the cross of Du Trahoir; but in attempting to execute this command the soldiery were attacked in the market-place with stones and halberds; the delinquent had escaped to the Rue des Lombards and rushed into a house. They broke open the doors and searched the dwelling, but in vain. Comminges, wounded by a stone which had struck him on the forehead, had left a picket in the street and returned to the Palais Royal, followed by a menacing crowd, to tell his story.

	This account confirmed that of the mayor. The authorities were not in a condition to cope with serious revolt. Mazarin endeavored to circulate among the people a report that troops had only been stationed on the quays and on the Pont Neuf, on account of the ceremonial of the day, and that they would soon withdraw. In fact, about four o’clock they were all concentrated about the Palais Royal, the courts and ground floors of which were filled with musketeers and Swiss guards, and there awaited the outcome of all this disturbance.

	Such was the state of affairs at the very moment we introduced our readers to the study of Cardinal Mazarin--once that of Cardinal Richelieu. We have seen in what state of mind he listened to the murmurs from below, which even reached him in his seclusion, and to the guns, the firing of which resounded through that room. All at once he raised his head; his brow slightly contracted like that of a man who has formed a resolution; he fixed his eyes upon an enormous clock that was about to strike ten, and taking up a whistle of silver gilt that stood upon the table near him, he shrilled it twice.

	A door hidden in the tapestry opened noiselessly and a man in black silently advanced and stood behind the chair on which Mazarin sat.

	“Bernouin,” said the cardinal, not turning round, for having whistled, he knew that it was his valet-de-chambre who was behind him; “what musketeers are now within the palace?”

	“The Black Musketeers, my lord.”

	“What company?”

	“Treville’s company.”

	“Is there any officer belonging to this company in the ante-chamber?”

	“Lieutenant d’Artagnan.”

	“A man on whom we can depend, I hope.”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Give me a uniform of one of these musketeers and help me to put it on.”

	The valet went out as silently as he had entered and appeared in a few minutes bringing the dress demanded.

	The cardinal, in deep thought and in silence, began to take off the robes of state he had assumed in order to be present at the sitting of parliament, and to attire himself in the military coat, which he wore with a certain degree of easy grace, owing to his former campaigns in Italy. When he was completely dressed he said:

	“Send hither Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	The valet went out of the room, this time by the centre door, but still as silently as before; one might have fancied him an apparition.

	When he was left alone the cardinal looked at himself in the glass with a feeling of self-satisfaction. Still young--for he was scarcely forty-six years of age--he possessed great elegance of form and was above the middle height; his complexion was brilliant and beautiful; his glance full of expression; his nose, though large, was well proportioned; his forehead broad and majestic; his hair, of a chestnut color, was curled slightly; his beard, which was darker than his hair, was turned carefully with a curling iron, a practice that greatly improved it. After a short time the cardinal arranged his shoulder belt, then looked with great complacency at his hands, which were most elegant and of which he took the greatest care; and throwing on one side the large kid gloves tried on at first, as belonging to the uniform, he put on others of silk only. At this instant the door opened.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the valet-de-chambre.

	An officer, as he spoke, entered the apartment. He was a man between thirty-nine and forty years of age, of medium height but a very well proportioned figure; with an intellectual and animated physiognomy; his beard black, and his hair turning gray, as often happens when people have found life either too gay or too sad, more especially when they happen to be of swart complexion.

	D’Artagnan advanced a few steps into the apartment.

	How perfectly he remembered his former entrance into that very room! Seeing, however, no one there except a musketeer of his own troop, he fixed his eyes upon the supposed soldier, in whose dress, nevertheless, he recognized at the first glance the cardinal.

	The lieutenant remained standing in a dignified but respectful posture, such as became a man of good birth, who had in the course of his life been frequently in the society of the highest nobles.

	The cardinal looked at him with a cunning rather than serious glance, yet he examined his countenance with attention and after a momentary silence said:

	“You are Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

	“I am that individual,” replied the officer.

	Mazarin gazed once more at a countenance full of intelligence, the play of which had been, nevertheless, subdued by age and experience; and D’Artagnan received the penetrating glance like one who had formerly sustained many a searching look, very different, indeed, from those which were inquiringly directed on him at that instant.

	“Sir,” resumed the cardinal, “you are to come with me, or rather, I am to go with you.”

	“I am at your command, my lord,” returned D’Artagnan.

	“I wish to visit in person the outposts which surround the Palais Royal; do you suppose that there is any danger in so doing?”

	“Danger, my lord!” exclaimed D’Artagnan with a look of astonishment, “what danger?”

	“I am told that there is a general insurrection.”

	“The uniform of the king’s musketeers carries a certain respect with it, and even if that were not the case I would engage with four of my men to put to flight a hundred of these clowns.”

	“Did you witness the injury sustained by Comminges?”

	“Monsieur de Comminges is in the guards and not in the musketeers----”

	“Which means, I suppose, that the musketeers are better soldiers than the guards.” The cardinal smiled as he spoke.

	“Every one likes his own uniform best, my lord.”

	“Myself excepted,” and again Mazarin smiled; “for you perceive that I have left off mine and put on yours.”

	“Lord bless us! this is modesty indeed!” cried D’Artagnan. “Had I such a uniform as your eminence possesses, I protest I should be mightily content, and I would take an oath never to wear any other costume----”

	“Yes, but for to-night’s adventure I don’t suppose my dress would have been a very safe one. Give me my felt hat, Bernouin.”

	The valet instantly brought to his master a regimental hat with a wide brim. The cardinal put it on in military style.

	“Your horses are ready saddled in their stables, are they not?” he said, turning to D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Well, let us set out.”

	“How many men does your eminence wish to escort you?”

	“You say that with four men you will undertake to disperse a hundred low fellows; as it may happen that we shall have to encounter two hundred, take eight----”

	“As many as my lord wishes.”

	“I will follow you. This way--light us downstairs Bernouin.”

	The valet held a wax-light; the cardinal took a key from his bureau and opening the door of a secret stair descended into the court of the Palais Royal.

	2. A Nightly Patrol.

	In ten minutes Mazarin and his party were traversing the street “Les Bons Enfants” behind the theatre built by Richelieu expressly for the play of “Mirame,” and in which Mazarin, who was an amateur of music, but not of literature, had introduced into France the first opera that was ever acted in that country.

	The appearance of the town denoted the greatest agitation. Numberless groups paraded the streets and, whatever D’Artagnan might think of it, it was obvious that the citizens had for the night laid aside their usual forbearance, in order to assume a warlike aspect. From time to time noises came in the direction of the public markets. The report of firearms was heard near the Rue Saint Denis and occasionally church bells began to ring indiscriminately and at the caprice of the populace. D’Artagnan, meantime, pursued his way with the indifference of a man upon whom such acts of folly made no impression. When he approached a group in the middle of the street he urged his horse upon it without a word of warning; and the members of the group, whether rebels or not, as if they knew with what sort of a man they had to deal, at once gave place to the patrol. The cardinal envied that composure, which he attributed to the habit of meeting danger; but none the less he conceived for the officer under whose orders he had for the moment placed himself, that consideration which even prudence pays to careless courage. On approaching an outpost near the Barriere des Sergens, the sentinel cried out, “Who’s there?” and D’Artagnan answered--having first asked the word of the cardinal--“Louis and Rocroy.” After which he inquired if Lieutenant Comminges were not the commanding officer at the outpost. The soldier replied by pointing out to him an officer who was conversing, on foot, his hand upon the neck of a horse on which the individual to whom he was talking sat. Here was the officer D’Artagnan was seeking.

	“Here is Monsieur Comminges,” said D’Artagnan, returning to the cardinal. He instantly retired, from a feeling of respectful delicacy; it was, however, evident that the cardinal was recognized by both Comminges and the other officers on horseback.

	“Well done, Guitant,” cried the cardinal to the equestrian; “I see plainly that, notwithstanding the sixty-four years that have passed over your head, you are still the same man, active and zealous. What were you saying to this youngster?”

	“My lord,” replied Guitant, “I was observing that we live in troublous times and that to-day’s events are very like those in the days of the Ligue, of which I heard so much in my youth. Are you aware that the mob have even suggested throwing up barricades in the Rue Saint Denis and the Rue Saint Antoine?”

	“And what was Comminges saying to you in reply, my good Guitant?”

	“My lord,” said Comminges, “I answered that to compose a Ligue only one ingredient was wanting--in my opinion an essential one--a Duc de Guise; moreover, no generation ever does the same thing twice.”

	“No, but they mean to make a Fronde, as they call it,” said Guitant.

	“And what is a Fronde?” inquired Mazarin.

	“My lord, Fronde is the name the discontented give to their party.”

	“And what is the origin of this name?”

	“It seems that some days since Councillor Bachaumont remarked at the palace that rebels and agitators reminded him of schoolboys slinging--qui frondent--stones from the moats round Paris, young urchins who run off the moment the constable appears, only to return to their diversion the instant his back is turned. So they have picked up the word and the insurrectionists are called ‘Frondeurs,’ and yesterday every article sold was ‘a la Fronde;’ bread ‘a la Fronde,’ hats ‘a la Fronde,’ to say nothing of gloves, pocket-handkerchiefs, and fans; but listen----”

	At that moment a window opened and a man began to sing:

	 

	| “A tempest from the Fronde

	| Did blow to-day:

	| I think ‘twill blow

	| Sieur Mazarin away.”

	 

	“Insolent wretch!” cried Guitant.

	“My lord,” said Comminges, who, irritated by his wounds, wished for revenge and longed to give back blow for blow, “shall I fire off a ball to punish that jester, and to warn him not to sing so much out of tune in the future?”

	And as he spoke he put his hand on the holster of his uncle’s saddle-bow.

	“Certainly not! certainly not,” exclaimed Mazarin. “Diavolo! my dear friend, you are going to spoil everything--everything is going on famously. I know the French as well as if I had made them myself. They sing--let them pay the piper. During the Ligue, about which Guitant was speaking just now, the people chanted nothing except the mass, so everything went to destruction. Come, Guitant, come along, and let’s see if they keep watch at the Quinze-Vingts as at the Barriere des Sergens.”

	And waving his hand to Comminges he rejoined D’Artagnan, who instantly put himself at the head of his troop, followed by the cardinal, Guitant and the rest of the escort.

	“Just so,” muttered Comminges, looking after Mazarin. “True, I forgot; provided he can get money out of the people, that is all he wants.”

	The street of Saint Honore, when the cardinal and his party passed through it, was crowded by an assemblage who, standing in groups, discussed the edicts of that memorable day. They pitied the young king, who was unconsciously ruining his country, and threw all the odium of his proceedings on Mazarin. Addresses to the Duke of Orleans and to Conde were suggested. Blancmesnil and Broussel seemed in the highest favor.

	D’Artagnan passed through the very midst of this discontented mob just as if his horse and he had been made of iron. Mazarin and Guitant conversed together in whispers. The musketeers, who had already discovered who Mazarin was, followed in profound silence. In the street of Saint Thomas-du-Louvre they stopped at the barrier distinguished by the name of Quinze-Vingts. Here Guitant spoke to one of the subalterns, asking how matters were progressing.

	“Ah, captain!” said the officer, “everything is quiet hereabout--if I did not know that something is going on in yonder house!”

	And he pointed to a magnificent hotel situated on the very spot whereon the Vaudeville now stands.

	“In that hotel? it is the Hotel Rambouillet,” cried Guitant.

	“I really don’t know what hotel it is; all I do know is that I observed some suspicious looking people go in there----”

	“Nonsense!” exclaimed Guitant, with a burst of laughter; “those men must be poets.”

	“Come, Guitant, speak, if you please, respectfully of these gentlemen,” said Mazarin; “don’t you know that I was in my youth a poet? I wrote verses in the style of Benserade----”

	“You, my lord?”

	“Yes, I; shall I repeat to you some of my verses?”

	“Just as you please, my lord. I do not understand Italian.”

	“Yes, but you understand French,” and Mazarin laid his hand upon Guitant’s shoulder. “My good, my brave Guitant, whatsoever command I may give you in that language--in French--whatever I may order you to do, will you not perform it?”

	“Certainly. I have already answered that question in the affirmative; but that command must come from the queen herself.”

	“Yes! ah yes!” Mazarin bit his lips as he spoke; “I know your devotion to her majesty.”

	“I have been a captain in the queen’s guards for twenty years,” was the reply.

	“En route, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal; “all goes well in this direction.”

	D’Artagnan, in the meantime, had taken the head of his detachment without a word and with that ready and profound obedience which marks the character of an old soldier.

	He led the way toward the hill of Saint Roche. The Rue Richelieu and the Rue Villedot were then, owing to their vicinity to the ramparts, less frequented than any others in that direction, for the town was thinly inhabited thereabout.

	“Who is in command here?” asked the cardinal.

	“Villequier,” said Guitant.

	“Diavolo! Speak to him yourself, for ever since you were deputed by me to arrest the Duc de Beaufort, this officer and I have been on bad terms. He laid claim to that honor as captain of the royal guards.”

	“I am aware of that, and I have told him a hundred times that he was wrong. The king could not give that order, since at that time he was hardly four years old.”

	“Yes, but I could give him the order--I, Guitant--and I preferred to give it to you.”

	Guitant, without reply, rode forward and desired the sentinel to call Monsieur de Villequier.

	“Ah! so you are here!” cried the officer, in the tone of ill-humor habitual to him; “what the devil are you doing here?”

	“I wish to know--can you tell me, pray--is anything fresh occurring in this part of the town?”

	“What do you mean? People cry out, ‘Long live the king! down with Mazarin!’ That’s nothing new; no, we’ve been used to those acclamations for some time.”

	“And you sing chorus,” replied Guitant, laughing.

	“Faith, I’ve half a mind to do it. In my opinion the people are right; and cheerfully would I give up five years of my pay--which I am never paid, by the way--to make the king five years older.”

	“Really! And pray what would come to pass, supposing the king were five years older than he is?”

	“As soon as ever the king comes of age he will issue his commands himself, and ‘tis far pleasanter to obey the grandson of Henry IV. than the son of Peter Mazarin. ‘Sdeath! I would die willingly for the king, but supposing I happened to be killed on account of Mazarin, as your nephew came near being to-day, there could be nothing in Paradise, however well placed I might be there, that could console me for it.”

	“Well, well, Monsieur de Villequier,” Mazarin interposed, “I shall make it my care the king hears of your loyalty. Come, gentlemen,” addressing the troop, “let us return.”

	“Stop,” exclaimed Villequier, “so Mazarin was here! so much the better. I have been waiting for a long time to tell him what I think of him. I am obliged to you Guitant, although your intention was perhaps not very favorable to me, for such an opportunity.”

	He turned away and went off to his post, whistling a tune then popular among the party called the “Fronde,” whilst Mazarin returned, in a pensive mood, toward the Palais Royal. All that he had heard from these three different men, Comminges, Guitant and Villequier, confirmed him in his conviction that in case of serious tumults there would be no one on his side except the queen; and then Anne of Austria had so often deserted her friends that her support seemed most precarious. During the whole of this nocturnal ride, during the whole time that he was endeavoring to understand the various characters of Comminges, Guitant and Villequier, Mazarin was, in truth, studying more especially one man. This man, who had remained immovable as bronze when menaced by the mob--not a muscle of whose face was stirred, either at Mazarin’s witticisms or by the jests of the multitude--seemed to the cardinal a peculiar being, who, having participated in past events similar to those now occurring, was calculated to cope with those now on the eve of taking place.

	The name of D’Artagnan was not altogether new to Mazarin, who, although he did not arrive in France before the year 1634 or 1635, that is to say, about eight or nine years after the events which we have related in a preceding narrative, * fancied he had heard it pronounced as that of one who was said to be a model of courage, address and loyalty.

	* “The Three Musketeers.”

	Possessed by this idea, the cardinal resolved to know all about D’Artagnan immediately; of course he could not inquire from D’Artagnan himself who he was and what had been his career; he remarked, however, in the course of conversation that the lieutenant of musketeers spoke with a Gascon accent. Now the Italians and the Gascons are too much alike and know each other too well ever to trust what any one of them may say of himself; so in reaching the walls which surrounded the Palais Royal, the cardinal knocked at a little door, and after thanking D’Artagnan and requesting him to wait in the court of the Palais Royal, he made a sign to Guitant to follow him.

	They both dismounted, consigned their horses to the lackey who had opened the door, and disappeared in the garden.

	“My dear friend,” said the cardinal, leaning, as they walked through the garden, on his friend’s arm, “you told me just now that you had been twenty years in the queen’s service.”

	“Yes, it’s true. I have,” returned Guitant.

	“Now, my dear Guitant, I have often remarked that in addition to your courage, which is indisputable, and your fidelity, which is invincible, you possess an admirable memory.”

	“You have found that out, have you, my lord? Deuce take it--all the worse for me!”

	“How?”

	“There is no doubt but that one of the chief accomplishments of a courtier is to know when to forget.”

	“But you, Guitant, are not a courtier. You are a brave soldier, one of the few remaining veterans of the days of Henry IV. Alas! how few to-day exist!”

	“Plague on’t, my lord, have you brought me here to get my horoscope out of me?”

	“No; I only brought you here to ask you,” returned Mazarin, smiling, “if you have taken any particular notice of our lieutenant of musketeers?”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan? I have had no occasion to notice him particularly; he’s an old acquaintance. He’s a Gascon. De Treville knows him and esteems him very highly, and De Treville, as you know, is one of the queen’s greatest friends. As a soldier the man ranks well; he did his whole duty and even more, at the siege of Rochelle--as at Suze and Perpignan.”

	“But you know, Guitant, we poor ministers often want men with other qualities besides courage; we want men of talent. Pray, was not Monsieur d’Artagnan, in the time of the cardinal, mixed up in some intrigue from which he came out, according to report, quite cleverly?”

	“My lord, as to the report you allude to”--Guitant perceived that the cardinal wished to make him speak out--“I know nothing but what the public knows. I never meddle in intrigues, and if I occasionally become a confidant of the intrigues of others I am sure your eminence will approve of my keeping them secret.”

	Mazarin shook his head.

	“Ah!” he said; “some ministers are fortunate and find out all that they wish to know.”

	“My lord,” replied Guitant, “such ministers do not weigh men in the same balance; they get their information on war from warriors; on intrigues, from intriguers. Consult some politician of the period of which you speak, and if you pay well for it you will certainly get to know all you want.”

	“Eh, pardieu!” said Mazarin, with a grimace which he always made when spoken to about money. “They will be paid, if there is no way of getting out of it.”

	“Does my lord seriously wish me to name any one who was mixed up in the cabals of that day?”

	“By Bacchus!” rejoined Mazarin, impatiently, “it’s about an hour since I asked you for that very thing, wooden-head that you are.”

	“There is one man for whom I can answer, if he will speak out.”

	“That’s my concern; I will make him speak.”

	“Ah, my lord, ‘tis not easy to make people say what they don’t wish to let out.”

	“Pooh! with patience one must succeed. Well, this man. Who is he?”

	“The Comte de Rochefort.”

	“The Comte de Rochefort!”

	“Unfortunately he has disappeared these four or five years and I don’t know where he is.”

	“I know, Guitant,” said Mazarin.

	“Well, then, how is it that your eminence complained just now of want of information?”

	“You think,” resumed Mazarin, “that Rochefort----”

	“He was Cardinal Richelieu’s creature, my lord. I warn you, however, his services will cost you something. The cardinal was lavish to his underlings.”

	“Yes, yes, Guitant,” said Mazarin; “Richelieu was a great man, a very great man, but he had that defect. Thanks, Guitant; I shall benefit by your advice this very evening.”

	Here they separated and bidding adieu to Guitant in the court of the Palais Royal, Mazarin approached an officer who was walking up and down within that inclosure.

	It was D’Artagnan, who was waiting for him.

	“Come hither,” said Mazarin in his softest voice; “I have an order to give you.”

	D’Artagnan bent low and following the cardinal up the secret staircase, soon found himself in the study whence they had first set out.

	The cardinal seated himself before his bureau and taking a sheet of paper wrote some lines upon it, whilst D’Artagnan stood imperturbable, without showing either impatience or curiosity. He was like a soldierly automaton, or rather, like a magnificent marionette.

	The cardinal folded and sealed his letter.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he said, “you are to take this dispatch to the Bastile and bring back here the person it concerns. You must take a carriage and an escort, and guard the prisoner with the greatest care.”

	D’Artagnan took the letter, touched his hat with his hand, turned round upon his heel like a drill-sergeant, and a moment afterward was heard, in his dry and monotonous tone, commanding “Four men and an escort, a carriage and a horse.” Five minutes afterward the wheels of the carriage and the horses’ shoes were heard resounding on the pavement of the courtyard.

	3. Dead Animosities.

	D’Artagnan arrived at the Bastile just as it was striking half-past eight. His visit was announced to the governor, who, on hearing that he came from the cardinal, went to meet him and received him at the top of the great flight of steps outside the door. The governor of the Bastile was Monsieur du Tremblay, the brother of the famous Capuchin, Joseph, that fearful favorite of Richelieu’s, who went by the name of the Gray Cardinal.

	During the period that the Duc de Bassompierre passed in the Bastile--where he remained for twelve long years--when his companions, in their dreams of liberty, said to each other: “As for me, I shall go out of the prison at such a time,” and another, at such and such a time, the duke used to answer, “As for me, gentlemen, I shall leave only when Monsieur du Tremblay leaves;” meaning that at the death of the cardinal Du Tremblay would certainly lose his place at the Bastile and De Bassompierre regain his at court.

	His prediction was nearly fulfilled, but in a very different way from that which De Bassompierre supposed; for after the death of Richelieu everything went on, contrary to expectation, in the same way as before; and Bassompierre had little chance of leaving his prison.

	Monsieur du Tremblay received D’Artagnan with extreme politeness and invited him to sit down with him to supper, of which he was himself about to partake.

	“I should be delighted to do so,” was the reply; “but if I am not mistaken, the words ‘In haste,’ are written on the envelope of the letter which I brought.”

	“You are right,” said Du Tremblay. “Halloo, major! tell them to order Number 25 to come downstairs.”

	The unhappy wretch who entered the Bastile ceased, as he crossed the threshold, to be a man--he became a number.

	D’Artagnan shuddered at the noise of the keys; he remained on horseback, feeling no inclination to dismount, and sat looking at the bars, at the buttressed windows and the immense walls he had hitherto only seen from the other side of the moat, but by which he had for twenty years been awe-struck.

	A bell resounded.

	“I must leave you,” said Du Tremblay; “I am sent for to sign the release of a prisoner. I shall be happy to meet you again, sir.”

	“May the devil annihilate me if I return thy wish!” murmured D’Artagnan, smiling as he pronounced the imprecation; “I declare I feel quite ill after only being five minutes in the courtyard. Go to! go to! I would rather die on straw than hoard up a thousand a year by being governor of the Bastile.”

	He had scarcely finished this soliloquy before the prisoner arrived. On seeing him D’Artagnan could hardly suppress an exclamation of surprise. The prisoner got into the carriage without seeming to recognize the musketeer.

	“Gentlemen,” thus D’Artagnan addressed the four musketeers, “I am ordered to exercise the greatest possible care in guarding the prisoner, and since there are no locks to the carriage, I shall sit beside him. Monsieur de Lillebonne, lead my horse by the bridle, if you please.” As he spoke he dismounted, gave the bridle of his horse to the musketeer and placing himself by the side of the prisoner said, in a voice perfectly composed, “To the Palais Royal, at full trot.”

	The carriage drove on and D’Artagnan, availing himself of the darkness in the archway under which they were passing, threw himself into the arms of the prisoner.

	“Rochefort!” he exclaimed; “you! is it you, indeed? I am not mistaken?”

	“D’Artagnan!” cried Rochefort.

	“Ah! my poor friend!” resumed D’Artagnan, “not having seen you for four or five years I concluded you were dead.”

	“I’faith,” said Rochefort, “there’s no great difference, I think, between a dead man and one who has been buried alive; now I have been buried alive, or very nearly so.”

	“And for what crime are you imprisoned in the Bastile.”

	“Do you wish me to speak the truth?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, then, I don’t know.”

	“Have you any suspicion of me, Rochefort?”

	“No! on the honor of a gentleman; but I cannot be imprisoned for the reason alleged; it is impossible.”

	“What reason?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“For stealing.”

	“For stealing! you, Rochefort! you are laughing at me.”

	“I understand. You mean that this demands explanation, do you not?”

	“I admit it.”

	“Well, this is what actually took place: One evening after an orgy in Reinard’s apartment at the Tuileries with the Duc d’Harcourt, Fontrailles, De Rieux and others, the Duc d’Harcourt proposed that we should go and pull cloaks on the Pont Neuf; that is, you know, a diversion which the Duc d’Orleans made quite the fashion.”

	“Were you crazy, Rochefort? at your age!”

	“No, I was drunk. And yet, since the amusement seemed to me rather tame, I proposed to Chevalier de Rieux that we should be spectators instead of actors, and, in order to see to advantage, that we should mount the bronze horse. No sooner said than done. Thanks to the spurs, which served as stirrups, in a moment we were perched upon the croupe; we were well placed and saw everything. Four or five cloaks had already been lifted, with a dexterity without parallel, and not one of the victims had dared to say a word, when some fool of a fellow, less patient than the others, took it into his head to cry out, ‘Guard!’ and drew upon us a patrol of archers. Duc d’Harcourt, Fontrailles, and the others escaped; De Rieux was inclined to do likewise, but I told him they wouldn’t look for us where we were. He wouldn’t listen, put his foot on the spur to get down, the spur broke, he fell with a broken leg, and, instead of keeping quiet, took to crying out like a gallows-bird. I then was ready to dismount, but it was too late; I descended into the arms of the archers. They conducted me to the Chatelet, where I slept soundly, being very sure that on the next day I should go forth free. The next day came and passed, the day after, a week; I then wrote to the cardinal. The same day they came for me and took me to the Bastile. That was five years ago. Do you believe it was because I committed the sacrilege of mounting en croupe behind Henry IV.?”

	“No; you are right, my dear Rochefort, it couldn’t be for that; but you will probably learn the reason soon.”

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

	“To the cardinal.”

	“What does he want with me?”

	“I do not know. I did not even know that you were the person I was sent to fetch.”

	“Impossible--you--a favorite of the minister!”

	“A favorite! no, indeed!” cried D’Artagnan. “Ah, my poor friend! I am just as poor a Gascon as when I saw you at Meung, twenty-two years ago, you know; alas!” and he concluded his speech with a deep sigh.

	“Nevertheless, you come as one in authority.”

	“Because I happened to be in the ante-chamber when the cardinal called me, by the merest chance. I am still a lieutenant in the musketeers and have been so these twenty years.”

	“Then no misfortune has happened to you?”

	“And what misfortune could happen to me? To quote some Latin verses I have forgotten, or rather, never knew well, ‘the thunderbolt never falls on the valleys,’ and I am a valley, dear Rochefort,--one of the lowliest of the low.”

	“Then Mazarin is still Mazarin?”

	“The same as ever, my friend; it is said that he is married to the queen.”

	“Married?”

	“If not her husband, he is unquestionably her lover.”

	“You surprise me. Rebuff Buckingham and consent to Mazarin!”

	“Just like the women,” replied D’Artagnan, coolly.

	“Like women, not like queens.”

	“Egad! queens are the weakest of their sex, when it comes to such things as these.”

	“And M. de Beaufort--is he still in prison?”

	“Yes. Why?”

	“Oh, nothing, but that he might get me out of this, if he were favorably inclined to me.”

	“You are probably nearer freedom than he is, so it will be your business to get him out.”

	“And,” said the prisoner, “what talk is there of war with Spain?”

	“With Spain, no,” answered D’Artagnan; “but Paris.”

	“What do you mean?” cried Rochefort.

	“Do you hear the guns, pray? The citizens are amusing themselves in the meantime.”

	“And you--do you really think that anything could be done with these bourgeois?”

	“Yes, they might do well if they had any leader to unite them in one body.”

	“How miserable not to be free!”

	“Don’t be downcast. Since Mazarin has sent for you, it is because he wants you. I congratulate you! Many a long year has passed since any one has wanted to employ me; so you see in what a situation I am.”

	“Make your complaints known; that’s my advice.”

	“Listen, Rochefort; let us make a compact. We are friends, are we not?”

	“Egad! I bear the traces of our friendship--three slits or slashes from your sword.”

	“Well, if you should be restored to favor, don’t forget me.”

	“On the honor of a Rochefort; but you must do the like for me.”

	“There’s my hand,--I promise.”

	“Therefore, whenever you find any opportunity of saying something in my behalf----”

	“I shall say it, and you?”

	“I shall do the same.”

	“Apropos, are we to speak of your friends also, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis? or have you forgotten them?”

	“Almost.”

	“What has become of them?”

	“I don’t know; we separated, as you know. They are alive, that’s all that I can say about them; from time to time I hear of them indirectly, but in what part of the world they are, devil take me if I know, No, on my honor, I have not a friend in the world but you, Rochefort.”

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

	“Planchet!”

	“The illustrious Planchet. What has become of him?”

	“I shouldn’t wonder if he were at the head of the mob at this very moment. He married a woman who keeps a confectioner’s shop in the Rue des Lombards, for he’s a lad who was always fond of sweetmeats; he’s now a citizen of Paris. You’ll see that that queer fellow will be a sheriff before I shall be a captain.”

	“Come, dear D’Artagnan, look up a little! Courage! It is when one is lowest on the wheel of fortune that the merry-go-round wheels and rewards us. This evening your destiny begins to change.”

	“Amen!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, stopping the carriage.

	“What are you doing?” asked Rochefort.

	“We are almost there and I want no one to see me getting out of your carriage; we are supposed not to know each other.”

	“You are right. Adieu.”

	“Au revoir. Remember your promise.”

	In five minutes the party entered the courtyard and D’Artagnan led the prisoner up the great staircase and across the corridor and ante-chamber.

	As they stopped at the door of the cardinal’s study, D’Artagnan was about to be announced when Rochefort slapped him on his shoulder.

	“D’Artagnan, let me confess to you what I’ve been thinking about during the whole of my drive, as I looked out upon the parties of citizens who perpetually crossed our path and looked at you and your four men with fiery eyes.”

	“Speak out,” answered D’Artagnan.

	“I had only to cry out ‘Help!’ for you and for your companions to be cut to pieces, and then I should have been free.”

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

	“Come, come!” cried Rochefort. “Did we not swear friendship? Ah! had any one but you been there, I don’t say----”

	D’Artagnan bowed. “Is it possible that Rochefort has become a better man than I am?” he said to himself. And he caused himself to be announced to the minister.

	“Let M. de Rochefort enter,” said Mazarin, eagerly, on hearing their names pronounced; “and beg M. d’Artagnan to wait; I shall have further need of him.”

	These words gave great joy to D’Artagnan. As he had said, it had been a long time since any one had needed him; and that demand for his services on the part of Mazarin seemed to him an auspicious sign.

	Rochefort, rendered suspicious and cautious by these words, entered the apartment, where he found Mazarin sitting at the table, dressed in his ordinary garb and as one of the prelates of the Church, his costume being similar to that of the abbes in that day, excepting that his scarf and stockings were violet.

	As the door was closed Rochefort cast a glance toward Mazarin, which was answered by one, equally furtive, from the minister.

	There was little change in the cardinal; still dressed with sedulous care, his hair well arranged and curled, his person perfumed, he looked, owing to his extreme taste in dress, only half his age. But Rochefort, who had passed five years in prison, had become old in the lapse of a few years; the dark locks of this estimable friend of the defunct Cardinal Richelieu were now white; the deep bronze of his complexion had been succeeded by a mortal pallor which betokened debility. As he gazed at him Mazarin shook his head slightly, as much as to say, “This is a man who does not appear to me fit for much.”

	After a pause, which appeared an age to Rochefort, Mazarin took from a bundle of papers a letter, and showing it to the count, he said:

	“I find here a letter in which you sue for liberty, Monsieur de Rochefort. You are in prison, then?”

	Rochefort trembled in every limb at this question. “But I thought,” he said, “that your eminence knew that circumstance better than any one----”

	“I? Oh no! There is a congestion of prisoners in the Bastile, who were cooped up in the time of Monsieur de Richelieu; I don’t even know their names.”

	“Yes, but in regard to myself, my lord, it cannot be so, for I was removed from the Chatelet to the Bastile owing to an order from your eminence.”

	“You think you were.”

	“I am certain of it.”

	“Ah, stay! I fancy I remember it. Did you not once refuse to undertake a journey to Brussels for the queen?”

	“Ah! ah!” exclaimed Rochefort. “There is the true reason! Idiot that I am, though I have been trying to find it out for five years, I never found it out.”

	“But I do not say it was the cause of your imprisonment. I merely ask you, did you not refuse to go to Brussels for the queen, whilst you had consented to go there to do some service for the late cardinal?”

	“That is the very reason I refused to go back to Brussels. I was there at a fearful moment. I was sent there to intercept a correspondence between Chalais and the archduke, and even then, when I was discovered I was nearly torn to pieces. How could I, then, return to Brussels? I should injure the queen instead of serving her.”

	“Well, since the best motives are liable to misconstruction, the queen saw in your refusal nothing but a refusal--a distinct refusal she had also much to complain of you during the lifetime of the late cardinal; yes, her majesty the queen----”

	Rochefort smiled contemptuously.

	“Since I was a faithful servant, my lord, to Cardinal Richelieu during his life, it stands to reason that now, after his death, I should serve you well, in defiance of the whole world.”

	“With regard to myself, Monsieur de Rochefort,” replied Mazarin, “I am not, like Monsieur de Richelieu, all-powerful. I am but a minister, who wants no servants, being myself nothing but a servant of the queen’s. Now, the queen is of a sensitive nature. Hearing of your refusal to obey her she looked upon it as a declaration of war, and as she considers you a man of superior talent, and consequently dangerous, she desired me to make sure of you; that is the reason of your being shut up in the Bastile. But your release can be managed. You are one of those men who can comprehend certain matters and having understood them, can act with energy----”

	“Such was Cardinal Richelieu’s opinion, my lord.”

	“The cardinal,” interrupted Mazarin, “was a great politician and therein shone his vast superiority over me. I am a straightforward, simple man; that’s my great disadvantage. I am of a frankness of character quite French.”

	Rochefort bit his lips in order to prevent a smile.

	“Now to the point. I want friends; I want faithful servants. When I say I want, I mean the queen wants them. I do nothing without her commands--pray understand that; not like Monsieur de Richelieu, who went on just as he pleased. So I shall never be a great man, as he was, but to compensate for that, I shall be a good man, Monsieur de Rochefort, and I hope to prove it to you.”

	Rochefort knew well the tones of that soft voice, in which sounded sometimes a sort of gentle lisp, like the hissing of young vipers.

	“I am disposed to believe your eminence,” he replied; “though I have had but little evidence of that good-nature of which your eminence speaks. Do not forget that I have been five years in the Bastile and that no medium of viewing things is so deceptive as the grating of a prison.”

	“Ah, Monsieur de Rochefort! have I not told you already that I had nothing to do with that? The queen--cannot you make allowances for the pettishness of a queen and a princess? But that has passed away as suddenly as it came, and is forgotten.”

	“I can easily suppose, sir, that her majesty has forgotten it amid the fetes and the courtiers of the Palais Royal, but I who have passed those years in the Bastile----”

	“Ah! mon Dieu! my dear Monsieur de Rochefort! do you absolutely think that the Palais Royal is the abode of gayety? No. We have had great annoyances there. As for me, I play my game squarely, fairly, and above board, as I always do. Let us come to some conclusion. Are you one of us, Monsieur de Rochefort?”

	“I am very desirous of being so, my lord, but I am totally in the dark about everything. In the Bastile one talks politics only with soldiers and jailers, and you have not an idea, my lord, how little is known of what is going on by people of that sort; I am of Monsieur de Bassompierre’s party. Is he still one of the seventeen peers of France?”

	“He is dead, sir; a great loss. His devotion to the queen was boundless; men of loyalty are scarce.”

	“I think so, forsooth,” said Rochefort, “and when you find any of them, you march them off to the Bastile. However, there are plenty in the world, but you don’t look in the right direction for them, my lord.”

	“Indeed! explain to me. Ah! my dear Monsieur de Rochefort, how much you must have learned during your intimacy with the late cardinal! Ah! he was a great man.”

	“Will your eminence be angry if I read you a lesson?”

	“I! never! you know you may say anything to me. I try to be beloved, not feared.”

	“Well, there is on the wall of my cell, scratched with a nail, a proverb, which says, ‘Like master, like servant.’”

	“Pray, what does that mean?”

	“It means that Monsieur de Richelieu was able to find trusty servants, dozens and dozens of them.”

	“He! the point aimed at by every poniard! Richelieu, who passed his life in warding off blows which were forever aimed at him!”

	“But he did ward them off,” said De Rochefort, “and the reason was, that though he had bitter enemies he possessed also true friends. I have known persons,” he continued--for he thought he might avail himself of the opportunity of speaking of D’Artagnan--“who by their sagacity and address have deceived the penetration of Cardinal Richelieu; who by their valor have got the better of his guards and spies; persons without money, without support, without credit, yet who have preserved to the crowned head its crown and made the cardinal crave pardon.”

	“But those men you speak of,” said Mazarin, smiling inwardly on seeing Rochefort approach the point to which he was leading him, “those men were not devoted to the cardinal, for they contended against him.”

	“No; in that case they would have met with more fitting reward. They had the misfortune to be devoted to that very queen for whom just now you were seeking servants.”

	“But how is it that you know so much of these matters?”

	“I know them because the men of whom I speak were at that time my enemies; because they fought against me; because I did them all the harm I could and they returned it to the best of their ability; because one of them, with whom I had most to do, gave me a pretty sword-thrust, now about seven years ago, the third that I received from the same hand; it closed an old account.”

	“Ah!” said Mazarin, with admirable suavity, “could I but find such men!”

	“My lord, there has stood for six years at your very door a man such as I describe, and during those six years he has been unappreciated and unemployed by you.”

	“Who is it?”

	“It is Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“That Gascon!” cried Mazarin, with well acted surprise.

	“‘That Gascon’ has saved a queen and made Monsieur de Richelieu confess that in point of talent, address and political skill, to him he was only a tyro.”

	“Really?”

	“It is as I have the honor of telling it to your excellency.”

	“Tell me a little about it, my dear Monsieur de Rochefort.”

	“That is somewhat difficult, my lord,” said Rochefort, with a smile.

	“Then he will tell it me himself.”

	“I doubt it, my lord.”

	“Why do you doubt it?”

	“Because the secret does not belong to him; because, as I have told you, it has to do with a great queen.”

	“And he was alone in achieving an enterprise like that?”

	“No, my lord, he had three colleagues, three brave men, men such as you were wishing for just now.”

	“And were these four men attached to each other, true in heart, really united?”

	“As if they had been one man--as if their four hearts had pulsated in one breast.”

	“You pique my curiosity, dear Rochefort; pray tell me the whole story.”

	“That is impossible; but I will tell you a true story, my lord.”

	“Pray do so, I delight in stories,” cried the cardinal.

	“Listen, then,” returned Rochefort, as he spoke endeavoring to read in that subtle countenance the cardinal’s motive. “Once upon a time there lived a queen--a powerful monarch--who reigned over one of the greatest kingdoms of the universe; and a minister; and this minister wished much to injure the queen, whom once he had loved too well. (Do not try, my lord, you cannot guess who it is; all this happened long before you came into the country where this queen reigned.) There came to the court an ambassador so brave, so magnificent, so elegant, that every woman lost her heart to him; and the queen had even the indiscretion to give him certain ornaments so rare that they could never be replaced by any like them.

	“As these ornaments were given by the king the minister persuaded his majesty to insist upon the queen’s appearing in them as part of her jewels at a ball which was soon to take place. There is no occasion to tell you, my lord, that the minister knew for a fact that these ornaments had sailed away with the ambassador, who was far away, beyond seas. This illustrious queen had fallen low as the least of her subjects--fallen from her high estate.”

	“Indeed!”

	“Well, my lord, four men resolved to save her. These four men were not princes, neither were they dukes, neither were they men in power; they were not even rich. They were four honest soldiers, each with a good heart, a good arm and a sword at the service of those who wanted it. They set out. The minister knew of their departure and had planted people on the road to prevent them ever reaching their destination. Three of them were overwhelmed and disabled by numerous assailants; one of them alone arrived at the port, having either killed or wounded those who wished to stop him. He crossed the sea and brought back the set of ornaments to the great queen, who was able to wear them on her shoulder on the appointed day; and this very nearly ruined the minister. What do you think of that exploit, my lord?”

	“It is magnificent!” said Mazarin, thoughtfully.

	“Well, I know of ten such men.”

	Mazarin made no reply; he reflected.

	Five or six minutes elapsed.

	“You have nothing more to ask of me, my lord?” said Rochefort.

	“Yes. And you say that Monsieur d’Artagnan was one of those four men?”

	“He led the enterprise.”

	“And who were the others?”

	“I leave it to Monsieur d’Artagnan to name them, my lord. They were his friends and not mine. He alone would have any influence with them; I do not even know them under their true names.”

	“You suspect me, Monsieur de Rochefort; I want him and you and all to aid me.”

	“Begin with me, my lord; for after five or six years of imprisonment it is natural to feel some curiosity as to one’s destination.”

	“You, my dear Monsieur de Rochefort, shall have the post of confidence; you shall go to Vincennes, where Monsieur de Beaufort is confined; you will guard him well for me. Well, what is the matter?”

	“The matter is that you have proposed to me what is impossible,” said Rochefort, shaking his head with an air of disappointment.

	“What! impossible? And why is it impossible?”

	“Because Monsieur de Beaufort is one of my friends, or rather, I am one of his. Have you forgotten, my lord, that it is he who answered for me to the queen?”

	“Since then Monsieur de Beaufort has become an enemy of the State.”

	“That may be, my lord; but since I am neither king nor queen nor minister, he is not my enemy and I cannot accept your offer.”

	“This, then, is what you call devotion! I congratulate you. Your devotion does not commit you too far, Monsieur de Rochefort.”

	“And then, my lord,” continued Rochefort, “you understand that to emerge from the Bastile in order to enter Vincennes is only to change one’s prison.”

	“Say at once that you are on the side of Monsieur de Beaufort; that will be the most sincere line of conduct,” said Mazarin.

	“My lord, I have been so long shut up, that I am only of one party--I am for fresh air. Employ me in any other way; employ me even actively, but let it be on the high roads.”

	“My dear Monsieur de Rochefort,” Mazarin replied in a tone of raillery, “you think yourself still a young man; your spirit is that of the phoenix, but your strength fails you. Believe me, you ought now to take a rest. Here!”

	“You decide, then, nothing about me, my lord?”

	“On the contrary, I have come to a decision.”

	Bernouin came into the room.

	“Call an officer of justice,” he said; “and stay close to me,” he added, in a low tone.

	The officer entered. Mazarin wrote a few words, which he gave to this man; then he bowed.

	“Adieu, Monsieur de Rochefort,” he said.

	Rochefort bent low.

	“I see, my lord, I am to be taken back to the Bastile.”

	“You are sagacious.”

	“I shall return thither, my lord, but it is a mistake on your part not to employ me.”

	“You? the friend of my greatest foes? Don’t suppose that you are the only person who can serve me, Monsieur de Rochefort. I shall find many men as able as you are.”

	“I wish you may, my lord,” replied De Rochefort.

	He was then reconducted by the little staircase, instead of passing through the ante-chamber where D’Artagnan was waiting. In the courtyard the carriage and the four musketeers were ready, but he looked around in vain for his friend.

	“Ah!” he muttered to himself, “this changes the situation, and if there is still a crowd of people in the streets we will try to show Mazarin that we are still, thank God, good for something else than keeping guard over a prisoner;” and he jumped into the carriage with the alacrity of a man of five-and-twenty.

	4. Anne of Austria at the Age of Forty-six.

	When left alone with Bernouin, Mazarin was for some minutes lost in thought. He had gained much information, but not enough. Mazarin was a cheat at the card-table. This is a detail preserved to us by Brienne. He called it using his advantages. He now determined not to begin the game with D’Artagnan till he knew completely all his adversary’s cards.

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

	“Yes, yes,” replied Mazarin. “Light me; I am going to the queen.”

	Bernouin took up a candlestick and led the way.

	There was a secret communication between the cardinal’s apartments and those of the queen; and through this corridor* Mazarin passed whenever he wished to visit Anne of Austria.

	*This secret passage is still to be seen in the Palais Royal.

	In the bedroom in which this passage ended, Bernouin encountered Madame de Beauvais, like himself intrusted with the secret of these subterranean love affairs; and Madame de Beauvais undertook to prepare Anne of Austria, who was in her oratory with the young king, Louis XIV., to receive the cardinal.

	Anne, reclining in a large easy-chair, her head supported by her hand, her elbow resting on a table, was looking at her son, who was turning over the leaves of a large book filled with pictures. This celebrated woman fully understood the art of being dull with dignity. It was her practice to pass hours either in her oratory or in her room, without either reading or praying.

	When Madame de Beauvais appeared at the door and announced the cardinal, the child, who had been absorbed in the pages of Quintus Curtius, enlivened as they were by engravings of Alexander’s feats of arms, frowned and looked at his mother.

	“Why,” he said, “does he enter without first asking for an audience?”

	Anne colored slightly.

	“The prime minister,” she said, “is obliged in these unsettled days to inform the queen of all that is happening from time to time, without exciting the curiosity or remarks of the court.”

	“But Richelieu never came in this manner,” said the pertinacious boy.

	“How can you remember what Monsieur de Richelieu did? You were too young to know about such things.”

	“I do not remember what he did, but I have inquired and I have been told all about it.”

	“And who told you about it?” asked Anne of Austria, with a movement of impatience.

	“I know that I ought never to name the persons who answer my questions,” answered the child, “for if I do I shall learn nothing further.”

	At this very moment Mazarin entered. The king rose immediately, took his book, closed it and went to lay it down on the table, near which he continued standing, in order that Mazarin might be obliged to stand also.

	Mazarin contemplated these proceedings with a thoughtful glance. They explained what had occurred that evening.

	He bowed respectfully to the king, who gave him a somewhat cavalier reception, but a look from his mother reproved him for the hatred which, from his infancy, Louis XIV. had entertained toward Mazarin, and he endeavored to receive the minister’s homage with civility.

	Anne of Austria sought to read in Mazarin’s face the occasion of this unexpected visit, since the cardinal usually came to her apartment only after every one had retired.

	The minister made a slight sign with his head, whereupon the queen said to Madame Beauvais:

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

	The queen had several times already told her son that he ought to go to bed, and several times Louis had coaxingly insisted on staying where he was; but now he made no reply, but turned pale and bit his lips with anger.

	In a few minutes Laporte came into the room. The child went directly to him without kissing his mother.

	“Well, Louis,” said Anne, “why do you not kiss me?”

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

	“I do not send you away, but you have had the small-pox and I am afraid that sitting up late may tire you.”

	“You had no fears of my being tired when you ordered me to go to the palace to-day to pass the odious decrees which have raised the people to rebellion.”

	“Sire!” interposed Laporte, in order to turn the subject, “to whom does your majesty wish me to give the candle?”

	“To any one, Laporte,” the child said; and then added in a loud voice, “to any one except Mancini.”

	Now Mancini was a nephew of Mazarin’s and was as much hated by Louis as the cardinal himself, although placed near his person by the minister.

	And the king went out of the room without either embracing his mother or even bowing to the cardinal.

	“Good,” said Mazarin, “I am glad to see that his majesty has been brought up with a hatred of dissimulation.”

	“Why do you say that?” asked the queen, almost timidly.

	“Why, it seems to me that the way in which he left us needs no explanation. Besides, his majesty takes no pains to conceal how little affection he has for me. That, however, does not hinder me from being entirely devoted to his service, as I am to that of your majesty.”

	“I ask your pardon for him, cardinal,” said the queen; “he is a child, not yet able to understand his obligations to you.”

	The cardinal smiled.

	“But,” continued the queen, “you have doubtless come for some important purpose. What is it, then?”

	Mazarin sank into a chair with the deepest melancholy painted on his countenance.

	“It is likely,” he replied, “that we shall soon be obliged to separate, unless you love me well enough to follow me to Italy.”

	“Why,” cried the queen; “how is that?”

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

	“You jest, sir!” answered the queen, endeavoring to assume something of her former dignity.

	“Alas! I do not, madame,” rejoined Mazarin. “Mark well what I say. The whole world conspires to break our bonds. Now as you are one of the whole world, I mean to say that you also are deserting me.”

	“Cardinal!”

	“Heavens! did I not see you the other day smile on the Duke of Orleans? or rather at what he said?”

	“And what was he saying?”

	“He said this, madame: ‘Mazarin is a stumbling-block. Send him away and all will then be well.’”

	“What do you wish me to do?”

	“Oh, madame! you are the queen!”

	“Queen, forsooth! when I am at the mercy of every scribbler in the Palais Royal who covers waste paper with nonsense, or of every country squire in the kingdom.”

	“Nevertheless, you have still the power of banishing from your presence those whom you do not like!”

	“That is to say, whom you do not like,” returned the queen.

	“I! persons whom I do not like!”

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

	“A woman of intrigue, who wanted to keep up against me the spirit of cabal she had raised against M. de Richelieu.”

	“Who dismissed Madame de Hautefort, that friend so loyal that she refused the favor of the king that she might remain in mine?”

	“A prude, who told you every night, as she undressed you, that it was a sin to love a priest, just as if one were a priest because one happens to be a cardinal.”

	“Who ordered Monsieur de Beaufort to be arrested?”

	“An incendiary the burden of whose song was his intention to assassinate me.”

	“You see, cardinal,” replied the queen, “that your enemies are mine.”

	“That is not enough madame, it is necessary that your friends should be also mine.”

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

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

	“It is because in my prosperity I forgot those old friends, monsieur; because I have acted like Queen Marie de Medicis, who, returning from her first exile, treated with contempt all those who had suffered for her and, being proscribed a second time, died at Cologne abandoned by every one, even by her own son.”

	“Well, let us see,” said Mazarin; “isn’t there still time to repair the evil? Search among your friends, your oldest friends.”

	“What do you mean, monsieur?”

	“Nothing else than I say--search.”

	“Alas, I look around me in vain! I have no influence with any one. Monsieur is, as usual, led by his favorite; yesterday it was Choisy, to-day it is La Riviere, to-morrow it will be some one else. Monsieur le Prince is led by the coadjutor, who is led by Madame de Guemenee.”

	“Therefore, madame, I ask you to look, not among your friends of to-day, but among those of other times.”

	“Among my friends of other times?” said the queen.

	“Yes, among your friends of other times; among those who aided you to contend against the Duc de Richelieu and even to conquer him.”

	“What is he aiming at?” murmured the queen, looking uneasily at the cardinal.

	“Yes,” continued his eminence; “under certain circumstances, with that strong and shrewd mind your majesty possesses, aided by your friends, you were able to repel the attacks of that adversary.”

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

	“Yes,” said Mazarin, “as women suffer in avenging themselves. Come, let us come to the point. Do you know Monsieur de Rochefort?”

	“One of my bitterest enemies--the faithful friend of Cardinal Richelieu.”

	“I know that, and we sent him to the Bastile,” said Mazarin.

	“Is he at liberty?” asked the queen.

	“No; still there, but I only speak of him in order that I may introduce the name of another man. Do you know Monsieur d’Artagnan?” he added, looking steadfastly at the queen.

	Anne of Austria received the blow with a beating heart.

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

	“D’Artagnan! stop an instant, the name seems certainly familiar. D’Artagnan! there was a musketeer who was in love with one of my women. Poor young creature! she was poisoned on my account.”

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

	The queen looked at him, surprised.

	“You seem, sir,” she remarked, “to be making me undergo a course of cross-examination.”

	“Which you answer according to your fancy,” replied Mazarin.

	“Tell me your wishes and I will comply with them.”

	The queen spoke with some impatience.

	“Well, madame,” said Mazarin, bowing, “I desire that you give me a share in your friends, as I have shared with you the little industry and talent that Heaven has given me. The circumstances are grave and it will be necessary to act promptly.”

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

	“Yes, you saw only the torrent that threatened to overturn everything and you gave no attention to the still water. There is, however, a proverb current in France relating to water which is quiet.”

	“Continue,” said the queen.

	“Well, then, madame, not a day passes in which I do not suffer affronts from your princes and your lordly servants, all of them automata who do not perceive that I wind up the spring that makes them move, nor do they see that beneath my quiet demeanor lies the still scorn of an injured, irritated man, who has sworn to himself to master them one of these days. We have arrested Monsieur de Beaufort, but he is the least dangerous among them. There is the Prince de Conde----”

	“The hero of Rocroy. Do you think of him?”

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

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

	“No! not the first prince of the blood, not the king’s uncle, but the base conspirator, the soul of every cabal, who pretends to lead the brave people who are weak enough to believe in the honor of a prince of the blood--not the prince nearest to the throne, not the king’s uncle, I repeat, but the murderer of Chalais, of Montmorency and of Cinq-Mars, who is playing now the same game he played long ago and who thinks that he will win the game because he has a new adversary--instead of a man who threatened, a man who smiles. But he is mistaken; I shall not leave so near the queen that source of discord with which the deceased cardinal so often caused the anger of the king to rage above the boiling point.”

	Anne blushed and buried her face in her hands.

	“What am I to do?” she said, bowed down beneath the voice of her tyrant.

	“Endeavor to remember the names of those faithful servants who crossed the Channel, in spite of Monsieur de Richelieu, tracking the roads along which they passed by their blood, to bring back to your majesty certain jewels given by you to Buckingham.”

	Anne arose, full of majesty, and as if touched by a spring, and looking at the cardinal with the haughty dignity which in the days of her youth had made her so powerful: “You are insulting me!” she said.

	“I wish,” continued Mazarin, finishing, as it were, the speech this sudden movement of the queen had cut; “I wish, in fact, that you should now do for your husband what you formerly did for your lover.”

	“Again that accusation!” cried the queen. “I thought that calumny was stifled or extinct; you have spared me till now, but since you speak of it, once for all, I tell you----”

	“Madame, I do not ask you to tell me,” said Mazarin, astounded by this returning courage.

	“I will tell you all,” replied Anne. “Listen: there were in truth, at that epoch, four devoted hearts, four loyal spirits, four faithful swords, who saved more than my life--my honor----”

	“Ah! you confess it!” exclaimed Mazarin.

	“Is it only the guilty whose honor is at the sport of others, sir? and cannot women be dishonored by appearances? Yes, appearances were against me and I was about to suffer dishonor. However, I swear I was not guilty, I swear it by----”

	The queen looked around her for some sacred object by which she could swear, and taking out of a cupboard hidden in the tapestry, a small coffer of rosewood set in silver, and laying it on the altar:

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

	“What relics are those by which you swear?” asked Mazarin, smiling. “I am incredulous.”

	The queen untied from around her throat a small golden key which hung there, and presented it to the cardinal.

	“Open, sir,” she said, “and look for yourself.”

	Mazarin opened the coffer; a knife, covered with rust, and two letters, one of which was stained with blood, alone met his gaze.

	“What are these things?” he asked.

	“What are these things?” replied Anne, with queen-like dignity, extending toward the open coffer an arm, despite the lapse of years, still beautiful. “These two letters are the only ones I ever wrote to him. This knife is the knife with which Felton stabbed him. Read the letters and see if I have lied or spoken the truth.”

	But Mazarin, notwithstanding this permission, instead of reading the letters, took the knife which the dying Buckingham had snatched out of the wound and sent by Laporte to the queen. The blade was red, for the blood had become rust; after a momentary examination during which the queen became as white as the cloth which covered the altar on which she was leaning, he put it back into the coffer with an involuntary shudder.

	“It is well, madame, I believe your oath.”

	“No, no, read,” exclaimed the queen, indignantly; “read, I command you, for I am resolved that everything shall be finished to-night and never will I recur to this subject again. Do you think,” she said, with a ghastly smile, “that I shall be inclined to reopen this coffer to answer any future accusations?”

	Mazarin, overcome by this determination, read the two letters. In one the queen asked for the ornaments back again. This letter had been conveyed by D’Artagnan and had arrived in time. The other was that which Laporte had placed in the hands of the Duke of Buckingham, warning him that he was about to be assassinated; that communication had arrived too late.

	“It is well, madame,” said Mazarin; “nothing can gainsay such testimony.”

	“Sir,” replied the queen, closing the coffer and leaning her hand upon it, “if there is anything to be said, it is that I have always been ungrateful to the brave men who saved me--that I have given nothing to that gallant officer, D’Artagnan, you were speaking of just now, but my hand to kiss and this diamond.”

	As she spoke she extended her beautiful hand to the cardinal and showed him a superb diamond which sparkled on her finger.

	“It appears,” she resumed, “that he sold it---he sold it in order to save me another time--to be able to send a messenger to the duke to warn him of his danger--he sold it to Monsieur des Essarts, on whose finger I remarked it. I bought it from him, but it belongs to D’Artagnan. Give it back to him, sir, and since you have such a man in your service, make him useful.”

	“Thank you, madame,” said Mazarin. “I will profit by the advice.”

	“And now,” added the queen, her voice broken by her emotion, “have you any other question to ask me?”

	“Nothing,”--the cardinal spoke in his most conciliatory manner--“except to beg of you to forgive my unworthy suspicions. I love you so tenderly that I cannot help being jealous, even of the past.”

	A smile, which was indefinable, passed over the lips of the queen.

	“Since you have no further interrogations to make, leave me, I beseech you,” she said. “I wish, after such a scene, to be alone.”

	Mazarin bent low before her.

	“I will retire, madame. Do you permit me to return?”

	“Yes, to-morrow.”

	The cardinal took the queen’s hand and pressed it with an air of gallantry to his lips.

	Scarcely had he left her when the queen went into her son’s room, and inquired from Laporte if the king was in bed. Laporte pointed to the child, who was asleep.

	Anne ascended the steps side of the bed and softly kissed the placid forehead of her son; then she retired as silently as she had come, merely saying to Laporte:

	“Try, my dear Laporte, to make the king more courteous to Monsieur le Cardinal, to whom both he and I are under such important obligations.”

	5. The Gascon and the Italian.

	Meanwhile the cardinal returned to his own room; and after asking Bernouin, who stood at the door, whether anything had occurred during his absence, and being answered in the negative, he desired that he might be left alone.

	When he was alone he opened the door of the corridor and then that of the ante-chamber. There D’Artagnan was asleep upon a bench.

	The cardinal went up to him and touched his shoulder. D’Artagnan started, awakened himself, and as he awoke, stood up exactly like a soldier under arms.

	“Here I am,” said he. “Who calls me?”

	“I,” said Mazarin, with his most smiling expression.

	“I ask pardon of your eminence,” said D’Artagnan, “but I was so fatigued----”

	“Don’t ask my pardon, monsieur,” said Mazarin, “for you fatigued yourself in my service.”

	D’Artagnan admired Mazarin’s gracious manner. “Ah,” said he, between his teeth, “is there truth in the proverb that fortune comes while one sleeps?”

	“Follow me, monsieur,” said Mazarin.

	“Come, come,” murmured D’Artagnan, “Rochefort has kept his promise, but where in the devil is he?” And he searched the cabinet even to the smallest recesses, but there was no sign of Rochefort.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal, sitting down on a fauteuil, “you have always seemed to me to be a brave and honorable man.”

	“Possibly,” thought D’Artagnan, “but he has taken a long time to let me know his thoughts;” nevertheless, he bowed to the very ground in gratitude for Mazarin’s compliment.

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

	There was a sudden gleam of joy in the officer’s eyes, which vanished immediately, for he knew nothing of Mazarin’s purpose.

	“Order, my lord,” he said; “I am ready to obey your eminence.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” continued the cardinal, “you performed sundry superb exploits in the last reign.”

	“Your eminence is too good to remember such trifles in my favor. It is true I fought with tolerable success.”

	“I don’t speak of your warlike exploits, monsieur,” said Mazarin; “although they gained you much reputation, they were surpassed by others.”

	D’Artagnan pretended astonishment.

	“Well, you do not reply?” resumed Mazarin.

	“I am waiting, my lord, till you tell me of what exploits you speak.”

	“I speak of the adventure--Eh, you know well what I mean.”

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

	“You are discreet--so much the better. I speak of that adventure in behalf of the queen, of the ornaments, of the journey you made with three of your friends.”

	“Aha!” thought the Gascon; “is this a snare or not? Let me be on my guard.”

	And he assumed a look of stupidity which Mendori or Bellerose, two of the first actors of the day, might have envied.

	“Bravo!” cried Mazarin; “they told me that you were the man I wanted. Come, let us see what you will do for me.”

	“Everything that your eminence may please to command me,” was the reply.

	“You will do for me what you have done for the queen?”

	“Certainly,” D’Artagnan said to himself, “he wishes to make me speak out. He’s not more cunning than De Richelieu was! Devil take him!” Then he said aloud:

	“The queen, my lord? I don’t comprehend.”

	“You don’t comprehend that I want you and your three friends to be of use to me?”

	“Which of my friends, my lord?”

	“Your three friends--the friends of former days.”

	“Of former days, my lord! In former days I had not only three friends, I had thirty; at two-and-twenty one calls every man one’s friend.”

	“Well, sir,” returned Mazarin, “prudence is a fine thing, but to-day you might regret having been too prudent.”

	“My lord, Pythagoras made his disciples keep silence for five years that they might learn to hold their tongues.”

	“But you have been silent for twenty years, sir. Speak, now the queen herself releases you from your promise.”

	“The queen!” said D’Artagnan, with an astonishment which this time was not pretended.

	“Yes, the queen! And as a proof of what I say she commanded me to show you this diamond, which she thinks you know.”

	And so saying, Mazarin extended his hand to the officer, who sighed as he recognized the ring so gracefully given to him by the queen on the night of the ball at the Hotel de Ville and which she had repurchased from Monsieur des Essarts.

	“‘Tis true. I remember well that diamond, which belonged to the queen.”

	“You see, then, that I speak to you in the queen’s name. Answer me without acting as if you were on the stage; your interests are concerned in your so doing.”

	“Faith, my lord, it is very necessary for me to make my fortune, your eminence has so long forgotten me.”

	“We need only a week to amend all that. Come, you are accounted for, you are here, but where are your friends?”

	“I do not know, my lord. We have parted company this long time; all three have left the service.”

	“Where can you find them, then?”

	“Wherever they are, that’s my business.”

	“Well, now, what are your conditions, if I employ you?”

	“Money, my lord, as much money as what you wish me to undertake will require. I remember too well how sometimes we were stopped for want of money, and but for that diamond, which I was obliged to sell, we should have remained on the road.”

	“The devil he does! Money! and a large sum!” said Mazarin. “Pray, are you aware that the king has no money in his treasury?”

	“Do then as I did, my lord. Sell the crown diamonds. Trust me, don’t let us try to do things cheaply. Great undertakings come poorly off with paltry means.”

	“Well,” returned Mazarin, “we will satisfy you.”

	“Richelieu,” thought D’Artagnan, “would have given me five hundred pistoles in advance.”

	“You will then be at my service?” asked Mazarin.

	“Yes, if my friends agree.”

	“But if they refuse can I count on you?”

	“I have never accomplished anything alone,” said D’Artagnan, shaking his head.

	“Go, then, and find them.”

	“What shall I say to them by way of inducement to serve your eminence?”

	“You know them better than I. Adapt your promises to their respective characters.”

	“What shall I promise?”

	“That if they serve me as well as they served the queen my gratitude shall be magnificent.”

	“But what are we to do?”

	“Make your mind easy; when the time for action comes you shall be put in full possession of what I require from you; wait till that time arrives and find out your friends.”

	“My lord, perhaps they are not in Paris. It is even probable that I shall have to make a journey. I am only a lieutenant of musketeers, very poor, and journeys cost money.

	“My intention,” said Mazarin, “is not that you go with a great following; my plans require secrecy, and would be jeopardized by a too extravagant equipment.”

	“Still, my lord, I can’t travel on my pay, for it is now three months behind; and I can’t travel on my savings, for in my twenty-two years of service I have accumulated nothing but debts.”

	Mazarin remained some moments in deep thought, as if he were fighting with himself; then, going to a large cupboard closed with a triple lock, he took from it a bag of silver, and weighing it twice in his hands before he gave it to D’Artagnan:

	“Take this,” he said with a sigh, “‘tis merely for your journey.”

	“If these are Spanish doubloons, or even gold crowns,” thought D’Artagnan, “we shall yet be able to do business together.” He saluted the cardinal and plunged the bag into the depths of an immense pocket.

	“Well, then, all is settled; you are to set off,” said the cardinal.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Apropos, what are the names of your friends?”

	“The Count de la Fere, formerly styled Athos; Monsieur du Vallon, whom we used to call Porthos; the Chevalier d’Herblay, now the Abbe d’Herblay, whom we styled Aramis----”

	The cardinal smiled.

	“Younger sons,” he said, “who enlisted in the musketeers under feigned names in order not to lower their family names. Long swords but light purses. Was that it?”

	“If, God willing, these swords should be devoted to the service of your eminence,” said D’Artagnan, “I shall venture to express a wish, which is, that in its turn the purse of your eminence may become light and theirs heavy--for with these three men your eminence may rouse all Europe if you like.”

	“These Gascons,” said the cardinal, laughing, “almost beat the Italians in effrontery.”

	“At all events,” answered D’Artagnan, with a smile almost as crafty as the cardinal’s, “they beat them when they draw their swords.”

	He then withdrew, and as he passed into the courtyard he stopped near a lamp and dived eagerly into the bag of money.

	“Crown pieces only--silver pieces! I suspected it. Ah! Mazarin! Mazarin! thou hast no confidence in me! so much the worse for thee, for harm may come of it!”

	Meanwhile the cardinal was rubbing his hands in great satisfaction.

	“A hundred pistoles! a hundred pistoles! for a hundred pistoles I have discovered a secret for which Richelieu would have paid twenty thousand crowns; without reckoning the value of that diamond”--he cast a complacent look at the ring, which he had kept, instead of restoring to D’Artagnan--“which is worth, at least, ten thousand francs.”

	He returned to his room, and after depositing the ring in a casket filled with brilliants of every sort, for the cardinal was a connoisseur in precious stones, he called to Bernouin to undress him, regardless of the noises of gun-fire that, though it was now near midnight, continued to resound through Paris.

	In the meantime D’Artagnan took his way toward the Rue Tiquetonne, where he lived at the Hotel de la Chevrette.

	We will explain in a few words how D’Artagnan had been led to choose that place of residence.

	6. D’Artagnan in his Fortieth Year.

	Years have elapsed, many events have happened, alas! since, in our romance of “The Three Musketeers,” we took leave of D’Artagnan at No. 12 Rue des Fossoyeurs. D’Artagnan had not failed in his career, but circumstances had been adverse to him. So long as he was surrounded by his friends he retained his youth and the poetry of his character. He was one of those fine, ingenuous natures which assimilate themselves easily to the dispositions of others. Athos imparted to him his greatness of soul, Porthos his enthusiasm, Aramis his elegance. Had D’Artagnan continued his intimacy with these three men he would have become a superior character. Athos was the first to leave him, in order that he might retire to a little property he had inherited near Blois; Porthos, the second, to marry an attorney’s wife; and lastly, Aramis, the third, to take orders and become an abbe. From that day D’Artagnan felt lonely and powerless, without courage to pursue a career in which he could only distinguish himself on condition that each of his three companions should endow him with one of the gifts each had received from Heaven.

	Notwithstanding his commission in the musketeers, D’Artagnan felt completely solitary. For a time the delightful remembrance of Madame Bonancieux left on his character a certain poetic tinge, perishable indeed; for like all other recollections in this world, these impressions were, by degrees, effaced. A garrison life is fatal even to the most aristocratic organization; and imperceptibly, D’Artagnan, always in the camp, always on horseback, always in garrison, became (I know not how in the present age one would express it) a typical trooper. His early refinement of character was not only not lost, it grew even greater than ever; but it was now applied to the little, instead of to the great things of life--to the martial condition of the soldier--comprised under the head of a good lodging, a rich table, a congenial hostess. These important advantages D’Artagnan found to his own taste in the Rue Tiquetonne at the sign of the Roe.

	From the time D’Artagnan took quarters in that hotel, the mistress of the house, a pretty and fresh looking Flemish woman, twenty-five or twenty-six years old, had been singularly interested in him; and after certain love passages, much obstructed by an inconvenient husband to whom a dozen times D’Artagnan had made a pretence of passing a sword through his body, that husband had disappeared one fine morning, after furtively selling certain choice lots of wine, carrying away with him money and jewels. He was thought to be dead; his wife, especially, who cherished the pleasing idea that she was a widow, stoutly maintained that death had taken him. Therefore, after the connection had continued three years, carefully fostered by D’Artagnan, who found his bed and his mistress more agreeable every year, each doing credit to the other, the mistress conceived the extraordinary desire of becoming a wife and proposed to D’Artagnan that he should marry her.

	“Ah, fie!” D’Artagnan replied. “Bigamy, my dear! Come now, you don’t really wish it?”

	“But he is dead; I am sure of it.”

	“He was a very contrary fellow and might come back on purpose to have us hanged.”

	“All right; if he comes back you will kill him, you are so skillful and so brave.”

	“Peste! my darling! another way of getting hanged.”

	“So you refuse my request?”

	“To be sure I do--furiously!”

	The pretty landlady was desolate. She would have taken D’Artagnan not only as her husband, but as her God, he was so handsome and had so fierce a mustache.

	Then along toward the fourth year came the expedition of Franche-Comte. D’Artagnan was assigned to it and made his preparations to depart. There were then great griefs, tears without end and solemn promises to remain faithful--all of course on the part of the hostess. D’Artagnan was too grand to promise anything; he purposed only to do all that he could to increase the glory of his name.

	As to that, we know D’Artagnan’s courage; he exposed himself freely to danger and while charging at the head of his company he received a ball through the chest which laid him prostrate on the field of battle. He had been seen falling from his horse and had not been seen to rise; every one, therefore, believed him to be dead, especially those to whom his death would give promotion. One believes readily what he wishes to believe. Now in the army, from the division-generals who desire the death of the general-in-chief, to the soldiers who desire the death of the corporals, all desire some one’s death.

	But D’Artagnan was not a man to let himself be killed like that. After he had remained through the heat of the day unconscious on the battle-field, the cool freshness of the night brought him to himself. He gained a village, knocked at the door of the finest house and was received as the wounded are always and everywhere received in France. He was petted, tended, cured; and one fine morning, in better health than ever before, he set out for France. Once in France he turned his course toward Paris, and reaching Paris went straight to Rue Tiquetonne.

	But D’Artagnan found in his chamber the personal equipment of a man, complete, except for the sword, arranged along the wall.

	“He has returned,” said he. “So much the worse, and so much the better!”

	It need not be said that D’Artagnan was still thinking of the husband. He made inquiries and discovered that the servants were new and that the mistress had gone for a walk.

	“Alone?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“With monsieur.”

	“Monsieur has returned, then?”

	“Of course,” naively replied the servant.

	“If I had any money,” said D’Artagnan to himself, “I would go away; but I have none. I must stay and follow the advice of my hostess, while thwarting the conjugal designs of this inopportune apparition.”

	He had just completed this monologue--which proves that in momentous circumstances nothing is more natural than the monologue--when the servant-maid, watching at the door, suddenly cried out:

	“Ah! see! here is madame returning with monsieur.”

	D’Artagnan looked out and at the corner of Rue Montmartre saw the hostess coming along hanging to the arm of an enormous Swiss, who tiptoed in his walk with a magnificent air which pleasantly reminded him of his old friend Porthos.

	“Is that monsieur?” said D’Artagnan to himself. “Oh! oh! he has grown a good deal, it seems to me.” And he sat down in the hall, choosing a conspicuous place.

	The hostess, as she entered, saw D’Artagnan and uttered a little cry, whereupon D’Artagnan, judging that he had been recognized, rose, ran to her and embraced her tenderly. The Swiss, with an air of stupefaction, looked at the hostess, who turned pale.

	“Ah, it is you, monsieur! What do you want of me?” she asked, in great distress.

	“Is monsieur your cousin? Is monsieur your brother?” said D’Artagnan, not in the slightest degree embarrassed in the role he was playing. And without waiting for her reply he threw himself into the arms of the Helvetian, who received him with great coldness.

	“Who is that man?” he asked.

	The hostess replied only by gasps.

	“Who is that Swiss?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Monsieur is going to marry me,” replied the hostess, between two gasps.

	“Your husband, then, is at last dead?”

	“How does that concern you?” replied the Swiss.

	“It concerns me much,” said D’Artagnan, “since you cannot marry madame without my consent and since----”

	“And since?” asked the Swiss.

	“And since--I do not give it,” said the musketeer.

	The Swiss became as purple as a peony. He wore his elegant uniform, D’Artagnan was wrapped in a sort of gray cloak; the Swiss was six feet high, D’Artagnan was hardly more than five; the Swiss considered himself on his own ground and regarded D’Artagnan as an intruder.

	“Will you go away from here?” demanded the Swiss, stamping violently, like a man who begins to be seriously angry.

	“I? By no means!” said D’Artagnan.

	“Some one must go for help,” said a lad, who could not comprehend that this little man should make a stand against that other man, who was so large.

	D’Artagnan, with a sudden accession of wrath, seized the lad by the ear and led him apart, with the injunction:

	“Stay you where you are and don’t you stir, or I will pull this ear off. As for you, illustrious descendant of William Tell, you will straightway get together your clothes which are in my room and which annoy me, and go out quickly to another lodging.”

	The Swiss began to laugh boisterously. “I go out?” he said. “And why?”

	“Ah, very well!” said D’Artagnan; “I see that you understand French. Come then, and take a turn with me and I will explain.”

	The hostess, who knew D’Artagnan’s skill with the sword, began to weep and tear her hair. D’Artagnan turned toward her, saying, “Then send him away, madame.”

	“Pooh!” said the Swiss, who had needed a little time to take in D’Artagnan’s proposal, “pooh! who are you, in the first place, to ask me to take a turn with you?”

	“I am lieutenant in his majesty’s musketeers,” said D’Artagnan, “and consequently your superior in everything; only, as the question now is not of rank, but of quarters--you know the custom--come and seek for yours; the first to return will recover his chamber.”

	D’Artagnan led away the Swiss in spite of lamentations on the part of the hostess, who in reality found her heart inclining toward her former lover, though she would not have been sorry to give a lesson to that haughty musketeer who had affronted her by the refusal of her hand.

	It was night when the two adversaries reached the field of battle. D’Artagnan politely begged the Swiss to yield to him the disputed chamber; the Swiss refused by shaking his head, and drew his sword.

	“Then you will lie here,” said D’Artagnan. “It is a wretched bed, but that is not my fault, and it is you who have chosen it.” With these words he drew in his turn and crossed swords with his adversary.

	He had to contend against a strong wrist, but his agility was superior to all force. The Swiss received two wounds and was not aware of it, by reason of the cold; but suddenly feebleness, occasioned by loss of blood, obliged him to sit down.

	“There!” said D’Artagnan, “what did I tell you? Fortunately, you won’t be laid up more than a fortnight. Remain here and I will send you your clothes by the boy. Good-by! Oh, by the way, you’d better take lodging in the Rue Montorgueil at the Chat Qui Pelote. You will be well fed there, if the hostess remains the same. Adieu.”

	Thereupon he returned in a lively mood to his room and sent to the Swiss the things that belonged to him. The boy found him sitting where D’Artagnan had left him, still overwhelmed by the coolness of his adversary.

	The boy, the hostess, and all the house had the same regard for D’Artagnan that one would have for Hercules should he return to earth to repeat his twelve labors.

	But when he was alone with the hostess he said: “Now, pretty Madeleine, you know the difference between a Swiss and a gentleman. As for you, you have acted like a barmaid. So much the worse for you, for by such conduct you have lost my esteem and my patronage. I have driven away the Swiss to humiliate you, but I shall lodge here no longer. I will not sleep where I must scorn. Ho, there, boy! Have my valise carried to the Muid d’Amour, Rue des Bourdonnais. Adieu, madame.”

	In saying these words D’Artagnan appeared at the same time majestic and grieved. The hostess threw herself at his feet, asked his pardon and held him back with a sweet violence. What more need be said? The spit turned, the stove roared, the pretty Madeleine wept; D’Artagnan felt himself invaded by hunger, cold and love. He pardoned, and having pardoned he remained.

	And this explains how D’Artagnan had quarters in the Rue Tiquetonne, at the Hotel de la Chevrette.

	D’Artagnan then returned home in thoughtful mood, finding a somewhat lively pleasure in carrying Mazarin’s bag of money and thinking of that fine diamond which he had once called his own and which he had seen on the minister’s finger that night.

	“Should that diamond ever fall into my hands again,” he reflected, “I would turn it at once into money; I would buy with the proceeds certain lands around my father’s chateau, which is a pretty place, well enough, but with no land to it at all, except a garden about the size of the Cemetery des Innocents; and I should wait in all my glory till some rich heiress, attracted by my good looks, rode along to marry me. Then I should like to have three sons; I should make the first a nobleman, like Athos; the second a good soldier, like Porthos; the third an excellent abbe, like Aramis. Faith! that would be a far better life than I lead now; but Monsieur Mazarin is a mean wretch, who won’t dispossess himself of his diamond in my favor.”

	On entering the Rue Tiquetonne he heard a tremendous noise and found a dense crowd near the house.

	“Oho!” said he, “is the hotel on fire?” On approaching the hotel of the Roe he found, however, that it was in front of the next house the mob was collected. The people were shouting and running about with torches. By the light of one of these torches D’Artagnan perceived men in uniform.

	He asked what was going on.

	He was told that twenty citizens, headed by one man, had attacked a carriage which was escorted by a troop of the cardinal’s bodyguard; but a reinforcement having come up, the assailants had been put to flight and the leader had taken refuge in the hotel next to his lodgings; the house was now being searched.

	In his youth D’Artagnan had often headed the bourgeoisie against the military, but he was cured of all those hot-headed propensities; besides, he had the cardinal’s hundred pistoles in his pocket, so he went into the hotel without a word. There he found Madeleine alarmed for his safety and anxious to tell him all the events of the evening, but he cut her short by ordering her to put his supper in his room and give him with it a bottle of good Burgundy.

	He took his key and candle and went upstairs to his bedroom. He had been contented, for the convenience of the house, to lodge in the fourth story; and truth obliges us even to confess that his chamber was just above the gutter and below the roof. His first care on entering it was to lock up in an old bureau with a new lock his bag of money, and then as soon as supper was ready he sent away the waiter who brought it up and sat down to table.

	Not to reflect on what had passed, as one might fancy. No, D’Artagnan considered that things are never well done when they are not reserved to their proper time. He was hungry; he supped, he went to bed. Neither was he one of those who think that the necessary silence of the night brings counsel with it. In the night he slept, but in the morning, refreshed and calm, he was inspired with his clearest views of everything. It was long since he had any reason for his morning’s inspiration, but he always slept all night long. At daybreak he awoke and took a turn around his room.

	“In ‘43,” he said, “just before the death of the late cardinal, I received a letter from Athos. Where was I then? Let me see. Oh! at the siege of Besancon I was in the trenches. He told me--let me think--what was it? That he was living on a small estate--but where? I was just reading the name of the place when the wind blew my letter away, I suppose to the Spaniards; there’s no use in thinking any more about Athos. Let me see: with regard to Porthos, I received a letter from him, too. He invited me to a hunting party on his property in the month of September, 1646. Unluckily, as I was then in Bearn, on account of my father’s death, the letter followed me there. I had left Bearn when it arrived and I never received it until the month of April, 1647; and as the invitation was for September, 1646, I couldn’t accept it. Let me look for this letter; it must be with my title deeds.”

	D’Artagnan opened an old casket which stood in a corner of the room, and which was full of parchments referring to an estate during a period of two hundred years lost to his family. He uttered an exclamation of delight, for the large handwriting of Porthos was discernible, and underneath some lines traced by his worthy spouse.

	D’Artagnan eagerly searched for the heading of this letter; it was dated from the Chateau du Vallon.

	Porthos had forgotten that any other address was necessary; in his pride he fancied that every one must know the Chateau du Vallon.

	“Devil take the vain fellow,” said D’Artagnan. “However, I had better find him out first, since he can’t want money. Athos must have become an idiot by this time from drinking. Aramis must have worn himself to a shadow of his former self by constant genuflexion.”

	He cast his eyes again on the letter. There was a postscript:

	“I write by the same courier to our worthy friend Aramis in his convent.”

	“In his convent! What convent? There are about two hundred in Paris and three thousand in France; and then, perhaps, on entering the convent he changed his name. Ah! if I were but learned in theology I should recollect what it was he used to dispute about with the curate of Montdidier and the superior of the Jesuits, when we were at Crevecoeur; I should know what doctrine he leans to and I should glean from that what saint he has adopted as his patron.

	“Well, suppose I go back to the cardinal and ask him for a passport into all the convents one can find, even into the nunneries? It would be a curious idea, and maybe I should find my friend under the name of Achilles. But, no! I should lose myself in the cardinal’s opinion. Great people only thank you for doing the impossible; what’s possible, they say, they can effect themselves, and they are right. But let us wait a little and reflect. I received a letter from him, the dear fellow, in which he even asked me for some small service, which, in fact, I rendered him. Yes, yes; but now what did I do with that letter?”

	D’Artagnan thought a moment and then went to the wardrobe in which hung his old clothes. He looked for his doublet of the year 1648 and as he had orderly habits, he found it hanging on its nail. He felt in the pocket and drew from it a paper; it was the letter of Aramis:

	“Monsieur D’Artagnan: You know that I have had a quarrel with a certain gentleman, who has given me an appointment for this evening in the Place Royale. As I am of the church, and the affair might injure me if I should share it with any other than a sure friend like you, I write to beg that you will serve me as second.

	“You will enter by the Rue Neuve Sainte Catherine; under the second lamp on the right you will find your adversary. I shall be with mine under the third.

	“Wholly yours,

	“Aramis.”

	D’Artagnan tried to recall his remembrances. He had gone to the rendezvous, had encountered there the adversary indicated, whose name he had never known, had given him a pretty sword-stroke on the arm, then had gone toward Aramis, who at the same time came to meet him, having already finished his affair. “It is over,” Aramis had said. “I think I have killed the insolent fellow. But, dear friend, if you ever need me you know that I am entirely devoted to you.” Thereupon Aramis had given him a clasp of the hand and had disappeared under the arcades.

	So, then, he no more knew where Aramis was than where Athos and Porthos were, and the affair was becoming a matter of great perplexity, when he fancied he heard a pane of glass break in his room window. He thought directly of his bag and rushed from the inner room where he was sleeping. He was not mistaken; as he entered his bedroom a man was getting in by the window.

	“Ah! you scoundrel!” cried D’Artagnan, taking the man for a thief and seizing his sword.

	“Sir!” cried the man, “in the name of Heaven put your sword back into the sheath and don’t kill me unheard. I’m no thief, but an honest citizen, well off in the world, with a house of my own. My name is--ah! but surely you are Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

	“And thou--Planchet!” cried the lieutenant.

	“At your service, sir,” said Planchet, overwhelmed with joy; “if I were still capable of serving you.”

	“Perhaps so,” replied D’Artagnan. “But why the devil dost thou run about the tops of houses at seven o’clock of the morning in the month of January?”

	“Sir,” said Planchet, “you must know; but, perhaps you ought not to know----”

	“Tell us what,” returned D’Artagnan, “but first put a napkin against the window and draw the curtains.”

	“Sir,” said the prudent Planchet, “in the first place, are you on good terms with Monsieur de Rochefort?”

	“Perfectly; one of my dearest friends.”

	“Ah! so much the better!”

	“But what has De Rochefort to do with this manner you have of invading my room?”

	“Ah, sir! I must first tell you that Monsieur de Rochefort is----”

	Planchet hesitated.

	“Egad, I know where he is,” said D’Artagnan. “He’s in the Bastile.”

	“That is to say, he was there,” replied Planchet. “But in returning thither last night, when fortunately you did not accompany him, as his carriage was crossing the Rue de la Ferronnerie his guards insulted the people, who began to abuse them. The prisoner thought this a good opportunity for escape; he called out his name and cried for help. I was there. I heard the name of Rochefort. I remembered him well. I said in a loud voice that he was a prisoner, a friend of the Duc de Beaufort, who called for help. The people were infuriated; they stopped the horses and cut the escort to pieces, whilst I opened the doors of the carriage and Monsieur de Rochefort jumped out and soon was lost amongst the crowd. At this moment a patrol passed by. I was obliged to sound a retreat toward the Rue Tiquetonne; I was pursued and took refuge in the house next to this, where I have been concealed between two mattresses. This morning I ventured to run along the gutters and----”

	“Well,” interrupted D’Artagnan, “I am delighted that De Rochefort is free, but as for thee, if thou shouldst fall into the hands of the king’s servants they will hang thee without mercy. Nevertheless, I promise thee thou shalt be hidden here, though I risk by concealing thee neither more nor less than my lieutenancy, if it was found out that I gave one rebel an asylum.”

	“Ah! sir, you know well I would risk my life for you.”

	“Thou mayst add that thou hast risked it, Planchet. I have not forgotten all I owe thee. Sit down there and eat in security. I see thee cast expressive glances at the remains of my supper.”

	“Yes, sir; for all I’ve had since yesterday was a slice of bread and butter, with preserves on it. Although I don’t despise sweet things in proper time and place, I found the supper rather light.”

	“Poor fellow!” said D’Artagnan. “Well, come; set to.”

	“Ah, sir, you are going to save my life a second time!” cried Planchet.

	And he seated himself at the table and ate as he did in the merry days of the Rue des Fossoyeurs, whilst D’Artagnan walked to and fro and thought how he could make use of Planchet under present circumstances. While he turned this over in his mind Planchet did his best to make up for lost time at table. At last he uttered a sigh of satisfaction and paused, as if he had partially appeased his hunger.

	“Come,” said D’Artagnan, who thought that it was now a convenient time to begin his interrogations, “dost thou know where Athos is?”

	“No, sir,” replied Planchet.

	“The devil thou dost not! Dost know where Porthos is?”

	“No--not at all.”

	“And Aramis?”

	“Not in the least.”

	“The devil! the devil! the devil!”

	“But, sir,” said Planchet, with a look of shrewdness, “I know where Bazin is.”

	“Where is he?”

	“At Notre Dame.”

	“What has he to do at Notre Dame?”

	
“He is beadle.”

	“Bazin beadle at Notre Dame! He must know where his master is!”

	“Without a doubt he must.”

	D’Artagnan thought for a moment, then took his sword and put on his cloak to go out.

	“Sir,” said Planchet, in a mournful tone, “do you abandon me thus to my fate? Think, if I am found out here, the people of the house, who have not seen me enter it, will take me for a thief.”

	“True,” said D’Artagnan. “Let’s see. Canst thou speak any patois?”

	“I can do something better than that, sir, I can speak Flemish.”

	“Where the devil didst thou learn it?”

	“In Artois, where I fought for years. Listen, sir. Goeden morgen, mynheer, eth teen begeeray le weeten the ge sond heets omstand.”

	“Which means?”

	“Good-day, sir! I am anxious to know the state of your health.”

	“He calls that a language! But never mind, that will do capitally.”

	D’Artagnan opened the door and called out to a waiter to desire Madeleine to come upstairs.

	When the landlady made her appearance she expressed much astonishment at seeing Planchet.

	“My dear landlady,” said D’Artagnan, “I beg to introduce to you your brother, who is arrived from Flanders and whom I am going to take into my service.”

	“My brother?”

	“Wish your sister good-morning, Master Peter.”

	“Wilkom, suster,” said Planchet.

	“Goeden day, broder,” replied the astonished landlady.

	“This is the case,” said D’Artagnan; “this is your brother, Madeleine; you don’t know him perhaps, but I know him; he has arrived from Amsterdam. You must dress him up during my absence. When I return, which will be in about an hour, you must offer him to me as a servant, and upon your recommendation, though he doesn’t speak a word of French, I take him into my service. You understand?”

	“That is to say, I guess your wishes, and that is all that’s necessary,” said Madeleine.

	“You are a precious creature, my pretty hostess, and I am much obliged to you.”

	The next moment D’Artagnan was on his way to Notre Dame.

	7. Touches upon the Strange Effects a Half-pistole may have.

	D’Artagnan, as he crossed the Pont Neuf, congratulated himself on having found Planchet again, for at that time an intelligent servant was essential to him; nor was he sorry that through Planchet and the situation which he held in Rue des Lombards, a connection with the bourgeoisie might be commenced, at that critical period when that class were preparing to make war with the court party. It was like having a spy in the enemy’s camp. In this frame of mind, grateful for the accidental meeting with Planchet, pleased with himself, D’Artagnan reached Notre Dame. He ran up the steps, entered the church, and addressing a verger who was sweeping the chapel, asked him if he knew Monsieur Bazin.

	“Monsieur Bazin, the beadle?” said the verger. “Yes. There he is, attending mass, in the chapel of the Virgin.”

	D’Artagnan nearly jumped for joy; he had despaired of finding Bazin, but now, he thought, since he held one end of the thread he would be pretty sure to reach the other end.

	He knelt down just opposite the chapel in order not to lose sight of his man; and as he had almost forgotten his prayers and had omitted to take a book with him, he made use of his time in gazing at Bazin.

	Bazin wore his dress, it may be observed, with equal dignity and saintly propriety. It was not difficult to understand that he had gained the crown of his ambition and that the silver-mounted wand he brandished was in his eyes as honorable a distinction as the marshal’s baton which Conde threw, or did not throw, into the enemy’s line of battle at Fribourg. His person had undergone a change, analogous to the change in his dress; his figure had grown rotund and, as it were, canonical. The striking points of his face were effaced; he had still a nose, but his cheeks, fattened out, each took a portion of it unto themselves; his chin had joined his throat; his eyes were swelled up with the puffiness of his cheeks; his hair, cut straight in holy guise, covered his forehead as far as his eyebrows.

	The officiating priest was just finishing mass whilst D’Artagnan was looking at Bazin; he pronounced the words of the holy Sacrament and retired, giving the benediction, which was received by the kneeling communicants, to the astonishment of D’Artagnan, who recognized in the priest the coadjutor* himself, the famous Jean Francois Gondy, who at that time, having a presentiment of the part he was to play, was beginning to court popularity by almsgiving. It was to this end that he performed from time to time some of those early masses which the common people, generally, alone attended.

	* A sacerdotal officer.

	D’Artagnan knelt as well as the rest, received his share of the benediction and made the sign of the cross; but when Bazin passed in his turn, with his eyes raised to Heaven and walking, in all humility, the very last, D’Artagnan pulled him by the hem of his robe.

	Bazin looked down and started, as if he had seen a serpent.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” he cried; “Vade retro Satanas!”

	“So, my dear Bazin!” said the officer, laughing, “this is the way you receive an old friend.”

	“Sir,” replied Bazin, “the true friends of a Christian are those who aid him in working out his salvation, not those who hinder him in doing so.”

	“I don’t understand you, Bazin; nor can I see how I can be a stumbling-block in the way of your salvation,” said D’Artagnan.

	“You forget, sir, that you very nearly ruined forever that of my master; and that it was owing to you that he was very nearly being damned eternally for remaining a musketeer, whilst all the time his true vocation was the church.”

	“My dear Bazin, you ought to perceive,” said D’Artagnan, “from the place in which you find me, that I am greatly changed in everything. Age produces good sense, and, as I doubt not but that your master is on the road to salvation, I want you to tell me where he is, that he may help me to mine.”

	“Rather say, to take him back with you into the world. Fortunately, I don’t know where he is.”

	“How!” cried D’Artagnan; “you don’t know where Aramis is?”

	“Formerly,” replied Bazin, “Aramis was his name of perdition. By Aramis is meant Simara, which is the name of a demon. Happily for him he has ceased to bear that name.”

	“And therefore,” said D’Artagnan, resolved to be patient to the end, “it is not Aramis I seek, but the Abbe d’Herblay. Come, my dear Bazin, tell me where he is.”

	“Didn’t you hear me tell you, Monsieur d’Artagnan, that I don’t know where he is?”

	“Yes, certainly; but to that I answer that it is impossible.”

	“It is, nevertheless, the truth, monsieur--the pure truth, the truth of the good God.”

	D’Artagnan saw clearly that he would get nothing out of this man, who was evidently telling a falsehood in his pretended ignorance of the abode of Aramis, but whose lies were bold and decided.

	“Well, Bazin,” said D’Artagnan, “since you do not know where your master lives, let us speak of it no more; let us part good friends. Accept this half-pistole to drink to my health.”

	“I do not drink”--Bazin pushed away with dignity the officer’s hand--“‘tis good only for the laity.”

	“Incorruptible!” murmured D’Artagnan; “I am unlucky;” and whilst he was lost in thought Bazin retreated toward the sacristy, and even there he could not think himself safe until he had shut and locked the door behind him.

	D’Artagnan was still in deep thought when some one touched him on the shoulder. He turned and was about to utter an exclamation of surprise when the other made to him a sign of silence.

	“You here, Rochefort?” he said, in a low voice.

	“Hush!” returned Rochefort. “Did you know that I am at liberty?”

	“I knew it from the fountain-head--from Planchet. And what brought you here?”

	“I came to thank God for my happy deliverance,” said Rochefort.

	“And nothing more? I suppose that is not all.”

	“To take my orders from the coadjutor and to see if we cannot wake up Mazarin a little.”

	“A bad plan; you’ll be shut up again in the Bastile.”

	“Oh, as to that, I shall take care, I assure you. The air, the fresh, free air is so good; besides,” and Rochefort drew a deep breath as he spoke, “I am going into the country to make a tour.”

	“Stop,” cried D’Artagnan; “I, too, am going.”

	“And if I may without impertinence ask--where are you going?”

	“To seek my friends.”

	“What friends?”

	“Those that you asked about yesterday.”

	“Athos, Porthos and Aramis--you are looking for them?”

	“Yes.”

	“On honor?”

	“What, then, is there surprising in that?”

	“Nothing. Queer, though. And in whose behalf are you looking for them?”

	“You are in no doubt on that score.”

	“That is true.”

	“Unfortunately, I have no idea where they are.”

	“And you have no way to get news of them? Wait a week and I myself will give you some.”

	“A week is too long. I must find them within three days.”

	“Three days are a short time and France is large.”

	“No matter; you know the word must; with that word great things are done.”

	“And when do you set out?”

	“I am now on my road.”

	“Good luck to you.”

	“And to you--a good journey.”

	“Perhaps we shall meet on our road.”

	“That is not probable.”

	“Who knows? Chance is so capricious. Adieu, till we meet again! Apropos, should Mazarin speak to you about me, tell him that I should have requested you to acquaint him that in a short time he will see whether I am, as he says, too old for action.”

	And Rochefort went away with one of those diabolical smiles which used formerly to make D’Artagnan shudder, but D’Artagnan could now see it without alarm, and smiling in his turn, with an expression of melancholy which the recollections called up by that smile could, perhaps, alone give to his countenance, he said:

	“Go, demon, do what thou wilt! It matters little now to me. There’s no second Constance in the world.”

	On his return to the cathedral, D’Artagnan saw Bazin, who was conversing with the sacristan. Bazin was making, with his spare little short arms, ridiculous gestures. D’Artagnan perceived that he was enforcing prudence with respect to himself.

	D’Artagnan slipped out of the cathedral and placed himself in ambuscade at the corner of the Rue des Canettes; it was impossible that Bazin should go out of the cathedral without his seeing him.

	In five minutes Bazin made his appearance, looking in every direction to see if he were observed, but he saw no one. Calmed by appearances he ventured to walk on through the Rue Notre Dame. Then D’Artagnan rushed out of his hiding place and arrived in time to see Bazin turn down the Rue de la Juiverie and enter, in the Rue de la Calandre, a respectable looking house; and this D’Artagnan felt no doubt was the habitation of the worthy beadle. Afraid of making any inquiries at this house, D’Artagnan entered a small tavern at the corner of the street and asked for a cup of hypocras. This beverage required a good half-hour to prepare. And D’Artagnan had time, therefore, to watch Bazin unsuspected.

	He perceived in the tavern a pert boy between twelve and fifteen years of age whom he fancied he had seen not twenty minutes before under the guise of a chorister. He questioned him, and as the boy had no interest in deceiving, D’Artagnan learned that he exercised, from six o’clock in the morning until nine, the office of chorister, and from nine o’clock till midnight that of a waiter in the tavern.

	Whilst he was talking to this lad a horse was brought to the door of Bazin’s house. It was saddled and bridled. Almost immediately Bazin came downstairs.

	“Look!” said the boy, “there’s our beadle, who is going a journey.”

	“And where is he going?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Forsooth, I don’t know.”

	“Half a pistole if you can find out,” said D’Artagnan.

	“For me?” cried the boy, his eyes sparkling with joy, “if I can find out where Bazin is going? That is not difficult. You are not joking, are you?”

	“No, on the honor of an officer; there is the half-pistole;” and he showed him the seductive coin, but did not give it him.

	“I shall ask him.”

	“Just the very way not to know. Wait till he is set out and then, marry, come up, ask, and find out. The half-pistole is ready,” and he put it back again into his pocket.

	“I understand,” said the child, with that jeering smile which marks especially the “gamin de Paris.” “Well, we must wait.”

	They had not long to wait. Five minutes afterward Bazin set off on a full trot, urging on his horse by the blows of a parapluie, which he was in the habit of using instead of a riding whip.

	Scarcely had he turned the corner of the Rue de la Juiverie when the boy rushed after him like a bloodhound on full scent.

	Before ten minutes had elapsed the child returned.

	“Well!” said D’Artagnan.

	“Well!” answered the boy, “the thing is done.”

	“Where is he gone?”

	“The half-pistole is for me?”

	“Doubtless, answer me.”

	“I want to see it. Give it me, that I may see it is not false.”

	“There it is.”

	The child put the piece of money into his pocket.

	“And now, where is he gone?” inquired D’Artagnan.

	“He is gone to Noisy.”

	“How dost thou know?”

	“Ah, faith! there was no great cunning necessary. I knew the horse he rode; it belonged to the butcher, who lets it out now and then to M. Bazin. Now I thought that the butcher would not let his horse out like that without knowing where it was going. And he answered ‘that Monsieur Bazin went to Noisy.’ ‘Tis his custom. He goes two or three times a week.”

	“Dost thou know Noisy well?”

	“I think so, truly; my nurse lives there.”

	“Is there a convent at Noisy?”

	“Isn’t there a great and grand one--the convent of Jesuits?”

	“What is thy name?”

	“Friquet.”

	D’Artagnan wrote the child’s name in his tablets.

	“Please, sir,” said the boy, “do you think I can gain any more half-pistoles in any way?”

	“Perhaps,” replied D’Artagnan.

	And having got out all he wanted, he paid for the hypocras, which he did not drink, and went quickly back to the Rue Tiquetonne.

	8. D’Artagnan, Going to a Distance to discover Aramis.

	On entering the hotel D’Artagnan saw a man sitting in a corner by the fire. It was Planchet, but so completely transformed, thanks to the old clothes that the departing husband had left behind, that D’Artagnan himself could hardly recognize him. Madeleine introduced him in presence of all the servants. Planchet addressed the officer with a fine Flemish phrase; the officer replied in words that belonged to no language at all, and the bargain was concluded; Madeleine’s brother entered D’Artagnan’s service.

	The plan adopted by D’Artagnan was soon perfected. He resolved not to reach Noisy in the day, for fear of being recognized; he had therefore plenty of time before him, for Noisy is only three or four leagues from Paris, on the road to Meaux.

	He began his day by breakfasting substantially--a bad beginning when one wants to employ the head, but an excellent precaution when one wants to work the body; and about two o’clock he had his two horses saddled, and followed by Planchet he quitted Paris by the Barriere de la Villete. A most active search was still prosecuted in the house near the Hotel de la Chevrette for the discovery of Planchet.

	At about a league and a half from the city, D’Artagnan, finding that in his impatience he had set out too soon, stopped to give the horses breathing time. The inn was full of disreputable looking people, who seemed as if they were on the point of commencing some nightly expedition. A man, wrapped in a cloak, appeared at the door, but seeing a stranger he beckoned to his companions, and two men who were drinking in the inn went out to speak to him.

	D’Artagnan, on his side, went up to the landlady, praised her wine--which was a horrible production from the country of Montreuil--and heard from her that there were only two houses of importance in the village; one of these belonged to the Archbishop of Paris, and was at that time the abode of his niece the Duchess of Longueville; the other was a convent of Jesuits and was the property--a by no means unusual circumstance--of these worthy fathers.

	At four o’clock D’Artagnan recommenced his journey. He proceeded slowly and in deep reverie. Planchet also was lost in thought, but the subject of their reflections was not the same.

	One word which their landlady had pronounced had given a particular turn to D’Artagnan’s deliberations; this was the name of Madame de Longueville.

	That name was indeed one to inspire imagination and produce thought. Madame de Longueville was one of the highest ladies in the realm; she was also one of the greatest beauties at court. She had formerly been suspected of an intimacy of too tender a nature with Coligny, who, for her sake, had been killed in a duel, in the Place Royale, by the Duc de Guise. She was now connected by bonds of a political nature with the Prince de Marsillac, the eldest son of the old Duc de Rochefoucauld, whom she was trying to inspire with an enmity toward the Duc de Conde, her brother-in-law, whom she now hated mortally.

	D’Artagnan thought of all these matters. He remembered how at the Louvre he had often seen, as she passed by him in the full radiance of her dazzling charms, the beautiful Madame de Longueville. He thought of Aramis, who, without possessing any greater advantages than himself, had formerly been the lover of Madame de Chevreuse, who had been to a former court what Madame de Longueville was in that day; and he wondered how it was that there should be in the world people who succeed in every wish, some in ambition, others in love, whilst others, either from chance, or from ill-luck, or from some natural defect or impediment, remain half-way upon the road toward fulfilment of their hopes and expectations.

	He was confessing to himself that he belonged to the latter unhappy class, when Planchet approached and said:

	“I will lay a wager, your honor, that you and I are thinking of the same thing.”

	“I doubt it, Planchet,” replied D’Artagnan, “but what are you thinking of?”

	“I am thinking, sir, of those desperate looking men who were drinking in the inn where we rested.”

	“Always cautious, Planchet.”

	“‘Tis instinct, your honor.”

	“Well, what does your instinct tell you now?”

	“Sir, my instinct told me that those people were assembled there for some bad purpose; and I was reflecting on what my instinct had told me, in the darkest corner of the stable, when a man wrapped in a cloak and followed by two other men, came in.”

	“Ah ah!” said D’Artagnan, Planchet’s recital agreeing with his own observations. “Well?”

	“One of these two men said, ‘He must certainly be at Noisy, or be coming there this evening, for I have seen his servant.’

	“‘Art thou sure?’ said the man in the cloak.

	“‘Yes, my prince.’”

	“My prince!” interrupted D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, ‘my prince;’ but listen. ‘If he is here’--this is what the other man said--‘let’s see decidedly what to do with him.’

	“‘What to do with him?’ answered the prince.

	“‘Yes, he’s not a man to allow himself to be taken anyhow; he’ll defend himself.’

	“‘Well, we must try to take him alive. Have you cords to bind him with and a gag to stop his mouth?’

	“‘We have.’

	“‘Remember that he will most likely be disguised as a horseman.’

	“‘Yes, yes, my lord; don’t be uneasy.’

	“‘Besides, I shall be there.’

	“‘You will assure us that justice----’

	“‘Yes, yes! I answer for all that,’ the prince said.

	“‘Well, then, we’ll do our best.’ Having said that, they went out of the stable.”

	“Well, what matters all that to us?” said D’Artagnan. “This is one of those attempts that happen every day.”

	“Are you sure that we are not its objects?”

	“We? Why?”

	“Just remember what they said. ‘I have seen his servant,’ said one, and that applies very well to me.”

	“Well?”

	“‘He must certainly be at Noisy, or be coming there this evening,’ said the other; and that applies very well to you.”

	“What else?”

	“Then the prince said: ‘Take notice that in all probability he will be disguised as a cavalier;’ which seems to me to leave no room for doubt, since you are dressed as a cavalier and not as an officer of musketeers. Now then, what do you say to that?”

	“Alas! my dear Planchet,” said D’Artagnan, sighing, “we are unfortunately no longer in those times in which princes would care to assassinate me. Those were good old days; never fear--these people owe us no grudge.”

	“Is your honor sure?”

	“I can answer for it they do not.”

	“Well, we won’t speak of it any more, then;” and Planchet took his place in D’Artagnan’s suite with that sublime confidence he had always had in his master, which even fifteen years of separation had not destroyed.

	They had traveled onward about half a mile when Planchet came close up to D’Artagnan.

	“Stop, sir, look yonder,” he whispered; “don’t you see in the darkness something pass by, like shadows? I fancy I hear horses’ feet.”

	“Impossible!” returned D’Artagnan. “The ground is soaking wet; yet I fancy, as thou sayest, that I see something.”

	At this moment the neighing of a horse struck his ear, coming through darkness and space.

	“There are men somewhere about, but that’s of no consequence to us,” said D’Artagnan; “let us ride onward.”

	At about half-past eight o’clock they reached the first houses in Noisy; every one was in bed and not a light was to be seen in the village. The obscurity was broken only now and then by the still darker lines of the roofs of houses. Here and there a dog barked behind a door or an affrighted cat fled precipitately from the midst of the pavement to take refuge behind a pile of faggots, from which retreat her eyes would shine like peridores. These were the only living creatures that seemed to inhabit the village.

	Toward the middle of the town, commanding the principal open space, rose a dark mass, separated from the rest of the world by two lanes and overshadowed in the front by enormous lime-trees. D’Artagnan looked attentively at the building.

	“This,” he said to Planchet, “must be the archbishop’s chateau, the abode of the fair Madame de Longueville; but the convent, where is that?”

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

	“Well, then, Planchet, gallop up to it whilst I tighten my horse’s girth, and come back and tell me if there is a light in any of the Jesuits’ windows.”

	In about five minutes Planchet returned.

	“Sir,” he said, “there is one window of the convent lighted up.”

	“Hem! If I were a ‘Frondeur,’” said D’Artagnan, “I should knock here and should be sure of a good supper. If I were a monk I should knock yonder and should have a good supper there, too; whereas, ‘tis very possible that between the castle and the convent we shall sleep on hard beds, dying with hunger and thirst.”

	“Yes,” added Planchet, “like the famous ass of Buridan. Shall I knock?”

	“Hush!” replied D’Artagnan; “the light no longer burns in yonder window.”

	“Do you hear nothing?” whispered Planchet.

	“What is that noise?”

	There came a sound like a whirlwind, at the same time two troops of horsemen, each composed of ten men, sallied forth from each of the lanes which encompassed the house and surrounded D’Artagnan and Planchet.

	“Heyday!” cried D’Artagnan, drawing his sword and taking refuge behind his horse; “are you not mistaken? is it really for us that you mean your attack?”

	“Here he is! we have him!” cried the horsemen, rushing on D’Artagnan with naked swords.

	“Don’t let him escape!” said a loud voice.

	“No, my lord; be assured we shall not.”

	D’Artagnan thought it was now time for him to join in the conversation.

	“Halloo, gentlemen!” he called out in his Gascon accent, “what do you want? what do you demand?”

	“That thou shalt soon know,” shouted a chorus of horsemen.

	“Stop, stop!” cried he whom they had addressed as “my lord;” “‘tis not his voice.”

	“Ah! just so, gentlemen! pray, do people get into a passion at random at Noisy? Take care, for I warn you that the first man that comes within the length of my sword--and my sword is long--I rip him up.”

	The chieftain of the party drew near.

	“What are you doing here?” he asked in a lofty tone, as that of one accustomed to command.

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

	“Be civil, or I shall beat you; for although one may not choose to proclaim oneself, one insists on respect suitable to one’s rank.”

	“You don’t choose to discover yourself, because you are the leader of an ambuscade,” returned D’Artagnan; “but with regard to myself, who am traveling quietly with my own servant, I have not the same reasons as you have to conceal my name.”

	“Enough! enough! what is your name?”

	“I shall tell you my name in order that you may know where to find me, my lord, or my prince, as it may suit you best to be called,” said our Gascon, who did not choose to seem to yield to a threat. “Do you know Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

	“Lieutenant in the king’s musketeers?” said the voice; “you are Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

	“I am.”

	“Then you came here to defend him?”

	“Him? whom?”

	“The man we are seeking.”

	“It seems,” said D’Artagnan, “that whilst I thought I was coming to Noisy I have entered, without suspecting it, into the kingdom of mysteries.”

	“Come,” replied the same lofty tone, “answer! Are you waiting for him underneath these windows? Did you come to Noisy to defend him?”

	“I am waiting for no one,” replied D’Artagnan, who was beginning to be angry. “I propose to defend no one but myself, and I shall defend myself vigorously, I give you warning.”

	“Very well,” said the voice; “go away from here and leave the place to us.”

	“Go away from here!” said D’Artagnan, whose purposes were in conflict with that order, “that is not so easy, since I am on the point of falling, and my horse, too, through fatigue; unless, indeed, you are disposed to offer me a supper and a bed in the neighborhood.”

	“Rascal!”

	“Eh! monsieur!” said D’Artagnan, “I beg you will have a care what you say; for if you utter another word like that, be you marquis, duke, prince or king, I will thrust it down your throat! do you hear?”

	“Well, well,” rejoined the leader, “there’s no doubt ‘tis a Gascon who is speaking, and therefore not the man we are looking for. Our blow has failed for to-night; let us withdraw. We shall meet again, Master d’Artagnan,” continued the leader, raising his voice.

	“Yes, but never with the same advantages,” said D’Artagnan, in a tone of raillery; “for when you meet me again you will perhaps be alone and there will be daylight.”

	“Very good, very good,” said the voice. “En route, gentlemen.”

	And the troop, grumbling angrily, disappeared in the darkness and took the road to Paris. D’Artagnan and Planchet remained for some moments still on the defensive; then, as the noise of the horsemen became more and more distant, they sheathed their swords.

	“Thou seest, simpleton,” said D’Artagnan to his servant, “that they wished no harm to us.”

	“But to whom, then?”

	“I’faith! I neither know nor care. What I do care for now, is to make my way into the Jesuits’ convent; so to horse and let us knock at their door. Happen what will, the devil take them, they can’t eat us.”

	And he mounted his horse. Planchet had just done the same when an unexpected weight fell upon the back of the horse, which sank down.

	“Hey! your honor!” cried Planchet, “I’ve a man behind me.”

	D’Artagnan turned around and plainly saw two human forms on Planchet’s horse.

	“‘Tis then the devil that pursues!” he cried; drawing his sword and preparing to attack the new foe.

	“No, no, dear D’Artagnan,” said the figure, “‘tis not the devil, ‘tis Aramis; gallop fast, Planchet, and when you come to the end of the village turn swiftly to the left.”

	And Planchet, with Aramis behind him, set off at full gallop, followed by D’Artagnan, who began to think he was in the merry maze of some fantastic dream.

	9. The Abbe D’Herblay.

	At the extremity of the village Planchet turned to the left in obedience to the orders of Aramis, and stopped underneath the window which had light in it. Aramis alighted and clapped his hands three times. Immediately the window was opened and a ladder of rope was let down from it.

	“My friend,” said Aramis, “if you like to ascend I shall be delighted to receive you.”

	“Ah,” said D’Artagnan, “is that the way you return to your apartment?”

	“After nine at night, pardieu!” said Aramis, “the rule of the convent is very severe.”

	“Pardon me, my dear friend,” said D’Artagnan, “I think you said ‘pardieu!’”

	“Do you think so?” said Aramis, smiling; “it is possible. You have no idea, my dear fellow, how one acquires bad habits in these cursed convents, or what evil ways all these men of the church have, with whom I am obliged to live. But will you not go up?”

	“Pass on before me, I beg of you.”

	“As the late cardinal used to say to the late king, ‘only to show you the way, sire.’” And Aramis ascended the ladder quickly and reached the window in an instant.

	D’Artagnan followed, but less nimbly, showing plainly that this mode of ascent was not one to which he was accustomed.

	“I beg your pardon,” said Aramis, noticing his awkwardness; “if I had known that I was to have the honor of your visit I should have procured the gardener’s ladder; but for me alone this is good enough.”

	“Sir,” said Planchet when he saw D’Artagnan on the summit of the ladder, “this way is easy for Monsieur Aramis and even for you; in case of necessity I might also climb up, but my two horses cannot mount the ladder.”

	“Take them to yonder shed, my friend,” said Aramis, pointing to a low building on the plain; “there you will find hay and straw for them; then come back here and clap your hands three times, and we will give you wine and food. Marry, forsooth, people don’t die of hunger here.”

	And Aramis, drawing in the ladder, closed the window. D’Artagnan then looked around attentively.

	Never was there an apartment at the same time more warlike and more elegant. At each corner were arranged trophies, presenting to view swords of all sorts, and on the walls hung four great pictures representing in their ordinary military costume the Cardinal de Lorraine, the Cardinal de Richelieu, the Cardinal de la Valette, and the Archbishop of Bordeaux. Exteriorly, nothing in the room showed that it was the habitation of an abbe. The hangings were of damask, the carpets from Alencon, and the bed, especially, had more the look of a fine lady’s couch, with its trimmings of fine lace and its embroidered counterpane, than that of a man who had made a vow that he would endeavor to gain Heaven by fasting and mortification.

	“You are examining my den,” said Aramis. “Ah, my dear fellow, excuse me; I am lodged like a Chartreux. But what are you looking for?”

	“I am looking for the person who let down the ladder. I see no one and yet the ladder didn’t come down of itself.”

	“No, it is Bazin.”

	“Ah! ah!” said D’Artagnan.

	“But,” continued Aramis, “Bazin is a well trained servant, and seeing that I was not alone he discreetly retired. Sit down, my dear friend, and let us talk.” And Aramis pushed forward a large easy-chair, in which D’Artagnan stretched himself out.

	“In the first place, you will sup with me, will you not?” asked Aramis.

	“Yes, if you really wish it,” said D’Artagnan, “and even with great pleasure, I confess; the journey has given me a devil of an appetite.”

	“Ah, my poor friend!” said Aramis, “you will find meagre fare; you were not expected.”

	“Am I then threatened with the omelet of Crevecoeur?”

	“Oh, let us hope,” said Aramis, “that with the help of God and of Bazin we shall find something better than that in the larder of the worthy Jesuit fathers. Bazin, my friend, come here.”

	The door opened and Bazin entered; on perceiving the musketeer he uttered an exclamation that was almost a cry of despair.

	“My dear Bazin,” said D’Artagnan, “I am delighted to see with what wonderful composure you can tell a lie even in church!”

	“Sir,” replied Bazin, “I have been taught by the good Jesuit fathers that it is permitted to tell a falsehood when it is told in a good cause.”

	“So far well,” said Aramis; “we are dying of hunger. Serve us up the best supper you can, and especially give us some good wine.”

	Bazin bowed low, sighed, and left the room.

	“Now we are alone, dear Aramis,” said D’Artagnan, “tell me how the devil you managed to alight upon the back of Planchet’s horse.”

	“I’faith!” answered Aramis, “as you see, from Heaven.”

	“From Heaven,” replied D’Artagnan, shaking his head; “you have no more the appearance of coming from thence than you have of going there.”

	“My friend,” said Aramis, with a look of imbecility on his face which D’Artagnan had never observed whilst he was in the musketeers, “if I did not come from Heaven, at least I was leaving Paradise, which is almost the same.”

	“Here, then, is a puzzle for the learned,” observed D’Artagnan, “until now they have never been able to agree as to the situation of Paradise; some place it on Mount Ararat, others between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates; it seems that they have been looking very far away for it, while it was actually very near. Paradise is at Noisy le Sec, upon the site of the archbishop’s chateau. People do not go out from it by the door, but by the window; one doesn’t descend here by the marble steps of a peristyle, but by the branches of a lime-tree; and the angel with a flaming sword who guards this elysium seems to have changed his celestial name of Gabriel into that of the more terrestrial one of the Prince de Marsillac.”

	Aramis burst into a fit of laughter.

	“You were always a merry companion, my dear D’Artagnan,” he said, “and your witty Gascon fancy has not deserted you. Yes, there is something in what you say; nevertheless, do not believe that it is Madame de Longueville with whom I am in love.”

	“A plague on’t! I shall not do so. After having been so long in love with Madame de Chevreuse, you would hardly lay your heart at the feet of her mortal enemy!”

	“Yes,” replied Aramis, with an absent air; “yes, that poor duchess! I once loved her much, and to do her justice, she was very useful to us. Eventually she was obliged to leave France. He was a relentless enemy, that damned cardinal,” continued Aramis, glancing at the portrait of the old minister. “He had even given orders to arrest her and would have cut off her head had she not escaped with her waiting-maid--poor Kitty! I have heard that she met with a strange adventure in I don’t know what village, with I don’t know what cure, of whom she asked hospitality and who, having but one chamber, and taking her for a cavalier, offered to share it with her. For she had a wonderful way of dressing as a man, that dear Marie; I know only one other woman who can do it as well. So they made this song about her: ‘Laboissiere, dis moi.’ You know it, don’t you?”

	“No, sing it, please.”

	Aramis immediately complied, and sang the song in a very lively manner.

	“Bravo!” cried D’Artagnan, “you sing charmingly, dear Aramis. I do not perceive that singing masses has spoiled your voice.”

	“My dear D’Artagnan,” replied Aramis, “you understand, when I was a musketeer I mounted guard as seldom as I could; now when I am an abbe I say as few masses as I can. But to return to our duchess.”

	“Which--the Duchess de Chevreuse or the Duchess de Longueville?”

	“Have I not already told you that there is nothing between me and the Duchess de Longueville? Little flirtations, perhaps, and that’s all. No, I spoke of the Duchess de Chevreuse; did you see her after her return from Brussels, after the king’s death?”

	“Yes, she is still beautiful.”

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “I saw her also at that time. I gave her good advice, by which she did not profit. I ventured to tell her that Mazarin was the lover of Anne of Austria. She wouldn’t believe me, saying that she knew Anne of Austria, who was too proud to love such a worthless coxcomb. After that she plunged into the cabal headed by the Duke of Beaufort; and the ‘coxcomb’ arrested De Beaufort and banished Madame de Chevreuse.”

	“You know,” resumed D’Artagnan, “that she has had leave to return to France?”

	“Yes she is come back and is going to commit some fresh folly or another.”

	“Oh, but this time perhaps she will follow your advice.”

	“Oh, this time,” returned Aramis, “I haven’t seen her; she is much changed.”

	“In that respect unlike you, my dear Aramis, for you are still the same; you have still your beautiful dark hair, still your elegant figure, still your feminine hands, which are admirably suited to a prelate.”

	“Yes,” replied Aramis, “I am extremely careful of my appearance. Do you know that I am growing old? I am nearly thirty-seven.”

	“Mind, Aramis”--D’Artagnan smiled as he spoke--“since we are together again, let us agree on one point: what age shall we be in future?”

	“How?”

	“Formerly I was your junior by two or three years, and if I am not mistaken I am turned forty years old.”

	“Indeed! Then ‘tis I who am mistaken, for you have always been a good chronologist. By your reckoning I must be forty-three at least. The devil I am! Don’t let it out at the Hotel Rambouillet; it would ruin me,” replied the abbe.

	“Don’t be afraid,” said D’Artagnan. “I never go there.”

	“Why, what in the world,” cried Aramis, “is that animal Bazin doing? Bazin! Hurry up there, you rascal; we are mad with hunger and thirst!”

	Bazin entered at that moment carrying a bottle in each hand.

	“At last,” said Aramis, “we are ready, are we?”

	“Yes, monsieur, quite ready,” said Bazin; “but it took me some time to bring up all the----”

	“Because you always think you have on your shoulders your beadle’s robe, and spend all your time reading your breviary. But I give you warning that if in polishing your chapel utensils you forget how to brighten up my sword, I will make a great fire of your blessed images and will see that you are roasted on it.”

	Bazin, scandalized, made a sign of the cross with the bottle in his hand. D’Artagnan, more surprised than ever at the tone and manners of the Abbe d’Herblay, which contrasted so strongly with those of the Musketeer Aramis, remained staring with wide-open eyes at the face of his friend.

	Bazin quickly covered the table with a damask cloth and arranged upon it so many things, gilded, perfumed, appetizing, that D’Artagnan was quite overcome.

	“But you expected some one then?” asked the officer.

	“Oh,” said Aramis, “I always try to be prepared; and then I knew you were seeking me.”

	“From whom?”

	“From Master Bazin, to be sure; he took you for the devil, my dear fellow, and hastened to warn me of the danger that threatened my soul if I should meet again a companion so wicked as an officer of musketeers.”

	“Oh, monsieur!” said Bazin, clasping his hands supplicatingly.

	“Come, no hypocrisy! you know that I don’t like it. You will do much better to open the window and let down some bread, a chicken and a bottle of wine to your friend Planchet, who has been this last hour killing himself clapping his hands.”

	Planchet, in fact, had bedded and fed his horses, and then coming back under the window had repeated two or three times the signal agreed upon.

	Bazin obeyed, fastened to the end of a cord the three articles designated and let them down to Planchet, who then went satisfied to his shed.

	“Now to supper,” said Aramis.

	The two friends sat down and Aramis began to cut up fowls, partridges and hams with admirable skill.

	“The deuce!” cried D’Artagnan; “do you live in this way always?”

	“Yes, pretty well. The coadjutor has given me dispensations from fasting on the jours maigres, on account of my health; then I have engaged as my cook the cook who lived with Lafollone--you know the man I mean?--the friend of the cardinal, and the famous epicure whose grace after dinner used to be, ‘Good Lord, do me the favor to cause me to digest what I have eaten.’”

	“Nevertheless he died of indigestion, in spite of his grace,” said D’Artagnan.

	“What can you expect?” replied Aramis, in a tone of resignation. “Every man that’s born must fulfil his destiny.”

	“If it be not an indelicate question,” resumed D’Artagnan, “have you grown rich?”

	“Oh, Heaven! no. I make about twelve thousand francs a year, without counting a little benefice of a thousand crowns the prince gave me.”

	“And how do you make your twelve thousand francs? By your poems?”

	“No, I have given up poetry, except now and then to write a drinking song, some gay sonnet or some innocent epigram; I compose sermons, my friend.”

	“What! sermons? Do you preach them?”

	“No; I sell them to those of my cloth who wish to become great orators.”

	“Ah, indeed! and you have not been tempted by the hopes of reputation yourself?”

	“I should, my dear D’Artagnan, have been so, but nature said ‘No.’ When I am in the pulpit, if by chance a pretty woman looks at me, I look at her again: if she smiles, I smile too. Then I speak at random; instead of preaching about the torments of hell I talk of the joys of Paradise. An event took place in the Church of St. Louis au Marais. A gentleman laughed in my face. I stopped short to tell him that he was a fool; the congregation went out to get stones to stone me with, but whilst they were away I found means to conciliate the priests who were present, so that my foe was pelted instead of me. ‘Tis true that he came the next morning to my house, thinking that he had to do with an abbe--like all other abbes.”

	“And what was the end of the affair?”

	“We met in the Place Royale--Egad! you know about it.”

	“Was I not your second?” cried D’Artagnan.

	“You were; you know how I settled the matter.”

	“Did he die?”

	“I don’t know. But, at all events, I gave him absolution in articulo mortis. ‘Tis enough to kill the body, without killing the soul.”

	Bazin made a despairing sign which meant that while perhaps he approved the moral he altogether disapproved the tone in which it was uttered.

	“Bazin, my friend,” said Aramis, “you don’t seem to be aware that I can see you in that mirror, and you forget that once for all I have forbidden all signs of approbation or disapprobation. You will do me the favor to bring us some Spanish wine and then to withdraw. Besides, my friend D’Artagnan has something to say to me privately, have you not, D’Artagnan?”

	D’Artagnan nodded his head and Bazin retired, after placing on the table the Spanish wine.

	The two friends, left alone, remained silent, face to face. Aramis seemed to await a comfortable digestion; D’Artagnan, to be preparing his exordium. Each of them, when the other was not looking, hazarded a sly glance. It was Aramis who broke the silence.

	“What are you thinking of, D’Artagnan?” he began.

	“I was thinking, my dear old friend, that when you were a musketeer you turned your thoughts incessantly to the church, and now that you are an abbe you are perpetually longing to be once more a musketeer.”

	“‘Tis true; man, as you know,” said Aramis, “is a strange animal, made up of contradictions. Since I became an abbe I dream of nothing but battles.”

	“That is apparent in your surroundings; you have rapiers here of every form and to suit the most exacting taste. Do you still fence well?”

	“I--I fence as well as you did in the old time--better still, perhaps; I do nothing else all day.”

	“And with whom?”

	“With an excellent master-at-arms that we have here.”

	“What! here?”

	“Yes, here, in this convent, my dear fellow. There is everything in a Jesuit convent.”

	“Then you would have killed Monsieur de Marsillac if he had come alone to attack you, instead of at the head of twenty men?”

	“Undoubtedly,” said Aramis, “and even at the head of his twenty men, if I could have drawn without being recognized.”

	“God pardon me!” said D’Artagnan to himself, “I believe he has become more Gascon than I am!” Then aloud: “Well, my dear Aramis, do you ask me why I came to seek you?”

	“No, I have not asked you that,” said Aramis, with his subtle manner; “but I have expected you to tell me.”

	“Well, I sought you for the single purpose of offering you a chance to kill Monsieur de Marsillac whenever you please, prince though he is.”

	“Hold on! wait!” said Aramis; “that is an idea!”

	“Of which I invite you to take advantage, my friend. Let us see; with your thousand crowns from the abbey and the twelve thousand francs you make by selling sermons, are you rich? Answer frankly.”

	“I? I am as poor as Job, and were you to search my pockets and my boxes I don’t believe you would find a hundred pistoles.”

	“Peste! a hundred pistoles!” said D’Artagnan to himself; “he calls that being as poor as Job! If I had them I should think myself as rich as Croesus.” Then aloud: “Are you ambitious?”

	“As Enceladus.”

	“Well, my friend, I bring you the means of becoming rich, powerful, and free to do whatever you wish.”

	The shadow of a cloud passed over Aramis’s face as quickly as that which in August passes over the field of grain; but quick as it was, it did not escape D’Artagnan’s observation.

	“Speak on,” said Aramis.

	“One question first. Do you take any interest in politics?”

	A gleam of light shone in Aramis’s eyes, as brief as the shadow that had passed over his face, but not so brief but that it was seen by D’Artagnan.

	“No,” Aramis replied.

	“Then proposals from any quarter will be agreeable to you, since for the moment you have no master but God?”

	“It is possible.”

	“Have you, my dear Aramis, thought sometimes of those happy, happy, happy days of youth we passed laughing, drinking, and fighting each other for play?”

	“Certainly, and more than once regretted them; it was indeed a glorious time.”

	“Well, those splendidly wild days may chance to come again; I am commissioned to find out my companions and I began by you, who were the very soul of our society.”

	Aramis bowed, rather with respect than pleasure at the compliment.

	“To meddle in politics,” he exclaimed, in a languid voice, leaning back in his easy-chair. “Ah! dear D’Artagnan! see how regularly I live and how easy I am here. We have experienced the ingratitude of ‘the great,’ as you well know.”

	“‘Tis true,” replied D’Artagnan. “Yet the great sometimes repent of their ingratitude.”

	“In that case it would be quite another thing. Come! let’s be merciful to every sinner! Besides, you are right in another respect, which is in thinking that if we were to meddle in politics there could not be a better time than the present.”

	“How can you know that? You who never interest yourself in politics?”

	“Ah! without caring about them myself, I live among those who are much occupied in them. Poet as I am, I am intimate with Sarazin, who is devoted to the Prince de Conti, and with Monsieur de Bois-Robert, who, since the death of Cardinal Richelieu, is of all parties or any party; so that political discussions have not altogether been uninteresting to me.”

	“I have no doubt of it,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Now, my dear friend, look upon all I tell you as merely the statement of a monk--of a man who resembles an echo--repeating simply what he hears. I understand that Mazarin is at this very moment extremely uneasy as to the state of affairs; that his orders are not respected like those of our former bugbear, the deceased cardinal, whose portrait as you see hangs yonder--for whatever may be thought of him, it must be allowed that Richelieu was great.”

	“I will not contradict you there,” said D’Artagnan.

	“My first impressions were favorable to the minister; I said to myself that a minister is never loved, but that with the genius this one was said to have he would eventually triumph over his enemies and would make himself feared, which in my opinion is much more to be desired than to be loved----”

	D’Artagnan made a sign with his head which indicated that he entirely approved that doubtful maxim.

	“This, then,” continued Aramis, “was my first opinion; but as I am very ignorant in matters of this kind and as the humility which I profess obliges me not to rest on my own judgment, but to ask the opinion of others, I have inquired--Eh!--my friend----”

	Aramis paused.

	“Well? what?” asked his friend.

	“Well, I must mortify myself. I must confess that I was mistaken. Monsieur de Mazarin is not a man of genius, as I thought, he is a man of no origin--once a servant of Cardinal Bentivoglio, and he got on by intrigue. He is an upstart, a man of no name, who will only be the tool of a party in France. He will amass wealth, he will injure the king’s revenue and pay to himself the pensions which Richelieu paid to others. He is neither a gentleman in manner nor in feeling, but a sort of buffoon, a punchinello, a pantaloon. Do you know him? I do not.”

	“Hem!” said D’Artagnan, “there is some truth in what you say.”

	“Ah! it fills me with pride to find that, thanks to a common sort of penetration with which I am endowed, I am approved by a man like you, fresh from the court.”

	“But you speak of him, not of his party, his resources.”

	“It is true--the queen is for him.”

	“Something in his favor.”

	“But he will never have the king.”

	“A mere child.”

	“A child who will be of age in four years. Then he has neither the parliament nor the people with him--they represent the wealth of the country; nor the nobles nor the princes, who are the military power of France.”

	D’Artagnan scratched his ear. He was forced to confess to himself that this reasoning was not only comprehensive, but just.

	“You see, my poor friend, that I am sometimes bereft of my ordinary thoughtfulness; perhaps I am wrong in speaking thus to you, who have evidently a leaning to Mazarin.”

	“I!” cried D’Artagnan, “not in the least.”

	“You spoke of a mission.”

	“Did I? I was wrong then, no, I said what you say--there is a crisis at hand. Well! let’s fly the feather before the wind; let us join with that side to which the wind will carry it and resume our adventurous life. We were once four valiant knights--four hearts fondly united; let us unite again, not our hearts, which have never been severed, but our courage and our fortunes. Here’s a good opportunity for getting something better than a diamond.”

	“You are right, D’Artagnan; I held a similar project, but as I had not nor ever shall have your fruitful, vigorous imagination, the idea was suggested to me. Every one nowadays wants auxiliaries; propositions have been made to me and I confess to you frankly that the coadjutor has made me speak out.”

	“Monsieur de Gondy! the cardinal’s enemy?”

	“No; the king’s friend,” said Aramis; “the king’s friend, you understand. Well, it is a question of serving the king, the gentleman’s duty.”

	“But the king is with Mazarin.”

	“He is, but not willingly; in appearance, not heart; and that is exactly the snare the king’s enemies are preparing for the poor child.”

	“Ah! but this is, indeed, civil war which you propose to me, dear Aramis.”

	“War for the king.”

	“Yet the king will be at the head of the army on Mazarin’s side.”

	“But his heart will be in the army commanded by the Duc de Beaufort.”

	“Monsieur de Beaufort? He is at Vincennes.”

	“Did I say Monsieur de Beaufort? Monsieur de Beaufort or another. Monsieur de Beaufort or Monsieur le Prince.”

	“But Monsieur le Prince is to set out for the army; he is entirely devoted to the cardinal.”

	“Oh oh!” said Aramis, “there are questions between them at this very moment. And besides, if it is not the prince, then Monsieur de Gondy----”

	“But Monsieur de Gondy is to be made a cardinal; they are soliciting the hat for him.”

	“And are there no cardinals that can fight? Come now, recall the four cardinals that at the head of armies have equalled Monsieur de Guebriant and Monsieur de Gassion.”

	“But a humpbacked general!

	“Under the cuirass the hump will not be seen. Besides, remember that Alexander was lame and Hannibal had but one eye.”

	“Do you see any great advantage in adhering to this party?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“I foresee in it the aid of powerful princes.”

	“With the enmity of the government.”

	“Counteracted by parliament and insurrections.”

	“That may be done if they can separate the king from his mother.”

	“That may be done,” said Aramis.

	“Never!” cried D’Artagnan. “You, Aramis, know Anne of Austria better than I do. Do you think she will ever forget that her son is her safeguard, her shield, the pledge for her dignity, for her fortune and her life? Should she forsake Mazarin she must join her son and go over to the princes’ side; but you know better than I do that there are certain reasons why she can never abandon Mazarin.”

	“Perhaps you are right,” said Aramis, thoughtfully; “therefore I shall not pledge myself.”

	“To them or to us, do you mean, Aramis?”

	“To no one. I am a priest,” resumed Aramis. “What have I to do with politics? I am not obliged to read any breviary. I have a jolly little circle of witty abbes and pretty women; everything goes on smoothly, so certainly, dear friend, I shall not meddle in politics.”

	“Well, listen, my dear Aramis,” said D’Artagnan; “your philosophy convinces me, on my honor. I don’t know what devil of an insect stung me and made me ambitious. I have a post by which I live; at the death of Monsieur de Treville, who is old, I may be a captain, which is a very snug berth for a once penniless Gascon. Instead of running after adventures I shall accept an invitation from Porthos; I shall go and shoot on his estate. You know he has estates--Porthos?”

	“I should think so, indeed. Ten leagues of wood, of marsh land and valleys; he is lord of the hill and the plain and is now carrying on a suit for his feudal rights against the Bishop of Noyon!”

	“Good,” said D’Artagnan to himself. “That’s what I wanted to know. Porthos is in Picardy.”

	Then aloud:

	“And he has taken his ancient name of Vallon?”

	“To which he adds that of Bracieux, an estate which has been a barony, by my troth.”

	“So that Porthos will be a baron.”

	“I don’t doubt it. The ‘Baroness Porthos’ will sound particularly charming.”

	And the two friends began to laugh.

	“So,” D’Artagnan resumed, “you will not become a partisan of Mazarin’s?”

	“Nor you of the Prince de Conde?”

	“No, let us belong to no party, but remain friends; let us be neither Cardinalists nor Frondists.”

	“Adieu, then.” And D’Artagnan poured out a glass of wine.

	“To old times,” he said.

	“Yes,” returned Aramis. “Unhappily, those times are past.”

	“Nonsense! They will return,” said D’Artagnan. “At all events, if you want me, remember the Rue Tiquetonne, Hotel de la Chevrette.”

	“And I shall be at the convent of Jesuits; from six in the morning to eight at night come by the door. From eight in the evening until six in the morning come in by the window.”

	“Adieu, dear friend.”

	“Oh, I can’t let you go so! I will go with you.” And he took his sword and cloak.

	“He wants to be sure that I go away,” said D’Artagnan to himself.

	Aramis whistled for Bazin, but Bazin was asleep in the ante-chamber, and Aramis was obliged to shake him by the ear to awake him.

	Bazin stretched his arms, rubbed his eyes, and tried to go to sleep again.

	“Come, come, sleepy head; quick, the ladder!”

	“But,” said Bazin, yawning portentously, “the ladder is still at the window.”

	“The other one, the gardener’s. Didn’t you see that Monsieur d’Artagnan mounted with difficulty? It will be even more difficult to descend.”

	D’Artagnan was about to assure Aramis that he could descend easily, when an idea came into his head which silenced him.

	Bazin uttered a profound sigh and went out to look for the ladder. Presently a good, solid, wooden ladder was placed against the window.

	“Now then,” said D’Artagnan, “this is something like; this is a means of communication. A woman could go up a ladder like that.”

	Aramis’s searching look seemed to seek his friend’s thought even at the bottom of his heart, but D’Artagnan sustained the inquisition with an air of admirable simplicity. Besides, at that moment he put his foot on the first step of the ladder and began his descent. In a moment he was on the ground. Bazin remained at the window.

	“Stay there,” said Aramis; “I shall return immediately.”

	The two friends went toward the shed. At their approach Planchet came out leading the two horses.

	“That is good to see,” said Aramis. “There is a servant active and vigilant, not like that lazy fellow Bazin, who is no longer good for anything since he became connected with the church. Follow us, Planchet; we shall continue our conversation to the end of the village.”

	They traversed the width of the village, talking of indifferent things, then as they reached the last houses:

	“Go, then, dear friend,” said Aramis, “follow your own career. Fortune lavishes her smiles upon you; do not let her flee from your embrace. As for me, I remain in my humility and indolence. Adieu!”

	“Thus ‘tis quite decided,” said D’Artagnan, “that what I have to offer to you does not tempt you?”

	“On the contrary, it would tempt me were I any other man,” rejoined Aramis; “but I repeat, I am made up of contradictions. What I hate to-day I adore to-morrow, and vice versa. You see that I cannot, like you, for instance, settle on any fixed plan.”

	“Thou liest, subtile one,” said D’Artagnan to himself. “Thou alone, on the contrary, knowest how to choose thy object and to gain it stealthily.”

	The friends embraced. They descended into the plain by the ladder. Planchet met them hard by the shed. D’Artagnan jumped into the saddle, then the old companions in arms again shook hands. D’Artagnan and Planchet spurred their steeds and took the road to Paris.

	But after he had gone about two hundred steps D’Artagnan stopped short, alighted, threw the bridle of his horse over the arm of Planchet and took the pistols from his saddle-bow to fasten them to his girdle.

	“What’s the matter?” asked Planchet.

	“This is the matter: be he ever so cunning he shall never say I was his dupe. Stand here, don’t stir, turn your back to the road and wait for me.”

	Having thus spoken, D’Artagnan cleared the ditch by the roadside and crossed the plain so as to wind around the village. He had observed between the house that Madame de Longueville inhabited and the convent of the Jesuits, an open space surrounded by a hedge.

	The moon had now risen and he could see well enough to retrace his road.

	He reached the hedge and hid himself behind it; in passing by the house where the scene which we have related took place, he remarked that the window was again lighted up and he was convinced that Aramis had not yet returned to his own apartment and that when he did it would not be alone.

	In truth, in a few minutes he heard steps approaching and low whispers.

	Close to the hedge the steps stopped.

	D’Artagnan knelt down near the thickest part of the hedge.

	Two men, to the astonishment of D’Artagnan, appeared shortly; soon, however, his surprise vanished, for he heard the murmurs of a soft, harmonious voice; one of these two men was a woman disguised as a cavalier.

	“Calm yourself, dear Rene,” said the soft voice, “the same thing will never happen again. I have discovered a sort of subterranean passage which runs beneath the street and we shall only have to raise one of the marble slabs before the door to open you an entrance and an outlet.”

	“Oh!” answered another voice, which D’Artagnan instantly recognized as that of Aramis. “I swear to you, princess, that if your reputation did not depend on precautions and if my life alone were jeopardized----”

	“Yes, yes! I know you are as brave and venturesome as any man in the world, but you do not belong to me alone; you belong to all our party. Be prudent! sensible!”

	“I always obey, madame, when I am commanded by so gentle a voice.”

	He kissed her hand tenderly.

	“Ah!” exclaimed the cavalier with a soft voice.

	“What’s the matter?” asked Aramis.

	“Do you not see that the wind has blown off my hat?”

	Aramis rushed after the fugitive hat. D’Artagnan took advantage of the circumstance to find a place in the hedge not so thick, where his glance could penetrate to the supposed cavalier. At that instant, the moon, inquisitive, perhaps, like D’Artagnan, came from behind a cloud and by her light D’Artagnan recognized the large blue eyes, the golden hair and the classic head of the Duchess de Longueville.

	Aramis returned, laughing, one hat on his head and the other in his hand; and he and his companion resumed their walk toward the convent.

	“Good!” said D’Artagnan, rising and brushing his knees; “now I have thee--thou art a Frondeur and the lover of Madame de Longueville.”

	10. Monsieur Porthos du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds.

	Thanks to what Aramis had told him, D’Artagnan, who knew already that Porthos called himself Du Vallon, was now aware that he styled himself, from his estate, De Bracieux; and that he was, on account of this estate, engaged in a lawsuit with the Bishop of Noyon. It was, then, in the neighborhood of Noyon that he must seek that estate. His itinerary was promptly determined: he would go to Dammartin, from which place two roads diverge, one toward Soissons, the other toward Compiegne; there he would inquire concerning the Bracieux estate and go to the right or to the left according to the information obtained.

	Planchet, who was still a little concerned for his safety after his recent escapade, declared that he would follow D’Artagnan even to the end of the world, either by the road to the right or by that to the left; only he begged his former master to set out in the evening, for greater security to himself. D’Artagnan suggested that he should send word to his wife, so that she might not be anxious about him, but Planchet replied with much sagacity that he was very sure his wife would not die of anxiety through not knowing where he was, while he, Planchet, remembering her incontinence of tongue, would die of anxiety if she did know.

	This reasoning seemed to D’Artagnan so satisfactory that he no further insisted; and about eight o’clock in the evening, the time when the vapors of night begin to thicken in the streets, he left the Hotel de la Chevrette, and followed by Planchet set forth from the capital by way of the Saint Denis gate.

	At midnight the two travelers were at Dammartin, but it was then too late to make inquiries--the host of the Cygne de la Croix had gone to bed.

	The next morning D’Artagnan summoned the host, one of those sly Normans who say neither yes nor no and fear to commit themselves by giving a direct answer. D’Artagnan, however, gathered from his equivocal replies that the road to the right was the one he ought to take, and on that uncertain information he resumed his journey. At nine in the morning he reached Nanteuil and stopped for breakfast. His host here was a good fellow from Picardy, who gave him all the information he needed. The Bracieux estate was a few leagues from Villars-Cotterets.

	D’Artagnan was acquainted with Villars-Cotterets, having gone thither with the court on several occasions; for at that time Villars-Cotterets was a royal residence. He therefore shaped his course toward that place and dismounted at the Dauphin d’Or. There he ascertained that the Bracieux estate was four leagues distant, but that Porthos was not at Bracieux. Porthos had, in fact, been involved in a dispute with the Bishop of Noyon in regard to the Pierrefonds property, which adjoined his own, and weary at length of a legal controversy which was beyond his comprehension, he put an end to it by purchasing Pierrefonds and added that name to his others. He now called himself Du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds, and resided on his new estate.

	The travelers were therefore obliged to stay at the hotel until the next day; the horses had done ten leagues that day and needed rest. It is true they might have taken others, but there was a great forest to pass through and Planchet, as we have seen, had no liking for forests after dark.

	There was another thing that Planchet had no liking for and that was starting on a journey with a hungry stomach. Accordingly, D’Artagnan, on awaking, found his breakfast waiting for him. It need not be said that Planchet in resuming his former functions resumed also his former humility and was not ashamed to make his breakfast on what was left by D’Artagnan.

	It was nearly eight o’clock when they set out again. Their course was clearly defined: they were to follow the road toward Compiegne and on emerging from the forest turn to the right.

	The morning was beautiful, and in this early springtime the birds sang on the trees and the sunbeams shone through the misty glades, like curtains of golden gauze.

	In other parts of the forest the light could scarcely penetrate through the foliage, and the stems of two old oak trees, the refuge of the squirrel, startled by the travelers, were in deep shadow.

	There came up from all nature in the dawn of day a perfume of herbs, flowers and leaves, which delighted the heart. D’Artagnan, sick of the closeness of Paris, thought that when a man had three names of his different estates joined one to another, he ought to be very happy in such a paradise; then he shook his head, saying, “If I were Porthos and D’Artagnan came to make me such a proposition as I am going to make to him, I know what I should say to it.”

	As to Planchet, he thought of little or nothing, but was happy as a hunting-hound in his old master’s company.

	At the extremity of the wood D’Artagnan perceived the road that had been described to him, and at the end of the road he saw the towers of an immense feudal castle.

	“Oh! oh!” he said, “I fancied this castle belonged to the ancient branch of Orleans. Can Porthos have negotiated for it with the Duc de Longueville?”

	“Faith!” exclaimed Planchet, “here’s land in good condition; if it belongs to Monsieur Porthos I wish him joy.”

	“Zounds!” cried D’Artagnan, “don’t call him Porthos, nor even Vallon; call him De Bracieux or De Pierrefonds; thou wilt knell out damnation to my mission otherwise.”

	As he approached the castle which had first attracted his eye, D’Artagnan was convinced that it could not be there that his friend dwelt; the towers, though solid and as if built yesterday, were open and broken. One might have fancied that some giant had cleaved them with blows from a hatchet.

	On arriving at the extremity of the castle D’Artagnan found himself overlooking a beautiful valley, in which, at the foot of a charming little lake, stood several scattered houses, which, humble in their aspect, and covered, some with tiles, others with thatch, seemed to acknowledge as their sovereign lord a pretty chateau, built about the beginning of the reign of Henry IV., and surmounted by four stately, gilded weather-cocks. D’Artagnan no longer doubted that this was Porthos’s pleasant dwelling place.

	The road led straight up to the chateau which, compared to its ancestor on the hill, was exactly what a fop of the coterie of the Duc d’Enghein would have been beside a knight in steel armor in the time of Charles VII. D’Artagnan spurred his horse on and pursued his road, followed by Planchet at the same pace.

	In ten minutes D’Artagnan reached the end of an alley regularly planted with fine poplars and terminating in an iron gate, the points and crossed bars of which were gilt. In the midst of this avenue was a nobleman, dressed in green and with as much gilding about him as the iron gate, riding on a tall horse. On his right hand and his left were two footmen, with the seams of their dresses laced. A considerable number of clowns were assembled and rendered homage to their lord.

	“Ah!” said D’Artagnan to himself, “can this be the Seigneur du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds? Well-a-day! how he has shrunk since he gave up the name of Porthos!”

	“This cannot be Monsieur Porthos,” observed Planchet replying, as it were, to his master’s thoughts. “Monsieur Porthos was six feet high; this man is scarcely five.”

	“Nevertheless,” said D’Artagnan, “the people are bowing very low to this person.”

	As he spoke, he rode toward the tall horse--to the man of importance and his valets. As he approached he seemed to recognize the features of this individual.

	“Jesu!” cried Planchet, “can it be?”

	At this exclamation the man on horseback turned slowly and with a lofty air, and the two travelers could see, displayed in all their brilliancy, the large eyes, the vermilion visage, and the eloquent smile of--Mousqueton.

	It was indeed Mousqueton--Mousqueton, as fat as a pig, rolling about with rude health, puffed out with good living, who, recognizing D’Artagnan and acting very differently from the hypocrite Bazin, slipped off his horse and approached the officer with his hat off, so that the homage of the assembled crowd was turned toward this new sun, which eclipsed the former luminary.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan! Monsieur d’Artagnan!” cried Mousqueton, his fat cheeks swelling out and his whole frame perspiring with joy; “Monsieur d’Artagnan! oh! what joy for my lord and master, Du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds!”

	“Thou good Mousqueton! where is thy master?”

	“You stand upon his property!”

	“But how handsome thou art--how fat! thou hast prospered and grown stout!” and D’Artagnan could not restrain his astonishment at the change good fortune had produced on the once famished one.

	“Hey, yes, thank God, I am pretty well,” said Mousqueton.

	“But hast thou nothing to say to thy friend Planchet?”

	“How, my friend Planchet? Planchet--art thou there?” cried Mousqueton, with open arms and eyes full of tears.

	“My very self,” replied Planchet; “but I wanted first to see if thou wert grown proud.”

	“Proud toward an old friend? never, Planchet! thou wouldst not have thought so hadst thou known Mousqueton well.”

	“So far so well,” answered Planchet, alighting, and extending his arms to Mousqueton, the two servants embraced with an emotion which touched those who were present and made them suppose that Planchet was a great lord in disguise, so highly did they estimate the position of Mousqueton.

	“And now, sir,” resumed Mousqueton, when he had rid himself of Planchet, who had in vain tried to clasp his hands behind his friend’s fat back, “now, sir, allow me to leave you, for I could not permit my master to hear of your arrival from any but myself; he would never forgive me for not having preceded you.”

	“This dear friend,” said D’Artagnan, carefully avoiding to utter either the former name borne by Porthos or his new one, “then he has not forgotten me?”

	“Forgotten--he!” cried Mousqueton; “there’s not a day, sir, that we don’t expect to hear that you were made marshal either instead of Monsieur de Gassion, or of Monsieur de Bassompierre.”

	On D’Artagnan’s lips there played one of those rare and melancholy smiles which seemed to emanate from the depth of his soul--the last trace of youth and happiness that had survived life’s disillusions.

	“And you--fellows,” resumed Mousqueton, “stay near Monsieur le Comte d’Artagnan and pay him every attention in your power whilst I go to prepare my lord for his visit.”

	And mounting his horse Mousqueton rode off down the avenue on the grass at a hand gallop.

	“Ah, there! there’s something promising,” said D’Artagnan. “No mysteries, no cloak to hide one’s self in, no cunning policy here; people laugh outright, they weep for joy here. I see nothing but faces a yard broad; in short, it seems to me that nature herself wears a holiday garb, and that the trees, instead of leaves and flowers, are covered with red and green ribbons as on gala days.”

	“As for me,” said Planchet, “I seem to smell, from this place, even, a most delectable perfume of fine roast meat, and to see the scullions in a row by the hedge, hailing our approach. Ah! sir, what a cook must Monsieur Pierrefonds have, when he was so fond of eating and drinking, even whilst he was only called Monsieur Porthos!”

	“Say no more!” cried D’Artagnan. “If the reality corresponds with appearances I am lost; for a man so well off will never change his happy condition, and I shall fail with him, as I have already done with Aramis.”

	11. Wealth does not necessarily produce Happiness.

	D’Artagnan passed through the iron gate and arrived in front of the chateau. He alighted as he saw a species of giant on the steps. Let us do justice to D’Artagnan. Independently of every selfish wish, his heart palpitated with joy when he saw that tall form and martial demeanor, which recalled to him a good and brave man.

	He ran to Porthos and threw himself into his arms; the whole body of servants, arranged in a semi-circle at a respectful distance, looked on with humble curiosity. Mousqueton, at the head of them, wiped his eyes. Porthos linked his arm in that of his friend.

	“Ah! how delightful to see you again, dear friend!” he cried, in a voice which was now changed from a baritone into a bass, “you’ve not then forgotten me?”

	“Forget you! oh! dear Du Vallon, does one forget the happiest days of flowery youth, one’s dearest friends, the dangers we have dared together? On the contrary, there is not an hour we have passed together that is not present to my memory.”

	“Yes, yes,” said Porthos, trying to give to his mustache a curl which it had lost whilst he had been alone. “Yes, we did some fine things in our time and we gave that poor cardinal a few threads to unravel.”

	And he heaved a sigh.

	“Under any circumstances,” he resumed, “you are welcome, my dear friend; you will help me to recover my spirits; to-morrow we will hunt the hare on my plain, which is a superb tract of land, or pursue the deer in my woods, which are magnificent. I have four harriers which are considered the swiftest in the county, and a pack of hounds which are unequalled for twenty leagues around.”

	And Porthos heaved another sigh.

	“But, first,” interposed D’Artagnan, “you must present me to Madame du Vallon.”

	A third sigh from Porthos.

	“I lost Madame du Vallon two years ago,” he said, “and you find me still in affliction on that account. That was the reason why I left my Chateau du Vallon near Corbeil, and came to my estate, Bracieux. Poor Madame du Vallon! her temper was uncertain, but she came at last to accustom herself to my little ways and understand my little wishes.”

	“So you are free now, and rich?”

	“Alas!” groaned Porthos, “I am a widower and have forty thousand francs a year. Let us go to breakfast.”

	“I shall be happy to do so; the morning air has made me hungry.”

	“Yes,” said Porthos; “my air is excellent.”

	They went into the chateau; there was nothing but gilding, high and low; the cornices were gilt, the mouldings were gilt, the legs and arms of the chairs were gilt. A table, ready set out, awaited them.

	“You see,” said Porthos, “this is my usual style.”

	“Devil take me!” answered D’Artagnan, “I wish you joy of it. The king has nothing like it.”

	“No,” answered Porthos, “I hear it said that he is very badly fed by the cardinal, Monsieur de Mazarin. Taste this cutlet, my dear D’Artagnan; ‘tis off one of my sheep.”

	“You have very tender mutton and I wish you joy of it.” said D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, the sheep are fed in my meadows, which are excellent pasture.”

	“Give me another cutlet.”

	“No, try this hare, which I had killed yesterday in one of my warrens.”

	“Zounds! what a flavor!” cried D’Artagnan; “ah! they are fed on thyme only, your hares.”

	“And how do you like my wine?” asked Porthos; “it is pleasant, isn’t it?”

	“Capital!”

	“It is nothing, however, but a wine of the country.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes, a small declivity to the south, yonder on my hill, gives me twenty hogsheads.”

	“Quite a vineyard, hey?”

	Porthos sighed for the fifth time--D’Artagnan had counted his sighs. He became curious to solve the problem.

	“Well now,” he said, “it seems, my dear friend, that something vexes you; you are ill, perhaps? That health, which----”

	“Excellent, my dear friend; better than ever. I could kill an ox with a blow of my fist.”

	“Well, then, family affairs, perhaps?”

	“Family! I have, happily, only myself in the world to care for.”

	“But what makes you sigh?”

	“My dear fellow,” replied Porthos, “to be candid with you, I am not happy.”

	“You are not happy, Porthos? You who have chateau, meadows, mountains, woods--you who have forty thousand francs a year--you--are--not--happy?”

	“My dear friend, all those things I have, but I am a hermit in the midst of superfluity.”

	“Surrounded, I suppose, only by clodhoppers, with whom you could not associate.”

	Porthos turned rather pale and drank off a large glass of wine.

	“No; but just think, there are paltry country squires who have all some title or another and pretend to go back as far as Charlemagne, or at least to Hugh Capet. When I first came here; being the last comer, it was for me to make the first advances. I made them, but you know, my dear friend, Madame du Vallon----”

	Porthos, in pronouncing these words, seemed to gulp down something.

	“Madame du Vallon was of doubtful gentility. She had, in her first marriage--I don’t think, D’Artagnan, I am telling you anything new--married a lawyer; they thought that ‘nauseous;’ you can understand that’s a word bad enough to make one kill thirty thousand men. I have killed two, which has made people hold their tongues, but has not made me their friend. So that I have no society; I live alone; I am sick of it--my mind preys on itself.”

	D’Artagnan smiled. He now saw where the breastplate was weak, and prepared the blow.

	“But now,” he said, “that you are a widower, your wife’s connection cannot injure you.”

	“Yes, but understand me; not being of a race of historic fame, like the De Courcys, who were content to be plain sirs, or the Rohans, who didn’t wish to be dukes, all these people, who are all either vicomtes or comtes go before me at church in all the ceremonies, and I can say nothing to them. Ah! If I only were a----”

	“A baron, don’t you mean?” cried D’Artagnan, finishing his friend’s sentence.

	“Ah!” cried Porthos; “would I were but a baron!”

	“Well, my friend, I am come to give you this very title which you wish for so much.”

	Porthos gave a start that shook the room; two or three bottles fell and were broken. Mousqueton ran thither, hearing the noise.

	Porthos waved his hand to Mousqueton to pick up the bottles.

	“I am glad to see,” said D’Artagnan, “that you have still that honest lad with you.”

	“He is my steward,” replied Porthos; “he will never leave me. Go away now, Mouston.”

	“So he’s called Mouston,” thought D’Artagnan; “‘tis too long a word to pronounce ‘Mousqueton.’”

	“Well,” he said aloud, “let us resume our conversation later, your people may suspect something; there may be spies about. You can suppose, Porthos, that what I have to say relates to most important matters.”

	“Devil take them; let us walk in the park,” answered Porthos, “for the sake of digestion.”

	“Egad,” said D’Artagnan, “the park is like everything else and there are as many fish in your pond as rabbits in your warren; you are a happy man, my friend since you have not only retained your love of the chase, but acquired that of fishing.”

	“My friend,” replied Porthos, “I leave fishing to Mousqueton,--it is a vulgar pleasure,--but I shoot sometimes; that is to say, when I am dull, and I sit on one of those marble seats, have my gun brought to me, my favorite dog, and I shoot rabbits.”

	“Really, how very amusing!”

	“Yes,” replied Porthos, with a sigh, “it is amusing.”

	D’Artagnan now no longer counted the sighs. They were innumerable.

	“However, what had you to say to me?” he resumed; “let us return to that subject.”

	“With pleasure,” replied D’Artagnan; “I must, however, first frankly tell you that you must change your mode of life.”

	“How?”

	“Go into harness again, gird on your sword, run after adventures, and leave as in old times a little of your fat on the roadside.”

	“Ah! hang it!” said Porthos.

	“I see you are spoiled, dear friend; you are corpulent, your arm has no longer that movement of which the late cardinal’s guards have so many proofs.”

	“Ah! my fist is strong enough I swear,” cried Porthos, extending a hand like a shoulder of mutton.

	“So much the better.”

	“Are we then to go to war?”

	“By my troth, yes.”

	“Against whom?”

	“Are you a politician, friend?”

	“Not in the least.”

	“Are you for Mazarin or for the princes?”

	“I am for no one.”

	“That is to say, you are for us. Well, I tell you that I come to you from the cardinal.”

	This speech was heard by Porthos in the same sense as if it had still been in the year 1640 and related to the true cardinal.

	“Ho! ho! What are the wishes of his eminence?”

	“He wishes to have you in his service.”

	“And who spoke to him of me?”

	“Rochefort--you remember him?”

	“Yes, pardieu! It was he who gave us so much trouble and kept us on the road so much; you gave him three sword-wounds in three separate engagements.”

	“But you know he is now our friend?”

	“No, I didn’t know that. So he cherishes no resentment?”

	“You are mistaken, Porthos,” said D’Artagnan. “It is I who cherish no resentment.”

	Porthos didn’t understand any too clearly; but then we know that understanding was not his strong point. “You say, then,” he continued, “that the Count de Rochefort spoke of me to the cardinal?”

	“Yes, and the queen, too.”

	“The queen, do you say?”

	“To inspire us with confidence she has even placed in Mazarin’s hands that famous diamond--you remember all about it--that I once sold to Monsieur des Essarts and of which, I don’t know how, she has regained possession.”

	“But it seems to me,” said Porthos, “that she would have done much better if she had given it back to you.”

	“So I think,” replied D’Artagnan; “but kings and queens are strange beings and have odd fancies; nevertheless, since they are the ones who have riches and honors, we are devoted to them.”

	“Yes, we are devoted to them,” repeated Porthos; “and you--to whom are you devoted now?”

	“To the king, the queen, and to the cardinal; moreover, I have answered for your devotion also.”

	“And you say that you have made certain conditions on my behalf?”

	“Magnificent, my dear fellow, magnificent! In the first place you have plenty of money, haven’t you? forty thousand francs income, I think you said.”

	Porthos began to be suspicious. “Eh! my friend,” said he, “one never has too much money. Madame du Vallon left things in much disorder; I am not much of a hand at figures, so that I live almost from hand to mouth.”

	“He is afraid I have come to borrow money,” thought D’Artagnan. “Ah, my friend,” said he, “it is all the better if you are in difficulties.”

	“How is it all the better?”

	“Yes, for his eminence will give you all that you want--land, money, and titles.”

	“Ah! ah! ah!” said Porthos, opening his eyes at that last word.

	“Under the other cardinal,” continued D’Artagnan, “we didn’t know enough to make our profits; this, however, doesn’t concern you, with your forty thousand francs income, the happiest man in the world, it seems to me.”

	Porthos sighed.

	“At the same time,” continued D’Artagnan, “notwithstanding your forty thousand francs a year, and perhaps even for the very reason that you have forty thousand francs a year, it seems to me that a little coronet would do well on your carriage, hey?”

	“Yes indeed,” said Porthos.

	“Well, my dear friend, win it--it is at the point of your sword. We shall not interfere with each other--your object is a title; mine, money. If I can get enough to rebuild Artagnan, which my ancestors, impoverished by the Crusades, allowed to fall into ruins, and to buy thirty acres of land about it, that is all I wish. I shall retire and die tranquilly--at home.”

	“For my part,” said Porthos, “I desire to be made a baron.”

	“You shall be one.”

	“And have you not seen any of our other friends?”

	“Yes, I have seen Aramis.”

	“And what does he wish? To be a bishop?”

	“Aramis,” answered D’Artagnan, who did not wish to undeceive Porthos, “Aramis, fancy, has become a monk and a Jesuit, and lives like a bear. My offers did not arouse him,--did not even tempt him.”

	“So much the worse! He was a clever man. And Athos?”

	“I have not yet seen him. Do you know where I shall find him?”

	“Near Blois. He is called Bragelonne. Only imagine, my dear friend. Athos, who was of as high birth as the emperor and who inherits one estate which gives him the title of comte, what is he to do with all those dignities--the Comte de la Fere, Comte de Bragelonne?”

	“And he has no children with all these titles?”

	“Ah!” said Porthos, “I have heard that he had adopted a young man who resembles him greatly.”

	“What, Athos? Our Athos, who was as virtuous as Scipio? Have you seen him?

	“No.”

	“Well, I shall see him to-morrow and tell him about you; but I’m afraid, entre nous, that his liking for wine has aged and degraded him.”

	“Yes, he used to drink a great deal,” replied Porthos.

	“And then he was older than any of us,” added D’Artagnan.

	“Some years only. His gravity made him look older than he was.”

	“Well then, if we can get Athos, all will be well. If we cannot, we will do without him. We two are worth a dozen.”

	“Yes,” said Porthos, smiling at the remembrance of his former exploits; “but we four, altogether, would be equal to thirty-six, more especially as you say the work will not be child’s play. Will it last long?”

	“By’r Lady! two or three years perhaps.”

	“So much the better,” cried Porthos. “You have no idea, my friend, how my bones ache since I came here. Sometimes on a Sunday, I take a ride in the fields and on the property of my neighbours, in order to pick up a nice little quarrel, which I am really in want of, but nothing happens. Either they respect or they fear me, which is more likely, but they let me trample down the clover with my dogs, insult and obstruct every one, and I come back still more weary and low-spirited, that’s all. At any rate, tell me: there’s more chance of fighting in Paris, is there not?”

	“In that respect, my dear friend, it’s delightful. No more edicts, no more of the cardinal’s guards, no more De Jussacs, nor other bloodhounds. I’Gad! underneath a lamp in an inn, anywhere, they ask ‘Are you one of the Fronde?’ They unsheathe, and that’s all that is said. The Duke de Guise killed Monsieur de Coligny in the Place Royale and nothing was said of it.”

	“Ah, things go on gaily, then,” said Porthos.

	“Besides which, in a short time,” resumed D’Artagnan, “We shall have set battles, cannonades, conflagrations and there will be great variety.”

	“Well, then, I decide.”

	“I have your word, then?”

	“Yes, ‘tis given. I shall fight heart and soul for Mazarin; but----”

	“But?”

	“But he must make me a baron.”

	“Zounds!” said D’Artagnan, “that’s settled already; I will be responsible for the barony.”

	On this promise being given, Porthos, who had never doubted his friend’s assurance, turned back with him toward the castle.

	12. Porthos was Discontented with his Condition.

	As they returned toward the castle, D’Artagnan thought of the miseries of poor human nature, always dissatisfied with what it has, ever desirous of what it has not.

	In the position of Porthos, D’Artagnan would have been perfectly happy; and to make Porthos contented there was wanting--what? five letters to put before his three names, a tiny coronet to paint upon the panels of his carriage!

	“I shall pass all my life,” thought D’Artagnan, “in seeking for a man who is really contented with his lot.”

	Whilst making this reflection, chance seemed, as it were, to give him the lie direct. When Porthos had left him to give some orders he saw Mousqueton approaching. The face of the steward, despite one slight shade of care, light as a summer cloud, seemed a physiognomy of absolute felicity.

	“Here is what I am looking for,” thought D’Artagnan; “but alas! the poor fellow does not know the purpose for which I am here.”

	He then made a sign for Mousqueton to come to him.

	“Sir,” said the servant, “I have a favour to ask you.”

	“Speak out, my friend.”

	“I am afraid to do so. Perhaps you will think, sir, that prosperity has spoiled me?”

	“Art thou happy, friend?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“As happy as possible; and yet, sir, you may make me even happier than I am.”

	“Well, speak, if it depends on me.”

	“Oh, sir! it depends on you only.”

	“I listen--I am waiting to hear.”

	“Sir, the favor I have to ask of you is, not to call me ‘Mousqueton’ but ‘Mouston.’ Since I have had the honor of being my lord’s steward I have taken the last name as more dignified and calculated to make my inferiors respect me. You, sir, know how necessary subordination is in any large establishment of servants.”

	D’Artagnan smiled; Porthos wanted to lengthen out his names, Mousqueton to cut his short.

	“Well, my dear Mouston,” he said, “rest satisfied. I will call thee Mouston; and if it makes thee happy I will not ‘tutoyer’ you any longer.”

	“Oh!” cried Mousqueton, reddening with joy; “if you do me, sir, such honor, I shall be grateful all my life; it is too much to ask.”

	“Alas!” thought D’Artagnan, “it is very little to offset the unexpected tribulations I am bringing to this poor devil who has so warmly welcomed me.”

	“Will monsieur remain long with us?” asked Mousqueton, with a serene and glowing countenance.

	“I go to-morrow, my friend,” replied D’Artagnan.

	“Ah, monsieur,” said Mousqueton, “then you have come here only to awaken our regrets.”

	“I fear that is true,” said D’Artagnan, in a low tone.

	D’Artagnan was secretly touched with remorse, not at inducing Porthos to enter into schemes in which his life and fortune would be in jeopardy, for Porthos, in the title of baron, had his object and reward; but poor Mousqueton, whose only wish was to be called Mouston--was it not cruel to snatch him from the delightful state of peace and plenty in which he was?

	He was thinking of these matters when Porthos summoned him to dinner.

	“What! to dinner?” said D’Artagnan. “What time is it, then?”

	“Eh! why, it is after one o’clock.”

	“Your home is a paradise, Porthos; one takes no note of time. I follow you, though I am not hungry.”

	“Come, if one can’t always eat, one can always drink--a maxim of poor Athos, the truth of which I have discovered since I began to be lonely.”

	D’Artagnan, who as a Gascon, was inclined to sobriety, seemed not so sure as his friend of the truth of Athos’s maxim, but he did his best to keep up with his host. Meanwhile his misgivings in regard to Mousqueton recurred to his mind and with greater force because Mousqueton, though he did not himself wait on the table, which would have been beneath him in his new position, appeared at the door from time to time and evinced his gratitude to D’Artagnan by the quality of the wine he directed to be served. Therefore, when, at dessert, upon a sign from D’Artagnan, Porthos had sent away his servants and the two friends were alone:

	“Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, “who will attend you in your campaigns?”

	“Why,” replied Porthos, “Mouston, of course.”

	This was a blow to D’Artagnan. He could already see the intendant’s beaming smile change to a contortion of grief. “But,” he said, “Mouston is not so young as he was, my dear fellow; besides, he has grown fat and perhaps has lost his fitness for active service.”

	“That may be true,” replied Porthos; “but I am used to him, and besides, he wouldn’t be willing to let me go without him, he loves me so much.”

	“Oh, blind self-love!” thought D’Artagnan.

	“And you,” asked Porthos, “haven’t you still in your service your old lackey, that good, that brave, that intelligent---what, then, is his name?”

	“Planchet--yes, I have found him again, but he is lackey no longer.”

	“What is he, then?”

	“With his sixteen hundred francs--you remember, the sixteen hundred francs he earned at the siege of La Rochelle by carrying a letter to Lord de Winter--he has set up a little shop in the Rue des Lombards and is now a confectioner.”

	“Ah, he is a confectioner in the Rue des Lombards! How does it happen, then, that he is in your service?”

	“He has been guilty of certain escapades and fears he may be disturbed.” And the musketeer narrated to his friend Planchet’s adventure.

	“Well,” said Porthos, “if any one had told you in the old times that the day would come when Planchet would rescue Rochefort and that you would protect him in it----”

	“I should not have believed him; but men are changed by events.”

	“There is nothing truer than that,” said Porthos; “but what does not change, or changes for the better, is wine. Taste of this; it is a Spanish wine which our friend Athos thought much of.”

	At that moment the steward came in to consult his master upon the proceedings of the next day and also with regard to the shooting party which had been proposed.

	“Tell me, Mouston,” said Porthos, “are my arms in good condition?”

	“Your arms, my lord--what arms?”

	“Zounds! my weapons.”

	“What weapons?”

	“My military weapons.”

	“Yes, my lord; at any rate, I think so.”

	“Make sure of it, and if they want it, have them burnished up. Which is my best cavalry horse?”

	“Vulcan.”

	“And the best hack?”

	“Bayard.”

	“What horse dost thou choose for thyself?”

	“I like Rustaud, my lord; a good animal, whose paces suit me.”

	“Strong, thinkest thou?”

	“Half Norman, half Mecklenburger; will go night and day.”

	“That will do for us. See to these horses. Polish up or make some one else polish my arms. Then take pistols with thee and a hunting-knife.”

	“Are we then going to travel, my lord?” asked Mousqueton, rather uneasy.

	“Something better still, Mouston.”

	“An expedition, sir?” asked the steward, whose roses began to change into lilies.

	“We are going to return to the service, Mouston,” replied Porthos, still trying to restore his mustache to the military curl it had long lost.

	“Into the service--the king’s service?” Mousqueton trembled; even his fat, smooth cheeks shook as he spoke, and he looked at D’Artagnan with an air of reproach; he staggered, and his voice was almost choked.

	“Yes and no. We shall serve in a campaign, seek out all sorts of adventures--return, in short, to our former life.”

	These last words fell on Mousqueton like a thunderbolt. It was those very terrible old days that made the present so excessively delightful, and the blow was so great he rushed out, overcome, and forgot to shut the door.

	The two friends remained alone to speak of the future and to build castles in the air. The good wine which Mousqueton had placed before them traced out in glowing drops to D’Artagnan a fine perspective, shining with quadruples and pistoles, and showed to Porthos a blue ribbon and a ducal mantle; they were, in fact, asleep on the table when the servants came to light them to their bed.

	Mousqueton was, however, somewhat consoled by D’Artagnan, who the next day told him that in all probability war would always be carried on in the heart of Paris and within reach of the Chateau du Vallon, which was near Corbeil, or Bracieux, which was near Melun, and of Pierrefonds, which was between Compiegne and Villars-Cotterets.

	“But--formerly--it appears,” began Mousqueton timidly.

	“Oh!” said D’Artagnan, “we don’t now make war as we did formerly. To-day it’s a sort of diplomatic arrangement; ask Planchet.”

	Mousqueton inquired, therefore, the state of the case of his old friend, who confirmed the statement of D’Artagnan. “But,” he added, “in this war prisoners stand a chance of being hung.”

	“The deuce they do!” said Mousqueton; “I think I should like the siege of Rochelle better than this war, then!”

	Porthos, meantime, asked D’Artagnan to give him his instructions how to proceed on his journey.

	“Four days,” replied his friend, “are necessary to reach Blois; one day to rest there; three or four days to return to Paris. Set out, therefore, in a week, with your suite, and go to the Hotel de la Chevrette, Rue Tiquetonne, and there await me.”

	“That’s agreed,” said Porthos.

	“As to myself, I shall go around to see Athos; for though I don’t think his aid worth much, one must with one’s friends observe all due politeness,” said D’Artagnan.

	The friends then took leave of each other on the very border of the estate of Pierrefonds, to which Porthos escorted his friend.

	“At least,” D’Artagnan said to himself, as he took the road to Villars-Cotterets, “at least I shall not be alone in my undertaking. That devil, Porthos, is a man of prodigious strength; still, if Athos joins us, well, we shall be three of us to laugh at Aramis, that little coxcomb with his too good luck.”

	At Villars-Cotterets he wrote to the cardinal:

	“My Lord,--I have already one man to offer to your eminence, and he is well worth twenty men. I am just setting out for Blois. The Comte de la Fere inhabits the Castle of Bragelonne, in the environs of that city.”

	13. Two Angelic Faces.

	The road was long, but the horses upon which D’Artagnan and Planchet rode had been refreshed in the well supplied stables of the Lord of Bracieux; the master and servant rode side by side, conversing as they went, for D’Artagnan had by degrees thrown off the master and Planchet had entirely ceased to assume the manners of a servant. He had been raised by circumstances to the rank of a confidant to his master. It was many years since D’Artagnan had opened his heart to any one; it happened, however, that these two men, on meeting again, assimilated perfectly. Planchet was in truth no vulgar companion in these new adventures; he was a man of uncommonly sound sense. Without courting danger he never shrank from an encounter; in short, he had been a soldier and arms ennoble a man; it was, therefore, on the footing of friends that D’Artagnan and Planchet arrived in the neighborhood of Blois.

	Going along, D’Artagnan, shaking his head, said:

	“I know that my going to Athos is useless and absurd; but still I owe this courtesy to my old friend, a man who had in him material for the most noble and generous of characters.”

	“Oh, Monsieur Athos was a noble gentleman,” said Planchet, “was he not? Scattering money round about him as Heaven sprinkles rain. Do you remember, sir, that duel with the Englishman in the inclosure des Carmes? Ah! how lofty, how magnificent Monsieur Athos was that day, when he said to his adversary: ‘You have insisted on knowing my name, sir; so much the worse for you, since I shall be obliged to kill you.’ I was near him, those were his exact words, when he stabbed his foe as he said he would, and his adversary fell without saying, ‘Oh!’ ‘Tis a noble gentleman--Monsieur Athos.”

	“Yes, true as Gospel,” said D’Artagnan; “but one single fault has swallowed up all these fine qualities.”

	“I remember well,” said Planchet, “he was fond of drinking--in truth, he drank, but not as other men drink. One seemed, as he raised the wine to his lips, to hear him say, ‘Come, juice of the grape, and chase away my sorrows.’ And how he used to break the stem of a glass or the neck of a bottle! There was no one like him for that.”

	“And now,” replied D’Artagnan, “behold the sad spectacle that awaits us. This noble gentleman with his lofty glance, this handsome cavalier, so brilliant in feats of arms that every one was surprised that he held in his hand a sword only instead of a baton of command! Alas! we shall find him changed into a broken down old man, with garnet nose and eyes that slobber; we shall find him extended on some lawn, whence he will look at us with a languid eye and peradventure will not recognize us. God knows, Planchet, that I should fly from a sight so sad if I did not wish to show my respect for the illustrious shadow of what was once the Comte de la Fere, whom we loved so much.”

	Planchet shook his head and said nothing. It was evident that he shared his master’s apprehensions.

	“And then,” resumed D’Artagnan, “to this decrepitude is probably added poverty, for he must have neglected the little that he had, and the dirty scoundrel, Grimaud, more taciturn than ever and still more drunken than his master--stay, Planchet, it breaks my heart to merely think of it.”

	“I fancy myself there and that I see him staggering and hear him stammering,” said Planchet, in a piteous tone, “but at all events we shall soon know the real state of things, for I imagine that those lofty walls, now turning ruby in the setting sun, are the walls of Blois.”

	“Probably; and those steeples, pointed and sculptured, that we catch a glimpse of yonder, are similar to those that I have heard described at Chambord.”

	At this moment one of those heavy wagons, drawn by bullocks, which carry the wood cut in the fine forests of the country to the ports of the Loire, came out of a byroad full of ruts and turned on that which the two horsemen were following. A man carrying a long switch with a nail at the end of it, with which he urged on his slow team, was walking with the cart.

	“Ho! friend,” cried Planchet.

	“What’s your pleasure, gentlemen?” replied the peasant, with a purity of accent peculiar to the people of that district and which might have put to shame the cultured denizens of the Sorbonne and the Rue de l’Universite.

	“We are looking for the house of Monsieur de la Fere,” said D’Artagnan.

	The peasant took off his hat on hearing this revered name.

	“Gentlemen,” he said, “the wood that I am carting is his; I cut it in his copse and I am taking it to the chateau.”

	D’Artagnan determined not to question this man; he did not wish to hear from another what he had himself said to Planchet.

	“The chateau!” he said to himself, “what chateau? Ah, I understand! Athos is not a man to be thwarted; he, like Porthos, has obliged his peasantry to call him ‘my lord,’ and to dignify his pettifogging place by the name of chateau. He had a heavy hand--dear old Athos--after drinking.”

	D’Artagnan, after asking the man the right way, continued his route, agitated in spite of himself at the idea of seeing once more that singular man whom he had so truly loved and who had contributed so much by advice and example to his education as a gentleman. He checked by degrees the speed of his horse and went on, his head drooping as if in deep thought.

	Soon, as the road turned, the Chateau de la Valliere appeared in view; then, a quarter of a mile beyond, a white house, encircled in sycamores, was visible at the farther end of a group of trees, which spring had powdered with a snow of flowers.

	On beholding this house, D’Artagnan, calm as he was in general, felt an unusual disturbance within his heart--so powerful during the whole course of life are the recollections of youth. He proceeded, nevertheless, and came opposite to an iron gate, ornamented in the taste of the period.

	Through the gate was seen kitchen-gardens, carefully attended to, a spacious courtyard, in which neighed several horses held by valets in various liveries, and a carriage, drawn by two horses of the country.

	“We are mistaken,” said D’Artagnan. “This cannot be the establishment of Athos. Good heavens! suppose he is dead and that this property now belongs to some one who bears his name. Alight, Planchet, and inquire, for I confess that I have scarcely courage so to do.”

	Planchet alighted.

	“Thou must add,” said D’Artagnan, “that a gentleman who is passing by wishes to have the honor of paying his respects to the Comte de la Fere, and if thou art satisfied with what thou hearest, then mention my name!”

	Planchet, leading his horse by the bridle, drew near to the gate and rang the bell, and immediately a servant-man with white hair and of erect stature, notwithstanding his age, presented himself.

	“Does Monsieur le Comte de la Fere live here?” asked Planchet.

	“Yes, monsieur, it is here he lives,” the servant replied to Planchet, who was not in livery.

	“A nobleman retired from service, is he not?”

	“Yes.”

	“And who had a lackey named Grimaud?” persisted Planchet, who had prudently considered that he couldn’t have too much information.

	“Monsieur Grimaud is absent from the chateau for the time being,” said the servitor, who, little used as he was to such inquiries, began to examine Planchet from head to foot.

	“Then,” cried Planchet joyously, “I see well that it is the same Comte de la Fere whom we seek. Be good enough to open to me, for I wish to announce to monsieur le comte that my master, one of his friends, is here, and wishes to greet him.”

	“Why didn’t you say so?” said the servitor, opening the gate. “But where is your master?”

	“He is following me.”

	The servitor opened the gate and walked before Planchet, who made a sign to D’Artagnan. The latter, his heart palpitating more than ever, entered the courtyard without dismounting.

	Whilst Planchet was standing on the steps before the house he heard a voice say:

	“Well, where is this gentleman and why do they not bring him here?”

	This voice, the sound of which reached D’Artagnan, reawakened in his heart a thousand sentiments, a thousand recollections that he had forgotten. He vaulted hastily from his horse, whilst Planchet, with a smile on his lips, advanced toward the master of the house.

	“But I know you, my lad,” said Athos, appearing on the threshold.

	“Oh, yes, monsieur le comte, you know me and I know you. I am Planchet--Planchet, whom you know well.” But the honest servant could say no more, so much was he overcome by this unexpected interview.

	“What, Planchet, is Monsieur d’Artagnan here?”

	“Here I am, my friend, dear Athos!” cried D’Artagnan, in a faltering voice and almost staggering from agitation.

	At these words a visible emotion was expressed on the beautiful countenance and calm features of Athos. He rushed toward D’Artagnan with eyes fixed upon him and clasped him in his arms. D’Artagnan, equally moved, pressed him also closely to him, whilst tears stood in his eyes. Athos then took him by the hand and led him into the drawing-room, where there were several people. Every one arose.

	“I present to you,” he said, “Monsieur le Chevalier D’Artagnan, lieutenant of his majesty’s musketeers, a devoted friend and one of the most excellent, brave gentlemen that I have ever known.”

	D’Artagnan received the compliments of those who were present in his own way, and whilst the conversation became general he looked earnestly at Athos.

	Strange! Athos was scarcely aged at all! His fine eyes, no longer surrounded by that dark line which nights of dissipation pencil too infallibly, seemed larger, more liquid than ever. His face, a little elongated, had gained in calm dignity what it had lost in feverish excitement. His hand, always wonderfully beautiful and strong, was set off by a ruffle of lace, like certain hands by Titian and Vandyck. He was less stiff than formerly. His long, dark hair, softly powdered here and there with silver tendrils, fell elegantly over his shoulders in wavy curls; his voice was still youthful, as if belonging to a Hercules of twenty-five, and his magnificent teeth, which he had preserved white and sound, gave an indescribable charm to his smile.

	Meanwhile the guests, seeing that the two friends were longing to be alone, prepared to depart, when a noise of dogs barking resounded through the courtyard and many persons said at the same moment:

	“Ah! ‘tis Raoul, who is come home.”

	Athos, as the name of Raoul was pronounced, looked inquisitively at D’Artagnan, in order to see if any curiosity was painted on his face. But D’Artagnan was still in confusion and turned around almost mechanically when a fine young man of fifteen years of age, dressed simply, but in perfect taste, entered the room, raising, as he came, his hat, adorned with a long plume of scarlet feathers.

	Nevertheless, D’Artagnan was struck by the appearance of this new personage. It seemed to explain to him the change in Athos; a resemblance between the boy and the man explained the mystery of this regenerated existence. He remained listening and gazing.

	“Here you are, home again, Raoul,” said the comte.

	“Yes, sir,” replied the youth, with deep respect, “and I have performed the commission that you gave me.”

	“But what’s the matter, Raoul?” said Athos, very anxiously. “You are pale and agitated.”

	“Sir,” replied the young man, “it is on account of an accident which has happened to our little neighbor.”

	“To Mademoiselle de la Valliere?” asked Athos, quickly.

	“What is it?” cried many persons present.

	“She was walking with her nurse Marceline, in the place where the woodmen cut the wood, when, passing on horseback, I stopped. She saw me also and in trying to jump from the end of a pile of wood on which she had mounted, the poor child fell and was not able to rise again. I fear that she has badly sprained her ankle.”

	“Oh, heavens!” cried Athos. “And her mother, Madame de Saint-Remy, have they yet told her of it?”

	“No, sir, Madame de Saint-Remy is at Blois with the Duchess of Orleans. I am afraid that what was first done was unskillful, if not worse than useless. I am come, sir, to ask your advice.”

	“Send directly to Blois, Raoul; or, rather, take horse and ride immediately yourself.”

	Raoul bowed.

	“But where is Louise?” asked the comte.

	“I have brought her here, sir, and I have deposited her in charge of Charlotte, who, till better advice comes, has bathed the foot in cold well-water.”

	The guests now all took leave of Athos, excepting the old Duc de Barbe, who, as an old friend of the family of La Valliere, went to see little Louise and offered to take her to Blois in his carriage.

	“You are right, sir,” said Athos. “She will be the sooner with her mother. As for you, Raoul, I am sure it is your fault, some giddiness or folly.”

	“No, sir, I assure you,” muttered Raoul, “it is not.”

	“Oh, no, no, I declare it is not!” cried the young girl, while Raoul turned pale at the idea of his being perhaps the cause of her disaster.

	“Nevertheless, Raoul, you must go to Blois and you must make your excuses and mine to Madame de Saint-Remy.”

	The youth looked pleased. He again took in his strong arms the little girl, whose pretty golden head and smiling face rested on his shoulder, and placed her gently in the carriage; then jumping on his horse with the elegance of a first-rate esquire, after bowing to Athos and D’Artagnan, he went off close by the door of the carriage, on somebody inside of which his eyes were riveted.

	14. The Castle of Bragelonne.

	Whilst this scene was going on, D’Artagnan remained with open mouth and a confused gaze. Everything had turned out so differently from what he expected that he was stupefied with wonder.

	Athos, who had been observing him and guessing his thoughts, took his arm and led him into the garden.

	“Whilst supper is being prepared,” he said, smiling, “you will not, my friend, be sorry to have the mystery which so puzzles you cleared up.”

	“True, monsieur le comte,” replied D’Artagnan, who felt that by degrees Athos was resuming that great influence which aristocracy had over him.

	Athos smiled.

	“First and foremost, dear D’Artagnan, we have no title such as count here. When I call you ‘chevalier,’ it is in presenting you to my guests, that they may know who you are. But to you, D’Artagnan, I am, I hope, still dear Athos, your comrade, your friend. Do you intend to stand on ceremony because you are less attached to me than you were?”

	“Oh! God forbid!”

	“Then let us be as we used to be; let us be open with each other. You are surprised at what you see here?”

	“Extremely.”

	“But above all things, I am a marvel to you?”

	“I confess it.”

	“I am still young, am I not? Should you not have known me again, in spite of my eight-and-forty years of age?”

	“On the contrary, I do not find you the same person at all.”

	“I understand,” cried Athos, with a gentle blush. “Everything, D’Artagnan, even folly, has its limit.”

	“Then your means, it appears, are improved; you have a capital house--your own, I presume? You have a park, and horses, servants.”

	Athos smiled.

	“Yes, I inherited this little property when I quitted the army, as I told you. The park is twenty acres--twenty, comprising kitchen-gardens and a common. I have two horses,--I do not count my servant’s bobtailed nag. My sporting dogs consist of two pointers, two harriers and two setters. But then all this extravagance is not for myself,” added Athos, laughing.

	“Yes, I see, for the young man Raoul,” said D’Artagnan.

	“You guess aright, my friend; this youth is an orphan, deserted by his mother, who left him in the house of a poor country priest. I have brought him up. It is Raoul who has worked in me the change you see; I was dried up like a miserable tree, isolated, attached to nothing on earth; it was only a deep affection that could make me take root again and drag me back to life. This child has caused me to recover what I had lost. I had no longer any wish to live for myself, I have lived for him. I have corrected the vices that I had; I have assumed the virtues that I had not. Precept something, but example more. I may be mistaken, but I believe that Raoul will be as accomplished a gentleman as our degenerate age could display.”

	The remembrance of Milady recurred to D’Artagnan.

	“And you are happy?” he said to his friend.

	“As happy as it is allowed to one of God’s creatures to be on this earth; but say out all you think, D’Artagnan, for you have not yet done so.”

	“You are too bad, Athos; one can hide nothing from you,” answered D’Artagnan. “I wished to ask you if you ever feel any emotions of terror resembling----”

	“Remorse! I finish your phrase. Yes and no. I do not feel remorse, because that woman, I profoundly hold, deserved her punishment. Had she one redeeming trait? I doubt it. I do not feel remorse, because had we allowed her to live she would have persisted in her work of destruction. But I do not mean, my friend that we were right in what we did. Perhaps all blood demands some expiation. Hers had been accomplished; it remains, possibly, for us to accomplish ours.”

	“I have sometimes thought as you do, Athos.”

	“She had a son, that unhappy woman?”

	“Yes.”

	“Have you ever heard of him?”

	“Never.”

	“He must be about twenty-three years of age,” said Athos, in a low tone. “I often think of that young man, D’Artagnan.”

	“Strange! for I had forgotten him,” said the lieutenant.

	Athos smiled; the smile was melancholy.

	“And Lord de Winter--do you know anything about him?”

	“I know that he is in high favor with Charles I.”

	“The fortunes of that monarch now are at low water. He shed the blood of Strafford; that confirms what I said just now--blood will have blood. And the queen?”

	“What queen?”

	“Madame Henrietta of England, daughter of Henry IV.”

	“She is at the Louvre, as you know.”

	“Yes, and I hear in bitter poverty. Her daughter, during the severest cold, was obliged for want of fire to remain in bed. Do you grasp that?” said Athos, shrugging his shoulders; “the daughter of Henry IV. shivering for want of a fagot! Why did she not ask from any one of us a home instead of from Mazarin? She should have wanted nothing.”

	“Have you ever seen the queen of England?” inquired D’Artagnan.

	“No; but my mother, as a child, saw her. Did I ever tell you that my mother was lady of honor to Marie de Medici?”

	“Never. You know, Athos, you never spoke much of such matters.”

	“Ah, mon Dieu, yes, you are right,” Athos replied; “but then there must be some occasion for speaking.”

	“Porthos wouldn’t have waited for it so patiently,” said D’Artagnan, with a smile.

	“Every one according to his nature, my dear D’Artagnan. Porthos, in spite of a touch of vanity, has many excellent qualities. Have you seen him?”

	“I left him five days ago,” said D’Artagnan, and he portrayed with Gascon wit and sprightliness the magnificence of Porthos in his Chateau of Pierrefonds; nor did he neglect to launch a few arrows of wit at the excellent Monsieur Mouston.

	“I sometimes wonder,” replied Athos, smiling at that gayety which recalled the good old days, “that we could form an association of men who would be, after twenty years of separation, still so closely bound together. Friendship throws out deep roots in honest hearts, D’Artagnan. Believe me, it is only the evil-minded who deny friendship; they cannot understand it. And Aramis?”

	“I have seen him also,” said D’Artagnan; “but he seemed to me cold.”

	“Ah, you have seen Aramis?” said Athos, turning on D’Artagnan a searching look. “Why, it is a veritable pilgrimage, my dear friend, that you are making to the Temple of Friendship, as the poets would say.”

	“Why, yes,” replied D’Artagnan, with embarrassment.

	“Aramis, you know,” continued Athos, “is naturally cold, and then he is always involved in intrigues with women.”

	“I believe he is at this moment in a very complicated one,” said D’Artagnan.

	Athos made no reply.

	“He is not curious,” thought D’Artagnan.

	Athos not only failed to reply, he even changed the subject of conversation.

	“You see,” said he, calling D’Artagnan’s attention to the fact that they had come back to the chateau after an hour’s walk, “we have made a tour of my domains.”

	“All is charming and everything savors of nobility,” replied D’Artagnan.

	At this instant they heard the sound of horses’ feet.

	“‘Tis Raoul who has come back,” said Athos; “and we can now hear how the poor child is.”

	In fact, the young man appeared at the gate, covered with dust, entered the courtyard, leaped from his horse, which he consigned to the charge of a groom, and then went to greet the count and D’Artagnan.

	“Monsieur,” said Athos, placing his hand on D’Artagnan’s shoulder, “monsieur is the Chevalier D’Artagnan of whom you have often heard me speak, Raoul.”

	“Monsieur,” said the young man, saluting again and more profoundly, “monsieur le comte has pronounced your name before me as an example whenever he wished to speak of an intrepid and generous gentleman.”

	That little compliment could not fail to move D’Artagnan. He extended a hand to Raoul and said:

	“My young friend, all the praises that are given me should be passed on to the count here; for he has educated me in everything and it is not his fault that his pupil profited so little from his instructions. But he will make it up in you I am sure. I like your manner, Raoul, and your politeness has touched me.”

	Athos was more delighted than can be told. He looked at D’Artagnan with an expression of gratitude and then bestowed on Raoul one of those strange smiles, of which children are so proud when they receive them.

	“Now,” said D’Artagnan to himself, noticing that silent play of countenance, “I am sure of it.”

	“I hope the accident has been of no consequence?”

	“They don’t yet know, sir, on account of the swelling; but the doctor is afraid some tendon has been injured.”

	At this moment a little boy, half peasant, half foot-boy, came to announce supper.

	Athos led his guest into a dining-room of moderate size, the windows of which opened on one side on a garden, on the other on a hot-house full of magnificent flowers.

	D’Artagnan glanced at the dinner service. The plate was magnificent, old, and appertaining to the family. D’Artagnan stopped to look at a sideboard on which was a superb ewer of silver.

	“That workmanship is divine!” he exclaimed.

	“Yes, a chef d’oeuvre of the great Florentine sculptor, Benvenuto Cellini,” replied Athos.

	“What battle does it represent?”

	“That of Marignan, just at the point where one of my forefathers is offering his sword to Francis I., who has broken his. It was on that occasion that my ancestor, Enguerrand de la Fere, was made a knight of the Order of St. Michael; besides which, the king, fifteen years afterward, gave him also this ewer and a sword which you may have seen formerly in my house, also a lovely specimen of workmanship. Men were giants in those times,” said Athos; “now we are pigmies in comparison. Let us sit down to supper. Call Charles,” he added, addressing the boy who waited.

	“My good Charles, I particularly recommend to your care Planchet, the laquais of Monsieur D’Artagnan. He likes good wine; now you have the key of the cellar. He has slept a long time on a hard bed, so he won’t object to a soft one; take every care of him, I beg of you.” Charles bowed and retired.

	“You think of everything,” said D’Artagnan; “and I thank you for Planchet, my dear Athos.”

	Raoul stared on hearing this name and looked at the count to be quite sure that it was he whom the lieutenant thus addressed.

	“That name sounds strange to you,” said Athos, smiling; “it was my nom de guerre when Monsieur D’Artagnan, two other gallant friends and myself performed some feats of arms at the siege of La Rochelle, under the deceased cardinal and Monsieur de Bassompierre. My friend is still so kind as to address me by that old and well beloved appellation, which makes my heart glad when I hear it.”

	“‘Tis an illustrious name,” said the lieutenant, “and had one day triumphal honors paid to it.”

	“What do you mean, sir?” inquired Raoul.

	“You have not forgotten St. Gervais, Athos, and the napkin which was converted into a banner?” and he then related to Raoul the story of the bastion, and Raoul fancied he was listening to one of those deeds of arms belonging to days of chivalry, so gloriously recounted by Tasso and Ariosto.

	“D’Artagnan does not tell you, Raoul,” said Athos, in his turn, “that he was reckoned one of the finest swordsmen of his time--a knuckle of iron, a wrist of steel, a sure eye and a glance of fire; that’s what his adversary met with. He was eighteen, only three years older than you are, Raoul, when I saw him set to work, pitted against tried men.”

	“And did Monsieur D’Artagnan come off the conqueror?” asked the young man, with glistening eye.

	“I killed one man, if I recollect rightly,” replied D’Artagnan, with a look of inquiry directed to Athos; “another I disarmed or wounded, I don’t remember which.”

	“Wounded!” said Athos; “it was a phenomenon of skill.”

	The young man would willingly have prolonged this conversation far into the night, but Athos pointed out to him that his guest must need repose. D’Artagnan would fain have declared that he was not fatigued, but Athos insisted on his retiring to his chamber, conducted thither by Raoul.

	15. Athos as a Diplomatist.

	D’Artagnan retired to bed--not to sleep, but to think over all he had heard that evening. Being naturally goodhearted, and having had once a liking for Athos, which had grown into a sincere friendship, he was delighted at thus meeting a man full of intelligence and moral strength, instead of a drunkard. He admitted without annoyance the continued superiority of Athos over himself, devoid as he was of that jealousy which might have saddened a less generous disposition; he was delighted also that the high qualities of Athos appeared to promise favorably for his mission. Nevertheless, it seemed to him that Athos was not in all respects sincere and frank. Who was the youth he had adopted and who bore so striking a resemblance to him? What could explain Athos’s having re-entered the world and the extreme sobriety he had observed at table? The absence of Grimaud, whose name had never once been uttered by Athos, gave D’Artagnan uneasiness. It was evident either that he no longer possessed the confidence of his friend, or that Athos was bound by some invisible chain, or that he had been forewarned of the lieutenant’s visit.

	He could not help thinking of M. Rochefort, whom he had seen in Notre Dame; could De Rochefort have forestalled him with Athos? Again, the moderate fortune which Athos possessed, concealed as it was, so skillfully, seemed to show a regard for appearances and to betray a latent ambition which might be easily aroused. The clear and vigorous intellect of Athos would render him more open to conviction than a less able man would be. He would enter into the minister’s schemes with the more ardor, because his natural activity would be doubled by necessity.

	Resolved to seek an explanation on all these points on the following day, D’Artagnan, in spite of his fatigue, prepared for an attack and determined that it should take place after breakfast. He determined to cultivate the good-will of the youth Raoul and, either whilst fencing with him or when out shooting, to extract from his simplicity some information which would connect the Athos of old times with the Athos of the present. But D’Artagnan at the same time, being a man of extreme caution, was quite aware what injury he should do himself, if by any indiscretion or awkwardness he should betray has manoeuvering to the experienced eye of Athos. Besides, to tell truth, whilst D’Artagnan was quite disposed to adopt a subtle course against the cunning of Aramis or the vanity of Porthos, he was ashamed to equivocate with Athos, true-hearted, open Athos. It seemed to him that if Porthos and Aramis deemed him superior to them in the arts of diplomacy, they would like him all the better for it; but that Athos, on the contrary, would despise him.

	“Ah! why is not Grimaud, the taciturn Grimaud, here?” thought D’Artagnan, “there are so many things his silence would have told me; with Grimaud silence was another form of eloquence!”

	There reigned a perfect stillness in the house. D’Artagnan had heard the door shut and the shutters barred; the dogs became in their turn silent. At last a nightingale, lost in a thicket of shrubs, in the midst of its most melodious cadences had fluted low and lower into stillness and fallen asleep. Not a sound was heard in the castle, except of a footstep up and down, in the chamber above--as he supposed, the bedroom of Athos.

	“He is walking about and thinking,” thought D’Artagnan; “but of what? It is impossible to know; everything else might be guessed, but not that.”

	At length Athos went to bed, apparently, for the noise ceased.

	Silence and fatigue together overcame D’Artagnan and sleep overtook him also. He was not, however, a good sleeper. Scarcely had dawn gilded his window curtains when he sprang out of bed and opened the windows. Somebody, he perceived, was in the courtyard, moving stealthily. True to his custom of never passing anything over that it was within his power to know, D’Artagnan looked out of the window and perceived the close red coat and brown hair of Raoul.

	The young man was opening the door of the stable. He then, with noiseless haste, took out the horse that he had ridden on the previous evening, saddled and bridled it himself and led the animal into the alley to the right of the kitchen-garden, opened a side door which conducted him to a bridle road, shut it after him, and D’Artagnan saw him pass by like a dart, bending, as he went, beneath the pendent flowery branches of maple and acacia. The road, as D’Artagnan had observed, was the way to Blois.

	“So!” thought the Gascon “here’s a young blade who has already his love affair, who doesn’t at all agree with Athos in his hatred to the fair sex. He’s not going to hunt, for he has neither dogs nor arms; he’s not going on a message, for he goes secretly. Why does he go in secret? Is he afraid of me or of his father? for I am sure the count is his father. By Jove! I shall know about that soon, for I shall soon speak out to Athos.”

	Day was now advanced; all the noises that had ceased the night before reawakened, one after the other. The bird on the branch, the dog in his kennel, the sheep in the field, the boats moored in the Loire, even, became alive and vocal. The latter, leaving the shore, abandoned themselves gaily to the current. The Gascon gave a last twirl to his mustache, a last turn to his hair, brushed, from habit, the brim of his hat with the sleeve of his doublet, and went downstairs. Scarcely had he descended the last step of the threshold when he saw Athos bent down toward the ground, as if he were looking for a crown-piece in the dust.

	“Good-morning, my dear host,” cried D’Artagnan.

	“Good-day to you; have you slept well?”

	“Excellently, Athos, but what are you looking for? You are perhaps a tulip fancier?”

	“My dear friend, if I am, you must not laugh at me for being so. In the country people alter; one gets to like, without knowing it, all those beautiful objects that God causes to spring from the earth, which are despised in cities. I was looking anxiously for some iris roots I planted here, close to this reservoir, and which some one has trampled upon this morning. These gardeners are the most careless people in the world; in bringing the horse out to the water they’ve allowed him to walk over the border.”

	D’Artagnan began to smile.

	“Ah! you think so, do you?”

	And he took his friend along the alley, where a number of tracks like those which had trampled down the flowerbeds, were visible.

	“Here are the horse’s hoofs again, it seems, Athos,” he said carelessly.

	“Yes, indeed, the marks are recent.”

	“Quite so,” replied the lieutenant.

	“Who went out this morning?” Athos asked, uneasily. “Has any horse got loose?”

	“Not likely,” answered the Gascon; “these marks are regular.”

	“Where is Raoul?” asked Athos; “how is it that I have not seen him?”

	“Hush!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, putting his finger on his lips; and he related what he had seen, watching Athos all the while.

	“Ah, he’s gone to Blois; the poor boy----”

	“Wherefore?”

	“Ah, to inquire after the little La Valliere; she has sprained her foot, you know.”

	“You think he has?”

	“I am sure of it,” said Athos; “don’t you see that Raoul is in love?”

	“Indeed! with whom--with a child seven years old?”

	“Dear friend, at Raoul’s age the heart is so expansive that it must encircle one object or another, fancied or real. Well, his love is half real, half fanciful. She is the prettiest little creature in the world, with flaxen hair, blue eyes,--at once saucy and languishing.”

	“But what say you to Raoul’s fancy?”

	“Nothing--I laugh at Raoul; but this first desire of the heart is imperious. I remember, just at his age, how deep in love I was with a Grecian statue which our good king, then Henry IV., gave my father, insomuch that I was mad with grief when they told me that the story of Pygmalion was nothing but a fable.”

	“It is mere want of occupation. You do not make Raoul work, so he takes his own way of employing himself.”

	“Exactly; therefore I think of sending him away from here.”

	“You will be wise to do so.”

	“No doubt of it; but it will break his heart. So long as three or four years ago he used to adorn and adore his little idol, whom he will some day fall in love with in right earnest if he remains here. The parents of little La Valliere have for a long time perceived and been amused at it; now they begin to look concerned.”

	“Nonsense! However, Raoul must be diverted from this fancy. Send him away or you will never make a man of him.”

	“I think I shall send him to Paris.”

	“So!” thought D’Artagnan, and it seemed to him that the moment for attack had arrived.

	“Suppose,” he said, “we roughly chalk out a career for this young man. I wish to consult you about some thing.”

	“Do so.”

	“Do you think it is time for us to enter the service?”

	“But are you not still in the service--you, D’Artagnan?”

	“I mean active service. Our former life, has it still no attractions for you? would you not be happy to begin anew in my society and in that of Porthos, the exploits of our youth?”

	“Do you propose to me to do so, D’Artagnan?”

	“Decidedly and honestly.”

	“On whose side?” asked Athos, fixing his clear, benevolent glance on the countenance of the Gascon.

	“Ah, devil take it, you speak in earnest----”

	“And must have a definite answer. Listen, D’Artagnan. There is but one person, or rather, one cause, to whom a man like me can be useful--that of the king.”

	“Exactly,” answered the musketeer.

	“Yes, but let us understand each other,” returned Athos, seriously. “If by the cause of the king you mean that of Monsieur de Mazarin, we do not understand each other.”

	“I don’t say exactly,” answered the Gascon, confused.

	“Come, D’Artagnan, don’t let us play a sidelong game; your hesitation, your evasion, tells me at once on whose side you are; for that party no one dares openly to recruit, and when people recruit for it, it is with averted eyes and humble voice.”

	“Ah! my dear Athos!”

	“You know that I am not alluding to you; you are the pearl of brave, bold men. I speak of that spiteful and intriguing Italian--of the pedant who has tried to put on his own head a crown which he stole from under a pillow--of the scoundrel who calls his party the party of the king--who wants to send the princes of the blood to prison, not daring to kill them, as our great cardinal--our cardinal did--of the miser, who weighs his gold pieces and keeps the clipped ones for fear, though he is rich, of losing them at play next morning--of the impudent fellow who insults the queen, as they say--so much the worse for her--and who is going in three months to make war upon us, in order that he may retain his pensions; is that the master whom you propose to me? I thank you, D’Artagnan.”

	“You are more impetuous than you were,” returned D’Artagnan. “Age has warmed, not chilled your blood. Who informed you this was the master I propose to you? Devil take it,” he muttered to himself, “don’t let me betray my secrets to a man not inclined to entertain them.”

	“Well, then,” said Athos, “what are your schemes? what do you propose?”

	“Zounds! nothing more than natural. You live on your estate, happy in golden mediocrity. Porthos has, perhaps, sixty thousand francs income. Aramis has always fifty duchesses quarreling over the priest, as they quarreled formerly over the musketeer; but I--what have I in the world? I have worn my cuirass these twenty years, kept down in this inferior rank, without going forward or backward, hardly half living. In fact, I am dead. Well! when there is some idea of being resuscitated, you say he’s a scoundrel, an impudent fellow, a miser, a bad master! By Jove! I am of your opinion, but find me a better one or give me the means of living.”

	Athos was for a few moments thoughtful.

	“Good! D’Artagnan is for Mazarin,” he said to himself.

	From that moment he grew very guarded.

	On his side D’Artagnan became more cautious also.

	“You spoke to me,” Athos resumed, “of Porthos; have you persuaded him to seek his fortune? But he has wealth, I believe, already.”

	“Doubtless he has. But such is man, we always want something more than we already have.”

	“What does Porthos wish for?”

	“To be a baron.”

	“Ah, true! I forgot,” said Athos, laughing.

	“‘Tis true!” thought the Gascon, “where has he heard it? Does he correspond with Aramis? Ah! if I knew that he did I should know all.”

	The conversation was interrupted by the entrance of Raoul.

	“Is our little neighbor worse?” asked D’Artagnan, seeing a look of vexation on the face of the youth.

	“Ah, sir!” replied Raoul, “her fall is a very serious one, and without any ostensible injury, the physician fears she will be lame for life.”

	“This is terrible,” said Athos.

	“And what makes me all the more wretched, sir, is, that I was the cause of this misfortune.”

	“How so?” asked Athos.

	“It was to run to meet me that she leaped from that pile of wood.”

	“There’s only one remedy, dear Raoul--that is, to marry her as a compensation.” remarked D’Artagnan.

	“Ah, sir!” answered Raoul, “you joke about a real misfortune; that is cruel, indeed.”

	The good understanding between the two friends was not in the least altered by the morning’s skirmish. They breakfasted with a good appetite, looking now and then at poor Raoul, who with moist eyes and a full heart, scarcely ate at all.

	After breakfast two letters arrived for Athos, who read them with profound attention, whilst D’Artagnan could not restrain himself from jumping up several times on seeing him read these epistles, in one of which, there being at the time a very strong light, he perceived the fine writing of Aramis. The other was in a feminine hand, long, and crossed.

	“Come,” said D’Artagnan to Raoul, seeing that Athos wished to be alone, “come, let us take a turn in the fencing gallery; that will amuse you.”

	And they both went into a low room where there were foils, gloves, masks, breastplates, and all the accessories for a fencing match.

	In a quarter of an hour Athos joined them and at the same moment Charles brought in a letter for D’Artagnan, which a messenger had just desired might be instantly delivered.

	It was now Athos’s turn to take a sly look.

	D’Artagnan read the letter with apparent calmness and said, shaking his head:

	“See, dear friend, what it is to belong to the army. Faith, you are indeed right not to return to it. Monsieur de Treville is ill, so my company can’t do without me; there! my leave is at an end!”

	“Do you return to Paris?” asked Athos, quickly.

	“Egad! yes; but why don’t you come there also?”

	Athos colored a little and answered:

	“Should I go, I shall be delighted to see you there.”

	“Halloo, Planchet!” cried the Gascon from the door, “we must set out in ten minutes; give the horses some hay.”

	Then turning to Athos he added:

	“I seem to miss something here. I am really sorry to go away without having seen Grimaud.”

	“Grimaud!” replied Athos. “I’m surprised you have never so much as asked after him. I have lent him to a friend----”

	“Who will understand the signs he makes?” returned D’Artagnan.

	“I hope so.”

	The friends embraced cordially; D’Artagnan pressed Raoul’s hand.

	“Will you not come with me?” he said; “I shall pass by Blois.”

	Raoul turned toward Athos, who showed him by a secret sign that he did not wish him to go.

	“No, monsieur,” replied the young man; “I will remain with monsieur le comte.”

	“Adieu, then, to both, my good friends,” said D’Artagnan; “may God preserve you! as we used to say when we said good-bye to each other in the late cardinal’s time.”

	Athos waved his hand, Raoul bowed, and D’Artagnan and Planchet set out.

	The count followed them with his eyes, his hands resting on the shoulders of the youth, whose height was almost equal to his own; but as soon as they were out of sight he said:

	“Raoul, we set out to-night for Paris.”

	“Eh?” cried the young man, turning pale.

	“You may go and offer your adieux and mine to Madame de Saint-Remy. I shall wait for you here till seven.”

	The young man bent low, with an expression of sorrow and gratitude mingled, and retired in order to saddle his horse.

	As to D’Artagnan, scarcely, on his side, was he out of sight when he drew from his pocket a letter, which he read over again:

	“Return immediately to Paris.--J. M----.”

	“The epistle is laconic,” said D’Artagnan; “and if there had not been a postscript, probably I should not have understood it; but happily there is a postscript.”

	And he read that welcome postscript, which made him forget the abruptness of the letter.

	“P. S.--Go to the king’s treasurer, at Blois; tell him your name and show him this letter; you will receive two hundred pistoles.”

	“Assuredly,” said D’Artagnan, “I admire this piece of prose. The cardinal writes better than I thought. Come, Planchet, let us pay a visit to the king’s treasurer and then set off.”

	“Toward Paris, sir?”

	“Toward Paris.”

	And they set out at as hard a canter as their horses could maintain.

	16. The Duc de Beaufort.

	The circumstances that had hastened the return of D’Artagnan to Paris were as follows:

	One evening, when Mazarin, according to custom, went to visit the queen, in passing the guard-chamber he heard loud voices; wishing to know on what topic the soldiers were conversing, he approached with his wonted wolf-like step, pushed open the door and put his head close to the chink.

	There was a dispute among the guards.

	“I tell you,” one of them was saying, “that if Coysel predicted that, ‘tis as good as true; I know nothing about it, but I have heard say that he’s not only an astrologer, but a magician.”

	“Deuce take it, friend, if he’s one of thy friends thou wilt ruin him in saying so.”

	“Why?”

	“Because he may be tried for it.”

	“Ah! absurd! they don’t burn sorcerers nowadays.”

	“No? ‘Tis not a long time since the late cardinal burnt Urban Grandier, though.”

	“My friend, Urban Grandier wasn’t a sorcerer, he was a learned man. He didn’t predict the future, he knew the past--often a more dangerous thing.”

	Mazarin nodded an assent, but wishing to know what this prediction was, about which they disputed, he remained in the same place.

	“I don’t say,” resumed the guard, “that Coysel is not a sorcerer, but I say that if his prophecy gets wind, it’s a sure way to prevent it’s coming true.”

	“How so?”

	“Why, in this way: if Coysel says loud enough for the cardinal to hear him, on such or such a day such a prisoner will escape, ‘tis plain that the cardinal will take measures of precaution and that the prisoner will not escape.”

	“Good Lord!” said another guard, who might have been thought asleep on a bench, but who had lost not a syllable of the conversation, “do you suppose that men can escape their destiny? If it is written yonder, in Heaven, that the Duc de Beaufort is to escape, he will escape; and all the precautions of the cardinal will not prevent it.”

	Mazarin started. He was an Italian and therefore superstitious. He walked straight into the midst of the guards, who on seeing him were silent.

	“What were you saying?” he asked with his flattering manner; “that Monsieur de Beaufort had escaped, were you not?”

	“Oh, no, my lord!” said the incredulous soldier. “He’s well guarded now; we only said he would escape.”

	“Who said so?”

	“Repeat your story, Saint Laurent,” replied the man, turning to the originator of the tale.

	“My lord,” said the guard, “I have simply mentioned the prophecy I heard from a man named Coysel, who believes that, be he ever so closely watched and guarded, the Duke of Beaufort will escape before Whitsuntide.”

	“Coysel is a madman!” returned the cardinal.

	“No,” replied the soldier, tenacious in his credulity; “he has foretold many things which have come to pass; for instance, that the queen would have a son; that Monsieur Coligny would be killed in a duel with the Duc de Guise; and finally, that the coadjutor would be made cardinal. Well! the queen has not only one son, but two; then, Monsieur de Coligny was killed, and----”

	“Yes,” said Mazarin, “but the coadjutor is not yet made cardinal!”

	“No, my lord, but he will be,” answered the guard.

	Mazarin made a grimace, as if he meant to say, “But he does not wear the cardinal’s cap;” then he added:

	“So, my friend, it’s your opinion that Monsieur de Beaufort will escape?”

	“That’s my idea, my lord; and if your eminence were to offer to make me at this moment governor of the castle of Vincennes, I should refuse it. After Whitsuntide it would be another thing.”

	There is nothing so convincing as a firm conviction. It has its own effect upon the most incredulous; and far from being incredulous, Mazarin was superstitious. He went away thoughtful and anxious and returned to his own room, where he summoned Bernouin and desired him to fetch thither in the morning the special guard he had placed over Monsieur de Beaufort and to awaken him whenever he should arrive.

	The guard had, in fact, touched the cardinal in the tenderest point. During the whole five years in which the Duc de Beaufort had been in prison not a day had passed in which the cardinal had not felt a secret dread of his escape. It was not possible, as he knew well, to confine for the whole of his life the grandson of Henry IV., especially when this young prince was scarcely thirty years of age. But however and whensoever he did escape, what hatred he must cherish against him to whom he owed his long imprisonment; who had taken him, rich, brave, glorious, beloved by women, feared by men, to cut off his life’s best, happiest years; for it is not life, it is merely existence, in prison! Meantime, Mazarin redoubled his surveillance over the duke. But like the miser in the fable, he could not sleep for thinking of his treasure. Often he awoke in the night, suddenly, dreaming that he had been robbed of Monsieur de Beaufort. Then he inquired about him and had the vexation of hearing that the prisoner played, drank, sang, but that whilst playing, drinking, singing, he often stopped short to vow that Mazarin should pay dear for all the amusements he had forced him to enter into at Vincennes.

	So much did this one idea haunt the cardinal even in his sleep, that when at seven in the morning Bernouin came to arouse him, his first words were: “Well, what’s the matter? Has Monsieur de Beaufort escaped from Vincennes?”

	“I do not think so, my lord,” said Bernouin; “but you will hear about him, for La Ramee is here and awaits the commands of your eminence.”

	“Tell him to come in,” said Mazarin, arranging his pillows, so that he might receive the visitor sitting up in bed.

	The officer entered, a large fat man, with an open physiognomy. His air of perfect serenity made Mazarin uneasy.

	“Approach, sir,” said the cardinal.

	The officer obeyed.

	“Do you know what they are saying here?”

	“No, your eminence.”

	“Well, they say that Monsieur de Beaufort is going to escape from Vincennes, if he has not done so already.”

	The officer’s face expressed complete stupefaction. He opened at once his little eyes and his great mouth, to inhale better the joke his eminence deigned to address to him, and ended by a burst of laughter, so violent that his great limbs shook in hilarity as they would have done in an ague.

	“Escape! my lord--escape! Your eminence does not then know where Monsieur de Beaufort is?”

	“Yes, I do, sir; in the donjon of Vincennes.”

	“Yes, sir; in a room, the walls of which are seven feet thick, with grated windows, each bar as thick as my arm.”

	“Sir,” replied Mazarin, “with perseverance one may penetrate through a wall; with a watch-spring one may saw through an iron bar.”

	“Then my lord does not know that there are eight guards about him, four in his chamber, four in the antechamber, and that they never leave him.”

	“But he leaves his room, he plays at tennis at the Mall?”

	“Sir, those amusements are allowed; but if your eminence wishes it, we will discontinue the permission.”

	“No, no!” cried Mazarin, fearing that should his prisoner ever leave his prison he would be the more exasperated against him if he thus retrenched his amusement. He then asked with whom he played.

	“My lord, either with the officers of the guard, with the other prisoners, or with me.”

	“But does he not approach the walls while playing?”

	“Your eminence doesn’t know those walls; they are sixty feet high and I doubt if Monsieur de Beaufort is sufficiently weary of life to risk his neck by jumping off.”

	“Hum!” said the cardinal, beginning to feel more comfortable. “You mean to say, then, my dear Monsieur la Ramee----”

	“That unless Monsieur de Beaufort can contrive to metamorphose himself into a little bird, I will continue answerable for him.”

	“Take care! you assert a great deal,” said Mazarin. “Monsieur de Beaufort told the guards who took him to Vincennes that he had often thought what he should do in case he were put into prison, and that he had found out forty ways of escaping.”

	“My lord, if among these forty there had been one good way he would have been out long ago.”

	“Come, come; not such a fool as I fancied!” thought Mazarin.

	“Besides, my lord must remember that Monsieur de Chavigny is governor of Vincennes,” continued La Ramee, “and that Monsieur de Chavigny is not friendly to Monsieur de Beaufort.”

	“Yes, but Monsieur de Chavigny is sometimes absent.”

	“When he is absent I am there.”

	“But when you leave him, for instance?”

	“Oh! when I leave him, I place in my stead a bold fellow who aspires to be his majesty’s special guard. I promise you he keeps a good watch over the prisoner. During the three weeks that he has been with me, I have only had to reproach him with one thing--being too severe with the prisoners.”

	“And who is this Cerberus?”

	“A certain Monsieur Grimaud, my lord.”

	“And what was he before he went to Vincennes?”

	“He was in the country, as I was told by the person who recommended him to me.”

	“And who recommended this man to you?”

	“The steward of the Duc de Grammont.”

	“He is not a gossip, I hope?”

	“Lord a mercy, my lord! I thought for a long time that he was dumb; he answers only by signs. It seems his former master accustomed him to that.”

	“Well, dear Monsieur la Ramee,” replied the cardinal “let him prove a true and thankful keeper and we will shut our eyes upon his rural misdeeds and put on his back a uniform to make him respectable, and in the pockets of that uniform some pistoles to drink to the king’s health.”

	Mazarin was large in promises,--quite unlike the virtuous Monsieur Grimaud so bepraised by La Ramee; for he said nothing and did much.

	It was now nine o’clock. The cardinal, therefore, got up, perfumed himself, dressed, and went to the queen to tell her what had detained him. The queen, who was scarcely less afraid of Monsieur de Beaufort than the cardinal himself, and who was almost as superstitious as he was, made him repeat word for word all La Ramee’s praises of his deputy. Then, when the cardinal had ended:

	“Alas, sir! why have we not a Grimaud near every prince?”

	“Patience!” replied Mazarin, with his Italian smile; “that may happen one day; but in the meantime----”

	“Well, in the meantime?”

	“I shall still take precautions.”

	And he wrote to D’Artagnan to hasten his return.

	17. Duc de Beaufort amused his Leisure Hours in the Donjon of Vincennes.

	The captive who was the source of so much alarm to the cardinal and whose means of escape disturbed the repose of the whole court, was wholly unconscious of the terror he caused at the Palais Royal.

	He had found himself so strictly guarded that he soon perceived the fruitlessness of any attempt at escape. His vengeance, therefore, consisted in coining curses on the head of Mazarin; he even tried to make some verses on him, but soon gave up the attempt, for Monsieur de Beaufort had not only not received from Heaven the gift of versifying, he had the greatest difficulty in expressing himself in prose.

	The duke was the grandson of Henry IV. and Gabrielle d’Estrees--as good-natured, as brave, as proud, and above all, as Gascon as his ancestor, but less elaborately educated. After having been for some time after the death of Louis XIII. the favorite, the confidant, the first man, in short, at the court, he had been obliged to yield his place to Mazarin and so became the second in influence and favor; and eventually, as he was stupid enough to be vexed at this change of position, the queen had had him arrested and sent to Vincennes in charge of Guitant, who made his appearance in these pages in the beginning of this history and whom we shall see again. It is understood, of course, that when we say “the queen,” Mazarin is meant.

	During the five years of this seclusion, which would have improved and matured the intellect of any other man, M. de Beaufort, had he not affected to brave the cardinal, despise princes, and walk alone without adherents or disciples, would either have regained his liberty or made partisans. But these considerations never occurred to the duke and every day the cardinal received fresh accounts of him which were as unpleasant as possible to the minister.

	After having failed in poetry, Monsieur de Beaufort tried drawing. He drew portraits, with a piece of coal, of the cardinal; and as his talents did not enable him to produce a very good likeness, he wrote under the picture that there might be little doubt regarding the original: “Portrait of the Illustrious Coxcomb, Mazarin.” Monsieur de Chavigny, the governor of Vincennes, waited upon the duke to request that he would amuse himself in some other way, or that at all events, if he drew likenesses, he would not put mottoes underneath them. The next day the prisoner’s room was full of pictures and mottoes. Monsieur de Beaufort, in common with many other prisoners, was bent upon doing things that were prohibited; and the only resource the governor had was, one day when the duke was playing at tennis, to efface all these drawings, consisting chiefly of profiles. M. de Beaufort did not venture to draw the cardinal’s fat face.

	The duke thanked Monsieur de Chavigny for having, as he said, cleaned his drawing-paper for him; he then divided the walls of his room into compartments and dedicated each of these compartments to some incident in Mazarin’s life. In one was depicted the “Illustrious Coxcomb” receiving a shower of blows from Cardinal Bentivoglio, whose servant he had been; another, the “Illustrious Mazarin” acting the part of Ignatius Loyola in a tragedy of that name; a third, the “Illustrious Mazarin” stealing the portfolio of prime minister from Monsieur de Chavigny, who had expected to have it; a fourth, the “Illustrious Coxcomb Mazarin” refusing to give Laporte, the young king’s valet, clean sheets, and saving that “it was quite enough for the king of France to have clean sheets every three months.”

	The governor, of course, thought proper to threaten his prisoner that if he did not give up drawing such pictures he should be obliged to deprive him of all the means of amusing himself in that manner. To this Monsieur de Beaufort replied that since every opportunity of distinguishing himself in arms was taken from him, he wished to make himself celebrated in the arts; since he could not be a Bayard, he would become a Raphael or a Michael Angelo. Nevertheless, one day when Monsieur de Beaufort was walking in the meadow his fire was put out, his charcoal all removed, taken away; and thus his means of drawing utterly destroyed.

	The poor duke swore, fell into a rage, yelled, and declared that they wished to starve him to death as they had starved the Marechal Ornano and the Grand Prior of Vendome; but he refused to promise that he would not make any more drawings and remained without any fire in the room all the winter.

	His next act was to purchase a dog from one of his keepers. With this animal, which he called Pistache, he was often shut up for hours alone, superintending, as every one supposed, its education. At last, when Pistache was sufficiently well trained, Monsieur de Beaufort invited the governor and officers of Vincennes to attend a representation which he was going to have in his apartment.

	The party assembled, the room was lighted with waxlights, and the prisoner, with a bit of plaster he had taken out of the wall of his room, had traced a long white line, representing a cord, on the floor. Pistache, on a signal from his master, placed himself on this line, raised himself on his hind paws, and holding in his front paws a wand with which clothes used to be beaten, he began to dance upon the line with as many contortions as a rope-dancer. Having been several times up and down it, he gave the wand back to his master and began without hesitation to perform the same evolutions over again.

	The intelligent creature was received with loud applause.

	The first part of the entertainment being concluded Pistache was desired to say what o’clock it was; he was shown Monsieur de Chavigny’s watch; it was then half-past six; the dog raised and dropped his paw six times; the seventh he let it remain upraised. Nothing could be better done; a sun-dial could not have shown the hour with greater precision.

	Then the question was put to him who was the best jailer in all the prisons in France.

	The dog performed three evolutions around the circle and laid himself, with the deepest respect, at the feet of Monsieur de Chavigny, who at first seemed inclined to like the joke and laughed long and loud, but a frown succeeded, and he bit his lips with vexation.

	Then the duke put to Pistache this difficult question, who was the greatest thief in the world?

	Pistache went again around the circle, but stopped at no one, and at last went to the door and began to scratch and bark.

	“See, gentlemen,” said M. de Beaufort, “this wonderful animal, not finding here what I ask for, seeks it out of doors; you shall, however, have his answer. Pistache, my friend, come here. Is not the greatest thief in the world, Monsieur (the king’s secretary) Le Camus, who came to Paris with twenty francs in his pocket and who now possesses ten millions?”

	The dog shook his head.

	“Then is it not,” resumed the duke, “the Superintendent Emery, who gave his son, when he was married, three hundred thousand francs and a house, compared to which the Tuileries are a heap of ruins and the Louvre a paltry building?”

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

	“Then,” said the prisoner, “let’s think who it can be. Can it be, can it possibly be, the ‘Illustrious Coxcomb, Mazarin de Piscina,’ hey?”

	Pistache made violent signs that it was, by raising and lowering his head eight or ten times successively.

	“Gentlemen, you see,” said the duke to those present, who dared not even smile, “that it is the ‘Illustrious Coxcomb’ who is the greatest thief in the world; at least, according to Pistache.”

	“Let us go on to another of his exercises.”

	“Gentlemen!”--there was a profound silence in the room when the duke again addressed them--“do you not remember that the Duc de Guise taught all the dogs in Paris to jump for Mademoiselle de Pons, whom he styled ‘the fairest of the fair?’ Pistache is going to show you how superior he is to all other dogs. Monsieur de Chavigny, be so good as to lend me your cane.”

	Monsieur de Chavigny handed his cane to Monsieur de Beaufort. Monsieur de Beaufort placed it horizontally at the height of one foot.

	“Now, Pistache, my good dog, jump the height of this cane for Madame de Montbazon.”

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

	“Stop,” said the duke, “Pistache, jump for the queen.” And he raised his cane six inches higher.

	The dog sprang, and in spite of the height jumped lightly over it.

	“And now,” said the duke, raising it still six inches higher, “jump for the king.”

	The dog obeyed and jumped quickly over the cane.

	“Now, then,” said the duke, and as he spoke, lowered the cane almost level with the ground; “Pistache, my friend, jump for the ‘Illustrious Coxcomb, Mazarin de Piscina.’”

	The dog turned his back to the cane.

	“What,” asked the duke, “what do you mean?” and he gave him the cane again, first making a semicircle from the head to the tail of Pistache. “Jump then, Monsieur Pistache.”

	But Pistache, as at first, turned round on his legs and stood with his back to the cane.

	Monsieur de Beaufort made the experiment a third time, but by this time Pistache’s patience was exhausted; he threw himself furiously upon the cane, wrested it from the hands of the prince and broke it with his teeth.

	Monsieur de Beaufort took the pieces out of his mouth and presented them with great formality to Monsieur de Chavigny, saying that for that evening the entertainment was ended, but in three months it should be repeated, when Pistache would have learned a few new tricks.

	Three days afterward Pistache was found dead--poisoned.

	Then the duke said openly that his dog had been killed by a drug with which they meant to poison him; and one day after dinner he went to bed, calling out that he had pains in his stomach and that Mazarin had poisoned him.

	This fresh impertinence reached the ears of the cardinal and alarmed him greatly. The donjon of Vincennes was considered very unhealthy and Madame de Rambouillet had said that the room in which the Marechal Ornano and the Grand Prior de Vendome had died was worth its weight in arsenic--a bon mot which had great success. So it was ordered the prisoner was henceforth to eat nothing that had not previously been tasted, and La Ramee was in consequence placed near him as taster.

	Every kind of revenge was practiced upon the duke by the governor in return for the insults of the innocent Pistache. De Chavigny, who, according to report, was a son of Richelieu’s, and had been a creature of the late cardinal’s, understood tyranny. He took from the duke all the steel knives and silver forks and replaced them with silver knives and wooden forks, pretending that as he had been informed that the duke was to pass all his life at Vincennes, he was afraid of his prisoner attempting suicide. A fortnight afterward the duke, going to the tennis court, found two rows of trees about the size of his little finger planted by the roadside; he asked what they were for and was told that they were to shade him from the sun on some future day. One morning the gardener went to him and told him, as if to please him, that he was going to plant a bed of asparagus for his especial use. Now, since, as every one knows, asparagus takes four years in coming to perfection, this civility infuriated Monsieur de Beaufort.

	At last his patience was exhausted. He assembled his keepers, and notwithstanding his well-known difficulty of utterance, addressed them as follows:

	“Gentlemen! will you permit a grandson of Henry IV. to be overwhelmed with insults and ignominy?

	“Odds fish! as my grandfather used to say, I once reigned in Paris! do you know that? I had the king and Monsieur the whole of one day in my care. The queen at that time liked me and called me the most honest man in the kingdom. Gentlemen and citizens, set me free; I shall go to the Louvre and strangle Mazarin. You shall be my body-guard. I will make you all captains, with good pensions! Odds fish! On! march forward!”

	But eloquent as he might be, the eloquence of the grandson of Henry IV. did not touch those hearts of stone; not one man stirred, so Monsieur de Beaufort was obliged to be satisfied with calling them all kinds of rascals underneath the sun.

	Sometimes, when Monsieur de Chavigny paid him a visit, the duke used to ask him what he should think if he saw an army of Parisians, all fully armed, appear at Vincennes to deliver him from prison.

	“My lord,” answered De Chavigny, with a low bow, “I have on the ramparts twenty pieces of artillery and in my casemates thirty thousand guns. I should bombard the troops till not one grain of gunpowder was unexploded.”

	“Yes, but after you had fired off your thirty thousand guns they would take the donjon; the donjon being taken, I should be obliged to let them hang you--at which I should be most unhappy, certainly.”

	And in his turn the duke bowed low to Monsieur de Chavigny.

	“For myself, on the other hand, my lord,” returned the governor, “when the first rebel should pass the threshold of my postern doors I should be obliged to kill you with my own hand, since you were confided peculiarly to my care and as I am obliged to give you up, dead or alive.”

	And once more he bowed low before his highness.

	These bitter-sweet pleasantries lasted ten minutes, sometimes longer, but always finished thus:

	Monsieur de Chavigny, turning toward the door, used to call out: “Halloo! La Ramee!”

	La Ramee came into the room.

	“La Ramee, I recommend Monsieur le Duc to you, particularly; treat him as a man of his rank and family ought to be treated; that is, never leave him alone an instant.”

	La Ramee became, therefore, the duke’s dinner guest by compulsion--an eternal keeper, the shadow of his person; but La Ramee--gay, frank, convivial, fond of play, a great hand at tennis, had one defect in the duke’s eyes--his incorruptibility.

	Now, although La Ramee appreciated, as of a certain value, the honor of being shut up with a prisoner of so great importance, still the pleasure of living in intimacy with the grandson of Henry IV. hardly compensated for the loss of that which he had experienced in going from time to time to visit his family.

	One may be a jailer or a keeper and at the same time a good father and husband. La Ramee adored his wife and children, whom now he could only catch a glimpse of from the top of the wall, when in order to please him they used to walk on the opposite side of the moat. ‘Twas too brief an enjoyment, and La Ramee felt that the gayety of heart he had regarded as the cause of health (of which it was perhaps rather the result) would not long survive such a mode of life.

	He accepted, therefore, with delight, an offer made to him by his friend the steward of the Duc de Grammont, to give him a substitute; he also spoke of it to Monsieur de Chavigny, who promised that he would not oppose it in any way--that is, if he approved of the person proposed.

	We consider it useless to draw a physical or moral portrait of Grimaud; if, as we hope, our readers have not wholly forgotten the first part of this work, they must have preserved a clear idea of that estimable individual, who is wholly unchanged, except that he is twenty years older, an advance in life that has made him only more silent; although, since the change that had been working in himself, Athos had given Grimaud permission to speak.

	But Grimaud had for twelve or fifteen years preserved habitual silence, and a habit of fifteen or twenty years’ duration becomes second nature.

	18. Grimaud begins his Functions.

	Grimaud thereupon presented himself with his smooth exterior at the donjon of Vincennes. Now Monsieur de Chavigny piqued himself on his infallible penetration; for that which almost proved that he was the son of Richelieu was his everlasting pretension; he examined attentively the countenance of the applicant for place and fancied that the contracted eyebrows, thin lips, hooked nose, and prominent cheek-bones of Grimaud were favorable signs. He addressed about twelve words to him; Grimaud answered in four.

	“Here’s a promising fellow and it is I who have found out his merits,” said Monsieur de Chavigny. “Go,” he added, “and make yourself agreeable to Monsieur la Ramee, and tell him that you suit me in all respects.”

	Grimaud had every quality that could attract a man on duty who wishes to have a deputy. So, after a thousand questions which met with only a word in reply, La Ramee, fascinated by this sobriety in speech, rubbed his hands and engaged Grimaud.

	“My orders?” asked Grimaud.

	“They are these; never to leave the prisoner alone; to keep away from him every pointed or cutting instrument, and to prevent his conversing any length of time with the keepers.”

	“Those are all?” asked Grimaud.

	“All now,” replied La Ramee.

	“Good,” answered Grimaud; and he went right to the prisoner.

	The duke was in the act of combing his beard, which he had allowed to grow, as well as his hair, in order to reproach Mazarin with his wretched appearance and condition. But having some days previously seen from the top of the donjon Madame de Montbazon pass in her carriage, and still cherishing an affection for that beautiful woman, he did not wish to be to her what he wished to be to Mazarin, and in the hope of seeing her again, had asked for a leaden comb, which was allowed him. The comb was to be a leaden one, because his beard, like that of most fair people, was rather red; he therefore dyed it thus whilst combing it.

	As Grimaud entered he saw this comb on the tea-table; he took it up, and as he took it he made a low bow.

	The duke looked at this strange figure with surprise. The figure put the comb in its pocket.

	“Ho! hey! what’s that?” cried the duke. “Who is this creature?”

	Grimaud did not answer, but bowed a second time.

	“Art thou dumb?” cried the duke.

	Grimaud made a sign that he was not.

	“What art thou, then? Answer! I command thee!” said the duke.

	“A keeper,” replied Grimaud.

	“A keeper!” reiterated the duke; “there was nothing wanting in my collection, except this gallows-bird. Halloo! La Ramee! some one!”

	La Ramee ran in haste to obey the call.

	“Who is this wretch who takes my comb and puts it in his pocket?” asked the duke.

	“One of your guards, my prince; a man of talent and merit, whom you will like, as I and Monsieur de Chavigny do, I am sure.”

	“Why does he take my comb?”

	“Why do you take my lord’s comb?” asked La Ramee.

	Grimaud drew the comb from his pocket and passing his fingers over the largest teeth, pronounced this one word, “Pointed.”

	“True,” said La Ramee.

	“What does the animal say?” asked the duke.

	“That the king has forbidden your lordship to have any pointed instrument.”

	“Are you mad, La Ramee? You yourself gave me this comb.”

	“I was very wrong, my lord, for in giving it to you I acted in opposition to my orders.”

	The duke looked furiously at Grimaud.

	“I perceive that this creature will be my particular aversion,” he muttered.

	Grimaud, nevertheless, was resolved for certain reasons not at once to come to a full rupture with the prisoner; he wanted to inspire, not a sudden repugnance, but a good, sound, steady hatred; he retired, therefore, and gave place to four guards, who, having breakfasted, could attend on the prisoner.

	A fresh practical joke now occurred to the duke. He had asked for crawfish for his breakfast on the following morning; he intended to pass the day in making a small gallows and hang one of the finest of these fish in the middle of his room--the red color evidently conveying an allusion to the cardinal--so that he might have the pleasure of hanging Mazarin in effigy without being accused of having hung anything more significant than a crawfish.

	The day was employed in preparations for the execution. Every one grows childish in prison, but the character of Monsieur de Beaufort was particularly disposed to become so. In the course of his morning’s walk he collected two or three small branches from a tree and found a small piece of broken glass, a discovery that quite delighted him. When he came home he formed his handkerchief into a loop.

	Nothing of all this escaped Grimaud, but La Ramee looked on with the curiosity of a father who thinks that he may perhaps get a cheap idea concerning a new toy for his children. The guards looked on it with indifference. When everything was ready, the gallows hung in the middle of the room, the loop made, and when the duke had cast a glance upon the plate of crawfish, in order to select the finest specimen among them, he looked around for his piece of glass; it had disappeared.

	“Who has taken my piece of glass?” asked the duke, frowning. Grimaud made a sign to denote that he had done so.

	“What! thou again! Why didst thou take it?”

	“Yes--why?” asked La Ramee.

	Grimaud, who held the piece of glass in his hand, said: “Sharp.”

	“True, my lord!” exclaimed La Ramee. “Ah! deuce take it! we have a precious fellow here!”

	“Monsieur Grimaud!” said the duke, “for your sake I beg of you, never come within the reach of my fist!”

	“Hush! hush!” cried La Ramee, “give me your gibbet, my lord. I will shape it out for you with my knife.”

	And he took the gibbet and shaped it out as neatly as possible.

	“That’s it,” said the duke, “now make me a little hole in the floor whilst I go and fetch the culprit.”

	La Ramee knelt down and made a hole in the floor; meanwhile the duke hung the crawfish up by a thread. Then he placed the gibbet in the middle of the room, bursting with laughter.

	La Ramee laughed also and the guards laughed in chorus; Grimaud, however, did not even smile. He approached La Ramee and showing him the crawfish hung up by the thread:

	“Cardinal,” he said.

	“Hung by order of his Highness the Duc de Beaufort!” cried the prisoner, laughing violently, “and by Master Jacques Chrysostom La Ramee, the king’s commissioner.”

	La Ramee uttered a cry of horror and rushed toward the gibbet, which he broke at once and threw the pieces out of the window. He was going to throw the crawfish out also, when Grimaud snatched it from his hands.

	“Good to eat!” he said, and put it in his pocket.

	
This scene so enchanted the duke that at the moment he forgave Grimaud for his part in it; but on reflection he hated him more and more, being convinced he had some evil motive for his conduct.

	But the story of the crab made a great noise through the interior of the donjon and even outside. Monsieur de Chavigny, who at heart detested the cardinal, took pains to tell the story to two or three friends, who put it into immediate circulation.

	The prisoner happened to remark among the guards one man with a very good countenance; and he favored this man the more as Grimaud became the more and more odious to him. One morning he took this man on one side and had succeeded in speaking to him, when Grimaud entered and seeing what was going on approached the duke respectfully, but took the guard by the arm.

	“Go away,” he said.

	The guard obeyed.

	“You are insupportable!” cried the duke; “I shall beat you.”

	Grimaud bowed.

	“I will break every bone in your body!” cried the duke.

	Grimaud bowed, but stepped back.

	“Mr. Spy,” cried the duke, more and more enraged, “I will strangle you with my own hands.”

	And he extended his hands toward Grimaud, who merely thrust the guard out and shut the door behind him. At the same time he felt the duke’s arms on his shoulders like two iron claws; but instead either of calling out or defending himself, he placed his forefinger on his lips and said in a low tone:

	“Hush!” smiling as he uttered the word.

	A gesture, a smile and a word from Grimaud, all at once, were so unusual that his highness stopped short, astounded.

	Grimaud took advantage of that instant to draw from his vest a charming little note with an aristocratic seal, and presented it to the duke without a word.

	The duke, more and more bewildered, let Grimaud loose and took the note.

	“From Madame de Montbazon?” he cried.

	Grimaud nodded assent.

	The duke tore open the note, passed his hands over his eyes, for he was dazzled and confused, and read:

	“My Dear Duke,--You may entirely confide in the brave lad who will give you this note; he has consented to enter the service of your keeper and to shut himself up at Vincennes with you, in order to prepare and assist your escape, which we are contriving. The moment of your deliverance is at hand; have patience and courage and remember that in spite of time and absence all your friends continue to cherish for you the sentiments they have so long professed and truly entertained.

	“Yours wholly and most affectionately

	“Marie de Montbazon.

	“P.S.--I sign my full name, for I should be vain if I could suppose that after five years of absence you would remember my initials.”

	The poor duke became perfectly giddy. What for five years he had been wanting--a faithful servant, a friend, a helping hand--seemed to have fallen from Heaven just when he expected it the least.

	“Oh, dearest Marie! she thinks of me, then, after five years of separation! Heavens! there is constancy!” Then turning to Grimaud, he said:

	“And thou, my brave fellow, thou consentest thus to aid me?”

	Grimaud signified his assent.

	“And you have come here with that purpose?”

	Grimaud repeated the sign.

	“And I was ready to strangle you!” cried the duke.

	Grimaud smiled.

	“Wait, then,” said the duke, fumbling in his pocket. “Wait,” he continued, renewing his fruitless search; “it shall not be said that such devotion to a grandson of Henry IV. went without recompense.”

	The duke’s endeavors evinced the best intention in the world, but one of the precautions taken at Vincennes was that of allowing prisoners to keep no money. Whereupon Grimaud, observing the duke’s disappointment, drew from his pocket a purse filled with gold and handed it to him.

	“Here is what you are looking for,” he said.

	The duke opened the purse and wanted to empty it into Grimaud’s hands, but Grimaud shook his head.

	“Thank you, monseigneur,” he said, drawing back; “I am paid.”

	The duke went from one surprise to another. He held out his hand. Grimaud drew near and kissed it respectfully. The grand manner of Athos had left its mark on Grimaud.

	“What shall we do? and when? and how proceed?”

	“It is now eleven,” answered Grimaud. “Let my lord at two o’clock ask leave to make up a game at tennis with La Ramee and let him send two or three balls over the ramparts.”

	“And then?”

	“Your highness will approach the walls and call out to a man who works in the moat to send them back again.”

	“I understand,” said the duke.

	Grimaud made a sign that he was going away.

	“Ah!” cried the duke, “will you not accept any money from me?”

	“I wish my lord would make me one promise.”

	“What! speak!”

	“‘Tis this: when we escape together, that I shall go everywhere and be always first; for if my lord should be overtaken and caught, there’s every chance of his being brought back to prison, whereas if I am caught the least that can befall me is to be--hung.”

	“True, on my honor as a gentleman it shall be as thou dost suggest.”

	“Now,” resumed Grimaud, “I’ve only one thing more to ask--that your highness will continue to detest me.”

	“I’ll try,” said the duke.

	At this moment La Ramee, after the interview we have described with the cardinal, entered the room. The duke had thrown himself, as he was wont to do in moments of dullness and vexation, on his bed. La Ramee cast an inquiring look around him and observing the same signs of antipathy between the prisoner and his guardian he smiled in token of his inward satisfaction. Then turning to Grimaud:

	“Very good, my friend, very good. You have been spoken of in a promising quarter and you will soon, I hope, have news that will be agreeable to you.”

	Grimaud saluted in his politest manner and withdrew, as was his custom on the entrance of his superior.

	“Well, my lord,” said La Ramee, with his rude laugh, “you still set yourself against this poor fellow?”

	“So! ‘tis you, La Ramee; in faith, ‘tis time you came back again. I threw myself on the bed and turned my nose to the wall, that I mightn’t break my promise and strangle Grimaud.”

	“I doubt, however,” said La Ramee, in sprightly allusion to the silence of his subordinate, “if he has said anything disagreeable to your highness.”

	“Pardieu! you are right--a mute from the East! I swear it was time for you to come back, La Ramee, and I was eager to see you again.”

	“Monseigneur is too good,” said La Ramee, flattered by the compliment.

	“Yes,” continued the duke, “really, I feel bored today beyond the power of description.”

	“Then let us have a match in the tennis court,” exclaimed La Ramee.

	“If you wish it.”

	“I am at your service, my lord.”

	“I protest, my dear La Ramee,” said the duke, “that you are a charming fellow and that I would stay forever at Vincennes to have the pleasure of your society.”

	“My lord,” replied La Ramee, “I think if it depended on the cardinal your wishes would be fulfilled.”

	“What do you mean? Have you seen him lately?”

	“He sent for me to-day.”

	“Really! to speak to you about me?”

	“Of what else do you imagine he would speak to me? Really, my lord, you are his nightmare.”

	The duke smiled with bitterness.

	“Ah, La Ramee! if you would but accept my offers! I would make your fortune.”

	“How? you would no sooner have left prison than your goods would be confiscated.”

	“I shall no sooner be out of prison than I shall be master of Paris.”

	“Pshaw! pshaw! I cannot hear such things said as that; this is a fine conversation with an officer of the king! I see, my lord, I shall be obliged to fetch a second Grimaud!”

	“Very well, let us say no more about it. So you and the cardinal have been talking about me? La Ramee, some day when he sends for you, you must let me put on your clothes; I will go in your stead; I will strangle him, and upon my honor, if that is made a condition I will return to prison.”

	“Monseigneur, I see well that I must call Grimaud.”

	“Well, I am wrong. And what did the cuistre [pettifogger] say about me?”

	“I admit the word, monseigneur, because it rhymes with ministre [minister]. What did he say to me? He told me to watch you.”

	“And why so? why watch me?” asked the duke uneasily.

	“Because an astrologer had predicted that you would escape.”

	“Ah! an astrologer predicted that?” said the duke, starting in spite of himself.

	“Oh, mon Dieu! yes! those imbeciles of magicians can only imagine things to torment honest people.”

	“And what did you reply to his most illustrious eminence?”

	“That if the astrologer in question made almanacs I would advise him not to buy one.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because before you could escape you would have to be turned into a bird.”

	“Unfortunately, that is true. Let us go and have a game at tennis, La Ramee.”

	“My lord--I beg your highness’s pardon--but I must beg for half an hour’s leave of absence.”

	“Why?”

	“Because Monseigneur Mazarin is a prouder man than his highness, though not of such high birth: he forgot to ask me to breakfast.”

	“Well, shall I send for some breakfast here?”

	“No, my lord; I must tell you that the confectioner who lived opposite the castle--Daddy Marteau, as they called him----”

	“Well?”

	“Well, he sold his business a week ago to a confectioner from Paris, an invalid, ordered country air for his health.”

	“Well, what have I to do with that?”

	“Why, good Lord! this man, your highness, when he saw me stop before his shop, where he has a display of things which would make your mouth water, my lord, asked me to get him the custom of the prisoners in the donjon. ‘I bought,’ said he, ‘the business of my predecessor on the strength of his assurance that he supplied the castle; whereas, on my honor, Monsieur de Chavigny, though I’ve been here a week, has not ordered so much as a tartlet.’ ‘But,’ I then replied, ‘probably Monsieur de Chavigny is afraid your pastry is not good.’ ‘My pastry not good! Well, Monsieur La Ramee, you shall judge of it yourself and at once.’ ‘I cannot,’ I replied; ‘it is absolutely necessary for me to return to the chateau.’ ‘Very well,’ said he, ‘go and attend to your affairs, since you seem to be in a hurry, but come back in half an hour.’ ‘In half an hour?’ ‘Yes, have you breakfasted?’ ‘Faith, no.’ ‘Well, here is a pate that will be ready for you, with a bottle of old Burgundy.’ So, you see, my lord, since I am hungry, I would, with your highness’s leave----” And La Ramee bent low.

	“Go, then, animal,” said the duke; “but remember, I only allow you half an hour.”

	“May I promise your custom to the successor of Father Marteau, my lord?”

	“Yes, if he does not put mushrooms in his pies; thou knowest that mushrooms from the wood of Vincennes are fatal to my family.”

	La Ramee went out, but in five minutes one of the officers of the guard entered in compliance with the strict orders of the cardinal that the prisoner should never be left alone a moment.

	But during these five minutes the duke had had time to read again the note from Madame de Montbazon, which proved to the prisoner that his friends were concerting plans for his deliverance, but in what way he knew not.

	But his confidence in Grimaud, whose petty persecutions he now perceived were only a blind, increased, and he conceived the highest opinion of his intellect and resolved to trust entirely to his guidance.

	19. Pates made by the Successor of Father Marteau are described.

	In half an hour La Ramee returned, full of glee, like most men who have eaten, and more especially drank to their heart’s content. The pates were excellent, the wine delicious.

	The weather was fine and the game at tennis took place in the open air.

	At two o’clock the tennis balls began, according to Grimaud’s directions, to take the direction of the moat, much to the joy of La Ramee, who marked fifteen whenever the duke sent a ball into the moat; and very soon balls were wanting, so many had gone over. La Ramee then proposed to send some one to pick them up, but the duke remarked that it would be losing time; and going near the rampart himself and looking over, he saw a man working in one of the numerous little gardens cleared out by the peasants on the opposite side of the moat.

	“Hey, friend!” cried the duke.

	The man raised his head and the duke was about to utter a cry of surprise. The peasant, the gardener, was Rochefort, whom he believed to be in the Bastile.

	“Well? Who’s up there?” said the man.

	“Be so good as to collect and throw us back our balls,” said the duke.

	The gardener nodded and began to fling up the balls, which were picked up by La Ramee and the guard. One, however, fell at the duke’s feet, and seeing that it was intended for him, he put it into his pocket.

	La Ramee was in ecstasies at having beaten a prince of the blood.

	The duke went indoors and retired to bed, where he spent, indeed, the greater part of every day, as they had taken his books away. La Ramee carried off all his clothes, in order to be certain that the duke would not stir. However, the duke contrived to hide the ball under his bolster and as soon as the door was closed he tore off the cover of the ball with his teeth and found underneath the following letter:

	My Lord,--Your friends are watching over you and the hour of your deliverance is at hand. Ask day after to-morrow to have a pie supplied you by the new confectioner opposite the castle, and who is no other than Noirmont, your former maitre d’hotel. Do not open the pie till you are alone. I hope you will be satisfied with its contents.

	“Your highness’s most devoted servant,

	“In the Bastile, as elsewhere,

	“Comte de Rochefort.”

	The duke, who had latterly been allowed a fire, burned the letter, but kept the ball, and went to bed, hiding the ball under his bolster. La Ramee entered; he smiled kindly on the prisoner, for he was an excellent man and had taken a great liking for the captive prince. He endeavored to cheer him up in his solitude.

	“Ah, my friend!” cried the duke, “you are so good; if I could but do as you do, and eat pates and drink Burgundy at the house of Father Marteau’s successor.”

	“‘Tis true, my lord,” answered La Ramee, “that his pates are famous and his wine magnificent.”

	“In any case,” said the duke, “his cellar and kitchen might easily excel those of Monsieur de Chavigny.”

	“Well, my lord,” said La Ramee, falling into the trap, “what is there to prevent your trying them? Besides, I have promised him your patronage.”

	“You are right,” said the duke. “If I am to remain here permanently, as Monsieur Mazarin has kindly given me to understand, I must provide myself with a diversion for my old age, I must turn gourmand.”

	“My lord,” said La Ramee, “if you will take a bit of good advice, don’t put that off till you are old.”

	“Good!” said the Duc de Beaufort to himself, “every man in order that he may lose his heart and soul, must receive from celestial bounty one of the seven capital sins, perhaps two; it seems that Master La Ramee’s is gluttony. Let us then take advantage of it.” Then, aloud:

	“Well, my dear La Ramee! the day after to-morrow is a holiday.”

	“Yes, my lord--Pentecost.”

	“Will you give me a lesson the day after to-morrow?”

	“In what?”

	“In gastronomy?”

	“Willingly, my lord.”

	“But tete-a-tete. Send the guards to take their meal in the canteen of Monsieur de Chavigny; we’ll have a supper here under your direction.”

	“Hum!” said La Ramee.

	The proposal was seductive, but La Ramee was an old stager, acquainted with all the traps a prisoner was likely to set. Monsieur de Beaufort had said that he had forty ways of getting out of prison. Did this proposed breakfast cover some stratagem? He reflected, but he remembered that he himself would have charge of the food and the wine and therefore that no powder could be mixed with the food, no drug with the wine. As to getting him drunk, the duke couldn’t hope to do that, and he laughed at the mere thought of it. Then an idea came to him which harmonized everything.

	The duke had followed with anxiety La Ramee’s unspoken soliloquy, reading it from point to point upon his face. But presently the exempt’s face suddenly brightened.

	“Well,” he asked, “that will do, will it not?”

	“Yes, my lord, on one condition.”

	“What?”

	“That Grimaud shall wait on us at table.”

	Nothing could be more agreeable to the duke, however, he had presence of mind enough to exclaim:

	“To the devil with your Grimaud! He will spoil the feast.”

	“I will direct him to stand behind your chair, and since he doesn’t speak, your highness will neither see nor hear him and with a little effort can imagine him a hundred miles away.”

	“Do you know, my friend, I find one thing very evident in all this, you distrust me.”

	“My lord, the day after to-morrow is Pentecost.”

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

	“No, my lord; but I have already told you what that damned magician predicted.”

	“And what was it?”

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

	“You believe in sorcerers, then, you fool?”

	“I---I mind them no more than that----” and he snapped his fingers; “but it is my Lord Giulio who cares about them; as an Italian he is superstitious.”

	The duke shrugged his shoulders.

	“Well, then,” with well acted good-humor, “I allow Grimaud, but no one else; you must manage it all. Order whatever you like for supper--the only thing I specify is one of those pies; and tell the confectioner that I will promise him my custom if he excels this time in his pies--not only now, but when I leave my prison.”

	“Then you think you will some day leave it?” said La Ramee.

	“The devil!” replied the prince; “surely, at the death of Mazarin. I am fifteen years younger than he is. At Vincennes, ‘tis true, one lives faster----”

	“My lord,” replied La Ramee, “my lord----”

	“Or dies sooner, for it comes to the same thing.”

	La Ramee was going out. He stopped, however, at the door for an instant.

	“Whom does your highness wish me to send to you?”

	“Any one, except Grimaud.”

	“The officer of the guard, then, with his chessboard?”

	“Yes.”

	Five minutes afterward the officer entered and the duke seemed to be immersed in the sublime combinations of chess.

	A strange thing is the mind, and it is wonderful what revolutions may be wrought in it by a sign, a word, a hope. The duke had been five years in prison, and now to him, looking back upon them, those five years, which had passed so slowly, seemed not so long a time as were the two days, the forty-eight hours, which still parted him from the time fixed for his escape. Besides, there was one thing that engaged his most anxious thought--in what way was the escape to be effected? They had told him to hope for it, but had not told him what was to be hidden in the mysterious pate. And what friends awaited him without? He had friends, then, after five years in prison? If that were so he was indeed a highly favored prince. He forgot that besides his friends of his own sex, a woman, strange to say, had remembered him. It is true that she had not, perhaps, been scrupulously faithful to him, but she had remembered him; that was something.

	So the duke had more than enough to think about; accordingly he fared at chess as he had fared at tennis; he made blunder upon blunder and the officer with whom he played found him easy game.

	But his successive defeats did service to the duke in one way--they killed time for him till eight o’clock in the evening; then would come night, and with night, sleep. So, at least, the duke believed; but sleep is a capricious fairy, and it is precisely when one invokes her presence that she is most likely to keep him waiting. The duke waited until midnight, turning on his mattress like St. Laurence on his gridiron. Finally he slept.

	But at daybreak he awoke. Wild dreams had disturbed his repose. He dreamed that he was endowed with wings--he wished to fly away. For a time these wings supported him, but when he reached a certain height this new aid failed him. His wings were broken and he seemed to sink into a bottomless abyss, whence he awoke, bathed in perspiration and nearly as much overcome as if he had really fallen. He fell asleep again and another vision appeared. He was in a subterranean passage by which he was to leave Vincennes. Grimaud was walking before him with a lantern. By degrees the passage narrowed, yet the duke continued his course. At last it became so narrow that the fugitive tried in vain to proceed. The sides of the walls seem to close in, even to press against him. He made fruitless efforts to go on; it was impossible. Nevertheless, he still saw Grimaud with his lantern in front, advancing. He wished to call out to him but could not utter a word. Then at the other extremity he heard the footsteps of those who were pursuing him. These steps came on, came fast. He was discovered; all hope of flight was gone. Still the walls seemed to be closing on him; they appeared to be in concert with his enemies. At last he heard the voice of La Ramee. La Ramee took his hand and laughed aloud. He was captured again, and conducted to the low and vaulted chamber, in which Ornano, Puylaurens, and his uncle had died. Their three graves were there, rising above the ground, and a fourth was also there, yawning for its ghastly tenant.

	The duke was obliged to make as many efforts to awake as he had done to go to sleep; and La Ramee found him so pale and fatigued that he inquired whether he was ill.

	“In fact,” said one of the guards who had remained in the chamber and had been kept awake by a toothache, brought on by the dampness of the atmosphere, “my lord has had a very restless night and two or three times, while dreaming, he called for help.”

	“What is the matter with your highness?” asked La Ramee.

	“‘Tis your fault, you simpleton,” answered the duke. “With your idle nonsense yesterday about escaping, you worried me so that I dreamed that I was trying to escape and broke my neck in doing so.”

	La Ramee laughed.

	“Come,” he said, “‘tis a warning from Heaven. Never commit such an imprudence as to try to escape, except in your dreams.”

	“And you are right, my dear La Ramee,” said the duke, wiping away the sweat that stood on his brow, wide awake though he was; “after this I will think of nothing but eating and drinking.”

	“Hush!” said La Ramee; and one by one he sent away the guards, on various pretexts.

	“Well?” asked the duke when they were alone.

	“Well!” replied La Ramee, “your supper is ordered.”

	“Ah! and what is it to be? Monsieur, my majordomo, will there be a pie?”

	“I should think so, indeed--almost as high as a tower.”

	“You told him it was for me?”

	“Yes, and he said he would do his best to please your highness.”

	“Good!” exclaimed the duke, rubbing his hands.

	“Devil take it, my lord! what a gourmand you are growing; I haven’t seen you with so cheerful a face these five years.”

	The duke saw that he had not controlled himself as he ought, but at that moment, as if he had listened at the door and comprehended the urgent need of diverting La Ramee’s ideas, Grimaud entered and made a sign to La Ramee that he had something to say to him.

	La Ramee drew near to Grimaud, who spoke to him in a low voice.

	The duke meanwhile recovered his self-control.

	“I have already forbidden that man,” he said, “to come in here without my permission.”

	“You must pardon him, my lord,” said La Ramee, “for I directed him to come.”

	“And why did you so direct when you know that he displeases me?”

	“My lord will remember that it was agreed between us that he should wait upon us at that famous supper. My lord has forgotten the supper.”

	“No, but I have forgotten Monsieur Grimaud.”

	“My lord understands that there can be no supper unless he is allowed to be present.”

	“Go on, then; have it your own way.”

	“Come here, my lad,” said La Ramee, “and hear what I have to say.”

	Grimaud approached, with a very sullen expression on his face.

	La Ramee continued: “My lord has done me the honor to invite me to a supper to-morrow en tete-a-tete.”

	Grimaud made a sign which meant that he didn’t see what that had to do with him.

	“Yes, yes,” said La Ramee, “the matter concerns you, for you will have the honor to serve us; and besides, however good an appetite we may have and however great our thirst, there will be something left on the plates and in the bottles, and that something will be yours.”

	Grimaud bowed in thanks.

	“And now,” said La Ramee, “I must ask your highness’s pardon, but it seems that Monsieur de Chavigny is to be away for a few days and he has sent me word that he has certain directions to give me before his departure.”

	The duke tried to exchange a glance with Grimaud, but there was no glance in Grimaud’s eyes.

	“Go, then,” said the duke, “and return as soon as possible.”

	“Does your highness wish to take revenge for the game of tennis yesterday?”

	Grimaud intimated by a scarcely perceptible nod that he should consent.

	“Yes,” said the duke, “but take care, my dear La Ramee, for I propose to beat you badly.”

	La Ramee went out. Grimaud looked after him, and when the door was closed he drew out of his pocket a pencil and a sheet of paper.

	“Write, my lord,” he said.

	“And what?”

	Grimaud dictated.

	“All is ready for to-morrow evening. Keep watch from seven to nine. Have two riding horses ready. We shall descend by the first window in the gallery.”

	“What next?”

	“Sign your name, my lord.”

	The duke signed.

	“Now, my lord, give me, if you have not lost it, the ball--that which contained the letter.”

	The duke took it from under his pillow and gave it to Grimaud. Grimaud gave a grim smile.

	“Well?” asked the duke.

	“Well, my lord, I sew up the paper in the ball and you, in your game of tennis, will send the ball into the ditch.”

	“But will it not be lost?”

	“Oh no; there will be some one at hand to pick it up.”

	“A gardener?”

	Grimaud nodded.

	“The same as yesterday?”

	Another nod on the part of Grimaud.

	“The Count de Rochefort?”

	Grimaud nodded the third time.

	“Come, now,” said the duke, “give some particulars of the plan for our escape.”

	“That is forbidden me,” said Grimaud, “until the last moment.”

	“Who will be waiting for me beyond the ditch?”

	“I know nothing about it, my lord.”

	“But at least, if you don’t want to see me turn crazy, tell what that famous pate will contain.”

	“Two poniards, a knotted rope and a poire d’angoisse.” *

	* This poire d’angoisse was a famous gag, in the form of a pear,

	which, being thrust into the mouth, by the aid of a spring, dilated,

	so as to distend the jaws to their greatest width.

	“Yes, I understand.”

	“My lord observes that there will be enough to go around.”

	“We shall take to ourselves the poniards and the rope,” replied the duke.

	“And make La Ramee eat the pear,” answered Grimaud.

	“My dear Grimaud, thou speakest seldom, but when thou dost, one must do thee justice--thy words are words of gold.”

	20. One of Marie Michon’s Adventures.

	Whilst these projects were being formed by the Duc de Beaufort and Grimaud, the Comte de la Fere and the Vicomte de Bragelonne were entering Paris by the Rue du Faubourg Saint Marcel.

	They stopped at the sign of the Fox, in the Rue du Vieux Colombier, a tavern known for many years by Athos, and asked for two bedrooms.

	“You must dress yourself, Raoul,” said Athos, “I am going to present you to some one.”

	“To-day, monsieur?” asked the young man.

	“In half an hour.”

	The young man bowed. Perhaps, not being endowed with the endurance of Athos, who seemed to be made of iron, he would have preferred a bath in the river Seine of which he had heard so much, and afterward his bed; but the Comte de la Fere had spoken and he had no thought but to obey.

	“By the way,” said Athos, “take some pains with your toilet, Raoul; I want you to be approved.”

	“I hope, sir,” replied the youth, smiling, “that there’s no idea of a marriage for me; you know of my engagement to Louise?”

	Athos, in his turn, smiled also.

	“No, don’t be alarmed, although it is to a lady that I am going to present you, and I am anxious that you should love her----”

	The young man looked at the count with a certain uneasiness, but at a smile from Athos he was quickly reassured.

	“How old is she?” inquired the Vicomte de Bragelonne.

	“My dear Raoul, learn, once for all, that that is a question which is never asked. When you can find out a woman’s age by her face, it is useless to ask it; when you cannot do so, it is indiscreet.”

	“Is she beautiful?”

	“Sixteen years ago she was deemed not only the prettiest, but the most graceful woman in France.”

	This reply reassured the vicomte. A woman who had been a reigning beauty a year before he was born could not be the subject of any scheme for him. He retired to his toilet. When he reappeared, Athos received him with the same paternal smile as that which he had often bestowed on D’Artagnan, but a more profound tenderness for Raoul was now visibly impressed upon his face.

	Athos cast a glance at his feet, hands and hair--those three marks of race. The youth’s dark hair was neatly parted and hung in curls, forming a sort of dark frame around his face; such was the fashion of the day. Gloves of gray kid, matching the hat, well displayed the form of a slender and elegant hand; whilst his boots, similar in color to the hat and gloves, confined feet small as those of a boy twelve years old.

	“Come,” murmured Athos, “if she is not proud of him, she must be hard to please.”

	It was three o’clock in the afternoon. The two travelers proceeded to the Rue Saint Dominique and stopped at the door of a magnificent hotel, surmounted with the arms of De Luynes.

	“‘Tis here,” said Athos.

	He entered the hotel and ascended the front steps, and addressing a footman who waited there in a grand livery, asked if the Duchess de Chevreuse was visible and if she could receive the Comte de la Fere?

	The servant returned with a message to say, that, though the duchess had not the honor of knowing Monsieur de la Fere, she would receive him.

	Athos followed the footman, who led him through a long succession of apartments and paused at length before a closed door. Athos made a sign to the Vicomte de Bragelonne to remain where he was.

	The footman opened the door and announced Monsieur le Comte de la Fere.

	Madame de Chevreuse, whose name appears so often in our story “The Three Musketeers,” without her actually having appeared in any scene, was still a beautiful woman. Although about forty-four or forty-five years old, she might have passed for thirty-five. She still had her rich fair hair; her large, animated, intelligent eyes, so often opened by intrigue, so often closed by the blindness of love. She had still her nymph-like form, so that when her back was turned she still was not unlike the girl who had jumped, with Anne of Austria, over the moat of the Tuileries in 1563. In all other respects she was the same mad creature who threw over her amours such an air of originality as to make them proverbial for eccentricity in her family.

	She was in a little boudoir, hung with blue damask, adorned by red flowers, with a foliage of gold, looking upon a garden; and reclined upon a sofa, her head supported on the rich tapestry which covered it. She held a book in her hand and her arm was supported by a cushion.

	At the footman’s announcement she raised herself a little and peeped out, with some curiosity.

	Athos appeared.

	He was dressed in violet-tinted velvet, trimmed with silk of the same color. His shoulder-knots were of burnished silver, his mantle had no gold nor embroidery on it; a simple plume of violet feathers adorned his hat; his boots were of black leather, and at his girdle hung that sword with a magnificent hilt that Porthos had so often admired in the Rue Feron. Splendid lace adorned the falling collar of his shirt, and lace fell also over the top of his boots.

	In his whole person he bore such an impress of high degree, that Madame de Chevreuse half rose from her seat when she saw him and made him a sign to sit down near her.

	Athos bowed and obeyed. The footman was withdrawing, but Athos stopped him by a sign.

	“Madame,” he said to the duchess, “I have had the boldness to present myself at your hotel without being known to you; it has succeeded, since you deign to receive me. I have now the boldness to ask you for an interview of half an hour.”

	“I grant it, monsieur,” replied Madame de Chevreuse with her most gracious smile.

	“But that is not all, madame. Oh, I am very presuming, I am aware. The interview for which I ask is of us two alone, and I very earnestly wish that it may not be interrupted.”

	“I am not at home to any one,” said the Duchess de Chevreuse to the footman. “You may go.”

	The footman went out.

	There ensued a brief silence, during which these two persons, who at first sight recognized each other so clearly as of noble race, examined each other without embarrassment on either side.

	The duchess was the first to speak.

	“Well, sir, I am waiting with impatience to hear what you wish to say to me.”

	“And I, madame,” replied Athos, “am looking with admiration.”

	“Sir,” said Madame de Chevreuse, “you must excuse me, but I long to know to whom I am talking. You belong to the court, doubtless, yet I have never seen you at court. Have you, by any chance, been in the Bastile?”

	“No, madame, I have not; but very likely I am on the road to it.”

	“Ah! then tell me who you are, and get along with you upon your journey,” replied the duchess, with the gayety which made her so charming, “for I am sufficiently in bad odor already, without compromising myself still more.”

	“Who I am, madame? My name has been mentioned to you--the Comte de la Fere; you do not know that name. I once bore another, which you knew, but you have certainly forgotten it.”

	“Tell it me, sir.”

	“Formerly,” said the count, “I was Athos.”

	Madame de Chevreuse looked astonished. The name was not wholly forgotten, but mixed up and confused with ancient recollections.

	“Athos?” said she; “wait a moment.”

	And she placed her hands on her brow, as if to force the fugitive ideas it contained to concentration in a moment.

	“Shall I help you, madame?” asked Athos.

	“Yes, do,” said the duchess.

	“This Athos was connected with three young musketeers, named Porthos, D’Artagnan, and----”

	He stopped short.

	“And Aramis,” said the duchess, quickly.

	“And Aramis; I see you have not forgotten the name.”

	“No,” she said; “poor Aramis; a charming man, elegant, discreet, and a writer of poetical verses. I am afraid he has turned out ill,” she added.

	“He has; he is an abbe.”

	“Ah, what a misfortune!” exclaimed the duchess, playing carelessly with her fan. “Indeed, sir, I thank you; you have recalled one of the most agreeable recollections of my youth.”

	“Will you permit me, then, to recall another to you?”

	“Relating to him?”

	“Yes and no.”

	“Faith!” said Madame de Chevreuse, “say on. With a man like you I fear nothing.”

	Athos bowed. “Aramis,” he continued, “was intimate with a young needlewoman from Tours, a cousin of his, named Marie Michon.”

	“Ah, I knew her!” cried the duchess. “It was to her he wrote from the siege of Rochelle, to warn her of a plot against the Duke of Buckingham.”

	“Exactly so; will you allow me to speak to you of her?”

	“If,” replied the duchess, with a meaning look, “you do not say too much against her.”

	“I should be ungrateful,” said Athos, “and I regard ingratitude, not as a fault or a crime, but as a vice, which is much worse.”

	“You ungrateful to Marie Michon, monsieur?” said Madame de Chevreuse, trying to read in Athos’s eyes. “But how can that be? You never knew her.”

	“Eh, madame, who knows?” said Athos. “There is a popular proverb to the effect that it is only mountains that never meet; and popular proverbs contain sometimes a wonderful amount of truth.”

	“Oh, go on, monsieur, go on!” said Madame de Chevreuse eagerly; “you can’t imagine how much this conversation interests me.”

	“You encourage me,” said Athos, “I will continue, then. That cousin of Aramis, that Marie Michon, that needlewoman, notwithstanding her low condition, had acquaintances in the highest rank; she called the grandest ladies of the court her friend, and the queen--proud as she is, in her double character as Austrian and as Spaniard--called her her sister.”

	“Alas!” said Madame de Chevreuse, with a slight sigh and a little movement of her eyebrows that was peculiarly her own, “since that time everything has changed.”

	“And the queen had reason for her affection, for Marie was devoted to her--devoted to that degree that she served her as medium of intercourse with her brother, the king of Spain.”

	“Which,” interrupted the duchess, “is now brought up against her as a great crime.”

	“And therefore,” continued Athos, “the cardinal--the true cardinal, the other one--determined one fine morning to arrest poor Marie Michon and send her to the Chateau de Loches. Fortunately the affair was not managed so secretly but that it became known to the queen. The case had been provided for: if Marie Michon should be threatened with any danger the queen was to send her a prayer-book bound in green velvet.”

	“That is true, monsieur, you are well informed.”

	“One morning the green book was brought to her by the Prince de Marsillac. There was no time to lose. Happily Marie and a follower of hers named Kitty could disguise themselves admirably in men’s clothes. The prince procured for Marie Michon the dress of a cavalier and for Kitty that of a lackey; he sent them two excellent horses, and the fugitives went out hastily from Tours, shaping their course toward Spain, trembling at the least noise, following unfrequented roads, and asking for hospitality when they found themselves where there was no inn.”

	“Why, really, it was all exactly as you say!” cried Madame de Chevreuse, clapping her hands. “It would indeed be strange if----” she checked herself.

	“If I should follow the two fugitives to the end of their journey?” said Athos. “No, madame, I will not thus waste your time. We will accompany them only to a little village in Limousin, lying between Tulle and Angouleme--a little village called Roche-l’Abeille.”

	Madame de Chevreuse uttered a cry of surprise, and looked at Athos with an expression of astonishment that made the old musketeer smile.

	“Wait, madame,” continued Athos, “what remains for me to tell you is even more strange than what I have narrated.”

	“Monsieur,” said Madame de Chevreuse, “I believe you are a sorcerer; I am prepared for anything. But really--No matter, go on.”

	“The journey of that day had been long and wearing; it was a cold day, the eleventh of October, there was no inn or chateau in the village and the homes of the peasants were poor and unattractive. Marie Michon was a very aristocratic person; like her sister the queen, she had been accustomed to pleasing perfumes and fine linen; she resolved, therefore, to seek hospitality of the priest.”

	Athos paused.

	“Oh, continue!” said the duchess. “I have told you that I am prepared for anything.”

	“The two travelers knocked at the door. It was late; the priest, who had gone to bed, cried out to them to come in. They entered, for the door was not locked--there is much confidence among villagers. A lamp burned in the chamber occupied by the priest. Marie Michon, who made the most charming cavalier in the world, pushed open the door, put her head in and asked for hospitality. ‘Willingly, my young cavalier,’ said the priest, ‘if you will be content with the remains of my supper and with half my chamber.’

	“The two travelers consulted for a moment. The priest heard a burst of laughter and then the master, or rather, the mistress, replied: ‘Thank you, monsieur le cure, I accept.’ ‘Sup, then, and make as little noise as possible,’ said the priest, ‘for I, too, have been on the go all day and shall not be sorry to sleep to-night.’”

	Madame de Chevreuse evidently went from surprise to astonishment, and from astonishment to stupefaction. Her face, as she looked at Athos, had taken on an expression that cannot be described. It could be seen that she had wished to speak, but she had remained silent through fear of losing one of her companion’s words.

	“What happened then?” she asked.

	“Then?” said Athos. “Ah, I have come now to what is most difficult.”

	“Speak, speak! One can say anything to me. Besides, it doesn’t concern me; it relates to Mademoiselle Marie Michon.”

	“Ah, that is true,” said Athos. “Well, then, Marie Michon had supper with her follower, and then, in accordance with the permission given her, she entered the chamber of her host, Kitty meanwhile taking possession of an armchair in the room first entered, where they had taken their supper.”

	“Really, monsieur,” said Madame de Chevreuse, “unless you are the devil in person I don’t know how you could become acquainted with all these details.”

	“A charming woman was that Marie Michon,” resumed Athos, “one of those wild creatures who are constantly conceiving the strangest ideas. Now, thinking that her host was a priest, that coquette took it into her head that it would be a happy souvenir for her old age, among the many happy souvenirs she already possessed, if she could win that of having damned an abbe.”

	“Count,” said the duchess, “upon my word, you frighten me.”

	“Alas!” continued Athos, “the poor abbe was not a St. Ambroise, and I repeat, Marie Michon was an adorable creature.”

	“Monsieur!” cried the duchess, seizing Athos’s hands, “tell me this moment how you know all these details, or I will send to the convent of the Vieux Augustins for a monk to come and exorcise you.”

	Athos laughed. “Nothing is easier, madame. A cavalier, charged with an important mission, had come an hour before your arrival, seeking hospitality, at the very moment that the cure, summoned to the bedside of a dying person, left not only his house but the village, for the entire night. The priest having all confidence in his guest, who, besides, was a nobleman, had left to him his house, his supper and his chamber. And therefore Marie came seeking hospitality from the guest of the good abbe and not from the good abbe himself.”

	“And that cavalier, that guest, that nobleman who arrived before she came?”

	“It was I, the Comte de la Fere,” said Athos, rising and bowing respectfully to the Duchess de Chevreuse.

	The duchess remained a moment stupefied; then, suddenly bursting into laughter:

	“Ah! upon my word,” said she, “it is very droll, and that mad Marie Michon fared better than she expected. Sit down, dear count, and go on with your story.”

	“At this point I have to accuse myself of a fault, madame. I have told you that I was traveling on an important mission. At daybreak I left the chamber without noise, leaving my charming companion asleep. In the front room the follower was also still asleep, her head leaning back on the chair, in all respects worthy of her mistress. Her pretty face arrested my attention; I approached and recognized that little Kitty whom our friend Aramis had placed with her. In that way I discovered that the charming traveler was----”

	“Marie Michon!” said Madame de Chevreuse, hastily.

	“Marie Michon,” continued Athos. “Then I went out of the house; I proceeded to the stable and found my horse saddled and my lackey ready. We set forth on our journey.”

	“And have you never revisited that village?” eagerly asked Madame de Chevreuse.

	“A year after, madame.”

	“Well?”

	“I wanted to see the good cure again. I found him much preoccupied with an event that he could not at all comprehend. A week before he had received, in a cradle, a beautiful little boy three months old, with a purse filled with gold and a note containing these simple words: ‘11 October, 1633.’”

	“It was the date of that strange adventure,” interrupted Madame de Chevreuse.

	“Yes, but he couldn’t understand what it meant, for he had spent that night with a dying person and Marie Michon had left his house before his return.”

	“You must know, monsieur, that Marie Michon, when she returned to France in 1643, immediately sought for information about that child; as a fugitive she could not take care of it, but on her return she wished to have it near her.”

	“And what said the abbe?” asked Athos.

	“That a nobleman whom he did not know had wished to take charge of it, had answered for its future, and had taken it away.”

	“That was true.”

	“Ah! I see! That nobleman was you; it was his father!”

	“Hush! do not speak so loud, madame; he is there.”

	“He is there! my son! the son of Marie Michon! But I must see him instantly.”

	“Take care, madame,” said Athos, “for he knows neither his father nor his mother.”

	“You have kept the secret! you have brought him to see me, thinking to make me happy. Oh, thanks! sir, thanks!” cried Madame de Chevreuse, seizing his hand and trying to put it to her lips; “you have a noble heart.”

	“I bring him to you, madame,” said Athos, withdrawing his hand, “hoping that in your turn you will do something for him; till now I have watched over his education and I have made him, I hope, an accomplished gentleman; but I am now obliged to return to the dangerous and wandering life of party faction. To-morrow I plunge into an adventurous affair in which I may be killed. Then it will devolve on you to push him on in that world where he is called on to occupy a place.”

	“Rest assured,” cried the duchess, “I shall do what I can. I have but little influence now, but all that I have shall most assuredly be his. As to his title and fortune----”

	“As to that, madame, I have made over to him the estate of Bragelonne, my inheritance, which will give him ten thousand francs a year and the title of vicomte.”

	“Upon my soul, monsieur,” said the duchess, “you are a true nobleman! But I am eager to see our young vicomte. Where is he?”

	“There, in the salon. I will have him come in, if you really wish it.”

	Athos moved toward the door; the duchess held him back.

	“Is he handsome?” she asked.

	Athos smiled.

	“He resembles his mother.”

	So he opened the door and beckoned the young man in.

	The duchess could not restrain a cry of joy on seeing so handsome a young cavalier, so far surpassing all that her maternal pride had been able to conceive.

	“Vicomte, come here,” said Athos; “the duchess permits you to kiss her hand.”

	The youth approached with his charming smile and his head bare, and kneeling down, kissed the hand of the Duchess de Chevreuse.

	“Sir,” he said, turning to Athos, “was it not in compassion to my timidity that you told me that this lady was the Duchess de Chevreuse, and is she not the queen?”

	“No, vicomte,” said Madame de Chevreuse, taking his hand and making him sit near her, while she looked at him with eyes sparkling with pleasure; “no, unhappily, I am not the queen. If I were I should do for you at once the most that you deserve. But let us see; whatever I may be,” she added, hardly restraining herself from kissing that pure brow, “let us see what profession you wish to follow.”

	Athos, standing, looked at them both with indescribable pleasure.

	“Madame,” answered the youth in his sweet voice, “it seems to me that there is only one career for a gentleman--that of the army. I have been brought up by monsieur le comte with the intention, I believe, of making me a soldier; and he gave me reason to hope that at Paris he would present me to some one who would recommend me to the favor of the prince.”

	“Yes, I understand it well. Personally, I am on bad terms with him, on account of the quarrels between Madame de Montbazon, my mother-in-law, and Madame de Longueville. But the Prince de Marsillac! Yes, indeed, that’s the right thing. The Prince de Marsillac--my old friend--will recommend our young friend to Madame de Longueville, who will give him a letter to her brother, the prince, who loves her too tenderly not to do what she wishes immediately.”

	“Well, that will do charmingly,” said the count; “but may I beg that the greatest haste may be made, for I have reasons for wishing the vicomte not to sleep longer than to-morrow night in Paris!”

	“Do you wish it known that you are interested about him, monsieur le comte?”

	“Better for him in future that he should be supposed never to have seen me.”

	“Oh, sir!” cried Raoul.

	“You know, Bragelonne,” said Athos, “I never speak without reflection.”

	“Well, comte, I am going instantly,” interrupted the duchess, “to send for the Prince de Marsillac, who is happily, in Paris just now. What are you going to do this evening?”

	“We intend to visit the Abbe Scarron, for whom I have a letter of introduction and at whose house I expect to meet some of my friends.”

	“‘Tis well; I will go there also, for a few minutes,” said the duchess; “do not quit his salon until you have seen me.”

	Athos bowed and prepared to leave.

	“Well, monsieur le comte,” said the duchess, smiling, “does one leave so solemnly his old friends?”

	“Ah,” murmured Athos, kissing her hand, “had I only sooner known that Marie Michon was so charming a creature!” And he withdrew, sighing.

	21. The Abbe Scarron.

	There was once in the Rue des Tournelles a house known by all the sedan chairmen and footmen of Paris, and yet, nevertheless, this house was neither that of a great lord nor of a rich man. There was neither dining, nor playing at cards, nor dancing in that house. Nevertheless, it was the rendezvous of the great world and all Paris went there. It was the abode of the little Abbe Scarron.

	In the home of the witty abbe dwelt incessant laughter; there all the items of the day had their source and were so quickly transformed, misrepresented, metamorphosed, some into epigrams, some into falsehoods, that every one was anxious to pass an hour with little Scarron, listening to what he said, reporting it to others.

	The diminutive Abbe Scarron, who, however, was an abbe only because he owned an abbey, and not because he was in orders, had formerly been one of the gayest prebendaries in the town of Mans, which he inhabited. On a day of the carnival he had taken a notion to provide an unusual entertainment for that good town, of which he was the life and soul. He had made his valet cover him with honey; then, opening a feather bed, he had rolled in it and had thus become the most grotesque fowl it is possible to imagine. He then began to visit his friends of both sexes, in that strange costume. At first he had been followed through astonishment, then with derisive shouts, then the porters had insulted him, then children had thrown stones at him, and finally he was obliged to run, to escape the missiles. As soon as he took to flight every one pursued him, until, pressed on all sides, Scarron found no way of escaping his escort, except by throwing himself into the river; but the water was icy cold. Scarron was heated, the cold seized on him, and when he reached the farther bank he found himself crippled.

	Every means had been employed in vain to restore the use of his limbs. He had been subjected to a severe disciplinary course of medicine, at length he sent away all his doctors, declaring that he preferred the disease to the treatment, and came to Paris, where the fame of his wit had preceded him. There he had a chair made on his own plan, and one day, visiting Anne of Austria in this chair, she asked him, charmed as she was with his wit, if he did not wish for a title.

	“Yes, your majesty, there is a title which I covet much,” replied Scarron.

	“And what is that?”

	“That of being your invalid,” answered Scarron.

	So he was called the queen’s invalid, with a pension of fifteen hundred francs.

	From that lucky moment Scarron led a happy life, spending both income and principal. One day, however, an emissary of the cardinal’s gave him to understand that he was wrong in receiving the coadjutor so often.

	“And why?” asked Scarron; “is he not a man of good birth?”

	“Certainly.”

	“Agreeable?”

	“Undeniably.”

	“Witty?”

	“He has, unfortunately, too much wit.”

	“Well, then, why do you wish me to give up seeing such a man?”

	“Because he is an enemy.”

	“Of whom?”

	“Of the cardinal.”

	“What?” answered Scarron, “I continue to receive Monsieur Gilles Despreaux, who thinks ill of me, and you wish me to give up seeing the coadjutor, because he thinks ill of another man. Impossible!”

	The conversation had rested there and Scarron, through sheer obstinacy, had seen Monsieur de Gondy only the more frequently.

	Now, the very morning of which we speak was that of his quarter-day payment, and Scarron, as usual, had sent his servant to get his money at the pension-office, but the man had returned and said that the government had no more money to give Monsieur Scarron.

	It was on Thursday, the abbe’s reception day; people went there in crowds. The cardinal’s refusal to pay the pension was known about the town in half an hour and he was abused with wit and vehemence.

	In the Rue Saint Honore Athos fell in with two gentlemen whom he did not know, on horseback like himself, followed by a lackey like himself, and going in the same direction that he was. One of them, hat in hand, said to him:

	“Would you believe it, monsieur? that contemptible Mazarin has stopped poor Scarron’s pension.”

	“That is unreasonable,” said Athos, saluting in his turn the two cavaliers. And they separated with courteous gestures.

	“It happens well that we are going there this evening,” said Athos to the vicomte; “we will pay our compliments to that poor man.”

	“What, then, is this Monsieur Scarron, who thus puts all Paris in commotion? Is he some minister out of office?”

	“Oh, no, not at all, vicomte,” Athos replied; “he is simply a gentleman of great genius who has fallen into disgrace with the cardinal through having written certain verses against him.”

	“Do gentlemen, then, make verses?” asked Raoul, naively, “I thought it was derogatory.”

	“So it is, my dear vicomte,” said Athos, laughing, “to make bad ones; but to make good ones increases fame--witness Monsieur de Rotrou. Nevertheless,” he continued, in the tone of one who gives wholesome advice, “I think it is better not to make them.”

	“Then,” said Raoul, “this Monsieur Scarron is a poet?”

	“Yes; you are warned, vicomte. Consider well what you do in that house. Talk only by gestures, or rather always listen.”

	“Yes, monsieur,” replied Raoul.

	“You will see me talking with one of my friends, the Abbe d’Herblay, of whom you have often heard me speak.”

	“I remember him, monsieur.”

	“Come near to us from time to time, as if to speak; but do not speak, and do not listen. That little stratagem may serve to keep off interlopers.”

	“Very well, monsieur; I will obey you at all points.”

	Athos made two visits in Paris; at seven o’clock he and Raoul directed their steps to the Rue des Tournelles; it was stopped by porters, horses and footmen. Athos forced his way through and entered, followed by the young man. The first person that struck him on his entrance was Aramis, planted near a great chair on castors, very large, covered with a canopy of tapestry, under which there moved, enveloped in a quilt of brocade, a little face, youngish, very merry, somewhat pallid, whilst its eyes never ceased to express a sentiment at once lively, intellectual, and amiable. This was the Abbe Scarron, always laughing, joking, complimenting--yet suffering--and toying nervously with a small switch.

	Around this kind of rolling tent pressed a crowd of gentlemen and ladies. The room was neatly, comfortably furnished. Large valances of silk, embroidered with flowers of gay colors, which were rather faded, fell from the wide windows; the fittings of the room were simple, but in excellent taste. Two well trained servingmen were in attendance on the company. On perceiving Athos, Aramis advanced toward him, took him by the hand and presented him to Scarron. Raoul remained silent, for he was not prepared for the dignity of the bel esprit.

	After some minutes the door opened and a footman announced Mademoiselle Paulet.

	Athos touched the shoulder of the vicomte.

	“Look at this lady, Raoul, she is an historic personage; it was to visit her King Henry IV. was going when he was assassinated.”

	Every one thronged around Mademoiselle Paulet, for she was always very much the fashion. She was a tall woman, with a slender figure and a forest of golden curls, such as Raphael was fond of and Titian has painted all his Magdalens with. This fawn-colored hair, or, perhaps the sort of ascendancy which she had over other women, gave her the name of “La Lionne.” Mademoiselle Paulet took her accustomed seat, but before sitting down, she cast, in all her queen-like grandeur, a look around the room, and her eyes rested on Raoul.

	Athos smiled.

	“Mademoiselle Paulet has observed you, vicomte; go and bow to her; don’t try to appear anything but what you are, a true country youth; on no account speak to her of Henry IV.”

	“When shall we two walk together?” Athos then said to Aramis.

	“Presently--there are not a sufficient number of people here yet; we shall be remarked.”

	At this moment the door opened and in walked the coadjutor.

	At this name every one looked around, for his was already a very celebrated name. Athos did the same. He knew the Abbe de Gondy only by report.

	He saw a little dark man, ill made and awkward with his hands in everything--except drawing a sword and firing a pistol--with something haughty and contemptuous in his face.

	Scarron turned around toward him and came to meet him in his chair.

	“Well,” said the coadjutor, on seeing him, “you are in disgrace, then, abbe?”

	This was the orthodox phrase. It had been said that evening a hundred times--and Scarron was at his hundredth bon mot on the subject; he was very nearly at the end of his humoristic tether, but one despairing effort saved him.

	“Monsieur, the Cardinal Mazarin has been so kind as to think of me,” he said.

	“But how can you continue to receive us?” asked the coadjutor; “if your income is lessened I shall be obliged to make you a canon of Notre Dame.”

	“Oh, no!” cried Scarron, “I should compromise you too much.”

	“Perhaps you have resources of which we are ignorant?”

	“I shall borrow from the queen.”

	“But her majesty has no property,” interposed Aramis.

	At this moment the door opened and Madame de Chevreuse was announced. Every one arose. Scarron turned his chair toward the door, Raoul blushed, Athos made a sign to Aramis, who went and hid himself in the enclosure of a window.

	In the midst of all the compliments that awaited her on her entrance, the duchess seemed to be looking for some one; at last she found out Raoul and her eyes sparkled; she perceived Athos and became thoughtful; she saw Aramis in the seclusion of the window and gave a start of surprise behind her fan.

	“Apropos,” she said, as if to drive away thoughts that pursued her in spite of herself, “how is poor Voiture, do you know, Scarron?”

	“What, is Monsieur Voiture ill?” inquired a gentleman who had spoken to Athos in the Rue Saint Honore; “what is the matter with him?”

	“He was acting, but forgot to take the precaution to have a change of linen ready after the performance,” said the coadjutor, “so he took cold and is about to die.”

	“Is he then so ill, dear Voiture?” asked Aramis, half hidden by the window curtain.

	“Die!” cried Mademoiselle Paulet, bitterly, “he! Why, he is surrounded by sultanas, like a Turk. Madame de Saintot has hastened to him with broth; La Renaudot warms his sheets; the Marquise de Rambouillet sends him his tisanes.”

	“You don’t like him, my dear Parthenie,” said Scarron.

	“What an injustice, my dear invalid! I hate him so little that I should be delighted to order masses for the repose of his soul.”

	“You are not called ‘Lionne’ for nothing,” observed Madame de Chevreuse, “your teeth are terrible.”

	“You are unjust to a great poet, it seems to me,” Raoul ventured to say.

	“A great poet! come, one may easily see, vicomte, that you are lately from the provinces and have never so much as seen him. A great poet! he is scarcely five feet high.”

	“Bravo bravo!” cried a tall man with an enormous mustache and a long rapier, “bravo, fair Paulet, it is high time to put little Voiture in his right place. For my part, I always thought his poetry detestable, and I think I know something about poetry.”

	“Who is this officer,” inquired Raoul of Athos, “who is speaking?”

	“Monsieur de Scudery, the author of ‘Clelie,’ and of ‘Le Grand Cyrus,’ which were composed partly by him and partly by his sister, who is now talking to that pretty person yonder, near Monsieur Scarron.”

	Raoul turned and saw two faces just arrived. One was perfectly charming, delicate, pensive, shaded by beautiful dark hair, and eyes soft as velvet, like those lovely flowers, the heartsease, in which shine out the golden petals. The other, of mature age, seemed to have the former one under her charge, and was cold, dry and yellow--the true type of a duenna or a devotee.

	Raoul resolved not to quit the room without having spoken to the beautiful girl with the soft eyes, who by a strange fancy, although she bore no resemblance, reminded him of his poor little Louise, whom he had left in the Chateau de la Valliere and whom, in the midst of all the party, he had never for one moment quite forgotten. Meantime Aramis had drawn near to the coadjutor, who, smiling all the while, contrived to drop some words into his ear. Aramis, notwithstanding his self-control, could not refrain from a slight movement of surprise.

	“Laugh, then,” said Monsieur de Retz; “they are looking at us.” And leaving Aramis he went to talk with Madame de Chevreuse, who was in the midst of a large group.

	Aramis affected a laugh, to divert the attention of certain curious listeners, and perceiving that Athos had betaken himself to the embrasure of a window and remained there, he proceeded to join him, throwing out a few words carelessly as he moved through the room.

	As soon as the two friends met they began a conversation which was emphasized by frequent gesticulation.

	Raoul then approached them as Athos had directed him to do.

	“‘Tis a rondeau by Monsieur Voiture that monsieur l’abbe is repeating to me.” said Athos in a loud voice, “and I confess I think it incomparable.”

	Raoul stayed only a few minutes near them and then mingled with the group round Madame de Chevreuse.

	“Well, then?” asked Athos, in a low tone.

	“It is to be to-morrow,” said Aramis hastily.

	“At what time?”

	“Six o’clock.”

	“Where?”

	“At Saint Mande.”

	“Who told you?”

	“The Count de Rochefort.”

	Some one drew near.

	“And then philosophic ideas are wholly wanting in Voiture’s works, but I am of the same opinion as the coadjutor--he is a poet, a true poet.” Aramis spoke so as to be heard by everybody.

	“And I, too,” murmured the young lady with the velvet eyes. “I have the misfortune also to admire his poetry exceedingly.”

	“Monsieur Scarron, do me the honor,” said Raoul, blushing, “to tell me the name of that young lady whose opinion seems so different from that of others of the company.”

	“Ah! my young vicomte,” replied Scarron, “I suppose you wish to propose to her an alliance offensive and defensive.”

	Raoul blushed again.

	“You asked the name of that young lady. She is called the fair Indian.”

	“Excuse me, sir,” returned Raoul, blushing still more deeply, “I know no more than I did before. Alas! I am from the country.”

	“Which means that you know very little about the nonsense which here flows down our streets. So much the better, young man! so much the better! Don’t try to understand it--you will only lose your time.”

	“You forgive me, then, sir,” said Raoul, “and you will deign to tell me who is the person that you call the young Indian?”

	“Certainly; one of the most charming persons that lives--Mademoiselle Frances d’Aubigne.”

	“Does she belong to the family of the celebrated Agrippa, the friend of Henry IV.?”

	“His granddaughter. She comes from Martinique, so I call her the beautiful Indian.”

	Raoul looked surprised and his eyes met those of the young lady, who smiled.

	The company went on speaking of the poet Voiture.

	“Monsieur,” said Mademoiselle d’Aubigne to Scarron, as if she wished to join in the conversation he was engaged in with Raoul, “do you not admire Monsieur Voiture’s friends? Listen how they pull him to pieces even whilst they praise him; one takes away from him all claim to good sense, another robs him of his poetry, a third of his originality, another of his humor, another of his independence of character, a sixth--but, good heavens! what will they leave him? as Mademoiselle de Scudery remarks.”

	Scarron and Raoul laughed. The fair Indian, astonished at the sensation her observation produced, looked down and resumed her air of naivete.

	Athos, still within the inclosure of the window, watched this scene with a smile of disdain on his lips.

	“Tell the Comte de la Fere to come to me,” said Madame de Chevreuse, “I want to speak to him.”

	“And I,” said the coadjutor, “want it to be thought that I do not speak to him. I admire, I love him--for I know his former adventures--but I shall not speak to him until the day after to-morrow.”

	“And why day after to-morrow?” asked Madame de Chevreuse.

	“You will know that to-morrow evening,” said the coadjutor, smiling.

	“Really, my dear Gondy,” said the duchess, “you remind one of the Apocalypse. Monsieur d’Herblay,” she added, turning toward Aramis, “will you be my servant once more this evening?”

	“How can you doubt it?” replied Aramis; “this evening, to-morrow, always; command me.”

	“I will, then. Go and look for the Comte de la Fere; I wish to speak with him.”

	Aramis found Athos and brought him.

	“Monsieur le comte,” said the duchess, giving him a letter, “here is what I promised you; our young friend will be extremely well received.”

	“Madame, he is very happy in owing any obligation to you.”

	“You have no reason to envy him on that score, for I owe to you the pleasure of knowing him,” replied the witty woman, with a smile which recalled Marie Michon to Aramis and to Athos.

	As she uttered that bon mot, she arose and asked for her carriage. Mademoiselle Paulet had already gone; Mademoiselle de Scudery was going.

	“Vicomte,” said Athos to Raoul, “follow the duchess; beg her to do you the favor to take your arm in going downstairs, and thank her as you descend.”

	The fair Indian approached Scarron.

	“You are going already?” he said.

	“One of the last, as you see; if you hear anything of Monsieur Voiture, be so kind as to send me word to-morrow.”

	“Oh!” said Scarron, “he may die now.”

	“Why?” asked the young girl with the velvet eyes.

	“Certainly; his panegyric has been uttered.”

	They parted, laughing, she turning back to gaze at the poor paralytic man with interest, he looking after her with eyes of love.

	One by one the several groups broke up. Scarron seemed not to observe that certain of his guests had talked mysteriously, that letters had passed from hand to hand and that the assembly had seemed to have a secret purpose quite apart from the literary discussion carried on with so much ostentation. What was all that to Scarron? At his house rebellion could be planned with impunity, for, as we have said, since that morning he had ceased to be “the queen’s invalid.”

	As to Raoul, he had attended the duchess to her carriage, where, as she took her seat, she gave him her hand to kiss; then, by one of those wild caprices which made her so adorable and at the same time so dangerous, she had suddenly put her arm around his neck and kissed his forehead, saying:

	“Vicomte, may my good wishes and this kiss bring you good fortune!”

	Then she had pushed him away and directed the coachman to stop at the Hotel de Luynes. The carriage had started, Madame de Chevreuse had made a parting gesture to the young man, and Raoul had returned in a state of stupefaction.

	Athos surmised what had taken place and smiled. “Come, vicomte,” he said, “it is time for you to go to bed; you will start in the morning for the army of monsieur le prince. Sleep well your last night as citizen.”

	“I am to be a soldier then?” said the young man. “Oh, monsieur, I thank you with all my heart.”

	“Adieu, count,” said the Abbe d’Herblay; “I return to my convent.”

	“Adieu, abbe,” said the coadjutor, “I am to preach to-morrow and have twenty texts to examine this evening.”

	“Adieu, gentlemen,” said the count; “I am going to sleep twenty-four hours; I am just falling down with fatigue.”

	The three men saluted one another, whilst exchanging a last look.

	Scarron followed their movements with a glance from the corner of his eye.

	“Not one of them will do as he says,” he murmured, with his little monkey smile; “but they may do as they please, the brave gentlemen! Who knows if they will not manage to restore to me my pension? They can move their arms, they can, and that is much. Alas, I have only my tongue, but I will try to show that it is good for something. Ho, there, Champenois! here, it is eleven o’clock. Come and roll me to bed. Really, that Demoiselle d’Aubigne is very charming!”

	So the invalid disappeared soon afterward and went into his sleeping-room; and one by one the lights in the salon of the Rue des Tournelles were extinguished.

	22. Saint Denis.

	The day had begun to break when Athos arose and dressed himself. It was plain, by a paleness still greater than usual, and by those traces which loss of sleep leaves on the face, that he must have passed almost the whole of the night without sleeping. Contrary to the custom of a man so firm and decided, there was this morning in his personal appearance something tardy and irresolute.

	He was occupied with the preparations for Raoul’s departure and was seeking to gain time. In the first place he himself furbished a sword, which he drew from its perfumed leather sheath; he examined it to see if its hilt was well guarded and if the blade was firmly attached to the hilt. Then he placed at the bottom of the valise belonging to the young man a small bag of louis, called Olivain, the lackey who had followed him from Blois, and made him pack the valise under his own eyes, watchful to see that everything should be put in which might be useful to a young man entering on his first campaign.

	At length, after occupying about an hour in these preparations, he opened the door of the room in which the vicomte slept, and entered.

	The sun, already high, penetrated into the room through the window, the curtains of which Raoul had neglected to close on the previous evening. He was still sleeping, his head gracefully reposing on his arm.

	Athos approached and hung over the youth in an attitude full of tender melancholy; he looked long on this young man, whose smiling mouth and half closed eyes bespoke soft dreams and lightest slumber, as if his guardian angel watched over him with solicitude and affection. By degrees Athos gave himself up to the charms of his reverie in the proximity of youth, so pure, so fresh. His own youth seemed to reappear, bringing with it all those savoury remembrances, which are like perfumes more than thoughts. Between the past and the present was an ineffable abyss. But imagination has the wings of an angel of light and travels safely through or over the seas where we have been almost shipwrecked, the darkness in which our illusions are lost, the precipice whence our happiness has been hurled and swallowed up. He remembered that all the first part of his life had been embittered by a woman and he thought with alarm of the influence love might assume over so fine, and at the same time so vigorous an organization as that of Raoul.

	In recalling all he had been through, he foresaw all that Raoul might suffer; and the expression of the deep and tender compassion which throbbed in his heart was pictured in the moist eye with which he gazed on the young man.

	At this moment Raoul awoke, without a cloud on his face without weariness or lassitude; his eyes were fixed on those of Athos and perhaps he comprehended all that passed in the heart of the man who was awaiting his awakening as a lover awaits the awakening of his mistress, for his glance, in return, had all the tenderness of love.

	“You are there, sir?” he said, respectfully.

	“Yes, Raoul,” replied the count.

	“And you did not awaken me?”

	“I wished to leave you still to enjoy some moments of sleep, my child; you must be fatigued from yesterday.”

	“Oh, sir, how good you are!”

	Athos smiled.

	“How do you feel this morning?” he inquired.

	“Perfectly well; quite rested, sir.”

	“You are still growing,” Athos continued, with that charming and paternal interest felt by a grown man for a youth.

	“Oh, sir, I beg your pardon!” exclaimed Raoul, ashamed of so much attention; “in an instant I shall be dressed.”

	Athos then called Olivain.

	“Everything,” said Olivain to Athos, “has been done according to your directions; the horses are waiting.”

	“And I was asleep,” cried Raoul, “whilst you, sir, you had the kindness to attend to all these details. Truly, sir, you overwhelm me with benefits!”

	“Therefore you love me a little, I hope,” replied Athos, in a tone of emotion.

	“Oh, sir! God knows how much I love, revere you.”

	“See that you forget nothing,” said Athos, appearing to look about him, that he might hide his emotion.

	“No, indeed, sir,” answered Raoul.

	The servant then approached Athos and said, hesitatingly:

	“Monsieur le vicomte has no sword.”

	“‘Tis well,” said Athos, “I will take care of that.”

	They went downstairs, Raoul looking every now and then at the count to see if the moment of farewell was at hand, but Athos was silent. When they reached the steps Raoul saw three horses.

	“Oh, sir! then you are going with me?”

	“I will accompany you a portion of the way,” said Athos.

	Joy shone in Raoul’s eyes and he leaped lightly to his saddle.

	Athos mounted more slowly, after speaking in a low voice to the lackey, who, instead of following them immediately, returned to their rooms. Raoul, delighted at the count’s companionship, perceived, or affected to perceive nothing of this byplay.

	They set out, passing over the Pont Neuf; they pursued their way along the quay then called L’Abreuvoir Pepin, and went along by the walls of the Grand Chatelet. They proceeded to the Rue Saint Denis.

	After passing through the Porte Saint Denis, Athos looked at Raoul’s way of riding and observed:

	“Take care, Raoul! I have already often told you of this; you must not forget it, for it is a great defect in a rider. See! your horse is tired already, he froths at the mouth, whilst mine looks as if he had only just left the stable. You hold the bit too tight and so make his mouth hard, so that you will not be able to make him manoeuvre quickly. The safety of a cavalier often depends on the prompt obedience of his horse. In a week, remember, you will no longer be performing your manoeuvres for practice, but on a field of battle.”

	Then suddenly, in order not to give too uncomfortable an importance to this observation:

	“See, Raoul!” he resumed; “what a fine plain for partridge shooting.”

	The young man stored in his mind the admonition whilst he admired the delicate tenderness with which it was bestowed.

	“I have remarked also another thing,” said Athos, “which is, that in firing off your pistol you hold your arm too far outstretched. This tension lessens the accuracy of the aim. So in twelve times you thrice missed the mark.”

	“Which you, sir, struck twelve times,” answered Raoul, smiling.

	“Because I bent my arm and rested my hand on my elbow--so; do you understand what I mean?”

	“Yes, sir. I have fired since in that manner and have been quite successful.”

	“What a cold wind!” resumed Athos; “a wintry blast. Apropos, if you fire--and you will do so, for you are recommended to a young general who is very fond of powder--remember that in single combat, which often takes place in the cavalry, never to fire the first shot. He who fires the first shot rarely hits his man, for he fires with the apprehension of being disarmed, before an armed foe; then, whilst he fires, make your horse rear; that manoeuvre has saved my life several times.”

	“I shall do so, if only in gratitude----”

	“Eh!” cried Athos, “are not those fellows poachers they have arrested yonder? They are. Then another important thing, Raoul: should you be wounded in a battle, and fall from your horse, if you have any strength left, disentangle yourself from the line that your regiment has formed; otherwise, it may be driven back and you will be trampled to death by the horses. At all events, should you be wounded, write to me that very instant, or get some one at once to write to me. We are judges of wounds, we old soldiers,” Athos added, smiling.

	“Thank you, sir,” answered the young man, much moved.

	They arrived that very moment at the gate of the town, guarded by two sentinels.

	“Here comes a young gentleman,” said one of them, “who seems as if he were going to join the army.”

	“How do you make that out?” inquired Athos.

	“By his manner, sir, and his age; he’s the second to-day.”

	“Has a young man, such as I am, gone through this morning, then?” asked Raoul.

	“Faith, yes, with a haughty presence, a fine equipage; such as the son of a noble house would have.”

	“He will be my companion on the journey, sir,” cried Raoul. “Alas! he cannot make me forget what I shall have lost!”

	Thus talking, they traversed the streets, full of people on account of the fete, and arrived opposite the old cathedral, where first mass was going on.

	“Let us alight; Raoul,” said Athos. “Olivain, take care of our horses and give me my sword.”

	The two gentlemen then went into the church. Athos gave Raoul some of the holy water. A love as tender as that of a lover for his mistress dwells, undoubtedly, in some paternal hearts toward a son.

	Athos said a word to one of the vergers, who bowed and proceeded toward the basement.

	“Come, Raoul,” he said, “let us follow this man.”

	The verger opened the iron grating that guarded the royal tombs and stood on the topmost step, whilst Athos and Raoul descended. The sepulchral depths of the descent were dimly lighted by a silver lamp on the lowest step; and just below this lamp there was laid, wrapped in a flowing mantle of violet velvet, worked with fleurs-de-lis of gold, a catafalque resting on trestles of oak. The young man, prepared for this scene by the state of his own feelings, which were mournful, and by the majesty of the cathedral which he had passed through, descended in a slow and solemn manner and stood with head uncovered before these mortal spoils of the last king, who was not to be placed by the side of his forefathers until his successor should take his place there; and who appeared to abide on that spot, that he might thus address human pride, so sure to be exalted by the glories of a throne: “Dust of the earth! Here I await thee!”

	There was profound silence.

	Then Athos raised his hand and pointing to the coffin:

	“This temporary sepulture is,” he said, “that of a man who was of feeble mind, yet one whose reign was full of great events; because over this king watched the spirit of another man, even as this lamp keeps vigil over this coffin and illumines it. He whose intellect was thus supreme, Raoul, was the actual sovereign; the other, nothing but a phantom to whom he lent a soul; and yet, so powerful is majesty amongst us, this man has not even the honor of a tomb at the feet of him in whose service his life was worn away. Remember, Raoul, this! If Richelieu made the king, by comparison, seem small, he made royalty great. The Palace of the Louvre contains two things--the king, who must die, and royalty, which never dies. The minister, so feared, so hated by his master, has descended into the tomb, drawing after him the king, whom he would not leave alone on earth, lest his work should be destroyed. So blind were his contemporaries that they regarded the cardinal’s death as a deliverance; and I, even I, opposed the designs of the great man who held the destinies of France within the hollow of his hand. Raoul, learn how to distinguish the king from royalty; the king is but a man; royalty is the gift of God. Whenever you hesitate as to whom you ought to serve, abandon the exterior, the material appearance for the invisible principle, for the invisible principle is everything. Raoul, I seem to read your future destiny as through a cloud. It will be happier, I think, than ours has been. Different in your fate from us, you will have a king without a minister, whom you may serve, love, respect. Should the king prove a tyrant, for power begets tyranny, serve, love, respect royalty, that Divine right, that celestial spark which makes this dust still powerful and holy, so that we--gentlemen, nevertheless, of rank and condition--are as nothing in comparison with the cold corpse there extended.”

	“I shall adore God, sir,” said Raoul, “respect royalty and ever serve the king. And if death be my lot, I hope to die for the king, for royalty and for God. Have I, sir, comprehended your instructions?”

	Athos smiled.

	“Yours is a noble nature.” he said; “here is your sword.”

	Raoul bent his knee to the ground.

	“It was worn by my father, a loyal gentleman. I have worn it in my turn and it has sometimes not been disgraced when the hilt was in my hand and the sheath at my side. Should your hand still be too weak to use this sword, Raoul, so much the better. You will have the more time to learn to draw it only when it ought to be used.”

	“Sir,” replied Raoul, putting the sword to his lips as he received it from the count, “I owe you everything and yet this sword is the most precious gift you have yet made me. I will wear it, I swear to you, as a grateful man should do.”

	“‘Tis well; arise, vicomte, embrace me.”

	Raoul arose and threw himself with emotion into the count’s arms.

	“Adieu,” faltered the count, who felt his heart die away within him; “adieu, and think of me.”

	“Oh! for ever and ever!” cried the youth; “oh! I swear to you, sir, should any harm befall me, your name will be the last name that I shall utter, the remembrance of you my last thought.”

	Athos hastened upstairs to conceal his emotion, and regained with hurried steps the porch where Olivain was waiting with the horses.

	“Olivain,” said Athos, showing the servant Raoul’s shoulder-belt, “tighten the buckle of the sword, it falls too low. You will accompany monsieur le vicomte till Grimaud rejoins you. You know, Raoul, Grimaud is an old and zealous servant; he will follow you.”

	“Yes, sir,” answered Raoul.

	“Now to horse, that I may see you depart!”

	Raoul obeyed.

	“Adieu, Raoul,” said the count; “adieu, my dearest boy!”

	“Adieu, sir, adieu, my beloved protector.”

	Athos waved his hand--he dared not trust himself to speak: and Raoul went away, his head uncovered. Athos remained motionless, looking after him until he turned the corner of the street.

	Then the count threw the bridle of his horse into the hands of a peasant, remounted the steps, went into the cathedral, there to kneel down in the darkest corner and pray.

	23. One of the Forty Methods of Escape of the Duc de Beaufort.

	Meanwhile time was passing on for the prisoner, as well as for those who were preparing his escape; only for him it passed more slowly. Unlike other men, who enter with ardor upon a perilous resolution and grow cold as the moment of execution approaches, the Duc de Beaufort, whose buoyant courage had become a proverb, seemed to push time before him and sought most eagerly to hasten the hour of action. In his escape alone, apart from his plans for the future, which, it must be admitted, were for the present sufficiently vague and uncertain, there was a beginning of vengeance which filled his heart. In the first place his escape would be a serious misfortune to Monsieur de Chavigny, whom he hated for the petty persecutions he owed to him. It would be a still worse affair for Mazarin, whom he execrated for the greater offences he had committed. It may be observed that there was a proper proportion in his sentiments toward the governor of the prison and the minister--toward the subordinate and the master.

	Then Monsieur de Beaufort, who was so familiar with the interior of the Palais Royal, though he did not know the relations existing between the queen and the cardinal, pictured to himself, in his prison, all that dramatic excitement which would ensue when the rumor should run from the minister’s cabinet to the chamber of Anne of Austria: “Monsieur de Beaufort has escaped!” Whilst saying that to himself, Monsieur de Beaufort smiled pleasantly and imagined himself already outside, breathing the air of the plains and the forests, pressing a strong horse between his knees and crying out in a loud voice, “I am free!”

	It is true that on coming to himself he found that he was still within four walls; he saw La Ramee twirling his thumbs ten feet from him, and his guards laughing and drinking in the ante-chamber. The only thing that was pleasant to him in that odious tableau--such is the instability of the human mind--was the sullen face of Grimaud, for whom he had at first conceived such a hatred and who now was all his hope. Grimaud seemed to him an Antinous. It is needless to say that this transformation was visible only to the prisoner’s feverish imagination. Grimaud was still the same, and therefore he retained the entire confidence of his superior, La Ramee, who now relied upon him more than he did upon himself, for, as we have said, La Ramee felt at the bottom of his heart a certain weakness for Monsieur de Beaufort.

	And so the good La Ramee made a festivity of the little supper with his prisoner. He had but one fault--he was a gourmand; he had found the pates good, the wine excellent. Now the successor of Pere Marteau had promised him a pate of pheasant instead of a pate of fowl, and Chambertin wine instead of Macon. All this, set off by the presence of that excellent prince, who was so good-natured, who invented so droll tricks against Monsieur de Chavigny and so fine jokes against Mazarin, made for La Ramee the approaching Pentecost one of the four great feasts of the year. He therefore looked forward to six o’clock with as much impatience as the duke himself.

	Since daybreak La Ramee had been occupied with the preparations, and trusting no one but himself, he had visited personally the successor of Pere Marteau. The latter had surpassed himself; he showed La Ramee a monstrous pate, ornamented with Monsieur de Beaufort’s coat-of-arms. It was empty as yet, but a pheasant and two partridges were lying near it. La Ramee’s mouth watered and he returned to the duke’s chamber rubbing his hands. To crown his happiness, Monsieur de Chavigny had started on a journey that morning and in his absence La Ramee was deputy-governor of the chateau.

	As for Grimaud, he seemed more sullen than ever.

	In the course of the forenoon Monsieur de Beaufort had a game of tennis with La Ramee; a sign from Grimaud put him on the alert. Grimaud, going in advance, followed the course which they were to take in the evening. The game was played in an inclosure called the little court of the chateau, a place quite deserted except when Monsieur de Beaufort was playing; and even then the precaution seemed superfluous, the wall was so high.

	There were three gates to open before reaching the inclosure, each by a different key. When they arrived Grimaud went carelessly and sat down by a loophole in the wall, letting his legs dangle outside. It was evident that there the rope ladder was to be attached.

	This manoeuvre, transparent to the Duc de Beaufort, was quite unintelligible to La Ramee.

	The game at tennis, which, upon a sign from Grimaud, Monsieur de Beaufort had consented to play, began in the afternoon. The duke was in full strength and beat La Ramee completely.

	Four of the guards, who were constantly near the prisoner, assisted in picking up the tennis balls. When the game was over, the duke, laughing at La Ramee for his bad play, offered these men two louis d’or to go and drink his health, with their four other comrades.

	The guards asked permission of La Ramee, who gave it to them, but not till the evening, however; until then he had business and the prisoner was not to be left alone.

	Six o’clock came and, although they were not to sit down to table until seven o’clock, dinner was ready and served up. Upon a sideboard appeared the colossal pie with the duke’s arms on it, and seemingly cooked to a turn, as far as one could judge by the golden color which illuminated the crust.

	The rest of the dinner was to come.

	Every one was impatient, La Ramee to sit down to table, the guards to go and drink, the duke to escape.

	Grimaud alone was calm as ever. One might have fancied that Athos had educated him with the express forethought of such a great event.

	There were moments when, looking at Grimaud, the duke asked himself if he was not dreaming and if that marble figure was really at his service and would grow animated when the moment came for action.

	La Ramee sent away the guards, desiring them to drink to the duke’s health, and as soon as they were gone shut all the doors, put the keys in his pocket and showed the table to the prince with an air that signified:

	“Whenever my lord pleases.”

	The prince looked at Grimaud, Grimaud looked at the clock; it was hardly a quarter-past six. The escape was fixed to take place at seven o’clock; there was therefore three-quarters of an hour to wait.

	The duke, in order to pass away another quarter of an hour, pretended to be reading something that interested him and muttered that he wished they would allow him to finish his chapter. La Ramee went up to him and looked over his shoulder to see what sort of a book it was that had so singular an influence over the prisoner as to make him put off taking his dinner.

	It was “Caesar’s Commentaries,” which La Ramee had lent him, contrary to the orders of the governor; and La Ramee resolved never again to disobey these injunctions.

	Meantime he uncorked the bottles and went to smell if the pie was good.

	At half-past six the duke arose and said very gravely:

	“Certainly, Caesar was the greatest man of ancient times.”

	“You think so, my lord?” answered La Ramee.

	“Yes.”

	“Well, as for me, I prefer Hannibal.”

	“And why, pray, Master La Ramee?” asked the duke.

	“Because he left no Commentaries,” replied La Ramee, with his coarse laugh.

	The duke vouchsafed no reply, but sitting down at the table made a sign that La Ramee should seat himself opposite. There is nothing so expressive as the face of an epicure who finds himself before a well spread table, so La Ramee, when receiving his plate of soup from Grimaud, presented a type of perfect bliss.

	The duke smiled.

	“Zounds!” he said; “I don’t suppose there is a more contented man at this moment in all the kingdom than yourself!”

	“You are right, my lord duke,” answered the officer; “I don’t know any pleasanter sight on earth than a well covered table; and when, added to that, he who does the honors is the grandson of Henry IV., you will, my lord duke, easily comprehend that the honor fairly doubles the pleasure one enjoys.”

	The duke, in his turn, bowed, and an imperceptible smile appeared on the face of Grimaud, who kept behind La Ramee.

	“My dear La Ramee,” said the duke, “you are the only man to turn such faultless compliments.”

	“No, my lord duke,” replied La Ramee, in the fullness of his heart; “I say what I think; there is no compliment in what I say to you----”

	“Then you are attached to me?” asked the duke.

	“To own the truth, I should be inconsolable if you were to leave Vincennes.”

	“A droll way of showing your affliction.” The duke meant to say “affection.”

	“But, my lord,” returned La Ramee, “what would you do if you got out? Every folly you committed would embroil you with the court and they would put you into the Bastile, instead of Vincennes. Now, Monsieur de Chavigny is not amiable, I allow, but Monsieur du Tremblay is considerably worse.”

	“Indeed!” exclaimed the duke, who from time to time looked at the clock, the fingers of which seemed to move with sickening slowness.

	“But what can you expect from the brother of a capuchin monk, brought up in the school of Cardinal Richelieu? Ah, my lord, it is a great happiness that the queen, who always wished you well, had a fancy to send you here, where there’s a promenade and a tennis court, good air, and a good table.”

	“In short,” answered the duke, “if I comprehend you aright, La Ramee, I am ungrateful for having ever thought of leaving this place?”

	“Oh! my lord duke, ‘tis the height of ingratitude; but your highness has never seriously thought of it?”

	“Yes,” returned the duke, “I must confess I sometimes think of it.”

	“Still by one of your forty methods, your highness?”

	“Yes, yes, indeed.”

	“My lord,” said La Ramee, “now we are quite at our ease and enjoying ourselves, pray tell me one of those forty ways invented by your highness.”

	“Willingly,” answered the duke, “give me the pie!”

	“I am listening,” said La Ramee, leaning back in his armchair and raising his glass of Madeira to his lips, and winking his eye that he might see the sun through the rich liquid that he was about to taste.

	The duke glanced at the clock. In ten minutes it would strike seven.

	Grimaud placed the pie before the duke, who took a knife with a silver blade to raise the upper crust; but La Ramee, who was afraid of any harm happening to this fine work of art, passed his knife, which had an iron blade, to the duke.

	“Thank you, La Ramee,” said the prisoner.

	“Well, my lord! this famous invention of yours?”

	“Must I tell you,” replied the duke, “on what I most reckon and what I determine to try first?”

	“Yes, that’s the thing, my lord!” cried his custodian, gaily.

	“Well, I should hope, in the first instance, to have for keeper an honest fellow like you.”

	“And you have me, my lord. Well?”

	“Having, then, a keeper like La Ramee, I should try also to have introduced to him by some friend or other a man who would be devoted to me, who would assist me in my flight.”

	“Come, come,” said La Ramee, “that’s not a bad idea.”

	“Capital, isn’t it? for instance, the former servingman of some brave gentleman, an enemy himself to Mazarin, as every gentleman ought to be.”

	“Hush! don’t let us talk politics, my lord.”

	“Then my keeper would begin to trust this man and to depend upon him, and I should have news from those without the prison walls.”

	“Ah, yes! but how can the news be brought to you?”

	“Nothing easier; in a game of tennis, for example.”

	“In a game of tennis?” asked La Ramee, giving more serious attention to the duke’s words.

	“Yes; see, I send a ball into the moat; a man is there who picks it up; the ball contains a letter. Instead of returning the ball to me when I call for it from the top of the wall, he throws me another; that other ball contains a letter. Thus we have exchanged ideas and no one has seen us do it.”

	“The devil it does! The devil it does!” said La Ramee, scratching his head; “you are in the wrong to tell me that, my lord. I shall have to watch the men who pick up balls.”

	The duke smiled.

	“But,” resumed La Ramee, “that is only a way of corresponding.”

	“And that is a great deal, it seems to me.”

	“But not enough.”

	“Pardon me; for instance, I say to my friends, Be on a certain day, on a certain hour, at the other side of the moat with two horses.”

	“Well, what then?” La Ramee began to be uneasy; “unless the horses have wings to mount the ramparts and come and fetch you.”

	“That’s not needed. I have,” replied the duke, “a way of descending from the ramparts.”

	“What?”

	“A rope ladder.”

	“Yes, but,” answered La Ramee, trying to laugh, “a ladder of ropes can’t be sent around a ball, like a letter.”

	“No, but it may be sent in something else.”

	“In something else--in something else? In what?”

	“In a pate, for example.”

	“In a pate?” said La Ramee.

	“Yes. Let us suppose one thing,” replied the duke “let us suppose, for instance, that my maitre d’hotel, Noirmont, has purchased the shop of Pere Marteau----”

	“Well?” said La Ramee, shuddering.

	“Well, La Ramee, who is a gourmand, sees his pates, thinks them more attractive than those of Pere Marteau and proposes to me that I shall try them. I consent on condition that La Ramee tries them with me. That we may be more at our ease, La Ramee removes the guards, keeping only Grimaud to wait on us. Grimaud is the man whom a friend has sent to second me in everything. The moment for my escape is fixed--seven o’clock. Well, at a few minutes to seven----”

	“At a few minutes to seven?” cried La Ramee, cold sweat upon his brow.

	“At a few minutes to seven,” returned the duke (suiting the action to the words), “I raise the crust of the pie; I find in it two poniards, a ladder of rope, and a gag. I point one of the poniards at La Ramee’s breast and I say to him, ‘My friend, I am sorry for it, but if thou stirrest, if thou utterest one cry, thou art a dead man!’”

	The duke, in pronouncing these words, suited, as we have said, the action to the words. He was standing near the officer and he directed the point of the poniard in such a manner, close to La Ramee’s heart, that there could be no doubt in the mind of that individual as to his determination. Meanwhile, Grimaud, still mute as ever, drew from the pie the other poniard, the rope ladder and the gag.

	La Ramee followed all these objects with his eyes, his alarm every moment increasing.

	“Oh, my lord,” he cried, with an expression of stupefaction in his face; “you haven’t the heart to kill me!”

	“No; not if thou dost not oppose my flight.”

	“But, my lord, if I allow you to escape I am a ruined man.”

	“I will compensate thee for the loss of thy place.”

	“You are determined to leave the chateau?”

	“By Heaven and earth! This night I am determined to be free.”

	“And if I defend myself, or call, or cry out?”

	“I will kill thee, on the honor of a gentleman.”

	At this moment the clock struck.

	“Seven o’clock!” said Grimaud, who had not spoken a word.

	La Ramee made one movement, in order to satisfy his conscience. The duke frowned, the officer felt the point of the poniard, which, having penetrated through his clothes, was close to his heart.

	“Let us dispatch,” said the duke.

	“My lord, one last favor.”

	“What? speak, make haste.”

	“Bind my arms, my lord, fast.”

	“Why bind thee?”

	“That I may not be considered as your accomplice.”

	“Your hands?” asked Grimaud.

	“Not before me, behind me.”

	“But with what?” asked the duke.

	“With your belt, my lord!” replied La Ramee.

	The duke undid his belt and gave it to Grimaud, who tied La Ramee in such a way as to satisfy him.

	“Your feet, too,” said Grimaud.

	La Ramee stretched out his legs, Grimaud took a table-cloth, tore it into strips and tied La Ramee’s feet together.

	“Now, my lord,” said the poor man, “let me have the poire d’angoisse. I ask for it; without it I should be tried in a court of justice because I did not raise the alarm. Thrust it into my mouth, my lord, thrust it in.”

	Grimaud prepared to comply with this request, when the officer made a sign as if he had something to say.

	“Speak,” said the duke.

	“Now, my lord, do not forget, if any harm happens to me on your account, that I have a wife and four children.”

	“Rest assured; put the gag in, Grimaud.”

	In a second La Ramee was gagged and laid prostrate. Two or three chairs were thrown down as if there had been a struggle. Grimaud then took from the pocket of the officer all the keys it contained and first opened the door of the room in which they were, then shut it and double-locked it, and both he and the duke proceeded rapidly down the gallery which led to the little inclosure. At last they reached the tennis court. It was completely deserted. No sentinels, no one at any of the windows. The duke ran to the rampart and perceived on the other side of the ditch, three cavaliers with two riding horses. The duke exchanged a signal with them. It was indeed for him that they were there.

	Grimaud, meantime, undid the means of escape.

	This was not, however, a rope ladder, but a ball of silk cord, with a narrow board which was to pass between the legs, the ball to unwind itself by the weight of the person who sat astride upon the board.

	“Go!” said the duke.

	“First, my lord?” inquired Grimaud.

	“Certainly. If I am caught, I risk nothing but being taken back again to prison. If they catch thee, thou wilt be hung.”

	“True,” replied Grimaud.

	And instantly, Grimaud, sitting upon the board as if on horseback, commenced his perilous descent.

	The duke followed him with his eyes, with involuntary terror. He had gone down about three-quarters of the length of the wall when the cord broke. Grimaud fell--precipitated into the moat.

	The duke uttered a cry, but Grimaud did not give a single moan. He must have been dreadfully hurt, for he did not stir from the place where he fell.

	Immediately one of the men who were waiting slipped down into the moat, tied under Grimaud’s shoulders the end of a cord, and the remaining two, who held the other end, drew Grimaud to them.

	“Descend, my lord,” said the man in the moat. “There are only fifteen feet more from the top down here, and the grass is soft.”

	The duke had already begun to descend. His task was the more difficult, as there was no board to support him. He was obliged to let himself down by his hands and from a height of fifty feet. But as we have said he was active, strong, and full of presence of mind. In less than five minutes he arrived at the end of the cord. He was then only fifteen feet from the ground, as the gentlemen below had told him. He let go the rope and fell upon his feet, without receiving any injury.

	He instantly began to climb up the slope of the moat, on the top of which he met De Rochefort. The other two gentlemen were unknown to him. Grimaud, in a swoon, was tied securely to a horse.

	“Gentlemen,” said the duke, “I will thank you later; now we have not a moment to lose. On, then! on! those who love me, follow me!”

	And he jumped on his horse and set off at full gallop, snuffing the fresh air in his triumph and shouting out, with an expression of face which it would be impossible to describe:

	“Free! free! free!”

	24. The timely Arrival of D’Artagnan in Paris.

	At Blois, D’Artagnan received the money paid to him by Mazarin for any future service he might render the cardinal.

	From Blois to Paris was a journey of four days for ordinary travelers, but D’Artagnan arrived on the third day at the Barriere Saint Denis. In turning the corner of the Rue Montmartre, in order to reach the Rue Tiquetonne and the Hotel de la Chevrette, where he had appointed Porthos to meet him, he saw at one of the windows of the hotel, that friend himself dressed in a sky-blue waistcoat, embroidered with silver, and gaping, till he showed every one of his white teeth; whilst the people passing by admiringly gazed at this gentleman, so handsome and so rich, who seemed to weary of his riches and his greatness.

	D’Artagnan and Planchet had hardly turned the corner when Porthos recognized them.

	“Eh! D’Artagnan!” he cried. “Thank God you have come!”

	“Eh! good-day, dear friend!” replied D’Artagnan.

	Porthos came down at once to the threshold of the hotel.

	“Ah, my dear friend!” he cried, “what bad stabling for my horses here.”

	“Indeed!” said D’Artagnan; “I am most unhappy to hear it, on account of those fine animals.”

	“And I, also--I was also wretchedly off,” he answered, moving backward and forward as he spoke; “and had it not been for the hostess,” he added, with his air of vulgar self-complacency, “who is very agreeable and understands a joke, I should have got a lodging elsewhere.”

	The pretty Madeleine, who had approached during this colloquy, stepped back and turned pale as death on hearing Porthos’s words, for she thought the scene with the Swiss was about to be repeated. But to her great surprise D’Artagnan remained perfectly calm, and instead of being angry he laughed, and said to Porthos:

	“Yes, I understand, the air of La Rue Tiquetonne is not like that of Pierrefonds; but console yourself, I will soon conduct you to one much better.”

	“When will you do that?”

	“Immediately, I hope.”

	“Ah! so much the better!”

	To that exclamation of Porthos’s succeeded a groaning, low and profound, which seemed to come from behind a door. D’Artagnan, who had just dismounted, then saw, outlined against the wall, the enormous stomach of Mousqueton, whose down-drawn mouth emitted sounds of distress.

	“And you, too, my poor Monsieur Mouston, are out of place in this poor hotel, are you not?” asked D’Artagnan, in that rallying tone which may indicate either compassion or mockery.

	“He finds the cooking detestable,” replied Porthos.

	“Why, then, doesn’t he attend to it himself, as at Chantilly?”

	“Ah, monsieur, I have not here, as I had there, the ponds of monsieur le prince, where I could catch those beautiful carp, nor the forests of his highness to provide me with partridges. As for the cellar, I have searched every part and poor stuff I found.”

	“Monsieur Mouston,” said D’Artagnan, “I should indeed condole with you had I not at this moment something very pressing to attend to.”

	Then taking Porthos aside:

	“My dear Du Vallon,” he said, “here you are in full dress most fortunately, for I am going to take you to the cardinal’s.”

	“Gracious me! really!” exclaimed Porthos, opening his great wondering eyes.

	“Yes, my friend.”

	“A presentation? indeed!”

	“Does that alarm you?”

	“No, but it agitates me.”

	“Oh! don’t be distressed; you have to deal with a cardinal of another kind. This one will not oppress you by his dignity.”

	“‘Tis the same thing--you understand me, D’Artagnan--a court.”

	“There’s no court now. Alas!”

	“The queen!”

	“I was going to say, there’s no longer a queen. The queen! Rest assured, we shall not see her.”

	“And you say that we are going from here to the Palais Royal?”

	“Immediately. Only, that there may be no delay, I shall borrow one of your horses.”

	“Certainly; all the four are at your service.”

	“Oh, I need only one of them for the time being.”

	“Shall we take our valets?”

	“Yes, you may as well take Mousqueton. As to Planchet, he has certain reasons for not going to court.”

	“And what are they?”

	“Oh, he doesn’t stand well with his eminence.”

	“Mouston,” said Porthos, “saddle Vulcan and Bayard.”

	“And for myself, monsieur, shall I saddle Rustaud?”

	“No, take a more stylish horse, Phoebus or Superbe; we are going with some ceremony.”

	“Ah,” said Mousqueton, breathing more freely, “you are only going, then, to make a visit?”

	“Oh! yes, of course, Mouston; nothing else. But to avoid risk, put the pistols in the holsters. You will find mine on my saddle, already loaded.”

	Mouston breathed a sigh; he couldn’t understand visits of ceremony made under arms.

	“Indeed,” said Porthos, looking complacently at his old lackey as he went away, “you are right, D’Artagnan; Mouston will do; Mouston has a very fine appearance.”

	D’Artagnan smiled.

	“But you, my friend--are you not going to change your dress?”

	“No, I shall go as I am. This traveling dress will serve to show the cardinal my haste to obey his commands.”

	They set out on Vulcan and Bayard, followed by Mousqueton on Phoebus, and arrived at the Palais Royal at about a quarter to seven. The streets were crowded, for it was the day of Pentecost, and the crowd looked in wonder at these two cavaliers; one as fresh as if he had come out of a bandbox, the other so covered with dust that he looked as if he had but just come off a field of battle.

	Mousqueton also attracted attention; and as the romance of Don Quixote was then the fashion, they said that he was Sancho, who, after having lost one master, had found two.

	On reaching the palace, D’Artagnan sent to his eminence the letter in which he had been ordered to return without delay. He was soon ordered to the presence of the cardinal.

	“Courage!” he whispered to Porthos, as they proceeded. “Do not be intimidated. Believe me, the eye of the eagle is closed forever. We have only the vulture to deal with. Hold yourself as bolt upright as on the day of the bastion of St. Gervais, and do not bow too low to this Italian; that might give him a poor idea of you.”

	“Good!” answered Porthos. “Good!”

	Mazarin was in his study, working at a list of pensions and benefices, of which he was trying to reduce the number. He saw D’Artagnan and Porthos enter with internal pleasure, yet showed no joy in his countenance.

	“Ah! you, is it? Monsieur le lieutenant, you have been very prompt. ‘Tis well. Welcome to ye.”

	“Thanks, my lord. Here I am at your eminence’s service, as well as Monsieur du Vallon, one of my old friends, who used to conceal his nobility under the name of Porthos.”

	Porthos bowed to the cardinal.

	“A magnificent cavalier,” remarked Mazarin.

	Porthos turned his head to the right and to the left, and drew himself up with a movement full of dignity.

	“The best swordsman in the kingdom, my lord,” said D’Artagnan.

	Porthos bowed to his friend.

	Mazarin was as fond of fine soldiers as, in later times, Frederick of Prussia used to be. He admired the strong hands, the broad shoulders and the steady eye of Porthos. He seemed to see before him the salvation of his administration and of the kingdom, sculptured in flesh and bone. He remembered that the old association of musketeers was composed of four persons.

	“And your two other friends?” he asked.

	Porthos opened his mouth, thinking it a good opportunity to put in a word in his turn; D’Artagnan checked him by a glance from the corner of his eye.

	“They are prevented at this moment, but will join us later.”

	Mazarin coughed a little.

	“And this gentleman, being disengaged, takes to the service willingly?” he asked.

	“Yes, my lord, and from pure devotion to the cause, for Monsieur de Bracieux is rich.”

	“Rich!” said Mazarin, whom that single word always inspired with a great respect.

	“Fifty thousand francs a year,” said Porthos.

	These were the first words he had spoken.

	“From pure zeal?” resumed Mazarin, with his artful smile; “from pure zeal and devotion then?”

	“My lord has, perhaps, no faith in those words?” said D’Artagnan.

	“Have you, Monsieur le Gascon?” asked Mazarin, supporting his elbows on his desk and his chin on his hands.

	“I,” replied the Gascon, “I believe in devotion as a word at one’s baptism, for instance, which naturally comes before one’s proper name; every one is naturally more or less devout, certainly; but there should be at the end of one’s devotion something to gain.”

	“And your friend, for instance; what does he expect to have at the end of his devotion?”

	“Well, my lord, my friend has three magnificent estates: that of Vallon, at Corbeil; that of Bracieux, in the Soissonais; and that of Pierrefonds, in the Valois. Now, my lord, he would like to have one of his three estates erected into a barony.”

	“Only that?” said Mazarin, his eyes twinkling with joy on seeing that he could pay for Porthos’s devotion without opening his purse; “only that? That can be managed.”

	“I shall be baron!” explained Porthos, stepping forward.

	“I told you so,” said D’Artagnan, checking him with his hand; “and now his eminence confirms it.”

	“And you, Monsieur D’Artagnan, what do you want?”

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, “it is twenty years since Cardinal de Richelieu made me lieutenant.”

	“Yes, and you would be gratified if Cardinal Mazarin should make you captain.”

	D’Artagnan bowed.

	“Well, that is not impossible. We will see, gentlemen, we will see. Now, Monsieur de Vallon,” said Mazarin, “what service do you prefer, in the town or in the country?”

	Porthos opened his mouth to reply.

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, “Monsieur de Vallon is like me, he prefers service extraordinary--that is to say, enterprises that are considered mad and impossible.”

	That boastfulness was not displeasing to Mazarin; he fell into meditation.

	“And yet,” he said, “I must admit that I sent for you to appoint you to quiet service; I have certain apprehensions--well, what is the meaning of that?”

	In fact, a great noise was heard in the ante-chamber; at the same time the door of the study was burst open and a man, covered with dust, rushed into it, exclaiming:

	“My lord the cardinal! my lord the cardinal!”

	Mazarin thought that some one was going to assassinate him and he drew back, pushing his chair on the castors. D’Artagnan and Porthos moved so as to plant themselves between the person entering and the cardinal.

	“Well, sir,” exclaimed Mazarin, “what’s the matter? and why do you rush in here, as if you were about to penetrate a crowded market-place?”

	“My lord,” replied the messenger, “I wish to speak to your eminence in secret. I am Monsieur du Poins, an officer in the guards, on duty at the donjon of Vincennes.”

	Mazarin, perceiving by the paleness and agitation of the messenger that he had something of importance to say, made a sign that D’Artagnan and Porthos should give place.

	D’Artagnan and Porthos withdrew to a corner of the cabinet.

	“Speak, monsieur, speak at once!” said Mazarin “What is the matter?”

	“The matter is, my lord, that the Duc de Beaufort has contrived to escape from the Chateau of Vincennes.”

	Mazarin uttered a cry and became paler than the man who had brought the news. He fell back, almost fainting, in his chair.

	“Escaped? Monsieur de Beaufort escaped?”

	“My lord, I saw him run off from the top of the terrace.”

	“And you did not fire on him?”

	“He was out of range.”

	“Monsieur de Chavigny--where was he?”

	“Absent.”

	“And La Ramee?”

	“Was found locked up in the prisoner’s room, a gag in his mouth and a poniard near him.”

	“But the man who was under him?”

	“Was an accomplice of the duke’s and escaped along with him.”

	Mazarin groaned.

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, advancing toward the cardinal, “it seems to me that your eminence is losing precious time. It may still be possible to overtake the prisoner. France is large; the nearest frontier is sixty leagues distant.”

	“And who is to pursue him?” cried Mazarin.

	“I, pardieu!”

	“And you would arrest him?”

	“Why not?”

	“You would arrest the Duc de Beaufort, armed, in the field?”

	“If your eminence should order me to arrest the devil, I would seize him by the horns and would bring him in.”

	“So would I,” said Porthos.

	“So would you!” said Mazarin, looking with astonishment at those two men. “But the duke will not yield himself without a furious battle.”

	“Very well,” said D’Artagnan, his eyes aflame, “battle! It is a long time since we have had a battle, eh, Porthos?”

	“Battle!” cried Porthos.

	“And you think you can catch him?”

	“Yes, if we are better mounted than he.”

	“Go then, take what guards you find here, and pursue him.”

	“You command us, my lord, to do so?”

	“And I sign my orders,” said Mazarin, taking a piece of paper and writing some lines; “Monsieur du Vallon, your barony is on the back of the Duc de Beaufort’s horse; you have nothing to do but to overtake it. As for you, my dear lieutenant, I promise you nothing; but if you bring him back to me, dead or alive, you may ask all you wish.”

	“To horse, Porthos!” said D’Artagnan, taking his friend by the hand.

	“Here I am,” smiled Porthos, with his sublime composure.

	They descended the great staircase, taking with them all the guards they found on their road, and crying out, “To arms! To arms!” and immediately put spur to horse, which set off along the Rue Saint Honore with the speed of the whirlwind.

	“Well, baron, I promise you some good exercise!” said the Gascon.

	“Yes, my captain.”

	As they went, the citizens, awakened, left their doors and the street dogs followed the cavaliers, barking. At the corner of the Cimetiere Saint Jean, D’Artagnan upset a man; it was too insignificant an occurrence to delay people so eager to get on. The troop continued its course as though their steeds had wings.

	Alas! there are no unimportant events in this world and we shall see that this apparently slight incident came near endangering the monarchy.

	25. An Adventure on the High Road.

	The musketeers rode the whole length of the Faubourg Saint Antoine and of the road to Vincennes, and soon found themselves out of the town, then in a forest and then within sight of a village.

	The horses seemed to become more lively with each successive step; their nostrils reddened like glowing furnaces. D’Artagnan, freely applying his spurs, was in advance of Porthos two feet at the most; Mousqueton followed two lengths behind; the guards were scattered according to the varying excellence of their respective mounts.

	From the top of an eminence D’Artagnan perceived a group of people collected on the other side of the moat, in front of that part of the donjon which looks toward Saint Maur. He rode on, convinced that in this direction he would gain intelligence of the fugitive. In five minutes he had arrived at the place, where the guards joined him, coming up one by one.

	The several members of that group were much excited. They looked at the cord, still hanging from the loophole and broken at about twenty feet from the ground. Their eyes measured the height and they exchanged conjectures. On the top of the wall sentinels went and came with a frightened air.

	A few soldiers, commanded by a sergeant, drove away idlers from the place where the duke had mounted his horse. D’Artagnan went straight to the sergeant.

	“My officer,” said the sergeant, “it is not permitted to stop here.”

	“That prohibition is not for me,” said D’Artagnan. “Have the fugitives been pursued?”

	“Yes, my officer; unfortunately, they are well mounted.”

	“How many are there?”

	“Four, and a fifth whom they carried away wounded.”

	“Four!” said D’Artagnan, looking at Porthos. “Do you hear, baron? They are only four!”

	A joyous smile lighted Porthos’s face.

	“How long a start have they?”

	“Two hours and a quarter, my officer.”

	“Two hours and a quarter--that is nothing; we are well mounted, are we not, Porthos?”

	Porthos breathed a sigh; he thought of what was in store for his poor horses.

	“Very good,” said D’Artagnan; “and now in what direction did they set out?”

	“That I am forbidden to tell.”

	D’Artagnan drew from his pocket a paper. “Order of the king,” he said.

	“Speak to the governor, then.”

	“And where is the governor?”

	“In the country.”

	Anger mounted to D’Artagnan’s face; he frowned and his cheeks were colored.

	“Ah, you scoundrel!” he said to the sergeant, “I believe you are impudent to me! Wait!”

	He unfolded the paper, presented it to the sergeant with one hand and with the other took a pistol from his holsters and cocked it.

	“Order of the king, I tell you. Read and answer, or I will blow out your brains!”

	The sergeant saw that D’Artagnan was in earnest. “The Vendomois road,” he replied.

	“And by what gate did they go out?”

	“By the Saint Maur gate.”

	“If you are deceiving me, rascal, you will be hanged to-morrow.”

	“And if you catch up with them you won’t come back to hang me,” murmured the sergeant.

	D’Artagnan shrugged his shoulders, made a sign to his escort and started.

	“This way, gentlemen, this way!” he cried, directing his course toward the gate that had been pointed out.

	But, now that the duke had escaped, the concierge had seen fit to fasten the gate with a double lock. It was necessary to compel him to open it, as the sergeant had been compelled to speak, and this took another ten minutes. This last obstacle having been overcome, the troop pursued their course with their accustomed ardor; but some of the horses could no longer sustain this pace; three of them stopped after an hour’s gallop, and one fell down.

	D’Artagnan, who never turned his head, did not perceive it. Porthos told him of it in his calm manner.

	“If only we two arrive,” said D’Artagnan, “it will be enough, since the duke’s troop are only four in number.”

	“That is true,” said Porthos

	And he spurred his courser on.

	At the end of another two hours the horses had gone twelve leagues without stopping; their legs began to tremble, and the foam they shed whitened the doublets of their masters.

	“Let us rest here an instant to give these poor creatures breathing time,” said Porthos.

	“Let us rather kill them! yes, kill them!” cried D’Artagnan; “I see fresh tracks; ‘tis not a quarter of an hour since they passed this place.”

	In fact, the road was trodden by horses’ feet, visible even in the approaching gloom of evening.

	They set out; after a run of two leagues, Mousqueton’s horse sank.

	“Gracious me!” said Porthos, “there’s Phoebus ruined.”

	“The cardinal will pay you a hundred pistoles.”

	“I’m above that.”

	“Let us set out again, at full gallop.”

	“Yes, if we can.”

	But at last the lieutenant’s horse refused to go on; he could not breathe; one last spur, instead of making him advance, made him fall.

	“The devil!” exclaimed Porthos; “there’s Vulcan foundered.”

	“Zounds!” cried D’Artagnan, “then we must stop! Give me your horse, Porthos. What the devil are you doing?”

	“By Jove, I am falling, or rather, Bayard is falling,” answered Porthos.

	All three then cried: “All’s over.”

	“Hush!” said D’Artagnan.

	“What is it?”

	“I hear a horse.”

	“It belongs to one of our companions, who is overtaking us.”

	“No,” said D’Artagnan, “it is in advance.”

	“That is another thing,” said Porthos; and he listened toward the quarter indicated by D’Artagnan.

	“Monsieur,” said Mousqueton, who, abandoning his horse on the high road, had come on foot to rejoin his master, “Phoebus could no longer hold out and----”

	“Silence!” said Porthos.

	In fact, at that moment a second neighing was borne to them on the night wind.

	“It is five hundred feet from here, in advance,” said D’Artagnan.

	“True, monsieur,” said Mousqueton; “and five hundred feet from here is a small hunting-house.”

	“Mousqueton, thy pistols,” said D’Artagnan.

	“I have them at hand, monsieur.”

	“Porthos, take yours from your holsters.”

	“I have them.”

	“Good!” said D’Artagnan, seizing his own; “now you understand, Porthos?”

	“Not too well.”

	“We are out on the king’s service.”

	“Well?”

	“For the king’s service we need horses.”

	“That is true,” said Porthos.

	“Then not a word, but set to work!”

	They went on through the darkness, silent as phantoms; they saw a light glimmering in the midst of some trees.

	“Yonder is the house, Porthos,” said the Gascon; “let me do what I please and do you what I do.”

	They glided from tree to tree till they arrived at twenty steps from the house unperceived and saw by means of a lantern suspended under a hut, four fine horses. A groom was rubbing them down; near them were saddles and bridles.

	D’Artagnan approached quickly, making a sign to his two companions to remain a few steps behind.

	“I buy those horses,” he said to the groom.

	The groom turned toward him with a look of surprise, but made no reply.

	“Didn’t you hear, fellow?”

	“Yes, I heard.”

	“Why, then, didn’t you reply?”

	“Because these horses are not to be sold,” was the reply.

	“I take them, then,” said the lieutenant.

	And he took hold of one within his reach; his two companions did the same thing.

	“Sir,” cried the groom, “they have traversed six leagues and have only been unsaddled half an hour.”

	“Half an hour’s rest is enough,” replied the Gascon.

	The groom cried aloud for help. A kind of steward appeared, just as D’Artagnan and his companions were prepared to mount. The steward attempted to expostulate.

	“My dear friend,” cried the lieutenant, “if you say a word I will blow out your brains.”

	“But, sir,” answered the steward, “do you know that these horses belong to Monsieur de Montbazon?”

	“So much the better; they must be good animals, then.”

	“Sir, I shall call my people.”

	“And I, mine; I’ve ten guards behind me, don’t you hear them gallop? and I’m one of the king’s musketeers. Come, Porthos; come, Mousqueton.”

	They all mounted the horses as quickly as possible.

	“Halloo! hi! hi!” cried the steward; “the house servants, with the carbines!”

	“On! on!” cried D’Artagnan; “there’ll be firing! on!”

	They all set off, swift as the wind.

	“Here!” cried the steward, “here!” whilst the groom ran to a neighboring building.

	“Take care of your horses!” cried D’Artagnan to him.

	“Fire!” replied the steward.

	A gleam, like a flash of lightning, illumined the road, and with the flash was heard the whistling of balls, which were fired wildly in the air.

	“They fire like grooms,” said Porthos. “In the time of the cardinal people fired better than that, do you remember the road to Crevecoeur, Mousqueton?”

	“Ah, sir! my left side still pains me!”

	“Are you sure we are on the right track, lieutenant?”

	“Egad, didn’t you hear? these horses belong to Monsieur de Montbazon; well, Monsieur de Montbazon is the husband of Madame de Montbazon----”

	“And----”

	“And Madame de Montbazon is the mistress of the Duc de Beaufort.”

	“Ah! I understand,” replied Porthos; “she has ordered relays of horses.”

	“Exactly so.”

	“And we are pursuing the duke with the very horses he has just left?”

	“My dear Porthos, you are really a man of most superior understanding,” said D’Artagnan, with a look as if he spoke against his conviction.

	“Pooh!” replied Porthos, “I am what I am.”

	They rode on for an hour, till the horses were covered with foam and dust.

	“Zounds! what is yonder?” cried D’Artagnan.

	“You are very lucky if you see anything such a night as this,” said Porthos.

	“Something bright.”

	“I, too,” cried Mousqueton, “saw them also.”

	“Ah! ah! have we overtaken them?”

	“Good! a dead horse!” said D’Artagnan, pulling up his horse, which shied; “it seems their horses, too, are breaking down, as well as ours.”

	“I seem to hear the noise of a troop of horsemen,” exclaimed Porthos, leaning over his horse’s mane.

	“Impossible.”

	“They appear to be numerous.”

	“Then ‘tis something else.”

	“Another horse!” said Porthos.

	“Dead?”

	“No, dying.”

	“Saddled?”

	“Yes, saddled and bridled.”

	“Then we are upon the fugitives.”

	“Courage, we have them!”

	“But if they are numerous,” observed Mousqueton, “‘tis not we who have them, but they who have us.”

	“Nonsense!” cried D’Artagnan, “they’ll suppose us to be stronger than themselves, as we’re in pursuit; they’ll be afraid and will disperse.”

	“Certainly,” remarked Porthos.

	“Ah! do you see?” cried the lieutenant.

	“The lights again! this time I, too, saw them,” said Porthos.

	“On! on! forward! forward!” cried D’Artagnan, in his stentorian voice; “we shall laugh over all this in five minutes.”

	And they darted on anew. The horses, excited by pain and emulation, raced over the dark road, in the midst of which was now seen a moving mass, denser and more obscure than the rest of the horizon.

	26. The Rencontre.

	They rode on in this way for ten minutes. Suddenly two dark forms seemed to separate from the mass, advanced, grew in size, and as they loomed up larger and larger, assumed the appearance of two horsemen.

	“Aha!” cried D’Artagnan, “they’re coming toward us.”

	“So much the worse for them,” said Porthos.

	“Who goes there?” cried a hoarse voice.

	The three horsemen made no reply, stopped not, and all that was heard was the noise of swords drawn from the scabbards and the cocking of the pistols with which the two phantoms were armed.

	“Bridle in mouth!” said D’Artagnan.

	Porthos understood him and he and the lieutenant each drew with the left hand a pistol from their bolsters and cocked it in their turn.

	“Who goes there?” was asked a second time. “Not a step forward, or you’re dead men.”

	“Stuff!” cried Porthos, almost choked with dust and chewing his bridle as a horse chews his bit. “Stuff and nonsense; we have seen plenty of dead men in our time.”

	Hearing these words, the two shadows blockaded the road and by the light of the stars might be seen the shining of their arms.

	“Back!” shouted D’Artagnan, “or you are dead!”

	Two shots were the reply to this threat; but the assailants attacked their foes with such velocity that in a moment they were upon them; a third pistol-shot was heard, aimed by D’Artagnan, and one of his adversaries fell. As for Porthos, he assaulted the foe with such violence that, although his sword was thrust aside, the enemy was thrown off his horse and fell about ten steps from it.

	“Finish, Mouston, finish the work!” cried Porthos. And he darted on beside his friend, who had already begun a fresh pursuit.

	“Well?” said Porthos.

	“I’ve broken my man’s skull,” cried D’Artagnan. “And you----”

	“I’ve only thrown the fellow down, but hark!”

	Another shot of a carbine was heard. It was Mousqueton, who was obeying his master’s command.

	“On! on!” cried D’Artagnan; “all goes well! we have the first throw.”

	“Ha! ha!” answered Porthos, “behold, other players appear.”

	And in fact, two other cavaliers made their appearance, detached, as it seemed, from the principal group; they again disputed the road.

	This time the lieutenant did not wait for the opposite party to speak.

	“Stand aside!” he cried; “stand off the road!”

	“What do you want?” asked a voice.

	“The duke!” Porthos and D’Artagnan roared out both at once.

	A burst of laughter was the answer, but finished with a groan. D’Artagnan had, with his sword, cut in two the poor wretch who had laughed.

	At the same time Porthos and his adversary fired on each other and D’Artagnan turned to him.

	“Bravo! you’ve killed him, I think.”

	“No, wounded his horse only.”

	“What would you have, my dear fellow? One doesn’t hit the bull’s-eye every time; it is something to hit inside the ring. Ho! parbleau! what is the matter with my horse?”

	“Your horse is falling,” said Porthos, reining in his own.

	In truth, the lieutenant’s horse stumbled and fell on his knees; then a rattling in his throat was heard and he lay down to die. He had received in the chest the bullet of D’Artagnan’s first adversary. D’Artagnan swore loud enough to be heard in the skies.

	“Does your honor want a horse?” asked Mousqueton.

	“Zounds! want one!” cried the Gascon.

	“Here’s one, your honor----”

	“How the devil hast thou two horses?” asked D’Artagnan, jumping on one of them.

	“Their masters are dead! I thought they might be useful, so I took them.”

	Meantime Porthos had reloaded his pistols.

	“Be on the qui vive!” cried D’Artagnan. “Here are two other cavaliers.”

	As he spoke, two horsemen advanced at full speed.

	“Ho! your honor!” cried Mousqueton, “the man you upset is getting up.”

	“Why didn’t thou do as thou didst to the first man?” said Porthos.

	“I held the horses, my hands were full, your honor.”

	A shot was fired that moment; Mousqueton shrieked with pain.

	“Ah, sir! I’m hit in the other side! exactly opposite the other! This hurt is just the fellow of the one I had on the road to Amiens.”

	Porthos turned around like a lion, plunged on the dismounted cavalier, who tried to draw his sword; but before it was out of the scabbard, Porthos, with the hilt of his had struck him such a terrible blow on the head that he fell like an ox beneath the butcher’s knife.

	Mousqueton, groaning, slipped from his horse, his wound not allowing him to keep the saddle.

	On perceiving the cavaliers, D’Artagnan had stopped and charged his pistol afresh; besides, his horse, he found, had a carbine on the bow of the saddle.

	“Here I am!” exclaimed Porthos. “Shall we wait, or shall we charge?”

	“Let us charge them,” answered the Gascon.

	“Charge!” cried Porthos.

	They spurred on their horses; the other cavaliers were only twenty steps from them.

	“For the king!” cried D’Artagnan.

	“The king has no authority here!” answered a deep voice, which seemed to proceed from a cloud, so enveloped was the cavalier in a whirlwind of dust.

	“‘Tis well, we will see if the king’s name is not a passport everywhere,” replied the Gascon.

	“See!” answered the voice.

	Two shots were fired at once, one by D’Artagnan, the other by the adversary of Porthos. D’Artagnan’s ball took off his enemy’s hat. The ball fired by Porthos’s foe went through the throat of his horse, which fell, groaning.

	“For the last time, where are you going?”

	“To the devil!” answered D’Artagnan.

	“Good! you may be easy, then--you’ll get there.”

	D’Artagnan then saw a musket-barrel leveled at him; he had no time to draw from his holsters. He recalled a bit of advice which Athos had once given him, and made his horse rear.

	The ball struck the animal full in front. D’Artagnan felt his horse giving way under him and with his wonderful agility threw himself to one side.

	“Ah! this,” cried the voice, the tone of which was at once polished and jeering, “this is nothing but a butchery of horses and not a combat between men. To the sword, sir! the sword!”

	And he jumped off his horse.

	“To the swords! be it so!” replied D’Artagnan; “that is exactly what I want.”

	D’Artagnan, in two steps, was engaged with the foe, whom, according to custom, he attacked impetuously, but he met this time with a skill and a strength of arm that gave him pause. Twice he was obliged to step back; his opponent stirred not one inch. D’Artagnan returned and again attacked him.

	Twice or thrice thrusts were attempted on both sides, without effect; sparks were emitted from the swords like water spouting forth.

	At last D’Artagnan thought it was time to try one of his favorite feints in fencing. He brought it to bear, skillfully executed it with the rapidity of lightning, and struck the blow with a force which he fancied would prove irresistible.

	The blow was parried.

	“‘Sdeath!” he cried, with his Gascon accent.

	At this exclamation his adversary bounded back and, bending his bare head, tried to distinguish in the gloom the features of the lieutenant.

	As to D’Artagnan, afraid of some feint, he still stood on the defensive.

	“Have a care,” cried Porthos to his opponent; “I’ve still two pistols charged.”

	“The more reason you should fire the first!” cried his foe.

	Porthos fired; the flash threw a gleam of light over the field of battle.

	As the light shone on them a cry was heard from the other two combatants.

	“Athos!” exclaimed D’Artagnan.

	“D’Artagnan!” ejaculated Athos.

	Athos raised his sword; D’Artagnan lowered his.

	“Aramis!” cried Athos, “don’t fire!”

	“Ah! ha! is it you, Aramis?” said Porthos.

	And he threw away his pistol.

	Aramis pushed his back into his saddle-bags and sheathed his sword.

	“My son!” exclaimed Athos, extending his hand to D’Artagnan.

	This was the name which he gave him in former days, in their moments of tender intimacy.

	“Athos!” cried D’Artagnan, wringing his hands. “So you defend him! And I, who have sworn to take him dead or alive, I am dishonored--and by you!”

	“Kill me!” replied Athos, uncovering his breast, “if your honor requires my death.”

	“Oh! woe is me! woe is me!” cried the lieutenant; “there’s only one man in the world who could stay my hand; by a fatality that very man bars my way. What shall I say to the cardinal?”

	“You can tell him, sir,” answered a voice which was the voice of high command in the battle-field, “that he sent against me the only two men capable of getting the better of four men; of fighting man to man, without discomfiture, against the Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay, and of surrendering only to fifty men!

	“The prince!” exclaimed at the same moment Athos and Aramis, unmasking as they addressed the Duc de Beaufort, whilst D’Artagnan and Porthos stepped backward.

	“Fifty cavaliers!” cried the Gascon and Porthos.

	“Look around you, gentlemen, if you doubt the fact,” said the duke.

	The two friends looked to the right, to the left; they were encompassed by a troop of horsemen.

	“Hearing the noise of the fight,” resumed the duke, “I fancied you had about twenty men with you, so I came back with those around me, tired of always running away, and wishing to draw my sword in my own cause; but you are only two.”

	“Yes, my lord; but, as you have said, two that are a match for twenty,” said Athos.

	“Come, gentlemen, your swords,” said the duke.

	“Our swords!” cried D’Artagnan, raising his head and regaining his self-possession. “Never!”

	“Never!” added Porthos.

	Some of the men moved toward them.

	“One moment, my lord,” whispered Athos, and he said something in a low voice.

	“As you will,” replied the duke. “I am too much indebted to you to refuse your first request. Gentlemen,” he said to his escort, “withdraw. Monsieur d’Artagnan, Monsieur du Vallon, you are free.”

	The order was obeyed; D’Artagnan and Porthos then found themselves in the centre of a large circle.

	“Now, D’Herblay,” said Athos, “dismount and come here.”

	Aramis dismounted and went to Porthos, whilst Athos approached D’Artagnan.

	All four once more together.

	“Friends!” said Athos, “do you regret you have not shed our blood?”

	“No,” replied D’Artagnan; “I regret to see that we, hitherto united, are opposed to each other. Ah! nothing will ever go well with us hereafter!”

	“Oh, Heaven! No, all is over!” said Porthos.

	“Well, be on our side now,” resumed Aramis.

	“Silence, D’Herblay!” cried Athos; “such proposals are not to be made to gentlemen such as these. ‘Tis a matter of conscience with them, as with us.”

	“Meantime, here we are, enemies!” said Porthos. “Gramercy! who would ever have thought it?”

	D’Artagnan only sighed.

	Athos looked at them both and took their hands in his.

	“Gentlemen,” he said, “this is a serious business and my heart bleeds as if you had pierced it through and through. Yes, we are severed; there is the great, the distressing truth! But we have not as yet declared war; perhaps we shall have to make certain conditions, therefore a solemn conference is indispensable.”

	“For my own part, I demand it,” said Aramis.

	“I accept it,” interposed D’Artagnan, proudly.

	Porthos bowed, as if in assent.

	“Let us choose a place of rendezvous,” continued Athos, “and in a last interview arrange our mutual position and the conduct we are to maintain toward each other.”

	“Good!” the other three exclaimed.

	“Well, then, the place?”

	“Will the Place Royale suit you?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“In Paris?”

	“Yes.”

	Athos and Aramis looked at each other.

	“The Place Royale--be it so!” replied Athos.

	“When?”

	“To-morrow evening, if you like!”

	“At what hour?”

	“At ten in the evening, if that suits you; by that time we shall have returned.”

	“Good.”

	“There,” continued Athos, “either peace or war will be decided; honor, at all events, will be maintained!”

	“Alas!” murmured D’Artagnan, “our honor as soldiers is lost to us forever!”

	“D’Artagnan,” said Athos, gravely, “I assure you that you do me wrong in dwelling so upon that. What I think of is, that we have crossed swords as enemies. Yes,” he continued, sadly shaking his head, “Yes, it is as you said, misfortune, indeed, has overtaken us. Come, Aramis.”

	“And we, Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, “will return, carrying our shame to the cardinal.”

	“And tell him,” cried a voice, “that I am not too old yet for a man of action.”

	D’Artagnan recognized the voice of De Rochefort.

	“Can I do anything for you, gentlemen?” asked the duke.

	“Bear witness that we have done all that we could.”

	“That shall be testified to, rest assured. Adieu! we shall meet soon, I trust, in Paris, where you shall have your revenge.” The duke, as he spoke, kissed his hand, spurred his horse into a gallop and disappeared, followed by his troop, who were soon lost in distance and darkness.

	D’Artagnan and Porthos were now alone with a man who held by the bridles two horses; they thought it was Mousqueton and went up to him.

	“What do I see?” cried the lieutenant. “Grimaud, is it thou?”

	Grimaud signified that he was not mistaken.

	“And whose horses are these?” cried D’Artagnan.

	“Who has given them to us?” said Porthos.

	“The Comte de la Fere.”

	“Athos! Athos!” muttered D’Artagnan; “you think of every one; you are indeed a nobleman! Whither art thou going, Grimaud?”

	“To join the Vicomte de Bragelonne in Flanders, your honor.”

	They were taking the road toward Paris, when groans, which seemed to proceed from a ditch, attracted their attention.

	“What is that?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“It is I--Mousqueton,” said a mournful voice, whilst a sort of shadow arose out of the side of the road.

	Porthos ran to him. “Art thou dangerously wounded, my dear Mousqueton?” he said.

	“No, sir, but I am severely.”

	“What can we do?” said D’Artagnan; “we must return to Paris.”

	“I will take care of Mousqueton,” said Grimaud; and he gave his arm to his old comrade, whose eyes were full of tears, nor could Grimaud tell whether the tears were caused by wounds or by the pleasure of seeing him again.

	D’Artagnan and Porthos went on, meantime, to Paris. They were passed by a sort of courier, covered with dust, the bearer of a letter from the duke to the cardinal, giving testimony to the valor of D’Artagnan and Porthos.

	Mazarin had passed a very bad night when this letter was brought to him, announcing that the duke was free and that he would henceforth raise up mortal strife against him.

	“What consoles me,” said the cardinal after reading the letter, “is that, at least, in this chase, D’Artagnan has done me one good turn--he has destroyed Broussel. This Gascon is a precious fellow; even his misadventures are of use.”

	The cardinal referred to that man whom D’Artagnan upset at the corner of the Cimetiere Saint Jean in Paris, and who was no other than the Councillor Broussel.

	27. The four old Friends prepare to meet again.

	Well,” said Porthos, seated in the courtyard of the Hotel de la Chevrette, to D’Artagnan, who, with a long and melancholy face, had returned from the Palais Royal; “did he receive you ungraciously, my dear friend?”

	“I’faith, yes! a brute, that cardinal. What are you eating there, Porthos?”

	“I am dipping a biscuit in a glass of Spanish wine; do the same.”

	“You are right. Gimblou, a glass of wine.”

	“Well, how has all gone off?”

	“Zounds! you know there’s only one way of saying things, so I went in and said, ‘My lord, we were not the strongest party.’

	“‘Yes, I know that,’ he said, ‘but give me the particulars.’

	“You know, Porthos, I could not give him the particulars without naming our friends; to name them would be to commit them to ruin, so I merely said they were fifty and we were two.

	“‘There was firing, nevertheless, I heard,’ he said; ‘and your swords--they saw the light of day, I presume?’

	“‘That is, the night, my lord,’ I answered.

	“‘Ah!’ cried the cardinal, ‘I thought you were a Gascon, my friend?’

	“‘I am a Gascon,’ said I, ‘only when I succeed.’ The answer pleased him and he laughed.

	“‘That will teach me,’ he said, ‘to have my guards provided with better horses; for if they had been able to keep up with you and if each one of them had done as much as you and your friend, you would have kept your word and would have brought him back to me dead or alive.’”

	“Well, there’s nothing bad in that, it seems to me,” said Porthos.

	“Oh, mon Dieu! no, nothing at all. It was the way in which he spoke. It is incredible how these biscuit soak up wine! They are veritable sponges! Gimblou, another bottle.”

	The bottle was brought with a promptness which showed the degree of consideration D’Artagnan enjoyed in the establishment. He continued:

	“So I was going away, but he called me back.

	“‘You have had three horses foundered or killed?’ he asked me.

	“‘Yes, my lord.’

	“‘How much were they worth?’”

	“Why,” said Porthos, “that was very good of him, it seems to me.”

	“‘A thousand pistoles,’ I said.”

	“A thousand pistoles!” Porthos exclaimed. “Oh! oh! that is a large sum. If he knew anything about horses he would dispute the price.”

	“Faith! he was very much inclined to do so, the contemptible fellow. He made a great start and looked at me. I also looked at him; then he understood, and putting his hand into a drawer, he took from it a quantity of notes on a bank in Lyons.”

	“For a thousand pistoles?”

	“For a thousand pistoles--just that amount, the beggar; not one too many.”

	
“And you have them?”

	“They are here.”

	“Upon my word, I think he acted very generously.”

	“Generously! to men who had risked their lives for him, and besides had done him a great service?”

	“A great service--what was that?”

	“Why, it seems that I crushed for him a parliament councillor.”

	“What! that little man in black that you upset at the corner of Saint Jean Cemetery?”

	“That’s the man, my dear fellow; he was an annoyance to the cardinal. Unfortunately, I didn’t crush him flat. It seems that he came to himself and that he will continue to be an annoyance.”

	“See that, now!” said Porthos; “and I turned my horse aside from going plump on to him! That will be for another time.”

	“He owed me for the councillor, the pettifogger!”

	“But,” said Porthos, “if he was not crushed completely----”

	“Ah! Monsieur de Richelieu would have said, ‘Five hundred crowns for the councillor.’ Well, let’s say no more about it. How much were your animals worth, Porthos?”

	“Ah, if poor Mousqueton were here he could tell you to a fraction.”

	“No matter; you can tell within ten crowns.”

	“Why, Vulcan and Bayard cost me each about two hundred pistoles, and putting Phoebus at a hundred and fifty, we should be pretty near the amount.”

	“There will remain, then, four hundred and fifty pistoles,” said D’Artagnan, contentedly.

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “but there are the equipments.”

	“That is very true. Well, how much for the equipments?”

	“If we say one hundred pistoles for the three----”

	“Good for the hundred pistoles; there remains, then, three hundred and fifty.”

	Porthos made a sign of assent.

	“We will give the fifty pistoles to the hostess for our expenses,” said D’Artagnan, “and share the three hundred.”

	“We will share,” said Porthos.

	“A paltry piece of business!” murmured D’Artagnan crumpling his note.

	“Pooh!” said Porthos, “it is always that. But tell me----”

	“What?”

	“Didn’t he speak of me in any way?”

	“Ah! yes, indeed!” cried D’Artagnan, who was afraid of disheartening his friend by telling him that the cardinal had not breathed a word about him; “yes, surely, he said----”

	“He said?” resumed Porthos.

	“Stop, I want to remember his exact words. He said, ‘As to your friend, tell him he may sleep in peace.’”

	“Good, very good,” said Porthos; “that signified as clear as daylight that he still intends to make me a baron.”

	At this moment nine o’clock struck. D’Artagnan started.

	“Ah, yes,” said Porthos, “there is nine o’clock. We have a rendezvous, you remember, at the Place Royale.”

	“Ah! stop! hold your peace, Porthos, don’t remind me of it; ‘tis that which has made me so cross since yesterday. I shall not go.”

	“Why?” asked Porthos.

	“Because it is a grievous thing for me to meet again those two men who caused the failure of our enterprise.”

	“And yet,” said Porthos, “neither of them had any advantage over us. I still had a loaded pistol and you were in full fight, sword in hand.”

	“Yes,” said D’Artagnan; “but what if this rendezvous had some hidden purpose?”

	“Oh!” said Porthos, “you can’t think that, D’Artagnan!”

	D’Artagnan did not believe Athos to be capable of a deception, but he sought an excuse for not going to the rendezvous.

	“We must go,” said the superb lord of Bracieux, “lest they should say we were afraid. We who have faced fifty foes on the high road can well meet two in the Place Royale.”

	“Yes, yes, but they took part with the princes without apprising us of it. Athos and Aramis have played a game with me which alarms me. We discovered yesterday the truth; what is the use of going to-day to learn something else?”

	“You really have some distrust, then?” said Porthos.

	“Of Aramis, yes, since he has become an abbe. You can’t imagine, my dear fellow, the sort of man he is. He sees us on the road which leads him to a bishopric, and perhaps will not be sorry to get us out of his way.”

	“Ah, as regards Aramis, that is another thing,” said Porthos, “and it wouldn’t surprise me at all.”

	“Perhaps Monsieur de Beaufort will try, in his turn, to lay hands on us.”

	“Nonsense! He had us in his power and he let us go. Besides we can be on our guard; let us take arms, let Planchet post himself behind us with his carbine.”

	“Planchet is a Frondeur,” answered D’Artagnan.

	“Devil take these civil wars! one can no more now reckon on one’s friends than on one’s footmen,” said Porthos. “Ah! if Mousqueton were here! there’s a fellow who will never desert me!”

	“So long as you are rich! Ah! my friend! ‘tis not civil war that disunites us. It is that we are each of us twenty years older; it is that the honest emotions of youth have given place to suggestions of interest, whispers of ambition, counsels of selfishness. Yes, you are right; let us go, Porthos, but let us go well armed; were we not to keep the rendezvous, they would declare we were afraid. Halloo! Planchet! here! saddle our horses, take your carbine.”

	“Whom are we going to attack, sir?”

	“No one; a mere matter of precaution,” answered the Gascon.

	“You know, sir, that they wished to murder that good councillor, Broussel, the father of the people?”

	“Really, did they?” said D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, but he has been avenged. He was carried home in the arms of the people. His house has been full ever since. He has received visits from the coadjutor, from Madame de Longueville, and the Prince de Conti; Madame de Chevreuse and Madame de Vendome have left their names at his door. And now, whenever he wishes----”

	“Well, whenever he wishes?”

	Planchet began to sing:

	“Un vent de fronde S’est leve ce matin; Je crois qu’il gronde Contre le Mazarin. Un vent de fronde S’est leve ce matin.”

	“It doesn’t surprise me,” said D’Artagnan, in a low tone to Porthos, “that Mazarin would have been much better satisfied had I crushed the life out of his councillor.”

	“You understand, then, monsieur,” resumed Planchet, “that if it were for some enterprise like that undertaken against Monsieur Broussel that you should ask me to take my carbine----”

	“No, don’t be alarmed; but where did you get all these details?”

	“From a good source, sir; I heard it from Friquet.”

	“From Friquet? I know that name----”

	“A son of Monsieur de Broussel’s servant, and a lad that, I promise you, in a revolt will not give away his share to the dogs.”

	“Is he not a singing boy at Notre Dame?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, that is the very boy; he’s patronized by Bazin.”

	“Ah, yes, I know.”

	“Of what importance is this little reptile to you?” asked Porthos.

	“Gad!” replied D’Artagnan; “he has already given me good information and he may do the same again.”

	Whilst all this was going on, Athos and Aramis were entering Paris by the Faubourg St. Antoine. They had taken some refreshment on the road and hastened on, that they might not fail at the appointed place. Bazin was their only attendant, for Grimaud had stayed behind to take care of Mousqueton. As they were passing onward, Athos proposed that they should lay aside their arms and military costume, and assume a dress more suited to the city.

	“Oh, no, dear count!” cried Aramis, “is it not a warlike encounter that we are going to?”

	“What do you mean, Aramis?”

	“That the Place Royale is the termination to the main road to Vendomois, and nothing else.”

	“What! our friends?”

	“Are become our most dangerous enemies, Athos. Let us be on our guard.”

	“Oh! my dear D’Herblay!”

	“Who can say whether D’Artagnan may not have betrayed us to the cardinal? who can tell whether Mazarin may not take advantage of this rendezvous to seize us?”

	“What! Aramis, you think that D’Artagnan, that Porthos, would lend their hands to such an infamy?”

	“Among friends, my dear Athos, no, you are right; but among enemies it would be only a stratagem.”

	Athos crossed his arms and bowed his noble head.

	“What can you expect, Athos? Men are so made; and we are not always twenty years old. We have cruelly wounded, as you know, that personal pride by which D’Artagnan is blindly governed. He has been beaten. Did you not observe his despair on the journey? As to Porthos, his barony was perhaps dependent on that affair. Well, he found us on his road and will not be baron this time. Perhaps that famous barony will have something to do with our interview this evening. Let us take our precautions, Athos.”

	“But suppose they come unarmed? What a disgrace to us.”

	“Oh, never fear! besides, if they do, we can easily make an excuse; we came straight off a journey and are insurgents, too.”

	“An excuse for us! to meet D’Artagnan with a false excuse! to have to make a false excuse to Porthos! Oh, Aramis!” continued Athos, shaking his head mournfully, “upon my soul, you make me the most miserable of men; you disenchant a heart not wholly dead to friendship. Go in whatever guise you choose; for my part, I shall go unarmed.”

	“No, for I will not allow you to do so. ‘Tis not one man, not Athos only, not the Comte de la Fere whom you will ruin by this amiable weakness, but a whole party to whom you belong and who depend upon you.”

	“Be it so then,” replied Athos, sorrowfully.

	And they pursued their road in mournful silence.

	Scarcely had they reached by the Rue de la Mule the iron gate of the Place Royale, when they perceived three cavaliers, D’Artagnan, Porthos, and Planchet, the two former wrapped up in their military cloaks under which their swords were hidden, and Planchet, his musket by his side. They were waiting at the entrance of the Rue Sainte Catharine, and their horses were fastened to the rings of the arcade. Athos, therefore, commanded Bazin to fasten up his horse and that of Aramis in the same manner.

	They then advanced two and two, and saluted each other politely.

	“Now where will it be agreeable to you that we hold our conference?” inquired Aramis, perceiving that people were stopping to look at them, supposing that they were going to engage in one of those far-famed duels still extant in the memory of the Parisians, and especially the inhabitants of the Place Royale.

	“The gate is shut,” said Aramis, “but if these gentlemen like a cool retreat under the trees, and perfect seclusion, I will get the key from the Hotel de Rohan and we shall be well suited.”

	D’Artagnan darted a look into the obscurity of the Place. Porthos ventured to put his head between the railings, to try if his glance could penetrate the gloom.

	“If you prefer any other place,” said Athos, in his persuasive voice, “choose for yourselves.”

	“This place, if Monsieur d’Herblay can procure the key, is the best that we can have,” was the answer.

	Aramis went off at once, begging Athos not to remain alone within reach of D’Artagnan and Porthos; a piece of advice which was received with a contemptuous smile.

	Aramis returned soon with a man from the Hotel de Rohan, who was saying to him:

	“You swear, sir, that it is not so?”

	“Stop,” and Aramis gave him a louis d’or.

	“Ah! you will not swear, my master,” said the concierge, shaking his head.

	“Well, one can never say what may happen; at present we and these gentlemen are excellent friends.”

	“Yes, certainly,” added Athos and the other two.

	D’Artagnan had heard the conversation and had understood it.

	“You see?” he said to Porthos.

	“What do I see?”

	“That he wouldn’t swear.”

	“Swear what?”

	“That man wanted Aramis to swear that we are not going to the Place Royale to fight.”

	“And Aramis wouldn’t swear?”

	“No.”

	“Attention, then!”

	Athos did not lose sight of the two speakers. Aramis opened the gate and faced around in order that D’Artagnan and Porthos might enter. In passing through the gate, the hilt of the lieutenant’s sword was caught in the grating and he was obliged to pull off his cloak; in doing so he showed the butt end of his pistols and a ray of the moon was reflected on the shining metal.

	“Do you see?” whispered Aramis to Athos, touching his shoulder with one hand and pointing with the other to the arms which the Gascon wore under his belt.

	“Alas! I do!” replied Athos, with a deep sigh.

	He entered third, and Aramis, who shut the gate after him, last. The two serving-men waited without; but as if they likewise mistrusted each other, they kept their respective distances.

	28. The Place Royale.

	They proceeded silently to the centre of the Place, but as at this very moment the moon had just emerged from behind a cloud, they thought they might be observed if they remained on that spot and therefore regained the shade of the lime-trees.

	There were benches here and there; the four gentlemen stopped near them; at a sign from Athos, Porthos and D’Artagnan sat down, the two others stood in front of them.

	After a few minutes of silent embarrassment, Athos spoke.

	“Gentlemen,” he said, “our presence here is the best proof of former friendship; not one of us has failed the others at this rendezvous; not one has, therefore, to reproach himself.”

	“Hear me, count,” replied D’Artagnan; “instead of making compliments to each other, let us explain our conduct to each other, like men of right and honest hearts.”

	“I wish for nothing more; have you any cause of complaint against me or Monsieur d’Herblay? If so, speak out,” answered Athos.

	“I have,” replied D’Artagnan. “When I saw you at your chateau at Bragelonne, I made certain proposals to you which you perfectly understood; instead of answering me as a friend, you played with me as a child; the friendship, therefore, that you boast of was not broken yesterday by the shock of swords, but by your dissimulation at your castle.”

	“D’Artagnan!” said Athos, reproachfully.

	“You asked for candor and you have it. You ask what I have against you; I tell you. And I have the same sincerity to show you, if you wish, Monsieur d’Herblay; I acted in a similar way to you and you also deceived me.”

	“Really, monsieur, you say strange things,” said Aramis. “You came seeking me to make to me certain proposals, but did you make them? No, you sounded me, nothing more. Very well what did I say to you? that Mazarin was contemptible and that I wouldn’t serve Mazarin. But that is all. Did I tell you that I wouldn’t serve any other? On the contrary, I gave you to understand, I think, that I adhered to the princes. We even joked very pleasantly, if I remember rightly, on the very probable contingency of your being charged by the cardinal with my arrest. Were you a party man? There is no doubt of that. Well, why should not we, too, belong to a party? You had your secret and we had ours; we didn’t exchange them. So much the better; it proves that we know how to keep our secrets.”

	“I do not reproach you, monsieur,” said D’Artagnan; “‘tis only because Monsieur de la Fere has spoken of friendship that I question your conduct.”

	“And what do you find in it that is worthy of blame?” asked Aramis, haughtily.

	The blood mounted instantly to the temples of D’Artagnan, who arose, and replied:

	“I consider it worthy conduct of a pupil of Jesuits.”

	On seeing D’Artagnan rise, Porthos rose also; these four men were therefore all standing at the same time, with a menacing aspect, opposite to each other.

	Upon hearing D’Artagnan’s reply, Aramis seemed about to draw his sword, when Athos prevented him.

	“D’Artagnan,” he said, “you are here to-night, still infuriated by yesterday’s adventure. I believed your heart noble enough to enable a friendship of twenty years to overcome an affront of a quarter of an hour. Come, do you really think you have anything to say against me? Say it then; if I am in fault I will avow the error.”

	The grave and harmonious tones of that beloved voice seemed to have still its ancient influence, whilst that of Aramis, which had become harsh and tuneless in his moments of ill-humor, irritated him. He answered therefore:

	“I think, monsieur le comte, that you had something to communicate to me at your chateau of Bragelonne, and that gentleman”--he pointed to Aramis--“had also something to tell me when I was in his convent. At that time I was not concerned in the adventure, in the course of which you have so successfully estopped me! However, because I was prudent you must not take me for a fool. If I had wished to widen the breach between those whom Monsieur d’Herblay chooses to receive with a rope ladder and those whom he receives with a wooden ladder, I could have spoken out.”

	“What are you meddling with?” cried Aramis, pale with anger, suspecting that D’Artagnan had acted as a spy on him and had seen him with Madame de Longueville.

	“I never meddle save with what concerns me, and I know how to make believe that I haven’t seen what does not concern me; but I hate hypocrites, and among that number I place musketeers who are abbes and abbes who are musketeers; and,” he added, turning to Porthos “here’s a gentleman who’s of the same opinion as myself.”

	Porthos, who had not spoken one word, answered merely by a word and a gesture.

	He said “yes” and he put his hand on his sword.

	Aramis started back and drew his. D’Artagnan bent forward, ready either to attack or to stand on his defense.

	Athos at that moment extended his hand with the air of supreme command which characterized him alone, drew out his sword and the scabbard at the same time, broke the blade in the sheath on his knee and threw the pieces to his right. Then turning to Aramis:

	“Aramis,” he said, “break your sword.”

	Aramis hesitated.

	“It must be done,” said Athos; then in a lower and more gentle voice, he added. “I wish it.”

	Then Aramis, paler than before, but subdued by these words, snapped the serpent blade between his hands, and then folding his arms, stood trembling with rage.

	These proceedings made D’Artagnan and Porthos draw back. D’Artagnan did not draw his sword; Porthos put his back into the sheath.

	“Never!” exclaimed Athos, raising his right hand to Heaven, “never! I swear before God, who seeth us, and who, in the darkness of this night heareth us, never shall my sword cross yours, never my eye express a glance of anger, nor my heart a throb of hatred, at you. We lived together, we loved, we hated together; we shed, we mingled our blood together, and too probably, I may still add, that there may be yet a bond between us closer even than that of friendship; perhaps there may be the bond of crime; for we four, we once did condemn, judge and slay a human being whom we had not any right to cut off from this world, although apparently fitter for hell than for this life. D’Artagnan, I have always loved you as my son; Porthos, we slept six years side by side; Aramis is your brother as well as mine, and Aramis has once loved you, as I love you now and as I have ever loved you. What can Cardinal Mazarin be to us, to four men who compelled such a man as Richelieu to act as we pleased? What is such or such a prince to us, who fixed the diadem upon a great queen’s head? D’Artagnan, I ask your pardon for having yesterday crossed swords with you; Aramis does the same to Porthos; now hate me if you can; but for my own part, I shall ever, even if you do hate me, retain esteem and friendship for you. I repeat my words, Aramis, and then, if you desire it, and if they desire it, let us separate forever from our old friends.”

	There was a solemn, though momentary silence, which was broken by Aramis.

	“I swear,” he said, with a calm brow and kindly glance, but in a voice still trembling with recent emotion, “I swear that I no longer bear animosity to those who were once my friends. I regret that I ever crossed swords with you, Porthos; I swear not only that it shall never again be pointed at your breast, but that in the bottom of my heart there will never in future be the slightest hostile sentiment; now, Athos, come.”

	Athos was about to retire.

	“Oh! no! no! do not go away!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, impelled by one of those irresistible impulses which showed the nobility of his nature, the native brightness of his character; “I swear that I would give the last drop of my blood and the last fragment of my limbs to preserve the friendship of such a friend as you, Athos--of such a man as you, Aramis.” And he threw himself into the arms of Athos.

	“My son!” exclaimed Athos, pressing him in his arms.

	“And as for me,” said Porthos, “I swear nothing, but I’m choked. Forsooth! If I were obliged to fight against you, I think I should allow myself to be pierced through and through, for I never loved any one but you in the wide world;” and honest Porthos burst into tears as he embraced Athos.

	“My friends,” said Athos, “this is what I expected from such hearts as yours. Yes, I have said it and I now repeat it: our destinies are irrevocably united, although we now pursue divergent roads. I respect your convictions, and whilst we fight for opposite sides, let us remain friends. Ministers, princes, kings, will pass away like mountain torrents; civil war, like a forest flame; but we--we shall remain; I have a presentiment that we shall.”

	“Yes,” replied D’Artagnan, “let us still be musketeers, and let us retain as our battle-standard that famous napkin of the bastion St. Gervais, on which the great cardinal had three fleurs-de-lis embroidered.”

	“Be it so,” cried Aramis. “Cardinalists or Frondeurs, what matters it? Let us meet again as capital seconds in a duel, devoted friends in business, merry companions in our ancient pleasures.”

	“And whenever,” added Athos, “we meet in battle, at this word, ‘Place Royale!’ let us put our swords into our left hands and shake hands with the right, even in the very lust and music of the hottest carnage.”

	“You speak charmingly,” said Porthos.

	“And are the first of men!” added D’Artagnan. “You excel us all.”

	Athos smiled with ineffable pleasure.

	“‘Tis then all settled. Gentlemen, your hands; are we not pretty good Christians?”

	“Egad!” said D’Artagnan, “by Heaven! yes.”

	“We should be so on this occasion, if only to be faithful to our oath,” said Aramis.

	“Ah, I’m ready to do what you will,” cried Porthos; “even to swear by Mahomet. Devil take me if I’ve ever been so happy as at this moment.”

	And he wiped his eyes, still moist.

	“Has not one of you a cross?” asked Athos.

	Aramis smiled and drew from his vest a cross of diamonds, which was hung around his neck by a chain of pearls. “Here is one,” he said.

	“Well,” resumed Athos, “swear on this cross, which, in spite of its magnificent material, is still a cross; swear to be united in spite of everything, and forever, and may this oath bind us to each other, and even, also, our descendants! Does this oath satisfy you?”

	“Yes,” said they all, with one accord.

	“Ah, traitor!” muttered D’Artagnan, leaning toward Aramis and whispering in his ear, “you have made us swear on the crucifix of a Frondeuse.”

	29. The Ferry across the Oise.

	We hope that the reader has not quite forgotten the young traveler whom we left on the road to Flanders.

	In losing sight of his guardian, whom he had quitted, gazing after him in front of the royal basilican, Raoul spurred on his horse, in order not only to escape from his own melancholy reflections, but also to hide from Olivain the emotion his face might betray.

	One hour’s rapid progress, however, sufficed to disperse the gloomy fancies that had clouded the young man’s bright anticipations; and the hitherto unfelt pleasure of freedom--a pleasure which is sweet even to those who have never known dependence--seemed to Raoul to gild not only Heaven and earth, but especially that blue but dim horizon of life we call the future.

	Nevertheless, after several attempts at conversation with Olivain he foresaw that many days passed thus would prove exceedingly dull; and the count’s agreeable voice, his gentle and persuasive eloquence, recurred to his mind at the various towns through which they journeyed and about which he had no longer any one to give him those interesting details which he would have drawn from Athos, the most amusing and the best informed of guides. Another recollection contributed also to sadden Raoul: on their arrival at Sonores he had perceived, hidden behind a screen of poplars, a little chateau which so vividly recalled that of La Valliere to his mind that he halted for nearly ten minutes to gaze at it, and resumed his journey with a sigh too abstracted even to reply to Olivain’s respectful inquiry about the cause of so much fixed attention. The aspect of external objects is often a mysterious guide communicating with the fibres of memory, which in spite of us will arouse them at times; this thread, like that of Ariadne, when once unraveled will conduct one through a labyrinth of thought, in which one loses one’s self in endeavoring to follow that phantom of the past which is called recollection.

	Now the sight of this chateau had taken Raoul back fifty leagues westward and had caused him to review his life from the moment when he had taken leave of little Louise to that in which he had seen her for the first time; and every branch of oak, every gilded weathercock on roof of slates, reminded him that, instead of returning to the friends of his childhood, every instant estranged him further and that perhaps he had even left them forever.

	With a full heart and burning head he desired Olivain to lead on the horses to a wayside inn, which he observed within gunshot range, a little in advance of the place they had reached.

	As for himself, he dismounted and remained under a beautiful group of chestnuts in flower, amidst which were murmuring a multitude of happy bees, and bade Olivain send the host to him with writing paper and ink, to be placed on a table which he found there, conveniently ready. Olivain obeyed and continued on his way, whilst Raoul remained sitting, with his elbow leaning on the table, from time to time gently shaking the flowers from his head, which fell upon him like snow, and gazing vaguely on the charming landscape spread out before him, dotted over with green fields and groups of trees. Raoul had been there about ten minutes, during five of which he was lost in reverie, when there appeared within the circle comprised in his rolling gaze a man with a rubicund face, who, with a napkin around his body, another under his arm, and a white cap upon his head, approached him, holding paper, pen and ink in hand.

	“Ha! ha!” laughed the apparition, “every gentleman seems to have the same fancy, for not a quarter of an hour ago a young lad, well mounted like you, as tall as you and of about your age, halted before this clump of trees and had this table and this chair brought here, and dined here, with an old gentleman who seemed to be his tutor, upon a pie, of which they haven’t left a mouthful, and two bottles of Macon wine, of which they haven’t left a drop, but fortunately we have still some of the same wine and some of the same pies left, and if your worship will but give your orders----”

	“No, friend,” replied Raoul, smiling, “I am obliged to you, but at this moment I want nothing but the things for which I have asked--only I shall be very glad if the ink prove black and the pen good; upon these conditions I will pay for the pen the price of the bottle, and for the ink the price of the pie.”

	“Very well, sir,” said the host, “I’ll give the pie and the bottle of wine to your servant, and in this way you will have the pen and ink into the bargain.”

	“Do as you like,” said Raoul, who was beginning his apprenticeship with that particular class of society, who, when there were robbers on the highroads, were connected with them, and who, since highwaymen no longer exist, have advantageously and aptly filled their vacant place.

	The host, his mind at ease about his bill, placed pen, ink and paper upon the table. By a lucky chance the pen was tolerably good and Raoul began to write. The host remained standing in front of him, looking with a kind of involuntary admiration at his handsome face, combining both gravity and sweetness of expression. Beauty has always been and always will be all-powerful.

	“He’s not a guest like the other one here just now,” observed mine host to Olivain, who had rejoined his master to see if he wanted anything, “and your young master has no appetite.”

	“My master had appetite enough three days ago, but what can one do? he lost it the day before yesterday.”

	And Olivain and the host took their way together toward the inn, Olivain, according to the custom of serving-men well pleased with their place, relating to the tavern-keeper all that he could say in favor of the young gentleman; whilst Raoul wrote on thus:

	“Sir,--After a four hours’ march I stop to write to you, for I miss you every moment, and I am always on the point of turning my head as if to reply when you speak to me. I was so bewildered by your departure and so overcome with grief at our separation, that I am sure I was able to but very feebly express all the affection and gratitude I feel toward you. You will forgive me, sir, for your heart is of such a generous nature that you can well understand all that has passed in mine. I entreat you to write to me, for you form a part of my existence, and, if I may venture to tell you so, I also feel anxious. It seemed to me as if you were yourself preparing for some dangerous undertaking, about which I did not dare to question you, since you told me nothing. I have, therefore, as you see, great need of hearing from you. Now that you are no longer beside me I am afraid every moment of erring. You sustained me powerfully, sir, and I protest to you that to-day I feel very lonely. Will you have the goodness, sir, should you receive news from Blois, to send me a few lines about my little friend Mademoiselle de la Valliere, about whose health, when we left, so much anxiety was felt? You can understand, honored and dear guardian, how precious and indispensable to me is the remembrance of the years that I have passed with you. I hope that you will sometimes, too, think of me, and if at certain hours you should miss me, if you should feel any slight regret at my absence, I shall be overwhelmed with joy at the thought that you appreciate my affection for and my devotion to yourself, and that I have been able to prove them to you whilst I had the happiness of living with you.”

	After finishing this letter Raoul felt more composed; he looked well around him to see if Olivain and the host might not be watching him, whilst he impressed a kiss upon the paper, a mute and touching caress, which the heart of Athos might well divine on opening the letter.

	During this time Olivain had finished his bottle and eaten his pie; the horses were also refreshed. Raoul motioned to the host to approach, threw a crown upon the table, mounted his horse, and posted his letter at Senlis. The rest that had been thus afforded to men and horses enabled them to continue their journey at a good round pace. At Verberie, Raoul desired Olivain to make some inquiry about the young man who was preceding them; he had been observed to pass only three-quarters of an hour previously, but he was well mounted, as the tavern-keeper had already said, and rode at a rapid pace.

	“Let us try and overtake this gentleman,” said Raoul to Olivain; “like ourselves he is on his way to join the army and may prove agreeable company.”

	It was about four o’clock in the afternoon when Raoul arrived at Compiegne; there he dined heartily and again inquired about the young gentleman who was in advance of them. He had stopped, like Raoul, at the Hotel of the Bell and Bottle, the best at Compiegne; and had started again on his journey, saying that he should sleep at Noyon.

	“Well, let us sleep at Noyon,” said Raoul.

	“Sir,” replied Olivain, respectfully, “allow me to remark that we have already much fatigued the horses this morning. I think it would be well to sleep here and to start again very early to-morrow. Eighteen leagues is enough for the first stage.”

	“The Comte de la Fere wished me to hasten on,” replied Raoul, “that I might rejoin the prince on the morning of the fourth day; let us push on, then, to Noyon; it will be a stage similar to those we traveled from Blois to Paris. We shall arrive at eight o’clock. The horses will have a long night’s rest, and at five o’clock to-morrow morning we can be again on the road.”

	Olivain dared offer no opposition to this determination but he followed his master, grumbling.

	“Go on, go on,” said he, between his teeth, “expend your ardor the first day; to-morrow, instead of journeying twenty leagues, you will travel ten, the day after to-morrow, five, and in three days you will be in bed. There you must rest; young people are such braggarts.”

	It was easy to see that Olivain had not been taught in the school of the Planchets and the Grimauds. Raoul really felt tired, but he was desirous of testing his strength, and, brought up in the principles of Athos and certain of having heard him speak a thousand times of stages of twenty-five leagues, he did not wish to fall far short of his model. D’Artagnan, that man of iron, who seemed to be made of nerve and muscle only, had struck him with admiration. Therefore, in spite of Olivain’s remarks, he continued to urge his steed more and more, and following a pleasant little path, leading to a ferry, and which he had been assured shortened the journey by the distance of one league, he arrived at the summit of a hill and perceived the river flowing before him. A little troop of men on horseback were waiting on the edge of the stream, ready to embark. Raoul did not doubt this was the gentleman and his escort; he called out to him, but they were too distant to be heard; then, in spite of the weariness of his beast, he made it gallop but the rising ground soon deprived him of all sight of the travelers, and when he had again attained a new height, the ferryboat had left the shore and was making for the opposite bank. Raoul, seeing that he could not arrive in time to cross the ferry with the travelers, halted to wait for Olivain. At this moment a shriek was heard that seemed to come from the river. Raoul turned toward the side whence the cry had sounded, and shaded his eyes from the glare of the setting sun with his hand.

	“Olivain!” he exclaimed, “what do I see below there?”

	A second scream, more piercing than the first, now sounded.

	“Oh, sir!” cried Olivain, “the rope which holds the ferryboat has broken and the boat is drifting. But what do I see in the water--something struggling?”

	“Oh, yes,” exclaimed Raoul, fixing his glance on one point in the stream, splendidly illumined by the setting sun, “a horse, a rider!”

	“They are sinking!” cried Olivain in his turn.

	It was true, and Raoul was convinced that some accident had happened and that a man was drowning; he gave his horse its head, struck his spurs into its sides, and the animal, urged by pain and feeling that he had space open before him, bounded over a kind of paling which inclosed the landing place, and fell into the river, scattering to a distance waves of white froth.

	“Ah, sir!” cried Olivain, “what are you doing? Good God!”

	Raoul was directing his horse toward the unhappy man in danger. This was, in fact, a custom familiar to him. Having been brought up on the banks of the Loire, he might have been said to have been cradled on its waves; a hundred times he had crossed it on horseback, a thousand times had swum across. Athos, foreseeing the period when he should make a soldier of the viscount, had inured him to all kinds of arduous undertakings.

	“Oh, heavens!” continued Olivain, in despair, “what would the count say if he only saw you now!”

	“The count would do as I do,” replied Raoul, urging his horse vigorously forward.

	“But I--but I,” cried Olivain, pale and disconsolate rushing about on the shore, “how shall I cross?”

	“Leap, coward!” cried Raoul, swimming on; then addressing the traveler, who was struggling twenty yards in front of him: “Courage, sir!” said he, “courage! we are coming to your aid.”

	Olivain advanced, retired, then made his horse rear--turned it and then, struck to the core by shame, leaped, as Raoul had done, only repeating:

	“I am a dead man! we are lost!”

	In the meantime, the ferryboat had floated away, carried down by the stream, and the shrieks of those whom it contained resounded more and more. A man with gray hair had thrown himself from the boat into the river and was swimming vigorously toward the person who was drowning; but being obliged to go against the current he advanced but slowly. Raoul continued his way and was visibly gaining ground; but the horse and its rider, of whom he did not lose sight, were evidently sinking. The nostrils of the horse were no longer above water, and the rider, who had lost the reins in struggling, fell with his head back and his arms extended. One moment longer and all would disappear.

	“Courage!” cried Raoul, “courage!”

	“Too late!” murmured the young man, “too late!”

	The water closed above his head and stifled his voice.

	Raoul sprang from his horse, to which he left the charge of its own preservation, and in three or four strokes was at the gentleman’s side; he seized the horse at once by the curb and raised its head above water; the animal began to breathe again and, as if he comprehended that they had come to his aid, redoubled his efforts. Raoul at the same time seized one of the young man’s hands and placed it on the mane, which it grasped with the tenacity of a drowning man. Thus, sure that the rider would not release his hold, Raoul now only directed his attention to the horse, which he guided to the opposite bank, helping it to cut through the water and encouraging it with words.

	All at once the horse stumbled against a ridge and then placed its foot on the sand.

	“Saved!” exclaimed the man with gray hair, who also touched bottom.

	“Saved!” mechanically repeated the young gentleman, releasing the mane and sliding from the saddle into Raoul’s arms; Raoul was but ten yards from the shore; there he bore the fainting man, and laying him down upon the grass, unfastened the buttons of his collar and unhooked his doublet. A moment later the gray-headed man was beside him. Olivain managed in his turn to land, after crossing himself repeatedly; and the people in the ferryboat guided themselves as well as they were able toward the bank, with the aid of a pole which chanced to be in the boat.

	Thanks to the attentions of Raoul and the man who accompanied the young gentleman, the color gradually returned to the pale cheeks of the dying man, who opened his eyes, at first entirely bewildered, but who soon fixed his gaze upon the person who had saved him.

	“Ah, sir,” he exclaimed, “it was you! Without you I was a dead man--thrice dead.”

	“But one recovers, sir, as you perceive,” replied Raoul, “and we have but had a little bath.”

	“Oh! sir, what gratitude I feel!” exclaimed the man with gray hair.

	“Ah, there you are, my good D’Arminges; I have given you a great fright, have I not? but it is your own fault. You were my tutor, why did you not teach me to swim?”

	“Oh, monsieur le comte,” replied the old man, “had any misfortune happened to you, I should never have dared to show myself to the marshal again.”

	“But how did the accident happen?” asked Raoul.

	“Oh, sir, in the most natural way possible,” replied he to whom they had given the title of count. “We were about a third of the way across the river when the cord of the ferryboat broke. Alarmed by the cries and gestures of the boatmen, my horse sprang into the water. I cannot swim, and dared not throw myself into the river. Instead of aiding the movements of my horse, I paralyzed them; and I was just going to drown myself with the best grace in the world, when you arrived just in time to pull me out of the water; therefore, sir, if you will agree, henceforward we are friends until death.”

	“Sir,” replied Raoul, bowing, “I am entirely at your service, I assure you.”

	“I am called the Count de Guiche,” continued the young man; “my father is the Marechal de Grammont; and now that you know who I am, do me the honor to inform me who you are.”

	“I am the Viscount de Bragelonne,” answered Raoul, blushing at being unable to name his father, as the Count de Guiche had done.

	“Viscount, your countenance, your goodness and your courage incline me toward you; my gratitude is already due. Shake hands--I crave your friendship.”

	“Sir,” said Raoul, returning the count’s pressure of the hand, “I like you already, from my heart; pray regard me as a devoted friend, I beseech you.”

	“And now, where are you going, viscount?” inquired De Guiche.

	“To join the army, under the prince, count.”

	“And I, too!” exclaimed the young man, in a transport of joy. “Oh, so much the better, we will fire the first shot together.”

	“It is well; be friends,” said the tutor; “young as you both are, you were perhaps born under the same star and were destined to meet. And now,” continued he, “you must change your clothes; your servants, to whom I gave directions the moment they had left the ferryboat, ought to be already at the inn. Linen and wine are both being warmed; come.”

	The young men had no objection to this proposition; on the contrary, they thought it very timely.

	They mounted again at once, whilst looks of admiration passed between them. They were indeed two elegant horsemen, with figures slight and upright, noble faces, bright and proud looks, loyal and intelligent smiles.

	De Guiche might have been about eighteen years of age, but he was scarcely taller than Raoul, who was only fifteen.

	30. Skirmishing.

	The halt at Noyon was but brief, every one there being wrapped in profound sleep. Raoul had desired to be awakened should Grimaud arrive, but Grimaud did not arrive. Doubtless, too, the horses on their part appreciated the eight hours of repose and the abundant stabling which was granted them. The Count de Guiche was awakened at five o’clock in the morning by Raoul, who came to wish him good-day. They breakfasted in haste, and at six o’clock had already gone ten miles.

	The young count’s conversation was most interesting to Raoul, therefore he listened much, whilst the count talked well and long. Brought up in Paris, where Raoul had been but once; at the court, which Raoul had never seen; his follies as page; two duels, which he had already found the means of fighting, in spite of the edicts against them and, more especially, in spite of his tutor’s vigilance--these things excited the greatest curiosity in Raoul. Raoul had only been at M. Scarron’s house; he named to Guiche the people whom he had seen there. Guiche knew everybody--Madame de Neuillan, Mademoiselle d’Aubigne, Mademoiselle de Scudery, Mademoiselle Paulet, Madame de Chevreuse. He criticised everybody humorously. Raoul trembled, lest he should laugh among the rest at Madame de Chevreuse, for whom he entertained deep and genuine sympathy, but either instinctively, or from affection for the duchess, he said everything in her favor. His praises increased Raoul’s friendship twofold. Then came the question of gallantry and love affairs. Under this head, also, Bragelonne had much more to hear than to tell. He listened attentively and fancied that he discovered through three or four rather frivolous adventures, that the count, like himself, had a secret to hide in the depths of his heart.

	De Guiche, as we have said before, had been educated at the court, and the intrigues of this court were not unknown to him. It was the same court of which Raoul had so often heard the Comte de la Fere speak, except that its aspect had much changed since the period when Athos had himself been part of it; therefore everything which the Count de Guiche related was new to his traveling companion. The young count, witty and caustic, passed all the world in review; the queen herself was not spared, and Cardinal Mazarin came in for his share of ridicule.

	The day passed away as rapidly as an hour. The count’s tutor, a man of the world and a bon vivant, up to his eyes in learning, as his pupil described him, often recalled the profound erudition, the witty and caustic satire of Athos to Raoul; but as regarded grace, delicacy, and nobility of external appearance, no one in these points was to be compared to the Comte de la Fere.

	The horses, which were more kindly used than on the previous day, stopped at Arras at four o’clock in the evening. They were approaching the scene of war; and as bands of Spaniards sometimes took advantage of the night to make expeditions even as far as the neighborhood of Arras, they determined to remain in the town until the morrow. The French army held all between Pont-a-Marc as far as Valenciennes, falling back upon Douai. The prince was said to be in person at Bethune.

	The enemy’s army extended from Cassel to Courtray; and as there was no species of violence or pillage it did not commit, the poor people on the frontier quitted their isolated dwellings and fled for refuge into the strong cities which held out a shelter to them. Arras was encumbered with fugitives. An approaching battle was much spoken of, the prince having manoeuvred, until that movement, only in order to await a reinforcement that had just reached him.

	The young men congratulated themselves on having arrived so opportunely. The evening was employed in discussing the war; the grooms polished their arms; the young men loaded the pistols in case of a skirmish, and they awoke in despair, having both dreamed that they had arrived too late to participate in the battle. In the morning it was rumored that Prince de Conde had evacuated Bethune and fallen back on Carvin, leaving, however, a strong garrison in the former city.

	But as there was nothing positively certain in this report, the young warriors decided to continue their way toward Bethune, free on the road to diverge to the right and march to Carvin if necessary.

	The count’s tutor was well acquainted with the country; he consequently proposed to take a crossroad, which lay between that of Lens and that of Bethune. They obtained information at Ablain, and a statement of their route was left for Grimaud. About seven o’clock in the morning they set out. De Guiche, who was young and impulsive, said to Raoul, “Here we are, three masters and three servants. Our valets are well armed and yours seems to be tough enough.”

	“I have never seen him put to the test,” replied Raoul, “but he is a Breton, which promises something.”

	“Yes, yes,” resumed De Guiche; “I am sure he can fire a musket when required. On my side I have two sure men, who have been in action with my father. We therefore represent six fighting men; if we should meet a little troop of enemies, equal or even superior in number to our own, shall we charge them, Raoul?”

	“Certainly, sir,” replied the viscount.

	“Holloa! young people--stop there!” said the tutor, joining in the conversation. “Zounds! how you manoeuvre my instructions, count! You seem to forget the orders I received to conduct you safe and sound to his highness the prince! Once with the army you may be killed at your good pleasure; but until that time, I warn you that in my capacity of general of the army I shall order a retreat and turn my back on the first red coat we come across.” De Guiche and Raoul glanced at each other, smiling.

	They arrived at Ablain without accident. There they inquired and learned that the prince had in reality quitted Bethune and stationed himself between Cambria and La Venthie. Therefore, leaving directions at every place for Grimaud, they took a crossroad which conducted the little troop by the bank of a small stream flowing into the Lys. The country was beautiful, intersected by valleys as green as the emerald. Here and there they passed little copses crossing the path which they were following. In anticipation of some ambuscade in each of these little woods the tutor placed his two servants at the head of the band, thus forming the advance guard. Himself and the two young men represented the body of the army, whilst Olivain, with his rifle upon his knee and his eyes upon the watch, protected the rear.

	They had observed for some time before them, on the horizon, a rather thick wood; and when they had arrived at a distance of a hundred steps from it, Monsieur d’Arminges took his usual precautions and sent on in advance the count’s two grooms. The servants had just disappeared under the trees, followed by the tutor, and the young men were laughing and talking about a hundred yards off. Olivain was at the same distance in the rear, when suddenly there resounded five or six musket-shots. The tutor cried halt; the young men obeyed, pulling up their steeds, and at the same moment the two valets were seen returning at a gallop.

	The young men, impatient to learn the cause of the firing, spurred on toward the servants. The tutor followed them.

	“Were you stopped?” eagerly inquired the two youths.

	“No,” replied the servants, “it is even probable that we have not been seen; the shots were fired about a hundred paces in advance of us, in the thickest part of the wood, and we returned to ask your advice.”

	“My advice is this,” said Monsieur d’Arminges, “and if needs be, my will, that we beat a retreat. There may be an ambuscade concealed in this wood.”

	“Did you see nothing there?” asked the count.

	“I thought I saw,” said one of the servants, “horsemen dressed in yellow, creeping along the bed of the stream.

	“That’s it,” said the tutor. “We have fallen in with a party of Spaniards. Come back, sirs, back.”

	The two youths looked at each other, and at this moment a pistol-shot and cries for help were heard. Another glance between the young men convinced them both that neither had any wish to go back, and as the tutor had already turned his horse’s head, they both spurred forward, Raoul crying: “Follow me, Olivain!” and the Count de Guiche: “Follow, Urban and Planchet!” And before the tutor could recover from his surprise they had both disappeared into the forest. Whilst they spurred their steeds they held their pistols ready also. In five minutes they arrived at the spot whence the noise had proceeded, and then restraining their horses, they advanced cautiously.

	“Hush,” whispered De Guiche, “these are cavaliers.”

	“Yes, three on horseback and three who have dismounted.”

	“Can you see what they are doing?”

	“Yes, they appear to be searching a wounded or dead man.”

	“It is some cowardly assassination,” said De Guiche.

	“They are soldiers, though,” resumed De Bragelonne.

	“Yes, skirmishers; that is to say, highway robbers.”

	“At them!” cried Raoul. “At them!” echoed De Guiche.

	“Oh! gentlemen! gentlemen! in the name of Heaven!” cried the poor tutor.

	But he was not listened to, and his cries only served to arouse the attention of the Spaniards.

	The men on horseback at once rushed at the two youths, leaving the three others to complete the plunder of the dead or wounded travelers; for on approaching nearer, instead of one extended figure, the young men discovered two. De Guiche fired the first shot at ten paces and missed his man; and the Spaniard, who had advanced to meet Raoul, aimed in his turn, and Raoul felt a pain in the left arm, similar to that of a blow from a whip. He let off his fire at but four paces. Struck in the breast and extending his arms, the Spaniard fell back on the crupper, and the terrified horse, turning around, carried him off.

	Raoul at this moment perceived the muzzle of a gun pointed at him, and remembering the recommendation of Athos, he, with the rapidity of lightning, made his horse rear as the shot was fired. His horse bounded to one side, losing its footing, and fell, entangling Raoul’s leg under its body. The Spaniard sprang forward and seized the gun by its muzzle, in order to strike Raoul on the head with the butt. In the position in which Raoul lay, unfortunately, he could neither draw his sword from the scabbard, nor his pistols from their holsters. The butt end of the musket hovered over his head, and he could scarcely restrain himself from closing his eyes, when with one bound Guiche reached the Spaniard and placed a pistol at his throat. “Yield!” he cried, “or you are a dead man!” The musket fell from the soldier’s hands, who yielded on the instant. Guiche summoned one of his grooms, and delivering the prisoner into his charge, with orders to shoot him through the head if he attempted to escape, he leaped from his horse and approached Raoul.

	“Faith, sir,” said Raoul, smiling, although his pallor betrayed the excitement consequent on a first affair, “you are in a great hurry to pay your debts and have not been long under any obligation to me. Without your aid,” continued he, repeating the count’s words “I should have been a dead man--thrice dead.”

	“My antagonist took flight,” replied De Guiche “and left me at liberty to come to your assistance. But are you seriously wounded? I see you are covered with blood!”

	“I believe,” said Raoul, “that I have got something like a scratch on the arm. If you will help me to drag myself from under my horse I hope nothing need prevent us continuing our journey.”

	Monsieur d’Arminges and Olivain had already dismounted and were attempting to raise the struggling horse. At last Raoul succeeded in drawing his foot from the stirrup and his leg from under the animal, and in a second he was on his feet again.

	“Nothing broken?” asked De Guiche.

	“Faith, no, thank Heaven!” replied Raoul; “but what has become of the poor wretches whom these scoundrels were murdering?”

	“I fear we arrived too late. They have killed them, I think, and taken flight, carrying off their booty. My servants are examining the bodies.”

	“Let us go and see whether they are quite dead, or if they can still be helped,” suggested Raoul. “Olivain, we have come into possession of two horses, but I have lost my own. Take for yourself the better of the two and give me yours.”

	They approached the spot where the unfortunate victims lay.

	31. The Monk.

	Two men lay prone upon the ground, one bathed in blood and motionless, with his face toward the earth; this one was dead. The other leaned against a tree, supported there by the two valets, and was praying fervently, with clasped hands and eyes raised to Heaven. He had received a ball in his thigh, which had broken the bone. The young men first approached the dead man.

	“He is a priest,” said Bragelonne, “he has worn the tonsure. Oh, the scoundrels! to lift their hands against a minister of God.”

	“Come here, sir,” said Urban, an old soldier who had served under the cardinal duke in all his campaigns; “come here, there is nothing to be done with him, whilst we may perhaps be able to save the other.”

	The wounded man smiled sadly. “Save me! Oh, no!” said he, “but help me to die, if you can.”

	“Are you a priest?” asked Raoul.

	“No sir.”

	“I ask, as your unfortunate companion appeared to me to belong to the church.”

	“He is the curate of Bethune, sir, and was carrying the holy vessels belonging to his church, and the treasure of the chapter, to a safe place, the prince having abandoned our town yesterday; and as it was known that bands of the enemy were prowling about the country, no one dared to accompany the good man, so I offered to do so.

	“And, sir,” continued the wounded man, “I suffer much and would like, if possible, to be carried to some house.”

	“Where you can be relieved?” asked De Guiche.

	“No, where I can confess.”

	“But perhaps you are not so dangerously wounded as you think,” said Raoul.

	“Sir,” replied the wounded man, “believe me, there is no time to lose; the ball has broken the thigh bone and entered the intestines.”

	“Are you a surgeon?” asked De Guiche.

	“No, but I know a little about wounds, and mine, I know, is mortal. Try, therefore, either to carry me to some place where I may see a priest or take the trouble to send one to me here. It is my soul that must be saved; as for my body, it is lost.”

	“To die whilst doing a good deed! It is impossible. God will help you.”

	“Gentlemen, in the name of Heaven!” said the wounded man, collecting all his forces, as if to get up, “let us not lose time in useless words. Either help me to gain the nearest village or swear to me on your salvation that you will send me the first monk, the first cure, the first priest you may meet. But,” he added in a despairing tone, “perhaps no one will dare to come for it is known that the Spaniards are ranging through the country, and I shall die without absolution. My God! my God! Good God! good God!” added the wounded man, in an accent of terror which made the young men shudder; “you will not allow that? that would be too terrible!”

	“Calm yourself, sir,” replied De Guiche. “I swear to you, you shall receive the consolation that you ask. Only tell us where we shall find a house at which we can demand aid and a village from which we can fetch a priest.”

	“Thank you, and God reward you! About half a mile from this, on the same road, there is an inn, and about a mile further on, after leaving the inn, you will reach the village of Greney. There you must find the curate, or if he is not at home, go to the convent of the Augustines, which is the last house on the right, and bring me one of the brothers. Monk or priest, it matters not, provided only that he has received from holy church the power of absolving in articulo mortis.”

	“Monsieur d’Arminges,” said De Guiche, “remain beside this unfortunate man and see that he is removed as gently as possible. The vicomte and myself will go and find a priest.”

	“Go, sir,” replied the tutor; “but in Heaven’s name do not expose yourself to danger!”

	“Do not fear. Besides, we are safe for to-day; you know the axiom, ‘Non bis in idem.’”

	“Courage, sir,” said Raoul to the wounded man. “We are going to execute your wishes.”

	“May Heaven prosper you!” replied the dying man, with an accent of gratitude impossible to describe.

	The two young men galloped off in the direction mentioned and in ten minutes reached the inn. Raoul, without dismounting, called to the host and announced that a wounded man was about to be brought to his house and begged him in the meantime to prepare everything needful. He desired him also, should he know in the neighborhood any doctor or chirurgeon, to fetch him, taking on himself the payment of the messenger.

	The host, who saw two young noblemen, richly clad, promised everything they required, and our two cavaliers, after seeing that preparations for the reception were actually begun, started off again and proceeded rapidly toward Greney.

	They had gone rather more than a league and had begun to descry the first houses of the village, the red-tiled roofs of which stood out from the green trees which surrounded them, when, coming toward them mounted on a mule, they perceived a poor monk, whose large hat and gray worsted dress made them take him for an Augustine brother. Chance for once seemed to favor them in sending what they were so assiduously seeking. He was a man about twenty-two or twenty-three years old, but who appeared much older from ascetic exercises. His complexion was pale, not of that deadly pallor which is a kind of neutral beauty, but of a bilious, yellow hue; his colorless hair was short and scarcely extended beyond the circle formed by the hat around his head, and his light blue eyes seemed destitute of any expression.

	“Sir,” began Raoul, with his usual politeness, “are you an ecclesiastic?”

	“Why do you ask me that?” replied the stranger, with a coolness which was barely civil.

	“Because we want to know,” said De Guiche, haughtily.

	The stranger touched his mule with his heel and continued his way.

	In a second De Guiche had sprung before him and barred his passage. “Answer, sir,” exclaimed he; “you have been asked politely, and every question is worth an answer.”

	“I suppose I am free to say or not to say who I am to two strangers who take a fancy to ask me.”

	It was with difficulty that De Guiche restrained the intense desire he had of breaking the monk’s bones.

	“In the first place,” he said, making an effort to control himself, “we are not people who may be treated anyhow; my friend there is the Viscount of Bragelonne and I am the Count de Guiche. Nor was it from caprice we asked the question, for there is a wounded and dying man who demands the succor of the church. If you be a priest, I conjure you in the name of humanity to follow me to aid this man; if you be not, it is a different matter, and I warn you in the name of courtesy, of which you appear profoundly ignorant, that I shall chastise you for your insolence.”

	The pale face of the monk became so livid and his smile so strange, that Raoul, whose eyes were still fixed upon him, felt as if this smile had struck to his heart like an insult.

	“He is some Spanish or Flemish spy,” said he, putting his hand to his pistol. A glance, threatening and transient as lightning, replied to Raoul.

	“Well, sir,” said De Guiche, “are you going to reply?”

	“I am a priest,” said the young man.

	“Then, father,” said Raoul, forcing himself to convey a respect by speech that did not come from his heart, “if you are a priest you have an opportunity, as my friend has told you, of exercising your vocation. At the next inn you will find a wounded man, now being attended by our servants, who has asked the assistance of a minister of God.”

	“I will go,” said the monk.

	And he touched his mule.

	“If you do not go, sir,” said De Guiche, “remember that we have two steeds able to catch your mule and the power of having you seized wherever you may be; and then I swear your trial will be summary; one can always find a tree and a cord.”

	The monk’s eye again flashed, but that was all; he merely repeated his phrase, “I will go,”--and he went.

	“Let us follow him,” said De Guiche; “it will be the surest plan.”

	“I was about to propose so doing,” answered De Bragelonne.

	In the space of five minutes the monk turned around to ascertain whether he was followed or not.

	“You see,” said Raoul, “we have done wisely.”

	“What a horrible face that monk has,” said De Guiche.

	“Horrible!” replied Raoul, “especially in expression.”

	“Yes, yes,” said De Guiche, “a strange face; but these monks are subject to such degrading practices; their fasts make them pale, the blows of the discipline make them hypocrites, and their eyes become inflamed through weeping for the good things of this life we common folk enjoy, but they have lost.”

	“Well,” said Raoul, “the poor man will get his priest, but, by Heaven, the penitent appears to me to have a better conscience than the confessor. I confess I am accustomed to priests of a very different appearance.”

	“Ah!” exclaimed De Guiche, “you must understand that this is one of those wandering brothers, who go begging on the high road until some day a benefice falls down from Heaven on them; they are mostly foreigners--Scotch, Irish or Danish. I have seen them before.”

	“As ugly?”

	“No, but reasonably hideous.”

	“What a misfortune for the wounded man to die under the hands of such a friar!”

	“Pshaw!” said De Guiche. “Absolution comes not from him who administers it, but from God. However, for my part, I would rather die unshriven than have anything to say to such a confessor. You are of my opinion, are you not, viscount? and I see you playing with the pommel of your sword, as if you had a great inclination to break the holy father’s head.”

	“Yes, count, it is a strange thing and one which might astonish you, but I feel an indescribable horror at the sight of yonder man. Have you ever seen a snake rise up on your path?”

	“Never,” answered De Guiche.

	“Well, it has happened to me to do so in our Blaisois forests, and I remember that the first time I encountered one with its eyes fixed upon me, curled up, swinging its head and pointing its tongue, I remained fixed, pale and as though fascinated, until the moment when the Comte de la Fere----”

	“Your father?” asked De Guiche.

	“No, my guardian,” replied Raoul, blushing.

	“Very well----”

	“Until the moment when the Comte de la Fere,” resumed Raoul, “said, ‘Come, Bragelonne, draw your sword;’ then only I rushed upon the reptile and cut it in two, just at the moment when it was rising on its tail and hissing, ere it sprang upon me. Well, I vow I felt exactly the same sensation at sight of that man when he said, ‘Why do you ask me that?’ and looked so strangely at me.”

	“Then you regret that you did not cut your serpent in two morsels?”

	“Faith, yes, almost,” said Raoul.

	They had now arrived within sight of the little inn and could see on the opposite side the procession bearing the wounded man and guided by Monsieur d’Arminges. The youths spurred on.

	“There is the wounded man,” said De Guiche, passing close to the Augustine brother. “Be good enough to hurry yourself a little, monsieur monk.”

	As for Raoul, he avoided the monk by the whole width of the road and passed him, turning his head away in repulsion.

	The young men rode up to the wounded man to announce that they were followed by the priest. He raised himself to glance in the direction which they pointed out, saw the monk, and fell back upon the litter, his face illumined by joy.

	“And now,” said the youths, “we have done all we can for you; and as we are in haste to rejoin the prince’s army we must continue our journey. You will excuse us, sir, but we are told that a battle is expected and we do not wish to arrive the day after it.”

	“Go, my young sirs,” said the sick man, “and may you both be blessed for your piety. You have done for me, as you promised, all that you could do. As for me I can only repeat, may God protect you and all dear to you!”

	“Sir,” said De Guiche to his tutor, “we will precede you, and you can rejoin us on the road to Cambrin.”

	The host was at his door and everything was prepared--bed, bandages, and lint; and a groom had gone to Lens, the nearest village, for a doctor.

	“Everything,” said he to Raoul, “shall be done as you desire; but you will not stop to have your wound dressed?”

	“Oh, my wound--mine--‘tis nothing,” replied the viscount; “it will be time to think about it when we next halt; only have the goodness, should you see a cavalier who makes inquiries about a young man on a chestnut horse followed by a servant, to tell him, in fact, that you have seen me, but that I have continued my journey and intend to dine at Mazingarbe and to stop at Cambrin. This cavalier is my attendant.”

	“Would it not be safer and more certain if I should ask him his name and tell him yours?” demanded the host.

	“There is no harm in over-precaution. I am the Viscount de Bragelonne and he is called Grimaud.”

	At this moment the wounded man arrived from one direction and the monk from the other, the latter dismounting from his mule and desiring that it should be taken to the stables without being unharnessed.

	“Sir monk,” said De Guiche, “confess well that brave man; and be not concerned for your expenses or for those of your mule; all is paid.”

	“Thanks, monsieur,” said the monk, with one of those smiles that made Bragelonne shudder.

	“Come, count,” said Raoul, who seemed instinctively to dislike the vicinity of the Augustine; “come, I feel ill here,” and the two young men spurred on.

	The litter, borne by two servants, now entered the house. The host and his wife were standing on the steps, whilst the unhappy man seemed to suffer dreadful pain and yet to be concerned only to know if he was followed by the monk. At sight of this pale, bleeding man, the wife grasped her husband’s arm.

	“Well, what’s the matter?” asked the latter, “are you going to be ill just now?”

	“No, but look,” replied the hostess, pointing to the wounded man; “I ask you if you recognize him?”

	“That man--wait a bit.”

	“Ah! I see you know him,” exclaimed the wife; “for you have become pale in your turn.”

	“Truly,” cried the host, “misfortune is coming on our house; it is the former executioner of Bethune.”

	“The former executioner of Bethune!” murmured the young monk, shrinking back and showing on his countenance the feeling of repugnance which his penitent inspired.

	Monsieur d’Arminges, who was at the door, perceived his hesitation.

	“Sir monk,” said he, “whether he is now or has been an executioner, this unfortunate being is none the less a man. Render to him, then, the last service he can by any possibility ask of you, and your work will be all the more meritorious.”

	The monk made no reply, but silently wended his way to the room where the two valets had deposited the dying man on a bed. D’Arminges and Olivain and the two grooms then mounted their horses, and all four started off at a quick trot to rejoin Raoul and his companion. Just as the tutor and his escort disappeared in their turn, a new traveler stopped on the threshold of the inn.

	“What does your worship want?” demanded the host, pale and trembling from the discovery he had just made.

	The traveler made a sign as if he wished to drink, and then pointed to his horse and gesticulated like a man who is brushing something.

	“Ah, diable!” said the host to himself; “this man seems dumb. And where will your worship drink?”

	“There,” answered the traveler, pointing to the table.

	“I was mistaken,” said the host, “he’s not quite dumb. And what else does your worship wish for?”

	“To know if you have seen a young man pass, fifteen years of age, mounted on a chestnut horse and followed by a groom?”

	“The Viscount de Bragelonne?

	“Just so.”

	“Then you are called Monsieur Grimaud?”

	The traveler made a sign of assent.

	“Well, then,” said the host, “your young master was here a quarter of an hour ago; he will dine at Mazingarbe and sleep at Cambrin.”

	“How far is Mazingarbe?”

	“Two miles and a half.”

	“Thank you.”

	Grimaud was drinking his wine silently and had just placed his glass on the table to be filled a second time, when a terrific scream resounded from the room occupied by the monk and the dying man. Grimaud sprang up.

	“What is that?” said he; “whence comes that cry?”

	“From the wounded man’s room,” replied the host.

	“What wounded man?”

	“The former executioner of Bethune, who has just been brought in here, assassinated by Spaniards, and who is now being confessed by an Augustine friar.”

	“The old executioner of Bethune,” muttered Grimaud; “a man between fifty-five and sixty, tall, strong, swarthy, black hair and beard?”

	“That is he, except that his beard has turned gray and his hair is white; do you know him?” asked the host.

	“I have seen him once,” replied Grimaud, a cloud darkening his countenance at the picture so suddenly summoned to the bar of recollection.

	At this instant a second cry, less piercing than the first, but followed by prolonged groaning, was heard.

	The three listeners looked at one another in alarm.

	“We must see what it is,” said Grimaud.

	“It sounds like the cry of one who is being murdered,” murmured the host.

	“Mon Dieu!” said the woman, crossing herself.

	If Grimaud was slow in speaking, we know that he was quick to act; he sprang to the door and shook it violently, but it was bolted on the other side.

	“Open the door!” cried the host; “open it instantly, sir monk!”

	No reply.

	“Unfasten it, or I will break it in!” said Grimaud.

	The same silence, and then, ere the host could oppose his design, Grimaud seized a pair of pincers he perceived in a corner and forced the bolt. The room was inundated with blood, dripping from the mattresses upon which lay the wounded man, speechless; the monk had disappeared.

	“The monk!” cried the host; “where is the monk?”

	Grimaud sprang toward an open window which looked into the courtyard.

	“He has escaped by this means,” exclaimed he.

	“Do you think so?” said the host, bewildered; “boy, see if the mule belonging to the monk is still in the stable.”

	“There is no mule,” cried he to whom this question was addressed.

	The host clasped his hands and looked around him suspiciously, whilst Grimaud knit his brows and approached the wounded man, whose worn, hard features awoke in his mind such awful recollections of the past.

	“There can be no longer any doubt but that it is himself,” said he.

	“Does he still live?” inquired the innkeeper.

	Making no reply, Grimaud opened the poor man’s jacket to feel if the heart beat, whilst the host approached in his turn; but in a moment they both fell back, the host uttering a cry of horror and Grimaud becoming pallid. The blade of a dagger was buried up to the hilt in the left side of the executioner.

	“Run! run for help!” cried Grimaud, “and I will remain beside him here.”

	The host quitted the room in agitation, and as for his wife, she had fled at the sound of her husband’s cries.

	32. The Absolution.

	This is what had taken place: We have seen that it was not of his own free will, but, on the contrary, very reluctantly, that the monk attended the wounded man who had been recommended to him in so strange a manner. Perhaps he would have sought to escape by flight had he seen any possibility of doing so. He was restrained by the threats of the two gentlemen and by the presence of their attendants, who doubtless had received their instructions. And besides, he considered it most expedient, without exhibiting too much ill-will, to follow to the end his role as confessor.

	The monk entered the chamber and approached the bed of the wounded man. The executioner searched his face with the quick glance peculiar to those who are about to die and have no time to lose. He made a movement of surprise and said:

	“Father, you are very young.”

	“Men who bear my robe have no age,” replied the monk, dryly.

	“Alas, speak to me more gently, father; in my last moments I need a friend.”

	“Do you suffer much?” asked the monk.

	“Yes, but in my soul much more than in my body.”

	“We will save your soul,” said the young man; “but are you really the executioner of Bethune, as these people say?”

	“That is to say,” eagerly replied the wounded man, who doubtless feared that the name of executioner would take from him the last help that he could claim--“that is to say, I was, but am no longer; it is fifteen years since I gave up the office. I still assist at executions, but no longer strike the blow myself--no, indeed.”

	“You have, then, a repugnance to your profession?”

	“So long as I struck in the name of the law and of justice my profession allowed me to sleep quietly, sheltered as I was by justice and law; but since that terrible night when I became an instrument of private vengeance and when with personal hatred I raised the sword over one of God’s creatures--since that day----”

	The executioner paused and shook his head with an expression of despair.

	“Tell me about it,” said the monk, who, sitting on the foot of the bed, began to be interested in a story so strangely introduced.

	“Ah!” cried the dying man, with all the effusiveness of a grief declared after long suppression, “ah! I have sought to stifle remorse by twenty years of good deeds; I have assuaged the natural ferocity of those who shed blood; on every occasion I have exposed my life to save those who were in danger, and I have preserved lives in exchange for that I took away. That is not all; the money gained in the exercise of my profession I have distributed to the poor; I have been assiduous in attending church and those who formerly fled from me have become accustomed to seeing me. All have forgiven me, some have even loved me; but I think that God has not pardoned me, for the memory of that execution pursues me constantly and every night I see that woman’s ghost rising before me.”

	“A woman! You have assassinated a woman, then?” cried the monk.

	“You also!” exclaimed the executioner, “you use that word which sounds ever in my ears--‘assassinated!’ I have assassinated, then, and not executed! I am an assassin, then, and not an officer of justice!” and he closed his eyes with a groan.

	The monk doubtless feared that he would die without saying more, for he exclaimed eagerly:

	“Go on, I know nothing, as yet; when you have finished your story, God and I will judge.”

	“Oh, father,” continued the executioner, without opening his eyes, as if he feared on opening them to see some frightful object, “it is especially when night comes on and when I have to cross a river, that this terror which I have been unable to conquer comes upon me; it then seems as if my hand grew heavy, as if the cutlass was still in its grasp, as if the water had the color of blood, and all the voices of nature--the whispering of the trees, the murmur of the wind, the lapping of the wave--united in a voice tearful, despairing, terrible, crying to me, ‘Place for the justice of God!’”

	“Delirium!” murmured the monk, shaking his head.

	The executioner opened his eyes, turned toward the young man and grasped his arm.

	“‘Delirium,’” he repeated; “‘delirium,’ do you say? Oh, no! I remember too well. It was evening; I had thrown the body into the river and those words which my remorse repeats to me are those which I in my pride pronounced. After being the instrument of human justice I aspired to be that of the justice of God.”

	“But let me see, how was it done? Speak,” said the monk.

	“It was at night. A man came to me and showed me an order and I followed him. Four other noblemen awaited me. They led me away masked. I reserved the right of refusing if the office they required of me should seem unjust. We traveled five or six leagues, serious, silent, and almost without speaking. At length, through the window of a little hut, they showed me a woman sitting, leaning on a table, and said, ‘there is the person to be executed.’”

	“Horrible!” said the monk. “And you obeyed?”

	“Father, that woman was a monster. It was said that she had poisoned her second husband; she had tried to assassinate her brother-in-law; she had just poisoned a young woman who was her rival, and before leaving England she had, it was believed, caused the favorite of the king to be murdered.”

	“Buckingham?” cried the monk.

	“Yes, Buckingham.”

	“The woman was English, then?”

	“No, she was French, but she had married in England.”

	The monk turned pale, wiped his brow and went and bolted the door. The executioner thought that he had abandoned him and fell back, groaning, upon his bed.

	“No, no; I am here,” said the monk, quickly coming back to him. “Go on; who were those men?”

	“One of them was a foreigner, English, I think. The four others were French and wore the uniform of musketeers.”

	“Their names?” asked the monk.

	“I don’t know them, but the four other noblemen called the Englishman ‘my lord.’”

	“Was the woman handsome?”

	“Young and beautiful. Oh, yes, especially beautiful. I see her now, as on her knees at my feet, with her head thrown back, she begged for life. I have never understood how I could have laid low a head so beautiful, with a face so pale.”

	The monk seemed agitated by a strange emotion; he trembled all over; he seemed eager to put a question which yet he dared not ask. At length, with a violent effort at self-control:

	“The name of that woman?” he said.

	“I don’t know what it was. As I have said, she was twice married, once in France, the second time in England.”

	“She was young, you say?”

	“Twenty-five years old.”

	“Beautiful?”

	“Ravishingly.”

	“Blond?”

	“Yes.”

	“Abundance of hair--falling over her shoulders?”

	“Yes.”

	“Eyes of an admirable expression?”

	“When she chose. Oh, yes, it is she!”

	“A voice of strange sweetness?”

	“How do you know it?”

	The executioner raised himself on his elbow and gazed with a frightened air at the monk, who became livid.

	“And you killed her?” the monk exclaimed. “You were the tool of those cowards who dared not kill her themselves? You had no pity for that youthfulness, that beauty, that weakness? you killed that woman?”

	“Alas! I have already told you, father, that woman, under that angelic appearance, had an infernal soul, and when I saw her, when I recalled all the evil she had done to me----”

	“To you? What could she have done to you? Come, tell me!”

	“She had seduced and ruined my brother, a priest. She had fled with him from her convent.”

	“With your brother?”

	“Yes, my brother was her first lover, and she caused his death. Oh, father, do not look in that way at me! Oh, I am guilty, then; you will not pardon me?”

	The monk recovered his usual expression.

	“Yes, yes,” he said, “I will pardon you if you tell me all.”

	“Oh!” cried the executioner, “all! all! all!”

	“Answer, then. If she seduced your brother--you said she seduced him, did you not?”

	“Yes.”

	“If she caused his death--you said that she caused his death?”

	“Yes,” repeated the executioner.

	“Then you must know what her name was as a young girl.”

	“Oh, mon Dieu!” cried the executioner, “I think I am dying. Absolution, father! absolution.”

	“Tell me her name and I will give it.”

	“Her name was----My God, have pity on me!” murmured the executioner; and he fell back on the bed, pale, trembling, and apparently about to die.

	“Her name!” repeated the monk, bending over him as if to tear from him the name if he would not utter it; “her name! Speak, or no absolution!”

	The dying man collected all his forces.

	The monk’s eyes glittered.

	“Anne de Bueil,” murmured the wounded man.

	“Anne de Bueil!” cried the monk, standing up and lifting his hands to Heaven. “Anne de Bueil! You said Anne de Bueil, did you not?”

	“Yes, yes, that was her name; and now absolve me, for I am dying.”

	“I, absolve you!” cried the priest, with a laugh which made the dying man’s hair stand on end; “I, absolve you? I am not a priest.”

	“You are not a priest!” cried the executioner. “What, then, are you?”

	“I am about to tell you, wretched man.”

	“Oh, mon Dieu!”

	“I am John Francis de Winter.”

	“I do not know you,” said the executioner.

	“Wait, wait; you are going to know me. I am John Francis de Winter,” he repeated, “and that woman----”

	“Well, that woman?”

	“Was my mother!”

	The executioner uttered the first cry, that terrible cry which had been first heard.

	“Oh, pardon me, pardon me!” he murmured; “if not in the name of God, at least in your own name; if not as priest, then as son.”

	“Pardon you!” cried the pretended monk, “pardon you! Perhaps God will pardon you, but I, never!”

	“For pity’s sake,” said the executioner, extending his arms.

	“No pity for him who had no pity! Die, impenitent, die in despair, die and be damned!” And drawing a poniard from beneath his robe he thrust it into the breast of the wounded man, saying, “Here is my absolution!”

	Then was heard that second cry, not so loud as the first and followed by a long groan.

	The executioner, who had lifted himself up, fell back upon his bed. As to the monk, without withdrawing the poniard from the wound, he ran to the window, opened it, leaped out into the flowers of a small garden, glided onward to the stable, took out his mule, went out by a back gate, ran to a neighbouring thicket, threw off his monkish garb, took from his valise the complete habiliment of a cavalier, clothed himself in it, went on foot to the first post, secured there a horse and continued with a loose rein his journey to Paris.

	33. Grimaud Speaks.

	Grimaud was left alone with the executioner, who in a few moments opened his eyes.

	“Help, help,” he murmured; “oh, God! have I not a single friend in the world who will aid me either to live or to die?”

	“Take courage,” said Grimaud; “they are gone to find assistance.”

	“Who are you?” asked the wounded man, fixing his half opened eyes on Grimaud.

	“An old acquaintance,” replied Grimaud.

	“You?” and the wounded man sought to recall the features of the person now before him.

	“Under what circumstances did we meet?” he asked again.

	“One night, twenty years ago, my master fetched you from Bethune and conducted you to Armentieres.”

	“I know you well now,” said the executioner; “you were one of the four grooms.”

	“Just so.”

	“Where do you come from now?”

	“I was passing by and drew up at this inn to rest my horse. They told me the executioner of Bethune was here and wounded, when you uttered two piercing cries. At the first we ran to the door and at the second forced it open.”

	“And the monk?” exclaimed the executioner, “did you see the monk?”

	“What monk?”

	“The monk that was shut in with me.”

	“No, he was no longer here; he appears to have fled by the window. Was he the man that stabbed you?”

	“Yes,” said the executioner.

	Grimaud moved as if to leave the room.

	“What are you going to do?” asked the wounded man.

	“He must be apprehended.”

	“Do not attempt it; he has revenged himself and has done well. Now I may hope that God will forgive me, since my crime is expiated.”

	“Explain yourself.” said Grimaud.

	“The woman whom you and your masters commanded me to kill----”

	“Milady?”

	“Yes, Milady; it is true you called her thus.”

	“What has the monk to do with this Milady?”

	“She was his mother.”

	Grimaud trembled and stared at the dying man in a dull and leaden manner.

	“His mother!” he repeated.

	“Yes, his mother.”

	“But does he know this secret, then?”

	“I mistook him for a monk and revealed it to him in confession.”

	“Unhappy man!” cried Grimaud, whose face was covered with sweat at the bare idea of the evil results such a revelation might cause; “unhappy man, you named no one, I hope?”

	“I pronounced no name, for I knew none, except his mother’s, as a young girl, and it was by this name that he recognized her, but he knows that his uncle was among her judges.”

	Thus speaking, he fell back exhausted. Grimaud, wishing to relieve him, advanced his hand toward the hilt of the dagger.

	“Touch me not!” said the executioner; “if this dagger is withdrawn I shall die.”

	Grimaud remained with his hand extended; then, striking his forehead, he exclaimed:

	“Oh! if this man should ever discover the names of the others, my master is lost.”

	“Haste! haste to him and warn him,” cried the wounded man, “if he still lives; warn his friends, too. My death, believe me, will not be the end of this atrocious misadventure.”

	“Where was the monk going?” asked Grimaud.

	“Toward Paris.”

	“Who stopped him?”

	“Two young gentlemen, who were on their way to join the army and the name of one of whom I heard his companion mention--the Viscount de Bragelonne.”

	“And it was this young man who brought the monk to you? Then it was the will of God that it should be so and this it is which makes it all so awful,” continued Grimaud. “And yet that woman deserved her fate; do you not think so?”

	“On one’s death-bed the crimes of others appear very small in comparison with one’s own,” said the executioner; and falling back exhausted he closed his eyes.

	Grimaud was reluctant to leave the man alone and yet he perceived the necessity of starting at once to bear these tidings to the Comte de la Fere. Whilst he thus hesitated the host re-entered the room, followed not only by a surgeon, but by many other persons, whom curiosity had attracted to the spot. The surgeon approached the dying man, who seemed to have fainted.

	“We must first extract the steel from the side,” said he, shaking his head in a significant manner.

	The prophecy which the wounded man had just uttered recurred to Grimaud, who turned away his head. The weapon, as we have already stated, was plunged into the body to the hilt, and as the surgeon, taking it by the end, drew it forth, the wounded man opened his eyes and fixed them on him in a manner truly frightful. When at last the blade had been entirely withdrawn, a red froth issued from the mouth of the wounded man and a stream of blood spouted afresh from the wound when he at length drew breath; then, fixing his eyes upon Grimaud with a singular expression, the dying man uttered the last death-rattle and expired.

	Then Grimaud, lifting the dagger from the pool of blood which was gliding along the room, to the horror of all present, made a sign to the host to follow him, paid him with a generosity worthy of his master and again mounted his horse. Grimaud’s first intention had been to return to Paris, but he remembered the anxiety which his prolonged absence might occasion Raoul, and reflecting that there were now only two miles between the vicomte and himself and a quarter of an hour’s riding would unite them, and that the going, returning and explanation would not occupy an hour, he put spurs to his horse and a few minutes after had reached the only inn of Mazingarbe.

	Raoul was seated at table with the Count de Guiche and his tutor, when all at once the door opened and Grimaud presented himself, travel-stained, dirty, and sprinkled with the blood of the unhappy executioner.

	“Grimaud, my good Grimaud!” exclaimed Raoul “here you are at last! Excuse me, sirs, this is not a servant, but a friend. How did you leave the count?” continued he. “Does he regret me a little? Have you seen him since I left him? Answer, for I have many things to tell you, too; indeed, the last three days some odd adventures have happened--but what is the matter? how pale you are! and blood, too! What is this?”

	“It is the blood of the unfortunate man whom you left at the inn and who died in my arms.”

	“In your arms?--that man! but know you who he was?”

	“He used to be the headsman of Bethune.”

	“You knew him? and he is dead?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, sir,” said D’Arminges, “it is the common lot; even an executioner is not exempted. I had a bad opinion of him the moment I saw his wound, and since he asked for a monk you know that it was his opinion, too, that death would follow.”

	At the mention of the monk, Grimaud became pale.

	“Come, come,” continued D’Arminges, “to dinner;” for like most men of his age and generation he did not allow sentiment or sensibility to interfere with a repast.

	“You are right, sir,” said Raoul. “Come, Grimaud, order dinner for yourself and when you have rested a little we can talk.”

	“No, sir, no,” said Grimaud. “I cannot stop a moment; I must start for Paris again immediately.”

	“What? You start for Paris? You are mistaken; it is Olivain who leaves me; you are to remain.”

	“On the contrary, Olivain is to stay and I am to go. I have come for nothing else but to tell you so.”

	“But what is the meaning of this change?”

	“I cannot tell you.”

	“Explain yourself.”

	“I cannot explain myself.”

	“Come, tell me, what is the joke?”

	“Monsieur le vicomte knows that I never joke.”

	“Yes, but I know also that Monsieur le Comte de la Fere arranged that you were to remain with me and that Olivain should return to Paris. I shall follow the count’s directions.”

	“Not under present circumstances, monsieur.”

	“Perhaps you mean to disobey me?”

	“Yes, monsieur, I must.”

	“You persist, then?”

	“Yes, I am going; may you be happy, monsieur,” and Grimaud saluted and turned toward the door to go out.

	Raoul, angry and at the same time uneasy, ran after him and seized him by the arm. “Grimaud!” he cried; “remain; I wish it.”

	“Then,” replied Grimaud, “you wish me to allow monsieur le comte to be killed.” He saluted and made a movement to depart.

	“Grimaud, my friend,” said the viscount, “will you leave me thus, in such anxiety? Speak, speak, in Heaven’s name!” And Raoul fell back trembling upon his chair.

	“I can tell you but one thing, sir, for the secret you wish to know is not my own. You met a monk, did you not?”

	“Yes.”

	The young men looked at each other with an expression of fear.

	“You conducted him to the wounded man and you had time to observe him, and perhaps you would know him again were you to meet him.”

	“Yes, yes!” cried both young men.

	“Very well; if ever you meet him again, wherever it may be, whether on the high road or in the street or in a church, anywhere that he or you may be, put your foot on his neck and crush him without pity, without mercy, as you would crush a viper or a scorpion! destroy him utterly and quit him not until he is dead; the lives of five men are not safe, in my opinion, as long as he is on the earth.”

	And without adding another word, Grimaud, profiting by the astonishment and terror into which he had thrown his auditors, rushed from the room. Two minutes later the thunder of a horse’s hoofs was heard upon the road; it was Grimaud, on his way to Paris. When once in the saddle Grimaud reflected on two things; first, that at the pace he was going his horse would not carry him ten miles, and secondly, that he had no money. But Grimaud’s ingenuity was more prolific than his speech, and therefore at the first halt he sold his steed and with the money obtained from the purchase took post horses.

	34. On the Eve of Battle.

	Raoul was aroused from his sombre reflections by his host, who rushed into the apartment crying out, “The Spaniards! the Spaniards!”

	That cry was of such importance as to overcome all preoccupation. The young men made inquiries and ascertained that the enemy was advancing by way of Houdin and Bethune.

	While Monsieur d’Arminges gave orders for the horses to be made ready for departure, the two young men ascended to the upper windows of the house and saw in the direction of Marsin and of Lens a large body of infantry and cavalry. This time it was not a wandering troop of partisans; it was an entire army. There was therefore nothing for them to do but to follow the prudent advice of Monsieur d’Arminges and beat a retreat. They quickly went downstairs. Monsieur d’Arminges was already mounted. Olivain had ready the horses of the young men, and the lackeys of the Count de Guiche guarded carefully between them the Spanish prisoner, mounted on a pony which had been bought for his use. As a further precaution they had bound his hands.

	The little company started off at a trot on the road to Cambrin, where they expected to find the prince. But he was no longer there, having withdrawn on the previous evening to La Bassee, misled by false intelligence of the enemy’s movements. Deceived by this intelligence he had concentrated his forces between Vieille-Chapelle and La Venthie; and after a reconnoissance along the entire line, in company with Marshal de Grammont, he had returned and seated himself before a table, with his officers around him. He questioned them as to the news they had each been charged to obtain, but nothing positive had been learned. The hostile army had disappeared two days before and seemed to have gone out of existence.

	Now an enemy is never so near and consequently so threatening, as when he has completely disappeared. The prince was, therefore, contrary to his custom, gloomy and anxious, when an officer entered and announced to Marshal de Grammont that some one wished to see him.

	The Duc de Grammont received permission from the prince by a glance and went out. The prince followed him with his eyes and continued looking at the door; no one ventured to speak, for fear of disturbing him.

	Suddenly a dull and heavy noise was heard. The prince leaped to his feet, extending his hand in the direction whence came the sound, there was no mistaking it--it was the noise of cannon. Every one stood up.

	At that moment the door opened.

	“Monseigneur,” said Marshal de Grammont, with a radiant face, “will your highness permit my son, Count de Guiche, and his traveling companion, Viscount de Bragelonne, to come in and give news of the enemy, whom they have found while we were looking for him?”

	“What!” eagerly replied the prince, “will I permit? I not only permit, I desire; let them come in.”

	The marshal introduced the two young men and placed them face to face with the prince.

	“Speak, gentlemen,” said the prince, saluting them; “first speak; we shall have time afterward for the usual compliments. The most urgent thing now is to learn where the enemy is and what he is doing.”

	It fell naturally to the Count de Guiche to make reply; not only was he the elder, but he had been presented to the prince by his father. Besides, he had long known the prince, whilst Raoul now saw him for the first time. He therefore narrated to the prince what they had seen from the inn at Mazingarbe.

	Meanwhile Raoul closely observed the young general, already made so famous by the battles of Rocroy, Fribourg, and Nordlingen.

	Louis de Bourbon, Prince de Conde, who, since the death of his father, Henri de Bourbon, was called, in accordance with the custom of that period, Monsieur le Prince, was a young man, not more than twenty-six or twenty-seven years old, with the eye of an eagle--agl’ occhi grifani, as Dante says--aquiline nose, long, waving hair, of medium height, well formed, possessed of all the qualities essential to the successful soldier--that is to say, the rapid glance, quick decision, fabulous courage. At the same time he was a man of elegant manners and strong mind, so that in addition to the revolution he had made in war, by his new contributions to its methods, he had also made a revolution at Paris, among the young noblemen of the court, whose natural chief he was and who, in distinction from the social leaders of the ancient court, modeled after Bassompierre, Bellegarde and the Duke d’Angouleme, were called the petits-maitres.

	At the first words of the Count de Guiche, the prince, having in mind the direction whence came the sound of cannon, had understood everything. The enemy was marching upon Lens, with the intention, doubtless, of securing possession of that town and separating from France the army of France. But in what force was the enemy? Was it a corps sent out to make a diversion? Was it an entire army? To this question De Guiche could not respond.

	Now, as these questions involved matters of gravest consequence, it was these to which the prince had especially desired an answer, exact, precise, positive.

	Raoul conquered the very natural feeling of timidity he experienced and approaching the prince:

	“My lord,” he said, “will you permit me to hazard a few words on that subject, which will perhaps relieve you of your uncertainty?”

	The prince turned and seemed to cover the young man with a single glance; he smiled on perceiving that he was a child hardly fifteen years old.

	“Certainly, monsieur, speak,” he said, softening his stern, accented tones, as if he were speaking to a woman.

	“My lord,” said Raoul, blushing, “might examine the Spanish prisoner.”

	“Have you a Spanish prisoner?” cried the prince.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Ah, that is true,” said De Guiche; “I had forgotten it.”

	“That is easily understood; it was you who took him, count,” said Raoul, smiling.

	The old marshal turned toward the viscount, grateful for that praise of his son, whilst the prince exclaimed:

	“The young man is right; let the prisoner be brought in.”

	Meanwhile the prince took De Guiche aside and asked him how the prisoner had been taken and who this young man was.

	“Monsieur,” said the prince, turning toward Raoul, “I know that you have a letter from my sister, Madame de Longueville; but I see that you have preferred commending yourself to me by giving me good counsel.”

	“My lord,” said Raoul, coloring up, “I did not wish to interrupt your highness in a conversation so important as that in which you were engaged with the count. But here is the letter.”

	“Very well,” said the prince; “give it to me later. Here is the prisoner; let us attend to what is most pressing.”

	The prisoner was one of those military adventurers who sold their blood to whoever would buy, and grew old in stratagems and spoils. Since he had been taken he had not uttered a word, so that it was not known to what country he belonged. The prince looked at him with unspeakable distrust.

	“Of what country are you?” asked the prince.

	The prisoner muttered a few words in a foreign tongue.

	“Ah! ah! it seems that he is a Spaniard. Do you speak Spanish, Grammont?”

	“Faith, my lord, but indifferently.”

	“And I not at all,” said the prince, laughing. “Gentlemen,” he said, turning to those who were near him “can any one of you speak Spanish and serve me as interpreter?”

	“I can, my lord,” said Raoul.

	“Ah, you speak Spanish?”

	“Enough, I think, to fulfill your highness’s wishes on this occasion.”

	Meanwhile the prisoner had remained impassive and as if he had no understanding of what was taking place.

	“My lord asks of what country you are,” said the young man, in the purest Castilian.

	“Ich bin ein Deutscher,” replied the prisoner.

	“What in the devil does he say?” asked the prince. “What new gibberish is that?”

	“He says he is German, my lord,” replied Raoul; “but I doubt it, for his accent is bad and his pronunciation defective.”

	“Then you speak German, also?” asked the prince.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Well enough to question him in that language?”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Question him, then.”

	Raoul began the examination, but the result justified his opinion. The prisoner did not understand, or seemed not to understand, what Raoul said to him; and Raoul could hardly understand his replies, containing a mixture of Flemish and Alsatian. However, amidst all the prisoner’s efforts to elude a systematic examination, Raoul had recognized his natural accent.

	“Non siete Spagnuolo,” he said; “non siete Tedesco; siete Italiano.”

	The prisoner started and bit his lips.

	“Ah, that,” said the prince, “I understand that language thoroughly; and since he is Italian I will myself continue the examination. Thank you, viscount,” continued the prince, laughing, “and I appoint you from this moment my interpreter.”

	But the prisoner was not less unwilling to respond in Italian than in the other languages; his aim was to elude the examination. Therefore, he knew nothing either of the enemy’s numbers, or of those in command, or of the purpose of the army.

	“Very good,” said the prince, understanding the reason of that ignorance; “the man was caught in the act of assassination and robbery; he might have purchased his life by speaking; he doesn’t wish to speak. Take him out and shoot him.”

	The prisoner turned pale. The two soldiers who had brought him in took him, each by one arm, and led him toward the door, whilst the prince, turning to Marshal de Grammont, seemed to have already forgotten the order he had given.

	When he reached the threshold of the door the prisoner stopped. The soldiers, who knew only their orders, attempted to force him along.

	“One moment,” said the prisoner, in French. “I am ready to speak, my lord.”

	“Ah! ah!” said the prince, laughing, “I thought we should come to that. I have a sure method of limbering tongues. Young men, take advantage of it against the time when you may be in command.”

	“But on condition,” continued the prisoner, “that your highness will swear that my life shall be safe.”

	“Upon my honor,” said the prince.

	“Question, then, my lord.”

	“Where did the army cross the Lys?”

	“Between Saint-Venant and Aire.”

	“By whom is it commanded?”

	“By Count de Fuonsaldagna, General Beck and the archduke.”

	“Of how many does it consist?”

	“Eighteen thousand men and thirty-six cannon.”

	“And its aim is?”

	“Lens.”

	“You see; gentlemen!” said the prince, turning with a triumphant air toward Marshal de Grammont and the other officers.

	“Yes, my lord,” said the marshal, “you have divined all that was possible to human genius.”

	“Recall Le Plessis, Bellievre, Villequier and D’Erlac,” said the prince, “recall all the troops that are on this side of the Lys. Let them hold themselves in readiness to march to-night. To-morrow, according to all probability, we shall attack the enemy.”

	“But, my lord,” said Marshal de Grammont, “consider that when we have collected all our forces we shall have hardly thirteen thousand men.”

	“Monsieur le marechal,” said the prince, with that wonderful glance that was peculiar to him, “it is with small armies that great battles are won.”

	Then turning toward the prisoner, “Take away that man,” he said, “and keep him carefully in sight. His life is dependent on the information he has given us; if it is true, he shall be free; if false, let him be shot.”

	The prisoner was led away.

	“Count de Guiche,” said the prince, “it is a long time since you saw your father, remain here with him. Monsieur,” he continued, addressing Raoul, “if you are not too tired, follow me.”

	“To the end of the world, my lord!” cried Raoul, feeling an unknown enthusiasm for that young general, who seemed to him so worthy of his renown.

	The prince smiled; he despised flatterers, but he appreciated enthusiasts.

	“Come, monsieur,” he said, “you are good in council, as we have already discovered; to-morrow we shall know if you are good in action.”

	“And I,” said the marshal, “what am I to do?”

	“Wait here to receive the troops. I shall either return for them myself or shall send a courier directing you to bring them to me. Twenty guards, well mounted, are all that I shall need for my escort.”

	“That is very few,” said the marshal.

	“It is enough,” replied the prince. “Have you a good horse, Monsieur de Bragelonne?”

	“My horse was killed this morning, my lord, and I am mounted provisionally on my lackey’s.”

	“Choose for yourself in my stables the horse you like best. No false modesty; take the best horse you can find. You will need it this evening, perhaps; you will certainly need it to-morrow.”

	Raoul didn’t wait to be told twice; he knew that with superiors, especially when those superiors are princes, the highest politeness is to obey without delay or argument; he went down to the stables, picked out a pie-bald Andalusian horse, saddled and bridled it himself, for Athos had advised him to trust no one with those important offices at a time of danger, and went to rejoin the prince, who at that moment mounted his horse.

	“Now, monsieur,” he said to Raoul, “will you give me the letter you have brought?”

	Raoul handed the letter to the prince.

	“Keep near me,” said the latter.

	The prince threw his bridle over the pommel of the saddle, as he was wont to do when he wished to have both hands free, unsealed the letter of Madame de Longueville and started at a gallop on the road to Lens, attended by Raoul and his small escort, whilst messengers sent to recall the troops set out with a loose rein in other directions. The prince read as he hastened on.

	“Monsieur,” he said, after a moment, “they tell me great things of you. I have only to say, after the little that I have seen and heard, that I think even better of you than I have been told.”

	Raoul bowed.

	Meanwhile, as the little troop drew nearer to Lens, the noise of the cannon sounded louder. The prince kept his gaze fixed in the direction of the sound with the steadfastness of a bird of prey. One would have said that his gaze could pierce the branches of trees which limited his horizon. From time to time his nostrils dilated as if eager for the smell of powder, and he panted like a horse.

	At length they heard the cannon so near that it was evident they were within a league of the field of battle, and at a turn of the road they perceived the little village of Aunay.

	The peasants were in great commotion. The report of Spanish cruelty had gone out and every one was frightened. The women had already fled, taking refuge in Vitry; only a few men remained. On seeing the prince they hastened to meet him. One of them recognized him.

	“Ah, my lord,” he said, “have you come to drive away those rascal Spaniards and those Lorraine robbers?”

	“Yes,” said the prince, “if you will serve me as guide.”

	“Willingly, my lord. Where does your highness wish to go?”

	“To some elevated spot whence I can look down on Lens and the surrounding country----”

	“In that case, I’m your man.”

	“I can trust you--you are a true Frenchman?”

	“I am an old soldier of Rocroy, my lord.”

	“Here,” said the prince, handing him a purse, “here is for Rocroy. Now, do you want a horse, or will you go afoot?”

	“Afoot, my lord; I have served always in the infantry. Besides, I expect to lead your highness into places where you will have to walk.”

	“Come, then,” said the prince; “let us lose no time.”

	The peasant started off, running before the prince’s horse; then, a hundred steps from the village, he took a narrow road hidden at the bottom of the valley. For a half league they proceeded thus, the cannon-shot sounding so near that they expected at each discharge to hear the hum of the balls. At length they entered a path which, going out from the road, skirted the mountainside. The prince dismounted, ordered one of his aids and Raoul to follow his example, and directed the others to await his orders, keeping themselves meanwhile on the alert. He then began to ascend the path.

	In about ten minutes they reached the ruins of an old chateau; those ruins crowned the summit of a hill which overlooked the surrounding country. At a distance of hardly a quarter of a league they looked down on Lens, at bay, and before Lens the enemy’s entire army.

	With a single glance the prince took in the extent of country that lay before him, from Lens as far as Vimy. In a moment the plan of the battle which on the following day was to save France the second time from invasion was unrolled in his mind. He took a pencil, tore a page from his tablets and wrote:

	“My Dear Marshal,--In an hour Lens will be in the enemy’s possession. Come and rejoin me; bring with you the whole army. I shall be at Vendin to place it in position. To-morrow we shall retake Lens and beat the enemy.”

	Then, turning toward Raoul: “Go, monsieur,” he said; “ride fast and give this letter to Monsieur de Grammont.”

	Raoul bowed, took the letter, went hastily down the mountain, leaped on his horse and set out at a gallop. A quarter of an hour later he was with the marshal.

	A portion of the troops had already arrived and the remainder was expected from moment to moment. Marshal de Grammont put himself at the head of all the available cavalry and infantry and took the road to Vendin, leaving the Duc de Chatillon to await and bring on the rest. All the artillery was ready to move, and started off at a moment’s notice.

	It was seven o’clock in the evening when the marshal arrived at the appointed place. The prince awaited him there. As he had foreseen, Lens had fallen into the hands of the enemy immediately after Raoul’s departure. The event was announced by the cessation of the firing.

	As the shadows of night deepened the troops summoned by the prince arrived in successive detachments. Orders were given that no drum should be beaten, no trumpet sounded.

	At nine o’clock the night had fully come. Still a last ray of twilight lighted the plain. The army marched silently, the prince at the head of the column. Presently the army came in sight of Lens; two or three houses were in flames and a dull noise was heard which indicated what suffering was endured by a town taken by assault.

	The prince assigned to every one his post. Marshal de Grammont was to hold the extreme left, resting on Mericourt. The Duc de Chatillon commanded the centre. Finally, the prince led the right wing, resting on Aunay. The order of battle on the morrow was to be that of the positions taken in the evening. Each one, on awaking, would find himself on the field of battle.

	The movement was executed in silence and with precision. At ten o’clock every one was in his appointed position; at half-past ten the prince visited the posts and gave his final orders for the following day.

	Three things were especially urged upon the officers, who were to see that the soldiers observed them scrupulously: the first, that the different corps should so march that cavalry and infantry should be on the same line and that each body should protect its gaps; the second, to go to the charge no faster than a walk; the third, to let the enemy fire first.

	The prince assigned the Count de Guiche to his father and kept Bragelonne near his own person; but the two young men sought the privilege of passing the night together and it was accorded them. A tent was erected for them near that of the marshal.

	Although the day had been fatiguing, neither of them was inclined to sleep. And besides, even for old soldiers the evening before a battle is a serious time; it was so with greater reason to two young men who were about to witness for the first time that terrible spectacle. On the evening before a battle one thinks of a thousand things forgotten till then; those who are indifferent to one another become friends and those who are friends become brothers. It need not be said that if in the depths of the heart there is a sentiment more tender, it reaches then, quite naturally, the highest exaltation of which it is capable. Some sentiment of this kind must have been cherished by each one of these two friends, for each of them almost immediately sat down by himself at an end of the tent and began to write.

	The letters were long--the four pages were covered with closely written words. The writers sometimes looked up at each other and smiled; they understood without speaking, their organizations were so delicate and sympathetic. The letters being finished, each put his own into two envelopes, so that no one, without tearing the first envelope, could discover to whom the second was addressed; then they drew near to each other and smilingly exchanged their letters.

	“In case any evil should happen to me,” said Bragelonne.

	“In case I should be killed,” said De Guiche.

	They then embraced each other like two brothers, and each wrapping himself in his cloak they soon passed into that kindly sleep of youth which is the prerogative of birds, flowers and infants.

	35. A Dinner in the Old Style.

	The second interview between the former musketeers was not so formal and threatening as the first. Athos, with his superior understanding, wisely deemed that the supper table would be the most complete and satisfactory point of reunion, and at the moment when his friends, in deference to his deportment and sobriety, dared scarcely speak of some of their former good dinners, he was the first to propose that they should all assemble around some well spread table and abandon themselves unreservedly to their own natural character and manners--a freedom which had formerly contributed so much to that good understanding between them which gave them the name of the inseparables. For different reasons this was an agreeable proposition to them all, and it was therefore agreed that each should leave a very exact address and that upon the request of any of the associates a meeting should be convoked at a famous eating house in the Rue de la Monnaie, of the sign of the Hermitage. The first rendezvous was fixed for the following Wednesday, at eight o’clock in the evening precisely.

	On that day, in fact, the four friends arrived punctually at the hour, each from his own abode or occupation. Porthos had been trying a new horse; D’Artagnan was on guard at the Louvre; Aramis had been to visit one of his penitents in the neighborhood; and Athos, whose domicile was established in the Rue Guenegaud, found himself close at hand. They were, therefore, somewhat surprised to meet altogether at the door of the Hermitage, Athos starting out from the Pont Neuf, Porthos by the Rue de la Roule, D’Artagnan by the Rue des Fosse Saint Germain l’Auxerrois, and Aramis by the Rue de Bethisy.

	The first words exchanged between the four friends, on account of the ceremony which each of them mingled with their demonstration, were somewhat forced and even the repast began with a kind of stiffness. Athos perceived this embarrassment, and by way of supplying an effectual remedy, called for four bottles of champagne.

	At this order, given in Athos’s habitually calm manner, the face of the Gascon relaxed and Porthos’s brow grew smooth. Aramis was astonished. He knew that Athos not only never drank, but more, that he had a kind of repugnance to wine. This astonishment was doubled when Aramis saw Athos fill a bumper and toss it off with all his former enthusiasm. His companions followed his example. In a very few minutes the four bottles were empty and this excellent specific succeeded in dissipating even the slightest cloud that might have rested on their spirits. Now the four friends began to speak loud, scarcely waiting till one had finished before another began, and each assumed his favorite attitude on or at the table. Soon--strange fact--Aramis undid two buttons of his doublet, seeing which, Porthos unfastened his entirely.

	Battles, long journeys, blows given and received, sufficed for the first themes of conversation, which turned upon the silent struggles sustained against him who was now called the great cardinal.

	“Faith,” said Aramis, laughing, “we have praised the dead enough, let us revile the living a little; I should like to say something evil of Mazarin; is it permissible?”

	“Go on, go on,” replied D’Artagnan, laughing heartily; “relate your story and I will applaud it if it is a good one.”

	“A great prince,” said Aramis, “with whom Mazarin sought an alliance, was invited by him to send him a list of the conditions on which he would do him the honor to negotiate with him. The prince, who had a great repugnance to treat with such an ill-bred fellow, made out a list, against the grain, and sent it. In this list there were three conditions which displeased Mazarin and he offered the prince ten thousand crowns to renounce them.”

	“Ah, ha, ha!” laughed the three friends, “not a bad bargain; and there was no fear of being taken at his word; what did the prince do then?”

	“The prince immediately sent fifty thousand francs to Mazarin, begging him never to write to him again, and offered twenty thousand francs more, on condition that he would never speak to him. What did Mazarin do?”

	“Stormed!” suggested Athos.

	“Beat the messenger!” cried Porthos.

	“Accepted the money!” said D’Artagnan.

	“You have guessed it,” answered Aramis; and they all laughed so heartily that the host appeared in order to inquire whether the gentlemen wanted anything; he thought they were fighting.

	At last their hilarity calmed down and:

	“Faith!” exclaimed D’Artagnan to the two friends, “you may well wish ill to Mazarin; for I assure you, on his side he wishes you no good.”

	“Pooh! really?” asked Athos. “If I thought the fellow knew me by my name I would be rebaptized, for fear it might be thought I knew him.”

	“He knows you better by your actions than your name; he is quite aware that there are two gentlemen who greatly aided the escape of Monsieur de Beaufort, and he has instigated an active search for them, I can answer for it.”

	“By whom?”

	“By me; and this morning he sent for me to ask me if I had obtained any information.”

	“And what did you reply?”

	“That I had none as yet; but that I was to dine to-day with two gentlemen, who would be able to give me some.”

	“You told him that?” said Porthos, a broad smile spreading over his honest face. “Bravo! and you are not afraid of that, Athos?”

	“No,” replied Athos, “it is not the search of Mazarin that I fear.”

	“Now,” said Aramis, “tell me a little what you do fear.”

	“Nothing for the present; at least, nothing in good earnest.”

	“And with regard to the past?” asked Porthos.

	“Oh! the past is another thing,” said Athos, sighing; “the past and the future.”

	“Are you afraid for your young Raoul?” asked Aramis.

	“Well,” said D’Artagnan, “one is never killed in a first engagement.”

	“Nor in the second,” said Aramis

	“Nor in the third,” returned Porthos; “and even when one is killed, one rises again, the proof of which is, that here we are!”

	“No,” said Athos, “it is not Raoul about whom I am anxious, for I trust he will conduct himself like a gentleman; and if he is killed--well, he will die bravely; but hold--should such a misfortune happen--well--” Athos passed his hand across his pale brow.

	“Well?” asked Aramis.

	“Well, I shall look upon it as an expiation.”

	“Ah!” said D’Artagnan; “I know what you mean.”

	“And I, too,” added Aramis; “but you must not think of that, Athos; what is past, is past.”

	“I don’t understand,” said Porthos.

	“The affair at Armentieres,” whispered D’Artagnan.

	“The affair at Armentieres?” asked he again.

	“Milady.”

	“Oh, yes!” said Porthos; “true, I had forgotten it!”

	Athos looked at him intently.

	“You have forgotten it, Porthos?” said he.

	“Faith! yes, it is so long ago,” answered Porthos.

	“This affair does not, then, weigh upon your conscience?”

	“Faith, no.”

	“And you, D’Artagnan?”

	“I--I own that when my mind returns to that terrible period I have no recollection of anything but the rigid corpse of poor Madame Bonancieux. Yes, yes,” murmured he, “I have often felt regret for the victim, but never the very slightest remorse for the assassin.”

	Athos shook his dead doubtfully.

	“Consider,” said Aramis, “if you admit divine justice and its participation in the things of this world, that woman was punished by the will of heaven. We were but the instruments, that is all.”

	“But as to free will, Aramis?”

	“How acts the judge? He has a free will, yet he fearlessly condemns. What does the executioner? He is master of his arm, yet he strikes without remorse.”

	“The executioner!” muttered Athos, as if arrested by some recollection.

	“I know that it is terrible,” said D’Artagnan; “but when I reflect that we have killed English, Rochellais, Spaniards, nay, even French, who never did us any other harm but to aim at and to miss us, whose only fault was to cross swords with us and to be unable to ward off our blows--I can, on my honor, find an excuse for my share in the murder of that woman.”

	“As for me,” said Porthos, “now that you have reminded me of it, Athos, I have the scene again before me, as if I now were there. Milady was there, as it were, where you sit.” (Athos changed color.) “I--I was where D’Artagnan stands. I wore a long sword which cut like a Damascus--you remember it, Aramis for you always called it Balizarde. Well, I swear to you, all three, that had the executioner of Bethune--was he not of Bethune?--yes, egad! of Bethune!--not been there, I would have cut off the head of that infamous being without thinking of it, or even after thinking of it. She was a most atrocious woman.”

	“And then,” said Aramis, with the tone of philosophical indifference which he had assumed since he had belonged to the church and in which there was more atheism than confidence in God, “what is the use of thinking of it all? At the last hour we must confess this action and God knows better than we can whether it is a crime, a fault, or a meritorious deed. I repent of it? Egad! no. Upon my honor and by the holy cross; I only regret it because she was a woman.”

	“The most satisfactory part of the matter,” said D’Artagnan, “is that there remains no trace of it.”

	“She had a son,” observed Athos.

	“Oh! yes, I know that,” said D’Artagnan, “and you mentioned it to me; but who knows what has become of him? If the serpent be dead, why not its brood? Do you think his uncle De Winter would have brought up that young viper? De Winter probably condemned the son as he had done the mother.”

	“Then,” said Athos, “woe to De Winter, for the child had done no harm.”

	“May the devil take me, if the child be not dead,” said Porthos. “There is so much fog in that detestable country, at least so D’Artagnan declares.”

	Just as the quaint conclusion reached by Porthos was about to bring back hilarity to faces now more or less clouded, hasty footsteps were heard upon the stair and some one knocked at the door.

	“Come in,” cried Athos.

	“Please your honors,” said the host, “a person in a great hurry wishes to speak to one of you.”

	“To which of us?” asked all the four friends.

	“To him who is called the Comte de la Fere.”

	“It is I,” said Athos, “and what is the name of the person?”

	“Grimaud.”

	“Ah!” exclaimed Athos, turning pale. “Back already! What can have happened, then, to Bragelonne?”

	“Let him enter,” cried D’Artagnan; “let him come up.”

	But Grimaud had already mounted the staircase and was waiting on the last step; so springing into the room he motioned the host to leave it. The door being closed, the four friends waited in expectation. Grimaud’s agitation, his pallor, the sweat which covered his face, the dust which soiled his clothes, all indicated that he was the messenger of some important and terrible news.

	“Your honors,” said he, “that woman had a child; that child has become a man; the tigress had a little one, the tiger has roused himself; he is ready to spring upon you--beware!”

	Athos glanced around at his friends with a melancholy smile. Porthos turned to look at his sword, which was hanging on the wall; Aramis seized his knife; D’Artagnan arose.

	“What do you mean, Grimaud?” he exclaimed.

	“That Milady’s son has left England, that he is in France, on his road to Paris, if he be not here already.”

	“The devil he is!” said Porthos. “Are you sure of it?”

	“Certain,” replied Grimaud.

	This announcement was received in silence. Grimaud was so breathless, so exhausted, that he had fallen back upon a chair. Athos filled a beaker with champagne and gave it to him.

	“Well, after all,” said D’Artagnan, “supposing that he lives, that he comes to Paris; we have seen many other such. Let him come.”

	“Yes,” echoed Porthos, glancing affectionately at his sword, still hanging on the wall; “we can wait for him; let him come.”

	“Moreover, he is but a child,” said Aramis.

	Grimaud rose.

	“A child!” he exclaimed. “Do you know what he has done, this child? Disguised as a monk he discovered the whole history in confession from the executioner of Bethune, and having confessed him, after having learned everything from him, he gave him absolution by planting this dagger into his heart. See, it is on fire yet with his hot blood, for it is not thirty hours since it was drawn from the wound.”

	And Grimaud threw the dagger on the table.

	D’Artagnan, Porthos and Aramis rose and in one spontaneous motion rushed to their swords. Athos alone remained seated, calm and thoughtful.

	“And you say he is dressed as a monk, Grimaud?”

	“Yes, as an Augustine monk.”

	“What sized man is he?”

	“About my height; thin, pale, with light blue eyes and tawny flaxen hair.”

	“And he did not see Raoul?” asked Athos.

	“Yes, on the contrary, they met, and it was the viscount himself who conducted him to the bed of the dying man.”

	Athos, in his turn, rising without speaking, went and unhooked his sword.

	“Heigh, sir,” said D’Artagnan, trying to laugh, “do you know we look very much like a flock of silly, mouse-evading women! How is it that we, four men who have faced armies without blinking, begin to tremble at the mention of a child?”

	“It is true,” said Athos, “but this child comes in the name of Heaven.”

	And very soon they left the inn.

	36. A Letter from Charles the First.

	The reader must now cross the Seine with us and follow us to the door of the Carmelite Convent in the Rue Saint Jacques. It is eleven o’clock in the morning and the pious sisters have just finished saying mass for the success of the armies of King Charles I. Leaving the church, a woman and a young girl dressed in black, the one as a widow and the other as an orphan, have re-entered their cell.

	The woman kneels on a prie-dieu of painted wood and at a short distance from her stands the young girl, leaning against a chair, weeping.

	The woman must have once been handsome, but traces of sorrow have aged her. The young girl is lovely and her tears only embellish her; the lady appears to be about forty years of age, the girl about fourteen.

	“Oh, God!” prayed the kneeling suppliant, “protect my husband, guard my son, and take my wretched life instead!”

	“Oh, God!” murmured the girl, “leave me my mother!”

	“Your mother can be of no use to you in this world, Henrietta,” said the lady, turning around. “Your mother has no longer either throne or husband; she has neither son, money nor friends; the whole world, my poor child, has abandoned your mother!” And she fell back, weeping, into her daughter’s arms.

	“Courage, take courage, my dear mother!” said the girl.

	“Ah! ‘tis an unfortunate year for kings,” said the mother. “And no one thinks of us in this country, for each must think about his own affairs. As long as your brother was with me he kept me up; but he is gone and can no longer send us news of himself, either to me or to your father. I have pledged my last jewels, sold your clothes and my own to pay his servants, who refused to accompany him unless I made this sacrifice. We are now reduced to live at the expense of these daughters of Heaven; we are the poor, succored by God.”

	“But why not address yourself to your sister, the queen?” asked the girl.

	“Alas! the queen, my sister, is no longer queen, my child. Another reigns in her name. One day you will be able to understand how all this is.”

	“Well, then, to the king, your nephew. Shall I speak to him? You know how much he loves me, my mother.

	“Alas! my nephew is not yet king, and you know Laporte has told us twenty times that he himself is in need of almost everything.”

	“Then let us pray to Heaven,” said the girl.

	The two women who thus knelt in united prayer were the daughter and grand-daughter of Henry IV., the wife and daughter of Charles I.

	They had just finished their double prayer, when a nun softly tapped at the door of the cell.

	“Enter, my sister,” said the queen.

	“I trust your majesty will pardon this intrusion on her meditations, but a foreign lord has arrived from England and waits in the parlor, demanding the honor of presenting a letter to your majesty.”

	“Oh, a letter! a letter from the king, perhaps. News from your father, do you hear, Henrietta? And the name of this lord?”

	“Lord de Winter.”

	“Lord de Winter!” exclaimed the queen, “the friend of my husband. Oh, bid him enter!”

	And the queen advanced to meet the messenger, whose hand she seized affectionately, whilst he knelt down and presented a letter to her, contained in a case of gold.

	“Ah! my lord!” said the queen, “you bring us three things which we have not seen for a long time. Gold, a devoted friend, and a letter from the king, our husband and master.”

	De Winter bowed again, unable to reply from excess of emotion.

	On their side the mother and daughter retired into the embrasure of a window to read eagerly the following letter:

	“Dear Wife,--We have now reached the moment of decision. I have concentrated here at Naseby camp all the resources Heaven has left me, and I write to you in haste from thence. Here I await the army of my rebellious subjects. I am about to struggle for the last time with them. If victorious, I shall continue the struggle; if beaten, I am lost. I shall try, in the latter case (alas! in our position, one must provide for everything), I shall try to gain the coast of France. But can they, will they receive an unhappy king, who will bring such a sad story into a country already agitated by civil discord? Your wisdom and your affection must serve me as guides. The bearer of this letter will tell you, madame, what I dare not trust to pen and paper and the risks of transit. He will explain to you the steps that I expect you to pursue. I charge him also with my blessing for my children and with the sentiments of my soul for yourself, my dearest sweetheart.”

	The letter bore the signature, not of “Charles, King,” but of “Charles--still king.”

	“And let him be no longer king,” cried the queen. “Let him be conquered, exiled, proscribed, provided he still lives. Alas! in these days the throne is too dangerous a place for me to wish him to retain it. But my lord, tell me,” she continued, “hide nothing from me--what is, in truth, the king’s position? Is it as hopeless as he thinks?”

	“Alas! madame, more hopeless than he thinks. His majesty has so good a heart that he cannot understand hatred; is so loyal that he does not suspect treason! England is torn in twain by a spirit of disturbance which, I greatly fear, blood alone can exorcise.”

	“But Lord Montrose,” replied the queen, “I have heard of his great and rapid successes of battles gained. I heard it said that he was marching to the frontier to join the king.”

	“Yes, madame; but on the frontier he was met by Lesly; he had tried victory by means of superhuman undertakings. Now victory has abandoned him. Montrose, beaten at Philiphaugh, was obliged to disperse the remains of his army and to fly, disguised as a servant. He is at Bergen, in Norway.”

	“Heaven preserve him!” said the queen. “It is at least a consolation to know that some who have so often risked their lives for us are safe. And now, my lord, that I see how hopeless the position of the king is, tell me with what you are charged on the part of my royal husband.”

	“Well, then, madame,” said De Winter, “the king wishes you to try and discover the dispositions of the king and queen toward him.”

	“Alas! you know that even now the king is but a child and the queen a woman weak enough. Here, Monsieur Mazarin is everything.”

	“Does he desire to play the part in France that Cromwell plays in England?”

	“Oh, no! He is a subtle, conscienceless Italian, who though he very likely dreams of crime, dares not commit it; and unlike Cromwell, who disposes of both Houses, Mazarin has had the queen to support him in his struggle with the parliament.”

	“More reason, then, he should protect a king pursued by parliament.”

	The queen shook her head despairingly.

	“If I judge for myself, my lord,” she said, “the cardinal will do nothing, and will even, perhaps, act against us. The presence of my daughter and myself in France is already irksome to him; much more so would be that of the king. My lord,” added Henrietta, with a melancholy smile, “it is sad and almost shameful to be obliged to say that we have passed the winter in the Louvre without money, without linen, almost without bread, and often not rising from bed because we wanted fire.”

	“Horrible!” cried De Winter; “the daughter of Henry IV., and the wife of King Charles! Wherefore did you not apply, then, madame, to the first person you saw from us?”

	“Such is the hospitality shown to a queen by the minister from whom a king demands it.”

	“But I heard that a marriage between the Prince of Wales and Mademoiselle d’Orleans was spoken of,” said De Winter.

	“Yes, for an instant I hoped it was so. The young people felt a mutual esteem; but the queen, who at first sanctioned their affection, changed her mind, and Monsieur, the Duc d’Orleans, who had encouraged the familiarity between them, has forbidden his daughter to think any more about the union. Oh, my lord!” continued the queen, without restraining her tears, “it is better to fight as the king has done, and to die, as perhaps he will, than live in beggary like me.”

	“Courage, madame! courage! Do not despair! The interests of the French crown, endangered at this moment, are to discountenance rebellion in a neighboring nation. Mazarin, as a statesman, will understand the politic necessity.”

	“Are you sure,” said the queen doubtfully, “that you have not been forestalled?”

	“By whom?”

	“By the Joices, the Prinns, the Cromwells?”

	“By a tailor, a coachmaker, a brewer! Ah! I hope, madame, that the cardinal will not enter into negotiations with such men!”

	“Ah! what is he himself?” asked Madame Henrietta.

	“But for the honor of the king--of the queen.”

	“Well, let us hope he will do something for the sake of their honor,” said the queen. “A true friend’s eloquence is so powerful, my lord, that you have reassured me. Give me your hand and let us go to the minister; and yet,” she added, “suppose he should refuse and that the king loses the battle?”

	“His majesty will then take refuge in Holland, where I hear his highness the Prince of Wales now is.”

	“And can his majesty count upon many such subjects as yourself for his flight?”

	“Alas! no, madame,” answered De Winter; “but the case is provided for and I am come to France to seek allies.”

	“Allies!” said the queen, shaking her head.

	“Madame,” replied De Winter, “provided I can find some of my good old friends of former times I will answer for anything.”

	“Come then, my lord,” said the queen, with the painful doubt that is felt by those who have suffered much; “come, and may Heaven hear you.”

	37. Cromwell’s Letter.

	At the very moment when the queen quitted the convent to go to the Palais Royal, a young man dismounted at the gate of this royal abode and announced to the guards that he had something of importance to communicate to Cardinal Mazarin. Although the cardinal was often tormented by fear, he was more often in need of counsel and information, and he was therefore sufficiently accessible. The true difficulty of being admitted was not to be found at the first door, and even the second was passed easily enough; but at the third watched, besides the guard and the doorkeepers, the faithful Bernouin, a Cerberus whom no speech could soften, no wand, even of gold, could charm.

	It was therefore at the third door that those who solicited or were bidden to an audience underwent their formal interrogatory.

	The young man having left his horse tied to the gate in the court, mounted the great staircase and addressed the guard in the first chamber.

	“Cardinal Mazarin?” said he.

	“Pass on,” replied the guard.

	The cavalier entered the second hall, which was guarded by the musketeers and doorkeepers.

	“Have you a letter of audience?” asked a porter, advancing to the new arrival.

	“I have one, but not one from Cardinal Mazarin.”

	“Enter, and ask for Monsieur Bernouin,” said the porter, opening the door of the third room. Whether he only held his usual post or whether it was by accident, Monsieur Bernouin was found standing behind the door and must have heard all that had passed.

	“You seek me, sir,” said he. “From whom may the letter be you bear to his eminence?”

	“From General Oliver Cromwell,” said the new comer. “Be so good as to mention this name to his eminence and to bring me word whether he will receive me--yes or no.”

	Saying which, he resumed the proud and sombre bearing peculiar at that time to Puritans. Bernouin cast an inquisitorial glance at the person of the young man and entered the cabinet of the cardinal, to whom he transmitted the messenger’s words.

	“A man bringing a letter from Oliver Cromwell?” said Mazarin. “And what kind of a man?”

	“A genuine Englishman, your eminence. Hair sandy-red--more red than sandy; gray-blue eyes--more gray than blue; and for the rest, stiff and proud.”

	“Let him give in his letter.”

	“His eminence asks for the letter,” said Bernouin, passing back into the ante-chamber.

	“His eminence cannot see the letter without the bearer of it,” replied the young man; “but to convince you that I am really the bearer of a letter, see, here it is; and kindly add,” continued he, “that I am not a simple messenger, but an envoy extraordinary.”

	Bernouin re-entered the cabinet, returning in a few seconds. “Enter, sir,” said he.

	The young man appeared on the threshold of the minister’s closet, in one hand holding his hat, in the other the letter. Mazarin rose. “Have you, sir,” asked he, “a letter accrediting you to me?”

	“There it is, my lord,” said the young man.

	Mazarin took the letter and read it thus:

	“Mr. Mordaunt, one of my secretaries, will remit this letter of introduction to His Eminence, the Cardinal Mazarin, in Paris. He is also the bearer of a second confidential epistle for his eminence.

	“Oliver Cromwell.”

	“Very well, Monsieur Mordaunt,” said Mazarin, “give me this second letter and sit down.”

	The young man drew from his pocket a second letter, presented it to the cardinal, and took his seat. The cardinal, however, did not unseal the letter at once, but continued to turn it again and again in his hand; then, in accordance with his usual custom and judging from experience that few people could hide anything from him when he began to question them, fixing his eyes upon them at the same time, he thus addressed the messenger:

	“You are very young, Monsieur Mordaunt, for this difficult task of ambassador, in which the oldest diplomatists often fail.”

	“My lord, I am twenty-three years of age; but your eminence is mistaken in saying that I am young. I am older than your eminence, although I possess not your wisdom. Years of suffering, in my opinion, count double, and I have suffered for twenty years.”

	“Ah, yes, I understand,” said Mazarin; “want of fortune, perhaps. You are poor, are you not?” Then he added to himself: “These English Revolutionists are all beggars and ill-bred.”

	“My lord, I ought to have a fortune of six millions, but it has been taken from me.”

	“You are not, then, a man of the people?” said Mazarin, astonished.

	“If I bore my proper title I should be a lord. If I bore my name you would have heard one of the most illustrious names of England.”

	“What is your name, then?” asked Mazarin.

	“My name is Mordaunt,” replied the young man, bowing.

	Mazarin now understood that Cromwell’s envoy desired to retain his incognito. He was silent for an instant, and during that time he scanned the young man even more attentively than he had done at first. The messenger was unmoved.

	“Devil take these Puritans,” said Mazarin aside; “they are carved from granite.” Then he added aloud, “But you have relations left you?”

	“I have one remaining. Three times I presented myself to ask his support and three times he ordered his servants to turn me away.”

	“Oh, mon Dieu! my dear Mr. Mordaunt,” said Mazarin, hoping by a display of affected pity to catch the young man in a snare, “how extremely your history interests me! You know not, then, anything of your birth--you have never seen your mother?”

	“Yes, my lord; she came three times, whilst I was a child, to my nurse’s house; I remember the last time she came as well as if it were to-day.”

	“You have a good memory,” said Mazarin.

	“Oh! yes, my lord,” said the young man, with such peculiar emphasis that the cardinal felt a shudder run through every vein.

	“And who brought you up?” he asked again.

	“A French nurse, who sent me away when I was five years old because no one paid her for me, telling me the name of a relation of whom she had heard my mother often speak.”

	“What became of you?”

	“As I was weeping and begging on the high road, a minister from Kingston took me in, instructed me in the Calvinistic faith, taught me all he knew himself and aided me in my researches after my family.”

	“And these researches?”

	“Were fruitless; chance did everything.”

	“You discovered what had become of your mother?”

	“I learned that she had been assassinated by my relation, aided by four friends, but I was already aware that I had been robbed of my wealth and degraded from my nobility by King Charles I.”

	“Oh! I now understand why you are in the service of Cromwell; you hate the king.”

	“Yes, my lord, I hate him!” said the young man.

	Mazarin marked with surprise the diabolical expression with which the young man uttered these words. Just as, ordinarily, faces are colored by blood, his face seemed dyed by hatred and became livid.

	“Your history is a terrible one, Mr. Mordaunt, and touches me keenly; but happily for you, you serve an all-powerful master; he ought to aid you in your search; we have so many means of gaining information.”

	“My lord, to a well-bred dog it is only necessary to show one end of a track; he is certain to reach the other.”

	“But this relation you mentioned--do you wish me to speak to him?” said Mazarin, who was anxious to make a friend about Cromwell’s person.

	“Thanks, my lord, I will speak to him myself. He will treat me better the next time I see him.”

	“You have the means, then, of touching him?”

	“I have the means of making myself feared.”

	Mazarin looked at the young man, but at the fire which shot from his glance he bent his head; then, embarrassed how to continue such a conversation, he opened Cromwell’s letter.

	The young man’s eyes gradually resumed their dull and glassy appearance and he fell into a profound reverie. After reading the first lines of the letter Mazarin gave a side glance at him to see if he was watching the expression of his face as he read. Observing his indifference, he shrugged his shoulders, saying:

	“Send on your business those who do theirs at the same time! Let us see what this letter contains.”

	We here present the letter verbatim:

	“To his Eminence, Monseigneur le Cardinal Mazarini:

	“I have wished, monseigneur, to learn your intentions relating to the existing state of affairs in England. The two kingdoms are so near that France must be interested in our situation, as we are interested in that of France. The English are almost of one mind in contending against the tyranny of Charles and his adherents. Placed by popular confidence at the head of that movement, I can appreciate better than any other its significance and its probable results. I am at present in the midst of war, and am about to deliver a decisive battle against King Charles. I shall gain it, for the hope of the nation and the Spirit of the Lord are with me. This battle won by me, the king will have no further resources in England or in Scotland; and if he is not captured or killed, he will endeavor to pass over into France to recruit soldiers and to refurnish himself with arms and money. France has already received Queen Henrietta, and, unintentionally, doubtless, has maintained a centre of inextinguishable civil war in my country. But Madame Henrietta is a daughter of France and was entitled to the hospitality of France. As to King Charles, the question must be viewed differently; in receiving and aiding him, France will censure the acts of the English nation, and thus so essentially harm England, and especially the well-being of the government, that such a proceeding will be equivalent to pronounced hostilities.”

	At this moment Mazarin became very uneasy at the turn which the letter was taking and paused to glance under his eyes at the young man. The latter continued in thought. Mazarin resumed his reading:

	“It is important, therefore, monseigneur, that I should be informed as to the intentions of France. The interests of that kingdom and those of England, though taking now diverse directions, are very nearly the same. England needs tranquillity at home, in order to consummate the expulsion of her king; France needs tranquillity to establish on solid foundations the throne of her young monarch. You need, as much as we do, that interior condition of repose which, thanks to the energy of our government, we are about to attain.

	“Your quarrels with the parliament, your noisy dissensions with the princes, who fight for you to-day and to-morrow will fight against you, the popular following directed by the coadjutor, President Blancmesnil, and Councillor Broussel--all that disorder, in short, which pervades the several departments of the state, must lead you to view with uneasiness the possibility of a foreign war; for in that event England, exalted by the enthusiasm of new ideas, will ally herself with Spain, already seeking that alliance. I have therefore believed, monseigneur, knowing your prudence and your personal relation to the events of the present time, that you will choose to hold your forces concentrated in the interior of the French kingdom and leave to her own the new government of England. That neutrality consists simply in excluding King Charles from the territory of France and in refraining from helping him--a stranger to your country--with arms, with money or with troops.

	“My letter is private and confidential, and for that reason I send it to you by a man who shares my most intimate counsels. It anticipates, through a sentiment which your eminence will appreciate, measures to be taken after the events. Oliver Cromwell considered it more expedient to declare himself to a mind as intelligent as Mazarin’s than to a queen admirable for firmness, without doubt, but too much guided by vain prejudices of birth and of divine right.

	“Farewell, monseigneur; should I not receive a reply in the space of fifteen days, I shall presume my letter will have miscarried.

	“Oliver Cromwell.”

	“Mr. Mordaunt,” said the cardinal, raising his voice, as if to arouse the dreamer, “my reply to this letter will be more satisfactory to General Cromwell if I am convinced that all are ignorant of my having given one; go, therefore, and await it at Boulogne-sur-Mer, and promise me to set out to-morrow morning.”

	“I promise, my lord,” replied Mordaunt; “but how many days does your eminence expect me to await your reply?”

	“If you do not receive it in ten days you can leave.”

	Mordaunt bowed.

	“That is not all, sir,” continued Mazarin; “your private adventures have touched me to the quick; besides, the letter from Mr. Cromwell makes you an important person as ambassador; come, tell me, what can I do for you?”

	Mordaunt reflected a moment and, after some hesitation, was about to speak, when Bernouin entered hastily and bending down to the ear of the cardinal, whispered:

	“My lord, the Queen Henrietta Maria, accompanied by an English noble, is entering the Palais Royal at this moment.”

	Mazarin made a bound from his chair, which did not escape the attention of the young man and suppressed the confidence he was about to make.

	“Sir,” said the cardinal, “you have heard me? I fix on Boulogne because I presume that every town in France is indifferent to you; if you prefer another, name it; but you can easily conceive that, surrounded as I am by influences I can only muzzle by discretion, I desire your presence in Paris to be unknown.”

	“I go, sir,” said Mordaunt, advancing a few steps to the door by which he had entered.

	“No, not that way, I beg, sir,” quickly exclaimed the cardinal, “be so good as to pass by yonder gallery, by which you can regain the hall. I do not wish you to be seen leaving; our interview must be kept secret.”

	Mordaunt followed Bernouin, who led him through the adjacent chamber and left him with a doorkeeper, showing him the way out.

	38. Henrietta Maria and Mazarin.

	The cardinal rose, and advanced in haste to receive the queen of England. He showed the more respect to this queen, deprived of every mark of pomp and stripped of followers, as he felt some self-reproach for his own want of heart and his avarice. But supplicants for favor know how to accommodate the expression of their features, and the daughter of Henry IV. smiled as she advanced to meet a man she hated and despised.

	“Ah!” said Mazarin to himself, “what a sweet face; does she come to borrow money of me?”

	And he threw an uneasy glance at his strong box; he even turned inside the bevel of the magnificent diamond ring, the brilliancy of which drew every eye upon his hand, which indeed was white and handsome.

	“Your eminence,” said the august visitor, “it was my first intention to speak of the matters that have brought me here to the queen, my sister, but I have reflected that political affairs are more especially the concern of men.”

	“Madame,” said Mazarin, “your majesty overwhelms me with flattering distinction.”

	“He is very gracious,” thought the queen; “can he have guessed my errand?”

	“Give,” continued the cardinal, “your commands to the most respectful of your servants.”

	“Alas, sir,” replied the queen, “I have lost the habit of commanding and have adopted instead that of making petitions. I am here to petition you, too happy should my prayer be favorably heard.”

	“I am listening, madame, with the greatest interest,” said Mazarin.

	“Your eminence, it concerns the war which the king, my husband, is now sustaining against his rebellious subjects. You are perhaps ignorant that they are fighting in England,” added she, with a melancholy smile, “and that in a short time they will fight in a much more decided fashion than they have done hitherto.”

	“I am completely ignorant of it, madame,” said the cardinal, accompanying his words with a slight shrug of the shoulders; “alas, our own wars quite absorb the time and the mind of a poor, incapable, infirm old minister like me.”

	“Well, then, your eminence,” said the queen, “I must inform you that Charles I., my husband, is on the eve of a decisive engagement. In case of a check” (Mazarin made a slight movement), “one must foresee everything; in the case of a check, he desires to retire into France and to live here as a private individual. What do you say to this project?”

	The cardinal had listened without permitting a single fibre of his face to betray what he felt, and his smile remained as it ever was--false and flattering; and when the queen finished speaking, he said:

	“Do you think, madame, that France, agitated and disturbed as it is, would be a safe retreat for a dethroned king? How will the crown, which is scarce firmly set on the head of Louis XIV., support a double weight?”

	“The weight was not so heavy when I was in peril,” interrupted the queen, with a sad smile, “and I ask no more for my husband than has been done for me; you see that we are very humble monarchs, sir.”

	“Oh, you, madame,” the cardinal hastened to say, in order to cut short the explanation he foresaw was coming, “with regard to you, that is another thing. A daughter of Henry IV., of that great, that sublime sovereign----”

	“All which does not prevent you refusing hospitality to his son-in-law, sir! Nevertheless, you ought to remember that that great, that sublime monarch, when proscribed at one time, as my husband may be, demanded aid from England and England accorded it to him; and it is but just to say that Queen Elizabeth was not his niece.”

	“Peccato!” said Mazarin, writhing beneath this simple eloquence, “your majesty does not understand me; you judge my intentions wrongly, and that is partly because, doubtless, I explain myself in French.”

	“Speak Italian, sir. Ere the cardinal, your predecessor, sent our mother, Marie de Medicis, to die in exile, she taught us that language. If anything yet remains of that great, that sublime king, Henry, of whom you have just spoken, he would be much surprised at so little pity for his family being united to such a profound admiration of himself.”

	The perspiration stood in large drops on Mazarin’s brow.

	“That admiration is, on the contrary, so great, so real, madame,” returned Mazarin, without noticing the change of language offered to him by the queen, “that if the king, Charles I.--whom Heaven protect from evil!--came into France, I would offer him my house--my own house; but, alas! it would be but an unsafe retreat. Some day the people will burn that house, as they burned that of the Marechal d’Ancre. Poor Concino Concini! And yet he but desired the good of the people.”

	“Yes, my lord, like yourself!” said the queen, ironically.

	Mazarin pretended not to understand the double meaning of his own sentence, but continued to compassionate the fate of Concino Concini.

	“Well then, your eminence,” said the queen, becoming impatient, “what is your answer?”

	“Madame,” cried Mazarin, more and more moved, “will your majesty permit me to give you counsel?”

	“Speak, sir,” replied the queen; “the counsels of so prudent a man as yourself ought certainly to be available.”

	“Madame, believe me, the king ought to defend himself to the last.”

	“He has done so, sir, and this last battle, which he encounters with resources much inferior to those of the enemy, proves that he will not yield without a struggle; but in case he is beaten?”

	“Well, madame, in that case, my advice--I know that I am very bold to offer advice to your majesty--my advice is that the king should not leave his kingdom. Absent kings are very soon forgotten; if he passes over into France his cause is lost.”

	“But,” persisted the queen, “if such be your advice and you have his interest at heart, send him help of men and money, for I can do nothing for him; I have sold even to my last diamond to aid him. If I had had a single ornament left, I should have bought wood this winter to make a fire for my daughter and myself.”

	“Oh, madame,” said Mazarin, “your majesty knows not what you ask. On the day when foreign succor follows in the train of a king to replace him on his throne, it is an avowal that he no longer possesses the help and love of his own subjects.”

	“To the point, sir,” said the queen, “to the point, and answer me, yes or no; if the king persists in remaining in England will you send him succor? If he comes to France will you accord him hospitality? What do you intend to do? Speak.”

	“Madame,” said the cardinal, affecting an effusive frankness of speech, “I shall convince your majesty, I trust, of my devotion to you and my desire to terminate an affair which you have so much at heart. After which your majesty will, I think, no longer doubt my zeal in your behalf.”

	The queen bit her lips and moved impatiently on her chair.

	“Well, what do you propose to do?” she, said at length; “come, speak.”

	“I will go this instant and consult the queen, and we will refer the affair at once to parliament.”

	“With which you are at war--is it not so? You will charge Broussel to report it. Enough, sir, enough. I understand you or rather, I am wrong. Go to the parliament, for it was from this parliament, the enemy of monarchs, that the daughter of the great, the sublime Henry IV., whom you so much admire, received the only relief this winter which prevented her from dying of hunger and cold!”

	And with these words Henrietta rose in majestic indignation, whilst the cardinal, raising his hands clasped toward her, exclaimed, “Ah, madame, madame, how little you know me, mon Dieu!”

	But Queen Henrietta, without even turning toward him who made these hypocritical pretensions, crossed the cabinet, opened the door for herself and passing through the midst of the cardinal’s numerous guards, courtiers eager to pay homage, the luxurious show of a competing royalty, she went and took the hand of De Winter, who stood apart in isolation. Poor queen, already fallen! Though all bowed before her, as etiquette required, she had now but a single arm on which she could lean.

	“It signifies little,” said Mazarin, when he was alone. “It gave me pain and it was an ungracious part to play, but I have said nothing either to the one or to the other. Bernouin!”

	Bernouin entered.

	“See if the young man with the black doublet and the short hair, who was with me just now, is still in the palace.”

	Bernouin went out and soon returned with Comminges, who was on guard.

	“Your eminence,” said Comminges, “as I was re-conducting the young man for whom you have asked, he approached the glass door of the gallery, and gazed intently upon some object, doubtless the picture by Raphael, which is opposite the door. He reflected for a second and then descended the stairs. I believe I saw him mount a gray horse and leave the palace court. But is not your eminence going to the queen?”

	“For what purpose?”

	“Monsieur de Guitant, my uncle, has just told me that her majesty had received news of the army.”

	“It is well; I will go.”

	Comminges had seen rightly, and Mordaunt had really acted as he had related. In crossing the gallery parallel to the large glass gallery, he perceived De Winter, who was waiting until the queen had finished her negotiation.

	At this sight the young man stopped short, not in admiration of Raphael’s picture, but as if fascinated at the sight of some terrible object. His eyes dilated and a shudder ran through his body. One would have said that he longed to break through the wall of glass which separated him from his enemy; for if Comminges had seen with what an expression of hatred the eyes of this young man were fixed upon De Winter, he would not have doubted for an instant that the Englishman was his eternal foe.

	But he stopped, doubtless to reflect; for instead of allowing his first impulse, which had been to go straight to Lord de Winter, to carry him away, he leisurely descended the staircase, left the palace with his head down, mounted his horse, which he reined in at the corner of the Rue Richelieu, and with his eyes fixed on the gate, waited until the queen’s carriage had left the court.

	He had not long to wait, for the queen scarcely remained a quarter of an hour with Mazarin, but this quarter of an hour of expectation appeared a century to him. At last the heavy machine, which was called a chariot in those days, came out, rumbling against the gates, and De Winter, still on horseback, bent again to the door to converse with her majesty.

	The horses started on a trot and took the road to the Louvre, which they entered. Before leaving the convent of the Carmelites, Henrietta had desired her daughter to attend her at the palace, which she had inhabited for a long time and which she had only left because their poverty seemed to them more difficult to bear in gilded chambers.

	Mordaunt followed the carriage, and when he had watched it drive beneath the sombre arches he went and stationed himself under a wall over which the shadow was extended, and remained motionless, amidst the moldings of Jean Goujon, like a bas-relievo, representing an equestrian statue.

	39. How, sometimes, the Unhappy mistake Chance for Providence.

	Well, madame,” said De Winter, when the queen had dismissed her attendants.

	“Well, my lord, what I foresaw has come to pass.”

	“What? does the cardinal refuse to receive the king? France refuse hospitality to an unfortunate prince? Ay, but it is for the first time, madame!”

	“I did not say France, my lord; I said the cardinal, and the cardinal is not even a Frenchman.”

	“But did you see the queen?”

	“It is useless,” replied Henrietta, “the queen will not say yes when the cardinal says no. Are you not aware that this Italian directs everything, both indoors and out? And moreover, I should not be surprised had we been forestalled by Cromwell. He was embarrassed whilst speaking to me and yet quite firm in his determination to refuse. Then did you not observe the agitation in the Palais Royal, the passing to and fro of busy people? Can they have received any news, my lord?”

	“Not from England, madame. I made such haste that I am certain of not having been forestalled. I set out three days ago, passing miraculously through the Puritan army, and I took post horses with my servant Tony; the horses upon which we were mounted were bought in Paris. Besides, the king, I am certain, awaits your majesty’s reply before risking anything.”

	“You will tell him, my lord,” resumed the queen, despairingly, “that I can do nothing; that I have suffered as much as himself--more than he has--obliged as I am to eat the bread of exile and to ask hospitality from false friends who smile at my tears; and as regards his royal person, he must sacrifice it generously and die like a king. I shall go and die by his side.”

	“Madame, madame,” exclaimed De Winter, “your majesty abandons yourself to despair; and yet, perhaps, there still remains some hope.”

	“No friends left, my lord; no other friends left in the wide world but yourself! Oh, God!” exclaimed the poor queen, raising her eyes to Heaven, “have You indeed taken back all the generous hearts that once existed in the world?”

	“I hope not, madame,” replied De Winter, thoughtfully; “I once spoke to you of four men.”

	“What can be done with four?”

	“Four devoted, resolute men can do much, assure yourself, madame; and those of whom I speak performed great things at one time.”

	“And where are these four men?”

	“Ah, that is what I do not know. It is twenty years since I saw them, and yet whenever I have seen the king in danger I have thought of them.”

	“And these men were your friends?”

	“One of them held my life in his hands and gave it to me. I know not whether he is still my friend, but since that time I have remained his.”

	“And these men are in France, my lord?”

	“I believe so.”

	“Tell me their names; perhaps I may have heard them mentioned and might be able to aid you in finding them.”

	“One of them was called the Chevalier d’Artagnan.”

	“Ah, my lord, if I mistake not, the Chevalier d’Artagnan is lieutenant of royal guards; but take care, for I fear that this man is entirely devoted to the cardinal.”

	“That would be a misfortune,” said De Winter, “and I shall begin to think that we are really doomed.”

	“But the others,” said the queen, who clung to this last hope as a shipwrecked man clings to the hull of his vessel. “The others, my lord!”

	“The second--I heard his name by chance; for before fighting us, these four gentlemen told us their names; the second was called the Comte de la Fere. As for the two others, I had so much the habit of calling them by nicknames that I have forgotten their real ones.”

	“Oh, mon Dieu, it is a matter of the greatest urgency to find them out,” said the queen, “since you think these worthy gentlemen might be so useful to the king.”

	“Oh, yes,” said De Winter, “for they are the same men. Listen, madame, and recall your remembrances. Have you never heard that Queen Anne of Austria was once saved from the greatest danger ever incurred by a queen?”

	“Yes, at the time of her relations with Monsieur de Buckingham; it had to do in some way with certain studs and diamonds.”

	“Well, it was that affair, madame; these men are the ones who saved her; and I smile with pity when I reflect that if the names of those gentlemen are unknown to you it is because the queen has forgotten them, who ought to have made them the first noblemen of the realm.”

	“Well, then, my lord, they must be found; but what can four men, or rather three men do--for I tell you, you must not count on Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“It will be one valiant sword the less, but there will remain still three, without reckoning my own; now four devoted men around the king to protect him from his enemies, to be at his side in battle, to aid him with counsel, to escort him in flight, are sufficient, not to make the king a conqueror, but to save him if conquered; and whatever Mazarin may say, once on the shores of France your royal husband may find as many retreats and asylums as the seabird finds in a storm.”

	“Seek, then, my lord, seek these gentlemen; and if they will consent to go with you to England, I will give to each a duchy the day that we reascend the throne, besides as much gold as would pave Whitehall. Seek them, my lord, and find them, I conjure you.”

	“I will search for them, madame,” said De Winter “and doubtless I shall find them; but time fails me. Has your majesty forgotten that the king expects your reply and awaits it in agony?”

	“Then indeed we are lost!” cried the queen, in the fullness of a broken heart.

	At this moment the door opened and the young Henrietta appeared; then the queen, with that wonderful strength which is the privilege of parents, repressed her tears and motioned to De Winter to change the subject.

	But that act of self-control, effective as it was, did not escape the eyes of the young princess. She stopped on the threshold, breathed a sigh, and addressing the queen:

	“Why, then, do you always weep, mother, when I am away from you?” she said.

	The queen smiled, but instead of answering:

	“See, De Winter,” she said, “I have at least gained one thing in being only half a queen; and that is that my children call me ‘mother’ instead of ‘madame.’”

	Then turning toward her daughter:

	“What do you want, Henrietta?” she demanded.

	“My mother,” replied the young princess, “a cavalier has just entered the Louvre and wishes to present his respects to your majesty; he arrives from the army and has, he says, a letter to remit to you, on the part of the Marechal de Grammont, I think.”

	“Ah!” said the queen to De Winter, “he is one of my faithful adherents; but do you not observe, my dear lord, that we are so poorly served that it is left to my daughter to fill the office of doorkeeper?”

	“Madame, have pity on me,” exclaimed De Winter; “you wring my heart!”

	“And who is this cavalier, Henrietta?” asked the queen.

	“I saw him from the window, madame; he is a young man that appears scarce sixteen years of age, and is called the Viscount de Bragelonne.”

	The queen, smiling, made a sign with her head; the young princess opened the door and Raoul appeared on the threshold.

	Advancing a few steps toward the queen, he knelt down.

	“Madame,” said he, “I bear to your majesty a letter from my friend the Count de Guiche, who told me he had the honor of being your servant; this letter contains important news and the expression of his respect.”

	At the name of the Count de Guiche a blush spread over the cheeks of the young princess and the queen glanced at her with some degree of severity.

	“You told me that the letter was from the Marechal de Grammont, Henrietta!” said the queen.

	“I thought so, madame,” stammered the young girl.

	“It is my fault, madame,” said Raoul. “I did announce myself, in truth, as coming on the part of the Marechal de Grammont; but being wounded in the right arm he was unable to write and therefore the Count de Guiche acted as his secretary.”

	“There has been fighting, then?” asked the queen, motioning to Raoul to rise.

	“Yes, madame,” said the young man.

	At this announcement of a battle having taken place, the princess opened her mouth as though to ask a question of interest; but her lips closed again without articulating a word, while the color gradually faded from her cheeks.

	The queen saw this, and doubtless her maternal heart translated the emotion, for addressing Raoul again:

	“And no evil has happened to the young Count de Guiche?” she asked; “for not only is he our servant, as you say, sir, but more--he is one of our friends.”

	“No, madame,” replied Raoul; “on the contrary, he gained great glory and had the honor of being embraced by his highness, the prince, on the field of battle.”

	The young princess clapped her hands; and then, ashamed of having been betrayed into such a demonstration of joy, she half turned away and bent over a vase of roses, as if to inhale their odor.

	“Let us see,” said the queen, “what the count says.” And she opened the letter and read:

	“Madame,--Being unable to have the honor of writing to you myself, by reason of a wound I have received in my right hand, I have commanded my son, the Count de Guiche, who, with his father, is equally your humble servant, to write to tell you that we have just gained the battle of Lens, and that this victory cannot fail to give great power to Cardinal Mazarin and to the queen over the affairs of Europe. If her majesty will have faith in my counsels she ought to profit by this event to address at this moment, in favor of her august husband, the court of France. The Vicomte de Bragelonne, who will have the honor of remitting this letter to your majesty, is the friend of my son, who owes to him his life; he is a gentleman in whom your majesty may confide entirely, in case your majesty may have some verbal or written order to remit to me.

	“I have the honor to be, with respect, etc.,

	“Marechal de Grammont.”

	At the moment mention occurred of his having rendered a service to the count, Raoul could not help turning his glance toward the young princess, and then he saw in her eyes an expression of infinite gratitude to the young man; he no longer doubted that the daughter of King Charles I. loved his friend.

	“The battle of Lens gained!” said the queen; “they are lucky here indeed; they can gain battles! Yes, the Marechal de Grammont is right; this will change the aspect of French affairs, but I much fear it will do nothing for English, even if it does not harm them. This is recent news, sir,” continued she, “and I thank you for having made such haste to bring it to me; without this letter I should not have heard till to-morrow, perhaps after to-morrow--the last of all Paris.”

	“Madame,” said Raoul, “the Louvre is but the second palace this news has reached; it is as yet unknown to all, and I had sworn to the Count de Guiche to remit this letter to your majesty before even I should embrace my guardian.”

	“Your guardian! is he, too, a Bragelonne?” asked Lord de Winter. “I once knew a Bragelonne--is he still alive?”

	“No, sir, he is dead; and I believe it is from him my guardian, whose near relation he was, inherited the estate from which I take my name.”

	“And your guardian, sir,” asked the queen, who could not help feeling some interest in the handsome young man before her, “what is his name?”

	“The Comte de la Fere, madame,” replied the young man, bowing.

	De Winter made a gesture of surprise and the queen turned to him with a start of joy.

	“The Comte de la Fere!” she cried. “Have you not mentioned that name to me?”

	As for De Winter he could scarcely believe that he had heard aright. “The Comte de la Fere!” he cried in his turn. “Oh, sir, reply, I entreat you--is not the Comte de la Fere a noble whom I remember, handsome and brave, a musketeer under Louis XIII., who must be now about forty-seven or forty-eight years of age?”

	“Yes, sir, you are right in every particular!”

	“And who served under an assumed name?”

	“Under the name of Athos. Latterly I heard his friend, Monsieur d’Artagnan, give him that name.”

	“That is it, madame, that is the same. God be praised! And he is in Paris?” continued he, addressing Raoul; then turning to the queen: “We may still hope. Providence has declared for us, since I have found this brave man again in so miraculous a manner. And, sir, where does he reside, pray?”

	“The Comte de la Fere lodges in the Rue Guenegaud, Hotel du Grand Roi Charlemagne.”

	“Thanks, sir. Inform this dear friend that he may remain within, that I shall go and see him immediately.”

	“Sir, I obey with pleasure, if her majesty will permit me to depart.”

	“Go, Monsieur de Bragelonne,” said the queen, “and rest assured of our affection.”

	Raoul bent respectfully before the two princesses, and bowing to De Winter, departed.

	The queen and De Winter continued to converse for some time in low voices, in order that the young princess should not overhear them; but the precaution was needless: she was in deep converse with her own thoughts.

	Then, when De Winter rose to take leave:

	“Listen, my lord,” said the queen; “I have preserved this diamond cross which came from my mother, and this order of St. Michael which came from my husband. They are worth about fifty thousand pounds. I had sworn to die of hunger rather than part with these precious pledges; but now that this ornament may be useful to him or his defenders, everything must be sacrificed. Take them, and if you need money for your expedition, sell them fearlessly, my lord. But should you find the means of retaining them, remember, my lord, that I shall esteem you as having rendered the greatest service that a gentleman can render to a queen; and in the day of my prosperity he who brings me this order and this cross shall be blessed by me and my children.”

	“Madame,” replied De Winter, “your majesty will be served by a man devoted to you. I hasten to deposit these two objects in a safe place, nor should I accept them if the resources of our ancient fortune were left to us, but our estates are confiscated, our ready money is exhausted, and we are reduced to turn to service everything we possess. In an hour hence I shall be with the Comte de la Fere, and to-morrow your majesty shall have a definite reply.”

	The queen tendered her hand to Lord de Winter, who, kissing it respectfully, went out and traversed alone and unconducted those large, dark and deserted apartments, brushing away tears which, blase as he was by fifty years spent as a courtier, he could not withhold at the spectacle of royal distress so dignified, yet so intense.

	40. Uncle and Nephew.

	The horse and servant belonging to De Winter were waiting for him at the door; he proceeded toward his abode very thoughtfully, looking behind him from time to him to contemplate the dark and silent frontage of the Louvre. It was then that he saw a horseman, as it were, detach himself from the wall and follow him at a little distance. In leaving the Palais Royal he remembered to have observed a similar shadow.

	“Tony,” he said, motioning to his groom to approach.

	“Here I am, my lord.”

	“Did you remark that man who is following us?”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Who is he?”

	“I do not know, only he has followed your grace from the Palais Royal, stopped at the Louvre to wait for you, and now leaves the Louvre with you.”

	“Some spy of the cardinal,” said De Winter to him, aside. “Let us pretend not to notice that he is watching us.”

	And spurring on he plunged into the labyrinth of streets which led to his hotel, situated near the Marais, for having for so long a time lived near the Place Royale, Lord de Winter naturally returned to lodge near his ancient dwelling.

	The unknown spurred his horse to a gallop.

	De Winter dismounted at his hotel and went up into his apartment, intending to watch the spy; but as he was about to place his gloves and hat on a table, he saw reflected in a glass opposite to him a figure which stood on the threshold of the room. He turned around and Mordaunt stood before him.

	There was a moment of frozen silence between these two.

	“Sir,” said De Winter, “I thought I had already made you aware that I am weary of this persecution; withdraw, then, or I shall call and have you turned out as you were in London. I am not your uncle, I know you not.”

	“My uncle,” replied Mordaunt, with his harsh and bantering tone, “you are mistaken; you will not have me turned out this time as you did in London--you dare not. As for denying that I am your nephew, you will think twice about it, now that I have learned some things of which I was ignorant a year ago.”

	“And how does it concern me what you have learned?” said De Winter.

	“Oh, it concerns you very closely, my uncle, I am sure, and you will soon be of my opinion,” added he, with a smile which sent a shudder through the veins of him he thus addressed. “When I presented myself before you for the first time in London, it was to ask you what had become of my fortune; the second time it was to demand who had sullied my name; and this time I come before you to ask a question far more terrible than any other, to say to you as God said to the first murderer: ‘Cain, what hast thou done to thy brother Abel?’ My lord, what have you done with your sister--your sister, who was my mother?”

	De Winter shrank back from the fire of those scorching eyes.

	“Your mother?” he said.

	“Yes, my lord, my mother,” replied the young man, advancing into the room until he was face to face with Lord de Winter, and crossing his arms. “I have asked the headsman of Bethune,” he said, his voice hoarse and his face livid with passion and grief. “And the headsman of Bethune gave me a reply.”

	De Winter fell back in a chair as though struck by a thunderbolt and in vain attempted a reply.

	“Yes,” continued the young man; “all is now explained; with this key I open the abyss. My mother inherited an estate from her husband, you have assassinated her; my name would have secured me the paternal estate, you have deprived me of it; you have despoiled me of my fortune. I am no longer astonished that you knew me not. I am not surprised that you refused to recognize me. When a man is a robber it is hard to call him nephew whom he has impoverished; when one is a murderer, to recognize the man whom one has made an orphan.”

	These words produced a contrary effect to that which Mordaunt had anticipated. De Winter remembered the monster that Milady had been; he rose, dignified and calm, restraining by the severity of his look the wild glance of the young man.

	“You desire to fathom this horrible secret?” said De Winter; “well, then, so be it. Know, then, what manner of woman it was for whom to-day you call me to account. That woman had, in all probability, poisoned my brother, and in order to inherit from me she was about to assassinate me in my turn. I have proof of it. What say you to that?”

	“I say that she was my mother.”

	“She caused the unfortunate Duke of Buckingham to be stabbed by a man who was, ere that, honest, good and pure. What say you to that crime, of which I have the proof?”

	“She was my mother.”

	“On our return to France she had a young woman who was attached to one of her opponents poisoned in the convent of the Augustines at Bethune. Will this crime persuade you of the justice of her punishment--for of all this I have the proofs?”

	“She was my mother!” cried the young man, who uttered these three successive exclamations with constantly increasing force.

	“At last, charged with murders, with debauchery, hated by every one and yet threatening still, like a panther thirsting for blood, she fell under the blows of men whom she had rendered desperate, though they had never done her the least injury; she met with judges whom her hideous crimes had evoked; and that executioner you saw--that executioner who you say told you everything--that executioner, if he told you everything, told you that he leaped with joy in avenging on her his brother’s shame and suicide. Depraved as a girl, adulterous as a wife, an unnatural sister, homicide, poisoner, execrated by all who knew her, by every nation that had been visited by her, she died accursed by Heaven and earth.”

	A sob which Mordaunt could not repress burst from his throat and his livid face became suffused with blood; he clenched his fists, sweat covered his face, his hair, like Hamlet’s, stood on end, and racked with fury he cried out:

	“Silence, sir! she was my mother! Her crimes, I know them not; her disorders, I know them not; her vices, I know them not. But this I know, that I had a mother, that five men leagued against one woman, murdered her clandestinely by night--silently--like cowards. I know that you were one of them, my uncle, and that you cried louder than the others: ‘She must die.’ Therefore I warn you, and listen well to my words, that they may be engraved upon your memory, never to be forgotten: this murder, which has robbed me of everything--this murder, which has deprived me of my name--this murder, which has impoverished me--this murder, which has made me corrupt, wicked, implacable--I shall summon you to account for it first and then those who were your accomplices, when I discover them!”

	With hatred in his eyes, foaming at his mouth, and his fist extended, Mordaunt had advanced one more step, a threatening, terrible step, toward De Winter. The latter put his hand to his sword, and said, with the smile of a man who for thirty years has jested with death:

	“Would you assassinate me, sir? Then I shall recognize you as my nephew, for you would be a worthy son of such a mother.”

	“No,” replied Mordaunt, forcing his features and the muscles of his body to resume their usual places and be calm; “no, I shall not kill you; at least not at this moment, for without you I could not discover the others. But when I have found them, then tremble, sir. I stabbed to the heart the headsman of Bethune, without mercy or pity, and he was the least guilty of you all.”

	With these words the young man went out and descended the stairs with sufficient calmness to pass unobserved; then upon the lowest landing place he passed Tony, leaning over the balustrade, waiting only for a call from his master to mount to his room.

	But De Winter did not call; crushed, enfeebled, he remained standing and with listening ear; then only when he had heard the step of the horse going away he fell back on a chair, saying:

	“My God, I thank Thee that he knows me only.”

	41. Paternal Affection.

	Whilst this terrible scene was passing at Lord de Winter’s, Athos, seated near his window, his elbow on the table and his head supported on his hand, was listening intently to Raoul’s account of the adventures he met with on his journey and the details of the battle.

	Listening to the relation of those emotions so fresh and pure, the fine, noble face of Athos betrayed indescribable pleasure; he inhaled the tones of that young voice, as harmonious music. He forgot all that was dark in the past and that was cloudy in the future. It almost seemed as if the return of this much loved boy had changed his fears to hopes. Athos was happy--happy as he had never been before.

	“And you assisted and took part in this great battle, Bragelonne!” cried the former musketeer.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“And it was a fierce one?”

	“His highness the prince charged eleven times in person.”

	“He is a great commander, Bragelonne.”

	“He is a hero, sir. I did not lose sight of him for an instant. Oh! how fine it is to be called Conde and to be so worthy of such a name!”

	“He was calm and radiant, was he not?”

	“As calm as at parade, radiant as at a fete. When we went up to the enemy it was slowly; we were forbidden to draw first and we were marching toward the Spaniards, who were on a height with lowered muskets. When we arrived about thirty paces from them the prince turned around to the soldiers: ‘Comrades,’ he said, ‘you are about to suffer a furious discharge; but after that you will make short work with those fellows.’ There was such dead silence that friends and enemies could have heard these words; then raising his sword, ‘Sound trumpets!’ he cried.”

	“Well, very good; you will do as much when the opportunity occurs, will you, Raoul?”

	“I know not, sir, but I thought it really very fine and grand!”

	“Were you afraid, Raoul?” asked the count.

	“Yes, sir,” replied the young man naively; “I felt a great chill at my heart, and at the word ‘fire,’ which resounded in Spanish from the enemy’s ranks, I closed my eyes and thought of you.”

	“In honest truth, Raoul?” said Athos, pressing his hand.

	“Yes, sir; at that instant there was such a rataplan of musketry that one might have imagined the infernal regions had opened. Those who were not killed felt the heat of the flames. I opened my eyes, astonished to find myself alive and even unhurt; a third of the squadron were lying on the ground, wounded, dead or dying. At that moment I encountered the eye of the prince. I had but one thought and that was that he was observing me. I spurred on and found myself in the enemy’s ranks.”

	“And the prince was pleased with you?”

	“He told me so, at least, sir, when he desired me to return to Paris with Monsieur de Chatillon, who was charged to carry the news to the queen and to bring the colors we had taken. ‘Go,’ said he; ‘the enemy will not rally for fifteen days and until that time I have no need of your service. Go and see those whom you love and who love you, and tell my sister De Longueville that I thank her for the present that she made me of you.’ And I came, sir,” added Raoul, gazing at the count with a smile of real affection, “for I thought you would be glad to see me again.”

	Athos drew the young man toward him and pressed his lips to his brow, as he would have done to a young daughter.

	“And now, Raoul,” said he, “you are launched; you have dukes for friends, a marshal of France for godfather, a prince of the blood as commander, and on the day of your return you have been received by two queens; it is not so bad for a novice.”

	“Oh sir,” said Raoul, suddenly, “you recall something, which, in my haste to relate my exploits, I had forgotten; it is that there was with Her Majesty the Queen of England, a gentleman who, when I pronounced your name, uttered a cry of surprise and joy; he said he was a friend of yours, asked your address, and is coming to see you.”

	“What is his name?”

	“I did not venture to ask, sir; he spoke elegantly, although I thought from his accent he was an Englishman.”

	“Ah!” said Athos, leaning down his head as if to remember who it could be. Then, when he raised it again, he was struck by the presence of a man who was standing at the open door and was gazing at him with a compassionate air.

	“Lord de Winter!” exclaimed the count.

	“Athos, my friend!”

	And the two gentlemen were for an instant locked in each other’s arms; then Athos, looking into his friend’s face and taking him by both hands, said:

	“What ails you, my lord? you appear as unhappy as I am the reverse.”

	“Yes, truly, dear friend; and I may even say the sight of you increases my dismay.”

	And De Winter glancing around him, Raoul quickly understood that the two friends wished to be alone and he therefore left the room unaffectedly.

	“Come, now that we are alone,” said Athos, “let us talk of yourself.”

	“Whilst we are alone let us speak of ourselves,” replied De Winter. “He is here.”

	“Who?”

	“Milady’s son.”

	Athos, again struck by this name, which seemed to pursue him like an echo, hesitated for a moment, then slightly knitting his brows, he calmly said:

	“I know it, Grimaud met him between Bethune and Arras and then came here to warn me of his presence.”

	“Does Grimaud know him, then?”

	“No; but he was present at the deathbed of a man who knew him.”

	“The headsman of Bethune?” exclaimed De Winter.

	“You know about that?” cried Athos, astonished.

	“He has just left me,” replied De Winter, “after telling me all. Ah! my friend! what a horrible scene! Why did we not destroy the child with the mother?”

	“What need you fear?” said Athos, recovering from the instinctive fear he had at first experienced, by the aid of reason; “are we not men accustomed to defend ourselves? Is this young man an assassin by profession--a murderer in cold blood? He has killed the executioner of Bethune in an access of passion, but now his fury is assuaged.”

	De Winter smiled sorrowfully and shook his head.

	“Do you not know the race?” said he.

	“Pooh!” said Athos, trying to smile in his turn. “It must have lost its ferocity in the second generation. Besides, my friend, Providence has warned us, that we may be on our guard. All we can now do is to wait. Let us wait; and, as I said before, let us speak of yourself. What brings you to Paris?”

	“Affairs of importance which you shall know later. But what is this that I hear from Her Majesty the Queen of England? Monsieur d’Artagnan sides with Mazarin! Pardon my frankness, dear friend. I neither hate nor blame the cardinal, and your opinions will be held ever sacred by me. But do you happen to belong to him?”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” replied Athos, “is in the service; he is a soldier and obeys all constitutional authority. Monsieur d’Artagnan is not rich and has need of his position as lieutenant to enable him to live. Millionaires like yourself, my lord, are rare in France.”

	“Alas!” said De Winter, “I am at this moment as poor as he is, if not poorer. But to return to our subject.”

	“Well, then, you wish to know if I am of Mazarin’s party? No. Pardon my frankness, too, my lord.”

	“I am obliged to you, count, for this pleasing intelligence! You make me young and happy again by it. Ah! so you are not a Mazarinist? Delightful! Indeed, you could not belong to him. But pardon me, are you free? I mean to ask if you are married?”

	“Ah! as to that, no,” replied Athos, laughing.

	“Because that young man, so handsome, so elegant, so polished----”

	“Is a child I have adopted and who does not even know who was his father.”

	“Very well; you are always the same, Athos, great and generous. Are you still friends with Monsieur Porthos and Monsieur Aramis?”

	“Add Monsieur d’Artagnan, my lord. We still remain four friends devoted to each other; but when it becomes a question of serving the cardinal or of fighting him, of being Mazarinists or Frondists, then we are only two.”

	“Is Monsieur Aramis with D’Artagnan?” asked Lord de Winter.

	“No,” said Athos; “Monsieur Aramis does me the honor to share my opinions.”

	“Could you put me in communication with your witty and agreeable friend? Is he much changed?”

	“He has become an abbe, that is all.”

	“You alarm me; his profession must have made him renounce any great undertakings.”

	“On the contrary,” said Athos, smiling, “he has never been so much a musketeer as since he became an abbe, and you will find him a veritable soldier.”

	“Could you engage to bring him to me to-morrow morning at ten o’clock, on the Pont du Louvre?”

	“Oh, oh!” exclaimed Athos, smiling, “you have a duel in prospect.”

	“Yes, count, and a splendid duel, too; a duel in which I hope you will take your part.”

	
“Where are we to go, my lord?”

	“To Her Majesty the Queen of England, who has desired me to present you to her.”

	“This is an enigma,” said Athos, “but it matters not; since you know the solution of it I ask no further. Will your lordship do me the honor to sup with me?”

	“Thanks, count, no,” replied De Winter. “I own to you that that young man’s visit has subdued my appetite and probably will rob me of my sleep. What undertaking can have brought him to Paris? It was not to meet me that he came, for he was ignorant of my journey. This young man terrifies me, my lord; there lies in him a sanguinary predisposition.”

	“What occupies him in England?”

	“He is one of Cromwell’s most enthusiastic disciples.”

	“But what attached him to the cause? His father and mother were Catholics, I believe?”

	“His hatred of the king, who deprived him of his estates and forbade him to bear the name of De Winter.”

	“And what name does he now bear?”

	“Mordaunt.”

	“A Puritan, yet disguised as a monk he travels alone in France.”

	“Do you say as a monk?”

	“It was thus, and by mere accident--may God pardon me if I blaspheme--that he heard the confession of the executioner of Bethune.”

	“Then I understand it all! he has been sent by Cromwell to Mazarin, and the queen guessed rightly; we have been forestalled. Everything is clear to me now. Adieu, count, till to-morrow.”

	“But the night is dark,” said Athos, perceiving that Lord de Winter seemed more uneasy than he wished to appear; “and you have no servant.”

	“I have Tony, a safe if simple youth.”

	“Halloo, there, Grimaud, Olivain, and Blaisois! call the viscount and take the musket with you.”

	Blaisois was the tall youth, half groom, half peasant, whom we saw at the Chateau de Bragelonne, whom Athos had christened by the name of his province.

	“Viscount,” said Athos to Raoul, as he entered, “you will conduct my lord as far as his hotel and permit no one to approach him.”

	“Oh! count,” said De Winter, “for whom do you take me?”

	“For a stranger who does not know Paris,” said Athos, “and to whom the viscount will show the way.”

	De Winter shook him by the hand.

	“Grimaud,” said Athos, “put yourself at the head of the troop and beware of the monk.”

	Grimaud shuddered, and nodding, awaited the departure, regarding the butt of his musket with silent eloquence. Then obeying the orders given him by Athos, he headed the small procession, bearing the torch in one hand and the musket in the other, until it reached De Winter’s inn, when pounding on the portal with his fist, he bowed to my lord and faced about without a word.

	The same order was followed in returning, nor did Grimaud’s searching glance discover anything of a suspicious appearance, save a dark shadow, as it were, in ambuscade, at the corner of the Rue Guenegaud and of the Quai. He fancied, also, that in going he had already observed the street watcher who had attracted his attention. He pushed on toward him, but before he could reach it the shadow had disappeared into an alley, into which Grimaud deemed it scarcely prudent to pursue it.

	The next day, on awaking, the count perceived Raoul by his bedside. The young man was already dressed and was reading a new book by M. Chapelain.

	“Already up, Raoul?” exclaimed the count.

	“Yes, sir,” replied Raoul, with slight hesitation; “I did not sleep well.”

	“You, Raoul, not sleep well! then you must have something on your mind!” said Athos.

	“Sir, you will perhaps think that I am in a great hurry to leave you when I have only just arrived, but----”

	“Have you only two days of leave, Raoul?”

	“On the contrary, sir, I have ten; nor is it to the camp I wish to go.”

	“Where, then?” said Athos, smiling, “if it be not a secret. You are now almost a man, since you have made your first passage of arms, and have acquired the right to go where you will without consulting me.”

	“Never, sir,” said Raoul, “as long as I possess the happiness of having you for a protector, shall I deem I have the right of freeing myself from a guardianship so valuable to me. I have, however, a wish to go and pass a day at Blois. You look at me and you are going to laugh at me.”

	“No, on the contrary, I am not inclined to laugh,” said Athos, suppressing a sigh. “You wish to see Blois again; it is but natural.”

	“Then you permit me to go, you are not angry in your heart?” exclaimed Raoul, joyously.

	“Certainly; and why should I regret what gives you pleasure?”

	“Oh! how kind you are,” exclaimed the young man, pressing his guardian’s hand; “and I can set out immediately?”

	“When you like, Raoul.”

	“Sir,” said Raoul, as he turned to leave the room, “I have thought of one thing, and that is about the Duchess of Chevreuse, who was so kind to me and to whom I owe my introduction to the prince.”

	“And you ought to thank her, Raoul. Well, try the Hotel de Luynes, Raoul, and ask if the duchess can receive you. I am glad to see you pay attention to the usages of the world. You must take Grimaud and Olivain.”

	“Both, sir?” asked Raoul, astonished.

	“Both.”

	Raoul went out, and when Athos heard his young, joyous voice calling to Grimaud and Olivain, he sighed.

	“It is very soon to leave me,” he thought, “but he follows the common custom. Nature has made us thus; she makes the young look ever forward, not behind. He certainly likes the child, but will he love me less as his affection grows for her?”

	And Athos confessed to himself that, he was unprepared for so prompt a departure; but Raoul was so happy that this reflection effaced everything else from the consideration of his guardian.

	Everything was ready at ten o’clock for the departure, and as Athos was watching Raoul mount, a groom rode up from the Duchess de Chevreuse. He was charged to tell the Comte de la Fere, that she had learned of the return of her youthful protege, and also the manner he had conducted himself on the field, and she added that she should be very glad to offer him her congratulations.

	“Tell her grace,” replied Athos, “that the viscount has just mounted his horse to proceed to the Hotel de Luynes.”

	Then, with renewed instructions to Grimaud, Athos signified to Raoul that he could set out, and ended by reflecting that it was perhaps better that Raoul should be away from Paris at that moment.

	42. Another Queen in Want of Help.

	Athos had not failed to send early to Aramis and had given his letter to Blaisois, the only serving-man whom he had left. Blaisois found Bazin donning his beadle’s gown, his services being required that day at Notre Dame.

	Athos had desired Blaisois to try to speak to Aramis himself. Blaisois, a tall, simple youth, who understood nothing but what he was expressly told, asked, therefore for the Abbe d’Herblay, and in spite of Bazin’s assurances that his master was not at home, he persisted in such a manner as to put Bazin into a passion. Blaisois seeing Bazin in clerical guise, was a little discomposed at his denials and wanted to pass at all risks, believing too, that the man with whom he had to do was endowed with the virtues of his cloth, namely, patience and Christian charity.

	But Bazin, still the servant of a musketeer, when once the blood mounted to his fat cheeks, seized a broomstick and began belaboring Blaisois, saying:

	“You have insulted the church, my friend, you have insulted the church!”

	At this moment Aramis, aroused by this unusual disturbance, cautiously opened the door of his room; and Blaisois, looking reproachfully at the Cerberus, drew the letter from his pocket and presented it to Aramis.

	“From the Comte de la Fere,” said Aramis. “All right.” And he retired into his room without even asking the cause of so much noise.

	Blaisois returned disconsolate to the Hotel of the Grand Roi Charlemagne and when Athos inquired if his commission was executed, he related his adventure.

	“You foolish fellow!” said Athos, laughing. “And you did not tell him that you came from me?”

	“No, sir.”

	At ten o’clock Athos, with his habitual exactitude, was waiting on the Pont du Louvre and was almost immediately joined by Lord de Winter.

	They waited ten minutes and then his lordship began to fear Aramis was not coming to join them.

	“Patience,” said Athos, whose eyes were fixed in the direction of the Rue du Bac, “patience; I see an abbe cuffing a man, then bowing to a woman; it must be Aramis.”

	It was indeed Aramis. Having run against a young shopkeeper who was gaping at the crows and who had splashed him, Aramis with one blow of his fist had distanced him ten paces.

	At this moment one of his penitents passed, and as she was young and pretty Aramis took off his cap to her with his most gracious smile.

	A most affectionate greeting, as one can well believe took place between him and Lord de Winter.

	“Where are we going?” inquired Aramis; “are we going to fight, perchance? I carry no sword this morning and cannot return home to procure one.”

	“No,” said Lord de Winter, “we are going to pay a visit to Her Majesty the Queen of England.”

	“Oh, very well,” replied Aramis; then bending his face down to Athos’s ear, “what is the object of this visit?” continued he.

	“Nay, I know not; some evidence required from us, perhaps.”

	“May it not be about that cursed affair?” asked Aramis, “in which case I do not greatly care to go, for it will be to pocket a lecture; and since it is my function to give them to others I am rather averse to receiving them myself.”

	“If it were so,” answered Athos, “we should not be taken there by Lord de Winter, for he would come in for his share; he was one of us.”

	“You’re right; yes, let us go.”

	On arriving at the Louvre Lord de Winter entered first; indeed, there was but one porter there to receive them at the gate.

	It was impossible in daylight for the impoverished state of the habitation grudging charity had conceded to an unfortunate queen to pass unnoticed by Athos, Aramis, and even the Englishman. Large rooms, completely stripped of furniture, bare walls upon which, here and there, shone the old gold moldings which had resisted time and neglect, windows with broken panes (impossible to close), no carpets, neither guards nor servants: this is what first met the eyes of Athos, to which he, touching his companion’s elbow, directed his attention by his glances.

	“Mazarin is better lodged,” said Aramis.

	“Mazarin is almost king,” answered Athos; “Madame Henrietta is almost no longer queen.”

	“If you would condescend to be clever, Athos,” observed Aramis, “I really do think you would be wittier than poor Monsieur de Voiture.”

	Athos smiled.

	The queen appeared to be impatiently expecting them, for at the first slight noise she heard in the hall leading to her room she came herself to the door to receive these courtiers in the corridors of Misfortune.

	“Enter. You are welcome, gentlemen,” she said.

	The gentlemen entered and remained standing, but at a motion from the queen they seated themselves. Athos was calm and grave, but Aramis was furious; the sight of such royal misery exasperated him and his eyes examined every new trace of poverty that presented itself.

	“You are examining the luxury I enjoy,” said the queen, glancing sadly around her.

	“Madame,” replied Aramis, “I must ask your pardon, but I know not how to hide my indignation at seeing how a daughter of Henry IV. is treated at the court of France.”

	“Monsieur Aramis is not an officer?” asked the queen of Lord de Winter.

	“That gentleman is the Abbe d’Herblay,” replied he.

	Aramis blushed. “Madame,” he said, “I am an abbe, it is true, but I am so against my will. I never had a vocation for the bands; my cassock is fastened by one button only, and I am always ready to become a musketeer once more. This morning, being ignorant that I should have the honor of seeing your majesty, I encumbered myself with this dress, but you will find me none the less a man devoted to your majesty’s service, in whatever way you may see fit to use me.”

	“The Abbe d’Herblay,” resumed De Winter, “is one of those gallant musketeers formerly belonging to His Majesty King Louis XIII., of whom I have spoken to you, madame.” Then turning to Athos, he continued, “And this gentleman is that noble Comte de la Fere, whose high reputation is so well known to your majesty.”

	“Gentlemen,” said the queen, “a few years ago I had around me ushers, treasures, armies; and by the lifting of a finger all these were busied in my service. To-day, look around you, and it may astonish you, that in order to accomplish a plan which is dearer to me than life I have only Lord de Winter, the friend of twenty years, and you, gentlemen, whom I see for the first time and whom I know but as my countrymen.”

	“It is enough,” said Athos, bowing low, “if the lives of three men can purchase yours, madame.”

	“I thank you, gentlemen. But hear me,” continued she. “I am not only the most miserable of queens, but the most unhappy of mothers, the most wretched of wives. My children, two of them, at least, the Duke of York and the Princess Elizabeth, are far away from me, exposed to the blows of the ambitious and our foes; my husband, the king, is leading in England so wretched an existence that it is no exaggeration to aver that he seeks death as a thing to be desired. Hold! gentlemen, here is the letter conveyed to me by Lord de Winter. Read it.”

	Obeying the queen, Athos read aloud the letter which we have already seen, in which King Charles demanded to know whether the hospitality of France would be accorded him.

	“Well?” asked Athos, when he had closed the letter.

	“Well,” said the queen, “it has been refused.”

	The two friends exchanged a smile of contempt.

	“And now,” said Athos, “what is to be done? I have the honor to inquire from your majesty what you desire Monsieur d’Herblay and myself to do in your service. We are ready.”

	“Ah, sir, you have a noble heart!” exclaimed the queen, with a burst of gratitude; whilst Lord de Winter turned to her with a glance which said, “Did I not answer for them?”

	“But you, sir?” said the queen to Aramis.

	“I, madame,” replied he, “follow Monsieur de la Fere wherever he leads, even were it on to death, without demanding wherefore; but when it concerns your majesty’s service, then,” added he, looking at the queen with all the grace of former days, “I precede the count.”

	“Well, then, gentlemen,” said the queen, “since it is thus, and since you are willing to devote yourselves to the service of a poor princess whom the whole world has abandoned, this is what is required to be done for me. The king is alone with a few gentlemen, whom he fears to lose every day; surrounded by the Scotch, whom he distrusts, although he be himself a Scotchman. Since Lord de Winter left him I am distracted, sirs. I ask much, too much, perhaps, for I have no title to request it. Go to England, join the king, be his friends, protectors, march to battle at his side, and be near him in his house, where conspiracies, more dangerous than the perils of war, are hatching every day. And in exchange for the sacrifice that you make, gentlemen, I promise--not to reward you, I believe that word would offend you--but to love you as a sister, to prefer you, next to my husband and my children, to every one. I swear it before Heaven.”

	And the queen raised her eyes solemnly upward.

	“Madame,” said Athos, “when must we set out?”

	“You consent then?” exclaimed the queen, joyfully.

	“Yes, madame; only it seems to me that your majesty goes too far in engaging to load us with a friendship so far above our merit. We render service to God, madame, in serving a prince so unfortunate, a queen so virtuous. Madame, we are yours, body and soul.”

	“Oh, sirs,” said the queen, moved even to tears, “this is the first time for five years I have felt the least approach to joy or hope. God, who can read my heart, all the gratitude I feel, will reward you! Save my husband! Save the king, and although you care not for the price that is placed upon a good action in this world, leave me the hope that we shall meet again, when I may be able to thank you myself. In the meantime, I remain here. Have you anything to ask of me? From this moment I become your friend, and since you are engaged in my affairs I ought to occupy myself in yours.”

	“Madame,” replied Athos, “I have only to ask your majesty’s prayers.”

	“And I,” said Aramis, “I am alone in the world and have only your majesty to serve.”

	The queen held out her hand, which they kissed, and she said in a low tone to De Winter:

	“If you need money, my lord, separate the jewels I have given you; detach the diamonds and sell them to some Jew. You will receive for them fifty or sixty thousand francs; spend them if necessary, but let these gentlemen be treated as they deserve, that is to say, like kings.”

	The queen had two letters ready, one written by herself, the other by her daughter, the Princess Henrietta. Both were addressed to King Charles. She gave the first to Athos and the other to Aramis, so that should they be separated by chance they might make themselves known to the king; after which they withdrew.

	At the foot of the staircase De Winter stopped.

	“Not to arouse suspicions, gentlemen,” said he, “go your way and I will go mine, and this evening at nine o’clock we will assemble again at the Gate Saint Denis. We will travel on horseback as far as our horses can go and afterward we can take the post. Once more, let me thank you, my good friends, both in my own name and the queen’s.”

	The three gentlemen then shook hands, Lord de Winter taking the Rue Saint Honore, and Athos and Aramis remaining together.

	“Well,” said Aramis, when they were alone, “what do you think of this business, my dear count?”

	“Bad,” replied Athos, “very bad.”

	“But you received it with enthusiasm.”

	“As I shall ever receive the defense of a great principle, my dear D’Herblay. Monarchs are only strong by the assistance of the aristocracy, but aristocracy cannot survive without the countenance of monarchs. Let us, then, support monarchy, in order to support ourselves.

	“We shall be murdered there,” said Aramis. “I hate the English--they are coarse, like every nation that swills beer.”

	“Would it be better to remain here,” said Athos, “and take a turn in the Bastile or the dungeon of Vincennes for having favored the escape of Monsieur de Beaufort? I’faith, Aramis, believe me, there is little left to regret. We avoid imprisonment and we play the part of heroes; the choice is easy.”

	“It is true; but in everything, friend, one must always return to the same question--a stupid one, I admit, but very necessary--have you any money?”

	“Something like a hundred pistoles, that my farmer sent to me the day before I left Bragelonne; but out of that sum I ought to leave fifty for Raoul--a young man must live respectably. I have then about fifty pistoles. And you?”

	“As for me, I am quite sure that after turning out all my pockets and emptying my drawers I shall not find ten louis at home. Fortunately Lord de Winter is rich.”

	“Lord de Winter is ruined for the moment; Oliver Cromwell has annexed his income resources.”

	“Now is the time when Baron Porthos would be useful.”

	“Now it is that I regret D’Artagnan.”

	“Let us entice them away.”

	“This secret, Aramis, does not belong to us; take my advice, then, and let no one into our confidence. And moreover, in taking such a step we should appear to be doubtful of ourselves. Let us regret their absence to ourselves for our own sakes, but not speak of it.”

	“You are right; but what are you going to do until this evening? I have two things to postpone.”

	“And what are they?”

	“First, a thrust with the coadjutor, whom I met last night at Madame de Rambouillet’s and whom I found particular in his remarks respecting me.”

	“Oh, fie--a quarrel between priests, a duel between allies!”

	“What can I do, friend? he is a bully and so am I; his cassock is a burden to him and I imagine I have had enough of mine; in fact, there is so much resemblance between us that I sometimes believe he is Aramis and I am the coadjutor. This kind of life fatigues and oppresses me; besides, he is a turbulent fellow, who will ruin our party. I am convinced that if I gave him a box on the ear, such as I gave this morning to the little citizen who splashed me, it would change the appearance of things.”

	“And I, my dear Aramis,” quietly replied Athos, “I think it would only change Monsieur de Retz’s appearance. Take my advice, leave things just as they are; besides, you are neither of you now your own masters; he belongs to the Fronde and you to the queen of England. So, if the second matter which you regret being unable to attend to is not more important than the first----”

	“Oh! that is of the first importance.”

	“Attend to it, then, at once.”

	“Unfortunately, it is a thing that I can’t perform at any time I choose. It was arranged for the evening and no other time will serve.”

	“I understand,” said Athos smiling, “midnight.”

	“About that time.”

	“But, my dear fellow, those are things that bear postponement and you must put it off, especially with so good an excuse to give on your return----”

	“Yes, if I return.”

	“If you do not return, how does it concern you? Be reasonable. Come, you are no longer twenty years old.”

	“To my great regret, mordieu! Ah, if I were but twenty years old!”

	“Yes,” said Athos, “doubtless you would commit great follies! But now we must part. I have one or two visits to make and a letter yet to write. Call for me at eight o’clock or shall I wait supper for you at seven?”

	“That will do very well,” said Aramis. “I have twenty visits to make and as many letters to write.”

	They then separated. Athos went to pay a visit to Madame de Vendome, left his name at Madame de Chevreuse’s and wrote the following letter to D’Artagnan:

	“Dear Friend,--I am about to set off with Aramis on important business. I wished to make my adieux to you, but time does not permit. Remember that I write to you now to repeat how much affection for you I still cherish.

	“Raoul is gone to Blois and is ignorant of my departure; watch over him in my absence as much as you possibly can; and if by chance you receive no news of me three months hence, tell him to open a packet which he will find addressed to him in my bronze casket at Blois, of which I send you now the key.

	“Embrace Porthos from Aramis and myself. Adieu, perhaps farewell.”

	At the hour agreed upon Aramis arrived; he was dressed as an officer and had the old sword at his side which he had drawn so often and which he was more than ever ready to draw.

	“By-the-bye,” he said, “I think that we are decidedly wrong to depart thus, without leaving a line for Porthos and D’Artagnan.”

	“The thing is done, dear friend,” said Athos; “I foresaw that and have embraced them both from you and myself.”

	“You are a wonderful man, my dear count,” said Aramis; “you think of everything.”

	“Well, have you made up your mind to this journey?”

	“Quite; and now that I reflect about it, I am glad to leave Paris at this moment.”

	“And so am I,” replied Athos; “my only regret is not having seen D’Artagnan; but the rascal is so cunning, he might have guessed our project.”

	When supper was over Blaisois entered. “Sir,” said he, “here is Monsieur d’Artagnan’s answer.”

	“But I did not tell you there would be an answer, stupid!” said Athos.

	“And I set off without waiting for one, but he called me back and gave me this;” and he presented a little leather bag, plump and giving out a golden jingle.

	Athos opened it and began by drawing forth a little note, written in these terms:

	“My dear Count,--When one travels, and especially for three months, one never has a superfluity of money. Now, recalling former times of mutual distress, I send you half my purse; it is money to obtain which I made Mazarin sweat. Don’t make a bad use of it, I entreat you.

	“As to what you say about not seeing you again, I believe not a word of it; with such a heart as yours--and such a sword--one passes through the valley of the shadow of death a dozen times, unscathed and unalarmed. Au revoir, not farewell.

	“It is unnecessary to say that from the day I saw Raoul I loved him; nevertheless, believe that I heartily pray that I may not become to him a father, however much I might be proud of such a son.

	“Your

	“D’Artagnan.

	“P.S.--Be it well understood that the fifty louis which I send are equally for Aramis as for you--for you as Aramis.”

	Athos smiled, and his fine eye was dimmed by a tear. D’Artagnan, who had loved him so tenderly, loved him still, although a Mazarinist.

	“There are the fifty louis, i’faith,” said Aramis, emptying the purse on the table, all bearing the effigy of Louis XIII. “Well, what shall you do with this money, count? Shall you keep it or send it back?”

	“I shall keep it, Aramis, and even though I had no need of it I still should keep it. What is offered from a generous heart should be accepted generously. Take twenty-five of them, Aramis, and give me the remaining twenty-five.”

	“All right; I am glad to see you are of my opinion. There now, shall we start?”

	“When you like; but have you no groom?”

	“No; that idiot Bazin had the folly to make himself verger, as you know, and therefore cannot leave Notre Dame.

	“Very well, take Blaisois, with whom I know not what to do, since I already have Grimaud.”

	“Willingly,” said Aramis.

	At this moment Grimaud appeared at the door. “Ready,” said he, with his usual curtness.

	“Let us go, then,” said Athos.

	The two friends mounted, as did their servants. At the corner of the Quai they encountered Bazin, who was running breathlessly.

	“Oh, sir!” exclaimed he, “thank Heaven I have arrived in time. Monsieur Porthos has just been to your house and has left this for you, saying that the letter was important and must be given to you before you left.”

	“Good,” said Aramis, taking a purse which Bazin presented to him. “What is this?”

	“Wait, your reverence, there is a letter.”

	“You know I have already told you that if you ever call me anything but chevalier I will break every bone in your body. Give me the letter.”

	“How can you read?” asked Athos, “it is as dark as a cold oven.”

	“Wait,” said Bazin, striking a flint, and setting afire a twisted wax-light, with which he started the church candles. Thus illumined, Aramis read the following epistle:

	“My dear D’Herblay,--I learned from D’Artagnan who has embraced me on the part of the Comte de la Fere and yourself, that you are setting out on a journey which may perhaps last two or three months; as I know that you do not like to ask money of your friends I offer you some of my own accord. Here are two hundred pistoles, which you can dispose of as you wish and return to me when opportunity occurs. Do not fear that you put me to inconvenience; if I want money I can send for some to any of my chateaux; at Bracieux alone, I have twenty thousand francs in gold. So, if I do not send you more it is because I fear you would not accept a larger sum.

	“I address you, because you know, that although I esteem him from my heart I am a little awed by the Comte de la Fere; but it is understood that what I offer you I offer him at the same time.

	“I am, as I trust you do not doubt, your devoted

	“Du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds.”

	“Well,” said Aramis, “what do you say to that?”

	“I say, my dear D’Herblay, that it is almost sacrilege to distrust Providence when one has such friends, and therefore we will divide the pistoles from Porthos, as we divided the louis sent by D’Artagnan.”

	The division being made by the light of Bazin’s taper, the two friends continued their road and a quarter of an hour later they had joined De Winter at the Porte Saint Denis.

	43. In which it is proved that first Impulses are oftentimes the best.

	The three gentlemen took the road to Picardy, a road so well known to them and which recalled to Athos and Aramis some of the most picturesque adventures of their youth.

	“If Mousqueton were with us,” observed Athos, on reaching the spot where they had had a dispute with the paviers, “how he would tremble at passing this! Do you remember, Aramis, that it was here he received that famous bullet wound?”

	“By my faith, ‘twould be excusable in him to tremble,” replied Aramis, “for even I feel a shudder at the recollection; hold, just above that tree is the little spot where I thought I was killed.”

	It was soon time for Grimaud to recall the past. Arriving before the inn at which his master and himself had made such an enormous repast, he approached Athos and said, showing him the airhole of the cellar:

	“Sausages!”

	Athos began to laugh, for this juvenile escapade of his appeared to be as amusing as if some one had related it of another person.

	At last, after traveling two days and a night, they arrived at Boulogne toward the evening, favored by magnificent weather. Boulogne was a strong position, then almost a deserted town, built entirely on the heights; what is now called the lower town did not then exist.

	“Gentlemen,” said De Winter, on reaching the gate of the town, “let us do here as at Paris--let us separate to avoid suspicion. I know an inn, little frequented, but of which the host is entirely devoted to me. I will go there, where I expect to find letters, and you go to the first tavern in the town, to L’Epee du Grand Henri for instance, refresh yourselves, and in two hours be upon the jetty; our boat is waiting for us there.”

	The matter being thus decided, the two friends found, about two hundred paces further, the tavern indicated. Their horses were fed, but not unsaddled; the grooms supped, for it was already late, and their two masters, impatient to return, appointed a place of meeting with them on the jetty and desired them on no account to exchange a word with any one. It is needless to say that this caution concerned Blaisois alone--long enough since it had been a useless one to Grimaud.

	Athos and Aramis walked down toward the port. From their dress, covered with dust, and from a certain easy manner by means of which a man accustomed to travel is always recognizable, the two friends excited the attention of a few promenaders. There was more especially one upon whom their arrival had produced a decided impression. This man, whom they had noticed from the first for the same reason they had themselves been remarked by others, was walking in a listless way up and down the jetty. From the moment he perceived them he did not cease to look at them and seemed to burn with the wish to speak to them.

	On reaching the jetty Athos and Aramis stopped to look at a little boat made fast to a pile and ready rigged as if waiting to start.

	“That is doubtless our boat,” said Athos.

	“Yes,” replied Aramis, “and the sloop out there making ready to sail must be that which is to take us to our destination; now,” continued he, “if only De Winter does not keep us waiting. It is not at all amusing here; there is not a single woman passing.”

	“Hush!” said Athos, “we are overheard.”

	In truth, the walker, who, during the observations of the two friends, had passed and repassed behind them several times, stopped at the name of De Winter; but as his face betrayed no emotion at mention of this name, it might have been by chance he stood so still.

	“Gentlemen,” said the man, who was young and pale, bowing with ease and courtesy, “pardon my curiosity, but I see you come from Paris, or at least that you are strangers at Boulogne.”

	“We come from Paris, yes,” replied Athos, with the same courtesy; “what is there we can do for you?”

	“Sir,” said the young man, “will you be so good as to tell me if it be true that Cardinal Mazarin is no longer minister?”

	“That is a strange question,” said Aramis.

	“He is and he is not,” replied Athos; “that is to say, he is dismissed by one-half of France, but by intrigues and promises he makes the other half sustain him; you will perceive that this may last a long time.”

	“However, sir,” said the stranger, “he has neither fled nor is in prison?”

	“No, sir, not at this moment at least.”

	“Sirs, accept my thanks for your politeness,” said the young man, retreating.

	“What do you think of that interrogator?” asked Aramis.

	“I think he is either a dull provincial person or a spy in search of information.”

	“And you replied to him with that notion?”

	“Nothing warranted me to answer him otherwise; he was polite to me and I was so to him.”

	“But if he be a spy----”

	“What do you think a spy would be about here? We are not living in the time of Cardinal Richelieu, who would have closed the ports on bare suspicion.”

	“It matters not; you were wrong to reply to him as you did,” continued Aramis, following with his eyes the young man, now vanishing behind the cliffs.

	“And you,” said Athos, “you forget that you committed a very different kind of imprudence in pronouncing Lord de Winter’s name. Did you not see that at that name the young man stopped?”

	“More reason, then, when he spoke to you, for sending him about his business.”

	“A quarrel?” asked Athos.

	“And since when have you become afraid of a quarrel?”

	“I am always afraid of a quarrel when I am expected at any place and when such a quarrel might possibly prevent my reaching it. Besides, let me own something to you. I am anxious to see that young man nearer.”

	“And wherefore?”

	“Aramis, you will certainly laugh at me, you will say that I am always repeating the same thing, you will call me the most timorous of visionaries; but to whom do you see a resemblance in that young man?”

	“In beauty or on the contrary?” asked Aramis, laughing.

	“In ugliness, in so far as a man can resemble a woman.”

	“Ah! Egad!” cried Aramis, “you set me thinking. No, in truth you are no visionary, my dear friend, and now I think of it--you--yes, i’faith, you’re right--those delicate, yet firm-set lips, those eyes which seem always at the command of the intellect and never of the heart! Yes, it is one of Milady’s bastards!”

	“You laugh Aramis.”

	“From habit, that is all. I swear to you, I like no better than yourself to meet that viper in my path.”

	“Ah! here is De Winter coming,” said Athos.

	“Good! one thing now is only awanting and that is, that our grooms should not keep us waiting.”

	“No,” said Athos. “I see them about twenty paces behind my lord. I recognize Grimaud by his long legs and his determined slouch. Tony carries our muskets.”

	“Then we set sail to-night?” asked Aramis, glancing toward the west, where the sun had left a single golden cloud, which, dipping into the ocean, appeared by degrees to be extinguished.

	“Probably,” said Athos.

	“Diable!” resumed Aramis, “I have little fancy for the sea by day, still less at night; the sounds of wind and wave, the frightful movements of the vessel; I confess I prefer the convent of Noisy.”

	Athos smiled sadly, for it was evident that he was thinking of other things as he listened to his friend and moved toward De Winter.

	“What ails our friend?” said Aramis, “he resembles one of Dante’s damned, whose neck Apollyon has dislocated and who are ever looking at their heels. What the devil makes him glower thus behind him?”

	When De Winter perceived them, in his turn he advanced toward them with surprising rapidity.

	“What is the matter, my lord?” said Athos, “and what puts you out of breath thus?”

	“Nothing,” replied De Winter; “nothing; and yet in passing the heights it seemed to me----” and he again turned round.

	Athos glanced at Aramis.

	“But let us go,” continued De Winter; “let us be off; the boat must be waiting for us and there is our sloop at anchor--do you see it there? I wish I were on board already,” and he looked back again.

	“He has seen him,” said Athos, in a low tone, to Aramis.

	They had reached the ladder which led to the boat. De Winter made the grooms who carried the arms and the porters with the luggage descend first and was about to follow them.

	At this moment Athos perceived a man walking on the seashore parallel to the jetty, and hastening his steps, as if to reach the other side of the port, scarcely twenty steps from the place of embarking. He fancied in the darkness that he recognized the young man who had questioned him. Athos now descended the ladder in his turn, without losing sight of the young man. The latter, to make a short cut, had appeared on a sluice.

	“He certainly bodes us no good,” said Athos; “but let us embark; once out at sea, let him come.”

	And Athos sprang into the boat, which was immediately pushed off and which soon sped seawards under the efforts of four stalwart rowers.

	But the young man had begun to follow, or rather to advance before the boat. She was obliged to pass between the point of the jetty, surmounted by a beacon just lighted, and a rock which jutted out. They saw him in the distance climbing the rock in order to look down upon the boat as it passed.

	“Ay, but,” said Aramis, “that young fellow is decidedly a spy.”

	“Which is the young man?” asked De Winter, turning around.

	“He who followed us and spoke to us awaits us there; behold!”

	De Winter turned and followed the direction of Aramis’s finger. The beacon bathed with light the little strait through which they were about to pass and the rock where the young man stood with bare head and crossed arms.

	“It is he!” exclaimed De Winter, seizing the arm of Athos; “it is he! I thought I recognized him and I was not mistaken.”

	“Whom do you mean?” asked Aramis.

	“Milady’s son,” replied Athos.

	“The monk!” exclaimed Grimaud.

	The young man heard these words and bent so forward over the rock that one might have supposed he was about to precipitate himself from it.

	“Yes, it is I, my uncle--I, the son of Milady--I, the monk--I, the secretary and friend of Cromwell--I know you now, both you and your companions.”

	In that boat sat three men, unquestionably brave, whose courage no man would have dared dispute; nevertheless, at that voice, that accent and those gestures, they felt a chill access of terror cramp their veins. As for Grimaud, his hair stood on end and drops of sweat ran down his brow.

	“Ah!” exclaimed Aramis, “that is the nephew, the monk, and the son of Milady, as he says himself.”

	“Alas, yes,” murmured De Winter.

	“Then wait,” said Aramis; and with the terrible coolness which on important occasions he showed, he took one of the muskets from Tony, shouldered and aimed it at the young man, who stood, like the accusing angel, upon the rock.

	“Fire!” cried Grimaud, unconsciously.

	Athos threw himself on the muzzle of the gun and arrested the shot which was about to be fired.

	“The devil take you,” said Aramis. “I had him so well at the point of my gun I should have sent a ball into his breast.”

	“It is enough to have killed the mother,” said Athos, hoarsely.

	“The mother was a wretch, who struck at us all and at those dear to us.”

	“Yes, but the son has done us no harm.”

	Grimaud, who had risen to watch the effect of the shot, fell back hopeless, wringing his hands.

	The young man burst into a laugh.

	“Ah, it is certainly you!” he cried. “I know you even better now.”

	His mocking laugh and threatening words passed over their heads, carried by the breeze, until lost in the depths of the horizon. Aramis shuddered.

	“Be calm,” exclaimed Athos, “for Heaven’s sake! have we ceased to be men?”

	“No,” said Aramis, “but that fellow is a fiend; and ask the uncle whether I was wrong to rid him of his dear nephew.”

	De Winter only replied by a groan.

	“It was all up with him,” continued Aramis; “ah I much fear that with all your wisdom such mercy yet will prove supernal folly.”

	Athos took Lord de Winter’s hand and tried to turn the conversation.

	“When shall we land in England?” he asked; but De Winter seemed not to hear his words and made no reply.

	“Hold, Athos,” said Aramis, “perhaps there is yet time. See if he is still in the same place.”

	Athos turned around with an effort; the sight of the young man was evidently painful to him, and there he still was, in fact, on the rock, the beacon shedding around him, as it were, a doubtful aureole.

	“Decidedly, Aramis,” said Athos, “I think I was wrong not to let you fire.”

	“Hold your tongue,” replied Aramis; “you would make me weep, if such a thing were possible.”

	At this moment they were hailed by a voice from the sloop and a few seconds later men, servants and baggage were aboard. The captain was only waiting for his passengers; hardly had they put foot on deck ere her head was turned towards Hastings, where they were to disembark. At this instant the three friends turned, in spite of themselves, a last look on the rock, upon the menacing figure which pursued them and now stood out with a distinctness still. Then a voice reached them once more, sending this threat: “To our next meeting, sirs, in England.”

	44. Te Deum for the Victory of Lens.

	The bustle which had been observed by Henrietta Maria and for which she had vainly sought to discover a reason, was occasioned by the battle of Lens, announced by the prince’s messenger, the Duc de Chatillon, who had taken such a noble part in the engagement; he was, besides, charged to hang five and twenty flags, taken from the Lorraine party, as well as from the Spaniards, upon the arches of Notre Dame.

	Such news was decisive; it destroyed, in favor of the court, the struggle commenced with parliament. The motive given for all the taxes summarily imposed and to which the parliament had made opposition, was the necessity of sustaining the honor of France and the uncertain hope of beating the enemy. Now, since the affair of Nordlingen, they had experienced nothing but reverses; the parliament had a plea for calling Mazarin to account for imaginary victories, always promised, ever deferred; but this time there really had been fighting, a triumph and a complete one. And this all knew so well that it was a double victory for the court, a victory at home and abroad; so that even when the young king learned the news he exclaimed, “Ah, gentlemen of the parliament, we shall see what you will say now!” Upon which the queen had pressed the royal child to her heart, whose haughty and unruly sentiments were in such harmony with her own. A council was called on the same evening, but nothing transpired of what had been decided on. It was only known that on the following Sunday a Te Deum would be sung at Notre Dame in honor of the victory of Lens.

	The following Sunday, then, the Parisians arose with joy; at that period a Te Deum was a grand affair; this kind of ceremony had not then been abused and it produced a great effect. The shops were deserted, houses closed; every one wished to see the young king with his mother, and the famous Cardinal Mazarin whom they hated so much that no one wished to be deprived of his presence. Moreover, great liberty prevailed throughout the immense crowd; every opinion was openly expressed and chorused, so to speak, of coming insurrection, as the thousand bells of all the Paris churches rang out the Te Deum. The police belonging to the city being formed by the city itself, nothing threatening presented itself to disturb this concert of universal hatred or freeze the frequent scoffs of slanderous lips.

	Nevertheless, at eight o’clock in the morning the regiment of the queen’s guards, commanded by Guitant, under whom was his nephew Comminges, marched publicly, preceded by drums and trumpets, filing off from the Palais Royal as far as Notre Dame, a manoeuvre which the Parisians witnessed tranquilly, delighted as they were with military music and brilliant uniforms.

	Friquet had put on his Sunday clothes, under the pretext of having a swollen face which he had managed to simulate by introducing a handful of cherry kernels into one side of his mouth, and had procured a whole holiday from Bazin. On leaving Bazin, Friquet started off to the Palais Royal, where he arrived at the moment of the turning out of the regiment of guards; and as he had only gone there for the enjoyment of seeing it and hearing the music, he took his place at their head, beating the drum on two pieces of slate and passing from that exercise to that of the trumpet, which he counterfeited quite naturally with his mouth in a manner which had more than once called forth the praises of amateurs of imitative harmony.

	This amusement lasted from the Barriere des Sergens to the place of Notre Dame, and Friquet found in it very real enjoyment; but when at last the regiment separated, penetrated the heart of the city and placed itself at the extremity of the Rue Saint Christophe, near the Rue Cocatrix, in which Broussel lived, then Friquet remembered that he had not had breakfast; and after thinking in which direction he had better turn his steps in order to accomplish this important act of the day, he reflected deeply and decided that Councillor Broussel should bear the cost of this repast.

	In consequence he took to his heels, arrived breathlessly at the councillor’s door, and knocked violently.

	His mother, the councillor’s old servant, opened it.

	“What doest thou here, good-for-nothing?” she said, “and why art thou not at Notre Dame?”

	“I have been there, mother,” said Friquet, “but I saw things happen of which Master Broussel ought to be warned, and so with Monsieur Bazin’s permission--you know, mother, Monsieur Bazin, the verger--I came to speak to Monsieur Broussel.”

	“And what hast thou to say, boy, to Monsieur Broussel?”

	“I wish to tell him,” replied Friquet, screaming with all his might, “that there is a whole regiment of guards coming this way. And as I hear everywhere that at the court they are ill-disposed to him, I wish to warn him, that he may be on his guard.”

	Broussel heard the scream of the young oddity, and, enchanted with this excess of zeal, came down to the first floor, for he was, in truth, working in his room on the second.

	“Well,” said he, “friend, what matters the regiment of guards to us, and art thou not mad to make such a disturbance? Knowest thou not that it is the custom of these soldiers to act thus and that it is usual for the regiment to form themselves into two solid walls when the king goes by?”

	Friquet counterfeited surprise, and twisting his new cap around in his fingers, said:

	“It is not astonishing for you to know it, Monsieur Broussel, who knows everything; but as for me, by holy truth, I did not know it and I thought I would give you good advice; you must not be angry with me for that, Monsieur Broussel.”

	“On the contrary, my boy, on the contrary, I am pleased with your zeal. Dame Nanette, look for those apricots which Madame de Longueville sent to us yesterday from Noisy and give half a dozen of them to your son, with a crust of new bread.”

	“Oh, thank you, sir, thank you, Monsieur Broussel,” said Friquet; “I am so fond of apricots!”

	Broussel then proceeded to his wife’s room and asked for breakfast; it was nine o’clock. The councillor placed himself at the window; the street was completely deserted, but in the distance was heard, like the noise of the tide rushing in, the deep hum of the populous waves increasing now around Notre Dame.

	This noise redoubled when D’Artagnan, with a company of musketeers, placed himself at the gates of Notre Dame to secure the service of the church. He had instructed Porthos to profit by this opportunity to see the ceremony; and Porthos, in full dress, mounted his finest horse, taking the part of supernumerary musketeer, as D’Artagnan had so often done formerly. The sergeant of this company, a veteran of the Spanish wars, had recognized Porthos, his old companion, and very soon all those who served under him were placed in possession of startling facts concerning the honor of the ancient musketeers of Treville. Porthos had not only been well received by the company, but he was moreover looked on with great admiration.

	At ten o’clock the guns of the Louvre announced the departure of the king, and then a movement, similar to that of trees in a stormy wind that bend and writhe with agitated tops, ran though the multitude, which was compressed behind the immovable muskets of the guard. At last the king appeared with the queen in a gilded chariot. Ten other carriages followed, containing the ladies of honor, the officers of the royal household, and the court.

	“God save the king!” was the cry in every direction; the young monarch gravely put his head out of the window, looked sufficiently grateful and even bowed; at which the cries of the multitude were renewed.

	Just as the court was settling down in the cathedral, a carriage, bearing the arms of Comminges, quitted the line of the court carriages and proceeded slowly to the end of the Rue Saint Christophe, now entirely deserted. When it arrived there, four guards and a police officer, who accompanied it, mounted into the heavy machine and closed the shutters; then through an opening cautiously made, the policeman began to watch the length of the Rue Cocatrix, as if he was waiting for some one.

	All the world was occupied with the ceremony, so that neither the chariot nor the precautions taken by those who were within it had been observed. Friquet, whose eye, ever on the alert, could alone have discovered them, had gone to devour his apricots upon the entablature of a house in the square of Notre Dame. Thence he saw the king, the queen and Monsieur Mazarin, and heard the mass as well as if he had been on duty.

	Toward the end of the service, the queen, seeing Comminges standing near her, waiting for a confirmation of the order she had given him before quitting the Louvre, said in a whisper:

	“Go, Comminges, and may God aid you!”

	Comminges immediately left the church and entered the Rue Saint Christophe. Friquet, seeing this fine officer thus walk away, followed by two guards, amused himself by pursuing them and did this so much the more gladly as the ceremony ended at that instant and the king remounted his carriage.

	Hardly had the police officer observed Comminges at the end of the Rue Cocatrix when he said one word to the coachman, who at once put his vehicle into motion and drove up before Broussel’s door. Comminges knocked at the door at the same moment, and Friquet was waiting behind Comminges until the door should be opened.

	“What dost thou there, rascal?” asked Comminges.

	“I want to go into Master Broussel’s house, captain,” replied Friquet, in that wheedling way the “gamins” of Paris know so well how to assume when necessary.

	“And on what floor does he live?” asked Comminges.

	“In the whole house,” said Friquet; “the house belongs to him; he occupies the second floor when he works and descends to the first to take his meals; he must be at dinner now; it is noon.”

	“Good,” said Comminges.

	At this moment the door was opened, and having questioned the servant the officer learned that Master Broussel was at home and at dinner.

	Broussel was seated at the table with his family, having his wife opposite to him, his two daughters by his side, and his son, Louvieres, whom we have already seen when the accident happened to the councillor--an accident from which he had quite recovered--at the bottom of the table. The worthy man, restored to perfect health, was tasting the fine fruit which Madame de Longueville had sent to him.

	At sight of the officer Broussel was somewhat moved, but seeing him bow politely he rose and bowed also. Still, in spite of this reciprocal politeness, the countenances of the women betrayed a certain amount of uneasiness; Louvieres became very pale and waited impatiently for the officer to explain himself.

	“Sir,” said Comminges, “I am the bearer of an order from the king.”

	“Very well, sir,” replied Broussel, “what is this order?” And he held out his hand.

	“I am commissioned to seize your person, sir,” said Comminges, in the same tone and with the same politeness; “and if you will believe me you had better spare yourself the trouble of reading that long letter and follow me.”

	A thunderbolt falling in the midst of these good people, so peacefully assembled there, would not have produced a more appalling effect. It was a horrible thing at that period to be imprisoned by the enmity of the king. Louvieres sprang forward to snatch his sword, which stood against a chair in a corner of the room; but a glance from the worthy Broussel, who in the midst of it all did not lose his presence of mind, checked this foolhardy action of despair. Madame Broussel, separated by the width of the table from her husband, burst into tears, and the young girls clung to their father’s arms.

	“Come, sir,” said Comminges, “make haste; you must obey the king.”

	“Sir,” said Broussel, “I am in bad health and cannot give myself up a prisoner in this state; I must have time.”

	“It is impossible,” said Comminges; “the order is strict and must be put into execution this instant.”

	“Impossible!” said Louvieres; “sir, beware of driving us to despair.”

	“Impossible!” cried a shrill voice from the end of the room.

	Comminges turned and saw Dame Nanette, her eyes flashing with anger and a broom in her hand.

	“My good Nanette, be quiet, I beseech you,” said Broussel.

	“Me! keep quiet while my master is being arrested! he, the support, the liberator, the father of the people! Ah! well, yes; you have to know me yet. Are you going?” added she to Comminges.

	The latter smiled.

	“Come, sir,” said he, addressing Broussel, “silence that woman and follow me.”

	“Silence me! me! me!” said Nanette. “Ah! yet one wants some one besides you for that, my fine king’s cockatoo! You shall see.” And Dame Nanette sprang to the window, threw it open, and in such a piercing voice that it might have been heard in the square of Notre Dame:

	“Help!” she screamed, “my master is being arrested; the Councillor Broussel is being arrested! Help!”

	“Sir,” said Comminges, “declare yourself at once; will you obey or do you intend to rebel against the king?”

	“I obey, I obey, sir!” cried Broussel, trying to disengage himself from the grasp of his two daughters and by a look restrain his son, who seemed determined to dispute authority.

	“In that case,” commanded Comminges, “silence that old woman.”

	“Ah! old woman!” screamed Nanette.

	And she began to shriek more loudly, clinging to the bars of the window:

	“Help! help! for Master Broussel, who is arrested because he has defended the people! Help!”

	Comminges seized the servant around the waist and would have dragged her from her post; but at that instant a treble voice, proceeding from a kind of entresol, was heard screeching:

	“Murder! fire! assassins! Master Broussel is being killed! Master Broussel is being strangled.”

	It was Friquet’s voice; and Dame Nanette, feeling herself supported, recommenced with all her strength to sound her shrilly squawk.

	Many curious faces had already appeared at the windows and the people attracted to the end of the street began to run, first men, then groups, and then a crowd of people; hearing cries and seeing a chariot they could not understand it; but Friquet sprang from the entresol on to the top of the carriage.

	“They want to arrest Master Broussel!” he cried; “the guards are in the carriage and the officer is upstairs!”

	The crowd began to murmur and approached the house. The two guards who had remained in the lane mounted to the aid of Comminges; those who were in the chariot opened the doors and presented arms.

	“Don’t you see them?” cried Friquet, “don’t you see? there they are!”

	The coachman turning around, gave Friquet a slash with his whip which made him scream with pain.

	“Ah! devil’s coachman!” cried Friquet, “you’re meddling too! Wait!”

	And regaining his entresol he overwhelmed the coachman with every projectile he could lay hands on.

	The tumult now began to increase; the street was not able to contain the spectators who assembled from every direction; the crowd invaded the space which the dreaded pikes of the guards had till then kept clear between them and the carriage. The soldiers, pushed back by these living walls, were in danger of being crushed against the spokes of the wheels and the panels of the carriages. The cries which the police officer repeated twenty times: “In the king’s name,” were powerless against this formidable multitude--seemed, on the contrary, to exasperate it still more; when, at the shout, “In the name of the king,” an officer ran up, and seeing the uniforms ill-treated, he sprang into the scuffle sword in hand, and brought unexpected help to the guards. This gentleman was a young man, scarcely sixteen years of age, now white with anger. He leaped from his charger, placed his back against the shaft of the carriage, making a rampart of his horse, drew his pistols from their holsters and fastened them to his belt, and began to fight with the back sword, like a man accustomed to the handling of his weapon.

	During ten minutes he alone kept the crowd at bay; at last Comminges appeared, pushing Broussel before him.

	“Let us break the carriage!” cried the people.

	“In the king’s name!” cried Comminges.

	“The first who advances is a dead man!” cried Raoul, for it was in fact he, who, feeling himself pressed and almost crushed by a gigantic citizen, pricked him with the point of his sword and sent him howling back.

	Comminges, so to speak, threw Broussel into the carriage and sprang in after him. At this moment a shot was fired and a ball passed through the hat of Comminges and broke the arm of one of the guards. Comminges looked up and saw amidst the smoke the threatening face of Louvieres appearing at the window of the second floor.

	“Very well, sir,” said Comminges, “you shall hear of this anon.”

	“And you of me, sir,” said Louvieres; “and we shall see then who can speak the loudest.”

	Friquet and Nanette continued to shout; the cries, the noise of the shot and the intoxicating smell of powder produced their usual maddening effects.

	“Down with the officer! down with him!” was the cry.

	“One step nearer,” said Comminges, putting down the sashes, that the interior of the carriage might be well seen, and placing his sword on his prisoner’s breast, “one step nearer, and I kill the prisoner; my orders were to carry him off alive or dead. I will take him dead, that’s all.”

	A terrible cry was heard, and the wife and daughters of Broussel held up their hands in supplication to the people; the latter knew that this officer, who was so pale, but who appeared so determined, would keep his word; they continued to threaten, but they began to disperse.

	“Drive to the palace,” said Comminges to the coachman, who was by then more dead than alive.

	The man whipped his animals, which cleared a way through the crowd; but on arriving on the Quai they were obliged to stop; the carriage was upset, the horses carried off, stifled, mangled by the crowd. Raoul, on foot, for he had not time to mount his horse again, tired, like the guards, of distributing blows with the flat of his sword, had recourse to its point. But this last and dreaded resource served only to exasperate the multitude. From time to time a shot from a musket or the blade of a rapier flashed among the crowd; projectiles continued to hail down from the windows and some shots were heard, the echo of which, though they were probably fired in the air, made all hearts vibrate. Voices, unheard except on days of revolution, were distinguished; faces were seen that only appeared on days of bloodshed. Cries of “Death! death to the guards! to the Seine with the officer!” were heard above all the noise, deafening as it was. Raoul, his hat in ribbons, his face bleeding, felt not only his strength but also his reason going; a red mist covered his sight, and through this mist he saw a hundred threatening arms stretched over him, ready to seize upon him when he fell. The guards were unable to help any one--each one was occupied with his self-preservation. All was over; carriages, horses, guards, and perhaps even the prisoner were about to be torn to shreds, when all at once a voice well known to Raoul was heard, and suddenly a great sword glittered in the air; at the same time the crowd opened, upset, trodden down, and an officer of the musketeers, striking and cutting right and left, rushed up to Raoul and took him in his arms just as he was about to fall.

	“God’s blood!” cried the officer, “have they killed him? Woe to them if it be so!”

	And he turned around, so stern with anger, strength and threat, that the most excited rebels hustled back on one another, in order to escape, and some of them even rolled into the Seine.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” murmured Raoul.

	“Yes, ‘sdeath! in person, and fortunately it seems for you, my young friend. Come on, here, you others,” he continued, rising in his stirrups, raising his sword, and addressing those musketeers who had not been able to follow his rapid onslaught. “Come, sweep away all that for me! Shoulder muskets! Present arms! Aim----”

	At this command the mountain of populace thinned so suddenly that D’Artagnan could not repress a burst of Homeric laughter.

	“Thank you, D’Artagnan,” said Comminges, showing half of his body through the window of the broken vehicle, “thanks, my young friend; your name--that I may mention it to the queen.”

	Raoul was about to reply when D’Artagnan bent down to his ear.

	“Hold your tongue,” said he, “and let me answer. Do not lose time, Comminges,” he continued; “get out of the carriage if you can and make another draw up; be quick, or in five minutes the mob will be on us again with swords and muskets and you will be killed. Hold! there’s a carriage coming over yonder.”

	Then bending again to Raoul, he whispered: “Above all things do not divulge your name.”

	“That’s right. I will go,” said Comminges; “and if they come back, fire!”

	“Not at all--not at all,” replied D’Artagnan; “let no one move. On the contrary, one shot at this moment would be paid for dearly to-morrow.”

	Comminges took his four guards and as many musketeers and ran to the carriage, from which he made the people inside dismount, and brought them to the vehicle which had upset. But when it was necessary to convey the prisoner from one carriage to the other, the people, catching sight of him whom they called their liberator, uttered every imaginable cry and knotted themselves once more around the vehicle.

	“Start, start!” said D’Artagnan. “There are ten men to accompany you. I will keep twenty to hold in check the mob; go, and lose not a moment. Ten men for Monsieur de Comminges.”

	As the carriage started off the cries were redoubled and more than ten thousand people thronged the Quai and overflowed the Pont Neuf and adjacent streets. A few shots were fired and one musketeer was wounded.

	“Forward!” cried D’Artagnan, driven to extremities, biting his moustache; and then he charged with his twenty men and dispersed them in fear. One man alone remained in his place, gun in hand.

	“Ah!” he exclaimed, “it is thou who wouldst have him assassinated? Wait an instant.” And he pointed his gun at D’Artagnan, who was riding toward him at full speed. D’Artagnan bent down to his horse’s neck, the young man fired, and the ball severed the feathers from the hat. The horse started, brushed against the imprudent man, who thought by his strength alone to stay the tempest, and he fell against the wall. D’Artagnan pulled up his horse, and whilst his musketeers continued to charge, he returned and bent with drawn sword over the man he had knocked down.

	“Oh, sir!” exclaimed Raoul, recognizing the young man as having seen him in the Rue Cocatrix, “spare him! it is his son!”

	D’Artagnan’s arm dropped to his side. “Ah, you are his son!” he said; “that is a different thing.”

	“Sir, I surrender,” said Louvieres, presenting his unloaded musket to the officer.

	“Eh, no! do not surrender, egad! On the contrary, be off, and quickly. If I take you, you will be hung!”

	The young man did not wait to be told twice, but passing under the horse’s head disappeared at the corner of the Rue Guenegaud.

	“I’faith!” said D’Artagnan to Raoul, “you were just in time to stay my hand. He was a dead man; and on my honor, if I had discovered that it was his son, I should have regretted having killed him.”

	“Ah! sir!” said Raoul, “allow me, after thanking you for that poor fellow’s life, to thank you on my own account. I too, sir, was almost dead when you arrived.”

	“Wait, wait, young man; do not fatigue yourself with speaking. We can talk of it afterward.”

	Then seeing that the musketeers had cleared the Quai from the Pont Neuf to the Quai Saint Michael, he raised his sword for them to double their speed. The musketeers trotted up, and at the same time the ten men whom D’Artagnan had given to Comminges appeared.

	“Halloo!” cried D’Artagnan; “has something fresh happened?”

	“Eh, sir!” replied the sergeant, “their vehicle has broken down a second time; it really must be doomed.”

	“They are bad managers,” said D’Artagnan, shrugging his shoulders. “When a carriage is chosen, it ought to be strong. The carriage in which a Broussel is to be arrested ought to be able to bear ten thousand men.”

	“What are your commands, lieutenant?”

	“Take the detachment and conduct him to his place.”

	“But you will be left alone?”

	“Certainly. So you suppose I have need of an escort? Go.”

	The musketeers set off and D’Artagnan was left alone with Raoul.

	“Now,” he said, “are you in pain?”

	“Yes; my head is not only swimming but burning.”

	“What’s the matter with this head?” said D’Artagnan, raising the battered hat. “Ah! ah! a bruise.”

	“Yes, I think I received a flower-pot upon my head.”

	“Brutes!” said D’Artagnan. “But were you not on horseback? you have spurs.”

	“Yes, but I got down to defend Monsieur de Comminges and my horse was taken away. Here it is, I see.”

	At this very moment Friquet passed, mounted on Raoul’s horse, waving his parti-colored cap and crying, “Broussel! Broussel!”

	“Halloo! stop, rascal!” cried D’Artagnan. “Bring hither that horse.”

	Friquet heard perfectly, but he pretended not to do so and tried to continue his road. D’Artagnan felt inclined for an instant to pursue Master Friquet, but not wishing to leave Raoul alone he contented himself with taking a pistol from the holster and cocking it.

	Friquet had a quick eye and a fine ear. He saw D’Artagnan’s movement, heard the sound of the click, and stopped at once.

	“Ah! it is you, your honor,” he said, advancing toward D’Artagnan; “and I am truly pleased to meet you.”

	D’Artagnan looked attentively at Friquet and recognized the little chorister of the Rue de la Calandre.

	“Ah! ‘tis thou, rascal!” said he, “come here: so thou hast changed thy trade; thou art no longer a choir boy nor a tavern boy; thou hast become a horse stealer?”

	“Ah, your honor, how can you say so?” exclaimed Friquet. “I was seeking the gentleman to whom this horse belongs--an officer, brave and handsome as a youthful Caesar;” then, pretending to see Raoul for the first time:

	“Ah! but if I mistake not,” continued he, “here he is; you won’t forget the boy, sir.”

	Raoul put his hand in his pocket.

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

	“To give ten francs to this honest fellow,” replied Raoul, taking a pistole from his pocket.

	“Ten kicks on his back!” said D’Artagnan; “be off, you little villain, and forget not that I have your address.”

	Friquet, who did not expect to be let off so cheaply, bounded off like a gazelle up the Quai a la Rue Dauphine, and disappeared. Raoul mounted his horse, and both leisurely took their way to the Rue Tiquetonne.

	D’Artagnan watched over the youth as if he had been his own son.

	They arrived without accident at the Hotel de la Chevrette.

	The handsome Madeleine announced to D’Artagnan that Planchet had returned, bringing Mousqueton with him, who had heroically borne the extraction of the ball and was as well as his state would permit.

	D’Artagnan desired Planchet to be summoned, but he had disappeared.

	“Then bring some wine,” said D’Artagnan. “You are much pleased with yourself,” said he to Raoul when they were alone, “are you not?”

	“Well, yes,” replied Raoul. “It seems to me I did my duty. I defended the king.”

	“And who told you to defend the king?”

	“The Comte de la Fere himself.”

	“Yes, the king; but to-day you have not fought for the king, you have fought for Mazarin; which is not quite the same thing.”

	“But you yourself?”

	“Oh, for me; that is another matter. I obey my captain’s orders. As for you, your captain is the prince, understand that rightly; you have no other. But has one ever seen such a wild fellow,” continued he, “making himself a Mazarinist and helping to arrest Broussel! Breathe not a word of that, or the Comte de la Fere will be furious.”

	“You think the count will be angry with me?”

	“Think it? I’m certain of it; were it not for that, I should thank you, for you have worked for us. However, I scold you instead of him, and in his place; the storm will blow over more easily, believe me. And moreover, my dear child,” continued D’Artagnan, “I am making use of the privilege conceded to me by your guardian.”

	“I do not understand you, sir,” said Raoul.

	D’Artagnan rose, and taking a letter from his writing-desk, presented it to Raoul. The face of the latter became serious when he had cast his eyes upon the paper.

	“Oh, mon Dieu!” he said, raising his fine eyes to D’Artagnan, moist with tears, “the count has left Paris without seeing me?”

	“He left four days ago,” said D’Artagnan.

	“But this letter seems to intimate that he is about to incur danger, perhaps death.”

	“He--he--incur danger of death! No, be not anxious; he is traveling on business and will return ere long. I hope you have no repugnance to accept me as your guardian in the interim.”

	“Oh, no, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said Raoul, “you are such a brave gentleman and the Comte de la Fere has so much affection for you!”

	“Eh! Egad! love me too; I will not torment you much, but only on condition that you become a Frondist, my young friend, and a hearty Frondist, too.”

	“But can I continue to visit Madame de Chevreuse?”

	“I should say you could! and the coadjutor and Madame de Longueville; and if the worthy Broussel were there, whom you so stupidly helped arrest, I should tell you to excuse yourself to him at once and kiss him on both cheeks.”

	“Well, sir, I will obey you, although I do not understand you.”

	“It is unnecessary for you to understand. Hold,” continued D’Artagnan, turning toward the door, which had just opened, “here is Monsieur du Vallon, who comes with his coat torn.”

	“Yes, but in exchange,” said Porthos, covered with perspiration and soiled by dust, “in exchange, I have torn many skins. Those wretches wanted to take away my sword! Deuce take ‘em, what a popular commotion!” continued the giant, in his quiet manner; “but I knocked down more than twenty with the hilt of Balizarde. A draught of wine, D’Artagnan.”

	“Oh, I’ll answer for you,” said the Gascon, filling Porthos’s glass to the brim; “but when you have drunk, give me your opinion.”

	“Upon what?” asked Porthos.

	“Look here,” resumed D’Artagnan; “here is Monsieur de Bragelonne, who determined at all risks to aid the arrest of Broussel and whom I had great difficulty to prevent defending Monsieur de Comminges.”

	“The devil!” said Porthos; “and his guardian, what would he have said to that?”

	“Do you hear?” interrupted D’Artagnan; “become a Frondist, my friend, belong to the Fronde, and remember that I fill the count’s place in everything;” and he jingled his money.

	“Will you come?” said he to Porthos.

	“Where?” asked Porthos, filling a second glass of wine.

	“To present our respects to the cardinal.”

	Porthos swallowed the second glass with the same grace with which he had imbibed the first, took his beaver and followed D’Artagnan. As for Raoul, he remained bewildered with what he had seen, having been forbidden by D’Artagnan to leave the room until the tumult was over.

	45. The Beggar of St. Eustache.

	D’Artagnan had calculated that in not going at once to the Palais Royal he would give Comminges time to arrive before him, and consequently to make the cardinal acquainted with the eminent services which he, D’Artagnan, and his friend had rendered to the queen’s party in the morning.

	They were indeed admirably received by Mazarin, who paid them numerous compliments, and announced that they were more than half on their way to obtain what they desired, namely, D’Artagnan his captaincy, Porthos his barony.

	D’Artagnan would have preferred money in hand to all that fine talk, for he knew well that to Mazarin it was easy to promise and hard to perform. But, though he held the cardinal’s promises as of little worth, he affected to be completely satisfied, for he was unwilling to discourage Porthos.

	Whilst the two friends were with the cardinal, the queen sent for him. Mazarin, thinking that it would be the means of increasing the zeal of his two defenders if he procured them personal thanks from the queen, motioned them to follow him. D’Artagnan and Porthos pointed to their dusty and torn dresses, but the cardinal shook his head.

	“Those costumes,” he said, “are of more worth than most of those which you will see on the backs of the queen’s courtiers; they are costumes of battle.”

	D’Artagnan and Porthos obeyed. The court of Anne of Austria was full of gayety and animation; for, after having gained a victory over the Spaniard, it had just gained another over the people. Broussel had been conducted out of Paris without further resistance, and was at this time in the prison of Saint Germain; while Blancmesnil, who was arrested at the same time, but whose arrest had been made without difficulty or noise, was safe in the Castle of Vincennes.

	Comminges was near the queen, who was questioning him upon the details of his expedition, and every one was listening to his account, when D’Artagnan and Porthos were perceived at the door, behind the cardinal.

	“Ah, madame,” said Comminges, hastening to D’Artagnan, “here is one who can tell you better than myself, for he was my protector. Without him I should probably at this moment be a dead fish in the nets at Saint Cloud, for it was a question of nothing less than throwing me into the river. Speak, D’Artagnan, speak.”

	D’Artagnan had been a hundred times in the same room with the queen since he had become lieutenant of the musketeers, but her majesty had never once spoken to him.

	“Well, sir,” at last said Anne of Austria, “you are silent, after rendering such a service?”

	“Madame,” replied D’Artagnan, “I have nought to say, save that my life is ever at your majesty’s service, and that I shall only be happy the day I lose it for you.”

	“I know that, sir; I have known that,” said the queen, “a long time; therefore I am delighted to be able thus publicly to mark my gratitude and my esteem.”

	“Permit me, madame,” said D’Artagnan, “to reserve a portion for my friend; like myself” (he laid an emphasis on these words) “an ancient musketeer of the company of Treville; he has done wonders.”

	“His name?” asked the queen.

	“In the regiment,” said D’Artagnan, “he is called Porthos” (the queen started), “but his true name is the Chevalier du Vallon.”

	“De Bracieux de Pierrefonds,” added Porthos.

	“These names are too numerous for me to remember them all, and I will content myself with the first,” said the queen, graciously. Porthos bowed. At this moment the coadjutor was announced; a cry of surprise ran through the royal assemblage. Although the coadjutor had preached that same morning it was well known that he leaned much to the side of the Fronde; and Mazarin, in requesting the archbishop of Paris to make his nephew preach, had evidently had the intention of administering to Monsieur de Retz one of those Italian kicks he so much enjoyed giving.

	The fact was, in leaving Notre Dame the coadjutor had learned the event of the day. Although almost engaged to the leaders of the Fronde he had not gone so far but that retreat was possible should the court offer him the advantages for which he was ambitious and to which the coadjutorship was but a stepping-stone. Monsieur de Retz wished to become archbishop in his uncle’s place, and cardinal, like Mazarin; and the popular party could with difficulty accord him favors so entirely royal. He therefore hastened to the palace to congratulate the queen on the battle of Lens, determined beforehand to act with or against the court, as his congratulations were well or ill received.

	The coadjutor possessed, perhaps, as much wit as all those put together who were assembled at the court to laugh at him. His speech, therefore, was so well turned, that in spite of the great wish felt by the courtiers to laugh, they could find no point on which to vent their ridicule. He concluded by saying that he placed his feeble influence at her majesty’s command.

	During the whole time he was speaking, the queen appeared to be well pleased with the coadjutor’s harangue; but terminating as it did with such a phrase, the only one which could be caught at by the jokers, Anne turned around and directed a glance toward her favorites, which announced that she delivered up the coadjutor to their tender mercies. Immediately the wits of the court plunged into satire. Nogent-Beautin, the fool of the court, exclaimed that “the queen was very happy to have the succor of religion at such a moment.” This caused a universal burst of laughter. The Count de Villeroy said that “he did not know how any fear could be entertained for a moment, when the court had, to defend itself against the parliament and the citizens of Paris, his holiness the coadjutor, who by a signal could raise an army of curates, church porters and vergers.”

	The Marechal de la Meilleraie added that in case the coadjutor should appear on the field of battle it would be a pity that he should not be distinguished in the melee by wearing a red hat, as Henry IV. had been distinguished by his white plume at the battle of Ivry.

	During this storm, Gondy, who had it in his power to make it most unpleasant for the jesters, remained calm and stern. The queen at last asked him if he had anything to add to the fine discourse he had just made to her.

	“Yes, madame,” replied the coadjutor; “I have to beg you to reflect twice ere you cause a civil war in the kingdom.”

	The queen turned her back and the laughing recommenced.

	The coadjutor bowed and left the palace, casting upon the cardinal such a glance as is best understood by mortal foes. That glance was so sharp that it penetrated the heart of Mazarin, who, reading in it a declaration of war, seized D’Artagnan by the arm and said:

	“If occasion requires, monsieur, you will remember that man who has just gone out, will you not?”

	“Yes, my lord,” he replied. Then, turning toward Porthos, “The devil!” said he, “this has a bad look. I dislike these quarrels among men of the church.”

	Gondy withdrew, distributing benedictions on his way, and finding a malicious satisfaction in causing the adherents of his foes to prostrate themselves at his feet.

	“Oh!” he murmured, as he left the threshold of the palace: “ungrateful court! faithless court! cowardly court! I will teach you how to laugh to-morrow--but in another manner.”

	But whilst they were indulging in extravagant joy at the Palais Royal, to increase the hilarity of the queen, Mazarin, a man of sense, and whose fear, moreover, gave him foresight, lost no time in making idle and dangerous jokes; he went out after the coadjutor, settled his account, locked up his gold, and had confidential workmen to contrive hiding places in his walls.

	On his return home the coadjutor was informed that a young man had come in after his departure and was waiting for him; he started with delight when, on demanding the name of this young man, he learned that it was Louvieres. He hastened to his cabinet. Broussel’s son was there, still furious, and still bearing bloody marks of his struggle with the king’s officers. The only precaution he had taken in coming to the archbishopric was to leave his arquebuse in the hands of a friend.

	The coadjutor went to him and held out his hand. The young man gazed at him as if he would have read the secret of his heart.

	“My dear Monsieur Louvieres,” said the coadjutor, “believe me, I am truly concerned for the misfortune which has happened to you.”

	“Is that true, and do you speak seriously?” asked Louvieres.

	“From the depth of my heart,” said Gondy.

	“In that case, my lord, the time for words has passed and the hour for action is at hand; my lord, in three days, if you wish it, my father will be out of prison and in six months you may be cardinal.”

	The coadjutor started.

	“Oh! let us speak frankly,” continued Louvieres, “and act in a straightforward manner. Thirty thousand crowns in alms is not given, as you have done for the last six months, out of pure Christian charity; that would be too grand. You are ambitious--it is natural; you are a man of genius and you know your worth. As for me, I hate the court and have but one desire at this moment--vengeance. Give us the clergy and the people, of whom you can dispose, and I will bring you the citizens and the parliament; with these four elements Paris is ours in a week; and believe me, monsieur coadjutor, the court will give from fear what it will not give from good-will.”

	It was now the coadjutor’s turn to fix his piercing eyes on Louvieres.

	“But, Monsieur Louvieres, are you aware that it is simply civil war you are proposing to me?”

	“You have been preparing long enough, my lord, for it to be welcome to you now.”

	“Never mind,” said the coadjutor; “you must be well aware that this requires reflection.”

	“And how many hours of reflection do you ask?”

	“Twelve hours, sir; is it too long?”

	“It is now noon; at midnight I will be at your house.”

	“If I should not be in, wait for me.”

	“Good! at midnight, my lord.”

	“At midnight, my dear Monsieur Louvieres.”

	When once more alone Gondy sent to summon all the curates with whom he had any connection to his house. Two hours later, thirty officiating ministers from the most populous, and consequently the most disturbed parishes of Paris had assembled there. Gondy related to them the insults he had received at the Palais Royal and retailed the jests of Beautin, the Count de Villeroy and Marechal de la Meilleraie. The curates asked him what was to be done.

	“Simply this,” said the coadjutor. “You are the directors of all consciences. Well, undermine in them the miserable prejudice of respect and fear of kings; teach your flocks that the queen is a tyrant; and repeat often and loudly, so that all may know it, that the misfortunes of France are caused by Mazarin, her lover and her destroyer; begin this work to-day, this instant even, and in three days I shall expect the result. For the rest, if any one of you have further or better counsel to expound, I will listen to him with the greatest pleasure.”

	Three curates remained--those of St. Merri, St. Sulpice and St. Eustache. The others withdrew.

	“You think, then, that you can help me more efficaciously than your brothers?” said Gondy.

	“We hope so,” answered the curates.

	“Let us hear. Monsieur de St. Merri, you begin.”

	“My lord, I have in my parish a man who might be of the greatest use to you.”

	“Who and what is this man?”

	“A shopkeeper in the Rue des Lombards, who has great influence upon the commerce of his quarter.”

	“What is his name?”

	“He is named Planchet, who himself also caused a rising about six weeks ago; but as he was searched for after this emeute he disappeared.”

	“And can you find him?”

	“I hope so. I think he has not been arrested, and as I am his wife’s confessor, if she knows where he is I shall know it too.”

	“Very well, sir, find this man, and when you have found him bring him to me.”

	“We will be with you at six o’clock, my lord.”

	“Go, my dear curate, and may God assist you!”

	“And you, sir?” continued Gondy, turning to the curate of St. Sulpice.

	“I, my lord,” said the latter, “I know a man who has rendered great services to a very popular prince and who would make an excellent leader of revolt. Him I can place at your disposal; it is Count de Rochefort.”

	“I know him also, but unfortunately he is not in Paris.”

	“My lord, he has been for three days at the Rue Cassette.”

	“And wherefore has he not been to see me?”

	“He was told--my lord will pardon me----”

	“Certainly, speak.”

	“That your lordship was about to treat with the court.”

	Gondy bit his lips.

	“They are mistaken; bring him here at eight o’clock, sir, and may Heaven bless you as I bless you!”

	“And now ‘tis your turn,” said the coadjutor, turning to the last that remained; “have you anything as good to offer me as the two gentlemen who have left us?”

	“Better, my lord.”

	“Diable! think what a solemn engagement you are making; one has offered a wealthy shopkeeper, the other a count; you are going, then, to offer a prince, are you?”

	“I offer you a beggar, my lord.”

	“Ah! ah!” said Gondy, reflecting, “you are right, sir; some one who could raise the legion of paupers who choke up the crossings of Paris; some one who would know how to cry aloud to them, that all France might hear it, that it is Mazarin who has reduced them to poverty.”

	“Exactly your man.”

	“Bravo! and the man?”

	“A plain and simple beggar, as I have said, my lord, who asks for alms, as he gives holy water; a practice he has carried on for six years on the steps of St. Eustache.”

	“And you say that he has a great influence over his compeers?”

	“Are you aware, my lord, that mendacity is an organized body, a kind of association of those who have nothing against those who have everything; an association in which every one takes his share; one that elects a leader?”

	“Yes, I have heard it said,” replied the coadjutor.

	“Well, the man whom I offer you is a general syndic.”

	“And what do you know of him?”

	“Nothing, my lord, except that he is tormented with remorse.”

	“What makes you think so?”

	“On the twenty-eighth of every month he makes me say a mass for the repose of the soul of one who died a violent death; yesterday I said this mass again.”

	“And his name?”

	“Maillard; but I do not think it is his right one.”

	“And think you that we should find him at this hour at his post?”

	“Certainly.”

	“Let us go and see your beggar, sir, and if he is such as you describe him, you are right--it will be you who have discovered the true treasure.”

	Gondy dressed himself as an officer, put on a felt cap with a red feather, hung on a long sword, buckled spurs to his boots, wrapped himself in an ample cloak and followed the curate.

	The coadjutor and his companion passed through all the streets lying between the archbishopric and the St. Eustache Church, watching carefully to ascertain the popular feeling. The people were in an excited mood, but, like a swarm of frightened bees, seemed not to know at what point to concentrate; and it was very evident that if leaders of the people were not provided all this agitation would pass off in idle buzzing.

	On arriving at the Rue des Prouvaires, the curate pointed toward the square before the church.

	“Stop!” he said, “there he is at his post.”

	Gondy looked at the spot indicated and perceived a beggar seated in a chair and leaning against one of the moldings; a little basin was near him and he held a holy water brush in his hand.

	“Is it by permission that he remains there?” asked Gondy.

	“No, my lord; these places are bought. I believe this man paid his predecessor a hundred pistoles for his.”

	“The rascal is rich, then?”

	“Some of those men sometimes die worth twenty thousand and twenty-five and thirty thousand francs and sometimes more.”

	“Hum!” said Gondy, laughing; “I was not aware my alms were so well invested.”

	In the meantime they were advancing toward the square, and the moment the coadjutor and the curate put their feet on the first church step the mendicant arose and proffered his brush.

	He was a man between sixty-six and sixty-eight years of age, little, rather stout, with gray hair and light eyes. His countenance denoted the struggle between two opposite principles--a wicked nature, subdued by determination, perhaps by repentance.

	He started on seeing the cavalier with the curate. The latter and the coadjutor touched the brush with the tips of their fingers and made the sign of the cross; the coadjutor threw a piece of money into the hat, which was on the ground.

	“Maillard,” began the curate, “this gentleman and I have come to talk with you a little.”

	“With me!” said the mendicant; “it is a great honor for a poor distributor of holy water.”

	There was an ironical tone in his voice which he could not quite disguise and which astonished the coadjutor.

	“Yes,” continued the curate, apparently accustomed to this tone, “yes, we wish to know your opinion of the events of to-day and what you have heard said by people going in and out of the church.”

	The mendicant shook his head.

	“These are melancholy doings, your reverence, which always fall again upon the poor. As to what is said, everybody is discontented, everybody complains, but ‘everybody’ means ‘nobody.’”

	“Explain yourself, my good friend,” said the coadjutor.

	“I mean that all these cries, all these complaints, these curses, produce nothing but storms and flashes and that is all; but the lightning will not strike until there is a hand to guide it.”

	“My friend,” said Gondy, “you seem to be a clever and a thoughtful man; are you disposed to take a part in a little civil war, should we have one, and put at the command of the leader, should we find one, your personal influence and the influence you have acquired over your comrades?”

	“Yes, sir, provided this war were approved of by the church and would advance the end I wish to attain--I mean, the remission of my sins.”

	“The war will not only be approved of, but directed by the church. As for the remission of your sins, we have the archbishop of Paris, who has the very greatest power at the court of Rome, and even the coadjutor, who possesses some plenary indulgences; we will recommend you to him.”

	“Consider, Maillard,” said the curate, “that I have recommended you to this gentleman, who is a powerful lord, and that I have made myself responsible for you.”

	“I know, monsieur le cure,” said the beggar, “that you have always been very kind to me, and therefore I, in my turn, will be serviceable to you.”

	“And do you think your power as great with the fraternity as monsieur le cure told me it was just now?”

	“I think they have some esteem for me,” said the mendicant with pride, “and that not only will they obey me, but wherever I go they will follow me.”

	“And could you count on fifty resolute men, good, unemployed, but active souls, brawlers, capable of bringing down the walls of the Palais Royal by crying, ‘Down with Mazarin,’ as fell those at Jericho?”

	“I think,” said the beggar, “I can undertake things more difficult and more important than that.”

	“Ah, ah,” said Gondy, “you will undertake, then, some night, to throw up some ten barricades?”

	“I will undertake to throw up fifty, and when the day comes, to defend them.”

	“I’faith!” exclaimed Gondy, “you speak with a certainty that gives me pleasure; and since monsieur le cure can answer for you----”

	“I answer for him,” said the curate.

	“Here is a bag containing five hundred pistoles in gold; make all your arrangements, and tell me where I shall be able to find you this evening at ten o’clock.”

	“It must be on some elevated place, whence a given signal may be seen in every part of Paris.”

	“Shall I give you a line for the vicar of St. Jacques de la Boucherie? he will let you into the rooms in his tower,” said the curate.

	“Capital,” answered the mendicant.

	“Then,” said the coadjutor, “this evening, at ten o’clock, and if I am pleased with you another bag of five hundred pistoles will be at your disposal.”

	The eyes of the mendicant dashed with cupidity, but he quickly suppressed his emotion.

	“This evening, sir,” he replied, “all will be ready.”

	46. The Tower of St. Jacques de la Boucherie.

	At a quarter to six o’clock, Monsieur de Gondy, having finished his business, returned to the archiepiscopal palace.

	At six o’clock the curate of St. Merri was announced.

	The coadjutor glanced rapidly behind and saw that he was followed by another man. The curate then entered, followed by Planchet.

	“Your holiness,” said the curate, “here is the person of whom I had the honor to speak to you.”

	Planchet saluted in the manner of one accustomed to fine houses.

	“And you are disposed to serve the cause of the people?” asked Gondy.

	“Most undoubtedly,” said Planchet. “I am a Frondist from my heart. You see in me, such as I am, a person sentenced to be hung.”

	“And on what account?”

	“I rescued from the hands of Mazarin’s police a noble lord whom they were conducting back to the Bastile, where he had been for five years.”

	“Will you name him?”

	“Oh, you know him well, my lord--it is Count de Rochefort.”

	“Ah! really, yes,” said the coadjutor, “I have heard this affair mentioned. You raised the whole district, so they told me!”

	“Very nearly,” replied Planchet, with a self-satisfied air.

	“And your business is----”

	“That of a confectioner, in the Rue des Lombards.”

	“Explain to me how it happens that, following so peaceful a business, you had such warlike inclinations.”

	“Why does my lord, belonging to the church, now receive me in the dress of an officer, with a sword at his side and spurs to his boots?”

	“Not badly answered, i’faith,” said Gondy, laughing; “but I have, you must know, always had, in spite of my bands, warlike inclinations.”

	“Well, my lord, before I became a confectioner I myself was three years sergeant in the Piedmontese regiment, and before I became sergeant I was for eighteen months the servant of Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“The lieutenant of musketeers?” asked Gondy.

	“Himself, my lord.”

	“But he is said to be a furious Mazarinist.”

	“Phew!” whistled Planchet.

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“Nothing, my lord; Monsieur d’Artagnan belongs to the service; Monsieur d’Artagnan makes it his business to defend the cardinal, who pays him, as much as we make it ours, we citizens, to attack him, whom he robs.”

	“You are an intelligent fellow, my friend; can we count upon you?”

	“You may count upon me, my lord, provided you want to make a complete upheaval of the city.”

	“‘Tis that exactly. How many men, think you, you could collect together to-night?”

	“Two hundred muskets and five hundred halberds.”

	“Let there be only one man in every district who can do as much and by to-morrow we shall have quite a powerful army. Are you disposed to obey Count de Rochefort?”

	“I would follow him to hell, and that is saying not a little, as I believe him entirely capable of the descent.”

	“Bravo!”

	“By what sign to-morrow shall we be able to distinguish friends from foes?”

	“Every Frondist must put a knot of straw in his hat.”

	“Good! Give the watchword.”

	“Do you want money?”

	“Money never comes amiss at any time, my lord; if one has it not, one must do without it; with it, matters go on much better and more rapidly.”

	Gondy went to a box and drew forth a bag.

	“Here are five hundred pistoles,” he said; “and if the action goes off well you may reckon upon a similar sum to-morrow.”

	“I will give a faithful account of the sum to your lordship,” said Planchet, putting the bag under his arm.

	“That is right; I recommend the cardinal to your attention.”

	“Make your mind easy, he is in good hands.”

	Planchet went out, the curate remaining for a moment.

	“Are you satisfied, my lord?” he asked.

	“Yes; he appears to be a resolute fellow.”

	“Well, he will do more than he has promised.”

	“He will do wonders then.”

	The curate rejoined Planchet, who was waiting for him on the stairs. Ten minutes later the curate of St. Sulpice was announced. As soon as the door of Gondy’s study was opened a man rushed in. It was the Count de Rochefort.

	“‘Tis you, then, my dear count,” cried Gondy, offering his hand.

	“You have made up your mind at last, my lord?” said Rochefort.

	“It has been made up a long time,” said Gondy.

	“Let us say no more on the subject; you tell me so, I believe you. Well, we are going to give a ball to Mazarin.”

	“I hope so.”

	“And when will the dance begin?”

	“The invitations are given for this evening,” said the coadjutor, “but the violins will not begin to play until to-morrow morning.”

	“You may reckon upon me and upon fifty soldiers which the Chevalier d’Humieres has promised me whenever I need them.”

	“Upon fifty soldiers?”

	“Yes, he is making recruits and he will lend them to me; if any are missing when the fete is over, I shall replace them.”

	“Good, my dear Rochefort; but that is not all. What have you done with Monsieur de Beaufort?”

	“He is in Vendome, where he will wait until I write to him to return to Paris.”

	“Write to him; now’s the time.”

	“You are sure of your enterprise?”

	“Yes, but he must make haste; for hardly will the people of Paris have revolted before we shall have a score of princes begging to lead them. If he defers he will find the place of honor taken.”

	“Shall I send word to him as coming from you?”

	“Yes certainly.”

	“Shall I tell him that he can count on you?”

	“To the end.”

	“And you will leave the command to him?”

	“Of the war, yes, but in politics----”

	“You must know it is not his element.”

	“He must leave me to negotiate for my cardinal’s hat in my own fashion.”

	“You care about it, then, so much?”

	“Since they force me to wear a hat of a form which does not become me,” said Gondy, “I wish at least that the hat should be red.”

	“One must not dispute matters of taste and colors,” said Rochefort, laughing. “I answer for his consent.”

	“How soon can he be here?”

	“In five days.”

	“Let him come and he will find a change, I will answer for it.”

	“Therefore, go and collect your fifty men and hold yourself in readiness.”

	“For what?”

	“For everything.”

	“Is there any signal for the general rally?”

	“A knot of straw in the hat.”

	“Very good. Adieu, my lord.”

	“Adieu, my dear Rochefort.”

	“Ah, Monsieur Mazarin, Monsieur Mazarin,” said Rochefort, leading off his curate, who had not found an opportunity of uttering a single word during the foregoing dialogue, “you will see whether I am too old to be a man of action.”

	It was half-past nine o’clock and the coadjutor required half an hour to go from the archbishop’s palace to the tower of St. Jacques de la Boucherie. He remarked that a light was burning in one of the highest windows of the tower. “Good,” said he, “our syndic is at his post.”

	He knocked and the door was opened. The vicar himself awaited him, conducted him to the top of the tower, and when there pointed to a little door, placed the light which he had brought with him in a corner of the wall, that the coadjutor might be able to find it on his return, and went down again. Although the key was in the door the coadjutor knocked.

	“Come in,” said a voice which he recognized as that of the mendicant, whom he found lying on a kind of truckle bed. He rose on the entrance of the coadjutor, and at that moment ten o’clock struck.

	“Well,” said Gondy, “have you kept your word with me?”

	“Not exactly,” replied the mendicant.

	“How is that?”

	“You asked me for five hundred men, did you not? Well, I have ten thousand for you.”

	“You are not boasting?”

	“Do you wish for a proof?”

	“Yes.”

	There were three candles alight, each of which burnt before a window, one looking upon the city, the other upon the Palais Royal, and a third upon the Rue Saint Denis.

	The man went silently to each of the candles and blew them out one after the other.

	“What are you doing?” asked the coadjutor.

	“I have given the signal.”

	“For what?”

	“For the barricades. When you leave this you will behold my men at work. Only take care you do not break your legs in stumbling over some chain or your neck by falling in a hole.”

	“Good! there is your money, the same sum as that you have received already. Now remember that you are a general and do not go and drink.”

	“For twenty years I have tasted nothing but water.”

	The man took the bag from the hands of the coadjutor, who heard the sound of his fingers counting and handling the gold pieces.

	“Ah! ah!” said the coadjutor, “you are avaricious, my good fellow.”

	The mendicant sighed and threw down the bag.

	“Must I always be the same?” said he, “and shall I never succeed in overcoming the old leaven? Oh, misery, oh, vanity!”

	“You take it, however.”

	“Yes, but I make hereby a vow in your presence, to employ all that remains to me in pious works.”

	His face was pale and drawn, like that of a man who had just undergone some inward struggle.

	“Singular man!” muttered Gondy, taking his hat to go away; but on turning around he saw the beggar between him and the door. His first idea was that this man intended to do him some harm, but on the contrary he saw him fall on his knees before him with his hands clasped.

	“Your blessing, your holiness, before you go, I beseech you!” he cried.

	“Your holiness!” said Gondy; “my friend, you take me for some one else.”

	“No, your holiness, I take you for what you are, that is to say, the coadjutor; I recognized you at the first glance.”

	Gondy smiled. “And you want my blessing?” he said.

	“Yes, I have need of it.”

	The mendicant uttered these words in a tone of such humility, such earnest repentance, that Gondy placed his hand upon him and gave him his benediction with all the unction of which he was capable.

	“Now,” said Gondy, “there is a communion between us. I have blessed you and you are sacred to me. Come, have you committed some crime, pursued by human justice, from which I can protect you?”

	The beggar shook his head. “The crime which I have committed, my lord, has no call upon human justice, and you can only deliver me from it by blessing me frequently, as you have just done.”

	“Come, be candid,” said the coadjutor, “you have not all your life followed the trade which you do now?”

	“No, my lord. I have pursued it for six years only.”

	“And previously, where were you?”

	“In the Bastile.”

	“And before you went to the Bastile?”

	“I will tell you, my lord, on the day when you are willing to hear my confession.”

	“Good! At whatsoever hour of the day or night you may present yourself, remember that I shall be ready to give you absolution.”

	“Thank you, my lord,” said the mendicant in a hoarse voice. “But I am not yet ready to receive it.”

	“Very well. Adieu.”

	“Adieu, your holiness,” said the mendicant, opening the door and bending low before the prelate.

	47. The Riot.

	It was about eleven o’clock at night. Gondy had not walked a hundred steps ere he perceived the strange change which had been made in the streets of Paris.

	The whole city seemed peopled with fantastic beings; silent shadows were seen unpaving the streets and others dragging and upsetting great wagons, whilst others again dug ditches large enough to ingulf whole regiments of horsemen. These active beings flitted here and there like so many demons completing some unknown labor; these were the beggars of the Court of Miracles--the agents of the giver of holy water in the Square of Saint Eustache, preparing barricades for the morrow.

	Gondy gazed on these deeds of darkness, on these nocturnal laborers, with a kind of fear; he asked himself, if, after having called forth these foul creatures from their dens, he should have the power of making them retire again. He felt almost inclined to cross himself when one of these beings happened to approach him. He reached the Rue Saint Honore and went up it toward the Rue de la Ferronnerie; there the aspect changed; here it was the tradesmen who were running from shop to shop; their doors seemed closed like their shutters, but they were only pushed to in such a manner as to open and allow the men, who seemed fearful of showing what they carried, to enter, closing immediately. These men were shopkeepers, who had arms to lend to those who had none.

	One individual went from door to door, bending under the weight of swords, guns, muskets and every kind of weapon, which he deposited as fast as he could. By the light of a lantern the coadjutor recognized Planchet.

	The coadjutor proceeded onward to the quay by way of the Rue de la Monnaie; there he found groups of bourgeois clad in black cloaks or gray, according as they belonged to the upper or lower bourgeoisie. They were standing motionless, while single men passed from one group to another. All these cloaks, gray or black, were raised behind by the point of a sword, or before by the barrel of an arquebuse or a musket.

	On reaching the Pont Neuf the coadjutor found it strictly guarded and a man approached him.

	“Who are you?” asked the man. “I do not know you for one of us.”

	“Then it is because you do not know your friends, my dear Monsieur Louvieres,” said the coadjutor, raising his hat.

	Louvieres recognized him and bowed.

	Gondy continued his way and went as far as the Tour de Nesle. There he saw a lengthy chain of people gliding under the walls. They might be said to be a procession of ghosts, for they were all wrapped in white cloaks. When they reached a certain spot these men appeared to be annihilated, one after the other, as if the earth had opened under their feet. Gondy, edged into a corner, saw them vanish from the first until the last but one. The last raised his eyes, to ascertain, doubtless, that neither his companions nor himself had been watched, and, in spite of the darkness, he perceived Gondy. He walked straight up to him and placed a pistol to his throat.

	“Halloo! Monsieur de Rochefort,” said Gondy, laughing, “are you a boy to play with firearms?”

	Rochefort recognized the voice.

	“Ah, it is you, my lord!” said he.

	“The very same. What people are you leading thus into the bowels of the earth?”

	“My fifty recruits from the Chevalier d’Humieres, who are destined to enter the light cavalry and who have only received as yet for their equipment their white cloaks.”

	“And where are you going?”

	“To the house of one of my friends, a sculptor, only we enter by the trap through which he lets down his marble.”

	“Very good,” said Gondy, shaking Rochefort by the hand, who descended in his turn and closed the trap after him.

	It was now one o’clock in the morning and the coadjutor returned home. He opened a window and leaned out to listen. A strange, incomprehensible, unearthly sound seemed to pervade the whole city; one felt that something unusual and terrible was happening in all the streets, now dark as ocean’s most unfathomable caves. From time to time a dull sound was heard, like that of a rising tempest or a billow of the sea; but nothing clear, nothing distinct, nothing intelligible; it was like those mysterious subterraneous noises that precede an earthquake.

	The work of revolt continued the whole night thus. The next morning, on awaking, Paris seemed to be startled at her own appearance. It was like a besieged town. Armed men, shouldering muskets, watched over the barricades with menacing looks; words of command, patrols, arrests, executions, even, were encountered at every step. Those bearing plumed hats and gold swords were stopped and made to cry, “Long live Broussel!” “Down with Mazarin!” and whoever refused to comply with this ceremony was hooted at, spat upon and even beaten. They had not yet begun to slay, but it was well felt that the inclination to do so was not wanting.

	The barricades had been pushed as far as the Palais Royal. From the Rue de Bons Enfants to that of the Ferronnerie, from the Rue Saint Thomas-du-Louvre to the Pont Neuf, from the Rue Richelieu to the Porte Saint Honore, there were more than ten thousand armed men; those who were at the front hurled defiance at the impassive sentinels of the regiment of guards posted around the Palais Royal, the gates of which were closed behind them, a precaution which made their situation precarious. Among these thousands moved, in bands numbering from one hundred to two hundred, pale and haggard men, clothed in rags, who bore a sort of standard on which was inscribed these words: “Behold the misery of the people!” Wherever these men passed, frenzied cries were heard; and there were so many of these bands that the cries were to be heard in all directions.

	The astonishment of Mazarin and of Anne of Austria was great when it was announced to them that the city, which the previous evening they had left entirely tranquil, had awakened to such feverish commotion; nor would either the one or the other believe the reports that were brought to them, declaring they would rather rely on the evidence of their own eyes and ears. Then a window was opened and when they saw and heard they were convinced.

	Mazarin shrugged his shoulders and pretended to despise the populace; but he turned visibly pale and ran to his closet, trembling all over, locked up his gold and jewels in his caskets and put his finest diamonds on his fingers. As for the queen, furious, and left to her own guidance, she went for the Marechal de la Meilleraie and desired him to take as many men as he pleased and to go and see what was the meaning of this pleasantry.

	The marshal was ordinarily very adventurous and was wont to hesitate at nothing; and he had that lofty contempt for the populace which army officers usually profess. He took a hundred and fifty men and attempted to go out by the Pont du Louvre, but there he met Rochefort and his fifty horsemen, attended by more than five hundred men. The marshal made no attempt to force that barrier and returned up the quay. But at Pont Neuf he found Louvieres and his bourgeois. This time the marshal charged, but he was welcomed by musket shots, while stones fell like hail from all the windows. He left there three men.

	He beat a retreat toward the market, but there he met Planchet with his halberdiers; their halberds were leveled at him threateningly. He attempted to ride over those gray cloaks, but the gray cloaks held their ground and the marshal retired toward the Rue Saint Honore, leaving four of his guards dead on the field of battle.

	The marshal then entered the Rue Saint Honore, but there he was opposed by the barricades of the mendicant of Saint Eustache. They were guarded, not only by armed men, but even by women and children. Master Friquet, the owner of a pistol and of a sword which Louvieres had given him, had organized a company of rogues like himself and was making a tremendous racket.

	The marshal thought this barrier not so well fortified as the others and determined to break through it. He dismounted twenty men to make a breach in the barricade, whilst he and others, remaining on their horses, were to protect the assailants. The twenty men marched straight toward the barrier, but from behind the beams, from among the wagon-wheels and from the heights of the rocks a terrible fusillade burst forth and at the same time Planchet’s halberdiers appeared at the corner of the Cemetery of the Innocents, and Louvieres’s bourgeois at the corner of the Rue de la Monnaie.

	The Marechal de la Meilleraie was caught between two fires, but he was brave and made up his mind to die where he was. He returned blow for blow and cries of pain began to be heard in the crowd. The guards, more skillful, did greater execution; but the bourgeois, more numerous, overwhelmed them with a veritable hurricane of iron. Men fell around him as they had fallen at Rocroy or at Lerida. Fontrailles, his aide-de-camp, had an arm broken; his horse had received a bullet in his neck and he had difficulty in controlling him, maddened by pain. In short, he had reached that supreme moment when the bravest feel a shudder in their veins, when suddenly, in the direction of the Rue de l’Arbre-Sec, the crowd opened, crying: “Long live the coadjutor!” and Gondy, in surplice and cloak, appeared, moving tranquilly in the midst of the fusillade and bestowing his benedictions to the right and left, as undisturbed as if he were leading a procession of the Fete Dieu.

	All fell to their knees. The marshal recognized him and hastened to meet him.

	“Get me out of this, in Heaven’s name!” he said, “or I shall leave my carcass here and those of all my men.”

	A great tumult arose, in the midst of which even the noise of thunder could not have been heard. Gondy raised his hand and demanded silence. All were still.

	“My children,” he said, “this is the Marechal de la Meilleraie, as to whose intentions you have been deceived and who pledges himself, on returning to the Louvre, to demand of the queen, in your name, our Broussel’s release. You pledge yourself to that, marshal?” added Gondy, turning to La Meilleraie.

	“Morbleu!” cried the latter, “I should say that I do pledge myself to it! I had no hope of getting off so easily.”

	“He gives you his word of honor,” said Gondy.

	The marshal raised his hand in token of assent.

	“Long live the coadjutor!” cried the crowd. Some voices even added: “Long live the marshal!” But all took up the cry in chorus: “Down with Mazarin!”

	The crowd gave place, the barricade was opened, and the marshal, with the remnant of his company, retreated, preceded by Friquet and his bandits, some of them making a presence of beating drums and others imitating the sound of the trumpet. It was almost a triumphal procession; only, behind the guards the barricades were closed again. The marshal bit his fingers.

	In the meantime, as we have said, Mazarin was in his closet, putting his affairs in order. He called for D’Artagnan, but in the midst of such tumult he little expected to see him, D’Artagnan not being on service. In about ten minutes D’Artagnan appeared at the door, followed by the inseparable Porthos.

	“Ah, come in, come in, Monsieur d’Artagnan!” cried the cardinal, “and welcome your friend too. But what is going on in this accursed Paris?”

	“What is going on, my lord? nothing good,” replied D’Artagnan, shaking his head. “The town is in open revolt, and just now, as I was crossing the Rue Montorgueil with Monsieur du Vallon, who is here, and is your humble servant, they wanted in spite of my uniform, or perhaps because of my uniform, to make us cry ‘Long live Broussel!’ and must I tell you, my lord what they wished us to cry as well?”

	“Speak, speak.”

	“‘Down with Mazarin!’ I’faith, the treasonable word is out.”

	Mazarin smiled, but became very pale.

	“And you did cry?” he asked.

	“I’faith, no,” said D’Artagnan; “I was not in voice; Monsieur du Vallon has a cold and did not cry either. Then, my lord----”

	“Then what?” asked Mazarin.

	“Look at my hat and cloak.”

	And D’Artagnan displayed four gunshot holes in his cloak and two in his beaver. As for Porthos’s coat, a blow from a halberd had cut it open on the flank and a pistol shot had cut his feather in two.

	“Diavolo!” said the cardinal, pensively gazing at the two friends with lively admiration; “I should have cried, I should.”

	At this moment the tumult was heard nearer.

	Mazarin wiped his forehead and looked around him. He had a great desire to go to the window, but he dared not.

	“See what is going on, Monsieur D’Artagnan,” said he.

	D’Artagnan went to the window with his habitual composure. “Oho!” said he, “what is this? Marechal de la Meilleraie returning without a hat--Fontrailles with his arm in a sling--wounded guards--horses bleeding; eh, then, what are the sentinels about? They are aiming--they are going to fire!”

	“They have received orders to fire on the people if the people approach the Palais Royal!” exclaimed Mazarin.

	“But if they fire, all is lost!” cried D’Artagnan.

	“We have the gates.”

	“The gates! to hold for five minutes--the gates, they will be torn down, twisted into iron wire, ground to powder! God’s death, don’t fire!” screamed D’Artagnan, throwing open the window.

	In spite of this recommendation, which, owing to the noise, could scarcely have been heard, two or three musket shots resounded, succeeded by a terrible discharge. The balls might be heard peppering the facade of the Palais Royal, and one of them, passing under D’Artagnan’s arm, entered and broke a mirror, in which Porthos was complacently admiring himself.

	“Alack! alack!” cried the cardinal, “a Venetian glass!”

	“Oh, my lord,” said D’Artagnan, quietly shutting the window, “it is not worth while weeping yet, for probably an hour hence there will not be one of your mirrors remaining in the Palais Royal, whether they be Venetian or Parisian.”

	“But what do you advise, then?” asked Mazarin, trembling.

	“Eh, egad, to give up Broussel as they demand! What the devil do you want with a member of the parliament? He is of no earthly use to anybody.”

	“And you, Monsieur du Vallon, is that your advice? What would you do?”

	“I should give up Broussel,” said Porthos.

	“Come, come with me, gentlemen!” exclaimed Mazarin. “I will go and discuss the matter with the queen.”

	He stopped at the end of the corridor and said:

	“I can count upon you, gentlemen, can I not?”

	“We do not give ourselves twice over,” said D’Artagnan; “we have given ourselves to you; command, we shall obey.”

	“Very well, then,” said Mazarin; “enter this cabinet and wait till I come back.”

	And turning off he entered the drawing-room by another door.

	48. The Riot becomes a Revolution.

	The closet into which D’Artagnan and Porthos had been ushered was separated from the drawing-room where the queen was by tapestried curtains only, and this thin partition enabled them to hear all that passed in the adjoining room, whilst the aperture between the two hangings, small as it was, permitted them to see.

	The queen was standing in the room, pale with anger; her self-control, however, was so great that it might have been imagined that she was calm. Comminges, Villequier and Guitant were behind her and the women again were behind the men. The Chancellor Sequier, who twenty years previously had persecuted her so ruthlessly, stood before her, relating how his carriage had been smashed, how he had been pursued and had rushed into the Hotel d’O----, that the hotel was immediately invaded, pillaged and devastated; happily he had time to reach a closet hidden behind tapestry, in which he was secreted by an old woman, together with his brother, the Bishop of Meaux. Then the danger was so imminent, the rioters came so near, uttering such threats, that the chancellor thought his last hour had come and confessed himself to his brother priest, so as to be all ready to die in case he was discovered. Fortunately, however, he had not been taken; the people, believing that he had escaped by some back entrance, retired and left him at liberty to retreat. Then, disguised in the clothes of the Marquis d’O----, he had left the hotel, stumbling over the bodies of an officer and two guards who had been killed whilst defending the street door.

	During the recital Mazarin entered and glided noiselessly up to the queen to listen.

	“Well,” said the queen, when the chancellor had finished speaking; “what do you think of it all?”

	“I think that matters look very gloomy, madame.”

	“But what step would you propose to me?”

	“I could propose one to your majesty, but I dare not.”

	“You may, you may, sir,” said the queen with a bitter smile; “you were not so timid once.”

	The chancellor reddened and stammered some words.

	“It is not a question of the past, but of the present,” said the queen; “you said you could give me advice--what is it?”

	“Madame,” said the chancellor, hesitating, “it would be to release Broussel.”

	The queen, although already pale, became visibly paler and her face was contracted.

	“Release Broussel!” she cried, “never!”

	At this moment steps were heard in the ante-room and without any announcement the Marechal de la Meilleraie appeared at the door.

	“Ah, there you are, marechal,” cried Anne of Austria joyfully. “I trust you have brought this rabble to reason.”

	“Madame,” replied the marechal, “I have left three men on the Pont Neuf, four at the Halle, six at the corner of the Rue de l’Arbre-Sec and two at the door of your palace--fifteen in all. I have brought away ten or twelve wounded. I know not where I have left my hat, and in all probability I should have been left with my hat, had the coadjutor not arrived in time to rescue me.”

	“Ah, indeed,” said the queen, “it would have much astonished me if that low cur, with his distorted legs, had not been mixed up with all this.”

	“Madame,” said La Meilleraie, “do not say too much against him before me, for the service he rendered me is still fresh.”

	“Very good,” said the queen, “be as grateful as you like, it does not implicate me; you are here safe and sound, that is all I wished for; you are not only welcome, but welcome back.”

	“Yes, madame; but I only came back on one condition--that I would transmit to your majesty the will of the people.”

	“The will!” exclaimed the queen, frowning. “Oh! oh! monsieur marechal, you must indeed have found yourself in wondrous peril to have undertaken so strange a commission!”

	The irony with which these words were uttered did not escape the marechal.

	“Pardon, madame,” he said, “I am not a lawyer, I am a mere soldier, and probably, therefore, I do not quite comprehend the value of certain words; I ought to have said the wishes, and not the will, of the people. As for what you do me the honor to say, I presume you mean I was afraid?”

	The queen smiled.

	“Well, then, madame, yes, I did feel fear; and though I have been through twelve pitched battles and I cannot count how many charges and skirmishes, I own for the third time in my life I was afraid. Yes, and I would rather face your majesty, however threatening your smile, than face those demons who accompanied me hither and who sprung from I know not whence, unless from deepest hell.”

	(“Bravo,” said D’Artagnan in a whisper to Porthos; “well answered.”)

	“Well,” said the queen, biting her lips, whilst her courtiers looked at each other with surprise, “what is the desire of my people?”

	“That Broussel shall be given up to them, madame.”

	“Never!” said the queen, “never!”

	“Your majesty is mistress,” said La Meilleraie, retreating a few steps.

	“Where are you going, marechal?” asked the queen.

	“To give your majesty’s reply to those who await it.”

	“Stay, marechal; I will not appear to parley with rebels.”

	“Madame, I have pledged my word, and unless you order me to be arrested I shall be forced to return.”

	Anne of Austria’s eyes shot glances of fire.

	“Oh! that is no impediment, sir,” said she; “I have had greater men than you arrested--Guitant!”

	Mazarin sprang forward.

	“Madame,” said he, “if I dared in my turn advise----”

	“Would it be to give up Broussel, sir? If so, you can spare yourself the trouble.”

	“No,” said Mazarin; “although, perhaps, that counsel is as good as any other.”

	“Then what may it be?”

	“To call for monsieur le coadjuteur.”

	“The coadjutor!” cried the queen, “that dreadful mischief maker! It is he who has raised all this revolt.”

	“The more reason,” said Mazarin; “if he has raised it he can put it down.”

	“And hold, madame,” suggested Comminges, who was near a window, out of which he could see; “hold, the moment is a happy one, for there he is now, giving his blessing in the square of the Palais Royal.”

	The queen sprang to the window.

	“It is true,” she said, “the arch hypocrite--see!”

	“I see,” said Mazarin, “that everybody kneels before him, although he be but coadjutor, whilst I, were I in his place, though I am cardinal, should be torn to pieces. I persist, then, madame, in my wish” (he laid an emphasis on the word), “that your majesty should receive the coadjutor.”

	“And wherefore do you not say, like the rest, your will?” replied the queen, in a low voice.

	Mazarin bowed.

	“Monsieur le marechal,” said the queen, after a moment’s reflection, “go and find the coadjutor and bring him to me.”

	“And what shall I say to the people?”

	“That they must have patience,” said Anne, “as I have.”

	The fiery Spanish woman spoke in a tone so imperative that the marechal made no reply; he bowed and went out.

	(D’Artagnan turned to Porthos. “How will this end?” he said.

	“We shall soon see,” said Porthos, in his tranquil way.)

	In the meantime Anne of Austria approached Comminges and conversed with him in a subdued tone, whilst Mazarin glanced uneasily at the corner occupied by D’Artagnan and Porthos. Ere long the door opened and the marechal entered, followed by the coadjutor.

	“There, madame,” he said, “is Monsieur Gondy, who hastens to obey your majesty’s summons.”

	The queen advanced a few steps to meet him, and then stopped, cold, severe, unmoved, with her lower lip scornfully protruded.

	Gondy bowed respectfully.

	“Well, sir,” said the queen, “what is your opinion of this riot?”

	“That it is no longer a riot, madame,” he replied, “but a revolt.”

	“The revolt is at the door of those who think my people can rebel,” cried Anne, unable to dissimulate before the coadjutor, whom she looked upon, and probably with reason, as the promoter of the tumult. “Revolt! thus it is called by those who have wished for this demonstration and who are, perhaps, the cause of it; but, wait, wait! the king’s authority will put all this to rights.”

	“Was it to tell me that, madame,” coldly replied Gondy, “that your majesty admitted me to the honor of entering your presence?”

	“No, my dear coadjutor,” said Mazarin; “it was to ask your advice in the unhappy dilemma in which we find ourselves.”

	“Is it true,” asked Gondy, feigning astonishment, “that her majesty summoned me to ask for my opinion?”

	“Yes,” said the queen, “it is requested.”

	The coadjutor bowed.

	“Your majesty wishes, then----”

	“You to say what you would do in her place,” Mazarin hastened to reply.

	The coadjutor looked at the queen, who replied by a sign in the affirmative.

	“Were I in her majesty’s place,” said Gondy, coldly, “I should not hesitate; I should release Broussel.”

	“And if I do not give him up, what think you will be the result?” exclaimed the queen.

	“I believe that not a stone in Paris will remain unturned,” put in the marechal.

	“It was not your opinion that I asked,” said the queen, sharply, without even turning around.

	“If it is I whom your majesty interrogates,” replied the coadjutor in the same calm manner, “I reply that I hold monsieur le marechal’s opinion in every respect.”

	The color mounted to the queen’s face; her fine blue eyes seemed to start out of her head and her carmine lips, compared by all the poets of the day to a pomegranate in flower, were trembling with anger. Mazarin himself, who was well accustomed to the domestic outbreaks of this disturbed household, was alarmed.

	“Give up Broussel!” she cried; “fine counsel, indeed. Upon my word! one can easily see it comes from a priest.”

	Gondy remained firm, and the abuse of the day seemed to glide over his head as the sarcasms of the evening before had done; but hatred and revenge were accumulating in his heart silently and drop by drop. He looked coldly at the queen, who nudged Mazarin to make him say something in his turn.

	Mazarin, according to his custom, was thinking much and saying little.

	“Ho! ho!” said he, “good advice, advice of a friend. I, too, would give up that good Monsieur Broussel, dead or alive, and all would be at an end.”

	“If you yield him dead, all will indeed be at an end, my lord, but quite otherwise than you mean.”

	“Did I say ‘dead or alive?’” replied Mazarin. “It was only a way of speaking. You know I am not familiar with the French language, which you, monsieur le coadjuteur, both speak and write so well.”

	(“This is a council of state,” D’Artagnan remarked to Porthos; “but we held better ones at La Rochelle, with Athos and Aramis.”

	“At the Saint Gervais bastion,” said Porthos.

	“There and elsewhere.”)

	The coadjutor let the storm pass over his head and resumed, still with the same tranquillity:

	“Madame, if the opinion I have submitted to you does not please you it is doubtless because you have better counsels to follow. I know too well the wisdom of the queen and that of her advisers to suppose that they will leave the capital long in trouble that may lead to a revolution.”

	“Thus, then, it is your opinion,” said Anne of Austria, with a sneer and biting her lips with rage, “that yesterday’s riot, which to-day is already a rebellion, to-morrow may become a revolution?”

	“Yes, madame,” replied the coadjutor, gravely.

	“But if I am to believe you, sir, the people seem to have thrown off all restraint.”

	“It is a bad year for kings,” said Gondy, shaking his head; “look at England, madame.”

	“Yes; but fortunately we have no Oliver Cromwell in France,” replied the queen.

	“Who knows?” said Gondy; “such men are like thunderbolts--one recognizes them only when they have struck.”

	Every one shuddered and there was a moment of silence, during which the queen pressed her hand to her side, evidently to still the beatings of her heart.

	(“Porthos,” murmured D’Artagnan, “look well at that priest.”

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “I see him. What then?”

	“Well, he is a man.”

	Porthos looked at D’Artagnan in astonishment. Evidently he did not understand his meaning.)

	“Your majesty,” continued the coadjutor, pitilessly, “is about to take such measures as seem good to you, but I foresee that they will be violent and such as will still further exasperate the rioters.”

	“In that case, you, monsieur le coadjuteur, who have such power over them and are at the same time friendly to us,” said the queen, ironically, “will quiet them by bestowing your blessing upon them.”

	“Perhaps it will be too late,” said Gondy, still unmoved; “perhaps I shall have lost all influence; while by giving up Broussel your majesty will strike at the root of the sedition and will gain the right to punish severely any revival of the revolt.”

	“Have I not, then, that right?” cried the queen.

	“If you have it, use it,” replied Gondy.

	(“Peste!” said D’Artagnan to Porthos. “There is a man after my own heart. Oh! if he were minister and I were his D’Artagnan, instead of belonging to that beast of a Mazarin, mordieu! what fine things we would do together!”

	“Yes,” said Porthos.)

	The queen made a sign for every one, except Mazarin, to quit the room; and Gondy bowed, as if to leave with the rest.

	“Stay, sir,” said Anne to him.

	“Good,” thought Gondy, “she is going to yield.”

	(“She is going to have him killed,” said D’Artagnan to Porthos, “but at all events it shall not be by me. I swear to Heaven, on the contrary, that if they fall upon him I will fall upon them.”

	“And I, too,” said Porthos.)

	“Good,” muttered Mazarin, sitting down, “we shall soon see something startling.”

	The queen’s eyes followed the retreating figures and when the last had closed the door she turned away. It was evident that she was making unnatural efforts to subdue her anger; she fanned herself, smelled at her vinaigrette and walked up and down. Gondy, who began to feel uneasy, examined the tapestry with his eyes, touched the coat of mail which he wore under his long gown and felt from time to time to see if the handle of a good Spanish dagger, which was hidden under his cloak, was well within reach.

	“And now,” at last said the queen, “now that we are alone, repeat your counsel, monsieur le coadjuteur.”

	“It is this, madame: that you should appear to have reflected, and publicly acknowledge an error, which constitutes the extra strength of a strong government; release Broussel from prison and give him back to the people.”

	“Oh!” cried Anne, “to humble myself thus! Am I, or am I not, the queen? This screaming mob, are they, or are they not, my subjects? Have I friends? Have I guards? Ah! by Notre Dame! as Queen Catherine used to say,” continued she, excited by her own words, “rather than give up this infamous Broussel to them I will strangle him with my own hands!”

	And she sprang toward Gondy, whom assuredly at that moment she hated more than Broussel, with outstretched arms. The coadjutor remained immovable and not a muscle of his face was discomposed; only his glance flashed like a sword in returning the furious looks of the queen.

	(“He were a dead man” said the Gascon, “if there were still a Vitry at the court and if Vitry entered at this moment; but for my part, before he could reach the good prelate I would kill Vitry at once; the cardinal would be infinitely pleased with me.”

	“Hush!” said Porthos; “listen.”)

	“Madame,” cried the cardinal, seizing hold of Anne and drawing her back, “Madame, what are you about?”

	Then he added in Spanish, “Anne, are you mad? You, a queen to quarrel like a washerwoman! And do you not perceive that in the person of this priest is represented the whole people of Paris and that it is dangerous to insult him at this moment, and if this priest wished it, in an hour you would be without a crown? Come, then, on another occasion you can be firm and strong; but to-day is not the proper time; to-day, flatter and caress, or you are only a common woman.”

	(At the first words of this address D’Artagnan had seized Porthos’s arm, which he pressed with gradually increasing force. When Mazarin ceased speaking he said to Porthos in a low tone:

	“Never tell Mazarin that I understand Spanish, or I am a lost man and you are also.”

	“All right,” said Porthos.)

	This rough appeal, marked by the eloquence which characterized Mazarin when he spoke in Italian or Spanish and which he lost entirely in speaking French, was uttered with such impenetrable expression that Gondy, clever physiognomist as he was, had no suspicion of its being more than a simple warning to be more subdued.

	The queen, on her part, thus chided, softened immediately and sat down, and in an almost weeping voice, letting her arms fall by her side, said:

	“Pardon me, sir, and attribute this violence to what I suffer. A woman, and consequently subject to the weaknesses of my sex, I am alarmed at the idea of civil war; a queen, accustomed to be obeyed, I am excited at the first opposition.”

	“Madame,” replied Gondy, bowing, “your majesty is mistaken in qualifying my sincere advice as opposition. Your majesty has none but submissive and respectful subjects. It is not the queen with whom the people are displeased; they ask for Broussel and are only too happy, if you release him to them, to live under your government.”

	Mazarin, who at the words, “It is not the queen with whom the people are displeased,” had pricked up his ears, thinking that the coadjutor was about to speak of the cries, “Down with Mazarin,” and pleased with Gondy’s suppression of this fact, he said with his sweetest voice and his most gracious expression:

	“Madame, credit the coadjutor, who is one of the most able politicians we have; the first available cardinal’s hat seems to belong already to his noble brow.”

	“Ah! how much you have need of me, cunning rogue!” thought Gondy.

	(“And what will he promise us?” said D’Artagnan. “Peste, if he is giving away hats like that, Porthos, let us look out and both demand a regiment to-morrow. Corbleu! let the civil war last but one year and I will have a constable’s sword gilt for me.”

	“And for me?” put in Porthos.

	“For you? I will give you the baton of the Marechal de la Meilleraie, who does not seem to be much in favor just now.”)

	“And so, sir,” said the queen, “you are seriously afraid of a public tumult.”

	“Seriously,” said Gondy, astonished at not having further advanced; “I fear that when the torrent has broken its embankment it will cause fearful destruction.”

	“And I,” said the queen, “think that in such a case other embankments should be raised to oppose it. Go; I will reflect.”

	Gondy looked at Mazarin, astonished, and Mazarin approached the queen to speak to her, but at this moment a frightful tumult arose from the square of the Palais Royal.

	Gondy smiled, the queen’s color rose and Mazarin grew even paler.

	“What is that again?” he asked.

	At this moment Comminges rushed into the room.

	“Pardon, your majesty,” he cried, “but the people have dashed the sentinels against the gates and they are now forcing the doors; what are your commands?”

	“Listen, madame,” said Gondy.

	The moaning of waves, the noise of thunder, the roaring of a volcano, cannot be compared with the tempest of cries heard at that moment.

	“What are my commands?” said the queen.

	“Yes, for time presses.”

	“How many men have you about the Palais Royal?”

	“Six hundred.”

	“Place a hundred around the king and with the remainder sweep away this mob for me.”

	“Madame,” cried Mazarin, “what are you about?”

	“Go!” said the queen.

	Comminges went out with a soldier’s passive obedience.

	At this moment a monstrous battering was heard. One of the gates began to yield.

	“Oh! madame,” cried Mazarin, “you have ruined us all--the king, yourself and me.”

	At this cry from the soul of the frightened cardinal, Anne became alarmed in her turn and would have recalled Comminges.

	“It is too late,” said Mazarin, tearing his hair, “too late!”

	The gale had given way. Hoarse shouts were heard from the excited mob. D’Artagnan put his hand to his sword, motioning to Porthos to follow his example.

	“Save the queen!” cried Mazarin to the coadjutor.

	Gondy sprang to the window and threw it open; he recognized Louvieres at the head of a troop of about three or four thousand men.

	“Not a step further,” he shouted, “the queen is signing!”

	“What are you saying?” asked the queen.

	“The truth, madame,” said Mazarin, placing a pen and a paper before her, “you must;” then he added: “Sign, Anne, I implore you--I command you.”

	The queen fell into a chair, took the pen and signed.

	The people, kept back by Louvieres, had not made another step forward; but the awful murmuring, which indicates an angry people, continued.

	The queen had written, “The keeper of the prison at Saint Germain will set Councillor Broussel at liberty;” and she had signed it.

	The coadjutor, whose eyes devoured her slightest movements, seized the paper immediately the signature had been affixed to it, returned to the window and waved it in his hand.

	“This is the order,” he said.

	All Paris seemed to shout with joy, and then the air resounded with the cries of “Long live Broussel!” “Long live the coadjutor!”

	“Long live the queen!” cried De Gondy; but the cries which replied to his were poor and few, and perhaps he had but uttered it to make Anne of Austria sensible of her weakness.

	“And now that you have obtained what you want, go,” said she, “Monsieur de Gondy.”

	“Whenever her majesty has need of me,” replied the coadjutor, bowing, “her majesty knows I am at her command.”

	“Ah, cursed priest!” cried Anne, when he had retired, stretching out her arm to the scarcely closed door, “one day I will make you drink the dregs of the atrocious gall you have poured out on me to-day.”

	Mazarin wished to approach her. “Leave me!” she exclaimed; “you are not a man!” and she went out of the room.

	“It is you who are not a woman,” muttered Mazarin.

	Then, after a moment of reverie, he remembered where he had left D’Artagnan and Porthos and that they must have overheard everything. He knit his brows and went direct to the tapestry, which he pushed aside. The closet was empty.

	At the queen’s last word, D’Artagnan had dragged Porthos into the gallery. Thither Mazarin went in his turn and found the two friends walking up and down.

	“Why did you leave the closet, Monsieur d’Artagnan?” asked the cardinal.

	“Because,” replied D’Artagnan, “the queen desired every one to leave and I thought that this command was intended for us as well as for the rest.”

	“And you have been here since----”

	“About a quarter of an hour,” said D’Artagnan, motioning to Porthos not to contradict him.

	Mazarin saw the sign and remained convinced that D’Artagnan had seen and heard everything; but he was pleased with his falsehood.

	“Decidedly, Monsieur d’Artagnan, you are the man I have been seeking. You may reckon upon me and so may your friend.” Then bowing to the two musketeers with his most gracious smile, he re-entered his closet more calmly, for on the departure of De Gondy the uproar had ceased as though by enchantment.

	49. Misfortune refreshes the Memory.

	Anne of Austria returned to her oratory, furious.

	“What!” she cried, wringing her beautiful hands, “What! the people have seen Monsieur de Conde, a prince of the blood royal, arrested by my mother-in-law, Maria de Medicis; they saw my mother-in-law, their former regent, expelled by the cardinal; they saw Monsieur de Vendome, that is to say, the son of Henry IV., a prisoner at Vincennes; and whilst these great personages were imprisoned, insulted and threatened, they said nothing; and now for a Broussel--good God! what, then, is to become of royalty?”

	The queen unconsciously touched here upon the exciting question. The people had made no demonstration for the princes, but they had risen for Broussel; they were taking the part of a plebeian and in defending Broussel they instinctively felt they were defending themselves.

	During this time Mazarin walked up and down the study, glancing from time to time at his beautiful Venetian mirror, starred in every direction. “Ah!” he said, “it is sad, I know well, to be forced to yield thus; but, pshaw! we shall have our revenge. What matters it about Broussel--it is a name, not a thing.”

	Mazarin, clever politician as he was, was for once mistaken; Broussel was a thing, not a name.

	The next morning, therefore, when Broussel made his entrance into Paris in a large carriage, having his son Louvieres at his side and Friquet behind the vehicle, the people threw themselves in his way and cries of “Long live Broussel!” “Long live our father!” resounded from all parts and was death to Mazarin’s ears; and the cardinal’s spies brought bad news from every direction, which greatly agitated the minister, but was calmly received by the queen. The latter seemed to be maturing in her mind some great stroke, a fact which increased the uneasiness of the cardinal, who knew the proud princess and dreaded much the determination of Anne of Austria.

	The coadjutor returned to parliament more a monarch than king, queen, and cardinal, all three together. By his advice a decree from parliament summoned the citizens to lay down their arms and demolish the barricades. They now knew that it required but one hour to take up arms again and one night to reconstruct the barricades.

	Rochefort had returned to the Chevalier d’Humieres his fifty horsemen, less two, missing at roll call. But the chevalier was himself at heart a Frondist and would hear nothing said of compensation.

	The mendicant had gone to his old place on the steps of Saint Eustache and was again distributing holy water with one hand and asking alms with the other. No one could suspect that those two hands had been engaged with others in drawing out from the social edifice the keystone of royalty.

	Louvieres was proud and satisfied; he had taken revenge on Mazarin and had aided in his father’s deliverance from prison. His name had been mentioned as a name of terror at the Palais Royal. Laughingly he said to the councillor, restored to his family:

	“Do you think, father, that if now I should ask for a company the queen would give it to me?”

	D’Artagnan profited by this interval of calm to send away Raoul, whom he had great difficulty in keeping shut up during the riot, and who wished positively to strike a blow for one party or the other. Raoul had offered some opposition at first; but D’Artagnan made use of the Comte de la Fere’s name, and after paying a visit to Madame de Chevreuse, Raoul started to rejoin the army.

	Rochefort alone was dissatisfied with the termination of affairs. He had written to the Duc de Beaufort to come and the duke was about to arrive, and he would find Paris tranquil. He went to the coadjutor to consult with him whether it would not be better to send word to the duke to stop on the road, but Gondy reflected for a moment, and then said:

	“Let him continue his journey.”

	“All is not then over?” asked Rochefort.

	“My dear count, we have only just begun.”

	“What induces you to think so?”

	“The knowledge that I have of the queen’s heart; she will not rest contented beaten.”

	“Is she, then, preparing for a stroke?”

	“I hope so.”

	“Come, let us see what you know.”

	“I know that she has written to the prince to return in haste from the army.”

	“Ah! ha!” said Rochefort, “you are right. We must let Monsieur de Beaufort come.”

	In fact, the evening after this conversation the report was circulated that the Prince de Conde had arrived. It was a very simple, natural circumstance and yet it created a profound sensation. It was said that Madame de Longueville, for whom the prince had more than a brother’s affection and in whom he had confided, had been indiscreet. His confidence had unveiled the sinister project of the queen.

	Even on the night of the prince’s return, some citizens, bolder than the rest, such as the sheriffs, captains and the quartermaster, went from house to house among their friends, saying:

	“Why do we not take the king and place him in the Hotel de Ville? It is a shame to leave him to be educated by our enemies, who will give him evil counsel; whereas, brought up by the coadjutor, for instance, he would imbibe national principles and love his people.”

	That night the question was secretly agitated and on the morrow the gray and black cloaks, the patrols of armed shop-people, and the bands of mendicants reappeared.

	The queen had passed the night in lonely conference with the prince, who had entered the oratory at midnight and did not leave till five o’clock in the morning.

	At five o’clock Anne went to the cardinal’s room. If she had not yet taken any repose, he at least was already up. Six days had already passed out of the ten he had asked from Mordaunt; he was therefore occupied in revising his reply to Cromwell, when some one knocked gently at the door of communication with the queen’s apartments. Anne of Austria alone was permitted to enter by that door. The cardinal therefore rose to open it.

	The queen was in a morning gown, but it became her still; for, like Diana of Poictiers and Ninon, Anne of Austria enjoyed the privilege of remaining ever beautiful; nevertheless, this morning she looked handsomer than usual, for her eyes had all the sparkle inward satisfaction adds to expression.

	“What is the matter, madame?” said Mazarin, uneasily. “You seem secretly elated.”

	“Yes, Giulio,” she said, “proud and happy; for I have found the means of strangling this hydra.”

	“You are a great politician, my queen,” said Mazarin; “let us hear the means.” And he hid what he had written by sliding the letter under a folio of blank paper.

	“You know,” said the queen, “that they want to take the king away from me?”

	“Alas! yes, and to hang me.”

	“They shall not have the king.”

	“Nor hang me.”

	“Listen. I want to carry off my son from them, with yourself. I wish that this event, which on the day it is known will completely change the aspect of affairs, should be accomplished without the knowledge of any others but yourself, myself, and a third person.”

	“And who is this third person?”

	“Monsieur le Prince.”

	“He has come, then, as they told me?”

	“Last evening.”

	“And you have seen him?”

	“He has just left me.”

	“And will he aid this project?”

	“The plan is his own.”

	“And Paris?”

	“He will starve it out and force it to surrender at discretion.”

	“The plan is not wanting in grandeur; I see but one impediment.”

	“What is it?”

	“Impossibility.”

	“A senseless word. Nothing is impossible.”

	“On paper.”

	“In execution. We have money?”

	“A little,” said Mazarin, trembling, lest Anne should ask to draw upon his purse.

	“Troops?”

	“Five or six thousand men.”

	“Courage?”

	“Plenty.”

	“Then the thing is easy. Oh! do think of it, Giulio! Paris, this odious Paris, waking up one morning without queen or king, surrounded, besieged, famished--having for its sole resource its stupid parliament and their coadjutor with crooked limbs!”

	“Charming! charming!” said Mazarin. “I can imagine the effect, I do not see the means.”

	“I will find the means myself.”

	“You are aware it will be war, civil war, furious, devouring, implacable?”

	“Oh! yes, yes, war,” said Anne of Austria. “Yes, I will reduce this rebellious city to ashes. I will extinguish the fire with blood! I will perpetuate the crime and punishment by making a frightful example. Paris!; I--I detest, I loathe it!”

	“Very fine, Anne. You are now sanguinary; but take care. We are not in the time of Malatesta and Castruccio Castracani. You will get yourself decapitated, my beautiful queen, and that would be a pity.”

	“You laugh.”

	“Faintly. It is dangerous to go to war with a nation. Look at your brother monarch, Charles I. He is badly off, very badly.”

	“We are in France, and I am Spanish.”

	“So much the worse; I had much rather you were French and myself also; they would hate us both less.”

	“Nevertheless, you consent?”

	“Yes, if the thing be possible.”

	“It is; it is I who tell you so; make preparations for departure.”

	“I! I am always prepared to go, only, as you know, I never do go, and perhaps shall go this time as little as before.”

	“In short, if I go, will you go too?”

	“I will try.”

	“You torment me, Giulio, with your fears; and what are you afraid of, then?”

	“Of many things.”

	“What are they?”

	Mazarin’s face, smiling as it was, became clouded.

	“Anne,” said he, “you are but a woman and as a woman you may insult men at your ease, knowing that you can do it with impunity. You accuse me of fear; I have not so much as you have, since I do not fly as you do. Against whom do they cry out? is it against you or against myself? Whom would they hang, yourself or me? Well, I can weather the storm--I, whom, notwithstanding, you tax with fear--not with bravado, that is not my way; but I am firm. Imitate me. Make less hubbub and think more deeply. You cry very loud, you end by doing nothing; you talk of flying----”

	Mazarin shrugged his shoulders and taking the queen’s hand led her to the window.

	“Look!” he said.

	“Well?” said the queen, blinded by her obstinacy.

	“Well, what do you see from this window? If I am not mistaken those are citizens, helmeted and mailed, armed with good muskets, as in the time of the League, and whose eyes are so intently fixed on this window that they will see you if you raise that curtain much; and now come to the other side--what do you see? Creatures of the people, armed with halberds, guarding your doors. You will see the same at every opening from this palace to which I should lead you. Your doors are guarded, the airholes of your cellars are guarded, and I could say to you, as that good La Ramee said to me of the Duc de Beaufort, you must be either bird or mouse to get out.”

	“He did get out, nevertheless.”

	“Do you think of escaping in the same way?”

	“I am a prisoner, then?”

	“Parbleu!” said Mazarin, “I have been proving it to you this last hour.”

	And he quietly resumed his dispatch at the place where he had been interrupted.

	Anne, trembling with anger and scarlet with humiliation, left the room, shutting the door violently after her. Mazarin did not even turn around. When once more in her own apartment Anne fell into a chair and wept; then suddenly struck with an idea:

	“I am saved!” she exclaimed, rising; “oh, yes! yes! I know a man who will find the means of taking me from Paris, a man I have too long forgotten.” Then falling into a reverie, she added, however, with an expression of joy, “Ungrateful woman that I am, for twenty years I have forgotten this man, whom I ought to have made a marechal of France. My mother-in-law expended gold, caresses, dignities on Concini, who ruined her; the king made Vitry marechal of France for an assassination: while I have left in obscurity, in poverty, the noble D’Artagnan, who saved me!”

	And running to a table, on which were paper, pens and ink, she hastily began to write.

	50. The Interview.

	It had been D’Artagnan’s practice, ever since the riots, to sleep in the same room as Porthos, and on this eventful morning he was still there, sleeping, and dreaming that a yellow cloud had overspread the sky and was raining gold pieces into his hat, which he held out till it was overflowing with pistoles. As for Porthos, he dreamed that the panels of his carriage were not capacious enough to contain the armorial bearings he had ordered to be painted on them. They were both aroused at seven o’clock by the entrance of an unliveried servant, who brought a letter for D’Artagnan.

	“From whom?” asked the Gascon.

	“From the queen,” replied the servant.

	“Ho!” said Porthos, raising himself in his bed; “what does she say?”

	D’Artagnan requested the servant to wait in the next room and when the door was closed he sprang up from his bed and read rapidly, whilst Porthos looked at him with starting eyes, not daring to ask a single question.

	“Friend Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, handing the letter to him, “this time, at least, you are sure of your title of baron, and I of my captaincy. Read for yourself and judge.”

	Porthos took the letter and with a trembling voice read the following words:

	“The queen wishes to speak to Monsieur d’Artagnan, who must follow the bearer.”

	“Well!” exclaimed Porthos; “I see nothing in that very extraordinary.”

	“But I see much that is very extraordinary in it,” replied D’Artagnan. “It is evident, by their sending for me, that matters are becoming complicated. Just reflect a little what an agitation the queen’s mind must be in for her to have remembered me after twenty years.”

	“It is true,” said Porthos.

	“Sharpen your sword, baron, load your pistols, and give some corn to the horses, for I will answer for it, something lightning-like will happen ere to-morrow.”

	“But, stop; do you think it can be a trap that they are laying for us?” suggested Porthos, incessantly thinking how his greatness must be irksome to inferior people.

	“If it is a snare,” replied D’Artagnan, “I shall scent it out, be assured. If Mazarin is an Italian, I am a Gascon.”

	And D’Artagnan dressed himself in an instant.

	Whilst Porthos, still in bed, was hooking on his cloak for him, a second knock at the door was heard.

	“Come in,” exclaimed D’Artagnan; and another servant entered.

	“From His Eminence, Cardinal Mazarin,” presenting a letter.

	D’Artagnan looked at Porthos.

	“A complicated affair,” said Porthos; “where will you begin?”

	“It is arranged capitally; his eminence expects me in half an hour.”

	“Good.”

	“My friend,” said D’Artagnan, turning to the servant, “tell his eminence that in half an hour I shall be at his command.”

	“It is very fortunate,” resumed the Gascon, when the valet had retired, “that he did not meet the other one.”

	“Do you not think that they have sent for you, both for the same thing?”

	“I do not think it, I am certain of it.”

	“Quick, quick, D’Artagnan. Remember that the queen awaits you, and after the queen, the cardinal, and after the cardinal, myself.”

	D’Artagnan summoned Anne of Austria’s servant and signified that he was ready to follow him into the queen’s presence.

	The servant conducted him by the Rue des Petits Champs and turning to the left entered the little garden gate leading into the Rue Richelieu; then they gained the private staircase and D’Artagnan was ushered into the oratory. A certain emotion, for which he could not account, made the lieutenant’s heart beat: he had no longer the assurance of youth; experience had taught him the importance of past events. Formerly he would have approached the queen as a young man who bends before a woman; but now it was a different thing; he answered her summons as an humble soldier obeys an illustrious general.

	The silence of the oratory was at last disturbed by the slight rustling of silk, and D’Artagnan started when he perceived the tapestry raised by a white hand, which, by its form, its color and its beauty he recognized as that royal hand which had one day been presented to him to kiss. The queen entered.

	“It is you, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” she said, fixing a gaze full of melancholy interest on the countenance of the officer, “and I know you well. Look at me well in your turn. I am the queen; do you recognize me?”

	“No, madame,” replied D’Artagnan.

	“But are you no longer aware,” continued Anne, giving that sweet expression to her voice which she could do at will, “that in former days the queen had once need of a young, brave and devoted cavalier--that she found this cavalier--and that, although he might have thought that she had forgotten him, she had kept a place for him in the depths of her heart?”

	“No, madame, I was ignorant of that,” said the musketeer.

	“So much the worse, sir,” said Anne of Austria; “so much the worse, at least for the queen, for to-day she has need of the same courage and the same devotion.”

	“What!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “does the queen, surrounded as she is by such devoted servants, such wise counselors, men, in short, so great by merit or position--does she deign to cast her eyes on an obscure soldier?”

	Anne understood this covert reproach and was more moved than irritated by it. She had many a time felt humiliated by the self-sacrifice and disinterestedness shown by the Gascon gentleman. She had allowed herself to be exceeded in generosity.

	“All that you tell me of those by whom I am surrounded, Monsieur d’Artagnan, is doubtless true,” said the queen, “but I have confidence in you alone. I know that you belong to the cardinal, but belong to me as well, and I will take upon myself the making of your fortune. Come, will you do to-day what formerly the gentleman you do not know did for the queen?”

	“I will do everything your majesty commands,” replied D’Artagnan.

	The queen reflected for a moment and then, seeing the cautious demeanor of the musketeer:

	“Perhaps you like repose?” she said.

	“I do not know, for I have never had it, madame.”

	“Have you any friends?”

	“I had three, two of whom have left Paris, to go I know not where. One alone is left to me, but he is one of those known, I believe, to the cavalier of whom your majesty did me the honor to speak.”

	“Very good,” said the queen; “you and your friend are worth an army.”

	“What am I to do, madame?”

	“Return at five o’clock and I will tell you; but do not breathe to a living soul, sir, the rendezvous which I give you.”

	“No, madame.”

	“Swear it upon the cross.”

	“Madame, I have never been false to my word; when I say I will not do a thing, I mean it.”

	The queen, although astonished at this language, to which she was not accustomed from her courtiers, argued from it a happy omen of the zeal with which D’Artagnan would serve her in the accomplishment of her project. It was one of the Gascon’s artifices to hide his deep cunning occasionally under an appearance of rough loyalty.

	“Has the queen any further commands for me now?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“No, sir,” replied Anne of Austria, “and you may retire until the time that I mentioned to you.”

	D’Artagnan bowed and went out.

	“Diable!” he exclaimed when the door was shut, “they seem to have the greatest need of me just now.”

	Then, as the half hour had already glided by, he crossed the gallery and knocked at the cardinal’s door.

	Bernouin introduced him.

	“I come for your commands, my lord,” he said.

	And according to his custom D’Artagnan glanced rapidly around and remarked that Mazarin had a sealed letter before him. But it was so placed on the desk that he could not see to whom it was addressed.

	“You come from the queen?” said Mazarin, looking fixedly at D’Artagnan.

	“I! my lord--who told you that?”

	“Nobody, but I know it.”

	“I regret infinitely to tell you, my lord, that you are mistaken,” replied the Gascon, impudently, firm to the promise he had just made to Anne of Austria.

	“I opened the door of the ante-room myself and I saw you enter at the end of the corridor.”

	“Because I was shown up the private stairs.”

	“How so?”

	“I know not; it must have been a mistake.”

	Mazarin was aware that it was not easy to make D’Artagnan reveal anything he was desirous of hiding, so he gave up, for the time, the discovery of the mystery the Gascon was concealing.

	“Let us speak of my affairs,” said Mazarin, “since you will tell me naught of yours. Are you fond of traveling?”

	“My life has been passed on the high road.”

	“Would anything retain you particularly in Paris?”

	“Nothing but an order from a superior would retain me in Paris.”

	“Very well. Here is a letter, which must be taken to its address.”

	“To its address, my lord? But it has none.”

	In fact, the side of the letter opposite the seal was blank.

	“I must tell you,” resumed Mazarin, “that it is in a double envelope.”

	“I understand; and I am to take off the first one when I have reached a certain place?”

	“Just so, take it and go. You have a friend, Monsieur du Vallon, whom I like much; let him accompany you.”

	“The devil!” said D’Artagnan to himself. “He knows that we overheard his conversation yesterday and he wants to get us away from Paris.”

	“Do you hesitate?” asked Mazarin.

	“No, my lord, and I will set out at once. There is one thing only which I must request.”

	“What is it? Speak.”

	“That your eminence will go at once to the queen.”

	“What for?”

	“Merely to say these words: ‘I am going to send Monsieur d’Artagnan away and I wish him to set out directly.’”

	“I told you,” said Mazarin, “that you had seen the queen.”

	“I had the honor of saying to your eminence that there had been some mistake.”

	“What is the meaning of that?”

	“May I venture to repeat my prayer to your eminence?”

	“Very well; I will go. Wait here for me.” And looking attentively around him, to see if he had left any of his keys in his closets, Mazarin went out. Ten minutes elapsed, during which D’Artagnan made every effort to read through the first envelope what was written on the second. But he did not succeed.

	Mazarin returned, pale, and evidently thoughtful. He seated himself at his desk and D’Artagnan proceeded to examine his face, as he had just examined the letter he held, but the envelope which covered his countenance appeared as impenetrable as that which covered the letter.

	“Ah!” thought the Gascon; “he looks displeased. Can it be with me? He meditates. Is it about sending me to the Bastile? All very fine, my lord, but at the very first hint you give of such a thing I will strangle you and become Frondist. I should be carried home in triumph like Monsieur Broussel and Athos would proclaim me the French Brutus. It would be exceedingly droll.”

	The Gascon, with his vivid imagination, had already seen the advantage to be derived from his situation. Mazarin gave, however, no order of the kind, but on the contrary began to be insinuating.

	“You were right,” he said, “my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan, and you cannot set out yet. I beg you to return me that dispatch.”

	D’Artagnan obeyed, and Mazarin ascertained that the seal was intact.

	“I shall want you this evening,” he said “Return in two hours.”

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, “I have an appointment in two hours which I cannot miss.”

	“Do not be uneasy,” said Mazarin; “it is the same.”

	“Good!” thought D’Artagnan; “I fancied it was so.”

	“Return, then, at five o’clock and bring that worthy Monsieur du Vallon with you. Only, leave him in the ante-room, as I wish to speak to you alone.”

	D’Artagnan bowed, and thought: “Both at the same hour; both commands alike; both at the Palais Royal. Monsieur de Gondy would pay a hundred thousand francs for such a secret!”

	“You are thoughtful,” said Mazarin, uneasily.

	“Yes, I was thinking whether we ought to come armed or not.”

	“Armed to the teeth!” replied Mazarin.

	“Very well, my lord; it shall be so.”

	D’Artagnan saluted, went out and hastened to repeat to his friend Mazarin’s flattering promises, which gave Porthos an indescribable happiness.

	51. The Flight.

	When D’Artagnan returned to the Palais Royal at five o’clock, it presented, in spite of the excitement which reigned in the town, a spectacle of the greatest rejoicing. Nor was that surprising. The queen had restored Broussel and Blancmesnil to the people and had therefore nothing to fear, since the people had nothing more just then to ask for. The return, also, of the conqueror of Lens was the pretext for giving a grand banquet. The princes and princesses were invited and their carriages had crowded the court since noon; then after dinner the queen was to have a play in her apartment. Anne of Austria had never appeared more brilliant than on that day--radiant with grace and wit. Mazarin disappeared as they rose from table. He found D’Artagnan waiting for him already at his post in the ante-room.

	The cardinal advanced to him with a smile and taking him by the hand led him into his study.

	“My dear M. d’Artagnan,” said the minister, sitting down, “I am about to give you the greatest proof of confidence that a minister can give an officer.”

	“I hope,” said D’Artagnan, bowing, “that you give it, my lord, without hesitation and with the conviction that I am worthy of it.”

	“More worthy than any one in Paris my dear friend; therefore I apply to you. We are about to leave this evening,” continued Mazarin. “My dear M. d’Artagnan, the welfare of the state is deposited in your hands.” He paused.

	“Explain yourself, my lord, I am listening.”

	“The queen has resolved to make a little excursion with the king to Saint Germain.”

	“Aha!” said D’Artagnan, “that is to say, the queen wishes to leave Paris.”

	“A woman’s caprice--you understand.”

	“Yes, I understand perfectly,” said D’Artagnan.

	“It was for this she summoned you this morning and that she told you to return at five o’clock.”

	“Was it worth while to wish me to swear this morning that I would mention the appointment to no one?” muttered D’Artagnan. “Oh, women! women! whether queens or not, they are always the same.”

	“Do you disapprove of this journey, my dear M. d’Artagnan?” asked Mazarin, anxiously.

	“I, my lord?” said D’Artagnan; “why should I?”

	“Because you shrug your shoulders.”

	“It is a way I have of speaking to myself. I neither approve nor disapprove, my lord; I merely await your commands.”

	“Good; it is you, accordingly, that I have pitched upon to conduct the king and the queen to Saint Germain.”

	“Liar!” thought D’Artagnan.

	“You see, therefore,” continued the cardinal, perceiving D’Artagnan’s composure, “that, as I have told you, the welfare of the state is placed in your hands.”

	“Yes, my lord, and I feel the whole responsibility of such a charge.”

	“You accept, however?”

	“I always accept.”

	“Do you think the thing possible?”

	“Everything is possible.”

	“Shall you be attacked on the road?”

	“Probably.”

	“And what will you do in that case?”

	“I shall pass through those who attack me.”

	“And suppose you cannot pass through them?”

	“So much the worse for them; I shall pass over them.”

	“And you will place the king and queen in safety also, at Saint Germain?”

	
“Yes.”

	“On your life?”

	“On my life.”

	“You are a hero, my friend,” said Mazarin, gazing at the musketeer with admiration.

	D’Artagnan smiled.

	“And I?” asked Mazarin, after a moment’s silence.

	“How? and you, my lord?”

	“If I wish to leave?”

	“That would be much more difficult.”

	“Why so?”

	“Your eminence might be recognized.”

	“Even under this disguise?” asked Mazarin, raising a cloak which covered an arm-chair, upon which lay a complete dress for an officer, of pearl-gray and red, entirely embroidered with silver.

	“If your eminence is disguised it will be almost easy.”

	“Ah!” said Mazarin, breathing more freely.

	“But it will be necessary for your eminence to do what the other day you declared you should have done in our place--cry, ‘Down with Mazarin!’”

	“I will: ‘Down with Mazarin’”

	“In French, in good French, my lord, take care of your accent; they killed six thousand Angevins in Sicily because they pronounced Italian badly. Take care that the French do not take their revenge on you for the Sicilian vespers.”

	“I will do my best.”

	“The streets are full of armed men,” continued D’Artagnan. “Are you sure that no one is aware of the queen’s project?”

	Mazarin reflected.

	“This affair would give a fine opportunity for a traitor, my lord; the chance of being attacked would be an excuse for everything.”

	Mazarin shuddered, but he reflected that a man who had the least intention to betray would not warn first.

	“And therefore,” added he, quietly, “I have not confidence in every one; the proof of which is, that I have fixed upon you to escort me.”

	“Shall you not go with the queen?”

	“No,” replied Mazarin.

	“Then you will start after the queen?”

	“No,” said Mazarin again.

	“Ah!” said D’Artagnan, who began to understand.

	“Yes,” continued the cardinal. “I have my plan. With the queen I double her risk; after the queen her departure would double mine; then, the court once safe, I might be forgotten. The great are often ungrateful.”

	“Very true,” said D’Artagnan, fixing his eyes, in spite of himself, on the queen’s diamond, which Mazarin wore on his finger. Mazarin followed the direction of his eyes and gently turned the hoop of the ring inside.

	“I wish,” he said, with his cunning smile, “to prevent them from being ungrateful to me.”

	“It is but Christian charity,” replied D’Artagnan, “not to lead one’s neighbors into temptation.”

	“It is exactly for that reason,” said Mazarin, “that I wish to start before them.”

	D’Artagnan smiled--he was just the man to understand the astute Italian. Mazarin saw the smile and profited by the moment.

	“You will begin, therefore, by taking me first out of Paris, will you not, my dear M. d’Artagnan?”

	“A difficult commission, my lord,” replied D’Artagnan, resuming his serious manner.

	“But,” said Mazarin, “you did not make so many difficulties with regard to the king and queen.”

	“The king and the queen are my king and queen,” replied the musketeer, “my life is theirs and I must give it for them. If they ask it what have I to say?”

	“That is true,” murmured Mazarin, in a low tone, “but as thy life is not mine I suppose I must buy it, must I not?” and sighing deeply he began to turn the hoop of his ring outside again. D’Artagnan smiled. These two men met at one point and that was, cunning; had they been actuated equally by courage, the one would have done great things for the other.

	“But, also,” said Mazarin, “you must understand that if I ask this service from you it is with the intention of being grateful.”

	“Is it still only an intention, your eminence?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Stay,” said Mazarin, drawing the ring from his finger, “my dear D’Artagnan, there is a diamond which belonged to you formerly, it is but just it should return to you; take it, I pray.”

	D’Artagnan spared Mazarin the trouble of insisting, and after looking to see if the stone was the same and assuring himself of the purity of its water, he took it and passed it on his finger with indescribable pleasure.

	“I valued it much,” said Mazarin, giving a last look at it; “nevertheless, I give it to you with great pleasure.”

	“And I, my lord,” said D’Artagnan, “accept it as it is given. Come, let us speak of your little affairs. You wish to leave before everybody and at what hour?”

	“At ten o’clock.”

	“And the queen, at what time is it her wish to start?”

	“At midnight.”

	“Then it is possible. I can get you out of Paris and leave you beyond the barriere, and can return for her.”

	“Capital; but how will you get me out of Paris?”

	“Oh! as to that, you must leave it to me.”

	“I give you absolute power, therefore; take as large an escort as you like.”

	D’Artagnan shook his head.

	“It seems to me, however,” said Mazarin, “the safest method.”

	“Yes, for you, my lord, but not for the queen; you must leave it to me and give me the entire direction of the undertaking.”

	“Nevertheless----”

	“Or find some one else,” continued D’Artagnan, turning his back.

	“Oh!” muttered Mazarin, “I do believe he is going off with the diamond! M. d’Artagnan, my dear M. d’Artagnan,” he called out in a coaxing voice, “will you answer for everything?”

	“I will answer for nothing. I will do my best.”

	“Well, then, let us go--I must trust to you.”

	“It is very fortunate,” said D’Artagnan to himself.

	“You will be here at half-past nine.”

	“And I shall find your eminence ready?”

	“Certainly, quite ready.”

	“Well, then, it is a settled thing; and now, my lord, will you obtain for me an audience with the queen?”

	“For what purpose?”

	“I wish to receive her majesty’s commands from her own lips.”

	“She desired me to give them to you.”

	“She may have forgotten something.”

	“You really wish to see her?”

	“It is indispensable, my lord.”

	Mazarin hesitated for one instant, but D’Artagnan was firm.

	“Come, then,” said the minister; “I will conduct you to her, but remember, not one word of our conversation.”

	“What has passed between us concerns ourselves alone, my lord,” replied D’Artagnan.

	“Swear to be mute.”

	“I never swear, my lord, I say yes or no; and, as I am a gentleman, I keep my word.”

	“Come, then, I see that I must trust unreservedly to you.”

	“Believe me, my lord, it will be your best plan.”

	“Come,” said Mazarin, conducting D’Artagnan into the queen’s oratory and desiring him to wait there. He did not wait long, for in five minutes the queen entered in full gala costume. Thus dressed she scarcely appeared thirty-five years of age. She was still exceedingly handsome.

	“It is you, Monsieur D’Artagnan,” she said, smiling graciously; “I thank you for having insisted on seeing me.”

	“I ought to ask your majesty’s pardon, but I wished to receive your commands from your own mouth.”

	“Do you accept the commission which I have intrusted to you?”

	“With gratitude.”

	“Very well, be here at midnight.”

	“I will not fail.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” continued the queen, “I know your disinterestedness too well to speak of my own gratitude at such a moment, but I swear to you that I shall not forget this second service as I forgot the first.”

	“Your majesty is free to forget or to remember, as it pleases you; and I know not what you mean,” said D’Artagnan, bowing.

	“Go, sir,” said the queen, with her most bewitching smile, “go and return at midnight.”

	And D’Artagnan retired, but as he passed out he glanced at the curtain through which the queen had entered and at the bottom of the tapestry he remarked the tip of a velvet slipper.

	“Good,” thought he; “Mazarin has been listening to discover whether I betrayed him. In truth, that Italian puppet does not deserve the services of an honest man.”

	D’Artagnan was not less exact to his appointment and at half-past nine o’clock he entered the ante-room.

	He found the cardinal dressed as an officer, and he looked very well in that costume, which, as we have already said, he wore elegantly; only he was very pale and trembled slightly.

	“Quite alone?” he asked.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“And that worthy Monsieur du Vallon, are we not to enjoy his society?”

	“Certainly, my lord; he is waiting in his carriage at the gate of the garden of the Palais Royal.”

	“And we start in his carriage, then?”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“And with us no other escort but you two?”

	“Is it not enough? One of us would suffice.”

	“Really, my dear Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal, “your coolness startles me.”

	“I should have thought, on the contrary, that it ought to have inspired you with confidence.”

	“And Bernouin--do I not take him with me?”

	“There is no room for him, he will rejoin your eminence.”

	“Let us go,” said Mazarin, “since everything must be done as you wish.”

	“My lord, there is time to draw back,” said D’Artagnan, “and your eminence is perfectly free.”

	“Not at all, not at all,” said Mazarin; “let us be off.”

	And so they descended the private stair, Mazarin leaning on the arm of D’Artagnan a hand the musketeer felt trembling. At last, after crossing the courts of the Palais Royal, where there still remained some of the conveyances of late guests, they entered the garden and reached the little gate. Mazarin attempted to open it by a key which he took from his pocket, but with such shaking fingers that he could not find the keyhole.

	“Give it to me,” said D’Artagnan, who when the gate was open deposited the key in his pocket, reckoning upon returning by that gate.

	The steps were already down and the door open. Mousqueton stood at the door and Porthos was inside the carriage.

	“Mount, my lord,” said D’Artagnan to Mazarin, who sprang into the carriage without waiting for a second bidding. D’Artagnan followed him, and Mousqueton, having closed the door, mounted behind the carriage with many groans. He had made some difficulties about going, under pretext that he still suffered from his wound, but D’Artagnan had said to him:

	“Remain if you like, my dear Monsieur Mouston, but I warn you that Paris will be burnt down to-night;” upon which Mousqueton had declared, without asking anything further, that he was ready to follow his master and Monsieur d’Artagnan to the end of the world.

	The carriage started at a measured pace, without betraying by the slightest sign that it contained people in a hurry. The cardinal wiped his forehead with his handkerchief and looked around him. On his left was Porthos, whilst D’Artagnan was on his right; each guarded a door and served as a rampart to him on either side. Before him, on the front seat, lay two pairs of pistols--one in front of Porthos and the other of D’Artagnan. About a hundred paces from the Palais Royal a patrol stopped the carriage.

	“Who goes?” asked the captain.

	“Mazarin!” replied D’Artagnan, bursting into a laugh. The cardinal’s hair stood on end. But the joke appeared an excellent one to the citizens, who, seeing the conveyance without escort and unarmed, would never have believed in the possibility of so great an imprudence.

	“A good journey to ye,” they cried, allowing it to pass.

	“Hem!” said D’Artagnan, “what does my lord think of that reply?”

	“Man of talent!” cried Mazarin.

	“In truth,” said Porthos, “I understand; but now----”

	About the middle of the Rue des Petits Champs they were stopped by a second patrol.

	“Who goes there?” inquired the captain of the patrol.

	“Keep back, my lord,” said D’Artagnan. And Mazarin buried himself so far behind the two friends that he disappeared, completely hidden between them.

	“Who goes there?” cried the same voice, impatiently whilst D’Artagnan perceived that they had rushed to the horses’ heads. But putting his head out of the carriage:

	“Eh! Planchet,” said he.

	The chief approached, and it was indeed Planchet; D’Artagnan had recognized the voice of his old servant.

	“How, sir!” said Planchet, “is it you?”

	“Eh! mon Dieu! yes, my good friend, this worthy Porthos has just received a sword wound and I am taking him to his country house at Saint Cloud.”

	“Oh! really,” said Planchet.

	“Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, “if you can still speak, say a word, my dear Porthos, to this good Planchet.”

	“Planchet, my friend,” said Porthos, in a melancholy voice, “I am very ill; should you meet a doctor you will do me a favor by sending him to me.”

	“Oh! good Heaven,” said Planchet, “what a misfortune! and how did it happen?”

	“I will tell you all about it,” replied Mousqueton.

	Porthos uttered a deep groan.

	“Make way for us, Planchet,” said D’Artagnan in a whisper to him, “or he will not arrive alive; the lungs are attacked, my friend.”

	Planchet shook his head with the air of a man who says, “In that case things look ill.” Then he exclaimed, turning to his men:

	“Let them pass; they are friends.”

	The carriage resumed its course, and Mazarin, who had held his breath, ventured to breathe again.

	“Bricconi!” muttered he.

	A few steps in advance of the gate of Saint Honore they met a third troop; this latter party was composed of ill-looking fellows, who resembled bandits more than anything else; they were the men of the beggar of Saint Eustache.

	“Attention, Porthos!” cried D’Artagnan.

	Porthos placed his hand on the pistols.

	“What is it?” asked Mazarin.

	“My lord, I think we are in bad company.”

	A man advanced to the door with a kind of scythe in his hand. “Qui vive?” he asked.

	“Eh, rascal!” said D’Artagnan, “do you not recognize his highness the prince’s carriage?”

	“Prince or not,” said the man, “open. We are here to guard the gate, and no one whom we do not know shall pass.”

	“What is to be done?” said Porthos.

	“Pardieu! pass,” replied D’Artagnan.

	“But how?” asked Mazarin.

	“Through or over; coachman, gallop on.”

	The coachman raised his whip.

	“Not a step further,” said the man, who appeared to be the captain, “or I will hamstring your horses.”

	“Peste!” said Porthos, “it would be a pity; animals which cost me a hundred pistoles each.”

	“I will pay you two hundred for them,” said Mazarin.

	“Yes, but when once they are hamstrung, our necks will be strung next.”

	“If one of them comes to my side,” asked Porthos, “must I kill him?”

	“Yes, by a blow of your fist, if you can; we will not fire but at the last extremity.”

	“I can do it,” said Porthos.

	“Come and open, then!” cried D’Artagnan to the man with the scythe, taking one of the pistols up by the muzzle and preparing to strike with the handle. And as the man approached, D’Artagnan, in order to have more freedom for his actions, leaned half out of the door; his eyes were fixed upon those of the mendicant, which were lighted up by a lantern. Without doubt he recognized D’Artagnan, for he became deadly pale; doubtless the musketeer knew him, for his hair stood up on his head.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” he cried, falling back a step; “it is Monsieur d’Artagnan! let him pass.”

	D’Artagnan was perhaps about to reply, when a blow, similar to that of a mallet falling on the head of an ox, was heard. The noise was caused by Porthos, who had just knocked down his man.

	D’Artagnan turned around and saw the unfortunate man upon his back about four paces off.

	“‘Sdeath!” cried he to the coachman. “Spur your horses! whip! get on!”

	The coachman bestowed a heavy blow of the whip upon his horses; the noble animals bounded forward; then cries of men who were knocked down were heard; then a double concussion was felt, and two of the wheels seemed to pass over a round and flexible body. There was a moment’s silence, then the carriage cleared the gate.

	“To Cours la Reine!” cried D’Artagnan to the coachman; then turning to Mazarin he said, “Now, my lord, you can say five paters and five aves, in thanks to Heaven for your deliverance. You are safe--you are free.”

	Mazarin replied only by a groan; he could not believe in such a miracle. Five minutes later the carriage stopped, having reached Cours la Reine.

	“Is my lord pleased with his escort?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Enchanted, monsieur,” said Mazarin, venturing his head out of one of the windows; “and now do as much for the queen.”

	“It will not be so difficult,” replied D’Artagnan, springing to the ground. “Monsieur du Vallon, I commend his eminence to your care.”

	“Be quite at ease,” said Porthos, holding out his hand, which D’Artagnan took and shook in his.

	“Oh!” cried Porthos, as if in pain.

	D’Artagnan looked with surprise at his friend.

	“What is the matter, then?” he asked.

	“I think I have sprained my wrist,’ said Porthos.

	“The devil! why, you strike like a blind or a deaf man.”

	“It was necessary; my man was going to fire a pistol at me; but you--how did you get rid of yours?”

	“Oh, mine,” replied D’Artagnan, “was not a man.”

	“What was it then?”

	“It was an apparition.”

	“And----”

	“I charmed it away.”

	Without further explanation D’Artagnan took the pistols which were upon the front seat, placed them in his belt, wrapped himself in his cloak, and not wishing to enter by the same gate as that through which they had left, he took his way toward the Richelieu gate.

	52. The Carriage of Monsieur le Coadjuteur.

	Instead of returning, then, by the Saint Honore gate, D’Artagnan, who had time before him, walked around and re-entered by the Porte Richelieu. He was approached to be examined, and when it was discovered by his plumed hat and his laced coat, that he was an officer of the musketeers, he was surrounded, with the intention of making him cry, “Down with Mazarin!” The demonstration did not fail to make him uneasy at first; but when he discovered what it meant, he shouted it in such a voice that even the most exacting were satisfied. He walked down the Rue Richelieu, meditating how he should carry off the queen in her turn, for to take her in a carriage bearing the arms of France was not to be thought of, when he perceived an equipage standing at the door of the hotel belonging to Madame de Guemenee.

	He was struck by a sudden idea.

	“Ah, pardieu!” he exclaimed; “that would be fair play.”

	And approaching the carriage, he examined the arms on the panels and the livery of the coachman on his box. This scrutiny was so much the more easy, the coachman being sound asleep.

	“It is, in truth, monsieur le coadjuteur’s carriage,” said D’Artagnan; “upon my honor I begin to think that Heaven favors us.”

	He mounted noiselessly into the chariot and pulled the silk cord which was attached to the coachman’s little finger.

	“To the Palais Royal,” he called out.

	The coachman awoke with a start and drove off in the direction he was desired, never doubting but that the order had come from his master. The porter at the palace was about to close the gates, but seeing such a handsome equipage he fancied that it was some visit of importance and the carriage was allowed to pass and to stop beneath the porch. It was then only the coachman perceived the grooms were not behind the vehicle; he fancied monsieur le coadjuteur had sent them back, and without dropping the reins he sprang from his box to open the door. D’Artagnan, in his turn, sprang to the ground, and just at the moment when the coachman, alarmed at not seeing his master, fell back a step, he seized him by his collar with the left, whilst with the right hand he placed the muzzle of a pistol at his breast.

	“Pronounce one single word,” muttered D’Artagnan, “and you are a dead man.”

	The coachman perceived at once, by the expression of the man who thus addressed him, that he had fallen into a trap, and he remained with his mouth wide open and his eyes portentously staring.

	Two musketeers were pacing the court, to whom D’Artagnan called by their names.

	“Monsieur de Belliere,” said he to one of them, “do me the favor to take the reins from the hands of this worthy man, mount upon the box and drive to the door of the private stair, and wait for me there; it is an affair of importance on the service of the king.”

	The musketeer, who knew that his lieutenant was incapable of jesting with regard to the service, obeyed without a word, although he thought the order strange. Then turning toward the second musketeer, D’Artagnan said:

	“Monsieur du Verger, help me to place this man in a place of safety.”

	The musketeer, thinking that his lieutenant had just arrested some prince in disguise, bowed, and drawing his sword, signified that he was ready. D’Artagnan mounted the staircase, followed by his prisoner, who in his turn was followed by the soldier, and entered Mazarin’s ante-room. Bernouin was waiting there, impatient for news of his master.

	“Well, sir?” he said.

	“Everything goes on capitally, my dear Monsieur Bernouin, but here is a man whom I must beg you to put in a safe place.”

	“Where, then, sir?”

	“Where you like, provided that the place which you shall choose has iron shutters secured by padlocks and a door that can be locked.”

	“We have that, sir,” replied Bernouin; and the poor coachman was conducted to a closet, the windows of which were barred and which looked very much like a prison.

	“And now, my good friend,” said D’Artagnan to him, “I must invite you to deprive yourself, for my sake, of your hat and cloak.”

	The coachman, as we can well understand, made no resistance; in fact, he was so astonished at what had happened to him that he stammered and reeled like a drunken man; D’Artagnan deposited his clothes under the arm of one of the valets.

	“And now, Monsieur du Verger,” he said, “shut yourself up with this man until Monsieur Bernouin returns to open the door. The duty will be tolerably long and not very amusing, I know; but,” added he, seriously, “you understand, it is on the king’s service.”

	“At your command, lieutenant,” replied the musketeer, who saw the business was a serious one.

	“By-the-bye,” continued D’Artagnan, “should this man attempt to fly or to call out, pass your sword through his body.”

	The musketeer signified by a nod that these commands should be obeyed to the letter, and D’Artagnan went out, followed by Bernouin. Midnight struck.

	“Lead me into the queen’s oratory,” said D’Artagnan, “announce to her I am here, and put this parcel, with a well-loaded musket, under the seat of the carriage which is waiting at the foot of the private stair.”

	Bernouin conducted D’Artagnan to the oratory, where he sat down pensively. Everything had gone on as usual at the Palais Royal. As we said before, by ten o’clock almost all the guests had dispersed; those who were to fly with the court had the word of command and they were each severally desired to be from twelve o’clock to one at Cours la Reine.

	At ten o’clock Anne of Austria had entered the king’s room. Monsieur had just retired, and the youthful Louis, remaining the last, was amusing himself by placing some lead soldiers in a line of battle, a game which delighted him much. Two royal pages were playing with him.

	“Laporte,” said the queen, “it is time for his majesty to go to bed.”

	The king asked to remain up, having, he said, no wish to sleep; but the queen was firm.

	“Are you not going to-morrow morning at six o’clock, Louis, to bathe at Conflans? I think you wished to do so of your own accord?”

	“You are right, madame,” said the king, “and I am ready to retire to my room when you have kissed me. Laporte, give the light to Monsieur the Chevalier de Coislin.”

	The queen touched with her lips the white, smooth brow the royal child presented to her with a gravity which already partook of etiquette.

	“Go to sleep soon, Louis,” said the queen, “for you must be awakened very early.”

	“I will do my best to obey you, madame,” said the youthful king, “but I have no inclination to sleep.”

	“Laporte,” said Anne of Austria, in an undertone, “find some very dull book to read to his majesty, but do not undress yourself.”

	The king went out, accompanied by the Chevalier de Coislin, bearing the candlestick, and then the queen returned to her own apartment. Her ladies--that is to say Madame de Bregy, Mademoiselle de Beaumont, Madame de Motteville, and Socratine, her sister, so called on account of her sense--had just brought into her dressing-room the remains of the dinner, on which, according to her usual custom, she supped. The queen then gave her orders, spoke of a banquet which the Marquis de Villequier was to give to her on the day after the morrow, indicated the persons she would admit to the honor of partaking of it, announced another visit on the following day to Val-de-Grace, where she intended to pay her devotions, and gave her commands to her senior valet to accompany her. When the ladies had finished their supper the queen feigned extreme fatigue and passed into her bedroom. Madame de Motteville, who was on especial duty that evening, followed to aid and undress her. The queen then began to read, and after conversing with her affectionately for a few minutes, dismissed her.

	It was at this moment D’Artagnan entered the courtyard of the palace, in the coadjutor’s carriage, and a few seconds later the carriages of the ladies-in-waiting drove out and the gates were shut after them.

	A few minutes after twelve o’clock Bernouin knocked at the queen’s bedroom door, having come by the cardinal’s secret corridor. Anne of Austria opened the door to him herself. She was dressed, that is to say, in dishabille, wrapped in a long, warm dressing-gown.

	“It is you, Bernouin,” she said. “Is Monsieur d’Artagnan there?”

	“Yes, madame, in your oratory. He is waiting till your majesty is ready.”

	“I am. Go and tell Laporte to wake and dress the king, and then pass on to the Marechal de Villeroy and summon him to me.”

	Bernouin bowed and retired.

	The queen entered her oratory, which was lighted by a single lamp of Venetian crystal, She saw D’Artagnan, who stood expecting her.

	“Is it you?” she said.

	“Yes, madame.”

	“Are you ready?”

	“I am.”

	“And his eminence, the cardinal?”

	“Has got off without any accident. He is awaiting your majesty at Cours la Reine.”

	“But in what carriage do we start?”

	“I have provided for everything; a carriage below is waiting for your majesty.”

	“Let us go to the king.”

	D’Artagnan bowed and followed the queen. The young Louis was already dressed, with the exception of his shoes and doublet; he had allowed himself to be dressed, in great astonishment, overwhelming Laporte with questions, who replied only in these words, “Sire, it is by the queen’s commands.”

	The bedclothes were thrown back, exposing the king’s bed linen, which was so worn that here and there holes could be seen. It was one of the results of Mazarin’s niggardliness.

	The queen entered and D’Artagnan remained at the door. As soon as the child perceived the queen he escaped from Laporte and ran to meet her. Anne then motioned to D’Artagnan to approach, and he obeyed.

	“My son,” said Anne of Austria, pointing to the musketeer, calm, standing uncovered, “here is Monsieur d’Artagnan, who is as brave as one of those ancient heroes of whom you like so much to hear from my women. Remember his name well and look at him well, that his face may not be forgotten, for this evening he is going to render us a great service.”

	The young king looked at the officer with his large-formed eye, and repeated:

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“That is it, my son.”

	The young king slowly raised his little hand and held it out to the musketeer; the latter bent on his knee and kissed it.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” repeated Louis; “very well, madame.”

	At this moment they were startled by a noise as if a tumult were approaching.

	“What is that?” exclaimed the queen.

	“Oh, oh!” replied D’Artagnan, straining both at the same time his quick ear and his intelligent glance, “it is the murmur of the populace in revolution.”

	“We must fly,” said the queen.

	“Your majesty has given me the control of this business; we had better wait and see what they want.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!”

	“I will answer for everything.”

	Nothing is so catching as confidence. The queen, full of energy and courage, was quickly alive to these two virtues in others.

	“Do as you like,” she said, “I rely upon you.”

	“Will your majesty permit me to give orders in your name throughout this business?”

	“Command, sir.”

	“What do the people want this time?” demanded the king.

	“We are about to ascertain, sire,” replied D’Artagnan, as he rapidly left the room.

	The tumult continued to increase and seemed to surround the Palais Royal entirely. Cries were heard from the interior, of which they could not comprehend the sense. It was evident that there was clamor and sedition.

	The king, half dressed, the queen and Laporte remained each in the same state and almost in the same place, where they were listening and waiting. Comminges, who was on guard that night at the Palais Royal, ran in. He had about two hundred men in the courtyards and stables, and he placed them at the queen’s disposal.

	“Well,” asked Anne of Austria, when D’Artagnan reappeared, “what does it mean?”

	“It means, madame, that the report has spread that the queen has left the Palais Royal, carrying off the king, and the people ask to have proof to the contrary, or threaten to demolish the Palais Royal.”

	“Oh, this time it is too much!” exclaimed the queen, “and I will prove to them I have not left.”

	D’Artagnan saw from the expression of the queen’s face that she was about to issue some violent command. He approached her and said in a low voice:

	“Has your majesty still confidence in me?”

	This voice startled her. “Yes, sir,” she replied, “every confidence; speak.”

	“Will the queen deign to follow my advice?”

	“Speak.”

	“Let your majesty dismiss M. de Comminges and desire him to shut himself up with his men in the guardhouse and in the stables.”

	Comminges glanced at D’Artagnan with the envious look with which every courtier sees a new favorite spring up.

	“You hear, Comminges?” said the queen.

	D’Artagnan went up to him; with his usual quickness he caught the anxious glance.

	“Monsieur de Comminges,” he said, “pardon me; we both are servants of the queen, are we not? It is my turn to be of use to her; do not envy me this happiness.”

	Comminges bowed and left.

	“Come,” said D’Artagnan to himself, “I have got one more enemy.”

	“And now,” said the queen, addressing D’Artagnan, “what is to be done? for you hear that, instead of becoming calmer, the noise increases.”

	“Madame,” said D’Artagnan, “the people want to see the king and they must see him.”

	“What! must see him! Where--on the balcony?”

	“Not at all, madame, but here, sleeping in his bed.”

	“Oh, your majesty,” exclaimed Laporte, “Monsieur d’Artagnan is right.”

	The queen became thoughtful and smiled, like a woman to whom duplicity is no stranger.

	“Without doubt,” she murmured.

	“Monsieur Laporte,” said D’Artagnan, “go and announce to the people through the grating that they are going to be satisfied and that in five minutes they shall not only see the king, but they shall see him in bed; add that the king sleeps and that the queen begs that they will keep silence, so as not to awaken him.”

	“But not every one; a deputation of two or four people.”

	“Every one, madame.”

	“But reflect, they will keep us here till daybreak.”

	“It shall take but a quarter of an hour, I answer for everything, madame; believe me, I know the people; they are like a great child, who only wants humoring. Before the sleeping king they will be mute, gentle and timid as lambs.”

	“Go, Laporte,” said the queen.

	The young king approached his mother and said, “Why do as these people ask?”

	“It must be so, my son,” said Anne of Austria.

	“But if they say, ‘it must be’ to me, am I no longer king?”

	The queen remained silent.

	“Sire,” said D’Artagnan, “will your majesty permit me to ask you a question?”

	Louis XIV. turned around, astonished that any one should dare to address him. But the queen pressed the child’s hand.

	“Yes, sir.” he said.

	“Does your majesty remember, when playing in the park of Fontainebleau, or in the palace courts at Versailles, ever to have seen the sky grow suddenly dark and heard the sound of thunder?”

	“Yes, certainly.”

	“Well, then, this noise of thunder, however much your majesty may have wished to continue playing, has said, ‘go in, sire. You must do so.’”

	“Certainly, sir; but they tell me that the noise of thunder is the voice of God.”

	“Well then, sire,” continued D’Artagnan, “listen to the noise of the people; you will perceive that it resembles that of thunder.”

	In truth at that moment a terrible murmur was wafted to them by the night breeze; then all at once it ceased.

	“Hold, sire,” said D’Artagnan, “they have just told the people that you are asleep; you see, you still are king.”

	The queen looked with surprise at this strange man, whose brilliant courage made him the equal of the bravest, and who was, by his fine and quick intelligence, the equal of the most astute.

	Laporte entered.

	“Well, Laporte?” asked the queen.

	“Madame,” he replied, “Monsieur d’Artagnan’s prediction has been accomplished; they are calm, as if by enchantment. The doors are about to be opened and in five minutes they will be here.”

	“Laporte,” said the queen, “suppose you put one of your sons in the king’s place; we might be off during the time.”

	“If your majesty desires it,” said Laporte, “my sons, like myself, are at the queen’s service.”

	“Not at all,” said D’Artagnan; “should one of them know his majesty and discover but a substitute, all would be lost.”

	“You are right, sir, always right,” said Anne of Austria. “Laporte, place the king in bed.”

	Laporte placed the king, dressed as he was, in the bed and then covered him as far as the shoulders with the sheet. The queen bent over him and kissed his brow.

	“Pretend to sleep, Louis,” said she.

	“Yes,” said the king, “but I do not wish to be touched by any of those men.”

	“Sire, I am here,” said D’Artagnan, “and I give you my word, that if a single man has the audacity, his life shall pay for it.”

	“And now what is to be done?” asked the queen, “for I hear them.”

	“Monsieur Laporte, go to them and again recommend silence. Madame, wait at the door, whilst I shall be at the head of the king’s bed, ready to die for him.”

	Laporte went out; the queen remained standing near the hangings, whilst D’Artagnan glided behind the curtains.

	Then the heavy and collected steps of a multitude of men were heard, and the queen herself raised the tapestry hangings and put her finger on her lips.

	On seeing the queen, the men stopped short, respectfully.

	“Enter, gentlemen, enter,” said the queen.

	There was then amongst that crowd a moment’s hesitation, which looked like shame. They had expected resistance, they had expected to be thwarted, to have to force the gates, to overturn the guards. The gates had opened of themselves, and the king, ostensibly at least, had no other guard at his bed-head but his mother. The foremost of them stammered and attempted to fall back.

	“Enter, gentlemen,” said Laporte, “since the queen desires you so to do.”

	Then one more bold than the rest ventured to pass the door and to advance on tiptoe. This example was imitated by the rest, until the room filled silently, as if these men had been the humblest, most devoted courtiers. Far beyond the door the heads of those who were not able to enter could be seen, all craning to their utmost height to try and see.

	D’Artagnan saw it all through an opening he had made in the curtain, and in the very first man who entered he recognized Planchet.

	“Sir,” said the queen to him, thinking he was the leader of the band, “you wished to see the king and therefore I determined to show him to you myself. Approach and look at him and say if we have the appearance of people who wish to run away.”

	“No, certainly,” replied Planchet, rather astonished at the unexpected honor conferred upon him.

	“You will say, then, to my good and faithful Parisians,” continued Anne, with a smile, the expression of which did not deceive D’Artagnan, “that you have seen the king in bed, asleep, and the queen also ready to retire.”

	“I shall tell them, madame, and those who accompany me will say the same thing; but----”

	“But what?” asked Anne of Austria.

	“Will your majesty pardon me,” said Planchet, “but is it really the king who is lying there?”

	Anne of Austria started. “If,” she said, “there is one among you who knows the king, let him approach and say whether it is really his majesty lying there.”

	A man wrapped in a cloak, in the folds of which his face was hidden, approached and leaned over the bed and looked.

	For one second, D’Artagnan thought the man had some evil design and he put his hand to his sword; but in the movement made by the man in stooping a portion of his face was uncovered and D’Artagnan recognized the coadjutor.

	“It is certainly the king,” said the man, rising again. “God bless his majesty!”

	“Yes,” repeated the leader in a whisper, “God bless his majesty!” and all these men, who had entered enraged, passed from anger to pity and blessed the royal infant in their turn.

	“Now,” said Planchet, “let us thank the queen. My friends, retire.”

	They all bowed, and retired by degrees as noiselessly as they had entered. Planchet, who had been the first to enter, was the last to leave. The queen stopped him.

	“What is your name, my friend?” she said.

	Planchet, much surprised at the inquiry, turned back.

	“Yes,” continued the queen, “I think myself as much honored to have received you this evening as if you had been a prince, and I wish to know your name.”

	“Yes,” thought Planchet, “to treat me as a prince. No, thank you.”

	D’Artagnan trembled lest Planchet, seduced, like the crow in the fable, should tell his name, and that the queen, knowing his name, would discover that Planchet had belonged to him.

	“Madame,” replied Planchet, respectfully, “I am called Dulaurier, at your service.”

	“Thank you, Monsieur Dulaurier,” said the queen; “and what is your business?”

	“Madame, I am a clothier in the Rue Bourdonnais.”

	“That is all I wished to know,” said the queen. “Much obliged to you, Monsieur Dulaurier. You will hear again from me.”

	“Come, come,” thought D’Artagnan, emerging from behind the curtain, “decidedly Monsieur Planchet is no fool; it is evident he has been brought up in a good school.”

	The different actors in this strange scene remained facing one another, without uttering a single word; the queen standing near the door, D’Artagnan half out of his hiding place, the king raised on his elbow, ready to fall down on his bed again at the slightest sound that would indicate the return of the multitude, but instead of approaching, the noise became more and more distant and very soon it died entirely away.

	The queen breathed more freely. D’Artagnan wiped his damp forehead and the king slid off his bed, saying, “Let us go.”

	At this moment Laporte reappeared.

	“Well?” asked the queen

	“Well, madame,” replied the valet, “I followed them as far as the gates. They announced to all their comrades that they had seen the king and that the queen had spoken to them; and, in fact, they went away quite proud and happy.”

	“Oh, the miserable wretches!” murmured the queen, “they shall pay dearly for their boldness, and it is I who promise this.”

	Then turning to D’Artagnan, she said:

	“Sir, you have given me this evening the best advice I have ever received. Continue, and say what we must do now.”

	“Monsieur Laporte,” said D’Artagnan, “finish dressing his majesty.”

	“We may go, then?” asked the queen.

	“Whenever your majesty pleases. You have only to descend by the private stairs and you will find me at the door.”

	“Go, sir,” said the queen; “I will follow you.”

	D’Artagnan went down and found the carriage at its post and the musketeer on the box. D’Artagnan took out the parcel which he had desired Bernouin to place under the seat. It may be remembered that it was the hat and cloak belonging to Monsieur de Gondy’s coachman.

	He placed the cloak on his shoulders and the hat on his head, whilst the musketeer got off the box.

	“Sir,” said D’Artagnan, “you will go and release your companion, who is guarding the coachman. You must mount your horse and proceed to the Rue Tiquetonne, Hotel de la Chevrette, whence you will take my horse and that of Monsieur du Vallon, which you must saddle and equip as if for war, and then you will leave Paris, bringing them with you to Cours la Reine. If, when you arrive at Cours la Reine, you find no one, you must go on to Saint Germain. On the king’s service.”

	The musketeer touched his cap and went away to execute the orders thus received.

	D’Artagnan mounted the box, having a pair of pistols in his belt, a musket under his feet and a naked sword behind him.

	The queen appeared, and was followed by the king and the Duke d’Anjou, his brother.

	“Monsieur the coadjutor’s carriage!” she exclaimed, falling back.

	“Yes, madame,” said D’Artagnan; “but get in fearlessly, for I myself will drive you.”

	The queen uttered a cry of surprise and entered the carriage, and the king and monsieur took their places at her side.

	“Come, Laporte,” said the queen.

	“How, madame!” said the valet, “in the same carriage as your majesties?”

	“It is not a matter of royal etiquette this evening, but of the king’s safety. Get in, Laporte.”

	Laporte obeyed.

	“Pull down the blinds,” said D’Artagnan.

	“But will that not excite suspicion, sir?” asked the queen.

	“Your majesty’s mind may be quite at ease,” replied the officer; “I have my answer ready.”

	The blinds were pulled down and they started at a gallop by the Rue Richelieu. On reaching the gate the captain of the post advanced at the head of a dozen men, holding a lantern in his hand.

	D’Artagnan signed to them to draw near.

	“Do you recognize the carriage?” he asked the sergeant.

	“No,” replied the latter.

	“Look at the arms.”

	The sergeant put the lantern near the panel.

	“They are those of monsieur le coadjuteur,” he said.

	“Hush; he is enjoying a ride with Madame de Guemenee.”

	The sergeant began to laugh.

	“Open the gate,” he cried. “I know who it is!” Then putting his face to the lowered blinds, he said:

	“I wish you joy, my lord!”

	“Impudent fellow!” cried D’Artagnan, “you will get me turned off.”

	The gate groaned on its hinges, and D’Artagnan, seeing the way clear, whipped his horses, who started at a canter, and five minutes later they had rejoined the cardinal.

	“Mousqueton!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “draw up the blinds of his majesty’s carriage.”

	“It is he!” cried Porthos.

	“Disguised as a coachman!” exclaimed Mazarin.

	“And driving the coadjutor’s carriage!” said the queen.

	“Corpo di Dio! Monsieur d’Artagnan!” said Mazarin, “you are worth your weight in gold.”

	53. How D’Artagnan and Porthos earned by selling Straw.

	Mazarin was desirous of setting out instantly for Saint Germain, but the queen declared that she should wait for the people whom she had appointed to meet her. However, she offered the cardinal Laporte’s place, which he accepted and went from one carriage to the other.

	It was not without foundation that a report of the king’s intention to leave Paris by night had been circulated. Ten or twelve persons had been in the secret since six o’clock, and howsoever great their prudence might be, they could not issue the necessary orders for the departure without suspicion being generated. Besides, each individual had one or two others for whom he was interested; and as there could be no doubt but that the queen was leaving Paris full of terrible projects of vengeance, every one had warned parents and friends of what was about to transpire; so that the news of the approaching exit ran like a train of lighted gunpowder along the streets.

	The first carriage which arrived after that of the queen was that of the Prince de Conde, with the princess and dowager princess. Both these ladies had been awakened in the middle of the night and did not know what it all was about. The second contained the Duke and Duchess of Orleans, the tall young Mademoiselle and the Abbe de la Riviere; and the third, the Duke de Longueville and the Prince de Conti, brother and brother-in-law of Conde. They all alighted and hastened to pay their respects to the king and queen in their coach. The queen fixed her eyes upon the carriage they had left, and seeing that it was empty, she said:

	“But where is Madame de Longueville?”

	“Ah, yes, where is my sister?” asked the prince.

	“Madame de Longueville is ill,” said the duke, “and she desired me to excuse her to your majesty.”

	Anne gave a quick glance to Mazarin, who answered by an almost imperceptible shake of his head.

	“What do you say of this?” asked the queen.

	“I say that she is a hostage for the Parisians,” answered the cardinal.

	“Why is she not come?” asked the prince in a low voice, addressing his brother.

	“Silence,” whispered the duke, “she has her reasons.”

	“She will ruin us!” returned the prince.

	“She will save us,” said Conti.

	Carriages now arrived in crowds; those of the Marechal de Villeroy, Guitant, Villequier and Comminges came into the line. The two musketeers arrived in their turn, holding the horses of D’Artagnan and Porthos in their hands. These two instantly mounted, the coachman of the latter replacing D’Artagnan on the coach-box of the royal coach. Mousqueton took the place of the coachman, and drove standing, for reasons known to himself, like Automedon of antiquity.

	The queen, though occupied by a thousand details, tried to catch the Gascon’s eye; but he, with his wonted prudence, had mingled with the crowd.

	“Let us be the avant guard,” said he to Porthos, “and find good quarters at Saint Germain; nobody will think of us, and for my part I am greatly fatigued.”

	“As for me,” replied Porthos, “I am falling asleep, which is strange, considering we have not had any fighting; truly the Parisians are idiots.”

	“Or rather, we are very clever,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Perhaps.”

	“And how is your wrist?”

	“Better; but do you think that we’ve got them this time?”

	“Got what?”

	“You your command, and I my title?”

	“I’faith! yes--I should expect so; besides, if they forget, I shall take the liberty of reminding them.”

	“The queen’s voice! she is speaking,” said Porthos; “I think she wants to ride on horseback.”

	“Oh, she would like it, but----”

	“But what?”

	“The cardinal won’t allow it. Gentlemen,” he said, addressing the two musketeers, “accompany the royal carriage, we are going forward to look for lodgings.”

	D’Artagnan started off for Saint Germain, followed by Porthos.

	“We will go on, gentlemen,” said the queen.

	And the royal carriage drove on, followed by the other coaches and about fifty horsemen.

	They reached Saint German without any accident; on descending, the queen found the prince awaiting her, bare-headed, to offer her his hand.

	“What an awakening for the Parisians!” said the queen, radiant.

	“It is war,” said the prince.

	“Well, then, let it be war! Have we not on our side the conqueror of Rocroy, of Nordlingen, of Lens?”

	The prince bowed low.

	It was then three o’clock in the morning. The queen walked first, every one followed her. About two hundred persons had accompanied her in her flight.

	“Gentlemen,” said the queen, laughing, “pray take up your abode in the chateau; it is large, and there will be no want of room for you all; but, as we never thought of coming here, I am informed that there are, in all, only three beds in the whole establishment, one for the king, one for me----”

	“And one for the cardinal,” muttered the prince.

	“Am I--am I, then, to sleep on the floor?” asked Gaston d’Orleans, with a forced smile.

	“No, my prince,” replied Mazarin, “the third bed is intended for your highness.”

	“But your eminence?” replied the prince.

	“I,” answered Mazarin, “I shall not sleep at all; I have work to do.”

	Gaston desired that he should be shown into the room wherein he was to sleep, without in the least concerning himself as to where his wife and daughter were to repose.

	“Well, for my part, I shall go to bed,” said D’Artagnan; “come, Porthos.”

	Porthos followed the lieutenant with that profound confidence he ever had in the wisdom of his friend. They walked from one end of the chateau to the other, Porthos looking with wondering eyes at D’Artagnan, who was counting on his fingers.

	“Four hundred, at a pistole each, four hundred pistoles.”

	“Yes,” interposed Porthos, “four hundred pistoles; but who is to make four hundred pistoles?”

	“A pistole is not enough,” said D’Artagnan, “‘tis worth a louis.”

	“What is worth a louis?”

	“Four hundred, at a louis each, make four hundred louis.”

	“Four hundred?” said Porthos.

	“Yes, there are two hundred of them, and each of them will need two, which will make four hundred.”

	“But four hundred what?”

	“Listen!” cried D’Artagnan.

	But as there were all kinds of people about, who were in a state of stupefaction at the unexpected arrival of the court, he whispered in his friend’s ear.

	“I understand,” answered Porthos, “I understand you perfectly, on my honor; two hundred louis, each of us, would be making a pretty thing of it; but what will people say?”

	“Let them say what they will; besides, how will they know that we are doing it?”

	“But who will distribute these things?” asked Porthos.

	“Isn’t Mousqueton there?”

	“But he wears my livery; my livery will be known,” replied Porthos.

	“He can turn his coat inside out.”

	“You are always in the right, my dear friend,” cried Porthos; “but where the devil do you discover all the notions you put into practice?”

	D’Artagnan smiled. The two friends turned down the first street they came to. Porthos knocked at the door of a house to the right, whilst D’Artagnan knocked at the door of a house to the left.

	“Some straw,” they said.

	“Sir, we don’t keep any,” was the reply of the people who opened the doors; “but please ask at the hay dealer’s.”

	“Where is the hay dealer’s?”

	“At the last large door in the street.”

	“Are there any other people in Saint Germain who sell straw?”

	“Yes; there’s the landlord of the Lamb, and Gros-Louis the farmer; they both live in the Rue des Ursulines.”

	“Very well.”

	D’Artagnan went instantly to the hay dealer and bargained with him for a hundred and fifty trusses of straw, which he obtained, at the rate of three pistoles each. He went afterward to the innkeeper and bought from him two hundred trusses at the same price. Finally, Farmer Louis sold them eighty trusses, making in all four hundred and thirty.

	There was no more to be had in Saint Germain. This foraging did not occupy more than half an hour. Mousqueton, duly instructed, was put at the head of this sudden and new business. He was cautioned not to let a bit of straw out of his hands under a louis the truss, and they intrusted to him straw to the amount of four hundred and thirty louis. D’Artagnan, taking with him three trusses of straw, returned to the chateau, where everybody, freezing with cold and more than half asleep, envied the king, the queen, and the Duke of Orleans, on their camp beds. The lieutenant’s entrance produced a burst of laughter in the great drawing-room; but he did not appear to notice that he was the object of general attention, but began to arrange, with so much cleverness, nicety and gayety, his straw bed, that the mouths of all these poor creatures, who could not go to sleep, began to water.

	“Straw!” they all cried out, “straw! where is there any to be found?”

	“I can show you,” answered the Gascon.

	And he conducted them to Mousqueton, who freely distributed the trusses at the rate of a louis apiece. It was thought rather dear, but people wanted to sleep, and who would not give even two or three louis for a few hours of sound sleep?

	D’Artagnan gave up his bed to any one who wanted it, making it over about a dozen times; and since he was supposed to have paid, like the others, a louis for his truss of straw, he pocketed in that way thirty louis in less than half an hour. At five o’clock in the morning the straw was worth eighty francs a truss and there was no more to be had.

	D’Artagnan had taken the precaution to set apart four trusses for his own use. He put in his pocket the key of the room where he had hidden them, and accompanied by Porthos returned to settle with Mousqueton, who, naively, and like the worthy steward that he was, handed them four hundred and thirty louis and kept one hundred for himself.

	Mousqueton, who knew nothing of what was going on in the chateau, wondered that the idea had not occurred to him sooner. D’Artagnan put the gold in his hat, and in going back to the chateau settled the reckoning with Porthos, each of them had cleared two hundred and fifteen louis.

	Porthos, however, found that he had no straw left for himself. He returned to Mousqueton, but the steward had sold the last wisp. He then repaired to D’Artagnan, who, thanks to his four trusses of straw, was in the act of making up and tasting, by anticipation, the luxury of a bed so soft, so well stuffed at the head, so well covered at the foot, that it would have excited the envy of the king himself, if his majesty had not been fast asleep in his own. D’Artagnan could on no account consent to pull his bed to pieces again for Porthos, but for a consideration of four louis that the latter paid him for it, he consented that Porthos should share his couch with him. He laid his sword at the head, his pistols by his side, stretched his cloak over his feet, placed his felt hat on the top of his cloak and extended himself luxuriously on the straw, which rustled under him. He was already enjoying the sweet dream engendered by the possession of two hundred and nineteen louis, made in a quarter of an hour, when a voice was heard at the door of the hall, which made him stir.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” it cried.

	“Here!” cried Porthos, “here!”

	Porthos foresaw that if D’Artagnan was called away he should remain the sole possessor of the bed. An officer approached.

	“I am come to fetch you, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”

	“From whom?”

	“His eminence sent me.”

	“Tell my lord that I’m going to sleep, and I advise him, as a friend, to do the same.”

	“His eminence is not gone to bed and will not go to bed, and wants you instantly.”

	“The devil take Mazarin, who does not know when to sleep at the proper time. What does he want with me? Is it to make me a captain? In that case I will forgive him.”

	And the musketeer rose, grumbling, took his sword, hat, pistols, and cloak, and followed the officer, whilst Porthos, alone and sole possessor of the bed, endeavored to follow the good example of falling asleep, which his predecessor had set him.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said the cardinal, on perceiving him, “I have not forgotten with what zeal you have served me. I am going to prove to you that I have not.”

	“Good,” thought the Gascon, “this is a promising beginning.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he resumed, “do you wish to become a captain?”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“And your friend still longs to be made a baron?”

	“At this very moment, my lord, he no doubt dreams that he is one already.”

	“Then,” said Mazarin, taking from his portfolio the letter which he had already shown D’Artagnan, “take this dispatch and carry it to England.”

	D’Artagnan looked at the envelope; there was no address on it.

	“Am I not to know to whom to present it?”

	“You will know when you reach London; at London you may tear off the outer envelope.”

	“And what are my instructions?”

	“To obey in every particular the man to whom this letter is addressed. You must set out for Boulogne. At the Royal Arms of England you will find a young gentleman named Mordaunt.”

	“Yes, my lord; and what am I to do with this young gentleman?”

	“Follow wherever he leads you.”

	D’Artagnan looked at the cardinal with a stupefied air.

	“There are your instructions,” said Mazarin; “go!”

	“Go! ‘tis easy to say so, but that requires money, and I haven’t any.”

	“Ah!” replied Mazarin, “so you have no money?”

	“None, my lord.”

	“But the diamond I gave you yesterday?”

	“I wish to keep it in remembrance of your eminence.”

	Mazarin sighed.

	“‘Tis very dear living in England, my lord, especially as envoy extraordinary.”

	“Zounds!” replied Mazarin, “the people there are very sedate, and their habits, since the revolution, simple; but no matter.”

	He opened a drawer and took out a purse.

	“What do you say to a thousand crowns?”

	D’Artagnan pouted out his lower lip in a most extraordinary manner.

	“I reply, my lord, ‘tis but little, as certainly I shall not go alone.”

	“I suppose not. Monsieur du Vallon, that worthy gentleman, for, with the exception of yourself, Monsieur d’Artagnan, there’s not a man in France that I esteem and love so much as him----”

	“Then, my lord,” replied D’Artagnan, pointing to the purse which Mazarin still held, “if you love and esteem him so much, you--understand me?”

	“Be it so! on his account I add two hundred crowns.”

	“Scoundrel!” muttered D’Artagnan. “But on our return,” he said aloud, “may we, that is, my friend and I, depend on having, he his barony, and I my promotion?”

	“On the honor of Mazarin.”

	“I should like another sort of oath better,” said D’Artagnan to himself; then aloud, “May I not offer my duty to her majesty the queen?”

	“Her majesty is asleep and you must set off directly,” replied Mazarin; “go, pray, sir----”

	“One word more, my lord; if there’s any fighting where I’m going, must I fight?”

	“You are to obey the commands of the personage to whom I have addressed the inclosed letter.”

	“‘Tis well,” said D’Artagnan, holding out his hand to receive the money. “I offer my best respects and services to you, my lord.”

	D’Artagnan then, returning to the officer, said:

	“Sir, have the kindness also to awaken Monsieur du Vallon and to say ‘tis by his eminence’s order, and that I shall await him at the stables.”

	The officer went off with an eagerness that showed the Gascon that he had some personal interest in the matter.

	Porthos was snoring most musically when some one touched him on the shoulder.

	“I come from the cardinal,” said the officer.

	“Heigho!” said Porthos, opening his large eyes; “what have you got to say?”

	“That his eminence has ordered you to England and that Monsieur d’Artagnan is waiting for you in the stables.”

	Porthos sighed heavily, arose, took his hat, his pistols, and his cloak, and departed, casting a look of regret upon the couch where he had hoped to sleep so well.

	No sooner had he turned his back than the officer laid himself down in it, and he had scarcely crossed the threshold before his successor, in his turn, was snoring immoderately. It was very natural, he being the only person in the whole assemblage, except the king, the queen, and the Duke of Orleans, who slept gratuitously.

	54. In which we hear Tidings of Aramis.

	D’Artagnan went straight to the stables; day was just dawning. He found his horse and that of Porthos fastened to the manger, but to an empty manger. He took pity on these poor animals and went to a corner of the stable, where he saw a little straw, but in doing so he struck his foot against a human body, which uttered a cry and arose on its knees, rubbing its eyes. It was Mousqueton, who, having no straw to lie upon, had helped himself to that of the horses.

	“Mousqueton,” cried D’Artagnan, “let us be off! Let us set off.”

	Mousqueton, recognizing the voice of his master’s friend, got up suddenly, and in doing so let fall some louis which he had appropriated to himself illegally during the night.

	“Ho! ho!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, picking up a louis and displaying it; “here’s a louis that smells confoundedly of straw.”

	Mousqueton blushed so confusedly that the Gascon began to laugh at him and said:

	“Porthos would be angry, my dear Monsieur Mousqueton, but I pardon you, only let us remember that this gold must serve us as a joke, so be gay--come along.”

	Mousqueton instantly assumed a jovial countenance, saddled the horses quickly and mounted his own without making faces over it.

	Whilst this went on, Porthos arrived with a very cross look on his face, and was astonished to find the lieutenant resigned and Mousqueton almost merry.

	“Ah, that’s it!” he cried, “you have your promotion and I my barony.”

	“We are going to fetch our brevets,” said D’Artagnan, “and when we come back, Master Mazarin will sign them.”

	“And where are we going?” asked Porthos.

	“To Paris first; I have affairs to settle.”

	And they both set out for Paris.

	On arriving at its gates they were astounded to see the threatening aspect of the capital. Around a broken-down carriage the people were uttering imprecations, whilst the persons who had attempted to escape were made prisoners--that is to say, an old man and two women. On the other hand, as the two friends approached to enter, they showed them every kind of civility, thinking them deserters from the royal party and wishing to bind them to their own.

	“What is the king doing?” they asked.

	“He is asleep.”

	“And the Spanish woman?”

	“Dreaming.”

	“And the cursed Italian?”

	“He is awake, so keep on the watch, as they are gone away; it’s for some purpose, rely on it. But as you are the strongest, after all,” continued D’Artagnan, “don’t be furious with old men and women, and keep your wrath for more appropriate occasions.”

	The people listened to these words and let go the ladies, who thanked D’Artagnan with an eloquent look.

	“Now! onward!” cried the Gascon.

	And they continued their way, crossing the barricades, getting the chains about their legs, pushed about, questioning and questioned.

	In the place of the Palais Royal D’Artagnan saw a sergeant, who was drilling six or seven hundred citizens. It was Planchet, who brought into play profitably the recollections of the regiment of Piedmont.

	In passing before D’Artagnan he recognized his former master.

	“Good-day, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said Planchet proudly.

	“Good-day, Monsieur Dulaurier,” replied D’Artagnan.

	Planchet stopped short, staring at D’Artagnan. The first row, seeing their sergeant stop, stopped in their turn, and so on to the very last.

	“These citizens are dreadfully ridiculous,” observed D’Artagnan to Porthos and went on his way.

	Five minutes afterward he entered the hotel of La Chevrette, where pretty Madeleine, the hostess, came to him.

	“My dear Mistress Turquaine,” said the Gascon, “if you happen to have any money, lock it up quickly; if you happen to have any jewels, hide them directly; if you happen to have any debtors, make them pay you, or any creditors, don’t pay them.”

	“Why, prithee?” asked Madeleine.

	“Because Paris is going to be reduced to dust and ashes like Babylon, of which you have no doubt heard tell.”

	“And are you going to leave me at such a time?”

	“This very instant.”

	“And where are you going?”

	“Ah, if you could tell me that, you would be doing me a service.”

	“Ah, me! ah, me!

	“Have you any letters for me?” inquired D’Artagnan, wishing to signify to the hostess that her lamentations were superfluous and that therefore she had better spare him demonstrations of her grief.

	“There’s one just arrived,” and she handed the letter to D’Artagnan.

	“From Athos!” cried D’Artagnan, recognizing the handwriting.

	“Ah!” said Porthos, “let us hear what he says.”

	D’Artagnan opened the letter and read as follows:

	“Dear D’Artagnan, dear Du Vallon, my good friends, perhaps this may be the last time that you will ever hear from me. Aramis and I are very unhappy; but God, our courage, and the remembrance of our friendship sustain us. Think often of Raoul. I intrust to you certain papers which are at Blois; and in two months and a half, if you do not hear of us, take possession of them.

	“Embrace, with all your heart, the vicomte, for your devoted, friend,

	“ATHOS.” 

	“I believe, by Heaven,” said D’Artagnan, “that I shall embrace him, since he’s upon our road; and if he is so unfortunate as to lose our dear Athos, from that very day he becomes my son.”

	“And I,” said Porthos, “shall make him my sole heir.”

	“Let us see, what more does Athos say?”

	“Should you meet on your journey a certain Monsieur Mordaunt, distrust him, in a letter I cannot say more.”

	“Monsieur Mordaunt!” exclaimed the Gascon, surprised.

	“Monsieur Mordaunt! ‘tis well,” said Porthos, “we shall remember that; but see, there is a postscript from Aramis.”

	“So there is,” said D’Artagnan, and he read:

	“We conceal the place where we are, dear friends, knowing your brotherly affection and that you would come and die with us were we to reveal it.”

	“Confound it,” interrupted Porthos, with an explosion of passion which sent Mousqueton to the other end of the room; “are they in danger of dying?”

	D’Artagnan continued:

	“Athos bequeaths to you Raoul, and I bequeath to you my revenge. If by any good luck you lay your hand on a certain man named Mordaunt, tell Porthos to take him into a corner and to wring his neck. I dare not say more in a letter.

	“ARAMIS.” 

	“If that is all, it is easily done,” said Porthos.

	“On the contrary,” observed D’Artagnan, with a vexed look; “it would be impossible.”

	“How so?”

	“It is precisely this Monsieur Mordaunt whom we are going to join at Boulogne and with whom we cross to England.”

	“Well, suppose instead of joining this Monsieur Mordaunt we were to go and join our friends?” said Porthos, with a gesture fierce enough to have frightened an army.

	“I did think of it, but this letter has neither date nor postmark.”

	“True,” said Porthos. And he began to wander about the room like a man beside himself, gesticulating and half drawing his sword out of the scabbard.

	As to D’Artagnan, he remained standing like a man in consternation, with the deepest affliction depicted on his face.

	“Ah, this is not right; Athos insults us; he wishes to die alone; it is bad, bad, bad.”

	Mousqueton, witnessing this despair, melted into tears in a corner of the room.

	“Come,” said D’Artagnan, “all this leads to nothing. Let us go on. We will embrace Raoul, and perhaps he will have news of Athos.”

	“Stop--an idea!” cried Porthos; “indeed, my dear D’Artagnan, I don’t know how you manage, but you are always full of ideas; let us go and embrace Raoul.”

	“Woe to that man who should happen to contradict my master at this moment,” said Mousqueton to himself; “I wouldn’t give a farthing for his life.”

	They set out. On arriving at the Rue Saint Denis, the friends found a vast concourse of people. It was the Duc de Beaufort, who was coming from the Vendomois and whom the coadjutor was showing to the Parisians, intoxicated with joy. With the duke’s aid they already considered themselves invincible.

	The two friends turned off into a side street to avoid meeting the prince, and so reached the Saint Denis gate.

	“Is it true,” said the guard to the two cavaliers, “that the Duc de Beaufort has arrived in Paris?”

	“Nothing more certain; and the best proof of it is,” said D’Artagnan, “that he has dispatched us to meet the Duc de Vendome, his father, who is coming in his turn.”

	“Long live De Beaufort!” cried the guards, and they drew back respectfully to let the two friends pass. Once across the barriers these two knew neither fatigue nor fear. Their horses flew, and they never ceased speaking of Athos and Aramis.

	The camp had entered Saint Omer; the friends made a little detour and went to the camp, and gave the army an exact account of the flight of the king and queen. They found Raoul near his tent, reclining on a truss of hay, of which his horse stole some mouthfuls; the young man’s eyes were red and he seemed dejected. The Marechal de Grammont and the Comte de Guiche had returned to Paris and he was quite lonely. And as soon as he saw the two cavaliers he ran to them with open arms.

	“Oh, is it you, dear friends? Did you come here to fetch me? Will you take me away with you? Do you bring me tidings of my guardian?”

	“Have you not received any?” said D’Artagnan to the youth.

	“Alas! sir, no, and I do not know what has become of him; so that I am really so unhappy that I weep.”

	In fact, tears rolled down his cheeks.

	Porthos turned aside, in order not to show by his honest round face what was passing in his mind.

	“Deuce take it!” cried D’Artagnan, more moved than he had been for a long time, “don’t despair, my friend, if you have not received any letters from the count, we have received one.”

	“Oh, really!” cried Raoul.

	“And a comforting one, too,” added D’Artagnan, seeing the delight that his intelligence gave the young man.

	“Have you it?” asked Raoul

	“Yes--that is, I had it,” repined the Gascon, making believe to find it. “Wait, it ought to be there in my pocket; it speaks of his return, does it not, Porthos?”

	All Gascon as he was, D’Artagnan could not bear alone the weight of that falsehood.

	“Yes,” replied Porthos, coughing.

	“Eh, give it to me!” said the young man.

	“Eh! I read it a little while since. Can I have lost it? Ah! confound it! yes, my pocket has a hole in it.”

	“Oh, yes, Monsieur Raoul!” said Mousqueton, “the letter was very consoling. These gentlemen read it to me and I wept for joy.”

	“But at any rate, you know where he is, Monsieur d’Artagnan?” asked Raoul, somewhat comforted.

	“Ah! that’s the thing!” replied the Gascon. “Undoubtedly I know it, but it is a mystery.”

	“Not to me, I hope?”

	“No, not to you, so I am going to tell you where he is.”

	Porthos devoured D’Artagnan with wondering eyes.

	“Where the devil shall I say that he is, so that he cannot try to rejoin him?” thought D’Artagnan.

	“Well, where is he, sir?” asked Raoul, in a soft and coaxing voice.

	“He is at Constantinople.”

	“Among the Turks!” exclaimed Raoul, alarmed. “Good heavens! how can you tell me that?”

	“Does that alarm you?” cried D’Artagnan. “Pooh! what are the Turks to such men as the Comte de la Fere and the Abbe d’Herblay?”

	“Ah, his friend is with him?” said Raoul. “That comforts me a little.”

	“Has he wit or not--this demon D’Artagnan?” said Porthos, astonished at his friend’s deception.

	“Now, sir,” said D’Artagnan, wishing to change the conversation, “here are fifty pistoles that the count has sent you by the same courier. I suppose you have no more money and that they will be welcome.”

	“I have still twenty pistoles, sir.”

	“Well, take them; that makes seventy.”

	“And if you wish for more,” said Porthos, putting his hand to his pocket----

	“Thank you, sir,” replied Raoul, blushing; “thank you a thousand times.”

	At this moment Olivain appeared. “Apropos,” said D’Artagnan, loud enough for the servant to hear him, “are you satisfied with Olivain?”

	“Yes, in some respects, tolerably well.”

	Olivain pretended to have heard nothing and entered the tent.

	“What fault do you find with the fellow?”

	“He is a glutton.”

	“Oh, sir!” cried Olivain, reappearing at this accusation.

	“And a little bit of a thief.”

	“Oh, sir! oh!”

	“And, more especially, a notorious coward.”

	“Oh, oh! sir! you really vilify me!” cried Olivain.

	“The deuce!” cried D’Artagnan. “Pray learn, Monsieur Olivain, that people like us are not to be served by cowards. Rob your master, eat his sweetmeats, and drink his wine; but, by Jove! don’t be a coward, or I shall cut off your ears. Look at Monsieur Mouston, see the honorable wounds he has received, observe how his habitual valor has given dignity to his countenance.”

	Mousqueton was in the third heaven and would have embraced D’Artagnan had he dared; meanwhile he resolved to sacrifice his life for him on the next occasion that presented itself.

	“Send away that fellow, Raoul,” said the Gascon; “for if he’s a coward he will disgrace thee some day.”

	“Monsieur says I am coward,” cried Olivain, “because he wanted the other day to fight a cornet in Grammont’s regiment and I refused to accompany him.”

	“Monsieur Olivain, a lackey ought never to disobey,” said D’Artagnan, sternly; then taking him aside, he whispered to him: “Thou hast done right; thy master was in the wrong; here’s a crown for thee, but should he ever be insulted and thou dost not let thyself be cut in quarters for him, I will cut out thy tongue. Remember that.”

	Olivain bowed and slipped the crown into his pocket.

	“And now, Raoul,” said the Gascon, “Monsieur du Vallon and I are going away as ambassadors, where, I know not; but should you want anything, write to Madame Turquaine, at La Chevrette, Rue Tiquetonne and draw upon her purse as on a banker--with economy; for it is not so well filled as that of Monsieur d’Emery.”

	And having, meantime, embraced his ward, he passed him into the robust arms of Porthos, who lifted him up from the ground and held him a moment suspended near the noble heart of the formidable giant.

	“Come,” said D’Artagnan, “let us go.”

	And they set out for Boulogne, where toward evening they arrived, their horses flecked with foam and dark with perspiration.

	At ten steps from the place where they halted was a young man in black, who seemed waiting for some one, and who, from the moment he saw them enter the town, never took his eyes off them.

	D’Artagnan approached him, and seeing him stare so fixedly, said:

	“Well, friend! I don’t like people to quiz me!”

	“Sir,” said the young man, “do you not come from Paris, if you please?”

	D’Artagnan thought it was some gossip who wanted news from the capital.

	“Yes, sir,” he said, in a softened tone.

	“Are you not going to put up at the ‘Arms of England’?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Are you not charged with a mission from his eminence, Cardinal Mazarin?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“In that case, I am the man you have to do with. I am M. Mordaunt.”

	“Ah!” thought D’Artagnan, “the man I am warned against by Athos.”

	“Ah!” thought Porthos, “the man Aramis wants me to strangle.”

	They both looked searchingly at the young man, who misunderstood the meaning of that inquisition.

	“Do you doubt my word?” he said. “In that case I can give you proofs.”

	“No, sir,” said D’Artagnan; “and we place ourselves at your orders.”

	“Well, gentlemen,” resumed Mordaunt, “we must set out without delay, to-day is the last day granted me by the cardinal. My ship is ready, and had you not come I must have set off without you, for General Cromwell expects my return impatiently.”

	“So!” thought the lieutenant, “‘tis to General Cromwell that our dispatches are addressed.”

	“Have you no letter for him?” asked the young man.

	“I have one, the seal of which I am not to break till I reach London; but since you tell me to whom it is addressed, ‘tis useless to wait till then.”

	D’Artagnan tore open the envelope of the letter. It was directed to “Monsieur Oliver Cromwell, General of the Army of the English Nation.”

	“Ah!” said D’Artagnan; “a singular commission.”

	“Who is this Monsieur Oliver Cromwell?” inquired Porthos.

	“Formerly a brewer,” replied the Gascon.

	“Perhaps Mazarin wishes to make a speculation in beer, as we did in straw,” said Porthos.

	“Come, come, gentlemen,” said Mordaunt, impatiently, “let us depart.”

	“What!” exclaimed Porthos “without supper? Cannot Monsieur Cromwell wait a little?”

	“Yes, but I?” said Mordaunt.

	“Well, you,” said Porthos, “what then?”

	“I cannot wait.”

	“Oh! as to you, that is not my concern, and I shall sup either with or without your permission.”

	The young man’s eyes kindled in secret, but he restrained himself.

	“Monsieur,” said D’Artagnan, “you must excuse famished travelers. Besides, our supper can’t delay you much. We will hasten on to the inn; you will meanwhile proceed on foot to the harbor. We will take a bite and shall be there as soon as you are.”

	“Just as you please, gentlemen, provided we set sail,” he said.

	“The name of your ship?” inquired D’Artagnan.

	“The Standard.”

	“Very well; in half an hour we shall be on board.”

	And the friends, spurring on their horses, rode to the hotel, the “Arms of England.”

	“What do you say of that young man?” asked D’Artagnan, as they hurried along.

	“I say that he doesn’t suit me at all,” said Porthos, “and that I feel a strong itching to follow Aramis’s advice.”

	“By no means, my dear Porthos; that man is a messenger of General Cromwell; it would insure for us a poor reception, I imagine, should it be announced to him that we had twisted the neck of his confidant.”

	“Nevertheless,” said Porthos, “I have always noticed that Aramis gives good advice.”

	“Listen,” returned D’Artagnan, “when our embassy is finished----”

	“Well?”

	“If it brings us back to France----”

	“Well?”

	“Well, we shall see.”

	At that moment the two friends reached the hotel, “Arms of England,” where they supped with hearty appetite and then at once proceeded to the port.

	There they found a brig ready to set sail, upon the deck of which they recognized Mordaunt walking up and down impatiently.

	“It is singular,” said D’Artagnan, whilst the boat was taking them to the Standard, “it is astonishing how that young man resembles some one I must have known, but who it was I cannot yet remember.”

	A few minutes later they were on board, but the embarkation of the horses was a longer matter than that of the men, and it was eight o’clock before they raised anchor.

	The young man stamped impatiently and ordered all sail to be spread.

	Porthos, completely used up by three nights without sleep and a journey of seventy leagues on horseback, retired to his cabin and went to sleep.

	D’Artagnan, overcoming his repugnance to Mordaunt, walked with him upon the deck and invented a hundred stories to make him talk.

	Mousqueton was seasick.

	55. The Scotchman.

	And now our readers must leave the Standard to sail peaceably, not toward London, where D’Artagnan and Porthos believed they were going, but to Durham, whither Mordaunt had been ordered to repair by the letter he had received during his sojourn at Boulogne, and accompany us to the royalist camp, on this side of the Tyne, near Newcastle.

	There, placed between two rivers on the borders of Scotland, but still on English soil, the tents of a little army extended. It was midnight. Some Highlanders were listlessly keeping watch. The moon, which was partially obscured by heavy clouds, now and then lit up the muskets of the sentinels, or silvered the walls, the roofs, and the spires of the town that Charles I. had just surrendered to the parliamentary troops, whilst Oxford and Newark still held out for him in the hopes of coming to some arrangement.

	At one of the extremities of the camp, near an immense tent, in which the Scottish officers were holding a kind of council, presided over by Lord Leven, their commander, a man attired as a cavalier lay sleeping on the turf, his right hand extended over his sword.

	About fifty paces off, another man, also appareled as a cavalier, was talking to a Scotch sentinel, and, though a foreigner, he seemed to understand without much difficulty the answers given in the broad Perthshire dialect.

	As the town clock of Newcastle struck one the sleeper awoke, and with all the gestures of a man rousing himself out of deep sleep he looked attentively about him; perceiving that he was alone he rose and making a little circuit passed close to the cavalier who was speaking to the sentinel. The former had no doubt finished his questions, for a moment later he said good-night and carelessly followed the same path taken by the first cavalier.

	In the shadow of a tent the former was awaiting him.

	“Well, my dear friend?” said he, in as pure French as has ever been uttered between Rouen and Tours.

	“Well, my friend, there is not a moment to lose; we must let the king know immediately.”

	“Why, what is the matter?”

	“It would take too long to tell you, besides, you will hear it all directly and the least word dropped here might ruin all. We must go and find Lord Winter.”

	They both set off to the other end of the camp, but as it did not cover more than a surface of five hundred feet they quickly arrived at the tent they were looking for.

	“Tony, is your master sleeping?” said one of the two cavaliers to a servant who was lying in the outer compartment, which served as a kind of ante-room.

	“No, monsieur le comte,” answered the servant, “I think not; or at least he has not long been so, for he was pacing up and down for more than two hours after he left the king, and the sound of his footsteps has only ceased during the last ten minutes. However, you may look and see,” added the lackey, raising the curtained entrance of the tent.

	Lord Winter was seated near an aperture, arranged as a window to let in the night air, his eyes mechanically following the course of the moon, intermittently veiled, as we before observed, by heavy clouds. The two friends approached Winter, who, with his head on his hands, was gazing at the heavens; he did not hear them enter and remained in the same attitude till he felt a hand upon his shoulder.

	He turned around, recognized Athos and Aramis and held out his hand to them.

	“Have you observed,” said he to them, “what a blood-red color the moon has to-night?”

	“No,” replied Athos; “I thought it looked much the same as usual.”

	“Look, again, chevalier,” returned Lord Winter.

	“I must own,” said Aramis, “I am like the Comte de la Fere--I can see nothing remarkable about it.”

	“My lord,” said Athos, “in a position so precarious as ours we must examine the earth and not the heavens. Have you studied our Scotch troops and have you confidence in them?”

	“The Scotch?” inquired Winter. “What Scotch?”

	“Ours, egad!” exclaimed Athos. “Those in whom the king has confided--Lord Leven’s Highlanders.”

	“No,” said Winter, then he paused; “but tell me, can you not perceive the russet tint which marks the heavens?”

	“Not the least in the world,” said Aramis and Athos at once.

	“Tell me,” continued Winter, always possessed by the same idea, “is there not a tradition in France that Henry IV., the evening before the day he was assassinated, when he was playing at chess with M. de Bassompiere, saw clots of blood upon the chessboard?”

	“Yes,” said Athos, “and the marechal has often told me so himself.”

	“Then it was so,” murmured Winter, “and the next day Henry IV. was killed.”

	“But what has this vision of Henry IV. to do with you, my lord?” inquired Aramis.

	“Nothing; and indeed I am mad to trouble you with such things, when your coming to my tent at such an hour announces that you are the bearers of important news.”

	“Yes, my lord,” said Athos, “I wish to speak to the king.”

	“To the king! but the king is asleep.”

	“I have something important to reveal to him.”

	“Can it not be put off till to-morrow?”

	“He must know it this moment, and perhaps it is already too late.”

	“Come, then,” said Lord Winter.

	Lord Winter’s tent was pitched by the side of the royal marquee, a kind of corridor communicating between the two. This corridor was guarded, not by a sentinel, but by a confidential servant, through whom, in case of urgency, Charles could communicate instantly with his faithful subject.

	“These gentlemen are with me,” said Winter.

	The lackey bowed and let them pass. As he had said, on a camp bed, dressed in his black doublet, booted, unbelted, with his felt hat beside him, lay the king, overcome by sleep and fatigue. They advanced, and Athos, who was the first to enter, gazed a moment in silence on that pale and noble face, framed in its long and now untidy, matted hair, the blue veins showing through the transparent temples, his eyes seemingly swollen by tears.

	Athos sighed deeply; the sigh woke the king, so lightly did he sleep.

	He opened his eyes.

	“Ah!” said he, raising himself on his elbow, “is it you, Comte de la Fere?”

	“Yes, sire,” replied Athos.

	“You watch while I sleep and you have come to bring me some news?”

	“Alas, sire,” answered Athos, “your majesty has guessed aright.”

	“It is bad news?”

	“Yes, sire.”

	“Never mind; the messenger is welcome. You never come to me without conferring pleasure. You whose devotion recognizes neither country nor misfortune, you who are sent to me by Henrietta; whatever news you bring, speak out.”

	“Sire, Cromwell has arrived this night at Newcastle.”

	“Ah!” exclaimed the king, “to fight?”

	“No, sire, but to buy your majesty.”

	“What did you say?”

	“I said, sire, that four hundred thousand pounds are owing to the Scottish army.”

	“For unpaid wages; yes, I know it. For the last year my faithful Highlanders have fought for honor alone.”

	Athos smiled.

	“Well, sir, though honor is a fine thing, they are tired of fighting for it, and to-night they have sold you for two hundred thousand pounds--that is to say, for half what is owing them.”

	“Impossible!” cried the king, “the Scotch sell their king for two hundred thousand pounds! And who is the Judas who has concluded this infamous bargain?”

	“Lord Leven.”

	“Are you certain of it, sir?”

	“I heard it with my own ears.”

	The king sighed deeply, as if his heart would break, and then buried his face in his hands.

	“Oh! the Scotch,” he exclaimed, “the Scotch I called ‘my faithful,’ to whom I trusted myself when I could have fled to Oxford! the Scotch, my brothers! But are you well assured, sir?”

	“Lying behind the tent of Lord Leven, I raised it and saw all, heard all!”

	“And when is this to be consummated?”

	“To-day--this morning; so your majesty must perceive there is no time to lose!”

	“To do what? since you say I am sold.”

	“To cross the Tyne, reach Scotland and rejoin Lord Montrose, who will not sell you.”

	“And what shall I do in Scotland? A war of partisans, unworthy of a king.”

	“The example of Robert Bruce will absolve you, sire.”

	“No, no! I have fought too long; they have sold me, they shall give me up, and the eternal shame of treble treason shall fall on their heads.”

	“Sire,” said Athos, “perhaps a king should act thus, but not a husband and a father. I have come in the name of your wife and daughter and of the children you have still in London, and I say to you, ‘Live, sire,’--it is the will of Heaven.”

	The king raised himself, buckled on his belt, and passing his handkerchief over his moist forehead, said:

	“Well, what is to be done?”

	“Sire, have you in the army one regiment on which you can implicitly rely?”

	“Winter,” said the king, “do you believe in the fidelity of yours?”

	“Sire, they are but men, and men are become both weak and wicked. I will not answer for them. I would confide my life to them, but I should hesitate ere I trusted them with your majesty’s.”

	“Well!” said Athos, “since you have not a regiment, we are three devoted men. It is enough. Let your majesty mount on horseback and place yourself in the midst of us; we will cross the Tyne, reach Scotland, and you will be saved.”

	“Is this your counsel also, Winter?” inquired the king.

	“Yes, sire.”

	“And yours, Monsieur d’Herblay?”

	“Yes, sire.”

	“As you wish, then. Winter, give the necessary orders.”

	Winter then left the tent; in the meantime the king finished his toilet. The first rays of daybreak penetrated the aperture of the tent as Winter re-entered it.

	“All is ready, sire,” said he.

	“For us, also?” inquired Athos.

	“Grimaud and Blaisois are holding your horses, ready saddled.”

	“In that case,” exclaimed Athos, “let us not lose an instant, but set off.”

	“Come,” added the king.

	“Sire,” said Aramis, “will not your majesty acquaint some of your friends of this?”

	“Friends!” answered Charles, sadly, “I have but three--one of twenty years, who has never forgotten me, and two of a week’s standing, whom I shall never forget. Come, gentlemen, come!”

	The king quitted his tent and found his horse ready waiting for him. It was a chestnut that the king had ridden for three years and of which he was very fond.

	The horse neighed with pleasure at seeing him.

	“Ah!” said the king, “I was unjust; here is a creature that loves me. You at least will be faithful to me, Arthur.”

	The horse, as if it understood these words, bent its red nostrils toward the king’s face, and parting his lips displayed all its teeth, as if with pleasure.

	“Yes, yes,” said the king, caressing it with his hand, “yes, my Arthur, thou art a fond and faithful creature.”

	After this little scene Charles threw himself into the saddle, and turning to Athos, Aramis and Winter, said:

	“Now, gentlemen, I am at your service.”

	But Athos was standing with his eyes fixed on a black line which bordered the banks of the Tyne and seemed to extend double the length of the camp.

	“What is that line?” cried Athos, whose vision was still rather obscured by the uncertain shades and demi-tints of daybreak. “What is that line? I did not observe it yesterday.”

	“It must be the fog rising from the river,” said the king.

	“Sire, it is something more opaque than the fog.”

	“Indeed!” said Winter, “it appears to me like a bar of red color.”

	“It is the enemy, who have made a sortie from Newcastle and are surrounding us!” exclaimed Athos.

	“The enemy!” cried the king.

	“Yes, the enemy. It is too late. Stop a moment; does not that sunbeam yonder, just by the side of the town, glitter on the Ironsides?”

	This was the name given the cuirassiers, whom Cromwell had made his body-guard.

	“Ah!” said the king, “we shall soon see whether my Highlanders have betrayed me or not.”

	“What are you going to do?” exclaimed Athos.

	“To give them the order to charge, and run down these miserable rebels.”

	And the king, putting spurs to his horse, set off to the tent of Lord Leven.

	“Follow him,” said Athos.

	“Come!” exclaimed Aramis.

	“Is the king wounded?” cried Lord Winter. “I see spots of blood on the ground.” And he set off to follow the two friends.

	He was stopped by Athos.

	“Go and call out your regiment,” said he; “I can foresee that we shall have need of it directly.”

	Winter turned his horse and the two friends rode on. It had taken but two minutes for the king to reach the tent of the Scottish commander; he dismounted and entered.

	The general was there, surrounded by the more prominent chiefs.

	“The king!” they exclaimed, as all rose in bewilderment.

	Charles was indeed in the midst of them, his hat on his head, his brows bent, striking his boot with his riding whip.

	“Yes, gentlemen, the king in person, the king who has come to ask for some account of what has happened.”

	“What is the matter, sire?” exclaimed Lord Leven.

	“It is this, sir,” said the king, angrily, “that General Cromwell has reached Newcastle; that you knew it and I was not informed of it; that the enemy have left the town and are now closing the passages of the Tyne against us; that our sentinels have seen this movement and I have been left unacquainted with it; that, by an infamous treaty you have sold me for two hundred thousand pounds to Parliament. Of this treaty, at least, I have been warned. This is the matter, gentlemen; answer and exculpate yourselves, for I stand here to accuse you.”

	“Sire,” said Lord Leven, with hesitation, “sire, your majesty has been deceived by false reports.”

	“My own eyes have seen the enemy extend itself between myself and Scotland; and I can almost say that with my own ears I have heard the clauses of the treaty debated.”

	The Scotch chieftains looked at each other in their turn with frowning brows.

	“Sire,” murmured Lord Leven, crushed by shame, “sire, we are ready to give you every proof of our fidelity.”

	“I ask but one,” said the king; “put the army in battle array and face the enemy.”

	“That cannot be, sire,” said the earl.

	“How, cannot be? What hinders it?” exclaimed the king.

	“Your majesty is well aware that there is a truce between us and the English army.”

	“And if there is a truce the English army has broken it by quitting the town, contrary to the agreement which kept it there. Now, I tell you, you must pass with me through this army across to Scotland, and if you refuse you may choose betwixt two names, which the contempt of all honest men will brand you with--you are either cowards or traitors!”

	The eyes of the Scotch flashed fire; and, as often happens on such occasions, from shame they passed to effrontery and two heads of clans advanced upon the king.

	“Yes,” said they, “we have promised to deliver Scotland and England from him who for the last five-and-twenty years has sucked the blood and gold of Scotland and England. We have promised and we will keep our promise. Charles Stuart, you are our prisoner.”

	And both extended their hands as if to seize the king, but before they could touch him with the tips of their fingers, both had fallen, one dead, the other stunned.

	Aramis had passed his sword through the body of the first and Athos had knocked down the other with the butt end of his pistol.

	Then, as Lord Leven and the other chieftains recoiled before this unexpected rescue, which seemed to come from Heaven for the prince they already thought was their prisoner, Athos and Aramis dragged the king from the perjured assembly into which he had so imprudently ventured, and throwing themselves on horseback all three returned at full gallop to the royal tent.

	On their road they perceived Lord Winter marching at the head of his regiment. The king motioned him to accompany them.

	56. The Avenger.

	They all four entered the tent; they had no plan ready--they must think of one.

	The king threw himself into an arm-chair. “I am lost,” said he.

	“No, sire,” replied Athos. “You are only betrayed.”

	The king sighed deeply.

	“Betrayed! yes betrayed by the Scotch, amongst whom I was born, whom I have always loved better than the English. Oh, traitors that ye are!”

	“Sire,” said Athos, “this is not a moment for recrimination, but a time to show yourself a king and a gentleman. Up, sire! up! for you have here at least three men who will not betray you. Ah! if we had been five!” murmured Athos, thinking of D’Artagnan and Porthos.

	“What do you say?” inquired Charles, rising.

	“I say, sire, that there is now but one way open. Lord Winter answers for his regiment, or at least very nearly so--we will not split straws about words--let him place himself at the head of his men, we will place ourselves at the side of your majesty, and we will mow a swath through Cromwell’s army and reach Scotland.”

	“There is another method,” said Aramis. “Let one of us put on the dress and mount the king’s horse. Whilst they pursue him the king might escape.”

	“It is good advice,” said Athos, “and if the king will do one of us the honor we shall be truly grateful to him.”

	“What do you think of this counsel, Winter?” asked the king, looking with admiration at these two men, whose chief idea seemed to be how they could take on their shoulders all the dangers that assailed him.

	“I think the only chance of saving your majesty has just been proposed by Monsieur d’Herblay. I humbly entreat your majesty to choose quickly, for we have not an instant to lose.”

	“But if I accept, it is death, or at least imprisonment, for him who takes my place.”

	“He will have had the glory of having saved his king,” cried Winter.

	The king looked at his old friend with tears in his eyes; undid the Order of the Saint Esprit which he wore, to honor the two Frenchmen who were with him, and passed it around Winter’s neck, who received on his knees this striking proof of his sovereign’s confidence and friendship.

	“It is right,” said Athos; “he has served your majesty longer than we have.”

	The king overheard these words and turned around with tears in his eyes.

	“Wait a moment, sir,” said he; “I have an order for each of you also.”

	He turned to a closet where his own orders were locked up, and took out two ribbons of the Order of the Garter.

	“These cannot be for us,” said Athos.

	“Why not, sir?” asked Charles.

	“Such are for royalty, and we are simple commoners.”

	“Speak not of crowns. I shall not find amongst them such great hearts as yours. No, no, you do yourselves injustice; but I am here to do you justice. On your knees, count.”

	Athos knelt down and the king passed the ribbon down from left to right as usual, raised his sword, and instead of pronouncing the customary formula, “I make you a knight. Be brave, faithful and loyal,” he said, “You are brave, faithful and loyal. I knight you, monsieur le comte.”

	Then turning to Aramis, he said:

	“It is now your turn, monsieur le chevalier.”

	The same ceremony recommenced, with the same words, whilst Winter unlaced his leather cuirass, that he might disguise himself like the king. Charles, having proceeded with Aramis as with Athos, embraced them both.

	“Sire,” said Winter, who in this trying emergency felt all his strength and energy fire up, “we are ready.”

	The king looked at the three gentlemen. “Then we must fly!” said he.

	“Flying through an army, sire,” said Athos, “in all countries in the world is called charging.”

	“Then I shall die, sword in hand,” said Charles. “Monsieur le comte, monsieur le chevalier, if ever I am king----”

	“Sire, you have already done us more honor than simple gentlemen could ever aspire to, therefore gratitude is on our side. But we must not lose time. We have already wasted too much.”

	The king again shook hands with all three, exchanged hats with Winter and went out.

	Winter’s regiment was ranged on some high ground above the camp. The king, followed by the three friends, turned his steps that way. The Scotch camp seemed as if at last awakened; the soldiers had come out of their tents and taken up their station in battle array.

	“Do you see that?” said the king. “Perhaps they are penitent and preparing to march.”

	“If they are penitent,” said Athos, “let them follow us.”

	“Well!” said the king, “what shall we do?”

	“Let us examine the enemy’s army.”

	At the same instant the eyes of the little group were fixed on the same line which at daybreak they had mistaken for fog and which the morning sun now plainly showed was an army in order of battle. The air was soft and clear, as it generally is at that early hour of the morning. The regiments, the standards, and even the colors of the horses and uniforms were now clearly distinct.

	On the summit of a rising ground, a little in advance of the enemy, appeared a short and heavy looking man; this man was surrounded by officers. He turned a spyglass toward the little group amongst which the king stood.

	“Does this man know your majesty personally?” inquired Aramis.

	Charles smiled.

	“That man is Cromwell,” said he.

	“Then draw down your hat, sire, that he may not discover the substitution.”

	“Ah!” said Athos, “how much time we have lost.”

	“Now,” said the king, “give the word and let us start.”

	“Will you not give it, sire?” asked Athos.

	“No; I make you my lieutenant-general,” said the king.

	“Listen, then, Lord Winter. Proceed, sire, I beg. What we are going to say does not concern your majesty.”

	The king, smiling, turned a few steps back.

	“This is what I propose to do,” said Athos. “We will divide our regiments into two squadrons. You will put yourself at the head of the first. We and his majesty will lead the second. If no obstacle occurs we will both charge together, force the enemy’s line and throw ourselves into the Tyne, which we must cross, either by fording or swimming; if, on the contrary, any repulse should take place, you and your men must fight to the last man, whilst we and the king proceed on our road. Once arrived at the brink of the river, should we even find them three ranks deep, as long as you and your regiment do your duty, we will look to the rest.”

	“To horse!” said Lord Winter.

	“To horse!” re-echoed Athos; “everything is arranged and decided.”

	“Now, gentlemen,” cried the king, “forward! and rally to the old cry of France, ‘Montjoy and St. Denis!’ The war cry of England is too often in the mouths of traitors.”

	They mounted--the king on Winter’s horse and Winter on that of the king; then Winter took his place at the head of the first squadron, and the king, with Athos on his right and Aramis on his left, at the head of the second.

	The Scotch army stood motionless and silent, seized with shame at sight of these preparations.

	Some of the chieftains left the ranks and broke their swords in two.

	“There,” said the king, “that consoles me; they are not all traitors.”

	At this moment Winter’s voice was raised with the cry of “Forward!”

	The first squadron moved off; the second followed, and descended from the plateau. A regiment of cuirassiers, nearly equal as to numbers, issued from behind the hill and came full gallop toward it.

	The king pointed this out.

	“Sire,” said Athos, “we foresaw this; and if Lord Winter’s men but do their duty, we are saved, instead of lost.”

	At this moment they heard above all the galloping and neighing of the horses Winter’s voice crying out:

	“Sword in hand!”

	At these words every sword was drawn, and glittered in the air like lightning.

	“Now, gentlemen,” said the king in his turn, excited by this sight, “come, gentlemen, sword in hand!”

	But Aramis and Athos were the only ones to obey this command and the king’s example.

	“We are betrayed,” said the king in a low voice.

	“Wait a moment,” said Athos, “perhaps they do not recognize your majesty’s voice, and await the order of their captain.”

	“Have they not heard that of their colonel? But look! look!” cried the king, drawing up his horse with a sudden jerk, which threw it on its haunches, and seizing the bridle of Athos’s horse.

	“Ah, cowards! traitors!” screamed Lord Winter, whose voice they heard, whilst his men, quitting their ranks, dispersed all over the plain.

	About fifteen men were ranged around him and awaited the charge of Cromwell’s cuirassiers.

	“Let us go and die with them!” said the king.

	“Let us go,” said Athos and Aramis.

	“All faithful hearts with me!” cried out Winter.

	This voice was heard by the two friends, who set off, full gallop.

	“No quarter!” cried a voice in French, answering to that of Winter, which made them tremble.

	As for Winter, at the sound of that voice he turned pale, and was, as it were, petrified.

	It was the voice of a cavalier mounted on a magnificent black horse, who was charging at the head of the English regiment, of which, in his ardor, he was ten steps in advance.

	“‘Tis he!” murmured Winter, his eyes glazed and he allowed his sword to fall to his side.

	“The king! the king!” cried out several voices, deceived by the blue ribbon and chestnut horse of Winter; “take him alive.”

	“No! it is not the king!” exclaimed the cavalier. “Lord Winter, you are not the king; you are my uncle.”

	At the same moment Mordaunt, for it was he, leveled his pistol at Winter; it went off and the ball entered the heart of the old cavalier, who with one bound on his saddle fell back into the arms of Athos, murmuring: “He is avenged!”

	“Think of my mother!” shouted Mordaunt, as his horse plunged and darted off at full gallop.

	“Wretch!” exclaimed Aramis, raising his pistol as he passed by him; but the powder flashed in the pan and it did not go off.

	At this moment the whole regiment came up and they fell upon the few men who had held out, surrounding the two Frenchmen. Athos, after making sure that Lord Winter was really dead, let fall the corpse and said:

	“Come, Aramis, now for the honor of France!” and the two Englishmen who were nearest to them fell, mortally wounded.

	At the same moment a fearful “hurrah!” rent the air and thirty blades glittered about their heads.

	Suddenly a man sprang out of the English ranks, fell upon Athos, twined arms of steel around him, and tearing his sword from him, said in his ear:

	“Silence! yield--you yield to me, do you not?”

	A giant had seized also Aramis’s two wrists, who struggled in vain to release himself from this formidable grasp.

	“D’Art----” exclaimed Athos, whilst the Gascon covered his mouth with his hand.

	“I am your prisoner,” said Aramis, giving up his sword to Porthos.

	“Fire, fire!” cried Mordaunt, returning to the group surrounding the two friends.

	“And wherefore fire?” said the colonel; “every one has yielded.”

	“It is the son of Milady,” said Athos to D’Artagnan.

	“I recognize him.”

	“It is the monk,” whispered Porthos to Aramis.

	“I know it.”

	And now the ranks began to open. D’Artagnan held the bridle of Athos’s horse and Porthos that of Aramis. Both of them attempted to lead his prisoner off the battle-field.

	This movement revealed the spot where Winter’s body had fallen. Mordaunt had found it out and was gazing on his dead relative with an expression of malignant hatred.

	Athos, though now cool and collected, put his hand to his belt, where his loaded pistols yet remained.

	“What are you about?” said D’Artagnan.

	“Let me kill him.”

	“We are all four lost, if by the least gesture you discover that you recognize him.”

	Then turning to the young man he exclaimed:

	“A fine prize! a fine prize, friend Mordaunt; we have both myself and Monsieur du Vallon, taken two Knights of the Garter, nothing less.”

	“But,” said Mordaunt, looking at Athos and Aramis with bloodshot eyes, “these are Frenchmen, I imagine.”

	“I’faith, I don’t know. Are you French, sir?” said he to Athos.

	“I am,” replied the latter, gravely.

	“Very well, my dear sir, you are the prisoner of a fellow countryman.”

	“But the king--where is the king?” exclaimed Athos, anxiously.

	D’Artagnan vigorously seized his prisoner’s hand, saying:

	“Eh! the king? We have secured him.”

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “through an infamous act of treason.”

	Porthos pressed his friend’s hand and said to him:

	“Yes, sir, all is fair in war, stratagem as well as force; look yonder!”

	At this instant the squadron, that ought to have protected Charles’s retreat, was advancing to meet the English regiments. The king, who was entirely surrounded, walked alone in a great empty space. He appeared calm, but it was evidently not without a mighty effort. Drops of perspiration trickled down his face, and from time to time he put a handkerchief to his mouth to wipe away the blood that rilled from it.

	“Behold Nebuchadnezzar!” exclaimed an old Puritan soldier, whose eyes flashed at the sight of the man they called the tyrant.

	“Do you call him Nebuchadnezzar?” said Mordaunt, with a terrible smile; “no, it is Charles the First, the king, the good King Charles, who despoils his subjects to enrich himself.”

	Charles glanced a moment at the insolent creature who uttered this, but did not recognize him. Nevertheless, the calm religious dignity of his countenance abashed Mordaunt.

	“Bon jour, messieurs!” said the king to the two gentlemen who were held by D’Artagnan and Porthos. “The day has been unfortunate, but it is not your fault, thank God! But where is my old friend Winter?”

	The two gentlemen turned away their heads in silence.

	“In Strafford’s company,” said Mordaunt, tauntingly.

	Charles shuddered. The demon had known how to wound him. The remembrance of Strafford was a source of lasting remorse to him, the shadow that haunted him by day and night. The king looked around him. He saw a corpse at his feet. It was Winter’s. He uttered not a word, nor shed a tear, but a deadly pallor spread over his face; he knelt down on the ground, raised Winter’s head, and unfastening the Order of the Saint Esprit, placed it on his own breast.

	“Lord Winter is killed, then?” inquired D’Artagnan, fixing his eyes on the corpse.

	“Yes,” said Athos, “by his own nephew.”

	“Come, he was the first of us to go; peace be to him! he was an honest man,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Charles Stuart,” said the colonel of the English regiment, approaching the king, who had just put on the insignia of royalty, “do you yield yourself a prisoner?”

	“Colonel Tomlison,” said Charles, “kings cannot yield; the man alone submits to force.”

	“Your sword.”

	The king drew his sword and broke it on his knee.

	At this moment a horse without a rider, covered with foam, his nostrils extended and eyes all fire, galloped up, and recognizing his master, stopped and neighed with pleasure; it was Arthur.

	The king smiled, patted it with his hand and jumped lightly into the saddle.

	“Now, gentlemen,” said he, “conduct me where you will.”

	Turning back again, he said, “I thought I saw Winter move; if he still lives, by all you hold most sacred, do not abandon him.”

	“Never fear, King Charles,” said Mordaunt, “the bullet pierced his heart.”

	“Do not breathe a word nor make the least sign to me or Porthos,” said D’Artagnan to Athos and Aramis, “that you recognize this man, for Milady is not dead; her soul lives in the body of this demon.”

	The detachment now moved toward the town with the royal captive; but on the road an aide-de-camp, from Cromwell, sent orders that Colonel Tomlison should conduct him to Holdenby Castle.

	At the same time couriers started in every direction over England and Europe to announce that Charles Stuart was the prisoner of Oliver Cromwell.

	57. Oliver Cromwell.

	Have you been to the general?” said Mordaunt to D’Artagnan and Porthos; “you know he sent for you after the action.”

	“We want first to put our prisoners in a place of safety,” replied D’Artagnan. “Do you know, sir, these gentlemen are each of them worth fifteen hundred pounds?”

	“Oh, be assured,” said Mordaunt, looking at them with an expression he vainly endeavoured to soften, “my soldiers will guard them, and guard them well, I promise you.”

	“I shall take better care of them myself,” answered D’Artagnan; “besides, all they require is a good room, with sentinels, or their simple parole that they will not attempt escape. I will go and see about that, and then we shall have the honor of presenting ourselves to the general and receiving his commands for his eminence.”

	“You think of starting at once, then?” inquired Mordaunt.

	“Our mission is ended, and there is nothing more to detain us now but the good pleasure of the great man to whom we were sent.”

	The young man bit his lips and whispered to his sergeant:

	“You will follow these men and not lose sight of them; when you have discovered where they lodge, come and await me at the town gate.”

	The sergeant made a sign of comprehension.

	Instead of following the knot of prisoners that were being taken into the town, Mordaunt turned his steps toward the rising ground from whence Cromwell had witnessed the battle and on which he had just had his tent pitched.

	Cromwell had given orders that no one was to be allowed admission; but the sentinel, who knew that Mordaunt was one of the most confidential friends of the general, thought the order did not extend to the young man. Mordaunt, therefore, raised the canvas, and saw Cromwell seated before a table, his head buried in his hands, his back being turned.

	Whether he heard Mordaunt or not as he entered, Cromwell did not move. Mordaunt remained standing near the door. At last, after a few moments, Cromwell raised his head, and, as if he divined that some one was there, turned slowly around.

	“I said I wished to be alone,” he exclaimed, on seeing the young man.

	“They thought this order did not concern me, sir; nevertheless, if you wish it, I am ready to go.”

	“Ah! is it you, Mordaunt?” said Cromwell, the cloud passing away from his face; “since you are here, it is well; you may remain.”

	“I come to congratulate you.”

	“To congratulate me--what for?”

	“On the capture of Charles Stuart. You are now master of England.”

	“I was much more really so two hours ago.”

	“How so, general?”

	“Because England had need of me to take the tyrant, and now the tyrant is taken. Have you seen him?”

	“Yes, sir.” said Mordaunt.

	“What is his bearing?”

	Mordaunt hesitated; but it seemed as though he was constrained to tell the truth.

	“Calm and dignified,” said he.

	“What did he say?”

	“Some parting words to his friends.”

	“His friends!” murmured Cromwell. “Has he any friends?” Then he added aloud, “Did he make any resistance?”

	“No, sir, with the exception of two or three friends every one deserted him; he had no means of resistance.”

	“To whom did he give up his sword?”

	“He did not give it up; he broke it.”

	“He did well; but instead of breaking it, he might have used it to still more advantage.”

	There was a momentary pause.

	“I heard that the colonel of the regiment that escorted Charles was killed,” said Cromwell, staring very fixedly at Mordaunt.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“By whom?” inquired Cromwell.

	“By me.”

	“What was his name?”

	“Lord Winter.”

	“Your uncle?” exclaimed Cromwell.

	“My uncle,” answered Mordaunt; “but traitors to England are no longer members of my family.”

	Cromwell observed the young man a moment in silence, then, with that profound melancholy Shakespeare describes so well:

	“Mordaunt,” he said, “you are a terrible servant.”

	“When the Lord commands,” said Mordaunt, “His commands are not to be disputed. Abraham raised the knife against Isaac, and Isaac was his son.”

	“Yes,” said Cromwell, “but the Lord did not suffer that sacrifice to be accomplished.”

	“I have looked around me,” said Mordaunt, “and I have seen neither goat nor kid caught among the bushes of the plain.”

	Cromwell bowed. “You are strong among the strong, Mordaunt,” he said; “and the Frenchmen, how did they behave?”

	“Most fearlessly.”

	“Yes, yes,” murmured Cromwell; “the French fight well; and if my glass was good and I mistake not, they were foremost in the fight.”

	“They were,” replied Mordaunt.

	“After you, however,” said Cromwell.

	“It was the fault of their horses, not theirs.”

	Another pause.

	“And the Scotch?”

	“They kept their word and never stirred,” said Mordaunt.

	“Wretched men!”

	“Their officers wish to see you, sir.”

	“I have no time to see them. Are they paid?”

	“Yes, to-night.”

	“Let them be off and return to their own country, there to hide their shame, if its hills are high enough; I have nothing more to do with them nor they with me. And now go, Mordaunt.”

	“Before I go,” said Mordaunt, “I have some questions and a favor to ask you, sir.”

	“A favor from me?”

	Mordaunt bowed.

	“I come to you, my leader, my head, my father, and I ask you, master, are you contented with me?”

	Cromwell looked at him with astonishment. The young man remained immovable.

	“Yes,” said Cromwell; “you have done, since I knew you, not only your duty, but more than your duty; you have been a faithful friend, a cautious negotiator, a brave soldier.”

	“Do you remember, sir it was my idea, the Scotch treaty, for giving up the king?”

	“Yes, the idea was yours. I had no such contempt for men before.”

	“Was I not a good ambassador in France?”

	“Yes, for Mazarin has granted what I desire.”

	“Have I not always fought for your glory and interests?”

	“Too ardently, perhaps; it is what I have just reproached you for. But what is the meaning of all these questions?”

	“To tell you, my lord, that the moment has now arrived when, with a single word, you may recompense all these services.”

	“Oh!” said Oliver, with a slight curl of his lip, “I forgot that every service merits some reward and that up to this moment you have not been paid.”

	“Sir, I can take my pay at this moment, to the full extent of my wishes.”

	“How is that?”

	“I have the payment under my hand; I almost possess it.”

	“What is it? Have they offered you money? Do you wish a step, or some place in the government?”

	“Sir, will you grant me my request?”

	“Let us hear what it is, first.”

	“Sir, when you have told me to obey an order did I ever answer, ‘Let me see that order’?”

	“If, however, your wish should be one impossible to fulfill?”

	“When you have cherished a wish and have charged me with its fulfillment, have I ever replied, ‘It is impossible’?”

	“But a request preferred with so much preparation----”

	“Ah, do not fear, sir,” said Mordaunt, with apparent simplicity: “it will not ruin you.”

	“Well, then,” said Cromwell, “I promise, as far as lies in my power, to grant your request; proceed.”

	“Sir, two prisoners were taken this morning, will you let me have them?”

	“For their ransom? have they then offered a large one?” inquired Cromwell.

	“On the contrary, I think they are poor, sir.”

	“They are friends of yours, then?”

	“Yes, sir,” exclaimed Mordaunt, “they are friends, dear friends of mine, and I would lay down my life for them.”

	“Very well, Mordaunt,” exclaimed Cromwell, pleased at having his opinion of the young man raised once more; “I will give them to you; I will not even ask who they are; do as you like with them.”

	“Thank you, sir!” exclaimed Mordaunt, “thank you; my life is always at your service, and should I lose it I should still owe you something; thank you; you have indeed repaid me munificently for my services.”

	He threw himself at the feet of Cromwell, and in spite of the efforts of the Puritan general, who did not like this almost kingly homage, he took his hand and kissed it.

	“What!” said Cromwell, arresting him for a moment as he arose; “is there nothing more you wish? neither gold nor rank?”

	“You have given me all you can give me, and from to-day your debt is paid.”

	And Mordaunt darted out of the general’s tent, his heart beating and his eyes sparkling with joy.

	Cromwell gazed a moment after him.

	“He has slain his uncle!” he murmured. “Alas! what are my servants? Possibly this one, who asks nothing or seems to ask nothing, has asked more in the eyes of Heaven than those who tax the country and steal the bread of the poor. Nobody serves me for nothing. Charles, who is my prisoner, may still have friends, but I have none!”

	And with a deep sigh he again sank into the reverie that had been interrupted by Mordaunt.

	58. Jesus Seigneur.

	Whilst Mordaunt was making his way to Cromwell’s tent, D’Artagnan and Porthos had brought their prisoners to the house which had been assigned to them as their dwelling at Newcastle.

	The order given by Mordaunt to the sergeant had been heard by D’Artagnan, who accordingly, by an expressive glance, warned Athos and Aramis to exercise extreme caution. The prisoners, therefore, had remained silent as they marched along in company with their conquerors--which they could do with the less difficulty since each of them had occupation enough in answering his own thoughts.

	It would be impossible to describe Mousqueton’s astonishment when from the threshold of the door he saw the four friends approaching, followed by a sergeant with a dozen men. He rubbed his eyes, doubting if he really saw before him Athos and Aramis; and forced at last to yield to evidence, he was on the point of breaking forth in exclamations when he encountered a glance from the eyes of Porthos, the repressive force of which he was not inclined to dispute.

	Mousqueton remained glued to the door, awaiting the explanation of this strange occurrence. What upset him completely was that the four friends seemed to have no acquaintance with one another.

	The house to which D’Artagnan and Porthos conducted Athos and Aramis was the one assigned to them by General Cromwell and of which they had taken possession on the previous evening. It was at the corner of two streets and had in the rear, bordering on the side street, stables and a sort of garden. The windows on the ground floor, according to a custom in provincial villages, were barred, so that they strongly resembled the windows of a prison.

	The two friends made the prisoners enter the house first, whilst they stood at the door, desiring Mousqueton to take the four horses to the stable.

	“Why don’t we go in with them?” asked Porthos.

	“We must first see what the sergeant wishes us to do,” replied D’Artagnan.

	The sergeant and his men took possession of the little garden.

	D’Artagnan asked them what they wished and why they had taken that position.

	“We have had orders,” answered the man, “to help you in taking care of your prisoners.”

	There could be no fault to find with this arrangement; on the contrary, it seemed to be a delicate attention, to be gratefully received; D’Artagnan, therefore, thanked the man and gave him a crown piece to drink to General Cromwell’s health.

	The sergeant answered that Puritans never drank, and put the crown piece in his pocket.

	“Ah!” said Porthos, “what a fearful day, my dear D’Artagnan!”

	“What! a fearful day, when to-day we find our friends?”

	“Yes; but under what circumstances?”

	“‘Tis true that our position is an awkward one; but let us go in and see more clearly what is to be done.”

	“Things look black enough,” replied Porthos; “I understand now why Aramis advised me to strangle that horrible Mordaunt.”

	“Silence!” cried the Gascon; “do not utter that name.”

	“But,” argued Porthos, “I speak French and they are all English.”

	D’Artagnan looked at Porthos with that air of wonder which a cunning man cannot help feeling at displays of crass stupidity.

	But as Porthos on his side could not comprehend his astonishment, he merely pushed him indoors, saying, “Let us go in.”

	They found Athos in profound despondency; Aramis looked first at Porthos and then at D’Artagnan, without speaking, but the latter understood his meaningful look.

	“You want to know how we came here? ‘Tis easily guessed. Mazarin sent us with a letter to General Cromwell.”

	“But how came you to fall into company with Mordaunt, whom I bade you distrust?” asked Athos.

	“And whom I advised you to strangle, Porthos,” said Aramis.

	“Mazarin again. Cromwell had sent him to Mazarin. Mazarin sent us to Cromwell. There is a certain fatality in it.”

	“Yes, you are right, D’Artagnan, a fatality that will separate and ruin us! So, my dear Aramis, say no more about it and let us prepare to submit to destiny.”

	“Zounds! on the contrary, let us speak about it; for it was agreed among us, once for all, that we should always hold together, though engaged on opposing sides.”

	“Yes,” added Athos, “I now ask you, D’Artagnan, what side you are on? Ah! behold for what end the wretched Mazarin has made use of you. Do you know in what crime you are to-day engaged? In the capture of a king, his degradation and his murder.”

	“Oh! oh!” cried Porthos, “do you think so?”

	“You are exaggerating, Athos; we are not so far gone as that,” replied the lieutenant.

	“Good heavens! we are on the very eve of it. I say, why is the king taken prisoner? Those who wish to respect him as a master would not buy him as a slave. Do you think it is to replace him on the throne that Cromwell has paid for him two hundred thousand pounds sterling? They will kill him, you may be sure of it.”

	“I don’t maintain the contrary,” said D’Artagnan. “But what’s that to us? I am here because I am a soldier and have to obey orders--I have taken an oath to obey, and I do obey; but you who have taken no such oath, why are you here and what cause do you represent?”

	“That most sacred in the world,” said Athos; “the cause of misfortune, of religion, royalty. A friend, a wife, a daughter, have done us the honor to call us to their aid. We have served them to the best of our poor means, and God will recompense the will, forgive the want of power. You may see matters differently, D’Artagnan, and think otherwise. I will not attempt to argue with you, but I blame you.”

	“Heyday!” cried D’Artagnan, “what matters it to me, after all, if Cromwell, who’s an Englishman, revolts against his king, who is a Scotchman? I am myself a Frenchman. I have nothing to do with these things--why hold me responsible?”

	“Yes,” said Porthos.

	“Because all gentlemen are brothers, because you are a gentleman, because the kings of all countries are the first among gentlemen, because the blind populace, ungrateful and brutal, always takes pleasure in pulling down what is above them. And you, you, D’Artagnan, a man sprung from the ancient nobility of France, bearing an honorable name, carrying a good sword, have helped to give up a king to beersellers, shopkeepers, and wagoners. Ah! D’Artagnan! perhaps you have done your duty as a soldier, but as a gentleman, I say that you are very culpable.”

	D’Artagnan was chewing the stalk of a flower, unable to reply and thoroughly uncomfortable; for when turned from the eyes of Athos he encountered those of Aramis.

	“And you, Porthos,” continued the count, as if in consideration for D’Artagnan’s embarrassment, “you, the best heart, the best friend, the best soldier that I know--you, with a soul that makes you worthy of a birth on the steps of a throne, and who, sooner or later, must receive your reward from an intelligent king--you, my dear Porthos, you, a gentleman in manners, in tastes and in courage, you are as culpable as D’Artagnan.”

	Porthos blushed, but with pleasure rather than with confusion; and yet, bowing his head, as if humiliated, he said:

	“Yes, yes, my dear count, I feel that you are right.”

	Athos arose.

	“Come,” he said, stretching out his hand to D’Artagnan, “come, don’t be sullen, my dear son, for I have said all this to you, if not in the tone, at least with the feelings of a father. It would have been easier to me merely to have thanked you for preserving my life and not to have uttered a word of all this.”

	“Doubtless, doubtless, Athos. But here it is: you have sentiments, the devil knows what, such as every one can’t entertain. Who could suppose that a sensible man could leave his house, France, his ward--a charming youth, for we saw him in the camp--to fly to the aid of a rotten, worm-eaten royalty, which is going to crumble one of these days like an old hovel. The sentiments you air are certainly fine, so fine that they are superhuman.”

	“However that may be, D’Artagnan,” replied Athos, without falling into the snare which his Gascon friend had prepared for him by an appeal to his parental love, “however that may be, you know in the bottom of your heart that it is true; but I am wrong to dispute with my master. D’Artagnan, I am your prisoner--treat me as such.”

	“Ah! pardieu!” said D’Artagnan, “you know you will not be my prisoner very long.”

	“No,” said Aramis, “they will doubtless treat us like the prisoners of the Philipghauts.”

	“And how were they treated?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Why,” said Aramis, “one-half were hanged and the other half were shot.”

	“Well, I,” said D’Artagnan “I answer that while there remains a drop of blood in my veins you will be neither hanged nor shot. Sang Diou! let them come on! Besides--do you see that door, Athos?”

	“Yes; what then?”

	“Well, you can go out by that door whenever you please; for from this moment you are free as the air.”

	“I recognize you there, my brave D’Artagnan,” replied Athos; “but you are no longer our masters. That door is guarded, D’Artagnan; you know that.”

	“Very well, you will force it,” said Porthos. “There are only a dozen men at the most.”

	“That would be nothing for us four; it is too much for us two. No, divided as we now are, we must perish. See the fatal example: on the Vendomois road, D’Artagnan, you so brave, and you, Porthos, so valiant and so strong--you were beaten; to-day Aramis and I are beaten in our turn. Now that never happened to us when we were four together. Let us die, then, as De Winter has died; as for me, I will fly only on condition that we all fly together.”

	“Impossible,” said D’Artagnan; “we are under Mazarin’s orders.”

	“I know it and I have nothing more to say; my arguments lead to nothing; doubtless they are bad, since they have not determined minds so just as yours.”

	“Besides,” said Aramis, “had they taken effect it would be still better not to compromise two excellent friends like D’Artagnan and Porthos. Be assured, gentlemen, we shall do you honor in our dying. As for myself, I shall be proud to face the bullets, or even the rope, in company with you, Athos; for you have never seemed to me so grand as you are to-day.”

	D’Artagnan said nothing, but, after having gnawed the flower stalk, he began to bite his nails. At last:

	“Do you imagine,” he resumed, “that they mean to kill you? And wherefore should they do so? What interest have they in your death? Moreover, you are our prisoners.”

	“Fool!” cried Aramis; “knowest thou not, then, Mordaunt? I have but exchanged with him one look, yet that look convinced me that we were doomed.”

	“The truth is, I’m very sorry that I did not strangle him as you advised me,” said Porthos.

	“Eh! I make no account of the harm Mordaunt can do!” cried D’Artagnan. “Cap de Diou! if he troubles me too much I will crush him, the insect! Do not fly, then. It is useless; for I swear to you that you are as safe here as you were twenty years, ago--you, Athos, in the Rue Ferou, and you, Aramis, in the Rue de Vaugirard.”

	“Stop,” cried Athos, extending his hand to one of the grated windows by which the room was lighted; “you will soon know what to expect, for here he is.”

	“Who?”

	“Mordaunt.”

	In fact, looking at the place to which Athos pointed, D’Artagnan saw a cavalier coming toward the house at full gallop.

	It was Mordaunt.

	D’Artagnan rushed out of the room.

	Porthos wanted to follow him.

	“Stay,” said D’Artagnan, “and do not come till you hear me drum my fingers on the door.”

	When Mordaunt arrived opposite the house he saw D’Artagnan on the threshold and the soldiers lying on the grass here and there, with their arms.

	“Halloo!” he cried, “are the prisoners still there?”

	“Yes, sir,” answered the sergeant, uncovering.

	“‘Tis well; order four men to conduct them to my lodging.”

	Four men prepared to do so.

	“What is it?” said D’Artagnan, with that jeering manner which our readers have so often observed in him since they made his acquaintance. “What is the matter, if you please?”

	“Sir,” replied Mordaunt, “I have ordered the two prisoners we made this morning to be conducted to my lodging.”

	“Wherefore, sir? Excuse curiosity, but I wish to be enlightened on the subject.”

	“Because these prisoners, sir, are at my disposal and I choose to dispose of them as I like.”

	“Allow me--allow me, sir,” said D’Artagnan, “to observe you are in error. The prisoners belong to those who take them and not to those who only saw them taken. You might have taken Lord Winter--who, ‘tis said, was your uncle--prisoner, but you preferred killing him; ‘tis well; we, that is, Monsieur du Vallon and I, could have killed our prisoners--we preferred taking them.”

	Mordaunt’s very lips grew white with rage.

	D’Artagnan now saw that affairs were growing worse and he beat the guard’s march upon the door. At the first beat Porthos rushed out and stood on the other side of the door.

	This movement was observed by Mordaunt.

	“Sir!” he thus addressed D’Artagnan, “your resistance is useless; these prisoners have just been given me by my illustrious patron, Oliver Cromwell.”

	These words struck D’Artagnan like a thunderbolt. The blood mounted to his temples, his eyes became dim; he saw from what fountainhead the ferocious hopes of the young man arose, and he put his hand to the hilt of his sword.

	As for Porthos, he looked inquiringly at D’Artagnan.

	This look of Porthos’s made the Gascon regret that he had summoned the brute force of his friend to aid him in an affair which seemed to require chiefly cunning.

	“Violence,” he said to himself, “would spoil all; D’Artagnan, my friend, prove to this young serpent that thou art not only stronger, but more subtle than he is.”

	“Ah!” he said, making a low bow, “why did you not begin by saying that, Monsieur Mordaunt? What! are you sent by General Oliver Cromwell, the most illustrious captain of the age?”

	“I have this instant left him,” replied Mordaunt, alighting, in order to give his horse to a soldier to hold.

	“Why did you not say so at once, my dear sir! all England is with Cromwell; and since you ask for my prisoners, I bend, sir, to your wishes. They are yours; take them.”

	Mordaunt, delighted, advanced, Porthos looking at D’Artagnan with open-mouthed astonishment. Then D’Artagnan trod on his foot and Porthos began to understand that this was merely acting.

	Mordaunt put his foot on the first step of the door and, with his hat in hand, prepared to pass by the two friends, motioning to the four men to follow him.

	“But, pardon,” said D’Artagnan, with the most charming smile and putting his hand on the young man’s shoulder, “if the illustrious General Oliver Cromwell has disposed of our prisoners in your favour, he has, of course, made that act of donation in writing.”

	Mordaunt stopped short.

	“He has given you some little writing for me--the least bit of paper which may show that you come in his name. Be pleased to give me that scrap of paper so that I may justify, by a pretext at least, my abandoning my countrymen. Otherwise, you see, although I am sure that General Oliver Cromwell can intend them no harm, it would have a bad appearance.”

	Mordaunt recoiled; he felt the blow and discharged a terrible look at D’Artagnan, who responded by the most amiable expression that ever graced a human countenance.

	“When I tell you a thing, sir,” said Mordaunt, “you insult me by doubting it.”

	“I!” cried D’Artagnan, “I doubt what you say! God keep me from it, my dear Monsieur Mordaunt! On the contrary, I take you to be a worthy and accomplished gentleman. And then, sir, do you wish me to speak freely to you?” continued D’Artagnan, with his frank expression.

	“Speak out, sir,” said Mordaunt.

	“Monsieur du Vallon, yonder, is rich and has forty thousand francs yearly, so he does not care about money. I do not speak for him, but for myself.”

	“Well, sir? What more?”

	“Well--I--I’m not rich. In Gascony ‘tis no dishonor, sir, nobody is rich; and Henry IV., of glorious memory, who was the king of the Gascons, as His Majesty Philip IV. is the king of the Spaniards, never had a penny in his pocket.”

	“Go on, sir, I see what you wish to get at; and if it is simply what I think that stops you, I can obviate the difficulty.”

	“Ah, I knew well,” said the Gascon, “that you were a man of talent. Well, here’s the case, here’s where the saddle hurts me, as we French say. I am an officer of fortune, nothing else; I have nothing but what my sword brings me in--that is to say, more blows than banknotes. Now, on taking prisoners, this morning, two Frenchmen, who seemed to me of high birth--in short, two knights of the Garter--I said to myself, my fortune is made. I say two, because in such circumstances, Monsieur du Vallon, who is rich, always gives me his prisoners.”

	Mordaunt, completely deceived by the wordy civility of D’Artagnan, smiled like a man who understands perfectly the reasons given him, and said:

	“I shall have the order signed directly, sir, and with it two thousand pistoles; meanwhile, let me take these men away.”

	“No,” replied D’Artagnan; “what signifies a delay of half an hour? I am a man of order, sir; let us do things in order.”

	“Nevertheless,” replied Mordaunt, “I could compel you; I command here.”

	“Ah, sir!” said D’Artagnan, “I see that although we have had the honor of traveling in your company you do not know us. We are gentlemen; we are, both of us, able to kill you and your eight men--we two only. For Heaven’s sake don’t be obstinate, for when others are obstinate I am obstinate likewise, and then I become ferocious and headstrong, and there’s my friend, who is even more headstrong and ferocious than myself. Besides, we are sent here by Cardinal Mazarin, and at this moment represent both the king and the cardinal, and are, therefore, as ambassadors, able to act with impunity, a thing that General Oliver Cromwell, who is assuredly as great a politician as he is a general, is quite the man to understand. Ask him then, for the written order. What will that cost you my dear Monsieur Mordaunt?”

	
“Yes, the written order,” said Porthos, who now began to comprehend what D’Artagnan was aiming at, “we ask only for that.”

	However inclined Mordaunt was to have recourse to violence, he understood the reasons D’Artagnan had given him; besides, completely ignorant of the friendship which existed between the four Frenchmen, all his uneasiness disappeared when he heard of the plausible motive of the ransom. He decided, therefore, not only to fetch the order, but the two thousand pistoles, at which he estimated the prisoners. He therefore mounted his horse and disappeared.

	“Good!” thought D’Artagnan; “a quarter of an hour to go to the tent, a quarter of an hour to return; it is more than we need.” Then turning, without the least change of countenance, to Porthos, he said, looking him full in the face: “Friend Porthos, listen to this; first, not a syllable to either of our friends of what you have heard; it is unnecessary for them to know the service we are going to render them.”

	“Very well; I understand.”

	“Go to the stable; you will find Mousqueton there; saddle your horses, put your pistols in your saddle-bags, take out the horses and lead them to the street below this, so that there will be nothing to do but mount them; all the rest is my business.”

	Porthos made no remark, but obeyed, with the sublime confidence he had in his friend.

	“I go,” he said, “only, shall I enter the chamber where those gentlemen are?”

	“No, it is not worth while.”

	“Well, do me the kindness to take my purse, which I left on the mantelpiece.”

	“All right.”

	He then proceeded, with his usual calm gait, to the stable and went into the very midst of the soldiery, who, foreigner as he was, could not help admiring his height and the enormous strength of his great limbs.

	At the corner of the street he met Mousqueton and took him with him.

	D’Artagnan, meantime, went into the house, whistling a tune which he had begun before Porthos went away.

	“My dear Athos, I have reflected on your arguments and I am convinced. I am sorry to have had anything to do with this matter. As you say, Mazarin is a knave. I have resolved to fly with you, not a word--be ready. Your swords are in the corner; do not forget them, they are in many circumstances very useful; there is Porthos’s purse, too.”

	He put it into his pocket. The two friends were perfectly stupefied.

	“Well, pray, is there anything to be so surprised at?” he said. “I was blind; Athos has made me see, that’s all; come here.”

	The two friends went near him.

	“Do you see that street? There are the horses. Go out by the door, turn to the right, jump into your saddles, all will be right; don’t be uneasy at anything except mistaking the signal. That will be the signal when I call out--Jesus Seigneur!”

	“But give us your word that you will come too, D’Artagnan,” said Athos.

	“I swear I will, by Heaven.”

	“‘Tis settled,” said Aramis; “at the cry ‘Jesus Seigneur’ we go out, upset all that stands in our way, run to our horses, jump into our saddles, spur them; is that all?”

	“Exactly.”

	“See, Aramis, as I have told you, D’Artagnan is first amongst us all,” said Athos.

	“Very true,” replied the Gascon, “but I always run away from compliments. Don’t forget the signal: ‘Jesus Seigneur!’” and he went out as he came in, whistling the self-same air.

	The soldiers were playing or sleeping; two of them were singing in a corner, out of tune, the psalm: “On the rivers of Babylon.”

	D’Artagnan called the sergeant. “My dear friend, General Cromwell has sent Monsieur Mordaunt to fetch me. Guard the prisoners well, I beg of you.”

	The sergeant made a sign, as much as to say he did not understand French, and D’Artagnan tried to make him comprehend by signs and gestures. Then he went into the stable; he found the five horses saddled, his own amongst the rest.

	“Each of you take a horse by the bridle,” he said to Porthos and Mousqueton; “turn to the left, so that Athos and Aramis may see you clearly from the window.”

	“They are coming, then?” said Porthos.

	“In a moment.”

	“You didn’t forget my purse?”

	“No; be easy.”

	“Good.”

	Porthos and Mousqueton each took a horse by the bridle and proceeded to their post.

	Then D’Artagnan, being alone, struck a light and lighted a small bit of tinder, mounted his horse and stopped at the door in the midst of the soldiers. There, caressing as he pretended, the animal with his hand, he put this bit of burning tinder in his ear. It was necessary to be as good a horseman as he was to risk such a scheme, for no sooner had the animal felt the burning tinder than he uttered a cry of pain and reared and jumped as if he had been mad.

	The soldiers, whom he was nearly trampling, ran away.

	“Help! help!” cried D’Artagnan; “stop--my horse has the staggers.”

	In an instant the horse’s eyes grew bloodshot and he was white with foam.

	“Help!” cried D’Artagnan. “What! will you let me be killed? Jesus Seigneur!”

	No sooner had he uttered this cry than the door opened and Athos and Aramis rushed out. The coast, owing to the Gascon’s stratagem, was clear.

	“The prisoners are escaping! the prisoners are escaping!” cried the sergeant.

	“Stop! stop!” cried D’Artagnan, giving rein to his famous steed, who, darting forth, overturned several men.

	“Stop! stop!” cried the soldiers, and ran for their arms.

	But the prisoners were in their saddles and lost no time hastening to the nearest gate.

	In the middle of the street they saw Grimaud and Blaisois, who were coming to find their masters. With one wave of his hand Athos made Grimaud, who followed the little troop, understand everything, and they passed on like a whirlwind, D’Artagnan still directing them from behind with his voice.

	They passed through the gate like apparitions, without the guards thinking of detaining them, and reached the open country.

	All this time the soldiers were calling out, “Stop! stop!” and the sergeant, who began to see that he was the victim of an artifice, was almost in a frenzy of despair. Whilst all this was going on, a cavalier in full gallop was seen approaching. It was Mordaunt with the order in his hand.

	“The prisoners!” he exclaimed, jumping off his horse.

	The sergeant had not the courage to reply; he showed him the open door, the empty room. Mordaunt darted to the steps, understood all, uttered a cry, as if his very heart was pierced, and fell fainting on the stone steps.

	59. Noble Natures never lose Courage, nor good Stomachs their Appetites.

	The little troop, without looking behind them or exchanging a word, fled at a rapid gallop, fording a little stream, of which none of them knew the name, and leaving on their left a town which Athos declared to be Durham. At last they came in sight of a small wood, and spurring their horses afresh, rode in its direction.

	As soon as they had disappeared behind a green curtain sufficiently thick to conceal them from the sight of any one who might be in pursuit they drew up to hold a council together. The two grooms held the horses, that they might take a little rest without being unsaddled, and Grimaud was posted as sentinel.

	“Come, first of all,” said Athos to D’Artagnan, “my friend, that I may shake hands with you--you, our rescuer--you, the true hero of us all.”

	“Athos is right--you have my adoration,” said Aramis, in his turn pressing his hand. “To what are you not equal, with your superior intelligence, infallible eye, your arm of iron and your enterprising mind!”

	“Now,” said the Gascon, “that is all well, I accept for Porthos and myself everything--thanks and compliments; we have plenty of time to spare.”

	The two friends, recalled by D’Artagnan to what was also due to Porthos, pressed his hand in their turn.

	“And now,” said Athos, “it is not our plan to run anywhere and like madmen, but we must map up our campaign. What shall we do?”

	“What are we going to do, i’faith? It is not very difficult to say.”

	“Tell us, then, D’Artagnan.”

	“We are going to reach the nearest seaport, unite our little resources, hire a vessel and return to France. As for me I will give my last sou for it. Life is the greatest treasure, and speaking candidly, ours hangs by a thread.”

	“What do you say to this, Du Vallon?”

	“I,” said Porthos, “I am entirely of D’Artagnan’s opinion; this is a ‘beastly’ country, this England.”

	“You are quite decided, then, to leave it?” asked Athos of D’Artagnan.

	“Egad! I don’t see what is to keep me here.”

	A glance was exchanged between Athos and Aramis.

	“Go, then, my friends,” said the former, sighing.

	“How, go then?” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “Let us go, you mean?”

	“No, my friend,” said Athos, “you must leave us.”

	“Leave you!” cried D’Artagnan, quite bewildered at this unexpected announcement.

	“Bah!” said Porthos, “why separate, since we are all together?”

	“Because you can and ought to return to France; your mission is accomplished, but ours is not.”

	“Your mission is not accomplished?” exclaimed D’Artagnan, looking in astonishment at Athos.

	“No, my friend,” replied Athos, in his gentle but decided voice, “we came here to defend King Charles; we have but ill defended him--it remains for us to save him!”

	“To save the king?” said D’Artagnan, looking at Aramis as he had looked at Athos.

	Aramis contented himself by making a sign with his head.

	D’Artagnan’s countenance took an expression of the deepest compassion; he began to think he had to do with madmen.

	“You cannot be speaking seriously, Athos!” said he; “the king is surrounded by an army, which is conducting him to London. This army is commanded by a butcher, or the son of a butcher--it matters little--Colonel Harrison. His majesty, I can assure you, will be tried on his arrival in London; I have heard enough from the lips of Oliver Cromwell to know what to expect.”

	A second look was exchanged between Athos and Aramis.

	“And when the trial is ended there will be no delay in putting the sentence into execution,” continued D’Artagnan.

	“And to what penalty do you think the king will be condemned?” asked Athos.

	“The penalty of death, I greatly fear; they have gone too far for him to pardon them, and there is nothing left to them but one thing, and that is to kill him. Have you never heard what Oliver Cromwell said when he came to Paris and was shown the dungeon at Vincennes where Monsieur de Vendome was imprisoned?”

	“What did he say?” asked Porthos.

	“‘Princes must be knocked on the head.’”

	“I remember it,” said Athos.

	“And you fancy he will not put his maxim into execution, now that he has got hold of the king?”

	“On the contrary, I am certain he will do so. But then that is all the more reason why we should not abandon the august head so threatened.”

	“Athos, you are becoming mad.”

	“No, my friend,” Athos gently replied, “but De Winter sought us out in France and introduced us, Monsieur d’Herblay and myself, to Madame Henrietta. Her majesty did us the honor to ask our aid for her husband. We engaged our word; our word included everything. It was our strength, our intelligence, our life, in short, that we promised. It remains now for us to keep our word. Is that your opinion, D’Herblay?”

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “we have promised.”

	“Then,” continued Athos, “we have another reason; it is this--listen: In France at this moment everything is poor and paltry. We have a king ten years old, who doesn’t yet know what he wants; we have a queen blinded by a belated passion; we have a minister who governs France as he would govern a great farm--that is to say, intent only on turning out all the gold he can by the exercise of Italian cunning and invention; we have princes who set up a personal and egotistic opposition, who will draw from Mazarin’s hands only a few ingots of gold or some shreds of power granted as bribes. I have served them without enthusiasm--God knows that I estimated them at their real value, and that they are not high in my esteem--but on principle. To-day I am engaged in a different affair. I have encountered misfortune in a high place, a royal misfortune, a European misfortune; I attach myself to it. If we can succeed in saving the king it will be good; if we die for him it will be grand.”

	“So you know beforehand you must perish!” said D’Artagnan.

	“We fear so, and our only regret is to die so far from both of you.”

	“What will you do in a foreign land, an enemy’s country?”

	“I traveled in England when I was young, I speak English like an Englishman, and Aramis, too, knows something of the language. Ah! if we had you, my friends! With you, D’Artagnan, with you, Porthos--all four reunited for the first time for twenty years--we would dare not only England, but the three kingdoms put together!”

	“And did you promise the queen,” resumed D’Artagnan, petulantly, “to storm the Tower of London, to kill a hundred thousand soldiers, to fight victoriously against the wishes of the nation and the ambition of a man, and when that man is Cromwell? Do not exaggerate your duty. In Heaven’s name, my dear Athos, do not make a useless sacrifice. When I see you merely, you look like a reasonable being; when you speak, I seem to have to do with a madman. Come, Porthos, join me; say frankly, what do you think of this business?”

	“Nothing good,” replied Porthos.

	“Come,” continued D’Artagnan, who, irritated that instead of listening to him Athos seemed to be attending to his own thoughts, “you have never found yourself the worse for my advice. Well, then, believe me, Athos, your mission is ended, and ended nobly; return to France with us.”

	“Friend,” said Athos, “our resolution is irrevocable.”

	“Then you have some other motive unknown to us?”

	Athos smiled and D’Artagnan struck his hands together in anger and muttered the most convincing reasons that he could discover; but to all these reasons Athos contented himself by replying with a calm, sweet smile and Aramis by nodding his head.

	“Very well,” cried D’Artagnan, at last, furious, “very well, since you wish it, let us leave our bones in this beggarly land, where it is always cold, where fine weather is a fog, fog is rain, and rain a deluge; where the sun represents the moon and the moon a cream cheese; in truth, whether we die here or elsewhere matters little, since we must die.”

	“Only reflect, my good fellow,” said Athos, “it is but dying rather sooner.”

	“Pooh! a little sooner or a little later, it isn’t worth quarreling over.”

	“If I am astonished at anything,” remarked Porthos, sententiously, “it is that it has not already happened.”

	“Oh, it will happen, you may be sure,” said D’Artagnan. “So it is agreed, and if Porthos makes no objection----”

	“I,” said Porthos, “I will do whatever you please; and besides, I think what the Comte de la Fere said just now is very good.”

	“But your future career, D’Artagnan--your ambition, Porthos?”

	“Our future, our ambition!” replied D’Artagnan, with feverish volubility. “Need we think of that since we are to save the king? The king saved--we shall assemble our friends together--we will head the Puritans--reconquer England; we shall re-enter London--place him securely on his throne----”

	“And he will make us dukes and peers,” said Porthos, whose eyes sparkled with joy at this imaginary prospect.

	“Or he will forget us,” added D’Artagnan.

	“Oh!” said Porthos.

	“Well, that has happened, friend Porthos. It seems to me that we once rendered Anne of Austria a service not much less than that which to-day we are trying to perform for Charles I.; but, none the less, Anne of Austria has forgotten us for twenty years.”

	“Well, in spite of that, D’Artagnan,” said Athos, “you are not sorry that you were useful to her?”

	“No, indeed,” said D’Artagnan; “I admit even that in my darkest moments I find consolation in that remembrance.”

	“You see, then, D’Artagnan, though princes often are ungrateful, God never is.”

	“Athos,” said D’Artagnan, “I believe that were you to fall in with the devil, you would conduct yourself so well that you would take him with you to Heaven.”

	“So, then?” said Athos, offering his hand to D’Artagnan.

	“‘Tis settled,” replied D’Artagnan. “I find England a charming country, and I stay--but on one condition only.”

	“What is it?”

	“That I am not forced to learn English.”

	“Well, now,” said Athos, triumphantly, “I swear to you, my friend, by the God who hears us--I believe that there is a power watching over us, and that we shall all four see France again.”

	“So be it!” said D’Artagnan, “but I--I confess I have a contrary conviction.”

	“Our good D’Artagnan,” said Aramis, “represents among us the opposition in parliament, which always says no, and always does aye.”

	“But in the meantime saves the country,” added Athos.

	“Well, now that everything is decided,” cried Porthos, rubbing his hands, “suppose we think of dinner! It seems to me that in the most critical positions of our lives we have always dined.”

	“Oh! yes, speak of dinner in a country where for a feast they eat boiled mutton, and as a treat drink beer. What the devil did you come to such a country for, Athos? But I forgot,” added the Gascon, smiling, “pardon, I forgot you are no longer Athos; but never mind, let us hear your plan for dinner, Porthos.”

	“My plan!”

	“Yes, have you a plan?”

	“No! I am hungry, that is all.”

	“Pardieu, if that is all, I am hungry, too; but it is not everything to be hungry, one must find something to eat, unless we browse on the grass, like our horses----”

	“Ah!” exclaimed Aramis, who was not quite so indifferent to the good things of the earth as Athos, “do you remember, when we were at Parpaillot, the beautiful oysters that we ate?”

	“And the legs of mutton of the salt marshes,” said Porthos, smacking his lips.

	“But,” suggested D’Artagnan, “have we not our friend Mousqueton, who managed for us so well at Chantilly, Porthos?”

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “we have Mousqueton, but since he has been steward, he has become very heavy; never mind, let us call him, and to make sure that he will reply agreeably----

	“Here! Mouston,” cried Porthos.

	Mouston appeared, with a most piteous face.

	“What is the matter, my dear M. Mouston?” asked D’Artagnan. “Are you ill?”

	“Sir, I am very hungry,” replied Mouston.

	“Well, it is just for that reason that we have called you, my good M. Mouston. Could you not procure us a few of those nice little rabbits, and some of those delicious partridges, of which you used to make fricassees at the hotel----? ‘Faith, I do not remember the name of the hotel.”

	“At the hotel of----,” said Porthos; “by my faith--nor do I remember it either.”

	“It does not matter; and a few of those bottles of old Burgundy wine, which cured your master so quickly of his sprain!”

	“Alas! sir,” said Mousqueton, “I much fear that what you ask for are very rare things in this detestable and barren country, and I think we should do better to go and seek hospitality from the owner of a little house we see on the fringe of the forest.”

	“How! is there a house in the neighborhood?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, sir,” replied Mousqueton.

	“Well, let us, as you say, go and ask a dinner from the master of that house. What is your opinion, gentlemen, and does not M. Mouston’s suggestion appear to you full of sense?”

	“Oh!” said Aramis, “suppose the master is a Puritan?”

	“So much the better, mordioux!” replied D’Artagnan; “if he is a Puritan we will inform him of the capture of the king, and in honor of the news he will kill for us his fatted hens.”

	“But if he should be a cavalier?” said Porthos.

	“In that case we will put on an air of mourning and he will pluck for us his black fowls.”

	“You are very happy,” exclaimed Athos, laughing, in spite of himself, at the sally of the irresistible Gascon; “for you see the bright side of everything.”

	“What would you have?” said D’Artagnan. “I come from a land where there is not a cloud in the sky.”

	“It is not like this, then,” said Porthos stretching out his hand to assure himself whether a chill sensation he felt on his cheek was not really caused by a drop of rain.

	“Come, come,” said D’Artagnan, “more reason why we should start on our journey. Halloo, Grimaud!”

	Grimaud appeared.

	“Well, Grimaud, my friend, have you seen anything?” asked the Gascon.

	“Nothing!” replied Grimaud.

	“Those idiots!” cried Porthos, “they have not even pursued us. Oh! if we had been in their place!”

	“Yes, they are wrong,” said D’Artagnan. “I would willingly have said two words to Mordaunt in this little desert. It is an excellent spot for bringing down a man in proper style.”

	“I think, decidedly,” observed Aramis, “gentlemen, that the son hasn’t his mother’s energy.”

	“What, my good fellow!” replied Athos, “wait awhile; we have scarcely left him two hours ago--he does not know yet in what direction we came nor where we are. We may say that he is not equal to his mother when we put foot in France, if we are not poisoned or killed before then.”

	“Meanwhile, let us dine,” suggested Porthos.

	“I’faith, yes,” said Athos, “for I am hungry.”

	“Look out for the black fowls!” cried Aramis.

	And the four friends, guided by Mousqueton, took up the way toward the house, already almost restored to their former gayety; for they were now, as Athos had said, all four once more united and of single mind.

	60. Respect to Fallen Majesty.

	As our fugitives approached the house, they found the ground cut up, as if a considerable body of horsemen had preceded them. Before the door the traces were yet more apparent; these horsemen, whoever they might be, had halted there.

	“Egad!” cried D’Artagnan, “it’s quite clear that the king and his escort have been by here.”

	“The devil!” said Porthos; “in that case they have eaten everything.”

	“Bah!” said D’Artagnan, “they will have left a chicken, at least.” He dismounted and knocked on the door. There was no response.

	He pushed open the door and found the first room empty and deserted.

	“Well?” cried Porthos.

	“I can see nobody,” said D’Artagnan. “Aha!”

	“What?”

	“Blood!”

	At this word the three friends leaped from their horses and entered. D’Artagnan had already opened the door of the second room, and from the expression of his face it was clear that he there beheld some extraordinary object.

	The three friends drew near and discovered a young man stretched on the ground, bathed in a pool of blood. It was evident that he had attempted to regain his bed, but had not had sufficient strength to do so.

	Athos, who imagined that he saw him move, was the first to go up to him.

	“Well?” inquired D’Artagnan.

	“Well, if he is dead,” said Athos, “he has not been so long, for he is still warm. But no, his heart is beating. Ho, there, my friend!”

	The wounded man heaved a sigh. D’Artagnan took some water in the hollow of his hand and threw it upon his face. The man opened his eyes, made an effort to raise his head, and fell back again. The wound was in the top of his skull and blood was flawing copiously.

	Aramis dipped a cloth into some water and applied it to the gash. Again the wounded man opened his eyes and looked in astonishment at these strangers, who appeared to pity him.

	“You are among friends,” said Athos, in English; “so cheer up, and tell us, if you have the strength to do so, what has happened?”

	“The king,” muttered the wounded man, “the king is a prisoner.”

	“You have seen him?” asked Aramis, in the same language.

	The man made no reply.

	“Make your mind easy,” resumed Athos, “we are all faithful servants of his majesty.”

	“Is what you tell me true?” asked the wounded man.

	“On our honor as gentlemen.”

	“Then I may tell you all. I am brother to Parry, his majesty’s lackey.”

	Athos and Aramis remembered that this was the name by which De Winter had called the man they had found in the passage of the king’s tent.

	“We know him,” said Athos, “he never left the king.”

	“Yes, that is he. Well, he thought of me, when he saw the king was taken, and as they were passing before the house he begged in the king’s name that they would stop, as the king was hungry. They brought him into this room and placed sentinels at the doors and windows. Parry knew this room, as he had often been to see me when the king was at Newcastle. He knew that there was a trap-door communicating with a cellar, from which one could get into the orchard. He made a sign, which I understood, but the king’s guards must have noticed it and held themselves on guard. I went out as if to fetch wood, passed through the subterranean passage into the cellar, and whilst Parry was gently bolting the door, pushed up the board and beckoned to the king to follow me. Alas! he would not. But Parry clasped his hands and implored him, and at last he agreed. I went on first, fortunately. The king was a few steps behind me, when suddenly I saw something rise up in front of me like a huge shadow. I wanted to cry out to warn the king, but that very moment I felt a blow as if the house was falling on my head, and fell insensible. When I came to myself again, I was stretched in the same place. I dragged myself as far as the yard. The king and his escort were no longer there. I spent perhaps an hour in coming from the yard to this place; then my strength gave out and I fainted again.”

	“And now how are you feeling?”

	“Very ill,” replied the wounded man.

	“Can we do anything for you?” asked Athos.

	“Help to put me on the bed; I think I shall feel better there.”

	“Have you any one to depend on for assistance?”

	“My wife is at Durham and may return at any moment. But you--is there nothing that you want?”

	“We came here with the intention of asking for something to eat.”

	“Alas, they have taken everything; there isn’t a morsel of bread in the house.”

	“You hear, D’Artagnan?” said Athos; “we shall have to look elsewhere for our dinner.”

	“It is all one to me now,” said D’Artagnan; “I am no longer hungry.”

	“Faith! neither am I,” said Porthos.

	They carried the man to his bed and called Grimaud to dress the wound. In the service of the four friends Grimaud had had so frequent occasion to make lint and bandages that he had become something of a surgeon.

	In the meantime the fugitives had returned to the first room, where they took counsel together.

	“Now,” said Aramis, “we know how the matter stands. The king and his escort have gone this way; we had better take the opposite direction, eh?”

	Athos did not reply; he reflected.

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “let us take the opposite direction; if we follow the escort we shall find everything devoured and die of hunger. What a confounded country this England is! This is the first time I have gone without my dinner for ten years, and it is generally my best meal.”

	“What do you think, D’Artagnan?” asked Athos. “Do you agree with Aramis?”

	“Not at all,” said D’Artagnan; “I am precisely of the contrary opinion.”

	“What! you would follow the escort?” exclaimed Porthos, in dismay.

	“No, I would join the escort.”

	Athos’s eyes shone with joy.

	“Join the escort!” cried Aramis.

	“Let D’Artagnan speak,” said Athos; “you know he always has wise advice to give.”

	“Clearly,” said D’Artagnan, “we must go where they will not look for us. Now, they will be far from looking for us among the Puritans; therefore, with the Puritans we must go.”

	“Good, my friend, good!” said Athos. “It is excellent advice. I was about to give it when you anticipated me.”

	“That, then, is your opinion?” asked Aramis.

	“Yes. They will think we are trying to leave England and will search for us at the ports; meanwhile we shall reach London with the king. Once in London we shall be hard to find--without considering,” continued Athos, throwing a glance at Aramis, “the chances that may come to us on the way.”

	“Yes,” said Aramis, “I understand.”

	“I, however, do not understand,” said Porthos. “But no matter; since it is at the same time the opinion of D’Artagnan and of Athos, it must be the best.”

	“But,” said Aramis, “shall we not be suspected by Colonel Harrison?”

	“Egad!” cried D’Artagnan, “he’s just the man I count upon. Colonel Harrison is one of our friends. We have met him twice at General Cromwell’s. He knows that we were sent from France by Monsieur Mazarin; he will consider us as brothers. Besides, is he not a butcher’s son? Well, then, Porthos shall show him how to knock down an ox with a blow of the fist, and I how to trip up a bull by taking him by the horns. That will insure his confidence.”

	Athos smiled. “You are the best companion that I know, D’Artagnan,” he said, offering his hand to the Gascon; “and I am very happy in having found you again, my dear son.”

	This was, as we have seen, the term which Athos applied to D’Artagnan in his more expansive moods.

	At this moment Grimaud came in. He had stanched the wound and the man was better.

	The four friends took leave of him and asked if they could deliver any message for him to his brother.

	“Tell him,” answered the brave man, “to let the king know that they have not killed me outright. However insignificant I am, I am sure that his majesty is concerned for me and blames himself for my death.”

	“Be easy,” said D’Artagnan, “he will know all before night.”

	The little troop recommenced their march, and at the end of two hours perceived a considerable body of horsemen about half a league ahead.

	“My dear friends,” said D’Artagnan, “give your swords to Monsieur Mouston, who will return them to you at the proper time and place, and do not forget you are our prisoners.”

	It was not long before they joined the escort. The king was riding in front, surrounded by troopers, and when he saw Athos and Aramis a glow of pleasure lighted his pale cheeks.

	D’Artagnan passed to the head of the column, and leaving his friends under the guard of Porthos, went straight to Harrison, who recognized him as having met him at Cromwell’s and received him as politely as a man of his breeding and disposition could. It turned out as D’Artagnan had foreseen. The colonel neither had nor could have any suspicion.

	They halted for the king to dine. This time, however, due precautions were taken to prevent any attempt at escape. In the large room of the hotel a small table was placed for him and a large one for the officers.

	“Will you dine with me?” asked Harrison of D’Artagnan.

	“Gad, I should be very happy, but I have my companion, Monsieur du Vallon, and the two prisoners, whom I cannot leave. Let us manage it better. Have a table set for us in a corner and send us whatever you like from yours.”

	“Good,” answered Harrison.

	The matter was arranged as D’Artagnan had suggested, and when he returned he found the king already seated at his little table, where Parry waited on him, Harrison and his officers sitting together at another table, and, in a corner, places reserved for himself and his companions.

	The table at which the Puritan officers were seated was round, and whether by chance or coarse intention, Harrison sat with his back to the king.

	The king saw the four gentlemen come in, but appeared to take no notice of them.

	They sat down in such a manner as to turn their backs on nobody. The officers, table and that of the king were opposite to them.

	“I’faith, colonel,” said D’Artagnan, “we are very grateful for your gracious invitation; for without you we ran the risk of going without dinner, as we have without breakfast. My friend here, Monsieur du Vallon, shares my gratitude, for he was particularly hungry.”

	“And I am so still,” said Porthos bowing to Harrison.

	“And how,” said Harrison, laughing, “did this serious calamity of going without breakfast happen to you?”

	“In a very simple manner, colonel,” said D’Artagnan. “I was in a hurry to join you and took the road you had already gone by. You can understand our disappointment when, arriving at a pretty little house on the skirts of a wood, which at a distance had quite a gay appearance, with its red roof and green shutters, we found nothing but a poor wretch bathed--Ah! colonel, pay my respects to the officer of yours who struck that blow.”

	“Yes,” said Harrison, laughing, and looking over at one of the officers seated at his table. “When Groslow undertakes this kind of thing there’s no need to go over the ground a second time.”

	“Ah! it was this gentleman?” said D’Artagnan, bowing to the officer. “I am sorry he does not speak French, that I might tender him my compliments.”

	“I am ready to receive and return them, sir,” said the officer, in pretty good French, “for I resided three years in Paris.”

	“Then, sir, allow me to assure you that your blow was so well directed that you have nearly killed your man.”

	“Nearly? I thought I had quite,” said Groslow.

	“No. It was a very near thing, but he is not dead.”

	As he said this, D’Artagnan gave a glance at Parry, who was standing in front of the king, to show him that the news was meant for him.

	The king, too, who had listened in the greatest agony, now breathed again.

	“Hang it,” said Groslow, “I thought I had succeeded better. If it were not so far from here to the house I would return and finish him.”

	“And you would do well, if you are afraid of his recovering; for you know, if a wound in the head does not kill at once, it is cured in a week.”

	And D’Artagnan threw a second glance toward Parry, on whose face such an expression of joy was manifested that Charles stretched out his hand to him, smiling.

	Parry bent over his master’s hand and kissed it respectfully.

	“I’ve a great desire to drink the king’s health,” said Athos.

	“Let me propose it, then,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Do,” said Aramis.

	Porthos looked at D’Artagnan, quite amazed at the resources with which his companion’s Gascon sharpness continually supplied him. D’Artagnan took up his camp tin cup, filled it with wine and arose.

	“Gentlemen,” said he, “let us drink to him who presides at the repast. Here’s to our colonel, and let him know that we are always at his commands as far as London and farther.”

	And as D’Artagnan, as he spoke, looked at Harrison, the colonel imagined the toast was for himself. He arose and bowed to the four friends, whose eyes were fixed on Charles, while Harrison emptied his glass without the slightest misgiving.

	The king, in return, looked at the four gentlemen and drank with a smile full of nobility and gratitude.

	“Come, gentlemen,” cried Harrison, regardless of his illustrious captive, “let us be off.”

	“Where do we sleep, colonel?”

	“At Thirsk,” replied Harrison.

	“Parry,” said the king, rising too, “my horse; I desire to go to Thirsk.”

	“Egad!” said D’Artagnan to Athos, “your king has thoroughly taken me, and I am quite at his service.”

	“If what you say is sincere,” replied Athos, “he will never reach London.”

	“How so?”

	“Because before then we shall have carried him off.”

	“Well, this time, Athos,” said D’Artagnan, “upon my word, you are mad.”

	“Have you some plan in your head then?” asked Aramis.

	“Ay!” said Porthos, “the thing would not be impossible with a good plan.”

	“I have none,” said Athos; “but D’Artagnan will discover one.”

	D’Artagnan shrugged his shoulders and they proceeded.

	61. D’Artagnan hits on a Plan.

	As night closed in they arrived at Thirsk. The four friends appeared to be entire strangers to one another and indifferent to the precautions taken for guarding the king. They withdrew to a private house, and as they had reason every moment to fear for their safety, they occupied but one room and provided an exit, which might be useful in case of an attack. The lackeys were sent to their several posts, except that Grimaud lay on a truss of straw across the doorway.

	D’Artagnan was thoughtful and seemed for the moment to have lost his usual loquacity. Porthos, who could never see anything that was not self-evident, talked to him as usual. He replied in monosyllables and Athos and Aramis looked significantly at one another.

	Next morning D’Artagnan was the first to rise. He had been down to the stables, already taken a look at the horses and given the necessary orders for the day, whilst Athos and Aramis were still in bed and Porthos snoring.

	At eight o’clock the march was resumed in the same order as the night before, except that D’Artagnan left his friends and began to renew the acquaintance which he had already struck up with Monsieur Groslow.

	Groslow, whom D’Artagnan’s praises had greatly pleased, welcomed him with a gracious smile.

	“Really, sir,” D’Artagnan said to him, “I am pleased to find one with whom to talk in my own poor tongue. My friend, Monsieur du Vallon, is of a very melancholy disposition, so much so, that one can scarcely get three words out of him all day. As for our two prisoners, you can imagine that they are but little in the vein for conversation.”

	“They are hot royalists,” said Groslow.

	“The more reason they should be sulky with us for having captured the Stuart, for whom, I hope, you’re preparing a pretty trial.”

	“Why,” said Groslow, “that is just what we are taking him to London for.”

	“And you never by any chance lose sight of him, I presume?”

	“I should think not, indeed. You see he has a truly royal escort.”

	“Ay, there’s no fear in the daytime; but at night?”

	“We redouble our precautions.”

	“And what method of surveillance do you employ?”

	“Eight men remain constantly in his room.”

	“The deuce, he is well guarded, then. But besides these eight men, you doubtless place some guard outside?”

	“Oh, no! Just think. What would you have two men without arms do against eight armed men?”

	“Two men--how do you mean?”

	“Yes, the king and his lackey.”

	“Oh! then they allow the lackey to remain with him?”

	“Yes; Stuart begged this favor and Harrison consented. Under pretense that he’s a king it appears he cannot dress or undress without assistance.”

	“Really, captain,” said D’Artagnan, determined to continue on the laudatory tack on which he had commenced, “the more I listen to you the more surprised I am at the easy and elegant manner in which you speak French. You have lived three years in Paris? May I ask what you were doing there?”

	“My father, who is a merchant, placed me with his correspondent, who in turn sent his son to join our house in London.”

	“Were you pleased with Paris, sir?”

	“Yes, but you are much in want of a revolution like our own--not against your king, who is a mere child, but against that lazar of an Italian, the queen’s favorite.”

	“Ah! I am quite of your opinion, sir, and we should soon make an end of Mazarin if we had only a dozen officers like yourself, without prejudices, vigilant and incorruptible.”

	“But,” said the officer, “I thought you were in his service and that it was he who sent you to General Cromwell.”

	“That is to say I am in the king’s service, and that knowing he wanted to send some one to England, I solicited the appointment, so great was my desire to know the man of genius who now governs the three kingdoms. So that when he proposed to us to draw our swords in honor of old England you see how we snapped up the proposition.”

	“Yes, I know that you charged by the side of Mordaunt.”

	“On his right and left, sir. Ah! there’s another brave and excellent young man.”

	“Do you know him?” asked the officer.

	“Yes, very well. Monsieur du Vallon and myself came from France with him.”

	“It appears, too, you kept him waiting a long time at Boulogne.”

	“What would you have? I was like you, and had a king in keeping.”

	“Aha!” said Groslow; “what king?”

	“Our own, to be sure, the little one--Louis XIV.”

	“And how long had you to take care of him?”

	“Three nights; and, by my troth, I shall always remember those three nights with a certain pleasure.”

	“How do you mean?”

	“I mean that my friends, officers in the guards and mousquetaires, came to keep me company and we passed the night in feasting, drinking, dicing.”

	“Ah true,” said the Englishman, with a sigh; “you Frenchmen are born boon companions.”

	“And don’t you play, too, when you are on guard?”

	“Never,” said the Englishman.

	“In that case you must be horribly bored, and have my sympathy.”

	“The fact is, I look to my turn for keeping guard with horror. It’s tiresome work to keep awake a whole night.”

	“Yes, but with a jovial partner and dice, and guineas clinking on the cloth, the night passes like a dream. You don’t like playing, then?”

	“On the contrary, I do.”

	“Lansquenet, for instance?”

	“Devoted to it. I used to play almost every night in France.”

	“And since your return to England?”

	“I have not handled a card or dice-box.”

	“I sincerely pity you,” said D’Artagnan, with an air of profound compassion.

	“Look here,” said the Englishman.

	“Well?”

	“To-morrow I am on guard.”

	“In Stuart’s room?”

	“Yes; come and pass the night with me.”

	“Impossible!”

	“Impossible! why so?”

	“I play with Monsieur du Vallon every night. Sometimes we don’t go to bed at all!”

	“Well, what of that?”

	“Why, he would be annoyed if I did not play with him.”

	“Does he play well?”

	“I have seen him lose as much as two thousand pistoles, laughing all the while till the tears rolled down.”

	“Bring him with you, then.”

	“But how about our prisoners?”

	“Let your servants guard them.”

	“Yes, and give them a chance of escaping,” said D’Artagnan. “Why, one of them is a rich lord from Touraine and the other a knight of Malta, of noble family. We have arranged the ransom of each of them--2,000 on arriving in France. We are reluctant to leave for a single moment men whom our lackeys know to be millionaires. It is true we plundered them a little when we took them, and I will even confess that it is their purse that Monsieur du Vallon and I draw on in our nightly play. Still, they may have concealed some precious stone, some valuable diamond; so that we are like those misers who are unable to absent themselves from their treasures. We have made ourselves the constant guardians of our men, and while I sleep Monsieur du Vallon watches.”

	“Ah! ah!” said Groslow.

	“You see, then, why I must decline your polite invitation, which is especially attractive to me, because nothing is so wearisome as to play night after night with the same person; the chances always balance and at the month’s end nothing is gained or lost.”

	“Ah!” said Groslow, sighing; “there is something still more wearisome, and that is not to play at all.”

	“I can understand that,” said D’Artagnan.

	“But, come,” resumed the Englishman, “are these men of yours dangerous?”

	“In what respect?”

	“Are they capable of attempting violence?”

	D’Artagnan burst out laughing at the idea.

	“Jesus Dieu!” he cried; “one of them is trembling with fever, having failed to adapt himself to this charming country of yours, and the other is a knight of Malta, as timid as a young girl; and for greater security we have taken from them even their penknives and pocket scissors.”

	“Well, then,” said Groslow, “bring them with you.”

	“But really----” said D’Artagnan.

	“I have eight men on guard, you know. Four of them can guard the king and the other four your prisoners. I’ll manage it somehow, you will see.”

	“But,” said D’Artagnan, “now I think of it--what is to prevent our beginning to-night?”

	“Nothing at all,” said Groslow.

	“Just so. Come to us this evening and to-morrow we’ll return your visit.”

	“Capital! This evening with you, to-morrow at Stuart’s, the next day with me.”

	“You see, that with a little forethought one can lead a merry life anywhere and everywhere,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Yes, with Frenchmen, and Frenchmen like you.”

	“And Monsieur du Vallon,” added the other. “You will see what a fellow he is; a man who nearly killed Mazarin between two doors. They employ him because they are afraid of him. Ah, there he is calling me now. You’ll excuse me, I know.”

	They exchanged bows and D’Artagnan returned to his companions.

	“What on earth can you have been saying to that bulldog?” exclaimed Porthos.

	“My dear fellow, don’t speak like that of Monsieur Groslow. He’s one of my most intimate friends.”

	“One of your friends!” cried Porthos, “this butcher of unarmed farmers!”

	“Hush! my dear Porthos. Monsieur Groslow is perhaps rather hasty, it’s true, but at bottom I have discovered two good qualities in him--he is conceited and stupid.”

	Porthos opened his eyes in amazement; Athos and Aramis looked at one another and smiled; they knew D’Artagnan, and knew that he did nothing without a purpose.

	“But,” continued D’Artagnan, “you shall judge of him for yourself. He is coming to play with us this evening.”

	“Oho!” said Porthos, his eyes glistening at the news. “Is he rich?”

	“He’s the son of one of the wealthiest merchants in London.”

	“And knows lansquenet?”

	“Adores it.”

	“Basset?”

	“His mania.”

	“Biribi?”

	“Revels in it.”

	“Good,” said Porthos; “we shall pass an agreeable evening.”

	“The more so, as it will be the prelude to a better.”

	“How so?”

	“We invite him to play to-night; he has invited us in return to-morrow. But wait. To-night we stop at Derby; and if there is a bottle of wine in the town let Mousqueton buy it. It will be well to prepare a light supper, of which you, Athos and Aramis, are not to partake--Athos, because I told him you had a fever; Aramis, because you are a knight of Malta and won’t mix with fellows like us. Do you understand?”

	“That’s no doubt very fine,” said Porthos; “but deuce take me if I understand at all.”

	“Porthos, my friend, you know I am descended on the father’s side from the Prophets and on the mother’s from the Sybils, and that I only speak in parables and riddles. Let those who have ears hear and those who have eyes see; I can tell you nothing more at present.”

	“Go ahead, my friend,” said Athos; “I am sure that whatever you do is well done.”

	“And you, Aramis, are you of that opinion?”

	“Entirely so, my dear D’Artagnan.”

	“Very good,” said D’Artagnan; “here indeed are true believers; it is a pleasure to work miracles before them; they are not like that unbelieving Porthos, who must see and touch before he will believe.”

	“The fact is,” said Porthos, with an air of finesse, “I am rather incredulous.”

	D’Artagnan gave him playful buffet on the shoulder, and as they had reached the station where they were to breakfast, the conversation ended there.

	At five in the evening they sent Mousqueton on before as agreed upon. Blaisois went with him.

	In crossing the principal street in Derby the four friends perceived Blaisois standing in the doorway of a handsome house. It was there a lodging was prepared for them.

	At the hour agreed upon Groslow came. D’Artagnan received him as he would have done a friend of twenty years’ standing. Porthos scanned him from head to foot and smiled when he discovered that in spite of the blow he had administered to Parry’s brother, he was not nearly so strong as himself. Athos and Aramis suppressed as well as they could the disgust they felt in the presence of such coarseness and brutality.

	In short, Groslow seemed to be pleased with his reception.

	Athos and Aramis kept themselves to their role. At midnight they withdrew to their chamber, the door of which was left open on the pretext of kindly consideration. Furthermore, D’Artagnan went with them, leaving Porthos at play with Groslow.

	Porthos gained fifty pistoles from Groslow, and found him a more agreeable companion than he had at first believed him to be.

	As to Groslow, he promised himself that on the following evening he would recover from D’Artagnan what he had lost to Porthos, and on leaving reminded the Gascon of his appointment.

	The next day was spent as usual. D’Artagnan went from Captain Groslow to Colonel Harrison and from Colonel Harrison to his friends. To any one not acquainted with him he seemed to be in his normal condition; but to his friends--to Athos and Aramis--was apparent a certain feverishness in his gayety.

	“What is he contriving?” asked Aramis.

	“Wait,” said Athos.

	Porthos said nothing, but he handled in his pocket the fifty pistoles he had gained from Groslow with a degree of satisfaction which betrayed itself in his whole bearing.

	Arrived at Ryston, D’Artagnan assembled his friends. His face had lost the expression of careless gayety it had worn like a mask the whole day. Athos pinched Aramis’s hand.

	“The moment is at hand,” he said.

	“Yes,” returned D’Artagnan, who had overheard him, “to-night, gentlemen, we rescue the king.”

	“D’Artagnan,” said Athos, “this is no joke, I trust? It would quite cut me up.”

	“You are a very odd man, Athos,” he replied, “to doubt me thus. Where and when have you seen me trifle with a friend’s heart and a king’s life? I have told you, and I repeat it, that to-night we rescue Charles I. You left it to me to discover the means and I have done so.”

	Porthos looked at D’Artagnan with an expression of profound admiration. Aramis smiled as one who hopes. Athos was pale, and trembled in every limb.

	“Speak,” said Athos.

	“We are invited,” replied D’Artagnan, “to pass the night with M. Groslow. But do you know where?”

	“No.”

	“In the king’s room.”

	“The king’s room?” cried Athos.

	“Yes, gentlemen, in the king’s room. Groslow is on guard there this evening, and to pass the time away he has invited us to keep him company.”

	“All four of us?” asked Athos.

	“Pardieu! certainly, all four; we couldn’t leave our prisoners, could we?”

	“Ah! ah!” said Aramis.

	“Tell us about it,” said Athos, palpitating.

	“We are going, then, we two with our swords, you with daggers. We four have got to master these eight fools and their stupid captain. Monsieur Porthos, what do you say to that?”

	“I say it is easy enough,” answered Porthos.

	“We dress the king in Groslow’s clothes. Mousqueton, Grimaud and Blaisois have our horses saddled at the end of the first street. We mount them and before daylight are twenty leagues distant.”

	Athos placed his two hands on D’Artagnan’s shoulders, and gazed at him with his calm, sad smile.

	“I declare, my friend,” said he, “that there is not a creature under the sky who equals you in prowess and in courage. Whilst we thought you indifferent to our sorrows, which you couldn’t share without crime, you alone among us have discovered what we were searching for in vain. I repeat it, D’Artagnan, you are the best one among us; I bless and love you, my dear son.”

	“And to think that I couldn’t find that out,” said Porthos, scratching his head; “it is so simple.”

	“But,” said Aramis, “if I understand rightly we are to kill them all, eh?”

	Athos shuddered and turned pale.

	“Mordioux!” answered D’Artagnan, “I believe we must. I confess I can discover no other safe and satisfactory way.”

	“Let us see,” said Aramis, “how are we to act?”

	“I have arranged two plans. Firstly, at a given signal, which shall be the words ‘At last,’ you each plunge a dagger into the heart of the soldier nearest to you. We, on our side, do the same. That will be four killed. We shall then be matched, four against the remaining five. If these five men give themselves up we gag them; if they resist, we kill them. If by chance our Amphitryon changes his mind and receives only Porthos and myself, why, then, we must resort to heroic measures and each give two strokes instead of one. It will take a little longer time and may make a greater disturbance, but you will be outside with swords and will rush in at the proper time.”

	“But if you yourselves should be struck?” said Athos.

	“Impossible!” said D’Artagnan; “those beer drinkers are too clumsy and awkward. Besides, you will strike at the throat, Porthos; it kills as quickly and prevents all outcry.”

	“Very good,” said Porthos; “it will be a nice little throat cutting.”

	“Horrible, horrible,” exclaimed Athos.

	“Nonsense,” said D’Artagnan; “you would do as much, Mr. Humanity, in a battle. But if you think the king’s life is not worth what it must cost there’s an end of the matter and I send to Groslow to say I am ill.”

	“No, you are right,” said Athos.

	At this moment a soldier entered to inform them that Groslow was waiting for them.

	“Where?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“In the room of the English Nebuchadnezzar,” replied the staunch Puritan.

	“Good,” replied Athos, whose blood mounted to his face at the insult offered to royalty; “tell the captain we are coming.”

	The Puritan then went out. The lackeys had been ordered to saddle eight horses and to wait, keeping together and without dismounting, at the corner of a street about twenty steps from the house where the king was lodged.

	It was nine o’clock in the evening; the sentinels had been relieved at eight and Captain Groslow had been on guard for an hour. D’Artagnan and Porthos, armed with their swords, and Athos and Aramis, each carrying a concealed poniard, approached the house which for the time being was Charles Stuart’s prison. The two latter followed their captors in the humble guise of captives, without arms.

	“Od’s bodikins,” said Groslow, as the four friends entered, “I had almost given you up.”

	D’Artagnan went up to him and whispered in his ear:

	“The fact is, we, that is, Monsieur du Vallon and I, hesitated a little.”

	“And why?”

	D’Artagnan looked significantly toward Athos and Aramis.

	“Aha,” said Groslow; “on account of political opinions? No matter. On the contrary,” he added, laughing, “if they want to see their Stuart they shall see him.

	“Are we to pass the night in the king’s room?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“No, but in the one next to it, and as the door will remain open it comes to the same thing. Have you provided yourself with money? I assure you I intend to play the devil’s game to-night.”

	D’Artagnan rattled the gold in his pockets.

	“Very good,” said Groslow, and opened the door of the room. “I will show you the way,” and he went in first.

	D’Artagnan turned to look at his friends. Porthos was perfectly indifferent; Athos, pale, but resolute; Aramis was wiping a slight moisture from his brow.

	The eight guards were at their posts. Four in the king’s room, two at the door between the rooms and two at that by which the friends had entered. Athos smiled when he saw their bare swords; he felt it was no longer to be a butchery, but a fight, and he resumed his usual good humor.

	Charles was perceived through the door, lying dressed upon his bed, at the head of which Parry was seated, reading in a low voice a chapter from the Bible.

	A candle of coarse tallow on a black table lighted up the handsome and resigned face of the king and that of his faithful retainer, far less calm.

	From time to time Parry stopped, thinking the king, whose eyes were closed, was really asleep, but Charles would open his eyes and say with a smile:

	“Go on, my good Parry, I am listening.”

	Groslow advanced to the door of the king’s room, replaced on his head the hat he had taken off to receive his guests, looked for a moment contemptuously at this simple, yet touching scene, then turning to D’Artagnan, assumed an air of triumph at what he had achieved.

	“Capital!” cried the Gascon, “you would make a distinguished general.”

	“And do you think,” asked Groslow, “that Stuart will ever escape while I am on guard?”

	“No, to be sure,” replied D’Artagnan; “unless, forsooth, the sky rains friends upon him.”

	Groslow’s face brightened.

	It is impossible to say whether Charles, who kept his eyes constantly closed, had noticed the insolence of the Puritan captain, but the moment he heard the clear tone of D’Artagnan’s voice his eyelids rose, in spite of himself.

	Parry, too, started and stopped reading.

	“What are you thinking about?” said the king; “go on, my good Parry, unless you are tired.”

	Parry resumed his reading.

	On a table in the next room were lighted candles, cards, two dice-boxes, and dice.

	“Gentlemen,” said Groslow, “I beg you will take your places. I will sit facing Stuart, whom I like so much to see, especially where he now is, and you, Monsieur d’Artagnan, opposite to me.”

	Athos turned red with rage. D’Artagnan frowned at him.

	“That’s it,” said D’Artagnan; “you, Monsieur le Comte de la Fere, to the right of Monsieur Groslow. You, Chevalier d’Herblay, to his left. Du Vallon next me. You’ll bet for me and those gentlemen for Monsieur Groslow.”

	By this arrangement D’Artagnan could nudge Porthos with his knee and make signs with his eyes to Athos and Aramis.

	At the names Comte de la Fere and Chevalier d’Herblay, Charles opened his eyes, and raising his noble head, in spite of himself, threw a glance at all the actors in the scene.

	At that moment Parry turned over several leaves of his Bible and read with a loud voice this verse in Jeremiah:

	“God said, ‘Hear ye the words of the prophets my servants, whom I have sent unto you.’”

	The four friends exchanged glances. The words that Parry had read assured them that their presence was understood by the king and was assigned to its real motive. D’Artagnan’s eyes sparkled with joy.

	“You asked me just now if I was in funds,” said D’Artagnan, placing some twenty pistoles upon the table. “Well, in my turn I advise you to keep a sharp lookout on your treasure, my dear Monsieur Groslow, for I can tell you we shall not leave this without robbing you of it.”

	“Not without my defending it,” said Groslow.

	“So much the better,” said D’Artagnan. “Fight, my dear captain, fight. You know or you don’t know, that that is what we ask of you.”

	“Oh! yes,” said Groslow, bursting with his usual coarse laugh, “I know you Frenchmen want nothing but cuts and bruises.”

	Charles had heard and understood it all. A slight color mounted to his cheeks. The soldiers then saw him stretch his limbs, little by little, and under the pretense of much heat throw off the Scotch plaid which covered him.

	Athos and Aramis started with delight to find that the king was lying with his clothes on.

	The game began. The luck had turned, and Groslow, having won some hundred pistoles, was in the merriest possible humor.

	Porthos, who had lost the fifty pistoles he had won the night before and thirty more besides, was very cross and questioned D’Artagnan with a nudge of the knee as to whether it would not soon be time to change the game. Athos and Aramis looked at him inquiringly. But D’Artagnan remained impassible.

	It struck ten. They heard the guard going its rounds.

	“How many rounds do they make a night?” asked D’Artagnan, drawing more pistoles from his pocket.

	“Five,” answered Groslow, “one every two hours.”

	D’Artagnan glanced at Athos and Aramis and for the first time replied to Porthos’s nudge of the knee by a nudge responsive. Meanwhile, the soldiers whose duty it was to remain in the king’s room, attracted by that love of play so powerful in all men, had stolen little by little toward the table, and standing on tiptoe, lounged, watching the game, over the shoulders of D’Artagnan and Porthos. Those on the other side had followed their example, thus favoring the views of the four friends, who preferred having them close at hand to chasing them about the chamber. The two sentinels at the door still had their swords unsheathed, but they were leaning on them while they watched the game.

	Athos seemed to grow calm as the critical moment approached. With his white, aristocratic hands he played with the louis, bending and straightening them again, as if they were made of pewter. Aramis, less self-controlled, fumbled continually with his hidden poniard. Porthos, impatient at his continued losses, kept up a vigorous play with his knee.

	D’Artagnan turned, mechanically looking behind him, and between the figures of two soldiers he could see Parry standing up and Charles leaning on his elbow with his hands clasped and apparently offering a fervent prayer to God.

	D’Artagnan saw that the moment was come. He darted a preparatory glance at Athos and Aramis, who slyly pushed their chairs a little back so as to leave themselves more space for action. He gave Porthos a second nudge of the knee and Porthos got up as if to stretch his legs and took care at the same time to ascertain that his sword could be drawn smoothly from the scabbard.

	“Hang it!” cried D’Artagnan, “another twenty pistoles lost. Really, Captain Groslow, you are too much in fortune’s way. This can’t last,” and he drew another twenty from his pocket. “One more turn, captain; twenty pistoles on one throw--only one, the last.”

	“Done for twenty,” replied Groslow.

	And he turned up two cards as usual, a king for D’Artagnan and an ace for himself.

	“A king,” said D’Artagnan; “it’s a good omen, Master Groslow--look out for the king.”

	And in spite of his extraordinary self-control there was a strange vibration in the Gascon’s voice which made his partner start.

	Groslow began turning the cards one after another. If he turned up an ace first he won; if a king he lost.

	He turned up a king.

	“At last!” cried D’Artagnan.

	At this word Athos and Aramis jumped up. Porthos drew back a step. Daggers and swords were just about to shine, when suddenly the door was thrown open and Harrison appeared in the doorway, accompanied by a man enveloped in a large cloak. Behind this man could be seen the glistening muskets of half a dozen soldiers.

	Groslow jumped up, ashamed at being surprised in the midst of wine, cards, and dice. But Harrison paid not the least attention to him, and entering the king’s room, followed by his companion:

	“Charles Stuart,” said he, “an order has come to conduct you to London without stopping day or night. Prepare yourself, then, to start at once.”

	“And by whom is this order given?” asked the king.

	“By General Oliver Cromwell. And here is Mr. Mordaunt, who has brought it and is charged with its execution.”

	“Mordaunt!” muttered the four friends, exchanging glances.

	D’Artagnan swept up the money that he and Porthos had lost and buried it in his huge pocket. Athos and Aramis placed themselves behind him. At this movement Mordaunt turned around, recognized them, and uttered an exclamation of savage delight.

	“I’m afraid we are prisoners,” whispered D’Artagnan to his friend.

	“Not yet,” replied Porthos.

	“Colonel, colonel,” cried Mordaunt, “you are betrayed. These four Frenchmen have escaped from Newcastle, and no doubt want to carry off the king. Arrest them.”

	“Ah! my young man,” said D’Artagnan, drawing his sword, “that is an order sooner given than executed. Fly, friends, fly!” he added, whirling his sword around him.

	The next moment he darted to the door and knocked down two of the soldiers who guarded it, before they had time to cock their muskets. Athos and Aramis followed him. Porthos brought up the rear, and before soldiers, officers, or colonel had time to recover their surprise all four were in the street.

	“Fire!” cried Mordaunt; “fire upon them!”

	Three or four shots were fired, but with no other result than to show the four fugitives turning the corner of the street safe and sound.

	The horses were at the place fixed upon, and they leaped lightly into their saddles.

	“Forward!” cried D’Artagnan, “and spur for your dear lives!”

	They galloped away and took the road they had come by in the morning, namely, in the direction toward Scotland. A few hundred yards beyond the town D’Artagnan drew rein.

	“Halt!” he cried, “this time we shall be pursued. We must let them leave the village and ride after us on the northern road, and when they have passed we will take the opposite direction.”

	There was a stream close by and a bridge across it.

	D’Artagnan led his horse under the arch of the bridge. The others followed. Ten minutes later they heard the rapid gallop of a troop of horsemen. A few minutes more and the troop passed over their heads.

	62. London.

	As soon as the noise of the hoofs was lost in the distance D’Artagnan remounted the bank of the stream and scoured the plain, followed by his three friends, directing their course, as well as they could guess, toward London.

	“This time,” said D’Artagnan, when they were sufficiently distant to proceed at a trot, “I think all is lost and we have nothing better to do than to reach France. What do you say, Athos, to that proposition? Isn’t it reasonable?”

	“Yes, dear friend,” Athos replied, “but you said a word the other day that was more than reasonable--it was noble and generous. You said, ‘Let us die here!’ I recall to you that word.”

	“Oh,” said Porthos, “death is nothing: it isn’t death that can disquiet us, since we don’t know what it is. What troubles me is the idea of defeat. As things are turning out, I foresee that we must give battle to London, to the provinces, to all England, and certainly in the end we can’t fail to be beaten.”

	“We ought to witness this great tragedy even to its last scene,” said Athos. “Whatever happens, let us not leave England before the crisis. Don’t you agree with me, Aramis?”

	“Entirely, my dear count. Then, too, I confess I should not be sorry to come across Mordaunt again. It appears to me that we have an account to settle with him, and that it is not our custom to leave a place without paying our debts, of this kind, at least.”

	“Ah! that’s another thing,” said D’Artagnan, “and I should not mind waiting in London a whole year for a chance of meeting this Mordaunt in question. Only let us lodge with some one on whom we can count; for I imagine, just now, that Noll Cromwell would not be inclined to trifle with us. Athos, do you know any inn in the whole town where one can find white sheets, roast beef reasonably cooked, and wine which is not made of hops and gin?”

	“I think I know what you want,” replied Athos. “De Winter took us to the house of a Spaniard, who, he said, had become naturalized as an Englishman by the guineas of his new compatriots. What do you say to it, Aramis?”

	“Why, the idea of taking quarters with Senor Perez seems to me very reasonable, and for my part I agree to it. We will invoke the remembrance of that poor De Winter, for whom he seemed to have a great regard; we will tell him that we have come as amateurs to see what is going on; we will spend with him a guinea each per day; and I think that by taking all these precautions we can be quite undisturbed.”

	“You forget, Aramis, one precaution of considerable importance.”

	“What is that?”

	“The precaution of changing our clothes.”

	“Changing our clothes!” exclaimed Porthos. “I don’t see why; we are very comfortable in those we wear.”

	“To prevent recognition,” said D’Artagnan. “Our clothes have a cut which would proclaim the Frenchman at first sight. Now, I don’t set sufficient store on the cut of my jerkin to risk being hung at Tyburn or sent for change of scene to the Indies. I shall buy a chestnut-colored suit. I’ve remarked that your Puritans revel in that color.”

	“But can you find your man?” said Aramis to Athos.

	“Oh! to be sure, yes. He lives at the Bedford Tavern, Greenhall Street. Besides, I can find my way about the city with my eyes shut.”

	“I wish we were already there,” said D’Artagnan; “and my advice is that we reach London before daybreak, even if we kill our horses.”

	“Come on, then,” said Athos, “for unless I am mistaken in my calculations we have only eight or ten leagues to go.”

	The friends urged on their horses and arrived, in fact, at about five o’clock in the morning. They were stopped and questioned at the gate by which they sought to enter the city, but Athos replied, in excellent English, that they had been sent forward by Colonel Harrison to announce to his colleague, Monsieur Bridge, the approach of the king. That reply led to several questions about the king’s capture, and Athos gave details so precise and positive that if the gatekeepers had any suspicions they vanished completely. The way was therefore opened to the four friends with all sorts of Puritan congratulations.

	Athos was right. He went direct to the Bedford Tavern, and the host, who recognized him, was delighted to see him again with such a numerous and promising company.

	Though it was scarcely daylight our four travelers found the town in a great bustle, owing to the reported approach of Harrison and the king.

	The plan of changing their clothes was unanimously adopted. The landlord sent out for every description of garment, as if he wanted to fit up his wardrobe. Athos chose a black coat, which gave him the appearance of a respectable citizen. Aramis, not wishing to part with his sword, selected a dark-blue cloak of a military cut. Porthos was seduced by a wine-colored doublet and sea-green breeches. D’Artagnan, who had fixed on his color beforehand, had only to select the shade, and looked in his chestnut suit exactly like a retired sugar dealer.

	“Now,” said D’Artagnan, “for the actual man. We must cut off our hair, that the populace may not insult us. As we no longer wear the sword of the gentleman we may as well have the head of the Puritan. This, as you know, is the important point of distinction between the Covenanter and the Cavalier.”

	After some discussion this was agreed to and Mousqueton played the role of barber.

	“We look hideous,” said Athos.

	“And smack of the Puritan to a frightful extent,” said Aramis.

	“My head feels actually cold,” said Porthos.

	“As for me, I feel anxious to preach a sermon,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Now,” said Athos, “that we cannot even recognize one another and have therefore no fear of others recognizing us, let us go and see the king’s entrance.”

	They had not been long in the crowd before loud cries announced the king’s arrival. A carriage had been sent to meet him, and the gigantic Porthos, who stood a head above the entire rabble, soon announced that he saw the royal equipage approaching. D’Artagnan raised himself on tiptoe, and as the carriage passed, saw Harrison at one window and Mordaunt at the other.

	The next day, Athos, leaning out of his window, which looked upon the most populous part of the city, heard the Act of Parliament, which summoned the ex-king, Charles I., to the bar, publicly cried.

	“Parliament indeed!” cried Athos. “Parliament can never have passed such an act as that.”

	At this moment the landlord came in.

	“Did parliament pass this act?” Athos asked of him in English.

	“Yes, my lord, the pure parliament.”

	“What do you mean by ‘the pure parliament’? Are there, then, two parliaments?”

	“My friend,” D’Artagnan interrupted, “as I don’t understand English and we all understand Spanish, have the kindness to speak to us in that language, which, since it is your own, you must find pleasure in using when you have the chance.”

	“Ah! excellent!” said Aramis.

	As to Porthos, all his attention was concentrated on the allurements of the breakfast table.

	“You were asking, then?” said the host in Spanish.

	“I asked,” said Athos, in the same language, “if there are two parliaments, a pure and an impure?”

	“Why, how extraordinary!” said Porthos, slowly raising his head and looking at his friends with an air of astonishment, “I understand English, then! I understand what you say!”

	“That is because we are talking Spanish, my dear friend,” said Athos.

	“Oh, the devil!” said Porthos, “I am sorry for that; it would have been one language more.”

	“When I speak of the pure parliament,” resumed the host, “I mean the one which Colonel Bridge has weeded.”

	“Ah! really,” said D’Artagnan, “these people are very ingenious. When I go back to France I must suggest some such convenient course to Cardinal Mazarin and the coadjutor. One of them will weed the parliament in the name of the court, and the other in the name of the people; and then there won’t be any parliament at all.”

	“And who is this Colonel Bridge?” asked Aramis, “and how does he go to work to weed the parliament?”

	“Colonel Bridge,” replied the Spaniard, “is a retired wagoner, a man of much sense, who made one valuable observation whilst driving his team, namely, that where there happened to be a stone on the road, it was much easier to remove the stone than try and make the wheel pass over it. Now, of two hundred and fifty-one members who composed the parliament, there were one hundred and ninety-one who were in the way and might have upset his political wagon. He took them up, just as he formerly used to take up the stones from the road, and threw them out of the house.”

	“Neat,” remarked D’Artagnan. “Very!”

	“And all these one hundred and ninety-one were Royalists?” asked Athos.

	“Without doubt, senor; and you understand that they would have saved the king.”

	“To be sure,” said Porthos, with majestic common sense; “they were in the majority.”

	“And you think,” said Aramis, “he will consent to appear before such a tribunal?”

	“He will be forced to do so,” smiled the Spaniard.

	“Now, Athos!” said D’Artagnan, “do you begin to believe that it’s a ruined cause, and that what with your Harrisons, Joyces, Bridges and Cromwells, we shall never get the upper hand?”

	“The king will be delivered at the tribunal,” said Athos; “the very silence of his supporters indicates that they are at work.”

	D’Artagnan shrugged his shoulders.

	“But,” said Aramis, “if they dare to condemn their king, it can only be to exile or imprisonment.”

	D’Artagnan whistled a little air of incredulity.

	“We shall see,” said Athos, “for we shall go to the sittings, I presume.”

	“You will not have long to wait,” said the landlord; “they begin to-morrow.”

	“So, then, they drew up the indictments before the king was taken?”

	“Of course,” said D’Artagnan; “they began the day he was sold.”

	“And you know,” said Aramis, “that it was our friend Mordaunt who made, if not the bargain, at least the overtures.”

	“And you know,” added D’Artagnan, “that whenever I catch him I will kill him, this Mordaunt.”

	“And I, too,” exclaimed Porthos.

	“And I, too,” added Aramis.

	“Touching unanimity!” cried D’Artagnan, “which well becomes good citizens like us. Let us take a turn around the town and imbibe a little fog.”

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “‘twill be at least a little change from beer.”

	63. The Trial.

	The next morning King Charles I. was haled by a strong guard before the high court which was to judge him. All London was crowding to the doors of the house. The throng was terrific, and it was not till after much pushing and some fighting that our friends reached their destination. When they did so they found the three lower rows of benches already occupied; but being anxious not to be too conspicuous, all, with the exception of Porthos, who had a fancy to display his red doublet, were quite satisfied with their places, the more so as chance had brought them to the centre of their row, so that they were exactly opposite the arm-chair prepared for the royal prisoner.

	Toward eleven o’clock the king entered the hall, surrounded by guards, but wearing his head covered, and with a calm expression turned to every side with a look of complete assurance, as if he were there to preside at an assembly of submissive subjects, rather than to meet the accusations of a rebel court.

	The judges, proud of having a monarch to humiliate, evidently prepared to enjoy the right they had arrogated to themselves, and sent an officer to inform the king that it was customary for the accused to uncover his head.

	Charles, without replying a single word, turned his head in another direction and pulled his felt hat over it. Then when the officer was gone he sat down in the arm-chair opposite the president and struck his boots with a little cane which he carried in his hand. Parry, who accompanied him, stood behind him.

	D’Artagnan was looking at Athos, whose face betrayed all those emotions which the king, possessing more self-control, had banished from his own. This agitation in one so cold and calm as Athos, frightened him.

	“I hope,” he whispered to him, “that you will follow his majesty’s example and not get killed for your folly in this den.”

	“Set your mind at rest,” replied Athos.

	“Aha!” continued D’Artagnan, “it is clear that they are afraid of something or other; for look, the sentinels are being reinforced. They had only halberds before, now they have muskets. The halberds were for the audience in the rear; the muskets are for us.”

	“Thirty, forty, fifty, sixty-five men,” said Porthos, counting the reinforcements.

	“Ah!” said Aramis, “but you forget the officer.”

	D’Artagnan grew pale with rage. He recognized Mordaunt, who with bare sword was marshalling the musketeers behind the king and opposite the benches.

	“Do you think they have recognized us?” said D’Artagnan. “In that case I should beat a retreat. I don’t care to be shot in a box.”

	“No,” said Aramis, “he has not seen us. He sees no one but the king. Mon Dieu! how he stares at him, the insolent dog! Does he hate his majesty as much as he does us?”

	“Pardi,” answered Athos “we only carried off his mother; the king has spoiled him of his name and property.”

	“True,” said Aramis; “but silence! the president is speaking to the king.”

	“Stuart,” Bradshaw was saying, “listen to the roll call of your judges and address to the court any observations you may have to make.”

	The king turned his head away, as if these words had not been intended for him. Bradshaw waited, and as there was no reply there was a moment of silence.

	Out of the hundred and sixty-three members designated there were only seventy-three present, for the rest, fearful of taking part in such an act, had remained away.

	When the name of Colonel Fairfax was called, one of those brief but solemn silences ensued, which announced the absence of the members who had no wish to take a personal part in the trial.

	“Colonel Fairfax,” repeated Bradshaw.

	“Fairfax,” answered a laughing voice, the silvery tone of which betrayed it as that of a woman, “is not such a fool as to be here.”

	A loud laugh followed these words, pronounced with that boldness which women draw from their own weakness--a weakness which removes them beyond the power of vengeance.

	“It is a woman’s voice,” cried Aramis; “faith, I would give a good deal if she is young and pretty.” And he mounted on the bench to try and get a sight of her.

	“By my soul,” said Aramis, “she is charming. Look D’Artagnan; everybody is looking at her; and in spite of Bradshaw’s gaze she has not turned pale.”

	“It is Lady Fairfax herself,” said D’Artagnan. “Don’t you remember, Porthos, we saw her at General Cromwell’s?”

	The roll call continued.

	“These rascals will adjourn when they find that they are not in sufficient force,” said the Comte de la Fere.

	“You don’t know them. Athos, look at Mordaunt’s smile. Is that the look of a man whose victim is likely to escape him? Ah, cursed basilisk, it will be a happy day for me when I can cross something more than a look with you.”

	“The king is really very handsome,” said Porthos; “and look, too, though he is a prisoner, how carefully he is dressed. The feather in his hat is worth at least five-and-twenty pistoles. Look at it, Aramis.”

	The roll call finished, the president ordered them to read the act of accusation. Athos turned pale. A second time he was disappointed in his expectation. Notwithstanding the judges were so few the trial was to continue; the king then, was condemned in advance.

	“I told you so, Athos,” said D’Artagnan, shrugging his shoulders. “Now take your courage in both hands and hear what this gentleman in black is going to say about his sovereign, with full license and privilege.”

	Never till then had a more brutal accusation or meaner insults tarnished kingly majesty.

	Charles listened with marked attention, passing over the insults, noting the grievances, and, when hatred overflowed all bounds and the accuser turned executioner beforehand, replying with a smile of lofty scorn.

	“The fact is,” said D’Artagnan, “if men are punished for imprudence and triviality, this poor king deserves punishment. But it seems to me that that which he is just now undergoing is hard enough.”

	“In any case,” Aramis replied, “the punishment should fall not on the king, but on his ministers; for the first article of the constitution is, ‘The king can do no wrong.’”

	“As for me,” thought Porthos, giving Mordaunt his whole attention, “were it not for breaking in on the majesty of the situation I would leap down from the bench, reach Mordaunt in three bounds and strangle him; I would then take him by the feet and knock the life out of these wretched musketeers who parody the musketeers of France. Meantime, D’Artagnan, who is full of invention, would find some way to save the king. I must speak to him about it.”

	As to Athos, his face aflame, his fists clinched, his lips bitten till they bled, he sat there foaming with rage at that endless parliamentary insult and that long enduring royal patience; the inflexible arm and steadfast heart had given place to a trembling hand and a body shaken by excitement.

	At this moment the accuser concluded with these words: “The present accusation is preferred by us in the name of the English people.”

	At these words there was a murmur along the benches, and a second voice, not that of a woman, but a man’s, stout and furious, thundered behind D’Artagnan.

	“You lie!” it cried. “Nine-tenths of the English people are horrified at what you say.”

	This voice was that of Athos, who, standing up with outstretched hand and quite out of his mind, thus assailed the public accuser.

	King, judges, spectators, all turned their eyes to the bench where the four friends were seated. Mordaunt did the same and recognized the gentleman, around whom the three other Frenchmen were standing, pale and menacing. His eyes glittered with delight. He had discovered those to whose death he had devoted his life. A movement of fury called to his side some twenty of his musketeers, and pointing to the bench where his enemies were: “Fire on that bench!” he cried.

	But with the rapidity of thought D’Artagnan seized Athos by the waist, and followed by Porthos with Aramis, leaped down from the benches, rushed into the passages, and flying down the staircase were lost in the crowd without, while the muskets within were pointed on some three thousand spectators, whose piteous cries and noisy alarm stopped the impulse already given to bloodshed.

	Charles also had recognized the four Frenchmen. He put one hand on his heart to still its beating and the other over his eyes, that he might not witness the slaying of his faithful friends.

	Mordaunt, pale and trembling with anger, rushed from the hall sword in hand, followed by six pikemen, pushing, inquiring and panting in the crowd; and then, having found nothing, returned.

	The tumult was indescribable. More than half an hour passed before any one could make himself heard. The judges were looking for a new outbreak from the benches. The spectators saw the muskets leveled at them, and divided between fear and curiosity, remained noisy and excited.

	Quiet was at length restored.

	“What have you to say in your defense?” asked Bradshaw of the king.

	Then rising, with his head still covered, in the tone of a judge rather than a prisoner, Charles began.

	“Before questioning me,” he said, “reply to my question. I was free at Newcastle and had there concluded a treaty with both houses. Instead of performing your part of this contract, as I performed mine, you bought me from the Scotch, cheaply, I know, and that does honor to the economic talent of your government. But because you have paid the price of a slave, do you imagine that I have ceased to be your king? No. To answer you would be to forget it. I shall only reply to you when you have satisfied me of your right to question me. To answer you would be to acknowledge you as my judges, and I only acknowledge you as my executioners.” And in the middle of a deathlike silence, Charles, calm, lofty, and with his head still covered, sat down again in his arm-chair.

	“Why are not my Frenchmen here?” he murmured proudly and turning his eyes to the benches where they had appeared for a moment; “they would have seen that their friend was worthy of their defense while alive, and of their tears when dead.”

	“Well,” said the president, seeing that Charles was determined to remain silent, “so be it. We will judge you in spite of your silence. You are accused of treason, of abuse of power, and murder. The evidence will support it. Go, and another sitting will accomplish what you have postponed in this.”

	Charles rose and turned toward Parry, whom he saw pale and with his temples dewed with moisture.

	“Well, my dear Parry,” said he, “what is the matter, and what can affect you in this manner?”

	“Oh, my king,” said Parry, with tears in his eyes and in a tone of supplication, “do not look to the left as we leave the hall.”

	“And why, Parry?”

	“Do not look, I implore you, my king.”

	“But what is the matter? Speak,” said Charles, attempting to look across the hedge of guards which surrounded him.

	“It is--but you will not look, will you?--it is because they have had the axe, with which criminals are executed, brought and placed there on the table. The sight is hideous.”

	“Fools,” said Charles, “do they take me for a coward, like themselves? You have done well to warn me. Thank you, Parry.”

	When the moment arrived the king followed his guards out of the hall. As he passed the table on which the axe was laid, he stopped, and turning with a smile, said:

	“Ah! the axe, an ingenious device, and well worthy of those who know not what a gentleman is; you frighten me not, executioner’s axe,” added he, touching it with the cane which he held in his hand, “and I strike you now, waiting patiently and Christianly for you to return the blow.”

	And shrugging his shoulders with unaffected contempt he passed on. When he reached the door a stream of people, who had been disappointed in not being able to get into the house and to make amends had collected to see him come out, stood on each side, as he passed, many among them glaring on him with threatening looks.

	“How many people,” thought he, “and not one true friend.”

	And as he uttered these words of doubt and depression within his mind, a voice beside him said:

	“Respect to fallen majesty.”

	The king turned quickly around, with tears in his eyes and heart. It was an old soldier of the guards who could not see his king pass captive before him without rendering him this final homage. But the next moment the unfortunate man was nearly killed with heavy blows of sword-hilts, and among those who set upon him the king recognized Captain Groslow.

	“Alas!” said Charles, “that is a severe chastisement for a very trifling fault.”

	He continued his walk, but he had scarcely gone a hundred paces, when a furious fellow, leaning between two soldiers, spat in the king’s face, as once an infamous and accursed Jew spit in the face of Jesus of Nazareth. Loud roars of laughter and sullen murmurs arose together. The crowd opened and closed again, undulating like a stormy sea, and the king imagined that he saw shining in the midst of this living wave the bright eyes of Athos.

	Charles wiped his face and said with a sad smile: “Poor wretch, for half a crown he would do as much to his own father.”

	The king was not mistaken. Athos and his friends, again mingling with the throng, were taking a last look at the martyr king.

	When the soldier saluted Charles, Athos’s heart bounded for joy; and that unfortunate, on coming to himself, found ten guineas that the French gentleman had slipped into his pocket. But when the cowardly insulter spat in the face of the captive monarch Athos grasped his dagger. But D’Artagnan stopped his hand and in a hoarse voice cried, “Wait!”

	Athos stopped. D’Artagnan, leaning on Athos, made a sign to Porthos and Aramis to keep near them and then placed himself behind the man with the bare arms, who was still laughing at his own vile pleasantry and receiving the congratulations of several others.

	The man took his way toward the city. The four friends followed him. The man, who had the appearance of being a butcher, descended a little steep and isolated street, looking on to the river, with two of his friends. Arrived at the bank of the river the three men perceived that they were followed, turned around, and looking insolently at the Frenchmen, passed some jests from one to another.

	“I don’t know English, Athos,” said D’Artagnan; “but you know it and will interpret for me.”

	Then quickening their steps they passed the three men, but turned back immediately, and D’Artagnan walked straight up to the butcher and touching him on the chest with the tip of his finger, said to Athos:

	“Say this to him in English: ‘You are a coward. You have insulted a defenseless man. You have befouled the face of your king. You must die.’”

	Athos, pale as a ghost, repeated these words to the man, who, seeing the bodeful preparations that were making, put himself in an attitude of defense. Aramis, at this movement, drew his sword.

	“No,” cried D’Artagnan, “no steel. Steel is for gentlemen.”

	And seizing the butcher by the throat:

	“Porthos,” said he, “kill this fellow for me with a single blow.”

	Porthos raised his terrible fist, which whistled through the air like a sling, and the portentous mass fell with a smothered crash on the insulter’s skull and crushed it. The man fell like an ox beneath the poleaxe. His companions, horror-struck, could neither move nor cry out.

	“Tell them this, Athos,” resumed D’Artagnan; “thus shall all die who forget that a captive man is sacred and that a captive king doubly represents the Lord.”

	Athos repeated D’Artagnan’s words.

	The fellows looked at the body of their companion, swimming in blood, and then recovering voice and legs together, ran screaming off.

	“Justice is done,” said Porthos, wiping his forehead.

	“And now,” said D’Artagnan to Athos, “entertain no further doubts about me; I undertake all that concerns the king.”

	64. Whitehall.

	The parliament condemned Charles to death, as might have been foreseen. Political judgments are generally vain formalities, for the same passions which give rise to the accusation ordain to the condemnation. Such is the atrocious logic of revolutions.

	Although our friends were expecting that condemnation, it filled them with grief. D’Artagnan, whose mind was never more fertile in resources than in critical emergencies, swore again that he would try all conceivable means to prevent the denouement of the bloody tragedy. But by what means? As yet he could form no definite plan; all must depend on circumstances. Meanwhile, it was necessary at all hazards, in order to gain time, to put some obstacle in the way of the execution on the following day--the day appointed by the judges. The only way of doing that was to cause the disappearance of the London executioner. The headsman out of the way, the sentence could not be executed. True, they could send for the headsman of the nearest town, but at least a day would be gained, and a day might be sufficient for the rescue. D’Artagnan took upon himself that more than difficult task.

	Another thing, not less essential, was to warn Charles Stuart of the attempt to be made, so that he might assist his rescuers as much as possible, or at least do nothing to thwart their efforts. Aramis assumed that perilous charge. Charles Stuart had asked that Bishop Juxon might be permitted to visit him. Mordaunt had called on the bishop that very evening to apprise him of the religious desire expressed by the king and also of Cromwell’s permission. Aramis determined to obtain from the bishop, through fear or by persuasion, consent that he should enter in the bishop’s place, and clad in his sacerdotal robes, the prison at Whitehall.

	Finally, Athos undertook to provide, in any event, the means of leaving England--in case either of failure or of success.

	The night having come they made an appointment to meet at eleven o’clock at the hotel, and each started out to fulfill his dangerous mission.

	The palace of Whitehall was guarded by three regiments of cavalry and by the fierce anxiety of Cromwell, who came and went or sent his generals or his agents continually. Alone in his usual room, lighted by two candles, the condemned monarch gazed sadly on the luxury of his past greatness, just as at the last hour one sees the images of life more mildly brilliant than of yore.

	Parry had not quitted his master, and since his condemnation had not ceased to weep. Charles, leaning on a table, was gazing at a medallion of his wife and daughter; he was waiting first for Juxon, then for martyrdom.

	At times he thought of those brave French gentlemen who had appeared to him from a distance of a hundred leagues fabulous and unreal, like the forms that appear in dreams. In fact, he sometimes asked himself if all that was happening to him was not a dream, or at least the delirium of a fever. He rose and took a few steps as if to rouse himself from his torpor and went as far as the window; he saw glittering below him the muskets of the guards. He was thereupon constrained to admit that he was indeed awake and that his bloody dream was real.

	Charles returned in silence to his chair, rested his elbow on the table, bowed his head upon his hand and reflected.

	“Alas!” he said to himself, “if I only had for a confessor one of those lights of the church, whose soul has sounded all the mysteries of life, all the littlenesses of greatness, perhaps his utterance would overawe the voice that wails within my soul. But I shall have a priest of vulgar mind, whose career and fortune I have ruined by my misfortune. He will speak to me of God and death, as he has spoken to many another dying man, not understanding that this one leaves his throne to an usurper, his children to the cold contempt of public charity.”

	And he raised the medallion to his lips.

	It was a dull, foggy night. A neighboring church clock slowly struck the hour. The flickering light of the two candles showed fitful phantom shadows in the lofty room. These were the ancestors of Charles, standing back dimly in their tarnished frames.

	An awful sadness enveloped the heart of Charles. He buried his brow in his hands and thought of the world, so beautiful when one is about to leave it; of the caresses of children, so pleasing and so sweet, especially when one is parting from his children never to see them again; then of his wife, the noble and courageous woman who had sustained him to the last moment. He drew from his breast the diamond cross and the star of the Garter which she had sent him by those generous Frenchmen; he kissed it, and then, as he reflected, that she would never again see those things till he lay cold and mutilated in the tomb, there passed over him one of those icy shivers which may be called forerunners of death.

	Then, in that chamber which recalled to him so many royal souvenirs, whither had come so many courtiers, the scene of so much flattering homage, alone with a despairing servant, whose feeble soul could afford no support to his own, the king at last yielded to sorrow, and his courage sank to a level with that feebleness, those shadows, and that wintry cold. That king, who was so grand, so sublime in the hour of death, meeting his fate with a smile of resignation on his lips, now in that gloomy hour wiped away a tear which had fallen on the table and quivered on the gold embroidered cloth.

	Suddenly the door opened, an ecclesiastic in episcopal robes entered, followed by two guards, to whom the king waved an imperious gesture. The guards retired; the room resumed its obscurity.

	“Juxon!” cried Charles, “Juxon, thank you, my last friend; you come at a fitting moment.”

	The bishop looked anxiously at the man sobbing in the ingle-nook.

	“Come, Parry,” said the king, “cease your tears.”

	“If it’s Parry,” said the bishop, “I have nothing to fear; so allow me to salute your majesty and to tell you who I am and for what I am come.”

	At this sight and this voice Charles was about to cry out, when Aramis placed his finger on his lips and bowed low to the king of England.

	“The chevalier!” murmured Charles.

	“Yes, sire,” interrupted Aramis, raising his voice, “Bishop Juxon, the faithful knight of Christ, obedient to your majesty’s wishes.”

	Charles clasped his hands, amazed and stupefied to find that these foreigners, without other motive than that which their conscience imposed on them, thus combated the will of a people and the destiny of a king.

	“You!” he said, “you! how did you penetrate hither? If they recognize you, you are lost.”

	“Care not for me, sire; think only of yourself. You see, your friends are wakeful. I know not what we shall do yet, but four determined men can do much. Meanwhile, do not be surprised at anything that happens; prepare yourself for every emergency.”

	Charles shook his head.

	“Do you know that I die to-morrow at ten o’clock?”

	“Something, your majesty, will happen between now and then to make the execution impossible.”

	The king looked at Aramis with astonishment.

	At this moment a strange noise, like the unloading of a cart, and followed by a cry of pain, was heard beneath the window.

	“Do you hear?” said the king.

	“I hear,” said Aramis, “but I understand neither the noise nor the cry of pain.”

	“I know not who can have uttered the cry,” said the king, “but the noise is easily understood. Do you know that I am to be beheaded outside this window? Well, these boards you hear unloaded are the posts and planks to build my scaffold. Some workmen must have fallen underneath them and been hurt.”

	Aramis shuddered in spite of himself.

	“You see,” said the king, “that it is useless for you to resist. I am condemned; leave me to my death.”

	“My king,” said Aramis, “they well may raise a scaffold, but they cannot make an executioner.”

	“What do you mean?” asked the king.

	“I mean that at this hour the headsman has been got out of the way by force or persuasion. The scaffold will be ready by to-morrow, but the headsman will be wanting and they will put it off till the day after to-morrow.”

	“What then?” said the king.

	“To-morrow night we shall rescue you.”

	“How can that be?” cried the king, whose face was lighted up, in spite of himself, by a flash of joy.

	“Oh! sir,” cried Parry, “may you and yours be blessed!”

	“How can it be?” repeated the king. “I must know, so that I may assist you if there is any chance.”

	“I know nothing about it,” continued Aramis, “but the cleverest, the bravest, the most devoted of us four said to me when I left him, ‘Tell the king that to-morrow at ten o’clock at night, we shall carry him off.’ He has said it and will do it.”

	“Tell me the name of that generous friend,” said the king, “that I may cherish for him an eternal gratitude, whether he succeeds or not.”

	“D’Artagnan, sire, the same who had so nearly rescued you when Colonel Harrison made his untimely entrance.”

	“You are, indeed, wonderful men,” said the king; “if such things had been related to me I should not have believed them.”

	“Now, sire,” resumed Aramis, “listen to me. Do not forget for a single instant that we are watching over your safety; observe the smallest gesture, the least bit of song, the least sign from any one near you; watch everything, hear everything, interpret everything.”

	“Oh, chevalier!” cried the king, “what can I say to you? There is no word, though it should come from the profoundest depth of my heart, that can express my gratitude. If you succeed I do not say that you will save a king; no, in presence of the scaffold as I am, royalty, I assure you, is a very small affair; but you will save a husband to his wife, a father to his children. Chevalier, take my hand; it is that of a friend who will love you to his last sigh.”

	Aramis stooped to kiss the king’s hand, but Charles clasped his and pressed it to his heart.

	At this moment a man entered, without even knocking at the door. Aramis tried to withdraw his hand, but the king still held it. The man was one of those Puritans, half preacher and half soldier, who swarmed around Cromwell.

	“What do you want, sir?” said the king.

	“I desire to know if the confession of Charles Stuart is at an end?” said the stranger.

	“And what is it to you?” replied the king; “we are not of the same religion.”

	“All men are brothers,” said the Puritan. “One of my brothers is about to die and I come to prepare him.”

	“Bear with him,” whispered Aramis; “it is doubtless some spy.”

	“After my reverend lord bishop,” said the king to the man, “I shall hear you with pleasure, sir.”

	The man retired, but not before examining the supposed Juxon with an attention which did not escape the king.

	“Chevalier,” said the king, when the door was closed, “I believe you are right and that this man only came here with evil intentions. Take care that no misfortune befalls you when you leave.”

	“I thank your majesty,” said Aramis, “but under these robes I have a coat of mail, a pistol and a dagger.”

	“Go, then, sir, and God keep you!”

	The king accompanied him to the door, where Aramis pronounced his benediction upon him, and passing through the ante-rooms, filled with soldiers, jumped into his carriage and drove to the bishop’s palace. Juxon was waiting for him impatiently.

	“Well?” said he, on perceiving Aramis.

	“Everything has succeeded as I expected; spies, guards, satellites, all took me for you, and the king blesses you while waiting for you to bless him.”

	“May God protect you, my son; for your example has given me at the same time hope and courage.”

	Aramis resumed his own attire and left Juxon with the assurance that he might again have recourse to him.

	He had scarcely gone ten yards in the street when he perceived that he was followed by a man, wrapped in a large cloak. He placed his hand on his dagger and stopped. The man came straight toward him. It was Porthos.

	“My dear friend,” cried Aramis.

	“You see, we had each our mission,” said Porthos; “mine was to guard you and I am doing so. Have you seen the king?”

	“Yes, and all goes well.”

	“We are to meet our friends at the hotel at eleven.”

	It was then striking half-past ten by St. Paul’s.

	Arrived at the hotel it was not long before Athos entered.

	“All’s well,” he cried, as he entered; “I have hired a cedar wherry, as light as a canoe, as easy on the wing as any swallow. It is waiting for us at Greenwich, opposite the Isle of Dogs, manned by a captain and four men, who for the sum of fifty pounds sterling will keep themselves at our disposition three successive nights. Once on board we drop down the Thames and in two hours are on the open sea. In case I am killed, the captain’s name is Roger and the skiff is called the Lightning. A handkerchief, tied at the four corners, is to be the signal.”

	Next moment D’Artagnan entered.

	“Empty your pockets,” said he; “I want a hundred pounds, and as for my own----” and he emptied them inside out.

	The sum was collected in a minute. D’Artagnan ran out and returned directly after.

	“There,” said he, “it’s done. Ough! and not without a deal of trouble, too.”

	“Has the executioner left London?” asked Athos.

	“Ah, you see that plan was not sure enough; he might go out by one gate and return by another.”

	“Where is he, then?”

	“In the cellar.”

	“The cellar--what cellar?”

	“Our landlord’s, to be sure. Mousqueton is propped against the door and here’s the key.”

	“Bravo!” said Aramis, “how did you manage it?”

	“Like everything else, with money; but it cost me dear.”

	“How much?” asked Athos.

	“Five hundred pounds.”

	“And where did you get so much money?” said Athos. “Had you, then, that sum?”

	“The queen’s famous diamond,” answered D’Artagnan, with a sigh.

	“Ah, true,” said Aramis. “I recognized it on your finger.”

	“You bought it back, then, from Monsieur des Essarts?” asked Porthos.

	“Yes, but it was fated that I should not keep it.”

	“So, then, we are all right as regards the executioner,” said Athos; “but unfortunately every executioner has his assistant, his man, or whatever you call him.”

	“And this one had his,” said D’Artagnan; “but, as good luck would have it, just as I thought I should have two affairs to manage, our friend was brought home with a broken leg. In the excess of his zeal he had accompanied the cart containing the scaffolding as far as the king’s window, and one of the crossbeams fell on his leg and broke it.”

	“Ah!” cried Aramis, “that accounts for the cry I heard.”

	“Probably,” said D’Artagnan, “but as he is a thoughtful young man he promised to send four expert workmen in his place to help those already at the scaffold, and wrote the moment he was brought home to Master Tom Lowe, an assistant carpenter and friend of his, to go down to Whitehall, with three of his friends. Here’s the letter he sent by a messenger, for sixpence, who sold it to me for a guinea.”

	“And what on earth are you going to do with it?” asked Athos.

	“Can’t you guess, my dear Athos? You, who speak English like John Bull himself, are Master Tom Lowe, we, your three companions. Do you understand it now?”

	Athos uttered a cry of joy and admiration, ran to a closet and drew forth workmen’s clothes, which the four friends immediately put on; they then left the hotel, Athos carrying a saw, Porthos a vise, Aramis an axe and D’Artagnan a hammer and some nails.

	The letter from the executioner’s assistant satisfied the master carpenter that those were the men he expected.

	65. The Workmen.

	Toward midnight Charles heard a great noise beneath his window. It arose from blows of hammer and hatchet, clinking of pincers and cranching of saws.

	Lying dressed upon his bed, the noise awoke him with a start and found a gloomy echo in his heart. He could not endure it, and sent Parry to ask the sentinel to beg the workmen to strike more gently and not disturb the last slumber of one who had been their king. The sentinel was unwilling to leave his post, but allowed Parry to pass.

	Arriving at the window Parry found an unfinished scaffold, over which they were nailing a covering of black serge. Raised to the height of twenty feet, so as to be on a level with the window, it had two lower stories. Parry, odious as was this sight to him, sought for those among some eight or ten workmen who were making the most noise; and fixed on two men, who were loosening the last hooks of the iron balcony.

	“My friends,” said Parry, mounting the scaffold and standing beside them, “would you work a little more quietly? The king wishes to get a sleep.”

	One of the two, who was standing up, was of gigantic size and was driving a pick with all his might into the wall, whilst the other, kneeling beside him, was collecting the pieces of stone. The face of the first was lost to Parry in the darkness; but as the second turned around and placed his finger on his lips Parry started back in amazement.

	“Very well, very well,” said the workman aloud, in excellent English. “Tell the king that if he sleeps badly to-night he will sleep better to-morrow night.”

	These blunt words, so terrible if taken literally, were received by the other workmen with a roar of laughter. But Parry withdrew, thinking he was dreaming.

	Charles was impatiently awaiting his return. At the moment he re-entered, the sentinel who guarded the door put his head through the opening, curious as to what the king was doing. The king was lying on his bed, resting on his elbow. Parry closed the door and approaching the king, his face radiant with joy:

	“Sire,” he said, in a low voice, “do you know who these workmen are who are making so much noise?”

	“I? No; how would you have me know?”

	Parry bent his head and whispered to the king: “It is the Comte de la Fere and his friends.”

	“Raising my scaffold!” cried the king, astounded.

	“Yes, and at the same time making a hole in the wall.”

	The king clasped his hands and raised his eyes to Heaven; then leaping down from his bed he went to the window, and pulling aside the curtain tried to distinguish the figures outside, but in vain.

	Parry was not wrong. It was Athos he had recognized, and Porthos who was boring a hole through the wall.

	This hole communicated with a kind of loft--the space between the floor of the king’s room and the ceiling of the one below it. Their plan was to pass through the hole they were making into this loft and cut out from below a piece of the flooring of the king’s room, so as to form a kind of trap-door.

	Through this the king was to escape the next night, and, hidden by the black covering of the scaffold, was to change his dress for that of a workman, slip out with his deliverers, pass the sentinels, who would suspect nothing, and so reach the skiff that was waiting for him at Greenwich.

	Day gilded the tops of the houses. The aperture was finished and Athos passed through it, carrying the clothes destined for the king wrapped in black cloth, and the tools with which he was to open a communication with the king’s room. He had only two hours’ work to do to open communication with the king and, according to the calculations of the four friends, they had the entire day before them, since, the executioner being absent, another must be sent for to Bristol.

	D’Artagnan returned to change his workman’s clothes for his chestnut-colored suit, and Porthos to put on his red doublet. As for Aramis, he went off to the bishop’s palace to see if he could possibly pass in with Juxon to the king’s presence. All three agreed to meet at noon in Whitehall Place to see how things went on.

	Before leaving the scaffold Aramis had approached the opening where Athos was concealed to tell him that he was about to make an attempt to gain another interview with the king.

	“Adieu, then, and be of good courage,” said Athos. “Report to the king the condition of affairs. Say to him that when he is alone it will help us if he will knock on the floor, for then I can continue my work in safety. Try, Aramis, to keep near the king. Speak loud, very loud, for they will be listening at the door. If there is a sentinel within the apartment, kill him without hesitation. If there are two, let Parry kill one and you the other. If there are three, let yourself be slain, but save the king.”

	“Be easy,” said Aramis; “I will take two poniards and give one to Parry. Is that all?”

	“Yes, go; but urge the king strongly not to stand on false generosity. While you are fighting if there is a fight, he must flee. The trap once replaced over his head, you being on the trap, dead or alive, they will need at least ten minutes to find the hole by which he has escaped. In those ten minutes we shall have gained the road and the king will be saved.”

	“Everything shall be done as you say, Athos. Your hand, for perhaps we shall not see each other again.”

	Athos put his arm around Aramis’s neck and embraced him.

	“For you,” he said. “Now if I die, say to D’Artagnan that I love him as a son, and embrace him for me. Embrace also our good and brave Porthos. Adieu.”

	“Adieu,” said Aramis. “I am as sure now that the king will be saved as I am sure that I clasp the most loyal hand in the world.”

	Aramis parted from Athos, went down from the scaffold in his turn and took his way to the hotel, whistling the air of a song in praise of Cromwell. He found the other two friends sitting at table before a good fire, drinking a bottle of port and devouring a cold chicken. Porthos was cursing the infamous parliamentarians; D’Artagnan ate in silence, revolving in his mind the most audacious plans.

	Aramis related what had been agreed upon. D’Artagnan approved with a movement of the head and Porthos with his voice.

	“Bravo!” he said; “besides, we shall be there at the time of the flight. What with D’Artagnan, Grimaud and Mousqueton, we can manage to dispatch eight of them. I say nothing about Blaisois, for he is only fit to hold the horses. Two minutes a man makes four minutes. Mousqueton will lose another, that’s five; and in five minutes we shall have galloped a quarter of a league.”

	Aramis swallowed a hasty mouthful, gulped a glass of wine and changed his clothes.

	“Now,” said he, “I’m off to the bishop’s. Take care of the executioner, D’Artagnan.”

	“All right. Grimaud has relieved Mousqueton and has his foot on the cellar door.”

	“Well, don’t be inactive.”

	“Inactive, my dear fellow! Ask Porthos. I pass my life upon my legs.”

	Aramis again presented himself at the bishop’s. Juxon consented the more readily to take him with him, as he would require an assistant priest in case the king should wish to communicate. Dressed as Aramis had been the night before, the bishop got into his carriage, and the former, more disguised by his pallor and sad countenance than his deacon’s dress, got in by his side. The carriage stopped at the door of the palace.

	It was about nine o’clock in the morning.

	Nothing was changed. The ante-rooms were still full of soldiers, the passages still lined by guards. The king was already sanguine, but when he perceived Aramis his hope turned to joy. He embraced Juxon and pressed the hand of Aramis. The bishop affected to speak in a loud voice, before every one, of their previous interview. The king replied that the words spoken in that interview had borne their fruit, and that he desired another under the same conditions. Juxon turned to those present and begged them to leave him and his assistant alone with the king. Every one withdrew. As soon as the door was closed:

	“Sire,” said Aramis, speaking rapidly, “you are saved; the London executioner has vanished. His assistant broke his leg last night beneath your majesty’s window--the cry we heard was his--and there is no executioner nearer at hand than Bristol.”

	“But the Comte de la Fere?” asked the king.

	“Two feet below you; take the poker from the fireplace and strike three times on the floor. He will answer you.”

	The king did so, and the moment after, three muffled knocks, answering the given signal, sounded beneath the floor.

	“So,” said Charles, “he who knocks down there----”

	“Is the Comte de la Fere, sire,” said Aramis. “He is preparing a way for your majesty to escape. Parry, for his part, will raise this slab of marble and a passage will be opened.”

	“Oh, Juxon,” said the king, seizing the bishop’s two hands in his own, “promise that you will pray all your life for this gentleman and for the other that you hear beneath your feet, and for two others also, who, wherever they may be, are on the watch for my safety.”

	“Sire,” replied Juxon, “you shall be obeyed.”

	Meanwhile, the miner underneath was heard working away incessantly, when suddenly an unexpected noise resounded in the passage. Aramis seized the poker and gave the signal to stop; the noise came nearer and nearer. It was that of a number of men steadily approaching. The four men stood motionless. All eyes were fixed on the door, which opened slowly and with a kind of solemnity.

	A parliamentary officer, clothed in black and with a gravity that augured ill, entered, bowed to the king, and unfolding a parchment, read the sentence, as is usually done to criminals before their execution.

	“What is this?” said Aramis to Juxon.

	Juxon replied with a sign which meant that he knew no more than Aramis about it.

	“Then it is for to-day?” asked the king.

	“Was not your majesty warned that it was to take place this morning?”

	“Then I must die like a common criminal by the hand of the London executioner?”

	“The London executioner has disappeared, your majesty, but a man has offered his services instead. The execution will therefore only be delayed long enough for you to arrange your spiritual and temporal affairs.”

	A slight moisture on his brow was the only trace of emotion that Charles evinced, as he learned these tidings. But Aramis was livid. His heart ceased beating, he closed his eyes and leaned upon the table. Charles perceived it and took his hand.

	“Come, my friend,” said he, “courage.” Then he turned to the officer. “Sir, I am ready. There is but little reason why I should delay you. Firstly, I wish to communicate; secondly, to embrace my children and bid them farewell for the last time. Will this be permitted me?”

	“Certainly,” replied the officer, and left the room.

	Aramis dug his nails into his flesh and groaned aloud.

	“Oh! my lord bishop,” he cried, seizing Juxon’s hands, “where is Providence? where is Providence?”

	“My son,” replied the bishop, with firmness, “you see Him not, because the passions of the world conceal Him.”

	“My son,” said the king to Aramis, “do not take it so to heart. You ask what God is doing. God beholds your devotion and my martyrdom, and believe me, both will have their reward. Ascribe to men, then, what is happening, and not to God. It is men who drive me to death; it is men who make you weep.”

	“Yes, sire,” said Aramis, “yes, you are right. It is men whom I should hold responsible, and I will hold them responsible.”

	“Be seated, Juxon,” said the king, falling upon his knees. “I have now to confess to you. Remain, sir,” he added to Aramis, who had moved to leave the room. “Remain, Parry. I have nothing to say that cannot be said before all.”

	Juxon sat down, and the king, kneeling humbly before him, began his confession.

	66. Remember!

	The mob had already assembled when the confession terminated. The king’s children next arrived--the Princess Charlotte, a beautiful, fair-haired child, with tears in her eyes, and the Duke of Gloucester, a boy eight or nine years old, whose tearless eyes and curling lip revealed a growing pride. He had wept all night long, but would not show his grief before the people.

	Charles’s heart melted within him at the sight of those two children, whom he had not seen for two years and whom he now met at the moment of death. He turned to brush away a tear, and then, summoning up all his firmness, drew his daughter toward him, recommending her to be pious and resigned. Then he took the boy upon his knee.

	“My son,” he said to him, “you saw a great number of people in the streets as you came here. These men are going to behead your father. Do not forget that. Perhaps some day they will want to make you king, instead of the Prince of Wales, or the Duke of York, your elder brothers. But you are not the king, my son, and can never be so while they are alive. Swear to me, then, never to let them put a crown upon your head unless you have a legal right to the crown. For one day--listen, my son--one day, if you do so, they will doom you to destruction, head and crown, too, and then you will not be able to die with a calm conscience, as I die. Swear, my son.”

	The child stretched out his little hand toward that of his father and said, “I swear to your majesty.”

	“Henry,” said Charles, “call me your father.”

	“Father,” replied the child, “I swear to you that they shall kill me sooner than make me king.”

	“Good, my child. Now kiss me; and you, too, Charlotte. Never forget me.”

	“Oh! never, never!” cried both the children, throwing their arms around their father’s neck.

	“Farewell,” said Charles, “farewell, my children. Take them away, Juxon; their tears will deprive me of the courage to die.”

	Juxon led them away, and this time the doors were left open.

	Meanwhile, Athos, in his concealment, waited in vain the signal to recommence his work. Two long hours he waited in terrible inaction. A deathlike silence reigned in the room above. At last he determined to discover the cause of this stillness. He crept from his hole and stood, hidden by the black drapery, beneath the scaffold. Peeping out from the drapery, he could see the rows of halberdiers and musketeers around the scaffold and the first ranks of the populace swaying and groaning like the sea.

	“What is the matter, then?” he asked himself, trembling more than the wind-swayed cloth he was holding back. “The people are hurrying on, the soldiers under arms, and among the spectators I see D’Artagnan. What is he waiting for? What is he looking at? Good God! have they allowed the headsman to escape?”

	Suddenly the dull beating of muffled drums filled the square. The sound of heavy steps was heard above his head. The next moment the very planks of the scaffold creaked with the weight of an advancing procession, and the eager faces of the spectators confirmed what a last hope at the bottom of his heart had prevented him till then believing. At the same moment a well-known voice above him pronounced these words:

	“Colonel, I want to speak to the people.”

	Athos shuddered from head to foot. It was the king speaking on the scaffold.

	In fact, after taking a few drops of wine and a piece of bread, Charles, weary of waiting for death, had suddenly decided to go to meet it and had given the signal for movement. Then the two wings of the window facing the square had been thrown open, and the people had seen silently advancing from the interior of the vast chamber, first, a masked man, who, carrying an axe in his hand, was recognized as the executioner. He approached the block and laid his axe upon it. Behind him, pale indeed, but marching with a firm step, was Charles Stuart, who advanced between two priests, followed by a few superior officers appointed to preside at the execution and attended by two files of partisans who took their places on opposite sides of the scaffold.

	The sight of the masked man gave rise to a prolonged sensation. Every one was full of curiosity as to who that unknown executioner could be who presented himself so opportunely to assure to the people the promised spectacle, when the people believed it had been postponed until the following day. All gazed at him searchingly.

	But they could discern nothing but a man of middle height, dressed in black, apparently of a certain age, for the end of a gray beard peeped out from the bottom of the mask that hid his features.

	The king’s request had undoubtedly been acceded to by an affirmative sign, for in firm, sonorous accents, which vibrated in the depths of Athos’s heart, the king began his speech, explaining his conduct and counseling the welfare of the kingdom.

	“Oh!” said Athos to himself, “is it indeed possible that I hear what I hear and that I see what I see? Is it possible that God has abandoned His representative on earth and left him to die thus miserably? And I have not seen him! I have not said adieu to him!”

	A noise was heard like that the instrument of death would make if moved upon the block.

	“Do not touch the axe,” said the king, and resumed his speech.

	At the end of his speech the king looked tenderly around upon the people. Then unfastening the diamond ornament which the queen had sent him, he placed it in the hands of the priest who accompanied Juxon. Then he drew from his breast a little cross set in diamonds, which, like the order, had been the gift of Henrietta Maria.

	“Sir,” said he to the priest, “I shall keep this cross in my hand till the last moment. Take it from me when I am--dead.”

	“Yes, sire,” said a voice, which Athos recognized as that of Aramis.

	He then took his hat from his head and threw it on the ground. One by one he undid the buttons of his doublet, took it off and deposited it by the side of his hat. Then, as it was cold, he asked for his gown, which was brought to him.

	All the preparations were made with a frightful calmness. One would have thought the king was going to bed and not to his coffin.

	“Will these be in your way?” he said to the executioner, raising his long locks; “if so, they can be tied up.”

	Charles accompanied these words with a look designed to penetrate the mask of the unknown headsman. His calm, noble gaze forced the man to turn away his head. But after the searching look of the king he encountered the burning eyes of Aramis.

	The king, seeing that he did not reply, repeated his question.

	“It will do,” replied the man, in a tremulous voice, “if you separate them across the neck.”

	The king parted his hair with his hands, and looking at the block he said:

	“This block is very low, is there no other to be had?”

	“It is the usual block,” answered the man in the mask.

	“Do you think you can behead me with a single blow?” asked the king.

	“I hope so,” was the reply. There was something so strange in these three words that everybody, except the king, shuddered.

	“I do not wish to be taken by surprise,” added the king. “I shall kneel down to pray; do not strike then.”

	“When shall I strike?”

	“When I shall lay my head on the block and say ‘Remember!’ then strike boldly.”

	“Gentlemen,” said the king to those around him, “I leave you to brave the tempest; I go before you to a kingdom which knows no storms. Farewell.”

	He looked at Aramis and made a special sign to him with his head.

	“Now,” he continued, “withdraw a little and let me say my prayer, I beseech you. You, also, stand aside,” he said to the masked man. “It is only for a moment and I know that I belong to you; but remember that you are not to strike till I give the signal.”

	Then he knelt down, made the sign of the cross, and lowering his face to the planks, as if he would have kissed them, said in a low tone, in French, “Comte de la Fere, are you there?”

	“Yes, your majesty,” he answered, trembling.

	“Faithful friend, noble heart!” said the king, “I should not have been rescued. I have addressed my people and I have spoken to God; last of all I speak to you. To maintain a cause which I believed sacred I have lost the throne and my children their inheritance. A million in gold remains; it is buried in the cellars of Newcastle Keep. You only know that this money exists. Make use of it, then, whenever you think it will be most useful, for my eldest son’s welfare. And now, farewell.”

	“Farewell, saintly, martyred majesty,” lisped Athos, chilled with terror.

	A moment’s silence ensued and then, in a full, sonorous voice, the king exclaimed: “Remember!”

	He had scarcely uttered the word when a heavy blow shook the scaffold and where Athos stood immovable a warm drop fell upon his brow. He reeled back with a shudder and the same moment the drops became a crimson cataract.

	Athos fell on his knees and remained some minutes as if bewildered or stunned. At last he rose and taking his handkerchief steeped it in the blood of the martyred king. Then as the crowd gradually dispersed he leaped down, crept from behind the drapery, glided between two horses, mingled with the crowd and was the first to arrive at the inn.

	Having gained his room he raised his hand to his face, and observing that his fingers were covered with the monarch’s blood, fell down insensible.

	67. The Man in the Mask.

	The snow was falling thick and icy. Aramis was the next to come in and to discover Athos almost insensible. But at the first words he uttered the comte roused himself from the kind of lethargy in which he had sunk.

	“Well,” said Aramis, “beaten by fate!”

	“Beaten!” said Athos. “Noble and unhappy king!”

	“Are you wounded?” cried Aramis.

	“No, this is his blood.”

	“Where were you, then?”

	“Where you left me--under the scaffold.”

	“Did you see it all?”

	“No, but I heard all. God preserve me from another such hour as I have just passed.”

	“Then you know that I did not leave him?”

	“I heard your voice up to the last moment.”

	“Here is the order he gave me and the cross I took from his hand; he desired they should be returned to the queen.”

	“Then here is a handkerchief to wrap them in,” replied Athos, drawing from his pocket the one he had steeped in the king’s blood.

	“And what,” he continued, “has been done with the poor body?”

	“By order of Cromwell royal honors will be accorded to it. The doctors are embalming the corpse, and when it is ready it will be placed in a lighted chapel.”

	“Mockery,” muttered Athos, savagely; “royal honors to one whom they have murdered!”

	“Well, cheer up!” said a loud voice from the staircase, which Porthos had just mounted. “We are all mortal, my poor friends.”

	“You are late, my dear Porthos.”

	“Yes, there were some people on the way who delayed me. The wretches were dancing. I took one of them by the throat and three-quarters throttled him. Just then a patrol rode up. Luckily the man I had had most to do with was some minutes before he could speak, so I took advantage of his silence to walk off.”

	“Have you seen D’Artagnan?”

	“We got separated in the crowd and I could not find him again.”

	“Oh!” said Athos, satirically, “I saw him. He was in the front row of the crowd, admirably placed for seeing; and as on the whole the sight was curious, he probably wished to stay to the end.”

	“Ah Comte de la Fere,” said a calm voice, though hoarse with running, “is it your habit to calumniate the absent?”

	This reproof stung Athos to the heart, but as the impression produced by seeing D’Artagnan foremost in a coarse, ferocious crowd had been very strong, he contented himself with replying:

	“I am not calumniating you, my friend. They were anxious about you here; I simply told them where you were. You didn’t know King Charles; to you he was only a foreigner and you were not obliged to love him.”

	So saying, he stretched out his hand, but the other pretended not to see it and he let it drop again slowly by his side.

	“Ugh! I am tired,” cried D’Artagnan, sitting down.

	“Drink a glass of port,” said Aramis; “it will refresh you.”

	“Yes, let us drink,” said Athos, anxious to make it up by hobnobbing with D’Artagnan, “let us drink and get away from this hateful country. The felucca is waiting for us, you know; let us leave to-night, we have nothing more to do here.”

	“You are in a hurry, sir count,” said D’Artagnan.

	“But what would you have us to do here, now that the king is dead?”

	“Go, sir count,” replied D’Artagnan, carelessly; “you see nothing to keep you a little longer in England? Well, for my part, I, a bloodthirsty ruffian, who can go and stand close to a scaffold, in order to have a better view of the king’s execution--I remain.”

	Athos turned pale. Every reproach his friend uttered struck deeply in his heart.

	“Ah! you remain in London?” said Porthos.

	“Yes. And you?”

	“Hang it!” said Porthos, a little perplexed between the two, “I suppose, as I came with you, I must go away with you. I can’t leave you alone in this abominable country.”

	“Thanks, my worthy friend. So I have a little adventure to propose to you when the count is gone. I want to find out who was the man in the mask, who so obligingly offered to cut the king’s throat.”

	“A man in a mask?” cried Athos. “You did not let the executioner escape, then?”

	“The executioner is still in the cellar, where, I presume, he has had an interview with mine host’s bottles. But you remind me. Mousqueton!”

	“Sir,” answered a voice from the depths of the earth.

	“Let out your prisoner. All is over.”

	“But,” said Athos, “who is the wretch that has dared to raise his hand against his king?”

	“An amateur headsman,” replied Aramis, “who however, does not handle the axe amiss.”

	“Did you not see his face?” asked Athos.

	“He wore a mask.”

	“But you, Aramis, who were close to him?”

	“I could see nothing but a gray beard under the fringe of the mask.”

	“Then it must be a man of a certain age.”

	“Oh!” said D’Artagnan, “that matters little. When one puts on a mask, it is not difficult to wear a beard under it.”

	“I am sorry I did not follow him,” said Porthos.

	“Well, my dear Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, “that’s the very thing it came into my head to do.”

	Athos understood all now.

	“Pardon me, D’Artagnan,” he said. “I have distrusted God; I could the more easily distrust you. Pardon me, my friend.”

	“We will see about that presently,” said D’Artagnan, with a slight smile.

	“Well, then?” said Aramis.

	“Well, while I was watching--not the king, as monsieur le comte thinks, for I know what it is to see a man led to death, and though I ought to be accustomed to the sight it always makes me ill--while I was watching the masked executioner, the idea came to me, as I said, to find out who he was. Now, as we are wont to complete ourselves each by all the rest and to depend on one another for assistance, as one calls his other hand to aid the first, I looked around instinctively to see if Porthos was there; for I had seen you, Aramis, with the king, and you, count, I knew would be under the scaffold, and for that reason I forgive you,” he added, offering Athos his hand, “for you must have suffered much. I was looking around for Porthos when I saw near me a head which had been broken, but which, for better or worse, had been patched with plaster and with black silk. ‘Humph!’ thought I, ‘that looks like my handiwork; I fancy I must have mended that skull somewhere or other.’ And, in fact, it was that unfortunate Scotchman, Parry’s brother, you know, on whom Groslow amused himself by trying his strength. Well, this man was making signs to another at my left, and turning around I recognized the honest Grimaud. ‘Oh!’ said I to him. Grimaud turned round with a jerk, recognized me, and pointed to the man in the mask. ‘Eh!’ said he, which meant, ‘Do you see him?’ ‘Parbleu!’ I answered, and we perfectly understood one another. Well, everything was finished as you know. The mob dispersed. I made a sign to Grimaud and the Scotchman, and we all three retired into a corner of the square. I saw the executioner return into the king’s room, change his clothes, put on a black hat and a large cloak and disappear. Five minutes later he came down the grand staircase.”

	“You followed him?” cried Athos.

	“I should think so, but not without difficulty. Every few minutes he turned around, and thus obliged us to conceal ourselves. I might have gone up to him and killed him. But I am not selfish, and I thought it might console you all a little to have a share in the matter. So we followed him through the lowest streets in the city, and in half an hour’s time he stopped before a little isolated house. Grimaud drew out a pistol. ‘Eh?’ said he, showing it. I held back his arm. The man in the mask stopped before a low door and drew out a key; but before he placed it in the lock he turned around to see if he was being followed. Grimaud and I got behind a tree, and the Scotchman having nowhere to hide himself, threw himself on his face in the road. Next moment the door opened and the man disappeared.”

	“The scoundrel!” said Aramis. “While you have been returning hither he will have escaped and we shall never find him.”

	“Come, now, Aramis,” said D’Artagnan, “you must be taking me for some one else.”

	“Nevertheless,” said Athos, “in your absence----”

	“Well, in my absence haven’t I put in my place Grimaud and the Scotchman? Before he had taken ten steps beyond the door I had examined the house on all sides. At one of the doors, that by which he had entered, I placed our Scotchman, making a sign to him to follow the man wherever he might go, if he came out again. Then going around the house I placed Grimaud at the other exit, and here I am. Our game is beaten up. Now for the tally-ho.”

	Athos threw himself into D’Artagnan’s arms.

	“Friend,” he said, “you have been too good in pardoning me; I was wrong, a hundred times wrong. I ought to have known you better by this time; but we are all possessed of a malignant spirit, which bids us doubt.”

	“Humph!” said Porthos. “Don’t you think the executioner might be Master Cromwell, who, to make sure of this affair, undertook it himself?”

	“Ah! just so. Cromwell is stout and short, and this man thin and lanky, rather tall than otherwise.”

	“Some condemned soldier, perhaps,” suggested Athos, “whom they have pardoned at the price of regicide.”

	“No, no,” continued D’Artagnan, “it was not the measured step of a foot soldier, nor was it the gait of a horseman. If I am not mistaken we have to do with a gentleman.”

	“A gentleman!” exclaimed Athos. “Impossible! It would be a dishonor to all the nobility.”

	“Fine sport, by Jove!” cried Porthos, with a laugh that shook the windows. “Fine sport!”

	“Are you still bent on departure, Athos?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“No, I remain,” replied Athos, with a threatening gesture that promised no good to whomsoever it was addressed.

	“Swords, then!” cried Aramis, “swords! let us not lose a moment.”

	The four friends resumed their own clothes, girded on their swords, ordered Mousqueton and Blaisois to pay the bill and to arrange everything for immediate departure, and wrapped in their large cloaks left in search of their game.

	The night was dark, snow was falling, the streets were silent and deserted. D’Artagnan led the way through the intricate windings and narrow alleys of the city and ere long they had reached the house in question. For a moment D’Artagnan thought that Parry’s brother had disappeared; but he was mistaken. The robust Scotchman, accustomed to the snows of his native hills, had stretched himself against a post, and like a fallen statue, insensible to the inclemency of the weather, had allowed the snow to cover him. He rose, however, as they approached.

	“Come,” said Athos, “here’s another good servant. Really, honest men are not so scarce as I thought.”

	“Don’t be in a hurry to weave crowns for our Scotchman. I believe the fellow is here on his own account, for I have heard that these gentlemen born beyond the Tweed are very vindictive. I should not like to be Groslow, if he meets him.”

	“Well?” said Athos, to the man, in English.

	“No one has come out,” he replied.

	“Then, Porthos and Aramis, will you remain with this man while we go around to Grimaud?”

	Grimaud had made himself a kind of sentry box out of a hollow willow, and as they drew near he put his head out and gave a low whistle.

	“Soho!” cried Athos.

	“Yes,” said Grimaud.

	“Well, has anybody come out?”

	“No, but somebody has gone in.”

	“A man or a woman?”

	“A man.”

	“Ah! ah!” said D’Artagnan, “there are two of them, then!”

	“I wish there were four,” said Athos; “the two parties would then be equal.”

	“Perhaps there are four,” said D’Artagnan.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Other men may have entered before them and waited for them.”

	“We can find out,” said Grimaud. At the same time he pointed to a window, through the shutters of which a faint light streamed.

	“That is true,” said D’Artagnan, “let us call the others.”

	They returned around the house to fetch Porthos and Aramis.

	“Have you seen anything?” they asked.

	“No, but we are going to,” replied D’Artagnan, pointing to Grimaud, who had already climbed some five or six feet from the ground.

	All four came up together. Grimaud continued to climb like a cat and succeeded at last in catching hold of a hook, which served to keep one of the shutters back when opened. Then resting his foot on a small ledge he made a sign to show all was right.

	“Well?” asked D’Artagnan.

	Grimaud showed his closed hand, with two fingers spread out.

	“Speak,” said Athos; “we cannot see your signs. How many are there?”

	“Two. One opposite to me, the other with his back to me.”

	“Good. And the man opposite to you is----

	“The man I saw go in.”

	“Do you know him?”

	“I thought I recognized him, and was not mistaken. Short and stout.”

	“Who is it?” they all asked together in a low tone.

	“General Oliver Cromwell.”

	The four friends looked at one another.

	“And the other?” asked Athos.

	“Thin and lanky.”

	“The executioner,” said D’Artagnan and Aramis at the same time.

	“I can see nothing but his back,” resumed Grimaud. “But wait. He is moving; and if he has taken off his mask I shall be able to see. Ah----”

	And as if struck in the heart he let go the hook and dropped with a groan.

	“Did you see him?” they all asked.

	“Yes,” said Grimaud, with his hair standing on end.

	“The thin, spare man?”

	“Yes.”

	“The executioner, in short?” asked Aramis.

	“Yes.”

	“And who is it?” said Porthos.

	“He--he--is----” murmured Grimaud, pale as a ghost and seizing his master’s hand.

	“Who? He?” asked Athos.

	“Mordaunt,” replied Grimaud.

	D’Artagnan, Porthos and Aramis uttered a cry of joy.

	Athos stepped back and passed his hand across his brow.

	“Fatality!” he muttered.

	68. Cromwell’s House.

	It was, in fact, Mordaunt whom D’Artagnan had followed, without knowing it. On entering the house he had taken off his mask and imitation beard, then, mounting a staircase, had opened a door, and in a room lighted by a single lamp found himself face to face with a man seated behind a desk.

	This man was Cromwell.

	Cromwell had two or three of these retreats in London, unknown except to the most intimate of his friends. Mordaunt was among these.

	“It is you, Mordaunt,” he said. “You are late.”

	“General, I wished to see the ceremony to the end, which delayed me.”

	“Ah! I scarcely thought you were so curious as that.”

	“I am always curious to see the downfall of your honor’s enemies, and he was not among the least of them. But you, general, were you not at Whitehall?”

	“No,” said Cromwell.

	There was a moment’s silence.

	“Have you had any account of it?”

	“None. I have been here since the morning. I only know that there was a conspiracy to rescue the king.”

	“Ah, you knew that?” said Mordaunt.

	“It matters little. Four men, disguised as workmen, were to get the king out of prison and take him to Greenwich, where a vessel was waiting.”

	“And knowing all that, your honor remained here, far from the city, tranquil and inactive.”

	“Tranquil, yes,” replied Cromwell. “But who told you I was inactive?”

	“But--if the plot had succeeded?”

	“I wished it to do so.”

	“I thought your excellence considered the death of Charles I. as a misfortune necessary to the welfare of England.”

	“Yes, his death; but it would have been more seemly not upon the scaffold.”

	“Why so?” asked Mordaunt.

	Cromwell smiled. “Because it could have been said that I had had him condemned for the sake of justice and had let him escape out of pity.”

	“But if he had escaped?”

	“Impossible; my precautions were taken.”

	“And does your honor know the four men who undertook to rescue him?”

	“The four Frenchmen, of whom two were sent by the queen to her husband and two by Mazarin to me.”

	“And do you think Mazarin commissioned them to act as they have done?”

	“It is possible. But he will not avow it.”

	“How so?”

	“Because they failed.”

	“Your honor gave me two of these Frenchmen when they were only guilty of fighting for Charles I. Now that they are guilty of a conspiracy against England will your honor give me all four of them?”

	“Take them,” said Cromwell.

	Mordaunt bowed with a smile of triumphant ferocity.

	“Did the people shout at all?” Cromwell asked.

	“Very little, except ‘Long live Cromwell!’”

	“Where were you placed?”

	Mordaunt tried for a moment to read in the general’s face if this was simply a useless question, or whether he knew everything. But his piercing eyes could by no means penetrate the sombre depths of Cromwell’s.

	“I was so situated as to hear and see everything,” he answered.

	It was now Cromwell’s turn to look fixedly at Mordaunt, and Mordaunt to make himself impenetrable.

	“It appears,” said Cromwell, “that this improvised executioner did his duty remarkably well. The blow, so they tell me at least, was struck with a master’s hand.”

	Mordaunt remembered that Cromwell had told him he had had no detailed account, and he was now quite convinced that the general had been present at the execution, hidden behind some screen or curtain.

	“In fact,” said Mordaunt, with a calm voice and immovable countenance, “a single blow sufficed.”

	“Perhaps it was some one in that occupation,” said Cromwell.

	“Do you think so, sir? He did not look like an executioner.”

	“And who else save an executioner would have wished to fill that horrible office?”

	“But,” said Mordaunt, “it might have been some personal enemy of the king, who had made a vow of vengeance and accomplished it in this way. Perhaps it was some man of rank who had grave reasons for hating the fallen king, and who, learning that the king was about to flee and escape him, threw himself in the way, with a mask on his face and an axe in his hand, not as substitute for the executioner, but as an ambassador of Fate.”

	“Possibly.”

	“And if that were the case would your honor condemn his action?”

	“It is not for me to judge. It rests between his conscience and his God.”

	“But if your honor knew this man?”

	“I neither know nor wish to know him. Provided Charles is dead, it is the axe, not the man, we must thank.”

	“And yet, without the man, the king would have been rescued.”

	Cromwell smiled.

	“They would have carried him to Greenwich,” he said, “and put him on board a felucca with five barrels of powder in the hold. Once out to sea, you are too good a politician not to understand the rest, Mordaunt.”

	“Yes, they would have all been blown up.”

	“Just so. The explosion would have done what the axe had failed to do. Men would have said that the king had escaped human justice and been overtaken by God’s. You see now why I did not care to know your gentleman in the mask; for really, in spite of his excellent intentions, I could not thank him for what he has done.”

	Mordaunt bowed humbly. “Sir,” he said, “you are a profound thinker and your plan was sublime.”

	“Say absurd, since it has become useless. The only sublime ideas in politics are those which bear fruit. So to-night, Mordaunt, go to Greenwich and ask for the captain of the felucca Lightning. Show him a white handkerchief knotted at the four corners and tell the crew to disembark and carry the powder back to the arsenal, unless, indeed----”

	“Unless?” said Mordaunt, whose face was lighted by a savage joy as Cromwell spoke:

	“This skiff might be of use to you for personal projects.”

	“Oh, my lord, my lord!”

	“That title,” said Cromwell, laughing, “is all very well here, but take care a word like that does not escape your lips in public.”

	“But your honor will soon be called so generally.”

	“I hope so, at least,” said Cromwell, rising and putting on his cloak.

	“You are going, sir?”

	“Yes,” said Cromwell. “I slept here last night and the night before, and you know it is not my custom to sleep three times in the same bed.”

	“Then,” said Mordaunt, “your honor gives me my liberty for to-night?”

	“And even for all day to-morrow, if you want it. Since last evening,” he added, smiling, “you have done enough in my service, and if you have any personal matters to settle it is just that I should give you time.”

	“Thank you, sir; it will be well employed, I hope.”

	Cromwell turned as he was going.

	“Are you armed?” he asked.

	“I have my sword.”

	“And no one waiting for you outside?”

	“No.”

	“Then you had better come with me.”

	“Thank you, sir, but the way by the subterranean passage would take too much time and I have none to lose.”

	Cromwell placed his hand on a hidden handle and opened a door so well concealed by the tapestry that the most practiced eye could not have discovered it. It closed after him with a spring. This door communicated with a subterranean passage, leading under the street to a grotto in the garden of a house about a hundred yards from that of the future Protector.

	It was just before this that Grimaud had perceived the two men seated together.

	D’Artagnan was the first to recover from his surprise.

	“Mordaunt,” he cried. “Ah! by Heaven! it is God Himself who sent us here.”

	“Yes,” said Porthos, “let us break the door in and fall upon him.”

	“No,” replied D’Artagnan, “no noise. Now, Grimaud, you come here, climb up to the window again and tell us if Mordaunt is alone and whether he is preparing to go out or go to bed. If he comes out we shall catch him. If he stays in we will break in the window. It is easier and less noisy than the door.”

	Grimaud began to scale the wall again.

	“Keep guard at the other door, Athos and Aramis. Porthos and I will stay here.”

	The friends obeyed.

	“He is alone,” said Grimaud.

	“We did not see his companion come out.”

	“He may have gone by the other door.”

	“What is he doing?”

	“Putting on his cloak and gloves.”

	“He’s ours,” muttered D’Artagnan.

	Porthos mechanically drew his dagger from the scabbard.

	“Put it up again, my friend,” said D’Artagnan. “We must proceed in an orderly manner.”

	“Hush!” said Grimaud, “he is coming out. He has put out the lamp, I can see nothing now.”

	“Get down then and quickly.”

	Grimaud leaped down. The snow deadened the noise of his fall.

	“Now go and tell Athos and Aramis to stand on each side of the door and clap their hands if they catch him. We will do the same.”

	The next moment the door opened and Mordaunt appeared on the threshold, face to face with D’Artagnan. Porthos clapped his hands and the other two came running around. Mordaunt was livid, but he uttered no cry nor called for assistance. D’Artagnan quietly pushed him in again, and by the light of a lamp on the staircase made him ascend the steps backward one by one, keeping his eyes all the time on Mordaunt’s hands, who, however, knowing that it was useless, attempted no resistance. At last they stood face to face in the very room where ten minutes before Mordaunt had been talking to Cromwell.

	Porthos came up behind, and unhooking the lamp on the staircase relit that in the room. Athos and Aramis entered last and locked the door behind them.

	“Oblige me by taking a seat,” said D’Artagnan, pushing a chair toward Mordaunt, who sat down, pale but calm. Aramis, Porthos and D’Artagnan drew their chairs near him. Athos alone kept away and sat in the furthest corner of the room, as if determined to be merely a spectator of the proceedings. He seemed to be quite overcome. Porthos rubbed his hands in feverish impatience. Aramis bit his lips till the blood came.

	D’Artagnan alone was calm, at least in appearance.

	“Monsieur Mordaunt,” he said, “since, after running after one another so long, chance has at last brought us together, let us have a little conversation, if you please.”

	69. Conversational.

	Though Mordaunt had been so completely taken by surprise and had mounted the stairs in such utter confusion, when once seated he recovered himself, as it were, and prepared to seize any possible opportunity of escape. His eye wandered to a long stout sword on his flank and he instinctively slipped it around within reach of his right hand.

	D’Artagnan was waiting for a reply to his remark and said nothing. Aramis muttered to himself, “We shall hear nothing but the usual commonplace things.”

	Porthos sucked his mustache, muttering, “A good deal of ceremony to-night about crushing an adder.” Athos shrunk into his corner, pale and motionless as a bas-relief.

	The silence, however, could not last forever. So D’Artagnan began:

	“Sir,” he said, with desperate politeness, “it seems to me that you change your costume almost as rapidly as I have seen the Italian mummers do, whom the Cardinal Mazarin brought over from Bergamo and whom he doubtless took you to see during your travels in France.”

	Mordaunt did not reply.

	“Just now,” D’Artagnan continued, “you were disguised--I mean to say, attired--as a murderer, and now----”

	“And now I look very much like a man who is going to be murdered.”

	“Oh! sir,” said D’Artagnan, “how can you talk like that when you are in the company of gentlemen and have such an excellent sword at your side?”

	“No sword is excellent enough to be of use against four swords and daggers.”

	“Well, that is scarcely the question. I had the honor of asking you why you altered your costume. The mask and beard became you very well, and as to the axe, I do not think it would be out of keeping even at this moment. Why, then, have you laid it aside?”

	“Because, remembering the scene at Armentieres, I thought I should find four axes for one, as I was to meet four executioners.”

	“Sir,” replied D’Artagnan, in the calmest manner possible, “you are very young; I shall therefore overlook your frivolous remarks. What took place at Armentieres has no connection whatever with the present occasion. We could scarcely have requested your mother to take a sword and fight us.”

	“Aha! It is a duel, then?” cried Mordaunt, as if disposed to reply at once to the provocation.

	Porthos rose, always ready for this kind of adventure.

	“Pardon me,” said D’Artagnan. “Do not let us do things in a hurry. We will arrange the matter rather better. Confess, Monsieur Mordaunt, that you are anxious to kill some of us.”

	“All,” replied Mordaunt.

	“Then, my dear sir; I am convinced that these gentlemen return your kind wishes and will be delighted to kill you also. Of course they will do so as honorable gentlemen, and the best proof I can furnish is this----”

	So saying, he threw his hat on the ground, pushed back his chair to the wall and bowed to Mordaunt with true French grace.

	“At your service, sir,” he continued. “My sword is shorter than yours, it’s true, but, bah! I think the arm will make up for the sword.”

	“Halt!” cried Porthos coming forward. “I begin, and without any rhetoric.”

	“Allow me, Porthos,” said Aramis.

	Athos did not move. He might have been taken for a statue. Even his breathing seemed to be arrested.

	“Gentlemen,” said D’Artagnan, “you shall have your turn. Monsieur Mordaunt dislikes you sufficiently not to refuse you afterward. You can see it in his eye. So pray keep your places, like Athos, whose calmness is entirely laudable. Besides, we will have no words about it. I have particular business to settle with this gentleman and I shall and will begin.”

	Porthos and Aramis drew back, disappointed, and drawing his sword D’Artagnan turned to his adversary:

	“Sir, I am waiting for you.”

	“And for my part, gentlemen, I admire you. You are disputing which shall fight me first, but you do not consult me who am most concerned in the matter. I hate you all, but not equally. I hope to kill all four of you, but I am more likely to kill the first than the second, the second than the third, and the third than the last. I claim, then, the right to choose my opponent. If you refuse this right you may kill me, but I shall not fight.”

	“It is but fair,” said Porthos and Aramis, hoping he would choose one of them.

	Athos and D’Artagnan said nothing, but their silence seemed to imply consent.

	“Well, then,” said Mordaunt, “I choose for my adversary the man who, not thinking himself worthy to be called Comte de la Fere, calls himself Athos.”

	Athos sprang up, but after an instant of motionless silence he said, to the astonishment of his friends, “Monsieur Mordaunt, a duel between us is impossible. Submit this honour to somebody else.” And he sat down.

	“Ah!” said Mordaunt, with a sneer, “there’s one who is afraid.”

	“Zounds!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, bounding toward him, “who says that Athos is afraid?”

	“Let him have his say, D’Artagnan,” said Athos, with a smile of sadness and contempt.

	“Is it your decision, Athos?” resumed the Gascon.

	“Irrevocably.”

	“You hear, sir,” said D’Artagnan, turning to Mordaunt. “The Comte de la Fere will not do you the honor of fighting with you. Choose one of us to replace the Comte de la Fere.”

	“As long as I don’t fight with him it is the same to me with whom I fight. Put your names into a hat and draw lots.”

	“A good idea,” said D’Artagnan.

	“At least that will conciliate us all,” said Aramis.

	“I should never have thought of that,” said Porthos, “and yet it is very simple.”

	“Come, Aramis,” said D’Artagnan, “write this for us in those neat little characters in which you wrote to Marie Michon that the mother of this gentleman intended to assassinate the Duke of Buckingham.”

	Mordaunt sustained this new attack without wincing. He stood with his arms folded, apparently as calm as any man could be in such circumstances. If he had not courage he had what is very like it, namely, pride.

	Aramis went to Cromwell’s desk, tore off three bits of paper of equal size, wrote on the first his own name and on the others those of his two companions, and presented them open to Mordaunt, who by a movement of his head indicated that he left the matter entirely to Aramis. He then rolled them separately and put them in a hat, which he handed to Mordaunt.

	Mordaunt put his hand into the hat, took out one of the three papers and disdainfully dropped it on the table without reading it.

	“Ah! serpent,” muttered D’Artagnan, “I would give my chance of a captaincy in the mousquetaires for that to be my name.”

	Aramis opened the paper, and in a voice trembling with hate and vengeance read “D’Artagnan.”

	The Gascon uttered a cry of joy and turning to Mordaunt:

	“I hope, sir,” said he, “you have no objection to make.”

	“None, whatever,” replied the other, drawing his sword and resting the point on his boot.

	The moment that D’Artagnan saw that his wish was accomplished and his man would not escape him, he recovered his usual tranquillity. He turned up his cuffs neatly and rubbed the sole of his right boot on the floor, but did not fail, however, to remark that Mordaunt was looking about him in a singular manner.

	“Are you ready, sir?” he said at last.

	“I was waiting for you, sir,” said Mordaunt, raising his head and casting at his opponent a look it would be impossible to describe.

	“Well, then,” said the Gascon, “take care of yourself, for I am not a bad hand at the rapier.”

	“Nor I either.”

	“So much the better; that sets my mind at rest. Defend yourself.”

	“One minute,” said the young man. “Give me your word, gentlemen, that you will not attack me otherwise than one after the other.”

	“Is it to have the pleasure of insulting us that you say that, my little viper?”

	“No, but to set my mind at rest, as you observed just now.”

	“It is for something else than that, I imagine,” muttered D’Artagnan, shaking his head doubtfully.

	“On the honor of gentlemen,” said Aramis and Porthos.

	“In that case, gentlemen, have the kindness to retire into the corners, so as to give us ample room. We shall require it.”

	“Yes, gentlemen,” said D’Artagnan, “we must not leave this person the slightest pretext for behaving badly, which, with all due respect, I fancy he is anxious still to do.”

	This new attack made no impression on Mordaunt. The space was cleared, the two lamps placed on Cromwell’s desk, in order that the combatants might have as much light as possible; and the swords crossed.

	D’Artagnan was too good a swordsman to trifle with his opponent. He made a rapid and brilliant feint which Mordaunt parried.

	“Aha!” he cried with a smile of satisfaction.

	And without losing a minute, thinking he saw an opening, he thrust his right in and forced Mordaunt to parry a counter en quarte so fine that the point of the weapon might have turned within a wedding ring.

	This time it was Mordaunt who smiled.

	“Ah, sir,” said D’Artagnan, “you have a wicked smile. It must have been the devil who taught it you, was it not?”

	Mordaunt replied by trying his opponent’s weapon with an amount of strength which the Gascon was astonished to find in a form apparently so feeble; but thanks to a parry no less clever than that which Mordaunt had just achieved, he succeeded in meeting his sword, which slid along his own without touching his chest.

	Mordaunt rapidly sprang back a step.

	“Ah! you lose ground, you are turning? Well, as you please, I even gain something by it, for I no longer see that wicked smile of yours. You have no idea what a false look you have, particularly when you are afraid. Look at my eyes and you will see what no looking-glass has ever shown you--a frank and honorable countenance.”

	To this flow of words, not perhaps in the best taste, but characteristic of D’Artagnan, whose principal object was to divert his opponent’s attention, Mordaunt did not reply, but continuing to turn around he succeeded in changing places with D’Artagnan.

	He smiled more and more sarcastically and his smile began to make the Gascon anxious.

	“Come, come,” cried D’Artagnan, “we must finish with this,” and in his turn he pressed Mordaunt hard, who continued to lose ground, but evidently on purpose and without letting his sword leave the line for a moment. However, as they were fighting in a room and had not space to go on like that forever, Mordaunt’s foot at last touched the wall, against which he rested his left hand.

	“Ah, this time you cannot lose ground, my fine friend!” exclaimed D’Artagnan. “Gentlemen, did you ever see a scorpion pinned to a wall? No. Well, then, you shall see it now.”

	In a second D’Artagnan had made three terrible thrusts at Mordaunt, all of which touched, but only pricked him. The three friends looked on, panting and astonished. At last D’Artagnan, having got up too close, stepped back to prepare a fourth thrust, but the moment when, after a fine, quick feint, he was attacking as sharply as lightning, the wall seemed to give way, Mordaunt disappeared through the opening, and D’Artagnan’s blade, caught between the panels, shivered like a sword of glass. D’Artagnan sprang back; the wall had closed again.

	Mordaunt, in fact, while defending himself, had manoeuvred so as to reach the secret door by which Cromwell had left, had felt for the knob with his left hand, pressed it and disappeared.

	The Gascon uttered a furious imprecation, which was answered by a wild laugh on the other side of the iron panel.

	“Help me, gentlemen,” cried D’Artagnan, “we must break in this door.”

	“It is the devil in person!” said Aramis, hastening forward.

	“He escapes us,” growled Porthos, pushing his huge shoulder against the hinges, but in vain. “‘Sblood! he escapes us.”

	“So much the better,” muttered Athos.

	
“I thought as much,” said D’Artagnan, wasting his strength in useless efforts. “Zounds, I thought as much when the wretch kept moving around the room. I thought he was up to something.”

	“It’s a misfortune, to which his friend, the devil, treats us,” said Aramis.

	“It’s a piece of good fortune sent from Heaven,” said Athos, evidently much relieved.

	“Really!” said D’Artagnan, abandoning the attempt to burst open the panel after several ineffectual attempts, “Athos, I cannot imagine how you can talk to us in that way. You cannot understand the position we are in. In this kind of game, not to kill is to let one’s self be killed. This fox of a fellow will be sending us a hundred iron-sided beasts who will pick us off like sparrows in this place. Come, come, we must be off. If we stay here five minutes more there’s an end of us.”

	“Yes, you are right.”

	“But where shall we go?” asked Porthos.

	“To the hotel, to be sure, to get our baggage and horses; and from there, if it please God, to France, where, at least, I understand the architecture of the houses.”

	So, suiting the action to the word, D’Artagnan thrust the remnant of his sword into its scabbard, picked up his hat and ran down the stairs, followed by the others.

	70. The Skiff “Lightning.”

	D’Artagnan had judged correctly; Mordaunt felt that he had no time to lose, and he lost none. He knew the rapidity of decision and action that characterized his enemies and resolved to act with reference to that. This time the musketeers had an adversary who was worthy of them.

	After closing the door carefully behind him Mordaunt glided into the subterranean passage, sheathing on the way his now useless sword, and thus reached the neighboring house, where he paused to examine himself and to take breath.

	“Good!” he said, “nothing, almost nothing--scratches, nothing more; two in the arm and one in the breast. The wounds that I make are better than that--witness the executioner of Bethune, my uncle and King Charles. Now, not a second to lose, for a second lost will perhaps save them. They must die--die all together--killed at one stroke by the thunder of men in default of God’s. They must disappear, broken, scattered, annihilated. I will run, then, till my legs no longer serve, till my heart bursts in my bosom but I will arrive before they do.”

	Mordaunt proceeded at a rapid pace to the nearest cavalry barracks, about a quarter of a league distant. He made that quarter of a league in four or five minutes. Arrived at the barracks he made himself known, took the best horse in the stables, mounted and gained the high road. A quarter of an hour later he was at Greenwich.

	“There is the port,” he murmured. “That dark point yonder is the Isle of Dogs. Good! I am half an hour in advance of them, an hour, perhaps. Fool that I was! I have almost killed myself by my needless haste. Now,” he added, rising in the stirrups and looking about him, “which, I wonder, is the Lightning?”

	At this moment, as if in reply to his words, a man lying on a coil of cables rose and advanced a few steps toward him. Mordaunt drew a handkerchief from his pocket, and tying a knot at each corner--the signal agreed upon--waved it in the air and the man came up to him. He was wrapped in a large rough cape, which concealed his form and partly his face.

	“Do you wish to go on the water, sir?” said the sailor.

	“Yes, just so. Along the Isle of Dogs.”

	“And perhaps you have a preference for one boat more than another. You would like one that sails as rapidly as----”

	“Lightning,” interrupted Mordaunt.

	“Then mine is the boat you want, sir. I’m your man.”

	“I begin to think so, particularly if you have not forgotten a certain signal.”

	“Here it is, sir,” and the sailor took from his coat a handkerchief, tied at each corner.

	“Good, quite right!” cried Mordaunt, springing off his horse. “There’s not a moment to lose; now take my horse to the nearest inn and conduct me to your vessel.”

	“But,” asked the sailor, “where are your companions? I thought there were four of you.”

	“Listen to me, sir. I’m not the man you take me for; you are in Captain Rogers’s post, are you not? under orders from General Cromwell. Mine, also, are from him!”

	“Indeed, sir, I recognize you; you are Captain Mordaunt.”

	Mordaunt was startled.

	“Oh, fear nothing,” said the skipper, showing his face. “I am a friend.”

	“Captain Groslow!” cried Mordaunt.

	“Himself. The general remembered that I had formerly been a naval officer and he gave me the command of this expedition. Is there anything new in the wind?”

	“Nothing.”

	“I thought, perhaps, that the king’s death----”

	“Has only hastened their flight; in ten minutes they will perhaps be here.”

	“What have you come for, then?”

	“To embark with you.”

	“Ah! ah! the general doubted my fidelity?”

	“No, but I wish to have a share in my revenge. Haven’t you some one who will relieve me of my horse?”

	Groslow whistled and a sailor appeared.

	“Patrick,” said Groslow, “take this horse to the stables of the nearest inn. If any one asks you whose it is you can say that it belongs to an Irish gentleman.”

	The sailor departed without reply.

	“Now,” said Mordaunt, “are you not afraid that they will recognize you?”

	“There is no danger, dressed as I am in this pilot coat, on a night as dark as this. Besides even you didn’t recognize me; they will be much less likely to.”

	“That is true,” said Mordaunt, “and they will be far from thinking of you. Everything is ready, is it not?”

	“Yes.”

	“The cargo on board?”

	“Yes.”

	“Five full casks?”

	“And fifty empty ones.”

	“Good.”

	“We are carrying port wine to Anvers.”

	“Excellent. Now take me aboard and return to your post, for they will soon be here.”

	“I am ready.”

	“It is important that none of your crew should see me.”

	“I have but one man on board, and I am as sure of him as I am of myself. Besides, he doesn’t know you; like his mates he is ready to obey our orders knowing nothing of our plan.”

	“Very well; let us go.”

	They then went down to the Thames. A boat was fastened to the shore by a chain fixed to a stake. Groslow jumped in, followed by Mordaunt, and in five minutes they were quite away from that world of houses which then crowded the outskirts of London; and Mordaunt could discern the little vessel riding at anchor near the Isle of Dogs. When they reached the side of this felucca, Mordaunt, dexterous in his eagerness for vengeance, seized a rope and climbed up the side of the vessel with a coolness and agility very rare among landsmen. He went with Groslow to the captain’s berth, a sort of temporary cabin of planks, for the chief apartment had been given up by Captain Rogers to the passengers, who were to be accommodated at the other end of the boat.

	“They will have nothing to do, then at this end?” said Mordaunt.

	“Nothing at all.”

	“That’s a capital arrangement. Return to Greenwich and bring them here. I shall hide myself in your cabin. You have a longboat?”

	“That in which we came.”

	“It appeared light and well constructed.”

	“Quite a canoe.”

	“Fasten it to the poop with a rope; put the oars into it, so that it may follow in the track and there will be nothing to do except to cut the cord. Put a good supply of rum and biscuit in it for the seamen; should the night happen to be stormy they will not be sorry to find something to console themselves with.”

	“Consider all this done. Do you wish to see the powder-room?”

	“No. When you return I will set the fuse myself, but be careful to conceal your face, so that you cannot be recognized by them.”

	“Never fear.”

	“There’s ten o’clock striking at Greenwich.”

	Groslow, then, having given the sailor on duty an order to be on the watch with more than usual vigilance, went down into the longboat and soon reached Greenwich. The wind was chilly and the jetty was deserted, as he approached it; but he had no sooner landed than he heard a noise of horses galloping upon the paved road.

	These horsemen were our friends, or rather, an avant garde, composed of D’Artagnan and Athos. As soon as they arrived at the spot where Groslow stood they stopped, as if guessing that he was the man they wanted. Athos alighted and calmly opened the handkerchief tied at each corner, whilst D’Artagnan, ever cautious, remained on horseback, one hand upon his pistol, leaning forward watchfully.

	On seeing the appointed signal, Groslow, who had at first crept behind one of the cannons planted on that spot, walked straight up to the gentlemen. He was so well wrapped up in his cloak that it would have been impossible to see his face even if the night had not been so dark as to render precaution superfluous; nevertheless, the keen glance of Athos perceived at once it was not Rogers who stood before them.

	“What do you want with us?” he asked of Groslow.

	“I wish to inform you, my lord,” replied Groslow, with an Irish accent, feigned of course, “that if you are looking for Captain Rogers you will not find him. He fell down this morning and broke his leg. But I’m his cousin; he told me everything and desired me to watch instead of him, and in his place to conduct, wherever they wished to go, the gentlemen who should bring me a handkerchief tied at each corner, like that one which you hold and one which I have in my pocket.”

	And he drew out the handkerchief.

	“Was that all he said?” inquired Athos.

	“No, my lord; he said you had engaged to pay seventy pounds if I landed you safe and sound at Boulogne or any other port you choose in France.”

	“What do you think of all this?” said Athos, in a low tone to D’Artagnan, after explaining to him in French what the sailor had said in English.

	“It seems a likely story to me.”

	“And to me, too.”

	“Besides, we can but blow out his brains if he proves false,” said the Gascon; “and you, Athos, you know something of everything and can be our captain. I dare say you know how to navigate, should he fail us.”

	“My dear friend, you guess well. My father meant me for the navy and I have some vague notions about navigation.”

	“You see!” cried D’Artagnan.

	They then summoned their friends, who, with Blaisois, Mousqueton and Grimaud, promptly joined them, leaving Parry behind them, who was to take back to London the horses of the gentlemen and of their lackeys, which had been sold to the host in settlement of their account with him. Thanks to this stroke of business the four friends were able to take away with them a sum of money which, if not large, was sufficient as a provision against delays and accidents.

	Parry parted from his friends regretfully; they had proposed his going with them to France, but he had straightway declined.

	“It is very simple,” Mousqueton had said; “he is thinking of Groslow.”

	It was Captain Groslow, the reader will remember, who had broken Parry’s head.

	D’Artagnan resumed immediately the attitude of distrust that was habitual with him. He found the wharf too completely deserted, the night too dark, the captain too accommodating. He had reported to Aramis what had taken place, and Aramis, not less distrustful than he, had increased his suspicions. A slight click of the tongue against his teeth informed Athos of the Gascon’s uneasiness.

	“We have no time now for suspicions,” said Athos. “The boat is waiting for us; come.”

	“Besides,” said Aramis, “what prevents our being distrustful and going aboard at the same time? We can watch the skipper.”

	“And if he doesn’t go straight I will crush him, that’s all.”

	“Well said, Porthos,” replied D’Artagnan. “Let us go, then. You first, Mousqueton,” and he stopped his friends, directing the valets to go first, in order to test the plank leading from the pier to the boat.

	The three valets passed without accident. Athos followed them, then Porthos, then Aramis. D’Artagnan went last, still shaking his head.

	“What in the devil is the matter with you, my friend?” said Porthos. “Upon my word you would make Caesar afraid.”

	“The matter is,” replied D’Artagnan, “that I can see upon this pier neither inspector nor sentinel nor exciseman.”

	“And you complain of that!” said Porthos. “Everything goes as if in flowery paths.”

	“Everything goes too well, Porthos. But no matter; we must trust in God.”

	As soon as the plank was withdrawn the captain took his place at the tiller and made a sign to one of the sailors, who, boat-hook in hand, began to push out from the labyrinth of boats in which they were involved. The other sailor had already seated himself on the port side and was ready to row. As soon as there was room for rowing, his companion rejoined him and the boat began to move more rapidly.

	“At last we are off!” exclaimed Porthos.

	“Alas,” said Athos, “we depart alone.”

	“Yes; but all four together and without a scratch; which is a consolation.”

	“We are not yet at our destination,” observed the prudent D’Artagnan; “beware of misadventure.”

	“Ah, my friend!” cried Porthos, “like the crows, you always bring bad omens. Who could intercept us on such a night as this, pitch dark, when one does not see more than twenty yards before one?”

	“Yes, but to-morrow morning----”

	“To-morrow we shall be at Boulogne.”

	“I hope so, with all my heart,” said the Gascon, “and I confess my weakness. Yes, Athos, you may laugh, but as long as we were within gunshot of the pier or of the vessels lying by it I was looking for a frightful discharge of musketry which would crush us.”

	“But,” said Porthos, with great wisdom, “that was impossible, for they would have killed the captain and the sailors.”

	“Bah! much Monsieur Mordaunt would care. You don’t imagine he would consider a little thing like that?”

	“At any rate,” said Porthos, “I am glad to hear D’Artagnan admit that he is afraid.”

	“I not only confess it, but am proud of it,” returned the Gascon; “I’m not such a rhinoceros as you are. Oho! what’s that?”

	“The Lightning,” answered the captain, “our felucca.”

	“So far, so good,” laughed Athos.

	They went on board and the captain instantly conducted them to the berth prepared for them--a cabin which was to serve for all purposes and for the whole party; he then tried to slip away under pretext of giving orders to some one.

	“Stop a moment,” cried D’Artagnan; “pray how many men have you on board, captain?”

	“I don’t understand,” was the reply.

	“Explain it, Athos.”

	Groslow, on the question being interpreted, answered, “Three, without counting myself.”

	D’Artagnan understood, for while replying the captain had raised three fingers. “Oh!” he exclaimed, “I begin to be more at my ease, however, whilst you settle yourselves, I shall make the round of the boat.”

	“As for me,” said Porthos, “I will see to the supper.”

	“A very good idea, Porthos,” said the Gascon. “Athos lend me Grimaud, who in the society of his friend Parry has perhaps picked up a little English, and can act as my interpreter.”

	“Go, Grimaud,” said Athos.

	D’Artagnan, finding a lantern on the deck, took it up and with a pistol in his hand he said to the captain, in English, “Come,” (being, with the classic English oath, the only English words he knew), and so saying he descended to the lower deck.

	This was divided into three compartments--one which was covered by the floor of that room in which Athos, Porthos and Aramis were to pass the night; the second was to serve as the sleeping-room for the servants, the third, under the prow of the ship, was under the temporary cabin in which Mordaunt was concealed.

	“Oho!” cried D’Artagnan, as he went down the steps of the hatchway, preceded by the lantern, “what a number of barrels! one would think one was in the cave of Ali Baba. What is there in them?” he added, putting his lantern on one of the casks.

	The captain seemed inclined to go upon deck again, but controlling himself he answered:

	“Port wine.”

	“Ah! port wine! ‘tis a comfort,” said the Gascon, “since we shall not die of thirst. Are they all full?”

	Grimaud translated the question, and Groslow, who was wiping the perspiration from off his forehead, answered:

	“Some full, others empty.”

	D’Artagnan struck the barrels with his hand, and having ascertained that he spoke the truth, pushed his lantern, greatly to the captain’s alarm, into the interstices between the barrels, and finding that there was nothing concealed in them:

	“Come along,” he said; and he went toward the door of the second compartment.

	“Stop!” said the Englishman, “I have the key of that door;” and he opened the door, with a trembling hand, into the second compartment, where Mousqueton and Blaisois were preparing supper.

	Here there was evidently nothing to seek or to apprehend and they passed rapidly to examine the third compartment.

	This was the room appropriated to the sailors. Two or three hammocks hung upon the ceiling, a table and two benches composed the entire furniture. D’Artagnan picked up two or three old sails hung on the walls, and meeting nothing to suspect, regained by the hatchway the deck of the vessel.

	“And this room?” he asked, pointing to the captain’s cabin.

	“That’s my room,” replied Groslow.

	“Open the door.”

	The captain obeyed. D’Artagnan stretched out his arm in which he held the lantern, put his head in at the half opened door, and seeing that the cabin was nothing better than a shed:

	“Good,” he said. “If there is an army on board it is not here that it is hidden. Let us see what Porthos has found for supper.” And thanking the captain, he regained the state cabin, where his friends were.

	Porthos had found nothing, and with him fatigue had prevailed over hunger. He had fallen asleep and was in a profound slumber when D’Artagnan returned. Athos and Aramis were beginning to close their eyes, which they half opened when their companion came in again.

	“Well!” said Aramis.

	“All is well; we may sleep tranquilly.”

	On this assurance the two friends fell asleep; and D’Artagnan, who was very weary, bade good-night to Grimaud and laid himself down in his cloak, with naked sword at his side, in such a manner that his body barricaded the passage, and it should be impossible to enter the room without upsetting him.

	71. Port Wine.

	In ten minutes the masters slept; not so the servants---hungry, and more thirsty than hungry.

	Blaisois and Mousqueton set themselves to preparing their bed which consisted of a plank and a valise. On a hanging table, which swung to and fro with the rolling of the vessel, were a pot of beer and three glasses.

	“This cursed rolling!” said Blaisois. “I know it will serve me as it did when we came over.”

	“And to think,” said Mousqueton, “that we have nothing to fight seasickness with but barley bread and hop beer. Pah!”

	“But where is your wicker flask, Monsieur Mousqueton? Have you lost it?” asked Blaisois.

	“No,” replied Mousqueton, “Parry kept it. Those devilish Scotchmen are always thirsty. And you, Grimaud,” he said to his companion, who had just come in after his round with D’Artagnan, “are you thirsty?”

	“As thirsty as a Scotchman!” was Grimaud’s laconic reply.

	And he sat down and began to cast up the accounts of his party, whose money he managed.

	“Oh, lackadaisy! I’m beginning to feel queer!” cried Blaisois.

	“If that’s the case,” said Mousqueton, with a learned air, “take some nourishment.”

	“Do you call that nourishment?” said Blaisois, pointing to the barley bread and pot of beer upon the table.

	“Blaisois,” replied Mousqueton, “remember that bread is the true nourishment of a Frenchman, who is not always able to get bread, ask Grimaud.”

	“Yes, but beer?” asked Blaisois sharply, “is that their true drink?”

	“As to that,” answered Mousqueton, puzzled how to get out of the difficulty, “I must confess that to me beer is as disagreeable as wine is to the English.”

	“What! Monsieur Mousqueton! The English--do they dislike wine?”

	“They hate it.”

	“But I have seen them drink it.”

	“As a punishment. For example, an English prince died one day because they had put him into a butt of Malmsey. I heard the Chevalier d’Herblay say so.”

	“The fool!” cried Blaisois, “I wish I had been in his place.”

	“Thou canst be,” said Grimaud, writing down his figures.

	“How?” asked Blaisois, “I can? Explain yourself.”

	Grimaud went on with his sum and cast up the whole.

	“Port,” he said, extending his hand in the direction of the first compartment examined by D’Artagnan and himself.

	“Eh? eh? ah? Those barrels I saw through the door?”

	“Port!” replied Grimaud, beginning a fresh sum.

	“I have heard,” said Blaisois, “that port is a very good wine.”

	“Excellent!” exclaimed Mousqueton, smacking his lips. “Excellent; there is port wine in the cellar of Monsieur le Baron de Bracieux.”

	“Suppose we ask these Englishmen to sell us a bottle,” said the honest Blaisois.

	“Sell!” cried Mousqueton, about whom there was a remnant of his ancient marauding character left. “One may well perceive, young man, that you are inexperienced. Why buy what one can take?”

	“Take!” said Blaisois; “covet the goods of your neighbor? That is forbidden, it seems to me.”

	“Where forbidden?” asked Mousqueton.

	“In the commandments of God, or of the church, I don’t know which. I only know it says, ‘Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s goods, nor yet his wife.’”

	“That is a child’s reason, Monsieur Blaisois,” said Mousqueton in his most patronizing manner. “Yes, you talk like a child--I repeat the word. Where have you read in the Scriptures, I ask you, that the English are your neighbors?”

	“Where, that is true,” said Blaisois; “at least, I can’t now recall it.”

	“A child’s reason--I repeat it,” continued Mousqueton. “If you had been ten years engaged in war, as Grimaud and I have been, my dear Blaisois, you would know the difference there is between the goods of others and the goods of enemies. Now an Englishman is an enemy; this port wine belongs to the English, therefore it belongs to us.”

	“And our masters?” asked Blaisois, stupefied by this harangue, delivered with an air of profound sagacity, “will they be of your opinion?”

	Mousqueton smiled disdainfully.

	“I suppose that you think it necessary that I should disturb the repose of these illustrious lords to say, ‘Gentlemen, your servant, Mousqueton, is thirsty.’ What does Monsieur Bracieux care, think you, whether I am thirsty or not?”

	“‘Tis a very expensive wine,” said Blaisois, shaking his head.

	“Were it liquid gold, Monsieur Blaisois, our masters would not deny themselves this wine. Know that Monsieur de Bracieux is rich enough to drink a tun of port wine, even if obliged to pay a pistole for every drop.” His manner became more and more lofty every instant; then he arose and after finishing off the beer at one draught he advanced majestically to the door of the compartment where the wine was. “Ah! locked!” he exclaimed; “these devils of English, how suspicious they are!”

	“Locked!” said Blaisois; “ah! the deuce it is; unlucky, for my stomach is getting more and more upset.”

	“Locked!” repeated Mousqueton.

	“But,” Blaisois ventured to say, “I have heard you relate, Monsieur Mousqueton, that once on a time, at Chantilly, you fed your master and yourself by taking partridges in a snare, carp with a line, and bottles with a slipnoose.”

	“Perfectly true; but there was an airhole in the cellar and the wine was in bottles. I cannot throw the loop through this partition nor move with a pack-thread a cask of wine which may perhaps weigh two hundred pounds.”

	“No, but you can take out two or three boards of the partition,” answered Blaisois, “and make a hole in the cask with a gimlet.”

	Mousqueton opened his great round eyes to the utmost, astonished to find in Blaisois qualities for which he did not give him credit.

	“‘Tis true,” he said; “but where can I get a chisel to take the planks out, a gimlet to pierce the cask?”

	“Trousers,” said Grimaud, still squaring his accounts.

	“Ah, yes!” said Mousqueton.

	Grimaud, in fact, was not only the accountant, but the armorer of the party; and as he was a man full of forethought, these trousers, carefully rolled up in his valise, contained every sort of tool for immediate use.

	Mousqueton, therefore, was soon provided with tools and he began his task. In a few minutes he had extracted three boards. He tried to pass his body through the aperture, but not being like the frog in the fable, who thought he was larger than he really was, he found he must take out three or four more before he could get through.

	He sighed and set to work again.

	Grimaud had now finished his accounts. He arose and stood near Mousqueton.

	“I,” he said.

	“What?” said Mousqueton.

	“I can pass.”

	“That is true,” said Mousqueton, glancing at his friend’s long and thin body, “you will pass easily.”

	“And he knows the full casks,” said Blaisois, “for he has already been in the hold with Monsieur le Chevalier d’Artagnan. Let Monsieur Grimaud go in, Monsieur Mouston.”

	“I could go in as well as Grimaud,” said Mousqueton, a little piqued.

	“Yes, but that would take too much time and I am thirsty. I am getting more and more seasick.”

	“Go in, then, Grimaud,” said Mousqueton, handing him the beer pot and gimlet.

	“Rinse the glasses,” said Grimaud. Then with a friendly gesture toward Mousqueton, that he might forgive him for finishing an enterprise so brilliantly begun by another, he glided like a serpent through the opening and disappeared.

	Blaisois was in a state of great excitement; he was in ecstasies. Of all the exploits performed since their arrival in England by the extraordinary men with whom he had the honor to be associated, this seemed without question to be the most wonderful.

	“You are about to see,” said Mousqueton, looking at Blaisois with an expression of superiority which the latter did not even think of questioning, “you are about to see, Blaisois, how we old soldiers drink when we are thirsty.”

	“My cloak,” said Grimaud, from the bottom of the hold.

	“What do you want?” asked Blaisois.

	“My cloak--stop up the aperture with it.”

	“Why?” asked Blaisois.

	“Simpleton!” exclaimed Mousqueton; “suppose any one came into the room.”

	“Ah, true,” cried Blaisois, with evident admiration; “but it will be dark in the cellar.”

	“Grimaud always sees, dark or light, night as well as day,” answered Mousqueton.

	“That is lucky,” said Blaisois. “As for me, when I have no candle I can’t take two steps without knocking against something.”

	“That’s because you haven’t served,” said Mousqueton. “Had you been in the army you would have been able to pick up a needle on the floor of a closed oven. But hark! I think some one is coming.”

	Mousqueton made, with a low whistling sound, the sign of alarm well known to the lackeys in the days of their youth, resumed his place at the table and made a sign to Blaisois to follow his example.

	Blaisois obeyed.

	The door of their cabin was opened. Two men, wrapped in their cloaks, appeared.

	“Oho!” said they, “not in bed at a quarter past eleven. That’s against all rules. In a quarter of an hour let every one be in bed and snoring.”

	These two men then went toward the compartment in which Grimaud was secreted; opened the door, entered and shut it after them.

	“Ah!” cried Blaisois, “he is lost!”

	“Grimaud’s a cunning fellow,” murmured Mousqueton.

	They waited for ten minutes, during which time no noise was heard that might indicate that Grimaud was discovered, and at the expiration of that anxious interval the two men returned, closed the door after them, and repeating their orders that the servants should go to bed and extinguish their lights, disappeared.

	“Shall we obey?” asked Blaisois. “All this looks suspicious.”

	“They said a quarter of an hour. We still have five minutes,” replied Mousqueton.

	“Suppose we warn the masters.”

	“Let’s wait for Grimaud.”

	“But perhaps they have killed him.”

	“Grimaud would have cried out.”

	“You know he is almost dumb.”

	“We should have heard the blow, then.”

	“But if he doesn’t return?”

	“Here he is.”

	At that very moment Grimaud drew back the cloak which hid the aperture and came in with his face livid, his eyes staring wide open with terror, so that the pupils were contracted almost to nothing, with a large circle of white around them. He held in his hand a tankard full of a dark substance, and approaching the gleam of light shed by the lamp he uttered this single monosyllable: “Oh!” with such an expression of extreme terror that Mousqueton started, alarmed, and Blaisois was near fainting from fright.

	Both, however, cast an inquisitive glance into the tankard--it was full of gunpowder.

	Convinced that the ship was full of powder instead of having a cargo of wine, Grimaud hastened to awake D’Artagnan, who had no sooner beheld him than he perceived that something extraordinary had taken place. Imposing silence, Grimaud put out the little night lamp, then knelt down and poured into the lieutenant’s ear a recital melodramatic enough not to require play of feature to give it pith.

	This was the gist of his strange story:

	The first barrel that Grimaud had found on passing into the compartment he struck--it was empty. He passed on to another--it, also, was empty, but the third which he tried was, from the dull sound it gave out, evidently full. At this point Grimaud stopped and was preparing to make a hole with his gimlet, when he found a spigot; he therefore placed his tankard under it and turned the spout; something, whatever it was the cask contained, fell silently into the tankard.

	Whilst he was thinking that he should first taste the liquor which the tankard contained before taking it to his companions, the door of the cellar opened and a man with a lantern in his hands and enveloped in a cloak, came and stood just before the hogshead, behind which Grimaud, on hearing him come in, instantly crept. This was Groslow. He was accompanied by another man, who carried in his hand something long and flexible rolled up, resembling a washing line. His face was hidden under the wide brim of his hat. Grimaud, thinking that they had come, as he had, to try the port wine, effaced himself behind his cask and consoled himself with the reflection that if he were discovered the crime was not a great one.

	“Have you the wick?” asked the one who carried the lantern.

	“Here it is,” answered the other.

	At the voice of this last speaker, Grimaud started and felt a shudder creeping through his very marrow. He rose gently, so that his head was just above the round of the barrel, and under the large hat he recognized the pale face of Mordaunt.

	“How long will this fuse burn?” asked this person.

	“About five minutes,” replied the captain.

	That voice also was known to Grimaud. He looked from one to the other and after Mordaunt he recognized Groslow.

	“Then tell the men to be in readiness--don’t tell them why now. When the clock strikes a quarter after midnight collect your men. Get down into the longboat.”

	“That is, when I have lighted the match?”

	“I will undertake that. I wish to be sure of my revenge. Are the oars in the boat?”

	“Everything is ready.”

	“‘Tis well.”

	Mordaunt knelt down and fastened one end of the train to the spigot, in order that he might have nothing to do but to set it on fire at the opposite end with the match.

	He then arose.

	“You hear me--at a quarter past midnight--in fact, in twenty minutes.”

	“I understand all perfectly, sir,” replied Groslow; “but allow me to say there is great danger in what you undertake; would it not be better to intrust one of the men to set fire to the train?”

	“My dear Groslow,” answered Mordaunt, “you know the French proverb, ‘Nothing one does not do one’s self is ever well done.’ I shall abide by that rule.”

	Grimaud had heard all this, if he had not understood it. But what he saw made good what he lacked in perfect comprehension of the language. He had seen the two mortal enemies of the musketeers, had seen Mordaunt adjust the fuse; he had heard the proverb, which Mordaunt had given in French. Then he felt and felt again the contents of the tankard he held in his hand; and, instead of the lively liquor expected by Blaisois and Mousqueton, he found beneath his fingers the grains of some coarse powder.

	Mordaunt went away with the captain. At the door he stopped to listen.

	“Do you hear how they sleep?” he asked.

	In fact, Porthos could be heard snoring through the partition.

	“‘Tis God who gives them into our hands,” answered Groslow.

	“This time the devil himself shall not save them,” rejoined Mordaunt.

	And they went out together.

	72. End of the Port Wine Mystery.

	Grimaud waited till he heard the bolt grind in the lock and when he was satisfied that he was alone he slowly rose from his recumbent posture.

	“Ah!” he said, wiping with his sleeve large drops of sweat from his forehead, “how lucky it was that Mousqueton was thirsty!”

	He made haste to pass out by the opening, still thinking himself in a dream; but the sight of the gunpowder in the tankard proved to him that his dream was a fatal nightmare.

	It may be imagined that D’Artagnan listened to these details with increasing interest; before Grimaud had finished he rose without noise and putting his mouth to Aramis’s ear, and at the same time touching him on the shoulder to prevent a sudden movement:

	“Chevalier,” he said, “get up and don’t make the least noise.”

	Aramis awoke. D’Artagnan, pressing his hand, repeated his call. Aramis obeyed.

	“Athos is near you,” said D’Artagnan; “warn him as I have warned you.”

	Aramis easily aroused Athos, whose sleep was light, like that of all persons of a finely organized constitution. But there was more difficulty in arousing Porthos. He was beginning to ask full explanation of that breaking in on his sleep, which was very annoying to him, when D’Artagnan, instead of explaining, closed his mouth with his hand.

	Then our Gascon, extending his arms, drew to him the heads of his three friends till they almost touched one another.

	“Friends,” he said, “we must leave this craft at once or we are dead men.”

	“Bah!” said Athos, “are you still afraid?”

	“Do you know who is captain of this vessel?”

	“No.”

	“Captain Groslow.”

	The shudder of the three musketeers showed to D’Artagnan that his words began to make some impression on them.

	“Groslow!” said Aramis; “the devil!

	“Who is this Groslow?” asked Porthos. “I don’t remember him.”

	“Groslow is the man who broke Parry’s head and is now getting ready to break ours.”

	“Oh! oh!”

	“And do you know who is his lieutenant?”

	“His lieutenant? There is none,” said Athos. “They don’t have lieutenants in a felucca manned by a crew of four.”

	“Yes, but Monsieur Groslow is not a captain of the ordinary kind; he has a lieutenant, and that lieutenant is Monsieur Mordaunt.”

	This time the musketeers did more than shudder--they almost cried out. Those invincible men were subject to a mysterious and fatal influence which that name had over them; the mere sound of it filled them with terror.

	“What shall we do?” said Athos.

	“We must seize the felucca,” said Aramis.

	“And kill him,” said Porthos.

	“The felucca is mined,” said D’Artagnan. “Those casks which I took for casks of port wine are filled with powder. When Mordaunt finds himself discovered he will destroy all, friends and foes; and on my word he would be bad company in going either to Heaven or to hell.”

	“You have some plan, then?” asked Athos.

	“Yes.”

	“What is it?”

	“Have you confidence in me?”

	“Give your orders,” said the three musketeers.

	“Very well; come this way.”

	D’Artagnan went toward a very small, low window, just large enough to let a man through. He turned it gently on its hinges.

	“There,” he said, “is our road.”

	“The deuce! it is a very cold one, my dear friend,” said Aramis.

	“Stay here, if you like, but I warn you ‘twill be rather too warm presently.”

	“But we cannot swim to the shore.”

	“The longboat is yonder, lashed to the felucca. We will take possession of it and cut the cable. Come, my friends.”

	“A moment’s delay,” said Athos; “our servants?”

	“Here we are!” they cried.

	Meantime the three friends were standing motionless before the awful sight which D’Artagnan, in raising the shutters, had disclosed to them through the narrow opening of the window.

	Those who have once beheld such a spectacle know that there is nothing more solemn, more striking, than the raging sea, rolling, with its deafening roar, its dark billows beneath the pale light of a wintry moon.

	“Gracious Heaven, we are hesitating!” cried D’Artagnan; “if we hesitate what will the servants do?”

	“I do not hesitate, you know,” said Grimaud.

	“Sir,” interposed Blaisois, “I warn you that I can only swim in rivers.”

	“And I not at all,” said Mousqueton.

	But D’Artagnan had now slipped through the window.

	“You have decided, friend?” said Athos.

	“Yes,” the Gascon answered; “Athos! you, who are a perfect being, bid spirit triumph over body. Do you, Aramis, order the servants. Porthos, kill every one who stands in your way.”

	And after pressing the hand of Athos, D’Artagnan chose a moment when the ship rolled backward, so that he had only to plunge into the water, which was already up to his waist.

	Athos followed him before the felucca rose again on the waves; the cable which tied the boat to the vessel was then seen plainly rising out of the sea.

	D’Artagnan swam to it and held it, suspending himself by this rope, his head alone out of water.

	In one second Athos joined him.

	Then they saw, as the felucca turned, two other heads peeping, those of Aramis and Grimaud.

	“I am uneasy about Blaisois,” said Athos; “he can, he says, only swim in rivers.”

	“When people can swim at all they can swim anywhere. To the boat! to the boat!”

	“But Porthos, I do not see him.”

	“Porthos is coming--he swims like Leviathan.”

	In fact, Porthos did not appear; for a scene, half tragedy and half comedy, had been performed by him with Mousqueton and Blaisois, who, frightened by the noise of the sea, by the whistling of the wind, by the sight of that dark water yawning like a gulf beneath them, shrank back instead of going forward.

	“Come, come!” said Porthos; “jump in.”

	“But, monsieur,” said Mousqueton, “I can’t swim; let me stay here.”

	“And me, too, monsieur,” said Blaisois.

	“I assure you, I shall be very much in the way in that little boat,” said Mousqueton.

	“And I know I shall drown before reaching it,” continued Blaisois.

	“Come along! I shall strangle you both if you don’t get out,” said Porthos at last, seizing Mousqueton by the throat. “Forward, Blaisois!”

	A groan, stifled by the grasp of Porthos, was all the reply of poor Blaisois, for the giant, taking him neck and heels, plunged him into the water headforemost, pushing him out of the window as if he had been a plank.

	“Now, Mousqueton,” he said, “I hope you don’t mean to desert your master?”

	“Ah, sir,” replied Mousqueton, his eyes filling with tears, “why did you re-enter the army? We were all so happy in the Chateau de Pierrefonds!”

	And without any other complaint, passive and obedient, either from true devotion to his master or from the example set by Blaisois, Mousqueton leaped into the sea headforemost. A sublime action, at all events, for Mousqueton looked upon himself as dead. But Porthos was not a man to abandon an old servant, and when Mousqueton rose above the water, blind as a new-born puppy, he found he was supported by the large hand of Porthos and that he was thus enabled, without having occasion even to move, to advance toward the cable with the dignity of a very triton.

	In a few minutes Porthos had rejoined his companions, who were already in the boat; but when, after they had all got in, it came to his turn, there was great danger that in putting his huge leg over the edge of the boat he would upset the little vessel. Athos was the last to enter.

	“Are you all here?” he asked.

	“Ah! have you your sword, Athos?” cried D’Artagnan.

	“Yes.”

	“Cut the cable, then.”

	Athos drew a sharp poniard from his belt and cut the cord. The felucca went on, the boat continued stationary, rocked only by the swashing waves.

	“Come, Athos!” said D’Artagnan, giving his hand to the count; “you are going to see something curious,” added the Gascon.

	73. Fatality.

	Scarcely had D’Artagnan uttered these words when a ringing and sudden noise was heard resounding through the felucca, which had now become dim in the obscurity of the night.

	“That, you may be sure,” said the Gascon, “means something.”

	They then at the same instant perceived a large lantern carried on a pole appear on the deck, defining the forms of shadows behind it.

	Suddenly a terrible cry, a cry of despair, was wafted through space; and as if the shrieks of anguish had driven away the clouds, the veil which hid the moon was cleated away and the gray sails and dark shrouds of the felucca were plainly visible beneath the silvery light.

	Shadows ran, as if bewildered, to and fro on the vessel, and mournful cries accompanied these delirious walkers. In the midst of these screams they saw Mordaunt upon the poop with a torch in hand.

	The agitated figures, apparently wild with terror, consisted of Groslow, who at the hour fixed by Mordaunt had collected his men and the sailors. Mordaunt, after having listened at the door of the cabin to hear if the musketeers were still asleep, had gone down into the cellar, convinced by their silence that they were all in a deep slumber. Then he had run to the train, impetuous as a man who is excited by revenge, and full of confidence, as are those whom God blinds, he had set fire to the wick of nitre.

	All this while Groslow and his men were assembled on deck.

	“Haul up the cable and draw the boat to us,” said Groslow.

	One of the sailors got down the side of the ship, seized the cable, and drew it; it came without the least resistance.

	“The cable is cut!” he cried, “no boat!”

	“How! no boat!” exclaimed Groslow; “it is impossible.”

	“‘Tis true, however,” answered the sailor; “there’s nothing in the wake of the ship; besides, here’s the end of the cable.”

	“What’s the matter?” cried Mordaunt, who, coming up out of the hatchway, rushed to the stern, waving his torch.

	“Only that our enemies have escaped; they have cut the cord and gone off with the boat.”

	Mordaunt bounded with one step to the cabin and kicked open the door.

	“Empty!” he exclaimed; “the infernal demons!”

	“We must pursue them,” said Groslow, “they can’t be gone far, and we will sink them, passing over them.”

	“Yes, but the fire,” ejaculated Mordaunt; “I have lighted it.”

	“Ten thousand devils!” cried Groslow, rushing to the hatchway; “perhaps there is still time to save us.”

	Mordaunt answered only by a terrible laugh, threw his torch into the sea and plunged in after it. The instant Groslow put his foot upon the hatchway steps the ship opened like the crater of a volcano. A burst of flame rose toward the skies with an explosion like that of a hundred cannon; the air burned, ignited by flaming embers, then the frightful lightning disappeared, the brands sank, one after another, into the abyss, where they were extinguished, and save for a slight vibration in the air, after a few minutes had elapsed one would have thought that nothing had happened.

	Only--the felucca had disappeared from the surface of the sea and Groslow and his three sailors were consumed.

	The four friends saw all this--not a single detail of this fearful scene escaped them. At one moment, bathed as they were in a flood of brilliant light, which illumined the sea for the space of a league, they might each be seen, each by his own peculiar attitude and manner expressing the awe which, even in their hearts of bronze, they could not help experiencing. Soon a torrent of vivid sparks fell around them--then, at last, the volcano was extinguished--then all was dark and still--the floating bark and heaving ocean.

	They sat silent and dejected.

	“By Heaven!” at last said Athos, the first to speak, “by this time, I think, all must be over.”

	“Here, my lords! save me! help!” cried a voice, whose mournful accents, reaching the four friends, seemed to proceed from some phantom of the ocean.

	All looked around; Athos himself stared.

	“‘Tis he! it is his voice!”

	All still remained silent, the eyes of all were turned in the direction where the vessel had disappeared, endeavoring in vain to penetrate the darkness. After a minute or two they were able to distinguish a man, who approached them, swimming vigorously.

	Athos extended his arm toward him, pointing him out to his companions.

	“Yes, yes, I see him well enough,” said D’Artagnan.

	“He--again!” cried Porthos, who was breathing like a blacksmith’s bellows; “why, he is made of iron.”

	“Oh, my God!” muttered Athos.

	Aramis and D’Artagnan whispered to each other.

	Mordaunt made several strokes more, and raising his arm in sign of distress above the waves: “Pity, pity on me, gentlemen, in Heaven’s name! my strength is failing me; I am dying.”

	The voice that implored aid was so piteous that it awakened pity in the heart of Athos.

	“Poor fellow!” he exclaimed.

	“Indeed!” said D’Artagnan, “monsters have only to complain to gain your sympathy. I believe he’s swimming toward us. Does he think we are going to take him in? Row, Porthos, row.” And setting the example he plowed his oar into the sea; two strokes took the bark on twenty fathoms further.

	“Oh! you will not abandon me! You will not leave me to perish! You will not be pitiless!” cried Mordaunt.

	“Ah! ah!” said Porthos to Mordaunt, “I think we have you now, my hero! and there are no doors by which you can escape this time but those of hell.”

	“Oh! Porthos!” murmured the Comte de la Fere.

	“Oh, pray, for mercy’s sake, don’t fly from me. For pity’s sake!” cried the young man, whose agony-drawn breath at times, when his head went under water, under the wave, exhaled and made the icy waters bubble.

	D’Artagnan, however, who had consulted with Aramis, spoke to the poor wretch. “Go away,” he said; “your repentance is too recent to inspire confidence. See! the vessel in which you wished to fry us is still smoking; and the situation in which you are is a bed of roses compared to that in which you wished to place us and in which you have placed Monsieur Groslow and his companions.”

	“Sir!” replied Mordaunt, in a tone of deep despair, “my penitence is sincere. Gentlemen, I am young, scarcely twenty-three years old. I was drawn on by a very natural resentment to avenge my mother. You would have done what I did.”

	Mordaunt wanted now only two or three fathoms to reach the boat, for the approach of death seemed to give him supernatural strength.

	“Alas!” he said, “I am then to die? You are going to kill the son, as you killed the mother! Surely, if I am culpable and if I ask for pardon, I ought to be forgiven.”

	Then, as if his strength failed him, he seemed unable to sustain himself above the water and a wave passed over his head, which drowned his voice.

	“Oh! this is torture to me,” cried Athos.

	Mordaunt reappeared.

	“For my part,” said D’Artagnan, “I say this must come to an end; murderer, as you were, of your uncle! executioner, as you were, of King Charles! incendiary! I recommend you to sink forthwith to the bottom of the sea; and if you come another fathom nearer, I’ll stave your wicked head in with this oar.”

	“D’Artagnan! D’Artagnan!” cried Athos, “my son, I entreat you; the wretch is dying, and it is horrible to let a man die without extending a hand to save him. I cannot resist doing so; he must live.”

	“Zounds!” replied D’Artagnan, “why don’t you give yourself up directly, feet and hands bound, to that wretch? Ah! Comte de la Fere, you wish to perish by his hands! I, your son, as you call me--I will not let you!”

	‘Twas the first time D’Artagnan had ever refused a request from Athos.

	Aramis calmly drew his sword, which he had carried between his teeth as he swam.

	“If he lays his hand on the boat’s edge I will cut it off, regicide that he is.”

	“And I,” said Porthos. “Wait.”

	“What are you going to do?” asked Aramis.

	“Throw myself in the water and strangle him.”

	“Oh, gentlemen!” cried Athos, “be men! be Christians! See! death is depicted on his face! Ah! do not bring on me the horrors of remorse! Grant me this poor wretch’s life. I will bless you--I----”

	“I am dying!” cried Mordaunt, “come to me! come to me!”

	D’Artagnan began to be touched. The boat at this moment turned around, and the dying man was by that turn brought nearer Athos.

	“Monsieur the Comte de la Fere,” he cried, “I supplicate you! pity me! I call on you--where are you? I see you no longer--I am dying--help me! help me!”

	“Here I am, sir!” said Athos, leaning and stretching out his arm to Mordaunt with that air of dignity and nobility of soul habitual to him; “here I am, take my hand and jump into our boat.”

	Mordaunt made a last effort--rose--seized the hand thus extended to him and grasped it with the vehemence of despair.

	“That’s right,” said Athos; “put your other hand here.” And he offered him his shoulder as another stay and support, so that his head almost touched that of Mordaunt; and these two mortal enemies were in as close an embrace as if they had been brothers.

	“Now, sir,” said the count, “you are safe--calm yourself.”

	“Ah! my mother,” cried Mordaunt, with eyes on fire with a look of hate impossible to paint, “I can only offer thee one victim, but it shall at any rate be the one thou wouldst thyself have chosen!”

	And whilst D’Artagnan uttered a cry, Porthos raised the oar, and Aramis sought a place to strike, a frightful shake given to the boat precipitated Athos into the sea; whilst Mordaunt, with a shout of triumph, grasped the neck of his victim, and in order to paralyze his movements, twined arms and legs around the musketeer. For an instant, without an exclamation, without a cry for help, Athos tried to sustain himself on the surface of the waters, but the weight dragged him down; he disappeared by degrees; soon nothing was to be seen except his long, floating hair; then both men disappeared and the bubbling of the water, which, in its turn, was soon effaced, alone indicated the spot where these two had sunk.

	Mute with horror, the three friends had remained open-mouthed, their eyes dilated, their arms extended like statues, and, motionless as they were, the beating of their hearts was audible. Porthos was the first who came to himself. He tore his hair.

	“Oh!” he cried, “Athos! Athos! thou man of noble heart; woe is me! I have let thee perish!”

	At this instant, in the midst of the silver circle illumined by the light of the moon the same whirlpool which had been made by the sinking men was again obvious, and first were seen, rising above the waves, a wisp of hair, then a pale face with open eyes, yet, nevertheless, the eyes of death; then a body, which, after rising of itself even to the waist above the sea, turned gently on its back, according to the caprice of the waves, and floated.

	In the bosom of this corpse was plunged a poniard, the gold hilt of which shone in the moonbeams.

	“Mordaunt! Mordaunt!” cried the three friends; “‘tis Mordaunt!”

	“But Athos!” exclaimed D’Artagnan.

	Suddenly the boat leaned on one side beneath a new and unexpected weight and Grimaud uttered a shout of joy; every one turned around and beheld Athos, livid, his eyes dim and his hands trembling, supporting himself on the edge of the boat. Eight vigorous arms lifted him up immediately and laid him in the boat, where directly Athos was warmed and reanimated, reviving with the caresses and cares of his friends, who were intoxicated with joy.

	“You are not hurt?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“No,” replied Athos; “and he----”

	“Oh, he! now we may say at last, thank Heaven! he is really dead. Look!” and D’Artagnan, obliging Athos to look in the direction he pointed, showed him the body of Mordaunt floating on its back, which, sometimes submerged, sometimes rising, seemed still to pursue the four friends with looks of insult and mortal hatred.

	At last he sank. Athos had followed him with a glance in which the deepest melancholy and pity were expressed.

	“Bravo! Athos!” cried Aramis, with an emotion very rare in him.

	“A capital blow you gave!” cried Porthos.

	“I have a son. I wished to live,” said Athos.

	“In short,” said D’Artagnan, “this has been the will of God.”

	“It was not I who killed him,” said Athos in a soft, low tone, “‘twas destiny.”

	74. How Mousqueton had a Narrow Escape of being eaten.

	A deep silence reigned for a long time in the boat after the fearful scene described.

	The moon, which had shone for a short time, disappeared behind the clouds; every object was again plunged in the obscurity that is so awful in the deserts and still more so in that liquid desert, the ocean, and nothing was heard save the whistling of the west wind driving along the tops of the crested billows.

	Porthos was the first to speak.

	“I have seen,” he said, “many dreadful things, but nothing that ever agitated me so much as what I have just witnessed. Nevertheless, even in my present state of perturbation, I protest that I feel happy. I have a hundred pounds’ weight less upon my chest. I breathe more freely.” In fact, Porthos breathed so loud as to do credit to the free play of his powerful lungs.

	“For my part,” observed Aramis, “I cannot say the same as you do, Porthos. I am still terrified to such a degree that I scarcely believe my eyes. I look around the boat, expecting every moment to see that poor wretch holding between his hands the poniard plunged into his heart.”

	“Oh! I feel easy,” replied Porthos. “The poniard was pointed at the sixth rib and buried up to the hilt in his body. I do not reproach you, Athos, for what you have done. On the contrary, when one aims a blow that is the regulation way to strike. So now, I breathe again--I am happy!”

	“Don’t be in haste to celebrate a victory, Porthos,” interposed D’Artagnan; “never have we incurred a greater danger than we are now encountering. Men may subdue men--they cannot overcome the elements. We are now on the sea, at night, without any pilot, in a frail bark; should a blast of wind upset the boat we are lost.”

	Mousqueton heaved a deep sigh.

	“You are ungrateful, D’Artagnan,” said Athos; “yes, ungrateful to Providence, to whom we owe our safety in the most miraculous manner. Let us sail before the wind, and unless it changes we shall be drifted either to Calais or Boulogne. Should our bark be upset we are five of us good swimmers, able enough to turn it over again, or if not, to hold on by it. Now we are on the very road which all the vessels between Dover and Calais take, ‘tis impossible but that we should meet with a fisherman who will pick us up.”

	“But should we not find any fisherman and should the wind shift to the north?”

	“That,” said Athos, “would be quite another thing; and we should nevermore see land until we were upon the other side of the Atlantic.”

	“Which implies that we may die of hunger,” said Aramis.

	“‘Tis more than possible,” answered the Comte de la Fere.

	Mousqueton sighed again, more deeply than before.

	“What is the matter? what ails you?” asked Porthos.

	“I am cold, sir,” said Mousqueton.

	“Impossible! your body is covered with a coating of fat which preserves it from the cold air.”

	“Ah! sir, ‘tis this very coating of fat that makes me shiver.”

	“How is that, Mousqueton?

	“Alas! your honor, in the library of the Chateau of Bracieux there are a lot of books of travels.”

	“What then?”

	“Amongst them the voyages of Jean Mocquet in the time of Henry IV.”

	“Well?”

	“In these books, your honor, ‘tis told how hungry voyagers, drifting out to sea, have a bad habit of eating each other and beginning with----”

	“The fattest among them!” cried D’Artagnan, unable in spite of the gravity of the occasion to help laughing.

	“Yes, sir,” answered Mousqueton; “but permit me to say I see nothing laughable in it. However,” he added, turning to Porthos, “I should not regret dying, sir, were I sure that by doing so I might still be useful to you.”

	“Mouston,” replied Porthos, much affected, “should we ever see my castle of Pierrefonds again you shall have as your own and for your descendants the vineyard that surrounds the farm.”

	“And you should call it ‘Devotion,’” added Aramis; “the vineyard of self-sacrifice, to transmit to latest ages the recollection of your devotion to your master.”

	“Chevalier,” said D’Artagnan, laughing, “you could eat a piece of Mouston, couldn’t you, especially after two or three days of fasting?”

	“Oh, no,” replied Aramis, “I should much prefer Blaisois; we haven’t known him so long.”

	One may readily conceive that during these jokes which were intended chiefly to divert Athos from the scene which had just taken place, the servants, with the exception of Grimaud, were not silent. Suddenly Mousqueton uttered a cry of delight, taking from beneath one of the benches a bottle of wine; and on looking more closely in the same place he discovered a dozen similar bottles, bread, and a monster junk of salted beef.

	“Oh, sir!” he cried, passing the bottle to Porthos, “we are saved--the bark is supplied with provisions.”

	This intelligence restored every one save Athos to gayety.

	“Zounds!” exclaimed Porthos, “‘tis astonishing how empty violent agitation makes the stomach.”

	And he drank off half a bottle at a draught and bit great mouthfuls of the bread and meat.

	“Now,” said Athos, “sleep, or try to sleep, my friends, and I will watch.”

	In a few moments, notwithstanding their wet clothes, the icy blast that blew and the previous scene of terror, these hardy adventurers, with their iron frames, inured to every hardship, threw themselves down, intending to profit by the advice of Athos, who sat at the helm, pensively wakeful, guiding the little bark the way it was to go, his eyes fixed on the heavens, as if he sought to verify not only the road to France, but the benign aspect of protecting Providence. After some hours of repose the sleepers were aroused by Athos.

	Dawn was shedding its pallid, placid glimmer on the purple ocean, when at the distance of a musket shot from them was seen a dark gray mass, above which gleamed a triangular sail; then masters and servants joined in a fervent cry to the crew of that vessel to hear them and to save.

	“A bark!” all cried together.

	It was, in fact, a small craft from Dunkirk bound for Boulogne.

	A quarter of an hour afterward the rowboat of this craft took them all aboard. Grimaud tendered twenty guineas to the captain, and at nine o’clock in the morning, having a fair wind, our Frenchmen set foot on their native land.

	“Egad! how strong one feels here!” said Porthos, almost burying his large feet in the sands. “Zounds! I could defy a nation!”

	“Be quiet, Porthos,” said D’Artagnan, “we are observed.”

	“We are admired, i’faith,” answered Porthos.

	“These people who are looking at us are only merchants,” said Athos, “and are looking more at the cargo than at us.”

	“I shall not trust to that,” said the lieutenant, “and I shall make for the Dunes* as soon as possible.”

	* Sandy hills about Dunkirk, from which it derives its name.

	The party followed him and soon disappeared with him behind the hillocks of sand unobserved. Here, after a short conference, they proposed to separate.

	“And why separate?” asked Athos.

	“Because,” answered the Gascon, “we were sent, Porthos and I, by Cardinal Mazarin to fight for Cromwell; instead of fighting for Cromwell we have served Charles I.--not the same thing by any means. In returning with the Comte de la Fere and Monsieur d’Herblay our crime would be confirmed. We have circumvented Cromwell, Mordaunt, and the sea, but we shall find a certain difficulty in circumventing Mazarin.”

	“You forget,” replied Athos, “that we consider ourselves your prisoners and not free from the engagement we entered into.”

	“Truly, Athos,” interrupted D’Artagnan, “I am vexed that such a man as you are should talk nonsense which schoolboys would be ashamed of. Chevalier,” he continued, addressing Aramis, who, leaning proudly on his sword, seemed to agree with his companion, “Chevalier, Porthos and I run no risk; besides, should any ill-luck happen to two of us, will it not be much better that the other two should be spared to assist those who may be apprehended? Besides, who knows whether, divided, we may not obtain a pardon--you from the queen, we from Mazarin--which, were we all four together, would never be granted. Come, Athos and Aramis, go to the right; Porthos, come with me to the left; these gentlemen should file off into Normandy, whilst we, by the nearest road, reach Paris.”

	He then gave his friends minute directions as to their route.

	“Ah! my dear friend,” exclaimed Athos, “how I should admire the resources of your mind did I not stop to adore those of your heart.”

	And he gave him his hand.

	“Isn’t this fox a genius, Athos?” asked the Gascon. “No! he knows how to crunch fowls, to dodge the huntsman and to find his way home by day or by night, that’s all. Well, is all said?”

	“All.”

	“Then let’s count our money and divide it. Ah! hurrah! there’s the sun! A merry morning to you, Sunshine. ‘Tis a long time since I saw thee!”

	“Come, come, D’Artagnan,” said Athos, “do not affect to be strong-minded; there are tears in your eyes. Let us be open with each other and sincere.”

	“What!” cried the Gascon, “do you think, Athos, we can take leave, calmly, of two friends at a time not free from danger to you and Aramis?”

	“No,” answered Athos; “embrace me, my son.”

	“Zounds!” said Porthos, sobbing, “I believe I’m crying; but how foolish all this is!”

	Then they embraced. At that moment their fraternal bond of union was closer than ever, and when they parted, each to take the route agreed on, they turned back to utter affectionate expressions, which the echoes of the Dunes repeated. At last they lost sight of each other.

	“Sacrebleu! D’Artagnan,” said Porthos, “I must out with it at once, for I can’t keep to myself anything I have against you; I haven’t been able to recognize you in this matter.”

	“Why not?” said D’Artagnan, with his wise smile.

	“Because if, as you say, Athos and Aramis are in real danger, this is not the time to abandon them. For my part, I confess to you that I was all ready to follow them and am still ready to rejoin them, in spite of all the Mazarins in the world.”

	“You would be right, Porthos, but for one thing, which may change the current of your ideas; and that is, that it is not those gentlemen who are in the greatest danger, it is ourselves; it is not to abandon them that we have separated, but to avoid compromising them.”

	“Really?” said Porthos, opening his eyes in astonishment.

	“Yes, no doubt. If they are arrested they will only be put in the Bastile; if we are arrested it is a matter of the Place de Greve.”

	“Oh! oh!” said Porthos, “there is quite a gap between that fate and the baronial coronet you promised me, D’Artagnan.”

	“Bah! perhaps not so great as you think, Porthos; you know the proverb, ‘All roads lead to Rome.’”

	“But how is it that we are incurring greater risks than Athos and Aramis?” asked Porthos.

	“Because they have but fulfilled the mission confided to them by Queen Henrietta and we have betrayed that confided to us by Mazarin; because, going hence as emissaries to Cromwell, we became partisans of King Charles; because, instead of helping cut off the royal head condemned by those fellows called Mazarin, Cromwell, Joyce, Bridge, Fairfax, etc., we very nearly succeeded in saving it.”

	“Upon my word that is true,” said Porthos; “but how can you suppose, my dear friend, that in the midst of his great preoccupations General Cromwell has had time to think----”

	“Cromwell thinks of everything; Cromwell has time for everything; and believe me, dear friend, we ought not to lose our time--it is precious. We shall not be safe till we have seen Mazarin, and then----”

	“The devil!” said Porthos; “what can we say to Mazarin?”

	“Leave that to me--I have my plan. He laughs best who laughs last. Cromwell is mighty, Mazarin is tricky, but I would rather have to do with them than with the late Monsieur Mordaunt.”

	“Ah!” said Porthos, “it is very pleasant to be able to say ‘the late Monsieur Mordaunt.’”

	“My faith, yes,” said D’Artagnan. “But we must be going.”

	The two immediately started across country toward the road to Paris, followed by Mousqueton, who, after being too cold all night, at the end of a quarter of an hour found himself too warm.

	75. The Return.

	During the six weeks that Athos and Aramis had been absent from France, the Parisians, finding themselves one morning without either queen or king, were greatly annoyed at being thus deserted, and the absence of Mazarin, a thing so long desired, did not compensate for that of the two august fugitives.

	The first feeling that pervaded Paris on hearing of the flight to Saint Germain, was that sort of affright which seizes children when they awake in the night and find themselves alone. A deputation was therefore sent to the queen to entreat her to return to Paris; but she not only declined to receive the deputies, but sent an intimation by Chancellor Seguier, implying that if the parliament did not humble itself before her majesty by negativing all the questions that had been the cause of the quarrel, Paris would be besieged the very next day.

	This threatening answer, unluckily for the court, produced quite a different effect to that which was intended. It wounded the pride of the parliament, which, supported by the citizens, replied by declaring that Cardinal Mazarin was the cause of all the discontent; denounced him as the enemy both of the king and the state, and ordered him to retire from the court that same day and from France within a week afterward; enjoining, in case of disobedience on his part, all the subjects of the king to pursue and take him.

	Mazarin being thus placed beyond the pale of the protection of the law, preparations on both sides were commenced--by the queen, to attack Paris, by the citizens, to defend it. The latter were occupied in breaking up the pavement and stretching chains across the streets, when, headed by the coadjutor, appeared the Prince de Conti (the brother of the Prince de Conde) and the Duc de Longueville, his brother-in-law. This unexpected band of auxiliaries arrived in Paris on the tenth of January and the Prince of Conti was named, but not until after a stormy discussion, generalissimo of the army of the king, out of Paris.

	As for the Duc de Beaufort, he arrived from Vendome, according to the annals of the day, bringing with him his high bearing and his long and beautiful hair, qualifications which gained him the sovereignty of the marketplaces.

	The Parisian army had organized with the promptness characteristic of the bourgeois whenever they are moved by any sentiment whatever to disguise themselves as soldiers. On the nineteenth the impromptu army had attempted a sortie, more to assure itself and others of its actual existence than with any more serious intention. They carried a banner, on which could be read this strange device: “We are seeking our king.”

	The next following days were occupied in trivial movements which resulted only in the carrying off of a few herds of cattle and the burning of two or three houses.

	That was still the situation of affairs up to the early days of February. On the first day of that month our four companions had landed at Boulogne, and, in two parties, had set out for Paris. Toward the end of the fourth day of the journey Athos and Aramis reached Nanterre, which place they cautiously passed by on the outskirts, fearing that they might encounter some troop from the queen’s army.

	It was against his will that Athos took these precautions, but Aramis had very judiciously reminded him that they had no right to be imprudent, that they had been charged by King Charles with a supreme and sacred mission, which, received at the foot of the scaffold, could be accomplished only at the feet of Queen Henrietta. Upon that, Athos yielded.

	On reaching the capital Athos and Aramis found it in arms. The sentinel at the gate refused even to let them pass, and called his sergeant.

	The sergeant, with the air of importance which such people assume when they are clad with military dignity, said:

	“Who are you, gentlemen?”

	“Two gentlemen.”

	“And where do you come from?”

	“From London.”

	“And what are you going to do in Paris?”

	“We are going with a mission to Her Majesty, the Queen of England.”

	“Ah, every one seems to be going to see the queen of England. We have already at the station three gentlemen whose passports are under examination, who are on their way to her majesty. Where are your passports?”

	“We have none; we left England, ignorant of the state of politics here, having left Paris before the departure of the king.”

	“Ah!” said the sergeant, with a cunning smile, “you are Mazarinists, who are sent as spies.”

	“My dear friend,” here Athos spoke, “rest assured, if we were Mazarinists we should come well prepared with every sort of passport. In your situation distrust those who are well provided with every formality.”

	“Enter the guardroom,” said the sergeant; “we will lay your case before the commandant of the post.”

	The guardroom was filled with citizens and common people, some playing, some drinking, some talking. In a corner, almost hidden from view, were three gentlemen, who had preceded Athos and Aramis, and an officer was examining their passports. The first impulse of these three, and of those who last entered, was to cast an inquiring glance at each other. The first arrivals wore long cloaks, in whose drapery they were carefully enveloped; one of them, shorter than the rest, remained pertinaciously in the background.

	When the sergeant on entering the room announced that in all probability he was bringing in two Mazarinists, it appeared to be the unanimous opinion of the officers on guard that they ought not to pass.

	“Be it so,” said Athos; “yet it is probable, on the contrary, that we shall enter, because we seem to have to do with sensible people. There seems to be only one thing to do, which is, to send our names to Her Majesty the Queen of England, and if she engages to answer for us I presume we shall be allowed to enter.”

	On hearing these words the shortest of the other three men seemed more attentive than ever to what was going on, wrapping his cloak around him more carefully than before.

	“Merciful goodness!” whispered Aramis to Athos, “did you see?”

	“What?” asked Athos.

	“The face of the shortest of those three gentlemen?”

	“No.”

	“He looked to me--but ‘tis impossible.”

	At this instant the sergeant, who had been for his orders, returned, and pointing to the three gentlemen in cloaks, said:

	“The passports are in order; let these three gentlemen pass.”

	The three gentlemen bowed and hastened to take advantage of this permission.

	Aramis looked after them, and as the last of them passed close to him he pressed the hand of Athos.

	“What is the matter with you, my friend?” asked the latter.

	“I have--doubtless I am dreaming; tell me, sir,” he said to the sergeant, “do you know those three gentlemen who are just gone out?”

	“Only by their passports; they are three Frondists, who are gone to rejoin the Duc de Longueville.”

	“‘Tis strange,” said Aramis, almost involuntarily; “I fancied that I recognized Mazarin himself.”

	The sergeant burst into a fit of laughter.

	“He!” he cried; “he venture himself amongst us, to be hung! Not so foolish as all that.”

	“Ah!” muttered Athos, “I may be mistaken, I haven’t the unerring eye of D’Artagnan.”

	“Who is speaking of Monsieur D’Artagnan?” asked an officer who appeared at that moment upon the threshold of the room.

	“What!” cried Aramis and Athos, “what! Planchet!”

	“Planchet,” added Grimaud; “Planchet, with a gorget, indeed!”

	“Ah, gentlemen!” cried Planchet, “so you are back again in Paris. Oh, how happy you make us! no doubt you come to join the princes!”

	“As thou seest, Planchet,” said Aramis, whilst Athos smiled on seeing what important rank was held in the city militia by the former comrade of Mousqueton, Bazin and Grimaud.

	“And Monsieur d’Artagnan, of whom you spoke just now, Monsieur d’Herblay; may I ask if you have any news of him?”

	“We parted from him four days ago and we have reason to believe that he has reached Paris before us.”

	“No, sir; I am sure he hasn’t yet arrived. But then he may have stopped at Saint Germain.”

	“I don’t think so; we appointed to meet at La Chevrette.”

	“I was there this very day.”

	“And had the pretty Madeleine no news?” asked Aramis, smiling.

	“No, sir, and it must be admitted that she seemed very anxious.”

	“In fact,” said Aramis, “there is no time lost and we made our journey quickly. Permit me, then, my dear Athos, without inquiring further about our friend, to pay my respects to M. Planchet.”

	“Ah, monsieur le chevalier,” said Planchet, bowing.

	“Lieutenant?” asked Aramis.

	“Lieutenant, with a promise of becoming captain.”

	“‘Tis capital; and pray, how did you acquire all these honors?”

	“In the first place, gentlemen, you know that I was the means of Monsieur de Rochefort’s escape; well, I was very near being hung by Mazarin and that made me more popular than ever.”

	“So, owing to your popularity----”

	“No; thanks to something better. You know, gentlemen, that I served the Piedmont regiment and had the honor of being a sergeant?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, one day when no one could drill a mob of citizens, who began to march, some with the right foot, others with the left, I succeeded, I did, in making them all begin with the same foot, and I was made lieutenant on the spot.”

	“So I presume,” said Athos, “that you have a large number of the nobles with you?”

	“Certainly. There are the Prince de Conti, the Duc de Longueville, the Duc de Beaufort, the Duc de Bouillon, the Marechal de la Mothe, the Marquis de Sevigne, and I don’t know who, for my part.”

	“And the Vicomte Raoul de Bragelonne?” inquired Athos, in a tremulous voice. “D’Artagnan told me that he had recommended him to your care, in parting.”

	“Yes, count; nor have I lost sight of him for a single instant since.”

	“Then,” said Athos in a tone of delight, “he is well? no accident has happened to him?”

	“None, sir.”

	“And he lives?”

	“Still at the Hotel of the Great Charlemagne.”

	“And passes his time?”

	“Sometimes with the queen of England, sometimes with Madame de Chevreuse. He and the Count de Guiche are like each other’s shadows.”

	“Thanks, Planchet, thanks!” cried Athos, extending his hand to the lieutenant.

	“Oh, sir!” Planchet only touched the tips of the count’s fingers.

	“Well, what are you doing, count--to a former lackey?

	“My friend,” said Athos, “he has given me news of Raoul.”

	“And now, gentlemen,” said Planchet, who had not heard what they were saying, “what do you intend to do?”

	“Re-enter Paris, if you will let us, my good Planchet.”

	“Let you, sir? Now, as ever, I am nothing but your servant.” Then turning to his men:

	“Allow these gentlemen to pass,” he said; “they are friends of the Duc de Beaufort.”

	“Long live the Duc de Beaufort!” cried the sentinels.

	The sergeant drew near to Planchet.

	“What! without passports?” he murmured.

	“Without passports,” said Planchet.

	“Take notice, captain,” he continued, giving Planchet his expected title, “take notice that one of the three men who just now went out from here told me privately to distrust these gentlemen.”

	“And I,” said Planchet, with dignity, “I know them and I answer for them.”

	As he said this, he pressed Grimaud’s hand, who seemed honored by the distinction.

	“Farewell till we meet again,” said Aramis, as they took leave of Planchet; “if anything happens to us we shall blame you for it.”

	“Sir,” said Planchet, “I am in all things at your service.”

	“That fellow is no fool,” said Aramis, as he got on his horse.

	“How should he be?” replied Athos, whilst mounting also, “seeing he was used so long to brush your hats.”

	76. The Ambassadors.

	The two friends rode rapidly down the declivity of the Faubourg, but on arriving at the bottom were surprised to find that the streets of Paris had become rivers, and the open places lakes; after the great rains which fell in January the Seine had overflowed its banks and the river inundated half the capital. The two gentlemen were obliged, therefore, to get off their horses and take a boat; and in that strange manner they approached the Louvre.

	Night had closed in, and Paris, seen thus, by the light of lanterns flickering on the pools of water, crowded with ferry-boats of every kind, including those that glittered with the armed patrols, with the watchword, passing from post to post--Paris presented such an aspect as to strongly seize the senses of Aramis, a man most susceptible to warlike impressions.

	They reached the queen’s apartments, but were compelled to stop in the ante-chamber, since her majesty was at that moment giving audience to gentlemen bringing her news from England.

	“We, too,” said Athos, to the footman who had given him that answer, “not only bring news from England, but have just come from there.”

	“What? then, are your names, gentlemen?”

	“The Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay,” said Aramis.

	“Ah! in that case, gentlemen,” said the footman, on hearing the names which the queen had so often pronounced with hope, “in that case it is another thing, and I think her majesty will pardon me for not keeping you here a moment. Please follow me,” and he went on before, followed by Athos and Aramis.

	On arriving at the door of the room where the queen was receiving he made a sign for them to wait and opening the door:

	“Madame,” he said, “I hope your majesty will forgive me for disobeying your orders, when you learn that the gentlemen I have come to announce are the Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay.”

	On hearing those two names the queen uttered a cry of joy, which the two gentlemen heard.

	“Poor queen!” murmured Athos.

	“Oh, let them come in! let them come in,” cried the young princess, bounding to the door.

	The poor child was constant in her attendance on her mother and sought by her filial attentions to make her forget the absence of her two sons and her other daughter.

	“Come in, gentlemen,” repeated the princess, opening the door herself.

	The queen was seated on a fauteuil and before her were standing two or three gentlemen, and among them the Duc de Chatillon, the brother of the nobleman killed eight or nine years previously in a duel on account of Madame de Longueville, on the Place Royale. All these gentlemen had been noticed by Athos and Aramis in the guardhouse, and when the two friends were announced they started and exchanged some words in a low tone. “Well, sirs!” cried the queen, on perceiving the two friends, “you have come, faithful friends! But the royal couriers have been more expeditious than you, and here are Monsieur de Flamarens and Monsieur de Chatillon, who bring me from Her Majesty the Queen Anne of Austria, the very latest intelligence.”

	Aramis and Athos were astounded by the calmness, even the gayety of the queen’s manner.

	“Go on with your recital, sirs,” said the queen, turning to the Duc de Chatillon. “You said that His Majesty, King Charles, my august consort, had been condemned to death by a majority of his subjects!”

	“Yes, madame,” Chatillon stammered out.

	Athos and Aramis were more and more astonished.

	“And that being conducted to the scaffold,” resumed the queen--“oh, my lord! oh, my king!--and that being led to the scaffold he had been saved by an indignant people.”

	“Just so madame,” replied Chatillon, in so low a voice that though the two friends were listening eagerly they could hardly hear this affirmation.

	The queen clasped her hands in enthusiastic gratitude, whilst her daughter threw her arms around her mother’s neck and kissed her--her own eyes streaming with tears.

	“Now, madame, nothing remains to me except to proffer my respectful homage,” said Chatillon, who felt confused and ashamed beneath the stern gaze of Athos.

	“One moment, yes,” answered the queen. “One moment--I beg--for here are the Chevalier d’Herblay and the Comte de la Fere, just arrived from London, and they can give you, as eye-witnesses, such details as you can convey to the queen, my royal sister. Speak, gentlemen, speak--I am listening; conceal nothing, gloss over nothing. Since his majesty still lives, since the honor of the throne is safe, everything else is a matter of indifference to me.”

	Athos turned pale and laid his hand on his heart.

	“Well!” exclaimed the queen, who remarked this movement and his paleness. “Speak, sir! I beg you to do so.”

	“I beg you to excuse me, madame; I wish to add nothing to the recital of these gentlemen until they perceive themselves that they have perhaps been mistaken.”

	“Mistaken!” cried the queen, almost suffocated by emotion; “mistaken! what has happened, then?”

	“Sir,” interposed Monsieur de Flamarens to Athos, “if we are mistaken the error has originated with the queen. I do not suppose you will have the presumption to set it to rights--that would be to accuse Her Majesty, Queen Anne, of falsehood.”

	“With the queen, sir?” replied Athos, in his calm, vibrating voice.

	“Yes,” murmured Flamarens, lowering his eyes.

	Athos sighed deeply.

	“Or rather, sir,” said Aramis, with his peculiar irritating politeness, “the error of the person who was with you when we met you in the guardroom; for if the Comte de la Fere and I are not mistaken, we saw you in the company of a third gentleman.”

	Chatillon and Flamarens started.

	“Explain yourself, count!” cried the queen, whose anxiety grew greater every moment. “On your brow I read despair--your lips falter ere you announce some terrible tidings--your hands tremble. Oh, my God! my God! what has happened?”

	“Lord!” ejaculated the young princess, falling on her knees, “have mercy on us!”

	“Sir,” said Chatillon, “if you bring bad tidings it will be cruel in you to announce them to the queen.”

	Aramis went so close to Chatillon as almost to touch him.

	“Sir,” said he, with compressed lips and flashing eyes, “you have not the presumption to instruct the Comte de la Fere and myself what we ought to say here?”

	During this brief altercation Athos, with his hands on his heart, his head bent low, approached the queen and in a voice of deepest sorrow said:

	“Madame, princes--who by nature are above other men--receive from Heaven courage to support greater misfortunes than those of lower rank, for their hearts are elevated as their fortunes. We ought not, therefore, I think, to act toward a queen so illustrious as your majesty as we should act toward a woman of our lowlier condition. Queen, destined as you are to endure every sorrow on this earth, hear the result of our unhappy mission.”

	Athos, kneeling down before the queen, trembling and very cold, drew from his bosom, inclosed in the same case, the order set in diamonds which the queen had given to Lord de Winter and the wedding ring which Charles I. before his death had placed in the hands of Aramis. Since the moment he had first received these two mementoes Athos had never parted with them.

	He opened the case and offered them to the queen with deep and silent anguish.

	The queen stretched out her hand, seized the ring, pressed it convulsively to her lips--and without being able to breathe a sigh, to give vent to a sob, she extended her arms, became deadly pale, and fell senseless in the arms of her attendants and her daughter.

	Athos kissed the hem of the robe of the widowed queen and rising, with a dignity that made a deep impression on those around:

	“I, the Comte de la Fere, a gentleman who has never deceived any human being, swear before God and before this unhappy queen, that all that was possible to save the king of England was done whilst we were on English ground. Now, chevalier,” he added, turning to Aramis, “let us go. Our duty is fulfilled.”

	“Not yet.” said Aramis; “we have still a word to say to these gentlemen.”

	And turning to Chatillon: “Sir, be so good as not to go away without giving me an opportunity to tell you something I cannot say before the queen.”

	Chatillon bowed in token of assent and they all went out, stopping at the window of a gallery on the ground floor.

	“Sir,” said Aramis, “you allowed yourself just now to treat us in a most extraordinary manner. That would not be endurable in any case, and is still less so on the part of those who came to bring the queen the message of a liar.”

	“Sir!” cried De Chatillon.

	“What have you done with Monsieur de Bruy? Has he by any possibility gone to change his face which was too like that of Monsieur de Mazarin? There is an abundance of Italian masks at the Palais Royal, from harlequin even to pantaloon.”

	“Chevalier! chevalier!” said Athos.

	“Leave me alone,” said Aramis impatiently. “You know well that I don’t like to leave things half finished.”

	“Conclude, then, sir,” answered De Chatillon, with as much hauteur as Aramis.

	“Gentlemen,” resumed Aramis, “any one but the Comte de la Fere and myself would have had you arrested--for we have friends in Paris--but we are contented with another course. Come and converse with us for just five minutes, sword in hand, upon this deserted terrace.”

	“One moment, gentlemen,” cried Flamarens. “I know well that the proposition is tempting, but at present it is impossible to accept it.”

	“And why not?” said Aramis, in his tone of raillery. “Is it Mazarin’s proximity that makes you so prudent?”

	“Oh, you hear that, Flamarens!” said Chatillon. “Not to reply would be a blot on my name and my honor.”

	“That is my opinion,” said Aramis.

	“You will not reply, however, and these gentlemen, I am sure, will presently be of my opinion.”

	Aramis shook his head with a motion of indescribable insolence.

	Chatillon saw the motion and put his hand to his sword.

	“Willingly,” replied De Chatillon.

	“Duke,” said Flamarens, “you forget that to-morrow you are to command an expedition of the greatest importance, projected by the prince, assented to by the queen. Until to-morrow evening you are not at your own disposal.”

	“Let it be then the day after to-morrow,” said Aramis.

	“To-morrow, rather,” said De Chatillon, “if you will take the trouble of coming so far as the gates of Charenton.”

	“How can you doubt it, sir? For the pleasure of a meeting with you I would go to the end of the world.”

	“Very well, to-morrow, sir.”

	“I shall rely on it. Are you going to rejoin your cardinal? Swear first, on your honor, not to inform him of our return.”

	“Conditions?”

	“Why not?”

	“Because it is for victors to make conditions, and you are not yet victors, gentlemen.”

	“Then let us draw on the spot. It is all one to us--to us who do not command to-morrow’s expedition.”

	Chatillon and Flamarens looked at each other. There was such irony in the words and in the bearing of Aramis that the duke had great difficulty in bridling his anger, but at a word from Flamarens he restrained himself and contented himself with saying:

	“You promise, sir--that’s agreed--that I shall find you to-morrow at Charenton?”

	“Oh, don’t be afraid, sir,” replied Aramis; and the two gentlemen shortly afterward left the Louvre.

	“For what reason is all this fume and fury?” asked Athos. “What have they done to you?”

	“They--did you not see what they did?”

	“No.”

	“They laughed when we swore that we had done our duty in England. Now, if they believed us, they laughed in order to insult us; if they did not believe it they insulted us all the more. However, I’m glad not to fight them until to-morrow. I hope we shall have something better to do to-night than to draw the sword.”

	“What have we to do?”

	“Egad! to take Mazarin.”

	Athos curled his lip with disdain.

	“These undertakings do not suit me, as you know, Aramis.”

	“Why?”

	“Because it is taking people unawares.”

	“Really, Athos, you would make a singular general. You would fight only by broad daylight, warn your foe before an attack, and never attempt anything by night lest you should be accused of taking advantage of the darkness.”

	Athos smiled.

	“You know one cannot change his nature,” he said. “Besides, do you know what is our situation, and whether Mazarin’s arrest wouldn’t be rather an encumbrance than an advantage?”

	“Say at once you disapprove of my proposal.”

	“I think you ought to do nothing, since you exacted a promise from these gentlemen not to let Mazarin know that we were in France.”

	“I have entered into no engagement and consider myself quite free. Come, come.”

	“Where?”

	“Either to seek the Duc de Beaufort or the Duc de Bouillon, and to tell them about this.”

	“Yes, but on one condition--that we begin by the coadjutor. He is a priest, learned in cases of conscience, and we will tell him ours.”

	It was then agreed that they were to go first to Monsieur de Bouillon, as his house came first; but first of all Athos begged that he might go to the Hotel du Grand Charlemagne, to see Raoul.

	They re-entered the boat which had brought them to the Louvre and thence proceeded to the Halles; and taking up Grimaud and Blaisois, they went on foot to the Rue Guenegaud.

	But Raoul was not at the Hotel du Grand Charlemagne. He had received a message from the prince, to whom he had hastened with Olivain the instant he had received it.

	77. The three Lieutenants of the Generalissimo.

	The night was dark, but still the town resounded with those noises that disclose a city in a state of siege. Athos and Aramis did not proceed a hundred steps without being stopped by sentinels placed before the barricades, who demanded the watchword; and on their saying that they were going to Monsieur de Bouillon on a mission of importance a guide was given them under pretext of conducting them, but in fact as a spy over their movements.

	On arriving at the Hotel de Bouillon they came across a little troop of three cavaliers, who seemed to know every possible password; for they walked without either guide or escort, and on arriving at the barricades had nothing to do but to speak to those who guarded them, who instantly let them pass with evident deference, due probably to their high birth.

	On seeing them Athos and Aramis stood still.

	“Oh!” cried Aramis, “do you see, count?”

	“Yes,” said Athos.

	“Who do these three cavaliers appear to you to be?”

	“What do you think, Aramis?”

	“Why, they are our men.”

	“You are not mistaken; I recognize Monsieur de Flamarens.”

	“And I, Monsieur de Chatillon.”

	“As to the cavalier in the brown cloak----”

	“It is the cardinal.”

	“In person.”

	“How the devil do they venture so near the Hotel de Bouillon?”

	Athos smiled, but did not reply. Five minutes afterward they knocked at the prince’s door.

	This door was guarded by a sentinel and there was also a guard placed in the courtyard, ready to obey the orders of the Prince de Conti’s lieutenant.

	Monsieur de Bouillon had the gout, but notwithstanding his illness, which had prevented his mounting on horseback for the last month---that is, since Paris had been besieged--he was ready to receive the Comte de la Fere and the Chevalier d’Herblay.

	He was in bed, but surrounded with all the paraphernalia of war. Everywhere were swords, pistols, cuirasses, and arquebuses, and it was plain that as soon as his gout was better Monsieur de Bouillon would give a pretty tangle to the enemies of the parliament to unravel. Meanwhile, to his great regret, as he said, he was obliged to keep his bed.

	“Ah, gentlemen,” he cried, as the two friends entered, “you are very happy! you can ride, you can go and come and fight for the cause of the people. But I, as you see, am nailed to my bed--ah! this demon, gout--this demon, gout!”

	“My lord,” said Athos, “we are just arrived from England and our first concern is to inquire after your health.”

	“Thanks, gentlemen, thanks! As you see, my health is but indifferent. But you come from England. And King Charles is well, as I have just heard?”

	“He is dead, my lord!” said Aramis.

	“Pooh!” said the duke, too much astonished to believe it true.

	“Dead on the scaffold; condemned by parliament.”

	“Impossible!”

	“And executed in our presence.”

	“What, then, has Monsieur de Flamarens been telling me?”

	“Monsieur de Flamarens?”

	“Yes, he has just gone out.”

	Athos smiled. “With two companions?” he said.

	“With two companions, yes,” replied the duke. Then he added with a certain uneasiness, “Did you meet them?”

	“Why, yes, I think so--in the street,” said Athos; and he looked smilingly at Aramis, who looked at him with an expression of surprise.

	“The devil take this gout!” cried Monsieur de Bouillon, evidently ill at ease.

	“My lord,” said Athos, “we admire your devotion to the cause you have espoused, in remaining at the head of the army whilst so ill, in so much pain.”

	“One must,” replied Monsieur de Bouillon, “sacrifice one’s comfort to the public good; but I confess to you I am now almost exhausted. My spirit is willing, my head is clear, but this demon, the gout, o’ercrows me. I confess, if the court would do justice to my claims and give the head of my house the title of prince, and if my brother De Turenne were reinstated in his command I would return to my estates and leave the court and parliament to settle things between themselves as they might.”

	“You are perfectly right, my lord.”

	“You think so? At this very moment the court is making overtures to me; hitherto I have repulsed them; but since such men as you assure me that I am wrong in doing so, I’ve a good mind to follow your advice and to accept a proposition made to me by the Duc de Chatillon just now.”

	“Accept it, my lord, accept it,” said Aramis.

	“Faith! yes. I am even sorry that this evening I almost repulsed--but there will be a conference to-morrow and we shall see.”

	The two friends saluted the duke.

	“Go, gentlemen,” he said; “you must be much fatigued after your voyage. Poor King Charles! But, after all, he was somewhat to blame in all that business and we may console ourselves with the reflection that France has no cause of reproach in the matter and did all she could to serve him.”

	“Oh! as to that,” said Aramis, “we are witnesses. Mazarin especially----”

	“Yes, do you know, I am very glad to hear you give that testimony; the cardinal has some good in him, and if he were not a foreigner--well, he would be more justly estimated. Oh! the devil take this gout!”

	Athos and Aramis took their leave, but even in the ante-chamber they could still hear the duke’s cries; he was evidently suffering the tortures of the damned.

	When they reached the street, Aramis said:

	“Well, Athos, what do you think?”

	“Of whom?”

	“Pardieu! of Monsieur de Bouillon.”

	“My friend, I think that he is much troubled with gout.”

	“You noticed that I didn’t breathe a word as to the purpose of our visit?”

	“You did well; you would have caused him an access of his disease. Let us go to Monsieur de Beaufort.”

	The two friends went to the Hotel de Vendome. It was ten o’clock when they arrived. The Hotel de Vendome was not less guarded than the Hotel de Bouillon, and presented as warlike an appearance. There were sentinels, a guard in the court, stacks of arms, and horses saddled. Two horsemen going out as Athos and Aramis entered were obliged to give place to them.

	“Ah! ah! gentlemen,” said Aramis, “decidedly it is a night for meetings. We shall be very unfortunate if, after meeting so often this evening, we should not succeed in meeting to-morrow.”

	“Oh, as to that, sir,” replied Chatillon (for it was he who, with Flamarens, was leaving the Duc de Beaufort), “you may be assured; for if we meet by night without seeking each other, much more shall we meet by day when wishing it.”

	“I hope that is true,” said Aramis.

	“As for me, I am sure of it,” said the duke.

	De Flamarens and De Chatillon continued on their way and Athos and Aramis dismounted.

	Hardly had they given the bridles of their horses to their lackeys and rid themselves of their cloaks when a man approached them, and after looking at them for an instant by the doubtful light of the lantern hung in the centre of the courtyard he uttered an exclamation of joy and ran to embrace them.

	“Comte de la Fere!” the man cried out; “Chevalier d’Herblay! How does it happen that you are in Paris?”

	“Rochefort!” cried the two friends.

	“Yes! we arrived four or five days ago from the Vendomois, as you know, and we are going to give Mazarin something to do. You are still with us, I presume?”

	“More than ever. And the duke?”

	“Furious against the cardinal. You know his success--our dear duke? He is really king of Paris; he can’t go out without being mobbed by his admirers.”

	“Ah! so much the better! Can we have the honor of seeing his highness?”

	“I shall be proud to present you,” and Rochefort walked on. Every door was opened to him. Monsieur de Beaufort was at supper, but he rose quickly on hearing the two friends announced.

	“Ah!” he cried, “by Jove! you’re welcome, sirs. You are coming to sup with me, are you not? Boisgoli, tell Noirmont that I have two guests. You know Noirmont, do you not? The successor of Father Marteau who makes the excellent pies you know of. Boisgoli, let him send one of his best, but not such a one as he made for La Ramee. Thank God! we don’t want either rope ladders or gag-pears now.”

	“My lord,” said Athos, “do not let us disturb you. We came merely to inquire after your health and to take your orders.”

	“As to my health, since it has stood five years of prison, with Monsieur de Chavigny to boot, ‘tis excellent! As to my orders, since every one gives his own commands in our party, I shall end, if this goes on, by giving none at all.”

	“In short, my lord,” said Athos, glancing at Aramis, “your highness is discontented with your party?”

	“Discontented, sir! say my highness is furious! To such a degree, I assure you, though I would not say so to others, that if the queen, acknowledging the injuries she has done me, would recall my mother and give me the reversion of the admiralty, which belonged to my father and was promised me at his death, well! it would not be long before I should be training dogs to say that there were greater traitors in France than the Cardinal Mazarin!”

	At this Athos and Aramis could not help exchanging not only a look but a smile; and had they not known it for a fact, this would have told them that De Chatillon and De Flamarens had been there.

	“My lord,” said Athos, “we are satisfied; we came here only to express our loyalty and to say that we are at your lordship’s service and his most faithful servants.”

	“My most faithful friends, gentlemen, my most faithful friends; you have proved it. And if ever I am reconciled with the court I shall prove to you, I hope, that I remain your friend, as well as that of--what the devil are their names--D’Artagnan and Porthos?”

	“D’Artagnan and Porthos.”

	“Ah, yes. You understand, then, Comte de la Fere, you understand, Chevalier d’Herblay, that I am altogether and always at your service.”

	Athos and Aramis bowed and went out.

	“My dear Athos,” cried Aramis, “I think you consented to accompany me only to give me a lesson--God forgive me!”

	“Wait a little, Aramis; it will be time for you to perceive my motive when we have paid our visit to the coadjutor.”

	“Let us then go to the archiepiscopal palace,” said Aramis.

	They directed their horses to the city. On arriving at the cradle from which Paris sprang they found it inundated with water, and it was again necessary to take a boat. The palace rose from the bosom of the water, and to see the number of boats around it one would have fancied one’s self not in Paris, but in Venice. Some of these boats were dark and mysterious, others noisy and lighted up with torches. The friends slid in through this congestion of embarkation and landed in their turn. The palace was surrounded with water, but a kind of staircase had been fixed to the lower walls; and the only difference was, that instead of entering by the doors, people entered by the windows.

	Thus did Athos and Aramis make their appearance in the ante-chamber, where about a dozen noblemen were collected in waiting.

	“Good heavens!” said Aramis to Athos, “does the coadjutor intend to indulge himself in the pleasure of making us cool our hearts off in his ante-chamber?”

	“My dear friend, we must take people as we find them. The coadjutor is at this moment one of the seven kings of Paris, and has a court. Let us send in our names, and if he does not send us a suitable message we will leave him to his own affairs or those of France. Let us call one of these lackeys, with a demi-pistole in the left hand.”

	“Exactly so,” cried Aramis. “Ah! if I’m not mistaken here’s Bazin. Come here, fellow.”

	Bazin, who was crossing the ante-chamber majestically in his clerical dress, turned around to see who the impertinent gentleman was who thus addressed him; but seeing his friends he went up to them quickly and expressed delight at seeing them.

	“A truce to compliments,” said Aramis; “we want to see the coadjutor, and instantly, as we are in haste.”

	“Certainly, sir--it is not such lords as you are who are allowed to wait in the ante-chamber, only just now he has a secret conference with Monsieur de Bruy.”

	“De Bruy!” cried the friends, “‘tis then useless our seeing monsieur the coadjutor this evening,” said Aramis, “so we give it up.”

	And they hastened to quit the palace, followed by Bazin, who was lavish of bows and compliments.

	“Well,” said Athos, when Aramis and he were in the boat again, “are you beginning to be convinced that we should have done a bad turn to all these people in arresting Mazarin?”

	“You are wisdom incarnate, Athos,” Aramis replied.

	What had especially been observed by the two friends was the little interest taken by the court of France in the terrible events which had occurred in England, which they thought should have arrested the attention of all Europe.

	In fact, aside from a poor widow and a royal orphan who wept in the corner of the Louvre, no one appeared to be aware that Charles I. had ever lived and that he had perished on the scaffold.

	The two friends made an appointment for ten o’clock on the following day; for though the night was well advanced when they reached the door of the hotel, Aramis said that he had certain important visits to make and left Athos to enter alone.

	At ten o’clock the next day they met again. Athos had been out since six o’clock.

	“Well, have you any news?” Athos asked.

	“Nothing. No one has seen D’Artagnan and Porthos has not appeared. Have you anything?”

	“Nothing.”

	“The devil!” said Aramis.

	“In fact,” said Athos, “this delay is not natural; they took the shortest route and should have arrived before we did.”

	“Add to that D’Artagnan’s rapidity in action and that he is not the man to lose an hour, knowing that we were expecting him.”

	“He expected, you will remember, to be here on the fifth.”

	“And here we are at the ninth. This evening the margin of possible delay expires.”

	“What do you think should be done,” asked Athos, “if we have no news of them to-night?”

	“Pardieu! we must go and look for them.”

	“All right,” said Athos.

	“But Raoul?” said Aramis.

	A light cloud passed over the count’s face.

	“Raoul gives me much uneasiness,” he said. “He received yesterday a message from the Prince de Conde; he went to meet him at Saint Cloud and has not returned.”

	“Have you seen Madame de Chevreuse?”

	“She was not at home. And you, Aramis, you were going, I think, to visit Madame de Longueville.”

	“I did go there.”

	“Well?”

	“She was no longer there, but she had left her new address.”

	“Where was she?”

	“Guess; I give you a thousand chances.”

	“How should I know where the most beautiful and active of the Frondists was at midnight? for I presume it was when you left me that you went to visit her.”

	“At the Hotel de Ville, my dear fellow.”

	“What! at the Hotel de Ville? Has she, then, been appointed provost of merchants?”

	“No; but she has become queen of Paris, ad interim, and since she could not venture at once to establish herself in the Palais Royal or the Tuileries, she is installed at the Hotel de Ville, where she is on the point of giving an heir or an heiress to that dear duke.”

	“You didn’t tell me of that, Aramis.”

	“Really? It was my forgetfulness then; pardon me.”

	“Now,” asked Athos, “what are we to do with ourselves till evening? Here we are without occupation, it seems to me.”

	“You forget, my friend, that we have work cut out for us in the direction of Charenton; I hope to see Monsieur de Chatillon, whom I’ve hated for a long time, there.”

	“Why have you hated him?”

	“Because he is the brother of Coligny.”

	“Ah, true! he who presumed to be a rival of yours, for which he was severely punished; that ought to satisfy you.”

	“‘Yes, but it does not; I am rancorous--the only stigma that proves me to be a churchman. Do you understand? You understand that you are in no way obliged to go with me.”

	“Come, now,” said Athos, “you are joking.”

	“In that case, my dear friend, if you are resolved to accompany me there is no time to lose; the drum beats; I observed cannon on the road; I saw the citizens in order of battle on the Place of the Hotel de Ville; certainly the fight will be in the direction of Charenton, as the Duc de Chatillon said.”

	“I supposed,” said Athos, “that last night’s conferences would modify those warlike arrangements.”

	“No doubt; but they will fight, none the less, if only to mask the conferences.”

	“Poor creatures!” said Athos, “who are going to be killed, in order that Monsieur de Bouillon may have his estate at Sedan restored to him, that the reversion of the admiralty may be given to the Duc de Beaufort, and that the coadjutor may be made a cardinal.”

	“Come, come, dear Athos, confess that you would not be so philosophical if your Raoul were to be involved in this affair.”

	“Perhaps you speak the truth, Aramis.”

	“Well, let us go, then, where the fighting is, for that is the most likely place to meet with D’Artagnan, Porthos, and possibly even Raoul. Stop, there are a fine body of citizens passing; quite attractive, by Jupiter! and their captain--see! he has the true military style.”

	“What, ho!” said Grimaud.

	“What?” asked Athos.

	“Planchet, sir.”

	“Lieutenant yesterday,” said Aramis, “captain to-day, colonel, doubtless, to-morrow; in a fortnight the fellow will be marshal of France.”

	“Question him about the fight,” said Athos.

	Planchet, prouder than ever of his new duties, deigned to explain to the two gentlemen that he was ordered to take up his position on the Place Royale with two hundred men, forming the rear of the army of Paris, and to march on Charenton when necessary.

	“This day will be a warm one,” said Planchet, in a warlike tone.

	“No doubt,” said Aramis, “but it is far from here to the enemy.”

	“Sir, the distance will be diminished,” said a subordinate.

	Aramis saluted, then turning toward Athos:

	“I don’t care to camp on the Place Royale with all these people,” he said. “Shall we go forward? We shall see better what is going on.”

	“And then Monsieur de Chatillon will not come to the Place Royale to look for you. Come, then, my friend, we will go forward.”

	“Haven’t you something to say to Monsieur de Flamarens on your own account?”

	“My friend,” said Athos, “I have made a resolution never to draw my sword save when it is absolutely necessary.”

	“And how long ago was that?”

	“When I last drew my poniard.”

	“Ah! Good! another souvenir of Monsieur Mordaunt. Well, my friend, nothing now is lacking except that you should feel remorse for having killed that fellow.”

	“Hush!” said Athos, putting a finger on his lips, with the sad smile peculiar to him; “let us talk no more of Mordaunt--it will bring bad luck.” And Athos set forward toward Charenton, followed closely by Aramis.

	78. The Battle of Charenton.

	As Athos and Aramis proceeded, and passed different companies on the road, they became aware that they were arriving near the field of battle.

	“Ah! my friend!” cried Athos, suddenly, “where have you brought us? I fancy I perceive around us faces of different officers in the royal army; is not that the Duc de Chatillon himself coming toward us with his brigadiers?”

	“Good-day, sirs,” said the duke, advancing; “you are puzzled by what you see here, but one word will explain everything. There is now a truce and a conference. The prince, Monsieur de Retz, the Duc de Beaufort, the Duc de Bouillon, are talking over public affairs. Now one of two things must happen: either matters will not be arranged, or they will be arranged, in which last case I shall be relieved of my command and we shall still meet again.”

	“Sir,” said Aramis, “you speak to the point. Allow me to ask you a question: Where are the plenipotentiaries?”

	“At Charenton, in the second house on the right on entering from the direction of Paris.”

	“And was this conference arranged beforehand?”

	“No, gentlemen, it seems to be the result of certain propositions which Mazarin made last night to the Parisians.”

	Athos and Aramis exchanged smiles; for they well knew what those propositions were, to whom they had been made and who had made them.

	“And that house in which the plenipotentiaries are,” asked Athos, “belongs to----”

	“To Monsieur de Chanleu, who commands your troops at Charenton. I say your troops, for I presume that you gentlemen are Frondeurs?”

	“Yes, almost,” said Aramis.

	“We are for the king and the princes,” added Athos.

	“We must understand each other,” said the duke. “The king is with us and his generals are the Duke of Orleans and the Prince de Conde, although I must add ‘tis almost impossible now to know to which party any one belongs.”

	“Yes,” answered Athos, “but his right place is in our ranks, with the Prince de Conti, De Beaufort, D’Elbeuf, and De Bouillon; but, sir, supposing that the conference is broken off--are you going to try to take Charenton?”

	“Such are my orders.”

	“Sir, since you command the cavalry----”

	“Pardon me, I am commander-in-chief.”

	“So much the better. You must know all your officers--I mean those more distinguished.”

	“Why, yes, very nearly.”

	“Will you then kindly tell me if you have in your command the Chevalier d’Artagnan, lieutenant in the musketeers?”

	“No, sir, he is not with us; he left Paris more than six weeks ago and is believed to have gone on a mission to England.”

	“I knew that, but I supposed he had returned.”

	“No, sir; no one has seen him. I can answer positively on that point, for the musketeers belong to our forces and Monsieur de Cambon, the substitute for Monsieur d’Artagnan, still holds his place.”

	The two friends looked at each other.

	“You see,” said Athos.

	“It is strange,” said Aramis.

	“It is absolutely certain that some misfortune has happened to them on the way.”

	“If we have no news of them this evening, to-morrow we must start.”

	Athos nodded affirmatively, then turning:

	“And Monsieur de Bragelonne, a young man fifteen years of age, attached to the Prince de Conde--has he the honor of being known to you?” diffident in allowing the sarcastic Aramis to perceive how strong were his paternal feelings.

	“Yes, surely, he came with the prince; a charming young man; he is one of your friends then, monsieur le comte?”

	“Yes, sir,” answered Athos, agitated; “so much so that I wish to see him if possible.”

	“Quite possible, sir; do me the favor to accompany me and I will conduct you to headquarters.”

	“Halloo, there!” cried Aramis, turning around; “what a noise behind us!”

	“A body of cavaliers is coming toward us,” said Chatillon.

	“I recognize the coadjutor by his Frondist hat.”

	“And I the Duc de Beaufort by his white plume of ostrich feathers.”

	“They are coming, full gallop; the prince is with them--ah! he is leaving them!”

	“They are beating the rappel!” cried Chatillon; “we must discover what is going on.”

	In fact, they saw the soldiers running to their arms; the trumpets sounded; the drums beat; the Duc de Beaufort drew his sword. On his side the prince sounded a rappel and all the officers of the royalist army, mingling momentarily with the Parisian troops, ran to him.

	“Gentlemen,” cried Chatillon, “the truce is broken, that is evident; they are going to fight; go, then, into Charenton, for I shall begin in a short time--there’s a signal from the prince!”

	The cornet of a troop had in fact just raised the standard of the prince.

	“Farewell, till the next time we meet,” cried Chatillon, and he set off, full gallop.

	Athos and Aramis turned also and went to salute the coadjutor and the Duc de Beaufort. As to the Duc de Bouillon, he had such a fit of gout as obliged him to return to Paris in a litter; but his place was well filled by the Duc d’Elbeuf and his four sons, ranged around him like a staff. Meantime, between Charenton and the royal army was left a space which looked ready to serve as a last resting place for the dead.

	“Gentlemen,” cried the coadjutor, tightening his sash, which he wore, after the fashion of the ancient military prelates, over his archiepiscopal simar, “there’s the enemy approaching. Let us save them half of their journey.”

	And without caring whether he were followed or not he set off; his regiment, which bore the name of the regiment of Corinth, from the name of his archbishopric, darted after him and began the fight. Monsieur de Beaufort sent his cavalry, toward Etampes and Monsieur de Chanleu, who defended the place, was ready to resist an assault, or if the enemy were repulsed, to attempt a sortie.

	The battle soon became general and the coadjutor performed miracles of valor. His proper vocation had always been the sword and he was delighted whenever he could draw it from the scabbard, no matter for whom or against whom.

	Chanleu, whose fire at one time repulsed the royal regiment, thought that the moment was come to pursue it; but it was reformed and led again to the charge by the Duc de Chatillon in person. This charge was so fierce, so skillfully conducted, that Chanleu was almost surrounded. He commanded a retreat, which began, step by step, foot by foot; unhappily, in an instant he fell, mortally wounded. De Chatillon saw him fall and announced it in a loud voice to his men, which raised their spirits and completely disheartened their enemies, so that every man thought only of his own safety and tried to gain the trenches, where the coadjutor was trying to reform his disorganized regiment.

	Suddenly a squadron of cavalry galloped up to encounter the royal troops, who were entering, pele-mele, the intrenchments with the fugitives. Athos and Aramis charged at the head of their squadrons; Aramis with sword and pistol in his hands, Athos with his sword in his scabbard, his pistol in his saddle-bags; calm and cool as if on the parade, except that his noble and beautiful countenance became sad as he saw slaughtered so many men who were sacrificed on the one side to the obstinacy of royalty and on the other to the personal rancor of the princes. Aramis, on the contrary, struck right and left and was almost delirious with excitement. His bright eyes kindled, and his mouth, so finely formed, assumed a wicked smile; every blow he aimed was sure, and his pistol finished the deed--annihilated the wounded wretch who tried to rise again.

	On the opposite side two cavaliers, one covered with a gilt cuirass, the other wearing simply a buff doublet, from which fell the sleeves of a vest of blue velvet, charged in front. The cavalier in the gilt cuirass fell upon Aramis and struck a blow that Aramis parried with his wonted skill.

	“Ah! ‘tis you, Monsieur de Chatillon,” cried the chevalier; “welcome to you--I expected you.”

	“I hope I have not made you wait too long, sir,” said the duke; “at all events, here I am.”

	“Monsieur de Chatillon,” cried Aramis, taking from his saddle-bags a second pistol, “I think if your pistols have been discharged you are a dead man.”

	“Thank God, sir, they are not!”

	And the duke, pointing his pistol at Aramis, fired. But Aramis bent his head the instant he saw the duke’s finger press the trigger and the ball passed without touching him.

	“Oh! you’ve missed me,” cried Aramis, “but I swear to Heaven! I will not miss you.”

	“If I give you time!” cried the duke, spurring on his horse and rushing upon him with his drawn sword.

	Aramis awaited him with that terrible smile which was peculiar to him on such occasions, and Athos, who saw the duke advancing toward Aramis with the rapidity of lightning, was just going to cry out, “Fire! fire, then!” when the shot was fired. De Chatillon opened his arms and fell back on the crupper of his horse.

	The ball had entered his breast through a notch in the cuirass.

	“I am a dead man,” he said, and fell from his horse to the ground.

	“I told you this, I am now grieved I have kept my word. Can I be of any use to you?”

	Chatillon made a sign with his hand and Aramis was about to dismount when he received a violent shock; ‘twas a thrust from a sword, but his cuirass turned aside the blow.

	He turned around and seized his new antagonist by the wrist, when he started back, exclaiming, “Raoul!”

	“Raoul?” cried Athos.

	The young man recognized at the same instant the voices of his father and the Chevalier d’Herblay; two officers in the Parisian forces rushed at that instant on Raoul, but Aramis protected him with his sword.

	“My prisoner!” he cried.

	Athos took his son’s horse by the bridle and led him forth out of the melee.

	At this crisis of the battle, the prince, who had been seconding De Chatillon in the second line, appeared in the midst of the fight; his eagle eye made him known and his blows proclaimed the hero.

	On seeing him, the regiment of Corinth, which the coadjutor had not been able to reorganize in spite of all his efforts, threw itself into the midst of the Parisian forces, put them into confusion and re-entered Charenton flying. The coadjutor, dragged along with his fugitive forces, passed near the group formed by Athos, Raoul and Aramis. Aramis could not in his jealousy avoid being pleased at the coadjutor’s misfortune, and was about to utter some bon mot more witty than correct, when Athos stopped him.

	“On, on!” he cried, “this is no moment for compliments; or rather, back, for the battle seems to be lost by the Frondeurs.”

	“It is a matter of indifference to me,” said Aramis; “I came here only to meet De Chatillon; I have met him, I am contented; ‘tis something to have met De Chatillon in a duel!”

	“And besides, we have a prisoner,” said Athos, pointing to Raoul.

	The three cavaliers continued their road on full gallop.

	“What were you doing in the battle, my friend?” inquired Athos of the youth; “‘twas not your right place, I think, as you were not equipped for an engagement!”

	“I had no intention of fighting to-day, sir; I was charged, indeed, with a mission to the cardinal and had set out for Rueil, when, seeing Monsieur de Chatillon charge, an invincible desire possessed me to charge at his side. It was then that he told me two cavaliers of the Parisian army were seeking me and named the Comte de la Fere.”

	“What! you knew we were there and yet wished to kill your friend the chevalier?”

	“I did not recognize the chevalier in armor, sir!” said Raoul, blushing; “though I might have known him by his skill and coolness in danger.”

	“Thank you for the compliment, my young friend,” replied Aramis, “we can see from whom you learned courtesy. Then you were going to Rueil?”

	“Yes! I have a despatch from the prince to his eminence.”

	“You must still deliver it,” said Athos.

	“No false generosity, count! the fate of our friends, to say nothing of our own, is perhaps in that very despatch.”

	“This young man must not, however, fail in his duty,” said Athos.

	“In the first place, count, this youth is our prisoner; you seem to forget that. What I propose to do is fair in war; the vanquished must not be dainty in the choice of means. Give me the despatch, Raoul.”

	The young man hesitated and looked at Athos as if seeking to read in his eyes a rule of conduct.

	“Give him the despatch, Raoul! you are the chevalier’s prisoner.”

	Raoul gave it up reluctantly; Aramis instantly seized and read it.

	“You,” he said, “you, who are so trusting, read and reflect that there is something in this letter important for us to see.”

	Athos took the letter, frowning, but an idea that he should find something in this letter about D’Artagnan conquered his unwillingness to read it.

	“My lord, I shall send this evening to your eminence in order to reinforce the troop of Monsieur de Comminges, the ten men you demand. They are good soldiers, fit to confront the two violent adversaries whose address and resolution your eminence is fearful of.”

	“Oh!” cried Athos.

	“Well,” said Aramis, “what think you about these two enemies whom it requires, besides Comminges’s troop, ten good soldiers to confront; are they not as like as two drops of water to D’Artagnan and Porthos?”

	“We’ll search Paris all day long,” said Athos, “and if we have no news this evening we will return to the road to Picardy; and I feel no doubt that, thanks to D’Artagnan’s ready invention, we shall then find some clew which will solve our doubts.”

	“Yes, let us search Paris and especially inquire of Planchet if he has yet heard from his former master.”

	“That poor Planchet! You speak of him very much at your ease, Aramis; he has probably been killed. All those fighting citizens went out to battle and they have been massacred.”

	It was, then, with a sentiment of uneasiness whether Planchet, who alone could give them information, was alive or dead, that the friends returned to the Place Royale; to their great surprise they found the citizens still encamped there, drinking and bantering each other, although, doubtless, mourned by their families, who thought they were at Charenton in the thickest of the fighting.

	Athos and Aramis again questioned Planchet, but he had seen nothing of D’Artagnan; they wished to take Planchet with them, but he could not leave his troop, who at five o’clock returned home, saying that they were returning from the battle, whereas they had never lost sight of the bronze equestrian statue of Louis XIII.

	79. The Road to Picardy.

	On leaving Paris, Athos and Aramis well knew that they would be encountering great danger; but we know that for men like these there could be no question of danger. Besides, they felt that the denouement of this second Odyssey was at hand and that there remained but a single effort to make.

	Besides, there was no tranquillity in Paris itself. Provisions began to fail, and whenever one of the Prince de Conti’s generals wished to gain more influence he got up a little popular tumult, which he put down again, and thus for the moment gained a superiority over his colleagues.

	In one of these risings, the Duc de Beaufort pillaged the house and library of Mazarin, in order to give the populace, as he put it, something to gnaw at. Athos and Aramis left Paris after this coup-d’etat, which took place on the very evening of the day in which the Parisians had been beaten at Charenton.

	They quitted Paris, beholding it abandoned to extreme want, bordering on famine; agitated by fear, torn by faction. Parisians and Frondeurs as they were, the two friends expected to find the same misery, the same fears, the same intrigue in the enemy’s camp; but what was their surprise, after passing Saint Denis, to hear that at Saint Germain people were singing and laughing, and leading generally cheerful lives. The two gentlemen traveled by byways in order not to encounter the Mazarinists scattered about the Isle of France, and also to escape the Frondeurs, who were in possession of Normandy and who never failed to conduct captives to the Duc de Longueville, in order that he might ascertain whether they were friends or foes. Having escaped these dangers, they returned by the main road to Boulogne, at Abbeville, and followed it step by step, examining every track.

	Nevertheless, they were still in a state of uncertainty. Several inns were visited by them, several innkeepers questioned, without a single clew being given to guide their inquiries, when at Montreuil Athos felt upon the table that something rough was touching his delicate fingers. He turned up the cloth and found these hieroglyphics carved upon the wood with a knife:

	“Port.... D’Art.... 2d February.”

	“This is capital!” said Athos to Aramis, “we were to have slept here, but we cannot--we must push on.” They rode forward and reached Abbeville. There the great number of inns puzzled them; they could not go to all; how could they guess in which those whom they were seeking had stayed?

	“Trust me,” said Aramis, “do not expect to find anything in Abbeville. If we had only been looking for Porthos, Porthos would have stationed himself in one of the finest hotels and we could easily have traced him. But D’Artagnan is devoid of such weaknesses. Porthos would have found it very difficult even to make him see that he was dying of hunger; he has gone on his road as inexorable as fate and we must seek him somewhere else.”

	They continued their route. It had now become a weary and almost hopeless task, and had it not been for the threefold motives of honor, friendship and gratitude, implanted in their hearts, our two travelers would have given up many a time their rides over the sand, their interrogatories of the peasantry and their close inspection of faces.

	They proceeded thus to Peronne.

	Athos began to despair. His noble nature felt that their ignorance was a sort of reflection upon them. They had not looked carefully enough for their lost friends. They had not shown sufficient pertinacity in their inquiries. They were willing and ready to retrace their steps, when, in crossing the suburb which leads to the gates of the town, upon a white wall which was at the corner of a street turning around the rampart, Athos cast his eyes upon a drawing in black chalk, which represented, with the awkwardness of a first attempt, two cavaliers riding furiously; one of them carried a roll of paper on which were written these words: “They are following us.”

	“Oh!” exclaimed Athos, “here it is, as clear as day; pursued as he was, D’Artagnan would not have tarried here five minutes had he been pressed very closely, which gives us hopes that he may have succeeded in escaping.”

	Aramis shook his head.

	“Had he escaped we should either have seen him or have heard him spoken of.”

	“You are right, Aramis, let us travel on.”

	To describe the impatience and anxiety of these two friends would be impossible. Uneasiness took possession of the tender, constant heart of Athos, and fearful forecasts were the torment of the impulsive Aramis. They galloped on for two or three hours as furiously as the cavaliers on the wall. All at once, in a narrow pass, they perceived that the road was partially barricaded by an enormous stone. It had evidently been rolled across the pass by some arm of giant strength.

	Aramis stopped.

	“Oh!” he said, looking at the stone, “this is the work of either Hercules or Porthos. Let us get down, count, and examine this rock.”

	They both alighted. The stone had been brought with the evident intention of barricading the road, but some one having perceived the obstacle had partially turned it aside.

	With the assistance of Blaisois and Grimaud the friends succeeded in turning the stone over. Upon the side next the ground were scratched the following words:

	“Eight of the light dragoons are pursuing us. If we reach Compiegne we shall stop at the Peacock. It is kept by a friend of ours.”

	“At last we have something definite,” said Athos; “let us go to the Peacock.”

	“Yes,” answered Aramis, “but if we are to get there we must rest our horses, for they are almost broken-winded.”

	Aramis was right; they stopped at the first tavern and made each horse swallow a double quantity of corn steeped in wine; they gave them three hours’ rest and then set off again. The men themselves were almost dead with fatigue, but hope supported them.

	In six hours they reached Compiegne and alighted at the Peacock. The host proved to be a worthy man, as bald as a Chinaman. They asked him if some time ago he had not received in his house two gentlemen who were pursued by dragoons; without answering he went out and brought in the blade of a rapier.

	“Do you know that?” he asked.

	Athos merely glanced at it.

	“‘Tis D’Artagnan’s sword,” he said.

	“Does it belong to the smaller or to the larger of the two?” asked the host.

	“To the smaller.”

	“I see that you are the friends of these gentlemen.”

	“Well, what has happened to them?”

	“They were pursued by eight of the light dragoons, who rode into the courtyard before they had time to close the gate.”

	“Eight!” said Aramis; “it surprises me that two such heroes as Porthos and D’Artagnan should have allowed themselves to be arrested by eight men.”

	“The eight men would doubtless have failed had they not been assisted by twenty soldiers of the regiment of Italians in the king’s service, who are in garrison in this town so that your friends were overpowered by numbers.”

	“Arrested, were they?” inquired Athos; “is it known why?”

	“No, sir, they were carried off instantly, and had not even time to tell me why; but as soon as they were gone I found this broken sword-blade, as I was helping to raise two dead men and five or six wounded ones.”

	“‘Tis still a consolation that they were not wounded,” said Aramis.

	“Where were they taken?” asked Athos.

	“Toward the town of Louvres,” was the reply.

	The two friends having agreed to leave Blaisois and Grimaud at Compiegne with the horses, resolved to take post horses; and having snatched a hasty dinner they continued their journey to Louvres. Here they found only one inn, in which was consumed a liqueur which preserves its reputation to our time and which is still made in that town.

	“Let us alight here,” said Athos. “D’Artagnan will not have let slip an opportunity of drinking a glass of this liqueur, and at the same time leaving some trace of himself.”

	They went into the town and asked for two glasses of liqueur, at the counter--as their friends must have done before them. The counter was covered with a plate of pewter; upon this plate was written with the point of a large pin: “Rueil... D..”

	“They went to Rueil,” cried Aramis.

	“Let us go to Rueil,” said Athos.

	“It is to throw ourselves into the wolf’s jaws,” said Aramis.

	“Had I been as great a friend of Jonah as I am of D’Artagnan I should have followed him even into the inside of the whale itself; and you would have done the same, Aramis.”

	“Certainly--but you make me out better than I am, dear count. Had I been alone I should scarcely have gone to Rueil without great caution. But where you go, I go.”

	They then set off for Rueil. Here the deputies of the parliament had just arrived, in order to enter upon those famous conferences which were to last three weeks, and produced eventually that shameful peace, at the conclusion of which the prince was arrested. Rueil was crowded with advocates, presidents and councillors, who came from the Parisians, and, on the side of the court, with officers and guards; it was therefore easy, in the midst of this confusion, to remain as unobserved as any one might wish; besides, the conferences implied a truce, and to arrest two gentlemen, even Frondeurs, at this time, would have been an attack on the rights of the people.

	The two friends mingled with the crowd and fancied that every one was occupied with the same thought that tormented them. They expected to hear some mention made of D’Artagnan or of Porthos, but every one was engrossed by articles and reforms. It was the advice of Athos to go straight to the minister.

	“My friend,” said Aramis, “take care; our safety lies in our obscurity. If we were to make ourselves known we should be sent to rejoin our friends in some deep ditch, from which the devil himself could not take us out. Let us try not to find them out by accident, but from our notions. Arrested at Compiegne, they have been carried to Rueil; at Rueil they have been questioned by the cardinal, who has either kept them near him or sent them to Saint Germain. As to the Bastile, they are not there, though the Bastile is especially for the Frondeurs. They are not dead, for the death of D’Artagnan would make a sensation. As for Porthos, I believe him to be eternal, like God, although less patient. Do not let us despond, but wait at Rueil, for my conviction is that they are at Rueil. But what ails you? You are pale.”

	“It is this,” answered Athos, with a trembling voice.

	“I remember that at the Castle of Rueil the Cardinal Richelieu had some horrible ‘oubliettes’ constructed.”

	“Oh! never fear,” said Aramis. “Richelieu was a gentleman, our equal in birth, our superior in position. He could, like the king, touch the greatest of us on the head, and touching them make such heads shake on their shoulders. But Mazarin is a low-born rogue, who can at the most take us by the collar, like an archer. Be calm--for I am sure that D’Artagnan and Porthos are at Rueil, alive and well.”

	“But,” resumed Athos, “I recur to my first proposal. I know no better means than to act with candor. I shall seek, not Mazarin, but the queen, and say to her, ‘Madame, restore to us your two servants and our two friends.’”

	Aramis shook his head.

	“‘Tis a last resource, but let us not employ it till it is imperatively called for; let us rather persevere in our researches.”

	They continued their inquiries and at last met with a light dragoon who had formed one of the guard which had escorted D’Artagnan to Rueil.

	Athos, however, perpetually recurred to his proposed interview with the queen.

	“In order to see the queen,” said Aramis, “we must first see the cardinal; and when we have seen the cardinal--remember what I tell you, Athos--we shall be reunited to our friends, but not in the way you wish. Now, that way of joining them is not very attractive to me, I confess. Let us act in freedom, that we may act well and quickly.”

	“I shall go,” he said, “to the queen.”

	“Well, then,” answered Aramis, “pray tell me a day or two beforehand, that I may take that opportunity of going to Paris.”

	“To whom?”

	“Zounds! how do I know? perhaps to Madame de Longueville. She is all-powerful yonder; she will help me. But send me word should you be arrested, for then I will return directly.”

	“Why do you not take your chance and be arrested with me?”

	“No, I thank you.”

	“Should we, by being arrested, be all four together again, we should not, I am not sure, be twenty-four hours in prison without getting free.”

	“My friend, since I killed Chatillon, adored of the ladies of Saint Germain, I am too great a celebrity not to fear a prison doubly. The queen is likely to follow Mazarin’s counsels and to have me tried.”

	“Do you think she loves this Italian so much as they say she does?”

	“Did she not love an Englishman?”

	“My friend, she is a woman.”

	“No, no, you are deceived--she is a queen.”

	“Dear friend, I shall sacrifice myself and go and see Anne of Austria.”

	“Adieu, Athos, I am going to raise an army.”

	“For what purpose?”

	“To come back and besiege Rueil.”

	“Where shall we meet again?”

	“At the foot of the cardinal’s gallows.”

	The two friends departed--Aramis to return to Paris, Athos to take measures preparatory to an interview with the queen.

	80. The Gratitude of Anne of Austria.

	Athos found much less difficulty than he had expected in obtaining an audience of Anne of Austria. It was granted, and was to take place after her morning’s “levee,” at which, in accordance with his rights of birth, he was entitled to be present. A vast crowd filled the apartments of Saint Germain. Anne had never at the Louvre had so large a court; but this crowd represented chiefly the second class of nobility, while the Prince de Conti, the Duc de Beaufort and the coadjutor assembled around them the first nobility of France.

	The greatest possible gayety prevailed at court. The particular characteristic of this was that more songs were made than cannons fired during its continuance. The court made songs on the Parisians and the Parisians on the court; and the casualties, though not mortal, were painful, as are all wounds inflicted by the weapon of ridicule.

	In the midst of this seeming hilarity, nevertheless, people’s minds were uneasy. Was Mazarin to remain the favorite and minister of the queen? Was he to be carried back by the wind which had blown him there? Every one hoped so, so that the minister felt that all around him, beneath the homage of the courtiers, lay a fund of hatred, ill disguised by fear and interest. He felt ill at ease and at a loss what to do.

	Conde himself, whilst fighting for him, lost no opportunity of ridiculing, of humbling him. The queen, on whom he threw himself as sole support, seemed to him now not much to be relied upon.

	When the hour appointed for the audience arrived Athos was obliged to stay until the queen, who was waited upon by a new deputation from Paris, had consulted with her minister as to the propriety and manner of receiving them. All were fully engrossed with the affairs of the day; Athos could not therefore have chosen a more inauspicious moment to speak of his friends--poor atoms, lost in that raging whirlwind.

	But Athos was a man of inflexible determination; he firmly adhered to a purpose once formed, when it seemed to him to spring from conscience and to be prompted by a sense of duty. He insisted on being introduced, saying that although he was not a deputy from Monsieur de Conti, or Monsieur de Beaufort, or Monsieur de Bouillon, or Monsieur d’Elbeuf, or the coadjutor, or Madame de Longueville, or Broussel, or the Parliament, and although he had come on his own private account, he nevertheless had things to say to her majesty of the utmost importance.

	The conference being finished, the queen summoned him to her cabinet.

	Athos was introduced and announced by name. It was a name that too often resounded in her majesty’s ears and too often vibrated in her heart for Anne of Austria not to recognize it; yet she remained impassive, looking at him with that fixed stare which is tolerated only in women who are queens, either by the power of beauty or by the right of birth.

	“It is then a service which you propose to render us, count?” asked Anne of Austria, after a moment’s silence.

	“Yes, madame, another service,” said Athos, shocked that the queen did not seem to recognize him.

	Athos had a noble heart, and made, therefore, but a poor courtier.

	Anne frowned. Mazarin, who was sitting at a table folding up papers, as if he had only been a secretary of state, looked up.

	“Speak,” said the queen.

	Mazarin turned again to his papers.

	“Madame,” resumed Athos, “two of my friends, named D’Artagnan and Monsieur du Vallon, sent to England by the cardinal, suddenly disappeared when they set foot on the shores of France; no one knows what has become of them.”

	“Well?” said the queen.

	“I address myself, therefore, first to the benevolence of your majesty, that I may know what has become of my friends, reserving to myself, if necessary, the right of appealing hereafter to your justice.”

	“Sir,” replied Anne, with a degree of haughtiness which to certain persons became impertinence, “this is the reason that you trouble me in the midst of so many absorbing concerns! an affair for the police! Well, sir, you ought to know that we no longer have a police, since we are no longer at Paris.”

	“I think your majesty will have no need to apply to the police to know where my friends are, but that if you will deign to interrogate the cardinal he can reply without any further inquiry than into his own recollections.”

	“But, God forgive me!” cried Anne, with that disdainful curl of the lips peculiar to her, “I believe that you are yourself interrogating.”

	“Yes, madame, here I have a right to do so, for it concerns Monsieur d’Artagnan---d’Artagnan,” he repeated, in such a manner as to bow the regal brow with recollections of the weak and erring woman.

	The cardinal saw that it was now high time to come to the assistance of Anne.

	“Sir,” he said, “I can tell you what is at present unknown to her majesty. These individuals are under arrest. They disobeyed orders.”

	“I beg of your majesty, then,” said Athos, calmly and not replying to Mazarin, “to quash these arrests of Messieurs d’Artagnan and du Vallon.”

	“What you ask is merely an affair of discipline and does not concern me,” said the queen.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan never made such an answer as that when the service of your majesty was concerned,” said Athos, bowing with great dignity. He was going toward the door when Mazarin stopped him.

	“You, too, have been in England, sir?” he said, making a sign to the queen, who was evidently going to issue a severe order.

	“I was a witness of the last hours of Charles I. Poor king! culpable, at the most, of weakness, how cruelly punished by his subjects! Thrones are at this time shaken and it is to little purpose for devoted hearts to serve the interests of princes. This is the second time that Monsieur d’Artagnan has been in England. He went the first time to save the honor of a great queen; the second, to avert the death of a great king.”

	“Sir,” said Anne to Mazarin, with an accent from which daily habits of dissimulation could not entirely chase the real expression, “see if we can do something for these gentlemen.”

	“I wish to do, madame, all that your majesty pleases.”

	“Do what Monsieur de la Fere requests; that is your name, is it not, sir?”

	“I have another name, madame--I am called Athos.”

	“Madame,” said Mazarin, with a smile, “you may rest easy; your wishes shall be fulfilled.”

	“You hear, sir?” said the queen.

	“Yes, madame, I expected nothing less from the justice of your majesty. May I not go and see my friends?”

	“Yes, sir, you shall see them. But, apropos, you belong to the Fronde, do you not?”

	“Madame, I serve the king.”

	“Yes, in your own way.”

	“My way is the way of all gentlemen, and I know only one way,” answered Athos, haughtily.

	“Go, sir, then,” said the queen; “you have obtained what you wish and we know all we desire to know.”

	Scarcely, however, had the tapestry closed behind Athos when she said to Mazarin:

	“Cardinal, desire them to arrest that insolent fellow before he leaves the court.”

	“Your majesty,” answered Mazarin, “desires me to do only what I was going to ask you to let me do. These bravoes who resuscitate in our epoch the traditions of another reign are troublesome; since there are two of them already there, let us add a third.”

	Athos was not altogether the queen’s dupe, but he was not a man to run away on suspicion--above all, when distinctly told that he should see his friends again. He waited, then, in the ante-chamber with impatience, till he should be conducted to them.

	He walked to the window and looked into the court. He saw the deputation from the Parisians enter it; they were coming to assign the definitive place for the conference and to make their bow to the queen. A very imposing escort awaited them without the gates.

	Athos was looking on attentively, when some one touched him softly on the shoulder.

	“Ah! Monsieur de Comminges,” he said.

	“Yes, count, and charged with a commission for which I beg of you to accept my excuses.”

	“What is it?”

	“Be so good as to give me up your sword, count.”

	Athos smiled and opened the window.

	“Aramis!” he cried.

	A gentleman turned around. Athos fancied he had seen him among the crowd. It was Aramis. He bowed with great friendship to the count.

	“Aramis,” cried Athos, “I am arrested.”

	“Good,” replied Aramis, calmly.

	“Sir,” said Athos, turning to Comminges and giving him politely his sword by the hilt, “here is my sword; have the kindness to keep it safely for me until I quit my prison. I prize it--it was given to my ancestor by King Francis I. In his time they armed gentlemen, not disarmed them. Now, whither do you conduct me?”

	“Into my room first,” replied Comminges; “the queen will ultimately decide your place of domicile.”

	Athos followed Comminges without saying a single word.

	81. Cardinal Mazarin as King.

	The arrest produced no sensation, indeed was almost unknown, and scarcely interrupted the course of events. To the deputation it was formally announced that the queen would receive it.

	Accordingly, it was admitted to the presence of Anne, who, silent and lofty as ever, listened to the speeches and complaints of the deputies; but when they had finished their harangues not one of them could say, so calm remained her face, whether or no she had heard them.

	On the other hand, Mazarin, present at that audience, heard very well what those deputies demanded. It was purely and simply his removal, in terms clear and precise.

	The discourse being finished, the queen remained silent.

	“Gentlemen,” said Mazarin, “I join with you in supplicating the queen to put an end to the miseries of her subjects. I have done all in my power to ameliorate them and yet the belief of the public, you say, is that they proceed from me, an unhappy foreigner, who has been unable to please the French. Alas! I have never been understood, and no wonder. I succeeded a man of the most sublime genius that ever upheld the sceptre of France. The memory of Richelieu annihilates me. In vain--were I an ambitious man--should I struggle against such remembrances as he has left; but that I am not ambitious I am going to prove to you. I own myself conquered. I shall obey the wishes of the people. If Paris has injuries to complain of, who has not some wrongs to be redressed? Paris has been sufficiently punished; enough blood has flowed, enough misery has humbled a town deprived of its king and of justice. ‘Tis not for me, a private individual, to disunite a queen from her kingdom. Since you demand my resignation, I retire.”

	“Then,” said Aramis, in his neighbor’s ear, “the conferences are over. There is nothing to do but to send Monsieur Mazarin to the most distant frontier and to take care that he does not return even by that, nor any other entrance into France.”

	“One instant, sir,” said the man in a gown, whom he addressed; “a plague on’t! how fast you go! one may soon see that you’re a soldier. There’s the article of remunerations and indemnifications to be discussed and set to rights.”

	“Chancellor,” said the queen, turning to Seguier, our old acquaintance, “you will open the conferences. They can take place at Rueil. The cardinal has said several things which have agitated me, therefore I will not speak more fully now. As to his going or staying, I feel too much gratitude to the cardinal not to leave him free in all his actions; he shall do what he wishes to do.”

	A transient pallor overspread the speaking countenance of the prime minister; he looked at the queen with anxiety. Her face was so passionless, that he, as every one else present, was incapable of reading her thoughts.

	“But,” added the queen, “in awaiting the cardinal’s decision let there be, if you please, a reference to the king only.”

	The deputies bowed and left the room.

	“What!” exclaimed the queen, when the last of them had quitted the apartment, “you would yield to these limbs of the law--these advocates?”

	“To promote your majesty’s welfare, madame,” replied Mazarin, fixing his penetrating eyes on the queen, “there is no sacrifice that I would not make.”

	Anne dropped her head and fell into one of those reveries so habitual with her. A recollection of Athos came into her mind. His fearless deportment, his words, so firm, yet dignified, the shades which by one word he had evoked, recalled to her the past in all its intoxication of poetry and romance, youth, beauty, the eclat of love at twenty years of age, the bloody death of Buckingham, the only man whom she had ever really loved, and the heroism of those obscure champions who had saved her from the double hatred of Richelieu and the king.

	Mazarin looked at her, and whilst she deemed herself alone and freed from the world of enemies who sought to spy into her secret thoughts, he read her thoughts in her countenance, as one sees in a transparent lake clouds pass--reflections, like thoughts, of the heavens.

	“Must we, then,” asked Anne of Austria, “yield to the storm, buy peace, and patiently and piously await better times?”

	Mazarin smiled sarcastically at this speech, which showed that she had taken the minister’s proposal seriously.

	Anne’s head was bent down--she had not seen the Italian’s smile; but finding that her question elicited no reply she looked up.

	“Well, you do not answer, cardinal, what do you think about it?”

	“I am thinking, madame, of the allusion made by that insolent gentleman, whom you have caused to be arrested, to the Duke of Buckingham--to him whom you allowed to be assassinated--to the Duchess de Chevreuse, whom you suffered to be exiled--to the Duc de Beaufort, whom you imprisoned; but if he made allusion to me it was because he is ignorant of the relation in which I stand to you.”

	Anne drew up, as she always did, when anything touched her pride. She blushed, and that she might not answer, clasped her beautiful hands till her sharp nails almost pierced them.

	“That man has sagacity, honor and wit, not to mention likewise that he is a man of undoubted resolution. You know something about him, do you not, madame? I shall tell him, therefore, and in doing so I shall confer a personal favor on him, how he is mistaken in regard to me. What is proposed to me would be, in fact, almost an abdication, and an abdication requires reflection.”

	“An abdication?” repeated Anne; “I thought, sir, that it was kings alone who abdicated!”

	“Well,” replied Mazarin, “and am I not almost a king--king, indeed, of France? Thrown over the foot of the royal bed, my simar, madame, looks not unlike the mantle worn by kings.”

	This was one of the humiliations which Mazarin made Anne undergo more frequently than any other, and one that bowed her head with shame. Queen Elizabeth and Catherine II. of Russia are the only two monarchs of their set on record who were at once sovereigns and lovers. Anne of Austria looked with a sort of terror at the threatening aspect of the cardinal--his physiognomy in such moments was not destitute of a certain grandeur.

	“Sir,” she replied, “did I not say, and did you not hear me say to those people, that you should do as you pleased?”

	“In that case,” said Mazarin, “I think it must please me best to remain; not only on account of my own interest, but for your safety.”

	“Remain, then, sir; nothing can be more agreeable to me; only do not allow me to be insulted.”

	“You are referring to the demands of the rebels and to the tone in which they stated them? Patience! They have selected a field of battle on which I am an abler general than they--that of a conference. No, we shall beat them by merely temporizing. They want food already. They will be ten times worse off in a week.”

	“Ah, yes! Good heavens! I know it will end in that way; but it is not they who taunt me with the most wounding reproaches, but----”

	“I understand; you mean to allude to the recollections perpetually revived by these three gentlemen. However, we have them safe in prison, and they are just sufficiently culpable for us to keep them in prison as long as we find it convenient. One only is still not in our power and braves us. But, devil take him! we shall soon succeed in sending him to join his boon companions. We have accomplished more difficult things than that. In the first place I have as a precaution shut up at Rueil, near me, under my own eyes, within reach of my hand, the two most intractable ones. To-day the third will be there also.”

	“As long as they are in prison all will be well,” said Anne, “but one of these days they will get out.”

	“Yes, if your majesty releases them.”

	“Ah!” exclaimed Anne, following the train of her own thoughts on such occasions, “one regrets Paris!”

	“Why so?”

	“On account of the Bastile, sir, which is so strong and so secure.”

	“Madame, these conferences will bring us peace; when we have peace we shall regain Paris; with Paris, the Bastile, and our four bullies shall rot therein.”

	Anne frowned slightly when Mazarin, in taking leave, kissed her hand.

	Mazarin, after this half humble, half gallant attention, went away. Anne followed him with her eyes, and as he withdrew, at every step he took, a disdainful smile was seen playing, then gradually burst upon her lips.

	“I once,” she said, “despised the love of a cardinal who never said ‘I shall do,’ but, ‘I have done so and so.’ That man knew of retreats more secure than Rueil, darker and more silent even than the Bastile. Degenerate world!”

	82. Precautions.

	After quitting Anne, Mazarin took the road to Rueil, where he usually resided; in those times of disturbance he went about with numerous followers and often disguised himself. In military dress he was, indeed, as we have stated, a very handsome man.

	In the court of the old Chateau of Saint Germain he entered his coach, and reached the Seine at Chatou. The prince had supplied him with fifty light horse, not so much by way of guard as to show the deputies how readily the queen’s generals dispersed their troops and to prove that they might be safely scattered at pleasure. Athos, on horseback, without his sword and kept in sight by Comminges, followed the cardinal in silence. Grimaud, finding that his master had been arrested, fell back into the ranks near Aramis, without saying a word and as if nothing had happened.

	Grimaud had, indeed, during twenty-two years of service, seen his master extricate himself from so many difficulties that nothing less than Athos’s imminent death was likely to make him uneasy.

	At the branching off of the road toward Paris, Aramis, who had followed in the cardinal’s suite, turned back. Mazarin went to the right hand and Aramis could see the prisoner disappear at the turning of the avenue. Athos, at the same moment, moved by a similar impulse, looked back also. The two friends exchanged a simple inclination of the head and Aramis put his finger to his hat, as if to bow, Athos alone comprehending by that signal that he had some project in his head.

	Ten minutes afterward Mazarin entered the court of that chateau which his predecessor had built for him at Rueil; as he alighted, Comminges approached him.

	“My lord,” he asked, “where does your eminence wish Monsieur Comte de la Fere to be lodged?”

	“In the pavilion of the orangery, of course, in front of the pavilion where the guard is. I wish every respect to be shown the count, although he is the prisoner of her majesty the queen.”

	“My lord,” answered Comminges, “he begs to be taken to the place where Monsieur d’Artagnan is confined--that is, in the hunting lodge, opposite the orangery.”

	Mazarin thought for an instant.

	Comminges saw that he was undecided.

	“‘Tis a very strong post,” he resumed, “and we have forty good men, tried soldiers, having no connection with Frondeurs nor any interest in the Fronde.”

	“If we put these three men together, Monsieur Comminges,” said Mazarin, “we must double the guard, and we are not rich enough in fighting men to commit such acts of prodigality.”

	Comminges smiled; Mazarin read and construed that smile.

	“You do not know these men, Monsieur Comminges, but I know them, first personally, also by hearsay. I sent them to carry aid to King Charles and they performed prodigies to save him; had it not been for an adverse destiny, that beloved monarch would this day have been among us.”

	“But since they served your eminence so well, why are they, my lord cardinal, in prison?”

	“In prison?” said Mazarin, “and when has Rueil been a prison?”

	“Ever since there were prisoners in it,” answered Comminges.

	“These gentlemen, Comminges, are not prisoners,” returned Mazarin, with his ironical smile, “only guests; but guests so precious that I have put a grating before each of their windows and bolts to their doors, that they may not refuse to continue my visitors. So much do I esteem them that I am going to make the Comte de la Fere a visit, that I may converse with him tete-a-tete, and that we may not be disturbed at our interview you must conduct him, as I said before, to the pavilion of the orangery; that, you know, is my daily promenade. Well, while taking my walk I will call on him and we will talk. Although he professes to be my enemy I have sympathy for him, and if he is reasonable perhaps we shall arrange matters.”

	Comminges bowed, and returned to Athos, who was awaiting with apparent calmness, but with real anxiety, the result of the interview.

	“Well?” he said to the lieutenant.

	“Sir,” replied Comminges, “it seems that it is impossible.”

	“Monsieur de Comminges,” said Athos, “I have been a soldier all my life and I know the force of orders; but outside your orders there is a service you can render me.”

	“I will do it with all my heart,” said Comminges; “for I know who you are and what service you once performed for her majesty; I know, too, how dear to you is the young man who came so valiantly to my aid when that old rogue of a Broussel was arrested. I am entirely at your service, except only for my orders.”

	“Thank you, sir; what I am about to ask will not compromise you in any degree.”

	“If it should even compromise me a little,” said Monsieur de Comminges, with a smile, “still make your demand. I don’t like Mazarin any better than you do. I serve the queen and that draws me naturally into the service of the cardinal; but I serve the one with joy and the other against my will. Speak, then, I beg of you; I wait and listen.”

	“Since there is no harm,” said Athos, “in my knowing that D’Artagnan is here, I presume there will be none in his knowing that I am here.”

	“I have received no orders on that point.”

	“Well, then, do me the kindness to give him my regards and tell him that I am his neighbor. Tell him also what you have just told me--that Mazarin has placed me in the pavilion of the orangery in order to make me a visit, and assure him that I shall take advantage of this honor he proposes to accord to me to obtain from him some amelioration of our captivity.”

	“Which cannot last,” interrupted Comminges; “the cardinal said so; there is no prison here.”

	“But there are oubliettes!” replied Athos, smiling.

	“Oh! that’s a different thing; yes, I know there are traditions of that sort,” said Comminges. “It was in the time of the other cardinal, who was a great nobleman; but our Mazarin--impossible! an Italian adventurer would not dare to go such lengths with such men as ourselves. Oubliettes are employed as a means of kingly vengeance, and a low-born fellow such as he is would not have recourse to them. Your arrest is known, that of your friends will soon be known; and all the nobility of France would demand an explanation of your disappearance. No, no, be easy on that score. I will, however, inform Monsieur d’Artagnan of your arrival here.”

	Comminges then led the count to a room on the ground floor of a pavilion, at the end of the orangery. They passed through a courtyard as they went, full of soldiers and courtiers. In the centre of this court, in the form of a horseshoe, were the buildings occupied by Mazarin, and at each wing the pavilion (or smaller building), where D’Artagnan was confined, and that, level with the orangery, where Athos was to be. From the ends of these two wings extended the park.

	Athos, when he reached his appointed room, observed through the gratings of his window, walls and roofs; and was told, on inquiry, by Comminges, that he was looking on the back of the pavilion where D’Artagnan was confined.

	“Yes, ‘tis too true,” said Comminges, “‘tis almost a prison; but what a singular fancy this is of yours, count--you, who are the very flower of our nobility--to squander your valor and loyalty amongst these upstarts, the Frondists! Really, count, if ever I thought that I had a friend in the ranks of the royal army, it was you. A Frondeur! you, the Comte de la Fere, on the side of Broussel, Blancmesnil and Viole! For shame! you, a Frondeur!”

	“On my word of honor,” said Athos, “one must be either a Mazarinist or a Frondeur. For a long time I had these words whispered in my ears, and I chose the latter; at any rate, it is a French word. And now, I am a Frondeur--not of Broussel’s party, nor of Blancmesnil’s, nor am I with Viole; but with the Duc de Beaufort, the Ducs de Bouillon and d’Elbeuf; with princes, not with presidents, councillors and low-born lawyers. Besides, what a charming outlook it would have been to serve the cardinal! Look at that wall--without a single window--which tells you fine things about Mazarin’s gratitude!”

	“Yes,” replied De Comminges, “more especially if it could reveal how Monsieur d’Artagnan for this last week has been anathematizing him.”

	“Poor D’Artagnan’” said Athos, with the charming melancholy that was one of the traits of his character, “so brave, so good, so terrible to the enemies of those he loves. You have two unruly prisoners there, sir.”

	“Unruly,” Comminges smiled; “you wish to terrify me, I suppose. When he came here, Monsieur D’Artagnan provoked and braved the soldiers and inferior officers, in order, I suppose, to have his sword back. That mood lasted some time; but now he’s as gentle as a lamb and sings Gascon songs, which make one die of laughing.”

	“And Du Vallon?” asked Athos.

	“Ah, he’s quite another sort of person--a formidable gentleman, indeed. The first day he broke all the doors in with a single push of his shoulder; and I expected to see him leave Rueil in the same way as Samson left Gaza. But his temper cooled down, like his friend’s; he not only gets used to his captivity, but jokes about it.”

	“So much the better,” said Athos.

	“Do you think anything else was to be expected of them?” asked Comminges, who, putting together what Mazarin had said of his prisoners and what the Comte de la Fere had said, began to feel a degree of uneasiness.

	Athos, on the other hand, reflected that this recent gentleness of his friends most certainly arose from some plan formed by D’Artagnan. Unwilling to injure them by praising them too highly, he replied: “They? They are two hotheads--the one a Gascon, the other from Picardy; both are easily excited, but they quiet down immediately. You have had a proof of that in what you have just related to me.”

	This, too, was the opinion of Comminges, who withdrew somewhat reassured. Athos remained alone in the vast chamber, where, according to the cardinal’s directions, he was treated with all the courtesy due to a nobleman. He awaited Mazarin’s promised visit to get some light on his present situation.

	83. Strength and Sagacity.

	Now let us pass the orangery to the hunting lodge. At the extremity of the courtyard, where, close to a portico formed of Ionic columns, were the dog kennels, rose an oblong building, the pavilion of the orangery, a half circle, inclosing the court of honor. It was in this pavilion, on the ground floor, that D’Artagnan and Porthos were confined, suffering interminable hours of imprisonment in a manner suitable to each different temperament.

	D’Artagnan was pacing to and fro like a caged tiger; with dilated eyes, growling as he paced along by the bars of a window looking upon the yard of servant’s offices.

	Porthos was ruminating over an excellent dinner he had just demolished.

	The one seemed to be deprived of reason, yet he was meditating. The other seemed to meditate, yet he was more than half asleep. But his sleep was a nightmare, which might be guessed by the incoherent manner in which he sometimes snored and sometimes snorted.

	“Look,” said D’Artagnan, “day is declining. It must be nearly four o’clock. We have been in this place nearly eighty-three hours.”

	“Hem!” muttered Porthos, with a kind of pretense of answering.

	“Did you hear, eternal sleeper?” cried D’Artagnan, irritated that any one could doze during the day, when he had the greatest difficulty in sleeping during the night.

	“What?” said Porthos.

	“I say we have been here eighty-three hours.”

	“‘Tis your fault,” answered Porthos.

	“How, my fault?”

	“Yes, I offered you escape.”

	“By pulling out a bar and pushing down a door?”

	“Certainly.”

	“Porthos, men like us can’t go out from here purely and simply.”

	“Faith!” said Porthos, “as for me, I could go out with that purity and that simplicity which it seems to me you despise too much.”

	D’Artagnan shrugged his shoulders.

	“And besides,” he said, “going out of this chamber isn’t all.”

	“Dear friend,” said Porthos, “you appear to be in a somewhat better humor to-day than you were yesterday. Explain to me why going out of this chamber isn’t everything.”

	“Because, having neither arms nor password, we shouldn’t take fifty steps in the court without knocking against a sentinel.”

	“Very well,” said Porthos, “we will kill the sentinel and we shall have his arms.”

	“Yes, but before we can kill him--and he will be hard to kill, that Swiss--he will shriek out and the whole picket will come, and we shall be taken like foxes, we, who are lions, and thrown into some dungeon, where we shall not even have the consolation of seeing this frightful gray sky of Rueil, which no more resembles the sky of Tarbes than the moon is like the sun. Lack-a-day! if we only had some one to instruct us about the physical and moral topography of this castle. Ah! when one thinks that for twenty years, during which time I did not know what to do with myself, it never occurred to me to come to study Rueil.”

	“What difference does that make?” said Porthos. “We shall go out all the same.”

	“Do you know, my dear fellow, why master pastrycooks never work with their hands?”

	“No,” said Porthos, “but I should be glad to be informed.”

	“It is because in the presence of their pupils they fear that some of their tarts or creams may turn out badly cooked.”

	“What then?”

	“Why, then they would be laughed at, and a master pastrycook must never be laughed at.”

	“And what have master pastrycooks to do with us?”

	“We ought, in our adventures, never to be defeated or give any one a chance to laugh at us. In England, lately, we failed, we were beaten, and that is a blemish on our reputation.”

	“By whom, then, were we beaten?” asked Porthos.

	“By Mordaunt.”

	
“Yes, but we have drowned Monsieur Mordaunt.”

	“That is true, and that will redeem us a little in the eyes of posterity, if posterity ever looks at us. But listen, Porthos: though Monsieur Mordaunt was a man not to be despised, Mazarin is not less strong than he, and we shall not easily succeed in drowning him. We must, therefore, watch and play a close game; for,” he added with a sigh, “we two are equal, perhaps, to eight others; but we are not equal to the four that you know of.”

	“That is true,” said Porthos, echoing D’Artagnan’s sigh.

	“Well, Porthos, follow my examples; walk back and forth till some news of our friends reaches us or till we are visited by a good idea. But don’t sleep as you do all the time; nothing dulls the intellect like sleep. As to what may lie before us, it is perhaps less serious than we at first thought. I don’t believe that Monsieur de Mazarin thinks of cutting off our heads, for heads are not taken off without previous trial; a trial would make a noise, and a noise would get the attention of our friends, who would check the operations of Monsieur de Mazarin.”

	“How well you reason!” said Porthos, admiringly.

	“Well, yes, pretty well,” replied D’Artagnan; “and besides, you see, if they put us on trial, if they cut off our heads, they must meanwhile either keep us here or transfer us elsewhere.”

	“Yes, that is inevitable,” said Porthos.

	“Well, it is impossible but that Master Aramis, that keen-scented bloodhound, and Athos, that wise and prudent nobleman, will discover our retreat. Then, believe me, it will be time to act.”

	“Yes, we will wait. We can wait the more contentedly, that it is not absolutely bad here, but for one thing, at least.”

	“What is that?”

	“Did you observe, D’Artagnan, that three days running they have brought us braised mutton?”

	“No; but if it occurs a fourth time I shall complain of it, so never mind.”

	“And then I feel the loss of my house, ‘tis a long time since I visited my castles.”

	“Forget them for a time; we shall return to them, unless Mazarin razes them to the ground.”

	“Do you think that likely?”

	“No, the other cardinal would have done so, but this one is too mean a fellow to risk it.”

	“You reconcile me, D’Artagnan.”

	“Well, then, assume a cheerful manner, as I do; we must joke with the guards, we must gain the good-will of the soldiers, since we can’t corrupt them. Try, Porthos, to please them more than you are wont to do when they are under our windows. Thus far you have done nothing but show them your fist; and the more respectable your fist is, Porthos, the less attractive it is. Ah, I would give much to have five hundred louis, only.”

	“So would I,” said Porthos, unwilling to be behind D’Artagnan in generosity; “I would give as much as a hundred pistoles.”

	The two prisoners were at this point of their conversation when Comminges entered, preceded by a sergeant and two men, who brought supper in a basket with two handles, filled with basins and plates.

	“What!” exclaimed Porthos, “mutton again?”

	“My dear Monsieur de Comminges,” said D’Artagnan, “you will find that my friend, Monsieur du Vallon, will go to the most fatal lengths if Cardinal Mazarin continues to provide us with this sort of meat; mutton every day.”

	“I declare,” said Porthos, “I shall eat nothing if they do not take it away.”

	“Remove the mutton,” cried Comminges; “I wish Monsieur du Vallon to sup well, more especially as I have news to give him that will improve his appetite.”

	“Is Mazarin dead?” asked Porthos.

	“No; I am sorry to tell you he is perfectly well.”

	“So much the worse,” said Porthos.

	“What is that news?” asked D’Artagnan. “News in prison is a fruit so rare that I trust, Monsieur de Comminges, you will excuse my impatience--the more eager since you have given us to understand that the news is good.”

	“Should you be glad to hear that the Comte de la Fere is well?” asked De Comminges.

	D’Artagnan’s penetrating gray eyes were opened to the utmost.

	“Glad!” he cried; “I should be more than glad! Happy--beyond measure!”

	“Well, I am desired by him to give you his compliments and to say that he is in good health.”

	D’Artagnan almost leaped with joy. A quick glance conveyed his thought to Porthos: “If Athos knows where we are, if he opens communication with us, before long Athos will act.”

	Porthos was not very quick to understand the language of glances, but now since the name of Athos had suggested to him the same idea, he understood.

	“Do you say,” asked the Gascon, timidly, “that the Comte de la Fere has commissioned you to give his compliments to Monsieur du Vallon and myself?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Then you have seen him?”

	“Certainly I have.”

	“Where? if I may ask without indiscretion.”

	“Near here,” replied De Comminges, smiling; “so near that if the windows which look on the orangery were not stopped up you could see him from where you are.”

	“He is wandering about the environs of the castle,” thought D’Artagnan. Then he said aloud:

	“You met him, I dare say, in the park--hunting, perhaps?”

	“No; nearer, nearer still. Look, behind this wall,” said De Comminges, knocking against the wall.

	“Behind this wall? What is there, then, behind this wall? I was brought here by night, so devil take me if I know where I am.”

	“Well,” said Comminges, “suppose one thing.”

	“I will suppose anything you please.”

	“Suppose there were a window in this wall.”

	“Well?”

	“From that window you would see Monsieur de la Fere at his.”

	“The count, then, is in the chateau?”

	“Yes.”

	“For what reason?”

	“The same as yourself.”

	“Athos--a prisoner?”

	“You know well,” replied De Comminges, “that there are no prisoners at Rueil, because there is no prison.”

	“Don’t let us play upon words, sir. Athos has been arrested.”

	“Yesterday, at Saint Germain, as he came out from the presence of the queen.”

	The arms of D’Artagnan fell powerless by his side. One might have supposed him thunderstruck; a paleness ran like a cloud over his dark skin, but disappeared immediately.

	“A prisoner?” he reiterated.

	“A prisoner,” repeated Porthos, quite dejected.

	Suddenly D’Artagnan looked up and in his eyes there was a gleam which scarcely even Porthos observed; but it died away and he appeared more sorrowful than before.

	“Come, come,” said Comminges, who, since D’Artagnan, on the day of Broussel’s arrest, had saved him from the hands of the Parisians, had entertained a real affection for him, “don’t be unhappy; I never thought of bringing you bad news. Laugh at the chance which has brought your friend near to you and Monsieur du Vallon, instead of being in the depths of despair about it.”

	But D’Artagnan was still in a desponding mood.

	“And how did he look?” asked Porthos, who, perceiving that D’Artagnan had allowed the conversation to drop, profited by it to put in a word or two.

	“Very well, indeed, sir,” replied Comminges; “at first, like you, he seemed distressed; but when he heard that the cardinal was going to pay him a visit this very evening----”

	“Ah!” cried D’Artagnan, “the cardinal is about to visit the Comte de la Fere?”

	“Yes; and the count desired me to tell you that he should take advantage of this visit to plead for you and for himself.”

	“Ah! our dear count!” said D’Artagnan.

	“A fine thing, indeed!” grunted Porthos. “A great favor! Zounds! Monsieur the Comte de la Fere, whose family is allied to the Montmorency and the Rohan, is easily the equal of Monsieur de Mazarin.”

	“No matter,” said D’Artagnan, in his most wheedling tone. “On reflection, my dear Du Vallon, it is a great honor for the Comte de la Fere, and gives good reason to hope. In fact, it seems to me so great an honor for a prisoner that I think Monsieur de Comminges must be mistaken.”

	“What? I am mistaken?”

	“Monsieur de Mazarin will not come to visit the Comte de la Fere, but the Comte de la Fere will be sent for to visit him.”

	“No, no, no,” said Comminges, who made a point of having the facts appear exactly as they were, “I clearly understood what the cardinal said to me. He will come and visit the Comte de la Fere.”

	D’Artagnan tried to gather from the expression of his eyes whether Porthos understood the importance of that visit, but Porthos did not even look toward him.

	“It is, then, the cardinal’s custom to walk in his orangery?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Every evening he shuts himself in there. That, it seems, is where he meditates on state affairs.”

	“In that case,” said D’Artagnan, “I begin to believe that Monsieur de la Fere will receive the visit of his eminence; he will, of course, have an escort.”

	“Yes--two soldiers.”

	“And will he talk thus of affairs in presence of two strangers?”

	“The soldiers are Swiss, who understand only German. Besides, according to all probability they will wait at the door.”

	D’Artagnan made a violent effort over himself to keep his face from being too expressive.

	“Let the cardinal take care of going alone to visit the Comte de la Fere,” said D’Artagnan; “for the count must be furious.”

	Comminges began to laugh. “Oh, oh! why, really, one would say that you four were anthropaphagi! The count is an affable man; besides, he is unarmed; at the first word from his eminence the two soldiers about him would run to his assistance.”

	“Two soldiers,” said D’Artagnan, seeming to remember something, “two soldiers, yes; that, then, is why I hear two men called every evening and see them walking sometimes for half an hour, under my window.”

	“That is it; they are waiting for the cardinal, or rather for Bernouin, who comes to call them when the cardinal goes out.”

	“Fine-looking men, upon my word!” said D’Artagnan.

	“They belong to the regiment that was at Lens, which the prince assigned to the cardinal.”

	“Ah, monsieur,” said D’Artagnan, as if to sum up in a word all that conversation, “if only his eminence would relent and grant to Monsieur de la Fere our liberty.”

	“I wish it with all my heart,” said Comminges.

	“Then, if he should forget that visit, you would find no inconvenience in reminding him of it?”

	“Not at all.”

	“Ah, that gives me more confidence.”

	This skillful turn of the conversation would have seemed a sublime manoeuvre to any one who could have read the Gascon’s soul.

	“Now,” said D’Artagnan, “I’ve one last favor to ask of you, Monsieur de Comminges.”

	“At your service, sir.”

	“You will see the count again?”

	“To-morrow morning.”

	“Will you remember us to him and ask him to solicit for me the same favor that he will have obtained?”

	“You want the cardinal to come here?”

	“No; I know my place and am not so presumptuous. Let his eminence do me the honor to give me a hearing; that is all I want.”

	“Oh!” muttered Porthos, shaking his head, “never should I have thought this of him! How misfortune humbles a man!”

	“I promise you it shall be done,” answered De Comminges.

	“Tell the count that I am well; that you found me sad, but resigned.”

	“I am pleased, sir, to hear that.”

	“And the same, also, for Monsieur du Vallon----”

	“Not for me,” cried Porthos; “I am not by any means resigned.”

	“But you will be resigned, my friend.”

	“Never!”

	“He will become so, monsieur; I know him better than he knows himself. Be silent, dear Du Vallon, and resign yourself.”

	“Adieu, gentlemen,” said De Comminges; “sleep well!”

	“We will try.”

	De Comminges went away, D’Artagnan remaining apparently in the same attitude of humble resignation; but scarcely had he departed when he turned and clasped Porthos in his arms with an expression not to be doubted.

	“Oh!” cried Porthos; “what’s the matter now? Have you gone mad, my dear friend?”

	“What is the matter?” returned D’Artagnan; “we are saved!”

	“I don’t see that at all,” answered Porthos. “I think we are all taken prisoners, except Aramis, and that our chances of getting out are lessened since one more of us is caught in Mazarin’s mousetrap.”

	“Which is far too strong for two of us, but not strong enough for three of us,” returned D’Artagnan.

	“I don’t understand,” said Porthos.

	“Never mind; let’s sit down to table and take something to strengthen us for the night.”

	“What are we to do, then, to-night?”

	“To travel--perhaps.”

	“But----”

	“Sit down, dear friend, to table. When one is eating, ideas flow easily. After supper, when they are perfected, I will communicate my plans to you.”

	So Porthos sat down to table without another word and ate with an appetite that did honor to the confidence that was ever inspired in him by D’Artagnan’s inventive imagination.

	84. Strength and Sagacity--Continued.

	Supper was eaten in silence, but not in sadness; for from time to time one of those sweet smiles which were habitual to him in moments of good-humor illumined the face of D’Artagnan. Not a scintilla of these was lost on Porthos; and at every one he uttered an exclamation which betrayed to his friend that he had not lost sight of the idea which possessed his brain.

	At dessert D’Artagnan reposed in his chair, crossed one leg over the other and lounged about like a man perfectly at his ease.

	Porthos rested his chin on his hands, placed his elbows on the table and looked at D’Artagnan with an expression of confidence which imparted to that colossus an admirable appearance of good-fellowship.

	“Well?” said D’Artagnan, at last.

	“Well!” repeated Porthos.

	“You were saying, my dear friend----”

	“No; I said nothing.”

	“Yes; you were saying you wished to leave this place.”

	“Ah, indeed! the will was never wanting.”

	“To get away you would not mind, you added, knocking down a door or a wall.”

	“‘Tis true--I said so, and I say it again.”

	“And I answered you, Porthos, that it was not a good plan; that we couldn’t go a hundred steps without being recaptured, because we were without clothes to disguise ourselves and arms to defend ourselves.”

	“That is true; we should need clothes and arms.”

	“Well,” said D’Artagnan, rising, “we have them, friend Porthos, and even something better.”

	“Bah!” said Porthos, looking around.

	“Useless to look; everything will come to us when wanted. At about what time did we see the two Swiss guards walking yesterday?”

	“An hour after sunset.”

	“If they go out to-day as they did yesterday we shall have the honor, then, of seeing them in half an hour?”

	“In a quarter of an hour at most.”

	“Your arm is still strong enough, is it not, Porthos?”

	Porthos unbuttoned his sleeve, raised his shirt and looked complacently on his strong arm, as large as the leg of any ordinary man.

	“Yes, indeed,” said he, “I believe so.”

	“So that you could without trouble convert these tongs into a hoop and yonder shovel into a corkscrew?”

	“Certainly.” And the giant took up these two articles, and without any apparent effort produced in them the metamorphoses suggested by his companion.

	“There!” he cried.

	“Capital!” exclaimed the Gascon. “Really, Porthos, you are a gifted individual!”

	“I have heard speak,” said Porthos, “of a certain Milo of Crotona, who performed wonderful feats, such as binding his forehead with a cord and bursting it--of killing an ox with a blow of his fist and carrying it home on his shoulders, et cetera. I used to learn all these feat by heart yonder, down at Pierrefonds, and I have done all that he did except breaking a cord by the corrugation of my temples.”

	“Because your strength is not in your head, Porthos,” said his friend.

	“No; it is in my arms and shoulders,” answered Porthos with gratified naivete.

	“Well, my dear friend, let us approach the window and there you can match your strength against that of an iron bar.”

	Porthos went to the window, took a bar in his hands, clung to it and bent it like a bow; so that the two ends came out of the sockets of stone in which for thirty years they had been fixed.

	“Well! friend, the cardinal, although such a genius, could never have done that.”

	“Shall I take out any more of them?” asked Porthos.

	“No; that is sufficient; a man can pass through that.”

	Porthos tried, and passed the upper portion of his body through.

	“Yes,” he said.

	“Now pass your arm through this opening.”

	“Why?”

	“You will know presently--pass it.”

	Porthos obeyed with military promptness and passed his arm through the opening.

	“Admirable!” said D’Artagnan.

	“The scheme goes forward, it seems.”

	“On wheels, dear friend.”

	“Good! What shall I do now?”

	“Nothing.”

	“It is finished, then?”

	“No, not yet.”

	“I should like to understand,” said Porthos.

	“Listen, my dear friend; in two words you will know all. The door of the guardhouse opens, as you see.”

	“Yes, I see.”

	“They are about to send into our court, which Monsieur de Mazarin crosses on his way to the orangery, the two guards who attend him.”

	“There they are, coming out.”

	“If only they close the guardhouse door! Good! They close it.”

	“What, then?”

	“Silence! They may hear us.”

	“I don’t understand it at all.”

	“As you execute you will understand.”

	“And yet I should have preferred----”

	“You will have the pleasure of the surprise.”

	“Ah, that is true.”

	“Hush!”

	Porthos remained silent and motionless.

	In fact, the two soldiers advanced on the side where the window was, rubbing their hands, for it was cold, it being the month of February.

	At this moment the door of the guardhouse was opened and one of the soldiers was summoned away.

	“Now,” said D’Artagnan, “I am going to call this soldier and talk to him. Don’t lose a word of what I’m going to say to you, Porthos. Everything lies in the execution.”

	“Good, the execution of plots is my forte.”

	“I know it well. I depend on you. Look, I shall turn to the left, so that the soldier will be at your right, as soon as he mounts on the bench to talk to us.”

	“But supposing he doesn’t mount?”

	“He will; rely upon it. As soon as you see him get up, stretch out your arm and seize him by the neck. Then, raising him up as Tobit raised the fish by the gills, you must pull him into the room, taking care to squeeze him so tight that he can’t cry out.”

	“Oh!” said Porthos. “Suppose I happen to strangle him?”

	“To be sure there would only be a Swiss the less in the world; but you will not do so, I hope. Lay him down here; we’ll gag him and tie him--no matter where--somewhere. So we shall get from him one uniform and a sword.”

	“Marvelous!” exclaimed Porthos, looking at the Gascon with the most profound admiration.

	“Pooh!” replied D’Artagnan.

	“Yes,” said Porthos, recollecting himself, “but one uniform and one sword will not suffice for two.”

	“Well; but there’s his comrade.”

	“True,” said Porthos.

	“Therefore, when I cough, stretch out your arm.”

	“Good!”

	The two friends then placed themselves as they had agreed, Porthos being completely hidden in an angle of the window.

	“Good-evening, comrade,” said D’Artagnan in his most fascinating voice and manner.

	“Good-evening, sir,” answered the soldier, in a strong provincial accent.

	“‘Tis not too warm to walk,” resumed D’Artagnan.

	“No, sir.”

	“And I think a glass of wine will not be disagreeable to you?”

	“A glass of wine will be extremely welcome.”

	“The fish bites--the fish bites!” whispered the Gascon to Porthos.

	“I understand,” said Porthos.

	“A bottle, perhaps?”

	“A whole bottle? Yes, sir.”

	“A whole bottle, if you will drink my health.”

	“Willingly,” answered the soldier.

	“Come, then, and take it, friend,” said the Gascon.

	“With all my heart. How convenient that there’s a bench here. Egad! one would think it had been placed here on purpose.”

	“Get on it; that’s it, friend.”

	And D’Artagnan coughed.

	That instant the arm of Porthos fell. His hand of iron grasped, quick as lightning, firm as a pair of blacksmith’s pincers, the soldier’s throat. He raised him, almost stifling him as he drew him through the aperture, at the risk of flaying him in the passage. He then laid him down on the floor, where D’Artagnan, after giving him just time enough to draw his breath, gagged him with his long scarf; and the moment he had done so began to undress him with the promptitude and dexterity of a man who had learned his business on the field of battle. Then the soldier, gagged and bound, was placed upon the hearth, the fire of which had been previously extinguished by the two friends.

	“Here’s a sword and a dress,” said Porthos.

	“I take them,” said D’Artagnan, “for myself. If you want another uniform and sword you must play the same trick over again. Stop! I see the other soldier issue from the guardroom and come toward us.”

	“I think,” replied Porthos, “it would be imprudent to attempt the same manoeuvre again; it is said that no man can succeed twice in the same way, and a failure would be ruinous. No; I will go down, seize the man unawares and bring him to you ready gagged.”

	“That is better,” said the Gascon.

	“Be ready,” said Porthos, as he slipped through the opening.

	He did as he said. Porthos seized his opportunity, caught the next soldier by his neck, gagged him and pushed him like a mummy through the bars into the room, and entered after him. Then they undressed him as they had done the first, laid him on their bed and bound him with the straps which composed the bed--the bedstead being of oak. This operation proved as great a success as the first.

	“There,” said D’Artagnan, “this is capital! Now let me try on the dress of yonder chap. Porthos, I doubt if you can wear it; but should it be too tight, never mind, you can wear the breastplate and the hat with the red feathers.”

	It happened, however, that the second soldier was a Swiss of gigantic proportions, so, save that some few of the seams split, his uniform fitted Porthos perfectly.

	They then dressed themselves.

	“‘Tis done!” they both exclaimed at once. “As to you, comrades,” they said to the men, “nothing will happen to you if you are discreet; but if you stir you are dead men.”

	The soldiers were complaisant; they had found the grasp of Porthos pretty powerful and that it was no joke to fight against it.

	“Now,” said D’Artagnan, “you wouldn’t be sorry to understand the plot, would you, Porthos?”

	“Well, no, not very.”

	“Well, then, we shall go down into the court.”

	“Yes.”

	“We shall take the place of those two fellows.”

	“Well?”

	“We will walk back and forth.”

	“That’s a good idea, for it isn’t warm.”

	“In a moment the valet-de-chambre will call the guard, as he did yesterday and the day before.”

	“And we shall answer?”

	“No, on the contrary, we shall not answer.”

	“As you please; I don’t insist on answering.”

	“We will not answer, then; we will simply settle our hats on our heads and we will escort his eminence.”

	“Where shall we escort him?”

	“Where he is going--to visit Athos. Do you think Athos will be sorry to see us?”

	“Oh!” cried Porthos, “oh! I understand.”

	“Wait a little, Porthos, before crying out; for, on my word, you haven’t reached the end,” said the Gascon, in a jesting tone.

	“What is to happen?” said Porthos.

	“Follow me,” replied D’Artagnan. “The man who lives to see shall see.”

	And slipping through the aperture, he alighted in the court. Porthos followed him by the same road, but with more difficulty and less diligence. They could hear the two soldiers shivering with fear, as they lay bound in the chamber.

	Scarcely had the two Frenchmen touched the ground when a door opened and the voice of the valet-de-chambre called out:

	“Make ready!”

	At the same moment the guardhouse was opened and a voice called out:

	“La Bruyere and Du Barthois! March!”

	“It seems that I am named La Bruyere,” remarked D’Artagnan.

	“And I, Du Barthois,” added Porthos.

	“Where are you?” asked the valet-de-chambre, whose eyes, dazzled by the light, could not clearly distinguish our heroes in the gloom.

	“Here we are,” said the Gascon.

	“What say you to that, Monsieur du Vallon?” he added in a low tone to Porthos.

	“If it but lasts, most capital,” responded Porthos.

	These two newly enlisted soldiers marched gravely after the valet-de-chambre, who opened the door of the vestibule, then another which seemed to be that of a waiting-room, and showing them two stools:

	“Your orders are very simple,” he said; “don’t allow anybody, except one person, to enter here. Do you hear--not a single creature! Obey that person implicitly. On your return you cannot make a mistake. You have only to wait here till I release you.”

	D’Artagnan was known to this valet-de-chambre, who was no other than Bernouin, and he had during the last six or eight months introduced the Gascon a dozen times to the cardinal. The Gascon, therefore, instead of answering, growled out “Ja! Ja!” in the most German and the least Gascon accent possible.

	As for Porthos, on whom D’Artagnan had impressed the necessity of absolute silence and who did not even now begin to comprehend the scheme of his friend, which was to follow Mazarin in his visit to Athos, he was simply mute. All that he was allowed to say, in case of emergencies, was the proverbial Der Teufel!

	Bernouin shut the door and went away. When Porthos heard the key turn in the lock he began to be alarmed, lest they should only have exchanged one prison for another.

	“Porthos, my friend,” said D’Artagnan, “don’t distrust Providence! Let me meditate and consider.”

	“Meditate and consider as much as you like,” replied Porthos, who was now quite out of humor at seeing things take this turn.

	“We have walked eight paces,” whispered D’Artagnan, “and gone up six steps, so hereabouts is the pavilion called the pavilion of the orangery. The Comte de la Fere cannot be far off, only the doors are locked.”

	“That is a slight difficulty,” said Porthos, “and a good push with the shoulders----”

	“For God’s sake, Porthos my friend, reserve your feats of strength, or they will not have, when needed, the honor they deserve. Have you not heard that some one is coming here?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, that some one will open the doors.”

	“But, my dear fellow, if that some one recognizes us, if that some one cries out, we are lost; for you don’t propose, I imagine, that I shall kill that man of the church. That might do if we were dealing with Englishmen or Germans.”

	“Oh, may God keep me from it, and you, too!” said D’Artagnan. “The young king would, perhaps, show us some gratitude; but the queen would never forgive us, and it is she whom we have to consider. And then, besides, the useless blood! never! no, never! I have my plan; let me carry it out and we shall laugh.”

	“So much the better,” said Porthos; “I feel some need of it.”

	“Hush!” said D’Artagnan; “the some one is coming.”

	The sound of a light step was heard in the vestibule. The hinges of the door creaked and a man appeared in the dress of a cavalier, wrapped in a brown cloak, with a lantern in one hand and a large beaver hat pulled down over his eyes.

	Porthos effaced himself against the wall, but he could not render himself invisible; and the man in the cloak said to him, giving him his lantern:

	“Light the lamp which hangs from the ceiling.”

	Then addressing D’Artagnan:

	“You know the watchword?” he said.

	“Ja!” replied the Gascon, determined to confine himself to this specimen of the German tongue.

	“Tedesco!” answered the cavalier; “va bene.”

	And advancing toward the door opposite to that by which he came in, he opened it and disappeared behind it, shutting it as he went.

	“Now,” asked Porthos, “what are we to do?”

	“Now we shall make use of your shoulder, friend Porthos, if this door proves to be locked. Everything in its proper time, and all comes right to those who know how to wait patiently. But first barricade the first door well; then we will follow yonder cavalier.”

	The two friends set to work and crowded the space before the door with all the furniture in the room, as not only to make the passage impassable, but so to block the door that by no means could it open inward.

	“There!” said D’Artagnan, “we can’t be overtaken. Come! forward!”

	85. The Oubliettes of Cardinal Mazarin.

	At first, on arriving at the door through which Mazarin had passed, D’Artagnan tried in vain to open it, but on the powerful shoulder of Porthos being applied to one of the panels, which gave way, D’Artagnan introduced the point of his sword between the bolt and the staple of the lock. The bolt gave way and the door opened.

	“As I told you, everything can be attained, Porthos, women and doors, by proceeding with gentleness.”

	“You’re a great moralist, and that’s the fact,” said Porthos.

	They entered; behind a glass window, by the light of the cardinal’s lantern, which had been placed on the floor in the midst of the gallery, they saw the orange and pomegranate trees of the Castle of Rueil, in long lines, forming one great alley and two smaller side alleys.

	“No cardinal!” said D’Artagnan, “but only his lantern; where the devil, then, is he?”

	Exploring, however, one of the side wings of the gallery, after making a sign to Porthos to explore the other, he saw, all at once, at his left, a tub containing an orange tree, which had been pushed out of its place and in its place an open aperture.

	Ten men would have found difficulty in moving that tub, but by some mechanical contrivance it had turned with the flagstone on which it rested.

	D’Artagnan, as we have said, perceived a hole in that place and in this hole the steps of a winding staircase.

	He called Porthos to look at it.

	“Were our object money only,” he said, “we should be rich directly.”

	“How’s that?”

	“Don’t you understand, Porthos? At the bottom of that staircase lies, probably, the cardinal’s treasury of which folk tell such wonders, and we should only have to descend, empty a chest, shut the cardinal up in it, double lock it, go away, carrying off as much gold as we could, put back this orange-tree over the place, and no one in the world would ever ask us where our fortune came from--not even the cardinal.”

	“It would be a happy hit for clowns to make, but as it seems to be unworthy of two gentlemen----” said Porthos.

	“So I think; and therefore I said, ‘Were our object money only;’ but we want something else,” replied the Gascon.

	At the same moment, whilst D’Artagnan was leaning over the aperture to listen, a metallic sound, as if some one was moving a bag of gold, struck on his ear; he started; instantly afterward a door opened and a light played upon the staircase.

	Mazarin had left his lamp in the gallery to make people believe that he was walking about, but he had with him a waxlight, to help him to explore his mysterious strong box.

	“Faith,” he said, in Italian, as he was reascending the steps and looking at a bag of reals, “faith, there’s enough to pay five councillors of parliament, and two generals in Paris. I am a great captain--that I am! but I make war in my own way.”

	The two friends were crouching down, meantime, behind a tub in the side alley.

	Mazarin came within three steps of D’Artagnan and pushed a spring in the wall; the slab turned and the orange tree resumed its place.

	Then the cardinal put out the waxlight, slipped it into his pocket, and taking up the lantern: “Now,” he said, “for Monsieur de la Fere.”

	“Very good,” thought D’Artagnan, “‘tis our road likewise; we will go together.”

	All three set off on their walk, Mazarin taking the middle alley and the friends the side ones.

	The cardinal reached a second door without perceiving he was being followed; the sand with which the alleys were covered deadened the sound of footsteps.

	He then turned to the left, down a corridor which had escaped the attention of the two friends, but as he opened the door he paused, as if in thought.

	“Ah! Diavolo!” he exclaimed, “I forgot the recommendation of De Comminges, who advised me to take a guard and place it at this door, in order not to put myself at the mercy of that four-headed combination of devils.” And with a movement of impatience he turned to retrace his steps.

	“Do not give yourself the trouble, my lord,” said D’Artagnan, with his right foot forward, his beaver in his hand, a smile on his face, “we have followed your eminence step by step and here we are.”

	“Yes--here we are,” said Porthos.

	And he made the same friendly salute as D’Artagnan.

	Mazarin gazed at each of them with an affrighted stare, recognized them, and let drop his lantern, uttering a cry of terror.

	D’Artagnan picked it up; by good luck it had not been extinguished.

	“Oh, what imprudence, my lord,” said D’Artagnan; “‘tis not good to be about just here without a light. Your eminence might knock against something, or fall into a hole.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” muttered Mazarin, unable to recover from his astonishment.

	“Yes, my lord, it is I. I have the honor to present to you Monsieur du Vallon, that excellent friend of mine, in whom your eminence had the kindness to interest yourself formerly.”

	And D’Artagnan held the lamp before the merry face of Porthos, who now began to comprehend the affair and be very proud of the whole undertaking.

	“You were going to visit Monsieur de la Fere?” said D’Artagnan. “Don’t let us disarrange your eminence. Be so good as to show us the way and we will follow you.”

	Mazarin was by degrees recovering his senses.

	“Have you been long in the orangery?” he asked in a trembling voice, remembering the visits he had been paying to his treasury.

	Porthos opened his mouth to reply; D’Artagnan made him a sign, and his mouth, remaining silent, gradually closed.

	“This moment come, my lord,” said D’Artagnan.

	Mazarin breathed again. His fears were now no longer for his hoard, but for himself. A sort of smile played on his lips.

	“Come,” he said, “you have me in a snare, gentlemen. I confess myself conquered. You wish to ask for liberty, and--I give it you.”

	“Oh, my lord!” answered D’Artagnan, “you are too good; as to our liberty, we have that; we want to ask something else of you.”

	“You have your liberty?” repeated Mazarin, in terror.

	“Certainly; and on the other hand, my lord, you have lost it, and now, in accordance with the law of war, sir, you must buy it back again.”

	Mazarin felt a shiver run through him--a chill even to his heart’s core. His piercing look was fixed in vain on the satirical face of the Gascon and the unchanging countenance of Porthos. Both were in shadow and the Sybil of Cuma herself could not have read them.

	“To purchase back my liberty?” said the cardinal.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“And how much will that cost me, Monsieur d’Artagnan?”

	“Zounds, my lord, I don’t know yet. We must ask the Comte de la Fere the question. Will your eminence deign to open the door which leads to the count’s room, and in ten minutes all will be settled.”

	Mazarin started.

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, “your eminence sees that we wish to act with all formality and due respect; but I must warn you that we have no time to lose; open the door then, my lord, and be so good as to remember, once for all, that on the slightest attempt to escape or the faintest cry for help, our position being very critical indeed, you must not be angry with us if we go to extremities.”

	“Be assured,” answered Mazarin, “that I shall attempt nothing; I give you my word of honor.”

	D’Artagnan made a sign to Porthos to redouble his watchfulness; then turning to Mazarin:

	“Now, my lord, let us enter, if you please.”

	86. Conferences.

	Mazarin turned the lock of a double door, on the threshold of which they found Athos ready to receive his illustrious guests according to the notice Comminges had given him.

	On perceiving Mazarin he bowed.

	“Your eminence,” he said, “might have dispensed with your attendants; the honor bestowed on me is too great for me to be unmindful of it.”

	“And so, my dear count,” said D’Artagnan, “his eminence didn’t actually insist on our attending him; it is Du Vallon and I who have insisted, and even in a manner somewhat impolite, perhaps, so great was our longing to see you.”

	At that voice, that mocking tone, and that familiar gesture, accenting voice and tone, Athos made a bound of surprise.

	“D’Artagnan! Porthos!” he exclaimed.

	“My very self, dear friend.”

	“Me, also!” repeated Porthos.

	“What means this?” asked the count.

	“It means,” replied Mazarin, trying to smile and biting his lips in the attempt, “that our parts are changed, and that instead of these gentlemen being my prisoners I am theirs; but, gentlemen, I warn you, unless you kill me, your victory will be of very short duration; people will come to the rescue.”

	“Ah! my lord!” cried the Gascon, “don’t threaten! ‘tis a bad example. We are so good and gentle to your eminence. Come, let us put aside all rancor and talk pleasantly.”

	“There’s nothing I wish more,” replied Mazarin. “But don’t think yourselves in a better position than you are. In ensnaring me you have fallen into the trap yourselves. How are you to get away from here? remember the soldiers and sentinels who guard these doors. Now, I am going to show you how sincere I am.”

	“Good,” thought D’Artagnan; “we must look about us; he’s going to play us a trick.”

	“I offered you your liberty,” continued the minister; “will you take it? Before an hour has passed you will be discovered, arrested, obliged to kill me, which would be a crime unworthy of loyal gentlemen like you.”

	“He is right,” thought Athos.

	And, like every other reflection passing in a mind that entertained none but noble thoughts, this feeling was expressed in his eyes.

	“And therefore,” said D’Artagnan, to clip the hope which Athos’s tacit adhesion had imparted to Mazarin, “we shall not proceed to that violence save in the last extremity.”

	“If on the contrary,” resumed Mazarin, “you accept your liberty----”

	“Why you, my lord, might take it away from us in less than five minutes afterward; and from my knowledge of you I believe you will so take it away from us.”

	“No--on the faith of a cardinal. You do not believe me?”

	“My lord, I never believe cardinals who are not priests.”

	“Well, on the faith of a minister.”

	“You are no longer a minister, my lord; you are a prisoner.”

	“Then, on the honor of a Mazarin, as I am and ever shall be, I hope,” said the cardinal.

	“Hem,” replied D’Artagnan. “I have heard speak of a Mazarin who had not much religion when his oaths were in question. I fear he may have been an ancestor of your eminence.”

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan, you are a great wit and I am really sorry to be on bad terms with you.”

	“My lord, let us come to terms; I ask nothing better.”

	“Very well,” said Mazarin, “if I place you in security, in a manner evident, palpable----”

	“Ah! that is another thing,” said Porthos.

	“Let us see,” said Athos.

	“Let us see,” said D’Artagnan.

	“In the first place, do you accept?” asked the cardinal.

	“Unfold your plan, my lord, and we will see.”

	“Take notice that you are shut up--captured.”

	“You well know, my lord, that there always remains to us a last resource.”

	“What?”

	“That of dying together.”

	Mazarin shuddered.

	“Listen,” he said; “at the end of yonder corridor is a door, of which I have the key, it leads into the park. Go, and take this key with you; you are active, vigorous, and you have arms. At a hundred steps, on turning to the left, you will find the wall of the park; get over it, and in three leaps you will be on the road and free.”

	“Ah! by Jove, my lord,” said D’Artagnan, “you have well said, but these are only words. Where is the key you speak of?”

	“Here it is.”

	“Ah, my lord! You will conduct us yourself, then, to that door?”

	“Very willingly, if it be necessary to reassure you,” answered the minister, and Mazarin, who was delighted to get off so cheaply, led the way, in high spirits, to the corridor and opened the door.

	It led into the park, as the three fugitives perceived by the night breeze which rushed into the corridor and blew the wind into their faces.

	“The devil!” exclaimed the Gascon, “‘tis a dreadful night, my lord. We don’t know the locality, and shall never find the wall. Since your eminence has come so far, come a few steps further; conduct us, my lord, to the wall.”

	“Be it so,” replied the cardinal; and walking in a straight line he went to the wall, at the foot of which they all four arrived at the same instant.

	“Are you satisfied, gentlemen?” asked Mazarin.

	“I think so, indeed; we should be hard to please if we were not. Deuce take it! three poor gentlemen escorted by a prince of the church! Ah! apropos, my lord! you remarked that we were all active, vigorous and armed.”

	“Yes.”

	“You are mistaken. Monsieur du Vallon and I are the only two who are armed. The count is not; and should we meet with one of your patrol we must defend ourselves.”

	“‘Tis true.”

	“Where can we find another sword?” asked Porthos.

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, “will lend his, which is of no use to him, to the Comte de la Fere.”

	“Willingly,” said the cardinal; “I will even ask the count to keep it for my sake.”

	“I promise you, my lord, never to part with it,” replied Athos.

	“Well, well,” cried D’Artagnan, “this reconciliation is truly touching; have you not tears in your eyes, Porthos?”

	“Yes,” said Porthos; “but I do not know if it is feeling or the wind that makes me weep; I think it is the wind.”

	“Now climb up, Athos, quickly,” said D’Artagnan. Athos, assisted by Porthos, who lifted him up like a feather, arrived at the top.

	“Now, jump down, Athos.”

	Athos jumped and disappeared on the other side of the wall.

	“Are you on the ground?” asked D’Artagnan.

	“Yes.”

	“Without accident?”

	“Perfectly safe and sound.”

	“Porthos, whilst I get up, watch the cardinal. No, I don’t want your help, watch the cardinal.”

	“I am watching,” said Porthos. “Well?”

	“You are right; it is more difficult than I thought. Lend me your back--but don’t let the cardinal go.”

	Porthos lent him his back and D’Artagnan was soon on the summit of the wall, where he seated himself.

	Mazarin pretended to laugh.

	“Are you there?” asked Porthos.

	“Yes, my friend; and now----”

	“Now, what?” asked Porthos.

	“Now give me the cardinal up here; if he makes any noise stifle him.”

	Mazarin wished to call out, but Porthos held him tight and passed him to D’Artagnan, who seized him by the neck and made him sit down by him; then in a menacing tone, he said:

	“Sir! jump directly down, close to Monsieur de la Fere, or, on the honor of a gentleman, I’ll kill you!”

	“Monsieur, monsieur,” cried Mazarin, “you are breaking your word to me!”

	“I--did I promise you anything, my lord?”

	Mazarin groaned.

	“You are free,” he said, “through me; your liberty was my ransom.”

	“Agreed; but the ransom of that immense treasure buried under the gallery, to which one descends on pushing a spring hidden in the wall, which causes a tub to turn, revealing a staircase--must not one speak of that a little, my lord?”

	“Diavolo!” cried Mazarin, almost choked, and clasping his hands; “I am a lost and ruined man!”

	But without listening to his protestations of alarm, D’Artagnan slipped him gently down into the arms of Athos, who stood immovable at the bottom of the wall.

	Porthos next made an effort which shook the solid wall, and by the aid of his friend’s hand gained the summit.

	“I didn’t understand it all,” he said, “but I understand now; how droll it is!”

	“You think so? so much the better; but that it may prove laughter-worthy even to the end, let us not lose time.” And he jumped off the wall.

	Porthos did the same.

	“Attend to monsieur le cardinal, gentlemen,” said D’Artagnan; “for myself, I will reconnoitre.”

	The Gascon then drew his sword and marched as avant guard.

	“My lord,” he said, “which way do we go? Think well of your reply, for should your eminence be mistaken, there might ensue most grave results for all of us.”

	“Along the wall, sir,” said Mazarin, “there will be no danger of losing yourselves.”

	The three friends hastened on, but in a short time were obliged to slacken the pace. The cardinal could not keep up with them, though with every wish to do so.

	Suddenly D’Artagnan touched something warm, which moved.

	“Stop! a horse!” he cried; “I have found a horse!”

	“And I, likewise,” said Athos.

	“I, too,” said Porthos, who, faithful to the instructions, still held the cardinal’s arm.

	“There’s luck, my lord! just as you were complaining of being tired and obliged to walk.”

	But as he spoke the barrel of a pistol was presented at his breast and these words were pronounced:

	“Touch it not!”

	“Grimaud!” he cried; “Grimaud! what art thou about? Why, thou art posted here by Heaven!”

	“No, sir,” said the honest servant, “it was Monsieur Aramis who posted me here to take care of the horses.”

	“Is Aramis here?”

	“Yes, sir; he has been here since yesterday.”

	“What are you doing?”

	“On the watch----”

	“What! Aramis here?” cried Athos.

	“At the lesser gate of the castle; he’s posted there.”

	“Are you a large party?”

	“Sixty.”

	“Let him know.”

	“This moment, sir.”

	And believing that no one could execute the commission better than himself, Grimaud set off at full speed; whilst, enchanted at being all together again, the friends awaited his return.

	There was no one in the whole group in a bad humor except Cardinal Mazarin.

	87. Thinking that Porthos will be at last a Baron, and D’Artagnan a Captain.

	At the expiration of ten minutes Aramis arrived, accompanied by Grimaud and eight or ten followers. He was excessively delighted and threw himself into his friends’ arms.

	“You are free, my brothers! free without my aid! and I shall have succeeded in doing nothing for you in spite of all my efforts.”

	“Do not be unhappy, dear friend, on that account; if you have done nothing as yet, you will do something soon,” replied Athos.

	“I had well concerted my plans,” pursued Aramis; “the coadjutor gave me sixty men; twenty guard the walls of the park, twenty the road from Rueil to Saint Germain, twenty are dispersed in the woods. Thus I was able, thanks to the strategic disposition of my forces, to intercept two couriers from Mazarin to the queen.”

	Mazarin listened intently.

	“But,” said D’Artagnan, “I trust that you honorably sent them back to monsieur le cardinal!”

	“Ah, yes!” said Aramis, “toward him I should be very likely to practice such delicacy of sentiment! In one of the despatches the cardinal declares to the queen that the treasury is empty and that her majesty has no more money. In the other he announces that he is about to transport his prisoners to Melun, since Rueil seemed to him not sufficiently secure. You can understand, dear friend, with what hope I was inspired by that last letter. I placed myself in ambuscade with my sixty men; I encircled the castle; the riding horses I entrusted to Grimaud and I awaited your coming out, which I did not expect till to-morrow, and I didn’t hope to free you without a skirmish. You are free to-night, without fighting; so much the better! How did you manage to escape that scoundrel Mazarin? You must have much reason to complain of him.”

	“Not very much,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Really!”

	“I might even say that we have some reason to praise him.”

	“Impossible!”

	“Yes, really; it is owing to him that we are free.”

	“Owing to him?”

	“Yes, he had us conducted into the orangery by Monsieur Bernouin, his valet-de-chambre, and from there we followed him to visit the Comte de la Fere. Then he offered us our liberty and we accepted it. He even went so far as to show us the way out; he led us to the park wall, which we climbed over without accident, and then we fell in with Grimaud.”

	“Well!” exclaimed Aramis, “this will reconcile me to him; but I wish he were here that I might tell him that I did not believe him capable of so noble an act.”

	“My lord,” said D’Artagnan, no longer able to contain himself, “allow me to introduce to you the Chevalier d’Herblay, who wishes--as you may have heard--to offer his congratulations to your eminence.”

	And he retired, discovering Mazarin, who was in great confusion, to the astonished gaze of Aramis.

	“Ho! ho!” exclaimed the latter, “the cardinal! a glorious prize! Halloo! halloo! friends! to horse! to horse!”

	Several horsemen ran quickly to him.

	“Zounds!” cried Aramis, “I may have done some good; so, my lord, deign to receive my most respectful homage! I will lay a wager that ‘twas that Saint Christopher, Porthos, who performed this feat! Apropos! I forgot----” and he gave some orders in a low voice to one of the horsemen.

	“I think it will be wise to set off,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Yes; but I am expecting some one, a friend of Athos.”

	“A friend!” exclaimed the count.

	“And here he comes, by Jupiter! galloping through the bushes.”

	“The count! the count!” cried a young voice that made Athos start.

	“Raoul! Raoul!” he ejaculated.

	For one moment the young man forgot his habitual respect--he threw himself on his father’s neck.

	“Look, my lord cardinal,” said Aramis, “would it not have been a pity to have separated men who love each other as we love? Gentlemen,” he continued, addressing the cavaliers, who became more and more numerous every instant; “gentlemen, encircle his eminence, that you may show him the greater honor. He will, indeed give us the favor of his company; you will, I hope, be grateful for it; Porthos, do not lose sight of his eminence.”

	Aramis then joined Athos and D’Artagnan, who were consulting together.

	“Come,” said D’Artagnan, after a conference of five minutes’ duration, “let us begin our journey.”

	“Where are we to go?” asked Porthos.

	“To your house, dear Porthos, at Pierrefonds; your fine chateau is worthy of affording its princely hospitality to his eminence; it is, likewise, well situated--neither too near Paris, nor too far from it; we can establish a communication between it and the capital with great facility. Come, my lord, you shall be treated like a prince, as you are.”

	“A fallen prince!” exclaimed Mazarin, piteously.

	“The chances of war,” said Athos, “are many, but be assured we shall take no improper advantage of them.”

	“No, but we shall make use of them,” said D’Artagnan.

	The rest of the night was employed by these cavaliers in traveling with the wonderful rapidity of former days. Mazarin, still sombre and pensive, permitted himself to be dragged along in this way; it looked a race of phantoms. At dawn twelve leagues had been passed without drawing rein; half the escort were exhausted and several horses fell down.

	“Horses, nowadays, are not what they were formerly,” observed Porthos; “everything degenerates.”

	“I have sent Grimaud to Dammartin,” said Aramis. “He is to bring us five fresh horses--one for his eminence, four for us. We, at least, must keep close to monseigneur; the rest of the start will rejoin us later. Once beyond Saint Denis we shall have nothing to fear.”

	Grimaud, in fact, brought back five horses. The nobleman to whom he applied, being a friend of Porthos, was very ready, not to sell them, as was proposed, but to lend them. Ten minutes later the escort stopped at Ermenonville, but the four friends went on with well sustained ardor, guarding Mazarin carefully. At noon they rode into the avenue of Pierrefonds.

	“Ah!” said Mousqueton, who had ridden by the side of D’Artagnan without speaking a word on the journey, “you may think what you will, sir, but I can breathe now for the first time since my departure from Pierrefonds;” and he put his horse to a gallop to announce to the other servants the arrival of Monsieur du Vallon and his friends.

	“We are four of us,” said D’Artagnan; “we must relieve each other in mounting guard over my lord and each of us must watch three hours at a time. Athos is going to examine the castle, which it will be necessary to render impregnable in case of siege; Porthos will see to the provisions and Aramis to the troops of the garrison. That is to say, Athos will be chief engineer, Porthos purveyor-in-general, and Aramis governor of the fortress.”

	Meanwhile, they gave up to Mazarin the handsomest room in the chateau.

	“Gentlemen,” he said, when he was in his room, “you do not expect, I presume, to keep me here a long time incognito?”

	“No, my lord,” replied the Gascon; “on the contrary, we think of announcing very soon that we have you here.”

	“Then you will be besieged.”

	“We expect it.”

	“And what shall you do?”

	“Defend ourselves. Were the late Cardinal Richelieu alive he would tell you a certain story of the Bastion Saint Gervais, which we four, with our four lackeys and twelve dead men, held out against a whole army.”

	“Such feats, sir, are done once--and never repeated.”

	“However, nowadays there’s no need of so much heroism. To-morrow the army of Paris will be summoned, the day after it will be here! The field of battle, instead, therefore, of being at Saint Denis or at Charenton, will be near Compiegne or Villars-Cotterets.”

	“The prince will vanquish you, as he has always done.”

	“‘Tis possible; my lord; but before an engagement ensues we shall move your eminence to another castle belonging to our friend Du Vallon, who has three. We will not expose your eminence to the chances of war.”

	“Come,” answered Mazarin, “I see it will be necessary for me to capitulate.”

	“Before a siege?”

	“Yes; the conditions will be better than afterward.”

	“Ah, my lord! as to conditions, you would soon see how moderate and reasonable we are!”

	“Come, now, what are your conditions?”

	“Rest yourself first, my lord, and we--we will reflect.”

	“I do not need rest, gentlemen; I need to know whether I am among enemies or friends.”

	“Friends, my lord! friends!”

	“Well, then, tell me at once what you want, that I may see if any arrangement be possible. Speak, Comte de la Fere!”

	“My lord,” replied Athos, “for myself I have nothing to demand. For France, were I to specify my wishes, I should have too much. I beg you to excuse me and propose to the chevalier.”

	And Athos, bowing, retired and remained leaning against the mantelpiece, a spectator of the scene.

	“Speak, then, chevalier!” said the cardinal. “What do you want? Nothing ambiguous, if you please. Be clear, short and precise.”

	“As for me,” replied Aramis, “I have in my pocket the very programme of the conditions which the deputation--of which I formed one--went yesterday to Saint Germain to impose on you. Let us consider first the ancient rights. The demands in that programme must be granted.”

	“We were almost agreed on those,” replied Mazarin; “let us pass on to private and personal stipulations.”

	“You suppose, then, that there are some?” said Aramis, smiling.

	“I do not suppose that you will all be quite so disinterested as Monsieur de la Fere,” replied the cardinal, bowing to Athos.

	“My lord, you are right, and I am glad to see that you do justice to the count at last. The count has a mind above vulgar desires and earthly passions. He is a proud soul--he is a man by himself! You are right--he is worth us all, and we avow it to you!”

	“Aramis,” said Athos, “are you jesting?”

	“No, no, dear friend; I state only what we all know. You are right; it is not you alone this matter concerns, but my lord and his unworthy servant, myself.”

	“Well, then, what do you require besides the general conditions before recited?”

	“I require, my lord, that Normandy should be given to Madame de Longueville, with five hundred thousand francs and full absolution. I require that his majesty should deign to be godfather to the child she has just borne; and that my lord, after having been present at the christening, should go to proffer his homage to our Holy Father the Pope.”

	“That is, you wish me to lay aside my ministerial functions, to quit France and be an exile.”

	“I wish his eminence to become pope on the first opportunity, allowing me then the right of demanding full indulgences for myself and my friends.”

	Mazarin made a grimace which was quite indescribable, and then turned to D’Artagnan.

	“And you, sir?” he said.

	“I, my lord,” answered the Gascon, “I differ from Monsieur d’Herblay entirely as to the last point, though I agree with him on the first. Far from wishing my lord to quit Paris, I hope he will stay there and continue to be prime minister, as he is a great statesman. I shall try also to help him to down the Fronde, but on one condition--that he sometimes remembers the king’s faithful servants and gives the first vacant company of musketeers to a man that I could name. And you, Monsieur du Vallon----”

	“Yes, you, sir! Speak, if you please,” said Mazarin.

	“As for me,” answered Porthos, “I wish my lord cardinal, in order to do honor to my house, which gives him an asylum, would in remembrance of this adventure erect my estate into a barony, with a promise to confer that order on one of my particular friends, whenever his majesty next creates peers.”

	“You know, sir, that before receiving the order one must submit proofs.”

	“My friends will submit them. Besides, should it be necessary, monseigneur will show him how that formality may be avoided.”

	Mazarin bit his lips; the blow was direct and he replied rather dryly:

	“All this appears to me to be ill conceived, disjointed, gentlemen; for if I satisfy some I shall displease others. If I stay in Paris I cannot go to Rome; if I became pope I could not continue to be prime minister; and it is only by continuing prime minister that I can make Monsieur d’Artagnan a captain and Monsieur du Vallon a baron.”

	“True,” said Aramis, “so, as I am in a minority, I withdraw my proposition, so far as it relates to the voyage to Rome and monseigneur’s resignation.”

	“I am to remain minister, then?” said Mazarin.

	“You remain minister; that is understood,” said D’Artagnan; “France needs you.”

	“And I desist from my pretensions,” said Aramis. “His eminence will continue to be prime minister and her majesty’s favorite, if he will grant to me and my friends what we demand for France and for ourselves.”

	“Occupy yourselves with your own affairs, gentlemen, and let France settle matters as she will with me,” resumed Mazarin.

	“Ho! ho!” replied Aramis. “The Frondeurs will have a treaty and your eminence must sign it before us, promising at the same time to obtain the queen’s consent to it.”

	“I can answer only for myself,” said Mazarin. “I cannot answer for the queen. Suppose her majesty refuses?”

	“Oh!” said D’Artagnan, “monseigneur knows very well that her majesty refuses him nothing.”

	“Here, monseigneur,” said Aramis, “is the treaty proposed by the deputation of Frondeurs. Will your eminence please read and examine?”

	“I am acquainted with it.”

	“Sign it, then.”

	“Reflect, gentlemen, that a signature given under circumstances like the present might be regarded as extorted by violence.”

	“Monseigneur will be at hand to testify that it was freely given.”

	“Suppose I refuse?”

	“Then,” said D’Artagnan, “your eminence must expect the consequences of a refusal.”

	“Would you dare to touch a cardinal?”

	“You have dared, my lord, to imprison her majesty’s musketeers.”

	“The queen will revenge me, gentlemen.”

	“I do not think so, although inclination might lead her to do so, but we shall take your eminence to Paris, and the Parisians will defend us.”

	“How uneasy they must be at this moment at Rueil and Saint Germain,” said Aramis. “How they must be asking, ‘Where is the cardinal?’ ‘What has become of the minister?’ ‘Where has the favorite gone?’ How they must be looking for monseigneur in all corners! What comments must be made; and if the Fronde knows that monseigneur has disappeared, how the Fronde must triumph!”

	“It is frightful,” murmured Mazarin.

	“Sign the treaty, then, monseigneur,” said Aramis.

	“Suppose the queen should refuse to ratify it?”

	“Ah! nonsense!” cried D’Artagnan, “I can manage so that her majesty will receive me well; I know an excellent method.”

	“What?”

	“I shall take her majesty the letter in which you tell her that the finances are exhausted.”

	“And then?” asked Mazarin, turning pale.

	“When I see her majesty embarrassed, I shall conduct her to Rueil, make her enter the orangery and show her a certain spring which turns a box.”

	“Enough, sir,” muttered the cardinal, “you have said enough; where is the treaty?”

	“Here it is,” replied Aramis. “Sign, my lord,” and he gave him a pen.

	Mazarin arose, walked some moments, thoughtful, but not dejected.

	“And when I have signed,” he said, “what is to be my guarantee?”

	“My word of honor, sir,” said Athos.

	Mazarin started, turned toward the Comte de la Fere, and looking for an instant at that grand and honest countenance, took the pen.

	“It is sufficient, count,” he said, and signed the treaty.

	“And now, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he said, “prepare to set off for Saint Germain and take a letter from me to the queen.”

	88. Shows how with Threat and Pen more is effected than by the Sword.

	D’Artagnan knew his part well; he was aware that opportunity has a forelock only for him who will take it and he was not a man to let it go by him without seizing it. He soon arranged a prompt and certain manner of traveling, by sending relays of horses to Chantilly, so that he might be in Paris in five or six hours. But before setting out he reflected that for a lad of intelligence and experience he was in a singular predicament, since he was proceeding toward uncertainty and leaving certainty behind him.

	“In fact,” he said, as he was about to mount and start on his dangerous mission, “Athos, for generosity, is a hero of romance; Porthos has an excellent disposition, but is easily influenced; Aramis has a hieroglyphic countenance, always illegible. What will come out of those three elements when I am no longer present to combine them? The deliverance of the cardinal, perhaps. Now, the deliverance of the cardinal would be the ruin of our hopes; and our hopes are thus far the only recompense we have for labors in comparison with which those of Hercules were pygmean.”

	He went to find Aramis.

	“You, my dear Chevalier d’Herblay,” he said, “are the Fronde incarnate. Mistrust Athos, therefore, who will not prosecute the affairs of any one, even his own. Mistrust Porthos, especially, who, to please the count whom he regards as God on earth, will assist him in contriving Mazarin’s escape, if Mazarin has the wit to weep or play the chivalric.”

	Aramis smiled; his smile was at once cunning and resolute.

	“Fear nothing,” he said; “I have my conditions to impose. My private ambition tends only to the profit of him who has justice on his side.”

	“Good!” thought D’Artagnan: “in this direction I am satisfied.” He pressed Aramis’s hand and went in search of Porthos.

	“Friend,” he said, “you have worked so hard with me toward building up our fortune, that, at the moment when we are about to reap the fruits of our labours, it would be a ridiculous piece of silliness in you to allow yourself to be controlled by Aramis, whose cunning you know--a cunning which, we may say between ourselves, is not always without egotism; or by Athos, a noble and disinterested man, but blase, who, desiring nothing further for himself, doesn’t sympathize with the desires of others. What should you say if either of these two friends proposed to you to let Mazarin go?”

	“Why, I should say that we had too much trouble in taking him to let him off so easily.”

	“Bravo, Porthos! and you would be right, my friend; for in losing him you would lose your barony, which you have in your grasp, to say nothing of the fact that, were he once out of this, Mazarin would have you hanged.”

	“Do you think so?”

	“I am sure of it.”

	“Then I would kill him rather than let him go.”

	“And you would act rightly. There is no question, you understand, provided we secure our own interests, of securing those of the Frondeurs; who, besides, don’t understand political matters as we old soldiers do.”

	“Never fear, dear friend,” said Porthos. “I shall see you through the window as you mount your horse; I shall follow you with my eyes as long as you are in sight; then I shall place myself at the cardinal’s door--a door with glass windows. I shall see everything, and at the least suspicious sign I shall begin to exterminate.”

	“Bravo!” thought D’Artagnan; “on this side I think the cardinal will be well guarded.” He pressed the hand of the lord of Pierrefonds and went in search of Athos.

	“My dear Athos,” he said, “I am going away. I have only one thing to say to you. You know Anne of Austria; the captivity of Mazarin alone guarantees my life; if you let him go I am a dead man.”

	“I needed nothing less than that consideration, my dear D’Artagnan, to persuade myself to adopt the role of jailer. I give you my word that you will find the cardinal where you leave him.”

	“This reassures me more than all the royal signatures,” thought D’Artagnan. “Now that I have the word of Athos I can set out.”

	D’Artagnan started alone on his journey, without other escort than his sword, and with a simple passport from Mazarin to secure his admission to the queen’s presence. Six hours after he left Pierrefonds he was at Saint Germain.

	The disappearance of Mazarin was not as yet generally known. Anne of Austria was informed of it and concealed her uneasiness from every one. In the chamber of D’Artagnan and Porthos the two soldiers had been found bound and gagged. On recovering the use of their limbs and tongues they could, of course, tell nothing but what they knew--that they had been seized, stripped and bound. But as to what had been done by Porthos and D’Artagnan afterward they were as ignorant as all the inhabitants of the chateau.

	Bernouin alone knew a little more than the others. Bernouin, seeing that his master did not return and hearing the stroke of midnight, had made an examination of the orangery. The first door, barricaded with furniture, had aroused in him certain suspicions, but without communicating his suspicions to any one he had patiently worked his way into the midst of all that confusion. Then he came to the corridor, all the doors of which he found open; so, too, was the door of Athos’s chamber and that of the park. From the latter point it was easy to follow tracks on the snow. He saw that these tracks tended toward the wall; on the other side he found similar tracks, then footprints of horses and then signs of a troop of cavalry which had moved away in the direction of Enghien. He could no longer cherish any doubt that the cardinal had been carried off by the three prisoners, since the prisoners had disappeared at the same time; and he had hastened to Saint Germain to warn the queen of that disappearance.

	Anne had enforced the utmost secrecy and had disclosed the event to no one except the Prince de Conde, who had sent five or six hundred horsemen into the environs of Saint Germain with orders to bring in any suspicious person who was going away from Rueil, in whatsoever direction it might be.

	Now, since D’Artagnan did not constitute a body of horsemen, since he was alone, since he was not going away from Rueil and was going to Saint Germain, no one paid any attention to him and his journey was not obstructed in any way.

	On entering the courtyard of the old chateau the first person seen by our ambassador was Maitre Bernouin in person, who, standing on the threshold, awaited news of his vanished master.

	At the sight of D’Artagnan, who entered the courtyard on horseback, Bernouin rubbed his eyes and thought he must be mistaken. But D’Artagnan made a friendly sign to him with his head, dismounted, and throwing his bridle to a lackey who was passing, he approached the valet-de-chambre with a smile on his lips.

	“Monsieur d’Artagnan!” cried the latter, like a man who has the nightmare and talks in his sleep, “Monsieur d’Artagnan!”

	“Himself, Monsieur Bernouin.”

	“And why have you come here?”

	“To bring news of Monsieur de Mazarin--the freshest news there is.”

	“What has become of him, then?”

	“He is as well as you and I.”

	“Nothing bad has happened to him, then?”

	“Absolutely nothing. He felt the need of making a trip in the Ile de France, and begged us--the Comte de la Fere and Monsieur du Vallon--to accompany him. We were too devoted servants to refuse him a request of that sort. We set out last evening and here we are.”

	“Here you are.”

	“His eminence had something to communicate to her majesty, something secret and private--a mission that could be confided only to a sure man--and so has sent me to Saint Germain. And therefore, my dear Monsieur Bernouin, if you wish to do what will be pleasing to your master, announce to her majesty that I have come, and tell her with what purpose.”

	Whether he spoke seriously or in jest, since it was evident that under existing circumstances D’Artagnan was the only man who could relieve the queen’s uneasiness, Bernouin went without hesitation to announce to her this strange embassy; and as he had foreseen, the queen gave orders to introduce Monsieur d’Artagnan at once.

	D’Artagnan approached the sovereign with every mark of profound respect, and having fallen on his knees presented to her the cardinal’s letter

	It was, however, merely a letter of introduction. The queen read it, recognized the writing, and, since there were no details in it of what had occurred, asked for particulars. D’Artagnan related everything with that simple and ingenuous air which he knew how to assume on occasions. The queen, as he went on, looked at him with increasing astonishment. She could not comprehend how a man could conceive such an enterprise and still less how he could have the audacity to disclose it to her whose interest and almost duty it was to punish him.

	“How, sir!” she cried, as D’Artagnan finished, “you dare to tell me the details of your crime--to give me an account of your treason!”

	“Pardon, madame, but I think that either I have expressed myself badly or your majesty has imperfectly understood me. There is here no question of crime or treason. Monsieur de Mazarin held us in prison, Monsieur du Vallon and myself, because we could not believe that he had sent us to England to quietly look on while they cut off the head of Charles I., brother-in-law of the late king, your husband, the consort of Madame Henrietta, your sister and your guest, and because we did all that we could do to save the life of the royal martyr. We were then convinced, my friend and I, that there was some error of which we were the victims, and that an explanation was called for between his eminence and ourselves. Now, that an explanation may bear fruit, it is necessary that it should be quietly conducted, far from noise and interruption. We have therefore taken away monsieur le cardinal to my friend’s chateau and there we have come to an understanding. Well, madame, it proved to be as we had supposed; there was a mistake. Monsieur de Mazarin had thought that we had rendered service to General Cromwell, instead of King Charles, which would have been a disgrace, rebounding from us to him, and from him to your majesty--a dishonor which would have tainted the royalty of your illustrious son. We were able to prove the contrary, and that proof we are ready to give to your majesty, calling in support of it the august widow weeping in the Louvre, where your royal munificence has provided for her a home. That proof satisfied him so completely that, as a sign of satisfaction, he has sent me, as your majesty may see, to consider with you what reparation should be made to gentlemen unjustly treated and wrongfully persecuted.”

	“I listen to you, and I wonder at you, sir,” said the queen. “In fact, I have rarely seen such excess of impudence.”

	“Your majesty, on your side,” said D’Artagnan, “is as much mistaken as to our intentions as the Cardinal Mazarin has always been.”

	“You are in error, sir,” answered the queen. “I am so little mistaken that in ten minutes you shall be arrested, and in an hour I shall set off at the head of my army to release my minister.”

	“I am sure your majesty will not commit such an act of imprudence, first, because it would be useless and would produce the most disastrous results. Before he could be possibly set free the cardinal would be dead; and indeed, so convinced is he of this, that he entreated me, should I find your majesty disposed to act in this way, to do all I could to induce you to change your resolution.”

	“Well, then, I will content myself with arresting you!”

	“Madame, the possibility of my arrest has been foreseen, and should I not have returned by to-morrow, at a certain hour the next day the cardinal will be brought to Paris and delivered to the parliament.”

	“It is evident, sir, that your position has kept you out of relation to men and affairs; otherwise you would know that since we left Paris monsieur le cardinal has returned thither five or six times; that he has there met De Beaufort, De Bouillon, the coadjutor and D’Elbeuf and that not one of them had any desire to arrest him.”

	“Your pardon, madame, I know all that. And therefore my friends will conduct monsieur le cardinal neither to De Beaufort, nor to De Bouillon, nor to the coadjutor, nor to D’Elbeuf. These gentlemen wage war on private account, and in buying them up, by granting them what they wished, monsieur le cardinal has made a good bargain. He will be delivered to the parliament, members of which can, of course, be bought, but even Monsieur de Mazarin is not rich enough to buy the whole body.”

	“I think,” returned Anne of Austria, fixing upon him a glance, which in any woman’s face would have expressed disdain, but in a queen’s, spread terror to those she looked upon, “nay, I perceive you dare to threaten the mother of your sovereign.”

	“Madame,” replied D’Artagnan, “I threaten simply and solely because I am obliged to do so. Believe me, madame, as true a thing as it is that a heart beats in this bosom--a heart devoted to you--believe that you have been the idol of our lives; that we have, as you well know--good Heaven!--risked our lives twenty times for your majesty. Have you, then, madame, no compassion for your servants who for twenty years have vegetated in obscurity, without betraying in a single sigh the solemn and sacred secrets they have had the honor to share with you? Look at me, madame--at me, whom you accuse of speaking loud and threateningly. What am I? A poor officer, without fortune, without protection, without a future, unless the eye of my queen, which I have sought so long, rests on me for a moment. Look at the Comte de la Fere, a type of nobility, a flower of chivalry. He has taken part against his queen, or rather, against her minister. He has not been unreasonably exacting, it seems to me. Look at Monsieur du Vallon, that faithful soul, that arm of steel, who for twenty years has awaited the word from your lips which will make him in rank what he is in sentiment and in courage. Consider, in short, your people who love you and who yet are famished, who have no other wish than to bless you, and who, nevertheless--no, I am wrong, your subjects, madame, will never curse you; say one word to them and all will be ended--peace succeed war, joy tears, and happiness to misfortune!”

	Anne of Austria looked with wonderment on the warlike countenance of D’Artagnan, which betrayed a singular expression of deep feeling.

	“Why did you not say all this before you took action, sir?” she said.

	“Because, madame, it was necessary to prove to your majesty one thing of which you doubted---that is, that we still possess amongst us some valor and are worthy of some consideration at your hands.”

	“And that valor would shrink from no undertaking, according to what I see.”

	“It has hesitated at nothing in the past; why, then, should it be less daring in the future?”

	“Then, in case of my refusal, this valor, should a struggle occur, will even go the length of carrying me off in the midst of my court, to deliver me into the hands of the Fronde, as you propose to deliver my minister?”

	“We have not thought about it yet, madame,” answered D’Artagnan, with that Gascon effrontery which had in him the appearance of naivete; “but if we four had resolved upon it we should do it most certainly.”

	“I ought,” muttered Anne to herself, “by this time to remember that these men are giants.”

	“Alas, madame!” exclaimed D’Artagnan, “this proves to me that not till to-day has your majesty had a just idea of us.”

	“Perhaps,” said Anne; “but that idea, if at last I have it----”

	“Your majesty will do us justice. In doing us justice you will no longer treat us as men of vulgar stamp. You will see in me an ambassador worthy of the high interests he is authorized to discuss with his sovereign.”

	“Where is the treaty?”

	“Here it is.”

	Anne of Austria cast her eyes upon the treaty that D’Artagnan presented to her.

	“I do not see here,” she said, “anything but general conditions; the interests of the Prince de Conti or of the Ducs de Beaufort, de Bouillon and d’Elbeuf and of the coadjutor, are herein consulted; but with regard to yours?”

	“We do ourselves justice, madame, even in assuming the high position that we have. We do not think ourselves worthy to stand near such great names.”

	“But you, I presume, have decided to assert your pretensions viva voce?”

	“I believe you, madame, to be a great and powerful queen, and that it will be unworthy of your power and greatness if you do not recompense the arms which will bring back his eminence to Saint Germain.”

	“It is my intention so to do; come, let us hear you. Speak.”

	“He who has negotiated these matters (forgive me if I begin by speaking of myself, but I must claim that importance which has been given to me, not assumed by me) he who has arranged matters for the return of the cardinal, ought, it appears to me, in order that his reward may not be unworthy of your majesty, to be made commandant of the guards--an appointment something like that of captain of the musketeers.”

	“‘Tis the appointment Monsieur de Treville held, you ask of me.”

	“The place, madame, is vacant, and although ‘tis a year since Monsieur de Treville has left it, it has not been filled.”

	“But it is one of the principal military appointments in the king’s household.”

	“Monsieur de Treville was but a younger son of a simple Gascon family, like me, madame; he occupied that post for twenty years.”

	“You have an answer ready for everything,” replied the queen, and she took from her bureau a document, which she filled up and signed.

	“Undoubtedly, madame,” said D’Artagnan, taking the document and bowing, “this is a noble reward; but everything in the world is unstable, and the man who happened to fall into disgrace with your majesty might lose this office to-morrow.”

	“What more do you want?” asked the queen, coloring, as she found that she had to deal with a mind as subtle as her own.

	“A hundred thousand francs for this poor captain of musketeers, to be paid whenever his services shall no longer be acceptable to your majesty.”

	Anne hesitated.

	“To think of the Parisians,” soliloquized D’Artagnan, “offering only the other day, by an edict of the parliament, six hundred thousand francs to any man soever who would deliver up the cardinal to them, dead or alive--if alive, in order to hang him; if dead, to deny him the rites of Christian burial!”

	“Come,” said Anne, “‘tis reasonable, since you only ask from a queen the sixth of what the parliament has proposed;” and she signed an order for a hundred thousand francs.

	“Now, then,” she said, “what next?”

	“Madame, my friend Du Vallon is rich and has therefore nothing in the way of fortune to desire; but I think I remember that there was a question between him and Monsieur Mazarin as to making his estate a barony. Nay, it must have been a promise.”

	“A country clown,” said Anne of Austria, “people will laugh.”

	“Let them,” answered D’Artagnan. “But I am sure of one thing--that those who laugh at him in his presence will never laugh a second time.”

	“Here goes the barony.” said the queen; she signed a patent.

	“Now there remains the chevalier, or the Abbe d’Herblay, as your majesty pleases.”

	“Does he wish to be a bishop?”

	“No, madame, something easier to grant.”

	“What?”

	“It is that the king should deign to stand godfather to the son of Madame de Longueville.”

	The queen smiled.

	“Monsieur de Longueville is of royal blood, madame,” said D’Artagnan.

	“Yes,” said the queen; “but his son?”

	“His son, madame, must be, since the husband of the son’s mother is.”

	“And your friend has nothing more to ask for Madame de Longueville?”

	“No, madame, for I presume that the king, standing godfather to him, could do no less than present him with five hundred thousand francs, giving his father, also, the government of Normandy.”

	“As to the government of Normandy,” replied the queen, “I think I can promise; but with regard to the present, the cardinal is always telling me there is no more money in the royal coffers.”

	“We shall search for some, madame, and I think we can find a little, and if your majesty approves, we will seek for some together.”

	“What next?”

	“What next, madame?”

	“Yes.”

	“That is all.”

	“Haven’t you, then, a fourth companion?”

	“Yes, madame, the Comte de la Fere.”

	“What does he ask?”

	“Nothing.”

	“There is in the world, then, one man who, having the power to ask, asks--nothing!”

	“There is the Comte de la Fere, madame. The Comte de la Fere is not a man.”

	“What is he, then?”

	“The Comte de la Fere is a demi-god.”

	“Has he not a son, a young man, a relative, a nephew, of whom Comminges spoke to me as being a brave boy, and who, with Monsieur de Chatillon, brought the standards from Lens?”

	“He has, as your majesty has said, a ward, who is called the Vicomte de Bragelonne.”

	“If that young man should be appointed to a regiment what would his guardian say?”

	“Perhaps he would accept.”

	“Perhaps?”

	“Yes, if your majesty herself should beg him to accept.”

	“He must be indeed a strange man. Well, we will reflect and perhaps we will beg him. Are you satisfied, sir?”

	“There is one thing the queen has not signed--her assent to the treaty.”

	“Of what use to-day? I will sign it to-morrow.”

	“I can assure her majesty that if she does not sign to-day she will not have time to sign to-morrow. Consent, then, I beg you, madame, to write at the bottom of this schedule, which has been drawn up by Mazarin, as you see:

	“‘I consent to ratify the treaty proposed by the Parisians.’”

	Anne was caught, she could not draw back--she signed; but scarcely had she done so when pride burst forth and she began to weep.

	D’Artagnan started on seeing these tears. Since that period of history queens have shed tears, like other women.

	The Gascon shook his head, these tears from royalty melted his heart.

	“Madame,” he said, kneeling, “look upon the unhappy man at your feet. He begs you to believe that at a gesture of your majesty everything will be possible to him. He has faith in himself; he has faith in his friends; he wishes also to have faith in his queen. And in proof that he fears nothing, that he counts on nothing, he will restore Monsieur de Mazarin to your majesty without conditions. Behold, madame! here are the august signatures of your majesty’s hand; if you think you are right in giving them to me, you shall do so, but from this very moment you are free from any obligation to keep them.”

	And D’Artagnan, full of splendid pride and manly intrepidity, placed in Anne’s hands, in a bundle, the papers that he had one by one won from her with so much difficulty.

	There are moments--for if everything is not good, everything in this world is not bad--in which the most rigid and the coldest soul is softened by the tears of strong emotion, heart-arraigning sentiment: one of these momentary impulses actuated Anne. D’Artagnan, when he gave way to his own feelings--which were in accordance with those of the queen--had accomplished more than the most astute diplomacy could have attempted. He was therefore instantly recompensed, either for his address or for his sensibility, whichever it might be termed.

	“You were right, sir,” said Anne. “I misunderstood you. There are the acts signed; I deliver them to you without compulsion. Go and bring me back the cardinal as soon as possible.”

	“Madame,” faltered D’Artagnan, “‘tis twenty years ago--I have a good memory--since I had the honor behind a piece of tapestry in the Hotel de Ville, of kissing one of those lovely hands.”

	“There is the other,” replied the queen; “and that the left hand should not be less liberal than the right,” she drew from her finger a diamond similar to the one formerly given to him, “take and keep this ring in remembrance of me.

	“Madame,” said D’Artagnan, rising, “I have only one thing more to wish, which is, that the next thing you ask from me, shall be--my life.”

	And with this conclusion--a way peculiar to himself--he rose and left the room.

	“I never rightly understood those men,” said the queen, as she watched him retiring from her presence; “and it is now too late, for in a year the king will be of age.”

	In twenty-four hours D’Artagnan and Porthos conducted Mazarin to the queen; and the one received his commission, the other his patent of nobility.

	On the same day the Treaty of Paris was signed, and it was everywhere announced that the cardinal had shut himself up for three days in order to draw it up with the greatest care.

	Here is what each of the parties concerned gained by that treaty:

	Monsieur de Conti received Damvilliers, and having made his proofs as general, he succeeded in remaining a soldier, instead of being made cardinal. Moreover, something had been said of a marriage with Mazarin’s niece. The idea was welcomed by the prince, to whom it was of little importance whom he married, so long as he married some one.

	The Duc de Beaufort made his entrance at court, receiving ample reparation for the wrongs he had suffered, and all the honor due to his rank. Full pardon was accorded to those who had aided in his escape. He received also the office of admiral, which had been held by his father, the Duc de Vendome and an indemnity for his houses and castles, demolished by the Parliament of Bretagne.

	The Duc de Bouillon received domains of a value equal to that of his principality of Sedan, and the title of prince, granted to him and to those belonging to his house.

	The Duc de Longueville gained the government of Pont-de-l’Arche, five hundred thousand francs for his wife and the honor of seeing her son held at the baptismal font by the young king and Henrietta of England.

	Aramis stipulated that Bazin should officiate at that ceremony and that Planchet should furnish the christening sugar plums.

	The Duc d’Elbeuf obtained payment of certain sums due to his wife, one hundred thousand francs for his eldest son and twenty-five thousand for each of the three others.

	The coadjutor alone obtained nothing. They promised, indeed, to negotiate with the pope for a cardinal’s hat for him; but he knew how little reliance should be placed on such promises, made by the queen and Mazarin. Quite contrary to the lot of Monsieur de Conti, unable to be cardinal, he was obliged to remain a soldier.

	And therefore, when all Paris was rejoicing in the expected return of the king, appointed for the next day, Gondy alone, in the midst of the general happiness, was dissatisfied; he sent for the two men whom he was wont to summon when in especially bad humor. Those two men were the Count de Rochefort and the mendicant of Saint Eustache. They came with their usual promptness, and the coadjutor spent with them a part of the night.

	89. Difficult for Kings to return to the Capitals of their Kingdoms.

	Whilst D’Artagnan and Porthos were engaged in conducting the cardinal to Saint Germain, Athos and Aramis returned to Paris.

	Each had his own particular visit to make.

	Aramis rushed to the Hotel de Ville, where Madame de Longueville was sojourning. The duchess loudly lamented the announcement of peace. War had made her a queen; peace brought her abdication. She declared that she would never assent to the treaty and that she wished eternal war.

	But when Aramis had presented that peace to her in a true light--that is to say, with all its advantages; when he had pointed out to her, in exchange for the precarious and contested royalty of Paris, the viceroyalty of Font-de-l’Arche, in other words, of all Normandy; when he had rung in her ears the five hundred thousand francs promised by the cardinal; when he had dazzled her eyes with the honor bestowed on her by the king in holding her child at the baptismal font, Madame de Longueville contended no longer, except as is the custom with pretty women to contend, and defended herself only to surrender at last.

	Aramis made a presence of believing in the reality of her opposition and was unwilling to deprive himself in his own view of the credit of her conversion.

	“Madame,” he said, “you have wished to conquer the prince your brother--that is to say, the greatest captain of the age; and when women of genius wish anything they always succeed in attaining it. You have succeeded; the prince is beaten, since he can no longer fight. Now attach him to our party. Withdraw him gently from the queen, whom he does not like, from Mazarin, whom he despises. The Fronde is a comedy, of which the first act only is played. Let us wait for a denouement--for the day when the prince, thanks to you, shall have turned against the court.”

	Madame de Longueville was persuaded. This Frondist duchess trusted so confidently to the power of her fine eyes, that she could not doubt their influence even over Monsieur de Conde; and the chronicles of the time aver that her confidence was justified.

	Athos, on quitting Aramis, went to Madame de Chevreuse. Here was another frondeuse to persuade, and she was even less open to conviction than her younger rival. There had been no stipulation in her favor. Monsieur de Chevreuse had not been appointed governor of a province, and if the queen should consent to be godmother it could be only of her grandson or granddaughter. At the first announcement of peace Madame de Chevreuse frowned, and in spite of all the logic of Athos to show her that a prolonged war would have been impracticable, contended in favor of hostilities.

	“My fair friend,” said Athos, “allow me to tell you that everybody is tired of war. You will get yourself exiled, as you did in the time of Louis XIII. Believe me, we have passed the time of success in intrigue, and your fine eyes are not destined to be eclipsed by regretting Paris, where there will always be two queens as long as you are there.”

	“Oh,” cried the duchess, “I cannot make war alone, but I can avenge myself on that ungrateful queen and most ambitious favorite-on the honor of a duchess, I will avenge myself.”

	“Madame,” replied Athos, “do not injure the Vicomte de Bragelonne--do not ruin his prospects. Alas! excuse my weakness! There are moments when a man grows young again in his children.”

	The duchess smiled, half tenderly, half ironically.

	“Count,” she said, “you are, I fear, gained over to the court. I suppose you have a blue ribbon in your pocket?”

	“Yes, madame; I have that of the Garter, which King Charles I. gave me some days before he died.”

	“Come, I am growing an old woman!” said the duchess, pensively.

	Athos took her hand and kissed it. She sighed, as she looked at him.

	“Count,” she said, “Bragelonne must be a charming place. You are a man of taste. You have water--woods--flowers there?”

	She sighed again and leaned her charming head, gracefully reclined, on her hand, still beautiful in form and color.

	“Madame!” exclaimed Athos, “what were you saying just now about growing old? Never have I seen you look so young, so beautiful!”

	The duchess shook her head.

	“Does Monsieur de Bragelonne remain in Paris?” she inquired.

	“What think you of it?” inquired Athos.

	“Leave him with me,” replied the duchess.

	“No, madame; if you have forgotten the history of Oedipus, I, at least, remember it.”

	“Really, sir, you are delightful, and I should like to spend a month at Bragelonne.”

	“Are you not afraid of making people envious of me, duchess?” replied Athos.

	“No, I shall go incognito, count, under the name of Marie Michon.”

	“You are adorable, madame.”

	“But do not keep Raoul with you.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because he is in love.”

	“He! he is quite a child!”

	“And ‘tis a child he loves.”

	Athos became thoughtful.

	“You are right, duchess. This singular passion for a child of seven may some day make him very unhappy. There is to be war in Flanders. He shall go thither.”

	“And at his return you will send him to me. I will arm him against love.”

	“Alas, madame!” exclaimed Athos, “to-day love is like war--the breastplate is becoming useless.”

	Raoul entered at this moment; he came to announce that the solemn entrance of the king, queen, and her ministers was to take place on the ensuing day.

	The next day, in fact, at daybreak, the court made preparations to quit Saint Germain.

	Meanwhile, the queen every hour had been sending for D’Artagnan.

	“I hear,” she said, “that Paris is not quiet. I am afraid for the king’s safety; place yourself close to the coach door on the right.”

	“Reassure yourself, madame, I will answer for the king’s safety.”

	As he left the queen’s presence Bernouin summoned him to the cardinal.

	“Sir,” said Mazarin to him “an emeute is spoken of in Paris. I shall be on the king’s left and as I am the chief person threatened, remain at the coach door to the left.”

	“Your eminence may be perfectly easy,” replied D’Artagnan; “they will not touch a hair of your head.”

	“Deuce take it!” he thought to himself, “how can I take care of both? Ah! plague on’t, I will guard the king and Porthos shall guard the cardinal.”

	This arrangement pleased every one. The queen had confidence in the courage of D’Artagnan, which she knew, and the cardinal in the strength of Porthos, which he had experienced.

	The royal procession set out for Paris. Guitant and Comminges, at the head of the guards, marched first; then came the royal carriage, with D’Artagnan on one side, Porthos on the other; then the musketeers, for two and twenty years staunch friends of D’Artagnan. During twenty he had been lieutenant, their captain since the night before.

	The cortege proceeded to Notre Dame, where a Te Deum was chanted. All Paris were in the streets. The Swiss were drawn up along the road, but as the road was long, they were placed at six or eight feet distant from each other and one deep only. This force was therefore wholly insufficient, and from time to time the line was broken through by the people and was formed again with difficulty. Whenever this occurred, although it proceeded only from goodwill and a desire to see the king and queen, Anne looked at D’Artagnan anxiously.

	Mazarin, who had dispensed a thousand louis to make the people cry “Long live Mazarin,” and who had accordingly no confidence in acclamations bought at twenty pistoles each, kept one eye on Porthos; but that gigantic body-guard replied to the look with his great bass voice, “Be tranquil, my lord,” and Mazarin became more and more composed.

	At the Palais Royal, the crowd, which had flowed in from the adjacent street was still greater; like an impetuous mob, a wave of human beings came to meet the carriage and rolled tumultuously into the Rue Saint Honore.

	When the procession reached the palace, loud cries of “Long live their majesties!” resounded. Mazarin leaned out of the window. One or two shouts of “Long live the cardinal” saluted his shadow; but instantly hisses and yells stifled them remorselessly. Mazarin turned pale and shrank back in the coach.

	“Low-born fellows!” ejaculated Porthos.

	D’Artagnan said nothing, but twirled his mustache with a peculiar gesture which showed that his fine Gascon humor was awake.

	Anne of Austria bent down and whispered in the young king’s ear:

	“Say something gracious to Monsieur d’Artagnan, my son.”

	The young king leaned toward the door.

	“I have not said good-morning to you, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he said; “nevertheless, I have remarked you. It was you who were behind my bed-curtains that night the Parisians wished to see me asleep.”

	“And if the king permits me,” returned the Gascon, “I shall be near him always when there is danger to be encountered.”

	“Sir,” said Mazarin to Porthos, “what would you do if the crowd fell upon us?”

	“Kill as many as I could, my lord.”

	“Hem! brave as you are and strong as you are, you could not kill them all.”

	“‘Tis true,” answered Porthos, rising on his saddle, in order that he might appraise the immense crowd, “there are a lot of them.”

	“I think I should like the other fellow better than this one,” said Mazarin to himself, and he threw himself back in his carriage.

	The queen and her minister, more especially the latter, had reason to feel anxious. The crowd, whilst preserving an appearance of respect and even of affection for the king and queen regent, began to be tumultuous. Reports were whispered about, like certain sounds which announce, as they whistle from wave to wave, the coming storm--and when they pass athwart a multitude, presage an emeute.

	D’Artagnan turned toward the musketeers and made a sign imperceptible to the crowd, but very easily understood by that chosen regiment, the flower of the army.

	The ranks closed firmly in and a kind of majestic tremor ran from man to man.

	At the Barriere des Sergents the procession was obliged to stop. Comminges left the head of the escort and went to the queen’s carriage. Anne questioned D’Artagnan by a look. He answered in the same language.

	“Proceed,” she said.

	Comminges returned to his post. An effort was made and the living barrier was violently broken through.

	Some complaints arose from the crowd and were addressed this time to the king as well as the minister.

	“Onward!” cried D’Artagnan, in a loud voice.

	“Onward!” cried Porthos.

	But as if the multitude had waited only for this demonstration to burst out, all the sentiments of hostility that possessed it exploded simultaneously. Cries of “Down with Mazarin!” “Death to the cardinal!” resounded on all sides.

	At the same time through the streets of Grenelle, Saint Honore, and Du Coq, a double stream of people broke the feeble hedge of Swiss guards and came like a whirlwind even to the very legs of Porthos’s horse and that of D’Artagnan.

	This new eruption was more dangerous than the others, being composed of armed men. It was plain that it was not the chance combination of those who had collected a number of the malcontents at the same spot, but a concerted organized attack.

	Each of these mobs was led by a chief, one of whom appeared to belong, not to the people, but to the honorable corporation of mendicants, and the other, notwithstanding his affected imitation of the people, might easily be discerned to be a gentleman. Both were evidently stimulated by the same impulse.

	There was a shock which was perceived even in the royal carriage. Myriads of hoarse cries, forming one vast uproar, were heard, mingled with guns firing.

	“Ho! Musketeers!” cried D’Artagnan.

	The escort divided into two files. One of them passed around to the right of the carriage, the other to the left. One went to support D’Artagnan, the other Porthos. Then came a skirmish, the more terrible because it had no definite object; the more melancholy, because those engaged in it knew not for whom they were fighting. Like all popular movements, the shock given by the rush of this mob was formidable. The musketeers, few in number, not being able, in the midst of this crowd, to make their horses wheel around, began to give way. D’Artagnan offered to lower the blinds of the royal carriage, but the young king stretched out his arm, saying:

	“No, sir! I wish to see everything.”

	“If your majesty wishes to look out--well, then, look!” replied D’Artagnan. And turning with that fury which made him so formidable, he rushed toward the chief of the insurgents, a man who, with a huge sword in his hand, was trying to hew a passage to the coach door through the musketeers.

	“Make room!” cried D’Artagnan. “Zounds! give way!”

	At these words the man with a pistol and sword raised his head, but it was too late. The blow was sped by D’Artagnan; the rapier had pierced his bosom.

	“Ah! confound it!” cried the Gascon, trying in vain, too late, to retract the thrust. “What the devil are you doing here, count?”

	“Accomplishing my destiny,” replied Rochefort, falling on one knee. “I have already got up again after three stabs from you, I shall never rise after this fourth.”

	“Count!” said D’Artagnan, with some degree of emotion, “I struck without knowing that it was you. I am sorry, if you die, that you should die with sentiments of hatred toward me.”

	Rochefort extended his hand to D’Artagnan, who took it. The count wished to speak, but a gush of blood stifled him. He stiffened in the last convulsions of death and expired.

	“Back, people!” cried D’Artagnan, “your leader is dead; you have no longer any business here.”

	Indeed, as if De Rochefort had been the very soul of the attack, the crowd who had followed and obeyed him took to flight on seeing him fall. D’Artagnan charged, with a party of musketeers, up the Rue du Coq, and the portion of the mob he assailed disappeared like smoke, dispersing near the Place Saint Germain-l’Auxerrois and taking the direction of the quays.

	D’Artagnan returned to help Porthos, if Porthos needed help; but Porthos, for his part, had done his work as conscientiously as D’Artagnan. The left of the carriage was as well cleared as the right, and they drew up the blind of the window which Mazarin, less heroic than the king, had taken the precaution to lower.

	Porthos looked very melancholy.

	“What a devil of a face you have, Porthos! and what a strange air for a victor!”

	“But you,” answered Porthos, “seem to me agitated.”

	“There’s a reason! Zounds! I have just killed an old friend.”

	“Indeed!” replied Porthos, “who?”

	“That poor Count de Rochefort.”

	“Well! exactly like me! I have just killed a man whose face is not unknown to me. Unluckily, I hit him on the head and immediately his face was covered with blood.”

	“And he said nothing as he died?”

	“Yes; he exclaimed, ‘Oh!’”

	“I suppose,” answered D’Artagnan, laughing, “if he only said that, it did not enlighten you much.”

	“Well, sir!” cried the queen.

	“Madame, the passage is quite clear and your majesty can continue your road.”

	In fact, the procession arrived, in safety at Notre Dame, at the front gate of which all the clergy, with the coadjutor at their head, awaited the king, the queen and the minister, for whose happy return they chanted a Te Deum.

	As the service was drawing to a close a boy entered the church in great excitement, ran to the sacristy, dressed himself quickly in the choir robes, and cleaving, thanks to that uniform, the crowd that filled the temple, approached Bazin, who, clad in his blue robe, was standing gravely in his place at the entrance to the choir.

	Bazin felt some one pulling his sleeve. He lowered to earth his eyes, beatifically raised to Heaven, and recognized Friquet.

	“Well, you rascal, what is it? How do you dare to disturb me in the exercise of my functions?” asked the beadle.

	“Monsieur Bazin,” said Friquet, “Monsieur Maillard--you know who he is, he gives holy water at Saint Eustache----”

	“Well, go on.”

	“Well, he received in the scrimmage a sword stroke on the head. That great giant who was there gave it to him.”

	“In that case,” said Bazin, “he must be pretty sick.”

	“So sick that he is dying, and he wants to confess to the coadjutor, who, they say, has power to remit great sins.”

	“And does he imagine that the coadjutor will put himself out for him?”

	“To be sure; the coadjutor has promised.”

	“Who told you that?”

	“Monsieur Maillard himself.”

	“You have seen him, then?”

	“Certainly; I was there when he fell.”

	“What were you doing there?”

	“I was shouting, ‘Down with Mazarin!’ ‘Death to the cardinal!’ ‘The Italian to the gallows!’ Isn’t that what you would have me shout?”

	“Be quiet, you rascal!” said Bazin, looking uneasily around.

	“So that he told me, that poor Monsieur Maillard, ‘Go find the coadjutor, Friquet, and if you bring him to me you shall be my heir.’ Say, then, Father Bazin--the heir of Monsieur Maillard, the giver of holy water at Saint Eustache! Hey! I shall have nothing to do but to fold my arms! All the same, I should like to do him that service--what do you say to it?”

	“I will tell the coadjutor,” said Bazin.

	In fact, he slowly and respectfully approached the prelate and spoke to him privately a few words, to which the latter responded by an affirmative sign. He then returned with the same slow step and said:

	“Go and tell the dying man that he must be patient. Monseigneur will be with him in an hour.”

	“Good!” said Friquet, “my fortune is made.”

	“By the way,” said Bazin, “where was he carried?”

	“To the tower Saint Jacques la Boucherie;” and delighted with the success of his embassy, Friquet started off at the top of his speed.

	When the Te Deum was over, the coadjutor, without stopping to change his priestly dress, took his way toward that old tower which he knew so well. He arrived in time. Though sinking from moment to moment, the wounded man was not yet dead. The door was opened to the coadjutor of the room in which the mendicant was suffering.

	A moment later Friquet went out, carrying in his hand a large leather bag; he opened it as soon as he was outside the chamber and to his great astonishment found it full of gold. The mendicant had kept his word and made Friquet his heir.

	“Ah! Mother Nanette!” cried Friquet, suffocating; “ah! Mother Nanette!”

	He could say no more; but though he hadn’t strength to speak he had enough for action. He rushed headlong to the street, and like the Greek from Marathon who fell in the square at Athens, with his laurel in his hand, Friquet reached Councillor Broussel’s threshold, and then fell exhausted, scattering on the floor the louis disgorged by his leather bag.

	Mother Nanette began by picking up the louis; then she picked up Friquet.

	In the meantime the cortege returned to the Palais Royal.

	“That Monsieur d’Artagnan is a very brave man, mother,” said the young king.

	“Yes, my son; and he rendered very important services to your father. Treat him kindly, therefore, in the future.”

	“Captain,” said the young king to D’Artagnan, on descending from the carriage, “the queen has charged me to invite you to dinner to-day--you and your friend the Baron du Vallon.”

	That was a great honor for D’Artagnan and for Porthos. Porthos was delighted; and yet during the entire repast he seemed to be preoccupied.

	“What was the matter with you, baron?” D’Artagnan said to him as they descended the staircase of the Palais Royal. “You seemed at dinner to be anxious about something.”

	“I was trying,” said Porthos, “to recall where I had seen that mendicant whom I must have killed.”

	“And you couldn’t remember?”

	“No.”

	“Well, search, my friend, search; and when you have found, you will tell me, will you not?”

	“Pardieu!” said Porthos.

	90. Conclusion.

	On going home, the two friends found a letter from Athos, who desired them to meet him at the Grand Charlemagne on the following day.

	The friends went to bed early, but neither of them slept. When we arrive at the summit of our wishes, success has usually the power to drive away sleep on the first night after the fulfilment of long cherished hopes.

	The next day at the appointed hour they went to see Athos and found him and Aramis in traveling costume.

	“What!” cried Porthos, “are we all going away, then? I also have made my preparations this morning.”

	“Oh, heavens! yes,” said Aramis. “There’s nothing to do in Paris now there’s no Fronde. The Duchess de Longueville has invited me to pass a few days in Normandy, and has deputed me, while her son is being baptized, to go and prepare her residence at Rouen; after which, if nothing new occurs, I shall go and bury myself in my convent at Noisy-le-Sec.”

	“And I,” said Athos, “am returning to Bragelonne. You know, dear D’Artagnan, I am nothing more than a good honest country gentleman. Raoul has no fortune other than I possess, poor child! and I must take care of it for him, since I only lend him my name.”

	“And Raoul--what shall you do with him?”

	“I leave him with you, my friend. War has broken out in Flanders. You shall take him with you there. I am afraid that remaining at Blois would be dangerous to his youthful mind. Take him and teach him to be as brave and loyal as you are yourself.”

	“Then,” replied D’Artagnan, “though I shall not have you, Athos, at all events I shall have that dear fair-haired head by me; and though he’s but a boy, yet, since your soul lives again in him, dear Athos, I shall always fancy that you are near me, sustaining and encouraging me.”

	The four friends embraced with tears in their eyes.

	Then they departed, without knowing whether they would ever see each other again.

	D’Artagnan returned to the Rue Tiquetonne with Porthos, still possessed by the wish to find out who the man was that he had killed. On arriving at the Hotel de la Chevrette they found the baron’s equipage all ready and Mousqueton on his saddle.

	“Come, D’Artagnan,” said Porthos, “bid adieu to your sword and go with me to Pierrefonds, to Bracieux, or to Du Vallon. We will grow old together and talk of our companions.”

	“No!” replied D’Artagnan, “deuce take it, the campaign is going to begin; I wish to be there, I expect to get something by it.”

	“What do you expect to get?”

	“Why, I expect to be made Marechal of France!”

	“Ha! ha!” cried Porthos, who was not completely taken in by D’Artagnan’s Gasconades.

	“Come my brother, go with me,” added D’Artagnan, “and I will see that you are made a duke!”

	“No,” answered Porthos, “Mouston has no desire to fight; besides, they have erected a triumphal arch for me to enter my barony, which will kill my neighbors with envy.”

	“To that I can say nothing,” returned D’Artagnan, who knew the vanity of the new baron. “Then, here’s to our next merry meeting!”

	“Adieu, dear captain,” said Porthos, “I shall always be happy to welcome you to my barony.”

	“Yes, yes, when the campaign is over,” replied the Gascon.

	“His honor’s equipage is waiting,” said Mousqueton.

	The two friends, after a cordial pressure of the hands, separated. D’Artagnan was standing at the door looking after Porthos with a mournful gaze, when the baron, after walking scarcely more than twenty paces, returned--stood still--struck his forehead with his finger and exclaimed:

	“I recollect!”

	“What?” inquired D’Artagnan.

	“Who the beggar was that I killed.”

	“Ah! indeed! and who was he?”

	“‘Twas that low fellow, Bonacieux.”

	And Porthos, enchanted at having relieved his mind, rejoined Mousqueton and they disappeared around an angle of the street. D’Artagnan stood for an instant, mute, pensive and motionless; then, as he went in, he saw the fair Madeleine, his hostess, standing on the threshold.

	“Madeleine,” said the Gascon, “give me your apartment on the first floor; now that I am a captain in the royal musketeers I must make an appearance; nevertheless, reserve my old room on the fifth story for me; one never knows what may happen.”

	――――
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	THE FORTY-FIVE GUARDSMEN

	CHAPTER I.

	THE PORTE ST. ANTOINE.

	 

	On the 26th of October, 1585, the barriers of the Porte St. Antoine were, contrary to custom, still closed at half-past ten in the morning. A quarter of an hour after, a guard of twenty Swiss, the favorite troops of Henri III., then king, passed through these barriers, which were again closed behind them. Once through, they arranged themselves along the hedges, which, outside the barrier, bordered each side of the road.

	There was a great crowd collected there, for numbers of peasants and other people had been stopped at the gates on their way into Paris. They were arriving by three different roads—from Montreuil, from Vincennes, and from St. Maur; and the crowd was growing more dense every moment. Monks from the convent in the neighborhood, women seated on pack-saddles, and peasants in their carts, and all, by their questions more or less pressing, formed a continual murmur, while some voices were raised above the others in shriller tones of anger or complaint.

	There were, besides this mass of arrivals, some groups who seemed to have come from the city. These, instead of looking at the gate, fastened their gaze on the horizon, bounded by the Convent of the Jacobins, the Priory of Vincennes, and the Croix Faubin, as though they were expecting to see some one arrive. These groups consisted chiefly of bourgeois, warmly wrapped up, for the weather was cold, and the piercing northeast wind seemed trying to tear from the trees all the few remaining leaves which clung sadly to them.

	Three of these bourgeois were talking together—that is to say, two talked and one listened, or rather seemed to listen, so occupied was he in looking toward Vincennes. Let us turn our attention to this last. He was a man who must be tall when he stood upright, but at this moment his long legs were bent under him, and his arms, not less long in proportion, were crossed over his breast. He was leaning against the hedge, which almost hid his face, before which he also held up his hand as if for further concealment. By his side a little man, mounted on a hillock, was talking to another tall man who was constantly slipping off the summit of the same hillock, and at each slip catching at the button of his neighbor's doublet.

	"Yes, Maitre Miton," said the little man to the tall one, "yes, I tell you that there will be 100,000 people around the scaffold of Salcede—100,000 at least. See, without counting those already on the Place de Greve, or who came there from different parts of Paris, the number of people here; and this is but one gate out of sixteen."

	"One hundred thousand! that is much, Friard," replied M. Miton. "Be sure many people will follow my example, and not go to see this unlucky man quartered, for fear of an uproar."

	"M. Miton, there will be none, I answer for it. Do you not think so, monsieur?" continued he, turning to the long-armed man.—"What?" said the other, as though he had not heard.

	"They say there will be nothing on the Place de Greve to-day."

	"I think you are wrong, and that there will be the execution of Salcede."

	"Yes, doubtless: but I mean that there will be no noise about it."

	"There will be the noise of the blows of the whip, which they will give to the horses."

	"You do not understand: by noise I mean tumult. If there were likely to be any, the king would not have had a stand prepared for him and the two queens at the Hotel de Ville."

	"Do kings ever know when a tumult will take place?" replied the other, shrugging his shoulders with an air of pity.

	"Oh, oh!" said M. Miton; "this man talks in a singular way. Do you know who he is, compere?"

	"No."

	"Then why do you speak to him? You are wrong. I do not think he likes to talk."

	"And yet it seems to me," replied Friard, loud enough to be heard by the stranger, "that one of the greatest pleasures in life is to exchange thoughts."

	"Yes, with those whom we know well," answered M. Miton.

	"Are not all men brothers, as the priests say?"

	"They were primitively; but in times like ours the relationship is singularly loosened. Talk low, if you must talk, and leave the stranger alone."

	"But I know you so well, I know what you will reply, while the stranger may have something new to tell me."

	"Hush! he is listening."

	"So much the better; perhaps he will answer. Then you think, monsieur," continued he, turning again toward him, "that there will be a tumult?"

	"I did not say so."

	"No; but I believe you think so."

	"And on what do you found your surmise, M. Friard?"

	"Why, he knows me!"

	"Have I not named you two or three times?" said Miton.

	"Ah! true. Well, since he knows me, perhaps he will answer. Now, monsieur, I believe you agree with me, or else would be there, while, on the contrary, you are here."

	"But you, M. Friard, since you think the contrary of what you think I think, why are you not at the Place de Greve? I thought the spectacle would have been a joyful one to all friends of the king. Perhaps you will reply that you are not friends of the king; but of MM. de Guise, and that you are waiting here for the Lorraines, who they say are about to enter Paris in order to deliver M. de Salcede."

	"No, monsieur," replied the little man, visibly frightened at this suggestion; "I wait for my wife, Nicole Friard, who has gone to take twenty-four tablecloths to the priory of the Jacobins, having the honor to be washerwoman to Dom. Modeste Gorenflot, the abbe."

	"Look, compere," cried Miton, "at what is passing."

	M. Friard, following the direction of his friend's finger, saw them closing yet another door, while a party of Swiss placed themselves before it. "How! more barriers!" cried he.

	"What did I tell you?" said Miton.

	At the sight of this new precaution, a long murmur of astonishment and some cries of discontent proceeded from the crowd.

	"Clear the road! Back!" cried an officer.

	This maneuver was not executed without difficulty; the people in carts and on horseback tried to go back, and nearly crushed the crowd behind them. Women cried and men swore, while those who could escape, did, overturning the others.

	"The Lorraines! the Lorraines!" cried a voice in the midst of this tumult.

	"Oh!" cried Miton, trembling, "let us fly."

	"Fly! and where?" said Friard.

	"Into this inclosure," answered Miton tearing his hands by seizing the thorns of the hedge.

	"Into that inclosure, it is not so easy. I see no opening, and you cannot climb a hedge that is higher than I am."

	"I will try," returned Miton, making new efforts.

	"Oh! take care, my good woman," cried Friard, in a tone of distress; "your ass is on my feet. Oh, monsieur, take care, your horse is going to kick."

	While M. Miton was vainly trying to climb the hedge, and M. Friard to find an opening through which to push himself, their neighbor quietly opened his long legs and strode over the hedge with as much ease as one might have leaped it on horseback. M. Miton imitated him at last after much detriment to his hands and clothes; but poor Friard could not succeed, in spite of all his efforts, till the stranger, stretching out his long arms, and seizing him by the collar of his doublet, lifted him over.

	"Ah! monsieur," said he, when he felt himself on the ground, "on the word of Jean Friard, you are a real Hercules; your name, monsieur? the name of my deliverer?"

	"I am called Briquet—Robert Briquet, monsieur."

	"You have saved me, M. Briquet—my wife will bless you. But apropos; mon Dieu! she will be stifled in this crowd. Ah! cursed Swiss, only good to crush people!"

	As he spoke, he felt a heavy hand on his shoulder, and, looking round and seeing that it was a Swiss, he took to flight, followed by Miton. The other man laughed quietly, then turning to the Swiss, said:

	"Are the Lorraines coming?"

	"No."

	"Then why do they close the door. I do not understand it."

	"There is no need that you should," replied the Swiss, laughing at his own wit.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER II.

	WHAT PASSED OUTSIDE THE PORTE ST. ANTOINE.

	 

	One of the groups was formed of a considerable number of citizens. They surrounded four or five of a martial appearance, whom the closing of the doors annoyed very much, as it seemed, for they cried with all their might, "The door! the door!"

	Robert Briquet advanced toward this group, and began to cry also, "The door! the door!"

	One of the cavaliers, charmed at this, turned toward him and said, "Is it not shameful, monsieur, that they should close the gates in open day, as though the Spaniards or the English were besieging Paris?"

	Robert Briquet looked attentively at the speaker, who seemed to be about forty-five years of age, and the principal personage in the group. "Yes, monsieur," replied he, "you are right: but may I venture to ask what you think their motive is for these precautions?"

	"Pardieu! the fear they have lest some one should eat their Salcede."

	"Diable!" said a voice, "a sad meal."

	Robert Briquet turned toward the speaker, whose voice had a strong Gascon accent, and saw a young man from twenty to twenty-five, resting his hand on the crupper of the horse of the first speaker. His head was bare; he had probably lost his hat in the melée.

	"But as they say," replied Briquet, "that this Salcede belongs to M. de Guise—"

	"Bah! they say that!"

	"Then you do not believe it, monsieur?"

	"Certainly not," replied the cavalier, "doubtless, if he had, the duke would not have let him be taken, or at all events would not have allowed him to have been carried from Brussels to Paris bound hand and foot, without even trying to rescue him."

	"An attempt to rescue him," replied Briquet, "would have been very dangerous, because, whether it failed or succeeded, it would have been an avowal, on the duke's part, that he had conspired against the Duc d'Anjou."

	"M. de Guise would not, I am sure, have been restrained by such considerations; therefore, as he has not defended Salcede, it is certain that he is not one of his men."

	"Excuse me, monsieur, if I insist, but it is not I who invent, for it appears that Salcede has confessed."

	"Where? before the judges?"

	"No, monsieur; at the torture."

	"They asserted that he did, but they do not repeat what he said."

	"Excuse me again, monsieur, but they do."

	"And what did he say?" cried the cavalier impatiently. "As you seem so well informed, what were his words?"

	"I cannot certify that they were his words," replied Briquet, who seemed to take a pleasure in teazing the cavalier.

	"Well, then, those they attribute to him."

	"They assert that he has confessed that he conspired for M. de Guise."

	"Against the king, of course?"

	"No; against the Duc d'Anjou."

	"If he confessed that—"

	"Well?"

	"Well, he is a poltroon!" said the cavalier, frowning.

	"Ah! monsieur, the boot and the thumb-screw make a man confess many things."

	"Alas! that is true, monsieur."

	"Bah!" interrupted the Gascon, "the boot and the thumb-screw, nonsense: if Salcede confessed that, he was a knave, and his patron another."

	"You speak loudly, monsieur," said the cavalier.

	"I speak as I please; so much the worse for those who dislike it."

	"More calmly," said a voice at once soft and imperative, of which Briquet vainly sought the owner.

	The cavalier seemed to make an effort over himself, and then said quietly to the Gascon, "Do you know him of whom you speak?"

	"Salcede?"—"Yes."

	"Not in the least."

	"And the Duc de Guise?"

	"Still less."

	"Well, then, Salcede is a brave man."

	"So much the better: he will die bravely."

	"And know that, when the Duc de Guise wishes to conspire, he conspires for himself."

	"What do I care?"

	"What!"

	"Mayneville! Mayneville!" murmured the same voice.

	"Yes, mordieu! what do I care?" continued the Gascon, "I came to Paris on business, and find the gates closed on account of this execution—that is all I care for."

	At this moment there was a sound of trumpets. The Swiss had cleared the middle of the road, along which a crier proceeded, dressed in a flowered tunic, and bearing on his breast a scutcheon on which was embroidered the arms of Paris. He read from a paper in his hand the following proclamation:

	"This is to make known to our good people of Paris and its environs, that its gates will be closed for one hour, and that none can enter during that time; and this by the will of the king and the mayor of Paris."

	The crowd gave vent to their discontent in a long hoot, to which, however, the crier seemed indifferent. The officer commanded silence, and when it was obtained, the crier continued:

	"All who are the bearers of a sign of recognition, or are summoned by letter or mandate, are exempt from this rule. Given at the hotel of the provost of Paris, 26th of October, 1585."

	Scarcely had the crier ceased to speak, when the crowd began to undulate like a serpent behind the line of soldiers.

	"What is the meaning of this?" cried all.

	"Oh! it is to keep us out of Paris," said the cavalier, who had been speaking in a low voice to his companions. "These guards, this crier, these bars, and these trumpets are all for us; we ought to be proud of them."

	"Room!" cried the officer in command; "make room for those who have the right to pass!"

	"Cap de Bious! I know who will pass, whoever is kept out!" said the Gascon, leaping into the cleared space. He walked straight up to the officer who had spoken, and who looked at him for some moments in silence, and then said:

	"You have lost your hat, it appears, monsieur?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Is it in the crowd?"

	"No. I had just received a letter from my sweetheart, and was reading it, cap de Bious! near the river, about a mile from here, when a gust of wind carried away both my letter and my hat. I ran after the letter, although the button of my hat was a single diamond; I caught my letter, but my hat was carried by the wind into the middle of the river. It will make the fortune of the poor devil who finds it."—"So that you have none?"

	"Oh, there are plenty in Paris, cap de Bious! I will buy a more magnificent one, and put in it a still larger diamond."

	The officer shrugged his shoulders slightly, and said, "Have you a card?"

	"Certainly I have one—or rather two."

	"One is enough, if it be the right one."

	"But it cannot be wrong—oh, no, cap de Bious! Is it to M. de Loignac that I have the honor of speaking?"

	"It is possible," said the officer coldly, and evidently not much charmed at the recognition.

	"M. de Loignac, my compatriot?"

	"I do not say no."

	"My cousin!"

	"Good! Your card?"

	"Here it is;" and the Gascon drew out the half of a card, carefully cut.

	"Follow me," said De Loignac, without looking at it, "and your companions, if you have any. We will verify the admissions."

	The Gascon obeyed, and five other gentlemen followed him. The first was adorned with a magnificent cuirass, so marvelous in its work that it seemed as if it had come out of the hands of Benvenuto Cellini. However, as the make of this cuirass was somewhat old-fashioned, its magnificence attracted more laughter than admiration; and it is true that no other part of the costume of the individual in question corresponded with this magnificence. The second, who was lame, was followed by a gray-headed lackey, who looked like the precursor of Sancho Panza, as his master did of Don Quixote. The third carried a child of ten months old in his arms, and was followed by a woman, who kept a tight grasp of his leathern belt, while two other children, one four and the other five years old, held by her dress.

	The fourth was attached to an enormous sword, and the fifth, who closed the troop, was a handsome young man, mounted on a black horse. He looked like a king by the side of the others. Forced to regulate his pace by those who preceded him, he was advancing slowly, when he felt a sudden pull at the scabbard of his sword; he turned round, and saw that it had been done by a slight and graceful young man with black hair and sparkling eyes.

	"What do you desire, monsieur?" said the cavalier.

	"A favor, monsieur."

	"Speak; but quickly, I pray you, for I am waited for."

	"I desire to enter into the city, monsieur; an imperious necessity demands my presence there. You, on your part, are alone, and want a page to do justice to your appearance."

	"Well?"

	"Take me in, and I will be your page."

	"Thank you; but I do not wish to be served by any one."

	"Not even by me," said the young man, with such a strange glance, that the cavalier felt the icy reserve in which he had tried to close his heart melting away.

	"I meant to say that I could be served by no one," said he.

	"Yes, I know you are not rich, M. Ernanton de Carmainges," said the young page. The cavalier started, but the lad went on, "therefore I do not speak of wages; it is you, on the contrary, who, if you grant what I ask, shall be paid a hundred-fold for the service you will render me; let me enter with you, then, I beg, remembering that he who now begs, has often commanded." Then, turning to the group of which we have already spoken, the lad said, "I shall pass; that is the most important thing; but you, Mayneville, try to do so also if possible."

	"It is not everything that you should pass," replied Mayneville; "it is necessary that he should see you."

	"Make yourself easy; once I am through, he shall see me."

	"Do not forget the sign agreed upon."

	"Two fingers on the mouth, is it not?"

	"Yes; success attend you."

	"Well, monsieur page," said the man on the black horse, "are you ready?"

	"Here I am," replied he, jumping lightly on the horse, behind the cavalier, who immediately joined his friends who were occupied in exhibiting their cards and proving their right to enter.

	"Ventre de Biche!" said Robert Briquet; "what an arrival of Gascons!"

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER III.

	THE EXAMINATION.

	 

	The process of examination consisted in comparing the half card with another half in the possession of the officer.

	The Gascon with the bare head advanced first.

	"Your name?" said De Loignac.

	"It is on the card."

	"Never mind; tell it to me."

	"Well, I am called Perducas de Pincornay."

	Then, throwing his eyes on the card. M. de Loignac read. "Perducas de Pincornay, 26 October, 1585, at noon precisely. Porte St. Antoine."

	"Very good; it is all right," said he, "enter. Now for you," said he to the second.

	The man with the cuirass advanced.

	"Your card?" said De Loignac.

	"What! M. de Loignac, do you not know the son of your old friend, whom you have danced twenty times on your knee?"—"No."

	"I am Pertinax de Montcrabeau," replied the young man, with astonishment. "Do you not know me now?"

	"When I am on service, I know no one. Your card, monsieur?"

	He held it out. "All right! pass," said De Loignac.

	The third now approached, whose card was demanded in the same terms. The man plunged his hand into a little goatskin pouch which he wore, but in vain; he was so embarrassed by the child in his arms, that he could not find it.

	"What the devil are you doing with that child?" asked De Loignac.

	"He is my son, monsieur."

	"Well; put your son down. You are married, then?"—-"Yes, monsieur."

	"At twenty?"

	
"They marry young among us; you ought to know that, M. de Loignac, who were married at eighteen."

	"Oh!" thought De Loignac, "here is another who knows me."

	"And why should he not be married?" cried the woman advancing. "Yes, monsieur, he is married, and here are two other children who call him father, besides this great lad behind. Advance, Militor, and bow to M. de Loignac."

	A lad of sixteen, vigorous and agile, with an incipient mustache, stepped forward.

	"They are my wife's sons, monsieur."

	"In Heaven's name, your card!" cried De Loignac.

	"Lardille!" cried the Gascon to his wife, "come and help me."

	Lardille searched the pouch and pockets of her husband, but uselessly. "We must have lost it!" she cried.

	"Then I arrest you."

	The man turned pale, but said, "I am Eustache de Miradoux, and M. de St. Maline is my patron."

	"Oh!" said De Loignac, a little mollified at this name, "well, search again."

	They turned to their pockets again, and began to re-examine them.

	"Why, what do I see there, on the sleeve of that blockhead?" said De Loignac.

	"Yes, yes!" cried the father. "I remember, now, Lardille sewed it on."

	"That you might carry something, I suppose, you great lazy fellow."

	The card was looked at and found all right, and the family passed on in the same order as before.

	The fourth man advanced and gave his name as Chalabre. It was found correct, and he also entered.

	Then came M. de Carmainges. He got off his horse and presented his card, while the page hid his face by pretending to adjust the saddle.

	"The page belongs to you?" asked De Loignac.

	"You see, he is attending to my horse."

	"Pass, then."

	"Quick, my master," said the page.

	Behind these men the door was closed, much to the discontent of the crowd. Robert Briquet, meanwhile, had drawn near to the porter's lodge, which had two windows, one looking toward Paris and the other into the country. From this post he saw a man, who, coming from Paris at full gallop, entered the lodge and said, "Here I am, M. de Loignac."

	"Good. Where do you come from?"

	"From the Porte St. Victor."

	"Your number?"—"Five."

	"The cards?"

	"Here they are."

	De Loignac took them, examined them, and wrote on a slate the number five. The messenger left, and two others appeared, almost immediately. One came from the Porte Bourdelle, and brought the number four, the other from the Porte du Temple, and announced six. Then came four others. The first from the Porte St. Denis, with the number five; the next from the Porte St. Jacques, with the number three; the third from the Porte St. Honore, with the number eight; and the fourth from the Porte Montmartre, with the number four. Lastly came a messenger, from the Porte Bussy, who announced four. De Loignac wrote all these down, added them to those who had entered the Porte St. Antoine, and found the total number to be forty-five.

	"Good!" said he. "Now open the gates, and all may enter."

	The gates were thrown open, and then horses, mules, and carts, men, women, and children, pressed into Paris, at the risk of suffocating each other, and in a quarter of an hour all the crowd had vanished.

	Robert Briquet remained until the last. "I have seen enough," said he: "would it be very advantageous to me to see M. Salcede torn in four pieces? No, pardieu! Besides, I have renounced politics; I will go and dine."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER IV.

	HIS MAJESTY HENRI THE THIRD.

	 

	M. Friard was right when he talked of 100,000 persons as the number of spectators who would meet on the Place de Greve and its environs, to witness the execution of Salcede. All Paris appeared to have a rendezvous at the Hotel de Ville; and Paris is very exact, and never misses a fete; and the death of a man is a fete, especially when he has raised so many passions that some curse and others bless him.

	The spectators who succeeded in reaching the Place saw the archers and a large number of Swiss and light horse surrounding a little scaffold raised about four feet from the ground. It was so low as to be visible only to those immediately surrounding it, or to those who had windows overlooking the Place. Four vigorous white horses beat the ground impatiently with their hoofs, to the great terror of the women, who had either chosen this place willingly, or had been forcibly pushed there.

	These horses were unused, and had never done more work than to support, by some chance, on their broad backs the chubby children of the peasants. After the scaffold and the horses, what next attracted all looks was the principal window of the Hotel de Ville, which was hung with red velvet and gold, and ornamented with the royal arms. This was for the king. Half-past one had just struck when this window was filled. First came Henri III., pale, almost bald, although he was at that time only thirty-five, and with a somber expression, always a mystery to his subjects, who, when they saw him appear, never knew whether to say "Vive le Roi!" or to pray for his soul. He was dressed in black, without jewels or orders, and a single diamond shone in his cap, serving as a fastening to three short plumes. He carried in his hand a little black dog that his sister-in-law Marie Stuart had sent him from her prison, and on which his fingers looked as white as alabaster.

	Behind the king came Catherine de Medicis, almost bowed by age, for she might be sixty-six or sixty-seven, but still carrying her head firm and erect, and darting bitter glances from under her thick eyebrows. At her side appeared the melancholy but sweet face of the queen, Louise de Torraine. Catherine came as a triumph, she as a punishment. Behind them came two handsome young men, brothers, the eldest of whom smiled with wonderful beauty, and the younger with great melancholy. The one was Anne, duc de Joyeuse, and the other Henri de Joyeuse, comte de Bouchage. The people had for these favorites of the king none of the hatred which they had felt toward Maugiron, Quelus, and Schomberg.

	Henri saluted the people gravely; then, turning to the young men, he said, "Anne, lean against the tapestry; it may last a long time."

	"I hope so," said Catherine.

	"You think, then, that Salcede will speak, mother?"

	"God will, I trust, give this confusion to our enemies."

	Henri looked doubtful.

	"My son," said Catherine, "do I not see some tumult yonder?"

	"What clear sight you have! I believe you are right. I have such bad eyes, and yet I am not old. Yes, here comes Salcede."

	"He fears," said Catherine; "he will speak."

	"If he has strength," said the king. "See, his head falls about like that of a corpse."

	"He is frightful," said Joyeuse.

	"How should a man be handsome whose thoughts are so ugly? Have I not explained to you, Anne, the secret connection of the physical and the moral, as Hippocrates and Galen understood and expounded them?"

	"I admit it, sire, but I am not a good pupil. I have sometimes seen very ugly men very good soldiers. Have you not, Henri?" said he, turning to his brother: but he looked without seeing, and heard without understanding, so the king answered for him.

	"Eh, mon Dieu! my dear Anne, who says this man is not brave? He is brave, pardieu, like a wolf, a bear, or a serpent. He burned in his house a Norman gentleman, his enemy; he has fought ten duels, and killed three of his adversaries. He has now been taken in the act of coining, for which he has been condemned to death."

	"That is a well-filled existence, but which will soon finish."

	"On the contrary," said Catherine, "I trust it will finish as slowly as possible."

	"Madame," said Joyeuse, "I see those four stout horses, who appear to me so impatient of their state of inactivity that I do not believe in a long resistance of the muscles, tendons, and cartilages of M. de Salcede."

	"Yes, but my son is merciful," replied she, with the smile peculiar to herself, "and he will tell the men to go gently."

	"But, madame," said the queen timidly, "I heard you say this morning that there were only to be two draws?"

	"Yes, if he conducts himself well; in that case all will be finished as soon as possible, and, as you interest yourself so much in him, you had better let him know as much, my daughter."

	"Madame," said the queen, "I have not your strength when looking at suffering."

	"Do not look, then."

	The king heard nothing; he was all eyes. They were lifting Salcede from the car on to the scaffold, round which the archers had cleared a large space, so that it was distinctly visible to all eyes.

	Salcede was about thirty-five years of age, strong and vigorous; and his pale features, on which stood drops of blood, were animated alternately by hope and anguish. He was no vulgar assassin; he was of good birth, and even distantly related to the queen, and had been a captain of some renown. Those bound hands had valiantly borne the sword, and that livid head, on which were depicted the terrors of death, had conceived great designs. Therefore, to many of the spectators, he was a hero; to others, a victim; some looked on him as an assassin; but the crowd seldom despises those very great criminals who are registered in the book of history as well as in that of justice. Thus they told, in the crowd, that Salcede was of a race of warriors; that his father had fought against the Cardinal de Lorraine, but that the son had joined with the Guises to destroy in Flanders the rising power of the Duc d'Anjou, so hated by the French.

	He had been arrested and conducted to France, and had hoped to be rescued by the way; but unfortunately for him, M. de Bellièvre had kept such good watch, that neither Spaniards nor Lorraines, nor leaguers, had been able to approach. In the prison Salcede hoped; during the torture, on the car, even on the scaffold, he still hoped. He wanted neither courage nor resignation; but he was one of those who defend themselves to their last breath. He darted curious glances toward the crowd, but constantly turned away, with a look of disappointment.

	At this moment, an usher, raising the tapestry of the royal tent, announced that the president Brisson and four councilors desired the honor of an instant's conversation with the king on the subject of the execution.

	"Good," said the king. "Mother, you will be satisfied."

	"Sire, a favor," said Joyeuse.

	"Speak, Joyeuse; and provided it be not the pardon of the criminal—"

	"Sire, permit my brother and me to retire."

	"What! you take so little interest in my affairs that you wish to retire at such a moment!"

	"Do not say so, sire; all that concerns your majesty profoundly interests me; but I am of a miserable organization, and the weakest woman is stronger than I am on this point. I cannot see an execution without being ill for a week; and as I am the only person who ever laughs at the Louvre, since my brother—I know not why—has given it up, think what would become of the Louvre—so sad already—if I were sad also."

	"You wish to leave me then, Anne."

	"Peste! sire, you are exacting; an execution is a spectacle of which, unlike me, you are fond. Is not that enough for you, or must you also enjoy the weakness of your friends?"

	"If you will remain, Joyeuse, you will see that it is interesting."

	"I do not doubt it, sire; I only think that the interest will be carried to a point that I cannot bear;" and he turned toward the door.

	"Go, then," said Henri, sighing; "my destiny is to live alone."

	"Quick! Du Bouchage," said Anne to his brother. "The king says yes now; but in five minutes he will say no."

	"Thanks, my brother," said Bouchage; "I was as anxious as you to get away."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER V.

	THE EXECUTION.

	 

	The councilors entered.

	"Well, gentlemen," said the king, "is there anything new?"

	"Sire," replied the president, "we come to beg your majesty to promise life to the criminal; he has revelations to make, which, on this promise, we shall obtain."

	"But have we not obtained them?"

	"Yes, in part; is that enough for your majesty?"

	"No," said Catherine; "and the king has determined to postpone the execution, if the culprit will sign a confession substantiating his depositions before the judge."

	"Yes," said Henri, "and you can let the prisoner know this."

	"Your majesty has nothing to add?"

	"Only that there must be no variation in the confessions, or I withdraw my promise; they must be complete."

	"Yes, sire; with the names of the compromised parties."

	"With all the names."

	"Even if they are of high rank?"

	"If they were those of my nearest relations."

	"It shall be as your majesty wishes."

	"No misunderstanding, M. Brisson. Writing materials shall be brought to the prisoner, and he will write his confessions; after that we shall see."

	"But I may promise?"

	"Oh! yes, promise."

	M. Brisson and the councilors withdrew.

	"He will speak, sire," said the queen; "and your majesty will pardon him. See the foam on his lips."

	"No," said Catherine; "he is seeking something. What is it?"

	"Parbleu!" said Henri; "he seeks M. le Duc de Guise, M. le Duc de Parma, and my brother, the very Catholic king. Yes, seek, wait; do you believe that there is more chance of rescue on the Place de Greve than on the route from Flanders?"

	Salcede had seen the archers sent off for the horses, and he understood that the order for punishment was about to be given, and it was then that he bit his lips till they were covered with blood, as the queen had remarked.

	"No one," murmured he; "not one of those who had promised me help. Cowards! cowards!"

	The horses were now seen making their way through the crowd, and creating everywhere an opening which closed immediately behind them. As they passed the corner of the Rue St. Vannerie, a handsome young man, whom we have seen before, was pushed forward impatiently by a young lad, apparently about seventeen. It was the Vicomte Ernanton de Carmainges and the mysterious page.

	"Quick!" cried the page; "throw yourself into the opening, there is not a moment to lose."

	"But we shall be stifled; you are mad, my little friend."

	"I must be near," cried the page, imperiously. "Keep close to the horses, or we shall never arrive there."

	"But before we get there, you will be torn to pieces."

	"Never mind me, only go on."

	"The horses will kick."

	"Take hold of the tail of the last; a horse never kicks when you hold him so."

	Ernanton gave way in spite of himself to the mysterious influence of this lad, and seized the tail of the horse, while the page clung to him. And thus, through the crowd, waving like the sea, leaving here a piece of a cloak, and there a fragment of a doublet, they arrived with the horses at a few steps from the scaffold.

	"Have we arrived?" asked the young man, panting.

	"Yes, happily!" answered Ernanton, "for I am exhausted."

	"I cannot see."

	"Come before me."

	"Oh, no! not yet. What are they doing?"

	"Making slip knots at the ends of the cords."

	"And he—what is he doing?"

	"Who?"

	"The condemned."

	"His eyes turn incessantly from side to side."

	The horses were near enough to enable the executioner to tie the feet and hands of the criminal to the harness. Salcede uttered a cry when he felt the cord in contact with his flesh.

	"Monsieur," said the Lieutenant Tanchon to him politely, "will it please you to address the people?" and added in a whisper, "a confession will save your life."

	Salcede looked earnestly at him, as though to read the truth in his eyes.

	"You see," continued Tanchon, "they abandon you. There is no other hope in the world but what I offer you."

	"Well!" said Salcede, with a sigh, "I am ready to speak."

	"It is a written and signed confession that the king exacts."

	"Then untie my hands, and give me a pen and I will write it."

	They loosened the cords from his wrists, and an usher who stood near with writing materials placed them before him on the scaffold. "Now," said Tanchon, "state everything."

	"Do not fear; I will not forget those who have forgotten me;" but as he spoke, he cast another glance around.

	While this was passing, the page, seizing the hand of Ernanton, cried, "Monsieur, take me in your arms, I beg you, and raise me above the heads of the people who prevent me from seeing."

	"Ah! you are insatiable, young man."

	"This one more service; I must see the condemned, indeed I must."

	Then, as Ernanton still hesitated, he cried, "For pity's sake, monsieur, I entreat you."

	Ernanton raised him in his arms at this last appeal, and was somewhat astonished at the delicacy of the body he held. Just as Salcede had taken the pen, and looked round as we have said, he saw this young lad above the crowd, with two fingers placed on his lips. An indescribable joy spread itself instantaneously over the face of the condemned man, for he recognized the signal so impatiently waited for, and which announced that aid was near. After a moment's hesitation, however, he took the paper and began to write.

	"He writes!" cried the crowd.

	"He writes!" exclaimed Catherine.

	"He writes!" cried the king, "and I will pardon him."

	Suddenly Salcede stopped and looked again at the lad, who repeated the signal. He wrote on, then stopped to look once more; the signal was again repeated.

	"Have you finished?" asked Tanchon.

	"Yes."—"Then sign."

	Salcede signed, with his eyes still fixed on the young man. "For the king alone," said he, and he gave the paper to the usher, though with hesitation.

	"If you have disclosed all," said Tanchon, "you are safe."

	A strange smile strayed over the lips of Salcede. Ernanton, who was fatigued, wished now to put down the page, who made no opposition. With him disappeared all that had sustained the unfortunate man; he looked round wildly and cried: "Well, come!"

	No one answered.

	"Quick! quick! the king holds the paper; he is reading!"

	Still there was no response.

	The king unfolded the paper.

	"Thousand devils!" cried Salcede, "if they have deceived me! Yet it was she—it was really she!"

	No sooner had the king read the first lines, than he called out indignantly, "Oh! the wretch!"

	"What is it, my son?"

	"He retracts all—he pretends that he confessed nothing; and he declares that the Guises are innocent of any plot!"

	"But," said Catherine, "if it be true?"

	"He lies!" cried the king.

	"How do you know, my son? Perhaps the Guises have been calumniated: the judges, in their zeal, may have put false interpretation on the depositions."

	"Oh! no, madame; I heard them myself!" cried Henri.

	"You, my son?"

	"Yes, I?"

	"How so?"

	"When the criminal was questioned, I was behind a curtain and heard all he said."

	"Well, then, if he will have it, order the horses to pull."

	Henri, in anger, gave the sign. It was repeated, the cords were refastened, four men jumped on the horses, which, urged by violent blows, started off in opposite directions. A horrible cracking, and a terrible cry was heard. The blood was seen to spout from the limbs of the unhappy man, whose face was no longer that of a man but of a demon.

	"Ah, heaven!" he cried; "I will speak, I will tell all. Ah! cursed duch—"

	The voice had been heard above everything, but suddenly it ceased.

	"Stop, stop," cried Catherine, "let him speak."

	But it was too late; the head of Salcede fell helplessly on one side, he glanced once more to where he had seen the page, and then expired. Tanchon gave some rapid orders to his archers, who plunged into the crowd in the direction indicated by Salcede's glance.

	"I am discovered!" said the page to Ernanton. "For pity's sake, aid me! they come, they come!"

	"What do you want?"

	"To fly! Do you not see that it is me they want?"

	"But who are you, then?"

	"A woman. Oh, save me! protect me!"

	Ernanton turned pale; but generosity triumphed over fear. He placed his protégée before him, opened a path with blows, and pushed her toward the corner of the Rue du Mouton, toward an open door. Into this door she entered; and she seemed to have been expected, for it closed behind her. Ernanton had not even time to ask her name, or where he should find her again; but in disappearing she had made a sign full of promise.

	Meanwhile, Catherine was standing up in her place, full of rage.

	"My son," said she, at last, "you would do well to change your executioner; he is a leaguer."

	"What do you mean, mother?"

	"Salcede suffered only one draw, and he is dead."

	"Because he was too sensible to pain."

	"No; but because he has been strangled with a fine cord underneath the scaffold, just as he was about to accuse those who let him die. Let a doctor examine him, and I am certain that he will find round his neck the circle that the cord has left."

	"You are right!" cried Henri, with flashing eyes; "my cousin of Guise is better served than I am!"

	"Hush, my son—no éclat; we shall only be laughed at, for once more we have missed our aim."

	"Joyeuse did well to go and amuse himself elsewhere," said the king; "one can reckon on nothing in this world—not even on punishments. Come, ladies, let us go."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER VI.

	THE BROTHERS.

	 

	MM. De Joyeuse had, as we have seen, left this scene, and were walking side by side in the streets generally so populous but now deserted, for every one was in the Place de Greve. Henri seemed preoccupied and sad, and Anne was unquiet on account of his brother. He was the first to speak.

	"Well, Henri," said he, "where are you taking me?"

	"I take you nowhere, brother; I was only walking before you. Do you wish to go anywhere?"

	"Do you?"

	"Oh! I do not care where I go."

	"Yet you go somewhere every evening, for you always go out at the same hour and return late at night."

	"Are you questioning me, brother?" said Henri, with gentleness.

	"Certainly not; let each keep his own secrets if he wishes to do so."

	"If you wish it, brother, I will have no secrets from you."

	"Will you not, Henri?"

	"No; are you not my elder brother and friend?"

	"Oh! I thought you had secrets from me, who am only a poor layman. I thought you confessed to our learned brother, that pillar of theology, that light of the Church, who will be a cardinal some day, and that you obtained absolution from him, and perhaps, at the same time, advice."

	Henri took his brother's hand affectionately. "You are more than a confessor to me, my dear Anne—more than a father; you are my friend."

	"Then, my friend, why, from so gay as you used to be, have I seen you become sad? and why, instead of going out by day, do you only go out at night?"

	"My brother, I am not sad."

	"What, then?"

	"In love."

	"Good! And this preoccupation?"

	"Is because I am always thinking of my love."

	"And you sigh in saying that?"

	"Yes."

	"You sigh?—you, Henri, comte de Bouchage?—you, the brother of Joyeuse?—you, whom some people call the third king in France? You know M. de Guise is the second, if not the first; but you, rich and handsome, who will be peer and duke on the first occasion, are in love, and you sigh!—you, whose device is 'hilariter.'"

	"My dear Anne, I have never reckoned the gifts of fortune, past and to come, as things to constitute happiness; I have no ambitions."

	"That is to say, you have not at present."

	"At all events, not for the things you speak of."

	"Not just now, perhaps, but later you will return to them."

	"Never, brother; I desire nothing—I want nothing."

	"You are wrong. When one is called 'Joyeuse,' one of the best names in France, when one has a brother a king's favorite, one desires everything, and has everything."

	Henri hung his blond head sadly.

	"Come," continued Anne, "we are quite alone here; have you anything to tell me?"

	"Nothing, but that I love."

	"Diable! that is not a very serious affair; I also am in love."

	"Not like me, brother."

	"I, also, think sometimes of my mistress."

	"Yes, but not always."

	"I, also, have annoyances."

	"Yes; but you also have joys, for you are loved."

	"True; but I have obstacles. They exact from me so much mystery."

	"They exact! If your mistress exacts, she loves you."

	"Yes, she loves me and M. de Mayenne—or rather only me, for she would give up Mayenne at once if she was not afraid he would kill her; it is his habit to kill women, you know. I am obliged to be constantly on my guard, but I do not grow sad on that account; I continue to laugh—at least, sometimes. Tell me, Henri, is your lady beautiful?"

	"Alas! she is not mine."

	"Is she beautiful? Her name?"

	"I do not know it."

	"Come, now."

	"On my honor."

	"My friend, I begin to think it is more dangerous than I thought; it is not sadness, but madness."

	"She never spoke but once before me, and since then I have not heard the sound of her voice."

	"And you have not inquired about her?"

	"Of whom?"

	"Why, of the neighbors."

	"She lives in her own house, and no one knows her."

	"Ah! ça! then she is a ghost!"

	"She is a woman, tall and beautiful as a nymph, serious and grave as the angel Gabriel!"

	"When did you meet her?"

	"One day I followed a young girl to the church of La Gypecienne, and I entered a little garden close to it, where there is a stone seat under some trees. Do you know this garden, Anne?"

	"No; but never mind—go on."

	"It began to grow dark; I had lost sight of the young girl, and in seeking her I arrived at this seat. I saw a woman's dress, and held out my hands. 'Pardon, monsieur,' said the voice of a man whom I had not noticed, and he gently but firmly pushed me away."

	"He dared to touch you, Henri?"

	"Listen; he had his face hidden in a sort of frock, and I took him for a monk. Besides, he impressed me also by the polite manner of his warning; for, as he spoke, he pointed out to me the woman, whose white dress had attracted me, and who was kneeling before the seat as though it were an altar. It was toward the beginning of September that this happened; the air was warm, the flowers planted by friends around the tombs scattered their delicate perfume, and the moon, rising above the white clouds, began to shed her silver light over all. Whether it were the place, or her own dignity, I know not, but this woman seemed to me like a marble statue, and impressed me with a strange respect. I looked at her earnestly. She bent over the seat, enveloping it in her arms, placed her lips to it, and soon I saw her shoulders heave with such sobs as you never heard, my brother. As she wept she kissed the stone with ardor; her tears had troubled me, but her kisses maddened me."

	"But, by the pope, it is she who is mad, to kiss a stone and sob for nothing."

	"Oh! it was a great grief that made her sob, a profound love which made her kiss the stone. Only whom did she love? whom did she weep for? whom did she pray for? I know not."

	"Did you not question this man?"

	"Yes."

	"What did he reply?

	"That she had lost her husband."

	"Bah! as if people weep like that for a husband. Were you content with such an answer?"

	"I was obliged to be content, for he would give me no other."

	"But the man—what is he?"

	"A sort of servant who lives with her."—"His name?"

	"He would not tell me."

	"Young or old?"

	"He might be about thirty."

	"Well, afterward? She did not stop all night praying and weeping, did she?"

	"No; when she had exhausted her tears she rose, and there was so much mystery and sadness about her that, instead of advancing to her as I might have done to another, I drew back; but she turned toward me, though she did not see me, and the moon shone on her face, which was calm and sad, and the traces of her tears were still on her cheeks; she moved slowly, and the servant went to support her. But, oh! my brother, what dreadful, what superhuman beauty. I have never seen anything like it on earth, only sometimes in my dreams."

	"Well, Henri?" said Anne, interested, in spite of himself, at a recital at which he had determined to laugh.

	"Oh! it is nearly finished, brother. Her servant whispered something to her, and she lowered her veil; doubtless he told her I was there, but she did not glance toward me. I saw her no more, and it seemed to me, when the veil concealed her face, as if the sky had become suddenly overshadowed—that it was no longer a living thing, but a shade escaped from the tomb, which was gliding silently before me. She went out of the garden, and I followed her; from time to time the man turned and saw me, for I did not hide myself; I had still the old habits in my mind—the old leaven in my heart."

	"What do you mean, Henri?"

	The young man smiled. "I mean, brother," said he, "that I have often thought I loved before, and that all women, until now, have been for me—women to whom I might offer my love."

	"Oh! and what is this one?" said Anne, trying to recover his gayety, which, in spite of himself, had been a little disturbed by his brother's confidence.

	"My brother," said Henri, seizing his hand in a fervent grasp, "as truly as I live, I know not if she be a creature of this world or not."

	"Holy Fathers! you would make me afraid, if a Joyeuse could know fear. However, as she walks, weeps, and gives kisses, it seems to me to augur well. But finish."

	"There is little more. I followed her, and she did not try to escape or lead me astray; she never seemed to think of it."

	"Well, and where does she live?"

	"By the side of the Bastille, Rue de Lesdiguieres. At the door, the servant turned and saw me."

	"You asked to speak to him?"

	"You will think it ridiculous, but I dared not."

	"You entered the house, then?"

	"No, brother."

	"Really, Henri, I am tempted to disown you this evening. But you returned the next day?"

	"Yes, but uselessly, and equally so to La Gypecienne."

	"She had disappeared?"

	"Like a shadow."

	"But you inquired?"

	"The street has few inhabitants, and no one knew her. I watched for the servant, but he also had disappeared; however, a light which shone every evening through the Venetian blinds consoled me by the knowledge that she was still there. At last this disappeared; she had quitted the Rue de Lesdiguieres, and no one knew where she had gone."

	"But you found her again?"

	"Chance did it. Listen: it is really strange. I was going along the Rue de Bussy, a fortnight ago, about midnight; you know how strict the regulations are about fire; well, I saw, not only light in the windows of a house, but a real fire, which had broken out in the second story. I knocked at the door, and a man appeared at the window. 'You have fire in your house!' I cried. 'Silence! I beg; I am occupied in putting it out.' 'Shall I call the watch?' I asked. 'No! in Heaven's name, call no one!' 'But can I help you?' 'Will you? I shall be very grateful,' and he threw me the key out of the window.

	"I mounted the stairs rapidly, and entered the room where the fire was burning; it was used as a chemist's laboratory, and in making I know not what experiments, an inflammable liquid had been spilled, which had ignited the floor. When I entered, the fire was almost got under. I looked at the man; a dreadful scar disfigured his cheek, and another his forehead; the rest of his face was hidden by a thick beard. 'I thank you, monsieur,' said he; 'but you see all is finished now; if you are as gallant a man as you seem, have the goodness to retire, for my mistress may return at any moment, and will be angry if she sees a stranger here.'

	"The sound of his voice struck me instantly. I was about to cry, 'You are the man of La Gypecienne—of the Rue de Lesdiguieres!' for you remember that I had not seen his face before, but only heard his voice, when suddenly a door opened, and a woman entered. 'What is the matter, Remy, and why this noise?' she asked. Oh! my brother, it was she! more beautiful than ever, by the dying light of the fire. It was she!—the woman whose memory had ever lived in my heart. At the cry which I uttered the servant looked narrowly at me. 'Thanks, monsieur,' said he, again; 'you see the fire is out; go, I beg of you.'

	"'My friend,' said I, 'you dismiss me very rudely.' 'Madame,' said he, 'it is he.' 'Who?' 'The young man we met in the garden, and who followed us home.' She turned toward me and said, 'Monsieur, I beg of you to go.' I hesitated; I wished to speak, but my words failed me. I remained motionless and mute, gazing at her. 'Take care, monsieur,' said the servant, sadly; 'you will force her to fly again.' 'Heaven forbid!' cried I; 'but how do I offend you, madame?' She did not reply; insensible, mute, and cold, as though she had not heard me, she turned, and I saw her disappear gradually in the shade."

	"And is that all?"

	"All; the servant led me to the door, saying, 'Forget, monsieur, I beg of you.' I fled, bewildered and half crazy, and since then I have gone every evening to this street, and, concealed in the angle of the opposite house, under the shade of a little balcony, I see, once in ten times, a light in her room: that is my life, my happiness."

	"What happiness!"

	"Alas! I should lose this, if I tried for more."

	"But in acting thus, you lose all the amusements of the world."

	"My brother," said Henri, with a sad smile, "I am happy thus."

	"Not so, mordieu! One monk in a family is enough."

	"No railleries, brother."

	"But let me say one thing!"

	"What is it?"

	"That you have been taken in like a schoolboy."

	"I am not taken in; I only gave way to a power stronger than mine. When a current carries you away, you cannot fight against it."

	"But if it lead to an abyss?"

	"You must be swallowed up!"

	"Do you think so?"

	"Yes!"

	"I do not: and in your place—"

	"What would you have done?"

	"Enough, certainly, to have learned her name and—"

	"Anne, you don't know her."

	"No, but I know you, Henri. You had 50,000 crowns that I gave you out of the last 100,000 the king gave to me."

	"They are still in my chest, Anne; I have not touched one of them."

	"Mordieu! If they were not there, you would be in a different position."

	"Oh! my brother!"

	"Certainly. An ordinary servant may be bought for ten crowns, a good one for 100, an excellent one for 1,000, and a marvel for 3,000. Let us see, then. Suppose this man to be the phoenix of all servants—the beau ideal of fidelity, yet, by the pope! for 20,000 crowns you will buy him. There would then remain 30,000 crowns for the phoenix of women, and all would be settled."

	"Anne!" sighed Henri, "there are people who cannot be bought; there are hearts that the king is not rich enough to purchase."

	"Well! perhaps so; but hearts are sometimes given. What have you done to win that of the beautiful statue?"

	"I believe, Anne, that I have done all I could."

	"Really, Comte du Bouchage, you are mad. You see a woman, sad, solitary, and melancholy, and you become more sad, more recluse, and more melancholy than she. She is alone—keep her company; she is sad—be gay; she regrets—console her, and replace him she regrets."

	"Impossible! brother."

	"Have you tried? Are you in love, or are you not?"

	"I have no words to express how much!"

	"Well! I see no reason to despair."

	"I have no hope."

	"At what time do you see her?"

	"I have told you that I do not see her."—"Never?"—"Never!"

	"Not even at her window?"

	"Not even at her window!"

	"We must put an end to that. Do you think she has a lover?"

	"I have never seen any one enter her house, except the Remy of whom I spoke to you."

	"Take the house opposite."

	"It may not be to let."

	"Bah! offer double the rent!"

	"But if she sees me there, she will disappear as before."

	"You shall see her this evening."

	"I!"

	"Yes! Be under her balcony at eight o'clock."

	"I am always there."

	"Well, give me the address."

	"Between the Porte Bussy and the Hotel St. Denis, near the corner of the Rue des Augustins, and a few steps from a large inn, having for a sign, 'The Sword of the Brave Chevalier.'"

	"Very well, then; this evening at eight o'clock."

	"But what do you intend to do?"

	"You shall see: meanwhile, go home; put on your richest dress, and use your finest perfume, and I hope that you will enter the house to-night."

	"May you be a true prophet, brother!"

	"Well! I leave you for the present, for my lady-love waits for me: and I confess, that after your account, I prefer her to yours. Adieu! Henri, till the evening."

	The brothers then pressed each other's hands, and separated.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER VII.

	"THE SWORD OF THE BRAVE CHEVALIER."

	 

	During the conversation we have just related, night had begun to fall, enveloping the city with its damp mantle of fog.

	Salcede dead, all the spectators were ready to leave the Place de Greve, and the streets were filled with people, hurrying toward their homes. Near the Porte Bussy, where we must now transport our readers, to follow some of their acquaintances, and to make new ones, a hum, like that in a bee-hive at sunset, was heard proceeding from a house tinted rose color, and ornamented with blue and white pointings, which was known by the sign of "The Sword of the Brave Chevalier," and which was an immense inn, recently built in this new quarter. This house was decorated to suit all tastes. On the entablature was painted a representation of a combat between an archangel and a dragon breathing flame and smoke, and in which the artist, animated by sentiments at once heroic and pious, had depicted in the hands of "the brave chevalier," not a sword, but an immense cross, with which he hacked in pieces the unlucky dragon, of which the bleeding pieces were seen lying on the ground. At the bottom of the picture crowds of spectators were represented raising their arms to heaven, while from above, angels were extending over the chevalier laurels and palms. Then, as if to prove that he could paint in every style, the artist had grouped around gourds, grapes, a snail on a rose, and two rabbits, one white and the other gray.

	Assuredly the proprietor must have been difficult to please, if he were not satisfied, for the artist had filled every inch of space—there was scarcely room to have added a caterpillar. In spite, however, of this attractive exterior, the hotel did not prosper—it was never more than half full, though it was large and comfortable. Unfortunately, from its proximity to the Pre-aux-Clercs, it was frequented by so many persons either going or ready to fight, that those more peaceably disposed avoided it. Indeed, the cupids with which the interior was decorated had been ornamented with mustaches in charcoal by the habitues; and Dame Fournichon, the landlady, always affirmed that the sign had brought them ill-luck, and that had her wishes been attended to, and the painting represented more pleasing things, such as the rose-tree of love surrounded by flaming hearts, all tender couples would have flocked to them.

	M. Fournichon, however, stuck to his sign, and replied that he preferred fighting men, and that one of them drank as much as six lovers.

	About a month before the execution of Salcede, the host and hostess, all of whose rooms were then empty, were looking out of the window, sadly, and were watching the exercises of some soldiery on the Pre-aux-Clercs, when they saw an officer, followed by a single soldier, advancing toward their hotel. He was about to pass, when the host called out loudly—"Oh! wife, what a beautiful horse!"

	Madame Fournichon replied in an equally audible voice, "And what a handsome cavalier!"

	The officer, who did not appear insensible to flattery, raised his head and looked first at the host and hostess and then at the hotel. Fournichon ran rapidly downstairs and appeared at the door.

	"Is the house empty?" asked the officer.

	"Yes, monsieur; just at present," replied the host, humiliated; "but it is not usually so."

	However, Dame Fournichon, like most women, was more clear-sighted than her husband, and called out, "If monsieur desires solitude, he will find it here."

	"Yes, my good woman, that is what I desire, at present," said the officer, who dismounted, threw the bridle to the soldier, and entered the hotel.

	He was a man of about thirty-five years of age, but he did not look more than twenty-eight, so carefully was he dressed. He was tall, with a fine countenance and a distinguished air.

	"Ah! good!" said he, "a large room and not a single guest. But there must be something," he added, "either in your house or conduct that keeps people away."

	"Neither, monsieur," replied Madame Fournichon; "only the place is new, and we choose our customers."

	"Oh! very well."

	"For example," continued she, "for a person like your lordship, we would send away a dozen."

	"Thanks, my kind hostess."

	"Will monsieur taste the wine?" asked M. Fournichon.

	"Will monsieur visit the rooms?" added his wife.

	"Both, if you please."

	Fournichon descended to the cellar.

	"How many people can you lodge here?" asked the captain of the hostess.

	"Thirty."

	"That is not enough."

	"Why so, monsieur?"

	"I had a project—but we will speak of it no more."

	"Ah! monsieur, you will find nothing larger, except the Louvre itself."

	"Well; you can lodge thirty people?"

	"Yes, doubtless."

	"But for a day?"

	"Oh! for a day, forty, or even forty-five."

	"Without making a commotion outside?"—"We have often eighty soldiers here, on Sundays."

	"And no crowd before the house—no spying by the neighbors?"

	"Mon Dieu! no! our nearest neighbors are a worthy bourgeois, who meddles with no one, and a lady who lives so retired, that although she has been here for three weeks, I have not seen her."

	"That will do excellently."

	"So much the better."

	"And in a month from to-day—"

	"That will be the 26th of October."

	"Precisely. Well, on that day I hire your inn."—"The whole of it?"

	"Yes, the whole. I wish to give a surprise to some countrymen, officers—or at least—soldiers: they will be told to come here."

	"But if it be a surprise—"

	"Oh! if you are curious, or indiscreet—"

	"No, no, monsieur," cried she.

	M. Fournichon, who had heard what had passed, added, "Monsieur, you shall be master here; and all your friends will be welcome."

	"I did not say my friends, I said countrymen," replied the officer, haughtily.

	"Yes, monsieur, it was my mistake."

	"You will give them supper."

	"Certainly."

	"If necessary, they will sleep here."

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"In a word, give them all they want, and ask no questions."

	"Very well, monsieur."

	"Here are thirty livres in advance."

	"Well, monsieur, these gentlemen shall be treated like princes; will you assure yourself by tasting the wine?"

	"Thank you, I never drink."

	"But, monsieur, how shall I know these gentlemen?"

	"That is true; parfandious! I forgot. Give me paper, light, and wax."

	When they were brought, the captain made a seal on the paper with a ring he had on his finger. "Do you see this figure?" said he.

	"A beautiful woman."

	"Yes; a Cleopatra. Well, each of these men will present a similar one, on which you will receive him. You will have further orders afterward."

	The captain then descended the stall's and rode off, leaving the Fournichons delighted with their thirty livres in advance.

	"Decidedly," said the host, "the sign has brought us good fortune."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER VIII.

	THE GASCON.

	 

	We dare not affirm that Dame Fournichon was as discreet as she had promised to be, for she interrogated the first soldier whom she saw pass as to the name of the captain who had conducted the review. The soldier, more cautious than she, asked her why she wished to know.

	"Because he has just been here," she replied, "and one likes to know to whom one has been talking."

	The soldier laughed. "The captain who conducted the review would not have entered this hotel," said he.

	"Why not; is he too great for that?"

	"Perhaps so."

	"Well, but it is not for himself that he wanted the hotel."

	"For whom then?"

	"For his friends."

	"He would not lodge his friends here, I am sure."

	"Peste! why, who can he be, then?"

	"Well, my good woman, he who conducted the review is simply Monsieur le Duc Nogaret de Lavalette d'Epernon, peer of France, and colonel-general of infantry. What do you say to that?"

	"That if it was he, he did me great honor."

	"Did you hear him say 'parfandious'?"

	"Oh! yes."

	We may now judge if the 26th of October was impatiently expected. On the evening of the 25th a man entered, bearing a heavy bag, which he placed on Fournichon's table.

	"It is the price of the repast ordered for to-morrow," said he.

	"At how much a head?"

	"At six livres."

	"Will they have only one meal here?"

	"That is all."

	"Has the captain found them a lodging, then?"

	"It appears so," said the messenger, who went, and declined to answer any more questions.

	At last the much-desired day arrived; half-past twelve had just struck when some cavaliers stopped at the door of the hotel. One, who appeared to be their chief, came with two well-mounted lackeys. Each of them produced the seal of Cleopatra's head, and were received with all sorts of courtesies, especially the young man with the lackeys. Nevertheless, excepting this young man, they all seemed timid and preoccupied. Most of them dispersed, however, until supper-time, either to swell the crowd at the execution of Salcede, or to see Paris.

	About two o'clock, others began to arrive. One man came in alone, without a hat, a cane in his hand, and swearing at Paris, where he said the thieves were so adroit that they had stolen his hat as he had passed through a crowd, without his being able to see who had taken it. However, he said, it was his own fault, for wearing a hat ornamented with such a superb diamond. At four o'clock, forty people had arrived.

	"Is it not strange," said Fournichon to his wife, "they are all Gascons?"

	"Well, what of that? The captain said they were all countrymen, and he is a Gascon. M. d'Epernon is from Toulouse."

	"Then you still believe it was M. d'Epernon?"

	"Did he not say three times the famous 'parfandious'?"

	Very soon the five other Gascons arrived; the number of guests was complete. Never was such surprise painted on so many faces; for an hour nothing was heard but "saudioux," "mordioux!" and "cap de Bious!" and such noisy joy, that it seemed to the Fournichons that all Poitou and Languedoc were collected in their room. Some knew, and greeted each other.

	"Is it not singular to find so many Gascons here?" asked one.

	"No," replied Perducas de Pincornay, "the sign is tempting for men of honor."

	"Ah! is it you?" said St. Maline, the gentleman with the lackeys, "you have not yet explained to me what you were about to do, when the crowd separated us."

	"What was that?" asked Pincornay, reddening.

	"How it happens that I met you on the road between Angoulême and Angers without a hat, as you are now?"

	"It seems to interest you, monsieur?"

	"Ma foi! yes. Poitiers is far from Paris, and you came from beyond Poitiers."

	"Yes, from St. Andre de Cubsac."

	"And without a hat?"

	"Oh! it is very simple. My father has two magnificent horses, and he is quite capable of disinheriting me for the accident that has happened to one of them."

	"What is that?"

	"I was riding one of them when it took fright at the report of a gun that was fired close to me, and ran away; it made for the bank of the Dordogne and plunged in."

	"With you?"

	"No; luckily I had time to slip off, or I should have been drowned with him."

	"Ah! then the poor beast was drowned?"

	"Pardioux! you know the Dordogne—half a league across."

	"And then?"

	"Then I resolved not to return home, but to go away as far as possible from my father's anger."

	"But your hat?"

	"Diable! my hat had fallen."

	"Like you."

	"I did not fall; I slipped off."

	"But your hat?"

	"Ah! my hat had fallen. I sought for it, being my only resource, as I had come out without money."

	"But how could your hat be a resource?"

	"Saudioux! it was a great one, for I must tell you that the plume of this hat was fastened by a diamond clasp, that his majesty the emperor Charles V. gave to my grandfather, when, on his way from Spain to Flanders, he stopped at our castle."

	"Ah! ah! and you have sold the clasp, and the hat with it. Then, my dear friend, you ought to be the richest of us all, and you should have bought another glove; your hands are not alike; one is as white as a woman's, and the other as black as a negro's."

	"But listen; as I turned to seek my hat I saw an enormous crow seize hold of it."

	"Of your hat!"

	"Or rather of the clasp; attracted by the glitter, and in spite of my cries, he flew away with it, and I saw it no more. So that, overwhelmed by this double loss, I did not dare to return home, but came to seek my fortune in Paris."

	"Good!" cried a third, "the wind has changed into a crow. I heard you tell M. de Loignac that the wind had carried it away while you were reading a letter from your mistress."

	"Now," cried St. Maline, "I have the honor of knowing M. d'Aubigne, who, though a brave soldier, writes well, and I recommend you to tell him the history of your hat; he will make a charming story of it."

	Several stifled laughs were heard.

	"Ah! gentlemen," cried the Gascon, "do you laugh at me?"

	They turned away to laugh again.

	Perducas threw a glance around him, and saw a young man near the fireplace hiding his face in his hands. He thought it was to laugh, and, going up to him, struck him on the shoulder, saying—

	"Eh! monsieur, if you laugh, at all events show your face."

	The young man looked up; it was our friend Ernanton de Carmainges.

	"I beg you will leave me alone," said he, "I was not thinking of you."

	Pincornay turned away, grumbling; but at this moment an officer entered.

	"M. de Loignac!" cried twenty voices.

	At this name, known through all Gascony, every one rose and kept silence.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER IX.

	M. DE LOIGNAC.

	 

	"Supper!" cried M. de Loignac; "and from this moment let all be friends, and love each other like brothers."

	"Hum!" said St. Maline.

	"That would be difficult," added Ernanton.

	"See," cried Pincornay, "they laugh at me because I have no hat, and they say nothing to M. Montcrabeau, who is going to supper in a cuirass of the time of the Emperor Pertinax, from whom it probably came. See what it is to have defensive arms."

	"Gentlemen," cried Montcrabeau, "I take it off; so much the worse for those who prefer seeing me with offensive instead of defensive arms;" and he gave his cuirass to his lackey, a man about fifty years of age.

	"Peace! peace!" cried De Loignac, "and let us go to table."

	Meanwhile the lackey whispered to Pertinax, "And am I not to sup? Let me have something, Pertinax. I am dying of hunger."

	Pertinax, instead of being offended at this familiar address, replied, "I will try, but you had better see for something for yourself."

	"Hum! that is not reassuring."

	"Have you no money?"

	"We spent our last crown at Sens."

	"Diable! then try to sell something."

	A few minutes after a cry was heard in the street of "Old iron! who wants to sell old iron?"

	Madame Fournichon ran to the door, while M. Fournichon placed the supper on the table, and to judge by its reception it must have been exquisite. As his wife did not return, however, the host asked a servant what she was doing.

	"Oh, master," he replied, "she is selling all your old iron for new money."

	"I hope not my cuirass and arms," said he, running to the door.

	"No," said De Loignac, "it is forbidden to buy arms."

	Madame Fournichon entered triumphantly.

	"You have not been selling my arms?" cried her husband.

	"Yes, I have."

	"I will not have them sold."

	"Bah! in time of peace; and I have got ten crowns instead of an old cuirass."

	"Ten crowns! Samuel, do you hear?" said Pertinax, looking for his valet, but he was not to be seen.

	"It seems to me that this man carries on a dangerous trade. But what does he do with them?"

	"Sells them again by weight."

	"By weight! and you say he gave you ten crowns—for what?"

	"A cuirass and a helmet."

	"Why, even if they weighed twenty pounds, that is half-a-crown a pound. This hides some mystery."

	Voices rose, and the mirth grew loud with all, except Carmainges, who still thought of the mysterious page. He sat by M. de Loignac, who said to him:

	"Here are a number of joyful people, and they do not know what for."

	"Nor I, neither; but at least I am an exception."

	"You are wrong, for you are one of those to whom Paris is a paradise."

	"Do not laugh at me, M. de Loignac."

	"I do not; I distinguished you at once, and that other young man also who looks so grave."

	"Who?"

	"M. de St. Maline."

	"And why this distinction, if this question be not too curious?"

	"I know you, that is all."

	"Me! you know me?"

	"You, and he, and all here."

	"It is strange."

	"Yes, but necessary."

	"Why?"

	"Because a chief should know his soldiers."

	"And all these men—"

	"Will be my soldiers to-morrow."

	"But I thought that M. d'Epernon—"

	"Hush! do not pronounce that name here."

	Then rising, M. de Loignac said, "Gentlemen, since chance unites here forty-five compatriots, let us empty a glass of wine to the prosperity of all."

	This proposal gave rise to frantic applause. "They are almost all half drunk," said De Loignac; "it would be a good opportunity to make them repeat their histories, only time does not permit of it." Then he added aloud, "Hola! M. Fournichon, dismiss from the room all women, children and lackeys."

	Lardille retired grumbling, but Militor did not move. "Did you not hear, M. Militor," said De Loignac; "to the kitchen!"

	There remained only forty-five men, and M. de Loignac then said, "Now, gentlemen, each knows who called him to Paris. Good! that will do; do not call out his name. You know also that you have come to obey him."

	A murmur of assent came from all, mingled with astonishment, for each one knew only what concerned himself, and was ignorant that his neighbor had been moved by the same influence.

	"Well, then!" continued De Loignac, "you will have time to become acquainted with each other afterward. You agree that you have come here to obey him?"

	"Yes, yes," they cried.

	"Then, to begin; go quietly out of this hotel to the lodgings prepared for you."

	"For all?" asked St. Maline.

	"Yes, for all."

	"We are all equal here," cried Perducas, whose limbs felt rather doubtful under him.

	"Yes," replied De Loignac; "all are equal before the will of the master."

	"Oh!" cried Carmainges, coloring; "I do not know that M. d'Epernon would be called my master."

	"Wait!"

	"I did not expect that."

	"Wait, hot head! I did not tell you who was to be your master."

	"No; but you said we should have one."

	"Every one has a master; and if you are too proud to acknowledge him we spoke of, you may look higher; I authorize you."

	"The king!" murmured Carmainges.

	"Silence!" said De Loignac. "But first will you do me the favor to read aloud this parchment."

	Ernanton took it and read these words:

	"Order to M. de Loignac to take the command of the forty-five gentlemen whom I have sent for to Paris with the consent of his majesty.

	"NOGARET DE LAVALETTE.

	"Duc d'Epernon."

	They all bowed at this.

	"Thus," continued De Loignac, "you have to follow me at once; your equipages and servants will remain here, M. Fournichon will take care of them: we will send for them; but now, be quick! the boats are ready."

	"The boats!" cried they.

	"Certainly; to go to the Louvre, we must go by water."

	"To the Louvre!" cried they, joyfully. "Cap de Bious! we are going to the Louvre."

	De Loignac made them all pass before him, counting them as they went, and then conducted them to the place where three large boats were waiting for them.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER X.

	THE PURCHASE OF CUIRASSES.

	 

	As soon as the valet of Pertinax heard the words of Madame Fournichon, he ran after the dealer, but as it was night and he was doubtless in a hurry, he had gone some little way and Samuel was obliged to call to him. He appeared to hesitate at first, but seeing that Samuel was laden with merchandise, he stopped.

	"What do you want, my friend?" said he.

	"Pardieu! I want to do a little business with you."—"Well, be quick!"

	"Are you in a hurry?"

	"Yes."

	"When you have seen what I bring you, you will be willing to wait."

	"What is it?"

	"A magnificent piece, of which the work—but you do not listen."

	"Yes; but I am also looking round."

	"Why?"

	"Do you not know that it is forbidden to buy arms?"

	Samuel thought it best to feign ignorance, and said, "I know nothing; I have just arrived from Mont-de-Marsan."

	"Oh! that is another thing; but how did you know that I bought arms?"

	"I was at the door of 'The Brave Chevalier.'"

	"Well, come under that portico; it is too public here. Now, let me see this cuirass," said he, when they were there.

	"It is so heavy."

	"It is old and out of date."

	"A work of art."

	"I will give you six crowns."

	"What! six crowns! and you gave ten just now for an old thing—"

	"Six, or none."

	"But look at the chasing."

	"Of what use is the chasing, when I sell by weight?"

	"The gilding alone is worth ten crowns—"

	"Well, I will give you seven."

	"You bargain here, and at the inn you gave anything; you go against the law and then endeavor to cheat honest people."—"Do not call out so loud."

	"Oh! I am not afraid."

	"Come, then, take ten crowns and begone."

	"I told you the gold was worth more. Ah! you want to escape; I will call the guard," and he raised his voice.

	At the noise, a window opposite was opened.

	"Come," said the dealer; "I see I must give you what you want. Here are fifteen crowns; now go."

	"That will do," said Samuel; "only these are for my master: I want something for myself."

	The dealer half drew his dagger.

	"Yes, yes, I see your dagger," said Samuel; "but I also see the figure in that balcony, watching you."

	The dealer, white with terror, looked up, and saw a man who had witnessed the whole scene. "Oh!" said he, affecting to laugh; "you get all you want out of me: here is another crown. And may the devil take you," he added to himself.

	"Thanks, my good friend," said Samuel, and he made off.

	The dealer began to take up his wares and was also going, when the bourgeois opposite cried out:

	"It seems, monsieur, that you buy armor."

	"No, monsieur," replied the unlucky dealer; "this was a mere chance."

	"A chance that suits me."

	"In what respect, monsieur?"

	"I have a heap of old things that I want to get rid of."

	"I have as much as I can carry."

	"But let me show them to you."

	"It is useless; I have no more money."

	"Never mind, I will give you credit; you look like an honest man."

	"Thank you; but I cannot wait."

	"It is odd how I seem to know you."

	"Know me!" cried the dealer, trembling.

	"Look at this helmet," said the bourgeois, showing it from the window.

	"You say you know me?" asked the dealer.

	"I thought so. Are you not—" he seemed seeking for the name. "Are you not Nicholas—"

	The dealer looked frightened.

	"Nicholas Trouchon, ironmonger, Rue de la Cossonnerie?"

	"No, no!" cried the man, breathing more freely again.

	"Never mind; will you buy all my armor, cuirass, sword, and all?"

	"It is a forbidden commerce."

	"I know that; he whom you dealt with just now called it out loud enough."

	"You heard!"

	"Yes, all; and you were liberal. But be easy, I will not be hard upon you; I have been a trader myself."

	"What did you sell?"

	"Never mind; I have made my fortune."—"I congratulate you."

	"Well, will you buy all my armor?"

	"No, I only want the cuirass."

	"Do you only buy cuirasses?"

	"Yes."

	"That is odd, for if you buy and sell by weight, one sort of iron is as good as another."

	"That is true, but I have preferences."

	"Well, then, buy only the cuirass, or rather—now I think again—buy nothing at all."

	"What do you mean?"

	"I mean that in these times every one wants his arms."

	"What! in perfect peace?"

	"My good friend, if we were in perfect peace, you would not buy so many cuirasses, and so secretly, too. But really, the longer I look at you, the more I think I know your face. You are not Nicholas Trouchon, but still I know you."

	"Silence!"

	"And if you buy cuirasses—"

	"Well!"

	"I am sure it is for a work agreeable to God."

	"Hold your tongue!"

	"You enchant me!" cried the bourgeois, stretching out a long arm over the balcony and seizing the hand of the dealer.

	"Then who the devil are you?" cried he, who felt his hand held as if in a vise.

	"I am Robert Briquet, the terror of schismatics, the friend of the Union, and a fierce Catholic; and you are not Nicholas Gimbelot, the currier."

	"No, no! good-by."

	"What! are you going?"

	"Yes!" and he ran off.

	But Robert Briquet was not a man to be foiled; he jumped from his balcony and ran after him.

	"You are mad!" said he. "If I were your enemy, I have but to cry out, and the watch is in the next street; but you are my friend, and now I know your name. You are Nicholas Poulain, lieutenant to the provost of Paris. I knew it was Nicholas something."

	"I am lost!" murmured the man.

	"No; you are saved. I will do more for the good cause than ever you would; you have found a brother. Take one cuirass, and I will take another; I give you my gloves and the rest of my armor for nothing. Come on, and Vive l'Union!"

	"You accompany me?"

	"I will help you to carry these cuirasses which are to conquer the Philistines. Go on, I follow."

	A spark of suspicion lingered in the soul of the lieutenant, but he thought; "If he wished me ill, he would not have acknowledged he knew me. Come on then!" he added aloud, "if you will."

	"To life or death!" cried Briquet, and he continued to talk in this strain till they arrived near the Hotel Guise, where Nicholas Poulain stopped.

	"I fancied it would be here," thought Briquet.

	"Now," said Nicholas, with a tragic air, "there is still time to retire before entering the lion's den."

	"Bah! I have entered many. Et non intermuit medulla mea!" exclaimed Briquet; "but pardon me, perhaps you do not understand Latin?"

	"Do you?"—"As you see."

	"What a catch?" thought Poulain, "learned, strong, bold, and rich!" Then he added aloud, "Well! let us enter," and he conducted Briquet to the door of the hotel. The court was full of guards and men wrapped in cloaks, and eight horses, saddled and bridled, waited in a corner; but there was not a light to be seen. Poulain whispered his name to the porter, and added, "I bring a good companion."—"Pass on."

	"Take these to the magazine," said Poulain, handing the cuirasses to a soldier. "Now I will present you," said he to Briquet.

	"No, I am very timid. When I have done some work, I will present myself."

	"As you please. Then wait here for me."—"What are we waiting for?" asked a voice.

	"For the master," replied another.

	At this moment, a tall man entered. "Gentlemen," said he, "I come in his name."

	"Ah! it is M. de Mayneville," said Poulain.

	"Ah, really!" said Briquet, making a hideous grimace, which quite altered him.

	"Let us go, gentlemen," said M. de Mayneville, and he descended a staircase leading to a vault. All the others followed, and Briquet brought up the rear, murmuring: "But the page! where the devil is the page?"

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XI

	STILL THE LEAGUE.

	 

	At the moment when Robert Briquet was about to enter, he saw Poulain waiting for him.

	"Pardon," said he, "but my friends do not know you, and decline to admit you to their councils till they know more of you."

	"It is just, and I retire, happy to have seen so many brave defenders of the Holy Union."

	"Shall I re-conduct you?"

	"No, I thank you, I will not trouble you."

	"But perhaps they will not open for you; yet I am wanted."

	"Have you not a password?"

	"Yes."

	"Then give it to me. I am a friend, you know."

	"True. It is 'Parma and Lorraine!'"

	"And they will open?"

	"Yes."

	"Thanks; now return to your friends."

	Briquet took some steps as if to go out, and then stopped to explore the locality. The result of his observations was, that the vault ran parallel to the exterior wall, and terminated in a hall destined for the mysterious council from which he had been excluded. What confirmed him in this supposition was that he saw a light at a barred window, pierced in the wall, and guarded by a sort of wooden pipe, such as they placed at the windows of convents and prisons to intercept the view from without, while the air was still admitted. Briquet imagined this to be the window of the hall, and thought that if he could gain this place he could see all. He looked round him; the court had many soldiers and servants in it, but it was large, and the night was dark; besides, they were not looking his way, and the porter was busy, preparing his bed for the night.

	Briquet rapidly climbed on to the cornice which ran toward the window in question, and ran along the wall like a monkey, holding on with his hands and feet to the ornaments of the sculpture. Had the soldiers seen in the dark this figure gliding along the wall without apparent support, they would not have failed to cry, "Magic!" but they did not see him. In four bounds he reached the window, and established himself between the bars and the pipe, so that from the inside he was concealed by the one, and from the outside by the other.

	He then saw a great hall, lighted by a torch, and filled with armor of all sorts. There were enough pikes, swords, halberds, and muskets to arm four regiments. He gave less attention, however, to the arms than to the people engaged in distributing them, and his piercing eyes sought eagerly to distinguish their faces.

	"Oh! oh!" thought he, "there is M. Cruce, little Brigard and Leclerc, who dares to call himself Bussy. Peste! the bourgeoisie is grandly represented; but the nobility—ah! M. de Mayneville presses the hand of Nicholas Poulain; what a touching fraternity! An orator, too!" continued he, as M. de Mayneville prepared to harangue the assembly.

	Briquet could not hear a word, but he thought that he did not make much impression on his audience, for one shrugged his shoulders, and another turned his back. But at last they approached, seized his hand, and threw up their hats in the air. But though Briquet could not hear, we must inform our readers of what passed.

	First, Cruce, Marteau, and Bussy had complained of the inaction of the Duc de Guise.

	Marteau was spokesman, and said, "M. de Mayneville, you come on the part of M. le Duc de Guise, and we accept you as his ambassador; but the presence of the duke himself is indispensable. After the death of his glorious father, he, when only eighteen years of age, made all good Frenchmen join this project of the Union, and enrolled us under this banner. We have risked our lives, and sacrificed our fortunes, for the triumph of this sacred cause, according to our oaths, and yet, in spite of our sacrifices, nothing progresses—nothing is decided. Take care, M. de Mayneville, Paris will grow tired, and then what will you do?"

	This speech was applauded by all the leaguers.

	M. de Mayneville replied, "Gentlemen, if nothing is decided, it is because nothing is ripe. Consider our situation; M. le Duc and his brother the cardinal are at Nancy—the one is organizing an army to keep in check the Huguenots of Flanders, whom M. d'Anjou wishes to oppose to us, the other is expediting courier after courier to the clergy of France and to the pope, to induce them to adopt the Union. The Duc de Gruise knows, what you do not, that the old alliance between the Duc d'Anjou and the Béarnais is ready to be renewed, and he wishes, before coming to Paris, to be in a position to crush both heresy and usurpation."

	"They are everywhere where they are not wanted," said Bussy. "Where is Madame de Montpensier, for instance?"

	"She entered Paris this morning."

	"No one has seen her."

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Who was it?"

	"Salcede."

	"Oh! oh!" cried all.

	"But where is she?" cried Bussy. "Has she disappeared? how did you know she was here?"

	"Because I accompanied her to the Porte St. Antoine."

	"I heard that they had shut the gates."

	"Yes, they had."

	"Then, how did she pass."

	"In her own fashion. Something took place at the gates of Paris this morning, gentlemen, of which you appear to be ignorant. The orders were to open only to those who brought a card of admission—signed by whom I know not. Immediately before us five or six men, some of whom were poorly clothed, passed with these cards, before our eyes. Now, who were those men? What were the cards? Reply, gentlemen of Paris, who promised to learn everything concerning your city."

	Thus Mayneville, from the accused, became the accuser, which is the great art of an orator.

	"Cards and exceptional admissions!" cried Nicholas Poulain, "what can that mean?"

	"If you do not know, who live here, how should I know, who live in Lorraine?"

	"How did these people come?"

	"Some on foot, some on horseback; some alone, and some with lackeys."

	"Were they soldiers?"

	"There were but two swords among the six; I think they were Gascons. This concerns you, M. Poulain, to find out. But to return to the League. Salcede, who had betrayed us, and would have done so again, not only did not speak, but retracted on the scaffold—thanks to the duchess, who, in the suite of one of these card-bearers, had the courage to penetrate the crowd even to the place of execution, and made herself known to Salcede, at the risk of being pointed out. At this sight Salcede stopped his confession, and an instant after, the executioner stopped his repentance. Thus, gentlemen, you have nothing to fear as to our enterprise in Flanders; this secret is buried in the tomb."

	It was this last speech which had so pleased all the conspirators. Their joy seemed to annoy Briquet; he slipped down from his place, and returning to the court, said to the porter, "Parma and Lorraine." The gate was opened, and he left.

	History tells us what passed afterward. M. de Mayneville brought from the Guises the plan of an insurrection which consisted of nothing less than to murder all the principal people of the city who were known to be in favor with the king, and then to go through the streets crying, "Vive la Messe! death to our enemies!" In fact, to enact a second St. Bartholomew; in which, however, all hostile Catholics were to be confounded with the Protestants.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XII.

	THE CHAMBER OF HIS MAJESTY HENRI III.

	 

	In a great room at the Louvre sat Henri, pale and unquiet. Since his favorites, Schomberg, Quelus and Maugiron had been killed in a duel, St. Megrin had been assassinated by M. de Mayenne, and the wounds left by their deaths were still fresh and bleeding. The affection he bore his new favorites was very different from what he had felt for the old. He had overwhelmed D'Epernon with benefits, but he only loved him by fits and starts, and at certain times he even hated him, and accused him of cowardice and avarice.

	D'Epernon knew how to hide his ambition, which was indeed vague in its aspirations; but his cupidity governed him completely. When he was rich, he was laughing and good-tempered; but when he was in want of money, he used to shut himself up in one of his castles, where, frowning and sad, he bemoaned his fate, until he had drawn from the weakness of the king some new gift.

	Joyeuse was very different. He loved the king, who, in turn, had for him almost a fatherly affection. Young and impulsive, he was, perhaps, somewhat egotistical, and cared for little but to be happy. Handsome, brave and rich, Nature had done so much for him that Henri often regretted that she had left so little for him to add. The king knew his men well, for he was remarkably clear-sighted: and though often betrayed, was never deceived. But ennui was the curse of his life; he was ennuyé now, and was wondering if any one would come and amuse him, when M. le Duc d'Epernon was announced. Henri was delighted.

	"Ah! good-evening, duke; I am enchanted to see you. Why were you not present at the execution of Salcede?—I told you there would be room in my box."

	"Sire, I was unable to avail myself of your majesty's kindness."

	"Unable?"

	"Yes, sire; I was busy."

	"One would think that you were my minister, coming to announce, with a long face, that some subsidy had not been paid."

	"Ma foi! your majesty is right; the subsidy has not been paid, and I am penniless. But it was not that which occupied me."

	"What then?"

	"Your majesty knows what passed at the execution of Salcede?"

	"Parbleu! I was there."

	"They tried to carry off the criminal."

	"I did not see that."

	"It is the rumor all through the city, however."

	"A groundless one."

	"I believe your majesty is wrong."

	"On what do you found your belief?"

	"Because Salcede denied before the people what he had confessed to the judges."

	"Ah! you know that, already."

	"I try to know all that interests your majesty."

	"Thanks; but what do you conclude from all this?"

	"That a man who dies like Salcede was a good servant, sire."

	"Well?"

	"And the master who has such followers is fortunate."

	"You mean to say that I have none such; or, rather, that I no longer have them. You are right, if that be what you mean."

	"I did not mean that; your majesty would find, I am sure, were there occasion, followers as devoted as Salcede."

	"Well, duke, do not look gloomy; I am sad enough already. Do be gay."

	"Gayety cannot be forced, sire."

	The king struck the table angrily. "You are a bad friend," said he; "I lost all, when I lost my former ones."

	"May I dare to say to your majesty that you hardly encourage the new ones."

	The king looked at him with an expression which he well understood.

	"Ah! your majesty reproaches me with your benefits," said he, "but I do not reproach you with my devotion."

	"Lavalette," cried Henri, "you make me sad; you who are so clever, and could so easily make me joyful. It is not your nature to fight continually, like my old favorites; but you are facetious and amusing, and give good counsel. You know all my affairs, like that other more humble friend, with whom I never experienced a moment's ennui."

	"Of whom does your majesty speak?"

	"Of my poor jester, Chicot. Alas! where is he?"

	D'Epernon rose, piqued. "Your majesty's souvenirs, to-day, are not very amusing for other people," said he.

	"Why so?"

	"Your majesty, without intending it, perhaps, compared me to Chicot, which is not very flattering."

	"You are wrong, D'Epernon; I could only compare to Chicot a man who loves me, and whom I love."

	"It was not to resemble Chicot, I suppose, that your majesty made me a duke?"

	"Chicot loved me, and I miss him; that is all I can say. Oh! when I think that in the same place where you now are have been all those young men, handsome, brave, and faithful—that there, on that very chair on which you have placed your hat, Chicot has slept more than a hundred times—"

	"Perhaps that was very amusing," interrupted the duke, "but certainly not very respectful."

	"Alas! he has now neither mind nor body."—"What became of him?"

	"He died, like all who loved me."

	"Well, sire, I think he did well to die; he was growing old, and I have heard that sobriety was not one of his virtues. Of what did he die—indigestion?"

	"Of grief."

	"Oh! he told you so, to make you laugh once more."

	"You are wrong; he would not sadden me with the news of his illness. He knew how I regretted my friends—he, who had so often seen me weep for them."

	"Then it was his shade that came to tell you?"

	"No; I did not even see his shade. It was his friend, the worthy prior Gorenflot, who wrote me this sad news."

	"I see that if he lived your majesty would make him chancellor."

	"I beg, duke, that you will not laugh at those who loved me, and whom I loved."

	"Oh! sire, I do not desire to laugh, but just now you reproached me with want of gayety, parfandious!"

	"Well, now I am in the mood to hear bad news, if you have any to tell. Luckily I have strength to bear it, or I should be dead ten times a day."

	"Which would not displease certain people of our acquaintance."

	"Oh! against them I have the arms of my Swiss."

	"I could find you a better guard than that."

	"You?"—"Yes, sire."

	"What is it?"

	"Will your majesty be so good as to accompany me to the old buildings of the Louvre?"

	"On the site of the Rue de l'Astruce?"

	"Precisely."

	"What shall I see there?"

	"Oh! come first."

	"It is a long way, duke."

	"We can go in five minutes through the galleries."

	"D'Epernon—"

	"Well, sire?"

	"If what you are about to show me be not worth seeing, take care."

	"I answer for it, sire."

	"Come, then," said the king, rising.

	The duke took his cloak, presented the king's sword to him, then, taking a light, preceded his majesty.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XIII.

	THE DORMITORY.

	 

	In less than five minutes they arrived at their destination. The duke took out a key, and, after crossing a court, opened an arched door, the bottom of which was overgrown with long grass. They went along a dark corridor, and then up a staircase to a room, of which D'Epernon had also the key. He opened the door, and showed the king forty-five beds, and in each of them a sleeper.

	The king looked at all this with a troubled curiosity. "Well," said he, "who are these people?"

	"People who sleep to-night, but will not do so to-morrow night."

	"Why not?"

	"That your majesty may sleep in peace."

	"Explain yourself. Are these your friends?"

	"Chosen by me, sire; intrepid guards, who will not quit your majesty, and who, gentlemen all, will be able to go wherever your majesty goes, and will let no one approach you."

	"And you thought of this, D'Epernon?"

	"I, alone, sire."

	"We shall be laughed at."

	"No, we shall be feared."

	"But they will ruin me?"

	"How can a king be ruined?"

	"I cannot pay my Swiss!"

	"Look at these men, sire; do you think they would be very expensive to keep?"

	"But they could not always live like this, they would be stifled. And look at their doublets!"

	"Oh! I confess they are not all very sumptuously clothed, but if they had been born dukes and peers—"

	"Yes, I understand; they would have cost me more?"—"Just so."

	"Well, how much will they cost? That will, perhaps, decide me, for, in truth, D'Epernon, they do not look very inviting."

	"Sire, I know they are rather thin and burned by our southern sun, but I was so when I came to Paris. They will fatten and whiten like me."

	"How they snore!"

	"Sire, you must not judge them to-night; they have supped well."

	"Stay, there is one speaking in his sleep; let us listen."

	Indeed, one of the gentlemen called out, "If you are a woman, fly!"

	The king approached him softly. "Ah! ah!" said he, "he is a gallant."

	"What do you think of him, sire?"

	"His face pleases me, and he has white hands and a well-kept beard."

	 

	"It is Ernanton de Carmainges, a fine fellow, who is capable of much."

	"He has left behind him some love, I suppose, poor fellow. But what a queer figure his next neighbor is."

	"Ah! that is M. de Chalabre. If he ruins your majesty, it will not be without enriching himself, I answer for it."

	"And that one, with such a somber air; he does not seem as though he dreamed of love."

	"What number, sire?"

	"Number 12."

	"M. de St. Maline, a brave fellow, with a heart of bronze."

	"Well, Lavalette, you have had a good idea."

	"I should think so. Imagine the effect that will be produced by these new watch-dogs, who will follow you like your shadow."

	"Yes, yes; but they cannot follow me in this guise."

	"Now we return to the money. But about this, also, I have an idea."

	"D'Epernon!"

	"My zeal for your majesty doubles my imagination."

	"Well, let us hear it."

	"If it depended upon me, each of these gentlemen should find by his bed a purse containing 1,000 crowns, as payment for the first six months."

	"One thousand crowns for six months! 6,000 livres a year! You are mad, duke; an entire regiment would not cost that."

	"You forget, sire, that it is necessary they should be well dressed. Each will have to take from his 1,000 crowns enough for arms and equipments. Set down 1,500 livres to effect this in a manner to do you honor, and there would remain 4,500 livres for the first year. Then for subsequent years you could give 3,000 livres."

	"That is more reasonable."

	"Then your majesty accepts?"

	"There is only one difficulty, duke."

	"What is it?"

	"Want of money."

	"Sire, I have found a method. Six months ago a tax was levied on shooting and fishing."

	"Well?"

	"The first payment produced 65,000 crowns, which have not yet been disposed of."

	"I destined it for the war, duke."

	"The first interest of the kingdom is the safety of the king."

	"Well; there still would remain 20,000 crowns for the army."

	"Pardon, sire, but I had disposed of them, also."

	"Ah!"

	"Yes, sire; your majesty had promised me money."

	"Ah! and you give me a guard to obtain it."

	"Oh! sire. But look at them; will they not have a good effect?"

	"Yes, when dressed, they will not look bad. Well, so be it."

	"Well, then, sire, I have a favor to ask."

	"I should be astonished if you had not."

	"Your majesty is bitter to-day."

	"Oh! I only mean, that having rendered me a service, you have the right to ask for a return."

	"Well, sire, it is an appointment."

	"Why, you are already colonel-general of infantry, more would crush you."

	"In your majesty's service, I am a Samson."

	"What is it, then?"

	"I desire the command of these forty-five gentlemen."

	"What! you wish to march at their head?"

	"No; I should have a deputy; only I desire that they should know me as their head."

	"Well, you shall have it. But who is to be your deputy?"

	"M. de Loignac, sire."

	"Ah! that is well."

	"He pleases your majesty?"

	"Perfectly."

	"Then it is decided?"

	"Yes; let it be as you wish."

	"Then I will go at once to the treasurer, and get my forty-five purses."

	"To-night?"

	"They are to find them to-morrow, when they wake."

	"Good; then I will return."

	"Content, sire?"

	"Tolerably."

	"Well guarded, at all events."

	"By men who sleep."

	"They will not sleep to-morrow, sire."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XIV.

	THE SHADE OF CHICOT.

	 

	The king, as we have said, was never deceived as to the character of his friends; he knew perfectly well that D'Epernon was working for his own advantage, but as he expected to have had to give and receive nothing in return, whereas he had got forty-five guards, he had thought it a good idea. Besides, it was a novelty, which was a thing that a poor king of France could not always get, and especially Henri III., who, when he had gone through his processions, counted his dogs, and uttered his usual number of sighs, had nothing left to do. Therefore he became more and more pleased with the idea as he returned to his room.

	"These men are doubtless brave, and will be perhaps very devoted," thought he; "and forty-five swords always ready to leap from their scabbards are a grand thing."

	This thought brought to his mind the other devoted swords that he regretted so bitterly. He became sad again, and inquired for Joyeuse. They replied that he had not returned.

	"Then call my valets-de-chambre."

	When he was in bed, they asked if his reader should attend, for Henri was subject to long fits of wakefulness, and was often read to sleep.

	"No," replied the king, "I want no one; only if M. de Joyeuse returns, bring him to me."

	"If he returns late, sire?"

	"Alas! he is always late; but whatever be the hour, bring him here."

	The servants extinguished the candles and lighted a lamp of essences, which gave a pale blue flame, that the king liked. Henri was tired, and soon slept, but not for long; he awoke, thinking he heard a noise in the room.

	"Joyeuse," he asked; "is it you?"

	No one replied. The light burned dim, and only threw faint circles on the ceiling of carved oak.

	"Alone, still!" murmured the king. "Mon Dieu! I am alone all my life, as I shall be after death."

	"'Alone after death'; that is not certain," said a powerful voice near the bed.

	The king started up and looked round him in terror. "I know that voice," cried he.

	"Ah! that is lucky," replied the voice.

	"It is like the voice of Chicot."

	"You burn, Henri: you burn."

	Then the king, getting half out of bed, saw a man sitting in the very chair which he had pointed out to D'Epernon.

	"Heaven protect me!" cried he; "it is the shade of Chicot."

	"Ah! my poor Henriquet, are you still so foolish?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"That shades cannot speak, having no body, and consequently no tongue."

	"Then you are Chicot, himself?" cried the king, joyfully.

	"Do not be too sure."

	"Then you are not dead, my poor Chicot?"

	"On the contrary; I am dead."

	"Chicot, my only friend."

	"You, at least, are not changed."

	"But you, Chicot, are you changed?"

	"I hope so."

	"Chicot, my friend, why did you leave me?"

	"Because I am dead."

	"You said just now that you were not dead."

	"Dead to some—alive to others."

	"And to me?"—"Dead."

	"Why dead to me?"

	"It is easy to comprehend that you are not the master here."

	"How?"

	"You can do nothing for those who serve you."

	"Chicot!"

	"Do not be angry, or I shall be so, also."

	"Speak then, my friend," said the king, fearful that Chicot would vanish.

	"Well, I had a little affair to settle with M. de Mayenne, you remember?"

	"Perfectly."

	"I settled it; I beat this valiant captain without mercy. He sought for me to hang me; and you, whom I thought would protect me, abandoned me, and made peace with him. Then I declared myself dead and buried by the aid of my friend Gorenflot, so that M. de Mayenne has ceased to search for me."

	"What a frightful courage you had, Chicot; did you not know the grief your death would cause me?"

	"I have never lived so tranquilly as since the world thought me dead."

	"Chicot, my head turns; you frighten me—I know not what to think."

	"Well! settle something."

	"I think that you are dead and—"

	"Then I lie; you are polite."

	"You commence by concealing some things from me; but presently, like the orators of antiquity, you will tell me terrible truths."

	"Oh! as to that, I do not say no. Prepare, poor king!"

	"If you are not a shade, how could you come unnoticed into my room, through the guarded corridors?" And Henri, abandoning himself to new terrors, threw himself down in the bed and covered up his head.

	"Come, come," cried Chicot; "you have only to touch me to be convinced."

	"But how did you come?"

	"Why, I have still the key that you gave me, and which I hung round my neck to enrage your gentlemen, and with this I entered."

	"By the secret door, then?"

	"Certainly."

	"And why to-day more than yesterday?"

	"Ah! that you shall hear."

	Henri, sitting up again, said like a child, "Do not tell me anything disagreeable, Chicot; I am so glad to see you again."

	"I will tell the truth; so much the worse if it be disagreeable."

	"But your fear of Mayenne is not serious?"

	"Very serious, on the contrary. You understand that M. de Mayenne gave me fifty blows with a stirrup leather, in return for which I gave him one hundred with the sheath of my sword. No doubt he thinks, therefore, that he still owes me fifty, so that I should not have come to you now, however great your need, had I not known him to be at Soissons."

	"Well, Chicot, I take you now under my protection, and I wish that you should be resuscitated and appear openly."

	"What folly!"

	"I will protect you, on my royal word."

	"Bah! I have better than that."

	"What?"

	"My hole, where I remain."

	"I forbid it," cried the king, jumping out of bed.

	"Henri, you will catch cold; go back to bed, I pray."

	"You are right, but you exasperated me. How, when I have enough guards, Swiss, Scotch, and French, for my own defense, should I not have enough for yours?"

	"Let us see: you have the Swiss—"

	"Yes, commanded by Tocquenot."

	"Good! then you have the Scotch—"

	"Commanded by Larchant."

	"Very well! and you have the French guards—"

	"Commanded by Crillon. And then—but I do not know if I ought to tell you—"

	"I did not ask you."

	"A novelty, Chicot!"

	"A novelty?"

	"Yes; imagine forty-five brave gentlemen."

	"Forty-five? What do you mean?"

	"Forty-five gentlemen."

	"Where did you find them? Not in Paris, I suppose?"

	"No, but they arrived here yesterday."

	"Oh!" cried Chicot, with a sudden illumination, "I know these gentlemen."

	"Really!"

	"Forty-five beggars, who only want the wallet; figures to make one die with laughter."

	"Chicot, there are splendid men among them."

	"Gascons, like your colonel-general of infantry."

	"And like you, Chicot. However, I have forty-five formidable swords at command."

	"Commanded by the 46th, whom they call D'Epernon."

	"Not exactly."

	"By whom, then?"

	"De Loignac."

	"And it is with them you think to defend yourself?"

	"Yes, mordieu! yes."

	"Well, I have more troops than you."

	"You have troops?"

	"Why not?"

	"What are they?"

	"You shall hear. First, all the army that MM. de Guise are raising in Lorraine."

	"Are you mad?"

	"No; a real army—at least six thousand men."

	"But how can you, who fear M. de Mayenne so much, be defended by the soldiers of M. de Guise?"

	"Because I am dead."

	"Again this joke!"

	"No; I have changed my name and position."

	"What are you, then?"

	"I am Robert Briquet, merchant and leaguer."

	"You a leaguer?"

	"A devoted one, so that I keep away from M. de Mayenne. I have, then, for me, first, the army of Lorraine—six thousand men; remember that number."

	"I listen."

	"Then, at least one hundred thousand Parisians."

	"Famous soldiers!"

	"Sufficiently so to annoy you much: 6,000 and 100,000 are 106,000; then there is the pope, the Spaniards, M. de Bourbon, the Flemings, Henry of Navarre, the Duc d'Anjou—"

	"Have you done?" interrupted Henri, impatiently.

	"There still remain three classes of people."

	"What are they?"

	"First the Catholics, who hate you because you only three parts exterminated the Huguenots: then the Huguenots, who hate you because you have three parts exterminated them; and the third party is that which desires neither you, nor your brother, nor M. de Guise, but your brother-in-law, Henri of Navarre."

	"Provided that he abjure. But these people of whom you speak are all France."

	"Just so. These are my troops as a leaguer; now add, and compare."

	"You are joking, are you not, Chicot?"

	"Is it a time to joke, when you are alone, against all the world?"

	Henri assumed an air of royal dignity. "Alone I am," said he, "but at the same time I alone command. You show me an army, but where is the chief? You will say, M. de Guise; but do I not keep him at Nancy? M. de Mayenne, you say yourself, is at Soissons, the Duc d'Anjou is at Brussels, and the king of Navarre at Pau; so that if I am alone, I am free. I am like a hunter in the midst of a plain, waiting to see his prey come within his reach."

	"On the contrary; you are the game whom the hunters track to his lair."

	"Chicot!"

	"Well! let me hear whom you have seen come."

	"No one."

	"Yet some one has come."

	"Of those whom I named?"

	"Not exactly, but nearly."

	"Who?"

	"A woman."

	"My sister Margot?"

	"No; the Duchesse de Montpensier."

	"She! at Paris?"

	"Mon Dieu! yes."

	"Well, if she be; I do not fear women."

	"True; but she comes as the avant courier to announce the arrival of her brother."

	"Of M. de Guise?"

	"Yes."

	"And do you think that embarrasses me? Give me ink and paper."

	"What for? To sign an order for M. de Guise to remain at Nancy?"

	"Exactly; the idea must be good, since you had it also."

	"Execrable, on the contrary."

	"Why?"

	"As soon as he receives it he will know he is wanted at Paris, and he will come."

	The king grew angry. "If you only returned to talk like this," said he, "you had better have stayed away."

	"What would you have? Phantoms never flatter. But be reasonable; why do you think M. de Guise remains at Nancy?"

	"To organize an army."

	"Well; and for what purpose does he destine this army?"

	"Ah, Chicot! you fatigue me with all these questions."

	"You will sleep better after it. He destines this army—"

	"To attack the Huguenots in the north—"

	"Or rather, to thwart your brother of Anjou, who has called himself Duke of Brabant, and wishes to build himself a throne in Flanders, for which he solicits your aid—"

	"Which I never sent."

	"To the great joy of the Duc de Guise. Well, if you were to feign to send this aid—if they only went half way—"

	"Ah! yes, I understand; M. de Guise would not leave the frontier."

	"And the promise of Madame de Montpensier that her brother would be here in a week—"

	"Would be broken."

	"You see, then?"

	"So far, good; but in the south—"

	"Ah, yes; the Béarnais—"

	"Do you know what he is at?"

	"No."

	"He claims the towns which were his wife's dowry," said the king.

	"Insolent! to claim what belongs to him."

	"Cahors, for example; as if it would be good policy to give up such a town to an enemy."

	"No; but it would be like an honest man."

	"But to return to Flanders. I will send some one to my brother—but whom can I trust? Oh! now I think of it, you shall go, Chicot."

	"I, a dead man?"

	"No; you shall go as Robert Briquet."

	"As a bagman?"

	"Do you refuse?"—"Certainly."

	"You disobey me!"

	"I owe you no obedience—"

	Henri was about to reply, when the door opened and the Duc de Joyeuse was announced.

	"Ah! there is your man," said Chicot; "who could make a better ambassador?"

	Chicot then buried himself in the great chair, so as to be quite invisible in the dim light. M. de Joyeuse did not see him. The king uttered a cry of joy on seeing his favorite, and held out his hand.

	"Sit down, Joyeuse, my child," said he; "how late you are."

	"Your majesty is very good," answered Joyeuse, approaching the bed, on which he sat down.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XV.

	THE DIFFICULTY OF FINDING A GOOD AMBASSADOR.

	 

	Chicot was hidden in his great chair, and Joyeuse was half lying on the foot of the bed in which the king was bolstered up, when the conversation commenced.

	"Well, Joyeuse," said Henri, "have you well wandered about the town?"

	"Yes, sire," replied the duke, carelessly.

	"How quickly you disappeared from the Place de Greve."

	"Sire, to speak frankly, I do not like to see men suffer."

	"Tender heart."

	"No; egotistical heart, rather; then sufferings act on my nerves."

	"You know what passed?"

	"Ma foi! no."

	"Salcede denied all."

	"Ah!"

	"You bear it very indifferently, Joyeuse."

	"I confess I do not attach much importance to it; besides, I was certain he would deny everything."

	"But since he confessed before the judges—"

	"All the more reason that he should deny it afterward. The confession put the Guises on their guard, and they were at work while your majesty remained quiet."

	"What! you foresee such things, and do not warn me?"

	"I am not a minister, to talk politics."

	"Well, Joyeuse, I want your brother."

	"He, like myself, is at your majesty's service."

	"Then I may count on him?"

	"Doubtless."

	"I wish to send him on a little mission."

	"Out of Paris?"

	"Yes."

	"In that case, it is impossible."

	"How so?"

	"Du Bouchage cannot go away just now."

	The king looked astonished. "What do you mean?" said he.

	"Sire," said Joyeuse quietly, "it is the simplest thing possible. Du Bouchage is in love, but he had carried on his negotiations badly, and everything was going wrong; the poor boy was growing thinner and thinner."

	"Indeed," said the king, "I have remarked it."

	"And he had become sad, mordieu! as if he had lived in your majesty's court."

	A kind of grunt, proceeding from the corner of the room interrupted Joyeuse, who looked round astonished.

	"It is nothing, Joyeuse," said the king, laughing, "only a dog asleep on the footstool. You say, then, that Du Bouchage grew sad?—"

	"Sad as death, sire. It seems he has met with some woman of an extraordinary disposition. However, one sometimes succeeds as well with this sort of women as with others, if you only set the right way to work."

	"You would not have been embarrassed, libertine!"

	"You understand, sire, that no sooner had he made me his confidant, than I undertook to save him."

	"So that—"

	"So that already the cure commences."

	"What, is he less in love?"

	"No; but he has more hope of making her so. For the future, instead of sighing with the lady, we mean to amuse her in every possible way. To-night I stationed thirty Italian musicians under her balcony."

	"Ah! ma foi! music would not have amused me when I was in love with Madame de Conde."

	"No; but you were in love, sire; and she is as cold as an icicle."

	"And you think music will melt her?"

	"Diable! I do not say that she will come at once and throw herself into the arms of Du Bouchage, but she will be pleased at all this being done for herself alone. If she do not care for this, we shall have plays, enchantments, poetry—in fact, all the pleasures of the earth, so that, even if we do not bring gayety back to her, I hope we shall to Du Bouchage."

	"Well, I hope so; but since it would be so trying to him to leave Paris, I hope you are not also, like him, the slave of some passion?"

	"I never was more free, sire."

	"Oh! I thought you were in love with a beautiful lady?"

	"Yes, sire, so I was; but imagine that this evening, after having given my lesson to Du Bouchage, I went to see her, with my head full of his love story, and, believing myself almost as much in love as he, I found a trembling frightened woman, and thinking I had disturbed her somehow, I tried to reassure her, but it was useless. I interrogated her, but she did not reply. I tried to embrace her, and she turned her head away. I grew angry, and we quarreled: and she told me she should never be at home to me any more."'

	"Poor Joyeuse; what did you do?"

	"Pardieu, sire! I took my hat and cloak, bowed, and went out, without once looking back."

	"Bravo, Joyeuse; it was courageous."

	"The more so, sire, that I thought I heard her sigh."

	"But you will return?"

	"No, I am proud."

	"Well, my friend, this rupture is for your good."

	"Perhaps so, sire; but I shall probably be horribly ennuyé for a week, having nothing to do. It may perhaps amuse me, however, as it is something new, and I think it distingué."

	"Certainly it is, I have made it so," said the king. "However, I will occupy you with something."

	"Something lazy, I hope?"

	A second noise came from the chair; one might have thought the dog was laughing at the words of Joyeuse.

	"What am I to do, sire?" continued Joyeuse.

	"Get on your boots."

	"Oh! that is against all my ideas."

	"Get on horseback."

	"On horseback! impossible."

	"And why?"

	"Because I am an admiral, and admirals have nothing to do with horses."

	"Well, then, admiral, if it be not your place to mount a horse, it is so at all events to go on board ship. So you will start at once for Rouen, where you will find your admiral's ship, and make ready to sail immediately for Antwerp."

	"For Antwerp!" cried Joyeuse, in a tone as despairing as though he had received an order for Canton or Valparaiso.

	"I said so," replied the king, in a cold and haughty tone, "and there is no need to repeat it."

	Joyeuse, without making the least further resistance, fastened his cloak and took his hat.

	"What a trouble I have to make myself obeyed," continued Henri. "Ventrebleu! if I forget sometimes that I am the master, others might remember it."

	Joyeuse bowed stifly, and said, "Your orders, sire?"

	The king began to melt. "Go," said he, "to Rouen, where I wish you to embark, unless you prefer going by land to Brussels."

	Joyeuse did not answer, but only bowed.

	"Do you prefer the land route, duke?" asked Henri.

	"I have no preference when I have an order to execute, sire."

	"There, now you are sulky. Ah! kings have no friends."

	"Those who give orders can only expect to find servants."

	"Monsieur," replied the king, angry again, "you will go then to Rouen; you will go on board your ship, and will take the garrisons of Caudebec, Harfleur, and Dieppe, which I will replace afterward. You will put them on board six transports, and place them at the service of my brother, who expects aid from me."

	"My commission, if you please, sire."

	"And since when have you been unable to act by virtue of your rank as admiral?"

	"I only obey, sire; and, as much as possible, avoid responsibility."

	"Well, then, M. le Duc, you will receive the commission at your hotel before you depart."

	"And when will that be?"

	"In an hour."

	Joyeuse bowed and turned to the door. The king's heart misgave him. "What!" cried he, "not even the courtesy of an adieu? You are not polite, but that is a common reproach to naval people."

	"Pardon me, sire, but I am a still worse courtier than I am a seaman;" and shutting the door violently, he went out.

	"See how those love me, for whom I have done so much," cried the king; "ungrateful Joyeuse!"

	"Well, are you going to recall him?" said Chicot, advancing. "Because, for once in your life, you have been firm, you repent it."

	"Ah! so you think it very agreeable to go to sea in the month of October? I should like to see you do it."

	"You are quite welcome to do so; my greatest desire just now is to travel."

	"Then if I wish to send you somewhere you will not object to go?"

	"Not only I do not object, but I request it."

	"On a mission?"

	"Yes."

	"Will you go to Navarre?"

	"I would go to the devil."

	"You are joking."

	"No; since my death I joke no more."

	"But you refused just now to quit Paris."

	"I was wrong, and I repent. I will go to Navarre, if you will send me."

	"Doubtless; I wish it."

	"I wait your orders, gracious prince," said Chicot, assuming the same attitude as Joyeuse.

	"But you do not know if the mission will suit you. I have certain projects of embroiling Margot with her husband."

	"Divide to reign was the A B C of politics one hundred years ago."

	"Then you have no repugnance?"

	"It does not concern me; do as you wish. I am ambassador, that is all; and as long as I am inviolable, that is all I care for."

	"But now you must know what to say to my brother-in-law."

	"I say anything! Certainly not."

	"Not?"

	"I will go where you like, but I will say nothing."

	"Then you refuse?"

	"I refuse to give a message, but I will take a letter."

	"Well, I will give you a letter."

	"Give it me, then."

	"What! you do not think such a letter can be written at once. It must be well weighed and considered."

	"Well, then, think over it. I will come or send for it early to-morrow."

	"Why not sleep here?"

	"Here?"

	"Yes, in your chair."

	"I sleep no more at the Louvre."

	"But you must know my intentions concerning Margot and her husband. My letter will make a noise, and they will question you; you must be able to reply."

	"Mon Dieu!" said Chicot, shrugging his shoulders, "how obtuse you are, great king. Do you think I am going to carry a letter a hundred and fifty leagues without knowing what is in it? Be easy, the first halt I make I shall open your letter and read it. What! have you sent ambassadors for ten years to all parts of the world, and know no better than that? Come, rest in peace, and I will return to my solitude."

	"Where is it?"

	"In the cemetery of the Grands-Innocens, great prince."

	Henri looked at him in astonishment again.

	"Ah! you did not expect that," said Chicot. "Well, till to-morrow, when I or my messenger will come—"

	"How shall I know your messenger when he arrives?"

	"He will say he comes from the shade." And Chicot disappeared so rapidly as almost to reawaken the king's fears as to whether he were a shade or not.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XVI.

	THE SERENADE.

	 

	From the Louvre Chicot had not far to go to his home. He went to the bank of the Seine and got into a little boat which he had left there.

	"It is strange," thought he, as he rowed and looked at the still-lighted window of the king's room, "that after so many years, Henri is still the same. Others have risen or fallen, while he has gained some wrinkles, and that is all. He has the same weak, yet elevated mind—still fantastical and poetical—still the same egotistical being, always asking for more than one has to give him, friendship from the indifferent, love from the friendly, devotion from the loving, and more sad than any one in his kingdom. By-the-by, he did not speak of giving me any money for my journey; that proves at least that he thinks me a friend." And he laughed quietly.

	He soon arrived at the opposite bank, where he fastened his boat. On entering the Rue des Augustins, he was struck by the sound of instruments and voices in the street at that late hour.

	"Is there a wedding here?" thought he, "I have not long to sleep, and now this will keep me awake."

	As he advanced, he saw a dozen flambeaux carried by pages, while thirty musicians were playing on different instruments. The band was stationed before a house, that Chicot, with surprise, recognized as his own. He remained for an instant stupefied, and then said to himself, "There must be some mistake; all this noise cannot be for me. Unless, indeed, some unknown princess has suddenly fallen in love with me."

	This supposition, flattering as it was, did not appear to convince Chicot, and he turned toward the house facing his, but it showed no signs of life.

	"They must sleep soundly, there," said he; "such a noise is enough to wake the dead."

	"Pardon me, my friend," said he, addressing himself to a torch-bearer, "but can you tell me, if you please, who all this music is for?"

	"For the bourgeois who lives there." replied he, pointing out to Chicot his own house.

	"Decidedly it is for me!" thought he. "Whom do you belong to?" he asked.

	"To the bourgeois who lives there."

	"Ah! they not only come for me, but they belong to me—still better. Well! we shall see," and piercing through the crowd, he opened his door, went upstairs, and appeared at his balcony, in which he placed a chair and sat down.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "are you sure there is no mistake? is all this really for me?"

	"Are you M. Robert Briquet?"

	"Himself."

	"Then we are at your service, monsieur," said the leader of the band, giving the sign to recommence.

	"Certainly it is unintelligible," thought Chicot. He looked around; all the inhabitants of the street were at their windows, excepting those of the opposite house, which, as we have said, remained dark and quiet. But on glancing downward, he saw a man wrapped in a dark cloak, and who wore a black hat with a red feather, leaning against the portico of his own door, and looking earnestly at the opposite house.

	The leader of the band just then quitted his post and spoke softly to this man, and Chicot instantly guessed that here lay all the interest of the scene. Soon after, a gentleman on horseback, followed by two squires, appeared at the corner of the street, and pushed his way through the crowd, while the music stopped.

	"M. de Joyeuse," murmured Chicot, who recognized him at once.

	The cavalier approached the gentleman under the balcony.

	"Well! Henri," said he, "what news?"

	"Nothing, brother."—"Nothing?"

	"No; she has not even appeared."

	"They have not made noise enough."

	"They have roused all the neighborhood."

	"They did not cry as I told them, that it was all in honor of this bourgeois."

	"They cried it so loud, that there he is, sitting in his balcony, listening."

	"And she has not appeared?"

	"Neither she, nor any one."

	"The idea was ingenious, however, for she might, like the rest of the people, have profited by the music given to her neighbor."

	"Ah! you do not know her, brother."

	"Yes, I do; or at all events I know women, and as she is but a woman, we will not despair."

	"Ah! you say that in a discouraged tone, brother."

	"Not at all; only give the bourgeois his serenade every night."

	"But she will go away."

	"Not if you do not speak to her, or seem to be doing it on her account, and remain concealed. Has the bourgeois spoken?"

	"Yes, and he is now speaking again."

	"Hold your tongue up there and go in," cried Joyeuse, out of humor. "Diable! you have had your serenade, so keep quiet."

	"My serenade! that is just what I want to know the meaning of; to whom is it addressed?"

	"To your daughter."

	"I have none."—"To your wife, then."

	"Thank God, I am not married."

	"Then to yourself, and if you do not go in—" cried Joyeuse, advancing with a menacing air.

	"Ventre de biche! but if the music be for me—"

	"Old fool!" growled Joyeuse. "If you do not go in and hide your ugly face they shall break their instruments over your head."

	"Let the man alone, brother," said Henri, "the fact is, he must be very much astonished."

	"Oh! but if we get up a quarrel, perhaps she will look to see what is the matter; we will burn his house down, if necessary."

	"No, for pity's sake, brother, do not let us force her attention; we are beaten, and must submit."

	Chicot, who heard all, was mentally preparing the means of defense, but Joyeuse yielded to his brother's request, and dismissed the pages and musicians.

	Then he said to his brother, "I am in despair; all conspires against us."

	"What do you mean?"

	"I have no longer time to aid you."

	"I see now that you are in traveling dress; I did not remark it before."

	"I set off to-night for Antwerp, by desire of the king."

	"When did he give you the order?"

	"This evening."

	"Mon Dieu!"

	"Come with me, I entreat."

	"Do you order me, brother?" said Henri, turning pale at the thought.

	"No; I only beg you."

	"Thank you, brother. If I were forced to give up passing my nights under this window."

	"Well?"

	"I should die."

	"You are mad."

	"My heart is here, brother; my life is here."

	Joyeuse crossed his arms with a mixture of anger and pity. "If our father," he said, "begged you to let yourself be attended by Miron, who is at once a philosopher and a doctor?"

	"I should reply to my father that I am well and that my brain is sound, and that Miron cannot cure love sickness."

	"Well, then, Henri, I must make the best of it. She is but a woman, and at my return I hope to see you more joyous than myself."

	"Yes, yes, my good brother, I shall be cured—I shall be happy, thanks to your friendship, which is my most precious possession."

	"After your love."

	"Before my life."

	Joyeuse, much touched, interrupted him.

	"Let us go, brother," said he.

	"Yes, brother, I follow you," said Du Bouchage, sighing.

	"Yes, I understand; the last adieux to the window; but you have also one for me, brother."

	Henri passed his arms round the neck of his brother, who leaned down to embrace him.

	"No!" cried he. "I will accompany you to the gates," and with a last look toward the window, he followed his brother.

	Chicot continued to watch. Gradually every one disappeared, and the street was deserted. Then one of the windows of the opposite house was opened, and a man looked out.

	"There is no longer any one, madame," said he; "you may leave your hiding-place and go down to your own room," and lighting a lamp, he gave it into a hand stretched out to receive it.

	Chicot looked earnestly, but as he caught sight of her pale but sublime face, he shuddered and sat down, entirely subjugated, in his turn, by the melancholy influence of the house.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XVII.

	CHICOT'S PURSE.

	 

	Chicot passed the remainder of the night dreaming in his armchair, for the face of that woman brought before him a number of illustrious shades connected with many happy or terrible souvenirs, and he who had regretted his sleep on first arriving, now thought no more of it.

	When morning dawned he got up, threw a cloak over his shoulders, and with the firmness of a sage, examined the bottom of his purse and his shoes. Chicot, a man of lively imagination, had made in the principal beam which ran through his house a cavity, a foot and a half long and six inches wide, which he used as a strong box, to contain 1,000 crowns in gold. He had made the following calculation: "I spend the twentieth part of one of these crowns every day; therefore I have enough to last me for 20,000 days. I cannot live so long as that, but I may live half as long, and as I grow older my wants and expenses will increase, and this will give me twenty-five or thirty good years to live, and that is enough." He was therefore tranquil as to the future.

	This morning on opening his store, "Ventre de biche!" he cried, "times are hard, and I need not be delicate with Henri. This money did not come from him, but from an old uncle. If it were still night, I would go and get 100 crowns from the king; but now I have no resource but in myself or in Gorenflot."

	This idea of drawing money from Gorenflot made him smile. "It would be odd," thought he, "if Gorenflot should refuse 100 crowns to the friend through whom he was appointed prior to the Jacobins. But this letter of the king's. I must go and fetch it. But these Joyeuses are in truth capable of burning my house down some night, to attract the lady to her window: and my 1,000 crowns! really, I think it would be better to hide them in the ground. However, if they burn my house the king shall pay me for it."

	Thus reassured, he left the house, and at that moment saw at the window of the opposite house the servant of the unknown lady. This man, as we have said, was completely disfigured by a scar extending from the left temple to the cheek; but although bald and with a gray beard, he had a quick, active appearance, and a fresh and young-looking complexion. On seeing Chicot, he drew his hood over his head, and was going in, but Chicot called out to him:

	"Neighbor! the noise here last night quite disgusted me, and I am going for some weeks to my farm; will you be so obliging as to look after my house a little?"

	"Willingly, monsieur."

	"And if you see robbers?"

	"Be easy, monsieur, I have a good arquebuse."

	"I have still one more favor to ask."

	"What is it?"

	"I hardly like to call it out."

	"I will come down to you."

	He came down accordingly, with his hood drawn closely round his face, saying, as a sort of apology, "It is very cold this morning."

	"Yes," said Chicot, "there is a bitter wind. Well, monsieur, I am going away."

	"You told me that before!"

	"Yes, I know; but I leave a good deal of money behind me."

	"So much the worse; why not take it with you?"

	"I cannot; but I leave it well hidden—so well, that I have nothing to fear but fire. If that should happen, will you try and look after that great beam you see on the right."

	"Really, monsieur, you embarrass me. This confidence would have been far better made to a friend than to a stranger of whom you know nothing."

	"It is true, monsieur, that I do not know you; but I believe in faces, and I think yours that of an honest man."

	"But, monsieur, it is possible that this music may annoy my mistress also, and then she might move."

	"Well, that cannot be helped, and I must take my chance."

	"Thanks, monsieur, for your confidence in a poor unknown; I will try to be worthy of it;" and bowing, he went into the house.

	Chicot murmured to himself, "Poor young man, what a wreck, and I have seen him so gay and so handsome."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XVIII.

	THE PRIORY OF THE JACOBINS.

	 

	The priory which the king had bestowed upon Gorenflot was situated near the Porte St. Antoine. This was at that time a very favorite quarter, for the king frequently visited the Chateau of Vincennes, and different noblemen had built charming residences in its neighborhood.

	The priory was built on four sides of an immense court, planted with trees; it had a kitchen-garden behind, and a number of out-houses, which made it look like a small village. Two hundred monks occupied the dormitories situated at the end of the courtyard, while in the front, four large windows, with a balcony before them, gave to these apartments air and light.

	It was maintained on its own resources and dependencies; its pasture land fed a troop of fifty oxen and ninety-nine sheep, for by some traditional law, no religious order was allowed to possess one hundred of anything, while certain outbuildings sheltered ninety-nine pigs of a particular breed, which were most carefully reared and fattened. The espaliers of the priory, which were exposed to the mid-day sun, furnished peaches, apricots, and grapes, while preserves of these fruits were skillfully made by a certain Brother Eusebius, who was the architect of the famous rock constructed of sweetmeats which had been presented to the two queens by the Hotel de Ville of Paris at the last state banquet which had taken place there.

	In the interior of this paradise for gourmands and sluggards, in a sumptuous apartment, we shall find Gorenflot, ornamented with an additional chin, and characterized by that sort of venerable gravity which the constant habit of repose and good living gives to the most vulgar faces. Half-past seven in the morning had just struck. The prior had profited by the rule which gave to him an hour's more sleep than to the other monks, and now, although he had risen, he was quietly continuing his sleep in a large armchair as soft as eider down. The furniture of the room was more mundane than religious; a carved table, covered with a rich cloth, books of religious gallantry—that singular mixture of love and devotion, which we only meet with at that epoch of art—expensive vases, and curtains of rich damask, were some of the luxuries of which Dom Modeste Gorenflot had become possessed by the grace of God, of the king, and of Chicot.

	Gorenflot slept, as we have said, in his chair, when the door opened softly, and two men entered. The first was about thirty-five years of age, thin and pale, and with a look which commanded, even before he spoke; lightnings seemed to dart from his eyes when they were open, although the expression was generally softened by a careful lowering of the white eyelids. This was Brother Borromée, who had been for the last three weeks treasurer of the convent. The other was a young man about seventeen or eighteen, with piercing black eyes, a bold look, and whose turned-up sleeves displayed two strong arms quick in gesticulation.

	"The prior sleeps still, Father Borromée," said he: "shall we wake him?"

	"On no account, Brother Jacques."

	"Really, it is a pity to have a prior who sleeps so long, for we might have tried the arms this morning. Did you notice what beautiful cuirasses and arquebuses there were among them?"

	"Silence! brother; you will be heard."

	"How unlucky," cried the young man, impatiently, stamping his feet, "it is so fine to-day, and the court is so dry."

	"We must wait, my child," replied Borromée, with a submission his glance belied.

	"But why do you not order them to distribute the arms?"

	"I, order!"

	"Yes, you."

	"You know that I am not the master here; there is the master."

	"Yes, asleep, when every one else is awake," replied Jacques, impatiently.

	"Let us respect his sleep," said Borromée, overturning a chair, however, as he spoke.

	At the sound, Gorenflot looked up and said, sleepily, "Who is there?"

	"Pardon us," said Borromée, "if we interrupt your pious meditations, but I have come to take your orders."

	"Ah! good-morning, Brother Borromée; what orders do you want?"

	"About the arms."

	"What arms?"

	"Those which your reverence ordered to be brought here."

	"I, and when?"

	"About a week ago."

	"I ordered arms?"

	"Without doubt," replied Borromée, firmly.

	"And what for?"

	"Your reverence said to me, 'Brother Borromée, it would be wise to procure arms for the use of the brethren; gymnastic exercises develop the bodily forces, as pious exhortations do those of the soul.'"

	"I said that?"

	"Yes, reverend prior; and I, an unworthy but obedient brother, hastened to obey."

	"It is strange, but I remember nothing about it."

	"You even added this text, 'Militat spiritu, militat gladio.'"

	"What!" cried Gorenflot, "I added that text!"

	"I have a faithful memory," said Borromée, lowering his eyes.

	"Well, if I said so, of course I had my reasons for it. Indeed, that has always been my opinion."

	"Then I will finish executing your orders, reverend prior," said Borromée, retiring with Jacques.

	"Go," said Gorenflot, majestically.

	"Ah!" said Borromée, "I had forgotten; there is a friend in the parlor who asks to see your reverence."

	"What is his name?"

	"M. Robert Briquet."

	"Oh! he is not a friend; only an acquaintance."

	"Then your reverence will not see him?"

	"Oh, yes! let him come up; he amuses me."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XIX.

	THE TWO FRIENDS.

	 

	When Chicot entered, the prior did not rise, but merely bent his head.

	"Good-morning," said Chicot.

	"Ah! there you are; you appear to have come to life again."

	"Did you think me dead?"

	"Diable! I never saw you."

	"I was busy."

	"Ah!"

	Chicot knew that before being warmed by two or three bottles of old Burgundy, Gorenflot was sparing of his words; and so, considering the time of the morning, it was probable that he was still fasting, Chicot sat down to wait.

	"Will you breakfast with me, M. Briquet?" asked Gorenflot.

	"Perhaps."

	"You must not be angry with me, if it has become impossible for me to give you as much time as I could wish."

	"And who the devil asked you for your time? I did not even ask you for breakfast; you offered it."

	"Certainly I offered it; but—"

	"But you thought I should not accept."

	"Oh! no, is that my habit?"

	"Ah! a superior man like you can adopt any habits, M. le Prior."

	Gorenflot looked at Chicot; he could not tell whether he was laughing at him or speaking seriously. Chicot rose.

	"Why do you rise, M. Briquet?" asked Gorenflot.

	"Because I am going away."

	"And why are you going away, when you said you would breakfast with me?"

	"I did not say I would; I said, perhaps."

	"You are angry."

	Chicot laughed. "I angry!" said he, "at what? Because you are impudent, ignorant, and rude? Oh! my dear monsieur, I have known you too long to be angry at these little imperfections."

	Gorenflot remained stupefied.

	"Adieu," said Chicot.

	"Oh! do not go."

	"My journey will not wait."

	"You travel?"

	"I have a mission."

	"From whom?"

	"From the king."

	"A mission from the king! then you have seen him again?"

	"Certainly."

	"And how did he receive you?"

	"With enthusiasm; he has a memory, king as he is."

	"A mission from the king!" stammered Gorenflot.

	"Adieu," repeated Chicot.

	Gorenflot rose, and seized him by the hand. "Come! let us explain ourselves," said he.

	"On what?"

	"On your susceptibility to-day."

	"I! I am the same to-day as on all other days."

	"No."

	"A simple mirror of the people I am with. You laugh, and I laugh; you are rude, so am I."

	"Well! I confess I was preoccupied."

	"Really!"

	"Can you not be indulgent to a man who has so much work on his shoulders? Governing this priory is like governing a province: remember, I command two hundred men."

	"Ah! it is too much indeed for a servant of God."

	"Ah! you are ironical, M. Briquet. Have you lost all your Christian charity? I think you are envious, really."

	"Envious! of whom?"

	"Why, you say to yourself, Dom Modeste Gorenflot is rising—he is on the ascending scale."

	"While I am on the descending one, I suppose?"

	"It is the fault of your false position, M. Briquet."

	"M. Gorenflot, do you remember the text, 'He who humbles himself, shall be exalted?'"

	"Nonsense!" cried Gorenflot.

	"Ah! now he doubts the Holy Writ; the heretic!"

	"Heretic, indeed! But what do you mean, M. Briquet?"

	"Nothing, but that I set out on a journey, and that I have come to make you my adieux; so, good-by."

	"You shall not leave me thus."

	"I must."

	"A friend!"

	"In grandeur one has no friends."

	"Chicot!"

	"I am no longer Chicot; you reproached me with my false position just now."

	"But you must not go without eating; it is not wholesome."

	"Oh! you live too badly here."

	"Badly, here!" murmured the prior, in astonishment.

	"I think so."

	"You had to complain of your last dinner here?"

	"I should think so."

	"Diable! and of what?"

	"The pork cutlets were burned."

	"Oh!"

	"The stuffed ears did not crack under your teeth."

	"Ah!"

	"The capon was soft."

	"Good heavens!"

	"The soup was greasy."

	"Misericorde!"

	"And then you have no time to give me."

	"I!"

	"You said so, did you not? It only remains for you to become a liar."

	"Oh! I can put off my business: it was only a lady who asks me to see her."

	"See her, then."

	"No, no! dear M. Chicot, although she has sent me a hundred bottles of Sicilian wine."

	"A hundred bottles!"

	"I will not receive her, although she is probably some great lady. I will receive only you."

	"You will do this?"

	"To breakfast with you, dear M. Chicot—to repair my wrongs toward you."

	"Which came from your pride."

	"I will humble myself."

	"From your idleness."

	"Well! from to-morrow I will join my monks in their exercises."

	"What exercises?"

	"Of arms."

	"Arms!"

	"Yes; but it will be fatiguing to command."

	"Who had this idea?"

	"I, it seems."

	"You! impossible!"

	"No. I gave the order to Brother Borromée."

	"Who is he?"

	"The new treasurer."

	"Where does he come from?"

	"M. le Cardinal de Guise recommended him."

	"In person?"

	"No, by letter."

	"And it is with him you decided on this?"

	"Yes, my friend."

	"That is to say, he proposed it and you agreed."

	"No, my dear M. Chicot; the idea was entirely mine."

	"And for what end?"

	"To arm them."

	"Oh! pride, pride! Confess that the idea was his."

	"Oh! I do not know. And yet it must have been mine, for it seems that I pronounced a very good Latin text on the occasion."

	"You! Latin! Do you remember it?"

	"Militat spiritu—"

	"Militat gladio."

	"Yes, yes: that was it."

	"Well, you have excused yourself so well that I pardon you. You are still my true friend."

	Gorenflot wiped away a tear.

	"Now let us breakfast, and I promise to be indulgent."

	"Listen! I will tell the cook that if the fare be not regal, he shall be placed in confinement; and we will try some of the wine of my penitent."

	"I will aid you with my judgment."'

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XX.

	THE BREAKFAST.

	 

	Gorenflot was not long in giving his orders. The cook was summoned.

	"Brother Eusebius," said Gorenflot, in a severe voice, "listen to what my friend M. Briquet is about to tell you. It seems that you are negligent, and I hear of grave faults in your last soup, and a fatal mistake in the cooking of your ears. Take care, brother, take care; a single step in a wrong direction may be irremediable."

	The monk grew red and pale by turns, and stammered out an excuse.

	"Enough," said Gorenflot, "what can we have for breakfast to-day?"

	"Eggs fried with cock's combs."

	"After?"

	"Mushrooms."

	"Well?"

	"Crabs cooked with Madeira."

	"Those are all trifles; tell us of something solid."

	"A ham boiled with pistachios."

	Chicot looked contemptuous.

	"Pardon!" cried Eusebius, "it is cooked in sherry wine."

	Gorenflot hazarded an approving glance toward Chicot.

	"Good! is it not, M. Briquet?" said he.

	Chicot made a gesture of half-satisfaction.

	"And what have you besides?"

	"You can have some eels."

	"Oh! we will dispense with the eels," said Chicot.

	"I think, M. Briquet," replied the cook, "that you would regret it if you had not tasted my eels."

	"What! are they rarities?"

	"I nourish them in a particular manner."

	"Oh, oh!"

	"Yes," added Gorenflot; "it appears that the Romans or the Greeks—I forget which—nourished their lampreys as Eusebius does his eels. He read of it in an old author called Suetonius."

	"Yes, monsieur, I mince the intestines and livers of fowls and game with a little pork, and make a kind of sausage meat, which I throw to my eels, and they are kept in soft water, often renewed, in which they become large and fat. The one which I shall offer you to-day weighs nine pounds."

	"It must be a serpent!" said Chicot.

	"It swallowed a chicken at a meal."

	"And how will it be dressed?"

	"Skinned and fried in anchovy paste, and done with bread crumbs; and I shall have the honor of serving it up with a sauce flavored with garlic and allspice, lemons and mustard."

	"Perfect!" cried Chicot.

	Brother Eusebius breathed again.

	"Then we shall want sweets," said Gorenflot.

	"I will invent something that shall please you."

	"Well, then, I trust to you; be worthy of my confidence."

	Eusebius bowed and retired. Ten minutes after, they sat down, and the programme was faithfully carried out. They began like famished men, drank Rhine wine, Burgundy and Hermitage, and then attacked that of the fair lady.

	"What do you think of it?" asked Gorenflot.

	"Good, but light. What is your fair petitioner's name?"

	"I do not know; she sent an ambassador."

	They ate as long as they could, and then sat drinking and talking, when suddenly a great noise was heard.

	"What is that?" asked Chicot.

	"It is the exercise which commences."

	"Without the chief? Your soldiers are badly disciplined, I fear."

	"Without me! never!" cried Gorenflot, who had become excited with wine. "That cannot be, since it is I who command—I who instruct—and stay, here is Brother Borromée, who comes to take my orders."

	Indeed, as he spoke, Borromée entered, throwing on Chicot a sharp and oblique glance.

	"Reverend prior," said he, "we only wait for you to examine the arms and cuirasses."

	"Cuirasses!" thought Chicot, "I must see this," and he rose quietly.

	"You will be present at our maneuvers?" said Gorenflot, rising in his turn, like a block of marble on legs. "Your arm, my friend; you shall see some good instruction."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXI.

	BROTHER BORROMÉE.

	 

	When Chicot, sustaining the reverend prior, arrived in the courtyard, he found there two bands of one hundred men each, waiting for their commander. About fifty among the strongest and most zealous had helmets on their heads and long swords hanging to belts from their waists. Others displayed with pride bucklers, on which they loved to rattle an iron gauntlet.

	Brother Borromée took a helmet from the hands of a novice, and placed it on his head. While he did so, Chicot looked at it and smiled.

	"You have a handsome helmet there, Brother Borromée," said he; "where did you buy it, my dear prior?"

	Gorenflot could not reply, for at that moment they were fastening a magnificent cuirass upon him, which, although spacious enough to have covered Hercules, Farnese constrained wofully the undulations of the flesh of the worthy prior, who was crying:

	"Not so tight! I shall stifle; stop!"

	But Borromée replied, "It made part of a lot of armor that the reverend prior bought yesterday to arm the convent."

	"I!" said Gorenflot.

	"Yes; do you not remember that they brought several cuirasses and casques here, according to your reverence's orders?"

	"It is true," said Gorenflot.

	"Ventre de biche!" thought Chicot; "my helmet is much attached to me, for, after having taken it myself to the Hotel Guise, it comes here to meet me again."

	At a sign from Borromée, the monks now formed into lines, while Chicot sat down on a bench to look on.

	Gorenflot stood up. "Attention," whispered Borromée to him.

	Gorenflot drew a gigantic sword from the scabbard, and waving it in the air, cried in the voice of a stentor, "Attention!"

	"Your reverence will fatigue yourself, perhaps, in giving the orders," said Borromée, softly; "if it please you to spare your precious health, I will command to-day."

	"I should wish it, I am stifling."

	Borromée bowed and placed himself at the head of the troop.

	"What a complaisant servant," said Chicot.

	"He is charming, I told you so."

	"I am sure he does the same for you every day."

	"Oh! every day. He is as submissive as a slave."

	"So that you have really nothing to do here—Brother Borromée acts for you?"

	"Oh! mon Dieu, yes."

	It was wonderful to see Borromée with his arms in his hands, his eye dilated, and his vigorous arm wielding his sword in so skillful a manner that one would have thought him a trained soldier. Each time that Borromée gave an order, Gorenflot repeated it, adding:

	"Brother Borromée is right; but I told you all that yesterday. Pass the pike from one hand to the other! Raise it to the level of the eye!"

	"You are a skillful instructor," said Chicot.

	"Yes, I understand it well."

	"And Borromée an apt pupil."

	"Oh, yes! he is very intelligent."

	While the monks went through their exercises, Gorenflot said, "You shall see my little Jacques."

	"Who is Jacques?"

	"A nice lad, calm-looking, but strong, and quick as lightning. Look, there he is with a musket in his hand, about to fire."

	"And he fires well."

	"That he does."

	"But stay—"

	"Do you know him?"

	"No; I thought I did, but I was wrong."

	While they spoke, Jacques loaded a heavy musket, and placing himself at one hundred yards from the mark, fired, and the ball lodged in the center, amid the applause of the monks.

	"That was well done!" cried Chicot.

	"Thank you, monsieur," said Jacques, whose cheeks colored with pleasure.

	"You manage your arms well," added Chicot.

	"I study, monsieur."

	"But he is best at the sword," said Gorenflot; "those who understand it, say so, and he is practicing from morning till night."

	"Ah! let us see," said Chicot.

	"No one here, except perhaps myself, is capable of fencing with him; but will you try him yourself, monsieur?" said Borromée.

	"I am but a poor bourgeois," said Chicot; "formerly I have used my sword like others, but now my legs tremble and my arm is weak."

	"But you practice still?"

	"A little," replied Chicot, with a smile. "However, you, Brother Borromée, who are all muscle and tendon, give a lesson to Brother Jacques, I beg, if the prior will permit it."

	"I shall be delighted," cried Gorenflot.

	The two combatants prepared for the trial. Borromée had the advantage in height and experience. The blood mounted to the cheeks of Jacques and animated them with a feverish color. Borromée gradually dropped all appearance of a monk, and was completely the maitre d'armes: he accompanied each thrust with a counsel or a reproach, but often the vigor and quickness of Jacques triumphed over the skill of his teacher, who was several times touched.

	When they paused, Chicot said, "Jacques touched six times and Borromée nine; that is well for the scholar, but not so well for the master."

	The flash of Borromée's eyes showed Chicot that he was proud.

	"Monsieur," replied he, in a tone which he endeavored to render calm, "the exercise of arms is a difficult one, especially for poor monks."

	"Nevertheless," said Chicot, "the master ought to be at least half as good again as his pupil, and if Jacques were calmer, I am certain he would fence as well as you."

	"I do not think so," replied Borromée, biting his lips with anger.

	"Well! I am sure of it."

	"M. Briquet, who is so clever, had better try Jacques himself," replied Borromée, in a bitter tone.

	"Oh! I am old."

	"Yes, but learned."

	"Ah! you mock," thought Chicot, "but wait." Then he said, "I am certain, however, that Brother Borromée, like a wise master, often let Jacques touch him out of complaisance."

	"Ah!" cried Jacques, frowning in his turn.

	"No," replied Borromée, "I love Jacques, certainly, but I do not spoil him in that manner. But try yourself, M. Briquet."

	"Oh, no."

	"Come, only one pass."

	"Try," said Gorenflot.

	"I will not hurt you, monsieur," said Jacques, "I have a very light hand."

	"Dear child," murmured Chicot, with a strange glance. "Well!" said he, "since every one wishes it, I will try," and he rose slowly, and prepared himself with about the agility of a tortoise.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXII.

	THE LESSON.

	 

	Fencing was not at that time the science that it is now. The swords, sharp on each side, made them strike as often with the edge as with the point; besides, the left hand, armed with a dagger, was at the same time offensive and defensive, and hence resulted a number of slight wounds, which, in a real combat, kept up a continual excitement. Fencing, then in its infancy, consisted in a crowd of evolutions, in which the actor moved continually, and which, on a ground chosen by chance, might be continually impeded by its nature.

	It was common to see the fencer throw himself forward, draw back again, or jump to the right or left, so that agility, not only of the hand, but of the whole body, was necessary. Chicot did not appear to have learned in this school, but seemed to have forestalled the modern style, of which the superiority and grace is in the agility of the hands and immovability of the body. He stood erect and firm, with a wrist at once strong and supple, and with a sword which seemed a flexible reed from the point to the middle of the blade, and an inflexible steel from thence to the guard.

	At the very first commencement, Jacques, seeing before him this man of bronze, whose wrist alone seemed alive, gave some impatient passes, which merely made Chicot extend his arm, and at every opening left by the young man, strike him full on the chest. Jacques, red with anger and emulation as this was repeated, bounded back, and for ten minutes displayed all the resources of his wonderful agility—he flew like a tiger, twisted like a serpent, and bounded from right to left; but Chicot, with his calm air and his long arm, seized his time, and putting aside his adversary's sword, still sent his own to the same place, while Borromée grew pale with anger. At last, Jacques rushed a last time on Chicot, who, parrying his thrust with force, threw the poor fellow off his equilibrium, and he fell, while Chicot himself remained firm as a rock.

	"You did not tell us you were a pillar," said Borromée, biting his nails with vexation.

	"I, a poor bourgeois!" said Chicot.

	"But, monsieur, to manage a sword as you do, you must have practiced enormously."

	"Oh! mon Dieu! yes, monsieur, I have often held the sword, and have always found one thing."—"What is that?"

	"That for him who holds it, pride is a bad counselor and anger a bad assistant. Now, listen, Jacques," added he: "you have a good wrist, but neither legs nor head; you are quick, but you do not reason. There are three essential things in arms—first the head, then the hands and legs: with the one you can defend yourself, with the others you may conquer, but with all three you can always conquer."

	"Ah! monsieur," said Jacques, "try Brother Borromée; I should like to see it."

	"No," said the treasurer, "I should be beaten, and I would rather confess it than prove it."

	"How modest and amiable he is!" said Gorenflot.

	"On the contrary," whispered Chicot, "he is stupid with vanity. At his age I would have given anything for such a lesson," and he sat down again.

	Jacques approached him, and admiration triumphing over the shame of defeat:

	"Will you give me some lessons, M. Briquet?" said he; "the prior will permit it, will you not, your reverence?"

	"With pleasure, my child."

	"I do not wish to interfere with your master," said Chicot, bowing to Borromée.

	"Oh! I am not his only master," said he. "Neither all the honor nor the defeat are wholly due to me."

	"Who is the other, then?"

	"Oh! no one!" cried Borromée, fearing he had committed an imprudence.

	"Who is he, Jacques?" asked Chicot.

	"I remember," said Gorenflot; "he is a little fat man who comes here sometimes and drinks well."

	"I forget his name," said Borromée.

	"I know it," said a monk who was standing by. "It is Bussy Leclerc."

	"Ah! a good sword," said Chicot.

	Jacques reiterated his request.

	"I cannot teach you," said Chicot. "I taught myself by reflection and practice; and I advise you to do the same."

	Gorenflot and Chicot now returned to the house.

	"I hope," said Gorenflot, with pride, "that this is a house worth something, and well managed."

	"Wonderful! my friend; and when I return from my mission—"

	"Ah! true, dear M. Chicot; let us speak of your mission."

	"So much the more willingly, that I have a message to send to the king before I go."

	"To the king, my dear friend! You correspond with the king?"

	"Directly."

	"And you want a messenger?"

	"Yes."

	"Will you have one of our monks? It would be an honor to the priory."

	"Willingly."

	"Then you are restored to favor?"

	"More than ever."

	"Then," said Gorenflot, "you can tell the king all that we are doing here in his favor."

	"I shall not fail to do so."

	"Ah! my dear Chicot," cried Gorenflot, who already believed himself a bishop.

	"But first I have two requests to make."

	"Speak."

	"First, money, which the king will restore to you."

	"Money! I have my coffers full."

	"Ma foi! you are lucky."

	"Will you have 1,000 crowns?"

	"No, that is far too much; I am modest in my tastes, humble in my desires, and my title of ambassador does not make me proud; therefore 100 crowns will suffice."

	"Here they are; and the second thing?"

	"An attendant!"

	"An attendant?"

	"Yes, to accompany me; I love society."

	"Ah! my friend, if I were but free, as formerly."

	"But you are not."

	"Greatness enslaves me," murmured Gorenflot.

	"Alas!" said Chicot, "one cannot do everything at once. But not being able to have your honorable company, my dear prior, I will content myself with that of the little Jacques; he pleases me."

	"You are right, Chicot, he is a rare lad."

	"I am going to take him 250 leagues, if you will permit it."

	"He is yours, my friend."

	The prior struck a bell, and when the servant appeared said, "Let Brother Jacques come here, and also our messenger."

	Ten minutes after both appeared at the door.

	"Jacques," said Gorenflot, "I give you a special mission."

	"Me!" cried the young man, astonished.

	"Yes, you are to accompany M. Robert Briquet on a long journey."

	"Oh!" cried he, enthusiastically, "that will be delightful. We shall fight every day—shall we not, monsieur?"

	"Yes, my child."

	"And I may take my arquebuse?"

	"Certainly."

	Jacques bounded joyfully from the room.

	"As to the message, I beg you to give your orders. Advance, Brother Panurge."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXIII.

	THE PENITENT.

	 

	Panurge advanced. He looked intelligent, but like a fox.

	"Do you know the Louvre?" said Chicot.

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"And in the Louvre a certain Henri de Valois?"

	"The king?"

	"People generally call him so."

	"Is it to him that I am to go?"

	"Just so. You will ask to speak to him."

	"Will they let me?"

	"Yes, till you come to his valet-de-chambre. Your frock is a passport, for the king is very religious."

	"And what shall I say to the valet-de-chambre?"

	"Say you are sent by the shade."

	"What shade?"

	"Curiosity is a vice, my brother."

	"Pardon!"

	"Say then that you want the letter."

	"What letter?"

	"Again!"

	"Ah! true."

	"You will add that the shade will wait for it, going slowly along the road to Charenton."

	"It is on that road, then, that I am to join you?"

	"Exactly."

	As Panurge went out, Chicot thought he saw some one listening at the door, but could not be sure. He fancied it was Borromée.

	"Where do you go?" asked Gorenflot.

	"Toward Spain."

	"How do you travel?"

	"Oh! anyhow; on foot, on horseback, in a carriage—just as it happens."

	"Jacques will be good company for you."

	"Thanks, my good friend, I have now, I think, only to make my adieux."

	"Adieu; I will give you my benediction."

	"Bah! it is useless between us."

	"You are right; but it does for strangers," and they embraced.

	"Jacques!" called the prior, "Jacques!"

	Borromée appeared.

	"Brother Jacques," repeated the prior.

	"Jacques is gone."

	"What! gone," cried Chicot.

	"Did you not wish some one to go to the Louvre?"

	"Yes; but it was Panurge."

	"Oh! stupid that I am," cried Borromée, "I understood it to be Jacques."

	Chicot frowned, but Borromée appeared so sorry that it was impossible to say much.

	"I will wait, then," said he, "till Jacques returns."

	Borromée bowed, frowning in his turn. "Apropos," said he, "I forgot to announce to your reverence that the unknown lady has arrived and desires to speak to you."

	"Is she alone?" asked Gorenflot.

	"No; she has a squire with her."

	"Is she young?"

	Borromée lowered his eyes. "She seems so," said he.

	"I will leave you," said Chicot, "and wait in a neighboring room."

	"It is far from here to the Louvre, monsieur, and Jacques may be long, or they may hesitate to confide an important letter to a child."

	"You make these reflections rather late," replied Chicot, "however, I will go on the road to Charenton and you can send him after me." And he turned to the staircase.

	"Not that way, if you please," said Borromée, "the lady is coming up, and she does not wish to meet any one."

	"You are right," said Chicot, smiling, "I will take the little staircase."

	"Do you know the way?"

	"Perfectly." And Chicot went out through a cabinet which led to another room, from which led the secret staircase. The room was full of armor, swords, muskets, and pistols.

	"They hide Jacques from me," thought Chicot, "and they hide the lady, therefore of course I ought to do exactly the opposite of what they want me to do. I will wait for the return of Jacques, and I will watch the mysterious lady. Oh! here is a fine shirt of mail thrown into a corner; it is much too small for the prior, and would fit me admirably. I will borrow it from Gorenflot, and give it to him again when I return." And he quietly put it on under his doublet. He had just finished when Borromée entered.

	Chicot pretended to be admiring the arms.

	"Is monsieur seeking some arms to suit him?" asked Borromée.

	"I! mon Dieu! what do I want with arms?"

	"You use them so well."

	"Theory, all theory; I may use my arms well, but the heart of a soldier is always wanting in a poor bourgeois like me. But time passes, and Jacques cannot be long; I will go and wait for him at the Croix Faubin."

	"I think that will be best."

	"Then you will tell him as soon as he comes?"

	"Yes."

	"And send him after me?"

	"I will not fail."

	"Thanks, Brother Borromée; I am enchanted to have made your acquaintance."

	He went out by the little staircase, and Borromée locked the door behind him.

	"I must see the lady," thought Chicot.

	He went out of the priory and went on the road he had named; then, when out of sight, he turned back, crept along a ditch and gained, unseen, a thick hedge which extended before the priory. Here he waited to see Jacques return or the lady go out.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXIV.

	THE AMBUSH.

	 

	Chicot made a slight opening through the hedge, that he might see those who came and went. The road was almost deserted as far as he could see; there was no one but a man poorly clothed measuring the ground with a long, pointed stick. Chicot had nothing to do, and therefore was preparing to watch this man, when a more important object attracted his attention.

	The window of Gorenflot's room opened with folding-doors on to a balcony, and Chicot saw them open, and Gorenflot come out, with his most gallant manner and winning smile, leading a lady almost hidden under a mantle of velvet and fur.

	"Oh!" thought Chicot, "here is the penitent. She looks young; it is very odd, but I find resemblances in every one I see. And here comes the squire; as for him, there is no mistake; I know him, and if he be Mayneville—ventre de biche!—why should not the lady be Madame de Montpensier? And, morbleu! that woman is the duchess!"

	After a moment, he saw the pale head of Borromée behind them.

	"What are they about?" thought Chicot; "does the duchess want to board with Gorenflot?"

	At this moment Chicot saw M. de Mayneville make a sign to some one outside. Chicot looked round, but there was no one to be seen but the man measuring. It was to him, however, that the sign was addressed, for he had ceased measuring, and was looking toward the balcony. Borromée began also to gesticulate behind Mayneville, in a manner unintelligible to Chicot, but apparently clear to this man, for he went further off, and stationed himself in another place, where he stopped at a fresh sign. Then he began to run quickly toward the gate of the priory, while M. de Mayneville held his watch in his hand.

	"Diable!" said Chicot, "this is all very odd."

	As the man passed him, he recognized Nicholas Poulain, the man to whom he had sold his armor the day before. Shortly after, they all re-entered the room and shut the window, and then the duchess and her squire came out of the priory and went toward the litter which waited for them. Gorenflot accompanied them to the door, exhausting himself in bows and salutations. The curtains of the litter were still open, when a monk, in whom Chicot recognized Jacques, advanced from the Porte St. Antoine, approached, and looked earnestly into it. The duchess then went away, and Nicholas Poulain was following, when Chicot called out from his hiding place—

	"Come here, if you please."

	Poulain started, and turned his head.

	"Do not seem to notice, M. Nicholas Poulain," said Chicot.

	The lieutenant started again. "Who are you, and what do you want?" asked he.

	"I am a friend, new, but intimate; what I want will take long to explain; come here to me."

	"To you?"

	"Yes; here in the ditch."

	"What for?"

	"You shall know when you come."

	"But—"

	"Come and sit down here, without appearing to notice me."

	"Monsieur?"

	"Oh! M. Robert Briquet has the right to be exacting."

	"Robert Briquet!" cried Poulain, doing as he was desired.

	"That is right; it seems you were taking measures in the road."

	"I!"

	"Yes; there is nothing surprising that you should be a surveyor, especially as you acted under the eyes of such great people."

	"Great people! I do not understand."

	"What! you did not know?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"You did not know who that lady and gentlemen on the balcony were?"

	"I declare—"

	"Oh! how fortunate I am to be able to enlighten you. Only imagine, M. Poulain; you had for admirers Madame de Montpensier and M. de Mayneville. Do not go away. If a still more illustrious person—the king—saw you—"

	"Ah! M. Briquet—"

	"Never mind; I am only anxious for your good."

	"But what harm have I done to the king, or to you, or anybody?"

	"Dear M. Poulain, my ideas may be wrong, but it seems to me that the king would not approve of his lieutenant of the Provostry acting as surveyor for M. de Mayneville; and that he might also take it ill that you should omit in your daily report the entrance of Madame de Montpensier and M. de Mayneville, yesterday, into his good city of Paris."

	"M. Briquet, an omission is not an offense, and his majesty is too good—"

	"M. Poulain, I see clearer than you, and I see—"

	"What?"

	"A gallows."

	"M. Briquet!"

	"And more—a new cord, four soldiers at the four cardinal points, a number of Parisians around, and a certain lieutenant of my acquaintance at the end of the cord."

	Nicholas Poulain trembled so that he shook the hedge. "Monsieur!" cried he, clasping his hands.

	"But I am your friend, dear M. Poulain, and I will give you a counsel."

	"A counsel?"

	"Yes; and very easy to follow. Go at once, you understand, to—"

	"Whom?"

	"Let me think. To M. d'Epernon."

	"M. d'Epernon, the king's friend?"

	"Take him aside, and tell him all about this."

	"This is folly."

	"No, it is wisdom. It is clear that if I denounce you as the man of the cuirasses and measures, they will hang you; but if, on the contrary, you disclose all, with a good grace, they will reward you. You do not appear convinced, however. Well! that will give me the trouble of returning to the Louvre, but I do not mind doing that for you," and he began to rise.

	"No, no; stay here, I will go."

	"Good! But you understand, no subterfuges, or to-morrow I shall send a little note to the king, whose intimate friend I have the honor to be, so that if you are not hanged till the day after to-morrow, you will only be hanged the higher."

	"I will go; but you abuse your position."

	"Oh! M. Poulain, you were a traitor five minutes ago, and I make you the savior of your country. Now, go quickly, for I am in a hurry. The Hotel d'Epernon—do not forget."

	Nicholas Poulain ran off, with a despairing look.

	"Ah! it was time," said Chicot, "for some one is leaving the priory. But it is not Jacques; that fellow is half as tall again."

	Chicot then hastened to the Croix Faubin, where he had given the rendezvous. The monk, who was there to meet him, was a giant in height; his monk's robe, hastily thrown on, did not hide his muscular limbs, and his face bore anything but a religious expression. His arms were as long as Chicot's own, and he had a knife in his belt.

	As Chicot approached, he turned and said, "Are you M. Robert Briquet?"

	"I am."

	"Then I have a letter for you from the reverend prior."

	Chicot took the letter, and read as follows:

	"My dear friend, I have reflected since we parted; it is impossible for me to let the lamb confided to me go among the wolves of the world. I mean, you understand, our little Jacques, who has fulfilled your message to the king. Instead of him, who is too young, I send you a good and worthy brother of our order; his manners are good, and his humor innocent, and I am sure you will like him. I send you my benediction. Adieu, dear friend."

	"What fine writing," said Chicot; "I will wager it is the treasurer's."

	"It was Brother Borromée who wrote it," said the Goliath.

	"In that case you will return to the priory, my friend."—"I?"

	"Yes; and tell his reverence that I have changed my mind, and intend to travel alone."

	"What! you will not take me, monsieur?" said the man, with astonishment, mixed with menace.

	"No, my friend."

	"And why, if you please?"

	"Because I must be economical, and you would eat too much."

	"Jacques eats as much as I do."

	"Yes, but Jacques was a monk."

	"And what am I?"

	"You, my friend, are a gendarme, or a foot soldier."

	"What do you mean? Do you not see my monk's robe?"

	"The dress does not make the monk, my friend; tell Brother Borromée that, if you please."

	The giant disappeared, grumbling, like a beaten hound.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXV.

	THE GUISES.

	 

	On the evening of the same day on which Chicot set off for Navarre, we shall find again, in a large room at the Hotel Guise, the person who, disguised as a page, had entered Paris behind Carmainges, and who was also, as we know, the penitent of Gorenflot. On this occasion her sex was disclosed, and, elegantly dressed, with her hair glittering with precious stones, she was waiting impatiently for some one.

	At last a horse's step was heard, and the usher almost immediately announced M. le Duc de Mayenne. Madame de Montpensier ran to her brother so hastily that she forgot to proceed on the point of the right foot, as was her habit, in order to conceal her lameness.

	"Are you alone, brother?" asked she.

	"Yes, my sister."

	"But Henri; where is Henri? Do you know that every one expects him here?"

	"Henri has nothing to do here, and plenty to do in Flanders and Picardy. We have work to do there, and why should we leave it to come here, where our work is done?"

	"But where it will be quickly undone, if you do not hasten."

	"Bah!"

	"Bah! if you like. I tell you the citizens will be put off no longer; they insist upon seeing their Duke Henri."

	"They shall see him at the right time. And Salcede—?"

	"Is dead."

	"Without speaking?"

	"Without uttering a word."

	"Good! and the arming?"

	"Finished."

	"And Paris?"

	"Is divided into sixteen quarters."

	"And each quarter has the chief pointed out?"

	"Yes."

	"Then let us live in peace, and so I shall say to our good bourgeoisie."

	"They will not listen to you."

	"Bah!"

	"I tell you they are furious."

	"My sister, you judge others by your own impatience. What Henri says must be done; and he says we are to remain quiet."

	"What is to be done, then?" asked the duchess impatiently.

	"What do you wish to do?"

	"Firstly, to take the king."

	"That is your fixed idea; I do not say it is bad, if it could be done, but think how often we have failed already."

	"Times are changed, the king has no longer defenders."

	"No; except the Swiss, Scotch, and French guards."

	"My brother, when you wish it, I will show you the king on the road with only two lackeys."

	"I have heard that a hundred times, and never seen it once."

	"You will see it if you stay here only three days."

	"Another project: tell me what it is."

	"You will laugh at a woman's idea."

	At this moment, M. de Mayneville was announced. "My accomplice," said she: "let him enter."

	"One word, monseigneur," said he to M. de Mayenne as he entered; "they suspect your arrival at the Louvre."

	"How so?"

	"I was conversing with the captain of the guards at St. Germain l'Auxerrois, when two Gascons passed—"

	"Do you know them?"

	"No; they were quite newly dressed. 'Cap de Bious!' said one, 'you have a magnificent doublet, but it will not render you so much service as your cuirass of yesterday.' 'Bah!' said the other; 'however heavy the sword of M. de Mayenne may be, it will do no more harm to this satin than to my cuirass,' and then he went on in a series of bravadoes, which showed that they knew you were near."

	"And to whom did these men belong?"

	"I do not know; they talked so loudly that some passers-by approached, and asked if you were really coming. They were about to reply, when a man approached, whom I think was De Loignac, and touched them on the shoulder. He said some words in a low voice, and they looked submissive, and accompanied him, so that I know no more; but be on your guard."

	"You did not follow them?"

	"Yes, but from afar. They went toward the Louvre, and disappeared behind the Hotel des Meubles."

	"I have a very simple method of reply," said the duke.

	"What?"

	"To go and pay my respects to the king to-night."

	"To the king?"

	"Certainly; I have come to Paris—he can have nothing to say against that."

	"The idea is good," said Mayneville.

	"It is imprudent," said the duchess.

	"It is indispensable, sister, if they indeed suspect my arrival. Besides, it was the advice of Henri to go at once and present to the king the respects of the family; that once done, I am free, and can receive whom I please."

	"The members of the committee, for example, who expect you."

	"I will receive them at the Hotel St. Denis on my return from the Louvre. You will wait for us, if you please, my sister."—"Here?"

	"No; at the Hotel St. Denis, where I have left my equipages. I shall be there in two hours."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXVI.

	THE LOUVRE.

	 

	That same day, about noon, the king came out of his cabinet and called for M. d'Epernon. The duke, when he came, found the king attentively examining a young monk.

	The king took D'Epernon aside, "Look, what an odd-looking monk," said he.

	"Does your majesty think so?—I think him very ordinary."

	"Really!" Then to the monk, the king said, "What is your name?"

	"Brother Jacques, sire."

	"Your family name?"

	"Clement."

	"Good. You have performed your commission very well."

	"What commission, sire?" said the duke, with his wonted familiarity.

	"Nothing!" said Henri. "It is a little secret between me and some one you do not know."

	"How strangely you look at the lad, sire! you embarrass him."

	"It is true; I know not why, but it seems to me that I have seen him before; perhaps it was in a dream. Go, my child; I will send the letter to him who asks for it; be easy. D'Epernon, give him ten crowns."

	"Thanks, sire," said the monk.

	"You did not say that as if you meant it," said D'Epernon, who did not understand a monk despising ten crowns.

	"I would rather have one of those beautiful Spanish knives on the wall," said Jacques.

	"What! you do not prefer money?"

	"I have made a vow of poverty."

	"Give him a knife, then, and let him go, Lavalette," said the king.

	The duke chose one of the least rich and gave it to him. Jacques took it, quite joyful to possess such a beautiful weapon. When he was gone, the king said to D'Epernon, "Duke, have you among your Forty-five two or three men who can ride?"

	"Twelve, at least, sire; and in a month all will be good horsemen."

	"Then choose two, and let them come to me at once."

	The duke went out, and calling De Loignac, said to him, "Choose me two good horsemen, to execute a commission for his majesty."

	De Loignac went to the gallery where they were lodged, and called M. de Carmainges and M. de St. Maline. They soon appeared, and were conducted to the duke, who presented them to the king, who dismissed the duke.

	"You are of my Forty-five, then?" said he to the young men.

	"I have that honor, sire," said St. Maline.

	"And you, monsieur?"

	"And I, also, sire," replied Carmainges; "and I am devoted to your majesty's service, as much as any one in the world."

	"Good! Then mount your horses, and take the road to Tours—do you know it?"

	"We will inquire."

	"Go by Charenton."

	"Yes, sire."

	"And proceed till you overtake a man traveling alone."

	"Will your majesty describe him?" said St. Maline.

	"He has long arms and legs, and has a large sword by his side."

	"May we know his name, sire?" asked Carmainges.

	"He is called 'the Shade.'"

	"We will ask the name of every traveler we see, sire."

	"And we will search the hotels."

	"When you find him, give him this letter."

	Both the young men held out their hands.

	The king was embarrassed. "What is your name?" said he.

	"Ernanton de Carmainges, sire."

	"And yours?"

	"Rene de St. Maline."

	"M. de Carmainges, you shall carry the letter, and you, M. de St. Maline, shall deliver it."

	Ernanton took the precious deposit, and was going to place it in his doublet, when St. Maline stopped him, kissed the letter, and then returned it to Ernanton.

	This made Henri smile. "Come, gentlemen," said he, "I see I shall be well served."—"Is this all, sire?"

	"Yes, gentlemen; only our last recommendation. This letter is more precious than the life of a man—for your heads, do not lose it; give it secretly to the Shade, who will give you a receipt for it, which you will bring back to me; and, above all, travel as though it were on your own affairs. Go."

	The two young men went out—Ernanton full of joy, and St. Maline filled with jealousy. M. d'Epernon waited for them, and wished to question them, but Ernanton replied: "M. le Duc, the king did not authorize us to speak."

	They went to the stables, when the king's huntsman gave them two strong horses. M. d'Epernon would have followed them, but at that moment he was told that a man much wished to speak to him at once. "Who is he?" he asked.

	"The lieutenant of the provost of the Ile de France."

	"Parfandious! am I sheriff or provost?"

	"No, monsieur; but you are a friend of the king, and, as such, I beg you to hear me," said a humble voice at his side.

	The duke turned. Near him was a man, bowing perpetually.

	"Who are you?" asked the duke.

	"Nicholas Poulain, monsieur."

	"And you wish to speak to me?"

	"I beg for that favor."

	"I have no time."

	"Not even to hear a secret?"

	"I hear a hundred every day."

	"But this concerns the life of his majesty," said Poulain, in a low voice.

	"Oh! oh! then come into my cabinet."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXVII.

	THE REVELATION.

	 

	M. D'Epernon, in traversing the antechamber, addressed himself to one of the gentlemen who stood there.

	"What is your name, monsieur?" said he.

	"Pertinax de Montcrabeau, monsieur."

	"Well, M. de Montcrabeau, place yourself at that door, and let no one enter."

	"Yes, M. le Duc;" and M. Pertinax, who was sumptuously dressed, with a blue satin doublet and orange stockings, obeyed. Nicholas Poulain followed the duke into his cabinet.

	"Now let us hear your conspiracy," said the duke.

	"Oh! M. le Duc, it concerns the most frightful crimes."

	"They wish to kill me, I suppose."

	"It does not concern you, monsieur; it is the king. They wish to carry him off."

	"Oh! again that old story," replied the duke, disdainfully.

	"This time the thing is serious, M. le Duc."

	"On what day do they intend to do it?"

	"The first time that his majesty goes to Vincennes in his litter."

	"How will they do it?"

	"By killing his two attendants."

	"And who will do it?"

	"Madame de Montpensier."

	D'Epernon began to laugh. "That poor duchess; what things are attributed to her!"

	"Less than she projects, monsieur."

	"And she occupies herself with that at Soissons?"

	"No; she is in Paris."

	"In Paris!"

	"I can answer for it."

	"Have you seen her?"

	"Yes."

	"You thought you did?"

	"I have had the honor of speaking to her."

	"The honor."

	"I am wrong; the misfortune."

	"But, my dear lieutenant, the duchess cannot carry off the king."

	"With her associates, of course."

	"And where will she be when this takes place?"

	"At a window of the Jacobin Priory, which is, as you know, on the road to Vincennes."

	"What the devil do you tell me?"

	"The truth, monsieur: all is prepared to stop the litter at the gate of the priory."

	"And who made the preparations?"

	"Alas!—"

	"Finish quickly."

	"I did, monsieur."

	D'Epernon started back. "You, who denounce them!"

	"Monsieur, a good servant should risk all in the service of the king."

	"Mordieu! you risk hanging."

	"I prefer death to infamy, or to the death of the king, therefore I came; and I thought, M. le Duc, that you, the friend of the king, would not betray me, and would turn my news to good account."

	The duke looked fixedly at Poulain. "There must be more in it," said he; "resolute as the duchess is, she would not attempt such an enterprise alone."

	"She expects her brother."

	"The Duke Henri?"

	"No, monsieur; only the Duc de Mayenne."

	"Ah! good," said d'Epernon; "now I must set to work to counteract these fine projects."

	"Doubtless, monsieur; it was for that I came."

	"If you have spoken the truth you shall be rewarded."

	"Why should I lie, monsieur; where is my interest—I, who eat the king's bread? If you do not believe me, I will go to the king himself."

	"No, parfandious, you shall not go to the king: you shall have to deal with me, alone."

	"I only said it because you seemed to hesitate."

	"No, I do not hesitate; and, first, here are a thousand crowns for you, and you shall keep this secret between you and me."

	"I have a family, monsieur."

	"Well! a thousand crowns, parfandious."

	"If they knew in Lorraine that I had spoken, each word would cost me a pint of blood; and in case of any misfortune, my family must be able to live, therefore I accept the thousand crowns."

	The duke approached a coffer. Poulain thought it was for the money, and held out his hand, but he only drew out a little book and wrote, "Three thousand livres to M. Nicholas Poulain."

	"It is as if you had them," said he.

	Nicholas bowed, and looked puzzled.

	"Then it is agreed?" said the duke.

	"What, monsieur?"

	"That you will continue to instruct me?"

	Nicholas hesitated.

	"What! has your noble devotion vanished already?"

	"No, monsieur."

	"Then I may count on you?"

	"You may."

	"And I alone know this?"

	"You alone."

	"Now you may go, my friend; and, parfandious, let M. de Mayenne look to himself."

	When D'Epernon returned to the king he found him playing at cup and ball. D'Epernon assumed a thoughtful air, but the king did not remark it. However, as the duke remained perfectly silent, the king raised his head and said, "Well, Lavalette, what is the matter, are you dead?"

	"I wish I were," replied D'Epernon, "and I should not see what I do see."

	"What, my cup and ball?"

	"Sire, in a time of great peril the subject may be alarmed for the safety of his master."

	"What! again perils; devil take you, duke."

	"Then you are ignorant of what is passing?"

	"Ma foi, perhaps."

	"Your most cruel enemies surround you at this moment."

	"Bah! who are they?"

	"First, the Duchesse de Montpensier."

	"Yes, that is true; she came to see Salcede; but what is that to me?"

	"You knew it, then?"

	"You see I did."

	"But that M. de Mayenne was here?"

	"Yes, since yesterday evening."

	"What! this secret?" cried D'Epernon, with a disagreeable surprise.

	"Are there, then, any secrets from the king? You are zealous, dear Lavalette, but you are slow. This news would have been good at four o'clock yesterday, but to-day—"

	"Well, sire, to-day?"

	"It comes too late, you will agree?"

	"Still too soon, sire, it seems, since you will not listen to me."

	"I have been listening for half-an-hour."

	"You are menaced—they lay ambushes for you."

	"Well, yesterday you gave me a guard, and assured me that my immortality was secured. Are your Forty-five no longer worth anything?"

	"Your majesty shall see."

	"I should not be sorry, duke; when shall I see?"

	"Sooner perhaps than you think."

	"Ah! you want to frighten me."

	"You shall see, sire. Apropos, when do you go to Vincennes?"

	"On Saturday."

	"That is enough, sire." D'Epernon bowed and withdrew.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXVIII.

	TWO FRIENDS.

	 

	We will now follow the two young men sent by the king. Scarcely on horseback, Ernanton and St. Maline, determined that one should not get before the other, nearly crushed each other in the gateway. The face of St. Maline became purple, and that of Ernanton pale.

	"You hurt me, monsieur," cried the former; "do you wish to crush me?"

	"You also hurt me, only I did not complain."

	"You wish to give me a lesson, I believe?"

	"I wish to give you nothing."

	"Ah!" cried St. Maline, "pray repeat that."

	"You are seeking a quarrel, are you not?" replied Ernanton, quietly; "so much the worse for you."

	"And why should I wish to quarrel? I do not know you," replied St. Maline, disdainfully.

	"You know me perfectly, monsieur, because at home my house is but two leagues from yours, and I am well known there, being of an old family; but you are furious at seeing me in Paris, when you thought that you alone were sent for; also, because the king gave me the letter to carry."

	"Well," said St. Maline, "it may be true, but there is one result."

	"What is it?"

	"That I do not like to be near you."

	"Go away, then; pardieu, I do not want to keep you. On the contrary, I understand perfectly; you would like to take the letter from me and carry it yourself; but unfortunately you must kill me first."

	"And who tells you that I do not wish to do that?"

	"To desire and to do are two different things."

	"Descend with me to the banks of the water, and you will see that with me they are the same."

	"My dear monsieur, when the king gives me a letter to carry, I carry it."

	"I will tear it from you by force."

	"You will not force me, I hope, to shoot you like a dog."

	"You!"

	"Yes; I have a pistol, and you have not."

	"You shall pay for this."

	"I trust so, after my commission is over; but, meanwhile, I beg you to observe that as we belong to the king, it is setting a bad example to quarrel."

	St. Maline was furious, he bit his fingers with rage. As they crossed the Rue St. Antoine, Ernanton saw a litter with a lady in it. "My page!" cried he, and he rode toward it; but she did not seem to recognize him, and passed on.

	The young men now rode on without speaking. St. Maline soon discovered, to his chagrin, that his horse was not as good as Ernanton's, and could hardly keep pace with him. This annoyed him so much that he began to quarrel with his horse, and to fret him so perpetually with the spur, that at last the animal started off and made for the river Bievre, where he got rid of his rider by throwing him in. One might have heard half a mile off the imprecations of St. Maline, although he was half stifled by the water. By the time he scrambled out his horse had got some little way off. He himself was wet and muddy, and his face bleeding with scratches, and he felt sure that it was useless to try and catch it; and to complete his vexation, he saw Ernanton going down a cross-road which he judged to be a short cut.

	He climbed up the banks of the river, but now could see neither Ernanton nor his own horse. But while he stood there, full of sinister thoughts toward Ernanton, he saw him reappear from the cross-road, leading the runaway horse, which he had made a detour to catch. At this sight St. Maline was full of joy and even of gratitude; but gradually his face clouded again as he thought of the superiority of Ernanton over himself, for he knew that in the same situation he should not even have thought of acting in a similar manner.

	He stammered out thanks, to which Ernanton paid no attention, then furiously seized the reins of his horse and mounted again. They rode on silently till about half-past two, when they saw a man walking with a dog by his side. Ernanton passed him; but St. Maline, hoping to be more clever, rode up to him and said, "Traveler, do you expect something?"

	The man looked at him. Certainly his aspect was not agreeable. His face still bore marks of anger, and the mud half dried on his clothes and the blood on his cheeks, and his hand extended more in menace than interrogation, all seemed very sinister to the traveler.

	"If I expect something," said he, "it is not some one; and if I expect some one, it is not you."

	"You are impolite," said St. Maline, giving way to the anger that he had restrained so long; and as he spoke he raised his hand armed with a cane to strike the traveler, but he, with his stick, struck St. Maline on the shoulder, while the dog rushed at him, tearing his clothes, as well as his horse's legs.

	The horse, irritated by the pain, rushed furiously on. St. Maline could not stop him for some time, but he kept his seat. They passed thus before Ernanton, who took no notice. At last St. Maline succeeded in quieting his horse, and they rode on again in silence till Ernanton said: "There is he whom we seek waiting for us."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXIX.

	ST. MALINE.

	 

	Ernanton was not deceived; the man he saw was really Chicot. He on his side had seen the cavaliers coming, and suspecting that it was for him that they came, waited for them.

	Ernanton and St. Maline looked at each other.

	"Speak, monsieur, if you wish," said Ernanton to his adversary.

	St. Maline was suffocated by this courtesy, he could not speak, he could only bend his head; then Ernanton, advancing said, to Chicot—

	"Monsieur, would it be indiscreet to inquire your name?"

	"I am called 'the Shade.'"

	"Do you expect anything?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Will you be good enough to tell us what?"

	"A letter."

	"From where?"

	"From the Louvre."

	"Sealed with what seal?"

	"The royal seal."

	Ernanton put his hand into the breast of his doublet and drew out a letter.

	"That is it," said Chicot, "and for greater certainty, I was to give you something in exchange, was I not?"

	"A receipt."—"Yes."

	"Monsieur," continued Ernanton, "I was told to carry it, but this gentleman was to deliver it." And he handed the letter to St. Maline, who gave it to Chicot.

	"You see," said Ernanton, "that we have faithfully fulfilled our mission. There is no one here, and no one has seen us give you the letter."

	"It is true, gentlemen; but to whom am I to give the receipt?"

	"The king did not say," said St. Maline, with a meaning air.

	"Write two, monsieur, and give one to each of us. It is far from this to the Louvre, and some misfortune may happen to one of us on the road," and as he spoke, Ernanton's eyes flashed in their turn.

	"You are wise," said Chicot, drawing his tablets from his pocket, from which he tore out two pages and wrote on each, "Received from the hands of St. Maline the letter brought by M. Ernanton de Carmainges.—THE SHADE."

	"Adieu, monsieur," said St. Maline, taking his.

	"Adieu, monsieur, and a pleasant journey to you," added Ernanton. "Have you anything else to send to the Louvre?"

	"Nothing, I thank you."

	Then the young men set off toward Paris, and Chicot in the opposite direction. When he was out of sight—

	"Now, monsieur," said Ernanton to St. Maline, "dismount, if you please."

	"And why so?"

	"Our task is accomplished; we have now to converse, and this place appears excellent for an explanation of this sort."

	"As you please, monsieur;" and they got off their horses.

	Then Ernanton said, "You know, monsieur, that without any cause on my part, you have during the whole journey insulted me grievously. You wished to make me fight at an inopportune time, and I refused; but now the time is good and I am your man."

	But St. Maline was angry no longer, and did not wish to fight.

	"Monsieur," replied he, "when I insulted you, you responded by rendering me a service. I can no longer hold the language I did just now."

	"No; but you think the same."

	"How do you know?"

	"Because your words were dictated by hatred and envy, and they cannot already be extinct in your heart."

	St. Maline colored, but did not reply.

	Ernanton continued, "If the king preferred me to you, it was because I pleased him best. If I was not thrown into the Bievre like you, it was because I ride better; if I did not accept your challenge before, it was because I was wiser than you; if I was not bitten by the dog, it was because I had more sagacity; if I now summon you to draw your sword, it is because I have more honor; and if you hesitate, I shall say more courage."

	St. Maline looked like a demon, and drew his sword furiously.

	"I have fought eleven times," said he, "and two of my adversaries are dead. Are you aware of that, monsieur?"

	"And I, monsieur, have never fought, for I have never had occasion, and I did not seek it now. I wait your pleasure, monsieur."

	"Oh!" said St. Maline, "we are compatriots, and we are both in the king's service; do not let us quarrel. You are a brave man, and I would give you my hand if I could. What would you have? I am envious—it is my nature. M. de Chalabre, or M. de Montcrabeau, would not have made me angry; it was your superior merit. Console yourself, therefore, for I can do nothing against you, and unluckily your merit remains. I should not like any one to know the cause of our quarrel."

	"No one will know it, monsieur."

	"No one?"

	"No; for if we fight I should kill you, or you would kill me. I do not despise life; on the contrary, I cling to it, for I am only twenty-three years of age, have a good name and am not poor, and I shall defend myself like a lion."

	"Well, I, on the contrary, am thirty, and am disgusted with life; but still I would rather not fight with you."

	"Then you will apologize?"

	"No, I have said enough. If you are not content, so much the better, for you are not superior to me."

	"But, monsieur, one cannot end a quarrel thus, without the risk of being laughed at."—"I know it."

	"Then you refuse to fight?"

	"With you."

	"After having provoked me?"

	"I confess it."

	"But if my patience fail, and I attack you?"

	"I will throw my sword away; but I shall then have reason to hate you, and the first time I find you in the wrong, I will kill you."

	Ernanton sheathed his sword. "You are a strange man," said he, "and I pity you."

	"You pity me!"

	"Yes, for you must suffer."

	"Horribly."

	"Do you never love?"

	"Never."

	"Have you no passions?"

	"One alone, jealousy; but that includes all others to a frightful degree. I adore a woman, as soon as she loves another; I love gold, when another possesses it;—yes, you are right, I am unhappy."

	"Have you never tried to become good?"

	"Yes, and failed. What does the venomous plant? What do the bear and bird of prey? They destroy, but certain people use them for the chase. So shall I be in the hands of MM. d'Epernon and Loignac, till the day when they shall say, 'This plant is hurtful, let us tear it up; this beast is furious, let us kill him.'"

	Ernanton was calmed; St. Maline was no longer an object of anger but of pity.

	"Good fortune should cure you," said he; "when you succeed, you should hate less."

	"However high I should rise, others would be higher."

	They rode on silently for some time. At last Ernanton held out his hand to St. Maline, and said, "Shall I try to cure you?"

	"No, do not try that; you would fail. Hate me, on the contrary, and I shall admire you."

	An hour after they entered the Louvre; the king had gone out, and would not return until evening.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXX.

	DE LOIGNAC'S INTERVIEW WITH THE FORTY-FIVE.

	 

	Each of the young men placed himself at a window to watch for the return of the king. Ernanton, however, soon forgot his present situation, and became abstracted in thinking who the woman could be who had entered Paris as his page, and whom he had since seen in such a splendid litter; and with a heart more disposed to love adventure than to make ambitious calculations, he forgot why he was sitting there, till, suddenly raising his head, he saw that St. Maline was no longer there. He understood at once that he had seen the king arrive, and had gone to him. He rose quickly, traversed the gallery, and arrived at the king's room just as St. Maline was coming out.

	"Look!" cried he joyfully, "what the king has given me," and he showed a gold chain.

	"I congratulate you, monsieur," said Ernanton, quietly, and he entered in his turn.

	St. Maline waited impatiently until he came out again, which he did in about ten minutes, although it appeared an hour to St. Maline.

	When Ernanton came out, he looked all over him, and seeing nothing, he cried joyfully, "And you, monsieur, what has he given to you?"

	"His hand to kiss," replied Ernanton.

	St. Maline crushed his chain impatiently in his hands, and they both returned in silence. As they entered the hall, the trumpet sounded, and at this signal all the Forty-five came out of their rooms, wondering what was the matter; while they profited by this reunion to examine each other. Most of them were richly dressed, though generally in bad taste. They all had a military tournour, and long swords, boots and gloves of buckskin or buffalo, all well gilded or well greased, were almost universal.

	The most discreet might be known by their quiet colors, the most economical by the substantial character of their equipments, and the most gay by their white or rose-colored satins. Perducas de Pincornay had bought from some Jew a gold chain as thick as a cable; Pertinax de Montcrabeau was all bows and embroidery: he had bought his costume from a merchant who had purchased it of a gentleman who had been wounded by robbers. It was rather stained with blood and dirt, it was true, but he had managed to clean it tolerably. There remained two holes made by the daggers of the robbers, but Pertinax had had them embroidered in gold.

	Eustache de Miradoux did not shine; he had had to clothe Lardille, Militor, and the two children. All the gentlemen were there admiring each other, when M. de Loignac entered frowning, and placed himself in front of them, with a countenance anything but agreeable.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "are you all here?"

	"All!" they replied.

	"Gentlemen, you have been summoned to Paris as a special guard to the king; it is an honorable title, but it engages you to much. Some of you seem not to have understood your duties; I will, therefore, recall them to you. If you do not assist at the deliberations of the council, you will constantly be called upon to execute the resolutions passed there; therefore, the responsibility of those secrets rests upon you. Suppose now that one of the officers on whom the safety of the state and the tranquillity of the crown reposes, betray the secrets of the council, or a soldier charged with a commission does not execute it, his life is the forfeit; you know that?"

	"Doubtless," replied many voices.

	"Well, gentlemen, this very day a measure of his majesty's has been betrayed, and a step which he wished to take rendered, perhaps, impossible."

	Terror began to replace pride in the minds of the Forty-five, and they looked at each other with suspicion and disquietude.

	"Two of you, gentlemen," continued De Loignac, "have been heard in the open street chattering like a couple of old women, and that about grave things."

	St. Maline advanced. "Monsieur," said he, "pray explain at once, that suspicion may not rest on us all."

	"That is easy. The king heard to-day that one of his enemies—precisely one of those whom we have been enrolled to guard him against—had arrived in Paris to conspire against him. This name was pronounced quietly, but was overheard by a soldier on guard, that is to say, by a man who should be regarded as a wall—deaf, dumb, and immovable. However, that man repeated this name in the street with a noise and boasting which attracted the attention of the passers-by and raised quite an emotion; I know it, for I was there, and heard and saw all, and had I not placed my hand on his shoulder to stop him, he would have compromised such grave interests, that, had he not been quiet at my touch, I should have been compelled to poniard him on the spot."

	Pertinax de Montcrabeau and Perducas de Pincornay turned deadly pale, and Montcrabeau tried to stammer out some excuses. All eyes were turned toward them.

	"Nothing can excuse you," said De Loignac; "even if you were drunk you should be punished for that; and you shall be punished."

	A terrible silence ensued. Then Pertinax said, "Pardon, monsieur! we are provincials, new to the court, and unaccustomed to politics."

	"You should not have accepted your posts without weighing their duties."

	"For the future we will be as mute as sepulchers, we swear to you."

	"Good; but can you repair the evil you have done to-day?"

	"We will try."

	"It is impossible, I tell you."

	"Then, for this time, pardon us."

	"You live," continued De Loignac, "with a sort of license which I must repress. Those who find the terms too hard will return; I can easily replace them; but I warn you that justice will be done among us, secretly and expeditiously. Traitors will be punished with death on the spot."

	Montcrabeau nearly fainted, and Pertinax grew paler than ever.

	"I shall have," De Loignac continued, "for smaller offenses lighter punishments, as imprisonment, for instance. For this time, I spare the lives of M. de Montcrabeau and M. de Pincornay, because they probably acted in ignorance, and shall only enforce against them my third method of punishment—a fine. You have received one thousand livres apiece, gentlemen; you will each return one hundred."

	"One hundred!" cried Pincornay; "Cap de Bious! I have not got them; I have spent them on my equipment."

	"Sell your chain, then. But I have something else to add; I have remarked many signs of irritation between different members of your body, and each time a difference arises I wish the matter referred to me, and I alone shall have the power of allowing a duel to take place. Dueling is much in fashion now, but I do not wish, that, to follow the fashion, my company be constantly left imperfect. The first duel, therefore, that takes place without my permission will be punished with a rigorous imprisonment and a heavy fine. Now fifteen of you will place yourselves this evening at the foot of the staircase when his majesty receives, fifteen will keep without, and fifteen remain at home. Also, as you should have some chief, and I cannot be everywhere, I will each day name a chief for the fifteen, so that all shall learn to obey and command. At present I do not know the capacities of any one, but I shall watch and learn. Now, go, gentlemen; and M. de Montcrabeau and M. de Pincornay, you will remember that I expect your fines to be paid to-morrow."

	They all retired except Ernanton, who lingered behind.

	"Do you wish anything?" asked De Loignac.

	"Yes, monsieur," said Ernanton, bowing; "it seems to me that you have forgotten to point out to us our duties. To be in the king's service has a glorious sound, doubtless, but I should wish to know in what this service consists?"

	"That, monsieur, is a question to which I cannot reply."

	"May I ask why, monsieur?"

	"Because I, myself, am often ignorant in the morning of what I shall have to do in the evening."

	"Monsieur, you are placed in such a high position that you must know much of which we are ignorant."

	"You love the king, I suppose?"

	"I do; and I ought to do so, as a subject and a gentleman."

	"Well! that is the cardinal point by which to regulate your conduct."

	"Very well, monsieur; but there is one point which disquiets me."

	"What is it?"

	"Passive obedience."

	"It is an essential condition."

	"So I understand; but it is sometimes difficult for persons who are delicate on points of honor."

	"That does not concern me, M. de Carmainges."

	"But, monsieur, when an order displeases you—"

	"I read the signature of M. d'Epernon, and that consoles me."

	"And M. d'Epernon?"

	"He reads the signature of his majesty, and consoles himself as I do."

	"You are right, monsieur, and I am your humble servant;" and Ernanton was about to retire, when De Loignac stopped him.

	"I will say to you," said he, "what I have not said to the others, for no one else has had the courage to speak to me thus."

	Ernanton bowed.

	"Perhaps," continued De Loignac, "a great personage will come to the Louvre this evening; if so, do not lose sight of him, and follow him when he leaves."

	"Pardon me, monsieur; but that seems the work of a spy."

	"Do you think so? It is possible; but look here"—and he drew out a paper which he presented to Ernanton, who read—

	"'Have M. de Mayenne followed this evening, if he presents himself at the Louvre.—D'EPERNON.'"

	"Well, monsieur?"

	"I will follow M. de Mayenne," said Ernanton, bowing.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXI.

	THE BOURGEOIS OF PARIS.

	 

	M. de Mayenne, with whom they were so much occupied at the Louvre, set out from the Hotel Guise, booted and on horseback, as though he had just arrived. He was received by the king affectionately.

	"Well, cousin," said he, "you have, then, come to visit Paris?"

	"Yes, sire; I come in my brother's name and my own, to recall to your majesty that you have no more faithful subjects than ourselves."

	"Mordieu!" said the king, "that is so well known that you might have spared yourself this trouble. You must have had some other motive."

	"Sire, I feared that your regard for us might be shaken by the reports which our enemies circulate about us."

	"What reports?" asked Henri.

	"What!" cried Mayenne, rather disconcerted; "has not your majesty heard any reports unfavorable to us?"

	"My cousin, know once for all that I allow no one to speak ill in my presence of the Guises."

	"Well, sire, I do not regret my visit, since I have had the pleasure of finding my king so well disposed toward us; but I will allow that it was needless."

	"Oh! there is always something to do in Paris."

	"Yes, sire; but we have our business at Soissons."

	"What business, duke?"

	"Your majesty's, sire."

	"Ah! true; continue, Mayenne, to do as you have done; I know how to appreciate the conduct of my subjects."

	The duke retired, smiling. The king rubbed his hands, and De Loignac made a sign to Ernanton, who spoke to his valet, and then followed M. de Mayenne. There was no fear of missing him, for the news of his arrival had spread, and some hundred leaguers had assembled to greet him.

	As the duke reached his hotel, Ernanton saw a litter pierce through the crowd. De Mayenne approached it, and the curtains were opened, and Ernanton thought he recognized his former page. The litter disappeared under the gateway, and Mayenne followed; an instant after, M. de Mayneville appeared on the balcony, and thanked the Parisians in the duke's name, but begged them to disperse and go home.

	All went away accordingly, except ten men, who had entered after the duke. These were the deputies of the League, who were sent to thank M. de Mayenne for his visit, and to beg that his brothers would come also. They had a number of plans, which only wanted the sanction and support of the chiefs. Bussy Leclerc came to announce that he had instructed the monks of three monasteries in the use of arms, and had enrolled 500 bourgeois in a regiment.

	Lachapelle-Marteau had worked on the magistrates and had 200 black robes ready for councilors. Brigard had gained the merchants of the Rue Lombards and the Rue St. Denis. Cruce could answer for the University of Paris, and Delbar promised for all the sailors in the port, a dangerous body of 500 men. Each of the others had something to offer, even Nicholas Poulain, the friend of Chicot.

	When Mayenne had heard them all, he said, "I admire your strength, but I do not see the end you propose to yourselves."

	Bussy Leclerc answered, "We want a change, and as we are the strongest—"

	"But how will you arrive at this change?"

	"It seems to me," replied Bussy, boldly, "that as the idea of the Union came from our chiefs, it is for them to point out its aim."

	"You are perfectly right," said Mayenne, "but it is also for them to judge of the proper time for action. The troops of M. de Guise may be ready, but he does not give the signal until he thinks fit."

	"But, monseigneur, we are impatient."

	"For what?"

	"To arrive at our end. We also have our plan."

	"Ah! that is different; if you have your own plan, I say no more."

	"Yes, monseigneur; but may we count on your aid?"

	"Doubtless, if this plan be approved by my brother and myself."

	"We believe it will."

	"Let me hear it, then."

	The leaguers looked at each other, then Marteau advanced.

	"Monseigneur," said he, "we think the success of our plan certain. There are particular points where all the strength of the city lies—the great and the little Chatelet, the Hotel de Ville, the arsenal and the Louvre."

	"It is true."

	"All these are guarded, but could easily be surprised."

	"I admit this also."

	"The town itself, however, is defended outside, firstly, by the chevalier of the watch with his archers. We thought of seizing him in his house, which could be easily done, as it is a lonely place."

	Mayenne shook his head. "However lonely," said he, "you cannot force a door and fire twenty shots without attracting attention."

	"We have foreseen this objection, but one of the archers of the watch is on our side. In the middle of the night, two or three of us will go and knock at the door; the archer will open, and tell his chief that the king wishes to speak to him, which would not appear strange, as he is often sent for in this manner. Once the door is open, we will introduce ten men—sailors who lodge near—who will soon finish him."

	"Murder him?"

	"Yes, monseigneur. At the same time we will force the doors of the other functionaries who might take his place, such as M. d'O, M. de Chiverny, and M. le Procureur Laguesle. St. Bartholomew has taught us how to manage."

	"This is all well, gentlemen; but you have not told me if you mean, at the same time, to force the doors of the Louvre—that strong and well-guarded fortress. Believe me, the king is not so easily taken as the chevalier of the watch."

	"We have chosen four thousand men, who hate the king, for this undertaking."

	"And you think that enough?"

	"Doubtless; we shall be ten to one."

	"Why, the Swiss are four thousand strong."

	"Yes, but they are at Lagny, and that is eight leagues from Paris, and supposing they were to send for them, it would take two hours for the messenger to go on horseback, and eight for them to return on foot, so that they would just arrive in time to be stopped at the gates, and in a few hours we should be masters of Paris."

	"Very good; but supposing all this accomplished, the watch disarmed, the authorities disappeared, and all obstacles removed, what do you mean to do?"

	"Form a new government of honest people. As for ourselves, so long as our commerce is successful, and we have enough for our wives and children, we care for little else. Some among us might desire a command, and they should have it. We are not difficult to satisfy."

	"I know you are all honest, and would not suffer a mixture in your ranks."

	"No, no!" cried several voices.

	"Now, M. Poulain," said the duke, "are there many idlers and bad people in the Ile de France?"

	Nicholas Poulain, who had hitherto kept in the background, was now forced to advance. "Certainly, monseigneur, there are a great many," he replied.

	"Could you guess at their number?"

	"About four thousand thieves, three thousand or more beggars, and four or five hundred assassins."

	"Well, there are at least eight thousand good-for-nothings; of what religion are they?"

	Poulain laughed. "Of all, monseigneur; or, rather, of none; gold is their god, and blood their prophet."

	"Yes; but their politics? Are they Valois, Leaguers, Navarrais, or what?"

	"Robbers only."

	"Monseigneur," said Cruce, "do not suppose that we mean to take these people for allies!"

	"No, I do not suppose so; and that is what disturbs me."

	"And why so, monseigneur?" they asked with surprise.

	"Because as soon as there are no longer magistrates in Paris, as soon as there is no longer royalty, or public force, or anything to restrain them, they will begin to pillage your shops while you fight, and your houses while you occupy the Louvre. Sometimes they will join the Swiss against you, and sometimes you against the Swiss, so that they will always be the strongest."

	"Diable!" cried the deputies, looking at each other.

	"I think this is a question for grave consideration, gentlemen," said the duke. "I will think it over, and endeavor to find the means of overcoming the difficulty; your interests, before our own, has ever been our maxim."

	The deputies gave a murmur of approbation.

	"Now, gentlemen, permit a man who has traveled twenty-four leagues on horseback in forty-eight hours to seek a little sleep."

	"We humbly take our leave, monseigneur," said Brigard; "what day shall you fix for our next meeting?"

	"As soon as possible, gentlemen; to-morrow, or the day after. Au revoir."

	No sooner had he disappeared than a door opened, and a woman rushed in.

	"The duchesse!" they cried.

	"Yes, gentlemen; who comes to save you from your embarrassments. What the Hebrews could not do, Judith did; hope, then, gentlemen, for I also have my plan;" and she disappeared through the same door as her brother.

	"Tudieu!" cried Bussy Leclerc; "I believe that is the man of the family."

	"Oh!" murmured Nicholas Poulain, "I wish I were out of all this."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXII.

	BROTHER BORROMÉE.

	 

	It was about ten o'clock in the evening when the deputies returned home. Nicholas Poulain remained behind the others, reflecting on the perplexing situation in which he found himself, and considering whether he should report all that he had heard to M. d'Epernon, when, in the middle of the Rue de la Pierre-au-Réal, he ran right against a Jacobin monk. They both began to swear, but, looking up, recognized each other.

	"Brother Borromée!" cried Poulain.

	"Nicholas Poulain!" exclaimed the monk.

	"How are you?" asked Nicholas cautiously. "Where in the world were you running to in such a hurry at this time of night? Is the priory on fire?"

	"No; I was going to the Duchesse de Montpensier's hotel, to speak to M. de Mayneville."

	"And what for?"

	"Oh! it is very simple," said Borromée, seeking for a specious answer; "the reverend prior was solicited by the duchesse to become her confessor; he accepted at the time, but since then he has had scruples, and has sent me to tell her not to rely upon him."

	"Very good; but you are going away from the Hotel Guise."

	"Exactly so; for I hear she is at the Hotel St. Denis, with her brother."

	"Quite true; but why do you deceive me? It is not the treasurer who is sent with these sort of messages."

	"But to a princess! Now do not detain me, or I shall miss her."

	"She will return, you might have waited for her."

	"True; but I shall not be sorry to see M. le Duc also."

	"Oh! that is more like the truth, so go on. There is something new going on," thought Nicholas; "but why should I try to discover what it is?"

	Meanwhile the brother and sister had been conversing together, and had settled that the king had no suspicions, and was therefore easy to attack. They also agreed that the first thing to be done was to organize the League more generally in the provinces, while the king abandoned his brother, who was the only enemy they had to fear, so long as Henri of Navarre occupied himself only with love affairs.

	"Paris is all ready, but must wait," said Mayenne.

	
At this moment M. de Mayneville entered, and announced Borromée.

	"Borromée! who is he?" cried the duke.

	"The man whom you sent me from Nancy, when I asked for a man of action and mind."

	"I remember; I told you he was both. But he was called Borroville."

	"Yes, monseigneur; but now he is a monk, and Borromée."

	"Borroville a monk! and why so?"

	"That is our secret, monseigneur; you shall know hereafter, but now let us see him, for his visit disquiets me."

	"Why, Borroville," cried the duke, laughing, as he entered; "what a disguise!"

	"Yes, monseigneur, I am not much at my ease in this devil of a dress, I confess; but, as it is worn in the service of her highness, I do not complain."

	"And what do you want so late?"

	"I could not come sooner; I have all the priory on my hands."

	"Well! now speak."

	"M. le Duc, the king is sending succors to the Duc d'Anjou."

	"Bah! we have heard that the last three years."

	"Yes; but this time it is certain. At two o'clock this morning, M. de Joyeuse set out for Rouen; he is to take ship to Dieppe, and convey three thousand men to Antwerp."

	"Oh! who told you that, Borroville?"

	"I heard it from a man who is going to Navarre."

	"To Navarre! to Henri?"

	"Yes, monseigneur."

	"And who sends him?"

	"The king, with a letter."

	"What is his name?"

	"Robert Briquet; he is a great friend of Gorenflot's."

	"And an ambassador of the king's?"

	"Yes; I am sure of it; for he sent one of our monks to the Louvre to fetch the letter."

	"And he did not show you the letter?"

	"The king did not give it to him; he sent it by his own messenger."

	"We must have this letter."

	"Certainly," said the duchess.

	"How was it that this did not occur to you?" said Mayneville.

	"I did think of it, and wished to send one of my men, who is a perfect Hercules, with M. Briquet, but he suspected, and dismissed him."

	"You must go yourself."

	"Impossible!"

	"And why?"

	"Because he knows me."

	"As a monk, but not as captain, I hope."

	"Ma foi! I do not know; he seems to know everything."

	"What is he like?"

	"He is tall—all nerves, muscles and bones; silent, but mocking."

	"Ah! ah! and clever with his sword?"

	"Marvelously."

	"A long face?"

	"Yes."

	"And an old friend of the prior's?"

	"Yes."

	"Oh! I have a suspicion which I must have cleared up. Borroville, you must go to Soissons, to my brother—"

	"But the priory?"

	"Oh! you can invent some excuse to Gorenflot; he believes all you say," said Mayneville.

	"You will tell my brother all you know about the mission of M. de Joyeuse."

	"Yes, monseigneur."

	"And Navarre—" said the duchess.

	"Oh! I charge myself with that," said Mayenne. "Let them saddle me a fresh horse, Mayneville." Then he murmured to himself, "Can he be still alive?"

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXIII.

	CHICOT, LATINIST.

	 

	After the departure of the young men, Chicot went on quietly; but as soon as they had disappeared in the valley, he stopped at the top of a hill and looked all round him; then, seeing no one, he seated himself, and commenced an examination. He had now two purses, for he perceived that the packet he had received contained money, besides the letter. It was quite a royal purse, embroidered with an "H" at each end.

	"It is pretty," said Chicot, "no one could be more generous or more stupid. Decidedly I shall never make anything of the king. All that astonishes me is that he did not have the letter embroidered outside also. Now let me see how much money he has sent. One hundred crowns; just the sum I borrowed from Gorenflot. Ah! pardon, Henri, this is good. But the purse annoys me; if I were to keep it I should feel as if the very birds, as they flew over my head, would denounce me as a royal messenger."

	So saying, he drew from his pocket Gorenflot's bag, emptied the king's money into it, then placed a stone in the purse, and threw it into the Orge, which flowed under the bridge at his feet.

	"So much for myself—now for Henri," said Chicot; and he took up the letter, broke the seal with the utmost tranquillity, and sent the envelope into the river after the purse. "Now," said he, "let us read.

	"'Dear brother, the deep love which you felt for our late dear brother and king, Charles IX., still clings to the Louvre and to my heart; it grieves me, therefore, to have to write to you about vexatious things. You are strong, however, against ill fortune, so that I do not hesitate to communicate these things to you—things which can only be told to a tried friend. Besides, I have an interest in warning you—the honor of my name and of your own, my brother. We resemble each other in one thing, that we are each surrounded with enemies. Chicot will explain to you.

	"'M. de Turenne, your servant, causes daily scandal at your court; God forbid that I should interfere in your affairs, except where your honor is concerned; but your wife, whom to my regret I call my sister, should be more careful than she is of your honor. I advise you, therefore, to watch the communications of Margot with Turenne, that she does not bring shame on the house of Bourbon. Act as soon as you shall be sure of the fact, into which I pray you to inquire as soon as Chicot shall have explained to you my letter.

	"'Those whom as brother and king I denounce to you, generally meet at a little chateau called Loignac, the pretext being generally the chase. This chateau is, besides, the focus for intrigues to which the Guises are not strangers, and you know the strange love with which my sister pursued Henri de Guise. I embrace you, and am ever ready to aid you in all, and for all; meanwhile aid yourself by the advice of Chicot, whom I send to you. Your affectionate,' etc.

	"Age auctore Chicot," said Chicot, "here am I, installed counselor of the king of Navarre! This seems to me a bad commission, and in flying one ill, I have fallen into a worse one. Really, I should almost prefer Mayenne. But the letter is clever, and if Henriot be like other husbands, it will embroil him at once with his wife, Turenne, the Guises, and even with Spain. But if Henri de Valois is so well informed of all that passes in Navarre, he must have some spy there.

	"Then, again," continued he, "this letter will lead me into mischief if I meet a Spaniard, a Lorraine, a Béarnais, or a Fleming curious enough to wish to know what brings me here, and I should be very foolish not to remember that there is a chance of that. M. Borromée, above all, I suspect may play me some trick. Besides, what did I seek in asking the king for this mission? Tranquillity. And now I am going to embroil the king of Navarre with his wife. However, that is not my affair, except that I shall make mortal enemies, who will prevent me from ever reaching the happy age of eighty.

	"Ma foi! but that is not much, for it is only worth living when you are young. But then I might as well have waited for the knife of M. de Mayenne. However, I will take precautions, and will translate this fine letter into Latin, and engrave it on my memory; then I will buy a horse, because from Juvisy to Pau I should have too often to put the right foot before the left if I walked—but first I will destroy this letter."

	This he proceeded to do; tearing it into an infinite number of little pieces, sending some into the river, others into the air, and burying the rest in holes in the ground.

	"Now let me think of my Latin theme," said he; and this study occupied him until he arrived at Corbeil, where he bestowed a glance at the cathedral, but fixed an earnest look at a traiteur's, whence came an appetizing smell of dinner. We will not describe either the dinner he made or the horse he bought; suffice it to say that the dinner was long and the horse was bad.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXIV.

	THE FOUR WINDS.

	 

	Chicot, with his little horse, which ought to have been a big one to have carried him, after having slept at Fontainebleau, made a detour to the right, and proceeded toward the little village of Orgeval. He would have gone further that day, but his horse failed him. He put up, therefore, at a good hotel, and went through the rooms to select one where the doors closed well, and chose an apartment which had just been repaired, and the door of which was furnished with a formidable lock.

	Before going to bed, although the hotel had appeared almost empty, he locked the door and placed a heavy table and a chest of drawers against it. He then put his purse under his pillow, and repeated to himself three times over the translation of the king's letter. There was an extremely high wind blowing, and as it howled in the neighboring trees, it was with a feeling of great satisfaction that Chicot plunged into a very comfortable bed.

	He had a lamp by his bedside, and he occupied himself for some time in reading a book which he had brought with him; but, although he liked the book, in reading the third chapter he fell asleep. The wind moaned about the house, sometimes like a child crying, and sometimes like a husband scolding his wife; and as Chicot slept, it seemed to him, in his dreams, that the tempest came nearer and nearer. All at once a sudden squall of invincible force broke locks and bolts—pushed the chest of drawers, which fell on the lamp, which it extinguished, and on the table, which it smashed.

	Chicot had the faculty of waking quickly, and with all his senses about him, so he jumped out of bed and got hold in an instant of his purse and his sword. It was quite dark, but it seemed to him that the whole room was being torn to pieces by the four winds of heaven; for the chairs were falling, and the table breaking more and more under the weight of the drawers. As he could do nothing against the gods of Olympus, he contented himself with standing in one corner, with his sword held out before him, so that if any of these mythological personages approached, they would spit themselves upon it.

	At last he profited by a momentary cessation in the uproar to cry loudly, "Help! help!"

	He made so much noise that it seemed to quiet the elements, as if Neptune had pronounced the famous Quos ego, and, after six or seven minutes, during which Eurus, Notus, Boreas and Aquilo seemed to beat a retreat, the host appeared with a lantern and enlightened the scene, which looked deplorably like a field of battle. The great chest of drawers was overturned on the broken table; the door was held only by one of its hinges, and the bolts were broken; three or four chairs were on the floor with their legs in the air, and, to crown all, the crockery, which had been on the table, lay in bits on the floor.

	"This is a regular pandemonium," cried Chicot, recognizing his host.

	"Oh! monsieur," cried the host, clasping his hands, "what has happened?"

	"Are there demons lodging here?" asked Chicot.

	"Oh! what weather," replied the host pathetically.

	"But the bolts do not hold; this house must be made of card-board. I would rather go away;—I prefer the road."

	"Oh! my poor furniture," sighed the host.

	"But my clothes! where are they? They were on this chair."

	"If they were there, they ought to be there still," replied the host.

	"What! 'if they were there.' Do you think I came here yesterday in this costume?"

	"Mon Dieu! monsieur," answered the host, with embarrassment, "I know you were clothed."

	"It is lucky you confess it."

	"But—"

	"But what?"

	"The wind has dispersed everything."

	"Ah! that is a reason."

	"You see."

	"But, my friend, when the wind comes in it comes from outside, and it must have come in here if it made this destruction."

	"Certainly, monsieur."

	"Well, the wind in coming in here should have brought with it the clothes of others, instead of carrying mine out."

	"So it should, and yet the contrary seems to have happened."

	"But what is this? The wind must have walked in the mud, for here are footmarks on the floor." And Chicot pointed out the traces left by a muddy boot, on seeing which the host turned pale.

	"Now, my friend," said Chicot, "I advise you to keep a watch over these winds which enter hotels, penetrate rooms by breaking doors, and retire, carrying away the clothes of the guests."

	The host drew back toward the door. "You call me thief!" said he.

	"You are responsible for my clothes, and they are gone—you will not deny that?"

	"You insult me."

	Chicot made a menacing gesture.

	"Hola!" cried the host; "hola! help!"

	Four men armed with sticks immediately appeared.

	"Ah! here are the four winds," cried Chicot, making a thrust with his sword at one of them; but they all rapidly disappeared, not, however, before one of them had whispered something to the host.

	"Your clothes shall be found," growled he.

	"Well! that is all I ask."

	They soon made their appearance, but visibly deteriorated.

	"Ah! there are nails in your staircase; what a devil of a wind it was," said Chicot.

	"Now you will go to bed again?" said the host.

	"No, I thank you, I have slept enough; leave me your lantern and I will read."

	Chicot replaced the chest of drawers against the door, dressed himself, got into bed again, and read till daybreak, when he asked for his horse, paid his bill, and went away, saying to himself—

	"We shall see, to-night."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXV.

	HOW CHICOT CONTINUED HIS JOURNEY, AND WHAT HAPPENED TO HIM.

	 

	Chicot passed his morning in congratulating himself on the sang-froid and patience he had displayed through his night of trials.

	"But," thought he, "they never take an old wolf twice in the same snare; therefore, it is nearly certain that they will invent some new devilry to practice on me to-day, so I must be on my guard."

	The result of this reasoning was, that Chicot made a march that day worthy of being immortalized by Xenophon. Every tree, rising ground, or wall, served him for a point of observation. He also concluded on the road alliances, if not offensive, at least defensive. Four grocers from Paris, who were going to Orleans to order preserves, and to Limoges for dried fruits, allowed Chicot, who called himself a hosier from Bordeaux, returning home, to join their company, which was rendered more formidable by four clerks, who were following their masters. It was quite a little army, and scarcely less formidable in mind than in number, so warlike a spirit had the League introduced among the Parisian shopkeepers. At all events, three cowards together have less fear than one brave man alone. At last they reached Etampes, the town fixed on for supper and sleeping. They supped, and then each went to his room.

	Chicot, who had not been sparing during the repast, either of his fun, which amused his companions, or of the Muscat and Burgundy, went to bed, after having settled to travel again with the grocers on the morrow. Chicot, therefore, thought himself guarded like a prince by the four travelers, whose rooms were in the same corridor and close to his own. Indeed, at this epoch, the roads being far from safe, travelers were in the habit of promising each other mutual aid in case of need. Chicot then, after bolting his door and striking the walls, which returned everywhere a satisfactory sound, went to bed and to sleep.

	But there arrived, during his first sleep, an event which the Sphynx himself, the diviner par excellence, could not have foreseen; but the devil was mixing himself up with Chicot's affairs, and he is more cunning than all the Sphynxes in the world.

	About half-past nine a blow was struck on the door of the room where the clerks all slept. One of them opened in a very bad humor, and found himself face to face with the host.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "I see with pleasure that you are sleeping all ready dressed, for I wish to render you a great service. Your masters grew very warm over politics at supper-time, and it seems that a sheriff of the town heard them and reported it. Now, as we are very loyal here, the mayor sent down the watch, and they have arrested your masters and carried them off. The prison is near the Hotel de Ville; go, my lads, your mules are ready for you, your masters will join you on the road."

	The four clerks shook like hares, ran downstairs, jumped on their mules, and took the road back to Paris, telling the host to let their masters know, if they should return to the hotel.

	Having seen them disappear, the host went to knock very gently at one of the doors in the corridor.

	One of the merchants cried out in a loud voice, "Who is there?"

	"Silence!" replied the host, "and come quietly to the door."

	The merchant obeyed, but before opening, he said again—"Who are you?"

	"Your host; do you not recognize my voice?"

	"Mon Dieu! what is the matter?"

	"Why, it seems you talked rather too freely at table, and the mayor has been informed by some spy, and has sent to arrest you. Luckily, I thought of showing them your clerks' room instead of yours, so that they are busy upstairs arresting them."

	"Can this be true?"

	"Pure and simple truth. Make haste, and escape while you can."

	"But my companions?"

	"Oh! I will tell them."

	And while the merchant dressed, the host awakened the others, and very soon they all disappeared, walking on the points of their toes, that they might not be heard.

	"That poor hosier!" said they; "it will all fall on him; but it is true he said the most."

	Of course Chicot had received no warning. While the merchants were flying, he was sleeping peacefully.

	The host now descended into the hall, where stood six armed men, one of whom seemed to command the others.

	"Well?" said this one.

	"I have obeyed your orders, monsieur."

	"Your inn is deserted?"

	"Absolutely."

	"The person is not awakened?"

	"No."

	"You know in whose name we act, and what cause we serve: for you serve the same."

	"Yes, certainly; therefore, I have sacrificed, to keep my oath, the money that these men would have spent at my house; for it is said in the oath, 'I will sacrifice my goods to the defense of the Catholic religion.'"

	"'And my life,' you forget that," replied the officer.

	"Oh! I have a wife and children."

	"You must obey blindly what is ordered you."

	"Oh! I will obey."

	"Then go to bed, shut the doors, and whatever you see or hear, do not come out, even if your house is burning."

	"Oh! I am ruined!"

	"I am instructed to indemnify you; here are thirty crowns."

	"My house estimated at thirty crowns!" cried the inn-keeper, piteously.

	"We shall not break even a window; complainer that you are."

	"Oh! what a champion of the Holy League."

	The host went away and did as he was told. Then the officer ordered two men to place themselves under Chicot's window, while he himself, with the three others, mounted to his room.

	"You know the order," said the officer. "If he opens and lets us search, and we find what we seek, we will not do him the least harm; but if the contrary happens, a good blow with a dagger; no pistol, you understand—besides, it is useless, being four against one."

	The officer knocked.

	"Who is there?" cried Chicot.

	"Your friends the grocers, who have something important to tell you."

	"Oh!" cried Chicot; "how last night's wine has strengthened your voice."

	The officer lowered his voice, and said in an insinuating tone, "Open quickly, dear companion."

	"Ventre de biche! I do not smell the grocery."

	"Ah! you will not open?" cried the officer, impatiently. "Break open the door."

	Chicot ran to the window, but saw below two naked swords shining.

	"I am caught," said he.

	"Ah! ah!" cried the officer, who had heard the noise of the window opening; "you fear the perilous leap, and you are right. Come, open!"

	"Ma foi! no; the door is solid, and I shall get help when you make a noise." And he began to call for the merchants.

	The officer laughed. "Fool!" cried he. "Do you think we have left you their help? Undeceive yourself; you are alone, so make up your mind to it. Go on, soldiers."

	Chicot heard three blows struck on the door.

	"They have three muskets," said he; "and below there are only two swords, and only fifteen feet to jump; I prefer the swords to the muskets."

	And tying his bag to his belt, he got on the window-sill with his drawn sword. The two men below stood ready with their drawn swords, but, as Chicot guessed, on seeing him jump sword in hand, they drew back, intending to strike him as he came to the ground. Chicot alighted on his feet, and one of the men gave him a thrust immediately. Thanks, however, to Gorenflot's coat of mail, the blade broke like glass.

	"He has armor!" cried the soldier.

	"Pardieu!" said Chicot, cutting open his head with a blow of his sword.

	The other began to cry out, thinking now only of defending himself, but, at the second pass, Chicot laid him by his comrade; so that when the door was burst open, the officer saw through the window his two sentinels lying in their blood, and Chicot running quietly away.

	"He is a demon; he is steel proof!" cried he.

	"Yes; but not ball-proof!" cried the soldiers.

	"No firing; no noise; you will wake the city. We shall catch him to-morrow."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXVI.

	THE THIRD DAY OF THE JOURNEY.

	 

	Chicot knew he was safe in the city of Etampes, where he was under the protection of magistrates who would have arrested the officer immediately on his complaint. It was the knowledge of this which had induced the officer to stop his men from firing, and to abstain from pursuit. Therefore he retired with his soldiers, leaving the two dead men on the ground after laying their swords by them, that it might seem as though they had killed each other.

	Chicot vainly searched for his former companions, and then determined to stay for a time in the city; and even, after watching the officer and his men leave the town, had the audacity to return to the inn. There he found the host, who had not recovered from his terror, and who watched him saddling his horse as though he had been a phantom, and never even asked him for his money.

	Then he went and finished his night in the public room at another inn, among all the drinkers, who were far from thinking that this tall unknown, who looked so smiling and gracious, had just killed two men.

	At break of day he started again, but a prey to anxiety, for although two attempts had failed, the third might be successful. He determined when he reached Orleans to send to the king to ask for an escort.

	But as the road to Orleans was passed without accident, Chicot began to think again that it was needless, and that the king would lose his good opinion of him, and also that an escort would be a great trouble. He went on, therefore, but his fears began to return as evening advanced. All at once he heard behind him the galloping of horses, and turning round he counted seven cavaliers, of whom four had muskets on their shoulders. They gained rapidly on Chicot, who, seeing flight was hopeless, contented himself with making his horse move in zig-zags, so as to escape the balls which he expected every moment. He was right, for when they came about fifty feet from him, they fired, but thanks to his maneuver, all the balls missed him. He immediately abandoned the reins and let himself slip to the ground, taking the precaution to have his sword in one hand and a dagger in the other.

	He came to the ground in such a position that his head was protected by the breast of his horse.

	A cry of joy came from the troop, who, seeing him fall, believed him dead.

	"I told you so," said a man, riding up, with a mask on his face; "you failed because you did not follow my orders. This time, here he is; search him, and if he moves, finish him."

	Chicot was not a pious man, but at such a moment he remembered his God and murmured a fervent prayer.

	Two men approached him sword in hand, and as he did not stir, came fearlessly forward; but instantly Chicot's dagger was in the throat of one, and his sword half buried in the side of the other.

	"Ah! treason!" cried the chief, "he is not dead; charge your muskets."

	"No, I am not dead," cried Chicot, attacking the speaker.

	But two soldiers came to the rescue; Chicot turned and wounded one in the thigh.

	"The muskets!" cried the chief.

	"Before they are ready, you will be pierced through the heart," cried Chicot.

	"Be firm, and I will aid you," cried a voice, which seemed to Chicot to come from heaven.

	It was that of a fine young man, on a black horse. He had a pistol in each hand, and cried again to Chicot, "Stoop! morbleu, stoop!"

	Chicot obeyed.

	One pistol was fired, and a man rolled at Chicot's feet; then the second, and another man fell.

	"Now we are two to two," cried Chicot; "generous young man, you take one, here is mine," and he rushed on the masked man, who defended himself as if used to arms.

	The young man seized his opponent by the body, threw him down, and bound him with his belt. Chicot soon wounded his adversary, who was very corpulent, between the ribs; he fell, and Chicot, putting his foot on his sword to prevent him from using it, cut the strings of his mask.

	"M. de Mayenne! ventre de biche, I thought so," said he.

	The duke did not reply; he had fainted from the loss of blood and the weight of his fall. Chicot drew his dagger, and was about coolly to cut off his head, when his arm was seized by a grasp of iron, and a voice said:

	"Stay! monsieur; one does not kill a fallen enemy."

	"Young man," replied Chicot, "you have saved my life, and I thank you with all my heart; but accept a little lesson very useful in the time of moral degradation in which we live. When a man has been attacked three times in three days—when he has been each time in danger of death—when his enemies have, without provocation, fired four musket balls at him from behind—as they might have done to a mad dog—then, young man, he may do what I am about to do." And Chicot returned to his work.

	But the young man stopped him again.

	"You shall not do it, while I am here. You shall not shed more of that blood which is now issuing from the wound you hare already inflicted."

	"Bah! do you know this wretch?"

	"That wretch is M. le Duc de Mayenne, a prince equal in rank to many kings."

	"All the more reason. And who are you?"

	"He who has saved your life, monsieur."

	"And who, if I do not deceive myself, brought me a letter from the king three days ago."

	"Precisely."

	"Then you are in the king's service?"

	"I have that honor."

	"And yet you save M. de Mayenne? Permit me to tell you, monsieur, that that is not being a good servant."

	"I think differently."

	"Well, perhaps you are right. What is your name?"

	"Ernanton de Carmainges."

	"Well, M. Ernanton, what are we to do with this great carcase?"

	"I will watch over M. de Mayenne, monsieur."

	"And his follower, who is listening there?"

	"The poor devil hears nothing; I have bound him too tightly, and he has fainted."

	"M. de Carmainges, you have saved my life to-day, but you endanger it furiously for the future."

	"I do my duty to-day; God will provide for the future."

	"As you please, then, and I confess I dislike killing a defenseless man. Adieu, monsieur. But first, I will choose one of these horses."

	"Take mine; I know what it can do."

	"Oh! that is too generous."

	"I have not so much need as you have to go quickly."

	Chicot made no more compliments, but got on Ernanton's horse and disappeared.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXVII.

	ERNANTON DE CARMAINGES.

	 

	Ernanton remained on the field of battle, much embarrassed what to do with the two men, who would shortly open their eyes. As he deliberated, he saw a wagon coming along, drawn by two oxen, and driven by a peasant. Ernanton went to the man and told him that a combat had taken place between the Huguenots and Catholics, that four had been killed, but that two were still living. The peasant, although desperately frightened, aided Ernanton to place first M. de Mayenne and then the soldier in the wagon. The four bodies remained.

	"Monsieur," said the peasant, "were they Catholics or Huguenots?"

	"Huguenots," said Ernanton, who had seen the peasant cross himself in his first terror.

	"In that case there will be no harm in my searching them, will there?"

	"None," replied Ernanton, who thought it as well that the peasant should do it, as the first passer-by. The man did not wait to be told twice, but turned out their pockets. It seemed that he was far from disappointed, for his face looked smiling when he had finished the operation, and he drove on his oxen at their quickest pace, in order to reach his home with his treasure.

	It was in the stable of this excellent Catholic, on a bed of straw, that M. de Mayenne recovered his consciousness. He opened his eyes, and looked at the men and the things surrounding him with a surprise easy to imagine. Ernanton immediately dismissed the peasant.

	"Who are you, monsieur?" asked Mayenne.

	Ernanton smiled.

	"Do you not recognize me?" said he.

	"Yes, I do now; you are he who came to the assistance of my enemy."

	"Yes, but I am he who prevented your enemy from killing you."

	"That must be true, since I live; unless, indeed, he thought me dead."

	"He went away knowing you to be alive."

	"Then he thought my wound mortal."

	"I do not know; but had I not opposed him, he would have given you one which certainly would have been so."

	"But then, monsieur, why did you aid him in killing my men?"

	"Nothing more simple, monsieur; and I am astonished that a gentleman, as you seem to be, does not understand my conduct. Chance brought me on your road, and I saw several men attacking one; I defended the one, but when this brave man—for whoever he may be, he is brave—when he remained alone with you, and would have decided the victory by your death, then I interfered to save you."

	"You know me, then?" said Mayenne, with a scrutinizing glance.

	"I had no need to know you, monsieur; you were a wounded man, that was enough."

	"Be frank; you knew me?"

	"It is strange, monsieur, that you will not understand me. It seems to me that it is equally ignoble to kill a defenseless man, as six men to attack one."

	"There may be reasons for all things."

	Ernanton bowed, but did not reply.

	"Did you not see," continued Mayenne, "that I fought sword to sword with that man?"

	"It is true."

	"Besides, he is my most mortal enemy."

	"I believe it, for he said the same thing of you."

	"Do you think me dangerously wounded?"

	"I have examined your wound, monsieur, and I think that, although it is serious, you are in no danger of death. I believe the sword slipped along the ribs, and did not penetrate the breast. Breathe, and I think you will find no pain in the lungs."

	"It is true; but my men?"

	"Are dead, all but one."

	"Are they left on the road?"

	"Yes."

	"Have they been searched?"

	"The peasant whom you must have seen on opening your eyes, and who is your host, searched them."

	"What did he find?"

	"Some money."

	"Any papers?"

	"I think not."

	"Ah!" said Mayenne, with evident satisfaction. "But the living man; where is he?"

	"In the barn, close by."

	"Bring him to me, monsieur; and if you are a man of honor, promise me to ask him no questions."

	"I am not curious, monsieur; and I wish to know no more of this affair than I know already."

	The duke looked at him uneasily.

	"Monsieur," said Ernanton, "will you charge some one else with the commission you have just given me?"

	"I was wrong, monsieur, I acknowledge it; have the kindness to render me the service I ask of you."

	Five minutes after, the soldier entered the stable. He uttered a cry on seeing the duke; but he put his finger on his lip, and the man was silent.

	"Monsieur," said Mayenne to Ernanton, "my gratitude to you will be eternal; and, doubtless, some day we shall meet under more favorable circumstances. May I ask to whom I have the honor of speaking?"

	"I am the Vicomte Ernanton de Carmainges, monsieur."

	"You were going to Beaugency?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Then I have delayed you, and you cannot go on to-night."

	"On the contrary, monsieur, I am about to start at once."—"For Beaugency?"

	"No, for Paris," said Ernanton; "somewhat unwillingly."

	The duke appeared astonished.

	"Pardon," said he; "but it is strange that going to Beaugency, and being stopped by an unforeseen circumstance, you should return without fulfilling the end of your journey."

	"Nothing is more simple, monsieur; I was going to a rendezvous for a particular time, which I have lost by coming here with you; therefore I return."

	"Oh! monsieur, will you not stay here with me for two or three days? I will send this soldier to Paris for a surgeon, and I cannot remain here alone with these peasants, who are strangers to me."

	"Then let the soldier remain with you, and I will send you a doctor."

	"Do you know the name of my enemy?"

	"No, monsieur."

	"What! you saved his life, and he did not tell you his name?"

	"I did not ask him."

	"You did not ask him?"

	"I have saved your life also, monsieur; have I asked you your name? But, in exchange, you both know mine."

	"I see, monsieur, there is nothing to be learned from you; you are as discreet as brave."

	"I observe that you say that in a reproachful manner; but, on the contrary, you ought to be reassured, for a man who is discreet with one person will be so with another."

	"You are right! your hand, M. de Carmainges."

	Ernanton did quietly as he was asked.

	"You have blamed my conduct, monsieur," said Mayenne; "but I cannot justify myself without revealing important secrets."

	"You defend yourself, monsieur, when I do not accuse."

	"Well! I will only say that I am a gentleman of good rank, and able to be of use to you."

	"Say no more, monsieur; thanks to the master whom I serve, I have no need of assistance from any one."

	"Your master, who is he?"

	"I have asked no questions, monsieur."

	"It is true."

	"Besides, your wound begins to inflame; I advise you to talk less."

	"You are right; but I want my surgeon."

	"I am returning to Paris, as I told you: give me his address."

	"M. de Carmainges, give me your word of honor that if I intrust you with a letter it shall be given to the person to whom it is addressed."

	"I give it, monsieur."

	"I believe you; I am sure I may trust you. I must tell you a part of my secret. I belong to the guards of Madame de Montpensier."

	"Oh! I did not know she had guards."

	"In these troublous times, monsieur, every one guards himself as well as he can, and the house of Guise being a princely one—"

	"I asked for no explanation, monsieur."

	"Well, I had a mission to Amboise; when on the road I saw my enemy; you know the rest."—"Yes."

	"Stopped by this wound, I must report to the duchesse the reason of my delay."

	"Well?"

	"Will you therefore put into her own hands the letter I am about to write?"

	"I will seek for ink and paper."

	"It is needless, my soldier will get my tablets."

	He instructed the soldier to take them from his pocket, opened them by a spring, wrote some lines in pencil, and shut them again. It was impossible for any one who did not know the secret to open them without breaking them.

	"Monsieur," said Ernanton, "in three days these tablets shall be delivered."

	"Into her own hands?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	The duke, exhausted by talking, and by the effort of writing the letter, sank back on his straw.

	"Monsieur," said the soldier, in a tone little in harmony with his dress, "you bound me very tight, it is true, but I shall regard my chains as bonds of friendship, and will prove it to you some day."

	And he held out a hand whose whiteness Ernanton had already remarked.

	"So be it," said he, smiling; "it seems I have gained two friends."

	"Do not despise them; one has never too many."

	"That is true," said Ernanton; and he left them.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXVIII.

	THE STABLE-YARD.

	 

	Ernanton arrived at Paris on the third day. At three in the afternoon he entered the Louvre, among his comrades. The Gascons called out in surprise at seeing him, and M. de Loignac looked gloomy, and signed to him to enter a little room, where he always gave his private audiences.

	"This is nice behavior, monsieur," said he; "five days and nights absent; and you whom I thought so well of."

	"Monsieur, I did what I was told to do."

	"What were you told to do?"

	"To follow M. de Mayenne, and I have followed him."

	"For five days and nights?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Then he has left Paris?"

	"He left that same evening, and that seemed to me suspicious."

	"You are right, monsieur, go on."

	Ernanton related clearly and energetically all that had taken place. When Ernanton mentioned the letter:

	"You have it, monsieur?" asked De Loignac.

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Diable! that deserves attention; come with me, I beg of you."

	Ernanton followed De Loignac to the courtyard of the Louvre. All was preparing for the king's going out, and M. d'Epernon was seeing two new horses tried, which had been sent from England, as a present from Elizabeth to Henri, and which were that day to be harnessed to the king's carriage for the first time.

	De Loignac approached D'Epernon.

	"Great news, M. le Duc," said he.

	"What is it?" said D'Epernon, drawing to one side.

	"M. de Carmainges has seen M. de Mayenne lying wounded in a village beyond Orleans."

	"Wounded!"

	"Yes, and more, he has written a letter to Madame de Montpensier, which M. de Carmainges has in his pocket."

	"Oh! oh! send M. de Carmainges to me."

	"Here he is," said De Loignac, signing to Ernanton to advance.

	"Well, monsieur, it seems you have a letter from M. de Mayenne."

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Addressed to Madame de Montpensier?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"Give it to me," and the duke extended his hand.

	"Pardon, monsieur, but did you ask me for the duke's letter?"

	"Certainly."

	"You do not know that this letter was confided to me."

	"What matters that?"

	"It matters much, monsieur; I passed my word to the duke to give it to Madame la Duchesse herself."

	"Do you belong to the king, or M. de Mayenne?"

	"To the king."

	"Well! the king wishes to see the letter."

	"Monsieur, you are not the king."

	"I think you forget to whom you speak, M. de Carmainges."

	"I remember perfectly, monsieur, and that is why I refuse."

	"You refuse?"

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"M. de Carmainges, you forget your oath of fidelity."

	"Monsieur, I have sworn fidelity only to one person, and that is the king; if he asks me for the letter, he must have it, but he is not here."

	"M. de Carmainges," said the duke, growing very angry, "you are like the rest of the Gascons; blind in prosperity, your good fortune dazzles you, and the possession of a state secret is a weight too heavy for you to carry."

	"The only thing I find heavy, monsieur, is the disgrace into which I seem likely to fall; not my fortune, which my refusal to obey you renders, I know, very precarious; but, no matter; I do what I ought to do, and no one, excepting the king, shall see this letter, but the person to whom it is addressed."

	"De Loignac," cried D'Epernon, "place M. de Carmainges in arrest at once."

	"It is certain that will prevent me from delivering the letter for a time, but once I come out—"

	"If you never do come out?"

	"I shall come out, monsieur; unless you have me assassinated. Yes, I shall come out, the walls are less strong than my will, and then—"

	"Well?"

	"I will speak to the king."

	"To prison with him, and take away the letter," cried D'Epernon, beside himself with rage.

	"No one shall touch it," cried Ernanton, starting back and drawing from his breast the tablet of M. de Mayenne, "for I will break it to pieces, since I can save it in no other way; M. de Mayenne will approve my conduct, and the king will pardon me."

	The young man was about to execute his threat, when a touch arrested his arm. He turned and saw the king, who, coming down the staircase behind them, had heard the end of the discussion.

	"What is the matter, gentlemen?" said he.

	"Sire," cried D'Epernon, furiously, "this man, one of your Forty-five Guardsmen, of which he shall soon cease to form part, being sent by me to watch M. de Mayenne, in Paris, followed him to Orleans, and received from him a letter for Madame de Montpensier."

	"You have received this letter?" asked the king of Ernanton.

	"Yes, sire, but M. d'Epernon does not tell you under what circumstances."

	"Well, where is this letter?"

	"That is just the cause of the quarrel, sire. M. de Carmainges resolutely refuses to give it to me, and determines to carry it to its address."

	Carmainges bent one knee before the king. "Sire," said he, "I am a poor gentleman, but a man of honor. I saved the life of your messenger, who was about to be assassinated by M. de Mayenne and six of his followers, for I arrived just in time to turn the fortune of the combat."

	"And M. de Mayenne?"

	"Was dangerously wounded."

	"Well, after?"

	"Your messenger, sire, who seemed to have a particular hatred of M. de Mayenne—"

	The king smiled.

	"Wished to kill his enemy; perhaps he had the right, but I thought that in my presence, whose sword belongs to your majesty, this vengeance became a political assassination, and—"

	"Go on, monsieur."

	"I saved the life of M. de Mayenne, as I had saved that of your messenger."

	D'Epernon shrugged his shoulders with a scornful smile.

	"Go on," said the king.

	"M. de Mayenne, reduced to one companion, for the four others were killed, did not wish to separate from him, and, ignorant that I belonged to your majesty, confided to me a letter to his sister. I have this letter, sire, and here it is; I offer it to your majesty who has the right to dispose of it and of me. My honor is dear to me, sire, but I place it fearlessly in your hands."

	Ernanton, so saying, held out the tablets to the king, who gently put them back.

	"What did you say, D'Epernon?" said he; "M. de Carmainges is an honest man and a faithful servant?"

	"What did I say, sire."

	"Yes; I heard you pronounce the word 'prison.' Mordieu! on the contrary, when one meets a man like M. de Carmainges, it is reward we should speak of. A letter, duke, belongs only to the bearer and to the person to whom it is sent. You will deliver your letter, M. de Carmainges."

	"But, sire," said D'Epernon, "think of what that letter may contain. Do not play at delicacy, when, perhaps, your majesty's life is concerned."

	"You will deliver your letter, M. de Carmainges," said the king.

	"Thanks, sire," said Carmainges, beginning to retire.

	"Where do you take it?"

	"To Madame la Duchesse de Montpensier, I believed I had had the honor of telling your majesty."

	"I mean, to the Hotel Guise, St. Denis, or where?"

	"I had no instructions on that subject, sire. I shall take the letter to the Hotel Guise, and there I shall learn where Madame de Montpensier is."

	"And when you have found her?"

	"I will deliver my letter."

	"Just so. M. de Carmainges, have you promised anything else to M. de Mayenne than to deliver that letter to his sister?"

	"No, sire."

	"No secrecy as to the place where you find her?"—"No, sire."

	"Then I will impose only one condition on you."

	"I am your majesty's servant."

	"Deliver your letter, and then come to me at Vincennes, where I shall be this evening."

	"Yes, sire."

	"And you will tell me where you found the duchesse?"

	"I will, sire."

	"I ask no other confidences; remember."

	"Sire, I promise."

	"What imprudence, sire!" cried D'Epernon.

	"There are men you cannot understand, duke. This one is loyal to Mayenne, he will be loyal to me."

	"Toward you, sire, I shall be more than loyal—I shall be devoted," cried Ernanton.

	"Now, D'Epernon, no more quarrels," said the king; "and you must at once pardon in this brave fellow what you looked upon as a want of loyalty, but which I regard as a proof of honesty."

	"Sire," said Ernanton, "M. le Duc is too superior a man not to have discovered, through my disobedience (for which I confess my regret), my respect for him; only, before all things, I must do what I believe to be my duty."

	"Parfandious!" said the duke, changing his expression like a mask, "this trial has done you honor, my dear Carmainges, and you are really a fine fellow—is he not, De Loignac? However, we gave him a good fright;" and the duke burst out laughing.

	De Loignac did not answer; he could not lie like his illustrious chief.

	"If it was a trial, so much the better," said the king, doubtfully; "but I counsel you not to try these experiments often; too many people would give way under them. Now, let us go, duke; you accompany me?"

	"It was your majesty's order that I should ride by the door?"

	"Yes; and who goes the other side?"

	"A devoted servant of your majesty's, M. de St. Maline," said D'Epernon, glancing at Ernanton to see the effect of his words: but Ernanton remained unmoved.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XXXIX.

	THE SEVEN SINS OF MAGDALENE.

	 

	The king, however, on seeing his horses, did not wish to be alone in the carriage, but desired D'Epernon to sit by him. De Loignac and St. Maline rode on each side, and an outrider in front. The king was, as usual, surrounded by dogs, and there was also a table in the carriage, covered with illuminated pictures, which the king cut out with wonderful skill, in spite of the movement of the carriage. He was just then occupied with the life of Magdalene, the sinner. The different pictures were labeled "Magdalene gives way to the sin of anger"—"Magdalene gives way to the sin of gluttony," and so on through the seven cardinal sins. The one that the king was occupied with, as they passed through the Porte St. Antoine, represented Magdalene giving way to anger.

	The beautiful sinner, half-lying on cushions, and with no other covering than the magnificent hair with which she was afterward to wipe the feet of Jesus, was having a slave, who had broken a precious vase, thrown into a pond filled with lampreys, whose eager heads were protruding from the water: while on the other side, a woman, even less dressed than her mistress, as her hair was bound up, was being flogged, because she had, while dressing her mistress's head, pulled out some of those magnificent hairs, whose profusion might have rendered her more indulgent to such a fault. In the background were visible some dogs being whipped for having allowed beggars to pass quietly, and some cocks being murdered for having crowed too loudly in the morning.

	On arriving at the Croix-Faubin, the king had finished this figure, and was passing to "Magdalene giving way to the sin of gluttony."

	This represented a beautiful woman lying on one of those beds of purple and gold on which the ancients used to take their repasts; all that the Romans had most recherche in meat, in fish, and in fruit, dormice in honey, red mullets, lobsters from Stromboli, and pomegranates from Sicily, ornamented the table, while on the ground some dogs were disputing for a pheasant, while the air was full of birds, which had carried off from the table, figs, strawberries, and cherries. Magdalene held in her hand, filled with white liquor, one of those singularly-shaped glasses which Petronius has described in his feasts.

	Fully occupied with this important work, the king merely raised his eyes as they passed by the convent of the Jacobins, from which vespers was sounding on every bell, and of which every window and door was closed.

	But a hundred steps further on, an attentive observer would have seen him throw a more curious glance on a fine-looking house on his left, which, built in the midst of a charming garden, opened on the road. This house was called Bel-Esbat, and, unlike the convent, had every window open with the exception of one, before which hung a blind. As the king passed, this blind moved perceptibly; Henri smiled at D'Epernon, and then fell to work on another picture. This was the sin of luxury. The artist had represented this in such glowing colors, and had painted the sin with so much courage and minuteness, that we can only describe a small part of it, viz.:—that Magdalene's guardian angel was flying back to heaven affrighted, and hiding his face in his hands. All this occupied the king so much, that he never noticed an image of vanity who rode by his carriage. It was a pity; for St. Maline was very happy and proud on his horse, as he rode so near that he could hear the king say to his dog, "Gently, M. Love, you get in my way;" or to M. le Duc d'Epernon, "Duke, I believe these horses will break my neck." From time to time, however, St. Maline glanced at De Loignac, who was too much accustomed to these honors not to be indifferent to them; and he could not but feel the superiority of his calm and modest demeanor, and even would try to imitate, for a few minutes, until the thought would recur again, "I am seen and looked at, and people say, 'Who is that happy gentleman who accompanies the king?'" St. Maline's happiness seemed likely to last for a long time, for the horses, covered with harness heavy with gold and embroidery, and imprisoned in shafts like those of David's ark, did not advance rapidly. But as he was growing too proud, something peculiarly annoying to him came to temper it down; he heard the king pronounce the name of Ernanton, and not once, but two or three times. St. Maline strained his attention to hear more, but some noise or movement always prevented him. Either the king uttered some exclamation of regret at an unlucky cut of the scissors, or one of the dogs began to bark. So that between Paris and Vincennes, the name of Ernanton had been pronounced six times by the king, and four times by D'Epernon, without St. Maline's knowing the reason. He persuaded himself that the king was merely inquiring the cause of Ernanton's disappearance, and that D'Epernon was explaining it. At last they arrived at Vincennes, and as the king had still three sins to cut out, he went at once to his own room to finish them. It was a bitterly cold day, therefore St. Maline sat down in a chimney corner to warm himself, and was nearly falling asleep, when De Loignac put his hand on his shoulder.

	"You must work to-day," said he; "you shall sleep some other day; so get up, M. de St. Maline."

	"I will not sleep for a fortnight, if necessary, monsieur."

	"Oh! we shall not be so exacting as that."—"What must I do, monsieur?"

	"Get on your horse and return to Paris."

	"I am ready; my horse is standing saddled."

	"Good; go then straight to the room of the Forty-five, and awaken every one; but excepting three, whom I will name to you, no one must know where he is going, nor what he is about to do."

	"I will obey these instructions implicitly."

	"Here then are some more; leave fourteen of these gentlemen at the Porte St. Antoine, fifteen others half way, and bring the rest here."

	"Yes, monsieur; but at what hour must we leave Paris?"

	"When night falls."

	"On horseback or on foot?"

	"On horseback."

	"Armed?"

	"Fully; with daggers, pistols, and swords."

	"With armor?"

	"Yes."

	"What else?"

	"Here are three letters; one for M. de Chalabre, one for M. de Biron, and one for yourself. M. de Chalabre will command the first party, M. de Biron the second, and yourself the third."

	"Good, monsieur."

	"These letters are only to be opened at six o'clock. M. de Chalabre will open his at the Porte St. Antoine, M. de Biron his at the Croix Faubin, and you yours on your return."

	"Must we come quickly?"

	"As quickly as possible, without creating suspicion. Let each troop come out of Paris by a different gate; M. de Chalabre by the Porte Bourdelle; M. de Biron by the Porte du Temple, and you through the Porte St. Antoine. All other instructions are in the letters. Go quickly from here to the Croix Faubin, but then slowly; you have still two hours before dark, which is more than necessary. Now do you well understand your orders?"

	"Perfectly, monsieur."

	"Fourteen in the first troop, fifteen in the second, and fifteen in the third; it is evident they do not count Ernanton, and that he no longer forms part of the Forty-five," said St. Maline to himself when De Loignac was gone.

	He fulfilled all his directions punctually. When he arrived among the Forty-five, the greater number of them were already preparing for their supper. Thus the noble Lardille de Chavantrade had prepared a dish of mutton stewed with carrots and spices, after the method of Gascony, to which Militor had occasionally aided by trying the pieces of meat and vegetable with a fork.

	Pertinax de Montcrabeau, and the singular servant who spoke to him so familiarly, were preparing supper for themselves and six companions, who had each contributed six sous toward it; each one, in fact, was disposing according to his fancy of the money of his majesty Henri III. One might judge of the character of each man by the aspect of his little lodging. Some loved flowers, and displayed on their window-sills some fading rose or geranium; others had, like the king, a taste for pictures; others had introduced a niece or housekeeper; and M. d'Epernon had told M. de Loignac privately to shut his eyes on these things. At eight o'clock in winter, and ten in summer, they went to bed; but always leaving fifteen on guard. As, however, it was but half-past five when St. Maline entered, he found every one about, and, as we said, gastronomically inclined. But with one word he put an end to all this: "To horse, gentlemen," said he; and leaving them without another word, went to explain his orders to MM. de Biron and Chalabre. Some, while buckling on their belts and grasping their cuirasses, ate great mouthfuls, washed down by a draught of wine; and others, whose supper was less advanced, armed themselves with resignation. They called over the names, and only forty-four, including St. Maline, answered.

	"M. Ernanton de Carmainges is missing," said De Chalabre, whose turn it was to exercise these functions. A profound joy filled the heart of St. Maline, and a smile played on his lips, a rare thing with this somber and envious man.

	The forty-four therefore set off on their different routes.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XL.

	BEL-ESBAT.

	 

	It is needless to say that Ernanton, whom St. Maline thought ruined, was, on the contrary, pursuing the course of his unexpected and ascending fortunes. He had, of course, gone first to the Hotel Guise. There, after having knocked at the great door and had it opened, he was only laughed at when he asked for an interview with the duchess. Then, as he insisted, they told him that he ought to know that her highness lived at Soissons and not at Paris. Ernanton was prepared for this reception, so it did not discourage him.

	"I am grieved at her highness's absence," said he, "for I had a communication of great importance to deliver to her from the Duc de Mayenne."

	"From the Duc de Mayenne! Who charged you to deliver it?"

	"The duke himself."

	"The duke! and where, pray? for he is not at Paris either!"

	"I know that, as I met him on the road to Blois."

	"On the road to Blois?" said the porter, a little more attentive.

	"Yes, and he there charged me with a message for Madame de Montpensier."

	"A message?"

	"A letter."—"Where is it?"

	"Here," said Ernanton, striking his doublet.

	"Will you let me see it?"

	"Willingly." And Ernanton drew out the letter.

	"What singular ink!" said the man.

	"It is blood," said Ernanton, calmly.

	The porter grew pale at these words, and at the idea that this blood belonged to M. de Mayenne. At this time, when there was great dearth of ink and abundance of blood spilled, it was not uncommon for lovers to write to their mistresses, or absent relations to their families, in this liquid.

	"Monsieur," said the servant, "I do not know if you will find Madame de Montpensier in Paris or its environs; but go to a house in the Faubourg St. Antoine, called Bel-Esbat, which belongs to the duchesse; it is the first on the left hand going to Vincennes, after the convent of the Jacobins. You will be sure to find some one there in the service of the duchesse sufficiently in her confidence to be able to tell you where Madame la Duchesse is just now."

	"Thank you," said Ernanton, who saw that the man either could or would say no more.

	He found Bel-Esbat easily, and without more inquiries, rang, and the door opened.

	"Enter," said a man, who then seemed to wait for some password, but as Ernanton did not give any, he asked him what he wanted.

	"I wish to speak to Madame la Duchesse de Montpensier."

	"And why do you come here for her?"

	"Because the porter at the Hotel Guise sent me here."

	"Madame la Duchesse is not here."

	"That is unlucky, as it will prevent me from fulfilling the mission with which M. de Mayenne charged me."

	"For Madame la Duchesse?"

	"Yes."

	"From M. le Duc de Mayenne?"

	"Yes."

	The valet reflected a moment. "Monsieur," said he, "I cannot answer; there is some one else whom I must consult. Please to wait."

	"These people are well served," thought Ernanton. "Certainly, they must be dangerous people who think it necessary to hide themselves in this manner. One cannot enter a house of the Guises as you can the Louvre. I begin to think that it is not the true king of France whom I serve."

	He looked round him; the courtyard was deserted, but all the doors of the stables were open, as if they expected some troop to enter and take up their quarters. He was interrupted by the return of the valet, followed by another.

	"Leave me your horse, monsieur," said he, "and follow my comrade; you will find some one who can answer you much better than I can."

	Ernanton followed the valet, and was shown into a little room, where a simply though elegantly dressed lady was seated at an embroidery frame.

	"Here is the gentleman from M. de Mayenne, madame," said the servant.

	She turned, and Ernanton uttered a cry of surprise.

	"You, madame!" cried he, recognizing at once his page and the lady of the litter.

	"You!" cried the lady in her turn, letting her work drop, and looking at Ernanton.

	"Leave us," said she to the valet.

	"You are of the household of Madame de Montpensier, madame?" said Ernanton.

	"Yes; but you, monsieur, how do you bring here a message from the Duc de Mayenne?"

	"Through unforeseen circumstances, which it would take too long to repeat," replied Ernanton, cautiously.

	"Oh! you are discreet, monsieur," said the lady, smiling.

	"Yes, madame, whenever it is right to be so."

	"But I see no occasion for your discretion here; for, if you really bring a message from the person you say—Oh! do not look angry; if you really do, I say, it interests me sufficiently that, in remembrance of our acquaintance, short though it was, you should tell it to me."

	The lady threw into these words all the caressing and seductive grace that a pretty woman can.

	"Madame," replied Ernanton, "you cannot make me tell what I do not know."

	"And still less what you will not tell."

	"Madame, all my mission consists in delivering a letter to her highness."

	"Well, then, give me the letter," said the lady, holding out her hand.

	"Madame, I believed I had had the honor of telling you that this letter was addressed to the duchesse."

	"But, as the duchesse is absent, and I represent her here, you may—"

	"I cannot, madame."

	"You distrust me, monsieur?"

	"I ought to do so, madame; but," said the young man, with an expression there was no mistaking, "in spite of the mystery of your conduct, you have inspired me, I confess, with very different sentiments."

	"Really," said the lady, coloring a little under Ernanton's ardent gaze.

	Ernanton bowed.

	"Take care, monsieur," said she, laughing, "you are making a declaration of love."

	"Yes, madame; I do not know if I may ever see you again, and the opportunity is too precious for me to let it slip."

	"Then, monsieur, I understand."

	"That I love you, madame; that is easy to understand."

	"No, but how you came here."

	"Ah, pardon, madame, but now it is I who do not understand."

	"I think that, wishing to see me again, you invented a pretext to get in."

	"I, madame! you judge me ill. I was ignorant if I should ever see you again, and I hoped only from chance, which already had twice thrown me in your way; but invent a pretext I could never do. I am strange, perhaps; I do not think like all the world."

	"Oh! you say you are in love, and you have scruples as to the manner of introducing yourself again to her you love. It is very fine, monsieur, but I partly guessed it."

	"How, madame, if you please?"

	"The other day you met me; I was in a litter, you recognized me, and you did not follow me."

	"Madame, you are confessing you paid some attention to me."

	"And why not? Surely the way in which we first met justified my putting my head out of my litter to look after you when you passed. But you galloped away, after uttering an 'Ah!' which made me tremble in my litter."

	"I was forced to go away, madame."

	"By your scruples?"

	"No, madame, by my duty."

	"Well!" said the lady, laughing, "I see that you are a reasonable, circumspect lover, who, above all things, fears to compromise himself."

	"If you had inspired me with certain fears, there would be nothing astonishing in it. Is it customary that a woman should dress as a man, force the barriers, and come to see an unfortunate wretch drawn to pieces, using meanwhile all sorts of gesticulations perfectly incomprehensible?"

	The lady grew rather pale, although she tried to smile.

	Ernanton went on. "Is it natural also that this lady, after this strange announcement, fearful of being arrested, should fly as though she were a thief, although she is in the service of Madame de Montpensier, a powerful princess, although not much in favor at court?"

	This time the lady smiled again, but ironically.

	"You are not clear-sighted, monsieur, in spite of your pretension to be an observer: for, with a little sense, all that seems obscure to you would have been explained. Was it not very natural that Madame de Montpensier should be interested in the fate of M. de Salcede, in what he might be tempted to say, what true or false revelations he might utter to compromise the house of Lorraine? And if that was natural, monsieur, was it not also so, that this princess should send some one, some safe, intimate friend, to be present at the execution, and bring her all the details? Well, monsieur, this person was I. Now, do you think I could go in my woman's dress? Do you think I could remain indifferent to what was going on?"

	"You are right, madame; and now I admire as much your logic and talent as I did before your beauty."

	"Thank you, monsieur. And now that we know each other, and that everything is explained, give me the letter, since it does exist."

	"Impossible, madame."

	The unknown seemed trying not to grow angry. "Impossible?" repeated she.

	"Yes, impossible; for I swore to M. de Mayenne to deliver it only to the duchesse herself."

	"Say, rather," cried the lady, giving way to her irritation, "that you have no letter; that, in spite of your pretended scruples, it was a mere pretext for getting in here; that you wished to see me again, and that was all. Well, monsieur, you are satisfied; not only you have effected your entrance, but you have seen me, and have told me you adore me."

	"In that, as in all the rest, I have told you truth, madame."

	"Well, so be it, you adore me; you wished to see me, and you have seen me. I have procured you a pleasure in return for a service. We are quits. Adieu!"

	"I will obey you, madame; since you send me away, I will go."

	"Yes," cried she, now really angry, "but if you know me, I do not know you. You have too much advantage over me. Ah! you think you can enter, on some pretext, into the house of a princess, and go away and say, 'I succeeded in my perfidy.' Ah! monsieur, that is not the behavior of a gallant man."

	"It seems to me, madame, that you are very hard on what would have been, after all, only a trick of love, if it had not been, as I have already told you, an affair of the greatest importance. I put aside all your injurious expressions, and I will forget all I might have said, affectionate or tender, since you are so badly disposed toward me. But I will not go out from here under the weight of your unworthy suspicions. I have a letter from the duke for Madame de Montpensier, and here it is; you can see the handwriting and the address."

	Ernanton held out the letter to the lady, but without leaving go of it.

	She cast her eyes on it, and cried, "His writing! Blood!"

	Without replying, Ernanton put the letter back in his pocket, bowed low, and, very pale and bitterly hurt, turned to go. But she ran after him, and caught him by the skirt of his cloak.

	"What is it, madame?" said he.

	"For pity's sake, pardon me; has any accident happened to the duke?"

	"You ask me to pardon you, only that you may read this letter, and I have already told you that no one shall read it but the duchesse."

	"Ah! obstinate and stupid that you are," cried the duchess, with a fury mingled with majesty; "do you not recognize me?—or rather, could you not divine that I was the mistress?—and are these the eyes of a servant? I am the Duchesse de Montpensier; give me the letter."

	"You are the duchesse!" cried Ernanton, starting back.

	"Yes, I am. Give it to me; I want to know what has happened to my brother."

	But instead of obeying, as the duchess expected, the young man, recovering from his first surprise, crossed his arms.

	"How can I believe you, when you have already lied to me twice?"

	The duchess's eyes shot forth fire at these words, but Ernanton stood firm.

	"Ah! you doubt still—you want proofs!" cried she, tearing her lace ruffles with rage.

	"Yes, madame."

	She darted toward the bell, and rang it furiously; a valet appeared.

	"What does madame want?" said he.

	She stamped her foot with rage. "Mayneville!" cried she, "I want Mayneville. Is he not here?"

	"Yes, madame."

	"Let him come here."

	The valet went, and, a minute after, Mayneville entered.

	"Did you send for me, madame?" said he.

	"Madame! And since when am I simply madame?" cried she angrily.

	"Your highness!" said Mayneville, in surprise.

	"Good!" said Ernanton, "I have now a gentleman before me, and if he has lied, I shall know what to do."

	"You believe then, at last?" said the duchess.

	"Yes, madame, I believe, and here is the letter;" and, bowing, the young man gave to Madame de Montpensier the letter so long disputed.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLI.

	THE LETTER OF M. DE MAYENNE.

	 

	The duchess seized the letter, opened it, and read it eagerly, while various expressions passed over her face, like clouds over the sky. When she had finished, she gave it to Mayneville to read. It was as follows:

	"MY SISTER—I tried to do myself the work I should have left to others, and I have been punished for it. I have received a sword wound from the fellow whom you know. The worst of it is, that he has killed five of my men, and among them Boularon and Desnoises, who are my best, after which he fled. I must tell you that he was aided by the bearer of this letter, a charming young man, as you may see. I recommend him to you; he is discretion itself.

	"One merit which he will have, I presume, in your eyes, my dear sister, is having prevented my conqueror from killing me, as he much wished, having pulled off my mask when I had fainted, and recognized me.

	"I recommend you, sister, to discover the name and profession of this discreet cavalier; for I suspect him, while he interests me. To my offers of service, he replied that the master whom he served let him want for nothing.

	"I can tell you no more about him, but that he pretends not to know me. I suffer much, but believe my life is not in danger. Send me my surgeon at once; I am lying like a horse upon straw, the bearer will tell you where.

	"Your affectionate brother,

	"MAYENNE."

	When they had finished reading, the duchess and Mayneville looked at each other in astonishment. The duchess broke the silence first.

	"To whom," said she, "do we owe the signal service that you have rendered us, monsieur?"

	"To a man who, whenever he can, helps the weak against the strong."

	"Will you give me some details, monsieur?"

	Ernanton told all he had seen, and named the duke's place of retreat.

	Madame de Montpensier and Mayneville listened with interest. When he had finished, the duchess said:

	"May I hope, monsieur, that you will continue the work so well begun, and attach yourself to our house?"

	These words, said in the gracious tone that the duchess knew so well how to use, were very flattering to Ernanton, after the avowal which he had made; but the young man, putting vanity aside, attributed them to simple curiosity.

	He knew well that the king, in making it a condition that he should reveal the duchess's place of abode, had some object in view. Two interests contended within him—his love, that he might sacrifice; and his honor, which he could not. The temptation was all the stronger, that by avowing his position near the king, he should gain an enormous importance in the eyes of the duchess; and it was not a light consideration for a young man to be important in the eyes of the Duchesse de Montpensier. St. Maline would not have resisted a minute. All these thoughts rushed through Ernanton's mind, but ended by making him stronger than before.

	"Madame," said he, "I have already had the honor of telling M. de Mayenne that I serve a good master, who treats me too well for me to desire to seek another."

	"My brother tells me in his letter, monsieur, that you seemed not to recognize him. How, if, you did not know him, then, did you use his name to penetrate to me?"

	"M. de Mayenne seemed to wish to preserve his incognito, madame; and I, therefore, did not think I ought to recognize him; and it might have been disagreeable for the peasants to know what an illustrious guest they were entertaining. Here there was no reason for secrecy; on the contrary, the name of M. de Mayenne opened the way to you; so I thought that here, as there, I acted rightly."

	The duchess smiled, and said, "No one could extricate himself better from an embarrassing question: and you are, I must confess, a clever man."

	"I see no cleverness in what I have had the honor of telling you, madame."

	"Well, monsieur," said the duchess, impatiently, "I see clearly that you will tell nothing. You do not reflect that gratitude is a heavy burden for one of my house to bear; that you have twice rendered me a service, and that if I wished to know your name, or rather who you are—"

	"I know, madame, you would learn it easily; but you would learn it from some one else, and I should have told nothing."

	"He is always right," cried the duchess, with a look which gave Ernanton more pleasure than ever a look had done before. Therefore he asked no more, but like the gourmand who leaves the table when he thinks he has had the best bit, he bowed, and prepared to take leave.

	"Then, monsieur, that is all you have to tell me?" asked the duchess.

	"I have executed my commission, and it only remains for me to present my humble respects to your highness."

	The duchess let him go, but when the door shut behind him, she stamped her foot impatiently.

	"Mayneville," said she, "have that young man followed."

	"Impossible, madame; all our household are out, I myself am waiting for the event. It is a bad day on which to do anything else than what we have decided to do."

	"You are right, Mayneville; but afterward—"

	"Oh! afterward, if you please, madame."

	"Yes; for I suspect him, as my brother does."

	"He is a brave fellow, at all events; and really we are lucky, a stranger coming to render us such a service."

	"Nevertheless, Mayneville, have him watched. But night is falling, and Valois must be returning from Vincennes."

	"Oh! we have time before us; it is not eight o'clock, and our men have not arrived."

	"All have the word, have they not?"

	"All."—"They are trustworthy?"

	"Tried, madame."

	"How many do you expect?"

	"Fifty; it is more than necessary, for besides them we have two hundred monks, as good as soldiers, if not better."

	"As soon as our men have arrived, range your monks on the road."

	"They are all ready, madame; they will intercept the way, our men will push the carriage toward them, the gates of the convent will be open, and will have but to close behind the carriage."

	"Let us sup, then, Mayneville, it will pass the time. I am so impatient, I should like to push the hands of the clock."

	"The hour will come; be easy."

	"But our men?"

	"They will be here; it is hardly eight."

	"Mayneville, my poor brother asks for his surgeon; the best surgeon, the best cure for his wound, will be a lock of the Valois's shaved head, and the man who should carry him that present, Mayneville, would be sure to be welcome."

	"In two hours, madame, that man shall set out to find our dear duke in his retreat; he who went out of Paris as a fugitive shall return triumphantly."

	"One word more, Mayneville; are our friends in Paris warned?"

	"What friends?"—"The leaguers."

	"Heaven forbid, madame; to tell a bourgeois is to tell all Paris. Once the deed is done, and the prisoner safe in the cloister, we can defend ourselves against an army. Then we should risk nothing by crying from the roof of the convent, 'We have the Valois!'"

	"You are both skillful and prudent, Mayneville. Do you know, though, that my responsibility is great, and that no woman will ever have conceived and executed such a project?"

	"I know it, madame; therefore I counsel you in trembling."

	"The monks will be armed under their robes?"

	"Yes."

	"Mind you kill those two fellows whom we saw pass, riding at the sides of the carriage, then we can describe what passes as pleases us best."

	"Kill those poor devils, madame! do you think that necessary?"

	"De Loignac! would he be a great loss?"

	"He is a brave soldier."

	"A parvenu, like that other ill-looking fellow who pranced on the left, with his fiery eyes and his black skin."

	"Oh! that one I do not care so much about; I do not know him, and I agree with your highness in disliking his looks."

	"Then you abandon him to me?" laughed the duchess.

	"Oh! yes, madame. What I said was only for your renown, and the morality of the party that we represent."

	"Good; Mayneville, I know you are a virtuous man, and I will sign you a certificate of it if you like. You need have nothing to do with it; they will defend the Valois and get killed. To you I recommend that young man."

	"Who?"

	"He who just left us; see if he be really gone, and if he be not some spy sent by our enemies."

	Mayneville opened the window, and tried to look out.

	"Oh! what a dark night," said he.

	"An excellent night: the darker the better. Therefore, good courage, my captain."

	"Yes, but we shall see nothing."

	"God, whom we fight for, will see for us."

	Mayneville, who did not seem quite so sure of the intervention of Providence in affairs of this nature, remained at the window looking out.

	"Do you see any one?" asked the duchess.

	"No, but I hear the tramp of horses."

	"It is they; all goes well." And the duchess touched the famous pair of golden scissors at her side.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLII.

	HOW DOM GORENFLOT BLESSED THE KING AS HE PASSED BEFORE THE PRIORY OF THE JACOBINS.

	 

	Ernanton went away with a full heart but a quiet conscience; he had had the singular good fortune to declare his love to a princess, and to get over the awkwardness which might have resulted from it by the important conversation which followed. He had neither betrayed the king, M. de Mayenne, nor himself. Therefore he was content, but he still wished for many things, and, among others, a quick return to Vincennes, where the king expected him; then to go to bed and dream. He set off at full gallop as soon as he left Bel-Esbat, but he had scarcely gone a hundred yards when he came on a body of cavaliers who stretched right across the road. He was surrounded in a minute, and half a dozen swords and pistols presented at him.

	"Oh!" said Ernanton, "robbers on the road, a league from Paris—"

	"Silence, if you please," said a voice that Ernanton thought he recognized. "Your sword, your arms; quick."

	And one man seized the bridle of the horse, while another stripped him of his arms.

	"Peste! what clever thieves!" said Ernanton. "At least, gentlemen, do me the favor to tell me—"

	"Why it is M. de Carmainges!" said the man who had seized his sword.

	"M. de Pincornay!" cried Ernanton. "Oh, fie; what a bad trade you have taken up."

	"I said silence," cried the voice of the chief; "and take this man to the depot."

	"But, M. de St. Maline, it is our companion, Ernanton de Carmainges."

	"Ernanton here!" cried St. Maline, angrily; "what is he doing here?"

	"Good-evening, gentlemen," said Carmainges; "I did not, I confess, expect to find so much good company."

	"Diable!" growled St. Maline; "this is unforeseen."

	"By me also, I assure you," said Ernanton, laughing.

	"It is embarrassing; what were you doing here?"

	"If I asked you that question, would you answer?"

	"No."

	"Then let me act as you would."

	"Then you will not tell me?"

	"No."

	"Nor where you were going?"

	Ernanton did not answer.

	"Then, monsieur, since you do not explain, I must treat you like any other man."

	"Do what you please, monsieur; only I warn you, you will have to answer for it."

	"To M. de Loignac?"

	"Higher than that."

	"M. d'Epernon?"

	"Higher still."

	"Well, I have my orders, and I shall send you to Vincennes."

	"That is capital; it is just where I was going."

	"It is lucky that this little journey pleases you so much."

	Ernanton was then conducted by his companions to the courtyard of Vincennes. Here he found fifty disarmed cavaliers, who, looking pale and dispirited, and surrounded by fifty light horse, were deploring their bad fortune, and anticipating a disastrous ending to an enterprise so well planned. The Forty-five had taken all these men, either by force or cunning, as they had, for precaution, come to the rendezvous either singly, or two or three together at most. Now all this would have rejoiced Ernanton had he understood it, but he saw without understanding.

	"Monsieur," said he to St. Maline, "I see that you were told of the importance of my mission, and that, fearing some accident for me, you were good enough to take the trouble to escort me here: now I will tell you that you were right; the king expects me, and I have important things to say to him. I will tell the king what you have done for his service."

	St. Maline grew red and then pale; but he understood, being clever when not blinded by passion, that Ernanton spoke the truth, and that he was expected. There was no joking with MM. de Loignac and d'Epernon; therefore he said, "You are free, M. Ernanton; I am delighted to have been agreeable to you."

	Ernanton waited for no more, but began to mount the staircase which led to the king's room. St. Maline followed him with his eyes, and saw De Loignac meet him on the stairs, and sign to him to come on. De Loignac then descended to see the captives with his own eyes, and pronounced the road perfectly safe and free for the king's return. He knew nothing of the Jacobin convent, and the artillery and musketry of the fathers. But D'Epernon did, being perfectly informed by Nicholas Poulain. Therefore, when De Loignac came and said to his chief, "Monsieur, the roads are free," D'Epernon replied:

	"Very well, the king orders that the Forty-five guards form themselves into three compact bodies, one to go before and one on each side of the carriage, so that if there be any firing it may not reach the carriage."

	"Very good!" said De Loignac, "only I do not see where firing is to come from."

	"At the priory of the Jacobins, monsieur, they must draw close."

	This dialogue was interrupted by the king, who descended the staircase, followed by several gentlemen, among whom St. Maline, with rage in his heart, recognized Ernanton.

	"Gentlemen," said the king, "are my brave Forty-five all here?"

	"Yes, sire," said D'Epernon, showing them.

	"Have the orders been given?"

	"Yes, sire, and will be followed."

	"Let us go, then!"

	The light horse were left in charge of the prisoners, and forbidden to address a word to them. The king got into his carriage with his naked sword by his side, and, as nine o'clock struck, they set off.

	M. de Mayneville was still at his window, only he was infinitely less tranquil and hopeful, for none of his soldiers had appeared, and the only sound heard along the silent black road was now and then horses' feet on the road to Vincennes. When this occurred, Mayneville and the duchess vainly tried to see what was going on. At last Mayneville became so anxious that he sent off a man on horseback, telling him to inquire of the first body of cavaliers he met. The messenger did not return, so the duchess sent another, but neither reappeared.

	"Our officer," said the duchess, always hopeful, "must have been afraid of not having sufficient force, and must have kept our men to help him; it is prudent, but it makes one anxious."

	"Yes, very anxious," said Mayneville, whose eyes never quitted the horizon.

	"Mayneville, what can have happened?"

	"I will go myself, madame, and find out."

	"Oh, no! I forbid that. Who would stay with me, who would know our friends, when the time comes? No, no, stay, Mayneville; one is naturally apprehensive when a secret of this importance is concerned, but, really, the plan was too well combined, and, above all, too secret, not to succeed."

	"Nine o'clock!" replied Mayneville, rather to himself than to the duchess. "Well! here are the Jacobins coming-out of their convent, and ranging themselves along the walls."

	"Listen!" cried the duchess. They began to hear from afar a noise like thunder.

	"It is cavalry!" cried the duchess; "they are bringing him, we have him at last;" and she clapped her hands in the wildest joy.

	"Yes," said Mayneville, "I hear a carriage and the gallop of horses."

	And he cried out loudly, "Outside the walls, my brothers, outside!"

	Immediately the gates of the priory opened, and a hundred armed monks marched out, with Borromée at their head, and they heard Gorenflot's voice crying, "Wait for me, wait for me; I must be at the head to receive his majesty."

	"Go to the balcony, prior," cried Borromée, "and overlook us all."

	"Ah! true; I forgot that I had chosen that place, but luckily you are here to remind me."

	Borromée dispatched four monks to stand behind the prior, on the pretense of doing him honor.

	Soon the road was illumined by a number of torches, thanks to which the duchess and Mayneville could see cuirasses and swords shining. Incapable of moderation, she cried—"Go down, Mayneville, and bring him to me."

	"Yes, madame, but one thing disquiets me."

	"What is it?"

	"I do not hear the signal agreed on."

	"What use is the signal, since they have him?"

	"But they were to arrest him only here, before the priory."

	"They must have found a good opportunity earlier."

	"I do not see our officer."

	"I do."

	"Where?"

	"See that red plume."

	"Ventrebleu! that red plume—"

	"Well?"

	"It is M. d'Epernon, sword in hand."

	"They have left him his sword."

	"Mordieu! he commands."

	"Our people! There has been treason."

	"Oh! madame; they are not our people."

	"You are mad, Mayneville!"

	But at that moment De Loignac, at the head of the first body of guards, cried, brandishing his large sword, "Vive le Roi!"

	"Vive le Roi!" replied enthusiastically all the Forty-five, with their Gascon accent. The duchess grew pale and sank down almost fainting. Mayneville, somber, but resolute, drew his sword, not knowing but what the house was to be attacked. The cortege advanced, and had reached Bel-Esbat. Borromée came a little forward, and as De Loignac rode straight up to him, he immediately saw that all was lost, and determined on his part.

	"Room for the king!" cried De Loignac. Gorenflot, delighted with the scene, extended his powerful arm and blessed the king from his balcony. Henri saw him, and bowed smilingly, and at this mark of favor Gorenflot gave out a "Vive le Roi!" with his stentorian voice. The rest, however, remained mute: they expected a different result from their two months' training. But Borromée, feeling certain from the absence of the duchess's troops of the fate of the enterprise, knew that to hesitate a moment was to be ruined, and he answered with a "Vive le Roi!" almost as sonorous as Gorenflot's. Then all the rest took it up.

	"Thanks, reverend father, thanks," cried Henri; and then he passed the convent, where his course was to have terminated, like a whirlwind of fire, noise, and glory, leaving behind him Bel-Esbat in obscurity.

	From her balcony, hidden by the golden scutcheon, behind which she was kneeling, the duchess saw and examined each face on which the light of the torches fell.

	"Oh!" cried she, "look, Mayneville! That young man, my brother's messenger, is in the king's service! We are lost!"

	"We must fly immediately, madame, now the Valois is conqueror."

	"We have been betrayed; it must have been by that young man, he must have known all."

	The king had already, with all his escort, entered the Porte St. Antoine, which had opened before him and shut behind him.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLIII.

	HOW CHICOT BLESSED KING LOUIS II. FOR HAVING INVENTED POSTING, AND RESOLVED TO PROFIT BY IT.

	 

	Chicot, to whom our readers will now permit us to return, after his last adventure, went on as rapidly as possible. Between the duke and him would now exist a mortal struggle, which would end only with life. Mayenne, wounded in his body, and still more grievously in his self-love, would never forgive him. Skillful in all mimicry, Chicot now pretended to be a great lord, as he had before imitated a good bourgeois, and thus never prince was served with more zeal than M. Chicot, when he had sold Ernanton's horse and had talked for a quarter of an hour with the postmaster. Chicot, once in the saddle, was determined not to stop until he reached a place of safety, and he went as quickly as constant fresh relays of horses could manage. He himself seemed made of iron, and, at the end of sixty leagues, accomplished in twenty hours, to feel no fatigue. When, thanks to this rapidity, in three days he reached Bordeaux, he thought he might take breath. A man can think while he gallops, and Chicot thought much. What kind of prince was he about to find in that strange Henri, whom some thought a fool, others a coward, and all a renegade without firmness. But Chicot's opinion was rather different to that of the rest of the world; and he was clever at divining what lay below the surface. Henri of Navarre was to him an enigma, although an unsolved one. But to know that he was an enigma was to have found out much. Chicot knew more than others, by knowing, like the old Grecian sage, that he knew nothing. Therefore, where most people would have gone to speak freely, and with their hearts on their lips, Chicot felt that he must proceed cautiously and with carefully-guarded words. All this was impressed on his mind by his natural penetration, and also by the aspect of the country through which he was passing. Once within the limits of the little principality of Navarre, a country whose poverty was proverbial in France, Chicot, to his great astonishment, ceased to see the impress of that misery which showed itself in every house and on every face in the finest provinces of that fertile France which he had just left. The woodcutter who passed along, with his arm leaning on the yoke of his favorite ox, the girl with short petticoats and quiet steps, carrying water on her head, the old man humming a song of his youthful days, the tame bird who warbled in his cage, or pecked at his plentiful supply of food, the brown, thin, but healthy children playing about the roads, all said in a language clear and intelligible to Chicot, "See, we are happy here."

	Often he heard the sound of heavy wheels, and then saw coming along the wagon of the vintages, full of casks and of children with red faces. Sometimes an arquebuse from behind a hedge, or vines, or fig-trees, made him tremble for fear of an ambush, but it always turned out to be a hunter, followed by his great dogs, traversing the plain, plentiful in hares, to reach the mountain, equally full of partridges and heathcocks. Although the season was advanced, and Chicot had left Paris full of fog and hoar-frost, it was here warm and fine. The great trees, which had not yet entirely lost their leaves, which, indeed, in the south they never lose entirely, threw deep shadows from their reddening tops.

	The Béarnais peasants, their caps over one ear, rode about on the little cheap horses of the country, which seem indefatigable, go twenty leagues at a stretch, and, never combed, never covered, give themselves a shake at the end of their journey, and go to graze on the first tuft of heath, their only and sufficing repast.

	"Ventre de biche!" said Chicot; "I have never seen Gascony so rich. I confess the letter weighs on my mind, although I have translated it into Latin. However, I have never heard that Henriot, as Charles IX. called him, knew Latin; so I will give him a free French translation."

	Chicot inquired, and was told that the king was at Nerac. He turned to the left to reach this place, and found the road full of people returning from the market at Condom. He learned, for Chicot, careful in answering the questions of others, was a great questioner himself, that the king of Navarre led a very joyous life, and was always changing from one love to another.

	He formed the acquaintance of a young Catholic priest, a sheep-owner, and an officer, who had joined company on the road, and were traveling together. This chance association seemed to him to represent Navarre, learned, commercial, and military.

	The officer recounted to him several sonnets which had been made on the loves of the king and the beautiful La Fosseuse, daughter of Rene de Montmorency, baron de Fosseux.

	"Oh!" said Chicot; "in Paris, we believe that the king is mad about Mlle. de Rebours."

	"Oh! that is at Pau."

	"What! has the king a mistress in every town?"

	"Very likely; I know that he was the lover of Mlle. de Dayelle, while I was in garrison at Castelnaudry."

	"Oh! Mlle. Dayelle, a Greek, was she not?"

	"Yes," said the priest; "a Cyprian."

	"I am from Agen," said the merchant; "and I know that when the king was there he made love to Mlle. de Tignonville."

	"Ventre de biche!" said Chicot; "he is a universal lover. But to return to Mlle. Dayelle; I knew her family."

	"She was jealous and was always threatening; she had a pretty little poniard, which she used to keep on her work-table, and one day, the king went away and carried the poniard with him, saying that he did not wish any misfortune to happen to his successor."

	"And Mlle. de Rebours?"

	"Oh! they quarreled."

	"Then La Fosseuse is the last?"

	"Oh! mon Dieu! yes; the king is mad about her."

	"But what does the queen say?"

	"She carries her griefs to the foot of the crucifix," said the priest.

	"Besides," said the officer, "she is ignorant of all these things."

	"That is not possible," said Chicot.

	"Why so?"

	"Because Nerac is not so large that it is easy to hide things there."

	"As for that, there is a park there containing avenues more than 3,000 feet long of cypresses, plane trees, and magnificent sycamores, and the shade is so thick it is almost dark in broad daylight. Think what it must be at night."

	"And then the queen is much occupied."

	"Occupied?"

	"Yes."

	"With whom, pray?"

	"With God, monsieur," said the priest.

	"With God?"

	"Yes, the queen is religious."

	"Religious! But there is no mass at the palace, is there?"

	"No mass; do you take us for heathens? Learn, monsieur, that the king goes to church with his gentlemen, and the queen hears mass in her private chapel."

	"The queen?"

	"Yes."

	"Queen Marguerite?"

	"Yes; and I, unworthy as I am, received two crowns for officiating there; I even preached a very good sermon on the text, 'God has separated the wheat from the chaff.' It is in the Bible, 'God will separate,' but as it is a long time since that was written, I supposed that the thing was done."

	"And the king?"

	"He heard it, and applauded."

	"I must add," said the officer, "that they do something else than hear mass at the palace; they give good dinners—and the promenades! I do not believe in any place in France there are more mustaches shown than in the promenades at Nerac."

	Chicot knew Queen Marguerite well, and he knew that if she was blind to these love affairs, it was when she had some motive for placing a bandage over her eyes.

	"Ventre de biche!" said he, "these alleys of cypresses, and 3,000 feet of shade, make me feel uncomfortable. I am coming from Paris to tell the truth at Nerac, where they have such deep shade, that women do not see their husbands walking with other women. Corbiou! they will be ready to kill me for troubling so many charming promenades. Happily I know the king is a philosopher, and I trust in that. Besides, I am an ambassador, and sacred."

	Chicot entered Nerac in the evening, just at the time of the promenades which occupied the king so much. Chicot could see the simplicity of the royal manners by the ease with which he obtained an audience. A valet opened the door of a rustic-looking apartment bordered with flowers, above which was the king's antechamber and sitting-room. An officer or page ran to find the king, wherever he might be when any one wished for an audience, and he always came at the first invitation. Chicot was pleased with this; he judged the king to be open and candid, and he thought so still more when he saw the king coming up a winding walk bordered with laurels and roses, an old hat on his head, and dressed in a dark green doublet and gray boots, and with a cup and ball in his hand. He looked gay and happy, as though care never came near him.

	"Who wants me?" said he to the page.

	"A man who looks to me half courtier, half soldier."

	Chicot heard these words, and advanced.

	"It is I, sire."

	"What! M. Chicot in Navarre! Ventre St. Gris! welcome, dear M. Chicot!"

	"A thousand thanks, sire."

	"Quite well? Ah, parbleu! we will drink together, I am quite delighted. Chicot, sit down there." And he pointed to a grass bank.

	"Oh no, sire!"

	"Have you come 200 leagues for me to leave you standing? No, no; sit down; one cannot talk standing."

	"But, sire, respect—"

	"Respect! here in Navarre! You are mad, my poor Chicot."

	"No, sire, I am not mad, but I am an ambassador."

	A slight frown contracted Henri's brow, but disappeared at once.

	"Ambassador, from whom?"

	"From Henri III. I come from Paris and the Louvre, sire."

	"Oh! that is different. Come with me," said the king, rising, with a sigh.

	"Page, take wine up to my room. Come, Chicot, I will conduct you."

	Chicot followed the king, thinking, "How disagreeable! to come and trouble this honest man in his peace and his ignorance. Bah! he will be philosophical."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLIV.

	HOW THE KING OF NAVARRE GUESSES THAT "TURENNIUS" MEANS TURENNE, AND "MARGOTA" MARGOT.

	 

	The king of Navarre's room was not very sumptuous, for he was not rich, and did not waste the little he had. It was large, and, with his bedroom, occupied all the right wing of the castle. It was well, though not royally furnished, and had a magnificent view over meadows and rivers. Great trees, willows, and planes hid the course of the stream every here and there, which glanced between, golden in the sunlight, or silver by that of the moon. This beautiful panorama was terminated by a range of hills, which looked violet in the evening light. The windows on the other side looked on to the court of the castle.

	All these natural beauties interested Chicot less than the arrangements of the room, which was the ordinary sitting-room of Henri.

	The king seated himself, with his constant smile, in a great armchair of leather with gilt nails, and Chicot, at his command, sat down on a stool similar in material. Henri looked at him smilingly, but with curiosity.

	"You will think I am very curious, dear M. Chicot," began the king, "but I cannot help it. I have so long looked on you as dead, that in spite of the pleasure your resurrection causes me, I can hardly realize the idea. Why did you so suddenly disappear from this world?"

	"Oh, sire!" said Chicot, with his usual freedom, "you disappeared from Vincennes. Every one eclipses himself according to his need."

	"I recognize by your ready wit that it is not to your ghost I am speaking." Then, more seriously, "But now we must leave wit and speak of business."

	"If it does not too much fatigue your majesty, I am ready."

	Henri's eyes kindled.

	"Fatigue me! It is true I grow rusty here. I have to-day exercised my body much, but my mind little."

	"Sire, I am glad of that; for, ambassador from a king, your relation and friend, I have a delicate commission to execute with your majesty."

	"Speak quickly—you pique my curiosity."

	"Sire—"

	"First, your letters of credit. I know it is needless, since you are the ambassador: but I must do my duty as king."

	"Sire, I ask your majesty's pardon; but all the letters of credit that I had I have drowned in rivers, or scattered in the air."

	"And why so?"

	"Because one cannot travel charged with an embassy to Navarre as if you were going to buy cloth at Lyons; and if one has the dangerous honor of carrying royal letters, one runs a risk of carrying them only to the tomb."

	"It is true," said Henri, "the roads are not very safe, and in Navarre we are reduced, for want of money, to trust to the honesty of the people; but they do not steal much."

	"Oh, no, sire; they behave like lambs or angels, but that is only in Navarre; out of it one meets wolves and vultures around every prey. I was a prey, sire; so I had both."

	"At all events, I am glad to see they did not eat you."

	"Ventre de biche! sire, it was not their faults; they did their best, but they found me too tough, and could not get through my skin. But to return to my letter."

	"Since you have none, dear M. Chicot, it seems to me useless to return to it."

	"But I had one, sire, but I was forced to destroy it, for M. de Mayenne ran after me to steal it from me."

	"Mayenne?"

	"In person."

	"Luckily he does not run fast. Is he still getting fatter?"

	"Ventre de biche! not just now, I should think."

	"Why not?"

	"Because, you understand, sire, he had the misfortune to catch me, and unfortunately got a sword wound."

	"And the letter?"

	"He had not a glimpse of it, thanks to my precautions."

	"Bravo! your journey is interesting; you must tell me the details. But one thing disquiets me—if the letter was destroyed for M. de Mayenne, it is also destroyed for me. How, then, shall I know what my brother Henri wrote?"

	"Sire, it exists in my memory."

	"How so?"

	"Sire, before destroying it I learned it by heart."

	"An excellent idea, M. Chicot. You will recite it to me, will you not?"

	"Willingly, sire."

	"Word for word."

	"Yes, sire, although I do not know the language, I have a good memory."

	"What language?"

	"Latin."

	"I do not understand you; was my brother Henri's letter written in Latin?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"And why?"

	"Ah! sire, doubtless because Latin is an audacious language—a language which may say anything, and in which Persius and Juvenal have immortalized the follies and errors of kings."

	"Kings?"

	"And of queens, sire."

	The king began to frown.

	"I mean emperors and empresses," continued Chicot.

	"You know Latin, M. Chicot?"

	"Yes and no, sire."

	"You are lucky if it is 'yes,' for you have an immense advantage over me, who do not know it, but you—"

	"They taught me to read it, sire, as well as Greek and Hebrew."

	"You are a living book, M. Chicot."

	"Your majesty has found the exact word—'a book.' They print something on my memory, they send me where they like, I arrive, I am read and understood."

	"Or not understood."

	"How so, sire?"

	"Why, if one does not know the language in which you are printed."

	"Oh, sire, kings know everything."

	"That is what we tell the people, and what flatterers tell us."

	"Then, sire, it is useless for me to recite to your majesty the letter which I learned by heart, since neither of us would understand it."

	"Is Latin not very much like Italian?"

	"So they say, sire."

	"And Spanish?"

	"I believe so."

	"Then let us try. I know a little Italian, and my Gascon patois is something like Spanish: perhaps I may understand Latin without ever having learned it."

	"Your majesty orders me to repeat it, then?"

	"I beg you, dear M. Chicot."

	Chicot began.

	"Frater carissime,

	"Sincerus amo quo te prosequebatur germanus noster Carolus Nonus, functus nuper, colet usque regiam nostram et pectori meo pertinaciter adhoeret."

	"If I am not mistaken," said Henri, interrupting, "they speak in this phrase of love, obstinacy, and of my brother, Charles IX."

	"Very likely," said Chicot; "Latin is such a beautiful language, that all that might go in one sentence."

	"Go on," said the king.

	Chicot began again, and Henri listened with the utmost calm to all the passages about Turenne and his wife, only at the word "Turennius," he said:

	"Does not 'Turennius' mean Turenne?"

	"I think so, sire."

	"And 'Margota' must be the pet name which my brothers gave to their sister Marguerite, my beloved wife."

	"It is possible," said Chicot; and he continued his letter to the end without the king's face changing in the least.

	"Is it finished?" asked Henri, when he stopped.

	"Yes, sire."

	"It ought to be superb."

	"I think so, also, sire."

	"How unlucky that I only understood two words, 'Turennius' and 'Margota.'"

	"An irreparable misfortune, sire, unless your majesty decides on having it translated by some one."

	"Oh! no; you yourself, M. Chicot, who were so discreet in destroying the autograph, you would not counsel me to make this letter public?"

	"But I think that the king's letter to you, recommended to me so carefully, and sent to your majesty by a private hand, must contain something important for your majesty to know."

	"Yes, but to confide these important things to any one, I must have great confidence in him."

	"Certainly."

	"Well, I have an idea. Go and find my wife. She is learned, and will understand it if you recite it to her; then she can explain it to me."

	"That is an excellent plan."

	"Is it not? Go."

	"I will, sire."

	"Mind not to alter a word of the letter."

	"That would be impossible, sire. To do that I must know Latin."

	"Go, then, my friend."

	Chicot took leave and went, more puzzled with the king than ever.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLV.

	THE AVENUE THREE THOUSAND FEET LONG.

	 

	The queen inhabited the other wing of the castle. The famous avenue began at her very window, and her eyes rested only on grass and flowers. A native poet (Marguerite, in the provinces as in Paris, was always the star of the poets) had composed a sonnet about her.

	"She wishes," said he, "by all these agreeable sights to chase away painful souvenirs."

	Daughter, sister, and wife of a king as she was, she had indeed suffered much. Her philosophy, although more boasted of than that of the king, was less solid; for it was due only to study, while his was natural. Therefore, stoical as she tried to be, time and grief had already begun to leave their marks on her countenance. Still she was remarkably beautiful. With her joyous yet sweet smile, her brilliant and yet soft eyes, Marguerite was still an adorable creature. She was idolized at Nerac, where she brought elegance, joy, and life. She, a Parisian princess, supported patiently a provincial life, and this alone was a virtue in the eyes of the inhabitants. Every one loved her, both as queen and as woman.

	Full of hatred for her enemies, but patient that she might avenge herself better—feeling instinctively that under the mask of carelessness and long-suffering worn by Henri of Navarre he had a bad feeling toward her—she had accustomed herself to replace by poetry, and by the semblance of love, relations, husband, and friends.

	No one, excepting Catherine de Medicis, Chicot, or some melancholy ghosts returned from the realms of death, could have told why Marguerite's cheeks were often so pale, why her eyes often filled with tears, or why her heart often betrayed its melancholy void. Marguerite had no more confidantes; she had been betrayed too often.

	However, the bad feeling which she believed Henri to have for her was only an instinct, and came rather from the consciousness of her own faults than from his behavior. He treated her like a daughter of France, always spoke to her with respectful politeness, or grateful kindness, and was always the husband and friend.

	When Chicot arrived at the place indicated to him by Henri, he found no one; Marguerite, they said, was at the end of the famous avenue. When he had gone about two-thirds down it, he saw at the end, in an arbor covered with jasmine, clematis, and broom, a group covered with ribbons, feathers, velvets, and swords. Perhaps all this finery was slightly old-fashioned, but for Nerac it was brilliant, and even Chicot, coming straight from Paris, was satisfied with the coup d'oeil. A page preceded Chicot.

	"What do you want, D' Aubiac?" asked the queen, when she saw him.

	"Madame, a gentleman from Paris, an envoy from the Louvre to the king of Navarre, and sent by his majesty to you, desires to speak to your majesty."

	A sudden flush passed over Marguerite's face, and she turned quickly. Chicot was standing near; Marguerite quitted the circle, and waving an adieu to the company, advanced toward the Gascon.

	"M. Chicot!" cried she in astonishment.

	"Here I am at your majesty's feet," said he, "and find you ever good and beautiful, and queen here, as at the Louvre."

	"It is a miracle to see you here, monsieur; they said you were dead."

	"I pretended to be so."

	"And what do you want with us, M. Chicot? Am I happy enough to be still remembered in France?"

	"Oh, madame," said Chicot, smiling, "we do not forget queens of your age and your beauty. The king of France even writes on this subject to the king of Navarre."

	Marguerite colored. "He writes?"

	"Yes, madame."

	"And you have brought the letter?"

	"I have not brought it, madame, for reasons that the king of Navarre will explain to you, but learned it by heart and repeated it."

	"I understand. This letter was important, and you feared to lose it, or have it stolen."

	"That is the truth, madame; but the letter was written in Latin."

	"Oh, very well; you know I know Latin."

	"And the king of Navarre, does he know it?"

	"Dear M. Chicot, it is very difficult to find out what he does or does not know. If one can believe appearances, he knows very little of it, for he never seems to understand when I speak to any one in that language. Then you told him the purport of the letter?"

	"It was to him it was addressed."

	"And did he seem to understand?"

	"Only two words."

	"What were they?"

	"Turennius et Margota."

	"Turennius et Margota?"

	"Yes; those two words were in the letter."

	"Then what did he do?"

	"He sent me to you, madame."

	"To me?"

	"Yes, saying that the letter contained things of too much importance to be confided to a stranger, and that it was better to take it to you, who were the most beautiful of learned ladies, and the most learned of beautiful ones."

	"I will listen to you, M. Chicot, since such are the king's orders."

	"Thank you, madame; where would you please it to be?"

	"Come to my room."

	Marguerite looked earnestly at Chicot, who, through pity for her, had let her have a glimpse of the truth. Perhaps she felt the need of a support, for she turned toward a gentleman in the group, and said: "M. de Turenne, your arm to the castle. Precede us, M. Chicot."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLVI.

	MARGUERITE'S ROOM.

	 

	Marguerite's room was fashionably furnished; and tapestries, enamels, china, books and manuscripts in Greek, Latin and French covered all the tables; while birds in their cages, dogs on the carpet, formed a living world round Marguerite.

	The queen was a woman to understand Epicurus, not in Greek only, but she occupied her life so well that from a thousand griefs she drew forth a pleasure.

	Chicot was invited to sit down in a beautiful armchair of tapestry, representing a Cupid scattering a cloud of flowers; and a page, handsome and richly dressed, offered to him refreshment. He did not accept it, but as soon as the Vicomte de Turenne had left them, began to recite his letter. We already know this letter, having read it in French with Chicot, and therefore think it useless to follow the Latin translation. Chicot spoke with the worst accent possible, but Marguerite understood it perfectly, and could not hide her rage and indignation. She knew her brother's dislike to her, and her mind was divided between anger and fear. But as he concluded, she decided on her part.

	"By the Holy Communion," said she, when Chicot had finished, "my brother writes well in Latin! What vehemence! what style! I should never have believed him capable of it. But do you not understand it, M. Chicot? I thought you were a good Latin scholar."

	"Madame, I have forgotten it; all that I remember is that Latin has no article, that it has a vocative, and that the head belongs to the neuter gender."

	"Really!" said some one, entering noiselessly and merrily. It was the king of Navarre. "The head is of the neuter gender, M. Chicot? Why is it not masculine?"

	"Ah, sire, I do not know; it astonishes me as much as it does your majesty."

	"It must be because it is sometimes the man, sometimes the woman that rules, according to their temperaments."

	"That is an excellent reason, sire."

	"I am glad to be a more profound philosopher than I thought—but to return to the letter. Madame, I burn to hear news from the court of France, and M. Chicot brings them to me in an unknown tongue."

	"Do you not fear, sire, that the Latin is a bad prognostic?" said Chicot.

	"M. Chicot is right, sire," said the queen.

	"What!" said Henri, "does the letter contain anything disagreeable, and from your brother, who is so clever and polite?"

	"Even when he had me insulted in my litter, as happened near Sens, when I left Paris to rejoin you, sire."

	"When one has a brother whose own conduct is irreproachable," said Henri, in an indefinable tone between jest and earnest, "a brother a king, and very punctilious—"

	"He ought to care for the true honor of his sister and of his house. I do not suppose, sire, that if your sister, Catherine d'Albret, occasioned some scandal, you would have it published by a captain of the guards."

	"Oh! I am like a good-natured bourgeois, and not a king; but the letter, the letter; since it was addressed to me, I wish to know what it contains."

	"It is a perfidious letter, sire."

	"Bah!"

	"Oh! yes, and which contains more calumnies than are necessary to embroil a husband with his wife, and a friend with his friends."

	"Oh! oh! embroil a husband with his wife; you and me then?"

	"Yes, sire."

	Chicot was on thorns; he would have given much, hungry as he was, to be in bed without supper.

	"The storm is about to burst," thought he.

	"Sire," said Marguerite, "I much regret that your majesty has forgotten your Latin."

	"Madame, of all the Latin I learned, I remember but one phrase—'Deus et virtus oeterna'—a singular assemblage of masculine, feminine, and neuter."

	"Because, sire, if you did understand, you would see in the letter many compliments to me."

	"But how could compliments embroil us, madame? For as long as your brother pays you compliments, I shall agree with him; if he speaks ill of you, I shall understand his policy."

	"Ah! if he spoke ill of me, you would understand it?"

	"Yes; he has reasons for embroiling us, which I know well."

	"Well, then, sire, these compliments are only an insinuating prelude to calumnious accusations against your friends and mine."

	"Come, ma mie, you have understood badly; let me hear if all this be in the letter."

	Marguerite looked defiant.

	"Do you want your followers or not, sire?" said she.

	"Do I want them? what a question! What should I do without them, and reduced to my own resources?"

	"Well, sire, the king wishes to detach your best servants from you."

	"I defy him."

	"Bravo, sire!" said Chicot.

	"Yes," said Henri, with that apparent candor, with which to the end of his life he deceived people, "for my followers are attached to me through love, and not through interest; I have nothing to give them."

	"You give them all your heart and your faith, sire; it is the best return a king can make his friends."

	"Yes, ma mie, I shall not fail to do so till I find that they do not merit it."

	"Well, sire, they wish to make you believe that they do not."

	"Ah! but how?"

	"I cannot tell you, sire, without compromising—" and she glanced at Chicot.

	"Dear M. Chicot," said Henri, "pray wait for me in my room, the queen has something particular to say to me."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLVII.

	THE EXPLANATION.

	 

	To get rid of a witness whom Marguerite believed to know more of Latin than he allowed was already a triumph, or at least a pledge of security for her; for alone with her husband she could give whatever translation of the Latin that she pleased.

	Henri and his wife were then left tete-à-tete. He had on his face no appearance of disquietude or menace; decidedly he could not understand Latin.

	"Monsieur," said Marguerite, "I wait for you to interrogate me."

	"This letter preoccupies you much, ma mie; do not alarm yourself thus."

	"Sire, because a king does not send a special messenger to another without some reason that he believes important."

	"Well ma mie, let us leave it for the present; have you not something like a ball this evening?"

	"Yes, sire," said Marguerite, astonished, "but that is not extraordinary; you know we dance nearly every evening."

	"I have a great chase for to-morrow."

	"Each our pleasure, sire; you love the chase, I the dance."

	"Yes, ma mie, and there is no harm in that," said Henri, sighing.

	"Certainly not; but your majesty sighed as you said it."

	"Listen to me, madame; I am uneasy."

	"About what, sire?"

	"About a current report."

	"A report; your majesty uneasy about a report?"

	"What more simple; when this report may annoy you."

	"Me?"—"Yes, you."

	"Sire, I do not understand you."

	"Have you heard nothing?"

	Marguerite began to tremble. "I am the least curious woman in the world," said she, "I hear nothing but what is cried in my very ears. Besides, I think so little of reports, that I should not listen to them if I heard them."

	"It is then your opinion, madame, that one should despise reports?"

	"Absolutely, sire; particularly kings and queens."

	"Why so, madame?"

	"Because, as every one talks of us, we should have enough to do to listen to them all."

	"Well, I believe you are right, ma mie, and I am about to furnish you with an excellent opportunity of exercising your philosophy."

	Marguerite believed that the decisive moment had come, and rallied all her courage.

	"So be it, sire," said she.

	Henri began in the tone of a penitent who has some great sin to acknowledge.

	"You know the great interest I take in Fosseuse?"

	"Ah!" cried Marguerite, triumphantly, seeing he was not about to accuse her; "yes, yes; the little Fosseuse, your friend."

	"Yes, madame."

	"My lady in waiting."—"Yes."

	"Your passion—your love."

	"Ah! you speak now just like one of the reports you were abusing just now."

	"It is true, sire, and I ask your pardon," said Marguerite, smiling.

	"Ma mie, you are right, public report often lies, and we sovereigns have great reason to establish this theory;" and he laughed ironically.

	"Well; and Fosseuse?" said Marguerite.

	"She is ill, ma mie, and the doctors do not understand her malady."

	"That is strange, sire. Fosseuse, who you say is a pearl of purity, ought to allow the doctors to penetrate into the secret of her illness."

	"Alas! it is not so."

	"What!" cried the queen; "is she not a pearl of purity?"

	"I mean that she persists in hiding the cause of her illness from the doctors."

	"But to you, sire, her confidant, her father."

	"I know nothing, or at least wish to know nothing."

	"Then, sire," said Marguerite, who now believed that she had to confer instead of asking a pardon; "then, sire, I do not know what you want; and wait for you to explain."

	"Well, then, ma mie, I will tell you. I wish you—but it is asking a great deal."

	"Speak on, sire."

	"To have the goodness to go to Fosseuse."

	"I go to visit this girl whom every one says has the honor of being your mistress; a thing which you do not deny."

	"Gently, gently, ma mie. On my word you will make a scandal with your exclamations; and really I believe that will rejoice the court of France, for in the letter from my brother-in-law that Chicot repeated to me, there was these words, 'Quotidie scandalurn,' which must mean 'daily scandal.' It is not necessary to know Latin to understand that: it is almost French."

	"But, sire, to whom did these words apply?"

	"Ah! that is what I want to know, but you, who know Latin, can help me to find out."

	Marguerite colored up to her ears.

	"Well, monsieur," said she, "you wish me to take a humiliating step for the sake of peace, and therefore I will comply."

	"Thanks, ma mie, thanks."

	"But what is the object of this visit?"

	"It is very simple, madame."

	"Still, you must tell me, for I am not clever enough to guess it."

	"Well! you will find Fosseuse among the ladies of honor, sleeping in their room; and they, you know, are so curious and indiscreet that one cannot tell to what extremity Fosseuse may be reduced."

	"But then she fears something," cried Marguerite, with a burst of anger and hatred; "she wishes to hide herself."

	"I do not know; all I do know is, that she wishes to quit the room of the maids of honor."

	"If she wishes to hide, let her not count on me. I may shut my eyes to certain things, but I will never be an accomplice," said Marguerite.

	Henri seemed not to have heard, but he stood for a minute in a thoughtful attitude, and then said, "Margota cum Turennio. Ah! those were the names, madame—'Margota cum Turennio.'"

	Marguerite grew crimson.

	"Calumnies, sire!" cried she.

	"What calumnies?" replied he, with the most natural air possible. "Do you find any calumny in it? It is a passage from my brother's letter—'Margota cum Turennio conveniunt in castello nomine Loignac!'—Decidedly I must get this letter translated."

	"Leave this comedy, sire," said Marguerite, tremblingly, "and tell me at once what you want from me."

	"Well, I wish, ma mie, that you should separate Fosseuse from the other girls, and send her a discreet doctor; your own, for example."

	"Ah! I see what it is," cried the queen, "Fosseuse, the paragon, is near her accouchement."

	"I do not say so, ma mie; it is you who affirm it."

	"It is so, monsieur; your insinuating tone, your false humility, prove it to me. But there are sacrifices that no man should ask of his wife. Take care of Fosseuse yourself, sire; it is your business, and let the trouble fall on the guilty, not on the innocent."

	"The guilty! Ah! that makes me think of the letter again."

	"How so?"

	"Guilty is 'nocens,' is it not?"

	"Yes."

	"Well, there was that word in the letter—'Margota cum Turennio, ambo nocentes, conveniunt in castello nomine Loignac.' Mon Dieu! how I regret that my knowledge is not as great as my memory is good."

	"Ambo nocentes," repeated Marguerite, in a low voice, and turning very pale, "he understood it all."

	"Margota cum Turennio, ambo nocentes," repeated Henri. "What the devil could my brother mean by 'ambo!' Ventre St. Gris, ma mie, it is astonishing that you who know Latin so well have not yet explained it to me. Ah! pardieu! there is 'Turennius' walking under your windows, and looking up as if he expected you. I will call to him to come up; he is very learned, and he will explain it to me."

	"Sire, sire, be superior to all the calumniators of France."

	"Oh! ma mie, it seems to me that people are not more indulgent in Navarre than in France; you, yourself, were very severe about poor Fosseuse just now."

	"I severe?"

	"Yes; and yet we ought to be indulgent here, we lead such a happy life, you with your balls, and I with my chase."

	"Yes, yes, sire; you are right; let us be indulgent."

	"Oh! I was sure of your heart, ma mie."

	"You know me well, sire."

	"Yes. Then you will go and see Fosseuse?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"And separate her from the others?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"And send her your doctor?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"And if, unluckily, what you say were true, and she had been weak, for women are frail—"

	"Well, sire, I am a woman, and know the indulgence due to my sex."

	"All! you know all things, ma mie; you are in truth a model of perfection, and I kiss your hands."

	"But believe, sire, that it is for the love of you alone that I make this sacrifice."

	"Oh! yes, ma mie, I know you well, madame, and my brother of France also, he who speaks so well of you in this letter, and adds, 'Fiat sanum exemplum statim, atque res certior eveniet.' Doubtless, ma mie, it is you who give this good example."

	And Henri kissed the cold hand of Marguerite. Then, turning on the threshold of the door, he said:

	"Say everything kind from me to Fosseuse, and do for her as you have promised me. I set off for the chase; perhaps I shall not see you till my return, perhaps never—these wolves are wicked beasts. Come, and let me embrace you, ma mie."

	Then he embraced Marguerite, almost affectionately, and went out, leaving her stupefied with all she had heard.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLVIII.

	THE SPANISH AMBASSADOR.

	 

	The king rejoined Chicot, who was still agitated with fears as to the explanation.

	"Well, Chicot," said Henri, "do you know what the queen says?"

	"No."

	"She pretends that your cursed Latin will disturb our peace."

	"Oh! sire, forget it, and all will be at an end. It is not with a piece of spoken Latin as though it were written; the wind carries away the one, fire cannot sometimes destroy the other."

	"I! I think of it no more."

	"That is right."

	"I have something else to do."

	"Your majesty prefers amusing yourself."

	"Oh! mon cher, here we do everything openly; love, war, and politics."

	"The first more than the two last; do you not, sire?"

	"Ma foi! yes; I confess it, my dear friend. This country is so fine, and its women so beautiful."

	"Oh! sire, you forget the queen; can the Navarrese women be more pleasing and beautiful than she is? If they are, I compliment them."

	"Ventre St. Gris, you are right, Chicot; and I, who forgot that you are an ambassador, and represent King Henri III., and that he is the brother of Marguerite, and that consequently, before you, I ought to place her before every one—but you must excuse my imprudence, I am not accustomed to ambassadors."

	At this moment the door of the room opened, and D'Aubiac announced, "The ambassador from Spain."

	Chicot gave a start which made the king smile.

	"Ma foi!" said Henri, "that is a contradiction that I did not expect. And what the devil can he want here?"

	"Yes," said Chicot, "what the devil does he want here?"

	"We shall soon know; perhaps our Spanish neighbor has some frontier dispute to settle with us."

	"I will retire," said Chicot. "This is doubtless a real ambassador from his majesty Philippe II., while I—"

	"Open that library door, Chicot, and go in there."

	"But from there I shall hear all, in spite of myself."

	"Oh! Never mind; I have nothing to hide. Apropos; have you nothing more to say to me from your king?"

	"Nothing at all, sire."

	"Very well, then, you have nothing to do but to see and hear, like all other ambassadors, and the library will do excellently for that purpose. Look with all your eyes, and listen with all your ears, my dear Chicot. D'Aubiac, let the ambassador enter."

	Chicot hastened to his place of concealment, and drew the tapestry close.

	When the first preliminaries of etiquette were over, the ambassador said:

	"Can I speak freely to your majesty?"

	
"You may, monsieur."

	"Sire, I bring the answer from his Catholic majesty."

	"An answer," thought Chicot; "then there was a question."

	"An answer to what?" said Henri.

	"To your proposals of last month."

	"Ma foi! I am very forgetful! please to recall to me what they were."

	"About the invasions of the Lorraine princes."

	"Yes, I remember, particularly those of M. de Guise; go on, monsieur."

	"Sire, the king, my master, although much begged to sign a treaty of alliance with Lorraine, prefers one with Navarre. I know my master's intentions with regard to you."

	"May I also know them?"

	"Sire, my master will refuse nothing to Navarre."

	Chicot bit his fingers to convince himself that he was not dreaming.

	"What can I ask then?" said Henri.

	"Whatever your majesty pleases."

	"Diable!"

	"If your majesty will speak openly and frankly?"

	"Ventre St. Gris, it is embarrassing."

	"Shall I tell you his majesty the king of Spain's proposal?"

	"I listen."

	"The king of France treats the queen of Navarre as an enemy, he repudiates her as a sister, and covers her with opprobrium. All this, but I beg your majesty's pardon for touching on so delicate a subject—"

	"Go on."

	"All this, then, is public."

	"Well! monsieur, and what of all this?"

	"It is consequently easy for your majesty to repudiate as a wife her whom her brother disclaims as a sister. This once done, the alliance between the king of Navarre and the king of Spain is concluded, and the king of Spain will give the infanta, his daughter, to your majesty, and he himself will marry Madame Catherine de Navarre, your majesty's sister."

	A movement of pride shook Henri, while Chicot shuddered with terror. The one saw his star rising, radiant like the morning sun; the other saw the scepter of the Valois ready to decline and fall.

	For an instant there was profound silence, and then Henri said:

	"The proposal, monsieur, is magnificent, and crowns me with honor."

	"His majesty," said the negotiator, who already calculated on an enthusiastic acceptance, "proposes only one condition."

	"Ah! a condition! that is but just; let me hear it."

	"In aiding your majesty against the Lorraine princes, that is to say, in opening to your majesty a way to the throne, my master desires to facilitate by your alliance the safety of Flanders, which the Duc d'Anjou is already attacking; your majesty will understand that it is pure preference on my master's part for you over the Lorraine princes, since MM. de Guise, his natural allies, as Catholic princes, make of themselves a party against the Duc d'Anjou in Flanders. Now, this is the only condition, which you must think reasonable. His majesty the king of Spain, allied to you by a double marriage, will help you to—" the ambassador seemed to seek for the right word, "to succeed to the king of France, and you will guarantee Flanders to him. I may then, now, knowing your majesty's wisdom, regard the negotiation as happily terminated."

	Henri took two or three turns up and down the room.

	"This, then," said he at last, "is the answer you were charged to bring me?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"Nothing else?"

	"Nothing else, sire."

	"Well! I refuse the offer of the king of Spain."

	"You refuse the hand of the infanta!" cried the Spaniard, with a start, as though he had received a sudden wound.

	"It would be a great honor, but I cannot think it a greater one than that of having married a daughter of France."

	"No; but that alliance brought you nearly to the tomb, and this will bring you to the throne."

	"An incomparable piece of good fortune, monsieur, I know; but I will never buy it with the blood and honor of my future subjects. What! monsieur. I draw the sword against the king of France, my brother-in-law, for the Spaniards; I arrest the standard of France in its career of glory; I kill brothers by brothers' hands; I bring the stranger into my country! No, monsieur; I asked the king of Spain for aid against the Guises, who wish to rob me of my inheritance, but not against the Duc d'Anjou, my brother-in-law; not against Henri III., my friend; not against my wife, sister of my king. You will aid the Guises, you will say, and lend them your support. Do so, and I will let loose on you and on them all the Protestants of Germany and France. The king of Spain wishes to reconquer Flanders, which is slipping from him; let him do what his father, Charles V., did, and ask a free passage to go and claim his title of first bourgeois of Ghent, and Henri III., I am certain, will grant it to him, as Francois I. did. I wish for the throne of France, says his Catholic majesty; it is possible, but I do not need him to aid me in getting it; I will do that for myself, once it is vacant, in spite of all the kings in the world. Adieu, then, monsieur. Tell my brother Philippe that I am grateful for his offers, but cannot believe for a moment that he thought me capable of accepting them. Adieu, monsieur."

	"Take care, sire," said the ambassador; "the good understanding between two neighbors may be destroyed by a hasty word."

	"Monsieur, my crown is so light that I should scarcely feel the difference if it slipped off; besides, I believe I can guard it. Therefore, once more adieu, monsieur, and tell the king your master that I have greater ambitions than he dreams of." And the Béarnais, becoming once more, not himself, but what he generally seemed to be, conducted the ambassador, with a courteous smile, to the door.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XLIX.

	THE POOR OF HENRI OF NAVARRE.

	 

	Chicot remained plunged in profound surprise. Henri lifted the tapestry, and, striking him on the shoulder, said:

	"Well, M. Chicot, how do you think I managed?"

	"Wonderfully, sire; and really, for a king who is not accustomed to ambassadors—"

	"It is my brother Henri who sends me such ambassadors."

	"How so, sire?"

	"If he did not incessantly persecute his poor sister, others would not dream of it. Do you believe that if the king of Spain had not heard of the public insult offered to the queen, when a captain of the guards searched her litter, that he would have proposed to me to repudiate her?"

	"I see with pleasure, sire," replied Chicot, "that all attempts will be useless, and that nothing can interrupt the harmony that exists between the queen and yourself."

	"Oh, my friend, the interest they have in making us quarrel is too clear."

	"I confess to you, sire, that I am not so penetrating as you are."

	"Doubtless Henri would be delighted if I repudiated his sister."

	"How so? Pray explain to me."

	"You know they forgot to pay me my wife's dowry."

	"I guessed as much, sire."

	"This dowry was to consist of 300,000 golden crowns and some towns; among others, Cahors."

	"A pretty town, mordieu!"

	"I have claimed, not the money, but Cahors."

	"Ventre de biche! sire, in your place, I should have done the same."

	"And that is why—do you understand now?"

	"No, indeed, sire."

	"Why they wish me to quarrel with my wife and repudiate her. No wife, no dowry, no more 300,000 crowns, no Cahors. It is one way of eluding a promise, and Henri is clever in laying snares."

	"You would much like to hold Cahors, sire?"

	"Doubtless; for after all, what is my principality of Béarn? A poor little place, clipped by the avarice of my mother-in-law and brother-in-law."

	"While Cahors—"

	"Cahors would be my rampart, the safeguard of my religion."

	"Well, sire, go into mourning for Cahors; for, whether you break with Madame Marguerite or not, the king of France will never give it to you, and unless you take it—"

	"Oh, I would soon take it, if it was not so strong, and, above all, if I did not hate war."

	"Cahors is impregnable, sire."

	"Oh! impregnable! But if I had an army, which I have not—"

	"Listen, sire. We are not here to flatter each other. To take Cahors, which is held by M. de Vesin, one must be a Hannibal or a Cæsar; and your majesty—"

	"Well?" said Henri, with a smile.

	"Has just said, you do not like war."

	Henri sighed, and his eyes flashed for a minute; then he said:

	"It is true I have never drawn the sword, and perhaps never shall. I am a king of straw, a man of peace; but, by a singular contrast, I love to think of warlike things—that is in my blood. St. Louis, my ancestor, pious by education and gentle by nature, became on occasion a brave soldier and a skillful swordsman. Let us talk, if you please, of M. Vesin, who is a Cæsar and a Hannibal."

	"Sire, pardon me if I have wounded or annoyed you. I spoke only of M. de Vesin to extinguish all hope in your heart. Cahors, you see, is so well guarded because it is the key of the south."

	"Alas! I know it well. I wished so much to possess Cahors, that I told my poor mother to make it a sine quâ non of our marriage. See, I am speaking Latin now. Cahors, then, was my wife's dowry; they owe it to me—"

	"Sire, to owe and pay—"

	"Are two different things, I know. So your opinion is, that they will never pay me?"

	"I fear not."

	"Diable!"

	"And frankly—"

	"Well?"

	"They will be right, sire."

	"Why so?"

	"Because you did not know your part of king; you should have got it at once."

	"Do you not, then, remember the tocsin of St. Germain l'Auxerrois?" said Henri, bitterly. "It seems to me that a husband whom they try to murder on the night of his marriage might think less of his dowry than of his life."

	"Yes; but since then, sire, we have had peace; and excuse me, sire, you should have profited by it, and, instead of making love, have negotiated. It is less amusing, I know, but more profitable. I speak, sire, as much for my king as for you. If Henri of France had a strong ally in Henri of Navarre, he would be stronger than any one; and if the Protestants and Catholics of France and Navarre would unite in a common political interest, they would make the rest of the world tremble."

	"Oh, I do not pretend to make others tremble, so long as I do not tremble myself. But if I cannot get Cahors, then, and you think I cannot—"

	"I think so, sire, for three reasons."

	"Tell them to me, Chicot."

	"Willingly. The first is that Cahors is a town of good produce, which Henri III. will like to keep for himself."

	"That is not very honest."

	"It is very royal, sire."

	"Ah! it is royal to take what you like."

	"Yes; that is called taking the lion's share, and the lion is the king of animals."

	"I shall remember your lesson, Chicot. Now, your second reason."

	"Madame Catherine—"

	"Oh! does my good mother still mix in politics?"

	"Always; and she would rather see her daughter at Paris than at Nerac—near her than near you."

	"You think so? Yet she does not love her daughter to distraction."

	"No; but Madame Marguerite serves you as a hostage, sire."

	"You are cunning, Chicot. Devil take me, if I thought of that! But you may be right; a daughter of France would be a hostage in case of need. Well, the third?"

	"Between the Duc d'Anjou, who seeks to make a throne for himself in Flanders, between MM. de Guise, who wish for a crown, and shake that of France, and his majesty the king of Spain, who wishes for universal monarchy, you hold the balance and maintain a certain equilibrium."

	"I, without weight?"

	"Just so. If you became powerful, that is to say, heavy, you would turn the scale, and would be no longer a counterpoise, but a weight."

	"Ah! I like that reason, and it is admirably argued. This is the explanation of my situation?"

	"Complete."

	"And I, who did not see all this, and went on hoping."

	"Well, sire, I counsel you to cease to hope."

	"Then I must do for this debt what I do for those of my farmers who cannot pay their rent; I put a P against their names."

	"Which means paid."

	"Just so."

	"Put two P's, sire, and give a sigh."

	"So be it, Chicot; you see I can live in Béarn, even without Cahors."

	"I see that, and also that you are a wise and philosophical king. But what is that noise?"

	"Noise, where?"

	"In the courtyard, I think."

	"Look out of the window."

	"Sire, there are below a dozen of poorly-clothed people."

	"Ah! they are my poor," said the king, rising.

	"Your majesty has poor?"

	"Doubtless; does not God recommend charity? If I am not a Catholic, Chicot, I am a Christian."

	"Bravo, sire!"

	"Come, Chicot, we will give alms together, and then go to supper."

	"Sire, I follow you."

	"Take that purse lying on the table, near my sword—do you see?"

	They went down, but Henri seemed thoughtful and preoccupied. Chicot looked at him, and thought, "What the devil made me talk politics to this brave prince, and make him sad? Fool that I was!"

	Once in the court, Henri approached the group of mendicants. There were a dozen men in different costumes. Henri took the purse from the hands of Chicot and made a sign, and then each man came forward and saluted Henri with an air of humility, which did not preclude a glance full of intelligence at the king. Henri replied by a motion of the head; then, putting his fingers into the purse, which Chicot held open, he took out a piece.

	"Do you know that it is gold, sire?" said Chicot.

	"Yes, my friend, I know."

	"Peste! you are rich."

	"Do you not see that each of these pieces serves for two? On the contrary, I am so poor that I am forced to cut my gold in two."

	"It is true," said Chicot, with surprise: "they are half-pieces, with fantastic designs."

	"Oh, I am like my brother Henri, who amuses himself in cutting out images: I amuse myself with clipping my ducats."

	"Nevertheless, sire, it is an odd method of giving charity," said Chicot, who divined some hidden mystery.

	"What would you do?"

	"Instead of cutting the gold, I would give one piece between two."

	"They would fight, and I should do harm instead of good."'

	Henry then took one of the pieces, and, placing himself before the first beggar, looked at him inquiringly.

	"Agen," said the man.

	"How many?" asked Henri.

	"Five hundred."

	"Cahors;" and he gave him the piece and took a second.

	The man bowed and withdrew.

	The next advanced and said, "Auch."

	"How many?"

	"Three hundred and fifty."

	"Cahors;" and he gave him his piece.

	"Narbonne," said the third.

	"How many?"

	"Eight hundred."

	"Cahors;" and he gave him his piece.

	"Montauban," said the fourth.

	"How many?"

	"Six hundred."—"Cahors."

	Each one in this way pronounced a name and a number, and received a piece of gold, and to each Henri replied, "Cahors."

	This over, there were no pieces left in the purse.

	"That is all, sire," said Chicot.

	"Yes; I have finished."

	"Sire, am I permitted to be curious?"

	"Why not? Curiosity is natural."

	"What did these beggars say, and what did you reply?"

	Henri smiled.

	"Indeed," continued Chicot, "all is mysterious here."

	"Do you think so?"

	"Yes; I have never seen alms given in that way."

	"It is the custom at Nerac."

	"A singular one, sire."

	"No, nothing is more simple; each of those men came from a different city."

	"Well, sire?"

	"Well, that I may not always give to the same, they each tell me the name of their town, so that I can distribute my benefits equally among all the unfortunates in my kingdom."

	"Yes, sire; but why did you answer 'Cahors'?"

	"Ah!" cried Henri, with a most natural air of surprise, "did I say 'Cahors'?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"You think so?"

	"I am sure of it."

	"It must have been because we had been talking so much about it. I wish for it so much that I must have spoken of it without meaning to do so."

	"Hum!" said Chicot, suspiciously, "and then there was something else."

	"What! something else?"

	"A number that each one pronounced, and which, added together, made more than eight thousand."

	"Ah! as to that, Chicot, I did not understand it myself; unless, as the beggars are divided into corporations, they each named the number of members, which seems to me probable."

	"Sire, sire!"

	"Come and sup, my friend, nothing enlightens the mind like eating and drinking. Let us go to table, and you shall see that if my pistoles are cut, my bottles are full."

	Then, passing his arm familiarly through Chicot's, the king went back to his room, where supper was served. Passing by the queen's room, he glanced at it, and saw no light.

	"Page," said he, "is not her majesty at home?"

	"Her majesty is gone to see Mademoiselle de Montmorency, who is ill."

	"Ah! poor Fosseuse!" said Henri: "it is true, the queen has such a good heart. Come to supper, Chicot."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER L.

	THE TRUE MISTRESS OF THE KING OF NAVARRE.

	 

	The repast was joyous. Henri seemed no longer to have any weight either on his heart or his mind, and he was an excellent companion. As for Chicot, he dissembled the uneasiness he had felt since the coming of the Spanish ambassador and the scene with the mendicants. He endeavored to drink little and keep cool, to observe everything; but this Henri would not allow. However, Chicot had a head of iron, and as for Henri, he said he could drink these wines of the country like milk.

	"I envy you," said Chicot to the king; "your court is delightful, and your life pleasant."

	"If my wife were here, Chicot, I would not say what I am about to say, but in her absence I will tell you that the best part of my life is that which you do not see."

	"Ah! sire, they tell, indeed, fine tales of you."

	Henri leaned back in his chair to laugh. "They say I reign more over my female than my male subjects, do they not?" said he.

	"Yes, sire, and it astonishes me."

	"Why so?"

	"Because, sire, you have much of that restless spirit which makes great kings."

	"Ah, Chicot! you are wrong; I am lazy, and the proof of it is in my life. If I have a love to choose, I take the nearest; if a wine, the bottle close to my hand. To your health, Chicot."

	"Sire, you do me honor," said Chicot, emptying his glass.

	"Thus," continued the king, "what quarrels in my household!"

	"Yes, I understand; all the ladies-in-waiting adore you, sire."

	"They are my neighbors, Chicot."

	"Then, sire, it might result from this, that if you lived at St. Denis instead of Nerac, the king might not live very tranquilly."

	"The king! what do you say, Chicot? Do you think I am a Guise? I wish for Cahors, it is true, because it is near to me."

	"Ventre de biche, sire, this ambition for things within the reach of your hand resembles much that of Cæsar Borgia, who gathered together a kingdom, city by city; saying that Italy was an artichoke to be eaten leaf by leaf."

	"This Cæsar Borgia was not a bad politician, it seems to me, compere."

	"No, but he was a very dangerous neighbor and a bad brother."

	"Ah! would you compare me to the son of a pope—I, a Huguenot chief?"

	"Sire, I compare you to no one."

	"Why not?"

	"I believe he would be wrong who should liken you to any other than yourself. You are ambitious, sire."

	"Here is a man determined to make me want something," cried Henri.

	"God forbid, sire; I desire with all my heart, on the contrary, that your majesty should want nothing."

	"Nothing calls you back to Paris, does it, Chicot?"

	"No, sire."

	"Then you will pass some days with me?"

	"If your majesty does me the honor to wish for my company, I ask no better than to give you a week."

	"So be it; in a week you will know me like a brother. Drink, Chicot."

	"Sire, I am no longer thirsty," said Chicot, who had given up all hopes of seeing the king take too much.

	"Then, I will leave you; a man should not stay at table when he does nothing. Drink, I tell you."

	"Why, sire?"

	"To sleep better. Do you like the chase, Chicot?"

	"Not much, sire; and you?"

	"Passionately; since I lived at the court of Charles IX."

	"Why did your majesty do me the honor to ask me?"

	"Because I hunt to-morrow, and thought to take you with me."

	"Sire, it would be a great honor, but—"

	"Oh! this chase will rejoice all eyes; besides, I am a good hunter, and I wish you to see me to advantage."

	"Sire, I am at your orders."

	"Good! then it is settled. Ah! here is a page to disturb us."

	"Some important business, sire?"

	"Business at table! You think you are still at the court of France, my dear Chicot. Learn one thing; at Nerac, when we have supped, we go to bed."

	"But this page?"

	"Well, cannot he come for anything but business?"

	"Ah! I understand: and I will go to bed."

	Chicot rose; the king did the same, and took his arm. This haste to send him away appeared suspicious to Chicot, and he determined not to leave the room if he could help it.

	"Oh! oh!" said he, tottering, "it is astonishing, sire."

	The king smiled. "What is astonishing?"

	"Ventre de biche! my head turns; while I sat still, it was all very well, but when I rise—"

	"Bah!" said Henri, "we only tasted the wine."

	"You call that tasting, sire? You are a drinker, and I do you homage, as to my superior."

	"Chicot, my friend," said Henri, endeavoring to make out by one of his keen glances if Chicot were really drunk or pretending, "the best thing you can do is to go to bed."

	"Yes, sire; good-night."

	"Good-evening, Chicot."

	"Yes, sire, you are right; the best thing Chicot can do is to go to bed." And he lay down on the floor.

	Henri glanced toward the door, and then, approaching him, said, "You are so drunk, my poor Chicot, that you have taken my floor for your bed."

	"Chicot does not mind little things."

	"But I expect some one."

	"For supper; yes, let us sup—" And Chicot made a fruitless effort to rise.

	"Ventre St. Gris! how quickly you get drunk. But go along, mordieu! she is getting impatient."

	"She, who?"

	"The lady I expect."

	"A lady; why did you not say, Henriquet? Ah! pardon, I thought I was speaking—to the king of France. He has spoiled me, that good Henriquet. Ah! I will go."

	"You are a gentleman, Chicot. Now go quickly."

	"Adieu, sire; a good night to you."

	"Adieu! and sleep well. You will find the page in the gallery, who will show you your room."

	Chicot went out; but, after taking a few steps, returned just in time to see Henri let in—not a woman, but a man. Chicot put his eye to the large keyhole.

	The man took off his hat, and Chicot saw the noble but severe face of Duplessis-Mornay, the rigid and vigilant counselor of Henri of Navarre.

	"Ah!" thought Chicot, "this will annoy our lover more than I did."

	But Henri's face showed only joy; and after locking the door, he sat down eagerly to examine some maps, plans, and letters, which his minister had brought him. The king then began to write and to mark the maps.

	"Oh! this is the way Henri of Navarre makes love," thought Chicot.

	At this moment he heard steps behind him, and fearful of being surprised, he turned hastily away, and, seeing the page, asked for his room.

	"Come with me, if you please, monsieur," said D'Aubiac, "and I will conduct you."

	Chicot began to understand the king of Navarre. Therefore, instead of going to sleep, he sat somber and thoughtful on his bed, while the moon shed its silver light over stream and meadows.

	"Henri is a real king, and he conspires," thought Chicot. "All this palace, park, town—the whole province—is a focus of conspiracy. All the women make love, but it is political love; and all the men live in the hope of a future. Henri is clever, his talent borders on genius, and he is in communication with Spain, the land of deceit. Who knows if even his noble answer to the ambassador was not a farce, and if he did not warn the ambassador of it by some sign unknown to me? Henri has spies; those beggars were nothing more nor less than gentlemen in disguise. Those pieces of gold, so artistically cut, were pledges of recognition—rallying signs.

	"Henri feigns to care for nothing but love and pleasure, and then passes his time working with Mornay, who never seems to sleep, and does not know what love means. Queen Marguerite has lovers, and the king knows it, and tolerates them, because he has need of them, or of her—perhaps of both. Happily, God, in giving him the genius for intrigue, did not add to it that of war; for they say he is afraid of the noise of musketry, and that when he was taken, when quite young, to battle, he could not stay more than a quarter of an hour in the saddle. It is lucky, for if he had the arm, as well as the head, this man might do anything.

	"There is certainly the Duc de Guise, who has both, but he has the disadvantage of being known as brave and skillful, so that every one is on their guard against him, while no one fears the Béarnais. I alone have seen through him. Well, having seen through him, I have no more to do here; so while he works or sleeps, I will go quietly out of the city. There are not many ambassadors, I think, who can boast of having fulfilled their mission in one day, as I have. So I will leave Nerac, and gallop till I am in France." And he began to put on his spurs.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LI.

	CHICOT'S ASTONISHMENT AT FINDING HIMSELF SO POPULAR IN NERAC.

	 

	Chicot, having taken his resolution, began to prepare his little packet. "How much time will it take me," thought he, as he did so, "to carry to the king the news of what I have seen and fear? Two days to arrive at a city whence the governor can send couriers; Cahors, for example, of which Henri of Navarre thinks so much. Once there, I can rest, for after all a man must rest some time. Come, then, Chicot, speed and sang froid. You thought you had accomplished your mission, and you are but half-way through it."

	Chicot now extinguished the light, opened his door softly, and began to creep downstairs on tip-toe.

	He went into an antechamber, but he had hardly gone four steps before he kicked against something. This something was D'Aubiac lying on a mat.

	"Ah! good-evening, M. d'Aubiac," said Chicot, "but get out of the way a little, I beg; I want to go for a walk."

	"Ah! but it is forbidden to walk by night near this castle."

	"Why so?"

	"Because the king fears robbers, and the queen lovers."

	"Diable!"

	"None but robbers or lovers want to walk at night, when they ought to be sleeping."

	"However, dear M. d'Aubiac," said Chicot, with his most charming smile, "I am neither the one nor the other, but an ambassador, very tired from having talked Latin with the queen and supped with the king; let me go out then, my friend, for I want a walk."

	"In the city, M. Chicot?"

	"Oh no! in the gardens."

	"Peste! that is still more forbidden than in the city."

	"My little friend, you are very vigilant for your age. Have you nothing to occupy yourself with?"

	"No."

	"You neither gamble nor fall in love."

	"To gamble one must have money, M. Chicot, and to be in love, one must find a lady."

	"Assuredly," said Chicot, and feeling in his pocket he drew out ten pistoles and slipped them into the page's hand, saying, "Seek well in your memory, and I bet you will find some charming woman, to whom I beg you to make some presents with this."

	"Oh, M. Chicot!" said the page, "it is easy to see that you come from the court of France; you have manners to which one can refuse nothing: go then, but make no noise."

	Chicot went on; glided like a shadow into the corridor, and down the staircase, but at the bottom he found an officer sleeping on a chair, placed right against the door, so that it was impossible to pass.

	"Ah! little wretch of a page," murmured Chicot, "you knew this."

	Chicot looked round him to see if he could find no other way by which he could escape with the assistance of his long legs. At last he saw what he wanted: it was an arched window, of which the glass was broken. Chicot climbed up the wall with his accustomed skill, and without making more noise than a dry leaf in the autumn wind; but unluckily, the opening was not big enough, so when he had got his head and one shoulder through, and had taken away his foot from its resting place on the wall, he found himself hanging between heaven and earth, without being able either to advance or retreat.

	He began then a series of efforts, of which the first result was to tear his doublet and scratch his skin. What rendered his position more difficult was his sword, of which the handle would not pass, making a hook by which Chicot hung on to the sash. He exerted all his strength, patience and industry, to unfasten the clasp of his shoulder-belt; but it was just on this clasp that his body leaned, therefore he was obliged to change his maneuver, and at last he succeeded in drawing his sword from its sheath and pushing it through one of the interstices; the sword therefore fell first on the flagstones, and Chicot now managed to get through after it. All this, however, was not done without noise, therefore Chicot, on rising, found himself face to face with a soldier.

	 

	"Ah! mon Dieu! have you hurt yourself, M. Chicot?" said he.

	Chicot was surprised, but said, "No, my friend, not at all."

	"That is very lucky; there are not many people who could do such a thing."

	"But how the devil did you know my name?"

	"I saw you to-day at the palace, and asked who was the gentleman that was talking with the king."

	"Well! I am in a hurry; allow me to pass."

	"But no one goes out of the palace by night; those are my orders."

	"But you see they do come out, since I am here."

	"Yes, but—"

	"But what?"

	"You must go back, M. Chicot."

	"Oh! no."—"How! no?"

	"Not by that way, at all events; it is too troublesome."

	"If I were an officer instead of a soldier, I would ask you why you come out so; but that is not my business, which is only that you should go back again. Go in, therefore, M. Chicot, I beg you."

	And the soldier said this in such a persuasive tone, that Chicot was touched. Consequently he put his hand in his pocket and drew out another ten pistoles.

	"You must understand, my friend," said he, "that as I have torn my clothes in passing through once, I should make them still worse by going back again, and should have to go naked, which would be very indecent in a court where there are so many young and pretty women; let me go then to my tailor." And he put the money in his hand.

	"Go quickly then, M. Chicot," said the man.

	Chicot was in the street at last. The night was not favorable for flight, being bright and cloudless, and he regretted the foggy nights of Paris, where people might pass close to each other unseen. The unfortunate fugitive had no sooner turned the corner of the street than he met a patrol. He stopped of himself, thinking it would look suspicious to try and pass unseen.

	"Oh, good-evening, M. Chicot!" said the chief; "shall we reconduct you to the palace? You seem as though you had lost your way."

	"It is very strange," murmured Chicot, "every one knows me here." Then aloud, and as carelessly as he could, "No, cornet, I am not going to the palace."

	"You are wrong, M. Chicot," replied the officer, gravely.

	"Why so, monsieur?"

	"Because a very severe edict forbids the inhabitants of Nerac to go out at night without permission and without a lantern."

	"Excuse me, monsieur, but this edict cannot apply to me, who do not belong to Nerac."

	"But you are at Nerac. Inhabitant means living at; now you cannot deny that you live at Nerac, since I see you here."

	"You are logical, monsieur. Unluckily, I am in a hurry; make an exception to your rule, and let me pass, I beg."

	"You will lose yourself, M. Chicot; Nerac is a strange town. Allow three of my men to conduct you to the palace."

	"But I am not going there, I tell you."

	"Where are you going, then?"

	"I cannot sleep well at night, and then I always walk. Nerac is a charming city, and I wish to see it."

	"My men shall conduct you where you please."

	"Oh, monsieur, I would rather go alone."

	"You will be assassinated."

	"I have my sword."

	"Ah, true; then you will be arrested for bearing arms."

	Chicot, driven to despair, drew the officer aside, and said:

	"Come, monsieur, you are young; you know what love is—an imperious tyrant."

	"Doubtless, M. Chicot."

	"Well, cornet, I have a certain lady to visit."

	"Where?"

	"In a certain place."

	"Young?"

	"Twenty-three years old."

	"Beautiful?"

	"As the graces."

	"I felicitate you, M. Chicot."

	"Then you will let me pass?"

	"It seems I must."

	"And alone; I cannot compromise—"

	"Of course not; pass on, M. Chicot."

	"You are a gallant man, cornet. But how did you know me?"

	"I saw you at the palace with the king. Apropos, which way are you going?"

	"Toward the Porte of Agen. Am I not in the right road?"

	"Yes, go straight on; I wish you success."

	"Thank you;" and Chicot went on. But before he had taken a hundred steps he met the watch.

	"Peste! this town is well guarded," thought Chicot.

	"You cannot pass!" cried the provost, in a voice of thunder.

	"But, monsieur, I want—"

	"Ah, M. Chicot, is it you? In the streets in this cold?" asked the officer.

	"Ah, decidedly! It must be a bet," thought Chicot; and, bowing, he tried to pass on.

	"M. Chicot, take care!" said the provost.

	"Take care of what?"

	"You are going wrong; you are going toward the gates."

	"Just so."

	"Then I arrest you!"

	"Not so, monsieur; you would be very wrong."

	"However—"

	"Approach, monsieur, that your soldiers may not hear."

	The man approached.

	"The king has given me a commission for the lieutenant of the Porte of Agen."

	"Ah!"

	"That astonishes you?"

	"Yes."

	"It ought not, since you know me."

	"I know you from having seen you at the palace with the king."

	Chicot stamped his foot impatiently. "That should prove to you that I possess the king's confidence."

	"Doubtless; go on, M. Chicot, and execute your commission."

	"Come," thought Chicot, "I advance slowly, but I do advance. Ventre de biche! here is a gate; it must be that of Agen; in five minutes I shall be out."

	He arrived at the gate, which was guarded by a sentinel walking up and down, his musket on his shoulder.

	"My friend, will you open the gate for me?" said Chicot.

	"I cannot, M. Chicot," replied the man, "being only a private soldier."

	"You also know me?" cried Chicot in a rage.

	"I have that honor; I was on guard at the palace this morning, and saw you talking with the king."

	"Well! my friend, the king has given me a very urgent message to convey to Agen; open the postern for me."

	"I would with pleasure, but I have not the keys."

	"And who has them?"

	"The officer for the night."

	Chicot sighed.

	"And where is he?"

	The soldier rang a bell to wake his officer.

	"What is it?" said he, passing his head through a window.

	"Lieutenant, it is a gentleman who wants the gate opened."

	"Ah! M. Chicot," cried the officer, "I will be down in a moment."

	"What! does every one know me?" cried Chicot. "Nerac seems a lantern, and I the candle."

	"Excuse me, monsieur," said the officer, approaching, "but I was asleep."

	"Oh! monsieur, that is what night is made for; will you be good enough to open the door. Unluckily, I cannot sleep, for the king, whom you doubtless also saw me talking to—"

	"Yes, I did, monsieur."

	"Of course!" growled Chicot. "Well! the king has sent me on a commission to Agen; this is the right gate, is it not?"

	"Yes, M. Chicot."

	"Will you please to have it opened?"

	"Of course. Anthenas, open the gate quickly for M. Chicot."

	Chicot began to breathe; the door creaked on its hinges, and opened, and Chicot saw liberty through it.

	"Adieu! monsieur," said he, advancing.

	"Adieu! M. Chicot, a pleasant journey.—But stay, one moment; I have forgotten to ask for your pass," cried he, seizing Chicot by the sleeve to stop him.

	"How! my pass?"

	"Certainly, M. Chicot; you know what a pass is? You understand that no one can leave a town like Nerac without a pass, particularly when the king is in it."

	"And who must sign this pass?"

	"The king himself; so if he sent you he cannot have forgotten to give you a pass."

	"Ah! you doubt that the king sent me?" cried Chicot, with flashing eyes, for he saw himself on the point of failing, and had a great mind to kill the officer and sentinel, and rush through the gate.

	"I doubt nothing you tell me, but reflect that if the king gave you this commission—"

	"In person, monsieur."

	"All the more reason, then: if he knows you are going out, I shall have to give up your pass to-morrow morning to the governor."—"And who is he?"

	"M. de Mornay, who does not jest with disobedience, M. Chicot."

	Chicot put his hand to his sword, but another look showed him that the outside of the gate was defended by a guard who would have prevented his passing if he had killed the officer and sentinel.

	"Well!" said Chicot to himself, with a sigh; "I have lost my game," and he turned back.

	"Shall I give you an escort, M. Chicot?" said the officer.

	"No, thank you."

	Chicot retraced his steps, but he was not at the end of his griefs. He met the chief of the watch, who said, "What! have you finished your commission already, M. Chicot? Peste! how quick you are!"

	A little further on the cornet cried to him, "Well, M. Chicot, what of the lady; are you content with Nerac?"

	Finally, the soldier in the courtyard said, "Cordieu! M. Chicot, the tailor has not done his work well; you seem more torn than when you went out."

	Chicot did not feel inclined to climb back through the window: but by chance, or rather by charity, the door was opened, and he returned into the palace. Here he saw the page, who said, "Dear M. Chicot, shall I give you the key to all this?"

	"Yes, serpent," murmured Chicot.

	"Well! the king loves you so much, he did not wish to lose you."

	"And you knew, and never told me?"

	"Oh! M. Chicot, impossible! It was a state secret."

	"But I paid you, knave."

	"Oh! dear M. Chicot, the secret was worth more than ten pistoles."

	Chicot returned to his room in a rage.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LII.

	HOW THEY HUNTED THE WOLF IN NAVARRE.

	 

	When Marguerite left the king, she went at once to the apartments of the maids of honor, and performed her promise with regard to Fosseuse. When she returned, the king thanked her warmly, and then went up to Chicot's room, where he found him still asleep. Henri shook him to wake him. "Come, compere," said he, "get up, it is two in the morning."

	"Ah! you make me a prisoner," cried Chicot; "I, an ambassador. Sire, you violate the rights of nations."

	Henri began to laugh, and Chicot could not help joining him.

	"You are mad," said Henri. "Why the devil did you want to go away from here, have you not been well treated?"

	"Too well, ventre de biche! too well. It seems to me as if I were like a goose being fattened. Every one says to me, 'Pretty little Chicot, how gentle he is!' but they clip my wings, and shut the doors on me."

	"Oh! reassure yourself, Chicot; you are not fat enough for my table."

	"Sire, you seem very gay this morning; what is it?"

	"I am always gay when I am setting off for the chase. Come, out of bed, compere."

	"You want me, sire?"

	"Yes; you shall be my historian."

	"To count the shots?"

	"Just so."

	Chicot dressed murmuringly, while the king remained in the antechamber.

	"My horse," cried Henri; "and tell M. de Mornay that I am ready."

	"What! is M. de Mornay chief huntsman?" asked Chicot.

	"M. de Mornay is everything here," replied Henri. "I am so poor, than I can afford but one man."

	"Yes; but he is a good one."

	Chicot found the preparations much less sumptuous than those of Henri III. A dozen or fifteen gentlemen only, among whom he recognized the Vicomte de Turenne, formed the whole suite. And as they were none of them rich, they all wore, instead of the usual hunting dress, their helmets and cuirasses, which made Chicot ask if the wolves in Gascony used muskets and artillery.

	"No," said Henri; "but they are fierce beasts, who have claws and teeth, and draw hunters into places where they are likely to tear their clothes on the thorns, if they wear silk and velvet, or even cloth and buff, but not if they wear cuirasses."

	"That is a reason, but not a good one, sire."

	"What would you have? I have no other."

	"Then I must be content with this."

	"You had better."

	"So be it."

	"You are angry at being disturbed for this chase."

	"Ma foi! yes."

	"So you find fault?"

	"Is it forbidden?"

	"Oh no."

	"You understand, sire, I am no hunter, and have nothing to do, so I must amuse myself, while you are thinking of all the wolves that a dozen men are going to kill."

	"Ah, yes, laugh away, Chicot; first it was the clothes, now the number of wolves."

	"Oh, sire!"

	"But I must say you are not indulgent, for Béarn is not as large as France; so the king goes there with two hundred huntsmen, I with a dozen, as you see."

	"Yes, sire."

	"But," said Henri, "sometimes the country gentlemen, hearing I am going, quit their chateaux and join me, which sometimes makes up a good escort for me."

	When they had ridden about half an hour—

	"Look," said Henri to Chicot, "are not those cavaliers that I see there?"

	Chicot looked and said, "Yes, sire, cavaliers, but not huntsmen."

	"Why not?"

	"Because they are armed like Amadis or Rolando," replied Chicot.

	"Ah! what matters the dress, my dear Chicot? you see we are not particular as to that."

	"But I see at least two hundred men there."

	"Ah! that is a good number."

	Chicot began to feel very curious. He had really named too low a number, for the group before them consisted of two hundred men, who came silently and joined their party; each man was well armed and mounted, and they were led by a gentleman who came and kissed Henri's hand with much devotion.

	They passed the river Gers, and then came on a second troop of one hundred men; the chief approached, and seemed to be making excuses for not bringing more men. Henri gave him his hand. They went on till they came to the Garonne; this they also passed, and about half a league on the other side, three hundred cavaliers, hidden in a pine forest, suddenly came in sight.

	"Oh! monseigneur," said Chicot, "are not these enemies who have heard of your chase, and wish to oppose it?"

	"No, my son, you are wrong; they are friends from Puzmirol."

	"Mordieu! sire, you will have more men in your escort than trees in your forest."

	"Chicot, I really believe the news of your arrival must have spread through the country, and all these people have come to welcome the ambassador from France."

	Chicot saw he was being laughed at, and felt rather offended.

	The day finished at Muroy, where the gentlemen of the country gave a grand supper to the king, of which Chicot took his part enthusiastically, as it had not been deemed necessary to stop on the road for anything so unimportant as dinner, and he had eaten nothing since he had left Nerac.

	Henri had the best house in the town, half the troop slept within doors, the other half in the street where the king was.

	"When are we to begin the hunt?" asked Chicot of Henri, as he was undressing.

	"We are not yet in the territory of the wolves, my dear Chicot."

	"And when shall we be?"

	"Curious!"

	"Not so, sire; but you understand, one likes to know where one is going."

	"You will know to-morrow; meanwhile, lie down there on those cushions on my left; here is Mornay snoring already at my right."

	"Peste!" said Chicot, "he makes more noise asleep than awake."

	"It is true he is not very talkative; but see him at the chase."

	Day had partly appeared, when a great noise of horses awoke Chicot. They dressed, drank some spiced wine, and took other refreshment, and then Henri cried:

	"To horse! gentlemen, we have a long day's work before us."

	Chicot saw with astonishment that five hundred cavaliers had swelled the train during the night.

	"Sire!" cried he, "you have an army."

	"Wait!" replied Henri.

	At Lauzerte, six hundred more men came and ranged themselves behind the cavaliers.

	"Foot soldiers!" cried Chicot.

	"Nothing but beaters," said the king.

	Chicot frowned and spoke no more.

	Twenty times his eyes turned toward the country, and the idea of flight presented itself to him. But Chicot had his guard of honor, doubtless as ambassador of the king of France, and so well was he recommended to this guard, that he could not make a movement that was not repeated by ten men.

	This annoyed him, and he said so to the king.

	"Diable!" said Henri, "it is your own fault; you tried to run away from Nerac, and I am afraid you will try it again."

	"Sire, if I give my word as a gentleman not to do so?"

	"That will do."

	"Besides, I should be wrong to do so."

	"How so?"

	"Yes; for if I stay, I believe I shall see curious things."

	"I am of your opinion, my dear Chicot."

	At this moment they were going through the town of Montcuq, and four field-pieces took their place in the army.

	"I return to my first idea," said Chicot, "that the wolves in this country are different from others, and are differently treated; with artillery, for instance."

	"Ah!" said Henri, "it is a mania of the people of Montcuq. Since I gave them these four pieces they take them about everywhere."

	"Well, sire, shall we arrive to-day?"

	"No, to-morrow."

	"To-morrow morning or evening?"

	"Morning."

	"Then," said Chicot, "it is at Cahors we are to hunt, is it not, sire?"

	"On that side," replied Henri.

	"But, sire, you who have infantry, cavalry, and artillery to hunt wolves with, should also have taken the royal standard, and then the honor to the wolves would have been complete."

	"We have not forgotten it, Chicot, ventre St. Gris! only it is left in the case for fear of dirtying it. But if you wish to see it, and know under whose banner you march, you shall see it."

	"No, no, it is useless; leave it where it is."

	"Well, be easy, you will see it before long."

	They passed the second night at Catus. Troops kept arriving all night.

	"It is lucky we are not going on to Paris," said Chicot, "we should arrive with 100,000 men."

	The next morning, by eight o'clock, they were before Cahors, with 1,000 foot soldiers and 2,000 horse.

	They found the city in a state of defense, M. de Vezin having heard rumors of the advance.

	"Ah!" said the king, "he is warned; that is very annoying."

	"We must lay siege in due form, sire," said Mornay; "we expect still about 2,000 men, and that is enough."

	"Let us assemble the council and begin the trenches."

	Chicot listened to all this in amazement. The pensive air of Henri alone reassured him, for it confirmed his suspicions that he was no warrior. He let every one speak, and said nothing. All at once he raised his head, and said in a commanding tone:

	"Gentlemen, this is what we must do. We have 3,000 men, and you say you expect 2,000 more, Mornay?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"That will make 5,000. In a regular siege we should lose 1,000 or 1,500 men in two months, their death would discourage the others, and we should lose 1,000 more in retreating. Let us sacrifice 500 men at once, and take Cahors by assault."

	"What do you mean, sire?" asked Mornay.

	"My dear friend, we will go straight to the nearest gate. We shall find a fosse in our way, which we will cover with fascines; we may leave two hundred men on the road, but we shall reach the gate."

	"After, sire?"

	"Then we will break it down with petards and go in. It will not be difficult."

	Chicot looked at Henri, astonished.

	"Oh!" growled he, "perhaps he is a coward and a boaster."

	"Let us not lose time, gentlemen," cried Henri. "Forward, and let all who love me follow."

	Chicot approached Mornay.

	"Well! M. le Comte," said he, "do you all want to be cut to pieces?"

	"Oh! we take our chance."

	"But the king will get killed."

	"Bah! he has a good cuirass."

	"But he will not be foolish enough to fight himself, I suppose?"

	Mornay shrugged his shoulders and turned on his heel.

	"After all, I like him better asleep than awake; he is more polite snoring than speaking," said Chicot.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LIII.

	HOW HENRI OF NAVARRE BEHAVED IN BATTLE.

	 

	The little army advanced near the town, then they breakfasted. The repast over, two hours were given for the officers and men to rest. Henri was very pale, and his hands trembled visibly, when at three o'clock in the afternoon the officers appeared under his tent.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "we are here to take Cahors; therefore we must take it—by force. Do you understand? M. de Biron, who has sworn to hang every Huguenot, is only forty-five leagues from here, and doubtless a messenger is already dispatched to him by M. de Vezin. In four or five days he will be on us, and as he has 10,000 men with him, we should be taken between the city and him. Let us, then, take Cahors before he comes, that we may receive him well. Come, gentlemen, I will put myself at your head, and let the blows fall as thick as hail."

	The men replied to this speech by enthusiastic cries.

	"Well said," said Chicot to himself. "It was lucky he had not to speak with his hands, though, or he would have stammered finely. Let us see him at the work."

	As they were setting off, the king said to Chicot:

	"Pardon me, friend Chicot, I deceived you by talking of wolves, hunting, and such things, but you see Henri will not pay me his sister's dowry, and Margot cries out for her dear Cahors. One must do what one's wife wants, for peace' sake; therefore I am going to try and take Cahors."

	"Why did she not ask you for the moon, sire, as you are such a complaisant husband?"

	"I would have tried for it, Chicot, I love my dear Margot so much!"

	"You will have quite enough to do with Cahors, and we shall see how you will get out of it."

	"Ah! yes, the moment is critical and very disagreeable. Ah! I am not brave, and my nature revolts at every cannonade. Chicot, my friend, do not laugh too much at the poor Béarnais, your compatriot and friend. If I am afraid and you find it out, tell no one."

	"If you are afraid?"

	"Yes."

	"Are you, then, afraid of being afraid?"

	"I am."

	"But then, ventre de biche, why the devil do you undertake such a thing?"

	"I must."

	"M. de Vezin is a terrible person."

	"I know it well."

	"Who gives quarter to no one."

	"You think so, Chicot?"

	"I am sure of it; red plume or white, he will not care, but cry, Fire!"

	"You say that for my white feather, Chicot."

	"Yes, sire, and as you are the only one who wears that color—"

	"Well!"

	"I would take it off."

	"But I put it on that I might be recognized."

	"Then you will keep it?"

	"Yes, decidedly." And Henri trembled again as he said it.

	"Come, sire," said Chicot, who did not understand this difference between words and gestures, "there is still time; do not commit a folly; you cannot mount on horseback in that state."

	"Am I, then, very pale, Chicot?"

	"As pale as death, sire."

	"Good."

	"How good?"

	At this moment the noise of cannon and a furious fire of musketry was heard; it was M. de Vezin's reply to the summons to surrender given by Mornay.

	"Hem!" said Chicot, "what do you think of this music, sire?"

	"It makes me cold in the marrow of my bones," replied Henri. "Here, my horse! my horse!" cried he.

	Chicot looked and listened, unable to understand him. Henry mounted, and then said—

	"Come, Chicot, get on horseback too; you are not a warrior, either, are you?"

	"No, sire."

	"Well, come, we will be afraid together; come and see, my friend. A good horse here, for M. Chicot."

	Henri set off at full gallop, and Chicot followed him. On arriving in front of his little army, Henri raised his visor, and cried:

	"Out with the banner! out with the new banner!"

	They drew forth the banner, which had the double scutcheon of Navarre and Bourbon; it was white, and had chains of gold on one side, and fleur-de-lis on the other.

	Again the cannon from Cahors were fired, and the balls tore through a file of infantry near the king.

	"Ventre St. Gris! did you see, Chicot?" said the king, whose teeth chattered.

	"He will be ill," thought Chicot.

	"Cursed body," murmured Henri, "ah! you fear, you tremble; wait till you have something to tremble for." And striking his spurs into his horse, he rushed onward before cavalry, infantry, and artillery, and arrived at a hundred feet from the place, red with the fire of the batteries which thundered from above. There, he kept his horse immovable for ten minutes, his face turned toward the gate of the city, and crying, "The fascines! ventre St. Gris! the fascines!"

	Mornay had followed him, sword in hand, and then came Chicot; behind them the young Huguenot gentlemen, crying, "Vive Navarre!" and each with a fascine, which he threw in, and the fosse was soon filled. Then came the artillery, and with the loss of thirty men succeeded in placing their petards under the gate. The shot whistled like a whirlwind of iron round Henri's head, and twenty men fell in an instant before his eyes. "Forward!" cried he, and rushed on through the midst of the fire, and arrived just as the soldiers had fired the first petard. The gate was broken in two places; the second petard was lighted, and a new opening was made in the wood; but twenty arquebuses immediately passed through, vomiting balls on the soldiers and officers, and the men fell like mowed grass.

	"Sire," cried Chicot, "in Heaven's name retire!"

	Mornay said nothing; he was proud of his pupil, but from time to time he tried to place himself before him. Once Henri felt the damp on his brow, and a cloud pass over his eyes.

	"Ah, cursed nature," cried he, "you shall not conquer me!" Then, jumping off his horse, "An ax!" cried he, and with a vigorous arm he struck down wood and iron. At last a beam gave way, and a part of the gate and a portion of the wall fell, and one hundred men rushed to the breach, crying, "Navarre! Navarre! Cahors is ours!"

	 

	Chicot had not quitted the king; he was with him under the gate when he entered, one of the first, but at each discharge he saw him shudder and lower his head.

	"Ventre St. Gris! did you ever see such a coward, Chicot?" said he.

	"No, sire, I have never seen a coward like you."

	The soldiers of M. de Vezin now tried to dislodge Henri and his advanced guards, who received them sword in hand; but the besieged were the strongest, and succeeded in forcing Henri and his troops back beyond the fosse.

	"Ventre St. Gris!" cried the king, "I believe my flag retreats; I must carry it myself." And snatching it from the hands of those who held it, he was the first to rush forward again, half enveloped in its folds. The balls whistled round him, and pierced the flag with a hollow sound. A long hand-to-hand fight ensued, above all the uproar of which M. de Vezin's voice was heard crying, "Barricade the streets! let trenches be dug! and the houses garrisoned!"

	"Oh!" cried M. de Turenne, "the siege of the city is over, Vezin." And as he spoke he fired at him and wounded him in the arm.

	"You are wrong, Turenne," cried M. de Vezin, "there are twenty sieges in Cahors; so if one is over, there are nineteen to come."

	M. de Vezin defended himself during five days and nights from street to street and from house to house. Luckily for the rising fortunes of Henri of Navarre, he had counted too much on the walls and garrison of Cahors, and had neglected to send to M. de Biron.

	During these five days and nights, Henri commanded like a captain and fought like a soldier, slept with his head on a stone, and awoke sword in hand. Each day they conquered a street or a square, which each night the garrison tried to retake. On the fourth night the enemy seemed willing to give some rest to the Protestant army. Then it was Henri who attacked in his turn. He forced an intrenched position, but it cost him seven hundred men. M. de Turenne and nearly all the officers were wounded, but the king remained untouched. To the fear that he had felt at first, and which he had so heroically vanquished, succeeded a feverish restlessness, a rash audacity. All the fastenings of his armor were broken, as much by his own efforts as by the blows of the enemy. He struck so vigorously that he always killed his man. When this last post was forced, the king entered into the inclosure, followed by the eternal Chicot, who, silent and sad, had for five days seen growing at his sides the phantom of a monarchy destined to destroy that of the Valois.

	"Well, Chicot, of what are you thinking?" said Henri to him.

	"Sire, that you are a real king."

	"And I, sire, that you are too imprudent," said Mornay, "to put up your vizor when they are firing at you from all sides."

	As he spoke a dozen arquebuses were fired at them; one ball struck off a plume from Henri's helmet, his horse was killed by another, and Mornay's had his leg broken. The king fell, and there might have finished his career; but Chicot, whirling his sword round to keep off the nearest, helped Henri up and gave him his own horse, saying, "Sire, you will testify to the king of France that, if I drew the sword against him, I killed no one."—"Ventre St. Gris! you must be mine, Chicot!" cried Henri. "You shall live and die with me."

	"Sire, I have but one service to follow—that of my king. His star diminishes, but I shall be faithful to his adverse fortunes. Let me serve and love him as long as I live, sire. I shall soon be alone with him; do not envy him his last servant."

	"Chicot, you will be always dear to me, and, after Henri of France, you will have Henri of Navarre for a friend."

	"Yes, sire," said Chicot simple, kissing his hand.

	The siege was soon over after this. M. de Vezin was taken, and the garrison surrendered.

	Then Henri dictated to Mornay a letter, which Chicot was to carry to the king of France. It was written in bad Latin, and finished with these words:

	"Quod mihi dixisti profuit multum. Cognosco meos devotos; nosce tuos. Chicotos cætera expedit."

	Which means, "What you told me was very useful. I know my faithful followers; know yours. Chicot will tell you the rest."

	"And now, friend Chicot," said Henri, "embrace me; but take care not to soil yourself, for, mordieu, I am as bloody as a butcher. Take my ring, and adieu, Chicot; I keep you no longer, gallop to France, and tell all you have seen."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LIV.

	WHAT WAS PASSING AT THE LOUVRE ABOUT THE TIME CHICOT ENTERED NÉRAC.

	 

	The necessity of following Chicot to the end of his mission has kept us a long time away from the Louvre. The king, after having passed so bravely through his adventurous return from Vincennes, experienced that retrospective emotion which sometimes is felt by the bravest heart after the danger is over. He entered the Louvre without saying anything, made his prayers longer than usual, forgetting to thank the officers and guards who had served him so well. Then he went to bed, astonishing his valets by the rapidity of his toilet; and D'Epernon, who remained in his room to the last, expecting thanks at least, went away in a very bad humor.

	At two o'clock every one slept in the Louvre. The next day, Henri took four bouillons in bed instead of two, and then sent for MM. de Villeguie and D'O to come to his room, to speak about a new financial edict. The queen received the order to dine alone, but it was added that in the evening the king would receive. All day he played with Love, saying, every time that the animal showed his white teeth, "Ah, rebel! you want to bite me also; you attack your king also; but you are conquered, M. Love—conquered, wretched leaguer—conquered." His secretaries of state were somewhat astonished at all this, particularly as he said nothing else, and signed everything without looking at it. At three o'clock in the afternoon he asked for D'Epernon. They replied that he was reviewing the light horse; then he inquired for De Loignac, but he also was absent. He asked for lunch, and, while he ate, had an edifying discourse read to him, which he interrupted by saying to the reader, "Was it not Plutarch who wrote the life of Sylla?"

	"Yes, sire," said the reader, much astonished at being interrupted in his pious reading by this profane question.

	"Do you remember that passage where the historian recounts how the dictator avoided death?"

	The reader hesitated.

	"Not precisely, sire; it is a long time since I read Plutarch."

	At this moment, the Cardinal de Joyeuse was announced.

	"Ah! here is a learned man, he will tell me at once!" cried the king.

	"Sire," said the cardinal, "am I lucky enough to arrive apropos—it is a rare thing in this world."

	"Ma foi! yes; you heard my question?"

	"Your majesty asked, I think, in what manner, and when, Sylla narrowly escaped death?"

	"Just so—can you answer me, cardinal?"

	"Nothing more easy, sire."

	"So much the better."

	"Sylla, who had killed so many men, never risked his life but in combats; did your majesty mean in one of those?"

	"Yes; in one in which I think I recollect he was very near death. Open a Plutarch, cardinal; there should be one there translated by Amyot, and read me the passage where he escaped the javelins of his enemies, thanks to the swiftness of his white horse."

	"Sire, there is no need of opening Plutarch; the event took place in the combat with Telescrius the Samnite, and Lamponius the Lucanian."

	"You are so learned, my dear cardinal."

	"Your majesty is too good."

	"Now explain to me how this Roman lion, who was so cruel, was never annoyed by his enemies."

	"Sire, I will reply to your majesty in the words of this same Plutarch."

	"Go on, Joyeuse."

	"Carbon, the enemy of Sylla, said often, 'I have to fight at once a lion and a fox who inhabit the soul of Sylla, but it is the fox who gives me most trouble.'"

	"Ah! it was the fox?"

	"Plutarch says so, sire."

	"And he is right, cardinal. But apropos of combats, have you any news of your brother?"

	"Of which brother, sire? I have two."

	"Of the Duc d'Arques, my friend."

	"Not yet, sire."

	"If M. d'Anjou, who always plays the fox, will only play the lion a little for once."

	The cardinal did not reply, so Henri, signing to him to remain, dressed himself sumptuously, and passed into the room where the court waited for him. He entered, looking full of good humor, kissed the hands of his wife and mother, paid all sorts of compliments to the ladies, and even offered them sweetmeats.

	"We were unquiet about your health, my son," said Catherine.

	"You were wrong, madame; I have never been better."

	"And to what happy influence do you owe this amelioration, my son?"

	"To having laughed much, madame."

	Every one looked astonished.

	"Laughed! you can laugh much, my son; then you are very happy?"

	"It is true, madame."

	"And about what were you so much amused?"

	"I must tell you, mother, that yesterday I went to Vincennes."

	"I knew it."

	"Oh! you knew it; well, my people told me, before my return, of an enemy's army whose muskets shone on the road."

	"An enemy's army on the road to Vincennes?"

	"Yes, mother."

	"And where?"

	"In front of the Jacobins, near the house of our good cousin."

	"Near Madame de Montpensier's?"

	"Precisely so, near Bel-Esbat. I approached, bravely to give battle, and I perceived—"

	"What, sire?" cried the queen, in alarm.

	"Reassure yourself, madame, I perceived an entire priory of good monks, who presented arms to me with acclamations."

	Every one laughed, and the king continued:

	"Yes, you are right to laugh; I have in France more than ten thousand monks, of whom I can make, if necessary, ten thousand musketeers; then I will create a Grand-Master of the Tonsured Musketeers, and give the place to you, cardinal."

	"Sire, I accept."

	The ladies now, according to etiquette, rose, and, bowing to the king, retired. The queen followed with her ladies of honor. The queen-mother remained: the king's gayety was a mystery that she wished to fathom.

	"Cardinal," said the king, "what has become of your brother, Du Bouchage?"

	"I do not know, sire."

	"How! you do not know?"

	"No; I never see him, now."

	A grave, sad voice from the end of the room said, "Here I am, sire."

	"Ah! it is he," cried Henri. "Approach, comte; approach."

	The young man obeyed.

	"Mon Dieu!" cried the king, "he is no longer a man, but a shade."

	"Sire, he works hard," said the cardinal, stupefied himself at the change in his brother during the last week. He was as pale as wax, and looked thin and wan.

	"Come here, young man," said the king. "Thanks, cardinal, for your quotation from Plutarch; in a similar case I shall apply to you again."

	The cardinal saw that Henri wished to be left alone with his brother, and took his leave.

	There only remained the queen-mother, D'Epernon, and Du Bouchage. The king beckoned to the latter, and said:

	"Why do you hide thus behind the ladies; do you not know it gives me pleasure to see you?"

	"Your kind words do me honor, sire," said the young man, bowing.

	"Then how is it that we never see you here now?"

	"If your majesty has not seen me, it is because you have not deigned to cast an eye on the corner of the room. I am here every day regularly; I never have failed, and never will, as long as I can stand upright: it is a sacred duty to me."

	"And is it that that makes you so sad?"

	"Oh! your majesty cannot think so?"

	"No, for you and your brother love me, and I love you. Apropos, do you know that poor Anne has written to me from Dieppe?"

	"I did not, sire."

	"Yes; but you know he did not like going?"

	"He confided to me his regrets at leaving Paris."

	"Yes; but do you know what he said? That there existed a man who would have regretted Paris much more; and that if I gave you this order you would die."

	"Perhaps, sire."

	"He said yet more, for your brother talks fast when he is not sulky; he said that if I had given such an order you would have disobeyed it."

	"Your majesty was right to place my death before my disobedience; it would have been a greater grief to me to disobey than to die, and yet I should have disobeyed."

	"You are a little mad, I think, my poor comte," said Henri.

	"I am quite so, I believe."

	"Then the case is serious."

	Joyeuse sighed.

	"What is it? tell me."

	Joyeuse tried to smile. "A great king like you, sire, would not care for such confidences."

	"Yes, Henri, yes; tell me. It will amuse me," said the king.

	"Sire, you deceive yourself; there is nothing in my grief that could amuse a noble heart like yours."

	The king took the young man's hand.

	"Do not be angry, Du Bouchage," said he; "you know that your king also has known the griefs of an unrequited love."

	"I know it, sire, formerly."

	"Therefore, I feel for your sufferings."

	"Your majesty is too good."

	"Not so; but when I suffered what you suffer, no one could aid me, because no one was more powerful than myself, whereas I can aid you."

	"Sire?"

	"And, consequently, hope soon for an end of your sorrows."

	The young man shook his head.

	"Du Bouchage, you shall be happy, or I am no longer king of France!" cried Henri.

	"Happy! alas, sire, it is impossible," said the young man with a bitter smile.

	"And why so?"

	"Because my happiness is not of this world."

	"Henri, your brother, when he went, recommended you to my friendship. I wish, since you consult neither the experience of your father, nor the wisdom of your brother the cardinal, to be an elder brother to you. Come, be confiding, and tell me all. I assure you, Du Bouchage, that for everything except death my power and love shall find you a remedy."

	"Sire," replied the young man, falling at the king's feet, "do not confound me by the expression of a goodness to which I cannot reply. My misfortune is without remedy, for it is that which makes my only happiness."

	"Du Bouchage, you are mad; you will kill yourself with fancies."

	"I know it well, sire."

	"But," cried the king, impatiently, "is it a marriage you wish for?"

	"Sire, my wish is to inspire love. You see that the whole world is powerless to aid me in this; I alone can obtain it for myself."—"Then why despair?"

	"Because I feel that I shall never inspire it."

	"Try, try, my child; you are young and rich. Where is the woman that can resist at once beauty, youth and wealth? There are none, Du Bouchage."

	"Sire, your goodness is great."

	"If you wish to be discreet, and tell me nothing, do so; I will find out, and then act. You know what I have done for your brother, I will do as much for you; a hundred thousand crowns shall not stop me."

	Du Bouchage seized the king's hand, and pressed his lips to it.

	"May your majesty ask one day for my blood, and I will shed it to the last drop to show you how grateful I am for the protection that I refuse!"

	Henri III. turned on his heel angrily.

	"Really," said he, "these Joyeuses are more obstinate than a Valois. Here is one who will bring me every day his long face and eyes circled with black; that will be delightful."

	"Oh! sire, I will smile so, when I am here, that every one shall think me the happiest of men."

	"Yes, but I shall know the contrary, and that will sadden me."

	"Does your majesty permit me to retire?" asked Du Bouchage.

	"Go, my child, and try to be a man."

	When he was gone the king approached D'Epernon, and said:

	"Lavalette, have money distributed this evening to the Forty-five, and give them holiday for a night and a day to amuse themselves. By the mass! they saved me like Sylla's white horse."

	"Saved?" said Catherine.

	"Yes, mother."

	"From what?"

	"Ah! ask D'Epernon."

	"I ask you, my son."

	"Well, madame, our dear cousin, the sister of your good friend M. de Guise—oh! do not deny it; you, know he is your good friend—laid an ambush for me."

	"An ambush!"

	"Yes, madame, and I narrowly escaped imprisonment or assassination."

	"By M. de Guise?"

	"You do not believe it?"

	"I confess I do not."

	"D'Epernon, my friend, relate the adventure to my mother. If I go on speaking, and she goes on shrugging her shoulders, I shall get angry, and that does not suit my health. Adieu, madame; cherish M. de Guise as much as you please, but I would advise them not to forget Salcede."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LV.

	RED PLUME AND WHITE PLUME.

	 

	It was eight in the evening, and the house of Robert Briquet, solitary and sad-looking, formed a worthy companion to that mysterious house of which we have already spoken to our readers. One might have thought that these two houses were yawning in each other's face. Not far from there the noise of brass was heard, mingled with confused voices, vague murmurs, and squeaks.

	It was probably this noise that attracted a young and handsome cavalier, with a violet cap, red plume, and gray mantle, who, after stopping for some minutes to hear this noise, went on slowly and pensively toward the house of Robert Briquet. Now this noise of brass was that of saucepans; these vague murmurs, those of pots boiling on fires and spits turned by dogs; those cries, those of M. Fournichon, host of the "Brave Chevalier," and of Madame Fournichon, who was preparing her rooms. When the young man with the violet hat had well looked at the fire, inhaled the smell of the fowls, and peeped through the curtains, he went away, then returned to recommence his examinations. He continued to walk up and down, but never passed Robert Briquet's house, which seemed to be the limit of his walk. Each time that he arrived at this limit he found there, like a sentinel, a young man about his own age, with a black cap, a white plume, and a violet cloak, who, with frowning brow and his hand on his sword, seemed to say, "Thou shalt go no further." But the other took twenty turns without observing this, so preoccupied was he. Certainly he saw a man walking up and down like himself: but, as he was too well dressed to be a robber, he never thought of disquieting himself about him. But the other, on the contrary, looked more and more black at each return of the red plume, till at last it attracted his attention, and he began to think that his presence there must be annoying to the other; and wondering for what reason, he looked first at Briquet's house, then at the one opposite, and seeing nothing, turned round and recommenced his walk from west to east. This continued for about five minutes, until, as they once again came face to face, the young man in the white plume walked straight up against the other, who, taken unawares, with difficulty saved himself from falling.

	"Monsieur," cried he, "are you mad, or do you mean to insult me?"

	"Monsieur, I wish to make you understand that you annoy me much. It seems to me that you might have seen that without my telling you."

	"Not at all, monsieur; I never see what I do not wish to see."

	"There are, however, certain things which would attract your attention, I hope, if they shone before your eyes;" and he drew his sword as he spoke, which glittered in the moonlight.

	The red plume said quietly, "One would think, monsieur, that you had never drawn a sword before, you are in such a hurry to attack one who does not attack you."

	"But who will defend himself, I hope."

	"Why so?" replied the other smiling. "And what right have you to prevent me from walking in the street?"

	"Why do you walk in this street?"

	"Parbleu! because it pleases me."

	"Ah! it pleases you."

	"Doubtless; are you not also walking here? Have you a license from the king to keep to yourself the Rue de Bussy?"

	"What is that to you?"

	"A great deal, for I am a faithful subject of the king's, and would not disobey him."

	"Ah! you laugh!"

	"And you threaten."

	"Heaven and earth! I tell you, you annoy me, monsieur, and that if you do not go away willingly I will make you."

	"Oh! oh! we shall see that."

	"Yes, we shall see."

	"Monsieur, I have particular business here. Now, if you will have it, I will cross swords with you, but I will not go away."

	"Monsieur, I am Comte Henri du Bouchage, brother of the Duc de Joyeuse. Once more, will you yield me the place, and go away?"

	"Monsieur," replied the other, "I am the Vicomte Ernanton de Carmainges. You do not annoy me at all, and I do not ask you to go away."

	Du Bouchage reflected a moment, and then put his sword back in its sheath.

	"Excuse me, monsieur," said he; "I am half mad, being in love."

	"And I also am in love, but I do not think myself mad for that."

	Henri grew pale.

	"You are in love!" said he.

	"Yes, monsieur."

	"And you confess it?"

	"Is it a crime?"

	"But with some one in this street?"

	"Yes, for the present."

	"In Heaven's name tell me who it is!"

	"Ah! M. du Bouchage, you have not reflected on what you are asking me; you know a gentleman cannot reveal a secret, of which only half belongs to him."

	"It is true; pardon, M. de Carmainges; but, in truth, there is no one so unhappy as I am under heaven."

	There was so much real grief and eloquent despair in these words, that Ernanton was profoundly touched.

	"Oh! mon Dieu! I understand," said he; "you fear that we are rivals."

	"I do."

	"Well; monsieur, I will be frank."

	Joyeuse grew pale again.

	"I," continued Ernanton, "have a rendezvous."

	"A rendezvous?"

	"Yes."

	"In this street?"

	"Yes."

	"Written?"

	"Yes; in very good writing."

	"A woman's?"

	"No; a man's."

	"What do you mean?"

	"What I say. I have an invitation to a rendezvous with a woman, written by a man; it seems she has a secretary."

	"Ah! go on, monsieur."

	"I cannot refuse you, monsieur. I will tell you the tenor of the note."

	"I listen."

	"You will see if it is like yours."

	"Oh! monsieur, I have no rendezvous—no note."

	Ernanton then drew out a little paper. "Here is the note, monsieur," said he; "it would be difficult to read it to you by this obscure light: but it is short, and I know it by heart, if you will trust to me."

	"Oh! entirely."

	"This is it, then: 'M. Ernanton, my secretary is charged by me to tell you that I have a great desire to talk with you for an hour; your merit has touched me.' I pass over another phrase still more flattering."

	"Then you are waited for?"

	"No; I wait, as you see."

	"Are they to open the door to you?"

	"No; to whistle three times from the window."

	Henri, trembling all over, placed one hand on Ernanton's arm and with the other pointed to the opposite house.

	"From there?" said he.

	"Oh! no; from there," said Ernanton, pointing to the "Brave Chevalier."

	Henri uttered a cry of joy. "Oh! a thousand thanks, monsieur," said he; "pardon my incivility—my folly. Alas! you know, for a man who really loves, there exists but one woman, and, seeing you always return to this house, I believed that it was here you were waited for."

	"I have nothing to pardon, monsieur; for really I half-thought you had come on the same errand as myself."

	"And you had the incredible patience to say nothing! Ah! you do not love, you do not love."

	"Ma foi! I have no great rights as yet; and these great ladies are so capricious, and would, perhaps, enjoy playing me a trick."

	"Oh! M. de Carmainges, you do not love as I do; and yet—"

	"Yet what?"

	"You are more happy."

	"Ah! are they cruel in that house?"

	"M. de Carmainges, for three months I have loved like a madman her who lives there, and I have not yet had the happiness of hearing the sound of her voice."

	"Diable! you are not far advanced. But stay."

	"What is it?"

	"Did not some one whistle?"

	"Indeed, I think I heard something."

	A second whistle was now distinctly heard.

	"M. le Comte," said Ernanton, "you will excuse me for taking leave, but I believe that is my signal."

	A third whistle sounded.

	"Go, monsieur," said Joyeuse; "and good luck to you."

	Ernanton made off quickly, while Joyeuse began to walk back more gloomily than ever.

	"Now for my accustomed task," said he; "let me knock as usual at this cursed door which never opens to me."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LVI.

	THE DOOR OPENS.

	 

	On arriving at the door of the house, poor Henri was seized by his usual hesitation.

	"Courage!" said he to himself.

	But before knocking, he looked once more behind him, and saw the bright light shining through the windows of the hotel.

	"There," said he, "enter for love and joy, people who are invited almost without desiring; why have I not a tranquil and careless heart? Perhaps I might enter there also, instead of vainly trying here."

	Ten o'clock struck. Henri lifted the knocker and struck once, then again.

	"There," said he, listening, "there is the inner door opening, the stairs creaking, the sound of steps approaching, always the same thing."

	And he knocked again.

	"There," said he, "he peeps through the trellis-work, sees my pale face, and goes away, always without opening. Adieu, cruel house, until to-morrow."

	And he turned to go; but scarcely had he taken two steps, when the key turned in the lock, and, to his profound surprise, the door opened, and a man stood bowing on the threshold. It was the same whom he had seen before.

	"Good-evening, monsieur," said he, in a harsh voice, but whose sound appeared to Du Bouchage sweeter than the song of birds.

	Henri joined his hands and trembled so that the servant put out a hand to save him from falling, with a visible expression of respectful pity.

	"Come, monsieur," said he, "here I am: explain to me, I beg, what you want."

	"I have loved so much," replied the young man; "my heart has beat so fast, that I hardly know if it still beats."

	"Will it please you, monsieur, to sit down and talk to me?"

	"Oh, yes!"

	"Speak, then, monsieur, and tell me what you desire."

	"My friend, you already know. Many times, you know, I have waited for you and surprised you at the turn of a street, and have offered you gold enough to enrich you, had you been the greediest of men; at other times I have threatened you, but you have never listened to me, and have always seen me suffer without seeming to pity me. To-day you tell me to speak—to express my wishes; what then has happened, mon Dieu?"

	The servant sighed. He had evidently a pitying heart under a rough covering. Henry heard this sigh, and it encouraged him.

	"You know," continued he, "that I love, and how I love; you have seen me pursue a woman and discover her, in spite of her efforts to fly me: but never in my greatest grief has a bitter word escaped me, or have I given heed to those violent thoughts which are born of despair and the fire of youth."

	"It is true, monsieur; and in this my mistress renders you full justice."

	"Could I not," continued Henri, "when you refused me admittance, have forced the door, as is done every day by some lad, tipsy, or in love? Then, if but for a minute, I should have seen this inexorable woman, and have spoken to her."

	"It is true."

	"And," continued the young count, sadly, "I am something in this world; my name is great as well as my fortune, the king himself protects me; just now he begged me to confide to him my griefs and to apply to him for aid."

	"Ah!" said the servant, anxiously.

	"I would not do it," continued Joyeuse; "no, no, I refused all, to come and pray at this door with clasped hands—a door which never yet opened to me."

	"M. le Comte, you have indeed a noble heart, and worthy to be loved."

	"Well, then, he whom you call worthy, to what do you condemn him? Every morning my page brings a letter; it is refused. Every evening I knock myself at the door, and I am disregarded. You let me suffer, despair, die in the street, without having the compassion for me that you would have for a dog that howled. Ah! this woman has no woman's heart, she does not love me. Well! one can no more tell one's heart to love than not to love. But you may pity the unfortunate who suffers, and give him a word of consolation—reach out your hand to save him from falling; but no, this woman cares not for my sufferings. Why does she not kill me, either with a refusal from her mouth, or some blow from a poniard? Dead, I should suffer no more."

	"M. le Comte," replied the man, "the lady whom you accuse is, believe me, far from having the hard, insensible heart you think; she has seen you, and understood what you suffer, and feels for you the warmest sympathy."

	"Oh! compassion, compassion!" cried the young man; "but may that heart of which you boast some day know love—love such as I feel, and may they offer her compassion in exchange; I shall be well avenged."

	"M. le Comte, not to reply to love is no reason for never having loved. This woman has perhaps felt the passion more than ever you will—has perhaps loved as you can never love."

	"When one loves like that, one loves forever," cried Henri, raising his eyes to heaven.

	"Did I tell you that she loved no more?"

	Henri uttered a doleful cry.

	"She loves!" cried he. "Ah! mon Dieu!"

	"Yes, she loves; but be not jealous of the man she loves, M. le Comte, for he is no more of this world. My mistress is a widow."

	These words restored hope and life to the young man.

	"Oh!" cried he, "she is a widow, and recently; the source of her tears will dry up in time. She is a widow, then she loves no one, or only a shadow—a name. Ah! she will love me. Oh! mon Dieu, all great griefs are calmed by time. When the widow of Mausole, who had sworn an eternal grief at her husband's tomb, had exhausted her tears, she was cured. Regrets are a malady, from which every one who survives comes out as strong as before."

	The servant shook his head.

	"This lady, M. le Comte, has also sworn eternal fidelity to death; but I know her, and she will keep her word better than the forgetful woman of whom you speak."

	"I will wait ten years, if necessary; since she lives, I may hope."

	"Oh! young man, do not reckon thus. She has lived, you say; yes, so she has, not a month, or a year, but seven years. You hope that she will console herself; never, M. le Comte, never. I swear it to you—I, who was but the servant of him who is dead, and yet I shall never be consoled."

	"This man so much regretted, this husband—"

	"It was not her husband, it was her lover, M. le Comte, and a woman like her whom you unluckily love has but one lover in her life."

	"My friend," cried Joyeuse, "intercede for me."

	"I! Listen, M. le Comte. Had I believed you capable of using violence toward my mistress, I would have killed you long ago with my own hand. If, on the contrary, I could have believed that she would love you, I think I should have killed her. Now, M. le Comte, I have said what I wished to say; do not seek to make me say more, for, on my honor—and although not a nobleman, my honor is worth something—I have told you all I can."

	Henri rose.

	"I thank you," said he, "for having had compassion on my misfortunes; now I have decided."

	"Then you will be calmer for the future. M. le Comte, you will go away, and leave us to ourselves?"

	"Yes, be easy; I will go away, and forever."

	"You mean to die?"

	"Why not? I cannot live without her."

	"M. le Comte, believe me, it is bad to die by your own hand."

	"Therefore I shall not choose that death; but there is, for a young man like me, a death which has always been reckoned the best—that received in defending your king and country."

	"If you suffer beyond your strength, if you owe nothing to those who survive you, if death on the field of battle is offered to you, die, M. le Comte; I should have done so long ago, had I not been condemned to live."

	"Adieu, and thank you," replied Joyeuse.

	"Au revoir in another world."

	And he went away rapidly, throwing a heavy purse of gold at the feet of the servant.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LVII.

	HOW A GREAT LADY LOVED IN THE YEAR 1586.

	 

	The whistles which Ernanton had heard were really his signal. Thus, when the young man reached the door, he found Dame Fournichon on the threshold waiting for her customers with a smile, which made her resemble a mythological goddess painted by a Flemish painter, and in her large white hands she held a golden crown, which another hand, whiter and more delicate, had slipped in, in passing.

	She stood before the door, so as to bar Ernanton's passage.

	"What do you want?" said she to him.

	"Were not three whistles given from one of those windows just now?"

	"Yes."

	"Well, they were to summon me."

	"You?"

	"Yes."

	"On your honor?"

	"As a gentleman, Dame Fournichon."

	"Enter, then, monsieur, enter."

	And happy at having a client after her own heart, fit for the "Rose-tree of love," the hostess conducted Ernanton up the stairs herself. A little door, vulgarly painted, gave access to a sort of antechamber, which led to a room, furnished, decorated, and carpeted with rather more luxury than might have been expected in this remote corner of Paris; but this was Madame Fournichon's favorite room and she had exerted all her taste to embellish it.

	When the young man entered the antechamber, he smelled a strong aromatic odor, the work, doubtless, of some susceptible person, who had thus tried to overcome the smell of cooking exhaled from the kitchen.

	Ernanton, after opening the door, stopped for an instant to contemplate one of those elegant female figures which must always command attention, if not love. Reposing on cushions, enveloped in silk and velvet, this lady was occupied in burning in the candle the end of a little stick of aloes, over which she bent so as to inhale the full perfume. By the manner in which she threw the branch in the fire, and pulled her hood over her masked face, Ernanton perceived that she had heard him enter, but she did not turn.

	"Madame," said the young man, "you sent for your humble servant—here he is."

	"Ah! very well," said the lady; "sit down, I beg, M. Ernanton."

	"Pardon, madame, but before anything I must thank you for the honor that you do me."

	"Ah! that is civil, and you are right; but I presume you do not know whom you are thanking, M. de Carmainges."

	"Madame, you have your face hidden by a mask and your hands by gloves; I cannot then recognize you—I can but guess."

	"And you guess who I am?"

	"Her whom my heart desires, whom my imagination paints, young, beautiful, powerful, and rich; too rich and too powerful for me to be able to believe that what has happened to me is real, and that I am not dreaming."

	"Had you any trouble to enter here?" asked the lady, without replying directly to the words which had escaped from the full heart of Ernanton.

	"No, madame; the admittance was easier than I could have thought."

	"Yes, all is easy for a man; it is so different for a woman. What were you saying before, monsieur?" added she, carelessly, and pulling off her glove to show a beautiful hand, at once plump and taper.

	"I said, madame, that without having seen your face, I know who you are, and without fear of making a mistake, may say that I love you."

	"Then you are sure that I am her whom you expected to find here?"

	"My heart tells me so."

	"Then you know me?"

	"Yes."

	"Really! you, a provincial, only just-arrived, you already know the women of Paris?"

	"In all Paris, madame, I know but one."

	"And that is me?"

	"I believe so."

	"By what do you recognize me?"

	"By your voice, your grace, and your beauty."

	"My voice, perhaps; I cannot disguise it. My grace; I may appropriate the compliment; but as for my beauty, it is veiled."

	"It was less so, madame, on the day when, to bring you into Paris, I held you so near to me that your breast touched my shoulders, and I felt your breath on my neck."

	"Then, on the receipt of my letter, you guessed that it came from me?"

	"Oh! no, madame, not for a moment; I believed I was the subject of some joke, or the victim of some error, and it is only during the last few minutes that, seeing you, touching you—" and he tried to take her hand, but she withdrew it.

	"Enough!" said the lady; "the fact is, that I have committed a great folly."

	"In what, madame?"

	"In what? You say that you know me, and then ask."

	"Oh! it is true, madame, that I am very insignificant and obscure near your highness."

	"Mon Dieu! monsieur, pray be silent. Have you no sense?"

	"What have I done?" cried Ernanton, frightened.

	"You see me in a mask, and if I wear one, it is for disguise, and yet you call me your highness."

	"Ah, pardon me, madame," said Ernanton, "but I believed in the discretion of these walls."

	"It appears you are credulous."

	"Alas! madame, I am in love."

	"And you are convinced that I reciprocate this love?"

	Ernanton rose piqued.

	"No, madame," replied he.

	"Then what do you believe?"

	"I believe that you have something important to say to me, and that, not wishing to receive me at your hotel, or at Bel-Esbat, you preferred this isolated spot."

	"You thought that?"—"Yes."

	"And what do you think I could have to say to you?" asked the lady, rather anxiously.

	"How can I tell? Perhaps something about M. de Mayenne."

	"Had you not already told me all you knew of him?"

	"Perhaps, then, some question about last night's event."

	"What event? of what do you speak?" asked the lady, visibly agitated.

	"Of the panic experienced by M. d'Epernon and the arrest of the Lorraine gentlemen."

	"They arrested them?"

	"Yes, those who were found on the road to Vincennes."

	"Which is also the road to Soissons, where M. de Guise holds his garrison. Ah! M. Ernanton, you, who belong to the court, can tell me why they arrested these gentlemen."

	"I belong to the court?"

	"Certainly."

	"You know that, madame?"

	"Ah! to find out your address, we were forced to make inquiries. But what resulted from all this?"

	"Nothing, madame, to my knowledge."

	"Then why did you think I should wish to speak of it?"

	"I am wrong again, madame."

	"From what place are you, monsieur?"

	"From Agen."

	"What, you are a Gascon! and yet are not vain enough to suppose that when I saw you at the Porte St. Antoine, on the day of Salcede's execution, I liked your looks."

	Ernanton reddened, and looked confused.

	The lady went on. "That I met you in the street, and found you handsome."

	Ernanton grew scarlet.

	"That afterward, when you brought me a message from my brother, I liked you."

	"Madame, I never thought so, I protest."

	"Then you were wrong," said the lady, turning on him two eyes which flashed through her mask.

	Ernanton clasped his hands.

	"Madame, are you mocking me?" cried he.

	"Ma foi! no. The truth is, that you pleased me."

	"Mon Dieu!"

	"But you yourself dared to declare your love to me."

	"But then I did not know who you were, madame; and now that I do know, I humbly ask your pardon."

	"Oh!" cried the lady, "say all you think, or I shall regret having come."

	Ernanton fell on his knees.

	"Speak, madame, speak, that I may be sure this is not all a dream, and perhaps I shall dare to answer."

	"So be it. Here are my projects for you," said the lady, gently pushing Ernanton back, while she arranged the folds of her dress; "I fancy you, but I do not yet know you. I am not in the habit of resisting my fancies; but I never commit follies. Had we been equals, I should have received you at my house, and studied you before I hinted at my feelings; but as that was impossible, I was driven to this interview; now you know what to do; be worthy of me, it is all I ask."

	Ernanton exhausted himself in protestations.

	"Oh! less warmth, M. de Carmainges, I beg; it is not worth while," replied she, carelessly. "Perhaps it was only your name that pleased me; perhaps it is a caprice, and will pass away. However, do not think yourself too far from perfection, and begin to despair. I hate perfect people, but I adore devoted ones; remember that."

	Ernanton was beside himself. This haughty language and proud superiority, yet this frank declaration and abandon, terrified and yet delighted him. He seated himself near the proud and beautiful lady, and then tried to pass his arm behind the cushions on which she reclined.

	"Monsieur," said she, "it appears you have heard, but not understood me. No familiarity, if you please; let us each remain in our places. Some day I shall give you the right to call me yours; but this right you have not yet."

	Ernanton rose, pale and angry.

	"Excuse me, madame," said he, "it seems I commit nothing but follies here; I am not yet accustomed to the habits of Paris. Among us in the provinces, 200 leagues off, when a woman says 'I love,' she loves, and does not hold herself aloof, or take pretexts for humiliating the man at her feet. It is your custom as a Parisian, and your right as a princess. I accept it, therefore, only I have not been accustomed to it. The habit, doubtless, will come in time."

	"Ah! you are angry, I believe," said the duchess, haughtily.

	"I am, madame, but it is against myself; for I have for you, madame, not a passing caprice, but a real love. It is your heart I seek to obtain, and therefore I am angry with myself for having compromised the respect that I owe you, and which I will only change into love when you command me. From this moment, madame, I await your orders."

	"Come, come, do not exaggerate, M. de Carmainges; now you are all ice, after being all flame."

	"It seems to me, however, madame—"

	"A truce to politeness; I do not wish to play the princess. Here is my hand, take it; it is that of a simple woman."

	Ernanton took this beautiful hand respectfully.

	"Well, you do not kiss it!" cried the duchess; "are you mad, or have you sworn to put me in a passion?"

	"But just now—"

	"Just now I drew it away, while now I give it to you."

	Ernanton kissed the hand, which was then withdrawn.

	"Another lesson," said he. "Assuredly you will end by killing my passion. I may adore you on my knees; but I should have neither love nor confidence for you."

	"Oh! I do not wish that, for you would be a sad lover, and it is not so that I like them. No, remain natural, be yourself, M. Ernanton, and nothing else. I have caprices. Oh! mon Dieu, you told me I was beautiful, and all beautiful women have them. Do not fear me; and when I say to the too impetuous Ernanton, 'Calm yourself,' let him consult my eyes and not my voice."

	At these words she rose.

	It was time, for the young man seized her in his arms, and his lips touched her mask; but through this mask her eyes darted such a flaming glance that he drew back.

	"Well," said she, "we shall meet again. Decidedly you please me, M. de Carmainges." Ernanton bowed.

	"When are you free?" asked she.

	"Alas! very rarely, madame."

	"Ah! your service is fatiguing, is it not?"

	"What service?"

	"That which you perform near the king. Are you not some kind of guard to his majesty?"

	"I form part of a body of gentlemen, madame."

	"That is what I mean. They are all Gascons, are they not?"

	"Yes, madame."

	"How many are there? I forget."

	"Forty-five."

	"What a singular number!"

	"I believe it was chance."

	"And these forty-five gentlemen never quit the king, you say?"

	"I did not say so, madame."

	"Ah! I thought you did; at least, you said you had very little liberty."

	"It is true, I have very little; because by day we are on service near the king, and at night we stay at the Louvre."

	"In the evening?"

	"Yes."

	"Every evening?"

	"Nearly."

	"What would have happened then this evening, if your duty had kept you? I, who waited for you, and should have been ignorant of the cause of your absence, should have thought my advances despised."

	"Ah! madame, to see you I will risk all, I swear to you."

	"It would be useless and absurd; I do not wish it."

	"But then—"

	"Do your duty; I will arrange, who am free and mistress of my time."

	"What goodness, madame!"

	"But you have not explained to me," said the duchess, with her insinuating smile, "how you happened to be free this evening, and how you came."

	"This evening, madame, I was thinking of asking permission of De Loignac, our captain, who is very kind to me, when the order came to give a night's holiday to the Forty-five."

	"And on what account was this leave given?"

	"As recompense, I believe, madame, for a somewhat fatiguing service yesterday at Vincennes."

	"Ah! very well."

	"Therefore to this circumstance I owe the pleasure of seeing you to-night at my ease."

	"Well! listen, Carmainges," said the duchess, with a gentle familiarity which filled the heart of the young man with joy; "this is what you must do, whenever you think you shall be at liberty—send a note here to the hostess, and every day I will send a man to inquire."

	"Oh! mon Dieu! madame, you are too good!"

	"What is that noise?" said the duchess, laying her hand on his arm.

	Indeed, a noise of spurs, of voices, of doors shutting, and joyous exclamations, came from the room below, like the echo of an invasion. Ernanton looked out.

	"It is my companions," said he, "who have come here to spend their holiday."

	"But by what chance? just where we are."

	"Because it is just here, madame, that we each had a rendezvous on our arrival, and on the happy day of their entry in Paris my friends conceived an affection for the wine and the cooking of M. Fournichon. But you, how did you come to choose this place?"

	"I chose, and you will easily understand that, the most deserted part of Paris, a place near the river, where no one was likely to recognize me, or suspect that I could come; but, mon Dieu! how noisy your companions are."

	Indeed, the noise was becoming a perfect storm, but all at once they heard a sound of footsteps on the little staircase which led to their room, and Madame Fournichon's voice, crying, from below, "M. de St. Maline, M. de St. Maline!"

	"Well!" replied the young man.

	"Do not go up there, I beg!"

	"And why not, dear Madame Fournichon? is not all the house ours to-night?"—"Not the turrets."

	"Bah! they are part of the house," cried five or six voices.

	"No, they are not; they are private; do not disturb my lodgers."

	"Do not disturb me, Madame Fournichon," replied St. Maline.

	"For pity's sake!" cried Madame Fournichon.

	"Madame," replied he, "it is midnight, and at nine all fires ought to be extinguished; there is a fire now in your turret, and I must see what disobedient subject is transgressing the king's edicts."

	And St. Maline continued to advance, followed by several others.

	"Mon Dieu! M. de Carmainges," cried the duchess, "will those people dare to enter here?"

	"I am here, madame; have no fear."

	"Oh! they are forcing the doors," cried she.

	Indeed, St. Maline rushed so furiously against the door, that, being very slight, it was at once broken open.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LVIII.

	HOW ST. MALINE ENTERED INTO THE TURRET, AND WHAT FOLLOWED.

	 

	Ernanton's first thought when he saw the door of the antechamber fly open was to blow out the light.

	"M. de St. Maline," cried the hostess, "I warn you that the persons whom you are troubling are your friends."

	"Well! all the more reason to present our compliments to them," cried Perducas de Pincornay, in a tipsy voice.

	"And what friends are they? We will see!" cried St. Maline.

	The good hostess, hoping to prevent a collision, glided among them, and whispered Ernanton's name in St. Maline's ear.

	"Ernanton!" cried St. Maline, aloud, for whom this revelation was oil instead of water thrown on the fire, "that is not possible."—"And why so?"

	"Oh! because Ernanton is a model of chastity and a melange of all the virtues. No, you must be wrong, Madame Fournichon; it cannot be Ernanton who is shut in there."

	And he approached the second door, to treat it as he had done the first, when it was opened, and Ernanton appeared on the threshold, with a face which did not announce that patience was one of the virtues which, according to St. Maline, he possessed.

	"By what right has M. de St. Maline broken down one door, and intends to break a second?" said he.

	"Ah! it is he, really; it is Ernanton!" cried St. Maline. "I recognize his voice; but as to his person, devil take me if I can see it in this darkness."

	"You do not reply to my question, monsieur," said Ernanton.

	St. Maline began to laugh noisily, which reassured some of his comrades, who were thinking of retiring.

	"I spoke; did you not hear me, M. de St. Maline?" said Ernanton.

	"Yes, monsieur, perfectly."

	"Then what have you to say?"

	"We wished to know, my dear friend, if it was you up here."

	"Well, monsieur, now you know it, leave me in peace."

	"Cap de Bious! have you become a hermit?"

	"As for that, monsieur, permit me to leave you in doubt."

	"Ah! bah!" cried St. Maline, trying to enter, "are you really alone? you have no light."

	"Gentlemen!" said Ernanton, "I know that you are half drunk, and I forgive you; but there is a limit even to the patience that one owes to men beside themselves; your joke is over, do me the favor to retire."

	"Oh! oh! retire! how you speak!" said St. Maline.

	"I speak so as you may not be deceived in my wishes, and I repeat, gentlemen, retire, I beg."

	"Not before we have been admitted to the honor of saluting the person for whom you desert our company. M. de Montcrabeau," continued he, "go down and come back with a light."

	"M. de Montcrabeau," cried Ernanton, "if you do that, remember it will be a personal offense to me."

	Montcrabeau hesitated.

	"Good," replied St. Maline, "we have our oath, and M. de Carmainges is so strict that he will not infringe discipline; we cannot draw our swords against each other; therefore, a light, Montcrabeau, a light!"

	Montcrabeau descended, and in five minutes returned with a light, which he offered to St. Maline.

	"No, no," said he; "keep it; I may, perhaps, want both hands."

	And he made a step forward.

	"I take you all to witness," cried Ernanton, "that I am insulted without reason, and that in consequence"—and he drew his sword—"I will bury this sword in the breast of the first man who advances."

	St. Maline, furious, was about to draw his sword also; but before he had time to do so, the point of Ernanton's was on his breast, and as he advanced a step, without Ernanton's moving his arm, St. Maline felt the iron on his flesh, and drew back furious, but Ernanton followed him, keeping the sword against his breast. St. Maline grew pale; if Ernanton had wished it, he could have pinned him to the wall, but he slowly withdrew his sword.

	"You merit two deaths for your insolence," said he, "but the oath of which you spoke restrains me, and I will touch you no more; let me pass. Come, madame, I answer for your free passage."

	Then appeared a woman, whose head was covered by a hood, and her face by a mask, and who took Ernanton's arm, tremblingly. St. Maline stood by, stifling with rage at his merited punishment. He drew his dagger as Ernanton passed by him. Did he mean to strike Ernanton, or only to do what he did? No one knew, but as they passed, his dagger cut through the silken hood of the duchess and severed the string of her mask, which fell to the ground. This movement was so rapid that in the half light no one saw or could prevent it. The duchess uttered a cry; St. Maline picked up the mask and returned it to her, looking now full in her uncovered face.

	"Ah!" cried he, in an insolent tone, "it is the beautiful lady of the litter. Ernanton, you get on fast."

	Ernanton stopped and half-drew his sword again; but the duchess drew him on, saying, "Come on, I beg you, M. Ernanton."

	"We shall meet again, M. de St. Maline," said Ernanton, "and you shall pay for this, with the rest."

	And he went on without meeting with any further opposition, and conducted the duchess to her litter, which was guarded by two servants. Arrived there and feeling herself in safety, she pressed Ernanton's hand, and said, "M. Ernanton, after what has just passed, after the insult which, in spite of your courage, you could not defend me from, and which might probably be renewed, we can come here no more; seek, I beg of you, some house in the neighborhood to sell or to let; before long you shall hear from me."

	"Must I now take leave of you, madame?" said Ernanton, bowing in token of obedience to the flattering orders he had just received.

	"Not yet, M. de Carmainges; follow my litter as far as the new bridge, lest that wretch who recognized in me the lady of the litter, but did not know me for what I am, should follow to find out my residence."

	Ernanton obeyed, but no one watched them. When they arrived at the Pont Neuf, which then merited the name, as it was scarcely seven years since Ducerceau had built it, the duchess gave her hand to Ernanton, saying, "Now go, monsieur."

	"May I dare to ask when I shall see you again, madame?"

	"That depends on the length of time which you take in executing my commission, and your haste will be a proof to me of your desire to see me again."

	"Oh, madame, I shall not be idle."

	"Well, then, go, Ernanton."

	"It is strange," thought the young man, as he retraced his steps; "I cannot doubt that she likes me, and yet she does not seem the least anxious as to whether or not I get killed by that brute of a St. Maline. But, poor woman, she was in great trouble, and the fear of being compromised is, particularly with princesses, the strongest of all sentiments."

	Ernanton, however, could not forget the insult he had received, and he returned straight to the hotel. He was naturally decided to infringe all orders and oaths, and to finish with St. Maline; he felt in the humor to fight ten men, if necessary. This resolution sparkled in his eyes when he reached the door of the "Brave Chevalier." Madame Fournichon, who expected his return with anxiety, was standing trembling in the doorway. At the sight of Ernanton she wiped her eyes, as if she had been crying, and throwing her arms round the young man's neck, begged for his pardon, in spite of her husband's representations that, as she had done no wrong, she had nothing to be pardoned for. Ernanton assured her that he did not blame her at all—that it was only her wine that was in fault.

	While this passed at the door, all the rest were at table, where they were warmly discussing the previous quarrel. Many frankly blamed St. Maline; others abstained, seeing the frowning brow of their comrade. They did not attack with any less enthusiasm the supper of M. Fournichon, but they discussed as they ate.

	"As for me," said Hector de Bizan, "I know that M. de St. Maline was wrong, and that had I been Ernanton de Carmainges, M. de St. Maline would be at this moment stretched on the ground instead of sitting here."

	St. Maline looked at him furiously.

	"Oh, I mean what I say," continued he; "and stay, there is some one at the door who appears to agree with me."

	All turned at this, and saw Ernanton standing in the doorway, looking very pale. He descended from the step, as the statue of the commander from his pedestal, and walked straight up to St. Maline, firmly, but quietly.

	At this sight, several voices cried, "Come here, Ernanton; come this side, Carmainges; there is room here."

	"Thank you," replied the young man; "but it is near M. de St. Maline that I wish to sit." St. Maline rose, and all eyes were fixed on him. But as he rose, his face changed its expression.

	"I will make room for you, monsieur," said he, gently; "and in doing so address to you my frank and sincere apologies for my stupid aggression just now; I was drunk; forgive me."

	This declaration did not satisfy Ernanton; but the cries of joy that proceeded from all the rest decided him to say no more, although a glance at St. Maline showed him that he was not to be trusted. St. Maline's glass was full, and he filled Ernanton's.

	"Peace! peace!" cried all the voices.

	Carmainges profited by the noise, and leaning toward St. Maline, with a smile on his lips, so that no one might suspect the sense of what he was saying, whispered:

	"M. de St. Maline, this is the second time that you have insulted me without giving me satisfaction; take care, for at the third offense I will kill you like a dog."

	And the two mortal enemies touched glasses as though they had been the best friends.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LIX.

	WHAT WAS PASSING IN THE MYSTERIOUS HOUSE.

	 

	While the hotel of the "Brave Chevalier," the abode, apparently, of the most perfect concord, with closed doors and open cellars, showed through the openings of the shutters the light of its candles and the mirth of its guests, an unaccustomed movement took place in that mysterious house of which our readers have as yet only seen the outside.

	The servant was going from one room to another, carrying packages which he placed in a trunk. These preparations over, he loaded a pistol, examined his poniard, then suspended it, by the aid of a ring, to the chain which served him for a belt, to which he attached besides a bunch of keys and a book of prayers bound in black leather.

	While he was thus occupied, a step, light as that of a shadow, came up the staircase, and a woman, pale and phantom-like under the folds of her white veil, appeared at the door, and a voice, sad and sweet as the song of a bird in the wood, said: "Remy, are you ready?"

	"Yes, madame, I only wait for your box."

	"Do you think these boxes will go easily on our horses?"

	"Oh! yes, madame, but if you have any fear, I can leave mine; I have all I want there."

	"No, no, Remy, take all that you want for the journey. Oh! Remy! I long to be with my father; I have sad presentiments, and it seems an age since I saw him."

	"And yet, madame, it is but three months; not a longer interval than usual."

	"Remy, you are such a good doctor, and you yourself told me, the last time we quitted him, that he had not long to live."

	"Yes, doubtless; but it was only a dread, not a prediction. Sometimes death seems to forget old men, and they live on as though by the habit of living; and often, besides, an old man is like a child, ill to-day and well to-morrow."

	"Alas! Remy, like the child also, he is often well to-day and dead to-morrow."

	Remy did not reply, for he had nothing really reassuring to say, and silence succeeded for some minutes.

	"At what hour have you ordered the horses?" said the lady, at last.

	"At two o'clock."

	"And one has just struck."

	"Yes, madame."

	"No one is watching outside?"

	"No one."

	"Not even that unhappy young man?"

	"Not even he."

	And Remy sighed.

	"You say that in a strange manner, Remy."

	"Because he also has made a resolution."

	"What is it?"

	"To see us no more; at least, not to try to see us any more."

	"And where is he going?"

	"Where we are all going—to rest.".

	"God give it him eternally," said the lady, in a cold voice, "and yet—"

	"Yet what, madame?"

	"Had he nothing to do here?"

	"He had to love if he had been loved."

	"A man of his name, rank, and age, should think of his future."

	"You, madame, are of an age, rank, and name little inferior to his, and you do not look forward to a future."

	"Yes, Remy, I do," cried she, with a sudden flashing of the eyes; "but listen! is that not the trot of a horse that I hear?"

	
"Yes, I think so."

	"Can it be ours?"

	"It is possible; but it is an hour too soon."

	"It stops at the door, Remy."

	Remy ran down and arrived just as three hurried blows were struck on the door.

	"Who is there?" said he.

	"I!" replied a trembling voice, "I, Grandchamp, the baron's valet."

	"Ah! mon Dieu! Grandchamp, you at Paris! speak low! Whence do you come?"

	"From Meridor. Alas, dear M. Remy!"

	"Well," cried the lady from the top of the stairs, "are they our horses, Remy?"

	"No, madame, it is not them. What is it, Grandchamp?"

	"You do not guess?"

	"Alas! I do; what will she do, poor lady."

	"Remy," cried she again, "you are talking to some one?"

	"Yes, madame."

	"I thought I knew the voice."

	"Indeed, madame."

	She now descended, saying:

	"Who is there? Grandchamp?"

	"Yes, madame, it is I," replied the old man sadly, uncovering his white head.

	"Grandchamp! you! oh! mon Dieu! my presentiments were right; my father is dead?"

	"Indeed, madame, Meridor has no longer a master."

	Pale, but motionless and firmly, the lady listened; Remy went to her and took her hand softly.

	"How did he die; tell me, my friend?" said she.

	"Madame, M. le Baron, who could no longer leave his armchair, was struck a week ago by an attack of apoplexy. He muttered your name for the last time, then ceased to speak, and soon was no more."

	Diana went up again without another word. Her room was on the first story, and looked only into a courtyard. The furniture was somber, but rich, the hangings, in Arras tapestry, represented the death of our Saviour, a prie-Dieu and stool in carved oak, a bed with twisted columns, and tapestries like the walls, were the sole ornaments of the room. Not a flower, no gilding, but in a frame of black was contained a portrait of a man, before which the lady now knelt down, with dry eyes, but a sad heart. She fixed on this picture a long look of indescribable love. It represented a young man about twenty-eight, lying half naked on a bed; from his wounded breast the blood still flowed, his right hand hung mutilated, and yet it still held a broken sword. His eyes were closed as though he were about to die, paleness and suffering gave to his face that divine character which the faces of mortals assume only at the moment of quitting life for eternity. Under the portrait, in letters red as blood, was written, "Aut Cæsar aut nihil." The lady extended her arm, and spoke as though it could hear her.

	"I had begged thee to wait, although thy soul must have thirsted for vengeance; and as the dead see all, thou hast seen, my love, that I lived only not to kill my father, else I would have died after you; and then, you know, on your bleeding corpse I uttered a vow to give death for death, blood for blood, but I would not do it while the old man called me his innocent child. Thou hast waited, beloved, and now I am free: the last tie which bound me to earth is broken. I am all yours, and now I am free to come to you."

	She rose on one knee, kissed the hand, and then went on: "I can weep no more—my tears have dried up in weeping over your tomb. In a few months I shall rejoin you, and you then will reply to me, dear shade, to whom I have spoken so often without reply." Diana then rose, and seating herself in her chair, muttered, "Poor father!" and then fell into a profound reverie. At last she called Remy.

	The faithful servant soon appeared.

	"Here I am, madame."

	"My worthy friend, my brother—you, the last person who knows me on this earth—say adieu to me."

	"Why so, madame?"

	"Because the time has come for us to separate."

	"Separate!" cried the young man. "What do you mean, madame?"

	"Yes, Remy. My project of vengeance seemed to me noble and pure while there remained an obstacle between me and it, and I only contemplated it from afar off; but now that I approach the execution of it—now that the obstacle has disappeared—I do not draw back, but I do not wish to drag with me into crime a generous and pure soul like yours; therefore you must quit me, my friend."

	Remy listened to the words of Diana with a somber look.

	"Madame," replied he, "do you think you are speaking to a trembling old man? Madame, I am but twenty-six; and snatched as I was from the tomb, if I still live, it is for the accomplishment of some terrible action—to play an active part in the work of Providence. Never, then, separate your thoughts from mine, since we both have the same thoughts, sinister as they may be. Where you go, I will go; what you do I will aid in; or if, in spite of my prayers, you persist in dismissing me—"

	"Oh!" murmured she, "dismiss you! What a word, Remy!"

	"If you persist in that resolution," continued the young man, "I know what I have to do, and all for me will end with two blows from a poniard—one in the heart of him whom you know, and the other in your own."

	"Remy! Remy!" cried Diana, "do not say that. The life of him you threaten does not belong to you—it is mine—I have paid for it dearly enough. I swear to you, Remy, that on the day on which I knelt beside the dead body of him"—and she pointed to the portrait—"on that day I approached my lips to that open wound, and the trembling lips seemed to say to me, 'Avenge me, Diana!—avenge me!'"

	"Madame—"

	"Therefore, I repeat, vengeance is for me, and not for you; besides, for whom and through whom did he die? By me and through me."

	"I must obey you, madame, for I also was left for dead. Who carried me away from the middle of the corpses with which that room was filled?—You. Who cured me of my wounds?—You. Who concealed me?—You always. Order, then, and I will obey, provided that you do not order me to leave you."

	"So be it, Remy; you are right; nothing ought to separate us more."

	Remy pointed to the portrait.

	"Now, madame," said he, "he was killed by treason—it is by treason that he must be revenged. Ah! you do not know one thing—the hand of God is with us, for to-night I have found the secret of the 'Aqua tofana,' that poison of the Medicis and of Rene the Florentine."

	"Really?"

	"Come and see, madame."

	"But where is Grandchamp?"

	"The poor old man has come sixty leagues on horseback; he is tired out, and has fallen asleep on my bed."

	"Come, then," said Diana; and she followed Remy.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LX.

	THE LABORATORY.

	 

	Remy led the lady into a neighboring room; and pushing a spring which was hidden under a board in the floor, and which, opening, disclosed a straight dark staircase, gave his hand to Diana to help her to descend. Twenty steps of this staircase, or rather ladder, led into a dark and circular cave, whose only furniture was a stove with an immense hearth, a square table, two rush chairs, and a quantity of phials and iron boxes. In the stove a dying fire still gleamed, while a thick black smoke escaped through a pipe fastened into the wall. From a still placed on the hearth a few drops of a liquid, yellow as gold, was dropping into a thick white phial. Diana looked round her without astonishment or terror; the ordinary feelings of life seemed to be unknown to her who lived only in the tomb. Remy lighted a lamp, and then approached a well hollowed out in the cave, attached a bucket to a long cord, let it down into the well, and then drew it up full of a water as cold as ice and as clear as crystal.

	"Approach, madame," said he.

	Diana drew near. In the bucket he let fall a single drop of the liquid contained in the phial, and the entire mass of the water became instantaneously yellow; then the color evaporated, and the water in ten minutes became as clear as before.

	Remy looked at her.

	"Well?" said she.

	"Well, madame," said he, "now dip in that water, which has neither smell nor color, a glove or a handkerchief; soak it in scented soap, pour some of it into the basin where you are about to wash your hands or face, and you will see, as was seen at the court of Charles IX., the flower kill by its perfume, the glove poison by its contact, the soap kill by its introduction into the pores of the skin. Pour a single drop of this pure oil on the wick of a lamp or candle, and for an hour the candle or lamp will exhale death, and burn at the same time like any other."

	"You are sure of what you say, Remy?"

	"All this I have tried. See these birds who can now neither drink nor eat; they have drunk of water like this. See this goat who has browsed on grass watered with this same water; he moves and totters; vainly now should we restore him to life and liberty; his life is forfeited, unless, indeed, nature should reveal to his instinct some of those antidotes to poison which animals know, although men do not."—"Can I see this phial, Remy?"

	"Yes, madame, presently."

	Remy then separated it from the still with infinite care, then corked it with soft wax, tied the top up in cloth, and then presented it to Diana.

	She took it, held it up to the light, and, after looking at it, said:

	"It will do; when the time arrives we will choose gloves, lamp, soap, or flowers, as convenient. Will the liquor keep in metal?"—"It eats it away."

	"But then, perhaps, the bottle will break?"

	"I think not—see the thickness of the crystal; besides, we can shut it up in a covering of gold."

	"Listen, Remy! I hear horses; I think ours have arrived."

	"Probably, madame, it is about the time; but I will go and send them away."

	"Why so?"

	"Are they not useless?"

	"Instead of going to Meridor, we will go into Flanders. Keep the horses."

	"Ah! I understand!" and Remy's eyes gave forth a flash of sinister joy.

	"But Grandchamp; what can we do with him?" said he.

	"He has need of repose. He shall remain here, and sell this house, which we require no longer. But restore to liberty that unhappy animal, whom you were forced to torture. As you say, God may care for its recovery."

	"This furnace, and these stills?"

	"Leave them here."

	"But these powders, essences, and acids?"

	"Throw them in the fire, Remy."

	"Go away, then, or put on this glass mask."

	Then, taking similar precautions for himself, he blew up the fire again, poured in the powder, which went off in brilliant sparks, some green and some yellow; and the essences, which, instead of being consumed, mounted like serpents of fire into the pipe, with a noise like distant thunder.

	"Now," said Remy, "if any one now discovers this cave, he will only think that an alchemist has been here, and though they still burn sorcerers, they respect alchemists."

	"And besides," said the lady, "if they do burn us, provided I have only finished my task, I should not mind that sort of death more than any other."

	At this moment they heard knocking.

	"Here are our horses, madame," said Remy; "go up quickly, and I will close the trap-door."

	Diana obeyed, and found Grandchamp, whom the noise had awakened, at the door.

	The old man was not a little surprised to hear of his mistress's intended departure, who informed him of it without telling him where she was going.

	"Grandchamp, my friend," said she, "Remy and I are going to accomplish a pilgrimage on which we have long determined; speak of this journey to none, and do not mention my name to any one."

	"Oh! I promise you, madame," replied the old servant; "but we shall see you again?"

	"Doubtless, Grandchamp; if not in this world, in the next. But, apropos, Grandchamp, this house is now useless to us."

	Diana drew from a drawer a bundle of papers.

	"Here are the title-deeds; let or sell this house; but if, in the course of a month, you do not find a purchaser, abandon it and return to Meridor."

	"But if I find some one, how much am I to ask?"

	"What you please, Grandchamp."

	"Shall I take the money to Meridor?"

	"Keep it for yourself, my good Grandchamp."

	"What, madame, such a sum?"

	"Yes, I owe it to you for your services; and I have my father's debts to pay as well as my own. Now, adieu!"

	Then Diana went upstairs, cut the picture from the frame, rolled it up, and placed it in her trunk.

	When Remy had tied the two trunks with leather thongs, and had glanced into the street to see that there were no lookers-on, he aided his mistress to mount.

	"I believe, madame," said he, "that this is the last house in which we shall live so long."

	"The last but one, Remy."

	"And what will be the other?"

	"The tomb, Remy."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXI.

	WHAT MONSEIGNEUR FRANCOIS, DUC D'ANJOU, DUC DE BRABANT AND COMTE DE FLANDERS, WAS DOING IN FLANDERS.

	 

	Our readers must now permit us to leave the king at the Louvre, Henri of Navarre at Cahors, Chicot on the road, and Diana in the street, to go to Flanders to find M. le Duc d'Anjou, recently named Duc de Brabant, and to whose aid we have sent the great admiral of France—Anne, duc de Joyeuse.

	At eighty leagues from Paris, toward the north, the sound of French voices was heard, and the French banner floated over a French camp on the banks of the Scheldt. It was night; the fires, disposed in an immense circle, bordered the stream, and were reflected in its deep waters.

	From the top of the ramparts of the town the sentinels saw shining, by the bivouac fires, the muskets of the French army. This army was that of the Duc d'Anjou. What he had come to do there we must tell our readers; and although it may not be very amusing, yet we hope they will pardon it in consideration of the warning; so many people are dull without announcing it.

	Those of our readers who have read "Chicot," already know the Duc d'Anjou, that jealous, egotistical, ambitious prince, and who, born so near to the throne, had never been able to wait with resignation until death offered him a free passage to it. Thus he had desired the throne of Navarre under Charles IX., then that of Charles IX. himself, then that of his brother Henri III. For a time he had turned his eyes toward England, then governed by a woman, and to possess this throne he was ready to have married this woman, although she was Elizabeth, and was twenty years older than himself. In this plan destiny was beginning to smile on him, and he saw himself in the favor of a great queen, until then inaccessible to all human affections. Besides this, a crown was offered to him in Flanders.

	He had seen his brother Henri embarrassed in his quarrel with the Guises, but had soon discovered that they had no other aim than that of substituting themselves for the Valois. He had then separated himself from them, although not without danger; besides, Henri III. had at last opened his eyes, and the duke exiled, or something like it, had retired to Amboise.

	It was then that the Flemings opened their arms to him. Tired of Spanish rule, decimated by the Duc d'Alva, deceived by the false peace of John of Austria, who had profited by it to retake Namur and Charlemont, the Flemings had called in William of Nassau, prince of Orange, and had made him governor-general of Brabant. A few words about this man, who held so great a place in history, but who will only be named here.

	William of Nassau was then about fifty. He was the son of William called the Old, and of Julienne de Stolberg, cousin of that Rene of Nassau killed at the siege of Dizier. He had from his youth been brought up in principles of reform, and had a full consciousness of the greatness of his mission. This mission, which he believed he had received from Heaven, and for which he died like a martyr, was to found the Republic of Holland, in which he was successful. When very young he had been called by Charles V. to his court. Charles was a good judge of men, and often the old emperor, who supported the heaviest burden ever borne by an imperial hand, consulted the child on the most delicate matters connected with the politics of Holland. The young man was scarcely twenty-four when Charles confided to him, in the absence of the famous Philibert Emanuel of Savoy, the command of the army in Flanders. William showed himself worthy of this high confidence: he held in check the Duc de Nevers and Coligny, two of the greatest captains of the time, and under their eyes fortified Philipville and Charlemont. On the day when Charles V. abdicated, it was on William of Nassau that he leaned to descend the steps of the throne, and he it was who was charged to carry to Ferdinand the imperial throne which Charles had resigned.

	Then came Philippe II., and in spite of his father's recommendations to him to regard William as a brother, the latter soon found a great difference. This strengthened in his mind the great idea of freeing Holland and Flanders, which he might never have endeavored to carry into effect if the old emperor, his friend, had remained on the throne.

	Holland, by his advice, demanded the dismissal of the foreign troops, and then began the bloody struggle of the Spaniards to retain the prey which was escaping from them, and then passed over this unhappy people the vice-royalty of Marguerite of Austria and the bloody consulship of the Duc d'Alva, and then was organized that struggle, at once political and religious, which began with the protest of the Hotel Culembourg, which demanded the abolition of the Inquisition in Holland, and when four hundred gentlemen, walking in pairs, carried to the foot of Marguerite's throne the general desire of the people, as summed up in that protest. At the sight of these gentlemen, so simply clothed, Barlaimont, one of the councilors of the duchess, uttered the word "Gueux," which, taken up by the Flemish gentlemen, so long designated the patriot party. From this time William began to play the part which made him one of the greatest political actors of the world. Constantly beaten by the overwhelming power of Philippe II., he constantly rose again, always stronger after his defeats—always organizing a new army to replace the scattered one, and always hailed as a liberator.

	In the midst of these alternate moral triumphs and physical defeats, William learned at Mons the news of the massacre of St. Bartholomew. It was a terrible wound for Holland, and the Calvinist portion of Flanders lost by it their natural allies, the Huguenots of France.

	William retreated from Mons to the Rhine, and waited for events. Some of the Gueux was driven by a contrary wind into the port of Brille: and seeing no escape, and pushed by despair, took the city which was preparing to hang them.

	This done, they chased away the Spanish garrison, and sent for the Prince of Orange. He came; and as he wished to strike a decisive blow, he published an ordonnance forbidding the Catholic religion in Holland, as the Protestant faith was forbidden in France.

	At this manifesto war recommenced. The Duc d'Alva sent his own son Frederic against the revolters, who took from them Zutphen, Nardem, and Haarlem; but this check, far from discouraging them, seemed to give them new strength. All took up arms, from the Zuyderzee to the Scheldt. Spain began to tremble, recalled the Duc d'Alva, and sent as his successor Louis de Requesens, one of the conquerors at Lepanto.

	Then began for William a new series of misfortunes—Ludovic and Henri of Nassau, who were bringing him aid, were surprised by one of the officers of Don Louis near Nimegue, defeated and killed; the Spaniards penetrated into Holland, besieged Leyden, and pillaged Antwerp.

	All seemed desperate, when Heaven came once more to the aid of the infant Republic. Requesens died at Brussels.

	Then all the provinces, united by a common interest, drew up and signed, on the 8th November, 1576, that is to say four days after the sack of Antwerp, the treaty known under the name of the Treaty of Ghent, by which they engaged to aid each other in delivering their country from the yoke of the Spaniards and other foreigners.

	Don John reappeared, and with him the woes of Holland; for in less than two months Namur and Charlemont were taken. The Flemings replied, however, to these two checks by naming the Prince of Orange governor-general of Brabant.

	Don John died in his turn, and Alexander Farnese succeeded him. He was a clever prince, charming in his manners, which were at once gentle and firm; a skillful politician, and a good general. Flanders trembled at hearing that soft Italian voice call her friend, instead of treating her as a rebel. William knew that Farnese would do more for Spain with his promises than the Duc d'Alva with his punishments. On the 29th January, 1579, he made the provinces sign the Treaty of Utrecht, which was the fundamental base of the rights of Holland. It was then that, fearing he should never be able to accomplish alone the freedom for which he had been fighting for fifteen years, he offered to the Duc d'Anjou the sovereignty of the country, on condition that he should respect their privileges and their liberty of conscience. This was a terrible blow to Philippe II., and he replied to it by putting a price of 25,000 crowns on the head of William. The States-General assembled at the Hague, then declared Philippe deposed from the sovereignty of Holland, and ordered that henceforth the oath of fidelity should be taken to them.

	The Duc d'Anjou now entered Belgium, and was well received. Philippe's promise, however, bore its fruits; for in the midst of a fete, a pistol shot was heard; William fell, and was believed dead; but he recovered. The shot had been fired by Jean Jaureguy.

	The Flemings then, on William's advice, elected Francois, duc of Brabant, sovereign prince of Flanders. Elizabeth of England saw in this a method of reuniting the Calvinists of Flanders and France to those of England—perhaps she dreamed of a triple crown. William, however, took care to hold the Duc d'Anjou in check, and to counteract the execution of any design which would have given him too much power in Flanders. Philippe II. called the Duc de Guise to his aid, on the strength of a treaty which had been entered into by him with Don John of Austria. Henri of Guise consented, and it was then that Lorraine and Spain sent Salcede to the Duc d'Anjou to assassinate him, which would have suited the views of both; but Salcede, as we know, was arrested and executed without having carried his project into execution.

	Francois advanced but slowly, however, in Flanders, for the people were more than half afraid of him; he grew impatient, and determined to lay siege to Antwerp, which had invited his aid against Farnese, but when he wished to enter had turned its guns against him. This was the position of the Duc d'Anjou at the time when our story rejoins him, on the day after the arrival of Joyeuse and his fleet.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXII.

	PREPARATIONS FOR BATTLE.

	 

	The camp of the new Duke of Brabant was situated on the banks of the Scheldt, and the army, although well disciplined, was agitated by a spirit easy to understand.

	Indeed, many Calvinists assisted the duke, not from sympathy for him, but in order to be as disagreeable as possible to Spain and to the Catholics of France and England; they fought rather from self-love than from conviction or devotion, and it was certain that, the campaign once over, they would abandon their leader or impose conditions on him. With regard to these conditions, the duke always gave them to understand that when the time came he should be ready, and was constantly saying, "Henri of Navarre made himself a Catholic, why should not I become a Huguenot?" On the opposite side, on the contrary, there existed a perfect unity of feeling. Antwerp had intended to give entrance to him, at her own time and on her own conditions.

	All at once they saw a fleet appear at the mouth of the Scheldt, and they learned that this fleet was brought by the high admiral of France, to aid the Duc d'Anjou, whom they now began to look upon as their enemy. The Calvinists of the duke were little better pleased than the Flemings at the sight. They were very brave, but very jealous: and they did not wish others to come and clip their laurels, particularly swords which had slain so many Huguenots on the day of the St. Bartholomew. From this proceeded many quarrels, which began on the very evening of their arrival, and continued all the next day.

	From their ramparts, the Antwerpians had every day the spectacle of a dozen duels between Catholics and Protestants; and they threw into the river as many dead as a combat might have cost the French. If the siege of Antwerp, like that of Troy, had lasted nine years, the besieged need have done nothing but look at the assailants, who would certainly have destroyed themselves. Francois acted the part of mediator, but not without great difficulty; he had made promises to the Huguenots, and could not offend them without offending at the same time all Flanders. On the other hand, to offend the Catholics sent by the king to aid him would be most impolitic. The arrival of this re-enforcement, on which the duke himself had not reckoned, filled the Spaniards and the Guises with rage. However, all these different opinions interfered sadly with the discipline of the duke's army. Joyeuse, who we know had never liked the mission, was annoyed to find among these men such antagonistic opinions, and felt instinctively that the time for success was past, and both as an idle courtier and as a captain, grumbled at having come so far only to meet with defeat. He declared loudly that the Duc d'Anjou had been wrong in laying siege to Antwerp, and argued that to possess a great city with its own consent was a real advantage; but that to take by assault the second capital of his future states was to expose himself to the dislike of the Flemings; and Joyeuse knew the Flemings too well not to feel sure that if the duke did take Antwerp, sooner or later they would revenge themselves with usury. This opinion Joyeuse did not hesitate to declare in the duke's tent.

	While the council was held among his captains, the duke was lying on a couch and listening, not to the advice of the admiral, but to the whispers of Aurilly. This man, by his cowardly compliances, his base flatteries, and his continual assiduities, had secured the favor of the prince. With his lute, his love messages, and his exact information about all the persons and all the intrigues of the court—with his skillful maneuvers for drawing into the prince's net whatever prey he might wish for, he had made a large fortune, while he remained to all appearance the poor luteplayer. His influence was immense, because it was secret.

	Joyeuse, seeing the duke talking to Aurilly, stopped short. The duke, who had, after all, been paying more attention than he seemed to do, asked him what was the matter. "Nothing, monseigneur; I am only waiting until your highness is at liberty to listen to me."

	"Oh! but I do listen, M. de Joyeuse. Do you think I cannot listen to two people at once, when Cæsar dictated seven letters at a time?"

	"Monseigneur," said Joyeuse, with a glance at the musician, "I am no singer to need an accompaniment when I speak."

	"Very good, duke; be quiet, Aurilly. Then you disapprove of a coup de main on Antwerp?"—"Yes, monseigneur."

	"I adopted this plan in council, however."

	"Therefore, monseigneur, I speak with much hesitation, after so many distinguished captains."

	And Joyeuse, courtier-like, bowed to all. Many voices were instantly raised to agree with the admiral.

	"Comte de St. Aignan," said the prince to one of his bravest colonels, "you are not of the opinion of M. de Joyeuse?"

	"Yes, monseigneur, I am."

	"Oh! I thought as you made a grimace—"

	Every one laughed but Joyeuse, who said, "If M. de St. Aignan generally gives his advice in that manner, it is not very polite, that is all."

	"M. de Joyeuse," replied St. Aignan, "his highness is wrong to reproach me with an infirmity contracted in his service. At the taking of Cateau-Cambresis I received a blow on the head, and since that time my face is subject to nervous contractions, which occasion those grimaces of which his highness complains. This is not an excuse that I give you, M. de Joyeuse; it is an explanation," said the count, proudly.

	"No, monsieur," said Joyeuse, "it is a reproach that you make, and you are right."

	The blood mounted to the face of Duc Francois.

	"And to whom is this reproach addressed?" said he.

	"To me, probably, monseigneur."

	"Why should St. Aignan reproach you, whom he does not know?"

	"Because I believed for a moment that M. de St. Aignan cared so little for your highness as to counsel you to assault Antwerp."

	"But," cried the prince, "I must settle my position in the country. I am Duke of Brabant and Count of Flanders, in name, and I must be so in reality. This William, who is gone I know not where, spoke to me of a kingdom. Where is this kingdom?—in Antwerp. Where is he?—probably in Antwerp also; therefore we must take Antwerp, and we shall know how we stand."

	"Oh! monseigneur, you know it now, or you are, in truth, a worse politician than I thought you. Who counseled you to take Antwerp?—the Prince of Orange. Who disappeared at the moment of taking the field?—the Prince of Orange. Who, while he made your highness Duke of Brabant, reserved for himself the lieutenant-generalship of the duchy?—the Prince of Orange. Whose interest is it to ruin the Spaniards by you, and you by the Spaniards?—the Prince of Orange. Who will replace you, who will succeed, if he does not do so already?—the Prince of Orange? Oh! monseigneur, in following his counsels you have but annoyed the Flemings. Let a reverse come, and all those who do not dare to look you now in the face will run after you like those timid dogs who run after those who fly."

	"What! you imagine that I can be beaten by wool-merchants and beer-drinkers?"

	"These wool-merchants and these beer-drinkers have given plenty to do to Philippe de Valois, the Emperor Charles V., and Philippe II., who were three princes placed sufficiently high, monseigneur, for the comparison not to be disagreeable to you."

	"Then you fear a repulse?"

	"Yes, monseigneur, I do."

	"You will not be there, M. de Joyeuse."

	"Why not?"

	"Because you can hardly have such doubts of your own bravery as already to see yourself flying before the Flemings. In any case, reassure yourself, these prudent merchants have the habit, when they march to battle, of cumbering themselves with such heavy armor that they would never catch you if you did run."

	"Monseigneur, I do not doubt my own courage. I shall be in the front, but I shall be beaten there, as the others who are behind will be."

	"But your reasoning is not logical, M. de Joyeuse; you approve of my taking the lesser places."

	"I approve of your taking those that do not defend themselves."

	"And then I am to draw back from the great city because she talks of defending herself?"

	"Better than to march on to destruction."

	"Well, I will not retreat."

	"Your highness must do as you like; and we are here to obey."

	"Prove to me that I am wrong."

	"Monseigneur, see the army of the Prince of Orange. It was yours, was it not? Well, instead of sitting down before Antwerp with you, it is in Antwerp, which is very different. William, you say, was your friend and counselor; and now you not only do not know where he is, but you believe him to be changed into an enemy. See the Flemings—when you arrived they were pleased to see you; now they shut their gates at your sight, and prepare their cannon at your approach, not less than if you were the Duc d'Alva. Well! I tell you, Flemings and Dutch, Antwerp and Orange, only wait for an opportunity to unite against you, and that opportunity will be when you order your artillery to fire."

	"Well, we will fight at once Flemings and Dutch, Antwerp and Orange."

	"No, monseigneur, we have but just men enough to attack Antwerp, supposing we have only the inhabitants to deal with; and while we are engaged in the assault, William will fall on us with his eternal eight or ten thousand men, always destroyed and always reappearing by the aid of which be has kept in check during ten or twelve years the Duc d'Alva, Requesens, and the Duc de Parma."

	"Then you persist in thinking that we shall be beaten?"

	"I do."

	"Well, it is easy for you to avoid it, M. de Joyeuse," said the prince angrily; "my brother sent you here to aid me, but I may dismiss you, saying that I do not need aid."

	"Your highness may say so, but I would not retire on the eve of a battle."

	"Well, my dear admiral," said the duke, trying to conciliate, "I may have been too jealous of the honor of my name, and wished too much to prove the superiority of the French army, and I may have been wrong. But the evil is done; we are before armed men—before men who now refuse what they themselves offered. Am I to yield to them? To-morrow they would begin to retake, bit by bit, what I have already conquered. No! the sword is drawn; let us strike, or they will strike first. That is my opinion."

	"When your highness speaks thus," said Joyeuse, "I will say no more. I am here to obey you, and will do so with all my heart, whether you lead me to death or victory; and yet—but I will say no more."—"Speak."

	"No, I have said enough."

	"No, I wish to hear."

	"In private then, if it please your highness."

	All rose and retired to the other end of the spacious tent.

	"Speak," said Francois.

	"Monseigneur may care little for a check from Spain, a check which will render triumphant those drinkers of Flemish beer, or this double-faced Prince of Orange; but will you bear so patiently the laughter of M. de Guise?"

	Francois frowned.

	"What has M. de Guise to do with it?" said he.

	"M. de Guise tried to have you assassinated, monseigneur; Salcede confessed it at the torture, and, if I mistake not, he plays a great part in all this, and he will be delighted to see you receive a check before Antwerp, or even perhaps to obtain, for nothing, that death of a son of France, for which he had promised to pay so dearly to Salcede. Read the history of Flanders, monseigneur, and you will see that the Flemings are in the habit of enriching their soil with the blood of princes, and of the best French warriors."

	The duke shook his head.

	"Well, Joyeuse," said he, "I will give, if it must be, the cursed joy to the Lorraines of seeing me dead, but not that of seeing me flying. I thirst for glory, Joyeuse; for alone of all my name, I have still my battles to win."

	"You forget Cateau Cambresis, monseigneur."

	"Compare that with Jarnac and Montcontour, Joyeuse." Then, turning to the others, who were standing far off, he said, "Gentlemen, the assault is still resolved on; the rain has ceased, the ground is good, we will make the attack this night." Joyeuse bowed.

	"Will your highness give full directions? we wait for them," said he.

	"You have eight vessels, without counting the admiral's ship, have you not, M. de Joyeuse?"

	"Yes, monseigneur."

	"You will force the line; the thing will be easy, the Antwerpians have only merchant vessels in the port; then you will bring them to bear upon the fort. Then, if the quay is defended, you will attempt a landing with your 1,500 men. Of the rest of the army I will make two columns: one commanded by M. de St. Aignan, the other by myself. Both will attempt an escalade by surprise, at the moment when the first cannon-shot is fired.

	"The cavalry will remain in position, in case of a repulse, to protect the retreating columns. Of these three attacks, one must surely succeed. The first column which gains the ramparts will fire a rocket to let the others know."

	"But one must think of everything, monseigneur," said Joyeuse; "and supposing all three attacks should fail?"

	"Then we must gain the vessels under the protection of our batteries."

	All bowed.

	"Now, gentlemen, silence," said the duke; "wake the sleeping troops, and embark; but let not a shot reveal our design. You will be in the port, admiral, before the Antwerpians suspect your intention. We shall go along the left bank, and shall arrive at the same time as yourself. Go, gentlemen, and good courage; our former good luck will not fail to follow us over the Scheldt."

	The captains quitted the prince's tent, and gave their orders with the indicated precautions.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXIII.

	MONSEIGNEUR.

	 

	However, the Antwerpians did not quietly see the hostile preparations of the Duc d'Anjou, and Joyeuse was not wrong in attributing to them all the enmity possible. Antwerp was like a beehive at night, calm on the exterior, but within full of movement and murmur.

	The Flemings in arms patroled the streets, barricaded their houses, and fraternized with the battalions of the Prince of Orange, of whom part were already in garrison there, while the other part entered the city in fractions.

	When all was ready for a vigorous defense, the Prince of Orange, on a dark and moonless night, entered the city quietly, and went to the Hotel de Ville, where his confidants had everything ready for his reception. There he received all the deputies of the bourgeoisie, passed in review the officers of the paid troops, and communicated his plans to them, the chief of which was to profit by this movement of the Duc d'Anjou to break with him. The duke had done just what William wished to bring him to, and he saw with pleasure this new competitor for the sovereignty ruin himself, like so many others.

	William would have taken the offensive, but the governor objected, and determined to wait for the arrival of monseigneur.

	Nine o'clock in the evening sounded, and the uncertainty became real anxiety, some scouts having protested that they had seen a movement in the French camp. A little flat boat had been sent on the Scheldt to reconnoiter, for the Antwerpians were less unquiet as to what would occur by land than by sea; but the bark had not returned. William became more and more impatient, when the door of the hall opened, and a valet appeared and announced "Monseigneur." As he spoke, a man, tall and imperious-looking, wearing with supreme grace the cloak which entirely enveloped him, entered the hall, and saluted courteously those who were there. But at the first glance, his eye, proud and piercing, sought out the prince in the midst of his officers.

	He went straight up to him and offered him his hand, which the prince pressed with affection, and almost with respect.

	They called each other "Monseigneur." After this the unknown took off his cloak. He was dressed in a buff doublet, and had high leather boots; he was armed with a long sword, which seemed to make part of himself, so easily it hung, and with a little dagger, which was passed through his belt. His boots were covered with mud and dust, and his spurs were red with the blood of his horse. He took his place at the table.

	"Well, where are we?" asked he.

	"Monseigneur," replied William, "you must have seen, in coming here, that the streets were barricaded."

	"I saw that."

	"And the houses loopholed?"

	"I did not see that; but it is a good plan."

	"And the sentries doubled?"

	"Does not monseigneur approve of these preparations for defense?" said a voice, in a tone of anxious disappointment.

	"Yes; but, however, I do not believe that in our circumstances it will be useful; it fatigues the soldier and disquiets the bourgeois. You have a plan of attack and defense, I suppose?"

	"We waited to communicate them to monseigneur," said the burgomaster.

	"Speak then."

	"Monseigneur arrived rather late, and I was obliged to act meanwhile," said William.

	"And you did right, monseigneur; besides, whatever you do, you do well. But I have not lost my time on the road, either."

	"We know by our spies," said the burgomaster, "that a movement is preparing in the French camp; they are making ready for an attack, but as we do not know on which side it will come, we have disposed the guns so that they may be equally distributed over the whole rampart."

	"That is wise," replied the unknown, with a slight smile to William, who held his tongue, and let the bourgeois speak of war.

	"We have done the same with our civic guards; they are spread over the whole wall, and have orders to run at once to the point of attack. However, it is the opinion of the greater number of our members that it is impossible that the French meditate anything but a feigned attack."

	"And what purpose would that serve?"

	"To intimidate us, and induce us to admit them amicably."

	The stranger looked again at the Prince of Orange, who listened to all this in the most careless manner, which almost amounted to disdain.

	"However," said another voice, "some fancied they could distinguish preparations for attack in the camp this evening."

	"Mere suspicions," said the burgomaster; "I examined the camp myself with an excellent spy-glass. The men were preparing for sleep, and the duke was dining in his tent."

	The unknown threw a new glance at the prince, and fancied that this time he gave a slight smile.

	"Gentlemen," said the unknown, "you are in error; a regular assault is preparing against you, and your plans, however good, are incomplete."

	"But, monseigneur—"

	"Incomplete in this, that you expect an attack, and have prepared to meet it."

	"Certainly."

	"Well, it is you who will make the attack, not wait for it, if you will trust to me."—"Ah!" cried William, "that is something like speaking."

	"At this moment," said the stranger, who saw that he might reckon on the prince's support, "the ships of M. de Joyeuse are getting ready."

	"How do you know that, monseigneur?" cried many voices together.

	"I know it," replied he.

	A murmur of doubt was half uttered, but the stranger caught it.

	"Do you doubt it?" asked he, in the tone of a man accustomed to control all fears, prejudices, and self-loves.

	"We do not doubt it if your highness says it; but if you will permit us to observe—"

	"Speak."

	"That if it were so we should have had tidings of it."

	"How so?"—"By our spies."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXIV.

	MONSEIGNEUR.

	 

	At this moment another man entered the hall, and came forward respectfully.

	"Ah! it is you, my friend," said the burgomaster.

	"Myself, monsieur," replied the man.

	"Monseigneur," said the burgomaster, "it is the man whom we sent to reconnoiter."

	At the word "monseigneur," addressed not to the Prince of Orange, the new comer made a movement of surprise and joy, and advanced quickly to see better who was designated by this title. He was one of those Flemish sailors, of whom the type is so recognizable, being marked, a square head, blue eyes, short neck, and broad shoulders; he crushed in his large hands his woolen cap, and as he advanced he left behind him a line of wet, for his clothes were dripping with water.

	"Oh! here is a brave man who has swum back," said monseigneur, looking at the man with his accustomed air of authority.

	"Yes, monseigneur, yes; and the Scheldt is broad and rapid," said the sailor, eagerly.

	"Speak, Goes, speak," said monseigneur, knowing how a sailor would prize being thus called by his name.

	Thus from that minute Goes addressed himself to the unknown exclusively; although, having been sent by another, it was to him that he should have given an account of his mission.

	"Monseigneur," said he, "I set out in my smallest bark and passed, by giving the word, through all our ships, and reached those cursed French. Ah! pardon, monseigneur."

	The stranger smiled and said, "Never mind, I am but half French, so should be but half cursed."

	"Then monseigneur pardons me?"

	He nodded, and Goes went on.

	"While I rowed in the dark with my oars wrapped in cloth, I heard a voice crying, 'Hola! bark, what do you want?' I thought it was to me that the question was addressed, and was about to reply something or other, when I heard some one cry behind me, 'Admiral's boat.'"

	Monseigneur looked at the council.

	"At the same moment," continued Gues, "I felt a shock; my bark was swamped, and I fell into the water, but the waves of the Scheldt knew me for an old acquaintance, and threw me up again. It was the admiral's boat taking M. de Joyeuse on board, and which had passed over me; God only knows how I was not crushed or drowned."

	"Thanks, brave Goes, thanks," said the Prince of Orange, putting a purse into his hand. However, the sailor seemed to wait for his dismissal from the stranger, who gave him a friendly nod, which he valued more than the prince's present.

	"Well," said monseigneur to the burgomaster, "what do you say of this report? Do you still doubt that the French are preparing, and do you believe that it was to pass the night on board that M. de Joyeuse was leaving the camp for his ship?"

	"But you are a diviner, then, monseigneur," cried the bourgeois.

	"Not more than Monseigneur the Prince of Orange, who is in all things of my opinion, I am sure. But I, like him, was well informed, and know well those on the other side, so that I should have been much astonished had they not attacked to-night. Then be ready, gentlemen, for if you give them time, the attack will be serious."

	"These gentlemen will do me the justice to own," said the prince, "that before your arrival I held exactly the same language to them that you now do."

	"But," said the burgomaster, "why does monseigneur believe that the attack is about to commence?"

	"Here are the probabilities. The infantry is Catholic; it will fight alone; that is, on one side. The cavalry is Calvinist; they will fight alone on another side. The navy is under M. de Joyeuse, from Paris, who will take his share of the combat and the glory. That is three sides."

	"Then let us form three corps," said the burgomaster.

	"Make only one, gentlemen, with all your best soldiers, and leave any of whom you may be doubtful in close fight to guard your walls. Then with this body make a vigorous sally when Francois least expects it. They mean to attack; let them be forestalled, and attacked themselves. If you wait for their assault you are lost, for no one equals the French at an attack, as you, gentlemen, have no equals at defending your towns."

	The Flemings looked radiant.

	"What did I say, gentlemen?" said William.

	"It is a great honor," said the unknown, "to have been, without knowing it, of the same opinion as the greatest captain of the age."

	Both bowed courteously.

	"Then," continued the unknown, "it is settled: you will make a furious sortie on the infantry and cavalry. I trust that your officers will so conduct it as to defeat your enemies."

	"But their vessels?" cried the burgomaster. "The wind is northeast, and they will be in our city in two hours."

	"You have yourselves six old ships and thirty boats at St. Marie; that is a mile off, is it not? That is your maritime barricade across the Scheldt."

	"Yes, monseigneur, that is so. How do you know all these details?"

	Monseigneur smiled.

	"I know them, as you see; it is there that lies the fate of the battle."

	"Then," said the burgomaster, "we must send aid to our brave seamen."

	"On the contrary, you may dispose otherwise of the 400 men who are there; twenty brave, intelligent, and devoted men will suffice." The Antwerpians opened their eyes in surprise.

	"Will you," continued monseigneur, "destroy the French fleet at the expense of your six old vessels and thirty boats?"

	"Hum!" said the Antwerpians, looking at each other, "our ships are not so old."

	"Well, price them," said the stranger, "and I will pay you their value."

	"See," said William softly to him, "the men against whom I have to contend every day. Were it not for that, I should have conquered long ago."

	"Come, gentlemen," continued the stranger, "name your price, but name it quickly. I will pay you in bills on yourselves, which I trust you will find good."

	"Monseigneur," said the burgomaster, after a few minutes' deliberation with the others, "we are merchants, and not soldiers; therefore, you must pardon some hesitation, for our souls are not in our bodies, but in our counting-houses. However, there are circumstances in which, for the general good, we know how to make sacrifices. Dispose, then, of our ships as you like."

	"Ma foi, monseigneur," said William, "you have done wonders. It would have taken me six months to obtain what you have done in ten minutes."

	"This, then, is my plan, gentlemen," said monseigneur. "The French, with the admiral's galley at their head, will try to force a passage. Make your line long enough, and from all your boats let the men throw grappling-irons; and then, having made fast the enemy's ships, set fire to all your own boats, having previously filled them with combustible materials, and let your men escape in one reserved for the purpose."

	"Oh!" cried William, "I see the whole French fleet burning."

	"Yes, the whole; then no more retreat by sea and none by land, for at the same time you must open the sluices of Malines, Berchem, Lier, Duffel, and Antwerp. Repulsed by you, pursued by your open dykes, enveloped on all sides by these waters unexpectedly and rapidly rising, by this sea, which will have a flow, but no ebb, the French will be drowned—overwhelmed—destroyed."

	The officers uttered a cry of joy.

	"There is but one drawback," said the prince.

	"What is it, monseigneur?"

	"That it would take a day to send our orders to the different towns, and we have but an hour."

	"And an hour is enough."

	"But who will instruct the fleet?"

	"It is done."

	"By whom?"

	"By me. If these gentlemen had refused to give it to me, I should have bought it."

	"But Malines, Lier, Duffel?"

	"I passed through Malines and Lier, and sent a sure agent to Duffel. At eleven o'clock the French will be beaten; at one they will be in full retreat; at two Malines will open its dykes, Lier and Duffel their sluices, and the whole plain will become a furious ocean, which will drown houses, fields, woods, and villages, it is true, but at the same time will destroy the French so utterly, that not one will return to France."

	A silence of admiration and terror followed these words; then all at once the Flemings burst into applause. William stepped forward, and, holding out his hand, said: "Then, monseigneur, all is ready on our side?"

	"All; and, stay—I believe on the side of the French also."

	And he pointed to an officer who was entering.

	"Gentlemen," cried the officer, "we have just heard that the French are marching toward the city."

	"To arms!" cried the burgomaster.

	"To arms!" cried all.

	"One moment, gentlemen," cried monseigneur; "I have to give one direction more important than all the rest."

	"Speak!" cried all.

	"The French will be surprised; it will not be a combat, nor even a retreat, but a flight. To pursue them you must be lightly armed. No cuirasses, morbleu! It is your cuirasses, in which you cannot move, which have made you lose all the battles you have lost. No cuirasses, gentlemen. We will meet again in the combat. Meanwhile, go to the place of the Hotel de Ville, where you will find all your men in battle array."

	"Thanks, monseigneur," said William; "you have saved Belgium and Holland."

	"Prince, you overwhelm me."

	"Will your highness consent to draw the sword against the French?" asked the prince.

	"I will arrange as to fight against the Huguenots," replied the unknown, with a smile which his more somber companion might have envied.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXV.

	FRENCH AND FLEMINGS.

	 

	At the moment when the members of the council left the Hotel de Ville, the officers went to put themselves at the head of their troops, and execute the orders they had received. At the same time the artillery sounded. This artillery surprised the French in their nocturnal march, by which they had hoped to surprise the town; but instead of stopping their advance, it only hastened it. If they could not take the city by surprise, they might, as we have seen the king of Navarre do at Cahors, fill up the moats with fascines and burst open the gates with petards.

	The cannon from the ramparts continued to fire, but in the darkness took scarcely any effect, and after having replied to the cries of their adversaries, the French advanced silently toward the ramparts with that fiery intrepidity which they always show in attack.

	But all at once, doors and posterns opened, and from all sides poured out armed men, if not with the fierce impetuosity of the French, with a firmness which rendered them massive as a rolling wall.

	It was the Flemings, who advanced in close ranks, and compact masses, above which the cannon continued to thunder, although with more noise than effect. Then the combat began hand to hand, foot to foot, sword to sword, and the flash of pistols lighted up faces red with blood.

	But not a cry—not a murmur—not a complaint was heard, and the Flemings and French fought with equal rage. The Flemings were furious at having to fight, for fighting was neither their profession nor their pleasure; and the French were furious at being attacked when they meant to have taken the initiative.

	While the combat was raging furiously, explosions were heard near St. Marie, and a light rose over the city, like a crest of flames. It was Joyeuse attacking and trying to force the barrier across the Scheldt, and who would soon penetrate into the city, at least, so the French hoped.

	But it was not so; Joyeuse had weighed anchor and sailed, and was making rapid progress, favored by the west wind. All was ready for action; the sailors, armed with their boarding cutlasses, were eager for the combat; the gunners stood ready with lighted matches; while some picked men, hatchet in hand, stood ready to jump on the hostile ships and destroy the chains and cords.

	The seven ships advanced in silence, disposed in the form of a wedge, of which the admiral's galley formed the point. Joyeuse himself had taken his first lieutenant's place, and was leaning over the bowsprit, trying to pierce the fogs of the river and the darkness of the night. Soon, through this double obscurity, he saw the pier extending itself darkly across the stream; it appeared deserted, but, in that land of ambushes, there seemed something terrifying in this desertion.

	However, they continued to advance, and soon were within sight of the barrier, scarcely ten cable lengths off; they approached nearer and nearer, and yet not a single "qui vive!" struck on their ears.

	The sailors only saw in this silence a carelessness which rejoiced them; but their young admiral, more far-seeing, feared some ruse. At last the prow of the admiral's ship touched the two ships which formed the center of the barrier, and made the whole line, which was fastened together by chains, tremble.

	Suddenly, as the bearers of the hatchets received the order to board and cut the chains, a crowd of grappling irons, thrown by invisible hands, seized hold of the French vessels. The Flemings had forestalled the intended movement of the French. Joyeuse believed that his enemies were offering him a mortal combat, and he accepted it with alacrity. He also threw grappling irons, and the two lines of ships were firmly bound together. Then, seizing a hatchet, he was the first to jump on a ship, crying, "Board them! board them!" All his crew followed him, officers and men, uttering the same cry; but no cry replied to them, no force opposed their advance.

	Only they saw three boats full of men gliding silently over the water, like three sea-birds.

	The assailants rested motionless on the ships which they had conquered without a struggle.

	All at once Joyeuse heard under his feet a crackling sound, and a smell of sulphur filled the air. A thought crossed his mind, and he ran and opened a hatchway; the vessel was burning. A cry of, "To our ships!" sounded through all the line. Each climbed back again more quickly than he had come in; but Joyeuse, this time, was the last. Just as he reached his galley, the flames burst out over the whole bridge of boats, like twenty volcanoes, of which each ship or boat was the crater; the order was instantly given to cut the ropes and break the chains and grappling-irons, and the sailors worked with the rapidity of men who knew that their safety depended on their exertions. But the work was immense; perhaps they might have detached those thrown by the enemy on their ships, but they had also to detach those which they themselves had thrown.

	All at once twenty explosions were heard, and each of the French ships trembled to its center. It was the cannons that defended the port, and which, fully charged and then abandoned by the Antwerpians, exploded as the fire gained on them, breaking everything within their reach.

	The flames mounted like gigantic serpents along the masts, rolled themselves round the yards, then, with their forked tongues, came to lick the sides of the French vessels.

	Joyeuse, with his magnificent armor covered with gold, giving calmly, and in an imperious voice, his orders in the midst of the flames, looked like a fabulous salamander covered with scales, and at every movement threw off a shower of sparks. But the explosions became louder than ever; the gun-room had taken fire, and the vessels were flying in pieces.

	Joyeuse had done his best to free himself, but in vain; the flames had reached the French ships, and showers of fire fell about him. The Flemish barrier was broken, and the French burning ships drifted to the shore. Joyeuse saw that he could not save his ships, and he gave orders to lower the boats, and land on the left bank. This was quickly done, and all the sailors were embarked to a man before Joyeuse quitted his galley. His sang-froid kept every one in order, and each man landed with a sword or an ax in his hand. Before he had reached the shore, the fire reached the magazine of his ship, which blew up, lighting the whole horizon.

	Meanwhile, the artillery from the ramparts had ceased, not that the combat had abated, but that it was so close it was impossible to fire on enemies without firing on friends also.

	The Calvinist cavalry had charged, and done wonders. Before the swords of its cavaliers a pathway opened, but the wounded Flemings pierced the horses with their large cutlasses, and in spite of this brilliant charge, a little confusion showed itself in the French columns, and they only kept their ground instead of advancing, while from the gates of the city new troops continually poured out. All at once, almost under the walls of the city, a cry of "Anjou! France!" was heard behind the mass of the Antwerpians. This was Joyeuse and his 1,500 sailors, armed with hatchets and cutlasses. They had to revenge their fleet in flames and two hundred of their companions burned or drowned.

	No one could manage his long sword better than Joyeuse: every blow cut open a head, every thrust took effect. The group of Flemings on which he fell were destroyed like a field of corn by a legion of locusts. Delighted with their first success, they continued to push on; but the Calvinist cavalry, surrounded by troops, began to lose ground. M. de St. Aignan's infantry, however, kept their place.

	The prince had seen the burning of the fleet, and heard the reports of the cannon and the explosions, without suspecting anything but a fierce combat, which must terminate in victory for Joyeuse; for how could a few Flemish ships fight against the French fleet? He expected, then, every minute a diversion on the part of Joyeuse, when the news was brought to him that the fleet was destroyed, and Joyeuse and his men fighting in the midst of the Flemings. He now began to feel very anxious, the fleet being the means of retreat, and consequently the safety of the army. He sent orders to the Calvinist cavalry to try a fresh charge, and men and horses, almost exhausted, rallied to attack the Antwerpians afresh. The voice of Joyeuse was heard in the midst of the melée crying, "Hold firm, M. de St. Aignan. France! France!" and, like a reaper cutting a field of corn, his sword flew round, and cut down its harvest of men; the delicate favorite—the Sybarite—seemed to have put on with his cuirass the strength of a Hercules; and the infantry, hearing his voice above all the noise, and seeing his sword flashing, took fresh courage, and, like the cavalry, made a new effort, and returned to the combat.

	But now the person that had been called monseigneur came out of the city on a beautiful black horse. He wore black armor, and was followed by three hundred well-mounted cavaliers, whom the Prince of Orange had placed at his disposal.

	By a parallel gate came out William himself, with a picked body of infantry who had not yet appeared.

	Monseigneur hastened where he was most wanted, that is to say, where Joyeuse was fighting with his sailors.

	The Flemings recognized him, and opened their ranks, crying, joyfully, "Monseigneur! monseigneur!" Joyeuse and his men saw the movement, heard the cries, and all at once found themselves opposed to a new troop. Joyeuse pushed his horse toward the black knight, and their swords met. Joyeuse was confident in his armor and his science, but all his thrusts were skillfully parried, and one of those of his adversary touched him, and in spite of his armor, drew some drops of blood from his shoulder.

	"Ah!" cried the young admiral, "this man is a Frenchman, and what is more, he has studied fencing under the same master as I have."

	At these words the unknown turned away, and tried to find a new antagonist.

	"If you are French," cried Joyeuse, "you are a traitor, for you fight against your king, your country, and your flag."

	The unknown only replied by attacking Joyeuse with fresh fury; but now Joyeuse was on his guard, and knew with what a skillful swordsman he had to deal. He parried two or three thrusts with as much skill as fury, and it was now the stranger who made a step back.

	"See!" cried Joyeuse, "what one can do fighting for one's country! A pure heart and a loyal arm suffice to defend a head without a helmet, a face without a vizor;" and he threw his helmet far from him, displaying his noble and beautiful head, with eyes sparkling with pride, youth and anger.

	His antagonist forebore answer, uttered a cry, and struck at his bare head.

	"Ah!" cried Joyeuse, parrying the blow, "I said you were a traitor, and as a traitor you shall die. I will kill you, and carry off this helmet which hides and defends you, and hang you to the first tree that I see."

	 

	But at this moment a cavalier cried:

	"Monseigneur, no more skirmishing; your presence is wanted over there."

	Glancing toward the point indicated, the unknown saw the Flemings giving way before the Calvinist cavalry.

	"Yes," cried he, "those are the men I wanted."

	At this moment so many cavaliers pressed on the sailors, that they made their first step in retreat.

	The black cavalier profited by this movement to disappear in the melée.

	A quarter of an hour after the French began to give way. M. de St. Aignan tried to retreat in good order, but a last troop of 2,000 infantry and 500 horse came out fresh from the city, and fell on this harassed and already retreating army. It was the old band of the Prince of Orange, which had fought in turns against the Duc d'Alva, Don John, Requesens, and Alexander Farnese. In spite of the coolness of the chiefs and the bravery of many, a frightful rout commenced.

	At this moment the unknown fell again on the fugitives, and once more met Joyeuse with his now diminished band. The young admiral was mounted on his third horse, two having been killed under him; his sword was broken, and he had taken from a sailor one of their heavy hatchets, which he whirled round his head with the greatest apparent ease. From time to time he turned and faced his enemy, like the wild boar who cannot make up his mind to fly, and turns desperately on his hunter. The Flemings, who by monseigneur's advice had fought without cuirasses, were active in the pursuit, and gave no rest to the Angevin army. Something like remorse seized the unknown at the sight of this disaster.

	"Enough, gentlemen," cried he, in French, "to-night they are driven from Antwerp, and in a week will be driven from Flanders; ask no more of the God of battles."

	"Ah! he is French," cried Joyeuse; "I guessed it, traitor. Ah! be cursed, and may you die the death of a traitor."

	This furious imprecation seemed to disconcert the unknown more than a thousand swords raised against him; he turned, and conqueror as he was, fled as rapidly as the conquered. But this retreat of a single man changed nothing in the state of affairs. Fear is contagious, it seized the entire army, and the soldiers began to fly like madmen. The horses went fast, in spite of fatigue, for they also felt the influence of fear; the men dispersed to seek a shelter, and in some hours the army, as an army, existed no longer. This was the time when the dykes were to be opened. From Lier to Termonde, from Haesdouk to Malines—each little river, swollen by its tributaries—each canal overflowed, and spread over the flat country its contingent of furious water.

	Thus, when the fugitive French began to stop, having tired out the Antwerpians, whom they had seen return to the town, followed by the soldiers of the Prince of Orange—when those who had escaped from the carnage of the night believed themselves saved, and stopped to breathe for an instant, some with a prayer, and others with a curse, then a new enemy, blind and pitiless, was preparing for them. Joyeuse had commanded his sailors, now reduced to eight hundred, to make a halt; they were the only persons who had preserved some order, the Comte de St. Aignan having vainly tried to rally his foot soldiers.

	The Duc d'Anjou, at the head of the fugitives, mounted on an excellent horse, and accompanied by a single servant, pushed forward without appearing to think of anything.

	"He has no heart," cried some.

	"His sang-froid is magnificent," said others.

	Some hours of repose, from two to six in the morning, restored to the infantry the strength to continue their retreat; but provisions were wanting.

	As for the horses, they seemed more fatigued than the men, and could scarcely move, for they had eaten nothing since the day before.

	The fugitives hoped to gain Brussels, where the duke had many partisans, although they were not free from anxiety as to their reception. At Brussels, which was about eight leagues off, they would find food for the famishing troops, and a place of security from whence to recommence the campaign at a more favorable time. M. d'Anjou breakfasted in a peasant's hut, between Heboken and Heckhout. It was empty, but a fire still burned in the grate.

	The soldiers and officers wished to imitate their chief, and spread themselves about the village, but found with a surprise mingled with terror that every house was deserted and empty.

	M. de St. Aignan, who had aided them in their search, now called to the officers:

	"March on, gentlemen."

	"But we are tired and dying with hunger, colonel."

	"Yes, but you are alive; and if you remain here another hour you will be dead. Perhaps it is already too late."

	M. de St. Aignan knew nothing; but he suspected some great danger. They went on; but two or three thousand men straggled from the main body, or, worn out with fatigue, lay down on the grass, or at the foot of a tree, wearied, desolate, and despairing. Scarcely three thousand able men remained to the Duc d'Anjou.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXVI.

	THE TRAVELERS.

	 

	While these disasters, the forerunners of a still greater one, were taking place, two travelers, mounted on excellent horses, left Brussels on a fine night, and rode toward Mechlin. They rode side by side, without any apparent arms but a large Flemish knife, of which the handle appeared in the belt of one of them. They rode on, each occupied with thoughts perhaps the same, without speaking a word. They looked like those commercial travelers who at that time carried on an extensive trade between France and Flanders. Whoever had met them trotting so peaceably along the road would have taken them for honest men, anxious to find a bed after their day's work. However, it was only necessary to overhear a few sentences of their conversation to lose any such opinion suggested by their appearance. They were about half a league from Brussels, when the tallest of them said:

	"Madame, you were quite right to set off to-night; we shall gain seven leagues by it, and shall probably arrive at Mechlin by the time the result of the attack on Antwerp is known. In two days of short marches, and you must take easy stages, we shall reach Antwerp."

	The person who was called madame, in spite of her male costume, replied in a voice calm, grave, and sweet:

	"My friend, believe me, God will tire of protecting this wicked prince, and will strike him cruelly; let us hasten to put our projects into execution, for I am not one of those who believe in fatality, and I think that men have perfect freedom in will and deed. If we leave his punishment to God, and do not act ourselves, it was not worth while living so unhappily until now."

	At this moment a blast of north wind, cold and biting, swept across the plain.

	"You shiver, madame," said the other traveler; "take your cloak."

	"No, thank you, Remy; I no longer feel pain of body or mind."

	Remy rode on silently, only now and then stopping and looking back.

	"You see no one behind us?" asked she, after one of these halts.

	"No one, madame."

	"That cavalier whom we met at Valenciennes, and who inquired about us, after looking at us so curiously?"

	"He is not here, madame."

	"But I fancied I saw him again near Mons."

	"And I, madame, am sure I saw him just before we entered Brussels."

	"Brussels?"

	"Yes; but he must have stopped there."

	"Remy," said Diana, drawing near him, as if even on that lonely road she feared to be overheard, "did he not seem to you like (in figure, at least, for I did not see his face) that unhappy young man?"

	"Oh! no, madame, not at all; and besides, how could he have guessed that we had left Paris, and were traveling along this road?"

	"But he found us out when we changed our house in Paris."

	"No, madame, I am sure he did not follow us; and, indeed, I believe he had resolved on a desperate course as regards himself."

	"Alas! Remy, every one has his own share of suffering. I trust God will console this poor youth."

	Remy replied with a sigh, and they went on with no other sound than that of their horses' feet on the hard road. Two hours passed thus. Just as they were about to enter Vilvoide, Remy turned his head, for he heard the sound of horses' feet behind them. He stopped and listened, but could see nothing. His eyes uselessly tried to pierce through the darkness of the night, and as he no longer heard any sounds, they rode on and entered the town.

	"Madame," said he, "if you will take my advice, you will stay here; daylight will soon appear, the horses are tired, and you yourself need repose."

	"Remy, you are anxious about something."

	"Yes, about your health, madame. Believe me, a woman cannot support so much fatigue; I can scarcely do so myself."

	"As you please, Remy."

	"Well, then, enter that narrow street. I see a light at the end of it, which must proceed from an inn. Be quick, I beg you."

	"You have heard something?"

	"I thought I heard a horse's feet. I am not sure, but I will stay behind a minute to find out."

	The lady, without replying, went on, and Remy got off his horse and let him follow her, while he hid himself behind an immense post and waited. The lady knocked at the door of the inn, behind which, according to the hospitable custom of the country, watched, or rather slept, a maid servant. The girl woke up and received the traveler with perfect good-humor, and then opened the stable-door for the two horses.

	"I am waiting for my companion," said Diana; "let me sit by the fire; I shall not go to bed until he comes."

	The servant threw some straw to the horses, shut the stable door, then returned to the kitchen, put a chair by the fire, snuffed the candle with her fingers, and went to sleep again.

	Meanwhile Remy was watching for the arrival of the traveler whose horse he had heard. He saw him enter the town and go on slowly, and seeming to listen; then, seeing the inn, he appeared to hesitate whether to go there or to continue his journey. He stopped close to Remy, who laid his hand on his knife.

	"It is he again," thought Remy, "and he is following us. What can he want?"

	After a minute the traveler murmured in a low voice, "They must have gone on, and so will I," and he rode forward.

	"To-morrow we will change our route," thought Remy.

	And he rejoined Diana, who was waiting impatiently for him.

	"Well," said she softly, "are we followed?"

	"There is no one, I was wrong; you may sleep in perfect safety, madame."

	"I am not sleepy, Remy."

	"At least have supper, madame; you have scarcely eaten anything."

	"Willingly, Remy."

	They reawakened the poor servant, who got up as good-humoredly as before, and hearing what they wanted, took from the cupboard a piece of salt pork, a cold leveret, and some sweets, which she set before them, together with a frothing jug of Louvain beer.

	Remy sat down with Diana, who drank half a glass of beer, and ate a piece of bread. Remy did the same, and then they both rose.

	"Are you not going to eat any more?" asked the girl.

	"No, thank you, we have done."

	"Will you not eat any meat? it is very nice."

	"I am sure it is excellent, but we are not hungry."

	The girl clasped her hands in astonishment at this strange abstinence; it was not thus she was used to see travelers eat.

	Remy threw a piece of money on the table.

	"Oh!" said the girl, "I cannot change all that; six farthings would be all your bill."

	"Keep it all, my girl," said Diana; "it is true my brother and I eat little, but we pay the same as others."

	The servant became red with joy.

	"Tell me, my girl," said Remy, "is there any cross-road from here to Mechlin?"

	"Yes, monsieur, but it is very bad, while the regular road is a very fine one."

	"Yes, my child, I know that, but we wish to travel by the other."

	"Oh! I told you, monsieur, because, as your companion is a lady, the road would not do for her."

	"Why not?"

	"Because to-night a great number of people will cross the country to go to Brussels."—"To Brussels?"

	"Yes; it is a temporary emigration."

	"For what reason?"

	"I do not know; they had orders."

	"From whom—the Prince of Orange?"

	"No; from monseigneur."

	"Who is he?"

	"I do not know, monsieur."

	"And who are the emigrants?"

	"The inhabitants of the country and of the villages which have no dykes or ramparts."

	"It is strange."

	"We ourselves," said the girl, "are to set out at daybreak, as well as all the other people in the town. Yesterday, at eleven o'clock, all the cattle were sent to Brussels by canals and cross-roads; therefore on the road of which you speak there must be great numbers of horses, carts, and people."

	"I should have thought the great road better for all that."

	"I do not know; it was the order."

	"But we can go on to Mechlin, I suppose?"

	"I should think so, unless you will do like every one else, and go to Brussels."

	"No, no, we will go on at once to Mechlin," said Diana, rising; "open the stable, if you please, my good girl."

	"Danger every way," thought Remy; "however, the young man is before us." And as the horses had not been unsaddled, they mounted again, and the rising sun found them on the banks of the Dyle.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXVII.

	EXPLANATION.

	 

	The danger that Remy braved was a real one, for the traveler, after having passed the village and gone on for a quarter of a league, and seeing no one before him, made up his mind that those whom he sought had remained behind in the village. He would not retrace his steps, but lay down in a field of clover; having made his horse descend into one of those deep ditches which in Flanders serve as divisions between the properties, he was therefore able to see without being seen. This young man, as Remy knew, and Diana suspected, was Henri du Bouchage, whom a strange fatality threw once more into the presence of the woman he had determined to fly. After his conversation with Remy, on the threshold of the mysterious house, that is to say, after the loss of all his hopes, he had returned to the Hotel Joyeuse, quite decided to put an end to a life which he felt to be so miserable, and as a gentleman, and one who had his name to keep untarnished, he decided on the glorious suicide of the field of battle.

	Therefore, as they were fighting in Flanders, and his brother had a command there, Henri, on the following day, left his hotel twenty hours after the departure of Diana and Remy.

	Letters from Flanders announced the intended coup de main on Antwerp, and Henri hoped to arrive in time for it. He pleased himself with the idea that he should die sword in hand, in his brother's arms, under a French flag, and that his death would be talked about until the sound even reached the solitude in which the mysterious lady lived. Noble follies! glorious, yet sad dreams!

	Just as—full of these thoughts—he came in sight of Valenciennes, from whose church tower eight o'clock was sounding, he perceived that they were about to close the gates. He pushed on, and nearly overturned, on the drawbridge, a man who was fastening the girths of his horse. Henri stopped to make excuses to the man, who turned at the sound of his voice, and then quickly turned away again. Henri started, but immediately thought, "I must be mad; Remy here, whom I left four days ago in the Rue de Bussy; here now, without his mistress. Really, grief must be turning my brain and making me see everything in the form of my own fancies." And he continued his way, convinced that his idea had been pure fancy. At the first hotel that he came to he stopped, gave his horse to a servant, and sat down on a bench before the door, while they prepared his bed and supper. But as he sat there he saw two travelers approaching, and this time he saw more clearly.

	"Now," murmured he, "I do not dream, and still I think I see Remy. I cannot remain in this uncertainty; I must clear up my doubts."

	He got up and ran down the road after them, but they had disappeared. Then he went to all the hotels and questioned the servants, and after much search discovered that two cavaliers had been seen going toward a small inn in the Rue de Beffroi. The landlord was just shutting the doors when Henri entered. While the man offered him rooms and refreshment, he looked round, and saw on the top of the staircase Remy going up, lighted by a servant; of his companion he saw nothing. Du Bouchage had no longer any doubts, and he asked himself, with a dreadful sinking of the heart, why Remy had left his mistress and was traveling without her; for Henri had been so occupied in identifying Remy, that he had scarcely looked at his companion. The next morning when he rose, he was much surprised to learn that the two travelers had obtained from the governor permission to go out; and that, contrary to all custom, the gates had been opened for them. Thus, as they had set out at one o'clock, they had six hours' start of him. Henri put his horse to the gallop and passed the travelers at Mons. He saw Remy; but Remy must have been a sorcerer to know him, for he had on a soldier's great coat and rode another horse. Nevertheless, Remy's companion, at a word from him, turned away his head before Henri could see his face. But the young man did not lose courage; he watched them to their hotel, and then questioning, with the aid of an irresistible auxiliary, learned that Remy's companion was a very handsome, but very silent and sad looking young man. Henri trembled. "Can it be a woman?" asked he.

	"It is possible," replied the host: "many women travel thus disguised just now, to go and rejoin their lovers in Flanders; but it is our business to see nothing, and we never do."

	Henri felt heart-broken at this explanation. Was Remy, indeed, accompanying his mistress dressed as a cavalier; and was she, as the host suggested, going to rejoin her lover in Flanders? Had Remy lied when he spoke of an eternal regret? was this fable of a past love, which had clothed his mistress forever in mourning, only his invention to get rid of an importunate watcher?

	"If it be so," cried Henri, "the time will come when I shall have courage to address this woman and reproach her with all the subterfuges which lower her whom I had placed so high above all ordinary mortals; and seeing nearer this brilliant envelope of a common mind, perhaps I shall fall of myself from the height of my illusions and my love."

	And the young man tore his hair in despair at the thought of losing the love which was killing him; for a dead heart is better than an empty one. So he continued to follow them, and to wonder at the cause which took to Flanders, at the same time as himself, these two beings so indispensable to his existence.

	At Brussels he gathered information as to the Duc d'Anjou's intended campaign. The Flemings were too hostile to the duke to receive well a Frenchman of distinction, and were too proud of their position to refrain from humiliating a little this gentleman who came from France and questioned them in a pure Parisian accent, which always seemed ridiculous to the Belgians. Henri began to conceive serious fears with reference to this expedition, in which his brother was to bear so prominent a part, and he resolved in consequence to push on rapidly to Antwerp. It was a constant surprise to him to see Remy and his companion, in spite of their desire not to be seen, continue to follow the same road as himself.

	Henri, now hidden in the clover field, felt certain of seeing the face of the young man who accompanied Remy, and thus putting an end to all his doubts. As they passed, unsuspicious of his vicinity, Diana was occupied in braiding up her hair, which she had not dared to untie at the inn.

	Henri recognized her, and nearly fainted. The travelers passed on, and then anger took, in Henri's mind, the place of the goodness and patience he had exercised, while he believed Remy and the lady sincere toward him. But after the protestations of Remy, this journey seemed to him a species of treason.

	When he had recovered a little from the blow, he rose, shook back his beautiful light hair, and mounted his horse, determined no longer to take those precautions that respect had made him hitherto observe, and he began to follow the travelers openly, and with his face uncovered. No more cloak nor hood, no more stops and hesitation; the road belonged to him as to them, and he rode on, regulating the pace of his horse by that of theirs. He did not mean to speak to them, but only to let them see him. Remy soon perceived him, and, seeing him thus openly advance without any further attempt at concealment, grew troubled; Diana noticed it and turned also.

	"Is it not that young man following us?"

	Remy, still trying to reassure her, said, "I do not think so, madame. As well as I can judge by the dress, it is some young Walloon soldier going probably to Amsterdam, and passing by the theater of war to seek adventures."

	"I feel uneasy about him, Remy."

	"Reassure yourself, madame, had he been really the Comte du Bouchage, he would have spoken to us; you know how persevering he was."

	"I know also that he was respectful, Remy, or I should never have troubled myself about him, but simply told you to get rid of him."

	"Well, madame, if he be so respectful, you would have no more to fear from him on this road than in the Rue de Bussy."

	"Nevertheless, Remy, let us change our horses here at Mechlin, in order to get on faster to Antwerp."

	"On the contrary, madame, I should say, do not let us enter Mechlin at all; our horses are good, let us push on to that little village which is, I think, called Villebrock; in that manner we shall avoid the town, with its questioners and curious gazers."

	"Go on, then, Remy."

	They turned to the left, taking a road hardly made, but which visibly led to Villebrock; Henri also quitted the road, and turned down the lane, still keeping his distance from them.

	Remy's disquietude showed itself in his constantly turning to look behind him. At last they arrived at Villebrock. Of 200 houses which this village contained, not one was inhabited; some forgotten dogs and lost cats ran wildly about the solitude, the former calling for their masters by long howls. Remy knocked at twenty doors, but found no one. Henri on his side, who seemed the shadow of the travelers, knocked at the first house as uselessly as they had done, then, divining that the war was the cause of this desertion, waited to continue his journey until the travelers should have decided what to do.

	They fed their horses with some corn which they found in an inn, and then Remy said—

	"Madame, we are no longer in a friendly country, nor in an ordinary situation; we must not expose ourselves uselessly. We shall certainly fall in with some French, Spanish, or Flemish band, for in the present state of Flanders, adventures of all kinds must be rife. If you were a man I should speak differently; but you are a young and beautiful woman, and would run a double risk for life and honor."

	"My life is nothing," said she.

	"On the contrary, madame, it is everything. You live for a purpose."

	"Well, then, what do you propose? Think and act for me, Remy."

	"Then, madame, let us remain here. I see many houses which would afford us a sure shelter. I have arms, and we will defend or hide ourselves, as we shall be strong or weak."

	"No, Remy, no, I must go on; nothing must stop me; and if I had fears, they would be for you."

	"We will go on then."

	They rode on, therefore, without another word, and Henri du Bouchage followed.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXVIII.

	THE WATER.

	 

	As the travelers advanced, the country took an equally strange aspect, for it was utterly deserted, as well as the towns and villages. Nowhere were the calves to be seen grazing in the meadows, nor the goat perched on the top of the mountain, or nibbling the green shoots of the brier or young vine; nowhere the shepherd with his flock; nowhere the cart with its driver; no foreign merchant passing from one country to another with his pack on his back; no plowman singing his harsh song or cracking his long whip. As far as the eye could see over the magnificent plains, the little hills and the woods, not a human figure was to be seen, not a voice to be heard. It seemed like the earth before the creation of animals or men. The only people who animated this dreary solitude were Remy and his companion, and Henri following behind and preserving ever the same distance. The night came on dark and cold, and the northeast wind whistled in the air, and filled the solitude with its menacing sound.

	Remy stopped his companion, and putting his hand on the bridle of her horse, said—

	"Madame, you know how inaccessible I am to fear; you know I would not turn my back to save my life; but this evening some strange feeling possesses me, and forbids me to go further. Madame, call it terror, timidity, panic, what you will, I confess that for the first time in my life I am afraid."

	The lady turned.

	"Is he still there?" she said.

	"Oh! I was not thinking of him; think no more of him, madame, I beg of you; we need not fear a single man. No, the danger that I fear or rather feel, or divine with a sort of instinct, is unknown to me, and therefore I dread it. Look, madame, do you see those willows bending in the wind?"

	"Yes."

	"By their side I see a little house; I beg you, let us go there. If it is inhabited, we will ask for hospitality; and if not, we will take possession of it. I beg you to consent, madame."

	Remy's emotion and troubled voice decided Diana to yield, so she turned her horse in the direction indicated by him. Some minutes after, they knocked at the door. A stream (which ran into the Nethe, a little river about a mile off), bordered with reeds and grassy banks, bathed the feet of the willows with its murmuring waters. Behind the house, which was built of bricks, and covered with tiles, was a little garden, encircled by a quickset hedge.

	All was empty, solitary, and deserted, and no one replied to the blows struck by the travelers. Remy did not hesitate; he drew his knife, cut a branch of willow, with which he pushed back the bolt and opened the door. The lock, the clumsy work of a neighboring blacksmith, yielded almost without resistance. Remy entered quickly, followed by Diana, then, closing the door again, he drew a massive bolt, and thus intrenched, seemed to breathe more freely. Feeling about, he found a bed, a chair, and a table in an upper room. Here he installed his mistress, and then, returning to the lower room, placed himself at the window, to watch the movements of Du Bouchage.

	His reflections were as somber as those of Remy. "Certainly," said he to himself, "some danger unknown to us, but of which the inhabitants are not ignorant, is about to fall on the country. War ravages the land; perhaps the French have taken, or are about to assault Antwerp, and the peasants, seized with terror, have gone to take refuge in the towns."

	But this reasoning, however plausible, did not quite satisfy him. Then he thought, "But what are Remy and his mistress doing here? What imperious necessity drags them toward this danger? Oh, I will know; the time has come to speak to this woman, and to clear away all my doubts. Never shall I find a better opportunity."

	He approached the house, and then suddenly stopped, with a hesitation common to hearts in love.

	"No," said he, "no, I will be a martyr to the end. Besides, is she not mistress of her own actions? And, perhaps, she does not even know what fable was invented by Remy. Oh, it is he alone that I hate; he who assured me that she loved no one. But still let me be just. Ought this man for me, whom he did not know, to have betrayed his mistress's secrets? No, no. All that remains for me now is to follow this woman to the camp, to see her hang her arms round some one's neck and hear her say, 'See what I have suffered, and how I love you.' Well, I will follow her there, see what I dread to see, and die of it; it will be trouble saved for the musket or cannon. Alas! I did not seek this; I went calmly to meet a glorious death, and I wished to die with her name on my lips. It is not so to be; I am destined to a death full of bitterness and torture. Well, I accept it."

	Then, recalling his days of waiting, and his nights of anguish before the inexorable house, he found that he was less to be pitied here than at Paris, and he went on.

	"I will stay here, and take these trees for a shelter, and then I can hear her voice when she speaks, and see her shadow on the window."

	He lay down, then, under the willows, listening, with a melancholy impossible to describe, to the murmur of the water that flowed at his side. All at once he started; the noise of cannon was brought distinctly to him by the wind.

	"Ah!" said he, "I shall arrive too late; they are attacking Antwerp."

	His first idea was to rise, mount his horse, and ride on as quickly as possible; but to do this he must quit the lady, and die in doubt, so he remained.

	During two hours he lay there, listening to the reports. He did not guess that what he heard was his brother's ships blowing up. At last, about two o'clock, all grew quiet.

	"Now," thought Henri, "Antwerp is taken, and my brother is a conqueror; but after Antwerp will come Ghent, and then Bruges; I shall not want an occasion for a glorious death. But before I die I must know what this woman wants in the French camp."

	He lay still, and had just fallen asleep, when his horse, which was grazing quietly near him, pricked up his ears and neighed loudly.

	Henri opened his eyes. The animal had his head turned to the breeze, which had changed to the southeast, as if listening.

	"What is it, my good horse?" said the young man; "have you seen some animal which frightened you, or do you regret the shelter of your stable?"

	The animal stood still, looking toward Lier, with his eyes fixed and his nostrils distended, and listening.

	"Ah!" said Henri, "it is more serious; perhaps some troops of wolves following the army to devour the corpses."

	The horse neighed and began to run forward to the west, but his master caught the bridle and jumped on his back, and then was able to keep him quiet. But after a minute, Henri himself began to hear what the horse had heard. A long murmur, like the wind, but more solemn, which seemed to come from different points of the compass, from south to north.

	"What is it?" said Henri; "can it be the wind? No, it is the wind which brings this sound, and I hear the two distinctly. An army in march, perhaps? But no; I should hear the sound of voices and of regular marching. Is it the crackling of a fire? No, there is no light in the horizon; the heaven seems even to grow darker."

	The noise redoubled and became distinct; it was an incessant growling and rolling, as if thousands of cannon were being dragged over a paved road. Henri thought of this. "But no," said he, "there is no paved road near."

	The noise continued to increase, and Henri put his horse to the gallop and gained an eminence.

	"What do I see?" cried he, as he attained the summit. What he saw his horse had seen before him; for he had only been able to make him advance by furious spurring, and when they arrived at the top of the hill he reared so as nearly to fall backward. They saw in the horizon an infinite body rolling over the plain, and visibly and rapidly approaching. The young man looked in wonder at this strange phenomenon, when, looking back to the place he had come from, he saw the plain beginning to be covered with water, and that the little river had overflowed, and was beginning to cover the reeds which a quarter of an hour before had stood up stiffly on its banks.

	"Fool that I am," cried he, "I never thought of it. The water! the water! The Flemings have broken their dykes!"

	Henri flew to the house, and knocked furiously at the door.

	"Open! open!" cried he.

	No one replied.

	"Open, Remy!" cried he, furious with terror; "it is I, Henri du Bouchage."

	"Oh! you need not name yourself, M. le Comte," answered Remy from within, "I recognized you long ago; but I warn you, that if you break in the door you will find me behind it, with a pistol in each hand."

	"But you do not understand," cried Henri; "the water; it is the water!"

	"No fables, no pretexts or dishonorable ruses, M. le Comte; I tell you that you will only enter over my body."

	"Then I will pass over it, but I will enter. In Heaven's name, in the name of your own safety and your mistress's, will you open?"—"No."

	Henri looked round him, and perceived an immense stone. He raised it and threw it against the door, which flew open. A ball passed over Henri's head, but without touching him; he jumped toward Remy, and seizing his other arm, cried, "Do you not see that I have no arms? do not defend yourself against a man who does not attack. Look! only look!" and he drew him to the window.

	"Well," said he, "do you see now?" and he pointed to the horizon.

	"The water!" cried Remy.

	"Yes, the water! it invades us; see, at our feet, the river overflows, and in five minutes we shall be surrounded."

	"Madame! madame!" cried Remy.

	"Do not frighten her, Remy; get ready the horses at once."

	Remy ran to the stable, and Henri flew up the staircase. At Remy's cry Diana had opened her door; Henri seized her in his arms and carried her away as he would have done a child. But she, believing in treason or violence, struggled, and clung to the staircase with all her might.

	"Tell her that I am saving her, Remy!" cried Henri.

	Remy heard the appeal, and cried:

	"Yes, yes, madame, he is saving you, or rather he will save you. Come, for Heaven's sake!"

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXIX.

	FLIGHT.

	 

	Henri, without losing time in reasoning with Diana, carried her out of the house, and wished to place her before him on his horse; but she, with a movement of invincible repugnance, glided from his arms, and was received by Remy, who placed her on her own horse.

	"Ah, madame!" cried Henri, "how little you understand my heart. It was not, believe me, for the pleasure of holding you in my arms, or pressing you to my heart, although for that favor I would sacrifice my life, but that we ought to fly as quickly as the birds, and look at them, how they fly!"

	Indeed, in the scarcely dawning light were seen large numbers of curlews and pigeons, traversing the air with a quick and frightened flight, which, in the night, usually abandoned to the silent bat, looked strange to the eye, and sounded sinister to the ear.

	Diana did not reply, but rode on without turning her head. Her horse, however, as well as that of Remy, was fatigued with their long journey, and Henri, as he turned back each moment, saw that they could not keep up with him.

	"See, madame!" said he, "how my horse outstrips yours, and yet I am holding him in with all my strength; for Heaven's sake, madame, while there is yet time, if you will not ride with me, take my horse and leave me yours."

	"No, thank you, monsieur," replied she, in her usual calm voice.

	"But, madame," cried Henri, in despair, "the water gains on us; do you hear! do you hear?"

	Indeed, a horrible crashing was now heard; it was the dyke of a neighboring village giving way, to swell the inundation. Boards and props had given way, a double row of stakes broke with a noise like thunder, and the water, rushing over the ruins, began to invade an oak wood, of which they saw the tops trembling, and heard the branches cracking as though a flight of demons were passing under the leaves.

	The uprooted trees knocking against the stakes, the wood of ruined houses floating on the waters, the distant neighings and cries of horses and men carried away by the inundation, formed a concert of sounds so strange and gloomy that the terror which agitated Henri began to seize also upon Diana. She spurred her horse, and he, as if he understood the danger, redoubled his efforts. But the water gained on them, and before ten minutes it was evident that it would reach them. Every instant Henri turned and cried, "Quicker, madame! for pity's sake; the water comes; here it is!"

	It came, indeed, foaming and turbulent, carrying away like a feather the house in which they had taken shelter; and majestic, immense, rolling like a serpent, it arrived like a wall behind the horses of Remy and Diana. Henri uttered a cry of terror, and turned on the water, as though he would have fought it.

	"You see you are lost!" screamed he. "Come, madame, perhaps there is still time; come with me."

	"No, monsieur," said she.

	"In a minute it will be too late; look!" cried he.

	Diana turned; the water was within fifty feet of her.

	"Let my fate be accomplished," said she; "you, monsieur, fly."

	Remy's horse, exhausted, fell, and could not rise again, despite the efforts of his rider.

	"Save her in spite of herself," cried Remy.

	And at the same moment, as he disengaged himself from the stirrups, the water passed over the head of the faithful servant. His mistress, at this sight, uttered a terrible cry, and tried to jump off her horse to perish with him. But Henri, seeing her intention, seized her round the waist, and placing her before him, set off like an arrow.

	"Remy! Remy!" cried she, extending her arms. A cry was the only answer. Remy had come up to the surface, and, with the indomitable hope which accompanies the dying man to the last, was swimming, sustained by a beam. By his side came his horse, beating the water desperately with his feet, while the water gained on Diana's horse, and some twenty feet in front Henri and Diana flew on the third horse, which was half mad with terror.

	Remy scarcely regretted life, since he hoped that his loved mistress would be saved.

	"Adieu, madame!" cried he. "I go first to him who waits for us, to tell him that you live for—"

	He could not finish; a mountain of water rolled over his head.

	"Remy! Remy!" cried the lady, "I wish to die with you. I will! monsieur, I will go to him; in the name of God, I will!"

	She pronounced these words with so much energy and angry authority, that the young man unfolded his arms and let her slip to the ground, saying—

	"Well, madame, we will all three die here together; it is a joy I had not hoped for."

	As he said these words he stopped his horse, and the water reached them almost immediately; but, by a last effort of love, the young man kept hold of Diana's arm as she stood on the ground. The flood rolled over them. It was a sublime spectacle to see the sang-froid of the young man, whose entire bust was raised above the water, while he sustained Diana with one arm, and with the other guided the last efforts of his expiring horse.

	There was a moment of terrible struggle, during which the lady, upheld by Henri, kept her head above water, while with his left hand he kept off the floating wood and the corpses which would have struck against them.

	One of the bodies floating past sighed out, "Adieu, madame!"

	"Heavens!" cried Henri, "it is Remy!" And without calculating the danger of the additional weight, he seized him by his sleeve, drew him up, and enabled him to breath freely. But the exhausted horse now sank in the water to its neck, then to its eyes, and finally disappeared altogether.

	"We must die," murmured Henri. "Madame, my life and soul belonged to you."

	As he spoke, he felt Remy slip from him, and he no longer tried to retain him—it was useless. His only care was to sustain Diana above the water, that she at least, might die the last, and that he might be able to say to himself, in his last moments, that he had done his utmost to save her. All at once, a joyful cry sounded at his side; he turned, and saw Remy, who had found a boat, which had belonged to the little house where they had taken shelter, and which the water had carried away. Remy, who had regained his strength, thanks to Henri's assistance, had seized it as it floated past. The oars were tied to it, and an iron hook lay in the bottom. He held out the hook to Henri, who seized it, and drawing Diana with him, raised her over his shoulders, and passed her to Remy, and then climbed in himself. The first rays of the rising sun showed them the plains inundated, and the boat swimming like an atom on that ocean covered with wrecks. Toward the left rose a little hill, completely surrounded by water, looking like an island in the midst of the sea. Henri took the oars and rowed toward it, while Remy, with the boat-hook, occupied himself in keeping off the beams and wrecks which might have struck against them. Thanks to Henri's strength and Remy's skill, they reached, or, rather, were thrown against, the hill. Remy jumped out, and, seizing the chain, drew the boat toward him; Diana, rising alone, followed him, and then Henri, who drew up the boat and seated himself a little way from them. They were saved from the most menacing danger, for the inundation, however strong, could never reach to the summit of the hill. Below them they could see that great angry waste of waters, which seemed inferior in power only to God himself; and, by the increasing light, they perceived that it was covered with the corpses of French soldiers.

	Remy had a wound in his shoulder, where a floating beam had struck against him; but Diana, thanks to Henri's protection, was free from all injury, although she was cold and wet. At last they noticed in the horizon, on the eastern side, something like fires burning on a height which the water could not reach. As well as they could judge, they were about a league off. Remy advanced to the point of the hill, and said that he believed he saw a jetty advancing in a direct line toward the fires. But they could see nothing clearly, and knew not well where they were, for though day was dawning, it came cloudily and full of fog; had it been clear and under a pure sky, they might have seen the town of Mechlin, from which they were not more than two leagues distant.

	"Well, M. le Comte," said Remy, "what do you think of those fires?"

	"Those fires, which seem to you to announce a hospitable shelter, appear to me to be full of danger."

	"And why so?"

	"Remy," said Henri, lowering his voice, "look at these corpses; they are all French—there is not one Fleming; they announce to us a great disaster. The dykes have been broken to finish the destruction of the French army, if it has been conquered—to nullify the victory, if they have been victors. Those fires are as likely to have been lighted by enemies as by friends, and may be simply a ruse to draw fugitives to destruction."

	"Nevertheless, we cannot stay here; my mistress will die of cold and hunger."

	"You are right, Remy; remain here with madame, and I will go to the jetty, and return to you with news."

	"No, monsieur," said Diana, "you shall not expose yourself alone; we have been saved together; we will live or die together. Remy, your arm. I am ready."

	Each word which she pronounced had so irresistible an accent of authority that no one thought of disputing it. Henri bowed, and walked first.

	It was more calm; the jetty formed, with the hill, a kind of bay, where the water slept. All three got into the little boat, which was once more launched among the wrecks and floating bodies. A quarter of an hour after, they touched the jetty. They tied the chain of the boat to a tree, landed once more, walked along the jetty for nearly an hour, and then arrived at a number of Flemish huts, among which, in a place planted with lime trees, were two or three hundred soldiers sitting round a fire, above whom floated the French flag. Suddenly a sentinel, placed about one hundred feet from the bivouac, cried, "Qui vive?"

	"France," replied Du Bouchage. Then, turning to Diana, he said, "Now, madame, you are saved. I recognize the standard of the gendarmes of Aunis, a corps in which I have many friends."

	At the cry of the sentinel and the answer of the comte several gendarmes ran to meet the new comers, doubly welcome, in the midst of this terrible disaster, as survivors and compatriots. Henri was soon recognized; he was eagerly questioned, and recounted the miraculous manner in which he and his companions had escaped death. Remy and Diana had sat down silently in a corner; but Henri fetched them and made them come to the fire, for both were still dripping with water.

	"Madame," said he, "you will be respected here as in your own house. I have taken the liberty of calling you one of my relations."

	And without waiting for the thanks of those whose lives he had saved, he went away to rejoin the officers.

	The gendarmes of Aunis, of whom our fugitives were claiming hospitality, had retired in good order after the defeat and the sauve qui peut of the chiefs. Whereever there is similarity of position and sentiment, and the habit of living together, it is common to find unanimity in execution as well as in thought. It had been so that night with the gendarmes of Aunis; for seeing their chiefs abandon them, they agreed together to draw their ranks closer, instead of breaking them. They therefore put their horses to the gallop, and, under the conduct of one of the ensigns, whom they loved for his bravery and respected for his birth, they took the road to Brussels.

	Like all the actors in this terrible scene, they saw the progress of the inundation, and were pursued by the furious waters; but by good luck found in this spot a position strong both against men and water. The inhabitants, knowing themselves in safety, had not quitted their homes, and had only sent off their women, children, and old men to Brussels; therefore the gendarmes met with resistance when they arrived; but death howled behind them, and they attacked like desperate men, triumphed over all obstacles, lost ten men, but established the others, and turned out the Flemings.

	Such was the recital which Henri received from them.

	"And the rest of the army?" asked he.

	"Look," replied the ensign; "the corpses which pass each moment answer your question."

	"But—my brother," said Henri, in a choking voice.

	"Alas! M. le Comte, we do not know. He fought like a lion, but he survived the battle; as to the inundation I cannot say."

	Henri shook his head sadly; then, after a minute's pause, said, "And the duke?"

	"Comte, the duke fled one of the first. He was mounted on a white horse, with no spot but a black star on the forehead. Well, just now we saw the horse pass among a mass of wrecks, the foot of a rider was caught in the stirrup and was floating on the water."

	"Great God!"

	"Good heavens!" echoed Remy, who had drawn near and heard the tale.

	"One of my men ventured down into the water and seized the reins of the floating horse, and drew it up sufficiently to enable us to see the white boot and gold spur that the duke wore. But the waters were rushing past, and the man was forced to let go to save himself, and we saw no more. We shall not even have the consolation of giving a Christian burial to our prince."

	"Dead! he also? the heir to the crown! What a misfortune!"

	Remy turned to his mistress, and with an expression impossible to describe, said,

	"He is dead, madame, you see."

	"I praise the Lord, who has spared us a crime," said she, raising her eyes to heaven.

	"Yes, but it prevents our vengeance."

	"Vengeance only belongs to a man when God forgets."

	"But you, yourself, comte," said the ensign to Henri, "what are you about to do?"

	The comte started. "I?" said he.

	"Yes."

	"I will wait here till my brother's body passes," replied he, gloomily, "then I will try to draw him to land. You may be sure that if once I hold him, I shall not let go."

	Remy looked pityingly at the young man; but Diana heard nothing—she was praying.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXX.

	TRANSFIGURATION.

	 

	After her prayer Diana rose so beautiful and radiant that the comte uttered a cry of surprise and admiration. She appeared to be waking out of a long sleep, of which the dreams had fatigued her and weighed upon her mind; or rather, she was like the daughter of Jairus, called from death and rising from her funeral couch, already purified and ready for heaven. Awakening from her lethargy, she cast around her a glance so sweet and gentle, that Henri began to believe he should see her feel for his pain, and yield to a sentiment of gratitude and pity. While the gendarmes, after their frugal repast, slept about among the ruins, while Remy himself yielded to it, Henri came and sat down close to Diana, and in a voice so low and sweet that it seemed a murmur of the breeze, said:

	"Madame, you live. Oh! let me tell you all the joy which overflows my heart when I see you here in safety, after having seen you on the threshold of the tomb."

	"It is true, monsieur," replied she; "I live through you, and I wish I could say I was grateful."

	"But, madame," replied Henri, with an immense effort, "if it is only that you are restored to those you love?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"To those you are going to rejoin through so many perils."

	"Monsieur, those I loved are dead! those I am going to rejoin are so also."

	"Oh, madame!" cried Henri, falling on his knees, "throw your eyes on me—on me, who have suffered so much and loved so much. Oh, do not turn away; you are young, and beautiful as the angels in heaven; read my heart, which I open to you, and you will see that it contains not an atom of that love that most men feel. You do not believe me? Examine the past hours; which of them has given me joy, or even hope? yet I have persevered. You made me weep; I devoured my tears. You made me suffer; I hid my sufferings. You drove me to seek death, and I went to meet it without a complaint. Even at this moment, when you turn away your head, when each of my words, burning as they are, seems a drop of iced water falling on your heart, my soul is full of you, and I live only because you live. Just now, was I not ready to die with you? What have I asked for? Nothing. Have I touched your hand? Never, but to draw you from a mortal peril. I held you in my arms to draw you from the waves—nothing more. All in me has been purified by the devouring fire of my love."

	"Oh, monsieur! for pity's sake do not speak thus to me."

	"Oh, in pity do not condemn me. He told me you loved no one; oh! repeat to me this assurance; it is a singular favor for a man in love to ask to be told that he is not loved, but I prefer to know that you are insensible to all. Oh, madame, you who are the only adoration of my life, reply to me."

	In spite of Henri's prayers, a sigh was the only answer.

	"You say nothing," continued the comte; "Remy at least had more pity for me, for he tried to console him. Oh! I see you will not reply, because you do not wish to tell me that you came to Flanders to rejoin some one happier than I, and yet I am young, and am ready to die at your feet."

	"M. le Comte," replied Diana, with majestic solemnity, "do not say to me things fit only to be said to a woman; I belong to another world, and do not live for this. Had I seen you less noble—less good—less generous, had I not for you in the bottom of my heart the tender feeling of a sister for a brother, I should say, 'Rise, comte, and do not importune with love my ears, which hold it in horror.' But I do not say so, comte, because I suffer in seeing you suffer. I say more; now that I know you, I will take your hand and place it on my heart, and I will say to you willingly, 'See, my heart beats no more; live near me, if you like, and assist day by day, if such be your pleasure, at this painful execution of a body which is being killed by the tortures of the soul;' but this sacrifice, which you may accept as happiness—"

	"Oh, yes!" cried Henri, eagerly.

	"Well, this sacrifice I ought to forbid. This very day a change has taken place in my life; I have no longer the right to lean on any human arm—not even on the arm of that generous friend, that noble creature, who lies there, and for a time finds the happiness of forgetfulness. Alas! poor Remy," continued she, with the first change of tone that Henri remarked in her voice, "your waking will also be sad; you do not know the progress of my thought; you cannot read in my eyes that you will soon be alone, and that alone I must go to God."

	"What do you mean, madame? do you also wish to die?"

	Remy, awakened by the cry of the young count, began to listen.

	"You saw me pray, did you not?" said Diana.

	"Yes," answered Henri.

	"This prayer was my adieu to earth; the joy that you remarked on my face—the joy that fills me even now, is the same you would see in me if the angel of death were to come and say to me, 'Rise, Diana, and follow me.'"

	"Diana! Diana! now I know your name; Diana, cherished name!" murmured the young man.

	"Oh, silence!" cried she, "forget this name which escaped me; no living person has the right to pierce my heart by pronouncing it."

	"Oh! madame, do not tell me you are going to die."

	"I do not say that," replied she in her grave voice; "I say that I am about to quit this world of tears—of hatreds—of bad passions—of vile interests and desires. I say that I have nothing left to do among the creatures whom God created my fellow mortals; I have no more tears, no more blood in my heart; no more thoughts—they are dead. I am a worthless offering, for in renouncing the world I sacrifice nothing, neither desires nor hopes; but such as I am I offer myself to my God, and he will accept me—he who has made me suffer so much, and yet kept me from sinking under it."

	Remy, who had heard this, rose slowly, and said, "You abandon me?"

	"For God," said Diana, raising her thin white hand to heaven.

	"It is true," said Remy, sadly; and seizing her hand he pressed it to his breast.

	"Oh! what am I by these two hearts?" said Henri.

	"You are," replied Diana, "the only human creature, except Remy, on whom I have looked twice for years."

	Henri knelt. "Thanks, madame," said he, "I bow to my destiny. You belong to God; I cannot be jealous."

	As he rose, they heard the sound of trumpets on the plain, from which the water was rapidly disappearing. The gendarmes seized their arms and were on horseback at once.

	Henri listened. "Gentlemen," cried he, "those are the admiral's trumpets; I know them. Oh, God! may they announce my brother!"

	"You see that you still wish something, and still love something; why, then, should you choose despair, like those who desire nothing—like those who love no one?"

	"A horse!" cried Henri; "who will lend me a horse?"

	"But the water is still all around us," said the ensign.

	"But you see that the plain is practicable; they must be advancing, since we hear their trumpets."

	"Mount to the top of the bank, M. le Comte, the sky is clear, perhaps you will see."

	Henri climbed up; the trumpets continued to sound at intervals, but were seemingly stationary.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXI.

	THE TWO BROTHERS.

	 

	A quarter of an hour after, Henri returned; he had seen a considerable detachment of French troops intrenched on a hill at some distance. Excepting a large ditch, which surrounded the place occupied by the gendarmes of Aunis, the water had begun to disappear from the plain, the natural slope of the ground in the immediate neighborhood making the waters run toward the sea, and several points of earth, higher than the rest, began to reappear. The slimy mud brought by the rolling waters had covered the whole country, and it was a sad spectacle to see, as the wind cleared the mist, a number of cavaliers stuck in the mud, and trying vainly to reach either of the hills. From the other hill, on which the flag of France waved, their cries of distress had been heard, and that was why the trumpets had sounded. The gendarmes now sounded their cornets, and were answered by guns in joyful recognition. About eleven o'clock the sun appeared over this scene of desolation, drying some parts of the plain, and rendering practicable a kind of road. Henri, who tried it first, found that it led by a detour from where they were to the opposite hill, and he believed that though his horse might sink to a certain extent, he would not sink altogether. He therefore determined to try it, and recommending Diana and Remy to the care of the ensign, set off on his perilous way. At the same time as he started, they could see a cavalier leave the opposite hill, and, like Henry, try the road. All the soldiers seemed trying to stop him by their supplications. The two men pursued their way courageously, and soon perceived that their task was less difficult than had been feared. A small stream of water, escaped from a broken aqueduct, washed over the path, and little by little was clearing away the mud. The cavaliers were within two hundred feet of each other.

	"France!" cried the one who came from the opposite hill, at the same time raising his hat, which had a white plume in it.

	"Oh! it is you!" cried Henri, with a burst of joy.

	"You, Henri! you, my brother!" cried the other.

	And they set off as quickly as their horses could manage to go, and soon, among the frantic acclamations of the spectators on each side, embraced long and tenderly. Soon, all—gendarmes and light horse—Huguenots and Catholics—rushed along the road, pioneered by the two brothers. Soon the two camps were joined, and there, where they had thought to find death, nearly 3,000 Frenchmen cried, "Thank God!" and "Vive la France!"

	"Gentlemen," said a Huguenot officer, "it is 'Long live the admiral,' you should cry, for it is to M. de Joyeuse alone that we now owe the happiness of embracing our countrymen."

	Immense acclamations followed this speech. The two brothers talked for some time, and then Joyeuse asked Henri if he had heard news of the duke.

	"It appears he is dead," replied Henri.

	"Is that certain?"

	"The gendarmes saw his horse drowned, and a rider, whose head was under water, dragged by the stirrup."

	"It has been a sad day for France," said Joyeuse. Then turning to his men he said, "Come, gentlemen, let us not lose time. Once the waters have retired we shall probably be attacked. Let us intrench ourselves until the arrival of news and food."

	"But, monseigneur," said a voice, "the horses have eaten nothing since four o'clock yesterday, and are dying with hunger."

	"We have corn in our encampment," said the ensign, "but what shall we do for the men?"

	"Oh!" said Joyeuse, "if there be corn, that is all I ask; the men must live like the horses."

	"Brother," said Henri, "I want a little conversation with you."

	"Go back to your place; choose a lodging for me, and wait for me there."

	Henri went back.

	"We are now in the midst of an army," said he to Remy; "hide yourselves in the lodging I will show you, and do not let madame be seen by any one."

	Remy installed himself with Diana in the lodging pointed out. About two o'clock the Duc de Joyeuse entered with his trumpets blowing, lodged his troops, and gave strict injunctions to prevent disorder. He distributed barley to the men, and hay to the horses, and to the wounded some wine and beer, which had been found in the cellars, and himself, in sight of all, dined on a piece of black bread and a glass of water. Everywhere he was received as a deliverer with cries of gratitude.

	"Now," said he to his brother, when they were alone, "let the Flemings come, and I will beat them, and even, if this goes on, eat them, for in truth I am very hungry, and this is miserable stuff," added he, throwing into a corner the piece of bread, which in public he had eaten so enthusiastically.

	"But now, Henri, tell me how it happens that I find you in Flanders when I thought you in Paris."

	"My brother," said Henri, "life became insupportable to me at Paris, and I set out to join you in Flanders."

	"All from love?" asked Joyeuse.

	"No, from despair. Now, Anne, I am no longer in love; my passion is sadness."

	"My brother, permit me to tell you that you have chosen a miserable woman. Virtue that cares not for the sufferings of others is barbarous—is an absence of Christian charity."

	"Oh! my brother, do not calumniate virtue."

	"I do not calumniate virtue, Henri; I accuse vice, that is all. I repeat that this is a miserable woman, and not worth all the torments she makes you suffer. Oh! mon Dieu! in such a case you should use all your strength and all your power, Henri. In your place, I should have taken her house by assault, and then herself; and when she was conquered, and came to throw her arms round your neck and say, 'Henri, I adore you,' I should have repulsed her, and said, 'You do well, madame; it is your turn—I have suffered enough for you—to suffer also.'"

	Henri seized his brother's hand. "You do not mean a word of what you say," said he.

	"Yes, on my honor."

	"You, so good—so generous!"

	"Generosity with heartless people is folly."

	"Oh! Joyeuse, Joyeuse, you do not know this woman."

	"No, I do not wish to know her."

	"Why not?"

	"Because she would make me commit what others would call a crime, but which I should call an act of justice."

	"Oh! my good brother, how lucky you are not to be in love. But, if you please, let us leave my foolish love, and talk of other things."

	"So be it; I do not like to talk of your folly."

	"You see we want provisions."

	"Yes, and I have thought of a method of getting them."

	"What is it?"

	"I cannot leave here until I have certain news of the army—for the position is good, and I could defend myself against five times our number: but I may send out a body of scouts, and they will bring news and provisions also, for Flanders is a fine country."

	"Not very, brother."

	"I speak of it as God made it, and not men, who eternally spoil the works of God. Do you know, Henri, what folly this prince committed—what this unlucky Francois has lost through pride and precipitation? His soul is gone to God, so let us be silent; but in truth he might have acquired immortal glory and one of the most beautiful kingdoms in Europe, while he has, on the contrary, aided no one but William of Orange. But do you know, Henri, that the Antwerpians fought well?"

	"And you also; so they say, brother."

	"Yes, it was one of my good days; and besides there was something that excited me."

	"What was it?"

	"I met on the field of battle a sword that I knew."

	"French?"

	"Yes, French."

	"In the ranks of the Flemings?"

	"At their head, Henri; this is a secret which forms a sequel to Salcede's business."

	"However, dear brother, here you are, safe and sound, to my great joy; I, who have done nothing yet, must do something, also."

	"And what will you do?"

	"Give me the command of your scouts, I beg."

	"No, it is too dangerous, Henri; I would not say so before strangers, but I do not wish you to die an obscure death. The scouts may meet with some of those horrid Flemings who fight with flails and scythes; you kill one thousand of them, and the last cuts you in two or disfigures you. No, Henri; if you will die, let it be a more glorious death than that."

	"My brother, grant me what I ask, I beg; I promise you to be prudent, and to return here."

	"Well, I understand."

	"What?"

	"You wish to try if the fame of a brave action will not soften the heart of this ferocious tigress. Confess that that is what makes you insist on it."

	"I will confess it if you wish, brother."

	"Well, you are right. Women who resist a great love sometimes yield to fame."

	"I do not hope that."

	"If you do it without this hope you are mad. Henri, seek no more reasons for this woman's refusal than that she has neither eyes nor heart."

	"You give me the command, brother?"

	"I must, if you will have it so."

	"Can I go to-night?"

	"You must, Henri; you understand we cannot wait long."

	"How many men do you give me?"

	"A hundred; not more. I cannot weaken my force here, you know, Henri."

	"Less, if you like, brother."

	"No, I would wish to give you double. Only promise me, on your honor, that if you meet with more than three hundred men, you will retreat and not get killed."

	"My brother," said Henri, smiling, "you sell your glory very dear."

	"Then I will neither sell nor give it to you; and another officer shall command."

	"My brother, give your orders and I will execute them."

	"You will only engage with equal, double, or triple forces, but not with more?"

	"I swear it."

	"Very well; now, what men would you like to take?"

	"Let me take one hundred of the gendarmes of Aunis; I have plenty of friends there, and can choose whom I like."

	"That will do."

	"When shall I set out?"

	"At once. Take one day's rations for the men and two for the horses. Remember, I want speedy and certain news."

	"I go, brother; are there any other orders?"

	"Do not spread the news of the duke's death; let it be believed he is here. Exaggerate my strength, and if you find the duke's body, although he was a bad man and a poor general, yet, as he belonged to the royal house of France, have it put in an oak coffin and brought back by your men, that he may be buried at St. Denis."

	"Good, brother; now, is this all?"

	"All! but promise me once more, Henri, you are not deceiving me—you will not seek death?"

	"No, brother; I had that thought when I came to join you, but I have it no longer."

	"And when did it leave you?"

	"Three hours ago."

	"On what occasion?"

	"Excuse me, brother."

	"Of course, Henri, your secrets are your own."

	"Oh! how good you are, brother!"

	And the young men, once more embracing each other, separated with smiles.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXII.

	THE EXPEDITION.

	 

	Henri, full of joy, hastened to Diana and Romy.

	"Get ready; in a quarter of an hour we set out," said he. "You will find two horses saddled at the door of the little wooden staircase leading to this corridor: join my suite and say nothing."

	Then, going out on the balcony, he cried:

	"Trumpet of the gendarmes, sound the call."

	The call was quickly heard, and all the gendarmes ranged themselves round the house.

	"Gendarmes," said Henri, "my brother has given me, for the time, the command of your company, and has ordered me to set out to-night to obtain provisions and information as to the movements of the enemy, and one hundred of you are to accompany me; the mission is dangerous, but necessary for the safety of all. Who are willing to go?" The whole three hundred offered themselves.

	"Gentlemen," said Henri, "I thank you all; you have rightly been called the example to the army, but I can but take one hundred; and as I do not wish to choose, let chance decide. Monsieur," continued he, to the ensign, "draw lots, if you please."

	While this was being done, Joyeuse gave his last instructions to his brother.

	"Listen, Henri," said he; "the country is drying, and there is a communication between Courteig and Rupelmonde; you will march between a river and a stream—the Scheldt and the Rupel. I trust that there will be no necessity for you to go as far as Rupelmonde to find provisions. My men took three peasants prisoners; I give one of them to you for a guide—but no false pity! at the least appearance of treason shoot him without mercy."

	He then tenderly embraced his brother, and gave the order for departure. The one hundred men drawn by lots were ready, and the guide was placed between two, with pistols in their hands, while Remy and his companion mixed with the rest. Henri gave no directions about them, thinking that curiosity was already quite sufficiently aroused about them, without augmenting it by precautions more dangerous than salutary. He himself did not stay by them, but rode at the head of his company. Their march was slow, for often the ground nearly gave way under them, and they sank in the mud. Sometimes figures were seen flying over the plain; they were peasants who had been rather too quick in returning to their homes, and who fled at the sight of the enemy. Sometimes, however, they were unlucky Frenchmen, half dead with cold and hunger, and who in their uncertainty of meeting with friends or enemies, preferred waiting for daylight to continue their painful journey.

	They traversed two leagues in three hours, which brought the adventurous band to the banks of the Rupel, along which a stony road ran; but here danger succeeded to difficulty, and two or three horses lost their footing on the slimy stones, and rolled with their riders into the still rapid waters of the river. More than once also, from some boat on the opposite bank, shots were fired, and one man was killed at Diana's side. She manifested regret for the man, but no fear for herself. Henri, in these different circumstances, showed himself to be a worthy captain and true friend; he rode first, telling all the men to follow in his steps, trusting less to his own sagacity than to that of the horse his brother had given him. Three leagues from Rupelmonde the gendarmes came upon six French soldiers sitting by a turf fire; the unfortunates were cooking some horse-flesh, the only food they had had for two days. The approach of the gendarmes caused great trouble among the guests at this sad feast; two or three rose to fly, but the others stopped them, saying, "If they are enemies they can but kill us, and all will be over."

	"France! France!" cried Henri.

	On recognizing their countrymen they ran to them, and were given cloaks to wrap round them and something to drink, and were allowed to mount en croup behind the valets, and in this manner they accompanied the detachment. Half a league further on they met four men of the 4th Light Horse, with, however, only one horse between them; they were also welcomed. At last they arrived on the banks of the Scheldt; the night was dark, and the gendarmes found two men who were trying, in bad Flemish, to obtain from a boatman a passage to the other side, which he refused. The ensign, who understood Dutch, advanced softly, and heard the boatman say, "You are French, and shall die here; you shall not cross."

	"It is you who shall die, if you do not take us over at once," replied one of the men, drawing his dagger.

	"Keep firm, monsieur," cried the ensign, "we will come to your aid."

	But as the two men turned at these words, the boatman loosened the rope, and pushed rapidly from the shore. One of the gendarmes, however, knowing how useful this boat would be, went into the stream on his horse and fired at the boatman, who fell. The boat was left without a guide, but the current brought it back again toward the bank. The two strangers seized it at once and got in. This astonished the ensign.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "who are you, if you please?"

	"Gentlemen, we are marine officers, and you are gendarmes of Aunis, apparently."

	"Yes, gentlemen, and very happy to have served you; will you not accompany us?"

	"Willingly."

	"Get into the wagons, then, if you are too tired to ride."

	"May we ask where are you going?" said one.

	"Monsieur, our orders are to push on to Rupelmonde."

	"Take care," answered he. "We did not pass the stream sooner, because this morning a detachment of Spaniards passed, coming from Antwerp. At sunset we thought we might venture, for two men inspire no disquietude; but you, a whole troop—"

	"It is true; I will call our chief."

	Henri approached, and asked what was the matter.

	"These gentlemen met this morning a detachment of Spaniards following the same road as ourselves."

	"How many were they?"

	"About fifty."

	"And does that stop you?"

	"No, but I think it would be well to secure the boat, in case we should wish to pass the stream; it will hold twenty men."

	"Good! let us keep the boat. There should be some houses at the junction of the Scheldt and Rupel?"

	"There is a village," said a voice.

	"Then let two men descend the stream with the boat, while we go along the bank."

	"We will bring the boat if you will let us," said one of the officers.

	"If you wish it, gentlemen; but do not lose sight of us, and come to us in the village."

	"But if we abandon the boat some one will take it?"

	"You will find ten men waiting, to whom you can deliver it."

	"It is well," said one, and they pushed off from the shore.

	"It is singular," said Henri, "but I fancy I know that voice."

	An hour after they arrived at the village, which was occupied by the fifty Spaniards, but they, taken by surprise when they least expected it, made little resistance. Henri had them disarmed and shut up in the strongest house in the village, and left ten men to guard them. Ten more were sent to guard the boat, and ten others placed as sentinels, with the promise of being relieved in an hour. Twenty of the others then sat down in the house opposite to that in which the prisoners were, to the supper which had been prepared for them. Henri chose a separate room for Remy and Diana; he then placed the ensign at table with the others, telling him to invite the two naval officers when they arrived. He next went out to look for accommodation for the rest of the men, and when he returned in half-an-hour he found them waiting supper for him. Some had fallen asleep on their chairs, but his entrance roused them. The table, covered with cheese, pork, and bread, with a pot of beer by each man, looked almost tempting. Henri sat down and told them to begin.

	"Apropos!" said he, "have the strangers arrived?"

	"Yes, there they are at the end of the table."

	Henri looked and saw them in the darkest corner of the room.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "you are badly placed, and I think you are not eating."

	"Thanks, M. le Comte," said one, "we are very tired, and more in need of rest than food; we told your officers so, but they insisted, saying that it was your orders that we should sup with you. We feel the honor, but if, nevertheless, instead of keeping us longer you would give us a room—"

	"Is that also the wish of your companion?" said Henri, and he looked at this companion, whose hat was pushed down over his eyes, and who had not yet spoken.

	"Yes, comte," replied he, in a scarcely audible voice.

	Henri rose, walked straight to the end of the table, while every one watched his movements and astonished look.

	"Monsieur," said he, to the one who had spoken first, "do me a favor?"

	"What is it, M. le Comte?"

	"Tell me if you are not Aurilly's brother, or Aurilly himself?"

	"Aurilly!" cried all.

	"And let your companion," continued Henri, "raise his hat a little and let me see his face, or else I shall call him monseigneur, and bow before him." And as he spoke he bowed respectfully, hat in hand. The officer took off his hat.

	"Monseigneur le Duc d'Anjou!" cried all. "The duke, living!"

	"Ma foi, gentlemen," replied he, "since you will recognize your conquered and fugitive prince, I shall not deny myself to you any longer. I am the Duc d'Anjou."

	"Vive, monseigneur!" cried all.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXIII.

	PAUL-EMILE.

	 

	"Oh! silence, gentlemen," said, the prince, "do not be more content than I am at my good fortune. I am enchanted not to be dead, you may well believe; and yet, if you had not recognized me, I should not have been the first to boast of being alive."

	"What! monseigneur," cried Henri, "you recognized me—you found yourself among a troop of Frenchmen, and would have left us to mourn your loss, without undeceiving us?"

	"Gentlemen, besides a number of reasons which made me wish to preserve my incognito, I confess that I should not have been sorry, since I was believed to be dead, to hear what funeral oration would have been pronounced over me."

	"Monseigneur!"

	"Yes; I am like Alexander of Macedon; I make war like an artist, and have as much self-love; and I believe I have committed a fault."

	"Monseigneur," said Henri, lowering his eyes, "do not say such things."

	"Why not? The pope only is infallible, and ever since Boniface VIII. that has been disputed."

	"See to what you exposed us, monseigneur, if any of us had given his opinion on this expedition, and it had been blamed."

	"Well, why not? do you think I have not blamed myself, not for having given battle, but for having lost it."

	"Monseigneur, this goodness frightens me; and will your highness permit me to say that this gayety is not natural. I trust your highness is not suffering."

	A terrible cloud passed over the prince's face, making it as black as night.

	"No," said he, "I was never better, thank God, than now, and I am glad to be among you all."

	The officers bowed.

	"How many men have you, Du Bouchage?" asked he.

	"One hundred, monseigneur."

	"Ah! a hundred out of ten thousand; that is like the defeat at Cannes. Gentlemen, they will send a bushel of your rings to Antwerp, but I doubt if the Flemish beauties could wear them, unless they had their fingers pared by their husbands' knives, which, I must say, cut well."

	"Monseigneur," replied Henri, "if our battle was like the battle of Cannes, at least we are more lucky than the Romans, for we have preserved our Paulus-Emilius!"

	"On my life, gentlemen, the Paulus-Emilius of Antwerp was Joyeuse; and doubtless, to preserve the resemblance with his heroic model to the end, your brother is dead, is he not, Du Bouchage?"

	Henri felt wounded at this cold question.

	"No, monseigneur, he lives," replied he.

	"Ah! so much the better," said the duke, with his icy smile. "What! our brave Joyeuse lives! Where is he, that I may embrace him?"

	"He is not here, monseigneur."

	"Ah! wounded?"

	"No, monseigneur, he is safe and sound."

	"But a fugitive like me, wandering, famished, and ashamed. Alas! the proverb is right—'For glory, the sword; after the sword, blood; after blood, tears.'"

	"Monseigneur, I am happy to tell your highness that my brother has been happy enough to save three thousand men, with whom he occupies a large village about seven leagues from here, and I am acting as scout for him."

	The duke grew pale.

	"Three thousand men! he has saved three thousand men! he is a perfect Xenophon, and it is very lucky for me that my brother sent him to me. It is not the Valois who can take for their motto 'Hilariter.'"

	"Oh! monseigneur," said Henri, sadly, seeing that this gayety hid a somber jealousy.

	"It is true, is it not, Aurilly?" continued the duke; "I return to France like Francois after the battle of Pavia; all is lost but honor. Ah! ah!"

	A sad silence received these laughs, more terrible than sobs.

	"Monseigneur," said Henri, "tell me how the tutelary genius of France saved your highness."

	"Oh! dear comte, the tutelary genius of France was occupied with something else, and I had to save myself."

	"And how, monseigneur?"

	"By my legs."

	No smile welcomed this joke, which the duke would certainly have punished with death if made by another.

	"Yes, yes," he continued; "how we ran! did we not, my brave Aurilly?"

	"Every one," said Henri, "knows the calm bravery and military genius of your highness, and we beg you not to distress us by attributing to yourself faults which you have not. The best general is not invincible, and Hannibal himself was conquered at Zama."

	"Yes, but Hannibal had won the battles of Trebia, Thrasymene, and Cannes, while I have only won that of Cateau-Cambresis; it is not enough to sustain the comparison."

	"But monseigneur jests when he says he ran away."

	"No, I do not. Pardieu! do you see anything to jest about, Du Bouchage?"

	"Could any one have done otherwise?" said Aurilly.

	"Hold your tongue, Aurilly, or ask the shade of St. Aignan what could have been done."

	Aurilly hung his head.

	"Ah! you do not know the history of St. Aignan. I will tell it to you. Imagine, then, that when the battle was declared to be lost, he assembled 500 horse, and, instead of flying like the rest, came to me and said. 'We must attack them, monseigneur.' 'What! attack?' said I; 'they are 100 to one.' 'Were they 1,000 to one, I would attack them,' replied he, with a hideous grimace. 'Attack if you please,' said I; 'I do not.' 'Give me your horse, and take mine,' said he: 'mine is fresh—yours is not; and as I do not mean to fly, any horse is good for me.' And then he took my white horse and gave me his black one, saying, 'Prince, that horse will go twenty leagues in four hours if you like.' Then, turning to his men, he cried, 'Come, gentlemen, follow me—all those who will not turn their backs;' and he rode toward the enemy with a second grimace, more frightful than the first. He thought he should have met men, but he met water instead, and St. Aignan and his paladins were lost. Had he listened to me, instead of performing that act of useless foolhardiness, we should have had him at this table, and he would not have been making, as he probably now is, a grimace still uglier than the first."

	A thrill of horror ran through the assembly.

	"This wretch has no heart," thought Henri. "Oh! why does his misfortune and his birth protect him from the words I long to say to him?"

	"Gentlemen," said Aurilly, in a low voice—for he felt the effect these words had produced—"you see how monseigneur is affected; do not heed what he says, for since his misfortune I think he has really moments of delirium."

	"And so," continued the duke, emptying his glass, "that is how St. Aignan is dead and I alive. However, in dying he did me a last service, for it was believed, as he rode my horse, that it was me, and this belief spread not only among the French, but among the Flemings, who consequently ceased their pursuit; but reassure yourselves, gentlemen, we shall have our revenge, and I am mentally organizing the most formidable army that ever existed."

	"Meanwhile, monseigneur," said Henri, "will your highness take the command of my men? It is not fit that I should continue to do so when you are here."

	"So be it; and, first, I order every one to sup, particularly you, Du Bouchage—you have eaten nothing."

	"Monseigneur, I am not hungry."

	"In that case return to visit the posts. Tell the chiefs that I live, but beg them not to rejoice too openly until we gain a better citadel, or rejoin the army of our invincible Joyeuse, for I confess I do not wish to be taken now, after having escaped from fire and water."

	"Monseigneur, you shall be strictly obeyed, and no one shall know excepting ourselves that we have the honor of your company among us."

	"And these gentlemen will keep the secret?" said the duke, looking round.

	All bowed, and Du Bouchage went out.

	It only required an hour for this fugitive, this conquered runaway, to become again proud, careless, and imperious. To command 100 men or 100,000 men, was still to command.

	While Du Bouchage executed his orders with the best grace he could, Francois asked questions. He was astonished that a man of the rank of Du Bouchage had consented to take the command of this handful of men, and of such a perilous expedition. The duke was always suspicious, and asked, therefore, and learned that the admiral had only yielded to his brother's earnest request. It was the ensign who gave this information—he who had been superseded in his command by Henri himself, as Henri had been by the duke.

	The prince fancied he detected a slight irritation in this man's mind against Du Bouchage; therefore he continued to interrogate him.

	"But," said he, "what was the comte's reason for soliciting so earnestly such a poor command?"

	"First, zeal for the service, no doubt."

	"First!—what else?"

	"Ah! monseigneur, I do not know."

	"You deceive me—you do know."

	"Monseigneur, I can give only, even to your highness, public reasons."

	"You see," said the duke, turning to the others, "I was quite right to hide myself, gentlemen, since there are in my army secrets from which I am excluded."

	"Ah! monseigneur," said the ensign, "you misunderstand me; there are no secrets but those which concern M. du Bouchage. Might it not be, for example, that, while serving the general interests, he might have wished to render a service to some friend or relation by escorting him?"

	"Who here is a friend or relation of the comte? Tell me, that, I may embrace him."

	"Monseigneur," said Aurilly, mixing in the conversation, "I have discovered a part of the secret. This relation whom M. du Bouchage wished to escort is—a lady."

	"Ah! ah! why did they not tell me so frankly. That dear Henri—it is quite natural. Let us shut our eyes to the relation, and speak of her no more."

	"You had better not, monseigneur, for there seems a great mystery."

	"How so?"

	"Yes, the lady, like the celebrated Bradamante, about whom I have so often sung to your highness, disguises herself in the dress of a man."

	"Oh! monseigneur," cried the ensign, "M. du Bouchage seems to me to have a great respect for this lady, and probably would be very angry at any indiscretion.'"

	"Doubtless, monsieur; we will be mute as sepulchers—as mute as poor St. Aignan; only, if we see the lady, we will try not to make grimaces at her. Where is this lady, Aurilly?"—"Upstairs."

	"Upstairs! what, in this house?"

	"Yes, monseigneur; but hush! here is M. du Bouchage."

	"Hush!" said the prince, laughing.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXIV.

	ONE OF THE SOUVENIRS OF THE DUC D'ANJOU.

	Henri, as he entered, could hear the hateful laugh of the prince, but he had not lived enough with him to know the danger that always lurked in his laugh. Besides, he could not suspect the subject of conversation, and no one dared to tell him in the duke's presence. Besides, the duke, who had already settled his plan, kept Henri near him until all the other officers were gone. He then changed the distribution of the posts. Henri had established his quarters in that house, and had intended to send the ensign to a post near the river, but the duke now took Henri's place, and sent him where the ensign was to have been. Henri was not astonished, for the river was an important point. Before going, however, he wished to speak to the ensign, and recommend to his care the two people under his protection, and whom he was forced for the time to abandon. But at the first word that Henri began to speak to him the duke interposed. "Secrets?" said he, with his peculiar smile.

	The ensign had understood, when too late, the fault he had been guilty of.

	"No, monseigneur," replied he, "M. le Comte was only asking me how much powder we had left fit to use."

	The answer had two aims; the first to turn away the duke's suspicions, if he had any; and the second to let Du Bouchage know that he could count on a friend in him.

	"Ah!" said the duke, forced to seem to believe what he was told. And as he turned to the door the ensign whispered to Henri, "The prince knows you are escorting some one."

	Henri started, but it was too late. The duke remarked the start, and, as if to assure himself that his orders were executed, proposed to Henri to accompany him to his post, which he was forced to accede to.

	Henri wished to warn Remy to be on his guard, but it was impossible; all he could do was to say to the ensign:

	"Watch well over the powder; watch it as I would myself, will you not?"

	"Yes, M. le Comte," replied the young man.

	On the way the duke said to Du Bouchage, "Where is this powder that you speak of?"

	"In the house we have just left, your highness."

	"Oh! be easy, then, Du Bouchage; I know too well the importance of such an article, in our situation, to neglect it. I will watch over it myself."

	They said no more until they arrived, when the duke, after giving Henri many charges not to quit his post, returned. He found Aurilly wrapped in an officer's cloak, sleeping on one of the seats in the dining-room. The duke woke him. "Come," said he.

	"Yes, monseigneur."

	"Do you know what I mean?"

	"Yes! the unknown lady—the relation of M. du Bouchage."

	"Good; I see that the faro of Brussels and the beer of Louvain have not clouded your intellects."

	"Oh! no, monseigneur, I am more ingenious than ever."

	"Then call up all your imagination, and guess."

	"Well! I guess that your highness is envious."

	"Ah! parbleu, I always am; but what is it about just now?"

	"You wish to know who is the brave creature who has followed the MM. de Joyeuse through fire and water?"

	"You have just hit it, 'per mille pericula Martis!' as Margot would say. Apropos, have you written to her, Aurilly?"

	"To whom, monseigneur?"

	"To my sister Margot."

	"Had I to write to her?"

	"Certainly."

	"About what?"

	"To tell her that we are beaten—ruined, and that she must look out for herself; for that Spain, disembarrassed of me in the north, will fall on her in the south."

	"Ah! true."

	"You have not written?"

	"No, monseigneur."

	"You slept?"

	"Yes, I confess it; but even if I had thought of it, with what could I have written? I have here neither pen, paper, nor ink."

	"Well, seek. 'Quare et invenies,' as it is written."

	"How in the devil's name am I to find it in the hut of a peasant, who probably did not know how to write?"

	"Seek, stupid! if you do not find that, you will find—"

	"What?"

	"Something else."

	"Oh! fool that I was," cried Aurilly. "Your highness is right: I am stupid; but I am very sleepy, you see."

	"Well, keep awake for a little while, and, since you have not written, I will write; only go and seek what is necessary. Go, Aurilly, and do not come back till you have found it; I will remain here."

	"I go, monseigneur."

	"And if, in your researches, you discover that the house is picturesque—you know how I admire Flemish interiors, Aurilly."

	"Yes, monseigneur."

	"Well! call me."

	"Immediately, monseigneur; be easy."

	Aurilly rose, and, with a step light as a bird, went up the staircase. In five minutes he returned to his master.

	"Well?" asked he.

	"Well, monseigneur, if I may believe appearances, the house is devilishly picturesque."

	"How so?"

	"Peste! monseigneur; because one cannot get in to look."

	"What do you mean?"

	"I mean that it is guarded by a dragon."

	"What foolish joke is this?"

	"Oh! monseigneur, it is unluckily not a foolish joke, but a sad truth. The treasure is on the first floor, in a room in which I can see light through the door."

	"Well?"

	"Well! before this door lies a man, wrapped in a gray cloak."

	"Oh, oh! M. du Bouchage puts a gendarme at the door of his mistress."

	"It is not a gendarme, monseigneur, but some attendant of the lady's or of the count's."—"What kind of a man?"

	"Monseigneur, it was impossible to see his face; but I could perfectly see a large Flemish knife in his belt, and his hand, on it."

	"It is amusing; go and waken the fellow."

	"Oh, no, monseigneur."

	"Why not?"

	"Why, without counting the knife, I do not wish to amuse myself with making a mortal enemy of MM. de Joyeuse, who stand so well at court. If you had been king of this country, it might have passed; but now you must be gracious, above all with those who saved you, and Joyeuse did save you. They will say so, whether you do or not."—"You are right, Aurilly, and yet—and yet—"

	"I understand. Your highness has not seen a woman's face for fifteen mortal days. I do not speak of the kind of animals who live here; they are males and females, but do not deserve to be called men and women."

	"I must see this lady, Aurilly."

	"Well, monseigneur, you may see her; but not through the door."

	"So be it; then I will see her through the window."

	"Ah! that is a good idea, and I will go and look for a ladder for you."

	Aurilly glided into the courtyard, and under a shed found what he wanted. He maneuvered it among horses and men so skillfully as to wake no one, and placed it in the street against the outer wall. It was necessary to be a prince, and sovereignly disdainful of vulgar scruples, to dare, in the presence of the sentinel, who walked up and down before the door, to accomplish an action so audaciously insulting to Du Bouchage. Aurilly felt this, and pointed out the sentinel, who, now observing, called out, "Qui vive!"

	Francois shrugged his shoulders and walked up to him.

	"My friend," said he, "this place is the most elevated spot in the village, is it not?"

	"Yes, monseigneur," said the man, recognizing him, "and were it not for those lime trees, we could see over a great part of the country."

	"I thought so; and therefore I have brought a ladder," said the duke. "Go up, Aurilly, or rather, let me go up; I will see for myself."

	"Where shall I place it?" said the hypocritical follower.

	"Oh, anywhere; against that wall, for instance."

	The sentinel walked off, and the duke mounted the ladder, Aurilly standing at the foot.

	The room in which Henri had placed Diana was matted, and had a large oaken bed with serge curtains, a table, and a few chairs.

	Diana, whose heart seemed relieved from an enormous weight since she had heard the false news of the duke's death, had, almost for the first time since her father's death, eaten something more substantial than bread, and drunk a little wine. After this she grew sleepy, and Remy had left her, and was sleeping outside her door, not from any suspicion, but because such had been his habit ever since they had left Paris.

	Diana herself slept with her elbow on the table and her head leaning on her hand. A little lamp burned on the table, and all looked peaceful here, where such tempestuous emotions had raged and would soon again. In the glass sparkled the Rhine wine, scarcely touched by Diana. She, with her eyes closed, her eyelids veined with azure, her mouth slightly opened, her hair thrown back, looked like a sublime vision to the eyes that were violating the sanctity of her retreat. The duke, on perceiving her, could hardly repress his admiration, and leaned over to examine every detail of her ideal beauty. But all at once he frowned, and came down two or three steps with a kind of nervous precipitation, and leaning back against the wall, crossed his arms and appeared to reflect. Aurilly watched him as he stood there, with a dreamy air, like a man trying to recall some old souvenir. After a few minutes he remounted and looked in again, but Aurilly called out, "Quick! quick! monseigneur, come down; I hear steps."

	The duke came down, but slowly.

	"It was time," said Aurilly.

	"Whence comes the sound?"

	"From there," said Aurilly, pointing to a dark street. "But the sound has ceased; it must have been some spy watching us."

	"Remove the ladder."

	Aurilly obeyed; however, no one appeared, and they heard no more noise.

	"Well, monseigneur, is she beautiful?" said Aurilly.

	"Very beautiful," said the prince, abstractedly.

	"What makes you sad then? Did she see you?"

	"No, she was asleep."

	"Then what is the matter?"

	"Aurilly, it is strange, but I have seen that woman somewhere."

	"You recognized her, then?"

	"No, I could not think of her name; but her face gave me a fearful shock. I cannot tell how it is; but I believe I did wrong to look."

	"However, just on account of the impression she has made on you, we must find out who she is."

	"Certainly we must."

	"Seek well in your memory, monseigneur; is it at court you have seen her?"

	"No, I think not."

	"In France, Navarre, Flanders?"

	"No."

	"A Spaniard perhaps."

	"I do not think so."

	"An English lady, one of Queen Elizabeth's?"

	"No, I seem to know her more intimately, and that she appeared to me in some terrible scene."

	"Then you would have recognized her at once; you have not seen many such scenes."

	"Do you think so?" said the duke, with a gloomy smile. "Now," continued he, "that I am sufficiently master of myself to analyze my sensations, I feel that this woman is beautiful, but with the beauty of death; beautiful as a shade, as a figure in a dream; and I have had two or three frightful dreams in my life, which left me cold at the heart. Well, now I am sure that it was in one of those dreams that I saw that woman."

	"Your highness is not generally so susceptible, and but that I believe that we are watched from that street, I would mount in my turn and look."

	"Ma foi! you are right, Aurilly; what does it matter whether we are watched or not? Go up and look."

	Aurilly made a move forward to obey, when a hasty step was heard, and Henri's voice, crying, "Monseigneur!"

	"You here!" said the duke, while Aurilly bounded back to his side; "you here, comte?—on what pretext have you quitted your post?"

	"Monseigneur," replied Henri, firmly, "your highness can punish me, if you think proper: meanwhile, my duty was to come here, and I came."

	The duke glanced toward the window. "Your duty, comte? Explain that to me," said he.

	"Monseigneur, horsemen have been seen on the Spanish side of the river, and we do not know if they are friends or enemies."

	"Numerous?" asked the duke anxiously.

	"Very numerous, monseigneur."

	"Well, comte, no false bravery: you will do well to return. Awake the gendarmes and let us decamp; it will be the most prudent plan."

	"Doubtless, monseigneur; but it will be urgent, I think, to warn my brother."

	"Two men will do."

	"Then I will go with a gendarme."

	"No, no, Du Bouchage; you must come with us. Peste! it is not at such a moment that I can separate from a defender like you."

	"When does your highness set out?" said Henri, bowing.

	"At once, comte."

	"Hola! some one," cried Henri.

	The young ensign came out immediately from the dark street. Henri gave his orders, and soon the place was filled with gendarmes preparing for departure. Among them the duke talked with his officers.

	"Gentlemen," said he, "the Prince of Orange is pursuing me, it seems; but it is not proper that a son of France should be taken prisoner. Let us, therefore, yield to numbers, and fall back upon Brussels. I shall be sure of life and liberty while I remain among you."

	Then, turning to Aurilly, "You remain," said he. "This woman cannot follow us. Joyeuse will not dare to bring her with him in my presence. Besides, we are not going to a ball, and the race we shall run would fatigue a lady."

	"Where are you going, monseigneur?"

	"To France. I think my business is over here."

	"But to what part of France. Does monseigneur think it prudent to return to court?"

	"No; I shall stop at one of my castles, Chateau-Thierry, for example."

	"Has your highness decided on that?"

	"Yes; Chateau-Thierry suits me in all respects; it is a good distance from Paris, about twenty-eight leagues, and I can watch from thence MM. de Guise, who are half the year at Soissons. So bring the beautiful unknown to Chateau-Thierry."

	"But, monsieur, perhaps she will not be brought."

	"Nonsense; since Du Bouchage accompanies me, and she follows him, it will be quite natural."

	"But she may wish to go somewhere else, if she sees that I wish to bring her to you."

	"But I repeat that it is not to me that you are to bring her, but to the comte. Really, one would think it was the first time you had aided me in such circumstances. Have you money?"

	"I have the two rouleaux of gold that you gave me when you left the camp."

	"Well, by any and every method, bring me the lady to Chateau-Thierry; perhaps when I see her nearer I shall recognize her."

	"And the man also?"

	"Yes; if he is not troublesome."

	"But if he is?"

	"Do with him what you would do with a stone which is in your way—throw it away."

	"Good, monseigneur."

	While the two conspirators formed their plans, Henri went up and woke Remy. He knocked at the door in a peculiar fashion, and it was almost immediately opened by Diana. Behind Remy she perceived Henri.

	"Good-evening, monsieur," said she, with a smile which had long been foreign to her face.

	"Oh! pardon me, madame," said Henri, "for intruding on you; but I come to make my adieux."

	"Your adieux, comte; you are going?"

	"To France, madame."

	"And you leave us?"

	"I am forced to do so; my duty is to obey the prince."

	"The prince; is there a prince here?" asked Remy.

	"Yes, M. le Duc d'Anjou, who was believed dead, and who has been miraculously saved, has joined us."

	Diana uttered a terrible cry, and Remy turned as pale as though he had been suddenly struck with death.

	"The Duc d'Anjou living!" cried Diana. "The Duc d'Anjou here?"

	"Had he not been here, madame, and ordered me to follow him, I should have accompanied you to the convent into which you tell me you are about to retire."

	"Yes, yes," said Remy; "the convent;" and he put his finger on his lip.

	"I would have accompanied you the more willingly, madame." said Henri; "because I fear that you may be annoyed by the prince's people."—"How so?"

	"Yes; I believe that he knows there is a lady here, and he thinks that she is a friend of mine."

	"And what makes you think so?"

	"Our young ensign saw him place a ladder against this window and look in."

	"Oh!" cried Diana; "mon Dieu! mon Dieu!"

	"Reassure yourself, madame! he heard him say that he did not know you. Besides, the duke is going to set off at once—in a quarter of an hour you will be alone and free. Permit me to salute you with respect, and to tell you once more, that till my last sigh, my heart will beat for you and with you. Adieu, madame, adieu." And the comte, bowing, took two steps back.

	"No, no!" cried Diana, wildly, "no, God cannot have done this! He cannot have brought this man to life again; no, monsieur, you must be wrong, he is dead."

	At this moment, as if in reply, the duke's voice was heard calling from below:

	"Comte, we are waiting for you."

	"You hear him, madame," said Henri. "For the last time, adieu."

	And pressing Remy's hand, he flew down the staircase. Diana approached the window trembling, and with a convulsive shudder, like the bird fascinated by the serpent of the Antilles. She saw the duke on horseback, and the light of the torches held by the gendarmes fell on his face.

	"Oh! he lives! the demon lives!" murmured she; "and we must live also. He is setting out for France; so be it, Remy, we also must go to France."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXV.

	HOW AURILLY EXECUTED THE COMMISSION OF THE DUC D'ANJOU.

	 

	To the confusion occasioned by the departure of the troops a profound silence succeeded. When Remy believed the house to be empty, he went down to prepare for his departure and that of Diana; but on opening the door of the room below, he was much surprised to see a man sitting by the fire, evidently watching him, although he pretended to look careless. Remy approached, according to his custom, with a slow, halting step, and uncovering his head, bald like that of an old man. He could not, however, see the features of the man by the fire.

	"Pardon, monsieur," said he, "I thought myself alone here."

	"I also thought so," replied the man, "but I see with pleasure that I shall have companions."

	"Oh! very sad companions, monsieur; for except an invalid young man whom I am taking back to France—"

	"Ah!" said Aurilly, "I know whom you mean."

	"Really."

	"Yes; you mean the young lady."

	"What young lady?"

	"Oh! do not be angry, my good friend; I am the steward of the house of Joyeuse, and I rejoined my young master by his brother's order, and at his departure the comte recommended to my good offices a young lady and an old servant, who were returning to France."

	As he thus spoke, he approached Remy with a smiling and affectionate look. But Remy stepped back, and a look of horror was painted for an instant on his face.

	"You do not reply; one would say you were afraid of me," said Aurilly, with his most smiling face.

	"Monsieur," replied Remy, "pardon a poor old man, whom his misfortunes and his wounds have rendered timid and suspicious."

	"All the more reason, my friend, for accepting the help and support of an honest companion; besides, as I told you just now, I speak on the part of a master who must inspire you with confidence."

	"Assuredly, monsieur," replied Remy, who, however, still moved back.

	"You quit me," said Aurilly.

	"I must consult my mistress; I can decide nothing, you understand."

	"Oh! that is natural; but permit me to present myself. I will explain my directions in all their details."

	"No, no, thank you: madame is perhaps asleep, and her sleep is sacred to me."

	"As you wish. Besides, I have told you what my master told me to say."

	"To me?"

	"To you and the young lady."

	"Your master, M. le Comte du Bouchage, you mean?"

	"Yes."

	"Thank you, monsieur."

	When he had shut the door, all the appearances of age vanished, except the bald head, and Remy mounted the staircase with an agility more like a young man of twenty-five, than the old man he had appeared to be a few minutes before.

	"Madame! madame!" cried he, in an agitated voice.

	"Well, what is it, Remy; is not the duke gone?"

	"Yes, madame, but there is a worse demon here; a demon on whom, during six years, I have daily called down Heaven's vengeance, as you have on his master."

	"Aurilly?"

	"Yes, Aurilly; the wretch is below, forgotten by his infernal accomplice."

	"Forgotten, do you say, Remy? Oh! you are wrong; you, who know the duke, know that he never leaves to chance any evil deed, if he can do it himself. No, no, Remy; Aurilly is not forgotten, but left here for some bad design, believe me!"

	"Oh! about him, madame, I can believe anything."

	"Does he know me?"

	"I do not think so."

	"And did he recognize you?"

	"Oh! madame," said Remy, with a sad smile, "no one recognizes me."

	"Perhaps he guesses who I am?"

	"No, for he asked to see you."

	"I am sure he must have suspicions."

	"In that case nothing is more easy, and I thank God for pointing out our path so plainly. The village is deserted, the wretch is alone. I saw a poniard in his belt, but I have a knife in mine."

	"One moment, Remy; I do not ask the life of that wretch of you, but before you kill him, let us find out what he wants of us; perhaps we may make his evil intentions useful. How did he represent himself to you, Remy?"

	"As the steward of M. du Bouchage, madame."

	"You see he lies; therefore, he has some reason for lying. Let us find out his intentions, and conceal our own."

	"I will act as you wish, madame."

	"What does he ask now?"

	"To accompany us."

	"In what character?"

	"As the count's steward."

	"Tell him I accept."

	"Oh! madame."

	"Add that I am thinking of going to England, where I have relations, but have not quite decided; lie like him, Remy; to conquer we must fight with equal arms."

	"But he will see you?"

	"I will wear my mask. Besides, I suspect he knows me."

	"Then, if he knows you, there must be a snare."

	"Let us pretend to fall into it."

	"But—"

	"What do you fear, we can but die? Are you not ready to die for the accomplishment of our vow?"

	"Yes, but not to die without vengeance."

	"Remy," cried Diana, her eyes sparkling with wild excitement, "be easy, we will be revenged; you on the servant, and I on the master."

	"Well, madame, then, so be it."

	And Remy went down, but still hesitating.

	The brave young man had, at the sight of Aurilly, felt, in spite of himself, that nervous shudder that one feels at the sight of a reptile; he wished to kill him because he feared him. But as he went down, his resolution returned, and he determined, in spite of Diana's opinion, to interrogate Aurilly—to confound him, and if he discovered that he had any evil intentions, to kill him on the spot.

	Aurilly waited for him impatiently. Remy advanced armed with an unshakable resolution, but his words were quiet and calm.

	"Monsieur," said he, "my mistress cannot accept your proposal."

	"And why not?"

	"Because you are not the steward of M. du Bouchage."

	Aurilly grew pale. "Who told you so?" said he.

	"No one; but M. du Bouchage, when he left, recommended to my care the person whom I accompany, and never spoke of you."

	"He only saw me after he left you."

	"Falsehoods, monsieur; falsehoods."

	Aurilly drew himself up—Remy looked like an old man.

	"You speak in a singular tone, my good man," said he, frowning; "take care, you are old, and I am young; you are feeble, and I am strong."

	Remy smiled, but did not reply.

	"If I wished ill to you or your mistress," continued Aurilly. "I have but to raise my hand."

	"Oh!" said Remy, "perhaps I was wrong, and you wish to do her good."

	"Certainly I do."

	"Explain to me then what you desire."

	"My friend, I will make your fortune at once, if you will serve me."

	"And if not?"

	"In that case, as you speak frankly, I will reply as frankly, that I will kill you; I have full power to do so."

	"Kill me!" said Remy. "But if I am to serve you, I must know your projects."

	"Well, you have guessed rightly, my good man; I do not belong to the Comte du Bouchage."

	"Ah! and to whom do you belong?"

	"To a more powerful lord."

	"Take care; you are lying again."

	"Why so?"

	
"There are not many people above the house of Joyeuse."

	"Not that of France?"

	"Oh! oh!"

	"And see how they pay." said Aurilly, sliding into Remy's hand one of the rouleaux of gold.

	Remy shuddered and took a step back, but controlling himself, said:

	"You serve the king?"

	"No, but his brother, the Duc d'Anjou."

	"Oh! very well! I am the duke's most humble servant."

	"That is excellent."

	"But what does monseigneur want?"

	"Monseigneur," said Aurilly, trying again to slip the gold into Remy's hand, "is in love with your mistress."

	"He knows her, then?"

	"He has seen her."

	"Seen her! when?"

	"This evening."

	"Impossible; she has not left her room."

	"No, but the prince, by his conduct, has shown that he is really in love."

	"Why, what did he do?"

	"Took a ladder and climbed to the balcony."—"Ah! he did that?"

	"Yes, and it seems she is very beautiful."

	"Then you have not seen her?"

	"No; but from what he said I much wish to do so, if only to judge of the exaggeration of his love. Thus, then, it is agreed; you will aid me?" and he again offered him the gold.

	"Certainly I will, but I must know what part I am to play," said Remy, repulsing his hand.

	"First tell me is the lady the mistress of M. du Bouchage, or of his brother?"

	The blood mounted to Remy's face.

	"Of neither," said he: "the lady upstairs has no lover."

	"No lover! But then she is a wonder; morbleu! a woman who has no lover! we have found the philosopher's stone."

	"Then," said Remy, "what does M. le Duc d'Anjou want my mistress to do?"

	"He wants her to come to Chateau-Thierry, where he is going at his utmost speed."

	"This is, upon my word, a passion very quickly conceived."

	"That is like monseigneur."

	"I only see one difficulty," said Remy.

	"What is that?"

	"That my mistress is about to embark for England."

	"Diable! this, then, is where you must try to aid me."—"How?"

	"By persuading her to go in an opposite direction."

	"You do not know my mistress, monsieur; she is not easily persuaded. Besides, even if she were persuaded to go to Chateau-Thierry instead of England, do you think she would yield to the prince?"

	"Why not?"

	"She does not love the duke."

	"Bah! not love a prince of the blood."

	"But if Monseigneur the Duc d'Anjou suspects my mistress of loving M. du Bouchage, or M. de Joyeuse, how did he come to think of carrying her off from him she loved?"

	"My good man," said Aurilly, "you have trivial ideas, and I fear we shall never understand each other; I have preferred kindness to violence, but if you force me to change my plans, well! I will change them."

	"What will you do?"

	"I told you I had full powers from the duke to kill you and carry off the lady."

	"And you believe you could do it with impunity?"

	"I believe all my master tells me to believe. Come, will you persuade your mistress to come to France?"

	"I will try, but I can answer for nothing."

	"And when shall I have the answer?"

	"I will go up at once and see what I can do."

	"Well, go up; I will wait. But one last word; you know that your fortune and life hang on your answer."

	"I know it."

	"That will do; I will go and get the horses ready."

	"Do not be in too great a hurry."

	"Bah! I am sure of the answer; no one is cruel to a prince."

	"I fancied that happened sometimes."

	"Yes, but very rarely."

	While Remy went up, Aurilly proceeded to the stables without feeling any doubt as to the result.

	"Well!" said Diana, on seeing Remy.

	"Well, madame, the duke has seen you."

	"And—"

	"And he says he loves you."

	"Loves me! but you are mad, Remy."

	"No; I tell you that he—that man—that wretch, Aurilly, told me so."

	"But, then, he recognized me?"

	"If he had, do you think that Aurilly would have dared to present himself and talk to you of love in the prince's name? No, he did not recognize you."

	"Yes, you must be right, Remy. So many things have passed during six years through that infernal brain, that he has forgotten me. Let us follow this man."

	"But this man will recognize you."

	"Why should his memory be better than his master's?"

	"Oh! it is his business to remember, while it is the duke's to forget. How could he live if he did not forget? But Aurilly will not have forgotten; he will recognize you, and will denounce you as an avenging shade."

	"Remy, I thought I told you I had a mask, and that you told me you had a knife."

	"It is true, madame; and I begin to think that God is assisting us to punish the wicked." Then, calling Aurilly from the top of the staircase, "Monsieur," said he.

	"Well!" replied Aurilly.

	"My mistress thanks M. du Bouchage for having provided thus for her safety, and accepts with gratitude your obliging offer."

	"It is well," said Aurilly, "the horses are ready."

	"Come, madame, come," said Remy, offering his arm to Diana.

	Aurilly waited at the bottom of the staircase, lantern in hand, all anxiety to see the lady.

	"Diable!" murmured he, "she has a mask. But between this and Chateau-Thierry the silk cords will be worn out or cut."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXVI.

	THE JOURNEY.

	 

	They set off. Aurilly affected the most perfect equality with Remy, and showed to Diana the greatest respect. But this respect was very interested. Indeed, to hold the stirrup of a woman when she mounts or dismounts, to watch each of her movements with solicitude, to let slip no occasion of picking up her glove, is the role either of a lover, a servant, or a spy. In touching Diana's glove Aurilly saw her hand, in clasping her cloak he peeped under her mask, and always did his utmost to see that face which the duke had not been able to recognize, but which he doubted not he should be able to. But Aurilly had to deal with one as skillful as himself; Remy claimed to perform his ordinary services to Diana, and seemed jealous of Aurilly, while Diana herself, without appearing to have any suspicions, begged Aurilly not to interfere with the services which her old attendant was accustomed to render to her. Aurilly was then reduced to hoping for rain or sun to make her remove her mask; but neither rain nor sun had any effect, and whenever they stopped Diana took her meals in her own room. Aurilly tried to look through the keyholes, but Diana always sat with her back to the door. He tried to peep through the windows, but there were always thick curtains drawn, or if none were there, cloaks were hung up to supply their place. Neither questions, nor attempts at corruption, succeeded with Remy, who always declared that his mistress's will was his.

	"But these precautions are, then, taken only on my account?" said Aurilly.

	"No, for everybody."

	"But M. d'Anjou saw her; she was not hidden then."

	"Pure chance; but it is just because he did see her that she is more careful than ever."

	Days passed on, and they were nearing their destination, but Aurilly's curiosity had not been gratified. Already Picardy appeared to the eyes of the travelers.

	Aurilly began to lose patience, and the bad passions of his nature to gain the ascendant. He began to suspect some secret under all this mystery. One day he remained a little behind with Remy, and renewed his attempts at seduction, which Remy repulsed as usual.

	"But," said Aurilly, "some day or other I must see your mistress."

	"Doubtless," said Remy; "but that will be when she likes, and not when you like."

	"But if I employ force."

	"Try," said Remy, while a lightning glance, which he could not repress, shot from his eyes.

	Aurilly tried to laugh. "What a fool I am!" said he; "what does it matter to me who she is? She is the same person whom the duke saw."

	"Certainly."

	"And whom he told me to bring to Chateau-Thierry."

	"Yes."

	"Well! that is all that is necessary. It is not I who am in love with her, it is monseigneur; and provided that you do not seek to escape or fly—"

	"Do we appear to wish to do so?"

	"No."

	"And she so little desires to do so, that were you not here we should continue our way to Chateau-Thierry; if the duke wishes to see us, we wish also to see him."

	"That is capital," said Aurilly. "Would your mistress like to rest here a little while?" continued he, pointing to a hotel on the road.

	"You know," said Remy, "that my mistress never stops but in towns."

	"Well, I, who have made no such vow, will stop here a moment; ride on, and I will follow."

	Remy rejoined Diana.

	"What was he saying?" asked she.

	"He expressed his constant desire—"

	"To see me?"

	"Yes."

	Diana smiled.

	"He is furious," continued Remy.

	"He shall not see me; of that I am determined."

	"But once we are at Chateau-Thierry, must he not see your face?"

	"What matter, if the discovery come too late? Besides, the duke did not recognize me."

	"No, but his follower will. All these mysteries which have so annoyed Aurilly for eight days had not existed for the prince; they had not excited his curiosity or awakened his souvenirs, while for a week Aurilly has been seeking, imagining, suspecting. Your face will strike on a memory fully awakened, and he will know you at once."

	At this moment they were interrupted by Aurilly, who had taken a cross-road and come suddenly upon them, in the hope of surprising some words of their conversation. The sudden silence which followed his arrival proved to him that he was in the way, and he therefore rode behind them.

	He instinctively feared something, as Remy had said, but his floating conjectures never for an instant approached the truth. From this moment his plans were fixed, and in order to execute them the better he changed his conduct, and showed himself the most accommodating and joyous companion possible during the rest of the day.

	Remy remarked this change not without anxiety.

	The next day they started early, and at noon were forced to stop to rest the horses. At two o'clock they set off again, and went on without stopping until four. A great forest, that of La Fere, was visible in the distance; it had the somber and mysterious aspect of our northern forests, so imposing: to southern natures, to whom, beyond all things, heat and sunshine are necessary; but it was nothing to Remy and Diana, who were accustomed to the thick woods of Anjou and Sologne. It might have been about six o'clock in the evening when they entered the forest, and after half an hour's journey the sun began to go down. A high wind whirled about the leaves and carried them toward a lake, along the shore of which the travelers were journeying. Diana rode in the middle, Aurilly on the right, and Remy on the left. No other human being was visible under the somber arches of the trees.

	From the long extent of the road, one might have thought it one of those enchanted forests, under whose shade nothing can live, had it not been for the hoarse howling of the wolves waking up at the approach of night. All at once Diana felt that her saddle, which had been put on by Aurilly, was slipping. She called Remy, who jumped down, and began to tighten the girths. At this moment Aurilly approached Diana, and while she was occupied, cut the strings of silk which fastened her mask. Before she had divined the movement, or had time to put up her hand, Aurilly seized the mask and looked full at her. The eyes of these two people met with a look so terrible, that no one could have said which looked most pale and menacing. Aurilly let the mask and his dagger fall, and clasping his hands, cried, "Heavens and earth! Madame de Monsoreau!"

	"It is a name which you shall repeat no more," cried Remy, seizing him by the girdle and dragging him from his horse. Both rolled on the ground together, and Aurilly stretched out his hand to reach his dagger.

	"No, Aurilly, no," said Remy, placing his knee on his breast.

	"Le Haudoin!" cried Aurilly; "oh, I am a dead man!"

	"That is not yet true, but will be in a moment," cried Remy; and drawing his knife, he plunged the whole blade into the throat of the musician.

	Diana, with haggard eyes, half turned on her saddle, and leaning on the pommel, shuddering, but pitiless, had not turned her head away from this terrible spectacle. However, when she saw the blood spurt out from the wound, she fell from her horse as though she were dead.

	Remy did not occupy himself with her at that terrible moment, but searched Aurilly, took from him the two rouleaux of gold, then tied a stone to the neck of the corpse, and threw it into the lake. He then washed his hands in the water, took in his arms Diana, who was still unconscious, and placed her again on her horse. That of Aurilly, frightened by the howling of the wolves, which began to draw nearer, had fled into the woods.

	When Diana recovered herself, she and Remy, without exchanging a single word, continued their route toward Chateau-Thierry.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXVII.

	HOW KING HENRI III. DID NOT INVITE CRILLON TO BREAKFAST, AND HOW CHICOT INVITED HIMSELF.

	 

	The day after the events that we have just related had taken place in the forest of La Fere, the king of France left his bath at about nine in the morning. His valet-de-chambre, after having rolled him in a blanket of fine wool, and sponged him with that thick Persian wadding which looks like the fleece of a sheep, had given him over to the barbers and dressers, who in their turn gave place to the perfumers and courtiers. When these last were gone, the king sent for his maitre d'hotel, and ordered something more than his ordinary bouillon, as he felt hungry that morning. This good news spread joy throughout the Louvre, and the smell of the viands was already beginning to be perceptible, when Crillon, colonel of the French guards, entered to take his majesty's orders.

	"Ma foi, my good Crillon," said the king, "watch as you please over my safety, but do not force me to play the king. I am quite joyful and gay this morning, and feel as if I weighed but an ounce, and could fly away. I am hungry, Crillon; do you understand that, my friend?"

	"I understand it very well, sire, for I am very hungry myself."

	"Oh! you, Crillon," said the king, laughing, "are always hungry."

	"Not always, sire; your majesty exaggerates—only three times a day."

	"And I about once a year, when I receive good news."

	"Harnibleu! it appears that you have received good news, sire? So much the better, for they become every day more rare."

	"Not at all, Crillon; but you know the proverb."

	"Ah! yes—'no news are good news.' I do not trust to proverbs, and above all to that one. You have no news from Navarre, then?"

	"None—a proof that there is nothing to tell."

	"And from Flanders?"

	"Nothing."

	"A proof that they are fighting. And from Paris?"

	"Nothing."

	"A proof that they are plotting."

	"But, Crillon, I believe I am going to have a child, for the queen dreamed so last night."

	"Well! I am happy to hear that your majesty is hungry this morning. Adieu, sire."

	"Go, my good Crillon."

	"Harnibleu! sire, since your majesty is so hungry, you ought to invite me to breakfast with you."

	"Why so, Crillon?"

	"Because they say your majesty lives on air, and the air of the times is very bad. Now I should have been happy to be able to say, 'These are all pure calumnies; the king eats like every one else.'"

	"No, Crillon, no; let me believe as they do. I do not wish to eat like a simple mortal. Remember this, Crillon—a king ought always to remain poetical, and only show himself in a noble position. Thus, for example, do you remember Alexander?"

	"What Alexander?"

	"Alexander Magnus. Ah! you do not know Latin, I remember. Well, King Alexander loved to bathe before his soldiers, because he was so well made, handsome and plump that they compared him to Apollo and even to Antinous."

	"Oh! oh! sire, you would be devilishly in the wrong to bathe before yours, for you are very thin, my poor king."

	"Brave Crillon, go," said Henry, striking him on the shoulder; "you are an excellent fellow, and do not flatter me; you are no courtier, my old friend."

	"That is why you do not invite me to breakfast," replied Crillon, laughing good-humoredly, and taking his leave quite contentedly, for the tap on the shoulder consoled him for not getting the breakfast.

	When he was gone, the breakfast was laid at once. The maitre d'hotel had surpassed himself.

	A certain partridge soup, with a purée of truffles and chestnuts, attracted the king's attention, after he had eaten some fine oysters. Thus the ordinary broth, that faithful old friend of the king's, implored vainly from its golden basin; it attracted no attention. The king began to attack the partridge soup, and was at his fourth mouthful, when a light step near him made the floor creak, and a well-known voice behind him said sharply,

	"A plate!"

	The king turned. "Chicot!" cried he.

	"Himself."

	And Chicot, falling at once into his old habits, sat down in a chair, took a plate and a fork, and began on the oysters, picking out the finest, without saying a word.

	"You here! you returned!" cried Henri.

	"Hush!" said Chicot, with his mouth full; and he drew the soup toward him.

	"Stop, Chicot! that is my dish."

	Chicot divided it equally, and gave the king back half. Then he poured himself out some wine, passed from the soup to a pâté made of tunny fish, then to stuffed crab, swallowed as a finish the royal broth, then, with a great sigh, said:

	"I can eat no more."

	"Par la mordieu! I hope not, Chicot."

	"Ah! good-morning, my king. How are you? You seem to me very gay this morning."

	"Am I not, Chicot?"

	"You have quite a color; is it your own?"

	"Parbleu!"

	"I compliment you on it."

	"The fact is, I feel very well this morning."

	"I am very glad of it. But have you no little tit-bits left for breakfast?"

	"Here are cherries preserved by the ladies of Montmartre."

	"They are too sweet."

	"Nuts stuffed with raisins."

	"Bah! they have left the stones in the raisins."

	"You are not content with anything."

	"Well! really, on my word, everything degenerates, even cooking, and you begin to live very badly at your court."

	"Do they live better at that of the king of Navarre?"

	"Well!—I do not say no."

	"Then there must be great changes."

	"Ah! you do not know how right you are."

	"Tell me about your journey! that will amuse me."

	"Willingly; that is what I came for. Where shall I begin?"

	"At the beginning. How did you make your journey?"

	"Oh! delightfully."

	"And met with no disagreeable adventures—no bad company?"

	"Oh! who would dream of annoying an ambassador of his Most Christian Majesty? You calumniate your subjects, my son."

	"I asked," said the king, flattered by the tranquillity that reigned in his kingdom, "because you had no official character, and might have run some risk."

	"I tell you, Henriquet, that you have the most charming kingdom in the world. Travelers are nourished gratis; they are sheltered for the love of God; they walk on flowers; and as for the wheel ruts, they are carpeted with velvet and fringed with gold. It is incredible, but true."

	"Then you are content?"

	"Enchanted."

	"Yes, yes; my police is well organized."

	"Marvelously; I must do them justice."

	"And the road is safe?"

	"As that of Paradise."

	"Chicot, we are returning to Virgil."

	"To what part?"

	"To the Bucolics. 'O fortunatos nimium!'"

	"Ah! very well; but why this exception in favor of plowmen?"

	"Alas! because it is not the same in towns."

	"The fact is, Henri, that the towns are the centers of corruption."

	"Judge of it. You go 500 leagues without accident, while I go only to Vincennes, three-fourths of a league, and narrowly escape assassination by the way."

	"Oh! bah!"

	"I will tell you about it, my friend; I am having it written. Without my Forty-five guardsmen I should have been a dead man."

	"Truly! where did it take place?"

	"You mean, where was it to have taken place?"

	"Yes."

	"At Bel-Esbat."

	"Near the convent of our friend Gorenflot?"

	"Just so."

	"And how did he behave under the circumstances?"

	"Wonderfully, as usual. Chicot, I do not know if he had heard any rumor; but instead of snoring in bed, he was up in his balcony, while all his convent kept the road."

	"And he did nothing else?"

	"Who?"

	"Dom Modeste."

	"He blessed me with a majesty peculiar to himself, Chicot."

	"And his monks?"

	"They cried 'Vive le Roi!' tremendously."

	"And were they not armed?"

	"They were completely armed, which was a wonderful piece of thoughtfulness on the part of the worthy prior; and yet this man has said nothing, and asked for nothing. He did not come the next day, like D'Epernon, to search my pockets, crying, 'Sire, something for having saved the king.'"

	"Oh! as for that, he is incapable of it; besides, his hands would not go into your pockets."

	"Chicot, no jests about Dom Modeste; he is one of the greatest men of my reign; and I declare that on the first opportunity I will give him a bishopric."

	"And you will do well, my king."

	"Remark one thing, Chicot, that a great man from the ranks of the people is complete; we gentlemen, you see, inherit in our blood certain vices and virtues. Thus, the Valois are cunning and subtle, brave, but idle; the Lorraines are ambitious, greedy, and intriguing; the Bourbons are sensual, without ideas, force, or will. Look at Henri: when Nature, on the contrary, draws a great man from among the people, like Gorenflot, he is complete."

	"You think so?"

	"Yes; learned, modest, cunning, and brave, you could make of him what you liked—minister, general, or pope."

	"Pray stop, sire. If the brave man heard you he would burst his skin, for, in spite of what you say, Dom Modeste is very vain."

	"You are jealous, Chicot."

	"I! Heaven forbid! Jealous!"

	"I am but just; noble blood does not blind me. 'Stemmata quid faciunt?'"

	"Bravo! and you say, then, Henri, that you were nearly assassinated?"

	"Yes."

	"By whom?"

	"By the League, mordieu!"

	"How does the League get on?"

	"Just the same."

	"Which means that it grows daily."

	"Oh! political bodies never live which grow big too young. They are like children, Chicot."

	"Then you are content, my son?"

	"Nearly so."

	"You are happy?"

	"Yes, Chicot, and I am very glad to see you return."

	"'Habemus consulem facetum,' as Cato said."

	"You bring good news, do you not?"

	"I should think so."

	"You keep me in suspense."

	"Where shall I begin?"

	"I have already said, from the beginning; but you always wander from the point. You say that the journey was good?"

	"You see I have returned whole."

	"Yes; then let me hear of your arrival in Navarre. What was Henri doing when you arrived?"

	"Making love."

	"To Margot?"

	"Oh! no."

	"It would have astonished me had it been so; he is always unfaithful to his wife—the rascal! Unfaithful to a daughter of France! Luckily, she pays him back. And when you arrived, what was the name of Margot's rival?"

	"Fosseuse."

	"A Montmorency. Come, that is not so bad for a bear of Béarn. They spoke here of a peasant, a gardener's daughter."

	"Oh! that is very old."

	"Then he is faithless to Margot?"

	"As much as possible."

	"And she is furious?"

	"Enraged."

	"And she revenges herself?"

	"I believe so."

	Henri rubbed his hands joyfully.

	"What will she do?" cried he. "Will she move heaven and earth—bring Spain on Navarre—Artois and Flanders on Spain? Will she call in her little brother Henriquet against her husband Henri?"

	"It is possible."

	"You saw her?"

	"Yes."

	"Then they execrate each other?"

	"I believe that in their hearts they do not adore each other."

	"But in appearance?"

	"They are the best friends in the world."

	"Yes, but some fine morning some new love will embroil them completely."

	"Well! this new love has come."

	"Bah!"

	"Yes, on my honor; but shall I tell you what I fear?"

	"Yes."

	"That this new love, instead of embroiling, will reconcile them."

	"Then there is a new love, really?"

	"Oh! mon Dieu! yes."

	"Of Henri's?"

	"Of Henri's."

	"For whom?"

	"You wish to know all, do you not?"

	"Yes, Chicot; tell me all about it."

	"Well, my son, then I must go back to the beginning."

	"Go back, but be quick."

	"You wrote a letter to the Béarnais?"

	"Well?"

	"And I read it."

	"What do you think of it?"

	"That if it was not delicate, at least it was cunning."

	"It ought to have embroiled them?"

	"Yes, if Henri and Margot had been an ordinary, commonplace couple."

	"What do you mean?"

	"I mean that Henri is no fool."

	"Oh!"

	"And that he guessed."

	"Guessed what?"

	"That you wished to make him quarrel with his wife."

	"That was clear."

	"Yes; but what was less clear was your object in doing so."

	"Ah! diable! the object—"

	"Yes, this Béarnais thought your aim was to make him quarrel with his wife, that you might not have to pay her dowry."

	"Oh!"

	"Mon Dieu, yes; that is what got into the head of that devil of a Béarnais."

	"Go on, Chicot," said the king, beginning to look annoyed.

	"Well! scarcely had he guessed that, than he became what you look now, sad and melancholy; so much so, that he hardly thought of Fosseuse."

	"Bah!"

	"Yes, really, and then he conceived that other love I told you of."

	"But this man is a Turk—a Pagan. And what did Margot say?"

	"This time, my son, you will be astonished. Margot was delighted."

	"But what is the name of this new mistress?"

	"Oh! she is a beautiful and strong person, capable of defending herself if she is attacked."

	"And did she defend herself?"

	"Oh, yes!"

	"So that Henri was repulsed?"

	"At first."

	"And afterward?"

	"Oh! Henri is persevering, and he returned to the charge."

	"So that?"

	"So that he won her."

	"How?"

	"By petards."

	"What the devil are you talking about?"

	"The truth."

	"Petards! Who is this belle that is taken with petards?"

	"It is Mademoiselle Cahors."

	"Mademoiselle Cahors!"

	"Yes, a large and beautiful girl, who has one foot on the Got, and the other on the hills, and whose guardian is, or rather was, M. de Vesin, a brave gentleman of my acquaintance."

	"Mordieu!" cried Henri, furiously, "my city! he has taken my city."

	"Why, you see, Henri, you would not give it to him, and he was obliged to take it. But, apropos, here is a letter that he asked me to deliver into your own hand."

	And Chicot, drawing out a letter, gave it to the king. It was the one Henri had written after taking Cahors, and it finished with these words: "Quod mihi dixisti profuit multum, cognosco meos devotos; nosce tuos; Chicotus cætera expediet."

	Which meant, "What you told me was very useful; I know my friends; know yours. Chicot will tell you the rest."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXVIII.

	HOW, AFTER RECEIVING NEWS FROM THE SOUTH, HENRI RECEIVED NEWS FROM THE NORTH.

	 

	The king, highly exasperated, could hardly read the letter which Chicot gave to him. While he deciphered the Latin with every sign of impatience, Chicot, before a great Venetian mirror, which hung over a gilt table, was admiring the infinite grace of his own person under his military dress.

	"Oh! I am betrayed," cried Henri, when he had finished the letter; "the Béarnais had a plan, and I never suspected it."

	"My son," said Chicot, "you know the proverb, 'Still waters run deepest'?"

	"Go to the devil with your proverbs."

	Chicot went to the door as if to obey.

	"No, remain."

	Chicot stopped.

	"Cahors taken!" continued Henri.

	"Yes, and very well done, too."

	"Then he has generals and engineers?"

	"No, he is too poor for that; he could not pay them; he does it all himself."

	"He fight!" said Henri, disdainfully.

	"I do not say that he rushes into it with enthusiasm; no, he resembles those people who try the water before they bathe; he just dips the ends of his fingers with a little shudder, which augurs badly, then his breast; all this takes him about ten minutes, and then he rushes into action, and through fire, like a salamander."

	"Diable!"

	"And I assure you, Henri, the fire was hot there."

	The king rose and walked up and down the room.

	"Here is a misfortune for me," cried he; "they will laugh at it: they will sing about it. Mordieu! it is lucky I thought of sending the promised aid to Antwerp; Antwerp will compensate for Cahors; the north will blot out the south."

	"Amen!" said Chicot, plunging his hands into the king's sweetmeat-box to finish his desert.

	At this moment the door opened, and the usher announced "M. le Comte du Bouchage."

	"Ah!" cried Henri, "I told you so; here are news. Enter, comte, enter."

	The usher opened the door, and Henri du Bouchage entered slowly and bent a knee to the king.

	"Still pale and sad," said the king. "Come, friend, take a holiday air for a little while, and do not tell me good news with a doleful face: speak quickly, Du Bouchage, for I want to hear. You come from Flanders?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"And quickly?"

	"As quickly, sire, as a man can ride."

	"You are welcome. And now, what of Antwerp?"

	"Antwerp belongs to the Prince of Orange."

	"To the Prince of Orange!"

	"Yes, to William."

	"But did not my brother attack Antwerp?"

	"Yes, sire; but now he is traveling to Chateau-Thierry."

	"He has left the army?"

	"Sire, there is no longer an army."

	"Oh!" cried the king, sinking back in his armchair, "but Joyeuse—"

	"Sire, my brother, after having done wonders with his sailors, after having conducted the whole of the retreat, rallied the few men who escaped the disaster, and sent me home with an escort for M. le Duc d'Anjou."

	"A defeat!" murmured the king.

	But all at once, with a strange look.

	"Then Flanders is lost to my brother?"

	"Absolutely, sire."

	"Without hope?"

	"I fear so, sire."

	The clouds gradually cleared from the king's brow.

	"That poor Francois," said he, smiling; "he is unlucky in his search for a crown. He missed that of Navarre, he has stretched out his hand for that of England, and has touched that of Flanders; I would wager, Du Bouchage, that he will never reign, although he desires it so much. And how many prisoners were taken?"

	"About two thousand."

	"How many killed?"

	"At least as many; and among them M. de St. Aignan."

	"What! poor St. Aignan dead!"

	"Drowned."

	"Drowned! Did you throw yourselves into the Scheldt?"

	"No, the Scheldt threw itself upon us."

	The comte then gave the king a description of the battle, and of the inundations. Henri listened silently. When the recital was over, he rose, and kneeling down on his prie-Dieu, said some prayers, and then returned with a perfectly calm face.

	"Well," said he, "I trust I bear things like a king; and you, comte, since your brother is saved, like mine, thank God, and smile a little."

	"Sire, I am at your orders."

	"What do you ask as payment for your services, Du Bouchage?"

	"Sire, I have rendered no service."

	"I dispute that; but at least your brother has."—"Immense, sire."

	"He has saved the army, you say, or rather, its remnants?"

	"There is not a man left who does not say that he owes his life to my brother."

	"Well! Du Bouchage, my will is to extend my benefits to both, and I only imitate in that Him who made you both rich, brave, and handsome; besides, I should imitate those great politicians who always rewarded the bearers of bad news."

	"Oh!" said Chicot, "I have known men hung for bringing bad news."

	"That is possible," said the king; "but remember the senate that thanked Varron."

	"You cite republicans, Valois; misfortune makes you humble."

	"Come, Du Bouchage, what will you have—what would you like?"

	"Since your majesty does me the honor to speak to me so kindly, I will dare to profit by your goodness. I am tired of life, sire, and yet have a repugnance to shortening it myself, for God forbids it, and all the subterfuges that a man of honor employs in such a case are mortal sins. To get one's self killed in battle or to let one's self die of hunger are only different forms of suicide. I renounce the idea, therefore, of dying before the term which God has fixed for my life, and yet the world fatigues me, and I must leave it."

	"My friend!" said the king.

	Chicot looked with interest at the young man, so beautiful, so brave, so rich, and yet speaking in this desponding tone.

	"Sire," continued the comte, "everything that has happened to me for some time has strengthened my resolution. I wish to throw myself into the arms of God, who is the sovereign consoler of the afflicted, as he is of the happy. Deign then, sire, to facilitate my entrance into a religious life, for my heart is sad unto death."

	The king was moved at this doleful request.

	"Ah! I understand," said he; "you wish to become a monk, but you fear the probation."

	"I do not fear the austerities, sire, but the time they leave one in indecision. It is not to soften my life, nor to spare my body any physical suffering, or my mind any moral privation, but it is to pass at once from this world to the grating which separates me from it, and which one generally attains so slowly."

	"Poor boy!" said the king. "I think he will make a good preacher; will he not, Chicot?"

	Chicot did not reply. Du Bouchage continued:

	"You see, sire, that it is with my own family that the struggle will take place, and with my relations that I shall meet with the greatest opposition. My brother, the cardinal, at once so good and so worldly, will find a thousand reasons to persuade me against it. At Rome your majesty is all-powerful; you have asked me what I wish for, and promised to grant it; my wish is this, obtain from Rome an authority that my novitiate be dispensed with."

	The king rose smiling, and taking the comte's hand, said—

	"I will do what you ask, my son. You wish to serve God, and you are right; he is a better master than I am. You have my promise, dear comte."

	"Your majesty overwhelms me with joy," cried the young man, kissing Henri's hand as though he had made him duke, peer, or marshal of France. "Then it is settled?"

	"On my word as a king and a gentleman."

	Something like a smile passed over the lips of Du Bouchage; he bowed respectfully to the king and took leave.

	"What a happy young man," said Henri.

	"Oh!" said Chicot, "you need not envy him; he is not more doleful than yourself."

	"But, Chicot, he is going to give himself up to religion."

	"And who the devil prevents you from doing the same? I know a cardinal who will give all necessary aid, and he has more interest at Rome than you have; do you not know him? I mean the Cardinal de Guise."

	"Chicot!"

	"And if the tonsure disquiets you, for it is rather a delicate operation, the prettiest hands and the prettiest scissors—golden scissors, ma foi!—will give you this precious symbol, which would raise to three the number of the crowns you have worn, and will justify the device, 'Manet ultima coelo.'"

	"Pretty hands, do you say?"

	"Yes, do you mean to abuse the hands of Madame de Montpensier? How severe you are upon your subjects."

	The king frowned, and passed over his eyes a hand as white as those spoken of, but more trembling.

	"Well!" said Chicot, "let us leave that, for I see that the conversation does not please you, and let us return to subjects that interest me personally."

	The king made a gesture, half indifferent, half approving.

	"Have you heard, Henri," continued Chicot, "whether those Joyeuses carried off any woman?"

	"Not that I know of."

	"Have they burned anything?"

	"What?"

	"How should I know what a great lord burns to amuse himself; the house of some poor devil, perhaps."

	"Are you mad, Chicot? Burn a house for amusement in my city of Paris!"

	"Oh! why not?"

	"Chicot!"

	"Then they have done nothing that you know of?"

	"Ma foi, no."

	"Oh! so much the better," said Chicot, drawing a long breath like a man much relieved.

	"Do you know one thing, Chicot?" said Henri.

	"No, I do not."

	"It is that you have become wicked."

	"I?"

	"Yes, you."

	"My sojourn in the tomb had sweetened me, but your presence, great king, has destroyed the effect."

	"You become insupportable, Chicot; and I now attribute to you ambitious projects and intrigues of which I formerly believed you incapable."

	"Projects of ambition! I ambitious! Henriquet, my son, you used to be only foolish, now you are mad; you have progressed."

	"And I tell you, M. Chicot, that you wish to separate from me all my old friends, by attributing to them intentions which they have not, and crimes of which they never thought; in fact, you wish to monopolize me."

	"I monopolize you! what for? God forbid! you are too tiresome, without counting the difficulty of pleasing you with your food. Oh! no, indeed! Explain to me whence comes this strange idea."

	"You began by listening coldly to my praises of your old friend, Dom Modeste, to whom you owe much."

	"I owe much to Dom Modeste! Good."

	"Then you tried to calumniate the Joyeuses, my true friends."

	"I do not say no."

	"Then you launched a shaft at the Guises."

	"Ah! you love them now; you love all the world to-day, it seems."

	"No, I do not love them; but, as just now they keep themselves close and quiet, and do not do me the least harm, I do not fear them, and I cling to all old and well-known faces. All these Guises, with their fierce looks and great swords, have never done me any harm, after all, and they resemble—shall I tell you what?"

	"Do, Henri; I know how clever you are at comparisons."

	"They resemble those perch that they let loose in the ponds to chase the great fish and prevent them growing too fat; but suppose that the great fish are not afraid?"

	"Well!"

	"Then the teeth of the perch are not strong enough to get through their scales."

	"Oh! Henri! my friend, how clever you are!"

	"While your Béarnais—"

	"Well, have you a comparison for him also?"

	"While your Béarnais, who mews like a cat, bites like a tiger."

	"Well, my son, I will tell you what to do; divorce the queen and marry Madame de Montpensier; was she not once in love with you?"

	"Yes, and that is the source of all her menaces, Chicot; she has a woman's spite against me, and she provokes me now and then, but luckily I am a man, and can laugh at it."

	As Henri finished these words, the usher cried at the door, "A messenger from M. le Duc de Guise for his majesty."

	"Is it a courier or a gentleman?" asked the king.

	"It is a captain, sire."

	"Let him enter; he is welcome."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXIX.

	THE TWO COMPANIONS.

	 

	Chicot, at this announcement, sat down and turned his back to the door; but the first words pronounced by the duke's messenger made him start. He opened his eyes. The messenger could see nothing but the eye of Chicot peering from behind the chair, while Chicot could see him altogether.

	"You come from Lorraine?" asked the king of the new comer, who had a fine and warlike appearance.

	"Not so, sire; I come from Soissons, where M. le Duc, who has been a month in that city, gave me this letter to deliver to your majesty."

	The messenger then opened his buff coat, which was fastened by silver clasps, and drew from a leather pouch lined with silk not one letter, but two; for they had stuck together by the wax, and as the captain advanced to give the king one letter, the other fell on the carpet. Chicot's eyes followed the messenger, and saw the color spread over his cheeks as he stooped to pick up the letter he had let fall. But Henri saw nothing, he opened his own letter and read, while the messenger watched him closely.

	"Ah! M. Borromée," thought Chicot, "so you are a captain, are you?"

	"Good," said the king, after reading the duke's letter with evident satisfaction. "Go, captain, and tell M. de Guise that I am grateful for his offer."

	"Your majesty will not honor me with a written answer?"

	"No, I shall see the duke in a month or six weeks, and can thank him myself."

	The captain bowed and went out.

	"You see, Chicot," then said the king, "that M. de Guise is free from all machinations. This brave duke has learned the Navarre business, and he fears that the Huguenots will raise up their heads, for he has also ascertained that the Germans are about to send re-enforcements to Henri. Now, guess what he is about to do."

	As Chicot did not reply, Henri went on.

	"Well! he offers me the army that he has just raised in Lorraine to watch Flanders, and says that in six weeks it will be at my command, with its general. What do you say to that, Chicot?"

	No answer.

	"Really, my dear Chicot," continued the king, "you are as absurdly obstinate as a Spanish mule; and if I happen to convince you of some error, you sulk; yes, sulk."

	Not a sound came to contradict Henri in this frank opinion of his friend. Now silence displeased Henri more than contradiction.

	"I believe," said he, "that the fellow has had the impertinence to go to sleep. Chicot!" continued he, advancing to the armchair; "reply when your king speaks."

	But Chicot did not reply, for he was not there; and Henri found the armchair empty.

	He looked all round the room, but Chicot was not to be seen. The king gave a superstitious shudder; it sometimes came into his mind that Chicot was a supernatural being—a diabolic incarnation, of a good kind, it was true, but still diabolical.

	He called Nambu the usher, and questioned him, and he assured his majesty that he had seen Chicot go out five minutes before the duke's messenger left.

	"Decidedly," thought Henri, "Chicot was vexed at being in the wrong. How ill-natured men are, even the best of them."

	Nambu was right; Chicot had traversed the antechambers silently, but still he was not able to keep his spurs from sounding, which made several people turn, and bow when they saw who it was.

	The captain came out five minutes after Chicot, went down the steps across the court proudly and with a satisfied air; proud of his person, and pleased that the king had received him so well, and without any suspicions of M. de Guise. As he crossed the drawbridge, he heard behind him steps which seemed to be the echo of his own. He turned, thinking that the king had sent some message to him, and great was his stupefaction to see behind him the demure face of Robert Briquet. It may be remembered that the first feeling of these two men about one another had not been exactly sympathetical.

	Borromée opened his mouth, and paused; and in an instant was joined by Chicot.

	"Corboeuf!" said Borromée.

	"Ventre de biche!" cried Chicot.

	"The bourgeois!"

	"The reverend father!"

	"With that helmet!"

	"With that buff coat!"

	"I am surprised to see you."

	"I am delighted to meet you again."

	And they looked fiercely at each other, but Borromée, quickly assuming an air of amiable urbanity, said, "Vive Dieu, you are cunning, M. Robert Briquet."

	"I, reverend father; and why do you say so?"

	"When you were at the convent of the Jacobins, you made me believe you were only a simple bourgeois."

	"Ah!" replied Chicot, "and what must we say of you, M. Borromée?"

	"Of me?"

	"Yes, of you."

	"And why?"

	"For making me believe you were only a monk. You must be more cunning than the pope himself; but you took me in the snare."

	"The snare?"

	"Yes, doubtless; a brave captain like you does not change his cuirass for a frock without grave reasons."

	"With a soldier like you, I will have no secrets. It is true that I have certain personal interests in the convent of the Jacobins; but you?"

	"And I, also."

	"Let us chat about it."

	"I am quite ready."

	"Do you like wine?"

	"Yes, when it is good."

	"Well! I know a little inn, which I think has no rival in Paris."

	"And I know one also; what is yours called?"

	"The 'Corne d'Abondance.'"

	"Ah!"

	"Well, what is it?"

	"Nothing."

	"Do you know anything against this house?"

	"Not at all."

	"You know it?"

	"No; and that astonishes me."

	"Shall we go there, compère?"

	"Oh! yes, at once."

	"Come, then."

	"Where is it?"

	"Near the Porte Bourdelle. The host appreciates well the difference between palates like yours and mine, and those of every thirsty passer-by."

	"Can we talk there?"

	"Perfectly at our ease."

	"Oh! I see you are well known there."

	"Ma foi, no; this time you are wrong. M. Bonhomet sells me wine when I want it, and I pay when I can; that is all."

	"Bonhomet! that is a name that promises well."

	"And keeps its promise. Come, compère."

	"Oh! oh!" said Chicot to himself; "now I must choose among my best grimaces; for if Bonhomet recognizes me at once, it is all over."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXX.

	THE CORNE D'ABONDANCE.

	 

	The way along which Borromée led Chicot, never suspecting that he knew it as well as himself, recalled to our Gascon the happy days of his youth. How many times had he in those days, under the rays of the winter sun, or in the cool shade in summer, sought out this house, toward which a stranger was now conducting him. Then a few pieces of gold, or even of silver, jingling in his purse, made him happier than a king; and he gave himself up to the delightful pleasures of laziness, having no wife nor children starving, or scolding and suspicious, at home. Then Chicot used to sit down carelessly on the wooden bench, waiting for Gorenflot, who, however, was always exact to the time fixed for dinner; and then he used to study, with intelligent curiosity, Gorenflot in all his different shades of drunkenness.

	Soon the great street of St. Jacques appeared to his eyes, the cloister of St. Benoit, and nearly in front of that the hotel of the Corne d'Abondance, rather dirty, and rather dilapidated, but still shaded by its planes and chestnuts, and embellished inside by its pots of shining copper, and brilliant saucepans, looking like imitations of gold and silver, and bringing real gold and silver into the pockets of the innkeeper. Chicot bent his back until he seemed to lose five or six inches of his height, and making a most hideous grimace, prepared to meet his old friend Bonhomet. However, as Borromée walked first, it was to him that Bonhomet spoke, and he scarcely looked at Chicot, who stood behind. Time had left its traces on the face of Bonhomet, as well as on his house. Besides the wrinkles which seem to correspond on the human face to the cracks made by time on the front of buildings, M. Bonhomet had assumed airs of great importance since Chicot had seen him last. These, however, he never showed much to men of a warlike appearance, for whom he had always a great respect.

	It seemed to Chicot that nothing was changed excepting the tint of the ceiling, which from gray had turned to black.

	"Come, friend," said Borromée, "I know a little nook where two men may talk at their ease while they drink. Is it empty?" continued he, turning to Bonhomet.

	Bonhomet answered that it was, and Borromée then led Chicot to the little room already so well known to all readers of "Chicot, the Jester."

	"Now," said Borromée, "wait here for me while I avail myself of a privilege granted to the habitués of this house."

	"What is that?"

	"To go to the cellar and fetch one's own wine."

	"Ah! a jolly privilege. Go, then."

	Borromée went out. Chicot watched him disappear, and then went to the wall and raised a picture, representing Credit killed by bad paymasters, behind which was a hole, through which you could see into the public room. Chicot knew this hole well, for it was his own making.

	On looking through, he perceived Borromée, after placing his finger on his lips, as a sign of caution, say something to Bonhomet, who seemed to acquiesce by a nod of the head, after which Borromée took a light, which was always kept burning in readiness, and descended to the cellar. Then Chicot knocked on the wall in a peculiar manner. On hearing this knock, which seemed to recall to him some souvenir deeply rooted in his heart, Bonhomet started, and looked round him. Chicot knocked again impatiently, like a man angry at his first call not being answered. Bonhomet ran to the little room, and found Chicot standing there upright. At this sight Bonhomet, who, like the rest of the world, had believed Chicot dead, uttered a cry, for he believed he saw a ghost.

	"Since when," said Chicot, "has a person like me been obliged to call twice?"

	"Oh! dear M. Chicot, is it you or your shade?" cried Bonhomet.

	"Whichever it be, since you recognize me, I hope you will obey me."

	"Oh! certainly, dear M. Chicot."

	"Then whatever noise you hear in this room, and whatever takes place here, do not come until I call you."

	"Your directions will be the easier to obey, since they are exactly the same as your companion has just given to me."

	"Yes, but if he calls, do not come—wait until I call."—"I will, M. Chicot."

	"Good! now send away every one else from your inn, and in ten minutes let us be as free and as solitary here as if we came to fast on Good Friday."

	"In ten minutes, M. Chicot, there shall not be a soul in the hotel excepting your humble servant."

	"Go, Bonhomet; you are not changed, I see."

	"Oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu!" said Bonhomet, as he retired, "what is about to take place in my poor house?"

	As he went, he met Borromée returning from the cellar with his bottles.

	We do not know how Bonhomet managed, but when the ten minutes had expired, the last customer was crossing the threshold of the door, muttering:

	"Oh! oh! the weather is stormy here to-day; we must avoid the storm."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXI.

	WHAT HAPPENED IN THE LITTLE ROOM.

	 

	When the captain re-entered the room with a basket in his hand containing a dozen bottles, he was received by Chicot with smiles. Borromée was in haste to uncork his bottles, but his haste was nothing to Chicot's; thus the preparations did not take long, and the two companions began to drink. At first, as though their occupation was too important to be interrupted, they drank in silence. Chicot uttered only these words:

	"Par ma foi! this is good Burgundy."

	They drank two bottles in this way; at the third, Chicot raised his eyes to heaven, and said:

	"Really, we are drinking as though we wished to intoxicate ourselves."

	"It is so good," replied Borromée.

	"Ah! it pleases you. Go on, friend; I have a strong head."

	And each of them swallowed another bottle. The wine produced on each of them an opposite effect—it unloosened Chicot's tongue, and tied that of Borromée.

	"Ah!" murmured Chicot, "you are silent; then you doubt yourself."

	"Ah!" said Borromée to himself, "you chatter; then you are getting tipsy." Then he asked Chicot, "How many bottles does it take you?"

	"For what?"

	"To get lively."

	"About four."

	"And to get tipsy?"

	"About six."

	"And dead drunk?"

	"Double."

	"Boaster!" thought Borromée, "he stammers already, and has only drunk four. Come, then, we can go on," said he, and he drew out a fifth for Chicot and one for himself.

	But Chicot remarked that of the five bottles ranged beside Borromée some were half full, and others two-thirds; none were empty. This confirmed him in his suspicions that the captain had bad intentions with regard to him. He rose as if to fetch his fifth bottle, and staggered as he did so.

	"Oh!" said he, "did you feel?"

	"What?"

	"The earth trembling."

	"Bah!"

	"Yes, ventre de biche! Luckily the hotel of the Corne d'Abondance is solid, although it is built on a pivot."

	"What! built on a pivot?"

	"Doubtless, since it turns."

	"True," said Borromée, "I felt the effects, but did not guess the cause."

	"Because you are not a Latin scholar, and have not read the 'De Natura Rerum.' If you had, you would know that there is no effect without a cause."

	"Well, my dear captain, for you are a captain like me, are you not?"

	"Yes, from the points of my toes to the roots of my hair."

	"Well, then, my dear captain, tell me, since there is no effect without a cause, as you say, what was the cause of your disguise?"

	"What disguise?"

	"That which you wore when you came to visit Dom Modeste."

	"How was I disguised?"

	"As a bourgeois."

	"Ah! true."

	"Will you tell me?"

	"Willingly, if you will tell me why you were disguised as a monk. Confidence for confidence."

	"Agreed," said Borromée.

	"You wish to know, then, why I was disguised," said Chicot, with an utterance which seemed to grow thicker and thicker.

	"Yes, it puzzles me."

	"And then you will tell me?"

	"Yes, that was agreed."

	"Ah! true; I forgot. Well, the thing is very simple; I was a spy for the king."

	"A spy?"

	"Yes."

	"Is that, then, your profession?"

	"No, I am an amateur."

	"What were you spying there?"

	"Every one. Dom Modeste himself, then Brother Borromée, little Jacques, and the whole convent."

	"And what did you discover, my friend?"

	"First, that Dom Modeste is a great fool."

	"It does not need to be very clever to find that out."

	"Pardon me; his majesty Henri the Third, who is no fool, regards him as one of the lights of the Church, and is about to make a bishop of him."

	"So be it; I have nothing to say against that promotion; on the contrary, it will give me a good laugh. But what else did you discover?"

	"I discovered that Brother Borromée was not a monk but a captain."

	"Ah! you discovered that?"

	"At once."

	"Anything else?"

	"I discovered that Jacques was practicing with the foils before he began with the sword."

	"Ah! you discovered that also. Anything else."

	"Give me more to drink, or I shall remember nothing."

	"Remember that you are beginning your sixth bottle," said Borromée laughing.

	"Did we not come here to drink?"

	"Certainly we did."

	"Let us drink then."

	"Well," said Borromée, "now do you remember?"

	"What?"

	"What else you saw in the convent."

	"Well, I saw that the monks were really soldiers, and instead of obeying Dom Modeste, obeyed you."

	"Ah, truly: but doubtless that was not all?"

	"No; but more to drink, or my memory will fail me."

	And as his bottle was empty, he held out his glass for more.

	"Well, now do you remember?"

	"Oh, yes, I should think so."

	"Well, what else?"

	"I saw that there was a plot."

	"A plot!" cried Borromée, turning pale.

	"Yes, a plot."

	"Against whom?"

	"Against the king."

	"Of what nature?"

	"To try and carry him off."

	"When?"

	"When he was returning from Vincennes."

	"Sacre!"

	"What did you say?"

	"Nothing. And you found out that?"

	"Yes."

	"And warned the king?"

	"Parbleu! that was what I came for."

	"Then you were the cause of the attempt failing?"

	"Yes, I."

	"Hang him!" murmured Borromée.

	"What did you say?"

	"I said that you have good eyes, my friend."

	"Bah! I have seen more than that; pass me one of your bottles, and I will tell you what I have seen."

	Borromée hastened to comply with Chicot's desire.

	"Let me hear," said he.

	"Firstly, I have seen M. de Mayenne wounded."

	"Bah!"

	"No wonder, he was on my route. And then I have seen the taking of Cahors."

	"How? the taking of Cahors?"

	"Certainly. Ah! captain, it was a grand thing to see, and a brave man like you would have been delighted."

	"I do not doubt it. You were, then, near the king of Navarre?"

	"Side by side, my friend, as we are now."

	"And you left him?"

	"To announce this news to the king of France."

	"Then you have been at the Louvre?"

	"Yes, just before you."

	"Then, as we have not quitted each other since, I need not ask you what you have done."

	"On the contrary, ask; for that is the most curious of all."

	"Tell me, then."

	"Tell! oh, it is very easy to say tell."

	"Try."

	"One more glass of wine, then, to loosen my tongue. Quite full; that will do. Well, I saw, comrade, that when you gave the king the Duc de Guise's letter, you let another fall."

	"Another!" cried Borromée, starting up. "Yes, it is there."

	And having tried two or three times, with an unsteady hand, he put his finger on the buff doublet of Borromée, just where the letter was. Borromée started, as though Chicot's finger had been a hot iron, and had touched his skin instead of his doublet.

	"Oh, oh!" said he, "there is but one thing wanting."

	"What is that?"

	"That you should know to whom the letter is addressed."

	"Oh, I know quite well; it is addressed to the Duchesse de Montpensier."

	"Good heavens! I hope you have not told that to the king."

	"No; but I will tell him."

	"When?"

	"When I have had a nap." And he let his arms fall on the table, and his head on them.

	"Then as soon as you can walk you will go to the Louvre?"

	"I will."

	"You will denounce me."

	"I will denounce you."

	"Is it not a joke?"

	"What?"

	"That you will tell the king after your nap."

	"Not at all. You see, my dear friend," said Chicot, half raising his head, "you are a conspirator, and I am a spy; you have a plot, and I denounce you; we each follow our business."

	And Chicot laid his head down again, so that his face was completely hidden by his hands, while the back of his head was protected by his helmet.

	"Ah!" cried Borromée, "you will denounce me when you wake!" and, rising, he made a furious blow with his dagger on the back of his companion, thinking to pierce him through and nail him to the table. But he had not reckoned on the shirt of mail which Chicot had carried away from the priory. The dagger broke upon it like glass, and for the second time Chicot owed his life to it.

	Before Borromée had time to recover from his astonishment, Chicot's right fist struck him a heavy blow in the face, and sent him bleeding and stunned against the wall.

	In a minute, however, he was up, and sword in hand; but this minute had sufficed for Chicot to draw his sword also, and prepare himself. He seemed to shake off, as if by enchantment, all the fumes of the wine, and stood with a steady hand to receive his adversary. The table, like a field of battle, covered with empty bottles, lay between them, but the blood flowing down his face infuriated Borromée, who lunged at his adversary as fiercely as the intervening table permitted.

	"Dolt!" cried Chicot, "you see that it is decidedly you who are drunk, for you cannot reach me across the table, while my arm is six inches longer than yours, and my sword as much longer than your sword; and here is the proof."

	As he spoke, he stretched out his arm and wounded Borromée in the forehead. Borromée uttered a cry, still more of rage than of pain, and as he was brave enough, attacked with double fury.

	Chicot, however, still on the other side of the table, took a chair and sat down, saying, "Mon Dieu! how stupid these soldiers are; they pretend to know how to manage their swords, and any bourgeois, if he liked, could kill them like flies. Ah! now you want to put out my eye. And now you mount on the table; but, ventre de biche! take care, donkey." And he pricked him with his sword in the stomach, as he had already done in the forehead.

	Borromée roared with anger and leaped from the table to the floor.

	"That is as it should, be," said Chicot; "now we are on the same level, and we can talk while we are fencing. Ah! captain, captain, and so we sometimes try our hand a little at assassination in our spare moments, do we?"

	"I do for my cause what you do for yours," said Borromée, now brought back to the seriousness of his position, and terrified, in spite of himself, at the smothered fire which seemed gleaming in Chicot's eyes.

	"So much for talking," said Chicot; "and yet, my friend, it is with no little pleasure I find that I am a better hand than you are. Ah! that was not bad."

	Borromée had just made a lunge at Chicot, which had slightly touched his breast.

	"Not bad, but I know the thrust—it is the very same you showed little Jacques. I was just saying, then, that I have the advantage of you, for I did not begin this quarrel, however anxiously disposed I might have been to do so. More than that, even, I have allowed you to carry out your project by giving you every latitude you required, and yet at this very moment even, I have only been acting on the defensive, and this, because I have something to propose to you."

	"Nothing," cried Borromée, exasperated at Chicot's imperturbability, "nothing."

	And he gave a thrust which would have run the Gascon completely through the body, if the latter had not, with his long legs, sprung back a step, which placed him out of his adversary's reach.

	"I am going to tell you what this arrangement is, all the same, so that I shall have nothing left to reproach myself for."

	"Hold your tongue," said Borromée; "hold your tongue; it will be useless."

	"Listen," said Chicot; "it is to satisfy my own conscience. I have no wish to shed your blood, you understand, and I don't want to kill you until I am driven to extremes."

	"Kill me, kill me, I say, if you can!" exclaimed Borromée, exasperated.

	"No, no; I have already once in my life killed another such swordsman as you are; I will even say a better swordsman than you. Pardieu! you know him; he, too, was one of De Guise's retainers—a lawyer, too."

	"Ah! Nicolas David!" said Borromée, terrified at the incident, and again placing himself on the defensive.

	"Exactly so."

	"It was you who killed him?"

	"Oh! yes, with a pretty little thrust which I will presently show you, if you decline the arrangement I propose."

	"Well, let me hear what the arrangement is."

	"You will pass from the Duc de Guise's service to that of the king, without, however, quitting that of the duc."

	"In other words, that I should become a spy like yourself?"

	"No, for there will be a difference; I am not paid, but you will be. You will begin by showing me the Duc de Guise's letter to Madame la Duchesse de Montpensier; you will let me take a copy of it, and I will leave you quiet until another occasion. Well, am I not considerate?"—"Here," said Borromée, "is my answer."

	Borromée's reply was "un coupé sur les armes," so rapidly dealt that the point of his sword slightly touched Chicot's shoulder.

	"Well, well," said Chicot, "I see I must positively show you Nicolas David's thrust. It is very simple and pretty."

	And Chicot, who had up to that moment been acting on the defensive, made one step forward and attacked in his turn.

	"This is the thrust," said Chicot; "I make a feint in quartrebasse."

	And he did so; Borromée parried by giving way; but, after this first step backward he was obliged to stop, as he found that he was close to the partition.

	"Good! precisely so; you parry in a circle; that's wrong, for my wrist is stronger than yours. I catch your sword in mine, thus. I return to the attack by a tierce haute, I fall upon you, so, and you are hit, or, rather, you are a dead man!"

	In fact, the thrust had followed, or rather had accompanied, the demonstration, and the slender rapier, penetrating Borromée's chest, had glided like a needle completely through him, penetrating deeply, and with a dull, heavy sound, the wooden partition behind him.

	Borromée flung out his arms, letting his sword fall to the ground; his eyes became fixed and injected with blood, his mouth opened wide, his lips were stained with a red-colored foam, his head fell on his shoulder with a sigh, which sounded like a death-rattle; then his limbs refused their support, and his body as it sunk forward enlarged the aperture of the wound, but could not free itself from the partition, supported as it was by Chicot's terrible wrist, so that the miserable wretch, like a gigantic insect, remained fastened to the wall, which his feet kicked convulsively.

	Chicot, cold and impassible as he always was in positions of great difficulty, especially when he had a conviction at the bottom of his heart that he had done everything his conscience could require of him—Chicot, we say, took his hand from his sword, which remained in a horizontal position, unfastened the captain's belt, searched his doublet, took the letter, and read the address:

	"Duchesse de Montpensier."

	All this time the blood was welling copiously from the wound, and the agony of death was depicted on the features of the wounded man.

	"I am dying, I am dying!" he murmured. "O Heaven! have pity on me."

	This last appeal to the divine mercy, made by a man who had most probably rarely thought of it until this moment of his direst need, touched Chicot's feeling.

	"Let us be charitable," he said; "and since this man must die, let him at least die as quietly as possible."

	He then advanced toward the partition, and by an effort withdrew his sword from the wall, and supporting Borromée's body, he prevented it from falling heavily to the ground.

	This last precaution, however, was useless; the approach of death had been rapid and certain, and had already paralyzed the dying man's limbs. His legs gave way beneath him, he fell into Chicot's arms, and then rolled heavily on the floor.

	The shock of his fall made a stream of blood flow from his wound, with which the last remains of life ebbed away.

	Chicot then went and opened the door of communication, and called Bonhomet.

	He had no occasion to call twice, for the innkeeper had been listening at the door, and had successively heard the noise of tables and stools, the clashing of swords, and the fall of a heavy body; besides, the worthy M. Bonhomet had particularly, after the confidence which had been reposed in him, too extensive an experience of the character of gentlemen of the sword in general, and of that of Chicot in particular, not to have guessed, step by step, what had taken place.

	The only thing of which he was ignorant was, which of the two adversaries had fallen.

	It must, however, be said in praise of Maître Bonhomet that his face assumed an expression of real satisfaction when he heard Chicot's voice, and when he saw that it was the Gascon who, safe and sound, opened the door.

	Chicot, whom nothing escaped, remarked the expression of his countenance, and was inwardly pleased at it.

	Bonhomet, tremblingly, entered the apartment.

	"Good heavens!" he exclaimed, as he saw the captain's body bathed in blood.

	"Yes, my poor Bonhomet," said Chicot; "this is what we have come to; our dear captain here is very ill, as you see."

	"Oh! my good Monsieur Chicot, my good Monsieur Chicot!" exclaimed Bonhomet, ready to faint.

	"Well, what?" inquired Chicot.

	"It is very unkind of you to have chosen my inn for this execution; such a handsome captain, too!"

	"Would you sooner have seen Chicot lying there, and Borromée alive?"

	"No, oh no!" cried the host, from the very bottom of his heart.

	"Well, that would have happened, however, had it not been for a miracle of Providence."—"Really?"

	"Upon the word of Chicot, just look at my back, for it pains me a good deal, my dear friend."

	And he stooped down before the innkeeper, so that both his shoulders might be on a level with the host's eye.

	Between the two shoulders the doublet was pierced through, and a spot of blood as large and round as a silver crown piece reddened the edges of the hole.

	"Blood!" cried Bonhomet, "blood! Ah, you are wounded!"

	"Wait, wait."

	And Chicot unfastened his doublet and his shirt. "Now look!" he said.

	"Oh! you wore a cuirass! What a fortunate thing, dear Monsieur Chicot; and you were saying that the ruffian wished to assassinate you."

	"Diable! it hardly seems likely I should have taken any pleasure in giving myself a dagger thrust between my own shoulders. Now, what do you see?"

	"A link broken."

	"That dear captain was in good earnest then; is there much blood?"

	"Yes, a good deal under the links."

	"I must take off the cuirass, then," said Chicot.

	Chicot took off his cuirass, and bared the upper part of his body, which seemed to be composed of nothing else but bones, of muscles spread over the bones, and of skin merely covering the muscles.

	"Ah! Monsieur Chicot," exclaimed Bonhomet, "you have a wound as large as a plate."

	"Yes, I suppose the blood has spread; there is what doctors call ecchymosis; give me some clean linen, pour into a glass equal parts of good olive oil and wine dregs, and wash that stain for me."

	"But, dear M. Chicot, what am I to do with this body?"

	"That is not your affair."

	"What! not my affair?"

	"No. Give me some ink, a pen, and a sheet of paper."

	"Immediately, dear Monsieur Chicot," said Bonhomet, as he darted out of the room.

	Meanwhile Chicot, who probably had no time to lose, heated at the lamp the point of a small dagger, and cut in the middle of the wax the seal of the letter. This being done, and as there was nothing else to retain the dispatch, Chicot drew it from its envelope, and read it with the liveliest marks of satisfaction.

	Just as he had finished reading it, Maître Bonhomet returned with the oil, the wine, the paper, and the pen.

	Chicot arranged the pen, ink, and paper before him, sat himself down at the table, and turned his back with stoical indifference toward Bonhomet for him to operate upon. The latter understood the pantomime, and began to rub it.

	However, as if, instead of irritating a painful wound, some one had been tickling him in the most delightful manner, Chicot, during the operation, copied the letter from the Duc de Guise to his sister, and made his comments thereon at every word.

	"DEAR SISTER—The expedition from Anvers has succeeded for everybody, but has failed as far as we are concerned. You will be told that the Duc d'Anjou is dead; do not believe it—he is alive.

	"He lives, you understand, and that is the whole question.

	"There is a complete dynasty in those words; those two words separate the house of Lorraine from the throne of France better than the deepest abyss could do.

	"Do not, however, make yourself too uneasy about that. I have discovered that two persons whom I thought were dead are still living, and there is a great chance of death for the prince while those two persons are alive.

	"Think then only of Paris; it will be time enough for the League to act six weeks hence. Let our Leaguers know that the moment is approaching, and let them hold themselves in readiness.

	"The army is on foot; we number twelve thousand sure men, all well equipped; I shall enter France with it, under the pretext of engaging the German Huguenots, who are going to assist Henri de Navarre. I shall defeat the Huguenots, and having entered France as a friend, I shall act as a master."

	"Oh, oh!" cried Chicot.

	"Did I hurt you, dear Monsieur Chicot?" said Bonhomet, discontinuing his frictions.

	"Yes, my good fellow."

	"I will rub more softly; don't be afraid."

	Chicot continued:

	"P.S.—I entirely approve of your plan with regard to the Forty-five; only allow me to say, dear sister, that you will be conferring a greater honor on those fellows than they deserve."

	"Ah! diable!" murmured Chicot, "this is getting obscure."

	And he read it again.

	"I entirely approve of your plan with regard to the Forty-five."

	"What plan?" Chicot asked himself.

	"Only allow me to say, dear sister, that you will be conferring a greater honor on those fellows than they deserve."

	"What honor?"

	Chicot resumed:—

	"Than they deserve. 

	"Your affectionate brother.

	"H. DE LORRAINE."

	"At all events," said Chicot, "everything is clear, except the postscript. Very good, We will look after the postscript, then."

	"Dear Monsieur Chicot," Bonhomet ventured to observe, seeing that Chicot had finished writing, if not thinking, "Dear Monsieur Chicot, you have not told me what I am to do with this corpse."—"That is a very simple affair."

	"For you, who are full of imagination, it may be, but for me?"

	"Well! suppose, for instance, that that unfortunate captain had been quarreling with the Swiss guards or the Reiters, and he had been brought to your house wounded, would you have refused to receive him?"

	"No, certainly, unless indeed you had forbidden me, dear M. Chicot."

	"Suppose that, having been placed in that corner, he had, notwithstanding the care and attention you had bestowed upon him, departed this life while in your charge, it would have been a great misfortune, and nothing more, I suppose?"

	"Certainly."

	"And, instead of incurring any blame, you would deserve to be commended for your humanity. Suppose, again, that while he was dying this poor captain had mentioned the name, which you know very well, of the prior of Les Jacobins Saint Antoine?"

	"Of Dom Modeste Gorenflot?" exclaimed Bonhomet, in astonishment.

	"Yes, of Dom Modeste Gorenflot. Very good! You will go and inform Dom Modeste of it; Dom Modeste will hasten here with all speed, and, as the dead man's purse is found in one of his pockets—you understand it is important that the purse should be found; I mention this merely by way of advice—and as the dead man's purse is found in one of his pockets, and this letter in the other, no suspicion whatever can be entertained."

	"I understand, dear Monsieur Chicot."

	"In addition to which you will receive a reward, instead of being punished."

	"You are a great man, dear Monsieur Chicot; I will run at once to the Priory of St. Antoine."

	"Wait a minute! did I not say there was the purse and the letter?"

	"Oh! yes, and you have the letter in your hand."—"Precisely."

	"I must not say that it has been read and copied?"

	"Pardieu! it is precisely on account of this letter reaching its destination intact that you will receive a recompense."

	"The letter contains a secret, then?"

	"In such times as the present there are secrets in everything, my dear Bonhomet."

	And Chicot, with this sententious reply, again fastened the silk under the wax of the seal by making use of the same means as he had done before; he then fastened the wax so artistically that the most experienced eye would not have been able to have detected the slightest crack.

	He then replaced the letter in the pocket of the dead man, had the linen, which had been steeped in the oil and wine, applied to his wound by way of a cataplasm, put on again the safety coat of mail next to his skin, his shirt over his coat of mail, picked up his sword, wiped it, thrust it into the scabbard, and withdrew.

	He returned again, however, saying:

	"If, after all, the story which I have invented does not seem satisfactory to you, you can accuse the captain of having thrust his own sword through his body."

	"A suicide?"

	"Well, that don't compromise any one, you understand."

	"But they won't bury this ill-starred fellow in holy ground."

	"Pooh," said Chicot, "will that be giving him much pleasure?"

	"Why, yes, I should think so."

	"In that case, do as you like, my dear Bonhomet; adieu."

	Then, returning a second time, he said:

	"By-the-by, I pay, since he is no more." And Chicot threw three golden crowns on the table, and then, placing his fore-finger on his lips, in token of silence, he departed.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXII.

	THE HUSBAND AND THE LOVER.

	 

	It was with no inconsiderable emotion that Chicot again recognized La Rue des Augustins, so quiet and deserted, the angle formed by the block of houses which preceded his own, and lastly, his own dear house itself, with its triangular roof, its worm-eaten balcony, and its gutters ornamented with waterspouts.

	He had been so terribly afraid that he should find nothing but an empty space in the place of the house, and had so strongly suspected that he should see the street blackened by the smoke of a conflagration, that the street and the house appeared to him miracles of neatness, loveliness, and splendor.

	Chicot had concealed the key of his beloved house in the hollow of a stone which served as the base of one of the columns by which his balcony was supported. At the period we are now writing about, any kind of key belonging to a chest or piece of furniture equaled in weight and size the very largest keys of our houses of the present day; the door keys, therefore, following the natural proportions, were equal in size to the keys of our modern cities.

	Chicot had consequently calculated the difficulty which his pocket would have in accommodating the heavy key, and he accordingly determined to hide it in the spot we have indicated.

	Chicot, therefore, it must be confessed, felt a slight shudder creeping over him as he plunged his fingers in the hollow of the stone; this shudder was succeeded by a feeling of the most unmixed delight when the cold of the iron met his hand, for the key was really and truly in the spot where he had left it.

	It was precisely the same with regard to the furniture in the first room he came to; the same, too, with the small board which he had nailed to the joist; and lastly, the same with the thousand crowns, which were still slumbering in their oaken hiding-place.

	Chicot was not a miser; quite the contrary, indeed: he had very frequently thrown gold about broadcast, thereby allowing the ideal to triumph over the material, which is the philosophy of every man who is of any value; but no sooner had the mind momentarily ceased to exercise its influence over matter—in other words, whenever money was no longer needed, nor sacrifice requisite—whenever, in a word, the senses temporarily regained their influence over Chicot's mind, and whenever his mind allowed the body to live and to take enjoyment, gold, that principal, that unceasing, that eternal source of animal delights, reassumed its value in our philosopher's eyes, and no one knew better than he did into how many delicious particles that inestimable totality which people call a crown is subdivided.

	"Ventre de biche!" murmured Chicot, sitting down in the middle of his room, after he had removed the flagstone, and with the small piece of board by his side, and his treasure under his eyes, "ventre de biche! that excellent young man is a most invaluable neighbor, for he has made others respect my money, and has himself respected it too; in sober truth, such an action is wonderful in such times as the present. Mordieux! I owe some thanks to that excellent young fellow, and he shall have them this evening."

	Thereupon Chicot replaced the plank over the joist, the flagstone over the plank, approached the window, and looked toward the opposite side of the street.

	The house still retained that gray and somber aspect which the imagination bestows as their natural color upon buildings whose character it seems to know.

	"It cannot yet be their time for retiring to rest," said Chicot; "and besides, those fellows, I am sure, are not very sound sleepers; so let us see."

	He descended his staircase, crossed the road—forming, as he did so, his features into their most amiable and gracious expression—and knocked at his neighbor's door.

	He remarked the creaking of the staircase, the sound of a hurried footstep, and yet he waited long enough to feel warranted in knocking again.

	At this fresh summons the door opened, and the outline of a man appeared in the gloom.

	"Thank you, and good-evening," said Chicot, holding out his hand; "here I am back again, and I am come to return you my thanks, my dear neighbor."

	"I beg your pardon," inquiringly observed a voice, in a tone of disappointment, the accent of which greatly surprised Chicot.

	At the same moment the man who had opened the door drew back a step or two.

	"Stay, I have made a mistake," said Chicot, "you were not my neighbor when I left, and yet I know who you are."

	"And I know you too," said the young man.

	"You are Monsieur le Vicomte Ernanton de Carmainges."

	"And you are 'The Shade.'"

	"Really," said Chicot, "I am quite bewildered."

	"Well, and what do you want, monsieur?" inquired the young man, somewhat churlishly.

	"Excuse me, but I am interrupting you, perhaps, my dear monsieur?"

	"No, only you will allow me to ask you what you may want."

	"Nothing, except that I wished to speak to the master of this house."

	"Speak, then."

	"What do you mean?"

	"I am the master of the house, that is all."

	"You? since when, allow me to ask?"

	"Diable! since the last three days."

	"Good! the house was for sale then?"

	"So it would seem, since I have bought it."

	"But the former proprietor?"

	"No longer lives here, as you see."

	"Where is he?"

	"I don't know."

	"Come, come, let us understand each other," said Chicot.

	"There is nothing I should like better," replied Ernanton, with visible impatience, "only let us do so without losing any time."

	"The former proprietor was a man between five-and-twenty and thirty years of age, but who looked as if he were forty."

	"No; he was a man of about sixty-five or sixty-six years old, who looked his age quite."

	"Bald?"

	"No, on the contrary, a perfect forest of white hair."

	"With an enormous scar on the left side of the head, had he not?"

	"I did not observe the scar, but I did a good number of furrows."

	"I cannot understand it at all," said Chicot.

	"Well," resumed Ernanton, after a moment's silence, "what did you want with that man, my dear Monsieur l'Ombre?"

	Chicot was on the point of acknowledging what had just happened; suddenly, however, the mystery of the surprise which Ernanton had exhibited, reminded him of a certain proverb very dear to all discreet people.

	"I wished to pay him a neighborly visit," he said, "that is all."

	In this way, Chicot did not tell a falsehood, and yet admitted nothing.

	"My dear monsieur," said Ernanton politely, but reducing considerably the opening of the door which he held half-closed, "I regret I am unable to give you more precise information."

	"Thank you, monsieur," said Chicot, "I must look elsewhere, then."

	"But," continued Ernanton, as he gradually closed the door, "that does not interfere with my congratulating myself upon the chance which has brought me again into personal communication with you."

	"You would like to see me at the devil, I believe," murmured Chicot, as he returned bow for bow.

	However, as, notwithstanding this mental reply, Chicot, in his preoccupation, forgot to withdraw, Ernanton, shutting his face between the door and the doorway, said to him:

	"I wish you a very good-evening, monsieur."—"One moment, Monsieur de Carmainges," said Chicot.

	"Monsieur, I exceedingly regret I am unable to wait," replied Ernanton, "but the fact is, I am expecting some one who will come and knock at this very door, and this person will be angry with me if I do not show the greatest possible discretion in receiving him."

	"That is quite sufficient, monsieur, I understand," said Chicot; "I am sorry to have been so importunate, and I now retire."—"Adieu, dear Monsieur l'Ombre."

	"Adieu, excellent Monsieur Ernanton."

	And as Chicot drew back a step, he saw the door quietly shut in his face.

	He listened to satisfy himself if the suspicious young man was watching his departure, but he heard Ernanton's footsteps as he ascended the staircase; Chicot could therefore return to his own house without uneasiness, and shut himself up in it, thoroughly determined not to interfere with his new neighbor's habits, but, in accordance with his usual custom, equally resolved not to lose sight of him altogether.

	In fact, Chicot was not a man to slumber on a circumstance which, in his opinion, seemed to be important, without having handled and dissected it, with the patience of a first-rate anatomist; in spite of all he could do (and it was a privilege or defect of his organization), every material impression that his mind received presented itself for analysis, by its most prominent features, in such a manner that poor Chicot's brain suffered considerably on account of such peculiarity, called upon as it was for an immediate investigation of its master's thought.

	Chicot, whose mind up to that moment had been occupied with that phrase of the Duc de Guise's letter, namely, "I entirely approve of your plan with regard to the Forty-five," consequently abandoned that phrase, the examination of which he promised himself to return to at a later period, in order that he might forthwith thoroughly exhaust this fresh subject of preoccupation, which had just taken the place of the older one.

	Chicot reflected, that nothing could possibly be more singular than the fact of Ernanton installing himself, as if he were its master, in that mysterious house whose inhabitants had suddenly disappeared.

	And the more so, since to these original inhabitants a phrase of the Duc de Guise's letter relative to the Duc d'Anjou might possibly have some reference.

	That was a chance which deserved attentive consideration, and Chicot was in the habit of believing in providential chances.

	He developed, even, whenever he was begged to do so, some very ingenious theories on the subject.

	The basis of these theories was an idea, which, in our opinion, was quite as good as any other; it was as follows:

	Chance is a kind of reserve held in bond by the Deity. Heaven never communicates that reserve except in momentous circumstances, particularly since He has observed that men are sagacious enough to study and foresee the chances which may befall them in accordance with natural causes and regularly organized principles of existence.

	Moreover, Heaven likes to counteract the combinations of those proud members of the human race whose pride in by-gone times He has already punished by drowning them, and whose future pride He surely will punish in destroying them by fire.

	Heaven, therefore we say, or Chicot said, Heaven is pleased to counteract the combinations of those proud and haughty human beings by means with which they are unacquainted, and whose intervention they cannot foresee.

	This theory, as may be perceived, includes some very specious arguments, and might possibly furnish some very brilliant theses; but the reader, anxious, as Chicot was, to know what Carmainges' object was in that house, will feel obliged to us by tracing the development of them.

	Chicot, accordingly, began to think, that it was strange to see Ernanton in the very house where he bad seen Remy.

	He considered it was strange for two reasons; the first, because of the perfect ignorance in which the two men lived with respect to each other, which led to the supposition that there must have been an intermediary between them unknown to Chicot; and the second reason, because the house must have been sold to Ernanton, who possessed no means of purchasing it.

	"It is true," said Chicot, as he installed himself as comfortably as he could on his gutter, which was his usual place of observation; "it is true that the young man pretends he is expecting a visit, and that the visit is from a lady; in these days, ladies are wealthy, and allow themselves an indulgence in fancies of all kinds. Ernanton is handsome, young, and graceful; Ernanton has taken some one's fancy, a rendezvous has been arranged, and he has been directed to purchase this house; he has bought the house, and she has accepted the rendezvous.

	"Ernanton," continued Chicot, "lives at court; it must be some lady belonging to the court, then, with whom he has this affair. Poor fellow, will he love her? Heaven preserve him from such a thing! he is going to fall headlong into that gulf of perdition. Very good! ought I not to read him a moral lecture thereupon?

	"A moral lecture, which would be both useless and absurd, doubly so the former, and tenfold the latter.

	"Useless, because he won't understand it, and, even if he did understand it, would refuse to listen to it.

	"Absurd, because I should be doing far better to go to bed, and to think a little about that poor Borromée.

	"On this latter subject," continued Chicot, who had suddenly become thoughtful, "I perceive one thing; namely, that remorse does not exist, and is only a relative feeling; the fact is, I do not feel any remorse at all for having killed Borromée, since the manner in which Monsieur de Carmainges' affair occupies my mind makes me forget that I have killed the man; and if he, on his side, had nailed me to the table as I nailed him to the wainscot, he would certainly have had no more remorse than I have about it myself, at the present moment."

	Chicot had reached so far in his reasonings, his inductions, and his philosophy, which had consumed a good hour and a half altogether, when he was drawn from his train of thought by the arrival of a litter proceeding from the direction of the inn of the "Brave Chevalier."

	This litter stopped at the threshold of the mysterious house.

	A veiled lady alighted from it, and disappeared within the door which Ernanton held half open.

	"Poor fellow!" murmured Chicot, "I was not mistaken; and it was indeed a lady he was waiting for, and so now I shall go to bed."

	Whereupon Chicot rose, but remained motionless, although standing up.

	"I am mistaken," he said, "I shall not be able to go to sleep; but I maintain what I was saying, that if I don't sleep it will not be remorse which will prevent me, it will be curiosity; and that is so true what I say in that respect, that if I remain here in my observatory, my mind will only be occupied about one thing, and that is to learn which of our noble ladies honors the handsome Ernanton with her affection.

	"Far better, then, to remain where I am; since, if I went to bed, I should certainly get up again to return here."

	And thereupon Chicot resumed his seat.

	An hour had nearly passed away without our being able to state whether Chicot was engaged in thinking of the unknown lady or Borromée, or whether he was occupied by curiosity or tormented by feelings of remorse, when he fancied he heard the gallop of a horse at the end of the street.

	Such was indeed the case, for soon after a cavalier, wrapped in his cloak, made his appearance.

	The cavalier drew up in the middle of the street, and seemed to be looking about him to see where he was.

	The cavalier then perceived the group which was formed by the litter and its bearers.

	He drove his horse against them. He was armed, for the rattling of his sword against his spurs could be distinctly heard.

	The bearers of the litter seemed desirous of barring his passage, but he addressed a few words to them in a low tone of voice, and not only did they withdraw with every mark of respect, but one of them, as he sprang to the ground from his horse, even received the bridle from his hand. The unknown advanced toward the door and knocked loudly.

	"Well," said Chicot, "I was right in remaining, after all; my presentiments, which told me that something was going to take place, have not deceived me. Here is the husband, poor Ernanton; we shall presently be witness of something serious.

	"If, however, it be the husband he is very kind to announce his return in so riotous a manner."

	Notwithstanding the magisterial manner in which the unknown thundered at the door, some hesitation seemed to be shown in opening it.

	"Open!" cried he who was knocking.

	"Open! open!" repeated the bearers.

	"There is no doubt it is the husband," resumed Chicot; "he has threatened the men that he will have them whipped or hanged, and they have declared themselves on his side.

	"Poor Ernanton, he will be flayed alive.

	"Oh! oh! I shall not suffer such a thing, however," added Chicot.

	"For in fact," he resumed, "he assisted me; and consequently, when an opportunity presents itself, I ought to help him. And it seems to me that the opportunity has now arrived, or it never will do so."

	Chicot was resolute and generous, and curious into the bargain; he unfastened his long sword, placed it under his arm, and hurriedly ran down the staircase.

	He could open his door noiselessly, which is an indispensable piece of knowledge for any one who may wish to listen with advantage.

	Chicot glided under the balcony, then behind a pillar, and waited.

	Hardly had he installed himself there, when the door opposite was opened immediately the unknown had whispered a word through the keyhole, and yet he did not venture beyond the threshold.

	A moment afterward the lady appeared within the doorway.

	She took hold of the cavalier's arm, who led her to the litter, closed the door of it, and then mounted his horse.

	"There is no doubt on the subject," said Chicot, "it is the husband, a good-natured fellow of a husband after all, since he does not think it worth his while to explore the house in order to be revenged on my friend Carmainges."

	The litter then moved off, the cavalier walking his horse beside the door of it.

	"Pardieu!" said Chicot, "I must follow those people and learn who they are, and where they are going; I shall at all events draw some solid counsel from my discovery for my friend Carmainges."

	Chicot accordingly followed the cortege, observing the precaution, however, of keeping in the shadow of the walls, and taking care that the noise made by the footsteps of the men and of the horses should render the sound of his own inaudible.

	Chicot's surprise was by no means slight when he saw the litter stop at the door of the "Brave Chevalier."

	Almost immediately afterward, as if some one had been on the watch, the door was opened.

	The lady, still veiled, alighted; entered and mounted to the turret, the window of the first story of which was lighted.

	The husband followed her, both being respectfully preceded by Dame Fournichon, who carried a flambeau in her hand.

	"Decidedly," said Chicot, crossing his arms on his chest, "I cannot understand a single thing of the whole affair."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXIII.

	SHOWING HOW CHICOT BEGAN TO UNDERSTAND THE PURPORT OF MONSIEUR DE GUISE'S LETTER.

	 

	Chicot fancied that he had already certainly seen, somewhere or another, the figure of this courteous cavalier; but his memory, having become a little confused during his journey from Navarre, where he had met with so many different figures, did not, with its usual facility, furnish him with the cavalier's name on the present occasion.

	While, concealed in the shade, he was interrogating himself, with his eyes fixed upon the lighted window, as to the object of this lady and gentleman's tete-à-tete at the "Brave Chevalier," our worthy Gascon, forgetting Ernanton in the mysterious house, observed the door of the hostelry open, and in the stream of light which escaped through the opening, he perceived something resembling the dark outline of a monk's figure.

	The outline in question paused for a moment to look up at the same window at which Chicot had been gazing.

	"Oh! oh!" he murmured; "if I am not mistaken, that is the frock of a Jacobin friar. Is Maitre Gorenflot so lax, then, in his discipline as to allow his sheep to go strolling about at such an hour of the night as this, and at such a distance from the priory?"

	Chicot kept his eye upon the Jacobin, who was making his way along the Rue des Augustins, and something seemed instinctively to assure him that he should, through this monk, discover the solution of the problem which he had up to that moment been vainly endeavoring to ascertain.

	Moreover, in the same way that Chicot had fancied he had recognized the figure of the cavalier, he now fancied he could recognize in the monk a certain movement of the shoulder, and a peculiar military movement of the hips, which only belong to persons in the habit of frequenting fencing-rooms and gymnastic establishments.

	"May the devil seize me," he murmured, "if that frock yonder does not cover the body of that little miscreant whom I wished them to give me for a traveling companion, and who handles his arquebuse and sword so cleverly."

	Hardly had the idea occurred to Chicot, when, to convince himself of its value, he stretched out his long legs, and in a dozen strides rejoined the little fellow, who was walking along holding up his frock above his thin and sinewy legs in order to be able to get along all the faster.

	This was not very difficult, however, inasmuch as the monk paused every now and then to glance behind him, as if he was going away with great difficulty and with feelings of profound regret.

	His glance was invariably directed toward the brilliantly-lighted windows of the hostelry.

	Chicot had not gone many steps before he felt sure that he had not been mistaken in his conjectures.

	"Hallo! my little master," he said; "hallo! my little Jacquot; hallo! my little Clement. Halt!"

	And he pronounced this last word in so thoroughly military a tone, that the monk started at it.

	"Who calls me?" inquired the young man rudely, with something rather antagonistic than cordial in his tone of voice.

	"I!" replied Chicot, drawing himself up in front of the monk; "I! don't you recognize me?"

	"Oh! Monsieur Robert Briquet!" exclaimed the monk.

	"Myself, my little man. And where are you going like that, so late, darling child?"

	"To the priory, Monsieur Briquet."

	"Very good; but where do you come from?"

	"I?"

	"Of course, little libertine."

	The young man started.

	"I don't know what you are saying, Monsieur Briquet," he replied; "on the contrary, I have been sent with a very important commission by Dom Modeste, who will himself assure you that such is the case, if there be any occasion for it."

	"Gently, gently, my little Saint Jerome; we take fire like a match, it seems."

	"And not without reason, too, when one hears such things said as you were saying just now."

	"Diable! when one sees a frock like yours leaving a tavern at such an hour—"

	"A tavern, I!"

	"Oh! of course not; the house you left just now was not the 'Brave Chevalier,' I suppose? Ah! you see I have caught you!"

	"You were right in saying that I left that house, but it was not a tavern I was leaving."

	"What!" said Chicot; "is not the hostelry of the sign of the 'Brave Chevalier' a tavern?"

	"A tavern is a house where people drink, and as I have not been drinking in that house, that house is not a tavern for me."

	"Diable! that is a subtle distinction, and I am very much mistaken if you will not some day become a very forcible theologian; but, at all events, if you did not go into that house to drink there, what did you go there for?"

	Clement made no reply, and Chicot could read in his face, notwithstanding the darkness of the night, a resolute determination not to say another word.

	This resolution annoyed our friend extremely, for it had almost grown a habit with him to become acquainted with everything.

	It must not be supposed that Clement showed any ill-feeling in his silence; for, on the contrary, he had appeared delighted to meet, in so unexpected a manner, his learned fencing-master, Maitre Robert Briquet, and had given him the warmest reception that could be expected from the close and rugged character of the youth.

	The conversation had completely ceased. Chicot, for the purpose of starting it again, was on the point of pronouncing the name of Frere Borromée; but, although Chicot did not feel any remorse, or fancied he did not feel any, he could not summon up courage to pronounce that name.

	His young companion, still preserving the same unbroken silence, seemed as if he were awaiting something; it seemed, too, as if he considered it a happiness to remain as long as possible in the neighborhood of the hostelry of the "Brave Chevalier."

	Robert Briquet tried to speak to him about the journey which the boy had for a moment entertained the hope of making with him.

	Jacques Clement's eyes glistened at the words space and liberty.

	Robert Briquet told him that in the countries through which he had just been traveling, the art of fencing was held greatly in honor; he added, with an appearance of indifference, that he had even brought away with him several wonderful passes and thrusts.

	This was placing Jacques upon slippery ground. He wished to know what these passes were; and Chicot, with his long arm, indicated a few of them upon the little monk's arm.

	But all these delicacies and refinements on Chicot's part in no way affected little Clement's obstinate determination; and while he endeavored to parry these unknown passes, which his friend Maitre Robert Briquet was showing him, he preserved an obstinate silence with respect to what had brought him into that quarter.

	Thoroughly annoyed, but keeping a strong control over himself, Chicot resolved to try the effect of injustice; injustice is one of the most powerful provocatives ever invented to make women, children, and inferiors speak, whatever their nature or disposition may be.

	"It does not matter," he said, as if he returned to his original idea; "it does not matter, you are a delightful little monk; but that you visit hostelries is certain, and what hostelries too! Those where beautiful ladies are to be found, and you stop outside in a state of ecstasy before the window, where you can see their shadow. Oh! little one, little one, I shall tell Dom Modeste all about it."

	The bolt hit its mark, more truly so even than Chicot had supposed; for when he began, he did not suspect that the wound had been so deep.

	Jacques turned round like a serpent that had been trodden on.

	"That is not true," he cried, crimson with shame and anger, "I don't look at women."

	"Yes, yes," pursued Chicot; "on the contrary, there was an exceedingly pretty woman at the 'Brave Chevalier' when you left it, and you turned round to look at her again; and I know that you were waiting for her in the turret, and I know, too, that you spoke to her."

	Chicot proceeded by the inductive process.

	Jacques could not contain himself any longer.

	"I certainty have spoken to her!" he exclaimed; "is it a sin to speak to women?"

	"No, when one does not speak to them of one's own accord, and yielding to the temptation of Satan."

	"Satan has nothing whatever to do with the matter; it was absolutely necessary that I should speak to that lady, since I was desired to hand her a letter."

	"Desired by Dom Modeste!" cried Chicot.

	"Yes, go and complain to him now, if you like."

	Chicot, bewildered, and feeling his way as it were in the dark, perceived, at these words, a gleam of light traversing the obscurity of his brain.

	"Ah!" he said, "I knew it perfectly well."

	"What did you know?"

	"What you did not wish to tell me."

	"I do not tell my own secrets, and, for a greater reason, the secrets of others."

	"Yes, but to me."

	"Why should I to you?"

	"You should tell them to me because I am a friend of Dom Modeste, and, for another reason, you should tell them to me because—"

	"Well?"

	"Because I know beforehand all you could possibly have to tell me."

	Jacques looked at Chicot and shook his head with an incredulous smile.

	"Very good!" said Chicot, "would you like me to tell you what you do not wish to tell me?"

	"I should indeed."

	Chicot made an effort.

	"In the first place," he said, "that poor Borromée—"

	A dark expression passed across Jacques' face.

	"Oh!" said the boy, "if I had been there—"

	"Well! if you had been there?"

	"The affair would not have turned out as it did."

	"Would you have defended him against the Swiss with whom he got into a quarrel?"

	"I would have defended him against every one."

	"So that he would not have been killed?"

	"Either that, or I should have got myself killed along with him."

	"At all events, you were not there, so that the poor devil breathed his last in an obscure tavern, and in doing so pronounced Dom Modeste's name; is not that so?"

	"Yes."

	"Whereupon the people there informed Dom Modeste of it?"

	"A man, seemingly scared out of his wits, who threw the whole convent into consternation."

	"And Dom Modeste sent for his litter, and hastened to 'La Corne d'Abondance.'"

	"How do you know that?"

	"Oh! you don't know me yet, my boy; I am somewhat of a sorcerer, I can tell you."

	Jacques drew back a couple of steps.

	"That is not all," continued Chicot, who, as he spoke, began to see clearer by the light of his own words; "a letter was found in the dead man's pocket."

	"A letter—yes, precisely so."

	"And Dom Modeste charged his little Jacques to carry that letter to its address."

	"Yes."

	"And the little Jacques ran immediately to the Hotel de Guise."

	"Oh!"

	"Where he found no one."

	"Bon Dieu!"

	"But Monsieur de Mayneville."

	"Good gracious!"

	"And which same Monsieur de Mayneville conducted Jacques to the hostelry of the 'Brave Chevalier.'"

	"Monsieur Briquet! Monsieur Briquet!" cried Jacques, "if you know that—"

	"Eh! ventre de biche! you see very well that I do know it," exclaimed Chicot, feeling triumphant at having disentangled this secret, which was of such importance for him to learn, from the provoking intricacies in which it had been at first involved.

	"In that case," returned Jacques, "you see very well, Monsieur Briquet, that I am not guilty."

	"No," said Chicot, "you are not guilty in act, nor in omission, but you are guilty in thought."

	"I!"

	"I suppose there is no doubt you think the duchesse very beautiful?"

	"I!!"

	"And you turned round to look at her again through the window."

	"I!!!"

	The young monk colored and stammered out: "Well, it is true, she is exactly like a Virgin Mary which was placed over the head of my mother's bed."

	"Oh!" muttered Chicot, "how much those people lose who are not curious!"

	And thereupon he made little Clement, whom from this moment he held in his power, tell him all he had himself just told him, but this time with the details, which he could not possibly otherwise have known.

	"You see," said Chicot, when he had finished, "what a poor fencing-master you had in Frere Borromée."

	"Monsieur Briquet," said little Jacques, "one ought not to speak ill of the dead."

	"No; but confess one thing."

	"What?"

	"That Borromée did not make such good use of his sword as the man who killed him."—"True."

	"And now that is all I had to say to you. Good-night, Jacques; we shall meet again soon, and if you like—"

	"What, Monsieur Briquet?"

	"Why, I will give you lessons in fencing for the future."

	"Oh! I shall be most thankful."

	"And now off with you, my boy, for they are waiting for you impatiently at the priory."

	"True, true. Thank you, Monsieur Briquet, for having reminded me of it."

	And the little monk disappeared, running as fast as he could.

	Chicot had a reason for dismissing his companion. He had extracted from him all he wished to know, and, on the other hand, there still remained something further for him to learn. He returned, therefore, as fast as he could to his own house. The litter, the bearers, and the horse were still at the door of the "Brave Chevalier."

	He regained his gutter without making a noise.

	The house opposite to his own was still lighted up, and from that moment all his attention was directed toward it.

	In the first place, he observed, by a rent in the curtain, Ernanton walking up and down, apparently waiting with great impatience.

	He then saw the litter return, saw Mayneville leave, and, lastly, he saw the duchess enter the room in which Ernanton, palpitating, and throbbing rather than breathing, impatiently awaited her return.

	Ernanton kneeled before the duchess, who gave him her white hand to kiss. She then raised the young man from the ground, and made him sit down before her at a table which was most elegantly served.

	"This is very singular," said Chicot; "It began like a conspiracy, and finishes by a rendezvous.

	"Yes," continued Chicot, "but who appointed this rendezvous?

	"Madame de Montpensier."

	And then, as a fresh light flashed through his brain, he murmured, "I entirely approve of your plan with regard to the Forty-five; only allow me to say, dear sister, that you will be conferring a greater honor on those fellows than they deserve."

	"Ventre de biche!" exclaimed Chicot, "I return to my original idea,—it is not a love affair, but a conspiracy.

	"Madame la Duchesse de Montpensier is in love with Monsieur Ernanton de Carmainges; let us watch over this love affair of Madame la Duchesse."

	And Chicot watched until midnight had long passed, when Ernanton hastened away, his cloak concealing his face, while Madame la Duchesse de Montpensier returned to her litter.

	"Now," murmured Chicot, as he descended his own staircase, "what is that chance of death which is to deliver the Duc de Guise from the presumptive heir of the crown? who are those defunct persons who were thought to be dead, but are still living?

	"Mordioux! I shall trace them before long."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXIV.

	LE CARDINAL DE JOYEUSE.

	 

	Youth has its obstinate resolutions, both as regards good and evil in the world, which are by no means inferior to the inflexibility of purpose of maturer years.

	When directed toward good purposes, instances of this dogged obstinacy of character produce what are termed the great actions of life, and impress on the man who enters life an impulse which bears him onward, by a natural course, toward a heroism of character of some kind or another.

	In this way Bayard and Du Gueselin became great captains, from having been the most ill-tempered and most intractable children that ever existed; in the same way, too, the swineherd, whom nature had made the herdsman of Montalte, and whose genius had converted him into Sexte-Quinte, became a great pope, because he had persisted in performing his duties as a swineherd in an indifferent manner.

	Again, in the same way were the worst Spartan natures displayed in a heroic sense, after they had commenced life by a persistence in dissimulation and cruelty.

	All we have now to sketch is the portrait of a man of an ordinary stamp; and yet, more than one biographer would have found in Henri du Bouchage, at twenty years of age, the materials for a great man.

	Henri obstinately persisted in his affection and in his seclusion from the world; as his brother had begged and as the king had required him to do, he remained for some days closeted alone with his one enduring thought; and then, when that thought had become more and more fixed and unchangeable in its nature, he one morning decided to pay a visit to his brother the cardinal, an important personage, who, at the age of twenty-six, had already for two years past been a cardinal, and who, from the archbishopric of Narbonne, had passed to the highest degrees of ecclesiastical dignity, a position to which he was indebted as much to his noble descent as to his powerful intellect.

	Francois de Joyeuse, whom we have already introduced with the object of enlightening Henri de Valois respecting the doubt he had entertained with regard to Sylla—Francois de Joyeuse, young and worldly-minded, handsome and witty, was one of the most remarkable men of the period. Ambitious by nature, but circumspect by calculation and position, Francois de Joyeuse could assume as his device, "Nothing is too much," and justify his device.

	The only one, perhaps, of all those who belonged to the court—and Francois de Joyeuse was attached to the court in a very especial manner—he had been able to create for himself two means of support out of the religious and lay thrones to which he in some measure approximated as a French gentleman, and as a prince of the church; Sixtus protected him against Henri III., Henri III. protected him against Sixtus. He was an Italian at Paris, a Parisian at Rome, magnificent and able everywhere.

	The sword alone of Joyeuse, the high admiral, gave the latter more weight in the balance; but it might be noticed from certain smiles of the cardinal, that if those temporal arms failed him, which the hand of his brother, refined and admired as he was, wielded so successfully, he himself knew not only how to use, but also how to abuse, the spiritual weapons which had been intrusted to him by the sovereign head of the Church.

	The Cardinal Francois de Joyeuse had very rapidly become a wealthy man, wealthy in the first place from his own patrimony, and then from his different benefices. At that period the Church was richly endowed—very richly endowed even, and when its treasures were exhausted, it knew the sources, which at the present day are exhausted, where and whence to renew them.

	Francois de Joyeuse, therefore, lived in the most magnificent manner. Leaving to his brother all the pageantry and glitter of a military household, he crowded his salons with priests, bishops and archbishops; he gratified his own individual peculiar fancies. On his attaining the dignity of cardinal, as he was a prince of the church, and consequently superior to his brother, he had added to his household pages according to the Italian fashion, and guards according to that which prevailed at the French court. But these guards and pages were used by him as a still greater means of enjoying liberty of action. He frequently ranged his guards and pages round a huge litter, through the curtains of which his secretary passed his gloved hand, while he himself on horseback, his sword by his side, rode through the town disguised with a wig, an enormous ruff round his neck, and horseman's boots, the sound of which delighted him beyond measure.

	The cardinal lived, therefore, in the enjoyment of the greatest consideration, for, at certain elevated positions in life, human fortunes are absorbing in their nature, and, as if they were composed of nothing else but of adhesive particles, oblige all other fortunes to attend on and follow them like satellites; and on that account, therefore, the recent and marvelous successes of his brother Anne reflected on him all the brilliancy of those achievements. Moreover, as he had scrupulously followed the precept of concealing his mode of life, and of dispensing and diffusing his mental wealth, he was only known by the better sides of his character, and in his own family was accounted a very great man, a happiness which many sovereigns, laden with glory and crowned with the acclamations of a whole nation, have not enjoyed.

	It was to this prelate that the Comte du Bouchage betook himself after his explanation with his brother, and after his conversation with the king of France; but, as we have already observed, he allowed a few days to elapse in token of obedience to the injunction which had been imposed on him by his elder brother, as well as by the king.

	Francois resided in a beautiful mansion in that part of Paris called La Cité. The immense courtyard was never quite free from cavaliers and litters; but the prelate, whose garden was immediately contiguous to the bank of the river, allowed his courtyards and his antechambers to become crowded with courtiers; and as he had a mode of egress toward the river-bank, and a boat close thereto, which conveyed him without any disturbance as far and as quietly as he chose, it not unfrequently happened that the courtiers uselessly waited to see the prelate, who availed himself of the pretext of a serious indisposition, or a rigid penance, to postpone his reception for the day. For him it was a realization of Italy in the bosom of the capital of the king of France, it was Venice embraced by the two arms of the Seine.

	Francois was proud, but by no means vain; he loved his friends as brothers, and his brothers nearly as much as his friends. Five years older than Du Bouchage, he withheld from him neither good nor evil counsel, neither his purse nor his smile.

	But as he wore his cardinal's costume with wonderful effect, Du Bouchage thought him handsome, noble, almost formidable, and accordingly respected him more, perhaps, than he did the elder of them both. Henri, with his beautiful cuirass, and the glittering accessories of his military costume, tremblingly confided his love affairs to Anne, while he would not have dared to confess himself to Francois.

	However, when he proceeded to the cardinal's hotel, his resolution was taken, and he accosted, frankly enough, the confessor first, and the friend afterward.

	He entered the courtyard, which several gentlemen were at that moment quitting, wearied at having solicited without having obtained the favor of an audience.

	He passed through the antechambers, salons, and then the more private apartments. He had been told, as others had, that his brother was engaged in conference; but the idea of closing any of the doors before Du Bouchage never occurred to any of the attendants.

	Du Bouchage, therefore, passed through all the apartments until he reached the garden, a true garden of a Roman prelate, luxurious in its shade, coolness, and perfume, such as, at the present day, may be found at the Villa Pamphile or the Palais Borghese.

	Henri paused under a group of trees: at this moment the gate close to the river side rolled on its hinges, and a man shrouded in a large brown cloak passed through, followed by a person in a page's costume. The man, perceiving Henri, who was too absorbed in his reverie to think of him, glided through the trees, avoiding the observation either of Du Bouchage or of any one else.

	Henri paid no attention to this mysterious entry; and it was only as he turned round that he saw the man entering the apartments.

	After he had waited about ten minutes, and as he was about to enter the house, for the purpose of interrogating one of the attendants with the view of ascertaining at what hour precisely his brother would be visible, a servant, who seemed to be in search of him, observed his approach, and advancing in his direction, begged him to have the goodness to pass into the library, where the cardinal awaited him.

	Henri complied with this invitation, but not very readily, as he conjectured that a fresh contest would result from it; he found his brother the cardinal engaged, with the assistance of a valet-de-chambre, in trying on a prelate's costume, a little worldly-looking, perhaps, in its shape and fashion, but elegant and becoming in its style.

	"Good-morning, comte," said the cardinal; "what news have you?"

	"Excellent news, as far as our family is concerned," said Henri. "Anne, you know, has covered himself with glory in that retreat from Anvers, and is alive."

	"Heaven be praised! and are you too, Henri, safe and sound?"

	"Yes, my brother."

	"You see," said the cardinal, "that Heaven holds us in its keeping."

	"I am so full of gratitude to Heaven, my brother, that I have formed the project of dedicating myself to its service. I am come to talk seriously to you upon this project, which is now well matured, and about which I have already spoken to you."

	"Do you still keep to that idea, Du Bouchage?" said the cardinal, allowing a slight exclamation to escape him, which was indicative that Joyeuse would have a struggle to encounter.

	"I do."

	"But it is impossible, Henri," returned the cardinal; "have you not been told so already?"

	"I have not listened to what others have said to me, my brother, because a voice stronger than mine, which speaks within me, prevents me from listening to anything which would turn me aside from my purpose."

	"You cannot be so ignorant of the things of this world, Henri," said the cardinal, in his most serious tone of voice, "to believe that the voice you allude to was really that of Heaven; on the contrary—I assert it positively, too—it is altogether a feeling of a worldly nature which addresses you. Heaven has nothing to do in this affair; do not abuse that holy name, therefore, and, above all, do not confound the voice of Heaven with, that of earth."

	"I do not confound, my brother; I only mean to say that something irresistible in its nature hurries me toward retreat and solitude."

	"So far, so good, Henri; we are now making use of proper expressions. Well, my dear brother, I will tell you what is to be done. Taking what you say for granted, I am going to render you the happiest of men."

	"Thank you, oh! thank you, my brother."

	"Listen to me, Henri. You must take money, a couple of attendants, and travel through the whole of Europe, in a manner befitting a son of the house to which we belong. You will see foreign countries; Tartary, Russia, even the Laplanders, those fabulous nations whom the sun never visits; you will become absorbed in your thoughts, until the devouring germ which is at work in you becomes either extinct or satiated; and, after that, you will return to us again."

	Henri, who had been seated, now rose, more serious than his brother had been.

	"You have not understood me, monseigneur," he said.

	"I beg your pardon, Henri; you made use of the words 'retreat and solitude.'"

	"Yes, I did so; but by retreat and solitude, I meant a cloister, and not traveling; to travel is to enjoy life still. I wish almost to suffer death, and if I do not suffer it, at least to feel it."

	"That is an absurd thought, allow me to say, Henri; for whoever, in point of fact, wishes to isolate himself, is alone everywhere. But the cloister, let it be. Well, then, I understand that you have come to talk to me about this project. I know of some very learned Benedictines, and some very clever Augustines, whose houses are cheerful, adorned with flowers, attractive, and agreeable in every respect. Amid the works of science and art you will pass a delightful year, in excellent society, which is of no slight importance, for one should avoid lowering one's self in this world; and if at the end of the year you persist in your project, well, then, my dear Henri, I will not oppose you any further, and will myself open the door which will peacefully conduct you to everlasting rest."

	"Most certainly you still misunderstand me, my brother," replied Du Bouchage, shaking his head, "or I should rather say your generous intelligence will not comprehend me. I do not wish for a cheerful residence or a delightful retreat, but a rigorously strict seclusion, as gloomy as the grave itself. I intend to pronounce my vows, vows which will leave me no other thought or occupation than a grave to dig for myself, or constant prayer."

	The cardinal frowned, and rose from his seat.

	"Yes," he said, "I did perfectly understand you; and I endeavored by opposition, without set phrases or discussion, to combat the folly of your resolutions, but you oblige me to do so; and now listen to me."

	"Ah!" said Henri, despondently, "do not try to convince me; it is impossible."

	"Brother, I will speak to you in the name of Heaven, in the first place; of Heaven, which you offend in saying that this wild resolution is of its inspiration. Heaven does not accept sacrifices hastily made. You are weak, since you allow yourself to be conquered by a first disappointment; how can Heaven be pleased to accept a victim as unworthy as that you offer?"

	Henri started at his brother's remark.

	"Oh! I shall no longer spare you. Henri, you, who never consider any of us," returned the cardinal; "you, who forget the grief which you will cause our elder brother, and will cause me too—"

	"Forgive me," interrupted Henri, whose cheeks were dyed with crimson, "forgive me, monseigneur; but is the service of Heaven then so gloomy and so dishonorable a career that all the members of a family are to be thrown into distress by it? You, for instance, my brother, whose portrait I observe suspended in this room, with all this gold, and diamonds, and purple around you, are you not both the delight and honor of our house, although you have chosen the service of Heaven, as my eldest brother has chosen that of the kings of the earth?"

	"Boy, boy!" exclaimed the cardinal impatiently, "you will make me believe your brain is turned. What! will you venture to compare my residence to a cloister? my hundred attendants, my outriders, the gentlemen of my suite, and my guards, to a cell and a broom, which are the only arms and the sole wealth of a cloister? Are you mad? Did you not just now say that you repudiate these superfluities—these pictures, precious vases, pomp and distinction, which I cannot do without? Have you, as I have, the desire and hope of placing on your brow the tiara of St. Peter? That, indeed, is a career, Henri; one presses onward toward it, struggles for it, lives in it. But as for you! it is the miner's pick, the trappist's spade, the gravedigger's tomb, that you desire; utter abandonment of life, of pleasure, of hope; and all that—I blush with shame for you, a man—all that, I say, because you love a woman who loves you not. You do foul injustice to your race, Henri, most truly."

	"Brother!" exclaimed the young man, pale as death, while his eyes blazed with kindling fire, "would you sooner have me blow out my brains, or plunge in my heart the sword I have the honor to wear by my side? Pardieu, monseigneur, if you, who are cardinal and prince besides, will give me absolution for so mortal a sin, the affair will be so quickly done that you shall have no time to complete your odious and unworthy thought that I am capable of dishonoring my race, which, Heaven be praised, a Joyeuse will never do."

	"Come, come, Henri," said the cardinal, drawing his brother toward him, and pressing him in his arms; "come, forget what has passed, and think of those who love you. I have personal motives for entreating you. Listen to me; a rare occurrence in this world of ours, we are all happy, some from feelings of gratified ambition, the others from blessings of every kind with which Heaven has bedecked our existence. Do not, I implore you, Henri, cast the mortal poison of the retreat you speak of upon our family happiness; think how our father would be grieved at it; think, too, how all of us would bear on our countenances the dark reflection of the bitter mortification you are about to inflict upon us. I beseech yon, Henri, to allow yourself to be persuaded; the cloister will not benefit you.

	"I do not say that you will die there, for, misguided man, your answer will be a smile, which alas, would be only too intelligible for me. No, believe me that the cloister is more fatal to you than the tomb. The tomb annihilates but life itself, the cloister annihilates intelligence; the cloister bows the head, instead of raising it to heaven; the cold, humid atmosphere of the vaults passes by degrees into the blood, and penetrates the very marrow of the bones, changing the cloistered recluse into another granite statue in the convent. My brother, my dear brother, take heed; our time here below is but brief; youth visits us but once in our lives. The bright years of our earlier days will pass away too, for you are under the influence of a deep-seated grief; but at thirty years of age you will have become a man, the vigor of maturity will have then arrived; it will hurry away with it all that remains of your wornout sorrow, and then you will wish to live over again; but it will be too late. Then, too, you will have grown melancholy in thought, plain in person, suffering in feeling; passion will have been extinguished in your heart, the bright light of your eye will have become quenched. They whose society you seek will flee you as a whited sepulcher, whose darksome depths repel every glance. Henri, I speak as a friend, seriously, wisely; listen to me."

	The young man remained unmoved and silent. The cardinal hoped that he had touched his feelings, and had shaken his resolution.

	"Try some other resource, Henri. Carry this poisoned shaft, which rankles in your bosom, about with you wherever you may go, in the turmoil of life; cherish its companionship at our fetes and banquets; imitate the wounded deer, which flees through the thickets and brakes and forests, in its efforts to draw out from its body the arrow which is rankling in the wound; sometimes the arrow falls."

	"For pity's sake," said Henri, "do not persist any more; what I solicit is not the caprice of a moment, or the reflection of an hour; it is the result of a laborious and painful determination. In Heaven's name, therefore, my brother, I adjure you to accord me the favor I solicit."

	"And what is the favor you ask?"

	"A dispensation, monseigneur."

	"For what purpose?"

	"To shorten my noviciate."

	"Ah! I knew it, Du Bouchage. You are worldly-minded even in your rigorousness, my poor boy. Oh! I know very well what reason you are going to give me. Yes, you are, indeed, a man of the world; you resemble those young men who offer themselves as volunteers, and are eagerly desirous for fire, balls, and blows, but care not for working in the trenches, or for sweeping out the tents. There is some resource left yet, Henri; so much the better, so much the better."

	"Give me the dispensation I ask; I entreat you on my knees."

	"I promise it to you; I will write to Rome for it. It will be a month before the answer arrives; but, in exchange, promise me one thing."

	"Name it."

	"That you will not, during this month's postponement, reject any pleasure or amusement which may be offered to you; and if, in a month hence, you still entertain the same projects, Henri, I will give you this dispensation with my own hand. Are you satisfied now, and have you nothing further to ask me?"

	"No. I thank you; but a month is a long time, and the delay will kill me."

	"In the meantime, and in order to change your thoughts, will you object to breakfast with me? I have some agreeable companions this morning."

	And the prelate smiled in a manner which the most worldly disposed favorites of Henri III. would have envied.

	"Brother," said De Bouchage, resisting.

	"I will not accept any excuse; you have no one but myself here, since you have just arrived from Flanders, and your own house cannot be in order just yet."

	With these words the cardinal rose, and drawing aside a portière, which hung before a large cabinet sumptuously furnished, he said:

	"Come, comtesse, let us persuade Monsieur le Comte du Bouchage to stay with us."

	At the very moment, however, when the count drew aside the portière, Henri had observed, half reclining upon the cushions, the page who had with the gentleman entered the gate adjoining the banks of the river, and in this page, before even the prelate had announced her sex, he had recognized a woman.

	
An indefinable sensation, like a sudden terror, or an overwhelming feeling of dread, seized him, and while the worldly cardinal advanced to take the beautiful page by the hand, Henri du Bouchage darted from the apartment, and so quickly, too, that when Francois returned with the lady, smiling with the hope of winning a heart back again to the world, the room was perfectly empty.

	Francois frowned; then, seating himself before a table covered with papers and letters, he hurriedly wrote a few lines.

	"May I trouble you to ring, dear countess," he said, "since you have your hand near the bell."

	And as the page obeyed, a valet-de-chambre in the confidence of the cardinal appeared.

	"Let a courier start on horseback, without a moment's loss of time," said Francois, "and take this letter to Monsieur le Grand-amiral à Chateau-Thierry."

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXV.

	NEWS FROM AURILLY.

	 

	On the following day the king was working at the Louvre with the superintendent of finances, when an attendant entered to inform his majesty that Monsieur de Joyeuse, the eldest son of that family, had just arrived, and was waiting for him in the large audience chamber, having come from Chateau-Thierry, with a message from Monsieur le Duc d'Anjou.

	The king precipitately left the business which occupied him, and ran to meet a friend whom he regarded with so much affection.

	A large number of officers and courtiers crowded the cabinet; the queen-mother had arrived that evening, escorted by her maids of honor, and these light-hearted girls were, like suns, always attended by their satellites.

	The king gave Joyeuse his hand to kiss, and glanced with a satisfied expression around the assembly.

	In the angle of the entrance door, in his usual place, stood Henry du Bouchage, rigorously discharging his service and the duties which were imposed on him.

	The king thanked him, and saluted him with a friendly recognition, to which Henri replied by a profound reverence.

	This good intelligence which prevailed between them made Joyeuse turn his head and smilingly look at his brother, without, however, saluting him in too marked a manner, from the fear of violating etiquette.

	"Sire," said Joyeuse, "I am sent to your majesty by Monsieur le Duc d'Anjou, recently returned from the expedition to Flanders."

	"Is my brother well, Monsieur l'Amiral?" inquired the king.

	"As well, sire, as the state of his mind will permit; however, I will not conceal from your majesty that he appears to be suffering greatly."

	"He must need something to change the current of his thoughts after his misfortune," said the king, delighted at the opportunity of proclaiming the check which his brother had met with, while appearing to pity him.

	"I believe he does, sire."

	"We have been informed that the disaster had been most severe."

	"Sire—"

	"But that, thanks to you, a great portion of the army had been saved; thanks, Monsieur l'Amiral, thanks. Does poor Monsieur d'Anjou wish to see us?"

	"Most anxiously so, sire."

	"In that case we will see him. Are not you of that opinion, madame?" said Henri, turning toward Catherine, whose heart was wrung with feelings, the expression of which her face determinedly concealed.

	"Sire," she replied, "I should have gone alone to meet my son; but since your majesty condescends to join with me in this mark of kind consideration, the journey will be a party of pleasure for me."

	"You will accompany us, messieurs," said the king to the courtiers; "we will set off to-morrow, and I shall sleep at Meaux."

	"Shall I at once announce this excellent news to monseigneur, sire?"

	"Not so; what! leave me so soon, Monsieur l'Amiral? not so, indeed. I can well understand that a Joyeuse must be loved and sought after by my brother, but we have two of the same family, thank Heaven. Du Bouchage, you will start for Chateau-Thierry, if you please."

	"Sire," said Henri, "may I be permitted, after having announced your majesty's arrival to Monseigneur le Duc d'Anjou, to return to Paris?"

	"You may do as you please, Du Bouchage," said the king.

	Henri bowed and advanced toward the door. Fortunately Joyeuse was watching him narrowly.

	"Will you allow me to say one word to my brother?" he inquired.

	"Do so; but what is it?" said the king in an undertone.

	"The fact is, that he wishes to use the utmost speed to execute the commission, and to return again immediately, which happens to interfere with my projects, sire, and with those of the cardinal."

	"Away with you, then, and rate this love-sick swain most roundly."

	Anne hurried after his brother, and overtook him in the antechambers.

	"Well!" said Joyeuse; "you are setting off very eagerly, Henri."

	"Of course, my brother!"

	"Because you wish to return here soon again?"

	"That is quite true."

	"You do not intend, then, to stay any time at Chateau-Thierry?"

	"As little as possible."

	"Why so?"

	"Where others are amusing themselves is not my place."

	"On the contrary, Henri, it is precisely because Monseigneur le Duc d'Anjou is about to give some fetes that you should remain at Chateau-Thierry."

	"It is impossible."

	"Because of your wish for retirement, and of the austere projects you have in view?"—"Yes."

	"You have been to the king to solicit a dispensation?"

	"Who told you so?"

	"I know it to be the case."

	"It is true, then, for I have been to him."

	"You will not obtain it."

	"Why so, my brother?"

	"Because the king has no interest in depriving himself of such a devoted servant as you are."

	"My brother, the cardinal, will therefore do what his majesty will be disinclined to do."

	"And all that for a woman?"

	"Anne, I entreat you, do not persist any further."

	"Ah! do not fear that I shall begin over again; but, once for all, let us to the point. You set off for Chateau-Thierry; well, instead of returning as hurriedly as you seem disposed to do, I wish you to wait for me in my apartments there; it is a long time since we have lived together. I particularly wish to be with you again, you understand."

	"You are going to Chateau-Thierry to amuse yourself, Anne, and if I were to remain there I should poison all your pleasures."

	"Oh! far from that, I do not care for them; I am of a happy temperament, and quite fitted to drive away all your fits of melancholy."

	"Brother—"

	"Permit me, comte," said the admiral, with an imperious air of command, "I am the representative of our father here, and I enjoin you to wait for me at Chateau-Thierry. You will find out my apartment, which will be your own also; it is on the ground floor, looking out on the park."

	"If you command me to do so, my brother," said Henri, with a resigned air.

	"Call it by what name you please, comte, desire or command; but await my arrival."

	"I will obey you, my brother."

	"And I am persuaded that you will not be angry with me for it," added Joyeuse, pressing the young man in his arms.

	The latter withdrew from the fraternal embrace, somewhat ungraciously, perhaps, ordered his horses, and immediately set off for Chateau-Thierry. He hurried thither with the anger of a vexed and disappointed man; that is to say, he pressed his horses to the top of their speed.

	The same evening, he was slowly ascending, before nightfall, the hill on which Chateau-Thierry is situated, with the river Marne flowing at its feet.

	At his name, the doors of the chateau flew open before him, but, as far as an audience was concerned, he was more than an hour before he could obtain it.

	The prince, some told him, was in his apartments; others said he was asleep; he was practicing music, the valet-de-chambre supposed. No one, however, among the attendants could give a positive reply.

	Henri persisted, in order that he might no longer have to think of his service on the king, so that he might abandon himself from that moment to his melancholy thoughts unrestrained.

	Won over by his perseverance, it being well known too that he and his brother were on the most intimate terms with the duke, Henri was ushered into one of the salons on the first floor, where the prince at last consented to receive him.

	Half an hour passed away, and the shades of evening insensibly closed in.

	The heavy and measured footsteps of the Duc d'Anjou resounded in the gallery, and Henri, on recognizing them, prepared to discharge his mission with the accustomed formal ceremonies. But the prince, who seemed very much pressed, quickly dispensed with these formalities on the part of his ambassador, by taking him by the hand and embracing him.

	"Good-day, comte," he said; "why should they have given you the trouble to come and see a poor defeated general?"

	"The king has sent me, monseigneur, to inform you that he is exceedingly desirous of seeing your highness, and that in order to enable you to recover from your fatigue, his majesty will himself come and pay a visit to Chateau-Thierry, to-morrow at the latest."

	"The king will be here to-morrow!" exclaimed Francois, with a gesture of impatience, but recovering himself immediately afterward.

	"To-morrow, to-morrow," he resumed; "why, the truth is, that nothing will be in readiness, either here or in the town, to receive his majesty."

	Henri bowed, as one whose duty it had been to transmit an order, but whose province it was not to comment upon it.

	"The extreme haste which their majesties have to see your royal highness has not allowed them to think of the embarrassment they may be the means of occasioning."

	"Well, well," said the prince, hurriedly, "it is for me to make the best use of the time I have at my disposal. I leave you, therefore, Henri; thanks for the alacrity you have shown, for you have traveled fast, I perceive. Go and take some rest."

	"Your highness has no other orders to communicate to me?" Henri inquired, respectfully.

	"None. Go and lie down. You shall dine in your own apartment. I hold no reception this evening; I am suffering and ill at ease; I have lost my appetite, and cannot sleep, which makes my life a sad, dreary one, and which, you understand, I do not choose to inflict upon any one else. By-the-by, you have heard the news?"

	"No, monseigneur; what news?"

	"Aurilly has been eaten up by the wolves—"

	"Aurilly!" exclaimed Henri, with surprise.

	"Yes, yes—devoured! It is singular how every one who comes near me dies a violent death. Good-night, count; may you sleep well!"

	And the prince hurried away rapidly.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXVI.

	DOUBT.

	 

	Henri descended the staircase, and as he passed through the antechambers, observed many officers of his acquaintance, who ran forward to meet him, and, with many marks of friendship, offered to show him the way to his brother's apartments, which were situated at one of the angles of the chateau. It was the library that the duke had given Joyeuse to reside in during his residence at Chateau-Thierry.

	Two salons, furnished in the style of Francois the First, communicated with each other, and terminated in the library, the latter apartment looking out on the gardens.

	His bed had been put up in the library. Joyeuse was of an indolent, yet of a cultivated turn of mind. If he stretched out his arm he laid his hand on science; if he opened the windows he could enjoy the beauties of nature. Finer and superior organizations require more satisfying enjoyments; and the morning breeze, the song of birds, or the perfumes of flowers, added fresh delight to the triplets of Clement Marot, or to the odes of Rousard.

	Henri determined to leave everything as it was, not because he was influenced by the poetic sybaritism of his brother, but, on the contrary, from indifference, and because it mattered little to him whether he was there or elsewhere.

	But as the count, in whatever frame of mind he might be, had been brought up never to neglect his duty or respect toward the king or the princes of the royal family of France, he inquired particularly in what part of the chateau the prince had resided since his return.

	By mere accident, in this respect, Henri met with an excellent cicerone in the person of the young ensign, who, by some act of indiscretion or another, had, in the little village in Flanders where we represented the personages in this tale as having halted for a moment, communicated the count's secret to the prince. This ensign had not quitted the prince's side since his return, and could inform Henri very accurately on the subject.

	On his arrival at Chateau-Thierry, the prince had at first entered upon a course of reckless dissipation. At that time he occupied the state apartments of the chateau, had receptions morning and evening, and was engaged during the day stag-hunting in the forest; but since the intelligence of Aurilly's death, which had reached the prince without its being known from what source, the prince had retired to a pavilion situated in the middle of the park. This pavilion, which was an almost inaccessible retreat except to the intimate associates of the prince, was hidden from view by the dense foliage of the surrounding trees, and could hardly be perceived above their lofty summits, or through the thick foliage of the hedges.

	It was to this pavilion that the prince had retired during the last few days. Those who did not know him well said that it was Aurilly's death which had made him betake himself to this solitude; while those who were well acquainted with his character pretended that he was carrying out in this pavilion some base or infamous plot, which some day or another would be revealed to light.

	A circumstance which rendered either of these suppositions much more probable was, that the prince seemed greatly annoyed whenever a matter of business or a visit summoned him to the chateau; and so decidedly was this the case, that no sooner had the visit been received, or the matter of business been dispatched, than he returned to his solitude, where he was waited upon only by the two old valets-de-chambre who had been present at his birth.

	"Since this is the case," observed Henri, "the fetes will not be very gay if the prince continue in this humor."

	"Certainly," replied the ensign, "for every one will know how to sympathize with the prince's grief, whose pride as well as whose affections had been so smitten."

	Henri continued his interrogatories without intending it, and took a strange interest in doing so. The circumstance of Aurilly's death, whom he had known at the court, and whom he had again met in Flanders; the kind of indifference with which the prince had announced the loss he had met with; the strict seclusion in which it was said the prince had lived since his death—all this seemed to him, without his being able to assign a reason for his belief, as part of that mysterious and darkened web wherein, for some time past, the events of his life had been woven.

	"And," inquired he of the ensign, "it is not known, you say, how the prince became acquainted with the news of the death of Aurilly?"

	"No."

	"But surely," he insisted, "people must talk about it?"

	"Oh! of course," said the ensign; "true or false, you know, people always will talk."

	"Well, then, tell me what it is."

	"It is said that the prince was hunting under the willows close beside the river, and that he had wandered away from the others who were hunting also, for everything he does is by fits and starts, and he becomes as excited in the field as at play, or under fire, or under the influence of grief, when suddenly he was seen returning with a face scared and as pale as death.

	"The courtiers questioned him, thinking that it was nothing more than a mere incident of the hunting-field.

	"He held two rouleaux of gold in his hand.

	"'Can you understand this, messieurs?' he said, in a hard dry voice; 'Aurilly is dead; Aurilly has been eaten by the wolves.'

	"Every one immediately exclaimed.

	"'Nay, indeed,' said the prince; 'may the foul fiend take me if it be not so; the poor lute-player had always been a far better musician than a horseman. It seems that his horse ran away with him, and that he fell into a pit, where he was killed; the next day a couple of travelers who were passing close to the pit discovered his body half eaten by the wolves; and a proof that the affair actually did happen, as I have related it, and that robbers have nothing whatever to do with the whole matter is, that here are two rouleaux of gold which he had about him, and which have been faithfully restored.'

	"However, as no one had been seen to bring these two rouleaux of gold back," continued the ensign, "it is supposed that they had been handed to the prince by the two travelers who, having met and recognized his highness on the banks of the river, had announced the intelligence of Aurilly's death."

	"It is very strange," murmured Henri.

	"And what is more strange still," continued the ensign, "is, that it is said—can it be true, or is it merely an invention?—it is said, I repeat, that the prince was seen to open the little gate of the park close to the chestnut trees, and that something like two shadows passed through that same gate. The prince then introduced two persons into the park—probably the two travelers; it is since that occasion that the prince has retired into his pavilion, and we have only been able to see him by stealth."

	"And has no one seen these two travelers?" asked Henri.

	"As I was proceeding to ask the prince the password for the night, for the sentinels on duty at the chateau, I met a man who did not seem to me to belong to his highness's household, but I was unable to observe his face, the man having turned aside as soon as he perceived me, and having let down the hood of his cloak over his eyes."

	"The hood of his cloak, do you say?"

	"Yes; the man looked like a Flemish peasant, and reminded me, I hardly know why, of the person by whom you were accompanied when we met out yonder."

	Henri started; the observation seemed to him in some way connected with the profound and absorbing interest with which the story inspired him; to him, too, who had seen Diana and her companion confided to Aurilly, the idea occurred that the two travelers who had announced to the prince the death of the unfortunate lute-player were acquaintances of his own.

	Henri looked attentively at the ensign.

	"And when you fancied you recognized this man, what was the idea that occurred to you, monsieur?" he inquired.

	"I will tell you what my impression was," replied the ensign; "however, I will not pretend to assert anything positively; the prince has not, in all probability, abandoned all idea with regard to Flanders; he therefore maintains spies in his employ. The man with the woolen overcoat is a spy, who, on his way here, may possibly have learned the accident which had happened to the musician, and may thus have been the bearer of two pieces of intelligence at the same time."

	"That is not improbable," said Henri, thoughtfully; "but what was this man doing when you saw him?"

	"He was walking beside the hedge which borders the parterre—you can see the hedge from your windows—and was making toward the conservatories."

	"You say, then, that the two travelers, for I believe you stated there were two—"

	"Others say that two persons were seen to enter, but I only saw one, the man in the overcoat."

	"In that case, then, you have reason to believe that the man in the overcoat, as you describe him, is living in the conservatories."

	"It is not unlikely."

	"And have these conservatories a means of exit?"

	"Yes, count, toward the town."

	Henri remained silent for some time; his heart was throbbing most violently, for these details, which were apparently matters of indifference to him, who seemed throughout the whole of this mystery as if he were gifted with the power of prevision, were, in reality, full of the deepest interest for him.

	Night had in the meantime closed in, and the two young men were conversing together without any light in Joyeuse's apartment.

	Fatigued by his journey, oppressed by the strange events which had just been related to him, unable to struggle against the emotions which they had aroused in his breast, the count had thrown himself on his brother's bed, and mechanically directed his gaze toward the deep blue heavens above him, which seemed set as with diamonds.

	The young ensign was seated on the ledge of the window, and voluntarily abandoned himself to that listlessness of thought, to that poetic reverie of youth, to that absorbing languor of feeling, which the balmy freshness of evening inspires.

	A deep silence reigned throughout the park and the town; the gates were closed, the lights were kindled by degrees, the dogs in the distance were barking in their kennels at the servants, on whom devolved the duty of shutting up the stables in the evening.

	Suddenly the ensign rose to his feet, made a sign of attention with his head, leaned out of the window, and then, calling in a quick, low tone to the count, who was reclining on the bed, said:

	"Come, come!"

	"What is the matter?" Henri inquired, arousing himself by a strong effort from his reverie.

	"The man! the man!"

	"What man?"

	"The man in the overcoat, the spy!"

	"Oh!" exclaimed Henri, springing from the bed to the window, and leaning on the ensign.

	"Stay," continued the ensign; "do you see him yonder? He is creeping along the hedge; wait a moment, he will show himself again. Now look toward that spot which is illuminated by the moon's rays, there he is; there he is."

	"Yes."

	"Do you not think he is a sinister-looking fellow?"

	"Sinister is the very word," replied Du Bouchage, in a gloomy voice.

	"Do you believe he is a spy?"

	"I believe nothing, and yet I believe everything."

	"See, he is going from the prince's pavilion to the conservatories."

	"The prince's pavilion is in that direction, then?" inquired Du Bouchage, indicating with his finger the direction from which the stranger appeared to be proceeding.

	"Do you see that light whose rays are trembling through the leaves of the trees."—"Well?"

	"That is the dining-room."

	"Ah!" exclaimed Henri, "see, he makes his appearance again."

	"Yes, he is no doubt going to the conservatories to join his companion? Did you hear that?"

	"What?"

	"The sound of a key turning in the lock."

	"It is singular," said Du Bouchage; "there is nothing unusual in all this, and yet—"

	"And yet you are trembling, you were going to say?"

	"Yes," said the count; "but what is that?"

	The sound of a bell was heard.

	"It is the signal for the supper of the prince's household; are you going to join us at supper, count?"

	"No, I thank you, I do not require anything; and, if I should feel hungry, I will call for what I may need."

	"Do not wait for that, monsieur; but come and amuse yourself in our society."

	"Nay, nay, it is impossible."

	"Why so?"

	"His royal highness almost directed me to have what I should need served to me in my own apartment; but do not let me delay you."

	"Thank you, count, good-evening; do not lose sight of our phantom."

	"Oh! rely upon me for that; unless," added Henri, who feared he might have said too much, "unless, indeed, I should be overtaken by sleep, which seems more than probable, and a far more healthy occupation than that of watching shadows and spies."

	"Certainly," said the ensign, laughingly, as he took leave of Henri du Bouchage.

	Hardly had he quitted the library than Henri darted into the garden.

	"Oh!" he murmured, "it is Remy! it is Remy! I should know him again in the darkness of hell itself."

	And the young man, as he felt his knees tremble beneath him, buried his burning forehead in his cold damp hands.

	"Great Heaven!" he cried, "is not this rather a phantasy of my poor fevered brain, and is it not written that in my slumbering and in my waking moments, day and night, I should ever see those two figures who have made so deep and dark a furrow in my life?

	"Why," he continued, like a man aware of the need that exists of convincing himself, "why, indeed, should Remy be here in this chateau, while the Duc d'Anjou is here? What is his motive in coming here? What can the Duc d'Anjou possibly have to do with Remy? And why should he have quitted Diana—he, who is her eternal companion? No; it is not he."

	Then, again, a moment afterward, a conviction, thorough, profound, almost instinctive in its nature, seemed to overcome all the doubts he had entertained.

	"It is he! it is he!" he murmured, in utter despair, and leaning against the wall to save himself from falling. As he finished giving utterance to this overpowering, overwhelming thought, which seemed to crush all others in his mind, the sharp sound of the lock was again heard, and, although the sound was almost imperceptible, his overexcited senses detected it instantly. An indefinable shudder ran through the young man's whole frame; again he listened with eager attention. So profound a silence reigned around him on every side that he could hear the throbbings of his own heart. A few minutes passed away without anything he expected making its appearance. In default of his eyes, however, his ears told him that some one was approaching, for he heard the sound of the gravel under the advancing footsteps. Suddenly the straight black line of the hedge seemed broken; he imagined he saw upon this dark background a group still darker moving along.

	"It is he returning again," murmured Henri. "Is he alone, or is some one with him?"

	The objects advanced from the side where the silver light of the moon had illuminated a space of open ground. It was at the very moment when, advancing in the opposite direction, the man in the overcoat crossed this open space, that Henri fancied he recognized Remy. This time Henri observed two shadows very distinctly; it was impossible he could be mistaken. A death-like chill struck to his heart, and seemed to have turned it to marble.

	The two shadows walked quickly along, although with a firm step; the former was dressed in a woolen overcoat, and at the appearance of the second apparition, as at that of the first, the count fancied he recognized Remy.

	The second, who was completely enveloped in a large man's cloak, seemed to defy every attempt at recognition.

	And yet, beneath that cloak, Henri fancied he could detect what no human eye could have possibly seen.

	He could not control a deep bitter groan of despair, and no sooner had the two mysterious personages disappeared behind the hedge than the young man darted after them, and stealthily glided from one group of trees to another, in the wake of those whom he was so anxious to discover.

	"Oh!" he murmured, as he stole along, "do I not indeed deceive myself? Oh! Heaven, can it really be possible?"

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXVII.

	CERTAINTY.

	 

	Henri glided along the hedge on the side which was thrown into deep shade, taking care to make no noise either on the gravel or against the trees.

	Obliged to walk carefully, and while walking to watch carefully over every movement he made, he could not perceive anything. And yet, by his style, his dress, his walk, he still fancied he recognized Remy in the man who wore the overcoat.

	Mere conjectures, more terrifying for him than realities, arose in his mind with regard to this man's companion.

	The road which they were following, and which was bounded by a row of elms, terminated in a high hawthorn hedge, which separated from the rest of the park the pavilion of the Duc d'Anjou, and enveloped it as with a curtain of verdure, in the midst of which, as has been already observed, it entirely disappeared in a remote corner of the grounds of the chateau. There were several beautiful sheets of water, dark underwood, through which winding paths had been cut, and venerable trees, over the summits of which the moon was shedding its streams of silver light, while underneath the gloom was thick, dark, and impenetrable.

	As he approached this hedge, Henri felt that his heart was on the point of failing him. In fact, to transgress so boldly the prince's orders, and to abandon himself to a course of conduct as indiscreet as it was rash, was the act, not of a loyal and honorable man, but of a mean and cowardly spy, or of a jealous man driven to extremities. But as, while opening the gate, which separated the greater from the smaller park, the man he followed moved in such a way that his features were revealed, and as he perceived that these features were indeed those of Remy, the count's scruples vanished, and he resolutely advanced at all hazards. Henri found the gate again closed; he leaped over the railings, and then continued his pursuit of the prince's two strange visitors, who still seemed to be hurrying onward. Another cause of terror was soon added; for the duke, on hearing the footsteps of Remy and his companion upon the gravel walk, made his appearance from the pavilion. Henri threw himself behind the largest of the trees, and waited.

	He could not see anything, except that he observed that Remy made a very low salutation, that Remy's companion courtesied like a woman, instead of bowing like a man, and that the duke, seemingly transported with delight, offered his arm to the latter, in the same way as he would have done to a woman. Then all three advanced toward the pavilion, disappeared under the vestibule, and the door closed behind them.

	"This must end," said Henri, "and I must seek a more convenient place, where I can see everything that may pass without being seen."

	He decided in favor of a clump of trees situated between the pavilion and the wall, from the center of which the waters of a fountain gushed forth, thus forming an impenetrable place of concealment; for it was not likely that in the night-time, with the freshness and humidity which would naturally be found near this fountain, the prince would seek the vicinity of the water and the thickets. Hidden behind the statue with which the fountain was ornamented, and standing at his full height behind the pedestal, Henri was enabled to see what was taking place in the pavilion, the principal window of which was quite open before him.

	As no one could, or rather, as no one would, venture to penetrate so far, no precautions had been taken.

	A table was laid, sumptuously served with the richest viands, and with rare wines in bottles of costly Venetian glass.

	Two seats only at this table seemed to be awaiting two guests.

	The duke approached one of the chairs; then, leaving the arm of Remy's companion, and pointing to the other seat, he seemed to request that the cloak might be thrown aside, as, although it might be very serviceable for an evening stroll, it became very inconvenient when the object of the stroll was attained, and when that object was a supper.

	Thereupon the individual to whom the invitation had been addressed threw the cloak upon a chair, and the dazzling blaze of the flambeaux lighted up, without a shadow on their loveliness, the pale and majestically-beautiful features of a woman whom the terrified eyes of Henri immediately recognized. It was the lady of the mysterious house in the Rue des Augustins, the wanderer in Flanders; in one word, it was that Diana whose gaze was as mortal as the thrust of a dagger. On this occasion she wore the apparel of her own sex, and was richly dressed in brocaded silk; diamonds blazed on her neck, in her hair, and on her wrists, and thereby made the extreme pallor of her face more remarkable than ever, and in the light which shone from her eyes, it almost seemed as if the duke had, by the employment of some magical means, evoked the ghost of this woman, rather than the woman herself. Had it not been for the support afforded by the statue round which he had thrown his arms, colder even than the marble itself, Henri would have fallen backward headlong into the basin of the fountain.

	The duke seemed intoxicated with delight; he fixed his passionate gaze upon this beautiful creature, who had seated herself opposite to him, and who hardly touched the dishes which had been placed before her. From time to time Francois leaned across the table to kiss one of the hands of his silent guest, who, as pale as death, seemed as insensible to his kisses as if her hand had been sculptured in alabaster, which, for transparency and perfect whiteness, it so much resembled. From time to time Henri started, raised his hand to his forehead, and with it wiped away the death-like sweat which rose on it, and asked himself: "Is she alive, or dead?"

	The duke tried his utmost efforts and displayed all his powers of eloquence to unbend the rigid beauty of her face.

	Remy, the only attendant, for the duke had sent every one away, waited on them both, and, occasionally, lightly touching his mistress with his elbow as he passed behind her chair, seemed to revive her by the contact, and to recall her to life, or rather to the position in which she was placed.

	Thereupon, a bright flush spread over her whole face, her eyes sparkled, she smiled as if some magician had touched a spring unknown to this automaton-like figure, seemingly endowed with intelligence, and the mechanism of which had drawn the lightning glance from her eyes, the glowing flush on her cheek, and the sparkling smile to her lips. The moment after, she again subsided into her calm and statue-like stillness. The prince, however, approached her, and by the passionate tone of his conversation, seemed as if he had succeeded in warming into animation his new conquest. Thereupon Diana, who occasionally glanced at the face of a magnificent clock suspended over the prince's head, against the opposite side of the wall to where she was seated, seemed to make an effort over herself, and with her lips bedecked with smiles took a more active part in the conversation.

	Henri, concealed in his leafy covert, wrung his hands in despair, and cursed the whole creation in the utter wretchedness of his sore distress. It seemed to him monstrous, almost iniquitous, that this woman, so pure and rigidly inflexible, should yield herself so unresistingly to the prince, because he was a prince, and abandon herself to love because it was offered within the precincts of a palace. His horror at Remy was so extreme that he could have slain him without remorse, in order to see whether so great a monster had the blood and heart of a man in him. In such paroxysms of rage and contempt did Henri pass the time during the supper, which to the Duc d'Anjou was so full of rapture and delight.

	Diana sang. The prince, inflamed by wine, and by his passionate discourse, rose from the table for the purpose of embracing Diana. Every drop of blood seemed to curdle in Henri's veins. He put his hand to his side to see if his sword were there, and then thrust it into his breast in search of a dagger. Diana, with a strange smile, which most assuredly had never, until that moment, had its counterpart on any face, stopped the duke as he was approaching her.

	"Will you allow me, monseigneur," she said, "before I rise from the table, to share with your royal highness one of those tempting-looking peaches."

	And with these words she stretched out her hand toward a basket of gold filagree work, in which twenty peaches were tastefully arranged, and took one.

	Then, taking from her girdle a beautiful little dagger, with a silver blade and a handle of malachite, she divided the peach into two portions, and offered one of them to the prince, who seized it and carried it eagerly to his lips, as though he would thus have kissed Diana's.

	This impassioned action produced so deep an impression on himself, that a cloud seemed to obscure his sight at the very moment he bit into the fruit. Diana looked at him with her clear steady gaze, and her fixed immovable smile.

	Remy, leaning his back against a pillar of carved wood, also looked on with a gloomy expression of countenance.

	The prince passed one of his hands across his forehead, wiped away the perspiration which had gathered there, and swallowed the piece that he had bitten.

	This perspiration was most probably the symptom of a sudden indisposition; for while Diana ate the other half of the peach, the prince let fall on his plate what remained of the portion he had taken, and with difficulty rising from his seat, seemed to invite his beautiful companion to accompany him into the garden in order to enjoy the cool night air.

	Diana rose, and without pronouncing a single word, took the duke's arm, which he offered her.

	Remy gazed after them, particularly after the prince, whom the air seemed completely to revive.

	As she walked along, Diana wiped the small blade of her knife on a handkerchief embroidered with gold, and restored it to its shagreen sheath.

	In this manner they approached the clump of trees where Henri was concealed.

	The prince, with a passionate gesture, pressed his companion's arm against his heart.

	"I feel better," he said, "and yet I hardly know what heavy weight seems to press down on my brain; I love too deeply, madame, I perceive."

	Diana plucked several sprigs of jasmine and of clematis, and two beautiful roses which bordered the whole of one side of the pedestal of the statue behind which Henri was shrinking terrified.

	"What are you doing, madame?" inquired the prince.

	"I have always understood, monseigneur," she said, "that the perfume of flowers was the best remedy for attacks of giddiness; I am gathering a bouquet with the hope that this bouquet, if presented by me, will have the magical influence which I wish it to possess."

	But, while she was arranging the flowers, she let a rose fall from her hand, which the prince eagerly hastened to pick up.

	The movement that Francois made was rapid, but not so rapid, however, but that it gave Diana sufficient time to pour upon the other rose a few drops of a liquid contained in a small gold bottle which she drew from her bosom.

	She then took from his hand the rose which the prince had picked up, and placing it in her girdle, said—

	"That one is for me, let us change."

	And in exchange for the rose which she received from the prince's hand, she held out the bouquet to him.

	The prince seized it eagerly, inhaled its perfume with delight, and passed his arm around Diana's waist. But this latter action, in all probability, completely overwhelmed the already troubled senses of the prince, for his knees trembled under him, and he was obliged to seat himself on a bank of green turf, beside which he happened to be standing.

	Henri did not lose sight of these two persons, and yet he had a look for Remy also, who in the pavilion awaited the termination of this scene, or rather seemed to devour every minute incident of it.

	When he saw the prince totter, he advanced toward the threshold of the pavilion. Diana, on her side, perceiving Francois stagger, sat herself down beside him on the bank.

	The giddiness from which Francois suffered continued on this occasion longer than on the former; the prince's head was resting on his chest. He seemed to have lost all connection in his ideas, and almost the perception of his own existence; and yet the convulsive movement of his fingers on Diana's hand seemed to indicate that he was instinctively pursuing his wild dream of love. At last he slowly raised his head, and his lips being almost on a level with Diana's face, he made an effort to touch those of his lovely guest, but as if unobservant of the movement, she rose from her seat.

	"You are suffering, monseigneur," she said; "it would be better if we were to go in."

	"Oh! yes, let us go in," exclaimed the prince in a transport of joy.

	And he arose, staggering, to his feet; then, instead of Diana leaning on his arm, it was he who leaned on Diana's arm; and thanks to this support, walking with less difficulty, he seemed to forget fever and giddiness too, for suddenly drawing himself up, he, in an unexpected manner, pressed his lips on her neck. She started as if, instead of a kiss, she had received the impression of a red hot iron.

	"Remy!" she exclaimed, "a flambeau, a flambeau!"

	Remy immediately returned to the salle-a-manger, and lighted, by the candle on the table, a flambeau which he took from a small round table, and then, hurrying to the entrance to the pavilion, and holding the torch in his hand, he cried out:

	"Here is one, madame."

	"Where is your highness going to?" inquired Diana, seizing hold of the flambeau and turning her head aside.

	"Oh! we will return to my own room, and you will lead me, I venture to hope, madame?" replied the prince, in a frenzy of passion.

	"Willingly, monseigneur," replied Diana, and she raised the torch in the air, and walked before the prince.

	Remy opened, at the end of the pavilion, a window through which the fresh air rushed inward, in such a manner that the flame and smoke of the flambeau, which Diana held, were carried back toward Francois' face, which happened to be in the very current of the air. The two lovers, as Henri considered them to be, proceeded in this manner, first crossing a gallery to the duke's own room, and disappeared behind the fleur-de-lized hangings, which served the purpose of a portière.

	Henri had observed everything that had passed with increasing fury, and yet this fury was such that it almost deprived him of life. It seemed as if he had no strength left except to curse the fate which had imposed so cruel a trial upon him. He had quitted his place of concealment, and in utter despair, his arms hanging by his side, and with a haggard gaze, he was on the point of returning, with life ebbing fast, to his apartment in the chateau, when suddenly the hangings behind which he had seen Diana and the prince disappear were thrown aside, and Diana herself rushed into the supper-room, and seized hold of Remy, who, standing motionless and erect, seemed only to be waiting her return.

	"Quick! quick!" she said to him; "all is finished."

	And they both darted into the garden as if they had been drunk, or mad, or raging with passion.

	No sooner did Henri observe them, however, than he seemed to have recovered all his strength; he hastened to place himself in their way, and they came upon him suddenly in the middle of the path, standing erect, his arms crossed, and more terrible in his silence than any one could ever have been in his loudest menaces. Henri's feelings had indeed arrived at such a pitch of exasperation, that he would readily have slain any man who would have ventured to maintain that women were not monsters sent from hell to corrupt the world. He seized Diana by the arm, and stopped her suddenly, notwithstanding the cry of terror which she uttered, and notwithstanding the dagger which Remy put to his breast, and which even grazed his flesh.

	"Oh! doubtless you do not recognize me," he said furiously, gnashing his teeth; "I am that simple-hearted young man who loved you, and whose love you would not return, because for you there was no future, but merely the past. Ah! beautiful hypocrite that you are, and you, foul liar, I know you at last—I know and curse you. To the one I say, I despise and contemn you: to the other, I shrink from you with horror."

	"Make way!" cried Remy, in a strangled voice; "make way, young fool, or if not—"

	"Be it so," replied Henri; "finish your work, and slay my body, wretch, since you have already destroyed my soul."

	"Silence!" muttered Remy, furiously, pressing the blade of his dagger more and more against Henri's breast.

	Diana, however, violently pushed Remy aside, and seizing Du Bouchage by the arm, she drew him straight before her. She was lividly pale; her beautiful hair streamed over her shoulders; the contact of the hand on Henri's wrist seemed to the latter cold and damp as the dews of death.

	"Monsieur," she said, "do not rashly judge of matters of which Heaven alone can judge. I am Diana de Meridor, the mistress of Monsieur de Bussy, whom the Duc d'Anjou miserably allowed to perish when he could have saved him. Eight days since Remy slew Aurilly, the duke's accomplice, and the prince himself I have just poisoned with a peach, a bouquet, and a torch. Move aside, monsieur—move aside, I say, for Diana de Meridor, who is on her way to the Convent des Hospitalieres."

	With these words, and letting Henri's arm fall, she took hold of that of Remy, as he waited by her side.

	Henri fell on his knees, following the retreating figures of the two assassins, who disappeared behind the thick copse, as though it had been a vision from hell. It was not till fully an hour afterward that Du Bouchage, overpowered with fatigue and overwhelmed with terror, with his brain on fire, was able to summon sufficient strength to drag himself to his apartment, nor was it until after he had made the attempt nearly a dozen times that he succeeded in escalading the window. He walked to and fro in his room several times, and then staggered toward the bed, on which he threw himself. Every one was sleeping quietly in the chateau.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXVIII.

	FATALITY.

	 

	The next morning, about nine o'clock, the beautiful rays of the sun were glistening like gold on the graveled walks of Chateau-Thierry. Numerous gangs of workmen, who had the previous evening been directed to be in attendance, had been actively at work from daybreak upon the preparations in the park, as well as in the decoration of the apartments destined to receive the king, whose arrival was momentarily expected. As yet nothing was stirring in the pavilion where the duke reposed, for he had on the previous evening forbidden his two old servants to awaken him. They were to wait until he summoned them. Toward half-past nine two couriers rode at full speed into the town, announcing his majesty's near arrival. The civic authorities, the governor, and the garrison formed themselves in ranks on either side of the road, leaving a passage for the royal procession. At ten o'clock the king appeared at the foot of the hill; he had mounted his horse when they had taken their last relays. He never neglected an opportunity of doing so, especially when entering towns, as he rode admirably. The queen-mother followed him in a litter; fifty gentlemen belonging to the court, richly clad and admirably mounted, followed in their suite. A company of the guards, followed by Crillon himself, a hundred and twenty of the Swiss, and as many of the Scotch guards, commanded by Larchant, and all the members of the royal household who accompanied the king in his excursions, mules, coffers, and domestic servants, formed a numerous army, the files of which followed the windings of the road leading from the river to the summit of the hill. Lastly, the cortege entered the town amid the ringing of the church bells, the roar of cannon, and bursts of music. The acclamations of the inhabitants were enthusiastic; for a visit from the king was of such rare occurrence at that time that, seen thus closely, he seemed to be a living embodiment of divine right. The king, as he progressed through the crowd, looked on all sides for his brother, but in vain. He only found Henri du Bouchage waiting for him at the gate of the chateau.

	When once within the chateau, Henri III. inquired after the health of the Duc d'Anjou from the officer who had assumed the high distinction of receiving the king.

	"Sire," replied the latter, "his highness, during the last few days, has been residing in the pavilion in the park, and we have not yet seen him this morning. It is most probable, however, that as he was well yesterday, he is well also to-day."

	"This pavilion is in a very retired part of the park, it seems," said Henri, in a tone of displeasure, "since the sound of the cannon does not seem to have been heard."

	"Sire," one of the duke's two aged attendants ventured to remark, "his highness did not, perhaps, expect your majesty so soon."

	"Old fool," growled Henri, "do you think, then, that a king presents himself in this way at other people's residences without informing them of it? Monsieur le Duc d'Anjou has been aware of my intended arrival since yesterday."

	And then, afraid of casting a gloom over those around him by a grave or sullen countenance, Henri, who wished to appear gentle and amiable at the expense of his brother Francois, exclaimed, "Well, then, since he has not come to meet us, we will go to meet him."

	"Show us the way there," said Catherine, from the litter.

	All the escort followed the road leading to the old park.

	At the very moment that the guards, who were in advance, approached the hedge, a shrill and piercing cry rent the air.

	"What is that?" said the king, turning toward his mother.

	"Great Heaven!" murmured Catherine, endeavoring to read the faces of those around her, "it sounded like a cry of distress or despair."

	"My prince! my poor master!" cried Francois' other aged attendant, appearing at the window, and exhibiting signs of the most passionate grief.

	Every one hastened toward the pavilion, the king himself being hurried along with the others. He arrived at the very moment when they were raising from the floor the Duc d'Anjou's body, which his valet-de-chambre, having entered without authority, in order to announce the king's arrival, had just perceived lying on the carpet of the bedroom. The prince was cold, stiff, and perfectly inanimate, and it was only by a strange movement of the eyelids and a nervous contraction of the lips that it could be observed he was still alive. The king paused at the threshold of the door, and those behind him followed his example.

	 

	"This is an ugly omen," he murmured.

	"Do not enter, my son, I implore you," said Catherine to him.

	"Poor Francois!" said Henri, delighted at being sent away, and thus being spared the spectacle of this agonizing scene.

	The crowd, too, followed the king as he withdrew.

	"Strange! strange!" murmured Catherine, kneeling down by the side of the prince, or rather of the corpse, no one being in the room, with her but the two old servants; and while the messengers were dispatched in every quarter of the town to find the prince's physician, and while a courier galloped off to Paris in order to hasten the attendance of the king's physicians, who had remained at Meaux with the queen, Catherine, with less knowledge, very probably, but not with less perspicacity than Miron himself could possibly have shown, examined the diagnostics of that singular malady which had struck down her son so suddenly.

	Her experience was by no means indifferent; in the first place, therefore, she interrogated calmly, and without confusing them, the two attendants, who were tearing their hair and wringing their hands in the wildest despair.

	Both of them replied that the prince had returned on the previous evening about nightfall, after having been disturbed at an inconvenient hour by Monsieur du Bouchage, who had arrived with a message from the king.

	They then added that when the audience had terminated, which had been held in the chateau itself, the prince had ordered supper to be prepared, and had desired that no one should venture to approach the pavilion without being summoned; and lastly, that he had given the strictest injunctions not to be awakened in the morning, and that no one should enter without a positive summons.

	"He probably expected a visit from a lady?" observed the queen-mother, inquiringly.

	"We think so, madame," replied the valet respectfully, "but we could not discreetly assure ourselves of the fact."

	"But in removing the things from the table, you must have seen whether my son had supped alone?"

	"We have not yet removed the things, madame, since the orders of monseigneur were that no one should enter the pavilion."

	"Very good," said Catherine; "no one, therefore, has been here?"

	"No one, madame."

	"You may go."

	And Catherine was now left quite alone in the room. Leaving the prince lying on the bed where he had been placed, she immediately commenced the minutest investigation of each symptom or of each of the traces to which her attention was directed, as the result of her suspicions or apprehensions.

	She had remarked that Francois' forehead was stained or dyed of a bister color, his eyes were bloodshot and encircled with blue lines, his lips marked with furrows, like the impression which burning sulphur leaves on living flesh.

	She observed the same sign upon his nostrils and upon the sides of the nose.

	"Now let me look carefully," she said, gazing about her on every side.

	The first thing she remarked was the candlestick in which the flambeau which Remy had lighted the previous evening had burned away.

	"This candle has burned for a length of time," she said, "and shows that Francois was a long time in this room. Ah! here is a bouquet lying on the carpet."

	Catherine picked it up eagerly, and then, remarking that all its flowers were still fresh, with the exception of a rose, which was blackened and dried up:

	"What does this mean?" she said; "what has been poured on the leaves of this flower? If I am not mistaken, I know a liquid which withers roses in this manner." She threw aside the bouquet, shuddering as she did so.

	"That explains to me the state of the nostrils and the manner in which the flesh of the face is affected; but the lips?"

	Catherine ran to the dining-room. The valets had spoken the truth, for there was nothing to indicate that anything on the table had been touched since the previous evening's repast had been finished.

	Upon the edge of the table lay the half of a peach, in which the impression of a row of teeth was still visible. Catherine's attention was drawn to this in a particular manner, for the fruit, usually of a rich crimson near the core, had become as black as the rose, and was discolored by violet and brown spots. The corrosive action was more especially visible upon the part which had been cut, and particularly so where the knife must have passed.

	"This explains the state of the lips," she said; "but Francois had only bitten one piece out of this peach. He did not keep the bouquet long in his hand, for the flowers are still fresh; the evil may yet be repaired, for the poison cannot have penetrated very deeply.

	"And yet, if the evil be merely superficial, why should this paralysis of the senses be so complete, and why indeed should the decomposition of the flesh have made so much progress? There must be more that I have not seen."

	And as she spoke Catherine again looked all round her, and observed, hanging by a silver chain to its pole, the red and blue parrot to which Francois was so attached.

	The bird was dead, stiff, and the feathers of its wings rough and erect.

	Catherine again looked closely and attentively at the torch which she had once before already narrowly inspected, to satisfy herself that, by its having burned out completely, the prince had returned early in the evening.

	"The smoke," said Catherine to herself; "the smoke! the wick of that torch was poisoned; my son is a dead man."

	She called out immediately, and the chamber was in a minute filled with attendants and officers of the household.

	"Miron, Miron!" cried some of them.

	"A priest!" exclaimed the others.

	But Catherine had, in the meantime, placed to the lips of Francois one of the small bottles which she always carried in her alms-bag, and narrowly watched her son's features to observe the effect of the antidote she applied.

	The duke immediately opened his eyes and mouth, but no glance of intelligence gleamed in his eyes, no voice or sound escaped from his lips.

	Catherine, in sad and gloomy silence, quitted the apartment, beckoning to the two attendants to follow her, before they had as yet had an opportunity of communicating with any one.

	She then led them into another chamber, where she sat down, fixing her eyes closely and watchfully on their faces.

	"Monsieur le Duc d'Anjou," she said, "has been poisoned some time during his supper last evening; and it was you who served the supper."

	At these words the two men turned as pale as death.

	"Torture us, kill us, if you will," they said; "but do not accuse us."

	"Fools that you are; do you suppose that if I suspected you, that would have already been done? You have not yourselves, I know, assassinated your master, but others have killed him; and I must know who the murderers are. Who has entered the pavilion?"

	"An old man, wretchedly clothed, whom monseigneur has seen during the last two days."

	"But the woman—"

	"We have not seen her—what woman does your majesty mean?"

	"A woman has been here, who made a bouquet—"

	The two attendants looked at each other with an expression of such simple surprise that Catherine perceived, by this glance alone, how perfectly innocent they were.

	"Let the governor of the town and the governor of the chateau be sent for," she said. The two valets hurried to the door.

	"One moment!" exclaimed Catherine, fixing them in their places by this single word as they approached the threshold. "You only and myself are aware of what I have just told you; I shall not breathe a word about it; if any one learns it, therefore, it will be from or through one of you; on that very day both your lives shall be forfeited. Now, go!"

	Catherine interrogated the two governors with more reserve. She told them that the duke had received from some person or persons a distressing intelligence which had deeply affected him; that that alone was the cause of his illness, and that if the duke had an opportunity of putting a few further questions to the persons again, he would in all probability soon recover from the alarm into which he had been thrown.

	The governors instituted the minutest search in the town, the park, the environs, but no one knew what had become of Remy and Diana.

	Henri alone knew the secret, and there was no danger of his betraying it.

	Throughout the whole day, the terrible news, commented upon, exaggerated, and mutilated, circulated through Chateau-Thierry and the province; every one explained, according to his own individual character and disposition, the accident which had befallen the duke.

	But no one, except Catherine and Du Bouchage, ventured to acknowledge that the chance of saving the duke's life was hopeless.

	The unhappy prince did not recover either his voice or his senses, or rather, he ceased to give any sign of intelligence.

	The king, who was immediately beset with the gloomiest fancies, which he dreaded more than anything, would very willingly have returned to Paris; but the queen-mother opposed his departure, and the court was obliged to remain at the chateau.

	Physicians arrived in crowds; Miron alone guessed the cause of the illness, and formed an opinion upon its serious nature and extent; but he was too good a courtier to confess the truth, especially after he had consulted Catherine's looks.

	He was questioned on all sides, and he replied that Monsieur le Duc d'Anjou must certainly have suffered from some seriously-disturbing cause, and had been subjected to some violent mental shock.

	In this way he avoided compromising himself, therefore, which is a very difficult matter in such a case.

	When Henri III. required him to answer affirmatively or negatively to his question, "Whether the duke would live?" he replied,

	"I will answer your majesty in three days."

	"And when will you tell me?" said Catherine, in a low voice.

	"You, madame, are very different; I answer you unhesitatingly."—"Well?"

	"Your majesty has but to interrogate me."

	"On what day will my son die, Miron?"

	"To-morrow evening, madame."

	"So soon?"

	"Ah! madame," murmured the physician, "the dose was by no means a slight one."

	Catherine placed one of her fingers on her lips, looked at the dying man, and repeated in an undertone this sinister word, "Fatality!"

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER LXXXIX.

	LES HOSPITALIERES.

	 

	The count had passed a terrible night, in a state bordering on delirium and verging on death.

	Faithful, however, to his duty, as soon as he had heard the king's arrival announced, he rose and received him at the gate, as we have described; but no sooner had he presented his homage to his majesty, saluted respectfully the queen-mother, and pressed the admiral's hand, than he shut himself up in his own room, not to die, but to carry determinedly into execution his long cherished project, which nothing could any longer interfere with.

	Toward eleven o'clock in the morning, therefore—that is to say, as soon as, immediately after the terrible news had circulated that the Duc d'Anjou's life was in imminent danger, every one had dispersed, leaving the king completely bewildered by this fresh event—Henri went and knocked at his brother's door, who, having passed a part of the previous night traveling, had just retired to his own room.

	"Ah! is that you?" asked Joyeuse, half asleep; "what is the matter?"

	"I have come to bid you farewell, my brother," replied Henri.

	"Farewell! What do you mean? Are you going away?"

	"Yes, I am going away, brother, and nothing need keep me here any longer, I presume."

	"Why nothing?"

	"Of course, since the fetes at which you wished me to be present will not take place, I may now consider myself as freed from my promise."

	"You are mistaken, Henri," replied the grand-admiral; "I have no greater reason for permitting you to leave to-day than I had yesterday."

	"I regret that it is so; but in that case, for the first time in my life, I shall have the misfortune to disobey your orders, and to fail in the respect I owe you; for from this very moment I declare to you, Anne, that nothing shall restrain me any longer from taking religious vows."

	"But the dispensation which is expected from Rome?"

	"I can await it in a convent."

	"You must positively be mad to think of such a thing." exclaimed Joyeuse, as he rose, with stupefaction depicted on his countenance.

	"On the contrary, my dear and honored brother, I am the wisest of you all, for I alone know what I am about."'

	"Henri, you promised us a month."

	"Impossible."

	"A week, then, longer."

	"Not an hour."

	"You are suffering so much, then, poor boy?"

	"On the contrary, I have ceased to suffer, and that is why the evil is without a remedy."

	"But, at all events, this woman is not made of bronze; her feelings can be worked upon; I will undertake to persuade her."

	"You cannot do impossibilities, Anne; besides, even were she to allow herself to be persuaded now, it is I who could no longer consent to love her."

	"Well, that is quite another matter."

	"Such is the case, however, my brother."

	"What! if she were now willing, would you be indifferent? Why, this is sheer madness."

	"Oh! no! no!" exclaimed Henri, with a shudder of horror, "nothing can any longer exist between that woman and myself."

	"What does this mean?" inquired Joyeuse, with marked surprise; "and who can this woman really be? Come, tell me, Henri; you know very well that we have never had any secrets from each other."

	Henri trembled lest he had said too much, and that, in yielding to the feeling which he had just exhibited, he had opened a channel by means of which his brother would be able to penetrate the terrible secret which he kept imprisoned in his breast. He therefore fell into an opposite extreme; and, as it happens in such cases, and in order to recall the imprudent words which had escaped him, he pronounced others which were more imprudent still.

	"Do not press me further," he said; "this woman will never be mine, since she belongs to Heaven."

	"Folly!—mere idle tales! This woman a nun! She has deceived you."

	"No, no, this woman has not spoken falsely; she is now an Hospitaliere. Do not let us speak any further of her, but rather let us respect those who throw themselves at the feet of Heaven."

	Anne had sufficient power over himself not to show the delight this revelation gave him.

	He continued: "This is something new, for you have never spoken to me about it."

	"It is indeed quite new, for she has only recently taken the veil; but I am sure that her resolution, like my own, is irrevocable. Do not therefore seek to detain me any longer, but embrace me, as you love me. Permit me to thank you for all your kindness, for all your patience, and for your unceasing affection for a poor heart-broken man, and farewell!"

	Joyeuse looked his brother full and steadily in the face; he looked at him like one whose feelings had overcome him, and who relied upon a display of feeling to work upon the feelings of others. But Henri remained unmoved at this exhibition of emotion on his brother's part, and replied in no other way but by the same mournful smile.

	Joyeuse embraced his brother, and allowed him to depart.

	"Go," he said to himself, "all is not yet finished, and, however great your hurry may be, I shall not be long before I shall have overtaken you."

	He went to the king, who was taking his breakfast in bed, with Chicot sitting by his side.

	"Good-day! good-day!" said the king to Joyeuse. "I am very glad to see you, Anne; I was afraid you would lie in bed all day, you indolent fellow. How is my brother?"

	"Alas! sire, I do not know; I am come to speak to you about mine."

	"Which one?"—"Henri."

	"Does he still wish to become a monk?"

	"More so than ever."

	"And will he take the vows?"

	"Yes, sire."

	"He is quite right, too."

	"How so, sire?"

	"Because men go straight to heaven that way."

	"Oh!" said Chicot to the king, "men go much faster still by the way your brother is taking."

	"Will your majesty permit me to ask a question?"

	"Twenty, Joyeuse, twenty. I am as melancholy as I can possibly be at Chateau-Thierry, and your questions will distract my attention a little."

	"You know all the religious houses in the kingdom, sire, I believe?"

	"As well as I do a coat of arms."

	"Is there one which goes by the name of Les Hospitalières, sire?"

	"It is a very small, highly distinguished, excessively strict, and severe order, composed of twenty ladies, canonesses of Saint Joseph."

	"Do they take the vows there?"

	"Yes, as a matter of favor, and upon a presentation from the queen."

	"Should I be indiscreet if I were to ask your majesty where this order is situated?"

	"Not at all; it is situated in the Rue de Chevet Saint-Laudry, in the Cité, behind Le Cloitre Notre-Dame."

	"At Paris?"—"Yes."

	"Thank you, sire."

	"But what the devil do you ask me that for? Has your brother changed his mind, and, instead of turning a Capuchin friar, does he now wish to become one of the Hospitalieres?"

	"No, sire, I should not think he would be so mad, after what your majesty has done me the honor to tell me; but I suspect he has had his head turned by some one belonging to that order, and I should consequently like to discover who this person is, and speak to her."

	"Par la mordieu!" said the king, with a self-satisfied expression, "some seven years ago I knew the superior of that convent, who was an exceedingly beautiful woman."

	"Well, sire, it may perhaps be the very one."

	"I cannot say; since that time, I too, Joyeuse, have assumed religious vows myself, or nearly so, indeed."

	"Sire," said Joyeuse, "I entreat you to give me, at any rate, a letter to this lady, and my leave of absence for a couple of days."

	"You are going to leave me!" exclaimed the king; "to leave me all alone here?"—"Oh! ungrateful king," said Chicot, shrugging his shoulders, "am I not here?"

	"My letter, if you please, sire," said Joyeuse. The king sighed, but wrote it notwithstanding.

	"But you cannot have anything to do at Paris?" said Henri, handing the note to Joyeuse.

	"I beg your pardon, sire, I ought to escort, or at least, to watch over, my brothers."

	"You are right; away with you, but return as quickly as you can."

	Joyeuse did not wait for this permission to be repeated; he quietly ordered his horses, and having satisfied himself that Henri had already set off, galloped all the way until he reached his destination.

	Without even changing his dress, the young man went straight to the Rue de Chevet Saint-Laudry. At the end of this street was the Rue d'Enfer, and parallel with it the Rue des Marmouzets.

	A dark and venerable-looking house, behind whose walls the lofty summits of a few trees could be distinguished, the windows of which were few, bad, barred, and a wicket at the side, completed the exterior appearance of the Convent des Hospitalières.

	Upon the keystone of the arch of the porch an artisan had rudely engraved these Latin words with a chisel:—

	MATRONÆ HOSPITES.

	Time had partially destroyed both the inscription and the stone.

	Joyeuse knocked at the wicket, and had his horses led away to the Rue des Marmouzets, fearing that their presence in the street might attract too much attention.

	Then, knocking at the entrance gate, he said, "Will you be good enough to go and inform Madame la Supérieure that Monsieur le Duc de Joyeuse, Grand Amiral de France, is desirous of speaking to her on behalf of the king."

	The face of the nun who had made her appearance behind the gate blushed beneath her veil, and she shut the gate.

	Five minutes afterward a door was opened, and Joyeuse entered a room, set apart for the reception of visitors. A beautiful woman, of lofty stature, made Joyeuse a profound reverence, which the admiral returned gracefully and respectfully.

	"Madame," said he, "the king is aware that you are about to admit, or that you have already admitted, among the number of the inmates here, a person with whom I require to speak. Will you be good enough to place me in communication with that person?"

	"Will you tell me the name of the lady you wish to see, monsieur?"

	"I am not aware of it."

	"In that case, then, how can I possibly accede to your request?"

	"Nothing is easier. Whom have you admitted during the last month?"

	"You either tell me too precisely, or with not sufficient precision, who this person is," said the superior, "and I am unable to comply with your wish."

	"Why so?"

	"Because, during the last month I have received no one here until this morning."

	"This morning?"

	"Yes, Monsieur le Duc, and you can understand that your own arrival, two hours after hers, has too much the appearance of a pursuit to enable me to grant you permission to speak to her."

	"I implore you, madame."

	"Impossible, monsieur."

	"Will you merely let me see this lady?"

	"Impossible, I repeat. Although your name was sufficient for the doors of this house to be thrown open before you, yet in order to speak to any one here, except indeed to myself, a written order from the king is necessary."

	"Here is the order you require, madame," replied Joyeuse, producing the letter that Henri had signed.

	The superior read it and bowed.

	"His majesty's will shall be obeyed," she said, "even when it is contrary to the will of Heaven."

	And she advanced toward the courtyard of the convent.

	"You now perceive, madame," said Joyeuse, courteously stopping her, "that I have right on my side; but I fear I may be under a mistake, and therefore may be abusing the permission I have received from the king. Perhaps the lady may not be the one I am in search of; will you be kind enough to tell me how she came here, why she came, and by whom she was accompanied?"

	"All that is useless, Monsieur le Duc," replied the superior, "you are under no misapprehension for the lady, who arrived only this morning, after having been expected for the last fifteen days; this lady, I say, who was recommended by one who possesses the greatest authority over me, is indeed the very person with whom Monsieur le Duc de Joyeuse must wish to speak."

	With these words the superior made another low courtesy to the duke and disappeared.

	Ten minutes afterward she returned, accompanied by an hospitaliere, whose veil completely covered her face. It was Diana, who had already assumed the dress of the order.

	The duke thanked the superior, offered a chair to her companion, himself sat down, and the superior quitted the room, closing with her own hands the doors of the deserted and gloomy-looking apartment.

	"Madame," said Joyeuse, without any preface, "you are the lady of the Rue des Augustins; that mysterious person with whom my brother, Monsieur le Comte du Bouchage, is so passionately and madly in love."

	The hospitaliere bowed her head in reply, but did not open her lips.

	This affectation appeared to Joyeuse almost like an act of rudeness; he was already very indifferently disposed to his companion, and continued:

	"You cannot have supposed, madame, that it is sufficient to be beautiful, or to appear beautiful; to have no heart lying hidden beneath that beauty, to inspire a wretched and despairing passion in the heart and mind of a young man of my name, and then one day calmly to tell him, 'So much the worse for you if you possess a heart. I have none; nor do I wish for any.'"

	"That was not my reply, monsieur, and you have been incorrectly informed," said the hospitalière, in so noble and touching a tone of voice that Joyeuse's anger was in a moment subdued.

	"The actual words are immaterial, madame, when their sense has been conveyed. You have rejected my brother, and have reduced him to despair."

	"Innocently, monsieur: for I have always endeavored to keep Monsieur du Bouchage at a distance."

	"That is termed the art of coquetry, madame; and the result proves the fault."

	"No one has the right to accuse me, monsieur; I am guilty of nothing. Your feelings of irritation are aroused against me; I shall say no more."

	"Oh, oh!" said Joyeuse, gradually working himself into a passion, "you have been the ruin of my brother, and you fancy you can justify yourself with this irritating majesty of demeanor. No, no! the steps I have taken must show you what my intentions are. I am serious, I assure you, and you see by the trembling of my hands and lips that you will need some good arguments to move me."

	The hospitaliere rose.

	"If you come here to insult a woman," she said, with the same calm self-possession, "insult me, monsieur; if, however, you have come to induce me to change my opinion, you are wasting your time, and can withdraw."

	"Ah! you are no human creature!" exclaimed Joyeuse, exasperated. "You are possessed by an evil spirit."

	"I have answered already; I will reply no further. Since that is not sufficient, I shall withdraw." And the hospitaliere advanced toward the door.

	Joyeuse stopped her.

	"One moment! I have sought you for too long a period to allow you to leave me in this manner; and, since I have succeeded in meeting with you—since your insensibility has confirmed me in the idea which had already occurred to me, that you are possessed by the foul fiend himself, sent hither by the enemy of mankind to destroy my brother—I wish to see that face whereon the bottomless pit has written its blackest traces; I wish to behold the fire of that fatal gaze which bewilders men's minds. Avaunt thee, Satan!"

	And Joyeuse, making the sign of the cross with one hand, as if he were exorcising her, with the other tore aside the veil which covered the face of the hospitalière; the latter, silent and impassible, free from anger or ill-feeling, fixed her sweet and gentle gaze upon him who had so cruelly outraged her, and said: "Oh! Monsieur le Duc, what you have just done is unworthy a gentleman."

	Joyeuse's heart was smitten by her reply.

	"Oh! madame," he murmured after a long silence, "you are indeed beautiful, and truly must Henri have loved you. Surely Heaven can only have bestowed upon you loveliness such as you possess to cast it like perfume upon an existence devoted to your own."

	"Monsieur, have you not conversed with your brother? or, if you have done so, he cannot have thought it expedient to make you his confidant; had not that been the case, he would have told you that I have done what you say—I have loved; I shall never love again; I have lived and must die."

	Joyeuse had never taken his eyes from Diana's face, and the soft and gentle expression of her gaze penetrated the inmost recesses of his being.

	Her look had destroyed all the baser material in the admiral's heart: the pure metal was alone left, and his heart seemed rent asunder, like a crucible which had been riven by the fusion of metal.

	"Yes, yes," he repeated, in a still lower voice, and continuing to fix upon her a gaze from which the fire of his fierce anger had disappeared—"yes, yes, Henri must have loved you. Oh! madame, for pity's sake, on my knees I implore you to love my brother."

	Diana remained cold and silent.

	"Do not reduce a family to despair, do not sacrifice the future prospects of our race; be not the cause of the death of one from despair, of the others from regret."

	Diana, still silent, continued to look sorrowfully on the suppliant bending before her.

	"Oh!" exclaimed Joyeuse, madly pressing his hand against his heart, "have mercy on my brother, have mercy on me!"

	He sprung to his feet like a man bereft of his senses, unfastened, or rather tore open the door of the room where they had been conversing, and, bewildered and almost beside himself, fled from the house toward his attendants, who were awaiting him at the corner of the Rue d'Enfer.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER XC.

	HIS HIGHNESS MONSEIGNEUR LE DUC DE GUISE.

	 

	On Sunday the 10th of June, toward eleven o'clock in the day, the whole court were assembled in the apartment leading to the cabinet in which, since his meeting with Diana de Meridor, the Duc d'Anjou was dying by slow but sure degrees. Neither the science of the physicians, nor his mother's despair, nor the prayers which the king had desired to be offered up, had been successful in averting the fatal termination. Miron, on the morning of this same 10th of June, assured the king that all chance of recovery was hopeless, and that Francois d'Anjou would not outlive the day. The king pretended to display extreme grief, and turning toward those who were present, said, "This will fill my enemies full of hope."

	To which remark the queen-mother replied: "Our destiny is in the hands of Heaven, my son."

	Whereupon Chicot, who was standing humbly and reverently near Henri III., added in a low voice:

	"Let us help Heaven when we can, sire."

	Nevertheless, the dying man, toward half-past eleven, lost both color and sight; his mouth, which, up to that moment, had remained open, became closed; the flow of blood which for several days past had terrified all who were near him, as the bloody sweat of Charles IX. had similarly done at an earlier period, had suddenly ceased, and hands and feet became icy cold. Henri was sitting beside the head of the couch whereon his brother was extended. Catherine was standing in the recess in which the bed was placed, holding her dying son's hand in hers.

	The bishop of Chateau-Thierry and the Cardinal de Joyeuse repeated the prayers for the dying, which were joined in by all who were present, kneeling, and with their hands clasped reverently together. Toward mid-day, the dying man opened his eyes; the sun's rays broke through a cloud and inundated the bed with a flood of light. Francois, who, up to that moment, had been unable to move a single finger, and whose mind had been obscured like the sun which had just re-appeared, raised one of his arms toward heaven with a horror-stricken gesture.

	He looked all round the room, heard the murmuring of the prayers, grew conscious of his illness as well as of his weakness, became aware of his critical position, perhaps because he already caught a glimpse of that unseen and terrible future, the abode of certain souls after they have quitted their earthly prison.

	He thereupon uttered a loud and piercing cry, and struck his forehead with a force which made every one tremble.

	Then, knitting his brows, as if one of the mysterious incidents of his life had just recurred to him, he murmured:

	"Bussy! Diana!"

	This latter name had been overheard by none but Catherine, so weakened had the dying man's voice become before pronouncing it.

	With the last syllable of that name Francois d'Anjou breathed his last sigh.

	At this very moment, by a singular coincidence, the sun, which had gilded with its rays the royal arms of France, and the golden fleurs-de-lis, was again obscured: so that the fleurs-de-lis which had been so brilliantly illumined but a moment before, became as dark and gloomy as the azure ground which they had but recently studded with constellations almost as resplendent as those whereon the eye of the dreamer rests in his upward gaze toward heaven.

	Catherine let her son's hand fall.

	Henri III. shuddered, and leaned tremblingly on Chicot's shoulder, who shuddered too, but from a feeling of awe which every Christian feels in the presence of the dead.

	Miron placed a golden spatula on Francois' lips; after a few seconds, he looked at it carefully and said:

	"Monseigneur is dead."

	Whereupon a deep prolonged groan arose from the antechamber, like an accompaniment to the psalm which the cardinal murmured: "Cedant iniquitates meæ ad vocem deprecationis meæ."

	"Dead," repeated the king, making the sign of the cross as he sat in his fauteuil; "my brother, my brother!"

	"The sole heir of the throne of France," murmured Catherine, who, having quitted the bed whereon the corpse was lying, had placed herself beside the only son who now remained to her.

	"Oh!" said Henri, "this throne of France is indeed large for a king without issue; the crown is indeed large for a single head. No children! no heirs! Who will succeed me?"

	Hardly had he pronounced these words when a loud noise was heard on the staircase and in the apartments.

	Nambu hurriedly entered the death chamber, and announced—"His Highness Monseigneur le Duc de Guise."

	Struck by this reply to the question which he had addressed to himself, the king turned pale, rose, and looked at his mother. Catherine was paler than her son. At the announcement of the horrible misfortune which mere chance had foretold to his race, she grasped the king's hand, and pressed it, as if to say—

	"There lies the danger; but fear nothing, I am near you."

	The son and mother, under the influence of the same terror and the same menace, had comprehended each other.

	The duke entered, followed by his officers. He entered, holding his head loftily erect, although his eyes ranged from the king to the death-bed of his brother with a glance not free from a certain embarrassment.

	Henri III. stood up, and with that supreme majesty of carriage which, on certain occasions, his singularly poetic nature enabled him to assume, checked the duke's further progress by a kingly gesture, and pointed to the royal corpse upon the bed, the covering of which was in disorder from his brother's dying agonies. The duke bowed his head, and slowly fell on his knees. All around him, too, bowed their heads and bent their knees. Henri III., together with his mother, alone remained standing, and bent a last look, full of pride, upon those around him. Chicot observed this look, and murmured in a low tone of voice, "Dejiciet potentes de sede et exaltabit humiles"—"He hath put down the mighty from their seat, and hath exalted the humble and meek."

	 

	 

	 

	POSTSCRIPT.

	 

	A few words with reference to the principal characters in the novel of the "Forty-five Guardsmen" are necessary to complete the story.

	Diana de Monsoreau, having taken the vows at the Convent des Hospitalières, survived the Duc d'Anjou only two years. Of Remy, her faithful companion, we hear no more: he disappeared without leaving a trace behind him.

	History, however, informs us more fully as to the others. The Duc de Guise, having at last broken into open rebellion against Henri III., was so far successful, that with the aid of the League he compelled the king to fly from Paris. A hollow reconciliation was, however, patched up between them, the Duc de Guise stipulating that he should be appointed lieutenant-general of the kingdom; but no sooner had the king returned to the Louvre than he determined on the assassination of the duke. He sounded Crillon, the leader of the "Forty-five," on the subject, but this noble soldier refused to have anything to do with it, offering, however, to challenge him to single combat. De Loignac was less scrupulous, and we know the result; the Duc de Guise and his brother the cardinal were both murdered. Ten days after this event, Catherine de Medicis, the queen-mother, died, regretted by none.

	The Parisians, exasperated by the murder of the Duc de Guise, declared his brother, the Duc de Mayenne, the head of the League, and rose against the king, who was again obliged to fly. He begged the king of Navarre for aid, who promptly responded to the call, and they were shortly before Paris with a united army of Catholics and Huguenots. Henri III. was, however, pursued by the relentless hate of the clever and unscrupulous Duchesse de Montpensier. She worked so skillfully on the fanatical mind of the young Jacobin friar, Jacques Clement, that he undertook the death of the king. He entered the camp with letters for Henri, whom he stabbed while reading them. The king died on the 2d August, 1589, after having declared Henri of Navarre his successor.

	Of the subsequent life and adventures of Chicot, unfortunately nothing authentic is known. TRANSLATOR.
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	PROLOGUE LA VILLE D'AVIGNON

	Nous ne savons si le prologue que nous allons mettre sous les yeux du lecteur est bien utile, et cependant nous ne pouvons résister au désir d'en faire, non pas le premier chapitre, mais la préface de ce livre.

	Plus nous avançons dans la vie, plus nous avançons dans l'art, plus nous demeurons convaincu que rien n'est abrupt et isolé, que la nature et la société marchent par déductions et non par accidents, et que l'événement, fleur joyeuse ou triste, parfumée ou fétide, souriante ou fatale, qui s'ouvre aujourd'hui sous nos yeux, avait son bouton dans le passé et ses racines parfois dans les jours antérieurs à nos jours comme elle aura son fruit dans l'avenir.

	Jeune, l'homme prend le temps comme il vient, amoureux de la veille, insoucieux du jour, s'inquiétant peu du lendemain. La jeunesse, c'est le printemps avec ses fraîches aurores et ses beaux soirs; si parfois un orage passe au ciel, il éclate, gronde et s'évanouit, laissant le ciel plus azuré, l'atmosphère plus pure, la nature plus souriante qu'auparavant.

	À quoi bon réfléchir aux causes de cet orage qui passe, rapide comme un caprice, éphémère comme une fantaisie? Avant que nous ayons le mot de l'énigme météorologique, l'orage aura disparu.

	Mais il n'en est point ainsi de ces phénomènes terribles qui, vers la fin de l'été, menacent nos moissons; qui, au milieu de l'automne, assiègent nos vendanges: on se demande où ils vont, on s'inquiète d'où ils viennent, on cherche le moyen de les prévenir.

	Or, pour le penseur, pour l'historien, pour le poète, il y a un bien autre sujet de rêverie dans les révolutions, ces tempêtes de l'atmosphère sociale qui couvrent la terre de sang et brisent toute une génération d'hommes, que dans les orages du ciel qui noient une moisson ou grêlent une vendange, c'est-à-dire l'espoir d'une année seulement, et qui font un tort que peut, à tout prendre, largement réparer l'année suivante, à moins que le Seigneur ne soit dans ses jours de colère.

	Ainsi, autrefois, soit oubli, soit insouciance, ignorance peut- être — heureux qui ignore! malheureux qui sait! — autrefois, j'eusse eu à raconter l'histoire que je vais vous dire aujourd'hui, que, sans m'arrêter au lieu où se passe la première scène de mon livre, j'eusse insoucieusement écrit cette scène, j'eusse traversé le Midi comme une autre province, j'eusse nommé Avignon comme une autre ville.

	Mais aujourd'hui, il n'en est pas de même; j'en suis non plus aux bourrasques du printemps, mais aux orages de l'été, mais aux tempêtes de l'automne. Aujourd'hui, quand je nomme Avignon, jévoque un spectre, et, de même qu'Antoine, déployant le linceul de César, disait: «Voici le trou qu'a fait le poignard de Casca, voici celui qu'a fait le glaive de Cassius, voici celui qu'a fait l'épée de Brutus», je dis, moi, en voyant le suaire sanglant de la ville papale: «Voilà le sang des Albigeois; voilà le sang des Cévennois; voilà le sang des républicains; voilà le sang des royalistes; voilà le sang de Lescuyer; voilà le sang du maréchal Brune.»

	Et je me sens alors pris d'une profonde tristesse, et je me mets à écrire; mais, dès les premières lignes, je m'aperçois que, sans que je m'en doutasse, le bureau de l'historien a pris, entre mes doigts, la place de la plume du romancier.

	Eh bien, soyons l'un et l'autre: lecteur, accordez les dix, les quinze, les vingt premières pages à l'historien; le romancier aura le reste. Disons donc quelques mots d'Avignon, lieu où va s'ouvrir la première scène du nouveau livre que nous offrons au public.

	Peut-être avant de lire ce que nous en dirons, est-il bon de jeter les yeux sur ce qu'en dit son historien national, François Nouguier.

	«Avignon, dit-il, ville noble pour son antiquité, agréable pour son assiette, superbe pour ses murailles, riante pour la fertilité du sol, charmante pour la douceur de ses habitants, magnifique pour son palais, belle pour ses grandes rues, merveilleuse pour la structure de son pont, riche par son commerce, et connue par toute la terre.»

	Que l'ombre de François Nouguier nous pardonne si nous ne voyons pas tout à fait sa ville avec les mêmes yeux que lui.

	Ceux qui connaissent Avignon diront qui l'a mieux vue de l'historien ou du romancier.

	Il est juste d'établir avant tout qu'Avignon est une ville à part, c'est-à-dire la ville des passions extrêmes; l'époque des dissensions religieuses qui ont amené pour elle les haines politiques, remonte au douzième siècle; les vallées du mont Ventoux abritèrent, après sa fuite de Lyon, Pierre de Valdo et ses Vaudois, les ancêtres de ces protestants qui, sous le nom d'Albigeois, coûtèrent aux comtes de Toulouse et valurent à la papauté les sept châteaux que Raymond VI possédait dans le Languedoc.

	Puissante république gouvernée par des podestats, Avignon refusa de se soumettre au roi de France. Un matin, Louis VIII — qui trouvait plus simple de se croiser contre Avignon, comme avait fait Simon de Montfort, que pour Jérusalem, comme avait fait Philippe-Auguste — un matin, disons-nous, Louis VIII se présenta aux portes d'Avignon, demandant à y entrer, la lance en arrêt, le casque en tête, les bannières déployées et les trompettes de guerre sonnant.

	Les bourgeois refusèrent; ils offrirent au roi de France, comme dernière concession, l'entrée pacifique, tête nue, lance haute, et bannière royale seule déployée. Le roi commença le blocus; ce blocus dura trois mois, pendant lesquels, dit le chroniqueur, les bourgeois d'Avignon rendirent aux soldats français flèches pour flèches, blessures pour blessures, mort pour mort.

	La ville capitula enfin. Louis VIII conduisait dans son armée le cardinal-légat romain de Saint-Ange; ce fut lui qui dicta les conditions, véritables conditions de prêtre, dures et absolues.

	Les Avignonnais furent condamnés à démolir leurs remparts, à combler leurs fossés, à abattre trois cents tours, à livrer leurs navires, à brûler leurs engins et leurs machines de guerre. Ils durent, en outre, payer une contribution énorme, abjurer l'hérésie vaudoise, entretenir en Palestine trente hommes d'armes parfaitement armés et équipés pour y concourir à la délivrance du tombeau du Christ. Enfin, pour veiller à l'accomplissement de ces conditions, dont la bulle existe encore dans les archives de la ville, il fut fondé une confrérie de pénitents qui, traversant plus des six siècles, s'est perpétuée jusqu'à nos jours.

	En opposition avec ces pénitents, qu'on appelait les pénitents blancs, se fonda l'ordre des pénitents noirs, tout imprégnés de l'esprit d'opposition de Raymond de Toulouse.

	À partir de ce jour, les haines religieuses devinrent des haines politiques.

	Ce n'était point assez pour Avignon d'être la terre de l'hérésie, il fallait qu'elle devînt le théâtre du schisme. Qu'on nous permette, à propos de la Rome française, une courte digression historique; à la rigueur, elle ne serait point nécessaire au sujet que nous traitons, et peut-être ferions-nous mieux d'entrer de plein bond dans le drame; mais nous espérons qu'on nous la pardonnera. Nous écrivons surtout pour ceux qui, dans un roman, aiment à rencontrer parfois autre chose que du roman.

	En 1285, Philippe le Bel monta sur le trône.

	C'est une grande date historique que cette date de 1285. La papauté, qui, dans la personne de Grégoire VII, a tenu tête à l'empereur d'Allemagne; la papauté, qui, vaincue matériellement par Henri IV, l'a vaincu moralement; la papauté est souffletée par un simple gentilhomme sabin, et le gantelet de fer de Colonna rougit la face de Boniface VIII.

	Mais le roi de France, par la main duquel le soufflet avait été réellement donné, qu'allait-il advenir de lui sous le successeur de Boniface VIII?

	Ce successeur, c'était Benoît XI, homme de bas lieu, mais qui eût été un homme de génie peut-être, si on lui en eût donné le temps.

	Trop faible pour heurter en face Philippe le Bel, il trouva un moyen que lui eût envié, deux cents ans plus tard, le fondateur d'un ordre célèbre: il pardonna hautement, publiquement à Colonna.

	Pardonner à Colonna, c'était déclarer Colonna coupable; les coupables seuls ont besoin de pardon.

	Si Colonna était coupable, le roi de France était au moins son

	complice.

	Il y avait quelque danger à soutenir un pareil argument; aussi

	Benoît XI ne fut-il pape que huit mois.

	Un jour, une femme voilée, qui se donnait pour converse de Sainte- Pétronille à Pérouse, vint, comme il était, à table, lui présenter une corbeille de figues.

	Un aspic y était-il caché, comme dans celle de Cléopâtre? Le fait est que, le lendemain, le saint-siège était vacant.

	Alors Philippe le Bel eut une idée étrange, si étrange, qu'elle dut lui paraître d'abord une hallucination.

	C'était de tirer la papauté de Rome, de l'amener en France, de la mettre en geôle et de lui faire battre monnaie à son profit.

	Le règne de Philippe le Bel est l'avènement de l'or.

	L'or, c'était le seul et unique dieu de ce roi qui avait souffleté un pape. Saint Louis avait eu pour ministre un prêtre, le digne abbé Suger; Philippe le Bel eut pour ministres deux banquiers, les deux Florentins Biscio et Musiato.

	Vous attendez-vous, cher lecteur, à ce que nous allons tomber dans ce lieu commun philosophique qui consiste à anathématiser l'or? Vous vous tromperiez.

	Au treizième siècle, l'or est un progrès.

	Jusque-là on ne connaissait que la terre.

	L'or, c'était la terre monnayée, la terre mobile, échangeable, transportable, divisible, subtilisée, spiritualisée, pour ainsi dire.

	Tant que la terre n'avait pas eu sa représentation dans l'or, l'homme, comme le dieu Terme, cette borne des champs, avait eu les pieds pris dans la terre. Autrefois, la terre emportait l'homme; aujourdhui, c'est l'homme qui emporte la terre.

	Mais l'or, il fallait le tirer d'où il était; et où il était, il était bien autrement enfoui que dans les mines du Chili ou de Mexico.

	L'or était chez les juifs et dans les églises.

	Pour le tirer de cette double mine, il fallait plus qu'un roi, il fallait un pape.

	C'est pourquoi Philippe le Bel, le grand tireur d'or, résolut d'avoir un pape à lui.

	Benoît XI mort, il y avait conclave à Pérouse; les cardinaux français étaient en majorité au conclave.

	Philippe le Bel jeta les yeux sur l'archevêque de Bordeaux,

	Bertrand de Got. Il lui donna rendez-vous dans une forêt, près de

	Saint-Jean d'Angély.

	Bertrand de Got n'avait garde de manquer au rendez-vous.

	Le roi et l'archevêque y entendirent la messe, et, au moment de l'élévation, sur ce Dieu que l'on glorifiait, ils se jurèrent un secret absolu.

	Bertrand de Got ignorait encore ce dont il était question.

	La messe entendue:

	— Archevêque, lui dit Philippe le Bel, il est en mon pouvoir de te faire pape.

	Bertrand de Got n'en écouta pas davantage et se jeta aux pieds du roi.

	— Que faut-il faire pour cela? demanda-t-il.

	— Me faire six grâces que je te demanderai, répondit Philippe le

	Bel.

	— C'est à toi de commander et à moi d'obéir, dit le futur pape.

	Le serment de servage était fait.

	Le roi releva Bertrand de Got, le baisa sur la bouche et lui dit:

	— Les six grâces que je te demande sont les suivantes:

	«La première, que tu me réconcilies parfaitement avec l'Église, et que tu me fasses pardonner le méfait que j'ai commis à l'égard de Boniface VIII.

	«La seconde, que tu me rendes à moi et aux miens la communion que la cour de Rome m'a enlevée.

	«La troisième, que tu m'accordes les décimes du clergé, dans mon royaume, pour cinq ans, afin d'aider aux dépenses faites en la guerre de Flandre.

	«La quatrième, que tu détruises et annules la mémoire du pape

	Boniface VIII.

	«La cinquième, que tu rendes la dignité de cardinal à messires

	Jacopo et Pietro de Colonna.

	«Pour la sixième grâce et promesse, je me réserve de t'en parler en temps et lieu.»

	Bertrand de Got jura pour les promesses et grâces connues, et pour la promesse et grâce inconnue.

	Cette dernière, que le roi n'avait osé dire à la suite des autres, c'était la destruction des Templiers.

	Outre la promesse et le serment faits sur le _Corpus Dominici, _Bertrand de Got donna pour otages son frère et deux de ses neveux.

	Le roi jura, de son côté, qu'il le ferait élire pape.

	Cette scène, se passant dans le carrefour d'une forêt, au milieu des ténèbres, ressemblait bien plus à une évocation entre un magicien et un démon, qu'à un engagement pris entre un roi et un pape.

	Aussi, le couronnement du roi, qui eut lieu quelque temps après à Lyon, et qui commençait la captivité de l'Église, parut-il peu agréable à Dieu.

	Au moment où le cortège royal passait, un mur chargé de spectateurs s'écroula, blessa le roi et tua le duc de Bretagne.

	Le pape fut renversé, la tiare roula dans la boue.

	Bertrand de Got fut élu pape sous le nom de Clément V.

	Clément V paya tout ce qu'avait promis Bertrand de Got.

	Philippe fut innocenté, la communion fut rendue à lui et aux siens, la pourpre remonta aux épaules des Colonna, l'Église fut obligée de payer les guerres de Flandre et la croisade de Philippe de Valois contre l'empire grec. La mémoire du pape Boniface VIII fut, sinon détruite et annulée, du moins flétrie; les murailles du Temple furent rasées et les Templiers brûlés sur le terre-plein du pont Neuf.

	Tous ces édits — cela ne s'appelait plus des bulles, du moment où c'était le pouvoir temporel qui dictait — tous ces édits étaient datés d'Avignon.

	Philippe le Bel fut le plus riche des rois de la monarchie française; il avait un trésor inépuisable: c'était son pape. Il lavait acheté, il s'en servait, il le mettait au pressoir, et, comme d'un pressoir coulent le cidre et le vin, de ce pape écrasé, coulait l'or.

	Le pontificat, souffleté par Colonna dans la personne de Boniface

	VIII, abdiquait lempire du monde dans celle de Clément V.

	Nous avons dit comment le roi du sang et le pape de l'or étaient venus.

	On sait comment ils s'en allèrent.

	Jacques de Molay, du haut de son bûcher, les avait ajournés tous deux à un an pour comparaître devant Dieu. H twn gerwn oibullia_, _dit Aristophane: Les moribonds chenus ont l'esprit de la sibylle.

	Clément V partit le premier; il avait vu en songe son palais incendié.

	«À partir de ce moment, dit Baluze, il devint triste et ne dura guère.»

	Sept mois après, ce fut le tour de Philippe; les uns le font mourir à la chasse, renversé par un sanglier, Dante est du nombre de ceux-là. «Celui, dit-il, qui a été vu près de la Seine falsifiant les monnaies, mourra d'un coup de dent de sanglier.»

	Mais Guillaume de Nangis fait au roi faux-monnayeur une mort bien autrement providentielle.

	«Miné par une maladie inconnue aux médecins, Philippe s'éteignit, dit-il, au grand étonnement de tout le monde, sans que son pouls ni son urine révélassent ni la cause de la maladie ni l'imminence du péril.»

	Le roi désordre, le roi vacarme, Louis X, dit _le Hutin, _succède à son père Philippe le Bel; Jean XXII, à Clément V.

	Avignon devint alors bien véritablement une seconde Rome, Jean XXII et Clément VI la sacrèrent reine du luxe. Les moeurs du temps en firent la reine de la débauche et de la mollesse. À la place de ses tours, abattues par Romain de Saint-Ange, Hernandez de Héredi, grand maître de Saint-Jean de Jérusalem, lui noua autour de la taille une ceinture de murailles. Elle eut des moines dissolus, qui transformèrent lenceinte bénie des couvents en lieux de débauche et de luxure; elle eut de belles courtisanes qui arrachèrent les diamants de la tiare pour s'en faire des bracelets et des colliers; enfin, elle eut les échos de Vaucluse, qui lui renvoyèrent les molles et mélodieuses chansons de Pétrarque.

	Cela dura jusqu'à ce que le roi Charles V, qui était un prince sage et religieux, ayant résolu de faire cesser ce scandale, envoya le maréchal de Boucicaut pour chasser d'Avignon l'antipape Benoît XIII; mais, à la vue des soldats du roi de France, celui-ci se souvint qu'avant d'être pape sous le nom de Benoît XIII, il avait été capitaine sous le nom de Pierre de Luna. Pendant cinq mois, il se défendit, pointant lui-même, du haut des murailles du château, ses machines de guerre, bien autrement meurtrières que ses foudres pontificales. Enfin, forcé de fuir, il sortit de la ville par une poterne, après avoir ruiné cent maisons et tué quatre mille Avignonnais, et se réfugia en Espagne, où le roi d'Aragon lui offrit un asile. Là, tous les matins, du haut d'une tour, assisté de deux prêtres, dont il avait fait son sacré collège, il bénissait le monde, qui n'en allait pas mieux, et excommuniait ses ennemis, qui ne s'en portaient pas plus mal. Enfin, se sentant près de mourir, et craignant que le schisme ne mourût avec lui, il nomma ses deux vicaires cardinaux, à la condition que, lui trépassé, l'un des deux élirait l'autre pape. L'élection se fit. Le nouveau pape poursuivit un instant le schisme, soutenu par le cardinal qui l'avait proclamé. Enfin, tous deux entrèrent en négociation avec Rome, firent amende honorable et rentrèrent dans le giron de la sainte Église, l'un avec le titre d'archevêque de Séville, l'autre avec celui d'archevêque de Tolède.

	À partir de ce moment jusqu'en 1790, Avignon, veuve de ses papes, avait été gouvernée par des légats et des vice-légats; elle avait eu sept souverains pontifes qui avaient résidé dans ses murs pendant sept dizaines d'années; elle avait sept hôpitaux, sept confréries de pénitents, sept couvents d'hommes, sept couvents de femmes, sept paroisses et sept cimetières. Pour ceux qui connaissent Avignon, il y avait à cette époque, il y a encore, deux villes dans la ville: la ville des prêtres, c'est-à-dire la ville romaine; la ville des commerçants, c'est-à-dire la ville française.

	La ville des prêtres, avec son palais des papes, ses cent églises, ses cloches innombrables, toujours prêtes à sonner le tocsin de l'incendie, le glas du meurtre.

	La ville des commerçants, avec son Rhône, ses ouvriers en soierie et son transit croisé qui va du nord au sud, de l'ouest à l'est, de Lyon à Marseille, de Nîmes à Turin.

	La ville française, la ville damnée, envieuse d'avoir un roi, jalouse d'obtenir des libertés et qui frémissait de se sentir terre esclave, terre des prêtres, ayant le clergé pour seigneur.

	Le clergé — non pas le clergé pieux, tolérant, austère au devoir et à la charité, vivant dans le monde pour le consoler et l'édifier, sans se mêler à ses joies ni à ses passions — mais le clergé tel que l'avaient fait l'intrigue, l'ambition et la cupidité, c'est-à-dire des abbés de cour, rivaux des abbés romains, oisifs, libertins, élégants, hardis, rois de la mode, autocrates des salons, baisant la main des dames dont ils s'honoraient d'être les sigisbées, donnant leurs mains à baiser aux femmes du peuple, à qui ils faisaient l'honneur de les prendre pour maîtresses.

	Voulez-vous un type de ces abbés-là? Prenez l'abbé Maury. Orgueilleux comme un duc, insolent comme un laquais, fils de cordonnier, plus aristocrate qu'un fils de grand seigneur.

	On comprend que ces deux catégories d'habitants, représentant, l'une l'hérésie, l'autre l'orthodoxie; l'une le parti français, l'autre le parti romain; l'une le parti monarchiste absolu, l'autre le parti constitutionnel progressif, n'étaient pas des éléments de paix et de sécurité pour l'ancienne ville pontificale; on comprend, disons-nous, qu'au moment où éclata la révolution à Paris et où cette révolution se manifesta par la prise de la Bastille, les deux partis, encore tout chauds des guerres de religion de Louis XIV, ne restèrent pas inertes en face l'un de l'autre.

	Nous avons dit: Avignon ville de prêtres, ajoutons ville de haines. Nulle part mieux que dans les couvents on n'apprend à haïr. Le coeur de l'enfant, partout ailleurs pur de mauvaises passions, naissait là plein de haines paternelles, léguées de père en fils, depuis huit cents ans, et, après une vie haineuse, léguait à son tour l'héritage diabolique à ses enfants.

	Aussi, au premier cri de liberté que poussa la France, la ville française se leva-t-elle pleine de joie et d'espérance; le moment était enfin venu pour elle de contester tout haut la concession faite par une jeune reine mineure, pour racheter ses péchés, d'une ville, d'une province et avec elle d'un demi-million d'âmes. De quel droit ces âmes avaient-elles été vendues _in oeternum _au plus dur et au plus exigeant de tous les maîtres, au pontife romain?

	La France allait se réunir au Champ-de-Mars dans l'embrassement fraternel de la Fédération. N'était-elle pas la France? On nomma des députés; ces députés se rendirent chez le légat et le prièrent respectueusement de partir.

	On lui donnait vingt-quatre heures pour quitter la ville.

	Pendant la nuit, les papistes s'amusèrent à pendre à une potence un mannequin portant la cocarde tricolore.

	On dirige le Rhône, on canalise la Durance, on met des digues aux âpres torrents qui, au moment de la fonte des neiges, se précipitent en avalanches liquides des sommets du mont Ventoux. Mais ce flot terrible, ce flot vivant, ce torrent humain qui bondit sur la pente rapide des rues d'Avignon, une fois lâché, une fois bondissant, Dieu lui-même n'a point encore essayé de l'arrêter.

	À la vue du mannequin aux couleurs nationales, se balançant au bout d'une corde, la ville française se souleva de ses fondements en poussant des cris de rage. Quatre papistes soupçonnés de ce sacrilège, deux marquis, un bourgeois, un ouvrier, furent arrachés de leur maison et pendus à la place du mannequin.

	C'était le 11 juin 1790.

	La ville française tout entière écrivit à l'Assemblée nationale qu'elle se donnait à la France, et avec elle son Rhône, son commerce, le Midi, la moitié de la Provence.

	L'Assemblée nationale était dans un de ses jours de réaction, elle ne voulait pas se brouiller avec le pape, elle ménageait le roi: elle ajourna l'affaire.

	Dès lors, le mouvement d'Avignon était une révolte, et le pape pouvait faire d'Avignon ce que la cour eût fait de Paris, après la prise de la Bastille, si l'Assemblée eût ajourné la proclamation des droits de l'homme.

	Le pape ordonna d'annuler tout ce qui s'était fait dans le Comtat Venaissin, de rétablir les privilèges des nobles et du clergé, et de relever l'inquisition dans toute sa rigueur.

	Les décrets pontificaux furent affichés.

	Un homme, seul, en plein jour, à la face de tous, osa aller droit à la muraille où était affiché le décret et l'en arracher.

	Il se nommait Lescuyer.

	Ce n'était point un jeune homme; il n'était donc point emporté par la fougue de l'âge. Non, c'était presque un vieillard qui n'était même pas du pays; il était Français, Picard, ardent et réfléchi à la fois; ancien notaire, établi depuis longtemps à Avignon.

	Ce fut un crime dont Avignon romaine se souvint; un crime si grand, que la Vierge en pleura!

	Vous le voyez, Avignon, c'est déjà l'Italie. Il lui faut à tout prix des miracles; et, si Dieu n'en fait pas, il se trouve à coup sûr quelqu'un pour en inventer. Encore faut-il que le miracle soit un miracle de la Vierge. La Vierge est tout pour l'Italie, cette terre poétique. La _Madonna, _tout l'esprit, tout le coeur, toute la langue des Italiens est pleine de ces deux mots.

	Ce fut dans l'église des Cordeliers que ce miracle se fit.

	La foule y accourut.

	C'était beaucoup que la Vierge pleurât; mais un bruit se répandit en même temps qui mit le comble à lémotion. Un grand coffre bien fermé avait été transporté par la ville: ce coffre avait excité la curiosité des Avignonnais. Que pouvait-il contenir?

	Deux heures après, ce n'était plus un coffre dont il était question, c'étaient dix-huit malles que l'on avait vues se rendant au Rhône.

	Quant aux objets qu'elles contenaient, un portefaix l'avait révélé: c'étaient les effets du mont-de-piété, que le parti français emportait avec lui en s'exilant d'Avignon.

	Les effets du mont-de-piété, c'est-à-dire la dépouille des pauvres.

	Plus une ville est misérable, plus le mont-de-piété est riche. Peu de monts-de-piété pouvaient se vanter d'être aussi riches que celui d'Avignon.

	Ce n'était plus une affaire d'opinion, c'était un vol et un vol infâme. Blancs et rouges coururent à l'église des Cordeliers, criant qu'il fallait que la municipalité leur rendît compte.

	Lescuyer était le secrétaire de la municipalité.

	Son nom fut jeté à la foule, non pas comme ayant arraché les deux décrets pontificaux — dès lors il y eût eu des défenseurs — mais comme ayant signé l'ordre au gardien du mont-de-piété de laisser enlever les effets.

	On envoya quatre hommes pour prendre Lescuyer et lamener à l'église. On le trouva dans la rue, se rendant à la municipalité. Les quatre hommes se ruèrent sur lui et le traînèrent dans l'église avec des cris féroces.

	Arrivé là, au lieu d'être dans la maison du Seigneur, Lescuyer comprit, aux yeux flamboyants qui se fixaient sur lui, aux poings étendus qui le menaçaient, aux cris qui demandaient sa mort, Lescuyer comprit qu'il était dans un de ces cercles de lenfer oubliés par Dante.

	La seule idée qui lui vint fut que cette haine soulevée contre lui avait pour cause la mutilation des affiches pontificales; il monta dans la chaire, comptant s'en faire une tribune, et, de la voix d'un homme qui, non seulement ne se reproche rien, mais qui encore est prêt à recommencer:

	— Mes frères, dit-il, j'ai cru la révolution nécessaire; j'ai, en conséquence, agi de tout mon pouvoir…

	Les fanatiques comprirent que si Lescuyer s'expliquait, Lescuyer était sauvé.

	Ce n'était point cela qu'il leur fallait. Ils se jetèrent sur lui, l'arrachèrent de la tribune, le poussèrent au milieu de la meute aboyante, qui lentraîna vers lautel en poussant cette espèce de cri terrible qui tient du sifflement du serpent et du rugissement du tigre, ce meurtrier zou zou! particulier à la population avignonnaise.

	Lescuyer connaissait ce cri fatal; il essaya de se réfugier au pied de l'autel.

	Il ne s'y réfugia pas, il y tomba.

	Un ouvrier matelassier, armé d'un bâton, venait de lui en asséner un si rude coup sur la tête, que le bâton s'était brisé en deux morceaux.

	Alors on se précipita sur ce pauvre, corps, et, avec ce mélange de férocité et de gaieté particulier aux peuples du Midi, les hommes, en chantant, se mirent à lui danser sur le ventre, tandis que les femmes, afin qu'il expiât les blasphèmes qu'il avait prononcés contre le pape, lui découpaient, disons mieux, lui festonnaient les lèvres avec leurs ciseaux.

	Et de tout ce groupe effroyable sortait un cri ou plutôt un râle; ce râle disait:

	— Au nom du ciel! au nom de la Vierge! au nom de l'humanité! tuez-moi tout de suite.

	Ce râle fut entendu: d'un commun accord, les assassins s'éloignèrent. On laissa le malheureux, sanglant, défiguré, broyé, savourer son agonie.

	Elle dura cinq heures pendant lesquelles, au milieu des éclats de rire, des insultes et des railleries de la foule, ce pauvre corps palpita sur les marches de lautel.

	Voilà comment on tue à Avignon.

	Attendez; il y a une autre façon encore.

	Un homme du parti français eut l'idée d'aller au mont-de-piété et de s'informer.

	Tout y était en bon état, il n'en était pas sorti un couvert d'argent.

	Ce n'était donc pas comme complice d'un vol que Lescuyer venait d'être si cruellement assassiné: c'était comme patriote.

	Il y avait en ce moment à Avignon un homme qui disposait de la populace.

	Tous ces terribles meneurs du Midi ont conquis une si fatale célébrité, qu'il suffit de les nommer pour que chacun, même les moins lettrés, les connaisse.

	Cet homme, c'était Jourdan.

	Vantard et menteur, il avait fait croire aux gens du peuple que c'était lui qui avait coupé le cou au gouverneur de la Bastille.

	Aussi l'appelait-on Jourdan Coupe-Tête. Ce n'était pas son nom: il s'appelait Mathieu Jouve. Il n'était pas Provençal, il était du Puy-en-Velay. Il avait d'abord été muletier sur ces âpres hauteurs qui entourent sa ville natale, puis soldat sans guerre, la guerre l'eût peut-être rendu plus humain; puis cabaretier à Paris.

	À Avignon, il était marchand de garance.

	Il réunit trois cents hommes, s'empara des portes de la ville, y laissa la moitié de sa troupe, et, avec le reste, marcha sur l'église des Cordeliers, précédé de deux pièces de canon. Il les mit en batterie devant l'église et tira tout au hasard.

	Les assassins se dispersèrent comme une nuée d'oiseaux effarouchés, laissant quelques morts sur les degrés de l'église.

	Jourdan et ses hommes enjambèrent par-dessus les cadavres et entrèrent dans le saint lieu.

	Il n'y restait plus que la Vierge et le malheureux Lescuyer respirant encore.

	Jourdan et ses camarades se gardèrent bien d'achever Lescuyer: son agonie était un suprême moyen d'excitation. Ils prirent ce reste de vivant, ces trois quarts de cadavre, et l'emportèrent saignant, pantelant, râlant.

	Chacun fuyait à cette vue, fermant portes et fenêtres.

	Au bout d'une heure, Jourdan et ses trois cents hommes étaient maîtres de la ville.

	Lescuyer était mort, mais peu importait; on n'avait plus besoin de son agonie.

	Jourdan profita de la terreur qu'il inspirait, et arrêta ou fit arrêter quatre-vingts personnes à peu près, assassins ou prétendus assassins de Lescuyer.

	Trente peut-être n'avaient pas même mis le pied dans l'église; mais, quand on trouve une bonne occasion de se défaire de ses ennemis, il faut en profiter; les bonnes occasions sont rares.

	Ces quatre-vingts personnes furent entassées dans la tour

	Trouillas.

	On l'a appelée historiquement la tour de la Glacière.

	Pourquoi donc changer ce nom de la tour Trouillas? Le nom est immonde et va bien à l'immonde action qui devait s'y passer.

	C'était le théâtre de la torture inquisitionnelle.

	Aujourd'hui encore on y voit, le long des murailles, la grasse suie qui montait avec la fumée du bûcher où se consumaient les chairs humaines; aujourd'hui encore, on vous montre le mobilier de la torture précieusement conservé: la chaudière, le four, les chevalets, les chaînes, les oubliettes et jusqu'à des vieux ossements, rien n'y manque.

	Ce fut dans cette tour, bâtie par Clément V, que l'on enferma les quatre-vingts prisonniers.

	Ces quatre-vingts prisonniers faits et enfermés dans la tour

	Trouillas, on en fut bien embarrassé.

	Par qui les faire juger?

	Il n'y avait de tribunaux légalement constitués que les tribunaux du pape.

	Faire tuer ces malheureux comme ils avaient tué Lescuyer?

	Nous avons dit qu'il y en avait un tiers, une moitié peut-être, qui non seulement n'avaient point pris part à l'assassinat, mais qui même n'avaient pas mis le pied dans l'église.

	Les faire tuer! La tuerie passerait sur le compte des représailles.

	Mais pour tuer ces quatre-vingts personnes, il fallait un certain nombre de bourreaux.

	Une espèce de tribunal, improvisé par Jourdan, siégeait dans une des salles du palais: il avait un greffier nommé Raphel, un président moitié Italien, moitié Français, orateur en patois populaire, nommé Barbe Savournin de la Roua; puis trois ou quatre pauvres diables; un boulanger, un charcutier; les noms se perdent dans l'infimité des conditions.

	C'étaient ces gens-là qui criaient:

	— Il faut les tuer tous; s'il s'en sauvait un seul, il servirait de témoin.

	Mais, nous l'avons dit, les tueurs manquaient.

	À peine avait-on sous la main une vingtaine d'hommes dans la cour, tous appartenant au petit peuple d'Avignon: un perruquier, un cordonnier pour femmes, un savetier, un maçon, un menuisier; tout cela armé à peine, au hasard, l'un d'un sabre, l'autre d'une baïonnette, celui-ci d'une barre de fer, celui-là d'un morceau de bois durci au feu.

	Tous ces gens-là refroidis par une fine pluie d'octobre.

	Il était difficile d'en faire des assassins.

	Bon! rien est-il difficile au diable?

	Il y a, dans ces sortes d'événements, une heure où il semble que

	Dieu abandonne la partie.

	Alors, c'est le tour du démon.

	Le démon entra en personne dans cette cour froide et boueuse.

	Il avait revêtu l'apparence, la forme, la figure d'un apothicaire du pays, nommé Mendes: il dressa une table éclairée par deux lanternes; sur cette table, il déposa des verres, des brocs, des cruches, des bouteilles.

	Quel était l'infernal breuvage renfermé dans ces mystérieux récipients, aux formes bizarres? On lignore, mais l'effet en est bien connu.

	Tous ceux qui burent de la liqueur diabolique se sentirent pris soudain d'une rage fiévreuse, d'un besoin de meurtre et de sang. Dès lors, on n'eut plus qu'à leur montrer la porte, ils se ruèrent dans le cachot.

	Le massacre dura toute la nuit: toute la nuit, des cris, des plaintes, des râles de mort furent entendus dans les ténèbres.

	On tua tout, on égorgea tout, hommes et femmes; ce fut long: les tueurs, nous l'avons dit, étaient ivres et mal armés.

	Cependant ils y arrivèrent.

	Au milieu des tueurs, un enfant se faisait remarquer par sa cruauté bestiale, par sa soif immodérée de sang.

	C'était le fils de Lescuyer.

	Il tuait, et puis tuait encore; il se vanta d'avoir à lui seul, de sa main enfantine, tué dix hommes et quatre femmes.

	— Bon! je puis tuer à mon aise, disait-il: je n'ai pas quinze ans, on ne me fera rien.

	À mesure qu'on tuait, on jetait morts et blessés, cadavres et vivants, dans la tour Trouillas; ils tombaient de soixante pieds de haut; les hommes y furent jetés d'abord, les femmes ensuite. Il avait fallu aux assassins le temps de violer les cadavres de celles qui étaient jeunes et jolies.

	À neuf heures du matin, après douze heures de massacres, une voix criait encore du fond de ce sépulcre:

	— Par grâce! venez m'achever, je ne puis mourir.

	Un homme, l'armurier Bouffier se pencha dans le trou et regarda; les autres n'osaient.

	— Qui crie donc? demandèrent-ils.

	— C'est Lami, répondit Bouffier.

	Puis, quand il fut au milieu des autres:

	— Eh bien, firent-ils, qu'as-tu vu au fond?

	— Une drôle de marmelade, dit-il: tout pêle-mêle, des hommes et des femmes, des prêtres et des jolies filles, c'est à crever de rire.

	«Décidément c'est une vilaine chenille que l'homme!…» disait le comte de Monte-Cristo à M. de Villefort.

	Eh bien, c'est dans la ville encore sanglante, encore chaude, encore émue de ces derniers massacres, que nous allons introduire les deux personnages principaux de notre histoire.

	I — UNE TABLE D'HÔTE

	Le 9 octobre de l'année 1799, par une belle journée de cet automne méridional qui fait, aux deux extrémités de la Provence, mûrir les oranges d'Hyères et les raisins de Saint-Péray, une calèche attelée de trois chevaux de poste traversait à fond de train le pont jeté sur la Durance, entre Cavaillon et Château-Renard, se dirigeant sur Avignon, l'ancienne ville papale, qu'un décret du 25 mai 1791 avait, huit ans auparavant, réunie à la France, réunion confirmée par le traité signé, en 1797, à Tolentino, entre le général Bonaparte et le pape Pie VI.

	La voiture entra par la porte d'Aix, traversa dans toute sa longueur, et sans ralentir sa course, la ville aux rues étroites et tortueuses, bâtie tout à la fois contre le vent et contre le soleil, et alla s'arrêter à cinquante pas de la porte d'Oulle, à l'hôtel du Palais-Égalité, que l'on commençait tout doucement à rappeler l'hôtel du Palais-Royal, nom qu'il avait porté autrefois et qu'il porte encore aujourd'hui.

	Ces quelques mots, presque insignifiants, à propos du titre de lhôtel devant lequel s'arrêtait la chaise de poste sur laquelle nous avons les yeux fixés, indiquent assez bien l'état où était la France sous ce gouvernement de réaction thermidorienne que l'on appelait le Directoire.

	Après la lutte révolutionnaire qui s'était accomplie du 14 juillet 1789 au 9 thermidor 1794; après les journées des 5 et 6 octobre, du 21 juin, du 10 août, des 2 et 3 septembre, du 21 mai, du 29 thermidor, et du 1er prairial; après avoir vu tomber la tête du roi et de ses juges, de la reine et de son accusateur, des Girondins et des Cordeliers, des modérés et des Jacobins, la France avait éprouvé la plus effroyable et la plus nauséabonde de toutes les lassitudes, la lassitude du sang!

	Elle en était donc revenue, sinon au besoin de la royauté, du moins au désir d'un gouvernement fort, dans lequel elle pût mettre sa confiance, sur lequel elle pût s'appuyer, qui agît pour elle et qui lui permît de se reposer elle-même pendant qu'il agissait.

	À la place de ce gouvernement vaguement désiré, elle avait le faible et irrésolu Directoire, composé pour le moment du voluptueux Barras, de l'intrigant Sieyès, du brave Moulins, de l'insignifiant Roger Ducos et de l'honnête, mais un peu trop naïf, Gohier.

	Il en résultait une dignité médiocre au dehors et une tranquillité fort contestable au dedans.

	Il est vrai qu'au moment où nous en sommes arrivés, nos armées, si glorieuses pendant les campagnes épiques de 1796 et 1797, un instant refoulées vers la France par l'incapacité de Scherer à Vérone et à Cassano, et par la défaite et la mort de Joubert à Novi, commencent à reprendre l'offensive. Moreau a battu Souvaroff à Bassignano; Brune a battu le duc d'York et le général Hermann à Bergen; Masséna a anéanti les Austro-Russes à Zurich; Korsakov s'est sauvé à grand-peine et l'Autrichien Hotz ainsi que trois autres généraux ont été tués, et cinq faits prisonniers.

	Masséna a sauvé la France à Zurich, comme, quatre-vingt-dix ans auparavant, Villars l'avait sauvée à Denain.

	Mais, à l'intérieur, les affaires n'étaient point en si bon état, et le gouvernement directorial était, il faut le dire, fort embarrassé entre la guerre de la Vendée et les brigandages du Midi, auxquels, selon son habitude, la population avignonnaise était loin de rester étrangère.

	Sans doute, les deux voyageurs qui descendirent de la chaise de poste, arrêtée à la porte de l'hôtel du Palais-Royal, avaient-ils quelque raison de craindre la situation d'esprit dans laquelle se trouvait la population, toujours agitée, de la ville papale, car, un peu au-dessus d'Orgon, à l'endroit où trois chemins se présentent aux voyageurs — l'un conduisant à Nîmes, le second à Carpentras, le troisième à Avignon — le postillon avait arrêté ses chevaux, et, se retournant, avait demandé:

	— Les citoyens passent-ils par Avignon ou par Carpentras?

	— Laquelle des deux routes est la plus courte? avait demandé, d'une voix brève et stridente, l'aîné des deux voyageurs, qui, quoique visiblement plus vieux de quelques mois, était à peine âgé de trente ans.

	— Oh! la route d'Avignon, citoyen, d'une bonne lieue et demie au moins.

	— Alors, avait-il répondu, suivons la route d'Avignon.

	Et la voiture avait repris un galop qui annonçait que les citoyens voyageurs, comme les appelait le postillon, quoique la qualification de monsieur commençât à rentrer dans la conversation, payaient au moins trente sous de guides.

	Ce même désir de ne point perdre de temps se manifesta à l'entrée de l'hôtel.

	Ce fut toujours le plus âgé des deux voyageurs qui, là comme sur la route, prit la parole. Il demanda si l'on pouvait dîner promptement, et la forme dont était faite la demande indiquait qu'il était prêt à passer sur bien des exigences gastronomiques, pourvu que le repas demandé fût promptement servi.

	— Citoyen, répondit l'hôte qui, au bruit de la voiture, était accouru, la serviette à la main, au-devant des voyageurs, vous serez rapidement et convenablement servis dans votre chambre; mais si je me permettais de vous donner un conseil…

	Il hésita.

	— Oh! donnez! donnez! dit le plus jeune des deux voyageurs, prenant la parole pour la première fois.

	— Eh bien, ce serait de dîner tout simplement à table d'hôte, comme fait en ce moment le voyageur qui est attendu par cette voiture tout attelée; le dîner y est excellent et tout servi.

	L'hôte, en même temps, montrait une voiture organisée de la façon la plus confortable, et attelée, en effet, de deux chevaux qui frappaient du pied tandis que le postillon prenait patience, en vidant, sur le bord de la fenêtre, une bouteille de vin de Cahors.

	Le premier mouvement de celui à qui cette offre était faite fut négatif; cependant, après une seconde de réflexion, le plus âgé des deux voyageurs, comme s'il fut revenu sur sa détermination première, fit un signe interrogateur à son compagnon.

	Celui-ci répondit d'un regard qui signifiait: «Vous savez bien que je suis à vos ordres.»

	— Eh bien, soit, dit celui qui paraissait chargé de prendre l'initiative, nous dînerons à table d'hôte.

	Puis, se retournant vers le postillon qui, chapeau bas, attendait ses ordres:

	— Que dans une demi-heure au plus tard, dit-il, les chevaux soient à la voiture.

	Et, sur l'indication du maître d'hôtel, tous deux entrèrent dans la salle à manger, le plus âgé des deux marchant le premier, l'autre le suivant.

	On sait l'impression que produisent, en général, de nouveaux venus à une table d'hôte. Tous les regards se tournèrent vers les arrivants; la conversation, qui paraissait assez animée, fut interrompue.

	Les convives se composaient des habitués de l'hôtel, du voyageur dont la voiture attendait tout attelée à la porte, d'un marchand de vin de Bordeaux en séjour momentané à Avignon pour les causes que nous allons dire, et d'un certain nombre de voyageurs se rendant de Marseille à Lyon par la diligence.

	Les nouveaux arrivés saluèrent la société d'une légère inclination de tête, et se placèrent à l'extrémité de la table, s'isolant des autres convives par un intervalle de trois ou quatre couverts.

	Cette espèce de réserve aristocratique redoubla la curiosité dont ils étaient l'objet; d'ailleurs, on sentait qu'on avait affaire à des personnages d'une incontestable distinction, quoique leurs vêtements fussent de la plus grande simplicité.

	Tous deux portaient la botte à retroussis sur la culotte courte, l'habit à longues basques, le surtout de voyage et le chapeau à larges bords, ce qui était à peu près le costume de tous les jeunes gens de l'époque; mais ce qui les distinguait des élégants de Paris et même de la province, c'étaient leurs cheveux, longs et plats, et leur cravate noire serrée autour du cou, à la façon des militaires.

	Les muscadins — c'était le nom que l'on donnait alors aux jeunes gens à la mode — les muscadins portaient les oreilles de chien bouffant aux deux tempes, les cheveux retroussés en chignon derrière la tête, et la cravate immense aux longs bouts flottants et dans laquelle s'engouffrait le menton. Quelques-uns poussaient la réaction jusqu'à la poudre.

	Quant au portrait des deux jeunes gens, il offrait deux types complètement opposés.

	Le plus âgé des deux, celui qui plusieurs fois avait, nous l'avons déjà remarqué, pris l'initiative, et dont la voix, même dans ses intonations les plus familières, dénotait l'habitude du commandement, était, nous l'avons dit, un homme d'une trentaine d'années, aux cheveux noirs séparés sur le milieu du front, plats et tombant le long des tempes jusque sur ses épaules. Il avait le teint basané de l'homme qui a voyagé dans les pays méridionaux, les lèvres minces, le nez droit, les dents blanches, et ces yeux de faucon que Dante donne à César.

	Sa taille était plutôt petite que grande, sa main était délicate, son pied fin et élégant; il avait dans les manières une certaine gêne qui indiquait qu'il portait en ce moment un costume dont il n'avait point l'habitude, et quand il avait parlé, si l'on eût été sur les bords de la Loire au lieu d'être sur les bords du Rhône, son interlocuteur aurait pu remarquer qu'il avait dans la prononciation un certain accent italien.

	Son compagnon paraissait de trois ou quatre ans moins âgé que lui.

	C'était un beau jeune homme au teint rose, aux cheveux blonds, aux yeux bleu clair, au nez ferme et droit, au menton prononcé, mais presque imberbe. Il pouvait avoir deux pouces de plus que son compagnon, et, quoique d'une taille au-dessus de la moyenne, il semblait si bien pris dans tout son ensemble, si admirablement libre dans tous ses mouvements, qu'on devinait qu'il devait être, sinon d'une force, au moins d'une agilité et d'une adresse peu communes.

	Quoique mis de la même façon, quoique se présentant sur le pied de l'égalité, il paraissait avoir pour le jeune homme brun une déférence remarquable, qui, ne pouvant tenir à l'âge, tenait sans doute à une infériorité dans la condition sociale. En outre, il l'appelait citoyen, tandis que son compagnon l'appelait simplement Roland.

	Ces remarques, que nous faisons pour initier plus profondément le lecteur à notre récit, ne furent probablement point faites dans toute leur étendue par les convives de la table d'hôte; car, après quelques secondes d'attention données aux nouveaux venus, les regards se détachèrent d'eux, et la conversation, un instant interrompue, reprit son cours.

	Il faut avouer qu'elle portait sur un sujet des plus intéressants pour des voyageurs: il était question de l'arrestation d'une diligence chargée d'une somme de soixante mille francs appartenant au gouvernement. L'arrestation avait eu lieu, la veille, sur la route de Marseille à Avignon, entre Lambesc et Pont-Royal.

	Aux premiers mots qui furent dits sur lévénement, les deux jeunes gens prêtèrent l'oreille avec un véritable intérêt.

	L'événement avait eu lieu sur la route même qu'ils venaient de suivre, et celui qui le racontait était un des acteurs principaux de cette scène de grand chemin.

	C'était le marchand de vin de Bordeaux.

	Ceux qui paraissaient le plus curieux de détails étaient les voyageurs de la diligence qui venait d'arriver et qui allait repartir. Les autres convives, ceux qui appartenaient à la localité, paraissaient assez au courant de ces sortes de catastrophes pour donner eux-mêmes des détails, au lieu d'en recevoir.

	— Ainsi, citoyen, disait un gros monsieur contre lequel se pressait, dans sa terreur, une femme grande, sèche et maigre, vous dites que c'est sur la route même que nous venons de suivre que le vol a eu lieu?

	— Oui, citoyen, entre Lambesc et Pont-Royal. Avez-vous remarqué un endroit où la route monte et se resserre entre deux monticules? Il y a là une foule de rochers.

	— Oui, oui, mon ami, dit la femme en serrant le bras de son mari, je, l'ai remarqué; j'ai même dit, tu dois t'en souvenir: «Voici un mauvais endroit, j'aime mieux y passer de jour que de nuit.»

	— Oh! madame, dit un jeune homme dont la voix affectait le parler grasseyant de l'époque, et qui, dans les temps ordinaires, paraissait exercer sur la table d'hôte la royauté de la conversation, vous savez que, pour MM. Les compagnons de Jéhu il n'y a ni jour ni nuit.

	— Comment! citoyen, demanda la dame encore plus effrayée, c'est en plein jour que vous avez été arrêté?

	— En plein jour, citoyenne, à dix heures du matin.

	— Et combien étaient-ils? demanda le gros monsieur.

	— Quatre, citoyen.

	— Embusqués sur la route?

	— Non; ils sont arrivés à cheval, armés jusqu'aux dents et masqués.

	— C'est leur habitude, dit le jeune habitué de la table d'hôte; ils ont dit, n'est-ce pas: «Ne vous défendez point, il ne vous sera fait aucun mal, nous n'en voulons qu'à l'argent du gouvernement.»

	— Mot pour mot, citoyen.

	— Puis, continua celui qui paraissait si bien renseigné, deux sont descendus de cheval, ont jeté la bride de leurs chevaux à leurs compagnons et ont sommé le conducteur de leur remettre l'argent.

	— Citoyen, dit le gros homme émerveillé, vous racontez la chose comme si vous l'aviez vue.

	— Monsieur y était peut-être, dit un des voyageurs, moitié plaisantant, moitié doutant.

	— Je ne sais, citoyen, si, en disant cela, vous avez l'intention de me dire une impolitesse, fit insoucieusement le jeune homme qui venait si complaisamment et si pertinemment en aide au narrateur; mais mes opinions politiques font que je ne regarde pas votre soupçon comme une insulte. Si j'avais eu le malheur d'être du nombre de ceux qui étaient attaqués, ou l'honneur d'être du nombre de ceux qui attaquaient, je le dirais aussi franchement dans un cas que dans l'autre; mais, hier matin, à dix heures, juste au moment où l'on arrêtait la diligence à quatre lieues d'ici, je déjeunais tranquillement à cette même place, et justement, tenez, avec les deux citoyens qui me font en ce moment l'honneur d'être placés à ma droite et à ma gauche.

	— Et, demanda le plus jeune des deux voyageurs qui venaient de prendre place à table, et que son compagnon désignait sous le nom de Roland, et combien étiez-vous d'hommes dans la diligence?

	— Attendez; je crois que nous étions… oui, c'est cela, nous étions sept hommes et trois femmes.

	— Sept hommes, non compris le conducteur? répéta Roland.

	— Bien entendu.

	— Et, à sept hommes, vous vous êtes laissés dévaliser par quatre bandits? Je vous en fais mon compliment, messieurs.

	— Nous savions à qui nous avions affaire, répondit le marchand de vin, et nous n'avions garde de nous défendre.

	— Comment! répliqua le jeune homme, à qui vous aviez affaire? mais vous aviez affaire, ce me semble, à des voleurs, à des bandits!

	— Point du tout: ils s'étaient nommés.

	— Ils s'étaient nommés?

	— Ils avaient dit: «Messieurs, il est inutile de vous défendre; mesdames, n'ayez pas peur; nous ne sommes pas des brigands, nous sommes des compagnons de Jéhu.»

	— Oui, dit le jeune homme de la table d'hôte, ils préviennent pour qu'il n'y ait pas de méprise, c'est leur habitude.

	— Ah çà! dit Roland, qu'est-ce que c'est donc que ce Jéhu qui a des compagnons si polis? Est-ce leur capitaine?

	— Monsieur, dit un homme dont le costume avait quelque chose d'un prêtre sécularisé et qui paraissait, lui aussi, non seulement un habitué de la table d'hôte, mais encore un initié aux mystères de l'honorable corporation dont on était en train de discuter les mérites, si vous étiez plus versé que vous ne paraissez lêtre dans la lecture des Écritures saintes, vous sauriez qu'il y a quelque chose comme deux mille six cents ans que ce Jéhu est mort, et que, par conséquent, il ne peut arrêter, à l'heure qu'il est, les diligences sur les grandes routes.

	— Monsieur l'abbé, répondit Roland qui avait reconnu l'homme d'Église, comme, malgré le ton aigrelet avec lequel vous parlez, vous paraissez fort instruit, permettez à un pauvre ignorant de vous demander quelques détails sur ce Jéhu mort il y a eu deux mille six cents ans, et qui, cependant, a l'honneur d'avoir des compagnons qui portent son nom.

	— Jéhu! répondit l'homme d'Église du même ton vinaigré, était un roi d'Israël, sacré par Élisée, sous la condition de punir les crimes de la maison d'Achab et de Jézabel, et de mettre à mort tous les prêtres de Baal.

	— Monsieur labbé, répliqua en riant le jeune homme, je vous remercie de l'explication: je ne doute point qu'elle ne soit exacte et surtout très savante; seulement, je vous avoue qu'elle ne m'apprend pas grand-chose.

	— Comment, citoyen, dit l'habitué de la table d'hôte, vous ne comprenez pas que Jéhu, c'est Sa Majesté Louis XVIII, sacré sous la condition de punir les crimes de la Révolution et de mettre à mort les prêtres de Baal, c'est-à-dire tous ceux qui ont pris une part quelconque à cet abominable état de choses que, depuis sept ans, on appelle la République?

	— Oui-da! fit le jeune homme; si fait, je comprends. Mais, parmi ceux que les compagnons de Jéhu sont chargés de combattre, comptez-vous les braves soldats qui ont repoussé l'étranger des frontières de France, et les illustres généraux qui ont commandé les armées du Tyrol, de Sambre-et-Meuse et d'Italie?

	— Mais sans doute, ceux-là les premiers et avant tout.

	Les yeux du jeune homme lancèrent un éclair; sa narine se dilata, ses lèvres se serrèrent: il se souleva sur sa chaise; mais son compagnon le tira par son habit et le fit rasseoir, tandis que, d'un seul regard, il lui imposait silence.

	Puis celui qui venait de donner cette preuve de sa puissance, prenant la parole pour la première fois:

	— Citoyen, dit-il, s'adressant au jeune homme de la table d'hôte, excusez deux voyageurs qui arrivent du bout du monde, comme qui dirait de l'Amérique ou de l'Inde, qui ont quitté la France depuis deux ans, qui ignorent complètement ce qui s'y passe, et qui sont désireux de s'instruire.

	— Mais, comment donc, répondit celui auquel ces paroles étaient adressées, c'est trop juste, citoyen; interrogez et l'on vous répondra.

	— Eh bien, continua le jeune homme brun à l'oeil d'aigle, aux cheveux noirs et plats, au teint granitique, maintenant que je sais ce que cest Jéhu et dans quel but sa compagnie est instituée, je voudrais savoir ce que ses compagnons font de largent quils prennent.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, cest bien simple, citoyen; vous savez quil est fort question de la restauration de la monarchie bourbonienne?

	— Non, je ne le savais pas, répondit le jeune homme brun d'un ton qu'il essayait inutilement de rendre naïf; j'arrive, comme je vous l'ai dit, du bout du monde.

	— Comment! vous ne saviez pas cela? eh bien, dans six mois ce sera un fait accompli.

	— Vraiment!

	— C'est comme j'ai l'honneur de vous le dire, citoyen.

	Les deux jeunes gens à la tournure militaire échangèrent entre eux un regard et un sourire, quoique le jeune blond parût sous le poids d'une vive impatience.

	Leur interlocuteur continua:

	— Lyon est le quartier général de la conspiration, si toutefois on peut appeler conspiration un complot qui s'organise au grand jour; le nom de gouvernement provisoire conviendrait mieux.

	— Eh bien, citoyen, dit le jeune homme brun avec une politesse qui n'était point exempte de raillerie, disons gouvernement provisoire.

	— Ce gouvernement provisoire a son état-major et ses armées.

	— Bah! son état-major, peut-être… mais ses armées…

	— Ses armées, je le répète.

	— Où sont-elles?

	— Il y en a une qui s'organise dans les montagnes d'Auvergne, sous les ordres de M. de Chardon; une autre dans les montagnes du Jura, sous les ordres de M. Teyssonnet; enfin, une troisième qui fonctionne, et même assez agréablement à cette heure, dans la Vendée, sous les ordres d'Escarboville, d'Achille Leblond et de Cadoudal.

	— En vérité, citoyen, vous me rendez un véritable service en m'apprenant toutes ces nouvelles. Je croyais les Bourbons complètements résignés à lexil; je croyais la police faite de manière quil nexistât ni comité provisoire royaliste dans les grandes villes, ni bandits sur les grandes routes. Enfin, je croyais la Vendée complètement pacifiée par le général Hoche.

	Le jeune homme auquel sadressait cette réponse éclata de rire.

	— Mais doù venez-vous? sécria-t-il, doù venez-vous?

	— Je vous lai dit, citoyen, du bout du monde.

	— On le voit.

	Puis continuant:

	— Eh bien, vous comprenez dit-il, les Bourbons ne sont pas riches; les émigrés dont on a vendu les biens, sont ruinés; il est impossible dorganiser deux armées et den entretenir une troisième sans argent. On était embarrassé; il ny avait que la République qui pût solder ses ennemis: or, il nétait pas probable quelle sy décidât de gré à gré; alors, sans essayer avec elle cette négociation scabreuse, on jugea quil était plus court de lui prendre son argent que de le lui demander.

	— Ah! je comprends enfin.

	— C'est bien heureux.

	— Les _compagnons de Jéhu _sont les intermédiaires entre la République et la contre-révolution, les percepteurs des généraux royalistes.

	— Oui; ce n'est plus un vol, c'est une opération militaire, un fait d'armes comme un autre.

	— Justement, citoyen, vous y êtes, et vous voilà sur ce point, maintenant, aussi savant que nous.

	— Mais, glissa timidement le marchand de vin de Bordeaux, si MM. les compagnons de Jéhu — remarquez que je n'en dis aucun mal — si MM. Les compagnons de Jéhu nen veulent quà largent du gouvernement…

	— À l'argent du gouvernement, pas à d'autre; il est sans exemple qu'ils aient dévalisé un particulier.

	— Sans exemple?

	— Sans exemple.

	— Comment se fait-il alors que, hier, avec largent du gouvernement, ils aient emporté un group de deux cents louis qui mappartenait?

	— Mon cher Monsieur, répondit le jeune homme de la table dhôte, je vous ai déjà dit quil y avait là quelque erreur, et quaussi vrai que je mappelle Alfred de Barjols, cet argent vous sera rendu un jour ou lautre.

	Le marchand de vin poussa un soupir et secoua la tête en homme qui, malgré lassurance quon lui donne, conserve encore quelques doutes.

	Mais, en ce moment, comme si l'engagement pris par le jeune noble, qui venait de révéler sa condition sociale en disant son nom, avait éveillé la délicatesse de ceux pour lesquels il se portait garant, un cheval s'arrêta à la porte, on entendit des pas dans le corridor, la porte de la salle à manger s'ouvrit, et un homme masqué et armé jusqu'aux dents parut sur le seuil.

	— Messieurs, dit-il au milieu du profond silence causé par son apparition, y a-t-il parmi vous un voyageur nommé Jean Picot, qui se trouvait hier dans la diligence qui a été arrêtée entre Lambesc et Pont-Royal?

	— Oui, dit le marchand de vin tout étonné.

	— C'est vous? demanda l'homme masqué.

	— C'est moi.

	— Ne vous a-t-il rien été pris?

	— Si fait, il m'a été pris un group de deux cents louis que j'avais confié au conducteur.

	— Et je dois même dire, ajouta le jeune noble, qu'à l'instant même monsieur en parlait et le regardait comme perdu.

	— Monsieur avait tort, dit l'inconnu masqué, nous faisons la guerre au gouvernement et non aux particuliers; nous sommes des partisans et non des voleurs. Voici vos deux cents louis, monsieur, et si pareille erreur arrivait à l'avenir, réclamez et recommandez-vous du nom de Morgan.

	À ces mots, l'homme masqué déposa un sac d'or à la droite du marchand de vin, salua courtoisement les convives de la table d'hôte et sortit, laissant les uns dans la terreur et les autres dans la stupéfaction dune pareille hardiesse.

	II — UN PROVERBE ITALIEN

	Au reste, quoique les deux sentiments que nous venons d'indiquer eussent été les sentiments dominants, ils ne se manifestaient point chez tous les assistants à un degré semblable. Les nuances se graduèrent selon le sexe, selon l'âge, selon le caractère, nous dirons presque selon la position sociale des auditeurs.

	Le marchand de vin, Jean Picot, principal intéressé dans l'événement qui venait de s'accomplir, reconnaissant dès la première vue, à son costume, à ses armes et à son masque, un des hommes auxquels il avait eu affaire la veille, avait d'abord, à son apparition, été frappé de stupeur: puis, peu à peu, reconnaissant le motif de la visite que lui faisait le mystérieux bandit, il avait passé de la stupeur à la joie en traversant toutes les nuances intermédiaires qui séparent ces deux sentiments. Son sac d'or était près de lui et l'on eût dit qu'il n'osait y toucher: peut-être craignait-il, au moment où il y porterait la main, de le voir s'évanouir comme l'or que l'on croit trouver en rêve et qui disparaît même avant que l'on rouvre les yeux, pendant cette période de lucidité progressive qui sépare le sommeil profond du réveil complet.

	Le gros monsieur de la diligence et sa femme avaient manifesté, ainsi que les autres voyageurs faisant partie du même convoi, la plus franche et la plus complète terreur. Placé à la gauche de Jean Picot, quand il avait vu le bandit s'approcher du marchand de vin, il avait, dans l'espérance illusoire de maintenir une distance honnête entre lui et le compagnon de Jéhu, reculé sa chaise sur celle de sa femme, qui, cédant au mouvement, de pression, avait essayé de reculer la sienne à son tour. Mais, comme la chaise qui venait ensuite était celle du citoyen Alfred de Barjols, qui, lui, n'avait aucun motif de craindre des hommes sur lesquels il venait de manifester une si haute et si avantageuse opinion, la chaise de la femme du gros monsieur avait trouvé un obstacle dans l'immobilité de celle du jeune noble; de sorte que, de même qu'il arriva à Marengo, huit ou neuf mois plus tard, lorsque le général en chef jugea qu'il était temps de reprendre l'offensive, le mouvement rétrograde s'était arrêté.

	Quant à celui-ci — c'est du citoyen Alfred de Barjols que nous parlons — son aspect, comme celui de l'abbé qui avait donné l'explication biblique touchant le roi d'Israël Jéhu et la mission qu'il avait reçue d'Élisée, son aspect, disons-nous, avait été celui d'un homme qui non seulement n'éprouve aucune crainte, mais qui s'attend même à l'événement qui arrive, si inattendu que soit cet événement. Il avait, le sourire sur les lèvres, suivi du regard l'homme masqué, et, si tous les convives n'eussent été si préoccupés des deux acteurs principaux de la scène qui s'accomplissait, ils eussent pu remarquer un signe presque imperceptible échangé des yeux entre le bandit et le jeune noble, signe qui, à linstant même, s'était reproduit entre le jeune noble et l'abbé.

	De leur côté, les deux voyageurs que nous avons introduits dans la salle de la table d'hôte et qui, comme nous l'avons dit, étaient assez isolés à l'extrémité de la table, avaient conservé l'attitude propre à leurs différents caractères. Le plus jeune des deux avait instinctivement porté la main à son côté, comme pour y chercher une arme absente, et s'était levé, comme mû par un ressort, pour s'élancer à la gorge de lhomme masqué, ce qui n'eût certes pas manqué d'arriver s'il eût été seul; mais le plus âgé, celui qui paraissait avoir non seulement l'habitude, mais le droit de lui donner des ordres, s'était, comme il l'avait déjà fait une première fois, contenté de le retenir vivement par son habit en lui disant d'un ton impératif, presque dur même:

	— Assis, Roland!

	Et le jeune homme s'était assis.

	Mais celui de tous les convives qui était demeuré, en apparence du moins, le plus impassible pendant toute la scène qui venait de s'accomplir, était un homme de trente-trois à trente-quatre ans, blond de cheveux, roux de barbe, calme et beau de visage, avec de grands yeux bleus, un teint clair, des lèvres intelligentes et fines, une taille élevée, et un accent étranger qui indiquait un homme né au sein de cette île dont le gouvernement nous faisait, à cette heure, une si rude guerre; autant qu'on pouvait en juger par les rares paroles qui lui étaient échappées, il parlait, malgré l'accent que nous avons signalé, la langue française avec une rare pureté. Au premier mot qu'il avait prononcé et dans lequel il avait reconnu cet accent d'outre-Manche, le plus âgé des deux voyageurs avait tressailli, et, se retournant du côté de son compagnon, habitué à lire la pensée dans son regard, il avait semblé lui demander comment un Anglais se trouvait en France au moment où la guerre acharnée que se faisaient les deux nations exilait naturellement les Anglais de la France, comme les Français de l'Angleterre. Sans doute, l'explication avait paru impossible à Roland, car celui-ci avait répondu d'un mouvement des yeux et d'un geste des épaules qui signifiaient: «Cela me paraît tout aussi extraordinaire qu'à vous; mais, si vous ne trouvez pas l'explication d'un pareil problème, vous, le mathématicien par excellence, ne me la demandez pas à moi.»

	Ce qui était resté de plus clair dans tout cela, dans l'esprit des deux jeunes gens, c'est que l'homme blond, à l'accent anglo-saxon, était le voyageur dont la calèche confortable attendait tout attelée à la porte de l'hôtel, et que ce voyageur était de Londres ou, tout au moins, de quelqu'un des comtés ou duchés de la Grande- Bretagne.

	Quant aux paroles qu'il avait prononcées, nous avons dit qu'elles étaient rares, si rares qu'en réalité c'étaient plutôt des exclamations que des paroles; seulement, à chaque explication qui avait été demandée sur l'état de la France, l'Anglais avait ostensiblement tiré un calepin de sa poche, et, en priant soit le marchand de vin, soit l'abbé, soit le jeune noble, de répéter l'explication — ce que chacun avait fait avec une complaisance pareille à la courtoisie qui présidait à la demande — il avait pris en note ce qui avait été dit de plus important, de plus extraordinaire et de plus pittoresque, sur l'arrestation de la diligence, l'état de la Vendée et les compagnons de Jéhu, remerciant chaque fois de la voix et du geste, avec cette roideur familière à nos voisins d'outre-mer, et chaque fois remettant dans la poche de côté de sa redingote son calepin enrichi d'une note nouvelle.

	Enfin, comme un spectateur tout joyeux d'un dénouement inattendu, il s'était écrié de satisfaction à l'aspect de l'homme masqué, avait écouté de toutes ses oreilles, avait regardé de tous ses yeux, ne l'avait point perdu de vue, que la porte ne se fût refermée derrière lui, et alors, tirant vivement son calepin de sa poche

	— Oh! monsieur, avait-il dit à son voisin, qui n'était autre que l'abbé, seriez-vous assez bon, si je ne m'en souvenais pas, de me répéter mot pour mot ce qu'a dit le gentleman qui sort d'ici?

	Il s'était mis à écrire aussitôt, et, la mémoire de l'abbé s'associant à la sienne, il avait eu la satisfaction de transcrire, dans toute son intégrité, la phrase du compagnon de Jéhu au citoyen Jean Picot.

	Puis, cette phrase transcrite, il s'était écrié avec un accent qui ajoutait un étrange cachet d'originalité à ses paroles

	— Oh! ce n'est qu'en France, en vérité, qu'il arrive de pareilles choses; la France, c'est le pays le plus curieux du monde. Je suis enchanté, messieurs, de voyager en France et de connaître les Français.

	Et la dernière phrase avait été dite avec tant de courtoisie qu'il ne restait plus, lorsqu'on l'avait entendue sortir de cette bouche sérieuse, qu'à remercier celui qui l'avait prononcée, fût-il le descendant des vainqueurs de Crécy, de Poitiers et d'Azincourt.

	Ce fut le plus jeune des deux voyageurs qui répondit à cette politesse avec le ton d'insouciante causticité qui paraissait lui être naturel.

	— Par ma foi! je suis exactement comme vous, milord; je dis milord, car je présume que vous êtes Anglais.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit le gentleman, j'ai cet honneur.

	— Eh bien! comme je vous le disais, continua le jeune homme, je suis enchanté de voyager en France et d'y voir ce que j'y ai vu. Il faut vivre sous le gouvernement des citoyens Gohier, Moulins, Roger Ducos, Sieyès et Barras, pour assister à une pareille drôlerie, et quand, dans cinquante ans, on racontera qu'au milieu d'une ville de trente mille âmes, en plein jour, un voleur de grand chemin est venu, le masque sur le visage, deux pistolets et un sabre à la ceinture, rapporter à un honnête négociant qui se désespérait de les avoir perdus, les deux cents louis qu'il lui avait pris la veille; quand on ajoutera que cela s'est passé à une table d'hôte où étaient assises vingt ou vingt-cinq personnes, et que ce bandit modèle s'est retiré sans que pas une des vingt ou vingt-cinq personnes présentes lui ait sauté à la gorge; j'offre de parier que l'on traitera d'infime menteur celui qui aura l'audace de raconter l'anecdote.

	Et le jeune homme, se renversant sur sa chaise, éclata de rire, mais d'un rire si nerveux et si strident, que tout le monde le regarda avec étonnement, tandis que, de son côté, son compagnon avait les yeux figés sur lui avec une inquiétude presque paternelle.

	— Monsieur, dit le citoyen Alfred de Barjols, qui, ainsi que les autres, paraissait impressionné de cette étrange modulation, plus triste, ou plutôt plus douloureuse que gaie, et dont, avant de répondre, il avait laissé éteindre jusqu'au dernier frémissement; monsieur, permettez-moi de vous faire observer que l'homme que vous venez de voir n'est point un voleur de grand chemin.

	— Bah? franchement, qu'est-ce donc?

	— C'est, selon toute probabilité, un jeune homme d'aussi bonne famille que vous et moi.

	— Le comte de Horn, que le régent fit rouer en place de Grève, était aussi un jeune homme de bonne famille, et la preuve, c'est que toute la noblesse de Paris envoya des voitures à son exécution.

	— Le comte de Horn avait, si je m'en souviens bien, assassiné un juif pour lui voler une lettre de change qu'il n'était point en mesure de lui payer, et nul n'osera vous dire qu'un compagnon de Jéhu ait touché à un cheveu de la tête d'un enfant.

	— Eh bien! soit; admettons que linstitution soit fondée au point de vue philanthropique, pour rétablir la balance entre les fortunes, redresser les caprices du hasard, réformer les abus de la société; pour être un voleur à la façon de Karl Moor, votre ami Morgan, n'est-ce point Morgan qu'a dit que s'appelait cet honnête citoyen?

	— Oui, dit l'Anglais.

	— Eh bien! votre ami Morgan n'en est pas moins un voleur.

	Le citoyen Alfred de Barjols devint très pâle.

	— Le citoyen Morgan n'est pas mon ami, répondit le jeune aristocrate, et, s'il l'était, je me ferais honneur de son amitié.

	— Sans doute, répondit Roland en éclatant de rire; comme dit M. de Voltaire: «L'amitié d'un grand homme est un bienfait des dieux.»

	— Roland, Roland! lui dit à voix basse son compagnon.

	— Oh! général, répondit celui-ci laissant, à dessein peut-être, échapper le titre qui était dû à son compagnon, laissez-moi, par grâce, continuer avec monsieur une discussion qui m'intéresse au plus haut degré.

	Celui-ci haussa les épaules.

	— Seulement, citoyen, continua le jeune homme avec une étrange persistance, j'ai besoin d'être édifié: il y a deux ans que j'ai quitté la France, et, depuis mon départ, tant de choses ont changé, costume, moeurs, accent, que la langue pourrait bien avoir changé aussi. Comment appelez-vous, dans la langue que l'on parle aujourd'hui en France, arrêter les diligences et prendre l'argent qu'elles renferment?

	— Monsieur, dit le jeune homme du ton d'un homme décidé à soutenir la discussion jusqu'au bout, j'appelle cela faire la guerre; et voilà votre compagnon, que vous avez appelé général tout à l'heure, qui, en sa qualité de militaire, vous dira qu'à part le plaisir de tuer et d'être tué, les généraux de tout temps n'ont pas fait autre chose que ce que fait le citoyen Morgan.

	— Comment! s'écria le jeune homme, dont les yeux lancèrent un éclair, vous osez comparer?…

	— Laissez monsieur développer sa théorie, Roland, dit le voyageur brun, dont les yeux, tout au contraire de ceux de son compagnon, qui semblaient s'être dilatés pour jeter leurs flammes, se voilèrent sous ses longs cils noirs, pour ne point laisser voir ce qui se passait dans son coeur.

	— Ah! dit le jeune homme avec son accent saccadé, vous voyez bien qu'à votre tour vous commencez à prendre intérêt à la discussion.

	Puis, se tournant vers celui qu'il semblait avoir pris à partie:

	— Continuez, monsieur, continuez, dit-il, le général le permet.

	Le jeune noble rougit d'une façon aussi visible qu'il venait de pâlir un instant auparavant et, les dents serrées, les coudes sur la table, le menton sur son poing pour se rapprocher autant que possible de son adversaire, avec un accent provençal qui devenait de plus en plus prononcé à mesure que la discussion devenait plus intense:

	— Puisque _le général le permet, _reprit-il en appuyant sur ces deux mots _le général, _j'aurai l'honneur de lui dire, et à vous, citoyen, par contrecoup, que je crois me souvenir d'avoir lu dans Plutarque, qu'au moment où Alexandre partit pour l'Inde, il n'emportait avec lui que dix-huit ou vingt talents d'or, quelque chose comme cent ou cent vingt mille francs. Or, croyez-vous que ce soit avec ces dix-huit ou vingt talents d'or qu'il nourrit son armée, gagna la bataille du Granique, soumit l'Asie Mineure, conquit Tyr, Gaza, la Syrie, l'Égypte, bâtit Alexandrie, pénétra jusqu'en Libye, se fit déclarer fils de Jupiter par l'oracle d'Ammon, pénétra jusqu'à lHyphase, et, comme ses soldats refusaient de le suivre plus loin, revint à Babylone pour y surpasser en luxe, en débauches et en mollesse, les plus luxueux, les plus débauchés et les plus voluptueux des rois d'Asie? Est-ce de Macédoine qu'il tirait son argent, et croyez-vous que le roi Philippe, un des plus pauvres rois de la pauvre Grèce, faisait honneur aux traites que son fils tirait sur lui? Non pas: Alexandre faisait comme le citoyen Morgan; seulement, au lieu d'arrêter les diligences sur les grandes routes, il pillait les villes, mettait les rois à rançon, levait des contributions sur les pays conquis. Passons à Annibal. Vous savez comment il est parti de Carthage, n'est-ce pas? Il n'avait pas même les dix-huit ou vingt talents de son prédécesseur Alexandre; mais, comme il lui fallait de l'argent, il prit et saccagea, au milieu de la paix et contre la foi des traités, la ville de Sagonte; dès lors il fut riche et put se mettre en campagne. Pardon, cette fois-ci, ce n'est plus du Plutarque, c'est du Cornélius Népos. Je vous tiens quitte de sa descente des Pyrénées, de sa montée des Alpes, des trois batailles qu'il a gagnées en s'emparant chaque fois des trésors du vaincu, et j'en arrive aux cinq ou six ans qu'il a passés dans la Campanie. Croyez-vous que lui et son armée payaient pension aux Capouans et que les banquiers de Carthage, qui étaient brouillés avec lui, lui envoyaient de l'argent? Non: la guerre nourrissait la guerre, système Morgan, citoyen. Passons à César. Ah! César, c'est autre chose. Il part de lEspagne avec quelque chose comme trente millions de dettes, revient à peu près au pair, part pour la Gaule, reste dix ans chez nos ancêtres; pendant ces dix ans, il envoie plus de cent millions à Rome, repasse les Alpes, franchit le Rubicon, marche droit au Capitole, force les portes du temple de Saturne, où est le trésor, y prend pour ses besoins particuliers, et non pas pour la république, trois mille livres pesant d'or en lingots, et meurt, lui que ses créanciers, vingt ans auparavant, ne voulaient pas laisser sortir de sa petite maison de la rue Suburra, laissant deux ou trois mille sesterces par chaque tête de citoyen, dix ou douze millions à Calpurnie et trente ou quarante millions à Octave; système Morgan toujours, à l'exception que Morgan, j'en suis sûr, mourra sans avoir touché pour son compte ni à l'argent des Gaulois, ni à l'or du Capitole. Maintenant, sautons dix-huit cents ans et arrivons au général Buonaparté…

	Et le jeune aristocrate, comme avaient l'habitude de le faire les ennemis du vainqueur de l'Italie, affecta d'appuyer sur l'u, que Bonaparte avait retranché de son nom, et sur l'e dont il avait enlevé l'accent aigu.

	Cette affectation parut irriter vivement Roland, qui fit un mouvement comme pour s'élancer en avant; mais son compagnon l'arrêta.

	— Laissez, dit-il, laissez, Roland; je suis bien sûr que le citoyen Barjols ne dira pas que le général Buonaparté, comme il l'appelle, est un voleur.

	— Non, je ne le dirai pas, moi; mais il y a un proverbe italien qui le dit pour moi.

	— Voyons le proverbe? demanda le général se substituant à son compagnon, et, cette fois, fixant sur le jeune noble son oeil limpide, calme et profond.

	— Le voici dans toute sa simplicité: _»Francesi non sono tutti ladroni, ma buona, parte.» _Ce qui veut dire: «Tous les Français ne sont pas des voleurs, mais…»

	— Une bonne partie? dit Roland.

	— Oui, mais Buonaparté, répondit Alfred de Barjols.

	À peine l'insolente parole était-elle sortie de la bouche du jeune aristocrate, que l'assiette avec laquelle jouait Roland s'était échappée de ses mains et l'allait frapper en plein visage.

	Les femmes jetèrent un cri, les hommes se levèrent.

	Roland éclata de ce rire nerveux qui lui était habituel et retomba sur sa chaise.

	Le jeune aristocrate resta calme, quoiqu'une rigole de sang coulât de son sourcil sur sa joue.

	En ce moment, le conducteur entra, disant, selon la formule habituelle:

	— Allons, citoyens voyageurs, en voiture!

	Les voyageurs, pressés de s'éloigner du théâtre de la rixe à laquelle ils venaient d'assister, se précipitèrent vers la porte.

	— Pardon, monsieur, dit Alfred de Barjols à Roland, vous n'êtes pas de la diligence, j'espère?

	— Non, monsieur, je suis de la chaise de poste; mais, soyez tranquille, je ne pars pas.

	— Ni moi, dit l'Anglais; dételez les chevaux, je reste.

	— Moi, je pars, dit avec un soupir le jeune homme brun, auquel Roland avait donné le titre de général; tu sais qu'il le faut, mon ami, et que ma présence est absolument nécessaire là-bas. Mais je te jure bien que je ne te quitterais point ainsi si je pouvais faire autrement…

	Et, en disant ces mots, sa voix trahissait une émotion dont son timbre, ordinairement ferme et métallique, ne paraissait pas susceptible.

	Tout au contraire, Roland paraissait au comble de la joie; on eût dit que cette nature de lutte s'épanouissait à l'approche du danger qu'il n'avait peut-être pas fait naître, mais que du moins il n'avait point cherché à éviter.

	— Bon! général, dit-il, nous devions nous quitter à Lyon, puisque vous avez eu la bonté de m'accorder un congé d'un mois pour aller à Bourg, dans ma famille. C'est une soixantaine de lieues de moins que nous faisons ensemble, voilà tout. Je vous retrouverai à Paris. Seulement, vous savez, si vous avez besoin d'un homme dévoué et qui ne boude pas, songez à moi.

	— Sois tranquille, Roland, fit le général.

	Puis, regardant attentivement les deux adversaires:

	— Avant tout, Roland, dit-il à son compagnon avec un indéfinissable accent de tendresse, ne te fais pas tuer; mais, si la chose est possible, ne tue pas non plus ton adversaire. Ce jeune homme, à tout prendre, est un homme de coeur, et je veux avoir un jour pour moi tous les gens de coeur.

	— On fera de son mieux, général, soyez tranquille.

	En ce moment, lhôte parut sur le seuil de la porte.

	— La chaise de poste pour Paris est attelée, dit-il.

	Le général prit son chapeau et sa canne déposés sur une chaise; mais, au contraire, Roland affecta de le suivre nu-tête, pour que l'on vît bien qu'il ne comptait point partir avec son compagnon.

	Aussi Alfred de Barjols ne fit-il aucune opposition à sa sortie. D'ailleurs, il était facile de voir que son adversaire était plutôt de ceux qui cherchent les querelles que de ceux qui les évitent. Celui-ci accompagna le général jusqu'à la voiture, où le général monta.

	— C'est égal, dit ce dernier en s'asseyant, cela me fait gros coeur de te laisser seul ici, Roland, sans un ami pour te servir de témoin.

	— Bon! ne vous inquiétez point de cela, général; on ne manque jamais de témoin: il y a et il y aura toujours des gens curieux de savoir comment un homme en tue un autre.

	— Au revoir, Roland; tu entends bien, je ne te dis pas adieu, je te dis au revoir!

	— Oui, mon cher général, répondit le jeune homme d'une voix presque attendrie, j'entends bien, et je vous remercie.

	— Promets-moi de me donner de tes nouvelles aussitôt l'affaire terminée, ou de me faire écrire par quelqu'un, si tu ne pouvais m'écrire toi-même.

	— Oh! n'ayez crainte, général; avant quatre jours, vous aurez une lettre de moi, répondit Roland.

	Puis, avec un accent de profonde amertume:

	— Ne vous êtes-vous pas aperçu, dit-il, qu'il y a sur moi une fatalité qui ne veut pas que je meure?

	— Roland! fit le général d'un ton sévère, encore!

	— Rien, rien, dit le jeune homme en secouant la tête, et en donnant à ses traits l'apparence d'une insouciante gaieté, qui devait être l'expression habituelle de son visage avant que lui fût arrivé le malheur inconnu qui, si jeune, paraissait lui faire désirer la mort.

	— Bien. À propos, tâche de savoir une chose.

	— Laquelle, général?

	— C'est comment il se fait qu'au moment où nous sommes en guerre avec l'Angleterre, un Anglais se promène en France, aussi libre et aussi tranquille que s'il était chez lui.

	— Bon: je le saurai.

	— Comment cela?

	— Je l'ignore; mais quand je vous promets de le savoir, je le saurai, dussé-je le lui demander, à lui.

	— Mauvaise tête! ne va pas te faire une autre affaire de ce côté- là.

	— Dans tous les cas, comme c'est un ennemi, ce ne serait plus un duel, ce serait un combat.

	— Allons, encore une fois, au revoir et embrasse-moi.

	Roland se jeta avec un mouvement de reconnaissance passionnée au cou de celui qui venait de lui donner cette permission.

	— Oh! général! s'écria-t-il, que je serais heureux… si je n'étais pas si malheureux!

	Le général le regarda avec une affection profonde.

	— Un jour, tu me conteras ton malheur, n'est-ce pas, Roland? dit- il.

	Roland éclata de ce rire douloureux qui, deux ou trois fois déjà, s'était fait jour entre ses lèvres.

	— Oh! par ma foi, non, dit-il, vous en ririez trop.

	Le général le regarda comme il eût regardé un fou.

	— Enfin, dit-il, il faut prendre les gens comme ils sont.

	— Surtout lorsqu'ils ne sont pas ce qu'ils paraissent être.

	— Tu me prends pour OEdipe, et tu me poses des énigmes, Roland.

	— Ah! si vous devinez celle-là, général, je vous salue roi de Thèbes. Mais, avec toutes mes folies, j'oublie que chacune de vos minutes est précieuse et que je vous retiens ici inutilement.

	— Tu as raison. As-tu des commissions pour Paris?

	— Trois, mes amitiés à Bourrienne, mes respects à votre frère

	Lucien, et mes plus tendres hommages à madame Bonaparte.

	— Il sera fait comme tu le désires.

	— Où vous retrouverai-je, à Paris?

	— Dans ma maison de la rue de la

	Victoire, et peut-être…

	—

	— Peut-être…

	— Qui sait? peut-être au Luxembourg!

	Puis, se rejetant en arrière, comme s'il regrettait d'en avoir tant dit, même à celui qu'il regardait comme son meilleur ami:

	— Route d'Orange! cria-t-il au postillon, et le plus vite possible.

	Le postillon, qui n'attendait qu'un ordre, fouetta ses chevaux; la voiture partit, rapide et grondante comme la foudre, et disparut par la porte d'Oulle.

	III — L'ANGLAIS

	Roland resta immobile à sa place, non seulement tant qu'il put voir la voiture, mais encore longtemps après qu'elle eut disparu.

	Puis, secouant la tête comme pour faire tomber de son front le nuage qui l'assombrissait, il rentra dans l'hôtel et demanda une chambre.

	— Conduisez monsieur au n° 3, dit l'hôte à une femme de chambre.

	La femme de chambre prit une clef suspendue à une large tablette de bois noir, sur laquelle étaient rangés, sur deux lignes, des numéros blancs, et fit signe au jeune voyageur qu'il pouvait la suivre.

	— Faites-moi monter du papier, une plume et de l'encre, dit le jeune homme à l'hôte, et si M. de Barjols s'informe où je suis, donnez-lui le numéro de ma chambre.

	L'hôte promit de se conformer aux intentions de Roland, qui monta derrière la fille en sifflant la Marseillaise.

	Cinq minutes après, il était assis près d'une table, ayant devant lui le papier, la plume, l'encre demandés, et s'apprêtant à écrire.

	Mais, au moment où il allait tracer la première ligne, on frappa trois coups à sa porte.

	— Entrez, dit-il en faisant pirouetter sur un de ses pieds de derrière le fauteuil dans lequel il était assis, afin de faire face au visiteur, qui, dans son appréciation, devait être soit M. de Barjols, soit un de ses amis.

	La porte s'ouvrit d'un mouvement régulier comme celui d'une mécanique, et l'Anglais parut sur le seuil.

	— Ah! s'écria Roland, enchanté de la visite au point de vue de la recommandation que lui avait faite son général, c'est vous?

	— Oui, dit l'Anglais, c'est moi.

	— Soyez le bienvenu.

	— Oh! que je sois le bienvenu, tant mieux! car je ne savais pas si je devais venir.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— À cause d'Aboukir.

	Roland se mit à rire.

	— Il y a deux batailles d'Aboukir, dit-il: celle que nous avons perdue, celle que nous avons gagnée.

	— À cause de celle que vous avez perdue.

	— Bon! dit Roland, on se bat, on se tue, on s'extermine sur le champ de bataille; mais cela n'empêche point quon ne se serre la main quand on se rencontre en terre neutre. Je vous répète donc, soyez le bienvenu, surtout si vous voulez bien me dire pourquoi vous venez.

	— Merci; mais, avant tout, lisez ceci.

	Et l'Anglais tira un papier de sa poche.

	— Qu'est-ce? demanda Roland.

	— Mon passeport.

	— Qu'ai-je affaire de votre passeport? demanda Roland; je ne suis pas gendarme.

	— Non; mais comme je viens vous offrir mes services, peut-être ne les accepteriez-vous point, si vous ne saviez pas qui je suis.

	— Vos services, monsieur?

	— Oui; mais lisez.

	«Au nom de la République française, le Directoire exécutif invite à laisser circuler librement, et à lui prêter aide et protection en cas de besoin, sir John Tanlay, dans toute létendue du territoire de la République.

	«Signé: FOUCHÉ.»

	— Et plus bas, voyez.

	«Je recommande tout particulièrement à qui de droit sir John

	Tanlay comme un philanthrope et un ami de la liberté.

	«Signé: BARRAS.»

	— Vous avez lu?

	— Oui, j'ai lu; après?…

	— Oh! après?… Mon père, milord Tanlay, a rendu des services à

	M. Barras; c'est pourquoi M. Barras permet que je me promène en

	France, et je suis bien content de me promener en France; je

	m'amuse beaucoup.

	— Oui, je me le rappelle, sir John; vous nous avez déjà fait l'honneur de nous dire cela à table.

	— Je l'ai dit, c'est vrai; j'ai dit aussi que j'aimais beaucoup les Français.

	Roland s'inclina.

	— Et surtout le général Bonaparte, continua sir John.

	— Vous aimez beaucoup le général Bonaparte?

	— Je l'admire; c'est un grand, un très grand homme.

	— Ah! pardieu! sir John, je suis fâché qu'il n'entende pas un

	Anglais dire cela de lui..

	— Oh! s'il était là, je ne le dirais point.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Je ne voudrais pas qu'il crût que je dis cela pour lui faire plaisir, je dis cela parce que c'est mon opinion.

	— Je n'en doute pas, milord, fit Roland, qui ne savait pas où l'Anglais en voulait venir, et qui, ayant appris par le passeport ce qu'il voulait savoir, se tenait sur la réserve.

	— Et quand j'ai vu, continua l'Anglais avec le même flegme, quand j'ai vu que vous preniez le parti du général Bonaparte, cela m'a fait plaisir.

	— Vraiment?

	— Grand plaisir, fit l'Anglais avec un mouvement de tête affirmatif.

	— Tant mieux!

	— Mais quand j'ai vu que vous jetiez une assiette à la tête de

	M. Alfred de Barjols, cela m'a fait de la peine.

	— Cela vous a fait de la peine, milord; et en quoi?

	— Parce qu'en Angleterre, un gentleman ne jette pas une assiette à la tête d'un autre gentleman.

	— Ah! milord, dit Roland en se levant et fronçant le sourcil, seriez-vous venu, par hasard, pour me faire une leçon?

	— Oh! non; je suis venu vous dire: vous êtes embarrassé peut-être de trouver un témoin?

	— Ma foi, sir John, je vous lavouerai, et, au moment où vous avez frappé à la porte, je m'interrogeais pour savoir à qui je demanderais ce service.

	— Moi, si voulez, dit lAnglais, je serai votre témoin.

	— Ah! pardieu! fit Roland, j'accepte et de grand coeur!

	— Voilà le service que je voulais rendre, moi, à vous!

	Roland lui tendit la main.

	— Merci, dit-il.

	L'Anglais s'inclina.

	— Maintenant, continua Roland, vous avez eu le bon goût, milord, avant de m'offrir vos services, de me dire qui vous étiez; il est trop juste, du moment où je les accepte, que vous sachiez qui je suis.

	— Oh! comme vous voudrez.

	— Je me nomme Louis de Montrevel; je suis aide de camp du général

	Bonaparte.

	— Aide de camp du général Bonaparte! je suis bien aise.

	— Cela vous explique comment j'ai pris, un peu trop chaudement peut-être, la défense de mon général.

	— Non, pas trop chaudement; seulement, l'assiette…

	— Oui, je sais bien, la provocation pouvait se passer de l'assiette; mais, que voulez-vous! je la tenais à la main, je ne savais qu'en faire, je l'ai jetée à la tête de M. de Barjols; elle est partie toute seule sans que je le voulusse.

	— Vous ne lui direz pas cela, à lui?

	— Oh! soyez tranquille; je vous le dis, à vous, pour mettre votre conscience en repos.

	— Très bien; alors, vous vous battrez?

	— Je suis resté pour cela, du moins.

	— Et à quoi vous battrez-vous?

	— Cela ne vous regarde pas, milord.

	— Comment, cela ne me regarde pas?

	— Non; M. de Barjols est l'insulté, c'est à lui de choisir ses armes.

	— Alors, l'arme qu'il proposera, vous l'accepterez?

	— Pas moi, sir John, mais vous, en mon nom, puisque vous me faites l'honneur d'être mon témoin.

	— Et, si c'est le pistolet qu'il choisit, à quelle distance et comment désirez-vous vous battre?

	— Ceci, c'est votre affaire, milord, et non la mienne. Je ne sais pas si cela se fait ainsi en Angleterre, mais, en France, les combattants ne se mêlent de rien; c'est aux témoins d'arranger les choses; ce qu'ils font est toujours bien fait.

	— Alors ce que je ferai sera bien fait?

	— Parfaitement fait, milord.

	L'Anglais s'inclina.

	— L'heure et le jour du combat?

	— Oh! cela, le plus tôt possible; il y a deux ans que je n'ai vu ma famille, et je vous avoue que je suis pressé d'embrasser tout mon monde.

	L'Anglais regarda Roland avec un certain étonnement; il parlait avec tant d'assurance, qu'on eût dit qu'il avait d'avance la certitude de ne pas être tué.

	En ce moment, on frappa à la porte, et la voix de l'aubergiste demanda:

	— Peut-on entrer?

	Le jeune homme répondit affirmativement: la porte s'ouvrit, et l'aubergiste entra effectivement, tenant à la main une carte qu'il présenta à son hôte.

	Le jeune homme prit la carte et lut:

	«Charles de Valensolle.»

	— De la part de M. Alfred de Barjols, dit l'hôte.

	— Très bien! fit Roland.

	Puis, passant la carte à lAnglais:

	— Tenez, cela vous regarde; c'est inutile que je voie ce monsieur, puisque, dans ce pays-ci, on n'est plus citoyen… M. de Valensolle est le témoin de M. de Barjols, vous êtes le mien: arrangez la chose entre vous; seulement, ajouta le jeune homme en serrant la main de l'Anglais et en le regardant fixement, tâchez que ce soit sérieux; je ne récuserais ce que vous aurez fait que s'il n'y avait point chance de mort pour l'un ou pour lautre.

	— Soyez tranquille, dit lAnglais, je ferai comme pour moi.

	— À la bonne heure, allez, et, quand tout sera arrêté, remontez; je ne bouge pas d'ici.

	Sir John suivit laubergiste; Roland se rassit, fit pirouetter son fauteuil dans le sens inverse et se retrouva devant sa table.

	Il prit sa plume et se mit à écrire.

	Lorsque sir John rentra, Roland, après avoir écrit et cacheté deux lettres, mettait ladresse sur la troisième.

	Il fit signe de la main à l'Anglais d'attendre qu'il eût fini afin de pouvoir lui donner toute son attention.

	Il acheva ladresse, cacheta la lettre, et se retourna.

	— Eh bien, demanda-t-il, tout est-il réglé?

	— Oui, dit lAnglais, et ça a été chose facile, vous avez affaire à un vrai gentleman.

	— Tant mieux! fit Roland.

	Et il attendit.

	— Vous vous battez dans deux heures à la fontaine de Vaucluse — un lieu charmant — au pistolet, en marchant l'un sur l'autre, chacun tirant à sa volonté et pouvant continuer de marcher après le feu de son adversaire.

	— Par ma foi! vous avez raison, sir John; voilà qui est tout à fait bien. C'est vous qui avez réglé cela?

	— Moi et le témoin de M. Barjols, votre adversaire ayant renoncé à tous ses privilèges d'insulté.

	— S'est-on occupé des armes?

	— J'ai offert mes pistolets; ils ont été acceptés, sur ma parole d'honneur qu'ils étaient aussi inconnus à vous qu'à M. de Barjols; ce sont d'excellentes armes avec lesquelles, à vingt pas, je coupe une balle sur la lame d'un couteau.

	— Peste! vous tirez bien, à ce qu'il paraît, milord?

	— Oui; je suis, à ce que l'on dit, le meilleur tireur de lAngleterre.

	— C'est bon à savoir; quand je voudrai me faire tuer, sir John, je vous chercherai querelle.

	— Oh! ne cherchez jamais une querelle à moi, dit l'Anglais, cela me ferait trop grand-peine d'être obligé de me battre avec vous.

	— On tâchera, milord, de ne pas vous faire de chagrin. Ainsi, c'est dans deux heures.

	— Oui; vous m'avez dit que vous étiez pressé.

	— Parfaitement. Combien y a-t-il d'ici à l'endroit charmant?

	— D'ici à Vaucluse?

	— Oui.

	— Quatre lieues.

	— C'est l'affaire d'une heure et demie; nous n'avons pas de temps à perdre; débarrassons-nous donc des choses ennuyeuses pour n'avoir plus que le plaisir.

	L'Anglais regarda le jeune homme avec étonnement.

	Roland ne parut faire aucune attention à ce regard.

	— Voici trois lettres, dit-il: une pour madame de Montrevel, ma mère; une pour mademoiselle de Montrevel, ma soeur, une pour le citoyen Bonaparte, mon général. Si je suis tué, vous les mettrez purement et simplement à la poste. Est-ce trop de peine?

	— Si ce malheur arrive, je porterai moi-même les lettres, dit

	l'Anglais. Où demeurent madame votre mère et mademoiselle votre

	soeur? demanda celui-ci.

	— À Bourg, chef-lieu du département de l'Ain.

	— C'est tout près d'ici, répondit l'Anglais. Quant au général Bonaparte, j'irai, s'il le faut, en Égypte; je serais extrêmement satisfait de voir le général Bonaparte.

	— Si vous prenez, comme vous le dites, milord, la peine de porter la lettre vous-même, vous n'aurez pas une si longue course à faire: dans trois jours, le général Bonaparte sera à Paris.

	— Oh! fit l'Anglais, sans manifester le moindre étonnement, vous croyez?

	— J'en suis sûr, répondit Roland.

	— C'est, en vérité, un homme fort extraordinaire, que le général Bonaparte. Maintenant, avez-vous encore quelque autre recommandation à me faire, monsieur de Montrevel?

	— Une seule, milord.

	— Oh! plusieurs si vous voulez.

	— Non, merci, une seule, mais très importante.

	— Dites.

	— Si je suis tué… mais je doute que j'aie cette chance…

	Sir John regarda Roland avec cet oeil étonné qu'il avait déjà deux ou trois fois arrêté sur lui.

	— Si je suis tué, reprit Roland, car, au bout du compte, il faut bien tout prévoir…

	— Oui, si vous êtes tué, j'entends.

	— Écoutez bien ceci, milord, car je tiens expressément en ce cas, à ce que les choses se passent exactement comme je vais vous le dire.

	— Cela se passera comme vous le direz, répliqua sir John; je suis un homme fort exact.

	— Eh bien donc, si je suis tué, insista Roland en posant et en appuyant la main sur l'épaule de son témoin, comme pour mieux imprimer dans sa mémoire la recommandation qu'il allait lui faire, vous mettrez mon corps comme il sera, tout habillé, sans permettre que personne le touche, dans un cercueil de plomb que vous ferez souder devant vous; vous enfermerez le cercueil de plomb dans une bière de chêne, que vous ferez également clouer devant vous. Enfin, vous expédierez le tout à ma mère, à moins que vous n'aimiez mieux jeter le tout dans le Rhône, ce que je laisse absolument à votre choix, pourvu qu'il y soit jeté.

	— Il ne me coûtera pas plus de peine, reprit l'Anglais, puisque je porte la lettre, de porter le cercueil avec moi.

	—Allons, décidément, milord, dit Roland riant aux éclats de son rire étrange, vous êtes un homme charmant, et c'est la Providence en personne qui a permis que je vous rencontre. En route, milord, en route!

	Tous deux sortirent de la chambre de Roland. Celle de sir John était située sur le même palier. Roland attendit que l'Anglais rentrât chez lui pour prendre ses armes.

	Il en sortit après quelques secondes, tenant à la main une boîte de pistolets.

	— Maintenant, milord, demanda Roland, comment allons-nous à

	Vaucluse? à cheval ou en voiture?

	— En voiture, si vous voulez bien. Une voiture, c'est commode beaucoup plus si l'on était blessé: la mienne attend en bas.

	— Je croyais que vous aviez fait dételer?

	— J'en avais donné l'ordre, mais j'ai fait courir après le postillon pour lui donner contre-ordre.

	On descendit l'escalier.

	— Tom! Tom! dit sir John en arrivant à la porte, où l'attendait un domestique dans la sévère livrée d'un groom anglais, chargez- vous de cette boîte. — I am going with, mylord ?_ demanda _le domestique?

	— Yes! répondit sir John.

	Puis, montrant à Roland le marchepied de la calèche qu'abaissait son domestique.

	— Venez, monsieur de Montrevel, dit-il.

	Roland monta dans la calèche et s'y étendit voluptueusement.

	— En vérité, dit-il, il n'y a décidément que vous autres Anglais pour comprendre les voitures de voyage; on est dans la vôtre comme dans son lit. Je parie que vous faites capitonner vos bières avant de vous y coucher.

	— Oui, c'est un fait, répondit John, le peuple anglais, il entend très bien le confortable; mais le peuple français, il est un peuple plus curieux et plus amusant…

	— Postillon, à Vaucluse.

	IV — LE DUEL

	La route n'est praticable que d'Avignon à l'Isle. On fit les trois lieues qui séparent l'Isle d'Avignon en une heure.

	Pendant cette heure, Roland, comme s'il eût pris à tâche de faire paraître le temps court à son compagnon de voyage, fut verveux et plein d'entrain; plus il approchait du lieu du combat, plus sa gaieté redoublait. Quiconque n'eût pas su la cause du voyage ne se fût jamais douté que ce jeune homme, au babil intarissable et au rire incessant, fût sous la menace d'un danger mortel.

	Au village de l'Isle, il fallut descendre de voiture. On s'informa; Roland et sir John étaient les premiers arrivés.

	Ils s'engagèrent dans le chemin qui conduit à la fontaine.

	— Oh! oh! dit Roland, il doit y avoir un bel écho ici.

	Il y jeta un ou deux cris auxquels l'écho répondit avec une complaisance parfaite.

	— Ah! par ma foi, dit le jeune homme, voici un écho merveilleux. Je ne connais que celui de la Seinonnetta, à Milan, qui lui soit comparable. Attendez, milord.

	Et il se mit, avec des modulations qui indiquaient à la fois une voix admirable et une méthode excellente, à chanter une tyrolienne qui semblait un défi porté, par la musique révoltée, au gosier humain.

	Sir John regardait et écoutait Roland avec un étonnement qu'il ne se donnait plus la peine de dissimuler. Lorsque la dernière note se fut éteinte dans la cavité de la montagne:

	— Je crois, Dieu me damne! dit sir John, que vous avez le spleen.

	Roland tressaillit et le regarda comme pour l'interroger. Mais, voyant que sir John n'allait pas plus loin:

	— Bon! et qui vous fait croire cela demanda-t-il.

	— Vous êtes trop bruyamment gai pour n'être pas profondément triste.

	— Oui, et cette anomalie vous étonne?

	— Rien ne m'étonne, chaque chose a sa raison d'être.

	— C'est juste; le tout est d'être dans le secret de la chose. Eh bien, je vais vous y mettre.

	
— Oh! je ne vous y force aucunement.

	— Vous êtes trop courtois pour cela; mais avouez que cela vous ferait plaisir d'être fixé à mon endroit.

	— Par intérêt pour vous, oui.

	— Eh bien, milord, voici le mot de l'énigme, et je vais vous dire, à vous, ce que je n'ai encore dit à personne. Tel que vous me voyez, et avec les apparences d'une santé excellente, je suis atteint d'un anévrisme qui me fait horriblement souffrir. Ce sont à tout moment des spasmes, des faiblesses, des évanouissements qui feraient honte à une femme. Je passe ma vie à prendre des précautions ridicules, et, avec tout cela, Larrey m'a prévenu que je dois m'attendre à disparaître de ce monde d'un moment à l'autre, l'artère attaquée pouvant se rompre dans ma poitrine au moindre effort que je ferai. Jugez comme c'est amusant pour un militaire! Vous comprenez que, du moment où j'ai été éclairé sur ma situation, j'ai décidé que je me ferais tuer avec le plus d'éclat possible. Je me suis mis incontinent à l'oeuvre. Un autre plus chanceux aurait réussi déjà cent fois; mais moi, ah bien, oui, je suis ensorcelé: ni balles ni boulets ne veulent de moi; on dirait que les sabres ont peur de s'ébrécher sur ma peau. Je ne manque pourtant pas une occasion; vous l'avez vu d'après ce qui s'est passé à table. Eh bien, nous allons nous battre, n'est-ce pas? Je vais me livrer comme un fou, donner tous les avantages à mon adversaire, cela n'y fera absolument rien: il tirera à quinze pas, à dix pas, à cinq pas, à bout portant sur moi, et il me manquera, ou son pistolet brûlera l'amorce sans partir; et tout cela, la belle avance, je vous le demande un peu, pour que je crève un beau jour au moment où je m'y attendrai le moins, en tirant mes bottes? Mais silence, voici mon adversaire.

	En effet, par la même route qu'avaient suivie Roland et sir John à travers les sinuosités du terrain et les aspérités du rocher, on voyait apparaître la partie supérieure du corps de trois personnages qui allaient grandissant à mesure qu'ils approchaient.

	Roland les compta.

	— Trois. Pourquoi trois, dit-il, quand nous ne sommes que deux.

	— Ah! j'avais oublié, dit l'Anglais: M. de Barjols, autant dans votre intérêt que dans le sien, a demandé d'amener un chirurgien de ses amis.

	— Pourquoi faire? demanda Roland d'un ton brusque et en fronçant le sourcil.

	— Mais pour le cas où l'un de vous serait blessé; une saignée, dans certaines circonstances, peut sauver la vie à un homme.

	— Sir John, fit Roland avec une expression presque féroce, je ne comprends pas toutes ces délicatesses en matière de duel. Quand on se bat, c'est pour se tuer. Qu'on se fasse auparavant toutes sortes de politesses, comme vos ancêtres et les miens s'en sont fait à Fontenoy, très bien; mais, une fois que les épées sont hors du fourreau ou les pistolets chargés, il faut que la vie d'un homme paye la peine que l'on a prise et les battements de coeur que l'on a perdus. Moi, sur votre parole dhonneur, sir John, je vous demande une chose: c'est que blessé ou tué, vivant ou mort, le chirurgien de M. de Barjols ne me touchera pas.

	— Mais cependant, monsieur Roland…

	— Oh! c'est à prendre ou à laisser. Votre parole d'honneur, milord, ou, le diable m'emporte, je ne me bats pas.

	L'Anglais regarda le jeune homme avec étonnement: son visage était devenu livide, ses membres étaient agités d'un tremblement qui ressemblait à de la terreur.

	Sans rien comprendre à cette impression inexplicable, sir John donna sa parole.

	— À la bonne heure, fit Roland; tenez, c'est encore un des effets de cette charmante maladie: toujours je suis prêt à me trouver mal à lidée dune trousse déroulée, à la vue d'un bistouri ou d'une lancette. J'ai dû devenir très pâle, n'est-ce pas?

	— J'ai cru un instant que vous alliez vous évanouir.

	Roland éclata de rire.

	— Ah! la belle affaire que cela eût fait, dit-il, nos adversaires arrivant et vous trouvant occupé à me faire respirer des sels comme à une femme qui a des syncopes. Savez-vous ce qu'ils auraient dit, eux, et ce que vous auriez dit vous le premier? Ils auraient dit que j'avais peur. Les trois nouveaux venus, pendant ce temps, s'étaient avancés et se trouvaient à portée de la voix, de sorte que sir John n'eut pas même le temps de répondre à Roland.

	Ils saluèrent en arrivant. Roland, le sourire sur les lèvres, ses belles dents à fleur de lèvres, répondit à leur salut.

	Sir John s'approcha de son oreille.

	— Vous êtes encore un peu pâle, dit-il; allez faire un tour jusqu'à la fontaine; j'irai vous chercher quand il sera temps.

	— Ah! c'est une idée, cela, dit Roland; j'ai toujours eu envie de voir cette fameuse fontaine de Vaucluse, Hippocrène de Pétrarque. Vous connaissez son sonnet?

	Chiare, fresche e dolci acque Ove le belle membra Pose colei, che sofa a me par donna.

	— Et cette occasion-ci passée, je n'en retrouverais peut-être pas une pareille. De quel côté est-elle, votre fontaine?

	— Vous en êtes à trente pas; suivez le chemin, vous allez la trouver au détour de la route, au pied de cet énorme rocher dont vous voyez le faîte.

	— Milord, dit Roland, vous êtes le meilleur cicérone que je connaisse; merci.

	Et, faisant à son témoin un signe amical de la main, il s'éloigna dans la direction de la fontaine en chantonnant entre ses dents la charmante villanelle de Philippe Desportes:

	Rosette, pour un peu dabsence, Votre coeur vous avez changé. Et, moi sachant cette inconstance, Le mien autre part jai rangé. Jamais plus beauté si légère Sur moi tant de pouvoir naura; Nous verrons, volage bergère, Qui premier sen repentira.»

	Sir John se retourna aux modulations de cette voix à la fois fraîche et tendre, et qui, dans les notes élevées, avait quelque chose de la voix d'une femme; son esprit méthodique et froid ne comprenait rien à cette nature saccadée et nerveuse, sinon qu'il avait sous les yeux une des plus étonnantes organisations que l'on pût rencontrer.

	Les deux jeunes gens l'attendaient; le chirurgien se tenait un peu à l'écart.

	Sir John portait à la main sa boîte de pistolets; il la posa sur un rocher ayant la forme d'une table, tira de sa poche une petite clef qui semblait travaillée par un orfèvre, et non par un serrurier, et ouvrit la boîte. Les armes étaient magnifiques, quoique d'une grande simplicité; elles sortaient des ateliers de Menton, le grand-père de celui qui aujourd'hui est encore un des meilleurs arquebusiers de Londres. Il les donna à examiner au témoin de M. de Barjols, qui en fit jouer les ressorts et poussa la gâchette d'arrière en avant, pour voir s'ils étaient à double détente.

	Ils étaient à détente simple.

	M. de Barjols jeta dessus un coup d'oeil; mais ne les toucha même pas.

	— Notre adversaire ne connaît point vos armes? demanda

	M. de Valensolle.

	— Il ne les a même pas vues, répondit sir John, je vous en donne ma parole d'honneur.

	— Oh! fit M. de Valensolle, une simple dénégation suffisait.

	On régla une seconde fois, afin qu'il n'y eût point de malentendu, les conditions du combat déjà arrêtées; puis, ces conditions réglées, afin de perdre le moins de temps possible en préparatifs inutiles, on chargea les pistolets, on les remit tout chargés dans la boîte, on confia la boîte au chirurgien, et sir John, la clef de sa boîte dans sa poche alla chercher Roland.

	Il le trouva causant avec un petit pâtre qui faisait paître trois chèvres aux flancs roides et rocailleux de la montagne, et jetant des cailloux dans le bassin.

	Sir John ouvrait la bouche pour lui dire que tout était prêt; mais lui, sans donner à lAnglais le temps de parler:

	— Vous ne savez pas ce que me raconte cet enfant, milord! Une véritable légende des bords du Rhin. Il dit que ce bassin, dont on ne connaît pas le fond, s'étend à plus de deux ou trois lieues sous la montagne, et sert de demeure à une fée, moitié femme, moitié serpent, qui, dans les nuits calmes et pures de l'été, glisse à la surface de leau, appelant les pâtres de la montagne et ne leur montrant, bien entendu, que sa tête aux longs cheveux, ses épaules nues et ses beaux bras; mais les imbéciles se laissent prendre à ce semblant de femme: ils s'approchent, lui font signe de venir à eux, tandis que, de son côté, la fée leur fait signe de venir à elle. Les imprudents s'avancent sans s'en apercevoir, ne regardant pas à leurs pieds; tout à coup la terre leur manque, la fée étend le bras, plonge avec eux dans ses palais humides, et, le lendemain, reparaît seule. Qui diable a pu faire à ces idiots de bergers le même conte que Virgile racontait en si beaux vers à Auguste et à Mécène?

	Il demeura pensif un instant, et les yeux fixés sur cette eau azurée et profonde; puis, se retournant vers sir John:

	— On dit que jamais nageur, si vigoureux qu'il soit, n'a reparu après avoir plongé dans ce gouffre; si j'y plongeais, milord, ce serait peut-être plus sûr que la balle de M. de Barjols. Au fait, ce sera toujours une dernière ressource; en attendant, essayons de la balle. Allons, milord, allons.

	Et, prenant par dessous le bras l'Anglais émerveillé de cette mobilité d'esprit, il le ramena vers ceux qui les attendaient.

	Eux, pendant ce temps, s'étaient occupés de chercher un endroit convenable et l'avaient trouvé.

	C'était un petit plateau, accroché en quelque sorte à la rampe escarpée de la montagne, exposé au soleil couchant et portant une espèce de château en ruine, qui servait d'asile aux pâtres surpris par le mistral. Un espace plan, d'une cinquantaine de pas de long et d'une vingtaine de pas de large, lequel avait dû être autrefois la plate-forme du château, allait être le théâtre du drame qui approchait de son dénouement.

	— Nous voici, messieurs, dit sir John.

	— Nous sommes prêts, messieurs, dit M. de Valensolle.

	— Que les adversaires veuillent bien écouter les conditions du combat, dit sir John.

	Puis, s'adressant à M. de Valensolle:

	— Redites-les, monsieur, ajouta-t-il; vous êtes Français et moi étranger; vous les expliquerez plus clairement que moi.

	— Vous êtes de ces étrangers, milord, qui montreraient la langue à de pauvres Provençaux comme nous; mais, puisque vous avez la courtoisie de me céder la parole, j'obéirai à votre invitation.

	Et il salua sir John, qui lui rendit son salut.

	— Messieurs, continua le gentilhomme qui servait de témoin à M. de Barjols, il est convenu que l'on vous placera à quarante pas; que vous marcherez l'un vers l'autre; que chacun tirera à sa volonté, et, blessé ou non, aura la liberté de marcher après le feu de son adversaire.

	Les deux combattants s'inclinèrent en signe d'assentiment, et, d'une même voix, presque en même temps, dirent:

	— Les armes!

	Sir John tira la petite clef de sa poche et ouvrit la boîte.

	Puis il s'approcha de M. de Barjols et la lui présenta tout ouverte.

	Celui-ci voulut renvoyer le choix des armes à son adversaire; mais, d'un signe de la main, Roland refusa en disant avec une voix d'une douceur presque féminine:

	— Après vous, monsieur de Barjols; j'apprends que, quoique insulté par moi, vous avez renoncé à tous vos avantages; c'est bien le moins que je vous laisse celui-ci, si toutefois cela en est un.

	M. de Barjols n'insista point davantage et prit au hasard un des deux pistolets.

	Sir John alla offrir l'autre à Roland, qui le prit, l'arma, et, sans même en étudier le mécanisme, le laissa pendre au bout de son bras. Pendant ce temps, M. de Valensolle mesurait les quarante pas: une canne avait été plantée au point de départ.

	— Voulez-vous mesurer après moi, monsieur? demanda-t-il à sir

	John.

	— Inutile, monsieur, répondit celui-ci; nous nous en rapportons,

	M. de Montrevel et moi, parfaitement à vous.

	M. de Valensolle planta une seconde canne au quarantième pas.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, quand vous voudrez.

	L'adversaire de Roland était déjà à son poste, chapeau et habit bas.

	Le chirurgien et les deux témoins se tenaient à l'écart.

	L'endroit avait été si bien choisi, que nul ne pouvait avoir sur son ennemi désavantage de terrain ni de soleil.

	Roland jeta près de lui son habit, son chapeau, et vint se placer à quarante pas de M. de Barjols, en face de lui.

	Tous deux, l'un à droite, l'autre à gauche, envoyèrent un regard sur le même horizon.

	L'aspect en était en harmonie avec la terrible solennité de la scène qui allait s'accomplir.

	Rien à voir à la droite de Roland, ni à la gauche de M. de Barjols; c'était la montagne descendant vers eux avec la pente rapide et élevée d'un toit gigantesque.

	Mais du côté opposé, c'est-à-dire à la droite de M. de Barjols et à la gauche de Roland, c'était tout autre chose.

	L'horizon était infini.

	Au premier plan, c'était cette plaine aux terrains rougeâtres trouée de tous côtés par des points de roches, et pareille à un cimetière de Titans dont les os perceraient la terre.

	Au second plan, se dessinant en vigueur sur le soleil couchant, c'était Avignon avec sa ceinture de murailles et son palais gigantesque, qui, pareil à un lion accroupi, semble tenir la ville haletante sous sa griffe. Au-delà d'Avignon, une lime lumineuse comme une rivière d'or fondu dénonçait le Rhône.

	Enfin, de l'autre côté du Rhône, se levait, comme une lime d'azur foncé, la chaîne de collines qui séparent Avignon de Nîmes et d'Uzès.

	Au fond, tout au fond, le soleil, que l'un de ces deux hommes regardait probablement pour la dernière fois, s'enfonçait lentement et majestueusement dans un océan d'or et de pourpre.

	Au reste, ces deux hommes formaient un contraste étrange.

	L'un, avec ses cheveux noirs, son teint basané, ses membres grêles, son oeil sombre, était le type de cette race méridionale qui compte parmi ses ancêtres des Grecs, des Romains, des Arabes et des Espagnols.

	L'autre, avec son teint rosé, ses cheveux blonds, ses grands yeux azurés, ses mains potelées comme celles d'une femme, était le type de cette race des pays tempérés, qui compte les Gaulois, les Germains et les Normands parmi ses aïeux.

	Si l'on voulait grandir la situation, il était facile d'en arriver à croire que c'était quelque chose de plus qu'un combat singulier entre deux hommes.

	On pouvait croire que c'était le duel d'un peuple contre un autre peuple, d'une race contre une autre race, du Midi contre le Nord.

	Étaient-ce les idées que nous venons d'exprimer qui occupaient l'esprit de Roland et qui le plongeaient dans une mélancolique rêverie?

	Ce n'est point probable.

	Le fait est qu'un moment il sembla oublier témoins, duel, adversaire, abîmé qu'il était dans la contemplation du splendide spectacle.

	La voix de M. de Barjols le tira de ce poétique engourdissement.

	— Quand vous serez prêt, monsieur, dit-il, je le suis.

	Roland tressaillit.

	— Pardon de vous avoir fait attendre, monsieur, dit-il; mais il ne fallait pas vous préoccuper de moi, je suis fort distrait; me voici, monsieur.

	Et, le sourire aux lèvres, les cheveux soulevés par le vent du soir, sans s'effacer, comme il eût fait dans une promenade ordinaire, tandis qu'au contraire son adversaire prenait toutes les précautions usitées en pareil cas, Roland marcha droit sur M. de Barjols.

	La physionomie de sir John, malgré son impassibilité ordinaire, trahissait une angoisse profonde.

	La distance s'effaçait rapidement entre les deux adversaires.

	M. de Barjols s'arrêta le premier, visa et fit feu, au moment où

	Roland n'était plus qu'à dix pas de lui.

	La balle de son pistolet enleva une boucle des cheveux de Roland, mais ne l'atteignit pas.

	Le jeune homme se retourna vers son témoin.

	— Eh bien, demanda-t-il, que vous avais-je dit?

	— Tirez, monsieur, tirez donc! dirent les témoins.

	M. de Barjols resta muet et immobile à la place où il avait fait feu.

	— Pardon, messieurs, répondit Roland; mais vous me permettrez, je l'espère, d'être juge du moment et de la façon dont je dois riposter. Après avoir essuyé le feu de M. de Barjols, j'ai à lui dire quelques paroles que je ne pouvais lui dire auparavant.

	Puis, se retournant vers le jeune aristocrate, pâle mais calme:

	— Monsieur, lui dit-il, peut-être ai-je été un peu vif dans notre discussion de ce matin.

	Et il attendit.

	— C'est à vous de tirer, monsieur, répondit M. de Barjols.

	— Mais, continua Roland comme s'il n'avait pas entendu, vous allez comprendre la cause de cette vivacité et l'excuser peut- être. Je suis militaire et aide de camp du général Bonaparte.

	— Tirez, monsieur, répéta le jeune noble.

	— Dites une simple parole de rétractation, monsieur, reprit le jeune officier; dites que la réputation d'honneur et de délicatesse du général Bonaparte est telle, qu'un mauvais proverbe italien, fait par des vaincus de mauvaise humeur, ne peut lui porter atteinte; dites cela, et je jette cette arme loin de moi, et je vais vous serrer la main; car, je le reconnais, monsieur, vous êtes un brave.

	— Je ne rendrai hommage à cette réputation d'honneur et de délicatesse dont vous parlez, monsieur, que lorsque votre général en chef se servira de l'influence que lui a donnée son génie sur les affaires de la France, pour faire ce qu'a fait Monk, c'est-à- dire pour rendre le trône à son souverain légitime.

	— Ah! fit Roland avec un sourire, c'est trop demander d'un général républicain.

	— Alors, je maintiens ce que j'ai dit, répondit le jeune noble; tirez, monsieur, tirez.

	Puis, comme Roland ne se hâtait pas d'obéir à linjonction:

	— Mais, ciel et terre! tirez donc! dit-il en frappant du pied.

	Roland, à ces mots, fit un mouvement indiquant qu'il allait tirer en l'air.

	Alors, avec une vivacité de parole et de geste qui ne lui permit pas de laccomplir:

	— Ah! s'écria M. de Barjols, ne tirez point en l'air, par grâce! ou j'exige que l'on recommence et que vous fassiez feu le premier.

	— Sur mon honneur! s'écria Roland devenant aussi pâle que si tout son sang l'abandonnait, voici la première fois que j'en fais autant pour un homme, quel qu'il soit. Allez-vous en au diable! et, puisque vous ne voulez pas de la vie, prenez la mort.

	Et à l'instant même, sans prendre la peine de viser, il abaissa son arme et fit feu.

	Alfred de Barjols porta la main à sa poitrine, oscilla en avant et en arrière, fit un tour sur lui-même et tomba la face contre terre.

	La balle de Roland lui avait traversé le coeur.

	Sir John, en voyant tomber M. de Barjols, alla droit à Roland et l'entraîna vers l'endroit où il avait jeté son habit et son chapeau.

	— C'est le troisième, murmura Roland avec un soupir; mais vous m'êtes témoin que celui-ci l'a voulu.

	Et, rendant son pistolet tout fumant à sir John, il revêtit son habit et son chapeau.

	Pendant ce temps, M. de Valensolle ramassait le pistolet échappé à la main de son ami et le rapportait avec la boîte à sir John.

	— Eh bien? demanda lAnglais en désignant des yeux Alfred de

	Barjols.

	— Il est mort, répondit le témoin.

	— Ai-je fait en homme d'honneur, monsieur? demanda Roland en essuyant avec son mouchoir la sueur qui, à l'annonce de la mort de son adversaire, lui avait subitement inondé le visage.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit M. de Valensolle; seulement, laissez- moi vous dire ceci: vous avez la main malheureuse.

	Et, saluant Roland et son témoin avec une exquise politesse, il retourna près du cadavre de son ami.

	— Et vous, milord, reprit Roland, que dites-vous?

	— Je dis, répliqua sir John avec une espèce d'admiration forcée, que vous êtes de ces hommes à qui le divin Shakespeare fait dire d'eux-mêmes: «Le danger et moi sommes deux lions nés le même jour: mais je suis l'aîné.»

	V — ROLAND

	Le retour fut muet et triste; on eût dit qu'en voyant s'évanouir ses chances de mort, Roland avait perdu toute sa gaieté.

	La catastrophe dont il venait d'être l'auteur pouvait bien être pour quelque chose dans cette taciturnité; mais, hâtons-nous de le dire, Roland, sur le champ de bataille, et surtout dans sa dernière campagne contre les Arabes, avait eu trop souvent à enlever son cheval par-dessus les cadavres qu'il venait de faire, pour que l'impression produite sur lui par la mort d'un inconnu l'eût si fort impressionné.

	Il y avait donc une autre raison à cette tristesse; il fallait donc que ce fût bien réellement celle que le jeune homme avait confiée à sir John. Ce n'était donc pas le regret de la mort d'autrui, c'était le désappointement de sa propre mort.

	En rentrant à l'hôtel du Palais-Royal, sir John monta dans sa chambre pour y déposer ses pistolets, dont la vue pouvait exciter dans l'esprit de Roland quelque chose de pareil à un remords; puis il vint rejoindre le jeune officier pour lui remettre les trois lettres qu'il en avait reçues.

	Il le trouva tout pensif et accoudé sur sa table.

	Sans prononcer une parole, l'Anglais déposa les trois lettres devant Roland.

	Le jeune homme jeta les yeux sur les adresses, prit celle qui était destinée à sa mère, la décacheta et la lut.

	À mesure qu'il la lisait, de grosses larmes coulaient sur ses joues.

	Sir John regardait avec étonnement cette nouvelle face sous laquelle Roland lui apparaissait.

	Il eût cru tout possible à cette nature multiple, excepté de verser les larmes qui coulaient silencieusement de ses yeux.

	Puis, secouant la tête et sans faire le moins du monde attention à la présence de sir John, Roland murmura:

	— Pauvre mère! elle eût bien pleuré; peut-être vaut-il mieux que cela soit ainsi: des mères ne sont pas faites pour pleurer leurs enfants!

	Et, d'un mouvement machinal, il déchira la lettre écrite à sa mère, celle écrite à sa soeur, et celle écrite au général Bonaparte.

	Après quoi, il en brûla avec soin tous les morceaux.

	Alors, sonnant la fille de chambre:

	— Jusqu'à quelle heure peut-on mettre les lettres à la poste? demanda-t-il.

	— Jusqu'à six heures et demie, répondit celle-ci; vous n'avez plus que quelques minutes.

	— Attendez, alors.

	Il prit une plume et écrivit:

	«Mon cher général,

	«Je vous l'avais bien dit, je suis vivant et lui mort. Vous conviendrez que cela a l'air d'une gageure.

	«Dévouement jusqu'à la mort.

	«Votre paladin.»

	Puis il cacheta la lettre, écrivit sur l'adresse: Au général Bonaparte, rue de la victoire, à Paris, et la remit à la fille de chambre en lui recommandant de ne pas perdre une seconde pour la faire mettre à la poste.

	Ce fut alors seulement qu'il parut remarquer sir John et qu'il lui tendit la main.

	— Vous venez de me rendre un grand service, milord, lui dit-il, un de ces services qui lient deux hommes pour l'éternité. Je suis déjà votre ami; voulez-vous me faire l'honneur d'être le mien?

	Sir John serra la main que lui présentait Roland.

	— Oh! dit-il; je vous remercie bien beaucoup. Je n'eusse point osé vous demander cet honneur; mais vous me l'offrez… je l'accepte.

	Et, à son tour, limpassible Anglais sentit s'amollir son coeur et secoua une larme qui tremblait au bout de ses cils.

	Puis, regardant Roland:

	— Il est très malheureux, dit-il, que vous soyez si pressé de partir; j'eusse été heureux et satisfait de passer encore un jour ou deux avec vous.

	— Où alliez-vous, milord, quand je vous ai rencontré?

	— Oh! moi, nulle part, je voyageais pour désennuyer moi! J'ai le malheur de m'ennuyer souvent.

	— De sorte que vous n'alliez nulle part?

	— J'allais partout.

	— C'est exactement la même chose, dit le jeune officier en souriant. Eh bien, voulez-vous faire une chose?

	— Oh! très volontiers, si c'est possible.

	— Parfaitement possible: elle ne dépend que de vous.

	— Dites.

	— Vous deviez, si j'étais tué, me reconduire mort à ma mère, ou me jeter dans le Rhône?

	— Je vous eusse reconduit mort à votre mère et pas jeté dans le

	Rhône.

	— Eh bien, au lieu de me reconduire mort, reconduisez-moi vivant, vous n'en serez que mieux reçu.

	— Oh!

	— Nous resterons quinze jours à Bourg; c'est ma ville natale, une des villes les plus ennuyeuses de France; mais, comme vos compatriotes brillent surtout par l'originalité, peut-être vous amuserez-vous où les autres s'ennuient. Est-ce dit?

	— Je ne demanderais pas mieux, fit l'Anglais; mais il me semble que c'est peu convenable de ma part.

	— Oh! nous ne sommes pas en Angleterre, milord, où l'étiquette est une souveraine absolue. Nous, nous n'avons plus ni roi ni reine, et nous n'avons pas coupé le cou à cette pauvre créature qui sappelait Marie-Antoinette, pour mettre Sa Majesté l'Étiquette à sa place.

	— J'en ai bien envie, dit sir John.

	— Vous le verrez, ma mère est une excellente femme, d'ailleurs fort distinguée. Ma soeur avait seize ans quand je suis parti, elle doit en avoir dix-huit; elle était jolie, elle doit être belle. Il n'y a pas jusqu'à mon frère Édouard, un charmant gamin de douze ans, qui vous fera partir des fusées dans les jambes et qui baragouinera l'anglais avec vous; puis, ces quinze jours passés, nous irons à Paris ensemble.

	— J'en viens, de Paris, fit l'Anglais.

	— Attendez donc, vous vouliez aller en Égypte pour voir le général Bonaparte: il n'y a pas si loin d'ici à Paris que d'ici au Caire; je vous présenterai à lui; présenté par moi, soyez tranquille, vous serez bien reçu. Puis vous parliez de Shakespeare tout à l'heure.

	— Oh! oui, j'en parle toujours.

	— Cela prouve que vous aimez les comédies, les drames.

	— Je les aime beaucoup, c'est vrai.

	— Eh bien, le général Bonaparte est sur le point d'en faire représenter un à sa façon, qui ne manquera pas d'intérêt, je vous en réponds.

	— Ainsi, dit sir John hésitant encore, je puis, sans être indiscret, accepter votre offre?

	— Je le crois bien, et vous ferez plaisir à tout le monde, à moi surtout.

	— J'accepte, alors.

	— Bravo! Eh bien, voyons, quand voulez-vous partir?

	— Aussitôt qu'il vous plaira. Ma calèche était attelée quand vous avez jeté cette malheureuse assiette à la tête de Barjols; mais comme, sans cette assiette, je ne vous eusse jamais connu, je suis content que vous la lui ayez jetée; oui, très content.

	— Voulez-vous que nous partions ce soir?

	— À l'instant. Je vais dire au postillon de renvoyer un de ses camarades avec d'autres chevaux, et, le postillon et les chevaux arrivés, nous partons.

	Roland fit un signe d'assentiment.

	Sir John sortit pour donner ses ordres, remonta en disant qu'il venait de faire servir deux côtelettes et une volaille froide.

	Roland prit la valise et descendit.

	L'Anglais réintégra ses pistolets dans le coffre de sa voiture.

	Tous deux mangèrent un morceau pour pouvoir marcher toute la nuit sans s'arrêter, et, comme neuf heures sonnaient à l'église des Cordeliers, tous deux s'accommodèrent dans la voiture et quittèrent Avignon, où leur passage laissait une nouvelle tache de sang, Roland avec linsouciance de son caractère, sir John Tanlay avec limpassibilité de sa nation.

	Un quart d'heure après, tous deux dormaient, ou du moins le silence que chacun gardait de son côté pouvait faire croire qu'ils avaient cédé au sommeil.

	Nous profiterons de cet instant de repos pour donner à nos lecteurs quelques renseignements indispensables sur Roland et sa famille.

	Roland était né le 1er juillet 1773, quatre ans et quelques jours après Bonaparte, aux côtés duquel, ou plutôt à la suite duquel il a fait son apparition dans ce livre.

	Il était fils de M. Charles de Montrevel, colonel d'un régiment longtemps en garnison à la Martinique, où il s'était marié à une créole nommée Clotilde de la Clémencière.

	Trois enfants étaient nés de ce mariage, deux garçons et une

	fille: Louis, avec qui nous avons fait connaissance sous le nom de

	Roland; Amélie, dont celui-ci avait vanté la beauté à sir John, et

	Édouard.

	Rappelé en France vers 1782, M. de Montrevel avait obtenu l'admission du jeune Louis de Montrevel (nous verrons plus tard comment il troqua son nom de Louis contre celui de Roland) à l'École militaire de Paris.

	Louis était le plus jeune des élèves.

	Quoiqu'il n'eût que treize ans, il se faisait déjà remarquer par ce caractère indomptable et querelleur dont nous lui avons vu, dix-sept ans plus tard, donner un exemple à la table d'hôte d'Avignon.

	Bonaparte avait, lui, tout enfant aussi, le bon côté de ce caractère, c'est-à-dire que, sans être querelleur, il était absolu, entêté, indomptable; il reconnut dans lenfant quelques unes des qualités qu'il avait lui-même, et cette parité de sentiments fit qu'il lui pardonna ses défauts et s'attacha à lui.

	De son côté, l'enfant, sentant dans le jeune Corse un soutien, s'y appuya.

	Un jour, lenfant vint trouver son grand ami, c'est ainsi qu'il appelait Napoléon, au moment où celui-ci était profondément enseveli dans la solution d'un problème de mathématiques.

	Il savait limportance que le futur officier d'artillerie attachait à cette science qui lui avait valu, jusque-là, ses plus grands, ou plutôt ses seuls succès.

	Il se tint debout près de lui, sans parler, sans bouger.

	Le jeune mathématicien devina la présence de lenfant et s'enfonça de plus en plus dans ses déductions mathématiques, d'où, au bout de dix minutes, il se tira enfin à son honneur.

	Alors, il se retourna vers son jeune camarade avec la satisfaction intérieure de lhomme qui sort vainqueur d'une lutte quelconque, soit contre la science, soit contre la matière.

	L'enfant était debout, pâle, les dents serrées, les bras roides, les poings fermés.

	— Oh! oh! dit le jeune Bonaparte, qu'y a-t-il donc de nouveau?

	— Il y a que Valence, le neveu du gouverneur, m'a donné un soufflet.

	— Ah! dit Bonaparte en riant, et tu viens me chercher pour que je le lui rende?

	L'enfant secoua la tête.

	— Non, dit-il je viens te chercher parce que je veux me battre.

	— Avec Valence?

	— Oui.

	— Mais c'est Valence qui te battra, mon enfant; il est quatre fois fort comme toi.

	— Aussi, je ne veux pas me battre contre lui comme se battent les enfants, mais comme se battent les hommes.

	— Ah bah!

	— Cela tétonne? demanda l'enfant.

	— Non, dit Bonaparte. Et à quoi veux-tu te battre?

	— À lépée. — Mais les sergents seuls ont des épées, et ils ne vous en prêteront pas.

	— Nous nous passerons d'épées.

	— Et avec quoi vous battrez-vous?

	L'enfant montra au jeune mathématicien le compas avec lequel il venait de faire ses équations.

	— Oh! mon enfant, dit Bonaparte, c'est une bien mauvaise blessure que celle d'un compas.

	Tant mieux, répliqua Louis, je le tuerai.

	— Et, s'il te tue, toi?

	— J'aime mieux cela que de garder son soufflet.

	Bonaparte n'insista pas davantage: il aimait le courage par instinct: celui de son jeune camarade lui plut.

	— Eh bien soit! reprit-il; j'irai dire à Valence que tu veux te battre avec lui, mais demain.

	— Pourquoi demain?

	— Tu auras la nuit pour réfléchir.

	— Et d'ici à demain, répliqua l'enfant, Valence croira que je suis un lâche!

	Puis, secouant la tête:

	— C'est trop long d'ici à demain.

	Et il s'éloigna.

	— Où vas-tu? lui demanda Bonaparte.

	— Je vais demander à un autre s'il veut être mon ami.

	— Je ne le suis donc plus, moi?

	— Tu ne l'es plus, puisque tu me crois un lâche.

	— C'est bien, dit le jeune homme en se levant.

	— Tu y vas?

	— J'y vais.

	— Tout de suite?

	— Tout de suite.

	— Ah! s'écria l'enfant, je te demande pardon: tu es toujours mon ami.

	Et il lui sauta au cou en pleurant.

	C'étaient les premières larmes qu'il avait versées depuis le soufflet reçu.

	Bonaparte alla trouver Valence et lui expliqua gravement la mission dont il était chargé. Valence était un grand garçon de dix-sept ans, ayant déjà, comme chez certaines natures hâtives, de la barbe et des moustaches: il en paraissait vingt. II avait, en outre, la tête de plus que celui qu'il avait insulté.

	Valence répondit que Louis était venu lui tirer la queue de la même façon qu'il eût tiré un cordon de sonnette — on portait des queues à cette époque — qu'il l'avait prévenu deux fois de ne pas y revenir, que Louis y était revenu une troisième, et qu'alors, ne voyant en lui qu'un gamin, il l'avait traité comme un gamin.

	On alla porter la réponse de Valence à Louis, qui répliqua que tirer la queue d'un camarade n'était qu'une taquinerie, tandis que donner un soufflet était une insulte.

	L'entêtement donnait à un enfant de treize ans la logique d'un homme de trente.

	Le moderne Popilius retourna porter la guerre à Valence.

	Le jeune homme était fort embarrassé: il ne pouvait, sous peine de ridicule, se battre avec un enfant: s'il se battait et qu'il le blessât, c'était odieux; s'il était blessé lui-même, c'était à ne jamais s'en consoler de sa vie.

	Cependant l'entêtement de Louis, qui n'en démordait pas, rendait l'affaire grave.

	On assembla le conseil des grands, comme cela se faisait dans les circonstances sérieuses.

	Le conseil des grands décida qu'un des leurs ne pouvait pas se battre avec un enfant; mais que, puisque cet enfant s'obstinait à se regarder comme un jeune homme, Valence lui dirait devant tous ses compagnons qu'il était fâché de s'être laissé emporter à le traiter comme un enfant et que désormais il le regarderait comme un jeune homme.

	On envoya chercher Louis, qui attendait dans la chambre de son ami; on l'introduisit au milieu du cercle que faisaient dans la cour les jeunes élèves.

	Là, Valence, à qui ses camarades avaient dicté une sorte de discours longtemps débattu entre eux pour sauvegarder l'honneur des grands à l'endroit des petits, déclara à Louis qu'il était au désespoir de ce qui était arrivé, qu'il l'avait traité selon son âge, et non selon son intelligence et son courage, le priant de vouloir bien excuser sa vivacité et de lui donner la main en signe que tout était oublié.

	Mais Louis secoua la tête.

	— J'ai entendu dire un jour à mon père, qui est colonel, répliqua-t-il, que celui qui recevait un soufflet et qui ne se battait pas était un lâche. La première fois que je verrai mon père, je lui demanderai si celui qui donne le soufflet et qui fait des excuses pour ne pas se battre n'est pas plus lâche que celui qui l'a reçu.

	Les jeunes gens se regardèrent; mais l'avis général avait été contre un duel qui eût ressemblé à un assassinat, et les jeunes gens à l'unanimité, Bonaparte compris, affirmèrent à l'enfant qu'il devait se contenter de ce qu'avait dit Valence, ce que Valence avait dit étant le résumé de l'opinion générale.

	Louis se retira pâle de colère, et boudant son grand ami, qui, disait-il avec un imperturbable sérieux, avait abandonné les intérêts de son honneur.

	Le lendemain, à la leçon de mathématiques des grands, Louis se glissa dans la salle d'études, et, tandis que Valence faisait une démonstration sur la table noire, il s'approcha de lui sans que personne le remarquât, monta sur un tabouret, afin de parvenir à la hauteur de son visage, et lui rendit le soufflet qu'il en avait reçu la veille.

	— Là, dit-il, maintenant nous sommes quittes et j'ai tes excuses de plus; car, moi, je ne t'en ferai pas, tu peux bien être tranquille.

	Le scandale fut grand; le fait s'était passé en présence du professeur, qui fut obligé de faire son rapport au gouverneur de l'école, le marquis Tiburce Valence.

	Celui-ci qui ne connaissait pas les antécédents du soufflet reçu par son neveu, fit venir le délinquant devant lui, et après une effroyable semonce, lui annonça qu'il ne faisait plus partie de l'école, et qu'il devait le même jour se tenir prêt à retourner à Bourg, près de sa mère.

	Louis répondit que, dans dix minutes, son paquet serait fait, et que, dans un quart d'heure, il serait hors de l'école.

	Du soufflet qu'il avait reçu lui-même, il ne dit point un mot.

	La réponse parut plus qu'irrévérencieuse au marquis Tiburce Valence; il avait bonne envie d'envoyer l'insolent pour huit jours au cachot, mais il ne pouvait à la fois l'envoyer au cachot et le mettre à la porte.

	On donna à l'enfant un surveillant qui ne devait plus le quitter qu'après l'avoir déposé dans la voiture de Mâcon; madame de Montrevel serait prévenue d'aller recevoir son fils à la descente de la voiture. Bonaparte rencontra le jeune homme suivi de son surveillant, et lui demanda une explication sur cette espèce de garde de la connétablie attaché à sa personne.

	— Je vous raconterais cela si vous étiez encore mon ami, répondit l'enfant; mais vous ne l'êtes plus: pourquoi vous inquiétez-vous de ce qui m'arrive de bon ou de mauvais?

	Bonaparte fit un signe au surveillant, qui, tandis que Louis faisait sa petite malle, vint lui parler à la porte.

	Il apprit alors que l'enfant était chassé de l'école.

	La mesure était grave: elle désespérait toute une famille et brisait peut-être l'avenir de son jeune camarade.

	Avec cette rapidité de décision qui était un des signes caractéristiques de son organisation, il prit le parti de faire demander une audience au gouverneur, tout en recommandant au surveillant de ne pas presser le départ de Louis.

	Bonaparte était un excellent élève, fort aimé à l'école, fort estimé du marquis Tiburce Valence; sa demande lui fut donc accordée à l'instant même.

	Introduit près du gouverneur, il lui raconta tout, et, sans charger le moins du monde Valence, il tâcha d'innocenter Louis.

	— C'est vrai, ce que vous me racontez là, monsieur? demanda le gouverneur.

	— Interrogez votre neveu lui-même, je m'en rapporterai à ce qu'il vous dira.

	On envoya chercher Valence. Il avait appris l'expulsion de Louis et venait lui même raconter à son oncle ce qui s'était passé.

	Son récit fut entièrement conforme à celui du jeune Bonaparte.

	— C'est bien, dit le gouverneur; Louis ne partira pas, c'est vous qui partirez; vous êtes en âge de sortir de l'école.

	Puis, sonnant:

	— Que l'on me donne le tableau des sous-lieutenances vacantes, dit-il au planton.

	Le même jour, une sous-lieutenance était demandée d'urgence au ministre pour le jeune Valence.

	Le même soir, Valence partait pour rejoindre son régiment.

	Il alla dire adieu à Louis, qu'il embrassa moitié de gré, moitié de force, tandis que Bonaparte lui tenait les mains.

	L'enfant ne reçut l'accolade qu'à contrecoeur.

	— C'est bien pour maintenant, dit-il; mais, si nous nous rencontrons jamais et que nous ayons tous deux l'épée au côté…

	Un geste de menace acheva sa phrase.

	Valence partit.

	Le 10 octobre 1785, Bonaparte recevait lui-même son brevet de sous-lieutenant: il faisait partie des cinquante-huit brevets que Louis XVI venait de signer pour lécole militaire.

	Onze ans plus tard, le 15 novembre 1796, Bonaparte, général en chef de l'armée d'Italie, à la tête du pont d'Arcole, que défendaient deux régiments de Croates et deux pièces de canon, voyant la mitraille et la fusillade décimer ses rangs, sentant la victoire plier entre ses mains, s'effrayant de l'hésitation des plus braves, arrachait aux doigts crispés d'un mort un drapeau tricolore et s'élançait sur le pont en s'écriant: «Soldats! n'êtes-vous plus les hommes de Lodi?» lorsqu'il s'aperçut qu'il était dépassé par un jeune lieutenant qui le couvrait de son corps.

	Ce n'était point ce que voulait Bonaparte; il voulait passer le premier; il eût voulu, si la chose eût été possible, passer seul.

	Il saisit le jeune homme par le pan de son habit, et, le tirant en arrière:

	— Citoyen, dit-il, tu nes que lieutenant, je suis général en chef; à moi le pas.

	— Cest trop juste, répondit celui-ci.

	Et il suivit Bonaparte, au lieu de le précéder.

	Le soir, en apprenant que deux divisions autrichiennes avaient été complètement détruites, en voyant les deux mille prisonniers quil avait faits, en comptant les canons et les drapeaux enlevés, Bonaparte se souvint de ce jeune lieutenant quil avait trouvé devant lui au moment où il croyait navoir devant lui que la mort.

	— Berthier, dit-il, donne lordre à mon aide de camp Valence de me chercher un jeune lieutenant de grenadiers avec lequel jai eu une affaire ce matin sur le pont dArcole.

	— Général, répondit Berthier en balbutiant, Valence est blessé.

	— En effet, je ne lai pas vu aujourdhui. Blessé, où? comment? sur le champ de bataille?

	— Non général; il a pris hier une querelle et a reçu un coup dépée à travers la poitrine.

	Bonaparte fronce le sourcil:

	— On sait cependant autour de moi que je naime pas les duels; le sang dun soldat nest pas à lui, il est à la France. Donne lordre à Muiron, alors.

	— Il est tué, général.

	— À Elliot, en ce cas.

	— Tué aussi.

	Bonaparte tira un mouchoir de sa poche et le passa sur son front inondé de sueur.

	— À qui vous voudrez, alors; mais je veux voir ce lieutenant.

	Il n'osait plus nommer personne, de peur d'entendre encore retentir cette fatale parole: «Il est tué.»

	Un quart d'heure après, le jeune lieutenant était introduit sous sa tente.

	La lampe ne jetait qu'une faible lueur.

	— Approchez, lieutenant, dit Bonaparte.

	Le jeune homme fit trois pas et entra dans le cercle de lumière.

	— C'est donc vous, continua Bonaparte, qui vouliez ce matin passer avant moi?

	— C'était un pari que j'avais fait, général, répondit gaiement le jeune lieutenant, dont la voix fit tressaillir le général en chef.

	— Et je vous lai fait perdre?

	— Peut-être oui, peut-être non.

	— Et quel était ce pari?

	— Que je serais nommé aujourd'hui capitaine.

	— Vous avez gagné.

	— Merci, général.

	Et le jeune homme sélança comme pour serrer la main de Bonaparte; mais presque aussitôt il fit un mouvement en arrière.

	La lumière avait éclairé son visage pendant une seconde; cette seconde avait suffi au général en chef pour remarquer le visage comme il avait remarqué la voix.

	Ni l'un ni lautre ne lui étaient inconnus.

	Il chercha un instant dans sa mémoire; mais, trouvant sa mémoire rebelle:

	— Je vous connais, dit-il.

	— C'est possible, général.

	— C'est certain même; seulement je ne puis me rappeler votre nom.

	— Vous vous êtes arrangé, général, de manière qu'on n'oublie pas le vôtre.

	— Qui êtes-vous?

	— Demandez à Valence, général.

	Bonaparte poussa un cri de joie.

	— Louis de Montrevel, dit-il.

	Et il ouvrit ses deux bras.

	Cette fois, le jeune lieutenant ne fit point difficulté de s'y jeter.

	— C'est bien, dit Bonaparte, tu feras huit jours le service de ton nouveau grade, afin qu'on s'habitue à te voir sur le dos les épaulettes de capitaine, et puis tu remplaceras mon pauvre Muiron comme aide de, camp. Va!

	— Encore une fois, dit le jeune homme en faisant le geste d'un homme qui ouvre les bras.

	— Ah! ma foi! oui, dit Bonaparte avec joie.

	Et, le retenant contre lui après l'avoir embrassé une seconde fois:

	— Ah çà! c'est donc toi qui as donné un coup d'épée à Valence? lui demanda-t-il. — Dame! général, répondit le nouveau capitaine et le futur aide de camp, vous étiez là quand je le lui ai promis: un soldat n'a que sa parole.

	Huit jours après, le capitaine Montrevel faisait le service d'officier d'ordonnance près du général en chef qui avait remplacé son prénom de Louis, malsonnant à cette époque, par le pseudonyme de Roland.

	Et le jeune homme s'était consolé de ne plus descendre de saint

	Louis en devenant le neveu de Charlemagne.

	Roland — nul ne se serait avisé d'appeler le capitaine Montrevel

	Louis, du moment où Bonaparte lavait baptisé Roland — Roland fit

	avec le général en chef la campagne d'Italie, et revint avec lui à

	Paris, après la paix de Campo-Formio.

	Lorsque lexpédition d'Égypte fut décidée, Roland, que la mort du général de brigade de Montrevel, tué sur le Rhin tandis que son fils combattait sur l'Adige et le Mincio, avait rappelé près de sa mère, Roland fut désigné un des premiers par le général en chef pour prendre rang dans l'inutile mais poétique croisade qu'il entreprenait.

	Il laissa sa mère, sa soeur Amélie et son jeune frère Édouard à Bourg, ville natale du général de Montrevel; ils habitaient à trois quarts de lieue de la ville, c'est-à-dire aux Noires- Fontaines, une charmante maison à laquelle on donnait le nom de château, et qui, avec une ferme et quelques centaines d'arpents de terre situés aux environs, formait toute la fortune du général, six ou huit mille livres de rente à peu près.

	Ce fut une grande douleur au coeur de la pauvre veuve que le départ de Roland pour cette aventureuse expédition; la mort du père semblait présager celle du fils, et madame de Montrevel, douce et tendre créole, était loin d'avoir les âpres vertus d'une mère de Sparte ou de Lacédémone.

	Bonaparte, qui aimait de tout son coeur son ancien camarade de l'École militaire, avait permis à celui-ci de le rejoindre au dernier moment à Toulon.

	Mais la peur d'arriver trop tard empêcha Roland de profiter de la permission dans toute son étendue. Il quitta sa mère en lui promettant une chose qu'il n'avait garde de tenir: c'était de ne s'exposer que dans les cas d'une absolue nécessité, et arriva à Marseille huit jours avant que la flotte ne mît à la voile.

	Notre intention n'est pas plus de faire une relation de la campagne d'Égypte que nous n'en avons fait une de la campagne d'Italie. Nous n'en dirons que ce qui sera absolument nécessaire à l'intelligence de cette histoire et au développement du caractère de Roland.

	Le 19 mai 1798, Bonaparte et tout son état-major mettaient à la voile pour l'Orient; le 15 juin, les chevaliers de Malte lui rendaient les clefs de la citadelle. Le 2 juillet, l'armée débarquait au Marabout; le même jour, elle prenait Alexandrie; le 25, Bonaparte entrait au Caire après avoir battu les mameluks à Chébreïss et aux Pyramides.

	Pendant cette suite de marches et de combats, Roland avait été l'officier que nous connaissons, gai, courageux, spirituel, bravant la chaleur dévorante des jours, la rosée glaciale des nuits, se jetant en héros ou en fou au milieu des sabres turcs ou des balles bédouines.

	En outre, pendant les quarante jours de traversée, il n'avait point quitté l'interprète Ventura; de sorte qu'avec sa facilité admirable, il était arrivé, non point à parler couramment l'arabe, mais à se faire entendre dans cette langue.

	Aussi arrivait-il souvent que, quand le général en chef ne voulait point avoir recours à linterprète juré, c'était Roland qu'il chargeait de faire certaines communications aux muftis, aux ulémas et aux cheiks.

	Pendant la nuit du 20 au 21 octobre, le Caire se révolta; à cinq heures du matin, on apprit la mort du général Dupuy, tué d'un coup de lance; à huit heures du matin, au moment où l'on croyait être maître de linsurrection, un aide de camp du général mort accourut, annonçant que les Bédouins de la campagne menaçaient Bab-el-Nasr ou la porte de la Victoire.

	Bonaparte déjeunait avec son aide de camp Sulkowsky, grièvement blessé à Salahieh, et qui se levait à grand-peine de son lit de douleur.

	Bonaparte, dans sa préoccupation, oublia l'état dans lequel était le jeune Polonais.

	— Sulkowsky, dit-il, prenez quinze guides, et allez voir ce que nous veut cette canaille.

	Sulkowsky se leva.

	— Général, dit Roland, chargez-moi de la commission; vous voyez bien que mon camarade peut à peine se tenir debout.

	— C'est juste, dit Bonaparte; va.

	Roland sortit, prit quinze guides et partit.

	Mais l'ordre avait été donné à Sulkowsky, et Sulkowsky tenait à l'exécuter.

	Il partit de son côté avec cinq ou six hommes qu'il trouva prêts.

	Soit hasard, soit qu'il connût mieux que Roland les rues du Caire, il arriva quelques. secondes avant lui à la porte de la Victoire.

	En arrivant à son tour, Roland vit un officier que les Arabes emmenaient; ses cinq ou six hommes étaient déjà tués. Quelquefois les Arabes, qui massacraient impitoyablement les soldats, épargnaient les officiers dans l'espoir d'une rançon.

	Roland reconnut Sulkowsky; il le montra de la pointe de son sabre à ses quinze hommes, et chargea au galop.

	Une demi-heure après, un guide rentrait seul au quartier général, annonçant la mort de Sulkowsky, de Roland et de ses vingt et un compagnons. Bonaparte, nous l'avons dit, aimait Roland comme un frère, comme un fils, comme il aimait Eugène; il voulut connaître la catastrophe dans tous ses détails et interrogea le guide.

	Le guide avait vu un Arabe trancher la tête de Sulkowsky et attacher cette tête à l'arçon de sa selle.

	Quant à Roland, son cheval avait été tué. Pour lui, il s'était dégagé des étriers et avait combattu un instant à pied; mais bientôt il avait disparu dans une fusillade presque à bout portant.

	Bonaparte poussa un soupir, versa une larme, murmura: «Encore un!» et sembla n'y plus penser.

	Seulement, il s'informa à quelle tribu appartenaient les Arabes bédouins qui venaient de lui tuer deux des hommes qu'il aimait le mieux.

	Il apprit que c'était une tribu d'Arabes insoumis dont le village était distant de dix lieues à peu près.

	Bonaparte leur laissa un mois, afin qu'ils crussent bien à leur impunité; puis, un mois écoulé, il ordonna à un de ses aides de camp, nommé Croisier, de cerner le village, de détruire les buttes, de faire couper la tête aux hommes, de mettre les têtes dans des sacs, et d'amener au Caire le reste de la population, c'est-à-dire les femmes et les enfants.

	Croisier exécuta ponctuellement l'ordre; on amena au Caire toute la population de femmes et d'enfants que l'on put prendre, et, parmi cette population, un Arabe vivant, lié et garrotté sur son cheval.

	— Pourquoi cet homme vivant? demanda Bonaparte; j'avais dit de trancher la tête à tout ce qui était en état de porter les armes.

	— Général, dit Croisier, qui, lui aussi, baragouinait quelques mots d'arabe, au moment où j'allais faire couper la tête de cet homme, j'ai cru comprendre qu'il offrait d'échanger sa vie contre celle d'un prisonnier. J'ai pensé que nous aurions toujours le temps de lui couper la tête, et je l'ai amené. Si je me suis trompé, la cérémonie qui aurait dû avoir lieu là-bas se fera ici même; ce qui est différé n'est pas perdu.

	On fit venir l'interprète Ventura et l'on interrogea le Bédouin.

	Le Bédouin répondit qu'il avait sauvé la vie à un officier français, grièvement blessé à la porte de la Victoire; que cet officier, qui parlait un peu larabe, s'était dit aide de camp du général Bonaparte; qu'il lavait envoyé à son frère, qui exerçait la profession de médecin dans la tribu voisine; que l'officier était prisonnier dans cette tribu, et que, si on voulait lui promettre la vie, il écrirait à son frère de renvoyer le prisonnier au Caire.

	C'était peut-être une fable pour gagner du temps, mais c'était peut-être aussi la vérité; on ne risquait rien d'attendre.

	On plaça lArabe sous bonne garde, on lui donna un thaleb qui écrivit sous sa dictée, il scella la lettre de son cachet, et un Arabe du Caire partit pour mener la négociation.

	Il y avait, si le négociateur réussissait, la vie pour le Bédouin, cinq cents piastres pour le négociateur.

	Trois jours après, le négociateur revint ramenant Roland.

	Bonaparte avait espéré ce retour, mais il n'y avait pas cru. Ce coeur de bronze, qui avait paru insensible à la douleur, se fondit dans la joie. Il ouvrit ses bras à Roland comme au jour où il lavait retrouvé, et deux larmes, deux perles — les larmes de Bonaparte étaient rares — coulèrent de ses yeux.

	Quant à Roland, chose étrange! il resta sombre au milieu de la joie qu'occasionnait son retour, confirma le récit de lArabe, appuya sa mise en liberté, mais refusa de donner aucun détail personnel sur la façon dont il avait été pris par les bédouins et traité par le thaleb: quant à Sulkowsky, il avait été tué et décapité sous ses yeux; il n'y fallait donc plus songer.

	Seulement, Roland reprit son service d'habitude, et l'on remarqua que ce qui, jusque-là, avait été du courage chez lui, était devenu de la témérité; que ce qui avait été un besoin de gloire, semblait être devenu un besoin de mort.

	Dun autre côté, comme il arrive à ceux qui bravent le fer et le feu, le fer et le feu s'écartèrent miraculeusement de lui; devant, derrière Roland, à ses côtés, les hommes tombaient: lui restait debout, invulnérable comme le démon de la guerre.

	Lors de la campagne de Syrie, on envoya deux parlementaires sommer Djezzar-Pacha de rendre Saint-Jean d'Acre; les deux parlementaires ne reparurent plus: ils avaient eu la tête tranchée.

	On dut en envoyer un troisième: Roland se présenta, insista pour y aller, en obtint, à force d'instances, la permission du général en chef, et revint.

	Il fut de chacun des dix-neuf assauts qu'on livra à la forteresse; à chaque assaut on le vit parvenir sur la brèche: il fut un des dix hommes qui pénétrèrent dans la tour Maudite; neuf y restèrent, lui revint sans une égratignure.

	Pendant la retraite, Bonaparte ordonna à ce qui restait de cavaliers dans l'armée de donner leurs chevaux aux blessés et aux malades; c'était à qui ne donnerait pas son cheval aux pestiférés, de peur de la contagion.

	Roland donna le sien de préférence à ceux-ci: trois tombèrent de son cheval à terre; il remonta son cheval après eux, et arriva sain et sauf au Caire.

	À Aboukir, il se jeta au milieu de la mêlée, pénétra jusqu'au pacha en forçant la ceinture de noirs qui l'entouraient, l'arrêta par la barbe, et essuya le feu de ses deux pistolets, dont l'un brûla l'amorce seulement; la balle de l'autre passa sous son bras et alla tuer un guide derrière lui.

	Quand Bonaparte prit la résolution de revenir en France, Roland fut le premier à qui le général en chef annonça ce retour. Tout autre eût bondi de joie; lui resta triste et sombre, disant:

	— J'aurais mieux aimé que nous restassions ici, général; j'avais plus de chance d'y mourir.

	Cependant, c'eût été une ingratitude à lui de ne pas suivre le général en chef; il le suivit.

	Pendant toute la traversée, il resta morne et impassible. Dans les mers de Corse, on aperçut la flotte anglaise; là seulement, il sembla se reprendre à la vie. Bonaparte avait déclaré à l'amiral Gantheaume que l'on combattrait jusqu'à la mort, et avait donné lordre de faire sauter la frégate plutôt que d'amener le pavillon.

	On passa sans être vu au milieu de la flotte, et, le 8 octobre 1799, on débarqua à Fréjus.

	Ce fut à qui toucherait le premier la terre de France; Roland descendit le dernier.

	Le général en chef semblait ne faire attention à aucun de ces

	détails, pas un ne lui échappait; il fit partir Eugène, Berthier,

	Bourrienne, ses aides de camp, sa suite, par la route de Gap et de

	Draguignan.

	Lui prit incognito la route d'Aix, afin de juger par ses yeux de l'état du Midi, ne gardant avec lui que Roland.

	Dans l'espoir qu'à la vue de la famille, la vie rentrerait dans ce tueur brisé d'une atteinte inconnue, il lui avait annoncé, en arrivant à Aix, qu'il le laisserait à Lyon, et lui donnait trois semaines de congé à titre de gratification pour lui et de surprise à sa mère et à sa soeur.

	Roland avait répondu:

	— Merci, général; ma soeur et ma mère seront bien heureuses de me revoir.

	Autrefois Roland aurait répondu: «Merci, général, je serai bien heureux de revoir ma mère et ma soeur.»

	Nous avons assisté à ce qui s'était passé à Avignon; nous avons vu avec quel mépris profond du danger, avec quel dégoût amer de la vie Roland avait marché à un duel terrible. Nous avons entendu la raison qu'il avait donnée à sir John de son insouciance en face de la mort: la raison était-elle bonne ou mauvaise, vraie ou fausse? Sir John dut se contenter de celle-là; évidemment, Roland n'était point disposé à en donner d'autre.

	Et maintenant, nous lavons dit, tous deux dormaient ou faisaient semblant de dormir, rapidement emportés par le galop de deux chevaux de poste sur la route d'Avignon à Orange.

	VI — MORGAN

	Il faut que nos lecteurs nous permettent d'abandonner un instant Roland et sir John, qui, grâce à la disposition physique et morale dans laquelle nous les avons laissés, ne doivent leur inspirer aucune inquiétude, et de nous occuper sérieusement d'un personnage qui n'a fait qu'apparaître dans cette histoire et qui, cependant, doit y jouer un grand rôle.

	Nous voulons parler de l'homme qui était entré masqué et armé dans la salle de la table d'hôte d'Avignon, pour rapporter à Jean Picot le group de deux cents louis qui lui avait été volé par mégarde, confondu qu'il était avec largent du gouvernement.

	Nous avons vu que l'audacieux bandit, qui s'était donné à lui-même le nom de Morgan, était arrivé à Avignon, masqué, à cheval et en plein jour. Il avait, pour entrer dans l'hôtel du Palais-Égalité, laissé son cheval à la porte, et, comme si ce cheval eût joui dans la ville pontificale et royaliste de la même impunité que son maître, il lavait retrouvé au tournebride, l'avait détaché, avait sauté dessus, était sorti par la porte d'Oulle, avait longé les murailles au grand galop et avait disparu sur la route de Lyon.

	Seulement, à un quart de lieue d'Avignon, il avait ramené son manteau autour de lui pour dérober aux passants la vue de ses armes, et, ôtant son masque, il l'avait glissé dans une de ses fontes.

	Ceux qu'il avait laissés à Avignon si fort intrigués de ce que pouvait être ce terrible Morgan, la terreur du Midi, eussent pu alors, s'ils se fussent trouvés sur la route d'Avignon à Bédarrides, s'assurer par leurs propres yeux si l'aspect du bandit était aussi terrible que l'était sa renommée.

	Nous n'hésitons point à dire que les traits qui se fussent alors offerts à leurs regards leur auraient paru si peu en harmonie avec l'idée que leur imagination prévenue s'en était faite, que leur étonnement eût été extrême.

	En effet, le masque, enlevé par une main d'une blancheur et d'une délicatesse parfaites, venait de laisser à découvert le visage d'un jeune homme de vingt-quatre à vingt-cinq ans à peine, visage qui, par la régularité des traits et la douceur de la physionomie, eût pu le disputer à un visage de femme.

	Un seul détail donnait à cette physionomie ou plutôt devait lui donner, dans certains moments, un caractère de fermeté étrange: c'étaient, sous de beaux cheveux blonds flottant sur le front et sur les tempes, comme on les portait à cette époque, des sourcils, des yeux et des cils d'un noir d'ébène.

	Le reste du visage, nous lavons dit, était presque féminin.

	Il se composait de deux petites oreilles dont on n'apercevait que l'extrémité sous cette touffe de cheveux temporale à laquelle les incroyables de l'époque avaient donné le nom d'oreilles de chien; d'un nez droit et d'une proportion parfaite; d'une bouche un peu brande, mais rosée et toujours souriante, et qui, en souriant, laissait voir une double rangée de dents admirables; d'un menton fin et délicat, légèrement teinté de bleu et indiquant, par cette nuance, que, si sa barbe n'eût point été si soigneusement et si récemment faite, elle eût, protestant contre la couleur dorée de la chevelure, été du même ton que les sourcils, les cils et les yeux, c'est-à-dire du noir le plus prononcé.

	Quant à la taille de l'inconnu, on avait pu l'apprécier au moment où il était entré dans la salle de la table d'hôte: elle était élevée, bien prise, flexible, et dénotait, sinon une grande force musculaire, du moins une grande souplesse et une grande agilité.

	Quant à la façon dont il était à cheval, elle indiquait l'assurance d'un écuyer consommé.

	Son manteau rejeté sur son épaule, son masque caché dans ses fontes, son chapeau enfoncé sur ses yeux, le cavalier reprit l'allure rapide un instant abandonnée par lui, traversa Bédarrides au galop, et, arrivé aux premières maisons d'Orange, entra sous une porte qui se referma immédiatement derrière lui.

	Un domestique attendait et sauta au mors du cheval.

	Le cavalier mit rapidement pied à terre.

	— Ton maître est-il ici? demanda-t-il au domestique.

	— Non, monsieur le baron, répondit celui-ci; cette nuit, il a été forcé de partir, et il a dit que, si monsieur venait et le demandait, on répondît à monsieur qu'il voyageait pour les affaires de la compagnie.

	— Bien, Baptiste. Je lui ramène son cheval en bon état quoique un peu fatigué. Il faudrait le laver avec du vin, en même temps que tu lui donnerais, pendant deux ou trois jours, de l'orge au lieu d'avoine; il a fait quelque chose comme quarante lieues depuis hier matin.

	— Monsieur le_ _baron en a été content?

	— Très content. La voiture est-elle prête?

	— Oui, monsieur le baron, tout attelée sous la remise; le postillon boit avec Julien: monsieur avait recommandé qu'on loccupât hors de la maison pour qu'il ne le vît pas venir.

	— Il croit que c'est ton maître qu'il conduit?

	— Oui, monsieur le baron; voici le passeport de mon maître, avec lequel on a été prendre les chevaux à la poste, et, comme mon maître est allé du côté de Bordeaux avec le passeport de M. le baron, et que M. le baron va du côté de Genève avec le passeport de mon maître, il est probable que l'écheveau de fil sera assez embrouillé pour que dame police, si subtils que soient ses doigts, ne le dévide pas facilement.

	— Détache la valise qui est à la croupe du cheval, Baptiste, et donne-la-moi.

	Baptiste se mit en devoir d'obéir; seulement, la valise faillit lui échapper des mains.

	— Ah! dit-il en riant, M. le baron ne m'avait pas prévenu!

	Diable! M. le baron n'a pas perdu son temps, à ce qu'il paraît.

	— C'est ce qui te trompe, Baptiste: si je n'ai pas perdu tout mon temps, j'en ai au moins perdu beaucoup; aussi je voudrais bien repartir le plus tôt possible.

	— M. le baron ne déjeunera-t-il pas?

	— Je mangerai un morceau, mais très rapidement.

	— Monsieur ne sera pas retardé; il est deux heures de laprès- midi, et le déjeuner l'attend depuis dix heures du matin; heureusement que c'est un déjeuner froid.

	Et Baptiste se mit en devoir de faire, en l'absence de son maître, les honneurs de la maison à l'étranger en lui montrant la route de la salle à manger. — Inutile, dit celui-ci, je connais le chemin. Occupe-toi de la voiture; qu'elle soit sous l'allée, la portière tout ouverte au moment où je sortirai, afin que le postillon ne puisse me voir. Voilà de quoi lui payer sa première poste.

	Et l'étranger, désigné sous le titre de baron, remit à Baptiste une poignée d'assignats.

	— Ah! monsieur, dit celui-ci, mais il y a là de quoi payer le voyage jusqu'à Lyon!

	— Contente-toi de le payer jusqu'à Valence, sous prétexte que je veux dormir; le reste sera pour la peine que tu vas prendre à faire les comptes.

	— Dois-je mettre la valise dans le coffre?

	— Je l'y mettrai moi-même.

	Et, prenant la valise des mains du domestique, sans laisser voir qu'elle pesât à sa main, il s'achemina vers la salle à manger, tandis que Baptiste s'acheminait vers le cabaret voisin, en mettant de lordre dans ses assignats.

	Comme l'avait dit l'étranger, le chemin lui était familier; car il s'enfonça dans un corridor, ouvrit sans hésiter une première porte, puis une seconde, et, cette seconde porte ouverte, se trouva en face d'une table élégamment servie.

	Une volaille, deux perdreaux, un jambon froid, des fromages de plusieurs espèces, un dessert composé de fruits magnifiques, et deux carafes contenant, l'une du vin couleur de rubis, et l'autre du vin couleur de topaze, constituaient un déjeuner, qui, quoique évidemment servi pour une seule personne puisqu'un seul couvert était mis, pouvait, en cas de besoin, suffire à trois ou quatre convives.

	Le premier soin du jeune homme, en entrant dans la salle à manger, fut d'aller droit à une glace, d'ôter son chapeau, de rajuster ses cheveux avec un petit peigne qu'il tira de sa poche; après quoi, il s'avança vers un bassin de faïence surmonté de sa fontaine, prit une serviette qui paraissait préparée à cet effet, et se lava le visage et les mains.

	Ce ne fut qu'après ces soins — qui indiquaient l'homme élégant par habitude — ce ne fut, disons-nous, qu'après ces soins minutieusement accomplis que létranger se mit à table.

	Quelques minutes lui suffirent pour satisfaire un appétit auquel la fatigue et la jeunesse avaient cependant donné de majestueuses proportions; et, quand Baptiste reparut pour annoncer au convive solitaire que la voiture était prête, il le vit aussitôt debout que prévenu.

	L'étranger enfonça son chapeau sur ses yeux, s'enveloppa de son manteau, mit sa valise sous son bras, et, comme Baptiste avait eu le soin de faire approcher le marchepied aussi près que possible de la porte, il s'élança dans la chaise de poste sans avoir été vu du postillon.

	Baptiste referma la portière sur lui; puis, s'adressant à l'homme aux grosses bottes:

	— Tout est payé jusqu'à Valence, n'est-ce pas, postes et guides? demanda-t-il.

	— Tout; vous faut-il un reçu? répondit en goguenardant le postillon.

	— Non; mais M. le marquis de Ribier, mon maître, ne désire pas être dérangé jusqu'à Valence.

	— C'est bien, répondit le postillon avec le même accent gouailleur, on ne dérangera pas le citoyen marquis. Allons houp!

	Et il enleva ses chevaux en faisant résonner son fouet avec cette bruyante éloquence qui dit à la fois aux voisins et aux passants: «Gare ici, gare là-bas, ou sinon tant pis pour vous! je mène un homme qui paye bien et qui a le droit d'écraser les autres.»

	Une fois dans la voiture, le faux marquis de Ribier ouvrit les glaces, baissa les stores, leva la banquette, mit sa valise dans le coffre, s'assit dessus, s'enveloppa dans son manteau, et, sûr de n'être réveillé qu'à Valence, s'endormit comme il avait déjeuné, c'est-à-dire avec tout l'appétit de la jeunesse.

	On fit le trajet d'Orange à Valence en huit heures; un peu avant d'entrer dans la ville, notre voyageur se réveilla.

	Il souleva un store avec précaution et reconnut qu'il traversait le petit bourg de la Paillasse: il faisait nuit; il fit sonner sa montre: elle sonna onze heures du soir.

	Il jugea inutile de se rendormir, fit le compte des postes à payer jusquà Lyon, et prépara son argent.

	Au moment où le postillon de Valence s'approchait de son camarade qu'il allait remplacer, le voyageur entendit celui-ci qui disait à l'autre:

	— Il paraît que c'est un ci-devant; mais, depuis Orange, il est recommandé, et, vu qu'il paye vingt sous de guides, faut le mener comme un patriote. — C'est bon, répondit le Valentinois, on le mènera en conséquence.

	Le voyageur crut que c'était le moment d'intervenir, il souleva son store.

	— Et tu ne feras que me rendre justice, dit-il, un patriote, corbleu! je me vante d'en être un, et du premier calibre encore; et la preuve, tiens, voilà pour boire à la santé de la République!

	Et il donna un assignat de cent francs au postillon qui l'avait recommandé à son camarade.

	Et comme l'autre regardait d'un oeil avide le chiffon de papier:

	— Et voilà le pareil pour toi, dit-il, si tu veux faire aux autres la même recommandation que tu viens de recevoir.

	— Oh! soyez tranquille, citoyen, dit le postillon, il n'y aura qu'un mot d'ordre d'ici à Lyon: ventre à terre!

	— Et voici d'avance le prix des seize postes, y compris la double poste d'entrée; je paye vingt sous de guides; arrangez cela entre vous.

	Le postillon enfourcha son cheval et partit au galop.

	La voiture relayait à Lyon vers les quatre heures de l'après-midi.

	Pendant que la voiture relayait, un homme habillé en commissionnaire, et qui, son crochet sur le dos, se tenait assis sur une borne, se leva, s'approcha de la voiture et dit tout bas au jeune compagnon de Jéhu quelques paroles qui parurent jeter celui-ci dans le plus profond étonnement.

	— En es-tu bien sûr? demanda-t-il au commissionnaire.

	— Quand je te dis que je l'ai vu, de mes yeux vu! répondit ce dernier.

	— Je puis donc annoncer à nos amis la nouvelle comme certaine?

	— Tu le peux; seulement, hâte-toi.

	— Est-on prévenu à Serval?

	— Oui; tu trouveras un cheval prêt, entre Serval et Sue.

	Le postillon s'approcha; le jeune homme échangea un dernier regard avec le commissionnaire qui s'éloigna comme s'il était chargé d'une lettre très pressée.

	— Quelle route, citoyen? demanda le postillon.

	— La route de Bourg; il faut que je sois à Serval à neuf heures du soir; je paye trente sous de guides.

	— Quatorze lieues en cinq heures, c'est dur; mais, enfin, cela peut se faire.

	— Cela se fera-t-il?

	— On tâchera.

	Et le postillon enleva ses chevaux au grand galop.

	À neuf heures sonnantes, on entrait dans Serval.

	— Un écu de six livres pour ne pas relayer et me conduire à moitié chemin de Sue! cria par la portière le jeune homme au postillon.

	— Ça va! répondit celui-ci.

	Et la voiture passa sans s'arrêter devant la poste.

	À un demi-quart de lieue de Serval, Morgan fit arrêter la voiture, passa sa tête par la portière, rapprocha ses mains, et imita le cri du chat-huant.

	L'imitation était si fidèle, que, des bois voisins, un chat-huant lui répondit.

	— C'est ici, cria Morgan.

	Le postillon arrêta ses chevaux.

	— Si c'est ici, dit-il, inutile d'aller plus loin.

	Le jeune homme prit la valise, ouvrit la portière, descendit, et, s'approchant du postillon

	— Voici l'écu de six livres promis.

	Le postillon prit lécu, le mit dans lorbite de son oeil, et ly maintint comme un élégant de nos jours y maintient son lorgnon.

	Morgan devina que cette pantomime avait une signification.

	— Eh bien, demanda-t-il que veut dire cela?

	— Cela veut dire, fit le postillon, que, j'ai beau faire, j'y vois d'un oeil.

	— Je comprends, reprit le jeune homme en riant, et si je bouche l'autre oeil…

	— Dame! je n'y verrai plus.

	— En voilà un drôle, qui aime mieux être aveugle que borgne!

	Enfin, il ne faut pas disputer des goûts; tiens!

	Et il lui donna un second écu.

	Le postillon le mit sur son autre oeil, fit tourner la voiture, et reprit le chemin de Serval.

	Le compagnon de Jéhu attendit qu'il se fût perdu dans l'obscurité, et, approchant de sa bouche une clef forée, il en tira un son prolongé et tremblotant, comme celui d'un sifflet de contremaître.

	Un son pareil lui répondit.

	Et, en même temps, on vit un cavalier sortir du bois et s'approcher au galop.

	À la vue de ce cavalier, Morgan se couvrit de nouveau le visage de son masque.

	— Au nom de qui venez-vous? demanda le cavalier, dont on ne pouvait point voir la figure, cachée qu'elle était sous les bords d'un énorme chapeau.

	— Au nom du prophète Élisée, répondit le jeune homme masqué.

	— Alors c'est vous que j'attends.

	Et il descendit de cheval.

	— Es-tu prophète ou disciple? demanda Morgan.

	— Je suis disciple, répondit le nouveau venu.

	— Et ton maître, où est-il?

	— Vous le trouverez à la chartreuse de Seillon.

	— Sais-tu le nombre des compagnons qui y sont réunis ce soir?

	— Douze.

	— C'est bien; si tu en rencontres quelques autres, envoie-les au rendez-vous.

	Celui qui s'était donné le titre de disciple s'inclina en signe d'obéissance, aida Morgan à attacher la valise sur la croupe de son cheval, et le tint respectueusement par le mors, tandis que celui-ci montait.

	Sans même attendre que son second pied eût atteint l'étrier, Morgan piqua son cheval, qui arracha le mors des mains du domestique et partit au galop.

	On voyait à la droite de la route s'étendre la forêt de Seillon, comme une mer de ténèbres dont le vent de la nuit faisait onduler et gémir les vagues sombres.

	À un quart de lieue au delà de Sue, le cavalier poussa son cheval à travers terres, et alla au-devant de la forêt, qui, de son coté, semblait venir au-devant de lui.

	Le cheval, guidé par une main expérimentée, s'y enfonça sans hésitation.

	Au bout de dix minutes, il reparut de l'autre côté.

	À cent pas de la forêt s'élevait une masse sombre, isolée au milieu de la plaine.

	C'était un bâtiment d'une architecture massive, ombragé par cinq ou six arbres séculaires.

	Le cavalier s'arrêta devant une grande porte au-dessus de laquelle étaient placées, en triangle, trois statues: celle de la Vierge, celle de Notre-Seigneur Jésus, et celle de saint Jean-Baptiste. La statue de la Vierge marquait le point le plus élevé du triangle.

	Le voyageur mystérieux était arrivé au but de son voyage, c'est-à- dire à la chartreuse de Seillon.

	La chartreuse de Seillon, la vingt-deuxième de l'ordre, avait été fondée en 1178. En 1672, un bâtiment moderne avait été substitué au vieux monastère; c'est de cette dernière construction que l'on voit encore aujourd'hui les vestiges.

	Ces vestiges sont, à l'extérieur, la façade que, nous avons dite, façade ornée de trois statues, et devant laquelle nous avons vu s'arrêter le cavalier mystérieux; à l'intérieur, une petite chapelle ayant son entrée à droite sous la grande porte.

	Un paysan, sa femme, deux enfants l'habitent à cette heure, et, de l'ancien monastère, ils ont fait une ferme.

	En 1791, les chartreux avaient été expulsés de leur couvent; en 1792, la chartreuse et ses dépendances avaient été mises en vente comme propriété ecclésiastique.

	Les dépendances étaient d'abord le parc, attenant aux bâtiments, et ensuite la belle forêt qui porte encore aujourd'hui le nom de Seillon.

	Mais, à Bourg, ville royaliste et surtout religieuse, personne ne risqua de compromettre son âme, en achetant un bien qui avait appartenu à de dignes moines que chacun vénérait. Il en résultait que le couvent, le parc et la forêt étaient devenus, sous le titre de biens de l'État, la propriété de la République, c'est-à-dire n'appartenaient à personne — ou, du moins, restaient délaissés — car la République, depuis sept ans, avait eu bien autre chose à penser que de faire recrépir des murs, entretenir un verger, et mettre en coupe réglée une forêt.

	Depuis sept ans donc, la chartreuse était complètement abandonnée, et quand, par hasard, un regard curieux pénétrait par le trou de la serrure, il voyait l'herbe poussant dans les cours comme les ronces dans le verger, comme les broussailles dans la forêt, laquelle, percée à cette époque d'une route et de deux ou trois sentiers seulement, était partout ailleurs, en apparence du moins, devenue impraticable.

	Une espèce de pavillon, nommé la Correrie, dépendant de la chartreuse et distant du monastère d'un demi-quart de lieue, verdissait de son côté dans la forêt, laquelle, profitant de la liberté qui lui était laissée de pousser à sa fantaisie, l'avait enveloppé de tout côté d'une ceinture de feuillages, et avait fini par le dérober à la vue.

	Au reste, les bruits les plus étranges couraient sur ces deux bâtiments: on les disait hantés par des hôtes invisibles le jour, effrayants la nuit; des bûcherons ou des paysans attardés, qui parfois allaient encore exercer dans la forêt de la République les droits d'usage dont la ville de Bourg jouissait du temps des chartreux, prétendaient avoir vu, à travers les fentes des volets fermés, courir des flammes dans les corridors et dans les escaliers, et avoir distinctement entendu des bruits de chaînes traînant sur les dalles des cloîtres et les pavés des cours. Les esprits forts niaient la chose; mais, en opposition avec les incrédules, deux sortes de gens laffirmaient et donnaient, selon leurs opinions et leurs croyances, à ces bruits effrayants et à ces lueurs nocturnes, deux causes différentes: les patriotes prétendaient que c'étaient les âmes des pauvres moines que la tyrannie des cloîtres avait ensevelis vivants dans les in-pace, qui revenaient en appelant la vengeance du ciel sur leurs persécuteurs, et qui traînaient après leur mort les fers dont ils avaient été chargés pendant leur vie; les royalistes disaient que c'était le diable en personne qui, trouvant un couvent vide et n'ayant plus à craindre le goupillon des dignes religieux, venait tranquillement prendre ses ébats là où autrefois il n'eût pas osé hasarder le bout de sa griffe; mais il y avait un fait qui laissait toute chose en suspens: c'est que pas un de ceux qui niaient ou qui affirmaient — soit qu'il eût pris parti pour les âmes des moines martyrs ou pour le sabbat tenu par Belzébuth — n'avait eu le courage de se hasarder dans les ténèbres et de venir, aux heures solennelles de la nuit, s'assurer de la vérité, afin de pouvoir dire le lendemain si la chartreuse était solitaire ou hantée, et, si elle était hantée, quelle espèce d'hôtes y revenaient.

	Mais sans doute tous ces bruits, fondés on non, n'avaient aucune influence sur le cavalier mystérieux; car, ainsi que nous l'avons dit, quoique neuf heures sonnassent à Bourg, et que, par conséquent, il fît nuit close, il arrêta son cheval à la porte du monastère abandonné, et, sans mettre pied à terre, tirant un pistolet de ses fontes, il frappa du pommeau contre la porte trois coups espacés à la manière des francs-maçons.

	Puis il écouta.

	Un instant il avait douté qu'il y eût réunion à la chartreuse, car, si fixement qu'il eût regardé, si attentivement qu'il eût prêté l'oreille; il n'avait vu aucune lumière, n'avait entendu aucun bruit.

	Cependant, il lui sembla qu'un pas circonspect s'approchait intérieurement de la porte.

	Il frappa une seconde fois avec la même arme et de la même façon.

	— Qui frappe? demanda une voix.

	— Celui qui vient de la part d'Élisée, répondit le voyageur.

	— Quel est le roi auquel les fils d'Isaac doivent obéir?

	— Jéhu.

	— Quelle est la maison qu'ils doivent exterminer?

	— Celle d'Achab.

	— Êtes-vous prophète ou disciple?

	— Je suis prophète.

	— Alors, soyez le bienvenu dans la maison du Seigneur, dit la voix.

	Aussitôt les barres de fer qui assuraient la massive clôture basculèrent sur elles-mêmes, les verrous grincèrent dans les tenons, un des battants de la porte s'ouvrit silencieusement, et le cheval et le cavalier s'enfoncèrent sous la sombre voûte qui se referma derrière eux.

	Celui qui avait ouvert cette porte, si lente à s'ouvrir, si prompte à se refermer, était vêtu de la longue robe blanche des chartreux, dont le capuchon, retombant sur son visage, voilait entièrement ses traits.

	VII — LA CHARTREUSE DE SEILLON

	Sans doute, de même que le premier affilié rencontré sur la route de Sue par celui qui venait de se donner le titre de prophète, le moine qui avait ouvert la porte n'occupait qu'un rang secondaire dans la confrérie car, saisissant la bride du cheval, il le maintint tandis que le cavalier mettait pied à terre, rendant ainsi au jeune homme le même service que lui eût rendu un palefrenier.

	Morgan descendit, détacha la valise, tira les pistolets de leurs fontes, les passa à sa ceinture, près de ceux qui y étaient déjà, et, s'adressant au moine d'un ton de commandement

	— Je croyais, dit-il, trouver les frères réunis en conseil.

	— Ils sont réunis, en effet, répondit le moine.

	— Où cela?

	— Dans la Correrie; on a vu, depuis quelques jours, rôder autour de la chartreuse des figures suspectes, et des ordres supérieurs ont ordonné les plus grandes précautions.

	Le jeune homme haussa les épaules en signe qu'il regardait ces précautions comme inutiles, et, toujours du même ton de commandement:

	— Faites mener ce cheval à lécurie et conduisez-moi au conseil, dit-il.

	Le moine appela un autre frère aux mains duquel il jeta la bride du cheval, prit une torche qu'il alluma à une lampe brûlant dans la petite chapelle que l'on peut, aujourd'hui encore, voir à droite sous la grande porte, et marcha devant le nouvel arrivé.

	Il traversa le cloître, fit quelques pas dans le jardin, ouvrit une porte conduisant à une espèce de citerne, fit entrer Morgan, referma aussi soigneusement la porte de la citerne qu'il avait refermé celle de la rue, poussa du pied une pierre qui semblait se trouver là par hasard, démasqua un anneau et souleva une dalle fermant l'entrée d'un souterrain dans lequel on descendait par plusieurs marches.

	Ces marches conduisaient à un couloir arrondi en voûte et pouvant donner passage à deux hommes s'avançant de front.

	Nos deux personnages marchèrent ainsi pendant cinq à six minutes, après lesquelles ils se trouvèrent en face d'une grille. Le moine tira une clef de dessous sa robe et l'ouvrit. Puis, quand tous deux eurent franchi la grille et que la grille se fut refermée:

	— Sous quel nom vous annoncerai-je? demanda le moine.

	— Sous le nom de frère Morgan.

	— Attendez ici; dans cinq minutes je serai de retour.

	Le jeune homme fit de la tête un signe qui annonçait qu'il était familiarisé avec toutes ces défiances et toutes ces précautions. Puis il s'assit sur une tombe — on était dans les caveaux mortuaires du couvent —, et il attendit.

	En effet, cinq minutes ne s'étaient point écoulées, que le moine reparut.

	— Suivez-moi, dit-il: les frères sont heureux de votre présence; ils craignaient qu'il ne vous fût arrivé malheur.

	Quelques secondes plus tard, frère Morgan était introduit dans la salle du conseil.

	Douze moines l'attendaient, le capuchon rabattu sur les yeux; mais, dès que la porte se fut refermée derrière lui et que le frère servant eut disparu, en même temps que Morgan lui-même ôtait son masque, tous les capuchons se rabattirent et chaque moine laissa voir son visage.

	Jamais communauté n'avait brillé par une semblable réunion de beaux et joyeux jeunes gens.

	Deux ou trois seulement, parmi ces étranges moines, avaient atteint l'âge de quarante ans.

	Toutes les mains se tendirent vers Morgan; deux ou trois accolades furent données au nouvel arrivant.

	— Ah! par ma foi, dit l'un de ceux qui l'avaient embrassé le plus tendrement, tu nous tires une fameuse épine hors du pied: nous te croyions mort ou tout au moins prisonnier.

	— Mort, je te le passe, Amiet; mais prisonnier, non, citoyen, comme on dit encore quelquefois — et comme on ne dira bientôt plus, j'espère — il faut même dire que les choses se sont passées de part et d'autre avec une aménité touchante: dès qu'il nous ont aperçus, le conducteur a crié au postillon d'arrêter; je crois même qu'il a ajouté: «Je sais ce que c'est». — Alors, lui ai-je dit, si vous savez ce que c'est, mon cher ami, les explications ne seront pas longues. — L'argent du gouvernement? a-t-il demandé. - - Justement, ai-je répondu. Puis, comme il se faisait un grand remue-ménage dans la voiture: «Attendez, mon ami, ai-je ajouté; avant tout, descendez, et dites à ces messieurs, et surtout à ces dames, que nous sommes des gens comme il faut, qu'on ne les touchera pas — ces dames, bien entendu — et que l'on ne regardera que celles qui passeront la tête par la portière.» Une s'est hasardée, ma foi! il est vrai qu'elle était charmante… Je lui ai envoyé un baiser; elle a poussé un petit cri et s'est réfugiée dans la voiture, ni plus ni moins que Galatée; mais comme il n'y avait pas de saules, je ne l'y ai pas poursuivie. Pendant ce temps, le conducteur fouillait dans sa caisse en toute hâte, et il se hâtait si bien, qu'avec l'argent du gouvernement, il m'a remis, dans sa précipitation, deux cents louis appartenant à un pauvre marchand de vin de Bordeaux.

	— Ah! diable! fit celui des frères auquel le narrateur avait donné le nom d'Amiet, qui probablement, comme celui de Morgan, n'était qu'un nom de guerre, voilà qui est fâcheux! Tu sais que le Directoire, qui est plein d'imagination, organise des compagnies de chauffeurs qui opèrent en notre nom, et qui ont pour but de faire croire que nous en voulons aux pieds et aux bourses dès particuliers, c'est-à-dire que nous sommes de simples voleurs.

	— Attendez donc, reprit Morgan, voilà justement ce qui m'a retardé; j'avais entendu dire quelque chose de pareil à Lyon, de sorte que j'étais déjà à moitié chemin de Valence quand je me suis aperçu de l'erreur par l'étiquette. Ce n'était pas bien difficile, il y avait sur le sac, comme si le bonhomme eût prévu le cas: Jean Picot, marchand de vin à Fronsac, près Bordeaux.

	— Et tu lui as renvoyé son argent?

	— J'ai mieux fait, je le lui ai reporté.

	— À Fronsac?

	— Oh! non, mais à Avignon. Je me suis douté qu'un homme si soigneux devait s'être arrêté à la première ville un peu importante pour prendre des informations sur ses deux cents louis. Je ne me trompais pas: je m'informe à l'hôtel si l'on connaît le citoyen Jean Picot; on me répond que non seulement on le connaît, mais qu'il dîne à table d'hôte. J'entre. Vous devinez de quoi l'on parlait: de l'arrestation de la diligence. Jugez de l'effet de lapparition! le dieu antique descendant dans la machine ne faisait pas un dénouement plus inattendu. Je demande lequel de tous les convives s'appelle Jean Picot; celui qui porte ce nom distingué et harmonieux se montre. Je dépose devant lui les deux cents louis en lui faisant mes excuses, au nom de la société, de l'inquiétude que lui ont causée les compagnons de Jéhu. J'échange un signe d'amitié avec Barjols, un salut de politesse avec l'abbé de Rians, qui étaient là; je tire ma révérence à la compagnie et je sors. C'est peu de chose; mais cela m'a pris une quinzaine d'heures: de là le retard. J'ai pensé que mieux valait être en retard et ne pas laisser sur nos traces une fausse opinion de nous. Ai-je bien fait, mes maîtres?

	La société éclata en bravos.

	— Seulement, dit un des assistants, je trouve assez imprudent, à vous, d'avoir tenu à remettre l'argent vous-même au citoyen Jean Picot.

	— Mon cher colonel, répondit le jeune homme, il y a un proverbe d'origine italienne qui dit: «Qui veut va, qui ne veut pas envoie.» Je voulais, j'ai été.

	— Et voilà un gaillard qui, pour vous remercier, si vous avez un jour la mauvaise chance de tomber entre les mains du Directoire, se hâterait de vous reconnaître; reconnaissance qui aurait pour résultat de vous faire couper le cou.

	— Oh! Je l'en défie bien de me reconnaître.

	— Qui l'en empêcherait?

	— Ah çà! mais vous croyez donc que je fais mes équipées à visage découvert? En vérité, mon cher colonel, vous me prenez pour un autre. Quitter mon masque, c'est bon entre amis; mais avec les étrangers, allons donc. Ne sommes-nous pas en plein carnaval? Je ne vois pas pourquoi je ne me déguiserais pas en Abellino ou en Karl Moor, quand MM. Gohier, Sieyès, Roger Ducos, Moulin et Barras se déguisent en rois de France.

	— Et vous êtes entré masqué dans la ville?

	— Dans la ville, dans l'hôtel, dans la salle de la table d'hôte. Il est vrai que, si le visage était couvert, la ceinture était découverte, et, comme vous voyez, elle était bien garnie.

	Le jeune homme fit un mouvement qui écarta son manteau, et montra sa ceinture, à laquelle étaient passés quatre pistolets et suspendu un court couteau de chasse.

	Puis, avec cette gaieté qui semblait un des caractères dominants de cette insoucieuse organisation:

	— Je devais avoir l'air féroce, n'est-ce pas? Ils m'auront pris pour feu Mandrin descendant des montagnes de la Savoie. À propos, voilà les soixante mille francs de Son Altesse le Directoire.

	Et le jeune homme poussa dédaigneusement du pied la valise qu'il avait déposée à terre et dont les entrailles froissées rendirent ce son métallique qui indique la présence de l'or.

	Puis il alla se confondre dans le groupe de ses amis, dont il avait été séparé par cette distance qui se fait naturellement entre le narrateur et ses auditeurs.

	Un des moines se baissa et ramassa la valise.

	— Méprisez l'or tant que vous voudrez, mon cher Morgan, puisque cela ne vous empêche pas de le recueillir; mais je sais de braves gens qui attendent les soixante mille francs que vous crossez dédaigneusement du pied, avec autant d'impatience et d'anxiété que la caravane égarée au désert attend la goutte d'eau qui lempêchera de mourir de soif.

	— Nos amis de la Vendée, n'est-ce pas? répondit Morgan; grand bien leur fasse! Les égoïstes, ils se battent, eux. Ces messieurs ont choisi les roses et nous laissent les épines. Ah çà! mais ils ne reçoivent donc rien de l'Angleterre?

	— Si fait, dit gaiement un des moines; à Quiberon, ils ont reçu des boulets et de la mitraille.

	— Je ne dis pas des Anglais, reprit Morgan, je dis de lAngleterre.

	— Pas un sou.

	— Il me semble, cependant, dit un des assistants, qui paraissait posséder une tête un peu plus réfléchie que celles de ses compagnons, il me semble que nos princes pourraient bien envoyer un peu d'or à ceux qui versent leur sang pour la cause de la monarchie! Ne craignent-ils pas que la Vendée finisse par se lasser, un jour ou l'autre, d'un dévouement qui, jusqu'au- jourd'hui, ne lui a pas encore valu, que je sache, même un remerciement?

	— La Vendée, cher ami, reprit Morgan, est une terre généreuse et qui ne se lassera pas, soyez tranquille; d'ailleurs, quel serait le mérite de la fidélité, si elle n'avait point affaire à lingratitude? Du moment où le dévouement rencontre la reconnaissance, ce n'est plus du dévouement: c'est un échange, puisqu'il est récompensé. Soyons fidèles toujours, soyons dévoués tant que nous pourrons, messieurs, et prions le ciel qu'il fasse ingrats ceux auxquels nous nous dévouons, et nous aurons, croyez- moi, la belle part dans lhistoire de nos guerres civiles.

	À peine Morgan achevait-il de formuler cet axiome chevaleresque et exprimait-il un souhait qui avait toute chance d'être accompli, que trois coups maçonniques retentirent à la même porte par laquelle il avait été introduit lui-même.

	— Messieurs, dit celui des moines qui paraissait remplir le rôle de président, vite les capuchons et les masques; nous ne savons pas qui nous arrive.

	VIII — À QUOI SERVAIT LARGENT DU DIRECTOIRE

	Chacun s'empressa d'obéir, les moines rabattant les capuchons de leurs longues robes sur leurs visages, Morgan remettant son masque.

	— Entrez! dit le supérieur.

	La porte s'ouvrit et l'on vit reparaître le frère servant.

	— Un émissaire du général Georges Cadoudal demande à être introduit, dit-il.

	— A-t-il répondu aux trois mots d'ordres?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Qu'il soit introduit.

	Le frère servant rentra dans le souterrain, et, deux secondes après, reparut, conduisant un homme qu'à son costume il était facile de reconnaître pour un paysan, et à sa tête carrée, coiffée de grands cheveux roux, pour un Breton.

	Il s'avança jusqu'au milieu du cercle sans paraître intimidé le moins du monde, fixant tour à tour ses yeux sur chacun des moines et attendant que lune de ces douze statues de granit rompît le silence.

	Ce fut le président qui lui adressa la parole:

	— De la part de qui viens-tu? lui demanda-t-il.

	— Celui qui m'a envoyé, répondit le paysan, m'a commandé, si l'on me faisait une question, de dire que je venais de la part de Jéhu.

	— Es-tu porteur d'un message verbal ou écrit?

	— Je dois répondre aux questions qui me seront faites par vous et échanger un chiffon de papier contre de largent.

	— C'est bien; commençons par les questions: où en sont nos frères de Vendée?

	— Ils avaient déposé les armes et n'attendaient qu'un mot de vous pour les reprendre.

	— Et pourquoi avaient-ils déposé les armes?

	— Ils en avaient reçu l'ordre de S. M. Louis XVIII.

	— On a parlé d'une proclamation écrite de la main même du roi.

	— En voici la copie.

	Le paysan présenta le papier au personnage qui linterrogeait.

	Celui-ci louvrit et lut:

	«La guerre n'est absolument propre qu'à rendre la royauté odieuse et menaçante. Les monarques qui rentrent par son secours sanglant ne peuvent jamais être aimés: il faut donc abandonner les moyens sanglants et se confier à l'empire de l'opinion, qui revient d'elle-même aux principes sauveurs. Dieu et le roi seront bientôt le cri de ralliement des Français; il faut réunir en un formidable faisceau les éléments épars du royalisme, abandonner la Vendée militante à son malheureux sort, et marcher dans une voie plus pacifique et moins incohérente. Les royalistes de l'Ouest ont fait leur temps, et l'on doit s'appuyer enfin sur ceux de Paris, qui ont tout préparé pour une restauration prochaine…»

	Le président releva la tête, et, cherchant Morgan d'un oeil dont son capuchon ne pouvait voiler entièrement léclair:

	— Eh bien, frère, lui dit-il, j'espère que voilà ton souhait de tout à l'heure accompli, et les royalistes de la Vendée et du Midi auront tout le mérite du dévouement.

	Puis, abaissant son regard sur la proclamation, dont restaient quelques lignes à lire, il continua:

	«Les Juifs avaient crucifié leur roi, depuis ce temps ils errent par tout le monde: les Français ont guillotiné le leur, ils seront dispersés par toute la terre.

	«Datée de Blankenbourg, le 25 août 1799, jour de notre fête, de notre règne le sixième.

	«Signé: Louis_._»

	Les jeunes gens se regardèrent.

	— Q_uos vultperdere Jupiter dementat_! dit Morgan.

	— Oui, dit le président; mais, quand ceux que Jupiter veut perdre représentent un principe, il faut les soutenir, non seulement contre Jupiter, mais contre eux-mêmes. Ajax, au milieu de la foudre et des éclairs, se cramponnait à un rocher, et, dressant au ciel son poing fermé, disait: «jéchapperai malgré les dieux…»

	Puis, se retournant du côté de l'envoyé de Cadoudal:

	— Et à cette proclamation qu'a répondu celui qui t'envoie?

	— À peu près ce que vous venez de répondre vous-même. Il m'a dit de venir voir et de m'informer de vous si vous étiez décidés à tenir malgré tout, malgré le roi lui-même.

	— Pardieu! dit Morgan.

	— Nous sommes décidés, dit le président.

	— En ce cas, dit le paysan, tout va bien. Voici les noms réels des nouveaux chefs et leurs noms de guerre; le général vous recommande de ne vous servir le plus possible dans vos correspondances que des noms de guerre: c'est le soin qu'il prend lorsque, de son côté, il parle de vous.

	— Vous avez la liste? demanda le président.

	— Non; je pouvais être arrêté, et la liste eût été prise.

	Écrivez, je vais vous dicter.

	Le président s'assit à sa table, prit une plume et écrivit sous la dictée du paysan vendéen les noms suivants:

	«Georges Cadoudal, Jéhu ou la Tête-ronde; Joseph Cadoudal, Judas Macchabée; Lahaye Saint-Hilaire, David; Burban Malabry, Brave-la-Mort; Poulpiquez, Royal-Carnage; Bonfils, Brise- Barrière; Dampherné, Piquevers; Duchayla, la Couronne; Duparc, le Terrible; la Roche, Mithridate; Puisage, Jean le Blond.»

	— Voilà les successeurs des Charrette, des Stofflet, des Cathelineau, des Bonchamp, des d'Elbée, des la Rochejacquelein et des Lescure! dit une voix.

	Le Breton se retourna vers celui qui venait de parler:

	— S'ils se font tuer comme leurs prédécesseurs, dit-il, que leur demanderez-vous?

	— Allons, bien répondu, dit Morgan; de sorte…?

	— De sorte que, dès que notre général aura votre réponse, reprit le paysan, il reprendra les armes.

	— Et si notre réponse eût été négative…? demanda une voix.

	— Tant pis pour vous! répondit le paysan; dans tous les cas, linsurrection était fixée au 20 octobre.

	— Eh bien, dit le président, le général aura, grâce à nous, de quoi payer son premier mois de solde. Où est votre reçu?

	— Le voici, dit le paysan tirant de sa poche un papier sur lequel étaient écrits ces mots:

	«Reçu de nos frères du Midi et de l'Est, pour être employée au bien de la cause, la somme de: «GEORGES CADOUDAL,

	«Général en chef de l'armée royaliste de Bretagne.»

	La somme, comme on voit, était restée en blanc.

	— Savez-vous écrire? demanda le président.

	— Assez pour remplir les trois ou quatre mots qui manquent.

	— Eh bien, écrivez: «Cent mille francs.»

	Le Breton écrivit; puis, tendant le papier au président:

	— Voici le reçu, dit-il; où est l'argent?

	— Baissez-vous, et ramassez le sac qui est à vos pieds; il contient soixante mille francs.

	Puis, s'adressant à un des moines:

	— Montbar, où sont les quarante autres mille? demanda-t-il.

	Le moine interpellé alla ouvrir une armoire et en tira un sac un peu moins volumineux que celui qu'avait rapporté Morgan, mais qui, cependant, contenait la somme assez ronde de quarante mille francs.

	— Voici la somme complète, dit le moine.

	— Maintenant, mon ami, dit le président, mangez et reposez-vous;

	demain, vous partirez.

	— On m'attend là-bas, dit le Vendéen; je mangerai et je dormirai

	sur mon cheval. Adieu, messieurs, le ciel vous garde!

	Et il s'avança, pour sortir, vers la porte par laquelle il était entré.

	— Attendez! dit Morgan.

	Le messager de Georges s'arrêta.

	— Nouvelle pour nouvelle, fit Morgan; dites au général Cadoudal que le général Bonaparte a quitté l'armée d'Égypte, est débarqué avant-hier à Fréjus et sera dans trois jours à Paris. Ma nouvelle vaut bien les vôtres; qu'en dites-vous?

	— Impossible! s'écrièrent tous les moines d'une voix.

	— Rien n'est pourtant plus vrai, messieurs; je tiens la chose de notre ami le Prêtre, qui l'a vu relayer une heure avant moi à Lyon et qui l'a reconnu.

	— Que vient-il faire en France? demandèrent deux ou trois voix.

	— Ma foi, dit Morgan, nous le saurons bien un jour ou l'autre; il est probable qu'il ne revient pas à Paris pour y garder lincognito.

	— Ne perdez pas un instant pour annoncer cette nouvelle à nos frères de l'Ouest, dit le président au paysan vendéen: tout à lheure je vous retenais; maintenant, c'est moi qui vous dis: «Allez!»

	Le paysan salua et sortit; le président attendit que la porte fût refermée:

	— Messieurs, dit-il, la nouvelle que vient de nous annoncer frère

	Morgan est tellement grave, que je proposerai une mesure spéciale.

	— Laquelle? demandèrent d'une seule voix les compagnons de Jéhu.

	— C'est que l'un de nous, désigné par le sort, parte pour Paris, et, avec le chiffre convenu, nous tienne au courant de tout ce qui se passera.

	— Adopté, répondirent-ils.

	— En ce cas, reprit le président, écrivons nos treize noms, chacun le sien, sur un morceau de papier; mettons-les dans un chapeau, et celui dont le nom sortira partira à l'instant même.

	Les jeunes gens, d'un mouvement unanime, s'approchèrent de la table, écrivirent leurs noms sur des carrés de papier qu'ils roulèrent, et les mirent dans un chapeau.

	Le plus jeune fut appelé pour être le prête-nom du hasard.

	Il tira un des petits rouleaux de papier et le présenta au président, qui le déplia.

	— Morgan, dit le président.

	— Mes instructions, demanda le jeune homme.

	— Rappelez-vous, répondit le président, avec une solennité à laquelle les voûtes de ce cloître prêtaient une suprême grandeur, que vous vous appelez le baron de Sainte-Hermine, que votre père a été guillotiné sur la place de la Révolution et votre frère tué à l'armée de Condé. Noblesse oblige! voilà vos instructions.

	— Et pour le reste, demanda le jeune homme.

	— Pour le reste? dit le président, nous nous en rapportons à votre royalisme et à votre loyauté.

	— Alors, mes amis, permettez-moi de prendre congé de vous à l'instant même; je voudrais être sur la route de Paris avant le jour, et j'ai une visite indispensable à faire avant mon départ.

	— Va! dit le président en ouvrant ses bras à Morgan; je t'embrasse au nom de tous les frères. À un autre je dirais: «sois brave, persévérant, actif!» à toi je dirai: «Sois prudent!»

	Le jeune homme reçut l'accolade fraternelle, salua d'un sourire ses autres amis, échangea une poignée de main avec deux ou trois d'entre eux, s'enveloppa de son manteau, enfonça son chapeau sur sa tête et sortit.

	IX — ROMÉO ET JULIETTE

	Dans la prévoyance dun prochain départ, le cheval de Morgan, après avoir été lavé, bouchonné, séché, avait reçu double ration d'avoine et avait été de nouveau sellé et bridé.

	Le jeune homme n'eut donc qu'à le demander et à sauter dessus.

	À peine fut-il en selle que la porte s'ouvrit comme par enchantement; le cheval s'élança dehors hennissant et rapide, ayant oublié sa première course et prêt à en dévorer une seconde.

	À la porte de la chartreuse, Morgan demeura un instant indécis, pour savoir s'il tournerait à droite ou à gauche; enfin, il tourna à droite, suivit un instant le sentier qui conduit de Bourg à Seillon, se jeta une seconde fois à droite, mais à travers plaine, s'enfonça dans un angle de forêt qu'il rencontra sur son chemin, reparut bientôt de l'autre côté du bois, gagna la grande route de Pont-d'Ain, la suivit pendant l'espace d'une demi-lieue à peu près, et ne s'arrêta qu'à un groupe de maisons que l'on appelle aujourd'hui la Maison-des-Gardes.

	Une de ces maisons portait pour enseigne un bouquet de houx, qui indiquait une de ces haltes campagnardes où les piétons se désaltèrent et reprennent des forces en se reposant un instant, avant de continuer le long et fatigant voyage de la vie.

	Ainsi qu'il avait fait à la porte de la chartreuse, Morgan s'arrêta, tira un pistolet de sa fonte et se servit de sa crosse comme d'un marteau; seulement, comme, selon toute probabilité, les braves gens qui habitaient l'humble auberge ne conspiraient pas, la réponse à l'appel du voyageur se fit plus longtemps attendre qu'à la chartreuse. Enfin, on entendit le pas du garçon d'écurie, alourdi par ses sabots; la porte cria, et le bonhomme qui venait de l'ouvrir, voyant un cavalier tenant un pistolet à la main, s'apprêta instinctivement à la refermer.

	— C'est moi, Pataut, dit le jeune homme; n'aie pas peur.

	— Ah! de fait, dit le paysan, c'est vous, monsieur Charles. Ah! je n'ai pas peur non plus; mais vous savez, comme disait M. le curé, du temps qu'il y avait un bon Dieu, les précautions, c'est la mère de la sûreté.

	— Oui, Pataut, oui, dit le jeune homme en mettant pied à terre et en glissant une pièce d'argent dans la main du garçon d'écurie; mais, sois tranquille, le bon Dieu reviendra, et, par contrecoup, M. le curé aussi.

	— Oh! quant à ça, fit le bonhomme, on voit bien qu'il n'y a plus personne là-haut, à la façon dont tout marche. Est-ce que ça durera longtemps encore comme ça, monsieur Charles?

	— Pataut, je te promets de faire de mon mieux pour que tu ne timpatientes pas trop, parole d'honneur! je ne suis pas moins pressé que toi. Aussi te prierai-je de ne pas te coucher, mon bon Pataut.

	— Ah! vous savez bien, monsieur, que, quand vous venez, c'est assez mon habitude de ne pas me coucher; et, quant au cheval… Ah çà! vous en changez donc tous les jours, de cheval? L'avant- dernière fois, c'était un alezan; la dernière fois, c'était un pommelé, et, aujourd'hui, c'est un noir.

	— Oui, je suis capricieux de ma nature. Quant au cheval, comme tu disais, mon cher Pataut, il n'a besoin de rien, et tu ne ten occuperas que pour le débrider. Laisse lui la selle sur le dos… Attends: remets donc ce pistolet dans les fontes, et puis garde- moi encore ces deux-là.

	Et le jeune homme détacha ceux qui étaient passés à sa ceinture et les donna au garçon d'écurie.

	— Bon! fit celui-ci en riant, plus que ça d'aboyeurs!

	— Tu sais, Pataut, on dit que les routes ne sont pas sûres.

	— Ah! je crois bien qu'elles ne sont pas sûres! nous nageons en plein brigandage, monsieur Charles. Est-ce qu'on n'a pas arrêté et dépouillé, pas plus tard que la semaine dernière, la diligence de Genève à Bourg?

	— Bah! fit Morgan; et qui accuse-t-on de ce vol?

	— Oh! c'est une farce; imaginez-vous qu'ils disent que c'est les compagnons de Jésus. Je n'en ai pas cru un mot, vous pensez bien; qu'est-ce que c'est que les compagnons de Jésus, sinon les douze apôtres?

	— En effet, dit Morgan avec son éternel et joyeux sourire, je n'en vois pas d'autres.

	— Bon! continua Pataut, accuser les douze apôtres de dévaliser les diligences, il ne manquerait plus que cela! Oh! je vous le dis, monsieur Charles, nous vivons dans un temps où l'on ne respecte plus rien.

	Et, tout en secouant la tête en misanthrope dégoûté, sinon de la vie, du moins des hommes, Pataut conduisit le cheval à l'écurie.

	Quant à Morgan, il regarda pendant quelques secondes Pataut s'enfoncer dans les profondeurs de la cour et dans les ténèbres des écuries; puis, tournant la haie qui ceignait le jardin, il descendit vers un grand massif d'arbres dont les hautes cimes se dressaient et se découpaient dans la nuit avec la majesté des choses immobiles, tout en ombrageant une charmante petite campagne qui portait, dans les environs, le titre pompeux de château des Noires-Fontaines.

	Comme Morgan atteignait le mur du château, l'heure sonna au clocher du village de Montagnac. Le jeune homme prêta loreille au timbre qui passait en vibrant dans latmosphère calme et silencieuse d'une nuit d'automne, et compta jusqu'à onze coups.

	Bien des choses, comme on le voit, s'étaient passées en deux heures.

	Morgan fit encore quelques pas, examina le mur, paraissant chercher un endroit connu, puis, cet endroit trouvé, introduisit la pointe de sa botte dans la jointure de deux pierres, s'élança comme un homme qui monte à cheval, saisit le chaperon du mur de la main gauche, d'un seul élan se trouva à califourchon sur le mur, et, rapide comme l'éclair, se laissa retomber de lautre côté.

	Tout cela s'était fait avec tant de rapidité, d'adresse et de légèreté, que, si quelqu'un eût passé par hasard en ce moment-là, il eût pu croire qu'il était le jouet d'une vision.

	Comme il avait fait d'un côté du mur, Morgan s'arrêta et écouta de l'autre, tandis que son oeil sondait, autant que la chose était possible, dans les ténèbres obscurcies par le feuillage des trembles et des peupliers, les profondeurs du petit buis.

	Tout était solitaire et silencieux. Morgan se hasarda de continuer son chemin. Nous disons se hasarda, parce qu'il y avait, depuis qu'il s'était approché du château des Noires-Fontaines, dans toutes les allures du jeune homme, une timidité et une hésitation si peu habituelles à son caractère, qu'il était évident que, cette fois, s'il avait des craintes, ces craintes n'étaient pas pour lui seul.

	Il gagna la lisière du bois en prenant les mêmes précautions.

	Arrivé sur une pelouse, à l'extrémité de laquelle s'élevait le petit château, il s'arrêta et interrogea la façade de la maison.

	Une seule fenêtre était éclairée, des douze fenêtres qui, sur trois étages, perçaient cette façade.

	Elle était au premier étage, à l'angle de la maison.

	Un petit balcon tout couvert de vignes vierges qui grimpaient le long de la muraille, s'enroulaient autour des rinceaux de fer et retombaient en festons, s'avançait au-dessous de cette fenêtre et surplombait le jardin.

	Aux deux côtés de la fenêtre, placés sur le balcon même, des arbres à larges feuilles s'élançaient de leurs caisses et formaient au-dessus de la corniche un berceau de verdure.

	Une jalousie, montant et descendant à l'aide de cordes, faisait une séparation entre le balcon et la fenêtre, séparation qui disparaissait à volonté.

	C'était à travers les interstices de la jalousie que Morgan avait vu la lumière.

	Le premier mouvement du jeune homme, fut de traverser la pelouse en droite ligne; mais, cette fois encore, les craintes dont nous avons parlé le retinrent.

	Une allée de tilleuls longeait la muraille et conduisait à la maison.

	Il fit un détour et s'engagea sous la voûte obscure et feuillue.

	Puis, arrivé à l'extrémité de lallée, il traversa, rapide comme un daim effarouché, l'espace libre, et se trouva au pied de la muraille, dans lombre épaisse projetée par la maison.

	Il fit quelques pas à reculons, les yeux fixés sur la fenêtre, mais de manière à ne pas sortir de l'ombre.

	Puis, arrivé au point calculé par lui, il frappa trois fois dans ses mains.

	À cet appel, une ombre s'élança du fond de l'appartement, et vint, gracieuse, flexible, presque transparente, se coller à la fenêtre.

	Morgan renouvela le signal.

	Aussitôt la fenêtre s'ouvrit, la jalousie se leva, et une ravissante jeune fille, en peignoir de nuit avec sa chevelure blonde ruisselant sur ses épaules, parut dans lencadrement de verdure.

	Le jeune homme tendit les bras à celle dont les bras étaient tendus vers lui, et deux noms, ou plutôt deux cris sortis du coeur, se croisèrent, allant au-devant l'un de lautre.

	— Charles!

	— Amélie!

	Puis le jeune homme bondit contre la muraille, s'accrocha aux tiges des vigies, aux aspérités de la pierre, aux saillies des corniches, et en une seconde se trouva sur le balcon.

	Ce que les deux beaux jeunes gens se dirent alors ne fut qu'un murmure d'amour perdu dans un interminable baiser.

	Mais, par un doux effort, le jeune homme entraîna d'un bras la jeune fille dans la chambre, tandis que l'autre lâchait les cordons de la jalousie, qui retombait bruyante derrière eux.

	Derrière la jalousie la fenêtre se referma.

	Puis la lumière s'éteignit, et toute la façade du château des

	Noires-Fontaines se trouva dans l'obscurité.

	Cette obscurité durait depuis un quart d'heure à peu près, lorsqu'on entendit le roulement d'une voiture sur le chemin qui conduisait de la grande route de Pont-d'Ain à l'entrée du château.

	Puis le bruit cessa; il était évident que la voiture venait de s'arrêter devant la grille.

	X — LA FAMILLE DE ROLAND

	Cette voiture qui s'arrêtait à la porte était celle qui ramenait à sa famille Roland, accompagné de sir John.

	On était si loin de l'attendre, que, nous l'avons dit, toutes les lumières de la maison étaient éteintes, toutes les fenêtres dans l'obscurité, même celle d'Amélie.

	Le postillon, depuis cinq cents pas, faisait bien claquer son fouet à outrance; mais le bruit était insuffisant pour réveiller des provinciaux dans leur premier sommeil.

	La voiture une fois arrêtée, Roland ouvrit la portière, sauta à terre sans toucher le marchepied, et se pendit à la sonnette.

	Cela dura cinq minutes pendant lesquelles, après chaque sonnerie,

	Roland se retournait vers la voiture en disant:

	— Ne vous impatientez pas, sir John.

	Enfin, une fenêtre s'ouvrit et une voix enfantine, mais ferme, cria:

	— Qui sonne donc ainsi?

	— Ah! c'est toi, petit Édouard, dit Roland; ouvre vite!

	L'enfant se rejeta en arrière avec un cri joyeux et disparut.

	Mais, en même temps, on entendit sa voix qui criait dans les

	corridors:

	— Mère! réveille-toi, c'est Roland!… Soeur! réveille-toi, c'est

	le grand frère.

	Puis, avec sa chemise seulement et ses petites pantoufles, il se précipita par les degrés en criant:

	— Ne t'impatiente pas, Roland, me voilà! me voilà!

	Un instant après, on entendit la clef qui grinçait dans la serrure, les verrous qui glissaient dans les tenons; puis une forme blanche apparut sur le perron et vola, plutôt qu'elle ne courut, vers la grille, qui, au bout d'un instant, grinça à son tour sur ses gonds et s'ouvrit.

	L'enfant sauta au cou de Roland et y resta pendu.

	— Ah! frère! ah! frère! criait-il en embrassant le jeune homme et en riant et pleurant tout à la fois; ah! grand frère Roland, que mère va être contente! et Amélie donc! Tout le monde se porte bien, c'est moi le plus malade… ah! excepté Michel, tu sais, le jardinier, qui s'est donné une entorse. Pourquoi donc n'es-tu pas en militaire?… Ah! que tu es laid en bourgeois! Tu viens d'Égypte; m'as-tu rapporté des pistolets montés en argent et un beau sabre recourbé? Non! ah bien, tu n'es pas gentil et je ne veux plus t'embrasser; mais non, non, va, n'aie pas peur, je t'aime toujours!

	Et l'enfant couvrait le grand frère de baisers, comme il l'écrasait de questions.

	L'Anglais, resté dans la voiture, regardait, la tête inclinée à la portière, et souriait.

	Au milieu de ces tendresses fraternelles, une voix de femme

	éclata.

	Une voix de mère!

	— Où est-il, mon Roland, mon fils bien-aimé? demandait madame de Montrevel d'une voix empreinte d'une émotion joyeuse si violente, qu'elle allait presque jusqu'à la douleur; où est-il? Est-ce bien vrai qu'il soit revenu? est-ce bien vrai qu'il ne soit pas prisonnier, qu'il ne soit pas mort? est-ce bien vrai qu'il vive?

	L'enfant, à cette voix, glissa comme un serpent dans les bras de son frère, tomba debout sur le gazon, et, comme enlevé par un ressort, bondit vers sa mère.

	— Par ici, mère, par ici! dit-il en entraînant sa mère à moitié vêtue vers Roland.

	À la vue de sa mère, Roland n'y put tenir; il sentit se fondre cette espèce de glaçon qui semblait pétrifié dans sa poitrine; son coeur battit comme celui d'un autre.

	— Ah! s'écria-t-il, j'étais véritablement ingrat envers Dieu quand la vie me garde encore de semblables joies.

	Et il se jeta tout sanglotant au cou de madame de Montrevel sans se souvenir de sir John, qui, lui aussi, sentait se fondre son flegme anglican, et qui essuyait silencieusement les larmes qui coulaient sur ses joues et qui venaient mouiller son sourire.

	L'enfant, la mère et Roland formaient un groupe adorable de tendresse et d'émotion.

	Tout à coup, le petit Édouard, comme une feuille que le vent emporte, se détacha du groupe en criant:

	— Et soeur Amélie, où est-elle donc?

	Puis il s'élança vers la maison, en répétant:

	— Soeur Amélie, réveille-toi! lève-toi accours!

	Et l'on entendit les coups de pied et les coups de poing de l'enfant qui retentissaient contre une porte.

	Il se fit un grand silence.

	Puis presque aussitôt on entendit le petit Édouard qui criait:

	— Au secours, mère! au secours, frère Roland! soeur Amélie se trouve mal.

	Madame de Montrevel et son fils s'élancèrent dans la maison; sir John, qui, en touriste consommé qu'il était, avait dans une trousse des lancettes et dans sa poche un flacon de sels, descendit de voiture, et, obéissant à un premier mouvement, s'avança jusqu'au perron.

	Là, il s'arrêta, réfléchissant qu'il n'était point présenté, formalité toute puissante pour un Anglais.

	Mais, d'ailleurs, en ce moment, celle au-devant de laquelle il allait venait au-devant de lui.

	Au bruit que son frère faisait à sa porte, Amélie avait enfin paru sur le palier; mais sans doute la commotion qui l'avait frappée en apprenant le retour de Roland était trop forte, et, après avoir descendu quelques degrés d'un pas presque automatique et en faisant un violent effort sur elle-même, elle avait poussé un soupir; et, comme une fleur qui plie, comme une branche qui s'affaisse, comme une écharpe qui flotte, elle était tombée ou plutôt s'était couchée sur l'escalier.

	C'était alors que l'enfant avait crié.

	Mais, au cri de l'enfant, Amélie avait retrouvé, sinon la force, du moins la volonté; elle s'était redressée et en balbutiant: «Tais-toi, Édouard! tais-toi au nom du ciel! me voilà!» Elle s'était cramponnée d'une main à la rampe, et, appuyée de l'autre sur l'enfant, elle avait continué de descendre les degrés.

	À la dernière marche, elle avait rencontré sa mère et son frère; alors d'un mouvement violent, presque désespéré, elle avait jeté ses deux bras au cou de Roland, en criant:

	— Mon frère! mon frère!

	Puis Roland avait senti que la jeune fille pesait plus lourdement à son épaule, et en disant: «Elle se trouve mal, de l'air! de l'air!» il l'avait entraînée vers le perron.

	C'était ce nouveau groupe, si différent du premier, que sir John avait sous les yeux.

	Au contact de l'air, Amélie respira et redressa la tête.

	En ce moment, la lune, dans toute sa splendeur, se débarrassait d'un nuage qui la voilait, et éclairait le visage d'Amélie, aussi pâle qu'elle.

	Sir John poussa un cri d'admiration.

	Il n'avait jamais vu statue de marbre si parfaite que ce marbre vivant qu'il avait sous les yeux. Il faut dire qu'Amélie était merveilleusement belle, vue ainsi.

	Vêtue d'un long peignoir de batiste, qui dessinait les formes d'un corps moulé sur celui de la Polymnie antique, sa tête pâle, légèrement inclinée sur l'épaule de son frère, ses longs cheveux d'un blond d'or tombant sur des épaules de neige, son bras jeté au cou de sa mère, et qui laissait pendre sur le châle rouge dont madame de Montrevel était enveloppée une main d'albâtre rosé, telle était la soeur de Roland apparaissant aux regards de sir John.

	Au cri d'admiration que poussa lAnglais, Roland se souvint que celui-ci était là, et madame de Montrevel s'aperçut de sa présence.

	Quant à l'enfant, étonné de voir cet étranger chez sa mère, il descendit rapidement le perron, et, restant seul sur la troisième marche, non pas qu'il craignît d'aller plus loin, mais pour rester à la hauteur de celui qu'il interpellait:

	— Qui êtes-vous, monsieur? demanda-t-il à sir John, et que faites-vous ici?

	— Mon petit Édouard, dit sir John, je suis un ami de votre frère, et je viens vous apporter les pistolets montés en argent et le damas qu'il vous a promis.

	— Où sont-ils? demanda l'enfant.

	— Ah! dit sir John, ils sont en Angleterre, et il faut le temps de les faire venir; mais voilà votre grand frère qui répondra de moi et qui vous dira que je suis un homme de parole.

	— Oui, Édouard, oui, dit Roland; si milord te les promet, tu les auras.

	Puis, s'adressant à madame de Montrevel et à sa soeur:

	— Excusez-moi, ma mère; excuse-moi, Amélie, dit-il, ou plutôt excusez-vous vous-mêmes comme vous pourrez près de milord: vous venez de faire de moi un abominable ingrat.

	Puis, allant à sir John et lui prenant la main:

	— Ma mère, continua Roland, milord a trouvé moyen, le premier jour qu'il m'a vu, la première fois qu'il m'a rencontré, de me rendre un éminent service; je sais que vous n'oubliez pas ces choses-là: j'espère donc que vous voudrez bien vous souvenir que sir John est un de vos meilleurs amis, et il va vous en donner une preuve en répétant avec moi qu'il consent à s'ennuyer quinze jours ou trois semaines avec nous.

	— Madame, dit sir John, permettez-moi, au contraire, de ne point répéter les paroles de mon ami Roland; ce ne serait point quinze jours, ce ne serait point trois semaines que je voudrais passer au milieu de votre famille, ce serait une vie toute entière..

	Madame de Montrevel descendit le perron, et tendit à sir John une main que celui-ci baisa avec une galanterie toute française.

	— Milord, dit-elle, cette maison est la vôtre; le jour où vous y êtes entré a été un jour de joie, le jour où vous la quitterez sera un jour de regret et de tristesse.

	Sir John se tourna vers Amélie, qui, confuse de paraître ainsi défaite devant un étranger, ramenait autour de son cou les plis de son peignoir:

	— Je vous parle en mon nom et au nom de ma fille, trop émue encore du retour inattendu de son frère pour vous accueillir elle- même comme elle le fera dans un instant, continua madame de Montrevel en venant au secours d'Amélie.

	— Ma soeur, dit Roland, permettra à mon ami sir John de lui baiser la main, et il acceptera, j'en suis sûr, cette façon de lui souhaiter la bienvenue.

	Amélie balbutia quelques mots, souleva lentement le bras, et tendit sa main à sir John avec un sourire presque douloureux.

	L'Anglais prit la main d'Amélie; mais, sentant que cette main était glacée et frissonnante, au lieu de la porter à ses lèvres:

	— Roland, dit-il, votre soeur est sérieusement indisposée; ne nous occupons ce soir que de sa santé; je suis un peu médecin, et, si elle veut bien convertir la faveur qu'elle daignait m'accorder en celle que je lui tâte le pouls, je lui en aurai une égale reconnaissance.

	Mais, comme si elle craignait que l'on ne devinât la cause de son mal, Amélie retira vivement sa main en disant:

	— Mais, non, milord se trompe: la joie ne rend pas malade, et la joie seule de revoir mon frère a causé cette indisposition d'un instant qui a déjà disparu.

	Puis, se retournant vers madame de Montrevel:

	— Ma mère, dit-elle avec un accent rapide, presque fiévreux, nous oublions que ces messieurs arrivent d'un long voyage; que, depuis Lyon ils n'ont probablement rien pris; et que, si Roland a toujours ce bon appétit que nous lui connaissions, il ne m'en voudra pas de vous laisser faire, à lui et à milord, les honneurs de la maison, en songeant que je m'occupe des détails peu poétiques, mais très appréciés par lui du ménage.

	Et laissant, en effet, sa mère faire les honneurs de la maison, Amélie rentra pour réveiller les femmes de chambre et le domestique, laissant dans l'esprit de sir John cette espèce de souvenir féerique que laisserait, dans celui d'un touriste descendant les bords du Rhin, l'apparition de la Lorély debout sur son rocher, sa lyre à la main et laissant flotter au vent de la nuit l'or fluide de ses cheveux!

	Pendant ce temps, Morgan remontait à cheval, reprenant au grand galop le chemin de la chartreuse, s'arrêtant devant la porte, tirant un carnet de sa poche, et écrivant sur une feuille de ce carnet quelques lignes au crayon, qu'il roulait et faisait passer d'un côté à l'autre de la serrure, sans prendre le temps de descendre de son cheval.

	Puis, piquant des deux et se courbant sur la crinière du noble animal, il disparaissait dans la forêt, rapide et mystérieux comme Faust se rendant à la montagne du sabbat.

	Les trois lignes qu'il avait écrites étaient celles-ci:

	«Louis de Montrevel, aide de camp du général Bonaparte, est arrivé cette nuit au château des Noires-Fontaines.

	«Garde à vous, compagnons de Jéhu!»

	Mais, tout en prévenant ses amis de se garder de Louis de Montrevel, Morgan avait tracé une croix au-dessus de son nom, ce qui voulait dire que, quelque chose qu'il arrivât, le jeune officier devait leur être sacré.

	Chaque compagnon de Jéhu pouvait sauvegarder un ami sans avoir besoin de rendre compte des motifs qui le faisaient agir ainsi.

	Morgan usait de son privilège: il sauvegardait le frère d'amitié.

	XI — LE CHÂTEAU DES NOIRES—FONTAINES

	Le château des Noires-Fontaines, où nous venons de conduire deux des principaux personnages de cette histoire, était situé dans une des plus charmantes situations de la vallée, ou s'élève la ville de Bourg.

	Son parc, de cinq ou six arpents, planté d'arbres centenaires, était fermé de trois côtés par des murailles de grès, ouvertes sur le devant de toute la largeur d'une belle grille de fer travaillée au marteau, et façonnée du temps et à la manière de Louis XV, et du quatrième côté par la petite rivière de la Royssouse, charmant ruisseau qui prend sa source à Journaud, c'est-à-dire au bas des premières rampes jurassiques, et qui, coulant du midi au nord d'un cours presque insensible, va se jeter dans la Saône au pont de Fleurville, en face de Pont-de-Vaux, patrie de Joubert, lequel, un mois avant lépoque où nous sommes arrivés, venait d'être tué à la fatale bataille de Novi.

	Au-delà de la Reyssouse et sur ses rives s'étendaient, à droite et à gauche du château des Noires-Fontaines, les villages de Montagnat et de Saint-Just, dominés par celui de Ceyzeriat.

	Derrière ce dernier bourg se dessinent les gracieuses silhouettes des collines du Jura, au-dessus de la crête desquelles on distingue la cime bleuâtre des montagnes du Bugey, qui semblent se hausser pour regarder curieusement par-dessus l'épaule de leurs soeurs cadettes ce qui se passe dans la vallée de l'Ain.

	Ce fut en face de ce ravissant paysage que se réveilla sir John.

	Pour la première fois de sa vie peut-être, le morose et taciturne Anglais souriait à la nature; il lui semblait être dans une de ces belles vallées de la Thessalie, célébrées par Virgile, ou près de ces douces rives du Lignon, chantées par d'Urfé, dont la maison natale, quoi qu'en disent les biographes, tombait en ruine à trois quarts de lieue du château des Noires-Fontaines.

	Il fut tiré de sa contemplation par trois coups légèrement frappés à sa porte: c'était son hôte, Roland, qui venait s'informer de quelle façon il avait passé la nuit.

	Il le trouva radieux comme le soleil qui se jouait sur les feuilles déjà jaunies des marronniers et des tilleuls.

	— Oh! oh! sir John, dit-il, permettez-moi de vous féliciter; je m'attendais à voir un homme triste comme ces pauvres chartreux aux longues robes blanches qui m'effrayaient tant dans ma jeunesse, quoique, à vrai dire, je n'aie jamais été facile à la peur; et, pas du tout, je vous trouve, au milieu de notre triste mois d'octobre, souriant comme une matinée de mai.

	— Mon cher Roland, répondit sir John, je suis presque orphelin; j'ai perdu ma mère le jour de ma naissance, mon père à douze ans. À l'âge où l'on met les enfants au collège, j'étais maître d'une fortune de plus d'un million de rente; mais j'étais seul en ce monde, sans personne que j'aimasse, sans personne qui m'aimât; les douces joies de la famille me sont donc complètement inconnues. De douze à dix-huit ans, j'ai étudié à l'université de Cambridge; mon caractère taciturne, un peu hautain peut-être, m'isolait au milieu de mes jeunes compagnons. À dix-huit ans, je voyageai. Voyageur armé qui parcourez le monde à l'ombre de votre drapeau, c'est-à- dire à l'ombre de la patrie; qui avez tous les jours les émotions de la lutte et les orgueils de la gloire, vous ne vous doutez point quelle chose lamentable c'est que de traverser les villes, les provinces, les États, les royaumes, pour visiter tout simplement une église ici, un château là; de quitter le lit à quatre heures du matin à la voix du guide impitoyable, pour voir le soleil se lever du haut du Righi ou de l'Etna; de passer, comme un fantôme déjà mort, au milieu de ces ombres vivantes que l'on appelle les hommes; de ne savoir où s'arrêter; de n'avoir pas une terre où prendre racine, pas un bras où s'appuyer, pas un coeur où verser son coeur! Eh bien, hier au soir, mon cher Roland, tout à coup, en un instant, en une seconde, ce vide de ma vie a été comblé; j'ai vécu en vous; les joies que je cherche, je vous les ai vu éprouver; cette famille que j'ignore, je l'ai vue s'épanouir florissante autour de vous; en regardant votre mère, je me suis dit: ma mère était ainsi, j'en suis certain. En regardant votre soeur, je me suis dit: si j'avais eu une soeur, je ne l'aurais pas voulue autrement. En embrassant votre frère, je me suis dit que je pourrais, à la rigueur, avoir un enfant de cet âge-là, et laisser ainsi quelque chose après moi dans ce monde; tandis qu'avec le caractère dont je me connais, je mourrai comme j'ai vécu, triste, maussade aux autres et importun à moi-même. Ah! vous êtes heureux, Roland! vous avez la famille, vous avez la gloire, vous avez la jeunesse, vous avez — ce qui ne gâte rien même chez un homme — vous avez la beauté. Aucune joie ne vous manque, aucun bonheur ne vous fait défaut; je vous le répète, Roland, vous êtes un homme heureux, bien heureux.

	— Bon! dit Roland, et vous oubliez mon anévrisme, milord.

	Sir John regarda le jeune homme d'un air d'incrédulité. En effet,

	Roland paraissait jouir d'une santé formidable.

	— Votre anévrisme contre mon million de rente, Roland, dit avec un sentiment de profonde tristesse lord Tanlay, pourvu qu'avec votre anévrisme vous me donniez cette mère qui pleure de joie en vous revoyant, cette soeur qui se trouve mal de bonheur à votre retour, cet enfant qui se pend à votre cou comme un jeune et beau fruit à un arbre jeune et beau; pourvu qu'avec tout cela encore vous me donniez ce château aux frais ombrages, cette rivière aux rives gazonneuses et fleuries, ces lointains bleuâtres, où blanchissent, comme des troupes de cygnes, de jolis villages avec leurs clochers bourdonnants; votre anévrisme, Roland, la mort dans trois ans, dans deux ans, dans un an, dans six mois; mais six mois de votre vie si pleine, si agitée, si douce, si accidentée, si glorieuse! et je me regarderai comme un homme heureux.

	Roland éclata de rire, de ce rire nerveux qui lui était particulier.

	— Ah! dit-il, que voilà bien le touriste, le voyageur superficiel, le juif errant de la civilisation, qui, ne s'arrêtant nulle part, ne peut rien apprécier, rien approfondir, juge chaque chose par la sensation qu'elle lui apporte, et dit, sans ouvrir la porte de ces cabanes où sont renfermés ces fous qu'on appelle des hommes: derrière cette muraille on est heureux! Eh bien, mon cher, vous voyez bien cette charmante rivière, n'est-ce pas? ces beaux gazons fleuris, ces jolis villages: c'est l'image de la paix, de l'innocence, de la fraternité; c'est le siècle de Saturne, c'est l'âge d'or; c'est l'Éden; c'est le paradis. Eh bien, tout cela est peuplé de gens qui s'égorgent les uns les autres; les jungles de Calcutta, les roseaux du Bengale ne sont pas peuplés de tigres plus féroces et de panthères plus cruelles que ces jolis villages, que ces frais gazons, que les bords de cette charmante rivière. Après avoir fait des fêtes funéraires au bon, au grand, à l'immortel Marat, qu'on a fini, Dieu merci! par jeter à la voirie comme une charogne qu'il était, et même qu'il avait toujours été; après avoir fait des fêtes funéraires dans lesquelles chacun apportait une urne où il versait toutes les larmes de son corps, voilà que nos bons Bressans, nos doux Bressans, nos engraisseurs de poulardes, se sont avisés que les républicains étaient tous des assassins, et qu'ils les ont assassinés par charretées, pour les corriger de ce vilain défaut qu'a lhomme sauvage ou civilisé de tuer son semblable. Vous doutez? Oh! mon cher, sur la route de Lons-le-Saulnier, si vous êtes curieux, on vous montrera la place où, voilà six mois à peine, il s'est organisé une tuerie qui ferait lever le coeur aux plus féroces sabreurs de nos champs de bataille. Imaginez-vous une charrette chargée de prisonniers que l'on conduisait à Lons-le-Saulnier, une charrette à ridelles, une de ces immenses charrettes sur lesquelles on conduit les veaux à la boucherie; dans cette charrette, une trentaine d'hommes dont tout le crime était une folle exaltation de pensées et de paroles menaçantes; tout cela lié, garrotté, la tête pendante et bosselée par les cahots, la poitrine haletante de soif, de désespoir et de terreur; des malheureux qui n'ont pas même, comme au temps de Néron et de Commode, la lutte du cirque, la discussion à main armée avec la mort; que le massacre surprend impuissants et immobiles; qu'on égorge dans leurs liens et qu'on frappe non seulement pendant leur vie, mais jusqu'au fond de la mort; sur le corps desquels — quand, dans ces corps, le coeur a cessé de battre — sur le corps desquels l'assommoir retentit sourd et mat, pliant les chairs, broyant les os, et des femmes regardant ce massacre, paisibles et joyeuses, soulevant au-dessus de leurs têtes leurs enfants battant des mains; des vieillards qui n'auraient plus dû penser qu'à faire une mort chrétienne, et qui contribuaient, par leurs cris et leurs excitations, à faire à ces malheureux une mort désespérée, et, au milieu de ces vieillards, un petit septuagénaire, bien coquet, bien poudré, chiquenaudant son jabot de dentelle pour le moindre grain de poussière, prenant son tabac d'Espagne dans une tabatière d'or avec un chiffre en diamants, mangeant ses pastilles à lambre dans une bonbonnière de Sèvres qui lui a été donnée par madame du Barry, bonbonnière ornée du portrait de la donatrice, ce septuagénaire — voyez le tableau, mon cher! — piétinant avec ses escarpins sur ces corps qui ne laissaient plus qu'un matelas de chair humaine, et fatigant son bras, appauvri par l'âge, à frapper avec un jonc à pomme de vermeil ceux de ces cadavres qui ne lui paraissaient pas suffisamment morts, convenablement passés au pilon… Pouah! mon cher, j'ai vu Montebello, j'ai vu Arcole, j'ai vu Rivoli, j'ai vu les Pyramides; je croyais ne pouvoir rien voir de plus terrible. Eh bien, le simple récit de ma mère, hier, quand vous avez été rentré dans votre chambre, m'a fait dresser les cheveux? Ma foi! voilà qui explique les spasmes de ma pauvre soeur aussi clairement que mon anévrisme explique les miens.

	Sir John regardait et écoutait Roland avec cet étonnement curieux que lui causaient toujours les sorties misanthropiques de son jeune ami. En effet, Roland semblait embusqué au coin de la conversation pour tomber sur le genre humain à la moindre occasion qui s'en présenterait. Il s'aperçut du sentiment qu'il venait de faire pénétrer dans l'esprit de sir John et changea complètement de ton, substituant la raillerie amère à l'emportement philanthropique.

	— Il est vrai, dit-il, qu'après cet excellent aristocrate qui achevait ce que les massacreurs avaient commencé, et qui retrempait dans le sang ses talons rouges déteints, les gens qui font ces sortes d'exécutions sont des gens de bas étage, des bourgeois et des manants, comme disaient nos aïeux en parlant de ceux qui les nourrissaient; les nobles s'y prennent plus élégamment. Vous avez vu, au reste, ce qui s'est passé à Avignon: on vous le raconterait, n'est-ce pas? que vous ne le croiriez pas. Ces messieurs les détrousseurs de diligences se piquent d'une délicatesse infinie; ils ont deux faces sans compter leur masque: ce sont tantôt des Cartouches et des Mandrins, tantôt des Amadis et des Galaors. On raconte des histoires fabuleuses de ces héros de grand chemin. Ma mère me disait hier qu'il y avait un nommé Laurent — vous comprenez bien, mon cher, que Laurent est un nom de guerre qui sert à cacher le nom véritable, comme le masque cache le visage — il y avait un nommé Laurent qui réunissait toutes les qualités d'un héros de roman, tous les accomplissements, comme vous dites, vous autres Anglais, qui, sous le prétexte que vous avez été Normands autrefois, vous permettez de temps en temps d'enrichir notre langue d'une expression pittoresque, d'un mot dont la gueuse demandait l'aumône à nos savants, qui se gardaient bien de la lui faire. Le susdit Laurent était donc beau jusqu'à l'idéalité; il faisait partie d'une bande de soixante et douze compagnons de Jéhu que l'on vient de juger à Yssengeaux: soixante-dix furent acquittés; lui et un de ses compagnons furent seuls condamnés à mort; on renvoya les innocents séance tenante, et l'on garda Laurent et son compagnon pour la guillotine. Mais bast! maître Laurent avait une trop jolie tête pour que cette tête tombât sous l'ignoble couteau d'un exécuteur: les juges qui l'avaient jugé, les curieux qui s'attendaient à le voir exécuter, avaient oublié cette recommandation corporelle de la beauté, comme dit Montaigne. Il y avait une femme chez le geôlier d'Yssengeaux, sa fille, sa soeur, sa nièce; lhistoire — car c'est une histoire que je vous raconte et non un roman — l'histoire n'est pas fixée là-dessus; tant il y a que la femme, quelle qu'elle fût, devint amoureuse du beau condamné; si bien que, deux heures avant l'exécution, au moment ou maître Laurent croyait voir entrer l'exécuteur, et dormait ou faisait semblant de dormir, comme il se pratique toujours en pareil cas, il vit entrer l'ange sauveur.

	«Vous dire comment les mesures étaient prises, je n'en sais rien: les deux amants ne sont point entrés dans les détails, et pour cause; mais la vérité est — et je vous rappelle toujours, sir John, que c'est la vérité et non une fable — la vérité est que Laurent se trouva libre avec le regret de ne pouvoir sauver son camarade, qui était dans un autre cachot. Gensonné, en pareille circonstance, refusa de fuir et voulut mourir avec ses compagnons les Girondins; mais Gensonné n'avait pas la tête d'Antinoüs sur le corps d'Apollon: plus la tête est belle, vous comprenez, plus on y tient. Laurent accepta donc loffre qui lui était faite et s'enfuit; un cheval l'attendait au prochain village; la jeune fille, qui eût pu retarder ou embarrasser sa fuite, devait l'y rejoindre au point du jour. Le jour parut, mais n'amena point l'ange sauveur; il paraît que notre chevalier tenait plus à sa maîtresse qu'à son compagnon: il avait fui sans son compagnon, il ne voulut pas fuir sans sa maîtresse. Il était six heures du matin, lheure juste de l'exécution; l'impatience, le gagnait. Il avait, depuis quatre heures, tourné trois fois la fête de son cheval vers la ville et chaque fois s'en était approché davantage. Une idée, à cette troisième fois, lui passa par lesprit: c'est que sa maîtresse est prise et va payer pour lui; il était venu jusqu'aux premières maisons, il pique son cheval, rentre dans la ville, traverse à visage découvert et au milieu de gens qui le nomment par son nom, tout étonnés de le voir libre et à cheval, quand ils s'attendaient à le voir garrotté et en charrette, traverse la place de lexécution, où le bourreau vient d'apprendre qu'un de ses patients a disparu, aperçoit sa libératrice qui fendait à grand-peine la foule, non pas pour voir lexécution, elle, mais pour aller le rejoindre. À sa vue, il enlève son cheval, bondit vers elle, renverse trois ou quatre badauds en les heurtant du poitrail de son Bayard, parvient jusqu'à elle, la jette sur l'arçon de sa selle, pousse un cri de joie et disparaît en brandissant son chapeau, comme M. de Condé à la bataille de Lens; et le peuple d'applaudir et les femmes de trouver l'action héroïque et de devenir amoureuses du héros.

	Roland s'arrêta et, voyant que sir John gardait le silence, il l'interrogea du regard.

	— Allez toujours, répondit l'Anglais, je vous écoute, et, comme je suis sûr que vous ne me dites tout cela que pour arriver à un point qui vous reste à dire, j'attends.

	— Eh bien, reprit en riant Roland, vous avez raison, très cher, et vous me connaissez, ma parole, comme si nous étions amis de collège. Eh bien, savez-vous l'idée qui m'a, toute la nuit, trotté dans l'esprit? C'est de voir de près ce que c'est que ces messieurs de Jéhu.

	— Ah! oui, je comprends, vous n'avez pas pu vous faire tuer par

	M. de Barjols, vous allez essayer de vous faire tuer par

	M. Morgan.

	— Ou un autre, mon cher sir John, répondit tranquillement le jeune officier; car je vous déclare que je n'ai rien particulièrement contre M. Morgan, au contraire, quoique ma première pensée, quand il est entré dans la salle et a fait son petit speech — n'est-ce pas un _speech _que vous appelez cela?

	Sir John fit de la tête un signe affirmatif.

	— Bien que ma première pensée, reprit Roland, ait été de lui sauter au cou et de létrangler d'une main, tandis que, de l'autre, je lui eusse arraché son masque.

	— Maintenant que je vous connais, mon cher Roland, je me demande, en effet, comment vous n'avez pas mis un si beau projet à exécution.

	— Ce n'est pas ma faute, je vous le jure! j'étais parti, mon compagnon ma retenu.

	— Il y a donc des gens qui vous retiennent?

	— Pas beaucoup, mais celui-là.

	— De sorte que vous en êtes aux regrets?

	— Non pas, en vérité; ce brave détrousseur de diligences a fait sa petite affaire avec une crânerie qui m'a plu: j'aime instinctivement les gens braves; si je n'avais pas tué M. de Barjols, j'aurais voulu être son ami. Il est vrai que je ne pouvais savoir combien il était brave qu'en le tuant. Mais parlons d'autre chose. C'est un de mes mauvais souvenirs que ce duel. Pourquoi étais-je donc monté? À coup sûr, ce n'était point pour vous parler des compagnons de Jéhu, ni des exploits de M. Laurent… Ah! c'était pour m'entendre avec vous sur ce que vous comptez faire ici. Je me mettrai en quatre pour vous amuser, mon cher hôte, mais jai deux chances contre moi: mon pays, qui n'est guère amusant; votre nation, qui n'est guère amusable.

	— Je vous ai déjà dit, Roland, répliqua lord Tanlay en tendant la main au jeune homme, que je tenais le château de Noires-Fontaines pour un paradis.

	— D'accord; mais, pourtant, dans la crainte que vous ne trouviez bientôt votre paradis monotone, je ferai de mon mieux pour vous distraire. Aimez-vous l'archéologie, Westminster, Cantorbéry? nous avons l'église de Brou, une merveille, de la dentelle sculptée par maître Colomban; il y a une légende là-dessus, je vous la dirai un soir que vous aurez le sommeil difficile. Vous y verrez les tombeaux de Marguerite de Bourbon, de Philippe le Beau et de Marguerite d'Autriche; nous vous poserons le grand problème de sa devise: «Fortune, infortune, fortune» que j'ai la prétention d'avoir résolu par cette version latinisée: «F_ortuna, infortuna, forti una_»_ _Aimez-vous la pêche, mon cher hôte? vous avez la Reyssouse au bout de votre pied; à l'extrémité de votre main une collection de lignes et d'hameçons appartenant à Édouard, une collection de filets appartenant à Michel. Quant aux poissons, vous savez que c'est la dernière chose dont on s'occupe. Aimez- vous la chasse? nous avons la forêt de Seillon à cent pas de nous; pas la chasse à courre, par exemple, il faut y renoncer, mais la chasse à tir. Il paraît que les bois de mes anciens croquemitaines, les chartreux, foisonnent de sangliers, de chevreuils, de lièvres et de renards. Personne n'y chasse par la raison que c'est au gouvernement, et que le gouvernement, dans ce moment-ci, c'est personne. En ma qualité d'aide de camp du général Bonaparte, je remplirai la lacune, et nous verrons si quelqu'un ose trouver mauvais qu'après avoir chassé les Autrichiens sur l'Adige et les mameluks sur le Nil, je chasse les sangliers, les daims, les chevreuils, les renards et les lièvres sur la Reyssouse. Un jour d'archéologie, un jour de pêche et un jour de chasse. Voilà déjà trois jours, vous voyez, mon cher hôte, nous n'avons plus à avoir d'inquiétude que pour quinze ou seize.

	— Mon cher Roland, dit sir John avec une profonde tristesse et sans répondre à la verbeuse improvisation du jeune officier, ne me direz-vous jamais quelle fièvre vous brûle, quel chagrin vous mine?

	— Ah! par exemple, fit Roland avec un éclat de rire strident et douloureux, je n'ai jamais été si gai que ce matin; c'est vous qui avez le spleen, milord, et qui voyez tout en noir.

	— Un jour, je serai réellement votre ami, répondit sérieusement sir John; ce jour-là, vous me ferez vos confidences; ce jour-là, je porterai une part de vos peines. — Et la moitié de mon anévrisme… Avez-vous faim, milord?

	— Pourquoi me faites-vous cette question?

	— C'est que j'entends dans l'escalier les pas d'Édouard, qui vient nous dire que le déjeuner est servi.

	En effet, Roland n'avait pas prononcé le dernier mot, que la porte s'ouvrait et que l'enfant disait:

	— Grand frère Roland, mère et soeur Amélie attendent pour déjeuner milord et toi.

	Puis, s'attachant à la main droite de l'Anglais, il lui regarda attentivement la première phalange du pouce, de l'index et de lannulaire.

	— Que regardez-vous, mon jeune ami? demanda sir John.

	— Je regarde si vous avez de l'encre aux doigts.

	— Et si j'avais de l'encre aux doigts, que voudrait dire cette encre?

	— Que vous auriez écrit en Angleterre. Vous auriez demandé mes pistolets et mon sabre.

	— Non, je n'ai pas écrit, dit sir John; mais j'écrirai aujourd'hui.

	— Tu entends, grand frère Roland? j'aurai dans quinze jours mes pistolets et mon sabre!

	Et l'enfant, tout joyeux, présenta ses joues roses et fermes au baiser de sir John, qui lembrassa aussi tendrement que leût fait un père.

	Puis tous trois descendirent dans la salle à manger, où les attendaient Amélie et madame de Montrevel.

	XII — LES PLAISIRS DE LA PROVINCE

	Le même jour, Roland mit une partie du projet arrêté à exécution: il emmena sir John voir l'église de Brou.

	Ceux qui ont vu la charmante petite chapelle de Brou savent que c'est une des cent merveilles de la Renaissance; ceux qui ne l'ont pas vue lont entendu dire.

	Roland, qui comptait faire à sir John les honneurs de son bijou historique, et qui ne l'avait pas vu depuis sept ou huit ans, fut fort désappointé quand, en arrivant devant la façade, il trouva les niches des saints vides et les figurines du portail décapitées.

	Il demanda le sacristain; on lui rit au nez: il n'y avait plus de sacristain.

	Il s'informa à qui il devait s'adresser pour avoir les clefs: on lui répondit que c'était au capitaine de la gendarmerie.

	Le capitaine de la gendarmerie n'était pas loin; le cloître attenant à léglise avait été converti en caserne.

	Roland monta à la chambre du capitaine, se fit reconnaître pour aide de camp de Bonaparte. Le capitaine, avec lobéissance passive d'un inférieur pour son supérieur, lui remit les clefs et le suivit par derrière.

	Sir John attendait devant le porche, admirant, malgré les mutilations qu'ils avaient subies, les admirables détails de la façade.

	Roland ouvrit la porte et recula d'étonnement: léglise était littéralement bourrée de foin, comme un canon chargé jusqu'à la gueule.

	— Qu'est-ce que cela? demanda-t-il au capitaine de gendarmerie.

	— Mon officier, c'est une précaution de la municipalité.

	— Comment! une précaution de la municipalité?

	— Oui.

	— Dans quel but?

	— Celui de sauvegarder léglise. On allait la démolir; mais le maire a décrété qu'en expiation du culte d'erreur auquel elle avait servi, elle serait convertie en magasin à fourrages.

	Roland éclata de rire, et, se retournant vers sir John:

	— Mon cher lord, dit-il, l'église était curieuse à voir; mais je crois que ce que monsieur nous raconte là est non moins curieux. Vous trouverez toujours, soit à Strasbourg, soit à Cologne, soit à Milan, une chapelle ou un dôme qui vaudront la chapelle de Brou; mais vous ne trouverez pas toujours des administrateurs assez bêtes pour vouloir démolir un chef-d'oeuvre, et un maire assez spirituel pour en faire une église à fourrages. Mille remerciements, capitaine; voilà vos clefs.

	— Comme je le disais à Avignon, la première fois que j'eus l'honneur de vous voir, mon cher Roland, répliqua sir John, c'est un peuple bien amusant que le peuple français.

	— Cette fois, milord, vous êtes trop poli, répondit Roland: c'est bien idiot qu'il faut dire; écoutez: je comprends les cataclysmes politiques qui ont bouleversé notre société depuis mille ans; je comprends les communes, les pastoureaux, la Jacquerie, les maillotins, la Saint-Barthélemy, la Ligue, la Fronde, les dragonnades, la Révolution; je comprends le 14 juillet, les 5 et 6 octobre, le 20 juin, le 10 août, les 2 et 3 septembre, le 21 janvier, le 31 mai, les 30 octobre et 9 thermidor; je comprends la torche des guerres civiles avec son feu grégeois qui se rallume dans le sang au lieu de séteindre; je comprends la marée des révolutions qui monte toujours avec son flux que rien n'arrête, et son reflux qui roule les débris des institutions que son flux a renversées; je comprends tout cela, mais lance contre lance, épée contre épée, hommes contre hommes, peuple contre peuple! Je comprends la colère mortelle des vainqueurs, je comprends les réactions sanglantes des vaincus; je comprends les volcans politiques qui grondent dans les entrailles du globe, qui secouent la terre, qui renversent les trônes, qui culbutent les monarchies, qui font rouler têtes et couronnes sur les échafauds… mais ce que je ne comprends pas, c'est la mutilation du granit, la mise hors la loi des monuments, la destruction de choses inanimées qui n'appartiennent ni à ceux qui les détruisent, ni à l'époque qui les détruit; c'est la mise au pilon de cette bibliothèque gigantesque où lantiquaire peut lire l'histoire archéologique d'un pays. Oh! les vandales et les barbares! mieux que tout cela, les idiots! qui se vengent sur des pierres des crimes de Borgia et des débauches de Louis XV! Qu'ils connaissaient bien l'homme pour l'animal le plus pervers, le plus destructif, le plus malfaisant de tous, ces Pharaons, ces Ménès, ces Chéops, ces Osymandias qui faisaient bâtir des pyramides, non pas avec des rinceaux de guipure et des jubés de dentelle, mais avec des blocs de granit de cinquante pieds de long! Ils ont bien dû rire au fond de leurs sépulcres quand ils ont vu le temps y user sa faux et les pachas y retourner leurs ongles. Bâtissons des pyramides, mon cher lord: ce n'est pas difficile comme architecture, ce n'est pas beau comme art; mais c'est solide, et cela permet à un général de dire au bout de quatre mille ans: «Soldats, du haut de ces monuments, quarante siècles vous contemplent!» Tenez, ma parole d'honneur, mon cher lord, je voudrais rencontrer dans ce moment-ci un moulin à vent pour lui chercher querelle.

	Et Roland, éclatant de son rire habituel, entraîna sir John dans la direction du château.

	Sir John l'arrêta.

	—Oh! dit-il, n'y avait-il donc à voir dans toute la ville que l'église de Brou?

	— Autrefois, mon cher lord, répondit Roland, avant qu'elle fût convertie en magasin à fourrages, je vous eusse offert de descendre avec moi dans les caveaux des ducs de Savoie; nous eussions cherché ensemble un passage souterrain qu'on dit exister, qui a près d'une lieue de long, et qui communique, à ce que l'on assure, avec la grotte de Ceyzeriat — remarquez bien que je n'aurais pas proposé une pareille partie de plaisir à un autre qu'un Anglais — c'était rentrer dans les Mystères d'Udolphe, de la célèbre Anne Radcliffe; mais vous voyez que c'est impossible. Allons, il faut en faire notre deuil, venez.

	— Et où allons-nous?

	— Ma foi, je n'en sais rien; il y a dix ans, je vous eusse mené vers les établissements où l'on engraissait les poulardes. Les poulardes de Bresse, vous le savez, avaient une réputation européenne; Bourg était une succursale de la grande rue de Strasbourg. Mais, pendant la Terreur, vous comprenez bien que les engraisseurs ont fermé boutique; on était réputé aristocrate pour avoir mangé de la poularde, et vous connaissez le refrain fraternel: Ah! ça ira, ça ira, les aristocrates à la lanterne!_ _Après la chute de Robespierre, ils ont rouvert; mais, depuis le 18 fructidor, il y a eu en France ordre de maigrir, même pour la volaille. N'importe, venez toujours, à défaut de poulardes, je vous ferai voir autre chose: la place où l'on exécutait ceux qui en mangeaient, par exemple. En outre, depuis que je ne suis venu en ville, nos rues ont changé de nom; je connais toujours les sacs, mais je ne connais plus les étiquettes.

	— Ah çà! demanda sir John, vous n'êtes donc pas républicain?

	— Moi, pas républicain? allons donc! je me crois un excellent républicain, au contraire, et je suis capable de me laisser brûler le poignet comme Mucius Scévola, ou de me jeter dans un gouffre comme Curtius, pour sauver la république; mais j'ai le malheur d'avoir l'esprit trop bien fait: le ridicule me prend malgré moi aux côtes et me chatouille à me faire crever de rire. J'accepte volontiers la constitution de 1791; mais, quand le pauvre Hérault de Séchelles écrivait au directeur de la bibliothèque nationale de lui envoyer les lois de Minos afin qu'il pût faire une constitution sur le modèle de celle de l'île de Crête, je trouvais que c'était aller chercher un modèle un peu loin et que nous pouvions nous contenter de celle de Lycurgue. Je trouve que janvier, février et mars, tout mythologiques qu'ils étaient, valaient bien nivôse, pluviôse et ventôse. Je ne comprends pas pourquoi, lorsqu'on s'appelait Antoine ou Chrysostome en 1789, on s'appelle Brutus ou Cassius en 1793. Ainsi, tenez, milord, voilà une honnête rue qui s'appelait la rue des Halles; cela n'avait rien d'indécent, ni d'aristocrate, n'est-ce pas? Eh bien, elle s'appelle aujourd'hui… attendez (Roland regarda l'inscription): elle s'appelle aujourd'hui la _rue de la Révolution. _En voilà une autre qui s'appelait la rue Notre-Dame et qui s'appelle la _rue du Temple. _Pourquoi la rue du Temple? Pour éterniser probablement le souvenir de l'endroit où l'infâme Simon a essayé d'apprendre l'état de savetier à l'héritier de soixante-trois rois: je me trompe d'un ou deux, ne me faites pas une querelle pour cela. Enfin, voyez cette troisième: elle s'appelait la rue Crèvecoeur, un nom illustre en Bresse, en Bourgogne et dans les Flandres; elle s'appelle la rue de la Fédération. La Fédération est une belle chose, mais Crèvecoeur était un beau nom. Et puis, voyez-vous, elle conduit tout droit aujourd'hui à la place de la Guillotine; ce qui est un tort, à mon avis. Je voudrais qu'il n'y eût point de rues pour conduire à ces places-là. Celle-ci a un avantage: elle est à cent pas de la prison; ce qui économisait et ce qui économise même encore une charrette et un cheval à _M. de Bourg. _Remarquez que le bourreau est resté noble, lui. Au surplus, la place est admirablement bien disposée pour les spectateurs, et mon aïeul Montrevel, dont elle porte le nom, a, dans la prévoyance sans doute de sa destination, résolu ce grand problème, encore à résoudre dans les théâtres: c'est qu'on voit bien de partout. Si jamais on m'y coupe la tête, ce qui n'aurait rien d'extraordinaire par les temps où nous vivons, je n'aurais qu'un regret: celui d'être moins bien placé et de voir plus mal que les autres. Là, maintenant montons cette petite rampe; nous voilà sur la place _des Lices. _Nos révolutionnaires lui ont laissé son nom, parce que, selon toute probabilité, ils ne savent pas ce que cela veut dire; je ne le sais guère mieux qu'eux, mais je crois me rappeler qu'un sire d'Estavayer a défié je ne sais quel comte flamand, et que le combat a eu lieu sur cette place. Maintenant, mon cher lord, quant à la prison, c'est un bâtiment qui vous donnera une idée des vicissitudes humaines; Gil Blas n'a pas plus souvent changé d'état que ce monument de destination. Avant l'arrivée de César, c'était un temple gaulois; César en fit une forteresse romaine; un architecte inconnu le transforma en un ouvrage militaire du Moyen-Âge; les sires de Baye, à l'exemple de César, le refirent forteresse. Les princes de Savoie y ont eu une résidence; c'était là que demeurait la tante de Charles Quint quand elle visitait son église de Brou, qu'elle ne devait pas avoir la satisfaction de voir terminée. Enfin, après le traité de Lyon, quand la Bresse fit retour à la France, on en tira à la fois une prison et un palais de justice. Attendez-moi là, milord, si vous n'aimez pas le cri des grilles et le grincement des verrous. J'ai une visite à rendre à certain cachot.

	— Le grincement des verrous et le cri des grilles ne sont pas un bruit fort récréatif, mais n'importe! puisque vous voulez bien vous charger de mon éducation, conduisez-moi à votre cachot.

	— Eh bien, alors, entrons vite; il me semble que je vois une foule de gens qui ont l'air d'avoir envie de me parler.

	Et, en effet, peu à peu une espèce de rumeur semblait se répandre dans la ville; on sortait des maisons, on formait des groupes dans la rue, et ces groupes se montraient Roland avec curiosité.

	Roland sonna à la grille située, à cette époque, à l'endroit où elle est encore aujourd'hui, mais s'ouvrant sur le préau de la prison.

	Un guichetier vint ouvrir.

	— Ah! ah! c'est toujours vous, père Courtois? demanda le jeune homme.

	Puis, se retournant vers sir John:

	— Un beau nom de geôlier, n'est-ce pas, milord?

	Le geôlier regarda le jeune homme avec étonnement.

	— Comment se fait-il, demanda-t-il à travers la grille, que vous sachiez mon nom et que je ne sache pas le vôtre?

	— Bon! je sais non seulement votre nom, mais encore votre opinion; vous êtes un vieux royaliste, père Courtois!

	— Monsieur, dit le geôlier tout effrayé, pas de mauvaises plaisanteries, s'il vous plaît, et dites ce que vous désirez.

	— Eh bien, mon brave père Courtois, je désirerais visiter le cachot où l'on a mis ma mère et ma soeur, madame et mademoiselle de Montrevel.

	— Ah! s'écria le concierge, comment! c'est vous, monsieur Louis?

	Ah bien, vous aviez raison de dire que je ne connaissais que vous.

	Savez-vous que vous voilà devenu fièrement beau garçon?

	— Vous trouvez, père Courtois? Eh bien, je vous rends la pareille, votre fille Charlotte est, par ma foi, une belle fille.

	— Charlotte est la femme de chambre de ma soeur, milord. Et elle

	en est bien heureuse; elle se trouve mieux qu'ici, monsieur

	Roland, Est-ce vrai que vous êtes aide de camp du général

	Bonaparte?

	— Hélas! Courtois, j'ai cet honneur. Tu aimerais mieux que je fusse aide de camp de M. le comte d'Artois ou de M. le duc d'Angoulême?

	— Mais taisez-vous donc, monsieur Louis!

	Puis, s'approchant de loreille du jeune homme:

	— Dites donc, fit-il, est-ce que c'est positif?

	— Quoi, père Courtois?

	— Que le général Bonaparte soit passé hier à Lyon?

	— Il paraît qu'il y a quelque chose de vrai dans cette nouvelle, car voilà deux fois que je lentends répéter. Ah! je comprends maintenant ces braves gens qui me regardaient avec curiosité et qui avaient l'air de vouloir me faire des questions. Ils sont comme vous, père Courtois, ils désirent savoir à quoi s'en tenir sur cette arrivée du général Bonaparte.

	— Vous ne savez pas ce qu'on dit encore, monsieur Louis!

	— On dit donc encore autre chose père Courtois?

	— Je crois bien qu'on dit encore autre chose, mais tout bas.

	— Quoi donc?

	— On dit qu'il vient réclamer au Directoire le trône de Sa Majesté Louis XVIII pour le faire monter dessus, et que, si le citoyen Gohier ne veut pas, en sa qualité de président, le lui rendre de bonne volonté, il le lui rendra de force.

	— Ah bah! fit le jeune officier avec un air de doute qui allait jusqu'à la raillerie.

	Mais le père Courtois insista par un signe de tête affirmatif.

	— C'est possible, dit le jeune homme; mais, quant à cela, ce n'est pas la seconde nouvelle, c'est la première; et maintenant que vous me connaissez, voulez-vous m'ouvrir?

	— Vous ouvrir! je crois bien; que diable fais-je donc?

	Et le geôlier ouvrit la porte avec autant d'empressement qu'il avait paru d'abord y mettre de répugnance.

	Le jeune homme entra; sir John le suivit.

	Le geôlier referma la grille avec soin et marcha le premier;

	Roland le suivit, lAnglais suivit Roland.

	Il commençait à s'habituer au caractère fantasque de son jeune ami.

	Le spleen, c'est la misanthropie moins les boutades de Timon et l'esprit d'Alceste.

	Le geôlier traversa tout le préau, séparé du palais de justice par une muraille de quinze pieds de hauteur, faisant vers son milieu retour en arrière, de quelques pieds, sur la partie antérieure de laquelle on avait scellé, pour donner passage aux prisonniers sans que ceux-ci eussent besoin de tourner par la rue, une porte de chêne massif. Le geôlier, disons-nous, traversa tout le préau et gagna, dans l'angle gauche de la cour, un escalier tournant qui conduisait à l'intérieur de la prison.

	Si nous insistons sur ces détails, c'est que nous aurons à revenir un jour sur ces localités; et que, par conséquent, nous désirons qu'arrivé à ce moment-là de notre récit, elles ne soient point complètement étrangères à nos lecteurs.

	L'escalier conduisait d'abord à l'antichambre de la prison, c'est- à-dire à la chambre du concierge du présidial; puis, de cette chambre, par un escalier de dix marches, on descendait dans une première cour, séparée de celle des prisonniers par une muraille dans le genre de celle que nous avons décrite, mais percée de trois portes; à lextrémité de cette cour, un couloir conduisait à la chambre du geôlier, laquelle donnait de plain-pied, à l'aide d'un second couloir, dans des cachots pittoresquement appelés cages.

	Le geôlier s'arrêta à la première de ces cages, et, frappant à la porte:

	— C'est ici, dit-il; j'avais mis là madame votre Mère et mademoiselle votre soeur, afin que, si les chères dames avaient besoin de moi ou de Charlotte, elles n'eussent qu'à frapper.

	— Est-ce qu'il y a quelqu'un dans le cachot?

	— Personne.

	— Eh bien, faites-moi la grâce de m'en ouvrir la porte; voici mon ami, lord Tanlay, un Anglais philanthrope, qui voyage pour savoir si l'on est mieux dans les prisons de France que dans celles d'Angleterre. Entrez, milord, entrez.

	Et, le père Courtois ayant ouvert la porte, Roland poussa sir John dans un cachot formant un carré parfait de dix à douze pieds sur toutes les faces.

	— Oh! oh! fit sir John, l'endroit est lugubre.

	— Vous trouvez? Eh bien, mon cher lord, voilà lendroit où ma mère, la plus digne femme qu'il y ait au monde, et ma soeur, vous la connaissez, ont passé six semaines, avec la perspective de n'en sortir que pour aller faire un tour sur la place du Bastion; remarquez bien qu'il y a cinq ans de cela; ma soeur en avait, par conséquent, douze à peine.

	— Mais quel crime avaient-elles donc commis?

	— Oh! un crime énorme: dans la fête anniversaire que la ville de Bourg a cru devoir consacrer à la mort de l'Ami du peuple, ma mère a refusé de laisser faire à ma soeur une des vierges qui portaient les urnes contenant les larmes de la France. Que voulez-vous! pauvre femme, elle avait cru avoir assez fait pour la patrie en lui offrant le sang de son fils et de son mari, qui coulait pour l'un, en Italie, pour l'autre, en Allemagne: elle se trompait. La patrie, à ce qu'il paraît, réclamait encore les larmes de sa fille; pour le coup, elle a trouvé que c'était trop, du moment surtout où ses larmes coulaient pour le citoyen Marat. Il en résulta que, le soir même de la fête, au milieu de l'enthousiasme que cette fête avait excité, ma mère fut décrétée d'accusation. Par bonheur, Bourg n'était pas à la hauteur de Paris sous le rapport de la célérité. Un ami que nous avions au greffe fit traîner l'affaire, et, un beau jour, on apprit tout à la fois la chute et la mort de Robespierre. Cela interrompit beaucoup de choses, et, entre autres, les guillotinades; notre ami du greffe fit comprendre au tribunal que le vent qui venait de Paris était à la clémence; on attendit huit jours, on attendit quinze jours, et, le seizième, on vint dire à ma mère et à ma soeur qu'elles étaient libres; de sorte que, mon cher, vous comprenez — et cela fait faire les plus hautes réflexions philosophiques — de sorte que, si mademoiselle Térésa Cabarrus n'était pas venue d'Espagne en France; que si elle n'avait pas épousé M. Fontenay, conseiller au parlement; que si elle n'avait pas été arrêtée et conduite devant le proconsul Tallien, fils du maître d'hôtel du marquis de Bercy, ex-clerc de procureur, ex-prote d'imprimerie, ex-commis expéditionnaire, ex-secrétaire de la commune de Paris, pour le moment en mission à Bordeaux; que si l'ex-proconsul ne fût pas devenu amoureux d'elle, que si elle n'eût pas été emprisonnée, que si, le 9 thermidor, elle ne lui avait pas fait passer un poignard avec ces mots: «si le tyran ne meurt pas aujourd'hui, je meurs demain» que si Saint-Just n'avait pas été arrêté au milieu de son discours, que si Robespierre n'avait pas eu, ce jour là, un chat dans la gorge; que si Garnier (de l'Aube) ne lui avait pas crié: «C'est le sang de Danton qui tétouffe!» que si Louchet n'avait pas demandé son arrestation; que s'il n'avait pas été arrêté, délivré par la Commune, repris sur elle, eu la mâchoire cassée d'un coup de pistolet, été exécuté le lendemain, ma mère avait, selon toute probabilité, le cou coupé pour n'avoir pas permis que sa fille pleurât le citoyen Marat dans une des douze urnes que la ville de Bourg devait remplir de ces larmes. Adieu, Courtois, tu es un brave, homme; tu as donné à ma mère et à ma soeur un peu de vin pour mettre avec leur eau, un peu de viande pour mettre sur leur pain, un peu d'espérance à mettre sur leur coeur; tu leur as prêté ta fille pour qu'elles ne balayassent pas leur cachot elles- mêmes; cela vaudrait une fortune; malheureusement, je ne suis pas riche: j'ai cinquante louis sur moi, les voilà. Venez milord.

	Et le jeune homme entraîna sir John avant que le geôlier fût revenu de sa surprise et eût le temps de remercier Roland ou de refuser les cinquante louis; ce qui, il faut le dire, eût été une bien grande preuve de désintéressement pour un geôlier, surtout quand ce geôlier était d'une opinion contraire au gouvernement qu'il servait.

	En sortant de la prison, Roland et sir John trouvèrent la place des Lices encombrée de gens qui avaient appris le retour du général Bonaparte en France et qui criaient: «Vive Bonaparte!» à tue-tête, les uns parce qu'ils étaient effectivement les admirateurs du vainqueur d'Arcole, de Rivoli et des Pyramides, les autres parce qu'on leur avait dit, comme au père Courtois, que ce même vainqueur n'avait vaincu qu'au profit de Sa Majesté Louis XVIII.

	Cette fois, comme Roland et sir John avaient visité tout ce que la ville de Bourg offrait de curieux, ils reprirent le chemin du château des Noires-Fontaines, où ils arrivèrent sans que rien les arrêtât davantage.

	Madame de Montrevel et Amélie étaient sorties. Roland installa sir

	John dans un fauteuil en le priant d'attendre cinq minutes.

	Au bout de cinq minutes, il revint tenant à la main une espèce de brochure en papier gris, assez mal imprimée.

	— Mon cher hôte, dit-il, vous m'avez paru élever quelques doutes sur lauthenticité de la fête dont je vous parlais tout à l'heure, et qui a failli coûter la vie à ma mère et à ma soeur; je vous en apporte le programme: lisez-moi cela, et, pendant ce temps, j'irai voir ce que lon a fait de mes chiens; car je présume que vous me tenez quitte de la journée de pêche et que nous passerons tout de suite à la chasse.

	Et il sortit, laissant entre les mains de sir John larrêté de la municipalité de la ville de Bourg touchant la fête funèbre à célébrer en l'honneur de Marat, le jour anniversaire de sa mort.

	XIII — LE RAGOT

	Sir John achevait la lecture de cette pièce intéressante, lorsque madame de Montrevel et sa fille rentrèrent.

	Amélie, qui ne savait point qu'il eût été si fort question d'elle entre Roland et sir John, fut étonnée de l'expression avec laquelle le gentleman fixa son regard sur elle.

	Amélie semblait à celui-ci plus ravissante que jamais.

	Il comprenait bien cette mère qui, au péril de sa vie, n'avait point voulu que cette charmante créature profanât sa jeunesse et sa beauté en servant de comparse à une fête dont Marat était le dieu.

	Il se rappelait ce cachot froid et humide qu'il avait visité une heure auparavant, et il frissonnait à l'idée que cette blanche et délicate hermine qu'il avait sous les yeux y était resté six semaines enfermée, sans air et sans soleil.

	Il regardait ce cou, un peu trop long peut-être, mais, comme celui du cygne, plein de mollesse et de grâce dans son exagération, et il se rappelait ce mot si mélancolique de la pauvre princesse de Lamballe, passant la main sur le sien: «Il ne donnera pas grand mal au bourreau!»

	Les pensées qui se succédaient dans lesprit de sir John donnaient à sa physionomie une expression si différente de celle qu'il avait habituellement, que madame de Montrevel ne put s'empêcher de lui demander ce qu'il avait.

	Sir John alors raconta à madame de Montrevel sa visite à la prison et le pieux pèlerinage de Roland au cachot qui avait enfermé sa mère et sa soeur.

	Au moment où sir John terminait son récit, une fanfare de chasse sonnant le _bien aller _se fit entendre, et Roland entra son cor à la bouche.

	Mais, le détachant presque aussitôt de ses lèvres:

	— Mon cher hôte, dit-il, remerciez ma mère: grâce à elle, nous ferons demain une chasse magnifique.

	— Grâce à moi? demanda madame de Montrevel.

	— Comment cela? dit sir John.

	— Je vous ai quitté pour aller voir ce que l'on avait fait de mes chiens, n'est-ce pas?

	— Vous me lavez dit, du moins.

	— J'en avais deux, Barbichon et Ravaude, deux excellentes bêtes, le mâle et la femelle.

	— Oh! fit sir John, seraient-elles mortes?

	— Ah bien, oui, imaginez-vous que cette excellente mère que voilà (et il prit madame de Montrevel par la tête et lembrassa sur les deux joues) n'a pas voulu qu'on jetât à l'eau un seul des petits qu'ils ont faits, sous le prétexte que c'étaient les chiens de mes chiens; de sorte, mon cher lord, que les enfants, les petits- enfants et les arrière-petits-enfants de Barbichon et Ravaude sont aussi nombreux aujourd'hui que les descendants dIsmaël, et que ce n'est plus une paire de chiens que j'ai, mais toute une meute, vingt-cinq bêtes chassant du même pied; tout cela noir comme une bande de taupes, avec les pattes blanches, du feu aux yeux et au poitrail, et un régiment de queues en trompette qui vous fera plaisir à voir.

	Et, là-dessus, Roland sonna une nouvelle fanfare qui fit accourir son jeune frère.

	— Ah! s'écria celui-ci en entrant, tu vas demain à la chasse, frère Roland; j'y vais aussi, j'y vais aussi, j'y vais aussi!

	— Bon! fit Roland, mais sais-tu à quelle chasse nous allons?

	— Non; je sais seulement que j'y vais.

	— Nous allons à la chasse au sanglier.

	— Oh! quel bonheur! fit l'enfant en frappant ses deux petites mains l'une contre l'autre.

	— Mais tu es fou! dit madame de Montrevel en pâlissant.

	— Pourquoi cela, madame maman, s'il vous plaît?

	— Parce que la chasse au sanglier est une chasse fort dangereuse.

	— Pas si dangereuse que la chasse aux hommes; tu vois bien que mon frère est revenu de celle-là, je reviendrai bien de l'autre.

	— Roland, fit madame de Montrevel tandis qu'Amélie, plongée dans une rêverie profonde, ne prenait aucune part à la discussion, Roland, fais donc entendre raison à Édouard, et dis-lui donc qu'il n'a pas le sens commun.

	Mais Roland, qui se revoyait enfant et qui se reconnaissait dans son jeune frère, au lieu de le blâmer, souriait à ce courage enfantin.

	— Ce serait bien volontiers que je t'emmènerais, dit-il à l'enfant; mais, pour aller à la chasse, il faut au moins savoir ce que c'est qu'un fusil.

	— Oh! monsieur Roland, fit Édouard, venez un peu dans le jardin, et mettez votre chapeau à cent pas, et je vous montrerai ce que c'est qu'un fusil.

	— Malheureux enfant! s'écria madame de Montrevel toute tremblante; mais où l'as-tu appris?

	— Tiens, chez larmurier de Montagnat, où sont les fusils de papa et de frère Roland. Tu me demandes quelquefois ce que je fais de mon argent, n'est-ce pas? Eh bien, j'en achète de la poudre et des balles, et j'apprends à tuer les Autrichiens et les Arabes, comme fait mon frère Roland.

	Madame de Montrevel leva les mains au ciel.

	— Que voulez-vous, ma mère, dit Roland, bon chien chasse de race; il ne se peut pas qu'un Montrevel ait peur de la poudre. Tu viendras avec nous demain, Édouard.

	L'enfant sauta au cou de son frère.

	— Et moi, dit sir John, je me charge de vous armer aujourd'hui chasseur, comme on armait autrefois chevalier. J'ai une charmante petite carabine que je vous donnerai et qui vous fera prendre patience pour attendre vos pistolets et votre sabre.

	— Eh bien, demanda Roland, es-tu content, Édouard?

	— Oui; mais quand me la donnerez-vous? S'il faut écrire en

	Angleterre, je vous préviens que je n'y crois pas.

	— Non, mon jeune ami: il ne faut que monter à ma chambre et ouvrir ma boîte à fusil; vous voyez que cela sera bientôt fait.

	— Alors, montons-y tout de suite, à votre chambre.

	— Venez, fit sir John.

	Et il sortit, suivi d'Édouard.

	Un instant après, Amélie, toujours rêveuse, se leva et sortit à son tour.

	Ni madame de Montrevel ni Roland ne firent attention à sa sortie; ils étaient engagés dans une grave discussion.

	Madame de Montrevel tâchait d'obtenir de Roland qu'il n'emmenât point, le lendemain, son jeune frère à la chasse, et Roland lui expliquait comme quoi Édouard, destiné à être soldat comme son père et son frère, ne pouvait que gagner à faire le plus tôt possible ses premières armes et à se familiariser avec la poudre et le plomb.

	La discussion n'était pas encore finie lorsque Édouard rentra avec sa carabine en bandoulière.

	— Tiens, frère, dit-il en se tournant vers Roland, vois donc le beau cadeau que milord m'a fait.

	Et il remerciait du regard sir John, qui se tenait sur la porte cherchant des yeux, mais inutilement, Amélie.

	C'était, en effet, un magnifique cadeau: l'arme, exécutée avec cette sobriété d'ornements et cette simplicité de forme particulière aux armes anglaises, était du plus précieux fini; comme les pistolets, dont Roland avait pu apprécier la justesse, elle sortait des ateliers de Menton et portait une balle du calibre 24. Elle avait dû être faite pour une femme: c'était facile à voir au peu de longueur de la crosse et au coussin de velours dont était garnie la couche; cette destination primitive en faisait une arme parfaitement appropriée à la taille d'un enfant de douze ans.

	Roland enleva la carabine des épaules du petit Édouard, la regarda en amateur, en fit jouer les batteries, la mit en joue, la jeta d'une main dans l'autre, et, la rendant à Édouard:

	— Remercie encore une fois milord, dit-il: tu as là une carabine qui a été faite pour un fils de roi; allons lessayer.

	Et tous trois sortirent pour essayer la carabine de sir John, laissant madame de Montrevel triste comme Thétis lorsqu'elle vit Achille, sous sa robe de femme, tirer lépée du fourreau d'Ulysse.

	Un quart d'heure après, Édouard rentrait triomphant; il rapportait à sa mère un carton de la grandeur d'un rond de chapeau dans lequel, à cinquante pas, il avait mis dix balles sur douze.

	Les deux hommes étaient restés à causer et à se promener dans le parc.

	Madame de Montrevel écouta sur ses prouesses le récit légèrement gascon d'Édouard; puis elle le regarda avec cette longue et sainte tristesse des mères pour lesquelles la gloire n'est pas une compensation du sang qu'elle fait répandre.

	Oh! bien ingrat lenfant qui a vu ce regard se fixer sur lui, et qui ne se rappelle pas éternellement ce regard!

	Puis, au bout de quelques secondes de cette contemplation douloureuse, serrant son second fils contre son coeur:

	— Et toi aussi, murmura-t-elle en éclatant en sanglots, toi aussi, un jour tu abandonneras donc ta mère?

	— Oui, ma mère, dit lenfant, mais pour devenir général comme mon père, ou aide de camp comme mon frère.

	— Et pour te faire tuer comme s'est fait tuer ton père, et comme se fera tuer ton frère, peut-être.

	Car ce changement étrange qui s'était fait dans le caractère de Roland n'avait point échappé à madame de Montrevel, et c'était une inquiétude de plus à ajouter à ses autres inquiétudes.

	Au nombre de ces dernières, il fallait ranger cette rêverie et cette pâleur d'Amélie.

	Amélie atteignait dix-sept ans, sa jeunesse avait été celle d'une enfant rieuse, pleine de joie et de santé.

	La mort de son père était venue jeter un voile noir sur sa jeunesse et sur sa gaieté; mais ces orages du printemps passent vite: le sourire ce beau soleil de Taube de la vie, était revenu, et, comme celui de la nature, il avait brillé à travers cette rosée du coeur qu'on appelle les larmes.

	Puis, un jour — il y avait six mois de cela, à peu près — le front d'Amélie s'était attristé, ses joues avaient pâli, et de même que les oiseaux voyageurs s'éloignent à lapproche des temps brumeux, les rires enfantins qui s'échappent des lèvres entr'ouvertes et des dents blanches, s'étaient envolés de la bouche d'Amélie, mais pour ne pas revenir.

	Madame de Montrevel avait interrogé sa fille; mais Amélie avait prétendu être toujours la même: elle avait fait un effort pour sourire; puis comme une pierre jetée dans un lac y crée des cercles mouvants qui s'effacent peu à peu, les cercles créés par les inquiétudes maternelles s'étaient peu à peu effacés du visage d'Amélie.

	Avec cet instinct admirable des mères, madame de Montrevel avait songé à l'amour; mais qui pouvait aimer Amélie? On ne recevait personne au château des Noires-Fontaines; les troubles politiques avaient détruit la société, et Amélie ne sortait jamais seule.

	Madame de Montrevel avait donc été forcée d'en rester aux conjectures.

	Le retour de Roland lui avait un instant rendu l'espoir; mais cet espoir avait bientôt disparu lorsqu'elle avait vu l'impression produite sur Amélie par ce retour.

	Ce n'était point une soeur, c'était un spectre, on se le rappelle, qui était venu au-devant de lui.

	Depuis l'arrivée de son fils, madame de Montrevel n'avait pas perdu de vue Amélie, et, avec un étonnement douloureux, elle s'était aperçue de l'effet que causait sur sa soeur la présence du jeune officier; c'était presque de l'effroi.

	Il n'y avait qu'un instant encore, Amélie n'avait-elle pas profité du premier moment de liberté qui s'était offert à elle pour remonter dans sa chambre, seul endroit du château où elle parût se trouver à peu près bien, et où elle passait, depuis six mois, la plus grande partie de son temps.

	La journée s'était passée, pour Roland et pour sir John, à visiter Bourg, comme nous l'avons dit, et à faire les préparatifs de la chasse du lendemain.

	Du matin à midi, on devait faire une battue; de midi au soir on devait chasser à courre. Michel, braconnier enragé, retenu sur sa chaise par une entorse, comme l'avait raconté le petit Édouard à son frère, s'était senti soulagé dès qu'il s'était agi de chasse, et s'était hissé sur un petit cheval qui servait à faire les courses de la maison, pour aller retenir les rabatteurs à Saint- Just et à Montagnat.

	Lui, qui ne pouvait ni rabattre ni courir, se tiendrait avec la meute, les chevaux de sir John et de Roland et le poney d'Édouard, au centre à peu près de la forêt, percée seulement d'une grande route et de deux sentiers praticables.

	Les rabatteurs, qui ne pouvaient suivre une chasse à courre, reviendraient au château avec le gibier tué.

	Le lendemain, à six heures du matin, les rabatteurs étaient à la porte.

	Michel ne devait partir avec les chiens et les chevaux quà onze heures.

	Le château des Noires-Fontaines touchait à la forêt même de Seillon; on pouvait donc se mettre en chasse immédiatement après la sortie de la grille.

	Comme la battue promettait surtout des daims, des chevreuils et des lièvres, elle devait se faire à plomb. Roland donna à Édouard un fusil simple qui lui avait servi à lui-même quand il était enfant, et avec lequel il avait fait ses premières armes; il n'avait point encore assez de confiance dans la prudence de l'enfant pour lui confier un fusil à deux coups.

	Quant à la carabine que sir John lui avait donnée la veille, c'était un canon rayé qui ne pouvait porter que la balle. Elle avait donc été remise aux mains de Michel, et devait, dans le cas où on lancerait un sanglier, être remise à l'enfant pour la seconde partie de la chasse.

	Pour cette seconde partie de la chasse, Roland et sir John changeraient aussi de fusils et seraient armés de carabines à deux coups et de couteaux de chasse pointus comme des poignards, affilés comme des rasoirs, qui faisaient partie de l'arsenal de sir John, et qui pouvaient indifféremment se pendre au côté ou se visser au bout du canon, en guise de baïonnette.

	Dès la première battue, il fut facile de voir que la chasse serait bonne: on tua un chevreuil et deux lièvres.

	À midi, trois daims, sept chevreuils et deux renards avaient été tués: on avait vu deux sangliers; mais, aux coups de gros plomb qu'ils avaient reçus, ils s'étaient contentés de répondre en secouant la peau et avaient disparu.

	Édouard était au comble de la joie: il avait tué un chevreuil.

	Comme il était convenu, les rabatteurs, bien récompensés de la fatigue qu'ils avaient prise, avaient été envoyés au château avec le gibier.

	On sonna d'une espèce de cornet pour savoir où était Michel;

	Michel répondit.

	En moins de dix minutes, les trois chasseurs furent réunis au jardinier, à la meute et aux chevaux.

	Michel avait eu connaissance d'un ragot; il l'avait fait détourner par l'aîné de ses fils: il était dans une enceinte, à cent pas des chasseurs.

	Jacques — c'était l'aîné des fils de Michel — fourra l'enceinte avec sa tête de meute, Barbichon et Ravaude; au bout de cinq minutes, le sanglier tenait à la bauge.

	On eût pu le tuer tout de suite, ou du moins le tirer, mais la chasse eût été trop tôt finie; on lâcha toute la meute sur lanimal, qui, voyant ce troupeau de pygmées fondre sur lui, partit au petit trot.

	Il traversa la route; Roland sonna la vue, et, comme l'animal prenait son parti du côté de la chartreuse de Seillon, les trois cavaliers enfilèrent le sentier qui coupait le bois dans toute sa longueur.

	L'animal se fit battre jusqu'à cinq heures du soir, revenant sur ses voies et ne pouvant pas se décider à quitter une forêt si bien fourrée.

	Enfin, vers cinq heures, on comprit, à la violence et à l'intensité des abois, que l'animal tenait aux chiens.

	C'était à une centaine de pas du pavillon dépendant de la chartreuse, à l'un des endroits les plus difficiles de la forêt. Il était impossible de pénétrer à cheval jusqu'à la bête. On mit pied à terre.

	Les abois des chiens guidaient les chasseurs, de manière qu'ils ne pouvaient dévier du chemin qu'autant que les difficultés du terrain les empêchaient de suivre la ligne droite.

	De temps en temps, des cris de douleur indiquaient qu'un des assaillants s'était hasardé à attaquer l'animal de trop près et avait reçu le prix de sa témérité.

	À vingt pas de l'endroit où se passait le drame cynégétique, on commençait d'apercevoir les personnages qui en composaient faction.

	Le ragot s'était acculé à un rocher, de façon à ne pouvoir être attaqué par derrière; arc-bouté sur ses deux pattes de devant, il présentait aux chiens sa tête aux yeux sanglants, armée de deux énormes défenses.

	Les chiens flottaient devant lui, autour de lui, sur lui-même, comme un tapis mouvant.

	Cinq ou six, blessés plus ou moins grièvement, tachaient de sang le champ de bataille, mais n'en continuaient pas moins à assaillir le sanglier avec un acharnement qui eût pu servir d'exemple de courage aux hommes les plus courageux.

	Chacun des chasseurs était arrivé en face de ce spectacle dans la condition de son âge, de son caractère et de sa nation.

	Édouard, le plus imprudent et en même temps le plus petit, éprouvant moins d'obstacle à cause de sa taille, y était arrivé le premier.

	Roland, insoucieux du danger, quel qu'il fût, le cherchait plutôt qu'il ne le fuyait, et l'y avait suivi.

	Enfin, sir John, plus lent, plus grave, plus réfléchi, y était arrivé le troisième.

	Au moment où le sanglier avait aperçu les chasseurs, il n'avait plus paru faire aucune attention aux chiens.

	Ses yeux s'étaient arrêtés, fixes et sanglants, sur eux, et le seul mouvement qu'il indiquât était un mouvement de ses mâchoires, qui, en se rapprochant violemment l'une contre lautre, faisaient un bruit menaçant.

	Roland regarda un instant ce spectacle, éprouvant évidemment le désir de se jeter, son couteau de chasse à la main, au milieu du groupe et d'égorger le sanglier, comme un boucher fait d'un veau, ou un charcutier d'un cochon ordinaire.

	Ce mouvement était si visible, que sir John le retint par le bras, tandis que le petit Édouard disait

	— Oh! mon frère, laisse-moi tirer le sanglier.

	Roland se retint.

	— Eh bien, oui, dit-il en posant son fusil contre un arbre et en restant armé seulement de son couteau de chasse, qu'il tira du fourreau, tire-le: attention!

	— Oh! sois tranquille, dit l'enfant les dents serrées, le visage pâle mais résolu, et levant le canon de sa carabine à la hauteur de l'animal.

	— S'il le manque ou ne fait que le blesser, fit observer sir John, vous savez que l'animal sera sur nous avant que nous ayons le temps de le voir?

	— Je le sais, milord; mais je suis habitué à cette chasse-là, répondit Roland, les narines dilatées, l'oeil ardent, les lèvres entrouvertes. Feu, Édouard.

	Le coup partit aussitôt le commandement; mais aussitôt le coup, en même temps que le coup, avant peut-être, lanimal, rapide comme léclair, avait foncé sur l'enfant.

	On entendit un second coup de fusil; puis, au milieu de la fumée, on vit briller les yeux sanglants de l'animal.

	Mais, sur son passage, il rencontra Roland, un genou en terre et le couteau de chasse à la main.

	Un instant, un groupe confus et informe roula sur le sol, l'homme lié au sanglier, le sanglier lié à l'homme.

	Puis un troisième coup de fusil se fit entendre, suivi d'un éclat de rire de Roland.

	— Eh! milord, dit le jeune officier, c'est de la poudre et une balle perdues; ne voyez-vous pas que lanimal est éventré? Seulement débarrassez-moi de son corps; le drôle pèse quatre cents et m'étouffe.

	Mais, avant que sir John se fût baissé, Roland, d'un vigoureux mouvement d'épaule, avait fait rouler de côté le cadavre de l'animal, et se relevait, couvert de sang mais sans la moindre égratignure.

	Le petit Édouard, soit défaut de temps, soit courage, n'avait pas reculé d'un pas. Il est vrai qu'il était complètement protégé par le corps de son frère, qui s'était jeté devant lui.

	Sir John avait fait un saut de côté pour avoir l'animal en travers, et il regardait Roland se secouant après ce second duel, avec le même étonnement qu'il lavait regardé après le premier.

	Les chiens — ceux qui restaient, et il en restait une vingtaine - - avaient suivi le sanglier et s'étaient rués sur son cadavre, essayant, mais inutilement, d'entamer cette peau aux soies hérissées, presque aussi impénétrable que le fer.

	— Vous allez voir, dit Roland en essuyant, avec un mouchoir de fine batiste, ses mains et son visage, couverts de sang, vous allez voir qu'ils vont le manger et votre couteau avec, milord.

	— En effet, demanda sir John, le couteau?

	— Il est dans sa gaine, dit Roland.

	— Ah! fit lenfant, il n'y a plus que le manche qui sorte.

	Et, s'élançant sur l'animal, il arracha le poignard, enfoncé en effet, comme l'avait dit l'enfant, au défaut de l'épaule, et jusqu'au manche.

	La pointe aiguë, dirigée par un oeil calme, maintenue par une main vigoureuse, avait pénétré droit au coeur.

	On voyait sur le corps du sanglier trois autres blessures.

	La première, qui était causée par la balle de l'enfant, était indiquée par un sillon sanglant tracé au-dessus de l'oeil, la balle étant trop faible pour briser l'os frontal.

	La seconde venait du premier coup de sir John; la balle avait pris l'animal en biais et avait glissé sur sa cuirasse.

	La troisième, reçue à bout portant, lui traversait le corps, mais lui avait été faite, comme avait dit Roland, lorsqu'il était déjà mort.

	XIV — UNE MAUVAISE COMMISSION

	La chasse était finie, la nuit tombée; il s'agissait de regagner le château.

	Les chevaux n'étaient qu'à cinquante pas, à peu près; on les entendait hennir d'impatience; ils semblaient demander si l'on doutait de leur courage en ne les faisant point participer au drame qui venait de s'accomplir.

	Édouard voulait absolument traîner le sanglier jusqu'à eux, le charger en croupe et le rapporter au château; mais Roland lui fit observer qu'il était bien plus simple d'envoyer pour le chercher deux hommes avec un brancard. Ce fut aussi l'avis de sir John, et force fut à Édouard — qui ne cessait de dire, en montrant la blessure de la tête: «Voilà mon coup à moi; je le visais là!» — force fut, disons-nous, à Édouard de se rendre à lavis de la majorité.

	Les trois chasseurs regagnèrent la place où étaient attachés les chevaux, se remirent en selle, et, en moins de dix minutes, furent arrivés au château des Noires-Fontaines.

	Madame de Montrevel les attendait sur le perron; il y avait déjà plus d'une heure que la pauvre mère était là, tremblant qu'il ne fût arrivé malheur à l'un ou à l'autre de ses fils.

	Du plus loin qu'Édouard la vit, il mit son poney au galop, criant à travers la grille:

	— Mère! mère! nous avons tué un sanglier gros comme un baudet; moi, je le visais à la tête: tu verras le trou de ma balle; Roland lui a fourré son couteau de chasse dans le ventre jusqu'à la garde; milord lui a tiré deux coups de fusil. Vite! vite! des hommes pour laller chercher. N'ayez pas peur en voyant Roland couvert de sang, mère: c'est le sang de l'animal; mais Roland n'a pas une égratignure.

	Tout cela se disait avec la volubilité habituelle à Édouard, tandis que madame de Montrevel franchissait l'espace qui se trouvait entre le perron et la route, et ouvrait la grille.

	Elle voulut recevoir Édouard dans ses bras; mais celui-ci sauta à terre, et de terre, se jeta à son cou.

	Roland et sir John arrivaient; en ce moment aussi, Amélie paraissait à son tour sur le perron.

	Édouard laissa sa mère s'inquiéter auprès de Roland qui, tout couvert de sang, était effrayant à voir, et courut faire à sa soeur le même récit qu'il avait débité à sa mère.

	Amélie l'écouta d'une façon distraite qui sans doute blessa lamour-propre d'Édouard; car celui-ci se précipita dans les cuisines pour raconter lévénement à Michel, par lequel il était bien sûr d'être écouté.

	En effet, cela intéressait Michel au plus haut degré; seulement, quand Édouard, après avoir dit l'endroit où gisait le sanglier, lui intima, de la part de Roland, l'ordre de trouver des hommes pour aller chercher l'animal, il secoua la tête.

	— Eh bien, quoi! demanda Édouard, vas-tu refuser d'obéir à mon frère?

	— Dieu m'en garde, monsieur Édouard, et Jacques va partir à l'instant même pour Montagnat.

	— Tu as peur qu'il ne trouve personne?

	— Bon! Il trouvera dix hommes pour un; mais c'est à cause de l'heure qu'il est, et de l'endroit de l'hallali. Vous dites que c'est près du pavillon de la chartreuse?

	— À vingt pas.

	— J'aimerais mieux que c'en fût à une lieue, répondit Michel en se grattant la tête; mais n'importe: on va toujours les envoyer chercher sans leur dire ni pourquoi ni comment. Une fois ici, eh bien, dame, ce sera à votre frère à les décider.

	— C'est bien! c'est bien! qu'ils viennent, je les déciderai, moi.

	— Oh! fit Michel, si je n'avais pas ma gueuse d'entorse, j'irais moi-même; mais la journée d'aujourd'hui lui a fait drôlement du bien. Jacques! Jacques!

	Jacques arriva.

	Édouard resta non seulement jusqu'à ce que l'ordre fût donné au jeune homme de partir pour Montagnat, mais jusqu'à ce qu'il fût parti.

	Puis il remonta pour faire ce que faisaient sir John et Roland, c'est-à-dire pour faire sa toilette.

	Il ne fut, comme on le comprend bien, question à table que des prouesses de la journée. Édouard ne demandait pas mieux que d'en parler, et sir John, émerveillé de ce courage, de cette adresse et de ce bonheur de Roland, renchérissait sur le récit de l'enfant.

	Madame de Montrevel frémissait à chaque détail, et cependant elle se faisait redire chaque détail vingt fois.

	Ce qui lui parut le plus clair, à la fin de tout cela, c'est que

	Roland avait sauvé la vie à Édouard.

	— L'as-tu bien remercié, au moins? demanda-t-elle à lenfant.

	— Qui cela?

	— Le grand frère.

	— Pourquoi donc le remercier? dit Édouard. Est-ce que je n'aurais pas fait comme lui?

	— Que voulez-vous, madame! dit sir John, vous êtes une gazelle qui, sans vous en douter, avez mis au jour une race de lions.

	Amélie avait, de son côté, accordé une grande attention au récit; mais c'était surtout quand elle avait vu les chasseurs se rapprocher de la chartreuse.

	À partir de ce moment, elle avait écouté, l'oeil inquiet, et n'avait paru respirer que lorsque les trois chasseurs, n'ayant, après lhallali, aucun motif de poursuivre leur course dans le bois, étaient remontés à cheval.

	À la fin du dîner, on vint annoncer que Jacques était de retour avec deux paysans de Montagnat; les paysans demandaient des renseignements précis sur l'endroit où les chasseurs avaient laissé l'animal.

	Roland se leva pour aller les donner; mais madame de Montrevel, qui ne voyait jamais assez son fils, se tournant vers le messager:

	— Faites entrer ces braves gens, dit-elle; il est inutile que

	Roland se dérange pour cela.

	Cinq minutes après, les deux paysans entrèrent, roulant leurs chapeaux entre leurs doigts.

	— Mes enfants, dit Roland, il s'agit d'aller chercher dans la forêt de Seillon un sanglier que nous y avons tué.

	
— Ça peut se faire, répondit un des paysans.

	Et il consulta son compagnon du regard.

	— Ça peut se faire tout de même, dit lautre.

	— Soyez tranquilles, continua Roland, vous ne perdrez pas votre peine.

	— Oh! nous sommes tranquilles, fit un des paysans; on vous connaît, monsieur de Montrevel.

	— Oui, répondit lautre, on sait que vous n'avez pas plus que votre père, le général, l'habitude de faire travailler les gens pour rien. Oh! si tous les aristocrates avaient été comme vous, il n'y aurait pas eu de révolution, monsieur Louis.

	— Mais non, qu'il n'y en aurait pas eu, dit lautre, qui semblait venu là pour être l'écho affirmatif de ce que disait son compagnon.

	— Reste maintenant à savoir où est lanimal, demanda le premier paysan.

	— Oui, répéta le second, reste à savoir où il est.

	— Oh! il ne sera pas difficile à trouver.

	— Tant mieux, fit le paysan.

	— Vous connaissez bien le pavillon de la forêt?

	— Lequel?

	— Oui, lequel?

	— Le pavillon qui dépend de la chartreuse de Seillon.

	Les deux paysans se regardèrent.

	— Eh bien, vous le trouverez à vingt pas de la façade du côté du bois de Genoud.

	Les deux paysans se regardèrent encore.

	— Hum! fit lun.

	— Hum! répéta lautre, fidèle écho de son compagnon.

	— Eh bien, quoi, hum? demanda Roland.

	— Dame…

	— Voyons, expliquez-vous; qu'y a-t-il?

	— Il y a que nous aimerions mieux que ce fût à lautre extrémité de la forêt.

	— Comment à l'autre extrémité de la forêt?

	— Ça est un fait, dit le second paysan.

	— Mais pourquoi à lautre extrémité de la forêt? reprit Roland avec impatience; il y a trois lieues d'ici à l'autre extrémité de la forêt, tandis que vous avez une lieue à peine d'ici à lendroit où est le sanglier.

	— Oui, dit le premier paysan, c'est que lendroit où est le sanglier…

	Et il s'arrêta en se grattant la tête.

	— Justement, voilà! dit le second.

	— Voilà quoi?

	— C'est un peu trop près de la chartreuse.

	— Pas de la chartreuse, je vous ai dit du pavillon.

	— C'est tout un; vous savez bien, monsieur Louis, qu'on dit qu'il y a un passage souterrain qui va du pavillon à la chartreuse.

	— Oh! il y en a un, c'est sûr, dit le second paysan.

	— Eh bien, fit Roland, qu'ont de commun la chartreuse, le pavillon et le passage souterrain avec notre sanglier?

	— Cela a de commun que lanimal est dans un mauvais endroit; voilà.

	— Oh! oui, un mauvais endroit, répéta le second paysan.

	— Ah çà! vous expliquerez-vous, drôles? s'écria Roland, qui commençait à se fâcher, tandis que sa mère s'inquiétait et qu'Amélie pâlissait visiblement.

	— Pardon, monsieur Louis, dit le paysan, nous ne sommes pas des drôles: nous sommes des gens craignant Dieu, voilà tout.

	— Eh! mille tonnerres! dit Roland, moi aussi je crains Dieu!

	Après?

	— Ce qui fait que nous ne nous soucions pas d'avoir des démêlés avec le diable.

	— Non, non, non, dit le second paysan.

	— Avec son semblable, continua le premier paysan, un homme vaut un homme.

	— Quelquefois même il en vaut deux, dit le second bâti en

	Hercule.

	— Mais avec des êtres surnaturels, des fantômes, des spectres, non, merci! continua le premier paysan.

	— Merci! répéta le second. — Ah çà, ma mère; ah çà, ma soeur, demanda Roland s'adressant aux deux femmes, comprenez-vous, au nom du ciel, quelque chose à ce que disent ces deux imbéciles?

	— Imbéciles! fit le premier paysan, c'est possible; mais il n'en est pas moins vrai que Pierre Marey, pour avoir voulu regarder seulement par-dessus le mur de la chartreuse, a eu le cou tordu; il est vrai que c'était un samedi, jour de sabbat.

	— Et qu'on n'a jamais pu le lui redresser, affirma le second paysan; de sorte qu'on a été obligé de lenterrer le visage à lenvers et regardant ce qui se passe derrière lui.

	— Oh! oh! fit sir John, voilà qui devient intéressant; j'aime fort les histoires de fantômes.

	— Bon! dit Édouard, ce n'est point comme ma soeur Amélie, milord, à ce qu'il paraît.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Regarde donc, frère Roland, comme elle est pâle.

	— En effet, dit sir John, mademoiselle semble près de se trouver mal.

	— Moi? pas du tout, fit Amélie; seulement ne trouvez-vous pas qu'il fait un peu chaud ici, ma mère?

	Et Amélie essuya son front couvert de sueur.

	— Non, dit madame de Montrevel.

	— Cependant, insista Amélie, si je ne craignais pas de vous incommoder, madame, je vous demanderais la permission d'ouvrir une fenêtre.

	— Fais, mon enfant.

	Amélie se leva vivement pour mettre à profit la permission reçue, et, tout en chancelant, alla ouvrir une fenêtre donnant sur le jardin.

	La fenêtre ouverte, elle resta debout, adossée à la barre d'appui, et à moitié cachée par les rideaux.

	— Ah! dit-elle, ici, au moins, on respire.

	Sir John se leva pour lui offrir son flacon de sels; mais vivement:

	— Non, non, milord, dit Amélie, je vous remercie, cela va tout à fait mieux.

	— Voyons, voyons, dit Roland, il ne s'agit pas de cela, mais de notre sanglier.

	— Eh bien, votre sanglier, monsieur Louis, on l'ira chercher demain.

	— C'est ça, dit le second paysan, demain matin il fera jour.

	— De sorte que, pour y aller ce soir?…

	— Oh! pour y aller ce soir…

	Le paysan regarda son camarade, et, tous deux en même temps, secouant la tête:

	— Pour y aller ce soir, ça ne se peut pas.

	— Poltrons!

	— Monsieur Louis, on n'est pas poltron pour avoir peur, dit le premier paysan.

	— Que non, on n'est pas poltron pour ça, répondit le second.

	— Ah! fit Roland, je voudrais bien qu'un plus fort que vous me soutînt cette thèse, que l'on n'est pas poltron pour avoir peur.

	— Dame, c'est selon la chose dont on a peur, monsieur Louis: qu'on me donne une bonne serpe et un bon gourdin, je n'ai pas peur d'un loup; qu'on me donne un bon fusil, je n'ai pas peur d'un homme, quand bien même je saurais que cet homme m'attend pour m'assassiner…

	— Oui, dit Édouard; mais d'un fantôme, fût-ce d'un fantôme de moine, tu as peur?

	— Mon petit monsieur Édouard, dit le paysan, laissez parler votre frère, M. Louis; vous n'êtes pas encore assez grand pour plaisanter avec ces choses-là, non.

	— Non, ajouta lautre paysan; attendez que vous ayez de la barbe au menton, mon petit monsieur.

	— Je n'ai pas de barbe au menton, répondit Édouard en se redressant; mais cela n'empêche point que, si j'étais assez fort pour porter le sanglier, je l'irais bien chercher tout seul, que ce fût le jour ou la nuit.

	— Grand bien vous fasse, mon jeune monsieur; mais voilà mon camarade et moi qui vous disons que, pour un louis, nous n'irions pas.

	— Mais pour deux? dit Roland, qui voulait les pousser à bout.

	— Ni pour deux, ni pour quatre, ni pour dix, monsieur de Montrevel. C'est bon, dix louis; mais qu'est-ce que je ferais de vos dix louis quand j'aurais le cou tordu?

	— Oui, le cou tordu comme Pierre Marey, dit le second paysan.

	— Ce n'est pas vos dix louis qui donneront du pain à ma femme et à mes enfants pour le restant de leurs jours, n'est-ce pas?

	— Et encore, quand tu dis dix louis, reprit le second paysan, cela ne serait que cinq, puisqu'il y en aurait cinq pour moi.

	— Alors, il revient des fantômes dans le pavillon? demanda

	Roland.

	— Je ne dis pas dans le pavillon — dans le pavillon, je n'en suis pas sûr — mais dans la chartreuse…

	— Dans la chartreuse, tu en es sûr?

	— Oh! oui, là, bien certainement.

	— Tu les as vus?

	— Pas moi; mais il y a des gens qui les ont vus.

	— Ton camarade? demanda le jeune officier en se tournant vers le second paysan.

	— Je ne les ai pas vus; mais j'ai vu des flammes, et Claude

	Philippon a entendu des chaînes.

	— Ah! il y a des flammes et des chaînes? demanda Roland.

	— Oui! et, quant aux flammes, dit le premier paysan, je les ai vues, moi.

	— Et Claude Philippon a entendu les chaînes, répéta le premier.

	— Très bien, mes amis, très bien, reprit Roland d'un ton goguenard; donc, à aucun prix, vous n'irez ce soir?

	— À aucun prix.

	— Pas pour tout lor du monde.

	— Et vous irez demain au jour?

	— Oh! monsieur Louis, avant que vous soyez levé, le sanglier sera ici.

	— Il y sera que vous ne serez pas levé, répondit lécho.

	— Eh bien, fit Roland, venez me revoir après-demain.

	— Volontiers, monsieur Louis; pourquoi faire?

	— Venez toujours.

	— Oh! nous viendrons.

	— C'est-à-dire que, du moment où vous nous dites: «Venez!» vous pouvez être sûr que nous n'y manquerons pas, monsieur Louis.

	— Eh bien, moi, je vous en donnerai des nouvelles sûres.

	— De qui?

	— Des fantômes.

	Amélie jeta un cri étouffé; madame de Montrevel, seule, entendit ce cri. Louis prenait de la main congé des deux paysans, qui se cognaient à la porte, où ils voulaient passer tous les deux en même temps.

	Il ne fut plus question, pendant tout le reste de la soirée, ni de la Chartreuse, ni du pavillon, ni des hôtes surnaturels, spectres ou fantômes, qui les hantaient.

	XV — L'ESPRIT FORT

	À dix heures sonnantes, tout le monde était couché au château des Noires-Fontaines, ou tout au moins chacun était retiré dans sa chambre.

	Deux ou trois fois pendant la soirée, Amélie s'était approchée de Roland, comme si elle eût eu quelque chose à lui dire; mais toujours la parole avait expiré sur ses lèvres.

	Quand on avait quitté le salon, elle s'était appuyée à son bras, et, quoique la chambre de Roland fût située un étage au-dessus de la sienne, elle avait accompagné Roland jusqu'à la porte de sa chambre.

	Roland l'avait embrassée, avait fermé sa porte, en lui souhaitant une bonne nuit et en se déclarant très fatigué.

	Cependant, malgré cette déclaration, Roland, rentré chez lui, n'avait point procédé à sa toilette de nuit; il était allé à son trophée d'armes, en avait tiré une magnifique paire de pistolets d'honneur, de la manufacture de Versailles, donnée à son père par la Convention, en avait fait jouer les chiens, et avait soufflé dans les canons pour voir s'ils n'étaient pas vieux chargés.

	Les pistolets étaient en excellent état.

	Après quoi, il les avait posés côte à côte sur la table, était allé ouvrir doucement la porte de la chambre, regardant du côté de l'escalier pour savoir si personne ne lépiait, et, voyant que corridor et escalier étaient solitaires, il était allé frapper à la porte de sir John.

	— Entrez, dit lAnglais. Sir John, lui non plus, n'avait pas encore commencé sa toilette de nuit.

	— J'ai compris, à un signe que vous m'avez fait, que vous aviez quelque chose à me dire, fit sir John, et, vous le voyez, je vous attendais.

	— Certainement, que j'ai quelque chose à vous dire, répondit

	Roland en s'étendant joyeusement dans un fauteuil.

	— Mon cher hôte, répondit lAnglais, je commence à vous connaître; de sorte que, quand je vous vois aussi gai que cela, je suis comme vos paysans, j'ai peur.

	— Vous avez entendu ce qu'ils ont dit?

	— C'est-à-dire qu'ils ont raconté une magnifique histoire de fantômes. J'ai un château en Angleterre, où il en revient, des fantômes.

	— Vous les avez vus, milord?

	— Oui, quand j'étais petit; par malheur, depuis que je suis grand, ils ont disparu.

	— C'est comme cela, les fantômes, dit gaiement Roland, ça va, ça vient; quelle chance, hein! que je sois revenu justement à l'heure où il y a des fantômes à la chartreuse de Seillon.

	— Oui, fit sir John, c'est bien heureux; seulement, êtes-vous sûr qu'il y en ait?

	— Non; mais, après-demain, je saurai à quoi m'en tenir là-dessus.

	— Comment cela?

	— Je compte passer là-bas la nuit de demain.

	— Oh! dit l'Anglais, voulez-vous, moi, que j'aille avec vous?

	— Ce serait avec plaisir; mais, par malheur, la chose est impossible.

	— Impossible, oh!

	— C'est comme j'ai l'honneur de vous le dire, mon cher hôte.

	— Impossible! Pourquoi?

	— Connaissez-vous les moeurs des fantômes, milord? demanda gravement Roland.

	— Non.

	— Eh bien, je les connais, moi: les fantômes ne se montrent que dans certaines conditions.

	— Expliquez-moi cela.

	— Ainsi, par exemple, tenez, milord, en Italie, en Espagne, pays des plus superstitieux, eh bien, il n'y a pas de fantômes, ou, s'il y en a, dame, dame, c'est tous les dix ans, c'est tous les vingt ans, c'est tous les siècles.

	— Et à quoi attribuez-vous cette absence de fantômes?

	— Au défaut de brouillard, milord.

	—Ah! ah!

	— Sans doute; vous comprenez bien l'atmosphère des fantômes, c'est le brouillard: en Écosse, en Danemark, en Angleterre, pays de brouillards, on regorge de fantômes: on a le spectre du père d'Hamlet, le spectre de Banquo, les ombres des victimes de Richard III. En Italie, vous n'avez qu'un spectre, celui de César; et encore où apparaît-il à Brutus? À Philippes en Macédoine, en Thrace, c'est-à-dire dans le Danemark de la Grèce, dans l'Écosse de l'Orient, où le brouillard a trouvé moyen de rendre Ovide mélancolique à ce point qu'il a intitulé Tristes les vers qu'il y a faits. Pourquoi Virgile fait-il apparaître l'ombre d'Anchise à Énée? Parce que Virgile est de Mantoue. Connaissez-vous Mantoue? un pays de marais, une vraie grenouillère, une fabrique de rhumatismes, une atmosphère de vapeurs, par conséquent, un nid de fantômes!

	— Allez toujours, je vous écoute.

	— Vous avez vu les bords du Rhin?

	— Oui.

	— L'Allemagne, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui.

	— Encore un pays de fées, d'ondines, de sylphes et, par conséquent, de fantômes (qui peut le plus, peut le moins) tout cela à cause du brouillard toujours; mais, en Italie, en Espagne, où diable voulez-vous que les fantômes se réfugient? Pas la plus petite vapeur… Aussi, si j'étais en Espagne ou en Italie, je ne tenterais même pas l'aventure de demain.

	— Tout cela ne me dit point pourquoi vous refusez ma compagnie, insista sir John.

	— Attendez donc: je vous ai déjà expliqué comment les fantômes ne se hasardent pas dans certains pays, parce qu'ils n'y trouvent pas certaines conditions atmosphériques; laissez-moi vous expliquer les chances qu'il faut se ménager quand on désire en voir.

	— Expliquez! expliquez! dit sir John; en vérité, vous êtes l'homme que j'aime le mieux entendre parler, Roland.

	Et sir John s'étendit à son tour dans un fauteuil, s'apprêtant à écouter avec délices les improvisations de cet esprit fantasque, qu'il avait déjà vu sous tant de faces depuis cinq ou six jours à peine qu'il le connaissait.

	Roland s'inclina en signe de remerciement.

	— Eh bien, voici donc l'affaire, et vous allez comprendre cela, milord: j'ai tant entendu parler fantômes dans ma vie, que je connais ces gaillards-là comme si je les avais faits. Pourquoi les fantômes se montrent-ils?

	— Vous me demandez cela? fit sir John.

	— Oui, je vous le demande.

	— Je vous avoue que, n'ayant pas étudié les fantômes comme vous, je ne saurais vous faire une réponse positive.

	— Vous voyez bien! Les fantômes se montrent, mon cher lord, pour faire peur à celui auquel ils apparaissent.

	— C'est incontestable.

	— Parbleu! s'ils ne font pas peur à celui à qui ils apparaissent, c'est celui à qui ils apparaissent qui leur fait peur: témoin M. de Turenne, dont les fantômes se sont trouvés être des faux- monnayeurs. Connaissez-vous cette histoire-là?

	— Non.

	— Je vous la raconterai un autre jour; ne nous embrouillons pas. Voilà pourquoi, lorsqu'ils se décident à apparaître — ce qui est rare — voilà pourquoi les fantômes choisissent les nuits orageuses, où il fait des éclairs, du tonnerre, du vent: c'est leur mise en scène.

	— Je suis forcé d'avouer que tout cela est on ne peut pas plus juste.

	— Attendez! il y a certaines secondes où lhomme le plus brave sent un frisson courir dans ses veines; du temps où je n'avais pas un anévrisme, cela m'est arrivé dix fois, quand je voyais briller sur ma tête léclair des sabres et que j'entendais gronder à mes oreilles le tonnerre des canons. Il est vrai que, depuis que j'ai un anévrisme, je cours où l'éclair brille, où le tonnerre gronde; mais j'ai une chance: c'est que les fantômes ne sachent pas cela, c'est que les fantômes croient que je puis avoir peur.

	— Tandis que c'est impossible, n'est-ce pas? demanda sir John.

	— Que voulez-vous? quand, au lieu d'avoir peur de la mort, on croit, à tort ou à raison, avoir un motif de chercher la mort, je ne sais pas de quoi l'on aurait peur; mais, je vous le répète, il est possible que les fantômes, qui savent beaucoup de choses cependant, ne sachent point cela. Seulement, ils savent ceci: c'est que le sentiment de la peur s'augmente ou diminue par la vue et par l'audition des objets extérieurs. Ainsi, par exemple, où les fantômes apparaissent-ils de préférence? dans les lieux obscurs, dans les cimetières, dans les vieux cloîtres, dans les ruines, dans les souterrains parce que déjà laspect des localités a disposé l'âme à la peur. Après quoi apparaissent-ils? après des bruits de chaînes, des gémissements, des soupirs, parce que tout cela n'a rien de bien récréatif; ils n'ont garde de venir au milieu d'une grande lumière ou après un air de contredanse; non, la peur est abîme où l'on descend marche à marche, jusquà ce que le vertige vous prenne, jusqu'à ce que le pied vous glisse, jusqu'à ce que vous tombiez les yeux fermés jusqu'au fond du précipice. Ainsi, lisez le récit de toutes les apparitions, voici comment les fantômes procèdent: d'abord le ciel sobscurcit, le tonnerre gronde, le vent siffle, les fenêtres et les portes crient, la lampe, s'il y a une lampe dans la chambre de celui à qui ils tiennent à faire peur, la lampe pétille, pâlit et s'éteint; obscurité complète! alors, dans lobscurité, on entend des plaintes; des gémissements; des bruits de chaînes, enfin la porte s'ouvre et le fantôme apparaît. Je dois dire que toutes les apparitions que j'ai, non pas vues, mais lues, se sont produites dans des circonstances pareilles. Voyons, est-ce bien cela, sir John?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Et avez-vous jamais vu qu'un fantôme ait apparu à deux personnes à la fois?

	— En effet, je ne l'ai jamais lu, ni entendu dire.

	— C'est tout simple, mon cher lord: à deux, vous comprenez, on n'a pas peur; la peur, c'est une chose mystérieuse, étrange, indépendante de la volonté, pour laquelle il faut lisolement, les ténèbres, la solitude. Un fantôme n'est pas plus dangereux qu'un boulet de canon. Eh bien, est-ce qu'un soldat a peur d'un boulet de canon, le jour, quand il est en compagnie de ses camarades, quand il sent les coudes à gauche? Non, il va droit à la pièce, il est tué ou il tue: c'est ce que ne veulent pas les fantômes; c'est ce qui fait qu'ils napparaissent pas à deux personnes à la fois! c'est ce qui fait que je veux aller seul à la chartreuse, milord; votre présence empêcherait le fantôme le plus résolu de paraître. Si je n'ai rien vu, ou si j'ai vu quelque chose qui en vaille la peine, eh bien, ce sera votre tour après demain. Le marché vous convient-il?

	— À merveille! Mais pourquoi nirais-je pas le premier?

	— Ah! d'abord, parce que lidée ne vous en est pas venue, et que c'est bien le moins que j'aie le bénéfice de mon idée; ensuite, parce que je suis du pays, que jétais lié avec tous ces bons moines de leur vivant, et qu'il y a dans cette liaison une chance de plus qu'ils m'apparaissent après leur mort; enfin, parce que, connaissant les localités, s'il faut fuir ou poursuivre, je me tirerai mieux que vous de l'agression ou de la retraite. Tout cela vous paraît-il juste, mon cher lord?

	— On ne peut plus juste, oui; mais, moi, j'irai le lendemain?

	— Le lendemain, le surlendemain, tous les jours, toutes les nuits si vous voulez; ce à quoi je tiens, c'est à la primeur. Maintenant, continua Roland en se levant, c'est entre vous et moi, n'est-ce pas? Pas un mot à qui que ce soit au monde; les fantômes pourraient être prévenus et agir en conséquence. Il ne faut pas nous faire rouler par ces gaillards-là, ce serait trop grotesque.

	— Soyez tranquille. Vous prendrez des armes, n'est-ce pas?

	— Si je croyais n'avoir affaire qu'à des fantômes, j'irais les deux mains dans mes poches, et rien dans les goussets; mais, comme je vous disais tout à l'heure, je me rappelle les faux-monnayeurs de M. de Turenne, et je prendrai des pistolets. — Voulez-vous les miens?

	— Non, merci; ceux-là, quoiqu'ils soient bons, j'ai à peu près résolu de ne men servir jamais.

	Puis, avec un sourire dont il serait impossible de rendre lamertume:

	— Ils me portent malheur, ajouta Roland. Bonne nuit, milord! Il faut que je dorme les poings fermés, cette nuit, pour ne pas avoir envie de dormir demain.

	Et, après avoir secoué énergiquement la main de lAnglais, il sortit de la chambre de celui-ci et rentra dans la sienne.

	Seulement, en rentrant dans la sienne, une chose le frappa: c'est qu'il retrouvait ouverte sa porte, qu'il était sûr d'avoir laissée fermée.

	Mais il fut à peine entré, que la vue de sa soeur lui expliqua ce changement.

	— Tiens! fit-il moitié étonné, moitié inquiet, c'est toi, Amélie?

	— Oui, c'est moi, fit la jeune fille.

	Puis, s'approchant de son frère et lui donnant son front à baiser.

	— Tu n'iras pas, dit-elle d'un ton suppliant, n'est-ce pas, mon ami?

	— Où cela? demanda Roland.

	— À la chartreuse.

	— Bon? et qui t'a dit que j'y allais?

	— Oh! lorsqu'on te connaît, comme c'est difficile à deviner!

	— Et pourquoi veux-tu que je n'aille pas à la chartreuse?

	— Je crains qu'il ne t'arrive un malheur.

	— Ah çà! tu crois donc aux fantômes, toi? dit Roland en fixant son regard sur celui d'Amélie.

	Amélie baissa les yeux, et Roland sentit la main de sa soeur trembler dans la sienne.

	— Voyons, dit Roland, Amélie, celle qu'autrefois j'ai connue, du moins, la fille du général de Montrevel, la soeur de Roland, est trop intelligente pour subir des terreurs vulgaires; il est impossible que tu croies à ces contes d'apparitions, de chaînes, de flammes, de spectres, de fantômes.

	— Si j'y croyais, mon ami, mes craintes seraient moins grandes: si les fantômes existent, ce sont des âmes dépouillées de leur corps, et, par conséquent, qui ne peuvent sortir du tombeau avec les haines de la matière; or, pourquoi un fantôme te haïrait-il, toi, Roland, qui n'as jamais fait de mal à personne?

	— Bon! tu oublies ceux que j'ai tués à larmée ou en duel.

	Amélie secoua la tête.

	— Je ne crains pas ceux-là.

	— Que crains-tu donc, alors?

	La jeune fille leva sur Roland. ses beaux yeux tout mouillés de larmes, et, se jetant dans les bras de son frère:

	— Je ne sais, dit-elle, Roland; mais, que veux-tu! je crains!

	Le jeune homme, par une légère violence, releva la tête qu'Amélie cachait dans sa poitrine, et, baisant doucement et tendrement ses longues paupières:

	— Tu ne crois pas que ce soient des fantômes que j'aurai demain à combattre, n'est-ce pas? demanda-t-il.

	— Mon frère, ne va pas à la chartreuse! insista Amélie d'un ton suppliant, en éludant la question.

	— C'est notre mère qui t'a chargée de me demander cela: avoue-le,

	Amélie.

	— Oh! mon frère, non, ma mère ne m'en a pas dit un mot; c'est moi qui ai deviné que tu voulais y aller.

	— Eh bien, si je voulais y aller, Amélie, dit Roland d'un ton ferme, tu dois savoir une chose, c'est que j'irais.

	— Même si je t'en prie à mains jointes, mon frère? dit Amélie avec un accent presque douloureux, même si je t'en prie à genoux?

	Et elle se laissa glisser aux pieds de son frère. — Oh! femmes! femmes! murmura Roland, inexplicables créatures dont les paroles sont un mystère, dont la bouche ne dit jamais les secrets du coeur, qui pleurent, qui prient, qui tremblent, pourquoi? Dieu le sait! mais nous autres hommes, jamais! J'irai, Amélie, parce que j'ai résolu d'y aller, et que, quand j'ai pris une fois une résolution, nulle puissance au monde n'a le pouvoir de m'en faire changer. Maintenant, embrasse-moi, ne crains rien, et je te dirai tout bas un grand secret.

	Amélie releva la tête, fixant sur Roland un regard à la fois interrogateur et désespéré.

	— J'ai reconnu depuis plus d'un an, répondit le jeune homme, que j'ai le malheur de ne pouvoir mourir; rassure-toi donc et sois tranquille.

	Roland prononça ces paroles d'un ton si douloureux, qu'Amélie, qui jusque-là était parvenue à retenir ses larmes, rentra chez elle en éclatant en sanglots.

	Le jeune officier après s'être assuré que sa soeur avait refermé sa porte, referma la sienne en murmurant:

	— Nous verrons bien qui se lassera enfin, de moi ou de la destinée.

	XVI — LE FANTÔME

	Le lendemain, à lheure à peu près à laquelle nous venons de quitter Roland, le jeune officier, après s'être assuré que tout le monde était couché au château des Noires-Fontaines, entrouvrit doucement sa porte, descendit lescalier en retenant sa respiration, gagna le vestibule, tira sans bruit les verrous de la porte d'entrée, descendit le perron, se retourna pour s'assurer que tout était bien tranquille, et, rassuré par lobscurité des fenêtres, il attaqua bravement la grille.

	La grille, dont les gonds avaient, selon toute probabilité, été huilés dans la journée, tourna sans faire entendre le moindre grincement, et se referma comme elle s'était ouverte, après avoir donné passage à Roland, qui s'avança rapidement alors dans la direction du chemin de Pont-d'Ain à Bourg.

	À peine eut-il fait cent pas que la cloche de Saint-Just tinta un coup: celle de Montagnat lui répondit comme un écho de bronze; dix heures et demie sonnaient.

	Au pas dont marchait le jeune homme, il lui fallait à peine vingt minutes pour atteindre la chartreuse de Seillon, surtout si, au lieu de contourner le bois, il prenait le sentier qui conduisait droit au monastère.

	Roland était trop familiarisé depuis sa jeunesse avec les moindres laies de la forêt de Seillon pour allonger inutilement son chemin de dix minutes. Il prit donc sans hésiter à travers bois, et, au bout de cinq minutes, il reparut de l'autre côté de la forêt.

	Arrivé là, il n'avait plus à traverser qu'un bout de plaine pour être arrivé au mur du verger du cloître. Ce fut l'affaire de cinq autres minutes à peine.

	Au pied du mur, il s'arrêta, mais ce fut pour quelques secondes.

	Il dégrafa son manteau, le roula en tampon et le jeta par-dessus le mur.

	Son manteau ôté, il resta avec une redingote de velours, une culotte de peau blanche et des bottes à retroussis.

	La redingote était serrée autour du corps par une ceinture dans laquelle étaient passés deux pistolets.

	Un chapeau à larges bords couvrait son visage et le voilait d'ombre.

	Avec la même rapidité qu'il s'était débarrassé du vêtement qui pouvait le gêner pour franchir le mur, il se mit à l'escalader.

	Son pied chercha une jointure qu'il n'eut pas de peine à trouver; il s'élança, saisit la crête du chaperon, et retomba de lautre côté sans avoir même touché le faîte de ce mur, par-dessus lequel il avait bondi.

	Il ramassa son manteau, le rejeta sur ses épaules, lagrafa de nouveau, et, à travers le verger, gagna à grands pas une petite porte qui servait de communication entre le verger et le cloître.

	Comme il franchissait le seuil de cette petite porte, onze heures sonnaient.

	Roland s'arrêta, compta les coups, fit lentement le tour du cloître, regardant et écoutant. Il ne vit rien et n'entendit pas le moindre bruit.

	Le monastère offrait limage de la désolation et de la solitude; toutes les portes étaient ouvertes: celles des cellules, celle de la chapelle, celle du réfectoire.

	Dans le réfectoire, immense pièce où les tables étaient encore dressées, Roland vit voleter cinq ou six chauves-souris; une chouette effrayée s'échappa par une fenêtre brisée, se percha sur un arbre à quelques pas de là et fit entendre son cri funèbre.

	— Bon! dit tout haut Roland, je crois que c'est ici que je dois établir mon quartier général; chauves-souris et chouettes sont lavant-garde des fantômes.

	Le son de cette voix humaine, s'élevant du milieu de cette solitude, de ces ténèbres et de cette désolation, avait quelque chose d'insolite et de lugubre qui eût fait frissonner celui-là même qui venait de parler, si Roland, comme il l'avait dit lui- même, n'avait pas eu une âme inaccessible à la peur.

	Il chercha un point d'où il pût du regard embrasser toute la salle: une table isolée, placée sur une espèce d'estrade, à lune des extrémités du réfectoire, et qui avait sans doute servi au supérieur du couvent, soit pour faire une lecture pieuse pendant le repas, soit pour prendre son repas séparé des autres frères, lui parut un lieu d'observation réunissant tous les avantages qu'il pouvait désirer.

	Appuyé au mur, il ne pouvait être surpris par derrière, et, de là, son regard, lorsqu'il serait habitué aux ténèbres, dominerait tous les points de la salle.

	Il chercha un siège quelconque et trouva, renversé à trois pas de la table, l'escabeau qui avait dû être celui du convive ou du lecteur isolé.

	Il s'assit devant la table, détacha son manteau pour avoir toute liberté dans ses mouvements, prit ses pistolets à sa ceinture, en disposa un devant lui, et, frappant trois coups sur la table avec la crosse de lautre:

	— La séance est ouverte, dit-il à haute voix, les fantômes peuvent venir.

	Ceux qui, la nuit, traversant à deux des cimetières ou des églises, ont quelquefois éprouvé, sans s'en rendre compte, ce suprême besoin de parler bas et religieusement, qui s'attache à certaines localités, ceux-là seuls comprendront quelle étrange impression eût produite, sur celui qui leût entendue, cette voix railleuse et saccadée troublant la solitude et les ténèbres.

	Elle vibra un instant dans lobscurité, qu'elle fit en quelque sorte tressaillir; puis elle s'éteignit et mourut sans écho, s'échappant à la fois par toutes ces ouvertures que les ailes du temps avaient faites sur son passage.

	Comme il s'y était attendu, les yeux de Roland s'étaient habitués aux ténèbres, et maintenant, grâce à la pâle lumière de la lune, qui venait de se lever, et qui pénétrait dans le réfectoire en longs rayons blanchâtres, par les fenêtres brisées, pouvait voir distinctement d'un bout à l'autre de limmense chambre.

	Quoique évidemment, à lintérieur comme à l'extérieur, Roland fût sans crainte, il n'était pas sans défiance, et son oreille percevait les moindres bruits.

	II entendit sonner la demie. Malgré lui, le timbre le fit tressaillir; il venait de l'église même du couvent.

	Comment, dans cette ruine où tout était mort, lhorloge, cette pulsation du temps, était-elle demeurée vivante?

	— Oh! oh! dit Roland, voilà qui m'indique que je verrai quelque chose.

	Ces paroles furent presque un aparté; la majesté des lieux et du silence agissait sur ce coeur pétri d'un bronze aussi dur que celui qui venait de lui envoyer cet appel du temps contre l'éternité.

	Les minutes s'écoulèrent les unes après les autres; sans doute un nuage passait entre la lune et la terre, car il semblait à Roland que les ténèbres s'épaississaient.

	Puis il lui semblait, à mesure que minuit s'approchait, entendre mille bruits à peine perceptibles, confus et différents, qui, sans doute, venaient de ce monde nocturne qui s'éveille quand lautre s'endort.

	La nature n'a pas voulu qu'il y eût suspension dans la vie, même pour le repos; elle a fait son univers nocturne comme elle a fait son monde du jour, depuis le moustique bourdonnant au chevet du dormeur, jusqu'au lion rôdant autour du douar de lArabe.

	Mais, Roland, veilleur des camps, sentinelle perdue dans le désert, Roland chasseur, Roland soldat, connaissait tous ces bruits; ces bruits ne le troublaient donc pas, lorsque, tout à coup, à ces bruits vint se mêler de nouveau le timbre de l'horloge vibrant pour la seconde fois au-dessus de sa tête.

	Cette fois, c'était minuit; il compta les douze coups les uns après les autres.

	Le dernier se fit entendre, frissonna dans lair comme un oiseau aux ailes de bronze, puis s'éteignit lentement, tristement, douloureusement.

	En même temps, il sembla, au jeune homme qu'il entendait une plainte.

	Roland tendit l'oreille du côté d'où venait le bruit.

	La plainte se fit entendre plus rapprochée.

	Il se leva, mais les mains appuyées sur la table et ayant sous la paume de chacune de ses mains la crosse dun pistolet. Un frôlement pareil à celui d'un drap ou dune robe qui traînerait sur l'herbe, se fit entendre à sa gauche, à dix pas de lui.

	II se redressa comme mû par un ressort.

	Au même moment, une ombre apparut au seuil de la salle immense. Cette ombre ressemblait à une de ces vieilles statues couchées sur les sépulcres; elle était enveloppée d'un immense linceul qui traînait derrière elle.

	Roland douta un instant de lui-même. La préoccupation de son esprit lui faisait-elle voir ce qui n'était pas? était-il la dupe de ses sens, le jouet de ces hallucinations que la médecine constate, mais ne peut expliquer?

	Une plainte poussée par le fantôme fit évanouir ses doutes.

	— Ah! par ma foi! dit-il en éclatant de rire, à nous deux, ami spectre!

	Le spectre s'arrêta et étendit la main vers le jeune officier.

	— Roland! Roland, dit le spectre dune voix sourde, ce serait une pitié que de ne pas poursuivre les morts dans le tombeau où tu les as fait descendre.

	Et le spectre continua son chemin sans hâter le pas.

	Roland, un instant étonné, descendit de son estrade et se mit résolument à la poursuite du fantôme.

	Le chemin était difficile, encombré qu'il se présentait de pierres, de bancs mis en travers, de tables renversées.

	Et cependant on eût dit qu'à travers tous ces obstacles un sentier invisible était tracé pour le spectre, qui marchait du même pas sans que rien l'arrêtât.

	Chaque fois qu'il passait devant une fenêtre, la lumière extérieure, si faible qu'elle fût, se réfléchissait sur ce linceul, et le fantôme dessinait ses contours, qui, la fenêtre franchie, se perdaient dans lobscurité pour reparaître bientôt et se perdre encore.

	Roland, l'oeil fixé sur celui qu'il poursuivait, craignant de le perdre de vue s'il en détachait un instant son regard, ne pouvait interroger du regard ce chemin si facile au spectre et si hérissé d'obstacles pour lui.

	À chaque pas, il trébuchait; le fantôme gagnait sur lui.

	Le fantôme arriva près de la porte opposée à celle par laquelle il était entré, Roland vit s'ouvrir lentrée d'un corridor obscur; il comprit que lombre allait lui échapper.

	— Homme ou spectre, voleur ou moine, dit-il, arrête, ou je fais feu!

	— On ne tue pas deux fois le même corps, et la mort, tu le sais bien, continua le fantôme d'une voix sourde, n'a pas de prise sur les âmes.

	— Qui es-tu donc? demanda Roland.

	— Je suis le spectre de celui que tu as violemment arraché de ce monde.

	Le jeune officier éclata de rire, de son rire strident et nerveux rendu plus effrayant encore dans les ténèbres.

	— Par ma foi, dit-il, si tu n'as pas d'autre indication à me donner, je ne prendrai pas même la peine de chercher, je t'en préviens.

	— Rappelle-toi la fontaine de Vaucluse, dit le fantôme avec un accent si faible, que cette phrase sembla sortir de sa bouche plutôt comme un soupir que comme des paroles articulées.

	Un instant, Roland sentit, non pas son coeur faiblir, mais la sueur perler à son front; par une réaction sur lui-même, il reprit sa force, et, d'une voix menaçante:

	— Une dernière fois, apparition ou réalité, cria-t-il, je te préviens que, si tu ne m'attends pas, je fais feu.

	Le spectre fut sourd et continua son chemin.

	Roland s'arrêta une seconde pour viser: le spectre était à dix pas de lui: Roland avait la main sûre, c'était lui-même qui avait glissé la balle dans le pistolet, un instant auparavant; il venait de passer la baguette dans les canons pour s'assurer qu'ils étaient chargés.

	Au moment où le spectre se dessinait de toute sa hauteur, blanc, sous la voûte sombre du corridor, Roland fit feu.

	La flamme illumina comme un éclair le corridor, dans lequel continua de s'enfoncer le spectre, sans hâter ni ralentir le pas.

	Puis tout rentra dans une obscurité d'autant plus profonde que la lumière avait été plus vive.

	Le spectre avait disparu sous larcade sombre.

	Roland s'y élança à sa poursuite, tout en faisant passer son second pistolet dans sa main droite.

	Mais, si court qu'eût été le temps d'arrêt, le fantôme avait gagné du chemin; Roland le vit au bout du corridor, se dessinant cette fois en vigueur sur l'atmosphère grise de la nuit.

	Il doubla le pas et arriva à l'extrémité du corridor au moment où le spectre disparaissait derrière la porte de la citerne.

	Roland redoubla de vitesse; arrivé sur le seuil de la porte, il lui sembla que le spectre s'enfonçait dans les entrailles de la terre.

	Cependant tout le torse était encore visible.

	— Fusses-tu le démon, dit Roland, je te rejoindrai.

	Et il lâcha son second coup de pistolet, qui emplit de flamme et de fumée le caveau dans lequel s'était englouti le spectre.

	Quand la fumée fut dissipée, Roland chercha vainement; il était seul.

	Roland se précipita dans le caveau en hurlant de rage; il sonda les murs de la crosse de ses pistolets, il frappa le sol du pied: partout le sol et la pierre rendirent ce son mat des objets solides.

	Il essaya de percer lobscurité du regard; mais c'était chose impossible: le peu de lumière que laissait filtrer la lune s'arrêtait aux premières marches de la citerne.

	— Oh! s'écria Roland, une torche! une torche!

	Personne ne lui répondit; le seul bruit qui se fît entendre était le murmure de la source coulant à trois pas de lui.

	Il vit qu'une plus longue recherche serait inutile, sortit du caveau, tira de sa poche une poire à poudre, deux balles tout enveloppées dans du papier, et rechargea vivement ses pistolets.

	Puis il reprit le chemin qu'il venait de suivre, retrouva le couloir sombre, au bout du couloir le réfectoire immense, et alla reprendre, à lextrémité de la salle muette, la place qu'il avait quittée pour suivre le fantôme.

	Là, il attendit.

	Mais les heures de la nuit sonnèrent successivement jusqu'à ce qu'elles devinssent les heures matinales et que les premiers rayons du jour teignissent de leurs tons blafards les murailles du cloître.

	— Allons, murmura Roland, c'est fini pour cette nuit; peut-être une autre fois serai-je plus heureux.

	Vingt minutes après, il rentrait au château des Noires-Fontaines.

	XVII — PERQUISITION

	Il ne pouvait point se figurer que sa soeur craignit pour un autre que lui.

	Amélie s'élança hors de sa chambre, avec son peignoir de nuit.

	Il était facile de voir, à la pâleur de son teint, au cercle de bistre s'étendant jusqu'à la moitié de sa joue, qu'elle navait pas fermé loeil de la nuit.

	— Il ne test rien arrivé, Roland? s'écria-t-elle en serrant son frère dans ses bras et en le tâtant avec inquiétude.

	— Rien.

	— Ni à toi ni à personne?

	— Ni à moi ni à personne.

	— Et tu n'as rien vu?

	— Je ne dis pas cela, fit Roland.

	— Qu'as-tu vu, mon Dieu?

	— Je te raconterai cela plus tard; en attendant, tant tués que blessés, il n'y a personne de mort.

	— Ah! je respire.

	— Maintenant, si j'ai un conseil à te donner, petite soeur, c'est d'aller te mettre gentiment dans ton lit et de dormir, si tu peux, jusqu'à lheure du déjeuner. Je vais faire autant, et je te promets que lon n'aura pas besoin de me bercer pour m'endormir: bonne nuit ou plutôt bon matin!

	Roland embrassa tendrement sa soeur, et, en affectant de siffloter insoucieusement un air de chasse, il monta lescalier du second étage.

	Sir John l'attendait franchement dans le corridor.

	Il alla droit au jeune homme.

	— Eh bien? lui demanda-t-il.

	— Eh bien, je n'ai point fait complètement buisson creux.

	— Vous avez vu un fantôme?

	— J'ai vu quelque chose, du moins, qui y ressemblait beaucoup.

	— Vous allez me raconter cela.

	— Oui, je comprends, vous ne dormiriez pas ou vous dormiriez mal; voici en deux mots la chose telle qu'elle s'est passée…

	Et Roland fit un récit exact et circonstancié de laventure de la nuit.

	— Bon! dit sir John quand Roland eut achevé, j'espère que vous en avez laissé pour moi?

	— J'ai même peur, dit Roland, de vous avoir laissé le plus dur.

	Puis, comme sir John insistait, revenant sur chaque détail, se faisant indiquer la disposition des localités:

	— Écoutez, dit Roland; aujourd'hui, après déjeuner, nous irons faire à la chartreuse une visite de jour, ce qui ne vous empêchera point d'y faire votre station de nuit; au contraire, la visite de jour vous servira à étudier les localités. Seulement, ne dites rien à personne.

	— Oh! fit sir John, ai-je donc l'air d'un bavard?

	— Non, c'est vrai, dit Roland en riant; ce n'est pas vous, milord, qui êtes un bavard, c'est moi qui suis un niais.

	Et il rentra dans sa chambre.

	Après le déjeuner, les deux hommes descendirent les pentes du jardin comme pour aller faire une promenade aux bords de la Reyssouse, puis ils appuyèrent à gauche, remontèrent au bout de quarante pas, gagnèrent la grande route, traversèrent le bois, et se trouvèrent au pied du mur de la chartreuse, à l'endroit même où la veille Roland l'avait escaladé.

	— Milord, dit Roland, voici le chemin.

	— En bien, fit sir John, prenons-le.

	Et lentement, mais avec une admirable force de poignet qui indiquait un homme possédant à fond sa gymnastique, l'Anglais saisit le chaperon du mur, s'assit sur le faîte, et se laissa retomber de l'autre.

	Roland le suivit avec la prestesse d'un homme qui n'en était point à son coup d'essai.

	Tous deux se trouvèrent de l'autre côté.

	L'abandon était encore plus visible de jour que la nuit.

	L'herbe avait poussé partout dans les allées et montait jusqu'aux genoux; les escaliers étaient envahis par des vignes devenues si épaisses, que le raisin ny pouvait mûrir sous l'ombre des feuilles; en plusieurs endroits, le mur était dégradé, et le lierre, ce parasite bien plus que cet ami des ruines, commençait à s'étendre de tous côtés.

	Quant aux arbres en plein vent, pruniers, pêchers, abricotiers, ils avaient poussé avec la liberté des hêtres et des chênes de la forêt, dont ils semblaient envier la hauteur et l'épaisseur, et la sève, tout entière absorbée par les branches aux jets multiples et vigoureux, ne donnait que des fruits rares et mal venus.

	Deux ou trois fois, au mouvement des longues herbes agitées devant eux, sir John et Roland devinèrent que la couleuvre, cette hôtesse rampante de la solitude, avait établi là son domicile et fuyait tout étonnée qu'on la dérangeât.

	Roland conduisit son ami droit à la porte donnant du verger dans le cloître; mais, avant d'entrer dans le cloître, il jeta les yeux sur le cadran de l'horloge; l'horloge, qui marchait la nuit, était arrêtée le jour.

	Du cloître, il passa dans le réfectoire: là, le jour lui révéla sous leur véritable aspect les objets que l'obscurité avait revêtus des formes fantastiques de la nuit.

	Roland montra à sir John l'escabeau renversé, la table rayée sous les batteries des pistolets, la porte par laquelle était entré le fantôme.

	Il suivit, avec l'Anglais, le chemin qu'il avait suivi à la piste du fantôme; il reconnut les obstacles qui l'avaient arrêté, mais qui étaient faciles à franchir pour quelqu'un qui d'avance aurait pris connaissance de la localité.

	Arrivé à l'endroit où il avait fait feu, il retrouva les bourres, mais il chercha inutilement la balle.

	Par la disposition du corridor, fuyant en biais, il était cependant impossible, si la balle n'avait pas laissé de traces sur la muraille, qu'elle n'eût point atteint le fantôme.

	Et cependant, si le fantôme avait été atteint et présentait un corps solide, comment se faisait-il que ce corps fût resté debout? comment, au moins, n'avait-il point été blessé? et comment, ayant été blessé, ne trouvait-on sur le sol aucune trace de sang?

	Or, il n'y avait ni trace de sang ni trace de balle.

	Lord Tanlay n'était pas loin d'admettre que son ami eût eu affaire à un spectre véritable.

	— On est venu depuis moi, dit Roland, et l'on a ramassé la balle.

	— Mais, si vous avez tiré sur un homme, comment la balle n'est- elle pas entrée?

	— Oh! c'est bien simple, l'homme avait une cotte de mailles sous son linceul.

	C'était possible: cependant, sir John secoua la tête en signe de doute; il aimait mieux croire à un événement surnaturel, cela le fatiguait moins.

	L'officier et lui continuèrent leur investigation.

	On arriva au bout du corridor, et l'on se trouva à l'autre extrémité du verger.

	C'était là que Roland avait revu son spectre, un instant disparu sous la voûte sombre.

	Il alla droit à la citerne; il semblait suivre encore le fantôme, tant il hésitait peu.

	Là, il comprit l'obscurité de la nuit devenue plus intense encore par l'absence de tout reflet extérieur: à peine y voyait-on pendant le jour.

	Roland tira de dessous son manteau deux torches d'un pied de long, prit un briquet, y alluma de l'amadou, et à lamadou une allumette.

	Les deux torches flambèrent.

	Il s'agissait de découvrir le passage par où le fantôme avait disparu.

	Roland et sir John approchèrent les torches du sol.

	La citerne était pavée de grandes dalles de liais qui semblaient parfaitement jointes les unes aux autres.

	Roland cherchait sa seconde balle avec autant de persistance qu'il avait cherché la première. Une pierre se trouvait sous ses pieds, il repoussa la pierre et aperçut un anneau scellé dans une des dalles.

	Sans rien dire, Roland passa sa main dans lanneau, s'arc-bouta sur ses pieds et tira à lui.

	La dalle tourna sur son pivot avec une facilité qui indiquait qu'elle opérait souvent la même manoeuvre.

	En tournant, elle découvrit lentrée du souterrain.

	— Ah! fit Roland, voici le passage de mon spectre.

	Et il descendit dans louverture béante.

	Sir John le suivit.

	Ils firent le même trajet qu'avait fait Morgan lorsqu'il était revenu rendre compte de son expédition; au bout du souterrain, ils trouvèrent la grille donnant sur les caveaux funéraires.

	Roland secoua la grille; la grille n'était point fermée, elle céda.

	Ils traversèrent le cimetière souterrain et atteignirent l'autre grille; comme la première, elle était ouverte.

	Roland marchant toujours le premier, ils montèrent quelques marches et se trouvèrent dans le choeur de la chapelle où s'était passée la scène que nous avons racontée entre Morgan et les compagnons de Jéhu.

	Seulement, les stalles étaient vides, le choeur était solitaire, et l'autel, dégradé par l'abandon du culte, n'avait plus ni ses cierges flamboyants, ni sa nappe sainte.

	Il était évident pour Roland que là avait abouti la course du faux fantôme, que sir John s'obstinait à croire véritable.

	Mais, que le fantôme fût vrai ou faux, sir John avouait que c'était là en effet que sa course avait dû aboutir.

	Il réfléchit un instant, puis, après cet instant de réflexion:

	— Eh bien, dit lAnglais, puisque c'est à mon tour à veiller ce soir, puisque j'ai le droit de choisir la place où je veillerai, je veillerai là, dit-il.

	Et il montra une espèce de table formée au milieu du choeur par le pied de chêne qui supportait autrefois l'aile du lutrin.

	— En effet, dit Roland avec la même insouciance que s'il se fût agi de lui-même, vous ne serez pas mal là; seulement, comme ce soir vous pourriez trouver la pierre scellée et les deux grilles fermées, nous allons chercher une issue qui vous conduise, directement ici.

	Au bout de cinq minutes, l'issue était trouvée.

	La porte d'une ancienne sacristie s'ouvrait sur le choeur, et, de cette sacristie, une fenêtre dégradée donnait passage dans la forêt.

	Les deux hommes sortirent par la fenêtre et se trouvèrent dans le plus épais du bois, juste à vingt pas de l'endroit où ils avaient tué le sanglier.

	— Voilà notre affaire, dit Roland; seulement, mon cher lord, comme vous ne vous retrouveriez pas de nuit dans cette forêt où l'on a déjà assez de mal à se retrouver de jour, je vous accompagnerai jusqu'ici.

	— Oui, mais, moi entré, vous vous retirez aussitôt, dit l'Anglais; je me souviens de ce que vous m'avez dit touchant la susceptibilité des fantômes: vous sachant à quelques pas de moi, ils pourraient hésiter à apparaître, et, puisque vous en avez vu un, je veux aussi en voir un au moins.

	— Je me retirerai, répondit Roland, soyez tranquille; seulement, ajouta-t-il en riant, je n'ai qu'une peur.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est qu'en votre qualité d'Anglais et d'hérétique; ils ne soient mal à laise avec vous.

	— Oh! dit sir John gravement, quel malheur que je n'aie pas le temps d'abjurer d'ici à ce soir!

	Les deux amis avaient vu tout ce qu'ils avaient à voir: en conséquence, ils revinrent au château.

	Personne, pas même Amélie, n'avait paru soupçonner dans leur promenade autre chose qu'une promenade ordinaire.

	La journée se passa donc sans questions et même sans inquiétudes apparentes: d'ailleurs, au retour des deux amis, elle était déjà bien avancée.

	On se mit à table, et, à la grande joie d'Édouard, on projeta une nouvelle chasse.

	Cette chasse fit les frais de la conversation pendant le dîner et pendant une partie de la soirée.

	À dix heures, comme d'habitude, chacun était rentré dans sa chambre, seulement Roland était dans celle de sir John.

	La différence des caractères éclatait visiblement dans les préparatifs: Roland avait fait les siens joyeusement, comme pour une partie de plaisir; sir John faisait les siens gravement, comme pour un duel.

	Les pistolets furent chargés avec le plus grand soin et passés à la ceinture de l'Anglais, et, au lieu d'un manteau qui pouvait gêner ses mouvements, ce fut une grande redingote à collet qu'il endossa par-dessus son habit.

	À dix heures et demie, tous deux sortirent avec les mêmes précautions que Roland avait prises pour lui tout seul.

	À onze heures moins cinq minutes, ils étaient au pied de la fenêtre dégradée, mais à laquelle des pierres tombées de la voûte pouvaient servir de marchepied.

	Là, ils devaient, selon leurs conventions, se séparer.

	Sir John rappela ces conditions à Roland:

	— Oui, dit le jeune homme, avec moi, milord, une fois pour toutes, ce qui est convenu est convenu; seulement, à mon tour, une recommandation.

	— Laquelle?

	— Je n'ai pas retrouvé les balles parce que lon est venu les enlever; on est venu les enlever pour que je ne visse pas lempreinte qu'elles avaient conservée sans doute.

	— Et, dans votre opinion, quelle empreinte eussent-elles conservée?

	— Celle des chaînons d'une cotte de mailles; mon fantôme était un homme cuirassé.

	— Tant pis, dit sir John, j'aimais fort le fantôme, moi.

	Puis, après un moment de silence où un soupir de lAnglais exprimait son regret profond d'être forcé de renoncer au spectre:

	— Et votre recommandation? dit-il.

	— Tirez au visage.

	L'Anglais fit un signe d'assentiment, serra la main du jeune officier, escalada les pierres, entra dans la sacristie, et disparut.

	— Bonne nuit! lui cria Roland.

	Et, avec cette insouciance du danger qu'en général un soldat a pour lui-même et pour ses compagnons, Roland, comme il lavait promis à sir John, reprit le chemin du château des Noires- Fontaines.

	XVIII — LE JUGEMENT

	Le lendemain, Roland, qui n'était parvenu à s'endormir que vers deux heures du matin, s'éveilla à sept heures.

	En s'éveillant, il réunit ses souvenirs épars, se rappela ce qui s'était passé la veille, entre lui et sir John, et s'étonna qu'à son retour l'Anglais ne leût point éveillé.

	Il s'habilla vivement et alla, au risque de le réveiller au milieu de son premier sommeil, frapper à la porte de la chambre de sir John.

	Mais sir John ne répondit point.

	Roland frappa plus fort.

	Même silence.

	Cette fois, un peu d'inquiétude se mêlait à la curiosité de

	Roland.

	La clef était en dehors; le jeune officier ouvrit la porte et plongea dans la chambre un regard rapide.

	Sir John n'était point dans la chambre, sir John n'était point rentré.

	Le lit était intact.

	Qu'était-il donc arrivé?

	Il n'y avait pas un instant à perdre, et, avec la rapidité de résolution que nous connaissons à Roland, on devine qu'il ne perdit pas un instant.

	Il s'élança dans sa chambre, acheva de s'habiller, mit son couteau de chasse à sa ceinture, son fusil en bandoulière, et sortit.

	Personne n'était encore éveillé, sinon la femme de chambre.

	Roland la rencontra sur lescalier:

	— Vous direz à madame de Montrevel, dit-il, que je suis sorti pour faire un tour dans la forêt de Seillon avec mon fusil; qu'on ne soit pas inquiet si milord et moi ne rentrions pas précisément à lheure du déjeuner.

	Et Roland s'élança rapidement hors du château.

	Dix minutes après, il était près de la fenêtre où, la veille, à onze heures du soir, il avait quitté lord Tanlay.

	Il écouta: on n'entendait aucun bruit à l'intérieur; à lextérieur seulement, loreille d'un chasseur pouvait reconnaître toutes ces rumeurs matinales que fait le gibier dans les bois.

	Roland escalada la fenêtre avec son agilité ordinaire et s'élança de la sacristie dans le choeur.

	Un regard lui suffit pour s'assurer que non seulement le choeur, mais le vaisseau entier de la petite chapelle, était vide.

	Les fantômes avaient-ils fait suivre à lAnglais le chemin opposé à celui qu'il avait suivi lui-même?

	C'était possible.

	Roland passa rapidement derrière lautel, gagna la grille des caveaux: la grille était ouverte.

	Il s'engagea dans le cimetière souterrain.

	L'obscurité l'empêchait de voir dans ses profondeurs. Il appela à trois reprises sir John; personne ne lui répondit.

	Il gagna lautre grille donnant dans le souterrain; elle était ouverte comme la première.

	Il s'engagea dans le passage voûté.

	Seulement, là, comme il eût été impossible, au milieu des ténèbres, de se servir de son fusil, il le passa en bandoulière et mit le couteau de chasse à la main.

	En tâtonnant, il s'enfonça toujours davantage sans rencontrer personne, et, au fur et à mesure qu'il allait en avant, lobscurité redoublait, ce qui indiquait que la dalle de la citerne était fermée.

	Il arriva ainsi à la première marche de lescalier, monta jusqu'à ce qu'il touchât la dalle tournante avec sa tête, fit un effort, la dalle tourna.

	Roland revit le jour.

	Il s'élança dans la citerne.

	La porte qui donnait sur le verger était ouverte; Roland sortit par cette porte, traversa la partie du verger qui se trouvait entre la citerne et le corridor, à lautre extrémité duquel il avait fait feu sur son fantôme.

	Il traversa le corridor et se trouva dans le réfectoire.

	Le réfectoire était vide.

	Comme il avait fait dans le souterrain funèbre, Roland appela trois fois sir John.

	L'écho étonné, qui semblait avoir désappris les sons de la parole humaine, lui répondit seul en balbutiant.

	Il n'était point probable que sir John fût venu de ce côté; il fallait retourner au point de départ.

	Roland repassa par le même chemin et se retrouva dans le choeur de la chapelle.

	C'était là que sir John avait dû passer la nuit, c'était là qu'on devait retrouver sa trace.

	Roland s'avança dans le choeur.

	À peine y fut-il, qu'un cri s'échappa de sa poitrine.

	Une large tache de sang s'étendait à ses pieds et tachait les dalles du choeur.

	De l'autre côté du choeur, à quatre pas de celle qui rougissait le marbre à ses pieds, il y avait une seconde tache non moins large, non mois rouge, non moins récente, et qui semblait faire le pendant de la première. Une de ces taches était à droite, l'autre à gauche de cette espèce de piédestal devant lequel milord avait dit qu'il établirait son domicile.

	Roland s'approcha du piédestal; le piédestal était ruisselant de sang.

	C'était là évidement que le drame s'était passé.

	Le drame, s'il fallait en croire les traces qu'il avait laissées, le drame avait été terrible.

	Roland, en sa double qualité de chasseur et de soldat, devait être un habile chercheur de piste.

	Il avait pu calculer ce qu'a répandu de sang un homme mort, ou ce qu'en répand un homme blessé.

	Cette nuit avait vu tomber trois hommes morts ou blessés.

	Maintenant, quelles étaient les probabilités?

	Les deux taches de sang du choeur, celle de droite et celle de gauche, étaient probablement le sang de deux des antagonistes de sir John.

	Le sang du piédestal, était probablement le sien.

	Attaqué de deux côtés, à droite et à gauche, il avait fait feu des deux mains et avait tué ou blessé un homme de chaque coup.

	De là les deux taches de sang qui rougissaient le pavé.

	Attaqué à son tour lui-même, il avait été frappé près du piédestal, et sur le piédestal son sang avait rejailli.

	Au bout de cinq secondes d'examen, Roland était aussi sûr de ce que nous venons de dire, que s'il avait vu la lutte de ses propres yeux.

	Maintenant qu'avait-on fait des deux autres corps et du corps de sir John?

	Ce qu'on avait fait des deux autres corps, Roland s'en inquiétait assez peu.

	Mais il tenait fort à savoir ce qu'était devenu celui de sir John.

	Une trace de sang partait du piédestal et allait jusquà la porte.

	Le corps de sir John avait été porté dehors.

	Roland secoua la porte massive; elle n'était fermée qu'au pêne.

	Sous son premier effort elle s'ouvrit: de l'autre côté du seuil, il retrouva les traces de sang.

	Puis, à travers les broussailles, le chemin qu'avaient suivi les gens qui emportaient le corps.

	Les branches brisées, les herbes foulées conduisirent Roland jusqu'à la lisière de la forêt donnant sur le chemin de Pont-d'Ain à Bourg.

	Là, vivant ou mort, le corps semblait avoir été déposé le long du talus du fossé.

	Après quoi, plus rien.

	Un homme passa, venant du côté du château des Noires-Fontaines;

	Roland alla à lui.

	— N'avez-vous rien vu sur votre chemin? n'avez-vous rencontré personne? demanda-t-il.

	— Si fait, répondit l'homme, j'ai vu deux paysans qui portaient un corps sur une civière.

	— Ah! s'écria Roland, et ce corps était celui d'un homme vivant?

	— L'homme était pâle et sans mouvement, et il avait bien l'air d'être mort.

	— Le sang coulait-il?

	— J'en ai vu des gouttes sur le chemin.

	— En ce cas, il vit.

	Alors, tirant un louis de sa poche:

	— Voilà un louis, dit-il; cours chez le docteur Milliet, à Bourg; dis-lui de monter à cheval et de se rendre à franc étrier au château des Noires-Fontaines; ajoute, qu'il y a un homme en danger de mort.

	Et, tandis que le paysan, stimulé par la récompense reçue, pressait sa course vers Bourg, Roland, bondissant sur son jarret de fer, pressait la sienne vers le château.

	Et maintenant, comme notre lecteur est selon toute probabilité, aussi curieux que Roland de savoir ce qui est arrivé à sir John, nous allons le mettre au courant des événements de la nuit.

	Sir John, comme on la vu, était entré à onze heures moins quelques minutes dans ce que l'on avait coutume d'appeler la Correrie ou le pavillon de la chartreuse, et qui n'était rien autre chose qu'une chapelle élevée au milieu du bois.

	De la sacristie, il avait passé dans le choeur.

	Le choeur était vide et paraissait solitaire. Une lune assez brillante, mais qui cependant disparaissait de temps en temps voilée par les nuages, infiltrait son rayon bleuâtre à travers les fenêtres en ogive et les vitraux de couleur à moitié brisés de la chapelle.

	Sir John pénétra jusqu'au milieu du choeur, s'arrêta devant le piédestal et s'y tint debout.

	Les minutes s'écoulèrent; mais, cette fois, ce ne fut point l'horloge de la chartreuse qui donna la mesure du temps, ce fut l'église de Péronnaz, c'est-à-dire du village le plus proche de la chapelle où sir John attendait.

	Tout se passa, jusqu'à minuit, comme tout s'était passé pour Roland, c'est-à-dire que sir John ne fut distrait que par de vagues rumeurs et par des bruits passagers.

	Minuit sonna: c'était le moment qu'attendait avec impatience sir John, car c'était celui où l'événement devait se produire, si un événement quelconque se produisait.

	Au dernier coup, il lui sembla entendre des pas souterrains et voir une lumière apparaître du côté de la grille qui communiquait aux tombeaux.

	Toute son attention se porta donc de ce côté.

	Un moine sortit du passage, son capuchon rabattu sur ses yeux et tenant une torche à la main.

	Il portait la robe des chartreux.

	Un second le suivit, puis un troisième. Sir John en compta douze.

	Ils se séparèrent devant lautel. Il y avait douze stalles dans le choeur; six à la droite de sir John, six à sa gauche.

	Les douze moines prirent silencieusement place dans les douze stalles.

	Chacun planta sa torche dans un trou pratiqué à cet effet dans les appuis du chêne, et attendit.

	Un treizième parut et se plaça devant lautel.

	Aucun de ces moines n'affectait l'allure fantastique des fantômes ou des ombres; tous appartenaient évidemment encore à la Terre, tous étaient des hommes vivants.

	Sir John, debout, un pistolet de chaque main, appuyé à son piédestal placé juste au milieu du choeur, regardait avec un grand flegme cette manoeuvre qui tendait à l'envelopper.

	Comme lui, les moines étaient debout et muets.

	Le moine de lautel rompit le silence.

	— Frères, demanda-t-il, pourquoi les vengeurs sont-ils réunis?

	— Pour juger un profane, répondirent les moines.

	— Ce profane, reprit l'interrogateur, quel crime a-t-il commis?

	— Il a tenté de pénétrer les secrets des compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Quelle peine a-t-il méritée?

	— La peine de mort.

	Le moine de l'autel laissa, pour ainsi dire, à l'arrêt qui venait d'être rendu le temps de pénétrer jusqu'au coeur de celui qu'il atteignait.

	Puis, se retournant vers lAnglais, toujours aussi calme que s'il eût assisté à une comédie:

	— Sir John Tanlay, lui dit-il, vous êtes étranger, vous êtes Anglais; c'était une double raison pour laisser tranquillement les compagnons de Jéhu débattre leurs affaires avec le gouvernement dont ils ont juré la perte. Vous n'avez point eu cette sagesse; vous avez cédé à une vaine curiosité; au lieu de vous en écarter, vous avez pénétré dans lantre du lion, le lion vous déchirera.

	Puis, après un instant de silence pendant lequel il sembla attendre la réponse de l'Anglais, voyant que celui-ci demeurait muet:

	— Sir John Tanlay, ajouta-t-il, tu es condamné à mort; prépare- toi à mourir.

	— Ah! ah! je vois que je suis tombé au milieu d'une bande de voleurs. S'il en est ainsi, on peut se racheter par une rançon.

	Puis se tournant vers le moine de lautel:

	— À combien la fixez-vous, capitaine?

	Un murmure de menaces accueillit ces insolentes paroles.

	Le moine de lautel étendit la main.

	— Tu te trompes, sir John: nous ne sommes pas une bande de voleurs, dit-il d'un ton qui pouvait lutter de calme et de sang- froid avec celui de lAnglais, et la preuve, c'est que, si tu as quelque somme considérable ou quelques bijoux précieux sur toi, tu n'as qu'à donner tes instructions, et argent et bijoux seront remis, soit à ta famille, soit à la personne que tu désigneras.

	— Et quel garant aurais-je que ma dernière volonté sera accomplie?

	— Ma parole.

	— La parole d'un chef d'assassins! je n'y crois pas.

	— Cette fois comme l'autre, tu te trompes, sir John: je ne suis pas plus un chef d'assassins que je n'étais un capitaine de voleurs.

	— Et qu'es-tu donc alors?

	— Je suis lélu de la vengeance céleste; je suis lenvoyé de Jéhu, roi d'Israël, qui a été sacré par le prophète Élisée pour exterminer la maison d'Achab.

	— Si vous êtes ce que vous dites, pourquoi vous voilez-vous le visage? Pourquoi vous cuirassez-vous sous vos robes? Des élus frappent à découvert et risquent la mort en donnant la mort. Rabattez vos capuchons, montrez-moi vos poitrines nues, et je vous reconnaîtrai pour ce que vous prétendez être.

	— Frères, vous avez entendu? dit le moine de l'autel.

	Et, dépouillant sa robe, il ouvrit d'un seul coup son habit, son gilet et jusqu'à sa chemise.

	Chaque moine en fit autant, et se trouva visage découvert et poitrine nue.

	C'étaient tous de beaux jeunes gens dont le plus âgé ne paraissait pas avoir trente-cinq ans.

	Leur mise indiquait lélégance la plus parfaite; seulement, chose étrange, pas un seul n'était armé.

	C'étaient bien des juges et pas autre chose.

	— Sois content, sir John Tanlay, dit le moine de lautel, tu vas mourir; mais, en mourant, comme tu en as exprimé le désir tout à l'heure, tu pourras reconnaître et tuer. Sir John, tu as cinq minutes pour recommander ton âme à Dieu.

	Sir John, au lieu de profiter de la permission accordée et de songer à son salut spirituel, souleva tranquillement la batterie de ses pistolets pour voir si lamorce était en bon état, fit jouer les chiens pour s'assurer de la bonté des ressorts, et passa la baguette dans les canons pour être bien certain de l'immobilité des balles.

	Puis, sans attendre les cinq minutes qui lui étaient accordées:

	— Messieurs, dit-il, je suis prêt; l'êtes-vous?

	Les jeunes gens se regardèrent: puis, sur un signe de leur chef, marchèrent droit à sir John, l'enveloppant de tous les côtés.

	Le moine de lautel resta immobile à sa place, dominant du regard la scène qui allait se passer.

	Sir John n'avait que deux pistolets, par conséquent que deux hommes à tuer.

	Il choisit ses victimes et fit feu.

	Deux compagnons de Jéhu roulèrent sur les dalles qu'ils rougirent de leur sang.

	Les autres, comme si rien ne s'était passé, s'avancèrent du même pas, étendant la main sur sir John.

	Sir John avait pris ses pistolets par le canon et s'en servait comme de deux marteaux. Il était vigoureux, la lutte fut longue.

	Pendant près de dix minutes, un groupe confus s'agita au milieu du choeur; puis, enfin, ce mouvement désordonné cessa, et les compagnons de Jéhu s'écartèrent à droite et à gauche, regagnant leurs stalles, et laissant sir John garrotté avec les cordes de leur robes et couché sur le piédestal au milieu du choeur.

	— As-tu recommandé ton âme à Dieu? demanda le moine de l'autel.

	— Oui, assassin! répondit sir John; tu peux frapper.

	Le moine prit sur l'autel un poignard, s'avança le bras haut vers sir John, et suspendant le poignard au-dessus de sa poitrine:

	— Sir John Tanlay, lui dit-il, tu es brave, tu dois être loyal; fais serment que pas un mot de ce que tu viens de voir ne sortira de ta bouche; jure que dans quelque circonstance que ce soit, tu ne reconnaîtras aucun de nous, et nous te faisons grâce de la vie.

	— Aussitôt sorti d'ici, répondit sir John, ce sera pour vous dénoncer; aussitôt libre, ce sera pour vous poursuivre.

	— Jure! répéta une seconde fois le moine.

	— Non! dit sir John.

	— Jure! répéta une troisième fois le moine.

	— Jamais! répéta à son tour sir John.

	— Eh bien, meurs donc, puisque tu le veux!

	Et il enfonça son poignard jusqu'à la garde dans la poitrine de sir John, qui, soit force de volonté, soit qu'il eût été tué sur le coup, ne poussa pas même un soupir.

	Puis, dune voix pleine, sonore, de la voix d'un homme qui a la conscience d'avoir accompli son devoir:

	— Justice est faite! dit le moine.

	Alors, remontant à l'autel en laissant le poignard dans la blessure:

	— Frères, dit-il, vous savez que vous êtes invités à Paris, rue du Bac, n° 35, au bal des victimes, qui aura lieu le 21 janvier prochain, en mémoire de la mort du roi Louis XVI.

	Puis, le premier, il rentra dans le souterrain, où le suivirent les dix moines restés debout, emportant chacun sa torche.

	Deux torches restaient pour éclairer les trois cadavres.

	Un instant après, à la lueur de ces deux torches, quatre frères servants entrèrent; ils commencèrent par prendre les deux cadavres gisant sur les dalles et les emportèrent dans le caveau.

	Puis ils rentrèrent, soulevèrent le corps de sir John, le posèrent sur un brancard, l'emportèrent hors de la chapelle, par la grande porte d'entrée, qu'ils refermèrent derrière eux.

	Les deux moines qui marchaient devant le brancard avaient pris les deux dernières torches.

	Et maintenant, si nos lecteurs nous demandent pourquoi cette différence entre les événements arrivés à Roland et ceux arrivés à sir John; pourquoi cette mansuétude envers l'un, et pourquoi cette rigueur envers l'autre, nous leur répondrons:

	«Souvenez-vous que Morgan avait sauvegardé le frère d'Amélie, et que, sauvegardé ainsi, Roland, dans aucun cas, ne pouvait mourir de la main d'un compagnon de Jéhu.»

	XIX: LA PETITE MAISON DE LA RUE DE LA VICTOIRE

	Tandis que l'on transporte au château des Noires-Fontaines le corps de sir John Tanlay; tandis que Roland s'élance dans la direction qui lui a été indiquée; tandis que le paysan dépêché par lui court à Bourg prévenir le docteur Milliet de la catastrophe qui rend sa présence nécessaire chez madame de Montrevel, franchissons l'espace qui sépare Bourg de Paris et le temps qui s'est écoulé entre le 16 octobre et le 7 novembre, c'est-à-dire entre le 24 vendémiaire et le 7 brumaire, et pénétrons, vers les quatre heures de l'après-midi, dans cette petite maison de la rue de la Victoire rendue historique par la fameuse conspiration du 18 brumaire, qui en sortit tout armée.

	Cest la même qui semble étonnée de présenter encore aujourd'hui, après tant de changements successifs de gouvernements, les faisceaux consulaires sur chaque battant de sa double porte de chêne et qui s'offre — située au côté droit de la rue, sous le numéro 60 — à la curiosité des passants.

	Suivons la longue et étroite allée de tilleuls qui conduit de la porte de la rue à la porte de la maison; entrons dans l'antichambre; prenons le couloir à droite, et montons les vingt marches qui conduisent à un cabinet de travail tendu de papier vert et meublé de rideaux, de chaises, de fauteuils et de canapés de la même couleur.

	Ses murailles sont couvertes de cartes géographiques et de plans des villes; une double bibliothèque en bois d'érable s'étend aux deux côtés de la cheminée, qu'elle emboîte; les chaises, les fauteuils, les canapés, les tables et les bureaux sont surchargés de livres; à peine y a-t-il place sur les sièges pour s'asseoir, et sur les tables et les bureaux pour écrire.

	Au milieu d'un encombrement de rapports, de lettres, de brochures et de livres où il s'est ménagé une place, un homme est assis et essaye, en s'arrachant de temps en temps les cheveux d'impatience, de déchiffrer une page de notes près desquelles les hiéroglyphes de lobélisque de Louqsor sont intelligibles jusqu'à la transparence.

	Au moment où limpatience du secrétaire approchait du désespoir, la porte s'ouvrit, et un jeune officier entra en costume d'aide de camp.

	Le secrétaire leva la tête et une vive expression de joie se réfléchit sur son visage.

	— Oh! mon cher Roland, dit-il, c'est vous, enfin! Je suis enchanté de vous voir pour trois raisons: la première, parce que je m'ennuyais de vous à en mourir; la seconde, parce que le général vous attend avec impatience et vous demande à cor et à cri; la troisième parce que vous allez m'aider à lire ce mot-là, sur lequel je pâlis depuis dix minutes… Mais, d'abord, et avant tout, embrassez-moi.

	Le secrétaire et l'aide de camp s'embrassèrent.

	— Eh bien, voyons, dit ce dernier, quel est ce mot qui vous embarrasse tant, mon cher Bourrienne?

	— Ah! mon cher, quelle écriture! il m'en vient un cheveu blanc par page que je déchiffre, et j'en suis à ma troisième page d'aujourd'hui! Tenez, lisez si vous pouvez.

	Roland prit la page des mains du secrétaire et, fixant son regard à l'endroit indiqué, il lut assez couramment:

	— «Paragraphe XI. Le Nil, depuis Assouan jusqu'à trois lieues au nord du Caire, coule dans une seule branche…» Eh bien, mais, fit-il en s'interrompant, cela va tout seul. Que disiez-vous donc? Le général s'est appliqué au contraire.

	— Continuez, continuez, dit Bourrienne.

	Le jeune homme reprit:

	— «De ce point que l'on appelle…» Ah! ah!

	— Nous y sommes, qu'en dites-vous?

	Roland répéta:

	— «Que l'on appelle…» Diable! «Que l'on appelle…»

	— Oui, que l'on appelle, après?

	— Que me donnerez-vous, Bourrienne, s'écria Roland, si je le tiens?

	— Je vous donnerai le premier brevet de colonel que je trouverai signé en blanc.

	— Par ma foi, non, je ne veux pas quitter le général, j'aime mieux avoir un bon père que cinq cents mauvais enfants. Je vais vous donner vos trois mots pour rien.

	— Comment! il y a trois mots là?

	— Qui n'ont pas lair d'en faire tout à fait deux, j'en conviens. Écoutez et inclinez-vous: «De ce point que l'on appelle Ventre della Vacca.»

	— Ah! «_Ventre de la Vache!…» _Pardieu! c'est déjà illisible en français: s'il va se mettre dans limagination d'écrire en italien, et en patois d'Ajaccio encore! je croyais ne courir que le risque de devenir fou, je deviendrai stupide! … C'est cela.

	Et il répéta la phrase tout entière:

	— «Le Nil, depuis Assouan jusqu'à trois lieues au nord du Caire, coule dans une seule branche; de ce point, que l'on appelle Ventre de la Vache, il forme les branches de Rosette et de Damiette.» Merci, Roland.

	Et il se mit en devoir d'écrire la fin du paragraphe dont le commencement était déjà jeté sur le papier.

	— Ah çà! demanda Roland, il a donc toujours son dada, notre général: coloniser l'Égypte?

	— Oui, oui, et puis, par contrecoup, un petit peu gouverner la

	France; nous coloniserons… à distance.

	— Eh bien, voyons, mon cher Bourrienne, mettez-moi au courant de l'air du pays, que je n'aie point l'air d'arriver du Monomotapa.

	— D'abord, revenez-vous de vous-même, ou êtes-vous rappelé?

	— Rappelé, tout ce qu'il y a de plus rappelé!

	— Par qui?

	— Mais par le général lui-même.

	— Dépêche particulière?

	— De sa main; voyez!

	Le jeune homme tira de sa poche un papier contenant deux lignes non signées, de cette même écriture dont Bourrienne avait tout un cahier sous les yeux.

	Ces deux lignes disaient:

	«Pars, et sois à Paris le 16 brumaire; j'ai besoin de toi.»

	— Oui, fit Bourrienne, je crois que ce sera pour le 18.

	— Pour le 18, quoi?

	— Ah! par ma foi, vous m'en demandez plus que je n'en sais,

	Roland. L'homme, vous ne l'ignorez pas, n'est point communicatif.

	Qu'y aura-t-il le 18 brumaire? Je n'en sais rien encore;

	cependant, je répondrais qu'il y aura quelque chose.

	— Oh! vous avez bien un léger doute?

	— Je crois qu'il veut se faire directeur à la place de Sieyès, peut-être président à la place de Gohier.

	— Bon! et la constitution de lan III?

	— Comment! la constitution de lan III? — Eh bien, oui, il faut quarante ans pour être directeur, et il s'en faut juste de dix ans que le général n'en ait quarante.

	— Dame, tant pis pour la constitution on la violera.

	— Elle est bien jeune encore, Bourrienne; on ne viole guère les enfants de sept ans.

	— Entre les mains du citoyen Barras, mon cher, on grandit bien vite: la petite fille de sept ans est déjà une vieille courtisane.

	Roland secoua la tête.

	— Eh bien, quoi? demanda Bourrienne.

	— Eh bien, je ne crois pas que notre général se fasse simple directeur avec quatre collègues; juge donc, mon cher, cinq rois de France, ce n'est plus un dictatoriat, c'est un attelage.

	— En tout cas, jusqu'à présent, il n'a laissé apercevoir que cela; mais, vous savez, mon cher ami, avec notre général, quand on veut savoir, il faut deviner.

	— Ah! ma foi, je suis trop paresseux pour prendre cette peine, Bourrienne; moi, je suis un véritable janissaire: ce qu'il fera sera bien fait. Pourquoi diable me donnerais-je la peine d'avoir une opinion, de la débattre, de la défendre? C'est déjà bien assez ennuyeux de vivre.

	Et le jeune homme appuya cet aphorisme d'un long bâillement; puis il ajouta, avec l'accent d'une profonde insouciance:

	— Croyez-vous que l'on se donnera des coups de sabre, Bourrienne?

	— C'est probable.

	— Eh bien, il y aura une chance de se faire tuer; c'est tout ce qu'il me faut. Où est le général?

	— Chez madame Bonaparte; il est descendu il y a un quart d'heure.

	Lui avez-vous fait dire que vous étiez arrivé?

	— Non, je n'étais point fâché de vous voir d'abord. Mais, tenez, j'entends son pas: le voici.

	Au même moment, la porte s'ouvrit brusquement, et le même personnage historique que nous avons vu remplir incognito à Avignon un rôle silencieux, apparut sur le seuil de la porte dans son costume pittoresque de général en chef de larmée d'Égypte.

	Seulement, comme il était chez lui, la tête était nue.

	Roland lui trouva les yeux plus caves et le teint plus plombé encore que d'habitude.

	Cependant, en apercevant le jeune homme, l'oeil sombre ou plutôt méditatif de Bonaparte lança un éclair de joie.

	— Ah! c'est toi, Roland! dit-il; fidèle comme lacier; on t'appelle, tu accours. Sois le bienvenu.

	Et il tendit la main au jeune homme.

	Puis, avec un imperceptible sourire:

	— Que fais-tu chez Bourrienne?

	— Je vous attends, général.

	— Et, en attendant, vous bavardez comme deux vieilles femmes.

	— Je vous lavoue, général; je lui montrais mon ordre d'être ici le 16 brumaire.

	— J'ai je écrit le 16 ou le 17?

	— Oh! le 16 général; le 17, c'eût été trop tard.

	— Pourquoi trop tard le 17?

	— Dame, s'il y a, comme la dit Bourrienne, de grands projets pour le 18.

	— Bon! murmura Bourrienne, voilà mon écervelé qui va me faire laver la tête.

	— Ah! il t'a dit que j'avais de grands projets pour le 18?

	Il alla à Bourrienne, et, le prenant par l'oreille:

	— Portière! lui dit-il.

	Puis à Roland:

	— Eh bien, oui, mon cher, nous avons de grands projets pour le 18: nous dînons, ma femme et moi, chez le président Gohier, un excellent homme, qui a parfaitement reçu Joséphine en mon absence. Tu dîneras avec nous, Roland.

	Roland regarda Bonaparte.

	— Cest pour cela que vous m'avez fait revenir, général? dit-il en riant.

	— Pour cela, oui, et peut-être encore pour autre chose. Écris,

	Bourrienne.

	Bourrienne reprit vivement la plume.

	— Y es-tu?

	— Oui, général.

	«Mon cher président, je vous préviens que ma femme, moi et un de mes aides de camp, irons vous demander à dîner après-demain 18.

	«C'est vous dire que nous nous contenterons du dîner de famille ….»

	— Après? fit Bourrienne.

	— Comment, après?

	— Faut-il mettre: «Liberté, égalité, fraternité?»

	— «Ou la mort!» ajouta Roland.

	— Non, dit Bonaparte. Donne-moi la plume.

	Il prit la plume des mains de Bourrienne et ajouta de la sienne:

	«Tout à vous, BONAPARTE.»

	Puis, repoussant le papier:

	— Tiens, mets ladresse, Bourrienne, et envoie cela par ordonnance.

	Bourrienne mit ladresse, cacheta, sonna. Un officier de service entra.

	— Faites porter cela par ordonnance, dit Bourrienne.

	— Il y a réponse, ajouta Bonaparte.

	L'officier referma la porte.

	— Bourrienne, dit le général en montrant Roland, regarde ton ami.

	— Eh bien, général, je le regarde.

	— Sais-tu ce qu'il a fait à Avignon?

	— J'espère qu'il n'a pas fait un pape.

	— Non; il a jeté une assiette à la tête d'un homme.

	— Oh! c'est vif.

	— Ce n'est pas le tout

	— Je le présume bien.

	— Il s'est battu en duel avec cet homme.

	— Et tout naturellement il l'a tué, dit Bourrienne.

	— Justement; et sais-tu pourquoi?

	— Non.

	Le général haussa les épaules.

	— Parce que cet homme avait dit que j'étais un voleur.

	Puis, regardant Roland avec une indéfinissable expression de raillerie et d'amitié:

	— Niais! dit-il.

	Puis, tout à coup:

	— À propos, et lAnglais?

	— Justement, lAnglais, mon général, j'allais vous en parler.

	— Il est toujours en France?

	— Oui, et j'ai même cru un instant qu'il y resterait jusqu'au

	jour où la trompette du jugement dernier sonnera la diane dans la

	vallée de Josaphat.

	— As-tu manqué de tuer celui-là aussi?

	— Oh! non, pas moi; nous sommes les meilleurs amis du monde; et, mon général, c'est un si excellent homme, et si original en même temps, que je vous demanderai un tout petit brin de bienveillance pour lui.

	— Diable! pour un Anglais?

	Bonaparte secoua la tête.

	— Je n'aime pas les Anglais.

	— Bon! comme peuple; mais les individus…

	— Eh bien, que lui est-il arrivé, à ton ami?

	— Il a été jugé, condamné et exécuté.

	— Que diable me comptes-tu là?

	— La vérité du bon Dieu, mon général.

	— Comment! il a été jugé, condamné et guillotiné?

	— Oh! pas tout à fait; jugé, condamné, oui; guillotiné, non; sil avait été guillotiné, il serait encore plus malade qu'il n'est.

	— Voyons, que me rabâches-tu? par quel tribunal a-t-il été jugé et condamné?

	— Par le tribunal des compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Qu'est-ce que c'est que cela, les compagnons de Jéhu?

	— Allons! voilà que vous avez déjà oublié notre ami Morgan, lhomme masqué qui a rapporté au marchand de vin ses deux cents louis.

	— Non, fit Bonaparte, je ne l'ai pas oublié. Bourrienne, je t'ai raconté laudace de ce drôle, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui, général, fit Bourrienne, et je vous ai répondu qu'à votre place j'aurais voulu savoir qui il était.

	— Oh! le général le saurait déjà s'il m'avait laissé faire: j'allais lui sauter à la gorge et lui arracher son masque, quand le général m'a dit de ce ton que vous lui connaissez: Ami Roland!

	— Voyons, reviens à ton Anglais, bavard! fit le général. Ce

	Morgan la-t-il assassiné?

	— Non, pas lui… ce sont ses compagnons.

	— Mais tu parlais tout à lheure de tribunal, de jugement.

	— Mon général, vous êtes toujours le même, dit Roland avec ce reste de familiarité prise à l'École militaire: vous voulez savoir, et vous ne donnez pas le temps de parler.

	— Entre aux Cinq-Cents, et tu parleras tant que tu voudras.

	— Bon! aux Cinq-Cents, j'aurai quatre cent quatre-vingt-dix-neuf collègues qui auront tout autant envie de parler que moi, et qui me couperont la parole: j'aime encore mieux être interrompu par vous que par un avocat.

	— Parleras-tu?

	— Je ne demande pas mieux. Imaginez-vous, général, qu'il y a près de Bourg une chartreuse…

	— La chartreuse de Seillon: je connais cela.

	— Comment! vous connaissez la chartreuse de Seillon? demanda

	Roland.

	— Est-ce que le général ne connaît pas tout? fit Bourrienne.

	— Voyons, ta chartreuse, est-ce qu'il y a encore des chartreux?

	— Non; il n'y a plus que des fantômes.

	— Aurais-tu, par hasard, une histoire de revenant à me raconter?

	— Et des plus belles.

	— Diable! Bourrienne sait que je les adore. Va.

	— Eh bien, on est venu nous dire chez ma mère qu'il revenait des fantômes à la chartreuse; vous comprenez que nous avons voulu en avoir le coeur net, sir John et moi, ou plutôt moi et sir John; nous y avons donc passé chacun une nuit.

	— Où cela?

	— À la chartreuse, donc.

	Bonaparte pratiqua avec le pouce un imperceptible signe de croix, habitude corse qu'il ne perdit jamais.

	— Ah! ah! fit-il; et en as-tu vu des fantômes?

	— J'en ai vu un.

	— Et qu'en as-tu fait?

	— J'ai tiré dessus.

	— Alors?

	— Alors, il a continué son chemin.

	— Et tu t'es tenu pour battu!

	— Ah! bon! voilà comme vous me connaissez! Je lai poursuivi, et j'ai retiré dessus; mais, comme il connaissait mieux son chemin que moi à travers les ruines, il m'a échappé.

	— Diable!

	— Le lendemain, c'était le tour de sir John, de notre Anglais.

	— Et a-t-il vu ton revenant?

	— Il a vu mieux que cela: il a vu douze moines qui sont entrés dans léglise, qui l'ont jugé comme ayant voulu pénétrer leurs secrets, qui l'ont condamné à mort, et qui l'ont, ma foi! poignardé.

	— Et il ne s'est pas défendu?

	— Comme un lion. Il en a tué deux.

	— Et il est mort?

	— Il n'en vaut guère mieux; mais j'espère cependant qu'il s'en tirera. Imaginez-vous, général, qu'on l'a retrouvé au bord du chemin et qu'on l'a rapporté chez ma mère avec un poignard planté au milieu de la poitrine, comme un échalas dans une vigne.

	— Ah çà! mais c'est une scène de la Sainte-Vehme que tu me racontes là, ni plus ni moins.

	— Et sur la lame du poignard, afin qu'on ne doutât point d'où venait, le coup, il y avait gravé en creux: Compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Voyons, il n'est pas possible qu'il se passe de pareilles choses en France, pendant la dernière année du dix-huitième siècle! C'était bon en Allemagne, au moyen âge, du temps des Henri et des Othon.

	— Pas possible, général? Eh bien, voilà le poignard; que dites vous de la forme? Elle est avenante, n'est-ce pas?

	Et le jeune homme tira de dessous son habit un poignard tout en fer, lame et garde.

	La garde, ou plutôt la poignée, avait la forme d'une croix, et sur la lame étaient, en effet, gravés ces trois mots: Compagnons de Jéhu.

	Bonaparte examina l'arme avec soin.

	— Et tu dis qu'ils lui ont planté ce joujou-là dans la poitrine,

	à ton Anglais?

	— Jusqu'au manche.

	— Et il n'est pas mort!

	— Pas encore, du moins.

	— Tu as entendu, Bourrienne?

	— Avec le plus grand intérêt.

	— Il faudra me rappeler cela, Roland.

	— Quand, général?

	— Quand… quand je serai maître. Viens dire bonjour à Joséphine; viens, Bourrienne, tu dîneras avec nous; faites attention à ce que vous direz l'un et l'autre: nous avons Moreau à dîner. Ah! je garde le poignard comme curiosité.

	Et il sortit le premier, suivi de Roland, qui bientôt fut suivi lui-même de Bourrienne.

	Sur l'escalier, il rencontra l'ordonnance qu'il avait envoyée à

	Gohier.

	— Eh bien, demanda-t-il?

	— Voici la réponse du président.

	— Donnez.

	Il décacheta la lettre et lut: «Le président Gohier est enchanté de la bonne fortune que lui promet le général Bonaparte; il l'attendra après-demain, 18 brumaire, à dîner avec sa charmante femme et l'aide de camp annoncé, quel qu'il soit.

	«On se mettra à table à cinq heures.

	«Si cette heure ne convenait pas au général Bonaparte, il est prié de faire connaître celle contre laquelle il désirerait qu'elle fût changée.

	«Le président,

	«16 brumaire an VII.

	«GOHIER.»

	Bonaparte mit, avec un indescriptible sourire, la lettre dans sa poche.

	Puis, se retournant vers Roland:

	— Connais-tu le président Gohier? lui demanda-t-il.

	— Non, mon général.

	— Ah! tu verras, c'est un bien brave homme.

	Et ces paroles furent prononcées avec un accent non moins indescriptible que le sourire.

	XX — LES CONVIVES DU GÉNÉRAL BONAPARTE

	Joséphine, malgré ses trente-quatre ans, et peut-être même à cause de ses trente-quatre ans — cet âge délicieux de la femme, du sommet duquel elle plane à la fois sur sa jeunesse passée et sur sa vieillesse future — Joséphine, toujours belle, plus que jamais gracieuse, était la femme charmante que vous savez.

	Une confidence imprudente de Junot avait, au moment du retour de son mari, jeté un peu de froid entre celui-ci et elle; mais trois jours avaient suffi pour rendre à lenchanteresse tout son pouvoir sur le vainqueur de Rivoli et des Pyramides.

	Elle faisait les honneurs du salon quand Roland y entra.

	Toujours incapable, en véritable créole qu'elle était, de maîtriser ses sensations, elle jeta un cri de joie et lui tendit la main en l'apercevant; elle savait Roland profondément dévoué à son mari; elle connaissait sa folle bravoure; elle n'ignorait pas que, si le jeune homme avait eu vingt existences, il les eût données toutes pour le général Bonaparte.

	Roland prit avec empressement la main qu'elle lui tendait, et la baisa avec respect.

	Joséphine avait connu la mère de Roland à la Martinique; jamais, lorsqu'elle voyait Roland, elle ne manquait de lui parler de son grand-père maternel M. de la Clémencière, dans le magnifique jardin duquel, étant enfant, elle allait cueillir ces fruits splendides inconnus à nos froides régions.

	Le texte de la conversation était donc tout trouvé; elle s'informa tendrement de la santé de madame de Montrevel, de celle de sa fille et de celle du petit Édouard.

	Puis, ces informations prises:

	— Mon cher Roland, lui dit-elle, je me dois à tout le monde; mais tachez donc, ce soir, de rester après les autres ou de vous trouver demain seul avec moi: j'ai à vous parler de lui (elle désignait Bonaparte de loeil), et jai des millions de choses à raconter.

	Puis, avec un soupir et en serrant la main du jeune homme:

	— Quoi qu'il arrive, dit-elle, vous ne le quitterez point, n'est- ce pas?

	— Comment! quoi qu'il arrive? demanda Roland étonné.

	— Je me comprends, dit Joséphine, et je suis sûre que, quand vous aurez causé dix minutes avec Bonaparte, vous me comprendrez aussi. En attendant, regardez, écoutez et taisez-vous.

	Roland salua et se retira à lécart, résolu, ainsi que le conseil venait de lui en être donné par Joséphine, de se borner au rôle d'observateur.

	Il y avait de quoi observer.

	Trois groupes principaux occupaient le salon.

	Un premier, qui était réuni autour de madame Bonaparte, seule femme qu'il y eût dans lappartement: c'était, au reste, plutôt un flux et un reflux qu'un groupe.

	Un second, qui était réuni autour de Talma et qui se composait d'Arnault, de Parseval-Grandmaison, de Monge, de Berthollet et de deux ou trois autres membres de l'Institut.

	Un troisième, auquel Bonaparte venait de se mêler et dans lequel on remarquait Talleyrand, Barras, Lucien, lamiral Bruig, Roederer, Regnaud de Saint-Jean d'Angély, Fouché, Réal et deux ou trois généraux au milieu desquels on remarquait Lefebvre. Dans le premier groupe, on parlait modes, musique, spectacle; dans le second, on parlait littérature, sciences, art dramatique; dans le troisième, on parlait de tout, excepté de la chose dont chacun avait envie de parler.

	Sans doute, cette retenue ne correspondait point à la pensée qui animait en ce moment Bonaparte; car, après quelques secondes de cette banale conversation, il prit par le bras l'ancien évêque d'Autun et lemmena dans lembrasure d'une fenêtre.

	— Eh bien?, lui demanda-t-il.

	Talleyrand regarda Bonaparte avec cet oeil qui n'appartenait qu'à lui.

	— Eh bien, que vous avais-je dit de Sieyès, général?

	— Vous m'avez dit: «Cherchez un appui dans les gens qui traitent de jacobins les amis de la République, et soyez convaincu que Sieyès est à la tête de ces gens-là.»

	— Je ne m'étais pas trompé.

	— Il se rend donc?

	— Il fait mieux, il est rendu…

	— L'homme qui voulait me faire fusiller pour avoir débarqué à

	Fréjus sans faire quarantaine!

	— Oh! non, ce n'était point pour cela.

	— Pourquoi donc?

	— Pour ne lavoir point regardé et pour ne lui avoir point adressé la parole à un dîner chez Gohier.

	— Je vous avoue que je lai fait exprès; je ne puis pas souffrir ce moine défroqué.

	Bonaparte s'aperçut, mais un peu tard, que la parole qu'il venait de lâcher était, comme le glaive de larchange, à double tranchant: si Sieyès était défroqué, Talleyrand était démitré.

	Il jeta un coup d'oeil rapide sur le visage de son interlocuteur; l'ex-évêque d'Autun souriait de son plus doux sourire.

	— Ainsi je puis compter sur lui?

	— J'en répondrais.

	— Et Cambacérès, et Lebrun, les avez-vous vus?

	— Je m'étais chargé de Sieyès, c'est-à-dire du plus récalcitrant; c'est Bruix qui a vu les deux autres.

	L'amiral, du milieu du groupe où il était resté, ne quittait pas des yeux le général et le diplomate; il se doutait que leur conversation avait une certaine importance.

	Bonaparte lui fit signe de venir le rejoindre.

	Un homme moins habile eût obéi à linstant même; Bruix s'en garda bien.

	Il fit, avec une indifférence affectée, deux ou trois tours dans le salon; puis, comme s'il apercevait tout à coup Talleyrand et Bonaparte causant ensemble, il alla à eux.

	— C'est un homme très fort que Bruix, dit Bonaparte, qui jugeait les hommes aussi bien d'après les petites choses que d'après les grandes.

	— Et très prudent surtout, général! dit Talleyrand.

	— Eh bien, mais il va falloir un tire-bouchon pour lui tirer les paroles du ventre.

	— Oh! non; maintenant qu'il nous a rejoints, il va, au contraire, aborder franchement la question.

	En effet, à peine Bruix était-il réuni à Bonaparte et à Talleyrand, qu'il entra en matière par ces mots aussi clairs que concis:

	— Je les ai vus, ils hésitent!

	— Ils hésitent! Cambacérès et Lebrun hésitent? Lebrun, je le comprends encore: une espèce d'homme de lettres, un modéré, un puritain; mais Cambacérès… — C'est comme cela.

	— Ne leur avez-vous pas dit que je comptais faire de chacun d'eux un consul?

	— Je ne me suis pas avancé jusque-là, répondit Bruix en riant.

	— Et pourquoi cela? demanda Bonaparte.

	— Mais parce que voilà le premier mot que vous me dites de vos intentions, citoyen général.

	— C'est juste, dit Bonaparte en se mordant les lèvres.

	— Faut-il réparer cette omission? demanda Bruix.

	— Non, non, fit vivement Bonaparte; ils croiraient que j'ai besoin d'eux; je ne veux pas de tergiversations. Qu'ils se décident aujourd'hui sans autres conditions que celles que vous leur avez offertes, sinon, demain, il sera trop tard; je me sens assez fort pour être seul, et j'ai maintenant Sieyès et Barras.

	— Barras? répétèrent les deux négociateurs étonnés.

	— Oui, Barras, qui me traite de petit caporal et qui ne me renvoie pas en Italie parce que, dit-il, j'y ai fait ma fortune, et qu'il est inutile que j'y retourne… eh bien, Barras…

	— Barras?

	— Rien…

	Puis, se reprenant: —Ah! ma foi, au reste, je puis bien vous le dire! Savez-vous ce que Barras a avoué hier à dîner devant moi? qu'il était impossible de marcher plus longtemps avec la constitution de l'an III; qu'il reconnaissait la nécessité d'une dictature; qu'il était décidé à se retirer, à abandonner les rênes du gouvernement, ajoutant qu'il était usé dans l'opinion et que la République avait besoin d'hommes nouveaux. Or, devinez sur qui il est disposé à déverser son pouvoir — je vous le donne, comme madame de Sévigné, en cent, en mille, en dix mille! — sur le général Hédouville, un brave homme… mais je n'ai eu besoin que de le regarder en face pour lui faire baisser les yeux; il est vrai que mon regard devait être foudroyant! Il en est résulté que, ce matin, à huit heures, Barras était auprès de mon lit, s'excusant comme il pouvait de sa bêtise d'hier, reconnaissant que, seul, je pouvais sauver la République, me déclarant qu'il venait se mettre à ma disposition, faire ce que je voudrais, prendre le rôle que je lui donnerais, et me priant de lui promettre que, si je méditais quelque chose, je compterais sur lui… oui, sur lui, qu'il m'attende sous l'orme!

	— Cependant, général, dit M. de Talleyrand ne pouvant résister au désir de faire un mot, du moment où l'orme n'est point un arbre de la liberté.

	Bonaparte jeta un regard de côté à l'ex-évêque.

	— Oui, je sais que Barras est votre ami, celui de Fouché et de Réal; mais il n'est pas le mien et je le lui prouverai. Vous retournerez chez Lebrun et chez Cambacérès, Bruix, et vous leur mettrez le marché à la main.

	Puis, regardant à sa montre et fronçant le sourcil:

	— Il me semble que Moreau se fait attendre.

	Et il se dirigea vers le groupe où dominait Talma.

	Les deux diplomates le regardèrent s'éloigner.

	Puis, tout bas:

	— Que dites-vous, mon cher Maurice, demanda l'amiral Bruig, de ces sentiments pour l'homme qui la distingué au siège de Toulon n'étant que simple officier, qui lui a donné la défense de la Convention au 13 vendémiaire, qui, enfin, l'a fait nommer, à vingt-six ans, général en chef de l'armée d'Italie?

	— Je dis, mon cher amiral, répondit M. de Talleyrand avec son sourire pâle et narquois tout ensemble, qu'il existe des services si grands, qu'ils ne peuvent se payer que par l'ingratitude.

	En ce moment la porte s'ouvrit et l'on annonça le général Moreau.

	À cette annonce, qui était plus qu'une nouvelle, qui était un étonnement pour la plupart des assistants, tous les regards se tournèrent vers la porte.

	Moreau parut.

	Trois hommes occupaient, à cette époque, les regards de la France, et Moreau était un de ces trois hommes.

	Les deux autres étaient Bonaparte et Pichegru.

	Chacun d'eux était devenu une espèce de symbole.

	Pichegru, depuis le 18 fructidor, était le symbole de la monarchie.

	Moreau, depuis qu'on l'avait surnommé Fabius, était le symbole de la république.

	Bonaparte, symbole de la guerre, les dominait tous deux par le côté aventureux de son génie.

	Moreau était alors dans toute la force de l'âge, nous dirions dans toute la force de son génie, si un des caractères du génie n'était pas la décision. Or, nul n'était plus indécis que le fameux cunctateur.

	Il avait alors trente-six ans, était de haute taille, avait à la fois la figure douce, calme et ferme; il devait ressembler à Xénophon.

	Bonaparte ne l'avait jamais vu: lui, de son côté, n'avait jamais vu Bonaparte.

	Tandis que l'un combattait sur l'Adige et le Mincio, l'autre combattait sur le Danube et sur le Rhin.

	Bonaparte, en l'apercevant, alla au-devant de lui.

	— Soyez le bienvenu, général! lui dit-il.

	Moreau sourit avec une extrême courtoisie:

	— Général, répondit-il pendant que chacun faisait cercle autour d'eux pour voir comment cet autre César aborderait cet autre Pompée, vous arrivez d'Égypte victorieux, et moi, j'arrive d'Italie après une grande défaite.

	— Qui n'était pas vôtre et dont vous ne devez pas répondre, général. Cette défaite, c'est la faute de Joubert; s'il s'était rendu à l'armée d'Italie aussitôt qu'il en a été nommé général en chef, il est plus que probable que les Russes et les Autrichiens, avec les seules troupes qu'ils avaient alors, n'eussent pas pu lui résister; mais la lune de miel la retenu à Paris, ce mois fatal, que le pauvre Joubert a payé de sa vie, leur a donné le temps de réunir toutes leurs forces; la reddition de Mantoue les a accrues de quinze mille hommes arrivés la veille du combat; il était impossible que notre brave armée ne fût pas accablée par tant de forces réunies!

	— Hélas! oui, dit Moreau, c'est toujours le plus grand nombre qui bat le plus petit.

	— Grande vérité, général! s'écria Bonaparte, vérité incontestable!

	— Cependant, dit Arnault se mêlant à la conversation, avec de petites armées, général, vous en avez battu de grandes.

	— Si vous étiez Marius, au lieu d'être lauteur de _Marius, _vous ne diriez pas cela, monsieur le poète. Même quand j'ai battu de grandes armées avec de petites — écoutez bien cela, vous surtout, jeunes gens qui obéissez aujourd'hui et qui commanderez plus tard — c'est toujours le plus petit nombre qui a été battu par le grand.

	— Je ne comprends pas? dirent ensemble Arnault et Lefebvre.

	Mais Moreau fit un signe de tête indiquant qu'il comprenait, lui.

	Bonaparte continua:

	— Suivez bien ma théorie, c'est tout l'art de la guerre. Lorsque avec de moindres forces j'étais en présence d'une grande armée, groupant avec rapidité la mienne, je tombais comme la foudre sur l'une de ses ailes et je la culbutais; je profitais ensuite du désordre que cette manoeuvre ne manquait jamais de mettre dans l'armée ennemie pour l'attaquer dans une autre partie, toujours avec toutes mes forces; je la battais ainsi en détail, et la victoire qui était le résultat était toujours, comme vous le voyez, le triomphe du grand nombre sur le petit.

	Au moment où l'habile général venait de donner cette définition de son génie, la porte s'ouvrit et un domestique annonça qu'on était servi.

	— Allons, général, dit Bonaparte conduisant Moreau à Joséphine, donnez le bras à ma femme, et à table!

	Et, sur cette invitation, chacun passa du salon dans la salle à manger.

	Après le dîner, sous le prétexte de lui montrer un sabre magnifique qu'il avait rapporté d'Égypte, Bonaparte emmena Moreau dans son cabinet.

	Là, les deux rivaux restèrent plus d'une heure enfermés.

	Que se passa-t-il entre eux? quel fut le pacte signé? quelles furent les promesses faites? Nul ne le sut jamais.

	Seulement, Bonaparte, en rentrant seul au salon, répondit à

	Lucien, qui lui demandait: «Eh bien, Moreau?»

	— Comme je lavais prévu, il préfère le pouvoir militaire au pouvoir politique; je lui ai promis le commandement dune armée…

	En prononçant ces derniers mots, Bonaparte sourit.

	— Et, en attendant…, continua-t-il.

	— En attendant? demanda Lucien.

	— Il aura celui du Luxembourg; je ne suis pas fâché d'en faire le geôlier des directeurs avant d'en faire le vainqueur des Autrichiens.

	Le lendemain on lisait dans le Moniteur:

	_»Paris, 17 brumaire. — _Bonaparte a fait présent à Moreau d'un damas garni de pierres précieuses qu'il a rapporté d'Égypte, et qui est estimé douze mille francs.»

	XXI — LE BILAN DU DIRECTOIRE

	Nous avons dit que Moreau, muni sans doute de ses instructions, était sorti de la petite maison de la rue de la Victoire, tandis que Bonaparte était rentré seul au salon.

	Tout était objet de contrôle dans une pareille soirée; aussi remarqua-t-on l'absence de Moreau, la rentrée solitaire de Bonaparte, et la visible bonne humeur qui animait la physionomie de ce dernier.

	Les regards qui s'étaient fixés le plus ardemment sur lui étaient ceux de Joséphine et de Roland: Moreau pour Bonaparte ajoutait vingt chances de succès au complot; Moreau contre Bonaparte lui en enlevait cinquante.

	L'oeil de Joséphine était si suppliant que, en quittant Lucien,

	Bonaparte poussa son frère du côté de sa femme.

	Lucien comprit; il s'approcha de Joséphine.

	— Tout va bien, dit-il.

	— Moreau?

	— Il est avec nous.

	— Je le croyais républicain.

	— On lui a prouvé que l'on agissait pour le bien de la

	République.

	— Moi, je leusse cru ambitieux, dit Roland.

	Lucien tressaillit et regarda le jeune homme.

	— Vous êtes dans le vrai, vous, dit il.

	— Eh bien, alors, demanda Joséphine, s'il est ambitieux, il ne laissera pas Bonaparte s'emparer du pouvoir.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce qu'il le voudra pour lui-même.

	— Oui; mais il attendra qu'on le lui apporte tout fait, vu qu'il ne saura pas le créer et qu'il n'osera pas le prendre.

	Pendant ce temps Bonaparte s'approchait du groupe qui s'était formé, comme avant le dîner, autour de Talma; les hommes supérieurs sont toujours au centre.

	— Que racontez-vous là, Talma? demanda Bonaparte; il me semble qu'on vous écoute avec bien de lattention.

	— Oui, mais voilà mon règne fini, dit l'artiste.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Je fais comme le citoyen Barras, j'abdique.

	— Le citoyen Barras abdique donc?

	— Le bruit en court.

	— Et sait-on qui sera nommé à sa place?

	— On s'en doute.

	— Est-ce un de vos amis, Talma?

	— Autrefois, dit Talma en s'inclinant, il m'a fait lhonneur de me dire que j'étais le sien.

	— Eh bien, en ce cas, Talma, je vous demande votre protection.

	— Elle vous est acquise, dit Talma, en riant; maintenant reste à savoir pourquoi faire.

	— Pour m'envoyer en Italie, où le citoyen Barras ne veut pas que je retourne.

	— Dame, fit Talma, vous connaissez la, chanson, général?

	«Nous n'irons plus au bois, Les lauriers sont coupés!»

	— Ô Roscius! Roscius! dit en souriant Bonaparte, serais-tu devenu flatteur en mon absence?

	— Roscius était l'ami de César, général, et, à son retour des

	Gaules, il dut lui dire à peu près ce que je vous dis.

	Bonaparte posa la main sur lépaule de Talma.

	— Lui eût-il dit les mêmes paroles après le passage du Rubicon?

	Talma regarda Bonaparte en face:

	— Non, répondit-il; il lui eût dit, comme le devin: «César, prends garde aux ides de mars!»

	Bonaparte fourra sa main dans sa poitrine comme pour y chercher quelque chose, et, y retrouvant le poignard des compagnons de Jéhu, il l'y serra convulsivement.

	Avait-il un pressentiment des conspirations d'Aréna, de Saint-

	Régent et de Cadoudal?

	En ce moment la porte s'ouvrit et l'on annonça:

	— Le général Bernadotte.

	— Bernadotte! ne put s'empêcher de murmurer Bonaparte, que vient- il faire ici?

	En effet, depuis le retour de Bonaparte, Bernadotte s'était tenu à l'écart, se refusant à toutes les instances que le général en chef lui avait faites ou lui avait fait faire par ses amis.

	C'est que, dès longtemps, Bernadotte avait deviné l'homme politique sous la capote du soldat, le dictateur sous le général en chef; c'est que Bernadotte, tout roi qu'il fut depuis, était alors bien autrement républicain que Moreau.

	D'ailleurs, Bernadotte croyait avoir à se plaindre de Bonaparte.

	Sa carrière militaire avait été non moins brillante que celle du jeune général; sa fortune devait égaler la sienne jusqu'au bout; seulement, plus heureux que lui, il devait mourir sur le trône.

	Il est vrai que, ce trône, Bernadotte ne l'avait pas conquis: il y avait été appelé.

	Fils d'un avocat de Pau, Bernadotte, né en 1764, c'est-à-dire cinq ans avant Bonaparte, s'était engagé comme simple soldat à l'âge de dix-sept ans. En 1789, il n'était encore que sergent-major; mais c'était l'époque des avancements rapides; en 1794, Kléber l'avait proclamé général de brigade sur le champ de bataille même où il venait de décider de la victoire; devenu général de division, il avait pris une part brillante aux journées de Fleurus et de Juliers, fait capituler Maëstricht, pris Altdorf, et protégé, contre une armée une fois plus nombreuse que la sienne, la marche de Jourdan forcé de battre en retraite; en 1797, le Directoire l'avait chargé de conduire dix-sept mille hommes à Bonaparte: ces dix-sept mille hommes, c'étaient ses vieux soldats, les vieux soldats de Kléber, de Marceau, de Hoche, des soldats de Sambre-et- Meuse, et alors, il avait oublié la rivalité et secondé Bonaparte de tout son pouvoir, ayant sa part du passage du Tagliamento, prenant Gradiska, Trieste, Laybach, Idria, venant après la campagne rapporter au Directoire les drapeaux pris à l'ennemi, et acceptant, à contrecoeur peut-être, lambassade de Vienne, tandis que Bonaparte se faisait donner le commandement en chef de l'armée d'Égypte.

	À Vienne, une émeute suscitée par le drapeau tricolore arboré à la porte de lambassade, émeute dont lambassadeur ne put obtenir satisfaction, le força de demander ses passeports. De retour à Paris, il avait été nommé par le Directoire ministre de la guerre; une subtilité de Sieyès, que le républicanisme de Bernadotte offusquait, avait amené celui-ci à donner sa démission, la démission avait été acceptée, et, lorsque Bonaparte avait débarqué à Fréjus, le démissionnaire était depuis trois mois remplacé par Dubois-Crancé.

	Depuis le retour de Bonaparte, quelques amis de Bernadotte avaient voulu le rappeler au ministère; mais Bonaparte s'y était opposé; il en résultait une hostilité, sinon ouverte, du moins réelle, entre les deux généraux.

	La présence de Bernadotte dans le salon de Bonaparte était donc un événement presque aussi extraordinaire que celle de Moreau, et l'entrée du vainqueur de Maëstricht fit retourner au moins autant de têtes que l'entrée du vainqueur de Rastadt.

	Seulement, au lieu d'aller à lui comme il avait été au-devant de Moreau, Bonaparte, pour le nouveau venu, se contenta de se retourner et d'attendre.

	Bernadotte, du seuil de la porte, jeta un regard rapide sur le salon; il divisa et analysa les groupes, et, quoiqu'il eût, au centre du groupe principal, aperçu Bonaparte, il s'approcha de Joséphine, à demi couchée au coin de la cheminée sur une chaise longue, belle et drapée comme la statue d'Agrippine du musée Pitti, et la salua avec toute la courtoisie d'un chevalier, lui adressa quelques compliments, s'informa de sa santé, et, alors seulement, releva la tête pour voir sur quel point il devait aller chercher Bonaparte.

	Toute chose avait trop de signification dans un pareil moment pour que chacun ne remarquât point cette affectation de courtoisie de la part de Bernadotte.

	Bonaparte, avec son esprit rapide et compréhensif, n'avait point été le dernier à faire cette remarque; aussi limpatience le prit- elle, et, au lieu d'attendre Bernadotte au milieu du groupe où il se trouvait, se dirigea-t-il vers l'embrasure d'une fenêtre, comme s'il portait à l'ex-ministre de la guerre le défi de l'y suivre.

	Bernadotte salua gracieusement à droite et à gauche, et, commandant le calme à sa physionomie d'ordinaire si mobile, il s'avança vers Bonaparte, qui l'attendait comme un lutteur attend son adversaire, le pied droit en avant et les lèvres serrées.

	Les deux hommes se saluèrent; seulement, Bonaparte ne fit aucun mouvement pour tendre la main à Bernadotte; celui-ci, de son côté, ne fit aucun mouvement pour la lui prendre.

	— C'est vous, dit Bonaparte; je suis bien aise de vous voir.

	— Merci, général, répondit Bernadotte; je viens ici parce que je crois avoir à vous donner quelques explications.

	— Je ne vous avais pas reconnu d'abord.

	— Mais il me semble cependant, général, que mon nom avait été prononcé, par le domestique qui m'a annoncé, d'une voix assez haute et assez claire pour qu'il n'y eût point de doute sur mon identité.

	— Oui: mais il avait annoncé le général Bernadotte.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, j'ai vu un homme en bourgeois, et, tout en vous reconnaissant, je doutais que ce fût vous.

	Depuis quelque temps, en effet, Bernadotte affectait de porter lhabit bourgeois, de préférence à l'uniforme.

	— Vous savez, répondit-il en riant, que je ne suis plus militaire qu'à moitié: je suis mis au traitement de réforme par le citoyen Sieyès.

	— Il paraît qu'il n'est point malheureux pour moi que vous n'ayez plus été ministre de la guerre, lors de mon débarquement à Fréjus.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Vous avez dit, à ce que l'on m'assure, que si vous aviez reçu lordre de me faire arrêter pour avoir transgressé les lois sanitaires, vous l'eussiez fait.

	— Je l'ai dit et je le répète, général; soldat, j'ai toujours été un fidèle observateur de la discipline; ministre, je devenais un esclave de la loi.

	Bonaparte se mordit les lèvres.

	— Et vous direz après cela que vous n'avez pas une inimitié personnelle contre moi!

	— Une inimitié personnelle contre vous, général? répondit Bernadotte; pourquoi cela? nous avons toujours marché à peu près sur le même rang, j'étais même général avant vous; mes campagnes sur le Rhin, pour être moins brillantes que vos campagnes sur lAdige, n'ont pas été moins profitables à la République, et, quand j'ai eu lhonneur de servir sous vos ordres en Italie, vous avez, je l'espère, trouvé en moi un lieutenant dévoué, sinon à lhomme, du moins à la patrie. Il est vrai que, depuis votre départ, général, j'ai été plus heureux que vous, n'ayant pas la responsabilité d'une grande armée que, s'il faut en croire les dernières dépêches de Kléber, vous avez laissée dans une fâcheuse position.

	— Comment! d'après les dernières dépêches de Kléber? Kléber a écrit?

	— L'ignorez-vous, général? Le Directoire ne vous aurait-il pas communiqué les plaintes de votre successeur? Ce serait une grande faiblesse de sa part, et je me félicite alors doublement d'être venu redresser dans votre esprit ce que l'on dit de moi, et vous apprendre ce que l'on dit de vous.

	Bonaparte fixa sur Bernadotte un oeil sombre comme celui de l'aigle.

	— Et que dit-on de moi? demanda-t-il.

	— Un dit que, puisque vous reveniez, vous auriez du ramener l'armée avec vous.

	— Avais-je une flotte? et ignorez-vous que Brueys a laissé brûler la sienne?

	— Alors, on dit, général, que, n'ayant pu ramener l'armée, il eût peut-être été meilleur pour votre renommée de rester avec elle.

	— C'est ce que j'eusse fait, monsieur, si les événements ne m'eussent pas rappelé en France.

	— Quels événements, général?

	— Vos défaites.

	— Pardon, général, vous voulez dire les défaites de Scherer?

	— Ce sont toujours vos défaites.

	— Je ne réponds des généraux qui ont commandé nos armées du Rhin et d'Italie que depuis que je suis ministre de la guerre. Or, depuis ce temps-là, énumérons défaites et victoires, général, et nous verrons de quel côté penchera la balance.

	— Ne viendrez-vous pas me dire que vos affaires sont en bon état?

	— Non; mais je vous dirai qu'elles ne sont pas dans un état aussi désespéré que vous affectez de le croire.

	— Que j'affecte!… En vérité, général, à vous entendre, il semblerait que j'eusse intérêt à ce que la France soit abaissée aux yeux de l'étranger…

	— Je ne dis pas cela: je dis que je suis venu pour établir avec vous la balance de nos victoires et de nos défaites depuis trois mois, et, comme je suis venu pour cela, que je suis chez vous, que j'y viens en accusé…

	— Ou en accusateur!

	— En accusé d'abord… je commence.

	— Et, moi, dit Bonaparte visiblement sur les charbons, j'écoute.

	— Mon ministère date du 30 prairial, du 8 juin, si vous l'aimez mieux; nous n'aurons jamais de querelle pour les mots.

	— Ce qui veut dire que nous en aurons pour les choses.

	Bernadotte continua sans répondre:

	— J'entrai donc, comme je vous le disais, au ministère le 8 juin, c'est-à-dire quelques jours après la levée du siège de Saint-Jean d'Acre.

	Bonaparte se mordit les lèvres.

	— Je n'ai levé le siège de Saint-Jean d'Acre qu'après avoir ruiné les fortifications, répliqua-t-il.

	— Ce n'est pas ce qu'écrit Kléber; mais cela ne me regarde point…

	Et, en souriant, il ajouta:

	— C'était du temps du ministère de Clarke.

	Il y eut un instant de silence pendant lequel Bonaparte essaya de faire baisser les yeux à Bernadotte; mais, voyant qu'il n'y réussissait pas:

	— Continuez, lui dit-il.

	Bernadotte s'inclina et reprit:

	— Jamais ministre de la guerre peut-être — et les archives du ministère sont là pour en faire foi — jamais ministre de la guerre ne reçut son portefeuille dans des circonstances plus critiques: la guerre civile à l'intérieur, l'étranger à nos portes, le découragement dans nos vieilles armées, le dénuement le plus absolu de moyens pour en mettre sur pied de nouvelles; voilà où j'en étais le 8 juin au soir; mais j'étais déjà entré en fonctions… À partir du 8 juin, une correspondance active, établie avec les autorités civiles et militaires, ranimait leur courage et leurs espérances; mes adresses aux armées — c'est un tort peut-être — sont celles, non pas d'un ministre à des soldats, mais d'un camarade à des camarades, de même que mes adresses aux administrateurs sont celles d'un citoyen à ses concitoyens. Je m'adressais au courage de l'armée et au coeur des Français, j'obtins tout ce que je demandais: la garde nationale s'organisa avec un nouveau zèle, des légions se formèrent sur le Rhin, sur la Moselle, des bataillons de vétérans prirent la place d'anciens régiments pour aller renforcer ceux qui défendent nos frontières; aujourd'hui, notre cavalerie se recrute d'une remonte de quarante mille chevaux, cent mille conscrits habillés, armés et équipés, reçoivent au cri de «Vive la République!» les drapeaux sous lesquels ils vont combattre et vaincre…

	— Mais, interrompit amèrement Bonaparte, c'est toute une apologie que vous faites là de vous-même!

	— Soit; je diviserai mon discours en deux parties: la première sera une apologie contestable; la seconde sera une exposition de faits incontestés; laissons de côté l'apologie, je passe aux faits.

	«Les 17 et 18 juin, bataille de la Trebbia: Mac Donald veut combattre sans Moreau; il franchit la Trebbia, attaque l'ennemi, est battu par lui et se retire sur Modène. Le 20 juin, combat de Tortona: Moreau bat lAutrichien Bellegarde. Le 22 juillet, reddition de la citadelle d'Alexandrie aux Austro-Russes. La balance penche pour la défaite. Le 30, reddition de Mantoue: encore un échec! Le 15 août, bataille de Novi: cette fois, c'est plus qu'un échec, c'est une défaite; enregistrez-la, général, c'est la dernière.

	«En même temps que nous nous faisons battre à Novi, Masséna se maintient dans ses positions de Zug et de Lucerne, et s'affermit sur l'Aar et sur le Rhin, tandis que Lecourbe, les 14 et 15 août, prend le Saint-Gothard. Le 19, bataille de Bergen: Brune défait larmée anglo-russe, forte de quarante-quatre mille hommes et fait prisonnier le général russe Hermann. Les 25, 26 et 27 du même mois, combats de Zurich: Masséna bat les Austro-Russes commandés par Korsakov; Hotze et trois autres généraux autrichiens sont pris, trois sont tués; lennemi perd douze mille hommes, cent canons, tous ses bagages! les Autrichiens, séparés des Russes, ne peuvent les rejoindre qu'au-delà du lac de Constance. Là s'arrêtent les progrès que lennemi faisait depuis le commencement de la campagne; depuis la reprise de Zurich, le territoire de la France est garanti de toute invasion.

	«Le 30 août, Molitor bat les généraux autrichiens Jeilachich et Linken, et les rejette dans les Grisons. Le 1er septembre, Molitor attaque et bat dans la Muttathalle le général Rosemberg. Le 2, Molitor force Souvaroff d'évacuer Glaris, d'abandonner ses blessés, ses canons et seize cents prisonniers. Le 6, le général Brune bat pour la seconde fois les Anglo-Russes, commandés par le duc d'York. Le 7, le général Gazan s'empare de Constance. Le 9, vous abordez près de Fréjus.

	«Eh bien, général, continua Bernadotte, puisque la France va probablement passer entre vos mains, il est bon que vous sachiez dans quel état vous la prenez, et qu'à défaut de reçu, un état des lieux fasse foi de la situation dans laquelle nous vous la donnons. Ce que nous faisons à cette heure-ci, général, c'est de lhistoire, et il est important que ceux qui auront intérêt à la falsifier un jour, trouvent sur leur chemin le démenti de Bernadotte!

	— Dites-vous cela pour moi, général?

	— Je dis cela pour les flatteurs… Vous avez prétendu, assure-t- on, que vous reveniez parce que nos armées étaient détruites, parce que la France était menacée, la République aux abois. Vous pouvez être parti d'Égypte dans cette crainte; mais, une fois arrivé en France, il faut que cette crainte disparaisse et fasse place à une croyance contraire.

	— Je ne demande pas mieux que de me ranger à votre avis, général, répondit Bonaparte avec une suprême dignité, et plus vous me montrerez la France grande et puissante, plus j'en serai reconnaissant à ceux à qui elle devra sa puissance et sa grandeur.

	— Oh! le résultat est clair, général! Trois armées battues et disparues, les Russes exterminés, les Autrichiens vaincus et mis en déroute; vingt mille prisonniers, cent pièces de canon; quinze drapeaux, tous les bagages de l'ennemi en notre pouvoir; neuf généraux pris ou tués, la Suisse libre, nos frontières assurées, le Rhin fier de leur servir de limite; voilà le contingent de Masséna et la situation de l'Helvétie.

	«L'armée anglo-russe deux fois vaincue, entièrement découragée, nous abandonnant son artillerie, ses bagages, ses magasins de guerre et de bouche, et jusqu'aux femmes et aux enfants débarqués avec les Anglais, qui se regardaient déjà comme maîtres de la Hollande; huit mille prisonniers français et bataves rendus à la patrie, la Hollande complètement évacuée: voilà le contingent de Brune et la situation de la Hollande.

	«L'arrière-garde du général Klenau forcée de mettre bas les armes à Villanova; mille prisonniers, trois pièces de canon tombées entre nos mains et les Autrichiens rejetés derrière la Bormida; en tout, avec les combats de la Stura, de Pignerol, quatre mille prisonniers, seize bouches à feu, la place de Mondovi, l'occupation de tout le pays situé entre la Stura et le Tanaso; voilà le contingent de Championnet et la situation de l'Italie.

	«Deux cent mille soldats sous les armes, quarante mille cavaliers montés, voilà mon contingent à moi, et la situation de la France.

	— Mais, demanda Bonaparte d'un air railleur, si vous avez, comme vous le dites, deux cent quarante mille soldats sous les armes, qu'aviez-vous affaire que je vous ramenasse les quinze ou vingt mille hommes que j'avais en Égypte et qui sont utiles là-bas pour coloniser?

	— Si je vous les réclame, général, ce n'est pas pour le besoin que nous avons d'eux, c'est dans la crainte qu'il ne leur arrive malheur.

	— Et quel malheur voulez-vous qu'il leur arrive, commandés par

	Kléber?

	— Kléber peut être tué, général, et, derrière Kléber, que reste- t-il? Menou… Kléber et vos vingt mille hommes sont perdus, général!

	— Comment, perdus?

	— Oui, le sultan enverra des troupes _; _il a la terre. Les Anglais enverront des flottes; ils ont la mer. Nous, nous n'avons ni la terre ni la mer, et nous serons obligés dassister d'ici à l'évacuation de l'Égypte et à la capitulation de notre armée.

	— Vous voyez les choses en noir, général!

	— L'avenir dira qui de nous deux les a vues comme elles étaient. — Queussiez-vous donc fait à ma place?

	— Je ne sais pas; mais, quand jaurais dû les ramener par Constantinople, je neusse pas abandonné ceux que la France mavait confiés. Xénophon, sur les rives du Tigre, était dans une situation plus désespérée que vous sur les bords du Nil: il ramena les dix mille jusquen Ionie, et ces dix mille, ce nétaient point des enfants dAthènes, ce nétaient pas ses concitoyens, cétaient des mercenaires!

	Depuis que Bernadotte avait prononcé le mot de Constantinople, Bonaparte nécoutait plus; on eût dit que ce nom avait éveillé en lui une source didées nouvelles et quil suivait sa propre pensée.

	Il posa sa main sur le bras de Bernadotte étonné, et les yeux perdus comme un homme qui suit, dans l'espace, le fantôme d'un grand projet évanoui:

	— Oui, dit-il, oui! j'y ai pensé, et voilà pourquoi je m'obstinais à prendre cette bicoque de Saint-Jean d'Acre. Vous n'avez vu d'ici que mon entêtement, vous, une perte d'hommes inutile_, _sacrifice à l'amour-propre d'un général médiocre qui craint qu'on ne lui reproche un échec; que m'eût importé la levée du siège de Saint-Jean d'Acre, si Saint-Jean d'Acre n'avait été une barrière placée au-devant du plus immense projet qui ait jamais été conçu!… Des villes! eh! mon Dieu, j'en prendrai autant qu'en ont pris Alexandre et César; mais c'était Saint-Jean d'Acre qu'il fallait prendre! si j'avais pris Saint-Jean d'Acre, savez-vous ce que je faisais?

	Et son regard se fixa, ardent, sur celui de Bernadotte, qui, cette fois, baissa les yeux sous la flamme du génie.

	— Ce que je faisais, répéta Bonaparte, et, comme Ajax, il sembla menacer le ciel du poing, si j'avais pris Saint-Jean d'Acre, je trouvais dans la ville les trésors du pacha et des armes pour trois cent mille hommes; je soulevais et jarmais toute la Syrie, qu'avait tant indignée la férocité de Djezzar, qu'à chacun de mes assauts, les populations en prière demandaient sa chute à Dieu; je marchais sur Damas et Alep; je grossissais mon armée de tous les mécontents; à mesure que javançais dans le pays, j'annonçais aux peuples labolition de la servitude et lanéantissement du gouvernement tyrannique des pachas. Jarrivais à Constantinople avec des masses armées; je renversais lempire turc, et je fondais à Constantinople un grand empire qui fixait ma place dans la postérité au-dessus de Constantin et de Mahomet II! Enfin, peut- être revenais-je à Paris par Andrinople ou par Vienne, après avoir anéanti la maison dAutriche. Eh bien! Mon cher général, voilà le projet que cette bicoque de Saint-Jean d'Acre a fait avorter!

	Et il oubliait si bien à qui il parlait, pour se bercer dans les débris de son rêve évanoui, qu'il appelait Bernadotte, mon cher général.

	Celui-ci, presque épouvanté de la grandeur du projet que venait de lui développer Bonaparte, avait fait un pas en arrière.

	— Oui, dit Bernadotte, je vois ce qu'il vous faut, et vous venez de trahir votre pensée: en Orient et en Occident, un trône! Un trône! soit; pourquoi pas! Comptez sur moi pour le conquérir, mais partout ailleurs qu'en France: je suis républicain et je mourrai républicain.

	Bonaparte secoua la tête, comme pour chasser les pensées qui le soutenaient dans les nuages.

	— Et moi aussi, je suis républicain, dit-il; mais voyez donc ce qu'est devenue votre République!

	— Quimporte! s'écria Bernadotte, ce n'est ni au mot ni à la forme que je suis fidèle, c'est au principe. Que les directeurs me donnent le pouvoir, et je saurai bien défendre la République de ses ennemis intérieurs comme je l'ai défendue de ses ennemis extérieurs.

	Et, en disant ces derniers mots, Bernadotte releva les yeux; son regard se croisa avec celui de Bonaparte.

	Deux glaives nus qui se choquent ne jettent pas un éclair plus terrible et plus brûlant.

	Depuis longtemps, Joséphine, inquiète, observait les deux hommes avec attention.

	Elle vit ce double regard, plein de menaces réciproques.

	Elle se leva vivement, et, allant à Bernadotte:

	— Général, dit-elle.

	Bernadotte s'inclina.

	— Vous êtes lié avec Gohier, n'est-ce pas? continua-t-elle.

	— C'est un de mes meilleurs amis, madame, dit Bernadotte.

	— Eh bien, nous dînons chez lui après-demain, 18 brumaire; venez donc y dîner aussi, et amenez-nous madame Bernadotte; je serais si heureuse de me lier avec elle!

	— Madame, dit Bernadotte, du temps des Grecs, vous eussiez été une des trois Grâces; au moyen âge, vous eussiez été une fée; aujourd'hui, vous êtes la femme la plus adorable que je connaisse.

	Et, faisant trois pas en arrière, en saluant, il trouva moyen de se retirer sans que Bonaparte eût la moindre part à son salut.

	Joséphine suivit des yeux Bernadotte jusqu'à ce qu'il fût sorti.

	Alors, se retournant vers son mari:

	— Eh bien, lui demanda-t-elle, il paraît que cela n'a pas été avec Bernadotte comme avec Moreau?

	— Entreprenant, hardi, désintéressé, républicain sincère, inaccessible à la séduction. C'est un homme obstacle: on le tournera puisqu'on ne peut le renverser.

	Et, quittant le salon sans prendre congé de personne, il remonta dans son cabinet, où Roland et Bourrienne le suivirent.

	À peine y étaient-ils depuis un quart d'heure, que la clef tourna doucement dans la serrure et que la porte s'ouvrit.

	Lucien parut.

	XXII — UN PROJET DE DÉCRET

	Lucien était évidemment attendu. Pas une seule fois Bonaparte, depuis son entrée dans le cabinet, n'avait prononcé son nom; mais, tout en gardant le silence, il avait, avec une impatience croissante, tourné trois ou quatre fois la tête vers la porte, et, lorsque le jeune homme parut, une exclamation d'attente satisfaite s'échappa de la bouche de Bonaparte.

	Lucien, frère du général en chef, était né en 1775, ce qui lui donnait vingt-cinq ans à peine: depuis 1797, c'est-à-dire à lâge de vingt-deux ans et demi, il était entré au conseil des Cinq- Cents, qui, pour faire honneur à Bonaparte, venait de le nommer son président.

	Avec les projets qu'il avait conçus, c'était ce que Bonaparte pouvait désirer de plus heureux.

	Franc et loyal au reste, républicain de coeur, Lucien, en secondant les projets de son frère, croyait servir encore plus la République que le futur premier consul.

	À ses yeux, nul ne pouvait mieux la sauver une seconde fois que celui qui lavait déjà sauvée une première.

	C'est donc animé de ce sentiment qu'il venait retrouver son frère.

	— Te voilà! lui dit Bonaparte; je t'attendais avec impatience.

	— Je m'en doutais; mais il me fallait attendre, pour sortir, un moment où personne ne songeait à moi.

	— Et tu crois que tu as réussi?

	— Oui; Talma racontait je ne sais quelle histoire sur Marat et Dumouriez. Tout intéressante qu'elle paraissait être, je me suis privé de lhistoire et me voilà.

	— Je viens d'entendre une voiture qui s'éloignait; la personne qui sortait ne t'a-t-elle pas vu prendre l'escalier de mon cabinet?

	— La personne qui sortait, c'était moi-même; la voiture qui s'éloignait, c'était la mienne; ma voiture absente, tout le monde me croira parti.

	Bonaparte respira.

	— Eh bien, voyons, demanda-t-il; à quoi as-tu employé ta journée?

	— Oh! je n'ai pas perdu mon temps, va!

	— Aurons-nous le décret du conseil des Anciens?

	— Nous l'avons rédigé aujourd'hui, et je te lapporte — le brouillon du moins — pour que tu voies s'il y a quelque chose à en retrancher ou à y ajouter.

	— Voyons! dit Bonaparte.

	Et, prenant vivement des mains de Lucien le papier que celui-ci lui présentait, il lut:

	«Art. 1er. Le Corps législatif est transféré dans la commune de Saint-Cloud; les deux conseils y siégeront dans les deux ailes du palais…»

	— C'était larticle important, dit Lucien; je l'ai fait mettre en tête pour qu'il frappe tout d'abord le peuple.

	— Oui, oui, fit Bonaparte.

	Et il continua:

	«Art. 2. Ils y seront rendus demain 20 brumaire…»

	— Non; non, dit Bonaparte: «Demain 19.» Changez la date,

	Bourrienne.

	Et il passa le papier à son secrétaire.

	— Tu crois être en mesure pour le 18?

	— Je le serai. Fouché m'a dit avant-hier: «Pressez-vous ou je ne réponds plus de rien.»

	— «19 brumaire» dit Bourrienne en rendant le papier au général.

	Bonaparte reprit:

	«Art. 2. — Ils seront rendus demain, 19 brumaire, à midi. Toute continuation de délibérations est interdite ailleurs et avant ce terme.»

	Bonaparte relut cet article. — C'est bien, dit-il; il n'y a point de double entente. Et il poursuivit:

	«Art. 3. Le général Bonaparte est chargé de lexécution du présent décret: il prendra toutes les mesures nécessaires pour la sûreté de la représentation nationale.»

	Un sourire railleur passa sur les lèvres de pierre du lecteur; mais, presque aussitôt, continuant:

	«Le général commandant la 17e division militaire, la garde du Corps législatif, la garde nationale sédentaire, les troupes de ligne qui se trouvent dans la commune de Paris, dans larrondissement constitutionnel et dans toute létendue de la 47e division, sont mis immédiatement sous ses ordres et tenus de le reconnaître en cette qualité.»

	— Ajoute, Bourrienne: «Tous les citoyens lui porteront main-forte à sa première réquisition.» Les bourgeois adorent se mêler des affaires politiques, et quand ils peuvent nous servir dans nos projets, il faut leur donner cette satisfaction.

	Bourrienne obéit; puis il rendit le papier au général, qui continua:

	«Art. 4. Le général Bonaparte est appelé dans le sein du conseil pour y recevoir une expédition du présent décret et prêter serment. Il se concertera avec les commissaires inspecteurs des deux Conseils.»

	«Art. 5. Le présent décret sera _de suite _transmis par un messager au conseil des Cinq-Cents et au Directoire exécutif.»

	«Il sera imprimé, affiché, promulgué dans toutes les communes de la République par des courriers extraordinaires.» «Paris, ce…»

	— La date est en blanc, dit Lucien.

	— Mets: «18 brumaire» Bourrienne; il faut que le décret surprenne tout le monde. Rendu à sept heures du matin, il faut qu'en même temps qu'il sera rendu, auparavant même, il soit affiché sur tous les murs de Paris.

	— Mais, si les Anciens allaient refuser de le rendre…?

	— Raison de plus pour qu'il soit affiché, niais! dit Bonaparte; nous agirons comme s'il était rendu.

	— Faut-il corriger en même temps une faute de français qui se trouve dans le dernier paragraphe? demanda Bourrienne en riant.

	— Laquelle? fit Lucien avec laccent d'un auteur blessé dans son amour-propre.

	— _De suite, _reprit Bourrienne; dans ce cas-là on ne dit pas _de suite, _on dit tout de suite.

	— Ce n'est point la peine, dit Bonaparte; j'agirai, soyez tranquille, comme s'il y avait tout de suite.

	Puis, après une seconde de réflexion:

	— Quant à ce que tu disais tout à lheure de la crainte que tu avais que le décret ne passât point, il y a un moyen bien simple pour qu'il passe.

	— Lequel?

	— C'est de convoquer pour six heures du matin les membres dont nous sommes sûrs, et pour huit heures ceux dont nous ne sommes pas sûrs. N'ayant que des hommes à nous, c'est bien le diable si nous manquons la majorité.

	— Mais six heures aux uns, et huit heures aux autres…, fit

	Lucien.

	— Prends deux secrétaires différents; il y en aura un qui se sera trompé.

	Puis, se tournant vers Bourrienne:

	— Écris, lui dit-il.

	Et, tout en se promenant, il dicta sans hésiter, comme un homme qui a songé d'avance et longtemps à ce qu'il dicte, mais en s'arrêtant de temps en temps devant Bourrienne pour voir si la plume du secrétaire suivait sa parole:

	«Citoyens!

	«Le conseil des Anciens, dépositaire de la sagesse nationale, vient de rendre le décret ci-joint; il y est autorisé par les articles 102 et 103 de lacte constitutionnel.

	«Il me charge de prendre des mesures pour la sûreté de la représentation nationale, sa translation nécessaire et momentanée…»

	Bourrienne regarda Bonaparte: c'était _instantanée _que celui-ci avait voulu dire; mais, comme le général ne se reprit point, Bourrienne laissa momentanée.

	Bonaparte continua de dicter:

	«Le Corps législatif se trouvera à même de tirer la représentation du danger imminent où la désorganisation de toutes les parties de ladministration nous a conduits.

	«Il a besoin, dans cette circonstance essentielle, de l'union et de la confiance des patriotes; ralliez-vous autour de lui; c'est le seul moyen d'asseoir la République sur les bases de la liberté civile, du bonheur intérieur, de la victoire et de la paix.»

	Bonaparte relut cette espèce de proclamation, et, de la tête, fit signe que c'était bien.

	Puis il tira sa montre:

	— Onze heures, dit-il; il est temps encore.

	Alors, s'asseyant à la place de Bourrienne, il écrivit quelques mots en forme de billet, cacheta et mit sur l'adresse: «Au citoyen Barras.»

	— Roland, dit-il quand il eut achevé, tu vas prendre, soit un cheval à l'écurie, soit une voiture sur la place, et tu te rendras chez Barras; je lui demande un rendez-vous pour demain à minuit. Il y a réponse.

	Roland sortit.

	Un instant après, on entendit dans la cour de l'hôtel le galop d'un cheval qui s'éloignait dans la direction de la rue du Mont- Blanc.

	— Maintenant, Bourrienne, dit Bonaparte, après avoir prêté loreille au bruit, demain à minuit, que je sois à l'hôtel ou que je n'y sois pas, vous ferez atteler, vous monterez dans ma voiture et vous irez à ma place chez Barras.

	— À votre place, général?

	— Oui; toute la journée, il comptera sur moi pour le soir, et ne fera rien, croyant que je le mets dans ma partie. À minuit, vous serez chez lui, vous lui direz qu'un grand mal de tête m'a forcé de me coucher, mais que je serai chez lui à sept heures du matin sans faute. Il vous croira ou ne vous croira pas; mais, en tout cas, il sera trop tard pour qu'il agisse contre nous: à sept heures du matin, j'aurai dix mille hommes sous mes ordres.

	— Bien, général. Avez-vous d'autres ordres à me donner?

	— Non, pas pour ce soir, répondit Bonaparte. Soyez demain ici de bonne heure.

	— Et moi? demanda Lucien.

	— Vois Sieyès; c'est lui qui a dans sa main le conseil des Anciens; prends toutes tes mesures avec lui. Je ne veux pas qu'on le voie chez moi, ni qu'on me voie chez lui; si par hasard nous échouons, c'est un homme à renier. Je veux après-demain être maître de mes actions et n'avoir d'engagement absolu avec personne.

	— Crois-tu avoir besoin de moi demain?

	— Viens dans la nuit, et rends-moi compte de tout.

	— Rentres-tu au salon?

	— Non. Je vais attendre Joséphine chez elle. Bourrienne, vous lui direz un mot à l'oreille en passant, afin qu'elle se débarrasse le plus vite possible de tout son monde.

	Et, saluant de la main et presque du même geste son frère et Bourrienne, il passa, par un corridor particulier, de son cabinet dans la chambre de Joséphine.

	Là, éclairé par la simple lueur d'une lampe d'albâtre, qui faisait le front du conspirateur plus pâle encore que d'habitude, Bonaparte écouta le bruit des voitures qui s'éloignaient les unes après les autres.

	Enfin, un dernier roulement se fit entendre, et, cinq minutes après, la porte de la chambre s'ouvrit pour donner passage à Joséphine.

	Elle était seule et tenait à la main un candélabre à deux branches.

	Son visage, éclairé par la double lumière, exprimait la plus vive angoisse.

	— Eh bien, lui demanda Bonaparte, qu'as-tu donc?

	— J'ai peur! dit Joséphine.

	— Et de quoi? des niais du Directoire ou des deux Conseils?

	Allons donc! aux Anciens, j'ai Sieyès; aux Cinq-Cents, j'ai

	Lucien.

	— Tout va donc bien?

	— À merveille!

	— C'est que, comme tu m'avais fait dire que tu m'attendais chez moi, je craignais que tu n'eusses de mauvaises nouvelles à me communiquer.

	— Bon! si j'avais de mauvaises nouvelles, est-ce que je te le dirais?

	— Comme c'est rassurant!

	— Mais, sois tranquille, je n'en ai que de bonnes; seulement, je t'ai donné une part dans la conspiration.

	
— Laquelle?

	— Mets-toi là, et écris à Gohier.

	— Que nous n'irons pas dîner chez lui?

	— Au contraire: quil vienne avec sa femme déjeuner chez nous; entre gens qui s'aiment comme nous nous aimons, on ne saurait trop se voir.

	Joséphine se mit à un petit secrétaire en bois de rose.

	— Dicte, dit-elle, j'écrirai.

	— Bon! pour qu'on reconnaisse mon style! allons donc! tu sais bien mieux que moi comment on écrit un de ces billets charmants auxquels il est impossible de résister.

	Joséphine sourit du compliment, tendit son front à. Bonaparte qui l'embrassa amoureusement, et écrivit ce billet que nous copions sur l'original:

	«Au citoyen Gohier, président du Directoire exécutif de la

	République française…»

	— Est-ce cela? demanda-t-elle.

	— Parfait! Comme il n'a pas longtemps à garder ce titre de président, ne le lui marchandons pas.

	— N'en ferez-vous donc rien?

	— J'en ferai tout ce qu'il voudra, s'il fait tout ce que je veux!

	Continue, chère amie.

	Joséphine reprit la plume et écrivit:

	«Venez, mon cher Gohier et votre femme, déjeuner demain avec moi, à huit heures du matin; n'y manquez pas: j'ai à causer avec vous sur des choses très intéressantes.

	«Adieu, mon cher Gohier! comptez toujours sur ma sincère amitié!

	«LA PAGERIE-BONAPARTE.»

	— J'ai mis _demain, _fit Joséphine; il faut que je date ma lettre du 17 brumaire.

	— Et tu ne mentiras pas, dit Bonaparte: voilà minuit qui sonne.

	En effet, un jour de plus venait de tomber dans l'abîme du temps; la pendule tinta douze coups.

	Bonaparte les écouta, grave et rêveur; il n'était plus séparé que par vingt-quatre heures du jour solennel qu'il préparait depuis un mois, qu'il rêvait depuis trois ans!

	Faisons ce qu'il eût bien voulu faire, sautons par-dessus les vingt-quatre heures qui nous séparent de ce jour que l'histoire n'a pas encore jugé, et voyons ce qui se passait, à sept heures du matin, sur les différents points de Paris où les événements que nous allons raconter devaient produire une suprême sensation.

	XXIII — ALEA JACTA EST

	À sept heures du matin, le ministre de la police, Fouché, entrait chez Gohier, président du Directoire.

	— Oh! oh! fit Gohier en l'apercevant, qu'y a-t-il donc de nouveau, monsieur le ministre de la justice, que j'aie le plaisir de vous voir si matin?

	— Vous ne connaissez pas encore le décret? dit Fouché.

	— Quel décret? demanda l'honnête Gohier.

	— Le décret du conseil des Anciens.

	— Rendu quand?

	— Rendu cette nuit.

	— Le conseil des Anciens se réunit donc la nuit maintenant?

	— Quand il y a urgence, oui.

	— Et que dit le décret?

	— Il transfère les séances du corps législatif à Saint-Cloud.

	Gohier sentit le coup. Il comprenait tout le parti que le génie entreprenant de Bonaparte pouvait tirer de cet isolement.

	— Et depuis quand, demanda-t-il à Fouché, un ministre de la police est-il transformé en messager du conseil des Anciens?

	— Voilà ce qui vous trompe, citoyen président, répondit l'ex- conventionnel; je suis ce matin plus ministre de la police que jamais, puisque je viens vous dénoncer un acte qui peut avoir les plus graves conséquences.

	Fouché ne savait pas encore comment tournerait la conspiration de la rue de la victoire; il n'était point fâché de se ménager une porte de retraite au Luxembourg.

	Mais Gohier, tout honnête qu'il était, connaissait trop bien l'homme pour être sa dupe.

	— C'était hier qu'il fallait m'annoncer le décret, citoyen ministre, et non ce matin; car, en me faisant cette communication, vous ne devancez que de quelques instants l'annonce officielle qui va m'en être faite.

	En effet, en ce moment, un huissier ouvrit la porte et prévint le président qu'un envoyé des inspecteurs du palais des Anciens était là et demandait à lui faire une communication.

	— Qu'il entre! dit Gohier.

	Le messager entra, et présenta une lettre au président.

	Celui-ci la décacheta vivement et lut:

	«Citoyen président,

	«la commission s'empresse de vous faire part du décret de la translation de la résidence du Corps législatif à Saint-Cloud.

	«Le décret va vous être expédié; mais des mesures de sûreté exigent des détails dont nous nous occupons.

	«Nous vous invitons à venir à la commission des Anciens; vous y trouverez Sieyès et Ducos.

	«Salut fraternel,

	«BARILLON — FARGUES — CORNET.»

	— C'est bien, dit Gohier au messager en le congédiant d'un signe.

	Le messager sortit.

	Gohier se retourna vers Fouché:

	— Ah! dit-il, le complot est bien mené: on m'annonce le décret, mais on ne me l'envoie pas; par bonheur vous allez me dire dans quels termes il est conçu.

	— Mais, dit Fouché, je n'en sais rien.

	— Comment! il y a séance au conseil des Anciens, et vous, ministre de la police, vous n'en savez rien, quand cette séance est extraordinaire, quand elle a été arrêtée par lettres?

	— Si fait, je savais la séance, mais je n'ai pu y assister.

	— Et vous n'y aviez pas un de vos secrétaires, un sténographe, qui pût, paroles pour paroles, vous rendre compte de cette séance, quand, selon toute probabilité, cette séance va disposer du sort de la France?… Ah! citoyen Fouché, vous êtes un ministre de la police bien maladroit ou plutôt bien adroit!

	— Avez-vous des ordres à me donner citoyen président? demanda

	Fouché.

	— Aucun, citoyen ministre, répondit le président. Si le Directoire juge à propos de donner des ordres, il les donnera à des hommes qu'il croira dignes de sa confiance. Vous pouvez retourner vers ceux qui vous envoient, ajouta-t-il en tournant le dos à son interlocuteur.

	Fouché sortit. Gohier sonna aussitôt.

	Un huissier entra.

	— Passez chez Barras, chez Sieyès, chez Ducos et chez Moulin, et invitez-les à se rendre à l'instant même chez moi… Ah! prévenez en même temps, madame Gohier de passer dans mon cabinet et d'apporter la lettre de madame Bonaparte qui nous invite à déjeuner.

	Cinq minutes après, madame Gohier entrait, la lettre à la main et tout habillée; l'invitation était pour huit heures du matin; il était plus de sept heures et demie, et il fallait vingt minutes au moins pour aller du Luxembourg à la rue de la Victoire.

	— Voici, mon ami, dit madame Gohier en présentant la lettre à son mari; c'est pour huit heures.

	— Oui, répondit Gohier, je ne doute pas de l'heure, mais du jour.

	Et, prenant la lettre des mains de sa femme, il relut:

	«Venez, mon cher Gohier et votre femme, déjeuner demain avec moi, à huit heures du matin… n'y manquez pas… j'ai à causer avec vous sur des choses très intéressantes.»

	— Ah! continua-t-il, il n'y a pas à s'y tromper!

	— Eh bien, mon ami, y allons-nous? demanda madame Gohier.

	— Toi, tu y vas, mais pas moi. Il nous survient un événement auquel le citoyen Bonaparte n'est probablement pas étranger, et qui nous retient, mes collègues et moi au Luxembourg.

	— Un événement grave?

	— Peut-être.

	— Alors, je reste près de toi.

	— Non pas: tu ne peux m'être d'aucune utilité. Va chez madame Bonaparte; je me trompe peut-être, mais, s'il s'y passe quelque chose d'extraordinaire et qui te paraisse alarmant, fais-le-moi savoir par un moyen quelconque; tout sera bon, je comprendrai à demi-mot.

	— C'est bien, mon ami, j'y vais; l'espoir de têtre utile là-bas me décide.

	— Va!

	En ce moment l'huissier rentra.

	— Le général Moulin me suit, dit-il; le citoyen Barras est au bain et va venir; les citoyens Sieyès et Ducos sont sortis à cinq heures du matin et ne sont point rentrés.

	— Voilà les deux traîtres! dit Gohier. Barras n'est que dupe.

	Et, embrassant sa femme:

	— Va! dit-il, va!

	En se retournant, madame Gohier se trouva face à face avec le général Moulin; celui-ci, d'un caractère emporté, paraissait furieux.

	— Pardon, citoyenne, dit-il.

	Puis, s'élançant dans le cabinet de Gohier:

	—Eh bien, dit-il, vous savez ce qui se passe, président?

	— Non; mais je m'en doute.

	— Le corps législatif est transféré à Saint-Cloud; le général Bonaparte est chargé de l'exécution du décret, et la force armée est mise sous ses ordres.

	— Ah! voilà le fond du sac! dit Gohier. Eh bien, il faut nous réunir et lutter.

	— Vous avez entendu: Sieyès et Roger Ducos ne sont pas au palais.

	— Parbleu! ils sont aux Tuileries! Mais Barras est au bain; courons chez Barras. Le Directoire peut prendre des arrêtés du moment où il est en majorité; nous sommes trois: je le répète, luttons!

	— Alors, faisons dire à Barras de venir nous trouver aussitôt qu'il sera sorti du bain.

	— Non, allons le trouver avant quil en sorte.

	Les deux directeurs sortirent et se dirigèrent vivement vers lappartement de Barras.

	Ils le trouvèrent effectivement au bain; ils insistèrent pour entrer.

	— Eh bien? demanda Barras en les apercevant.

	— Vous savez?

	— Rien au monde!

	Ils lui racontèrent alors ce quils savaient eux-mêmes.

	— Ah! dit Barras, tout m'est expliqué maintenant.

	— Comment?

	— Oui, voilà pourquoi il n'est pas venu hier au soir.

	— Qui

	— Eh! Bonaparte!

	— Vous l'attendiez hier au soir?

	— Il m'avait fait dire par un de ses aides de camp qu'il viendrait de onze heures à minuit.

	— Et il n'est pas venu?

	— Non; il m'a envoyé Bourrienne avec sa voiture en me faisant dire qu'un violent mal de tête le retenait au lit, mais que ce matin, de bonne heure, il serait ici.

	Les directeurs se regardèrent.

	— C'est clair! dirent-ils.

	— Maintenant, continua Barras, j'ai envoyé Bollot, mon secrétaire, un garçon très intelligent, à la découverte.

	Il sonna, un domestique parut.

	— Aussitôt que le citoyen Bollot rentrera, dit Barras, vous le prierez de se rendre ici.

	— Il descend à l'instant même de voiture dans la cour du palais.

	— Qu'il monte! qu'il monte!

	Bollot était déjà à la porte.

	— Eh bien? firent les trois directeurs.

	— Eh bien, le général Bonaparte, en grand uniforme, accompagné des généraux Beurnonville, Mac Donald et Moreau, marche sur les Tuileries, dans la cour desquelles dix mille hommes l'attendent!

	— Moreau!… Moreau est avec lui! s'écria Gohier.

	— À sa droite!

	— Je vous lai toujours dit! s'écria Moulin, avec sa rudesse militaire, Moreau, c'est une… salope et pas autre chose!

	— Êtes-vous toujours d'avis de résister, Barras? demanda Gohier

	— Oui, répondit Barras.

	— Eh bien, alors, habillez-vous et venez nous rejoindre dans la salle des séances.

	— Allez, dit Barras, je vous suis.

	Les deux directeurs se rendirent dans la salle des séances.

	Au bout de dix minutes d'attente:

	— Nous aurions dû attendre Barras, dit Moulin: si Moreau est une s…, Barras est une p…!

	Deux heures après, ils attendaient encore Barras.

	Derrière eux, on avait introduit, dans la même salle de bain, Talleyrand et Bruix, et, en causant avec eux, Barras avait oublié qu'il était attendu.

	Voyons ce qui s'était passé rue de la Victoire.

	À sept heures, contre son habitude, Bonaparte était levé et attendait en grand uniforme dans sa chambre.

	Roland entra.

	Bonaparte était parfaitement calme; on était à la veille d'une bataille.

	— N'est-il venu personne encore, Roland? demanda-t-il.

	— Non, mon général, répondit le jeune homme; mais j'ai entendu tout à l'heure le roulement d'une voiture.

	— Moi aussi, dit Bonaparte.

	En ce moment, on annonça:

	— Le citoyen Joseph Bonaparte et le citoyen général Bernadotte.

	Roland interrogea Bonaparte de l'oeil.

	Devait-il rester ou sortir?

	Il devait rester.

	Roland resta debout à l'angle d'une bibliothèque, comme une sentinelle à son poste.

	— Ah! ah! fit Bonaparte en voyant Bernadotte habillé comme la surveille en simple bourgeois, vous avez donc décidément horreur de l'uniforme, général?

	— Ah çà! reprit Bernadotte, pourquoi diable serais-je en uniforme à sept heures du matin, quand je ne suis pas de service?

	— Vous y serez bientôt.

	— Bon! je suis en non-activité.

	— Oui; mais, moi, je vous remets en activité.

	— Vous?

	— Oui, moi.

	— Au nom du Directoire?

	— Est-ce qu'il y a encore un Directoire?

	— Comment! il n'y a plus de Directoire?

	— N'avez-vous pas vu, en venant ici, des soldats échelonnés dans les rues conduisant aux Tuileries?

	— Je les ai vus et m'en suis étonné.

	— Ces soldats, ce sont les miens.

	— Pardon! dit Bernadotte, j'avais cru que c'étaient ceux de la

	France.

	— Eh! moi ou la France, n'est-ce pas tout un?

	— Je l'ignorais, dit froidement Bernadotte.

	— Alors, vous vous en doutez maintenant; ce soir, vous en serez sûr. Tenez, Bernadotte, le moment est suprême, décidez-vous!

	— Général, dit Bernadotte, j'ai le bonheur d'être en ce moment simple citoyen; laissez-moi rester simple citoyen.

	— Bernadotte, prenez garde, qui n'est pas pour moi est contre moi!

	— Général, faites attention à vos paroles; vous mavez dit: «Prenez garde!» si cest une menace, vous savez que je ne les crains pas.

	Bonaparte revint à lui et lui prit les deux mains.

	— Eh! oui, je sais cela; voilà pourquoi je veux absolument vous avoir avec moi. Non seulement je vous estime, Bernadotte, mais encore je vous aime. Je vous laisse avec Joseph; vous êtes beaux- frères; que diable! entre parents, on ne se brouille pas.

	— Et vous, où allez-vous?

	— En votre qualité de Spartiate, vous êtes un rigide observateur des lois, n'est-ce pas? Eh bien, voici un décret rendu cette nuit par le conseil des Cinq-Cents, qui me confère immédiatement le commandement de la force armée de Paris; j'avais donc raison, ajouta-t-il, de vous dire que les soldats que vous avez rencontrés sont mes soldats, puisqu'ils sont sous mes ordres.

	Et il remit entre les mains de Bernadotte l'expédition du décret qui avait été rendu à six heures du matin.

	Bernadotte lut le décret depuis la première jusqu'à la dernière ligne.

	— À ceci, je n'ai rien à ajouter, fit-il: veillez à la sûreté de la représentation nationale, et tous les bons citoyens seront avec vous.

	— Eh bien, soyez donc avec moi, alors!

	— Permettez-moi, général, d'attendre encore vingt-quatre heures pour voir comment vous remplirez votre mandat.

	— Diable d'homme, va! fit Bonaparte.

	Alors, le prenant par le bras et l'entraînant à quelques pas de

	Joseph:

	— Bernadotte, reprit-il, je veux jouer franc jeu avec vous!

	— À quoi bon, répondit celui-ci, puisque je ne suis pas de votre partie?

	— N'importe! vous êtes à la galerie et je veux que la galerie dise que je n'ai pas triché.

	— Me demandez-vous le secret?

	— Non…

	— Vous faites bien; car dans ce cas jeusse refusé d'écouter vos confidences.

	— Oh! mes confidences, elles ne sont pas longues!… Votre Directoire est détesté, votre Constitution est usée; il faut faire maison nette et donner une autre direction au gouvernement. Vous ne me répondez pas?

	— J'attends ce qui vous reste à me dire.

	— Ce qui me reste à vous dire, c'est d'aller mettre votre uniforme; je ne puis vous attendre plus longtemps: vous viendrez me rejoindre aux Tuileries au milieu de tous nos camarades.

	Bernadotte secoua la tête.

	— Vous croyez que vous pouvez compter sur Moreau, sur Beurnonville, sur Lefebvre, reprit Bonaparte; tenez, regardez par la fenêtre, qui voyez-vous là… là! Moreau et Beurnonville! Quant à Lefebvre, je ne le vois pas, mais je suis certain que je ne ferai pas cent pas sans le rencontrer… Eh bien, vous décidez- vous?

	— Général, reprit Bernadotte, je suis l'homme qui se laisse le moins entraîner par lexemple, et surtout par le mauvais exemple. Que Moreau, que Beurnonville, que Lefebvre fassent ce qu'ils veulent; je ferai, moi, ce que je dois.

	— Ainsi, vous refusez positivement de m'accompagner aux

	Tuileries?

	— Je ne veux pas prendre part à une rébellion.

	— Une rébellion! une rébellion! et contre qui? Contre un tas d'imbéciles qui avocassent du matin au soir dans leur taudis!

	— Ces imbéciles, général, sont en ce moment les représentants de la loi, la Constitution les sauvegarde; ils sont sacrés pour moi.

	— Au moins, promettez-moi une chose, barre de fer que vous êtes!

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est de rester tranquille.

	— Je resterai tranquille comme citoyen; mais…

	— Mais quoi?… Voyons, je vous ai vidé mon sac, videz le vôtre!

	— Mais, si le Directoire me donne lordre d'agir, je marcherai contre les perturbateurs, quels qu'ils soient.

	— Ah çà! mais vous croyez donc que je suis ambitieux? dit

	Bonaparte.

	Bernadotte sourit.

	— Je le soupçonne, dit-il.

	— Ah! par ma foi! dit Bonaparte, vous ne me connaissez guère; j'en ai assez de la politique, et, si je désire une chose, c'est la paix. Ah! mon cher, la Malmaison avec cinquante mille livres de rente, et je donne ma démission de tout le reste. Vous ne voulez pas me croire; je vous invite à venir m'y voir dans trois mois, et, si vous aimez la pastorale, eh bien, nous en ferons ensemble. Allons, au revoir! je vous laisse avec Joseph, et, malgré vos refus, je vous attends aux Tuileries… Tenez, voilà nos amis qui s'impatientent.

	On criait: «Vive Bonaparte!»

	Bernadotte pâlit légèrement.

	Bonaparte vit cette pâleur.

	— Ah! ah! murmura-t-il, jaloux… Je me trompais, ce n'est point un Spartiate: cest un Athénien!

	En effet, comme l'avait dit Bonaparte, ses amis s'impatientaient.

	Depuis une heure que le décret était affiché, le salon, les antichambres et la cour de lhôtel étaient encombrés.

	La première personne que Bonaparte rencontra au haut de lescalier fut son compatriote le colonel Sébastiani.

	Il commandait le 9e régiment de dragons.

	— Ah! c'est vous, Sébastiani! dit Bonaparte. Et vos hommes?

	— En bataille dans la rue de la Victoire, général.

	— Bien disposés?

	— Enthousiastes! Je leur ai fait distribuer dix mille cartouches qui étaient en dépôt chez moi.

	— Oui; mais qui n'en devaient sortir que sur un ordre du commandant de Paris. Savez-vous que vous avez brûlé vos vaisseaux, Sébastiani?

	— Prenez-moi avec vous dans votre barque, général; j'ai foi en votre fortune.

	— Tu me prends pour César, Sébastiani?

	— Par ma foi! on se tromperait de plus loin… Il y a, en outre, dans la cour de votre hôtel, une quarantaine d'officiers de toutes armes, sans solde, et que le Directoire laisse depuis un an dans le dénuement le plus complet; ils n'ont d'espoir qu'en vous, général; aussi sont-ils prêts à se faire tuer pour vous.

	— C'est bien. Va te mettre à la tête de ton régiment et fais-lui tes adieux!

	— Mes adieux! comment cela, général?

	— Je te le troque contre une brigade. Va, va!

	Sébastiani ne se le fit pas répéter deux fois; Bonaparte continua son chemin.

	Au bas de lescalier, il rencontra Lefebvre.

	— C'est moi, général, dit Lefebvre.

	— Toi!… Eh bien, et la 17e division militaire, où est-elle?

	— J'attends ma nomination, pour la faire agir.

	— N'es-tu pas nommé?

	— Par le Directoire, oui; mais, comme je ne suis pas un traître, je viens de lui envoyer ma démission, afin qu'il sache qu'il ne doit pas compter sur moi.

	— Et tu viens pour que je te nomme, afin que j'y puisse compter, moi?

	— Justement!

	— Vite, Roland, un brevet en blanc; remplis-le aux noms du général, que je n'aie plus qu'à y mettre mon nom. Je le signerai sur l'arçon de ma selle.

	— Ce sont ceux-là qui sont les bons, dit Lefebvre.

	— Roland?

	Le jeune homme, qui avait déjà fait quelques pas pour obéir, se rapprocha de son général.

	— Prends sur ma cheminée, lui dit Bonaparte à voix basse, une paire de pistolets à deux coups, et apporte-les-moi en même temps. On ne sait pas ce qui peut arriver.

	— Oui, général, dit Roland; d'ailleurs, je ne vous quitterai pas.

	— À moins que je n'aie besoin de te faire tuer ailleurs.

	— C'est juste, dit le jeune homme.

	Et il courut remplir la double commission qu'il venait de recevoir.

	Bonaparte allait continuer son chemin quand il aperçut comme une ombre dans le corridor.

	Il reconnut Joséphine et courut à elle.

	— Mon Dieu! lui dit celle-ci, y a-t-il donc tant de danger?

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Je viens d'entendre l'ordre que tu as donné à Roland.

	— C'est bien fait! voilà ce que c'est que d'écouter aux portes…

	Et Gohier?

	— Il n'est pas venu.

	— Ni sa femme?

	— Sa femme est là.

	Bonaparte écarta Joséphine de la main et entra dans le salon. Il y vit madame Gohier, seule et assez pâle.

	— Eh quoi! demanda-t-il sans autre préambule, le président ne vient pas?

	— Cela ne lui a pas été possible, général, répondit madame

	Gohier.

	Bonaparte réprima un mouvement d'impatience.

	— Il faut absolument qu'il vienne, dit-il. Écrivez-lui que je l'attends; je vais lui faire porter la lettre.

	— Merci, général, répliqua madame Gohier, j'ai mes gens ici: ils s'en chargeront.

	— Écrivez, ma bonne amie, écrivez, dit Joséphine.

	Et elle présenta une plume, de lencre et du papier à la femme du président.

	Bonaparte était placé de façon à lire par-dessus lépaule de celle-ci ce qu'elle allait écrire.

	Madame Gohier le regarda fixement.

	Il recula d'un pas en s'inclinant.

	Madame Gohier écrivit.

	Puis elle plia la lettre, et chercha de la cire; mais — soit hasard, soit préméditation — il n'y avait sur la table que des pains à cacheter.

	Elle mit un pain à cacheter à la lettre et sonna.

	Un domestique parut.

	— Remettez cette lettre à Comtois, dit madame Gohier, et qu'il la porte à l'instant au Luxembourg.

	Bonaparte suivit des yeux le domestique ou plutôt la lettre jusqu'à ce que la porte fût refermée. Puis:

	— Je regrette, dit-il à madame Gohier de ne pouvoir déjeuner avec vous; mais si le président a ses affaires, moi aussi, j'ai les miennes. Vous déjeunerez avec ma femme; bon appétit!

	Et il sortit.

	À la porte, il rencontra Roland.

	— Voici le brevet, général, dit le jeune homme, et voilà la plume.

	Bonaparte prit la plume, et, sur le revers du chapeau de son aide de camp, signa le brevet.

	Roland présenta alors les deux pistolets au général.

	— Les as-tu visités? demanda celui-ci.

	Roland sourit.

	— Soyez tranquille, dit-il, je vous réponds d'eux.

	Bonaparte passa les pistolets à sa ceinture, et, tout en les y passant, murmura:

	— Je voudrais bien savoir ce qu'elle a écrit à son mari.

	— Ce qu'elle a écrit, mon général, je vais vous le dire mot pour mot.

	— Toi, Bourrienne?

	— Oui; elle a écrit: «Tu as bien fait de ne pas venir, mon ami: tout ce qui se passe ici m'annonce que l'invitation était un piège. Je ne tarderai à te rejoindre.»

	— Tu as décacheté la lettre?…

	— Général, Sextus Pompée donnait à dîner sur sa galère à Antoine et à Lépide; son affranchi vint lui dire: «Voulez-vous que je vous fasse empereur du monde? — Comment cela? — C'est bien simple: je coupe le câble de votre galère, et Antoine et Lépide sont vos prisonniers. — Il fallait le faire sans me le dire, répondit Sextus; maintenant, sur ta vie, ne le fais pas!» Je me suis rappelé ces mots, général: Il fallait le faire sans me le dire.

	Bonaparte resta un instant pensif; puis, sortant de sa rêverie:

	— Tu te trompes, dit-il à Bourrienne: cétait Octave, et non pas

	Antoine, qui était avec Lépide sur la galère de Sextus.

	Et il descendit dans la cour, bornant ses reproches à rectifier cette faute historique.

	À peine le général parut-il sur le perron, que les cris de «Vive Bonaparte» retentirent dans la cour, et, se prolongeant jusqu'à la rue, allèrent éveiller le même cri dans la bouche des dragons qui stationnaient à la porte.

	— Voilà qui est de bon augure, général, dit Roland.

	— Oui; donne vite à Lefebvre son brevet, et, s'il n'a pas de cheval, qu'il en prenne un des miens. Je lui donne rendez-vous dans la cour des Tuileries.

	— Sa division y est déjà.

	— Raison de plus.

	Alors, regardant autour de lui, Bonaparte vit Beurnonville et Moreau qui l'attendaient; leurs chevaux étaient tenus par des domestiques. Il les salua du geste, mais déjà bien plus en maître qu'en camarade.

	Puis, apercevant le général Debel sans uniforme, il descendit deux marches et alla à lui.

	— Pourquoi en bourgeois? demanda-t-il.

	— Mon général, je n'étais aucunement prévenu; je passais par hasard dans la rue, et, voyant un attroupement devant votre hôtel, je suis entré, craignant que vous ne courussiez quelque danger.

	— Allez vite mettre votre uniforme.

	— Bon! je demeure à l'autre bout de Paris: ce serait trop long.

	Et cependant, il fit un pas pour se retirer.

	— Qu'allez-vous faire?

	— Soyez tranquille, général.

	Debel avait avisé un artilleur à cheval: l'homme était à peu près de sa taille.

	— Mon ami, lui dit-il, je suis le général Debel; par ordre du général Bonaparte, donne-moi ton habit et ton cheval: je te dispense de tout service aujourd'hui. Voilà un louis pour boire à la santé du général en chef. Demain, tu reviendras prendre le tout chez moi; uniforme et cheval. Je demeure rue du Cherche-Midi, N° 11.

	— Et il ne m'arrivera rien?

	— Si fait, tu seras nommé brigadier.

	— Bon! fit lartilleur.

	Et il remit son habit et son cheval au général Debel.

	Pendant ce temps, Bonaparte avait entendu causer au-dessus de lui; il avait levé la tête et avait vu Joseph et Bernadotte à sa fenêtre.

	— Une dernière fois, général, dit-il à Bernadotte, voulez-vous venir avec moi?

	— Non, lui répondit fermement celui-ci.

	Puis, à voix basse:

	— Vous m'avez dit tout à l'heure de prendre garde? dit

	Bernadotte.

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien, je vous le dis à mon tour, prenez garde.

	— À quoi?

	— Vous allez aux Tuileries?

	— Sans doute.

	— Les Tuileries sont bien près de la place de la Révolution.

	— Bah! dit Bonaparte, la guillotine a été transférée à la barrière du Trône.

	— Qu'importe! c'est toujours le brasseur Santerre qui commande au faubourg Saint-Antoine, et Santerre est farci de Moulin.

	— Santerre est prévenu qu'au premier mouvement qu'il tente, je le fais fusiller. Venez-vous?

	— Non.

	— Comme vous voudrez. Vous séparez votre fortune de la mienne; mais je ne sépare pas la mienne de la vôtre.

	Puis, s'adressant à son piqueur:

	— Mon cheval, dit-il

	On lui amena son cheval.

	Mais, voyant un simple artilleur près de lui:

	— Que fais-tu là, au milieu des grosses épaulettes? dit-il.

	L'artilleur se mit à rire.

	— Vous ne me reconnaissez pas, général? dit-il.

	— Ah! par ma foi, c'est vous, Debel! Et à qui avez-vous pris ce cheval et cet uniforme?

	— À cet artilleur que vous voyez là, à pied et en bras de chemise. Il vous en coûtera un brevet de brigadier.

	— Vous vous trompez, Debel, dit Bonaparte, il m'en coûtera deux: un de brigadier et un de général de division. En marche, messieurs! nous allons aux Tuileries.

	Et, courbé sur son cheval, comme c'était son habitude, sa main gauche tenant les rênes lâches, son poignet droit appuyé sur sa cuisse, la tête inclinée, le front rêveur, le regard perdu, il fit les premiers pas sur cette pente glorieuse et fatale à la fois, qui devait le conduire au trône… et à Sainte-Hélène.

	XXIV — LE 18 BRUMAIRE

	En débouchant dans la rue de la Victoire, Bonaparte trouva les dragons de Sébastiani rangés en bataille.

	Il voulut les haranguer; mais ceux-ci, l'interrompant aux premiers mots:

	— Nous n'avons pas besoin d'explications, crièrent-ils; nous savons que vous ne voulez que le bien de la République. Vive Bonaparte!

	Et le cortège suivit, aux cris de «Vive Bonaparte!», les rues qui conduisaient de la rue de la Victoire aux Tuileries.

	Le général Lefebvre, selon sa promesse, attendait à la porte du palais.

	Bonaparte, à son arrivée aux Tuileries, fut salué des mêmes vivats qui l'avaient accompagné jusque-là.

	Alors, il releva le front et secoua la tête. Peut-être n'était-ce point assez pour lui que ce cri de «Vive Bonaparte!» et rêvait-il déjà celui de «Vive Napoléon!»

	Il s'avança sur le front de la troupe, et, entouré d'un immense état-major, il lut le décret des Cinq-Cents qui transférait les séances du corps législatif à Saint-Cloud et lui donnait le commandement de la force armée.

	Puis, de mémoire, ou en improvisant — Bonaparte ne mettait personne dans cette sorte de secret —, au lieu de la proclamation qu'il avait dictée l'avant-veille à Bourrienne, il prononça celle- ci: «Soldats,

	«Le conseil extraordinaire des Anciens m'a remis le commandement de la ville et de l'armée.

	«Je l'ai accepté pour seconder les mesures qu'il va prendre et qui sont tout entières en faveur du peuple.

	«La République est mal gouvernée depuis deux ans; vous avez espéré que mon retour mettrait un terme à tant de maux; vous l'avez célébré avec une union qui m'impose des obligations que je remplis. Vous remplirez les vôtres, et vous seconderez votre général avec l'énergie, la fermeté, la confiance que j'ai toujours vues en vous.

	«La liberté, la victoire, la paix, replaceront la République française au rang qu'elle occupait en Europe, et que lineptie et la trahison ont pu, seules, lui faire perdre.»

	Les soldats applaudirent avec frénésie; c'était une déclaration de guerre au Directoire, et des soldats applaudissent toujours à une déclaration de guerre.

	Le général mit pied à terre, au milieu des cris et des bravos.

	Il entra aux Tuileries.

	C'était la seconde fois qu'il franchissait le seuil du palais des Valois, dont les voûtes avaient si mal abrité la couronne et la tête du dernier Bourbon qui y avait régné.

	À ses côtés marchait le citoyen Roederer.

	En le reconnaissant, Bonaparte tressaillit. — Ah! dit-il, citoyen Roederer, vous étiez ici dans la matinée du 10 août?

	— Oui, général, répondit le futur comte de lEmpire.

	— C'est vous qui avez donné à Louis XVI le conseil de se rendre à l'Assemblée nationale?

	— Oui.

	— Mauvais conseil, citoyen Roederer! je ne leusse pas suivi.

	— Selon que l'on connaît les hommes on les conseille. Je ne donnerai pas au général Bonaparte le conseil que j'ai donné au roi Louis XVI. Quand un roi a, dans son passé, la fuite à Varennes et le 20 juin, il est difficile à sauver!

	Au moment où Roederer prononçait ces paroles, on était arrivé devant une fenêtre qui donnait sur le jardin des Tuileries.

	Bonaparte s'arrêta, et, saisissant Roederer par le bras:

	— Le 20 juin, dit-il, j'étais là (et il montrait du doigt la terrasse du bord de leau), derrière le troisième tilleul; je pouvais voir, à travers la fenêtre ouverte, le pauvre roi avec le bonnet rouge sur la tête; il faisait une piteuse figure, j'en eus pitié.

	— Et que fîtes-vous?

	— Oh! je ne fis rien, je ne pouvais rien faire: j'étais lieutenant d'artillerie; seulement j'eus envie d'entrer, comme les autres, et de dire tout bas: «Sire! Donnez-moi quatre pièces d'artillerie, et je me charge de vous balayer toute cette canaille!»

	Que serait-il arrivé si le lieutenant Bonaparte eût cédé à son envie, et, bien accueilli par Louis XVI, eût, en effet, balayé _cette canaille, _c'est-à-dire le peuple de Paris? En mitraillant, le 20 juin, au profit du roi, n'eût-il plus eu à mitrailler, le 13 vendémiaire, au profit de la Convention?…

	Pendant que l'ex-procureur-syndic, demeuré rêveur, esquissait peut-être déjà, dans sa pensée, les premières pages de son _Histoire du Consulat, _Bonaparte se présentait à la barre du conseil des Anciens, suivi de son état-major, suivi lui-même de tous ceux qui avaient voulu le suivre.

	Quand le tumulte causé par larrivée de cette foule fut apaisé, le président donna lecture au général du décret qui linvestissait du pouvoir militaire. Puis, en linvitant à prêter serment:

	— Celui qui ne promit jamais en vain des victoires à la patrie, ajouta le président, ne peut qu'exécuter religieusement sa nouvelle promesse de la servir et de lui rester fidèle.

	Bonaparte étendit la main et dit solennellement: — Je le jure!

	Tous les généraux répétèrent après lui, chacun pour soi:

	— Je le jure!

	Le dernier achevait à peine, quand Bonaparte reconnut le secrétaire de Barras, ce même Bollot, dont le directeur avait parlé le matin à ses deux collègues.

	Il était purement et simplement venu là pour pouvoir rendre compte à son patron de ce qui se passait; Bonaparte le crut chargé de quelque mission secrète de la part de Barras.

	Il résolut de lui épargner le premier pas, et, marchant droit au jeune homme:

	— Vous venez de la part des directeurs? dit-il.

	Puis, sans lui donner le temps de répondre:

	— Qu'ont-ils fait, continua-t-il, de cette France que j'avais laissée si brillante? J'avais laissé la paix, j'ai retrouvé la guerre; j'avais laissé des victoires, j'ai retrouvé des revers; j'avais laissé les millions de lItalie, j'ai retrouvé la spoliation et la misère! Que sont devenus cent mille Français que je connaissais tous par leur nom? Ils sont morts!

	Ce n'était point précisément au secrétaire de Barras que ces choses devaient être dites; mais Bonaparte voulait les dire, avait besoin de les dire; peu lui importait à qui il les disait.

	Peut-être même, à son point de vue, valait-il mieux qu'il les dît à quelqu'un qui ne pouvait lui répondre.

	En ce moment, Sieyès se leva.

	— Citoyens, dit-il, les directeurs Moulin et Gohier demandent à être introduits.

	— Ils ne sont plus directeurs, dit Bonaparte, puisqu'il n'y a plus de Directoire.

	— Mais, objecta Sieyès, ils n'ont pas encore donné leur démission.

	— Qu'ils entrent donc et qu'ils la donnent, répliqua Bonaparte.

	Moulin et Gohier entrèrent.

	Ils étaient pâles mais calmes; ils savaient qu'ils venaient chercher la lutte, et que, derrière leur résistance, il y avait peut-être Sinnamari. Les déportés qu'ils avaient faits au 18 fructidor leur en montraient le chemin.

	— Je vois avec satisfaction, se hâta de dire Bonaparte, que vous vous rendez à nos voeux et à ceux de vos deux collègues.

	Gohier fit un pas en avant, et, d'une voix ferme:

	— Nous nous rendons, non pas à vos voeux ni à ceux de nos deux collègues, qui ne sont plus nos collègues, puisqu'ils ont donné leur démission, mais aux voeux de la loi: elle veut que le décret qui transfère à Saint-Cloud le siège du corps législatif soit proclamé sans délai; nous venons remplir le devoir que nous impose la loi, bien déterminés à la défendre contre les factieux, quels quils soient, qui tenteraient à lattaquer.

	— Votre zèle ne nous étonne point, reprit froidement Bonaparte, et c'est parce que vous êtes connu pour un homme aimant votre pays que vous allez vous réunir à nous.

	— Nous réunir à vous! et pour quoi faire?

	— Pour sauver la République.

	— Sauver la République!.. il fut un temps, général, où vous aviez lhonneur d'en être le soutien; mais, aujourd'hui, c'est à nous qu'est réservée la gloire de la sauver.

	— La sauver! fit Bonaparte, et avec quoi? avec les moyens que vous donne votre Constitution? Voyez donc! elle croule de toute part, et, quand même je ne la pousserais pas du doigt à cette heure, elle n'aurait pas huit jours à vivre.

	— Ah! s'écria Moulin, vous avouez enfin vos projets hostiles!

	— Mes projets ne sont pas hostiles! sécria Bonaparte en frappant le parquet du talon de sa botte; la République est en péril, il faut la sauver, je le veux!

	— Vous le voulez dit Gohier, mais il me semble que c'est au

	Directoire, et non à vous, de dire: «Je le veux!»

	— Il n'y a plus de Directoire!

	— En effet, on m'a dit qu'un instant avant notre entrée, vous aviez annoncé cela.

	— Il n'y a plus de Directoire du moment où Sieyès et Roger-Ducos ont donné leur démission.

	— Vous vous trompez: il y a un Directoire tant qu'il reste trois directeurs, et ni Moulin, ni moi, ni Barras, ne vous avons donné la nôtre.

	En ce moment, on glissa un papier dans la main de Bonaparte en disant:

	— Lisez!

	Bonaparte lut.

	— Vous vous trompez vous-même, reprit-il: Barras a donné sa démission, car la voici. La loi veut que vous soyez trois pour exister: vous n'êtes que deux! et qui résiste à la loi, vous lavez dit tout à l'heure, est un rebelle.

	Puis, donnant le papier au président:

	— Réunissez, dit-il, la démission du citoyen Barras à celle des citoyens Sieyès et Ducos, et proclamez la déchéance du Directoire. Moi, je vais lannoncer à mes soldats.

	Moulin et Gohier restèrent anéantis; cette démission de Barras détruisait tous leurs projets.

	Bonaparte n'avait plus rien à faire au conseil des Anciens, et il lui restait encore beaucoup de choses à faire dans la cour des Tuileries.

	Il descendit, suivi de ceux qui l'avaient accompagné pour monter.

	À peine les soldats le virent-ils reparaître, que les cris de «Vive Bonaparte!» retentirent plus bruyants et plus pressés qu'à son arrivée.

	Il sauta sur son cheval et fit signe qu'il voulait parler.

	Dix mille voix qui éclataient en cris se turent à la fois, et le silence se fit comme par enchantement.

	— Soldats! dit Bonaparte d'une voix si puissante, que tout le monde lentendit, vos compagnons d'armes, qui sont aux frontières, sont dénués des choses les plus nécessaires; le peuple est malheureux. Les auteurs de tant de maux sont les factieux contre lesquels je vous rassemble aujourd'hui. J'espère sous peu vous conduire à la victoire; mais, auparavant, il faut réduire à l'impuissance de nuire tous ceux qui voudraient s'opposer au bon ordre public et à la prospérité générale!

	Soit lassitude du gouvernement dictatorial, soit fascination exercée par l'homme magique qui en appelait à la victoire, si longtemps oubliée en son absence, des cris d'enthousiasme s'élevèrent, et, comme une traînée de poudre enflammée, se communiquèrent des Tuileries au Carrousel, du Carrousel aux rues adjacentes.

	Bonaparte profita de ce mouvement, et, se tournant vers Moreau:

	— Général, lui dit-il, je vais vous donner une preuve de limmense confiance que j'ai en vous. Bernadotte, que j'ai laissé chez moi, et qui refuse de nous suivre, a eu laudace de me dire que, s'il recevait un ordre du Directoire, il l'exécuterait, quels que fussent les perturbateurs. Général, je vous confie la garde du Luxembourg; la tranquillité de Paris et le salut de la République sont entre vos mains.

	Et, sans attendre la réponse de Moreau, il mit son cheval au galop et se porta sur le point opposé de la ligne.

	Moreau, par ambition militaire, avait consenti à jouer un rôle dans ce grand drame: il était forcé d'accepter celui que lui distribuait lauteur.

	Gohier et Moulin, en revenant au Luxembourg, ne trouvèrent rien de changé en apparence; toutes les sentinelles étaient à leurs postes. Ils se retirèrent dans un des salons de la présidence afin de se consulter. Mais à peine venaient-ils d'entrer en conférence, que le général Jubé, commandant du Luxembourg, recevait l'ordre de rejoindre Bonaparte aux Tuileries avec la garde directoriale, et que Moreau prenait sa place avec des soldats encore électrisés par le discours de Bonaparte.

	Cependant, les deux directeurs rédigeaient un message au conseil des Cinq-Cents, message où ils protestaient énergiquement contre ce qui venait de se faire. Quand il fut terminé, Gohier le remit à son secrétaire, et Moulin, tombant d'inanition, passa chez lui pour prendre quelque nourriture.

	Il était près de quatre heures de laprès-midi.

	Un instant après, le secrétaire de Gohier rentra tout agité.

	— Eh bien! lui demanda Gohier, vous n'êtes pas encore parti?

	— Citoyen président, répondit le jeune homme, nous sommes prisonniers au palais!

	— Comment! prisonniers?

	— La garde est changée, et ce n'est plus le général Jubé qui la commande.

	— Qui le remplace donc?

	— J'ai cru entendre que c'était le général Moreau.

	— Moreau? impossible!… et Barras, le lâche! où est-il?

	— Parti pour sa terre de Grosbois. — Ah! il faut que je voie Moulin! s'écria Gohier en s'élançant vers la porte.

	Mais, à l'entrée du corridor, il trouva une sentinelle qui lui barra le passage.

	Gohier voulut insister.

	— On ne passe pas! dit la sentinelle.

	— Comment! on ne passe pas?

	— Non.

	— Mais je suis le président Gohier.

	— On ne passe pas! c'est la consigne.

	Gohier vit que cette consigne, il ne parviendrait point à la faire lever. L'emploi de la force était impossible. Il rentra chez lui.

	Pendant ce temps, le général Moreau se présentait chez Moulin: il venait pour se justifier.

	Mais, sans vouloir lentendre, l'ex-directeur lui tourna le dos; et, comme Moreau insistait:

	— Général, lui dit-il, passez dans lantichambre: c'est la place des geôliers.

	Moreau courba la tête et comprit seulement alors dans quel piège, fatal à sa renommée, il venait de tomber.

	À cinq heures, Bonaparte reprenait le chemin de la rue de la Victoire; tout ce qu'il y avait de généraux et d'officiers supérieurs à Paris l'accompagnaient.

	Les plus aveugles, ceux qui n'avaient pas compris le 13 vendémiaire, ceux qui n'avaient pas compris le retour d'Égypte, venaient de voir rayonner au-dessus des Tuileries l'astre flamboyant de son avenir; et, chacun ne pouvant être planète, c'était à qui se ferait satellite!

	Les cris de «Vive Bonaparte!» qui venaient du bas de la rue du

	Mont-Blanc, et montaient comme une marée sonore vers la rue de la

	Victoire, annoncèrent à Joséphine le retour de son époux.

	L'impressionnable créole lattendait avec anxiété; elle s'élança au-devant de lui, tellement émue qu'elle ne pouvait prononcer une seule parole.

	— Voyons, voyons, lui dit Bonaparte redevenant le bonhomme qu'il était dans son intérieur, tranquillise-toi; tout ce que l'on a pu faire aujourd'hui est fait.

	— Et tout est-il fait, mon ami?

	— Oh! non, répondit Bonaparte.

	— Ainsi, ce sera à recommencer demain?

	— Oui; mais demain, ce n'est qu'une formalité.

	La formalité fut un peu rude; mais chacun sait le résultat des événements de Saint-Cloud: nous nous dispenserons donc de les raconter, nous reportant tout de suite au résultat, pressé que nous sommes de revenir au véritable sujet de notre drame, dont la grande figure historique, que nous y avons introduite, nous a un instant écarté.

	Un dernier mot.

	Le 20 brumaire, à une heure du matin, Bonaparte était nommé premier consul pour dix ans, et se faisait adjoindre Cambacérès et Lebrun, à titre de seconds consuls, bien résolu toutefois à concentrer dans sa personne, non seulement les fonctions de ses deux collègues, mais encore celles des ministres.

	Le 20 brumaire au soir, il couchait au Luxembourg, dans le lit du citoyen Gohier, mis en liberté dans la journée; ainsi que son collègue Moulin.

	Roland fut nommé gouverneur du château du Luxembourg.

	XXV — UNE COMMUNICATION IMPORTANTE

	Quelque temps après cette révolution militaire, qui avait eu un immense retentissement dans toute lEurope, dont elle devait un instant bouleverser la face comme la tempête bouleverse la face de l'Océan; quelque temps après, disons-nous, dans la matinée du 30 nivôse, autrement et plus clairement dit pour nos lecteurs, du 20 janvier 1800, Roland, en décachetant la volumineuse correspondance que lui valait sa charge nouvelle, trouva, au milieu de cinquante autres demandes d'audience, une lettre ainsi conçue:

	«Monsieur le gouverneur,

	«Je connais votre loyauté, et vous allez voir si j'en fais cas.

	«J'ai besoin de causer avec vous pendant cinq minutes; pendant ces cinq minutes, je resterai masqué.

	«J'ai une demande à vous faire.

	«Cette demande, vous me l'accorderez ou me la refuserez; dans l'un et lautre cas, n'essayant de pénétrer dans le palais du Luxembourg que pour lintérêt du premier consul Bonaparte et de la cause royaliste, à laquelle j'appartiens, je vous demande votre parole d'honneur de me laisser sortir librement comme vous m'aurez laissé entrer.

	«Si demain, à sept heures du soir, je vois une lumière isolée à la fenêtre située au-dessous de l'horloge, c'est que le colonel Roland de Montrevel m'aura engagé sa parole d'honneur, et je me présenterai hardiment à la petite porte de l'aile gauche du palais, donnant sur le jardin.

	«Afin que vous sachiez d'avance à qui vous engagez ou refusez votre parole, je signe d'un nom qui vous est connu, ce nom ayant déjà, dans une circonstance que vous n'avez probablement pas oubliée, été prononcé devant vous «MORGAN, «Chef des compagnons de Jéhu.»

	Roland relut deux fois la lettre, resta un instant pensif; puis, tout à coup, il se leva, et, passant dans le cabinet du premier consul, il lui tendit silencieusement la lettre.

	Celui-ci la lut sans que son visage trahît la moindre émotion, ni même le moindre étonnement, et, avec un laconisme tout lacédémonien:

	— Il faut mettre la lumière, dit-il.

	Et il rendit la lettre à Roland.

	Le lendemain, à sept heures du soir, la lumière brillait à la fenêtre, et, à sept heures cinq minutes, Roland, en personne, attendait à la petite porte du jardin.

	Il y était à peine depuis quelques instants, que trois coups furent frappés à la manière des francs-maçons, c'est-à-dire deux et un.

	La porte s'ouvrit aussitôt: un homme enveloppé d'un manteau se dessina en vigueur sur latmosphère grisâtre de cette nuit d'hiver; quant à Roland, il était absolument caché dans lombre.

	Ne voyant personne, lhomme au manteau demeura une seconde immobile.

	— Entrez, dit Roland.

	— Ah! c'est vous, colonel.

	— Comment savez-vous que c'est moi? demanda Roland.

	— Je reconnais votre voix.

	— Ma voix! mais, pendant les quelques secondes où nous nous sommes trouvés dans la même chambre, à Avignon, je n'ai point prononcé une seule parole.

	— En ce cas, j'aurai entendu votre voix ailleurs.

	Roland chercha où le chef des compagnons de Jéhu avait pu entendre sa voix.

	Mais celui-ci, gaiement:

	— Est-ce une raison, colonel, parce que je connais votre voix, pour que nous restions à cette porte?

	— Non pas, dit Roland; prenez-moi par le pan de mon habit, et suivez-moi; j'ai défendu à dessein qu'on éclairât l'escalier et le corridor qui conduisent à ma chambre.

	— Je vous sais gré de l'intention; mais, avec votre parole, je traverserais le palais d'un bout à lautre, fût-il éclairé a giorno, comme disent les Italiens.

	— Vous lavez, ma parole, répondit Roland; ainsi, montez hardiment.

	Morgan n'avait pas besoin d'être encouragé, il suivit hardiment son guide.

	Au haut de l'escalier, celui-ci prit un corridor aussi sombre que l'escalier lui-même, fit une vingtaine de pas, ouvrit une porte et se trouva dans sa chambre.

	Morgan l'y suivit.

	La chambre était éclairée, mais par deux bougies seulement.

	Une fois entré, Morgan rejeta son manteau et déposa ses pistolets sur une table.

	— Que faites-vous? demanda Roland.

	— Ma foi, avec votre permission, dit gaiement son interlocuteur, je me mets à mon aise.

	— Mais ces pistolets dont vous vous dépouillez…?

	— Ah çà! croyez-vous que ce soit pour vous que je les ai pris?

	— Pour qui donc?

	— Mais pour dame Police; vous entendez bien que je ne suis pas disposé à me laisser prendre par le citoyen Fouché, sans brûler quelque peu la moustache au premier de ses sbires qui mettra la main sur moi.

	— Alors, une fois ici, vous avez la conviction de n'avoir plus rien à craindre?

	— Parbleu! dit le jeune homme, puisque j'ai votre parole.

	— Alors, pourquoi n'ôtez-vous pas votre masque?

	— Parce que ma figure n'est que moitié à moi; lautre moitié est à mes compagnons. Qui sait si un seul de nous, reconnu, n'entraîne pas les autres à la guillotine? car vous pensez bien, colonel, que je ne me dissimule pas que c'est là le jeu que nous jouons.

	— Alors, pourquoi le jouez-vous?

	— Ah! que voilà une bonne question! Pourquoi allez-vous sur le champ de bataille; où une balle peut vous trouer la poitrine ou un boulet vous emporter la tête?

	— C'est bien différent, permettez-moi de vous le dire: sur un champ de bataille, je risque une mort honorable.

	— Ah çà! vous figurez-vous que, le jour où j'aurai eu le cou tranché par le triangle révolutionnaire, je me croirai déshonoré? Pas le moins du monde: j'ai la prétention d'être un soldat comme vous; seulement, tous ne peuvent pas servir leur cause de la même façon: chaque religion a ses héros et ses martyrs; bienheureux dans ce monde les héros, mais bienheureux dans l'autre les martyrs!

	Le jeune homme avait prononcé ces paroles avec une conviction qui n'avait pas laissé que d'émouvoir ou plutôt d'étonner Roland.

	— Mais, continua Morgan, abandonnant bien vite l'exaltation, et revenant à la gaieté qui paraissait le trait distinctif de son caractère, je ne suis pas venu pour faire de la philosophie politique; je suis venu pour vous prier de me faire parler au premier consul.

	— Comment! au premier consul? s'écria Roland.

	— Sans doute; relisez ma lettre: je vous dis que j'ai une demande à vous faire?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien, cette demande, c'est de me faire parler au général

	Bonaparte.

	— Permettez, comme je ne m'attendais point à cette demande…

	— Elle vous étonne: elle vous inquiète même. Mon cher colonel, vous pourrez, si vous ne vous en rapportez pas à ma parole, me fouiller des pieds à la tête, et vous verrez que je n'ai d'autres armes que ces pistolets, que je n'ai même plus, puisque les voilà sur votre table. Il y a mieux: prenez-en un de chaque main, placez-vous entre le premier consul et moi, et brûlez-moi la cervelle au premier mouvement suspect que je ferai. La Condition vous va-t-elle?

	— Mais si je dérange le premier consul pour qu'il écoute la communication que vous avez à lui faire, vous m'assurez que cette communication en vaut la peine?

	— Oh! quant à cela, je vous en réponds!

	Puis, avec son joyeux accent:

	— Je suis pour le moment, ajouta-t-il, l'ambassadeur d'une tête couronnée, ou plutôt découronnée, ce qui ne la rend pas moins respectable pour les nobles coeurs; d'ailleurs, je prendrai peu de temps à votre général, monsieur Roland, et, du moment où la conversation traînera en longueur, il pourra me congédier; je ne me le ferai pas redire à deux fois, soyez tranquille.

	Roland demeura un instant pensif et silencieux.

	— Et c'est au premier consul seul que vous pouvez faire cette communication?

	— Au premier consul seul, puisque, seul, le premier consul peut me répondre.

	— C'est bien, attendez-moi, je vais prendre ses ordres.

	Roland fit un pas vers la chambre de son général; mais il s'arrêta, jetant un regard d'inquiétude vers une foule de papiers amoncelés sur sa table.

	Morgan surprit ce regard.

	— Ah! bon! dit-il, vous avez peur qu'en votre absence je ne lise ces paperasses? Si vous saviez comme je déteste lire! c'est au point que ma condamnation à mort serait sur cette table, que je ne me donnerais pas la peine de la lire; je dirais: C'est l'affaire du greffier, à chacun sa besogne. Monsieur Roland, j'ai froid aux pieds, je vais en votre absence me les chauffer, assis dans votre fauteuil; vous m'y retrouverez à votre retour, et je n'en aurai pas bougé.

	— C'est bien, monsieur, dit Roland.

	Et il entra chez le premier consul.

	Bonaparte causait avec le général Hédouville, commandant en chef des troupes de la Vendée.

	En entendant la porte s'ouvrir, il se retourna avec impatience.

	— J'avais dit à Bourrienne que je n'y étais pour personne.

	— C'est ce qu'il m'a appris en passant, mon général; mais je lui ai répondu que je n'étais pas quelqu'un.

	— Tu as raison. Que me veux-tu? dis vite.

	— Il est chez moi.

	— Qui cela?

	— L'homme d'Avignon.

	— Ah! ah! et que demande-t-il?

	— Il demande à vous voir.

	— À me voir, moi?

	— Oui; vous, général; cela vous étonne?

	— Non; mais que peut-il avoir à me dire.

	— Il a obstinément refusé de m'en instruire; mais j'oserais affirmer que ce n'est ni un importun ni un fou.

	— Non; mais c'est peut-être un assassin.

	Roland secoua la tête.

	— En effet, du moment où c'est toi qui l'introduis…

	— D'ailleurs, il ne se refuse pas à ce que j'assiste à la conférence: je serai entre vous et lui.

	Bonaparte réfléchit un instant.

	— Fais-le entrer, dit-il.

	— Vous savez, mon général, qu'excepté moi…

	— Oui; le général Hédouville aura la complaisance d'attendre une seconde; notre conversation n'est point de celles que l'on épuise en une séance. Va, Roland.

	Roland sortit, traversa le cabinet de Bourrienne, rentra dans sa chambre, et retrouva Morgan, qui se chauffait les pieds comme il avait dit.

	— Venez! le premier consul vous attend, dit le jeune homme.

	Morgan se leva et suivit Roland.

	Lorsqu'ils rentrèrent dans le cabinet de Bonaparte, celui-ci était seul.

	Il jeta un coup d'oeil rapide sur le chef des compagnons de Jéhu, et ne fit point de doute que ce ne fût le même homme qu'il avait vu à Avignon.

	Morgan s'était arrêté à quelques pas de la porte, et, de son côté, regardait curieusement Bonaparte, et s'affermissait dans la conviction que c'était bien lui qu'il avait entrevu à la table d'hôte le jour où il avait tenté cette périlleuse restitution des deux cents louis volés par mégarde à Jean Picot.

	— Approchez, dit le premier consul.

	Morgan s'inclina et fit trois pas en avant.

	Bonaparte répondit à son salut par un léger signe de tête.

	— Vous avez dit à mon aide de camp, le colonel Roland, que vous aviez une communication à me faire.

	— Oui, citoyen premier consul.

	— Cette communication exige-t-elle le tête-à-tête?

	— Non, citoyen premier consul, quoiqu'elle soit d'une telle importance…

	— Que vous aimeriez mieux que je fusse seul..

	— Sans doute, mais la prudence…

	— Ce qu'il y a de plus prudent en France, citoyen Morgan, c'est le courage.

	— Ma présence chez vous, général, est une preuve que je suis parfaitement de votre avis.

	Bonaparte se retourna vers le jeune colonel.

	— Laisse-nous seuls, Roland, dit-il.

	— Mais, mon général!… insista celui-ci.

	Bonaparte s'approcha de lui; puis, tout bas:

	— Je vois ce que c'est, reprit-il: tu es curieux de savoir ce que ce mystérieux chevalier de grand chemin peut avoir à me dire, sois tranquille, tu le sauras…

	— Ce n'est pas cela; mais, si, comme vous le disiez tout à l'heure, cet homme était un assassin?

	— Ne m'as-tu pas répondu que non? Allons, ne fais pas lenfant, laisse-nous.

	Roland sortit.

	— Nous voilà seuls, monsieur dit le premier consul; parlez!

	Morgan, sans répondre, tira une lettre de sa poche et la présenta au général.

	Le général l'examina: elle était à son adresse et fermée d'un cachet aux trois fleurs de lis de France.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, qu'est-ce que cela, monsieur?

	— Lisez, citoyen premier consul.

	Bonaparte ouvrit la lettre et alla droit à la signature.

	— «Louis» dit-il.

	— Louis, répéta Morgan.

	— Quel Louis?

	— Mais Louis de Bourbon, je présume.

	— M. le comte de Provence, le frère de Louis XVI?

	— Et, par conséquent, Louis XVIII depuis que son neveu le Dauphin est mort.

	Bonaparte regarda de nouveau l'inconnu; car il était évident que ce nom de Morgan, qu'il s'était donné, n'était qu'un pseudonyme destiné à cacher son véritable nom.

	Après quoi, reportant son regard sur la lettre, il lut:

	«3 janvier 1800,

	«Quelle que soit leur conduite apparente, monsieur, des hommes tels que vous n'inspirent jamais d'inquiétude; vous avez accepté une place éminente, je vous en sais gré: mieux que personne, vous savez ce qu'il faut de force et de puissance pour faire le bonheur d'une grande nation: Sauvez la France de ses propres fureurs, et vous aurez rempli le voeu de mon coeur; rendez-lui son roi, et les générations futures béniront votre mémoire. Si vous doutez que je sois susceptible de reconnaissance, marquez votre place, fixez le sort de vos amis. Quant à mes principes, je suis Français; clément par caractère, je le serai encore par raison. Non, le vainqueur de Lodi, de Castiglione et dArcole, le conquérant de lItalie et de lÉgypte ne peut préférer à la gloire une vaine célébrité. Ne perdez pas un temps précieux: nous pouvons assurer la gloire de la France, je dis_ nous _parce que j'ai besoin de Bonaparte pour cela et qu'il ne le pourrait sans moi. Général, l'Europe vous observe, la gloire vous attend, et je suis impatient de rendre le bonheur à mon peuple.

	«LOUIS.»

	Bonaparte se retourna vers le jeune homme, qui attendait debout, immobile et muet comme une statue.

	— Connaissez-vous le contenu de cette lettre? demanda-t-il.

	Le jeune homme s'inclina.

	— Oui, citoyen premier consul.

	— Elle était cachetée, cependant.

	— Elle a été envoyée sous cachet volant à celui qui me l'a remise, et, avant même de me la confier, il me l'a fait lire afin que j'en connusse bien toute l'importance.

	— Et peut-on savoir le nom de celui qui vous l'a confiée?

	— Georges Cadoudal.

	Bonaparte, tressaillit légèrement.

	— Vous connaissez Georges Cadoudal? demanda-t-il.

	— C'est mon ami.

	— Et pourquoi vous l'a-t-il confiée, à vous, plutôt qu'à un autre?

	— Parce qu'il savait qu'en me disant que cette lettre devait vous être remise en main propre, elle serait remise comme il le désirait.

	— En effet, monsieur, vous avez tenu votre promesse.

	— Pas encore tout à fait, citoyen premier consul.

	— Comment cela? ne me l'avez-vous pas remise?

	— Oui; mais j'ai promis, de rapporter une réponse.

	— Et si je vous dis que je ne veux pas en faire?

	— Vous aurez répondu, pas précisément comme j'eusse désiré que vous le fissiez; mais ce sera toujours une réponse.

	Bonaparte demeura quelques instants pensif. Puis, sortant de sa rêverie par un mouvement d'épaules:

	— Ils sont fous! dit-il.

	— Qui cela, citoyen? demanda Morgan.

	— Ceux qui m'écrivent de pareilles lettres; fous, archifous! Croient-ils donc que je suis de ceux qui prennent leurs exemples dans le passé, qui se modèlent sur d'autres hommes? Recommencer Monk! à quoi bon? Pour faire un Charles II! Ce n'est, ma foi, pas la peine. Quand on a derrière soi Toulon, le 13 vendémiaire, Lodi, Castiglione, Arcole, Rivoli, les Pyramides, on est un autre homme que Monk, et l'on a le droit d'aspirer à autre chose qu'au duché d'Albemarle et au commandement des armées de terre et de mer de Sa Majesté Louis XVIII.

	— Aussi, vous dit-on de faire vos conditions, citoyen premier consul.

	Bonaparte tressaillit au son de cette voix comme s'il eût oublié que quelqu'un était là.

	— Sans compter, reprit-il, que c'est une famille perdue, un rameau mort d'un tronc pourri; les Bourbons se sont tant mariés entre eux, que c'est une race abâtardie, qui a usé sa sève et toute sa vigueur dans Louis XIV. Vous connaissez l'histoire, monsieur? dit Bonaparte en se tournant vers le jeune homme.

	— Oui, général, répondit celui-ci; du moins, comme un ci-devant peut la connaître.

	— Eh bien, vous avez dû remarquer dans l'histoire, dans celle de France surtout, que chaque race a son point de départ, son point culminant et sa décadence. Voyez les Capétiens directs: partis de Hugues, ils arrivent à leur apogée avec Philippe-Auguste et Louis IX, et tombent avec Philippe V et Charles IV. Voyez les Valois: partis de Philippe VI, ils ont leur point culminant dans François Ier et tombent avec Charles IX et Henri III. Enfin, voyez les Bourbons: partis de Henri IV, ils ont leur point culminant dans Louis XIV et tombent avec Louis XV et Louis XVI; seulement, ils tombent plus bas que les autres: plus bas dans la débauche avec Louis XV, plus bas dans le malheur avec Louis XVI. Vous me parlez des Stuarts, et vous me montrez l'exemple de Monk. Voulez-vous me dire qui succède à Charles II? Jacques II; et à Jacques II? Guillaume d'Orange, un usurpateur. N'aurait-il pas mieux valu, je vous le demande, que Monk mît tout de suite la couronne sur sa tête? Eh bien, si j'étais assez fou pour rendre le trône à Louis XVIII, comme Charles II, il n'aurait pas d'enfants, comme Jacques II, son frère Charles X lui succéderait, et, comme Jacques II, il se ferait chasser par quelque Guillaume d'Orange. Oh! non, Dieu n'a pas mis la destinée d'un beau et grand pays qu'on appelle la France entre mes mains pour que je la rende à ceux qui l'ont jouée et qui l'ont perdue.

	— Remarquez, général, que je ne vous demandais pas tout cela.

	— Mais, moi, je vous le demande…

	— Je crois que vous me faites l'honneur de me prendre pour la postérité.

	Bonaparte tressaillit, se retourna, vit à qui il parlait, et se tut.

	— Je n'avais besoin, continua Morgan avec une dignité qui étonna celui auquel il s'adressait, que d'un oui ou d'un non.

	— Et pourquoi aviez-vous besoin de cela?

	— Pour savoir si nous continuerions de vous faire la guerre comme à un ennemi, ou si nous tomberions à vos genoux comme devant un sauveur.

	— La guerre! dit Bonaparte, la guerre! insensés ceux qui me la font; ne voient-ils pas que je suis l'élu de Dieu?

	— Attila disait la même chose.

	— Oui; mais il était lélu de la destruction, et moi, je suis celui de l'ère nouvelle; lherbe séchait où il avait passé: les moissons mûriront partout où j'aurai passé la charrue. La guerre! dites-moi ce que sont devenus ceux qui me lont faite Ils sont couchés dans les plaines du Piémont, de la Lombardie ou du Caire.

	— Vous oubliez la Vendée. La Vendée est toujours debout.

	— Debout, soit; mais ses chefs? mais Cathelineau, mais Lescure, mais La Rochejacquelein, mais d'Elbée, mais Bonchamp, mais Stofflet, mais Charrette?

	— Vous ne parlez là que des hommes: les hommes ont été moissonnés, c'est vrai; mais le principe est debout, et tout autour de lui combattent aujourd'hui d'Autichamp, Suzannet, Grignon, Frotté, Châtillon, Cadoudal; les cadets ne valent peut- être pas les aînés; mais pourvu qu'ils meurent à leur tour, c'est tout ce que l'on peut exiger d'eux.

	— Qu'ils prennent garde! si je décide une campagne de la Vendée, je n'y enverrai ni des Santerre ni des Rossignol!

	— La Convention y a envoyé Kléber, et le Directoire Hoche!…

	— Je n'enverrai pas, j'irai moi-même.

	— Il ne peut rien leur arriver de pis que d'être tués, comme

	Lescure, ou fusillés, comme Charette.

	— Il peut leur arriver que je leur fasse grâce.

	— Caton nous a appris comment on échappait au pardon de César.

	— Ah! faites attention: vous citez un républicain!

	— Caton est un de ces hommes dont on peut suivre l'exemple, à quelque parti que l'on appartienne.

	— Et si je vous disais que je tiens la Vendée dans ma main?…

	— Vous?

	— Et que, si je veux, dans trois mois elle sera pacifiée?

	Le jeune homme secoua la tête.

	— Vous ne me croyez pas?

	— J'hésite à vous croire.

	— Si je vous affirme que ce que je dis est vrai; si je vous le prouve en vous disant par quel moyen, ou plutôt par quels hommes, j'y arriverai?

	— Si un homme comme le général Bonaparte m'affirme une chose, je la croirai, et si cette chose qu'il m'affirme est la pacification de la Vendée, je lui dirai à mon tour: Prenez garde! mieux vaut pour vous la Vendée combattant que la Vendée conspirant: la Vendée combattant, c'est l'épée; la Vendée conspirant c'est le poignard.

	— Oh! je le connais, votre poignard, dit Bonaparte; le voilà!

	Et il alla prendre dans un tiroir le poignard qu'il avait tiré des mains de Roland et le posa sur une table, à la portée de la main de Morgan.

	— Mais, ajouta-t-il, il y a loin de la poitrine de Bonaparte au poignard d'un assassin; essayez plutôt.

	Et il s'avança sur le jeune homme en fixant sur lui son regard de flamme.

	— Je ne suis pas venu ici pour vous assassiner, dit froidement le jeune homme; plus tard, si je crois votre mort indispensable au triomphe de la cause, je ferai de mon mieux, et, si alors je vous manque, ce n'est point parce que vous serez Marius et que je serai le Cimbre… Vous n'avez pas autre chose à me dire, citoyen premier consul? continua le jeune homme en s'inclinant.

	— Si fait; dites à Cadoudal que, lorsqu'il voudra se battre contre l'ennemi au lieu de se battre contre des Français, j'ai dans mon bureau son brevet de colonel tout signé.

	— Cadoudal commande, non pas à un régiment, mais à une armée; vous n'avez pas voulu déchoir en devenant, de Bonaparte, Monk; pourquoi voulez-vous qu'il devienne, de général, colonel?… Vous n'avez pas autre chose à me dire, citoyen premier consul?

	— Si fait; avez-vous un moyen de faire passer ma réponse au comte de Provence?

	— Vous voulez dire au roi Louis XVIII?

	— Ne chicanons pas sur les mots; à celui qui m'a écrit.

	— Son envoyé est au camp des Aubiers.

	— Eh bien! je change d'avis, je lui réponds; ces Bourbons sont si aveugles, que celui-là interpréterait mal mon silence.

	Et Bonaparte, s'asseyant à son bureau, écrivit la lettre suivante avec une application indiquant qu'il tenait à ce qu'elle fût lisible.

	«J'ai reçu, monsieur, votre lettre; je vous remercie de la bonne opinion que vous y exprimez sur moi. Vous ne devez pas souhaiter votre retour en France, il vous faudrait marcher sur cent mille cadavres; sacrifiez votre intérêt au repos et au bonheur de la France, lhistoire vous en tiendra compte. Je ne suis point insensible aux malheurs de votre famille, et j'apprendrai avec plaisir que vous êtes environné de tout ce qui peut contribuer à la tranquillité de votre retraite.

	«BONAPARTE.»

	Et, pliant et cachetant la lettre, il écrivit l'adresse: _À monsieur le comte de Provence, _la remit à Morgan, puis appela Roland, comme s'il pensait bien que celui-ci n'était pas loin.

	— Général?… demanda le jeune officier, paraissant en effet au même instant.

	— Reconduisez monsieur jusque dans la rue, dit Bonaparte; jusque- là, vous répondez de lui.

	Roland s'inclina en signe d'obéissance, laissa passer le jeune homme, qui se retira sans prononcer une parole, et sortit derrière lui.

	Mais, avant de sortir, Morgan jeta un dernier regard sur

	Bonaparte.

	Celui-ci était debout, immobile, muet et les bras croisés, l'oeil fixé sur ce poignard, qui préoccupait sa pensée plus qu'il ne voulait se l'avouer à lui-même.

	En traversant la chambre de Roland, le chef des compagnons de Jéhu reprit son manteau et ses pistolets.

	Tandis qu'il les passait à sa ceinture:

	— Il paraît, lui dit Roland, que le citoyen premier consul vous a montré le poignard que je lui ai donné.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit Morgan.

	— Et vous lavez reconnu?

	— Pas celui-là particulièrement… tous nos poignards se ressemblent.

	— Eh bien! fit Roland, je vais vous dire d'où il vient.

	— Ah!… Et d'où vient-il?

	— De la poitrine d'un de mes amis, où vos compagnons, et peut- être vous-même laviez enfoncé.

	— C'est possible, répondit insoucieusement le jeune homme; mais votre ami se sera exposé à ce châtiment.

	— Mon ami a voulu voir ce qui ce passait la nuit dans la chartreuse de Seillon.

	— Il a eu tort.

	— Mais, moi, j'avais eu le même tort la veille, pourquoi ne m'est-il rien arrivé?

	— Parce que sans doute quelque talisman vous sauvegardait.

	— Monsieur, je vous dirai une chose: c'est que je suis un homme de droit chemin et de grand jour; il en résulte que j'ai horreur du mystérieux.

	— Heureux ceux qui peuvent marcher au grand jour et suivre le grand chemin, monsieur de Montrevel.

	— C'est pour cela que je vais vous dire le serment que j'ai fait, monsieur Morgan. En tirant le poignard que vous avez vu de la poitrine de mon ami, le plus délicatement possible, pour ne pas en tirer son âme en même temps, j'ai fait serment que ce serait désormais entre ses assassins et moi une guerre à mort, et c'est en grande partie pour vous dire cela à vous-même que je vous ai donné la parole qui vous sauvegardait.

	— C'est un serment que j'espère vous voir oublier, monsieur de

	Montrevel.

	— C'est un serment que je tiendrai dans toutes les occasions, monsieur Morgan, et vous serez bien aimable de m'en fournir une le plus tôt possible.

	— De quelle façon, monsieur?

	— Eh bien! mais, par exemple, en acceptant avec moi une rencontre soit au bois de Boulogne, soit au bois de Vincennes; nous n'avons pas besoin de dire, bien entendu, que nous nous battons parce que vous ou vos amis avez donné un coup de poignard à lord Tanlay. Non, nous dirons ce que vous voudrez, que c'est à propos, par exemple… (Roland chercha) de léclipse de lune qui doit avoir lieu le 12 du mois prochain. Le prétexte vous va-t-il?

	— Le prétexte m'irait, monsieur, répondit Morgan avec un accent de mélancolie dont on leût cru incapable, si le duel lui-même me pouvait aller. Vous avez fait un serment, et vous le tiendrez, dites-vous? Eh bien! tout initié en fait un aussi en entrant dans la compagnie de Jéhu: c'est de n'exposer dans aucune querelle particulière une vie qui appartient à sa cause, et non plus à lui.

	— Oui; si bien que vous assassinez, mais ne vous battez pas.

	— Vous vous trompez, nous nous battons quelquefois.

	— Soyez assez bon pour m'indiquer une occasion d'étudier ce phénomène.

	— C'est bien simple: tâchez, monsieur de Montrevel, de vous trouver, avec cinq ou six hommes résolus comme vous, dans quelque diligence portant l'argent du gouvernement; défendez ce que nous attaquerons, et loccasion que vous cherchez sera venue; mais, croyez-moi, faites mieux que cela: ne vous trouvez pas sur notre chemin.

	— C'est une menace, monsieur? dit le jeune homme en relevant la tête.

	— Non, monsieur, fit Morgan d'une voix douce, presque suppliante, c'est une prière.

	— M'est-elle particulièrement adressée, ou la feriez-vous à un autre?

	— Je la fais à vous particulièrement.

	Et le chef des compagnons de Jéhu appuya sur ce dernier mot.

	— Ah! ah! fit le jeune homme, j'ai donc le bonheur de vous intéresser?

	— Comme un frère, répondit Morgan, toujours de sa même voix douce et caressante.

	— Allons, dit Roland, décidément c'est une gageure.

	En ce moment, Bourrienne entra.

	— Roland, dit-il, le premier consul vous demande.

	— Le temps de reconduire monsieur jusqu'à la porte de la rue, et je suis à lui.

	— Hâtez-vous; vous savez qu'il n'aime point à attendre.

	— Voulez-vous me suivre, monsieur? dit Roland à son mystérieux compagnon.

	— Il y a longtemps que je suis à vos ordres, monsieur.

	— Venez, alors.

	Et Roland, reprenant le même chemin par lequel il avait amené Morgan, le reconduisit, non pas jusqu'à la porte donnant dans le jardin — le jardin était fermé — mais jusqu'à celle de la rue.

	Arrivé là:

	— Monsieur, dit-il à Morgan, je vous ai donné ma parole, je l'ai tenue fidèlement; mais, pour qu'il n'y ait point de malentendu entre nous, dites-moi bien que cette parole était pour une fois et pour aujourd'hui seulement.

	— C'est comme cela que je l'ai entendu, monsieur.

	— Ainsi, cette parole, vous me la rendez?

	— Je voudrais la garder, monsieur; mais je reconnais que vous êtes libre de me la reprendre.

	— C'est tout ce que je désirais. Au revoir, monsieur Morgan.

	— Permettez-moi de ne pas faire le même souhait, monsieur de

	Montrevel.

	Les deux jeunes gens se saluèrent avec une courtoisie parfaite, Roland rentrant au Luxembourg, et Morgan prenant, en suivant la ligne d'ombre projetée par la muraille, une des petites rues qui conduisent à la place Saint-Sulpice.

	C'est celui-ci que nous allons suivre.

	XXVI — LE BAL DES VICTIMES

	Au bout de cent pas à peine, Morgan ôta son masque; au milieu des rues de Paris, il courait bien autrement risque d'être remarqué avec un masque que remarqué sans masque.

	Arrivé rue Taranne, il frappa à la porte d'un petit hôtel garni qui faisait le coin de cette rue et de la rue du Dragon, entra, prit sur un meuble un chandelier, à un clou la clef du numéro 42, et monta sans éveiller d'autre sensation que celle d'un locataire bien connu qui rentre après être sorti.

	Dix heures sonnaient à la pendule au moment même où il refermait sur lui la porte de sa chambre.

	Il écouta attentivement les heures, la lumière de la bougie ne se projetant pas jusqu'à la cheminée; puis, ayant compté dix coups:

	— Bon! se dit-il à lui-même, je n'arriverai pas trop tard.

	Malgré cette probabilité, Morgan parut décidé à ne point perdre de temps; il passa un papier flamboyant sous un grand foyer préparé dans la cheminée, et qui s'enflamma aussitôt, alluma quatre bougies, c'est-à-dire tout ce qu'il y en avait dans la chambre, en disposa deux sur la cheminée, deux sur la commode en face, ouvrit un tiroir de la commode, et étendit sur le lit un costume complet d'incroyable du dernier goût.

	Ce costume se composait d'un habit court et carré par devant, long par derrière, d'une couleur tendre, flottant entre le vert d'eau et le gris-perle, d'un gilet de panne chamois à dix-huit boutons de nacre, d'une immense cravate blanche de la plus fine batiste, d'un pantalon collant de casimir blanc, avec un flot de rubans à lendroit où il se boutonnait, c'est-à-dire au-dessous du mollet; enfin des bas de soie gris-perle, rayés transversalement du même vert que lhabit, et de fins escarpins à boucles de diamants.

	Le lorgnon de rigueur n'était pas oublié.

	Quant au chapeau, c'était le même que celui dont Carle Vernet a coiffé son élégant du Directoire.

	Ces objets préparés, Morgan parut attendre avec impatience.

	Au bout de cinq minutes, il sonna; un garçon parut.

	— Le perruquier, demanda Morgan, n'est-il point venu?

	À cette époque, les perruquiers n'étaient pas encore des coiffeurs.

	— Si fait, citoyen, répondit le garçon, il est venu; mais vous n'étiez pas encore rentré, et il a dit qu'il allait revenir. Du reste, comme vous sonniez, on frappait à la porte; c'était probablement…

	— Voilà! voilà! dit une voix dans lescalier.

	— Ah! bravo! fit Morgan; arrivez, maître Cadenette! il s'agit de faire de moi quelque chose comme Adonis.

	— Ce ne sera pas difficile, monsieur le baron, dit le perruquier.

	— Eh bien, eh bien, vous voulez donc absolument me compromettre, citoyen Cadenette?

	— Monsieur le baron, je vous en supplie, appelez-moi Cadenette tout court, cela m'honorera, car ce sera une preuve de familiarité; mais ne m'appelez pas citoyen: fi! c'est une dénomination révolutionnaire; et, au plus fort de la Terreur, j'ai toujours appelé mon épouse _madame _cadenette. Maintenant, excusez-moi de ne pas vous avoir attendu; mais il y a ce soir grand bal rue du Bac, bal des victimes (le perruquier appuya sur ce mot); j'aurais cru que monsieur le baron devait en être.

	— Ah çà! fit Morgan en riant, vous êtes donc toujours royaliste,

	Cadenette?

	Le perruquier mit tragiquement la main sur son coeur.

	— Monsieur le baron, dit-il, c'est non seulement une affaire de conscience, mais aussi une affaire d'état.

	— De conscience! je comprends, maître Cadenette, mais d'état! que diable l'honorable corporation des perruquiers a-t-elle à faire à la politique?

	— Comment! monsieur le baron, dit Cadenette tout en s'apprêtant à coiffer son client, vous demandez cela? vous, un aristocrate!

	— Chut, Cadenette!

	— Monsieur le baron, entre ci-devant, on peut se dire ces choses- là.

	— Alors vous êtes un ci-devant?

	— Tout ce qu'il y a de plus ci-devant. Quelle coiffure monsieur le baron désire-t-il?

	— Les oreilles de chien, et les cheveux retroussés par derrière.

	— Avec un oeil de poudre?

	— Deux yeux si vous voulez, Cadenette.

	— Ah! monsieur, quand on pense que, pendant cinq ans, on n'a trouvé que chez moi de la poudre à la maréchale! monsieur le baron, pour une boîte de poudre, on était guillotiné.

	— J'ai connu des gens qui lont été pour moins que cela, Cadenette. Mais expliquez-moi comment vous vous trouvez être un ci-devant; j'aime à me rendre compte de tout.

	— C'est bien simple, monsieur le baron. Vous admettez, n'est-ce pas, que, parmi les corporations, il y en avait de plus ou moins aristocrates?

	— Sans doute, selon qu'elles se rapprochaient des hautes classes de la société.

	— C'est cela, monsieur le baron. Eh bien, les hautes classes de la société, nous les tenions par les cheveux; moi, tel que vous me voyez, j'ai coiffé un soir madame de Polignac; mon père a coiffé madame du Barry, mon grand-père madame de Pompadour; nous avions nos privilèges, monsieur: nous portions l'épée. Il est vrai que, pour éviter les accidents qui pouvaient arriver entre têtes chaudes comme les nôtres, la plupart du temps nos épées étaient en bois; mais tout au moins, si ce n'était pas la chose, c'était le simulacre. Oui, monsieur le baron, continua Cadenette avec un soupir, ce temps-là, c'était le beau temps, non seulement des perruquiers, mais aussi de la France. Nous étions de tous les secrets, de toutes les intrigues, on ne se cachait pas de nous: et il n'y a pas d'exemple, monsieur le baron, qu'un secret ait été trahi par un perruquier. Voyez notre pauvre reine, à qui a-t-elle confié ses diamants? au grand, à lillustre Léonard, au prince de la coiffure. Eh bien, monsieur le baron, deux hommes ont suffi pour renverser l'échafaudage d'une puissance qui reposait sur les perruques de Louis XIV, sur les poufs de la Régence, sur les crêpes de Louis XV et sur les galeries de Marie-Antoinette.

	— Et ces deux hommes, ces deux niveleurs, ces deux révolutionnaires, quels sont-ils, Cadenette? que je les voue, autant qu'il sera en mon pouvoir, à lexécration publique.

	— M. Rousseau et le citoyen Talma. M. Rousseau, qui a dit cette absurdité: «Revenez à la nature» et le citoyen Talma, qui a inventé les coiffures à la Titus.

	— C'est vrai, Cadenette, c'est vrai.

	— Enfin, avec le Directoire, on a eu un instant d'espérance. M. Barras n'a jamais abandonné la poudre, et le citoyen Moulin a conservé la queue; mais, vous comprenez, le 18 brumaire a tout anéanti: le moyen de faire friser les cheveux de M. Bonaparte!… Ah! tenez, continua Cadenette en faisant bouffer les oreilles de chien de sa pratique, à la bonne heure, voilà de véritables cheveux d'aristocrate, doux et fins comme de la soie, et qui tiennent le fer, que c'est à croire que vous portez perruque. Regardez-vous, monsieur le baron; vous vouliez être beau comme Adonis… Ah! si Vénus vous avait vu, ce n'est point d'Adonis que Mars eût été jaloux.

	Et Cadenette, arrivé, au bout de son travail, et satisfait de son oeuvre, présenta un miroir à main à Morgan, qui se regarda avec complaisance.

	— Allons, allons! dit-il au perruquier, décidément, mon cher, vous êtes un artiste! Retenez bien cette coiffure-là: si jamais on me coupe le cou, comme il y aura probablement des femmes à mon exécution, c'est cette coiffure-là que je me choisis.

	— Monsieur le baron veut qu'on le regrette, dit sérieusement le perruquier.

	— Oui, et, en attendant, mon cher Cadenette, voici un écu pour la peine que vous avez prise. Ayez la bonté de dire en descendant que l'on m'appelle une voiture.

	Cadenette poussa un soupir.

	— Monsieur le baron, dit-il, il y a une époque où je vous eusse répondu: Montrez-vous à la cour avec cette coiffure, et je serai payé; mais il n'y a plus de cour, monsieur le baron, et il faut vivre… Vous aurez votre voiture.

	Sur quoi, Cadenette poussa un second soupir, mit l'écu de Morgan dans sa poche, fit le salut révérencieux des perruquiers et des maîtres de danse, et laissa le jeune homme parachever sa toilette.

	Une fois la coiffure achevée, ce devait être chose bientôt faite; la cravate, seule, prit un peu de temps à cause des brouillards qu'elle nécessitait, mais Morgan se tira de cette tâche difficile en homme expérimenté, et, à onze heures sonnantes, il était prêt à monter en voiture.

	Cadenette n'avait point oublié la commission: un fiacre attendait à la porte.

	Morgan y sauta en criant:

	— Rue du Bac, n° 60.

	Le fiacre prit la rue de Grenelle, remonta la rue du Bac et s'arrêta au n° 60.

	— Voilà votre course payée double, mon ami, dit Morgan, mais à la condition que vous ne stationnerez pas à la porte.

	Le fiacre reçut trois francs et disparut au coin de la rue de

	Varennes.

	Morgan jeta les yeux sur la façade de la maison; c'était à croire qu'il s'était trompé de porte, tant cette façade était sombre et silencieuse.

	Cependant Morgan n'hésita point, il frappa d'une certaine façon.

	La porte s'ouvrit.

	Au fond de la cour s'étendait un grand bâtiment ardemment éclairé.

	Le jeune homme se dirigea vers le bâtiment; à mesure qu'il approchait, le son des instruments venait à lui.

	Il monta un étage et se trouva dans le vestiaire.

	Il tendit son manteau au contrôleur chargé de veiller sur les pardessus.

	— Voici un numéro, lui dit le contrôleur; quant aux armes, déposez-les dans la galerie, de manière que vous puissiez les reconnaître.

	Morgan mit le numéro dans la poche de son pantalon, et entra dans une grande galerie transformée en arsenal.

	Il y avait là une véritable collection d'armes de toutes les espèces: pistolets, tromblons, carabines, épées, poignards. Comme le bal pouvait être tout à coup interrompu par une descente de la police, il fallait qu'à la seconde chaque danseur pût se transformer en combattant.

	Débarrassé de ses armes, Morgan entra dans la salle du bal.

	Nous doutons que la plume puisse donner à nos lecteurs une idée de laspect qu'offrait ce bal.

	En général, comme l'indiquait son nom, bal des victimes, on n'était admis à ce bal qu'en vertu des droits étranges que vous y avaient donnés vos parents envoyés sur l'échafaud par la Convention ou la commune de Paris, mitraillés par Collot- d'Herbois, ou noyés par Carrier; mais comme, à tout prendre, c'étaient les guillotinés qui, pendant les trois années de terreur que l'on venait de traverser, l'avaient emporté en nombre sur les autres victimes, les costumes qui formaient la majorité étaient les costumes des victimes de léchafaud.

	Ainsi, la plus grande partie des jeunes filles, dont les mères et les soeurs aînées étaient tombées sous la main du bourreau, portaient elles-mêmes le costume que leur mère et leur soeur avaient revêtu pour la suprême et lugubre cérémonie, c'est-à-dire la robe blanche, le châle rouge et les cheveux coupés à fleur de cou.

	Quelques-unes, pour ajouter à ce costume, déjà si caractéristique, un détail plus significatif encore, quelques-unes avaient noué autour de leur cou un fil de soie rouge, mince comme le tranchant d'un rasoir, lequel, comme chez la Marguerite de Faust au sabbat, indiquait le passage du fer entre les mastoïdes et les clavicules.

	Quant aux hommes qui se trouvaient dans le même cas, ils avaient le collet de leur habit rabattu en arrière, celui de leur chemise flottant, le cou nu et les cheveux coupés.

	Mais beaucoup avaient d'autres droits, pour entrer dans ce bal, que d'avoir eu des victimes dans leurs familles: beaucoup avaient fait eux-mêmes des victimes.

	Ceux-là cumulaient.

	Il y avait là des hommes de quarante à quarante-cinq ans, qui avaient été élevés dans les boudoirs des belles courtisanes du XVIIe siècle, qui avaient connu madame du Barry dans les mansardes de Versailles, la Sophie Arnoult chez M. de Lauraguais, la Duthé chez le comte d'Artois, qui avaient emprunté à la politesse du vice le vernis dont ils recouvraient leur férocité. Ils étaient encore jeunes et beaux; ils entraient dans un salon secouant leurs chevelures odorantes et leurs mouchoirs parfumés, et ce n'était point une précaution inutile, car, s'ils n'eussent senti lambre ou la verveine, ils eussent senti le sang.

	Il y avait là des hommes de vingt-cinq à trente ans, mis avec une élégance infinie, qui faisaient partie de lAssociation des Vengeurs, qui semblaient saisis de la monomanie de l'assassinat, de la folie de l'égorgement; qui avaient la frénésie du sang, et que le sang ne désaltérait pas; qui, lorsque lordre leur était venu de tuer, tuaient celui qui leur était désigné, ami ou ennemi; qui portaient la conscience du commerce dans la comptabilité du meurtre; qui recevaient la traite sanglante qui leur demandait la tête de tel ou tel jacobin, et qui la payaient à vue.

	Il y avait là des jeunes gens de dix-huit à vingt ans, des enfants presque, mais des enfants nourris comme Achille, de la moelle des bêtes féroces, comme Pyrrhus de la chair des ours; c'étaient des élèves bandits de Schiller, des apprentis francs-juges de la sainte Vehme; c'était cette génération étrange qui arrive après les grandes convulsions politiques, comme vinrent les Titans après le chaos, les hydres après le déluge, comme viennent enfin les vautours et les corbeaux après le carnage.

	C'était un spectre de bronze, impassible, implacable, inflexible qu'on appelle le talion.

	Et ce spectre se mêlait aux vivants; il entrait dans les salons dorés, il faisait un signe du regard, un geste de la main, un mouvement de la tête, et on le suivait.

	On faisait, dit lauteur auquel nous empruntons ces détails si inconnus et cependant si véridiques, on faisait Charlemagne à la bouillotte pour une partie d'extermination.

	La Terreur avait affecté un grand cynisme dans ses vêtements, une austérité lacédémonienne dans ses repas, le plus profond mépris enfin d'un peuple sauvage pour tous les arts et pour tous les spectacles.

	La réaction thermidorienne, au contraire, était élégante, parée et opulente; elle épuisait tous les luxes et toutes les voluptés, comme sous la royauté de Louis XV; seulement, elle ajouta le luxe de la vengeance, la volupté du sang.

	Fréron donna son nom à toute cette jeunesse que lon appela la jeunesse de Fréron ou jeunesse dorée.

	Pourquoi Fréron, plutôt qu'un autre, eut-il cet étrange et fatal honneur?

	Je ne me chargerai pas de vous le dire: mes recherches — et ceux qui me connaissent me rendront cette justice que, quand je veux arriver à un but, les recherches ne me coûtent pas — mes recherches ne m'ont rien appris là-dessus.

	Ce fut un caprice de la mode; la mode est la seule déesse plus capricieuse encore que la fortune.

	À peine nos lecteurs savent-ils aujourd'hui ce que c'était que Fréron, et celui qui fut le patron de Voltaire est plus connu que celui qui fut le patron de ces élégants assassins.

	L'un était le fils de l'autre. Louis Stanislas était le fils d'Élie-Catherine; le père était mort de colère de voir son journal supprimé par le garde des sceaux, Miromesnil.

	L'autre, irrité par les injustices dont son père avait été victime, avait d'abord embrassé avec ardeur les principes révolutionnaires, et, à la place de _l'Année littéraire, _morte et étranglée en 1775, il avait, en 1789, créé _l'Orateur du peuple. _Envoyé dans le Midi, comme agent extraordinaire, Marseille et Toulon gardent encore aujourd'hui le souvenir de ses cruautés.

	Mais tout fut oublié quand, au 9 thermidor, il se prononça contre Robespierre, et aida à précipiter de l'autel de l'Être suprême le colosse qui, d'apôtre, s'était fait dieu. Fréron, répudié par la Montagne, qui labandonna aux lourdes mâchoires de Moïse Bayle; Fréron, repoussé avec dédain par la Gironde, qui le livra aux imprécations d'Isnard; Fréron, comme le disait le terrible et pittoresque orateur du Var, Fréron tout nu et tout couvert de la lèpre du crime, fut recueilli, caressé, choyé par les thermidoriens; puis, du camp de ceux-ci, il passa dans le camp des royalistes, et, sans aucune raison d'obtenir ce fatal honneur, se trouva tout à coup à la tête d'un parti puissant de jeunesse, d'énergie et de vengeance, placé entre les passions du temps, qui menaient à tout, et l'impuissance des lois, qui souffraient tout.

	Ce fut au milieu de cette jeunesse dorée, de cette jeunesse de Fréron, grasseyant, zézayant, donnant sa parole d'honneur à tout propos, que Morgan se fraya un passage.

	Toute cette jeunesse, il faut le dire, malgré le costume dont elle était revêtue, malgré les souvenirs que rappelaient ces costumes, toute cette jeunesse était d'une gaieté folle.

	C'est incompréhensible, mais c'était ainsi.

	Expliquez si vous pouvez cette danse macabre qui, au commencement du XVe siècle, avec la furie d'un galop moderne conduit par Musard, déroulant ses anneaux dans le cimetière même des Innocents, laissa choir au milieu des tombes cinquante mille de ses funèbres danseurs.

	Morgan cherchait évidemment quelqu'un.

	Un jeune élégant qui plongeait, dans une bonbonnière de vermeil que lui tendait une charmante victime, un doigt rouge de sang, seule partie de sa main délicate qui eût été soustraite à la pâte d'amande, voulait l'arrêter pour lui donner des détails sur l'expédition dont il avait rapporté ce sanglant trophée; mais Morgan lui sourit, pressa celle de ses deux mains qui était gantée, et se contenta de lui répondre:

	— Je cherche quelqu'un.

	— Affaire pressée?

	— Compagnie de Jéhu.

	Le jeune homme au doigt sanglant le laissa passer.

	Une adorable furie, comme eût dit Corneille, qui avait ses cheveux retenus par un poignard à la lame plus pointue que celle d'une aiguille, lui barra le passage en lui disant:

	— Morgan, vous êtes le plus beau, le plus brave et le plus digne d'être aimé de tous ceux qui sont ici. Qu'avez-vous à répondre à la femme qui vous dit cela?

	— J'ai à lui répondre que j'aime, dit Morgan, et que mon coeur est trop étroit pour une haine et deux amours.

	Et il continua sa recherche.

	Deux jeunes gens qui discutaient, l'un disant: «C'est un Anglais» l'autre disant: «C'est un Allemand» arrêtèrent Morgan:

	— Ah! pardieu! dit l'un, voilà l'homme qui peut nous tirer d'embarras.

	— Non, répondit Morgan en essayant de rompre la barrière qu'ils lui opposaient, car je suis pressé.

	— Il n'y a qu'un mot à répondre, dit l'autre. Nous venons de parier, Saint-Amand et moi, que l'homme jugé et exécuté dans la chartreuse de Seillon était selon lui un Allemand, selon moi un Anglais.

	— Je ne sais, répondit Morgan; je n'y étais pas. Adressez-vous à

	Hector; c'est lui qui présidait ce soir-là.

	— Dis-nous alors où est Hector?

	— Dites-moi plutôt où est Tiffauges; je le cherche.

	— Là-bas, au fond, dit le jeune homme en indiquant un point de la salle où la contredanse bondissait plus joyeuse et plus animée. Tu le reconnaîtras à son gilet; son pantalon, non plus, n'est point à dédaigner, et je m'en ferai faire un pareil avec la peau du premier mathévon à qui j'aurai affaire.

	Morgan ne prit point le temps de demander ce que le gilet de Tiffauges avait de remarquable, et par quelle coupe bizarre ou quelle étoffe précieuse son pantalon avait pu obtenir l'approbation d'un homme aussi expert en pareille matière que l'était celui qui lui adressait la parole. Il alla droit au point indiqué par le jeune homme, et vit celui qu'il cherchait dansant un pas d'été qui semblait, par son habileté et son tricotage, qu'on me pardonne ce terme technique, sorti des salons de Vestris lui-même.

	Morgan fit un signe au danseur.

	Tiffauges s'arrêta à linstant même, salua sa danseuse, la reconduisit à sa place, s'excusa sur l'urgence de laffaire qui lappelait, et vint prendre le bras de Morgan.

	— L'avez-vous vu? demanda Tiffauges à Morgan.

	— Je le quitte, répondit celui-ci.

	— Et vous lui avez remis la lettre du roi?

	— À lui-même.

	— L'a-t-il lue?

	— À l'instant.

	— Et il a fait une réponse?

	— Il en a fait deux, une verbale et une écrite; la seconde dispense de la première.

	— Et vous lavez?

	— La voici.

	— Et savez-vous le contenu?

	— C'est un refus.

	— Positif?

	— Tout ce qu'il y a de plus positif.

	— Sait-il que, du moment où il nous ôte tout espoir, nous le traitons en ennemi?

	— Je le lui ai dit.

	— Et il a répondu?

	— Il n'a pas répondu, il a haussé les épaules.

	— Quelle intention lui croyez-vous donc?

	— Ce n'est pas difficile à deviner.

	— Aurait-il l'idée de garder le pouvoir pour lui?

	— Cela m'en a bien l'air.

	— Le pouvoir, mais pas le trône!

	— Pourquoi pas le trône?

	— Il n'oserait se faire roi.

	— Oh! je ne puis pas vous répondre si c'est précisément roi qu'il se fera; mais je vous réponds qu'il se fera quelque chose.

	— Mais, enfin, c'est un soldat de fortune.

	— Mon cher, mieux vaut en ce moment être le fils de ses oeuvres que le petit-fils d'un roi.

	Le jeune homme resta pensif.

	— Je rapporterai tout cela à Cadoudal, fit-il.

	— Et ajoutez que le premier consul a dit ces propres paroles: «Je tiens la Vendée dans ma main, et, si je veux, dans trois mois, il ne s'y brûlera plus une amorce.»

	— C'est bon à savoir.

	— Vous le savez; que Cadoudal le sache, et faites-en votre profit.

	En ce moment, la musique cessa tout à coup; le bourdonnement des danseurs s'éteignit; il se fit un grand silence, et, au milieu de ce silence, quatre noms furent prononcés par une voix sonore et accentuée.

	Ces quatre noms étaient ceux de Morgan, de Montbar, d'Adler et de d'Assas.

	— Pardon, dit Morgan à Tiffauges, il se prépare probablement quelque expédition dont je suis; force m'est donc, à mon grand regret, de vous dire adieu: seulement, avant de vous quitter, laissez-moi regarder de plus près votre gilet et votre pantalon, dont on m'a parlé; c'est une curiosité d'amateur, j'espère que vous lexcuserez.

	— Comment donc! fit le jeune Vendéen, bien volontiers.

	XXVII — LA PEAU DES OURS

	Et, avec une rapidité et une complaisance qui faisaient honneur à sa courtoisie, il s'approcha des candélabres qui brûlaient sur la cheminée.

	Le gilet et le pantalon paraissaient être de la même étoffe; mais quelle était cette étoffe? c'était là que le connaisseur le plus expérimenté se fût trouvé dans l'embarras.

	Le pantalon était un pantalon collant ordinaire, de couleur tendre, flottant entre le chamois et la couleur de chair; il n'offrait rien de remarquable que d'être sans couture aucune et de coller exactement sur la chair.

	Le gilet avait, au contraire, deux signes caractéristiques qui appelaient plus particulièrement l'attention sur lui: il était troué de trois balles dont on avait laissé les trous béants, en les ravivant avec du carmin qui jouait le sang à s'y méprendre.

	En outre, au côté gauche était peint le coeur sanglant qui servait de point de reconnaissance aux Vendéens.

	Morgan examina les deux objets avec la plus grande attention, mais l'examen fut infructueux.

	— Si je n'étais pas si pressé, dit-il, je voudrais en avoir le coeur net et ne m'en rapporter qu'à mes propres lumières; mais, vous avez entendu, il est probablement arrivé quelques nouvelles au comité; c'est de l'argent que vous pouvez annoncer à Cadoudal: seulement, il faut l'aller prendre. Je commande d'ordinaire ces sortes d'expéditions, et, si je tardais, un autre se présenterait à ma place. Dites-moi donc quel est le tissu dont vous êtes habillé?

	— Mon cher Morgan, dit le Vendéen, vous avez peut-être entendu dire que mon frère avait été pris aux environs de Bressuire et fusillé par les bleus?

	— Oui, je sais cela.

	— Les bleus étaient en retraite; ils laissèrent le corps au coin d'une haie; nous les poursuivions l'épée dans les reins, de sorte que nous arrivâmes derrière eux. Je retrouvai le corps de mon frère encore chaud. Dans une de ses blessures était plantée une branche d'arbre avec cette étiquette: «Fusillé comme brigand, par moi, Claude Flageolet, caporal au 3e bataillon de Paris.» Je recueillis le corps de mon frère; je lui fis enlever la peau de la poitrine, cette peau qui, trouée de trois balles, devait éternellement crier vengeance devant mes yeux, et j'en fis faire mon gilet de bataille.

	— Ah! ah! fit Morgan avec un certain étonnement dans lequel, pour la première fois, se mêlait quelque chose qui ressemblait à de la terreur; ah! ce gilet est fait avec la peau de votre frère? Et le pantalon?

	— Oh! répondit le Vendéen, le pantalon, c'est autre chose: il est fait avec celle du citoyen Claude Flageolet, caporal au 3e bataillon de Paris.

	En ce moment la même voix retentit, appelant pour la seconde fois, et dans le même ordre, les noms de Morgan, de Montbar, d'Adler et de d'Assas.

	Morgan s'élança hors du cabinet.

	Morgan traversa la salle de danse dans toute sa longueur et se dirigea vers un petit salon situé de l'autre côté du vestiaire.

	Ses trois compagnons, Montbar, Adler et d'Assas l'y attendaient déjà.

	Avec eux se trouvait un jeune homme portant le costume d'un courrier de cabinet à la livrée du gouvernement, c'est-à-dire l'habit vert et or.

	Il avait les grosses bottes poudreuses, la casquette-visière et le sac de dépêches qui constituent le harnachement essentiel d'un courrier de cabinet.

	Une carte de Cassini, sur laquelle on pouvait relever jusqu'aux moindres sinuosités de terrain, était étendue sur une table.

	Avant de dire ce que faisait là ce courrier et dans quel but était étendue cette carte, jetons un coup d'oeil sur les trois nouveaux personnages dont les noms venaient de retentir dans la salle du bal, et qui sont destinés à jouer un rôle important dans la suite de cette histoire.

	Le lecteur connaît déjà Morgan, l'Achille et le Pâris tout à la fois de cette étrange association. Morgan avec ses yeux bleus, ses cheveux noirs, sa taille haute et bien prise, sa tournure gracieuse, vive et svelte, son oeil qu'on n'avait jamais vu sans un regard animé; sa bouche aux lèvres fraîches et aux dents blanches, qu'on n'avait jamais vue sans un sourire; sa physionomie si remarquable, composée d'un mélange d'éléments qui semblaient étrangers les uns aux autres, et sur laquelle on retrouvait tout à la fois la force et la tendresse, la douceur et l'énergie, et tout cela mêlé à l'étourdissante expression d'une gaieté qui devenait effrayante parfois lorsqu'on songeait que cet homme côtoyait éternellement la mort, et la plus effrayante de toutes les morts, celle de l'échafaud.

	Quant à d'Assas, c'était un homme de trente-cinq à trente-huit ans, aux cheveux touffus et grisonnants, mais aux sourcils et aux moustaches d'un noir d'ébène; pour ses yeux, ils étaient de cette admirable nuance des yeux indiens tirant sur le marron. C'était un ancien capitaine de dragons, admirablement bâti pour la lutte physique et morale, dont les muscles indiquaient la force, et la physionomie l'entêtement. Au reste, d'une tournure noble, d'une grande élégance de manières, parfumé comme un petit-maître, et respirant par manie ou par manière de volupté, soit un flacon de sel anglais, soit une cassolette de vermeil contenant les parfums les plus subtils.

	Montbar et Adler, dont on ne connaissait pas plus les véritables noms que l'on ne connaissait ceux de d'Assas et de Morgan, étaient généralement appelés dans la compagnie les _inséparables. _Figurez-vous Damon et Pythias, Euryale et Nisus, Oreste et Pylade à vingt-deux ans; l'un joyeux, loquace, bruyant; l'autre triste, silencieux, rêveur, partageant tout, dangers, argent, maîtresses; se complétant l'un par l'autre, atteignant à eux deux les limites de tous les extrêmes; chacun dans le péril s'oubliant lui-même pour veiller sur l'autre, comme les jeunes Spartiates du bataillon sacré, et vous aurez une idée de Montbar et d'Adler.

	Il va sans dire que tous trois étaient compagnons de Jéhu.

	Ils étaient convoqués, comme s'en était douté Morgan, pour affaire de la compagnie.

	Morgan, en entrant, alla droit au faux courrier et lui serra la main.

	— Ah! ce cher ami! dit celui-ci avec un mouvement de l'arrière- train indiquant qu'on ne fait pas impunément, si bon cavalier que l'on soit, une cinquantaine de lieues à franc étrier sur des bidets de poste; vous vous la passez douce, vous autres Parisiens, et, relativement à vous, Annibal à Capoue était sur des ronces et des épines! Je n'ai fait que jeter un coup d'oeil sur la salle de bal, en passant, comme doit faire un pauvre courrier de cabinet portant les dépêches du général Masséna au citoyen premier consul; mais vous avez là, il me semble, un choix de victimes parfaitement entendu; seulement, mes pauvres amis, il faut pour le moment dire adieu à tout cela; c'est désagréable, c'est malheureux, c'est désespérant, mais la maison de Jéhu avant tout.

	— Mon cher Hastier, dit Morgan.

	— Holà! dit Hastier, pas de noms propres, s'il vous plaît, messieurs. La famille Hastier est une honnête famille de Lyon faisant négoce, comme on dit, place des Terreaux, de père en fils, et qui serait fort humiliée d'apprendre que son héritier s'est fait courrier de cabinet, et court les grands chemins avec la besace nationale sur le dos. Lecoq, tant que vous voudrez, mais Hastier point; je ne connais pas Hastier. Et vous, messieurs, continua le jeune homme s'adressant à Montbar, à Adler et à d'Assas, le connaissez-vous?

	— Non, répondirent les trois jeunes gens, et nous demandons pardon pour Morgan, qui a fait erreur.

	— Mon cher Lecoq, fit Morgan.

	— À la bonne heure, interrompit Hastier, je réponds à ce nom-là.

	Eh bien, voyons, que voulais-tu me dire?

	— Je voulais te dire que, si tu n'étais pas l'antipode du dieu Harpocrate, que les Égyptiens représentaient un doigt sur la bouche, au lieu de te jeter dans une foule de divagations plus ou moins fleuries, nous saurions déjà pourquoi ce costume et pourquoi cette carte.

	— Eh! pardieu! si tu ne le sais pas encore, reprit le jeune homme, c'est ta faute et non la mienne. S'il n'avait point fallu t'appeler deux fois, perdu que tu étais probablement avec quelque belle Euménide, demandant à un beau jeune homme vivant vengeance pour de vieux parents morts, tu serais aussi avancé que ces messieurs, et je ne serais pas obligé de bisser ma cavatine. Voici ce que c'est: il s'agit tout simplement d'un reste du trésor des ours de Berne, que, par ordre du général Masséna, le général Lecourbe a expédié au citoyen premier consul. Une misère, cent mille francs, qu'on n'ose faire passer par le Jura à cause des partisans de M. Teysonnet, qui seraient, à ce que l'on prétend, gens à s'en emparer, et que l'on expédie par Genève, Bourg, Mâcon, Dijon et Troyes; route bien autrement sûre, comme on s'en apercevra au passage.

	— Très bien!

	— Nous avons été avisés de la nouvelle par Renard, qui est parti de_ _Gex à franc étrier, et qui la transmise à lHirondelle, pour le moment en station à Châlons-sur-Saône, lequel ou laquelle la transmise à Auxerre, à moi, Lecoq, lequel vient de faire quarante- cinq lieues pour vous la transmettre à son tour. Quant aux détails secondaires, les voici. Le trésor est parti de Berne octodi dernier, 28 nivôse an VIII de la République triple et divisible. Il doit arriver aujourd'hui duodi à Genève; il en partira, demain tridi avec la diligence de Genève à Bourg; de sorte qu'en partant cette nuit même, après-demain quintidi, vous pouvez, mes chers fils d'Israël, rencontrer le trésor de MM. les ours entre Dijon et Troyes, vers Bar-sur-Seine ou Châtillon. Qu'en dites-vous?

	— Pardieu! fit Morgan, ce que nous en disons, il me semble qu'il n'y a pas de discussions là-dessus; nous disons que jamais nous ne nous serions permis de toucher à l'argent de messeigneurs les ours de Berne tant qu'il ne serait pas sorti des coffres de Leurs Seigneuries; mais que, du moment où il a changé de destination une première fois, je ne vois aucun inconvénient à ce qu'il en change une seconde. Seulement comment allons-nous partir?

	— N'avez-vous donc pas la chaise de poste?

	— Si fait, elle est ici, sous la remise.

	— N'avez-vous pas des chevaux pour vous conduire jusqu'à la prochaine poste?

	— Ils sont à l'écurie.

	— N'avez-vous pas chacun votre passeport?

	— Nous en avons chacun quatre.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, nous ne pouvons pas arrêter la diligence en chaise de poste; nous ne nous gênons guère, mais nous ne prenons pas encore nos aises à ce point-là.

	— Bon! pourquoi pas? dit Montbar; ce serait original. Je ne vois pas pourquoi, puisqu'on prend un bâtiment à l'abordage avec une barque, on ne prendrait pas aussi une diligence à l'abordage avec une chaise de poste; cela nous manque comme fantaisie; en essayons-nous, Adler?

	— Je ne demanderais pas mieux, répondit celui-ci; mais le postillon, qu'en feras-tu?

	— C'est juste, répondit Montbar.

	— Le cas est prévu, mes enfants, dit le courrier; on a expédié une estafette à Troyes: vous laisserez votre chaise de poste chez Delbauce; vous y trouverez quatre chevaux tout sellés qui regorgeront d'avoine; vous calculerez votre temps, et, après- demain, ou plutôt demain, car minuit est sonné, demain, entre sept et huit heures du matin, l'argent de MM. Les ours passera un mauvais quart d'heure.

	— Allons-nous changer de costumes? demanda d'Assas.

	— Pour quoi faire? dit Morgan; il me semble que nous sommes fort présentables comme nous voici; jamais diligence n'aura été soulagée d'un poids incommode par des gens mieux vêtus. Jetons un dernier coup d'oeil sur la carte, faisons apporter du buffet dans les coffres de la voiture un pâté, une volaille froide et une douzaine de bouteilles de vin de Champagne, armons-nous à l'arsenal, enveloppons-nous dans de bons manteaux, et fouette cocher!

	— Tiens, dit Montbar, c'est une idée, cela.

	— Je crois bien, continua Morgan; nous crèverons les chevaux s'il le faut; nous serons de retour ici à sept heures du soir, et nous nous montrerons à lOpéra.

	— Ce qui établira un alibi, dit dAssas.

	— Justement, continua Morgan avec son inaltérable gaieté; le moyen d'admettre que des gens qui applaudissent mademoiselle Clotilde et M. Vestris à huit heures du soir, étaient occupés le matin, entre Bar et Châtillon, à régler leurs comptes avec le conducteur d'une diligence? Voyons, mes enfants, un coup d'oeil sur la carte, afin de choisir notre endroit.

	Les quatre jeunes gens se penchèrent sur l'oeuvre de Cassini. — Si j'avais un conseil topographique à vous donner, dit le courrier, ce serait de vous embusquer un peu en-deçà de Massu; il y a un gué en face des Riceys… tenez, là!

	Et le jeune homme indiqua le point précis sur la carte.

	— Je gagnerais Chaource, que voilà; de Chaource, vous avez une route départementale, droite comme un I, qui vous conduit à Troyes; à Troyes, vous retrouvez votre voiture, vous prenez la route de Sens au lieu de celle de Coulommiers; les badauds — il y en a en province — qui vous ont vus passer la veille, ne s'étonnent pas de vous voir repasser le lendemain; vous êtes à lOpéra à dix heures, au lieu d'y être à huit, ce qui est de bien meilleur ton, et ni vu ni connu, je t'embrouille.

	— Adopté pour mon compte, dit Morgan.

	— Adopté! répétèrent en choeur les trois autres jeunes gens.

	Morgan tira une des deux montres dont les chaînes se balançaient à sa ceinture; c'était un chef-d'oeuvre de Petitot comme émail, et sur la double boîte qui protégeait la peinture était un chiffre en diamants. La filiation de ce merveilleux bijou était établie comme celle d'un cheval arabe: elle avait été faite pour Marie- Antoinette, qui lavait donnée à la duchesse de Polastron, laquelle lavait donnée à la mère de Morgan.

	— Une heure du matin, dit Morgan; allons, messieurs, il faut qu'à trois heures nous relayions à Lagny.

	À partir de ce moment, l'expédition était commencée, Morgan devenait le chef; il ne consultait plus, il ordonnait.

	D'Assas — qui en son absence commandait — lui présent, obéissait

	tout le premier.

	Une demi-heure après, une voiture enfermant quatre jeunes gens

	enveloppés de leurs manteaux était arrêtée à la barrière

	Fontainebleau par le chef de poste, qui demandait les passeports.

	— Oh! la bonne plaisanterie! fit l'un d'eux en passant sa tête par la portière et en affectant l'accent à la mode; il faut donc des passeports pour _sasser à Grosbois, chez le citoyen Baas? _Ma _paole _d'honneur _panachée, _vous êtes fou, mon ché ami! Allons, fouette cocher!

	Le cocher fouetta et la voiture passa sans difficulté.

	XXVIII — EN FAMILLE

	Laissons nos quatre _chasseurs _gagner Lagny, où, grâce aux passeports qu'ils doivent à la complaisance des employés du citoyen Fouché, ils troqueront leurs chevaux de maître contre des chevaux de poste, et leur cocher contre un postillon, et voyons pourquoi le premier consul avait fait demander Roland.

	Roland s'était empressé, en quittant Morgan, de se rendre aux ordres de son général.

	Il avait trouvé celui-ci debout et pensif devant la cheminée.

	Au bruit qu'il avait fait en entrant, le général Bonaparte avait levé la tête.

	— Que vous êtes-vous dit tous les deux? demanda Bonaparte sans préambule, et se fiant à l'habitude que Roland avait de répondre à sa pensée.

	— Mais, dit Roland, nous nous sommes fait toutes sortes de compliments… et nous nous sommes quittés, les meilleurs amis du monde.

	— Quel effet te fait-il?

	— L'effet d'un homme parfaitement élevé.

	— Quel âge lui donnes-tu?

	— Mon âge, tout au plus.

	— Oui, c'est bien cela; la voix est jeune. Ah çà, Roland, est-ce que je me tromperais? est-ce qu'il y aurait une jeune génération royaliste?

	— Eh! mon général, répondit Roland avec un mouvement d'épaules, c'est un reste de la vieille.

	— Eh bien, Roland, il faut en faire une autre qui soit dévouée à mon fils, si jamais j'ai un fils.

	Roland fit un geste qui pouvait se traduire par ces mots: «Je ne m'y oppose pas.»

	Bonaparte comprit parfaitement le geste.

	— Ce n'est pas le tout que tu ne t'y opposes pas, dit-il, il faut y contribuer.

	Un frissonnement nerveux passa sur le corps de Roland.

	— Et comment cela? demanda-t-il.

	— En te mariant.

	Roland éclata de rire.

	— Bon! avec mon anévrisme! dit-il.

	Bonaparte le regarda.

	— Mon cher Roland, dit-il, ton anévrisme m'a bien l'air d'un prétexte pour rester garçon.

	— Vous croyez?

	— Oui; et, comme je suis un homme moral, je veux qu'on se marie.

	— Avec cela que je suis immoral, moi, répondit Roland, et que je cause du scandale avec mes maîtresses!

	— Auguste, reprit Bonaparte, avait rendu des lois contre les célibataires; il les privait de leurs droits de citoyens romains.

	— Auguste…

	— Eh bien?

	— J'attendrai que vous soyez Auguste; vous n'êtes encore que

	César.

	Bonaparte s'approcha du jeune homme.

	— Il y a des noms, mon cher Roland, dit-il en lui posant la main sur l'épaule, que je ne veux pas voir s'éteindre, et le nom de Montrevel est de ceux-là.

	— Eh bien! général, est-ce qu'à mon défaut, et en supposant que, par un caprice, une fantaisie, un entêtement, je me refuse à la perpétuer, est-ce qu'il n'y a pas mon frère!

	— Comment ton frère? tu as donc un frère?

	— Mais oui, j'ai un frère! pourquoi donc n'aurais-je pas un frère?

	— Quel âge a-t-il?

	— Onze à douze ans.

	— Pourquoi ne m'as-tu jamais parlé de lui?

	—Parce que j'ai pensé que les faits et gestes d'un gamin de cet âge-là ne vous intéresseraient pas beaucoup.

	— Tu te trompes, Roland: je m'intéresse à tout ce qui touche mes amis; il fallait me demander quelque chose pour ce frère.

	— Quoi, général?

	— Son admission dans un collège de Paris.

	— Bah! vous avez assez de solliciteurs autour de vous sans que j'en grossisse le nombre.

	— Tu entends, il faut qu'il vienne dans un collège de Paris; quand il aura l'âge, je le ferai entrer à l'École militaire ou à quelque autre école que je fonderai d'ici là.

	— Ma foi, général, répondit Roland, à l'heure qu'il est, comme si j'eusse deviné vos bonnes intentions à son égard, il est en route ou bien près de s'y mettre.

	— Comment cela?

	— J'ai écrit, il y a trois jours, à ma mère d'amener l'enfant à Paris; je comptais lui choisir un collège sans vous en rien dire, et, quand il aurait l'âge, vous en parler… en supposant toutefois que mon anévrisme ne m'ait pas enlevé d'ici là. Mais, dans ce cas…

	— Dans ce cas?

	— Dans ce cas, je laissais un bout de testament à votre adresse, qui vous recommandait la mère, le fils et la fille, tout le bataclan.

	— Comment, la fille?

	— Oui, ma soeur.

	— Tu as donc aussi une soeur?

	— Parfaitement:

	— Quel âge?

	— Dix-sept ans.

	— Jolie?

	— Charmante!

	— Je me charge de son établissement.

	Roland se mit à rire.

	— Qu'as-tu? lui demanda le premier consul.

	— Je dis, général, que je vais faire mettre un écriteau au-dessus de la grande porte du Luxembourg.

	— Et sur cet écriteau?

	— Bureau de mariages.

	— Ah çà! mais, si tu ne veux pas te marier, toi, ce n'est point une raison pour que ta soeur reste fille. Je n'aime pas plus les vieilles filles que les vieux garçons.

	— Je ne vous dis pas, mon général, que ma soeur restera vieille fille; c'est bien assez qu'un membre de la famille Montrevel encoure votre mécontentement.

	— Eh bien, alors, que me dis-tu?

	— Je vous dis que, si vous le voulez bien, comme la chose la regarde, nous la consulterons là-dessus.

	— Ah! ah! y aurait-il quelque passion de province?

	— Je ne dirais pas non! J'avais quitté la pauvre Amélie fraîche et souriante, je lai retrouvée pâle et triste. Je tirerai tout cela au clair avec elle; et, puisque vous voulez que je vous en reparle, eh bien, je vous en reparlerai.

	— Oui, à ton retour de la Vendée; c'est cela.

	— Ah! je vais donc en Vendée?

	— Est-ce comme pour le mariage? as-tu des répugnances?

	— Aucunement.

	— Eh bien, alors, tu vas en Vendée.

	— Quand cela?

	— Oh! rien ne presse, et, pourvu que tu partes demain matin…

	— À merveille! plus tôt si vous voulez; dites-moi ce que j'y vais faire.

	— Une chose de la plus haute importance, Roland.

	— Diable! ce n'est pas une mission diplomatique, je présume?

	— Si, c'est une mission diplomatique pour laquelle jai besoin dun homme qui ne soit pas diplomate.

	— Oh! général, comme je fais votre affaire! Seulement, vous comprenez, moins je suis diplomate, plus il me faut des instructions précises.

	— Aussi vais-je te les donner. Tiens, vois-tu cette carte?

	Et il montra au jeune homme une grande carte du Piémont étendue à terre et éclairée par une lampe suspendue au plafond.

	— Oui, je la vois, répondit Roland, habitué à suivre son général dans tous les bonds inattendus de son génie; seulement, cest une carte du Piémont.

	— Oui, cest une carte du Piémont.

	— Ah! Il est donc question de lItalie?

	— Il est toujours question de lItalie.

	— Je croyais quil sagissait de la Vendée?

	— Secondairement.

	— Ah çà, général, vous nallez pas menvoyer dans la Vendée et vous en aller en Italie, vous?

	— Non, sois tranquille.

	— À la bonne heure! Je vous préviens que, dans ce cas là, je déserte et vous rejoins.

	— Je te le permets; mais revenons à Mélas.

	— Pardon, général, cest la première fois que nous en parlons.

	— Oui; mais il y a longtemps que jy pense. Sais-tu où je bats

	Mélas?

	— Parbleu!

	— Où cela?

	— Où vous le rencontrerez.

	Bonaparte se mit à rire.

	— Niais! dit-il avec la plus intime familiarité.

	Puis se couchant sur la carte:

	— Viens ici, dit-il à Roland.

	Roland se coucha à côté de lui.

	— Tiens, reprit Bonaparte, voilà où je le bats.

	— Près dAlexandrie?

	— À deux ou trois lieues. Il a à Alexandrie ses magasins, ses hôpitaux, son artillerie, ses réserves; il ne sen éloignera pas. Il faut que je frappe un grand coup, je n'obtiendrai la paix qu'à cette condition. Je passe les Alpes — il montra le grand Saint- Bernard — je tombe sur Mélas au moment où il s'y attend le moins, et je le bats à plate couture.

	— Oh! je m'en rapporte bien à vous pour cela.

	— Mais, tu comprends, pour que je m'éloigne tranquille, Roland, pas d'inflammation d'entrailles, c'est-à-dire pas de Vendée derrière moi.

	— Ah! voilà votre affaire: pas de Vendée! et vous m'envoyez en

	Vendée pour que je supprime la Vendée.

	— Ce jeune homme m'a dit de la Vendée des choses très graves. Ce sont de braves soldats que ces Vendéens conduits par un homme de tête; il y a Georges Cadoudal surtout… Je lui ai fait offrir un régiment, qu'il n'acceptera pas.

	— Peste! il est bien dégoûté.

	— Mais il y a une chose dont il ne se doute point.

	— Qui, Cadoudal?

	— Cadoudal. C'est que l'abbé Bernier, ma fait des ouvertures.

	— L'abbé Bernier?

	— Oui.

	— Qu'est-ce que c'est que cela, labbé Bernier?

	— C'est le fils dun paysan de l'Anjou, qui peut avoir aujourd'hui de trente-trois à trente-quatre ans, qui était curé à Saint-Laud à Angers lors de linsurrection, qui a refusé le serment, et qui s'est jeté parmi les Vendéens. Deux ou trois fois la Vendée a été pacifiée, une ou deux fois on la crue morte. On se trompait: la Vendée était pacifiée; mais labbé Bernier n'avait pas signé la paix; la Vendée était morte, mais labbé Bernier était vivant. Un jour, la Vendée fut ingrate envers lui: il voulait être nommé agent général de toutes les armées royalistes de l'intérieur; Stofflet pesa sur la décision et fit nommer le comte Colbert de Maulevrier, son ancien maître. À deux heures du matin, le conseil s'était séparé, l'abbé Bernier avait disparu. Ce qu'il fit, cette nuit-là, Dieu et lui pourraient seuls le dire; mais, à quatre heures du matin, un détachement républicain entourait la métairie où dormait Stofflet désarmé et sans défense. À quatre heures et demie, Stofflet était pris; huit jours après, il était exécuté à Angers… Le lendemain, d'Autichamp prenait le commandement en chef, et, le même jour, afin de ne pas tomber dans la même faute que son prédécesseur Stofflet, il nommait labbé Bernier agent général… Y es-tu?

	— Parfaitement!

	— Eh bien, l'abbé Bernier, agent général des puissances belligérantes, fondé des pleins pouvoirs du comte d'Artois, l'abbé Bernier m'a fait faire des ouvertures.

	— À vous, à Bonaparte, premier consul, il daigne…? Savez-vous que c'est très bien de la part de l'abbé Bernier? Et vous acceptez les ouvertures de l'abbé Bernier?

	— Oui, Roland; que la Vendée me donne la paix, je lui rouvre ses églises, je lui rends ses prêtres.

	— Et s'ils chantent le Domine, salvum fac regem?

	— Cela vaut encore mieux que de ne rien chanter du tout. Dieu est tout puissant et décidera. La mission te convient-elle, maintenant que je te l'ai expliquée?

	— À merveille!

	— Eh bien, voilà une lettre pour le général Rédouville. Il traitera avec l'abbé Bernier, comme général en chef de larmée de lOuest; mais tu assisteras à toutes les conférences: lui, ne sera que ma parole; toi, tu es ma pensée. Maintenant, pars le plus tôt possible; plus tôt tu reviendras, plus tôt Mélas sera battu.

	— Général, je vous demande le temps d'écrire à ma mère, voilà tout.

	— Où doit-elle descendre?

	— Hôtel des Ambassadeurs.

	— Quand crois-tu qu'elle arrive?

	— Nous sommes dans la nuit du 21 au 22 janvier; elle arrivera le 23 au soir ou le 24 au matin.

	— Et elle descend hôtel des Ambassadeurs?

	— Oui, général.

	— Je me charge de tout.

	— Comment! vous vous chargez de tout?

	— Certainement! ta mère ne peut pas rester à l'hôtel.

	— Où voulez-vous donc qu'elle reste?

	— Chez un ami.

	— Elle ne connaît personne à Paris.

	— Je vous demande bien pardon, monsieur Roland: elle connaît le citoyen Bonaparte, premier consul, et la citoyenne Joséphine, sa femme.

	— Vous n'allez pas loger ma mère au Luxembourg, général; je vous préviens que cela la gênerait beaucoup.

	— Non, mais je la logerai rue de la Victoire.

	— Oh! général!

	— Allons! allons! c'est décidé. Pars et reviens le plus vite possible.

	Roland prit la main du premier consul pour la baiser; mais

	Bonaparte, l'attirant vivement à lui:

	— Embrasse-moi, mon cher Roland, lui dit-il, et bonne chance.

	Deux heures après, Roland roulait en chaise de poste sur la route d'Orléans.

	Le lendemain, à neuf heures du matin, il entrait à Nantes après trente-trois heures de voyage.

	XXIX — LA DILIGENCE DE GENÈVE

	À lheure à peu près où Roland entrait à Nantes, une diligence pesamment chargée s'arrêtait à l'auberge de la Croix-d'Or au milieu de la grande rue de Châtillon-sur-Seine.

	Les diligences se composaient, à cette époque, de deux compartiments seulement, le coupé et lintérieur.

	La rotonde est une adjonction dinvention moderne.

	La diligence à peine arrêtée, le postillon mit pied à terre et ouvrit les portières.

	La voiture éventrée donna passage aux voyageurs.

	Ces voyageurs, voyageuses comprises, atteignaient en tout au chiffre de sept personnes.

	Dans l'intérieur, trois hommes, deux femmes et un enfant à la mamelle.

	Dans le coupé, une mère et son fils.

	Les trois hommes de l'intérieur étaient, l'un un médecin de Troyes, l'autre un horloger de Genève, le troisième un architecte de Bourg.

	Les deux femmes étaient, l'une une femme de chambre qui allait rejoindre sa maîtresse à Paris, lautre une nourrice. L'enfant était le nourrisson de cette dernière: elle le ramenait à ses parents.

	La mère et le fils du coupé étaient, la mère une femme d'une quarantaine d'années, gardant les traces d'une grande beauté, et le fils un enfant de onze à douze ans.

	La troisième place du coupé était occupée par le conducteur.

	Le déjeuner était préparé, comme d'habitude, dans la grande salle de l'hôtel; un de ces déjeuners que le conducteur, d'accord sans doute avec lhôte, ne laisse jamais aux voyageurs le temps de manger.

	La femme et la nourrice descendirent pour aller chez le boulanger y prendre chacune un petit pain chaud, auquel la nourrice joignit un saucisson à l'ail, et toutes deux remontèrent dans la voiture, où elles s'établirent tranquillement pour déjeuner, s'épargnant ainsi les frais, sans doute trop considérables pour leur budget, du déjeuner de lhôte.

	Le médecin, larchitecte, l'horloger, la mère et son fils entrèrent à l'auberge, et, après s'être rapidement chauffés en passant à la grande cheminée de la cuisine, entrèrent dans la salle à manger et se mirent à table.

	La mère se contenta d'une tasse de café à la crème et de quelques fruits.

	L'enfant, enchanté de constater qu'il était un homme, par lappétit du moins, attaqua bravement le déjeuner à la fourchette.

	Le premier moment fut, comme toujours, donné à l'apaisement de la faim.

	L'horloger de Genève prit le premier la parole:

	— Ma foi! citoyen, dit-il (dans les endroits publics on s'appelait encore citoyen), je vous avouerai franchement que je n'ai été aucunement fâché ce matin quand j'ai vu venir le jour.

	— Monsieur ne dort pas en voiture? demanda le médecin.

	— Si fait, monsieur, répondit le compatriote de Jean-Jacques; d'habitude, au contraire, je ne fais qu'un somme; mais linquiétude a été plus forte que la fatigue.

	— Vous craigniez de verser? demanda larchitecte.

	— Non pas, j'ai de la chance, sous ce rapport, et je crois qu'il suffit que je sois dans une voiture pour qu'elle devienne inversable; non, ce n'est point cela encore.

	— Qu'était-ce donc? demanda le médecin.

	— C'est qu'on dit là-bas, à Genève, que les routes de France ne sont pas sûres.

	— C'est selon, dit larchitecte.

	— Ah! c'est selon, fit le Genevois.

	— Oui, continua larchitecte; ainsi, par exemple, si nous transportions avec nous de l'argent du gouvernement, nous serions bien sûrs d'être arrêtés, ou plutôt nous le serions déjà.

	— Vous croyez? dit le Genevois.

	— Ça, c'est immanquable; je ne sais comment ces diables de compagnons de Jéhu s'y prennent pour être si bien renseignés; mais ils n'en manquent pas une.

	Le médecin fit un signe de tête affirmatif.

	— Ah! ainsi, demanda le Genevois au médecin, vous aussi, vous êtes de l'avis de monsieur?

	— Entièrement.

	— Et, sachant qu'il y a de largent du gouvernement sur la diligence, auriez-vous fait l'imprudence de vous y embarquer?

	— Je vous avoue, dit le médecin, que j'y eusse regardé à deux fois.

	— Et vous, monsieur? demanda le questionneur à l'architecte.

	— Oh! moi, répondit celui-ci, étant appelé par une affaire très pressée, je fusse parti tout de même.

	— J'ai bien envie, dit le Genevois, de faire descendre ma valise et mes caisses et d'attendre la diligence de demain, parce que j'ai pour une vingtaine de mille francs de montres dans mes caisses; nous avons eu de la chance jusque aujourd'hui, mais il ne faut pas tenter Dieu.

	— N'avez-vous pas entendu, monsieur, dit la mère se mêlant à la conversation, que nous ne courions risque d'être arrêtés — ces messieurs le disent du moins — que dans le cas où nous porterions de largent du gouvernement?

	— Eh bien, c'est justement cela, reprit lhorloger en regardant avec inquiétude tout autour de lui: nous en avons là!

	La mère pâlit légèrement en regardant son fils: avant de craindre pour elle, toute mère craint pour son enfant.

	— Comment! nous en transportons? reprirent en même temps, et d'une voix émue à des degrés différents, le médecin et l'architecte; êtes-vous bien sûr de ce que vous dites?

	— Parfaitement sûr, monsieur.

	— Alors, vous auriez dû nous le dire plus tôt, ou, nous le disant maintenant, vous deviez nous le dire tout bas.

	— Mais, répéta le médecin, monsieur n'est peut-être pas bien certain de ce qu'il dit?

	— Ou monsieur s'amuse peut-être? ajouta larchitecte.

	— Dieu m'en garde!

	— Les Genevois aiment fort à rire, reprit le médecin.

	— Monsieur, dit le Genevois fort blessé que l'on pût penser qu'il aimât à rire, monsieur, je l'ai vu charger devant moi.

	— Quoi?

	— L'argent.

	— Et y en a-t-il beaucoup?

	— J'ai vu passer bon nombre de sacs.

	— Mais d'où vient cet argent-là?

	— Il vient du trésor des ours de Berne. Vous n'êtes pas sans savoir, messieurs, que les ours de Berne ont eu jusqu'à cinquante et même soixante mille livres de rente.

	Le médecin éclata de rire.

	— Décidément, dit-il, monsieur nous fait peur.

	— Messieurs, dit lhorloger, je vous donne ma parole d'honneur…

	— En voiture, messieurs! cria le conducteur ouvrant la porte; en voiture! nous sommes en retard de trois quarts d'heure.

	— Un instant, conducteur, un instant, dit l'architecte, nous nous consultons.

	— Sur quoi?

	— Fermez donc la porte, conducteur, et venez ici.

	— Buvez donc un verre de vin avec nous, conducteur.

	— Avec plaisir, messieurs, dit le conducteur; un verre de vin, cela ne se refuse pas.

	Le conducteur tendit son verre; les trois voyageurs trinquèrent avec lui.

	Au moment où il allait porter le verre à sa bouche, le médecin lui arrêta le bras.

	— Voyons, conducteur, franchement, est-ce que c'est vrai?

	— Quoi?

	— Ce que nous dit monsieur.

	Et il montra le Genevois.

	— Monsieur Féraud?

	— Je ne sais pas si monsieur s'appelle M. Féraud.

	— Oui, monsieur, c'est mon nom, pour vous servir, dit le Genevois en s'inclinant, Féraud et compagnie, horlogers, rue du Rempart, n° 6, à Genève.

	— Messieurs, dit le conducteur, en voiture!

	— Mais vous ne nous répondez pas.

	— Que diable voulez-vous que je vous réponde? vous ne me demandez rien.

	— Si fait, nous vous demandons s'il est vrai que vous transportez dans votre diligence une somme considérable appartenant au gouvernement français?

	— Bavard! dit le conducteur à l'horloger; c'est vous qui avez dit cela?

	— Dame, mon cher monsieur…

	— Allons, messieurs, en voiture.

	— Mais c'est qu'avant de remonter, nous voudrions savoir…

	— Quoi? si j'ai de largent au gouvernement? Oui, j'en ai; maintenant, si nous sommes arrêtés, ne soufflez pas un mot, et tout se passera à merveille.

	— Vous êtes sûr?

	— Laissez-moi arranger laffaire avec ces messieurs.

	— Que ferez-vous si l'on nous arrête? demanda le médecin à l'architecte.

	— Ma foi! je suivrai le conseil du conducteur.

	— C'est ce que vous avez de mieux à faire, reprit celui-ci.

	— Alors, je me tiendrai tranquille, dit larchitecte.

	— Et moi aussi, dit l'horloger.

	— Allons, messieurs, en voiture, dépêchons-nous.

	L'enfant avait écouté toute cette conversation le sourcil contracté, les dents serrées.

	— Eh bien, moi, dit-il à sa mère, si nous sommes arrêtés, je sais

	bien ce que je ferai.

	— Et que feras-tu? demanda celle-ci.

	— Tu verras.

	
— Que dit ce jeune enfant? demanda l'horloger.

	— Je dis que vous êtes tous des poltrons, répondit l'enfant sans hésiter.

	— Eh bien, Édouard! fit la mère, qu'est-ce que cela?

	— Je voudrais qu'on arrêtât la diligence, moi, dit lenfant, l'oeil étincelant de volonté.

	— Allons, allons, messieurs, au nom du ciel! en diligence, s'écria pour la dernière fois le conducteur.

	— Conducteur, dit le médecin, je présume que vous n'avez pas d'armes.

	— Si fait, j'ai des pistolets.

	— Malheureux!

	Le conducteur se pencha à son oreille, et, tout bas:

	— Soyez tranquille, docteur; ils ne sont chargés qu'à poudre.

	— À la bonne heure.

	Et il ferma la portière de l'intérieur.

	— Allons, postillon, en route!

	Et tandis que le postillon fouettait ses chevaux et que la lourde machine s'ébranlait, il referma la portière du coupé.

	— Ne montez-vous pas avec nous, conducteur? demanda la mère.

	— Merci, madame de Montrevel, répondit le conducteur, j'ai affaire sur l'impériale.

	Puis, en passant devant l'ouverture du carreau:

	— Prenez garde, dit-il, que M. Édouard ne touche aux pistolets qui sont dans la poche, il pourrait se blesser.

	— Bon! dit l'enfant, comme si l'on ne savait pas ce que c'est que des pistolets: j'en ai de plus beaux que les vôtres, allez, que mon ami sir John m'a fait venir d'Angleterre; n'est-ce pas, maman?

	— N'importe, dit madame de Montrevel; je t'en prie, Édouard, ne touche à rien.

	— Oh! sois tranquille, petite mère.

	Seulement, il répéta à demi-voix:

	— C'est égal, si les compagnons de Jéhu nous arrêtent, je sais bien ce que je ferai, moi.

	La diligence avait repris sa marche pesante et roulait vers Paris. Il faisait une de ces belles journées dhiver qui font comprendre, à ceux qui croient la nature morte, que la nature ne meurt pas, mais dort seulement. L'homme qui vit soixante et dix ou quatre- vingts ans, dans ses longues années a des nuits de dix à douze heures, et se plaint que la longueur de ses nuits abrège encore la brièveté de ses jours; la nature, qui a une existence infinie, les arbres, qui ont une vie millénaire, ont des sommeils de cinq mois, qui sont des hivers pour nous et qui ne sont que des nuits pour eux. Les poètes chantent, dans leurs vers envieux, limmortalité de la nature, qui meurt chaque automne et ressuscite chaque printemps; les poètes se trompent: la nature ne meurt pas chaque automne, elle s'endort; la nature ne ressuscite pas chaque printemps, elle se réveille. Le jour où notre globe mourra réellement, il sera bien mort, et alors il roulera dans l'espace ou tombera dans les abymes du chaos, inerte, muet, solitaire, sans arbres, sans fleurs, sans verdure, sans poètes.

	Or, par cette belle journée du 23 février 1800, la nature endormie semblait rêver du printemps; un soleil brillant, presque joyeux, faisait étinceler, sur l'herbe du double fossé qui accompagnait la route dans toute sa longueur, ces trompeuses perles de givre qui fondent aux doigts des enfants et qui réjouissent loeil du laboureur lorsqu'elles tremblent à la pointe de ses blés, sortant bravement de terre. On avait ouvert les vitres de la diligence, pour donner passage à ce précoce sourire de Dieu, et l'on disait au rayon, depuis si longtemps absent: Sois le bienvenu, voyageur que nous avions cru perdu dans les profonds nuages de l'ouest ou dans les vagues tumultueuses de l'Océan.

	Tout à coup, et après avoir roulé une heure à peu près depuis Châtillon, en arrivant à un coude de la rivière, la voiture s'arrêta sans obstacle apparent; seulement, quatre cavaliers s'avançaient tranquillement au pas de leurs chevaux, et l'un d'eux, qui marchait à deux ou à trois pas en avant des autres, avait fait de la main, au postillon, signe de sarrêter.

	Le postillon avait obéi. — Oh! maman, dit le petit Édouard qui, debout malgré les recommandations de madame de Montrevel, regardait par l'ouverture de la vitre baissée; oh! maman, les beaux chevaux! Mais pourquoi donc ces cavaliers ont-ils un masque! Nous ne sommes point en carnaval.

	Madame de Montrevel rêvait; une femme rêve toujours un peu: jeune, à l'avenir; vieille, au passé.

	Elle sortit de sa rêverie, avança à son tour la tête hors de la diligence, et poussa un cri.

	Édouard se retourna vivement.

	— Qu'as-tu donc, mère! lui demanda-t-il.

	Madame de Montrevel, pâlissant, le prit dans ses bras sans lui répondre.

	On entendait des cris de terreur dans lintérieur de la diligence.

	— Mais qu'y a-t-il donc? demandait le petit Édouard en se débattant dans la chaîne passée à son cou par le bras de sa mère.

	— Il y a, mon petit ami, dit d'une voix pleine de douceur un des hommes masqués en passant sa tête dans le coupé, que nous avons un compte à régler avec le conducteur, un compte qui ne regarde en rien MM. les voyageurs; dites donc à madame votre mère de vouloir bien agréer lhommage de nos respects, et de ne pas faire plus d'attention à nous que si nous n'étions pas là.

	Puis, passant à lintérieur:

	— Messieurs, votre serviteur, dit-il, ne craignez rien pour votre bourse ou pour vos bijoux, et rassurez la nourrice; nous ne sommes pas venus pour faire tourner son lait.

	Puis au conducteur:

	— Allons! père Jérôme, nous avons une centaine de mille francs sur limpériale et dans les coffres, n'est-ce pas?

	— Messieurs, je vous assure…

	— L'argent est au gouvernement, il appartient au trésor des ours de Berne; soixante et dix mille francs sont en or, le reste en argent; l'argent est sur la voiture, lor dans le coffre du coupé; est-ce cela, et sommes-nous bien renseignés?

	À ces mots dans le coffre du coupé, madame de Montrevel poussa un second cri de terreur; elle allait se trouver en contact immédiat avec ces hommes qui, malgré leur politesse, lui inspiraient une profonde terreur.

	— Mais qu'as-tu donc, mère? qu'as-tu donc? demandait lenfant avec impatience.

	— Tais-toi, Édouard, tais-toi.

	— Pourquoi me taire?

	— Ne comprends-tu pas?

	— Non.

	— La diligence est arrêtée.

	— Pourquoi? mais dis donc pourquoi?… Ah! mère, je comprends.

	— Non, non, dit madame de Montrevel, tu ne comprends pas.

	— Ces messieurs, ce sont des voleurs.

	— Garde-toi bien de dire cela.

	— Comment! ce ne sont pas des voleurs? les voilà qui prennent l'argent du conducteur.

	En effet, l'un d'eux chargeait, sur la croupe de son cheval, les sacs d'argent que le conducteur lui jetait de dessus limpériale.

	— Non, dit madame de Montrevel, non, ce ne sont pas des voleurs.

	Puis, baissant la voix:

	— Ce sont des compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Ah! dit lenfant, ce sont donc ceux-là qui ont assassiné mon ami sir John?

	Et lenfant devint très pâle à son tour, et sa respiration commença de siffler entre ses dents serrées.

	En ce moment, un des hommes masqués ouvrit la portière du coupé, et, avec la plus exquise politesse:

	— Madame la comtesse, dit-il, à notre grand regret, nous sommes forcés de vous déranger; mais nous avons, ou plutôt le conducteur a affaire dans le coffre de son coupé; soyez donc assez bonne pour mettre un instant pied à terre; Jérôme fera la chose aussi vite que possible.

	Puis, avec un accent de gaieté qui n'était jamais complètement absent de cette voix rieuse:

	— N'est-ce pas, Jérôme? dit-il.

	Jérôme répondit du haut de sa diligence, confirmant les paroles de son interlocuteur.

	Par un mouvement instinctif, et pour se mettre entre le danger et son fils, s'il y avait danger, madame de Montrevel, tout en obéissant à linvitation, avait fait passer Édouard derrière elle.

	Cet instant avait suffi à lenfant pour s'emparer des pistolets du conducteur.

	Le jeune homme à la voix rieuse aida, avec les plus grands égards, madame de Montrevel à descendre, fit signe à un de ses compagnons de lui offrir le bras, et se retourna vers la voiture.

	Mais, en ce moment, une double détonation se fit entendre; Édouard venait de faire feu de ses deux mains sur le compagnon de Jéhu, qui disparut dans un nuage de fumée.

	Madame de Montrevel jeta un cri et s'évanouit.

	Plusieurs cris, expressions de sentiments divers, répondirent au cri maternel.

	Dans lintérieur, ce fut un cri d'angoisse; on était bien convenu de n'opposer aucune résistance, et voilà que quelqu'un résistait.

	Chez les trois autres jeunes gens, ce fut un cri de surprise; c'était la première fois qu'arrivait pareille chose.

	Ils se précipitèrent vers leur camarade, qu'ils croyaient pulvérisé.

	Ils le trouvèrent debout, sain et sauf, et riant aux éclats, tandis que le conducteur, les mains jointes, s'écriait:

	— Monsieur, je vous jure qu'il n'y avait pas de balles; monsieur, je vous proteste qu'ils étaient chargés à poudre seulement.

	— Pardieu! fit le jeune homme, je le vois bien qu'ils étaient chargés à poudre seulement: mais la bonne intention y était… n'est-ce pas, mon petit Édouard?

	Puis, se retournant vers ses compagnons:

	— Avouez, messieurs, dit-il, que voilà un charmant enfant, qui est bien le fils de son père, et le frère de son frère; bravo, Édouard, tu seras un homme un jour!

	Et, prenant l'enfant dans ses deux bras, il le baisa malgré lui sur les deux joues.

	Édouard se débattait comme un démon, trouvant sans doute qu'il était humiliant d'être embrassé par un homme sur lequel il venait de tirer deux coups de pistolet.

	Pendant ce temps, un des trois autres compagnons avait emporté la mère d'Édouard à quelques pas de la diligence, et lavait couchée sur un manteau au bord d'un fossé.

	Celui qui venait d'embrasser Édouard avec tant d'affection et de persistance la chercha un instant des yeux, et lapercevant:

	— Avec tout cela, dit-il, madame de Montrevel ne revient pas à elle; nous ne pouvons abandonner une femme dans cet état, messieurs; conducteur, chargez-vous de M. Édouard.

	Il remit l'enfant entre ses bras, et s'adressant à l'un de ses compagnons:

	— Voyons, toi, lhomme aux précautions, dit-il, est-ce que tu n'as pas sur toi quelque flacon de sels ou quelque bouteille d'eau de mélisse?

	— Tiens, répondit celui auquel il s'adressait.

	Et il tira de sa poche un flacon de vinaigre anglais.

	— Là! maintenant, dit le jeune homme, qui paraissait le chef de la bande, termine sans moi avec maître Jérôme; moi, je me charge de porter secours à madame de Montrevel.

	Il était temps, en effet; l'évanouissement de madame de Montrevel prenait peu à peu le caractère d'une attaque de nerfs: des mouvements saccadés agitaient tout son corps, et des cris sourds s'échappaient de sa poitrine.

	Le jeune homme s'inclina vers elle et lui fit respirer les sels.

	Madame de Montrevel rouvrit des yeux effarés, et tout en appelant: «Édouard! Édouard!» d'un geste involontaire, elle fit tomber le masque de celui qui lui portait secours.

	Le visage du jeune homme se trouva à découvert.

	Le jeune homme, courtois et rieur — nos lecteurs lont déjà reconnu —, c'était Morgan.

	Madame de Montrevel demeura stupéfaite à laspect de ces beaux yeux bleus, de ce front élevé, de ces lèvres gracieuses, de ces dents blanches entrouvertes par un sourire.

	Elle comprit qu'elle ne courait aucun danger aux mains d'un pareil homme et que rien de mal n'avait pu arriver à Édouard.

	Et, traitant Morgan non pas comme le bandit qui est la cause de lévanouissement, mais comme l'homme du monde qui porte secours à une femme évanouie:

	— Oh! monsieur, dit-elle, que vous êtes bon!

	Et il y avait, dans ces paroles et dans lintonation avec laquelle elles avaient été prononcées, tout un monde de remerciements, non seulement pour elle, mais pour son enfant.

	Avec une coquetterie étrange et qui était tout entière dans son caractère chevaleresque, Morgan, au lieu de ramasser vivement son masque et de le ramener assez rapidement sur son visage pour que madame de Montrevel n'en gardât qu'un souvenir passager et confus, Morgan répondit par une salutation au compliment, laissa à sa physionomie tout le temps de produire son effet, et, passant le flacon de d'Assas aux mains de madame de Montrevel, renoua seulement alors les cordons de son masque.

	Madame de Montrevel comprit cette délicatesse du jeune homme.

	— Oh! monsieur, dit-elle, soyez tranquille, en quelque lieu et dans quelque situation que je vous retrouve, vous m'êtes inconnu.

	— Alors, madame, dit Morgan, c'est à moi de vous remercier et de vous dire, à mon tour, que vous êtes bonne!

	— Allons, messieurs les voyageurs, en voiture! dit le conducteur avec son intonation habituelle et comme si rien d'extraordinaire ne s'était passé.

	— Êtes-vous tout à fait remise, madame, et avez-vous besoin encore de quelques instants? demanda Morgan; la diligence attendrait.

	— Non, messieurs, c'est inutile; je vous en rends grâces et me sens parfaitement bien.

	Morgan présenta son bras à madame de Montrevel, qui s'y appuya pour traverser tout le revers du chemin et pour remonter dans la diligence.

	Le conducteur y avait déjà introduit le petit Édouard.

	Lorsque madame de Montrevel eut repris sa place, Morgan, qui avait déjà fait la paix avec la mère, voulut la faire avec le fils.

	— Sans rancune, mon jeune héros, dit-il en lui tendant la main.

	Mais lenfant reculait.

	— Je ne donne pas la main à un voleur de grande route, dit-il.

	Madame de Montrevel fit un mouvement deffroi.

	— Vous avez un charmant enfant, madame, dit Morgan; seulement, il a des préjugés.

	Et, saluant avec la plus grande courtoisie:

	— Bon voyage, madame! ajouta t-il en fermant, la portière.

	— En route! cria le conducteur.

	La voiture s'ébranla.

	— Oh! pardon, monsieur, s'écria madame de Montrevel, votre flacon! votre flacon!

	— Gardez-le, madame, dit Morgan, quoique j'espère que vous soyez assez bien remise pour n'en avoir plus besoin.

	Mais lenfant, larrachant des mains de sa mère:

	— Maman ne reçoit pas de cadeau d'un voleur, dit-il.

	Et il jeta le flacon par la portière.

	— Diable! murmura Morgan avec le premier soupir que ses compagnons lui eussent entendu pousser, je crois que je fais bien de ne pas demander ma pauvre Amélie en mariage.

	Puis, à ses camarade:

	— Allons! messieurs, dit-il, est-ce fini?

	— Oui! répondirent ceux-ci d'une seule voix.

	— Alors, à cheval et en route! Noublions pas que nous devons être ce soir à neuf heures à l'opéra.

	Et, sautant en selle, il s'élança le premier par-dessus le fossé, gagna le bord de la rivière, et, sans hésiter, s'engagea dans le gué indiqué sur la carte de Cassini par le faux courrier.

	Arrivé sur lautre bord et tandis que les jeunes gens se ralliaient:

	— Dis donc, demanda d'Assas à Morgan, est-ce que ton masque n'est pas tombé?

	— Oui; mais madame de Montrevel seule a vu mon visage.

	— Hum! fit dAssas, mieux vaudrait que personne ne leût vu.

	Et tous quatre, mettant leurs chevaux au galop, disparurent à travers champs du côté de Chaource.

	XXX — LE RAPPORT DU CITOYEN FOUCHÉ

	En arrivant le lendemain, vers onze heures du matin, à l'hôtel des Ambassadeurs, madame de Montrevel fut tout étonnée de trouver, au lieu de Roland, un étranger qui lattendait.

	Cet étranger s'approcha d'elle.

	— Vous êtes la veuve du général de Montrevel, madame? lui demanda-t-il

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit madame de Montrevel assez étonnée.

	— Et vous cherchez votre fils?

	— En effet, et je ne comprends pas, après la lettre quil m'a écrite…

	— L'homme propose et le premier consul dispose, répondit en riant l'étranger; le premier consul a disposé de votre fils pour quelques jours et m'a envoyé pour vous recevoir à sa place.

	Madame de Montrevel s'inclina.

	— Et j'ai l'honneur de parler…? demanda-t-elle.

	— Au citoyen Fauvelet de Bourrienne, son premier secrétaire, répondit l'étranger.

	— Vous remercierez pour moi le premier consul, répliqua madame de Montrevel, et vous aurez la bonté de lui exprimer, je l'espère, le profond regret que j'éprouve de ne pouvoir le remercier moi-même.

	— Mais rien ne vous sera plus facile, madame.

	— Comment cela?

	— Le premier consul m'a ordonné de vous conduire au Luxembourg.

	— Moi?

	— Vous et monsieur votre fils.

	— Oh! je vais voir le général Bonaparte, je vais voir le général

	Bonaparte, s'écria l'enfant, quel bonheur!

	Et il sauta de joie en battant des mains.

	— Eh bien, eh bien, Édouard! fit Madame de Montrevel.

	Puis, se retournant vers Bourrienne:

	— Excusez-le, monsieur, dit-elle, c'est un sauvage des montagnes du Jura.

	Bourrienne tendit la main à l'enfant.

	— Je suis un ami de votre frère, lui dit-il; voulez-vous m'embrasser?

	— Oh! bien volontiers, monsieur, répondit Édouard, vous n'êtes pas un voleur, vous.

	— Mais non, je lespère, repartit en riant le secrétaire.

	— Encore une fois, excusez-le, monsieur, mais nous avons été arrêtés en route.

	— Comment, arrêtés?

	— Oui.

	— Par des voleurs?

	—Pas précisément.

	— Monsieur, demanda Édouard, est-ce que les gens qui prennent l'argent des autres ne sont pas des voleurs?

	— En général, mon cher enfant, on les nomme ainsi.

	— Là! tu vois, maman.

	—Voyons, Édouard, tais-toi, je t'en prie.

	Bourrienne jeta un regard sur madame de Montrevel et vit clairement, à l'expression de son visage, que le sujet de la conversation lui était désagréable; il n'insista point.

	— Madame, dit-il, oserai-je vous rappeler que j'ai reçu lordre de vous conduire au Luxembourg, comme j'ai déjà eu lhonneur de vous le dire, et d'ajouter que madame Bonaparte vous y attend!

	— Monsieur, le temps de changer de robe et d'habiller Édouard.

	— Et ce temps-là, madame, combien durera-t-il?

	— Est-ce trop de vous demander une demi-heure?

	— Oh! non, et, si une demi-heure vous suffisait, je trouverais la demande fort raisonnable.

	— Soyez tranquille, monsieur, elle me suffira.

	— Eh bien, madame, dit le secrétaire en s'inclinant, je fais une course, et, dans une demi-heure, je viens me mettre à vos ordres.

	— Je vous remercie, monsieur.

	— Ne m'en veuillez pas si je suis ponctuel.

	— Je ne vous ferai pas attendre.

	Bourrienne partit.

	Madame de Montrevel habilla d'abord Édouard puis s'habilla elle- même, et, quand Bourrienne reparut, depuis cinq minutes elle était prête.

	— Prenez garde, madame, dit Bourrienne en riant, que je ne fasse part au premier consul de votre ponctualité.

	— Et qu'aurais-je à craindre dans ce cas?

	— Qu'il ne vous retînt près de lui pour donner des leçons d'exactitude à madame Bonaparte.

	— Oh! fit madame de Montrevel, il faut bien passer quelque chose aux créoles.

	— Mais vous êtes créole aussi, madame, à ce que je crois.

	— Madame Bonaparte, dit en riant madame de Montrevel, voit son mari tous les jours, tandis que, moi, je vais voir le premier consul pour la première fois.

	— Partons! partons, mère! dit Édouard.

	Le secrétaire s'effaça pour laisser passer madame de Montrevel.

	Un quart d'heure après, on était au Luxembourg.

	Bonaparte occupait, au petit Luxembourg, lappartement du rez-de- chaussée à droite; Joséphine avait sa chambre et son boudoir au premier étage; un couloir conduisait du cabinet du premier consul chez elle.

	Elle était prévenue, car, en apercevant madame de Montrevel, elle lui ouvrit ses bras comme à une amie.

	Madame de Montrevel s'était arrêtée respectueusement à la porte.

	— Oh! venez donc! venez, madame dit Joséphine; je ne vous connais pas d'aujourd'hui, mais du jour où j'ai connu votre digne et excellent Roland. Savez-vous une chose qui me rassure quand Bonaparte me quitte? C'est que Roland le suit, et que, quand je sais Roland près de lui, je crois qu'il ne peut plus lui arriver malheur… Eh bien, vous ne voulez pas m'embrasser?

	Madame de Montrevel était confuse de tant de bonté.

	— Nous sommes compatriotes, n'est-ce pas? continua-t-elle. Oh! je me rappelle parfaitement M. de la Clémencière, qui avait un si beau jardin et des fruits si magnifiques! Je me rappelle avoir entrevu une belle jeune fille qui en paraissait la reine. Vous vous êtes mariée bien jeune, madame?

	— À quatorze ans.

	— Il faut cela pour que vous ayez un fils de lâge de Roland; mais asseyez-vous donc!

	Elle donna l'exemple en faisant signe à madame de Montrevel de s'asseoir à ses côtés.

	— Et ce charmant enfant, continua-t-elle en montrant Édouard, c'est aussi votre fils?…

	Elle poussa un soupir.

	— Dieu a été prodigue envers vous, madame, reprit-elle, et puisqu'il fait tout ce que vous pouvez désirer, vous devriez bien le prier de m'en envoyer un.

	Elle appuya envieusement ses lèvres, sur le front d'Édouard.

	— Mon mari sera bien heureux de vous voir, madame. Il aime tant votre fils! Aussi ne serait-ce pas chez moi que l'on vous eût conduite d'abord, s'il n'était pas avec le ministre de la police… Au reste, ajouta-t-elle en riant, vous arrivez dans un assez mauvais moment; il est furieux!

	— Oh! s'écria madame de Montrevel presque effrayée, s'il en était ainsi, j'aimerais mieux attendre.

	— Non pas! non pas! au contraire, votre vue le calmera; je ne sais ce qui est arrivé: on arrête, à ce qu'il paraît, les diligences comme dans la forêt Noire, au grand jour, en pleine route. Fouché n'a qu'à bien se tenir, si la chose se renouvelle.

	Madame de Montrevel allait répondre; mais, en ce moment, la porte s'ouvrit, et un huissier paraissant:

	— Le premier consul attend madame de Montrevel, dit-il.

	— Allez, allez, dit Joséphine; le temps est si précieux pour Bonaparte, qu'il est presque aussi impatient que Louis XIV, qui n'avait rien à faire. Il n'aime pas à attendre.

	Madame de Montrevel se leva vivement et voulut emmener son fils.

	— Non, dit Joséphine, laissez-moi ce bel enfant-là; nous vous gardons à dîner: Bonaparte le verra à six heures; d'ailleurs, s'il a envie de le voir, il le fera demander; pour l'instant, je suis sa seconde maman. Voyons, qu'allons-nous faire pour vous amuser?

	— Le premier consul doit avoir de bien belles armes, madame? dit l'enfant.

	— Oui, très belles. Eh bien, on va vous montrer les armes du premier consul.

	Joséphine sortit par une porte, emmenant lenfant, et madame de

	Montrevel par lautre, suivant l'huissier.

	Sur le chemin, la comtesse rencontra un homme blond, au visage pâle et à l'oeil terne, qui la regarda avec une inquiétude qui semblait lui être habituelle.

	Elle se rangea vivement pour le laisser passer.

	L'huissier vit le mouvement.

	— C'est le préfet de police, lui dit-il tout bas.

	Madame de Montrevel le regarda s'éloigner avec une certaine curiosité; Fouché, à cette époque, était déjà fatalement célèbre.

	En ce moment, la porte du cabinet de Bonaparte s'ouvrit, et l'on vit se dessiner sa tête dans l'entrebâillement.

	Il aperçut madame de Montrevel.

	— Madame de Montrevel, dit-il, venez, venez!

	Madame de Montrevel pressa le pas et entra dans le cabinet.

	— Venez, dit Bonaparte en refermant la porte sur lui-même. Je vous ai fait attendre, c'est bien contre mon désir; j'étais en train de laver la tête à Fouché. Vous savez que je suis très content de Roland, et que je compte en faire un général au premier jour. À quelle heure êtes-vous arrivée?

	— À l'instant même, général.

	— D'où venez-vous? Roland me l'a dit, mais je l'ai oublié.

	— De Bourg.

	— Par quelle route?

	— Par la route de Champagne!

	— Alors vous étiez à Châtillon quand…?

	— Hier matin, à neuf heures.

	— En ce cas, vous avez dû entendre parler de l'arrestation d'une diligence?

	— Général…

	— Oui, une diligence a été arrêtée à dix heures du matin, entre

	Châtillon et Bar-sur-Seine.

	— Général, c'était la nôtre.

	— Comment, la vôtre?

	— Oui.

	— Vous étiez dans la diligence qui a été arrêtée?

	— J'y étais.

	— Ah! je vais donc avoir des détails précis! Excusez-moi, vous comprenez mon désir d'être renseigné, n'est-ce pas? Dans un pays civilisé, qui a le général Bonaparte pour premier magistrat, on n'arrête pas impunément une diligence sur une grande route, en plein jour, ou alors…

	— Général, je ne puis rien vous dire, sinon que ceux qui ont arrêté la diligence étaient à cheval et masqués.

	— Combien étaient-ils?

	— Quatre.

	— Combien y avait-il d'hommes dans la diligence?

	— Quatre, y compris le conducteur.

	— Et l'on ne s'est pas défendu?

	— Non, général.

	— Le rapport de la police porte cependant que deux coups de pistolet ont été tirés.

	— Oui, général; mais ces deux coups de pistolet…

	— Eh bien?

	— Ont été tirés par mon fils.

	— Votre fils! mais votre fils est en Vendée.

	— Roland, oui; mais Édouard était avec moi.

	— Édouard! qu'est-ce qu'Édouard?

	— Le frère de Roland.

	— Il m'en a parlé; mais c'est un enfant!

	— Il n'a pas encore douze ans, général.

	— Et c'est lui qui a tiré les deux coups de pistolet?

	— Oui, général.

	— Pourquoi ne me l'avez-vous pas amené?

	— Il est avec moi.

	— Où cela?

	— Je l'ai laissé chez madame Bonaparte.

	Bonaparte sonna, un huissier parut.

	— Dites à Joséphine de venir avec l'enfant.

	Puis, se promenant dans son cabinet:

	— Quatre hommes, murmura-t-il; et c'est un enfant qui leur donne l'exemple du courage! Et pas un de ces bandits n'a été blessé?

	— Il n'y avait pas de balles dans les pistolets.

	— Comment, il n'y avait pas de balles?

	— Non: c'étaient ceux du conducteur, et le conducteur avait eu la précaution de ne les charger qu'à poudre.

	— C'est bien, on saura son nom.

	En ce moment, la porte s'ouvrit, et madame Bonaparte parut, tenant lenfant par la main.

	— Viens ici, dit Bonaparte à l'enfant.

	Édouard s'approcha sans hésitation et fit le salut militaire.

	— C'est donc toi qui tires des coups de pistolet aux voleurs?

	— Vois-tu, maman, que ce sont des voleurs? interrompit l'enfant.

	— Certainement que ce sont des voleurs; je voudrais bien qu'on me dit le contraire! Enfin, c'est donc toi qui tires des coups de pistolet aux voleurs, quand les hommes ont peur?

	— Oui, c'est moi, général; mais, par malheur, ce poltron de conducteur n'avait chargé ses pistolets qu'à poudre; sans cela, je tuais leur chef.

	— Tu n'as donc pas eu peur, toi?

	— Moi? non, dit l'enfant; je n'ai jamais peur.

	— Vous devriez vous appeler Cornélie, madame, fit Bonaparte en se retournant vers madame de Montrevel, appuyée au bras de Joséphine.

	Puis, à l'enfant:

	— C'est bien, dit-il en l'embrassant, on aura soin de toi; que veux-tu être?

	— Soldat d'abord.

	— Comment, d'abord?

	— Oui; et puis plus tard colonel comme mon frère et général comme mon père.

	— Ce ne sera pas de ma faute, si tu ne l'es pas, dit le premier consul.

	— Ni la mienne, répliqua l'enfant.

	—Édouard! fit madame de Montrevel craintive.

	— N'allez-vous pas le gronder pour avoir bien répondu?

	Il prit l'enfant, l'amena à la hauteur de son visage et l'embrassa.

	— Vous dînez avec nous, dit-il, et, ce soir, Bourrienne, qui a été vous chercher à l'hôtel, vous installera rue de la Victoire; vous resterez là jusqu'au retour de Roland, qui vous cherchera un logement à sa guise. Édouard entrera au Prytanée, et je marie votre fille.

	— Général!

	— C'est convenu avec Roland.

	Puis, se tournant vers Joséphine:

	— Emmène madame de Montrevel, et tâche qu'elle ne s'ennuie pas trop. Madame de Montrevel, si _votre amie — _Bonaparte appuya sur ce mot — veut entrer chez une marchande de modes, empêchez-la; elle ne doit pas manquer de chapeaux: elle en a acheté trente-huit le mois dernier.

	Et, donnant un petit soufflet d'amitié à Édouard, il congédia les deux femmes du geste.

	XXXI — LE FILS DU MEUNIER DE LEGUERNO

	Nous avons dit qu'au moment même où Morgan et ses trois compagnons arrêtaient la diligence de Genève, entre Bar-sur-Seine et Châtillon, Roland entrait à Nantes.

	Si nous voulons savoir le résultat de sa mission, nous devons, non pas le suivre pas à pas, au milieu des tâtonnements dont l'abbé Bernier enveloppait ses désirs ambitieux, mais le prendre au bourg de Muzillac, situé entre Ambon et le Guernic, à deux lieues au- dessus du petit golfe dans lequel se jette la Vilaine.

	Là, nous sommes en plein Morbihan, c'est-à-dire à lendroit où la Chouannerie a pris naissance; c'est près de Laval, sur la closerie des Poiriers, que sont nés de Pierre Cottereau et de Jeanne Moyné, les quatre frères Chouans. Un de leurs aïeux, bûcheron misanthrope, paysan morose, se tenait éloigné des autres paysans comme le chat-huant se tient éloigné des autres oiseaux: de là, par corruption, le nom de Chouan.

	Ce nom devint celui de tout un parti; sur la rive droite de la Loire, on disait les _Chouans _pour dire les Bretons, comme, sur la rive gauche, on disait les brigands pour dire les Vendéens.

	Ce n'est pas à nous de raconter la mort, la destruction de cette héroïque famille, de suivre sur léchafaud les deux soeurs et un frère, sur les champs de bataille, où ils se couchent blessés ou morts, Jean et René, martyrs de leur foi. Depuis les exécutions de Perrine, de René et de Pierre, depuis la mort de Jean, bien des années se sont écoulées, et le supplice des soeurs et les exploits des frères sont passés à l'état de légende.

	C'est à leurs successeurs que nous avons affaire.

	Il est vrai que ces gars sont fidèles aux traditions: tels on les a vus combattre aux côtés de la Rouërie, de Bois-Hardy et de Bernard de Villeneuve, tels ils combattent aux côtés de Bourmont, de Frotté et de Georges Cadoudal; c'est toujours le même courage et le même dévouement; ce sont toujours les soldats chrétiens et les royalistes exaltés; leur aspect est toujours le même, rude et sauvage; leurs armes sont toujours les mêmes, le fusil ou le simple bâton que, dans le pays, on appelle une ferte; c'est toujours le même costume, c'est-à-dire le bonnet de laine brune ou le chapeau à larges bords, ayant peine à couvrir les longs cheveux plats qui coulent en désordre sur leurs épaules; ce sont encore les vieux _Aulerci Cenomani, _comme au temps de César, _promisso capilto; _ce sont encore les Bretons aux larges braies, dont Martial a dit:

	«Tam taxa est…

	«Quam veteres braccae Britonis pauperis.»

	Pour se protéger contre la pluie et le froid, ils portent la casaque de peau de chèvre garnie de longs poils; et, pour signe de ralliement, sur la poitrine ceux-ci un scapulaire et un chapelet, ceux-là un tueur, le tueur de Jésus, marque distincte d'une confrérie qui s'astreignait chaque jour à une prière commune.

	Tels sont les hommes qui, à lheure où nous traversons la limite qui sépare la Loire-Inférieure du Morbihan, sont éparpillés de la Roche-Bernard à Vannes, et de Quertemberg à Billers, enveloppant, par conséquent, le bourg de Muzillac.

	Seulement, il faut l'oeil de laigle qui plane du haut des airs, ou du chat-huant qui voit dans les ténèbres, pour les distinguer au milieu des genêts, des bruyères et des buissons où ils sont tapis.

	Passons au milieu de ce réseau de sentinelles invisibles, et, après avoir traversé à gué deux ruisseaux affluents du fleuve sans nom qui vient se jeter à la mer près de Billiers, entre Arzal et Damgan, entrons hardiment dans le village de Muzillac. Tout y est sombre et calme; une seule lumière brille à travers les fentes des volets d'une maison ou plutôt d'une chaumière que rien, d'ailleurs, ne distingue des autres.

	C'est la quatrième à droite, en entrant.

	Approchons notre oeil d'une des fenêtres de ce volet, et regardons.

	Nous voyons un homme vêtu du costume des riches paysans du Morbihan; seulement, un galon d'or, large d'un doigt, borde le collet et les boutonnières de son habit et les extrémités de son chapeau.

	Le reste de son costume se complète d'un pantalon de peau et de bottes à retroussis.

	Sur une chaise son sabre est jeté.

	Une paire de pistolets est à la portée de sa main.

	Dans la cheminée, les canons de deux ou trois carabines reflètent un feu ardent.

	Il est assis devant une table; une lampe éclaire des papiers qu'il lit avec la plus grande attention, et éclaire en même temps son visage.

	Ce visage est celui d'un homme de trente ans; quand les soucis d'une guerre de partisans ne l'assombrissent pas, on voit que son expression doit être franche et joyeuse: de beaux cheveux blonds l'encadrent, de grands yeux bleus laniment; la tête a cette forme particulière aux têtes bretonnes, et qu'ils doivent, si l'on en croit le système de Gall, au développement exagéré des organes de l'entêtement.

	Aussi, cet homme a-t-il deux noms:

	Son nom familier, le nom sous lequel le désignent ses soldats: la tête ronde.

	Puis son nom véritable, celui qu'il a reçu de ses dignes et braves parents, Georges Cadudal, ou plutôt Georges Cadoudal, la tradition ayant changé l'orthographe de ce nom devenu historique.

	Georges était le fils d'un cultivateur de la paroisse de Kerléano, dans la paroisse de Brech. La légende veut que ce cultivateur ait été en même temps meunier. Il venait, au collège de Vannes — dont Brech n'est distant que de quelques lieues —, de recevoir une bonne et solide éducation, lorsque les premiers appels de l'insurrection royaliste éclatèrent dans la Vendée: Cadoudal les entendit, réunit quelques-uns de ses compagnons de chasse et de plaisir, traversa la Loire à leur tête, et vint offrir ses services à Stofflet; mais Stofflet exigea de le voir à l'oeuvre avant de l'attacher à lui: c'est ce que demandait Georges. On n'attendait pas longtemps ces sortes d'occasions dans l'armée vendéenne; dès le lendemain, il y eut combat; Georges se mit à la besogne, et s'y acharna si bien, qu'en le voyant charger les bleus, l'ancien garde-chasse de M. de Maulevrier ne put s'empêcher de dire tout haut à Bonchamp, qui était près de lui:

	— Si un boulet de canon n'emporte pas cette _grosse tête ronde, _elle ira loin, je vous le prédis.

	Le nom en resta à Cadoudal.

	C'était ainsi que, cinq siècles auparavant, les sires de Malestroit, de Penhoët, de Beaumanoir et de Rochefort désignaient le grand connétable dont les femmes de la Bretagne filèrent la rançon.

	«Voilà la grosse tête ronde, disaient-ils: nous allons échanger de bons coups d'épée avec les Anglais.»

	Par malheur, ce n'était plus Bretons contre Anglais que l'on échangeait les coups d'épée; à cette heure: c'était Français contre Français.

	Georges resta en Vendée jusqu'à la déroute de Savenay.

	L'armée vendéenne tout entière demeura sur le champ de bataille, ou s'évanouit comme une fumée.

	Georges avait, pendant près de trois ans, fait des prodiges de courage, d'adresse et de force; il repassa la Loire et rentra dans le Morbihan avec un seul de ceux qui l'avaient suivi.

	Celui-là sera à son tour aide de camp, ou plutôt son compagnon de guerre; il ne le quittera plus, et, en échange de la rude campagne qu'ils ont faite ensemble, il changera son nom de Lemercier contre celui de Tiffauges. Nous lavons vu, au bal des victimes, chargé d'une mission pour Morgan.

	Rentré sur sa terre natale, c'est pour son compte que Cadoudal y fomente dès lors linsurrection; les boulets ont respecté la grosse tête ronde, et la grosse tête ronde, justifiant la prophétie de Stofflet, succédant aux La Rochejacquelein, aux d'Elbée, aux Bonchamp, aux Lescure, à Stofflet lui-même, est devenu leur rival en gloire et leur supérieur en puissance; car il en était arrivé — chose qui donnera la mesure de sa force — à lutter à peu près seul contre le gouvernement de Bonaparte, nommé premier consul depuis trois mois.

	Les deux chefs restés fidèles, avec lui, à la dynastie bourbonienne étaient Frotté et Bourmont.

	À lheure où nous sommes arrivés, c'est-à-dire au 26 janvier 1800, Cadoudal commande à trois ou quatre mille hommes avec lesquels il s'apprête à bloquer dans Vannes le général Hatry.

	Tout le temps qu'il a attendu la réponse du premier consul à la lettre de Louis XVIII, il a suspendu les hostilités; mais, depuis deux jours, Tiffauges est arrivé et la lui a remise.

	Elle est déjà expédiée pour l'Angleterre, d'où elle passera à Mittau; et, puisque le premier consul ne veut point la paix aux conditions dictées par Louis XVIII, Cadoudal, général en chef de Louis XVIII, dans l'Ouest, continuera la guerre contre Bonaparte, dût-il la faire seul avec son ami Tiffauges, en ce moment, au reste, à Pouancé, où se tiennent les conférences entre Châtillon, d'Autichamp, l'abbé Bernier et le général Hédouville.

	Il réfléchit, à cette heure, ce dernier survivant des grands lutteurs de la guerre civile, et les nouvelles qu'il vient d'apprendre sont, en effet, matière à réflexion.

	Le général Brune, le vainqueur d'Alkmaar et de Castricum, le sauveur de la Hollande, vient d'être nommé général en chef des armées républicaines de l'Ouest, et, depuis trois jours, est arrivé à Nantes; il doit, à tout prix, écraser Cadoudal et ses Chouans.

	À tout prix, il faut que les Chouans et Cadoudal prouvent au nouveau général en chef que l'on n'a pas peur et qu'il n'a rien à attendre de l'intimidation.

	Dans ce moment, le galop d'un cheval retentit; sans doute, le cavalier a le mot d'ordre, car il passe sans difficulté au milieu des patrouilles échelonnées sur la route de la Roche-Bernard, et, sans difficulté, il est entré dans le bourg de Muzillac.

	Il s'arrête devant la porte de la chaumière où est Georges. Celui- ci lève la tête, écoute, et, à tout hasard, met la main sur ses pistolets, quoiqu'il soit probable qu'il va avoir affaire à un ami.

	Le cavalier met pied à terre, s'engage dans lallée, et ouvre la porte de la chambre où se trouve Georges.

	— Ah! c'est toi, Coeur-de-Roi! dit Cadoudal; d'où viens-tu?

	— De Pouancé, général!

	— Quelles nouvelles?

	— Une lettre de Tiffauges.

	— Donne.

	Georges prit vivement la lettre des mains de Coeur-de-Roi, et la lut.

	— Ah! fit-il.

	Et il la relut une seconde fois.

	— As-tu vu celui dont il m'annonce larrivée? demanda Cadoudal.

	— Oui, général, répondit le courrier.

	— Quel homme est-ce?

	— Un beau jeune homme de vingt-six à vingt-sept ans.

	— Son air?

	— Déterminé!

	— C'est bien cela; quand arrive-t-il?

	— Probablement cette nuit.

	— L'as-tu recommandé tout le long de la route?

	— Oui; il passera librement.

	— Recommande-le de nouveau; il ne doit rien lui arriver de mal: il est sauvegardé par Morgan.

	— C'est convenu, général.

	— As-tu autre chose à me dire?

	— Lavant-garde des républicains est à la Roche-Bernard.

	— Combien d'hommes?

	— Un millier d'hommes à peu près; ils ont avec eux une guillotine et le commissaire du pouvoir exécutif Milliére.

	— Tu en es sûr?

	— Je les ai rencontrés en route; le commissaire était à cheval près du colonel, je lai parfaitement reconnu. Il a fait exécuter mon frère, et j'ai juré qu'il ne mourrait que de ma main.

	— Et tu risqueras ta vie pour tenir ton serment?

	— À la première occasion.

	— Peut-être ne se fera-t-elle point attendre.

	En ce moment, le galop d'un cheval retentit dans la rue.

	— Ah! dit Coeur-de-Roi, voilà probablement celui que vous attendez.

	— Non, dit Georges; le cavalier qui nous arrive vient du côté de

	Vannes.

	En effet, le bruit étant devenu plus distinct, on put reconnaître que Cadoudal avait raison.

	Comme le premier, le second cavalier s'arrêta devant la porte; comme le premier, il mit pied à terre; comme le premier il entra.

	Le chef royaliste le reconnut tout de suite, malgré le large manteau dont il était enveloppé.

	— C'est toi, Bénédicité, dit-il.

	— Oui, mon général.

	— D'où viens-tu?

	— De Vapues, où vous m'aviez envoyé pour surveiller les bleus.

	— Eh bien que font-ils les bleus?

	— Ils craignent de mourir de faim, si vous bloquez la ville, et, pour se procurer des vivres, le général Harty a le projet d'enlever cette nuit les magasins de Grandchamp; le général commandera en personne lexpédition, et pour qu'elle se fasse plus lestement, la colonne sera de cent hommes seulement.

	— Es-tu fatigué, Bénédicité?

	— Jamais, général.

	— Et ton cheval?

	— Il est venu bien vite, mais il peut faire encore quatre ou cinq lieues du même train sans crever.

	— Donne-lui deux heures de repos, double ration davoine, et quil en fasse dix.

	— À ces conditions, il les fera.

	— Dans deux heures, tu partiras; tu seras à Grandchamp au point du jour; tu donneras en mon nom lordre d'évacuer le village: je me charge du général Hatry et de sa colonne. Est-ce tout ce que tu as à me dire?

	— Non, j'ai à vous apprendre une nouvelle.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est que Vannes a un nouvel évêque.

	— Ah! lon nous rend donc nos évêques?

	— Il paraît; mais, s'ils sont tous comme celui-là, ils peuvent bien les garder.

	— Et quel est celui-là?

	— Audrein!

	— Le régicide?

	— Audrein le renégat.

	— Et quand arrive-t-il?

	— Cette nuit ou demain.

	— Je n'irai pas au-devant de lui, mais qu'il ne tombe pas entre les mains de mes hommes!

	Bénédicité et Coeur-de-Roi firent entendre un éclat de rire qui complétait la pensée de Georges.

	— Chut! fit Cadoudal.

	Les trois hommes écoutèrent.

	— Cette fois, c'est probablement lui, dit Georges.

	On entendait le galop d'un cheval venant du côté de la Roche-

	Bernard.

	— C'est lui, bien certainement, répéta Coeur-de-Roi.

	— Alors, mes amis, laissez-moi seul… Toi, Bénédicité, à Grandchamp le plus tôt possible; toi, Coeur-de-Roi, dans la cour avec une trentaine d'hommes: je puis avoir des messagers à expédier sur différentes routes. À propos, arrange-toi pour que l'on m'apporte ce que l'on aura de mieux à souper dans le village.

	— Pour combien de personnes, général?

	— Oh! pour deux personnes.

	— Vous sortez?

	— Non, je vais au-devant de celui qui arrive.

	Deux ou trois gars avaient déjà fait passer dans la cour les chevaux des deux messagers.

	Les messagers s'esquivèrent à leur tour.

	Georges arrivait à la porte de la rue, juste au moment où un cavalier, arrêtant son cheval et regardant de tous côtés, paraissait hésiter.

	— C'est ici, monsieur, dit Georges.

	— Qui est ici? demanda le cavalier.

	— Celui que vous cherchez.

	— Comment savez-vous quel est celui que je cherche?

	— Je présume que c'est Georges Cadoudal, autrement dit la grosse tête ronde.

	— Justement.

	— Soyez le bienvenu alors, monsieur Roland de Montrevel, car je suis celui que vous cherchez.

	— Ah! ah! fit le jeune homme étonné.

	Et, mettant pied à terre, il sembla chercher des yeux quelqu'un à qui confier sa monture.

	— Jetez la bride sur le cou de votre cheval, et ne vous inquiétez point de lui; vous le retrouverez quand vous en aurez besoin: rien ne se perd en Bretagne, vous êtes sur la terre de la loyauté.

	Le jeune homme ne fit aucune observation, jeta la bride sur le cou de son cheval, comme il en avait reçu l'invitation, et suivit Cadoudal, qui marcha devant lui.

	— C'est pour vous montrer le chemin, colonel, dit le chef des

	Chouans.

	Et tous deux entrèrent dans la chaumière dont une main invisible venait de ranimer le feu.

	XXXII — BLANC ET BLEU

	Roland entra, comme nous l'avons dit, derrière Georges, et, en entrant, jeta autour de lui un regard d'insouciante curiosité.

	Ce regard lui suffit pour voir qu'ils étaient parfaitement seuls.

	— C'est ici votre quartier général? demanda Roland avec un sourire et en approchant de la flamme le dessous de ses bottes.

	— Oui, colonel.

	— Il est singulièrement gardé.

	Georges sourit à son tour.

	— Vous me demandez cela, dit-il, parce que, de la Roche-Bernard à ici, vous avez trouvé la route libre?

	— C'est-à-dire que je n'ai point rencontré une âme.

	— Cela ne prouve aucunement que la route n'était point gardée.

	— À moins qu'elle ne l'ait été par les chouettes et les chats- huants qui semblaient voler d'arbre en arbre pour m'accompagner, général… en ce cas-là, je retire ma proposition.

	— Justement, répondit Cadoudal, ce sont ces chats-huants et ces chouettes qui sont mes sentinelles, sentinelles qui ont de bons yeux, puisque ces yeux ont sur ceux des hommes lavantage d'y voir la nuit. — Il n'en est pas moins vrai que, par bonheur, je m'étais fait renseigner à la Roche-Bernard; sans quoi, je n'eusse pas trouvé un chat pour me dire où je pourrais vous rencontrer.

	— À quelque endroit de la route que vous eussiez demandé à haute voix: «Où trouverai-je Georges Cadoudal?» une voix vous eût répondu: «Au bourg de Muzillac, la quatrième maison à droite.» Vous n'avez vu personne, colonel; seulement, à lheure qu'il est, il y a quinze cents hommes, à peu près, qui savent que le colonel Roland, aide de camp du premier consul, est en conférence avec le fils du meunier de Leguerno.

	— Mais, s'ils savent que je suis colonel au service de la République et aide de camp du premier consul, comment m'ont-ils laissé passer?

	— Parce qu'ils en avaient reçu lordre.

	— Vous saviez donc que je venais?

	— Je savais non seulement que vous veniez, mais encore pourquoi vous veniez.

	Roland regarda fixement son interlocuteur.

	— Alors, il est inutile que je vous le dise! et vous me répondriez quand même je garderais le silence?

	— Mais à peu près.

	— Ah! pardieu! je serais curieux d'avoir la preuve de cette supériorité de votre police sur la nôtre.

	— Je m'offre de vous la donner, colonel. — J'écoute, et cela avec d'autant plus de satisfaction, que je serai tout entier à cet excellent feu, qui, lui aussi, semblait m'attendre.

	— Vous ne croyez pas si bien dire, colonel, il n'y a pas jusqu'au feu qui ne fasse de son mieux pour vous souhaiter la bienvenue.

	— Oui, mais, pas plus que vous, il ne me dit l'objet de ma mission.

	— Votre mission, que vous me faites l'honneur d'étendre jusqu'à moi, colonel, était primitivement pour l'abbé Bernier tout seul. Par malheur, l'abbé Bernier, dans la lettre qu'il a fait passer à son ami Martin Duboys, a un peu trop présumé de ses forces; il offrait sa médiation au premier consul.

	— Pardon, interrompit Roland, mais vous m'apprenez là une chose que j'ignorais: c'est que l'abbé Bernier eût écrit au général Bonaparte.

	— Je dis qu'il a écrit à son ami Martin Duboys, ce qui est bien différent… Mes gens ont intercepté sa lettre et me l'ont apportée: je l'ai fait copier, et j'ai envoyé la lettre qui, j'en suis certain, est parvenue à bon port; votre visite au général Hédouville en fait foi.

	— Vous savez que ce n'est plus le général qui commande à Nantes, mais le général Brune.

	— Vous pouvez même dire qui commande à la Roche-Bernard; car un millier de soldats républicains ont fait leur entrée dans cette ville ce soir vers six heures, accompagnés de la guillotine et du citoyen commissaire général Thomas Millière. Ayant l'instrument, il fallait le bourreau.

	— Vous dites donc, général, que j'étais venu pour labbé Bernier?

	— Oui: labbé Bernier avait offert sa médiation; mais il a oublié qu'aujourd'hui il y a deux Vendées, la Vendée de la rive gauche et la Vendée de la rive droite; que, si l'on peut traiter avec d'Autichamp, Châtillon et Suzannet à Pouancé, reste à traiter avec Frotté, Bourmont et Cadoudal… mais où cela? voilà ce que personne ne peut dire…

	— Que vous, général.

	— Alors, avec la chevalerie qui fait le fond de votre caractère, vous vous êtes chargé de venir m'apporter le traité signé le 25. L'abbé Bernier, d'Autichamp, Châtillon et Suzannet vous ont signé un laissez-passer, et vous voilà.

	— Ma foi! général, je dois dire que vous êtes parfaitement renseigné: le premier consul désire la paix de tout coeur; il sait qu'il a affaire en vous à un brave et loyal adversaire, et, ne pouvant vous voir, attendu que vous ne viendrez probablement point à Paris, il m'a dépêché vers vous.

	— C'est-à-dire vers l'abbé Bernier.

	— Général, peu vous importe, si je m'engage à faire ratifier par le premier consul ce que nous aurons arrêté entre nous. Quelles sont vos conditions pour la paix?

	— Oh! elles sont bien simples, colonel: que le premier consul rende le trône à Sa Majesté Louis XVIII; qu'il devienne son connétable, son lieutenant général, le chef de ses armées de terre et de mer, et je deviens, moi, son premier soldat.

	— Le premier consul a déjà répondu à cette demande.

	— Et voilà pourquoi je suis décidé à répondre moi-même à cette réponse.

	— Quand?

	— Cette nuit même, si l'occasion s'en présente.

	— De quelle façon?

	— En reprenant les hostilités.

	— Mais vous savez que Châtillon, d'Autichamp et Suzannet ont déposé les armes?

	—Ils sont chefs des Vendéens, et, au nom des Vendéens, ils peuvent faire tout ce qu'ils veulent; je suis chef des Chouans, et, au nom des Chouans, je ferai ce qui me conviendra.

	— Alors, c'est une guerre d'extermination à laquelle vous condamnez ce malheureux pays, général?

	— C'est un martyre auquel je convoque des chrétiens et des royalistes.

	— Le général Brune est à Nantes avec les huit mille prisonniers que les Anglais viennent de nous rendre, après leurs défaites d'Alkmaar et de Castricum.

	— C'est la dernière fois qu'ils auront eu cette chance; les bleus nous ont donné cette mauvaise habitude de ne point faire de prisonniers; quant au nombre de nos ennemis, nous ne nous en soucions pas, c'est une affaire de détail.

	— Si le général Brune et ses huit mille prisonniers, joints aux vingt mille soldats qu'il reprend des mains du général Hédouville, ne suffisent point, le premier consul est décidé à marcher contre vous en personne, et avec cent mille hommes.

	Cadoudal sourit.

	— Nous tâcherons, dit-il, de lui prouver que nous sommes dignes de le combattre.

	— Il incendiera vos villes.

	— Nous nous retirerons dans nos chaumières.

	— Il brûlera vos chaumières.

	— Nous vivrons dans nos bois.

	— Vous réfléchirez, général.

	— Faites-moi l'honneur de rester avec moi quarante-huit heures, colonel, et vous verrez que mes réflexions sont faites.

	— J'ai bien envie d'accepter.

	— Seulement, colonel, ne me demandez pas plus que je ne puis vous donner: le sommeil sous un toit de chaume ou dans un manteau, sous les branches d'un chêne; un de mes chevaux pour me suivre, un sauf-conduit pour me quitter.

	— J'accepte.

	— Votre parole, colonel, de ne vous opposer en rien aux ordres que je donnerai, de ne faire échouer en rien les surprises que je tenterai.

	— Je suis trop curieux de vous voir faire pour cela; vous avez ma parole, général.

	— Quelque chose qui se passe sous vos yeux.

	— Quelque chose qui se passe sous mes yeux; je renonce au rôle d'acteur pour m'enfermer dans celui de spectateur; je veux pouvoir dire au premier consul

	«J'ai vu.»

	Cadoudal sourit.

	— Eh bien, vous verrez, dit-il.

	En ce moment, la porte s'ouvrit, et deux paysans apportèrent une table toute servie, où fumaient une soupe aux choux et un morceau de lard; un énorme pot de cidre qui venait d'être tiré à la pièce, débordait et moussait entre deux verres.

	Quelques galettes de sarrasin étaient destinées à faire le dessert de ce modeste repas.

	La table portait deux couverts.

	— Vous le voyez, monsieur de Montrevel, dit Cadoudal, mes gars espèrent que vous me ferez l'honneur de souper avec moi.

	— Et, sur ma foi, ils n'ont pas tort; je vous le demanderais si vous ne m'invitiez pas, et je tâcherais de vous en prendre de force ma part, si vous me la refusiez.

	— Alors à table!

	Le jeune colonel s'assit gaiement.

	— Pardon pour le repas que je vous offre, dit Cadoudal; je n'ai point comme vos généraux des indemnités de campagne, et ce sont mes soldats qui me nourrissent. Qu'as-tu à nous donner avec cela, Brise-Bleu?

	— Une fricassée de poulet, général.

	— Voilà le menu de votre dîner monsieur de Montrevel.

	— C'est un festin! Maintenant, je n'ai qu'une crainte, général.

	— Laquelle?

	— Cela ira très bien, tant que nous mangerons; mais quand il s'agira de boire?…

	— Vous n'aimez pas le cidre? Ah! diable, vous m'embarrassez. Du cidre ou de l'eau, voilà ma cave.

	— Ce n'est point cela: à la santé de qui boirons-nous?

	— N'est-ce que cela, monsieur? dit Cadoudal avec une suprême dignité. Nous boirons à la santé de notre mère commune, la France; nous la servons chacun avec un esprit différent, mais, je l'espère, avec un même coeur. À la France! monsieur, dit Cadoudal en remplissant les deux verres.

	— À la France! général, répondit Roland en choquant son verre contre celui de Georges.

	Et toux deux se rassirent gaiement, et, la conscience en repos, attaquèrent la soupe, avec des appétits dont le plus âgé n'avait pas trente ans.

	XXXIII — LA PEINE DU TALION

	— Maintenant, général, dit Roland lorsque le souper fut fini, et que les deux jeunes gens, les coudes sur la table, allongés devant un grand feu; commencèrent d'éprouver ce bien-être, suite ordinaire d'un repas dont l'appétit et la jeunesse ont été l'assaisonnement; maintenant, vous m'avez promis de me faire voir des choses que je puisse reporter au premier consul.

	— Et vous avez promis, vous, de ne pas vous y opposer?

	— Oui; mais je me réserve, si ce que vous me ferez voir heurtait trop ma conscience, de me retirer.

	— On n'aura que la selle à jeter sur le dos de votre cheval, colonel, ou, sur le dos du mien dans le cas où le vôtre serait trop fatigué, et vous êtes libre.

	— Très bien.

	— Justement, dit Cadoudal, les événements vous servent; je suis ici non seulement général, mais encore haut justicier, et il y a longtemps que j'ai une justice à faire. Vous m'avez dit, colonel, que le général Brune était à Nantes: je le savais; vous m'avez dit que son avant-garde était à quatre lieues d'ici, à la Roche- Bernard, je le savais encore; mais une chose que vous ne savez peut-être pas, c'est que cette avant-garde n'est pas commandée par un soldat comme vous et moi: elle est commandée par le citoyen Millière, commissaire du pouvoir exécutif. Une autre chose, que vous ignorez peut-être, c'est que le citoyen Thomas Millière ne se bat point comme nous, avec des canons, des fusils, des baïonnettes, des pistolets et des sabres, mais avec un instrument inventé par un de vos philanthropes républicains et qu'on appelle la guillotine. — Il est impossible, monsieur, s'écria Roland, que, sous le premier consul, on fasse cette sorte de guerre.

	— Ah! entendons-nous bien, colonel; je ne vous dis pas que c'est le premier consul qui la fait, je vous dis qu'elle se fait en son nom.

	— Et quel est le misérable qui abuse ainsi de l'autorité qui lui est confiée pour faire la guerre avec un état-major de bourreaux?

	— Je vous l'ai dit, il s'appelle le citoyen Thomas Millière; informez-vous, colonel, et, dans toute la Vendée et dans toute la Bretagne, il n'y aura qu'une seule voix sur cet homme. Depuis le jour du premier soulèvement vendéen et breton, c'est-à-dire depuis six ans, ce Millière a été toujours et partout un des agents les plus actifs de la Terreur; pour lui, la Terreur n'a point fini avec Robespierre. Dénonçant aux autorités supérieures ou se faisant dénoncer à lui-même les soldats bretons ou vendéens, leurs parents, leurs amis, leurs frères, leurs soeurs, leurs femmes, leurs filles, jusqu'aux blessés, jusqu'aux mourants, il ordonnait de tout fusiller, de tout guillotiner sans jugement. À Daumeray, par exemple, il a laissé une trace de sang, qui n'est point encore effacée, qui ne s'effacera jamais; plus de quatre-vingts habitants ont été égorgés sous ses yeux; des fils ont été frappés dans les bras de leurs mères, qui jusqu'ici ont vainement, pour demander vengeance, levé leurs bras sanglants au ciel. Les pacifications successives de la Vendée ou de la Bretagne n'ont point calmé cette soif de meurtre qui brûle ses entrailles. En 1800, il est le même qu'en 1793. Eh bien, cet homme…

	Roland regarda le général.

	— Cet homme, continua Georges avec le plus grand calme, voyant que la société ne le condamnait pas, je l'ai condamné, moi; cet homme va mourir.

	— Comment! il va mourir, à la Roche-Bernard, au milieu des républicains, malgré sa garde d'assassins, malgré son escorte de bourreaux?

	— Son heure a sonné, il va mourir.

	Cadoudal prononça ces paroles avec une telle solennité, que pas un doute ne demeura dans lesprit de Roland, non seulement sur larrêt prononcé, mais encore sur l'exécution de cet arrêt.

	Il demeura pensif un instant.

	— Et vous vous croyez le droit de juger et de condamner cet homme, tout coupable qu'il est?

	— Oui; car cet homme a jugé et condamné, non pas des coupables, mais des innocents.

	— Si je vous disais: À mon retour à Paris, je demanderai la mise en accusation et le jugement de cet homme, n'auriez-vous pas foi en ma parole?

	— J'aurais foi en votre parole; mais je vous dirais: une bête enragée se sauve de sa cage, un meurtrier se sauve de sa prison; les hommes sont des hommes sujets à lerreur. Ils ont parfois condamné des innocents, ils peuvent épargner un coupable. Ma justice est plus sûre que la vôtre, colonel, car cest la justice de Dieu. Cet homme mourra.

	— Et de quel droit dites-vous que votre justice, à vous, homme soumis à l'erreur comme les autres hommes, est la justice de Dieu?

	— Parce que j'ai mis Dieu de moitié dans mon jugement. Oh! ce n'est pas d'hier qu'il est jugé.

	— Comment cela?

	— Au milieu d'un orage où la foudre grondait sans interruption, où l'éclair brillait de minute en minute, j'ai levé les bras au ciel et j'ai dit à Dieu: «Mon Dieu! toi dont cet éclair est le regard, toi dont ce tonnerre est la voix, si cet homme doit mourir, éteins pendant dix minutes ton tonnerre et tes éclairs; le silence des airs et lobscurité du ciel seront ta réponse!» et, ma montre à la main, j'ai compté onze minutes sans éclairs et sans tonnerre… J'ai vu à la pointe du grand mont, par une tempête terrible, une barque montée par un seul homme et qui menaçait à chaque instant d'être submergée; une lame lenleva comme le souffle d'un enfant enlève une plume, et la laissa retomber sur un rocher. La barque vola en morceaux, lhomme se cramponna au rocher; tout le monde s'écria: «Cet homme est perdu!» Son père était là, ses deux frères étaient là et ni frères ni père n'osaient lui porter secours. Je levai les bras au Seigneur et je dis: «Si Millière est condamné, mon Dieu, par vous comme par moi, je sauverai cet homme, et sans autre secours que vous, je me sauverai moi-même.» Je me déshabillai, je nouai le bout d'une corde autour de mon bras, et je nageai jusqu'au rocher. On eût dit que la mer s'aplanissait sous ma poitrine; j'atteignis lhomme. Son père et ses frères tenaient l'autre bout de la corde. Il gagna le rivage. Je pouvais y revenir comme lui, en fixant ma corde au rocher. Je la jetai loin de moi, et me confiai à Dieu et aux flots; les flots me portèrent au rivage aussi doucement et aussi sûrement que les eaux du Nil portèrent le berceau de Moïse vers la fille de Pharaon. Une sentinelle ennemie était placée en avant du village de Saint-Nolf; j'étais caché dans le bois de Grandchamp avec cinquante hommes. Je sortis seul du bois en recommandant mon âme à Dieu et en disant: «Seigneur, si vous avez décidé la mort de Millière, cette sentinelle tirera sur moi et me manquera, et, moi, je reviendrai vers les miens sans faire de mal à cette sentinelle, car vous aurez été avec elle un instant.» Je marchai au républicain; à vingt pas, il fit feu sur moi et me manqua. Voici le trou de la balle dans mon chapeau, à un pouce de ma tête; la main de Dieu elle-même a levé larme. C'est hier que la chose est arrivée. Je croyais Millière à Nantes. Ce soir, on est venu m'annoncer que Millière et sa guillotine étaient à la Roche- Bernard. Alors j'ai dit: «Dieu me l'amène, il va mourir!»

	Roland avait écouté avec un certain respect la superstitieuse narration du chef breton. Il ne s'étonnait point de trouver cette croyance et cette poésie dans l'homme habitué à vivre en face de la mer sauvage, au milieu des dolmens de Karnac. Il comprit que Millière était véritablement condamné, et que Dieu, qui semblait trois fois avoir approuvé son jugement, pouvait seul le sauver.

	Seulement, une dernière question lui restait à faire.

	— Comment le frapperez-vous? demanda-t-il.

	— Oh! dit Georges, je ne m'inquiète point de cela; il sera frappé.

	Un des deux hommes qui avaient apporté la table du souper entrait en ce moment.

	— Brise-Bleu, lui dit Cadoudal, préviens Coeur-de-Roi que j'ai un mot à lui dire.

	Deux minutes après, le Breton était en face de son général.

	— Coeur-de-Roi, lui demanda Cadoudal, n'est-ce pas toi qui m'as dit que l'assassin Thomas Millière était à la Roche-Bernard?

	— Je l'y ai vu entrer côte à côte avec le colonel républicain, qui paraissait même peu flatté du voisinage.

	— N'as-tu pas ajouté qu'il était suivi de sa guillotine?

	— Je vous ai dit que sa guillotine suivait entre deux canons, et je crois que, si les canons avaient pu s'écarter d'elle, ils l'eussent laissée rouler toute seule.

	— Quelles sont les précautions que prend Millière dans les villes qu'il habite?

	— Il a autour de lui une garde spéciale; il fait barricader les rues qui conduisent à sa maison; il a toujours une paire de pistolets à portée de sa main.

	— Malgré cette garde, malgré cette barricade, malgré ces pistolets, te charges-tu d'arriver jusqu'à lui?

	— Je m'en charge, général!

	— J'ai, à cause de ses crimes, condamné cet homme; il faut qu'il meure!

	— Ah! s'écria Coeur-de-Roi, le jour de la justice est donc venu!

	— Te charges-tu d'exécuter mon jugement, Coeur-de-Roi?

	— Je m'en charge, général.

	— Va, Coeur-de-Roi, prends le nombre d'hommes que tu voudras… imagine le stratagème que tu voudras… mais parviens jusqu'à lui et frappe.

	— Si je meurs, général…

	— Sois tranquille, le curé de Leguerno dira assez de messes à ton intention pour que ta pauvre âme ne demeure pas en peine; mais tu ne mourras pas, Coeur-de-Roi.

	— C'est bien, c'est bien, général! du moment où il y aura des messes, on ne vous en demande pas davantage; j'ai mon plan.

	— Quand pars-tu?

	— Cette nuit.

	— Quand sera-t-il mort?

	— Demain.

	— Va, et que trois cents hommes soient prêts à me suivre dans une demi-heure.

	Coeur-de-Roi sortit aussi simplement qu'il était entré.

	— Vous voyez, dit Cadoudal, voilà les hommes auxquels je commande; votre premier consul est-il aussi bien servi que moi, monsieur de Montrevel?

	— Par quelques-uns, oui.

	— Eh bien, moi, ce n'est point par quelques-uns, c'est par tous.

	Bénédicité entra et interrogea Georges du regard.

	— Oui, répondit Georges, tout à la fois de la voix et de la tête.

	Bénédicité sortit.

	— Vous n'avez pas vu un homme en venant ici? dit Georges.

	— Pas un.

	— J'ai demandé trois cents hommes dans une demi-heure, et, dans une demi-heure, ils seront là; j'en eusse demandé cinq cents, mille, deux mille, qu'ils eussent été prêts aussi promptement.

	— Mais, dit Roland, vous avez, comme nombre du moins, des limites que vous ne pouvez franchir.

	— Voulez-vous connaître l'effectif de mes forces, c'est bien simple: je ne vous le dirai pas moi-même, vous ne me croiriez pas; mais attendez, je vais vous le faire dire.

	Il ouvrit la porte et appela:

	— Branche-d'or?

	Deux secondes après, Branche-d'or parut.

	— C'est mon major général, dit en riant Cadoudal; il remplit près de moi les fonctions que le général Berthier remplit près du premier consul. Branche-d'or?

	— Mon général!

	— Combien d'hommes échelonnés depuis la Roche-Bernard jusqu'ici, c'est-à-dire sur la route suivie par monsieur pour me venir trouver?

	— Six cents dans les landes d'Arzal, six cents dans les bruyères de Marzan, trois cents à Péaule, trois cents à Billiers.

	— Total dix-huit cents; combien entre Noyal et Muzillac?

	— Quatre cents.

	— Deux mille deux cents; combien d'ici à Vannes?

	— Cinquante à Theig, trois cents à la Trinité, six cents entre la

	Trinité et Muzillac.

	— Trois mille deux cents; et d'Ambon à Leguerno?

	— Douze cents.

	— Quatre mille quatre cents; et dans le bourg même, autour de moi, dans les maisons, dans les jardins, dans les caves?

	— Cinq à six cents, général.

	— Merci, Bénédicité.

	Il fit un signe de tête, Bénédicité sortit.

	— Vous le voyez, dit simplement Cadoudal, cinq mille hommes à peu près. Eh bien, avec ces cinq mille hommes, tous du pays, qui connaissent chaque arbre, chaque pierre, chaque buisson, je puis faire la guerre aux cent mille hommes que le premier consul menace d'envoyer contre moi.

	Roland sourit.

	— Oui, c'est fort, n'est-ce pas?

	— Je crois que vous vous vantez un peu, général, ou plutôt que vous vantez vos hommes.

	— Non; car j'ai pour auxiliaire toute la population; un de vos généraux ne peut pas faire un mouvement que je ne le sache; il ne peut pas envoyer une ordonnance, que je ne la surprenne; il ne peut pas trouver un refuge, que je ne l'y poursuive; la terre même est royaliste et chrétienne! elle parlerait à défaut d'habitants pour me dire: «Les bleus sont passés ici; les égorgeurs sont cachés là!» Au reste vous allez en juger.

	— Comment?

	— Nous allons faire une expédition à six lieues d'ici. Quelle heure est-il?

	Les jeunes gens tirèrent leurs montres tous deux à la fois.

	— Minuit moins un quart, dirent-ils.

	— Bon! fit Georges, nos montres marquent la même heure, c'est bon signe; peut-être, un jour, nos coeurs seront-ils d'accord comme nos montres.

	— Vous disiez, général?

	— Je disais qu'il était minuit moins un quart, colonel, qu'à six heures, avant le jour, nous devions être à sept lieues d'ici; avez-vous besoin de repos?

	— Moi!

	— Oui, vous pouvez dormir une heure.

	— Merci; c'est inutile.

	— Alors, nous partirons quand vous voudrez.

	— Et vos hommes?

	— Oh! mes hommes sont prêts.

	— Où cela?

	— Partout.

	— Je voudrais les voir.

	— Vous les verrez.

	— Quand?

	— Quand cela vous sera agréable; oh! mes hommes sont des hommes fort discrets, et ils ne se montrent que si je leur fais signe de se montrer.

	— De sorte que, quand je désirerai les voir…

	— Vous me le direz, je ferai un signe, et ils se montreront.

	— Partons, général!

	— Partons.

	Les deux jeunes gens s'enveloppèrent de leurs manteaux et sortirent.

	À la porte, Roland se heurta à un petit groupe de cinq hommes.

	Ces cinq hommes portaient luniforme républicain; lun deux avait sur ses manches des galons de sergent.

	— Qu'est-ce que cela? demanda Roland.

	— Rien, répondit Cadoudal en riant.

	— Mais, enfin, ces hommes, quels sont-ils?

	— Coeur-de-Roi et les siens, qui partent pour lexpédition que vous savez.

	— Alors, ils comptent à laide de cet uniforme?…

	— Oh! vous allez tout savoir, colonel, je n'ai point de secret pour vous.

	Et, se tournant du côté du groupe:

	— Coeur-de-Roi! dit Cadoudal.

	L'homme dont les manches étaient ornées de deux galons se détacha du groupe et vint à Cadoudal.

	— Vous m'avez appelé, général? demanda le faux sergent.

	— Je veux savoir ton plan.

	— Oh! général, il est bien simple.

	— Voyons, j'en jugerai.

	— Je passe ce papier dans la baguette de mon fusil…

	Coeur-de-Roi montra une large enveloppe scellée d'un cachet rouge qui, sans doute, avait renfermé quelque ordre républicain surpris par les Chouans.

	— Je me présente aux factionnaires en disant: «Ordonnance du général de division!» J'entre au premier poste, je demande qu'on m'indique la maison du citoyen commissaire; on me lindique, je remercie: il faut toujours être poli; j'arrive à la maison, j'y trouve un second factionnaire, je lui fais le même conte qu'au premier, je monte ou je descends chez le citoyen Millière, selon qu'il demeure au grenier ou à la cave, j'entre sans difficulté aucune; vous comprenez: Ordre du général de division! je le trouve dans son cabinet ou ailleurs, je lui présente mon papier, et, tandis qu'il le décachette, je le tue avec ce poignard caché dans ma manche.

	— Oui, mais toi et tes hommes?

	— Ah! ma foi, à la garde de Dieu! nous défendons sa cause, c'est à lui de s'inquiéter de nous.

	— Eh bien, vous le voyez, colonel, dit Cadoudal, ce n'est pas plus difficile que cela. À cheval, colonel! Bonne chance, Coeur- de-Roi!

	— Lequel des deux chevaux dois-je prendre? demanda Roland.

	— Prenez au hasard: ils sont aussi bons lun que lautre, et chacun a dans ses fontes une excellente paire de pistolets de fabrique anglaise.

	— Tout chargés?

	— Et bien chargés, colonel; c'est une besogne pour laquelle je ne me fie à personne.

	— Alors à cheval.

	Les deux jeunes gens se mirent en selle, et prirent la route qui

	conduisait à Vannes, Cadoudal servant de guide à Roland, et

	Branche-d'or, le major général de larmée, comme lavait appelé

	Georges, marchant une vingtaine de pas en arrière.

	Arrivé à l'extrémité du village, Roland plongea son regard sur la route qui s'étend sur une ligne presque tirée au cordeau de Muzillac à la Trinité.

	La route, entièrement découverte, paraissait parfaitement solitaire.

	On fit ainsi une demi-lieue à peu près.

	Au bout de cette demi-lieue:

	— Mais où diable sont donc vos hommes? demanda Roland.

	— À notre droite, à notre gauche, devant nous, derrière nous.

	— Ah la bonne plaisanterie! fit Roland.

	— Ce n'est point une plaisanterie, colonel; croyez-vous que je suis assez imprudent pour me hasarder ainsi sans éclaireurs?

	— Vous m'avez dit, je crois, que, si je désirais voir vos hommes, je n'avais qu'à vous le dire.

	— Je vous l'ai dit.

	— Eh bien, je désire les voir.

	— En totalité ou en partie?

	— Combien avez-vous dit que vous en emmeniez avec vous?

	— Trois cents.

	— Eh bien, je désire en voir cent cinquante.

	— Halte! fit Cadoudal.

	Et, rapprochant ses deux mains de sa bouche, il fit entendre un houhoulement de chat-huant, suivi d'un cri de chouette; seulement, il jeta le houhoulement à droite, et le cri de chouette à gauche.

	Presque instantanément, aux deux côtés de la route, on vit s'agiter des formes humaines, lesquelles, franchissant le fossé qui séparait le chemin du taillis, vinrent se ranger aux deux côtés des chevaux.

	— Qui commande à droite? demanda Cadoudal.

	— Moi, Moustache, répondit un paysan s'approchant.

	— Qui commande, à gauche? répéta le général.

	— Moi, Chante-en-hiver, répondit un paysan s'approchant.

	— Combien d'hommes avec toi, Moustache?

	— Cent.

	— Combien d'hommes avec toi, Chante-en-hiver?

	— Cinquante.

	— En tout cent cinquante, alors? demanda Georges.

	— Oui, répondirent les deux chefs bretons.

	— Est-ce votre compte, colonel? demanda Cadoudal en riant.

	— Vous êtes un magicien, général.

	— Eh! non, je suis un pauvre paysan comme eux; seulement, je commande une troupe où chaque cerveau se rend compte de ce qu'il fait, où chaque coeur bat pour les deux grands principes de ce monde: la religion et la royauté.

	Puis, se retournant vers ses hommes:

	— Qui commande l'avant-garde? demanda Cadoudal.

	— Fend-l'air, répondirent les deux Chouans.

	— Et l'arrière-garde?

	— La Giberne.

	La seconde réponse fut faite avec le même ensemble que la première.

	— Alors, nous pouvons continuer tranquillement notre route?

	— Ah! général, comme si vous alliez à la messe à l'église de votre village.

	— Continuons donc notre route, colonel, dit Cadoudal à Roland.

	Puis, se retournant vers ses hommes:

	— Égayez-vous, mes gars, leur dit-il.

	Au même instant chaque homme sauta le fossé et disparut.

	On entendit, pendant quelques secondes, le froissement des branches dans le taillis, et le bruit des pas dans les broussailles.

	Puis on n'entendit plus rien.

	— Eh bien, demanda Cadoudal, croyez-vous qu'avec de pareils hommes j'aie quelque chose à craindre de vos bleus, si braves qu'ils soient?

	Roland poussa un soupir; il était parfaitement de l'avis de

	Cadoudal.

	On continua de marcher.

	À une lieue à peu près de la Trinité, on vit sur la route apparaître un point noir qui allait grossissant avec rapidité.

	Devenu plus distinct, ce point sembla tout à coup rester fixe.

	— Qu'est-ce que cela? demanda Roland.

	— Vous le voyez bien, répondit Cadoudal, c'est un homme.

	— Sans doute, mais cet homme, qui est-il?

	— Vous avez pu deviner, à la rapidité de sa course, que c'est un messager.

	— Pourquoi s'arrête-t-il?

	— Parce qu'il nous a aperçus de son côté, et qu'il ne sait s'il doit avancer ou reculer.

	— Que va-t-il faire?

	— Il attend pour se décider.

	— Quoi?

	— Un signal.

	— Et à ce signal, il répondra?

	— Non seulement il répondra, mais il obéira. Voulez-vous qu'il avance? Voulez-vous qu'il recule? voulez-vous qu'il se jette de côté?

	— Je désire qu'il s'avance: c'est un moyen que nous sachions la nouvelle qu'il porte.

	Cadoudal fit entendre le chant du coucou avec une telle perfection, que Roland regarda tout autour de lui.

	— C'est moi, dit Cadoudal, ne cherchez pas.

	— Alors, le messager va venir?

	— Il ne va pas venir, il vient.

	En effet, le messager avait repris sa course, et s'avançait rapidement: en quelques secondes il fut près de son général.

	— Ah! dit celui-ci, c'est toi, Monte-à-l'assaut!

	Le général se pencha; Monte-à-l'assaut lui dit quelques mots à l'oreille.

	— J'étais déjà prévenu par Bénédicité, dit Georges.

	Puis, se retournant vers Roland:

	— Il va, dit-il, se passer, dans un quart d'heure, au village de la Trinité, une chose grave et que vous devez voir; au galop!

	Et, donnant l'exemple, il mit son cheval au galop.

	Roland le suivit.

	En arrivant au village, on put distinguer de loin une multitude s'agitant sur la place, à la lueur des torches résineuses.

	Les cris et les mouvements de cette multitude annonçaient, en effet, un grave événement.

	— Piquons! piquons! dit Cadoudal.

	Roland ne demandait pas mieux: il mit les éperons au ventre de sa monture.

	Au bruit du galop des chevaux, les paysans s'écartèrent; ils étaient cinq ou six cents au moins, tous armés.

	Cadoudal et Roland se trouvèrent dans le cercle de lumière, au milieu de lagitation et des rumeurs.

	Le tumulte se pressait, surtout à l'entrée de la rue conduisant au village de Tridon.

	Une diligence venait par cette rue, escortée de douze Chouans: deux se tenaient à chaque côté du postillon, les dix autres gardaient les portières.

	Au milieu de la place, la voiture s'arrêta.

	Tout le monde était si préoccupé de la diligence, qu'à peine si l'on avait fait attention à Cadoudal.

	— Holà! cria Georges, que se passe-t-il donc?

	À cette voix bien connue, chacun se retourna, et les fronts se découvrirent.

	— La grosse tête ronde! murmura chaque voix.

	— Oui, dit Cadoudal.

	Un homme s'approcha de Georges.

	— N'étiez-vous pas prévenu, et par Bénédicité et par Monte-à- lassaut? demanda-t-il.

	— Si fait; est-ce donc la diligence de Ploërmel à Vannes que vous ramenez là?

	— Oui, mon général; elle a été arrêtée entre Tréfléon et Saint-

	Nolf.

	— Est-il dedans?

	— On le croit.

	— Faites selon votre conscience; s'il y a crime vis-à-vis de Dieu, prenez-le sur vous; je ne me charge que de la responsabilité vis-à-vis des hommes; j'assisterai à ce qui va se passer, mais sans y prendre part, ni pour lempêcher, ni pour y aider.

	— Eh bien, demandèrent cent voix, qu'a-t-il dit, Sabre-tout?

	— Il a dit que nous pouvions faire selon notre conscience, et qu'il s'en lavait les mains.

	— Vive la grosse tête ronde! s'écrièrent tous les assistants en se précipitant vers la diligence.

	Cadoudal resta immobile au milieu de ce torrent.

	Roland était debout près de lui, immobile comme lui, plein de curiosité; car il ignorait complètement de qui et de quoi il était question.

	Celui qui était venu parler à Cadoudal, et que ses compagnons avaient désigné sous le nom de Sabre-tout, ouvrit la portière.

	On vit alors les voyageurs se presser, tremblants, dans les profondeurs de la diligence.

	— Si vous n'avez rien à vous reprocher contre le roi et la religion, dit Sabre-tout d'une voix pleine et sonore, descendez sans crainte; nous ne sommes pas des brigands, nous sommes des chrétiens et des royalistes.

	Sans doute cette déclaration rassura les voyageurs, car un homme se présenta à la portière et descendit, puis deux femmes, puis une mère serrant son enfant entre ses bras, puis un homme encore.

	Les Chouans les recevaient au bas du marchepied, les regardaient avec attention, puis, ne reconnaissant pas celui qu'ils cherchaient: «Passez!»

	Un seul homme resta dans la voiture.

	Un Chouan y introduisit la flamme d'une torche, et l'on vit que cet homme était un prêtre.

	— Ministre du Seigneur, dit Sabre-tout, pourquoi ne descends-tu pas avec les autres? n'as-tu pas entendu que j'ai dit que nous étions des royalistes et des chrétiens?

	Le prêtre ne bougea pas; seulement ses dents claquèrent.

	— Pourquoi cette terreur? continua Sabre-tout; ton habit ne plaide-t-il pas pour toi?… L'homme qui porte une soutane ne peut avoir rien fait contre la royauté ni contre la religion.

	Le prêtre se ramassa sur lui-même en murmurant:

	— Grâce! grâce!

	— Pourquoi grâce? demanda Sabre-tout; tu te sens donc coupable, misérable!

	— Oh! oh! fit Roland; messieurs les royalistes et chrétiens, voilà comme vous parlez aux hommes de Dieu!

	— Cet homme, répondit Cadoudal, n'est pas l'homme de Dieu, mais l'homme du démon!

	— Qui est-ce donc?

	— C'est à la fois un athée et un régicide; il a renié son Dieu et voté la mort de son roi: c'est le conventionnel Audrein.

	Roland frissonna.

	— Que vont-ils lui faire? demanda-t-il.

	— Il a donné la mort, il recevra la mort, répondit Cadoudal.

	Pendant ce temps, les Chouans avaient tiré Audrein de la diligence.

	— Ah! c'est donc bien toi, évêque de Vannes! dit Sabre-tout.

	— Grâce! s'écria lévêque.

	— Nous étions prévenus de ton passage, et c'est toi que nous attendions.

	— Grâce! répéta lévêque pour la troisième fois.

	— As-tu avec toi tes habits pontificaux?

	— Oui, mes amis, je les ai.

	— Eh bien, habille-toi en prélat; il y a longtemps que nous n'en avons vu.

	On descendit de la diligence une malle au nom du prélat; on louvrit, on en tira un costume complet d'évêque, et on le présenta à Audrein, qui le revêtit.

	Puis, lorsque le costume fut entièrement revêtu, les paysans se rangèrent en cercle, chacun tenant son fusil à la main.

	La lueur des torches se reflétait sur les canons, qui lançaient de sinistres éclairs.

	Deux hommes prirent l'évêque et lamenèrent dans ce cercle, en le soutenant par-dessous les bras.

	Il était pâle comme un mort.

	Il se fit un instant de lugubre silence.

	Une voix le rompit; c'était celle de Sabre-tout.

	— Nous allons, dit le Chouan, procéder à ton jugement; prêtre de Dieu, tu as trahi lÉglise; enfant de la France, tu as condamné ton roi.

	— Hélas! hélas! balbutia le prêtre.

	— Est-ce vrai?

	— Je ne le nie pas.

	— Parce que c'est impossible à nier. Qu'as-tu à répondre pour ta justification?

	— Citoyens…

	— Nous ne sommes pas des citoyens, dit Sabre-tout d'une voix de tonnerre, nous sommes des royalistes.

	— Messieurs…

	— Nous ne sommes pas des messieurs, nous sommes des Chouans.

	— Mes amis…

	— Nous ne sommes pas tes amis, nous sommes tes juges; tes juges t'interrogent, réponds.

	— Je me repens de ce que j'ai fait, et j'en demande pardon à Dieu et aux hommes.

	— Les hommes ne peuvent te pardonner, répondit là même voix implacable, car, pardonné aujourd'hui, tu recommencerais demain; tu peux changer de peau, jamais de coeur. Tu n'as plus que la mort à attendre des hommes; quant à Dieu, implore sa miséricorde.

	Le régicide courba la tête, le renégat fléchit le genou.

	Mais, tout à coup, se redressant:

	— J'ai voté la mort du roi, dit-il, c'est vrai, mais avec la réserve…

	— Quelle réserve?

	— La réserve du temps où lexécution devait avoir lieu.

	— Proche ou éloignée, c'était toujours la mort que tu votais, et le roi était innocent.

	— C'est vrai, c'est vrai, dit le prêtre, mais j'avais peur.

	— Alors; tu es non seulement un régicide, non seulement un apostat; mais encore, un lâche! Nous ne sommes pas des prêtres, nous; mais nous serons plus justes que toi: tu as voté la mort d'un innocent; nous votons la mort d'un coupable. Tu as dix minutes pour te préparer à paraître devant Dieu.

	L'évêque jeta un cri d'épouvante et tomba sur ses deux genoux; les cloches de léglise sonnèrent comme si elles s'ébranlaient toutes seules, et deux de ces hommes, habitués aux chants d'église, commencèrent à répéter les prières des agonisants.

	L'évêque fut quelque temps sans trouver les paroles par lesquelles il devait répondre.

	Il tournait sur ses juges des regards effarés qui allaient suppliants des uns aux autres; mais sur aucun visage il n'eut la consolation de rencontrer la douce expression de la pitié.

	Les torches qui tremblaient au vent donnaient, au contraire, à tous ces visages une expression sauvage et terrible.

	Alors, il se décida à mêler sa voix aux voix qui priaient pour lui.

	Les juges laissèrent s'épuiser jusqu'au dernier mot de la prière funèbre.

	Pendant ce temps, des hommes préparaient un bûcher.

	— Oh! s'écria le prêtre, qui voyait ces apprêts avec une terreur croissante, auriez-vous la cruauté de me réserver une pareille mort?

	— Non, répondit linflexible accusateur, le feu est la mort des martyrs, et tu n'es pas digne d'une pareille mort. Allons, apostat, ton heure est venue.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu! s'écria le prêtre en levant les bras au ciel.

	— Debout! dit le Chouan.

	L'évêque essaya d'obéir, mais les forces lui manquèrent et il retomba sur ses genoux.

	— Allez-vous donc laisser s'accomplir cet assassinat sous vos yeux? demanda Roland à Cadoudal.

	— J'ai dit que je m'en lavais les mains, répondit celui-ci.

	— C'est le mot de Pilate et les mains de Pilate sont restées rouges du sang de Jésus-Christ.

	— Parce que Jésus-Christ était un juste; mais cet homme, ce n'est pas Jésus-Christ, c'est Barrabas.

	— Baise ta croix, baise ta croix! s'écria Sabre-tout.

	Le prélat le regarda d'un air effaré, mais sans obéir! il était évident qu'il ne voyait déjà plus, qu'il n'entendait déjà plus.

	— Oh! s'écria Roland en faisant un mouvement pour descendre de cheval, il ne sera pas dit que l'on aura assassiné un homme devant moi et que je ne lui aurai pas porté secours.

	Un murmure de menaces gronda tout autour de Roland; les paroles qu'il venait de prononcer avaient été entendues.

	C'était juste ce qu'il fallait pour exciter l'impétueux jeune homme.

	— Ah! c'est ainsi? dit-il.

	Et il porta la main droite à une de ses fontes.

	Mais, d'un mouvement rapide comme la pensée, Cadoudal lui saisit la main, et, tandis que Roland essayait vainement de la dégager de l'étreinte de fer:

	— Feu! dit Cadoudal.

	Vingt coups de fusil retentirent à la fois, et, pareil à une masse inerte, l'évêque tomba foudroyé.

	— Ah! s'écria Roland, que venez-vous de faire?

	— Je vous ai forcé de tenir votre serment, répondit Cadoudal; vous aviez juré de tout voir et de tout entendre sans vous opposer à rien…

	— Ainsi périra tout ennemi de Dieu et du roi, dit Sabre-tout d'une voix solennelle. — _Amen! _répondirent tous les assistants d'une seule voix et avec un sinistre ensemble.

	Puis ils dépouillèrent le cadavre de ses ornements sacerdotaux, qu'ils jetèrent dans la flamme du bûcher, firent remonter les autres voyageurs dans la diligence, remirent le postillon en selle, et s'ouvrant pour les laisser passer:

	— Allez avec Dieu! dirent-ils.

	La diligence s'éloigna rapidement.

	— Allons, allons, en route! dit Cadoudal; nous avons encore quatre lieues à faire, et nous avons perdu une heure ici.

	Puis, s'adressant aux exécuteurs:

	— Cet homme était coupable, cet homme a été puni; la justice humaine et la justice divine sont satisfaites. Que les prières des morts soient dites sur son cadavre, et qu'il ait une sépulture chrétienne, vous entendez?

	Et, sûr d'être obéi, Cadoudal mit son cheval au galop.

	Roland sembla hésiter un instant s'il le suivrait, puis, comme s'il se décidait à accomplir un devoir:

	— Allons jusqu'au bout, dit-il.

	Et, lançant à son tour son cheval dans la direction qu'avait prise

	Cadoudal, il le rejoignit en quelques élans.

	Tous deux disparurent bientôt dans l'obscurité, qui allait s'épaississant au fur et à mesure que l'on s'éloignait de la place où les torches éclairaient le prélat mort, où le feu dévorait ses vêtements.

	XXXIV — LA DIPLOMATIE DE GEORGES CADOUDAL

	Le sentiment qu'éprouvait Roland en suivant Georges Cadoudal ressemblait à celui d'un homme à moitié éveillé qui se sent sous l'empire d'un rêve, et qui se rapproche peu à peu des limites qui séparent pour lui la nuit du jour: il cherche à se rendre compte s'il marche sur le terrain de la fiction ou sur celui de la réalité, et plus il creuse les ténèbres de son cerveau, plus il s'enfonce dans le doute.

	Un homme existait pour lequel Roland avait un culte presque divin; accoutumé à vivre dans l'atmosphère glorieuse qui enveloppait cet homme, habitué à voir les autres obéir à ses commandements et à y obéir lui-même avec une promptitude et une abnégation presque orientales, il lui semblait étonnant de rencontrer aux deux extrémités de la France deux pouvoirs organisés, ennemis du pouvoir de cet homme, et prêts à lutter contre ce pouvoir. Supposez un de ces Juifs de Judas Macchabée, adorateur de Jéhovah, l'ayant, depuis son enfance, entendu appeler le Roi des rois, le Dieu fort, le Dieu vengeur, le Dieu des armées, l'Éternel, enfin, et se heurtant tout à coup au mystérieux Osiris des Égyptiens ou au foudroyant Jupiter des Grecs.

	Ses aventures à Avignon et à Bourg, avec Morgan et les compagnons de Jéhu, ses aventures au bourg de Muzillac et au village de la Trinité, avec Cadoudal et les Chouans, lui semblaient une initiation étrange à quelque religion inconnue; mais, comme ces néophytes courageux qui risquent la mort pour connaître le secret de l'initiation, il était résolu d'aller jusqu'au bout.

	D'ailleurs, il n'était pas sans une certaine admiration pour ces caractères exceptionnels; ce n'était pas sans étonnement qu'il mesurait ces Titans révoltés, qui luttaient contre son Dieu, et il sentait bien que ce n'étaient point des hommes vulgaires, ceux-là qui poignardaient sir John à la Chartreuse de Seillon, et qui fusillaient l'évêque de Vannes au village de la Trinité.

	Maintenant, qu'allait-il voir encore? C'est ce qu'il ne tarderait pas à savoir; on était en marche depuis cinq heures et demie, et le jour approchait.

	Au-dessus du village de Tridon, on avait pris à travers champs; puis, laissant Vannes à gauche, on avait gagné Tréfléon. À Tréfléon, Cadoudal, toujours suivi de son major général Branche- d'or, avait retrouvé Monte-à-l'assaut et Chante-en-hiver, leur avait donné des ordres, et avait continué sa route en appuyant à gauche et en gagnant la lisière du petit bois qui s'étend de Grandchamp à Larré.

	Là, Cadoudal fit halte, imita trois fois de suite le houhoulement du hibou, et au bout d'un instant, se trouva entouré de ses trois cents hommes.

	Une lueur grisâtre apparaissait du côté de Tréfléon et de Saint- Nolf; c'étaient, non pas les premiers rayons du soleil, mais les premières lueurs du jour.

	Une épaisse vapeur sortait de terre, et empêchait que l'on ne vît à cinquante pas devant soi.

	Avant de se hasarder plus loin, Cadoudal semblait attendre des nouvelles.

	Tout à coup, on entendit, à cinq cents pas à peu près, éclater le chant du coq.

	Cadoudal dressa loreille; ses hommes se regardèrent en riant.

	Le chant retentit une seconde fois, mais plus rapproché.

	— C'est lui, dit Cadoudal: répondez.

	Le hurlement d'un chien se fit entendre à trois pas de Roland, imité avec une telle perfection, que le jeune homme, quoique prévenu, chercha des yeux lanimal qui poussait la plainte lugubre.

	Presque au même instant, on vit se mouvoir au milieu du brouillard un homme qui s'avançait rapidement, et dont la forme se dessinait au fur et à mesure qu'il avançait.

	Le survenant aperçut les deux cavaliers et se dirigea vers eux.

	Cadoudal fit quelques pas en avant, tout en mettant un doigt sur sa bouche, pour inviter lhomme qui accourait à parler bas.

	Celui-ci, en conséquence, ne s'arrêta que lorsqu'il fut près du général.

	— Eh bien, Fleur-d'épine, demanda Georges, les tenons-nous?

	— Comme la souris dans la souricière, et pas un ne rentrera à

	Vannes, si vous le voulez.

	— Je ne demande pas mieux. Combien sont-ils?

	— Cent hommes, commandés par le général en personne.

	— Combien de chariots?

	— Dix-sept.

	— Quant se mettent-ils en marche?

	— Ils doivent être à trois quarts de lieue d'ici.

	— Quelle route suivent-ils?

	— Celle de Grandchamp à Vannes.

	— De sorte qu'en m'étendant de Meucon à Plescop…

	— Vous leur barrez le chemin.

	— C'est tout ce qu'il faut.

	Cadoudal appela à lui ses quatre lieutenants: Chante-en-hiver,

	Monte-à-l'assaut, Fend-lair et la Giberne.

	Puis, quand ils furent près de lui, il donna à chacun ses hommes.

	Chacun fit entendre à son tour le cri de la chouette et disparut avec cinquante hommes.

	Le brouillard continuait d'être si épais, que les cinquante hommes formant chacun de ces groupes, en s'éloignant de cent pas, disparaissaient comme des ombres.

	Cadoudal restait avec une centaine d'hommes, Branche-d'or et

	Fleur-d'épine.

	Il revint près de Roland.

	— Eh bien, général, lui demanda celui-ci, tout va-t-il selon vos désirs?

	— Mais, oui, à peu près, colonel, répondit le Chouan; et, dans une demi-heure, vous allez en juger par vous-même.

	— Il sera difficile de juger quelque chose avec ce brouillard-là.

	Cadoudal jeta les yeux autour de lui.

	— Dans une demi-heure, dit-il, il sera dissipé. Voulez-vous utiliser cette demi-heure en mangeant un morceau et en buvant un coup?

	— Ma foi, dit le jeune homme, j'avoue que la marche m'a creusé.

	— Et moi, dit Georges, j'ai lhabitude, avant de me battre, de déjeuner du mieux que je puis.

	— Vous allez donc vous battre?

	— Je le crois.

	— Contre qui?

	— Mais contre les républicains, et, comme nous avons affaire au général Natry en personne, je doute qu'il se rende sans faire résistance.

	— Et les républicains savent-ils qu'ils vont se battre contre vous?

	— Ils ne s'en doutent pas.

	— De sorte que c'est une surprise?

	— Pas tout à fait, attendu que le brouillard se lèvera et qu'ils nous verront à ce moment comme nous les verrons eux-mêmes.

	Alors, se retournant vers celui qui paraissait chargé du département des vivres:

	— Brise-Bleu, demanda Cadoudal, as-tu de quoi nous donner, à déjeuner?

	Brise-Bleu fit un signe affirmatif, entra dans le bois et en sortit traînant un âne chargé de deux paniers.

	En un instant un manteau fut étendu sur une butte de terre, et, sur le manteau, un poulet rôti, un morceau de petit salé froid, du pain et des galettes de sarrasin furent étalés.

	Cette fois, Brise-Bleu y avait mis du luxe: il s'était procuré une bouteille de vin et un verre.

	Cadoudal montra à Roland la table mise et le repas improvisé.

	Roland sauta à bas de son cheval et remit la bride à un Chouan.

	Cadoudal l'imita.

	— Maintenant, dit celui-ci en se tournant vers ses hommes, vous avez une demi-heure pour en faire autant que nous; ceux qui n'auront pas déjeuné dans une demi-heure, sont prévenus qu'ils se battront le ventre vide.

	L'invitation semblait équivaloir à un ordre, tant elle fut exécutée avec promptitude et précision. Chacun tira un morceau de pain ou une galette de sarrasin de son sac ou de sa poche, et imita l'exemple de son général, qui avait déjà écartelé le poulet à son profit et à celui de Roland.

	Comme il navait qu'un verre, tout deux burent dans le même.

	Pendant qu'ils déjeunaient côte à côte, pareils à deux amis qui font une halte de chasse, le jour se levait, et, comme l'avait prédit Cadoudal, le brouillard devenait de moins en moins intense.

	Bientôt on commença à apercevoir les arbres les plus proches, puis on distingua la ligne du bois s'étendant à droite de Meucon à Grandchamp, tandis qu'à gauche, la plaine de Plescop, coupée par un ruisseau, allait en s'abaissant jusqu'à Vannes.

	On y sentait cette déclivité naturelle à la terre au fur et à mesure qu'elle approche de l'Océan.

	Sur la route de Grandchamp à Plescop, on distingua bientôt une ligne de chariots dont la queue se perdait dans le bois.

	Cette ligne de chariots était immobile; il était facile de comprendre qu'un obstacle imprévu l'arrêtait dans sa course.

	En effet, à un demi-quart de lieue en avant du premier chariot, on pouvait distinguer les deux cents hommes de Monte-à-l'assaut, de Chante-en-hiver, de Fend-l'air et de la Giberne qui barraient le chemin.

	Les républicains, inférieurs en nombre — nous avons dit qu'ils n'étaient que cent — avaient fait halte, et attendaient l'évaporation entière du brouillard pour s'assurer du nombre de leurs ennemis et des gens à qui ils avaient affaire.

	Hommes et chariots étaient dans un triangle dont Cadoudal et ses cent hommes formaient une des extrémités.

	À la vue de ce petit nombre d'hommes enveloppés par des forces triples, à laspect de cet uniforme dont la couleur avait fait donner le nom de bleus aux républicains, Roland se leva vivement.

	Quant à Cadoudal, il resta nonchalamment étendu, achevant son repas.

	Des cent hommes qui entouraient le général, pas un ne semblait préoccupé du spectacle qu'il avait sous les yeux; on eût dit qu'ils attendaient l'ordre de Cadoudal pour y faire attention.

	Roland n'eut besoin de jeter qu'un seul coup d'oeil sur les républicains pour voir qu'ils étaient perdus.

	Cadoudal suivait sur le visage du jeune homme les divers sentiments qui s'y succédaient.

	— Eh bien, lui demanda le Chouan après un moment de silence, trouvez-vous mes dispositions bien prises, colonel?

	— Vous pourriez même dire vos précautions, général, répondit

	Roland avec un sourire railleur.

	— N'est-ce point l'habitude du premier consul, demanda Cadoudal, de prendre ses avantages quand il les trouve?

	Roland se mordit les lèvres, et, au lieu de répondre à la question du chef royaliste:

	— Général, dit-il, j'ai à vous demander une faveur que vous ne me refuserez pas, je l'espère.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est la permission d'aller me faire tuer avec mes compagnons.

	Cadoudal se leva.

	— Je m'attendais à cette demande, dit-il.

	— Alors, vous me l'accordez, dit Roland, dont les yeux étincelaient de joie.

	— Oui; mais j'ai auparavant un service à réclamer de vous, dit le chef royaliste avec une suprême dignité.

	— Dites, monsieur.

	— C'est d'être mon parlementaire près du général Hatry.

	— Dans quel but?

	— J'ai plusieurs propositions à lui faire avant de commencer le combat.

	— Je présume que, parmi ces propositions dont vous voulez me faire l'honneur de me charger, vous ne comptez pas celle de mettre bas les armes?

	— Vous comprenez, au contraire, colonel, que celle-là vient en tête des autres.

	— Le général Hatry refusera.

	— C'est probable.

	— Et alors?

	— Alors, je lui laisserai le choix entre deux autres propositions qu'il pourra accepter, je crois, sans forfaire à l'honneur.

	— Lesquelles?

	— Je vous les dirai en temps et lieu; commencez par la première.

	— Formulez-la.

	— Voici. Le général Hatry et ses cent hommes sont entourés par des forces triples: je leur offre la vie sauve; mais ils déposeront leurs armes, et feront serment de ne pas servir à nouveau, de cinq ans, dans la Vendée.

	Roland secoua la tête.

	— Cela vaudrait mieux cependant que de faire écraser ses hommes?

	— Soit; mais il aimera mieux les faire écraser et se faire écraser avec eux.

	— Ne croyez-vous point, en tout cas, dit en riant Cadoudal, qu'il serait bon, avant tout, de le lui demander?

	— C'est juste, dit Roland.

	— Eh bien, colonel, ayez la bonté de monter à cheval, de vous faire reconnaître par le général et de lui transmettre ma proposition.

	— Soit, dit Roland.

	— Le cheval du colonel, dit Cadoudal en faisant signe au Chouan qui le gardait.

	Un amena le cheval à Roland.

	Le jeune homme sauta dessus, et on le vit traverser rapidement l'espace qui le séparait du convoi arrêté.

	Un groupe s'était formé sur les flancs de ce convoi: il était évident qu'il se composait du général Hatry et de ses officiers.

	Roland se dirigea vers ce groupe, éloigné des Chouans de trois portées de fusil à peine.

	L'étonnement fut grand, de la part du général Hatry, quand il vit venir à lui un officier portant luniforme de colonel républicain.

	Il sortit du groupe, et fit trois pas au-devant du messager.

	Roland se fit reconnaître, raconta comment il se trouvait parmi les blancs, et transmit la proposition de Cadoudal au général Hatry.

	Comme lavait prévu le jeune homme, celui-ci refusa.

	Roland revint vers Cadoudal, le coeur joyeux et fier.

	— Il refuse! cria-t-il d'aussi loin que sa voix put se faire entendre.

	Cadoudal fit un signe de tête annonçant qu'il n'était aucunement étonné de ce refus.

	— Eh bien, dans ce cas, dit-il, portez-lui ma seconde proposition; je ne veux avoir rien à me reprocher, ayant à répondre à un juge d'honneur comme vous.

	Roland s'inclina.

	— Voyons la seconde proposition? dit-il

	— La voici: le général Hatry viendra au-devant de moi, dans l'espace qui est libre entre nos deux troupes; il aura les mêmes armes que moi: c'est-à-dire son sabre et deux pistolets, et la question se décidera entre nous deux; si je le tue, ses hommes se soumettront aux conditions que j'ai dites, car, des prisonniers, nous n'en pouvons pas faire; s'il me tue, ses hommes passeront librement et gagneront Vannes sans être inquiétés. Ah! j'espère que voilà une proposition que vous accepteriez, colonel!

	— Aussi, je l'accepte pour moi, dit Roland.

	— Oui, fit Cadoudal; mais vous n'êtes pas le général Hatry; contentez-vous donc, pour le moment, d'être son parlementaire, et, si cette proposition, qu'à sa place je ne laisserais pas échapper, ne lui agrée pas encore, eh bien, je suis bon prince! vous reviendrez, et je lui en ferai une troisième.

	Roland s'éloigna une seconde fois; il était attendu du côté des républicains avec une visible impatience.

	Il transmit son message au général Hatry.

	— Citoyen, répondit le général, je dois compte de ma conduite au premier consul, vous êtes son aide de camp, et c'est vous que je charge, à votre retour à Paris, de témoigner pour moi auprès de lui. Que feriez-vous à ma place? Ce que vous feriez, je le ferai.

	Roland tressaillit; sa figure prit l'expression grave de l'homme qui discute avec lui-même une question d'honneur.

	Puis, au bout de quelques secondes:

	— Général, dit-il, je refuserais.

	— Vos raisons, citoyen? demanda le général.

	— C'est que les chances d'un duel sont aléatoires: c'est que vous ne pouvez soumettre la destinée de cent braves à ces chances; c'est que, dans une affaire comme celle-ci, où chacun est engagé pour son compte, c'est à chacun à défendre sa peau de son mieux.

	— C'est votre avis, colonel?

	— Sur mon honneur!

	— C'est aussi le mien; portez ma réponse au général royaliste.

	Roland revint au galop vers Cadoudal, et lui transmit la réponse du général Hatry.

	Cadoudal sourit.

	— Je m'en doutais, dit-il.

	— Vous ne pouviez pas vous en douter, puisque ce conseil, c'est moi qui le lui ai donné.

	— Vous étiez cependant d'un avis contraire; tout à l'heure?

	— Oui; mais vous-même m'avez fait observer que je n'étais pas le général Hatry… Voyons donc votre troisième proposition? demanda Roland avec impatience; car il commençait à s'apercevoir, ou plutôt il s'apercevait depuis le commencement, que le général royaliste avait le beau rôle.

	— Ma troisième proposition, dit Cadoudal, n'est point une proposition; c'est un ordre: l'ordre que je donne à deux cents de mes hommes de se retirer. Le général Hatry a cent hommes, j'en garde cent; mes aïeux les Bretons ont été habitués à se battre pied contre pied, poitrine contre poitrine, homme contre homme, et plutôt un contre trois que trois contre un; si le général Hatry est vainqueur, il passera sur nos corps et rentrera tranquillement à Vannes; s'il est vaincu, il ne dira point qu'il l'a été par le nombre… Allez, monsieur de Montrevel, et restez avec vos amis; je leur donne l'avantage du nombre à leur tour: vous valez dix hommes à vous seul.

	Roland leva son chapeau.

	— Que faites-vous, monsieur? demanda Cadoudal.

	— J'ai l'habitude de saluer tout ce qui me paraît grand, monsieur, et je vous salue…

	— Allons, colonel, dit Cadoudal, un dernier verre de vin! chacun de nous le boira à ce qu'il aime, à ce qu'il regrette de quitter sur la terre, à ce qu'il espère revoir au ciel.

	Puis, prenant la bouteille et le verre unique, il l'emplit à moitié et le présenta à Roland.

	— Nous n'avons qu'un verre, monsieur de Montrevel, buvez le premier.

	— Pourquoi le premier?

	— Parce que, d'abord, vous êtes mon hôte; ensuite, parce qu'il y a un proverbe qui dit que quiconque boit après un autre sait sa pensée.

	Puis, il ajouta en riant:

	— Je veux savoir votre pensée, monsieur de Montrevel.

	Roland vida le verre, et rendit le verre vide à Cadoudal.

	Cadoudal, comme il l'avait fait pour Roland, l'emplit à moitié, et le vida à son tour.

	— Eh bien, maintenant, demanda Roland, savez-vous ma pensée, général?

	— Non, répondit celui-ci, le proverbe est faux.

	— Eh bien, dit Roland avec sa franchise habituelle, ma pensée est que vous êtes un brave général, et je serai honoré qu'au moment de combattre l'un contre l'autre, vous vouliez bien me donner la main.

	Les deux jeunes gens se tendirent et se serrèrent la main plutôt comme deux amis qui se quittent pour une longue absence, que comme deux ennemis qui vont se retrouver sur un champ de bataille.

	Il y avait une grandeur simple et cependant pleine de majesté dans ce qui venait de se passer.

	Chacun d'eux leva son chapeau.

	— Bonne chance! dit Roland à Cadoudal; mais permettez-moi de douter que mon souhait se réalise. Je dois vous avouer, il est vrai, que je le fais des lèvres et non du coeur.

	— Dieu vous garde, monsieur! dit Cadoudal à Roland, et j'espère que mon souhait, à moi, se réalisera, car il est l'expression complète de ma pensée.

	— Quel sera le signal annonçant que vous êtes prêt? demanda

	Roland.

	— Un coup de fusil tiré en l'air et auquel vous répondrez par un coup de fusil de votre côté.

	— C'est bien, général, répondit Roland.

	Et, mettant son cheval au galop, il franchit, pour la troisième fois, l'espace qui se trouvait entre le général royaliste et le général républicain.

	Alors, étendant la main vers Roland:

	— Mes amis, dit Cadoudal, vous voyez ce jeune homme?

	Tous les regards se dirigèrent vers Roland, toutes les bouches murmurèrent le mot oui.

	— Eh bien, il nous est recommandé par nos frères du midi; que sa vie vous soit sacrée; on peut le prendre, mais vivant et sans qu'il tombe un cheveu de sa tête.

	— C'est bien, général, répondirent les Chouans.

	— Et, maintenant, mes amis, souvenez-vous que vous êtes les fils de ces trente Bretons qui combattirent trente Anglais entre Ploermel et Josselin, à dix lieues d'ici, et qui furent vainqueurs.

	Puis, avec un soupir et à demi-voix:

	— Par malheur, ajouta-t-il, nous n'avons point, cette fois, affaire à des Anglais.

	Le brouillard s'était dissipé tout à fait, et, comme il arrive presque toujours en ce cas, quelques rayons d'un soleil d'hiver marbraient d'une teinte jaunâtre la plaine de Plescop.

	On pouvait donc distinguer tous les mouvements qui se faisaient dans les deux troupes.

	En même temps que Roland retournait vers les républicains, Branche-d'or partait au galop, se dirigeant vers ses deux cents hommes qui leur coupaient la route.

	À peine Branche-d'or eut-il parlé aux quatre lieutenants de Cadoudal, que l'on vit cent hommes se séparer et faire demi-tour à droite, et cent autres nommés, par un mouvement opposé, faire demi-tour à gauche.

	Les deux troupes s'éloignèrent chacune dans sa direction: l'une marchant sur Plumergat, lautre marchant sur Saint-Avé, et laissant la route libre.

	Chacune fit halte à un quart de lieue de la route, mit la crosse du fusil à terre et se tint immobile.

	Branche-d'or revint vers Cadoudal.

	— Avez-vous des ordres particuliers à me donner, général? dit-il.

	— Un seul, répondit Cadoudal; prends huit hommes et suis-moi; quand tu verras le jeune républicain avec lequel j'ai déjeuné tomber sous son cheval, tu te jetteras sur lui, toi et tes huit hommes, avant qu'il ait eu le temps de se dégager, et tu le feras prisonnier.

	— Oui, général.

	— Tu sais que je veux le retrouver sain et sauf.

	— C'est convenu, général.

	— Choisis tes huit hommes; M. de Montrevel prisonnier et sa parole donnée, vous pouvez agir à votre volonté.

	— Et s'il ne veut pas donner sa parole?

	— Vous lenvelopperez de manière à ce qu'il ne puisse fuir, et vous le garderez jusqu'à la fin du combat.

	— Soit! dit Branche-d'or en poussant un soupir; seulement, ce sera un peu triste de se tenir les bras croisés tandis que les autres s'égayeront.

	— Bah! qui sait? dit Cadoudal, il y en aura probablement pour tout le monde.

	Puis, jetant un regard sur la plaine, voyant ses hommes à l'écart et les républicains massés en bataille:

	— Un fusil! dit-il.

	On lui apporta un fusil.

	Cadoudal le leva au-dessus de sa tête et lâcha le coup en l'air.

	Presque au même instant, un coup de feu lâché dans les mêmes conditions, au milieu des républicains, répondit comme un écho au coup de Cadoudal.

	On entendit, deux tambours qui battaient la charge; un clairon les accompagnait.

	Cadoudal se dressa sur ses étriers.

	— Enfants! demanda-t-il, tout le monde a-t-il fait sa prière du matin?

	— Oui! oui! répondit la presque totalité des voix.

	— Si quelqu'un d'entre vous avait oublié ou n'avait pas eu le temps de la faire, qu'il la fasse.

	Cinq ou six paysans se mirent aussitôt à genoux et prièrent.

	On entendit les tambours et le clairon qui se rapprochaient.

	— Général! général! dirent plusieurs voix avec impatience, vous voyez qu'ils approchent.

	Le général montra d'un geste les Chouans agenouillés.

	— C'est juste, dirent les impatients.

	Ceux qui priaient se relevèrent tour à tour, selon que leur prière avait été plus ou moins longue.

	Lorsque le dernier fut debout, les républicains avaient déjà franchi à peu près le tiers de la distance.

	Ils marchaient, la baïonnette en avant, sur trois rangs, chaque rang ayant trois hommes d'épaisseur.

	Roland marchait en tête du premier rang; le général Hatry entre le premier et le second.

	Ils étaient tous deux faciles à reconnaître, étant les seuls qui fussent à cheval.

	Parmi les Chouans, Cadoudal était le seul cavalier.

	Branche-d'or avait mis pied à terre en prenant le commandement des huit hommes qui devaient suivre Georges.

	— Général, dit une voix, la prière est faite et tout le monde est

	debout.

	Cadoudal s'assura que la chose était vraie.

	Puis, d'une voix forte:

	— Allons! cria-t-il, égayez-vous, mes gars!

	Cette permission, qui, pour les Chouans et les Vendéens, équivalait à la charge battue ou sonnée, était à peine donnée, que les Chouans se répandirent dans la plaine aux cris de «Vive le roi!» en agitant leur chapeau d'une main et leur fusil de lautre.

	Seulement, au lieu de rester serrés comme les républicains, ils s'éparpillèrent en tirailleurs, prenant la forme d'un immense croissant dont Georges et son cheval étaient le centre.

	En un instant les républicains furent débordés, et la fusillade commença à pétiller.

	Presque tous les hommes de Cadoudal étaient des braconniers, c'est-à-dire d'excellents tireurs armés de carabines anglaises d'une portée double des fusils de munition.

	Quoique ceux qui avaient tiré les premiers coups eussent paru être hors de portée, quelques messagers de mort n'en pénétrèrent pas moins dans les rangs des républicains, et trois ou quatre hommes tombèrent.

	— En avant! cria le général.

	Les soldats continuèrent de marcher à la baïonnette.

	Mais, en quelques secondes, ils n'eurent plus rien devant eux.

	Les cent hommes de Cadoudal étaient devenus des tirailleurs, et avaient disparu comme troupe.

	Cinquante hommes s'étaient répandus sur chaque aile.

	Le général Hatry ordonna face à droite et face à gauche.

	Puis, on entendit retentir le commandement:

	— Feu!

	Deux décharges s'accomplirent avec lensemble et la régularité d'une troupe parfaitement exercée; mais elles furent presque sans résultat, les républicains tirant sur des hommes isolés.

	Il n'en était point ainsi des Chouans qui tiraient sur une masse; de leur part, chaque coup portait.

	Roland vit le désavantage de la position.

	Il regarda tout autour de lui, et, au milieu de la fumée, distingua Cadoudal, debout et immobile comme une statue équestre.

	Il comprit que le chef royaliste lattendait.

	Il jeta un cri et piqua droit à lui.

	De son côté, pour lui épargner une partie du chemin, Cadoudal mit son cheval au galop.

	Mais, à cent pas de Roland, il s'arrêta.

	— Attention! dit-il à Branche-d'or et à ses hommes.

	— Soyez tranquille, général; on est là, dit Branche-d'or.

	Cadoudal tira un pistolet de ses fontes et l'arma.

	Roland avait mis le sabre à la main et chargeait couché sur le cou de son cheval.

	Lorsqu'il ne fut plus quà vingt pas de lui, Cadoudal leva lentement la main dans la direction de Roland.

	À dix pas, il fit feu.

	Le cheval que montait Roland avait une étoile blanche au milieu du front.

	La balle frappa au milieu de l'étoile.

	Le cheval, mortellement blessé, vint rouler avec son cavalier aux pieds de Cadoudal.

	Cadoudal mit les éperons au ventre de sa propre monture, et sauta par-dessus cheval et cavalier.

	Branche-d'or et ses hommes se tenaient prêts. Ils bondirent comme une troupe de jaguars sur Roland, engagé sous le corps de son cheval.

	Le jeune homme lâcha son sabre et voulut saisir ses pistolets; mais, avant qu'il eût mis la main à ses fontes, deux hommes s'étaient emparés de chacun de ses bras, tandis que les quatre autres lui tiraient le cheval d'entre les jambes.

	La chose s'était faite avec un tel ensemble, qu'il était facile de voir que c'était une manoeuvre combinée d'avance.

	Roland rugissait de rage.

	Branche-d'or s'approcha de lui et mit le chapeau à la main.

	— Je ne me rends pas! cria Roland.

	— Il est inutile que vous vous rendiez, monsieur de Montrevel, répondit Branche-d'or avec la plus grande politesse.

	— Et pourquoi cela? demanda Roland épuisant ses forces dans une lutte aussi désespérée qu'inutile.

	— Parce que vous êtes pris, monsieur.

	La chose était si parfaitement vraie, qu'il n'y avait rien à répondre.

	— Eh bien, alors, tuez-moi! s'écria Roland.

	— Nous ne voulons pas vous tuer, monsieur, répliqua Branche-d'or.

	— Alors, que voulez-vous?

	— Que vous nous donniez votre parole de ne plus prendre part au combat; à ce prix, nous vous lâchons, et vous êtes libre.

	— Jamais! dit Roland.

	— Excusez-moi, monsieur de Montrevel, dit Branche-d'or, mais ce que vous faites là n'est pas loyal.

	— Comment! s'écria Roland au comble de la rage, pas loyal? Tu m'insultes, misérable, parce que tu sais que je ne puis ni me défendre, ni te punir.

	— Je ne suis pas un misérable et je ne vous insulte pas, monsieur de Montrevel; seulement, je dis qu'en ne donnant pas votre parole, vous privez le général du secours de neuf hommes qui peuvent lui être utiles et qui vont être forcés de rester ici pour vous garder; ce n'est pas comme cela qu'a agi la grosse tête ronde vis- à-vis de vous; il avait deux cents hommes de plus que vous, et il les a renvoyés; maintenant, nous ne sommes plus que quatre-vingt- onze contre cent.

	Une flamme passa sur le visage de Roland; puis presque aussitôt il devint pâle comme la mort.

	— Tu as raison, Branche-d'or, lui répondit-il, secouru ou non secouru, je me rends; tu peux aller te battre avec tes compagnons.

	Les Chouans jetèrent un cri de joie, lâchèrent Roland, et se précipitèrent vers les républicains en agitant leurs chapeaux et leurs fusils et en écriant:

	— Vive le roi!

	Roland, libre de leur étreinte, mais désarmé matériellement par sa chute, moralement par sa parole, alla s'asseoir sur la petite éminence encore couverte du manteau qui avait servi de nappe pour le déjeuner.

	De là, il dominait tout le combat et n'en perdait pas un détail.

	Cadoudal était debout sur son cheval au milieu du feu et de la fumée, pareil au démon de la guerre, invulnérable et acharné comme lui.

	Çà et là, on voyait les cadavres d'une douzaine de Chouans éparpillés sur le sol.

	Mais il était évident que les républicains, toujours serrés en masse, avaient déjà perdu plus du double.

	Des blessés se traînaient dans l'espace vide, se joignaient, se redressaient comme des serpents brisés et luttaient, les républicains avec leurs baïonnettes, et les Chouans avec leurs couteaux.

	Ceux des Chouans qui, blessés, étaient trop loin pour se battre corps à corps avec des blessés comme eux, rechargeaient leurs fusils, se relevaient sur un genou, faisaient feu et retombaient.

	Des deux côtés, la lutte était impitoyable, incessante, acharnée; on sentait que la guerre civile, c'est-à-dire la guerre sans merci, sans pitié, secouait sa torche au-dessus du champ de bataille.

	Cadoudal tournait, sur son cheval, tout autour de la redoute vivante, faisait feu à vingt pas, tantôt de ses pistolets, tantôt d'un fusil à deux coups qu'il jetait après l'avoir déchargé et qu'il reprenait tout chargé en repassant.

	À chacun de ses coups, un homme tombait.

	À la troisième fois qu'il renouvelait cette manoeuvre, un feu de peloton l'accueillit; le général Hatry lui en faisait les honneurs pour lui tout seul. Il disparut dans la flamme et dans la fumée, et Roland le vit s'affaisser, lui et son cheval, comme s'ils eussent été foudroyés tous deux.

	Dix ou douze républicains s'élancèrent hors des rangs contre autant de Chouans.

	Ce fut une lutte terrible, corps à corps, dans laquelle les

	Chouans, avec leurs couteaux, devaient avoir l'avantage.

	Tout à coup, Cadoudal se retrouva debout, un pistolet de chaque main; c'était la mort de deux hommes: deux hommes tombèrent.

	Puis, par la brèche de ces dix ou douze hommes, il se précipita avec trente.

	Il avait ramassé un fusil de munition, il s'en servait comme d'une massue et à chaque coup abattait un homme.

	Il troua le bataillon et reparut de l'autre côté.

	Puis, comme un sanglier qui revient sur un chasseur culbuté et qui lui fouille les entrailles, il rentra dans la blessure béante en l'élargissant.

	Dès lors, tout fut fini.

	Le général Hatry rallia à lui une vingtaine d'hommes, et, la baïonnette en avant, fonça sur le cercle qui l'enveloppait; il marchait à pied à la tête de ses vingt soldats; son cheval avait été éventré.

	Dix hommes tombèrent avant d'avoir rompu ce cercle.

	Le général se trouva de l'autre côté du cercle.

	Les Chouans voulurent le poursuivre.

	Mais Cadoudal, d'une voix de tonnerre:

	— Il ne fallait pas le laisser passer, cria-t-il: mais, du moment où il a passé, qu'il se retire librement.

	Les Chouans obéirent avec la religion qu'ils avaient pour les paroles de leur chef.

	— Et maintenant, cria Cadoudal, que le feu cesse; plus de morts: des prisonniers.

	Les Chouans se resserrèrent, enveloppant le monceau de morts et les quelques vivants plus ou moins blessés qui s'agitaient au milieu des cadavres.

	Se rendre, c'était encore combattre dans cette guerre, où, de part et d'autre, on fusillait les prisonniers: d'un côté, parce qu'on regardait Chouans et Vendéens comme des brigands; de l'autre côté, parce qu'on ne savait où les mettre.

	Les républicains jetèrent loin d'eux leurs fusils pour ne pas les rendre.

	Lorsqu'on s'approcha d'eux, tous avaient la giberne ouverte.

	Ils avaient brûlé jusquà leur dernière cartouche.

	Cadoudal s'achemina vers Roland.

	Pendant toute cette lutte suprême, le jeune homme était resté assis, et, les yeux fixés sur le combat, les cheveux mouillés de sueur, la poitrine haletante, il avait attendu.

	Puis, quand il avait vu venir la fortune contraire, il avait laissé tomber sa tête dans ses mains, et était demeuré le front courbé vers la terre.

	Cadoudal arriva jusqu'à lui sans quil parut entendre le bruit de ses pas; il lui toucha l'épaule: le jeune homme releva lentement la tête sans essayer de cacher deux larmes qui roulaient sur ses joues.

	— Général! dit Roland, disposez de moi, je suis votre prisonnier.

	— On ne fait pas prisonnier un ambassadeur du premier consul, répondit Cadoudal en riant, mais on le prie de rendre un service.

	— Ordonnez, général!

	— Je manque dambulance pour les blessés, je manque de prison pour les prisonniers; chargez-vous de ramener à Vannes les soldats républicains prisonniers ou blessés.

	— Comment, général? s'écria Roland.

	— C'est à vous que je les donne, ou plutôt à vous que je les confie; je regrette que votre cheval soit mort, je regrette que le mien ait été tué; mais il vous reste celui de Branche-d'or, acceptez-le.

	Le jeune homme fit un mouvement.

	— Jusqu'à ce que vous ayez pu vous en procurer un autre, bien entendu, fit Cadoudal en s'inclinant.

	Roland comprit qu'il fallait être, par la simplicité du moins, à la hauteur de celui auquel il avait affaire.

	— Vous reverrai-je, général? demanda-t-il en se levant.

	— J'en doute, monsieur; mes opérations m'appellent sur la côte de

	Port-Louis, votre devoir vous appelle au Luxembourg.

	— Que dirai-je au premier consul, général?

	— Ce que vous avec vu, monsieur; il jugera entre la diplomatie de labbé Bernier et celle de Georges Cadoudal.

	— Daprès ce que j'ai vu, monsieur, je doute que vous ayez jamais besoin de moi, dit Roland, mais, en tout cas, souvenez-vous que vous avez un ami près du premier consul.

	Et il tendit la main à Cadoudal.

	Le chef royaliste la lui prit avec la même franchise et le même abandon quil l'avait fait avant le combat.

	— Adieu, monsieur de Montrevel, lui dit-il, je n'ai point à vous recommander, n'est-ce pas, de justifier le général Hatry? Une semblable défaite est aussi glorieuse qu'une victoire.

	Pendant ce temps, on avait amené au colonel républicain le cheval de Branche-d'or.

	Il sauta en selle.

	— À propos, lui dit Cadoudal, informez-vous un peu, en passant à la Roche-Bernard, de ce qu'est devenu le citoyen Thomas Millière.

	— Il est mort, répondit une voix.

	Coeur-de-Roi et ses quatre hommes, couverts de sueur et de boue, venaient d'arriver, mais trop tard pour prendre part à la bataille.

	Roland promena un dernier regard sur le champ de bataille, poussa un soupir, et, jetant un adieu à Cadoudal, partit au galop, et à travers champs, pour aller attendre sur la route de Vannes la charrette de blessés et de prisonniers qu'il était chargé de reconduire au général Hatry. Cadoudal avait fait donner un écu de six livres à chaque homme.

	Roland ne put s'empêcher de penser que c'était avec l'argent du Directoire, acheminé vers l'ouest par Morgan et ses compagnons, que le chef royaliste faisait ses libéralités.

	XXXV — PROPOSITION DE MARIAGE

	La première visite de Roland, en arrivant à Paris, fut pour le premier consul; il lui apportait la double nouvelle de la pacification de la Vendée, mais de l'insurrection plus ardente que jamais de la Bretagne.

	Bonaparte connaissait Roland: le triple récit de l'assassinat de Thomas Millière, du jugement de l'évêque Audrein et du combat de Grandchamp, produisit donc sur lui une profonde impression; il y avait, d'ailleurs, dans la narration du jeune homme, une espèce de désespoir sombre auquel il ne pouvait se tromper.

	
Roland était désespéré d'avoir manqué cette nouvelle occasion de se faire tuer.

	Puis il lui paraissait qu'un pouvoir inconnu veillait sur lui, qu'il sortait sain et sauf de dangers où d'autres laissaient leur vie; où sir John avait trouvé douze juges et un jugement à mort, lui n'avait trouvé qu'un fantôme, invulnérable, c'est vrai, mais inoffensif.

	Il s'accusa avec amertume d'avoir cherché un combat singulier avec Georges Cadoudal, combat prévu par celui-ci, au lieu de s'être jeté dans la mêlée générale, où, du moins, il eût pu tuer ou être tué.

	Le premier consul le regardait avec inquiétude tandis qu'il parlait; il trouvait persistant dans son coeur ce désir de mort qu'il avait cru voir guérir par le contact de la terre natale, par les embrassements de la famille.

	Il s'accusa pour innocenter, pour exalter le général Hatry; mais, juste et impartial comme un soldat, il fit à Cadoudal la part de courage et de générosité que méritait le général royaliste.

	Bonaparte l'écouta gravement, presque tristement; autant il était ardent à la guerre étrangère, pleine de rayonnements glorieux, autant il répugnait à cette guerre intestine où le pays verse son propre sang, déchire ses propres entrailles.

	C'était dans ce cas qu'il lui paraissait que la négociation devait être substituée à la guerre.

	Mais comment négocier avec un homme comme Cadoudal?

	Bonaparte n'ignorait point tout ce qu'il y avait en lui de séductions personnelles lorsqu'il voulait y mettre un peu de bonne volonté; il prit la résolution de voir Cadoudal, et, sans en rien dire à Roland, compta sur lui pour cette entrevue lorsque l'heure en serait arrivée.

	En attendant, il voulait savoir si Brune, dans les talents militaires duquel il avait une grande confiance, serait plus heureux que ses prédécesseurs.

	Il congédia Roland après lui avoir annoncé l'arrivée de sa mère, et son installation dans la petite maison de la rue de la Victoire.

	Roland sauta dans une voiture et se fit conduire à l'hôtel.

	Il y trouva madame de Montrevel, heureuse et fière autant que puisse l'être une femme et une mère.

	Édouard était installé de la veille au Prytanée français. Madame de Montrevel s'apprêtait à quitter Paris pour retourner auprès d'Amélie, dont la santé continuait de lui donner des inquiétudes.

	Quant à sir John, il était non seulement hors de danger, mais à peu près guéri; il était à Paris, était venu pour faire une visite à madame de Montrevel, l'avait trouvée sortie pour conduire Édouard au Prytanée, et avait laissé sa carte.

	Sur cette carte était son adresse. Sir John logeait rue de

	Richelieu, hôtel Mirabeau.

	Il était onze heures du matin: c'était l'heure du déjeuner de sir

	John; Roland avait toute chance de le rencontrer à cette heure. Il

	remonta en voiture et ordonna au cocher de toucher à l'hôtel

	Mirabeau.

	Il trouva sir John, en effet, devant une table servie à l'anglaise, chose rare à cette époque, et buvant de grandes tasses de thé, et mangeant des côtelettes saignantes.

	En apercevant Roland, sir John jeta un cri de joie, se leva et courut au-devant de lui.

	Roland avait pris, pour cette nature exceptionnelle où les qualités du coeur semblaient prendre à tâche de se cacher sous les excentricités nationales, un sentiment de profonde affection.

	Sir John était pâle et amaigri; mais, du reste, il se portait à merveille.

	Sa blessure était complètement cicatrisée, et, à part une oppression qui allait chaque jour diminuant et qui bientôt devait disparaître tout à fait, il était tout prêt à recouvrer sa première santé. Lui, de son côté, fit à Roland des tendresses que l'on eût été bien loin d'attendre de cette nature concentrée, et prétendit que la joie qu'il éprouvait de le revoir allait lui rendre ce complément de santé qui lui manquait.

	Et d'abord, il offrit à Roland de partager son repas, en s'engageant à le faire servir à la française.

	Roland accepta; mais, comme tous les soldats qui avaient fait ces rudes guerres de la Révolution où le pain manquait souvent, Roland était peu gastronome, et il avait pris l'habitude de manger de toutes les cuisines, dans la prévoyance des jours où il n'aurait pas de cuisine du tout.

	L'attention de sir John de le faire servir à la française fut donc une attention à peu près perdue.

	Mais ce qui ne fut point perdu, ce que remarqua Roland, ce fut la préoccupation de sir John.

	Il était évident que son ami avait sur les lèvres un secret qui hésitait à en sortir.

	Roland pensa qu'il fallait l'y aider.

	Aussi, le déjeuner arrivé à sa dernière période, Roland, avec cette franchise qui allait chez lui presque jusqu'à la brutalité, appuyant ses coudes sur la table et son menton entre ses deux mains:

	— Eh bien! fit-il, mon cher lord, vous avez donc à dire à votre ami Roland quelque chose que vous n'osez pas lui dire?

	Sir John tressaillit, et, de pâle qu'il était, devint pourpre. — Peste! continua Roland, il faut que cela vous paraisse bien difficile; mais, si vous avez beaucoup de choses à me demander, sir John, j'en sais peu, moi, que j'aie le droit de vous refuser. Parlez donc, je vous écoute.

	Et Roland ferma les yeux, comme pour concentrer toute son attention sur ce qu'allait lui dire sir John.

	Mais, en effet, c'était, au point de vue de lord Tanlay, quelque chose sans doute de bien difficile à dire, car, au bout d'une dizaine de secondes, voyant que sir John restait muet, Roland rouvrit les yeux.

	Sir John était redevenu pâle; seulement, il était redevenu plus pâle qu'il n'était avant de devenir rouge.

	Roland lui tendit la main.

	— Allons, dit-il, je vois que vous voulez vous plaindre à moi de la façon dont vous avez été traité au château des Noires- Fontaines.

	— Justement, mon ami; attendu que de mon séjour dans ce château datera le bonheur ou le malheur de ma vie.

	Roland regarda fixement sir John.

	— Ah! pardieu! dit-il, serais-je assez heureux?…

	Et il s'arrêta, comprenant qu'au point de vue ordinaire de la société, il allait commettre une faute d'inconvenance.

	— Oh! dit sir John, achevez mon cher Roland.

	— Vous le voulez?

	— Je vous en supplie.

	— Et si je me trompe? si je dis une niaiserie?

	— Mon ami, mon ami, achevez.

	— Eh bien! je disais, milord, serais-je assez heureux pour que

	Votre Seigneurie fit à ma soeur l'honneur d'être amoureuse d'elle?

	Sir John jeta un cri de joie, et, d'un mouvement si rapide qu'on l'en eût cru, lui, l'homme flegmatique, complètement incapable, il se précipita dans les bras de Roland.

	— Votre soeur est un ange, mon cher Roland, s'écria-t-il, et je l'aime de toute mon âme!

	— Vous êtes complètement libre, Milord?

	— Complètement; depuis douze ans, je vous l'ai dit, je jouis de ma fortune, et cette fortune est de vingt-cinq mille livres sterling par an.

	— C'est beaucoup trop, mon cher, pour une femme qui n'a à vous apporter qu'une cinquantaine de mille francs.

	— Oh! fit l'Anglais avec cet accent national qu'il retrouvait parfois dans les grandes émotions, s'il faut se défaire de la fortune, on s'en défera.

	— Non, dit en riant Roland, c'est inutile; vous êtes riche, c'est un malheur; mais qu'y faire?… Non, là n'est point la question. Vous aimez ma soeur?

	— Oh! j'adore elle.

	— Mais elle, reprit Roland parodiant l'anglicisme de son ami, aime-t-elle vous, ma soeur?

	—Vous comprenez bien, reprit sir John, que je ne le lui ai pas demandé; je devais, avant toute chose, mon cher Roland, m'adresser à vous, et, si la chose vous agréait, vous prier de plaider ma cause près de votre mère; puis, votre aveu à tous deux obtenu, alors je me déclarais, ou plutôt, mon cher Roland, vous me déclariez, car, moi, je n'oserais jamais.

	— Alors, c'est moi qui reçois votre première confidence?

	— Vous êtes mon meilleur ami, c'est trop juste.

	— Eh bien! mon cher, vis-à-vis de moi, votre procès est gagné naturellement.

	— Restent votre mère et votre soeur.

	— C'est tout un. Vous comprenez: ma mère laissera Amélie entièrement libre de son choix, et je n'ai pas besoin de vous dire que, si ce choix se porte sur vous, elle en sera parfaitement heureuse; mais il reste quelqu'un que vous oubliez.

	— Qui cela? demanda sir John en homme qui a longtemps pesé dans sa tête les chances contraires et favorables à un projet, qui croit les avoir toutes passées en revue, et auquel on présente un nouvel obstacle qu'il n'attendait pas. — Le premier consul, fit Roland.

	— God…! laissa échapper l'Anglais avalant la moitié du juron national.

	— Il m'a justement, avant mon départ pour la Vendée, continua Roland, parlé du mariage de ma soeur, me disant que cela ne nous regardait plus, ma mère ni moi, mais bien lui-même.

	— Alors, dit sir John, je suis perdu.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Le premier consul, il n'aime pas les Anglais.

	— Dites que les Anglais n'aiment pas le premier consul.

	— Mais qui parlera de mon désir au premier consul?

	— Moi.

	— Et vous parlerez de ce désir comme d'une chose qui vous est agréable, à vous?

	— Je ferai de vous une colombe de paix entre les deux nations, dit Roland en se levant.

	— Oh! merci, s'écria sir John en saisissant la main du jeune homme.

	Puis, avec regret:

	— Et vous me quittez? — Cher ami, j'ai un congé de quelques heures: j'en ai donné une à ma mère, deux à vous, j'en dois une à votre ami Édouard… Je vais l'embrasser et recommander à ses maîtres de le laisser se cogner tout à son aise avec ses camarades; puis je rentre au Luxembourg.

	— Eh bien, portez-lui mes compliments, et dites-lui que je lui ai commandé une paire de pistolets, afin qu'il n'ait plus besoin, quand il sera attaqué par des brigands, de se servir des pistolets du conducteur.

	Roland regarda sir John.

	— Qu'est-ce encore? demanda-t-il.

	— Comment! vous ne savez pas?

	— Non; qu'est-ce que je ne sais pas?

	— Une chose qui a failli faire mourir de terreur notre pauvre

	Amélie!

	— Quelle chose?

	— L'attaque de la diligence.

	— Mais quelle diligence?

	— Celle où était votre mère.

	— La diligence où était ma mère?

	— Oui.

	— La diligence où était ma mère a été arrêtée?

	— Vous avez vu madame de Montrevel, et elle ne vous a rien dit?

	— Pas un mot de cela, du moins.

	— Eh bien, mon cher Édouard a été un héros; comme personne ne se défendait, lui s'est défendu. Il a pris les pistolets du conducteur et a fait feu.

	— Brave enfant! s'écria Roland.

	— Oui; mais par malheur, ou par bonheur, le conducteur avait eu la précaution d'enlever les balles; Édouard a été caressé par MM. les Compagnons de Jéhu, comme étant le brave des braves, mais il n'a tué ni blessé personne.

	— Et vous êtes sûr de ce que vous me dites là?

	— Je vous répète que votre soeur a pensé en mourir d'effroi.

	— C'est bien, dit Roland.

	— Quoi, c'est bien? fit sir John.

	— Oui… raison de plus pour que je voie Édouard.

	— Qu'avez-vous encore?

	— Un projet.

	— Vous m'en ferez part. — Ma foi, non; mes projets, à moi, ne tournent pas assez bien pour vous.

	— Cependant vous comprenez, cher Roland, s'il y avait une revanche à prendre?

	— Eh bien, je la prendrai pour nous deux; vous êtes amoureux, mon cher lord, vivez dans votre amour.

	— Vous me promettez toujours votre appui?

	— C'est convenu; j'ai le plus grand désir de vous appeler mon frère.

	— Êtes-vous las de m'appeler votre ami?

	— Ma foi, oui: c'est trop peu.

	— Merci.

	Et tous deux se serrèrent la main et se séparèrent.

	Un quart d'heure après, Roland était au Prytanée français, situé où est situé aujourd'hui le lycée Louis-le-Grand, c'est-à-dire vers le haut de la rue Saint-Jacques, derrière la Sorbonne.

	Au premier mot que lui dit le directeur de l'établissement, Roland vit que son jeune frère avait été recommandé tout particulièrement.

	On fit venir l'enfant.

	Édouard se jeta dans les bras de son grand frère avec cet élan d'adoration qu'il avait pour lui.

	Roland, après les premiers embrassements, mit la conversation sur l'arrestation de la diligence.

	Si madame de Montrevel n'avait rien dit, si lord Tanlay avait été sobre de détails, il n'en fut pas de même d'Édouard.

	Cette arrestation de diligence, c'était son Iliade à lui.

	Il raconta la chose à Roland dans ses moindres détails, la connivence de Jérôme avec les bandits, les pistolets chargés, mais à poudre seulement, l'évanouissement de sa mère, les secours prodigués pendant cet évanouissement par ceux-là mêmes qui l'avaient causé, son nom de baptême connu des agresseurs, enfin le masque un instant tombé du visage de celui qui portait secours à madame de Montrevel, ce qui faisait que madame de Montrevel avait dû voir le visage de celui qui la secourait.

	Roland s'arrêta surtout à ce dernier détail.

	Puis vint, racontée par l'enfant, la relation de l'audience du premier consul, comment celui-ci l'avait embrassé, caressé, choyé, et enfin recommandé au directeur du Prytanée français.

	Roland apprit de l'enfant tout ce qu'il en voulait savoir, et, comme il n'y a que cinq minutes de chemin de la rue Saint-Jacques au Luxembourg, il était au Luxembourg cinq minutes après.

	XXXVI — SCULPTURE ET PEINTURE

	Lorsque Roland rentra au Luxembourg, la pendule du palais marquait une heure et un quart de l'après-midi.

	Le premier consul travaillait avec Bourrienne.

	Si nous ne faisions qu'un simple roman, nous nous hâterions vers le dénouement, et, pour y arriver plus vite, nous négligerions certains détails dont, assure-t-on, les grandes figures historiques peuvent se passer.

	Ce n'est point notre avis.

	Du jour où nous avons mis la main à la plume — et il y aura de cela bientôt trente ans — soit que notre pensée se concentrât dans un drame, soit qu'elle s'étendît dans un roman, nous avons eu un double but: instruire et amuser.

	Et nous disons instruire d'abord; car lamusement, chez nous, n'a été qu'un masque à l'instruction.

	Avons-nous réussi? Nous le croyons.

	Nous allons tantôt avoir parcouru avec nos récits, à quelque date qu'ils se soient rattachés, une période immense: entre la Comtesse de Salisbury et le Comte de Monte-Cristo, cinq siècles et demi se trouvent enfermés.

	Eh bien, nous avons la prétention davoir, sur ces cinq siècles et demi, appris à la France autant dhistoire quaucun historien.

	Il y a plus: quoique notre opinion soit bien connue, quoique, sous les Bourbons de la branche cadette, sous la république comme sous le gouvernement actuel, nous l'ayons toujours proclamée hautement, nous ne croyons pas que cette opinion se soit jamais manifestée intempestivement, ni dans nos drames ni dans nos livres.

	Nous admirons le marquis de Posa dans le _Don Carlos _de Schiller; mais, à la place de Schiller, nous n'eussions pas anticipé sur l'esprit des temps, au point de placer un philosophe du XVIIIe siècle au milieu de héros du XVIe, un encyclopédiste à la cour de Philippe II.

	Ainsi, de même que nous avons été — littérairement parlant — monarchiste sous la monarchie, républicain sous la république, nous sommes aujourd'hui reconstructeurs sous le consulat.

	Cela n'empêche point notre pensée de planer au-dessus des hommes et au-dessus de l'époque, et de faire à chacun sa part dans le bien comme dans le mal.

	Or, cette part, nul n'a le droit, excepté Dieu, de la faire à lui tout seul. Ces rois d'Égypte qui, au moment d'être livrés à l'inconnu, étaient jugés au seuil de leur tombeau, n'étaient point jugés par un homme, mais par un peuple.

	C'est pour cela qu'on a dit: «Le jugement du peuple est le jugement de Dieu.»

	Historien, romancier, poète, auteur dramatique, nous ne sommes rien autre chose qu'un de ces présidents de jury qui, impartialement, résument les débats et laissent les jurés prononcer le jugement.

	Le livre, c'est le résumé.

	Les lecteurs, c'est le jury.

	C'est pourquoi, ayant à peindre une des figures les plus gigantesques, non seulement du monde moderne, mais encore de tous les temps, ayant à la peindre à lépoque de sa transition, c'est- à-dire au moment où Bonaparte se fait Napoléon, où le général se fait empereur; c'est pourquoi, disons-nous, dans la crainte d'être injuste, nous abandonnons les appréciations pour y substituer des faits.

	Nous ne sommes pas de lavis de ceux qui disent, c'était Voltaire qui disait cela: «Il n'y a pas de héros pour son valet de chambre.»

	C'est possible, quand le valet de chambre est myope ou envieux, deux infirmités qui se ressemblent plus qu'on ne le pense.

	Nous soutenons, nous, qu'un héros peut devenir un bon homme, mais qu'un bon homme, pour être bon homme, n'en est pas moins un héros.

	Qu'est-ce qu'un héros en face du public? Un homme dont le génie l'emporte momentanément sur le coeur.

	Qu'est-ce qu'un héros dans l'intimité?

	Un homme dont le coeur l'emporte momentanément sur le génie.

	Historiens, jugez le génie.

	Peuple, juge le coeur.

	Qui a jugé Charlemagne? Les historiens.

	Qui a jugé Henri IV? Le peuple.

	Lequel à votre avis est le mieux jugé?

	Eh bien, pour qu'un jugement soit juste, pour que le tribunal d'appel, qui n'est autre chose que la postérité, confirme l'arrêt des contemporains, il ne faut point éclairer un seul côté de la figure que l'on a à peindre: il faut en faire le tour, et, là où ne peut arriver le soleil, porter le flambeau et même la bougie.

	Revenons à Bonaparte.

	Il travaillait, nous l'avons dit, avec Bourrienne.

	Quelle était la division du temps pour le premier consul au

	Luxembourg?

	Il se levait de sept à huit heures du matin, appelait aussitôt un de ses secrétaires, Bourrienne de préférence, travaillait avec lui jusqu'à dix heures. À dix heures, on venait annoncer que le déjeuner était servi; Joséphine, Hortense et Eugène attendaient ou se mettaient à table en famille, c'est-à-dire avec les aides de camp de service et Bourrienne. Après le déjeuner, on causait avec les commensaux et les invités, s'il y en avait; une heure était consacrée à cette causerie, à laquelle venaient prendre part, d'habitude, les deux frères du premier consul, Lucien et Joseph, Regnault de Saint-Jean d'Angély, Boulay (de la Meurthe), Monge, Berthollet, Laplace, Arnault. Vers midi arrivait Cambacérès. En général, Bonaparte consacrait une demi-heure à son chancelier; puis, tout à coup, sans transition, il se levait, disant:

	— Au revoir, Joséphine! au revoir, Hortense!… Bourrienne,

	allons travailler.

	Ces paroles, qui revenaient à peu près régulièrement et dans les

	mêmes termes tous les jours à la même heure, une fois prononcées,

	Bonaparte sortait du salon et rentrait dans son cabinet.

	Là, aucune méthode de travail nétait adoptée; c'était une affaire d'urgence ou de caprice: ou Bonaparte dictait, ou Bourrienne faisait une lecture; après quoi, le premier consul se rendait au conseil.

	Dans les premiers mois, il était obligé, pour s'y rendre, de traverser la cour du petit Luxembourg; ce qui, par les temps pluvieux, le mettait de mauvaise humeur; mais, vers la fin de décembre, il avait pris le parti de faire couvrir la cour. Aussi, depuis cette époque, rentrait-il presque toujours en chantant dans son cabinet.

	Bonaparte chantait presque aussi faux que Louis XV.

	Une fois rentré chez lui, il examinait le travail qu'il avait commandé, signait quelques lettres, s'allongeait dans son fauteuil, dont, tout en causant, il taillait un des bras avec son canif; s'il n'était point en train de causer, il relisait les lettres de la veille ou les brochures du jour, riait dans les intervalles avec l'air bonhomme d'un grand enfant; puis, tout à coup, comme se réveillant d'un songe, il se dressait tout debout, disant:

	— Écrivez, Bourrienne.

	Et alors, il indiquait le plan d'un monument à ériger, ou dictait quelqu'un de ces projets immenses qui ont étonné — disons mieux - - qui ont parfois épouvanté le monde.

	À cinq heures, on dînait; après le dîner, le premier consul remontait chez Joséphine, où il recevait habituellement la visite des ministres, et particulièrement celle du ministre des affaires extérieures, M. de Talleyrand.

	À minuit, quelquefois plus tôt, jamais plus tard, il donnait le signal de la retraite, en disant brusquement:

	— Allons nous coucher.

	Le lendemain, à sept heures du matin, la même vie recommençait, troublée seulement par les incidents imprévus.

	Après les détails sur les habitudes particulières au génie puissant, que nous tentons de montrer sous son premier aspect, il nous semble que doit venir le portrait.

	Bonaparte, premier consul, a laissé moins de monuments de sa propre personne que Napoléon empereur; or, comme rien ne ressemble moins à l'empereur de 1812 que le premier consul de 1800, indiquons, s'il est possible, avec notre plume, ces traits que le pinceau ne peut traduire, la physionomie que le bronze ni le marbre ne peuvent fixer.

	La plupart des peintres et des sculpteurs dont s'honorait cette illustre période de l'art, qui a vu fleurir les Gros, les David, les Prud'hon, les Girodet et les Bosio, ont essayé de conserver à la postérité les traits de l'homme du destin, aux différentes époques où se sont révélées les grandes vues providentielles auxquelles il était appelé: ainsi, nous avons des portraits de Bonaparte général en chef, de Bonaparte premier consul et de Napoléon empereur, et, quoique peintres ou statuaires aient saisi, plus ou moins heureusement, le type de son visage, on peut dire qu'il n'existe pas, ni du général, ni du premier consul, ni de l'empereur, un seul portrait ou buste parfaitement ressemblant.

	C'est qu'il n'était pas donné, même au génie, de triompher d'une impossibilité; c'est que, dans la première période de la vie de Bonaparte, on pouvait peindre ou sculpter son crâne proéminent, son front sillonné par la ride sublime de la pensée, sa figure pâle, allongée, son teint granitique et l'habitude méditative de sa physionomie; c'est que, dans la seconde, on pouvait peindre ou sculpter son front élargi, son sourcil admirablement dessiné, son nez droit, ses lèvres serrées, son menton modelé avec une rare perfection, tout son visage enfin devenu la médaille d'Auguste; mais que ni buste ni portrait ne pouvaient rendre ce qui était hors du domaine de l'imitation, c'est-à-dire la mobilité de son regard: le regard, qui est à l'homme ce que l'éclair est à Dieu, c'est-à-dire la preuve de sa divinité.

	Ce regard, dans Bonaparte, obéissait à sa volonté avec la rapidité de l'éclair; dans la même minute, il jaillissait de ses paupières tantôt vif et perçant comme la lame d'un poignard tiré violemment du fourreau, tantôt doux comme un rayon ou une caresse, tantôt sévère comme une interrogation ou terrible comme une menace.

	Bonaparte avait un regard pour chacune des pensées qui agitaient son âme.

	Chez Napoléon, ce regard, excepté dans les grandes circonstances de sa vie, cesse d'être mobile pour devenir fixe; mais, fixe, il n'en est que plus impossible à rendre: c'est une vrille qui creuse le coeur de celui qu'il regarde et qui semble vouloir en sonder jusqu'à la plus profonde, jusqu'à la plus secrète pensée.

	Or, le marbre et la peinture ont bien pu rendre cette fixité; mais ni l'un ni l'autre n'ont pu rendre la vie, c'est-à-dire laction pénétrante et magnétique de ce regard.

	Les coeurs troubles ont les yeux voilés.

	Bonaparte, même au temps de sa maigreur, avait de belles mains; il mettait à les montrer une certaine coquetterie. Lorsqu'il engraissa, ses mains devinrent superbes; il en avait un soin tout particulier, et, en causant, les regardait avec complaisance.

	Il avait la même prétention pour les dents; les dents, en effet, étaient belles, mais elles n'avaient point la splendeur des mains.

	Lorsqu'il se promenait, soit seul, soit avec quelqu'un, que la promenade eût lieu dans ses appartements ou dans un jardin, il marchait presque toujours un peu courbé, comme si sa tête eût été lourde à porter; et, les mains croisées derrière le dos, il faisait fréquemment un mouvement involontaire de l'épaule droite, comme si un frissonnement nerveux passait à travers cette épaule, et, en même temps, sa bouche faisait, de gauche à droite, un mouvement qui semblait se rattacher au premier. Ces mouvements, au reste, n'avaient, quoi qu'on en ait dit, rien de convulsif: c'était un simple tic d'habitude, indiquant chez lui une grande préoccupation, une sorte de congestion d'esprit; aussi ce tic se produisait-il plus fréquemment aux époques où le général, le premier consul ou lempereur mûrissait de vastes projets. C'était après de telles promenades, accompagnées de ce double mouvement de l'épaule et de la bouche, qu'il dictait ses notes les plus importantes; en campagne, à larmée, à cheval, il était infatigable, et presque aussi infatigable dans la vie ordinaire, où parfois il marchait pendant cinq ou six heures de suite sans s'en apercevoir.

	Quand il se promenait ainsi avec quelqu'un de sa familiarité, il passait habituellement son bras sous celui de son interlocuteur et s'appuyait dessus.

	Tout mince, tout maigre qu'il était à lépoque où nous le mettons sous les yeux de nos lecteurs, il se préoccupait de sa future obésité, c'était d'ordinaire à Bourrienne qu'il faisait cette singulière confidence. — Vous voyez, Bourrienne, combien je suis sobre et mince; eh bien, on ne m'ôterait pas de lidée qu'à quarante ans je serai gros mangeur et que je prendrai beaucoup d'embonpoint. Je prévois que ma constitution changera, et, cependant, je fais assez d'exercice; mais que voulez-vous! c'est un pressentiment, cela ne peut manquer darriver.

	On sait à quel degré d'obésité était parvenu le prisonnier de

	Sainte-Hélène.

	Il avait pour les bains une véritable passion qui, sans doute, ne contribua point médiocrement à développer son obésité; cette passion lui faisait du bain un besoin irrésistible. Il en prenait un tous les deux jours, y restait deux heures, se faisant, pendant ce temps, lire les journaux ou les pamphlets; pendant cette lecture, il ouvrait à toute minute le robinet d'eau chaude, de sorte qu'il élevait la température de son bain à un degré que ne pouvait supporter le lecteur, qui d'ailleurs n'y voyait plus pour lire.

	Seulement alors, il permettait que l'on ouvrît la porte.

	On a parlé des attaques d'épilepsie auxquelles, dès la première campagne d'Italie, il aurait été sujet; Bourrienne est resté onze ans près de lui et ne la jamais vu atteint de ce mal.

	D'un autre côté, infatigable le jour, il avait la nuit un impérieux besoin de sommeil, surtout dans la période où nous le prenons; Bonaparte, général ou premier consul, faisait veiller les autres, mais dormait, lui, et dormait bien. Il se couchait à minuit, quelquefois même plus tôt, nous lavons dit, et, lorsque, à sept heures du matin, on entrait dans sa chambre pour l'éveiller, on le trouvait toujours endormi; le plus souvent, au premier appel, il se levait; mais parfois, tout sommeillant encore, il disait en balbutiant:

	— Bourrienne, je ten prie, laisse-moi dormir encore un moment.

	Et, quand rien ne pressait, Bourrienne rentrait à huit heures; sinon il insistait, et, tout en grognant, Bonaparte finissait par se lever.

	Il dormait sept heures sur vingt-quatre, parfois huit heures, faisant alors une courte sieste dans laprès-midi.

	Aussi avait-il des instructions particulières pour la nuit.

	— La nuit, disait-il, vous entrerez, en général, le moins possible dans ma chambre; ne m'éveillez jamais quand vous aurez une bonne nouvelle à m'annoncer: une bonne nouvelle peut attendre; mais, s'il s'agit d'une mauvaise nouvelle, réveillez-moi à linstant même; car, alors, il n'y a pas un instant à perdre pour y faire face.

	Dès que Bonaparte était levé et avait fait sa toilette du matin, toujours très complète, son valet de chambre entrait, lui faisait la barbe et peignait ses cheveux; pendant qu'on le rasait, un secrétaire ou un aide de camp lui lisait les journaux en commençant toujours par le _Moniteur. _Il ne donnait d'attention réelle qu'aux journaux anglais et allemands.

	— Passez, passez, disait-il à la lecture des journaux français; je sais ce qu'ils disent, parce qu'ils ne disent que ce que je veux.

	La toilette de Bonaparte faite dans sa chambre à coucher, il descendait dans son cabinet. Nous avons vu plus haut ce qu'il y faisait.

	À dix heures, on annonçait, avons-nous dit, le déjeuner.

	C'était le maître d'hôtel qui faisait cette annonce et il la faisait en ces termes:

	— Le général est servi.

	Aucun titre, comme on voit, pas même celui de premier consul.

	Le repas était frugal; tous les matins, on servait à Bonaparte un plat de prédilection dont il mangeait presque tous les jours: c'était un poulet frit à l'huile et à l'ail, le même qui a pris depuis, sur la carte des restaurateurs, le nom de poulet à la Marengo.

	Bonaparte buvait peu, ne buvait que du vin de Bordeaux ou de

	Bourgogne, et préférablement ce dernier.

	Après son déjeuner comme après son dîner, il prenait une tasse de café noir; jamais entre ses repas.

	Quand il lui arrivait de travailler jusqu'à une heure avancée de la nuit, c'était, non point du café, mais du chocolat qu'on lui apportait, et le secrétaire qui travaillait avec lui en avait une tasse pareille à la sienne.

	La plupart des historiens, des chroniqueurs, des biographes, après avoir dit que Bonaparte prenait beaucoup de café, ajoutent qu'il prenait immodérément de tabac.

	C'est une double erreur.

	Dès l'âge de vingt-quatre ans, Bonaparte avait contracté l'habitude de priser, mais juste ce qu'il fallait pour tenir son cerveau éveillé: il prisait habituellement non pas dans la poche de son gilet, comme on l'a prétendu, mais dans une tabatière qu'il échangeait presque chaque jour contre une nouvelle, ayant, sur ce point de collectionneur de tabatières, une certaine ressemblance avec le grand Frédéric; s'il prisait, par hasard, dans la poche de son gilet, c'était les jours de bataille, où il lui eût été difficile de tenir à la fois, en traversant le feu au galop, la bride de son cheval et une tabatière; il avait pour ces jours-là des gilets avec la poche droite doublée en peau parfumée, et, comme l'échancrure de son habit lui permettait d'insérer le pouce et l'index dans sa poche sans ouvrir son habit, il pouvait, en quelque circonstance et à quelque allure que ce fût, priser tout à son aise.

	Général ou premier consul, il ne mettait pas de gants, se contentant de les tenir et de les froisser dans sa main gauche; empereur, il y eut un progrès, il en mit un, et, comme il changeait de gants non seulement tous les jours, mais encore deux ou trois fois par jour, son valet de chambre eut l'idée de ne faire refaire qu'un seul gant, complétant la paire avec celui qui ne servait pas.

	Bonaparte avait deux grandes passions dont Napoléon hérita: la guerre et les monuments.

	Gai et presque rieur dans les camps, il devenait rêveur et sombre dans le repos; c'était alors que, pour sortir de cette tristesse, il avait recours à l'électricité de l'art et rêvait ces monuments gigantesques comme il en a entrepris beaucoup et achevé quelques- uns. Il savait que les monuments font partie de la vie des peuples; qu'ils sont son histoire écrite en lettres majuscules; que, longtemps après que les générations ont disparu de la terre, ces jalons des âges restent debout; que Rome vit dans ses ruines, que la Grèce parle dans ses monuments, que, par les siens, l'Égypte apparaît, spectre splendide et mystérieux, au seuil des civilisations.

	Mais ce qu'il aimait par-dessus tout, ce qu'il caressait préférablement à tout, c'était la renommée, c'était le bruit; de là ce besoin de guerre, cette soif de gloire. Souvent il disait:

	— Une grande réputation, c'est un grand bruit; plus on en fait, plus il s'entend au loin; les lois, les institutions, les monuments, les nations, tout cela tombe; mais le bruit reste et retentit dans d'autres générations. Babylone et Alexandrie sont tombées; Sémiramis et Alexandre sont restés debout, plus grands peut-être par l'écho de leur renommée, répété et accru d'âge en âge, qu'ils ne l'étaient dans la réalité même.

	Puis, rattachant ces grandes idées à lui-même:

	— Mon pouvoir, disait-il, tient à ma gloire, et ma gloire aux batailles que j'ai gagnées; la conquête m'a fait ce que je suis, la conquête seule peut me maintenir. Un gouvernement nouveau-né a besoin d'étonner et d'éblouir: dès qu'il ne flamboie plus, il s'éteint; du moment où il cesse de grandir, il tombe.

	Longtemps il avait été Corse, supportant avec impatience la conquête de sa patrie; mais, le 13 vendémiaire passé, il s'était fait véritablement Français, et en était arrivé à aimer la France avec passion; son rêve c'était de la voir grande, heureuse, puissante, à la tête des nations comme gloire et comme art; il est vrai que, faisant la France grande, il grandissait avec elle, et qu'indestructiblement il attachait son nom à sa grandeur. Pour lui, vivant éternellement dans cette pensée, le moment actuel disparaissait dans l'avenir; partout où l'emportait l'ouragan de la guerre, il avait, avant toute chose, avant tout autre pays, la France présente à sa pensée. «Que penseront les Athéniens?» disait Alexandre après Issus et Arbelles. «J'espère que les Français seront contents de moi», disait Bonaparte après Rivoli et les Pyramides.

	Avant la bataille, le moderne Alexandre s'occupait peu de ce qu'il ferait en cas de succès, mais beaucoup en cas de revers; il était, plus que tout autre, convaincu qu'un rien décide parfois des plus grands événements; aussi était-il plus occupé de prévoir ces événements que de les provoquer; il les regardait naître, il les voyait mûrir; puis, le moment venu, il apparaissait, mettait la main sur eux, et les domptait et les dirigeait comme un habile écuyer dompte et dirige un cheval fougueux.

	Sa grandeur rapide au milieu des révolutions, les changements politiques qu'il avait préparés ou vus s'accomplir, les événements qu'il avait dominés lui avaient donné un certain mépris des hommes, que, d'ailleurs, par sa nature, il n'était point porté à estimer: aussi avait-il souvent à la bouche cette maxime d'autant plus désolante qu'il en avait reconnu la vérité:

	«Il y a deux leviers pour remuer les hommes, la crainte et l'intérêt.»

	Avec de pareils sentiments, Bonaparte ne devait pas croire et ne croyait point à l'amitié.

	«Combien de fois, dit Bourrienne, ne m'a-t-il pas répété: L'amitié n'est qu'un mot; je n'aime personne, pas même mes frères… Joseph un peu, peut-être; et encore, si je laime, c'est par habitude et parce qu'il est mon aîné… Duroc, oui, lui, je l'aime; mais pourquoi? parce que son caractère me plaît, parce qu'il est froid, sec et sévère; puis Duroc ne pleure jamais!… D'ailleurs, pourquoi aimerais-je? Croyez-vous que j'aie de vrais amis, moi? Tant que je serai ce que je suis, je m'en ferai, en apparence du moins; mais que je cesse d'être heureux, et, vous verrez! Les arbres n'ont pas de feuilles pendant l'hiver… Voyez- vous, Bourrienne, il faut laisser pleurnicher les femmes. C'est leur affaire; mais, moi, pas de sensibilité. Il faut avoir la main vigoureuse et le coeur ferme; autrement il ne faut se mêler ni de guerre ni de gouvernement.»

	Dans ses relations familières, Bonaparte était ce que l'on appelle au collège un taquin; mais ses taquineries étaient exemptes de méchanceté et presque jamais désobligeantes; sa mauvaise humeur, facile d'ailleurs à exciter, passait comme un nuage chassé par le vent, s'exhalait en paroles, se dissipait dans ses propres éclats. Pourtant, lorsqu'il s'agissait des affaires publiques, de quelque faute d'un de ses lieutenants ou de ses ministres, il se laissait aller à de graves emportements; ses boutades alors étaient vives et dures toujours, humiliantes parfois; il donnait un coup de massue sous lequel il fallait, bon gré mal gré, courber la tête: ainsi sa scène avec Jomini, ainsi sa scène avec le duc de Bellune.

	Bonaparte avait deux sortes d'ennemis, les jacobins et les royalistes: il détestait les premiers et craignait les seconds; lorsqu'il parlait des jacobins, il ne les appelait que les assassins de Louis XVI; quant aux royalistes, c'était autre chose: on eût dit qu'il prévoyait la Restauration.

	Il avait près de lui deux hommes qui avaient voté la mort du roi:

	Fouché et Cambacérès.

	Il renvoya Fouché de son ministère, et, s'il garda Cambacérès, ce fut à cause des services que pouvait rendre l'éminent légiste; mais il n'y pouvait tenir, et, souvent, prenant par l'oreille son collègue le second consul:

	— Mon pauvre Cambacérès, disait-il, j'en suis bien fâché, mais votre affaire est claire: si jamais les Bourbons reviennent, vous serez pendu!

	Un jour, Cambacérès s'impatienta, et, par un hochement de tête, arrachant son oreille aux pinces vivantes qui la tenaient:

	— Allons, dit-il, laissez donc de côté vos mauvaises plaisanteries!

	Toutes les fois que Bonaparte échappait à un danger, une habitude d'enfance, une habitude corse reparaissait: il faisait sur sa poitrine, et avec le pouce, un rapide signe de croix.

	Quand il éprouvait quelque contrariété ou était en proie à une pensée désagréable, il fredonnait: quel air? un air à lui, qui n'en était pas un, que personne n'a reconnu, tant il avait la voix fausse; alors, et tout en chantonnant, il s'asseyait devant sa table de travail, se dandinant dans son fauteuil, se penchant en arrière au point de tomber à la renverse, et mutilant, comme nous l'avons dit, le bras de son fauteuil avec un canif qui n'avait pas pour lui d'autre utilité, attendu que jamais il ne taillait une plume lui-même: c'était son secrétaire qui avait cette charge, et qui les lui taillait du mieux possible, intéressé qu'il était à ce que cette effroyable écriture que l'on connaît ne fût pas tout à fait illisible.

	On sait l'effet que produisait sur Bonaparte le son des cloches: c'était la seule musique qu'il comprît et qui lui allât au coeur; s'il était assis lorsque la vibration se faisait entendre, d'un signe de la main il recommandait le silence et se penchait du côté du son; s'il était en train de se promener, il s'arrêtait, inclinait la tête et écoutait: tant que la cloche tintait, il restait immobile; le bruit éteint dans l'espace, il reprenait son travail, répondant à ceux qui le priaient d'expliquer cette singulière sympathie pour la voix de bronze:

	— Cela me rappelle les premières années que j'ai passées à

	Brienne. J'étais heureux alors!

	À l'époque où nous sommes arrivés, sa grande préoccupation était l'achat qu'il venait de faire du domaine de la Malmaison; il allait tous les samedis soirs à cette campagne, y passait, comme un écolier en vacances, la journée du dimanche et souvent même celle du lundi. Là, le travail était négligé pour la promenade; pendant cette promenade, il surveillait lui-même les embellissements qu'il faisait exécuter. Quelquefois, et dans les commencements surtout, ses promenades s'étendaient hors des limites de la maison de campagne; les rapports de la police mirent bientôt ordre à ces excursions, qui furent supprimées complètement après la conspiration d'Aréna et l'affaire de la machine infernale.

	Le revenu de la Malmaison, calculé par Bonaparte lui-même, en supposant qu'il fit vendre ses fruits et ses légumes, pouvait monter à six mille francs.

	— Cela n'est pas mal, disait-il à Bourrienne; mais, ajoutait-il avec un soupir, il faudrait avoir trente mille livres de rente en dehors pour pouvoir vivre ici.

	Bonaparte mêlait une certaine poésie à son goût pour la campagne: il aimait à voir sous les allées sombres du parc se promener une femme à la taille haute et flexible; seulement, il fallait qu'elle fût vêtue de blanc: il détestait les robes de couleur foncée, et avait en horreur les grosses femmes; quant aux femmes enceintes, il éprouvait pour elles une telle répugnance, qu'il était bien rare qu'il les invitât à ses soirées ou à ses fêtes; du reste, peu galant de sa nature, imposant trop pour attirer, à peine poli avec les femmes, il prenait rarement sur lui de dire, même aux plus jolies, une chose agréable; souvent même on tressaillait, étonné des mauvais compliments qu'il faisait aux meilleures amies de Joséphine. À telle femme il avait dit: «Oh! comme vous avez les bras rouges!» à telle autre: «Oh! la vilaine coiffure que vous avez là!» à celle-ci: «Vous avez une robe bien sale, je vous l'ai déjà vue vingt fois!» à celle-là: «Vous devriez bien changer de couturière, car vous êtes singulièrement fagotée.»

	Un jour, il dit à la duchesse de Chevreuse, charmante blonde dont tout le monde admirait la chevelure:

	— Ah! c'est singulier, comme vous êtes rousse!

	— C'est possible, répondit la duchesse; seulement, c'est la première fois qu'un homme me le dit.

	Bonaparte n'aimait pas le jeu, et, quand il jouait par hasard, c'était au vingt-et-un; du reste, il avait cela de commun avec Henri IV, qu'il trichait; mais, le jeu fini, il laissait tout ce qu'il avait d'or et de billets sur la table en disant:

	— Vous êtes des niais! j'ai triché pendant tout le temps que nous avons joué, et vous ne vous en êtes pas aperçus. Que ceux qui ont perdu se rattrapent.

	Bonaparte, né et élevé dans la religion catholique, n'avait de préférence pour aucun dogme; lorsqu'il rétablit l'exercice du culte, ce fut un acte politique qu'il accomplit et non un acte religieux. Il aimait cependant les causeries qui portaient sur ce sujet; mais lui-même se traçait d'avance sa part dans la discussion en disant:

	— Ma raison me tient dans l'incrédulité de beaucoup de choses; mais les impressions de mon enfance et les inspirations de ma première jeunesse me rejettent dans l'incertitude.

	Pourtant, il ne voulait pas entendre parler de matérialisme; peu lui importait le dogme, pourvu que ce dogme reconnût un Créateur. Pendant une belle soirée de messidor, tandis que son bâtiment glissait entre le double azur de la mer et du ciel, les mathématiciens soutenaient qu'il n'y avait pas de Dieu, mais seulement une matière animée. Bonaparte regarda cette voûte céleste, plus brillante cent fois entre Malte et Alexandrie qu'elle ne l'est dans notre Europe, et, au moment où l'on croyait qu'il était bien loin de la conversation:

	— Vous avez beau dire, s'écria-t-il en montrant les étoiles, c'est un Dieu qui a fait tout cela. Bonaparte, très exact à payer ses dépenses particulières, l'était infiniment moins pour les dépenses publiques; il était convaincu que, dans les marchés passés entre les ministres et les fournisseurs, si le ministre qui avait conclu le marché n'était pas dupe, l'État, en tout cas, était volé; aussi reculait-il autant que possible l'époque du payement; alors il n'y avait point de chicanes et de difficultés qu'il ne fit, point de mauvaises raisons qu'il ne donnât; c'était chez lui une idée fixe, un principe invariable, que tout fournisseur était un fripon.

	Un jour, on lui présente un homme qui avait fait une soumission et avait été accepté.

	— Comment vous appelez-vous? demanda-t-il avec sa brusquerie ordinaire.

	— Vollant, citoyen premier consul.

	— Beau nom de fournisseur.

	— Mon nom, citoyen, s'écrie avec deux ll.

	— On n'en vole que mieux, monsieur, reprit Bonaparte.

	Et il lui tourna le dos.

	Bonaparte revenait rarement sur une décision arrêtée, même quand il l'avait reconnue injuste; jamais nul ne lui entendit dire: «J'ai eu tort.» tout au contraire, son mot favori était: «Je commence toujours par croire le mal.» La maxime était plus digne de Timon que d'Auguste.

	Mais, avec tout cela, on sentait que c'était chez Bonaparte plutôt un parti pris d'avoir l'air de mépriser les hommes que de les mépriser véritablement. Il n'était ni haineux ni vindicatif; seulement, parfois croyait-il trop à la nécessité, la déesse aux coins de fer; au reste, hors du champ de la politique, sensible, bon, accessible à la pitié, aimant les enfants, grande preuve d'un coeur doux et pitoyable, ayant dans la vie privée de l'indulgence pour les faiblesses humaines, et parfois une certaine bonhomie, celle de Henri IV jouant avec ses enfants, malgré l'arrivée de l'ambassadeur d'Espagne.

	Si nous faisions ici de l'histoire, nous aurions encore bien des choses à dire de Bonaparte, sans compter — quand nous aurions fini avec Bonaparte — ce qui nous resterait à dire de Napoléon.

	Mais nous écrivons une simple chronique dans laquelle Bonaparte joue son rôle; par malheur, là où se montre Bonaparte, ne fît-il qu'apparaître, il devient, malgré le narrateur, un personnage principal.

	Qu'on nous pardonne donc d'être retombé dans la digression, cet homme qui est à lui seul tout un monde, nous a, en dépit de nous- même, entraîné dans son tourbillon.

	Revenons à Roland et, par conséquent, à notre récit.

	XXXVII — L'AMBASSADEUR

	Nous avons vu qu'en rentrant, Roland avait demandé le premier consul, et qu'on lui avait répondu que le premier consul travaillait avec le ministre de la police.

	Roland était le familier de la maison; quel que fût le fonctionnaire avec lequel travaillât Bonaparte, à son retour d'un voyage ou d'une simple course, il avait l'habitude d'entr'ouvrir la porte du cabinet et de passer la tête.

	Souvent le premier consul était si occupé, qu'il ne faisait pas attention à cette tête qui passait.

	Alors, Roland prononçait ce seul mot:

	«Général!» ce qui voulait dire dans cette langue intime que les deux condisciples avaient continué de parler: «Général, je suis là; avez-vous besoin de moi? j'attends vos ordres.» Si le premier n'avait pas besoin de Roland, il répondait: «C'est bien.» Si, au contraire, il avait besoin de lui, il disait ce seul mot: «Entre.»

	Roland entrait alors, et attendait dans l'embrasure d'une fenêtre que son général lui dit pour quel motif il l'avait fait entrer.

	Comme d'habitude, Roland passa la tête en disant:

	— Général!

	— Entre, répondit le premier consul, avec une satisfaction visible. Entre! Entre!

	Roland entra.

	Comme on le lui avait dit, Bonaparte travaillait avec le ministre de la police.

	L'affaire dont s'occupait le premier consul, et qui paraissait le préoccuper fort, avait aussi pour Roland son côté d'intérêt.

	Il s'agissait de nouvelles arrestations de diligences opérées par les compagnons de Jéhu.

	Sur la table étaient trois procès-verbaux constatant l'arrestation d'une diligence et de deux malles-poste.

	Dans une de ces malles-poste se trouvait le caissier de l'armée d'Italie, Triber.

	Les arrestations avaient eu lieu, la première sur la grande route de Meximieux à Montluel, dans la partie du chemin qui traverse le territoire de la commune de Belignieux; la seconde, à l'extrémité du lac de Silans, du côté de Nantua; la troisième, sur la grande route de Saint-Étienne à Bourg, à l'endroit appelé les Carronnières.

	Un fait particulier se rattachait à l'une de ces arrestations.

	Une somme de quatre mille francs et une caisse de bijouterie avaient, par mégarde, été confondues avec les groupes d'argent appartenant au gouvernement, et enlevées aux voyageurs; ceux-ci les croyaient perdues, lorsque le juge de paix de Nantua reçut une lettre sans signature, qui lui indiquait l'endroit où ces objets avaient été enterrés, avec prière de les remettre à leurs propriétaires, les compagnons de Jéhu faisant la guerre au gouvernement, mais non aux particuliers.

	D'un autre côté, dans l'affaire des Cartonnières, où les voleurs, pour arrêter la malle-poste, qui, malgré leur ordre de faire halte, redoublait de vitesse, avaient été forcés de faire feu sur un cheval, les compagnons de Jéhu avaient cru devoir un dédommagement au maître de poste, et celui-ci avait reçu cinq cents francs en paiement de son cheval tué.

	C'était juste ce que le cheval avait coûté huit jours auparavant, et cette estimation prouvait que l'on avait affaire à des gens qui se connaissaient en chevaux.

	Les procès-verbaux dressés par les autorités locales étaient accompagnés des déclarations des voyageurs.

	Bonaparte chantonnait cet air inconnu dont nous avons parlé; ce qui prouvait qu'il était furieux.

	Aussi, comme de nouveaux renseignements devaient lui arriver avec

	Roland, avait-il répété trois fois à Roland d'entrer.

	— Eh bien, lui dit-il, décidément ton département est en révolte contre moi; tiens, regarde.

	Roland jeta un coup d'oeil sur les papiers et comprit.

	— Justement, dit-il, je revenais pour vous parler de cela, mon général.

	— Alors, parlons-en; mais, d'abord, demande à Bourrienne mon atlas départemental.

	Roland demanda l'atlas, et, devinant ce que désirait Bonaparte, l'ouvrit au département de l'Ain.

	— C'est cela, dit Bonaparte; montre-moi où les choses se sont passées.

	Roland posa le doigt sur l'extrémité de la carte, du côté de Lyon.

	— Tenez, mon général, voici l'endroit précis de la première attaque, ici, en face de Bellignieux.

	— Et la seconde?

	— A eu lieu ici, dit Roland reportant son doigt de l'autre côté du département, vers Genève; voici le lac de Nantua, et voici celui de Silans.

	— Maintenant, la troisième?

	Roland ramena son doigt vers le centre.

	— Général, voici la place précise; les Cartonnières ne sont point marquées sur la carte, à cause de leur peu d'importance.

	— Qu'est-ce que les Cartonnières? demanda le premier consul.

	— Général, on appelle Cartonnières, chez nous, des fabriques de tuiles; elles appartiennent au citoyen Terrier: voici la place qu'elles devraient occuper sur la carte.

	Et Roland indiqua, du bout d'un crayon qui laissa sa trace sur le papier, l'endroit précis où devait avoir eu lieu l'arrestation.

	— Comment, dit Bonaparte, la chose s'est passée à une demi-lieue à peine de Bourg!

	— À peine, oui, général; cela explique comment le cheval blessé a été ramené à Bourg, et n'est mort que dans les écuries de la Belle-Alliance.

	— Vous entendez tous ces détails, monsieur! dit Bonaparte en s'adressant au ministre de la police.

	— Oui, citoyen premier consul, répondit celui-ci.

	— Vous savez que je veux que les brigandages cessent.

	— J'y ferai tous mes efforts.

	— Il ne s'agit pas de faire tous vos efforts, il s'agit de réussir.

	Le ministre s'inclina.

	— Ce n'est qu'à cette condition, continua Bonaparte, que je reconnaîtrai que vous êtes véritablement l'homme habile que vous prétendez être.

	— Je vous y aiderai, citoyen, dit Roland.

	— Je n'osais vous demander votre concours, dit le ministre.

	— Oui, mais moi je vous loffre; ne faites rien que nous ne nous soyons concertés ensemble.

	Le ministre regarda Bonaparte.

	— C'est bien, dit Bonaparte, allez. Roland passera au ministère.

	Le ministre salua et sortit.

	— En effet, continua le premier consul, il y va de ton honneur d'exterminer ces bandits, Roland: d'abord, la chose se passe dans ton département; puis ils paraissent en vouloir particulièrement à toi et à ta famille.

	— Au contraire, dit Roland, et voilà ce dont j'enrage, c'est qu'ils épargnent moi et ma famille.

	— Revenons là-dessus, Roland; chaque détail a son importance; c'est la guerre de Bédouins que nous recommençons.

	— Remarquez ceci, général: je vais passer une nuit à la chartreuse de Seillon, attendu, m'assure-t-on, qu'il y revient des fantômes. En effet, un fantôme m'apparaît, mais parfaitement inoffensif: je tire sur lui deux coups de pistolet, il ne se retourne même pas. Ma mère se trouve dans une diligence arrêtée, elle s'évanouit: un des voleurs a pour elle les soins les plus délicats, lui frotte les tempes avec du vinaigre et lui fait respirer des sels. Mon frère Édouard se défend autant qu'il est en lui: on le prend, on l'embrasse, on lui fait toutes sortes de compliments sur son courage; peu s'en faut qu'on ne lui donne des bonbons en récompense de sa belle conduite. Tout au contraire, mon ami sir John m'imite, va où j'ai été; on le traite en espion et on le poignarde!

	— Mais il n'en est pas mort?

	— Non: tout au contraire, il se porte si bien, qu'il veut épouser ma soeur.

	— Ah! ah! il a fait la demande?

	— Officielle.

	— Et tu as répondu?…

	— J'ai répondu que ma soeur dépendait de deux personnes.

	— Ta mère et toi, c'est trop juste.

	— Non pas: ma soeur elle-même… et vous.

	— Elle, je comprends; mais moi?

	— Ne m'avez-vous pas dit, général, que vous vouliez la marier?

	Bonaparte se promena un instant, les bras croisés, et réfléchissant; puis, tout à coup, s'arrêtant devant Roland:

	— Qu'est-ce que ton Anglais?

	— Vous lavez vu, général.

	— Je ne parle pas physiquement; tous les Anglais se ressemblent: des yeux bleus, les cheveux roux, le teint blanc et la mâchoire allongée.

	— C'est le _the, _dit gravement Roland.

	— Comment, le thé?

	— Oui; vous avez appris l'anglais, général?

	— C'est-à-dire que j'ai essayé de lapprendre.

	— Votre professeur a dû vous dire alors que le _the _se prononçait en appuyant la langue contre les dents; eh bien, à force de prononcer le _the, _et, par conséquent, de repousser leurs dents avec leur langue, les Anglais finissent par avoir cette mâchoire allongée qui, comme vous le disiez tout à lheure, est un des caractères distinctifs de leur physionomie.

	Bonaparte regarda Roland pour savoir si l'éternel railleur riait ou parlait sérieusement.

	Roland demeura imperturbable.

	— C'est ton opinion? dit Bonaparte.

	— Oui, général, et je crois que, physiologiquement, elle en vaut bien une autre; j'ai une foule d'opinions comme celle-là que je mets au jour au fur et à mesure que loccasion s'en présente.

	— Revenons à ton Anglais.

	— Volontiers, général.

	— Je te demandais ce qu'il était.

	— Mais c'est un excellent gentleman: très brave, très calme, très impassible, très noble, très riche, et, de plus — ce qui n'est probablement pas une recommandation pour vous — neveu de lord Grenville, premier ministre de Sa Majesté.

	— Tu dis?

	— Je dis premier ministre de Sa Majesté Britannique.

	Bonaparte reprit sa promenade, et, revenant à Roland:

	— Puis-je le voir ton Anglais?

	— Vous savez bien, mon général, que vous pouvez tout.

	— Où est-il?

	— À Paris.

	— Va le chercher et amène-le-moi.

	Roland avait l'habitude d'obéir sans répliquer; il prit son chapeau et s'avança vers la porte.

	— Envoie-moi Bourrienne, dit le premier consul, au moment où

	Roland passait dans le cabinet de son secrétaire.

	Cinq minutes après que Roland avait disparu, Bourrienne paraissait.

	— Asseyez-vous là, Bourrienne, dit le premier consul.

	Bourrienne s'assit, prépara son papier, trempa sa plume dans l'encre et attendit.

	— Y êtes-vous? demanda Bonaparte en s'asseyant sur le bureau même où écrivait Bourrienne, ce qui était encore une de ses habitudes, habitude qui désespérait le secrétaire, Bonaparte ne cessant point de se balancer pendant tout le temps qu'il dictait, et, par ce balancement, agitant le bureau de la même façon à peu près que s'il eût été au milieu de l'Océan sur une mer houleuse.

	— J'y suis, répondit Bourrienne, qui avait fini par se faire, tant bien que mal, à toutes les excentricités du premier consul.

	— Alors, écrivez.

	Et il dicta:

	«Bonaparte, premier consul de la République, à Sa Majesté le roi de la Grande-Bretagne et d'Irlande.

	«Appelé par le voeu de la nation française à occuper la première magistrature de la République, je crois convenable d'en faire directement part à Votre Majesté.

	«La guerre qui, depuis huit ans, ravage les quatre parties du monde, doit-elle être éternelle? N'est-il donc aucun moyen de s'entendre?

	«Comment les deux nations les plus éclairées de lEurope, puissantes et fortes toutes deux plus que ne l'exigent leur sûreté et leur indépendance, peuvent-elles sacrifier à des idées de vaine grandeur ou à des antipathies mal raisonnées le bien du commerce, la prospérité intérieure, le bonheur des familles? comment ne sentent-elles pas que la paix est le premier des besoins comme la première des gloires?

	«Ces sentiments ne sauraient être étrangers au coeur de Votre Majesté, qui gouverne une nation libre dans le seul but de la rendre heureuse.

	«Votre Majesté ne verra dans cette ouverture que mon désir sincère de contribuer efficacement, pour la seconde fois, à la pacification générale par une démarche prompte, toute de confiance et dégagée de ces formes qui, nécessaires peut-être pour déguiser la dépendance des États faibles, ne décèlent dans les États forts que le désir mutuel de se tromper.

	«La France et lAngleterre, par l'abus de leurs forces, peuvent longtemps encore, pour le malheur de tous les peuples, en retarder lépuisement; mais, j'ose le dire, le sort de toutes les nations civilisées est attaché à la fin d'une guerre qui embrase le monde entier.»

	Bonaparte s'arrêta.

	— Je crois que c'est bien ainsi, dit-il; relisez-moi cela,

	Bourrienne.

	Bourrienne lut la lettre qu'il venait d'écrire.

	Après chaque paragraphe, le premier consul approuvait de la tête, en disant:

	— Allez.

	Avant même les derniers mots, il prit la lettre des mains de

	Bourrienne, et signa avec une plume neuve.

	C'était son habitude de ne se servir qu'une fois de la même plume, rien ne lui était plus désagréable qu'une tache d'encre aux doigts.

	— C'est bien, dit-il; cachetez et mettez l'adresse: À lord

	Grenville.

	Bourrienne fit ce qui lui était recommandé.

	En ce moment, on entendit le bruit d'une voiture qui s'arrêtait dans la cour du Luxembourg.

	Puis, un instant après, la porte s'ouvrit et Roland parut.

	— Eh bien? demanda Bonaparte.

	— Quand je vous disais que vous pouviez tout ce que vous vouliez, général.

	— Tu as ton Anglais?

	— Je l'ai rencontré au carrefour de Buci, et, sachant que vous n'aimiez pas à attendre, je l'ai pris tel qu'il était et l'ai forcé de monter en voiture. Par ma foi, un instant j'ai cru que je serais obligé de le faire conduire ici par le poste de la rue Mazarine; il est en bottes et en redingote.

	— Qu'il entre, dit Bonaparte.

	— Entrez, milord, fit Roland en se retournant.

	Lord Tanlay parut sur le seuil de la porte.

	Bonaparte n'eut besoin que de jeter un coup d'oeil sur lui pour reconnaître le parfait gentleman.

	Un peu d'amaigrissement, un reste de pâleur donnaient à sir John tous les caractères d'une haute distinction.

	Il s'inclina et attendit la présentation en véritable Anglais qu'il était.

	— Général, dit Roland, j'ai l'honneur de vous présenter sir John Tanlay, qui voulait, pour avoir l'honneur de vous voir, aller jusqu'à la troisième cataracte, et qui, aujourd'hui, se fait tirer l'oreille pour venir jusqu'au Luxembourg.

	— Venez, milord, venez, dit Bonaparte; ce n'est ni la première fois que nous nous voyons, ni la première fois que j'exprime le désir de vous connaître; il y avait donc presque de l'ingratitude, à vous, de vous refuser à mon désir.

	— Si j'ai hésité, général, répondit sir John en excellent français, selon son habitude, c'est que je ne pouvais croire à l'honneur que vous me faites.

	— Et puis, tout naturellement et par sentiment national, vous me détestez, n'est-ce pas, comme tous vos compatriotes?

	— Je dois avouer, général, répondit sir John en souriant, qu'ils n'en sont encore qu'à l'admiration.

	— Et partagez-vous cet absurde préjugé de croire que l'honneur national veut que l'on haïsse aujourd'hui l'ennemi qui peut être notre ami demain?

	— La France a presque été pour moi une seconde patrie, général, et mon ami Roland vous dira que j'aspire au moment où, de mes deux patries, celle à qui je devrai le plus sera la France.

	— Ainsi, vous verriez sans répugnance la France et l'Angleterre se donner la main pour le bonheur du monde?

	— Le jour où je verrais cela serait pour moi un jour heureux.

	— Et, si vous pouviez contribuer à amener ce résultat, vous y prêteriez-vous?

	— J'y exposerais ma vie.

	— Roland m'a dit que vous étiez parent de lord Grenville.

	— Je suis son neveu.

	— Êtes-vous en bons termes avec lui?

	— Il aimait fort ma mère, qui était sa soeur aînée.

	— Avez-vous hérité de la tendresse qu'il portait à votre mère?

	— Oui; seulement, je crois qu'il la tient en réserve pour le jour où je rentrerai en Angleterre.

	— Vous chargeriez-vous de lui porter une lettre de moi?

	— Adressée à qui?

	— Au roi George III.

	— Ce serait un grand honneur pour moi.

	— Vous chargeriez-vous de dire de vive voix à votre oncle ce que l'on ne peut écrire dans une lettre?

	— Sans y changer un mot: les paroles du général Bonaparte sont de l'histoire.

	— Eh bien, dites-lui…

	Mais, s'interrompant et se retournant vers Bourrienne:

	— Bourrienne, dit-il, cherchez-moi la dernière lettre de l'empereur de Russie.

	Bourrienne ouvrit un carton, et, sans chercher, mit la main sur une lettre qu'il donna à Bonaparte.

	Bonaparte jeta un coup d'oeil sur la lettre, et, la présentant à lord Tanlay:

	— Dites-lui, reprit-il, d'abord et avant toute chose que vous avez lu cette lettre.

	Sir John s'inclina et lut:

	«Citoyen premier consul,

	«J'ai reçu, armés et habillés à neuf, chacun avec l'uniforme de son corps, les neuf mille Russes faits prisonniers en Hollande, et que vous m'avez envoyés sans rançon, sans échange, sans condition aucune.

	«C'est de la pure chevalerie, et j'ai la prétention d'être un chevalier.

	«Je crois que ce que je puis vous offrir de mieux, citoyen premier consul, en échange de ce magnifique cadeau, c'est mon amitié.

	«La voulez-vous?

	«Comme arrhes de cette amitié, j'envoie ses passeports à lord

	Whitworth, ambassadeur d'Angleterre à Saint-Pétersbourg.

	«En outre, si vous voulez être, je ne dirai pas même mon second, mais mon témoin, je provoque en duel personnel et particulier tous les rois qui ne prendront point parti contre l'Angleterre et qui ne lui fermeront pas leurs ports.

	«Je commence par mon voisin, le roi du Danemark, et vous pouvez lire, dans la _Gazette de _la Cour, le cartel que je lui envoie.

	«Ai-je encore autre chose à vous dire?

	«Non.

	«Si ce n'est qu'à nous deux nous pouvons faire la loi au monde.

	«Et puis encore que je suis votre admirateur et sincère ami.

	«PAUL.»

	Lord Tanlay se retourna vers le premier consul.

	— Vous savez que l'empereur de Russie est fou, dit-il.

	— Serait-ce cette lettre qui vous lapprendrait, milord? demanda

	Bonaparte.

	— Non; mais elle me confirme dans mon opinion.

	— C'est d'un fou que Henri VI de Lancastre a reçu la couronne de saint Louis, et le blason d'Angleterre — jusqu'au moment où je les y gratterai avec mon épée — porte encore les fleurs de lis de France.

	Sir John sourit; son orgueil national se révoltait à cette prétention du vainqueur des Pyramides.

	— Mais, reprit Bonaparte, il n'est point question de cela aujourd'hui, et chaque chose viendra en son temps.

	— Oui, murmura sir John, nous sommes encore trop près d'Aboukir.

	— Oh! ce n'est pas sur mer que je vous battrai, dit Bonaparte: il me faudrait cinquante ans pour faire de la France une nation maritime; c'est là-bas…

	Et de sa main, il montra l'Orient.

	— Pour le moment, je vous le répète, il s'agit, non pas de guerre, mais de paix: j'ai besoin de la paix pour accomplir le rêve que je fais, et surtout de la paix avec l'Angleterre. Vous voyez que je joue cartes sur table: je suis assez fort pour être franc. Le jour où un diplomate dira la vérité, ce sera le premier diplomate du monde, attendu que personne ne le croira, et que, dès lors, il arrivera sans obstacle à son but.

	— J'aurai donc à dire à mon oncle que vous voulez la paix?

	— Tout en lui disant que je ne crains pas la guerre. Ce que je ne fais pas avec le roi George, vous le voyez, je puis le faire avec l'empereur Paul; mais la Russie n'en est pas au point de civilisation où je la voudrais pour en faire une alliée.

	— Un instrument vaut quelquefois mieux qu'un allié.

	— Oui; mais, vous l'avez dit, l'empereur est fou, et, au lieu d'armer les fous, milord, mieux vaut les désarmer. Je vous dis donc que deux nations comme la France et lAngleterre doivent être deux amies inséparables ou deux ennemies acharnées: amies, elles sont les deux pôles de la terre, équilibrant son mouvement par un poids égal; ennemies, il faut que l'une détruise lautre et se fasse l'axe du monde.

	— Et si lord Grenville, sans douter de votre génie, doutait de votre puissance; s'il est de lavis de notre poète Coleridge, s'il croit que l'Océan au rauque murmure garde son île et lui sert de rempart, que lui dirai-je?

	— Déroulez-nous une carte du monde, Bourrienne, dit Bonaparte.

	Bourrienne déroula une carte; Bonaparte s'en approcha.

	— Voyez-vous ces deux fleuves? dit-il.

	Et il montrait à sir John le Volga et le Danube.

	— Voilà la route de l'Inde, ajouta-t-il.

	— Je croyais que c'était l'Égypte, général, dit sir John.

	— Je l'ai cru un instant comme vous, ou plutôt, j'ai pris celle- là parce que je n'en avais pas d'autre. Le tzar m'ouvre celle-ci; que votre gouvernement ne me force point à la prendre! Me suivez- vous?

	— Oui, citoyen; marchez devant.

	— Eh bien, si lAngleterre me force à la combattre, si je suis obligé d'accepter lalliance du successeur de Catherine, voici ce que je fais: j'embarque quarante mille Russes sur le Volga; je leur fais descendre le fleuve jusqu'à Astrakan; ils traversent la mer Caspienne et vont m'attendre à Asterabad.

	Sir John s'inclina en signe d'attention profonde.

	Bonaparte continua.

	— J'embarque quarante mille Français sur le Danube.

	— Pardon, citoyen premier consul, mais le Danube est un fleuve autrichien.

	— J'aurai pris Vienne.

	Sir John regarda Bonaparte.

	— J'aurai pris Vienne, continua celui-ci. J'embarque donc quarante mille Français sur le Danube; je trouve, à son embouchure, des vaisseaux russes qui les transportent jusqu'à Taganrog; je leur fais remonter par terre le cours du Don jusqu'à Pratisbianskaïa, d'où ils se portent à Tzaritsin; là, ils descendent le Volga à leur tour avec les mêmes bâtiments qui ont conduit les quarante mille Russes à Asterabad; quinze jours après, j'ai quatre-vingt mille hommes dans la Perse occidentale. D'Asterabad, les deux corps réunis se porteront sur l'Indus; la Perse, ennemie de l'Angleterre, est notre alliée naturelle.

	— Oui; mais, une fois dans le Pendjab, l'alliance perse vous manque, et une armée de quatre-vingt mille hommes ne traîne point facilement avec elle ses approvisionnements.

	— Vous oubliez une chose, dit Bonaparte, comme si l'expédition était faite, c'est que j'ai laissé des banquiers à Téhéran et à Caboul; or, rappelez-vous ce qui arriva, il y a neuf ans, dans la guerre de lord Cornwallis contre Tippo-Saïb: le général en chef manquait de vivres; un simple capitaine… je ne me rappelle plus son nom…

	— Le capitaine Malcom, fit lord Tanlay.

	— C'est cela, s'écria Bonaparte, vous savez l'affaire! Le capitaine Malcom eut recours à la caste des brinjaries, ces bohémiens de l'Inde, qui couvrent de leurs campements la péninsule hindoustanique, où ils font exclusivement le commerce de grains; eh bien, ces bohémiens sont à ceux qui les payent, fidèles jusqu'au dernier sou: ce sont eux qui me nourriront.

	— Il faudra passer l'Indus.

	— Bon! dit Bonaparte, j'ai soixante lieues de développement entre Déra-Ismaël-Khan et Attok; je connais l'Indus comme je connais la Seine; c'est un fleuve lent qui fait une lieue à l'heure, dont la profondeur moyenne, là où je dis, est de douze à quinze pieds et qui a dix gués peut-être sur ma ligne d'opération.

	— Ainsi votre ligne d'opération est déjà tracée? demanda sir John en souriant.

	— Oui, attendu qu'elle se déploie devant un massif non interrompu de provinces fertiles et bien arrosées; attendu qu'en l'abordant je tourne les déserts sablonneux qui séparent la vallée inférieure de l'Indus du Radjepoutanah; attendu, enfin, que c'est sur cette base que se sont faites toutes les invasions de l'Inde qui ont eu quelques succès depuis Mahmoud de Ghizni, en l'an 1000, jusqu'à Nadir-Schah, en 1739: et combien entre ces deux époques ont fait la route que je compte faire! passons-les en revue… Après Mahmoud de Ghizni, Mahomet-Gouri, en 1184, avec cent vingt mille hommes; après Mahomet-Gouri, Timour-Lung ou Timour le Boiteux, dont nous avons fait Tamerlan, avec soixante mille hommes; après Timour-Lung, Babour; après Babour, Humayoun; que sais-je, moi! L'Inde n'est-elle pas à qui veut ou à qui sait la prendre?

	— Vous oubliez, citoyen premier consul, que tous ces conquérants que vous venez de nommer n'ont eu affaire qu'aux peuplades indigènes, tandis que vous aurez affaire aux Anglais, vous. Nous avons dans l'Inde…

	— Vingt à vingt-deux mille hommes.

	— Et cent mille cipayes.

	— J'ai fait le compte de chacun, et je traite l'Angleterre et l'Inde, l'une avec le respect, l'autre avec le mépris qu'elle mérite: partout où je trouve l'infanterie européenne, je prépare une seconde, une troisième, s'il le faut une quatrième ligne de réserve, supposant que les trois premières peuvent plier sous la baïonnette anglaise; mais partout où je ne rencontre que des cipayes, des fouets de poste pour cette canaille, c'est tout ce qu'il me faut. Avez-vous encore quelques questions à me faire, milord?

	— Une seule, citoyen premier consul: désirez-vous sérieusement la paix?

	— Voici la lettre par laquelle je la demande à votre roi, milord; et c'est pour être bien sûr qu'elle sera remise à Sa Majesté Britannique, que je prie le neveu de lord Grenville d'être mon messager.

	— Il sera fait selon votre désir, citoyen; et, si j'étais l'oncle au lieu d'être le neveu, je promettrais davantage.

	— Quand pouvez-vous partir?

	— Dans une heure, je serai parti.

	— Vous n'avez aucun désir à m'exprimer avant votre départ?

	— Aucun. En tous cas, si j'en avais, je laisse mes pleins pouvoirs à mon ami Roland.

	— Donnez-moi la main, milord; ce sera de bon augure, puisque nous représentons, vous l'Angleterre, et moi la France.

	Sir John accepta l'honneur que lui faisait Bonaparte, avec cette exacte mesure qui indiquait à la fois sa sympathie pour la France et ses réserves pour l'honneur national.

	Puis, ayant serré celle de Roland avec une effusion toute fraternelle, il salua une dernière fois le premier consul et sortit.

	Bonaparte le suivit des yeux, parut réfléchir un instant; puis, tout à coup:

	— Roland, dit-il, non seulement je consens au mariage de ta soeur avec lord Tanlay, mais encore je le désire: tu entends? je le désire.

	Et il pesa tellement sur chacun de ces trois mots, qu'ils signifièrent clairement, pour quiconque connaissait le premier consul, non plus «je le désire», mais «je le veux!»

	La tyrannie était douce pour Roland; aussi l'accepta-t-il avec un remerciement plein de reconnaissance.

	XXXVIII — LES DEUX SIGNAUX

	Disons ce qui se passait au château des Noires-Fontaines, trois jours après que les événements que nous venons de raconter se passaient à Paris.

	Depuis que, successivement, Roland d'abord, puis madame de Montrevel et son fils, et enfin sir John, avaient pris la route de Paris, Roland pour rejoindre son général, madame de Montrevel pour conduire Édouard au collège, et sir John pour faire à Roland ses ouvertures matrimoniales, Amélie était restée seule avec Charlotte au château des Noires-Fontaines.

	Nous disons _seule, _parce que Michel et son fils Jacques n'habitaient pas précisément le château: ils logeaient dans un petit pavillon attenant à la grille; ce qui adjoignait pour Michel les fonctions de concierge à celles de jardinier.

	Il en résultait que, le soir — à part la chambre d'Amélie, située, comme nous l'avons dit, au premier étage sur le jardin, et celle de Charlotte, située dans les mansardes au troisième — les trois rangs de fenêtres du château restaient dans l'obscurité.

	Madame de Montrevel avait emmené avec elle la seconde femme de chambre.

	Les deux jeunes filles étaient peut-être bien isolées dans ce corps de bâtiment, se composant d'une douzaine de chambres et de trois étages, surtout au moment où la rumeur publique signalait tant d'arrestations sur les grandes routes; aussi Michel avait-il offert à sa jeune maîtresse de coucher dans le corps de logis principal, afin d'être à même de lui porter secours en cas de besoin; mais celle-ci avait, dune voix ferme, déclaré qu'elle n'avait pas peur et qu'elle désirait que rien ne fût changé aux dispositions habituelles du château.

	Michel n'avait point autrement insisté et s'était retiré tout en disant que, du reste, mademoiselle pouvait dormir tranquille, et que lui et Jacques feraient des rondes autour du château.

	Ces rondes de Michel avaient paru un instant inquiéter Amélie; mais elle avait bientôt reconnu que Michel se bornait à aller, avec Jacques, se mettre à l'affût sur la lisière de la forêt de Seillon, et la fréquente apparition sur la table, ou d'un râble de lièvre ou d'un cuissot de chevreuil, prouvait que Michel tenait sa parole à l'endroit des rondes promises.

	Amélie avait donc cessé de s'inquiéter de ces rondes de Michel qui avaient lieu justement du côté opposé à celui où elle avait craint d'abord qu'il ne les fît.

	Or, comme nous l'avons dit, trois jours après les événements que nous venons de raconter, ou, pour parler plus correctement, pendant la nuit qui suivit ce troisième jour, ceux qui étaient habitués à ne voir de lumière qu'à deux fenêtres du château des Noires-Fontaines, c'est-à-dire à la fenêtre d'Amélie au premier étage, et à la fenêtre de Charlotte au troisième, eussent pu remarquer avec étonnement que, de onze heures du soir à minuit, les quatre fenêtres du premier étaient éclairées.

	Il est vrai que chacune d'elles n'était éclairée que par une seule bougie.

	Ils eussent pu voir encore la forme d'une jeune fille qui, à travers son rideau, fixait les yeux dans la direction du village de Ceyzeriat.

	Cette jeune fille, c'était Amélie, Amélie pâle, la poitrine oppressée, et paraissant attendre anxieusement un signal.

	Au bout de quelques minutes, elle s'essuya le front et respira presque joyeusement.

	Un feu venait de s'allumer dans la direction où se perdait son regard.

	Aussitôt elle passa de chambre en chambre, et éteignit les unes après les autres les trois bougies, ne laissant vivre et brûler que celle qui se trouvait dans sa chambre.

	Comme si le feu n'eût attendu que cette obscurité, il s'éteignit à son tour.

	Amélie s'assit près de sa fenêtre, et demeura immobile, les yeux fixés sur le jardin.

	Il faisait une nuit sombre, sans étoiles, sans lune, et cependant, au bout d'un quart d'heure, elle vit, ou plutôt elle devina une ombre qui traversait la pelouse et s'approchait du château.

	Elle plaça son unique bougie dans l'angle le plus reculé de la chambre et revint ouvrir sa fenêtre.

	Celui qu'elle attendait était déjà sur le balcon.

	Comme la première nuit où nous lavons vu faire cette escalade, il enveloppa de son bras la taille de la jeune fille et l'entraîna dans la chambre.

	Mais celle-ci opposa une légère résistance; elle cherchait de la main la cordelette de la jalousie: elle la détacha du clou qui la retenait, et la jalousie retomba avec plus de bruit que la prudence ne leût peut-être voulu.

	Derrière la jalousie, elle ferma la fenêtre.

	Puis elle alla chercher la bougie dans langle où elle lavait cachée.

	La bougie alors éclaira son visage.

	Le jeune homme jeta un cri d'effroi; le visage d'Amélie était couvert de larmes.

	— Qu'est-il donc arrivé? demanda-t-il.

	— Un grand malheur! dit la jeune fille.

	— Oh! je m'en suis douté en voyant le signal par lequel tu me rappelais, m'ayant reçu la nuit dernière… Mais, dis, ce malheur est-il irréparable?

	— À peu près, répliqua Amélie.

	— Au moins, j'espère, ne menace-t-il que moi?

	— Il nous menace tous deux.

	Le jeune homme passa sa main sur son front pour en essuyer la sueur.

	— Allons, fit-il, j'ai de la force.

	— Si tu as la force d'écouter tout, je n'ai point celle de tout te dire.

	Alors, prenant une lettre sur la cheminée:

	— Lis, dit-elle; voici ce que j'ai reçu par le courrier du soir.

	Le jeune homme prit la lettre, et, l'ouvrant, courut à la signature.

	— Elle est de madame de Montrevel, dit-il.

	— Oui, avec un post-scriptum de Roland.

	Le jeune homme lut:

	«Ma fille bien-aimée,

	«Je désire que la nouvelle que je t'annonce te cause une joie égale à celle qu'elle m'a faite et qu'elle fait à notre cher Roland. Sir John, à qui tu contestais un coeur et que tu prétendais être une mécanique sortie des ateliers de Vaucanson, reconnaît qu'on eût eu parfaitement raison de le juger ainsi jusqu'au jour où il ta vue; mais il soutient que, depuis ce jour, il a véritablement un coeur, et que ce coeur t'adore.

	«T'en serais-tu doutée, ma chère Amélie, à ses manières aristocratiquement polies, mais où l'oeil même de ta mère n'avait rien reconnu de tendre?

	«Ce matin, en déjeunant avec ton frère, il lui a fait la demande officielle de ta main. Ton frère a accueilli cette ouverture avec joie; cependant, il n'a rien promis d'abord. Le premier consul, avant le départ de Roland pour la Vendée, avait déjà parlé de se charger de ton établissement; mais voilà que le premier consul a désiré voir lord Tanlay, qu'il la vu, et que lord Tanlay, du premier coup, tout en faisant ses réserves nationales, est entré dans les bonnes grâces du premier consul, au point que celui-ci la chargé, séance tenante, d'une mission pour son oncle lord Grenville. Lord Tanlay est parti à linstant même pour l'Angleterre.

	«Je ne sais combien de jours sir John restera absent; mais, à coup sûr, à son retour, il demandera la permission de se présenter devant toi comme ton fiancé.

	«Lord Tanlay est jeune encore, d'une figure agréable, immensément riche; il est admirablement apparenté en Angleterre; il est l'ami de Roland. Je ne sais pas d'homme qui ait plus de droits, je ne dirai point à ton amour, ma chère Amélie, mais à ta profonde estime.

	«Maintenant, tout le reste en deux mots.

	«Le premier consul est toujours parfaitement bon pour moi et pour tes deux frères, et madame Bonaparte m'a fait entendre qu'elle n'attendait que ton mariage pour t'appeler près d'elle.

	«Il est question de quitter le Luxembourg et d'aller demeurer aux Tuileries: Comprends-tu toute la portée de ce changement de domicile?

	«Ta mère, qui t'aime,

	«CLOTILDE DE MONTREVEL»

	Sans s'arrêter, le jeune homme passa au post-scriptum de Roland.

	Il était conçu en ces termes:

	«Tu as lu, chère petite soeur, ce que t'écrit notre bonne mère. Ce mariage est convenable sous tous les rapports. Il ne s'agit point ici de faire la petite fille; le premier consul désire que tu sois lady Tanlay, c'est-à-dire qu'il le veut.

	«Je quitte Paris pour quelques jours; mais, si je ne te vois pas, tu entendras parler de moi.

	«Je t'embrasse.

	«ROLAND»

	— Eh bien, Charles, demanda Amélie lorsque le jeune homme eut fini sa lecture, que dis-tu de cela?

	— Que c'était une chose à laquelle nous devions nous attendre d'un jour à l'autre, mon pauvre ange, mais qui n'en est pas moins terrible.

	— Que faire?

	— Il y a trois choses à faire.

	— Dis.

	— Avant tout, résiste, si tu en as la force; c'est le plus court et le plus sûr.

	Amélie baissa la tête.

	— Tu n'oseras jamais, n'est-ce pas?

	— Jamais.

	— Cependant tu es ma femme, Amélie. Un prêtre a béni notre union.

	— Mais ils disent que ce mariage est nul devant la loi, parce qu'il n'a été que béni par un prêtre.

	— Et toi, dit Morgan, toi, lépouse d'un proscrit, cela ne te suffit pas?

	En parlant ainsi, sa voix tremblait.

	Amélie eut un élan pour se jeter dans ses bras.

	— Mais ma mère! dit-elle. Nous n'avions pas la présence et la bénédiction de ma mère.

	— Parce qu'il y avait des risques à courir et que nous avons voulu les courir seuls.

	— Et cet homme, surtout… N'as-tu pas entendu que mon frère dit qu'il veut?

	—Oh! si tu m'aimais, Amélie, cet homme verrait bien qu'il peut changer la face d'un État, porter la guerre d'un bout du monde à lautre, fonder une législation, bâtir un trône, mais qu'il ne peut forcer une bouche à dire oui lorsque le coeur dit non.

	— Si je t'aimais! dit Amélie du ton d'un doux reproche. Il est minuit, tu es dans ma chambre, je pleure dans tes bras, je suis la fille du général de Montrevel, la soeur de Roland, et tu dis: «Si tu m'aimais.»

	— J'ai tort, j'ai tort, mon adorée Amélie; oui, je sais que tu es élevée dans ladoration de cet homme; tu ne comprends pas que l'on puisse lui résister, et quiconque lui résiste est à tes yeux un rebelle.

	— Charles, tu as dit que nous avions trois choses à faire; quelle est la seconde?

	— Accepter en apparence l'union qu'on te propose, mais gagner du temps en la retardant sous toutes sortes de prétextes. L'homme n'est pas immortel.

	— Non; mais il est bien jeune pour que nous comptions sur sa mort. La troisième chose, mon ami?

	— Fuir… mais, à cette ressource extrême, Amélie, il y a deux obstacles: tes répugnances d'abord.

	— Je suis à toi, Charles; ces répugnances, je les surmonterai.

	— Puis, ajouta le jeune homme, mes engagements.

	— Tes engagements?

	— Mes compagnons sont liés à moi, Amélie; mais je suis lié à eux. Nous aussi, nous avons un homme dont nous relevons, un homme à qui nous avons juré obéissance. Cet homme, c'est le futur roi de France. Si tu admets le dévouement de ton frère à Bonaparte, admets le nôtre à Louis XVIII.

	Amélie laissa tomber sa tête dans ses mains en poussant un soupir.

	— Alors, dit-elle, nous sommes perdus.

	— Pourquoi cela? Sous différents prétextes, sous celui de ta santé surtout, tu peux gagner un an; avant un an, il sera obligé de recommencer une guerre en Italie probablement; une seule défaite lui ôte tout son prestige; enfin, en un an, il se passe bien des choses.

	— Tu n'as donc pas lu le post-scriptum de Roland, Charles?

	— Si fait; mais je n'y vois rien de plus que dans la lettre de ta mère.

	— Relis la dernière phrase.

	Et Amélie remit la lettre sous les yeux du jeune homme.

	Il lut:

	«Je quitte Paris pour quelques jours; mais, si tu ne me vois pas, tu entendras parler de moi.»

	— Eh bien?

	— Sais-tu ce que cela veut dire?

	— Non.

	— Cela veut dire que Roland est à ta poursuite.

	— Qu'importe, puisqu'il ne peut mourir de la main d'aucun de nous?

	— Mais, toi, malheureux, tu peux mourir de la sienne!

	— Crois-tu que je dusse lui en vouloir beaucoup s'il me tuait,

	Amélie?

	— Oh! cela ne s'était point encore présenté à mon esprit, dans mes craintes les plus sombres.

	— Ainsi, tu crois ton frère en chasse de nous?

	— J'en suis sûre.

	— D'où te vient cette certitude?

	— Sur sir John mourant et qu'il croyait mort, il a juré de le venger.

	— S'il eût été mort au lieu d'être mourant, fit le jeune homme avec amertume, nous ne serions pas où nous en sommes, Amélie.

	— Dieu la sauvé, Charles; il était donc bon qu'il ne mourût pas.

	— Pour nous?…

	— Je ne sonde pas les desseins du Seigneur. Je te dis, mon

	Charles bien-aimé, garde-toi de Roland; Roland est près d'ici.

	Charles sourit d'un air de doute.

	— Je te dis qu'il est non seulement près d'ici, mais ici; on l'a vu.

	— On l'a vu! où? Qui?

	— Qui la vu?

	— Oui.

	— Charlotte, la femme de chambre, la fille du concierge de la prison; elle m'avait demandé la permission d'aller visiter ses parents hier dimanche: je devais te voir, je lui ai donné congé jusqu'à ce matin.

	— Eh bien?

	— Elle a donc passé la nuit chez ses parents. À onze heures, le capitaine de gendarmerie est venu amener des prisonniers. Tandis qu'on les écrouait, un homme est arrivé enveloppé d'un manteau, et a demandé le capitaine. Charlotte a cru reconnaître la voix du nouvel arrivant; elle a regardé avec attention; et, dans un moment où le manteau s'est écarté du visage, elle a reconnu mon frère.

	Le jeune homme fit un mouvement.

	— Comprends-tu, Charles? mon frère qui vient ici, à Bourg; qui y vient mystérieusement, sans me prévenir de sa présence; mon frère qui demande le capitaine de gendarmerie, qui le suit jusque dans la prison, qui ne parle qu'à lui et qui disparaît? N'est-ce point une menace terrible pour mon amour, dis?

	Et, en effet, au fur et à mesure qu'Amélie parlait, le front de son amant se couvrait d'un nuage sombre.

	— Amélie, dit-il, quand nous nous sommes faits ce que nous sommes, nul de nous ne s'est dissimulé les périls qu'il courait.

	— Mais, au moins, demanda Amélie, vous avez changé d'asile, vous avez abandonné la chartreuse de Seillon?

	— Nos morts seuls y sont restés et lhabitent à cette heure.

	— Est-ce un asile bien sûr que la grotte de Ceyzeriat?

	— Aussi sûr que peut l'être tout asile ayant deux issues.

	— La chartreuse de Seillon aussi avait deux issues, et cependant, tu le dis, vous y avez laissé vos morts.

	— Les morts sont plus en sûreté que les vivants: ils sont certains de ne pas mourir sur l'échafaud.

	Amélie sentit un frisson lui passer par tout le corps.

	— Charles! murmura-t-elle.

	— Écoute, dit le jeune homme, Dieu m'est témoin, et toi aussi, que j'ai toujours, dans nos entrevues, mis mon sourire et ma gaieté entre tes pressentiments et mes craintes; mais, aujourd'hui, l'aspect des choses a changé; nous arrivons en face de la lutte. Quel qu'il soit, nous approchons du dénouement; je ne te demande point, mon Amélie, ces choses folles et égoïstes que les amants menacés d'un grand danger exigent de leurs maîtresses, je ne te demande pas de garder ton coeur au mort, ton amour au cadavre…

	— Ami, fit la jeune fille en lui posant la main sur le bras, prends garde, tu vas douter de moi.

	— Non: je te fais le mérite plus grand en te laissant libre d'accomplir le sacrifice dans toute son étendue; mais je ne veux pas qu'aucun serment te lie, qu'aucun lien t'étreigne.

	— C'est bien, fit Amélie.

	— Ce que je te demande, continua le jeune homme, ce que tu vas me jurer sur notre amour, hélas! si funeste pour toi, c'est que, si je suis arrêté, si je suis désarmé, si je suis emprisonné, condamné à mort, ce que je te demande, ce que j'exige de toi, Amélie, c'est que, par tous les moyens possibles, tu me fasses passer des armes, non seulement pour moi, mais encore pour mes compagnons, afin que nous soyons toujours maîtres de notre vie.

	—Mais alors, Charles, ne me permettrais-tu donc pas de tout dire, d'en appeler à la tendresse de mon frère, à la générosité du premier consul?

	La jeune fille n'acheva point, son amant lui saisissait violemment le poignet.

	— Amélie, lui dit-il, ce n'est plus un serment, ce sont deux serments que je te demande. 'Tu vas me jurer d'abord, et avant tout, que tu ne solliciteras point ma grâce. Jure, Amélie, jure!

	— Ai-je besoin de jurer, ami? dit la jeune fille en éclatant en sanglots; je te le promets.

	— Sur le moment où je t'ai dit que je t'aimais, sur celui où tu m'as répondu que j'étais aimé?

	— Sur ta vie, sur la mienne, sur le passé, sur l'avenir, sur nos sourires, sur nos larmes!

	— C'est que je n'en mourrais pas moins, vois-tu, Amélie, dussé-je me briser la tête contre la muraille; seulement, je mourrais déshonoré.

	— Je te le promets, Charles.

	— Reste ma seconde prière, Amélie: si nous sommes pris et condamnés; des armes ou du poison, enfin un moyen de mourir; un moyen, quelconque! Me venant de toi, la mort me sera encore un bonheur.

	— De près ou de loin, libre ou prisonnier, vivant ou mort, tu es mon maître, je suis ton esclave; ordonne et je t'obéirai.

	— Voilà tout, Amélie; tu le vois, c'est simple et clair: point de grâce, et des armes.

	— Simple et clair, mais terrible.

	— Et cela sera ainsi, n'est-ce pas?

	— Tu le veux?

	— Je t'en supplie.

	— Ordre ou prière, mon Charles, ta volonté sera faite.

	Le jeune homme soutint de son bras gauche la jeune fille, qui semblait près de s'évanouir, et rapprocha sa bouche de la sienne.

	Mais, au moment où leurs lèvres allaient se toucher, le cri de la chouette se fit entendre si près de la fenêtre, qu'Amélie tressaillit, et que Charles releva la tête.

	Le cri se fit entendre une seconde fois, puis une troisième.

	— Ah! murmura Amélie, reconnais-tu le cri de l'oiseau de mauvais augure! Nous sommes condamnés, mon ami.

	Mais Charles secoua la tête.

	— Ce n'est point le cri de la chouette, Amélie, dit-il, c'est l'appel de l'un de mes compagnons. Éteins la bougie.

	Amélie souffla la lumière, tandis que son amant ouvrait la fenêtre.

	— Ah! jusqu'ici! murmura-t-elle; on vient te chercher jusqu'ici!

	— Oh! c'est notre ami, notre confident, le comte de Jayat; nul autre que lui ne sait où je suis.

	Puis, du balcon:

	— Est-ce toi, Montbar? demanda-t-il.

	— Oui, est-ce toi, Morgan?

	— Oui.

	Un homme sortit d'un massif d'arbres.

	— Nouvelles de Paris; pas un instant à perdre: il y va de notre vie à tous.

	— Tu entends, Amélie?

	Et, prenant la jeune fille dans ses bras, il la serra convulsivement contre son coeur.

	— Va, dit-elle d'une voix mourante, va; n'as-tu pas entendu qu'il s'agissait de votre vie à tous?

	— Adieu, mon Amélie bien-aimée, adieu!

	— Oh! ne dis pas adieu!

	— Non, non, au revoir.

	— Morgan! Morgan! dit la voix de celui qui attendait au bas du balcon.

	Le jeune homme appuya une dernière fois ses lèvres sur celles d'Amélie, et, s'élançant vers la fenêtre, il enjamba le balcon, et, d'un seul bond, se trouva près de son ami.

	Amélie poussa un cri et s'avança jusqu'à la balustrade; mais elle ne vit plus que deux ombres qui se perdaient dans les ténèbres, rendues plus épaisses par le voisinage des grands arbres qui formaient le parc.

	XXXIX — LA GROTTE DE CEYZERIAT

	Les deux jeunes gens s'enfoncèrent sous lombre des grands arbres; Morgan guida son compagnon, moins familier que lui avec les détours du parc, et le conduisit juste à lendroit où il avait lhabitude d'escalader le mur.

	Il ne fallut qu'une seconde à chacun d'eux pour accomplir cette opération.

	Un instant après, ils étaient sur les bords de la Reyssouse.

	Un bateau attendait au pied d'un saule.

	Ils s'y jetèrent tous deux, et, en trois coups d'aviron, touchèrent l'autre bord.

	Un sentier côtoyait la berge de la rivière et conduisait à un petit bois qui s'étend de Ceyzeriat à Étrez, c'est-à-dire sur une longueur de trois lieues, faisant ainsi, de l'autre côté de la Reyssouse, le pendant de la forêt de Seillon.

	Arrivés à la lisière du bois, ils s'arrêtèrent; jusque-là, ils avaient marché aussi rapidement qu'il est possible de le faire sans courir, et ni l'un ni l'autre n'avaient prononcé une parole.

	Toute la route parcourue était déserte; il était probable, certain même, qu'on n'avait été vu de personne.

	On pouvait donc respirer.

	— Où sont les compagnons? demanda Morgan.

	— Dans la grotte, répondit Montbar.

	— Et pourquoi ne nous y rendons-nous pas à linstant même?

	— Parce qu'au pied de ce hêtre nous devons trouver un des nôtres qui nous dira si nous pouvons aller plus loin sans danger.

	— Lequel?

	— D'Assas.

	Une ombre apparut derrière l'arbre et s'en détacha.

	— Me voici, dit l'ombre.

	— Ah! c'est toi, firent les deux jeunes gens.

	— Quoi de nouveau? demanda Montbar.

	— Rien; on vous attend pour prendre une décision.

	— En ce cas, allons vite.

	Les trois jeunes gens reprirent leur course; au bout de trois cents pas, Montbar s'arrêtait de nouveau.

	— Armand! fit-il à demi-voix.

	À cet appel, on entendit le froissement des feuilles sèches, et une quatrième ombre sortit d'un massif et s'approcha des trois compagnons.

	— Rien de nouveau? demanda Montbar.

	— Si fait: un envoyé de Cadoudal.

	— Celui qui est déjà venu?

	— Oui.

	— Où est-il?

	— Avec les frères, dans la grotte.

	— Allons.

	Montbar s'élança le premier; le sentier était devenu si étroit, que les quatre jeunes gens ne pouvaient marcher que l'un après l'autre.

	Le chemin monte, pendant cinq cents pas à peu près, par une pente assez douce, mais tortueuse.

	Arrivé à une clairière, Montbar s'arrêta et fit entendre trois fois ce même cri de la chouette qui avait indiqué sa présence à Morgan.

	Un seul houhoulement de hibou lui répondit.

	Puis, du milieu des branches d'un chêne touffu, un homme se laissa glisser à terre; c'était la sentinelle qui veillait à l'ouverture de la grotte.

	Cette ouverture était à dix pas du chêne.

	Par la disposition des massifs qui l'entouraient, il fallait être presque dessus pour l'apercevoir.

	La sentinelle échangea quelques mots tout bas avec Montbar, qui semblait, en remplissant les devoirs d'un chef, vouloir laisser Morgan tout entier à ses pensées; puis, comme sa faction sans doute n'était point achevée, le bandit remonta dans les branches du chêne, et, au bout d'un instant, se trouva si bien ne faire qu'un avec le corps de l'arbre, que ceux à la vue desquels il venait d'échapper le cherchaient vainement dans son bastion aérien.

	Le défilé devenait plus étroit au fur et à mesure qu'on approchait de lentrée de la grotte.

	Montbar y pénétra le premier, et, d'un enfoncement où il les savait trouver, tira un briquet, une pierre à feu, de lamadou, des allumettes et une torche.

	L'étincelle jaillit, l'amadou prit feu, l'allumette répandit sa flamme bleuâtre et incertaine, à laquelle succéda la flamme pétillante et résineuse de la torche.

	Trois ou quatre chemins se présentaient, Montbar en prit un sans hésiter.

	Ce chemin tournait sur lui-même en s'enfonçant dans la terre; on eût dit que les jeunes gens reprenaient sous le sol la trace de leurs pas, et suivaient le contre-pied de la route qui les avait amenés.

	Il était évident que l'on parcourait les détours d'une ancienne carrière, peut-être celle d'où sortirent, il y a dix-neuf cents ans, les trois villes romaines qui ne sont plus aujourd'hui que des villages, et le camp de César qui les surmonte.

	De place en place, le sentier souterrain que l'on suivait était coupé dans toute sa largeur par un large fossé, franchissable seulement à l'aide d'une planche, que l'on pouvait d'un coup de pied faire tomber au fond de la tranchée.

	De place en place encore, on voyait des épaulements derrière lesquels on pouvait se retrancher et faire feu, sans exposer à la vue de l'ennemi aucune partie de son corps.

	Enfin, à cinq cents pas de l'entrée à peu près, une barricade à hauteur d'homme offrait un dernier obstacle à ceux qui eussent voulu parvenir jusqu'à une espèce de rotonde où se tenaient, assis ou couchés, une dizaine d'hommes occupés, les uns à lire, les autres à jouer.

	Aucun des lecteurs ni des joueurs ne se dérangea au bruit des pas des arrivants, ou à la vue de la lumière qui se jouait sur les parois de la carrière, tant ils étaient sûrs que des amis seuls pouvaient pénétrer jusqu'à eux, gardés comme ils létaient.

	Au reste, l'aspect qu'offrait ce campement était des plus pittoresques; les bougies, qui brûlaient à profusion — les compagnons de Jéhu étaient trop aristocrates pour s'éclairer à une autre lumière que celle de la bougie —, se reflétaient sur des trophées d'armes de toute espèce, parmi lesquelles les fusils à deux coups et les pistolets tenaient le premier rang; des fleurets et des masques d'armes étaient pendus dans les intervalles; quelques instruments de musique étaient posés çà et là; enfin une ou deux glaces dans leurs cadres dorés indiquaient que la toilette n'était pas un de ces passe-temps les moins appréciés des étranges habitants de cette demeure souterraine.

	Tous paraissaient aussi tranquilles que si la nouvelle qui avait tiré Morgan des bras d'Amélie eût été inconnue, ou regardée comme sans importance.

	Cependant, lorsque à l'approche du petit groupe venant du dehors, ces mots: «Le capitaine! le capitaine!» se furent fait entendre, tous se levèrent, non pas avec la servilité des soldats qui voient venir leur chef, mais avec la déférence affectueuse de gens intelligents et forts pour un plus fort et plus intelligent qu'eux.

	Morgan alors secoua la tête, releva le front, et, passant devant

	Montbar, pénétra au centre du cercle qui s'était formé à sa vue.

	— Eh bien, amis, demanda-t-il, il paraît qu'il y a des nouvelles?

	— Oui, capitaine, dit une voix; on assure que la police du premier consul nous fait l'honneur de s'occuper de nous.

	— Où est le messager? demanda Morgan.

	— Me voici, dit un jeune homme vêtu de l'uniforme des courriers de cabinet, et tout couvert encore de poussière et de boue.

	— Avez-vous des dépêches?

	— Écrites, non; verbales, oui.

	— D'où viennent-elles?

	— Du cabinet particulier du ministre.

	— Alors, on peut y croire?

	— Je vous en réponds; c'est tout ce qu'il y a de plus officiel.

	— Il est bon d'avoir des amis partout, fit Montbar en manière de parenthèse.

	— Et surtout près de M. Fouché, reprit Morgan; voyons les nouvelles.

	— Dois-je les dire tout haut, ou à vous seul?

	— Comme je présume qu'elles nous intéressent tous, dites-nous les tout haut.

	— Eh bien, le premier consul a fait venir le citoyen Fouché au palais du Luxembourg, et lui a lavé la tête à notre endroit.

	— Bon! Après?

	— Le citoyen Fouché a répondu que nous étions des drôles fort adroits, fort difficiles à joindre, plus difficiles encore à prendre quand on nous avait rejoints. Bref, il a fait le plus grand éloge de nous.

	— C'est bien aimable à lui. Après?

	— Après, le premier consul a répondu que cela ne le regardait pas, que nous étions des brigands, et que c'étaient nous qui, avec nos brigandages, soutenions la guerre de la Vendée; que le jour où nous ne ferions plus passer d'argent en Bretagne, il n'y aurait plus de Chouannerie.

	— Cela me paraît admirablement raisonné.

	— Que c'était dans l'Est et dans le Midi qu'il fallait frapper l'Ouest.

	— Comme l'Angleterre dans l'Inde.

	— Qu'en conséquence, il donnait carte blanche au citoyen Fouché, et que, dût-il dépenser un million et faire tuer cinq cents hommes, il lui fallait nos têtes.

	— Eh bien, mais il sait à qui il les demande; reste à, savoir si nous les laisserons prendre.

	— Alors, le citoyen Fouché est rentré furieux, et il a déclaré qu'il fallait, qu'avant huit jours, il n'existât plus en France un seul compagnon de Jéhu.

	— Le délai est court.

	— Le même jour, des courriers sont partis pour Lyon, pour Mâcon, pour Lons-le-Saulnier, pour Besançon et pour Genève, avec ordre aux chefs des garnisons de faire personnellement tout ce qu'ils pourraient pour arriver à notre destruction, mais, en outre, d'obéir sans réplique à M. Roland de Montrevel, aide de camp du premier consul, et de mettre à sa disposition, pour en user comme bon lui semblerait, toutes les troupes dont il pourrait avoir besoin.

	— Et je puis ajouter ceci, dit Morgan, que M. Roland de Montrevel est déjà en campagne; hier, il a eu, à la prison de Bourg, une conférence avec le capitaine de gendarmerie.

	— Sait-on dans quel but? demanda une voix.

	— Pardieu! dit un autre, pour y retenir nos logements.

	— Maintenant le sauvegarderas-tu toujours? demanda d'Assas.

	— Plus que jamais.

	— Ah! c'est trop fort, murmura une voix.

	— Pourquoi cela? répliqua Morgan d'un ton impérieux; n'est-ce pas mon droit de simple compagnon?

	— Certainement, dirent deux autres voix.

	— Eh bien, j'en use, et comme simple compagnon, et comme votre capitaine.

	— Si cependant, au milieu de la mêlée, une balle s'égare! dit une voix.

	— Alors, ce n'est pas un droit que je réclame, ce n'est pas un ordre que je donne, c'est une prière que je fais; mes amis, promettez-moi, sur l'honneur, que la vie de Roland de Montrevel vous sera sacrée.

	D'une voix unanime, tous ceux qui étaient là répondirent en étendant la main

	— Sur l'honneur, nous le jurons!

	— Maintenant, reprit Morgan, il s'agit d'envisager notre position sous son véritable point de vue, de ne pas nous faire d'illusions, le jour où une police intelligente se mettra à notre poursuite et nous fera véritablement la guerre, il est impossible que nous résistions: nous ruserons comme le renard, nous nous retournerons comme le sanglier, mais notre résistance sera une affaire de temps, et voilà tout: c'est mon avis du moins.

	Morgan interrogea des yeux ses compagnons, et l'adhésion fut unanime: seulement, c'était le sourire sur les lèvres qu'ils reconnaissaient que leur perte était assurée.

	II en était ainsi à cette étrange époque: on recevait la mort sans crainte, comme on la donnait sans émotion.

	— Et maintenant, demanda Montbar, n'as-tu rien à ajouter?

	— Si fait, dit Morgan; j'ai à ajouter que rien n'est plus facile que de nous procurer des chevaux ou même de partir à pied: nous sommes tous chasseurs et plus ou moins montagnards. À cheval, il nous faut six heures pour être hors de France; à pied, il nous en faut douze; une fois en Suisse, nous faisons la nique au citoyen Fouché et à sa police; voilà ce que j'avais à ajouter.

	— C'est bien amusant de se moquer du citoyen Fouché, dit Adler, mais c'est bien ennuyeux de quitter la France.

	— Aussi ne mettrai-je aux voix ce parti extrême qu'après que nous aurons entendu le messager de Cadoudal.

	— Ah! c'est vrai, dirent deux ou trois voix, le Breton! où donc est le Breton?

	— Il dormait quand je suis parti, dit Montbar.

	— Et il dort encore, dit Adler en désignant du doigt un homme couché sur un lit de paille dans un renfoncement de la grotte.

	On réveilla le Breton, qui se dressa sur ses genoux en se frottant les yeux d'une main et en cherchant par habitude sa carabine de l'autre.

	— Vous êtes avec des amis, dit une voix, n'ayez donc pas peur.

	— Peur! dit le Breton; qui donc suppose là-bas que je puisse avoir peur?

	— Quelqu'un qui probablement ne sait pas ce que c'est, mon cher Branche-d'or, dit Morgan (car il reconnaissait le messager de Cadoudal pour celui qui était déjà venu et qu'on avait reçu dans la chartreuse pendant la nuit où lui-même était arrivé à Avignon), et au nom duquel je vous fais des excuses.

	Branche-d'or regarda le groupe de jeunes gens devant lequel il se trouvait, d'un air qui ne laissait pas de doute sur la répugnance avec laquelle il acceptait un certain genre de plaisanteries; mais, comme ce groupe n'avait rien d'offensif et qu'il était évident que sa gaieté n'était point de la raillerie, il demanda d'un air assez gracieux:

	— Lequel de vous tous, messieurs, est le chef? J'ai à lui remettre une lettre de la part de mon général.

	Morgan fit un pas en avant.

	— C'est moi, dit-il.

	— Votre nom?

	— J'en ai deux.

	— Votre nom de guerre?

	— Morgan.

	— Oui, c'est bien celui-là que le général a dit; d'ailleurs, je vous reconnais; c'est vous qui, le soir où j'ai été reçu par des moines, m'avez remis un sac de soixante mille francs: alors, j'ai une lettre pour vous.

	— Donne.

	Le paysan prit son chapeau, en arracha la coiffe, et, entre la coiffe et le feutre, prit un morceau de papier qui avait l'air d'une double coiffe et qui semblait blanc au premier abord.

	Puis, avec le salut militaire, il présenta le papier à Morgan.

	Celui-ci commença par le tourner et le retourner; voyant que rien n'y était écrit, ostensiblement du moins:

	— Une bougie, dit-il.

	On approcha une bougie; Morgan exposa le papier à la flamme.

	Peu à peu le papier se couvrit de caractères, et à la chaleur l'écriture parut.

	Cette expérience paraissait familière aux jeunes gens; le Breton seul la regardait avec une certaine surprise.

	Pour cet esprit naïf, il pouvait bien y avoir, dans cette opération, une certaine magie; mais, du moment où le diable servait la cause royaliste, le Chouan n'était pas loin de pactiser avec le diable.

	— Messieurs, dit Morgan, voulez-vous savoir ce que nous dit le

	maître?

	Tous s'inclinèrent, écoutant.

	Le jeune homme lut:

	«Mon cher Morgan,

	«Si lon vous disait que j'ai abandonné la cause et traité avec le gouvernement du premier consul en même temps que les chefs vendéens, n'en croyez pas un mot; je suis de la Bretagne bretonnante, et par conséquent, entêté comme un vrai Breton. Le premier consul a envoyé un de ses aides de camp m'offrir amnistie entière pour mes hommes, et pour moi le grade de colonel; je n'ai pas même consulté mes hommes, et j'ai refusé pour eux et pour moi.

	«Maintenant, tout dépend de vous: comme nous ne recevons des princes ni argent ni encouragement, vous êtes notre seul trésorier; fermez-nous votre caisse, ou plutôt cessez de nous ouvrir celle du gouvernement, et l'opposition royaliste, dont le coeur ne bat plus qu'en Bretagne, se ralentit peu à peu et finit par s'éteindre tout à fait.

	«Je n'ai pas besoin de vous dire que, lorsqu'il se sera éteint, c'est que le mien aura cessé de battre.

	«Notre mission est dangereuse; il est probable que nous y laisserons notre tête; mais ne trouvez-vous pas qu'il sera beau pour nous d'entendre dire après nous, si lon entend encore quelque chose au-delà de la tombe: Tous avaient désespéré, eux ne désespérèrent pas!

	«L'un de nous deux survivra à lautre, mais pour succomber à son tour; que celui-là dise en mourant: Etiamsi omnes, ego non.

	«Comptez sur moi comme je compte sur vous.

	«GEORGES CADOUDAL»

	«P.S. Vous savez que vous pouvez remettre à Branche-d'or tout ce que vous avez d'argent pour la cause; il m'a promis de ne pas se laisser prendre, et je me fie à sa parole.»

	Un murmure d'enthousiasme s'éleva, parmi les jeunes gens lorsque

	Morgan eut achevé les derniers mots de cette lettre.

	— Vous avez entendu, messieurs? dit-il.

	— Oui, oui, oui, répétèrent toutes les voix.

	— D'abord, quelle somme avons-nous à remettre à Branche-d'or?

	— Treize mille francs du lac de Silans; vingt-deux mille des Carronnières, quatorze mille de Meximieux; en tout, quarante-neuf mille, dit Adler.

	— Vous entendez, mon cher Branche-d'or? dit Morgan; ce n'est pas grand-chose, et nous sommes de moitié plus pauvres que la dernière fois; mais vous connaissez le proverbe: «La plus belle fille du monde ne peut donner que ce qu'elle a.»

	— Le général sait ce que vous risquez pour conquérir cet argent, et il a dit que, si peu que vous puissiez lui envoyer, il le recevrait avec reconnaissance.

	— D'autant plus que le prochain envoi sera meilleur, dit la voix d'un jeune homme qui venait de se mêler au groupe sans être vu, tant l'attention s'était concentrée sur la lettre de Cadoudal et sur celui qui la lisait, surtout si nous voulons dire deux mots à la malle de Chambéry samedi prochain.

	— Ah! c'est toi, Valensolle, dit Morgan.

	— Pas de noms propres, s'il te plaît, baron; faisons-nous fusiller, guillotiner, rouer, écarteler, mais sauvons l'honneur de la famille. Je m'appelle Adler et ne réponds pas à d'autre nom.

	— Pardon, j'ai tort; tu disais donc…?

	— Que la malle de Paris à Chambéry passerait samedi entre la Chapelle-de-Guinchay et Belleville, portant cinquante mille francs du gouvernement aux religieux du mont Saint-Bernard, ce à quoi j'ajoutais qu'il y avait, entre ces deux localités, un endroit nommé la Maison-Blanche, lequel me paraît admirable pour tendre une embuscade.

	— Qu'en dites-vous, messieurs? demanda Morgan; faisons-nous l'honneur au citoyen Fouché de nous inquiéter de sa police? Partons-nous? Quittons-nous la France? ou bien restons-nous les fidèles compagnons de Jéhu?

	Il n'y eut qu'un cri:

	— Restons!

	— À la bonne heure! dit Morgan; je nous reconnais là, frères; Cadoudal nous a tracé notre route dans l'admirable lettre que nous venons de recevoir de lui; adoptons donc son héroïque devise: Etiamsi omnes, ego non.

	Alors, s'adressant au paysan breton:

	— Branche-d'or, lui dit-il, les quarante neuf mille francs sont à ta disposition; pars quand tu voudras; promets en notre nom quelque chose de mieux pour la prochaine fois, et dis au général, de ma part, que, partout où il ira, même à l'échafaud, je me ferai un honneur de le suivre ou de le précéder; au revoir, Branche- d'or!

	Puis, se retournant vers le jeune homme qui avait paru si fort désirer que l'on respectât son incognito:

	— Mon cher Adler, lui dit-il en homme qui a retrouvé sa gaieté un instant absente, c'est moi qui me charge de vous nourrir et de vous coucher cette nuit, si toutefois vous daignez m'accepter pour votre hôte.

	— Avec reconnaissance, ami Morgan, répondit le nouvel arrivant: seulement, je te préviens que je m'accommoderai de tous les lits, attendu que je tombe de fatigue; mais pas de tous les soupers, attendu que je meurs de faim.

	— Tu auras un bon lit et un souper excellent.

	— Que faut-il faire pour cela?

	— Me suivre.

	— Je suis prêt.

	— Alors, viens. Bonne nuit, messieurs! C'est toi qui veilles,

	Montbar?

	— Oui.

	— En ce cas, nous pouvons dormir tranquilles.

	Sur quoi, Morgan passa un de ses bras sous le bras de son ami, prit de l'autre main une torche qu'on lui présentait, et s'avança dans les profondeurs de la grotte, où nous allons le suivre si le lecteur n'est pas trop fatigué de cette longue séance.

	C'était la première fois que Valensolle, qui était, ainsi que nous l'avons vu, des environs d'Aix, avait l'occasion de visiter la grotte de Ceyzeriat, tout récemment adoptée par les compagnons de Jéhu pour lieu de refuge. Dans les réunions précédentes, il avait eu l'occasion seulement d'explorer les tours et les détours de la chartreuse de Seillon, qu'il avait fini par connaître assez intimement pour que, dans la comédie jouée devant Roland, on lui confiât le rôle de fantôme.

	Tout était donc curieux et inconnu pour lui dans le nouveau domicile où il allait faire son premier somme, et qui paraissait être, pour quelques jours du moins, le quartier général de Morgan.

	Comme il en est de toutes les carrières abandonnées, et qui ressemblent, au premier abord, à une cité souterraine, les différentes rues creusées pour l'extraction de la pierre finissaient toujours par aboutir à un cul-de-sac, c'est-à-dire à ce point de la mine où le travail avait été interrompu.

	Une seule de ces rues semblait se prolonger indéfiniment.

	Cependant, arrivait un point où elle-même avait dû s'arrêter un jour; mais, vers l'angle de l'impasse, avait été creusée — dans quel but? la chose est restée un mystère pour les gens du pays même — une ouverture des deux tiers moins large que la galerie à laquelle elle aboutissait, et pouvant donner passage à deux hommes de front à peu près.

	Les deux amis s'engagèrent dans cette ouverture. L'air y devenait si rare, que leur torche, à chaque pas, menaçait de s'éteindre.

	Valensolle sentit des gouttes d'eau glacées tomber sur ses épaules et sur ses mains.

	— Tiens! dit-il, il pleut ici?

	—Non, répondit Morgan en riant: seulement, nous passons sous la

	Reyssouse.

	— Alors, nous allons à Bourg?

	— À peu près.

	— Soit; tu me conduis, tu me promets à souper et à coucher: je n'ai à m'inquiéter de rien, que de voir s'éteindre notre lampe cependant…, ajouta le jeune homme en suivant des yeux la lumière pâlissante de la torche.

	— Et ce ne serait pas bien inquiétant, attendu que nous nous retrouverions toujours.

	— Enfin! dit Valensolle, et quand on pense que c'est pour des princes qui ne savent pas même notre nom, et qui, s'ils le savaient un jour, l'auraient oublié le lendemain du jour où ils l'auraient su, qu'à trois heures du matin nous nous promenons dans une grotte, que nous passons sous des rivières, et que nous allons coucher je ne sais où, avec la perspective d'être pris, jugés et guillotinés un beau matin; sais-tu que c'est stupide, Morgan?

	— Mon cher, répondit Morgan, ce qui passe pour stupide, et ce qui n'est pas compris du vulgaire en pareil cas, a bien des chances pour être sublime.

	— Allons, dit Valensolle, je vois que tu perds encore plus que moi au métier que nous faisons; je n'y mets que du dévouement, et tu y mets de l'enthousiasme.

	Morgan poussa un soupir.

	— Nous sommes arrivés, dit-il, laissant tomber la conversation comme un fardeau qui lui pesait à porter plus longtemps.

	En effet, il venait de heurter du pied les premières marches d'un escalier.

	Morgan, éclairant et précédant Valensolle, monta dix degrés et rencontra une grille.

	Au moyen d'une clef qu'il tira de sa poche, la grille fut ouverte.

	On se trouva dans un caveau funéraire.

	Aux deux côtés de ce caveau, deux cercueils étaient soutenus par des trépieds de fer; des couronnes ducales et l'écusson d'azur à la croix d'argent indiquaient que ces cercueils devaient renfermer des membres de la famille de Savoie avant que cette famille portât la couronne royale.

	Un escalier apparaissait dans la profondeur du caveau, conduisant à un étage supérieur.

	Valensolle jeta un regard curieux autour de lui, et, à la lueur vacillante de la torche, reconnut la localité funèbre dans laquelle il se trouvait.

	— Diable! fit-il, nous sommes, à ce qu'il paraît, tout le contraire des Spartiates.

	— En ce qu'ils étaient républicains et que nous sommes royalistes? demanda Morgan.

	— Non: en ce qu'ils faisaient venir un squelette à la fin de leurs repas, tandis que nous, c'est au commencement.

	— Es-tu bien sûr que ce soient les Spartiates qui donnassent cette preuve de philosophie? demanda Morgan en refermant la porte.

	— Eux ou d'autres, peu m'importe, dit Valensolle; par ma foi, ma citation est faite; l'abbé Vertot ne recommençait pas son siège, je ne recommencerai pas ma citation.

	— Eh bien! une autre fois, tu diras les Égyptiens.

	— Bon! fit Valensolle avec une insouciance qui ne manquait pas d'une certaine mélancolie, je serai probablement un squelette moi- même avant d'avoir loccasion de montrer mon érudition une seconde fois. Mais que diable fais-tu donc? et pourquoi éteins-tu la torche? Tu ne vas pas me faire souper et coucher ici, j'espère bien?

	En effet, Morgan venait d'éteindre sa torche sur la première marche de l'escalier qui conduisait à l'étage supérieur.

	— Donne-moi la main, répondit le jeune homme.

	Valensolle saisit la main de son ami avec un empressement qui témoignait d'un médiocre désir de faire, au milieu des ténèbres, un long séjour dans le caveau des ducs de Savoie, quelque honneur qu'il y eût pour un vivant à frayer avec de si illustres morts.

	Morgan monta les degrés.

	Puis il parut, au roidissement de sa main, qu'il faisait un effort.

	En effet, une dalle se souleva, et, par louverture, une lueur crépusculaire tremblota aux yeux de Valensolle, tandis qu'une odeur aromatique, succédant à l'atmosphère méphitique du caveau, vint réjouir son odorat.

	— Ah! dit-il, par ma foi, nous sommes dans une grange, j'aime mieux cela.

	Morgan ne répondit rien; il aida son compagnon à sortir du caveau, et laissa retomber la dalle.

	Valensolle regarda tout autour de lui: il était au centre d'un vaste bâtiment rempli de foin, et dans lequel la lumière pénétrait par des fenêtres si admirablement découpées, que ce ne pouvaient être celles d'une grange.

	— Mais, dit Valensolle, nous ne sommes pas dans une grange?

	— Grimpe sur ce foin et va t'asseoir près de cette fenêtre, répondit Morgan.

	Valensolle obéit, grimpa sur le foin comme un écolier en vacances, et alla, ainsi que le lui avait dit Morgan, s'asseoir près de la fenêtre. Un instant après, Morgan déposa entre les jambes de son ami une serviette contenant un pâté, du pain, une bouteille de vin, deux verres, deux couteaux et deux fourchettes.

	— Peste! dit Valensolle, Lucullus soupe chez Lucullus.

	Puis, plongeant son regard, à travers les vitraux sur un bâtiment percé d'une quantité de fenêtres, qui semblait une aile de celui où les deux amis se trouvaient, et devant lequel se promenait un factionnaire:

	— Décidément, fit-il, je souperai mal si je ne sais pas où nous sommes; quel est ce bâtiment? et pourquoi ce factionnaire se promène-t-il devant la porte?

	— Eh bien! dit Morgan, puisque tu le veux absolument, je vais te le dire: nous sommes dans l'église de Brou, qu'un arrêté du conseil municipal a convertie en magasin à fourrage. Ce bâtiment auquel nous touchons, c'est la caserne de la gendarmerie, et ce factionnaire, c'est la sentinelle chargée d'empêcher qu'on ne nous dérange pendant notre souper et qu'on ne nous surprenne pendant notre sommeil.

	— Braves gendarmes, dit Valensolle, en remplissant son verre. À leur santé, Morgan!

	— Et à la nôtre! dit le jeune homme en riant; le diable m'étrangle si l'on a lidée de venir nous chercher ici.

	À peine Morgan eut-il vidé son verre, que, comme si le diable eût accepté le défi qui lui était porté, on entendit la voix stridente de la sentinelle qui criait: «Qui vive?»

	— Eh! firent les deux jeunes gens, que veut dire cela?

	En effet, une troupe d'une trentaine d'hommes venait du côté de Pont-d'Ain, et, après avoir échangé le mot d'ordre avec la sentinelle, se fractionna: une partie, la plus considérable, conduite par deux hommes qui semblaient des officiers, rentra dans la caserne; l'autre poursuivit son chemin.

	— Attention! fit Morgan.

	Et tous deux sur leurs genoux, l'oreille au guet, loeil collé contre la vitre, attendirent.

	Expliquons au lecteur ce qui causait une interruption dans un repas qui, pour être pris à trois heures du matin, n'en était pas, comme on le voit, plus tranquille.

	XL — BUISSON CREUX

	La fille du concierge ne s'était point trompée: c'était bien Roland qu'elle avait vu parler dans la geôle au capitaine de gendarmerie.

	De son côté, Amélie n'avait pas tort de craindre; car c'était bien sur les traces de Morgan qu'il était lâché.

	S'il ne s'était point présenté au château des Noires-Fontaines, ce n'était pas qu'il eût le moindre soupçon de l'intérêt que sa soeur portait au chef des compagnons de Jéhu; mais il se défiait d'une indiscrétion d'un de ses domestiques.

	Il avait bien reconnu Charlotte chez son père; mais celle-ci n'ayant manifesté aucun étonnement, il croyait n'avoir pas été reconnu par elle; d'autant plus qu'après avoir échangé quelques mots avec le maréchal des logis, il était allé attendre ce dernier sur la place du Bastion, fort déserte à une pareille heure.

	Son écrou terminé, le capitaine de gendarmerie était allé le rejoindre.

	Il avait trouvé Roland se promenant de long en large et l'attendant impatiemment.

	Chez le concierge Roland s'était contenté de se faire reconnaître; là, il pouvait entrer en matière.

	Il initia, en conséquence, le capitaine de gendarmerie au but de son voyage.

	De même que, dans les assemblées publiques, on demande la parole pour un fait personnel et on l'obtient sans contestation, Roland avait demandé au premier consul, et cela pour un fait personnel, que la poursuite des compagnons de Jéhu lui fût confiée; et il avait obtenu cette faveur sans difficulté.

	Un ordre du ministre de la guerre mettait à sa disposition les garnisons non seulement de Bourg, mais encore des villes environnantes.

	Un ordre du ministre de la police enjoignait à tous les officiers de gendarmerie de lui prêter main-forte.

	Il avait pensé naturellement, et avant tout, à s'adresser au capitaine de la gendarmerie de Bourg, qu'il connaissait de longue date, et qu'il savait être un homme de courage et d'exécution.

	Il avait trouvé ce qu'il cherchait: le capitaine de gendarmerie de Bourg avait la tête horriblement montée contre les compagnons de Jéhu, qui arrêtaient les diligences à un quart de lieue de la ville, et sur lesquels il ne pouvait point arriver à mettre la main.

	Il connaissait les rapports envoyés sur les trois dernières arrestations au ministre de la police, et il comprenait la mauvaise humeur de celui-ci.

	Mais Roland porta le comble à son étonnement en lui racontant ce qui lui était arrivé, dans la chartreuse de Seillon, la nuit où il avait veillé, et surtout ce qui était arrivé, dans la même chartreuse, à sir John pendant la nuit suivante.

	Le capitaine avait bien su par la rumeur publique que l'hôte de madame de Montrevel avait reçu un coup de poignard; mais, comme personne n'avait porté plainte, il ne s'était pas cru le droit de percer l'obscurité dans laquelle il lui semblait que Roland voulait laisser l'affaire ensevelie.

	À cette époque de trouble, la force armée avait des indulgences qu'elle n'eût point eues en d'autres temps..

	Quant à Roland, il n'avait rien dit, désirant se réserver la satisfaction de poursuivre, en temps et lieu, les hôtes de la chartreuse, mystificateurs ou assassins.

	Cette fois, il venait avec tous les moyens de mettre son dessein à exécution, et bien résolu à ne pas revenir près du premier consul sans l'avoir accompli.

	D'ailleurs, c'était là une de ces aventures comme les cherchait

	Roland. N'y avait-il pas à la fois du danger et du pittoresque?

	N'était-ce point une occasion de jouer sa vie contre des gens qui, ne ménageant pas la leur, ne ménageraient probablement pas la sienne?

	Roland était loin d'attribuer à sa véritable cause, c'est-à-dire la sauvegarde étendue sur lui par Morgan, le bonheur avec lequel il s'était tiré du danger, la nuit où il avait veillé dans la chartreuse et le jour où il avait combattu contre Cadoudal.

	Comment supposer qu'une simple croix avait été faite au-dessus de son nom, et qu'à deux cent cinquante lieues de distance ce signe de la rédemption l'avait protégé aux deux bouts de la France?

	Au reste, la première chose à faire était d'envelopper la chartreuse de Seillon et de la fouiller dans ses recoins les plus secrets; ce que Roland se croyait parfaitement en état de faire.

	Seulement, la nuit était trop avancée pour que cette expédition pût avoir lieu avant la nuit prochaine.

	En attendant, Roland se cacherait dans la caserne de gendarmerie et se tiendrait dans la chambre du capitaine, afin que personne ne soupçonnât à Bourg sa présence ni la cause qui l'amenait. Le lendemain, il guiderait l'expédition.

	Dans la journée du lendemain, un des gendarmes, qui était tailleur, lui confectionnerait un costume complet de maréchal des logis.

	Il passerait pour être attaché à la brigade de Lons-le-Saulnier, et, grâce à cet uniforme, il pourrait, sans être reconnu, diriger la perquisition dans la chartreuse.

	Tout s'accomplit selon le plan convenu.

	Vers une heure, Roland rentra dans la caserne avec le capitaine, monta à la chambre de ce dernier, s'y arrangea un lit de camp, et y dormit en homme qui vient de passer deux jours et deux nuits, en chaise de poste.

	Le lendemain il prit patience en faisant, pour l'instruction du maréchal des logis, un plan de la chartreuse de Seillon à l'aide duquel, même sans l'aide de Roland, le digne officier eût pu diriger l'expédition sans s'égarer d'un pas.

	Comme le capitaine n'avait que dix-huit soldats sous ses ordres, que ce n'était point assez pour cerner complètement la chartreuse, ou plutôt pour en garder les deux issues et la fouiller entièrement, qu'il eût fallu deux ou trois jours pour compléter la brigade disséminée dans les environs et attendre un chiffre d'hommes nécessaire, le capitaine, par ordre de Roland, alla dans la journée mettre le colonel des dragons, dont le régiment était en garnison à Bourg, au courant de l'événement, et lui demander douze hommes qui, avec les dix-huit du capitaine, feraient un total de trente.

	Non seulement le colonel accorda ces douze hommes, mais encore, apprenant que l'expédition devait être dirigée par le chef de brigade Roland de Montrevel, aide de camp du premier consul, il déclara qu'il voulait, lui aussi, être de la partie, et qu'il conduirait ses douze hommes.

	Roland accepta son concours, et il fut convenu que le colonel — nous employons indifféremment le titre de colonel ou celui de chef de brigade qui désignait le même grade — et il fut convenu, disons-nous, que le colonel et douze dragons prendraient en passant Roland, le capitaine et leurs dix-huit gendarmes, la caserne de la gendarmerie se trouvant justement sur la route de la chartreuse de Seillon.

	Le départ était fixé à onze heures.

	À onze heures, heure militaire, c'est-à-dire à onze heures précises, le colonel des dragons et ses douze hommes ralliaient les gendarmes, et les deux troupes, réunies en une seule, se mettaient en marche.

	Roland, sous son costume de maréchal des logis de gendarmerie, s'était fait reconnaître de son collègue le colonel de dragons; mais, pour les dragons et les gendarmes, il était, comme la chose avait été convenue, un maréchal des logis détaché de la brigade de Lons-le-Saulnier.

	Seulement, comme ils eussent pu s'étonner qu'un maréchal des logis étranger aux localités leur fût donné pour guide, on leur avait dit que, dans sa jeunesse, Roland avait été novice à Seillon, noviciat qui l'avait mis à même de reconnaître mieux que personne les détours les plus mystérieux de la Chartreuse. Le premier sentiment de ces braves militaires avait bien été de se trouver un peu humiliés d'être conduits par un ex-moine; mais, au bout du compte, comme cet ex-moine portait le chapeau à trois cornes d'une façon assez coquette, comme son allure était celle d'un homme qui, en portant l'uniforme, semblait avoir complètement oublié qu'il eût autrefois porté la robe, ils avaient fini par prendre leur parti de cette humiliation, se réservant d'arrêter définitivement leur opinion sur le maréchal des logis d'après la façon dont il manierait le mousquet qu'il portait au bras, les pistolets qu'il portait à la ceinture, et le sabre qu'il portait au côté.

	On se munit de torches, et l'on se mit en route dans le plus profond silence et en trois pelotons: l'un de huit hommes commandé par le capitaine de gendarmerie, l'autre de dix hommes commandé par le colonel, l'autre de douze commandé par Roland.

	En sortant de la ville, on se sépara.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie, qui connaissait mieux les localités que le colonel de dragons, se chargea de garder la fenêtre de la Correrie donnant sur le bois de Seillon; il avait avec lui huit gendarmes.

	Le colonel de dragons fut chargé par Roland de garder la grande porte d'entrée de la Chartreuse. Il avait avec lui cinq dragons et cinq gendarmes.

	Roland se chargea de fouiller l'intérieur; il avait avec lui cinq gendarmes et sept dragons.

	On donna une demi-heure à chacun pour être à son poste. C'était plus qu'il ne fallait.

	À onze heures et demie sonnantes à l'église de Péronnaz, Roland et ses hommes devaient escalader le mur du verger.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie suivit la route de Pont-d'Ain jusqu'à la lisière de la forêt, et, en côtoyant la lisière, gagna le poste qui lui était indiqué.

	Le colonel de dragons prit le chemin de traverse qui s'embranche sur la route de Pont-d'Ain et qui mène à la grande porte de la Chartreuse.

	Enfin, Roland prit à travers terres, et gagna le mur du verger qu'en d'autres circonstances il avait, on se le rappelle, déjà escaladé deux fois.

	À onze heures et demie sonnantes, il donna le signal à ses hommes

	et escalada le mur du verger; gendarmes et dragons le suivirent.

	Arrivés de l'autre côté du mur, ils ne savaient pas encore si

	Roland était brave, mais ils savaient qu'il était leste.

	Roland leur montra dans l'obscurité la porte sur laquelle ils devaient se diriger; c'était celle qui donnait du verger dans le cloître.

	Puis il s'élança le premier à travers les hautes herbes, le premier poussa la porte, le premier se trouva dans le cloître.

	Tout était obscur, muet, solitaire.

	Roland, servant toujours de guide à ses hommes, gagna le réfectoire.

	Partout la solitude, partout le silence.

	Il s'engagea sous la voûte oblique, et se retrouva dans le jardin sans avoir effarouché d'autres êtres vivants que les chats-huants et les chauves-souris.

	Restait à visiter la citerne, le caveau mortuaire et le pavillon ou plutôt la chapelle de la forêt.

	Roland traversa l'espace vide qui le séparait de la citerne. Arrivé au bas des degrés, il alluma trois torches, en garda une et remit les deux autres, l'une aux mains d'un dragon, l'autre aux mains d'un gendarme; puis il souleva la pierre qui masquait l'escalier.

	Les gendarmes qui suivaient Roland commençaient à croire qu'il était aussi brave que leste.

	On franchit le couloir souterrain et l'on rencontra la première grille; elle était poussée, mais non fermée.

	On entra dans le caveau funèbre.

	Là, c'était plus que la solitude, plus que le silence: c'était la mort.

	Les plus braves sentirent un frisson passer dans la racine de leurs cheveux.

	Roland alla de tombe en tombe, sondant les sépulcres avec la crosse du pistolet qu'il tenait à la main.

	Tout resta muet.

	On traversa le caveau funèbre, on rencontra la seconde grille, on

	pénétra dans la chapelle.

	Même silence, même solitude; tout était abandonné, et, on eût pu

	le croire, depuis des années.

	Roland alla droit au choeur; il retrouva le sang sur les dalles: personne n'avait pris la peine de l'effacer.

	Là, on était à bout de recherches et il fallait désespérer.

	Roland, ne pouvait se décider à la retraite.

	Il pensa que peut-être n'avait-il pas été attaqué, à cause de sa nombreuse escorte; il laissa dix hommes et une torche dans la chapelle, les chargea de se mettre, par la fenêtre ruinée, en communication avec le capitaine de gendarmerie embusqué dans là forêt, à quelques pas de cette fenêtre, et, avec deux hommes, revint, sur ses pas.

	Cette fois, les deux hommes qui suivaient Roland le trouvaient plus que brave, ils le trouvaient téméraire.

	Mais Roland, ne s'inquiétant pas même s'il était suivi, reprit sa propre piste, à défaut de celle des bandits.

	Les deux hommes eurent honte et le suivirent.

	Décidément, la chartreuse était abandonnée.

	Arrivé devant la grande porte, Roland appela le colonel de dragons; le colonel et ses dix hommes étaient à leur poste.

	Roland ouvrit la porte et fit sa jonction avec eux.

	Ils n'avaient rien vu, rien entendu. Ils rentrèrent tous ensemble, refermant et barricadant la porte derrière eux pour couper la retraite aux bandits, s'ils avaient le bonheur d'en rencontrer.

	Puis ils allèrent rejoindre leurs compagnons, qui, de leur côté, avaient rallié le capitaine de gendarmerie et ses huit hommes.

	Tout cela les attendait dans le choeur.

	Il fallait se décider à la retraite: deux heures du matin venaient de sonner; depuis près de trois heures, on était en quête sans avoir rien trouvé.

	Roland, réhabilité dans lesprit des gendarmes et des dragons, qui trouvaient que l'ex-novice ne boudait pas, donna, à son grand regret, le signal de la retraite en ouvrant la porte de la chapelle qui donnait sur la forêt.

	Cette fois, comme on n'espérait plus rencontrer personne, Roland se contenta de la fermer derrière lui.

	Puis, au pas accéléré, la petite troupe reprit le chemin de Bourg.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie, ses dix-huit hommes et Roland rentrèrent à leur caserne après s'être fait reconnaître de la sentinelle.

	Le colonel de dragons et ses douze hommes continuèrent leur chemin et rentrèrent dans la ville.

	C'était ce cri de la sentinelle qui avait attiré lattention de Morgan et de Valensolle; c'était la rentrée de ces dix-huit hommes à la caserne qui avait interrompu leur repas; c'était enfin cette circonstance imprévue qui avait fait dire à Morgan: «Attention!»

	En effet, dans la situation où se trouvaient les deux jeunes gens, tout méritait attention.

	Aussi le repas fut-il interrompu, les mâchoires cessèrent-elles de fonctionner pour laisser les yeux et les oreilles remplir leur office dans toute son étendue.

	On vit bientôt que les yeux seuls seraient occupés.

	Chaque gendarme regagna sa chambre sans lumière; rien n'attira donc l'attention des deux jeunes gens sur les nombreuses fenêtres de la caserne, de sorte qu'elle put se concentrer sur un seul point.

	Au milieu de toutes ces fenêtres obscures, deux s'illuminèrent; elles étaient placées en retour relativement au reste du bâtiment, et juste en face de celle, où les deux amis prenaient leur repas.

	Ces fenêtres étaient au premier étage; mais, dans la position qu'ils occupaient, c'est-à-dire sur le faîte des bottes de fourrage, Morgan et Valensolle non seulement se trouvaient à la même hauteur qu'elles, mais encore plongeaient dessus.

	Ces fenêtres étaient celles du capitaine de gendarmerie.

	Soit insouciance du brave capitaine, soit pénurie de l'État, on avait oublié de garnir ces fenêtres de rideaux, de sorte que, grâce aux deux chandelles allumées par l'officier de gendarmerie pour faire honneur à son hôte, Morgan et Valensolle pouvaient voir tout ce qui se passait dans cette chambre.

	Tout à coup, Morgan saisit le bras de Valensolle et létreignit avec force:

	— Bon! dit Valensolle, qu'y a-t-il encore de nouveau?

	Roland venait de jeter son chapeau à trois cornes sur une chaise, et Morgan l'avait reconnu.

	— Roland de Montrevel! dit-il, Roland sous l'uniforme d'un maréchal des logis de gendarmerie! cette fois, nous tenons sa piste, tandis qu'il cherche encore la nôtre. C'est à nous de ne pas la perdre.

	— Que fais-tu? demanda Valensolle sentant que son ami s'éloignait de lui.

	— Je vais prévenir nos compagnons; toi, reste, et ne le perds pas de vue; il détache son sabre et dépose ses pistolets, il est probable qu'il passera la nuit dans la chambre du capitaine: demain, je le défie de prendre une route, quelle qu'elle soit, sans avoir l'un de nous sur ses talons.

	Et Morgan, se laissant glisser sur la déclivité du fourrage, disparut aux yeux de son compagnon, qui, accroupi comme un sphinx, ne perdait pas de vue Roland de Montrevel.

	Un quart d'heure après, Morgan était de retour et les fenêtres de lofficier de gendarmerie étaient, comme toutes les autres fenêtres de la caserne, rentrées dans lobscurité.

	— Eh bien? demanda Morgan.

	— Eh bien, répondit Valensolle, la chose a fini de la façon la plus prosaïque du monde: ils se sont déshabillés, ont éteint les chandelles et se sont couchés, le capitaine dans son lit, et Roland sur un matelas; il est probable qu'à cette heure ils ronflent à qui mieux mieux.

	— En ce cas, dit Morgan, bonne nuit à eux et à nous aussi.

	Dix minutes après, ce souhait était exaucé, et les deux jeunes gens dormaient comme s'ils n'avaient pas eu le danger pour camarade de lit.

	XLI — L'HÔTEL DE LA POSTE

	Le même jour, vers six heures du matin, c'est-à-dire pendant le lever grisâtre et froid d'un des derniers jours de février, un cavalier, éperonnant un bidet de poste et précédé d'un postillon chargé de ramener le cheval en main, sortait de Bourg par la route de Mâcon ou de Saint-Jullien.

	Nous disons par la route de Mâcon ou de Saint-Jullien, parce qu'à une lieue de la capitale de la Bresse la route bifurque et présente deux chemins, lun qui conduit, en suivant tout droit, à Saint-Jullien; lautre qui, en déviant à gauche, mène à Mâcon.

	Arrivé à lembranchement des deux routes, le cavalier allait prendre le chemin de Mâcon, lorsqu'une voix qui semblait sortir de dessous une voiture renversée implora sa miséricorde.

	Le cavalier ordonna au postillon de voir ce que c'était.

	Un pauvre maraîcher était pris, en effet, sous une voiture de légumes. Sans doute avait-il voulu la soutenir au moment où la roue, mordant sur le fossé, perdait l'équilibre; la voiture était tombée sur lui, et cela avec tant de bonheur, qu'il espérait, disait-il, n'avoir rien de cassé, et ne demandait qu'une chose, c'est qu'on aidât sa voiture à se remettre sur ses roues; il espérait, lui, alors, pouvoir se remettre sur ses jambes.

	Le cavalier était miséricordieux pour son prochain, car non seulement il permit que le postillon s'arrêtât pour tirer le maraîcher de lembarras où il se trouvait, mais encore il mit lui- même pied à terre, et, avec une vigueur qu'on eût été loin d'attendre d'un homme de taille moyenne comme il létait, il aida le postillon à remettre la voiture, non seulement sur ses roues, mais encore sur le pavé du chemin.

	Après quoi, il voulut aider lhomme à se relever à son tour; mais celui-ci avait dit vrai: il était sain et sauf, et, s'il lui restait une espèce de flageolement dans les jambes, c'était pour justifier le proverbe qui prétend qu'il y a un Dieu pour les ivrognes.

	Le maraîcher se confondit en remerciements et prit son cheval par la bride, mais tout autant — la chose était facile à voir — pour se soutenir lui-même que pour conduire l'animal par le droit chemin.

	Les deux cavaliers se remirent en selle, lancèrent leurs chevaux au galop et disparurent bientôt au coude que fait la route cinq minutes avant d'arriver au bois Monnet.

	Mais à peine eurent-ils disparu, qu'il se fit un changement notable dans les allures du maraîcher: il arrêta son cheval, se redressa, porta à ses lèvres l'embouchure d'une petite trompe, et sonna trois coups.

	Une espèce de palefrenier sortit du bois qui borde la route, conduisant un cheval de maître par la bride.

	Le maraîcher dépouilla rapidement sa blouse, jeta bas son pantalon de grosse toile, et se trouva en veste et en culotte de daim et chaussé de bottes à retroussis.

	Il fouilla dans sa voiture, en tira un paquet qu'il ouvrit, secoua un habit de chasse vert, à brandebourgs d'or, l'endossa, passa par-dessus une houppelande marron, prit des mains du palefrenier un chapeau que celui-ci lui présentait et qui était assorti à son élégant costume, se fit visser des éperons à ses bottes, et, sautant sur son cheval avec la légèreté et l'adresse d'un écuyer consommé:

	— Trouve-toi ce soir à sept heures, dit-il au palefrenier, entre Saint-Just et Ceyzeriat; tu y rencontreras Morgan, et tu lui diras que celui _qu'il sait _va à Mâcon, mais que j'y serai avant lui.

	Et, en effet, sans s'inquiéter de la voiture de légumes, qu'il laissait d'ailleurs à la garde de son domestique, l'ex-maraîcher, qui n'était autre que notre ancienne connaissance Montbar, tourna la tête de son cheval du côté du bois Monnet et le mit au galop.

	Celui-là n'était pas un mauvais bidet de poste, comme celui que montait Roland, mais, au contraire, c'était un excellent cheval de course; de sorte qu'entre le bois Monnet et Polliat, Montbar rejoignit et dépassa les deux cavaliers.

	Le cheval, sauf une courte halte à Saint-Cyr-sur-Menthon, fit d'une seule traite, et en moins de trois heures, les neuf ou dix lieues qui séparent Bourg de Mâcon.

	Arrivé à Mâcon, Montbar descendit à l'hôtel de la Poste, le seul qui, à cette époque, avait la réputation d'accaparer tous les voyageurs de distinction.

	Au reste, à la façon dont Montbar fut reçu dans l'hôtel, on voyait que l'hôte avait affaire à une ancienne connaissance.

	— Ah! c'est vous, monsieur de Jayat, dit lhôte; nous nous demandions hier ce que vous étiez devenu; il y a plus d'un mois qu'on ne vous a vu dans nos pays.

	— Vous croyez qu'il y a aussi longtemps que cela, mon ami? dit le jeune homme en affectant le grasseyement à la mode; oui, c'est ma parole, vrai! J'ai été chez des amis, chez les Treffort, les Hautecourt; vous connaissez ces messieurs de nom, n'est-ce pas? — Oh! de nom et de personne.

	— Nous avons chassé à courre; ils ont d'excellents équipages, parole d'honneur! Mais déjeune-t-on chez vous, ce matin?

	— Pourquoi pas?

	— Eh bien alors, servez-moi un poulet, une bouteille de vin de

	Bordeaux, deux côtelettes, des fruits, la moindre chose.

	— Dans un instant. Voulez-vous être servi dans votre chambre, ou dans la salle commune?

	— Dans la salle commune, c'est plus gai; seulement, servez-moi sur une table à part. Ah! n'oubliez pas mon cheval: c'est une excellente bête, et que j'aime mieux que certains chrétiens, parole d'honneur.

	L'hôte donna ses ordres, Montbar se mit devant la cheminée, retroussa sa houppelande et se chauffa les mollets.

	— C'est toujours vous qui tenez la poste? demanda-t-il à lhôte, comme pour ne pas laisser tomber la conversation.

	— Je crois bien!

	Alors, c'est chez vous que relayent les diligences?

	— Non pas les diligences, les malles.

	— Ah! dites donc: il faut que j'aille à Chambéry un de ces jours, combien y a-t-il de places dans la malle?

	— Trois: deux dans l'intérieur, une avec le courrier.

	— Et ai-je chance de trouver une place libre?

	— Ça se peut encore quelquefois; mais le plus sûr, voyez-vous, c'est toujours d'avoir sa calèche ou son cabriolet à soi.

	— On ne peut donc pas retenir sa place d'avance?

	— Non; car vous comprenez bien, monsieur de Jayat, s'il y a des voyageurs qui aient pris leurs places de Paris à Lyon, ils vous priment.

	— Voyez-vous, les aristocrates! dit en riant Montbar. À propos d'aristocrates, il vous en arrive un derrière moi en poste; je l'ai dépassé à un quart de lieue de Polliat: il m'a semblé qu'il montait un bidet un peu poussif.

	— Oh! fit l'hôte, ce n'est pas étonnant, mes confrères sont si mal équipés en chevaux!

	— Et tenez, justement voilà notre homme reprit Montbar; je croyais avoir plus d'avance que cela sur lui.

	En effet, Roland au moment même passait au galop devant les fenêtres et entrait dans la cour.

	— Prenez-vous toujours la chambre n° 1, monsieur de Jayat? demanda l'hôte.

	— Pourquoi la question?

	— Mais parce que c'est la meilleure, et que, si vous ne la prenez pas, nous la donnerions à la personne qui arrive, dans le cas où elle ferait séjour.

	— Oh! ne vous préoccupez pas de moi, je ne saurai que dans le courant de la journée si je reste ou si je pars. Si le nouvel arrivant fait séjour comme vous dites, donnez-lui le n° 1; je me contenterai du n° 2.

	— Monsieur est servi, dit le garçon en paraissant sur la porte de communication qui conduisait de la cuisine à la salle commune.

	Montbar fit un signe de tête et se rendit à linvitation qui lui était faite; il entrait dans la salle commune juste au moment où Roland entrait dans la cuisine.

	La table était servie en effet; Montbar changea son couvert de côté, et se plaça de façon à tourner le dos à la porte.

	La précaution était inutile: Roland n'entra point dans la salle commune, et le déjeuneur put achever son repas sans être dérangé.

	Seulement, au dessert, son hôte vint lui apporter lui-même le café.

	Montbar comprit que le digne homme était en humeur de causer; cela tombait à merveille: il y avait certaines choses que lui-même désirait savoir.

	— Eh bien, demanda Montbar, qu'est donc devenu notre homme? est- ce qu'il n'a fait que changer de cheval?

	— Non, non, non, répondit l'hôte; comme vous le disiez, c'est un aristocrate: il a demandé qu'on lui servît son déjeuner dans sa chambre.

	— Dans sa chambre ou dans ma chambre! demanda Montbar; car je suis bien sûr que vous lui avez donnez le fameux n° 1.

	— Dame! monsieur de Jayat, c'est votre faute; vous m'avez dit que j'en pouvais disposer.

	— Et vous m'avez pris au mot, vous avez bien fait; je me contenterai du n° 2.

	— Oh! vous y serez bien mal; la chambre n'est séparée du n° 1 que par une cloison, et l'on entend tout ce qui se fait ou se dit d'une chambre dans l'autre.

	— Ah çà! mon cher hôte, vous croyez donc que je suis venu chez vous pour faire des choses inconvenantes ou chanter des chansons séditieuses, que vous avez peur qu'on n'entende ce que je dirai ou ce que je ferai?

	— Oh! ce n'est pas cela.

	— Qu'est-ce donc?

	— Je n'ai pas peur que vous dérangiez les autres; j'ai peur que vous ne soyez dérangé.

	— Bon! votre jeune homme est donc un tapageur?

	— Non; mais ça m'a l'air d'un officier.

	— Qui a pu vous faire croire cela?

	— Sa tournure d'abord; puis il s'est informé du régiment qui était en garnison à Mâcon; je lui ai dit que c'était le 7e chasseurs à cheval. «Ah! bon, a-t-il repris, je connais le chef de brigade, un de mes amis; votre garçon peut-il lui porter ma carte, et lui demander s'il veut venir déjeuner avec moi?»

	— Ah! ah!

	— De sorte que, vous comprenez, des officiers entre eux, ça va être du bruit, du tapage! Ils vont peut-être non seulement déjeuner, mais dîner, mais souper.

	— Je vous ai déjà dit, mon cher hôte, que je ne croyais point avoir le plaisir de passer la nuit chez vous; j'attends, poste restante, des lettres de Paris qui décideront de ce que je vais faire. En attendant, allumez-moi du feu dans la chambre n° 2, en faisant le moins de bruit possible, pour ne pas gêner mon voisin; vous me ferez monter en même temps une plume, de lencre et du papier, j'ai à écrire.

	Les ordres de Montbar furent ponctuellement exécutés, et lui-même monta sur les pas du garçon de service pour veiller à ce que Roland ne fût point incommodé de son voisinage.

	La chambre était bien telle que l'hôte de la poste lavait dite, et pas un mouvement ne pouvait se faire dans l'une, pas un mot ne pouvait s'y dire qui ne fût entendu dans l'autre.

	Aussi Montbar entendit-il parfaitement le garçon d'hôtel annoncer à Roland le chef de brigade Saint-Maurice, et, à la suite du pas résonnant de celui-ci dans le corridor, les exclamations que laissèrent échapper les deux amis, enchantés de se revoir.

	De son côté, Roland, distrait un instant par le bruit qui s'était fait dans la chambre voisine, avait oublié ce bruit dès qu'il avait cessé, et il n'y avait point de danger qu'il se renouvelât. Montbar, une fois seul, s'était assis à la table sur laquelle étaient déposés, encre, plume et papier, et était resté immobile.

	Les deux officiers s'étaient connus autrefois en Italie, et Roland s'était trouvé sous les ordres de Saint-Maurice lorsque celui-ci était capitaine, et que lui, Roland, n'était que lieutenant.

	Aujourd'hui, les grades étaient égaux; de plus, Roland avait double mission du premier consul et du préfet de police, qui lui donnait commandement sur les officiers du même grade que lui, et même, dans les limites de sa mission, sur des officiers d'un grade plus élevé.

	Morgan ne s'était pas trompé en présumant que le frère d'Amélie était à la poursuite des compagnons de Jéhu: quand les perquisitions nocturnes faites dans la chartreuse de Seillon n'en eussent pas donné la preuve, cette preuve eût ressorti de la conversation du jeune officier avec son collègue, en supposant que cette conversation eût été entendue.

	Ainsi le premier consul envoyait bien effectivement cinquante mille francs, à titre de don, aux pères du Saint-Bernard; ainsi ces cinquante mille francs étaient bien réellement envoyés par la poste; mais ces cinquante mille francs n'étaient qu'une espèce de piège où l'on comptait prendre les dévaliseurs de diligences, s'ils n'étaient point surpris dans la chartreuse de Seillon ou dans quelque autre lieu de leur retraite.

	Maintenant, restait à savoir comment on les prendrait.

	Ce fut ce qui, tout en déjeunant, se débattit longuement entre les deux officiers.

	Au dessert, ils étaient d'accord, et le plan était arrêté.

	Le même soir, Morgan recevait une lettre ainsi conçue:

	«Comme nous la dit Adler, vendredi prochain, à cinq heures du soir, la malle partira de Paris avec cinquante mille francs destinés aux pères du Saint-Bernard.

	«Les trois places, la place du coupé et les deux places de lintérieur sont déjà retenues par trois voyageurs qui monteront, le premier à Sens, les deux autres à Tonnerre.

	«Ces voyageurs seront, dans le coupé, un des plus braves agents du citoyen Fouché, et dans lintérieur, M. Roland de Montrevel et le chef de brigade du 7e chasseurs, en garnison à Mâcon.

	«Ils seront en costumes bourgeois, pour ne point inspirer de soupçons, mais armés jusqu'aux dents.

	«Douze chasseurs à cheval, avec mousquetons, pistolets et sabres, escorteront la malle, mais à distance, et de manière à arriver au milieu de l'opération.

	«Le premier coup de pistolet tiré doit leur donner le signal de mettre leurs chevaux au galop et de tomber sur les dévaliseurs.

	«Maintenant, mon avis est que, malgré toutes ces précautions, et même à cause de toutes ces précautions, l'attaque soit maintenue et s'opère à l'endroit indiqué, c'est-à-dire à la Maison-Blanche.

	«Si c'est lavis des compagnons, qu'on me le fasse savoir; c'est moi qui conduirai la malle en postillon, de Mâcon à Belleville.

	«Je fait mon affaire du chef de brigade; que l'un de vous fasse la sienne de lagent du citoyen Fouché.

	«Quant à M. Roland de Montrevel, il ne lui arrivera rien, attendu que je me charge, par un moyen à moi connu et par moi inventé, de l'empêcher de descendre de la malle-poste.

	«L'heure précise où la malle de Chambéry passe à la Maison-Blanche est samedi, à six heures du soir.

	«Un seul mot de réponse conçu en ces termes: Samedi à six heures du soir, et tout ira comme sur des roulettes.

	«MONTBAR»

	À minuit, Montbar, qui effectivement s'était plaint du bruit fait par son voisin et avait été mis dans une chambre située à l'autre extrémité de l'hôtel, était réveillé par un courrier, lequel n'était autre que le palefrenier qui lui avait amené sur la route un cheval tout sellé.

	Cette lettre contenait simplement ces mots, suivis d'un post- scriptum:

	«Samedi, à six heures du soir.

	«MORGAN.

	«P.S. Ne pas oublier, même au milieu du combat, que la vie de Roland de Montrevel est sauvegardée.» Le jeune homme lut cette réponse avec une joie visible; ce n'était plus une simple arrestation de diligence, cette fois, c'était une espèce d'affaire d'honneur entre hommes d'une opinion différente, une rencontre entre braves.

	Ce n'était pas seulement de lor qu'on allait répandre sur la grande route, c'était du sang.

	Ce n'était pas aux pistolets sans balles du conducteur, maniés par les mains d'un enfant, qu'on allait avoir affaire, c'était aux armes mortelles de soldats habitués à s'en servir.

	Au reste, on avait toute la journée qui allait s'ouvrir, et toute celle du lendemain, pour prendre ses mesures. Montbar se contenta donc de demander au palefrenier quel était le postillon de service qui devait, à cinq heures, prendre la malle à Mâcon et faire la poste ou plutôt les deux postes qui s'étendent de Mâcon à Belleville.

	Il lui recommanda en outre d'acheter quatre pitons et deux cadenas fermant à clef.

	Il savait d'avance que la malle arrivait à quatre heures et demie à Mâcon, y dînait, et en repartait à cinq heures précises.

	Sans doute, toutes les mesures de Montbar étaient prises d'avance, car, ces recommandations faites à son domestique, il le congédia, et s'endormit comme un homme qui a un arriéré de sommeil à combler.

	Le lendemain, il ne se réveilla, ou plutôt ne descendit qu'à neuf heures du matin. Il demanda sans affectation à l'hôte des nouvelles de son bruyant voisin.

	Le voyageur était parti à six heures du matin, par la malle-poste de Lyon à Paris, avec son ami le chef de brigade des chasseurs, et l'hôte avait cru entendre qu'ils n'avaient retenu leurs places que jusqu'à Tonnerre.

	Au reste, de même que M. de Jayat s'inquiétait du jeune officier, le jeune officier, de son côté, s'était inquiété de lui, avait demandé qui il était, s'il venait d'habitude dans l'hôtel, et si l'on croyait qu'il consentît à vendre son cheval.

	L'hôte avait répondu qu'il connaissait parfaitement M. de Jayat, que celui-ci avait l'habitude de loger à son hôtel toutes les fois que ses affaires l'appelaient à Mâcon, et que, quant à son cheval, il ne croyait pas, vu la tendresse que le jeune gentilhomme avait manifestée pour lui, qu'il consentît à s'en défaire à quelque prix que ce fût.

	Sur quoi, le voyageur était parti sans insister davantage.

	Après le déjeuner, M. de Jayat, qui paraissait fort désoeuvré, fit seller son cheval, monta dessus et sortit de Mâcon par la route de Lyon. Tant qu'il fut dans la ville, il laissa marcher son cheval à l'allure qui convenait à l'élégant animal; mais, une fois hors de la ville, il rassembla les rênes et serra les genoux.

	L'indication était suffisante. L'animal partit au galop.

	Montbar traversa les villages de Varennes et de la Crèche et la

	Chapelle-de-Guinchay, et ne s'arrêta qu'à la Maison-Blanche.

	Le lieu était bien tel que l'avait dit Valensolle, et merveilleu- sement choisi pour une embuscade.

	La Maison-Blanche était située au fond d'une petite vallée, entre une descente et une montée; à l'angle de son jardin passait un petit ruisseau sans nom qui allait se jeter dans la Saône à la hauteur de Challe.

	Des arbres touffus et élevés suivaient le cours de la rivière et, décrivant un demi-cercle, enveloppaient la maison.

	Quant à la maison elle-même, après avoir été autrefois une auberge dont l'aubergiste n'avait pas fait ses affaires, elle était fermée depuis sept ou huit ans, et commençait à tomber en ruine.

	Avant d'y arriver, en venant de Mâcon, la route faisait un coude.

	Montbar examina les localités avec le soin d'un ingénieur chargé de choisir le terrain d'un champ de bataille, tira un crayon et un portefeuille de sa poche et traça un plan exact de la position.

	Puis il revint à Mâcon.

	Deux heures après, le palefrenier partait, portant le plan à Morgan et laissant à son maître le nom du postillon qui devait conduire la malle; il s'appelait Antoine. Le palefrenier avait, en outre, acheté les quatre pitons et les deux cadenas.

	Montbar fit monter une bouteille de vieux bourgogne et demanda

	Antoine.

	Dix minutes après, Antoine entrait.

	C'était un grand et beau garçon de vingt-cinq à vingt-six ans, de la taille à peu près de Montbar, ce que celui-ci, après l'avoir toisé des pieds à la tête, avait remarqué avec satisfaction.

	Le postillon s'arrêta sur le seuil de la porte, et, mettant la main à son chapeau à la manière des militaires:

	— Le citoyen m'a fait demander? dit-il.

	— C'est bien vous qu'on appelle Antoine? fit Montbar.

	— Pour vous servir, si j'en étais capable, vous et votre compagnie.

	— Eh bien, oui, mon ami, tu peux me servir… Ferme donc la porte et viens ici.

	Antoine ferma la porte, s'approcha jusqu'à distance de deux pas de

	Montbar, et, portant de nouveau la main à son chapeau:

	— Voilà, notre maître.

	— D'abord, dit Montbar, si tu n'y vois point d'inconvénient, nous allons boire un verre de vin à la santé de ta maîtresse.

	— Oh! oh! de ma maîtresse! fit Antoine, est-ce que les gens comme nous ont des maîtresses? C'est bon pour des seigneurs comme vous d'avoir des maîtresses.

	— Ne vas-tu pas me faire accroire, drôle, qu'avec une encolure comme la tienne, on fait voeu de continence?

	— Oh! je ne veux pas dire que l'on soit un moine à cet endroit; on a par-ci par-là quelque amourette sur le grand chemin.

	— Oui, à chaque cabaret; c'est pour cela qu'on s'arrête si souvent avec les chevaux de retour pour boire la goutte ou allumer sa pipe.

	— Dame! fit Antoine avec un intraduisible mouvement d'épaules, il faut bien rire.

	— Eh bien, goûte-moi ce vin-là, mon garçon! je te réponds que ce n'est pas lui qui te fera pleurer.

	Et, prenant un verre plein, Montbar fit signe au postillon de prendre lautre verre.

	— C'est bien de lhonneur pour moi… À votre santé et à celle de votre compagnie!

	C'était une locution familière au brave postillon, une espèce d'extension de politesse qui n'avait pas besoin d'être justifiée pour lui par une compagnie quelconque.

	— Ah! oui, dit-il après avoir bu et en faisant clapper sa langue, en voilà du chenu, et moi, qui l'ai avalé sans le goûter, comme si c'était du petit bleu.

	— C'est un tort, Antoine.

	— Mais oui, que c'est un tort.

	— Bon! fit Montbar en versant un second verre, heureusement qu'il peut se réparer.

	— Pas plus haut que le pouce, notre bourgeois, dit le facétieux postillon en tendant le verre et ayant soin que son pouce fût au niveau du bord.

	— Minute, fit Montbar au moment où Antoine allait porter le verre à sa bouche.

	— Il était temps, dit le postillon; il allait y passer, le malheureux! Qu'y a-t-il?

	— Tu n'as pas voulu que je boive à la santé de ta maîtresse; mais tu ne refuseras pas, je lespère, de boire à la santé de la mienne.

	— Oh! ça ne se refuse pas, surtout avec de pareil vin; à la santé de votre maîtresse et de sa compagnie!

	Et le citoyen Antoine avala la rouge liqueur, en la dégustant cette fois.

	— Eh bien, fit Montbar, tu t'es encore trop pressé, mon ami.

	— Bah! fit le postillon.

	— Oui… suppose que j'aie plusieurs maîtresses: du moment où nous ne nommons pas celle à la santé de laquelle nous buvons, comment veux-tu que cela lui profite.

	— C'est ma foi, vrai!

	— C'est triste, mais il faut recommencer cela, mon ami.

	— Ah! recommençons! Il ne s'agit pas, avec un homme comme vous, de mal faire les choses; on a commis la faute, on la boira.

	Et Antoine tendit son verre que Montbar remplit jusqu'au bord.

	— Maintenant, dit-il en jetant un coup d'oeil sur la bouteille, et en s'assurant par ce coup d'oeil qu'elle était vide, il ne s'agit plus de nous tromper. Son nom?

	— À la belle Joséphine! dit Montbar.

	— À la belle Joséphine! répéta Antoine.

	Et il avala le bourgogne avec une satisfaction qui semblait aller croissant.

	Puis, après avoir bu et s'être essuyé les lèvres avec sa manche, au moment de reposer le verre sur la table:

	— Eh! dit-il, un instant, bourgeois.

	— Bon! fit Montbar, est-ce qu'il y a encore quelque chose qui ne va pas?

	— Je crois bien: nous avons fait de la mauvaise besogne, mais il est trop tard.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— La bouteille est vide.

	— Celle-ci, oui, mais pas celle-là.

	Et Montbar prit dans le coin de la cheminée une bouteille toute

	débouchée.

	— Ah! ah! fit Antoine, dont le visage s'éclaira d'un radieux

	sourire.

	— Y a-t-il du remède? demanda Montbar.

	— Il y en a fit Antoine.

	
Et il tendit son verre.

	Montbar le remplit avec la même conscience qu'il y avait mise les trois premières fois.

	— Eh bien, fit le postillon mirant au jour le liquide rubis qui étincelait dans son verre, je disais donc que nous avions bu à la santé de la belle Joséphine…

	— Oui, dit Montbar.

	— Mais, continua Antoine, il y a diablement de Joséphines en

	France.

	— C'est vrai; combien crois-tu qu'il y en ait, Antoine?

	— Bon! il y en a bien cent mille.

	— Je t'accorde cela; après?

	— Eh bien, sur ces cent mille, j'admets qu'il n'y en a qu'un dixième de belles.

	— C'est beaucoup.

	— Mettons un vingtième.

	— Soit.

	— Cela fait cinq mille.

	— Diable! sais-tu que tu es fort en arithmétique?

	— Je suis fils de maître d'école.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, à laquelle de ces cinq mille avons-nous bu?… ah!

	— Tu as, par ma foi, raison, Antoine; il faut ajouter le nom de famille au nom de baptême; à la belle Joséphine…

	— Attendez, le verre est entamé, il ne peut plus servir; il faut, pour que la santé soit profitable, le vider et le remplir.

	Antoine porta le verre à sa bouche.

	— Le voilà vide, dit-il.

	— Et le voilà rempli, fit Montbar en le mettant en contact avec la bouteille.

	— Aussi, j'attends; à la belle Joséphine?…

	— À la belle Joséphine… Lollier!

	Et Montbar vida son verre.

	— Jarnidieu! fit Antoine; mais, attendez donc, Joséphine Lollier, je connais cela.

	— Je ne dis pas non.

	— Joséphine Lollier, mais c'est la fille du maître de la poste aux chevaux de Belleville.

	— Justement.

	— Fichtre! fit le postillon, vous n'êtes pas à plaindre, notre bourgeois; un joli brin de fille! À la santé de la belle Joséphine Lollier!

	Et il avala son cinquième verre de Bourgogne.

	— Eh bien, maintenant, demanda Montbar, comprends-tu pourquoi je t'ai fait monter, mon garçon?

	— Non; mais je ne vous en veux pas tout de même.

	— C'est bien gentil de ta part.

	— Oh! moi, je suis bon diable.

	— Eh bien, je vais te le dire, pourquoi je t'ai fait monter.

	— Je suis tout oreilles.

	— Attends! Je crois que tu entendras encore mieux si ton verre est plein que s'il est vide.

	— Est-ce que vous avez été médecin des sourds, vous, par hasard? demanda le postillon en goguenardant.

	— Non; mais j'ai beaucoup vécu avec les ivrognes, répondit

	Montbar en remplissant de nouveau le verre d'Antoine.

	— On n'est pas ivrogne parce qu'on aime le vin, dit Antoine.

	— Je suis de ton avis, mon brave, répliqua Montbar; on n'est ivrogne que quand on ne sait pas le porter.

	— Bien dit! fit Antoine, qui paraissait porter le sien à merveille; j'écoute.

	— Tu m'as dit que tu ne comprenais pas pourquoi je t'avais fait monter?

	— Je l'ai dit.

	— Cependant, tu dois bien te douter que j'avais un but?

	— Tout homme en a un, bon ou mauvais, à ce que prétend notre curé, dit sentencieusement Antoine.

	— Eh bien, le mien, mon ami, reprit Montbar, est de pénétrer la nuit, sans être reconnu, dans la cour de maître Nicolas Denis Lollier, maître de poste de Belleville.

	— À Belleville, répéta Antoine, qui suivait les paroles de Montbar avec toute l'attention dont il était capable; je comprends. Et vous voulez pénétrer, sans être reconnu, dans la cour de maître Nicolas Denis Lollier, maître de poste à Belleville, pour voir à votre aise la belle Joséphine? Ah! mon gaillard!

	— Tu y es, mon cher Antoine; et je veux y pénétrer sans être reconnu, parce que le père Lollier a tout découvert, et qu'il a défendu à sa fille de me recevoir.

	— Voyez-vous!… Et que puis-je à cela, moi?

	— Tu as encore les idées obscures, Antoine; bois ce verre de vin- là pour les éclaircir.

	— Vous avez raison, fit Antoine.

	Et il avala son sixième verre de vin.

	— Ce que tu y peux, Antoine?

	— Oui, qu'est-ce que j'y peux? Voilà ce que je demande.

	— Tu y peux tout, mon ami.

	— Moi?

	— Toi.

	— Ah! je serais curieux de savoir cela: éclaircissez, éclaircissez.

	Et il tendit son verre.

	— Tu conduis, demain, la malle de Chambéry?

	— Un peu; à six heures.

	— Eh bien, supposons quAntoine soit un bon garçon.

	— C'est tout supposé, il l'est.

	— Eh bien, voici ce que fait Antoine…

	— Voyons, que fait-il?

	— D'abord, il vide son verre.

	— Ce n'est pas difficile… c'est fait.

	— Puis il prend ces dix louis.

	Montbar aligna dix louis sur la table.

	— Ah! ah! fit Antoine, des jaunets, des vrais! Je croyais qu'ils avaient tous émigré, ces diables-là!

	— Tu vois qu'il en reste.

	— Et que faut-il qu'Antoine fasse pour qu'ils passent dans sa poche?

	— Il faut qu'Antoine me prête son plus bel habit de postillon.

	— À vous?

	— Et me donne sa place demain au soir.

	— Eh! oui, pour que vous voyiez la belle Joséphine sans être reconnu. — Allons donc! J'arrive à huit heures à Belleville, j'entre dans la cour, je dis que les chevaux sont fatigués, je les fais reposer jusqu'à dix heures, et, de huit heures à dix…

	— Ni vu ni connu, je t'embrouille le père Lollier.

	— Eh bien, ça y est-il, Antoine?

	— Ça y est! on est jeune, on est du parti des jeunes; on est garçon, on est du parti des garçons; quand on sera vieux et papa, on sera du parti des papas et des vieux, et on criera: «Vivent les ganaches!»

	— Ainsi, mon brave Antoine, tu me prêtes ta plus belle veste et ta plus belle culotte?

	— J'ai justement une veste et une culotte que je n'ai pas encore mises.

	— Tu me donnes ta place?

	— Avec plaisir.

	— Et moi, je te donne d'abord ces cinq louis d'arrhes.

	— Et le reste?

	— Demain, en passant les bottes; seulement, tu auras une précaution…

	— Laquelle?

	— On parle beaucoup de brigand qui dévalisent les diligences; tu auras soin de mettre des fontes à la selle du porteur.

	— Pour quoi faire?

	— Pour y fourrer des pistolets.

	— Allons donc! n'allez-vous pas leur faire du mal à ces braves gens?

	— Comment! tu appelles braves gens des voleurs qui dévalisent les diligences?

	— Bon! on n'est pas un voleur parce qu'on vole l'argent du gouvernement.

	— C'est ton avis.

	— Je crois bien, et encore que c'est l'avis de bien d'autres. Je sais bien, quant à moi, que, si j'étais juge, je ne les condamnerais pas.

	— Tu boirais peut-être à leur santé?

	— Ah! tout de même, ma foi, si le vin était bon.

	— Je t'en défie, dit Montbar en versant dans le verre d'Antoine tout ce qui restait de la seconde bouteille.

	— Vous savez le proverbe? dit le postillon.

	— Lequel?

	— Il ne faut pas défier un fou de faire sa folie. À la santé des compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Ainsi soit-il! dit Montbar.

	— Et les cinq louis? fit Antoine en reposant le verre sur la table.

	— Les voilà.

	— Merci; vous aurez des fontes à votre selle; mais, croyez-moi, ne mettez pas de pistolets dedans ou, si vous mettez des pistolets dedans, faites comme le père Jérôme, le conducteur de Genève, ne mettez pas de balles dans vos pistolets.

	Et, sur cette recommandation philanthropique, le postillon prit congé de Montbar et descendit l'escalier en chantant d'une voix avinée.

	«Le matin, je me prends, je me lève; «Dans le bois, je m'en suis allé; «J'y trouvai ma bergère qui rêve; «Doucement je la réveillai. «Je lui dis: Aimable bergère, «Un berger vous ferait-il peur? «Un berger! à moi pourquoi faire? «Taisez-vous, monsieur le trompeur.»

	Montbar suivit consciencieusement le chanteur jusqu'à la fin du second couplet; mais, quelque intérêt qu'il prît à la romance de maître Antoine, la voix de celui-ci s'étant perdue dans l'éloignement; il fut obligé de faire son deuil du reste de la chanson.

	XLII — LA MALLE DE CHAMBÉRY

	Le lendemain, à cinq heures de laprès-midi, Antoine, pour ne point être en retard sans doute, harnachait, dans la cour de l'hôtel de la poste, les trois chevaux qui devaient enlever la malle.

	Un instant après, la malle entrait au grand galop dans la cour de l'hôtel et venait se ranger sous les fenêtres de la chambre qui avait tant paru préoccuper Antoine, c'est-à-dire à trois pas de la dernière marche de l'escalier de service.

	Si l'on eût pu faire, sans y avoir un intérêt positif, attention à un si petit détail, on eût remarqué que le rideau de la fenêtre s'écartait d'une façon presque imprudente pour permettre à la personne qui habitait la chambre de voir qui descendait de la malle-poste.

	Il en descendit trois hommes qui, avec la hâte de voyageurs affamés, se dirigèrent vers les fenêtres ardemment éclairées de la salle commune.

	À peine étaient-ils entrés, que l'on vit, par l'escalier de service, descendre un élégant postillon non chaussé encore de ses grosses bottes, mais simplement de fins escarpins par-dessus lesquels il comptait les passer.

	Le postillon élégant passa les grosses bottes d'Antoine, lui glissa cinq louis dans la main, puis se tourna pour que celui-ci lui jetât sur les épaules sa houppelande, que la rigueur de la saison rendait à peu près nécessaire.

	Cette toilette achevée, Antoine rentra lestement dans l'écurie, où il se dissimula dans le coin le plus obscur.

	Quant à celui auquel il venait de céder sa place, rassuré sans doute par la hauteur du col de la houppelande, qui lui cachait la moitié du visage, il alla droit aux trois chevaux harnachés d'avance par Antoine, glissa une paire de pistolets à deux coups dans les arçons, et, profitant de l'isolement où était la malle- poste par le détellement des chevaux et l'éloignement du postillon de Tournus, il planta, à l'aide d'un poinçon aigu qui pouvait à la rigueur devenir un poignard, ses quatre pitons dans le bois de la malle-poste, c'est-à-dire à chaque portière, et les deux autres en regard dans le bois de la caisse.

	Après quoi, il se mit à atteler les chevaux avec une promptitude et une adresse qui indiquaient un homme familiarisé depuis son enfance avec tous les détails de l'art poussé si loin de nos jours par cette honorable classe de la société que nous appelons les gentilshommes riders.

	Cela fait, il attendit, calmant ses chevaux impatients à l'aide de la parole et du fouet, savamment combinés, ou employés chacun à son tour.

	On connaît la rapidité avec laquelle s'exécutaient les repas des malheureux condamnés au régime de la malle-poste; la demi-heure n'était donc pas écoulée, qu'on entendit la voix du conducteur qui criait:

	— Allons, citoyens voyageurs, en voiture.

	Montbar se tint près de la portière, et, malgré leur déguisement, reconnut parfaitement Roland et le chef de brigade du 7e chasseurs, qui montèrent et prirent place dans l'intérieur sans faire attention au postillon.

	Celui-ci referma sur eux la portière, passa le cadenas dans les deux pitons et donna un tour de clef. Puis, contournant la malle, il fit semblant de laisser tomber son fouet devant l'autre portière, passa, en se baissant, le second cadenas dans les autres pitons, lui donna un tour de clef en se relevant et, sûr que les deux officiers étaient bien verrouillés, il enfourcha son cheval en gourmandant le conducteur, qui lui laissait faire sa besogne.

	En effet, le voyageur du coupé était déjà à sa place, que le conducteur débattait encore un reste de compte avec l'hôte.

	— Est-ce pour ce soir, pour cette nuit, ou pour demain matin, père François? cria le faux postillon en imitant de son mieux la voix du vrai.

	— C'est bon, c'est bon, on y va, répondit le conducteur.

	Puis, regardant autour de lui:

	— Tiens! où sont donc les voyageurs? demanda-t-il.

	— Nous voilà, dirent à la fois les deux officiers, dans lintérieur de la malle, et lagent du coupé.

	— La portière est bien fermée? insista le père François.

	— Oh! je vous en réponds, fit Montbar.

	— En ce cas, en route, mauvaise troupe! cria le conducteur tout en gravissant le marchepied, en prenant place près du voyageur et en tirant la portière après lui.

	Le postillon ne se le fit pas redire; il enleva ses chevaux en enfonçant ses éperons dans le ventre du porteur et en cinglant aux deux autres un vigoureux coup de fouet. La malle-poste partit au galop.

	Montbar conduisait comme s'il n'eût fait que cela toute sa vie; il traversa la ville en faisant danser les vitres et trembler les maisons; jamais véritable postillon n'avait fait claquer son fouet d'une si savante manière.

	À la sortie de Mâcon, il vit un petit groupe de cavaliers: c'étaient les douze chasseurs qui devaient suivre la malle sans avoir l'air de l'escorter.

	Le chef de brigade passa la tête par la portière et fit signe au maréchal des logis qui les commandait.

	Montbar ne parut rien remarquer; mais, au bout de cinq cents pas, tout en exécutant une symphonie avec son fouet, il retourna la tête et vit que lescorte s'était mise en marche.

	— Attendez, mes petits enfants, dit Montbar, je vais vous en faire voir du pays!

	Et il redoubla de coups d'éperons et de coups de fouet.

	Les chevaux semblaient avoir des ailes, la malle volait sur le pavé, on eût dit le char du tonnerre qui passait.

	Le conducteur s'inquiéta.

	— Eh! maître Antoine, cria-t-il, est-ce que nous serions ivre par hasard?

	— Ivre? ah bien oui! répondit Montbar, j'ai dîné avec une salade de betterave.

	— Mais, morbleu? s'il va de ce train-là, cria Roland en passant à son tour la tête par la portière, lescorte ne pourra nous suivre.

	— Tu entends ce qu'on te dit! cria le conducteur.

	— Non, répondit Montbar, je n'entends pas.

	— Eh bien, on te fait observer que, si tu vas de ce train-là, l'escorte ne pourra pas suivre.

	— Il y a donc une escorte? demanda Montbar.

	— Eh oui! puisque nous avons de largent du gouvernement.

	— C'est autre chose, alors; il fallait donc dire cela tout de suite.

	Mais, au lieu de ralentir sa course, la malle continua d'aller le même train, et, s'il se fit un changement, ce fut qu'elle gagna encore en vélocité.

	— Tu sais que, s'il nous arrive un accident, dit le conducteur, je te casse la tête d'un coup de pistolet.

	— Allons donc! fit Montbar, on les connaît vos pistolets, il n'y a pas de balles dedans.

	— C'est possible, mais il y en a dans les miens! cria lagent de police.

	— C'est ce qu'on verra dans l'occasion, répondit Montbar.

	Et il continua sa route sans plus s'inquiéter des observations.

	On traversa, avec la vitesse de l'éclair, le village de Varennes, celui de la Crèche et la petite ville de la Chapelle-de-Guinchay.

	Il restait un quart de lieue, à peine, pour arriver à la Maison-

	Blanche.

	Les chevaux ruisselaient et hennissaient de rage en jetant l'écume par la bouche.

	Montbar jeta les yeux derrière lui; à plus de mille pas de la malle-poste, les étincelles jaillissaient sous les pieds de l'escorte.

	Devant lui était la déclivité de la montagne.

	Il s'élança sur la pente, mais tout en rassemblant ses rênes de manière à se rendre maître des chevaux quand il voudrait.

	Le conducteur avait cessé de crier, car il reconnaissait qu'il était conduit par une main habile et vigoureuse à la fois.

	Seulement, de temps en temps, le chef de brigade regardait par la portière pour voir à quelle distance étaient ses hommes.

	À la moitié de la pente, Montbar était maître de ses chevaux, sans avoir eu un seul moment l'air de ralentir leur course.

	Il se mit alors à entonner à pleine voix le _Réveil du Peuple: _c'était la chanson des royalistes, comme la _Marseillaise _était le chant des jacobins.

	— Que fait donc ce drôle-là? cria Roland en passant la tête par la portière; dites-lui donc qu'il se taise, conducteur, ou je lui envoie une balle dans les reins.

	Peut-être le conducteur allait-il répéter au postillon la menace de Roland, mais il lui sembla voir une ligne noire qui barrait la route.

	En même temps, une voix tonnante cria:

	— Halte-là, conducteur!

	— Postillon, passez-moi sur le ventre de ces bandits-là! cria l'agent de police.

	— Bon! comme vous y allez, vous! dit Montbar. Est-ce que l'on passe comme cela sur le ventre des amis?… Hoooh!

	La malle-poste s'arrêta comme par enchantement.

	— En avant! en avant! crièrent à la fois Roland et le chef de brigade, comprenant que lescorte était trop loin pour les soutenir.

	— Ah! brigand de postillon! cria lagent de police en sautant à bas du coupé et en dirigeant un pistolet sur Montbar, tu vas payer pour tous.

	Mais il n'avait pas achevé, que Montbar, le prévenant, faisait feu et que l'agent roulait, mortellement blessé, sous les roues de la malle.

	Son doigt crispé par lagonie appuya sur la gâchette, le coup partit, mais au hasard, sans que la balle atteignît personne.

	— Conducteur, criaient les deux officiers, de par tous les tonnerres du ciel, ouvrez donc!

	— Messieurs, dit Morgan s'avançant, nous n'en voulons pas à vos personnes, mais seulement à l'argent du gouvernement. Ainsi donc, conducteur, les cinquante mille livres et vivement!

	Deux coups de feu partis de l'intérieur furent la réponse des deux officiers, qui, après avoir vainement ébranlé les portières, essayaient vainement encore de sortir par l'ouverture des vitres.

	Sans doute, un des coups de feu porta, car on entendit un cri de rage en même temps qu'un éclair illuminait la route.

	Le chef de brigade poussa un soupir et tomba sur Roland. Il venait d'être tué raide.

	Roland fit feu de son second pistolet, mais personne ne lui riposta.

	Ses deux pistolets étaient déchargés; enfermé qu'il était, il ne pouvait se servir de son sabre et hurlait de colère.

	Pendant ce temps, on forçait le conducteur, le pistolet sur la gorge, de donner l'argent; deux hommes prirent les sacs qui contenaient les cinquante mille francs et en chargèrent le cheval de Montbar, que son palefrenier lui amenait tout sellé et bridé comme à un rendez-vous de chasse.

	Montbar s'était débarrassé de ses grosses bottes, et sauta en selle avec ses escarpins.

	— Bien des choses au premier consul, monsieur de Montrevel! cria

	Morgan.

	Puis, se tournant vers ses compagnons:

	— Au large, enfants, et par la route que chacun voudra. Vous connaissez le rendez-vous; à demain au soir.

	— Oui, oui, répondirent dix ou douze voix.

	Et toute la bande s'éparpilla comme une volée d'oiseaux, disparaissant dans la vallée sous lombre des arbres qui côtoyaient la rivière et enveloppaient la Maison-Blanche.

	En ce moment, on entendit le galop des chevaux et l'escorte, attirée par les coups de feu, apparut au sommet de la montée, qu'elle descendit comme une avalanche.

	Mais elle arriva trop tard: elle ne trouva plus que le conducteur assis sur le bord du fossé; les deux cadavres de l'agent de police et du chef de brigade, et Roland, prisonnier et rugissant comme un lion qui mord les barreaux de sa cage.

	XLIII — LA RÉPONSE DE LORD GRENVILLE

	Pendant que les événements que nous venons de raconter s'accomplissaient et occupaient les esprits et les gazettes de la province, d'autres événements, bien autrement graves, se préparaient à Paris qui allaient occuper les esprits et les gazettes du monde tout entier.

	Lord Tanlay était revenu avec la réponse de son oncle lord

	Grenville.

	Cette réponse consistait en une lettre adressée à

	M. de Talleyrand, et dans une note écrite pour le premier consul.

	La lettre était conçue en ces termes:

	«Downing-street, le 14 février 1800.

	«Monsieur,

	«J'ai reçu et mis sous les yeux du roi la lettre que vous m'avez transmise par l'intermédiaire de mon neveu lord Tanlay. Sa Majesté, ne voyant aucune raison de se départir des formes qui ont été longtemps établies en Europe pour traiter d'affaires avec les États étrangers, m'a ordonné de vous faire passer en son nom la réponse officielle que je vous envoie ci-incluse.

	«J'ai l'honneur d'être avec une haute considération, monsieur, votre très humble et très obéissant serviteur,

	«GRENVILLE»

	La, réponse était sèche, la note précise. De plus, une lettre avait été écrite autographe par le premier consul au roi Georges, et le roi Georges, _ne se départissant point des formes établies en Europe pour traiter avec les États étrangers, _répondait par une simple note de l'écriture du premier secrétaire venu.

	Il est vrai que la note était signée Grenville.

	Ce n'était qu'une longue récrimination contre la France, contre l'esprit de désordre qui l'agitait, contre les craintes que cet esprit de désordre inspirait à toute l'Europe, et sur la nécessité imposée, par le soin de leur propre conservation, à tous les souverains régnants de la réprimer. En somme, c'était la continuation de la guerre.

	À la lecture d'un pareil factum, les yeux de Bonaparte brillèrent de cette flamme qui précédait chez lui les grandes décisions, comme l'éclair précède la foudre.

	— Ainsi, monsieur, dit-il en se retournant vers lord Tanlay, voilà tout ce que vous avez pu obtenir?

	— Oui, citoyen premier consul.

	— Vous n'avez donc point répété verbalement à votre oncle tout ce que je vous avais chargé de lui dire?

	— Je nen ai pas oublié une syllabe.

	— Vous ne lui avez donc pas dit que vous habitiez la France depuis deux ou trois ans, que vous l'aviez vue, que vous l'aviez étudiée, qu'elle était forte, puissante, heureuse, désireuse de la paix, mais préparée à la guerre?

	— Je lui ai dit tout cela.

	— Vous n'avez donc pas ajouté que c'est une guerre insensée que nous font les Anglais; que cet esprit de désordre dont ils parlent, et qui n'est, à tout prendre, que les écarts de la liberté trop longtemps comprimée, il fallait l'enfermer dans la France même par une paix universelle; que cette paix était le seul cordon sanitaire qui pût l'empêcher de franchir nos frontières; qu'en allumant en France le volcan de la guerre, la France, comme une lave, va se répandre sur l'étranger… L'Italie est délivrée, dit le roi d'Angleterre; mais délivrée de qui? De ses libérateurs! L'Italie est délivrée, mais pourquoi? Parce que je conquérais l'Égypte, du Delta à la troisième cataracte; l'Italie est délivrée, parce que je n'étais pas en Italie… Mais me voilà: dans un mois, je puis y être, en Italie, et, pour la reconquérir des Alpes à l'Adriatique, que me faut-il? Une bataille. Que croyez-vous que fasse Masséna en défendant Gênes? Il m'attend… Ah! les souverains de l'Europe ont besoin de la guerre pour assurer leur couronne! eh bien, milord, c'est moi qui vous le dis, je secouerai si bien l'Europe, que la couronne leur en tremblera au front. Ils ont besoin de la guerre? Attendez… Bourrienne! Bourrienne!

	La porte de communication du cabinet du premier consul avec le

	cabinet du premier secrétaire s'ouvrit précipitamment, et

	Bourrienne parut, le visage aussi effaré que s'il eût cru que

	Bonaparte appelait au secours.

	Il vit celui-ci fort animé, froissant la note diplomatique d'une main et frappant de l'autre sur le bureau, et lord Tanlay calme, debout et muet à trois pas de lui.

	Il comprit tout de suite que c'était la réponse de l'Angleterre qui irritait le premier consul.

	— Vous m'avez appelé, général? dit-il.

	— Oui, fit le premier consul; mettez vous là et écrivez.

	Et, d'une voix brève et saccadée, sans chercher les mots, mais, au contraire, comme si les mots se pressaient aux portes de son esprit, il dicta la proclamation suivante:

	«Soldats!

	«En promettant la paix au peuple français, j'ai été votre organe; je connais votre valeur.

	«Vous êtes les mêmes hommes qui conquirent le Rhin, la Hollande, l'Italie, et qui donnèrent la paix sous les murs de Vienne étonnée.

	«Soldats! ce ne sont plus vos frontières qu'il faut défendre, ce sont les États ennemis qu'il faut envahir.

	«Soldats! lorsqu'il en sera temps, je serai au milieu de vous, et l'Europe étonnée se souviendra que vous êtes de la race des braves!»

	Bourrienne leva la tête, attendant, après ces derniers mots écrits.

	— Eh bien, c'est tout, dit Bonaparte.

	— Ajouterai-je, les mots sacramentels: «Vive la République?»

	— Pourquoi demandez-vous cela?

	— C'est que nous n'avons pas fait de proclamation depuis quatre mois, et que quelque chose pourrait être changé aux formules ordinaires.

	— La proclamation est bien telle qu'elle est, dit Bonaparte; n'y ajoutez rien.

	Et, prenant une plume, il écrasa plutôt qu'il n'écrivit sa signature au bas de la proclamation.

	Puis, la rendant à Bourrienne:

	— Que cela paraisse demain dans le Mo_niteur, _dit-il.

	Bourrienne sortit, emportant la proclamation.

	Bonaparte, resté avec lord Tanlay, se promena un instant de long en large, comme s'il eût oublié sa présence; mais, tout à coup, s'arrêtant devant lui:

	— Milord, dit-il, croyez-vous avoir obtenu de votre oncle tout ce qu'un autre à votre place eût pu obtenir?

	— Davantage, citoyen premier consul.

	— Davantage! davantage!… qu'avez-vous donc obtenu?

	— Je crois que le citoyen premier consul n'a pas lu la note royale avec toute l'attention qu'elle mérite.

	— Bon! fit Bonaparte, je la sais par coeur.

	— Alors le citoyen premier consul n'a pas pesé l'esprit de certain paragraphe, n'en a pas pesé les mots.

	— Vous croyez?

	— J'en suis sûr… et, si le citoyen premier consul me permettait de lui lire le paragraphe auquel je fais allusion…

	Bonaparte desserra la main dans laquelle était la note froissée, la déplia et la remit à lord Tanlay, en lui disant:

	— Lisez.

	Sir John jeta les yeux sur la note, qui lui paraissait familière, s'arrêta au dixième paragraphe et lut:

	— «Le meilleur et le plus sûr gage de la réalité de la paix, ainsi que de sa durée, serait la restauration de cette lignée de princes qui, pendant tant de siècles, ont conservé à la nation française la prospérité au dedans, la considération et le respect au dehors. Un tel événement aurait écarté, et dans tous les temps écartera les obstacles qui se trouvent sur la voie des négociations et de la paix; il confirmerait à la France la jouissance tranquille de son ancien territoire, et procurerait à toutes les autres nations de l'Europe, par la tranquillité et la paix, cette sécurité qu'elles sont obligées maintenant de chercher par d'autres moyens.»

	— Eh bien, fit Bonaparte impatient, j'avais très bien lu, et parfaitement compris. Soyez Monk, ayez travaillé pour un autre, et l'on vous pardonnera vos victoires, votre renommée, votre génie; abaissez-vous, et l'on vous permettra de rester grand!

	— Citoyen premier consul, dit lord Tanlay, personne ne sait mieux que moi la différence qu'il y a de vous à Monk, et combien vous le dépassez en génie et en renommée.

	— Alors, que me lisez-vous donc?

	— Je ne vous lis ce paragraphe, répliqua sir John, que pour vous prier de donner à celui qui suit sa véritable valeur.

	— Voyons celui qui suit, dit Bonaparte avec une impatience contenue.

	Sir John continua:

	— «Mais, quelque désirable que puisse être un pareil événement pour la France et pour le monde, ce n'est point à ce mode exclusivement que Sa Majesté limite la possibilité d'une pacification solide et sûre…

	Sir John appuya sur ces derniers mots.

	— Ah! ah! fit Bonaparte.

	Et il se rapprocha vivement de sir John.

	L'Anglais continua:

	— «Sa Majesté n'a pas la prétention de prescrire à la France quelle sera la forme de son gouvernement ni dans quelles mains sera placée l'autorité nécessaire pour conduire les affaires d'une grande et puissante nation.»

	— Relisez, monsieur, dit vivement Bonaparte.

	— Relisez vous-même, répondit sir John.

	Et il lui tendit la note.

	Bonaparte relut.

	— C'est vous, monsieur, dit-il, qui avez fait ajouter ce paragraphe?

	— J'ai du moins insisté pour qu'il fût mis.

	Bonaparte réfléchit.

	— Vous avez raison, dit-il, il y a un grand pas de fait; le retour des Bourbons n'est plus une condition _sine qua non. _Je suis accepté non seulement comme puissance militaire, mais aussi comme pouvoir politique.

	Puis, tendant la main à sir John:

	— Avez-vous quelque chose à me demander, monsieur?

	— La seule chose que j'ambitionne vous a été demandée par mon ami

	Roland.

	— Et je lui ai déjà répondu, monsieur, que je vous verrais avec plaisir devenir l'époux de sa soeur… Si j'étais plus riche, ou si vous létiez moins, je vous offrirais de la doter…

	Sir John fit un mouvement.

	— Mais je sais que votre fortune peut suffire à deux, et même, ajouta Bonaparte en souriant, peut suffire à davantage. Je vous laisse donc la joie de donner non seulement le bonheur mais encore la richesse à la femme que vous aimez.

	Puis, appelant:

	— Bourrienne!

	Bourrienne parut.

	— C'est parti, général, dit-il.

	— Bien, fit le premier consul; mais ce n'est pas pour cela que je vous appelle.

	— J'attends vos ordres.

	— À quelque heure du jour ou de la nuit que se présente lord Tanlay, je serai heureux de le recevoir, et de le recevoir sans qu'il attende; vous entendez, mon cher Bourrienne? Vous entendez, milord?

	Lord Tanlay s'inclina en signe de remerciement.

	— Et maintenant, dit Bonaparte, je présume que vous êtes pressé de partir pour le château des Noires-Fontaines; je ne vous retiens pas, je n'y mets qu'une condition.

	— Laquelle, général?

	— C'est que, si j'ai besoin de vous pour une nouvelle ambassade…

	— Ce n'est point une condition, citoyen premier consul, c'est une faveur.

	Lord Tanlay s'inclina et sortit.

	Bourrienne s'apprêtait à le suivre.

	Mais Bonaparte, rappelant son secrétaire:

	— Avons-nous une voiture attelée? demanda-t-il.

	Bourrienne regarda dans la cour.

	— Oui, général.

	— Eh bien, apprêtez-vous; nous sortons ensemble.

	— Je suis prêt, général; je n'ai que mon chapeau et ma redingote à prendre, et ils sont dans mon cabinet.

	— Alors, partons, dit Bonaparte.

	Et lui-même prit son chapeau et son pardessus, et, marchant le premier, descendit par le petit escalier, et fit signe à la voiture d'approcher.

	Quelque hâte que Bourrienne eût mise à le suivre, il n'arriva que derrière lui.

	Le laquais ouvrit la portière; Bonaparte, sauta dans la voiture.

	— Où allons-nous, général? dit Bourrienne.

	— Aux Tuileries, répondit Bonaparte.

	Bourrienne, tout étonné, répéta l'ordre et se retourna vers le premier consul comme pour lui en demander l'explication; mais celui-ci paraissait plongé dans des réflexions, dont le secrétaire, qui à cette époque était encore lami, ne jugea pas à propos de le tirer.

	La voiture partit au galop des chevaux — c'était toujours ainsi que marchait Bonaparte — et se dirigea vers les Tuileries.

	Les Tuileries, habitées par Louis XVI après les journées des 5 et 6 octobre, occupées successivement par la Convention et le conseil des Cinq-Cents, étaient vides et dévastées depuis le 18 brumaire.

	Depuis le 18 brumaire, Bonaparte avait plus d'une fois jeté les yeux sur cet ancien palais de la royauté, mais il était important de ne pas laisser soupçonner qu'un roi futur pût habiter le palais des rois abolis.

	Bonaparte avait rapporté d'Italie un magnifique buste de Junius

	Brutus; il n'avait point sa place au Luxembourg, et, vers la fin

	de novembre, le premier consul avait fait venir le républicain

	David et lavait chargé de placer ce buste dans la galerie des

	Tuileries.

	Comment croire que David, lami de Marat, préparait la demeure d'un empereur futur, en plaçant dans la galerie des Tuileries le buste du meurtrier de César?

	Aussi, personne non seulement ne l'avait cru, mais même ne s'en était douté.

	En allant voir si le buste faisait bien dans la galerie, Bonaparte s'aperçut des dévastations commises dans le palais de Catherine de Médicis; les Tuileries n'étaient plus la demeure des rois, c'est vrai, mais elles étaient un palais national, et la nation ne pouvait laisser un de ses palais dans le délabrement.

	Bonaparte fit venir le citoyen Lecomte, architecte du palais, et lui ordonna de _nettoyer _les Tuileries.

	Le mot pouvait se prendre à la fois dans son acception physique et dans son acception morale.

	Un devis fut demandé à l'architecte pour savoir ce que coûterait le nettoyage.

	Le devis montait à cinq cent mille francs.

	Bonaparte demanda si, moyennant ce nettoyage, les Tuileries pouvaient devenir le palais du gouvernement.

	L'architecte répondit que cette somme suffirait, non seulement pour les remettre dans leur ancien état, mais encore pour les rendre habitables.

	C'était tout ce que voulait Bonaparte, un palais habitable. Avait- il besoin, lui, républicain, du luxe de la royauté… Pour le palais _du gouvernement, il _fallait des ornements graves et sévères, des marbres, des statues; seulement, quelles seraient ces statues? C'était au premier consul de les désigner.

	Bonaparte les choisit dans trois grands siècles et dans trois grandes nations: chez les Grecs, chez les Romains, chez nous et chez nos rivaux.

	Chez les Grecs, il choisit Alexandre et Démosthène, le génie des conquêtes et le génie de léloquence.

	Chez les Romains, il choisit Scipion, Cicéron, Caton, Brutus et César, plaçant la grande victime près du meurtrier, presque aussi grand qu'elle.

	Dans le monde moderne, il choisit Gustave-Adolphe, Turenne, le grand Condé, Dugay-Trouin, Marlborough, le prince Eugène et le maréchal de Saxe; enfin, le grand Frédéric et Washington, c'est-à- dire la fausse philosophie sur le trône et la vraie sagesse fondant un État libre.

	Puis il ajouta à ces illustrations guerrières, Dampierre, Dugommier et Joubert, pour prouver que, de même que le souvenir d'un Bourbon ne l'effrayait pas dans la personne du grand Condé, il n'était point envieux de la gloire de trois frères d'armes victimes d'une cause qui, d'ailleurs, n'était déjà plus la sienne.

	Les choses en étaient là à l'époque où nous sommes arrivés, c'est- à-dire à la fin de février 1800; les Tuileries était nettoyées, les bustes étaient sur leurs socles, les statues sur leurs piédestaux; on n'attendait qu'une occasion favorable.

	Cette occasion était arrivée: on venait de recevoir la nouvelle de la mort de Washington.

	Le fondateur de la liberté des États-Unis avait cessé de vivre le 14 décembre 1799.

	C'était à quoi songeait Bonaparte, lorsque Bourrienne avait reconnu à sa physionomie qu'il fallait le laisser tout entier aux réflexions qui l'absorbaient.

	La voiture s'arrêta devant les Tuileries; Bonaparte en sortit avec la même vivacité qu'il y était entré, monta rapidement les escaliers, parcourut les appartements, examina plus particuliè- rement ceux qu'avaient habités Louis XVI et Marie-Antoinette.

	Puis, s'arrêtant au cabinet de Louis XVI:

	— Nous logerons ici, Bourrienne, dit-il tout à coup comme si celui-ci avait pu le suivre dans le labyrinthe où il s'égarait avec ce fil d'Ariane qu'on appelle la pensée; oui, nous logerons ici; le troisième consul logera au pavillon de Flore; Cambacérès restera à la Chancellerie.

	— Cela fait, dit Bourrienne, que, le jour venu, vous n'en aurez qu'un à renvoyer.

	Bonaparte prit Bourrienne par l'oreille.

	— Allons, dit-il, pas mal!

	— Et quand emménageons-nous, général? demanda Bourrienne.

	— Oh! pas demain encore; car il nous faut au moins huit jours pour préparer les Parisiens à me voir quitter le Luxembourg et venir aux Tuileries.

	— Huit jours, fit Bourrienne; on peut attendre.

	— Surtout en s'y prenant tout de suite. Allons, Bourrienne, au

	Luxembourg.

	Et, avec la rapidité qui présidait à tous ses mouvements, quand il s'agissait d'intérêts graves, il repassa par la file d'appartements qu'il avait déjà visités, descendit l'escalier et sauta dans la voiture en criant:

	— Au Luxembourg!

	— Eh bien, eh bien, dit Bourrienne encore sous le vestibule, vous ne m'attendez pas, général?

	— Traînard! fit Bonaparte.

	Et la voiture partit comme elle était venue, c'est-à-dire au galop.

	En rentrant dans son cabinet, Bonaparte trouva le ministre de la police qui l'attendait.

	— Bon! dit-il, qu'y a-t-il donc, citoyen Fouché? vous avez le visage tout bouleversé! M'aurait-on assassiné par hasard?

	— Citoyen premier consul, dit le ministre, vous avez paru attacher une grande importance à la destruction des bandes qui s'intitulent les compagnies de Jéhu.

	— Oui, puisque j'ai envoyé Roland lui-même à leur poursuite. A-t- on de leurs nouvelles?

	— On en a.

	— Par qui?

	— Par leur chef lui-même.

	— Comment, par leur chef?

	— Il a eu l'audace de me rendre compte de sa dernière expédition.

	— Contre qui?

	— Contre les cinquante mille francs que vous avez envoyés aux pères du Saint-Bernard.

	— Et que sont-ils devenus?

	— Les cinquante mille francs!

	— Oui.

	—Ils sont entre les mains des bandits, et leur chef m'annonce qu'ils seront bientôt entre celles de Cadoudal.

	— Alors, Roland est tué?

	— Non.

	— Comment, non?

	—Mon agent est tué, le chef de brigade Saint-Maurice est tué, mais votre aide de camp est sain et sauf.

	— Alors, il se pendra, dit Bonaparte.

	— Pour quoi faire? la corde casserait; vous connaissez son bonheur.

	— Ou son malheur, oui… Où est ce rapport?

	— Vous voulez dire cette lettre?

	— Cette lettre, ce rapport, la chose, enfin, quelle qu'elle soit, qui vous donne les nouvelles que vous m'apportez.

	Le ministre de la police présenta au premier consul un petit papier plié élégamment dans une enveloppe parfumée.

	— Qu'est cela?

	— La chose que vous demandez.

	Bonaparte lut:

	«Au citoyen Fouché, ministre de la police, en son hôtel, à Paris.»

	Il ouvrit la lettre; elle contenait ce qui suit:

	«Citoyen ministre, j'ai l'honneur de vous annoncer que les cinquante mille francs destinés aux pères du Saint-Bernard sont passés entre nos mains pendant la soirée du 25 février 1800 (vieux style), et que, d'ici à huit jours, ils seront entre celles du citoyen Cadoudal.

	«La chose s'est opérée à merveille, sauf la mort de votre agent et celle du chef de brigade de Saint-Maurice; quant à M. Roland de Montrevel, j'ai la satisfaction de vous apprendre qu'il ne lui est rien arrivé de fâcheux. Je n'avais point oublié que c'était lui qui m'avait introduit au Luxembourg.

	«Je vous écris, citoyen ministre, parce que je présume qu'à cette heure M. Roland de Montrevel est trop occupé de notre poursuite pour vous écrire lui-même.

	«Mais, au premier instant de repos qu'il prendra, je suis sûr que vous recevrez de lui un rapport où il consignera tous les détails dans lesquels je ne puis entrer, faute de temps et de facilité pour vous écrire.

	«En échange du service que je vous rends, citoyen ministre, je vous prierai de m'en rendre un autre: c'est de rassurer sans retard madame de Montrevel sur la vie de son fils.

	«MORGAN.

	«De la Maison-Blanche, route de Mâcon à Lyon, le samedi, à neuf heures du soir.»

	— Ah! pardieu, dit Bonaparte, voilà un hardi drôle!

	Puis, avec un soupir:

	— Quels capitaines et quels colonels tous ces hommes-là me feraient! ajouta-t-il.

	— Qu'ordonne le premier consul? demanda le ministre de la police.

	— Rien; cela regarde Roland: son honneur y est engagé; et, puisqu'il n'est pas mort, il prendra sa revanche.

	— Alors, le premier consul ne s'occupe plus de cette affaire.

	— Pas dans ce moment, du moins.

	Puis, se retournant du côté de son secrétaire:

	— Nous avons bien d'autres chats à fouetter, dit-il; n'est-ce pas, Bourrienne?

	Bourrienne fit de la tête un signe affirmatif.

	— Quand le premier consul désire-t-il me revoir? demanda le ministre.

	— Ce soir, à dix heures, soyez ici. Nous déménagerons dans huit jours.

	— Où allez-vous?

	— Aux Tuileries.

	Fouché fit un mouvement de stupéfaction.

	— C'est contre vos opinions, je le sais, dit le premier consul; mais je vous mâcherai la besogne et vous n'aurez qu'à obéir.

	Fouché salua et s'apprêta à sortir.

	— À propos! fit Bonaparte.

	Fouché se retourna.

	— N'oubliez pas de prévenir madame de Montrevel que son fils est sain et sauf; c'est le moins que vous fassiez pour le citoyen Morgan, après le service qu'il vous a rendu.

	Et il tourna le dos au ministre de la police, qui se retira en se mordant les lèvres jusqu'au sang.

	XLIV — DÉMÉNAGEMENT

	Le même jour, le premier consul, resté avec Bourrienne, lui avait dicté lordre suivant, adressé à la garde des consuls et à l'armée:

	«Washington est mort! Ce grand homme s'est battu contre la tyrannie; il a consolidé la liberté de l'Amérique; sa mémoire sera toujours chère au peuple français comme à tous les hommes libres des deux mondes, et spécialement aux soldats français qui, comme lui et les soldats américains, se battirent pour la liberté et l'égalité; en conséquence, le premier consul ordonne que, pendant dix jours, des crêpes noirs seront suspendus à tous les drapeaux et à tous les guidons de la République.»

	Mais le premier consul ne comptait point se borner à cet ordre du jour.

	Parmi les moyens destinés à faciliter son passage du Luxembourg aux Tuileries, figurait une de ces fêtes par lesquelles il savait si bien, non seulement amuser les yeux, mais encore pénétrer les esprits; cette fête devait avoir lieu aux Invalides, ou plutôt, comme on disait alors, au temple de Mars : il s'agissait tout à la fois d'inaugurer le buste de Washington, et de recevoir des mains du général Lannes les drapeaux d'Aboukir.

	C'était là une de ces combinaisons comme Bonaparte les comprenait, un éclair tiré du choc de deux contrastes.

	Ainsi il prenait un grand homme au monde nouveau, une victoire au vieux monde, et il ombrageait la jeune Amérique avec les palmes de Thèbes et de Memphis!

	Au jour fixé pour la cérémonie, six mille hommes de cavalerie étaient échelonnés du Luxembourg aux Invalides.

	À huit heures, Bonaparte monta à cheval dans la grande cour du palais consulaire, et, par la rue de Tournon, se dirigea vers les quais, accompagné d'un état-major de généraux dont le plus vieux n'avait pas trente-cinq ans.

	Lannes marchait en tête; derrière lui, soixante guides portaient les soixante drapeaux conquis; puis venait Bonaparte, de deux longueurs de cheval en avant de son état-major.

	Le ministre de la guerre, Berthier, attendait le cortège sous le dôme du temple; il était appuyé à une statue de Mars au repos; tous les ministres et conseillers d'État se groupaient autour de lui. Aux colonnes soutenant la voûte étaient suspendus déjà les drapeaux de Denain et de Fontenoy et ceux de la première campagne d'Italie; deux invalides centenaires, qui avaient combattu aux côtés du maréchal de Saxe, se tenaient, l'un à la gauche, lautre à la droite de Berthier, comme ces cariatides des anciens jours regardant pardessus la cime des siècles; enfin, à droite, sur une estrade, était posé le buste de Washington que l'on devait ombrager avec les drapeaux d'Aboukir. Sur une autre estrade, en face de celle-là, était le fauteuil de Bonaparte.

	Le long des bas-côtés du temple s'élevaient des amphithéâtres où toute la société élégante de Paris — celle du moins qui se ralliait à lordre d'idées que l'on fêtait dans ce grand jour — était venue prendre place.

	À lapparition des drapeaux, des fanfares militaires firent éclater leurs notes cuivrées sous les voûtes du temple.

	Lannes entra le premier, et fit un signe aux guides, qui, montant deux à deux les degrés de lestrade, passèrent les hampes des drapeaux dans les tenons préparés d'avance.

	Pendant ce temps, Bonaparte avait, au milieu des applaudissements, pris place dans son fauteuil.

	Alors, Lannes s'avança vers le ministre de la guerre, et, de cette voix puissante qui savait si bien crier: «En avant!» sur les champs de bataille:

	— Citoyen ministre, dit-il, voici tous les drapeaux de larmée ottomane, détruite sous vos yeux à Aboukir. L'armée d'Égypte, après avoir traversé des déserts brûlants, triomphé de la faim et de la soif, se trouve devant un ennemi fier de son nombre et de ses succès, et qui croit voir une proie facile dans nos troupes exténuées par la fatigue et par des combats sans cesse renaissants; il ignore que le soldat français est plus grand parce qu'il sait souffrir, parce qu'il sait vaincre, et que son courage s'irrite et s'accroît avec le danger. Trois mille Français, vous le savez, fondent alors sur dix-huit mille barbares, les enfoncent, les renversent, les serrent entre leurs rangs et la mer, et la terreur que nos baïonnettes inspirent est telle, que les musulmans, forcés à choisir leur mort, se précipitent dans les abîmes de la Méditerranée.

	«Dans cette journée mémorable furent pesés les destins de lÉgypte, de la France et de l'Europe, sauvés par votre courage.

	«Puissances coalisées, si vous osiez violer le territoire de la France et que le général qui nous fut rendu par la victoire d'Aboukir fît un appel à la nation, puissances coalisées, vos succès vous seraient plus funestes que vos revers! Quel Français ne voudrait encore vaincre sous les drapeaux du premier consul, ou faire sous lui lapprentissage de la gloire?»

	Puis, s'adressant aux invalides, auxquels la tribune du fond avait été réservée tout entière:

	«Et vous, continua-t-il d'une voix plus forte, vous braves vétérans, honorables victimes du sort des combats, vous ne seriez pas les derniers à voler sous les ordres de celui qui console vos malheurs et votre gloire, et qui place au milieu de vous et sous votre garde ces trophées conquis par votre valeur! Ah! je le sais, braves vétérans, vous brûlez de sacrifier la moitié de la vie qui vous reste pour votre patrie et votre liberté!»

	Cet échantillon de l'éloquence militaire du vainqueur de Montebello fut criblé d'applaudissements; trois fois le ministre de la guerre essaya de lui répondre, trois fois les bravos reconnaissants lui coupèrent la parole: enfin le silence se fit et Berthier s'exprima en ces termes:

	«Élever aux bords de la Seine des trophées conquis sur les rives du Nil; suspendre aux voûtes de nos temples, à côté des drapeaux de Vienne, de Pétersbourg et de Londres, les drapeaux bénis dans les mosquées de Byzance et du Caire; les voir ici présentés à la patrie par les mêmes guerriers; jeunes d'années, vieux de gloire, que la victoire a si souvent couronnés, c'est ce qui n'appartient qu'à la France républicaine.

	«Ce n'est là, d'ailleurs, quune partie de ce qu'a fait, à la fleur de son âge, ce héros qui, couvert des lauriers d'Europe, se montra vainqueur devant ces pyramides du haut desquelles quarante siècles le contemplaient, affranchissant par la victoire la terre natale des arts, et venant y reporter, entouré de savants et de guerriers, les lumières de la civilisation.

	«Soldats, déposez dans ce temple des vertus guerrières ces enseignes du croissant, enlevées sur les rochers de Canope par trois mille Français à dix-huit mille guerriers aussi braves que barbares; qu'elles y conservent le souvenir de cette expédition célèbre dont le but et le succès semblent absoudre la guerre des maux qu'elle cause; qu'elles y attestent, non la bravoure du soldat français, l'univers entier en retentit, mais son inaltérable constance, mais son dévouement sublime; que la vue de ces drapeaux vous réjouisse et vous console, vous, guerriers, dont les corps, glorieusement mutilés dans les champs de lhonneur, ne permettent plus à votre courage que des voeux et des souvenirs; que, du haut de ces voûtes, ces enseignes proclament aux ennemis du peuple français linfluence du génie, la valeur des héros qui les conquirent, et leur présagent aussi tous les malheurs de la guerre s'ils restent sourds à la voix qui leur offre la paix; oui, s'ils veulent la guerre, nous la ferons, et nous la ferons terrible!

	«La patrie, satisfaite, contemple larmée d'Orient avec un sentiment d'orgueil.

	«Cette invincible armée apprendra avec joie que les braves qui vainquirent avec elle aient été son organe; elle est certaine que le premier consul veille sur les enfants de la gloire; elle saura qu'elle est lobjet des plus vives sollicitudes de la République; elle saura que nous l'avons honorée dans nos temples, en attendant que nous imitions, s'il le faut, dans les champs de l'Europe, tant de vertus guerrières que nous avons vu déployer dans les déserts brûlants de l'Afrique et de lAsie.

	«Venez en son nom, intrépide général! venez, au nom de tous ces héros au milieu desquels vous vous montrez, recevoir dans cet embrassement le gage de la reconnaissance nationale.

	«Mais, au moment de ressaisir les armes protectrices de notre indépendance, si l'aveugle fureur des rois refuse au monde la paix que nous lui offrons, jetons, mes camarades, un rameau de laurier sur les cendres de Washington, de ce héros qui affranchit l'Amérique du joug des ennemis les plus implacables de notre liberté, et que son ombre illustre nous montre au-delà du tombeau la gloire qui accompagne la mémoire des libérateurs de la patrie!»

	Bonaparte descendit de son estrade, et, au nom de la France, fut embrassé par Berthier.

	M. de Fontanes, chargé de prononcer léloge de Washington, laissa courtoisement s'écouler jusqu'à la dernière goutte le torrent d'applaudissements qui semblait tomber par cascades de l'immense amphithéâtre.

	Au milieu de ces glorieuses individualités, M. de Fontanes était une curiosité, moitié politique, moitié littéraire.

	Après le 18 fructidor, il avait été proscrit avec Suard et Laharpe; mais, parfaitement caché chez un de ses amis, ne sortant que le soir, il avait trouvé moyen de ne pas quitter Paris.

	Un accident impossible à prévoir lavait dénoncé.

	Renversé sur la place du Carrousel par un cabriolet dont le cheval s'était emporté, il fut reconnu par un agent de police qui était accouru à son aide. Cependant Fouché, prévenu non seulement de sa présence à Paris, mais encore de la retraite qu'il habitait, fit semblant de ne rien savoir.

	Quelques jours après le 18 brumaire, Maret, qui fut depuis duc de Bassano, Laplace, qui resta tout simplement un homme de science, et Regnault de Saint-Jean d'Angély, qui mourut fou, parlèrent au premier consul de M. de Fontanes et de sa présence à Paris.

	— Présentez-le-moi, répondit simplement le premier consul.

	M. de Fontanes fut présenté à Bonaparte, qui, connaissant ce caractère souple et cette éloquence adroitement louangeuse, l'avait choisi pour faire l'éloge de Washington et peut-être bien un peu le sien en même temps.

	Le discours de M. de Fontanes fut trop long pour que nous le rapportions ici; mais ce que nous pouvons dire, c'est qu'il fut tel que le désirait Bonaparte.

	Le soir, il y eut grande réception au Luxembourg. Pendant la cérémonie, le bruit avait couru d'une installation probable du premier consul aux Tuileries; les plus hardis ou les plus curieux en hasardèrent quelques mots à Joséphine; mais la pauvre femme, qui avait encore sous les yeux la charrette et l'échafaud de Marie-Antoinette, répugnait instinctivement à tout ce qui la pouvait rapprocher de la royauté; elle hésitait donc à répondre, renvoyant les questionneurs à son mari.

	Puis, il y avait une autre nouvelle qui commençait à circuler et qui faisait contrepoids à la première.

	Murat avait demandé en mariage mademoiselle Caroline Bonaparte.

	Or, ce mariage, s'il devait se faire, ne se faisait pas tout seul.

	Bonaparte avait eu un moment de brouille, nous devrions dire une année de brouille, avec celui qui aspirait à l'honneur de devenir son beau-frère.

	Le motif de cette brouille va paraître un peu bien étrange à nos lecteurs.

	Murat, le lion de l'armée, Murat, dont le courage est devenu proverbial, Murat, que l'on donnerait à un sculpteur comme le modèle à prendre pour la statue du dieu de la guerre, Murat, un jour qu'il avait mal dormi ou mal déjeuné, avait eu une défaillance.

	C'était devant Mantoue, dans laquelle Wurmser, après la bataille de Rivoli, avait été forcé de s'enfermer avec vingt-huit mille hommes. Le général Miollis, avec quatre mille seulement, devait maintenir le blocus de la place; or, pendant une sortie que tentaient les Autrichiens, Murat, à la tête de cinq cents hommes, reçut l'ordre d'en charger trois mille.

	Murat chargea, mais mollement.

	Bonaparte, dont il était l'aide de camp, en fut tellement irrité, qu'il l'éloigna de sa personne.

	Ce fut pour Murat un désespoir d'autant plus grand, que, dès cette époque, il avait le désir, sinon l'espoir, de devenir le beau- frère de son général: il était amoureux de Caroline Bonaparte.

	Comment cet amour lui était-il venu?

	Nous le dirons en deux mots:

	Peut-être ceux qui lisent chacun de nos livres isolément s'étonnent-ils que nous appuyions parfois sur certains détails qui semblent un peu étendus pour le livre même dans lequel ils se trouvent.

	C'est que nous ne faisons pas un livre isolé; mais, comme nous l'avons dit déjà, nous remplissons ou nous essayons de remplir un cadre immense.

	Pour nous, la présence de nos personnages n'est point limitée à lapparition qu'ils font dans un livre; celui que vous voyez aide de camp dans cet ouvrage, vous le retrouverez roi dans un second, proscrit et fusillé dans un troisième.

	Balzac a fait une grande et belle oeuvre à cent faces, intitulée la Comédie humaine.

	Notre oeuvre, à nous, commencée en même temps que la sienne, mais que nous ne qualifions pas, bien entendu, peut s'intituler le Drame de la France.

	Revenons à Murat.

	Disons comment cet amour, qui influa d'une façon si glorieuse et peut-être si fatale sur sa destinée, lui était venu.

	Murat, en 1796, avait été envoyé à Paris et chargé de présenter au

	Directoire les drapeaux pris par l'armée française aux combats de

	Dego et de Mondovi; pendant ce voyage, il fit la connaissance de

	madame Bonaparte et de madame Tallien.

	Chez madame Bonaparte, il retrouva mademoiselle Caroline

	Bonaparte.

	Nous disons retrouva, car ce n'était point la première fois qu'il rencontrait celle avec laquelle il devait partager la couronne de Naples: il l'avait déjà vue à Rome chez son frère Joseph, et là, malgré la rivalité d'un jeune et beau prince romain, il avait été remarqué par elle.

	Les trois femmes se réunirent et obtinrent du Directoire le grade de général de brigade pour Murat.

	Murat retourna à l'armée d'Italie, plus amoureux que jamais de mademoiselle Bonaparte, et, malgré son grade de général de brigade, sollicita et obtint la faveur immense pour lui de rester aide de camp du général en chef.

	Par malheur arriva cette fatale sortie de Mantoue, à la suite de laquelle il tomba dans la disgrâce de Bonaparte.

	Cette disgrâce eut un instant tous les caractères d'une véritable inimitié.

	Bonaparte le remercia de ses services comme aide de camp et le plaça dans la division de Neille, puis dans celle de Baraguey- d'Hilliers.

	Il en résulta que, quand Bonaparte revint à Paris après le traité de Tolentino, Murat ne fut pas du voyage.

	Ce n'était point l'affaire du triumféminat qui avait pris sous sa protection le jeune général de brigade.

	Les trois belles solliciteuses se mirent en campagne, et, comme il était question de l'expédition d'Égypte, elles obtinrent du ministère de la guerre que Murat fît partie de l'expédition.

	Il s'embarqua sur le même bâtiment que Bonaparte, c'est-à-dire à bord de _l'Orient, _mais pas une seule fois pendant la traversée Bonaparte ne lui adressa la parole.

	Débarqué à Alexandrie, Murat ne put d'abord rompre la barrière de glace qui le séparait de son général, lequel, pour l'éloigner de lui plutôt encore que pour lui donner l'occasion de se signaler, l'opposa à Mourad-Bey.

	Mais, dans cette campagne, Murat fit de tels prodiges de valeur, il effaça, par de telles témérités, le souvenir d'un moment de mollesse, il chargea si intrépidement, si follement à Aboukir, que Bonaparte n'eut pas le courage de lui garder plus longtemps rancune.

	En conséquence, Murat était revenu en France avec Bonaparte; Murat avait puissamment coopéré au 18 et surtout au 19 brumaire; Murat était donc rentré en pleine faveur, et, comme preuve de cette faveur, avait reçu le commandement de la garde des consuls.

	Il avait cru que c'était le moment de faire l'aveu de son amour pour mademoiselle Bonaparte, amour parfaitement connu de Joséphine, qui l'avait favorisé.

	Joséphine avait eu deux raisons pour cela.

	D'abord, elle était femme dans toute la charmante acception du mot, c'est-à-dire que toutes les douces passions de la femme lui étaient sympathiques; Joachim aimait Caroline, Caroline aimait Murat, c'était déjà chose suffisante pour qu'elle protégeât cet amour.

	Puis Joséphine était détestée des frères de Bonaparte; elle avait des ennemis acharnés dans Joseph et Lucien; elle n'était pas fâchée de se faire deux amis dévoués dans Murat et Caroline.

	Elle encouragea donc Murat à s'ouvrir à Bonaparte.

	Trois jours avant la cérémonie que nous avons racontée plus haut, Murat était donc entré dans le cabinet de Bonaparte, et, après de longues hésitations et des détours sans fin, il en était arrivé à lui exposer sa demande.

	Selon toute probabilité, cet amour des deux jeunes gens l'un pour l'autre n'était point une nouvelle pour le premier consul.

	Celui-ci accueillit l'ouverture avec une gravité sévère et se contenta de répondre qu'il y songerait.

	La chose méritait que l'on y songeât, en effet: Bonaparte était issu d'une famille noble, Murat était le fils d'un aubergiste. Cette alliance, dans un pareil moment, avait une grande signification.

	Le premier consul, malgré la noblesse de sa famille, malgré le rang élevé qu'il avait conquis, était-il, non seulement assez républicain, mais encore assez démocrate pour mêler son sang à un sang roturier?

	Il ne réfléchit pas longtemps: son sens si profondément droit, son esprit si parfaitement logique lui dirent qu'il avait tout intérêt à le faire, et, le jour même, il donna son consentement au mariage de Murat et de Caroline.

	Les deux nouvelles de ce mariage et du déménagement pour les Tuileries furent donc lancées en même temps dans le public; l'une devait servir de contrepoids à l'autre.

	Le premier consul allait occuper la résidence des anciens rois, coucher dans le lit des Bourbons, comme on disait à cette époque; mais il donnait sa soeur au fils d'un aubergiste.

	Maintenant, quelle dot apportait au héros d'Aboukir la future reine de Naples?

	Trente mille francs en argent et un collier de diamants que le premier consul prenait à sa femme, étant trop pauvre pour en acheter un. Cela faisait un peu grimacer Joséphine, qui tenait fort à son collier de diamants, mais cela répondait victorieusement à ceux qui disaient que Bonaparte avait fait sa fortune en Italie; et puis pourquoi Joséphine avait-elle pris si fort à coeur les intérêts des futurs époux! Elle avait voulu le mariage, elle devait contribuer à la dot.

	Il résulta de cette habile combinaison que, le jour _où les consuls _quittèrent le Luxembourg (30 pluviôse an VIII) pour se rendre au palais du _gouvernement, _escortés par le _fils d'un aubergiste _devenu beau-frère de Bonaparte, ceux qui virent passer le cortège ne songèrent qu'à l'admirer et à l'applaudir.

	Et, en effet, c'étaient des cortèges admirables et dignes

	d'applaudissements que ceux qui avaient à leur tête un homme comme

	Bonaparte et dans leurs rangs des hommes comme Murat, comme

	Moreau, comme Brune, comme Lannes, comme Junot, comme Duroc, comme

	Augereau, et comme Masséna.

	Une grande revue était commandée pour ce jour-là, dans la cour du Carrousel; madame Bonaparte devait y assister, non pas du balcon de l'horloge, le balcon de l'horloge était trop royal, mais des appartements occupés par Lebrun, c'est-à-dire du pavillon de Flore.

	Bonaparte partit à une heure précise du palais du Luxembourg, escorté de trois mille hommes d'élite, au nombre desquels le superbe régiment des guides, créé depuis trois ans, à propos d'un danger couru par Bonaparte dans ses campagnes d'Italie: après le passage du Mincio, il se reposait, harassé de fatigue, dans un petit château, et se disposait à y prendre un bain, quand un détachement autrichien, en fuite et se trompant de direction, envahit le château, gardé par les sentinelles seulement; Bonaparte n'avait eu que le temps de s'enfuir en chemise!

	Un embarras qui mérite la peine d'être rapporté s'était présenté le matin de cette journée du 30 pluviôse.

	Les généraux avaient bien leurs chevaux, les ministres leurs voitures; mais les autres fonctionnaires n'avaient point encore jugé opportun de faire une pareille dépense.

	Les voitures manquaient donc.

	On y suppléa en louant des fiacres dont on couvrit les numéros avec du papier de la même couleur que la caisse.

	La voiture seule du premier consul était attelée de six chevaux blancs; mais, comme les trois consuls étaient dans la même voiture, Bonaparte et Cambacérès au fond, Lebrun sur le devant, ce n'était, à tout prendre, que deux chevaux par consul.

	D'ailleurs, ces six chevaux blancs, donnés par l'empereur François au général en chef Bonaparte après le traité de Campo-Formio, n'étaient-ils pas eux-mêmes un trophée?

	La voiture traversa une partie de Paris en suivant la rue de

	Thionville, le quai Voltaire et le pont Royal.

	À partir du guichet du Carrousel jusqu'à la grande porte des

	Tuileries, la garde des consuls formait la haie.

	En passant sous la porte du guichet, Bonaparte leva la tête et lut l'inscription qui s'y trouvait.

	Cette inscription était conçue en ces termes:

	10 AOÛT 1792 LA ROYAUTÉ EST ABOLIE EN FRANCE ET NE SE RELÈVERA JAMAIS

	Un imperceptible sourire contracta les lèvres du premier consul.

	À la porte des Tuileries, Bonaparte descendit de voiture et sauta en selle pour passer la troupe en revue.

	Lorsqu'on le vit sur son cheval de bataille, les applaudissements éclatèrent de tous les côtés.

	La revue terminée, il vint se placer en avant du pavillon de l'horloge, ayant Murat à sa droite, Lannes à sa gauche, et derrière lui tout le glorieux état-major de l'armée d'Italie.

	Alors le défilé commença.

	Là, il trouva une de ces inspirations qui se gravaient profondément dans le coeur du soldat.

	Quand passèrent devant lui les drapeaux de la _96e, _de la _30e _et de la _33e _demi-brigades, voyant ces drapeaux qui ne présentaient plus qu'un bâton surmonté de quelques lambeaux criblés de balles et noircis par la poudre, il ôta son chapeau et s'inclina.

	Puis, le défilé achevé, il descendit de cheval et monta d'un pied hardi l'escalier des Valois et des Bourbons.

	Le soir, quand il se retrouva seul avec Bourrienne:

	— Eh bien, général, lui demanda celui-ci, êtes-vous content?

	— Oui, répondit vaguement Bonaparte; tout s'est bien passé, n'est-ce pas?

	— À merveille!

	— Je vous ai vu près de madame Bonaparte à la fenêtre du rez-de- chaussée du pavillon de Flore.

	— Moi aussi, je vous ai vu, général: vous lisiez l'inscription du guichet du Carrousel.

	— Oui, dit Bonaparte: 10 août 1792. La royauté est abolie en

	France, et ne se relèvera jamais.

	— Faut-il la faire enlever, général? demanda Bourrienne.

	— Inutile, répondit le premier consul, elle tombera bien toute seule.

	Puis, avec un soupir:

	— Savez-vous, Bourrienne, l'homme qui m'a manqué aujourd'hui? demanda-t-il.

	— Non général.

	— Roland… Que diable peut-il faire, qu'il ne nous donne pas de ses nouvelles?

	Ce que faisait Roland, nous allons le savoir.

	XLV — LE CHERCHEUR DE PISTE

	Le lecteur n'a pas oublié dans quelle situation l'escorte du _7e _chasseurs avait retrouvé la malle-poste de Chambéry.

	La première chose dont on s'occupa fut de chercher l'obstacle qui s'opposait à la sortie de Roland; on reconnut la présence d'un cadenas, on brisa la portière.

	Roland bondit hors de la voiture comme un tigre hors de sa cage.

	Nous avons dit que la terre était couverte de neige.

	Roland, chasseur et soldat, n'avait qu'une idée: c'était de suivre la piste des compagnons de Jéhu.

	Il les avait vus s'enfoncer dans la direction de Thoissey; mais il avait pensé qu'ils n'avaient pu suivre cette direction, puisque entre cette petite ville et eux coulait la Saône, et qu'il n'y avait de ponts pour traverser la rivière qu'à Belleville et à Mâcon.

	Il donna l'ordre à l'escorte et au conducteur de l'attendre sur la grande route, et, à pied, s'enfonça seul, sans songer même à recharger ses pistolets, sur les traces de Morgan et de ses compagnons.

	Il ne s'était pas trompé: à un quart de lieue de la route, les fugitifs avaient trouvé la Saône; là, ils s'étaient arrêtés, avaient délibéré un instant — on le voyait au piétinement des chevaux — puis ils s'étaient séparés en deux troupes: l'une avait remonté la rivière du côté de Mâcon, l'autre l'avait descendue du côté de Belleville.

	Cette division avait eu pour but évident de jeter dans le doute ceux qui les poursuivraient s'ils étaient poursuivis.

	Roland avait entendu le cri de ralliement du chef: «Demain soir où vous savez.»

	Il ne doutait donc pas que, quelle que fût la piste qu'il suivît, soit celle qui remontait, soit celle qui descendait la Saône, elle ne le conduisît — si la neige ne fondait pas trop vite — au lieu du rendez-vous, puisque, soit réunis, soit séparément, les compagnons de Jéhu devaient aboutir au même but.

	Il revint, suivant ses propres traces, ordonna au conducteur de passer les bottes abandonnées sur la grande route par le faux postillon, de monter à cheval et de conduire la malle jusqu'au prochain relais, c'est-à-dire jusqu'à Belleville; le maréchal des logis des chasseurs et quatre chasseurs sachant écrire devaient accompagner le conducteur pour signer avec lui au procès-verbal.

	Défense absolue de faire mention de lui, Roland, ni de ce qu'il était devenu, rien ne devant mettre les détrousseurs de diligences en éveil sur ses projets futurs.

	Le reste de l'escorte ramènerait le corps du chef de brigade à Mâcon, et ferait, de son côté, un procès-verbal qui concorderait avec celui du conducteur, et dans lequel il ne serait pas plus question de Roland que dans l'autre.

	Ces ordres donnés, le jeune homme démonta un chasseur, choisissant dans toute l'escorte le cheval qui lui paraissait le plus solide; puis il rechargea ses pistolets qu'il mit dans les fontes de sa selle à la place des pistolets d'arçon du chasseur démonté.

	Après quoi, promettant au conducteur et aux soldats une prompte vengeance, subordonnée cependant à la façon dont ils lui garderaient le secret, il monta à cheval et disparut dans la même direction qu'il avait déjà suivie.

	Arrivé au point où les deux troupes s'étaient séparées, il lui fallut faire un choix entre les deux pistes.

	Il choisit celle qui descendait la Saône et se dirigeait vers Belleville. Il avait, pour faire ce choix, qui peut-être l'éloignait de deux ou trois lieues, une excellente raison.

	D'abord, il était plus près de Belleville que de Mâcon.

	Puis il avait fait un séjour de vingt-quatre heures à Mâcon, et pouvait être reconnu, tandis qu'il n'avait jamais stationné à Belleville que le temps de changer de chevaux, lorsque par hasard il y avait passé en poste.

	Tous les événements que nous venons de raconter avaient pris une heure à peine; huit heures du soir sonnaient donc à l'horloge de Thoissey lorsque Roland se lança à la poursuite des fugitifs.

	La route était toute tracée; cinq ou six chevaux avaient laissé leurs empreintes, sur la neige; un de ces chevaux marchait l'amble.

	Roland franchit les deux ou trois ruisseaux qui coupent la prairie qu'il traversait pour arriver à Belleville.

	À cent pas de Belleville, il s'arrêta: là avait eu lieu une nouvelle division: deux des six cavaliers avaient pris à droite, c'est-à-dire s'étaient éloignés de la Saône, quatre avaient pris à gauche, c'est-à-dire avaient continué leur chemin vers Belleville.

	Aux premières maisons de Belleville, une troisième scission s'était opérée: trois cavaliers avaient tourné la ville; un seul avait suivi la rue.

	Roland s'attacha à celui qui avait suivi la rue, bien certain de retrouver la trace des autres.

	Celui qui avait suivi la rue s'était lui-même arrêté à une jolie maison entre cour et jardin, portant le n° 67. Il avait sonné; quelqu'un était venu lui ouvrir. On voyait à travers la grille les pas de la personne qui était venue lui ouvrir, puis, à côté de ces pas, une autre trace: celle du cheval, que l'on menait à l'écurie.

	Il était évident qu'un des compagnons de Jéhu s'était arrêté là.

	Roland, en se rendant chez le maire, en exhibant ses pouvoirs, en requérant la gendarmerie, pouvait le faire arrêter à l'instant même.

	Mais ce n'était point là son but, ce n'était point un individu isolé qu'il voulait arrêter: c'était toute la troupe qu'il tenait à prendre d'un coup de filet.

	Il grava dans son souvenir le n° 67 et continua son chemin.

	Il traversa toute la ville, fit une centaine de pas au-delà de la dernière maison sans revoir aucune trace.

	Il allait retourner sur ses pas; mais il songea que ces traces, si elles devaient reparaître, reparaîtraient à la tête du pont seulement.

	En effet, à la tête du pont, il reconnut la piste de ses trois chevaux. C'étaient bien les mêmes: un des chevaux marchait l'amble.

	Roland galopa sur la voie même de ceux qu'il poursuivait. En arrivant à Monceaux, même précaution; les trois cavaliers avaient tourné le village; mais Roland était trop bon limier pour s'inquiéter de cela; il suivit son chemin, et, à l'autre bout de Monceaux il retrouva les traces des fugitifs.

	Un peu avant Châtillon, un des trois chevaux quittait la route, prenait à droite, et se dirigeait vers un petit château situé sur une colline, à quelques de la route de Châtillon à Trévoux.

	Cette fois, les cavaliers restants, croyant avoir assez fait pour dépister ceux qui auraient eu envie de les suivre, avaient tranquillement traversé Châtillon et pris la route de Neuville.

	La direction suivie par les fugitifs réjouissait fort Roland; ils se rendaient évidemment à Bourg: s'ils ne s'y fussent pas rendus, ils eussent pris la route de Marlieux.

	Or, Bourg était le quartier général qu'avait choisi lui-même Roland pour en faire le centre de ses opérations; Bourg, c'était sa ville à lui, et, avec cette sûreté des souvenirs de l'enfance, il connaissait jusqu'au moindre buisson, jusqu'à la moindre masure, jusqu'à la moindre grotte des environs.

	À Neuville, les fugitifs avaient tourné le village.

	Roland ne s'inquiéta pas de cette ruse déjà connue et éventée: seulement, de l'autre côté de Neuville, il ne retrouva plus que la trace d'un seul cheval.

	Mais il n'y avait pas à s'y tromper: c'était celui qui marchait l'amble.

	Sûr de retrouver la trace qu'il abandonnait pour un instant,

	Roland remonta la piste.

	Les deux amis s'étaient séparés à la route de Vannas; l'un l'avait suivie, l'autre avait contourné le village, et, comme nous l'avons dit, était revenu prendre la route de Bourg.

	C'était celui-là qu'il fallait suivre; d'ailleurs, l'allure de son cheval donnait une facilité de plus à celui qui le poursuivait, puisque son pas ne pouvait se confondre avec un autre pas.

	Puis il prenait la route de Bourg, et, de Neuville à Bourg, il n'y avait d'autre village que Saint-Denis.

	Au reste, il n'était pas probable que le dernier des fugitifs allât plus loin que Bourg.

	Roland se remit sur la voie avec d'autant plus d'acharnement, qu'il approchait visiblement du but. En effet, le cavalier n'avait pas tourné Bourg, il s'était bravement engagé dans la ville.

	Là, il parut à Roland que le cavalier avait hésité sur le chemin qu'il devait suivre, à moins que l'hésitation ne fût une ruse pour faire perdre sa trace.

	Mais, au bout de dix minutes employées à suivre ces tours et ces détours, Roland fut sûr de son fait; ce n'était point une ruse, c'était de l'hésitation.

	Les pas d'un homme à pied venaient par une rue transversale; le cavalier et lhomme à pied avaient conféré un instant; puis le cavalier avait obtenu du piéton qu'il lui servît de guide. On voyait, à partir de ce moment, des pas d'homme côtoyant les pas de l'animal.

	Les uns et les autres aboutissaient à l'auberge de la Belle-

	Alliance.

	Roland se rappela que c'était à cette auberge qu'on avait ramené le cheval blessé après l'attaque des Carronnières.

	Il y avait, selon toute probabilité, connivence entre l'aubergiste et les compagnons de Jéhu.

	Au reste, selon toute probabilité encore, le voyageur de la _Belle-Alliance _y resterait jusqu'au lendemain soir. Roland sentait à sa propre fatigue que celui-ci devait avoir besoin de se reposer.

	Et Roland, pour ne point forcer son cheval et aussi pour reconnaître la route suivie, avait mis six heures à faire les douze lieues.

	Trois heures sonnaient au clocher tronqué de Notre-Dame.

	Qu'allait faire Roland? S'arrêter dans quelque auberge de la ville? Impossible; il était trop connu à Bourg; d'ailleurs son cheval, équipé d'une chabraque de chasseur, donnerait des soupçons.

	Une des conditions de son succès était que sa présence à Bourg fût complètement ignorée.

	Il pouvait se cacher au château des Noires-Fontaines, et là, se tenir en observation; mais serait-il sûr de la discrétion des domestiques?

	Michel et Jacques se tairaient, Roland était sûr d'eux; Amélie se tairait; mais Charlotte, la fille du geôlier, ne bavarderait-elle point?

	Il était trois heures du matin, tout le monde dormait; le plus sûr pour le jeune homme était de se mettre en communication avec Michel.

	Michel trouverait bien moyen de le cacher.

	Au grand regret de sa monture, qui avait sans doute flairé une auberge, Roland lui fit tourner bride et prit la route de Pont- d'Ain.

	En passant devant léglise de Brou, il jeta un regard sur la caserne des gendarmes. Selon toute probabilité, les gendarmes et leur capitaine dormaient du sommeil des justes.

	Roland traversa la petite aile de forêt qui enjambait par-dessus la route. La neige amortissait le bruit des pas de son cheval.

	En débouchant de l'autre côté, il vit deux hommes qui longeaient le fossé en portant un chevreuil suspendu à un petit arbre par ses quatre pattes liées.

	Il lui sembla reconnaître la tournure de ces hommes.

	Il piqua son cheval pour les rejoindre.

	Les deux hommes avaient l'oreille au guet; ils se retournèrent, virent un cavalier qui semblait en vouloir à eux; ils jetèrent l'animal dans le fossé, et s'enfuirent à travers champs, pour regagner la forêt de Seillon.

	— Hé! Michel! cria Roland de plus en plus convaincu qu'il avait affaire à son jardinier.

	Michel s'arrêta court; l'autre homme continua de gagner aux champs.

	— Hé! Jacques! cria Roland.

	L'autre homme s'arrêta.

	S'ils étaient reconnus, inutile de fuir; d'ailleurs, l'appel n'avait rien d'hostile: la voix était plutôt amie que menaçante.

	— Tiens! fit Jacques, on dirait M. Roland.

	— Et que c'est lui tout de même, dit Michel.

	Et les deux hommes, au lieu de continuer à fuir vers le bois, revinrent vers la grande route.

	Roland n'avait point entendu ce qu'avaient dit les deux braconniers, mais il l'avait deviné.

	— Eh! pardieu, oui, c'est moi! cria-t-il.

	Au bout d'un instant, Michel et Jacques étaient près de lui.

	Les interrogations du père et du fils se croisèrent, et il faut convenir qu'elles étaient motivées.

	Roland en bourgeois, monté sur un cheval de chasseur, à trois heures du matin, sur la route de Bourg aux Noires-Fontaines.

	Le jeune officier coupa court aux questions.

	— Silence, braconniers! dit-il; que l'on mette ce chevreuil en croupe derrière moi et que l'on s'achemine vers la maison; tout le monde doit ignorer ma présence aux Noires-Fontaines, même ma soeur.

	Roland parlait avec la fermeté d'un militaire, et chacun savait que, lorsqu'une fois il avait donné un ordre, il n'y avait point à répliquer.

	On ramassa le chevreuil, on le mit en croupe derrière Roland, et les deux hommes, prenant le grand trot, suivirent le petit trot du cheval.

	Il restait à peine un quart de lieue à faire.

	Il se fit en dix minutes.

	À cent pas du château, Roland s'arrêta.

	Les deux hommes furent envoyés en éclaireurs, pour s'assurer que tout était calme.

	L'exploration achevée, ils firent signe à Roland de venir.

	Roland vint, descendit de cheval, trouva la porte du pavillon ouverte et entra.

	Michel conduisit le cheval à l'écurie et porta le chevreuil à l'office; car Michel appartenait à cette honorable classe de braconniers qui tuent le gibier pour le plaisir de le tuer, et non pour l'intérêt de le vendre.

	Il ne fallait s'inquiéter ni du cheval ni du chevreuil; Amélie ne se préoccupait pas plus de ce qui se passait à l'écurie que de ce qu'on lui servait à table.

	Pendant ce temps, Jacques allumait du feu.

	En revenant, Michel apporta un reste de gigot et une demi-douzaine d'oeufs destinés à faire une omelette; Jacques prépara un lit dans un cabinet.

	Roland se réchauffa et soupa sans prononcer une parole.

	Les deux hommes le regardaient avec un étonnement qui n'était point exempt d'une certaine inquiétude.

	Le bruit de l'expédition de Seillon s'était répandu, et l'on disait tout bas que c'était Roland qui l'avait dirigée.

	Il était évident qu'il revenait pour quelque expédition du même genre.

	Lorsque Roland eut soupé, il releva la tête et appela Michel.

	— Ah! tu étais là? fit Roland.

	— J'attendais les ordres de monsieur.

	— Voici mes ordres; écoute-moi bien.

	— Je suis tout oreilles.

	— Il s'agit de vie et de mort; il s'agit de plus encore: il s'agit de mon honneur.

	— Parlez, monsieur Roland.

	Roland tira sa montre.

	— Il est cinq heures. À l'ouverture de l'auberge de la _Belle- Alliance, _tu seras là comme si tu passais, tu t'arrêteras à causer avec celui qui t'ouvrira.

	— Ce sera probablement Pierre.

	— Pierre ou un autre, tu sauras de lui quel est le voyageur qui est arrivé chez son maître sur un cheval marchant l'amble; tu sais ce que c'est, l'amble?

	— Parbleu! c'est un cheval qui marche comme les ours, les deux jambes du même côté à la fois.

	— Bravo… Tu pourras bien savoir aussi, n'est-ce pas, si le voyageur est disposé à partir ce matin, ou s'il paraît devoir passer la journée à l'hôtel?

	— Pour sûr je le saurai.

	— Eh bien, quand tu sauras tout cela, tu viendras me le dire; mais le plus grand silence sur mon séjour ici. Si l'on te demande de mes nouvelles, on a reçu une lettre de moi hier; je suis à Paris, près du premier consul.

	— C'est convenu.

	Michel partit. Roland se coucha et s'endormit, laissant à Jacques la garde du pavillon.

	Lorsque Roland se réveilla, Michel était de retour.

	Il savait tout ce que son maître lui avait recommandé de savoir.

	Le cavalier arrivé dans la nuit devait repartir dans la soirée, et, sur le registre des voyageurs que chaque aubergiste était forcé de tenir régulièrement à cette époque, on avait écrit:

	«Samedi, 30 pluviôse, dix _heures du soir: _le citoyen Valensolle, arrivant de Lyon, allant à Genève.»

	Ainsi l'alibi était préparé, puisque le registre faisait foi que le citoyen Valensolle était arrivé à dix heures du soir et qu'il était impossible qu'il eût arrêté, à huit heures et demie, la malle à la Maison-Blanche, et qu'il fût entré à dix heures à l'hôtel de la Belle-Alliance.

	Mais ce qui préoccupa le plus Roland, c'est que celui qu'il avait suivi une partie de la nuit, et dont il venait de découvrir la retraite et le nom, n'était autre que le témoin d'Alfred de Barjols, tué par lui en duel à la fontaine de Vaucluse, témoin qui, selon toute probabilité, avait joué le rôle du fantôme dans la chartreuse du Seillon.

	Les compagnons de Jéhu n'étaient donc pas des voleurs ordinaires, mais, au contraire, comme le bruit en courait, des gentilshommes de bonne famille, qui, tandis que les nobles bretons risquaient leur vie dans l'Ouest pour la cause royaliste, affrontaient, de leur côté, l'échafaud pour faire passer aux combattants l'argent recueilli à l'autre bout de la France dans leurs hasardeuses expéditions.

	XLVI — UNE INSPIRATION

	Nous avons vu que, dans la poursuite qu'il avait faite la nuit précédente, Roland eût pu faire arrêter un ou deux de ceux qu'il poursuivait.

	Il pouvait en faire autant de M. de Valensolle, qui, probablement, faisait ce qu'avait fait Roland, c'est-à-dire prenait un jour de repos après une nuit de fatigue.

	Il lui suffisait, pour cela, d'écrire un petit mot au capitaine de gendarmerie, ou au chef de brigade de dragons qui avait fait avec lui l'expédition de Seillon: leur honneur était engagé dans l'affaire; on cernait M. de Valensolle dans son lit, on en était quitte pour deux coups de pistolet, c'est-à-dire pour deux hommes tués ou blessés, et M. de Valensolle était pris.

	Mais l'arrestation de M. de Valensolle donnait l'éveil au reste de la troupe, qui se mettait à l'instant même en sûreté en traversant la frontière.

	Il valait donc mieux s'en tenir à la première idée de Roland, c'est-à-dire temporiser, suivre les différentes pistes qui devaient converger à un même centre, et, au risque d'un véritable combat, jeter le filet sur toute la compagnie.

	Pour cela, il ne fallait point arrêter M. de Valensolle; il fallait continuer de le suivre dans son prétendu voyage à Genève, qui n'était, vraisemblablement, qu'un prétexte pour dérouter les investigations.

	Il fut convenu cette fois que Roland, qui, si bien déguisé qu'il fût, pouvait être reconnu, resterait au pavillon, et que ce seraient Michel et Jacques qui, pour cette nuit, détourneraient le gibier. Selon toute probabilité, M. de Valensolle ne se mettrait en voyage qu'à la nuit close.

	Roland se fit renseigner sur la vie que menait sa soeur depuis le départ de sa mère.

	Depuis le départ de sa mère, Amélie n'avait pas une seule fois quitté le château des Noires-Fontaines. Ses habitudes étaient les mêmes, moins les sorties habituelles qu'elle faisait avec madame de Montrevel.

	Elle se levait à sept ou huit heures du matin, dessinait ou faisait de la musique jusqu'au déjeuner; après le déjeuner, elle lisait ou s'occupait de quelque ouvrage de tapisserie, ou bien encore profitait d'un rayon de soleil pour descendre jusqu'à la rivière avec Charlotte; parfois elle appelait Michel, faisait détacher la petite barque, et, bien enveloppée dans ses fourrures, remontait la Reyssouse jusqu'à Montagnac ou la descendait jusqu'à Saint-Just, puis rentrait sans jamais avoir parlé à personne; dînait; après son dîner, montait dans sa chambre avec Charlotte, et, à partir de ce moment, ne paraissait plus.

	À six heures et demie, Michel et Jacques pouvaient donc décamper sans que personne au monde s'inquiétât de ce qu'ils étaient devenus.

	À six heures, Michel et Jacques prirent leurs blouses, leurs carniers, leurs fusils, et partirent.

	Ils avaient reçu leurs instructions.

	Suivre le cheval marchant l'amble jusqu'à ce qu'on sût où il menait son cavalier, ou jusqu'à ce que l'on perdît sa trace.

	Michel devait aller s'embusquer en face de la ferme de la Belle- Alliance; Jacques, se placer à la patte-d'oie que forment, en sortant de Bourg, les trois routes de Saint-Amour, de Saint-Claude et de Nantua.

	Cette dernière est en même temps celle de Genève.

	Il était évident qu'à moins de revenir sur ses pas, ce qui n'était pas probable, M. de Valensolle prendrait une de ces trois routes.

	Le père partit d'un côté, le fils de l'autre.

	Michel remonta vers la ville par la route de Pont-d'Ain, en passant devant l'église de Brou.

	Jacques traversa la Reyssouse, suivit la rive droite de la petite rivière, et se trouva, en appuyant d'une centaine de pas hors du faubourg, à l'angle aigu que faisaient les trois routes en aboutissant à la ville.

	Au même moment, à peu près, où le fils prenait son poste, le père devait être arrivé au sien.

	En ce moment encore, c'est-à-dire vers sept heures du soir, interrompant la solitude et le silence accoutumés du château des Noires-Fontaines, une voiture de poste s'arrêtait devant la grille, et un domestique en livrée tirait la chaîne de fer de la sonnette.

	C'eût été l'office de Michel d'ouvrir, mais Michel était où vous savez.

	Amélie et Charlotte comptaient probablement sur lui, car le tintement de la cloche se renouvela trois fois sans que personne vînt ouvrir.

	Enfin, la femme de chambre parut au haut de l'escalier. Elle s'approcha timidement, appelant Michel.

	Michel ne répondit point.

	Enfin, protégée par la grille, Charlotte se hasarda à s'approcher.

	Malgré l'obscurité, elle reconnut le domestique.

	— Ah! c'est vous, monsieur James? s'écria-t-elle un peu rassurée.

	James était le domestique de confiance de sir John.

	— Oh! oui, dit le domestique, ce était moi, mademoiselle

	Charlotte, ou plutôt ce était milord.

	En ce moment, la portière s'ouvrit et l'on entendit la voix de sir

	John qui disait:

	— Mademoiselle Charlotte, veuillez dire à votre maîtresse que j'arrive de Paris et que je viens m'inscrire chez elle, non pas pour être reçu ce soir, mais pour lui demander la permission de me présenter demain, si elle veut bien m'accorder cette faveur; demandez-lui l'heure à laquelle je serai le moins indiscret.

	Mademoiselle Charlotte avait une grande considération pour milord; aussi s'empressa-t-elle de s'acquitter de la commission.

	Cinq minutes après, elle revenait annoncer à milord qu'il serait revu le lendemain, de midi à une heure.

	Roland savait ce que venait faire milord; dans son esprit, le mariage était décidé, et sir John était son beau-frère.

	Il hésita un instant pour savoir s'il se ferait reconnaître à lui et s'il le mettrait de moitié dans ses projets; mais il réfléchit que lord Tanlay n'était pas homme à le laisser opérer seul. Il avait une revanche à prendre avec les compagnons de Jéhu; il voudrait accompagner Roland dans l'expédition, quelle qu'elle fût. L'expédition, quelle qu'elle fût, serait dangereuse, et il pourrait lui arriver malheur.

	La chance qui accompagnait Roland — et Roland l'avait éprouvé — ne s'étendait point à ses amis; sir John, grièvement blessé, en était revenu à grand-peine; le chef de brigade des chasseurs avait été tué roide.

	Il laissa donc sir John s'éloigner sans donner signe d'existence.

	Quant à Charlotte, elle ne parut nullement étonnée que Michel n'eût point été là pour ouvrir; on était évidemment habitué à ses absences, et ces absences ne préoccupaient ni la femme de chambre ni sa maîtresse.

	Au reste, Roland s'expliqua cette espèce d'insouciance; Amélie, faible devant une douleur morale, inconnue à Roland, qui attribuait à de simples crises nerveuses les variations de caractère de sa soeur, Amélie eût été grande et forte devant un danger réel.

	De là sans doute venait le peu de crainte que les deux jeunes filles avaient à rester seules dans un château isolé, et sans autres gardiens que deux hommes qui passaient leurs nuits à braconner.

	Quant à nous, nous savons comment Michel et son fils, en s'éloignant, servaient les désirs d'Amélie bien mieux qu'en restant au château; leur absence faisait le chemin libre à Morgan, et c'était tout ce que demandait Amélie.

	La soirée et une partie de la nuit s'écoulèrent sans que Roland eût aucune nouvelle.

	Il essaya de dormir, mais dormit mal; il croyait, à chaque instant, entendre rouvrir la porte.

	Le jour commençait en réalité de percer à travers les volets lorsque la porte s'ouvrit.

	C'étaient Michel et Jacques qui rentraient.

	Voici ce qui s'était passé.

	Chacun s'était rendu à son poste: Michel à la porte de l'auberge,

	Jacques à la patte-d'oie.

	À vingt pas de l'auberge, Michel avait trouvé Pierre; en trois mots, il s'était assuré que M. de Valensolle était toujours à l'auberge; celui-ci avait annoncé qu'ayant une longue route à faire, il laisserait reposer son cheval et ne partirait que dans la nuit.

	Pierre ne doutait point que le voyageur ne partît pour Genève, comme il l'avait dit.

	Michel proposa à Pierre de boire un verre de vin; s'il manquait l'affût du soir, il lui resterait l'affût du matin.

	Pierre accepta. Dès lors Michel était bien sûr d'être prévenu; Pierre était garçon d'écurie: rien ne pouvait se faire, dans le département dont il était chargé, sans qu'il en eût avis.

	Cet avis, un gamin attaché à l'hôtel promit de le lui donner, et reçut en récompense, de Michel, trois charges de poudre pour faire des fusées.

	À minuit, le voyageur n'était pas encore parti; on avait bu quatre bouteilles de vin, mais Michel s'était ménagé: sur ces quatre bouteilles, il avait trouvé moyen d'en vider trois dans le verre de Pierre, où, bien entendu, elles n'étaient pas restées.

	À minuit, Pierre rentra pour s'informer; mais alors qu'allait faire Michel? le cabaret fermait, et Michel avait encore quatre heures à attendre jusqu'à l'affût du matin.

	Pierre offrit à Michel un lit de paille dans l'écurie; il aurait chaud et serait doucement couché.

	Michel accepta.

	Les deux amis entrèrent par la grande porte, bras dessus, bras dessous; Pierre trébuchait, Michel faisait semblant de trébucher.

	À trois heures du matin, le domestique de l'hôtel appela Pierre.

	Le voyageur voulait partir.

	Michel prétexta que l'heure de l'affût était arrivée, et se leva.

	Sa toilette n'était pas longue à faire: il s'agissait de secouer la paille qui pouvait s'être attachée à sa blouse, à son carnier ou à ses cheveux.

	Après quoi, Michel prit congé de son ami Pierre et alla s'embusquer au coin d'une rue.

	Un quart d'heure après, la porte s'ouvrit, un cavalier sortit de l'hôtel: le cheval de ce cavalier marchait l'amble.

	C'était bien M. de Valensolle.

	Il prenait les rues qui conduisaient à la route de Genève.

	Michel le suivait sans affectation, en sifflant un air de chasse.

	Seulement, Michel ne pouvait courir, il eût été remarqué; il résulta de cette difficulté qu'en un instant il eut perdu de vue M. de Valensolle.

	Restait Jacques, qui devait attendre le jeune homme à la patte- d'oie.

	Mais Jacques était à la patte-d'oie depuis plus de six heures, par une nuit d'hiver, avec un froid de cinq ou six degrés!

	Jacques avait-il eu le courage de rester six heures les pieds dans la neige, à battre la semelle contre les arbres de la route?

	Michel prit au galop par les rues et ruelles, raccourcissant le chemin; mais cheval et cavalier, quelque hâte qu'il y eût mise, avaient été plus vite que lui.

	Il arriva à la patte-d'oie.

	La route était solitaire.

	La neige, foulée pendant toute la journée de la veille, qui était un dimanche, ne permettait pas de suivre la trace du cheval, perdue dans la boue du chemin.

	Aussi Michel ne s'inquiéta-t-il point de la trace du cheval; c'était chose inutile, c'était du temps perdu.

	Il s'occupa de savoir ce qu'avait fait Jacques.

	Son coup d'oeil de braconnier le mit bientôt sur la voie.

	Jacques avait stationné au pied d'un arbre; combien de temps? Cela était difficile à dire, assez longtemps, en tout cas, pour avoir froid: la neige était battue par ses gros souliers de chasse.

	Il avait essayé de se réchauffer en marchant de long en large.

	Puis, tout à coup, il s'était souvenu qu'il y avait, de l'autre côté de la route, une de ces petites huttes bâties avec de la terre, où les cantonniers vont chercher un abri contre la pluie.

	Il avait descendu le fossé, avait traversé le chemin; on pouvait suivre sur les bas côtés la trace perdue un instant sur le milieu de la route.

	Cette trace formait une diagonale allant droit à la hutte.

	Il était évident que c'était dans cette hutte que Jacques avait passé la nuit.

	Maintenant, depuis quand en était-il sorti? et pourquoi en était- il sorti?

	Depuis quand il en était sorti? La chose n'était guère appréciable, tandis qu'au contraire le piqueur le plus malhabile eût reconnu pourquoi il en était sorti.

	Il en était sorti pour suivre M. de Valensolle.

	Le même pas qui avait abouti à la hutte en sortait et s'éloignait dans la direction de Ceyzeriat.

	Le cavalier avait donc bien réellement pris la route de Genève: le pas de Jacques le disait clairement.

	Ce pas était allongé comme celui d'un homme qui court, et il suivait, en dehors du fossé, du côté des champs, la ligne d'arbres qui pouvait le dérober à la vue du voyageur.

	En face d'une auberge borgne, d'une de ces auberges au-dessus de la porte cochère desquelles sont écrits ces mots: _Ici on donne à boire et à manger, loge à pied et à cheval, _les pas s'arrêtaient.

	Il était évident que le voyageur avait fait halte dans cette auberge, puisque à vingt pas de là Jacques avait fait lui-même halte derrière un arbre.

	Seulement, au bout d'un instant, probablement quand la porte s'était refermée sur le cavalier et le cheval, Jacques avait quitté son arbre, avait traversé la route, cette fois avec hésitation, et à petits pas, et s'était dirigé non point vers la porte, mais vers la fenêtre.

	Michel emboîta son pas dans celui de son fils, et arriva à la fenêtre; à travers le volet mal joint, on pouvait, quand l'intérieur était éclairé, voir dans l'intérieur; mais alors l'intérieur était sombre, et l'on ne voyait rien.

	C'était pour voir dans lintérieur que Jacques s'était approché de la fenêtre; sans doute l'intérieur avait été éclairé un instant, et Jacques avait vu.

	Où était-il allé en quittant la fenêtre?

	Il avait tourné autour de la maison en longeant le mur; on pouvait aisément le suivre dans cette excursion: la neige était vierge.

	Quant à son but en contournant la maison, il n'était pas difficile à deviner. Jacques, en garçon de sens, avait bien pensé que le cavalier n'était point parti à trois heures du matin, en disant qu'il allait à Genève, pour s'arrêter à un quart de lieue du bourg dans une pareille auberge.

	Il avait dû sortir par quelque porte de derrière.

	Jacques contournait donc la muraille dans lespérance de retrouver de l'autre côté de la maison, la trace du cheval ou tout au moins celle du cavalier.

	En effet, à partir d'une petite porte de derrière donnant sur la forêt qui s'étend de Cotrez à Ceyzeriat, on pouvait suivre une trace de pas s'avançant en ligne directe vers la lisière du bois.

	Ces pas étaient ceux d'un homme élégamment chaussé, et chaussé en cavalier.

	Ses éperons avaient laissé trace sur la neige.

	Jacques n'avait pas hésité, il avait suivi les pas.

	On voyait la trace de son gros soulier près de celle de la fine botte, du large pied du paysan près du pied élégant du citadin.

	Il était cinq heures du matin, le jour allait venir; Michel résolut de ne pas aller plus loin.

	Du moment où Jacques était sur la piste, le jeune braconnier valait le vieux. Michel fit un grand tour par la plaine, comme s'il revenait de Ceyzeriat, et résolut d'entrer dans l'auberge et d'y attendre Jacques.

	Jacques comprendrait que son père avait dû le suivre et qu'il s'était arrêté à la maison isolée.

	Michel frappa au contrevent, se fit ouvrir; il connaissait l'hôte, habitué à le voir dans ses exercices nocturnes, lui demanda une bouteille de vin, se plaignit d'avoir fait buisson creux, et demanda, tout en buvant, la permission d'attendre son fils, qui était à laffût de son côté, et qui peut-être aurait été plus heureux que lui.

	Il va sans dire que la permission fut facile à obtenir.

	Michel avait eu soin de faire ouvrir les volets pour voir sur la route.

	Au bout d'un instant, on frappa aux carreaux.

	C'était Jacques.

	Son père lappela.

	Jacques avait été aussi malheureux que son père: il n'avait rien tué.

	Jacques était gelé.

	Une brassée de bois fut jetée sur le feu, un second verre apporté.

	Jacques se réchauffa et but.

	Puis, comme il fallait rentrer au château des Noires-Fontaines avec le jour, pour qu'on ne s'aperçût point de l'absence des deux braconniers, Michel paya la bouteille de vin et la flambée, et tous deux partirent.

	Ni l'un ni l'autre n'avaient dit devant l'hôte un mot de ce qui les préoccupait; il ne fallait point que l'on soupçonnât qu'ils fussent en quête d'autre chose que du gibier.

	Mais, une fois de l'autre côté du seuil, Michel se rapprocha vivement de son fils.

	Alors, Jacques lui raconta qu'il avait suivi les traces assez avant dans la forêt, mais qu'arrivé à un carrefour, il avait vu tout à coup se lever devant lui un homme armé d'un fusil; et que cet homme lui avait demandé ce qu'il venait faire à cette heure dans le bois.

	Jacques avait répondu qu'il cherchait un affût.

	— Alors, allez plus loin, avait répondu l'homme; car, vous le voyez, cette place est prise. Jacques avait reconnu la justesse de la réclamation et avait, en effet, été cent pas plus loin.

	Mais, au moment où il obliquait à gauche pour rentrer dans l'enceinte dont il avait été écarté, un autre homme, armé comme le premier, s'était tout aussi inopinément levé devant lui, lui adressant la même question.

	Jacques n'avait pas d'autre réponse à faire que la réponse déjà faite:

	— Je cherche un affût.

	L'homme alors lui avait montré du doigt la lisière de la forêt, et, d'un ton presque menaçant, lui avait dit:

	— Si j'ai un conseil à vous donner, mon jeune ami, c'est d'aller là-bas; je crois qu'il fait meilleur là-bas qu'ici.

	Jacques avait suivi le conseil, ou du moins avait fait semblant de le suivre; car, arrivé à l'endroit indiqué, il s'était glissé le long du fossé, et, convaincu de l'impossibilité de retrouver, en ce moment du moins, la piste de M. de Valensolle, il avait gagné au large, avait rejoint la grande route à travers champs et était revenu vers le cabaret, où il espérait retrouver son père et où il l'avait retrouvé en effet.

	Ils étaient arrivés tous deux au château des Noires-Fontaines, on le sait déjà, au moment où les premiers rayons du jour pénétraient à travers les volets.

	Tout ce que nous venons de dire fut raconté à Roland avec une foule de détails que nous omettons, et qui n'eurent pour résultat que de convaincre le jeune officier que les deux hommes armés de fusils qui s'étaient levés à l'approche de Jacques, n'étaient autres, tout braconniers qu'ils semblaient être, que des compagnons de Jéhu.

	Mais quel pouvait être ce repaire? Il n'y avait de ce côté-là ni couvent abandonné, ni ruines.

	Tout à coup, Roland se frappa la tête.

	— Oh! bélître que je suis! comment n'avais-je point songé à cela?

	Un sourire de triomphe passa sur ses lèvres, et, s'adressant aux deux hommes, désespérés de ne point lui apporter de nouvelles plus précises:

	— Mes enfants, dit-il, je sais tout ce que je voulais savoir. Couchez-vous et dormez tranquilles; vous l'avez, pardieu, bien mérité.

	Et, de son côté, donnant l'exemple, Roland dormit en homme qui vient de résoudre un problème de la plus haute importance, qu'il a longtemps creusé inutilement.

	L'idée lui était venue que les compagnons de Jéhu avaient abandonné la chartreuse de Seillon pour les grottes de Ceyzeriat et en même temps il s'était rappelé la communication souterraine qui existait entre cette grotte et l'église de Brou.

	XLVII — UNE RECONNAISSANCE

	Le même jour, usant de la permission qui lui avait été accordée la veille, sir John se présenta entre midi et une heure chez mademoiselle de Montrevel.

	Tout se passa, comme l'avait désiré Morgan. Sir John fut reçu comme un ami de la famille, lord Tanlay fut reçu comme un prétendant dont la recherche honorait.

	Amélie n'opposa aux désirs de son frère et de sa mère, aux ordres du premier consul, que létat de sa santé; c'était demander du temps. Lord Tanlay s'inclina; il obtenait autant qu'il avait espéré obtenir, il était agréé.

	Cependant il comprit que sa présence trop prolongée à Bourg serait inconvenante, Amélie se trouvant éloignée, toujours par ce prétexte de santé, de sa mère et de son frère.

	En conséquence, il annonça à Amélie une seconde visite pour le lendemain et son départ pour la même soirée.

	Il attendrait, pour la revoir, ou qu'Amélie vînt à Paris, ou que madame de Montrevel revînt à Bourg. Cette seconde circonstance était la plus probable, Amélie disant qu'elle avait besoin du printemps et de l'air natal pour aider au retour de sa santé.

	Grâce à la délicatesse parfaite de sir John, les désirs d'Amélie et de Morgan étaient accomplis, les deux amants avaient devant eux du temps et de la solitude.

	Michel sut ces détails de Charlotte, et Roland les sut de Michel.

	Roland résolut de laisser partir sir John avant de rien tenter.

	Mais cela ne lempêcha point de lever un dernier doute.

	La nuit venue, il prit un costume de chasseur, jeta sur ce costume la blouse de Michel, abrita son visage sous un large chapeau, passa une paire de pistolets dans le ceinturon de son couteau de chasse, caché comme ses pistolets sous sa blouse, et se hasarda sur la route des Noires-Fontaines à Bourg.

	Il s'arrêta à la caserne de gendarmerie et demanda à parler au capitaine.

	Le capitaine était dans sa chambre; Roland monta et se fit reconnaître; puis, comme il n'était que huit heures du soir et qu'il pouvait être reconnu par quelque passant, il éteignit la lampe.

	Les deux hommes restèrent dans l'obscurité.

	Le capitaine savait déjà ce qui s'était passé, trois jours auparavant, sur la route de Lyon, et, certain que Roland n'avait pas été tué, il s'attendait à sa visite.

	À son grand étonnement, Roland ne venait lui demander qu'une seule chose, ou plutôt que deux choses: la clef de l'église de Bourg et une pince.

	Le capitaine lui remit les deux objets demandés et offrit à Roland de laccompagner dans son excursion; mais Roland refusa: il était évident qu'il avait été trahi par quelqu'un lors de son expédition de la Maison-Blanche; il ne voulait pas s'exposer à un second échec.

	Aussi recommanda-t-il au capitaine de ne parler à personne de sa présence et d'attendre son retour, quand même ce retour tarderait d'une heure ou deux.

	Le capitaine s'y engagea.

	Roland, sa clef à la main droite, sa pince à la main gauche, gagna sans bruit la porte latérale de l'église, l'ouvrit, la referma et se trouva en face de la muraille de fourrage.

	Il écouta: le plus profond silence régnait dans léglise solitaire.

	Il rappela ses souvenirs de jeunesse, s'orienta, mit la clef dans sa poche, et escalada la muraille de foin, qui avait une quinzaine de pieds de haut, et formait une espèce de plate-forme; puis, comme on descend d'un rempart au moyen d'un talus, par une espèce de talus il se laissa glisser jusqu'au sol, tout pavé de dalles mortuaires.

	Le choeur était vide, grâce au jubé qui le protégeait d'un côté, et grâce aux murailles qui l'enceignaient à droite et à gauche.

	La porte du jubé était ouverte: Roland pénétra donc sans difficulté dans le choeur.

	Il se trouva en face du monument de Philibert le Beau.

	À la tête du prince se trouvait une grande dalle carrée: c'était celle par laquelle on descendait dans les caveaux souterrains.

	Roland connaissait ce passage; car, arrivé près de la dalle, il s'agenouilla, cherchant avec sa main la jointure de la pierre.

	Il la trouva, se releva, introduisit la pince dans la rainure et souleva la dalle.

	D'une main, il la soutint au-dessus de sa tête, tandis qu'il descendait dans le caveau.

	Puis lentement il la laissa retomber.

	On eût dit que, volontairement, le visiteur nocturne se séparait du monde des vivants et descendait dans le monde des morts.

	Et ce qui devait paraître étrange à celui qui voit dans le jour et dans les ténèbres, sur la terre comme dessous, c'était limpassibilité de cet homme qui côtoyait les morts pour découvrir les vivants, et qui, malgré lobscurité, la solitude, le silence, ne frissonnait même pas au contact des marbres funèbres.

	Il alla, tâtonnant au milieu des tombes, jusqu'à ce qu'il eût reconnu la grille qui donnait dans le souterrain.

	Il explora la serrure; elle était fermée au pêne seulement. Il introduisit lextrémité de sa pince entre le pêne et la gâche, et poussa légèrement.

	La grille s'ouvrit.

	Il tira la porte, mais sans la fermer, afin de pouvoir revenir sur ses pas, et dressa la pince dans son angle.

	Puis, loreille tendue, la pupille dilatée, tous les sens surexcités par le désir d'entendre, le besoin de respirer, l'impossibilité de voir, il s'avança lentement, un pistolet tout armé d'une main, et s'appuyant, de lautre, à la paroi de la muraille.

	Il marcha ainsi un quart d'heure.

	Quelques gouttes d'eau glacée, en filtrant à travers la voûte du souterrain et en tombant sur ses mains et sur ses épaules, lui avaient appris qu'il passait au-dessous de la Reyssouse.

	Au bout de ce quart d'heure de marche, il trouva la porte qui communiquait du souterrain dans la carrière. Il fit halte un instant; il respirait plus librement, en outre, il lui semblait entendre des bruits lointains, et voir voltiger sur les piliers de pierre qui soutenaient la voûte comme des lueurs de feux follets.

	On eût pu croire, en ne distinguant que la forme de ce sombre écouteur, que c'était de lhésitation, mais, si l'on eût pu voir sa physionomie, on eût compris que c'était de l'espérance.

	Il se remit en chemin, se dirigeant vers les lueurs qu'il avait cru apercevoir, vers ce bruit qu'il avait cru entendre.

	À mesure qu'il approchait, le bruit arrivait à lui plus distinct, la lumière lui apparaissait plus vive.

	Il était évident que la carrière était habitée; par qui? Il n'en savait rien encore; mais il allait le savoir.

	Il n'était plus qu'à dix pas du carrefour de granit que nous avons signalé à notre première descente dans la grotte de Ceyzeriat. Il se colla contre la muraille, s'avançant imperceptiblement; on eût dit, au milieu de lobscurité, un bas-relief mobile.

	Enfin, sa tête arriva à dépasser un angle, et son regard plongea sur ce que l'on pouvait appeler le camp des compagnons de Jéhu.

	Ils étaient douze ou quinze occupés à souper.

	Il prit à Roland une folle envie: c'était de se précipiter au milieu de tous ces hommes, de les attaquer seul, et de combattre jusqu'à la mort.

	Mais il comprima ce désir insensé, releva sa tête avec la même lenteur qu'il lavait avancée, et, les yeux pleins de lumière, le coeur plein de joie, sans avoir été entendu, sans avoir été soupçonné, il revint sur ses pas, reprenant le chemin qu'il venait de faire.

	Ainsi, tout lui était expliqué: l'abandon de la chartreuse de Seillon, la disparition de M. de Valensolle, les faux braconniers placés aux environs de louverture de la grotte de Ceyzeriat.

	Cette fois, il allait donc prendre sa vengeance, et la prendre terrible, la prendre mortelle.

	Mortelle, car, de même qu'il soupçonnait qu'on l'avait épargné, il allait ordonner d'épargner les autres; seulement, lui, on l'avait épargné pour la vie; les autres, on allait les épargner pour la mort.

	À la moitié du retour à peu près, il lui sembla entendre du bruit derrière lui; il se retourna et crut voir le rayonnement d'une lumière.

	Il doubla le pas; une fois la porte dépassée, il n'y avait plus à s'égarer: ce n'était plus une carrière aux mille détours, c'était une voûte étroite, rigide, aboutissant à une grille funéraire.

	Au bout de dix minutes, il passait de nouveau sous la rivière; une ou deux minutes après, il touchait la grille du bout de sa main étendue.

	Il prit sa pince où il lavait laissée, entra dans le caveau, tira la grille après lui, la referma doucement et sans bruit, guidé par les tombeaux retrouva lescalier, poussa la dalle avec sa tête et se retrouva sur le sol des vivants.

	Là, relativement, il faisait jour.

	Il sortit du choeur, repoussa la porte du jubé afin de la remettre dans le même état où il l'avait trouvée, escalada le talus, traversa la plate-forme et redescendit de lautre côté.

	Il avait conservé la clef; il ouvrit la porte et se trouva dehors.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie lattendait; il conféra quelques instants avec lui, puis tous deux sortirent ensemble.

	Tous deux rentrèrent à Bourg par le chemin de ronde pour ne pas être vus, prirent la porte des halles, la rue de la Révolution, la rue de la Liberté, la rue d'Espagne, devenue la rue Simonneau. Puis Roland s'enfonça dans un des angles de la rue du Greffe et attendit.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie continua seul son chemin.

	Il allait rue des Ursules, devenue depuis sept ans la rue des Casernes; c'était là que le chef de brigade des dragons avait son logement, et il venait de se mettre au lit au moment où le capitaine entra dans sa chambre; celui-ci lui dit deux mots tout bas, et en hâte le chef de brigade s'habilla et sortit.

	Au moment où le chef de brigade des dragons et le capitaine de gendarmerie apparaissaient sur la place, une ombre se détachait de la muraille et s'approchait d'eux.

	Cette ombre, c'était Roland.

	Les trois hommes restèrent en conférence dix minutes, Roland donnant des ordres, les deux autres lécoutant et lapprouvant.

	Puis ils se séparèrent.

	Le chef de brigade rentra chez lui; Roland et le capitaine de gendarmerie, par la rue de l'Étoile, les degrés des Jacobins et la rue du Bourgneuf, regagnèrent le chemin de ronde, puis, en diagonale, ils allèrent rejoindre la route de Pont-d'Ain.

	Roland laissa, en passant, le capitaine de gendarmerie à la caserne et continua son chemin.

	Vingt minutes après, pour ne pas réveiller Amélie, au lieu de sonner à la grille, il frappait au volet de Michel; Michel ouvrit le volet, et, d'un seul bond, Roland — dévoré de cette fièvre qui s'emparait de lui lorsqu'il courait ou même rêvait tout simplement quelque danger — sautait dans le pavillon.

	Il n'eût point réveillé Amélie, eût-il sonné à la porte, car

	Amélie ne dormait point.

	Charlotte, qui, elle aussi, de son côté, arrivait de la ville sous prétexte d'aller voir son père, mais, en réalité pour faire parvenir une lettre à Morgan, avait trouvé Morgan et rapportait la réponse à sa maîtresse.

	Amélie lisait cette réponse; elle était conçue en ces termes:

	«Amour à moi!

	«Oui, tout va bien de ton côté, car tu es l'ange, mais j'ai bien peur que tout n'aille mal du mien, moi qui suis le démon.

	«Il faut absolument que je te voie, que je te presse dans mes bras, que je te serre contre mon coeur; je ne sais quel pressentiment plane au-dessus de moi, je suis triste à mourir.

	«Envoie demain Charlotte s'assurer que sir John est bien parti; puis, lorsque tu auras acquis la certitude de ce départ, fais le signal accoutumé.

	«Ne t'effraye point, ne me parle point de la neige, ne me dis pas que l'on verra mes pas.

	«Ce n'est pas moi, cette fois, qui irai à toi, c'est toi qui viendras à moi; comprends-tu bien? tu peux te promener dans le parc, personne n'ira suivre la trace de tes pas.

	«Tu te couvriras de ton châle le plus chaud, de tes fourrures les plus épaisses; puis, dans la barque amarrée sous les saules, nous passerons une heure en changeant de rôle. D'habitude, je te dis mes espérances et tu me dis tes craintes; demain, mon adorée Amélie, c'est toi qui me diras tes espérances et moi qui te dirai mes craintes.

	«Seulement, aussitôt le signal fait, descends; je t'attendrai à Montagnac, et, de Montagnac à la Reyssouse, il n'y a pas, pour moi qui t'aime, cinq minutes de chemin.

	«Au revoir, ma pauvre Amélie! si tu ne m'eusses pas rencontré, tu eusses été heureuse entre les heureuses.

	«La fatalité m'a mis sur ton chemin, et j'ai, j'en ai bien peur, fait de toi une martyre.

	«Ton CHARLES.

	«À demain, n'est-ce pas? à moins d'obstacle surhumain.»

	XLVIII — OÙ LES PRESSENTIMENTS DE MORGAN SE RÉALISENT

	Rien de plus calme et de plus serein souvent que les heures qui précèdent une grande tempête.

	La journée fut belle et sereine, une de ces belles journées de février où, malgré le froid piquant de l'atmosphère, où, malgré le blanc linceul qui couvre la terre, le soleil sourit aux hommes et leur promet le printemps.

	Sir John vint sur le midi faire à Amélie sa visite d'adieu. Sir John avait ou croyait avoir la parole d'Amélie; cette parole lui suffisait. Son impatience était personnelle; mais Amélie, en accueillant sa recherche, quoiqu'elle eût laissé l'époque de leur union dans le vague de l'avenir, avait comblé toutes ses espérances.

	Il s'en rapportait pour le reste au désir du premier consul et à l'amitié de Roland.

	Il retournait donc à Paris pour faire sa cour à madame de

	Montrevel, ne pouvant rester pour la faire à Amélie.

	Un quart d'heure après la sortie de sir John du château des

	Noires-Fontaines, Charlotte à son tour prenait le chemin de Bourg.

	Vers les quatre heures, elle venait rapporter à Amélie qu'elle avait vu de ses yeux sir John monter en voiture à la porte de l'hôtel de France et partir par la route de Mâcon.

	Amélie pouvait donc être parfaitement tranquille de ce côté. Elle respira.

	Amélie avait tenté d'inspirer à Morgan une tranquillité qu'elle n'avait point elle même; depuis le jour où Charlotte lui avait révélé la présence de Roland à Bourg, elle avait pressenti, comme Morgan, que l'on approchait d'un dénouement terrible. Elle connaissait tous les détails des événements arrivés à la chartreuse de Seillon; elle voyait la lutte engagée entre son frère et son amant, et, rassurée sur le sort de son frère, grâce à la recommandation faite par le chef des compagnons de Jéhu, elle tremblait pour la vie de son amant.

	De plus, elle avait appris l'arrestation de la malle de Chambéry et la mort du chef de brigade des chasseurs de Mâcon; elle avait su que son frère était sauvé, mais qu'il avait disparu.

	Elle n'avait reçu aucune lettre de lui.

	Cette disparition et ce silence, pour elle qui connaissait Roland, c'était quelque chose de pis qu'une guerre ouverte et déclarée.

	Quant à Morgan, elle ne l'avait pas revu depuis la scène que nous avons racontée, et dans laquelle elle avait pris l'engagement de lui faire parvenir des armes partout où il serait, si jamais il était condamné à mort.

	Cette entrevue demandée par Morgan, Amélie l'attendait donc avec autant d'impatience que celui qui la demandait.

	Aussi, dès qu'elle put croire que Michel et son fils étaient couchés, alluma-t-elle aux quatre fenêtres les bougies qui devaient servir de signal à Morgan.

	Puis, comme le lui avait recommandé son amant, elle s'enveloppa d'un cachemire rapporté par son frère du champ de bataille des Pyramides, et qu'il avait lui-même déroulé de la tête d'un bey tué par lui: elle jeta par-dessus son cachemire une mante de fourrures, laissa Charlotte pour lui donner avis de ce qui pouvait arriver, et espérant qu'il n'arriverait rien, elle ouvrit la porte du parc et s'achemina vers la rivière.

	Dans la journée, elle avait été deux ou trois fois jusqu'à la Reyssouse, et en était revenue, afin de tracer un réseau de pas dans lesquels les pas nocturnes ne fussent point reconnus.

	Elle descendit donc, sinon tranquillement, du moins hardiment, la pente qui conduisait jusqu'à la Reyssouse; arrivée au bord de la rivière, elle chercha des yeux la barque amarrée sous les saules.

	Un homme l'y attendait. C'était Morgan.

	En deux coups de rame, il arriva jusqu'à un endroit praticable à la descente; Amélie s'élança, il la reçut dans ses bras.

	La première chose que vit la jeune fille, ce fut le rayonnement joyeux qui illuminait, pour ainsi dire, le visage de son amant.

	— Oh! s'écria-t-elle, tu as quelque chose d'heureux à m'annoncer.

	— Pourquoi cela, chère amie? demanda Morgan avec son plus doux sourire.

	— Il y a sur ton visage, ô mon bien aimé Charles, quelque chose de plus que le bonheur de me revoir.

	— Tu as raison, dit Morgan enroulant la chaîne de la barque au tronc d'un saule, et laissant les avirons battre les flancs du canot.

	Puis, prenant Amélie dans ses bras:

	— Tu as raison, mon Amélie, lui dit-il, et mes pressentiments me trompaient. Oh! faibles et aveugles que nous sommes, c'est au moment où il va toucher le bonheur de la main que l'homme désespère et doute.

	— Oh! parle, parle! dit Amélie; qu'est-il donc arrivé?

	— Te rappelles-tu, mon Amélie, ce que, dans notre dernière entrevue, tu me répondis quand je te parlais de fuir et que je craignais tes répugnances?

	— Oh! oui, je m'en souviens: Charles, je te répondis que j'étais à toi, et que, si j'avais des répugnances, je les surmonterais.

	— Et moi, je te répondis que j'avais des engagements qui m'empêchaient de fuir; que, de même qu'ils étaient liés à moi, j'étais lié à eux; qu'il y avait un homme dont nous relevions, et à qui nous devions obéissance absolue, et que cet homme, c'était le futur roi de France, Louis XVIII.

	— Oui, tu m'as dit tout cela.

	— Eh bien, nous sommes relevés de notre voeu d'obéissance, Amélie, non seulement par le roi Louis XVIII, mais encore par notre général Georges Cadoudal.

	— Oh! mon ami, tu vas donc redevenir un homme comme tous les autres, au-dessus de tous les autres!

	— Je vais redevenir un simple proscrit, Amélie. Il n'y a pas à espérer pour nous l'amnistie vendéenne ou bretonne.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Nous ne sommes pas des soldats, nous, mon enfant bien-aimée;

	nous ne sommes pas même des rebelles: nous sommes des compagnons

	de Jéhu.

	 

	Amélie poussa un soupir.

	— Nous sommes des bandits, des brigands, des dévaliseurs de malles-poste, appuya Morgan avec une intention visible.

	— Silence! fit Amélie en appuyant sa main sur la bouche de son amant; silence! ne parlons point de cela, dis-moi comment votre roi vous relève de vos engagements, comment votre général vous donne congé.

	— Le premier consul a voulu voir Cadoudal. D'abord, il lui a envoyé ton frère pour lui faire des propositions; Cadoudal a refusé d'entrer en arrangements; mais, comme nous, Cadoudal a reçu de Louis XVIII l'ordre de cesser les hostilités. Coïncidant avec cet ordre, est arrivé un nouveau message du premier consul; ce messager, c'était un sauf-conduit pour le général vendéen, une invitation de venir à Paris; un traité enfin de puissance à puissance. Cadoudal a accepté, et doit être à cette heure sur la route de Paris: Il y a donc sinon paix, du moins trêve.

	— Oh! quelle joie, mon Charles!

	— Ne te réjouis pas trop, mon amour.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que cet ordre de cesser les hostilités est venu, sais-tu pourquoi?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien, c'est un homme très fort que M. Fouché; il a compris que, ne pouvant nous vaincre, il fallait nous déshonorer. Il a organisé de faux compagnons de Jéhu qu'il a lâchés dans le Maine et dans lAnjou, et qui ne contentent pas, eux, de prendre l'argent du gouvernement, mais qui pillent et détroussent les voyageurs, qui entrent la nuit dans les châteaux et dans les fermes, qui mettent les propriétaires de ces fermes et de ces châteaux les pieds sur des charbons ardents, et qui leur arrachent par des tortures le secret de l'endroit où est caché leur argent. Eh bien, ces hommes, ces misérables, ces bandits, ces chauffeurs, ils prennent le même nom que nous, et sont censés combattre pour le même principe; si bien que la police de M. Fouché nous met non seulement hors la loi, mais aussi hors l'honneur.

	— Oh!

	— Voilà, ce que j'avais à te dire, mon Amélie, avant de te proposer une seconde fois de fuir ensemble. Aux yeux de la France, aux yeux de létranger, aux yeux du prince même que nous avons servi et pour qui nous avons risqué l'échafaud, nous serons dans l'avenir, nous sommes probablement déjà des misérables dignes de l'échafaud.

	— Oui… mais, pour moi, mon bien-aimé Charles, tu es l'homme dévoué, l'homme de conviction, le royaliste obstiné qui a continué de combattre quand tout le monde avait mis bas les armes; pour moi, tu es le loyal baron de Sainte-Hermine; pour moi, si tu l'aimes mieux, tu es le noble, le courageux et l'invincible Morgan.

	— Ah! voilà tout ce que je voulais savoir, ma bien-aimée; tu n'hésiteras donc pas un instant, malgré le nuage infâme que l'on essaye d'élever entre nous et l'honneur, tu n'hésiteras donc pas, je ne dirai point à te donner à moi, tu t'es déjà donnée, mais à être ma femme?

	— Que dis-tu là? Pas un instant, pas une seconde; mais ce serait la joie de mon être, le bonheur de ma vie! Ta femme, je suis ta femme devant Dieu; Dieu comblera tous mes désirs les jours où il permettra que je sois ta femme devant les hommes.

	Morgan tomba à genoux.

	— Eh bien, dit-il, à tes pieds, Amélie, les mains jointes, avec la voix la plus suppliante de mon coeur, je viens te dire: «Amélie, veux-tu fuir? Amélie, veux-tu quitter la France? Amélie, veux-tu être ma femme?»

	Amélie se dressa tout debout, prit son front entre ses deux mains, comme si la violence du sang qui affluait à son cerveau allait le faire éclater.

	Morgan lui saisit les deux mains, et, la regardant avec inquiétude:

	— Hésites-tu? lui demanda-t-il d'une voix sourde, tremblante, presque brisée.

	— Non! oh! non! pas une seconde, s'écria résolument Amélie; je suis à toi, dans le passé et dans l'avenir, en tout et partout. Seulement, le coup est d'autant plus violent qu'il était inattendu.

	— Réfléchis bien, Amélie; ce que je te propose, c'est l'abandon de la patrie et de la famille, c'est-à-dire de tout ce qui est cher, de tout ce qui est sacré: en me suivant, tu quittes le château où tu es née, la mère qui t'y a enfantée et nourrie, le frère qui t'aime, et qui, lorsqu'il saura que tu es la femme d'un brigand, te haïra peut-être, te méprisera certainement.

	Et, en parlant ainsi, Morgan interrogeait avec anxiété le visage d'Amélie.

	Ce visage s'éclaira graduellement d'un doux sourire, et, comme il s'abaissait du ciel sur la terre, s'inclinant sur le jeune homme toujours à genoux.

	— Oh! Charles! dit la jeune fille d'une voix douce comme le murmure de la rivière qui s'écoulait claire et limpide sous ses pieds, il faut que ce soit une chose bien puissante que l'amour qui émane directement de Dieu puisque, malgré les paroles terribles que tu viens de prononcer, sans crainte, sans hésitation, presque sans regrets, je te dis: Charles, me voilà; Charles, je suis à toi; Charles, quand partons-nous?

	— Amélie, nos destinées ne sont point de celles avec lesquelles on transige et on discute; si nous partons, si tu me suis, c'est à l'instant même; demain, il faut que nous soyons de l'autre côté de la frontière.

	— Et nos moyens de fuite?

	— J'ai, à Montagnac, deux chevaux tout sellés: un pour toi, Amélie, un pour moi; j'ai pour deux cent mille francs de lettres de crédit sur Londres ou sur Vienne. Là où tu voudras aller, nous irons.

	— Où tu seras, Charles, je serai; que m'importe le pays! que m'importe la ville!

	— Alors, viens!

	— Cinq minutes, Charles, est-ce trop?

	— Où vas-tu?

	— J'ai à dire adieu à bien des choses, j'ai à emporter tes lettres chéries, j'ai à prendre le chapelet d'ivoire de ma première communion, j'ai quelques souvenirs chéris, pieux, sacrés, des souvenirs d'enfance qui seront là-bas tout ce qui me restera de ma mère, de ma famille, de la France; je vais les prendre et je reviens.

	— Amélie!

	— Quoi?

	— Je voudrais bien ne pas te quitter; il me semble qu'au moment d'être réunis, te quitter un instant, c'est te perdre pour toujours; Amélie, veux-tu que je te suive?

	— Oh! viens; qu'importe qu'on voie tes pas maintenant! nous serons loin demain au jour; viens!

	Le jeune homme sauta hors de la barque et donna la main à Amélie, puis il l'enveloppa de son bras, et tous deux prirent le chemin de la maison.

	Sur le perron, Charles s'arrêta.

	— Va, lui dit-il, la religion des souvenirs a sa pudeur; quoique je la comprenne, je te gênerais. Je t'attends ici, d'ici je te garde; du moment où je n'ai qu'à étendre la main pour te prendre, je suis bien sûr que tu ne m'échapperas point. Va, mon Amélie, mais reviens vite.

	Amélie répondit en tendant ses lèvres au jeune homme; puis elle monta rapidement l'escalier, rentra dans sa chambre, prit un petit coffret de chêne sculpté, cerclé de fer, où était son trésor, les lettres de Charles, depuis la première jusqu'à la dernière, détacha de la glace de la cheminée le blanc et virginal chapelet d'ivoire qui y était suspendu, mit à sa ceinture une montre que son père lui avait donnée; puis elle passa dans la chambre de sa mère, s'inclina au chevet de son lit, baisa loreiller que la tête de madame de Montrevel avait touché, s'agenouilla devant le Christ veillant au pied de son lit, commença une action de grâces qu'elle n'osa continuer, linterrompit par un acte de foi, puis tout à coup s'arrêta. Il lui avait semblé que Charles l'appelait.

	Elle prêta loreille, et entendit une seconde fois son nom prononcé avec un accent d'angoisse dont elle ne pouvait se rendre compte.

	Elle tressaillit, se redressa et descendit rapidement lescalier.

	Charles était toujours à la même place; mais, penché en avant, loreille tendue, il semblait écouter avec anxiété un bruit lointain.

	— Qu'y a-t-il? demanda Amélie en saisissant la main du jeune homme.

	— Écoute, écoute, dit celui-ci.

	Amélie prêta l'oreille à son tour.

	Il lui sembla entendre des détonations successives comme un pétillement de mousqueterie.

	Cela venait du côté de Ceyzeriat.

	— Oh! s'écria Morgan, j'avais bien raison de douter de mon bonheur jusqu'au dernier moment! Mes amis sont attaqués! Amélie, adieu, adieu!

	— Comment! adieu? s'écria Amélie pâlissante; tu me quittes?

	Le bruit de la fusillade devint plus distinct.

	— N'entends-tu pas? Ils se battent, et je ne suis pas là pour me battre avec eux!

	Fille et soeur de soldat, Amélie comprit tout, et n'essaya point de résister.

	— Va, dit-elle en laissant tomber ses bras; tu avais raison, nous sommes perdus.

	Le jeune homme poussa un cri de rage, saisit une seconde fois la jeune fille, la serra sur sa poitrine, comme s'il voulait l'étouffer; puis, bondissant du haut en bas du perron, et s'élançant dans la direction de la fusillade avec la rapidité du daim poursuivi par les chasseurs:

	— Me voilà, amis! cria-t-il, me voilà!

	Et il disparut comme une ombre sous les grands arbres du parc.

	Amélie tomba à genoux, les bras étendus vers lui, mais sans avoir la force de le rappeler; ou, si elle le rappela, ce fut d'une voix si faible que Morgan ne lui répondit point, et ne ralentit point sa course pour lui répondre.

	XLIX — LA REVANCHE DE ROLAND

	On devine ce qui s'était passé.

	Roland n'avait point perdu son temps avec le capitaine de gendarmerie et le colonel de dragons.

	Ceux-ci, de leur côté, n'avaient pas oublié qu'ils avaient une revanche à prendre.

	Roland avait découvert au capitaine de gendarmerie le passage souterrain qui communiquait de l'église de Brou à la grotte de Ceyzeriat.

	À neuf heures du soir, le capitaine et les dix-huit hommes qu'il avait sous ses ordres devaient entrer dans l'église, descendre dans le caveau des ducs de Savoie, et fermer de leurs baïonnettes la communication des carrières avec le souterrain.

	Roland, à la tête de vingt dragons, devait envelopper le bois, le battre en resserrant le demi-cercle, afin que les deux ailes de ce demi-cercle vinssent aboutir à la grotte de Ceyzeriat.

	À neuf heures, le premier mouvement devait être fait de ce côté, se combinant avec celui du capitaine de gendarmerie.

	On a vu, par les paroles échangées entre Amélie et Morgan, quelles étaient pendant ce temps les dispositions des compagnons de Jéhu.

	Les nouvelles arrivées à la fois de Mittau et de Bretagne avaient mis tout le monde à l'aise; chacun se sentait libre et, comprenant que l'on faisait une guerre désespérée, était joyeux de sa liberté.

	Il y avait donc réunion complète dans la grotte de Ceyzeriat, presque une fête; à minuit, tous se séparaient, et chacun, selon les facilités qu'il pouvait avoir de traverser la frontière, se mettait en route pour quitter la France.

	On a vu à quoi leur chef occupait ses derniers instants.

	Les autres, qui n'avaient point les mêmes liens de coeur, faisaient ensemble dans le carrefour, splendidement éclairé, un repas de séparation et d'adieu: car, une fois hors de la France, la Vendée et la Bretagne pacifiées, l'armée de Condé détruite, où se retrouveraient-ils sur la terre étrangère? Dieu le savait!

	Tout à coup, le retentissement d'un coup de fusil arriva jusqu'à eux.

	Comme par un choc électrique, chacun fut debout.

	Un second coup de fusil se fit entendre.

	Puis, dans les profondeurs de la carrière, ces deux mots pénétrèrent, frissonnant comme les ailes d'un oiseau funèbre:

	— Aux armes!

	Pour des compagnons de Jéhu, soumis à toutes les vicissitudes d'une vie de bandits, le repos d'un instant n'était jamais la paix.

	Poignards, pistolets et carabines étaient toujours à la portée de la main. Au cri poussé, selon toute probabilité, par la sentinelle, chacun sauta sur ses armes et resta le cou tendu, la poitrine haletante, l'oreille ouverte.

	Au milieu du silence, on entendit le bruit d'un pas aussi rapide que pouvait le permettre l'obscurité dans laquelle le pas s'enfonçait.

	Puis, dans le rayon de lumière projeté par les torches et par les bougies, un homme apparut.

	— Aux armes! cria-t-il une seconde, fois, nous sommes attaqués!

	Les deux coups que l'on avait entendus étaient la double détonation du fusil de chasse de la sentinelle.

	C'était elle qui accourait, son fusil encore fumant à la main.

	— Où est Morgan? crièrent vingt voix.

	— Absent, répondit Montbar, et, par conséquent, à moi le commandement! Éteignez tout, et en retraite sur l'église; un combat est inutile maintenant, et le sang versé serait du sang perdu.

	On obéit avec cette promptitude qui indique que chacun apprécie le danger.

	Puis on se serra dans l'obscurité.

	Montbar, à qui les détours du souterrain étaient aussi bien connus qu'à Morgan, se chargea de diriger la troupe, et s'enfonça, suivi de ses compagnons, dans les profondeurs de la carrière. Tout à coup, il lui sembla entendre à cinquante pas devant lui un commandement prononcé à voix basse, puis le claquement d'un certain nombre de fusils que l'on arme.

	Il étendit les deux bras en murmurant à son tour le mot: «Halte!»

	Au même instant, on entendit distinctement le commandement: «Feu!»

	Ce commandement n'était pas prononcé, que le souterrain s'éclaira avec une détonation terrible.

	Dix carabines venaient de faire feu à la fois.

	À la lueur de cet éclair, Montbar et ses compagnons purent apercevoir et reconnaître l'uniforme des gendarmes.

	— Feu! cria à son tour Montbar.

	Sept ou huit coups de fusil retentirent à ce commandement.

	La voûte obscure s'éclaira de nouveau.

	Deux compagnons de Jéhu gisaient sur le sol, l'un tué raide, l'autre blessé mortellement.

	— La retraite est coupée, dit Montbar; volte-face, mes amis; si nous avons une chance, cest du côté de la forêt.

	Le mouvement se fit avec la régularité d'une manoeuvre militaire.

	Montbar se retrouva à la tête de ses compagnons, et revint sur ses pas.

	En ce moment, les gendarmes firent feu une seconde fois.

	Personne ne riposta: ceux qui avaient déchargé leurs armes les rechargèrent; ceux qui n'avaient pas tiré se tenaient prêts pour la véritable lutte, qui allait avoir lieu à l'entrée de la grotte.

	Un ou deux soupirs indiquèrent seuls que cette riposte de la gendarmerie n'était point sans résultat.

	Au bout de cinq minutes, Montbar s'arrêta.

	On était revenu à la hauteur du carrefour, à peu près.

	— Tous les fusils et tous les pistolets sont-ils chargés? demanda-t-il.

	— Tous, répondirent une douzaine de voix.

	— Vous vous rappelez le mot d'ordre pour ceux de nous qui tomberont entre les mains de la justice: nous appartenons aux bandes de M. Teyssonnet; nous sommes venus pour recruter des hommes à la cause royaliste; nous ne savons pas ce que l'on veut dire quand on nous parle des malles-poste et des diligences arrêtées.

	— C'est convenu.

	— Dans l'un ou l'autre cas, c'est la mort, nous le savons bien; mais c'est la mort du soldat au lieu de la mort des voleurs, la fusillade au lieu de la guillotine.

	— Et la fusillade, dit une voix railleuse, nous savons ce que c'est. Vive la fusillade!

	— En avant, mes amis, dit Montbar, et vendons-leur notre vie ce qu'elle vaut, c'est-à-dire le plus cher possible.

	— En avant! répétèrent les compagnons.

	Et aussi rapidement qu'il était possible de le faire dans les ténèbres, la petite troupe se remit en marche, toujours conduite par Montbar.

	À mesure qu'ils avançaient, Montbar respirait une odeur de fumée qui linquiétait.

	En même temps, se reflétaient sur les parois des murailles et aux angles des piliers, certaines lueurs qui indiquaient qu'il se passait quelque chose d'insolite vers louverture de la grotte.

	— Je crois que ces gredins-là nous enfument, dit Montbar.

	— J'en ai peur, répondit Adler.

	— Ils croient avoir affaire à des renards.

	— Oh! répondit la même voix, ils verront bien à nos griffes que nous sommes des lions.

	La fumée devenait de plus en plus épaisse, la lueur de plus en plus vive.

	On arriva au dernier angle.

	Un amas de bois sec avait été allumé dans l'intérieur de la carrière, à une cinquantaine de pas de son ouverture, non pas pour enfumer, mais pour éclairer.

	À la lumière répandue par le foyer incandescent, on voyait reluire à l'entrée de la grotte les armes des dragons.

	À dix pas en avant d'eux, un officier attendait, appuyé sur sa carabine, non seulement exposé à tous les coups, mais semblant les provoquer.

	C'était Roland.

	Il était facile à reconnaître: il avait jeté loin de lui son chapeau, sa tête était nue, et la réverbération de la flamme se jouait sur son visage.

	Mais ce qui eût dû le perdre le sauvait.

	Montbar le reconnut et fit un pas en arrière.

	— Roland de Montrevel! dit-il; rappelez-vous la recommandation de

	Morgan.

	— C'est bien, répondirent les compagnons d'une voix sourde.

	— Et maintenant, cria Montbar, mourons, mais tuons!

	Et il s'élança le premier dans l'espace éclairé par la flamme du foyer, déchargea un des canons de son fusil à deux coups sur les dragons qui répondirent par une décharge générale.

	Il serait impossible de raconter ce qui se passa alors: la grotte s'emplit d'une fumée au sein de laquelle chaque coup de feu brillait comme un éclair; les deux troupes se joignirent et s'attaquèrent corps à corps: ce fut le tour des pistolets et des poignards. Au bruit de la lutte, la gendarmerie accourut; mais il lui fut impossible de faire feu, tant étaient confondus amis et ennemis.

	Seulement, quelques démons de plus semblèrent se mêler à cette lutte de démons.

	On voyait des groupes confus luttant au milieu de cette atmosphère rouge et fumeuse, s'abaissant, se relevant, s'affaissant encore; on entendait un hurlement de rage ou un cri d'agonie: c'était le dernier soupir d'un homme.

	Le survivant cherchait un nouvel adversaire, commençait une nouvelle lutte.

	Cet égorgement dura un quart d'heure, vingt minutes peut-être.

	Au bout de ces vingt minutes, on pouvait compter dans la grotte de

	Ceyzeriat vingt-deux cadavres.

	Treize appartenaient aux dragons et aux gendarmes, neuf aux compagnons de Jéhu.

	Cinq de ces derniers survivaient; écrasés par le nombre, criblés de blessures, ils avaient été pris vivants.

	Les gendarmes et les dragons, au nombre de vingt-cinq, les entouraient.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie avait eu le bras gauche cassé, le chef de brigade des dragons avait eu la cuisse traversée par une balle.

	Seul, Roland, couvert de sang mais d'un sang qui n'était pas le sien, n'avait pas reçu une égratignure.

	Deux des prisonniers étaient si grièvement blessés, qu'on renonça à les faire marcher; il fallut les transporter sur des brancards.

	On alluma des torches préparées à cet effet, et on prit le chemin de la ville.

	Au moment où l'on passait de la forêt sur la grande route, on entendit le galop d'un cheval.

	Ce galop se rapprochait rapidement.

	— Continuez votre chemin, dit Roland; je reste en arrière pour savoir ce que c'est.

	C'était un cavalier qui, comme nous lavons dit, accourait à toute bride.

	— Qui vive? cria Roland, lorsque le cavalier ne fut plus qu'à vingt pas de lui.

	Et il apprêta sa carabine.

	— Un prisonnier de plus, monsieur de Montrevel, répondit le cavalier; je n'ai pas pu me trouver au combat, je veux du moins me trouver à léchafaud. Où sont mes amis?

	— Là, monsieur, répondit Roland, qui avait reconnu, non pas la figure, mais la voix du jeune homme, voix qu'il entendait pour la troisième fois.

	Et il indiqua de la main le groupe formant le centre de la petite troupe qui suivait la route de Ceyzeriat à Bourg.

	— Je vois avec bonheur qu'il ne vous est rien arrivé, monsieur de Montrevel, dit le jeune homme avec une courtoisie parfaite, et ce m'est une grande joie, je vous le jure.

	Et, piquant son cheval, il fut en quelques élans près des dragons et des gendarmes.

	— Pardon, messieurs, dit-il en mettant pied à terre, mais je réclame une place au milieu de mes trois amis, le vicomte de Jahiat, le comte de Valensolle et le marquis de Ribier.

	Les trois prisonniers jetèrent un cri d'admiration et tendirent les mains à leur ami.

	Les deux blessés se soulevèrent sur leur brancard et murmurèrent:

	— Bien, Sainte-Hermine.., bien!

	— Je crois, Dieu me pardonne! s'écria Roland, que le beau côté de l'affaire restera jusqu'au bout à ces bandits!

	L — CADOUDAL AUX TUILERIES

	Le surlendemain du jour, ou plutôt de la nuit, où s'étaient passés les événements que nous venons de raconter, deux hommes marchaient côte à côte dans le grand salon des Tuileries donnant sur le jardin.

	Ils parlaient vivement; des deux côtés, les paroles étaient accompagnées de gestes rapides et animés.

	Ces deux hommes, c'étaient le premier consul Bonaparte et Georges

	Cadoudal.

	Georges Cadoudal, touché des malheurs que pouvait entraîner pour la Bretagne une plus longue résistance, venait de signer la paix avec Brune.

	C'était après la signature de cette paix qu'il avait délié de leur serment les compagnons de Jéhu.

	Par malheur, le congé qu'il leur donnait était arrivé, comme nous l'avons vu, vingt-quatre heures trop tard.

	En traitant avec Brune, Georges Cadoudal n'avait rien stipulé pour lui-même, que la liberté de passer immédiatement en Angleterre.

	Mais Brune avait tant insisté, que le chef vendéen avait consenti à une entrevue avec le premier consul.

	Il était, en conséquence, parti pour Paris.

	Le matin même de son arrivée, il s'était présenté aux Tuileries, s'était nommé et avait été reçu.

	C'était Rapp qui, en l'absence de Roland, lavait introduit.

	En se retirant, l'aide de camp avait laissé les deux portes ouvertes, afin de tout voir du cabinet de Bourrienne, et de porter secours au premier consul, s'il était besoin.

	Mais Bonaparte, qui avait compris l'intention de Rapp, avait été fermer la porte.

	Puis, revenant vivement vers Cadoudal:

	— Ah! c'est vous, enfin! lui avait-il dit; je suis bien aise de vous voir; un de vos ennemis, mon aide de camp, Roland de Montrevel, m'a dit le plus grand bien de vous.

	— Cela ne m'étonne point, avait répondu Cadoudal; pendant le peu de temps que j'ai vu M. de Montrevel, j'ai cru reconnaître en lui les sentiments les plus chevaleresques.

	— Oui, et cela vous a touché? répondit le premier consul.

	Puis, fixant sur le chef royaliste son oeil de faucon:

	— Écoutez, Georges, reprit-il, j'ai besoin d'hommes énergiques pour accomplir loeuvre que j'entreprends. Voulez-vous être des miens? Je vous ai fait offrir le grade de colonel; vous valez mieux que cela: je vous offre le grade de général de division.

	— Je vous remercie du plus profond de mon coeur, citoyen premier consul, répondit Georges; mais vous me mépriseriez si j'acceptais.

	— Pourquoi cela? demanda vivement Bonaparte.

	— Parce que j'ai prêté serment à la maison de Bourbon, et que je lui resterai fidèle, quand même.

	— Voyons, reprit le premier consul, n'y a-t-il aucun moyen de vous rallier à moi?

	— Général, répondit l'officier royaliste, m'est-il permis de vous répéter ce que l'on ma dit?

	— Et pourquoi pas?

	— C'est que cela touche aux plus profonds arcanes de la politique.

	— Bon! quelque niaiserie, fit le premier consul avec un sourire inquiet.

	Cadoudal s'arrêta et regarda fixement son interlocuteur.

	— On dit qu'il y a eu un accord fait à Alexandrie, entre vous et le commodore Sidney Smith; que cet accord avait pour objet de vous laisser le retour libre en France, à la condition, acceptée par vous, de relever le trône de nos anciens rois.

	Bonaparte éclata de rire.

	— Que vous êtes étonnants, vous autres plébéiens, dit-il, avec votre amour pour vos anciens rois! Supposez que je rétablisse ce trône — chose dont je n'ai nulle envie, je vous le déclare — que vous en reviendra-t-il, à vous qui avez versé votre sang pour le rétablissement de ce trône? Pas même la confirmation du grade que vous avez conquis, colonel! Et où avez-vous vu dans les armées royales un colonel qui ne fût pas noble? Avez-vous jamais entendu dire que, près de ces gens-là, un homme se soit élevé par son propre mérite? Tandis qu'auprès de moi, Georges, vous pouvez atteindre à tout, puisque plus je m'élèverai, plus j'élèverai avec moi ceux qui m'entoureront. Quant à me voir jouer le rôle de Monk, n'y comptez pas; Monk vivait dans un siècle où les préjugés que nous avons combattus et renversés en 1789 avaient toute leur vigueur; Monk eût voulu se faire roi, qu'il ne l'eût pas pu; dictateur, pas davantage! Il fallait être Cromwell pour cela. Richard n'y a pas pu tenir; il est vrai que c'était un véritable fils de grand homme, c'est-à-dire un sot. Si j'eusse voulu me faire roi, rien ne m'en eût empêché, et, si l'envie m'en prend jamais, rien ne m'en empêchera. Voyons, vous avez quelque chose à répondre! Répondez.

	— Vous dites, citoyen premier consul, que la situation n'est point la même en France en 1800 qu'en Angleterre en 1660; je n'y vois moi aucune différence. Charles Ier avait été décapité en 1649, Louis XVI la été en 1793; onze ans se sont écoulés en Angleterre entre la mort du père et la restauration du fils; sept ans se sont déjà écoulés en France depuis la mort de Louis XVI… Peut-être me direz-vous que la révolution anglaise fut une révolution religieuse, tandis que la révolution française est une révolution politique; eh bien, je répondrai qu'une charte est aussi facile à faire qu'une abjuration.

	Bonaparte sourit.

	— Non, reprit-il, je ne vous dirai pas cela; je vous dirai simplement: Cromwell avait cinquante ans quand Charles Ier a été exécuté; moi, j'en avais vingt-quatre, à la mort de Louis XVI. Cromwell est mort en 1658, c'est-à-dire à cinquante-neuf ans; en dix ans de pouvoir, il a eu le temps d'entreprendre beaucoup, mais d'accomplir peu; et, d'ailleurs, lui, c'était une réforme complète qu'il entreprenait, réforme politique par la substitution du gouvernement républicain au gouvernement monarchique. Eh bien, accordez-moi de vivre les années de Cromwell, cinquante-neuf ans, ce n'est pas beaucoup. J'ai encore vingt ans à vivre, juste le double de Cromwell, et, remarquez-le, je ne change rien, je poursuis; je ne renverse pas, j'élève. Supposez qu'à trente ans, César, au lieu de nêtre encore que le premier débauché de Rome, en ait été le premier citoyen; supposez que sa campagne des Gaules ait été faite, sa campagne d'Égypte achevée, sa campagne d'Espagne menée à bonne fin; supposez qu'il ait eu trente ans au lieu d'en avoir cinquante, croyez-vous qu'il n'eût pas été à la fois César et Auguste?

	— Oui, s'il n'eût pas trouvé sur son chemin Brutus, Cassius et

	Casca.

	— Ainsi, dit Bonaparte avec mélancolie, c'est sur un assassinat que mes ennemis comptent! en ce cas, la chose leur sera facile et à vous tout le premier, qui êtes mon ennemi; car qui vous empêche en ce moment, si vous avez la conviction de Brutus, de me frapper comme il a frappé César? Je suis seul avec vous, les portes sont fermées; vous auriez le temps d'être à moi avant qu'on fût à vous.

	Cadoudal fit un pas en arrière.

	— Non, dit-il, nous ne comptons point sur l'assassinat, et je crois qu'il faudrait une extrémité bien grave pour que l'un de nous se déterminât à se faire assassin; mais les chances de la guerre sont là. Un seul revers peut vous faire perdre votre prestige; une défaite introduit l'ennemi au coeur de la France: des frontières de la Provence, on peut voir le feu des bivouacs autrichiens; un boulet peut vous enlever la tête, comme au maréchal de Berwick; alors, que devient la France? Vous n'avez point d'enfants, et vos frères…

	— Oh! sous ce point de vue, vous avez raison; mais, si vous ne croyez pas à la Providence, j'y crois, moi; je crois qu'elle ne fait rien au hasard; je crois que, lorsqu'elle a permis que, le 15 août 1769 — un an jour pour jour après que Louis XV eut rendu lédit qui réunissait la Corse à la France — naquît à Ajaccio un enfant qui ferait le 13 vendémiaire et le 18 brumaire, elle avait sur cet enfant de grandes vues, de suprêmes projets. Cet enfant, c'est moi; si j'ai une mission, je ne crains rien, ma mission me sert de bouclier; si je n'en ai pas, si je me trompe, si, au lieu de vivre les vingt-cinq ou trente ans qui me sont nécessaires pour achever mon oeuvre, je suis frappé d'un coup de couteau comme César, ou atteint d'un boulet comme Berwick, c'est que la Providence aura sa raison d'agir ainsi, et ce sera à elle de pourvoir à ce qui convient à la France… Nous parlions de César tout à l'heure: quand Rome suivait en deuil les funérailles du dictateur et brûlait les maisons de ses assassins; quand, aux quatre points cardinaux du monde, la ville éternelle regardait d'où lui viendrait le génie qui mettrait fin à ses guerres civiles; quand elle tremblait à la vue de l'ivrogne Antoine ou de l'hypocrite Lépide, elle était loin de songer à l'écolier d'Apollonie, au neveu de César, au jeune Octave. Qui pensait à ce fils du banquier de Velletri, tout blanchi par la farine de ses aïeux? Qui le devina lorsqu'on le vit arriver boitant et clignotant des yeux pour passer en revue les vieilles bandes de César? Pas même le prévoyant Cicéron: O_rnandum et tollen_dum, disait-il. Eh bien, l'enfant joua toutes les barbes grises du sénat, et régna presque aussi longtemps que Louis XIV! Georges, Georges, ne luttez pas contre la Providence qui me suscite; car la Providence vous brisera.

	— J'aurai été brisé en suivant la voie et la religion de mes pères, répondit Cadoudal en s'inclinant, et j'espère que Dieu me pardonnera mon erreur qui sera celle d'un chrétien fervent et d'un fils pieux.

	Bonaparte posa la main sur l'épaule du jeune chef:

	— Soit, lui dit-il; mais, au moins, restez neutre; laissez les événements s'accomplir, regardez les trônes s'ébranler, regardez tomber les couronnes; ordinairement, ce sont les spectateurs qui payent: moi, je vous payerai pour regarder faire.

	— Et combien me donnerez-vous pour cela, citoyen premier consul? demanda en riant Cadoudal.

	— Cent mille francs par an, monsieur, répondit Bonaparte.

	— Si vous donnez cent mille francs par an à un simple chef de rebelles, dit Cadoudal, combien offrirez-vous au prince pour lequel il a combattu?

	— Rien, monsieur; ce que je paye en vous, c'est le courage et non pas le principe qui vous a fait agir; je vous prouve que pour moi, homme de mes oeuvres, les hommes n'existent que par leurs oeuvres. Acceptez, Georges, je vous en prie.

	— Et si je refuse?

	— Vous aurez tort.

	— Serai-je toujours libre de me retirer où il me conviendra?

	Bonaparte alla à la porte et l'ouvrit.

	— L'aide de camp de service! demanda-t-il.

	Il s'attendait à voir paraître Rapp.

	Il vit paraître Roland.

	— Ah! dit-il, c'est toi?

	Puis, se retournant vers Cadoudal:

	— Je n'ai pas besoin, colonel, de vous présenter mon aide de camp

	Roland de Montrevel: c'est une de vos connaissances.

	— Roland, dis au colonel qu'il est aussi libre à Paris que tu l'étais dans son camp de Muzillac, et que, s'il désire un passeport pour quelque pays du monde que ce soit, Fouché a l'ordre de le lui donner.

	— Votre parole me suffit, citoyen premier consul, répondit en s'inclinant Cadoudal; ce soir, je pars.

	— Et peut-on vous demander où vous allez?

	— À Londres, général.

	— Tant mieux.

	— Pourquoi tant mieux?

	— Parce que, là, vous verrez de près les hommes pour lesquels vous vous êtes battu.

	— Après?

	— Et que, quand vous les aurez vus…

	— Eh bien? — Vous les comparerez à ceux contre lesquels vous vous êtes battu… Seulement, une fois sorti de France, colonel…

	Bonaparte s'arrêta.

	— J'attends, fit Cadoudal.

	— Eh bien, n'y rentrez qu'en me prévenant, ou sinon, ne vous étonnez pas d'être traité en ennemi.

	— Ce sera un honneur pour moi, général, puisque vous me prouverez, en me traitant ainsi, que je suis un homme à craindre.

	Et Georges salua le premier consul et se retira.

	— Eh bien, général, demanda Roland, après que la porte fut refermée sur Cadoudal, est-ce bien l'homme que je vous avais dit?

	— Oui, répondit Bonaparte pensif; seulement, il voit mal l'état des choses; mais l'exagération de ses principes prend sa source dans de nobles sentiments, qui doivent lui donner une grande influence parmi les siens.

	Alors, à voix basse:

	— Il faudra pourtant en finir! ajouta-t-il.

	Puis, s'adressant à Roland:

	— Et toi? demanda-t-il.

	— Moi, répondit Roland, j'en ai fini.

	— Ah! ah! de sorte que les compagnons de Jéhu…?

	— Ont cessé d'exister, général; les trois quarts sont morts, le reste est prisonnier.

	— Et toi sain et sauf?

	— Ne m'en parlez pas, général; je commence à croire que, sans m'en douter, j'ai fait un pacte avec le diable.

	Le même soir, comme il l'avait dit au premier consul, Cadoudal partit pour l'Angleterre.

	À la nouvelle que le chef breton était heureusement arrivé à

	Londres, Louis XVIII lui écrivait:

	«J'ai appris avec la plus vive satisfaction, général, que vous êtes enfin échappé aux mains du tyran, qui vous a méconnu au point de vous proposer de le servir; j'ai gémi des malheureuses circonstances qui vous ont forcé de traiter avec lui; mais je n'ai jamais conçu la plus légère inquiétude: le coeur de mes fidèles Bretons et le vôtre en particulier me sont trop bien connus. Aujourd'hui, vous êtes libre, vous êtes auprès de mon frère: tout mon espoir renaît: je n'ai pas besoin d'en dire davantage à un Français tel que vous.

	«Louis»

	
À cette lettre étaient joints le brevet de lieutenant-général et le grand cordon de Saint-Louis.

	LI — L'ARMÉE DE RÉSERVE

	Le premier consul en était arrivé au point qu'il désirait: les compagnons de Jéhu étaient détruits, la Vendée était pacifiée.

	Tout en demandant la paix à l'Angleterre, il avait espéré la guerre; il comprenait très bien que, né de la guerre, il ne pouvait grandir que par la guerre; il semblait deviner qu'un jour un poète l'appellerait le géant des batailles.

	Mais cette guerre, comment la ferait-il?

	Un article de la constitution de l'an VIII s'opposait à ce que le premier consul commandât les armées en personne et quittât la France.

	Il y a toujours dans les constitutions un article absurde; bien heureuses les constitutions où il n'y en a qu'un!

	Le premier consul trouva un moyen.

	Il établit un camp à Dijon; larmée qui devait occuper ce camp prendrait le nom d'armée de réserve.

	Le noyau de cette armée fut formé par ce que l'on put tirer de la Vendée et de la Bretagne, trente mille hommes à peu près. Vingt mille conscrits y furent incorporés. Le général Berthier en fut nommé commandant en chef.

	Le plan qu'avait, un jour, dans son cabinet du Luxembourg, expliqué Bonaparte à Roland, était resté le même dans son esprit.

	Il comptait reconquérir l'Italie par une seule bataille; cette bataille devait être une grande victoire.

	Moreau, en récompense de sa coopération au 18 brumaire, avait obtenu ce commandement militaire qu'il désirait: il était général en chef de l'armée du Rhin, et avait quatre-vingt mille hommes sous ses ordres.

	Augereau commandait l'armée gallo-batave, forte de vingt-cinq mille hommes.

	Enfin, Masséna commandait l'armée d'Italie, réfugiée dans le pays de Gênes, et soutenait avec acharnement le siège de la capitale de ce pays, bloquée du côté de la terre par le général autrichien Ott, et du côté de la mer par l'amiral Keith.

	Pendant que ces mouvements s'opéraient en Italie, Moreau avait pris l'offensive sur le Rhin et battu lennemi à Stockach et à Moeskirch. Une seule victoire devait être, pour l'armée de réserve, le signal d'entrer à son tour en ligue; deux victoires ne laissaient aucun doute sur l'opportunité de ses opérations.

	Seulement, comment cette armée descendrait-elle en Italie?

	La première pensée de Bonaparte avait été de remonter le Valais et de déboucher par le Simplon: on tournait ainsi le Piémont et l'on entrait à Milan; mais l'opération était longue et se manifestait au grand jour.

	Bonaparte y renonça; il entrait dans son plan de surprendre les

	Autrichiens, et d'être avec toute son armée dans les plaines du

	Piémont avant que l'on pût se douter qu'il eût passé les Alpes.

	Il s'était donc décidé à opérer son passage par le grand Saint- Bernard. C'était alors qu'il avait envoyé aux pères desservant le monastère qui couronne cette montagne les cinquante mille francs dont s'étaient emparés les compagnons de Jéhu.

	Cinquante mille autres avaient été expédiés, qui étaient parvenus heureusement à leur destination.

	Grâce à ces cinquante mille francs, les moines devaient être abondamment pourvus de rafraîchissements nécessaires à une armée de cinquante mille hommes faisant une halte d'un jour.

	En conséquence, vers la fin d'avril, toute l'artillerie fut dirigée sur Lausanne, Villeneuve, Martigny et Saint-Pierre.

	Le général Marmont, commandant lartillerie, avait été envoyé en avant pour veiller au transport des pièces.

	Ce transport des pièces était une chose à peu près impraticable.

	Il fallait cependant qu'il eût lieu.

	Il n'y avait point d'antécédent sur lequel on pût s'appuyer;

	Annibal avec ses éléphants, ses Numides et ses Gaulois,

	Charlemagne avec ses Francs, navaient rien eu de semblable à

	surmonter.

	Lors de la première campagne d'Italie, en 1796, on n'avait pas franchi les Alpes, on les avait tournées; on était descendu de Nice à Chérasco par la route de la Corniche.

	Cette fois, on allait entreprendre une oeuvre véritablement gigantesque.

	Il fallait d'abord s'assurer que la montagne n'était point occupée; la montagne sans Autrichiens était déjà un ennemi assez difficile à vaincre!

	Lannes fut lancé en enfant perdu avec toute une division; il passa le col du Saint-Bernard, sans artillerie, sans bagages, et s'empara de Châtillon.

	Les Autrichiens n'avaient rien laissé dans le Piémont, que de la cavalerie, des dépôts et quelques postes d'observation; il n'y avait donc plus d'autres obstacles à vaincre que ceux de la nature. On commença les opérations.

	On avait fait construire des traîneaux pour transporter les canons; mais, si étroite que fût leur voie, on reconnut qu'elle serait toujours trop large.

	Il fallut aviser à un autre moyen.

	On creusa des troncs de sapins, on y emboîta les pièces; à l'extrémité supérieure, on fixa un câble pour tirer; à lextrémité inférieure, un levier pour diriger.

	Vingt grenadiers s'attelaient au câble, vingt autres portaient, avec leur bagage, le bagage de ceux qui traînaient les pièces. Un artilleur commandait chaque détachement, et avait sur lui pouvoir absolu, au besoin droit de vie et de mort.

	Le bronze, en pareille circonstance, était bien autrement précieux que la chair!

	Avant de partir, on donna à chaque homme une paire de souliers neufs et vingt biscuits.

	Chacun chaussa les souliers, et se pendit les biscuits au cou.

	Le premier consul, installé au bas de la montagne, donnait à chaque prolonge le signal du départ.

	Il faut avoir traversé les mêmes chemins en simple touriste, à pied ou à mulet, avoir sondé de l'oeil les mêmes précipices pour se faire une idée de ce qu'était ce voyage: toujours gravir par des pentes escarpées, par des sentiers étroits, sur des cailloux qui coupaient les souliers d'abord, les pieds ensuite!

	De temps en temps, on s'arrêtait, on reprenait haleine et l'on se remettait en route sans une plainte.

	On arriva aux glaces: avant de s'y engager, les hommes reçurent d'autres souliers: ceux du matin étaient en lambeaux; on cassa un morceau de biscuit, on but une goutte d'eau-de-vie à la gourde, et l'on se remit en chemin.

	On ne savait où l'on montait; quelques-uns demandaient pour combien de jours on en avait encore; d'autres, s'il serait permis de s'arrêter un instant à la lune.

	Enfin, l'on atteignit les neiges éternelles.

	Là, le travail devenait plus facile; les sapins glissaient sur la neige, et l'on allait plus vite.

	Un fait donnera la mesure du pouvoir concédé à l'artilleur conduisant chaque prolonge.

	Le général Chamberlhac passait; il trouva que l'on n'allait pas assez vite, et, voulant faire hâter le pas, il s'approcha du canonnier et prit avec lui un ton de maître.

	— Ce n'est pas vous qui commandez ici, répondit l'artilleur; c'est moi! c'est moi qui suis responsable de la pièce, c'est moi qui la dirige; passez votre chemin!

	Le général s'avança vers le canonnier comme pour lui mettre la main au collet.

	Mais celui-ci, faisant un pas en arrière:

	— Général, dit-il, ne me touchez pas, ou je vous assomme d'un coup de levier et je vous jette dans le précipice.

	Après des fatigues inouïes, on atteignit le pied de la montée au sommet de laquelle s'élève le couvent.

	Le général se retira.

	Là, on trouva la trace du passage de la division Lannes: comme la pente est très rapide, les soldats avaient pratiqué une espèce d'escalier gigantesque.

	On lescalada.

	Les pères du Saint-Bernard attendaient sur la plate-forme. Ils conduisirent successivement à lhospice chaque peloton formant les prolonges. Des tables étaient dressées dans de longs corridors, et, sur ces tables, il y avait du pain, du fromage de Gruyère et du vin.

	En quittant le couvent, les soldats serraient les mains des moines et embrassaient leurs chiens.

	La descente, au premier abord, semblait plus commode que l'ascension; aussi les officiers déclarèrent-ils que c'était à leur tour de traîner les pièces. Mais, cette fois, les pièces entraînaient l'attelage et quelques-unes descendaient beaucoup plus vite qu'ils n'eussent voulu.

	Le général Lannes, avec sa division, marchait toujours à l'avant- garde. Il était descendu avant le reste de l'armée dans la vallée; il était entré à Aoste et avait reçu l'ordre de se porter sur Ivrée, à l'entrée des plaines du Piémont.

	Mais, là, il rencontra un obstacle que nul n'avait prévu: c'était le fort de Bard.

	Le village de Bard est situé à huit lieues d'Aoste; en descendant le chemin d'Ivrée, un peu en arrière du village, un monticule ferme presque hermétiquement la vallée; la Doire coule entre ce monticule et la montagne de droite.

	La rivière ou plutôt le torrent remplit tout l'intervalle.

	La montagne de gauche présente à peu près le même aspect; seulement, au lieu de la rivière, c'est la route qui y passe.

	C'est de ce côté qu'est bâti le fort de Bard; il occupe le sommet du monticule et descend jusqu'à la moitié de son élévation.

	Comment personne n'avait-il songé à cet obstacle, qui était tout simplement insurmontable?

	Il n'y avait pas moyen de le battre en brèche du bas de la vallée, et il était impossible de gravir les rocs qui le dominaient.

	Cependant, à force de chercher, on trouva un sentier que l'on aplanit et par lequel l'infanterie et la cavalerie pouvaient passer; mais on essaya vainement de le faire gravir à l'artillerie, même en la démontant comme au Saint-Bernard.

	Bonaparte fit braquer deux pièces de canon sur la route et ouvrir le feu contre la forteresse; mais on s'aperçut bientôt que ces pièces étaient sans effet; d'ailleurs, un boulet du fort s'engouffra dans une des deux pièces qui fut brisée et perdue.

	Le premier consul ordonna un assaut par escalade; des colonnes formées dans le village et munies d'échelles s'élancèrent au pas de course et se présentèrent sur plusieurs points. Il fallait, pour réussir, non seulement de la célérité, mais encore du silence: c'était une affaire de surprise. Au lieu de cela, le colonel Dufour, qui commandait une des colonnes, fit battre la charge et marcha bravement à l'assaut.

	La colonne fut repoussée, et le commandant reçut une balle au travers du corps.

	Alors, on fit choix des meilleurs tireurs; on les approvisionna de vivres et de cartouches; ils se glissèrent entre les rochers et parvinrent à une plate-forme d'où ils dominaient le fort.

	Du haut de cette plate-forme, on en découvrait une autre moins élevée et qui cependant plongeait également sur le fort; à grand- peine on y hissa deux pièces de canon que l'on mit en batterie.

	Ces deux pièces d'un côté, et les tirailleurs, de l'autre, commencèrent à inquiéter l'ennemi.

	Pendant ce temps, le général Marmont proposait au premier consul un plan tellement hardi, qu'il n'était pas possible que l'ennemi s'en défiât.

	C'était de faire tout simplement passer l'artillerie, la nuit, sur la grande route, malgré la proximité du fort.

	On fit répandre sur cette route du fumier et la laine de tous les matelas que l'on put trouver dans le village, puis on enveloppa les roues, les chaînes et toutes les parties sonnantes des voitures avec du foin tordu.

	Enfin, on détela les canons et les caissons, et l'on remplaça, pour chaque pièce, les chevaux par cinquante hommes placés en galère.

	Cet attelage offrait deux avantages considérables: d'abord, les chevaux pouvaient hennir, tandis que les hommes avaient tout intérêt à garder le plus profond silence; ensuite un cheval tué arrêtait tout le convoi, tandis qu'un homme tué ne tenait point à la voiture, était poussé de côté, remplacé par un autre, et n'arrêtait rien.

	On mit à la tête de chaque voiture un officier et un sous-officier d'artillerie, et l'on promit six cents francs pour le transport de chaque voiture hors de la vue du fort.

	Le général Marmont, qui avait donné ce conseil, présidait lui-même à la première opération.

	Par bonheur, un orage avait rendu la nuit fort obscure.

	Les six premières pièces d'artillerie et les six premiers caissons arrivèrent à leur destination sans qu'un seul coup de fusil eût été tiré du fort.

	On revint par le même chemin sur la pointe du pied, à la queue les uns des autres; mais, cette fois, lennemi entendit quelque bruit, et, voulant en connaître la cause, il lança des grenades.

	Les grenades, par bonheur, tombaient de lautre côté du chemin.

	Pourquoi ces hommes, une fois passés, revenaient-ils sur leurs pas?

	Pour chercher leurs fusils et leurs bagages; on eût pu leur épargner cette peine et ce danger, en plaçant bagages et fusils sur les caissons; mais on ne pense pas à tout; et la preuve, c'est que l'on n'avait pas pensé non plus au fort de Bard.

	Une fois la possibilité du passage démontrée, le transport de l'artillerie fut un service comme un autre; seulement, lennemi prévenu, il devenait plus dangereux. Le fort semblait un volcan, tant il vomissait de flammes et de fumée; mais, vu la façon verticale dont il était obligé de tirer, il faisait plus de bruit que de mal.

	On perdit cinq ou six hommes par voiture, c'est-à-dire un dixième sur cinquante; mais lartillerie passa, le sort de la campagne était là!

	Plus tard, on s'aperçut que le col du petit Saint-Bernard était praticable et que l'on eût pu y faire passer toute lartillerie sans démonter une seule pièce.

	Il est vrai que le passage eût été moins beau, étant moins difficile.

	Enfin, on se trouva dans les magnifiques plaines du Piémont.

	Sur le Tessin, on rencontra un corps de douze mille hommes détaché de l'armée du Rhin par Moreau, qui, après les deux victoires remportées par lui, pouvait prêter à l'armée d'Italie ce supplément de soldats; il avait débouché par le Saint-Gothard, et, renforcé de ces douze mille hommes, le premier consul entra dans Milan sans coup férir.

	À propos, comment avait fait le premier consul, qui, d'après un article de la constitution de lan VIII, ne pouvait sortir de France et se mettre à la tête des armées?

	Nous allons vous le dire.

	La veille du jour où il devait quitter Paris, c'est-à-dire le 5 mai, ou, selon le calendrier du temps, le 15 floréal, il avait fait venir chez lui les deux autres consuls et les ministres, et avait dit à Lucien:

	— Préparez pour demain une circulaire aux préfets.

	Puis, à Fouché:

	— Vous ferez publier cette circulaire dans les journaux; elle dira que je suis parti pour Dijon, où je vais inspecter larmée de réserve; vous ajouterez, mais sans rien affirmer, que j'irai peut- être jusqu'à Genève; en tous cas, faites bien remarquer que je ne serai pas absent plus de quinze jours. S'il se passait quelque chose d'insolite, je reviendrais comme la foudre. Je vous recommande à tous les grands intérêts de la France; j'espère que bientôt on parlera de moi, à Vienne et à Londres.

	Et, le 6, il était parti.

	Dès lors, son intention était bien de descendre dans les plaines du Piémont et d'y livrer une grande bataille; puis, comme il ne doutait pas de la victoire, il répondrait, de même que Scipion accusé, à ceux qui lui reprocheraient de violer la constitution: «À pareil jour et à pareille heure, je battais les Carthaginois; montons au Capitole et rendons grâce aux dieux!»

	Parti de Paris le 6 mai, le 26 du même mois, le général en chef campait avec son armée entre Turin et Casal. Il avait plu toute la journée; vers le soir, l'orage se calma, et le ciel, comme il arrive en Italie, passa en quelques instants de la teinte la plus sombre au plus bel azur, et les étoiles s'y montrèrent scintillantes.

	Le premier consul fit signe à Roland de le suivre; tous deux sortirent de la petite ville de Chivasso et suivirent les bords du fleuve. À cent pas au-delà des dernières maisons, un arbre abattu par la tempête offrait un banc aux promeneurs. Bonaparte s'y assit et fit signe à Roland de prendre place près de lui.

	Le général en chef avait évidemment quelque confidence intime à faire à son aide de camp.

	Tous deux gardèrent un instant le silence.

	Bonaparte l'interrompit le premier.

	— Te rappelles-tu, Roland, lui dit-il, une conversation que nous eûmes ensemble au Luxembourg?

	— Général, dit Roland en riant, nous avons eu beaucoup de conversations au Luxembourg, une entre autres où vous m'avez annoncé que nous descendrions en Italie au printemps, et que nous battrions le général Mélas à Torre di Garofolo ou San-Giuliano; cela tient-il toujours?

	— Oui; mais ce n'est pas de cette conversation que je voulais parler.

	— Voulez-vous me remettre sur la voie, général?

	— Il était question de mariage.

	— Ah! oui, du mariage de ma soeur. Ce doit être fini à présent, général.

	— Non pas du mariage de ta soeur, Roland, mais du tien.

	— Ah! bon! dit Roland avec son sourire amer, je croyais cette question-là coulée à fond entre nous, général.

	Et il fit un mouvement pour se lever.

	Bonaparte le retint par le bras.

	— Lorsque je te parlai de cela, Roland, continua-t-il avec un sérieux qui prouvait son désir d'être écouté, sais-tu qui je te destinais?

	— Non, général.

	— Et bien, je te destinais ma soeur Caroline.

	— Votre soeur?

	— Oui; cela t'étonne?

	— Je ne croyais pas que jamais vous eussiez pensé à me faire un tel honneur.

	— Tu es un ingrat, Roland, ou tu ne me dis pas ce que tu penses; tu sais que je taime.

	— Oh! mon général! s'écria Roland.

	Et il prit les deux mains du premier consul, qu'il serra avec une profonde reconnaissance.

	— Eh bien, j'aurais voulu t'avoir pour beau-frère.

	— Votre soeur et Murat s'aimaient, général, dit Roland: mieux vaut donc que votre projet ne se soit point réalisé. D'ailleurs, ajouta-t-il d'une voix sourde, je croyais vous avoir déjà dit, général, que je ne me marierais jamais.

	Bonaparte sourit.

	— Que ne dis-tu tout de suite que tu te feras trappiste.

	— Ma foi; général, rétablissez les couvents et enlevez-moi les occasions de me faire tuer, qui, Dieu merci, ne vont point nous manquer, je lespère, et vous pourriez bien avoir deviné la façon dont je finirai.

	— Quelque chagrin de coeur? quelque infidélité de femme?

	— Ah! bon! fit Roland, vous me croyez amoureux! il ne me manquait plus que cela pour être dignement classé dans votre esprit.

	— Plains-toi de la place que tu y occupes, toi à qui je voulais donner ma soeur.

	— Oui; mais, par malheur, voilà la chose devenue impossible! vos trois soeurs sont mariées, général; la plus jeune a épousé le général Leclerc, la seconde a épousé le prince Bacciocchi, lautre a épousé Murat.

	— De sorte, dit Bonaparte en riant, que te voilà tranquille et heureux; tu te crois débarrassé de mon alliance.

	— Oh! général!… fit Roland.

	— Tu n'es pas ambitieux, à ce qu'il paraît?

	— Général, laissez-moi vous aimer pour le bien que vous m'avez fait, et non pour celui que vous voulez me faire.

	— Et si c'était par égoïsme que je désirasse tattacher à moi, non seulement par les liens de lamitié, mais encore par ceux de la parenté; si je te disais: «Dans mes projets d'avenir, je compte peu sur mes frères, tandis que je ne douterais pas un instant de toi?»

	— Sous le rapport du coeur, vous auriez bien raison.

	— Sous tous les rapports! Que veux-tu que je fasse de Leclerc? c'est un homme médiocre; de Bacciocchi, qui n'est pas Français? de Murat, coeur de lion, mais tête folle? Il faudra pourtant bien qu'un jour j'en fasse des princes, puisqu'ils seront les maris de mes soeurs. Pendant ce temps, que ferais-je de toi?

	— Vous ferez de moi un maréchal de France.

	— Et puis après?

	— Comment, après? Je trouve que c'est fort joli déjà.

	— Et alors tu seras un douzième au lieu d'être une unité.

	— Laissez-moi être tout simplement votre ami; laissez-moi vous dire éternellement la vérité; et, je vous en réponds, vous m'aurez tiré de la foule.

	— C'est peut-être assez pour toi, Roland, ce n'est point assez pour moi, insista Bonaparte.

	Puis, comme Roland gardait le silence:

	— Je n'ai plus de soeurs, dit-il, c'est vrai; mais j'ai rêvé pour toi quelque chose de mieux encore que d'être mon frère.

	Roland continua de se taire.

	— Il existe de par le monde, Roland, une charmante enfant que j'aime comme ma fille; elle vient d'avoir dix-sept ans; tu en as vingt-six, tu es général de brigade de fait; avant la fin de la campagne, tu seras général de division; eh bien, Roland, à la fin de la campagne, nous reviendrons à Paris, et tu épouseras…

	— Général, interrompit Roland, voici, je crois, Bourrienne qui vous cherche.

	En effet, le secrétaire du premier consul était à dix pas à peine des deux causeurs.

	— C'est toi, Bourrienne? demanda Bonaparte avec quelque impatience.

	— Oui, général… Un courrier de France.

	— Ah!

	— Et une lettre de madame Bonaparte.

	— Bon! dit le premier consul se levant vivement; donne.

	Et il lui arracha presque la lettre des mains.

	— Et pour moi, demanda Roland, rien?

	— Rien.

	— C'est étrange! fit le jeune homme tout pensif.

	La lune s'était levée, et, à la lueur de cette belle lune d'Italie, Bonaparte pouvait lire et lisait.

	Pendant les deux premières pages, son visage indiqua la sérénité la plus parfaite; Bonaparte adorait sa femme: les lettres publiées par la reine Hortense font foi de cet amour. Roland suivait sur le visage du général les impressions de son âme.

	Mais, vers la fin de la lettre, son visage se rembrunit, son sourcil se fronça, il jeta à la dérobée un regard sur Roland.

	— Ah! fit le jeune homme, il paraît qu'il est question de moi dans cette lettre.

	Bonaparte ne répondit point et acheva sa lecture.

	La lecture achevée, il plia la lettre et la mit dans la poche de côté de son habit; puis, se tournant vers Bourrienne:

	— C'est bien, dit-il, nous allons rentrer; probablement expédierai-je un courrier. Allez m'attendre en me taillant des plumes.

	Bourrienne salua et reprit le chemin de Chivasso.

	Bonaparte alors s'approcha de Roland, et, lui posant la main sur lépaule:

	— Je n'ai pas de bonheur avec les mariages que je désire, dit-il.

	— Pourquoi cela? demanda Roland.

	— Le mariage de ta soeur est manqué.

	— Elle a refusé?

	— Non, pas elle.

	— Comment! pas elle? Serait-ce lord Tanlay, par hasard?

	— Oui.

	— Il a refusé ma soeur après avoir demandée à moi, à ma mère, à vous, à elle-même?

	— Voyons, ne commence point par t'emporter, et tâche de comprendre qu'il y a quelque mystère là-dessous.

	— Je ne vois pas de mystère, je vois une insulte.

	— Ah! voilà bien mon homme! cela m'explique pourquoi ni ta mère ni ta soeur n'ont voulu t'écrire; mais Joséphine a pensé que, l'affaire étant grave, tu devais en être instruit. Elle m'annonce donc cette nouvelle en m'invitant à te la transmettre si je le crois convenable. Tu vois que je n'ai pas hésité.

	— Je vous remercie sincèrement, général… Et lord Tanlay donne- t-il une raison à ce refus?

	— Une raison qui n'en est pas une.

	— Laquelle?

	— Cela ne peut pas être la véritable cause.

	— Mais encore?

	— Il ne faut que voir l'homme et causer cinq minutes avec lui pour le juger sous ce rapport.

	— Mais, enfin, général, que dit-il pour dégager sa parole?

	— Que ta soeur est moins riche qu'il ne le croyait.

	Roland éclata de ce rire nerveux qui décelait chez lui la plus violente agitation.

	— Ah! fit-il, justement, c'est la première chose que je lui ai dite.

	— Laquelle?

	— Que ma soeur n'avait pas le sou. Est-ce que nous sommes riches, nous autres enfants de généraux républicains?

	— Et que t'a-t-il répondu?

	— Qu'il était assez riche pour deux.

	— Tu vois donc que ce ne peut être là le motif de son refus.

	— Et vous êtes d'avis qu'un de vos aides de camp ne peut pas recevoir une insulte dans la personne de sa soeur, sans en demander raison?

	— Dans ces sortes de situations, mon cher Roland, c'est à la personne qui se croit offensée à peser elle-même le pour et le contre.

	— Général, dans combien de jours croyez-vous que nous ayons une affaire décisive?

	Bonaparte calcula.

	— Pas avant quinze jours ou trois semaines, répondit-il.

	— Général, je vous demande un congé de quinze jours.

	— À une condition.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est que tu passeras par Bourg et que tu interrogeras ta soeur pour savoir d'elle de quel côté vient le refus.

	— C'était bien mon intention.

	— En ce cas, il n'y a pas un instant à perdre.

	— Vous voyez bien que je ne perds pas un instant, dit le jeune homme en faisant quelques pas pour rentrer dans le village.

	— Une minute encore: tu te chargeras de mes dépêches pour Paris, n'est-ce pas?

	— Je comprends: je suis le courrier dont vous parliez tout à l'heure à Bourrienne.

	— Justement.

	— Alors, venez.

	— Attends encore. Les jeunes gens que tu as arrêtés…

	— Les compagnons de Jéhu?

	— Oui… Et bien, il paraît que tout cela appartient à des familles nobles; ce sont des fanatiques plutôt que des coupables. Il paraît que ta mère, victime de je ne sais quelle surprise judiciaire, a témoigné dans leur procès et a été cause de leur condamnation.

	— C'est possible. Ma mère, comme vous le savez, avait été arrêtée par eux et avait vu la figure de leur chef.

	— Eh bien, ta mère me supplie, par l'intermédiaire de Joséphine, de faire grâce à ces pauvres fous: c'est le terme dont elle se sert. Ils se sont pourvus en cassation. Tu arriveras avant que le pourvoi soit rejeté, et, si tu juges la chose convenable, tu diras de ma part au ministre de la justice de surseoir. À ton retour, nous verrons ce qu'il y aura à faire définitivement.

	— Merci, général. N'avez-vous rien autre chose à me dire?

	— Non, si ce n'est de penser à la conversation que nous venons d'avoir.

	— À propos?

	— À propos de mariage.

	LII — LE JUGEMENT

	— Eh bien, je vous dirai comme vous disiez vous-même tout à l'heure: nous parlerons de cela à mon retour, si je reviens.

	— Oh! pardieu! fit Bonaparte, tu tueras encore celui-là comme tu as tué les autres, je suis bien tranquille; cependant, je te l'avoue, si tu le tues, je le regretterai.

	— Si vous devez le regretter tant que cela, général, il est bien facile que ce soit moi qui sois tué à sa place.

	— Ne vas pas faire une bêtise comme celle-là, niais! fit vivement le premier consul; je te regretterais encore bien davantage.

	— En vérité, mon général, fit Roland avec son rire saccadé, vous êtes l'homme le plus difficile à contenter que je connaisse.

	Et, cette fois, il reprit le chemin de Chivasso sans que le général le retînt.

	Une demi-heure après Roland galopait sur la route d'Ivrée dans une voiture de poste; il devait voyager ainsi jusqu'à Aoste; à Aoste prendre un mulet, traverser le Saint-Bernard, descendre à Martigny, et, par Genève, gagner Bourg, et, de Bourg, Paris.

	Pendant que Roland galope, voyons ce qui s'était passé en France, et éclaircissons les points qui peuvent être restés obscurs pour nos lecteurs dans la conversation que nous venons de rapporter entre Bonaparte et son aide de camp.

	Les prisonniers faits par Roland dans la grotte de Ceyzeriat n'avaient passé qu'une nuit seulement dans la prison de Bourg, et avaient été immédiatement transférés dans celle de Besançon, où ils devaient comparaître devant un conseil de guerre.

	On se rappelle que deux de ces prisonniers avaient été si grièvement blessés, qu'on avait été obligé de les transporter sur des brancards; l'un était mort le même soir, l'autre trois jours après son arrivée à Besançon.

	Le nombre des prisonniers était donc réduit à quatre: Morgan, qui s'était rendu volontairement et qui était sain et sauf, et Montbar, Adler et d'Assas, qui avaient été plus ou moins blessés pendant le combat, mais dont aucun n'avait reçu de blessures dangereuses.

	Ces quatre pseudonymes cachaient, on se le rappellera, les noms du baron de Sainte-Hermine, du comte de Jahiat, du vicomte de Valensolle et du marquis de Ribier.

	Pendant que l'on instruisait, devant la commission militaire de Besançon, le procès des quatre prisonniers, arriva l'expiration de la loi qui soumettait aux tribunaux militaires les délits d'arrestation de diligences sur les grands chemins.

	Les prisonniers se trouvaient dès lors passibles des tribunaux civils.

	C'était une grande différence pour eux, non point relativement à la peine, mais quant au mode d'exécution de la peine.

	Condamnés par les tribunaux militaires, ils étaient fusillés; condamnés par les tribunaux civils, ils étaient guillotinés.

	La fusillade n'était point infamante, la guillotine l'était.

	Du moment où ils devaient être jugés par un jury, leur procès relevait du jury de Bourg.

	Vers la fin de mars, les accusés avaient donc été transférés des prisons de Besançon dans celle de Bourg, et l'instruction avait commencé.

	Mais les quatre accusés avaient adopté un système qui ne laissait pas que d'embarrasser le juge d'instruction.

	Ils déclarèrent s'appeler le baron de Sainte-Hermine, le comte de Jahiat, le vicomte de Valensolle et le marquis de Rihier, mais n'avoir jamais eu aucune relation avec les détrousseurs de diligences qui s'étaient fait appeler Morgan, Montbar, Adler et d'Assas.

	Ils avouaient bien avoir fait partie d'un rassemblement à main armée; mais ce rassemblement appartenait aux bandes de M. de Teyssonnet, et était une ramification de l'armée de Bretagne destinée à opérer dans le Midi ou dans l'Est, tandis que l'armée de Bretagne, qui venait de signer la paix, était destinée à opérer dans l'Ouest.

	Ils n'attendaient eux-mêmes que la soumission de Cadoudal pour faire la leur, et l'avis de leur chef allait sans doute leur arriver, quand ils avaient été attaqués et pris.

	La preuve contraire était difficile à fournir; la spoliation des diligences avait toujours été faite par des hommes masqués, et, à part madame de Montrevel et sir John, personne n'avait vu le visage d'un de nos aventuriers.

	On se rappelle dans quelles circonstances: sir John, dans la nuit où il avait été jugé, condamné, frappé par eux; madame de Montrevel, lors de l'arrestation de la diligence, et quand, en se débattant contre une crise nerveuse, elle avait fait tomber le masque de Morgan.

	Tous deux avaient été appelés devant le juge d'instruction, tous deux avaient été confrontés avec les quatre accusés; mais sir John et madame de Montrevel avaient déclaré ne reconnaître aucun de ces derniers.

	D'où venait cette réserve?

	De la part de madame de Montrevel, elle était compréhensible: madame de Montrevel avait gardé une double reconnaissance à lhomme qui avait sauvegardé son fils Édouard, et qui lui avait porté secours à elle.

	De la part de sir John, le silence était plus difficile à expliquer; car, bien certainement, parmi les quatre prisonniers, sir John reconnaissait au moins deux ses assassins.

	Eux lavaient reconnu, et un certain frissonnement avait passé dans leurs veines à sa vue, mais ils n'en avaient pas moins résolument fixé leurs regards sur lui, lorsque, à leur grand étonnement, sir John, malgré l'insistance du juge, avait obstinément répondu:

	— Je n'ai pas l'honneur de reconnaître ces messieurs. Amélie — nous n'avons point parlé d'elle: il y a des douleurs que la plume ne doit pas même essayer de peindre — Amélie, pâle, fiévreuse, mourante depuis la nuit fatale où Morgan avait été arrêté, Amélie attendait avec anxiété le retour de sa mère et de lord Tanlay de chez le juge d'instruction.

	Ce fut lord Tanlay qui rentra le premier; madame de Montrevel était restée un peu en arrière pour donner des ordres à Michel.

	Dès qu'elle aperçut sir John, Amélie s'élança vers lui en s'écriant:

	— Eh bien?

	Sir John regarda autour de lui pour s'assurer que madame de

	Montrevel ne pouvait ni le voir ni l'entendre.

	— Ni votre mère ni moi n'avons reconnu personne, répondit-il.

	— Ah! que vous êtes noble! que vous êtes généreux! que vous êtes bon, milord! s'écria la jeune fille en essayant de baiser la main de sir John.

	Mais lui, retirant sa main:

	— Je n'ai fait que tenir ce que je vous avais promis, dit-il; mais silence! voici votre mère.

	Amélie fit un pas en arrière.

	— Ainsi, madame, dit-elle, vous n'avez pas contribué à compromettre ces malheureux?

	— Comment, répondit madame de Montrevel, voulais-tu que j'envoyasse à léchafaud un homme qui m'avait porté secours, et qui, au lieu de frapper Édouard, l'avait embrassé?

	— Et cependant, madame, demanda Amélie toute tremblante, vous laviez reconnu?

	— Parfaitement, répondit madame de Montrevel; cest le blond avec des sourcils et des yeux noirs, celui qui se fait appeler Charles de Sainte-Hermine.

	Amélie jeta un cri étouffé; puis, faisant un effort sur elle-même:

	— Alors, dit-elle, tout est fini pour vous et pour milord, et vous ne serez plus appelés?

	— Il est probable que non, répondit madame de Montrevel.

	— En tout cas, répondit sir John, je crois que, comme moi qui n'ai effectivement reconnu personne, madame de Montrevel persisterait dans sa déposition.

	— Oh! bien certainement, fit madame de Montrevel; Dieu me garde de causer la mort de ce malheureux jeune homme, je ne me le pardonnerais jamais; c'est bien assez que lui et ses compagnons aient été arrêtés par Roland.

	Amélie poussa un soupir; cependant, un peu de calme se répandit sur son visage.

	Elle jeta un regard de reconnaissance à sir John et remonta dans son appartement, où l'attendait Charlotte.

	Charlotte était devenue pour Amélie plus qu'une femme de chambre, elle était devenue presque une amie.

	Tous les jours, depuis que les accusés avaient été ramenés à la prison de Bourg, Charlotte allait passer une heure près de son père.

	Pendant cette heure, il n'était question que des prisonniers, que le digne geôlier, en sa qualité de royaliste, plaignait de tout son coeur.

	Charlotte se faisait renseigner sur les moindres paroles, et, chaque jour, elle rapportait à Amélie des nouvelles des accusés.

	C'était sur ces entrefaites qu'étaient arrivés aux Noires-

	Fontaines madame de Montrevel et sir John.

	Avant de quitter Paris, le premier consul avait fait dire par Roland, et redire par Joséphine, à madame de Montrevel qu'il désirait que le mariage eût lieu en son absence et le plus promptement possible.

	Sir John, en partant avec madame de Montrevel pour les Noires- Fontaines, avait déclaré que ses désirs les plus ardents seraient accomplis par cette union, et qu'il n'attendait que les ordres d'Amélie pour devenir le plus heureux des hommes.

	Les choses étant arrivées à ce point, madame de Montrevel — le matin même du jour où sir John et elle devaient déposer comme témoins — avait autorisé un tête-à-tête entre sir John et sa fille.

	L'entrevue avait duré plus d'une heure, et sir John n'avait quitté Amélie que pour monter en voiture avec madame de Montrevel et aller faire sa déposition.

	Nous avons vu que cette déposition avait été tout à la décharge des accusés; nous avons vu encore comment, à son retour, sir John avait été reçu par Amélie.

	Le soir, madame de Montrevel avait eu à son tour une conférence avec sa fille.

	Aux instances pressantes de sa mère, Amélie s'était contentée de répondre que son état de souffrance lui faisait désirer lajournement de son mariage, mais qu'elle s'en rapportait sur ce point à la délicatesse de lord Tanlay.

	Le lendemain, madame de Montrevel avait été forcée de quitter Bourg pour revenir à Paris, sa position auprès de madame Bonaparte ne lui permettant pas une longue absence.

	Le matin du départ, elle avait fortement insisté pour qu'Amélie laccompagnât à Paris; mais Amélie s'était, sur ce point encore, appuyée de la faiblesse de sa santé. On allait entrer dans les mois doux et vivifiants de lannée, dans les mois d'avril et de mai; elle demandait à passer ces deux mois à la campagne, certaine, disait-elle, que ces deux mois lui feraient du bien.

	Madame de Montrevel ne savait rien refuser à Amélie, surtout lorsqu'il s'agissait de sa santé.

	Ce nouveau délai fut accordé à la malade.

	Comme, pour venir à Bourg, madame de Montrevel avait voyagé avec lord Tanlay, pour retourner à Paris, elle voyagea avec lui; à son grand étonnement, pendant les deux jours que dura le voyage, sir John ne lui avait pas dit un mot de son mariage avec Amélie.

	Mais madame Bonaparte, en revoyant son amie, lui avait fait sa question accoutumée:

	— Eh bien, quand marions-nous Amélie avec sir John? Vous savez que ce mariage est un des désirs du premier consul!

	Ce à quoi madame de Montrevel avait répondu:

	— La chose dépend entièrement de lord Tanlay.

	Cette réponse avait longuement fait réfléchir madame Bonaparte. Comment, après avoir paru d'abord si empressé, lord Tanlay était- il devenu si froid?

	Le temps seul pouvait expliquer un pareil mystère.

	Le temps s'écoulait et le procès des prisonniers s'instruisait.

	On les avait confrontés avec tous les voyageurs qui avaient signé les différents procès-verbaux que nous avons vus entre les mains du ministre de la police; mais aucun des voyageurs n'avait pu les reconnaître, aucun ne les ayant vus à visage découvert.

	Les voyageurs avaient, en outre, attesté qu'aucun objet leur appartenant, argent ou bijoux, ne leur avait été pris.

	Jean Picot avait attesté qu'on lui avait rapporté les deux cents louis qui lui avaient été enlevés par mégarde.

	L'instruction avait pris deux mois, et, au bout de ces deux mois, les accusés, dont nul n'avait pu constater l'identité, restaient sous le seul poids de leurs propres aveux: c'est-à-dire qu'affiliés à la révolte bretonne et vendéenne, ils faisaient simplement partie des bandes armées qui parcouraient le Jura sous les ordres de M. de Teyssonnet.

	Les juges avaient, autant que possible, retardé l'ouverture des débats, espérant toujours que quelque témoin à charge se produirait; leur espérance avait été trompée.

	Personne, en réalité, n'avait souffert des faits imputés aux quatre jeunes gens, à l'exception du Trésor, dont le malheur n'intéressait personne.

	Il fallait bien ouvrir les débats.

	De leur côté, les accusés avaient mis le temps à profit.

	On a vu qu'au moyen d'un habile échange de passeports, Morgan voyageait sous le nom de Ribier, Ribier sous celui de Sainte- Hermine, et ainsi des autres; il en était résulté dans les témoignages des aubergistes une confusion que leurs livres étaient encore venus augmenter.

	L'arrivée des voyageurs, consignée sur les registres une heure plus tôt ou une heure plus tard, appuyait des alibis irrécusables.

	Il y avait conviction morale chez les juges; seulement, cette conviction était impuissante devant les témoignages.

	Puis, il faut le dire, d'un autre côté, il y avait pour les accusés sympathie complète dans le public.

	Les débats s'ouvrirent.

	La prison de Bourg est attenante au prétoire; par les corridors intérieurs, on pouvait conduire les prisonniers à la salle d'audience.

	Si grande que fût cette salle d'audience, elle fut encombrée le jour de l'ouverture des débats; toute la ville de Bourg se pressait aux portes du tribunal, et l'on était venu de Mâcon, de Lons-le-Saulnier, de Besançon et de Nantua, tant les arrestations de diligences avaient fait de bruit, tant les exploits des compagnons de Jéhu étaient devenus populaires.

	L'entrée des quatre accusés fut saluée d'un murmure qui n'avait rien de répulsif: on y démêlait en partie presque égale la curiosité et la sympathie.

	Et leur présence était bien faite, il faut le dire, pour éveiller ces deux sentiments. Parfaitement beaux, mis à la dernière mode de l'époque, assurés sans impudence, souriants vis-à-vis de l'auditoire, courtois envers leurs juges, quoique railleurs parfois, leur meilleure défense était dans leur propre aspect.

	Le plus âgé des quatre avait à peine trente ans.

	Interrogés sur leurs noms, prénoms, âge et lieu de naissance, ils répondirent se nommer:

	Charles de Sainte-Hermine, né à Tours, département d'Indre-et-

	Loire, âgé de vingt-quatre ans;

	Louis-André de Jahiat, né à Bagé-le-Château, département de l'Ain, âgé de vingt-neuf ans;

	Raoul-Frédéric-Auguste de Valensolle, né à Sainte-Colombe, département du Rhône, âgé de vingt-sept ans;

	Pierre-Hector de Ribier, né à Bollène, département de Vaucluse, âgé de vingt-six ans.

	Interrogés sur leur condition et leur état, tous quatre déclarèrent être gentilshommes et royalistes.

	Ces quatre beaux jeunes gens qui se défendaient contre la guillotine, mais non contre la fusillade, qui demandaient la mort, qui déclaraient l'avoir méritée, mais qui voulaient la mort des soldats, formaient un groupe admirable de jeunesse, de courage et de générosité.

	Aussi les juges comprenaient que, sous la simple accusation de rébellion à main armée, la Vendée étant soumise, la Bretagne pacifiée, ils seraient acquittés.

	Et ce n'était point cela que voulait le ministre de la police; la mort prononcée par un conseil de guerre ne lui suffisait même pas, il lui fallait la mort déshonorante, la mort des malfaiteurs, la mort des infâmes.

	Les débats étaient ouverts depuis trois jours et n'avaient pas fait un seul pas dans le sens du ministère public. Charlotte, qui par la prison pouvait pénétrer la première dans la salle d'audience, assistait chaque jour aux débats, et chaque soir venait rapporter à Amélie une parole d'espérance.

	Le quatrième jour, Amélie n'y put tenir; elle avait fait faire un costume exactement pareil à celui de Charlotte; seulement, la dentelle noire qui enveloppait le chapeau était plus longue et plus épaisse qu'aux chapeaux ordinaires.

	Il formait un voile et empêchait que l'on ne pût voir le visage.

	Charlotte présenta Amélie à son père, comme une de ses jeunes amies curieuse d'assister aux débats; le bonhomme Courtois ne reconnut point mademoiselle de Montrevel, et, pour qu'elles vissent bien les accusés, il les plaça dans le corridor où ceux-ci devaient passer et qui conduisait de la chambre du concierge du présidial à la salle d'audience.

	Le corridor était si étroit au moment où lon passait de la chambre du concierge à lendroit que l'on désignait sous le nom de bûcher, que, des quatre gendarmes qui accompagnaient les prisonniers, deux passaient d'abord, puis venaient les prisonniers un à un, puis les deux derniers gendarmes.

	Ce fut dans le rentrant de la porte du bûcher que se rangèrent

	Charlotte et Amélie.

	Lorsqu'elle entendit ouvrir les portes, Amélie fut obligée de s'appuyer sur l'épaule de Charlotte; il lui semblait que la terre manquait sous ses pieds et la muraille derrière elle.

	Elle entendit le bruit des pas, les sabres retentissants des gendarmes; enfin, la porte de communication s'ouvrit.

	Un gendarme passa.

	Puis un second.

	Sainte-Hermine marchait le premier, comme s'il se fût encore appelé Morgan.

	Au moment où il passait:

	— Charles! murmura Amélie.

	Le prisonnier reconnut la voix adorée, poussa un faible cri et sentit qu'on lui glissait un billet dans la main.

	Il serra cette chère main, murmura le nom d'Amélie et passa.

	Les autres vinrent ensuite et ne remarquèrent point ou firent semblant de ne point remarquer les deux jeunes filles.

	Quant aux gendarmes, ils n'avaient rien vu ni entendu.

	Dès qu'il fut dans un endroit éclairé, Morgan déplia le billet.

	Il ne contenait que ces mots:

	«Sois tranquille, mon Charles, je suis et serai ta fidèle Amélie dans la vie comme dans la mort. J'ai tout avoué à lord Tanlay; c'est l'homme le plus généreux de la terre: j'ai sa parole qu'il rompra le mariage et prendra sur lui la responsabilité de cette rupture. Je t'aime!»

	Morgan baisa le billet et le posa sur son coeur; puis il jeta un regard du côté du corridor; les deux jeunes Bressanes étaient appuyées contre la porte.

	Amélie avait tout risqué pour le voir une fois encore.

	Il est vrai que l'on espérait que cette séance serait suprême s'il ne se présentait point de nouveaux témoins à charge: il était impossible de condamner les accusés, vu l'absence de preuves.

	Les premiers avocats du département, ceux de Lyon, ceux de

	Besançon avaient été appelés par les accusés pour les défendre.

	Ils avaient parlé, chacun à son tour, détruisant pièce à pièce l'acte d'accusation, comme, dans un tournoi du moyen âge, un champion adroit et fort faisait tomber pièce à pièce l'armure de son adversaire.

	De flatteuses interruptions avaient, malgré les avertissements des huissiers et les admonestations du président, accueilli les parties les plus remarquables de ces plaidoyers.

	Amélie, les mains jointes, remerciait Dieu, qui se manifestait si visiblement en faveur des accusés; un poids affreux s'écartait de sa poitrine brisée; elle respirait avec délices, et elle regardait, à travers des larmes de reconnaissance, le Christ placé au-dessus de la tête du président.

	Les débats allaient être fermés.

	Tout à coup, un huissier entra, s'approcha du président et lui dit quelques mots à l'oreille.

	— Messieurs, dit le président, la séance est suspendue; que l'on fasse sortir les accusés.

	Il y eut un mouvement d'inquiétude fébrile dans l'auditoire.

	Qu'était-il arrivé de nouveau? qu'allait-il se passer d'inattendu?

	Chacun regarda son voisin avec anxiété. Un pressentiment serra le coeur d'Amélie; elle porta la main à sa poitrine, elle avait senti quelque chose de pareil à un fer glacé, pénétrant jusqu'aux sources de sa vie.

	Les gendarmes se levèrent, les accusés les suivirent et reprirent le chemin de leur cachot.

	Ils repassèrent les uns après les autres devant Amélie.

	Les mains des deux jeunes gens se touchèrent, la main d'Amélie était froide comme celle d'une morte.

	— Quoi qu'il arrive, merci, dit Charles en passant.

	Amélie voulut lui répondre; les paroles expirèrent sur ses lèvres.

	Pendant ce temps, le président s'était levé et avait passé dans la chambre du conseil.

	Il y avait trouvé une femme voilée qui venait de descendre de voiture à la porte même du tribunal, et qu'on avait amenée où elle était sans qu'elle eût échangé une seule parole avec qui que ce fût.

	— Madame, lui dit-il, je vous présente toutes mes excuses pour la façon un peu brutale dont, en vertu de mon pouvoir discrétionnaire, je vous ai fait prendre à Paris et conduire ici: mais il y va de la vie d'un homme, et, devant cette considération, toutes les autres ont dû se taire.

	— Vous n'avez pas besoin de vous excuser, monsieur, répondit la dame voilée: je sais quelles sont les prérogatives de la justice, et me voici à ses ordres.

	— Madame, reprit le président, le tribunal et, moi apprécions le sentiment d'exquise délicatesse qui vous a poussée, au moment de votre confrontation avec les accusés, à ne pas vouloir reconnaître celui qui vous avait porté des secours; alors, les accusés niaient leur identité avec les spoliateurs de diligences; depuis, ils ont tout avoué: seulement, nous avons besoin de connaître celui qui vous a donné cette marque de courtoisie de vous secourir, afin de le recommander à la clémence du premier consul.

	— Comment! s'écria la dame voilée, ils ont avoué?

	— Oui, madame, mais ils s'obstinent à taire celui d'entre eux qui vous a secourue; sans doute craignent-ils de vous mettre en contradiction avec votre témoignage, et ne veulent-ils pas que l'un d'eux achète sa grâce à ce prix.

	— Et que demandez-vous de moi, monsieur?

	— Que vous sauviez votre sauveur.

	— Oh! bien volontiers, dit la dame en se levant; qu'aurai-je à faire?

	— À répondre à la question qui vous sera adressée par moi.

	— Je me tiens prête, monsieur.

	— Attendez un instant ici; vous serez introduite dans quelques secondes.

	Le président rentra.

	Un gendarme placé à chaque porte empêchait que personne ne communiquât avec la dame voilée.

	Le président reprit sa place.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, la séance est rouverte.

	Il se fit un grand murmure; les huissiers crièrent silence.

	Le silence se rétablit.

	— Introduisez le témoin, dit le président.

	Un huissier ouvrit la porte du conseil; la dame voilée fut introduite.

	Tous les regards se portèrent sur elle.

	Quelle était cette dame voilée? que venait-elle faire? à quelle fin était-elle appelée?

	Avant ceux de personne, les yeux d'Amélie s'étaient fixés sur elle.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, murmura-t-elle, j'espère que je me trompe.

	— Madame, dit le président, les accusés vont rentrer dans cette salle; désignez à la justice celui d'entre eux qui, lors de l'arrestation de la diligence de Genève, vous a prodigué des soins si touchants.

	Un frissonnement courut dans l'assemblée; on comprit qu'il y avait quelque piège sinistre tendu sous les pas des accusés.

	Dix voix allaient s'écrier: «Ne parlez pas!» lorsque, sur un signe du président, l'huissier d'une voix impérative cria:

	— Silence! Un froid mortel enveloppa le coeur d'Amélie, une sueur glacée perla son front, ses genoux plièrent et tremblèrent sous elle.

	— Faites entrer les accusés, dit le président en imposant silence du regard comme l'huissier l'avait fait de la voix, et vous, madame, avancez et levez votre voile.

	La dame voilée obéit à ces deux invitations.

	— Ma mère! s'écria Amélie, mais d'une voix assez sourde pour que ceux qui l'entouraient l'entendissent seuls.

	— Madame de Montrevel! murmura l'auditoire.

	En ce moment, le premier gendarme parut à la porte, puis le second; après lui venaient les accusés, mais dans un autre ordre: Morgan s'était placé le troisième, afin que, séparé qu'il était des gendarmes par Montbar et Adler, qui marchaient devant lui, et par d'Assas, qui marchait derrière, il pût serrer plus facilement la main d'Amélie.

	Montbar entra donc d'abord.

	Madame de Montrevel secoua la tête.

	Puis vint Adler.

	Madame de Montrevel fit le même signe de dénégation.

	En ce moment, Morgan passait devant Amélie.

	— Oh! nous sommes perdus! dit-elle.

	Il la regarda avec étonnement; une main convulsive serrait la sienne.

	Il entra.

	— C'est monsieur, dit madame de Montrevel en apercevant Morgan, ou, si vous le voulez, le baron Charles de Sainte-Hermine, qui ne faisait plus qu'un seul et même homme du moment où madame de Montrevel venait de donner cette preuve d'identité.

	Ce fut dans tout l'auditoire un long cri de douleur.

	Montbar éclata de rire.

	— Oh! par ma foi, dit-il, cela t'apprendra, cher ami, à faire le galant auprès des femmes qui se trouvent mal.

	Puis, se retournant vers madame de Montrevel:

	— Madame, lui dit-il, avec deux mots vous venez de faire tomber quatre têtes. Il se fit un silence terrible, au milieu duquel un sourd gémissement se fit entendre.

	— Huissier, dit le président, n'avez-vous pas prévenu le public que toute marque d'approbation ou d'improbation était défendue?

	L'huissier s'informa pour savoir qui avait manqué à la justice en poussant ce gémissement.

	C'était une femme portant le costume de Bressane, et que lon venait d'emporter chez le concierge de la prison.

	Dès lors, les accusés n'essayèrent même plus de nier; seulement, de même que Morgan s'était réuni à eux, ils se réunirent à lui.

	Leurs quatre têtes devaient être sauvées ou tomber ensemble.

	Le même jour, à dix heures du soir, le jury déclara les accusés coupables, et la cour prononça la peine de mort.

	Trois jours après, à force de prières, les avocats obtinrent que les accusés se pourvussent en cassation.

	Mais ils ne purent obtenir qu'ils se pourvussent en grâce.

	LIII — OU AMÉLIE TIENT SA PAROLE

	Le verdict rendu par le jury de la ville de Bourg avait produit un effet terrible, non seulement dans l'audience, mais encore dans toute la ville.

	Il y avait parmi les quatre accusés un tel accord de fraternité chevaleresque, une telle élégance de manières, une telle conviction dans la foi qu'ils professaient, que leurs ennemis eux- mêmes admiraient cet étrange dévouement qui avait fait des voleurs de grand chemin de gentilshommes de naissance et de nom.

	Madame de Montrevel, désespérée de la part qu'elle venait de prendre au procès et du rôle qu'elle avait bien involontairement joué dans ce drame au dénouement mortel, n'avait vu qu'un moyen de réparer le mal qu'elle avait fait: c'était de repartir à l'instant même pour Paris, de se jeter aux pieds du premier consul et de lui demander la grâce des quatre condamnés.

	Elle ne prit pas même le temps d'aller embrasser Amélie au château des Noires-Fontaines; elle savait que le départ de Bonaparte était fixé aux premiers jours de mai, et l'on était au 6.

	Lorsqu'elle avait quitté Paris, tous les apprêts du départ étaient faits.

	Elle écrivit un mot à sa fille, lui expliqua par quelle fatale suggestion elle venait, en essayant de sauver un des quatre accusés, de les faire condamner tous les quatre.

	Puis, comme si elle eût eu honte d'avoir manqué à la promesse qu'elle avait faite à Amélie, et surtout qu'elle s'était faite à elle-même, elle envoya chercher des chevaux frais à la poste, remonta en voiture et repartit pour Paris.

	Elle y arriva le 8 mai au matin.

	Bonaparte en était parti le 6 au soir.

	Il avait dit, en partant, qu'il n'allait qu'à Dijon, peut-être à Genève, mais qu'en tout cas il ne serait pas plus de trois semaines absent.

	Le pourvoi des condamnés, fût-il rejeté, devait prendre au moins cinq ou six semaines.

	Tout espoir n'était donc pas perdu.

	Mais il le fut, lorsqu'on apprit que la revue de Dijon n'était qu'un prétexte, que le voyage à Genève n'avait jamais été sérieux, et que Bonaparte, au lieu d'aller en Suisse, allait en Italie.

	Alors, madame de Montrevel, ne voulant pas s'adresser à son fils, quand elle savait le serment qu'il avait fait au moment où lord Tanlay avait été assassiné, et la part qu'il avait prise à l'arrestation des compagnons de Jéhu; alors, disons-nous, madame de Montrevel s'adressa à Joséphine: Joséphine promit d'écrire à Bonaparte.

	Le même soir, elle tint parole.

	Mais le procès avait fait grand bruit; il n'en était point de ces accusés-là comme d'accusés ordinaires, la justice fit diligence, et, le trente-cinquième jour après le jugement, le pourvoi en cassation fut rejeté.

	Le rejet fut expédié immédiatement à Bourg, avec ordre d'exécuter les condamnés dans les vingt-quatre heures.

	Mais quelque diligence qu'eût faite le ministère de la justice, l'autorité judiciaire ne fut point prévenue la première.

	Tandis que les prisonniers se promenaient dans la cour intérieure, une pierre passa par-dessus les murs et vint tomber à leurs pieds.

	Une lettre était attachée à cette pierre.

	Morgan, qui avait, à l'endroit de ses compagnons, conservé, même en prison, la supériorité d'un chef, ramassa la pierre, ouvrit la lettre et la lut.

	Puis, se retournant vers ses compagnons:

	— Messieurs, dit-il, notre pourvoi est rejeté, comme nous devions nous y attendre, et, selon toute probabilité, la cérémonie aura lieu demain.

	Valensolle et Ribier, qui jouaient au petit palet avec des écus de six livres et des louis, avaient quitté leur jeu pour écouter la nouvelle.

	La nouvelle entendue, ils reprirent leur partie sans faire de réflexion.

	Jahiat, qui lisait _la Nouvelle Héloïse, _reprit sa lecture en disant:

	— Je crois que je n'aurai pas le temps de finir le chef-d'oeuvre de M. Jean-Jacques Rousseau; mais, sur l'honneur, je ne le regrette pas: c'est le livre le plus faux et le plus ennuyeux que j'aie lu de ma vie.

	Sainte-Hermine passa la main sur son front en murmurant:

	— Pauvre Amélie!

	Puis, apercevant Charlotte, qui se tenait à la fenêtre de la geôle donnant dans la cour des prisonniers, il alla à elle:

	— Dites à Amélie que c'est cette nuit qu'elle doit tenir la promesse qu'elle m'a faite.

	La fille du geôlier referma la fenêtre et embrassa son père, en lui annonçant qu'il la reverrait selon toute probabilité dans la soirée.

	Puis elle prit le chemin des Noires-Fontaines, chemin que depuis deux mois elle faisait tous les jours deux fois: une fois vers le milieu du jour pour aller à la prison, une fois le soir pour revenir au château.

	Chaque soir, en rentrant, elle trouvait Amélie à la même place, c'est-à-dire assise à cette fenêtre qui, dans des jours plus heureux, s'ouvrait pour donner passage à son bien-aimé Charles.

	Depuis le jour de son évanouissement, à la suite du verdict du jury, Amélie n'avait pas versé une larme, et nous pourrions presque ajouter n'avait pas prononcé une parole.

	Au lieu d'être le marbre de l'antiquité s'animant pour devenir femme, on eût pu croire que c'était l'être animé qui peu à peu se pétrifiait.

	Chaque jour, il semblait qu'elle fût devenue un peu plus pâle, un peu plus glacée.

	Charlotte la regardait avec étonnement: les esprits vulgaires, très impressionnables aux bruyantes démonstrations, c'est-à-dire aux cris et aux pleurs, ne comprennent rien aux douleurs muettes.

	Il semble que, pour eux, le mutisme, c'est l'indifférence.

	Elle fut donc étonnée du calme avec lequel Amélie reçut le message qu'elle était chargée de transmettre.

	Elle ne vit pas que son visage, plongé dans la demi-teinte du crépuscule, passait de la pâleur à la lividité; elle ne sentit point l'étreinte mortelle qui, comme une tenaille de fer, lui broya le coeur; elle ne comprit point, lorsqu'elle s'achemina vers la porte, qu'une roideur plus automatique encore que de coutume accompagnait ses mouvements.

	Seulement, elle s'apprêta à la suivre.

	Mais, arrivée à la porte, Amélie étendit la main:

	— Attends-moi là, dit-elle.

	Charlotte obéit.

	Amélie referma la porte derrière elle et monta à la chambre de

	Roland.

	La chambre de Roland était une véritable chambre de soldat et de chasseur, dont le principal ornement étaient des panoplies et des trophées. Il y avait là des armes de toute espèce, indigènes et étrangères, depuis les pistolets aux canons azurés de Versailles jusqu'aux pistolets à pommeau d'argent du Caire, depuis le couteau catalan jusqu'au cangiar turc.

	Elle détacha des trophées quatre poignards aux lames tranchantes et aiguës; elle enleva aux panoplies huit pistolets de différentes formes.

	Elle prit des balles dans un sac, de la poudre dans une corne.

	Puis elle descendit rejoindre Charlotte.

	Dix minutes après, aidée de sa femme de chambre, elle avait revêtu son costume de Bressane.

	On attendit la nuit; la nuit vient tard au mois de juin.

	Amélie resta debout, immobile, muette, appuyée à sa cheminée éteinte, regardant par la fenêtre ouverte le village de Ceyzeriat, qui disparaissait peu à peu dans les ombres crépusculaires.

	Lorsque Amélie ne vit plus rien que les lumières s'allumant de place en place:

	— Allons, dit-elle, il est temps.

	Les deux jeunes filles sortirent; Michel ne fit point attention à Amélie qu'il prit pour une amie de Charlotte qui était venue voir celle-ci et que celle-ci allait reconduire.

	Dix heures sonnaient, comme les jeunes filles passaient devant l'église de Brou.

	Il était dix heures un quart à peu près lorsque Charlotte frappa à la porte de la prison.

	Le père Courtois vint ouvrir.

	Nous avons dit quelles étaient les opinions politiques du digne geôlier.

	Le père Courtois était royaliste.

	Il avait donc été pris d'une profonde sympathie pour les quatre condamnés; il espérait, comme tout le monde, que madame de Montrevel, dont on connaissait le désespoir, obtiendrait leur grâce du premier consul, et, autant qu'il avait pu le faire sans manquer à ses devoirs, il avait adouci la captivité de ses prisonniers en écartant d'eux toute rigueur inutile.

	Il est vrai que, d'un autre côté, malgré cette sympathie, il avait refusé soixante mille francs en or — somme qui, à cette époque, valait le triple de ce qu'elle vaut aujourd'hui — pour les sauver.

	Mais, nous l'avons vu, mis dans la confidence par sa fille Charlotte, il avait autorisé Amélie, déguisée en Bressane, à assister au jugement.

	On se rappelle les soins et les égards que le digne homme avait eus pour Amélie, lorsque elle-même avait été prisonnière avec madame de Montrevel.

	Cette fois encore, et comme il ignorait le rejet du pourvoi, il se laissa facilement attendrir.

	Charlotte lui dit que sa jeune maîtresse allait dans la nuit même partir pour Paris, afin de hâter la grâce, et qu'avant de partir elle venait prendre congé du baron de Sainte-Hermine et lui demander ses instructions pour agir.

	Il y avait cinq portes à forcer pour gagner celle de la rue: un corps de garde dans la cour, une sentinelle intérieure et une extérieure; par conséquent, le père Courtois n'avait point à craindre que les prisonniers s'évadassent.

	Il permit donc qu'Amélie vît Morgan.

	Qu'on nous excuse de dire tantôt Morgan, tantôt Charles, tantôt le baron de Sainte-Hermine; nos lecteurs savent bien que, par cette triple appellation, nous désignons le même homme.

	Le père Courtois prit une lumière et marcha devant Amélie.

	La jeune fille, comme si, sortant de la prison, elle devait partir par la malle-poste, tenait à la main un sac de nuit.

	Charlotte suivait sa maîtresse.

	— Vous reconnaîtrez le cachot, mademoiselle de Montrevel; c'est celui où vous avez été enfermée avec madame votre mère. Le chef de ces malheureux jeunes gens, le baron Charles de Sainte-Hermine, m'a demandé comme une faveur la cage n° 4. Vous savez que c'est le nom que nous donnons à nos cellules. Je n'ai pas cru devoir lui refuser cette consolation, sachant que le pauvre garçon vous aimait. Oh! soyez tranquille, mademoiselle Amélie: ce secret ne sortira jamais de ma bouche. Puis il m'a fait des questions, m'a demandé où était le lit de votre mère, où était le vôtre; je le lui ai dit. Alors, il a désiré que sa couchette fût placée juste au même endroit où la vôtre se trouvait; ce n'était pas difficile: non seulement elle était au même endroit, mais encore c'était la même: De sorte que, depuis le jour de son entrée dans votre prison, le pauvre jeune homme est resté presque constamment couché.

	Amélie poussa un soupir qui ressemblait à un gémissement; elle sentit, chose qu'elle n'avait pas éprouvée depuis longtemps, une larme prête à mouiller sa paupière.

	Elle était donc aimée comme elle aimait, et c'était une bouche étrangère et désintéressée qui lui en donnait la preuve.

	Au moment d'une séparation éternelle, cette conviction était le plus beau diamant qu'elle pût trouver dans l'écrin de la douleur.

	Les portes s'ouvrirent les unes après les autres devant le père

	Courtois.

	Arrivée à la dernière, Amélie mit la main sur l'épaule du geôlier.

	Il lui semblait entendre quelque chose comme un chant.

	Elle écouta avec plus d'attention: une voix disait des vers.

	Mais cette voix n'était point celle de Morgan; cette voix lui était inconnue.

	C'était à la fois quelque chose de triste comme une élégie, de religieux comme un psaume.

	La voix disait:

	J'ai révélé mon coeur au Dieu de l'innocence; Il a vu mes pleurs pénitents; Il guérit mes remords, il m'arme de constance: Les malheureux sont ses enfants, Mes ennemis, riant, ont dit dans leur colère; »Qu'il meure, et sa gloire avec lui!» Mais à mon coeur calmé le Seigneur dit en père: »Leur haine sera ton appui.» À tes plus chers amis ils ont prêté leur rage; Tout trompe ta simplicité: Celui que tu nourris court vendre ton image, Noir de sa méchanceté. Mais Dieu t'entend gémir; Dieu, vers qui te ramène Un vrai remords né de douleurs; Dieu qui pardonne enfin à la nature humaine D'être faible dans les malheurs. J'éveillerai pour toi la pitié, la justice De l'incorruptible avenir: Eux-mêmes épureront, par leur long artifice, Ton honneur qu'ils pensent ternir. Soyez béni, mon Dieu, vous qui daignez me rendre L'innocence et son noble orgueil; Vous qui, pour protéger le repos de ma cendre, Veillerez près de mon cercueil! Au banquet de la vie, infortuné convive, J'apparus un jour, et je meurs; Je meurs, et sur ma tombe, où lentement j'arrive, Nul ne viendra verser des pleurs. Salut, champs que j'aimais, et vous, douce verdure, Et vous, riant exil des bois! Ciel, pavillon de l'homme, admirable nature, Salut pour la dernière fois! Ah! puissent voir longtemps votre beauté sacrée Tant d'amis sourds à mes adieux! Qu'ils meurent pleins de jour! que leur mort soit pleurée Qu'un ami leur ferme les yeux!

	La voix se tut; sans doute, la dernière strophe était dite.

	Amélie, qui n'avait pas voulu interrompre la méditation suprême des condamnés et qui avait reconnu la belle ode de Gilbert, écrite par lui sur le grabat d'un hôpital, la veille de sa mort, fit signe au geôlier qu'il pouvait ouvrir.

	Le père Courtois qui, tout geôlier qu'il était, semblait partager l'émotion de la jeune fille, fit le plus doucement possible qu'il put tourner la clef dans la serrure: la porte s'ouvrit.

	Amélie embrassa d'un coup d'oeil l'ensemble du cachot et des personnages qui l'habitaient.

	Valensolle, debout, appuyé à la muraille, tenait encore à la main le livre où il venait de lire les vers qu'Amélie avait entendus; Jahiat était assis près d'une table, la tête appuyée sur sa main; Ribier était assis sur la table même; près de lui, au fond, Sainte-Hermine, les yeux fermés, et comme s'il eût été plongé dans le plus profond sommeil, était couché sur le lit.

	À la vue de la jeune fille qu'ils reconnurent pour Amélie, Jahiat et Ribier se levèrent.

	Morgan resta immobile; il n'avait rien entendu.

	Amélie alla droit à lui, et comme si le sentiment qu'elle éprouvait pour son amant était sanctifié par l'approche de la mort, sans s'inquiéter de la présence de ses trois amis, elle s'approcha de Morgan, et, tout en appuyant ses lèvres sur les lèvres du prisonnier, elle murmura:

	— Réveille-toi, mon Charles; c'est ton Amélie qui vient tenir sa parole.

	Morgan jeta un cri joyeux et enveloppa la jeune fille de ses deux bras.

	— Monsieur Courtois, dit Montbar, vous êtes un brave homme; laissez ces deux pauvres jeunes gens ensemble: ce serait une impiété que de troubler par notre présence les quelques minutes qu'ils ont encore à rester ensemble sur cette terre.

	Le père Courtois, sans rien dire, ouvrit la porte du cachot voisin. Valensolle, Jahiat et de Ribier y entrèrent: il ferma la porte sur eux.

	Puis, faisant signe à Charlotte de le suivre, il sortit à son tour.

	Les deux amants se trouvèrent seuls.

	Il y a des scènes qu'il ne faut pas tenter de peindre, des paroles qu'il ne faut pas essayer de répéter; Dieu, qui les écoute de son trône immortel, pourrait seul dire ce qu'elles contiennent de sombres joies et de voluptés amères.

	Au bout d'une heure, les deux jeunes gens entendirent la clef tourner de nouveau dans la serrure. Ils étaient tristes, mais calmes, et la conviction que leur séparation ne serait pas longue leur donnait cette douce sérénité.

	Le digne geôlier avait l'air plus sombre et plus embarrassé encore à cette seconde apparition qu'à la première. Morgan et Amélie le remercièrent en souriant.

	Il alla à la porte du cachot où étaient enfermés les trois amis et ouvrit cette porte en murmurant

	— Par ma foi, c'est bien le moins qu'ils passent cette nuit ensemble, puisque c'est leur dernière nuit.

	Valensolle, Jahiat et Ribier rentrèrent.

	Amélie, en tenant Morgan enveloppé dans son bras gauche, leur tendit la main à tous les trois.

	Tous les trois baisèrent, l'un après l'autre, sa main froide et humide, puis Morgan la conduisit jusqu'à la porte.

	— Au revoir! dit Morgan.

	— À bientôt! dit Amélie.

	Et ce rendez-vous pris dans la tombe fut scellé d'un long baiser, après lequel ils se séparèrent avec un gémissement si douloureux, qu'on eût dit que leurs deux coeurs venaient de se briser en même temps.

	La porte se referma derrière Amélie, les verrous et les clefs grincèrent.

	— Eh bien? demandèrent ensemble Valensolle, Jahiat et Ribier.

	— Voici, répondit Morgan en vidant sur la table le sac de nuit.

	Les trois jeunes gens poussèrent un cri de joie en voyant ces pistolets brillants et ces lames aiguës.

	C'était ce qu'ils pouvaient désirer de plus après la liberté; c'était la joie douloureuse et suprême de se sentir maîtres de leur vie, et, à la rigueur, de celle des autres.

	Pendant ce temps, le geôlier reconduisait Amélie jusqu'à la porte de la rue.

	Arrivé là, il hésita un instant; puis, enfin, l'arrêtant par le bras:

	— Mademoiselle de Montrevel, lui dit-il, pardonnez-moi de vous causer une telle douleur, mais il est inutile que vous alliez à Paris…

	— Parce que le pourvoi est rejeté et que l'exécution a lieu demain, n'est-ce pas? répondit Amélie.

	Le geôlier, dans son étonnement, fit un pas en arrière.

	— Je le savais, mon ami, continua Amélie.

	Puis, se tournant vers sa femme de chambre:

	— Conduis-moi jusqu'à la prochaine église, Charlotte, dit-elle; tu viendras m'y reprendre demain lorsque tout sera fini.

	La prochaine église n'était pas bien éloignée: c'était Sainte-

	Claire.

	Depuis trois mois à peu près, sous les ordres du premier consul, elle venait d'être rendue au culte.

	Comme il était tout près de minuit, l'église était fermée; mais Charlotte connaissait la demeure du sacristain et elle se chargea de l'aller éveiller.

	Amélie attendit debout, appuyée contre la muraille, aussi immobile que les figures de pierre qui ornent la façade.

	Au bout d'une demi-heure, le sacristain arriva.

	Pendant cette demi-heure, Amélie avait vu passer une chose qui lui avait paru lugubre.

	C'étaient trois hommes vêtus de noir, conduisant une charrette, qu'à la lueur de la lune elle avait reconnue être peinte en rouge.

	Cette charrette portait des objets informes: planches démesurées, échelles étranges peintes de la même couleur; elle se dirigeait du côté du bastion Montrevel, c'est-à-dire vers la place des exécutions.

	Amélie devina ce que c'était; elle tomba à genoux et poussa un cri.

	À ce cri, les hommes vêtus de noir se retournèrent; il leur sembla qu'une des sculptures du porche s'était détachée de sa niche et s'était agenouillée.

	Celui qui paraissait être le chef des hommes noirs fit quelques pas vers Amélie.

	— Ne m'approchez pas, monsieur! cria celle-ci; ne m'approchez pas!

	L'homme reprit humblement sa place et continua son chemin.

	La charrette disparut au coin de la rue des Prisons; mais le bruit de ses roues retentit encore longtemps sur le pavé, et dans le coeur d'Amélie.

	Lorsque le sacristain et Charlotte revinrent, ils trouvèrent la jeune fille à genoux.

	Le sacristain fit quelques difficultés pour ouvrir l'église à une pareille heure; mais une pièce d'or et le nom de mademoiselle de Montrevel levèrent ses scrupules.

	Une seconde pièce d'or le détermina à illuminer une petite chapelle.

	C'était celle où, tout enfant, Amélie avait fait sa première communion.

	Cette chapelle illuminée, Amélie s'agenouilla au pied de l'autel et demanda qu'on la laissât seule.

	Vers trois heures du matin, elle vit s'éclairer la fenêtre aux vitraux de couleurs qui surmontait l'autel de la Vierge. Cette fenêtre s'ouvrait par hasard à l'orient, de sorte que le premier rayon du soleil vint droit à la jeune fille comme un messager de Dieu.

	Peu à peu, la ville s'éveilla: Amélie remarqua qu'elle était plus bruyante que d'habitude; bientôt même les voûtes de l'église tremblèrent, au bruit des pas d'une troupe de cavaliers; cette troupe se rendait du côté de la prison.

	Un peu avant neuf heures, la jeune fille entendit une grande rumeur, et il lui sembla que chacun se précipitait du même côté.

	Elle essaya de s'enfoncer plus avant encore dans la prière pour ne plus entendre ces différents bruits, qui parlaient à son coeur une langue inconnue, et dont cependant les angoisses qu'elle éprouvait lui disaient tout bas qu'elle comprenait chaque mot.

	C'est que, en effet, il se passait à la prison une chose terrible, et qui méritait bien que tout le monde courût la voir.

	Lorsque, vers neuf heures du matin, le père Courtois était entré dans leur cachot, pour annoncer aux condamnés tout à la fois que leur pourvoi était rejeté et qu'ils devaient se préparer à la mort, il les avait trouvés tous les quatre armés jusqu'aux dents.

	Le geôlier, pris à l'improviste, fut attiré dans le cachot, la porte fut fermée derrière lui; puis, sans qu'il essayât même de se défendre, tant sa surprise était inouïe, les jeunes gens lui arrachèrent son trousseau de clefs, et, ouvrant puis refermant la porte située en face de celle par laquelle le geôlier était entré, ils le laissèrent enfermé à leur place, et se trouvèrent, eux, dans le cachot voisin, où, la veille, Valensolle, Jahiat et Ribier avaient attendu que l'entrevue entre Morgan et Amélie fût terminée.

	Une des clefs du trousseau ouvrait la seconde porte de cet autre cachot; cette porte donnait sur la cour des prisonniers.

	La cour des prisonniers était, elle, fermée par trois portes massives qui, toutes trois, donnaient dans une espèce de couloir donnant lui-même dans la loge du concierge du présidial.

	De cette loge du concierge du présidial, on descendait par quinze marches dans le préau du parquet, vaste cour fermée par une grille.

	D'habitude, cette grille n'était fermée que la nuit.

	Si, par hasard, les circonstances ne lavaient pas fait fermer le jour, il était possible que cette ouverture présentât une issue à leur fuite.

	Morgan trouva la clef de la cour des prisonniers, l'ouvrit, se précipita, avec ses compagnons, de cette cour dans la loge du concierge du présidial, et s'élança sur le perron donnant dans le préau du tribunal.

	Du haut de cette espèce de plate-forme, les quatre jeunes gens virent que tout espoir était perdu.

	La grille du préau était fermée, et quatre-vingts hommes à peu près, tant gendarmes que dragons, étaient rangés devant cette grille.

	À la vue des quatre condamnés libres et bondissant de la loge du Concierge sur le perron, un grand cri, cri d'étonnement et de terreur tout à la fois, s'éleva de la foule.

	En effet, leur aspect était formidable.

	Pour conserver toute la liberté de leurs mouvements, et peut-être aussi pour dissimuler l'épanchement du sang qui se manifeste si vite sur une toile blanche, ils étaient nus jusqu'à la ceinture.

	Un mouchoir, noué autour de leur taille, était hérissé d'armes.

	Il ne leur fallut qu'un regard pour comprendre qu'ils étaient maîtres de leur vie, mais qu'ils ne l'étaient pas de leur liberté.

	Au milieu des clameurs qui s'élevaient de la foule et du cliquetis des sabres qui sortaient des fourreaux, ils conférèrent un instant.

	Puis, après leur avoir serré la main, Montbar se détacha de ses compagnons, descendit les quinze marches et s'avança vers la grille.

	Arrivé à quatre pas de cette grille, il jeta un dernier regard et un dernier sourire à ses compagnons, salua gracieusement la foule redevenue muette, et, s'adressant aux soldats:

	— Très bien, messieurs les gendarmes! Très bien, messieurs les dragons! dit-il.

	Et, introduisant dans sa bouche l'extrémité du canon d'un de ses pistolets, il se fit sauter la cervelle.

	Des cris confus et presque insensés suivirent l'explosion, mais cessèrent presque aussitôt; Valensolle descendit à son tour: lui tenait simplement à la main un poignard à lame droite, aiguë, tranchante.

	Ses pistolets, dont il ne paraissait pas disposé à faire usage, étaient restés à sa ceinture.

	Il s'avança vers une espèce de petit hangar supporté par trois colonnes, s'arrêta à la première colonne, y appuya le pommeau du poignard, dirigea la pointe vers son coeur, prit la colonne entre ses bras, salua une dernière fois ses amis, et serra la colonne jusqu'à ce que la lame tout entière eût disparu dans sa poitrine.

	Il resta un instant encore debout; mais une pâleur mortelle s'étendit sur son visage, puis ses bras se détachèrent, et il tomba mort au pied de la colonne.

	Cette fois la foule resta muette.

	Elle était glacée d'effroi.

	C'était le tour de Ribier: lui tenait à la main ses deux pistolets.

	Il s'avança jusqu'à la grille; puis, arrivé là, il dirigea les canons de ses pistolets sur les gendarmes.

	Il ne tira pas, mais les gendarmes tirèrent.

	Trois ou quatre coups de feu se firent entendre, et Ribier tomba percé de deux balles.

	Une sorte d'admiration venait de faire, parmi les assistants, place aux sentiments divers qui, à la vue de ces trois catastrophes successives, s'étaient succédé dans son coeur.

	Elle comprenait que ces jeunes gens voulaient bien mourir, mais qu'ils tenaient à mourir comme ils l'entendraient, et surtout, comme des gladiateurs antiques, à mourir avec grâce.

	Elle fit donc silence lorsque Morgan, resté seul, descendit, en souriant, les marches du perron, et fit signe qu'il voulait parler.

	D'ailleurs, que lui manquait-il, à cette foule avide de sangs? On lui donnait plus qu'on ne lui avait promis.

	On lui avait promis quatre morts, mais quatre morts uniformes, quatre têtes tranchées; et on lui donnait quatre morts différentes, pittoresques, inattendues; il était donc bien naturel qu'elle fît silence lorsqu'elle vit s'avancer Morgan.

	Morgan ne tenait à la main ni pistolets, ni poignard; poignard et pistolets reposaient à sa ceinture.

	Il passa près du cadavre de Valensolle et vint se placer entre ceux de Jahiat et de Ribier.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, transigeons.

	Il se fit un silence comme si la respiration de tous les assistants était suspendue.

	— Vous avez eu un homme qui s'est brûlé la cervelle (il désigna Jahiat); un autre qui s'est poignardé (il désigna Valensolle); un troisième qui a été fusillé (il désigna Ribier); vous voudriez voir guillotiner le quatrième, je comprends cela.

	Il passa un frissonnement terrible dans la foule.

	— Eh bien, continua Morgan, je ne demande pas mieux que de vous donner cette satisfaction. Je suis prêt à me laisser faire, mais je désire aller à l'échafaud de mon plein gré et sans que personne me touche; celui qui m'approche, _je le brûle, _si ce n'est monsieur, continua Morgan en montrant le bourreau. C'est une affaire que nous avons ensemble et qui, de part et d'autre, ne demande que des procédés.

	Cette demande, sans doute, ne parut pas exorbitante à la foule, car de toute part on entendit crier:

	— Oui! oui! oui!

	L'officier de gendarmerie vit que ce qu'il y avait de plus court était de passer par où voulait Morgan.

	— Promettez-vous, dit-il, si l'on vous laisse les pieds et les mains libres, de ne point chercher à vous échapper?

	— J'en donne ma parole d'honneur, reprit Morgan.

	— Eh bien, dit l'officier de gendarmerie, éloignez-vous et laissez-nous enlever les cadavres de vos camarades.

	— C'est trop juste, dit Morgan.

	Et il alla, à dix pas d'où il était, s'appuyer contre la muraille.

	La grille s'ouvrit.

	Les trois hommes vêtus de noir entrèrent dans la cour, ramassèrent l'un après lautre les trois corps.

	Ribier n'était point tout à fait mort; il rouvrit les yeux et parut chercher Morgan.

	— Me voilà, dit celui-ci, sois tranquille, cher ami, j'en suis.

	Ribier referma les yeux sans faire entendre une parole.

	Quand les trois corps furent emportés:

	— Monsieur, demanda l'officier de gendarmerie à Morgan, êtes-vous prêt?

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit Morgan en saluant avec une exquise politesse.

	— Alors, venez.

	— Me voici, dit Morgan.

	Et il alla prendre place entre le peloton de gendarmerie et le détachement de dragons.

	— Désirez-vous monter dans la charrette ou aller à pied, monsieur? demanda le capitaine.

	— À pied, à pied, monsieur: je tiens beaucoup à ce que l'on sache que c'est une fantaisie que je me passe en me laissant guillotiner; mais je n'ai pas peur.

	Le cortège sinistre traversa la place des Lices, et longea les murs du jardin de l'hôtel Montbazon.

	La charrette traînant les trois cadavre marchait la première; puis venaient les dragons; puis Morgan, marchant seul dans un intervalle libre d'une dizaine de pas; puis les gendarmes, précédés de leur capitaine.

	À l'extrémité du mur, le cortège tourna à gauche.

	Tout à coup, par louverture qui se trouvait alors entre le jardin et la grande halle, Morgan aperçut léchafaud qui dressait vers le ciel ses deux poteaux rouges comme deux bras sanglants.

	— Pouah! dit-il, je n'avais jamais vu de guillotine, et je ne savais point que ce fût aussi laid que cela.

	Et, sans autre explication, tirant son poignard de sa ceinture, il se le plongea jusqu'au manche dans la poitrine.

	Le capitaine de gendarmerie vit le mouvement sans pouvoir le prévenir et lança son cheval vers Morgan, resté debout, au grand étonnement de tout le monde et de lui-même.

	Mais Morgan, tirant un de ses pistolets de sa ceinture et larmant:

	— Halte-là! dit-il; il est convenu que personne ne me touchera; je mourrai seul ou nous mourrons trois; c'est à choisir.

	Le capitaine fit faire à son cheval un pas à reculons.

	— Marchons, dit Morgan.

	Et, en effet, il se remit en marche.

	Arrivé au pied de la guillotine, Morgan tira le poignard de sa blessure et s'en frappa une seconde fois aussi profondément que la première.

	Un cri de rage plutôt que de douleur lui échappa.

	— Il faut, en vérité, que j'aie l'âme chevillée dans le corps, dit-il.

	Puis, comme les aides voulaient l'aider à monter l'escalier au haut duquel l'attendait le bourreau:

	— Oh! dit-il, encore une fois, que l'on ne me touche pas!

	Et il monta les six degrés sans chanceler.

	Arrivé sur la plate-forme, il tira le poignard de sa blessure et s'en donna un troisième coup.

	Alors un effroyable éclat de rire sortit de sa bouche, et jetant aux pieds du bourreau le poignard qu'il venait d'arracher de sa troisième blessure, aussi inutile que les deux premières:

	— Par ma foi! dit-il, j'en ai assez; à ton tour, et tire-toi de là comme tu pourras.

	Une minute après, la tête de lintrépide jeune homme tombait sur l'échafaud, et, par un phénomène de cette implacable vitalité qui s'était révélée en lui, bondissait et roulait hors de l'appareil du supplice.

	Allez à Bourg comme j'y ai été, et l'on vous dira qu'en bondissant, cette tête avait prononcé le nom d'Amélie.

	Les morts furent exécutés après le vivant; de sorte que les spectateurs, au lieu de perdre quelque chose aux événements que nous venons de raconter, eurent double spectacle.

	LIV — LA CONFESSION

	Trois jours après les événements dont on vient de lire le récit, vers les sept heures du soir, une voiture couverte de poussière et attelée de deux chevaux de poste blancs d'écume, s'arrêtait à la grille du château des Noires-Fontaines.

	Au grand étonnement de celui qui paraissait si pressé d'arriver, la grille était toute grande ouverte, des pauvres encombraient la cour, et le perron était couvert d'hommes et de femmes agenouillés.

	Puis, le sens de l'ouïe s'éveillant au fur et à mesure que l'étonnement donnait plus d'acuité à celui de la vue, le voyageur crut entendre le tintement d'une sonnette.

	Il ouvrit vivement la portière, sauta à bas de la chaise, traversa la cour d'un pas rapide, monta le perron et vit l'escalier qui menait au premier étage couvert de monde.

	Il franchit cet escalier comme il avait franchi le perron, et entendit un murmure religieux qui lui parut venir de la chambre d'Amélie.

	Il s'avança vers cette chambre; elle était ouverte.

	Au chevet étaient agenouillés madame de Montrevel et le petit

	Édouard, un peu plus loin Charlotte, Michel et son fils.

	Le curé de Sainte-Claire administrait les derniers sacrements à Amélie; cette scène lugubre n'était éclairée que par la lueur des cierges.

	On avait reconnu Roland dans le voyageur dont la voiture venait de s'arrêter devant la grille; on s'écarta sur son passage, il entra la tête découverte, et alla s'agenouiller près de sa mère.

	La mourante, couchée sur le dos, les mains jointes, la tête soulevée par son oreiller, les yeux fixés au ciel dans une espèce d'extase, ne parut point s'apercevoir de l'arrivée de Roland.

	On eût dit que le corps était encore de ce monde, mais que l'âme était déjà flottante entre la terre et le ciel.

	La main de madame de Montrevel chercha celle de Roland, et la pauvre mère, l'ayant trouvée, laissa tomber en sanglotant sa tête sur l'épaule de son fils.

	Ces sanglots maternels ne furent sans doute pas plus entendus d'Amélie que la présence de Roland n'en avait été remarquée; car la jeune fille garda l'immobilité la plus complète. Seulement, lorsque le viatique lui eut été administré, lorsque la béatitude éternelle lui eut été promise par la bouche consolatrice du prêtre, ses lèvres de marbre parurent s'animer, et elle murmura, d'une voix faible, mais intelligible:

	— Ainsi soit-il.

	Alors, la sonnette tinta de nouveau; l'enfant de choeur qui la portait sortit le premier, puis les deux clercs qui portaient les cierges, puis celui qui portait la croix, puis enfin le prêtre, qui portait Dieu.

	Tous les étrangers suivirent le cortège; les personnes de la maison et les membres de la famille restèrent seuls.

	La maison, un instant auparavant pleine de bruit et de monde, resta silencieuse et presque déserte.

	La mourante n'avait pas bougé: ses lèvres s'étaient refermées, ses mains étaient restées jointes, ses yeux levés au ciel.

	Au bout de quelques minutes, Roland se pencha à loreille de madame de Montrevel, et lui dit à voix basse:

	— Venez, ma mère, j'ai à vous parler.

	Madame de Montrevel se leva; elle poussa le petit Édouard vers le lit de sa soeur; lenfant se dressa sur la pointe des pieds, et baisa Amélie au front.

	Puis madame de Montrevel vint après lui, s'inclina sur sa fille, et, tout en sanglotant, déposa un baiser à la même place.

	Roland vint à son tour, le coeur brisé, mais les yeux secs; il eût donné bien des choses pour verser les larmes qui noyaient son coeur.

	Il embrassa Amélie comme avaient fait son frère et sa mère.

	Amélie parut aussi insensible à ce baiser qu'elle l'avait été aux deux précédents.

	L'enfant marchant le premier, madame de Montrevel et Roland, suivant Édouard, s'avancèrent donc vers la porte.

	Au moment d'en franchir le seuil, tous trois s'arrêtèrent en tressaillant.

	Ils avaient entendu le nom de Roland distinctement prononcé.

	Roland se retourna.

	Amélie une seconde fois prononça le nom de son frère.

	— M'appelles-tu, Amélie? demanda Roland.

	— Oui, répondit la voix de la mourante.

	— Seul, ou avec ma mère?

	— Seul.

	Cette voix, sans accentuation, mais cependant parfaitement intelligible, avait quelque chose de glacé; elle semblait un écho d'un autre monde.

	— Allez, ma mère, dit Roland; vous voyez que c'est à moi seul que veut parler Amélie.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! murmura madame de Montrevel, resterait-il un dernier espoir?

	Si bas que ces mots eussent été prononcés, la mourante les entendit.

	— Non, ma mère, dit-elle; Dieu a permis que je revisse mon frère; mais, cette nuit, je serai près de Dieu.

	Madame de Montrevel poussa un gémissement profond.

	— Roland! Roland! fit-elle, ne dirait-on point qu'elle y est déjà?

	Roland lui fit signe de le laisser seul; madame de Montrevel s'éloigna avec le petit Édouard.

	Roland rentra, referma la porte, et, avec une indicible émotion, revint au chevet du lit d'Amélie.

	Tout le corps était déjà en proie à ce qu'on appelle la roideur cadavérique, le souffle eût à peine terni une glace, tant il était faible; les yeux seuls, démesurément ouverts, étaient fixes et brillants, comme si tout ce qui restait d'existence dans ce corps condamné avant l'âge s'était concentré en eux.

	Roland avait entendu parler de cet état étrange que l'on nomme lextase, et qui n'est rien autre chose que la catalepsie.

	Il comprit qu'Amélie était en proie à cette mort anticipée.

	— Me voilà, ma soeur, dit-il; que me veux-tu?

	— Je savais que tu allais arriver, répondit la jeune fille toujours immobile, et j'attendais.

	— Comment savais-tu que j'allais arriver? demanda Roland.

	— Je te voyais venir.

	Roland frissonna.

	— Et, demanda-t-il, savais-tu pourquoi je venais?

	— Oui; aussi j'ai tant prié Dieu du fond de mon coeur, qu'il a permis que je me levasse et que j'écrivisse.

	— Quand cela?

	— La nuit dernière.

	— Et la lettre?

	— Elle est sous mon oreiller, prends-la et lis.

	Roland hésita un instant; sa soeur n'était-elle point en proie au délire?

	— Pauvre Amélie! murmura Roland.

	— Il ne faut pas me plaindre, dit la jeune fille, je vais le rejoindre.

	— Qui cela? demanda Roland.

	— Celui que j'aimais et que tu as tué.

	Roland poussa un cri: c'était bien du délire, de qui sa soeur voulait-elle parler?

	— Amélie, dit-il, j'étais venu pour t'interroger.

	— Sur lord Tanlay, je le sais, répondit la jeune fille.

	— Tu le sais! et comment cela?

	— Ne t'ai-je pas dit que je tavais vu venir et que je savais pourquoi tu venais?

	— Alors, réponds-moi.

	— Ne me détourne pas de Dieu et de lui, Roland; je t'ai écrit, lis ma lettre.

	Roland passa sa main sous l'oreiller, convaincu que sa soeur était en délire.

	À son grand étonnement, il sentit un papier qu'il tira à lui.

	C'était une lettre sous enveloppe; sur l'enveloppe étaient écrits ces quelques mots:

	«Pour Roland, qui arrive demain.»

	Il s'approcha de la veilleuse, afin de lire plus facilement.

	La lettre était datée de la veille à onze heures du soir.

	Roland lut:

	«Mon frère, nous avons chacun une chose terrible à nous pardonner…»

	Roland regarda sa soeur, elle était toujours immobile.

	Il continua:

	«J'aimais Charles de Sainte-Hermine; je faisais plus que de l'aimer: il était mon amant…»

	— Oh! murmura le jeune homme entre ses dents, il mourra!

	— Il est mort, dit Amélie.

	Roland jeta un cri d'étonnement; il avait dit si bas les paroles auxquelles répondait Amélie, qu'à peine les avait-il entendues lui-même.

	Ses yeux se reportèrent sur la lettre:

	«Il n'y avait aucune union possible entre la soeur de Roland de Montrevel et le chef des compagnons de Jéhu; là était le secret terrible que je ne pouvais pas dire et qui me dévorait.

	«Une seule personne devait le savoir et la su; cette personne, c'est sir John Tanlay.

	«Dieu bénisse lhomme au coeur loyal qui m'avait promis de rompre un mariage impossible et qui a tenu parole.

	«Que la vie de lord Tanlay te soit sacrée, ô Roland! c'est le seul ami que j'aie eu dans ma douleur, le seul homme dont les larmes se soient mêlées aux miennes.

	«J'aimais Charles de Sainte-Hermine, j'étais la maîtresse de

	Charles: voilà la chose terrible que tu as à me pardonner.

	«Mais en échange, c'est toi qui es cause de sa mort: voilà la chose terrible que je te pardonne.

	«Et maintenant arrive vite, ô Roland, puisque je ne dois mourir que quand tu seras arrivé.

	«Mourir, c'est le revoir; mourir, c'est le rejoindre pour ne le quitter jamais; je suis heureuse de mourir.»

	Tout était clair et précis, il était évident qu'il n'y avait pas dans cette lettre trace de délire.

	Roland la relut deux fois et resta un instant immobile, muet, haletant, plein d'anxiété; mais, enfin, la pitié lemporta sur la colère.

	Il s'approcha d'Amélie, étendit la main sur elle, et d'une voix douce:

	— Ma soeur, dit-il, je te pardonne.

	Un léger tressaillement agita le corps de la mourante.

	— Et maintenant, dit-elle, appelle notre mère; c'est dans ses bras que je dois mourir.

	Roland alla à la porte et appela madame de Montrevel.

	Sa chambre était ouverte; elle attendait évidemment, et accourut.

	— Qu'y a-t-il de nouveau? s'informa-t-elle vivement.

	— Rien, répondit Roland, sinon quAmélie demande à mourir dans vos bras.

	Madame de Montrevel entra et alla tomber à genoux devant le lit de sa fille.

	Elle, alors, comme si un bras invisible avait détaché les liens qui semblaient la retenir sur sa couche d'agonie, se souleva lentement, détachant les mains de dessus sa poitrine et laissant glisser une de ses mains dans celle de sa mère:

	— Ma mère, dit-elle, vous m'avez donné la vie, vous me lavez ôtée, soyez bénie; c'était ce que vous pouviez faire de plus maternel pour moi, puisqu'il n'y avait plus pour votre fille de bonheur possible en ce monde.

	Puis, comme Roland était allé s'agenouiller de lautre côté du lit; laissant, comme elle avait fait pour sa mère, tomber sa seconde main dans la sienne:

	— Nous nous sommes pardonnés tous deux, frère, dit-elle.

	— Oui, pauvre Amélie, répondit Roland, et, je lespère, du plus profond de notre coeur.

	— Je n'ai plus qu'une dernière recommandation à te faire.

	— Laquelle?

	— N'oublie pas que lord Tanlay a été mon meilleur ami.

	— Sois tranquille, dit Roland, la vie de lord Tanlay m'est sacrée.

	Amélie respira.

	Puis, d'une voix dans laquelle il était impossible de reconnaître une autre altération qu'une faiblesse croissante:

	— Adieu, Roland! dit-elle, adieu, ma mère! vous embrasserez

	Édouard pour moi.

	Puis, avec un cri sorti du coeur et dans lequel il y avait plus de joie que de tristesse:

	— Me voilà, Charles; dit-elle, me voilà.

	Et elle retomba sur son lit, retirant à elle, dans le mouvement qu'elle faisait, ses deux mains, qui allèrent se rejoindre sur sa poitrine.

	Roland et madame de Montrevel se relevèrent et s'inclinèrent sur elle chacun de son côté.

	Elle avait repris sa position première; seulement, ses paupières s'étaient refermées, et le faible souffle qui sortait de sa poitrine s'était éteint.

	Le martyre était consommé, Amélie était morte.

	LV — L'INVULNÉRABLE

	Amélie était morte dans la nuit du lundi au mardi, c'est-à-dire du 2 au 3 juin 1800.

	Dans la soirée du jeudi, c'est-à-dire du 5, il y avait foule au grand Opéra, où l'on donnait la seconde représentation d'Ossian, ou les Bardes.

	On savait l'admiration profonde que le premier consul professait pour les chants recueillis par Mac Pherson, et par flatterie autant que par choix littéraire, lAcadémie nationale de musique avait commandé un opéra qui, malgré les diligences faites, était arrivé un mois environ après que le général Bonaparte avait quitté Paris pour aller rejoindre l'armée de réserve.

	Au balcon de gauche, un amateur de musique se faisait remarquer par la profonde attention qu'il prêtait au spectacle, lorsque, dans l'intervalle du premier au second acte, l'ouvreuse, se glissant entre les deux rangs de fauteuils, s'approcha de lui et demanda à demi-voix:

	— Pardon, monsieur, n'êtes-vous point lord Tanlay?

	— Oui, répondit lamateur de musique.

	— En ce cas, milord, un jeune homme qui aurait, dit-il, une communication de la plus haute importance à vous faire, vous prie d'être assez bon pour venir le joindre dans le corridor.

	— Oh! oh! fit sir John; un officier?

	— Il est en bourgeois, milord; mais, en effet, sa tournure indique un militaire.

	— Bon! dit sir John, je sais ce que c'est.

	Il se leva et suivit l'ouvreuse.

	À l'entrée du corridor attendait Roland.

	Lord Tanlay ne parut aucunement étonné de le voir; seulement la figure sévère du jeune homme réprima en lui ce premier élan de l'amitié profonde, qui l'eût porté à se jeter au cou de celui qui le faisait demander.

	— Me voici, monsieur, dit sir John.

	Roland s'inclina.

	— Je viens de votre hôtel, milord, dit Roland; vous avez, à ce qu'il paraît, pris depuis quelque temps la précaution de dire au concierge où vous allez, afin que les personnes qui pourraient avoir affaire à vous sachent où vous rencontrer.

	— C'est vrai, monsieur.

	— La précaution est bonne, surtout pour les gens qui, venant de loin et étant pressés, n'ont, comme moi, pas le loisir de perdre leur temps.

	— Alors, demanda sir John, c'est pour me revoir que vous avez quitté l'armée, et que vous êtes venu à Paris?

	— Uniquement pour avoir cet honneur, milord; et j'espère que vous devinerez la cause de mon empressement, et m'épargnerez toute explication.

	— Monsieur, dit sir John, à partir de ce moment, je me tiens à votre disposition.

	— À quelle heure deux de mes amis pourront-ils se présenter chez vous demain, milord?

	— Mais depuis sept heures du matin jusqu'à minuit, monsieur; à moins que vous n'aimiez mieux que ce soit tout de suite?

	— Non, milord; j'arrive à l'instant même, et il me faut le temps de trouver ces deux amis et de leur donner mes instructions. Ils ne vous dérangeront donc, selon toute probabilité, que demain de onze heures à midi; seulement, je vous serais bien obligé si l'affaire que nous avons à régler par leur intermédiaire pouvait se régler dans la même journée.

	— Je crois la chose possible, monsieur, et, du moment où il s'agit de satisfaire votre désir, le retard ne viendra pas de mon côté.

	— Voilà tout ce que je désirais savoir, milord; je serais donc désolé de vous déranger plus longtemps.

	Et Roland salua.

	Sir John lui rendit son salut; et, tandis que le jeune homme s'éloignait, il rentra au balcon et alla reprendre sa place.

	Toutes les paroles échangées lavaient été, de part et d'autre, d'une voix si contenue et avec un visage si impassible, que les personnes les plus proches ne pouvaient pas même se douter qu'il y eût eu la moindre discussion entre deux interlocuteurs qui venaient de se saluer si courtoisement.

	C'était le jour de réception du ministre de la guerre; Roland rentra à son hôtel, fit disparaître jusqu'à la dernière trace du voyage qu'il venait de faire, monta en voiture, et, à dix heures moins quelques minutes, put encore se faire annoncer chez le citoyen Carnot.

	Deux motifs l'y conduisaient: le premier était une communication verbale qu'il avait à faire au ministre de la guerre de la part du premier consul; le second, l'espoir de trouver dans son salon les deux témoins dont il avait besoin pour régler sa rencontre avec sir John.

	Tout se passa comme Roland l'avait espéré; le ministre de la guerre eut par lui les détails les plus précis sur le passage du Saint-Bernard et la situation de l'armée, et il trouva dans les salons ministériels les deux amis qu'il y venait chercher.

	Quelques mots suffirent pour les mettre au courant; les militaires, d'ailleurs, sont coulants sur ces sortes de confidences.

	Roland parla d'une insulte grave qui demeurerait secrète, même pour ceux qui devaient assister à son expiation. Il déclara être l'offensé et réclama pour lui, dans le choix des armes et le mode de combat, tous les avantages réservés aux offensés.

	Les deux jeunes gens avaient mission de se présenter le lendemain, à neuf heures du matin, à l'hôtel Mirabeau, rue de Richelieu, et de s'entendre avec les deux témoins de lord Tanlay; après quoi, ils viendraient rejoindre Roland, hôtel de Paris, même rue. Roland rentra chez lui à onze heures, écrivit pendant une heure à peu près, se coucha et s'endormit.

	À neuf heures et demie, ses deux amis se présentèrent chez lui.

	Ils quittaient sir John.

	Sir John avait reconnu tous les droits de Roland, leur avait déclaré qu'il ne discuterait aucune des conditions du combat, et que, du moment où Roland se prétendait l'offensé, c'était à lui de dicter les conditions.

	Sur l'observation faite par eux, qu'ils avaient cru avoir affaire à deux de ses amis et non à lui-même, lord Tanlay avait répondu qu'il ne connaissait aucune personne assez intimement à Paris pour la mettre dans la confidence d'une pareille affaire, qu'il espérait donc qu'arrivé sur le terrain un des deux amis de Roland passerait de son côté et l'assisterait. Enfin, sur tous les points, ils avaient trouvé lord Tanlay un parfait gentleman.

	Roland déclara que la demande de son adversaire, à l'endroit d'un de ses témoins, était non seulement juste, mais convenable, et autorisa l'un des deux jeunes gens à assister sir John et à prendre ses intérêts.

	Restait, de la part de Roland, à dicter les conditions du combat.

	On se battrait au pistolet.

	Les deux pistolets chargés, les adversaires se placeraient à cinq pas. Au troisième coup frappé dans les mains des témoins, ils feraient feu.

	C'était, comme on le voit, un duel à mort, où celui qui ne tuerait pas ferait évidemment grâce à son adversaire.

	Aussi, les deux jeunes gens multiplièrent-ils les observations; mais Roland insista, déclarant que, seul juge de la gravité de l'offense qui lui avait été faite, il la jugeait assez grave pour que la réparation eût lieu ainsi et pas autrement.

	Il fallut céder devant cette obstination.

	Celui des deux amis de Roland qui devait assister sir John fit toutes ses réserves, déclarant qu'il ne s'engageait nullement pour son client, et qu'à moins d'ordre absolu de sa part, il ne permettrait jamais un pareil égorgement.

	— Ne vous échauffez pas, cher ami, lui dit Roland; je connais sir

	John, et je crois qu'il sera plus coulant que vous.

	Les deux jeunes gens sortirent et se présentèrent de nouveau chez sir John.

	Ils le trouvèrent déjeunant à langlaise, c'est-à-dire avec un bifteck, des pommes de terre et du thé.

	Celui-ci, à leur aspect, se leva, leur offrit de partager son repas, et, sur leur refus, se mit à leur disposition.

	Les deux amis de Roland commencèrent par annoncer à lord Tanlay qu'il pouvait compter sur l'un d'eux pour l'assister.

	Puis celui qui restait dans les intérêts de Roland établit les conditions de la rencontre.

	À chaque exigence de Roland, sir John inclinait la tête en signe d'assentiment, et se contentait de répondre:

	— Très bien.

	Celui des deux jeunes gens qui était chargé de prendre ses intérêts voulut faire quelques observations sur un mode de combat qui devait, à moins d'un hasard impossible, amener à la fois la mort des deux combattants; mais lord Tanlay le pria de ne pas insister.

	— M. de Montrevel est galant homme, dit-il; je désire ne le contrarier en rien; ce qu'il fera sera bien fait.

	Restait lheure à laquelle on se rencontrerait.

	Sur ce point comme sur les autres, lord Tanlay se mettait entièrement à la disposition de Roland.

	Les deux témoins quittèrent sir John encore plus enchantés de lui à cette seconde entrevue qu'à la première.

	Roland les attendait; ils lui racontèrent tout.

	— Que vous avais-je dit? fit Roland.

	Ils lui demandèrent l'heure et le lieu: Roland fixa sept heures du soir et lallée de la Muette; c'était lheure où le bois était à peu près désert et le jour serait encore assez clair — on se rappelle que l'on était au mois de juin — pour que deux adversaires pussent se battre à quelque arme que ce fût.

	Personne n'avait parlé des pistolets: les deux jeunes gens offrirent à Roland d'en prendre chez un armurier. — Non, dit Roland; lord Tanlay a une paire d'excellents pistolets dont je me suis déjà servi; s'il n'a pas de répugnance à se battre avec ses pistolets, je les préfère à tous les autres.

	Celui des deux jeunes gens qui devait servir de témoin à sir John alla retrouver son client et lui posa les trois dernières questions, à savoir: si l'heure et le lieu de la rencontre lui convenaient, et s'il voulait que ses pistolets servissent au combat.

	Lord Tanlay répondit en réglant sa montre sur celle de son témoin et en lui remettant la boîte de pistolets.

	— Viendrai-je vous prendre, milord? demanda le jeune homme.

	Sir John sourit avec mélancolie.

	— Inutile, dit-il; vous êtes l'ami de M. de Montrevel, la route vous sera plus agréable avec lui qu'avec moi, allez donc avec lui; j'irai à cheval avec mon domestique, et vous me trouverez au rendez-vous.

	Le jeune officier rapporta cette réponse à Roland.

	— Que vous avais-je dit? fit celui-ci.

	Il était midi; on avait sept heures devant soi; Roland donna à ses deux amis congé d'aller à leurs plaisirs ou à leurs affaires.

	À six heures et demie précises, ils devaient être à la porte de

	Roland avec trois chevaux et deux domestiques.

	Il importait, pour ne point être dérangé, de donner à tous les apprêts du duel les apparences d'une promenade.

	À six heures et demie sonnantes, le garçon de l'hôtel prévenait

	Roland qu'il était attendu à la porte de la rue.

	C'étaient les deux témoins et les deux domestiques; un de ces derniers tenait en bride un cheval de main.

	Roland fit un signe affectueux aux deux officiers et sauta en selle.

	Puis, par les boulevards, on gagna la place Louis XV et les

	Champs-Élysées.

	Pendant la route, cet étrange phénomène qui avait tant étonné sir

	John lors du duel de Roland avec M. de Barjols se reproduisit.

	Roland fut d'une gaieté que l'on eût pu croire exagérée, si, évidemment, elle n'eût été si franche.

	Les deux jeunes gens qui se connaissaient en courage, restaient étourdis devant une pareille insouciance. Ils leussent comprise dans un duel ordinaire, où le sang-froid et l'adresse donnent lespoir, à l'homme qui les possède, de l'emporter sur son adversaire; mais, dans un combat comme celui au-devant duquel on allait, il n'y avait ni adresse ni sang-froid qui pussent sauver les combattants, sinon de la mort, du moins de quelque effroyable blessure.

	En outre, Roland poussait son cheval en homme qui a hâte d'arriver, de sorte que, cinq minutes avant l'heure fixée, il était à lune des extrémités de lallée de la Muette.

	Un homme se promenait dans cette allée.

	Roland reconnut sir John.

	Les deux jeunes gens examinèrent d'un même mouvement la physionomie de Roland à la vue de son adversaire.

	À leur grand étonnement, la seule expression qui se manifesta sur le visage du jeune homme fut celle d'une bienveillance presque tendre.

	Un temps de galop suffit pour que les quatre principaux acteurs de la scène qui allait se passer se joignissent et se saluassent.

	Sir John était parfaitement calme, mais son visage avait une teinte profonde de mélancolie.

	Il était évident que cette rencontre lui était aussi douloureuse qu'elle paraissait agréable à Roland.

	On mit pied à terre; un des deux témoins prit la boîte aux pistolets des mains d'un des domestiques, auxquels il ordonna de continuer de suivre l'allée comme s'ils promenaient les chevaux de leurs maîtres. Ils ne devaient se rapprocher qu'au bruit des coups de pistolet. Le groom de sir John devait se joindre à eux et faire ainsi qu'eux.

	Les deux adversaires et les deux témoins entrèrent dans le bois, s'enfonçant au plus épais du taillis, pour trouver une place convenable.

	Au reste, comme l'avait prévu Roland, le bois était désert; l'heure du dîner avait ramené chez eux les promeneurs.

	On trouva une espèce de clairière qui semblait faite exprès pour la circonstance.

	Les témoins regardèrent Roland et sir John.

	Ceux-ci firent de la tête un signe d'assentiment.

	— Rien n'est changé? demanda un des témoins s'adressant à lord

	Tanlay.

	— Demandez à M. de Montrevel, dit lord Tanlay; je suis ici sous son entière dépendance.

	— Rien, fit Roland.

	On tira les pistolets de la boîte, et on commença à les charger.

	Sir John se tenait à l'écart, fouillant les hautes herbes du bout de sa cravache.

	Roland le regarda, sembla hésiter un instant; puis, prenant sa résolution, marcha à lui. Sir John releva la tête et attendit avec une espérance visible.

	— Milord, lui dit Roland, je puis avoir à me plaindre de vous sous certains rapports, mais je ne vous en crois pas moins homme de parole.

	— Et vous avez raison, monsieur, répondit sir John.

	— Êtes-vous homme, si vous me survivez, à me tenir ici la promesse que vous m'aviez faite à Avignon?

	— Il n'y a pas de probabilité que je vous survive, monsieur, répondit lord Tanlay; mais vous pouvez disposer de moi tant qu'il me restera un souffle de vie.

	— Il s'agit des dernières dispositions à prendre à l'endroit de mon corps.

	— Seraient-elles les mêmes ici qu'à Avignon?

	— Elles seraient les mêmes, milord.

	— Bien… Vous pouvez être parfaitement tranquille.

	Roland salua sir John et revint à ses deux amis.

	— Avez-vous, en cas de malheur, quelque recommandation particulière à nous faire? demanda l'un d'eux.

	— Une seule.

	— Faites.

	— Vous ne vous opposerez en rien à ce que milord Tanlay décidera de mon corps et de mes funérailles. Au reste, voici dans ma main gauche un billet qui lui est destiné au cas où je serais tué sans avoir le temps de prononcer quelques paroles; vous ouvririez ma main et lui remettriez le billet.

	— Est-ce tout?

	— C'est tout.

	— Les pistolets sont chargés.

	— Eh bien, prévenez-en lord Tanlay.

	Un des jeunes gens se détacha et marcha vers sir John.

	L'autre mesura cinq pas.

	Roland vit que la distance était plus grande qu'il ne croyait.

	— Pardon, fit-il, j'ai dit trois pas.

	— Cinq, répondit l'officier qui mesurait la distance.

	— Du tout, cher ami, vous êtes dans lerreur.

	Il se retourna vers sir John et son témoin en les interrogeant du regard.

	— Trois pas vont très bien, répondit sir John en s'inclinant.

	Il n'y avait rien à dire puisque les deux adversaires étaient du même avis.

	On réduisit les cinq pas à trois.

	Puis on coucha à terre deux sabres pour servir de limite.

	Sir John et Roland s'approchèrent chacun de son côté, jusqu'à ce qu'ils eussent la pointe de leur botte sur la lame du sabre.

	Alors, on leur mit à chacun un pistolet tout chargé dans la main.

	Ils se saluèrent pour dire qu'ils étaient prêts.

	Les témoins s'éloignèrent; ils devaient frapper trois coups dans les mains.

	Au premier coup, les adversaires armaient leurs pistolets; au second, ils ajustaient; au troisième, ils lâchaient le coup.

	Les trois battements de mains retentirent à une distance égale au milieu du plus profond silence; on eût dit que le vent lui-même se taisait, que les feuilles elles-mêmes étaient muettes.

	Les adversaires étaient calmes; mais une angoisse visible se peignait sur le visage des deux témoins.

	Au troisième coup, les deux détonations retentirent avec une telle simultanéité, qu'elles n'en firent qu'une.

	Mais, au grand étonnement des témoins, les deux combattants restèrent debout.

	Au moment de tirer, Roland avait détourné son pistolet en l'abaissant vers la terre.

	Lord Tanlay avait levé le sien et coupé une branche derrière

	Roland, à trois pieds au-dessus de sa tête.

	Chacun des combattants était évidemment étonné d'une chose: c'était d'être encore vivant, ayant épargné son adversaire.

	Roland fut le premier qui reprit la parole:

	— Milord! s'écria-t-il, ma soeur me l'avait bien dit que vous étiez l'homme le plus généreux de la terre.

	Et, jetant son pistolet loin de lui, il tendit les bras à sir

	John.

	Sir John s'y précipita.

	— Ah! je comprends, dit-il: cette fois encore, vous vouliez mourir; mais, par bonheur, Dieu n'a pas permis que je fusse votre meurtrier!

	Les deux témoins s'approchèrent.

	— Qu'y a-t-il donc? demandèrent-ils.

	— Rien, fit Roland, sinon que, décidé à mourir, je voulais du moins mourir de la main de l'homme que j'aime le mieux au monde; par malheur, vous l'avez vu, il préférait mourir lui-même plutôt que de me tuer. Allons, ajouta Roland d'une voix sourde, je vois bien que c'est une besogne qu'il faut réserver aux Autrichiens.

	Puis, se jetant encore une fois dans les bras de lord Tanlay, et serrant la main de ses deux amis:

	— Excusez-moi, messieurs, dit-il; mais le premier consul va livrer une grande bataille en Italie, et je n'ai pas de temps à perdre si je veux en être.

	Et, laissant sir John donner aux officiers les explications que ceux-ci jugeaient convenable de lui demander, Roland regagna l'allée, sauta sur son cheval et retourna vers Paris au galop.

	Toujours possédé de cette fatale manie de la mort, nous avons dit quel était son dernier espoir.

	CONCLUSION

	Cependant l'armée française avait continué sa marche, et, le 2 juin, elle était entrée à Milan.

	Il y avait eu peu de résistance: le fort de Milan avait été bloqué. Murat, envoyé à Plaisance, s'en était emparé sans coup férir. Enfin, Lannes avait battu le général Ott à Montebello.

	Ainsi placé, on se trouvait sur les derrières de l'armée autrichienne, sans que celle-ci s'en doutât.

	Dans la nuit du 8 juin était arrivé un courrier de Murat, qui, ainsi que nous venons de le dire, occupait Plaisance; Murat avait intercepté une dépêche du général Mélas et l'envoyait au premier consul.

	Cette dépêche annonçait la capitulation de Gênes: Masséna, après avoir mangé les chevaux, les chiens, les chats, les rats, avait été forcé de se rendre.

	Mélas, au reste, traitait l'armée de réserve avec le plus profond dédain; il parlait de la présence de Bonaparte en Italie comme dune fable, et savait de source certaine que le premier consul était toujours à Paris.

	C'étaient là des nouvelles qu'il fallait communiquer sans retard à Bonaparte, la reddition de Gênes les rangeant dans la catégorie des mauvaises.

	En conséquence, Bourrienne réveilla le général à trois heures du matin et lui traduisit la dépêche.

	Le premier mot de Bonaparte fut:

	— Bourrienne, vous ne savez pas lallemand!

	Mais Bourrienne recommença la traduction mot à mot.

	Après cette seconde lecture, le général se leva, fit réveiller tout le monde, donna ses ordres, puis se recoucha et se rendormit.

	Le même jour, il quitta Milan, établit son quartier général à la Stradella, y resta jusqu'au 12 juin, en partit le 13, et marchant sur la Scrivia, traversa Montebello, où il vit le champ de bataille tout saignant et tout déchiré encore de la victoire de Lannes. La trace de la mort était partout; l'église regorgeait de morts et de blessés.

	— Diable! fit le premier consul en s'adressant au vainqueur, il paraît qu'il a fait chaud, ici!

	— Si chaud, général, que les os craquaient dans ma division comme la grêle qui tombe sur les vitrages.

	Le 11 juin, pendant que le général était à la Stradella, Desaix l'y avait rejoint.

	Libre en vertu de la capitulation d'El-Arich, il était arrivé à Toulon le 6 mai, c'est-à-dire le jour même où Bonaparte était parti de Paris.

	Au pied du Saint-Bernard, le premier consul avait reçu une lettre de Desaix, lui demandant s'il devait partir pour Paris ou rejoindre l'armée.

	— Ah bien oui, partir pour Paris! avait répondu Bonaparte; écrivez-lui de nous rejoindre en Italie partout où nous serons, au quartier général.

	Bourrienne avait écrit, et, comme nous lavons dit, Desaix était arrivé le 12 juin à la Stradella.

	Le premier consul lavait reçu avec une double joie: d'abord, il retrouvait un homme sans ambition, un officier intelligent, un ami dévoué; ensuite, Desaix arrivait juste pour remplacer dans le commandement de sa division, Boudet, qui venait d'être tué.

	Sur un faux rapport du général Gardanne, le premier consul avait cru que l'ennemi refusait la bataille et se retirait sur Gênes; il envoya Desaix et sa division sur la route de Novi pour lui couper la retraite.

	La nuit du 13 au 14 s'était passée le plus tranquillement du monde. Il y avait eu, la veille, malgré un orage terrible, un engagement dans lequel les Autrichiens avaient été battus. On eût dit que la nature et les hommes étaient fatigués et se reposaient.

	Bonaparte était tranquille; un seul pont existait sur la Bormida, et on lui avait affirmé que ce pont était coupé.

	Des avant-postes avaient été placés aussi loin que possible du côté de la Bormida, et ils étaient éclairés eux-mêmes par des groupes de quatre hommes.

	Toute la nuit fut occupée par lennemi à passer la rivière.

	À deux heures du matin, deux des groupes de quatre hommes furent surpris; sept hommes furent égorgés; le huitième s'échappa et vint, en criant: «Aux armes!» donner dans l'un des avant-postes. À l'instant même un courrier fut expédié au premier consul, qui avait couché à Torre-di-Garofolo.

	Mais, en attendant les ordres qui allaient arriver, la générale battit sur toute la ligne.

	Il faut avoir assisté à une pareille scène pour se faire une idée de leffet que produit sur une armée endormie, le tambour appelant le soldat aux armes, à trois heures du matin.

	C'est le frisson pour les plus braves.

	Les soldats s'étaient couchés tout habillés; chacun se leva, courut aux faisceaux, sauta sur son arme.

	Les lignes se formèrent dans la vaste plaine de Marengo; le bruit du tambour s'étendait comme une longue traînée de poudre, et, dans la demi-obscurité, on voyait courir et s'agiter l'avant-garde.

	Quand le jour se leva, nos troupes occupaient les positions suivantes:

	La division Gardanne et la division Chamberlhac, formant l'extrême avant-garde, étaient campées à la cassine de Petra-Bona, c'est-à- dire dans l'angle que fait, avec la route de Marengo à Tortone, la Bormida traversant cette route pour aller se jeter dans le Tanaro.

	Le corps du général Lannes était en avant du village de San- Giuliano, le même que le premier consul avait montré, trois mois auparavant, sur la carte, à Roland, en lui disant que là se déciderait le sort de la prochaine campagne.

	La garde des consuls était placée en arrière des troupes du général Lannes, à une distance de cinq cents toises environ.

	La brigade de cavalerie aux ordres du général Kellermann et quelques escadrons de hussards et de chasseurs formaient la gauche et remplissaient sur la première ligne les intervalles des divisions Gardanne et Chamberlhac.

	Une seconde brigade de cavalerie, commandée par le général Champeaux, formait la droite et remplissait, sur la seconde ligne, les intervalles de la cavalerie du général Lannes.

	Enfin, le 12e régiment de hussards et le 21e régiment de chasseurs, détachés par Murat sous les ordres du général Rivaud, occupaient le débouché de Salo situé à l'extrême droite de la position générale.

	Tout cela pouvait former vingt-cinq ou vingt-six mille hommes sans compter les divisions Monnier et Boudet, dix mille hommes à peu près, commandées par Desaix et détachées de l'armée pour aller couper la retraite à l'ennemi sur la route de Gênes.

	Seulement, au lieu de battre en retraite, l'ennemi attaquait.

	En effet, le 13, dans la journée, le général Mélas, général en chef de l'armée autrichienne, avait achevé de réunir les troupes des généraux Haddick, Kaim et Ott, avait passé le Tanaro, et était venu camper en avant d'Alexandrie avec trente-six mille hommes d'infanterie, sept mille de cavalerie et une artillerie nombreuse, bien servie et bien attelée.

	À quatre heures du matin, la fusillade s'engageait sur la droite, et le général Victor assignait à chacun sa ligne de bataille.

	À cinq heures, Bonaparte fut réveillé par le bruit du canon.

	Au moment où il s'habillait à la hâte, un aide de camp de Victor accourut lui annoncer que l'ennemi avait passé la Bormida et que l'on se battait sur toute la ligne.

	Le premier consul se fit amener son cheval, sauta dessus, s'élança au galop vers l'endroit où la bataille était engagée.

	Du sommet d'un monticule, il vit la position des deux armées.

	L'ennemi était formé sur trois colonnes; celle de gauche, composée de toute la cavalerie et de l'infanterie légère, se dirigeait vers Castel-Ceriolo par le chemin de Salo, en même temps que les colonnes du centre et de la droite, appuyées l'une à l'autre, et comprenant les corps d'infanterie des généraux Haddick, Kaim et O'Reilly et la réserve des grenadiers aux ordres du général Ott, s'avançaient par la route de Tortone en remontant la Bormida.

	À leurs premiers pas au-delà de la rivière, ces deux dernières colonnes étaient venues se heurter aux troupes du général Gardanne, postées, comme nous l'avons dit, à la ferme et sur le ravin de Petra-Bona; c'était le bruit de l'artillerie marchant devant elles qui attirait Bonaparte sur le champ de bataille.

	Il arriva juste au moment où la division Gardanne, écrasée par le feu de cette artillerie, commençait à se replier, et où le général Victor faisait avancer à son secours la division Chamberlhac.

	Soutenues par ce mouvement, les troupes de Gardanne opéraient leur retraite en bon ordre et couvraient le village de Marengo.

	La situation était grave; toutes les combinaisons du général en chef étaient renversées. Au lieu d'attaquer, selon son habitude, avec des forces savamment massées, il se voyait attaqué lui-même avant d'avoir pu concentrer ses troupes.

	Profitant du terrain qui s'élargissait devant eux, les Autrichiens cessaient de marcher en colonnes et se déployaient en lignes parallèles à celles des généraux Gardanne et Chamberlhac; seulement, ils étaient deux contre un.

	La première des lignes ennemies était commandée par le général Haddick; la seconde, par le général Mélas; la troisième, par le général Ott.

	À une très petite distance en avant de la Bormida, il existe un ruisseau appelé le Fontanone; ce ruisseau coule dans un ravin profond, qui forme un demi-cercle autour du village de Marengo et le défend.

	Le général Victor avait déjà vu le parti que l'on pouvait tirer de ce retranchement naturel, et s'en était servi pour rallier les divisions Gardanne et Chamberlhac.

	Bonaparte approuvant les dispositions de Victor, lui envoya l'ordre de défendre Marengo jusqu'à la dernière extrémité: il lui fallait à lui le temps de reconnaître son jeu sur ce grand échiquier enfermé entre la Bormida, le Fontanone et Marengo.

	La première mesure à prendre était de rappeler le corps de Desaix, en marche, comme nous l'avons dit, pour couper la route de Gènes.

	Bonaparte expédia deux ou trois aides de camp en leur ordonnant de ne s'arrêter que lorsqu'ils auraient rejoint ce corps.

	Puis il attendit, comprenant qu'il n'y avait rien à faire qu'à battre en retraite le plus régulièrement possible, jusqu'au moment où une masse compacte lui permettrait non seulement d'arrêter le mouvement rétrograde, mais encore de marcher en avant.

	Seulement, l'attente était terrible.

	Au bout d'un instant, l'action s'était réengagée sur toute la ligne. Les Autrichiens étaient parvenus au bord du Fontanone, dont les Français tenaient l'autre rive; on se fusillait de chaque côté du ravin; on s'envoyait et se renvoyait la mitraille à portée de pistolet.

	Protégé par une artillerie terrible, l'ennemi, supérieur en nombre, n'a qu'à s'étendre pour nous déborder.

	Le général Rivaud, de la division Gardanne, le voit qui s'apprête à opérer ce mouvement.

	Il se porte hors du village de Marengo, place un bataillon en rase campagne, lui ordonne de se faire tuer sans reculer d'un pas; puis, tandis que ce bataillon sert de point de mire à l'artillerie ennemie, il forme sa cavalerie en colonne, tourne le bataillon, tombe sur trois mille Autrichiens qui s'avancent au pas de charge, les repousse, les met en désordre, et tout blessé qu'il est, par un biscaïen, les force à aller se reformer derrière leur ligne.

	Après quoi, il vient se replacer à la droite du bataillon qui n'a pas bougé d'un pas.

	Mais, pendant ce temps, la division Gardanne, qui depuis le matin lutte contre l'ennemi, est rejetée dans Marengo, où la suit la première ligne des Autrichiens, dont la première ligne force bientôt la division Chamberlhac à se replier en arrière du village.

	Là, un aide de camp du général en chef ordonne aux deux divisions de se rallier, et coûte que coûte, de reprendre Marengo.

	Le général Victor les reforme, se met à leur tête, pénètre dans les rues que les Autrichiens n'ont pas eu le temps de barricader, reprend le village, le reperd, le reprend encore; puis, enfin, écrasé par le nombre, le reperd une dernière fois.

	Il est vrai qu'il est onze heures du matin, et qu'à cette heure, Desaix, rejoint par les aides de camp de Bonaparte, doit marcher au canon.

	Cependant, les deux divisions de Lannes sont arrivées au secours des divisions engagées; ce renfort aide Gardanne, et Chamberlhac à reformer leurs lignes parallèlement à l'ennemi, qui débouche à la fois par Marengo et par la droite et la gauche du village.

	Les Autrichiens vont nous déborder.

	Lannes, formant son centre des divisions ralliées de Victor, s'étend avec ses deux divisions moins fatiguées, afin de les opposer aux deux ailes autrichiennes; les deux corps, l'un exalté par un commencement de victoire, l'autre tout frais de son repos, se heurtent avec rage, et le combat, un instant interrompu par la double manoeuvre de l'armée, recommence sur toute la ligne.

	Après une lutte d'une heure, pied à pied, baïonnette à baïonnette, le corps d'armée du général Kaim plie et recule; le général Champeaux, à la tête du 1er et du 8e régiments de dragons, charge sur lui et augmente son désordre. Le général Watrin, avec le 6e léger, les 22e et 44e de ligne, se met à leur poursuite et les rejette à près de mille toises derrière le ruisseau. Mais le mouvement qu'il vient de faire l'a séparé de son corps d'armée; les divisions du centre vont se trouver compromises par la victoire de l'aile droite, et les généraux Champeaux et Watrin sont obligés de revenir prendre le poste qu'ils ont laissé à découvert.

	En ce moment, Kellerman faisait à l'aile gauche ce que Watrin et Champeaux venaient de faire à l'aile droite. Deux charges de cavalerie ont percé l'ennemi à jour; mais, derrière la première ligne, il en a trouvé une seconde, et, n'osant s'engager plus avant à cause de la supériorité du nombre, il a perdu le fruit de sa victoire momentanée.

	Il est midi.

	La ligne française, qui ondulait comme un serpent de flamme sur une longueur de près d'une lieue, est brisée vers son centre. Ce centre, en reculant, abandonnait les ailes: les ailes ont donc été forcées de suivre le mouvement rétrograde. Kellermann à gauche, Watrin à droite, ont donné à leurs hommes l'ordre de reculer.

	La retraite s'opéra par échiquier, sous le feu de quatre-vingts pièces d'artillerie qui précédaient la marche des bataillons autrichiens; les rangs se dégarnissaient à vue d'oeil: on ne voyait que blessés apportés à l'ambulance par leurs camarades, qui, pour la plupart, ne revenaient plus.

	Une division battait en retraite à travers un champ de blés mûrs; un obus éclata et mit le feu à cette paille déjà sèche, deux ou trois mille hommes se trouvèrent au milieu d'un incendie. Les gibernes prirent feu et sautèrent. Un immense désordre se mit dans les rangs.

	Alors, Bonaparte lança la garde consulaire; elle arriva au pas de course, se déploya en bataille et arrêta les progrès de l'ennemi. De leur côté, les grenadiers à cheval se précipitèrent au galop et culbutèrent la cavalerie autrichienne.

	Pendant ce temps, la division échappée à l'incendie se reformait, recevait de nouvelles cartouches et rentrait en ligne.

	Mais ce mouvement n'avait eu d'autre résultat que d'empêcher la retraite de se changer en déroute.

	Il était deux heures.

	Bonaparte regardait cette retraite, assis sur la levée du fossé de la grande route d'Alexandrie; il était seul; il avait la bride de son cheval passée au bras et faisait voltiger de petites pierres en les fouettant du bout de sa cravache. Les boulets sillonnaient la terre tout autour de lui.

	Il semblait indifférent à ce grand drame, au dénouement duquel cependant étaient suspendues toutes ses espérances.

	Jamais il n'avait joué si terrible partie: six ans de victoire contre la couronne de France!

	Tout à coup, il parut sortir de sa rêverie; au milieu de l'effroyable bruit de la fusillade et du canon, il lui semblait entendre le bruit d'un galop de cheval. Il leva la tête. En effet, du côté de Novi arrivait un cavalier à toute bride sur un cheval blanc d'écume.

	Lorsque le cavalier ne fut plus qu'à cinquante pas, Bonaparte jeta un cri.

	— Roland! dit-il.

	Celui-ci, de son côté, arrivait en criant:

	— Desaix! Desaix! Desaix!

	Bonaparte ouvrit les bras; Roland sauta à bas de son cheval, et se précipita au cou du premier consul.

	Il y avait pour Bonaparte deux joies dans cette arrivée: celle de revoir un homme qu'il savait lui être dévoué jusqu'à la mort, celle de la nouvelle apportée par lui.

	— Ainsi, Desaix?… interrogea le premier consul.

	— Desaix est à une lieue à peine; l'un de vos aides de camp la rencontré revenant sur ses pas et marchant au canon.

	— Allons, dit Bonaparte, peut-être arrivera-t-il encore à temps.

	— Comment, à temps?

	— Regarde!

	Roland jeta un coup d'oeil sur le champ de bataille et comprit la situation.

	Pendant les quelques minutes où Bonaparte avait détourné ses yeux de la mêlée, elle s'était encore aggravée.

	La première colonne autrichienne, qui s'était dirigée sur Castel-

	Ceriolo et qui n'avait pas encore donné, débordait notre droite.

	Si elle entrait en ligne, c'était la déroute au lieu de la retraite.

	Desaix arriverait trop tard.

	— Prends mes deux derniers régiments de grenadiers, dit Bonaparte; rallie la garde consulaire, et porte-toi avec eux à lextrême droite… tu comprends? en carré, Roland! et arrête cette colonne comme une redoute de granit.

	Il n'y avait pas un instant à perdre; Roland sauta à cheval, prit les deux régiments de grenadiers, rallia la garde consulaire et s'élança à lextrême droite.

	Arrivé à cinquante pas de la colonne du général Elsnitz:

	— En carré! cria Roland; le premier consul nous regarde.

	Le carré se forma; chaque homme sembla prendre racine à sa place.

	Au lieu de continuer son chemin pour venir en aide aux généraux Mélas et Kaim, au lieu de mépriser ces neuf cents hommes qui n'étaient point à craindre sur les derrières d'une armée victorieuse, le général Elsnitz s'acharna contre eux.

	Ce fut une faute; cette faute sauva larmée.

	Ces neuf cents hommes furent véritablement la redoute de granit qu'avait espérée Bonaparte: artillerie, fusillade, baïonnettes, tout s'usa sur elle.

	Elle ne recula point d'un pas.

	Bonaparte la regardait avec admiration, quand, en détournant enfin les yeux du côté de la route de Novi, il vit apparaître les premières baïonnettes de Desaix.

	Placé au point le plus élevé du plateau, il voyait ce que ne pouvait voir lennemi.

	Il fit signe à un groupe d'officiers qui se tenait à quelques pas de lui, prêts à porter ses ordres.

	Derrière ces officiers étaient deux ou trois domestiques tenant des chevaux de main.

	Officiers et domestiques s'avancèrent.

	Bonaparte montra à l'un des officiers la forêt de baïonnettes qui reluisaient au soleil.

	— Au galop vers ces baïonnettes, dit-il, et qu'elles se hâtent! Quant à Desaix, vous lui direz que je suis ici et que je lattends.

	L'officier partit au galop.

	Bonaparte reporta ses yeux sur le champ de bataille.

	La retraite continuait; mais le général Elsnitz et sa colonne étaient arrêtés par Roland et ses neuf cents hommes.

	La redoute de granit s'était changée en volcan; elle jetait le feu par ses quatre faces.

	Alors, s'adressant aux trois autres officiers:

	— Un de vous au centre; les deux autres aux ailes! dit Bonaparte; annoncez partout l'arrivée de la réserve et la reprise de l'offensive.

	Les trois officiers partirent comme trois flèches lancées par le même arc, s'écartant de leur point de départ au fur et à mesure qu'ils approchaient de leur but respectif.

	Au moment où, après les avoir suivis des yeux, Bonaparte se retournait, un cavalier portant luniforme d'officier général n'était plus qu'à cinquante pas de lui.

	C'était Desaix.

	Desaix, qu'il avait quitté sur la terre d'Égypte et qui, le matin même, disait en riant:

	— Les boulets d'Europe ne me connaissent plus, il m'arrivera malheur.

	Une poignée de mains suffit aux deux amis pour échanger leur coeur.

	Puis Bonaparte étendit le bras vers le champ de bataille.

	La simple vue en apprenait plus que toutes les paroles du monde.

	Des vingt mille hommes qui avaient commencé le combat vers cinq heures du matin, à peine, sur un rayon de deux lieues, restait-il neuf mille hommes d'infanterie, mille chevaux et dix pièces de canon en état de faire feu; un quart de l'armée était hors de combat; l'autre quart, occupé à transporter les blessés que le premier consul avait donné l'ordre de ne pas abandonner. Tout reculait, à l'exception de Roland et de ses neuf cents hommes.

	Le vaste espace compris entre la Bormida et le point de retraite où l'on était arrivé, était couvert de cadavres d'hommes et de chevaux, de canons démontés, de caissons brisés.

	De place en place montaient des colonnes de flamme et de fumée; c'étaient des champs de blé qui brûlaient.

	Desaix embrassa tous ces détails d'un coup d'oeil.

	— Que pensez-vous de la bataille? demanda Bonaparte.

	— Je pense, dit Desaix, qu'elle est perdue; mais comme il n'est encore que trois heures de laprès-midi, nous avons le temps d'en gagner une autre.

	— Seulement, dit une voix, il vous faut du canon.

	Cette voix, c'était celle de Marmont, qui commandait en chef lartillerie.

	— Vous avez raison, Marmont; mais où allez vous en prendre, du canon?

	— Cinq pièces que je puis retirer du champ de bataille encore intactes, cinq autres que nous avions laissées sur la Scrivia et qui viennent d'arriver.

	— Et huit pièces que j'amène, dit Desaix.

	— Dix-huit pièces, reprit Marmont, c'est tout ce qu'il me faut.

	Un aide de camp partit pour hâter larrivée des pièces de Desaix. La réserve approchait toujours et n'était plus qu'à un demi-quart de lieue.

	La position, du reste, semblait choisie à l'avance; à la gauche de la route s'élevait une haie gigantesque, perpendiculaire au chemin et protégée par un talus.

	On y fit filer linfanterie au fur et à mesure qu'elle arrivait; la cavalerie elle-même put se dissimuler derrière ce large rideau.

	Pendant ce temps, Marmont avait réuni ses dix-huit pièces de canon et les avait mises en batterie sur le front droit de larmée.

	Tout à coup, elles éclatèrent et vomirent sur les étrangers un déluge de mitraille.

	Il y eut dans les rangs ennemis un moment d'hésitation.

	Bonaparte en profita pour passer sur toute la ligne française.

	— Camarades, s'écria-t-il, c'est assez faire de pas en arrière, souvenez-vous que c'est mon habitude de coucher sur le champ de bataille.

	En même temps, et comme pour répondre à la canonnade de Marmont, des feux de peloton éclatent à gauche, prenant les Autrichiens en flanc.

	C'est Desaix et sa division qui les foudroient à bout portant et en plein travers.

	Toute larmée comprend que c'est la réserve qui donne et qu'il faut laider d'un effort suprême.

	Le mot «En avant!» retentit de l'extrême gauche à lextrême droite.

	Les tambours battent la charge.

	Les Autrichiens, qui n'ont pas vu les renforts qui viennent d'arriver et qui, croyant la journée à eux, marchaient le fusil sur l'épaule comme à une promenade, sentent qu'il vient de se passer dans nos rangs quelque chose d'étrange, et veulent retenir la victoire qu'ils sentent glisser entre leurs mains.

	Mais partout les Français ont repris l'offensive, partout le terrible pas de charge et la victorieuse _Marseillaise _se font entendre; la batterie de Marmont vomit le feu; Kellermann s'élance avec ses cuirassiers et traverse les deux lignes ennemies.

	Desaix saute les fossés, franchit les haies, arrive sur une petite éminence et tombe au moment où il se retourne pour voir si sa division le suit; mais sa mort, au lieu de diminuer l'ardeur de ses soldats, la redouble: ils s'élancent à la baïonnette sur la colonne du général Zach.

	En ce moment, Kellermann, qui a traversé les deux lignes ennemies, voit la division Desaix aux prises avec une masse compacte et immobile, il charge en flanc, pénètre dans un intervalle, l'ouvre, la brise, l'écartèle; en moins d'un quart d'heure, les cinq mille grenadiers autrichiens qui composent cette masse sont enfoncés, culbutés, dispersés, foudroyés, anéantis, ils disparaissent comme une fumée; le général Zach et son état-major sont faits prisonniers; c'est tout ce qu'il en reste.

	Alors, à son tour, l'ennemi veut faire donner son immense cavalerie; mais le feu continuel de la mousqueterie, la mitraille dévorante et la terrible baïonnette l'arrêtent court.

	Murat manoeuvre sur les flancs avec deux pièces d'artillerie légère et un obusier qui envoient la mort en courant.

	Un instant il s'arrête pour dégager Roland et ses neuf cents hommes; un de ses obus tombe dans les rangs des Autrichiens et éclate; une ouverture se fait pareille à un gouffre de flammes: Roland s'y élance, un pistolet d'une main, son sabre de l'autre; toute la garde consulaire le suit, ouvrant les rangs autrichiens comme un coin de fer ouvre un tronc de chêne; il pénètre jusqu'à un caisson brisé qu'entoure la masse ennemie; il introduit son bras armé du pistolet dans l'ouverture du caisson et fait feu.

	Une détonation effroyable se fait entendre, un volcan s'est ouvert et a dévoré tout ce qui l'entourait.

	Le corps d'armée du général Elsnitz est en pleine déroute.

	Alors tout plie, tout recule, tout se débande; les généraux autrichiens, veulent en vain soutenir la retraite, l'armée française franchit en une demi-heure la plaine qu'elle a défendue pied à pied pendant huit heures.

	L'ennemi ne s'arrête qu'à Marengo, où il tente en vain de se reformer sous le feu des artilleurs de Carra-Saint-Cyr, oubliés à Castel-Ceriolo, et qu'on retrouve au dénouement de la journée; mais arrivent au pas de course les divisions Desaix, Gardanne et Chamberlhac, qui poursuivent les Autrichiens de rue en rue.

	Marengo est emporté; l'ennemi se retire sur la position de Petra-

	Bana, qui est emportée comme Marengo.

	Les Autrichiens se précipitent vers les ponts de la Bormida, mais Carra-Saint-Cyr y est arrivé avant eux: alors la multitude des fuyards cherche les gués, et s'élance dans la Bormida sous le feu de toute notre ligne, qui ne s'éteint qu'à dix heures du soir… Les débris de l'armée autrichienne regagnèrent leur camp d'Alexandrie; l'armée française bivouaqua devant les têtes de pont.

	La journée avait coûté aux Autrichiens quatre mille cinq cents morts, six mille blessés, cinq mille prisonniers, douze drapeaux, trente pièces de canon.

	Jamais la fortune ne s'était montrée sous deux faces si opposées.

	À deux heures de l'après-midi, c'était pour Bonaparte une défaite et ses désastreuses conséquences; à cinq heures, c'était l'Italie reconquise d'un seul coup et le trône de France en perspective.

	Le soir même, le premier consul écrivait cette lettre à madame de

	Montrevel:

	«Madame,

	«J'ai remporté aujourd'hui ma plus belle victoire; mais cette victoire me coûte les deux moitiés de mon coeur, Desaix et Roland.

	«Ne pleurez point, madame: depuis longtemps, votre fils voulait mourir et il ne pouvait mourir plus glorieusement.

	«BONAPARTE.»

	On fit des recherches inutiles pour retrouver le cadavre du jeune aide de camp: comme Romulus, il avait disparu dans une tempête.

	Nul ne sut jamais quelle cause lui avait fait poursuivre, avec tant d'acharnement, une mort qu'il avait eu tant de peine à rencontrer.

	UN MOT AU LECTEUR

	Il y a à peu près un an que mon vieil ami Jules Simon, l'auteur du _Devoir, _vint me demander de lui faire un roman pour le Journal pour Tous.

	Je lui racontai un sujet de roman que j'avais dans la tête. Le sujet lui convenait. Nous signâmes le traité séance tenante.

	L'action se passait de 1791 à 1793, et le premier chapitre s'ouvrait à Varennes, le soir de l'arrestation du roi.

	Seulement, si pressé que fût le Journal pour Tous, je demandai à

	Jules Simon une quinzaine de jours avant de me mettre à son roman.

	Je voulais aller à Varennes; je ne connaissais pas Varennes.

	Il y a une chose que je ne sais pas faire: c'est un livre ou un drame sur des localités que je n'ai pas vues.

	Pour faire _Christine, _j'ai été à Fontainebleau; pour faire Henri III, j'ai été à Blois; pour faire les Mousquetaires, j'ai été à Boulogne et à Béthune; pour faire _Monte-Cristo, _je suis retourné aux Catalans et au château d'If; pour faire Isaac Laquedem, je suis retourné à Rome; et j'ai, certes, perdu plus de temps à étudier Jérusalem et Corinthe à distance que si j'y fusse allé.

	Cela donne un tel caractère de vérité à ce que je fais, que les personnages que je plante poussent parfois aux endroits où je les ai plantés, de telle façon que quelques-uns finissent par croire qu'ils ont existé.

	Il y a même des gens qui les ont connus.

	Ainsi je vais vous dire une chose en confidence, chers lecteurs; seulement, ne la répétez point. Je ne veux pas faire tort à d'honnêtes pères de famille qui vivent de cette petite industrie, mais, si vous allez à Marseille, on vous montrera la maison de Morel sur le Cours, la maison de Mercédès aux Catalans, et les cachots de Dantès et de Faria au château d'If.

	Lorsque je mis en scène _Monte-Cristo _au Théâtre-Historique, j'écrivis à Marseille pour que lon me fît un dessin du château d'If, et qu'on me l'envoyât. Ce dessin était destiné au décorateur.

	Le peintre auquel je m'étais adressé m'envoya le dessin demandé.

	Seulement il fit mieux que je n'eusse osé exiger de lui; il

	écrivit sous le dessin: «Vue du château d'If, à l'endroit où

	Dantès fut précipité.»

	J'ai appris, depuis, qu'un brave homme de cicérone, attaché au château d'If, vendait des plumes en cartilages de poisson, faites par l'abbé Faria lui-même.

	Il n'y a qu'un malheur, c'est que Dantès et l'abbé Faria n'ont jamais existé que dans mon imagination, et que, par conséquent, Dantès n'a pu être précipité du haut en bas du château d'If, ni l'abbé Faria faire des plumes.

	Mais voilà ce que c'est de visiter les localités.

	Je voulais donc visiter Varennes avant de commencer mon roman, dont le premier chapitre s'ouvrait à Varennes.

	Puis, historiquement, Varennes me tracassait fort: plus je lisais de relations historiques sur Varennes, moins je comprenais topographiquement l'arrestation du roi.

	Je proposai donc à mon jeune ami Paul Bocage de venir avec moi à

	Varennes.

	J'étais sûr d'avance qu'il accepterait. Proposer un pareil voyage à cet esprit pittoresque et charmant, c'était le faire bondir de sa chaise au chemin de fer.

	Nous prîmes le chemin de fer de Châlons.

	À Châlons, nous fîmes prix avec un loueur de voitures qui, à raison de dix francs par jour, nous prêta un cheval et une carriole.

	Nous fûmes sept jours en chemin: trois jours pour aller de Châlons à Varennes, trois jours de Varennes à Châlons, et un jour pour faire toutes nos recherches locales dans la ville.

	Je reconnus, avec une satisfaction que vous comprendrez facilement, que pas un historien n'avait été historique, et, avec une satisfaction plus grande encore, que c'était M. Thiers qui avait été le moins historique de tous les historiens.

	Je m'en doutais bien déjà, mais je n'en avais pas la certitude.

	Le seul qui eût été exact, mais d'une exactitude absolue, c'était

	Victor Hugo, dans son livre intitulé Le Rhin.

	 

	Il est vrai que Victor Hugo est un poète, et non pas un historien.

	Quels historiens cela ferait, que les poètes, s'ils consentaient à se faire historiens

	Un jour, Lamartine me demandait à quoi j'attribuais l'immense succès de son Histoire des Girondins.

	— À ce que vous vous êtes élevé à la hauteur du roman, lui répondis-je.

	Il réfléchit longtemps, et finit, je crois, par être de mon avis.

	Je restai donc un jour à Varennes, et visitai toutes les localités nécessaires à mon roman, qui devait être intitulé René d'Argonne.

	Puis je revins.

	Mon fils était à la campagne à Sainte-Assise, près Melun; ma chambre m'attendait; je résolus d'y aller faire mon roman.

	Je ne sais pas deux caractères plus opposés que celui dAlexandre et le mien, et qui cependant aillent mieux ensemble.

	Nous avons certes de bonnes heures parmi celles que nous passons loin l'un de l'autre; mais je crois que nous n'en avons pas de meilleures que celles que nous passons l'un près de l'autre.

	Au reste, depuis trois ou quatre jours, j'étais installé, essayant de me mettre à mon _René dArgonne, _prenant la plume, et la déposant presque aussitôt.

	Cela n'allait pas.

	Je m'en consolais en racontant des histoires.

	Le hasard fit que j'en racontai une qui m'avait été racontée à moi-même par Nodier: c'était celle de quatre jeunes gens affiliés a la compagnie de Jéhu, et qui avaient été exécutés à Bourg en Bresse, avec des circonstances du plus haut dramatique.

	L'un de ces quatre jeunes gens, celui qui eut le plus de peine à mourir, ou plutôt celui que l'on eut le plus de peine à tuer, avait dix-neuf ans et demi.

	Alexandre écouta mon histoire avec beaucoup d'attention.

	Puis, quand j'eus fini:

	— Sais-tu, me dit-il, ce que je ferais à ta place?

	— Je laisserais là _René d'Argonne, qui _ne rend pas, et je ferais tes Compagnons de Jéhu, à la place.

	— Mais pense donc que j'ai lautre roman dans ma tête depuis un an ou deux, et qu'il est presque fini.

	— Il ne le sera jamais, puisqu'il ne l'est pas maintenant.

	— Tu pourrais bien avoir raison; mais je vais perdre six mois à me retrouver où j'en suis.

	— Bon! dans trois jours, tu auras fait un demi-volume.

	— Alors, tu m'aideras.

	— Oui, je vais te donner deux personnages.

	— Voilà tout?

	— Tu es trop exigeant! le reste te regarde; moi, je fais ma Question d'argent.

	— Eh bien, quels sont tes deux personnages?

	— Un gentleman anglais et un capitaine français.

	— Voyons lAnglais d'abord.

	— Soit!

	Et Alexandre me fit le portrait de lord Tanlay.

	— Ton gentleman anglais me va, lui dis-je; maintenant, voyons ton capitaine français.

	— Mon capitaine français est un personnage mystérieux, qui veut se faire tuer à toute force et qui ne peut pas en venir à bout; de sorte que, chaque fois qu'il veut se faire tuer, comme il accomplit une action d'éclat, il monte d'un grade.

	— Mais pourquoi veut-il se faire tuer?

	— Parce qu'il est dégoûté de la vie.

	— Et pourquoi est-il dégoûté de la vie?

	
— Ah! voilà le secret du livre.

	— Il faudra toujours finir par le dire.

	— Moi, à ta place, je ne le dirais pas.

	— Les lecteurs le demanderont.

	— Tu leur répondras qu'ils n'ont qu'à chercher; il faut bien leur laisser quelque chose à faire, aux lecteurs.

	— Cher ami, je vais être écrasé de lettres.

	— Tu n'y répondras pas.

	— Oui, mais, pour ma satisfaction personnelle, faut-il au moins que je sache pourquoi mon héros veut se faire tuer.

	— Oh! à toi je ne refuse pas de le dire.

	— Voyons.

	— Eh bien, je suppose qu'au lieu d'être professeur de dialectique, Abeilard ait été soldat.

	— Après?

	— Eh bien, suppose qu'une balle…

	— Très bien.

	— Tu comprends! au lieu de se retirer au Paraclet, il aurait fait tout ce qu'il aurait pu pour se faire tuer.

	— Hum!

	— Quoi?

	— C'est rude!

	— Rude, comment?

	— À faire avaler au public.

	— Puisque tu ne le lui diras pas, au public.

	— Cest juste. Par ma foi, je crois que tu as raison… Attends.

	— Jattends.

	— As-tu les Souvenirs de la Révolution, de Nodier?

	— Jai tout Nodier.

	— Va me chercher ses Souvenirs de la révolution. Je crois quil a écrit une ou deux pages sur Guyon, Leprêtre, Amiet et Hyvert.

	— Alors, on va dire que tu as volé Nodier.

	— Oh! il m'aimait assez de son vivant pour me donner ce que je vais lui prendre après sa mort. Va me chercher les Souvenirs de la Révolution.

	Alexandre alla me chercher les Souvenirs de la Révolution. J'ouvris le livre, je feuilletai trois ou quatre pages, et enfin je tombai sur ce que je cherchais.

	Un peu de Nodier, chers lecteurs, vous n'y perdrez rien. C'est lui qui parle:

	«Les voleurs de diligences dont il est question dans larticle

	Amiet, que j'ai cité tout à lheure, s'appelaient Leprêtre,

	Hyvert, Guyon et Amiet.

	«Leprêtre avait quarante-huit ans; c'était un ancien capitaine de dragons, chevalier de Saint-Louis, doué d'une physionomie noble, d'une tournure avantageuse et d'une grande élégance de manières. Guyon et Amiet n'ont jamais été connus sous leur véritable nom. Ils devaient ceux-là à l'obligeance si commune des marchands de passeports. Qu'on se figure deux étourdis d'entre vingt et trente ans, liés par quelque responsabilité commune qui était peut-être celle d'une mauvaise action, ou par un intérêt plus délicat et plus généreux, la crainte de compromettre leur nom de famille, on connaîtra de Guyon et d'Amiet tout ce que je m'en rappelle. Ce dernier avait la figure sinistre, et c'est peut-être à sa mauvaise apparence qu'il doit la mauvaise réputation dont les biographes lont doté. Hyvert était le fils d'un riche négociant de Lyon, qui avait offert, au sous-officier chargé de son transfèrement, soixante mille francs pour le laisser sévader. C'était à la fois lAchille de Pâris et de la bande. Sa taille était moyenne, mais bien prise, sa tournure gracieuse, vive et svelte. On n'avait jamais vu son oeil sans un regard animé, ni sa bouche sans un sourire. Il avait une de ces physionomies qu'on ne peut oublier, et qui se composent d'un mélange inexprimable de douceur et de force, de tendresse et d'énergie. Quand il se livrait à l'éloquente pétulance de ses inspirations, il s'élevait jusqu'à l'enthousiasme. Sa conversation annonçait un commencement d'instruction bien faite et beaucoup d'esprit naturel. Ce qu'il y avait d'effrayant en lui, c'était lexpression étourdissante de sa gaieté, qui contrastait d'une manière horrible avec sa position. D'ailleurs, on s'accordait à le trouver bon, généreux, humain, facile à manier pour les faibles; car il aimait à faire parade contre les autres d'une vigueur réellement athlétique, que ses traits efféminés étaient loin d'indiquer. Il se flattait de n'avoir jamais manqué d'argent et de n'avoir jamais eu d'ennemis. Ce fut sa seule réponse à limputation de vol et d'assassinat. Il avait vingt-deux ans.

	«Ces quatre hommes avaient été chargés de lattaque d'une diligence qui portait quarante mille francs pour le compte du gouvernement. Cette opération s'exécutait en plein jour, presque à l'amiable, et les voyageurs, désintéressés dans laffaire, s'en souciaient fort peu. Ce jour-là, un enfant de dix ans, bravement extravagant, s'élança sur le pistolet du conducteur et tira sur les assaillants. Comme larme pacifique n'était chargée qu'à poudre, suivant lusage, personne ne fut blessé; mais il y eut dans la voiture une grande et juste appréhension de représailles. La mère du petit garçon fut saisie d'une crise de nerfs si affreuse, que cette nouvelle inquiétude fit diversion à toutes les autres, et qu'elle occupa tout particulièrement lattention des brigands. L'un d'eux s'élança près d'elle en la rassurant de la manière la plus affectueuse, en la félicitant sur le courage prématuré de son fils, en lui prodiguant les sels et les parfums dont ces messieurs étaient ordinairement munis pour leur propre usage. Elle revint à elle, et ses compagnons de voyage remarquèrent que, dans ce moment d'émotion, le masque du voleur était tombé, mais ils ne le virent point.

	«La police de ce temps-là, retranchée sur une observation impuissante, ne pouvait s'opposer aux opérations des bandits; mais elle ne manquait pas de moyens pour se mettre à leur trace. Le mot d'ordre se donnait au café, et on se rendait compte d'un fait qui emportait la peine de mort d'un bout du billard à l'autre. Telle était limportance qu'y attachaient les coupables et qu'y attachait l'opinion. Ces hommes de terreur et de sang se retrouvaient le soir dans le monde et parlaient de leurs expéditions nocturnes comme d'une veillée de plaisir. Leprêtre, Hyvert, Guyon et Amiet furent traduits devant le tribunal d'un département voisin. Personne n'avait souffert de leur attentat, que le Trésor, qui n'intéressait qui que ce fût, car on ne savait plus à qui il appartenait. Personne n'en pouvait reconnaître un, si ce n'est la belle dame, qui n'eut garde de le faire. Ils furent acquittés à l'unanimité.

	«Cependant la conviction de lopinion était si manifeste et si prononcée, que le ministère public fut obligé d'en appeler. Le jugement fut cassé; mais telle était alors l'incertitude du pouvoir, qu'il redoutait presque de punir des excès qui pouvaient, le lendemain, être cités comme des titres. Les accusés furent renvoyés devant le tribunal de lAin, dans cette ville de Bourg où étaient une partie de leurs amis, de leurs parents, de leurs fauteurs, de leurs complices. On croyait avoir satisfait aux réclamations d'un parti en lui ramenant ses victimes. On croyait être assuré de ne pas déplaire à lautre en les plaçant sous des garanties presque infaillibles. Leur entrée dans les prisons fut, en effet, une espèce de triomphe.

	«L'instruction recommença; elle produisit d'abord les mêmes résultats que la précédente. Les quatre accusés étaient placés sous la faveur d'un alibi très faux, mais revêtu de cent signatures, et pour lequel on en aurait trouvé dix mille. Toutes les convictions morales devaient tomber en présence d'une pareille autorité. L'absolution paraissait infaillible, quand une question du président, peut-être involontairement insidieuse, changea l'aspect du procès.

	«— Madame, dit-il à celle qui avait été si aimablement assistée par un des voleurs, quel est celui des accusés qui vous a accordé tant de soins?

	«Cette forme inattendue d'interrogation intervertit l'ordre de ses idées. Il est probable que sa pensée admit le fait comme reconnu; et qu'elle ne vit plus dans la manière de lenvisager qu'un moyen de modifier le sort de l'homme qui lintéressait.

	«— C'est monsieur, dit-elle en montrant Leprêtre.

	«Les quatre accusés, compris dans un alibi indivisible, tombaient de ce seul fait sous le fer du bourreau. Ils se levèrent et la saluèrent en souriant.

	«— Pardieu! dit Hyvert en retombant sur sa banquette avec de grands éclats de rire, voilà, capitaine, qui vous apprendra à être galant.

	«J'ai entendu dire que, peu de temps après, cette malheureuse dame était morte de chagrin.

	«Il y eut le pourvoi accoutumé; mais, cette fois, il donnait peu d'espérances. Le parti de la révolution, que Napoléon allait écraser un mois plus tard, avait repris lascendant. Celui de la contre-révolution s'était compromis par des excès odieux. On voulait des exemples, et on s'était arrangé pour cela, comme on le pratique ordinairement dans les temps difficiles, car il en est des gouvernements comme des hommes; les plus faibles sont les plus cruels. Les compagnies de Jéhu n'avaient d'ailleurs plus d'existence compacte. Les héros de ces bandes farouches, Debeauce, Hastier, Bary, Le Coq, Dabri, Delboulbe, Storkenfeld, étaient tombés sur l'échafaud ou à côté. Il n'y avait plus de ressources pour les condamnés dans le courage entreprenant de ces fous fatigués, qui n'étaient pas même capables, dès lors, de défendre leur propre vie, et qui se l'ôtaient froidement, comme Piard, à la fin d'un joyeux repas, pour en épargner la peine à la justice ou à la vengeance. Nos brigands devaient mourir.

	«Leur pourvoi fut rejeté; mais l'autorité judiciaire n'en fut pas prévenue la première. Trois coups de fusil tirés sous les murailles, du cachot avertirent les condamnés. Le commissaire du Directoire exécutif, qui exerçait le ministère public près des tribunaux, épouvanté par ce symptôme de connivence, requit une partie de la force armée, dont mon oncle était alors le chef: À six heures du matin, soixante cavaliers étaient rangés devant la grille du préau.

	«Quoique les guichetiers eussent pris toutes les précautions possibles pour pénétrer dans le cachot de ces quatre malheureux, qu'ils avaient laissés la veille si étroitement garrottés et chargés de fers si lourds, ils ne purent pas leur opposer une longue résistance. Les prisonniers étaient libres et armés jusqu'aux dents. Ils sortirent sans difficulté, après avoir enfermé leurs gardiens sous les gonds et sous les verrous; et, munis de toutes les clefs, ils traversèrent aussi aisément lespace qui les séparait du préau. Leur aspect dut être terrible pour la populace qui les attendait devant les grilles. Pour conserver toute la liberté de leurs mouvements, pour affecter peut-être une sécurité plus menaçante encore que la renommée de force et d'intrépidité qui s'attachait à leur nom, peut-être même pour dissimuler l'épanchement du sang qui se manifeste si vite sous une toile blanche, et qui trahit les derniers efforts d'un homme blessé à mort, ils avaient le buste nu. Leurs bretelles croisées sur la poitrine, leurs larges ceintures rouges hérissées d'armes, leur cri d'attaque et de rage, tout cela devait avoir quelque chose de fantastique. Arrivés au préau ils virent la gendarmerie déployée, immobile, impossible à rompre et à traverser. Ils s'arrêtèrent un moment et parurent conférer entre eux. Leprêtre, qui était, comme je lai dit, leur aîné et leur chef, salua de la main le piquet, en disant avec cette noble grâce qui lui était particulière:

	«— Très bien, messieurs de la gendarmerie!

	«Ensuite il passa devant ses camarades, en leur adressant un vif et dernier adieu, et se brûla la cervelle. Guyon, Amiet et Hyvert se mirent en état de défense, le canon de leurs doubles pistolets tourné sur la force armée. Ils ne tirèrent point; mais elle regarda cette démonstration comme une hostilité déclarée: elle tira. Guyon tomba roide mort sur le corps de Leprêtre, qui n'avait pas bougé. Amiet eut la cuisse cassée près de l'aine. La Biographie des Contemporains dit qu'il fut exécuté. J'ai entendu raconter bien des fois qu'il avait rendu le dernier soupir au pied de l'échafaud. Hyvert restait seul: sa contenance assurée, son oeil terrible, ses pistolets agités par deux mains vives et exercées qui promenaient la mort sur tous les spectateurs, je ne sais quelle admiration peut-être qui s'attache au désespoir d'un beau jeune homme aux cheveux flottants, connu pour n'avoir jamais versé le sang, et auquel la justice demande une expiation de sang, l'aspect de ces trois cadavres sur lesquels il bondissait comme un loup excédé par des chasseurs, l'effroyable nouveauté de ce spectacle, suspendirent un moment la fureur de la troupe. Il s'en aperçut et transigea.

	«— Messieurs, dit-il, à la mort! J'y vais! j'y vais de tout mon coeur! mais que personne ne m'approche, ou celui qui m'approche, je le brûle, si ce n'est monsieur, continua-t-il en montrant le bourreau. Cela, c'est une affaire que nous avons ensemble, et qui ne demande de part et d'autre que des procédés.

	«La concession était facile, car il n'y avait là personne qui ne souffrît de la durée de cette horrible tragédie, et qui ne fût pressé de la voir finir. Quand il vit que cette concession était faite, il prit un de ses pistolets aux dents, tira de sa ceinture un poignard, et se le plongea dans la poitrine jusqu'au manche. Il resta debout et en parût étonné. On voulut se précipiter sur lui.

	«— Tout beau, messieurs! cria-t-il en dirigeant de nouveau sur les hommes qui se disposaient à l'envelopper les pistolets dont il s'était ressaisi pendant que le sang jaillissait à grands flots de la blessure où le poignard était resté. Vous savez nos conventions: je mourrai seul, ou nous mourrons trois. Marchons!

	«On le laissa marcher. Il alla droit à la guillotine en tournant le couteau dans son sein.

	«— Il faut, ma foi, dit-il, que j'aie l'âme chevillée dans le ventre! je ne peux pas mourir. Tâchez de vous tirer de là.

	«Il adressait ceci aux exécuteurs.

	«Un instant après, sa tête tomba. Soit par hasard, soit quelque phénomène particulier de la vitalité, elle bondit, elle roula hors de tout l'appareil du supplice, et on vous dirait encore à Bourg que la tête d'Hyvert a parlé.»

	La lecture n'était pas achevée, que j'étais décidé à laisser de côté René dArgonne pour les Compagnons de Jéhu. Le lendemain, je descendais, mon sac de nuit sous le bras.

	— Tu pars? me dit Alexandre.

	— Oui.

	— Où vas-tu?

	— À Bourg en Bresse.

	— Quoi faire?

	— Visiter les localités et consulter les souvenirs des gens qui ont vu exécuter Leprêtre, Amiet, Guyon et Hyvert.

	***

	Deux chemins conduisent à Bourg, quand on vient de Paris, bien entendu: on peut quitter le chemin de fer à Mâcon, et prendre une diligence qui conduit de Mâcon à Bourg; on peut continuer jusqu'à Lyon, et prendre le chemin de fer de Bourg à Lyon.

	J'hésitais entre ces deux voies, lorsque je fus déterminé par un des voyageurs qui habitaient momentanément le même wagon que moi. Il allait à Bourg, où il avait, me dit-il, de fréquentes relations; il y allait par Lyon; donc, la route de Lyon était la meilleure.

	Je résolus d'aller par la même route que lui.

	Je couchai à Lyon, et, le lendemain, à dix heures du matin, j'étais à Bourg.

	Un journal de la seconde capitale du royaume m'y rejoignit. Il contenait un article aigre-doux sur moi.

	Lyon n'a pas pu me pardonner depuis 1833, je crois, il y a de cela vingt-quatre ans, d'avoir dit qu'il n'était pas littéraire.

	Hélas! j'ai encore sur Lyon, en 1857, la même opinion que j'avais sur lui en 1833. Je ne change pas facilement d'opinion.

	Il y a en France une seconde ville qui m'en veut presque autant que Lyon: c'est Rouen.

	Rouen a sifflé toutes mes pièces, y compris le Compte Hermann.

	Un jour, un Napolitain se vantait à moi d'avoir sifflé Rossini et la Malibran, le _Barbier _et la Desdemona.

	— Cela doit être vrai, lui répondis-je, car Rossini et la

	Malibran, de leur côté, se vantent d'avoir été sifflés par les

	Napolitains.

	Je me vante donc d'avoir été sifflé par les Rouennais.

	Cependant, un jour que j'avais un Rouennais pur sang sous la main, je résolus de savoir pourquoi on me sifflait à Rouen. Que voulez- vous! j'aime à me rendre compte des plus petites choses.

	Le Rouennais me répondit:

	— Nous vous sifflons, parce que nous vous en voulons.

	Pourquoi pas? Rouen en avait bien voulu à Jeanne d'Arc.

	Cependant, ce ne pouvait pas être pour le même motif.

	Je demandai au Rouennais pourquoi lui et ses compatriotes m'en voulaient: je n'avais jamais dit de mal du sucre de pomme; j'avais respecté M. Barbet tout le temps qu'il avait été maire, et, délégué par la Société des gens de lettres à l'inauguration de la statue du grand Corneille, j'étais le seul qui eût pensé à saluer avant de prononcer son discours.

	Il n'y avait rien dans tout cela qui dût raisonnablement me mériter la haine des Rouennais.

	Aussi, à cette fière réponse: «Nous vous sifflons parce que nous vous en voulons» fis-je humblement cette demande:

	— Et pourquoi m'en voulez-vous, mon Dieu?

	— Oh! vous le savez bien, répondit le Rouennais.

	— Moi? fis je.

	— Oui, vous.

	— N'importe, faites comme si je ne le savais pas.

	— Vous vous rappelez le dîner que vous a donné la ville, à propos de la statue de Corneille?

	— Parfaitement. M'en voudrait-elle de ne pas le lui avoir rendu?

	— Non, ce n'est pas cela.

	— Qu'est-ce?

	— Eh bien, à ce dîner, on vous a dit «Monsieur Dumas, vous devriez bien faire une pièce pour la ville de Rouen, sur un sujet tiré de son histoire.»

	— Ce à quoi j'ai répondu: Rien de plus facile; je viendrai, à votre première sommation, passer quinze jours à Rouen. On me donnera un sujet, et, pendant ces quinze jours, je ferai la pièce, dont les droits d'auteur seront pour les pauvres.

	— C'est vrai, vous avez dit cela.

	— Je ne vois rien de si blessant là dedans pour les Rouennais, que j'aie encouru leur haine.

	— Oui; mais l'on a ajouté: «La ferez-vous en prose?» ce à quoi vous avez répondu… Vous rappelez-vous ce que vous avez répondu?

	— Ma foi, non.

	— Vous avez répondu: «Je la ferai en vers, ce sera plus tôt fait.»

	— J'en suis bien capable.

	— Eh bien!

	— Après?

	— Après, c'était une insulte pour Corneille, monsieur Dumas; voilà pourquoi les Rouennais vous en veulent et vous en voudront encore longtemps.

	Textuel!

	Ô dignes Rouennais! j'espère bien que vous ne me ferez jamais le mauvais tour de me pardonner et de m'applaudir.

	Le journal disait que M. Dumas n'était resté qu'une nuit à Lyon, sans doute parce qu'une ville si peu littéraire n'était pas digne de le garder plus longtemps.

	M. Dumas n'avait pas songé le moins du monde à cela. Il n'était resté qu'une nuit à Lyon, parce qu'il était pressé d'arriver à Bourg; aussi, à peine arrivé à Bourg, M. Dumas se fit-il conduire au journal du département.

	Je savais qu'il était dirigé par un archéologue distingué, éditeur de l'ouvrage de mon ami Baux sur l'église de Brou.

	Je demandai M. Milliet. M. Milliet, accourut.

	Nous échangeâmes une poignée de main, et je lui exposai le but de mon voyage.

	— J'ai votre affaire, me dit-il; je vais vous conduire chez un magistrat de notre pays qui écrit l'histoire de la province.

	— Mais où en est-il de votre histoire?

	— Il en est à 1822.

	— Tout va bien, alors. Comme les événements que j'ai à raconter datent de 1799, et que mes héros ont été exécutés en 1800, il aura passé l'époque et pourra me renseigner. Allons chez votre magistrat.

	En route, M. Milliet m'apprit que ce même magistrat était en même temps un gourmet distingué.

	Depuis Brillat-Savarin, c'est une mode que les magistrats soient gourmets. Par malheur, beaucoup se contentent d'être gourmands; ce qui n'est pas du tout la même chose.

	On nous introduisit dans le cabinet du magistrat.

	Je trouvai un homme à la figure luisante et au sourire goguenard.

	Il m'accueillit avec cet air protecteur que les historiens daignent avoir pour les poètes.

	— Eh bien, monsieur, me demanda-t-il, vous venez donc chercher des sujets de roman dans notre pauvre pays?

	Non, monsieur: mon sujet est tout trouvé; je viens seulement consulter les pièces historiques.

	— Bon! je ne croyais pas que, pour faire des romans, il fût besoin de se donner tant de peine.

	— Vous êtes dans l'erreur, monsieur, à mon endroit du moins. J'ai l'habitude de faire des recherches très sérieuses sur les sujets historiques que je traite.

	— Vous auriez pu tout au moins envoyer quelqu'un.

	— La personne que j'eusse envoyée, monsieur, n'étant point pénétrée de mon sujet, eût pu passer près de faits très importants sans les voir; puis je m'aide beaucoup des localités, je ne sais pas décrire sans avoir vu.

	— Alors, c'est un roman que vous comptez faire vous-même?

	— Eh! oui, monsieur. J'avais fait faire le dernier par mon valet de chambre mais, comme il a eu un grand succès, le drôle m'a demandé des gages si exorbitants qu'à mon grand regret je n'ai pu le garder.

	Le magistrat se mordit les lèvres. Puis, après un instant de silence:

	— Vous voudrez bien m'apprendre, monsieur, me dit-il, à quoi je puis vous être bon dans cet important travail.

	— Vous pouvez me diriger dans mes recherches, monsieur. Ayant fait une histoire du département, aucun des événements importants qui se sont passés dans le chef-lieu ne doit vous être inconnu.

	— En effet, monsieur, je crois, sous ce rapport, être assez bien renseigné.

	— Eh bien, monsieur, d'abord votre département a été le centre des opérations des compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Monsieur, j'ai entendu parler des compagnons de Jésus, répondit le magistrat en retrouvant son sourire gouailleur.

	— C'est-à-dire des jésuites, n'est-ce pas? Ce n'est pas cela que je cherche, monsieur.

	— Ce n'est pas de cela que je parle non plus; je parle des voleurs de diligences qui infestèrent les routes de 1797 à 1800.

	— Eh bien, monsieur, permettez-moi de vous dire que ceux-là

	justement sur lesquels je viens chercher des renseignements à

	Bourg s'appelaient les compagnons de Jéhu et non les compagnons de

	Jésus.

	— Mais qu'aurait voulu dire ce titre de Compagnons de Jéhu?

	J'aime à me rendre compte de tout.

	— Moi aussi, monsieur; voilà pourquoi je n'ai pas voulu confondre des voleurs de grand chemin avec les apôtres.

	— En effet, ce ne serait pas très orthodoxe.

	— C'est ce que vous faisiez cependant, monsieur, si je ne fusse pas venu tout exprès pour rectifier, moi, poète, votre jugement, à vous, historien.

	— J'attends l'explication, monsieur, reprit le magistrat en se pinçant les lèvres.

	— Elle sera courte et simple. Jéhu était un roi d'Israël sacré par Élisée pour l'extermination de la maison d'Achab. Élisée, c'était Louis XVIII; Jéhu, c'était Cadoudal; la maison d'Achab, c'était la Révolution. Voilà pourquoi les détrousseurs de diligences qui pillaient l'argent du gouvernement pour entretenir la guerre de la Vendée s'appelaient les compagnons de Jéhu.

	— Monsieur, je suis heureux d'apprendre quelque chose à mon âge.

	— Oh! monsieur, on apprend toujours, en tout temps, à tout âge: pendant la vie, on apprend l'homme; pendant la mort, on apprend Dieu.

	— Mais, enfin, me dit mon interlocuteur avec un mouvement d'impatience, puis-je savoir à quoi je puis vous être bon?

	— Voici, monsieur. Quatre de ces jeunes gens, les principaux parmi les compagnons de Jéhu, ont été exécutés à Bourg, sur la place du Bastion.

	— D'abord, monsieur, à Bourg, on n'exécute pas sur la place du

	Bastion; on exécute au champ de foire.

	— Maintenant, monsieur… depuis quinze ou vingt ans, c'est vrai… depuis Peytel. Mais, auparavant, et du temps de la Révolution surtout, on exécutait sur la place du Bastion.

	— C'est possible.

	— C'est ainsi… Ces quatre jeunes gens se nommaient Guyon,

	Leprêtre, Amiet et Hyvert.

	— C'est la première fois que j'entends prononcer ces noms-là.

	— Ils ont pourtant eu un certain retentissement, à Bourg surtout.

	— Et vous êtes sûr, monsieur, que ces gens-là ont été exécutés ici?

	— J'en suis sûr.

	— De qui tenez-vous le renseignement?

	— D'un homme dont l'oncle, commandant de gendarmerie, assistait à l'exécution.

	— Vous nommez cet homme?

	— Charles Nodier.

	— Charles Nodier, le romancier, le poète?

	— Si c'était un historien, je n'hésiterais pas monsieur. J'ai appris dernièrement, dans un voyage à Varennes, le cas qu'il faut faire des historiens. Mais, justement parce que c'est un poète, un romancier, j'insiste.

	— Libre à vous, mais je ne sais rien de ce que vous désirez savoir, et j'ose même dire que, si vous n'êtes venu dire à Bourg que pour avoir des renseignements sur l'exécution de MM… Comment les appelez-vous?

	— Guyon, Leprêtre, Amiet et Hyvert.

	— Vous avez fait un voyage inutile. Il y a vingt ans, monsieur, que je compulse les archives de la ville, et je n'ai rien vu de pareil à ce que vous me dites là.

	— Les archives de la ville ne sont pas celles du greffe, monsieur; peut-être, dans celles du greffe, trouverai-je ce que je cherche.

	— Ah! monsieur, si vous trouvez quelque chose dans les archives du greffe, vous serez bien malin! c'est un chaos, monsieur, que les archives du greffe, un vrai chaos; il vous faudrait rester ici un mois, et encore… encore…

	— Je compte n'y rester qu'un jour, monsieur; mais, si, dans ce jour, je trouve ce que je cherche, me permettez-vous de vous en faire part?…

	— Oui, monsieur, oui, monsieur, oui, et vous me rendrez un très grand service.

	— Pas plus grand que celui que je venais vous demander; je vous apprendrai une chose que vous ne saviez pas, voilà tout.

	***

	Vous devinez qu'en sortant de chez mon magistrat j'étais piqué d'honneur, je voulais, coûte que coûte, avoir mes renseignements sur les compagnons de Jéhu.

	Je m'en pris à Milliet et le mis au pied du mur.

	— Écoutez, me dit-il, j'ai un beau-frère avocat.

	— Voilà mon homme! Allons chez le beau-frère.

	— C'est qu'à cette heure, il est au Palais.

	— Allons au Palais.

	— Votre apparition fera rumeur, je vous en préviens.

	— Alors, allez-y tout seul; dites-lui de quoi il est question; qu'il fasse ses recherches. Moi, je vais aller voir les environs de la ville pour établir mon travail sur les localités; nous nous retrouverons à quatre heures sur la place du Bastion, si vous le voulez bien.

	— Parfaitement.

	— Il me semble que j'ai vu une forêt en venant.

	— La forêt de Seillon.

	— Bravo!

	— Vous avez besoin d'une forêt?

	— Elle m'est indispensable.

	— Alors permettez…

	— Quoi?

	— Je vais vous conduire chez un de mes amis, M. Leduc, un poète, qui, dans ses moments perdus, est inspecteur.

	— Inspecteur de quoi?

	— De la forêt.

	— Il n'y a pas quelques ruines dans la forêt?

	— Il y a la Chartreuse, qui n'est pas dans la forêt, mais qui en est à cent pas.

	— Et dans la forêt?

	— Il y a une espèce de fabrique que l'on appelle la Correrie, qui dépend de la Chartreuse, et qui communique avec elle par un passage souterrain.

	— Bon! Maintenant, si vous pouvez m'offrir une grotte, vous m'aurez comblé.

	— Nous avons la grotte de Ceyzeriat, mais de lautre côté de la

	Reyssouse.

	— Peu m'importe. Si la grotte ne vient pas à moi, je ferai comme

	Mahomet, j'irai à la grotte. En attendant, allons chez M. Leduc.

	Cinq minutes après, nous étions chez M. Leduc, qui, sachant de quoi il était question, se mettait, lui, son cheval et sa voiture, à ma disposition.

	J'acceptai le tout. Il y a des hommes qui s'offrent d'une certaine façon qui vous met du premier coup tout à l'aise.

	Nous visitâmes d'abord la Chartreuse. Je leusse fait bâtir exprès, qu'elle n'eût pas été plus à ma convenance. Cloître désert, jardin dévasté, habitants presque sauvages. Merci, hasard!

	De là, nous passâmes à la Correrie; c'était le complément de la Chartreuse. Je ne savais pas encore ce que j'en ferais; mais il était évident que cela pouvait m'être utile.

	— Maintenant, monsieur, dis-je à mon obligeant conducteur, j'ai besoin d'un joli site, un peu sombre, sous des grands arbres, près d'une rivière. Tenez-vous cela dans le pays?

	— Pour quoi faire?

	— Pour y bâtir un château.

	— Quel château?

	— Un château de cartes, parbleu! J'ai une famille à loger, une mère modèle, une jeune fille mélancolique; un frère espiègle, un jardinier braconnier.

	— Nous avons un endroit appelé les Noires-Fontaines.

	— Voilà d'abord un nom charmant.

	— Mais il n'y a pas de château.

	— Tant mieux, car j'aurais été obligé de labattre.

	— Allons aux Noires-Fontaines.

	Nous partîmes; un quart d'heure après, nous descendions à la maison des gardes.

	— Prenons ce petit sentier, me dit M. Leduc, il nous conduira où vous voulez aller.

	Il nous conduisit, en effet, à un endroit planté de grands arbres, lesquels ombrageaient trois ou quatre sources.

	— Voilà ce qu'on appelle les Noires-Fontaines, me dit M. Leduc.

	— C'est ici que demeureront madame de Montrevel, Amélie et le petit Édouard. Maintenant quels sont les villages que je vois en face de moi?

	— Ici, tout près, Montagnac; là-bas, dans la montagne, Ceyzeriat.

	— Est-ce qu'il y a une grotte?

	— Oui. Comment savez-vous qu'il y a une grotte à Ceyzeriat?

	— Allez toujours. Le nom de ces autres villages, s'il vous plaît.

	— Saint-Just, Tréconnasse, Ramasse, Villereversure.

	— Très bien.

	— Vous en avez assez!

	— Oui.

	Je pris mon calepin, je fis le plan de la localité et j'inscrivis à peu près à leur place le nom des villages que M. Leduc venait de me faire passer en revue.

	— C'est fait, lui dis-je.

	— Où allons-nous?

	— L'église de Brou doit être sur notre chemin?

	— Justement.

	— Visitons l'église de Brou.

	— En avez-vous aussi besoin dans votre roman?

	— Sans doute; vous vous imaginez bien que je ne vais pas faire passer mon action dans un pays qui possède le chef-d'oeuvre de l'architecture du XVIe siècle sans utiliser ce chef-d'oeuvre.

	— Allons à l'église de Brou.

	Un quart d'heure après, le sacristain nous introduisait dans cet écrin de granit où sont renfermés les trois joyaux de marbre que l'on appelle les tombeaux de Marguerite d'Autriche, de Marguerite de Bourbon et de Philibert le Beau.

	— Comment, demandai-je au sacristain, tous ces chefs-d'oeuvre n'ont-ils pas été mis en poussière à l'époque de la Révolution?

	— Ah! monsieur, la municipalité avait eu une idée.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'était de faire de l'église un magasin à fourrage.

	— Oui, et le foin a sauvé le marbre; vous avez raison, mon ami, c'est une idée.

	— L'idée de la municipalité vous en donne-t-elle une? me demanda

	M. Leduc.

	— Ma foi, oui, et j'aurai bien du malheur si je n'en fais pas quelque chose.

	Je tirai ma montre.

	— Trois heures! allons à la prison; j'ai rendez-vous à quatre heures place du Bastion, avec M. Milliet.

	— Attendez… une dernière chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— Avez-vous vu la devise de Marguerite d'Autriche?

	— Non; où cela?

	— Tenez, partout; d'abord au-dessus de son tombeau.

	— Fortune, infortune, fortune.

	— Justement.

	— Eh bien, que veut dire ce jeu de mots?

	— Les savants l'expliquent ainsi: Le sort persécute beaucoup une femme.

	— Voyons un peu.

	— Il faut d'abord supposer la devise latine à sa source.

	— Supposons, c'est probable.

	— Eh bien: F_ortuna infortunat_…

	— Oh! oh! infortunat.

	— Dame…

	— Cela ressemble fort à un barbarisme.

	— Que voulez-vous!

	— Je veux une explication.

	— Donnez-la!

	— La voici: Fortuna, infortuna forti una — Fortune et infortune sont égales pour le fort.

	— Savez-vous que cela pourrait bien être la vraie traduction?

	— Parbleu! voilà ce que c'est que de ne pas être savant, mon cher monsieur; on est sensé, et, avec du sens, on voit plus juste qu'avec de la science. Vous n'avez pas autre chose à me dire?

	— Non.

	— Allons à la prison, alors.

	Nous remontâmes en voiture, rentrâmes dans la ville et ne nous arrêtâmes que devant la porte de la prison.

	Je passai la tête par la portière.

	— Oh! fis je, on me l'a gâtée.

	— Comment! on vous la gâtée?

	— Certainement, elle n'était pas comme cela du temps de mes prisonniers, à moi. Pouvons-nous parler au geôlier?

	— Sans doute.

	— Parlons-lui.

	Nous frappâmes à la porte. Un homme d'une quarantaine d'années vint nous ouvrir.

	Il reconnut M. Leduc.

	— Mon cher, lui dit M. Leduc, voici un savant de mes amis.

	— Eh! là-bas, fis-je en linterrompant, pas de mauvaises plaisanteries.

	— Qui prétend, continua M. Leduc, que la prison n'est plus telle qu'au dernier siècle?

	— C'est vrai, monsieur Leduc, elle a été abattue et rebâtie en 1816.

	— Alors, la disposition intérieure n'est plus la même?

	— Oh! non, monsieur, tout a été changé.

	— Pourrait-on avoir un ancien plan?

	— Ah! M. Martin larchitecte pourrait peut-être vous en retrouver un.

	— Est-ce un parent de M. Martin lavocat?

	— C'est son frère.

	— Très bien, mon ami; j'aurai mon plan.

	— Alors, nous n'avons plus besoin ici? demanda M. Leduc.

	— Aucunement.

	— Je puis rentrer chez moi?

	— Cela me fera de la peine de vous quitter, voilà tout.

	— Vous n'avez pas besoin de moi pour trouver le Bastion?

	— C'est à deux pas.

	— Que faites-vous de votre soirée?

	— Je la passe chez vous, si vous voulez.

	— Très bien! À neuf heures, une tasse de thé vous attendra.

	— Je lirai prendre.

	Je remerciai M. Leduc. Nous échangeâmes une poignée de main, et nous nous quittâmes.

	Je descendis par la rue des Lisses (lisez Lices, à cause d'un combat qui eut lieu sur la place où elle conduit), et, longeant le jardin Montburon, je me trouvai sur la place du Bastion.

	C'est un hémicycle où se tient aujourd'hui le marché de la ville. Au milieu de cet hémicycle s'élève la statue de Bichat, par David (d'Angers). Bichat, en redingote — pourquoi cette exagération de réalisme — pose la main sur le coeur d'un enfant de neuf à dix ans, parfaitement nu — pourquoi cet excès d'idéalité? — tandis qu'aux pieds de Bichat est étendu un cadavre. C'est le livre de Bichat traduit en bronze: De la vie et de la mort!…

	J'étais occupé à regarder cette statue, qui résume les défauts et les qualités de David (d'Angers), lorsque je sentis que l'on me touchait lépaule. Je me retournai: c'était M. Milliet. Il tenait un papier à la main.

	— Eh bien? lui demandai-je.

	— Eh bien, victoire.

	— Qu'est-ce que cela?

	— Le procès-verbal d'exécution.

	— …?

	— De vos hommes.

	— De Guyon, de Leprêtre, d'Amiet?…

	— Et d'Hyvert.

	— Mais donnez-moi donc cela.

	— Le voici.

	Je pris et je lus:

	PROCÈS-VERBAL DE MORT ET EXÉCUTION DE

	LAURENT GUYON, ÉTIENNE HYVERT, FRANÇOIS AMIET, ANTOINE LEPRÊTRE,

	«Condamnés le 20 thermidor an VIII, et exécutés le 23 Vendémiaire an IX

	«Ce jourd'hui, 23 vendémiaire an IX, le commissaire du gouvernement près le Tribunal, qui a reçu, dans la nuit et à onze heures du soir, le paquet du ministre de la justice contenant la procédure et le jugement qui condamne à mort Laurent Guyon, Étienne Hyvert, François Amiet et Antoine Leprêtre; le jugement du Tribunal de cassation du 6 du courant, qui rejette la requête en cassation contre le jugement du 24 thermidor an VIII, a fait avertir, par lettre, entre sept et huit heures du matin, les quatre accusés que leur jugement à mort serait exécuté aujourd'hui à onze heures. Dans l'intervalle qui s'est écoulé jusqu'à onze heures, ces quatre accusés se sont tiré des coups de pistolet et donné des coups de poignard en prison. Leprêtre et Guyon, selon le bruit public, étaient morts; Hyvert blessé à mort et expirant; Amiet blessé à mort, mais conservant sa connaissance. Tous quatre, en cet état, ont été conduits à la guillotine, et, _morts ou vivants, _ils ont été guillotinés; à onze heures et demie, l'huissier Colin a remis le procès-verbal de leur supplice à la Municipalité pour les inscrire sur le livre des morts.

	«Le capitaine de gendarmerie a remis au juge de paix le procès- verbal de ce qui s'est passé en prison, où il a été présent; pour moi qui n'y ai point assisté, je certifie ce que la voix publique m'a appris.

	«Bourg, 23 vendémiaire au IX.

	«Signé: DUBOST, greffier.»

	Ah! c'était donc le poète qui avait raison contre l'historien! le capitaine de gendarmerie qui avait remis au juge de paix le procès-verbal de ce qui s'était passé dans la prison — où il était présent — c'était l'oncle de Nodier. Ce procès-verbal remis au juge de paix, c'était le récit gravé dans la tête du jeune homme, récit qui, après quarante ans, s'était fait jour sans altération dans ce chef-d'oeuvre intitulé Souvenirs de la Révolution.

	Toute la procédure était aux archives du greffe. M. Martin me faisait offrir de la faire copier: interrogatoire, procès-verbaux, jugement.

	J'avais dans ma poche les _Souvenirs de la Révolution _de Nodier. Je tenais à la main le procès-verbal d'exécution qui confirmait les faits avancés par lui.

	— Allons chez notre magistrat, dis-je à M. Milliet.

	— Allons chez notre magistrat, répéta-t-il.

	Le magistrat fut atterré, et je le laissai convaincu que les poètes savent aussi bien l'histoire que les historiens, s'ils ne la savent pas mieux.

	Alex. Dumas.
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	I

	Le latin de M. de Guise

	Le lundi, dix-huitième jour du mois d'août 1572, il y avait grande fête au Louvre.

	Les fenêtres de la vieille demeure royale, ordinairement si sombres, étaient ardemment éclairées; les places et les rues attenantes, habituellement si solitaires, dès que neuf heures sonnaient à Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois, étaient, quoiqu'il fût minuit, encombrées de populaire.

	Tout ce concours menaçant, pressé, bruyant, ressemblait, dans l'obscurité, à une mer sombre et houleuse dont chaque flot faisait une vague grondante; cette mer, épandue sur le quai, où elle se dégorgeait par la rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain et par la rue de l'Astruce, venait battre de son flux le pied des murs du Louvre et de son reflux la base de l'hôtel de Bourbon qui s'élevait en face.

	Il y avait, malgré la fête royale, et même peut-être à cause de la fête royale, quelque chose de menaçant dans ce peuple, car il ne se doutait pas que cette solennité, à laquelle il assistait comme spectateur, n'était que le prélude d'une autre remise à huitaine, et à laquelle il serait convié et s'ébattrait de tout son coeur.

	La cour célébrait les noces de madame Marguerite de Valois, fille du roi Henri II et soeur du roi Charles IX, avec Henri de Bourbon, roi de Navarre. En effet, le matin même, le cardinal de Bourbon avait uni les deux époux avec le cérémonial usité pour les noces des filles de France, sur un théâtre dressé à la porte de Notre- Dame.

	Ce mariage avait étonné tout le monde et avait fort donné à songer à quelques-uns qui voyaient plus clair que les autres; on comprenait peu le rapprochement de deux partis aussi haineux que l'étaient à cette heure le parti protestant et le parti catholique: on se demandait comment le jeune prince de Condé pardonnerait au duc d'Anjou, frère du roi, la mort de son père assassiné à Jarnac par Montesquiou. On se demandait comment le jeune duc de Guise pardonnerait à l'amiral de Coligny la mort du sien assassiné à Orléans par Poltrot du Méré. Il y a plus: Jeanne de Navarre, la courageuse épouse du faible Antoine de Bourbon, qui avait amené son fils Henri aux royales fiançailles qui l'attendaient, était morte il y avait deux mois à peine, et de singuliers bruits s'étaient répandus sur cette mort subite. Partout on disait tout bas, et en quelques lieux tout haut, qu'un secret terrible avait été surpris par elle, et que Catherine de Médicis, craignant la révélation de ce secret, l'avait empoisonnée avec des gants de senteur qui avaient été confectionnés par un nommé René, Florentin fort habile dans ces sortes de matières. Ce bruit s'était d'autant plus répandu et confirmé, qu'après la mort de cette grande reine, sur la demande de son fils, deux médecins, desquels était le fameux Ambroise Paré, avaient été autorisés à ouvrir et à étudier le corps, mais non le cerveau. Or, comme c'était par l'odorat qu'avait été empoisonnée Jeanne de Navarre, c'était le cerveau, seule partie du corps exclue de l'autopsie, qui devait offrir les traces du crime. Nous disons crime, car personne ne doutait qu'un crime n'eût été commis.

	Ce n'était pas tout: le roi Charles, particulièrement, avait mis à ce mariage, qui non seulement rétablissait la paix dans son royaume, mais encore attirait à Paris les principaux huguenots de France, une persistance qui ressemblait à de l'entêtement. Comme les deux fiancés appartenaient, l'un à la religion catholique, l'autre à la religion réformée, on avait été obligé de s'adresser pour la dispense à Grégoire XIII, qui tenait alors le siège de Rome. La dispense tardait, et ce retard inquiétait fort la feue reine de Navarre; elle avait un jour exprimé à Charles IX ses craintes que cette dispense n'arrivât point, ce à quoi le roi avait répondu:

	— N'ayez souci, ma bonne tante, je vous honore plus que le pape, et aime plus ma soeur que je ne le crains. Je ne suis pas huguenot, mais je ne suis pas sot non plus, et si monsieur le pape fait trop la bête, je prendrai moi-même Margot par la main, et je la mènerai épouser votre fils en plein prêche.

	Ces paroles s'étaient répandues du Louvre dans la ville, et, tout en réjouissant fort les huguenots, avaient considérablement donné à penser aux catholiques, qui se demandaient tout bas si le roi les trahissait réellement, ou bien ne jouait pas quelque comédie qui aurait un beau matin ou un beau soir son dénouement inattendu.

	C'était vis-à-vis de l'amiral de Coligny surtout, qui depuis cinq ou six ans faisait une guerre acharnée au roi, que la conduite de Charles IX paraissait inexplicable: après avoir mis sa tête à prix à cent cinquante mille écus d'or, le roi ne jurait plus que par lui, l'appelant son père et déclarant tout haut qu'il allait confier désormais à lui seul la conduite de la guerre; c'est au point que Catherine de Médicis, elle-même, qui jusqu'alors avait réglé les actions, les volontés et jusqu'aux désirs du jeune prince, paraissait commencer à s'inquiéter tout de bon, et ce n'était pas sans sujet, car, dans un moment d'épanchement Charles IX avait dit à l'amiral à propos de la guerre de Flandre:

	— Mon père, il y a encore une chose en ceci à laquelle il faut bien prendre garde: c'est que la reine mère, qui veut mettre le nez partout comme vous savez, ne connaisse rien de cette entreprise; que nous la tenions si secrète qu'elle n'y voie goutte, car, brouillonne comme je la connais, elle nous gâterait tout.

	Or, tout sage et expérimenté qu'il était, Coligny n'avait pu tenir secrète une si entière confiance; et quoiqu'il fût arrivé à Paris avec de grands soupçons, quoique à son départ de Châtillon une paysanne se fût jetée à ses pieds, en criant: «Oh! monsieur, notre bon maître, n'allez pas à Paris, car si vous y allez vous mourrez, vous et tous ceux qui iront avec vous»; ces soupçons s'étaient peu à peu éteints dans son coeur et dans celui de Téligny, son gendre, auquel le roi de son côté faisait de grandes amitiés, l'appelant son frère comme il appelait l'amiral son père, et le tutoyant, ainsi qu'il faisait pour ses meilleurs amis.

	Les huguenots, à part quelques esprits chagrins et défiants, étaient donc entièrement rassurés: la mort de la reine de Navarre passait pour avoir été causée par une pleurésie, et les vastes salles du Louvre s'étaient emplies de tous ces braves protestants auxquels le mariage de leur jeune chef Henri promettait un retour de fortune bien inespéré. L'amiral de Coligny, La Rochefoucault, le prince de Condé fils, Téligny, enfin tous les principaux du parti, triomphaient de voir tout-puissants au Louvre et si bien venus à Paris ceux-là mêmes que trois mois auparavant le roi Charles et la reine Catherine voulaient faire pendre à des potences plus hautes que celles des assassins. Il n'y avait que le maréchal de Montmorency que l'on cherchait vainement parmi tous ses frères, car aucune promesse n'avait pu le séduire, aucun semblant n'avait pu le tromper, et il restait retiré en son château de l'Isle-Adam, donnant pour excuse de sa retraite la douleur que lui causait encore la mort de son père le connétable Anne de Montmorency, tué d'un coup de pistolet par Robert Stuart, à la bataille de Saint-Denis. Mais comme cet événement était arrivé depuis plus de trois ans et que la sensibilité était une vertu assez peu à la mode à cette époque, on n'avait cru de ce deuil prolongé outre mesure que ce qu'on avait bien voulu en croire.

	Au reste, tout donnait tort au maréchal de Montmorency; le roi, la reine, le duc d'Anjou et le duc d'Alençon faisaient à merveille les honneurs de la royale fête.

	Le duc d'Anjou recevait des huguenots eux-mêmes des compliments bien mérités sur les deux batailles de Jarnac et de Moncontour, qu'il avait gagnées avant d'avoir atteint l'âge de dix-huit ans, plus précoce en cela que n'avaient été César et Alexandre, auxquels on le comparait en donnant, bien entendu, l'infériorité aux vainqueurs d'Issus et de Pharsale; le duc d'Alençon regardait tout cela de son oeil caressant et faux; la reine Catherine rayonnait de joie et, toute confite en gracieusetés, complimentait le prince Henri de Condé sur son récent mariage avec Marie de Clèves; enfin MM. de Guise eux-mêmes souriaient aux formidables ennemis de leur maison, et le duc de Mayenne discourait avec M. de Tavannes et l'amiral sur la prochaine guerre qu'il était plus que jamais question de déclarer à Philippe II.

	Au milieu de ces groupes allait et venait, la tête légèrement inclinée et l'oreille ouverte à tous les propos, un jeune homme de dix-neuf ans, à l'oeil fin, aux cheveux noirs coupés très court, aux sourcils épais, au nez recourbé comme un bec d'aigle, au sourire narquois, à la moustache et à la barbe naissantes. Ce jeune homme, qui ne s'était fait remarquer encore qu'au combat d'Arnay-le-Duc où il avait bravement payé de sa personne, et qui recevait compliments sur compliments, était l'élève bien-aimé de Coligny et le héros du jour; trois mois auparavant, c'est-à-dire à l'époque où sa mère vivait encore, on l'avait appelé le prince de Béarn; on l'appelait maintenant le roi de Navarre, en attendant qu'on l'appelât Henri IV.

	De temps en temps un nuage sombre et rapide passait sur son front; sans doute il se rappelait qu'il y avait deux mois à peine que sa mère était morte, et moins que personne il doutait qu'elle ne fût morte empoisonnée. Mais le nuage était passager et disparaissait comme une ombre flottante; car ceux qui lui parlaient, ceux qui le félicitaient, ceux qui le coudoyaient, étaient ceux-là mêmes qui avaient assassiné la courageuse Jeanne d'Albret.

	À quelques pas du roi de Navarre, presque aussi pensif, presque aussi soucieux que le premier affectait d'être joyeux et ouvert, le jeune duc de Guise causait avec Téligny. Plus heureux que le Béarnais, à vingt-deux ans sa renommée avait presque atteint celle de son père, le grand François de Guise. C'était un élégant seigneur, de haute taille, au regard fier et orgueilleux, et doué de cette majesté naturelle qui faisait dire, quand il passait, que près de lui les autres princes paraissaient peuple. Tout jeune qu'il était, les catholiques voyaient en lui le chef de leur parti, comme les huguenots voyaient le leur dans ce jeune Henri de Navarre dont nous venons de tracer le portrait. Il avait d'abord porté le titre de prince de Joinville, et avait fait, au siège d'Orléans, ses premières armes sous son père, qui était mort dans ses bras en lui désignant l'amiral Coligny pour son assassin. Alors le jeune duc, comme Annibal, avait fait un serment solennel: c'était de venger la mort de son père sur l'amiral et sur sa famille, et de poursuivre ceux de sa religion sans trêve ni relâche, ayant promis à Dieu d'être son ange exterminateur sur la terre jusqu'au jour où le dernier hérétique serait exterminé. Ce n'était donc pas sans un profond étonnement qu'on voyait ce prince, ordinairement si fidèle à sa parole, tendre la main à ceux qu'il avait juré de tenir pour ses éternels ennemis et causer familièrement avec le gendre de celui dont il avait promis la mort à son père mourant.

	Mais, nous l'avons dit, cette soirée était celle des étonnements.

	En effet, avec cette connaissance de l'avenir qui manque heureusement aux hommes, avec cette faculté de lire dans les coeurs qui n'appartient malheureusement qu'à Dieu, l'observateur privilégié auquel il eût été donné d'assister à cette fête, eût joui certainement du plus curieux spectacle que fournissent les annales de la triste comédie humaine.

	Mais cet observateur qui manquait aux galeries intérieures du Louvre, continuait dans la rue à regarder de ses yeux flamboyants et à gronder de sa voix menaçante: cet observateur c'était le peuple, qui, avec son instinct merveilleusement aiguisé par la haine, suivait de loin les ombres de ses ennemis implacables et traduisait leurs impressions aussi nettement que peut le faire le curieux devant les fenêtres d'une salle de bal hermétiquement fermée. La musique enivre et règle le danseur, tandis que le curieux voit le mouvement seul et rit de ce pantin qui s'agite sans raison, car le curieux, lui, n'entend pas la musique.

	La musique qui enivrait les huguenots, c'était la voix de leur orgueil.

	Ces lueurs qui passaient aux yeux des Parisiens au milieu de la nuit, c'étaient les éclairs de leur haine qui illuminaient l'avenir.

	Et cependant tout continuait d'être riant à l'intérieur, et même un murmure plus doux et plus flatteur que jamais courait en ce moment par tout le Louvre: c'est que la jeune fiancée, après être allée déposer sa toilette d'apparat, son manteau traînant et son long voile, venait de rentrer dans la salle de bal, accompagnée de la belle duchesse de Nevers, sa meilleure amie, et menée par son frère Charles IX, qui la présentait aux principaux de ses hôtes.

	Cette fiancée, c'était la fille de Henri II, c'était la perle de la couronne de France, c'était Marguerite de Valois, que, dans sa familière tendresse pour elle, le roi Charles IX n'appelait jamais que ma soeur Margot.

	Certes jamais accueil, si flatteur qu'il fût, n'avait été mieux mérité que celui qu'on faisait en ce moment à la nouvelle reine de Navarre. Marguerite à cette époque avait vingt ans à peine, et déjà elle était l'objet des louanges de tous les poètes, qui la comparaient les uns à l'Aurore, les autres à Cythérée. C'était en effet la beauté sans rivale de cette cour où Catherine de Médicis avait réuni, pour en faire ses sirènes, les plus belles femmes qu'elle avait pu trouver. Elle avait les cheveux noirs, le teint brillant, l'oeil voluptueux et voilé de longs cils, la bouche vermeille et fine, le cou élégant, la taille riche et souple, et, perdu dans une mule de satin, un pied d'enfant. Les Français, qui la possédaient, étaient fiers de voir éclore sur leur sol une si magnifique fleur, et les étrangers qui passaient par la France s'en retournaient éblouis de sa beauté s'ils l'avaient vue seulement, étourdis de sa science s'ils avaient causé avec elle. C'est que Marguerite était non seulement la plus belle, mais encore la plus lettrée des femmes de son temps, et l'on citait le mot d'un savant italien qui lui avait été présenté, et qui, après avoir causé avec elle une heure en italien, en espagnol, en latin et en grec, l'avait quittée en disant dans son enthousiasme: «Voir la cour sans voir Marguerite de Valois, c'est ne voir ni la France ni la cour.»

	Aussi les harangues ne manquaient pas au roi Charles IX et à la reine de Navarre; on sait combien les huguenots étaient harangueurs. Force allusions au passé, force demandes pour l'avenir furent adroitement glissées au roi au milieu de ces harangues; mais à toutes ces allusions, il répondait avec ses lèvres pâles et son sourire rusé:

	— En donnant ma soeur Margot à Henri de Navarre, je donne mon coeur à tous les protestants du royaume.

	Mot qui rassurait les uns et faisait sourire les autres, car il avait réellement deux sens: l'un paternel, et dont en bonne conscience Charles IX ne voulait pas surcharger sa pensée; l'autre injurieux pour l'épousée, pour son mari et pour celui-là même qui le disait, car il rappelait quelques sourds scandales dont la chronique de la cour avait déjà trouvé moyen de souiller la robe nuptiale de Marguerite de Valois.

	Cependant M. de Guise causait, comme nous l'avons dit, avec Téligny; mais il ne donnait pas à l'entretien une attention si soutenue qu'il ne se détournât parfois pour lancer un regard sur le groupe de dames au centre duquel resplendissait la reine de Navarre. Si le regard de la princesse rencontrait alors celui du jeune duc, un nuage semblait obscurcir ce front charmant autour duquel des étoiles de diamants formaient une tremblante auréole, et quelque vague dessein perçait dans son attitude impatiente et agitée.

	La princesse Claude, soeur aînée de Marguerite, qui depuis quelques années déjà avait épousé le duc de Lorraine, avait remarqué cette inquiétude, et elle s'approchait d'elle pour lui en demander la cause, lorsque chacun s'écartant devant la reine mère, qui s'avançait appuyée au bras du jeune prince de Condé, la princesse se trouva refoulée loin de sa soeur. Il y eut alors un mouvement général dont le duc de Guise profita pour se rapprocher de madame de Nevers, sa belle-soeur, et par conséquent de Marguerite. Madame de Lorraine, qui n'avait pas perdu la jeune reine des yeux, vit alors, au lieu de ce nuage qu'elle avait remarqué sur son front, une flamme ardente passer sur ses joues. Cependant le duc s'approchait toujours, et quand il ne fut plus qu'à deux pas de Marguerite, celle-ci, qui semblait plutôt le sentir que le voir, se retourna en faisant un effort violent pour donner à son visage le calme et l'insouciance; alors le duc salua respectueusement, et, tout en s'inclinant devant elle, murmura à demi-voix:

	— Ipse attuli.

	Ce qui voulait dire:

	«Je l'ai_ apporté_, ou apporté moi-même.»

	Marguerite rendit sa révérence au jeune duc, et, en se relevant, laissa tomber cette réponse:

	— _Noctu pro more. _Ce qui signifiait: «Cette nuit comme d'habitude.» Ces douces paroles, absorbées par l'énorme collet goudronné de la princesse comme par l'enroulement d'un porte-voix, ne furent entendues que de la personne à laquelle on les adressait; mais si court qu'eût été le dialogue, sans doute il embrassait tout ce que les deux jeunes gens avaient à se dire, car après cet échange de deux mots contre trois, ils se séparèrent, Marguerite le front plus rêveur, et le duc le front plus radieux qu'avant qu'ils se fussent rapprochés. Cette petite scène avait eu lieu sans que l'homme le plus intéressé à la remarquer eût paru y faire la moindre attention, car, de son côté, le roi de Navarre n'avait d'yeux que pour une seule personne qui rassemblait autour d'elle une cour presque aussi nombreuse que Marguerite de Valois, cette personne était la belle madame de Sauve.

	Charlotte de Beaune-Semblançay, petite-fille du malheureux Semblançay et femme de Simon de Fizes, baron de Sauve, était une des dames d'atours de Catherine de Médicis, et l'une des plus redoutables auxiliaires de cette reine, qui versait à ses ennemis le philtre de l'amour quand elle n'osait leur verser le poison florentin; petite, blonde, tour à tour pétillante de vivacité ou languissante de mélancolie, toujours prête à l'amour et à l'intrigue, les deux grandes affaires qui, depuis cinquante ans, occupaient la cour des trois rois qui s'étaient succédé; femme dans toute l'acception du mot et dans tout le charme de la chose, depuis l'oeil bleu languissant ou brillant de flammes jusqu'aux petits pieds mutins et cambrés dans leurs mules de velours, madame de Sauve s'était, depuis quelques mois déjà, emparée de toutes les facultés du roi de Navarre, qui débutait alors dans la carrière amoureuse comme dans la carrière politique; si bien que Marguerite de Navarre, beauté magnifique et royale, n'avait même plus trouvé l'admiration au fond du coeur de son époux; et, chose étrange et qui étonnait tout le monde, même de la part de cette âme pleine de ténèbres et de mystères, c'est que Catherine de Médicis, tout en poursuivant son projet d'union entre sa fille et le roi de Navarre, n'avait pas discontinué de favoriser presque ouvertement les amours de celui-ci avec madame de Sauve. Mais malgré cette aide puissante et en dépit des moeurs faciles de l'époque, la belle Charlotte avait résisté jusque-là; et de cette résistance inconnue, incroyable, inouïe, plus encore que de la beauté et de l'esprit de celle qui résistait, était née dans le coeur du Béarnais une passion qui, ne pouvant se satisfaire, s'était repliée sur elle-même et avait dévoré dans le coeur du jeune roi la timidité, l'orgueil et jusqu'à cette insouciance, moitié philosophique, moitié paresseuse, qui faisait le fond de son caractère.

	Madame de Sauve venait d'entrer depuis quelques minutes seulement dans la salle de bal: soit dépit, soit douleur, elle avait résolu d'abord de ne point assister au triomphe de sa rivale, et, sous le prétexte d'une indisposition, elle avait laissé son mari, secrétaire d'État depuis cinq ans, venir seul au Louvre. Mais en apercevant le baron de Sauve sans sa femme, Catherine de Médicis s'était informée des causes qui tenaient sa bien-aimée Charlotte éloignée; et, apprenant que ce n'était qu'une légère indisposition, elle lui avait écrit quelques mots d'appel, auxquels la jeune femme s'était empressée d'obéir. Henri, tout attristé qu'il avait été d'abord de son absence, avait cependant respiré plus librement lorsqu'il avait vu M. de Sauve entrer seul; mais au moment où, ne s'attendant aucunement à cette apparition, il allait en soupirant se rapprocher de l'aimable créature qu'il était condamné, sinon à aimer, du moins à traiter en épouse, il avait vu au bout de la galerie surgir madame de Sauve; alors il était demeuré cloué à sa place, les yeux fixés sur cette Circé qui l'enchaînait à elle comme un lien magique, et, au lieu de continuer sa marche vers sa femme, par un mouvement d'hésitation qui tenait bien plus à l'étonnement qu'à la crainte, il s'avança vers madame de Sauve.

	De leur côté les courtisans, voyant que le roi de Navarre, dont on connaissait déjà le coeur inflammable, se rapprochait de la belle Charlotte, n'eurent point le courage de s'opposer à leur réunion; ils s'éloignèrent complaisamment, de sorte qu'au même instant où Marguerite de Valois et M. de Guise échangeaient les quelques mots latins que nous avons rapportés, Henri, arrivé près de madame de Sauve, entamait avec elle en français fort intelligible, quoique saupoudré d'accent gascon, une conversation beaucoup moins mystérieuse.

	— Ah! ma mie! lui dit-il, vous voilà donc revenue au moment où l'on m'avait dit que vous étiez malade et où j'avais perdu l'espérance de vous voir?

	— Votre Majesté, répondit madame de Sauve, aurait-elle la prétention de me faire croire que cette espérance lui avait beaucoup coûté à perdre?

	— Sang-diou! je crois bien, reprit le Béarnais; ne savez-vous point que vous êtes mon soleil pendant le jour et mon étoile pendant la nuit? En vérité je me croyais dans l'obscurité la plus profonde, lorsque vous avez paru tout à l'heure et avez soudain tout éclairé.

	— C'est un mauvais tour que je vous joue alors, Monseigneur.

	— Que voulez-vous dire, ma mie? demanda Henri.

	— Je veux dire que lorsqu'on est maître de la plus belle femme de France, la seule chose qu'on doive désirer, c'est que la lumière disparaisse pour faire place à l'obscurité, car c'est dans l'obscurité que nous attend le bonheur.

	— Ce bonheur, mauvaise, vous savez bien qu'il est aux mains d'une seule personne, et que cette personne se rit et se joue du pauvre Henri.

	— Oh! reprit la baronne, j'aurais cru, au contraire, moi, que c'était cette personne qui était le jouet et la risée du roi de Navarre.

	Henri fut effrayé de cette attitude hostile, et cependant il réfléchit qu'elle trahissait le dépit, et que le dépit n'est que le masque de l'amour.

	— En vérité, dit-il, chère Charlotte, vous me faites là un injuste reproche, et je ne comprends pas qu'une si jolie bouche soit en même temps si cruelle. Croyez-vous donc que ce soit moi qui me marie? Eh! non, ventre saint gris! ce n'est pas moi!

	— C'est moi, peut-être! reprit aigrement la baronne, si jamais peut paraître aigre la voix de la femme qui nous aime et qui nous reproche de ne pas l'aimer.

	— Avec vos beaux yeux n'avez-vous pas vu plus loin, baronne? Non, non, ce n'est pas Henri de Navarre qui épouse Marguerite de Valois.

	— Et qui est-ce donc alors?

	— Eh, sang-diou! c'est la religion réformée qui épouse le pape, voilà tout.

	— Nenni, nenni, Monseigneur, et je ne me laisse pas prendre à vos jeux d'esprit, moi: Votre Majesté aime madame Marguerite, et je ne vous en fais pas un reproche, Dieu m'en garde! elle est assez belle pour être aimée.

	Henri réfléchit un instant, et tandis qu'il réfléchissait, un bon sourire retroussa le coin de ses lèvres.

	— Baronne, dit-il, vous me cherchez querelle, ce me semble, et cependant vous n'en avez pas le droit; qu'avez-vous fait, voyons! pour m'empêcher d'épouser madame Marguerite? Rien; au contraire, vous m'avez toujours désespéré.

	— Et bien m'en a pris, Monseigneur! répondit madame de Sauve.

	— Comment cela?

	— Sans doute, puisque aujourd'hui vous en épousez une autre.

	— Ah! je l'épouse parce que vous ne m'aimez pas.

	— Si je vous eusse aimé, Sire, il me faudrait donc mourir dans une heure!

	— Dans une heure! Que voulez-vous dire, et de quelle mort seriez- vous morte?

	— De jalousie… car dans une heure la reine de Navarre renverra ses femmes, et Votre Majesté ses gentilshommes.

	— Est-ce là véritablement la pensée qui vous préoccupe, ma mie?

	— Je ne dis pas cela. Je dis que, si je vous aimais, elle me préoccuperait horriblement.

	— Eh bien, s'écria Henri au comble de la joie d'entendre cet aveu, le premier qu'il eût reçu, si le roi de Navarre ne renvoyait pas ses gentilshommes ce soir?

	— Sire, dit madame de Sauve, regardant le roi avec un étonnement qui cette fois n'était pas joué, vous dites là des choses impossibles et surtout incroyables.

	— Pour que vous le croyiez, que faut-il donc faire?

	— Il faudrait m'en donner la preuve, et cette preuve, vous ne pouvez me la donner.

	— Si fait, baronne, si fait. Par saint Henri! je vous la donnerai, au contraire, s'écria le roi en dévorant la jeune femme d'un regard embrasé d'amour.

	— Ô Votre Majesté! … murmura la belle Charlotte en baissant la voix et les yeux. Je ne comprends pas… Non, non! il est impossible que vous échappiez au bonheur qui vous attend.

	— Il y a quatre Henri dans cette salle, mon adorée! reprit le roi: Henri de France, Henri de Condé, Henri de Guise, mais il n'y a qu'un Henri de Navarre.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, si vous avez ce Henri de Navarre près de vous toute cette nuit…

	— Toute cette nuit?

	— Oui; serez-vous certaine qu'il ne sera pas près d'une autre?

	— Ah! si vous faites cela, Sire, s'écria à son tour la dame de

	Sauve.

	— Foi de gentilhomme, je le ferai. Madame de Sauve leva ses grands yeux humides de voluptueuses promesses et sourit au roi, dont le coeur s'emplit d'une joie enivrante.

	— Voyons, reprit Henri, en ce cas, que direz-vous?

	— Oh! en ce cas, répondit Charlotte, en ce cas je dirai que je suis véritablement aimée de Votre Majesté.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! vous le direz donc, car cela est, baronne.

	— Mais comment faire? murmura madame de Sauve.

	— Oh! par Dieu! baronne, il n'est point que vous n'ayez autour de vous quelque camérière, quelque suivante, quelque fille dont vous soyez sûre?

	— Oh! j'ai Dariole, qui m'est si dévouée qu'elle se ferait couper en morceaux pour moi: un véritable trésor.

	— Sang-diou! baronne, dites à cette fille que je ferai sa fortune quand je serai roi de France, comme me le prédisent les astrologues.

	Charlotte sourit; car dès cette époque la réputation gasconne du

	Béarnais était déjà établie à l'endroit de ses promesses.

	— Eh bien, dit-elle, que désirez-vous de Dariole?

	— Bien peu de chose pour elle, tout pour moi.

	— Enfin?

	— Votre appartement est au-dessus du mien?

	— Oui.

	— Qu'elle attende derrière la porte. Je frapperai doucement trois coups; elle ouvrira, et vous aurez la preuve que je vous ai offerte.

	Madame de Sauve garda le silence pendant quelques secondes; puis, comme si elle eût regardé autour d'elle pour n'être pas entendue, elle fixa un instant la vue sur le groupe où se tenait la reine mère; mais si court que fut cet instant, il suffit pour que Catherine et sa dame d'atours échangeassent chacune un regard.

	— Oh! si je voulais, dit madame de Sauve avec un accent de sirène qui eût fait fondre la cire dans les oreilles d'Ulysse, si je voulais prendre Votre Majesté en mensonge.

	— Essayez, ma mie, essayez…

	— Ah! ma foi! j'avoue que j'en combats l'envie.

	— Laissez-vous vaincre: les femmes ne sont jamais si fortes qu'après leur défaite.

	— Sire, je retiens votre promesse pour Dariole le jour où vous serez roi de France. Henri jeta un cri de joie.

	C'était juste au moment où ce cri s'échappait de la bouche du

	Béarnais que la reine de Navarre répondait au duc de Guise:

	«Noctu pro more: Cette nuit comme d'habitude.»

	Alors Henri s'éloigna de madame de Sauve aussi heureux que l'était le duc de Guise en s'éloignant lui-même de Marguerite de Valois.

	Une heure après cette double scène que nous venons de raconter, le roi Charles et la reine mère se retirèrent dans leurs appartements; presque aussitôt les salles commencèrent à se dépeupler, les galeries laissèrent voir la base de leurs colonnes de marbre. L'amiral et le prince de Condé furent reconduits par quatre cents gentilshommes huguenots au milieu de la foule qui grondait sur leur passage. Puis Henri de Guise, avec les seigneurs lorrains et les catholiques, sortirent à leur tour, escortés des cris de joie et des applaudissements du peuple.

	Quant à Marguerite de Valois, à Henri de Navarre et à madame de

	Sauve, on sait qu'ils demeuraient au Louvre même.

	II

	La chambre de la reine de Navarre

	Le duc de Guise reconduisit sa belle-soeur, la duchesse de Nevers, en son hôtel qui était situé rue du Chaume, en face de la rue de Brac, et après l'avoir remise à ses femmes, passa dans son appartement pour changer de costume, prendre un manteau de nuit et s'armer d'un de ces poignards courts et aigus qu'on appelait une foi de gentilhomme, lesquels se portaient sans l'épée; mais au moment où il le prenait sur la table où il était déposé, il aperçut un petit billet serré entre la lame et le fourreau.

	Il l'ouvrit et lut ce qui suit:

	«J'espère bien que M. de Guise ne retournera pas cette nuit au Louvre, ou, s'il y retourne, qu'il prendra au moins la précaution de s'armer d'une bonne cotte de mailles et d'une bonne épée.»

	— Ah! ah! dit le duc en se retournant vers son valet de chambre, voici un singulier avertissement, maître Robin. Maintenant faites- moi le plaisir de me dire quelles sont les personnes qui ont pénétré ici pendant mon absence.

	— Une seule, Monseigneur.

	— Laquelle?

	— M. du Gast.

	— Ah! ah! En effet, il me semblait bien reconnaître l'écriture.

	Et tu es sûr que du Gast est venu, tu l'as vu?

	— J'ai fait plus, Monseigneur, je lui ai parlé.

	— Bon; alors je suivrai le conseil. Ma jaquette et mon épée.

	Le valet de chambre, habitué à ces mutations de costumes, apporta l'une et l'autre. Le duc alors revêtit sa jaquette, qui était en chaînons de mailles si souples que la trame d'acier n'était guère plus épaisse que du velours; puis il passa par-dessus son jaque des chausses et un pourpoint gris et argent, qui étaient ses couleurs favorites, tira de longues bottes qui montaient jusqu'au milieu de ses cuisses, se coiffa d'un toquet de velours noir sans plume ni pierreries, s'enveloppa d'un manteau de couleur sombre, passa un poignard à sa ceinture, et, mettant son épée aux mains d'un page, seule escorte dont il voulût se faire accompagner, il prit le chemin du Louvre.

	Comme il posait le pied sur le seuil de l'hôtel, le veilleur de

	Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois venait d'annoncer une heure du matin.

	Si avancée que fût la nuit et si peu sûres que fussent les rues à cette époque, aucun accident n'arriva à l'aventureux prince par le chemin, et il arriva sain et sauf devant la masse colossale du vieux Louvre, dont toute les lumières s'étaient successivement éteintes, et qui se dressait, à cette heure, formidable de silence et d'obscurité.

	En avant du château royal s'étendait un fossé profond, sur lequel donnaient la plupart des chambres des princes logés au palais. L'appartement de Marguerite était situé au premier étage.

	Mais ce premier étage, accessible s'il n'y eût point eu de fossé, se trouvait, grâce au retranchement, élevé de près de trente pieds, et, par conséquent, hors de l'atteinte des amants et des voleurs, ce qui n'empêcha point M. le duc de Guise de descendre résolument dans le fossé.

	Au même instant, on entendit le bruit d'une fenêtre du rez-de- chaussée qui s'ouvrait. Cette fenêtre était grillée; mais une main parut, souleva un des barreaux descellés d'avance, et laissa pendre, par cette ouverture, un lacet de soie.

	— Est-ce vous, Gillonne? demanda le duc à voix basse.

	— Oui, Monseigneur, répondit une voix de femme d'un accent plus bas encore.

	— Et Marguerite?

	— Elle vous attend.

	— Bien. À ces mots le duc fit signe à son page, qui, ouvrant son manteau, déroula une petite échelle de corde. Le prince attacha l'une des extrémités de l'échelle au lacet qui pendait. Gillonne tira l'échelle à elle, l'assujettit solidement; et le prince, après avoir bouclé son épée à son ceinturon, commença l'escalade, qu'il acheva sans accident. Derrière lui, le barreau reprit sa place, la fenêtre se referma, et le page, après avoir vu entrer paisiblement son seigneur dans le Louvre, aux fenêtres duquel il l'avait accompagné vingt fois de la même façon, s'alla coucher, enveloppé dans son manteau, sur l'herbe du fossé et à l'ombre de la muraille. Il faisait une nuit sombre, et quelques gouttes d'eau tombaient tièdes et larges des nuages chargés de soufre et d'électricité.

	Le duc de Guise suivit sa conductrice, qui n'était rien moins que la fille de Jacques de Matignon, maréchal de France; c'était la confidente toute particulière de Marguerite, qui n'avait aucun secret pour elle, et l'on prétendait qu'au nombre des mystères qu'enfermait son incorruptible fidélité, il y en avait de si terribles que c'étaient ceux-là qui la forçaient de garder les autres.

	Aucune lumière n'était demeurée ni dans les chambres basses ni dans les corridors; de temps en temps seulement un éclair livide illuminait les appartements sombres d'un reflet bleuâtre qui disparaissait aussitôt.

	Le duc, toujours guidé par sa conductrice qui le tenait par la main, atteignit enfin un escalier en spirale pratiqué dans l'épaisseur d'un mur et qui s'ouvrait par une porte secrète et invisible dans l'antichambre de l'appartement de Marguerite.

	L'antichambre, comme les autres salles du bas, était dans la plus profonde obscurité.

	Arrivés dans cette antichambre, Gillonne s'arrêta.

	— Avez-vous apporté ce que désire la reine? demanda-t-elle à voix basse.

	— Oui, répondit le duc de Guise; mais je ne le remettrai qu'à Sa

	Majesté elle-même.

	— Venez donc et sans perdre un instant! dit alors au milieu de l'obscurité une voix qui fit tressaillir le duc, car il la reconnut pour celle de Marguerite.

	Et en même temps une portière de velours violet fleurdelisé d'or se soulevant, le duc distingua dans l'ombre la reine elle-même, qui, impatiente, était venue au-devant de lui.

	— Me voici, madame, dit alors le duc. Et il passa rapidement de l'autre côté de la portière qui retomba derrière lui. Alors ce fut, à son tour, à Marguerite de Valois de servir de guide au prince dans cet appartement d'ailleurs bien connu de lui, tandis que Gillonne, restée à la porte, avait, en portant le doigt à sa bouche, rassuré sa royale maîtresse. Comme si elle eût compris les jalouses inquiétudes du duc, Marguerite le conduisit jusque dans sa chambre à coucher; là elle s'arrêta.

	— Eh bien, lui dit-elle, êtes-vous content, duc?

	— Content, madame, demanda celui-ci, et de quoi, je vous prie?

	— De cette preuve que je vous donne, reprit Marguerite avec un léger accent de dépit, que j'appartiens à un homme qui, le soir de son mariage, la nuit même de ses noces, fait assez peu de cas de moi pour n'être pas même venu me remercier de l'honneur que je lui ai fait non pas en le choisissant, mais en l'acceptant pour époux.

	— Oh! madame, dit tristement le duc, rassurez-vous, il viendra, surtout si vous le désirez.

	— Et c'est vous qui dites cela, Henri, s'écria Marguerite, vous qui, entre tous, savez le contraire de ce que vous dites! Si j'avais le désir que vous me supposez, vous eussé-je donc prié de venir au Louvre?

	— Vous m'avez prié de venir au Louvre, Marguerite, parce que vous avez le désir d'éteindre tout vestige de notre passé, et que ce passé vivait non seulement dans mon coeur, mais dans ce coffre d'argent que je vous rapporte.

	— Henri, voulez-vous que je vous dise une chose? reprit Marguerite en regardant fixement le duc, c'est que vous ne me faites plus l'effet d'un prince, mais d'un écolier! Moi nier que je vous ai aimé! moi vouloir éteindre une flamme qui mourra peut- être, mais dont le reflet ne mourra pas! Car les amours des personnes de mon rang illuminent et souvent dévorent toute l'époque qui leur est contemporaine. Non, non, mon duc! Vous pouvez garder les lettres de votre Marguerite et le coffre qu'elle vous a donné. De ces lettres que contient le coffre elle ne vous en demande qu'une seule, et encore parce que cette lettre est aussi dangereuse pour vous que pour elle.

	— Tout est à vous, dit le duc; choisissez donc là-dedans celle que vous voudrez anéantir.

	Marguerite fouilla vivement dans le coffre ouvert, et d'une main frémissante prit l'une après l'autre une douzaine de lettres dont elle se contenta de regarder les adresses, comme si à l'inspection de ces seules adresses sa mémoire lui rappelait ce que contenaient ces lettres; mais arrivée au bout de l'examen elle regarda le duc, et, toute pâlissante:

	— Monsieur, dit-elle, celle que je cherche n'est pas là.

	L'auriez-vous perdue, par hasard; car, quant à l'avoir livrée…

	— Et quelle lettre cherchez-vous, madame?

	— Celle dans laquelle je vous disais de vous marier sans retard.

	— Pour excuser votre infidélité? Marguerite haussa les épaules.

	— Non, mais pour vous sauver la vie. Celle où je vous disais que le roi, voyant notre amour et les efforts que je faisais pour rompre votre future union avec l'infante de Portugal, avait fait venir son frère le bâtard d'Angoulême et lui avait dit en lui montrant deux épées: «De celle-ci tue Henri de Guise ce soir, ou de celle-là je te tuerai demain.» Cette lettre, où est-elle?

	— La voici, dit le duc de Guise en la tirant de sa poitrine. Marguerite la lui arracha presque des mains, l'ouvrit avidement, s'assura que c'était bien celle qu'elle réclamait, poussa une exclamation de joie et l'approcha de la bougie. La flamme se communiqua aussitôt de la mèche au papier, qui en un instant fut consumé; puis, comme si Marguerite eût craint qu'on pût aller chercher l'imprudent avis jusque dans les cendres, elle les écrasa sous son pied.

	Le duc de Guise, pendant toute cette fiévreuse action, avait suivi des yeux sa maîtresse.

	— Eh bien, Marguerite, dit-il quand elle eut fini, êtes-vous contente maintenant?

	— Oui; car, maintenant que vous avez épousé la princesse de Porcian, mon frère me pardonnera votre amour; tandis qu'il ne m'eût pas pardonné la révélation d'un secret comme celui que, dans ma faiblesse pour vous, je n'ai pas eu la puissance de vous cacher.

	— C'est vrai, dit le duc de Guise; dans ce temps-là vous m'aimiez.

	— Et je vous aime encore, Henri, autant et plus que jamais.

	— Vous?…

	— Oui, moi; car jamais plus qu'aujourd'hui je n'eus besoin d'un ami sincère et dévoué. Reine, je n'ai pas de trône; femme, je n'ai pas de mari.

	Le jeune prince secoua tristement la tête.

	— Mais quand je vous dis, quand je vous répète, Henri, que mon mari non seulement ne m'aime pas, mais qu'il me hait, mais qu'il me méprise; d'ailleurs, il me semble que votre présence dans la chambre où il devrait être fait bien preuve de cette haine et de ce mépris.

	— Il n'est pas encore tard, madame, et il a fallu au roi de Navarre le temps de congédier ses gentilshommes, et, s'il n'est pas venu, il ne tardera pas à venir.

	— Et moi je vous dis, s'écria Marguerite avec un dépit croissant, moi je vous dis qu'il ne viendra pas.

	— Madame, s'écria Gillonne en ouvrant la porte et en soulevant la portière, madame, le roi de Navarre sort de son appartement.

	— Oh! je le savais bien, moi, qu'il viendrait! s'écria le duc de

	Guise.

	— Henri, dit Marguerite d'une voix brève et en saisissant la main du duc, Henri, vous allez voir si je suis une femme de parole, et si l'on peut compter sur ce que j'ai promis une fois. Henri, entrez dans ce cabinet.

	— Madame, laissez-moi partir s'il en est temps encore, car songez qu'à la première marque d'amour qu'il vous donne je sors de ce cabinet, et alors malheur à lui!

	— Vous êtes fou! entrez, entrez, vous dis-je, je réponds de tout.

	Et elle poussa le duc dans le cabinet.

	Il était temps. La porte était à peine fermée derrière le prince que le roi de Navarre, escorté de deux pages qui portaient huit flambeaux de cire jaune sur deux candélabres, apparut souriant sur le seuil de la chambre.

	Marguerite cacha son trouble en faisant une profonde révérence.

	— Vous n'êtes pas encore au lit, madame? demanda le Béarnais avec sa physionomie ouverte et joyeuse; m'attendiez-vous, par hasard?

	— Non, monsieur, répondit Marguerite, car hier encore vous m'avez dit que vous saviez bien que notre mariage était une alliance politique, et que vous ne me contraindriez jamais.

	— À la bonne heure; mais ce n'est point une raison pour ne pas causer quelque peu ensemble. Gillonne, fermez la porte et laissez- nous.

	Marguerite, qui était assise, se leva, et étendit la main comme pour ordonner aux pages de rester.

	— Faut-il que j'appelle vos femmes? demanda le roi. Je le ferai si tel est votre désir, quoique je vous avoue que, pour les choses que j'ai à vous dire, j'aimerais mieux que nous fussions en tête- à-tête.

	Et le roi de Navarre s'avança vers le cabinet.

	— Non! s'écria Marguerite en s'élançant au-devant de lui avec impétuosité; non, c'est inutile, et je suis prête à vous entendre.

	Le Béarnais savait ce qu'il voulait savoir; il jeta un regard rapide et profond vers le cabinet, comme s'il eût voulu, malgré la portière qui le voilait, pénétrer dans ses plus sombres profondeurs; puis, ramenant ses regards sur sa belle épousée pâle de terreur:

	— En ce cas, madame, dit-il d'une voix parfaitement calme, causons donc un instant.

	— Comme il plaira à Votre Majesté, dit la jeune femme en retombant plutôt qu'elle ne s'assit sur le siège que lui indiquait son mari.

	Le Béarnais se plaça près d'elle.

	— Madame, continua-t-il, quoi qu'en aient dit bien des gens, notre mariage est, je le pense, un bon mariage. Je suis bien à vous et vous êtes bien à moi.

	— Mais…, dit Marguerite effrayée.

	— Nous devons en conséquence, continua le roi de Navarre sans paraître remarquer l'hésitation de Marguerite, agir l'un avec l'autre comme de bons alliés, puisque nous nous sommes aujourd'hui juré alliance devant Dieu. N'est-ce pas votre avis?

	— Sans doute, monsieur.

	— Je sais, madame, combien votre pénétration est grande, je sais combien le terrain de la cour est semé de dangereux abîmes; or, je suis jeune, et, quoique je n'aie jamais fait de mal à personne, j'ai bon nombre d'ennemis. Dans quel camp, madame, dois-je ranger celle qui porte mon nom et qui m'a juré affection au pied de l'autel?

	— Oh! monsieur, pourriez-vous penser…

	— Je ne pense rien, madame, j'espère, et je veux m'assurer que mon espérance est fondée. Il est certain que notre mariage n'est qu'un prétexte ou qu'un piège.

	Marguerite tressaillit, car peut-être aussi cette pensée s'était- elle présentée à son esprit.

	— Maintenant, lequel des deux? continua Henri de Navarre. Le roi me hait, le duc d'Anjou me hait, le duc d'Alençon me hait, Catherine de Médicis haïssait trop ma mère pour ne point me haïr.

	— Oh! monsieur, que dites-vous?

	— La vérité, madame, reprit le roi, et je voudrais, afin qu'on ne crût pas que je suis dupe de l'assassinat de M. de Mouy et de l'empoisonnement de ma mère, je voudrais qu'il y eût ici quelqu'un qui pût m'entendre.

	— Oh! monsieur, dit vivement Marguerite, et de l'air le plus calme et le plus souriant qu'elle pût prendre, vous savez bien qu'il n'y a ici que vous et moi.

	— Et voilà justement ce qui fait que je m'abandonne, voilà ce qui fait que j'ose vous dire que je ne suis dupe ni des caresses que me fait la maison de France, ni de celles que me fait la maison de Lorraine.

	— Sire! Sire! s'écria Marguerite.

	— Eh bien, qu'y a-t-il, ma mie? demanda Henri souriant à son tour.

	— Il y a, monsieur, que de pareils discours sont bien dangereux.

	— Non, pas quand on est en tête-à-tête, reprit le roi. Je vous disais donc…

	Marguerite était visiblement au supplice; elle eût voulu arrêter chaque parole sur les lèvres du Béarnais; mais Henri continua avec son apparente bonhomie:

	— Je vous disais donc que j'étais menacé de tous côtés, menacé par le roi, menacé par le duc d'Alençon, menacé par le duc d'Anjou, menacé par la reine mère, menacé par le duc de Guise, par le duc de Mayenne, par le cardinal de Lorraine, menacé par tout le monde, enfin. On sent cela instinctivement; vous le savez, madame. Eh bien! contre toutes ces menaces qui ne peuvent tarder de devenir des attaques, je puis me défendre avec votre secours; car vous êtes aimée, vous, de toutes les personnes qui me détestent.

	— Moi? dit Marguerite.

	— Oui, vous, reprit Henri de Navarre avec une bonhomie parfaite; oui, vous êtes aimée du roi Charles; vous êtes aimée, il appuya sur le mot, du duc d'Alençon; vous êtes aimée de la reine Catherine; enfin, vous êtes aimée du duc de Guise.

	— Monsieur…, murmura Marguerite.

	— Eh bien! qu'y a-t-il donc d'étonnant que tout le monde vous aime? ceux que je viens de vous nommer sont vos frères ou vos parents. Aimer ses parents ou ses frères, c'est vivre selon le coeur de Dieu.

	— Mais enfin, reprit Marguerite oppressée, où voulez-vous en venir, monsieur?

	— J'en veux venir à ce que je vous ai dit; c'est que si vous vous faites, je ne dirai pas mon amie, mais mon alliée, je puis tout braver; tandis qu'au contraire, si vous vous faites mon ennemie, je suis perdu.

	— Oh! votre ennemie, jamais, monsieur! s'écria Marguerite.

	— Mais mon amie, jamais non plus?…

	— Peut-être.

	— Et mon alliée?

	— Certainement. Et Marguerite se retourna et tendit la main au roi.

	Henri la prit, la baisa galamment, et la gardant dans les siennes bien plus dans un désir d'investigation que par un sentiment de tendresse:

	— Eh bien, je vous crois, madame, dit-il, et vous accepte pour alliée. Ainsi donc on nous a mariés sans que nous nous connussions, sans que nous nous aimassions; on nous a mariés sans nous consulter, nous qu'on mariait. Nous ne nous devons donc rien comme mari et femme. Vous voyez, madame, que je vais au-devant de vos voeux, et que je vous confirme ce soir ce que je vous disais hier. Mais nous, nous nous allions librement, sans que personne nous y force, nous, nous allions comme deux coeurs loyaux qui se doivent protection mutuelle et s'allient; c'est bien comme cela que vous l'entendez?

	— Oui, monsieur, dit Marguerite en essayant de retirer sa main.

	— Eh bien, continua le Béarnais les yeux toujours fixés sur la porte du cabinet, comme la première preuve d'une alliance franche est la confiance la plus absolue, je vais, madame, vous raconter dans ses détails les plus secrets le plan que j'ai formé à l'effet de combattre victorieusement toutes ces inimitiés.

	— Monsieur…, murmura Marguerite en tournant à son tour et malgré elle les yeux vers le cabinet, tandis que le Béarnais, voyant sa ruse réussir, souriait dans sa barbe.

	— Voici donc ce que je vais faire, continua-t-il sans paraître remarquer le trouble de la jeune femme; je vais…

	— Monsieur, s'écria Marguerite en se levant vivement et en saisissant le roi par le bras, permettez que je respire; l'émotion… la chaleur… j'étouffe.

	En effet Marguerite était pâle et tremblante comme si elle allait se laisser choir sur le tapis.

	Henri marcha droit à une fenêtre située à bonne distance et l'ouvrit. Cette fenêtre donnait sur la rivière.

	Marguerite le suivit.

	— Silence! silence! Sire! par pitié pour vous, murmura-t-elle.

	— Eh! madame, fit le Béarnais en souriant à sa manière, ne m'avez-vous pas dit que nous étions seuls?

	— Oui, monsieur; mais n'avez-vous pas entendu dire qu'à l'aide d'une sarbacane, introduite à travers un plafond ou à travers un mur, on peut tout entendre?

	— Bien, madame, bien, dit vivement et tout bas le Béarnais. Vous ne m'aimez pas, c'est vrai; mais vous êtes une honnête femme.

	— Que voulez-vous dire, monsieur?

	— Je veux dire que si vous étiez capable de me trahir, vous m'eussiez laissé continuer puisque je me trahissais tout seul. Vous m'avez arrêté. Je sais maintenant que quelqu'un est caché ici; que vous êtes une épouse infidèle, mais une fidèle alliée, et dans ce moment-ci, ajouta le Béarnais en souriant, j'ai plus besoin, je l'avoue, de fidélité en politique qu'en amour…

	— Sire…, murmura Marguerite confuse.

	— Bon, bon, nous parlerons de tout cela plus tard, dit Henri, quand nous nous connaîtrons mieux. Puis, haussant la voix:

	— Eh bien, continua-t-il, respirez-vous plus librement à cette heure, madame?

	— Oui, Sire, oui, murmura Marguerite.

	— En ce cas reprit le Béarnais, je ne veux pas vous importuner plus longtemps. Je vous devais mes respects et quelques avances de bonne amitié; veuillez les accepter comme je vous les offre, de tout mon coeur. Reposez-vous donc et bonne nuit.

	Marguerite leva sur son mari un oeil brillant de reconnaissance et à son tour lui tendit la main.

	— C'est convenu, dit-elle.

	— Alliance politique, franche et loyale? demanda Henri.

	— Franche et loyale, répondit la reine. Alors le Béarnais marcha vers la porte, attirant du regard Marguerite comme fascinée. Puis, lorsque la portière fut retombée entre eux et la chambre à coucher:

	— Merci, Marguerite, dit vivement Henri à voix basse, merci! Vous êtes une vraie fille de France. Je pars tranquille. À défaut de votre amour, votre amitié ne me fera pas défaut. Je compte sur vous, comme de votre côté vous pouvez compter sur moi. Adieu, madame.

	Et Henri baisa la main de sa femme en la pressant doucement; puis, d'un pas agile, il retourna chez lui en se disant tout bas dans le corridor:

	— Qui diable est chez elle? Est-ce le roi, est-ce le duc d'Anjou, est-ce le duc d'Alençon, est-ce le duc de Guise, est-ce un frère, est-ce un amant, est-ce l'un et l'autre? En vérité, je suis presque fâché d'avoir demandé maintenant ce rendez-vous à la baronne; mais puisque je lui ai engagé ma parole et que Dariole m'attend… n'importe; elle perdra un peu, j'en ai peur, à ce que j'ai passé par la chambre à coucher de ma femme pour aller chez elle, car, ventre-saint-gris! cette Margot, comme l'appelle mon beau-frère Charles IX, est une adorable créature.

	Et d'un pas dans lequel se trahissait une légère hésitation Henri de Navarre monta l'escalier qui conduisait à l'appartement de madame de Sauve.

	Marguerite l'avait suivi des yeux jusqu'à ce qu'il eût disparu, et alors elle était rentrée dans sa chambre. Elle trouva le duc à la porte du cabinet: cette vue lui inspira presque un remords.

	De son côté le duc était grave, et son sourcil froncé dénonçait une amère préoccupation.

	— Marguerite est neutre aujourd'hui, dit-il, Marguerite sera hostile dans huit jours.

	— Ah! vous avez écouté? dit Marguerite.

	— Que vouliez-vous que je fisse dans ce cabinet?

	— Et vous trouvez que je me suis conduite autrement que devait se conduire la reine de Navarre?

	— Non, mais autrement que devait se conduire la maîtresse du duc de Guise.

	— Monsieur, répondit la reine, je puis ne pas aimer mon mari, mais personne n'a le droit d'exiger de moi que je le trahisse. De bonne foi, trahiriez-vous le secret de la princesse de Porcian, votre femme?

	— Allons, allons, madame, dit le duc en secouant la tête, c'est bien. Je vois que vous ne m'aimez plus comme aux jours où vous me racontiez ce que tramait le roi contre moi et les miens.

	— Le roi était le fort et vous étiez les faibles. Henri est le faible et vous êtes les forts. Je joue toujours le même rôle, vous le voyez bien.

	— Seulement vous passez d'un camp à l'autre.

	— C'est un droit que j'ai acquis, monsieur, en vous sauvant la vie.

	— Bien, madame; et comme quand on se sépare on se rend entre amants tout ce qu'on s'est donné, je vous sauverai la vie à mon tour, si l'occasion s'en présente, et nous serons quittes.

	Et sur ce le duc s'inclina et sortit sans que Marguerite fît un geste pour le retenir. Dans l'antichambre il trouva Gillonne, qui le conduisit jusqu'à la fenêtre du rez-de-chaussée, et dans les fossés son page avec lequel il retourna à l'hôtel de Guise.

	Pendant ce temps, Marguerite, rêveuse, alla se placer à sa fenêtre.

	— Quelle nuit de noces! murmura-t-elle; l'époux me fuit et l'amant me quitte!

	En ce moment passa de l'autre côté du fossé, venant de la Tour du Bois, et remontant vers le moulin de la Monnaie, un écolier le poing sur la hanche et chantant:

	Pourquoi doncques, quand je veux Ou mordre tes beaux cheveux, Ou baiser ta bouche aimée, Ou toucher à ton beau sein, Contrefais-tu la nonnain Dedans un cloître enfermée?

	Pour qui gardes-tu tes yeux Et ton sein délicieux, Ton front, ta lèvre jumelle? En veux-tu baiser Pluton, Là-bas, après que Caron T'aura mise en sa nacelle?

	Après ton dernier trépas, Belle, tu n'auras là-bas Qu'une bouchette blêmie; Et quand, mort, je te verrai, Aux ombres je n'avouerai Que jadis tu fus ma mie.

	Doncques, tandis que tu vis, Change, maîtresse, d'avis, Et ne m'épargne ta bouche; Car au jour où tu mourras, Lors tu te repentiras De m'avoir été farouche.

	Marguerite écouta cette chanson en souriant avec mélancolie; puis, lorsque la voix de l'écolier se fut perdue dans le lointain, elle referma la fenêtre et appela Gillonne pour l'aider à se mettre au lit.

	III

	Un roi poète

	Le lendemain et les jours qui suivirent se passèrent en fêtes, ballets et tournois.

	La même fusion continuait de s'opérer entre les deux partis. C'étaient des caresses et des attendrissements à faire perdre la tête aux plus enragés huguenots. On avait vu le père Cotton dîner et faire débauche avec le baron de Courtaumer, le duc de Guise remonter la Seine en bateau de symphonie avec le prince de Condé.

	Le roi Charles paraissait avoir fait divorce avec sa mélancolie habituelle, et ne pouvait plus se passer de son beau-frère Henri. Enfin la reine mère était si joyeuse et si occupée de broderies, de joyaux et de panaches, qu'elle en perdait le sommeil.

	Les huguenots, quelque peu amollis par cette Capoue nouvelle, commençaient à revêtir les pourpoints de soie, à arborer les devises et à parader devant certains balcons comme s'ils eussent été catholiques. De tous côtés c'était une réaction en faveur de la religion réformée, à croire que toute la cour allait se faire protestante. L'amiral lui-même, malgré son expérience, s'y était laissé prendre comme les autres, et il en avait la tête tellement montée, qu'un soir il avait oublié, pendant deux heures, de mâcher son cure-dent, occupation à laquelle il se livrait d'ordinaire depuis deux heures de l'après-midi, moment où son dîner finissait, jusqu'à huit heures du soir, moment auquel il se remettait à table pour souper.

	Le soir où l'amiral s'était laissé aller à cet incroyable oubli de ses habitudes, le roi Charles IX avait invité à goûter avec lui, en petit comité, Henri de Navarre et le duc de Guise. Puis, la collation terminée, il avait passé avec eux dans sa chambre, et là il leur expliquait l'ingénieux mécanisme d'un piège à loups qu'il avait inventé lui-même, lorsque, s'interrompant tout à coup:

	— Monsieur l'amiral ne vient-il donc pas ce soir? demanda-t-il; qui l'a aperçu aujourd'hui et qui peut me donner de ses nouvelles?

	— Moi, dit le roi de Navarre, et au cas où Votre Majesté serait inquiète de sa santé, je pourrais la rassurer, car je l'ai vu ce matin à six heures et ce soir à sept.

	— Ah! ah! fit le roi, dont les yeux un instant distraits se reposèrent avec une curiosité perçante sur son beau-frère, vous êtes bien matineux, Henriot, pour un jeune marié!

	— Oui, Sire, répondit le roi de Béarn, je voulais savoir de l'amiral, qui sait tout, si quelques gentilshommes que j'attends encore ne sont point en route pour venir.

	— Des gentilshommes encore! vous en aviez huit cents le jour de vos noces, et tous les jours il en arrive de nouveaux, voulez-vous donc nous envahir? dit Charles IX en riant.

	Le duc de Guise fronça le sourcil.

	— Sire, répliqua le Béarnais, on parle d'une entreprise sur les Flandres, et je réunis autour de moi tous ceux de mon pays et des environs que je crois pouvoir être utiles à Votre Majesté.

	Le duc, se rappelant le projet dont le Béarnais avait parlé à

	Marguerite le jour de ses noces, écouta plus attentivement.

	— Bon! bon! répondit le roi avec son sourire fauve, plus il y en aura, plus nous serons contents; amenez, amenez, Henri. Mais qui sont ces gentilshommes? des vaillants, j'espère?

	— J'ignore, Sire, si mes gentilshommes vaudront jamais ceux de Votre Majesté, ceux de monsieur le duc d'Anjou ou ceux de monsieur de Guise, mais je les connais et sais qu'ils feront de leur mieux.

	— En attendez-vous beaucoup?

	— Dix ou douze encore.

	— Vous les appelez?

	— Sire, leurs noms m'échappent, et, à l'exception de l'un d'eux, qui m'est recommandé par Téligny comme un gentilhomme accompli et qui s'appelle de la Mole, je ne saurais dire…

	— De la Mole! n'est-ce point un Lerac de La Mole, reprit le roi fort versé dans la science généalogique, un Provençal?

	— Précisément, Sire; comme vous voyez, je recrute jusqu'en

	Provence.

	— Et moi, dit le duc de Guise avec un sourire moqueur, je vais plus loin encore que Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre, car je vais chercher jusqu'en Piémont tous les catholiques sûrs que j'y puis trouver.

	— Catholiques ou huguenots, interrompit le roi, peu m'importe, pourvu qu'ils soient vaillants.

	Le roi, pour dire ces paroles qui, dans son esprit, mêlaient huguenots et catholiques, avait pris une mine si indifférente que le duc de Guise en fut étonné lui-même.

	— Votre Majesté s'occupe de nos Flamands? dit l'amiral à qui le roi, depuis quelques jours, avait accordé la faveur d'entrer chez lui sans être annoncé, et qui venait d'entendre les dernières paroles du roi.

	— Ah! voici mon père l'amiral, s'écria Charles IX en ouvrant les bras; on parle de guerre, de gentilshommes, de vaillants, et il arrive; ce que c'est que l'aimant, le fer s'y tourne; mon beau- frère de Navarre et mon cousin de Guise attendent des renforts pour votre armée. Voilà ce dont il était question.

	— Et ces renforts arrivent, dit l'amiral.

	— Avez-vous eu des nouvelles, monsieur? demanda le Béarnais.

	— Oui, mon fils, et particulièrement de M. de La Mole; il était hier à Orléans, et sera demain ou après-demain à Paris.

	— Peste! monsieur l'amiral est donc nécromant, pour savoir ainsi ce qui se fait à trente ou quarante lieues de distance! Quant à moi, je voudrais bien savoir avec pareille certitude ce qui se passa ou ce qui s'est passé devant Orléans!

	Coligny resta impassible à ce trait sanglant du duc de Guise, lequel faisait évidemment allusion à la mort de François de Guise, son père, tué devant Orléans par Poltrot de Méré, non sans soupçon que l'amiral eut conseillé le crime.

	— Monsieur, répliqua-t-il froidement et avec dignité, je suis nécromant toutes les fois que je veux savoir bien positivement ce qui importe à mes affaires ou à celles du roi.

	Mon courrier est arrivé d'Orléans il y a une heure, et, grâce à la poste, a fait trente-deux lieues dans la journée. M. de La Mole, qui voyage sur son cheval, n'en fait que dix par jour, lui, et arrivera seulement le 24. Voilà toute la magie.

	— Bravo, mon père! bien répondu, dit Charles IX. Montrez à ces jeunes gens que c'est la sagesse en même temps que l'âge qui ont fait blanchir votre barbe et vos cheveux: aussi allons-nous les envoyer parler de leurs tournois et de leurs amours, et rester ensemble à parler de nos guerres. Ce sont les bons cavaliers qui font les bons rois, mon père. Allez, messieurs, j'ai à causer avec l'amiral.

	Les deux jeunes gens sortirent, le roi de Navarre d'abord, le duc de Guise ensuite; mais, hors de la porte, chacun tourna de son côté après une froide révérence.

	Coligny les avait suivis des yeux avec une certaine inquiétude, car il ne voyait jamais rapprocher ces deux haines sans craindre qu'il n'en jaillît quelque nouvel éclair. Charles IX comprit ce qui se passait dans son esprit, vint à lui, et appuyant son bras au sien:

	— Soyez tranquille, mon père, je suis là pour maintenir chacun dans l'obéissance et le respect. Je suis véritablement roi depuis que ma mère n'est plus reine, et elle n'est plus reine depuis que Coligny est mon père.

	— Oh! Sire, dit l'amiral, la reine Catherine…

	— Est une brouillonne. Avec elle il n'y a pas de paix possible. Ces catholiques italiens sont enragés et n'entendent rien qu'à exterminer. Moi, tout au contraire, non seulement je veux pacifier, mais encore je veux donner de la puissance à ceux de la religion. Les autres sont trop dissolus, mon père, et ils me scandalisent par leurs amours et par leurs dérèglements. Tiens, veux-tu que je te parle franchement, continua Charles IX en redoublant d'épanchement, je me défie de tout ce qui m'entoure, excepté de mes nouveaux amis! L'ambition des Tavannes m'est suspecte. Vieilleville n'aime que le bon vin, et il serait capable de trahir son roi pour une tonne de malvoisie. Montmorency ne se soucie que de la chasse, et passe son temps entre ses chiens et ses faucons. Le comte de Retz est Espagnol, les Guises sont Lorrains: il n'y a de vrais Français en France, je crois, Dieu me pardonne! que moi, mon beau-frère de Navarre et toi. Mais, moi, je suis enchaîné au trône et ne puis commander des armées. C'est tout au plus si on me laisse chasser à mon aise à Saint-Germain et à Rambouillet. Mon beau-frère de Navarre est trop jeune et trop peu expérimenté. D'ailleurs, il me semble en tout point tenir de son père Antoine que les femmes ont toujours perdu. Il n'y a que toi, mon père, qui sois à la fois brave comme Julius César, et sage comme Plato. Aussi, je ne sais ce que je dois faire, en vérité: te garder comme conseiller ici, ou t'envoyer là-bas comme général. Si tu me conseilles, qui commandera? Si tu commandes, qui me conseillera?

	— Sire, dit Coligny, il faut vaincre d'abord, puis le conseil viendra après la victoire.

	— C'est ton avis, mon père? eh bien, soit. Il sera fait selon ton avis. Lundi tu partiras pour les Flandres, et moi, pour Amboise.

	— Votre Majesté quitte Paris?

	— Oui. Je suis fatigué de tout ce bruit et de toutes ces fêtes. Je ne suis pas un homme d'action, moi, je suis un rêveur. Je n'étais pas né pour être roi, j'étais né pour être poète. Tu feras une espèce de conseil qui gouvernera tant que tu seras à la guerre; et pourvu que ma mère n'en soit pas, tout ira bien. Moi, j'ai déjà prévenu Ronsard de venir me rejoindre; et là, tous les deux loin du bruit, loin du monde, loin des méchants, sous nos grands bois, aux bords de la rivière, au murmure des ruisseaux, nous parlerons des choses de Dieu, seule compensation qu'il y ait en ce monde aux choses des hommes. Tiens, écoute ces vers, par lesquels je l'invite à me rejoindre; je les ai faits ce matin.

	Coligny sourit. Charles IX passa sa main sur son front jaune et poli comme de l'ivoire, et dit avec une espèce de chant cadencé les vers suivants:

	Ronsard, je connais bien que si tu ne me vois Tu oublies soudain de ton grand roi la voix, Mais, pour ton souvenir, pense que je n'oublie Continuer toujours d'apprendre en poésie,

	Et pour ce j'ai voulu t'envoyer cet écrit, Pour enthousiasmer ton fantastique esprit. Donc ne t'amuse plus aux soins de ton ménage, Maintenant n'est plus temps de faire jardinage;

	Il faut suivre ton roi, qui t'aime par sus tous, Pour les vers qui de toi coulent braves et doux, Et crois, si tu ne viens me trouver à Amboise, Qu'entre nous adviendra une bien grande noise.

	_— _Bravo! Sire, bravo! dit Coligny; je me connais mieux en choses de guerre qu'en choses de poésie, mais il me semble que ces vers valent les plus beaux que fassent Ronsard, Dorat et même Michel de l'Hospital, chancelier de France.

	— Ah! mon père! s'écria Charles IX, que ne dis-tu vrai! car le titre de poète, vois-tu, est celui que j'ambitionne avant toutes choses; et, comme je le disais il y a quelques jours à mon maître en poésie:

	L'art de faire des vers, dût-on s'en indigner, Doit être à plus haut prix que celui de régner; Tous deux également nous portons des couronnes: Mais roi, je les reçus, poète, tu les donnes; Ton esprit, enflammé d'une céleste ardeur, Éclate par soi-même et moi par ma grandeur. Si du côté des dieux je cherche l'avantage, Ronsard est leur mignon et je suis leur image. Ta lyre, qui ravit par de si doux accords, Te soumet les esprits dont je n'ai que les corps; Elle t'en rend le maître et te fait introduire Où le plus fier tyran n'a jamais eu d'empire.

	_— _Sire, dit Coligny, je savais bien que Votre Majesté s'entretenait avec les Muses, mais j'ignorais qu'elle en eût fait son principal conseil.

	— Après toi, mon père, après toi; et c'est pour ne pas me troubler dans mes relations avec elles que je veux te mettre à la tête de toutes choses. Écoute donc: il faut en ce moment que je réponde à un nouveau madrigal que mon grand et cher poète m'a envoyé… je ne puis donc te donner à cette heure tous les papiers qui sont nécessaires pour te mettre au courant de la grande question qui nous divise, Philippe II et moi. Il y a, en outre, une espèce de plan de campagne qui avait été fait par mes ministres. Je te chercherai tout cela et je te le remettrai demain matin.

	— À quelle heure, Sire?

	— À dix heures; et si par hasard j'étais occupé de vers, si j'étais enfermé dans mon cabinet de travail… eh bien, tu entrerais tout de même, et tu prendrais tous les papiers que tu trouverais sur cette table, enfermés dans ce portefeuille rouge; la couleur est éclatante, et tu ne t'y tromperas pas; moi, je vais écrire à Ronsard.

	— Adieu, Sire.

	— Adieu, mon père.

	— Votre main?

	— Que dis-tu, ma main? dans mes bras, sur mon coeur, c'est là ta place. Viens, mon vieux guerrier, viens. Et Charles IX, attirant à lui Coligny qui s'inclinait, posa ses lèvres sur ses cheveux blancs. L'amiral sortit en essuyant une larme.

	Charles IX le suivit des yeux tant qu'il put le voir, tendit l'oreille tant qu'il put l'entendre; puis, lorsqu'il ne vit et n'entendit plus rien, il laissa, comme c'était son habitude, retomber sa tête pâle sur son épaule, et passa lentement de la chambre où il se trouvait dans son cabinet d'armes.

	Ce cabinet était la demeure favorite du roi; c'était là qu'il prenait ses leçons d'escrime avec Pompée, et ses leçons de poésie avec Ronsard. Il y avait réuni une grande collection d'armes offensives et défensives des plus belles qu'il avait pu trouver. Aussi toutes les murailles étaient tapissées de haches, de boucliers, de piques, de hallebardes, de pistolets et de mousquetons, et le jour même un célèbre armurier lui avait apporté une magnifique arquebuse sur le canon de laquelle étaient incrustés en argent ces quatre vers que le poète royal avait composés lui-même:

	Pour maintenir la foy, Je suis belle et fidèle; Aux ennemis du roy Je suis belle et cruelle.

	Charles IX entra donc, comme nous l'avons dit, dans ce cabinet, et, après avoir fermé la porte principale par laquelle il était entré, il alla soulever une tapisserie qui masquait un passage donnant sur une chambre où une femme agenouillée devant un prie- Dieu disait ses prières.

	Comme ce mouvement s'était fait avec lenteur et que les pas du roi, assourdis par le tapis, n'avaient pas eu plus de retentissement que ceux d'un fantôme, la femme agenouillée, n'ayant rien entendu, ne se retourna point et continua de prier, Charles demeura un instant debout, pensif et la regardant.

	C'était une femme de trente-quatre à trente-cinq ans, dont la beauté vigoureuse était relevée par le costume des paysannes des environs de Caux. Elle portait le haut bonnet qui avait été si fort à la mode à la Cour de France pendant le règne d'Isabeau de Bavière, et son corsage rouge était tout brodé d'or, comme le sont aujourd'hui les corsages des contadines de Nettuno et de Sora. L'appartement qu'elle occupait depuis tantôt vingt ans était contigu à la chambre à coucher du roi, et offrait un singulier mélange d'élégance et de rusticité. C'est qu'en proportion à peu près égale, le palais avait déteint sur la chaumière, et la chaumière sur le palais. De sorte que cette chambre tenait un milieu entre la simplicité de la villageoise et le luxe de la grande dame. En effet, le prie-Dieu sur lequel elle était agenouillée était de bois de chêne merveilleusement sculpté, recouvert de velours à crépines d'or; tandis que la bible, car cette femme était de la religion réformée, tandis que la bible dans laquelle elle lisait ses prières était un de ces vieux livres à moitié déchirés, comme on en trouve dans les plus pauvres maisons.

	Or, tout était à l'avenant de ce prie-Dieu et de cette bible.

	— Eh! Madelon! dit le roi.

	La femme agenouillée releva la tête en souriant, à cette voix familière; puis, se levant:

	— Ah! c'est toi, mon fils! dit-elle.

	— Oui, nourrice, viens ici.

	Charles IX laissa retomber la portière et alla s'asseoir sur le bras du fauteuil. La nourrice parut.

	— Que me veux-tu, Charlot? dit-elle.

	— Viens ici et réponds tout bas. La nourrice s'approcha avec cette familiarité qui pouvait venir de cette tendresse maternelle que la femme conçoit pour l'enfant qu'elle a allaité, mais à laquelle les pamphlets du temps donnent une source infiniment moins pure.

	— Me voilà, dit-elle, parle.

	— L'homme que j'ai fait demander est-il là?

	— Depuis une demi-heure.

	Charles se leva, s'approcha de la fenêtre, regarda si personne n'était aux aguets, s'approcha de la porte, tendit l'oreille pour s'assurer que personne n'était aux écoutes, secoua la poussière de ses trophées d'armes, caressa un grand lévrier qui le suivait pas à pas, s'arrêtant quand son maître s'arrêtait, reprenant sa marche quand son maître se remettait en mouvement; puis, revenant à sa nourrice:

	— C'est bon, nourrice, fais-le entrer. La bonne femme sortit par le même passage qui lui avait donné entrée, tandis que le roi allait s'appuyer à une table sur laquelle étaient posées des armes de toute espèce. Il y était à peine, que la portière se souleva de nouveau et donna passage à celui qu'il attendait. C'était un homme de quarante ans à peu près, à l'oeil gris et faux, au nez recourbé en bec de chat-huant, au faciès élargi par des pommettes saillantes: son visage essaya d'exprimer le respect et ne put fournir qu'un sourire hypocrite sur ses lèvres blêmies par la peur. Charles allongea doucement derrière lui une main qui se porta sur un pommeau de pistolet de nouvelle invention, et qui partait à l'aide d'une pierre mise en contact avec une roue d'acier, au lieu de partir à l'aide d'une mèche, et regarda de son oeil terne le nouveau personnage que nous venons de mettre en scène; pendant cet examen il sifflait avec une justesse et même avec une mélodie remarquable un de ses airs de chasse favoris.

	Après quelques secondes, pendant lesquelles le visage de l'étranger se décomposa de plus en plus:

	— C'est bien vous, dit le roi, que l'on nomme François de

	Louviers-Maurevel?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Commandant des pétardiers?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— J'ai voulu vous voir. Maurevel s'inclina.

	— Vous savez, continua Charles en appuyant sur chaque mot, que j'aime également tous mes sujets.

	— Je sais, balbutia Maurevel, que Votre Majesté est le père de son peuple.

	— Et que huguenots et catholiques sont également mes enfants.

	Maurevel resta muet; seulement, le tremblement qui agitait son corps devint visible au regard perçant du roi, quoique celui auquel il adressait la parole fût presque caché dans l'ombre.

	— Cela vous contrarie, continua le roi, vous qui avez fait une si rude guerre aux huguenots? Maurevel tomba à genoux.

	— Sire, balbutia-t-il, croyez bien…

	— Je crois, continua Charles IX en arrêtant de plus en plus sur Maurevel un regard qui, de vitreux qu'il était d'abord, devenait presque flamboyant; je crois que vous aviez bien envie de tuer à Moncontour M. l'amiral qui sort d'ici; je crois que vous avez manqué votre coup, et qu'alors vous êtes passé dans l'armée du duc d'Anjou, notre frère; enfin, je crois qu'alors vous êtes passé une seconde fois chez les princes, et que vous y avez pris du service dans la compagnie de M. de Mouy de Saint-Phale…

	— Oh! Sire!

	— Un brave gentilhomme picard?

	— Sire, Sire, s'écria Maurevel, ne m'accablez pas!

	— C'était un digne officier, continua Charles IX, — et au fur et à mesure qu'il parlait, une expression de cruauté presque féroce se peignait sur son visage, — lequel vous accueillit comme un fils, vous logea, vous habilla, vous nourrit.

	Maurevel laissa échapper un soupir de désespoir.

	— Vous l'appeliez votre père, je crois, continua impitoyablement le roi, et une tendre amitié vous liait au jeune de Mouy, son fils?

	Maurevel, toujours à genoux, se courbait de plus en plus, écrasé sous la parole de Charles IX, debout, impassible et pareil à une statue dont les lèvres seules eussent été douées de vie.

	— À propos continua le roi, n'était-ce pas dix mille écus que vous deviez toucher de M. de Guise au cas où vous tueriez l'amiral?

	L'assassin, consterné, frappait le parquet de son front.

	— Quant au sieur de Mouy, votre bon père, un jour vous l'escortiez dans une reconnaissance qu'il poussait vers Chevreux. Il laissa tomber son fouet et mit pied à terre pour le ramasser. Vous étiez seul avec lui, alors vous prîtes un pistolet dans vos fontes, et, tandis qu'il se penchait, vous lui brisâtes les reins; puis le voyant mort, car vous le tuâtes du coup, vous prîtes la fuite sur le cheval qu'il vous avait donné. Voilà l'histoire, je crois?

	Et comme Maurevel demeurait muet sous cette accusation, dont chaque détail était vrai, Charles IX se remit à siffler avec la même justesse et la même mélodie le même air de chasse.

	— Or là, maître assassin, dit-il au bout d'un instant, savez-vous que j'ai grande envie de vous faire pendre?

	— Oh! Majesté! s'écria Maurevel.

	— Le jeune de Mouy m'en suppliait encore hier, et en vérité je ne savais que lui répondre, car sa demande est fort juste.

	Maurevel joignit les mains.

	— D'autant plus juste que, comme vous le disiez, je suis le père de mon peuple, et que, comme je vous répondais, maintenant que me voilà raccommodé avec les huguenots ils sont tout aussi bien mes enfants que les catholiques.

	— Sire, dit Maurevel complètement découragé, ma vie est entre vos mains, faites-en ce que vous voudrez.

	— Vous avez raison, et je n'en donnerais pas une obole.

	— Mais, Sire, demanda l'assassin, n'y a-t-il donc pas un moyen de racheter mon crime?

	— Je n'en connais guère. Toutefois, si j'étais à votre place, ce qui n'est pas, Dieu merci! …

	— Eh bien, Sire! si vous étiez à ma place?… murmura Maurevel, le regard suspendu aux lèvres de Charles.

	— Je crois que je me tirerais d'affaire, continua le roi.

	Maurevel se releva sur un genou et sur une main en fixant ses yeux sur Charles pour s'assurer qu'il ne raillait pas.

	— J'aime beaucoup le jeune de Mouy, sans doute, continua le roi, mais j'aime beaucoup aussi mon cousin de Guise; et si lui me demandait la vie d'un homme dont l'autre me demanderait la mort, j'avoue que je serais fort embarrassé. Cependant, en bonne politique comme en bonne religion, je devrais faire ce que me demanderait mon cousin de Guise, car de Mouy, tout vaillant capitaine qu'il est, est bien petit compagnon, comparé à un prince de Lorraine.

	Pendant ces paroles, Maurevel se redressait lentement et comme un homme qui revient à la vie.

	— Or, l'important pour vous serait donc, dans la situation extrême où vous êtes, de gagner la faveur de mon cousin de Guise; et à ce propos je me rappelle une chose qu'il me contait hier.

	Maurevel se rapprocha d'un pas.

	— «Figurez-vous, Sire, me disait-il, que tous les matins, à dix heures, passe dans la rue Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois, revenant du Louvre, mon ennemi mortel; je le vois passer d'une fenêtre grillée du rez-de-chaussée; c'est la fenêtre du logis de mon ancien précepteur, le chanoine Pierre Piles. Je vois donc passer tous les jours mon ennemi, et tous les jours je prie le diable de l'abîmer dans les entrailles de la terre.» Dites donc, maître Maurevel, continua Charles, si vous étiez le diable, ou si du moins pour un instant vous preniez sa place, cela ferait peut-être plaisir à mon cousin de Guise?

	Maurevel retrouva son infernal sourire, et ses lèvres, pâles encore d'effroi, laissèrent tomber ces mots:

	— Mais, Sire, je n'ai pas le pouvoir d'ouvrir la terre, moi.

	— Vous l'avez ouverte, cependant, s'il m'en souvient bien, au brave de Mouy. Après cela, vous me direz que c'est avec un pistolet… Ne l'avez-vous plus, ce pistolet?…

	— Pardonnez, Sire, reprit le brigand à peu près rassuré, mais je tire mieux encore l'arquebuse que le pistolet.

	— Oh! fit Charles IX, pistolet ou arquebuse, peu importe, et mon cousin de Guise, j'en suis sûr, ne chicanera pas sur le choix du moyen!

	— Mais, dit Maurevel, il me faudrait une arme sur la justesse de laquelle je pusse compter, car peut-être me faudra-t-il tirer de loin.

	— J'ai dix arquebuses dans cette chambre, reprit Charles IX, avec lesquelles je touche un écu d'or à cent cinquante pas. Voulez-vous en essayer une?

	— Oh! Sire! avec la plus grande joie, s'écria Maurevel en s'avançant vers celle qui était déposée dans un coin, et qu'on avait apportée le jour même à Charles IX.

	— Non, pas celle-là, dit le roi, pas celle-là, je la réserve pour moi-même. J'aurai un de ces jours une grande chasse, où j'espère qu'elle me servira. Mais toute autre à votre choix.

	Maurevel détacha une arquebuse d'un trophée.

	— Maintenant, cet ennemi, Sire, quel est-il? demanda l'assassin.

	— Est-ce que je sais cela, moi? répondit Charles IX en écrasant le misérable de son regard dédaigneux.

	— Je le demanderai donc à M. de Guise, balbutia Maurevel. Le roi haussa les épaules.

	— Ne demandez rien, dit-il; M. de Guise ne répondrait pas. Est-ce qu'on répond à ces choses-là? C'est à ceux qui ne veulent pas être pendus à deviner.

	— Mais enfin à quoi le reconnaîtrai-je?

	— Je vous ai dit que tous les matins à dix heures il passait devant la fenêtre du chanoine.

	— Mais beaucoup passent devant cette fenêtre. Que Votre Majesté daigne seulement m'indiquer un signe quelconque.

	— Oh! c'est bien facile. Demain, par exemple, il tiendra sous son bras un portefeuille de maroquin rouge.

	— Sire, il suffit.

	— Vous avez toujours ce cheval que vous a donné M. de Mouy, et qui court si bien?

	— Sire, j'ai un barbe des plus vites.

	— Oh! je ne suis pas en peine de vous! seulement il est bon que vous sachiez que le cloître a une porte de derrière.

	— Merci, Sire. Maintenant priez Dieu pour moi.

	— Eh! mille démons! priez le diable bien plutôt; car ce n'est que par sa protection que vous pouvez éviter la corde.

	— Adieu, Sire.

	— Adieu. Ah! à propos, monsieur de Maurevel, vous savez que si d'une façon quelconque on entend parler de vous demain avant dix heures du matin, ou si l'on n'en entend pas parler après, il y a une oubliette au Louvre!

	Et Charles IX se remit à siffler tranquillement et plus juste que jamais son air favori.

	IV

	La soirée du 24 août 1572

	Notre lecteur n'a pas oublié que dans le chapitre précédent il a été question d'un gentilhomme nommé La Mole, attendu avec quelque impatience par Henri de Navarre. Ce jeune gentilhomme, comme l'avait annoncé l'amiral, entrait à Paris par la porte Saint- Marcel vers la fin de la journée du 24 août 1572, et jetant un regard assez dédaigneux sur les nombreuses hôtelleries qui étalaient à sa droite et à sa gauche leurs pittoresques enseignes, laissa pénétrer son cheval tout fumant jusqu'au coeur de la ville, où, après avoir traversé la place Maubert, le Petit-Pont, le pont Notre-Dame, et longé les quais, il s'arrêta au bout de la rue de Bresec, dont nous avons fait depuis la rue de l'Arbre-Sec, et à laquelle, pour la plus grande facilité de nos lecteurs, nous conserverons son nom moderne.

	Le nom lui plut sans doute, car il y entra, et comme à sa gauche une magnifique plaque de tôle grinçant sur sa tringle, avec accompagnement de sonnettes, appelait son attention, il fit une seconde halte pour lire ces mots: À la Belle-Étoile, écrits en légende sous une peinture qui représentait le simulacre le plus flatteur pour un voyageur affamé: c'était une volaille rôtissant au milieu d'un ciel noir, tandis qu'un homme à manteau rouge tendait vers cet astre d'une nouvelle espèce ses bras, sa bourse et ses voeux.

	— Voilà, se dit le gentilhomme, une auberge qui s'annonce bien, et l'hôte qui la tient doit être, sur mon âme, un ingénieux compère. J'ai toujours entendu dire que la rue de l'Arbre-Sec était dans le quartier du Louvre; et pour peu que l'établissement réponde à l'enseigne, je serai à merveille ici.

	Pendant que le nouveau venu se débitait à lui-même ce monologue, un autre cavalier, entré par l'autre bout de la rue, c'est-à-dire par la rue Saint-Honoré, s'arrêtait et demeurait aussi en extase devant l'enseigne de la Belle-Étoile.

	Celui des deux que nous connaissons, de nom du moins, montait un cheval blanc de race espagnole, et était vêtu d'un pourpoint noir, garni de jais. Son manteau était de velours violet foncé: il portait des bottes de cuir noir, une épée à poignée de fer ciselé, et un poignard pareil. Maintenant, si nous passons de son costume à son visage, nous dirons que c'était un homme de vingt-quatre à vingt-cinq ans, au teint basané, aux yeux bleus, à la fine moustache, aux dents éclatantes, qui semblaient éclairer sa figure lorsque s'ouvrait, pour sourire d'un sourire doux et mélancolique, une bouche d'une forme exquise et de la plus parfaite distinction.

	Quant au second voyageur, il formait avec le premier venu un contraste complet. Sous son chapeau, à bords retroussés, apparaissaient, riches et crépus, des cheveux plutôt roux que blonds; sous ses cheveux, un oeil gris brillait à la moindre contrariété d'un feu si resplendissant, qu'on eût dit alors un oeil noir.

	Le reste du visage se composait d'un teint rosé, d'une lèvre mince, surmontée d'une moustache fauve et de dents admirables. C'était en somme, avec sa peau blanche, sa haute taille et ses larges épaules, un fort beau cavalier dans l'acception ordinaire du mot, et depuis une heure qu'il levait le nez vers toutes les fenêtres, sous le prétexte d'y chercher des enseignes, les femmes l'avaient fort regardé; quant aux hommes, qui avaient peut-être éprouvé quelque envie de rire en voyant son manteau étriqué, ses chausses collantes et ses bottes d'une forme antique, ils avaient achevé ce rire commencé par un _Dieu vous garde! _des plus gracieux, à l'examen de cette physionomie qui prenait en une minute dix expressions différentes, sauf toutefois l'expression bienveillante qui caractérise toujours la figure du provincial embarrassé.

	Ce fut lui qui s'adressa le premier à l'autre gentilhomme qui, ainsi que nous l'avons dit, regardait l'hôtellerie de la Belle- Étoile.

	— Mordi! monsieur, dit-il avec cet horrible accent de la montagne qui ferait au premier mot reconnaître un Piémontais entre cent étrangers, ne sommes-nous pas ici près du Louvre? En tout cas, je crois que vous avez eu même goût que moi: c'est flatteur pour ma seigneurie.

	— Monsieur, répondit l'autre avec un accent provençal qui ne le cédait en rien à l'accent piémontais de son compagnon, je crois en effet que cette hôtellerie est près du Louvre. Cependant, je me demande encore si j'aurai l'honneur d'avoir été de votre avis. Je me consulte.

	— Vous n'êtes pas décidé, monsieur? la maison est flatteuse, pourtant. Après cela, peut-être me suis-je laissé tenter par votre présence. Avouez néanmoins que voilà une jolie peinture?

	— Oh! sans doute; mais c'est justement ce qui me fait douter de la réalité: Paris est plein de pipeurs, m'a-t-on dit, et l'on pipe avec une enseigne aussi bien qu'avec autre chose.

	— Mordi! monsieur, reprit le Piémontais, je ne m'inquiète pas de la piperie, moi, et si l'hôte me fournit une volaille moins bien rôtie que celle de son enseigne, je le mets à la broche lui-même et je ne le quitte pas qu'il ne soit convenablement rissolé. Entrons, monsieur.

	— Vous achevez de me décider, dit le Provençal en riant; montrez- moi donc le chemin, monsieur, je vous prie.

	— Oh! monsieur, sur mon âme, je n'en ferai rien, car je ne suis que votre humble serviteur, le comte Annibal de Coconnas.

	— Et moi, monsieur, je ne suis que le comte Joseph-Hyacinthe-

	Boniface de Lerac de la Mole, tout à votre service.

	— En ce cas, monsieur, prenons-nous par le bras et entrons ensemble.

	Le résultat de cette proposition conciliatrice fut que les deux jeunes gens qui descendirent de leurs chevaux en jetèrent la bride aux mains d'un palefrenier, se prirent par le bras, et, ajustant leurs épées, se dirigèrent vers la porte de l'hôtellerie, sur le seuil de laquelle se tenait l'hôte. Mais, contre l'habitude de ces sortes de gens, le digne propriétaire n'avait paru faire aucune attention à eux, occupé qu'il était de conférer très attentivement avec un grand gaillard sec et jaune enfoui dans un manteau couleur d'amadou, comme un hibou sous ses plumes.

	Les deux gentilshommes étaient arrivés si près de l'hôte et de l'homme au manteau amadou avec lequel il causait, que Coconnas, impatienté de ce peu d'importance qu'on accordait à lui et à son compagnon, tira la manche de l'hôte. Celui-ci parut alors se réveiller en sursaut et congédia son interlocuteur par un «Au revoir. Venez tantôt, et surtout tenez-moi au courant de l'heure.»

	— Eh! monsieur le drôle, dit Coconnas, ne voyez-vous pas que l'on a affaire à vous?

	— Ah! pardon, messieurs, dit l'hôte; je ne vous voyais pas.

	— Eh! mordi! il fallait nous voir; et maintenant que vous nous avez vus, au lieu de dire «monsieur» tout court, dites «monsieur le comte», s'il vous plaît.

	La Mole se tenait derrière, laissant parler Coconnas, qui paraissait avoir pris l'affaire à son compte.

	Cependant il était facile de voir à ses sourcils froncés qu'il était prêt à lui venir en aide quand le moment d'agir serait arrivé.

	— Eh bien, que désirez-vous, monsieur le comte? demanda l'hôte du ton le plus calme.

	— Bien… c'est déjà mieux, n'est-ce pas? dit Coconnas en se retournant vers La Mole, qui fit de la tête un signe affirmatif. Nous désirons, M. le comte et moi, attirés que nous sommes par votre enseigne, trouver à souper et à coucher dans votre hôtellerie.

	— Messieurs, dit l'hôte, je suis au désespoir; mais il n'y a qu'une chambre, et je crains que cela ne puisse vous convenir.

	— Eh bien, ma foi, tant mieux, dit La Mole; nous irons loger ailleurs.

	— Ah! mais non, mais non, dit Coconnas. Je demeure, moi; mon cheval est harassé. Je prends donc la chambre, puisque vous n'en voulez pas.

	— Ah! c'est autre chose, répondit l'hôte en conservant toujours le même flegme impertinent. Si vous n'êtes qu'un, je ne puis pas vous loger du tout.

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, voici, sur ma foi! un plaisant animal. Tout à l'heure nous étions trop de deux, maintenant nous ne sommes pas assez d'un! Tu ne veux donc pas nous loger, drôle?

	— Ma foi, messieurs, puisque vous le prenez sur ce ton, je vous répondrai avec franchise.

	— Réponds, alors, mais réponds vite.

	— Eh bien, j'aime mieux ne pas avoir l'honneur de vous loger.

	— Parce que?… demanda Coconnas blêmissant de colère.

	— Parce que vous n'avez pas de laquais, et que, pour une chambre de maître pleine, cela me ferait deux chambres de laquais vides. Or, si je vous donne la chambre de maître, je risque fort de ne pas louer les autres.

	— Monsieur de La Mole, dit Coconnas en se retournant, ne vous semble-t-il pas comme à moi que nous allons massacrer ce gaillard- là?

	— Mais c'est faisable, dit La Mole en se préparant comme son compagnon à rouer l'hôtelier de coups de fouet.

	Mais malgré cette double démonstration, qui n'avait rien de bien rassurant de la part de deux gentilshommes qui paraissaient si déterminés, l'hôtelier ne s'étonna point, et se contentant de reculer d'un pas afin d'être chez lui:

	— On voit, dit-il en goguenardant, que ces messieurs arrivent de province. À Paris, la mode est passée de massacrer les aubergistes qui refusent de louer leurs chambres. Ce sont les grands seigneurs qu'on massacre et non les bourgeois, et si vous criez trop fort, je vais appeler mes voisins; de sorte que ce sera vous qui serez roués de coups, traitement tout à fait indigne de deux gentilshommes.

	— Mais il se moque de nous, s'écria Coconnas exaspéré, mordi!

	— Grégoire, mon arquebuse! dit l'hôte en s'adressant à son valet, du même ton qu'il eût dit: «Un siège à ces messieurs.»

	— Trippe del papa! hurla Coconnas en tirant son épée; mais échauffez-vous donc, monsieur de La Mole!

	— Non pas, s'il vous plaît, non pas; car tandis que nous nous échaufferons, le souper refroidira, lui.

	— Comment! vous trouvez? s'écria Coconnas.

	— Je trouve que M. de la Belle-Étoile a raison; seulement il sait mal prendre ses voyageurs, surtout quand ces voyageurs sont des gentilshommes. Au lieu de nous dire brutalement: Messieurs, je ne veux pas de vous, il aurait mieux fait de nous dire avec politesse: Entrez, messieurs, quitte à mettre sur son mémoire: _chambre de maître, tant; chambre de laquais, tant; _attendu que si nous n'avons pas de laquais nous comptons en prendre.

	Et, ce disant, La Mole écarta doucement l'hôtelier, qui étendait déjà la main vers son arquebuse, fit passer Coconnas et entra derrière lui dans la maison.

	— N'importe, dit Coconnas, j'ai bien de la peine à remettre mon épée dans le fourreau avant de m'être assuré qu'elle pique aussi bien que les lardoires de ce gaillard-là.

	— Patience, mon cher compagnon, dit La Mole, patience! Toutes les auberges sont pleines de gentilshommes attirés à Paris pour les fêtes du mariage ou pour la guerre prochaine de Flandre, nous ne trouverions plus d'autres logis; et puis, c'est peut-être la coutume à Paris de recevoir ainsi les étrangers qui y arrivent.

	— Mordi! comme vous êtes patient! murmura Coconnas en tortillant de rage sa moustache rouge et en foudroyant l'hôte de ses regards. Mais que le coquin prenne garde à lui: si sa cuisine est mauvaise, si son lit est dur, si son vin n'a pas trois ans de bouteille, si son valet n'est pas souple comme un jonc….

	— Là, là, là, mon gentilhomme, fit l'hôte en aiguisant sur un repassoir le couteau de sa ceinture; là, tranquillisez-vous, vous êtes en pays de Cocagne.

	Puis tout bas et en secouant la tête:

	— C'est quelque huguenot, murmura-t-il; les traîtres sont si insolents depuis le mariage de leur Béarnais avec mademoiselle Margot!

	Puis, avec un sourire qui eût fait frissonner ses hôtes s'ils l'avaient vu, il ajouta:

	— Eh! eh! ce serait drôle qu'il me fût justement tombé des huguenots ici… et que…

	— Çà! souperons-nous? demanda aigrement Coconnas, interrompant les apartés de son hôte.

	— Mais, comme il vous plaira, monsieur, répondit celui-ci, radouci sans doute par la dernière pensée qui lui était venue.

	— Eh bien, il nous plaît, et promptement, répondit Coconnas. Puis se retournant vers La Mole:

	— Çà, monsieur le comte, tandis que l'on nous prépare notre chambre, dites moi: est-ce par hasard vous avez trouvé Paris une ville gaie, vous?

	— Ma foi, non, dit La Mole; il me semble n'y avoir vu encore que des visages effarouchés ou rébarbatifs. Peut-être aussi les Parisiens ont-ils peur de l'orage. Voyez comme le ciel est noir et comme l'air est lourd.

	— Dites-moi, comte, vous cherchez le Louvre, n'est-ce pas?

	— Et vous aussi, je crois, monsieur de Coconnas.

	— Eh bien, si vous voulez, nous le chercherons ensemble.

	— Hein! fit La Mole, n'est-il pas un peu tard pour sortir.

	— Tard ou non, il faut que je sorte. Mes ordres sont précis. Arriver au plus vite à Paris, et, aussitôt arrivé, communiquer avec le duc de Guise.

	À ce nom du duc de Guise, l'hôte s'approcha, fort attentif.

	— Il me semble que ce maraud nous écoute, dit Coconnas, qui, en sa qualité de Piémontais, était fort rancunier, et qui ne pouvait passer au maître de la Belle-Étoile la façon peu civile dont il recevait les voyageurs.

	— Oui, messieurs, je vous écoute, dit celui-ci en mettant la main à son bonnet, mais pour vous servir. J'entends parler du grand duc de Guise et j'accours. À quoi puis-je vous être bon, mes gentilshommes?

	— Ah! ah! ce mot magique, à ce qu'il paraît, car d'insolent te voilà devenu obséquieux. Mordi! maître, maître… comment t'appelles-tu?

	— Maître La Hurière, répondit l'hôte s'inclinant.

	— Eh bien, maître La Hurière, crois-tu que mon bras soit moins lourd que celui de M. le duc de Guise, qui a le privilège de te rendre si poli?

	— Non, monsieur le comte, mais il est moins long, répliqua La

	Hurière. D'ailleurs, ajouta-t-il, il faut vous dire que ce grand

	Henri est notre idole, à nous autres Parisiens.

	— Quel Henri? demanda La Mole.

	— Il me semble qu'il n'y en a qu'un, dit l'aubergiste.

	— Pardon, mon ami, il y en a encore un autre dont je vous invite à ne pas dire de mal; c'est Henri de Navarre, sans compter Henri de Condé, qui a bien aussi son mérite.

	— Ceux-là, je ne les connais pas, répondit l'hôte.

	— Oui, mais moi je les connais, dit La Mole, et comme je suis adressé au roi Henri de Navarre, je vous invite à n'en pas médire devant moi.

	L'hôte, sans répondre à M. de La Mole, se contenta de toucher légèrement à son bonnet, et continuant de faire les doux yeux à Coconnas:

	— Ainsi, monsieur va parler au grand duc de Guise? Monsieur est un gentilhomme bien heureux; et sans doute qu'il vient pour…?

	— Pour quoi? demanda Coconnas.

	— Pour la fête, répondit l'hôte avec un singulier sourire.

	— Vous devriez dire pour les fêtes, car Paris en regorge, de fêtes, à ce que j'ai entendu dire; du moins on ne parle que de bals, de festins, de carrousels. Ne s'amuse-t-on pas beaucoup à Paris, hein?

	— Mais modérément, monsieur, jusqu'à présent du moins, répondit l'hôte; mais on va s'amuser, je l'espère.

	— Les noces de Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre attirent cependant beaucoup de monde en cette ville, dit La Mole.

	— Beaucoup de huguenots, oui, monsieur, répondit brusquement La Hurière; puis se reprenant: Ah! pardon, dit-il; ces messieurs sont peut-être de la religion?

	— Moi, de la religion! s'écria Coconnas; allons donc! je suis catholique comme notre saint-père le pape.

	La Hurière se retourna vers La Mole comme pour l'interroger; mais ou La Mole ne comprit pas son regard, ou il ne jugea point à propos d'y répondre autrement que par une autre question.

	— Si vous ne connaissez point Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre, maître La Hurière, dit-il, peut-être connaissez-vous M. l'amiral? J'ai entendu dire que M. l'amiral jouissait de quelque faveur à la cour; et comme je lui étais recommandé, je désirerais, si son adresse ne vous écorche pas la bouche, savoir où il loge.

	— Il logeait rue de Béthisy, monsieur, ici à droite, répondit l'hôte avec une satisfaction intérieure qui ne put s'empêcher de devenir extérieure.

	— Comment, il logeait? demanda La Mole; est-il donc déménagé?

	— Oui, de ce monde peut-être.

	— Qu'est-ce à dire? s'écrièrent ensemble les deux gentilshommes, l'amiral déménagé de ce monde!

	— Quoi! monsieur de Coconnas, poursuivit l'hôte avec un malin sourire, vous êtes de ceux de Guise, et vous ignorez cela?

	— Quoi cela?

	— Qu'avant-hier, en passant sur la place Saint-Germain- l'Auxerrois, devant la maison du chanoine Pierre Piles, l'amiral a reçu un coup d'arquebuse.

	— Et il est tué? s'écria La Mole.

	— Non, le coup lui a seulement cassé le bras et coupé deux doigts; mais on espère que les balles étaient empoisonnées.

	— Comment, misérable! s'écria La Mole, on espère! …

	— Je veux dire qu'on croit, reprit l'hôte; ne nous fâchons pas pour un mot: la langue m'a fourché.

	Et maître La Hurière, tournant le dos à La Mole, tira la langue à Coconnas de la façon la plus goguenarde, accompagnant ce geste d'un coup d'oeil d'intelligence.

	— En vérité! dit Coconnas rayonnant.

	— En vérité! murmura La Mole avec une stupéfaction douloureuse.

	— C'est comme j'ai l'honneur de vous le dire, messieurs, répondit l'hôte.

	— En ce cas, dit La Mole, je vais au Louvre sans perdre un moment. Y trouverai-je le roi Henri?

	— C'est possible, puisqu'il y loge.

	— Et moi aussi je vais au Louvre, dit Coconnas. Y trouverai-je le duc de Guise?

	— C'est probable, car je viens de le voir passer il n'y a qu'un instant, avec deux cents gentilshommes.

	— Alors, venez, monsieur de Coconnas, dit La Mole.

	— Je vous suis, monsieur, dit Coconnas.

	— Mais votre souper, mes gentilshommes? demanda maître La

	Hurière.

	— Ah! dit La Mole, je souperai peut-être chez le roi de Navarre.

	— Et moi chez le duc de Guise, dit Coconnas.

	— Et moi, dit l'hôte, après avoir suivi des yeux les deux gentilshommes qui prenaient le chemin du Louvre, moi, je vais fourbir ma salade, émécher mon arquebuse et affiler ma pertuisane. On ne sait pas ce qui peut arriver.

	V

	Du Louvre en particulier et de la vertu en général

	Les deux gentilshommes, renseignés par la première personne qu'ils rencontrèrent, prirent la rue d'Averon, la rue Saint-Germain- l'Auxerrois, et se trouvèrent bientôt devant le Louvre, dont les tours commençaient à se confondre dans les premières ombres du soir.

	— Qu'avez-vous donc? demanda Coconnas à La Mole, qui, arrêté à la vue du vieux château, regardait avec un saint respect ces ponts- levis, ces fenêtres étroites et ces clochetons aigus qui se présentaient tout à coup à ses yeux.

	— Ma foi, je n'en sais rien, dit La Mole, le coeur me bat. Je ne suis cependant pas timide outre mesure; mais je ne sais pourquoi ce palais me paraît sombre, et, dirai-je? terrible!

	— Eh bien, moi, dit Coconnas, je ne sais ce qui m'arrive, mais je suis d'une allégresse rare. La tenue est pourtant quelque peu négligée, continua-t-il en parcourant des yeux son costume de voyage. Mais, bah! on a l'air cavalier. Puis, mes ordres me recommandaient la promptitude. Je serai donc le bienvenu, puisque j'aurai ponctuellement obéi.

	Et les deux jeunes gens continuèrent leur chemin agités chacun des sentiments qu'ils avaient exprimés.

	Il y avait bonne garde au Louvre; tous les postes semblaient doublés. Nos deux voyageurs furent donc d'abord assez embarrassés. Mais Coconnas, qui avait remarqué que le nom du duc de Guise était une espèce de talisman près des Parisiens, s'approcha d'une sentinelle, et, se réclamant de ce nom tout-puissant, demanda si, grâce à lui, il ne pourrait point pénétrer dans le Louvre.

	Ce nom paraissait faire sur le soldat son effet ordinaire; cependant, il demanda à Coconnas s'il n'avait point le mot d'ordre.

	Coconnas fut forcé d'avouer qu'il ne l'avait point.

	— Alors, au large, mon gentilhomme, dit le soldat. À ce moment, un homme qui causait avec l'officier du poste, et qui, tout en causant, avait entendu Coconnas réclamer son admission au Louvre, interrompit son entretien, et, venant à lui:

	— Goi fouloir, fous, à monsir di Gouise? dit-il.

	— Moi, vouloir lui parler, répondit Coconnas en souriant.

	— Imbossible! le dugue il être chez le roi.

	— Cependant j'ai une lettre d'avis pour me rendre à Paris.

	— Ah! fous afre eine lettre d'afis?

	— Oui, et j'arrive de fort loin.

	— Ah! fous arrife de fort loin?

	— J'arrive du Piémont.

	— Pien! pien! C'est autre chose. Et fous fous abbelez…?

	— Le comte Annibal de Coconnas.

	— Pon! pon! Tonnez la lettre, monsir Annipal, tonnez.

	— Voici, sur ma parole, un bien galant homme, dit La Mole se parlant à lui-même; ne pourrai-je point trouver le pareil pour me conduire chez le roi de Navarre.

	— Mais tonnez donc la lettre, continua le gentilhomme allemand en étendant la main vers Coconnas qui hésitait.

	— Mordi! reprit le Piémontais, défiant comme un demi-Italien, je ne sais si je dois… Je n'ai pas l'honneur de vous connaître, moi, monsieur.

	— Je suis Pesme. J'abbartiens à M. le dugue de Gouise.

	— Pesme, murmura Coconnas; je ne connais pas ce nom là.

	— C'est monsieur de Besme, mon gentilhomme, dit la sentinelle. La prononciation vous trompe, voilà tout. Donnez votre lettre à monsieur, allez, j'en réponds.

	— Ah! monsieur de Besme, s'écria Coconnas, je le crois bien si je vous connais! … comment donc! avec le plus grand plaisir. Voici ma lettre. Excusez mon hésitation. Mais on doit hésiter quand on veut être fidèle.

	— Pien, pien, dit de Besme, il n'y afre pas besoin d'exguses.

	— Ma foi, monsieur, dit La Mole en s'approchant à son tour, puisque vous êtes si obligeant, voudriez-vous vous charger de ma lettre comme vous venez de le faire de celle de mon compagnon?

	— Comment fous abbelez-vous?

	— Le comte Lerac de La Mole.

	— Le gonte Lerag de La Mole.

	— Oui.

	— Che ne gonnais pas.

	— Il est tout simple que je n'ai pas l'honneur d'être connu de vous, monsieur, je suis étranger, et, comme le comte de Coconnas, j'arrive ce soir de bien loin.

	— Et t'où arrifez-vous?

	— De Provence.

	— Avec eine lettre?

	— Oui, avec une lettre.

	— Pourmonsir de Gouise?

	— Non, pour Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre.

	— Che ne souis bas au roi de Navarre, monsir, répondit Besme avec un froid subit, che ne buis donc bas me charger de votre lettre.

	Et Besme, tournant les talons à La Mole, entra dans le Louvre en faisant signe à Coconnas de le suivre.

	La Mole demeura seul.

	Au même moment, par la porte du Louvre, parallèle à celle qui avait donné passage à Besme et à Coconnas, sortit une troupe de cavaliers d'une centaine d'hommes.

	— Ah! ah! dit la sentinelle à son camarade, c'est de Mouy et ses huguenots; ils sont rayonnants. Le roi leur aura promis la mort de l'assassin de l'amiral; et comme c'est déjà lui qui a tué le père de Mouy, le fils fera d'une pierre deux coups.

	— Pardon, fit La Mole s'adressant au soldat, mais n'avez-vous pas dit, mon brave, que cet officier était monsieur de Mouy?

	— Oui-da, mon gentilhomme.

	— Et que ceux qui l'accompagnaient étaient…

	— Étaient des parpaillots… Je l'ai dit.

	— Merci, dit La Mole, sans paraître remarquer le terme de mépris employé par la sentinelle. Voilà tout ce que je voulais savoir.

	Et se dirigeant aussitôt vers le chef des cavaliers:

	— Monsieur, dit-il en l'abordant, j'apprends que vous êtes monsieur de Mouy.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit l'officier avec politesse.

	— Votre nom, bien connu parmi ceux de la religion, m'enhardit à m'adresser à vous, monsieur, pour vous demander un service.

	— Lequel, monsieur?… Mais, d'abord, à qui ai-je l'honneur de parler?

	— Au comte Lerac de La Mole. Les deux jeunes gens se saluèrent.

	— Je vous écoute, monsieur, dit de Mouy.

	— Monsieur, j'arrive d'Aix, porteur d'une lettre de M. d'Auriac, gouverneur de la Provence. Cette lettre est adressée au roi de Navarre et contient des nouvelles importantes et pressées… Comment puis-je lui remettre cette lettre? comment puis-je entrer au Louvre?

	— Rien de plus facile que d'entrer au Louvre, monsieur, répliqua de Mouy; seulement, je crains que le roi de Navarre ne soit trop occupé à cette heure pour vous recevoir. Mais n'importe, si vous voulez me suivre, je vous conduirai jusqu'à son appartement. Le reste vous regarde.

	— Mille fois merci!

	— Venez, monsieur, dit de Mouy.

	de Mouy descendit de cheval, jeta la bride aux mains de son laquais, s'achemina vers le guichet, se fit reconnaître de la sentinelle, introduisit La Mole dans le château, et, ouvrant la porte de l'appartement du roi:

	— Entrez, monsieur, dit-il, et informez-vous. Et saluant La Mole, il se retira. La Mole, demeuré seul, regarda autour de lui. L'antichambre était vide, une des portes intérieures était ouverte.

	Il fit quelques pas et se trouva dans un couloir.

	Il frappa et appela sans que personne répondît. Le plus profond silence régnait dans cette partie du Louvre.

	— Qui donc me parlait, pensa-t-il, de cette étiquette si sévère?

	On va et on vient dans ce palais comme sur une place publique.

	Et il appela encore, mais sans obtenir un meilleur résultat que la première fois.

	— Allons, marchons devant nous, pensa-t-il; il faudra bien que je finisse par rencontrer quelqu'un. Et il s'engagea dans le couloir, qui allait toujours s'assombrissant.

	Tout à coup la porte opposée à celle par laquelle il était entré s'ouvrit, et deux pages parurent, portant des flambeaux et éclairant une femme d'une taille imposante, d'un maintien majestueux, et surtout d'une admirable beauté.

	La lumière porta en plein sur La Mole, qui demeura immobile. La femme s'arrêta, de son côté, comme La Mole s'était arrêté du sien.

	— Que voulez-vous, monsieur? demanda-t-elle au jeune homme d'une voix qui bruit à ses oreilles comme une musique délicieuse.

	— Oh! madame, dit La Mole en baissant les yeux, excusez-moi, je vous prie. Je quitte M. de Mouy, qui a eu l'obligeance de me conduire jusqu'ici, et je cherchais le roi de Navarre.

	— Sa Majesté n'est point ici, monsieur; elle est, je crois, chez son beau frère. Mais, en son absence, ne pourriez-vous dire à la reine…

	— Oui, sans doute, madame, reprit La Mole, si quelqu'un daignait me conduire devant elle.

	— Vous y êtes, monsieur.

	— Comment! s'écria La Mole.

	— Je suis la reine de Navarre, dit Marguerite.

	La Mole fit un mouvement tellement brusque de stupeur et d'effroi que la reine sourit.

	— Parlez vite, monsieur, dit-elle, car on m'attend chez la reine mère.

	— Oh! madame, si vous êtes si instamment attendue, permettez-moi de m'éloigner, car il me serait impossible de vous parler en ce moment. Je suis incapable de rassembler deux idées; votre vue m'a ébloui. Je ne pense plus, j'admire.

	Marguerite s'avança pleine de grâce et de beauté vers ce jeune homme qui, sans le savoir, venait d'agir en courtisan raffiné.

	— Remettez-vous, monsieur, dit-elle. J'attendrai et l'on m'attendra.

	— Oh! pardonnez-moi, madame, si je n'ai point salué d'abord Votre Majesté avec tout le respect qu'elle a le droit d'attendre d'un de ses plus humbles serviteurs, mais…

	— Mais, continua Marguerite, vous m'aviez prise pour une de mes femmes.

	— Non, madame, mais pour l'ombre de la belle Diane de Poitiers.

	On m'a dit qu'elle revenait au Louvre.

	— Allons, monsieur, dit Marguerite, je ne m'inquiète plus de vous, et vous ferez fortune à la cour. Vous aviez une lettre pour le roi, dites-vous? C'était fort inutile. Mais, n'importe, où est- elle? Je la lui remettrai… Seulement, hâtez-vous, je vous prie.

	En un clin d'oeil La Mole écarta les aiguillettes de son pourpoint, et tira de sa poitrine une lettre enfermée dans une enveloppe de soie.

	Marguerite prit la lettre et regarda l'écriture.

	— N'êtes-vous pas monsieur de La Mole, dit-elle.

	— Oui, madame. Oh! mon Dieu! aurais-je le bonheur que mon nom fût connu de Votre Majesté?

	— Je l'ai entendu prononcer par le roi mon mari, et par mon frère le duc d'Alençon. Je sais que vous êtes attendu.

	Et elle glissa dans son corsage, tout raide de broderies et de diamants, cette lettre qui sortait du pourpoint du jeune homme, et qui était encore tiède de la chaleur de sa poitrine. La Mole suivait avidement des yeux chaque mouvement de Marguerite.

	— Maintenant, monsieur, dit-elle, descendez dans la galerie au- dessous, et attendez jusqu'à ce qu'il vienne quelqu'un de la part du roi de Navarre ou du duc d'Alençon. Un de mes pages va vous conduire.

	À ces mots Marguerite continua son chemin. La Mole se rangea contre la muraille. Mais le passage était si étroit, et le vertugadin de la reine de Navarre si large, que sa robe de soie effleura l'habit du jeune homme, tandis qu'un parfum pénétrant s'épandait là où elle avait passé.

	La Mole frissonna par tout son corps, et, sentant qu'il allait tomber, chercha un appui contre le mur.

	Marguerite disparut comme une vision.

	— Venez-vous, monsieur? dit le page chargé de conduire La Mole dans la galerie inférieure.

	— Oh! oui, oui, s'écria La Mole enivré, car comme le jeune homme lui indiquait le chemin par lequel venait de s'éloigner Marguerite, il espérait, en se hâtant, la revoir encore.

	En effet en arrivant au haut de l'escalier, il l'aperçut à l'étage inférieur; et soit hasard, soit que le bruit de ses pas fût arrivé jusqu'à elle, Marguerite ayant relevé la tête, il put la voir encore une fois.

	— Oh! dit-il, en suivant le page, ce n'est pas une mortelle, c'est une déesse; et, comme dit Virgilius Maro:

	Et vera incessu patuit dea.

	_— _Eh bien? demanda le jeune page.

	— Me voici, dit La Mole; pardon, me voici.

	Le page précéda La Mole, descendit un étage, ouvrit une première porte, puis une seconde et s'arrêtant sur le seuil:

	— Voici l'endroit où vous devez attendre, lui dit-il.

	La Mole entra dans la galerie, dont la porte se referma derrière lui.

	La galerie était vide, à l'exception d'un gentilhomme qui se promenait, et qui, de son côté, paraissait attendre.

	Déjà le soir commençait à faire tomber de larges ombres du haut des voûtes, et, quoique les deux hommes fussent à peine à vingt pas l'un de l'autre, ils ne pouvaient distinguer leurs visages. La Mole s'approcha.

	— Dieu me pardonne! murmura-t-il quand il ne fut plus qu'à quelques pas du second gentilhomme, c'est M. le comte de Coconnas que je retrouve ici.

	Au bruit de ses pas, le Piémontais s'était déjà retourné, et le regardait avec le même étonnement qu'il en était regardé.

	— Mordi! s'écria-t-il, c'est M. de La Mole, ou le diable m'emporte! Ouf! que fais-je donc là! je jure chez le roi; mais bah! il paraît que le roi jure bien autrement encore que moi, et jusque dans les églises. Eh, mais! nous voici donc au Louvre?…

	— Comme vous voyez, M. de Besme vous a introduit?

	— Oui. C'est un charmant Allemand que ce M. de Besme… Et vous, qui vous a servi de guide?

	— M. de Mouy… Je vous disais bien que les huguenots n'étaient pas trop mal en cour non plus… Et avez-vous rencontré M. de Guise?

	— Non, pas encore… Et vous, avez-vous obtenu votre audience du roi de Navarre?

	— Non; mais cela ne peut tarder. On m'a conduit ici, et l'on m'a dit d'attendre.

	— Vous verrez qu'il s'agit de quelque grand souper, et que nous serons côte à côte au festin. Quel singulier hasard, en vérité! Depuis deux heures le sort nous marie… Mais qu'avez-vous? vous semblez préoccupé…

	— Moi! dit vivement La Mole en tressaillant, car en effet il demeurait toujours comme ébloui par la vision qui lui était apparue; non, mais le lieu où nous nous trouvons fait naître dans mon esprit une foule de réflexions.

	— Philosophiques, n'est-ce pas? c'est comme moi. Quand vous êtes entré, justement, toutes les recommandations de mon précepteur me revenaient à l'esprit. Monsieur le comte, connaissez-vous Plutarque?

	— Comment donc! dit La Mole en souriant, c'est un de mes auteurs favoris.

	— Eh bien, continua Coconnas gravement, ce grand homme ne me paraît pas s'être abusé quand il compare les dons de la nature à des fleurs brillantes, mais éphémères, tandis qu'il regarde la vertu comme une plante balsamique d'un impérissable parfum et d'une efficacité souveraine pour la guérison des blessures.

	— Est-ce que vous savez le grec, monsieur de Coconnas? dit La

	Mole en regardant fixement son interlocuteur.

	— Non pas; mais mon précepteur le savait, et il m'a fort recommandé, lorsque je serais à la cour, de discourir sur la vertu. Cela, dit-il, a fort bon air. Aussi, je suis cuirassé sur ce sujet, je vous en avertis. À propos, avez-vous faim?

	— Non.

	— Il me semblait cependant que vous teniez à la volaille embrochée de la Belle-Étoile; moi, je meurs d'inanition.

	— Eh bien, monsieur de Coconnas, voici une belle occasion d'utiliser vos arguments sur la vertu et de prouver votre admiration pour Plutarque, car ce grand écrivain dit quelque part: Il est bon d'exercer l'âme à la douleur et l'estomac à la faim. Prepon esti tên men psuchên odunê, ton de gastéra semô askeïn.

	_— _Ah ça! vous le savez donc, le grec? s'écria Coconnas stupéfait.

	— Ma foi, oui! répondit La Mole; mon précepteur me l'a appris, à moi.

	— Mordi! comte, votre fortune est assurée en ce cas; vous ferez des vers avec le roi Charles IX, et vous parlerez grec avec la reine Marguerite.

	— Sans compter, ajouta La Mole en riant, que je pourrai encore parler gascon avec le roi de Navarre.

	En ce moment, l'issue de la galerie qui aboutissait chez le roi s'ouvrit; un pas retentit, on vit dans l'obscurité une ombre s'approcher. Cette ombre devint un corps. Ce corps était celui de M. de Besme.

	Il regarda les deux jeunes gens sous le nez, afin de reconnaître le sien, et fit signe à Coconnas de le suivre.

	Coconnas salua de la main La Mole.

	De Besme conduisit Coconnas à l'extrémité de la galerie, ouvrit une porte, et se trouva avec lui sur la première marche d'un escalier.

	Arrivé là, il s'arrêta, et regardant tout autour de lui, puis en haut, puis en bas:

	— Monsir de Gogonnas, dit-il, où temeurez-fous?

	— À l'auberge de la Belle-Étoile, rue de l'Arbre-Sec.

	— Pon, pon! être à teux pas t'izi… Rentez-fous fite à fotre hodel, et ste nuit… Il regarda de nouveau autour de lui.

	— Eh bien, cette nuit? demanda Coconnas.

	— Eh pien, ste nuit, refenez ici afec un groix planche à fotre jabeau. Li mot di basse, il sera Gouise. Chut! pouche glose.

	— Mais à quelle heure dois-je venir?

	— Gand fous ententrez le doguesin.

	— Comment, le doguesin? demanda Coconnas.

	— Foui, le doguesin: pum! pum! …

	— Ah! le tocsin?

	— Oui, c'être cela que che tisais.

	— C'est bien! on y sera, dit Coconnas.

	Et saluant de Besme, il s'éloigna en se demandant tout bas:

	— Que diable veut-il donc dire, et à propos de quoi sonnera-t-on le tocsin? N'importe! je persiste dans mon opinion: c'est un charmant Tédesco que M. de Besme. Si j'attendais le comte de La Mole?… Ah! ma foi, non; il est probable qu'il soupera avec le roi de Navarre.

	Et Coconnas se dirigea vers la rue de l'Arbre-Sec, où l'attirait comme un aimant l'enseigne de la Belle-Étoile.

	Pendant ce temps une porte de la galerie correspondant aux appartements du roi de Navarre s'ouvrit, et un page s'avança vers M. de La Mole.

	— C'est bien vous qui êtes le comte de La Mole? dit-il.

	— C'est moi-même.

	— Où demeurez-vous?

	— Rue de l'Arbre-Sec, à la Belle-Étoile.

	— Bon! c'est à la porte du Louvre. Écoutez… Sa Majesté vous fait dire qu'elle ne peut vous recevoir en ce moment; peut-être cette nuit vous enverra-t-elle chercher. En tout cas, si demain matin vous n'aviez pas reçu de ses nouvelles, venez au Louvre.

	— Mais si la sentinelle me refuse la porte?

	— Ah! c'est juste… Le mot de passe est Navarre; dites ce mot, et toutes les portes s'ouvriront devant vous.

	— Merci.

	— Attendez, mon gentilhomme; j'ai ordre de vous reconduire jusqu'au guichet, de peur que vous ne vous perdiez dans le Louvre.

	— À propos, et Coconnas? se dit La Mole à lui-même quand il se trouva hors du palais. Oh! il sera resté à souper avec le duc de Guise.

	Mais en rentrant chez maître La Hurière, la première figure qu'aperçut notre gentilhomme fut celle de Coconnas attablé devant une gigantesque omelette au lard.

	— Oh! oh! s'écria Coconnas en riant aux éclats, il paraît que vous n'avez pas plus dîné chez le roi de Navarre que je n'ai soupé chez M. de Guise.

	— Ma foi, non.

	— Et la faim vous est-elle venue?

	— Je crois que oui.

	— Malgré Plutarque?

	— Monsieur le comte, dit en riant La Mole, Plutarque dit dans un autre endroit: «Qu'il faut que celui qui a partage avec celui qui n'a pas.» Voulez-vous, pour l'amour de Plutarque, partager votre omelette avec moi, nous causerons de la vertu en mangeant?

	— Oh! ma foi, non, dit Coconnas; c'est bon quand on est au

	Louvre, qu'on craint d'être écouté et qu'on a l'estomac vide.

	Mettez-vous là, et soupons.

	— Allons, je vois que décidément le sort nous a faits inséparables. Couchez-vous ici?

	— Je n'en sais rien.

	— Ni moi non plus.

	— En tout cas je sais bien où je passerai la nuit, moi.

	— Où cela?

	— Où vous la passerez vous-même, c'est immanquable.

	Et tous deux se mirent à rire, en faisant de leur mieux honneur à l'omelette de maître La Hurière.

	VI

	La dette payée

	Maintenant, si le lecteur est curieux de savoir pourquoi M. de La Mole n'avait pas été reçu par le roi de Navarre, pourquoi M. de Coconnas n'avait pu voir M. de Guise, et enfin pourquoi tous deux, au lieu de souper au Louvre avec des faisans, des perdrix et du chevreuil, soupaient à l'hôtel de la Belle-Étoile avec une omelette au lard, il faut qu'il ait la complaisance de rentrer avec nous au vieux palais des rois et de suivre la reine Marguerite de Navarre que La Mole avait perdue de vue à l'entrée de la grande galerie.

	Tandis que Marguerite descendait cet escalier, le duc Henri de Guise, qu'elle n'avait pas revu depuis la nuit de ses noces, était dans le cabinet du roi. À cet escalier que descendait Marguerite, il y avait une issue. À ce cabinet où était M. de Guise, il y avait une porte. Or, cette porte et cette issue conduisaient toutes deux à un corridor, lequel corridor conduisait lui-même aux appartements de la reine mère Catherine de Médicis.

	Catherine de Médicis était seule, assise près d'une table, le coude appuyé sur un livre d'heures entr'ouvert, et la tête posée sur sa main encore remarquablement belle, grâce au cosmétique que lui fournissait le Florentin René, qui réunissait la double charge de parfumeur et d'empoisonneur de la reine mère.

	La veuve de Henri II était vêtue de ce deuil qu'elle n'avait point quitté depuis la mort de son mari. C'était à cette époque une femme de cinquante-deux à cinquante-trois ans à peu près, qui conservait, grâce à son embonpoint plein de fraîcheur, les traits de sa première beauté. Son appartement, comme son costume, était celui d'une veuve. Tout y était d'un caractère sombre: étoffes, murailles, meubles. Seulement, au-dessus d'une espèce de dais couvrant un fauteuil royal, où pour le moment dormait couchée la petite levrette favorite de la reine mère, laquelle lui avait été donnée par son gendre Henri de Navarre et avait reçu le nom mythologique de Phébé, on voyait peint au naturel un arc-en-ciel entouré de cette devise grecque que le roi François Ier lui avait donnée: Phôs pherei ê de kai aïthzên, et qui peut se traduire par ce vers français:

	Il porte la lumière et la sérénité.

	Tout à coup, et au moment où la reine mère paraissait plongée au plus profond d'une pensée qui faisait éclore sur ses lèvres peintes avec du carmin un sourire lent et plein d'hésitation, un homme ouvrit la porte, souleva la tapisserie et montra son visage pâle en disant:

	— Tout va mal. Catherine leva la tête et reconnut le duc de

	Guise.

	— Comment, tout va mal! répondit-elle. Que voulez-vous dire,

	Henri?

	— Je veux dire que le roi est plus que jamais coiffé de ses huguenots maudits, et que, si nous attendons son congé pour exécuter la grande entreprise, nous attendrons encore longtemps et peut-être toujours.

	— Qu'est-il donc arrivé? demanda Catherine en conservant ce visage calme qui lui était habituel, et auquel elle savait cependant si bien, selon l'occasion, donner les expressions les plus opposées.

	— Il y a que tout à l'heure, pour la vingtième fois, j'ai entamé avec Sa Majesté cette question de savoir si l'on continuerait de supporter les bravades que se permettent, depuis la blessure de leur amiral, messieurs de la religion.

	— Et que vous a répondu mon fils? demanda Catherine.

	— Il m'a répondu: «Monsieur le duc, vous devez être soupçonné du peuple comme auteur de l'assassinat commis sur mon second père monsieur l'amiral; défendez-vous comme il vous plaira. Quant à moi, je me défendrai bien moi-même si l'on m'insulte…» Et sur ce il m'a tourné le dos pour aller donner à souper à ses chiens.

	— Et vous n'avez point tenté de le retenir?

	— Si fait. Mais il m'a répondu avec cette voix que vous lui connaissez et en me regardant de ce regard qui n'est qu'à lui: «Monsieur le duc, mes chiens ont faim, et ce ne sont pas des hommes pour que je les fasse attendre…» Sur quoi je suis venu vous prévenir.

	— Et vous avez bien fait, dit la reine mère.

	— Mais que résoudre?

	— Tenter un dernier effort.

	— Et qui l'essaiera?

	— Moi. Le roi est-il seul?

	— Non! Il est avec M. de Tavannes.

	— Attendez-moi ici. Ou plutôt suivez-moi de loin. Catherine se leva aussitôt et prit le chemin de la chambre où se tenaient, sur des tapis de Turquie et des coussins de velours, les lévriers favoris du roi. Sur des perchoirs scellés dans la muraille étaient deux ou trois faucons de choix et une petite pie-grièche avec laquelle Charles IX s'amusait à voler les petits oiseaux dans le jardin du Louvre et dans ceux des Tuileries, qu'on commençait à bâtir. Pendant le chemin la reine mère s'était arrangé un visage pâle et plein d'angoisse, sur lequel roulait une dernière ou plutôt une première larme.

	Elle s'approcha sans bruit de Charles IX, qui donnait à ses chiens des fragments de gâteaux coupés en portions pareilles.

	— Mon fils! dit Catherine avec un tremblement de voix si bien joué qu'il fit tressaillir le roi.

	— Qu'avez-vous, madame? dit le roi en se retournant vivement.

	— J'ai, mon fils, répondit Catherine, que je vous demande la permission de me retirer dans un de vos châteaux, peu m'importe lequel, pourvu qu'il soit bien éloigné de Paris.

	— Et pourquoi cela, madame? demanda Charles IX en fixant sur sa mère son oeil vitreux qui, dans certaines occasions, devenait si pénétrant.

	— Parce que chaque jour je reçois de nouveaux outrages de ceux de la religion, parce qu'aujourd'hui je vous ai entendu menacer par les protestants jusque dans votre Louvre, et que je ne veux plus assister à de pareils spectacles.

	— Mais enfin, ma mère, dit Charles IX avec une expression pleine de conviction, on leur a voulu tuer leur amiral. Un infâme meurtrier leur avait déjà assassiné le brave M. de Mouy, à ces pauvres gens. Mort de ma vie, ma mère! il faut pourtant une justice dans un royaume.

	— Oh! soyez tranquille, mon fils, dit Catherine, la justice ne leur manquera point, car si vous la leur refusez, ils se la feront à leur manière: sur M. de Guise aujourd'hui, sur moi demain, sur vous plus tard.

	— Oh! madame, dit Charles IX laissant percer dans sa voix un premier accent de doute, vous croyez?

	— Eh! mon fils, reprit Catherine, s'abandonnant tout entière à la violence de ses pensées, ne savez-vous pas qu'il ne s'agit plus de la mort de M. François de Guise ou de celle de M. l'amiral, de la religion protestante ou de la religion catholique, mais tout simplement de la substitution du fils d'Antoine de Bourbon au fils de Henri II?

	— Allons, allons, ma mère, voici que vous retombez encore dans vos exagérations habituelles! dit le roi.

	— Quel est donc votre avis, mon fils?

	— D'attendre, ma mère! d'attendre. Toute la sagesse humaine est dans ce seul mot. Le plus grand, le plus fort et le plus adroit surtout est celui qui sait attendre.

	— Attendez donc; mais moi je n'attendrai pas. Et sur ce, Catherine fit une révérence, et, se rapprochant de la porte, s'apprêta à reprendre le chemin de son appartement. Charles IX l'arrêta.

	— Enfin, que faut-il donc faire, ma mère! dit-il, car je suis juste avant toute chose, et je voudrais que chacun fût content de moi.

	Catherine se rapprocha.

	— Venez, monsieur le comte, dit-elle à Tavannes, qui caressait la pie-grièche du roi, et dites au roi ce qu'à votre avis il faut faire.

	— Votre Majesté me permet-elle? demanda le comte.

	— Dis, Tavannes! dis.

	— Que fait Votre Majesté à la chasse quand le sanglier revient sur elle?

	— Mordieu! monsieur, je l'attends de pied ferme, dit Charles IX, et je lui perce la gorge avec mon épieu.

	— Uniquement pour l'empêcher de vous nuire, ajouta Catherine.

	— Et pour m'amuser, dit le roi avec un soupir qui indiquait le courage poussé jusqu'à la férocité; mais je ne m'amuserais pas à tuer mes sujets, car enfin, les huguenots sont mes sujets aussi bien que les catholiques.

	— Alors, Sire, dit Catherine, vos sujets les huguenots feront comme le sanglier à qui on ne met pas un épieu dans la gorge: ils découdront votre trône.

	— Bah! vous croyez, madame, dit le roi d'un air qui indiquait qu'il n'ajoutait pas grande foi aux prédictions de sa mère.

	— Mais n'avez-vous pas vu aujourd'hui M. de Mouy et les siens?

	— Oui, je les ai vus, puisque je les quitte; mais que m'a-t-il demandé qui ne soit pas juste? Il m'a demandé la mort du meurtrier de son père et de l'assassin de l'amiral! Est-ce que nous n'avons pas puni M. de Montgommery de la mort de mon père et de votre époux, quoique cette mort fût un simple accident?

	— C'est bien, Sire, dit Catherine piquée, n'en parlons plus. Votre Majesté est sous la protection du Dieu qui lui donna la force, la sagesse et la confiance; mais moi, pauvre femme, que Dieu abandonne sans doute à cause de mes péchés, je crains et je cède.

	Et sur ce, Catherine salua une seconde fois et sortit, faisant signe au duc de Guise, qui sur ces entrefaites était entré, de demeurer à sa place pour tenter encore un dernier effort.

	Charles IX suivit des yeux sa mère, mais sans la rappeler cette fois; puis il se mit à caresser ses chiens en sifflant un air de chasse.

	Tout à coup il s'interrompit.

	— Ma mère est bien un esprit royal, dit-il; en vérité elle ne doute de rien. Allez donc, d'un propos délibéré, tuer quelques douzaines de huguenots, parce qu'ils sont venus demander justice! N'est-ce pas leur droit après tout?

	— Quelques douzaines, murmura le duc de Guise.

	— Ah! vous êtes là, monsieur! dit le roi faisant semblant de l'apercevoir pour la première fois; oui, quelques douzaines; le beau déchet! Ah! si quelqu'un venait me dire: Sire, vous serez débarrassé de tous vos ennemis à la fois, et demain il n'en restera pas un pour vous reprocher la mort des autres, ah! alors, je ne dis pas!

	— Et bien, Sire.

	— Tavannes, interrompit le roi, vous fatiguez Margot, remettez-la au perchoir. Ce n'est pas une raison, parce qu'elle porte le nom de ma soeur la reine de Navarre, pour que tout le monde la caresse.

	Tavannes remit la pie sur son bâton, et s'amusa à rouler et à dérouler les oreilles d'un lévrier.

	— Mais, Sire, reprit le duc de Guise, si l'on disait à Votre Majesté: Sire, Votre Majesté sera délivrée demain de tous ses ennemis.

	— Et par l'intercession de quel saint ferait-on ce miracle?

	— Sire, nous sommes aujourd'hui le 24 août, ce serait donc par l'intercession de saint Barthélemy.

	— Un beau saint, dit le roi, qui s'est laissé écorcher tout vif!

	— Tant mieux! plus il a souffert, plus il doit avoir gardé rancune à ses bourreaux.

	— Et c'est vous, mon cousin, dit le roi, c'est vous qui avec votre jolie petite épée à poignée d'or, tuerez d'ici à demain dix mille huguenots! Ah! ah! ah! mort de ma vie! que vous êtes plaisant, monsieur de Guise!

	Et le roi éclata de rire, mais d'un rire si faux, que l'écho de la chambre le répéta d'un ton lugubre.

	— Sire, un mot, un seul, poursuivit le duc tout en frissonnant malgré lui au bruit de ce rire qui n'avait rien d'humain. Un signe, et tout est prêt. J'ai les Suisses, j'ai onze cents gentilshommes, j'ai les chevau-légers, j'ai les bourgeois: de son côté, Votre Majesté a ses gardes, ses amis, sa noblesse catholique… Nous sommes vingt contre un.

	— Eh bien, puisque vous êtes si fort, mon cousin, pourquoi diable venez-vous me rebattre les oreilles de cela?… Faites sans moi, faites! …

	Et le roi se retourna vers ses chiens. Alors la portière se souleva et Catherine reparut.

	— Tout va bien, dit-elle au duc, insistez, il cédera.

	Et la portière retomba sur Catherine sans que Charles IX la vît ou du moins fit semblant de la voir.

	— Mais encore, dit le duc de Guise, faut-il que je sache si en agissant comme je le désire, je serai agréable à Votre Majesté.

	— En vérité, mon cousin Henri, vous me plantez le couteau sur la gorge; mais je résisterai, mordieu! ne suis-je donc pas le roi?

	— Non, pas encore, Sire; mais, si vous voulez, vous le serez demain.

	— Ah çà! continua Charles IX, on tuerait donc aussi le roi de Navarre, le prince de Condé… dans mon Louvre! … Ah! Puis il ajouta d'une voix à peine intelligible:

	— Dehors, je ne dis pas.

	— Sire, s'écria le duc, ils sortent ce soir pour faire débauche avec le duc d'Alençon, votre frère.

	— Tavannes, dit le roi avec une impatience admirablement bien jouée, ne voyez-vous pas que vous taquinez mon chien! Viens, Actéon, viens.

	Et Charles IX sortit sans en vouloir écouter davantage, et rentra chez lui en laissant Tavannes et le duc de Guise presque aussi incertains qu'auparavant.

	Cependant une scène d'un autre genre se passait chez Catherine, qui, après avoir donné au duc de Guise le conseil de tenir bon, était rentrée dans son appartement, où elle avait trouvé réunies les personnes qui, d'ordinaire, assistaient à son coucher.

	À son retour Catherine avait la figure aussi riante qu'elle était décomposée à son départ. Peu à peu elle congédia de son air le plus agréable ses femmes et ses courtisans; il ne resta bientôt près d'elle que madame Marguerite, qui, assise sur un coffre près de la fenêtre ouverte, regardait le ciel, absorbée dans ses pensées.

	Deux ou trois fois, en se retrouvant seule avec sa fille, la reine mère ouvrit la bouche pour parler, mais chaque fois une sombre pensée refoula au fond de sa poitrine les mots prêts à s'échapper de ses lèvres.

	Sur ces entrefaites, la portière se souleva et Henri de Navarre parut.

	La petite levrette, qui dormait sur le trône, bondit et courut à lui.

	— Vous ici, mon fils! dit Catherine en tressaillant, est-ce que vous soupez au Louvre?

	— Non, madame, répondit Henri, nous battons la ville ce soir avec MM. d'Alençon et de Condé. Je croyais presque les trouver occupés à vous faire la cour.

	Catherine sourit.

	— Allez, messieurs, dit-elle, allez… Les hommes sont bien heureux de pouvoir courir ainsi… N'est-ce pas, ma fille?

	— C'est vrai, répondit Marguerite, c'est une si belle et si douce chose que la liberté.

	— Cela veut-il dire que j'enchaîne la vôtre, madame? dit Henri en s'inclinant devant sa femme.

	— Non, monsieur; aussi ce n'est pas moi que je plains, mais la condition des femmes en général.

	— Vous allez peut-être voir M. l'amiral, mon fils? dit Catherine.

	— Oui, peut-être.

	— Allez-y; ce sera d'un bon exemple, et demain vous me donnerez de ses nouvelles.

	— J'irai donc, madame, puisque vous approuvez cette démarche.

	— Moi, dit Catherine, je n'approuve rien… Mais qui va là?…

	Renvoyez, renvoyez.

	Henri fit un pas vers la porte pour exécuter l'ordre de Catherine; mais au même instant la tapisserie se souleva, et madame de Sauve montra sa tête blonde.

	— Madame, dit-elle, c'est René le parfumeur, que Votre Majesté a fait demander. Catherine lança un regard aussi prompt que l'éclair sur Henri de Navarre.

	Le jeune prince rougit légèrement, puis presque aussitôt pâlit d'une manière effrayante. En effet, on venait de prononcer le nom de l'assassin de sa mère. Il sentit que son visage trahissait son émotion, et alla s'appuyer sur la barre de la fenêtre.

	La petite levrette poussa un gémissement. Au même instant deux personnes entraient, l'une annoncée et l'autre qui n'avait pas besoin de l'être. La première était René, le parfumeur, qui s'approcha de Catherine avec toutes les obséquieuses civilités des serviteurs florentins; il tenait une boîte, qu'il ouvrit, et dont on vit tous les compartiments remplis de poudres et de flacons.

	La seconde était madame de Lorraine, soeur aînée de Marguerite. Elle entra par une petite porte dérobée qui donnait dans le cabinet du roi et, toute pâle et toute tremblante, espérant n'être point aperçue de Catherine qui examinait avec madame de Sauve le contenu de la boîte apportée par René, elle alla s'asseoir à côté de Marguerite, près de laquelle le roi de Navarre se tenait debout, la main sur le front, comme un homme qui cherche à se remettre d'un éblouissement.

	
En ce moment Catherine se retourna.

	— Ma fille, dit-elle à Marguerite, vous pouvez-vous retirer chez vous. Mon fils, dit-elle, vous pouvez aller vous amuser par la ville.

	Marguerite se leva, et Henri se retourna à moitié. Madame de

	Lorraine saisit la main de Marguerite.

	— Ma soeur, lui dit-elle tout bas et avec volubilité, au nom de M. de Guise, qui vous sauve comme vous l'avez sauvé, ne sortez pas d'ici, n'allez pas chez vous!

	— Hein! que dites-vous, Claude? demanda Catherine en se retournant.

	— Rien, ma mère.

	— Vous avez parlé tout bas à Marguerite.

	— Pour lui souhaiter le bonsoir seulement, madame, et pour lui dire mille choses de la part de la duchesse de Nevers.

	— Et où est-elle, cette belle duchesse?

	— Près de son beau-frère M. de Guise.

	Catherine regarda les deux femmes de son oeil soupçonneux, et fronçant le sourcil:

	— Venez çà, Claude! dit la reine mère. Claude obéit. Catherine lui saisit la main.

	— Que lui avez-vous dit? indiscrète que vous êtes! murmura-t-elle en serrant le poignet de sa fille à la faire crier.

	— Madame, dit à sa femme Henri, qui, sans entendre, n'avait rien perdu de la pantomime de la reine, de Claude et de Marguerite; madame, me ferez-vous l'honneur de me donner votre main à baiser?

	Marguerite lui tendit une main tremblante.

	— Que vous a-t-elle dit? murmura Henri en se baissant pour rapprocher ses lèvres de cette main.

	— De ne pas sortir. Au nom du Ciel, ne sortez pas non plus!

	Ce ne fut qu'un éclair; mais à la lueur de cet éclair, si rapide qu'elle fût, Henri devina tout un complot.

	— Ce n'est pas le tout, dit Marguerite; voici une lettre qu'un gentilhomme provençal a apportée.

	— M. de La Mole?

	— Oui.

	— Merci, dit-il en prenant la lettre et en la serrant dans son pourpoint.

	Et passant devant sa femme éperdue, il alla appuyer sa main sur l'épaule du Florentin.

	— Eh bien, maître René, dit-il, comment vont les affaires commerciales?

	— Mais assez bien, Monseigneur, assez bien, répondit l'empoisonneur avec son perfide sourire.

	— Je le crois bien, dit Henri, quand on est comme vous le fournisseur de toutes les têtes couronnées de France et de l'étranger.

	— Excepté de celle du roi de Navarre, répondit effrontément le

	Florentin.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! maître René, dit Henri, vous avez raison; et cependant ma pauvre mère, qui achetait aussi chez vous, vous a recommandé à moi en mourant, maître René. Venez me voir demain ou après-demain en mon appartement et apportez-moi vos meilleures parfumeries.

	— Ce ne sera point mal vu, dit en souriant Catherine, car on dit…

	— Que j'ai le gousset fin, reprit Henri en riant; qui vous a dit cela, ma mère? est-ce Margot?

	— Non, mon fils, dit Catherine, c'est madame de Sauve. En ce moment madame la duchesse de Lorraine, qui, malgré les efforts qu'elle faisait, ne pouvait se contenir, éclata en sanglots. Henri ne se retourna même pas.

	— Ma soeur, s'écria Marguerite en s'élançant vers Claude, qu'avez-vous?

	— Rien, dit Catherine en passant entre les deux jeunes femmes, rien: elle a cette fièvre nerveuse que Mazille lui recommande de traiter avec des aromates.

	Et elle serra de nouveau et avec plus de vigueur encore que la première fois le bras de sa fille aînée; puis, se retournant vers la cadette:

	— Çà, Margot, dit-elle, n'avez-vous pas entendu que, déjà, je vous ai invitée à vous retirer chez vous? Si cela ne suffit pas, je vous l'ordonne.

	— Pardonnez-moi, madame, dit Marguerite tremblante et pâle, je souhaite une bonne nuit à Votre Majesté.

	— Et j'espère que votre souhait sera exaucé. Bonsoir, bonsoir.

	Marguerite se retira toute chancelante en cherchant vainement à rencontrer un regard de son mari, qui ne se retourna pas même de son côté.

	Il se fit un instant de silence pendant lequel Catherine demeura les yeux fixés sur la duchesse de Lorraine, qui de son côté, sans parler, regardait sa mère les mains jointes.

	Henri tournait le dos, mais voyait la scène dans une glace, tout en ayant l'air de friser sa moustache avec une pommade que venait de lui donner René.

	— Et vous, Henri, dit Catherine, sortez-vous toujours?

	— Ah! oui! c'est vrai! s'écria le roi de Navarre. Ah! par ma foi! j'oubliais que le duc d'Alençon et le prince de Condé m'attendent: ce sont ces admirables parfums qui m'enivrent et, je crois, me font perdre la mémoire. Au revoir, madame.

	— Au revoir! Demain, vous m'apprendrez des nouvelles de l'amiral, n'est ce pas?

	— Je n'aurai garde d'y manquer. Eh bien, Phébé! qu'y a-t-il?

	— Phébé! dit la reine mère avec impatience.

	— Rappelez-la, madame, dit le Béarnais, car elle ne veut pas me laisser sortir.

	La reine mère se leva, prit la petite chienne par son collier et la retint, tandis que Henri s'éloignait le visage aussi calme et aussi riant que s'il n'eût pas senti au fond de son coeur qu'il courait danger de mort.

	Derrière lui, la petite chienne lâchée par Catherine de Médicis s'élança pour le rejoindre; mais la porte était refermée, et elle ne put que glisser son museau allongé sous la tapisserie en poussant un hurlement lugubre et prolongé.

	— Maintenant, Charlotte, dit Catherine à madame de Sauve, va chercher M. de Guise et Tavannes, qui sont dans mon oratoire, et reviens avec eux pour tenir compagnie à la duchesse de Lorraine qui a ses vapeurs.

	VII

	La nuit du 24 août 1572

	Lorsque La Mole et Coconnas eurent achevé leur maigre souper, car les volailles de l'hôtellerie de la Belle-Étoile ne flambaient que sur l'enseigne, Coconnas fit pivoter sa chaise sur un de ses quatre pieds, étendit les jambes, appuya son coude sur la table, et dégustant un dernier verre de vin:

	— Est-ce que vous allez vous coucher incontinent, monsieur de la

	Mole? demanda-t-il.

	— Ma foi! j'en aurais grande envie, monsieur, car il est possible qu'on vienne me réveiller dans la nuit.

	— Et moi aussi, dit Coconnas; mais il me semble, en ce cas, qu'au lieu de nous coucher et de faire attendre ceux qui doivent nous envoyer chercher, nous ferions mieux de demander des cartes et de jouer. Cela fait qu'on nous trouverait tout préparés.

	— J'accepterais volontiers la proposition, monsieur; mais pour jouer je possède bien peu d'argent; à peine si j'ai cent écus d'or dans ma valise; et encore, c'est tout mon trésor. Maintenant, c'est à moi de faire fortune avec cela.

	— Cent écus d'or! s'écria Coconnas, et vous vous plaignez! Mordi! mais moi, monsieur, je n'en ai que six.

	— Allons donc, reprit La Mole, je vous ai vu tirer de votre poche une bourse qui m'a paru non seulement fort ronde, mais on pourrait même dire quelque peu boursouflée.

	— Ah! ceci, dit Coconnas, c'est pour éteindre une ancienne dette que je suis obligé de payer à un vieil ami de mon père que je soupçonne d'être comme vous tant soit peu huguenot. Oui, il y a là cent nobles à la rose, continua Coconnas en frappant sur sa poche; mais ces cent nobles à la rose appartiennent à maître Mercandon; quant à mon patrimoine personnel, il se borne, comme je vous l'ai dit, à six écus.

	— Comment jouer, alors?

	— Et c'est précisément à cause de cela que je voulais jouer.

	D'ailleurs, il m'était venu une idée.

	— Laquelle?

	— Nous venons tous deux à Paris dans un même but?

	— Oui.

	— Nous avons chacun un protecteur puissant?

	— Oui.

	— Vous comptez sur le vôtre comme je compte sur le mien?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien, il m'était venu dans la pensée de jouer d'abord notre argent, puis la première faveur qui nous arrivera, soit de la cour, soit de notre maîtresse…

	— En effet, c'est fort ingénieux! dit La Mole en souriant; mais j'avoue que je ne suis pas assez joueur pour risquer ma vie tout entière sur un coup de cartes ou de dés, car de la première faveur qui nous arrivera à vous et à moi découlera probablement notre vie tout entière.

	— Eh bien, laissons donc là la première faveur de la cour, et jouons la première faveur de notre maîtresse.

	— Je n'y vois qu'un inconvénient, dit La Mole.

	— Lequel?

	— C'est que je n'ai point de maîtresse, moi.

	— Ni moi non plus; mais je compte bien ne pas tarder à en avoir une! Dieu merci! on n'est point taillé de façon à manquer de femmes.

	— Aussi, comme vous dites, n'en manquerez-vous point, monsieur de Coconnas; mais, comme je n'ai point la même confiance dans mon étoile amoureuse, je crois que ce serait vous voler que de mettre mon enjeu contre le vôtre. Jouons donc jusqu'à concurrence de vos six écus, et, si vous les perdiez par malheur et que vous voulussiez continuer le jeu, eh bien, vous êtes gentilhomme, et votre parole vaut de l'or.

	— À la bonne heure! s'écria Coconnas, et voilà qui est parler; vous avez raison, monsieur, la parole d'un gentilhomme vaut de l'or, surtout quand ce gentilhomme a du crédit à la cour. Aussi, croyez que je ne me hasarderais pas trop en jouant contre vous la première faveur que je devrais recevoir.

	— Oui, sans doute, vous pouvez la perdre; mais moi, je ne pourrais pas la gagner; car, étant au roi de Navarre, je ne puis rien tenir de M. le duc de Guise.

	— Ah! parpaillot! murmura l'hôte tout en fourbissant son vieux casque, je t'avais donc bien flairé. Et il s'interrompit pour faire le signe de la croix.

	— Ah çà, décidément, reprit Coconnas en battant les cartes que venait de lui apporter le garçon, vous en êtes donc?…

	— De quoi?

	— De la religion.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous.

	— Eh bien! mettez que j'en sois! dit La Mole en souriant. Avez- vous quelque chose contre nous?

	— Oh! Dieu merci, non; cela m'est bien égal. Je hais profondément la huguenoterie, mais je ne déteste pas les huguenots, et puis c'est la mode.

	— Oui, répliqua La Mole en riant, témoin l'arquebusade de

	M. l'amiral! Jouerons-nous aussi des arquebusades?

	— Comme vous voudrez, dit Coconnas; pourvu que je joue, peu m'importe quoi.

	— Jouons donc, dit La Mole en ramassant ses cartes et en les rangeant dans sa main.

	— Oui, jouez et jouez de confiance; car, dussé-je perdre cent écus d'or comme les vôtres, j'aurai demain matin de quoi les payer.

	— La fortune vous viendra donc en dormant?

	— Non, c'est moi qui irai la trouver.

	— Où cela, dites-moi? j'irai avec vous!

	— Au Louvre.

	— Vous y retournez cette nuit?

	— Oui, cette nuit j'ai une audience particulière du grand duc de

	Guise.

	Depuis que Coconnas avait parlé d'aller chercher fortune au Louvre, La Hurière s'était interrompu de fourbir sa salade et s'était venu placer derrière la chaise de La Mole, de manière que Coconnas seul le pût voir, et de là il lui faisait des signes que le Piémontais, tout à son jeu et à sa conversation, ne remarquait pas.

	— Eh bien, voilà qui est miraculeux! dit La Mole, et vous aviez raison de dire que nous étions nés sous une même étoile. Moi aussi j'ai rendez-vous au Louvre cette nuit; mais ce n'est pas avec le duc de Guise, moi, c'est avec le roi de Navarre.

	— Avez-vous un mot d'ordre, vous?

	— Oui.

	— Un signe de ralliement?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien, j'en ai un, moi. Mon mot d'ordre est… À ces paroles du Piémontais, La Hurière fit un geste si expressif, juste au moment où l'indiscret gentilhomme relevait la tête, que Coconnas s'arrêta pétrifié bien plus de ce geste encore que du coup par lequel il venait de perdre trois écus. En voyant l'étonnement qui se peignait sur le visage de son partner, La Mole se retourna; mais il ne vit pas autre chose que son hôte derrière lui, les bras croisés et coiffé de la salade qu'il lui avait vu fourbir l'instant auparavant.

	— Qu'avez-vous donc? dit La Mole à Coconnas. Coconnas regardait l'hôte et son compagnon sans répondre, car il ne comprenait rien aux gestes redoublés de maître La Hurière. La Hurière vit qu'il devait venir à son secours:

	— C'est que, dit-il rapidement, j'aime beaucoup le jeu, moi, et comme je m'étais approché pour voir le coup sur lequel vous venez de gagner, monsieur m'aura vu coiffé en guerre, et cela l'aura surpris de la part d'un pauvre bourgeois.

	— Bonne figure, en effet! s'écria La Mole en éclatant de rire.

	— Eh, monsieur! répliqua La Hurière avec une bonhomie admirablement jouée et un mouvement d'épaule plein du sentiment de son infériorité, nous ne sommes pas des vaillants, nous autres, et nous n'avons pas la tournure raffinée. C'est bon pour les braves gentilshommes comme vous de faire reluire les casques dorés et les fines rapières, et pourvu que nous montions exactement notre garde…

	— Ah! ah! dit La Mole en battant les cartes à son tour, vous montez votre garde?

	— Eh! mon Dieu, oui, monsieur le comte; je suis sergent d'une compagnie de milice bourgeoise.

	Et cela dit, tandis que La Mole était occupé à donner les cartes, La Hurière se retira en posant un doigt sur ses lèvres pour recommander la discrétion à Coconnas, plus interdit que jamais.

	Cette précaution fut cause sans doute qu'il perdit le second coup presque aussi rapidement qu'il venait de perdre le premier.

	— Eh bien, dit La Mole, voilà qui fait juste vos six écus!

	Voulez-vous votre revanche sur votre fortune future?

	— Volontiers, dit Coconnas, volontiers.

	— Mais avant de vous engager plus avant, ne me disiez-vous pas que vous aviez rendez-vous avec M. de Guise?

	Coconnas tourna ses regards vers la cuisine et vit les gros yeux de La Hurière qui répétaient le même avertissement.

	— Oui, dit-il; mais il n'est pas encore l'heure. D'ailleurs, parlons un peu de vous, monsieur de la Mole.

	— Nous ferions mieux, je crois, de parler du jeu, mon cher monsieur de Coconnas, car, ou je me trompe fort, ou me voilà encore en train de vous gagner six écus.

	— Mordi! c'est la vérité… On me l'avait toujours dit, que les huguenots avaient du bonheur au jeu. J'ai envie de me faire huguenot, le diable m'emporte!

	Les yeux de La Hurière étincelèrent comme deux charbons; mais

	Coconnas, tout à son jeu, ne les aperçut pas.

	— Faites, comte, faites, dit La Mole, et quoique la façon dont la vocation vous est venue soit singulière, vous serez le bien reçu parmi nous.

	Coconnas se gratta l'oreille.

	— Si j'étais sûr que votre bonheur vient de là, dit-il, je vous réponds bien… car, enfin, je ne tiens pas énormément à la messe, moi, et dès que le roi n'y tient pas non plus…

	— Et puis… c'est une si belle religion, dit La Mole, si simple, si pure!

	— Et puis… elle est à la mode, dit Coconnas, et puis… elle porte bonheur au jeu, car, le diable m'emporte! il n'y a d'as que pour vous; et cependant je vous examine depuis que nous avons les cartes aux mains: vous jouez franc jeu, vous ne trichez pas… il faut que ce soit la religion…

	— Vous me devez six écus de plus, dit tranquillement La Mole.

	— Ah! comme vous me tentez! dit Coconnas, et si cette nuit je ne suis pas content de M. de Guise…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, demain je vous demande de me présenter au roi de Navarre; et, soyez tranquille, si une fois je me fais huguenot, je serai plus huguenot que Luther, que Calvin, que Mélanchthon et que tous les réformistes de la terre.

	— Chut! dit La Mole, vous allez vous brouiller avec notre hôte.

	— Oh! c'est vrai! dit Coconnas en tournant les yeux vers la cuisine. Mais non, il ne nous écoute pas; il est trop occupé en ce moment.

	— Que fait-il donc? dit La Mole, qui, de sa place, ne pouvait l'apercevoir.

	— Il cause avec… Le diable m'emporte! c'est lui!

	— Qui, lui?

	— Cette espèce d'oiseau de nuit avec lequel il causait déjà quand nous sommes arrivés, l'homme au pourpoint jaune et au manteau amadou. Mordi! quel feu il y met! Eh! dites donc, maître La Hurière! est-ce que vous faites de la politique, par hasard?

	Mais cette fois la réponse de maître La Hurière fut un geste si énergique et si impérieux, que, malgré son amour pour le carton peint, Coconnas se leva et alla à lui.

	— Qu'avez-vous donc? demanda La Mole.

	— Vous demandez du vin, mon gentilhomme? dit La Hurière saisissant vivement la main de Coconnas, on va vous en donner. Grégoire! du vin à ces messieurs!

	Puis à l'oreille:

	— Silence, lui glissa-t-il, silence, sur votre vie! et congédiez votre compagnon.

	La Hurière était si pâle, l'homme jaune si lugubre, que Coconnas ressentit comme un frisson, et se retournant vers La Mole:

	— Mon cher monsieur de la Mole, lui dit-il, je vous prie de m'excuser. Voilà cinquante écus que je perds en un tour de main. Je suis en malheur ce soir, et je craindrais de m'embarrasser.

	— Fort bien, monsieur, fort bien, dit La Mole, à votre aise. D'ailleurs, je ne suis point fâché de me jeter un instant sur mon lit. Maître La Hurière! …

	— Monsieur le comte?

	— Si l'on venait me chercher de la part du roi de Navarre, vous me réveilleriez. Je serai tout habillé, et par conséquent vite prêt.

	— C'est comme moi, dit Coconnas; pour ne pas faire attendre Son

	Altesse un seul instant, je vais me préparer le signe. Maître La

	Hurière, donnez-moi des ciseaux et du papier blanc.

	— Grégoire! cria La Hurière, du papier blanc pour écrire une lettre, des ciseaux pour en tailler l'enveloppe!

	— Ah çà, décidément, se dit à lui-même le Piémontais, il se passe ici quelque chose d'extraordinaire.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur de Coconnas! dit La Mole. Et vous, mon hôte, faites-moi l'amitié de me montrer le chemin de ma chambre. Bonne chance, notre ami!

	Et La Mole disparut dans l'escalier tournant, suivi de La Hurière. Alors l'homme mystérieux saisit à son tour le bras de Coconnas, et, l'attirant à lui, il lui dit avec volubilité:

	— Monsieur, vous avez failli révéler cent fois un secret duquel dépend le sort du royaume. Dieu a voulu que votre bouche fût fermée à temps. Un mot de plus, et j'allais vous abattre d'un coup d'arquebuse. Maintenant nous sommes seuls, heureusement, écoutez.

	— Mais qui êtes-vous, pour me parler avec ce ton de commandement? demanda Coconnas.

	— Avez-vous, par hasard, entendu parler du sire de Maurevel?

	— Le meurtrier de l'amiral?

	— Et du capitaine de Mouy.

	— Oui, sans doute.

	— Eh bien, le sire de Maurevel, c'est moi.

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas.

	— Écoutez-moi donc.

	— Mordi! Je crois bien que je vous écoute.

	— Chut! fit le sire de Maurevel en portant son doigt à sa bouche.

	Coconnas demeura l'oreille tendue.

	On entendit en ce moment l'hôte refermer la porte d'une chambre, puis la porte du corridor, y mettre les verrous, et revenir précipitamment du côté des deux interlocuteurs.

	Il offrit alors un siège à Coconnas, un siège à Maurevel, et en prenant un troisième pour lui:

	— Tout est bien clos, dit-il, monsieur de Maurevel, vous pouvez parler.

	Onze heures sonnaient en Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois. Maurevel compta l'un après l'autre chaque battement de marteau qui retentissait vibrant et lugubre dans la nuit, et quand le dernier se fut éteint dans l'espace:

	— Monsieur, dit-il en se retournant vers Coconnas tout hérissé à l'aspect des précautions que prenaient les deux hommes, monsieur, êtes-vous bon catholique?

	— Mais je le crois, répondit Coconnas.

	— Monsieur, continua Maurevel, êtes-vous dévoué au roi?

	— De coeur et d'âme. Je crois même que vous m'offensez, monsieur, en m'adressant une pareille question.

	— Nous n'aurons pas de querelle là-dessus; seulement, vous allez nous suivre.

	— Où cela?

	— Peu vous importe. Laissez-vous conduire. Il y va de votre fortune et peut-être de votre vie.

	— Je vous préviens, monsieur, qu'à minuit j'ai affaire au Louvre.

	— C'est justement là que nous allons.

	— M. de Guise m'y attend.

	— Nous aussi.

	— Mais j'ai un mot de passe particulier, continua Coconnas un peu mortifié de partager l'honneur de son audience avec le sire de Maurevel et maître La Hurière.

	— Nous aussi.

	— Mais j'ai un signe de reconnaissance. Maurevel sourit, tira de dessous son pourpoint une poignée de croix en étoffe blanche, en donna une à La Hurière, une à Coconnas, et en prit une pour lui. La Hurière attacha la sienne à son casque, Maurevel en fit autant de la sienne à son chapeau.

	— Oh çà! dit Coconnas stupéfait, le rendez-vous, le mot d'ordre, le signe de ralliement, c'est donc pour tout le monde?

	— Oui, monsieur; c'est-à-dire pour tous les bons catholiques.

	— Il y a fête au Louvre alors, banquet royal, n'est-ce pas? s'écria Coconnas, et l'on en veut exclure ces chiens de huguenots?… Bon! bien! à merveille! Il y a assez longtemps qu'ils y paradent.

	— Oui, il y a fête au Louvre, dit Maurevel, il y a banquet royal, et les huguenots y seront conviés… Il y a plus, ils seront les héros de la fête, ils paieront le banquet, et, si vous voulez bien être des nôtres, nous allons commencer par aller inviter leur principal champion, leur Gédéon, comme ils disent.

	— M. l'amiral? s'écria Coconnas.

	— Oui, le vieux Gaspard, que j'ai manqué comme un imbécile, quoique j'aie tiré sur lui avec l'arquebuse même du roi.

	— Et voilà pourquoi, mon gentilhomme, je fourbissais ma salade, j'affilais mon épée et je repassais mes couteaux, dit d'une voix stridente maître La Hurière travesti en guerre.

	À ces mots, Coconnas frissonna et devint fort pâle, car il commençait à comprendre.

	— Quoi, vraiment! s'écria-t-il, cette fête, ce banquet… c'est… on va…

	— Vous avez été bien long à deviner, monsieur, dit Maurevel, et l'on voit bien que vous n'êtes pas fatigué comme nous des insolences de ces hérétiques.

	— Et vous prenez sur vous, dit-il, d'aller chez l'amiral, et de…? Maurevel sourit, et attirant Coconnas contre la fenêtre:

	— Regardez, dit-il; voyez-vous, sur la petite place, au bout de la rue, derrière l'église, cette troupe qui se range silencieusement dans l'ombre?

	— Oui.

	— Les hommes qui composent cette troupe ont, comme maître La

	Hurière, vous et moi, une croix au chapeau.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, ces hommes, c'est une compagnie de Suisses des petits cantons, commandés par Toquenot; vous savez que messieurs des petits cantons sont les compères du roi.

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas.

	— Maintenant, voyez cette troupe de cavaliers qui passe sur le quai; reconnaissez-vous son chef?

	— Comment voulez-vous que je le reconnaisse? dit Coconnas tout frémissant, je suis à Paris de ce soir seulement.

	— Eh bien, c'est celui avec qui vous avez rendez-vous à minuit au

	Louvre. Voyez, il va vous y attendre.

	— Le duc de Guise?

	— Lui-même. Ceux qui l'escortent sont Marcel, ex-prévôt des marchands, et J. Choron, prévôt actuel. Les deux derniers vont mettre sur pied leurs compagnies de bourgeois; et tenez, voici le capitaine du quartier qui entre dans la rue: regardez bien ce qu'il va faire.

	— Il heurte à chaque porte. Mais qu'y a-t-il donc sur les portes auxquelles il heurte?

	— Une croix blanche, jeune homme; une croix pareille à celle que nous avons à nos chapeaux. Autrefois on laissait à Dieu le soin de distinguer les siens; aujourd'hui nous sommes plus civilisés, et nous lui épargnons cette besogne.

	— Mais chaque maison à laquelle il frappe s'ouvre, et de chaque maison sortent des bourgeois armés.

	— Il frappera à la nôtre comme aux autres, et nous sortirons à notre tour.

	— Mais, dit Coconnas, tout ce monde sur pied pour aller tuer un vieil huguenot! Mordi! c'est honteux! c'est une affaire d'égorgeurs et non de soldats!

	— Jeune homme, dit Maurevel, si les vieux vous répugnent, vous pourrez en choisir de jeunes. Il y en aura pour tous les goûts. Si vous méprisez les poignards, vous pourrez vous servir de l'épée; car les huguenots ne sont pas gens à se laisser égorger sans se défendre, et, vous le savez, les huguenots, jeunes ou vieux, ont la vie dure.

	— Mais on les tuera donc tous, alors? s'écria Coconnas.

	— Tous.

	— Par ordre du roi?

	— Par ordre du roi et de M. de Guise.

	— Et quand cela?

	— Quand vous entendrez la cloche de Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois.

	— Ah! c'est donc pour cela que cet aimable Allemand, qui est à

	M. de Guise… comment l'appelez-vous donc?

	— M. de Besme?

	— Justement. C'est donc pour cela que M. de Besme me disait d'accourir au premier coup de tocsin?

	— Vous avez donc vu M. de Besme?

	— Je l'ai vu et je lui ai parlé.

	— Où cela?

	— Au Louvre. C'est lui qui m'a fait entrer, qui m'a donné le mot d'ordre, qui m'a…

	— Regardez.

	— Mordi! c'est lui-même.

	— Voulez-vous lui parler?

	— Sur mon âme! je n'en serais pas fâché.

	Maurevel ouvrit doucement la fenêtre. Besme, en effet, passait avec une vingtaine d'hommes.

	— _Guise et Lorraine! _dit Maurevel.

	Besme se retourna, et, comprenant que c'était à lui qu'on avait affaire, il s'approcha.

	— Ah! ah! c'être fous, monsir de Maurefel.

	— Oui, c'est moi; que cherchez-vous?

	— J'y cherche l'auperge de la Belle-Étoile, pour brévenir un certain monsir Gogonnas.

	— Me voici, monsieur de Besme! dit le jeune homme.

	— Ah! pon, ah! pien… Vous êtes brêt?

	— Oui. Que faut-il faire?

	— Ce que vous tira monsir de Maurefel. C'être un bon gatholique.

	— Vous l'entendez? dit Maurevel.

	— Oui, répondit Coconnas. Mais vous, monsieur de Besme, où allez- vous?

	— Moi?… dit de Besme en riant…

	— Oui, vous?

	— Moi, je fas tire un betit mot à l'amiral.

	— Dites-lui-en deux, s'il le faut, dit Maurevel, et que cette fois, s'il se relève du premier, il ne se relève pas du second.

	— Soyez dranguille, monsir de Maurefel, soyez dranguille, et tressez-moi pien ce cheune homme-là.

	— Oui, oui, n'ayez pas de crainte, les Coconnas sont de fins limiers, et bons chiens chassent de race.

	— Atieu!

	— Allez.

	— Et fous?

	— Commencez toujours la chasse, nous arriverons pour la curée. De

	Besme s'éloigna et Maurevel ferma la fenêtre.

	— Vous l'entendez, jeune homme? dit Maurevel; si vous avez quelque ennemi particulier, quand il ne serait pas tout à fait huguenot, mettez-le sur la liste, et il passera avec les autres.

	Coconnas, plus étourdi que jamais de tout ce qu'il voyait et de tout ce qu'il entendait, regardait tour à tour l'hôte, qui prenait des poses formidables, et Maurevel, qui tirait tranquillement un papier de sa poche.

	— Quant à moi, voilà ma liste, dit-il; trois cents. Que chaque bon catholique fasse, cette nuit, la dixième partie de la besogne que je ferai, et il n'y aura plus demain un seul hérétique dans le royaume!

	— Chut! dit La Hurière.

	— Quoi? répétèrent ensemble Coconnas et Maurevel.

	On entendit vibrer le premier coup de beffroi à Saint-Germain- l'Auxerrois.

	— Le signal! s'écria Maurevel. L'heure est donc avancée? Ce n'était que pour minuit, m'avait-on dit… Tant mieux! Quand il s'agit de la gloire de Dieu et du roi, mieux vaut les horloges qui avancent que celles qui retardent.

	En effet, on entendit tinter lugubrement la cloche de l'église. Bientôt un premier coup de feu retentit, et presque aussitôt la lueur de plusieurs flambeaux illumina comme un éclair la rue de l'Arbre-Sec.

	Coconnas passa sur son front sa main humide de sueur.

	— C'est commencé, s'écria Maurevel, en route!

	— Un moment, un moment! dit l'hôte; avant de nous mettre en campagne, assurons-nous du logis, comme on dit à la guerre. Je ne veux pas qu'on égorge ma femme et mes enfants pendant que je serai dehors: il y a un huguenot ici.

	— M. de La Mole? s'écria Coconnas avec un soubresaut.

	— Oui! le parpaillot s'est jeté dans la gueule du loup.

	— Comment! dit Coconnas, vous vous attaqueriez à votre hôte?

	— C'est à son intention surtout que j'ai repassé ma rapière.

	— Oh! oh! fit le Piémontais en fronçant le sourcil.

	— Je n'ai jamais tué personne que mes lapins, mes canards et mes poulets, répliqua le digne aubergiste; je ne sais donc trop comment m'y prendre pour tuer un homme. Eh bien, je vais m'exercer sur celui-là. Si je fais quelque gaucherie, au moins personne ne sera là pour se moquer de moi.

	— Mordi, c'est dur! objecta Coconnas. M. de La Mole est mon compagnon, M. de La Mole a soupé avec moi, M. de La Mole a joué avec moi.

	— Oui, mais M. de La Mole est un hérétique, dit Maurevel.

	M.

	de La Mole est condamné; et si nous ne le tuons pas, d'autres le tueront.

	— Sans compter, dit l'hôte, qu'il vous a gagné cinquante écus.

	— C'est vrai, dit Coconnas, mais loyalement, j'en suis sûr.

	— Loyalement ou non, il vous faudra toujours le payer; tandis que, si je le tue, vous êtes quitte.

	— Allons, allons! dépêchons, messieurs, s'écria Maurevel; une arquebusade, un coup de rapière, un coup de marteau, un coup de chenet, un coup de ce que vous voudrez; mais finissons-en, si vous voulez arriver à temps, comme nous avons promis, pour aider M. de Guise chez l'amiral.

	Coconnas soupira.

	— J'y cours! s'écria La Hurière, attendez-moi.

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, il va faire souffrir ce pauvre garçon, et le voler peut-être. Je veux être là pour l'achever, s'il est besoin, et empêcher qu'on ne touche à son argent.

	Et mû par cette heureuse idée, Coconnas monta l'escalier derrière maître La Hurière, qu'il eut bientôt rejoint; car, à mesure qu'il montait, par un effet de la réflexion sans doute, La Hurière ralentissait le pas.

	Au moment où il arrivait à la porte, toujours suivi de Coconnas, plusieurs coups de feu retentirent dans la rue.

	Aussitôt on entendit La Mole sauter de son lit et le plancher crier sous ses pas.

	— Diable! murmura La Hurière un peu troublé, il est réveillé, je crois!

	— Ça m'en a l'air, dit Coconnas.

	— Et il va se défendre?

	— Il en est capable. Dites donc, maître La Hurière, s'il allait vous tuer, ça serait drôle.

	— Hum! hum! fit l'hôte. Mais, se sentant armé d'une bonne arquebuse, il se rassura et enfonça la porte d'un vigoureux coup de pied. On vit alors La Mole, sans chapeau, mais tout vêtu, retranché derrière son lit, son épée entre ses dents et ses pistolets à la main.

	— Oh! oh! dit Coconnas en ouvrant les narines en véritable bête fauve qui flaire le sang, voilà qui devient intéressant, maître La Hurière. Allons, allons! en avant!

	— Ah! l'on veut m'assassiner, à ce qu'il paraît! cria La Mole dont les yeux flamboyaient, et c'est toi, misérable?

	Maître La Hurière ne répondit à cette apostrophe qu'en abaissant son arquebuse et qu'en mettant le jeune homme en joue. Mais La Mole avait vu la démonstration, et, au moment où le coup partit, il se jeta à genoux, et la balle passa pardessus sa tête.

	— À moi! cria La Mole, à moi, monsieur de Coconnas!

	— À moi! monsieur de Maurevel, à moi! cria La Hurière.

	— Ma foi, monsieur de la Mole! dit Coconnas, tout ce que je puis dans cette affaire est de ne point me mettre contre vous. Il paraît qu'on tue cette nuit les huguenots au nom du roi. Tirez- vous de là comme vous pourrez.

	— Ah! traîtres! ah! assassins! c'est comme cela! eh bien, attendez.

	Et La Mole, visant à son tour, lâcha la détente d'un de ses pistolets. La Hurière, qui ne le perdait pas de vue, eut le temps de se jeter de côté; mais Coconnas, qui ne s'attendait pas à cette riposte, resta à la place où il était et la balle lui effleura l'épaule.

	— Mordi! cria-t-il en grinçant des dents, j'en tiens; à nous deux donc! puisque tu le veux. Et, tirant sa rapière, il s'élança vers La Mole.

	Sans doute, s'il eût été seul, La Mole l'eût attendu; mais Coconnas avait derrière lui maître La Hurière qui rechargeait son arquebuse, sans compter Maurevel qui, pour se rendre à l'invitation de l'aubergiste, montait les escaliers quatre à quatre. La Mole se jeta donc dans un cabinet, et verrouilla la porte derrière lui.

	— Ah! schelme! s'écria Coconnas furieux, heurtant la porte du pommeau de sa rapière, attends, attends. Je veux te trouer le corps d'autant de coups d'épée que tu m'as gagné d'écus ce soir! Ah! je viens pour t'empêcher de souffrir! ah! je viens pour qu'on ne te vole pas, et tu me récompenses en m'envoyant une balle dans l'épaule! attends! birbonne! attends!

	Sur ces entrefaites, maître La Hurière s'approcha et d'un coup de crosse de son arquebuse fit voler la porte en éclats.

	Coconnas s'élança dans le cabinet, mais il alla donner du nez contre la muraille: le cabinet était vide et la fenêtre ouverte.

	— Il se sera précipité, dit l'hôte; et comme nous sommes au quatrième, il est mort.

	— Ou il se sera sauvé par le toit de la maison voisine, dit Coconnas en enjambant la barre de la fenêtre et en s'apprêtant à le suivre sur ce terrain glissant et escarpé.

	Mais Maurevel et La Hurière se précipitèrent sur lui, et le ramenant dans la chambre:

	— Êtes-vous fou? s'écrièrent-ils tous deux à la fois. Vous allez vous tuer.

	— Bah, dit Coconnas, je suis montagnard, moi, et habitué à courir dans les glaciers. D'ailleurs, quand un homme m'a insulté une fois, je monterais avec lui jusqu'au ciel, ou je descendrais avec lui jusqu'en enfer, quelque chemin qu'il prît pour y arriver. Laissez-moi faire.

	— Allons donc! dit Maurevel, ou il est mort, ou il est loin maintenant. Venez avec nous; et si celui-là vous échappe, vous en trouverez mille autres à sa place.

	— Vous avez raison, hurla Coconnas. Mort aux huguenots! J'ai besoin de me venger, et le plus tôt sera le mieux.

	Et tous trois descendirent l'escalier comme une avalanche.

	— Chez l'amiral! cria Maurevel.

	— Chez l'amiral! répéta La Hurière.

	— Chez l'amiral, donc! puisque vous le voulez, dit à son tour

	Coconnas.

	Et tous trois s'élancèrent de l'hôtel de la Belle-Étoile, laissé en garde à Grégoire et aux autres garçons, se dirigeant vers l'hôtel de l'amiral, situé rue de Béthisy; une flamme brillante et le bruit des arquebusades les guidaient de ce côté.

	— Eh! qui vient là? s'écria Coconnas. Un homme sans pourpoint et sans écharpe.

	— C'en est un qui se sauve, dit Maurevel.

	— À vous, à vous! à vous qui avez des arquebuses, s'écria

	Coconnas.

	— Ma foi, non, dit Maurevel; je garde ma poudre pour meilleur gibier.

	— À vous, La Hurière.

	— Attendez, attendez, dit l'aubergiste en ajustant.

	— Ah! oui, attendez, s'écria Coconnas; et en attendant il va se sauver.

	Et il s'élança à la poursuite du malheureux qu'il eut bientôt rejoint, car il était déjà blessé. Mais au moment où, pour ne pas le frapper par derrière, il lui criait: «Tourne, mais tourne donc!» un coup d'arquebuse retentit, une balle siffla aux oreilles de Coconnas, et le fugitif roula comme un lièvre atteint dans sa course la plus rapide par le plomb du chasseur.

	Un cri de triomphe se fit entendre derrière Coconnas; le

	Piémontais se retourna, et vit La Hurière agitant son arme.

	— Ah! cette fois, s'écria-t-il, j'ai étrenné au moins.

	— Oui, mais vous avez manqué me percer d'outre en outre, moi.

	— Prenez garde, mon gentilhomme, prenez garde, cria La Hurière.

	Coconnas fit un bond en arrière. Le blessé s'était relevé sur un genou; et, tout entier à la vengeance, il allait percer Coconnas de son poignard au moment même où l'avertissement de son hôte avait prévenu le Piémontais.

	— Ah! vipère! s'écria Coconnas.

	Et, se jetant sur le blessé, il lui enfonça trois fois son épée jusqu'à la garde dans la poitrine.

	— Et maintenant, s'écria Coconnas laissant le huguenot se débattre dans les convulsions de l'agonie, chez l'amiral! chez l'amiral!

	— Ah! ah! mon gentilhomme, dit Maurevel, il paraît que vous y mordez.

	— Ma foi, oui, dit Coconnas. Je ne sais pas si c'est l'odeur de la poudre qui me grise ou la vue du sang qui m'excite, mais, mordi! je prends goût à la tuerie. C'est comme qui dirait une battue à l'homme. Je n'ai encore fait que des battues à l'ours ou au loup, et sur mon honneur la battue à l'homme me paraît plus divertissante.

	Et tous trois reprirent leur course.

	VIII

	Les massacrés

	L'hôtel qu'habitait l'amiral était, comme nous l'avons dit, situé rue de Béthisy. C'était une grande maison s'élevant au fond d'une cour avec deux ailes en retour sur la rue. Un mur ouvert par une grande porte et par deux petites grilles donnait entrée dans cette cour.

	Lorsque nos trois guisards atteignirent l'extrémité de la rue de Béthisy, qui fait suite à la rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain- l'Auxerrois, ils virent l'hôtel entouré de Suisses, de soldats et de bourgeois en armes; tous tenaient à la main droite ou des épées, ou des piques, ou des arquebuses, et quelques-uns, à la main gauche, des flambeaux qui répandaient sur cette scène un jour funèbre et vacillant, lequel, suivant le mouvement imprimé, s'épandait sur le pavé, montait le long des murailles ou flamboyait sur cette mer vivante où chaque arme jetait son éclair. Tout autour de l'hôtel et dans les rues Tirechappe, Étienne et Bertin-Poirée, l'oeuvre terrible s'accomplissait. De longs cris se faisaient entendre, la mousqueterie pétillait, et de temps en temps quelque malheureux, à moitié nu, pâle, ensanglanté, passait, bondissant comme un daim poursuivi, dans un cercle de lumière funèbre où semblait s'agiter un monde de démons.

	En un instant, Coconnas, Maurevel et La Hurière, signalés de loin par leurs croix blanches et accueillis par des cris de bienvenue, furent au plus épais de cette foule haletante et pressée comme une meute. Sans doute ils n'eussent pas pu passer; mais quelques-uns reconnurent Maurevel et lui firent faire place. Coconnas et La Hurière se glissèrent à sa suite; tous trois parvinrent donc à se glisser dans la cour.

	Au centre de cette cour, dont les trois portes étaient enfoncées, un homme, autour duquel les assassins laissaient un vide respectueux, se tenait debout, appuyé sur une rapière nue, et les yeux fixés sur un balcon élevé de quinze pieds à peu près et s'étendant devant la fenêtre principale de l'hôtel. Cet homme frappait du pied avec impatience, et de temps en temps se retournait pour interroger ceux qui se trouvaient les plus proches de lui.

	— Rien encore, murmura-t-il. Personne… Il aura été prévenu, il aura fui. Qu'en pensez-vous, Du Gast?

	— Impossible, Monseigneur.

	— Pourquoi pas? Ne m'avez-vous pas dit qu'un instant avant que nous arrivassions, un homme sans chapeau, l'épée nue à la main et courant comme s'il était poursuivi, était venu frapper à la porte, et qu'on lui avait ouvert?

	— Oui, Monseigneur; mais presque aussitôt M. de Besme est arrivé, les portes ont été enfoncées, l'hôtel cerné. L'homme est bien entré, mais à coup sûr il n'a pu sortir.

	— Eh! mais, dit Coconnas à La Hurière, est-ce que je me trompe, ou n'est-ce pas M. de Guise que je vois là?

	— Lui-même, mon gentilhomme. Oui, c'est le grand Henri de Guise en personne, qui attend sans doute que l'amiral sorte pour lui en faire autant que l'amiral en a fait à son père. Chacun a son tour, mon gentilhomme, et, Dieu merci! c'est aujourd'hui le nôtre.

	— Holà! Besme! holà! cria le duc de sa voix puissante, n'est-ce donc point encore fini? Et, de la pointe de son épée impatiente comme lui, il faisait jaillir des étincelles du pavé.

	En ce moment, on entendit comme des cris dans l'hôtel, puis des coups de feu, puis un grand mouvement de pieds et un bruit d'armes heurtées, auquel succéda un nouveau silence.

	Le duc fit un mouvement pour se précipiter dans la maison.

	— Monseigneur, Monseigneur, lui dit Du Gast en se rapprochant de lui et en l'arrêtant, votre dignité vous commande de demeurer et d'attendre.

	— Tu as raison, Du Gast; merci! j'attendrai. Mais, en vérité, je meurs d'impatience et d'inquiétude. Ah! s'il m'échappait!

	Tout à coup le bruit des pas se rapprocha… les vitres du premier étage s'illuminèrent de reflets pareils à ceux d'un incendie.

	La fenêtre, sur laquelle le duc avait tant de fois levé les yeux, s'ouvrit ou plutôt vola en éclats; et un homme, au visage pâle et au cou blanc tout souillé de sang, apparut sur le balcon.

	— Besme! cria le duc; enfin c'est toi! Eh bien? eh bien?

	— Foilà, foilà! répondit froidement l'Allemand, qui, se baissant, se releva presque aussitôt en paraissant soulever un poids considérable.

	— Mais les autres, demanda impatiemment le duc, les autres, où sont-ils?

	— Les autres, ils achèfent les autres.

	— Et toi, toi! qu'as-tu fait?

	— Moi, fous allez foir; regulez-vous un beu. Le duc fit un pas en arrière. En ce moment on put distinguer l'objet que Besme attirait à lui d'un si puissant effort.

	C'était le cadavre d'un vieillard.

	Il le souleva au-dessus du balcon, le balança un instant dans le vide, et le jeta aux pieds de son maître. Le bruit sourd de la chute, les flots de sang qui jaillirent du corps et diaprèrent au loin le pavé, frappèrent d'épouvante jusqu'au duc lui-même; mais ce sentiment dura peu, et la curiosité fit que chacun s'avança de quelques pas, et que la lueur d'un flambeau vint trembler sur la victime. On distingua alors une barbe blanche, un visage vénérable, et des mains raidies par la mort.

	— L'amiral, s'écrièrent ensemble vingt voix qui ensemble se turent aussitôt.

	— Oui, l'amiral. C'est bien lui, dit le duc en se rapprochant du cadavre pour le contempler avec une joie silencieuse.

	— L'amiral! l'amiral! répétèrent à demi-voix tous les témoins de cette terrible scène, se serrant les uns contre les autres, et se rapprochant timidement de ce grand vieillard abattu.

	— Ah! te voilà donc, Gaspard! dit le duc de Guise triomphant; tu as fait assassiner mon père, je le venge! Et il osa poser le pied sur la poitrine du héros protestant.

	Mais aussitôt les yeux du mourant s'ouvrirent avec effort, sa main sanglante et mutilée se crispa une dernière fois, et l'amiral, sans sortir de son immobilité, dit au sacrilège d'une voix sépulcrale:

	— Henri de Guise, un jour aussi tu sentiras sur ta poitrine le pied d'un assassin. Je n'ai pas tué ton père. Sois maudit!

	Le duc, pâle et tremblant malgré lui, sentit un frisson de glace courir par tout son corps; il passa la main sur son front comme pour en chasser la vision lugubre; puis, quand il la laissa retomber, quand il osa reporter la vue sur l'amiral, ses yeux s'étaient refermés, sa main était redevenue inerte, et un sang noir épanché de sa bouche sur sa barbe blanche avait succédé aux terribles paroles que cette bouche venait de prononcer.

	Le duc releva son épée avec un geste de résolution désespérée.

	— Eh bien, monsir, lui dit Besme, êtes-fous gontent?

	— Oui, mon brave, oui, répliqua Henri, car tu as vengé…

	— Le dugue François, n'est-ce pas?

	— La religion, reprit Henri d'une voix sourde. Et maintenant, continua-t-il en se retournant vers les Suisses, les soldats et les bourgeois qui encombraient la cour et la rue, à l'oeuvre, mes amis, à l'oeuvre!

	— Eh! bonjour, monsieur de Besme, dit alors Coconnas s'approchant avec une sorte d'admiration de l'Allemand, qui, toujours sur le balcon, essuyait tranquillement son épée.

	— C'est donc vous qui l'avez expédié? cria La Hurière en extase; comment avez-vous fait cela, mon digne gentilhomme?

	— Oh! pien zimblement, pien zimblement: il avre entendu tu pruit, il avre oufert son borte, et moi ly avre passé mon rapir tans le corps à lui. Mais ce n'est bas le dout, che grois que le Téligny en dient, che l'endens grier.

	En ce moment, en effet, quelques cris de détresse qui semblaient poussés par une voix de femme se firent entendre; des reflets rougeâtres illuminèrent une des deux ailes formant galerie. On aperçut deux hommes qui fuyaient poursuivis par une longue file de massacreurs. Une arquebusade tua l'un; l'autre trouva sur son chemin une fenêtre ouverte, et, sans mesurer la hauteur, sans s'inquiéter des ennemis qui l'attendaient en bas, il sauta intrépidement dans la cour.

	— Tuez! tuez! crièrent les assassins en voyant leur victime prête à leur échapper.

	L'homme se releva en ramassant son épée, qui, dans sa chute, lui était échappée des mains, prit sa course tête baissée à travers les assistants, enculbuta trois ou quatre, en perça un de son épée, et au milieu du feu des pistolades, au milieu des imprécations des soldats furieux de l'avoir manqué, il passa comme l'éclair devant Coconnas, qui l'attendait à la porte, le poignard à la main.

	— Touché! cria le Piémontais en lui traversant le bras de sa lame fine et aiguë.

	— Lâche! répondit le fugitif en fouettant le visage de son ennemi avec la lame de son épée, faute d'espace pour lui donner un coup de pointe.

	— Oh! mille démons! s'écria Coconnas, c'est monsieur de la Mole!

	— Monsieur de la Mole! répétèrent La Hurière et Maurevel.

	— C'est celui qui a prévenu l'amiral! crièrent plusieurs soldats.

	— Tue! tue! … hurla-t-on de tous côtés. Coconnas, La Hurière et dix soldats s'élancèrent à la poursuite de La Mole, qui, couvert de sang et arrivé à ce degré d'exaltation qui est la dernière réserve de la vigueur humaine, bondissait par les rues, sans autre guide que l'instinct. Derrière lui, les pas et les cris de ses ennemis l'éperonnaient et semblaient lui donner des ailes. Parfois une balle sifflait à son oreille et imprimait tout à coup à sa course, près de se ralentir, une nouvelle rapidité. Ce n'était plus une respiration, ce n'était plus une haleine qui sortait de sa poitrine, mais un râle sourd, mais un rauque hurlement. La sueur et le sang dégouttaient de ses cheveux et coulaient confondus sur son visage. Bientôt son pourpoint devint trop serré pour les battements de son coeur, et il l'arracha. Bientôt son épée devint trop lourde pour sa main, et il la jeta loin de lui. Parfois il lui semblait que les pas s'éloignaient et qu'il était près d'échapper à ses bourreaux; mais aux cris de ceux-ci, d'autres massacreurs qui se trouvaient sur son chemin et plus rapprochés quittaient leur besogne sanglante et accouraient. Tout à coup il aperçut la rivière coulant silencieusement à sa gauche; il lui sembla qu'il éprouverait, comme le cerf aux abois, un indicible plaisir à s'y précipiter, et la force suprême de la raison put seule le retenir. À sa droite c'était le Louvre, sombre, immobile, mais plein de bruits sourds et sinistres. Sur le pont-levis entraient et sortaient des casques, des cuirasses, qui renvoyaient en froids éclairs les rayons de la lune. La Mole songea au roi de Navarre comme il avait songé à Coligny: c'étaient ses deux seuls protecteurs. Il réunit toutes ses forces, regarda le ciel en faisant tout bas le voeu d'abjurer s'il échappait au massacre, fit perdre par un détour une trentaine de pas à la meute qui le poursuivait, piqua droit vers le Louvre, s'élança sur le pont pêle-mêle avec les soldats, reçut un nouveau coup de poignard qui glissa le long des côtes, et, malgré les cris de: «Tue! tue!» qui retentissaient derrière lui et autour de lui, malgré l'attitude offensive que prenaient les sentinelles, il se précipita comme une flèche dans la cour, bondit jusqu'au vestibule, franchit l'escalier, monta deux étages, reconnut une porte et s'y appuya en frappant des pieds et des mains.

	— Qui est là?murmura une voix de femme.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu! murmura La Mole, ils viennent… je les entends… les voilà… je les vois… C'est moi! … moi! …

	— Qui vous? reprit la voix. La Mole se rappela le mot d'ordre.

	— Navarre! Navarre! cria-t-il. Aussitôt la porte s'ouvrit. La Mole, sans voir, sans remercier Gillonne, fit irruption dans un vestibule, traversa un corridor, deux ou trois appartements, et parvint enfin dans une chambre éclairée par une lampe suspendue au plafond. Sous des rideaux de velours fleurdelisé d'or, dans un lit de chêne sculpté, une femme à moitié nue, appuyée sur son bras, ouvrait des yeux fixes d'épouvante. La Mole se précipita vers elle.

	— Madame! s'écria-t-il, on tue, on égorge mes frères; on veut me tuer, on veut m'égorger aussi. Ah! vous êtes la reine… sauvez- moi.

	Et il se précipita à ses pieds, laissant sur le tapis une large trace de sang.

	En voyant cet homme pâle, défait, agenouillé devant elle, la reine de Navarre se dressa épouvantée, cachant son visage entre ses mains et criant au secours.

	— Madame, dit La Mole en faisant un effort pour se relever, au nom du Ciel, n'appelez pas, car si l'on vous entend, je suis perdu! Des assassins me poursuivent, ils montaient les degrés derrière moi. Je les entends… les voilà! les voilà! …

	— Au secours! répéta la reine de Navarre, hors d'elle, au secours!

	— Ah! c'est vous qui m'avez tué! dit La Mole au désespoir. Mourir par une si belle voix, mourir par une si belle main! Ah! j'aurais cru cela impossible!

	Au même instant la porte s'ouvrit et une meute d'hommes haletants, furieux, le visage taché de sang et de poudre, arquebuses, hallebardes et épées en arrêt, se précipita dans la chambre.

	À leur tête était Coconnas, ses cheveux roux hérissés, son oeil bleu pâle démesurément dilaté, la joue toute meurtrie par l'épée de La Mole, qui avait tracé sur les chairs son sillon sanglant: ainsi défiguré, le Piémontais était terrible à voir.

	— Mordi! cria-t-il, le voilà, le voilà! Ah! cette fois, nous le tenons, enfin!

	La Mole chercha autour de lui une arme et n'en trouva point. Il jeta les yeux sur la reine et vit la plus profonde pitié peinte sur son visage. Alors il comprit qu'elle seule pouvait le sauver, se précipita vers elle et l'enveloppa dans ses bras.

	Coconnas fit trois pas en avant, et de la pointe de sa longue rapière troua encore une fois l'épaule de son ennemi, et quelques gouttes de sang tiède et vermeil diaprèrent comme une rosée les draps blancs et parfumés de Marguerite.

	Marguerite vit couler le sang, Marguerite sentit frissonner ce corps enlacé au sien, elle se jeta avec lui dans la ruelle. Il était temps. La Mole, au bout de ses forces, était incapable de faire un mouvement ni pour fuir, ni pour se défendre. Il appuya sa tête livide sur l'épaule de la jeune femme, et ses doigts crispés se cramponnèrent, en la déchirant, à la fine batiste brodée qui couvrait d'un flot de gaze le corps de Marguerite.

	— Ah! madame! murmura-t-il d'une voix mourante, sauvez-moi!

	Ce fut tout ce qu'il put dire. Son oeil voilé par un nuage pareil à la nuit de la mort s'obscurcit; sa tête alourdie retomba en arrière, ses bras se détendirent, ses reins plièrent et il glissa sur le plancher dans son propre sang, entraînant la reine avec lui.

	En ce moment Coconnas, exalté par les cris, enivré par l'odeur du sang, exaspéré par la course ardente qu'il venait de faire, allongea le bras vers l'alcôve royale. Un instant encore et son épée perçait le coeur de La Mole, et peut-être en même temps celui de Marguerite.

	À l'aspect de ce fer nu, et peut-être plutôt encore à la vue de cette insolence brutale, la fille des rois se releva de toute sa taille et poussa un cri tellement empreint d'épouvante, d'indignation et de rage, que le Piémontais demeura pétrifié par un sentiment inconnu; il est vrai que, si cette scène se fût prolongée renfermée entre les mêmes acteurs, ce sentiment allait se fondre comme neige matinale au soleil d'avril.

	Mais tout à coup, par une porte cachée dans la muraille s'élança un jeune homme de seize à dix-sept ans, vêtu de noir, pâle et les cheveux en désordre.

	— Attends, ma soeur, attends, cria-t-il, me voilà! me voilà!

	— François! François! à mon secours! dit Marguerite.

	— Le duc d'Alençon! murmura La Hurière en baissant son arquebuse.

	— Mordi, un fils de France! grommela Coconnas en reculant d'un pas.

	Le duc d'Alençon jeta un regard autour de lui. Il vit Marguerite échevelée, plus belle que jamais, appuyée à la muraille, entourée d'hommes la fureur dans les yeux, la sueur au front, et l'écume à la bouche.

	— Misérables! s'écria-t-il.

	— Sauvez-moi, mon frère! dit Marguerite épuisée. Ils veulent m'assassiner. Une flamme passa sur le visage pâle du duc.

	Quoiqu'il fût sans armes, soutenu, sans doute par la conscience de son nom, il s'avança les poings crispés contre Coconnas et ses compagnons, qui reculèrent épouvantés devant les éclairs qui jaillissaient de ses yeux.

	— Assassinerez-vous ainsi un fils de France? voyons! Puis, comme ils continuaient de reculer devant lui:

	— Çà, mon capitaine des gardes, venez ici, et qu'on me pende tous ces brigands!

	Plus effrayé à la vue de ce jeune homme sans armes qu'il ne l'eût été à l'aspect d'une compagnie de reîtres ou de lansquenets, Coconnas avait déjà gagné la porte. La Hurière redescendait les degrés avec des jambes de cerf, les soldats s'entrechoquaient et se culbutaient dans le vestibule pour fuir au plus tôt, trouvant la porte trop étroite comparée au grand désir qu'ils avaient d'être dehors.

	Pendant ce temps, Marguerite avait instinctivement jeté sur le jeune homme évanoui sa couverture de damas, et s'était éloignée de lui.

	Quand le dernier meurtrier eut disparu, le duc d'Alençon se retourna.

	— Ma soeur, s'écria-t-il en voyant Marguerite toute marbrée de sang, serais tu blessée?

	Et il s'élança vers sa soeur avec une inquiétude qui eût fait honneur à sa tendresse, si cette tendresse n'eût pas été accusée d'être plus grande qu'il ne convenait à un frère.

	— Non, dit-elle, je ne le crois pas, ou, si je le suis, c'est légèrement.

	— Mais ce sang, dit le duc en parcourant de ses mains tremblantes tout le corps de Marguerite; ce sang, d'où vient-il?

	— Je ne sais, dit la jeune femme. Un de ces misérables a porté la main sur moi, peut-être était-il blessé.

	— Porté la main sur ma soeur! s'écria le duc. Oh! si tu me l'avais seulement montré du doigt, si tu m'avais dit lequel, si je savais où le trouver!

	— Chut! dit Marguerite.

	— Et pourquoi? dit François.

	— Parce que si l'on vous voyait à cette heure dans ma chambre…

	— Un frère ne peut-il pas visiter sa soeur, Marguerite?

	La reine arrêta sur le duc d'Alençon un regard si fixe et cependant si menaçant, que le jeune homme recula.

	— Oui, oui, Marguerite, dit-il, tu as raison, oui, je rentre chez moi. Mais tu ne peux rester seule pendant cette nuit terrible. Veux-tu que j'appelle Gillonne?

	— Non, non, personne; va-t'en, François, va-t'en par où tu es venu.

	Le jeune prince obéit; et à peine eut-il disparu, que Marguerite, entendant un soupir qui venait de derrière son lit, s'élança vers la porte du passage secret, la ferma au verrou, puis courut à l'autre porte, qu'elle ferma de même, juste au moment où un gros d'archers et de soldats qui poursuivaient d'autres huguenots logés dans le Louvre passait comme un ouragan à l'extrémité du corridor.

	Alors, après avoir regardé avec attention autour d'elle pour voir si elle était bien seule, elle revint vers la ruelle de son lit, souleva la couverture de damas qui avait dérobé le corps de La Mole aux regards du duc d'Alençon, tira avec effort la masse inerte dans la chambre, et, voyant que le malheureux respirait encore, elle s'assit, appuya sa tête sur ses genoux, et lui jeta de l'eau au visage pour le faire revenir.

	Ce fut alors seulement que, l'eau écartant le voile de poussière, de poudre et de sang qui couvrait la figure du blessé, Marguerite reconnut en lui ce beau gentilhomme qui, plein d'existence et d'espoir, était trois ou quatre heures auparavant venu lui demander sa protection près du roi de Navarre, et l'avait, en la laissant rêveuse elle-même, quittée ébloui de sa beauté.

	Marguerite jeta un cri d'effroi, car maintenant ce qu'elle ressentait pour le blessé c'était plus que de la pitié, c'était de l'intérêt; en effet, le blessé pour elle n'était plus un simple étranger, c'était presque une connaissance. Sous sa main le beau visage de La Mole reparut bientôt tout entier, mais pâle, alangui par la douleur; elle mit avec un frisson mortel et presque aussi pâle que lui la main sur son coeur, son coeur battait encore. Alors elle étendit cette main vers un flacon de sels qui se trouvait sur une table voisine et le lui fit respirer.

	La Mole ouvrit les yeux.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! murmura-t-il, où suis-je?

	— Sauvé! Rassurez-vous, sauvé! dit Marguerite.

	La Mole tourna avec effort son regard vers la reine, la dévora un instant des yeux et balbutia:

	— Oh! que vous êtes belle! Et, comme ébloui, il referma aussitôt la paupière en poussant un soupir. Marguerite jeta un léger cri. Le jeune homme avait pâli encore, si c'était possible; et elle crut un instant que ce soupir était le dernier.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, mon Dieu! dit-elle, ayez pitié de lui! En ce moment on heurta violemment à la porte du corridor.

	Marguerite se leva à moitié, soutenant La Mole par-dessous l'épaule.

	— Qui va là? cria-t-elle.

	— Madame, madame, c'est moi, moi! cria une voix de femme. Moi, la duchesse de Nevers.

	— Henriette! s'écria Marguerite. Oh! il n'y a pas de danger, c'est une amie, entendez-vous, monsieur? La Mole fit un effort et se souleva sur un genou.

	— Tâchez de vous soutenir tandis que je vais ouvrir la porte, dit la reine. La Mole appuya sa main à terre, et parvint à garder l'équilibre.

	Marguerite fit un pas vers la porte; mais elle s'arrêta tout à coup, frémissant d'effroi.

	— Ah! tu n'es pas seule? s'écria-t-elle en entendant un bruit d'armes.

	— Non, je suis accompagnée de douze gardes que m'a laissés mon beau frère M. de Guise.

	— M. de Guise! murmura La Mole. Oh! l'assassin! l'assassin!

	— Silence, dit Marguerite, pas un mot.

	Et elle regarda tout autour d'elle pour voir où elle pourrait cacher le blessé.

	— Une épée, un poignard! murmura La Mole.

	— Pour vous défendre? inutile; n'avez-vous pas entendu? ils sont douze et vous êtes seul.

	— Non pas pour me défendre, mais pour ne pas tomber vivant entre leurs mains.

	— Non, non, dit Marguerite, non, je vous sauverai. Ah! ce cabinet! venez, venez.

	La Mole fit un effort, et soutenu par Marguerite il se traîna jusqu'au cabinet. Marguerite referma la porte derrière lui, et serrant la clef dans son aumônière:

	— Pas un cri, pas une plainte, pas un soupir, lui glissa-t-elle à travers le lambris, et vous êtes sauvé.

	Puis jetant un manteau de nuit sur ses épaules, elle alla ouvrir à son amie qui se précipita dans ses bras.

	— Ah! dit-elle, il ne vous est rien arrivé, n'est-ce pas, madame?

	— Non, rien, dit Marguerite, croisant son manteau pour qu'on ne vît point les taches de sang qui maculaient son peignoir.

	— Tant mieux, mais en tout cas, comme M. le duc de Guise m'a donné douze gardes pour me reconduire à son hôtel, et que je n'ai pas besoin d'un si grand cortège, j'en laisse six à Votre Majesté. Six gardes du duc de Guise valent mieux cette nuit qu'un régiment entier des gardes du roi.

	Marguerite n'osa pas refuser; elle installa ses six gardes dans le corridor, et embrassa la duchesse qui, avec les six autres, regagna l'hôtel du duc de Guise, qu'elle habitait en l'absence de son mari.

	IX

	Les massacreurs

	Coconnas n'avait pas fui, il avait fait retraite. La Hurière n'avait pas fui, il s'était précipité. L'un avait disparu à la manière du tigre, l'autre à celle du loup.

	Il en résulta que La Hurière se trouvait déjà sur la place Saint-

	Germain l'Auxerrois, que Coconnas ne faisait encore que sortir du

	Louvre.

	La Hurière, se voyant seul avec son arquebuse au milieu des passants qui couraient, des balles qui sifflaient et des cadavres qui tombaient des fenêtres, les uns entiers, les autres par morceaux, commença à avoir peur et à chercher prudemment à regagner son hôtellerie; mais comme il débouchait de la rue de l'Arbre-Sec par la rue d'Averon, il tomba dans une troupe de Suisses et de chevau-légers: c'était celle que commandait Maurevel.

	— Eh bien, s'écria celui qui s'était baptisé lui-même du nom de Tueur de roi, vous avez déjà fini? Vous rentrez, mon hôte? et que diable avez-vous fait de notre gentilhomme piémontais? il ne lui est pas arrivé malheur? Ce serait dommage, car il allait bien.

	— Non pas, que je pense, reprit La Hurière, et j'espère qu'il va nous rejoindre.

	— D'où venez-vous?

	— Du Louvre, où je dois dire qu'on nous a reçus assez rudement.

	— Et qui cela?

	— M. le duc d'Alençon. Est-ce qu'il n'en est pas, lui?

	— Monseigneur le duc d'Alençon n'est de rien que de ce qui le touche personnellement; proposez-lui de traiter ses deux frères aînés en huguenots, et il en sera: pourvu toutefois que la besogne se fasse sans le compromettre. Mais n'allez-vous point avec ces braves gens, maître La Hurière?

	— Et où vont-ils?

	— Oh! mon Dieu! rue Montorgueil; il y a là un ministre huguenot de ma connaissance; il a une femme et six enfants. Ces hérétiques engendrent énormément. Ce sera curieux.

	— Et vous, où allez-vous?

	— Oh! moi, je vais à une affaire particulière.

	— Dites donc, n'y allez pas sans moi, dit une voix qui fit tressaillir Maurevel; vous connaissez les bons endroits et je veux en être.

	— Ah! c'est notre Piémontais, dit Maurevel.

	— C'est M. de Coconnas, dit La Hurière. Je croyais que vous me suiviez.

	— Peste! vous détalez trop vite pour cela; et puis, je me suis un peu détourné de la ligne droite pour aller jeter à la rivière un affreux enfant qui criait: «À bas les papistes, vive l'amiral!» Malheureusement, je crois que le drôle savait nager. Ces misérables parpaillots, si on veut les noyer, il faudra les jeter à l'eau comme les chats, avant qu'ils voient clair.

	— Ah çà! vous dites que vous venez du Louvre? Votre huguenot s'y était donc réfugié? demanda Maurevel.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui!

	— Je lui ai envoyé un coup de pistolet au moment où il ramassait son épée dans la cour de l'amiral; mais je ne sais comment cela s'est fait, je l'ai manqué.

	— Oh! moi, dit Coconnas, je ne l'ai pas manqué; je lui ai donné de mon épée dans le dos, que la lame en était humide à cinq pouces de la pointe. D'ailleurs, je l'ai vu tomber dans les bras de Marguerite, jolie femme, mordi! Cependant, j'avoue que je ne serais pas fâché d'être tout à fait sûr qu'il est mort. Ce gaillard-là m'avait l'air d'être d'un caractère fort rancunier, et il serait capable de m'en vouloir toute sa vie. Mais ne disiez- vous pas que vous alliez quelque part?

	— Vous tenez donc à venir avec moi?

	— Je tiens à ne pas rester en place, mordi! Je n'en ai encore tué que trois ou quatre, et, quand je me refroidis, mon épaule me fait mal. En route! en route!

	— Capitaine! dit Maurevel au chef de la troupe, donnez-moi trois hommes et allez expédier votre ministre avec le reste.

	Trois Suisses se détachèrent et vinrent se joindre à Maurevel. Les deux troupes cependant marchèrent côte à côte jusqu'à la hauteur de la rue Tirechappe; là, les chevau-légers et les Suisses prirent la rue de la Tonnellerie, tandis que Maurevel, Coconnas, La Hurière et ses trois hommes suivaient la rue de la Ferronnerie, prenaient la rue Trousse-Vache et gagnaient la rue Sainte-Avoye.

	— Mais où diable nous conduisez-vous? dit Coconnas, que cette longue marche sans résultat commençait à ennuyer.

	— Je vous conduis à une expédition brillante et utile à la fois. Après l'amiral, après Téligny, après les princes huguenots, je ne pouvais rien vous offrir de mieux. Prenez donc patience. C'est rue du Chaume que nous avons affaire, et dans un instant nous allons y être.

	— Dites-moi, demanda Coconnas, la rue du Chaume n'est-elle pas proche du Temple?

	— Oui, pourquoi?

	— Ah! c'est qu'il y a là un vieux créancier de notre famille, un certain Lambert Mercandon, auquel mon père m'a recommandé de rendre cent nobles à la rose que j'ai là à cet effet dans ma poche.

	— Eh bien, dit Maurevel, voilà une belle occasion de vous acquitter envers lui.

	— Comment cela?

	— C'est aujourd'hui le jour où l'on règle ses vieux comptes.

	Votre Mercandon est-il huguenot?

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas, je comprends, il doit l'être.

	— Chut! nous sommes arrivés.

	— Quel est ce grand hôtel avec son pavillon sur la rue?

	— L'hôtel de Guise.

	— En vérité, dit Coconnas, je ne pouvais pas manquer de venir ici, puisque j'arrive à Paris sous le patronage du grand Henri. Mais, mordi! tout est bien tranquille dans ce quartier-ci, mon cher, c'est tout au plus si l'on entend le bruit des arquebusades: on se croirait en province; tout le monde dort, ou que le diable m'emporte!

	En effet, l'hôtel de Guise lui-même semblait aussi tranquille que dans les temps ordinaires. Toutes les fenêtres en étaient fermées, et une seule lumière brillait derrière la jalousie de la fenêtre principale du pavillon qui avait, lorsqu'il était entré dans la rue, attiré l'attention de Coconnas. Un peu au-delà de l'hôtel de Guise, c'est-à-dire au coin de la rue du Petit-Chantier et de celle des Quatre-Fils, Maurevel s'arrêta.

	— Voici le logis de celui que nous cherchons, dit-il.

	— De celui que vous cherchez, c'est-à-dire…, fit La Hurière.

	— Puisque vous m'accompagnez, nous le cherchons.

	— Comment! cette maison qui semble dormir d'un si bon sommeil…

	— Justement! Vous, La Hurière, vous allez utiliser l'honnête figure que le ciel vous a donnée par erreur, en frappant à cette maison. Passez votre arquebuse à M. de Coconnas, il y a une heure que je vois qu'il la lorgne. Si vous êtes introduit, vous demanderez à parler au seigneur de Mouy.

	— Ah! ah! fit Coconnas, je comprends: vous avez aussi un créancier dans le quartier du Temple, à ce qu'il paraît.

	— Justement, continua Maurevel. Vous monterez donc en jouant le huguenot, vous avertirez de Mouy de tout ce qui se passe; il est brave, il descendra…

	— Et une fois descendu? demanda La Hurière.

	— Une fois descendu, je le prierai d'aligner son épée avec la mienne.

	— Sur mon âme, c'est d'un brave gentilhomme, dit Coconnas, et je compte faire exactement la même chose avec Lambert Mercandon; et s'il est trop vieux pour accepter, ce sera avec quelqu'un de ses fils ou de ses neveux.

	La Hurière alla sans répliquer frapper à la porte; ses coups, retentissant dans le silence de la nuit, firent ouvrir les portes de l'hôtel de Guise et sortir quelques têtes par ses ouvertures: on vit alors que l'hôtel était calme à la manière des citadelles, c'est-à-dire parce qu'il était plein de soldats.

	Ces têtes rentrèrent presque aussitôt, devinant sans doute de quoi il était question.

	— Il loge donc là, votre M. de Mouy? dit Coconnas montrant la maison où La Hurière continuait de frapper.

	— Non, c'est le logis de sa maîtresse.

	— Mordi! quelle galanterie vous lui faites! lui fournir l'occasion de tirer l'épée sous les yeux de sa belle! Alors nous serons les juges du camp. Cependant j'aimerais assez à me battre moi-même. Mon épaule me brûle.

	— Et votre figure, demanda Maurevel, elle est aussi fort endommagée. Coconnas poussa une espèce de rugissement.

	— Mordi! dit-il, j'espère qu'il est mort, ou sans cela je retournerais au Louvre pour l'achever. La Hurière frappait toujours.

	Bientôt une fenêtre du premier étage s'ouvrit, et un homme parut sur le balcon en bonnet de nuit, en caleçon et sans armes.

	— Qui va là? cria cet homme. Maurevel fit un signe à ses Suisses, qui se rangèrent sous une encoignure, tandis que Coconnas s'aplatissait de lui-même contre la muraille.

	— Ah! monsieur de Mouy, dit l'aubergiste de sa voix câline, est- ce vous?

	— Oui, c'est moi: après?

	— C'est bien lui, murmura Maurevel en frémissant de joie.

	— Eh! monsieur, continua La Hurière, ne savez-vous point ce qui se passe? On égorge M. l'amiral, on tue les religionnaires nos frères. Venez vite à leur aide, venez.

	— Ah! s'écria de Mouy, je me doutais bien qu'il se tramait quelque chose pour cette nuit. Ah! je n'aurais pas dû quitter mes braves camarades. Me voici, mon ami, me voici, attendez-moi.

	Et sans refermer la fenêtre, par laquelle sortirent quelques cris de femme effrayée, quelques supplications tendres, M. de Mouy chercha son pourpoint, son manteau et ses armes.

	— Il descend, il descend! murmura Maurevel pâle de joie.

	Attention, vous autres! glissa-t-il dans l'oreille des Suisses.

	Puis retirant l'arquebuse des mains de Coconnas et soufflant sur la mèche pour s'assurer qu'elle était toujours bien allumée:

	— Tiens, La Hurière, ajouta-t-il à l'aubergiste, qui avait fait retraite vers le gros de la troupe, reprends ton arquebuse.

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, voici la lune qui sort d'un nuage pour être témoin de cette belle rencontre. Je donnerais beaucoup pour que Lambert Mercandon fût ici et servît de second à M. de Mouy.

	— Attendez, attendez! dit Maurevel. M. de Mouy vaut dix hommes à lui tout seul, et nous en aurons peut-être assez à nous six à nous débarrasser de lui. Avancez, vous autres, continua Maurevel en faisant signe aux Suisses de se glisser contre la porte, afin de le frapper quand il sortira.

	— Oh! oh! dit Coconnas en regardant ces préparatifs, il paraît que cela ne se passera point tout à fait comme je m'y attendais.

	Déjà on entendait le bruit de la barre que tirait de Mouy. Les Suisses étaient sortis de leur cachette pour prendre leur place près de la porte. Maurevel et La Hurière s'avançaient sur la pointe du pied, tandis que, par un reste de gentilhommerie, Coconnas restait à sa place, lorsque la jeune femme, à laquelle on ne pensait plus, parut à son tour au balcon et poussa un cri terrible en apercevant les Suisses, Maurevel et La Hurière.

	de Mouy, qui avait déjà entrouvert la porte, s'arrêta.

	— Remonte, remonte, cria la jeune femme; je vois reluire des épées, je vois briller la mèche d'une arquebuse. C'est un guet- apens.

	— Oh! oh! reprit en grondant la voix du jeune homme, voyons un peu ce que veut dire tout ceci. Et il referma la porte, remit la barre, repoussa le verrou et remonta.

	L'ordre de bataille de Maurevel fut changé dès qu'il vit que de Mouy ne sortirait point. Les Suisses allèrent se poster de l'autre côté de la rue, et La Hurière, son arquebuse au poing, attendit que l'ennemi reparût à la fenêtre. Il n'attendit pas longtemps. de Mouy s'avança précédé de deux pistolets d'une longueur si respectable, que La Hurière, qui le couchait déjà en joue, réfléchit soudain que les balles du huguenot n'avaient pas plus de chemin à faire pour arriver dans la rue que sa balle à lui n'en avait pour arriver au balcon. Certes, se dit-il, je puis tuer ce gentilhomme, mais aussi ce gentilhomme peut me tuer du même coup.

	Or, comme au bout du compte maître La Hurière, aubergiste de son état, n'était soldat que par circonstance, cette réflexion le détermina à faire retraite et à chercher un abri à l'angle de la rue de Braque, assez éloignée pour qu'il eût quelque difficulté à trouver de là, avec une certaine certitude, surtout la nuit, la ligne que devait suivre sa balle pour arriver jusqu'à de Mouy.

	de Mouy jeta un coup d'oeil autour de lui et s'avança en s'effaçant comme un homme qui se prépare à un duel; mais voyant que rien ne venait:

	— Ça, dit-il, il paraît, monsieur le donneur d'avis, que vous avez oublié votre arquebuse à ma porte. Me voilà, que me voulez- vous?

	— Ah! ah! se dit Coconnas, voici en effet un brave.

	— Eh bien, continua de Mouy, amis ou ennemis, qui que vous soyez, ne voyez-vous pas que j'attends? La Hurière garda le silence. Maurevel ne répondit point, et les trois Suisses demeurèrent cois.

	Coconnas attendit un instant; puis, voyant que personne ne soutenait la conversation entamée par La Hurière et continuée par de Mouy, il quitta son poste, s'avança jusqu'au milieu de la rue, et mettant le chapeau à la main:

	— Monsieur, dit-il, nous ne sommes pas ici pour un assassinat, comme vous pourriez le croire, mais pour un duel… J'accompagne un de vos ennemis qui voudrait avoir affaire à vous pour terminer galamment une vieille discussion. Eh! mordi! avancez donc, monsieur de Maurevel, au lieu de tourner le dos: monsieur accepte.

	— Maurevel! s'écria de Mouy; Maurevel, l'assassin de mon père!

	Maurevel, le Tueur du roi! Ah! pardieu, oui, j'accepte.

	Et, ajustant Maurevel qui allait frapper à l'hôtel de Guise pour y chercher du renfort, il perça son chapeau d'une balle.

	Au bruit de l'explosion, aux cris de Maurevel, les gardes qui avaient ramené la duchesse de Nevers sortirent, accompagnés de trois ou quatre gentilshommes suivis de leurs pages, et s'avancèrent vers la maison de la maîtresse du jeune de Mouy.

	Un second coup de pistolet, tiré au milieu de la troupe, fit tomber mort le soldat qui se trouvait le plus proche de Maurevel; après quoi de Mouy se trouvant sans armes, ou du moins avec des armes inutiles, puisque ses pistolets étaient déchargés et que ses adversaires étaient hors de la portée de l'épée, s'abrita derrière la galerie du balcon.

	Cependant çà et là les fenêtres commençaient de s'ouvrir aux environs, et, selon l'humeur pacifique ou belliqueuse de leurs habitants, se refermaient ou se hérissaient de mousquets ou d'arquebuses.

	— À moi, mon brave Mercandon! s'écria de Mouy en faisant signe à un homme déjà vieux qui, d'une fenêtre qui venait de s'ouvrir en face de l'hôtel de Guise, cherchait à voir quelque chose dans cette confusion.

	— Vous appelez, sire de Mouy? cria le vieillard; est-ce à vous qu'on en veut?

	— C'est à moi, c'est à vous, c'est à tous les protestants; et, tenez, en voilà la preuve.

	En effet, en ce moment de Mouy avait vu se diriger contre lui l'arquebuse de La Hurière. Le coup partit; mais le jeune homme eut le temps de se baisser, et la balle alla briser une vitre au- dessus de sa tête.

	— Mercandon! s'écria Coconnas, qui à la vue de cette bagarre tressaillait de plaisir et avait oublié son créancier, mais à qui cette apostrophe de de Mouy le rappelait: Mercandon, rue du Chaume, c'est bien cela! Ah! il demeure là, c'est bon; nous allons avoir affaire chacun à notre homme.

	Et tandis que les gens de l'hôtel de Guise enfonçaient les portes de la maison où était de Mouy; tandis que Maurevel, un flambeau à la main, essayait d'incendier la maison; tandis que, les portes une fois brisées, un combat terrible s'engageait contre un seul homme qui, à chaque coup de rapière, abattait son ennemi, Coconnas essayait, à l'aide d'un pavé, d'enfoncer la porte de Mercandon, qui, sans s'inquiéter de cet effort solitaire, arquebusait de son mieux à sa fenêtre.

	Alors tout ce quartier désert et obscur se trouva illuminé comme en plein jour, peuplé comme l'intérieur d'une fourmilière; car, de l'hôtel de Montmorency, six ou huit gentilshommes huguenots, avec leurs serviteurs et leurs amis, venaient de faire une charge furieuse et commençaient, soutenus par le feu des fenêtres, à faire reculer les gens de Maurevel et ceux de l'hôtel de Guise, qu'ils finirent par acculer à l'hôtel d'où ils étaient sortis.

	Coconnas, qui n'avait point encore achevé d'enfoncer la porte de Mercandon quoiqu'il s'escrimât de tout son coeur, fut pris dans ce brusque refoulement. S'adossant alors à la muraille et mettant l'épée à la main, il commença non seulement à se défendre, mais encore à attaquer avec des cris si terribles, qu'il dominait toute cette mêlée. Il ferrailla ainsi de droite et de gauche, frappant amis et ennemis, jusqu'à ce qu'un large vide se fût opéré autour de lui. À mesure que sa rapière trouait une poitrine et que le sang tiède éclaboussait ses mains et son visage, lui, l'oeil dilaté, les narines ouvertes, les dents serrées, regagnait le terrain perdu et se rapprochait de la maison assiégée.

	de Mouy, après un combat terrible livré dans l'escalier et le vestibule, avait fini par sortir en véritable héros de sa maison brûlante. Au milieu de toute cette lutte, il n'avait pas cessé de crier: À moi, Maurevel! Maurevel, où es-tu? l'insultant par les épithètes les plus injurieuses. Il apparut enfin dans la rue, soutenant d'un bras sa maîtresse, à moitié nue et presque évanouie, et tenant un poignard entre ses dents. Son épée, flamboyante par le mouvement de rotation qu'il lui imprimait, traçait des cercles blancs ou rouges, selon que la lune en argentait la lame ou qu'un flambeau en faisait reluire l'humidité sanglante. Maurevel avait fui. La Hurière, repoussé par de Mouy jusqu'à Coconnas, qui ne le reconnaissait pas et le recevait à la pointe de son épée, demandait grâce des deux côtés. En ce moment, Mercandon l'aperçut, le reconnut à son écharpe blanche pour un massacreur.

	Le coup partit. La Hurière jeta un cri, étendit les bras, laissa échapper son arquebuse, et, après avoir essayé de gagner la muraille pour se retenir à quelque chose, tomba la face contre terre.

	de Mouy profita de cette circonstance, se jeta dans la rue de Paradis et disparut.

	La résistance des huguenots avait été telle, que les gens de l'hôtel de Guise, repoussés, étaient rentrés et avaient fermé les portes de l'hôtel, dans la crainte d'être assiégés et pris chez eux.

	Coconnas, ivre de sang et de bruit, arrivé à cette exaltation où, pour les gens du Midi surtout, le courage se change en folie, n'avait rien vu, rien entendu. Il remarqua seulement que ses oreilles tintaient moins fort, que ses mains et son visage se séchaient un peu, et, abaissant la pointe de son épée, il ne vit plus près de lui qu'un homme couché, la face noyée dans un ruisseau rouge, et autour de lui que maisons qui brûlaient.

	Ce fut une bien courte trêve, car au moment où il allait s'approcher de cet homme, qu'il croyait reconnaître pour La Hurière, la porte de la maison qu'il avait vainement essayé de briser à coups de pavés s'ouvrit, et le vieux Mercandon, suivi de son fils et de ses deux neveux, fondit sur le Piémontais, occupé à reprendre haleine.

	— Le voilà! le voilà! s'écrièrent-ils tout d'une voix. Coconnas se trouvait au milieu de la rue, et, craignant d'être entouré par ces quatre hommes qui l'attaquaient à la fois, il fit, avec la vigueur d'un de ces chamois qu'il avait si souvent poursuivis dans les montagnes, un bond en arrière, et se trouva adossé à la muraille de l'hôtel de Guise. Une fois tranquillisé sur les surprises, il se remit en garde et redevint railleur.

	— Ah! ah! père Mercandon! dit-il, vous ne me reconnaissez pas?

	— Oh! misérable! s'écria le vieux huguenot, je te reconnais bien, au contraire; tu m'en veux! à moi, l'ami, le compagnon de ton père?

	— Et son créancier, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui, son créancier, puisque c'est toi qui le dis.

	— Eh bien, justement, répondit Coconnas, je viens régler nos comptes.

	— Saisissons-le, lions-le, dit le vieillard aux jeunes gens qui l'accompagnaient, et qui à sa voix s'élancèrent contre la muraille.

	— Un instant, un instant, dit en riant Coconnas. Pour arrêter les gens il vous faut une prise de corps et vous avez négligé de la demander au prévôt.

	Et à ces paroles il engagea l'épée avec celui des jeunes gens qui se trouvait le plus proche de lui, et au premier dégagement lui abattit le poignet avec sa rapière. Le malheureux se recula en hurlant.

	— Et d'un! dit Coconnas. Au même instant, la fenêtre sous laquelle Coconnas avait cherché un abri s'ouvrit en grinçant. Coconnas fit un soubresaut, craignant une attaque de ce côté; mais, au lieu d'un ennemi, ce fut une femme qu'il aperçut; au lieu de l'arme meurtrière qu'il s'apprêtait à combattre, ce fut un bouquet qui tomba à ses pieds.

	— Tiens! une femme! dit-il.

	Il salua la dame de son épée et se baissa pour ramasser le bouquet.

	— Prenez garde, brave catholique, prenez garde, s'écria la dame.

	Coconnas se releva, mais pas si rapidement que le poignard du second neveu ne fendît son manteau et n'entamât l'autre épaule.

	La dame jeta un cri perçant.

	Coconnas la remercia et la rassura d'un même geste, s'élança sur le second neveu, qui rompit; mais au second appel son pied de derrière glissa dans le sang. Coconnas s'élança sur lui avec la rapidité du chat-tigre, et lui traversa la poitrine de son épée.

	— Bien, bien, brave cavalier! cria la dame de l'hôtel de Guise, bien! je vous envoie du secours.

	— Ce n'est point la peine de vous déranger pour cela, madame! dit Coconnas. Regardez plutôt jusqu'au bout, si la chose vous intéresse, et vous allez voir comment le comte Annibal de Coconnas accommode les huguenots.

	En ce moment le fils du vieux Mercandon tira presque à bout portant un coup de pistolet à Coconnas, qui tomba sur un genou.

	La dame de la fenêtre poussa un cri, mais Coconnas se releva; il ne s'était agenouillé que pour éviter la balle, qui alla trouver le mur à deux pieds de la belle spectatrice.

	Presque en même temps, de la fenêtre du logis de Mercandon partit un cri de rage, et une vieille femme, qui à sa croix et à son écharpe blanche reconnut Coconnas pour un catholique, lui lança un pot de fleurs qui l'atteignit au dessus du genou.

	— Bon! dit Coconnas; l'une me jette des fleurs, l'autre les pots.

	Si cela continue, on va démolir les maisons.

	— Merci, ma mère, merci! cria le jeune homme.

	— Va, femme, va! dit le vieux Mercandon, mais prends garde à nous!

	— Attendez, monsieur de Coconnas, attendez, dit la jeune dame de l'hôtel de Guise; je vais faire tirer aux fenêtres.

	— Ah ça! c'est donc un enfer de femmes, dont les unes sont pour moi et les autres contre moi! dit Coconnas. Mordi! finissons-en.

	La scène, en effet, était bien changée, et tirait évidemment à son dénouement. En face de Coconnas, blessé il est vrai, mais dans toute la vigueur de ses vingt-quatre ans, mais habitué aux armes, mais irrité plutôt qu'affaibli par les trois ou quatre égratignures qu'il avait reçues, il ne restait plus que Mercandon et son fils: Mercandon, vieillard de soixante à soixante-dix ans; son fils, enfant de seize à dix-huit ans: ce dernier pâle, blond et frêle, avait jeté son pistolet déchargé et par conséquent devenu inutile, et agitait en tremblant une épée de moitié moins longue que celle du Piémontais; le père, armé seulement d'un poignard et d'une arquebuse vide, appelait au secours. Une vieille femme, à la fenêtre en face, la mère du jeune homme, tenait à la main un morceau de marbre et s'apprêtait à le lancer. Enfin Coconnas, excité d'un côté par les menaces, de l'autre par les encouragements, fier de sa double victoire, enivré de poudre et de sang, éclairé par la réverbération d'une maison en flammes, exalté par l'idée qu'il combattait sous les yeux d'une femme dont la beauté lui avait semblé aussi supérieure que son rang lui paraissait incontestable; Coconnas, comme le dernier des Horaces, avait senti doubler ses forces, et voyant le jeune homme hésiter, il courut à lui et croisa sur sa petite épée sa terrible et sanglante rapière. Deux coups suffirent pour la lui faire sauter des mains. Alors Mercandon chercha à repousser Coconnas, pour que les projectiles lancés par la fenêtre l'atteignissent plus sûrement. Mais Coconnas, au contraire, pour paralyser la double attaque du vieux Mercandon, qui essayait de le percer de son poignard, et de la mère du jeune homme, qui tentait de lui briser la tête avec la pierre qu'elle s'apprêtait à lui lancer, saisit son adversaire à bras-le-corps, le présentant à tous les coups comme un bouclier, et l'étouffant dans son étreinte herculéenne.

	— À moi, à moi! s'écria le jeune homme, il me brise la poitrine! à moi, à moi! Et sa voix commença de se perdre dans un râle sourd et étranglé. Alors, Mercandon cessa de menacer, il supplia.

	— Grâce! grâce! dit-il, monsieur de Coconnas! grâce! c'est mon unique enfant!

	— C'est mon fils! c'est mon fils! cria la mère, l'espoir de notre vieillesse! ne le tuez pas, monsieur! ne le tuez pas!

	— Ah! vraiment! cria Coconnas en éclatant de rire. Que je ne le tue pas! et que voulait-il donc me faire avec son épée et son pistolet?

	— Monsieur, continua Mercandon en joignant les mains, j'ai chez moi l'obligation souscrite par votre père, je vous la rendrai; j'ai dix mille écus d'or, je vous les donnerai; j'ai les pierreries de notre famille, et elles seront à vous; mais ne le tuez pas, ne le tuez pas!

	— Et moi, j'ai mon amour, dit à demi-voix la femme de l'hôtel de Guise, et je vous le promets. Coconnas réfléchit une seconde, et soudain:

	— Êtes-vous huguenot? demanda-t-il au jeune homme.

	— Je le suis, murmura l'enfant.

	— En ce cas, il faut mourir! répondit Coconnas en fronçant les sourcils et en approchant de la poitrine de son adversaire la miséricorde acérée et tranchante.

	— Mourir! s'écria le vieillard, mon pauvre enfant! mourir!

	Et un cri de mère retentit si douloureux et si profond, qu'il ébranla pour un moment la sauvage résolution du Piémontais.

	— Oh! madame la duchesse! s'écria le père se tournant vers la femme de l'hôtel de Guise, intercédez pour nous, et tous les matins et tous les soirs votre nom sera dans nos prières.

	— Alors, qu'il se convertisse! dit la dame de l'hôtel de Guise.

	— Je suis protestant, dit l'enfant.

	— Meurs donc, dit Coconnas en levant sa dague, meurs donc puisque tu ne veux pas de la vie que cette belle bouche t'offrait.

	Mercandon et sa femme virent la lame terrible luire comme un éclair au dessus de la tête de leur fils.

	— Mon fils, mon Olivier, hurla la mère, abjure… abjure!

	— Abjure, cher enfant! cria Mercandon, se roulant aux pieds de

	Coconnas, ne nous laisse pas seuls sur la terre.

	— Abjurez tous ensemble! cria Coconnas; pour un Credo, trois âmes et une vie!

	— Je le veux bien, dit le jeune homme.

	— Nous le voulons bien, crièrent Mercandon et sa femme.

	— À genoux, alors! fit Coconnas, et que ton fils récite mot à mot la prière que je vais te dire. Le père obéit le premier.

	— Je suis prêt, dit l'enfant. Et il s'agenouilla à son tour.

	Coconnas commença alors à lui dicter en latin les paroles du Credo. Mais, soit hasard, soit calcul, le jeune Olivier s'était agenouillé près de l'endroit où avait volé son épée. À peine vit- il cette arme à la portée de sa main, que, sans cesser de répéter les paroles de Coconnas, il étendit le bras pour la saisir. Coconnas aperçut le mouvement, tout en faisant semblant de ne pas le voir. Mais au moment où le jeune homme touchait du bout de ses doigts crispés la poignée de l'arme, il s'élança sur lui, et le renversant:

	— Ah! traître! dit-il. Et il lui plongea sa dague dans la gorge. Le jeune homme jeta un cri, se releva convulsivement sur un genou et retomba mort.

	— Ah! bourreau! hurla Mercandon, tu nous égorges pour nous voler les cent nobles à la rose que tu nous dois.

	— Ma foi non, dit Coconnas, et la preuve… En disant ces mots, Coconnas jeta aux pieds du vieillard la bourse qu'avant son départ son père lui avait remise pour acquitter sa dette avec son créancier.

	— Et la preuve, continua-t-il, c'est que voilà votre argent.

	— Et toi, voici ta mort! cria la mère de la fenêtre.

	— Prenez garde, monsieur de Coconnas, prenez garde, dit la dame de l'hôtel de Guise.

	Mais avant que Coconnas eût pu tourner la tête pour se rendre à ce dernier avis ou pour se soustraire à la première menace, une masse pesante fendit l'air en sifflant, s'abattit à plat sur le chapeau du Piémontais, lui brisa son épée dans la main et le coucha sur le pavé, surpris, étourdi, assommé, sans qu'il eût pu entendre le double cri de joie et de détresse qui se répandit de droite et de gauche.

	Mercandon s'élança aussitôt, le poignard à la main, sur Coconnas évanoui. Mais en ce moment la porte de l'hôtel de Guise s'ouvrit, et le vieillard, voyant luire les pertuisanes et les épées, s'enfuit; tandis que celle qu'il avait appelée madame la duchesse, belle d'une beauté terrible à la lueur de l'incendie, éblouissante de pierreries et de diamants, se penchait, à moitié hors de la fenêtre, pour crier aux nouveaux venus, le bras tendu vers Coconnas:

	— Là! là! en face de moi; un gentilhomme vêtu d'un pourpoint rouge. Celui-là, oui, oui, celui-là! …

	X

	Mort, messe ou Bastille

	Marguerite, comme nous l'avons dit, avait refermé sa porte et était rentrée dans sa chambre. Mais comme elle y entrait, toute palpitante, elle aperçut Gillonne, qui, penchée avec terreur vers la porte du cabinet, contemplait des traces de sang éparses sur le lit, sur les meubles et sur le tapis.

	— Ah! madame, s'écria-t-elle en apercevant la reine. Oh! madame, est-il donc mort?

	— Silence! Gillonne, dit Marguerite de ce ton de voix qui indique l'importance de la recommandation. Gillonne se tut.

	Marguerite tira alors de son aumônière une petite clef dorée, ouvrit la porte du cabinet et montra du doigt le jeune homme à sa suivante.

	La Mole avait réussi à se soulever et à s'approcher de la fenêtre. Un petit poignard, de ceux que les femmes portaient à cette époque, s'était rencontré sous sa main, et le jeune gentilhomme l'avait saisi en entendant ouvrir la porte.

	— Ne craignez rien, monsieur, dit Marguerite, car, sur mon âme, vous êtes en sûreté. La Mole se laissa retomber sur ses genoux.

	— Oh! madame, s'écria-t-il, vous êtes pour moi plus qu'une reine, vous êtes une divinité.

	— Ne vous agitez pas ainsi, monsieur, s'écria Marguerite, votre sang coule encore… Oh! regarde, Gillonne, comme il est pâle… Voyons, où êtes-vous blessé?

	— Madame, dit La Mole en essayant de fixer sur des points principaux la douleur errante par tout le corps, je crois avoir reçu un premier coup de dague à l'épaule et un second dans la poitrine; les autres blessures ne valent point la peine qu'on s'en occupe.

	— Nous allons voir cela, dit Marguerite; Gillonne, apporte ma cassette de baumes.

	Gillonne obéit et rentra, tenant d'une main la cassette, et de l'autre une aiguière de vermeil et du linge de fine toile de Hollande.

	— Aide-moi à le soulever, Gillonne, dit la reine Marguerite, car, en se soulevant lui-même, le malheureux a achevé de perdre ses forces.

	— Mais, madame, dit La Mole, je suis tout confus; je ne puis souffrir en vérité…

	— Mais, monsieur, vous allez vous laisser faire, que je pense, dit Marguerite; quand nous pouvons vous sauver, ce serait un crime de vous laisser mourir.

	— Oh! s'écria La Mole, j'aime mieux mourir que de vous voir, vous, la reine, souiller vos mains d'un sang indigne comme le mien… Oh! jamais! jamais!

	Et il se recula respectueusement.

	— Votre sang, mon gentilhomme, reprit en souriant Gillonne, eh! vous en avez déjà souillé tout à votre aise le lit et la chambre de Sa Majesté.

	Marguerite croisa son manteau sur son peignoir de batiste, tout éclaboussé de petites taches vermeilles. Ce geste, plein de pudeur féminine, rappela à La Mole qu'il avait tenu dans ses bras et serré contre sa poitrine cette reine si belle, si aimée, et à ce souvenir une rougeur fugitive passa sur ses joues blêmies.

	— Madame, balbutia-t-il, ne pouvez-vous m'abandonner aux soins d'un chirurgien?

	— D'un chirurgien catholique, n'est-ce pas? demanda la reine avec une expression que comprit La Mole, et qui le fit tressaillir.

	— Ignorez-vous donc, continua la reine avec une voix et un sourire d'une douceur inouïe, que, nous autres filles de France, nous sommes élevées à connaître la valeur des plantes et à composer des baumes? car notre devoir, comme femmes et comme reines, a été de tout temps d'adoucir les douleurs! Aussi valons- nous les meilleurs chirurgiens du monde, à ce que disent nos flatteurs du moins. Ma réputation, sous ce rapport, n'est-elle pas venue à votre oreille? Allons, Gillonne, à l'ouvrage!

	La Mole voulait essayer de résister encore; il répéta de nouveau qu'il aimait mieux mourir que d'occasionner à la reine ce labeur, qui pouvait commencer par la pitié et finir par le dégoût. Cette lutte ne servit qu'à épuiser complètement ses forces. Il chancela, ferma les yeux, et laissa retomber sa tête en arrière, évanoui pour la seconde fois.

	Alors Marguerite, saisissant le poignard qu'il avait laissé échapper, coupa rapidement le lacet qui fermait son pourpoint, tandis que Gillonne, avec une autre lame, décousait ou plutôt tranchait les manches de La Mole.

	Gillonne, avec un linge imbibé d'eau fraîche, étancha le sang qui s'échappait de l'épaule et de la poitrine du jeune homme, tandis que Marguerite, d'une aiguille d'or à la pointe arrondie, sondait les plaies avec toute la délicatesse et l'habileté que maître Ambroise Paré eût pu déployer en pareille circonstance.

	Celle de l'épaule était profonde, celle de la poitrine avait glissé sur les côtes et traversait seulement les chairs; aucune des deux ne pénétrait dans les cavités de cette forteresse naturelle qui protège le coeur et les poumons.

	— Plaie douloureuse et non mortelle, Acerrimum humeri vulnus, non autem lethale, murmura la belle et savante chirurgienne; passe-moi du baume et prépare de la charpie, Gillonne.

	Cependant Gillonne, à qui la reine venait de donner ce nouvel ordre, avait déjà essuyé et parfumé la poitrine du jeune homme et en avait fait autant de ses bras modelés sur un dessin antique, de ses épaules gracieusement rejetées en arrière, de son cou ombragé de boucles épaisses et qui appartenait bien plutôt à une statue de marbre de Paros qu'au corps mutilé d'un homme expirant.

	— Pauvre jeune homme, murmura Gillonne en regardant non pas tant son ouvrage que celui qui venait d'en être l'objet.

	— N'est-ce pas qu'il est beau? dit Marguerite avec une franchise toute royale.

	— Oui, madame. Mais il me semble qu'au lieu de le laisser ainsi couché à terre nous devrions le soulever et l'étendre sur le lit de repos contre lequel il est seulement appuyé.

	— Oui, dit Marguerite, tu as raison.

	Et les deux femmes, s'inclinant et réunissant leurs forces, soulevèrent La Mole et le déposèrent sur une espèce de grand sofa à dossier sculpté qui s'étendait devant la fenêtre, qu'elles entrouvrirent pour lui donner de l'air.

	Le mouvement réveilla La Mole, qui poussa un soupir et, rouvrant les yeux, commença d'éprouver cet incroyable bien-être qui accompagne toutes les sensations du blessé, alors qu'à son retour à la vie il retrouve la fraîcheur au lieu des flammes dévorantes, et les parfums du baume au lieu de la tiède et nauséabonde odeur du sang.

	Il murmura quelques mots sans suite, auxquels Marguerite répondit par un sourire en posant le doigt sur sa bouche.

	En ce moment le bruit de plusieurs coups frappés à une porte retentit.

	— On heurte au passage secret, dit Marguerite.

	— Qui donc peut venir, madame? demanda Gillonne effrayée.

	— Je vais voir, dit Marguerite. Toi, reste auprès de lui et ne le quitte pas d'un seul instant.

	Marguerite rentra dans sa chambre, et, fermant la porte du cabinet, alla ouvrir celle du passage qui donnait chez le roi et chez la reine mère.

	— Madame de Sauve! s'écria-t-elle en reculant vivement et avec une expression qui ressemblait sinon à la terreur, du moins à la haine, tant il est vrai qu'une femme ne pardonne jamais à une autre femme de lui enlever même un homme qu'elle n'aime pas. Madame de Sauve!

	— Oui, Votre Majesté! dit celle-ci en joignant les mains.

	— Ici, vous, madame! continua Marguerite de plus en plus étonnée, mais aussi d'une voix plus impérative. Charlotte tomba à genoux.

	— Madame, dit-elle, pardonnez-moi, je reconnais à quel point je suis coupable envers vous; mais, si vous saviez! la faute n'est pas tout entière à moi, et un ordre exprès de la reine mère…

	— Relevez-vous, dit Marguerite, et comme je ne pense pas que vous soyez venue dans l'espérance de vous justifier vis-à-vis de moi, dites-moi pourquoi vous êtes venue.

	— Je suis venue, madame, dit Charlotte toujours à genoux et avec un regard presque égaré, je suis venue pour vous demander s'il n'était pas ici.

	— Ici, qui? de qui parlez-vous, madame?… car, en vérité, je ne comprends pas.

	— Du roi!

	— Du roi? vous le poursuivez jusque chez moi! Vous savez bien qu'il n'y vient pas, cependant!

	— Ah! madame! continua la baronne de Sauve sans répondre à toutes ces attaques et sans même paraître les sentir; ah! plût à Dieu qu'il y fût!

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Eh! mon Dieu! madame, parce qu'on égorge les huguenots, et que le roi de Navarre est le chef des huguenots.

	— Oh! s'écria Marguerite en saisissant madame de Sauve par la main et en la forçant de se relever, oh! je l'avais oublié! D'ailleurs, je n'avais pas cru qu'un roi pût courir les mêmes dangers que les autres hommes.

	— Plus, madame, mille fois plus, s'écria Charlotte.

	— En effet, madame de Lorraine m'avait prévenue. Je lui avais dit de ne pas sortir. Serait-il sorti?

	— Non, non, il est dans le Louvre. Il ne se retrouve pas. Et s'il n'est pas ici…

	— Il n'y est pas.

	— Oh! s'écria madame de Sauve avec une explosion de douleur, c'en est fait de lui, car la reine mère a juré sa mort.

	— Sa mort! Ah! dit Marguerite, vous m'épouvantez. Impossible!

	— Madame, reprit madame de Sauve avec cette énergie que donne seule la passion, je vous dis qu'on ne sait pas où est le roi de Navarre.

	— Et la reine mère, où est-elle?

	— La reine mère m'a envoyée chercher M. de Guise et M. de Tavannes, qui étaient dans son oratoire, puis elle m'a congédiée. Alors, pardonnez-moi, madame! je suis remontée chez moi, et comme d'habitude, j'ai attendu.

	— Mon mari, n'est-ce pas? dit Marguerite.

	— Il n'est pas venu, madame. Alors, je l'ai cherché de tous côtés; je l'ai demandé à tout le monde. Un seul soldat m'a répondu qu'il croyait l'avoir aperçu au milieu des gardes qui l'accompagnaient l'épée nue quelque temps avant que le massacre commençât, et le massacre est commencé depuis une heure.

	— Merci, madame, dit Marguerite; et quoique peut-être le sentiment qui vous fait agir soit une nouvelle offense pour moi, merci.

	— Oh! alors, pardonnez-moi, madame! dit-elle, et je rentrerai chez moi plus forte de votre pardon; car je n'ose vous suivre, même de loin.

	Marguerite lui tendit la main.

	— Je vais trouver la reine Catherine, dit-elle; rentrez chez vous. Le roi de Navarre est sous ma sauvegarde, je lui ai promis alliance et je serai fidèle à ma promesse.

	— Mais si vous ne pouvez pénétrer jusqu'à la reine mère, madame?

	— Alors, je me tournerai du côté de mon frère Charles, et il faudra bien que je lui parle.

	— Allez, allez, madame, dit Charlotte en laissant le passage libre à Marguerite, et que Dieu conduise Votre Majesté.

	Marguerite s'élança par le couloir. Mais arrivée à l'extrémité, elle se retourna pour s'assurer que madame de Sauve ne demeurait pas en arrière. Madame de Sauve la suivait.

	La reine de Navarre lui vit prendre l'escalier qui conduisait à son appartement, et poursuivit son chemin vers la chambre de la reine.

	Tout était changé; au lieu de cette foule de courtisans empressés, qui d'ordinaire ouvrait ses rangs devant la reine en la saluant respectueusement, Marguerite ne rencontrait que des gardes avec des pertuisanes rougies et des vêtements souillés de sang, ou des gentilshommes aux manteaux déchirés, à la figure noircie par la poudre, porteurs d'ordres et de dépêches, les uns entrant et les autres sortant: toutes ces allées et venues faisaient un fourmillement terrible et immense dans les galeries.

	Marguerite n'en continua pas moins d'aller en avant et parvint jusqu'à l'antichambre de la reine mère. Mais cette antichambre était gardée par deux haies de soldats qui ne laissaient pénétrer que ceux qui étaient porteurs d'un certain mot d'ordre.

	Marguerite essaya vainement de franchir cette barrière vivante. Elle vit plusieurs fois s'ouvrir et se fermer la porte, et à chaque fois, par l'entrebâillement, elle aperçut Catherine rajeunie par l'action, active comme si elle n'avait que vingt ans, écrivant, recevant des lettres, les décachetant, donnant des ordres, adressant à ceux-ci un mot, à ceux-là un sourire, et ceux auxquels elle souriait plus amicalement étaient ceux qui étaient plus couverts de poussière et de sang.

	Au milieu de ce grand tumulte qui bruissait dans le Louvre, qu'il emplissait d'effrayantes rumeurs, on entendait éclater les arquebusades de la rue de plus en plus répétées.

	— Jamais je n'arriverai jusqu'à elle, se dit Marguerite après avoir fait près des hallebardiers trois tentatives inutiles. Plutôt que de perdre mon temps ici, allons donc trouver mon frère.

	En ce moment passa M. de Guise; il venait d'annoncer à la reine la mort de l'amiral et retournait à la boucherie.

	— Oh! Henri! s'écria Marguerite, où est le roi de Navarre? Le duc la regarda avec un sourire étonné, s'inclina, et, sans répondre, sortit avec ses gardes. Marguerite courut à un capitaine qui allait sortir du Louvre et qui, avant de partir, faisait charger les arquebuses de ses soldats.

	— Le roi de Navarre? demanda-t-elle; monsieur, où est le roi de

	Navarre?

	— Je ne sais, madame, répondit celui-ci, je ne suis point des gardes de Sa Majesté.

	— Ah! mon cher René! s'écria Marguerite en reconnaissant le parfumeur de Catherine… c'est vous… vous sortez de chez ma mère… savez-vous ce qu'est devenu mon mari?

	— Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre n'est point mon ami, madame… vous devez vous en souvenir. On dit même, ajouta-t-il avec une contraction qui ressemblait plus à un grincement qu'à un sourire, on dit même qu'il ose m'accuser d'avoir, de complicité avec madame Catherine, empoisonné sa mère.

	— Non! non! s'écria Marguerite, ne croyez pas cela, mon bon René!

	— Oh! peu m'importe, madame! dit le parfumeur; ni le roi de

	Navarre ni les siens ne sont plus guère à craindre en ce moment.

	Et il tourna le dos à Marguerite.

	— Oh! monsieur de Tavannes, monsieur de Tavannes!

	s'écria Marguerite, un mot, un seul, je vous prie! Tavannes qui passait, s'arrêta.

	— Où est Henri de Navarre? dit Marguerite.

	— Ma foi! dit-il tout haut, je crois qu'il court la ville avec MM. d'Alençon et Condé. Puis, si bas que Marguerite seule put l'entendre:

	— Belle Majesté, dit-il, si vous voulez voir celui pour être à la place duquel je donnerais ma vie, allez frapper au cabinet des Armes du roi.

	— Oh! merci, Tavannes! dit Marguerite, qui, de tout ce que lui avait dit Tavannes, n'avait entendu que l'indication principale; merci, j'y vais.

	Et elle prit sa course tout en murmurant:

	— Oh! après ce que je lui ai promis, après la façon dont il s'est conduit envers moi quand cet ingrat Henri s'était caché dans le cabinet, je ne puis le laisser périr!

	Et elle vint heurter à la porte des appartements du roi; mais ils étaient ceints intérieurement par deux compagnies des gardes.

	— On n'entre point chez le roi, dit l'officier en s'avançant vivement.

	— Mais moi? dit Marguerite.

	— L'ordre est général.

	— Moi, la reine de Navarre! moi, sa soeur!

	— Ma consigne n'admet point d'exception, madame; recevez donc mes excuses. Et l'officier referma la porte.

	— Oh! il est perdu, s'écria Marguerite alarmée par la vue de toutes ces figures sinistres, qui, lorsqu'elles ne respiraient pas la vengeance, exprimaient l'inflexibilité. — Oui, oui, je comprends tout… on s'est servi de moi comme d'un appât… je suis le piège où l'on prend et égorge les huguenots… Oh! j'entrerai, dussé-je me faire tuer.

	Et Marguerite courait comme une folle par les corridors et par les galeries, lorsque tout à coup passant devant une petite porte, elle entendit un chant doux, presque lugubre, tant il était monotone. C'était un psaume calviniste que chantait une voix tremblante dans la pièce voisine.

	— La nourrice du roi mon frère, la bonne Madelon… elle est là! s'écria Marguerite en se frappant le front, éclairée par une pensée subite; elle est là! … Dieu des chrétiens, aide-moi!

	Et Marguerite, pleine d'espérance, heurta doucement à la petite porte.

	En effet, après l'avis qui lui avait été donné par Marguerite, après son entretien avec René, après sa sortie de chez la reine mère, à laquelle, comme un bon génie, avait voulu s'opposer la pauvre petite Phébé, Henri de Navarre avait rencontré quelques gentilshommes catholiques qui, sous prétexte de lui faire honneur, l'avaient reconduit chez lui, où l'attendaient une vingtaine de huguenots, lesquels s'étaient réunis chez le jeune prince, et, une fois réunis, ne voulaient plus le quitter, tant depuis quelques heures le pressentiment de cette nuit fatale avait plané sur le Louvre. Ils étaient donc restés ainsi sans qu'on eût tenté de les troubler. Enfin, au premier coup de la cloche de Saint-Germain- l'Auxerrois, qui retentit dans tous ces coeurs comme un glas funèbre, Tavannes entra, et, au milieu d'un silence de mort, annonça à Henri que le roi Charles IX voulait lui parler.

	Il n'y avait point de résistance à tenter, personne n'en eut même la pensée. On entendait les plafonds, les galeries et les corridors du Louvre craquer sous les pieds des soldats réunis tant dans les cours que dans les appartements, au nombre de près de deux mille. Henri, après avoir pris congé de ses amis, qu'il ne devait plus revoir, suivit donc Tavannes, qui le conduisit dans une petite galerie contiguë au logis du roi, où il le laissa seul, sans armes et le coeur gonflé de toutes les défiances.

	Le roi de Navarre compta ainsi, minute par minute, deux mortelles heures, écoutant avec une terreur croissante le bruit du tocsin et le retentissement des arquebusades; voyant, par un guichet vitré, passer, à la lueur de l'incendie, au flamboiement des torches, les fuyards et les assassins; ne comprenant rien à ces clameurs de meurtre et à ces cris de détresse; ne pouvant soupçonner enfin, malgré la connaissance qu'il avait de Charles IX, de la reine mère et du duc de Guise, l'horrible drame qui s'accomplissait en ce moment.

	Henri n'avait pas le courage physique; il avait mieux que cela, il avait la puissance morale: craignant le danger, il l'affrontait en souriant, mais le danger du champ de bataille, le danger en plein air et en plein jour, le danger aux yeux de tous, qu'accompagnaient la stridente harmonie des trompettes et la voix sourde et vibrante des tambours… Mais là, il était sans armes, seul, enfermé, perdu dans une demi-obscurité, suffisante à peine pour voir l'ennemi qui pouvait se glisser jusqu'à lui et le fer qui le voulait percer. Ces deux heures furent donc pour lui les deux heures peut-être les plus cruelles de sa vie.

	Au plus fort du tumulte, et comme Henri commençait à comprendre que, selon toute probabilité, il s'agissait d'un massacre organisé, un capitaine vint chercher le prince et le conduisit, par un corridor, à l'appartement du roi. À leur approche la porte s'ouvrit, derrière eux la porte se referma, le tout comme par enchantement, puis le capitaine introduisit Henri près de Charles IX, alors dans son cabinet des Armes.

	Lorsqu'ils entrèrent, le roi était assis dans un grand fauteuil, ses deux mains posées sur les deux bras de son siège et la tête retombant sur sa poitrine. Au bruit que firent les nouveaux venus, Charles IX releva son front, sur lequel Henri vit couler la sueur par grosses gouttes.

	— Bonsoir, Henriot, dit brutalement le jeune roi. Vous, La Chastre, laissez-nous. Le capitaine obéit. Il se fit un moment de sombre silence. Pendant ce moment, Henri regarda autour de lui avec inquiétude et vit qu'il était seul avec le roi. Charles IX se leva tout à coup.

	— Par la mordieu! dit-il en retroussant d'un geste rapide ses cheveux blonds et en essuyant son front en même temps, vous êtes content de vous voir près de moi, n'est-ce pas, Henriot?

	— Mais sans doute, Sire, répondit le roi de Navarre, et c'est toujours avec bonheur que je me trouve auprès de Votre Majesté.

	— Plus content que d'être là-bas, hein? reprit Charles IX, continuant à suivre sa pauvre pensée plutôt qu'il ne répondait au compliment de Henri.

	— Sire, je ne comprends pas, dit Henri.

	— Regardez et vous comprendrez. D'un mouvement rapide, Charles IX marcha ou plutôt bondit vers la fenêtre. Et, attirant à lui son beau-frère, de plus en plus épouvanté, il lui montra l'horrible silhouette des assassins, qui, sur le plancher d'un bateau, égorgeaient ou noyaient les victimes qu'on leur amenait à chaque instant.

	— Mais, au nom du Ciel, s'écria Henri tout pâle, que se passe-t- il donc cette nuit?

	— Cette nuit, monsieur, dit Charles IX, on me débarrasse de tous les huguenots. Voyez-vous là-bas, au-dessus de l'hôtel de Bourbon, cette fumée et cette flamme? C'est la fumée et la flamme de la maison de l'amiral, qui brûle. Voyez-vous ce corps que de bons catholiques traînent sur une paillasse déchirée, c'est le corps du gendre de l'amiral, le cadavre de votre ami Téligny.

	— Oh! que veut dire cela? s'écria le roi de Navarre, en cherchant inutilement à son côté la poignée de sa dague et tremblant à la fois de honte et de colère, car il sentait que tout à la fois on le raillait et on le menaçait.

	— Cela veut dire, s'écria Charles IX furieux, sans transition et blêmissant d'une manière effrayante, cela veut dire que je ne veux plus de huguenot autour de moi, entendez-vous, Henri? Suis-je le roi? suis-je le maître?

	— Mais, Votre Majesté…

	— Ma Majesté tue et massacre à cette heure tout ce qui n'est pas catholique; c'est son plaisir. Êtes-vous catholique? s'écria Charles, dont la colère montait incessamment comme une marée terrible.

	— Sire, dit Henri, rappelez-vous vos paroles: Qu'importe la religion de qui me sert bien!

	— Ha! ha! ha! s'écria Charles en éclatant d'un rire sinistre; que je me rappelle mes paroles, dis-tu, Henri! _Verba volant, _comme dit ma soeur Margot. Et tous ceux-là, regarde, ajouta-t-il en montrant du doigt la ville, ceux-là ne m'avaient-ils pas bien servi aussi? n'étaient-ils pas braves au combat, sages au conseil, dévoués toujours? Tous étaient des sujets utiles! mais ils étaient huguenots, et je ne veux que des catholiques.

	Henri resta muet.

	— Çà, comprenez-moi donc, Henriot! s'écria Charles IX.

	— J'ai compris, Sire.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, Sire, je ne vois pas pourquoi le roi de Navarre ferait ce que tant de gentilshommes ou de pauvres gens n'ont pas fait. Car enfin, s'ils meurent tous, ces malheureux, c'est aussi parce qu'on leur a proposé ce que Votre Majesté me propose, et qu'ils ont refusé comme je refuse.

	Charles saisit le bras du jeune prince, et fixant sur lui un regard dont l'atonie se changeait peu à peu en un fauve rayonnement:

	— Ah! tu crois, dit-il, que j'ai pris la peine d'offrir la messe à ceux qu'on égorge là-bas?

	— Sire, dit Henri en dégageant son bras, ne mourrez-vous point dans la religion de vos pères?

	— Oui, par la mordieu! et toi?

	— Eh bien, moi aussi, Sire, répondit Henri. Charles poussa un rugissement de rage, et saisit d'une main tremblante son arquebuse, placée sur une table. Henri, collé contre la tapisserie, la sueur de l'angoisse au front, mais, grâce à cette puissance qu'il conservait sur lui-même, calme en apparence, suivait tous les mouvements du terrible monarque avec l'avide stupeur de l'oiseau fasciné par le serpent.

	Charles arma son arquebuse, et frappant du pied avec une fureur aveugle:

	— Veux-tu la messe? s'écria-t-il en éblouissant Henri du miroitement de l'arme fatale. Henri resta muet.

	Charles IX ébranla les voûtes du Louvre du plus terrible juron qui soit jamais sorti des lèvres d'un homme, et de pâle qu'il était, il devint livide.

	— Mort, messe ou Bastille! s'écria-t-il en mettant le roi de

	Navarre en joue.

	— Oh! Sire! s'écria Henri, me tuerez-vous, moi votre frère?

	Henri venait d'éluder, avec cet esprit incomparable qui était une des plus puissantes facultés de son organisation, la réponse que lui demandait Charles IX; car, sans aucun doute, si cette réponse eût été négative, Henri était mort.

	Aussi, comme après les derniers paroxysmes de la rage se trouve immédiatement le commencement de la réaction, Charles IX ne réitéra pas la question qu'il venait d'adresser au prince de Navarre, et après un moment d'hésitation, pendant lequel il fit entendre un rugissement sourd, il se retourna vers la fenêtre ouverte, et coucha en joue un homme qui courait sur le quai opposé.

	— Il faut cependant bien que je tue quelqu'un, s'écria Charles IX, livide comme un cadavre, et dont les yeux s'injectaient de sang.

	Et lâchant le coup, il abattit l'homme qui courait. Henri poussa un gémissement. Alors, animé par une effrayante ardeur, Charles chargea et tira sans relâche son arquebuse, poussant des cris de joie chaque fois que le coup avait porté.

	— C'est fait de moi, se dit le roi de Navarre; quand il ne trouvera plus personne à tuer, il me tuera.

	— Eh bien, dit tout à coup une voix derrière les princes, est-ce fait?

	C'était Catherine de Médicis, qui, pendant la dernière détonation de l'arme, venait d'entrer sans être entendue.

	— Non, mille tonnerres d'enfer! hurla Charles en jetant son arquebuse par la chambre… Non, l'entêté… il ne veut pas! …

	Catherine ne répondit point. Elle tourna lentement son regard vers la partie de la chambre où se tenait Henri, aussi immobile qu'une des figures de la tapisserie contre laquelle il était appuyé. Alors elle ramena sur Charles un oeil qui voulait dire: Alors, pourquoi vit-il?

	— Il vit… il vit… murmura Charles IX, qui comprenait parfaitement ce regard et qui y répondait, comme on le voit, sans hésitation; il vit, parce qu'il… est mon parent.

	Catherine sourit. Henri vit ce sourire et reconnut que c'était

	Catherine surtout qu'il lui fallait combattre.

	— Madame, lui dit-il, tout vient de vous, je le vois bien, et rien de mon beau-frère Charles; c'est vous qui avez eu l'idée de m'attirer dans un piège; c'est vous qui avez pensé à faire de votre fille l'appât qui devait nous perdre tous; c'est vous qui m'avez séparé de ma femme, pour qu'elle n'eût pas l'ennui de me voir tuer sous ses yeux…

	— Oui, mais cela ne sera pas! s'écria une autre voix haletante et passionnée que Henri reconnut à l'instant et qui fit tressaillir Charles IX de surprise et Catherine de fureur.

	— Marguerite! s'écria Henri.

	— Margot! dit Charles IX.

	— Ma fille! murmura Catherine.

	— Monsieur, dit Marguerite à Henri, vos dernières paroles m'accusaient, et vous aviez à la fois tort et raison: raison, car en effet je suis bien l'instrument dont on s'est servi pour vous perdre tous; tort, car j'ignorais que vous marchiez à votre perte. Moi-même, monsieur, telle que vous me voyez, je dois la vie au hasard, à l'oubli de ma mère, peut-être; mais sitôt que j'ai appris votre danger, je me suis souvenue de mon devoir. Or, le devoir d'une femme est de partager la fortune de son mari. Vous exile-t-on, monsieur, je vous suis dans l'exil; vous emprisonne-t- on, je me fais captive; vous tue-t-on, je meurs.

	Et elle tendit à son mari une main que Henri saisit, sinon avec amour, du moins avec reconnaissance.

	— Ah! ma pauvre Margot, dit Charles IX, tu ferais bien mieux de lui dire de se faire catholique!

	— Sire, répondit Marguerite avec cette haute dignité qui lui était si naturelle, Sire, croyez-moi, pour vous-même ne demandez pas une lâcheté à un prince de votre maison.

	Catherine lança un regard significatif à Charles.

	— Mon frère, s'écria Marguerite, qui, aussi bien que Charles IX, comprenait la terrible pantomime de Catherine, mon frère, songez- y, vous avez fait de lui mon époux.

	Charles IX, pris entre le regard impératif de Catherine et le regard suppliant de Marguerite comme entre deux principes opposés, resta un instant indécis; enfin, Oromase l'emporta.

	— Au fait, madame, dit-il en se penchant à l'oreille de

	Catherine, Margot a raison et Henriot est mon beau-frère.

	— Oui, répondit Catherine en s'approchant à son tour de l'oreille de son fils, oui… mais s'il ne l'était pas?

	XI

	L'aubépine du cimetière des Innocents

	Rentrée chez elle, Marguerite chercha vainement à deviner le mot que Catherine de Médicis avait dit tout bas à Charles IX, et qui avait arrêté court le terrible conseil de vie et de mort qui se tenait en ce moment.

	Une partie de la matinée fut employée par elle à soigner La Mole, l'autre à chercher l'énigme que son esprit se refusait à comprendre.

	Le roi de Navarre était resté prisonnier au Louvre. Les huguenots étaient plus que jamais poursuivis. À la nuit terrible avait succédé un jour de massacre plus hideux encore. Ce n'était plus le tocsin que les cloches sonnaient, c'étaient des Te Deum, et les accents de ce bronze joyeux retentissant au milieu du meurtre et des incendies, étaient peut-être plus tristes à la lumière du soleil que ne l'avait été pendant l'obscurité le glas de la nuit précédente. Ce n'était pas le tout: une chose étrange était arrivée; une aubépine, qui avait fleuri au printemps et qui, comme d'habitude, avait perdu son odorante parure au mois de juin, venait de refleurir pendant la nuit, et les catholiques, qui voyaient dans cet événement un miracle et qui, pour la popularisation de ce miracle, faisaient Dieu leur complice, allaient en procession, croix et bannière en tête, au cimetière des Innocents, où cette aubépine fleurissait. Cette espèce d'assentiment donné par le ciel au massacre qui s'exécutait avait redoublé l'ardeur des assassins. Et tandis que la ville continuait à offrir dans chaque rue, dans chaque carrefour, sur chaque place une scène de désolation, le Louvre avait déjà servi de tombeau commun à tous les protestants qui s'y étaient trouvés enfermés au moment du signal. Le roi de Navarre, le prince de Condé et La Mole y étaient seuls demeurés vivants.

	Rassurée sur La Mole, dont les plaies, comme elle l'avait dit la veille, étaient dangereuses, mais non mortelles, Marguerite n'était donc plus préoccupée que d'une chose: sauver la vie de son mari, qui continuait d'être menacée. Sans doute le premier sentiment qui s'était emparé de l'épouse était un sentiment de loyale pitié pour un homme auquel elle venait, comme l'avait dit lui-même le Béarnais, de jurer sinon amour, du moins alliance. Mais, à la suite de ce sentiment, un autre moins pur avait pénétré dans le coeur de la reine.

	Marguerite était ambitieuse, Marguerite avait vu presque une certitude de royauté dans son mariage avec Henri de Bourbon, La Navarre, tiraillée d'un côté par les rois de France, de l'autre par les rois d'Espagne, qui, lambeau à lambeau, avaient fini par emporter la moitié de son territoire, pouvait, si Henri de Bourbon réalisait les espérances de courage qu'il avait données dans les rares occasions qu'il avait eues de tirer l'épée, devenir un royaume réel, avec les huguenots de France pour sujets. Grâce à son esprit fin et si élevé, Marguerite avait entrevu et calculé tout cela. En perdant Henri, ce n'était donc pas seulement un mari qu'elle perdait, c'était un trône.

	Elle en était au plus intime de ces réflexions, lorsqu'elle entendit frapper à la porte du corridor secret; elle tressaillit, car trois personnes seulement venaient par cette porte: le roi, la reine mère et le duc d'Alençon. Elle entrouvrit la porte du cabinet, recommanda du doigt le silence à Gillonne et à La Mole, et alla ouvrir au visiteur.

	Ce visiteur était le duc d'Alençon.

	Le jeune homme avait disparu depuis la veille. Un instant Marguerite avait eu l'idée de réclamer son intercession en faveur du roi de Navarre; mais une idée terrible l'avait arrêtée. Le mariage s'était fait contre son gré; François détestait Henri et n'avait conservé la neutralité en faveur du Béarnais que parce qu'il était convaincu que Henri et sa femme étaient restés étrangers l'un à l'autre. Une marque d'intérêt donnée par Marguerite à son époux pouvait en conséquence, au lieu de l'écarter, rapprocher de sa poitrine un des trois poignards qui le menaçaient.

	Marguerite frissonna donc en apercevant le jeune prince plus qu'elle n'eût frissonné en apercevant le roi Charles IX ou la reine mère elle-même. On n'eût point dit d'ailleurs, en le voyant, qu'il se passât quelque chose d'insolite par la ville, ni au Louvre; il était vêtu avec son élégance ordinaire. Ses habits et son linge exhalaient ces parfums que méprisait Charles IX, mais dont le duc d'Anjou et lui faisaient un si continuel usage. Seulement, un oeil exercé comme l'était celui de Marguerite pouvait remarquer que, malgré sa pâleur plus grande que d'habitude, et malgré le léger tremblement qui agitait l'extrémité de ses mains, aussi belles et aussi soignées que des mains de femme, il renfermait au fond de son coeur un sentiment joyeux.

	Son entrée fut ce qu'elle avait l'habitude d'être. Il s'approcha de sa soeur pour l'embrasser. Mais, au lieu de lui tendre ses joues, comme elle eût fait au roi Charles ou au duc d'Anjou, Marguerite s'inclina et lui offrit le front.

	Le duc d'Alençon poussa un soupir, et posa ses lèvres blêmissantes sur ce front que lui présentait Marguerite.

	Alors, s'asseyant, il se mit à raconter à sa soeur les nouvelles sanglantes de la nuit; la mort lente et terrible de l'amiral; la mort instantanée de Téligny, qui, percé d'une balle, rendit à l'instant même le dernier soupir. Il s'arrêta, s'appesantit, se complut sur les détails sanglants de cette nuit avec cet amour du sang particulier à lui et à ses deux frères. Marguerite le laissa dire.

	Enfin, ayant tout dit, il se tut.

	— Ce n'est pas pour me faire ce récit seulement que vous êtes venu me rendre visite, n'est-ce pas, mon frère? demanda Marguerite.

	Le duc d'Alençon sourit.

	— Vous avez encore autre chose à me dire?

	— Non, répondit le duc, j'attends.

	— Qu'attendez-vous?

	— Ne m'avez-vous pas dit, chère Marguerite bien-aimée, reprit le duc en rapprochant son fauteuil de celui de sa soeur, que ce mariage avec le roi de Navarre se faisait contre votre gré.

	— Oui, sans doute. Je ne connaissais point le prince de Béarn lorsqu'on me l'a proposé pour époux.

	— Et depuis que vous le connaissez, ne m'avez-vous pas affirmé que vous n'éprouviez aucun amour pour lui?

	— Je vous l'ai dit, il est vrai.

	— Votre opinion n'était-elle pas que ce mariage devait faire votre malheur?

	— Mon cher François, dit Marguerite, quand un mariage n'est pas la suprême félicité, c'est presque toujours la suprême douleur.

	— Eh bien, ma chère Marguerite! comme je vous le disais, j'attends.

	— Mais qu'attendez-vous, dites?

	— Que vous témoigniez votre joie.

	— De quoi donc ai-je à me réjouir?

	— Mais de cette occasion inattendue qui se présente de reprendre votre liberté.

	— Ma liberté! reprit Marguerite, qui voulait forcer le prince à aller jusqu'au bout de sa pensée.

	— Sans doute, votre liberté; vous allez être séparée du roi de

	Navarre.

	— Séparée! dit Marguerite en fixant ses yeux sur le jeune prince.

	Le duc d'Alençon essaya de soutenir le regard de sa soeur; mais bientôt ses yeux s'écartèrent d'elle avec embarras.

	— Séparée! répéta Marguerite; voyons cela, mon frère, car je suis bien aise que vous me mettiez à même d'approfondir la question; et comment compte-t-on nous séparer?

	— Mais, murmura le duc, Henri est huguenot.

	— Sans doute; mais il n'avait pas fait mystère de sa religion, et l'on savait cela quand on nous a mariés.

	— Oui, mais depuis votre mariage, ma soeur, dit le duc, laissant malgré lui un rayon de joie illuminer son visage, qu'a fait Henri?

	— Mais vous le savez mieux que personne, François, puisqu'il a passé ses journées presque toujours en votre compagnie, tantôt à la chasse, tantôt au mail, tantôt à la paume.

	— Oui, ses journées, sans doute, reprit le duc, ses journées; mais ses nuits? Marguerite se tut, et ce fut à son tour de baisser les yeux.

	— Ses nuits, continua le duc d'Alençon, ses nuits?

	— Eh bien? demanda Marguerite, sentant qu'il fallait bien répondre quelque chose.

	— Eh bien, il les a passées chez madame de Sauve.

	— Comment le savez-vous? s'écria Marguerite.

	— Je le sais parce que j'avais intérêt à le savoir, répondit le jeune prince en pâlissant et en déchiquetant la broderie de ses manches.

	Marguerite commençait à comprendre ce que Catherine avait dit tout bas à Charles IX: mais elle fit semblant de demeurer dans son ignorance.

	— Pourquoi me dites-vous cela, mon frère? répondit-elle avec un air de mélancolie parfaitement joué; est-ce pour me rappeler que personne ici ne m'aime et ne tient à moi: pas plus ceux que la nature m'a donnés pour protecteurs que celui que l'Église m'a donné pour époux?

	— Vous êtes injuste, dit vivement le duc d'Alençon en rapprochant encore son fauteuil de celui de sa soeur, je vous aime et vous protège, moi.

	— Mon frère, dit Marguerite en le regardant fixement, vous avez quelque chose à me dire de la part de la reine mère.

	— Moi! vous vous trompez, ma soeur, je vous jure; qui peut vous faire croire cela?

	— Ce qui peut me le faire croire, c'est que vous rompez l'amitié qui vous attachait à mon mari; c'est que vous abandonnez la cause du roi de Navarre.

	— La cause du roi de Navarre! reprit le duc d'Alençon tout interdit.

	— Oui, sans doute. Tenez, François, parlons franc. Vous en êtes convenu vingt fois, vous ne pouvez vous élever et même vous soutenir que l'un par l'autre. Cette alliance…

	— Est devenue impossible, ma soeur, interrompit le duc d'Alençon.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que le roi a des desseins sur votre mari. Pardon! en disant votre mari, je me trompe: c'est sur Henri de Navarre que je voulais dire. Notre mère a deviné tout. Je m'alliais aux huguenots parce que je croyais les huguenots en faveur. Mais voilà qu'on tue les huguenots et que dans huit jours il n'en restera pas cinquante dans tout le royaume. Je tendais la main au roi de Navarre parce qu'il était… votre mari. Mais voilà qu'il n'est plus votre mari. Qu'avez-vous à dire à cela, vous qui êtes non seulement la plus belle femme de France, mais encore la plus forte tête du royaume?

	— J'ai à dire, reprit Marguerite, que je connais notre frère Charles. Je l'ai vu hier dans un de ces accès de frénésie dont chacun abrège sa vie de dix ans; j'ai à dire que ces accès se renouvellent, par malheur, bien souvent maintenant, ce qui fait que, selon toute probabilité, notre frère Charles n'a pas longtemps à vivre; j'ai à dire enfin que le roi de Pologne vient de mourir et qu'il est fort question d'élire en sa place un prince de la maison de France; j'ai à dire enfin que, lorsque les circonstances se présentent ainsi, ce n'est point le moment d'abandonner des alliés qui, au moment du combat, peuvent nous soutenir avec le concours d'un peuple et l'appui d'un royaume.

	— Et vous, s'écria le duc, ne me faites-vous pas une trahison bien plus grande de préférer un étranger à votre frère?

	— Expliquez-vous, François; en quoi et comment vous ai-je trahi?

	— Vous avez demandé hier au roi la vie du roi de Navarre?

	— Eh bien? demanda Marguerite avec une feinte naïveté. Le duc se leva précipitamment, fit deux ou trois fois le tour de la chambre d'un air égaré, puis revint prendre la main de Marguerite. Cette main était raide et glacée.

	— Adieu, ma soeur, dit-il; vous n'avez pas voulu me comprendre, ne vous en prenez donc qu'à vous des malheurs qui pourront vous arriver.

	Marguerite pâlit, mais demeura immobile à sa place. Elle vit sortir le duc d'Alençon sans faire un signe pour le rappeler; mais à peine l'avait-elle perdu de vue dans le corridor qu'il revint sur ses pas.

	— Écoutez, Marguerite, dit-il, j'ai oublié de vous dire une chose: c'est que demain, à pareille heure, le roi de Navarre sera mort.

	Marguerite poussa un cri; car cette idée qu'elle était l'instrument d'un assassinat lui causait une épouvante qu'elle ne pouvait surmonter.

	— Et vous n'empêcherez pas cette mort? dit-elle; vous ne sauverez pas votre meilleur et votre plus fidèle allié?

	— Depuis hier, mon allié n'est plus le roi de Navarre.

	— Et qui est-ce donc, alors?

	— C'est M. de Guise. En détruisant les huguenots, on a fait M. de

	Guise roi des catholiques.

	— Et c'est le fils de Henri II qui reconnaît pour son roi un duc de Lorraine! …

	— Vous êtes dans un mauvais jour, Marguerite, et vous ne comprenez rien.

	— J'avoue que je cherche en vain à lire dans votre pensée.

	— Ma soeur, vous êtes d'aussi bonne maison que madame la princesse de Porcian, et Guise n'est pas plus immortel que le roi de Navarre; eh bien, Marguerite, supposez maintenant trois choses, toutes trois possibles: la première, c'est que Monsieur soit élu roi de Pologne; la seconde, c'est que vous m'aimiez comme je vous aime; eh bien, je suis roi de France, et vous… et vous… reine des catholiques.

	Marguerite cacha sa tête dans ses mains, éblouie de la profondeur des vues de cet adolescent que personne à la cour n'osait appeler une intelligence.

	— Mais, demanda-t-elle après un moment de silence, vous n'êtes donc pas jaloux de M. le duc de Guise comme vous l'êtes du roi de Navarre?

	— Ce qui est fait est fait, dit le duc d'Alençon d'une voix sourde; et si j'ai eu à être jaloux du duc de Guise, eh bien, je l'ai été.

	— Il n'y a qu'une seule chose qui puisse empêcher ce beau plan de réussir.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est que je n'aime plus le duc de Guise.

	— Et qui donc aimez-vous, alors?

	— Personne. Le duc d'Alençon regarda Marguerite avec l'étonnement d'un homme qui, à son tour, ne comprend plus, et sortit de l'appartement en poussant un soupir et en pressant de sa main glacée son front prêt à se fendre. Marguerite demeura seule et pensive. La situation commençait à se dessiner claire et précise à ses yeux; le roi avait laissé faire la Saint-Barthélemy, la reine Catherine et le duc de Guise l'avaient faite. Le duc de Guise et le duc d'Alençon allaient se réunir pour en tirer le meilleur parti possible. La mort du roi de Navarre était une conséquence naturelle de cette grande catastrophe. Le roi de Navarre mort, on s'emparait de son royaume. Marguerite restait donc veuve, sans trône, sans puissance, et n'ayant d'autre perspective qu'un cloître où elle n'aurait pas même la triste douleur de pleurer son époux qui n'avait jamais été son mari. Elle en était là, lorsque la reine Catherine lui fit demander si elle ne voulait pas venir faire avec toute la cour un pèlerinage à l'aubépine du cimetière des Innocents.

	Le premier mouvement de Marguerite fut de refuser de faire partie de cette cavalcade. Mais la pensée que cette sortie lui fournirait peut-être l'occasion d'apprendre quelque chose de nouveau sur le sort du roi de Navarre la décida. Elle fit donc répondre que si on voulait lui tenir un cheval prêt, elle accompagnerait volontiers Leurs Majestés.

	Cinq minutes après, un page vint lui annoncer que, si elle voulait descendre, le cortège allait se mettre en marche. Marguerite fit de la main à Gillone un signe pour lui recommander le blessé et descendit.

	Le roi, la reine mère, Tavannes et les principaux catholiques étaient déjà à cheval. Marguerite jeta un coup d'oeil rapide sur ce groupe, qui se composait d'une vingtaine de personnes à peu près: le roi de Navarre n'y était point.

	Mais madame de Sauve y était; elle échangea un regard avec elle, et Marguerite comprit que la maîtresse de son mari avait quelque chose à lui dire.

	On se mit en route en gagnant la rue Saint-Honoré par la rue de l'Astruce. À la vue du roi, de la reine Catherine et des principaux catholiques, le peuple s'était amassé, suivant le cortège comme un flot qui monte, criant:

	— Vive le roi! vive la messe! mort aux huguenots! Ces cris étaient accompagnés de brandissements d'épées rougies et d'arquebuses fumantes, qui indiquaient la part que chacun avait prise au sinistre événement qui venait de s'accomplir. En arrivant à la hauteur de la rue des Prouvelles, on rencontra des hommes qui traînaient un cadavre sans tête. C'était celui de l'amiral. Ces hommes allaient le pendre par les pieds à Montfaucon.

	On entra dans le cimetière des Saints-Innocents par la porte qui s'ouvrait en face de la rue des Chaps, aujourd'hui celle des Déchargeurs. Le clergé, prévenu de la visite du roi et de celle de la reine mère, attendait Leurs Majestés pour les haranguer.

	Madame de Sauve profita du moment où Catherine écoutait le discours qu'on lui faisait pour s'approcher de la reine de Navarre et lui demander la permission de lui baiser sa main. Marguerite étendit le bras vers elle, madame de Sauve approcha ses lèvres de la main de la reine, et, en la baisant lui glissa un petit papier roulé dans la manche.

	Si rapide et si dissimulée qu'eût été la retraite de madame de Sauve, Catherine s'en était aperçue, elle se retourna au moment où sa dame d'honneur baisait la main de la reine.

	Les deux femmes virent ce regard qui pénétrait jusqu'à elles comme un éclair, mais toutes deux restèrent impassibles. Seulement madame de Sauve s'éloigna de Marguerite, et alla reprendre sa place près de Catherine.

	Lorsqu'elle eut répondu au discours qui venait de lui être adressé, Catherine fit du doigt, et en souriant, signe à la reine de Navarre de s'approcher d'elle.

	Marguerite obéit.

	— Eh! ma fille! dit la reine mère dans son patois italien, vous avez donc de grandes amitiés avec madame de Sauve?

	Marguerite sourit, en donnant à son beau visage l'expression la plus amère qu'elle put trouver.

	— Oui, ma mère, répondit-elle, le serpent est venu me mordre la main.

	— Ah! ah! dit Catherine en souriant, vous êtes jalouse, je crois!

	— Vous vous trompez, madame, répondit Marguerite. Je ne suis pas plus jalouse du roi de Navarre que le roi de Navarre n'est amoureux de moi. Seulement je sais distinguer mes amis de mes ennemis. J'aime qui m'aime, et déteste qui me hait. Sans cela, madame, serais-je votre fille?

	Catherine sourit de manière à faire comprendre à Marguerite que, si elle avait eu quelque soupçon, ce soupçon était évanoui.

	D'ailleurs, en ce moment, de nouveaux pèlerins attirèrent l'attention de l'auguste assemblée. Le duc de Guise arrivait escorté d'une troupe de gentilshommes tout échauffés encore d'un carnage récent. Ils escortaient une litière richement tapissée, qui s'arrêta en face du roi.

	— La duchesse de Nevers! s'écria Charles IX. Çà, voyons! qu'elle vienne recevoir nos compliments, cette belle et rude catholique. Que m'a-t-on dit, ma cousine, que, de votre propre fenêtre, vous avez giboyé aux huguenots, et que vous en avez tué un d'un coup de pierre?

	La duchesse de Nevers rougit extrêmement.

	— Sire, dit-elle à voix basse, en venant s'agenouiller devant le roi, c'est au contraire un catholique blessé que j'ai eu le bonheur de recueillir.

	— Bien, bien, ma cousine! il y a deux façons de me servir: l'une en exterminant mes ennemis, l'autre en secourant mes amis. On fait ce qu'on peut, et je suis sûr que si vous eussiez pu davantage, vous l'eussiez fait.

	Pendant ce temps, le peuple, qui voyait la bonne harmonie qui régnait entre la maison de Lorraine et Charles IX, criait à tue- tête:

	— Vive le roi! vive le duc de Guise! vive la messe!

	— Revenez-vous au Louvre avec nous, Henriette? dit la reine mère à la belle duchesse.

	Marguerite toucha du coude son amie, qui comprit aussitôt ce signe, et qui répondit:

	— Non pas, madame, à moins que Votre Majesté ne me l'ordonne, car j'ai affaire en ville avec Sa Majesté la reine de Navarre.

	— Et qu'allez-vous faire ensemble? demanda Catherine.

	— Voir des livres grecs très rares et très curieux qu'on a trouvés chez un vieux pasteur protestant, et qu'on a transportés à la tour Saint-Jacques-la-Boucherie, répondit Marguerite.

	— Vous feriez mieux d'aller voir jeter les derniers huguenots du haut du pont des Meuniers dans la Seine, dit Charles IX. C'est la place des bons Français.

	— Nous irons, s'il plaît à Votre Majesté, répondit la duchesse de

	Nevers.

	Catherine jeta un regard de défiance sur les deux jeunes femmes. Marguerite, aux aguets, l'intercepta, et se tournant et retournant aussitôt d'un air fort préoccupé, elle regarda avec inquiétude autour d'elle.

	Cette inquiétude, feinte ou réelle, n'échappa point à Catherine.

	— Que cherchez-vous?

	— Je cherche… Je ne vois plus…, dit-elle.

	— Que cherchez-vous? qui ne voyez-vous plus?

	— La Sauve, dit Marguerite. Serait-elle retournée au Louvre?

	— Quand je te disais que tu étais jalouse! dit Catherine à l'oreille de sa fille. _O bestia! … _Allons, allons, Henriette! continua-t-elle en haussant les épaules, emmenez la reine de Navarre.

	Marguerite feignit encore de regarder autour d'elle, puis, se penchant à son tour à l'oreille de son amie:

	— Emmène-moi vite, lui dit-elle. J'ai des choses de la plus haute importance à te dire.

	La duchesse fit une révérence à Charles IX et à Catherine, puis s'inclinant devant la reine de Navarre:

	— Votre Majesté daignera-t-elle monter dans ma litière? dit-elle.

	— Volontiers. Seulement vous serez obligée de me faire reconduire au Louvre.

	— Ma litière, comme mes gens, comme moi-même, répondit la duchesse, sont aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	La reine Marguerite monta dans la litière, et, sur un signe qu'elle lui fit, la duchesse de Nevers monta à son tour et prit respectueusement place sur le devant.

	Catherine et ses gentilshommes retournèrent au Louvre en suivant le même chemin qu'ils avaient pris pour venir. Seulement, pendant toute la route, on vit la reine mère parler sans relâche à l'oreille du roi, en lui désignant plusieurs fois madame de Sauve.

	Et à chaque fois le roi riait, comme riait Charles IX, c'est-à- dire d'un rire plus sinistre qu'une menace.

	Quant à Marguerite, une fois qu'elle eut senti la litière se mettre en mouvement, et qu'elle n'eut plus à craindre la perçante investigation de Catherine, elle tira vivement de sa manche le billet de madame de Sauve et lut les mots suivants:

	«J'ai reçu l'ordre de faire remettre ce soir au roi de Navarre deux clefs: l'une est celle de la chambre dans laquelle il est enfermé, l'autre est celle de la mienne. Une fois qu'il sera entré chez moi, il m'est enjoint de l'y garder jusqu'à six heures du matin.

	«Que Votre Majesté réfléchisse, que Votre Majesté décide, que

	Votre Majesté ne compte ma vie pour rien.»

	— Il n'y a plus de doute, murmura Marguerite, et la pauvre femme

	est l'instrument dont on veut se servir pour nous perdre tous.

	Mais nous verrons si de la reine Margot, comme dit mon frère

	Charles, on fait si facilement une religieuse.

	— De qui donc est cette lettre? demanda la duchesse de Nevers en montrant le papier que Marguerite venait de lire et de relire avec une si grande attention.

	— Ah! duchesse! j'ai bien des choses à te dire, répondit

	Marguerite en déchirant le billet en mille et mille morceaux.

	XII

	Les confidences

	— Et, d'abord, où allons-nous? demanda Marguerite. Ce n'est pas au pont des Meuniers, j'imagine?… J'ai vu assez de tueries comme cela depuis hier, ma pauvre Henriette!

	— J'ai pris la liberté de conduire Votre Majesté…

	— D'abord, et avant toute chose, Ma Majesté te prie d'oublier sa majesté… Tu me conduisais donc…

	— À l'hôtel de Guise, à moins que vous n'en décidiez autrement.

	— Non pas! non pas, Henriette! allons chez toi; le duc de Guise n'y est pas, ton mari n'y est pas?

	— Oh! non! s'écria la duchesse avec une joie qui fit étinceler ses beaux yeux couleur d'émeraude; non! ni mon beau-frère, ni mon mari, ni personne! Je suis libre, libre comme l'air, comme l'oiseau, comme le nuage… Libre, ma reine, entendez-vous? Comprenez-vous ce qu'il y a de bonheur dans ce mot: libre?… Je vais, je viens, je commande! Ah! pauvre reine! vous n'êtes pas libre, vous! aussi vous soupirez…

	— Tu vas, tu viens, tu commandes! Est-ce donc tout? Et ta liberté ne sert-elle qu'à cela? Voyons, tu es bien joyeuse pour n'être que libre.

	— Votre Majesté m'a promis d'entamer les confidences.

	— Encore Ma Majesté; voyons, nous nous fâcherons, Henriette; as- tu donc oublié nos conventions?

	— Non, votre respectueuse servante devant le monde, ta folle confidente dans le tête-à-tête. N'est-ce pas cela, madame, n'est- ce pas cela, Marguerite?

	— Oui, oui! dit la reine en souriant.

	— Ni rivalités de maisons, ni perfidies d'amour; tout bien, tout bon, tout franc; une alliance enfin offensive et défensive, dans le seul but de rencontrer et de saisir au vol, si nous le rencontrons, cet éphémère qu'on nomme le bonheur.

	— Bien, ma duchesse! c'est cela; et pour renouveler le pacte, embrasse-moi.

	Et les deux charmantes têtes, l'une pâle et voilée de mélancolie, l'autre rosée, blonde et rieuse se rapprochèrent gracieusement et unirent leurs lèvres comme elles avaient uni leurs pensées.

	— Donc il y a du nouveau? demanda la duchesse en fixant sur

	Marguerite un regard avide et curieux.

	— Tout n'est-il pas nouveau depuis deux jours?

	— Oh! je parle d'amour et non de politique, moi. Quand nous aurons l'âge de dame Catherine, ta mère, nous en ferons, de la politique. Mais nous avons vingt ans, ma belle reine, parlons d'autre chose. Voyons, serais-tu mariée pour tout de bon?

	— À qui? dit Marguerite en riant.

	— Ah! tu me rassures, en vérité.

	— Eh bien, Henriette, ce qui te rassure m'épouvante. Duchesse, il faut que je sois mariée.

	— Quand cela?

	— Demain.

	— Ah! bah! vraiment! Pauvre amie! Et c'est nécessaire?

	— Absolument.

	— Mordi! comme dit quelqu'un de ma connaissance, voilà qui est fort triste.

	— Tu connais quelqu'un qui dit: Mordi? demanda en riant

	Marguerite.

	— Oui.

	— Et quel est ce quelqu'un?

	— Tu m'interroges toujours, quand c'est à toi de parler. Achève, et je commencerai.

	— En deux mots, voici: le roi de Navarre est amoureux et ne veut pas de moi. Je ne suis pas amoureuse; mais je ne veux pas de lui. Cependant il faudrait que nous changeassions d'idée l'un et l'autre, ou que nous eussions l'air d'en changer d'ici à demain.

	— Eh bien, change, toi! et tu peux être sûre qu'il changera, lui!

	— Justement, voilà l'impossible; car je suis moins disposée à changer que jamais.

	— À l'égard de ton mari seulement, j'espère!

	— Henriette, j'ai un scrupule.

	— Un scrupule de quoi?

	— De religion. Fais-tu une différence entre les huguenots et les catholiques?

	— En politique?

	— Oui.

	— Sans doute.

	— Mais en amour?

	— Ma chère amie, nous autres femmes, nous sommes tellement païennes, qu'en fait de sectes nous les admettons toutes, qu'en fait de dieux nous en reconnaissons plusieurs.

	— En un seul, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui, dit la duchesse, avec un regard étincelant de paganisme; oui, celui qui s'appelle Éros, Cupido, Amor; oui, celui qui a un carquois, un bandeau et des ailes… Mordi! vive la dévotion!

	— Cependant tu as une manière de prier qui est exclusive; tu jettes des pierres sur la tête des huguenots.

	— Faisons bien et laissons dire… Ah! Marguerite, comme les meilleures idées, comme les plus belles actions se travestissent en passant par la bouche du vulgaire!

	— Le vulgaire! … Mais c'est mon frère Charles qui te félicitait, ce me semble?

	— Ton frère Charles, Marguerite, est un grand chasseur qui sonne du cor toute la journée, ce qui le rend fort maigre… Je récuse donc jusqu'à ses compliments. D'ailleurs, je lui ai répondu, à ton frère Charles… N'as-tu pas entendu ma réponse?

	— Non, tu parlais si bas!

	— Tant mieux, j'aurai plus de nouveau à t'apprendre. Çà! la fin de ta confidence, Marguerite?

	— C'est que… c'est que…

	— Eh bien?

	— C'est que, dit la reine en riant, si la pierre dont parlait mon frère Charles était historique, je m'abstiendrais.

	— Bon! s'écria Henriette, tu as choisi un huguenot. Eh bien, sois tranquille! pour rassurer ta conscience, je te promets d'en choisir un à la première occasion.

	— Ah! il paraît que cette fois tu as pris un catholique?

	— Mordi! reprit la duchesse.

	— Bien, bien! je comprends.

	— Et comment est-il notre huguenot?

	— Je ne l'ai pas choisi; ce jeune homme ne m'est rien, et ne me sera probablement jamais rien.

	— Mais enfin, comment est-il? cela ne t'empêche pas de me le dire, tu sais combien je suis curieuse.

	— Un pauvre jeune homme beau comme le Nisus de Benvenuto Cellini, et qui s'est venu réfugier dans mon appartement.

	— Oh! oh! … et tu ne l'avais pas un peu convoqué?

	— Pauvre garçon! ne ris donc pas ainsi, Henriette, car en ce moment il est encore entre la vie et la mort.

	— Il est donc malade?

	— Il est grièvement blessé.

	— Mais c'est très gênant, un huguenot blessé! surtout dans des jours comme ceux où nous nous trouvons; et qu'en fais-tu de ce huguenot blessé qui ne t'est rien et ne te sera jamais rien?

	— Il est dans mon cabinet; je le cache et je veux le sauver.

	— Il est beau, il est jeune, il est blessé. Tu le caches dans ton cabinet, tu veux le sauver; ce huguenot-là sera bien ingrat s'il n'est pas trop reconnaissant!

	— Il l'est déjà, j'en ai bien peur… plus que je ne le désirerais.

	— Et il t'intéresse… ce pauvre jeune homme?

	— Par humanité… seulement.

	— Ah! l'humanité, ma pauvre reine! c'est toujours cette vertu-là qui nous perd, nous autres femmes!

	— Oui, et tu comprends: comme d'un moment à l'autre le roi, le duc d'Alençon, ma mère, mon mari même… peuvent entrer dans mon appartement…

	— Tu veux me prier de te garder ton petit huguenot, n'est-ce pas, tant qu'il sera malade, à la condition de te le rendre quand il sera guéri?

	— Rieuse! dit Marguerite. Non, je te jure que je ne prépare pas les choses de si loin. Seulement, si tu pouvais trouver un moyen de cacher le pauvre garçon; si tu pouvais lui conserver la vie que je lui ai sauvée; eh bien, je t'avoue que je t'en serais véritablement reconnaissante! Tu es libre à l'hôtel de Guise, tu n'as ni beau-frère, ni mari qui t'espionne ou qui te contraigne, et de plus derrière ta chambre, où personne, chère Henriette, n'a heureusement pour toi le droit d'entrer, un grand cabinet pareil au mien. Eh bien, prête-moi ce cabinet pour mon huguenot; quand il sera guéri tu lui ouvriras la cage et l'oiseau s'envolera.

	— Il n'y a qu'une difficulté, chère reine, c'est que la cage est occupée.

	— Comment! tu as donc aussi sauvé quelqu'un, toi?

	— C'est justement ce que j'ai répondu à ton frère.

	— Ah! je comprends; voilà pourquoi tu parlais si bas que je ne t'ai pas entendue.

	— Écoute, Marguerite, c'est une histoire admirable, non moins belle, non moins poétique que la tienne. Après t'avoir laissé six de mes gardes, j'étais montée avec les six autres à l'hôtel de Guise, et je regardais piller et brûler une maison qui n'est séparée de l'hôtel de mon frère que par la rue des Quatre-Fils, quand tout à coup j'entends crier des femmes et jurer des hommes. Je m'avance sur le balcon et je vois d'abord une épée dont le feu semblait éclairer toute la scène à elle seule. J'admire cette lame furieuse: j'aime les belles choses, moi! … puis je cherche naturellement à distinguer le bras qui la faisait mouvoir, et le corps auquel ce bras appartenait. Au milieu des coups, des cris, je distingue enfin l'homme, et je vois… un héros, un Ajax Télamon; j'entends une voix, une voix de stentor. Je m'enthousiasme, je demeure toute palpitante, tressaillant à chaque coup dont il était menacé, à chaque botte qu'il portait; ç'a été une émotion d'un quart d'heure, vois-tu, ma reine, comme je n'en avais jamais éprouvé, comme j'avais cru qu'il n'en existait pas. Aussi j'étais là, haletante, suspendue, muette, quand tout à coup mon héros a disparu.

	— Comment cela?

	— Sous une pierre que lui a jetée une vieille femme; alors, comme Cyrus, j'ai retrouvé la voix, j'ai crié: À l'aide, au secours! Nos gardes sont venus, l'ont pris, l'ont relevé, et enfin l'ont transporté dans la chambre que tu me demandes pour ton protégé.

	— Hélas! je comprends d'autant mieux cette histoire, chère Henriette, dit Marguerite, que cette histoire est presque la mienne.

	— Avec cette différence, ma reine, que servant mon roi et ma religion, je n'ai point besoin de renvoyer M. Annibal de Coconnas.

	— Il s'appelle Annibal de Coconnas? reprit Marguerite en éclatant de rire.

	— C'est un terrible nom, n'est-ce pas, dit Henriette. Eh bien, celui qui le porte en est digne. Quel champion, mordi! et que de sang il a fait couler! Mets ton masque, ma reine, nous voici à l'hôtel.

	— Pourquoi donc mettre mon masque?

	— Parce que je veux te montrer mon héros.

	— Il est beau?

	— Il m'a semblé magnifique pendant ses batailles. Il est vrai que c'était la nuit à la lueur des flammes. Ce matin, à la lumière du jour, il m'a paru perdre un peu, je l'avoue. Cependant je crois que tu en seras contente.

	— Alors, mon protégé est refusé à l'hôtel de Guise; j'en suis fâchée, car c'est le dernier endroit où l'on viendrait chercher un huguenot.

	— Pas le moins du monde, je le ferai apporter ici ce soir; l'un couchera dans le coin à droite, l'autre dans le coin à gauche.

	— Mais s'ils se reconnaissent l'un pour protestant, l'autre pour catholique, ils vont se dévorer.

	— Oh! il n'y a pas de danger. M. de Coconnas a reçu dans la figure un coup qui fait qu'il n'y voit presque pas clair; ton huguenot a reçu dans la poitrine un coup qui fait qu'il ne peut presque pas remuer… Et puis, d'ailleurs, tu lui recommanderas de garder le silence à l'endroit de la religion, et tout ira à merveille.

	— Allons, soit!

	— Entrons, c'est conclu.

	— Merci, dit Marguerite en serrant la main de son amie.

	— Ici, madame, vous redevenez Majesté, dit la duchesse de Nevers; permettez-moi donc de vous faire les honneurs de l'hôtel de Guise, comme ils doivent être faits à la reine de Navarre.

	Et la duchesse, descendant de sa litière, mit presque un genou en terre pour aider Marguerite à descendre à son tour; puis lui montrant de la main la porte de l'hôtel gardée par deux sentinelles, arquebuse à la main, elle suivit à quelques pas la reine, qui marcha majestueusement précédant la duchesse, qui garda son humble attitude tant qu'elle put être vue. Arrivée à sa chambre, la duchesse ferma sa porte; et appelant sa camériste, Sicilienne des plus alertes:

	— Mica, lui dit-elle en italien, comment va M. le comte?

	— Mais de mieux en mieux, répondit celle-ci.

	— Et que fait-il?

	— En ce moment, je crois, madame, qu'il prend quelque chose.

	— Bien! dit Marguerite, si l'appétit revient, c'est bon signe.

	— Ah! c'est vrai! j'oubliais que tu es une élève d'Ambroise Paré.

	Allez, Mica.

	— Tu la renvoies?

	— Oui, pour qu'elle veille sur nous. Mica sortit.

	— Maintenant, dit la duchesse, veux-tu entrer chez lui, veux-tu que je le fasse venir?

	— Ni l'un, ni l'autre; je voudrais le voir sans être vue.

	— Que t'importe, puisque tu as ton masque?

	— Il peut me reconnaître à mes cheveux, à mes mains, à un bijou.

	— Oh! comme elle est prudente depuis qu'elle est mariée, ma belle reine! Marguerite sourit.

	— Eh bien, mais je ne vois qu'un moyen, continua la duchesse.

	— Lequel?

	— C'est de le regarder par le trou de la serrure.

	— Soit! conduis-moi! La duchesse prit Marguerite par la main, la conduisit à une porte sur laquelle retombait une tapisserie, s'inclina sur un genou et approcha son oeil de l'ouverture que laissait la clef absente.

	— Justement, dit-elle, il est à table et a le visage tourné de notre côté. Viens.

	La reine Marguerite prit la place de son amie et approcha à son tour son oeil du trou de la serrure. Coconnas, comme l'avait dit la duchesse, était assis à une table admirablement servie, et à laquelle ses blessures ne l'empêchaient pas de faire honneur.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! s'écria Marguerite en se reculant.

	— Quoi donc? demanda la duchesse étonnée.

	— Impossible! Non! Si! Oh! sur mon âme! c'est lui-même.

	— Qui, lui-même?

	— Chut! dit Marguerite en se relevant et en saisissant la main de la duchesse, celui qui voulait tuer mon huguenot, qui l'a poursuivi jusque dans ma chambre, qui l'a frappé jusque dans mes bras! Oh! Henriette, quel bonheur qu'il ne m'ait pas aperçue!

	— Eh bien, alors! puisque tu l'as vu à l'oeuvre, n'est-ce pas qu'il était beau?

	— Je ne sais, dit Marguerite, car je regardais celui qu'il poursuivait.

	— Et celui qu'il poursuivait s'appelle?

	— Tu ne prononceras pas son nom devant lui?

	— Non, je te le promets.

	— Lerac de la Mole.

	— Et comment le trouves-tu maintenant?

	— M. de La Mole?

	— Non, M. de Coconnas.

	— Ma foi, dit Marguerite, j'avoue que je lui trouve… Elle s'arrêta.

	— Allons, allons, dit la duchesse, je vois que tu lui en veux de la blessure qu'il a faite à ton huguenot.

	— Mais il me semble, dit Marguerite en riant, que mon huguenot ne lui doit rien, et que la balafre avec laquelle il lui a souligné l'oeil…

	— Ils sont quittes, alors, et nous pouvons les raccommoder.

	Envoie-moi ton blessé.

	— Non, pas encore; plus tard.

	— Quand cela?

	— Quand tu auras prêté au tien une autre chambre.

	— Laquelle donc?

	Marguerite regarda son amie, qui, après un moment de silence, la regarda aussi et se mit à rire.

	— Eh bien, soit! dit la duchesse. Ainsi donc, alliance plus que jamais?

	— Amitié sincère toujours, répondit la reine.

	— Et le mot d'ordre, le signe de reconnaissance, si nous avons besoin l'une de l'autre?

	— Le triple nom de ton triple dieu: Éros-Cupido-Amor. Et les deux femmes se quittèrent après s'être embrassées pour la seconde fois et s'être serré la main pour la vingtième fois.

	XIII Comme il y a des clefs qui ouvrent les portes auxquelles elles ne sont pas destinées

	La reine de Navarre, en rentrant au Louvre, trouva Gillonne dans une grande émotion. Madame de Sauve était venue en son absence. Elle avait apporté une clef que lui avait fait passer la reine mère. Cette clef était celle de la chambre où était renfermé Henri. Il était évident que la reine mère avait besoin, pour un dessein quelconque, que le Béarnais passât cette nuit chez madame de Sauve.

	Marguerite prit la clef, la tourna et la retourna entre ses mains. Elle se fit rendre compte des moindres paroles de madame de Sauve, les pesa lettre par lettre dans son esprit, et crut avoir compris le projet de Catherine.

	Elle prit une plume, de l'encre et écrivit sur son papier:

	«Au lieu d'aller ce soir chez madame de Sauve, venez chez la reine de Navarre. MARGUERITE.»

	Puis elle roula le papier, l'introduisit dans le trou de la clef et ordonna à Gillonne, dès que la nuit serait venue, d'aller glisser cette clef sous la porte du prisonnier.

	Ce premier soin accompli, Marguerite pensa au pauvre blessé; elle ferma toutes les portes, entra dans le cabinet, et, à son grand étonnement, elle trouva La Mole revêtu de ses habits encore tout déchirés et tout tachés de sang.

	En la voyant, il essaya de se lever; mais, chancelant encore, il ne put se tenir debout et retomba sur le canapé dont on avait fait un lit.

	— Mais qu'arrive-t-il donc, monsieur? demanda Marguerite, et pourquoi suivez-vous si mal les ordonnances de votre médecin? Je vous avais recommandé le repos, et voilà qu'au lieu de m'obéir vous faites tout le contraire de ce que j'ai ordonné!

	— Oh! madame, dit Gillonne, ce n'est point ma faute. J'ai prié, supplié monsieur le comte de ne point faire cette folie, mais il m'a déclaré que rien ne le retiendrait plus longtemps au Louvre.

	— Quitter le Louvre! dit Marguerite en regardant avec étonnement le jeune homme, qui baissait les yeux; mais c'est impossible. Vous ne pouvez pas marcher; vous êtes pâle et sans force, on voit trembler vos genoux. Ce matin, votre blessure de l'épaule a saigné encore.

	— Madame, répondit le jeune homme, autant j'ai rendu grâce à Votre Majesté de m'avoir donné asile hier au soir, autant je la supplie de vouloir bien me permettre de partir aujourd'hui.

	— Mais, dit Marguerite étonnée, je ne sais comment qualifier une si folle résolution: c'est pire que de l'ingratitude.

	— Oh! madame! s'écria La Mole en joignant les mains, croyez que, loin d'être ingrat, il y a dans mon coeur un sentiment de reconnaissance qui durera toute ma vie.

	— Il ne durera pas longtemps, alors! dit Marguerite émue à cet accent, qui ne laissait pas de doute sur la sincérité des paroles; car, ou vos blessures se rouvriront et vous mourrez de la perte du sang, ou l'on vous reconnaîtra comme huguenot et vous ne ferez pas cent pas dans la rue sans qu'on vous achève.

	— Il faut pourtant que je quitte le Louvre, murmura La Mole.

	— Il faut! dit Marguerite en le regardant de son regard limpide et profond; puis pâlissant légèrement: Oh, oui! je comprends! dit- elle, pardon, monsieur! Il y a sans doute, hors du Louvre, une personne à qui votre absence donne de cruelles inquiétudes. C'est juste, monsieur de la Mole, c'est naturel, et je comprends cela. Que ne l'avez-vous dit tout de suite, ou plutôt comment n'y ai-je pas songé moi-même! C'est un devoir, quand on exerce l'hospitalité, de protéger les affections de son hôte comme on panse des blessures, et de soigner l'âme comme on soigne le corps.

	— Hélas! madame, répondit La Mole, vous vous trompez étrangement. Je suis presque seul au monde et tout à fait seul à Paris, où personne ne me connaît. Mon assassin est le premier homme à qui j'aie parlé dans cette ville, et Votre Majesté est la première femme qui m'y ait adressé la parole.

	— Alors, dit Marguerite surprise, pourquoi voulez-vous donc vous en aller?

	— Parce que, dit La Mole, la nuit passée, Votre Majesté n'a pris aucun repos, et que cette nuit… Marguerite rougit.

	— Gillonne, dit-elle, voici la nuit venue, je crois qu'il est temps que tu ailles porter la clef. Gillonne sourit et se retira.

	— Mais, continua Marguerite, si vous êtes seul à Paris, sans amis, comment ferez-vous?

	— Madame, j'en aurai beaucoup; car, tandis que j'étais poursuivi, j'ai pensé à ma mère, qui était catholique; il m'a semblé que je la voyais glisser devant moi sur le chemin du Louvre, une croix à la main, et j'ai fait voeu, si Dieu me conservait la vie, d'embrasser la religion de ma mère. Dieu a fait plus que de me conserver la vie, madame; il m'a envoyé un de ses anges pour me la faire aimer.

	— Mais vous ne pourrez marcher; avant d'avoir fait cent pas vous tomberez évanoui.

	— Madame, je me suis essayé aujourd'hui dans le cabinet; je marche lentement et avec souffrance, c'est vrai; mais que j'aille seulement jusqu'à la place du Louvre; une fois dehors, il arrivera ce qu'il pourra.

	Marguerite appuya sa tête sur sa main et réfléchit profondément.

	— Et le roi de Navarre, dit-elle avec intention, vous ne m'en parlez plus. En changeant de religion, avez-vous donc perdu le désir d'entrer à son service?

	— Madame, répondit La Mole en pâlissant, vous venez de toucher à la véritable cause de mon départ… Je sais que le roi de Navarre court les plus grands dangers et que tout le crédit de Votre Majesté comme fille de France suffira à peine à sauver sa tête.

	— Comment, monsieur? demanda Marguerite; que voulez-vous dire et de quels dangers me parlez-vous?

	— Madame, répondit La Mole en hésitant, on entend tout du cabinet où je suis placé.

	— C'est vrai, murmura Marguerite pour elle seule, M. de Guise me l'avait déjà dit. Puis tout haut:

	— Eh bien, ajouta-t-elle, qu'avez-vous donc entendu?

	— Mais d'abord la conversation que Votre Majesté a eue ce matin avec son frère.

	— Avec François? s'écria Marguerite en rougissant.

	— Avec le duc d'Alençon, oui, madame; puis ensuite, après votre départ, celle de mademoiselle Gillonne avec madame de Sauve.

	— Et ce sont ces deux conversations…?

	— Oui, madame. Mariée depuis huit jours à peine, vous aimez votre époux. Votre époux viendra à son tour comme sont venus M. le duc d'Alençon et madame de Sauve. Il vous entretiendra de ses secrets. Eh bien, je ne dois pas les entendre; je serais indiscret… et je ne puis pas… je ne dois pas… surtout je ne veux pas l'être!

	Au ton que La Mole mit à prononcer ces derniers mots, au trouble de sa voix, à l'embarras de sa contenance, Marguerite fut illuminée d'une révélation subite.

	— Ah! dit-elle, vous avez entendu de ce cabinet tout ce qui a été dit dans cette chambre jusqu'à présent?

	— Oui, madame. Ces mots furent soupirés à peine.

	— Et vous voulez partir cette nuit, ce soir, pour n'en pas entendre davantage?

	— À l'instant même, madame! s'il plaît à Votre Majesté de me le permettre.

	— Pauvre enfant! dit Marguerite avec un singulier accent de douce pitié.

	Étonné d'une réponse si douce lorsqu'il s'attendait à quelque brusque riposte, La Mole leva timidement la tête; son regard rencontra celui de Marguerite et demeura rivé comme par une puissance magnétique sur le limpide et profond regard de la reine.

	— Vous vous sentez donc incapable de garder un secret, monsieur de la Mole? dit doucement Marguerite, qui, penchée sur le dossier de son siège, à moitié cachée par l'ombre d'une tapisserie épaisse, jouissait du bonheur de lire couramment dans cette âme en restant impénétrable elle-même.

	— Madame, dit La Mole, je suis une misérable nature, je me défie de moi même, et le bonheur d'autrui me fait mal.

	— Le bonheur de qui? dit Marguerite en souriant; ah! oui, le bonheur du roi de Navarre! Pauvre Henri!

	— Vous voyez bien qu'il est heureux, madame! s'écria vivement La

	Mole.

	— Heureux?…

	— Oui, puisque Votre Majesté le plaint.

	Marguerite chiffonnait la soie de son aumônière et en effilait les torsades d'or.

	— Ainsi, vous refusez de voir le roi de Navarre, dit-elle, c'est arrêté, c'est décidé dans votre esprit?

	— Je crains d'importuner Sa Majesté en ce moment.

	— Mais le duc d'Alençon, mon frère?

	— Oh! madame, s'écria La Mole, M. le duc d'Alençon! non, non; moins encore M. le duc d'Alençon que le roi de Navarre.

	— Parce que…? demanda Marguerite émue au point de trembler en parlant.

	— Parce que, quoique déjà trop mauvais huguenot pour être serviteur bien dévoué de Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre, je ne suis pas encore assez bon catholique pour être des amis de M. d'Alençon et de M. de Guise. Cette fois, ce fut Marguerite qui baissa les yeux et qui sentit le coup vibrer au plus profond de son coeur; elle n'eût pas su dire si le mot de La Mole était pour elle caressant ou douloureux. En ce moment Gillonne rentra. Marguerite l'interrogea d'un coup d'oeil. La réponse de Gillonne, renfermée aussi dans un regard, fut affirmative. Elle était parvenue à faire passer la clef au roi de Navarre. Marguerite ramena ses yeux sur La Mole, qui demeurait devant elle indécis, la tête penchée sur sa poitrine, et pâle comme l'est un homme qui souffre à la fois du corps et de l'âme.

	— Monsieur de la Mole est fier, dit-elle, et j'hésite à lui faire une proposition qu'il refusera sans doute.

	La Mole se leva, fit un pas vers Marguerite et voulut s'incliner devant elle en signe qu'il était à ses ordres; mais une douleur profonde, aiguë, brûlante, vint tirer des larmes de ses yeux, et, sentant qu'il allait tomber, il saisit une tapisserie, à laquelle il se soutint.

	— Voyez-vous, s'écria Marguerite en courant à lui et en le retenant dans ses bras, voyez-vous, monsieur, que vous avez encore besoin de moi!

	Un mouvement à peine sensible agita les lèvres de La Mole.

	— Oh! oui! murmura-t-il, comme de l'air que je respire, comme du jour que je vois!

	En ce moment trois coups retentirent, frappés à la porte de

	Marguerite.

	— Entendez-vous, madame? dit Gillonne effrayée.

	— Déjà! murmura Marguerite.

	— Faut-il ouvrir?

	— Attends. C'est le roi de Navarre peut-être.

	— Oh! madame! s'écria La Mole rendu fort par ces quelques mots, que la reine avait cependant prononcés à voix si basse qu'elle espérait que Gillonne seule les aurait entendus; madame! je vous en supplie à genoux, faites-moi sortir, oui, mort ou vif, madame! Ayez pitié de moi! Oh! vous ne me répondez pas. Eh bien, je vais parler et, quand j'aurai parlé, vous me chasserez, je l'espère.

	— Taisez-vous, malheureux! dit Marguerite, qui ressentait un charme infini à écouter les reproches du jeune homme; taisez-vous donc!

	— Madame, reprit La Mole, qui ne trouvait pas sans doute dans l'accent de Marguerite cette rigueur à laquelle il s'attendait; madame, je vous le répète, on entend tout de ce cabinet. Oh! ne me faites pas mourir d'une mort que les bourreaux les plus cruels n'oseraient inventer.

	— Silence! silence! dit Marguerite.

	— Oh! madame, vous êtes sans pitié; vous ne voulez rien écouter, vous ne voulez rien entendre. Mais comprenez donc que je vous aime…

	— Silence donc, puisque je vous le dis! interrompit Marguerite en appuyant sa main tiède et parfumée sur la bouche du jeune homme, qui la saisit entre ses deux mains et l'appuya contre ses lèvres.

	— Mais…, murmura La Mole.

	— Mais taisez-vous donc, enfant! Qu'est-ce donc que ce rebelle qui ne veut pas obéir à sa reine?

	Puis, s'élançant hors du cabinet, elle referma la porte, et s'adossant à la muraille en comprimant avec sa main tremblante les battements de son coeur:

	— Ouvre, Gillonne! dit-elle. Gillonne sortit de la chambre, et, un instant après, la tête fine, spirituelle et un peu inquiète du roi de Navarre souleva la tapisserie.

	— Vous m'avez mandé, madame? dit le roi de Navarre à Marguerite.

	— Oui, monsieur. Votre Majesté a reçu ma lettre?

	— Et non sans quelque étonnement, je l'avoue, dit Henri en regardant autour de lui avec une défiance bientôt évanouie.

	— Et non sans quelque inquiétude, n'est-ce pas, monsieur? ajouta

	Marguerite.

	— Je vous l'avouerai, madame. Cependant, tout entouré que je suis d'ennemis acharnés et d'amis plus dangereux encore peut-être que mes ennemis, je me suis rappelé qu'un soir j'avais vu rayonner dans vos yeux le sentiment de la générosité: c'était le soir de nos noces; qu'un autre jour j'y avais vu briller l'étoile du courage, et, cet autre jour, c'était hier, jour fixé pour ma mort.

	— Eh bien, monsieur? dit Marguerite en souriant, tandis que Henri semblait vouloir lire jusqu'au fond de son coeur.

	— Eh bien, madame, en songeant à tout cela je me suis dit à l'instant même, en lisant votre billet qui me disait de venir: Sans amis, comme il est, prisonnier, désarmé, le roi de Navarre n'a qu'un moyen de mourir avec éclat, d'une mort qu'enregistre l'histoire, c'est de mourir trahi par sa femme, et je suis venu.

	— Sire, répondit Marguerite, vous changerez de langage quand vous saurez que tout ce qui se fait en ce moment est l'ouvrage d'une personne qui vous aime… et que vous aimez.

	Henri recula presque à ces paroles et son oeil gris et perçant interrogea sous son sourcil noir la reine avec curiosité.

	— Oh! rassurez-vous, Sire! dit la reine en souriant; cette personne, je n'ai pas la prétention de dire que ce soit moi!

	— Mais cependant, madame, dit Henri, c'est vous qui m'avez fait tenir cette clef: cette écriture, c'est la vôtre.

	— Cette écriture est la mienne, je l'avoue, ce billet vient de moi, je ne le nie pas. Quant à cette clef, c'est autre chose.

	Qu'il vous suffise de savoir qu'elle a passé entre les mains de quatre femmes avant d'arriver jusqu'à vous.

	— De quatre femmes! s'écria Henri avec étonnement.

	— Oui, entre les mains de quatre femmes, dit Marguerite; entre les mains de la reine mère, entre les mains de madame de Sauve, entre les mains de Gillonne, et entre les miennes.

	Henri se mit à méditer cette énigme.

	— Parlons raison maintenant, monsieur, dit Marguerite, et surtout parlons franc. Est-il vrai, comme c'est aujourd'hui le bruit public, que Votre Majesté consente à abjurer?

	— Ce bruit public se trompe, madame, je n'ai pas encore consenti.

	— Mais vous êtes décidé, cependant.

	— C'est-à-dire, je me consulte. Que voulez-vous? quand on a vingt ans et qu'on est à peu près roi, ventre-saint-gris! il y a des choses qui valent bien une messe.

	
— Et entre autres choses la vie, n'est-ce pas? Henri ne put réprimer un léger sourire.

	— Vous ne me dites pas toute votre pensée, Sire! dit Marguerite.

	— Je fais des réserves pour mes alliés, madame; car, vous le savez, nous ne sommes encore qu'alliés: si vous étiez à la fois mon alliée… et…

	— Et votre femme, n'est-ce pas, Sire?

	— Ma foi, oui… et ma femme.

	— Alors?

	— Alors, peut-être serait-ce différent; et peut-être tiendrais-je à rester roi des huguenots, comme ils disent… Maintenant, il faut que je me contente de vivre.

	Marguerite regarda Henri d'un air si étrange qu'il eût éveillé les soupçons d'un esprit moins délié que ne l'était celui du roi de Navarre.

	— Et êtes-vous sûr, au moins, d'arriver à ce résultat? dit-elle.

	— Mais à peu près, dit Henri; vous savez qu'en ce monde, madame, on n'est jamais sûr de rien.

	— Il est vrai, reprit Marguerite, que Votre Majesté annonce tant de modération et professe tant de désintéressement, qu'après avoir renoncé à sa couronne, après avoir renoncé à sa religion, elle renoncera probablement, on en a l'espoir du moins, à son alliance avec une fille de France.

	Ces mots portaient avec eux une si profonde signification que Henri en frissonna malgré lui. Mais domptant cette émotion avec la rapidité de l'éclair:

	— Daignez vous souvenir, madame, qu'en ce moment je n'ai point mon libre arbitre. Je ferai donc ce que m'ordonnera le roi de France. Quant à moi, si l'on me consultait le moins du monde dans cette question où il ne va de rien moins que de mon trône, de mon bonheur et de ma vie, plutôt que d'asseoir mon avenir sur les droits que me donne notre mariage forcé, j'aimerais mieux m'ensevelir chasseur dans quelque château, pénitent dans quelque cloître.

	Ce calme résigné à sa situation, cette renonciation aux choses de ce monde, effrayèrent Marguerite. Elle pensa que peut-être cette rupture de mariage était convenue entre Charles IX, Catherine et le roi de Navarre. Pourquoi, elle aussi, ne la prendrait-on pas pour dupe ou pour victime? Parce qu'elle était soeur de l'un et fille de l'autre? L'expérience lui avait appris que ce n'était point là une raison sur laquelle elle pût fonder sa sécurité. L'ambition donc mordit au coeur la jeune femme ou plutôt la jeune reine, trop au-dessus des faiblesses vulgaires pour se laisser entraîner à un dépit d'amour-propre: chez toute femme, même médiocre, lorsqu'elle aime, l'amour n'a point de ces misères, car l'amour véritable est aussi une ambition.

	— Votre Majesté, dit Marguerite avec une sorte de dédain railleur, n'a pas grande confiance, ce me semble, dans l'étoile qui rayonne au-dessus du front de chaque roi?

	— Ah! dit Henri, c'est que j'ai beau chercher la mienne en ce moment, je ne puis la voir, cachée qu'elle est dans l'orage qui gronde sur moi à cette heure.

	— Et si le souffle d'une femme écartait cet orage, et faisait cette étoile aussi brillante que jamais?

	— C'est bien difficile, dit Henri.

	— Niez-vous l'existence de cette femme, monsieur?

	— Non, seulement je nie son pouvoir.

	— Vous voulez dire sa volonté?

	— J'ai dit son pouvoir, et je répète le mot. La femme n'est réellement puissante que lorsque l'amour et l'intérêt sont réunis chez elle à un degré égal; et si l'un de ces deux sentiments la préoccupe seule, comme Achille elle est vulnérable. Or, cette femme, si je ne m'abuse, je ne puis pas compter sur son amour.

	Marguerite se tut.

	— Écoutez, continua Henri; au dernier tintement de la cloche de Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois, vous avez dû songer à reconquérir votre liberté qu'on avait mise en gage pour détruire ceux de mon parti. Moi, j'ai dû songer à sauver ma vie. C'était le plus pressé. Nous y perdons la Navarre, je le sais bien; mais c'est peu de chose que la Navarre en comparaison de la liberté qui vous est rendue de pouvoir parler haut dans votre chambre, ce que vous n'osiez pas faire quand vous aviez quelqu'un qui vous écoutait de ce cabinet.

	Quoique au plus fort de sa préoccupation, Marguerite ne put s'empêcher de sourire. Quant au roi de Navarre, il s'était déjà levé pour regagner son appartement; car depuis quelque temps onze heures étaient sonnées, et tout dormait ou du moins semblait dormir au Louvre.

	Henri fit trois pas vers la porte; puis, s'arrêtant tout à coup, comme s'il se rappelait seulement à cette heure la circonstance qui l'avait amené chez la reine:

	— À propos, madame, dit-il, n'avez-vous point à me communiquer certaines choses; ou ne vouliez-vous que m'offrir l'occasion de vous remercier du répit que votre brave présence dans le cabinet des Armes du roi m'a donné hier? En vérité, madame, il était temps, je ne puis le nier, et vous êtes descendue sur le lieu de la scène comme la divinité antique, juste à point pour me sauver la vie.

	— Malheureux! s'écria Marguerite d'une voix sourde, et saisissant le bras de son mari. Comment donc ne voyez-vous pas que rien n'est sauvé au contraire, ni votre liberté, ni votre couronne, ni votre vie! … Aveugle! fou! pauvre fou! Vous n'avez pas vu dans ma lettre autre chose, n'est-ce pas, qu'un rendez-vous? vous avez cru que Marguerite, outrée de vos froideurs, désirait une réparation?

	— Mais, madame, dit Henri étonné, j'avoue… Marguerite haussa les épaules avec une expression impossible à rendre. Au même instant un bruit étrange, comme un grattement aigu et pressé retentit à la petite porte dérobée. Marguerite entraîna le roi du côté de cette petite porte.

	— Écoutez, dit-elle.

	— La reine mère sort de chez elle, murmura une voix saccadée par la terreur et que Henri reconnut à l'instant même pour celle de madame de Sauve.

	— Et où va-t-elle? demanda Marguerite.

	— Elle vient chez Votre Majesté.

	Et aussitôt le frôlement d'une robe de soie prouva, en s'éloignant, que madame de Sauve s'enfuyait.

	— Oh! oh! s'écria Henri.

	— J'en étais sûre, dit Marguerite.

	— Et moi je le craignais, dit Henri, et la preuve, voyez. Alors, d'un geste rapide, il ouvrit son pourpoint de velours noir, et sur sa poitrine fit voir à Marguerite une fine tunique de mailles d'acier et un long poignard de Milan qui brilla aussitôt à sa main comme une vipère au soleil.

	— Il s'agit bien ici de fer et de cuirasse! s'écria Marguerite; allons, Sire, allons, cachez cette dague: c'est la reine mère, c'est vrai; mais c'est la reine mère toute seule.

	— Cependant…

	— C'est elle, je l'entends, silence!

	Et, se penchant à l'oreille de Henri, elle lui dit à voix basse quelques mots que le jeune roi écouta avec une attention mêlée d'étonnement.

	Aussitôt Henri se déroba derrière les rideaux du lit.

	De son côté, Marguerite bondit avec l'agilité d'une panthère vers le cabinet où La Mole attendait en frissonnant, l'ouvrit, chercha le jeune homme, et lui prenant, lui serrant la main dans l'obscurité:

	— Silence! lui dit-elle en s'approchant si près de lui qu'il sentit son souffle tiède et embaumé couvrir son visage d'une moite vapeur, silence!

	Puis, rentrant dans sa chambre et refermant la porte, elle détacha sa coiffure, coupa avec son poignard tous les lacets de sa robe et se jeta dans le lit.

	Il était temps, la clef tournait dans la serrure. Catherine avait des passe-partout pour toutes les portes du Louvre.

	— Qui est là? s'écria Marguerite, tandis que Catherine consignait à la porte une garde de quatre gentilshommes qui l'avait accompagnée.

	Et, comme si elle eût été effrayée de cette brusque irruption dans sa chambre, Marguerite sortant de dessous les rideaux en peignoir blanc, sauta à bas du lit, et, reconnaissant Catherine, vint, avec une surprise trop bien imitée pour que la Florentine elle-même n'en fût pas dupe, baiser la main de sa mère.

	XIV

	Seconde nuit de noces

	La reine mère promena son regard autour d'elle avec une merveilleuse rapidité. Des mules de velours au pied du lit, les habits de Marguerite épars sur des chaises, ses yeux qu'elle frottait pour en chasser le sommeil, convainquirent Catherine qu'elle avait réveillé sa fille.

	Alors elle sourit comme une femme qui a réussi dans ses projets, et tirant son fauteuil:

	— Asseyons-nous, Marguerite, dit-elle, et causons.

	— Madame, je vous écoute.

	— Il est temps, dit Catherine en fermant les yeux avec cette lenteur particulière aux gens qui réfléchissent ou qui dissimulent profondément, il est temps, ma fille, que vous compreniez combien votre frère et moi aspirons à vous rendre heureuse.

	L'exorde était effrayant pour qui connaissait Catherine.

	— Que va-t-elle me dire? pensa Marguerite.

	— Certes, en vous mariant, continua la Florentine, nous avons accompli un de ces actes de politique commandés souvent par de graves intérêts à ceux qui gouvernent. Mais il le faut avouer, ma pauvre enfant, nous ne pensions pas que la répugnance du roi de Navarre pour vous, si jeune, si belle et si séduisante, demeurerait opiniâtre à ce point.

	Marguerite se leva, et fit, en croisant sa robe de nuit, une cérémonieuse révérence à sa mère.

	— J'apprends de ce soir seulement, dit Catherine, car sans cela je vous eusse visitée plus tôt, j'apprends que votre mari est loin d'avoir pour vous les égards qu'on doit non seulement à une jolie femme, mais encore à une fille de France.

	Marguerite poussa un soupir, et Catherine, encouragée par cette muette adhésion, continua:

	— En effet, que le roi de Navarre entretienne publiquement une de mes filles, qui l'adore jusqu'au scandale, qu'il fasse mépris pour cet amour de la femme qu'on a bien voulu lui accorder, c'est un malheur auquel nous ne pouvons remédier, nous autres pauvres tout- puissants, mais que punirait le moindre gentilhomme de notre royaume en appelant son gendre ou en le faisant appeler par son fils.

	Marguerite baissa la tête.

	— Depuis assez longtemps, continua Catherine, je vois, ma fille, à vos yeux rougis, à vos amères sorties contre la Sauve, que la plaie de votre coeur ne peut, malgré vos efforts, toujours saigner en dedans.

	Marguerite tressaillit: un léger mouvement avait agité les rideaux; mais heureusement Catherine ne s'en était pas aperçue.

	— Cette plaie, dit-elle en redoublant d'affectueuse douceur, cette plaie, mon enfant, c'est à la main d'une mère qu'il appartient de la guérir. Ceux qui, en croyant faire votre bonheur, ont décidé votre mariage, et qui, dans leur sollicitude pour vous, remarquent que chaque nuit Henri de Navarre se trompe d'appartement; ceux qui ne peuvent permettre qu'un roitelet comme lui offense à tout instant une femme de votre beauté, de votre rang et de votre mérite, par le dédain de votre personne et la négligence de sa postérité; ceux qui voient enfin qu'au premier vent qu'il croira favorable, cette folle et insolente tête tournera contre notre famille et vous expulsera de sa maison; ceux-là n'ont-ils pas le droit d'assurer, en le séparant du sien, votre avenir d'une façon à la fois plus digne de vous et de votre condition?

	— Cependant, madame, répondit Marguerite, malgré ces observations tout empreintes d'amour maternel, et qui me comblent de joie et d'honneur, j'aurai la hardiesse de représenter à Votre Majesté que le roi de Navarre est mon époux.

	Catherine fit un mouvement de colère, et se rapprochant de

	Marguerite:

	— Lui, dit-elle, votre époux? Suffit-il donc pour être mari et femme que l'Église vous ait bénis? et la consécration du mariage est-elle seulement dans les paroles du prêtre? Lui, votre époux? Eh! ma fille, si vous étiez madame de Sauve vous pourriez me faire cette réponse. Mais, tout au contraire de ce que nous attendions de lui, depuis que vous avez accordé à Henri de Navarre l'honneur de vous nommer sa femme, c'est à une autre qu'il en a donné les droits, et, en ce moment même, dit Catherine en haussant la voix, venez, venez avec moi, cette clef ouvre la porte de l'appartement de madame de Sauve, et vous verrez.

	— Oh! plus bas, plus bas, madame, je vous prie, dit Marguerite, car non seulement vous vous trompez, mais encore…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, vous allez réveiller mon mari. À ces mots, Marguerite se leva avec une grâce toute voluptueuse, et laissant flotter entrouverte sa robe de nuit, dont les manches courtes laissaient à nu son bras d'un modelé si pur, et sa main véritablement royale, elle approcha un flambeau de cire rosée du lit, et, relevant le rideau, elle montra du doigt, en souriant à sa mère, le profil fier, les cheveux noirs et la bouche entrouverte du roi de Navarre, qui semblait, sur la couche en désordre, reposer du plus calme et du plus profond sommeil. Pâle, les yeux hagards, le corps cambré en arrière comme si un abîme se fût ouvert sur ses pas, Catherine poussa, non pas un cri, mais un rugissement sourd.

	— Vous voyez, madame, dit Marguerite, que vous étiez mal informée.

	Catherine jeta un regard sur Marguerite, puis un autre sur Henri. Elle unit dans sa pensée active l'image de ce front pâle et moite, de ces yeux entourés d'un léger cercle de bistre, au sourire de Marguerite, et elle mordit ses lèvres minces avec une fureur silencieuse.

	Marguerite permit à sa mère de contempler un instant ce tableau, qui faisait sur elle l'effet de la tête de Méduse. Puis elle laissa retomber le rideau, et, marchant sur la pointe du pied, elle revint près de Catherine, et, reprenant sa place sur sa chaise:

	— Vous disiez donc, madame? La Florentine chercha pendant quelques secondes à sonder cette naïveté de la jeune femme; puis, comme si ses regards éthérés se fussent émoussés sur le calme de Marguerite:

	— Rien, dit-elle. Et elle sortit à grands pas de l'appartement. Aussitôt que le bruit de ses pas se fut assourdi dans la profondeur du corridor, le rideau du lit s'ouvrit de nouveau, et Henri, l'oeil brillant, la respiration oppressée, la main tremblante, vint s'agenouiller devant Marguerite. Il était seulement vêtu de ses trousses et de sa cotte de mailles, de sorte qu'en le voyant ainsi affublé, Marguerite, tout en lui serrant la main de bon coeur, ne put s'empêcher d'éclater de rire.

	— Ah! madame, ah! Marguerite, s'écria-t-il, comment m'acquitterai-je jamais envers vous?

	Et il couvrait sa main de baisers, qui de la main montaient insensiblement au bras de la jeune femme.

	— Sire, dit-elle en se reculant tout doucement, oubliez-vous qu'à cette heure une pauvre femme, à laquelle vous devez la vie, souffre et gémit pour vous? Madame de Sauve, ajouta-t-elle tout bas, vous a fait le sacrifice de sa jalousie en vous envoyant près de moi, et peut-être, après vous avoir fait le sacrifice de sa jalousie, vous fait-elle celui de sa vie, car, vous le savez mieux que personne, la colère de ma mère est terrible.

	Henri frissonna, et, se relevant, fit un mouvement pour sortir.

	— Oh! mais, dit Marguerite avec une admirable coquetterie, je réfléchis et me rassure. La clef vous a été donnée sans indication, et vous serez censé m'avoir accordé ce soir la préférence.

	— Et je vous l'accorde, Marguerite; consentez-vous seulement à oublier…

	— Plus bas, Sire, plus bas, répliqua la reine parodiant les paroles que dix minutes auparavant elle venait d'adresser à sa mère; on vous entend du cabinet, et comme je ne suis pas encore tout à fait libre, Sire, je vous prierai de parler moins haut.

	— Oh! oh! dit Henri, moitié riant, moitié assombri, c'est vrai; j'oubliais que ce n'est probablement pas moi qui suis destiné à jouer la fin de cette scène intéressante. Ce cabinet…

	— Entrons-y, Sire, dit Marguerite, car je veux avoir l'honneur de présenter à Votre Majesté un brave gentilhomme blessé pendant le massacre, en venant avertir jusque dans le Louvre Votre Majesté du danger qu'elle courait.

	La reine s'avança vers la porte. Henri suivit sa femme. La porte s'ouvrit, et Henri demeura stupéfait en voyant un homme dans ce cabinet prédestiné aux surprises. Mais La Mole fut plus surpris encore en se trouvant inopinément en face du roi de Navarre. Il en résulta que Henri jeta un coup d'oeil ironique à Marguerite, qui le soutint à merveille.

	— Sire, dit Marguerite, j'en suis réduite à craindre qu'on ne tue dans mon logis même ce gentilhomme, qui est dévoué au service de Votre Majesté, et que je mets sous sa protection.

	— Sire, reprit alors le jeune homme, je suis le comte Lerac de la Mole, que Votre Majesté attendait, et qui vous avait été recommandé par ce pauvre M. de Téligny, qui a été tué à mes côtés.

	— Ah! ah! fit Henri, en effet, monsieur, et la reine m'a remis sa lettre; mais n'aviez-vous pas aussi une lettre de M. le gouverneur du Languedoc?

	— Oui, Sire, et recommandation de la remettre à Votre Majesté aussitôt mon arrivée.

	— Pourquoi ne l'avez-vous pas fait?

	— Sire, je me suis rendu au Louvre dans la soirée d'hier; mais

	Votre Majesté était tellement occupée, qu'elle n'a pu me recevoir.

	— C'est vrai, dit le roi; mais vous eussiez pu, ce me semble, me faire passer cette lettre?

	— J'avais ordre, de la part de M. d'Auriac, de ne la remettre qu'à Votre Majesté elle-même; car elle contenait, m'a-t-il assuré, un avis si important, qu'il n'osait le confier à un messager ordinaire.

	— En effet, dit le roi en prenant et en lisant la lettre, c'était l'avis de quitter la cour et de me retirer en Béarn. M. d'Auriac était de mes bons amis, quoique catholique, et il est probable que, comme gouverneur de province, il avait vent de ce qui s'est passé. Ventre-saint-gris! monsieur, pourquoi ne pas m'avoir remis cette lettre il y a trois jours au lieu de ne me la remettre qu'aujourd'hui?

	— Parce que, ainsi que j'ai eu l'honneur de le dire à Votre Majesté, quelque diligence que j'aie faite, je n'ai pu arriver qu'hier.

	— C'est fâcheux, c'est fâcheux, murmura le roi; car à cette heure nous serions en sûreté, soit à La Rochelle, soit dans quelque bonne plaine, avec deux à trois mille chevaux autour de nous.

	— Sire, ce qui est fait est fait, dit Marguerite à demi-voix, et, au lieu de perdre votre temps à récriminer sur le passé, il s'agit de tirer le meilleur parti possible de l'avenir.

	— À ma place, dit Henri avec son regard interrogateur, vous auriez donc encore quelque espoir, madame?

	— Oui, certes, et je regarderais le jeu engagé comme une partie en trois points, dont je n'ai perdu que la première manche.

	— Ah! madame, dit tout bas Henri, si j'étais sûr que vous fussiez de moitié dans mon jeu…

	— Si j'avais voulu passer du côté de vos adversaires, répondit

	Marguerite, il me semble que je n'eusse point attendu si tard.

	— C'est juste, dit Henri, je suis un ingrat, et, comme vous dites, tout peut encore se réparer aujourd'hui.

	— Hélas! Sire, répliqua La Mole, je souhaite à Votre Majesté toutes sortes de bonheurs; mais aujourd'hui nous n'avons plus M. l'amiral.

	Henri se mit à sourire de ce sourire de paysan matois que l'on ne comprit à la cour que le jour où il fut roi de France.

	— Mais, madame, reprit-il en regardant La Mole avec attention, ce gentilhomme ne peut demeurer chez vous sans vous gêner infiniment et sans être exposé à de fâcheuses surprises. Qu'en ferez-vous?

	— Mais, Sire, dit Marguerite, ne pourrions-nous le faire sortir du Louvre? car en tous points je suis de votre avis.

	— C'est difficile.

	— Sire, M. de La Mole ne peut-il trouver un peu de place dans la maison de Votre Majesté?

	— Hélas! madame, vous me traitez toujours comme si j'étais encore roi des huguenots et comme si j'avais encore un peuple. Vous savez bien que je suis à moitié converti et que je n'ai plus de peuple du tout.

	Une autre que Marguerite se fût empressée de répondre sur-le- champ: _Il _est catholique. Mais la reine voulait se faire demander par Henri ce qu'elle désirait obtenir de lui. Quant à La Mole, voyant cette réserve de sa protectrice et ne sachant encore où poser le pied sur le terrain glissant d'une cour aussi dangereuse que l'était celle de France, il se tut également.

	— Mais, reprit Henri, relisant la lettre apportée par La Mole, que me dit donc M. le gouverneur de Provence, que votre mère était catholique et que de là vient l'amitié qu'il vous porte?

	— Et à moi, dit Marguerite, que me parliez-vous d'un voeu que vous avez fait, monsieur le comte, d'un changement de religion? Mes idées se brouillent à cet égard; aidez-moi donc, monsieur de la Mole. Ne s'agissait-il pas de quelque chose de semblable à ce que paraît désirer le roi?

	— Hélas! oui; mais Votre Majesté a si froidement accueilli mes explications à cet égard, reprit La Mole, que je n'ai point osé…

	— C'est que tout cela ne me regardait aucunement, monsieur.

	Expliquez au roi, expliquez.

	— Eh bien, qu'est-ce que ce voeu? demanda le roi.

	— Sire, dit La Mole, poursuivi par des assassins, sans armes, presque mourant de mes deux blessures, il m'a semblé voir l'ombre de ma mère me guidant vers le Louvre une croix à la main. Alors j'ai fait le voeu, si j'avais la vie sauve, d'adopter la religion de ma mère, à qui Dieu avait permis de sortir de son tombeau pour me servir de guide pendant cette horrible nuit. Dieu m'a conduit ici, Sire. Je m'y vois sous la double protection d'une fille de France et du roi de Navarre. Ma vie a été sauvée miraculeusement; je n'ai donc qu'à accomplir mon voeu, Sire. Je suis prêt à me faire catholique.

	Henri fronça le sourcil. Le sceptique qu'il était comprenait bien l'abjuration par intérêt; mais il doutait fort de l'abjuration par la foi.

	— Le roi ne veut pas se charger de mon protégé, pensa Marguerite.

	La Mole cependant demeurait timide et gêné entre les deux volontés contraires. Il sentait bien, sans se l'expliquer, le ridicule de sa position. Ce fut encore Marguerite qui, avec sa délicatesse de femme, le tira de ce mauvais pas.

	— Sire, dit-elle, nous oublions que le pauvre blessé a besoin de repos. Moi même je tombe de sommeil. Eh! tenez!

	La Mole pâlissait en effet; mais c'étaient les dernières paroles de Marguerite qu'il avait entendues et interprétées qui le faisaient pâlir.

	— Eh bien, madame, dit Henri, rien de plus simple; ne pouvons- nous laisser reposer M. de La Mole?

	Le jeune homme adressa à Marguerite un regard suppliant et, malgré la présence des deux Majestés, se laissa aller sur un siège, brisé de douleur et de fatigue.

	Marguerite comprit tout ce qu'il y avait d'amour dans ce regard et de désespoir dans cette faiblesse.

	— Sire, dit-elle, il convient à Votre Majesté de faire à ce jeune gentilhomme, qui a risqué sa vie pour son roi, puisqu'il accourait ici pour vous annoncer la mort de l'amiral et de Téligny, lorsqu'il a été blessé; il convient, dis-je, à Votre Majesté de lui faire un honneur dont il sera reconnaissant toute sa vie.

	— Et lequel, madame? dit Henri. Commandez, je suis prêt.

	— M. de La Mole couchera cette nuit aux pieds de Votre Majesté, qui couchera, elle, sur ce lit de repos. Quant à moi, avec la permission de mon auguste époux, ajouta Marguerite en souriant, je vais appeler Gillonne et me remettre au lit; car, je vous le jure, Sire, je ne suis pas celle de nous trois qui ai le moins besoin de repos.

	Henri avait de l'esprit, peut-être un peu trop même: ses amis et ses ennemis le lui reprochèrent plus tard. Mais il comprit que celle qui l'exilait de la couche conjugale en avait acquis le droit par l'indifférence même qu'il avait manifestée pour elle; d'ailleurs, Marguerite venait de se venger de cette indifférence en lui sauvant la vie. Il ne mit donc pas d'amour-propre dans sa réponse.

	— Madame, dit-il, si M. de La Mole était en état de passer dans mon appartement, je lui offrirais mon propre lit.

	— Oui, reprit Marguerite, mais votre appartement, à cette heure, ne vous peut protéger ni l'un ni l'autre, et la prudence veut que Votre Majesté demeure ici jusqu'à demain.

	Et, sans attendre la réponse du roi, elle appela Gillonne, fit préparer les coussins pour le roi, et aux pieds du roi un lit pour La Mole, qui semblait si heureux et si satisfait de cet honneur, qu'on eût juré qu'il ne sentait plus ses blessures.

	Quant à Marguerite, elle tira au roi une cérémonieuse révérence, et, rentrée dans sa chambre bien verrouillée de tous côtés, elle s'étendit dans son lit.

	— Maintenant, se dit Marguerite à elle-même, il faut que demain M. de La Mole ait un protecteur au Louvre, et tel fait ce soir la sourde oreille qui demain se repentira.

	Puis elle fit signe à Gillonne, qui attendait ses derniers ordres, de venir les recevoir. Gillonne s'approcha.

	— Gillonne, lui dit-elle tout bas, il faut que demain, sous un prétexte quelconque, mon frère, le duc d'Alençon, ait envie de venir ici avant huit heures du matin.

	Deux heures sonnaient au Louvre. La Mole causa un instant politique avec le roi, qui peu à peu s'endormit, et bientôt ronfla aux éclats, comme s'il eût été couché dans son lit de cuir de Béarn. La Mole eût peut-être dormi comme le roi; mais Marguerite ne dormait pas; elle se tournait et se retournait dans son lit, et ce bruit troublait les idées et le sommeil du jeune homme.

	— Il est bien jeune, murmurait Marguerite au milieu de son insomnie, il est bien timide; peut-être même, il faudra voir cela, peut-être même sera-t-il ridicule; de beaux yeux cependant… une taille bien prise, beaucoup de charmes; mais s'il allait ne pas être brave! … Il fuyait… Il abjure… c'est fâcheux, le rêve commençait bien; allons… Laissons aller les choses et rapportons-nous-en au triple dieu de cette folle Henriette.

	Et vers le jour Marguerite finit enfin par s'endormir en murmurant: Éros-Cupido-Amor.

	XV

	Ce que femme veut Dieu le veut

	Marguerite ne s'était pas trompée: la colère amassée au fond du coeur de Catherine par cette comédie, dont elle voyait l'intrigue sans avoir la puissance de rien changer au dénouement, avait besoin de déborder sur quelqu'un. Au lieu de rentrer chez elle, la reine mère monta directement chez sa dame d'atours.

	Madame de Sauve s'attendait à deux visites: elle espérait celle de Henri, elle craignait celle de la reine mère. Au lit, à moitié vêtue, tandis que Dariole veillait dans l'antichambre, elle entendit tourner une clef dans la serrure, puis s'approcher des pas lents et qui eussent paru lourds s'ils n'eussent pas été assourdis par d'épais tapis. Elle ne reconnut point là la marche légère et empressée de Henri; elle se douta qu'on empêchait Dariole de la venir avertir; et, appuyée sur sa main, l'oreille et l'oeil tendus, elle attendit.

	La portière se leva, et la jeune femme, frissonnante, vit paraître

	Catherine de Médicis.

	Catherine semblait calme; mais madame de Sauve habituée à l'étudier depuis deux ans comprit tout ce que ce calme apparent cachait de sombres préoccupations et peut-être de cruelles vengeances.

	Madame de Sauve, en apercevant Catherine, voulut sauter en bas de son lit; mais Catherine leva le doigt pour lui faire signe de rester, et la pauvre Charlotte demeura clouée à sa place, amassant intérieurement toutes les forces de son âme pour faire face à l'orage qui se préparait silencieusement.

	— Avez-vous fait tenir la clef au roi de Navarre? demanda Catherine sans que l'accent de sa voix indiquât aucune altération; seulement ces paroles étaient prononcées avec des lèvres de plus en plus blêmissantes.

	— Oui, madame…, répondit Charlotte d'une voix qu'elle tentait inutilement de rendre aussi assurée que l'était celle de Catherine.

	— Et vous l'avez vu?

	— Qui? demanda madame de Sauve.

	— Le roi de Navarre?

	— Non, madame; mais je l'attends, et j'avais même cru, en entendant tourner une clef dans la serrure, que c'était lui qui venait.

	À cette réponse, qui annonçait dans madame de Sauve ou une parfaite confiance ou une suprême dissimulation, Catherine ne put retenir un léger frémissement. Elle crispa sa main grasse et courte.

	— Et cependant tu savais bien, dit-elle avec son méchant sourire, tu savais bien, Carlotta, que le roi de Navarre ne viendrait point cette nuit.

	— Moi, madame, je savais cela! s'écria Charlotte avec un accent de surprise parfaitement bien jouée.

	— Oui, tu le savais.

	— Pour ne point venir, reprit la jeune femme frissonnante à cette seule supposition, il faut donc qu'il soit mort!

	Ce qui donnait à Charlotte le courage de mentir ainsi, c'était la certitude qu'elle avait d'une terrible vengeance, dans le cas où sa petite trahison serait découverte.

	— Mais tu n'as donc pas écrit au roi de Navarre, Carlotta mia? demanda Catherine avec ce même rire silencieux et cruel.

	— Non, madame, répondit Charlotte avec un admirable accent de naïveté; Votre Majesté ne me l'avait pas dit, ce me semble.

	Il se fit un moment de silence pendant lequel Catherine regarda madame de Sauve comme le serpent regarde l'oiseau qu'il veut fasciner.

	— Tu te crois belle, dit alors Catherine; tu te crois adroite, n'est-ce pas?

	— Non, madame, répondit Charlotte, je sais seulement que Votre Majesté a été parfois d'une bien grande indulgence pour moi, quand il s'agissait de mon adresse et de ma beauté.

	— Eh bien, dit Catherine en s'animant, tu te trompais si tu as cru cela, et moi je mentais si je te l'ai dit, tu n'es qu'une sotte et qu'une laide près de ma fille Margot.

	— Oh! ceci, madame, c'est vrai! dit Charlotte, et je n'essaierai pas même de le nier, surtout à vous.

	— Aussi, continua Catherine, le roi de Navarre te préfère-t-il de beaucoup ma fille, et ce n'était pas ce que tu voulais, je crois, ni ce dont nous étions convenues.

	— Hélas, madame! dit Charlotte éclatant cette fois en sanglots sans qu'elle eût besoin de se faire aucune violence, si cela est ainsi, je suis bien malheureuse.

	— Cela est, dit Catherine en enfonçant comme un double poignard le double rayon de ses yeux dans le coeur de madame de Sauve.

	— Mais qui peut vous le faire croire? demanda Charlotte.

	— Descends chez la reine de Navarre, _pazza! _et tu y trouveras ton amant.

	— Oh! fit madame de Sauve. Catherine haussa les épaules.

	— Es-tu jalouse, par hasard? demanda la reine mère.

	— Moi? dit madame de Sauve, rappelant à elle toute sa force prête à l'abandonner.

	— Oui, toi! je serais curieuse de voir une jalousie de Française.

	— Mais, dit madame de Sauve, comment Votre Majesté veut-elle que je sois jalouse autrement que d'amour-propre? je n'aime le roi de Navarre qu'autant qu'il le faut pour le service de Votre Majesté!

	Catherine la regarda un moment avec des yeux rêveurs.

	— Ce que tu me dis là peut, à tout prendre, être vrai, murmura-t- elle.

	— Votre Majesté lit dans mon coeur.

	— Et ce coeur m'est tout dévoué?

	— Ordonnez, madame, et vous en jugerez.

	— Eh bien, puisque tu te sacrifies à mon service, Carlotta, il faut, pour mon service toujours, que tu sois très éprise du roi de Navarre, et très jalouse surtout, jalouse comme une Italienne.

	— Mais, madame, demanda Charlotte, de quelle façon une Italienne est-elle jalouse?

	— Je te le dirai, reprit Catherine. Et, après avoir fait deux ou trois mouvements de tête du haut en bas, elle sortit silencieusement et lentement, comme elle était rentrée. Charlotte, troublée par le clair regard de ces yeux dilatés comme ceux du chat et de la panthère, sans que cette dilatation lui fît rien perdre de sa profondeur, la laissa partir sans prononcer un seul mot, sans même laisser à son souffle la liberté de se faire entendre, et elle ne respira que lorsqu'elle eut entendu la porte se refermer derrière elle et que Dariole fut venue lui dire que la terrible apparition était bien évanouie.

	— Dariole, lui dit-elle alors, traîne un fauteuil près de mon lit et passe la nuit dans ce fauteuil. Je t'en prie, car je n'oserais pas rester seule.

	Dariole obéit; mais malgré la compagnie de sa femme de chambre, qui restait près d'elle, malgré la lumière de la lampe qu'elle ordonna de laisser allumée pour plus grande tranquillité, madame de Sauve aussi ne s'endormit qu'au jour, tant bruissait à son oreille le métallique accent de la voix de Catherine.

	Cependant, quoique endormie au moment où le jour commençait à paraître, Marguerite se réveilla au premier son des trompettes, aux premiers aboiements des chiens. Elle se leva aussitôt et commença de revêtir un costume si négligé qu'il en était prétentieux. Alors elle appela ses femmes, fit introduire dans son antichambre les gentilshommes du service ordinaire du roi de Navarre; puis, ouvrant la porte qui enfermait sous la même clef Henri et de la Mole, elle donna du regard un bonjour affectueux à ce dernier, et appelant son mari:

	— Allons, Sire, dit-elle, ce n'est pas le tout que d'avoir fait croire à madame ma mère ce qui n'est pas, il convient encore que vous persuadiez toute votre cour de la parfaite intelligence qui règne entre nous. Mais tranquillisez-vous, ajouta-t-elle en riant, et retenez bien mes paroles, que la circonstance fait presque solennelles: Aujourd'hui sera la dernière fois que je mettrai Votre Majesté à cette cruelle épreuve.

	Le roi de Navarre sourit et ordonna qu'on introduisît ses gentilshommes. Au moment où ils le saluaient, il fit semblant de s'apercevoir seulement que son manteau était resté sur le lit de la reine; il leur fit ses excuses de les recevoir ainsi, prit son manteau des mains de Marguerite rougissante, et l'agrafa sur son épaule. Puis, se tournant vers eux, il leur demanda des nouvelles de la ville et de la cour.

	Marguerite remarquait du coin de l'oeil l'imperceptible étonnement que produisit sur le visage des gentilshommes cette intimité qui venait de se révéler entre le roi et la reine de Navarre, lorsqu'un huissier entra suivi de trois ou quatre gentilshommes, et annonçant le duc d'Alençon.

	Pour le faire venir, Gillonne avait eu besoin de lui apprendre seulement que le roi avait passé la nuit chez sa femme.

	François entra si rapidement qu'il faillit, en les écartant, renverser ceux qui le précédaient. Son premier coup d'oeil fut pour Henri. Marguerite n'eut que le second.

	Henri lui répondit par un salut courtois. Marguerite composa son visage, qui exprima la plus parfaite sérénité.

	D'un autre regard vague, mais scrutateur, le duc embrassa alors toute la chambre; il vit le lit aux tapisseries dérangées, le double oreiller affaissé au chevet, le chapeau du roi jeté sur une chaise.

	Il pâlit; mais se remettant sur-le-champ:

	— Mon frère Henri, dit-il, venez-vous jouer ce matin à la paume avec le roi?

	— Le roi me fait-il cet honneur de m'avoir choisi, demanda Henri, ou n'est-ce qu'une attention de votre part, mon beau-frère?

	— Mais non, le roi n'a point parlé de cela, dit le duc un peu embarrassé; mais n'êtes-vous point de sa partie ordinaire?

	Henri sourit, car il s'était passé tant et de si graves choses depuis la dernière partie qu'il avait faite avec le roi, qu'il n'y aurait rien eu d'étonnant à ce que Charles IX eût changé ses joueurs habituels.

	— J'y vais, mon frère! dit Henri en souriant.

	— Venez, reprit le duc.

	— Vous vous en allez? demanda Marguerite.

	— Oui, ma soeur.

	— Vous êtes donc pressé?

	— Très pressé.

	— Si cependant je réclamais de vous quelques minutes?

	Une pareille demande était si rare dans la bouche de Marguerite, que son frère la regarda en rougissant et en pâlissant tour à tour.

	— Que va-t-elle lui dire? pensa Henri non moins étonné que le duc d'Alençon.

	Marguerite, comme si elle eût deviné la pensée de son époux, se retourna de son côté.

	— Monsieur, dit-elle avec un charmant sourire, vous pouvez rejoindre Sa Majesté, si bon vous semble, car le secret que j'ai à révéler à mon frère est déjà connu de vous, puisque la demande que je vous ai adressée hier à propos de ce secret a été à peu près refusée par Votre Majesté. Je ne voudrais donc pas, continua Marguerite, fatiguer une seconde fois Votre Majesté par l'expression émise en face d'elle d'un désir qui lui a paru être désagréable.

	— Qu'est-ce donc? demanda François en les regardant tous deux avec étonnement.

	— Ah! ah! dit Henri en rougissant de dépit, je sais ce que vous voulez dire, madame. En vérité, je regrette de ne pas être plus libre. Mais si je ne puis donner à M. de La Mole une hospitalité qui ne lui offrirait aucune assurance, je n'en peux pas moins recommander après vous à mon frère d'Alençon la personne à laquelle vous vous intéressez. Peut-être même, ajouta-t-il pour donner plus de force encore aux mots que nous venons de souligner, peut-être même mon frère trouvera-t-il une idée qui vous permettra de garder M. de La Mole… ici… près de vous… ce qui serait mieux que tout, n'est-ce pas, madame?

	— Allons, allons, se dit Marguerite en elle-même, à eux deux ils vont faire ce que ni l'un ni l'autre des deux n'eût fait tout seul.

	Et elle ouvrit la porte du cabinet et en fit sortir le jeune blessé après avoir dit à Henri:

	— C'est à vous, monsieur, d'expliquer à mon frère à quel titre nous nous intéressons à M. de La Mole.

	En deux mots Henri, pris au trébuchet, raconta à M. d'Alençon, moitié protestant par opposition, comme Henri moitié catholique par prudence, l'arrivée de La Mole à Paris, et comment le jeune homme avait été blessé en venant lui apporter une lettre de M. d'Auriac.

	Quand le duc se retourna, La Mole, sorti du cabinet, se tenait debout devant lui.

	François, en l'apercevant si beau, si pâle, et par conséquent doublement séduisant par sa beauté et par sa pâleur, sentit naître une nouvelle terreur au fond de son âme. Marguerite le prenait à la fois par la jalousie et par l'amour-propre.

	— Mon frère, lui dit-elle, ce jeune gentilhomme, j'en réponds, sera utile à qui saura l'employer. Si vous l'acceptez pour vôtre, il trouvera en vous un maître puissant, et vous en lui un serviteur dévoué. En ces temps, il faut bien s'entourer, mon frère! surtout, ajouta-t-elle en baissant la voix de manière que le duc d'Alençon l'entendît seul, quand on est ambitieux et que l'on a le malheur de n'être que troisième fils de France.

	Elle mit un doigt sur sa bouche pour indiquer à François que, malgré cette ouverture, elle gardait encore à part en elle-même une portion importante de sa pensée.

	— Puis, ajouta-t-elle, peut-être trouverez-vous, tout au contraire de Henri, qu'il n'est pas séant que ce jeune homme demeure si près de mon appartement.

	— Ma soeur, dit vivement François, monsieur de La Mole, si cela lui convient toutefois, sera dans une demi-heure installé dans mon logis, où je crois qu'il n'a rien à craindre. Qu'il m'aime et je l'aimerai.

	François mentait, car au fond de son coeur il détestait déjà La

	Mole.

	— Bien, bien… je ne m'étais donc pas trompée! murmura Marguerite, qui vit les sourcils du roi de Navarre se froncer. Ah! pour vous conduire l'un et l'autre, je vois qu'il faut vous conduire l'un par l'autre.

	Puis complétant sa pensée:

	— Allons, allons, continua-t-elle, bien, Marguerite, dirait

	Henriette.

	En effet, une demi-heure après, La Mole, gravement catéchisé par Marguerite, baisait le bas de sa robe et montait, assez lestement pour un blessé, l'escalier qui conduisait chez M. d'Alençon. Deux ou trois jours s'écoulèrent pendant lesquels la bonne harmonie parut se consolider de plus en plus entre Henri et sa femme. Henri avait obtenu de ne pas faire abjuration publique, mais il avait renoncé entre les mains du confesseur du roi et entendait tous les matins la messe qu'on disait au Louvre. Le soir il prenait ostensiblement le chemin de l'appartement de sa femme, entrait par la grande porte, causait quelques instants avec elle, puis sortait par la petite porte secrète et montait chez madame de Sauve, qui n'avait pas manqué de le prévenir de la visite de Catherine et du danger incontestable qui le menaçait. Henri, renseigné des deux côtés, redoublait donc de méfiance à l'endroit de la reine mère, et cela avec d'autant plus de raison qu'insensiblement la figure de Catherine commençait à se dérider. Henri en arriva même à voir éclore un matin sur ses lèvres pâles un sourire de bienveillance. Ce jour-là il eut toutes les peines du monde à se décider à manger autre chose que des oeufs qu'il avait fait cuire lui-même, et à boire autre chose que de l'eau qu'il avait vu puiser à la Seine devant lui.

	Les massacres continuaient, mais néanmoins allaient s'éteignant; on avait fait si grande tuerie des huguenots que le nombre en était fort diminué. La plus grande partie étaient morts, beaucoup avaient fui, quelques-uns étaient restés cachés.

	De temps en temps une grande clameur s'élevait dans un quartier ou dans un autre; c'était quand on avait découvert un de ceux-là. L'exécution alors était privée ou publique, selon que le malheureux était acculé dans quelque endroit sans issue ou pouvait fuir. Dans le dernier cas, c'était une grande joie pour le quartier où l'événement avait eu lieu: car, au lieu de se calmer par l'extinction de leurs ennemis, les catholiques devenaient de plus en plus féroces; et moins il en restait, plus ils paraissaient acharnés après ces malheureux restes.

	Charles IX avait pris grand plaisir à la chasse aux huguenots; puis, quand il n'avait pas pu continuer lui-même, il s'était délecté au bruit des chasses des autres.

	Un jour, en revenant de jouer au mail, qui était avec la paume et la chasse son plaisir favori, il entra chez sa mère le visage tout joyeux, suivi de ses courtisans habituels.

	— Ma mère, dit-il en embrassant la Florentine, qui, remarquant cette joie, avait déjà essayé d'en deviner la cause; ma mère, bonne nouvelle! Mort de tous les diables, savez-vous une chose? c'est que l'illustre carcasse de monsieur l'amiral, qu'on croyait perdue, est retrouvée!

	— Ah! ah! dit Catherine.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui! Vous avez eu comme moi l'idée, n'est-ce pas, ma mère, que les chiens en avaient fait leur repas de noce? mais il n'en était rien. Mon peuple, mon cher peuple, mon bon peuple a eu une idée: il a pendu l'amiral au croc de Montfaucon.

	Du haut en bas Gaspard on a jeté, Et puis de bas en haut on l'a monté.

	— Eh bien? dit Catherine.

	— Eh bien, ma bonne mère! reprit Charles IX, j'ai toujours eu l'envie de le revoir depuis que je sais qu'il est mort, le cher homme. Il fait beau: tout me semble en fleurs aujourd'hui; l'air est plein de vie et de parfums; je me porte comme je ne me suis jamais porté; si vous voulez, ma mère, nous monterons à cheval et nous irons à Montfaucon.

	— Ce serait bien volontiers, mon fils, dit Catherine, si je n'avais pas donné un rendez-vous que je ne veux pas manquer; puis à une visite faite à un homme de l'importance de monsieur l'amiral, ajouta-t-elle, il faut convier toute la cour. Ce sera une occasion pour les observateurs de faire des observations curieuses. Nous verrons qui viendra et qui demeurera.

	— Vous avez, ma foi, raison, ma mère! à demain la chose, cela vaut mieux! Ainsi, faites vos invitations, je ferai les miennes, ou plutôt nous n'inviterons personne. Nous dirons seulement que nous y allons; cela fait, tout le monde sera libre. Adieu, ma mère! je vais sonner du cor.

	— Vous vous épuiserez, Charles! Ambroise Paré vous le dit sans cesse, et il a raison; c'est un trop rude exercice pour vous.

	— Bah! bah! bah! dit Charles, je voudrais bien être sûr de ne

	mourir que de cela. J'enterrerais tout le monde ici, et même

	Henriot, qui doit un jour nous succéder à tous, à ce que prétend

	Nostradamus.

	Catherine fronça le sourcil.

	— Mon fils, dit-elle, défiez-vous surtout des choses qui paraissent impossibles, et, en attendant, ménagez-vous.

	— Deux ou trois fanfares seulement pour réjouir mes chiens, qui s'ennuient à crever, pauvres bêtes! j'aurais dû les lâcher sur le huguenot, cela les aurait réjouis.

	Et Charles IX sortit de la chambre de sa mère, entra dans son cabinet d'Armes, détacha un cor, en sonna avec une vigueur qui eût fait honneur à Roland lui-même. On ne pouvait pas comprendre comment, de ce corps faible et maladif et de ces lèvres pâles, pouvait sortir un souffle si puissant.

	Catherine attendait en effet quelqu'un, comme elle l'avait dit à son fils. Un instant après qu'il fut sorti, une de ses femmes vint lui parler tout bas. La reine sourit, se leva, salua les personnes qui lui faisaient la cour et suivit la messagère.

	Le Florentin René, celui auquel le roi de Navarre, le soir même de la Saint-Barthélemy, avait fait un accueil si diplomatique, venait d'entrer dans son oratoire.

	— Ah! c'est vous, René! lui dit Catherine, je vous attendais avec impatience. René s'inclina.

	— Vous avez reçu hier le petit mot que je vous ai écrit?

	— J'ai eu cet honneur.

	— Avez-vous renouvelé, comme je vous le disais, l'épreuve de cet horoscope tiré par Ruggieri et qui s'accorde si bien avec cette prophétie de Nostradamus, qui dit que mes fils régneront tous trois?… Depuis quelques jours, les choses sont bien modifiées, René, et j'ai pensé qu'il était possible que les destinées fussent devenues moins menaçantes.

	— Madame, répondit René en secouant la tête, Votre Majesté sait bien que les choses ne modifient pas la destinée; c'est la destinée au contraire qui gouverne les choses.

	— Vous n'en avez pas moins renouvelé le sacrifice, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui, madame, répondit René, car vous obéir est mon premier devoir.

	— Eh bien, le résultat?

	— Est demeuré le même, madame.

	— Quoi! l'agneau noir a toujours poussé ses trois cris?

	— Toujours, madame.

	— Signe de trois morts cruelles dans ma famille! murmura

	Catherine.

	— Hélas! dit René.

	— Mais ensuite?

	— Ensuite, madame, il y avait dans ses entrailles cet étrange déplacement du foie que nous avons déjà remarqué dans les deux premiers et qui penchait en sens inverse.

	— Changement de dynastie. Toujours, toujours, toujours? grommela Catherine. Il faudra cependant combattre cela, René! continua-t- elle.

	René secoua la tête.

	— Je l'ai dit à Votre Majesté, reprit-il, le destin gouverne.

	— C'est ton avis? dit Catherine.

	— Oui, madame.

	— Te souviens-tu de l'horoscope de Jeanne d'Albret?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Redis-le un peu, voyons, je l'ai oublié, moi.

	— Vives honorata, dit René, morieris reformidata, regina amplificabere.

	_— _Ce qui veut dire, je crois: Tu vivras honorée, et elle manquait du nécessaire, la pauvre femme! Tu mourras redoutée, et nous nous sommes moqués d'elle. Tu seras plus grande que tu n'as été comme reine, et voilà qu'elle est morte et que sa grandeur repose dans un tombeau où nous avons oublié de mettre même son nom.

	— Madame, Votre Majesté traduit mal le_ vives honorata_. La reine de Navarre a vécu honorée, en effet, car elle a joui, tant qu'elle a vécu, de l'amour de ses enfants et du respect de ses partisans, amour et respect d'autant plus sincères qu'elle était plus pauvre.

	— Oui, dit Catherine, je vous passe le _tu vivras honorée; _mais _morieris reformidata, _voyons, comment l'expliquerez-vous?

	— Comment je l'expliquerai! Rien de plus facile: Tu mourras redoutée.

	— Eh bien, est-elle morte redoutée?

	— Si bien redoutée, madame, qu'elle ne fût pas morte si Votre Majesté n'en avait pas eu peur. Enfin _comme reine, tu grandiras, ou tu seras plus grande que tu n'as été comme reine; _ce qui est encore vrai, madame, car en échange de la couronne périssable, elle a peut-être maintenant, comme reine et martyre, la couronne du ciel, et outre cela, qui sait encore l'avenir réservé à sa race sur la terre?

	Catherine était superstitieuse à l'excès. Elle s'épouvanta plus encore peut-être du sang-froid de René que de cette persistance des augures; et comme pour elle un mauvais pas était une occasion de franchir hardiment la situation, elle dit brusquement à René et sans transition aucune que le travail muet de sa pensée:

	— Est-il arrivé des parfums d'Italie?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Vous m'en enverrez un coffret garni.

	— Desquels?

	— Des derniers, de ceux… Catherine s'arrêta.

	— De ceux qu'aimait particulièrement la reine de Navarre? reprit

	René.

	— Précisément.

	— Il n'est point besoin de les préparer, n'est-ce pas, madame? car Votre Majesté y est à cette heure aussi savante que moi.

	— Tu trouves? dit Catherine. Le fait est qu'ils réussissent.

	— Votre Majesté n'a rien de plus à me dire? demanda le parfumeur.

	— Non, non, reprit Catherine pensive; je ne crois pas, du moins. Si toutefois il y avait du nouveau dans les sacrifices, faites-le- moi savoir. À propos, laissons là les agneaux, et essayons des poules.

	— Hélas! madame, j'ai bien peur qu'en changeant la victime nous ne changions rien aux présages.

	— Fais ce que je dis. René salua et sortit. Catherine resta un instant assise et pensive; puis elle se leva à son tour et rentra dans sa chambre à coucher, où l'attendaient ses femmes et où elle annonça pour le lendemain le pèlerinage à Montfaucon.

	La nouvelle de cette partie de plaisir fut pendant toute la soirée le bruit du palais et la rumeur de la ville. Les dames firent préparer leurs toilettes les plus élégantes, les gentilshommes leurs armes et leurs chevaux d'apparat. Les marchands fermèrent boutiques et ateliers, et les flâneurs de la populace tuèrent, par-ci, par-là, quelques huguenots épargnés pour la bonne occasion, afin d'avoir un accompagnement convenable à donner au cadavre de l'amiral.

	Ce fut un grand vacarme pendant toute la soirée et pendant une bonne partie de la nuit.

	La Mole avait passé la plus triste journée du monde, et cette journée avait succédé à trois ou quatre autres qui n'étaient pas moins tristes.

	M. d'Alençon, pour obéir aux désirs de Marguerite, l'avait installé chez lui, mais ne l'avait point revu depuis. Il se sentait tout à coup comme un pauvre enfant abandonné, privé des soins tendres, délicats et charmants de deux femmes dont le souvenir seul de l'une dévorait incessamment sa pensée. Il avait bien eu de ses nouvelles par le chirurgien Ambroise Paré, qu'elle lui avait envoyé; mais ces nouvelles, transmises par un homme de cinquante ans, qui ignorait ou feignait d'ignorer l'intérêt que La Mole portait aux moindres choses qui se rapportaient à Marguerite, étaient bien incomplètes et bien insuffisantes. Il est vrai que Gillonne était venue une fois, en son propre nom, bien entendu, pour savoir des nouvelles du blessé. Cette visite avait fait l'effet d'un rayon de soleil dans un cachot, et La Mole en était resté comme ébloui, attendant toujours une seconde apparition, laquelle, quoiqu'il se fût écoulé deux jours depuis la première, ne venait point.

	Aussi, quand la nouvelle fut apportée au convalescent de cette réunion splendide de toute la cour pour le lendemain, fit-il demander à M. d'Alençon la faveur de l'accompagner.

	Le duc ne se demanda pas même si La Mole était en état de supporter cette fatigue; il répondit seulement:

	— À merveille! Qu'on lui donne un de mes chevaux. C'était tout ce que désirait La Mole. Maître Ambroise Paré vint comme d'habitude pour le panser. La Mole lui exposa la nécessité où il était de monter à cheval et le pria de mettre un double soin à la pose des appareils. Les deux blessures, au reste, étaient refermées, celle de la poitrine comme celle de l'épaule, et celle de l'épaule seule le faisait souffrir. Toutes deux étaient vermeilles, comme il convient à des chairs en voie de guérison. Maître Ambroise Paré les recouvrit d'un taffetas gommé fort en vogue à cette époque pour ces sortes de cas, et promit à La Mole que, pourvu qu'il ne se donnât point trop de mouvement dans l'excursion qu'il allait faire, les choses iraient convenablement.

	La Mole était au comble de la joie. À part une certaine faiblesse causée par la perte de son sang et un léger étourdissement qui se rattachait à cette cause, il se sentait aussi bien qu'il pouvait être. D'ailleurs, Marguerite serait sans doute de cette cavalcade; il reverrait Marguerite, et lorsqu'il songeait au bien que lui avait fait la vue de Gillonne, il ne mettait point en doute l'efficacité bien plus grande de celle de sa maîtresse.

	La Mole employa donc une partie de l'argent qu'il avait reçu en partant de sa famille à acheter le plus beau justaucorps de satin blanc et la plus riche broderie de manteau que lui pût procurer le tailleur à la mode. Le même lui fournit encore les bottes de cuir parfumé qu'on portait à cette époque. Le tout lui fut apporté le matin, une demi-heure seulement après l'heure pour laquelle La Mole l'avait demandé, ce qui fait qu'il n'eut trop rien à dire. Il s'habilla rapidement, se regarda dans un miroir, se trouva assez convenablement vêtu, coiffé, parfumé pour être satisfait de lui- même; enfin il s'assura par plusieurs tours faits rapidement dans sa chambre qu'à part plusieurs douleurs assez vives, le bonheur moral ferait taire les incommodités physiques.

	Un manteau cerise de son invention, et taillé un peu plus long qu'on ne les portait alors, lui allait particulièrement bien.

	Tandis que cette scène se passait au Louvre, une autre du même genre avait lieu à l'hôtel de Guise. Un grand gentilhomme à poil roux examinait devant une glace une raie rougeâtre qui lui traversait désagréablement le visage; il peignait et parfumait sa moustache, et tout en la parfumant, il étendait sur cette malheureuse raie, qui, malgré tous les cosmétiques en usage à cette époque s'obstinait à reparaître, il étendait, dis-je, une triple couche de blanc et de rouge; mais comme l'application était insuffisante, une idée lui vint: un ardent soleil, un soleil d'août dardait ses rayons dans la cour; il descendit dans cette cour, mit son chapeau à la main, et, le nez en l'air et les yeux fermés, il se promena pendant dix minutes, s'exposant volontairement à cette flamme dévorante qui tombait par torrents du ciel.

	Au bout de dix minutes, grâce à un coup de soleil de premier ordre, le gentilhomme était arrivé à avoir un visage si éclatant que c'était la raie rouge qui maintenant n'était plus en harmonie avec le reste et qui par comparaison paraissait jaune. Notre gentilhomme ne parut pas moins fort satisfait de cet arc-en-ciel, qu'il rassortit de son mieux avec le reste du visage, grâce à une couche de vermillon qu'il étendit dessus; après quoi il endossa un magnifique habit qu'un tailleur avait mis dans sa chambre avant qu'il eût demandé le tailleur.

	Ainsi paré, musqué, armé de pied en cap, il descendit une seconde fois dans la cour et se mit à caresser un grand cheval noir dont la beauté eût été sans égale sans une petite coupure qu'à l'instar de celle de son maître lui avait faite dans une des dernières batailles civiles un sabre de reître.

	Néanmoins, enchanté de son cheval comme il l'était de lui-même, ce gentilhomme, que nos lecteurs ont sans doute reconnu sans peine, fut en selle un quart d'heure avant tout le monde, et fit retentir la cour de l'hôtel de Guise des hennissements de son coursier, auxquels répondaient, à mesure qu'il s'en rendait maître, des mordi prononcés sur tous les tons. Au bout d'un instant le cheval, complètement dompté, reconnaissait par sa souplesse et son obéissance la légitime domination de son cavalier; mais la victoire n'avait pas été remportée sans bruit, et ce bruit (c'était peut-être là-dessus que comptait notre gentilhomme), et ce bruit avait attiré aux vitres une dame que notre dompteur de chevaux salua profondément et qui lui sourit de la façon la plus agréable.

	Cinq minutes après, madame de Nevers faisait appeler son intendant.

	— Monsieur, demanda-t-elle, a-t-on fait convenablement déjeuner

	M. le comte Annibal de Coconnas?

	— Oui, madame, répondit l'intendant. Il a même ce matin mangé de meilleur appétit encore que d'habitude.

	— Bien, monsieur! dit la duchesse. Puis se retournant vers son premier gentilhomme:

	— Monsieur d'Arguzon, dit-elle, partons pour le Louvre et tenez l'oeil, je vous prie, sur M. le comte Annibal de Coconnas, car il est blessé, par conséquent encore faible, et je ne voudrais pas pour tout au monde qu'il lui arrivât malheur. Cela ferait rire les huguenots, qui lui gardent rancune depuis cette bienheureuse soirée de la Saint-Barthélemy.

	Et madame de Nevers, montant à cheval à son tour, partit toute rayonnante pour le Louvre, où était le rendez-vous général.

	Il était deux heures de l'après-midi, lorsqu'une file de cavaliers ruisselants d'or, de joyaux et d'habits splendides apparut dans la rue Saint-Denis, débouchant à l'angle du cimetière des Innocents, et se déroulant au soleil entre les deux rangées de maisons sombres comme un immense reptile aux chatoyants anneaux.

	XVI

	Le corps d'un ennemi mort sent toujours bon

	Nulle troupe, si riche qu'elle soit, ne peut donner une idée de ce spectacle. Les habits soyeux, riches et éclatants, légués comme une mode splendide par François Ier à ses successeurs, ne s'étaient pas transformés encore dans ces vêtements étriqués et sombres qui furent de mise sous Henri III; de sorte que le costume de Charles IX, moins riche, mais peut-être plus élégant que ceux des époques précédentes, éclatait dans toute sa parfaite harmonie. De nos jours, il n'y a plus de point de comparaison possible avec un semblable cortège; car nous en sommes réduits, pour nos magnificences de parade, à la symétrie et à l'uniforme.

	Pages, écuyers, gentilshommes de bas étage, chiens et chevaux marchant sur les flancs et en arrière, faisaient du cortège royal une véritable armée. Derrière cette armée venait le peuple, ou, pour mieux dire, le peuple était partout.

	Le peuple suivait, escortait et précédait; il criait à la fois Noël et Haro, car, dans le cortège, on distinguait plusieurs calvinistes ralliés, et le peuple a de la rancune.

	C'était le matin, en face de Catherine et du duc de Guise, que Charles IX avait, comme d'une chose toute naturelle, parlé devant Henri de Navarre d'aller visiter le gibet de Montfaucon, ou plutôt le corps mutilé de l'amiral, qui était pendu. Le premier mouvement de Henri avait été de se dispenser de prendre part à cette visite. C'était là où l'attendait Catherine. Aux premiers mots qu'il dit exprimant sa répugnance, elle échangea un coup d'oeil et un sourire avec le duc de Guise. Henri surprit l'un et l'autre, les comprit, puis se reprenant tout à coup:

	— Mais, au fait, dit-il, pourquoi n'irais-je pas? Je suis catholique et je me dois à ma nouvelle religion. Puis s'adressant à Charles IX:

	— Que Votre Majesté compte sur moi, lui dit-il, je serai toujours heureux de l'accompagner partout où elle ira. Et il jeta autour de lui un coup d'oeil rapide pour compter les sourcils qui se fronçaient.

	Aussi celui de tout le cortège que l'on regardait avec le plus de curiosité, peut-être, était ce fils sans mère, ce roi sans royaume, ce huguenot fait catholique. Sa figure longue et caractérisée, sa tournure un peu vulgaire, sa familiarité avec ses inférieurs, familiarité qu'il portait à un degré presque inconvenant pour un roi, familiarité qui tenait aux habitudes montagnardes de sa jeunesse et qu'il conserva jusqu'à sa mort, le signalaient aux spectateurs, dont quelques-uns lui criaient:

	— À la messe, Henriot, à la messe! Ce à quoi Henri répondait:

	— J'y ai été hier, j'en viens aujourd'hui, et j'y retournerai demain. Ventre saint gris! il me semble cependant que c'est assez comme cela.

	Quant à Marguerite, elle était à cheval, si belle, si fraîche, si élégante, que l'admiration faisait autour d'elle un concert dont quelques notes, il faut l'avouer, s'adressaient à sa compagne, madame la duchesse de Nevers, qu'elle venait de rejoindre, et dont le cheval blanc, comme s'il était fier du poids qu'il portait, secouait furieusement la tête.

	— Eh bien, duchesse, dit la reine de Navarre, quoi de nouveau?

	— Mais, madame, répondit tout haut Henriette, rien que je sache.

	Puis tout bas:

	— Et le huguenot, demanda-t-elle, qu'est-il devenu?

	— Je lui ai trouvé une retraite à peu près sûre, répondit

	Marguerite. Et le grand massacreur de gens, qu'en as-tu fait?

	— Il a voulu être de la fête; il monte le cheval de bataille de M. de Nevers, un cheval grand comme un éléphant. C'est un cavalier effrayant. Je lui ai permis d'assister à la cérémonie, parce que j'ai pensé que prudemment ton huguenot garderait la chambre et que de cette façon il n'y aurait pas de rencontre à craindre.

	— Oh! ma foi! répondit Marguerite en souriant, fût-il ici, et il n'y est pas, je crois qu'il n'y aurait pas de rencontre pour cela. C'est un beau garçon que mon huguenot, mais pas autre chose: une colombe et non un milan; il roucoule, mais ne mord pas. Après tout, fit-elle avec un accent intraduisible et en haussant légèrement les épaules; après tout, peut-être l'avons-nous cru huguenot, tandis qu'il était brahme, et sa religion lui défend- elle de répandre le sang.

	— Mais où donc est le duc d'Alençon? demanda Henriette, je ne l'aperçois point.

	— Il doit rejoindre, il avait mal aux yeux ce matin et désirait ne pas venir; mais comme on sait que, pour ne pas être du même avis que son frère Charles et son frère Henri, il penche pour les huguenots, on lui a fait observer que le roi pourrait interpréter à mal son absence et il s'est décidé. Mais, justement, tiens, on regarde, on crie là-bas, c'est lui qui sera venu par la porte Montmartre.

	— En effet, c'est lui-même, je le reconnais, dit Henriette. En vérité, mais il a bon air aujourd'hui. Depuis quelque temps, il se soigne particulièrement: il faut qu'il soit amoureux. Voyez donc comme c'est bon d'être prince du sang: il galope sur tout le monde et tout le monde se range.

	— En effet, dit en riant Marguerite, il va nous écraser. Dieu me pardonne! Mais faites donc ranger vos gentilshommes, duchesse! car en voici un qui, s'il ne se range pas, va se faire tuer.

	— Eh, c'est mon intrépide! s'écria la duchesse, regarde donc, regarde.

	Coconnas avait en effet quitté son rang pour se rapprocher de madame de Nevers; mais au moment même où son cheval traversait l'espèce de boulevard extérieur qui séparait la rue du faubourg Saint-Denis, un cavalier de la suite du duc d'Alençon, essayant en vain de retenir son cheval emporté, alla en plein corps heurter Coconnas. Coconnas ébranlé vacilla sur sa colossale monture, son chapeau faillit tomber, il le retint et se retourna furieux.

	— Dieu! dit Marguerite en se penchant à l'oreille de son amie,

	M. de La Mole!

	— Ce beau jeune homme pâle! s'écria la duchesse incapable de maîtriser sa première impression.

	— Oui, oui! celui-là même qui a failli renverser ton Piémontais.

	— Oh! mais, dit la duchesse, il va se passer des choses affreuses! ils se regardent, ils se reconnaissent!

	En effet, Coconnas en se retournant avait reconnu la figure de La Mole; et, de surprise, il avait laissé échapper la bride de son cheval, car il croyait bien avoir tué son ancien compagnon, ou du moins l'avoir mis pour un certain temps hors de combat. De son côté, La Mole reconnut Coconnas et sentit un feu qui lui montait au visage. Pendant quelques secondes, qui suffirent à l'expression de tous les sentiments que couvaient ces deux hommes, ils s'étreignirent d'un regard qui fit frissonner les deux femmes. Après quoi La Mole ayant regardé tout autour de lui, et ayant compris sans doute que le lieu était mal choisi pour une explication, piqua son cheval et rejoignit le duc d'Alençon. Coconnas resta un moment ferme à la même place, tordant sa moustache et en faisant remonter la pointe jusqu'à se crever l'oeil; après quoi, voyant que La Mole s'éloignait sans lui rien dire de plus, il se remit lui-même en route.

	— Ah! ah! dit avec une dédaigneuse douleur Marguerite, je ne m'étais donc pas trompée… Oh! pour cette fois c'est trop fort.

	Et elle se mordit les lèvres jusqu'au sang.

	— Il est bien joli, répondit la duchesse avec commisération.

	Juste en ce moment le duc d'Alençon venait de reprendre sa place derrière le roi et la reine mère, de sorte que ses gentilshommes, en le rejoignant, étaient forcés de passer devant Marguerite et la duchesse de Nevers. La Mole, en passant à son tour devant les deux princesses, leva son chapeau, salua la reine en s'inclinant jusque sur le cou de son cheval et demeura tête nue en attendant que Sa Majesté l'honorât d'un regard.

	Mais Marguerite détourna fièrement la tête.

	La Mole lut sans doute l'expression de dédain empreinte sur le visage de la reine et de pâle qu'il était devint livide. De plus, pour ne pas choir de son cheval il fut forcé de se retenir à la crinière.

	— Oh! oh! dit Henriette à la reine, regarde donc, cruelle que tu es! Mais il va se trouver mal! …

	— Bon! dit la reine avec un sourire écrasant, il ne nous manquerait plus que cela… As-tu des sels? Madame de Nevers se trompait.

	La Mole, chancelant, retrouva des forces, et, se raffermissant sur son cheval, alla reprendre son rang à la suite du duc d'Alençon.

	Cependant on continuait d'avancer, on voyait se dessiner la silhouette lugubre du gibet dressé et étrenné par Enguerrand de Marigny. Jamais il n'avait été si bien garni qu'à cette heure.

	Les huissiers et les gardes marchèrent en avant et formèrent un large cercle autour de l'enceinte. À leur approche, les corbeaux perchés sur le gibet s'envolèrent avec des croassements de désespoir.

	Le gibet qui s'élevait à Montfaucon offrait d'ordinaire, derrière ses colonnes, un abri aux chiens attirés par une proie fréquente et aux bandits philosophes qui venaient méditer sur les tristes vicissitudes de la fortune.

	Ce jour-là il n'y avait, en apparence du moins, à Montfaucon, ni chiens ni bandits. Les huissiers et les gardes avaient chassé les premiers en même temps que les corbeaux, et les autres s'étaient confondus dans la foule pour y opérer quelques-uns de ces bons coups qui sont les riantes vicissitudes du métier.

	Le cortège s'avançait; le roi et Catherine arrivaient les premiers, puis venaient le duc d'Anjou, le duc d'Alençon, le roi de Navarre, M. de Guise et leurs gentilshommes; puis madame Marguerite, la duchesse de Nevers et toutes les femmes composant ce qu'on appelait l'escadron volant de la reine; puis les pages, les écuyers, les valets et le peuple: en tout dix mille personnes.

	Au gibet principal pendait une masse informe, un cadavre noir, souillé de sang coagulé et de boue blanchie par de nouvelles couches de poussière. Au cadavre il manquait une tête. Aussi l'avait-on pendu par les pieds. Au reste, la populace, ingénieuse comme elle l'est toujours, avait remplacé la tête par un bouchon de paille sur lequel elle avait mis un masque, et dans la bouche de ce masque, quelque railleur qui connaissait les habitudes de M. l'amiral avait introduit un cure-dent.

	C'était un spectacle à la fois lugubre et bizarre, que tous ces élégants seigneurs et toutes ces belles dames défilant, comme une procession peinte par Goya, au milieu de ces squelettes noircis et de ces gibets aux longs bras décharnés. Plus la joie des visiteurs était bruyante, plus elle faisait contraste avec le morne silence et la froide insensibilité de ces cadavres, objets de railleries qui faisaient frissonner ceux-là même qui les faisaient.

	Beaucoup supportaient à grand-peine ce terrible spectacle; et à sa pâleur on pouvait distinguer, dans le groupe des huguenots ralliés, Henri, qui, quelle que fût sa puissance sur lui-même et si étendu que fût le degré de dissimulation dont le Ciel l'avait doté, n'y put tenir. Il prétexta l'odeur impure que répandaient tous ces débris humains; et s'approchant de Charles IX, qui, côte à côte avec Catherine, était arrêté devant les restes de l'amiral:

	— Sire, dit-il, Votre Majesté ne trouve-t-elle pas que, pour rester plus longtemps ici, ce pauvre cadavre sent bien mauvais?

	— Tu trouves, Henriot! dit Charles IX, dont les yeux étincelaient d'une joie féroce.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Eh bien, je ne suis pas de ton avis, moi… le corps d'un ennemi mort sent toujours bon.

	— Ma foi, Sire, dit Tavannes, puisque Votre Majesté savait que nous devions venir faire une petite visite à M. l'amiral, elle eût dû inviter Pierre Ronsard, son maître en poésie: il eût fait, séance tenante, l'épitaphe du vieux Gaspard.

	— Il n'y a pas besoin de lui pour cela, dit Charles IX, et nous la ferons bien nous-même… Par exemple, écoutez, messieurs, dit Charles IX après avoir réfléchi un instant:

	Ci-gît, — mais c'est mal entendu, Pour lui le mot est trop honnête, — Ici l'amiral est pendu Par les pieds, à faute de tête.

	_— _Bravo! bravo! s'écrièrent les gentilshommes catholiques tout d'une voix, tandis que les huguenots ralliés fronçaient les sourcils en gardant le silence.

	Quant à Henri, comme il causait avec Marguerite et madame de

	Nevers, il fit semblant de n'avoir pas entendu.

	— Allons, allons, monsieur, dit Catherine, que, malgré les parfums dont elle était couverte, cette odeur commençait à indisposer, allons, il n'y a si bonne compagnie qu'on ne quitte. Disons adieu à M. l'amiral, et revenons à Paris.

	Elle fit de la tête un geste ironique comme lorsqu'on prend congé d'un ami, et, reprenant la tête de colonne, elle revint gagner le chemin, tandis que le cortège défilait devant le cadavre de Coligny.

	Le soleil se couchait à l'horizon. La foule s'écoula sur les pas de Leurs Majestés pour jouir jusqu'au bout des magnificences du cortège et des détails du spectacle: les voleurs suivirent la foule; de sorte que, dix minutes après le départ du roi, il n'y avait plus personne autour du cadavre mutilé de l'amiral, que commençaient à effleurer les premières brises du soir. Quand nous disons personne, nous nous trompons. Un gentilhomme monté sur un cheval noir, et qui n'avait pu sans doute, au moment où il était honoré de la présence des princes, contempler à son aise ce tronc informe et noirci, était demeuré le dernier, et s'amusait à examiner dans tous leurs détails chaînes, crampons, piliers de pierre, le gibet enfin, qui lui paraissait sans doute, à lui arrivé depuis quelques jours à Paris et ignorant des perfectionnements qu'apporte en toute chose la capitale, le parangon de tout ce que l'homme peut inventer de plus terriblement laid.

	Il n'est pas besoin de dire à nos lecteurs que cet homme était notre ami Coconnas. Un oeil exercé de femme l'avait en vain cherché dans la cavalcade et avait sondé les rangs sans pouvoir le retrouver.

	M. de Coconnas, comme nous l'avons dit, était donc en extase devant l'oeuvre d'Enguerrand de Marigny.

	Mais cette femme n'était pas seule à chercher M. de Coconnas. Un autre gentilhomme, remarquable par son pourpoint de satin blanc et sa galante plume, après avoir regardé en avant et sur les côtés, s'avisa de regarder en arrière et vit la haute taille de Coconnas et la gigantesque silhouette de son cheval se profiler en vigueur sur le ciel rougi des derniers reflets du soleil couchant.

	Alors le gentilhomme au pourpoint de satin blanc quitta le chemin suivi par l'ensemble de la troupe, prit un petit sentier, et, décrivant une courbe, retourna vers le gibet.

	Presque aussitôt la dame que nous avons reconnue pour la duchesse de Nevers, comme nous avons reconnu le grand gentilhomme au cheval noir pour Coconnas, s'approcha de Marguerite et lui dit:

	— Nous nous sommes trompées toutes deux, Marguerite, car le

	Piémontais est demeuré en arrière, et M. de La Mole l'a suivi.

	— Mordi! reprit Marguerite en riant, il va donc se passer quelque chose. Ma foi, j'avoue que je ne serais pas fâchée d'avoir à revenir sur son compte.

	Marguerite alors se retourna et vit s'exécuter effectivement de la part de La Mole la manoeuvre que nous avons dite.

	Ce fut alors au tour des deux princesses à quitter la file: l'occasion était des plus favorables; on tournait devant un sentier bordé de larges haies qui remontait, et, en remontant, passait à trente pas du gibet. Madame de Nevers dit un mot à l'oreille de son capitaine, Marguerite fit un signe à Gillonne, et les quatre personnes s'en allèrent par ce chemin de traverse s'embusquer derrière le buisson le plus proche du lieu où allait se passer la scène dont ils paraissaient désirer être spectateurs. Il y avait trente pas environ, comme nous l'avons dit, de cet endroit à celui où Coconnas, ravi, en extase, gesticulait devant M. l'amiral.

	Marguerite mit pied à terre, madame de Nevers et Gillonne en firent autant; le capitaine descendit à son tour, et réunit dans ses mains les brides des quatre chevaux. Un gazon frais et touffu offrait aux trois femmes un siège comme en demandent souvent et inutilement les princesses.

	Une éclaircie leur permettait de ne pas perdre le moindre détail.

	La Mole avait décrit son cercle. Il vint au pas se placer derrière

	Coconnas, et, allongeant la main, il lui frappa sur l'épaule.

	Le Piémontais se retourna.

	— Oh! dit-il, ce n'était donc pas un rêve! et vous vivez encore!

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit La Mole, oui, je vis encore. Ce n'est pas votre faute, mais enfin je vis.

	— Mordi! je vous reconnais bien, reprit Coconnas, malgré votre mine pâle. Vous étiez plus rouge que cela la dernière fois que nous nous sommes vus.

	— Et moi, dit La Mole, je vous reconnais aussi malgré cette ligne jaune qui vous coupe le visage; vous étiez plus pâle que cela lorsque je vous la fis.

	Coconnas se mordit les lèvres; mais, décidé, à ce qu'il paraît, à continuer la conversation sur le ton de l'ironie, il continua:

	— C'est curieux, n'est-ce pas, monsieur de la Mole, surtout pour un huguenot, de pouvoir regarder M. l'amiral pendu à ce crochet de fer; et dire cependant qu'il y a des gens assez exagérés pour nous accuser d'avoir tué jusqu'aux huguenotins à la mamelle!

	— Comte, dit La Mole en s'inclinant, je ne suis plus huguenot, j'ai le bonheur d'être catholique.

	— Bah! s'écria Coconnas en éclatant de rire, vous êtes converti, monsieur! oh! que c'est adroit!

	— Monsieur, continua La Mole avec le même sérieux et la même politesse, j'avais fait voeu de me convertir si j'échappais au massacre.

	— Comte, reprit le Piémontais, c'est un voeu très prudent, et je vous en félicite; n'en auriez-vous point fait d'autres encore?

	— Oui, bien, monsieur, j'en ai fait un second, répondit La Mole en caressant sa monture avec une tranquillité parfaite.

	— Lequel? demanda Coconnas.

	— Celui de vous accrocher là-haut, voyez-vous, à ce petit clou qui semble vous attendre au-dessous de M. de Coligny.

	— Comment! dit Coconnas, comme je suis là, tout grouillant?

	— Non, monsieur, après vous avoir passé mon épée au travers du corps.

	Coconnas devint pourpre, ses yeux verts lancèrent des flammes.

	— Voyez-vous, dit-il en goguenardant, à ce clou!

	— Oui, reprit La Mole, à ce clou…

	— Vous n'êtes pas assez grand pour cela, mon petit monsieur! dit

	Coconnas.

	— Alors, je monterai sur votre cheval, mon grand tueur de gens! répondit La Mole. Ah! vous croyez, mon cher monsieur Annibal de Coconnas, qu'on peut impunément assassiner les gens sous le loyal et honorable prétexte qu'on est cent contre un; nenni! Un jour vient où l'homme retrouve son homme, et je crois que ce jour est venu aujourd'hui. J'aurais bien envie de casser votre vilaine tête d'un coup de pistolet; mais, bah! j'ajusterais mal, car j'ai la main encore tremblante des blessures que vous m'avez faites en traître.

	— Ma vilaine tête! hurla Coconnas en sautant de son cheval. À terre! sus! sus! monsieur le comte, dégainons. Et il mit l'épée à la main.

	Je crois que ton huguenot a dit: Vilaine tête, murmura la duchesse de Nevers à l'oreille de Marguerite; est-ce que tu le trouves laid?

	— Il est charmant! dit en riant Marguerite, et je suis forcée de dire que la fureur rend M. de La Mole injuste; mais, chut! regardons.

	En effet, La Mole était descendu de son cheval avec autant de mesure que Coconnas avait mis, lui, de rapidité; il avait détaché son manteau cerise, l'avait posé à terre, avait tiré son épée et était tombé en garde.

	— Aïe! fit-il en allongeant le bras.

	— Ouf! murmura Coconnas en déployant le sien, car tous deux, on se le rappelle, étaient blessés à l'épaule et souffraient d'un mouvement trop vif.

	Un éclat de rire, mal retenu, sortit du buisson. Les princesses n'avaient pu se contraindre tout à fait en voyant les deux champions se frotter l'omoplate en grimaçant. Cet éclat de rire parvint jusqu'aux deux gentilshommes, qui ignoraient qu'ils eussent des témoins, et qui, en se retournant, reconnurent leurs dames.

	La Mole se remit en garde, ferme, comme un automate, et Coconnas engagea le fer avec un _mordi! _des plus accentués.

	— Ah çà; mais, ils y vont tout de bon et s'égorgeront si nous n'y mettons bon ordre. Assez de plaisanteries. Holà! messieurs! holà! cria Marguerite.

	— Laisse! laisse! dit Henriette, qui, ayant vu Coconnas à l'oeuvre, espérait au fond du coeur que Coconnas aurait aussi bon marché de La Mole qu'il avait eu des deux neveux et du fils de Mercandon.

	— Oh! ils sont vraiment très beaux ainsi, dit Marguerite; regarde, on dirait qu'ils soufflent du feu.

	En effet, le combat, commencé par des railleries et des provocations, était devenu silencieux depuis que les deux champions avaient croisé le fer. Tous deux se défiaient de leurs forces, et l'un et autre, à chaque mouvement trop vif, était forcé de réprimer un frisson de douleur arraché par les anciennes blessures. Cependant, les yeux fixes et ardents, la bouche entrouverte, les dents serrées, La Mole avançait à petits pas fermes et secs sur son adversaire qui, reconnaissant en lui un maître en fait d'armes, rompait aussi pas à pas, mais enfin rompait. Tous deux arrivèrent ainsi jusqu'au bord du fossé, de l'autre côté duquel se trouvaient les spectateurs. Là, comme si sa retraite eût été un simple calcul pour se rapprocher de sa dame, Coconnas s'arrêta, et, sur un dégagement un peu large de La Mole, fournit avec la rapidité de l'éclair un coup droit, et à l'instant même le pourpoint de satin blanc de La Mole s'imbiba d'une tache rouge qui alla s'élargissant.

	— Courage! cria la duchesse de Nevers.

	— Ah! pauvre La Mole! fit Marguerite avec un cri de douleur.

	La Mole entendit ce cri, lança à la reine un de ces regards qui pénètrent plus profondément dans le coeur que la pointe d'une épée, et sur un cercle trompé se fendit à fond.

	Cette fois les deux femmes jetèrent deux cris qui n'en firent qu'un. La pointe de la rapière de La Mole avait apparu sanglante derrière le dos de Coconnas.

	Cependant ni l'un ni l'autre ne tomba: tous deux restèrent debout, se regardant la bouche ouverte, sentant chacun de son côté qu'au moindre mouvement qu'il ferait l'équilibre allait lui manquer. Enfin le Piémontais, plus dangereusement blessé que son adversaire, et sentant que ses forces allaient fuir avec son sang, se laissa tomber sur La Mole, l'étreignant d'un bras, tandis que de l'autre il cherchait à dégainer son poignard. De son côté, La Mole réunit toutes ses forces, leva la main et laissa retomber le pommeau de son épée au milieu du front de Coconnas, qui, étourdi du coup, tomba; mais en tombant il entraîna son adversaire dans sa chute, si bien que tous deux roulèrent dans le fossé.

	Aussitôt Marguerite et la duchesse de Nevers, voyant que tout mourants qu'ils étaient ils cherchaient encore à s'achever, se précipitèrent, aidées du capitaine des gardes. Mais avant qu'elles fussent arrivées à eux, les mains se détendirent, les yeux se refermèrent, et chacun des combattants, laissant échapper le fer qu'il tenait, se raidit dans une convulsion suprême.

	Un large flot de sang écumait autour d'eux.

	— Oh! brave, brave La Mole! s'écria Marguerite, incapable de renfermer plus longtemps en elle son admiration. Ah! pardon, mille fois pardon de t'avoir soupçonné!

	Et ses yeux se remplirent de larmes.

	— Hélas! hélas! murmura la duchesse, valeureux Annibal… Dites, dites, madame, avez-vous jamais vu deux plus intrépides lions?

	Et elle éclata en sanglots.

	— Tudieu! les rudes coups! dit le capitaine en cherchant à étancher le sang qui coulait à flots… Holà! vous qui venez, venez plus vite!

	En effet, un homme, assis sur le devant d'une espèce de tombereau peint en rouge, apparaissait dans la brume du soir, chantant cette vieille chanson que lui avait sans doute rappelée le miracle du cimetière des Innocents:

	Bel aubespin fleurissant, Verdissant, __ Le long de ce beau rivage, Tu es vêtu, jusqu'au bas, Des longs bras D'une lambrusche sauvage. __ Le chantre rossignolet, Nouvelet, __ Courtisant sa bien-aimée, Pour ses amours alléger, Vient loger Tous les ans sous la ramée. __ Or, vis, gentil aubespin, Vis sans fin; __ Vis, sans que jamais tonnerre Ou la cognée, ou les vents, Ou le temps Te puissent ruer par…

	_— _Holà hé! répéta le capitaine, venez donc quand on vous appelle! Ne voyez-vous pas que ces gentilshommes ont besoin de secours?

	L'homme au chariot, dont l'extérieur repoussant et le visage rude formaient un contraste étrange avec la douce et bucolique chanson que nous venons de citer, arrêta alors son cheval, descendit, et se baissant sur les deux corps:

	— Voilà de belles plaies, dit-il; mais j'en fais encore de meilleures.

	— Qui donc êtes-vous? demanda Marguerite ressentant malgré elle une certaine terreur qu'elle n'avait pas la force de vaincre.

	— Madame, répondit cet homme en s'inclinant jusqu'à terre, je suis maître Caboche, bourreau de la prévôté de Paris, et je venais accrocher à ce gibet des compagnons pour M. l'amiral.

	— Eh bien, moi, je suis la reine de Navarre, répondit Marguerite; jetez là vos cadavres, étendez dans votre chariot les housses de nos chevaux, et ramenez doucement derrière nous ces deux gentilshommes au Louvre.

	XVII

	Le confrère de maître Ambroise Paré

	Le tombereau dans lequel on avait placé Coconnas et La Mole reprit la route de Paris, suivant dans l'ombre le groupe qui lui servait de guide. Il s'arrêta au Louvre; le conducteur reçut un riche salaire. On fit transporter les blessés chez M. le duc d'Alençon, et l'on envoya chercher maître Ambroise Paré.

	Lorsqu'il arriva, ni l'un ni l'autre n'avaient encore repris connaissance.

	La Mole était le moins maltraité des deux: le coup d'épée l'avait frappé au-dessous de l'aisselle droite, mais n'avait offensé aucun organe essentiel; quant à Coconnas, il avait le poumon traversé, et le souffle qui sortait par la blessure faisait vaciller la flamme d'une bougie.

	Maître Ambroise Paré ne répondait pas de Coconnas.

	Madame de Nevers était désespérée; c'était elle qui, confiante dans la force, dans l'adresse et le courage du Piémontais, avait empêché Marguerite de s'opposer au combat. Elle eût bien fait porter Coconnas à l'hôtel de Guise pour lui renouveler dans cette seconde occasion les soins de la première; mais d'un moment à l'autre son mari pouvait arriver de Rome, et trouver étrange l'installation d'un intrus dans le domicile conjugal.

	Pour cacher la cause des blessures, Marguerite avait fait porter les deux jeunes gens chez son frère, où l'un d'eux, d'ailleurs, était déjà installé, en disant que c'étaient deux gentilshommes qui s'étaient laissés choir de cheval pendant la promenade; mais la vérité fut divulguée par l'admiration du capitaine témoin du combat, et l'on sut bientôt à la cour que deux nouveaux raffinés venaient de naître au grand jour de la renommée.

	Soignés par le même chirurgien qui partageait ses soins entre eux, les deux blessés parcoururent les différentes phases de convalescence qui ressortaient du plus ou du moins de gravité de leurs blessures. La Mole, le moins grièvement atteint des deux, reprit le premier connaissance. Quant à Coconnas, une fièvre terrible s'était emparée de lui, et son retour à la vie fut signalé par tous les signes du plus affreux délire.

	Quoique enfermé dans la même chambre que Coconnas, La Mole, en reprenant connaissance, n'avait pas vu son compagnon, ou n'avait par aucun signe indiqué qu'il le vît. Coconnas tout au contraire, en rouvrant les yeux, les fixa sur La Mole, et cela avec une expression qui eût pu prouver que le sang que le Piémontais venait de perdre n'avait en rien diminué les passions de ce tempérament de feu.

	Coconnas pensa qu'il rêvait, et que dans son rêve il retrouvait l'ennemi que deux fois il croyait avoir tué; seulement le rêve se prolongeait outre mesure. Après avoir vu La Mole couché comme lui, pansé comme lui par le chirurgien, il vit La Mole se soulever sur ce lit, où lui-même était cloué encore par la fièvre, la faiblesse et la douleur, puis en descendre, puis marcher au bras du chirurgien, puis marcher avec une canne, puis enfin marcher tout seul.

	Coconnas, toujours en délire, regardait toutes ces différentes périodes de la convalescence de son compagnon d'un regard tantôt atone, tantôt furieux, mais toujours menaçant.

	Tout cela offrait, à l'esprit brûlant du Piémontais un mélange effrayant de fantastique et de réel. Pour lui, La Mole était mort, bien mort, et même plutôt deux fois qu'une, et cependant il reconnaissait l'ombre de ce La Mole couchée dans un lit pareil au sien; puis il vit, comme nous l'avons dit, l'ombre se lever, puis l'ombre marcher, et, chose effrayante, marcher vers son lit. Cette ombre, que Coconnas eût voulu fuir, fût-ce au fond des enfers, vint droit à lui et s'arrêta à son chevet, debout et le regardant; il y avait même dans ses traits un sentiment de douceur et de compassion que Coconnas prit pour l'expression d'une dérision infernale.

	Alors s'alluma, dans cet esprit, plus malade peut-être que le corps, une aveugle passion de vengeance. Coconnas n'eut plus qu'une préoccupation, celle de se procurer une arme quelconque, et, avec cette arme, de frapper ce corps ou cette ombre de La Mole qui le tourmentait si cruellement. Ses habits avaient été déposés sur une chaise, puis emportés; car, tout souillés de sang qu'ils étaient, on avait jugé à propos de les éloigner du blessé, mais on avait laissé sur la même chaise son poignard dont on ne supposait pas qu'avant longtemps il eût l'envie de se servir. Coconnas vit le poignard; pendant trois nuits, profitant du moment où La Mole dormait, il essaya d'étendre la main jusqu'à lui; trois fois la force lui manqua, et il s'évanouit. Enfin la quatrième nuit, il atteignit l'arme, la saisit du bout de ses doigts crispés, et, en poussant un gémissement arraché par la douleur, il la cacha sous son oreiller.

	Le lendemain, il vit quelque chose d'inouï jusque-là: l'ombre de La Mole, qui semblait chaque jour reprendre de nouvelles forces, tandis que lui, sans cesse occupé de la vision terrible, usait les siennes dans l'éternelle trame du complot qui devait l'en débarrasser; l'ombre de La Mole, devenue de plus en plus alerte, fit, d'un air pensif, deux ou trois tours dans la chambre; puis enfin, après avoir ajusté son manteau, ceint son épée, coiffé sa tête d'un feutre à larges bords, ouvrit la porte et sortit.

	Coconnas respira; il se crut débarrassé de son fantôme. Pendant deux ou trois heures son sang circula dans ses veines plus calme et plus rafraîchi qu'il n'avait jamais encore été depuis le moment du duel; un jour d'absence de La Mole eût rendu la connaissance à Coconnas, huit jours l'eussent guéri peut-être; malheureusement La Mole rentra au bout de deux heures.

	Cette rentrée fut pour le Piémontais un véritable coup de poignard, et, quoique La Mole ne rentrât point seul, Coconnas n'eut pas un regard pour son compagnon.

	Son compagnon méritait cependant bien qu'on le regardât.

	C'était un homme d'une quarantaine d'années, court, trapu, vigoureux, avec des cheveux noirs qui descendaient jusqu'aux sourcils, et une barbe noire qui, contre la mode du temps, couvrait tout le bas de son visage; mais le nouveau venu paraissait peu s'occuper de mode. Il avait une espèce de justaucorps de cuir tout maculé de taches brunes, de chausses sang-de-boeuf, un maillot rouge, de gros souliers de cuir montant au-dessus de la cheville, un bonnet de la même couleur que ses chausses, et la taille serrée par une large ceinture à laquelle pendait un couteau caché dans sa gaine.

	Cet étrange personnage, dont la présence semblait une anomalie dans le Louvre, jeta sur une chaise le manteau brun qui l'enveloppait, et s'approcha brutalement du lit de Coconnas, dont les yeux, comme par une fascination singulière, demeuraient constamment fixés sur La Mole, qui se tenait à distance. Il regarda le malade, et secouant la tête:

	— Vous avez attendu bien tard, mon gentilhomme! dit-il.

	— Je ne pouvais pas sortir plus tôt, dit La Mole.

	— Eh! pardieu! il fallait m'envoyer chercher.

	— Par qui?

	— Ah! c'est vrai! J'oubliais où nous sommes. Je l'avais dit à ces dames; mais elles n'ont point voulu m'écouter. Si l'on avait suivi mes ordonnances, au lieu de s'en rapporter à celles de cet âne bâté que l'on nomme Ambroise Paré, vous seriez depuis longtemps en état ou de courir les aventures ensemble, ou de vous redonner un autre coup d'épée si c'était votre bon plaisir; enfin on verra. Entend-il raison, votre ami?

	— Pas trop.

	— Tirez la langue, mon gentilhomme. Coconnas tira la langue à La Mole en faisant une si affreuse grimace, que l'examinateur secoua une seconde fois la tête.

	— Oh! oh! murmura-t-il, contraction des muscles. Il n'y a pas de temps à perdre. Ce soir même je vous enverrai une potion toute préparée qu'on lui fera prendre en trois fois, d'heure en heure: une fois à minuit, une fois à une heure, une fois à deux heures.

	— Bien.

	— Mais qui la lui fera prendre, cette potion?

	— Moi.

	— Vous-même?

	— Oui.

	— Vous m'en donnez votre parole?

	— Foi de gentilhomme!

	— Et si quelque médecin voulait en soustraire la moindre partie pour la décomposer et voir de quels ingrédients elle est formée…

	— Je la renverserais jusqu'à la dernière goutte.

	— Foi de gentilhomme aussi?

	— Je vous le jure.

	— Par qui vous enverrai-je cette potion?

	— Par qui vous voudrez.

	— Mais mon envoyé…

	— Eh bien?

	— Comment pénétrera-t-il jusqu'à vous?

	— C'est prévu. Il dira qu'il vient de la part de M. René le parfumeur.

	— Ce Florentin qui demeure sur le pont Saint-Michel?

	— Justement. Il a ses entrées au Louvre à toute heure du jour et de la nuit. L'homme sourit.

	— En effet, dit-il, c'est bien le moins que lui doive la reine mère. C'est dit, on viendra de la part de maître René le parfumeur. Je puis bien prendre son nom une fois: il a assez souvent, sans être patenté, exercé ma profession.

	— Eh bien, dit La Mole, je compte donc sur vous?

	— Comptez-y.

	— Quant au paiement…

	— Oh! nous réglerons cela avec le gentilhomme lui-même quand il sera sur pied.

	— Et soyez tranquille, je crois qu'il sera en état de vous récompenser généreusement.

	— Moi aussi, je crois. Mais, ajouta-t-il avec un singulier sourire, comme ce n'est pas l'habitude des gens qui ont affaire à moi d'être reconnaissants, cela ne m'étonnerait point qu'une fois sur ses pieds il oubliât ou plutôt ne se souciât point de se souvenir de moi.

	— Bon! bon! dit La Mole en souriant à son tour; en ce cas je serai là pour lui en rafraîchir la mémoire.

	— Allons, soit! dans deux heures vous aurez la potion.

	— Au revoir.

	— Vous dites?

	— Au revoir. L'homme sourit.

	— Moi, reprit-il, j'ai l'habitude de dire toujours adieu. Adieu donc, monsieur de la Mole; dans deux heures vous aurez votre potion. Vous entendez, elle doit être prise à minuit… en trois doses… d'heure en heure.

	Sur quoi il sourit, et La Mole resta seul avec Coconnas.

	Coconnas avait entendu toute cette conversation, mais n'y avait rien compris: un vain bruit de paroles, un vain cliquetis de mots étaient arrivés jusqu'à lui. De tout cet entretien, il n'avait retenu que le mot: Minuit.

	Il continua donc de suivre de son regard ardent La Mole, qui continua, lui, de demeurer dans la chambre, rêvant et se promenant.

	Le docteur inconnu tint parole, et à l'heure dite envoya la potion, que La Mole mit sur un petit réchaud d'argent. Puis, cette précaution prise, il se coucha.

	Cette action de La Mole donna un peu de repos à Coconnas; il essaya de fermer les yeux à son tour, mais son assoupissement fiévreux n'était qu'une suite de sa veille délirante. Le même fantôme qui le poursuivait le jour venait le relancer la nuit; à travers ses paupières arides, il continuait de voir La Mole toujours menaçant, puis une voix répétait à son oreille: Minuit! minuit! minuit!

	Tout à coup le timbre vibrant de l'horloge s'éveilla dans la nuit et frappa douze fois. Coconnas rouvrit ses yeux enflammés; le souffle ardent de sa poitrine dévorait ses lèvres arides; une soif inextinguible consumait son gosier embrasé; la petite lampe de nuit brûlait comme d'habitude, et à sa terne lueur faisait danser mille fantômes aux regards vacillants de Coconnas.

	Il vit alors, chose effrayante! La Mole descendre de son lit; puis, après avoir fait un tour ou deux dans sa chambre, comme fait l'épervier devant l'oiseau qu'il fascine, s'avancer jusqu'à lui en lui montrant le poing. Coconnas étendit la main vers son poignard, le saisit par le manche, et s'apprêta à éventrer son ennemi.

	La Mole approchait toujours.

	Coconnas murmurait:

	— Ah! c'est toi, toi encore, toi toujours! Viens. Ah! tu me menaces, tu me montres le poing, tu souris! viens, viens! Ah! tu continues d'approcher tout doucement, pas à pas; viens, viens, que je te massacre!

	Et en effet, joignant le geste à cette sourde menace, au moment où La Mole se penchait vers lui, Coconnas fit jaillir de dessous ses draps l'éclair d'une lame; mais l'effort que le Piémontais fit en se soulevant brisa ses forces: le bras étendu vers La Mole s'arrêta à moitié chemin, le poignard échappa à sa main débile, et le moribond retomba sur son oreiller.

	— Allons, allons, murmura La Mole en soulevant doucement sa tête et en approchant une tasse de ses lèvres, buvez cela, mon pauvre camarade, car vous brûlez.

	C'était en effet une tasse que La Mole présentait à Coconnas, et que celui-ci avait prise pour ce poing menaçant dont s'était effarouché le cerveau vide du blessé.

	Mais, au contact velouté de la liqueur bienfaisante humectant ses lèvres et rafraîchissant sa poitrine, Coconnas reprit sa raison ou plutôt son instinct: il sentit se répandre en lui un bien-être comme jamais il n'en avait éprouvé; il ouvrit un oeil intelligent sur La Mole, qui le tenait entre ses bras et lui souriait, et, de cet oeil contracté naguère par une fureur sombre, une petite larme imperceptible roula sur sa joue ardente, qui la but avidement.

	— Mordi! murmura Coconnas en se laissant aller sur son traversin, si j'en réchappe, monsieur de la Mole, vous serez mon ami.

	— Et vous en réchapperez, mon camarade, dit La Mole, si vous voulez boire trois tasses comme celle que je viens de vous donner, et ne plus faire de vilains rêves.

	Une heure après, La Mole, constitué en garde-malade et obéissant ponctuellement aux ordonnances du docteur inconnu, se leva une seconde fois, versa une seconde portion de la liqueur dans une tasse, et porta cette tasse à Coconnas. Mais cette fois le Piémontais, au lieu de l'attendre le poignard à la main, le reçut les bras ouverts, et avala son breuvage avec délices, puis pour la première fois s'endormit avec tranquillité.

	La troisième tasse eut un effet non moins merveilleux. La poitrine du malade commença de laisser passer un souffle régulier, quoique haletant encore. Ses membres raidis se détendirent, une douce moiteur s'épandit à la surface de la peau brûlante; et lorsque le lendemain maître Ambroise Paré vint visiter le blessé, il sourit avec satisfaction en disant:

	— À partir de ce moment je réponds de M. de Coconnas, et ce ne sera pas une des moins belles cures que j'aurai faites.

	Il résulta de cette scène moitié dramatique, moitié burlesque, mais qui ne manquait pas au fond d'une certaine poésie attendrissante, eu égard aux moeurs farouches de Coconnas, que l'amitié des deux gentilshommes, commencée à l'auberge de la Belle-Étoile, et violemment interrompue par les événements de la nuit de la Saint-Barthélemy, reprit dès lors avec une nouvelle vigueur, et dépassa bientôt celles d'Oreste et de Pylade de cinq coups d'épée et d'un coup de pistolet répartis sur leurs deux corps.

	Quoi qu'il en soit, blessures vieilles et nouvelles, profondes et légères, se trouvèrent enfin en voie de guérison.

	La Mole, fidèle à sa mission de garde-malade, ne voulut point quitter la chambre que Coconnas ne fût entièrement guéri. Il le souleva dans son lit tant que sa faiblesse l'y enchaîna, l'aida à marcher quand il commença de se soutenir, enfin eut pour lui tous les soins qui ressortaient de sa nature douce et aimante, et qui, secondés par la vigueur du Piémontais, amenèrent une convalescence plus rapide qu'on n'avait le droit de l'espérer.

	Cependant une seule et même pensée tourmentait les deux jeunes gens: chacun dans le délire de sa fièvre avait bien cru voir s'approcher de lui la femme qui remplissait tout son coeur; mais depuis que chacun avait repris connaissance, ni Marguerite ni madame de Nevers n'étaient certainement entrées dans la chambre. Au reste, cela se comprenait: l'une, femme du roi de Navarre, l'autre, belle-soeur du duc de Guise pouvaient-elles donner aux yeux de tous une marque si publique d'intérêt à deux simples gentilshommes? Non. C'était bien certainement la réponse que devaient se faire La Mole et Coconnas. Mais cette absence, qui tenait peut-être à un oubli total, n'en était pas moins douloureuse.

	Il est vrai que le gentilhomme qui avait assisté au combat était venu de temps en temps, et comme de son propre mouvement, demander des nouvelles des deux blessés. Il est vrai que Gillonne, pour son propre compte, en avait fait autant; mais La Mole n'avait point osé parler à l'une de Marguerite, et Coconnas n'avait point osé parler à l'autre de madame de Nevers.

	XVIII

	Les revenants

	Pendant quelque temps les deux jeunes gens gardèrent chacun de son côté le secret enfermé dans sa poitrine. Enfin, dans un jour d'expansion, la pensée qui les préoccupait seule déborda de leurs lèvres, et tous deux corroborèrent leur amitié par cette dernière preuve, sans laquelle il n'y a pas d'amitié, c'est-à-dire par une confiance entière.

	Ils étaient éperdument amoureux, l'un d'une princesse, l'autre d'une reine.

	Il y avait pour les deux pauvres soupirants quelque chose d'effrayant dans cette distance presque infranchissable qui les séparait de l'objet de leurs désirs. Et cependant l'espérance est un sentiment si profondément enraciné au coeur de l'homme, que, malgré la folie de leur espérance, ils espéraient.

	Tous deux, au reste, à mesure qu'ils revenaient à eux, soignaient fort leur visage. Chaque homme, même le plus indifférent aux avantages physiques, a, dans certaines circonstances, avec son miroir des conversations muettes, des signes d'intelligence, après lesquels il s'éloigne presque toujours de son confident, fort satisfait de l'entretien. Or, nos deux jeunes gens n'étaient point de ceux à qui leurs miroirs devaient donner de trop rudes avis. La Mole, mince, pâle et élégant, avait la beauté de la distinction; Coconnas, vigoureux, bien découplé, haut en couleur, avait la beauté de la force. Il y avait même plus: pour ce dernier, la maladie avait été un avantage. Il avait maigri, il avait pâli; enfin, la fameuse balafre qui lui avait jadis donné tant de tracas par ses rapports prismatiques avec l'arc-en-ciel avait disparu, annonçant probablement, comme le phénomène postdiluvien, une longue suite de jours purs et de nuits sereines.

	Au reste les soins les plus délicats continuaient d'entourer les deux blessés; le jour où chacun d'eux avait pu se lever, il avait trouvé une robe de chambre sur le fauteuil le plus proche de son lit; le jour où il avait pu se vêtir, un habillement complet. Il y a plus, dans la poche de chaque pourpoint il y avait une bourse largement fournie, que chacun d'eux ne garda, bien entendu, que pour la rendre en temps et lieu au protecteur inconnu qui veillait sur lui.

	Ce protecteur inconnu ne pouvait être le prince chez lequel logeaient les deux jeunes gens, car ce prince, non seulement n'était pas monté une seule fois chez eux pour les voir, mais encore n'avait pas fait demander de leurs nouvelles.

	Un vague espoir disait tout bas à chaque coeur que ce protecteur inconnu était la femme qu'il aimait.

	Aussi les deux blessés attendaient-ils avec une impatience sans égale le moment de leur sortie. La Mole, plus fort et mieux guéri que Coconnas, aurait pu opérer la sienne depuis longtemps; mais une espèce de convention tacite le liait au sort de son ami. Il était convenu que leur première sortie serait consacrée à trois visites.

	La première, au docteur inconnu dont le breuvage velouté avait opéré sur la poitrine enflammée de Coconnas une si notable amélioration.

	La seconde, à l'hôtel de défunt maître La Hurière, où chacun d'eux avait laissé valise et cheval.

	La troisième, au Florentin René, lequel, joignant à son titre de parfumeur celui de magicien, vendait non seulement des cosmétiques et des poisons, mais encore composait des philtres et rendait des oracles.

	Enfin, après deux mois passés de convalescence et de réclusion, ce jour tant attendu arriva.

	Nous avons dit de réclusion, c'est le mot qui convient, car plusieurs fois, dans leur impatience, ils avaient voulu hâter ce jour; mais une sentinelle placée à la porte leur avait constamment barré le passage, et ils avaient appris qu'ils ne sortiraient que sur un exeat de maître Ambroise Paré.

	Or, un jour, l'habile chirurgien ayant reconnu que les deux malades étaient, sinon complètement guéris, du moins en voie de complète guérison, avait donné cet exeat, et vers les deux heures de l'après-midi, par une de ces belles journées d'automne, comme Paris en offre parfois à ses habitants étonnés qui ont déjà fait provision de résignation pour l'hiver, les deux amis, appuyés au bras l'un de l'autre, mirent le pied hors du Louvre.

	La Mole, qui avait retrouvé avec grand plaisir sur un fauteuil le fameux manteau cerise qu'il avait plié avec tant de soin avant le combat, s'était constitué le guide de Coconnas, et Coconnas se laissait guider sans résistance et même sans réflexion. Il savait que son ami le conduisait chez le docteur inconnu dont la potion, non patentée, l'avait guéri en une seule nuit, quand toutes les drogues de maître Ambroise Paré le tuaient lentement. Il avait fait deux parts de l'argent renfermé dans sa bourse, c'est-à-dire de deux cents nobles à la rose, et il en avait destiné cent à récompenser l'Esculape anonyme auquel il devait sa convalescence: Coconnas ne craignait pas la mort, mais Coconnas n'en était pas moins fort aise de vivre; aussi, comme on le voit, s'apprêtait-il à récompenser généreusement son sauveur.

	La Mole prit la rue de l'Astruce, la grande rue Saint Honoré, la rue des Prouvelles, et se trouva bientôt sur la place des Halles. Près de l'ancienne fontaine et à l'endroit que l'on désigne aujourd'hui par le nom de Carreau des Halles, s'élevait une construction octogone en maçonnerie surmontée d'une vaste lanterne de bois, surmontée elle-même par un toit pointu, au sommet duquel grinçait une girouette. Cette lanterne de bois offrait huit ouvertures que traversait, comme cette pièce héraldique qu'on appelle la fasce traverse le champ du blason, une espèce de roue en bois, laquelle se divisait par le milieu, afin de prendre dans des échancrures taillées à cet effet la tête et les mains du condamné ou des condamnés que l'on exposait à l'une ou l'autre, ou à plusieurs de ces huit ouvertures.

	Cette construction étrange, qui n'avait son analogue dans aucune des constructions environnantes, s'appelait le pilori.

	Une maison informe, bossue, éraillée, borgne et boiteuse, au toit taché de mousse comme la peau d'un lépreux, avait, pareille à un champignon, poussé au pied de cette espèce de tour.

	Cette maison était celle du bourreau.

	Un homme était exposé et tirait la langue aux passants; c'était un des voleurs qui avaient exercé autour du gibet de Montfaucon, et qui avait par hasard été arrêté dans l'exercice de ses fonctions.

	Coconnas crut que son ami l'amenait voir ce curieux spectacle; il se mêla à la foule des amateurs qui répondaient aux grimaces du patient par des vociférations et des huées.

	Coconnas était naturellement cruel, et ce spectacle l'amusa fort; seulement, il eût voulu qu'au lieu des huées et des vociférations, ce fussent des pierres que l'on jetât au condamné assez insolent pour tirer la langue aux nobles seigneurs qui lui faisaient l'honneur de le visiter.

	Aussi, lorsque la lanterne mouvante tourna sur sa base pour faire jouir une autre partie de la place de la vue du patient, et que la foule suivit le mouvement de la lanterne, Coconnas voulut-il suivre le mouvement de la foule, mais La Mole l'arrêta en lui disant à demi-voix:

	— Ce n'est point pour cela que nous sommes venus ici.

	— Et pourquoi donc sommes-nous venus, alors? demanda Coconnas.

	— Tu vas le voir, répondit La Mole. Les deux amis se tutoyaient depuis le lendemain de cette fameuse nuit où Coconnas avait voulu éventrer La Mole. Et La Mole conduisit Coconnas droit à la petite fenêtre de cette maison adossée à la tour et sur l'appui de laquelle se tenait un homme accoudé.

	— Ah! ah! c'est vous, Messeigneurs! dit l'homme en soulevant son bonnet sang-de-boeuf et en découvrant sa tête aux cheveux noirs et épais descendant jusqu'à ses sourcils, soyez les bienvenus.

	— Quel est cet homme? demanda Coconnas cherchant à rappeler ses souvenirs, car il lui sembla avoir vu cette tête-là pendant un des moments de sa fièvre.

	— Ton sauveur, mon cher ami, dit La Mole, celui qui t'a apporté au Louvre cette boisson rafraîchissante qui t'a fait tant de bien.

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas; en ce cas, mon ami… Et il lui tendit la main. Mais l'homme, au lieu de correspondre à cette avance par un geste pareil, se redressa, et, en se redressant, s'éloigna des deux amis de toute la distance qu'occupait la courbe de son corps.

	— Monsieur, dit-il à Coconnas, merci de l'honneur que vous voulez bien me faire; mais il est probable que si vous me connaissiez vous ne me le feriez pas.

	— Ma foi, dit Coconnas, je déclare que quand vous seriez le diable je me tiens pour votre obligé, car sans vous je serais mort à cette heure.

	— Je ne suis pas tout à fait le diable, répondit l'homme au bonnet rouge; mais souvent beaucoup aimeraient mieux voir le diable que de me voir.

	— Qui êtes-vous donc? demanda Coconnas.

	— Monsieur, répondit l'homme, je suis maître Caboche, bourreau de la prévôté de Paris! …

	— Ah! … fit Coconnas en retirant sa main.

	— Vous voyez bien! dit maître Caboche.

	— Non pas! je toucherai votre main, ou le diable m'emporte!

	Étendez-la…

	— En vérité?

	— Toute grande.

	— Voici!

	— Plus grande… encore… bien! … Et Coconnas prit dans sa poche la poignée d'or préparée pour son médecin anonyme et la déposa dans la main du bourreau.

	— J'aurais mieux aimé votre main seule, dit maître Caboche en secouant la tête, car je ne manque pas d'or; mais de mains qui touchent la mienne, tout au contraire, j'en chôme fort. N'importe! Dieu vous bénisse, mon gentilhomme.

	— Ainsi donc, mon ami, dit Coconnas regardant avec curiosité le bourreau, c'est vous qui donnez la gêne, qui rouez, qui écartelez, qui coupez les têtes, qui brisez les os. Ah! ah! je suis bien aise d'avoir fait votre connaissance.

	— Monsieur, dit maître Caboche, je ne fais pas tout moi-même; car, ainsi que vous avez vos laquais, vous autres seigneurs, pour faire ce que vous ne voulez pas faire, moi j'ai mes aides, qui font la grosse besogne et qui expédient les manants. Seulement, quand par hasard j'ai affaire à des gentilshommes, comme vous et votre compagnon par exemple, oh! alors c'est autre chose, et je me fais un honneur de m'acquitter moi-même de tous les détails de l'exécution, depuis le premier jusqu'au dernier, c'est-à-dire la question jusqu'au décollement.

	Coconnas sentit malgré lui courir un frisson dans ses veines, comme si le coin brutal pressait ses jambes et comme si le fil de l'acier effleurait son cou. La Mole, sans se rendre compte de la cause, éprouva la même sensation.

	Mais Coconnas surmonta cette émotion dont il avait honte, et voulant prendre congé de maître Caboche par une dernière plaisanterie:

	— Eh bien, maître! lui dit-il, je retiens votre parole quand ce sera mon tour de monter à la potence d'Enguerrand de Marigny ou sur l'échafaud de M. de Nemours, il n'y aura que vous qui me toucherez.

	— Je vous le promets.

	— Cette fois, dit Coconnas, voici ma main en gage que j'accepte votre promesse.

	Et il étendit vers le bourreau une main que le bourreau toucha timidement de la sienne, quoiqu'il fût visible qu'il eût grande envie de la toucher franchement.

	À ce simple attouchement, Coconnas pâlit légèrement, mais le même sourire demeura sur ses lèvres; tandis que La Mole, mal à l'aise, et voyant la foule tourner avec la lanterne et se rapprocher d'eux, le tirait par son manteau.

	Coconnas, qui, au fond, avait aussi grande envie que La Mole de mettre fin à cette scène dans laquelle, par la pente naturelle de son caractère, il s'était trouvé enfoncé plus qu'il n'eût voulu, fit un signe de tête et s'éloigna.

	— Ma foi! dit La Mole quand lui et son compagnon furent arrivés à la croix du Trahoir, conviens que l'on respire mieux ici que sur la place des Halles?

	— J'en conviens, dit Coconnas, mais je n'en suis pas moins fort aise d'avoir fait connaissance avec maître Caboche. Il est bon d'avoir des amis partout.

	— Même à l'enseigne de la Belle-Étoile, dit La Mole en riant.

	— Oh! pour le pauvre maître La Hurière, dit Coconnas, celui-là est mort et bien mort. J'ai vu la flamme de l'arquebuse, j'ai entendu le coup de la balle qui a résonné comme s'il eût frappé sur le bourdon de Notre-Dame, et je l'ai laissé étendu dans le ruisseau avec le sang qui lui sortait par le nez et par la bouche. En supposant que ce soit un ami, c'est un ami que nous avons dans l'autre monde.

	Tout en causant ainsi, les deux jeunes gens entrèrent dans la rue de l'Arbre-Sec et s'acheminèrent vers l'enseigne de la Belle- Étoile, qui continuait de grincer à la même place, offrant toujours au voyageur son âtre gastronomique et son appétissante légende.

	Coconnas et La Mole s'attendaient à trouver la maison désespérée, la veuve en deuil, et les marmitons un crêpe au bras; mais, à leur grand étonnement, ils trouvèrent la maison en pleine activité, madame La Hurière fort resplendissante, et les garçons plus joyeux que jamais.

	— Oh! l'infidèle! dit La Mole, elle se sera remariée! Puis s'adressant à la nouvelle Artémise:

	— Madame, lui dit-il, nous sommes deux gentilshommes de la connaissance de ce pauvre M. La Hurière. Nous avons laissé ici deux chevaux et deux valises que nous venons réclamer.

	— Messieurs, répondit la maîtresse de la maison après avoir essayé de rappeler ses souvenirs, comme je n'ai pas l'honneur de vous reconnaître, je vais, si vous le voulez bien, appeler mon mari… Grégoire, faites venir votre maître.

	Grégoire passa de la première cuisine, qui était le pandémonium général, dans la seconde, qui était le laboratoire où se confectionnaient les plats que maître La Hurière, de son vivant, jugeait dignes d'être préparés par ses savantes mains.

	— Le diable m'emporte, murmura Coconnas, si cela ne me fait pas de la peine de voir cette maison si gaie quand elle devrait être si triste! Pauvre La Hurière, va!

	— Il a voulu me tuer, dit La Mole, mais je lui pardonne de grand coeur.

	La Mole avait à peine prononcé ces paroles, qu'un homme apparut tenant à la main une casserole au fond de laquelle il faisait roussir des oignons qu'il tournait avec une cuiller de bois.

	La Mole et Coconnas jetèrent un cri de surprise. À ce cri l'homme releva la tête, et, répondant par un cri pareil, laissa échapper sa casserole, ne conservant à la main que sa cuiller de bois.

	— In nomine Patris, dit l'homme en agitant sa cuiller comme il eût fait d'un goupillon, et Filii, et Spiritus sancti…

	_— _Maître La Hurière! s'écrièrent les jeunes gens.

	— Messieurs de Coconnas et de la Mole! dit La Hurière.

	— Vous n'êtes donc pas mort? fit Coconnas.

	— Mais vous êtes donc vivants? demanda l'hôte.

	— Je vous ai vu tomber, cependant, dit Coconnas; j'ai entendu le bruit de la balle qui vous cassait quelque chose, je ne sais pas quoi. Je vous ai laissé couché dans le ruisseau, perdant le sang par le nez, par la bouche et même par les yeux.

	— Tout cela est vrai comme l'Évangile, monsieur de Coconnas. Mais, ce bruit que vous avez entendu, c'était celui de la balle frappant sur ma salade, sur laquelle, heureusement, elle s'est aplatie; mais le coup n'en a pas été moins rude, et la preuve, ajouta La Hurière en levant son bonnet et montrant sa tête pelée comme un genou, c'est que, comme vous le voyez, il ne m'en est pas resté un cheveu.

	Les deux jeunes gens éclatèrent de rire en voyant cette figure grotesque.

	— Ah! ah! vous riez! dit La Hurière un peu rassuré, vous ne venez donc pas avec de mauvaises intentions?

	— Et vous, maître La Hurière, vous êtes donc guéri de vos goûts belliqueux?

	— Oui, ma foi, oui, messieurs; et maintenant…

	— Eh bien? maintenant…

	— Maintenant, j'ai fait voeu de ne plus voir d'autre feu que celui de ma cuisine.

	— Bravo! dit Coconnas, voilà qui est prudent. Maintenant, ajouta le Piémontais, nous avons laissé dans vos écuries deux chevaux, et dans vos chambres deux valises.

	— Ah diable! fit l'hôte se grattant l'oreille.

	— Eh bien?

	— Deux chevaux, vous dites?

	— Oui, dans l'écurie.

	— Et deux valises?

	— Oui, dans la chambre.

	— C'est que, voyez-vous… vous m'aviez cru mort, n'est-ce pas?

	— Certainement.

	— Vous avouez que, puisque vous vous êtes trompés, je pouvais bien me tromper de mon côté.

	— En nous croyant morts aussi? vous étiez parfaitement libre.

	— Ah! voilà! … c'est que, comme vous mouriez intestat…, continua maître La Hurière.

	— Après?

	— J'ai cru, j'ai eu tort, je le vois bien maintenant…

	— Qu'avez-vous cru, voyons?

	— J'ai cru que je pouvais hériter de vous.

	— Ah! ah! firent les deux jeunes gens.

	— Je n'en suis pas moins on ne peut plus satisfait que vous soyez vivants, messieurs.

	— De sorte que vous avez vendu nos chevaux? dit Coconnas.

	— Hélas! dit La Hurière.

	— Et nos valises? continua La Mole.

	— Oh! les valises! non…, s'écria La Hurière, mais seulement ce qu'il y avait dedans.

	— Dis donc, La Mole, reprit Coconnas, voilà, ce me semble, un hardi coquin… Si nous l'étripions?

	Cette menace parut faire un grand effet sur maître La Hurière, qui hasarda ces paroles:

	— Mais, messieurs, on peut s'arranger, ce me semble.

	— Écoute, dit La Mole, c'est moi qui ai le plus à me plaindre de toi.

	— Certainement, monsieur le comte, car je me rappelle que, dans un moment de folie, j'ai eu l'audace de vous menacer.

	— Oui, d'une balle qui m'est passée à deux pouces au-dessus de la tête.

	— Vous croyez?

	— J'en suis sûr.

	— Si vous en êtes sûr, monsieur de la Mole, dit La Hurière en ramassant sa casserole d'un air innocent, je suis trop votre serviteur pour vous démentir.

	— Eh bien, dit La Mole, pour ma part, je ne te réclame rien.

	— Comment, mon gentilhomme! …

	— Si ce n'est…

	— Aïe! aïe! … fit La Hurière.

	— Si ce n'est un dîner pour moi et mes amis toutes les fois que je me trouverai dans ton quartier.

	— Comment donc! s'écria La Hurière ravi, à vos ordres, mon gentilhomme, à vos ordres!

	— Ainsi, c'est chose convenue?

	— De grand coeur… Et vous, monsieur de Coconnas, continua l'hôte, souscrivez-vous au marché?

	— Oui; mais, comme mon ami, j'y mets une petite condition.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est que vous rendrez à M. de La Mole les cinquante écus que je lui dois et que je vous ai confiés.

	— À moi, monsieur! Et quand cela?

	— Un quart d'heure avant que vous vendissiez mon cheval et ma valise. La Hurière fit un signe d'intelligence.

	— Ah! je comprends! dit-il.

	Et il s'avança vers une armoire, en tira, l'un après l'autre, cinquante écus qu'il apporta à La Mole.

	— Bien, monsieur, dit le gentilhomme, bien! servez-nous une omelette. Les cinquante écus seront pour M. Grégoire.

	— Oh! s'écria La Hurière, en vérité, mes gentilshommes, vous êtes des coeurs de princes, et vous pouvez compter sur moi à la vie et à la mort.

	— En ce cas, dit Coconnas, faites-nous l'omelette demandée, et n'y épargnez ni le beurre ni le lard. Puis se retournant vers la pendule:

	— Ma foi, tu as raison, La Mole, dit-il. Nous avons encore trois heures à attendre, autant donc les passer ici qu'ailleurs. D'autant plus que, si je ne me trompe, nous sommes ici presque à moitié chemin du pont Saint-Michel.

	Et les deux jeunes gens allèrent reprendre à table et dans la petite pièce du fond la même place qu'ils occupaient pendant cette fameuse soirée du 24 août 1572, pendant laquelle Coconnas avait proposé à La Mole de jouer l'un contre l'autre la première maîtresse qu'ils auraient.

	Avouons, à l'honneur de la moralité des deux jeunes gens, que ni l'un ni l'autre n'eut l'idée de faire à son compagnon ce soir-là pareille proposition.

	XIX

	Le logis de maître René, le parfumeur de la reine mère

	À l'époque où se passe l'histoire que nous racontons à nos lecteurs, il n'existait, pour passer d'une partie de la ville à l'autre, que cinq ponts, les uns de pierre, les autres de bois; encore ces cinq ponts aboutissaient-ils à la Cité. C'étaient le pont des Meuniers, le Pont-au-Change, le pont Notre-Dame, le Petit-Pont et le pont Saint-Michel.

	Aux autres endroits où la circulation était nécessaire, des bacs étaient établis, et tant bien que mal remplaçaient les ponts.

	Ces cinq ponts étaient garnis de maisons, comme l'est encore aujourd'hui le Ponte-Vecchio à Florence.

	Parmi ces cinq ponts, qui chacun ont leur histoire, nous nous occuperons particulièrement, pour le moment, du pont Saint-Michel.

	Le pont Saint-Michel avait été bâti en pierres en 1373: malgré son apparente solidité, un débordement de la Seine le renversa en partie le 31 janvier 1408; en 1416, il avait été reconstruit en bois; mais pendant la nuit du 16 décembre 1547 il avait été emporté de nouveau; vers 1550, c'est-à-dire vingt-deux ans avant l'époque où nous sommes arrivés, on le reconstruisit en bois, et, quoiqu'on eût déjà eu besoin de le réparer, il passait pour assez solide.

	Au milieu des maisons qui bordaient la ligne du pont, faisant face au petit îlot sur lequel avaient été brûlés les Templiers, et où pose aujourd'hui le terre-plein du Pont-Neuf, on remarquait une maison à panneaux de bois sur laquelle un large toit s'abaissait comme la paupière d'un oeil immense. À la seule fenêtre qui s'ouvrît au premier étage, au-dessus d'une fenêtre et d'une porte de rez-de-chaussée hermétiquement fermée, transparaissait une lueur rougeâtre qui attirait les regards des passants sur la façade basse, large, peinte en bleu avec de riches moulures dorées. Une espèce de frise, qui séparait le rez-de-chaussée du premier étage, représentait une foule de diables dans des attitudes plus grotesques les unes que les autres, et un large ruban, peint en bleu comme la façade, s'étendait entre la frise et la fenêtre du premier, avec cette inscription:

	René, Florentin, parfumeur de Sa Majesté la reine mère.

	La porte de cette boutique, comme nous l'avons dit, était bien verrouillée; mais, mieux que par ses verrous, elle était défendue des attaques nocturnes par la réputation si effrayante de son locataire que les passants qui traversaient le pont à cet endroit le traversaient presque toujours en décrivant une courbe qui les rejetait vers l'autre rang de maisons, comme s'ils eussent redouté que l'odeur des parfums ne suât jusqu'à eux par la muraille.

	Il y avait plus: les voisins de droite et de gauche, craignant sans doute d'être compromis par le voisinage, avaient, depuis l'installation de maître René sur le pont Saint-Michel, déguerpi l'un et l'autre de leur logis, de sorte que les deux maisons attenantes à la maison de René étaient demeurées désertes et fermées. Cependant, malgré cette solitude et cet abandon, des passants attardés avaient vu jaillir, à travers les contrevents fermés de ces maisons vides, certains rayons de lumière, et assuraient avoir entendu certains bruits pareils à des plaintes, qui prouvaient que des êtres quelconques fréquentaient ces deux maisons; seulement on ignorait si ces êtres appartenaient à ce monde ou à l'autre.

	Il en résultait que les locataires des deux maisons attenantes aux deux maisons désertes se demandaient de temps en temps s'il ne serait pas prudent à eux de faire à leur tour comme leurs voisins avaient fait.

	C'était sans doute à ce privilège de terreur qui lui était publiquement acquis que maître René avait dû de conserver seul du feu après l'heure consacrée. Ni ronde ni guet n'eût osé d'ailleurs inquiéter un homme doublement cher à Sa Majesté, en sa qualité de compatriote et de parfumeur.

	Comme nous supposons que le lecteur cuirassé par le philosophisme du XVIIIe siècle ne croit plus ni à la magie ni aux magiciens, nous l'inviterons à entrer avec nous dans cette habitation qui, à cette époque de superstitieuse croyance, répandait autour d'elle un si profond effroi.

	La boutique du rez-de-chaussée est sombre et déserte à partir de huit heures du soir, moment auquel elle se ferme pour ne plus se rouvrir qu'assez avant quelquefois dans la journée du lendemain; c'est là que se fait la vente quotidienne des parfums, des onguents et des cosmétiques de tout genre que débite l'habile chimiste. Deux apprentis l'aident dans cette vente de détail, mais ils ne couchent pas dans la maison; ils couchent rue de la Calandre. Le soir, ils sortent un instant avant que la boutique soit fermée. Le matin, ils se promènent devant la porte jusqu'à ce que la boutique soit ouverte.

	Cette boutique du rez-de-chaussée est donc, comme nous l'avons dit, sombre et déserte.

	Dans cette boutique assez large et assez profonde, il y a deux portes, chacune donnant sur un escalier. Un des escaliers rampe dans la muraille même, et il est latéral: l'autre est extérieur et est visible du quai qu'on appelle aujourd'hui le quai des Augustins, et de la berge qu'on appelle aujourd'hui le quai des Orfèvres.

	Tous deux conduisent à la chambre du premier.

	Cette chambre est de la même grandeur que celle du rez-de- chaussée, seulement une tapisserie tendue dans le sens du pont la sépare en deux compartiments. Au fond du premier compartiment s'ouvre la porte donnant sur l'escalier extérieur. Sur la face latérale du second s'ouvre la porte de l'escalier secret; seulement cette porte est invisible, car elle est cachée par une haute armoire sculptée, scellée à elle par des crampons de fer, et qu'elle poussait en s'ouvrant. Catherine seule connaît avec René le secret de cette porte, c'est par là qu'elle monte et qu'elle descend; c'est l'oreille ou l'oeil posé contre cette armoire dans laquelle des trous sont ménagés, qu'elle écoute et qu'elle voit ce qui se passe dans la chambre.

	Deux autres portes parfaitement ostensibles s'offrent encore sur les côtés latéraux de ce second compartiment. L'une s'ouvre sur une petite chambre éclairée par le toit et qui n'a pour tout meuble qu'un vaste fourneau, des cornues, des alambics, des creusets: c'est le laboratoire de l'alchimiste. L'autre s'ouvre sur une cellule plus bizarre que le reste de l'appartement, car elle n'est point éclairée du tout, car elle n'a ni tapis ni meubles, mais seulement une sorte d'autel de pierre.

	Le parquet est une dalle inclinée du centre aux extrémités, et aux extrémités court au pied du mur une espèce de rigole aboutissant à un entonnoir par l'orifice duquel on voit couler l'eau sombre de la Seine. À des clous enfoncés dans la muraille sont suspendus des instruments de forme bizarre, tous aigus ou tranchants; la pointe en est fine comme celle d'une aiguille, le fil en est tranchant comme celui d'un rasoir; les uns brillent comme des miroirs; les autres, au contraire, sont d'un gris mat ou d'un bleu sombre.

	Dans un coin, deux poules noires se débattent, attachées l'une à l'autre par la patte, c'est le sanctuaire de l'augure.

	Revenons à la chambre du milieu, à la chambre aux deux compartiments.

	C'est là qu'est introduit le vulgaire des consultants; c'est là que les ibis égyptiens, les momies aux bandelettes dorées, le crocodile bâillant au plafond, les têtes de mort aux yeux vides et aux dents branlantes, enfin les bouquins poudreux vénérablement rongés par les rats, offrent à l'oeil du visiteur le pêle-mêle d'où résultent les émotions diverses qui empêchent la pensée de suivre son droit chemin. Derrière le rideau sont des fioles, des boîtes particulières, des amphores à l'aspect sinistre; tout cela est éclairé par deux petites lampes d'argent exactement pareilles, qui semblent enlevées à quelque autel de Santa-Maria-Novella ou de l'église Dei Servi de Florence, et qui, brûlant une huile parfumée, jettent leur clarté jaunâtre du haut de la voûte sombre où chacune est suspendue par trois chaînettes noircies.

	René, seul et les bras croisés, se promène à grands pas dans le second compartiment de la chambre du milieu, en secouant la tête. Après une méditation longue et douloureuse, il s'arrête devant un sablier.

	— Ah! ah! dit-il, j'ai oublié de le retourner, et voilà que depuis longtemps peut-être tout le sable est passé.

	Alors, regardant la lune qui se dégage à grand-peine d'un grand nuage noir qui semble peser sur la pointe du clocher de Notre- Dame:

	— Neuf heures, dit-il. Si elle vient, elle viendra comme d'habitude, dans une heure ou une heure et demie; il y aura donc temps pour tout.

	En ce moment on entendit quelque bruit sur le pont. René appliqua son oreille à l'orifice d'un long tuyau dont l'autre extrémité allait s'ouvrir sur la rue, sous la forme d'une tête de Guivre.

	— Non, dit-il, ce n'est ni elle, ni elles. Ce sont des pas d'hommes; ils s'arrêtent devant ma porte; ils viennent ici. En même temps trois coups secs retentirent. René descendit rapidement; cependant il se contenta d'appuyer son oreille contre la porte sans ouvrir encore. Les mêmes trois coups secs se renouvelèrent.

	— Qui va là? demanda maître René.

	— Est-il bien nécessaire de dire nos noms? demanda une voix.

	— C'est indispensable, répondit René.

	— En ce cas, je me nomme le comte Annibal de Coconnas, dit la même voix qui avait déjà parlé.

	— Et moi, le comte Lerac de la Mole, dit une autre voix qui, pour la première fois, se faisait entendre.

	— Attendez, attendez, messieurs, je suis à vous. Et en même temps René, tirant les verrous, enlevant les barres, ouvrit aux deux jeunes gens la porte qu'il se contenta de fermer à la clef; puis, les conduisant par l'escalier extérieur, il les introduisit dans le second compartiment. La Mole, en entrant, fit le signe de la croix sous son manteau; il était pâle, et sa main tremblait sans qu'il pût réprimer cette faiblesse. Coconnas regarda chaque chose l'une après l'autre, et trouvant au milieu de son examen la porte de la cellule, il voulut l'ouvrir.

	— Permettez, mon gentilhomme, dit René de sa voix grave et en posant sa main sur celle de Coconnas, les visiteurs qui me font l'honneur d'entrer ici n'ont la jouissance que de cette partie de la chambre.

	— Ah! c'est différent, reprit Coconnas; et, d'ailleurs, je sens que j'ai besoin de m'asseoir. Et il se laissa aller sur une chaise.

	Il se fit un instant de profond silence: maître René attendait que l'un ou l'autre des deux jeunes gens s'expliquât. Pendant ce temps, on entendait la respiration sifflante de Coconnas, encore mal guéri.

	— Maître René, dit-il enfin, vous êtes un habile homme, dites-moi donc si je demeurerai estropié de ma blessure, c'est-à-dire si j'aurai toujours cette courte respiration qui m'empêche de monter à cheval, de faire des armes et de manger des omelettes au lard.

	René approcha son oreille de la poitrine de Coconnas, et écouta attentivement le jeu des poumons.

	— Non, monsieur le comte, dit-il, vous guérirez.

	— En vérité?

	— Je vous l'affirme.

	— Vous me faites plaisir. Il se fit un nouveau silence.

	— Ne désirez-vous pas savoir encore autre chose, monsieur le comte?

	— Si fait, dit Coconnas; je désire savoir si je suis véritablement amoureux.

	— Vous l'êtes, dit René.

	— Comment le savez-vous?

	— Parce que vous le demandez.

	— Mordi! je crois que vous avez raison. Mais de qui?

	— De celle qui dit maintenant à tout propos le juron que vous venez de dire.

	— En vérité, dit Coconnas stupéfait, maître René, vous êtes un habile homme. À ton tour, La Mole. La Mole rougit et demeura embarrassé.

	— Eh! que diable! dit Coconnas, parle donc!

	— Parlez, dit le Florentin.

	— Moi, monsieur René, balbutia La Mole dont la voix se rassura peu à peu, je ne veux pas vous demander si je suis amoureux, car je sais que je le suis et ne m'en cache point; mais dites-moi si je serai aimé, car en vérité tout ce qui m'était d'abord un sujet d'espoir tourne maintenant contre moi.

	— Vous n'avez peut-être pas fait tout ce qu'il faut faire pour cela.

	— Qu'y a-t-il à faire, monsieur, qu'à prouver par son respect et son dévouement à la dame de ses pensées qu'elle est véritablement et profondément aimée?

	— Vous savez, dit René, que ces démonstrations sont parfois bien insignifiantes.

	— Alors, il faut désespérer?

	— Non, alors il faut recourir à la science. Il y a dans la nature humaine des antipathies qu'on peut vaincre, des sympathies qu'on peut forcer. Le fer n'est pas l'aimant; mais en l'aimantant, à son tour il attire le fer.

	— Sans doute, sans doute, murmura La Mole; mais je répugne à toutes ces conjurations.

	— Ah! si vous répugnez, dit René, alors il ne fallait pas venir.

	— Allons donc, allons donc, dit Coconnas, vas-tu faire l'enfant à présent? Monsieur René, pouvez-vous me faire voir le diable?

	— Non, monsieur le comte.

	— J'en suis fâché, j'avais deux mots à lui dire, et cela eût peut-être encouragé La Mole.

	— Eh bien, soit! dit La Mole, abordons franchement la question. On m'a parlé de figures en cire modelées à la ressemblance de l'objet aimé. Est-ce un moyen?

	— Infaillible.

	— Et rien, dans cette expérience, ne peut porter atteinte à la vie ni à la santé de la personne qu'on aime?

	— Rien.

	— Essayons donc.

	— Veux-tu que je commence? dit Coconnas.

	— Non, dit La Mole, et, puisque me voilà engagé, j'irai jusqu'au bout.

	— Désirez-vous beaucoup, ardemment, impérieusement savoir à quoi vous en tenir, monsieur de la Mole? demanda le Florentin.

	— Oh! s'écria La Mole, j'en meurs, maître René. Au même instant on heurta doucement à la porte de la rue, si doucement que maître René entendit seul ce bruit, et encore parce qu'il s'y attendait sans doute. Il approcha sans affectation, et tout en faisant quelques questions oiseuses à La Mole, son oreille du tuyau et perçut quelques éclats de voix qui parurent le fixer.

	— Résumez donc maintenant votre désir, dit-il, et appelez la personne que vous aimez.

	La Mole s'agenouilla comme s'il eût parlé à une divinité, et René, passant dans le premier compartiment, glissa sans bruit par l'escalier extérieur: un instant après des pas légers effleuraient le plancher de la boutique.

	La Mole, en se relevant, vit devant lui maître René; le Florentin tenait à la main une petite figurine de cire d'un travail assez médiocre; elle portait une couronne et un manteau.

	— Voulez-vous toujours être aimé de votre royale maîtresse? demanda le parfumeur.

	— Oui, dût-il m'en coûter la vie, dussé-je y perdre mon âme, répondit La Mole.

	— C'est bien, dit le Florentin en prenant du bout des doigts quelques gouttes d'eau dans une aiguière et en les secouant sur la tête de la figurine en prononçant quelques mots latins.

	La Mole frissonna, il comprit qu'un sacrilège s'accomplissait.

	— Que faites-vous? demanda-t-il.

	— Je baptise cette petite figurine du nom de Marguerite.

	— Mais dans quel but?

	— Pour établir la sympathie. La Mole ouvrait la bouche pour l'empêcher d'aller plus avant, mais un regard railleur de Coconnas l'arrêta. René, qui avait vu le mouvement, attendit.

	— Il faut la pleine et entière volonté, dit-il.

	— Faites, répondit La Mole. René traça sur une petite banderole de papier rouge quelques caractères cabalistiques, les passa dans une aiguille d'acier, et avec cette aiguille, piqua la statuette au coeur. Chose étrange! à l'orifice de la blessure apparut une gouttelette de sang, puis il mit le feu au papier.

	La chaleur de l'aiguille fit fondre la cire autour d'elle et sécha la gouttelette de sang.

	— Ainsi, dit René, par la force de la sympathie, votre amour percera et brûlera le coeur de la femme que vous aimez.

	Coconnas, en sa qualité d'esprit fort, riait dans sa moustache et raillait tout bas; mais La Mole, aimant et superstitieux, sentait une sueur glacée perler à la racine de ses cheveux.

	— Et maintenant, dit René, appuyez vos lèvres sur les lèvres de la statuette en disant: «Marguerite, je t'aime; viens, Marguerite!»

	La Mole obéit. En ce moment on entendit ouvrir la porte de la seconde chambre, et des pas légers s'approchèrent. Coconnas, curieux et incrédule, tira son poignard, et craignant s'il tentait de soulever la tapisserie, que René ne lui fît la même observation que lorsqu'il voulut ouvrir la porte, fendit avec son poignard l'épaisse tapisserie, et, ayant appliqué son oeil à l'ouverture, poussa un cri d'étonnement auquel deux cris de femmes répondirent.

	— Qu'y a-t-il? demanda La Mole prêt à laisser tomber la figurine de cire, que René lui reprit des mains.

	— Il y a, reprit Coconnas, que la duchesse de Nevers et madame

	Marguerite sont là.

	— Eh bien, incrédules! dit René avec un sourire austère, doutez- vous encore de la force de la sympathie?

	La Mole était resté pétrifié en apercevant sa reine. Coconnas avait eu un moment d'éblouissement en reconnaissant madame de Nevers. L'un se figura que les sorcelleries de maître René avaient évoqué le fantôme de Marguerite; l'autre, en voyant entrouverte encore la porte par laquelle les charmants fantômes étaient entrés, eut bientôt trouvé l'explication de ce prodige dans le monde vulgaire et matériel.

	Pendant que La Mole se signait et soupirait à fendre des quartiers de roc, Coconnas, qui avait eu tout le temps de se faire des questions philosophiques et de chasser l'esprit malin à l'aide de ce goupillon qu'on appelle l'incrédulité, Coconnas, voyant par l'ouverture du rideau fermé l'ébahissement de madame de Nevers et le sourire un peu caustique de Marguerite, jugea que le moment était décisif, et comprenant que l'on peut dire pour un ami ce que l'on n'ose dire pour soi-même, au lieu d'aller à madame de Nevers, il alla droit à Marguerite, et mettant un genou en terre à la façon dont était représenté, dans les parades de la foire, le grand Artaxerce, il s'écria d'une voix à laquelle le sifflement de sa blessure donnait un certain accent qui ne manquait pas de puissance:

	— Madame, à l'instant même, sur la demande de mon ami le comte de la Mole, maître René évoquait votre ombre; or, à mon grand étonnement, votre ombre est apparue accompagnée d'un corps qui m'est bien cher et que je recommande à mon ami. Ombre de Sa Majesté la reine de Navarre, voulez-vous bien dire au corps de votre compagne de passer de l'autre côté du rideau?

	Marguerite se mit à rire et fit signe à Henriette qui passa de l'autre côté.

	— La Mole, mon ami! dit Coconnas, sois éloquent comme Démosthène, comme Cicéron, comme M. le chancelier de l'Hospital; et songe qu'il y va de ma vie si tu ne persuades pas au corps de madame la duchesse de Nevers que je suis son plus dévoué, son plus obéissant et son plus fidèle serviteur.

	— Mais…, balbutia La Mole.

	— Fait ce que je te dis; et vous, maître René, veillez à ce que personne ne nous dérange.

	René fit ce que lui demandait Coconnas.

	— Mordi! monsieur, dit Marguerite, vous êtes homme d'esprit. Je vous écoute; voyons, qu'avez-vous à me dire?

	— J'ai à vous dire, madame, que l'ombre de mon ami, car c'est une ombre, et la preuve c'est qu'elle ne prononce pas le plus petit mot, j'ai donc à vous dire que cette ombre me supplie d'user de la faculté qu'ont les corps de parler intelligiblement pour vous dire: Belle ombre, le gentilhomme ainsi excorporé a perdu tout son corps et tout son souffle par la rigueur de vos yeux. Si vous étiez vous-même, je demanderais à maître René de m'abîmer dans quelque trou sulfureux plutôt que de tenir un pareil langage à la fille du roi Henri II, à la soeur du roi Charles IX, et à l'épouse du roi de Navarre. Mais les ombres sont dégagées de tout orgueil terrestre, et elles ne se fâchent pas quand on les aime. Or, priez votre corps, madame, d'aimer un peu l'âme de ce pauvre La Mole, âme en peine s'il en fut jamais; âme persécutée d'abord par l'amitié, qui lui a, à trois reprises, enfoncé plusieurs pouces de fer dans le ventre; âme brûlée par le feu de vos yeux, feu mille fois plus dévorant que tous les feux de l'enfer. Ayez donc pitié de cette pauvre âme, aimez un peu ce qui fut le beau La Mole, et si vous n'avez plus la parole, usez du geste, usez du sourire. C'est une âme fort intelligente que celle de mon ami, et elle comprendra tout. Usez-en, mordi! ou je passe mon épée au travers du corps de René, pour qu'en vertu du pouvoir qu'il a sur les ombres il force la vôtre, qu'il a déjà évoquée si à propos, de faire des choses peu séantes pour une ombre honnête comme vous me faites l'effet de l'être.

	À cette péroraison de Coconnas, qui s'était campé devant la reine en Énée descendant aux enfers, Marguerite ne put retenir un énorme éclat de rire, et, tout en gardant le silence qui convenait en pareille occasion à une ombre royale, elle tendit la main à Coconnas.

	Celui-ci la reçut délicatement dans la sienne, en appelant La

	Mole.

	— Ombre de mon ami, s'écria-t-il, venez ici à l'instant même. La

	Mole, tout stupéfait et tout palpitant, obéit.

	— C'est bien, dit Coconnas en le prenant par-derrière la tête; maintenant approchez la vapeur de votre beau visage brun de la blanche et vaporeuse main que voici.

	Et Coconnas, joignant le geste aux paroles, unit cette fine main à la bouche de La Mole, et les retint un instant respectueusement appuyées l'une sur l'autre, sans que la main essayât de se dégager de la douce étreinte.

	Marguerite n'avait pas cessé de sourire, mais madame de Nevers ne souriait pas, elle, encore tremblante de l'apparition inattendue des deux gentilshommes. Elle sentait augmenter son malaise de toute la fièvre d'une jalousie naissante, car il lui semblait que Coconnas n'eût pas dû oublier ainsi ses affaires pour celles des autres.

	La Mole vit la contraction de son sourcil, surprit l'éclair menaçant de ses yeux, et, malgré le trouble enivrant où la volupté lui conseillait de s'engourdir, il comprit le danger que courait son ami et devina ce qu'il devait tenter pour l'y soustraire.

	Se levant donc et laissant la main de Marguerite dans celle de Coconnas, il alla saisir celle de la duchesse de Nevers, et, mettant un genou en terre:

	— Ô la plus belle, ô la plus adorable des femmes! dit-il, je parle des femmes vivantes, et non des ombres (et il adressa un regard et un sourire à Marguerite), permettez à une âme dégagée de son enveloppe grossière de réparer les absences d'un corps tout absorbé par une amitié matérielle. M. de Coconnas, que vous voyez, n'est qu'un homme, un homme d'une structure ferme et hardie, c'est une chair belle à voir peut-être, mais périssable comme toute chair: Omnis caro fenum. Bien que ce gentilhomme m'adresse du matin au soir les litanies les plus suppliantes à votre sujet, bien que vous l'ayez vu distribuer les plus rudes coups que l'on ait jamais fournis en France, ce champion si fort en éloquence près d'une ombre n'ose parler à une femme. C'est pour cela qu'il s'est adressé à l'ombre de la reine, en me chargeant, moi, de parler à votre beau corps, de vous dire qu'il dépose à vos pieds son coeur et son âme; qu'il demande à vos yeux divins de le regarder en pitié; à vos doigts roses et brûlants de l'appeler d'un signe; à votre voix vibrante et harmonieuse de lui dire de ces mots qu'on n'oublie pas; ou sinon, il m'a encore prié d'une chose, c'est, dans le cas où il ne pourrait vous attendrir, de lui passer, pour la seconde fois, mon épée, qui est une lame véritable, les épées n'ont d'ombre qu'au soleil, de lui passer, dis-je, pour la seconde fois, mon épée au travers du corps; car il ne saurait vivre si vous ne l'autorisez à vivre exclusivement pour vous.

	Autant Coconnas avait mis de verve et de pantalonnade dans son discours, autant La Mole venait de déployer de sensibilité, de puissance enivrante et de câline humilité dans sa supplique.

	Les yeux de Henriette se détournèrent de La Mole, qu'elle avait écouté tout le temps qu'il venait de parler, et se portèrent sur Coconnas pour voir si l'expression du visage du gentilhomme était en harmonie avec l'oraison amoureuse de son ami. Il paraît qu'elle en fut satisfaite, car rouge, haletante, vaincue, elle dit à Coconnas avec un sourire qui découvrait une double rangée de perles enchâssées dans du corail:

	— Est-ce vrai?

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas fasciné par ce regard, et brûlant des feux du même fluide, c'est vrai! … Oh! oui, madame, c'est vrai, vrai sur votre vie, vrai sur ma mort!

	— Alors; venez donc! dit Henriette en lui tendant la main avec un abandon qui trahissait la langueur de ses yeux.

	Coconnas jeta en l'air son toquet de velours et d'un bond fut près de la jeune femme, tandis que La Mole, rappelé de son côté par un geste de Marguerite, faisait avec son ami un chassé-croisé amoureux.

	En ce moment René apparut à la porte du fond.

	— Silence! … s'écria-t-il avec un accent qui éteignit toute cette flamme; silence!

	Et l'on entendit dans l'épaisseur de la muraille le frôlement du fer grinçant dans une serrure et le cri d'une porte roulant sur ses gonds.

	— Mais, dit Marguerite fièrement, il me semble que personne n'a le droit d'entrer ici quand nous y sommes!

	— Pas même la reine mère? murmura René à son oreille.

	Marguerite s'élança aussitôt par l'escalier extérieur, attirant La Mole après elle; Henriette et Coconnas, à demi enlacés, s'enfuirent sur leurs traces, tous quatre s'envolant comme s'envolent, au premier bruit indiscret, les oiseaux gracieux qu'on a vus se becqueter sur une branche en fleur.

	XX

	Les poules noires

	Il était temps que les deux couples disparussent. Catherine mettait la clef dans la serrure de la seconde porte au moment où Coconnas et madame de Nevers sortaient par l'issue du fond, et Catherine en entrant put entendre le craquement de l'escalier sous les pas des fugitifs.

	Elle jeta autour d'elle un regard inquisiteur, et arrêtant enfin son oeil soupçonneux sur René, qui se trouvait debout et incliné devant elle:

	— Qui était là? demanda-t-elle.

	— Des amants qui se sont contentés de ma parole quand je leur ai assuré qu'ils s'aimaient.

	— Laissons cela, dit Catherine en haussant les épaules; n'y a-t- il plus personne ici?

	— Personne que Votre Majesté et moi.

	— Avez-vous fait ce que je vous ai dit?

	— À propos des poules noires?

	— Oui.

	— Elles sont prêtes, madame.

	— Ah! si vous étiez juif! murmura Catherine.

	— Moi, juif, madame, pourquoi?

	— Parce que vous pourriez lire les livres précieux qu'ont écrits les Hébreux sur les sacrifices. Je me suis fait traduire l'un d'eux, et j'ai vu que ce n'était ni dans le coeur ni dans le foie, comme les Romains, que les Hébreux cherchaient les présages: c'était dans la disposition du cerveau et dans la figuration des lettres qui y sont tracées par la main toute-puissante de la destinée.

	— Oui, madame! je l'ai aussi entendu dire par un vieux rabbin de mes amis.

	— Il y a, dit Catherine, des caractères ainsi dessinés qui ouvrent toute une voie prophétique; seulement les savants chaldéens recommandent…

	— Recommandent… quoi? demanda René, voyant que la reine hésitait à continuer.

	— Recommandent que l'expérience se fasse sur des cerveaux humains, comme étant plus développés et plus sympathiques à la volonté du consultant.

	— Hélas! madame, dit René, Votre Majesté sait bien que c'est impossible!

	— Difficile du moins, dit Catherine; car si nous avions su cela à la Saint-Barthélemy… hein, René! Quelle riche récolte! Le premier condamné… j'y songerai. En attendant, demeurons dans le cercle du possible… La chambre des sacrifices est-elle préparée?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Passons-y.

	René alluma une bougie faite d'éléments étranges et dont l'odeur, tantôt subtile et pénétrante, tantôt nauséabonde et fumeuse, révélait l'introduction de plusieurs matières: puis éclairant Catherine, il passa le premier dans la cellule.

	Catherine choisit elle-même parmi tous les instruments de sacrifice un couteau d'acier bleuissant, tandis que René allait chercher une des deux poules qui roulaient dans un coin leur oeil d'or inquiet.

	— Comment procéderons-nous?

	— Nous interrogerons le foie de l'une et le cerveau de l'autre. Si les deux expériences nous donnent les mêmes résultats, il faudra bien croire, surtout si ces résultats se combinent avec ceux précédemment obtenus.

	— Par où commencerons-nous?

	— Par l'expérience du foie.

	— C'est bien, dit René. Et il attacha la poule sur le petit autel à deux anneaux placés aux deux extrémités, de manière que l'animal renversé sur le dos ne pouvait que se débattre sans bouger de place. Catherine lui ouvrit la poitrine d'un seul coup de couteau.

	La poule jeta trois cris, et expira après s'être assez longtemps débattue.

	— Toujours trois cris, murmura Catherine, trois signes de mort.

	Puis elle ouvrit le corps.

	— Et le foie pendant à gauche, continua-t-elle, toujours à gauche, triple mort suivie d'une déchéance. Sais-tu, René, que c'est effrayant?

	— Il faut voir, madame, si les présages de la seconde victime coïncideront avec ceux de la première.

	René détacha le cadavre de la poule et le jeta dans un coin; puis il alla vers l'autre, qui, jugeant de son sort par celui de sa compagne, essaya de s'y soustraire en courant tout autour de la cellule, et qui enfin, se voyant prise dans un coin, s'envola par- dessus la tête de René, et s'en alla dans son vol éteindre la bougie magique que tenait à la main Catherine.

	— Vous le voyez, René, dit la reine. C'est ainsi que s'éteindra notre race. La mort soufflera dessus et elle disparaîtra de la surface de la terre. Trois fils, cependant, trois fils! … murmura-t-elle tristement.

	René lui prit des mains la bougie éteinte et alla la rallumer dans la pièce à côté. Quand il revint, il vit la poule qui s'était fourré la tête dans l'entonnoir.

	— Cette fois, dit Catherine, j'éviterai les cris, car je lui trancherai la tête d'un seul coup.

	Et en effet, lorsque la poule fut attachée, Catherine, comme elle l'avait dit, d'un seul coup lui trancha la tête. Mais dans la convulsion suprême, le bec s'ouvrit trois fois et se rejoignit pour ne plus se rouvrir.

	— Vois-tu! dit Catherine épouvantée. À défaut de trois cris, trois soupirs. Trois, toujours trois. Ils mourront tous les trois. Toutes ces âmes, avant de partir, comptent et appellent jusqu'à trois. Voyons maintenant les signes de la tête.

	Alors Catherine abattit la crête pâlie de l'animal, ouvrit avec précaution le crâne, et le séparant de manière à laisser à découvert les lobes du cerveau, elle essaya de trouver la forme d'une lettre quelconque sur les sinuosités sanglantes que trace la division de la pulpe cérébrale.

	— Toujours, s'écria-t-elle en frappant dans ses deux mains, toujours! et cette fois le pronostic est plus clair que jamais. Viens et regarde.

	René s'approcha.

	— Quelle est cette lettre? lui demanda Catherine en lui désignant un signe.

	— Un H, répondit René.

	— Combien de fois répété? René compta.

	— Quatre, dit-il.

	— Eh bien, eh bien, est-ce cela? Je le vois, c'est-à-dire Henri IV. Oh! gronda-t-elle en jetant le couteau, je suis maudite dans ma postérité.

	C'était une effrayante figure que celle de cette femme pâle comme un cadavre, éclairée par la lugubre lumière et crispant ses mains sanglantes.

	— Il régnera, dit-elle, avec un soupir de désespoir, il régnera!

	— Il régnera, répéta René enseveli dans une rêverie profonde.

	Cependant, bientôt cette expression sombre s'effaça des traits de Catherine à la lumière d'une pensée qui semblait éclore au fond de son cerveau.

	— René, dit-elle en étendant la main vers le Florentin sans détourner sa tête inclinée sur sa poitrine, René, n'y a-t-il pas une terrible histoire d'un médecin de Pérouse qui, du même coup, à l'aide d'une pommade, a empoisonné sa fille et l'amant de sa fille?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Cet amant, c'était? continua Catherine toujours pensive.

	— C'était le roi Ladislas, madame.

	— Ah! oui, c'est vrai! murmura-t-elle. Avez-vous quelques détails sur cette histoire?

	— Je possède un vieux livre qui en traite, répondit René.

	— Eh bien, passons dans l'autre chambre, vous me le prêterez.

	Tous deux quittèrent alors la cellule, dont René ferma la porte derrière lui.

	— Votre Majesté me donne-t-elle d'autres ordres pour de nouveaux sacrifices? demanda le Florentin.

	— Non, René, non! je suis pour le moment suffisamment convaincue. Nous attendrons que nous puissions nous procurer la tête de quelque condamné, et le jour de l'exécution tu en traiteras avec le bourreau.

	René s'inclina en signe d'assentiment, puis il s'approcha, sa bougie à la main, des rayons où étaient rangés les livres, monta sur une chaise, en prit un et le donna à la reine.

	Catherine l'ouvrit.

	— Qu'est-ce que cela? dit-elle. «De la manière d'élever et de nourrir les tiercelets, les faucons et le gerfauts pour qu'ils soient braves, vaillants et toujours prêts au vol.»

	— Ah! pardon, madame, je me trompe! Ceci est un traité de vénerie fait par un savant Lucquois pour le fameux Castruccio Castracani. Il était placé à côté de l'autre, relié de la même façon. Je me suis trompé. C'est d'ailleurs un livre très précieux; il n'en existe que trois exemplaires au monde: un qui appartient à la bibliothèque de Venise, l'autre qui avait été acheté par votre aïeul Laurent, et qui a été offert par Pierre de Médicis au roi Charles VIII, lors de son passage à Florence, et le troisième que voici.

	— Je le vénère, dit Catherine, à cause de sa rareté; mais n'en ayant pas besoin, je vous le rends.

	Et elle tendit la main droite vers René pour recevoir l'autre, tandis que de la main gauche elle lui rendit celui qu'elle avait reçu.

	Cette fois René ne s'était point trompé, c'était bien le livre qu'elle désirait. René descendit, le feuilleta un instant et le lui rendit tout ouvert.

	Catherine alla s'asseoir à une table, René posa près d'elle la bougie magique, et à la lueur de cette flamme bleuâtre, elle lut quelques lignes à demi-voix.

	— Bien, dit-elle en refermant le livre, voilà tout ce que je voulais savoir.

	Elle se leva, laissant le livre sur la table et emportant seulement au fond de son esprit la pensée qui y avait germé et qui devait y mûrir.

	René attendit respectueusement, la bougie à la main, que la reine, qui paraissait prête à se retirer, lui donnât de nouveaux ordres ou lui adressât de nouvelles questions.

	Catherine fit plusieurs pas la tête inclinée, le doigt sur la bouche et en gardant le silence. Puis s'arrêtant tout à coup devant René en relevant sur lui son oeil rond et fixe comme celui d'un oiseau de proie:

	— Avoue-moi que tu as fait pour elle quelque philtre, dit-elle.

	— Pour qui? demanda René en tressaillant.

	— Pour la Sauve.

	— Moi, madame, dit René; jamais!

	— Jamais?

	— Sur mon âme, je vous le jure.

	— Il y a cependant de la magie, car il l'aime comme un fou, lui qui n'est pas renommé par sa constance.

	— Qui lui, madame?

	— Lui, Henri le maudit, celui qui succédera à nos trois fils, celui qu'on appellera un jour Henri IV, et qui cependant est le fils de Jeanne d'Albret.

	Et Catherine accompagna ces derniers mots d'un soupir qui fit frissonner René, car il lui rappelait les fameux gants que, par ordre de Catherine, il avait préparés pour la reine de Navarre.

	— Il y va donc toujours? demanda René.

	— Toujours, dit Catherine.

	— J'avais cru cependant que le roi de Navarre était revenu tout entier à sa femme.

	— Comédie, René, comédie. Je ne sais dans quel but, mais tout se réunit pour me tromper. Ma fille elle-même, Marguerite, se déclare contre moi; peut-être, elle aussi, espère-t-elle la mort de ses frères, peut-être espère-t-elle être reine de France.

	— Oui, peut-être, dit René, rejeté dans sa rêverie et se faisant l'écho du doute terrible de Catherine.

	— Enfin, dit Catherine, nous verrons. Et elle s'achemina vers la porte du fond, jugeant sans doute inutile de descendre par l'escalier secret, puisqu'elle était sûre d'être seule.

	René la précéda, et, quelques instants après, tous deux se trouvèrent dans la boutique du parfumeur.

	— Tu m'avais promis de nouveaux cosmétiques pour mes mains et pour mes lèvres, René, dit-elle; voici l'hiver, et tu sais que j'ai la peau fort sensible au froid.

	— Je m'en suis déjà occupé, madame, et je vous les porterai demain.

	— Demain soir tu ne me trouverais pas avant neuf ou dix heures.

	Pendant la journée je fais mes dévotions.

	— Bien, madame, je serai au Louvre à neuf heures.

	— Madame de Sauve a de belles mains et de belles lèvres, dit d'un ton indifférent Catherine; et de quelle pâte se sert-elle?

	— Pour ses mains?

	— Oui, pour ses mains d'abord.

	— De pâte à l'héliotrope.

	— Et pour ses lèvres?

	— Pour ses lèvres, elle va se servir du nouvel opiat que j'ai inventé et dont je comptais porter demain une boîte à Votre Majesté en même temps qu'à elle.

	Catherine resta un instant pensive.

	— Au reste, elle est belle, cette créature, dit-elle, répondant toujours à sa secrète pensée, et il n'y a rien d'étonnant à cette passion du Béarnais.

	— Et surtout dévouée à Votre Majesté, dit René, à ce que je crois du moins. Catherine sourit et haussa les épaules.

	— Lorsqu'une femme aime, dit-elle, est-ce qu'elle est jamais dévouée à un autre qu'à son amant! Tu lui as fait quelque philtre, René.

	— Je vous jure que non, madame.

	— C'est bien! n'en parlons plus. Montre-moi donc cet opiat nouveau dont tu me parlais, et qui doit lui faire les lèvres plus fraîches et plus roses encore.

	René s'approcha d'un rayon et montra à Catherine six petites boîtes d'argent de la même forme, c'est-à-dire rondes, rangées les unes à côté des autres.

	— Voilà le seul philtre qu'elle m'ait demandé, dit René; il est vrai, comme le dit Votre Majesté, que je l'ai composé exprès pour elle, car elle a les lèvres si fines et si tendres que le soleil et le vent les gercent également.

	Catherine ouvrit une de ces boîtes, elle contenait une pâte du carmin le plus séduisant.

	— René, dit-elle, donne-moi de la pâte pour mes mains; j'en emporterai avec moi.

	René s'éloigna avec la bougie et s'en alla chercher dans un compartiment particulier ce que lui demandait la reine. Cependant il ne se retourna pas si vite, qu'il ne crût voir que Catherine, par un brusque mouvement, venait de prendre une boîte et de la cacher sous sa mante. Il était trop familiarisé avec ces soustractions de la reine mère pour avoir la maladresse de paraître s'en apercevoir. Aussi, prenant la pâte demandée enfermée dans un sac de papier fleurdelisé:

	— Voici, madame, dit-il.

	— Merci, René! reprit Catherine. Puis, après un moment de silence: Ne porte cet opiat à madame de Sauve que dans huit ou dix jours, je veux être la première à en faire l'essai.

	Et elle s'apprêta à sortir.

	— Votre Majesté veut-elle que je la reconduise? dit René.

	— Jusqu'au bout du pont seulement, répondit Catherine; mes gentilshommes m'attendent là avec ma litière.

	Tous deux sortirent et gagnèrent le coin de la rue de la Barillerie, où quatre gentilshommes à cheval et une litière sans armoiries attendaient Catherine.

	En rentrant chez lui, le premier soin de René fut de compter ses boîtes d'opiat. Il en manquait une.

	XXI

	L'appartement de Madame de Sauve

	Catherine ne s'était pas trompée dans ses soupçons. Henri avait repris ses habitudes, et chaque soir il se rendait chez madame de Sauve. D'abord, il avait exécuté cette excursion avec le plus grand secret, puis, peu à peu, il s'était relâché de sa défiance, avait négligé les précautions, de sorte que Catherine n'avait pas eu de peine à s'assurer que la reine de Navarre continuait d'être de nom Marguerite, de fait madame de Sauve.

	Nous avons dit deux mots, au commencement de cette histoire, de l'appartement de madame de Sauve; mais la porte ouverte par Dariole au roi de Navarre s'est hermétiquement refermée sur lui, de sorte que cet appartement, théâtre des mystérieuses amours du Béarnais, nous est complètement inconnu.

	Ce logement, du genre de ceux que les princes fournissent à leurs commensaux dans les palais qu'ils habitent, afin de les avoir à leur portée, était plus petit et moins commode que n'eût certainement été un logement situé par la ville. Il était, comme on le sait déjà, placé au second, à peu près au-dessus de celui de Henri, et la porte s'en ouvrait sur un corridor dont l'extrémité était éclairée par une fenêtre ogivale à petits carreaux enchâssés de plomb, laquelle, même dans les plus beaux jours de l'année, ne laissait pénétrer qu'une lumière douteuse. Pendant l'hiver, dès trois heures de l'après-midi, on était obligé d'y allumer une lampe, qui, ne contenant, été comme hiver, que la même quantité d'huile, s'éteignait alors vers les dix heures du soir, et donnait ainsi, depuis que les jours d'hiver étaient arrivés, une plus grande sécurité aux deux amants.

	Une petite antichambre tapissée de damas de soie à larges fleurs jaunes, une chambre de réception tendue de velours bleu, une chambre à coucher, dont le lit à colonnes torses et à rideau de satin cerise enchâssait une ruelle ornée d'un miroir garni d'argent et de deux tableaux tirés des amours de Vénus et d'Adonis; tel était le logement, aujourd'hui l'on dirait le nid, de la charmante fille d'atours de la reine Catherine de Médicis.

	En cherchant bien on eût encore, en face d'une toilette garnie de tous ses accessoires, trouvé, dans un coin sombre de cette chambre, une petite porte ouvrant sur une espèce d'oratoire, où, exhaussé sur deux gradins, s'élevait un prie-Dieu. Dans cet oratoire étaient pendues à la muraille, et comme pour servir de correctif aux deux tableaux mythologiques dont nous avons parlé, trois ou quatre peintures du spiritualisme le plus exalté. Entre ces peintures étaient suspendues, à des clous dorés, des armes de femme; car, à cette époque de mystérieuses intrigues, les femmes portaient des armes comme les hommes, et, parfois, s'en servaient aussi habilement qu'eux.

	Ce soir-là, qui était le lendemain du jour où s'étaient passées chez maître René les scènes que nous avons racontées, madame de Sauve, assise dans sa chambre à coucher sur un lit de repos, racontait à Henri ses craintes et son amour, et lui donnait comme preuve de ces craintes et de cet amour le dévouement qu'elle avait montré dans la fameuse nuit qui avait suivi celle de la Saint- Barthélemy, nuit que Henri, on se le rappelle, avait passée chez sa femme.

	Henri, de son côté, lui exprimait sa reconnaissance. Madame de Sauve était charmante ce soir-là dans son simple peignoir de batiste, et Henri était très reconnaissant.

	Au milieu de tout cela, comme Henri était réellement amoureux, il était rêveur. De son côté madame de Sauve, qui avait fini par adopter de tout son coeur cet amour commandé par Catherine, regardait beaucoup Henri pour voir si ses yeux étaient d'accord avec ses paroles.

	— Voyons, Henri, disait madame de Sauve, soyez franc: pendant cette nuit passée dans le cabinet de Sa Majesté la reine de Navarre, avec M. de La Mole à vos pieds, n'avez-vous pas regretté que ce digne gentilhomme se trouvât entre vous et la chambre à coucher de la reine?

	— Oui, en vérité, ma mie, dit Henri, car il me fallait absolument passer par cette chambre pour aller à celle où je me trouve si bien, et où je suis si heureux en ce moment.

	Madame de Sauve sourit.

	— Et vous n'y êtes pas rentré depuis?

	— Que les fois que je vous ai dites.

	— Vous n'y rentrerez jamais sans me le dire?

	— Jamais.

	— En jureriez-vous?

	— Oui, certainement, si j'étais encore huguenot, mais…

	— Mais quoi?

	— Mais la religion catholique, dont j'apprends les dogmes en ce moment, m'a appris qu'on ne doit jamais jurer.

	— Gascon, dit madame de Sauve en secouant la tête.

	— Mais à votre tour, Charlotte, dit Henri, si je vous interrogeais, répondriez-vous à mes questions?

	— Sans doute, répondit la jeune femme. Moi je n'ai rien à vous cacher.

	— Voyons, Charlotte, dit le roi, expliquez-moi une bonne fois comment il se fait qu'après cette résistance désespérée qui a précédé mon mariage, vous soyez devenue moins cruelle pour moi qui suis un gauche Béarnais, un provincial ridicule, un prince trop pauvre, enfin, pour entretenir brillants les joyaux de sa couronne?

	— Henri, dit Charlotte, vous me demandez le mot de l'énigme que cherchent depuis trois mille ans les philosophes de tous les pays! Henri, ne demandez jamais à une femme pourquoi elle vous aime; contentez-vous de lui demander: M'aimez-vous?

	— M'aimez-vous, Charlotte? demanda Henri.

	— Je vous aime, répondit madame de Sauve avec un charmant sourire et en laissant tomber sa belle main dans celle de son amant.

	Henri retint cette main.

	— Mais, reprit-il poursuivant sa pensée, si je l'avais deviné ce mot que les philosophes cherchent en vain depuis trois mille ans, du moins relativement à vous, Charlotte?

	Madame de Sauve rougit.

	— Vous m'aimez, continua Henri; par conséquent je n'ai pas autre chose à vous demander, et me tiens pour le plus heureux homme du monde. Mais, vous le savez, au bonheur il manque toujours quelque chose. Adam, au milieu du paradis, ne s'est pas trouvé complètement heureux, et il a mordu à cette misérable pomme qui nous a donné à tous ce besoin de curiosité qui fait que chacun passe sa vie à la recherche d'un inconnu quelconque. Dites-moi, ma mie, pour m'aider à trouver le mien, n'est-ce point la reine Catherine qui vous a dit d'abord de m'aimer?

	— Henri, dit madame de Sauve, parlez bas quand vous parlez de la reine mère.

	— Oh! dit Henri avec un abandon et une confiance à laquelle madame de Sauve fut trompée elle-même, c'était bon autrefois de me défier d'elle, cette bonne mère, quand nous étions mal ensemble; mais maintenant que je suis le mari de sa fille…

	— Le mari de madame Marguerite! dit Charlotte en rougissant de jalousie.

	— Parlez bas à votre tour, dit Henri. Maintenant que je suis le mari de sa fille, nous sommes les meilleurs amis du monde. Que voulait-on? que je me fisse catholique, à ce qu'il paraît. Eh bien, la grâce m'a touché; et, par l'intercession de saint Barthélemy, je le suis devenu. Nous vivons maintenant en famille comme de bons frères, comme de bons chrétiens.

	— Et la reine Marguerite?

	— La reine Marguerite, dit Henri, eh bien, elle est le lien qui nous unit tous.

	— Mais vous m'avez dit, Henri, que la reine de Navarre, en récompense de ce que j'avais été dévouée pour elle, avait été généreuse pour moi. Si vous m'avez dit vrai, si cette générosité, pour laquelle je lui ai voué une si grande reconnaissance, est réelle, elle n'est qu'un lien de convention facile à briser. Vous ne pouvez donc vous reposer sur cet appui, car vous n'en avez imposé à personne avec cette prétendue intimité.

	— Je m'y repose cependant, et c'est depuis trois mois l'oreiller sur lequel je dors.

	— Alors, Henri, s'écria madame de Sauve, c'est que vous m'avez trompée, c'est que véritablement madame Marguerite est votre femme.

	Henri sourit.

	— Tenez, Henri! dit madame de Sauve, voilà de ces sourires qui m'exaspèrent, et qui font que, tout roi que vous êtes, il me prend parfois de cruelles envies de vous arracher les yeux.

	— Alors, dit Henri, j'arrive donc à en imposer sur cette prétendue intimité, puisqu'il y a des moments où, tout roi que je suis, vous voulez m'arracher les yeux, parce que vous croyez qu'elle existe!

	— Henri! Henri! dit madame de Sauve, je crois que Dieu lui-même ne sait pas ce que vous pensez.

	— Je pense, ma mie, dit Henri, que Catherine vous a dit d'abord de m'aimer, que votre coeur vous l'a dit ensuite, et que, quand ces deux voix vous parlent, vous n'entendez que celle de votre coeur. Maintenant, moi aussi, je vous aime, et de toute mon âme, et même c'est pour cela que lorsque j'aurais des secrets, je ne vous les confierais pas, de peur de vous compromettre, bien entendu… car l'amitié de la reine est changeante, c'est celle d'une belle mère.

	Ce n'était point là le compte de Charlotte; il lui semblait que ce voile qui s'épaississait entre elle et son amant toutes les fois qu'elle voulait sonder les abîmes de ce coeur sans fond, prenait la consistance d'un mur et les séparait l'un de l'autre. Elle sentit donc les larmes envahir ses yeux à cette réponse, et comme en ce moment dix heures sonnèrent:

	— Sire, dit Charlotte, voici l'heure de me reposer; mon service m'appelle de très bon matin demain chez la reine mère.

	— Vous me chassez donc ce soir, ma mie? dit Henri.

	— Henri, je suis triste. Étant triste, vous me trouveriez maussade, et, me trouvant maussade, vous ne m'aimeriez plus. Vous voyez bien qu'il vaut mieux que vous vous retiriez.

	— Soit! dit Henri, je me retirerai si vous l'exigez, Charlotte; seulement, ventre-saint-gris! vous m'accorderez bien la faveur d'assister à votre toilette!

	— Mais la reine Marguerite, Sire, ne la ferez-vous pas attendre en y assistant?

	— Charlotte, répliqua Henri sérieux, il avait été convenu entre nous que nous ne parlerions jamais de la reine de Navarre, et ce soir, ce me semble, nous n'avons parlé que d'elle.

	Madame de Sauve soupira, et elle alla s'asseoir devant sa toilette. Henri prit une chaise, la traîna jusqu'à celle qui servait de siège à sa maîtresse, et mettant un genou dessus en s'appuyant au dossier:

	— Allons, dit-elle, ma bonne petite Charlotte, que je vous voie vous faire belle, et belle pour moi, quoi que vous en disiez. Mon Dieu! que de choses, que de pots de parfums, que de sacs de poudre, que de fioles, que de cassolettes!

	— Cela paraît beaucoup, dit Charlotte en soupirant, et cependant c'est trop peu, puisque je n'ai pas encore, avec tout cela, trouvé le moyen de régner seule sur le coeur de Votre Majesté.

	— Allons! dit Henri, ne retombons pas dans la politique. Qu'est- ce que ce petit pinceau si fin, si délicat? Ne serait-ce pas pour peindre les sourcils de mon Jupiter Olympien?

	— Oui, Sire, répondit madame de Sauve en souriant, et vous avez deviné du premier coup.

	— Et ce joli petit râteau d'ivoire?

	— C'est pour tracer la ligne des cheveux.

	— Et cette charmante petite boîte d'argent au couvercle ciselé?

	— Oh! cela, c'est un envoi de René, Sire, c'est le fameux opiat qu'il me promet depuis si longtemps pour adoucir encore ces lèvres que Votre Majesté a la bonté de trouver quelquefois assez douces.

	Et Henri, comme pour approuver ce que venait de dire la charmante femme dont le front s'éclaircissait à mesure qu'on la remettait sur le terrain de la coquetterie, appuya ses lèvres sur celles que la baronne regardait avec attention dans son miroir.

	Charlotte porta la main à la boîte qui venait d'être l'objet de l'explication ci-dessus, sans doute pour montrer à Henri de quelle façon s'employait la pâte vermeille, lorsqu'un coup sec frappé à la porte de l'antichambre fit tressaillir les deux amants.

	— On frappe, madame, dit Dariole en passant la tête par l'ouverture de la portière.

	— Va t'informer qui frappe et reviens, dit madame de Sauve.

	Henri et Charlotte se regardèrent avec inquiétude, et Henri songeait à se retirer dans l'oratoire où déjà plus d'une fois il avait trouvé un refuge, lorsque Dariole reparut.

	— Madame, dit-elle, c'est maître René le parfumeur.

	À ce nom, Henri fronça le sourcil et se pinça involontairement les lèvres.

	— Voulez-vous que je lui refuse la porte? dit Charlotte.

	— Non pas! dit Henri; maître René ne fait rien sans avoir auparavant songé à ce qu'il fait; s'il vient chez vous, c'est qu'il a des raisons d'y venir.

	— Voulez-vous vous cacher alors?

	— Je m'en garderai bien, dit Henri, car maître René sait tout, et maître René sait que je suis ici.

	— Mais Votre Majesté n'a-t-elle pas quelque raison pour que sa présence lui soit douloureuse?

	— Moi! dit Henri en faisant un effort que, malgré sa puissance sur lui-même, il ne put tout à fait dissimuler, moi! aucune! Nous étions en froid, c'est vrai; mais, depuis le soir de la Saint- Barthélemy, nous nous sommes raccommodés.

	— Faites entrer! dit madame de Sauve à Dariole. Un instant après, René parut et jeta un regard qui embrassa toute la chambre. Madame de Sauve était toujours devant sa toilette. Henri avait repris sa place sur le lit de repos. Charlotte était dans la lumière et Henri dans l'ombre.

	— Madame, dit René avec une respectueuse familiarité, je viens vous faire mes excuses.

	— Et de quoi donc, René? demanda madame de Sauve avec cette condescendance que les jolies femmes ont toujours pour ce monde de fournisseurs qui les entoure et qui tend à les rendre plus jolies.

	— De ce que depuis si longtemps j'avais promis de travailler pour ces jolies lèvres, et de ce que…

	— De ce que vous n'avez tenu votre promesse qu'aujourd'hui, n'est-ce pas? dit Charlotte.

	— Qu'aujourd'hui! répéta René.

	— Oui, c'est aujourd'hui seulement, et même ce soir, que j'ai reçu cette boîte que vous m'avez envoyée.

	— Ah! en effet, dit René en regardant avec une expression étrange la petite boîte d'opiat qui se trouvait sur la table de madame de Sauve, et qui était de tout point pareille à celles qu'il avait dans son magasin.

	— J'avais deviné! murmura-t-il; et vous vous en êtes servie?

	— Non, pas encore, et j'allais l'essayer quand vous êtes entré.

	La figure de René prit une expression rêveuse qui n'échappa point à Henri, auquel, d'ailleurs, bien peu de choses échappaient.

	— Eh bien, René! qu'avez-vous donc? demanda le roi.

	— Moi, rien, Sire, dit le parfumeur, j'attends humblement que Votre Majesté m'adresse la parole avant de prendre congé de madame la baronne.

	— Allons donc! dit Henri en souriant. Avez-vous besoin de mes paroles pour savoir que je vous vois avec plaisir?

	René regarda autour de lui, fit le tour de la chambre comme pour sonder de l'oeil et de l'oreille les portes et les tapisseries, puis s'arrêtant de nouveau et se plaçant de manière à embrasser du même regard madame de Sauve et Henri:

	— Je ne le sais pas, dit-il. Henri averti, grâce à cet instinct admirable qui, pareil à un sixième sens, le guida pendant toute la première partie de sa vie au milieu des dangers qui l'entouraient, qu'il se passait en ce moment quelque chose d'étrange et qui ressemblait à une lutte dans l'esprit du parfumeur, se tourna vers lui, et tout en restant dans l'ombre, tandis que le visage du Florentin se trouvait dans la lumière:

	— Vous à cette heure ici, René? lui dit-il.

	— Aurais-je le malheur de gêner Votre Majesté? répondit le parfumeur en faisant un pas en arrière.

	— Non pas. Seulement je désire savoir une chose.

	— Laquelle, Sire?

	— Pensiez-vous me trouver ici?

	— J'en étais sûr.

	— Vous me cherchiez donc?

	— Je suis heureux de vous rencontrer, du moins.

	— Vous avez quelque chose à me dire? insista Henri.

	— Peut-être, Sire! répondit René. Charlotte rougit, car elle tremblait que cette révélation, que semblait vouloir faire le parfumeur, ne fût relative à sa conduite passée envers Henri; elle fit donc comme si, toute aux soins de sa toilette, elle n'eût rien entendu, et interrompant la conversation:

	— Ah! en vérité, René, s'écria-t-elle en ouvrant la boîte d'opiat, vous êtes un homme charmant; cette pâte est d'une couleur merveilleuse, et, puisque vous voilà, je vais, pour vous faire honneur, expérimenter devant vous votre nouvelle production.

	Et elle prit la boîte d'une main, tandis que de l'autre elle effleurait du bout du doigt la pâte rosée qui devait passer du doigt à ses lèvres.

	René tressaillit.

	La baronne approcha en souriant l'opiat de sa bouche.

	René pâlit.

	Henri, toujours dans l'ombre, mais les yeux fixes et ardents, ne perdait ni un mouvement de l'un ni un frisson de l'autre.

	La main de Charlotte n'avait plus que quelques lignes à parcourir pour toucher ses lèvres, lorsque René lui saisit le bras, au moment où Henri se levait pour en faire autant.

	Henri retomba sans bruit sur son lit de repos.

	— Un moment, madame, dit René avec un sourire contraint; mais il ne faudrait pas employer cet opiat sans quelques recommandations particulières.

	— Et qui me les donnera, ces recommandations?

	— Moi.

	— Quand cela?

	— Aussitôt que je vais avoir terminé ce que j'ai à dire à Sa

	Majesté le roi de Navarre.

	Charlotte ouvrit de grands yeux, ne comprenant rien à cette espèce de langue mystérieuse qui se parlait auprès d'elle, et elle resta tenant le pot d'opiat d'une main, et regardant l'extrémité de son doigt rougie par la pâte carminée.

	Henri se leva, et mû par une pensée qui, comme toutes celles du jeune roi, avait deux côtés, l'un qui paraissait superficiel et l'autre qui était profond, il alla prendre la main de Charlotte, et fit, toute rougie qu'elle était, un mouvement pour la porter à ses lèvres.

	— Un instant, dit vivement René, un instant! Veuillez, madame, laver vos belles mains avec ce savon de Naples que j'avais oublié de vous envoyer en même temps que l'opiat, et que j'ai eu l'honneur de vous apporter moi-même.

	Et tirant de son enveloppe d'argent une tablette de savon de couleur verdâtre, il la mit dans un bassin de vermeil, y versa de l'eau, et, un genou en terre, présenta le tout à madame de Sauve.

	— Mais, en vérité, maître René, je ne vous reconnais plus, dit Henri; vous êtes d'une galanterie à laisser loin de vous tous les muguets de la cour.

	— Oh! quel délicieux arôme! s'écria Charlotte en frottant ses belles mains avec de la mousse nacrée qui se dégageait de la tablette embaumée.

	René accomplit ses fonctions de cavalier servant jusqu'au bout; il présenta une serviette de fine toile de Frise à madame de Sauve, qui essuya ses mains.

	— Et maintenant, dit le Florentin à Henri, faites à votre plaisir, Monseigneur.

	Charlotte présenta sa main à Henri, qui la baisa, et tandis que Charlotte se tournait à demi sur son siège pour écouter ce que René allait dire, le roi de Navarre alla reprendre sa place, plus convaincu que jamais qu'il se passait dans l'esprit du parfumeur quelque chose d'extraordinaire.

	— Eh bien? demanda Charlotte.

	Le Florentin parut rassembler toute sa résolution et se tourna vers Henri.

	XXII

	Sire, vous serez roi

	— Sire, dit René à Henri, je viens vous parler d'une chose dont je m'occupe depuis longtemps.

	— De parfums? dit Henri en souriant.

	— Eh bien, oui, Sire… de parfums! répondit René avec un singulier signe d'acquiescement.

	— Parlez, je vous écoute, c'est un sujet qui de tout temps m'a fort intéressé.

	René regarda Henri pour essayer de lire, malgré ses paroles, dans cette impénétrable pensée; mais voyant que c'était chose parfaitement inutile, il continua:

	— Un de mes amis, Sire, arrive de Florence; cet ami s'occupe beaucoup d'astrologie.

	— Oui, interrompit Henri, je sais que c'est une passion florentine.

	— Il a, en compagnie des premiers savants du monde, tiré les horoscopes des principaux gentilshommes de l'Europe.

	— Ah! ah! fit Henri.

	— Et comme la maison de Bourbon est en tête des plus hautes, descendant comme elle le fait du comte de Clermont, cinquième fils de saint Louis, Votre Majesté doit penser que le sien n'a pas été oublié.

	Henri écouta plus attentivement encore.

	— Et vous vous souvenez de cet horoscope? dit le roi de Navarre avec un sourire qu'il essaya de rendre indifférent.

	— Oh! reprit René en secouant la tête, votre horoscope n'est pas de ceux qu'on oublie.

	— En vérité! dit Henri avec un geste ironique.

	— Oui, Sire, Votre Majesté, selon les termes de cet horoscope, est appelée aux plus brillantes destinées.

	L'oeil du jeune prince lança un éclair involontaire qui s'éteignit presque aussitôt dans un nuage d'indifférence.

	— Tous ces oracles italiens sont flatteurs, dit Henri; or, qui dit flatteur dit menteur. N'y en a-t-il pas qui m'ont prédit que je commanderais des armées, moi?

	Et il éclata de rire. Mais un observateur moins occupé de lui-même que ne l'était René eût vu et reconnu l'effort de ce rire.

	— Sire, dit froidement René, l'horoscope annonce mieux que cela.

	— Annonce-t-il qu'à la tête d'une de ces armées je gagnerai des batailles?

	— Mieux que cela, Sire.

	— Allons, dit Henri, vous verrez que je serai conquérant.

	— Sire, vous serez roi.

	— Eh! ventre-saint-gris! dit Henri en réprimant un violent battement de coeur, ne le suis-je point déjà?

	— Sire, mon ami sait ce qu'il promet; non seulement vous serez roi, mais vous régnerez.

	— Alors, dit Henri avec son même ton railleur, votre ami a besoin de dix écus d'or, n'est-ce pas, René? car une pareille prophétie est bien ambitieuse, par le temps qui court surtout. Allons, René, comme je ne suis pas riche, j'en donnerai à votre ami cinq tout de suite, et cinq autres quand la prophétie sera réalisée.

	— Sire, dit madame de Sauve, n'oubliez pas que vous êtes déjà engagé avec Dariole, et ne vous surchargez pas de promesses.

	— Madame, dit Henri, ce moment venu, j'espère que l'on me traitera en roi, et que chacun sera fort satisfait si je tiens la moitié de ce que j'ai promis.

	— Sire, reprit René, je continue.

	— Oh! ce n'est donc pas tout? dit Henri, soit: si je suis empereur, je donne le double.

	— Sire, mon ami revient donc de Florence avec cet horoscope qu'il renouvela à Paris, et qui donna toujours le même résultat, et il me confia un secret.

	— Un secret qui intéresse Sa Majesté? demanda vivement Charlotte.

	— Je le crois, dit le Florentin.

	«Il cherche ses mots, pensa Henri, sans aider en rien René; il paraît que la chose est difficile à dire.»

	— Alors, parlez, reprit la baronne de Sauve, de quoi s'agit-il?

	— Il s'agit, dit le Florentin en pesant une à une toutes ses paroles, il s'agit de tous ces bruits d'empoisonnement qui ont couru depuis quelque temps à la cour.

	Un léger gonflement de narines du roi de Navarre fut le seul indice de son attention croissante à ce détour subit que faisait la conversation.

	— Et votre ami le Florentin, dit Henri, sait des nouvelles de ces empoisonnements?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Comment me confiez-vous un secret qui n'est pas le vôtre, René, surtout quand ce secret est si important? dit Henri du ton le plus naturel qu'il put prendre.

	— Cet ami a un conseil à demander à Votre Majesté.

	— À moi?

	— Qu'y a-t-il d'étonnant à cela, Sire? Rappelez-vous le vieux soldat d'Actium, qui, ayant un procès, demandait un conseil à Auguste.

	— Auguste était avocat, René, et je ne le suis pas.

	— Sire, quand mon ami me confia ce secret, Votre Majesté appartenait encore au parti calviniste, dont vous étiez le premier chef, et M. de Condé le second.

	— Après? dit Henri.

	— Cet ami espérait que vous useriez de votre influence toute puissante sur M. le prince de Condé pour le prier de ne pas lui être hostile.

	— Expliquez-moi cela, René, si vous voulez que je le comprenne, dit Henri sans manifester la moindre altération dans ses traits ni dans sa voix.

	— Sire, Votre Majesté comprendra au premier mot; cet ami sait toutes les particularités de la tentative d'empoisonnement essayé sur monseigneur le prince de Condé.

	— On a essayé d'empoisonner le prince de Condé? demanda Henri avec un étonnement parfaitement joué; ah! vraiment, et quand cela?

	René regarda fixement le roi, et répondit ces seuls mots:

	— Il y a huit jours, Majesté.

	— Quelque ennemi? demanda le roi.

	— Oui, répondit René, un ennemi que Votre Majesté connaît, et qui connaît Votre Majesté.

	— En effet, dit Henri, je crois avoir entendu parler de cela; mais j'ignore les détails que votre ami veut me révéler, dites- vous.

	— Eh bien, une pomme de senteur fut offerte au prince de Condé; mais, par bonheur, son médecin se trouva chez lui quand on l'apporta. Il la prit des mains du messager et la flaira pour en essayer l'odeur et la vertu. Deux jours après, une enflure gangreneuse du visage, une extravasation du sang, une plaie vive qui lui dévora la face, furent le prix de son dévouement ou le résultat de son imprudence.

	— Malheureusement, répondit Henri, étant déjà à moitié catholique, j'ai perdu toute influence sur M. de Condé; votre ami aurait donc tort de s'adresser à moi.

	— Ce n'était pas seulement près du prince de Condé que Votre Majesté pouvait, par son influence, être utile à mon ami, mais encore près du prince de Porcian, frère de celui qui a été empoisonné.

	— Ah çà! dit Charlotte, savez-vous, René, que vos histoires sentent le trembleur? Vous sollicitez mal à propos. Il est tard, votre conversation est mortuaire. En vérité, vos parfums valent mieux.

	Et Charlotte étendit de nouveau la main sur la boîte d'opiat.

	— Madame, dit René, avant de l'essayer comme vous allez le faire, écoutez ce que les méchants en peuvent tirer de cruels effets.

	— Décidément, René, dit la baronne, vous êtes funèbre ce soir.

	Henri fronça le sourcil, mais il comprit que René voulait en venir à un but qu'il n'entrevoyait pas encore, et il résolut de pousser jusqu'au bout cette conversation, qui éveillait en lui de si douloureux souvenirs.

	— Et, reprit-il, vous connaissez aussi les détails de l'empoisonnement du prince de Porcian?

	— Oui, dit-il. On savait qu'il laissait brûler chaque nuit une lampe près de son lit; on empoisonna l'huile, et il fut asphyxié par l'odeur.

	Henri crispa l'un sur l'autre ses doigts humides de sueur.

	— Ainsi donc, murmura-t-il, celui que vous nommez votre ami sait non seulement les détails de cet empoisonnement, mais il en connaît l'auteur?

	— Oui, et c'est pour cela qu'il eût voulu savoir de vous si vous auriez sur le prince de Porcian qui reste cette influence de lui faire pardonner au meurtrier la mort de son frère.

	— Malheureusement, répondit Henri, étant encore à moitié huguenot, je n'ai aucune influence sur M. le prince de Porcian: votre ami aurait donc tort de s'adresser à moi.

	— Mais que pensez-vous des dispositions de M. le prince de Condé et de M. de Porcian?

	— Comment connaîtrais-je leurs dispositions, René? Dieu, que je sache, ne m'a point donné le privilège de lire dans les coeurs.

	— Votre Majesté peut s'interroger elle-même, dit le Florentin avec calme. N'y a-t-il pas dans la vie de Votre Majesté quelque événement si sombre qu'il puisse servir d'épreuve à la clémence, si douloureux qu'il soit une pierre de touche pour la générosité?

	Ces mots furent prononcés avec un accent qui fit frissonner Charlotte elle-même: c'était une allusion tellement directe, tellement sensible, que la jeune femme se détourna pour cacher sa rougeur et pour éviter de rencontrer le regard de Henri.

	Henri fit un suprême effort sur lui-même; désarma son front, qui, pendant les paroles du Florentin, s'était chargé de menaces, et changeant la noble douleur filiale qui lui étreignait le coeur en vague méditation:

	— Dans ma vie, dit-il, un événement sombre… non, René, non, je ne me rappelle de ma jeunesse que la folie et l'insouciance mêlées aux nécessités plus ou moins cruelles qu'imposent à tous les besoins de la nature et les épreuves de Dieu.

	René se contraignit à son tour en promenant son attention de Henri à Charlotte, comme pour exciter l'un et retenir l'autre; car Charlotte, en effet, se remettant à sa toilette pour cacher la gêne que lui inspirait cette conversation, venait de nouveau d'étendre la main vers la boîte d'opiat.

	— Mais enfin, Sire, si vous étiez le frère du prince de Porcian, ou le fils du prince de Condé, et qu'on eût empoisonné votre frère ou assassiné votre père…

	Charlotte poussa un léger cri et approcha de nouveau l'opiat de ses lèvres. René vit le mouvement; mais, cette fois, il ne l'arrêta ni de la parole ni du geste, seulement il s'écria:

	— Au nom du Ciel! répondez, Sire: Sire, si vous étiez à leur place, que feriez-vous?

	Henri se recueillit, essuya de sa main tremblante son front où perlaient quelques gouttes de sueur froide, et, se levant de toute sa hauteur, il répondit, au milieu du silence qui suspendait jusqu'à la respiration de René et de Charlotte:

	— Si j'étais à leur place et que je fusse sûr d'être roi, c'est- à-dire de représenter Dieu sur la terre, je ferais comme Dieu, je pardonnerais.

	— Madame, s'écria René en arrachant l'opiat des mains de madame de Sauve, madame, rendez-moi cette boîte; mon garçon, je le vois, s'est trompé en vous l'apportant: demain je vous en enverrai une autre.

	XXIII

	Un nouveau converti

	Le lendemain, il devait y avoir chasse à courre dans la forêt de

	Saint-Germain.

	Henri avait ordonné qu'on lui tînt prêt, pour huit heures du matin, c'est-à-dire tout sellé et tout bridé, un petit cheval du Béarn, qu'il comptait donner à madame de Sauve, mais qu'auparavant il désirait essayer. À huit heures moins un quart, le cheval était appareillé. À huit heures sonnant, Henri descendait.

	Le cheval, fier et ardent, malgré sa petite taille, dressait les crins et piaffait dans la cour. Il avait fait froid, et un léger verglas couvrait la terre.

	Henri s'apprêta à traverser la cour pour gagner le côté des écuries où l'attendaient le cheval et le palefrenier, lorsqu'en passant devant un soldat suisse, en sentinelle à la porte, ce soldat lui présenta les armes en disant:

	— Dieu garde Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre! À ce souhait, et surtout à l'accent de la voix qui venait de l'émettre, le Béarnais tressaillit. Il se retourna et fit un pas en arrière.

	— de Mouy! murmura-t-il.

	— Oui, Sire, de Mouy.

	— Que venez-vous faire ici?

	— Je vous cherche.

	— Que me voulez-vous?

	— Il faut que je parle à Votre Majesté.

	— Malheureux, dit le roi en se rapprochant de lui, ne sais-tu pas que tu risques ta tête?

	— Je le sais.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, me voilà. Henri pâlit légèrement, car ce danger que courait l'ardent jeune homme, il comprit qu'il le partageait. Il regarda donc avec inquiétude autour de lui, et se recula une seconde fois, non moins vivement que la première. Il venait d'apercevoir le duc d'Alençon à une fenêtre. Changeant aussitôt d'allure, Henri prit le mousquet des mains de de Mouy, placé, comme nous l'avons dit, en sentinelle, et tout en ayant l'air de l'examiner:

	— de Mouy, lui dit-il, ce n'est pas certainement sans un motif bien puissant que vous êtes venu ainsi vous jeter dans la gueule du loup?

	— Non, Sire. Aussi voilà huit jours que je vous guette. Hier seulement, j'ai appris que Votre Majesté devait essayer ce cheval ce matin et j'ai pris poste à la porte du Louvre.

	— Mais comment sous ce costume?

	— Le capitaine de la compagnie est protestant et de mes amis.

	— Voici votre mousquet, remettez-vous à votre faction. On nous examine. En repassant, je tâcherai de vous dire un mot; mais si je ne vous parle point, ne m'arrêtez point. Adieu.

	de Mouy reprit sa marche mesurée, et Henri s'avança vers le cheval.

	— Qu'est-ce que ce joli petit animal? demanda le duc d'Alençon de sa fenêtre.

	— Un cheval que je devais essayer ce matin, répondit Henri.

	— Mais ce n'est point un cheval d'homme, cela.

	— Aussi était-il destiné à une belle dame.

	— Prenez garde, Henri, vous allez être indiscret, car nous allons voir cette belle dame à la chasse; et si je ne sais pas de qui vous êtes le chevalier, je saurai au moins de qui vous êtes l'écuyer.

	— Eh! mon Dieu non, vous ne le saurez pas, dit Henri avec sa feinte bonhomie, car cette belle dame ne pourra sortir, étant fort indisposée ce matin.

	Et il se mit en selle.

	— Ah bah! dit d'Alençon en riant, pauvre madame de Sauve!

	— François! François! c'est vous qui êtes indiscret.

	— Et qu'a-t-elle donc cette belle Charlotte? reprit le duc d'Alençon.

	— Mais, continua Henri en lançant son cheval au petit galop et en lui faisant décrire un cercle de manège, mais je ne sais trop: une grande lourdeur de tête, à ce que m'a dit Dariole, une espèce d'engourdissement par tout le corps, une faiblesse générale enfin.

	— Et cela vous empêchera-t-il d'être des nôtres? demanda le duc.

	— Moi, et pourquoi? reprit Henri, vous savez que je suis fou de la chasse à courre, et que rien n'aurait cette influence de m'en faire manquer une.

	— Vous manquerez pourtant celle-ci, Henri, dit le duc après s'être retourné et avoir causé un instant avec une personne qui était demeurée invisible aux yeux de Henri, attendu qu'elle causait avec son interlocuteur du fond de la chambre, car voici Sa Majesté qui me fait dire que la chasse ne peut avoir lieu.

	— Bah! dit Henri de l'air le plus désappointé du monde. Pourquoi cela?

	— Des lettres fort importantes de M. de Nevers, à ce qu'il paraît. Il y a conseil entre le roi, la reine mère et mon frère le duc d'Anjou.

	— Ah! ah! fit en lui-même Henri, serait-il arrivé des nouvelles de Pologne? Puis tout haut:

	— En ce cas, continua-t-il, il est inutile que je me risque plus longtemps sur ce verglas. Au revoir, mon frère! Puis arrêtant le cheval en face de de Mouy:

	— Mon ami, dit-il, appelle un de tes camarades pour finir ta faction. Aide le palefrenier à dessangler ce cheval, mets la selle sur ta tête et porte-la chez l'orfèvre de la sellerie; il y a une broderie à y faire qu'il n'avait pas eu le temps d'achever pour aujourd'hui. Tu reviendras me rendre réponse chez moi.

	de Mouy se hâta d'obéir, car le duc d'Alençon avait disparu de sa fenêtre, et il est évident qu'il avait conçu quelque soupçon.

	En effet, à peine avait-il tourné le guichet que le duc d'Alençon parut. Un véritable Suisse était à la place de de Mouy.

	D'Alençon regarda avec grande attention le nouveau factionnaire; puis se retournant du côté de Henri:

	— Ce n'est point avec cet homme que vous causiez tout à l'heure, n'est-ce pas, mon frère?

	— L'autre est un garçon qui est de ma maison et que j'ai fait entrer dans les Suisses: je lui ai donné une commission et il est allé l'exécuter.

	— Ah! fit le duc, comme si cette réponse lui suffisait. Et

	Marguerite, comment va-t-elle?

	— Je vais le lui demander, mon frère.

	— Ne l'avez-vous donc point vue depuis hier?

	— Non, je me suis présenté chez elle cette nuit vers onze heures, mais Gillonne m'a dit qu'elle était fatiguée et qu'elle dormait.

	— Vous ne la trouverez point dans son appartement, elle est sortie.

	— Oui, dit Henri, c'est possible; elle devait aller au couvent de l'Annonciade. Il n'y avait pas moyen de pousser la conversation plus loin, Henri paraissant décidé seulement à répondre.

	Les deux beaux-frères se quittèrent donc, le duc d'Alençon pour aller aux nouvelles, disait-il, le roi de Navarre pour rentrer chez lui.

	Henri y était à peine depuis cinq minutes lorsqu'il entendit frapper.

	— Qui est là? demanda-t-il.

	— Sire, répondit une voix que Henri reconnut pour celle de de

	Mouy, c'est la réponse de l'orfèvre de la sellerie.

	Henri, visiblement ému, fit entrer le jeune homme, et referma la porte derrière lui.

	— C'est vous, de Mouy! dit-il. J'espérais que vous réfléchiriez.

	— Sire, répondit de Mouy, il y a trois mois que je réfléchis, c'est assez; maintenant il est temps d'agir. Henri fit un mouvement d'inquiétude.

	— Ne craignez rien, Sire, nous sommes seuls et je me hâte, car les moments sont précieux. Votre Majesté peut nous rendre, par un seul mot, tout ce que les événements de l'année ont fait perdre à la religion. Soyons clairs, soyons brefs, soyons francs.

	— J'écoute, mon brave de Mouy, répondit Henri voyant qu'il lui était impossible d'éluder l'explication.

	— Est-il vrai que Votre Majesté ait abjuré la religion protestante?

	— C'est vrai, dit Henri.

	— Oui, mais est-ce des lèvres? est-ce du coeur?

	— On est toujours reconnaissant à Dieu quand il nous sauve la vie, répondit Henri tournant la question, comme il avait l'habitude de le faire en pareil cas, et Dieu m'a visiblement épargné dans ce cruel danger.

	— Sire, reprit de Mouy, avouons une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est que votre abjuration n'est point une affaire de conviction, mais de calcul. Vous avez abjuré pour que le roi vous laissât vivre, et non parce que Dieu vous avait conservé la vie.

	— Quelle que soit la cause de ma conversion, de Mouy, répondit

	Henri, je n'en suis pas moins catholique.

	
— Oui, mais le resterez-vous toujours? à la première occasion de reprendre votre liberté d'existence et de conscience, ne la reprendrez-vous pas? Eh bien! cette occasion, elle se présente: La Rochelle est insurgée, le Roussillon et le Béarn n'attendent qu'un mot pour agir; dans la Guyenne, tout crie à la guerre. Dites-moi seulement que vous êtes un catholique forcé et je vous réponds de l'avenir.

	— On ne force pas un gentilhomme de ma naissance, mon cher de

	Mouy. Ce que j'ai fait, je l'ai fait librement.

	— Mais, Sire, dit le jeune homme le coeur oppressé de cette résistance à laquelle il ne s'attendait pas, vous ne songez donc pas qu'en agissant ainsi vous nous abandonnez… vous nous trahissez?

	Henri resta impassible.

	— Oui, reprit de Mouy, oui, vous nous trahissez, Sire, car plusieurs d'entre nous sont venus, au péril de leur vie, pour sauver votre honneur et votre liberté. Nous avons tout préparé pour vous donner un trône, Sire, entendez-vous bien? Non seulement la liberté, mais la puissance: un trône à votre choix, car dans deux mois vous pourrez opter entre Navarre et France.

	— de Mouy, dit Henri en voilant son regard, qui malgré lui, à cette proposition, avait jeté un éclair, de Mouy, je suis sauf, je suis catholique, je suis l'époux de Marguerite, je suis frère du roi Charles, je suis gendre de ma bonne mère Catherine. de Mouy, en prenant ces diverses positions, j'en ai calculé les chances, mais aussi les obligations.

	— Mais, Sire, reprit de Mouy, à quoi faut-il croire? On me dit que votre mariage n'est pas consommé, on me dit que vous êtes libre au fond du coeur, on me dit que la haine de Catherine…

	— Mensonge, mensonge, interrompit vivement le Béarnais. Oui, l'on vous a trompé impudemment, mon ami. Cette chère Marguerite est bien ma femme; Catherine est bien ma mère; le roi Charles IX enfin est bien le seigneur et le maître de ma vie et de mon coeur.

	de Mouy frissonna, un sourire presque méprisant passa sur ses lèvres.

	— Ainsi donc, Sire, dit-il en laissant retomber ses bras avec découragement et en essayant de sonder du regard cette âme pleine de ténèbres, voilà la réponse que je rapporterai à mes frères. Je leur dirai que le roi de Navarre tend sa main et donne son coeur à ceux qui nous ont égorgés, je leur dirai qu'il est devenu le flatteur de la reine mère et l'ami de Maurevel…

	— Mon cher de Mouy, dit Henri, le roi va sortir du conseil, et il faut que j'aille m'informer près de lui des raisons qui nous ont fait remettre une chose aussi importante qu'une partie de chasse. Adieu, imitez-moi, mon ami, quittez la politique, revenez au roi et prenez la messe.

	Et Henri reconduisit ou plutôt repoussa jusqu'à l'antichambre le jeune homme, dont la stupéfaction commençait à faire place à la fureur.

	À peine eut-il refermé la porte que, ne pouvant résister à l'envie de se venger sur quelque chose à défaut de quelqu'un, de Mouy broya son chapeau entre ses mains, le jeta à terre, et le foulant aux pieds comme fait un taureau du manteau du matador:

	— Par la mort! s'écria-t-il, voilà un misérable prince, et j'ai bien envie de me faire tuer ici pour le souiller à jamais de mon sang.

	— Chut! monsieur de Mouy! dit une voix qui se glissait par l'ouverture d'une porte entrebâillée; chut! car un autre que moi pourrait vous entendre.

	de Mouy se retourna vivement et aperçut le duc d'Alençon enveloppé d'un manteau et avançant sa tête pâle dans le corridor pour s'assurer si de Mouy et lui étaient bien seuls.

	— M. le duc d'Alençon! s'écria de Mouy, je suis perdu.

	— Au contraire, murmura le prince, peut-être même avez-vous trouvé ce que vous cherchez, et la preuve, c'est que je ne veux pas que vous vous fassiez tuer ici comme vous en avez le dessein. Croyez-moi, votre sang peut être mieux employé qu'à rougir le seuil du roi de Navarre.

	Et à ces mots le duc ouvrit toute grande la porte qu'il tenait entrebâillée.

	— Cette chambre est celle de deux de mes gentilshommes, dit le duc; nul ne viendra nous relancer ici; nous pourrons donc y causer en toute liberté. Venez, monsieur.

	— Me voici, Monseigneur! dit le conspirateur stupéfait.

	Et il entra dans la chambre, dont le duc d'Alençon referma la porte derrière lui non moins vivement que n'avait fait le roi de Navarre.

	de Mouy était entré furieux, exaspéré, maudissant; mais peu à peu le regard froid et fixe du jeune duc François fit sur le capitaine huguenot l'effet de cette glace enchantée qui dissipe l'ivresse.

	— Monseigneur, dit-il, si j'ai bien compris, Votre Altesse veut me parler?

	— Oui, monsieur de Mouy, répondit François. Malgré votre déguisement, j'avais cru vous reconnaître, et quand vous avez présenté les armes à mon frère Henri, je vous ai reconnu tout à fait. Eh bien, de Mouy, vous n'êtes donc pas content du roi de Navarre?

	— Monseigneur!

	— Allons, voyons! parlez-moi hardiment. Sans que vous vous en doutiez, peut-être suis-je de vos amis.

	— Vous, Monseigneur?

	— Oui, moi. Parlez donc.

	— Je ne sais que dire à Votre Altesse, Monseigneur. Les choses dont j'avais à entretenir le roi de Navarre touchent à des intérêts que Votre Altesse ne saurait comprendre. D'ailleurs, ajouta de Mouy d'un air qu'il tâcha de rendre indifférent, il s'agissait de bagatelles.

	— De bagatelles? fit le duc.

	— Oui, Monseigneur.

	— De bagatelles pour lesquelles vous avez cru devoir exposer votre vie en revenant au Louvre, où, vous le savez, votre tête vaut son pesant d'or. Car on n'ignore point que vous êtes, avec le roi de Navarre et le prince de Condé, un des principaux chefs des huguenots.

	— Si vous croyez cela, Monseigneur, agissez envers moi comme doit le faire le frère du roi Charles et le fils de la reine Catherine.

	— Pourquoi voulez-vous que j'agisse ainsi, quand je vous ai dit que j'étais de vos amis? Dites-moi donc la vérité.

	— Monseigneur, dit de Mouy, je vous jure…

	— Ne jurez pas, monsieur; la religion reformée défend de faire des serments, et surtout de faux serments. de Mouy fronça le sourcil.

	— Je vous dis que je sais tout, reprit le duc. de Mouy continua de se taire.

	— Vous en doutez? reprit le prince avec une affectueuse insistance. Eh bien, mon cher de Mouy, il faut vous convaincre. Voyons, vous allez juger si je me trompe. Avez-vous ou non proposé à mon beau-frère Henri, là, tout à l'heure (le duc étendit la main dans la direction de la chambre du Béarnais), votre secours et celui des vôtres pour le réinstaller dans sa royauté de Navarre?

	de Mouy regarda le duc d'un air effaré.

	— Propositions qu'il a refusées avec terreur! de Mouy demeura stupéfait.

	— Avez-vous alors invoqué votre ancienne amitié, le souvenir de la religion commune? Avez-vous même alors leurré le roi de Navarre d'un espoir bien brillant, si brillant qu'il en a été ébloui, de l'espoir d'atteindre à la couronne de France? Hein? dites, suis-je bien informé? Est-ce là ce que vous êtes venu proposer au Béarnais?

	— Monseigneur! s'écria de Mouy, c'est si bien cela que je me demande en ce moment même si je ne dois pas dire à Votre Altesse Royale qu'elle en a menti! provoquer dans cette chambre un combat sans merci, et assurer ainsi par la mort de nous deux l'extinction de ce terrible secret!

	— Doucement, mon brave de Mouy, doucement, dit le duc d'Alençon sans changer de visage, sans faire le moindre mouvement à cette terrible menace; le secret s'éteindra mieux entre nous si nous vivons tous deux que si l'un de nous meurt. Écoutez-moi et cessez de tourmenter ainsi la poignée de votre épée. Pour la troisième fois, je vous dis que vous êtes avec un ami; répondez donc comme à un ami. Voyons, le roi de Navarre n'a-t-il pas refusé tout ce que vous lui avez offert?

	— Oui, Monseigneur, et je l'avoue, puisque cet aveu ne peut compromettre que moi.

	— N'avez-vous pas crié en sortant de sa chambre et en foulant aux pieds votre chapeau, qu'il était un prince lâche et indigne de demeurer votre chef?

	— C'est vrai, Monseigneur, j'ai dit cela.

	— Ah! c'est vrai! Vous l'avouez, enfin?

	— Oui.

	— Et c'est toujours votre avis?

	— Plus que jamais, Monseigneur!

	— Eh bien, moi, moi, monsieur de Mouy, moi, troisième fils de Henri II, moi, fils de France, suis-je assez bon gentilhomme pour commander à vos soldats, voyons? et jugez-vous que je suis assez loyal pour que vous puissiez compter sur ma parole?

	— Vous, Monseigneur! vous, le chef des huguenots?

	— Pourquoi pas? C'est l'époque des conversions, vous le savez. Henri s'est bien fait catholique, je puis bien me faire protestant, moi.

	— Oui, sans doute, Monseigneur; mais j'attends que vous m'expliquiez…

	— Rien de plus simple, et je vais vous dire en deux mots la politique de tout le monde.

	» Mon frère Charles tue les huguenots pour régner plus largement. Mon frère d'Anjou les laisse tuer parce qu'il doit succéder à mon frère Charles, et que, comme vous le savez, mon frère Charles est souvent malade. Mais moi… et c'est tout différent, moi qui ne régnerai jamais, en France du moins, attendu que j'ai deux aînés devant moi; moi que la haine de ma mère et de mes frères, plus encore que la loi de la nature, éloigne du trône; moi qui ne dois prétendre à aucune affection de famille, à aucune gloire, à aucun royaume; moi qui, cependant, porte un coeur aussi noble que mes aînés; eh bien! de Mouy! moi, je veux chercher à me tailler avec mon épée un royaume dans cette France qu'ils couvrent de sang.

	» Or, voilà ce que je veux, moi, de Mouy, écoutez.» Je veux être roi de Navarre, non par la naissance, mais par l'élection. Et remarquez bien que vous n'avez aucune objection à faire à cela, car je ne suis pas usurpateur, puisque mon frère refuse vos offres, et, s'ensevelissant dans sa torpeur, reconnaît hautement que ce royaume de Navarre n'est qu'une fiction. Avec Henri de Béarn, vous n'avez rien; avec moi, vous avez une épée et un nom. François d'Alençon, fils de France, sauvegarde tous ses compagnons ou tous ses complices, comme il vous plaira de les appeler. Eh bien, que dites-vous de cette offre, monsieur de Mouy?

	— Je dis qu'elle m'éblouit, Monseigneur.

	— de Mouy, de Mouy, nous aurons bien des obstacles à vaincre. Ne vous montrez donc pas dès l'abord si exigeant et si difficile envers un fils de roi et un frère de roi qui vient à vous.

	— Monseigneur, la chose serait déjà faite si j'étais seul à soutenir mes idées; mais nous avons un conseil, et si brillante que soit l'offre, peut-être même à cause de cela, les chefs du parti n'y adhéreront-ils pas sans condition.

	— Ceci est autre chose, et la réponse est d'un coeur honnête et d'un esprit prudent. À la façon dont je viens d'agir, de Mouy, vous avez dû reconnaître ma probité. Traitez-moi donc de votre côté en homme qu'on estime et non en prince qu'on flatte. de Mouy, ai-je des chances?

	— Sur ma parole, Monseigneur, et puisque Votre Altesse veut que je lui donne mon avis, Votre Altesse les a toutes depuis que le roi de Navarre a refusé l'offre que j'étais venu lui faire. Mais, je vous le répète, Monseigneur, me concerter avec nos chefs est chose indispensable.

	— Faites donc, monsieur, répondit d'Alençon. Seulement, à quand la réponse?

	de Mouy regarda le prince en silence. Puis, paraissant prendre une résolution:

	— Monseigneur, dit-il, donnez-moi votre main; j'ai besoin que cette main d'un fils de France touche la mienne pour être sûr que je ne serai point trahi.

	Le duc non seulement tendit la main vers de Mouy, mais il saisit la sienne et la serra.

	— Maintenant, Monseigneur, je suis tranquille, dit le jeune huguenot. Si nous étions trahis, je dirais que vous n'y êtes pour rien. Sans quoi, Monseigneur, et pour si peu que vous fussiez dans cette trahison, vous seriez déshonoré.

	— Pourquoi me dites-vous cela, de Mouy, avant de me dire quand vous me rapporterez la réponse de vos chefs?

	— Parce que, Monseigneur, en me demandant à quand la réponse, vous me demandez en même temps où sont les chefs, et que, si je vous dis: À ce soir, vous saurez que les chefs sont à Paris et s'y cachent.

	Et en disant ces mots, par un geste de défiance, de Mouy attachait son oeil perçant sur le regard faux et vacillant du jeune homme.

	— Allons, allons, reprit le duc, il vous reste encore des doutes, monsieur de Mouy. Mais je ne puis du premier coup exiger de vous une entière confiance. Vous me connaîtrez mieux plus tard. Nous allons être liés par une communauté d'intérêts qui vous délivrera de tout soupçon. Vous dites donc à ce soir, monsieur de Mouy?

	— Oui, Monseigneur, car le temps presse. À ce soir. Mais où cela, s'il vous plaît?

	— Au Louvre, ici, dans cette chambre, cela vous convient-il?

	— Cette chambre est habitée? dit de Mouy en montrant du regard les deux lits qui s'y trouvaient en face l'un de l'autre.

	— Par deux de mes gentilshommes, oui.

	— Monseigneur, il me semble imprudent, à moi, de revenir au

	Louvre.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que, si vous m'avez reconnu, d'autres peuvent avoir d'aussi bons yeux que Votre Altesse et me reconnaître à leur tour. Je reviendrai cependant au Louvre, si vous m'accordez ce que je vais vous demander.

	— Quoi?

	— Un sauf-conduit.

	— de Mouy, répondit le duc, un sauf-conduit de moi saisi sur vous me perd et ne vous sauve pas. Je ne puis pour vous quelque chose qu'à la condition qu'à tous les yeux nous sommes complètement étrangers l'un à l'autre. La moindre relation de ma part avec vous, prouvée à ma mère ou à mes frères, me coûterait la vie. Vous êtes donc sauvegardé par mon propre intérêt, du moment où je me serai compromis avec les autres, comme je me compromets avec vous en ce moment. Libre dans ma sphère d'action, fort si je suis inconnu, tant que je reste moi-même impénétrable je vous garantis tous; ne l'oubliez pas. Faites donc un nouvel appel à votre courage, tentez sur ma parole ce que vous tentiez sans la parole de mon frère. Venez ce soir au Louvre.

	— Mais comment voulez-vous que j'y vienne? Je ne puis risquer ce costume dans les appartements. Il était pour les vestibules et les cours. Le mien est encore plus dangereux, puisque tout le monde me connaît ici et qu'il ne me déguise aucunement.

	— Aussi, je cherche, attendez… Je crois que… oui, le voici.

	En effet, le duc avait jeté les yeux autour de lui, et ses yeux s'étaient arrêtés sur la garde-robe d'apparat de La Mole, pour le moment étendue sur le lit, c'est-à-dire sur ce magnifique manteau cerise brodé d'or dont nous avons déjà parlé, sur son toquet orné d'une plume blanche, entouré d'un cordon de marguerites d'or et d'argent entremêlées, enfin sur un pourpoint de satin gris perle et or.

	— Voyez-vous ce manteau, cette plume et ce pourpoint? dit le duc; ils appartiennent à M. de La Mole, un de mes gentilshommes, un muguet du meilleur ton. Cet habit a fait rage à la cour, et on reconnaît M. de La Mole à cent pas lorsqu'il le porte. Je vais vous donner l'adresse du tailleur qui le lui a fourni; en le lui payant le double de ce qu'il vaut, vous en aurez un pareil ce soir. Vous retiendrez bien le nom de M. de La Mole, n'est-ce pas?

	Le duc d'Alençon achevait à peine la recommandation, que l'on entendit un pas qui s'approchait dans le corridor et qu'une clef tourna dans la serrure.

	— Eh! qui va là? s'écria le duc en s'élançant vers la porte et en poussant le verrou.

	— Pardieu, répondit une voix du dehors, je trouve la question singulière. Qui va là vous-même? Voilà qui est plaisant! quand je veux rentrer chez moi, on me demande qui va là!

	— Est-ce vous, monsieur de la Mole?

	— Eh! sans doute que c'est moi. Mais vous, qui êtes-vous? Pendant que La Mole exprimait son étonnement de trouver sa chambre habitée et essayait de découvrir quel en était le nouveau commensal, le duc d'Alençon se retournait vivement, une main sur le verrou, l'autre sur la serrure.

	— Connaissez-vous M. de La Mole? demanda-t-il à de Mouy.

	— Non, Monseigneur.

	— Et lui, vous connaît-il?

	— Je ne le crois pas.

	— Alors, tout va bien; d'ailleurs, faites semblant de regarder par la fenêtre. de Mouy obéit sans répondre, car La Mole commençait à s'impatienter et frappait à tour de bras.

	Le duc d'Alençon jeta un dernier regard vers de Mouy, et, voyant qu'il avait le dos tourné, il ouvrit.

	— Monseigneur le duc! s'écria La Mole en reculant de surprise, oh! pardon, pardon, Monseigneur!

	— Ce n'est rien, monsieur. J'ai eu besoin de votre chambre pour recevoir quelqu'un.

	— Faites, Monseigneur, faites. Mais permettez, je vous en supplie, que je prenne mon manteau et mon chapeau, qui sont sur le lit; car j'ai perdu l'un et l'autre cette nuit sur le quai de la Grève, où j'ai été attaqué de nuit par des voleurs.

	— En effet, monsieur, dit le prince en souriant et en passant lui-même à La Mole les objets demandés, vous voici assez mal accommodé; vous avez eu affaire à des gaillards fort entêtés, à ce qu'il paraît!

	Et le duc passa lui-même à La Mole le manteau et le toquet. Le jeune homme salua et sortit pour changer de vêtement dans l'antichambre, ne s'inquiétant aucunement de ce que le duc faisait dans sa chambre; car c'était assez l'usage au Louvre que les logements des gentilshommes fussent, pour les princes auxquels ils étaient attachés, des hôtelleries qu'ils employaient à toutes sortes de réceptions.

	de Mouy se rapprocha alors du duc, et tous deux écoutèrent pour savoir le moment où La Mole aurait fini et sortirait; mais lorsqu'il eut changé de costume, lui-même les tira d'embarras, car, s'approchant de la porte:

	— Pardon, Monseigneur! dit-il; mais Votre Altesse n'a pas rencontré sur son chemin le comte de Coconnas?

	— Non, monsieur le comte! et cependant il était de service ce matin.

	— Alors on me l'aura assassiné, dit La Mole en se parlant à lui- même tout en s'éloignant.

	Le duc écouta le bruit des pas qui allaient s'affaiblissant; puis ouvrant la porte et tirant de Mouy après lui:

	— Regardez-le s'éloigner, dit-il, et tâchez d'imiter cette tournure inimitable.

	— Je ferai de mon mieux, répondit de Mouy. Malheureusement je ne suis pas un damoiseau, mais un soldat.

	— En tout cas, je vous attends avant minuit dans ce corridor. Si la chambre de mes gentilshommes est libre, je vous y recevrai; si elle ne l'est pas, nous en trouverons une autre.

	— Oui, Monseigneur.

	— Ainsi donc, à ce soir, avant minuit.

	— À ce soir, avant minuit.

	— Ah! à propos, de Mouy, balancez fort le bras droit en marchant, c'est l'allure particulière de M. de La Mole.

	XXIV

	La rue Tizon et la rue Cloche-Percée

	La Mole sortit du Louvre tout courant, et se mit à fureter dans

	Paris pour découvrir le pauvre Coconnas.

	Son premier soin fut de se rendre à la rue de l'Arbre-Sec et d'entrer chez maître La Hurière, car La Mole se rappelait avoir souvent cité au Piémontais certaine devise latine qui tendait à prouver que l'Amour, Bacchus et Cérès sont des dieux de première nécessité, et il avait l'espoir que Coconnas, pour suivre l'aphorisme romain, se serait installé à la Belle-Étoile, après une nuit qui devait avoir été pour son ami non moins occupée qu'elle ne l'avait été pour lui.

	La Mole ne trouva rien chez La Hurière que le souvenir de l'obligation prise et un déjeuner offert d'assez bonne grâce que notre gentilhomme accepta avec grand appétit, malgré son inquiétude.

	L'estomac tranquillisé à défaut de l'esprit, La Mole se remit en course, remontant la Seine, comme ce mari qui cherchait sa femme noyée. En arrivant sur le quai de Grève, il reconnut l'endroit où, ainsi qu'il l'avait dit à M. d'Alençon, il avait, pendant sa course nocturne, été arrêté trois ou quatre heures auparavant, ce qui n'était pas rare dans un Paris plus vieux de cent ans que celui où Boileau se réveillait au bruit d'une balle perçant son volet. Un petit morceau de la plume de son chapeau était resté sur le champ de bataille. Le sentiment de possession est inné chez l'homme. La Mole avait dix plumes plus belles les unes que les autres; il ne s'arrêta pas moins à ramasser celle-là, ou plutôt le seul fragment qui en eût survécu, et le considérait d'un air piteux, lorsque des pas alourdis retentirent, s'approchant de lui, et que des voix brutales lui ordonnèrent de se ranger. La Mole releva la tête et aperçut une litière précédée de deux pages et accompagnée d'un écuyer.

	La Mole crut reconnaître la litière et se rangea vivement.

	Le jeune gentilhomme ne s'était pas trompé.

	— Monsieur de la Mole! dit une voix pleine de douceur qui sortait de la litière, tandis qu'une main blanche et douce comme le satin écartait les rideaux.

	— Oui, madame, moi-même, répondit La Mole en s'inclinant.

	— Monsieur de la Mole une plume à la main…, continua la dame à la litière; êtes-vous donc amoureux, mon cher monsieur, et retrouvez-vous des traces perdues?

	— Oui, madame, répondit La Mole, je suis amoureux, et très fort; mais pour le moment, ce sont mes propres traces que je retrouve, quoique ce ne soient pas elles que je cherche. Mais Votre Majesté me permettra-t-elle de lui demander des nouvelles de sa santé.

	— Excellente, monsieur; je ne me suis jamais mieux portée, ce me semble; cela vient probablement de ce que j'ai passé la nuit en retraite.

	— Ah! en retraite, dit La Mole en regardant Marguerite d'une façon étrange.

	— Eh bien, oui! qu'y a-t-il d'étonnant à cela?

	— Peut-on, sans indiscrétion, vous demander dans quel couvent?

	— Certainement, monsieur, je n'en fais pas mystère: au couvent des Annonciades. Mais vous, que faites-vous ici avec cet air effarouché?

	— Madame, moi aussi j'ai passé la nuit en retraite et dans les environs du même couvent; ce matin, je cherche mon ami, qui a disparu, et en le cherchant j'ai retrouvé cette plume.

	— Qui vient de lui? Mais en vérité nous m'effrayez sur son compte, la place est mauvaise.

	— Que Votre Majesté se rassure, la plume vient de moi; je l'ai perdue vers cinq heures et demie sur cette place, en me sauvant des mains de quatre bandits qui me voulaient à toute force assassiner, à ce que je crois du moins.

	Marguerite réprima un vif mouvement d'effroi.

	— Oh! contez-moi cela! dit-elle.

	— Rien de plus simple, madame. Il était donc, comme j'avais l'honneur de dire à Votre Majesté, cinq heures du matin à peu près…

	— Et à cinq heures du matin, interrompit Marguerite, vous étiez déjà sorti?

	— Votre Majesté m'excusera, dit La Mole, je n'étais pas encore rentré.

	— Ah! monsieur de la Mole! rentrer à cinq heures du matin! dit

	Marguerite avec un sourire qui pour tous était malicieux et que La

	Mole eut la fatuité de trouver adorable, rentrer si tard! vous

	aviez mérité cette punition.

	— Aussi je ne me plains pas, madame, dit La Mole en s'inclinant avec respect, et j'eusse été éventré que je m'estimerais encore plus heureux cent fois que je ne mérite de l'être. Mais enfin je rentrais tard ou de bonne heure, comme Votre Majesté voudra, de cette bien heureuse maison où j'avais passé la nuit en retraite, lorsque quatre tire-laine ont débouché de la rue de la Mortellerie et m'ont poursuivi avec des coupe-choux démesurément longs. C'est grotesque, n'est-ce pas, madame? mais enfin c'est comme cela; il m'a fallu fuir, car j'avais oublié mon épée.

	— Oh! je comprends, dit Marguerite avec un air d'admirable naïveté, et vous retournez chercher votre épée.

	La Mole regarda Marguerite comme si un doute se glissait dans son esprit.

	— Madame, j'y retournerais effectivement et même très volontiers, attendu que mon épée est une excellente lame, mais je ne sais pas où est cette maison.

	— Comment, monsieur! reprit Marguerite, vous ne savez pas où est la maison où vous avez passé la nuit?

	— Non, madame, et que Satan m'extermine si je m'en doute!

	— Oh! voilà qui est singulier! c'est donc tout un roman que votre histoire?

	— Un véritable roman, vous l'avez dit, madame.

	— Contez-la-moi.

	— C'est un peu long.

	— Qu'importe! j'ai le temps.

	— Et fort incroyable surtout.

	— Allez toujours: je suis on ne peut plus crédule.

	— Votre Majesté l'ordonne?

	— Mais oui, s'il le faut.

	— J'obéis. Hier soir, après avoir quitté deux adorables femmes avec lesquelles nous avions passé la soirée sur le pont Saint- Michel, nous soupions chez maître La Hurière.

	— D'abord, demanda Marguerite avec un naturel parfait, qu'est-ce que maître La Hurière?

	— Maître La Hurière, madame, dit La Mole en regardant une seconde fois Marguerite avec cet air de doute qu'on avait déjà pu remarquer une première fois chez lui, maître La Hurière est le maître de l'hôtellerie de la Belle Étoile, située rue de l'Arbre- Sec.

	— Bien, je vois cela d'ici… Vous soupiez donc chez maître La

	Hurière, avec votre ami Coconnas sans doute?

	— Oui, madame, avec mon ami Coconnas, quand un homme entra et nous remit à chacun un billet.

	— Pareil? demanda Marguerite.

	— Exactement pareil. Cette ligne seulement:

	«Vous êtes attendu rue Saint-Antoine, en face de la rue de Jouy.»

	— Et pas de signature au bas de ce billet? demanda Marguerite.

	— Non; mais trois mots, trois mots charmants qui promettaient trois fois la même chose; c'est-à-dire un triple bonheur.

	— Et quels étaient ces trois mots?

	— Éros-Cupido-Amor.

	_— _En effet, ce sont trois doux noms; et ont-ils tenu ce qu'ils promettaient?

	— Oh! plus, madame, cent fois plus! s'écria La Mole avec enthousiasme.

	— Continuez; je suis curieuse de savoir ce qui vous attendait rue

	Saint Antoine, en face la rue de Jouy.

	— Deux duègnes avec chacune un mouchoir à la main. Il s'agissait de nous laisser bander les yeux. Votre Majesté devine que nous n'y fîmes point de difficulté. Nous tendîmes bravement le cou. Mon guide me fit tourner à gauche, le guide de mon ami le fit tourner à droite, et nous nous séparâmes.

	— Et alors? continua Marguerite, qui paraissait décidée à pousser l'investigation jusqu'au bout.

	— Je ne sais, reprit La Mole, où son guide conduisit mon ami. En enfer, peut-être. Mais quant à moi, ce que je sais, c'est que le mien me mena en un lieu que je tiens pour le paradis.

	— Et d'où vous fit sans doute chasser votre trop grande curiosité?

	— Justement, madame, et vous avez le don de la divination. J'attendais le jour avec impatience pour voir où j'étais, quand, à quatre heures et demie, la même duègne est rentrée, m'a bandé de nouveau les yeux, m'a fait promettre de ne point chercher à soulever mon bandeau, m'a conduit dehors, m'a accompagné cent pas, m'a fait encore jurer de n'ôter mon bandeau que lorsque j'aurais compté jusqu'à cinquante. J'ai compté jusqu'à cinquante, et je me suis trouvé rue Saint-Antoine, en face la rue de Jouy.

	— Et alors…?

	— Alors, madame, je suis revenu tellement joyeux que je n'ai point fait attention aux quatre misérables des mains desquels j'ai eu tant de mal à me tirer. Or, madame, continua La Mole, en retrouvant ici un morceau de ma plume, mon coeur a tressailli de joie, et je l'ai ramassé en me promettant à moi-même de le garder comme un souvenir de cette heureuse nuit. Mais, au milieu de mon bonheur, une chose me tourmente, c'est ce que peut être devenu mon compagnon.

	— Il n'est pas rentré au Louvre?

	— Hélas! non, madame! Je l'ai cherché partout où il pouvait être, à la Belle-Étoile, au jeu de paume, et en quantité d'autres lieux honorables; mais d'Annibal point et de Coconnas pas davantage…

	En disant ces paroles et les accompagnant d'un geste lamentable, La Mole ouvrit les bras et écarta son manteau, sous lequel on vit bâiller à divers endroits son pourpoint qui montrait, comme autant d'élégants crevés, la doublure par les accrocs.

	— Mais vous avez été criblé? dit Marguerite.

	— Criblé, c'est le mot! dit La Mole, qui n'était pas fâché de se faire un mérite du danger qu'il avait couru. Voyez, madame! voyez!

	— Comment n'avez-vous pas changé de pourpoint au Louvre, puisque vous y êtes retourné? demanda la reine.

	— Ah! dit La Mole, c'est qu'il y avait quelqu'un dans ma chambre.

	— Comment, quelqu'un dans votre chambre? dit Marguerite dont les yeux exprimèrent le plus vif étonnement; et qui donc était dans votre chambre?

	— Son Altesse…

	— Chut! interrompit Marguerite.

	Le jeune homme obéit.

	— _Qui ad lecticam meam stant? _dit-elle à La Mole.

	— Duo pueri et unus eques.

	_— Optime, barbari! _dit-elle. Dic, Moles, quem inveneris in cubiculo tuo?

	— Franciscum ducem.

	— Agentem?

	— Nescio quid.

	— Quocum?

	— Cum ignoto. 

	— C'est bizarre, dit Marguerite. Ainsi vous n'avez pu retrouver Coconnas? continua-t-elle sans songer évidemment à ce qu'elle disait.

	— Aussi, madame, comme j'avais l'honneur de le dire à Votre

	Majesté, j'en meurs véritablement d'inquiétude.

	— Eh bien, dit Marguerite en soupirant, je ne veux pas vous distraire plus longtemps de sa recherche, mais je ne sais pourquoi j'ai l'idée qu'il se retrouvera tout seul! N'importe, allez toujours.

	Et la reine appuya son doigt sur sa bouche. Or, comme la belle Marguerite n'avait confié aucun secret, n'avait fait aucun aveu à La Mole, le jeune homme comprit que ce geste charmant, ne pouvant avoir pour but de lui recommander le silence, devait avoir une autre signification.

	Le cortège se remit en marche; et La Mole, dans le but de poursuivre son investigation, continua de remonter le quai jusqu'à la rue du Long-Pont, qui le conduisit dans la rue Saint-Antoine.

	En face la rue de Jouy, il s'arrêta.

	C'était là que, la veille, les deux duègnes leur avaient bandé les yeux, à lui et à Coconnas. Il avait tourné à gauche, puis il avait compté vingt pas; il recommença le manège et se trouva en face d'une maison ou plutôt d'un mur derrière lequel s'élevait une maison; au milieu de ce mur était une porte à auvent garnie de clous larges et de meurtrières.

	La maison était située rue Cloche-Percée, petite rue étroite qui commence à la rue Saint-Antoine et aboutit à la rue du Roi-de- Sicile.

	— Par la sambleu! dit La Mole, c'est bien là… j'en jurerais… En étendant la main, comme je sortais, j'ai senti les clous de la porte, puis j'ai descendu deux degrés. Cet homme qui courait en criant: À l'aide! et qu'on a tué rue du Roi-de-Sicile, passait au moment où je mettais le pied sur le premier. Voyons.

	La Mole alla à la porte et frappa. La porte s'ouvrit, et une espèce de concierge à moustaches vint ouvrir.

	— Was ist das? demanda le concierge.

	— Ah! ah! fit La Mole, il me paraît que nous sommes Suisse. Mon ami, continua-t-il en prenant son air le plus charmant, je voudrais avoir mon épée, que j'ai laissée dans cette maison où j'ai passé la nuit.

	— Ich verstehe nicht, répéta le concierge.

	— Mon épée…, reprit La Mole.

	— Ich verstehe nicht, répéta le concierge.

	— … que j'ai laissée… Mon épée, que j'ai laissée…

	— Ich verstehe nicht…

	— … dans cette maison, où j'ai passé la nuit.

	— _Gehe zum Teufel… _Et il lui referma la porte au nez.

	— Mordieu! dit La Mole, si j'avais cette épée que je réclame, je la passerais bien volontiers à travers le corps de ce drôle-là. Mais je ne l'ai point, et ce sera pour un autre jour.

	Sur quoi La Mole continua son chemin jusqu'à la rue du Roi-de- Sicile, prit à droite, fit cinquante pas à peu près, prit à droite encore et se trouva rue Tizon, petite rue parallèle à la rue Cloche-Percée, et en tout point semblable. Il y eut plus: à peine eut-il fait trente pas, qu'il retrouva la petite porte à clous larges, à auvent et à meurtrières, les deux degrés et le mur. On eût dit que la rue Cloche-Percée s'était retournée pour le voir passer.

	La Mole réfléchit alors qu'il avait bien pu prendre sa droite pour sa gauche, et il alla frapper à cette porte pour y faire la même réclamation qu'il avait faite à l'autre. Mais cette fois il eut beau frapper, on n'ouvrit même pas.

	La Mole fit et refit deux ou trois fois le même tour qu'il venait de faire, ce qui l'amena à cette idée, toute naturelle, que la maison avait deux entrées, l'une sur la rue ClochePercée et l'autre sur la rue Tizon.

	Mais ce raisonnement, si logique qu'il fût, ne lui rendait pas son épée, et ne lui apprenait pas où était son ami.

	Il eut un instant l'idée d'acheter une autre épée et d'éventrer le misérable portier qui s'obstinait à ne parler qu'allemand; mais il pensa que si ce portier était à Marguerite et que si Marguerite l'avait choisi ainsi, c'est qu'elle avait ses raisons pour cela, et qu'il lui serait peut-être désagréable d'en être privée.

	Or, La Mole, pour rien au monde, n'eût voulu faire une chose désagréable à Marguerite.

	De peur de céder à la tentation, il reprit donc vers les deux heures de l'après midi le chemin du Louvre.

	Comme son appartement n'était point occupé cette fois, il put rentrer chez lui. La chose était assez urgente relativement au pourpoint, qui, comme lui avait fait observer la reine, était considérablement détérioré.

	Il s'avança donc incontinent vers son lit pour substituer le beau pourpoint gris perle à celui-là. Mais, à son grand étonnement, la première chose qu'il aperçut près du pourpoint gris perle fut cette fameuse épée qu'il avait laissée rue Cloche-Percée.

	La Mole la prit, la tourna et la retourna: c'était bien elle.

	— Ah! ah! fit-il, est-ce qu'il y aurait quelque magie là-dessous? Puis avec un soupir: Ah! si le pauvre Coconnas se pouvait retrouver comme mon épée!

	Deux ou trois heures après que La Mole avait cessé sa ronde circulaire autour de la petite maison double, la porte de la rue Tizon s'ouvrit. Il était cinq heures du soir à peu près, et par conséquent nuit fermée.

	Une femme enveloppée dans un long manteau garni de fourrures, accompagnée d'une suivante, sortit par cette porte que lui tenait ouverte une duègne d'une quarantaine d'années, se glissa rapidement jusqu'à la rue du Roi-de-Sicile, frappa à une petite porte de la rue d'Argenson qui s'ouvrit devant elle, sortit par la grande porte du même hôtel qui donnait Vieille-rue-du-Temple, alla gagner une petite poterne de l'hôtel de Guise, l'ouvrit avec une clef qu'elle avait dans sa poche, et disparut.

	Une demi-heure après, un jeune homme, les yeux bandés, sortait par la même porte de la même petite maison, guidé par une femme qui le conduisait au coin de la rue Geoffroy-Lasnier et de la Mortellerie. Là, elle l'invita à compter jusqu'à cinquante et à ôter son bandeau.

	Le jeune homme accomplit scrupuleusement la recommandation, et au chiffre convenu ôta le mouchoir qui lui couvrait les yeux.

	— Mordi! s'écria-t-il en regardant tout autour de lui; si je sais où je suis, je veux être pendu! Six heures! s'écria-t-il en entendant sonner l'horloge de Notre-Dame. Et ce pauvre La Mole, que peut-il être devenu? Courons au Louvre, peut-être là en saura- t-on des nouvelles.

	Et ce disant, Coconnas descendit tout courant la rue de la Mortellerie et arriva aux portes du Louvre en moins de temps qu'il n'en eût fallu à un cheval ordinaire; il bouscula et démolit sur son passage cette haie mobile de braves bourgeois qui se promenaient paisiblement autour des boutiques de la place Baudoyer, et entra dans le palais.

	Là il interrogea suisse et sentinelle. Le suisse croyait bien avoir vu entrer M. de La Mole le matin, mais il ne l'avait pas vu sortir. La sentinelle n'était là que depuis une heure et demie et n'avait rien vu.

	Il monta tout courant à la chambre et en ouvrit la porte précipitamment; mais il ne trouva dans la chambre que le pourpoint de La Mole tout lacéré, ce qui redoubla encore ses inquiétudes.

	Alors il songea à La Hurière et courut chez le digne hôtelier de la Belle-Étoile. La Hurière avait vu La Mole; La Mole avait déjeuné chez La Hurière. Coconnas fut donc entièrement rassuré, et, comme il avait grand faim, il demanda à souper à son tour.

	Coconnas était dans les deux dispositions nécessaires pour bien souper: il avait l'esprit rassuré et l'estomac vide; il soupa donc si bien que son repas le conduisit jusqu'à huit heures. Alors, réconforté par deux bouteilles d'un petit vin d'Anjou qu'il aimait fort et qu'il venait de sabler avec une sensualité qui se trahissait par des clignements d'yeux et des clappements de langue réitérés, il se remit à la recherche de La Mole, accompagnant cette nouvelle exploration à travers la foule de coups de pied et de coups de poing proportionnés à l'accroissement d'amitié que lui avait inspiré le bien-être qui suit toujours un bon repas.

	Cela dura une heure; pendant une heure Coconnas parcourut toutes les rues avoisinant le quai de la Grève, le port au charbon, la rue Saint-Antoine et les rues Tizon et Cloche-Percée, où il pensait que son ami pouvait être revenu. Enfin, il comprit qu'il y avait un endroit par lequel il fallait qu'il passât, c'était le guichet du Louvre, et il résolut de l'aller attendre sous ce guichet jusqu'à sa rentrée.

	Il n'était plus qu'à cent pas du Louvre, et remettait sur ses jambes une femme dont il avait déjà renversé le mari, place Saint- Germain-l'Auxerrois, lorsqu'à l'horizon il aperçut devant lui à la clarté douteuse d'un grand fanal dressé près du pont-levis du Louvre, le manteau de velours cerise et la plume blanche de son ami qui, déjà pareil à une ombre, disparaissait sous le guichet en rendant le salut à la sentinelle.

	Le fameux manteau cerise avait fait tant d'effet de par le monde qu'il n'y avait pas à s'y tromper.

	— Eh mordi! s'écria Coconnas; c'est bien lui, cette fois, et le voilà qui rentre. Eh! eh! La Mole, eh! notre ami. Peste! j'ai pourtant une bonne voix. Comment se fait-il donc qu'il ne m'ait pas entendu? Mais par bonheur j'ai aussi bonnes jambes que bonne voix, et je vais le rejoindre.

	Dans cette espérance, Coconnas s'élança de toute la vigueur de ses jarrets, arriva en un instant au Louvre; mais quelque diligence qu'il eût faite, au moment où il mettait le pied dans la cour, le manteau rouge, qui paraissait fort pressé aussi, disparaissait sous le vestibule.

	— Ohé! La Mole! s'écria Coconnas en reprenant sa course, attends- moi donc, c'est moi, Coconnas! Que diable as-tu donc à courir ainsi? Est-ce que tu te sauves, par hasard?

	En effet, le manteau rouge, comme s'il eût eu des ailes, escaladait le second étage plutôt qu'il ne le montait.

	— Ah! tu ne veux pas m'entendre! cria Coconnas. Ah! tu m'en veux! ah! tu es fâché! Eh bien, au diable, mordi! quant à moi, je n'en puis plus.

	C'était au bas de l'escalier que Coconnas lançait cette apostrophe au fugitif, qu'il renonçait à suivre des jambes, mais qu'il continuait à suivre de l'oeil à travers la vis de l'escalier et qui était arrivé à la hauteur de l'appartement de Marguerite. Tout à coup une femme sortit de cet appartement et prit celui que poursuivait Coconnas par le bras.

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas, cela m'a tout l'air d'être la reine Marguerite. Il était attendu. Alors, c'est autre chose, je comprends qu'il ne m'ait pas répondu.

	Et il se coucha sur la rampe, plongeant son regard par l'ouverture de l'escalier. Alors, après quelques paroles à voix basse, il vit le manteau cerise suivre la reine chez elle.

	— Bon! bon! dit Coconnas, c'est cela. Je ne me trompais point. Il y a des moments où la présence de notre meilleur ami nous est importune, et ce cher La Mole est dans un de ces moments-là.

	Et Coconnas, montant doucement les escaliers, s'assit sur un banc de velours qui garnissait le palier même, en se disant:

	— Soit, au lieu de le rejoindre, j'attendrai… oui; mais, ajouta-t-il, j'y pense, il est chez la reine de Navarre, de sorte que je pourrais bien attendre longtemps… Il fait froid, mordi! Allons, allons! j'attendrai aussi bien dans ma chambre. Il faudra toujours bien qu'il y rentre, quand le diable y serait.

	Il achevait à peine ces paroles et commençait à mettre à exécution la résolution qui en était le résultat, lorsqu'un pas allègre et léger retentit au-dessus de sa tête, accompagné d'une petite chanson si familière à son ami que Coconnas tendit aussitôt le cou vers le côté d'où venait le bruit du pas et de la chanson. C'était La Mole qui descendait de l'étage supérieur, celui où était située sa chambre, et qui, apercevant Coconnas, se mit à sauter quatre à quatre les escaliers qui le séparaient encore de lui, et, cette opération terminée, se jeta dans ses bras.

	— Oh! mordi, c'est toi! dit Coconnas. Et par où diable es-tu donc sorti?

	— Eh! par la rue Cloche-Percée, pardieu!

	— Non. Je ne dis pas de la maison là-bas…

	— Et d'où?

	— De chez la reine.

	— De chez la reine?

	— De chez la reine de Navarre.

	— Je n'y suis pas entré.

	— Allons donc!

	— Mon cher Annibal, dit La Mole, tu déraisonnes. Je sors de ma chambre, où je t'attends depuis deux heures.

	— Tu sors de ta chambre?

	— Oui.

	— Ce n'est pas toi que j'ai poursuivi sur la place du Louvre?

	— Quand cela?

	— À l'instant même.

	— Non.

	— Ce n'est pas toi qui as disparu sous le guichet il y a dix minutes?

	— Non.

	— Ce n'est pas toi qui viens de monter cet escalier comme si tu étais poursuivi par une légion de diables?

	— Non.

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, le vin de la Belle-Étoile n'est point assez méchant pour m'avoir tourné à ce point la tête. Je te dis que je viens d'apercevoir ton manteau cerise et ta plume blanche sous le guichet du Louvre, que j'ai poursuivi l'un et l'autre jusqu'au bas de cet escalier, et que ton manteau, ton plumeau, tout, jusqu'à ton bras qui fait le balancier, était attendu ici par une dame que je soupçonne fort d'être la reine de Navarre, laquelle a entraîné le tout par cette porte qui, si je ne me trompe, est bien celle de la belle Marguerite.

	— Mordieu! dit La Mole en pâlissant, y aurait-il déjà trahison?

	— À la bonne heure! dit Coconnas. Jure tant que tu voudras, mais ne me dis plus que je me trompe.

	La Mole hésita un instant, serrant sa tête entre ses mains et retenu entre son respect et sa jalousie; mais sa jalousie l'emporta, et il s'élança vers la porte, à laquelle il commença à heurter de toutes ses forces, ce qui produisit un vacarme assez peu convenable, eu égard à la majesté du lieu où l'on se trouvait.

	— Nous allons nous faire arrêter, dit Coconnas; mais n'importe, c'est bien drôle. Dis donc, La Mole, est-ce qu'il y aurait des revenants au Louvre?

	— Je n'en sais rien, dit le jeune homme, aussi pâle que la plume qui ombrageait son front; mais j'ai toujours désiré en voir, et comme l'occasion s'en présente, je ferai de mon mieux pour me trouver face à face avec celui-là.

	— Je ne m'y oppose pas, dit Coconnas, seulement frappe un peu moins fort si tu ne veux pas l'effaroucher.

	La Mole, si exaspéré qu'il fût, comprit la justesse de l'observation et continua de frapper, mais plus doucement.

	XXV

	Le manteau cerise

	Coconnas ne s'était point trompé. La dame qui avait arrêté le cavalier au manteau cerise était bien la reine de Navarre; quant au cavalier au manteau cerise, notre lecteur a déjà deviné, je présume, qu'il n'était autre que le brave de Mouy.

	En reconnaissant la reine de Navarre, le jeune huguenot comprit qu'il y avait quelque méprise: mais il n'osa rien dire, dans la crainte qu'un cri de Marguerite ne le trahît. Il préféra donc se laisser amener jusque dans les appartements, quitte, une fois arrivé là, à dire à sa belle conductrice:

	— Silence pour silence, madame. En effet, Marguerite avait serré doucement le bras de celui que, dans la demi-obscurité, elle avait pris pour La Mole, et, se penchant à son oreille, elle lui avait dit en latin:

	Sola sum; introito, carissime. 

	de Mouy, sans répondre, se laissa guider; mais à peine la porte se fut-elle refermée derrière lui et se trouva-t-il dans l'antichambre, mieux éclairée que l'escalier, que Marguerite reconnut que ce n'était point La Mole.

	Ce petit cri qu'avait redouté le prudent huguenot échappa en ce moment à Marguerite; heureusement il n'était plus à craindre.

	— Monsieur de Mouy! dit-elle en reculant d'un pas.

	— Moi-même, madame, et je supplie Votre Majesté de me laisser libre de continuer mon chemin sans rien dire à personne de ma présence au Louvre.

	— Oh! monsieur de Mouy, répéta Marguerite, je m'étais trompée!

	— Oui, dit de Mouy, je comprends. Votre Majesté m'aura pris pour le roi de Navarre: c'est la même taille, la même plume blanche, et beaucoup, qui voudraient me flatter sans doute, m'ont dit la même tournure.

	Marguerite regarda fixement de Mouy.

	— Savez-vous le latin, monsieur de Mouy? demanda-t-elle.

	— Je l'ai su autrefois, répondit le jeune homme; mais je l'ai oublié. Marguerite sourit.

	— Monsieur de Mouy, dit-elle, vous pouvez être sûr de ma discrétion. Cependant, comme je crois savoir le nom de la personne que vous cherchez au Louvre, je vous offrirai mes services pour vous guider sûrement vers elle.

	— Excusez-moi, madame, dit de Mouy, je crois que vous vous trompez, et qu'au contraire vous ignorez complètement…

	— Comment! s'écria Marguerite, ne cherchez-vous pas le roi de

	Navarre?

	— Hélas! madame, dit de Mouy, j'ai le regret de vous prier d'avoir surtout à cacher ma présence au Louvre à Sa Majesté le roi votre époux.

	— Écoutez, monsieur de Mouy, dit Marguerite surprise, je vous ai tenu jusqu'ici pour un des plus fermes chefs du parti huguenot, pour un des plus fidèles partisans du roi mon mari; me suis-je donc trompée?

	— Non, madame, car ce matin encore j'étais tout ce que vous dites.

	— Et pour quelle cause avez-vous changé depuis ce matin?

	— Madame, dit de Mouy en s'inclinant, veuillez me dispenser de répondre, et faites-moi la grâce d'agréer mes hommages.

	Et de Mouy, dans une attitude respectueuse, mais ferme, fit quelques pas vers la porte par laquelle il était entré. Marguerite l'arrêta.

	— Cependant, monsieur, dit-elle, si j'osais vous demander un mot d'explication; ma parole est bonne, ce me semble?

	— Madame, répondit de Mouy, je dois me taire, et il faut que ce dernier devoir soit bien réel pour que je n'aie point encore répondu à Votre Majesté.

	— Cependant, monsieur…

	— Votre Majesté peut me perdre, madame, mais elle ne peut exiger que je trahisse mes nouveaux amis.

	— Mais les anciens, monsieur, n'ont-ils pas aussi quelques droits sur vous?

	— Ceux qui sont restés fidèles, oui; ceux qui non seulement nous ont abandonnés, mais encore se sont abandonnés eux-mêmes, non.

	Marguerite, pensive et inquiète, allait sans doute répondre par une nouvelle interrogation, quand soudain Gillonne s'élança dans l'appartement.

	— Le roi de Navarre! cria-t-elle.

	— Par où vient-il?

	— Par le corridor secret.

	— Faites sortir monsieur par l'autre porte.

	— Impossible, madame. Entendez-vous?

	— On frappe?

	— Oui, à la porte par laquelle vous voulez que je fasse sortir monsieur.

	— Et qui frappe?

	— Je ne sais.

	— Allez voir, et me le revenez dire.

	— Madame, dit de Mouy, oserais-je faire observer à Votre Majesté que si le roi de Navarre me voit à cette heure et sous ce costume au Louvre je suis perdu?

	Marguerite saisit de Mouy, et l'entraînant vers le fameux cabinet:

	— Entrez ici, monsieur, dit-elle; vous y êtes aussi bien caché et surtout aussi garanti que dans votre maison même, car vous y êtes sur la foi de ma parole.

	de Mouy s'y élança précipitamment, et à peine la porte était-elle refermée derrière lui, que Henri parut. Cette fois, Marguerite n'avait aucun trouble à cacher; elle n'était que sombre, et l'amour était à cent lieues de sa pensée. Quant à Henri, il entra avec cette minutieuse défiance qui, dans les moments les moins dangereux, lui faisait remarquer jusqu'aux plus petits détails; à plus forte raison Henri était-il profondément observateur dans les circonstances où il se trouvait.

	Aussi vit-il à l'instant même le nuage qui obscurcissait le front de Marguerite.

	— Vous étiez occupée, madame? dit-il.

	— Moi, mais, oui, Sire, je rêvais.

	— Et vous avez raison, madame; la rêverie vous sied. Moi aussi, je rêvais; mais tout au contraire de vous, qui recherchez la solitude, je suis descendu exprès pour vous faire part de mes rêves.

	Marguerite fit au roi un signe de bienvenue, et, lui montrant un fauteuil, elle s'assit elle-même sur une chaise d'ébène sculptée, fine et forte comme de l'acier.

	Il se fit entre les deux époux un instant de silence; puis, rompant ce silence le premier:

	— Je me suis rappelé, madame, dit Henri, que mes rêves sur l'avenir avaient cela de commun avec les vôtres, que, séparés comme époux, nous désirions cependant l'un et l'autre unir notre fortune.

	— C'est vrai, Sire.

	— Je crois avoir compris aussi que, dans tous les plans que je pourrai faire d'élévation commune, vous m'avez dit que je trouverais en vous, non seulement une fidèle, mais encore une active alliée.

	— Oui, Sire, et je ne demande qu'une chose, c'est qu'en vous mettant le plus vite possible à l'oeuvre, vous me donniez bientôt l'occasion de m'y mettre aussi.

	— Je suis heureux de vous trouver dans ces dispositions, madame, et je crois que vous n'avez pas douté un instant que je perdisse de vue le plan dont j'ai résolu l'exécution, le jour même où, grâce à votre courageuse intervention, j'ai été à peu près sûr d'avoir la vie sauve.

	— Monsieur, je crois qu'en vous l'insouciance n'est qu'un masque et j'ai foi non seulement dans les prédictions des astrologues, mais encore dans votre génie.

	— Que diriez-vous donc, madame, si quelqu'un venait se jeter à la traverse de nos plans et nous menaçait de nous réduire, vous et moi, à un état médiocre?

	— Je dirais que je suis prête à lutter avec vous, soit dans l'ombre, soit ouvertement, contre ce quelqu'un, quel qu'il fût.

	— Madame, continua Henri, il vous est possible d'entrer à toute heure, n'est-ce pas, chez M. d'Alençon, votre frère? vous avez sa confiance et il vous porte une vive amitié. Oserais-je vous prier de vous informer si dans ce moment même il n'est pas en conférence secrète avec quelqu'un?

	Marguerite tressaillit.

	— Avec qui, monsieur? demanda-t-elle.

	— Avec de Mouy.

	— Pourquoi cela? demanda Marguerite en réprimant son émotion.

	— Parce que s'il en est ainsi, madame, adieu tous nos projets, tous les miens du moins.

	— Sire, parlez bas, dit Marguerite en faisant à la fois un signe des yeux et des lèvres, et en désignant du doigt le cabinet.

	— Oh! oh! dit Henri; encore quelqu'un? En vérité, ce cabinet est si souvent habité qu'il rend votre chambre inhabitable.

	Marguerite sourit.

	— Au moins est-ce toujours M. de La Mole? demanda Henri.

	— Non, Sire, c'est M. de Mouy.

	— Lui? s'écria Henri avec une surprise mêlée de joie; il n'est donc pas chez le duc d'Alençon, alors? oh! faites-le venir, que je lui parle…

	Marguerite courut au cabinet, l'ouvrit, et prenant de Mouy par la main l'amena sans préambule devant le roi de Navarre.

	— Ah! madame, dit le jeune huguenot avec un accent de reproche plus triste qu'amer, vous me trahissez malgré votre promesse, c'est mal. Que diriez vous si je me vengeais en disant…

	— Vous ne vous vengerez pas, de Mouy, interrompit Henri en serrant la main du jeune homme, ou du moins vous m'écouterez auparavant. Madame, continua Henri en s'adressant à la reine, veillez, je vous prie, à ce que personne ne nous écoute.

	Henri achevait à peine ces mots, que Gillonne arriva tout effarée et dit à l'oreille de Marguerite quelques mots qui la firent bondir de son siège. Pendant qu'elle courait vers l'antichambre avec Gillonne, Henri, sans s'inquiéter de la cause qui l'appelait hors de l'appartement, visitait le lit, la ruelle, les tapisseries et sondait du doigt les murailles. Quant à M. de Mouy, effarouché de tous ces préambules, il s'assurait préalablement que son épée ne tenait pas au fourreau.

	Marguerite, en sortant de sa chambre à coucher, s'était élancée dans l'antichambre et s'était trouvée en face de La Mole, lequel, malgré toutes les prières de Gillonne, voulait à toute force entrer chez Marguerite.

	Coconnas se tenait derrière lui, prêt à le pousser en avant ou à soutenir la retraite.

	— Ah! c'est vous, monsieur de la Mole, s'écria la reine; mais qu'avez-vous donc, et pourquoi êtes-vous aussi pâle et tremblant?

	— Madame, dit Gillonne, M. de La Mole a frappé à la porte de telle sorte que, malgré les ordres de Votre Majesté, j'ai été forcée de lui ouvrir.

	— Oh! oh! qu'est-ce donc que cela? dit sévèrement la reine; est- ce vrai ce qu'on me dit là, monsieur de la Mole?

	— Madame, c'est que je voulais prévenir Votre Majesté qu'un étranger, un inconnu, un voleur peut-être, s'était introduit chez elle avec mon manteau et mon chapeau.

	— Vous êtes fou, monsieur, dit Marguerite, car je vois votre manteau sur vos épaules, et je crois, Dieu me pardonne, que je vois aussi votre chapeau sur votre tête lorsque vous parlez à une reine.

	— Oh! pardon, madame, pardon! s'écria La Mole en se découvrant vivement, ce n'est cependant pas, Dieu m'en est témoin, le respect qui me manque.

	— Non, c'est la foi, n'est-ce pas? dit la reine.

	— Que voulez-vous! s'écria La Mole; quand un homme est chez Votre Majesté, quand il s'y introduit en prenant mon costume, et peut- être mon nom, qui sait?…

	— Un homme! dit Marguerite en serrant doucement le bras du pauvre amoureux; un homme! … Vous êtes modeste, monsieur de la Mole. Approchez votre tête de l'ouverture de la tapisserie, et vous verrez deux hommes.

	Et Marguerite entrouvrit en effet la portière de velours brodé d'or, et La Mole reconnut Henri causant avec l'homme au manteau rouge; Coconnas, curieux comme s'il se fût agi de lui-même, regarda aussi, vit et reconnut de Mouy; tous deux demeurèrent stupéfaits.

	— Maintenant que vous voilà rassuré, à ce que j'espère du moins, dit Marguerite, placez-vous à la porte de mon appartement, et, sur votre vie, mon cher La Mole, ne laissez entrer personne. S'il approche quelqu'un du palier même, avertissez.

	La Mole, faible et obéissant comme un enfant, sortit en regardant Coconnas, qui le regardait aussi, et tous deux se trouvèrent dehors sans être bien revenus de leur ébahissement.

	— de Mouy! s'écria Coconnas.

	— Henri! murmura La Mole.

	— de Mouy avec ton manteau cerise, ta plume blanche et ton bras en balancier.

	— Ah çà, mais… reprit La Mole, du moment qu'il ne s'agit pas d'amour il s'agit certainement de complot.

	— Ah! mordi! nous voilà dans la politique, dit Coconnas en grommelant. Heureusement que je ne vois point dans tout cela madame de Nevers.

	Marguerite revint s'asseoir près des deux interlocuteurs; sa disparition n'avait duré qu'une minute, et elle avait bien utilisé son temps. Gillonne, en vedette au passage secret, les deux gentilshommes en faction à l'entrée principale, lui donnaient toute sécurité.

	— Madame, dit Henri, croyez-vous qu'il soit possible, par un moyen quelconque, de nous écouter et de nous entendre?

	— Monsieur, dit Marguerite, cette chambre est matelassée, et un double lambris me répond de son assourdissement.

	— Je m'en rapporte à vous, répondit Henri en souriant. Puis se retournant vers de Mouy:

	— Voyons, dit le roi à voix basse et comme si, malgré l'assurance de Marguerite, ses craintes ne s'étaient pas entièrement dissipées, que venez-vous faire ici?

	— Ici? dit de Mouy.

	— Oui, ici, dans cette chambre, répéta Henri.

	— Il n'y venait rien faire, dit Marguerite; c'est moi qui l'y ai attiré.

	— Vous saviez donc?…

	— J'ai deviné tout.

	— Vous voyez bien, de Mouy, qu'on peut deviner.

	— Monsieur de Mouy, continua Marguerite, était ce matin avec le duc François dans la chambre de deux de ses gentilshommes.

	— Vous voyez bien, de Mouy, répéta Henri, qu'on sait tout.

	— C'est vrai, dit de Mouy.

	— J'en étais sûr, dit Henri, que M. d'Alençon s'était emparé de vous.

	— C'est votre faute, Sire. Pourquoi avez-vous refusé si obstinément ce que je venais vous offrir?

	— Vous avez refusé! s'écria Marguerite. Ce refus que je pressentais était donc réel?

	— Madame, dit Henri secouant la tête, et toi, mon brave de Mouy, en vérité vous me faites rire avec vos exclamations. Quoi! un homme entre chez moi, me parle de trône, de révolte, de bouleversement, à moi, à moi Henri, prince toléré pourvu que je porte le front humble, huguenot épargné à la condition que je jouerai le catholique, et j'irais accepter quand ces propositions me sont faites dans une chambre non matelassée et sans double lambris! Ventre-saint-gris! vous êtes des enfants ou des fous!

	— Mais, Sire, Votre Majesté ne pouvait-elle me laisser quelque espérance, sinon par ses paroles, du moins par un geste, par un signe?

	— Que vous a dit mon beau-frère, de Mouy? demanda Henri.

	— Oh! Sire, ceci n'est point mon secret.

	— Eh! mon Dieu, reprit Henri avec une certaine impatience d'avoir affaire à un homme qui comprenait si mal ses paroles, je ne vous demande pas quelles sont les propositions qu'il vous a faites, je vous demande seulement s'il écoutait, s'il a entendu.

	— Il écoutait, Sire, et il a entendu.

	— Il écoutait, et il a entendu! Vous le dites vous-même, de Mouy. Pauvre conspirateur que vous êtes! si j'avais dit un mot, vous étiez perdu. Car je ne savais point, je me doutais, du moins, qu'il était là, et, sinon lui, quelque autre, le duc d'Anjou, Charles IX, la reine mère; vous ne connaissez pas les murs du Louvre, de Mouy; c'est pour eux qu'a été fait le proverbe que les murs ont des oreilles; et connaissant ces murs-là j'eusse parlé! Allons, allons, de Mouy, vous faites peu d'honneur au bon sens du roi de Navarre, et je m'étonne que, ne le mettant pas plus haut dans votre esprit, vous soyez venu lui offrir une couronne.

	— Mais, Sire, reprit encore de Mouy, ne pouviez-vous, tout en refusant cette couronne, me faire un signe? Je n'aurais pas cru tout désespéré, tout perdu.

	— Eh ventre-saint-gris! s'écria Henri, s'il écoutait, ne pouvait- il pas aussi bien voir, et n'est-on pas perdu par un signe comme par une parole? Tenez, de Mouy, continua le roi en regardant autour de lui, à cette heure, si près de vous que mes paroles ne franchissent pas le cercle de nos trois chaises, je crains encore d'être entendu quand je dis: de Mouy, répète-moi tes propositions.

	— Mais, Sire, s'écria de Mouy au désespoir, maintenant je suis engagé avec M. d'Alençon.

	Marguerite frappa l'une contre l'autre et avec dépit ses deux belles mains.

	— Alors, il est donc trop tard? dit-elle.

	— Au contraire, murmura Henri, comprenez donc qu'en cela même la protection de Dieu est visible. Reste engagé, de Mouy, car ce duc François c'est notre salut à tous. Crois-tu donc que le roi de Navarre garantirait vos têtes? Au contraire, malheureux! Je vous fais tuer tous jusqu'au dernier, et cela sur le moindre soupçon. Mais un fils de France, c'est autre chose; aie des preuves, de Mouy, demande des garanties; mais, niais que tu es, tu te seras engagé de coeur, et une parole t'aura suffi.

	— Oh! Sire! c'est le désespoir de votre abandon, croyez-le bien, qui m'a jeté dans les bras du duc; c'est aussi la crainte d'être trahi, car il tenait notre secret.

	— Tiens donc le sien à ton tour, de Mouy, cela dépend de toi. Que désire-t-il? Être roi de Navarre? promets-lui la couronne. Que veut-il? Quitter la cour? fournis-lui les moyens de fuir, travaille pour lui, de Mouy, comme si tu travaillais pour moi, dirige le bouclier pour qu'il pare tous les coups qu'on nous portera. Quand il faudra fuir, nous fuirons à deux; quand il faudra combattre et régner, je régnerai seul.

	— Défiez-vous du duc, dit Marguerite, c'est un esprit sombre et pénétrant, sans haine comme sans amitié, toujours prêt à traiter ses amis en ennemis et ses ennemis en amis.

	— Et, dit Henri, il vous attend, de Mouy?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Où cela?

	— Dans la chambre de ses deux gentilshommes.

	— À quelle heure?

	— Jusqu'à minuit.

	— Pas encore onze heures, dit Henri; il n'y a point de temps perdu, allez, de Mouy.

	— Nous avons votre parole, monsieur? dit Marguerite.

	— Allons donc! madame, dit Henri avec cette confiance qu'il savait si bien montrer avec certaines personnes et dans certaines occasions, avec M. de Mouy ces choses-là ne se demandent même point.

	— Vous avez raison, Sire, répondit le jeune homme; mais moi j'ai besoin de la vôtre, car il faut que je dise aux chefs que je l'ai reçue. Vous n'êtes point catholique, n'est-ce pas?

	Henri haussa les épaules.

	— Vous ne renoncez pas à la royauté de Navarre?

	— Je ne renonce à aucune royauté, de Mouy; seulement, je me réserve de choisir la meilleure, c'est-à-dire celle qui sera le plus à ma convenance et à la vôtre.

	— Et si, en attendant, Votre Majesté était arrêtée, Votre Majesté promet-elle de ne rien révéler, au cas même où l'on violerait par la torture la majesté royale?

	— de Mouy, je le jure sur Dieu.

	— Un mot, Sire: comment vous reverrai-je?

	— Vous aurez, dès demain, une clef de ma chambre; vous y entrerez, de Mouy, autant de fois qu'il sera nécessaire aux heures que vous voudrez. Ce sera au duc d'Alençon de répondre de votre présence au Louvre. En attendant, remontez par le petit escalier, je vous servirai de guide. Pendant ce temps-là la reine fera entrer ici le manteau rouge, pareil au vôtre, qui était tout à l'heure dans l'antichambre. Il ne faut pas qu'on fasse une différence entre les deux et qu'on sache que vous êtes double, n'est-ce pas, de Mouy? n'est-ce pas madame?

	Henri prononça ces derniers mots en riant et en regardant

	Marguerite.

	— Oui, dit-elle sans s'émouvoir; car enfin, ce M. de La Mole est au duc mon frère.

	— Eh bien, tâchez de nous le gagner, madame, dit Henri avec un sérieux parfait. N'épargnez ni l'or ni les promesses. Je mets tous mes trésors à sa disposition.

	— Alors, dit Marguerite avec un de ces sourires qui n'appartiennent qu'aux femmes de Boccace, puisque tel est votre désir, je ferai de mon mieux pour le seconder.

	— Bien, bien, madame; et vous, de Mouy? retournez vers le duc et enferrez-le.

	XXVI

	Margarita

	Pendant la conversation que nous venons de rapporter, La Mole et Coconnas montaient leur faction; La Mole un peu chagrin, Coconnas un peu inquiet.

	C'est que La Mole avait eu le temps de réfléchir et que Coconnas l'y avait merveilleusement aidé.

	— Que penses-tu de tout cela, notre ami? avait demandé La Mole à

	Coconnas.

	— Je pense, avait répondu le Piémontais, qu'il y a dans tout cela quelque intrigue de cour.

	— Et, le cas échéant, es-tu disposé à jouer un rôle dans cette intrigue?

	— Mon cher, répondit Coconnas, écoute bien ce que je te vais dire et tâche d'en faire ton profit. Dans toutes ces menées princières, dans toutes ces machinations royales, nous ne pouvons et surtout nous ne devons passer que comme des ombres: où le roi de Navarre laissera un morceau de sa plume et le duc d'Alençon un pan de son manteau, nous laisserons notre vie, nous. La reine a un caprice pour toi, et toi une fantaisie pour elle, rien de mieux. Perds la tête en amour, mon cher, mais ne la perds pas en politique.

	C'était un sage conseil. Aussi fut-il écouté par La Mole avec la tristesse d'un homme qui sent que, placé entre la raison et la folie, c'est la folie qu'il va suivre.

	— Je n'ai point une fantaisie pour la reine, Annibal, je l'aime; et, malheureusement ou heureusement, je l'aime de toute mon âme. C'est de la folie, me diras-tu, je l'admets, je suis fou. Mais toi qui es un sage, Coconnas, tu ne dois pas souffrir de mes sottises et de mon infortune. Va-t'en retrouver notre maître et ne te compromets pas.

	Coconnas réfléchit un instant, puis relevant la tête:

	— Mon cher, répondit-il, tout ce que tu dis là est parfaitement juste; tu es amoureux, agis en amoureux. Moi je suis ambitieux, et je pense, en cette qualité, que la vie vaut mieux qu'un baiser de femme. Quand je risquerai ma vie, je ferai mes conditions. Toi, de ton côté, pauvre Médor, tâche de faire les tiennes.

	Et sur ce, Coconnas tendit la main à La Mole, et partit après avoir échangé avec son compagnon un dernier regard et un dernier sourire.

	Il y avait dix minutes à peu près qu'il avait quitté son poste lorsque la porte s'ouvrit et que Marguerite, paraissant avec précaution, vint prendre La Mole par la main, et, sans dire une seule parole, l'attira du corridor au plus profond de son appartement, fermant elle-même les portes avec un soin qui indiquait l'importance de la conférence qui allait avoir lieu.

	Arrivée dans la chambre, elle s'arrêta, s'assit sur sa chaise d'ébène, et attirant La Mole à elle en enfermant ses deux mains dans les siennes:

	— Maintenant que nous sommes seuls, lui dit-elle, causons sérieusement, mon grand ami.

	— Sérieusement, madame? dit La Mole.

	— Ou amoureusement, voyons! cela vous va-t-il mieux? il peut y avoir des choses sérieuses dans l'amour, et surtout dans l'amour d'une reine.

	— Causons… alors de ces choses sérieuses, mais à la condition que Votre Majesté ne se fâchera pas des choses folles que je vais lui dire.

	— Je ne me fâcherai que d'une chose, La Mole, c'est si vous m'appelez madame ou Majesté. Pour vous, très cher, je suis seulement Marguerite.

	— Oui, Marguerite! oui, Margarita! oui! ma perle! dit le jeune homme en dévorant la reine de son regard.

	— Bien comme cela, dit Marguerite; ainsi vous êtes jaloux, mon beau gentilhomme?

	— Oh! à en perdre la raison.

	— Encore! …

	— À en devenir fou, Marguerite.

	— Et jaloux de qui? voyons.

	— De tout le monde.

	— Mais enfin?

	— Du roi d'abord.

	— Je croyais qu'après ce que vous aviez vu et entendu, vous pouviez être tranquille de ce côté-là.

	— De ce M. de Mouy que j'ai vu ce matin pour la première fois, et que je trouve ce soir si avant dans votre intimité.

	— De M. de Mouy?

	— Oui.

	— Et qui vous donne ces soupçons sur M. de Mouy?

	— Écoutez… je l'ai reconnu à sa taille, à la couleur de ses cheveux, à un sentiment naturel de haine; c'est lui qui ce matin était chez M. d'Alençon.

	— Eh bien, quel rapport cela a-t-il avec moi?

	— M. d'Alençon est votre frère; on dit que vous l'aimez beaucoup; vous lui aurez conté une vague pensée de votre coeur; et lui, selon l'habitude de la cour, il aura favorisé votre désir en introduisant près de vous M. de Mouy. Maintenant, comment ai-je été assez heureux pour que le roi se trouvât là en même temps que lui? c'est ce que je ne puis savoir; mais en tout cas, madame, soyez franche avec moi; à défaut d'un autre sentiment, un amour comme le mien a bien le droit d'exiger la franchise en retour. Voyez, je me prosterne à vos pieds. Si ce que vous avez éprouvé pour moi n'est que le caprice d'un moment, je vous rends votre foi, votre promesse, votre amour, je rends à M. d'Alençon ses bonnes grâces et ma charge de gentilhomme, et je vais me faire tuer au siège de La Rochelle, si toutefois l'amour ne m'a pas tué avant que je puisse arriver jusque-là.

	Marguerite écouta en souriant ces paroles pleines de charme, et suivit des yeux cette action pleine de grâces; puis, penchant sa belle tête rêveuse sur sa main brûlante:

	— Vous m'aimez? dit-elle.

	— Oh! madame! plus que ma vie, plus que mon salut, plus que tout; mais vous, vous… vous ne m'aimez pas.

	— Pauvre fou! murmura-t-elle.

	— Eh! oui, madame, s'écria La Mole toujours à ses pieds, je vous ai dit que je l'étais.

	— La première affaire de votre vie est donc votre amour, cher La

	Mole!

	— C'est la seule, madame, c'est l'unique.

	— Eh bien, soit; je ne ferai de tout le reste qu'un accessoire de cet amour. Vous m'aimez, vous voulez demeurer près de moi?

	— Ma seule prière à Dieu est qu'il ne m'éloigne jamais de vous.

	— Eh bien, vous ne me quitterez pas; j'ai besoin de vous, La

	Mole.

	— Vous avez besoin de moi? le soleil a besoin du ver luisant?

	— Si je vous dis que je vous aime, me serez-vous entièrement dévoué?

	— Eh! ne le suis-je point déjà, madame, et tout entier?

	— Oui; mais vous doutez encore, Dieu me pardonne!

	— Oh! j'ai tort, je suis ingrat, ou plutôt, comme je vous l'ai dit et comme vous l'avez répété, je suis un fou. Mais pourquoi M. de Mouy était-il chez vous ce soir? pourquoi l'ai-je vu ce matin chez M. le duc d'Alençon? pourquoi ce manteau cerise, cette plume blanche, cette affectation d'imiter ma tournure?… Ah! madame, ce n'est pas vous que je soupçonne, c'est votre frère.

	— Malheureux! dit Marguerite, malheureux qui croit que le duc François pousse la complaisance jusqu'à introduire un soupirant chez sa soeur! Insensé qui se dit jaloux et qui n'a pas deviné! Savez-vous, La Mole, que le duc d'Alençon demain vous tuerait de sa propre épée s'il savait que vous êtes là, ce soir, à mes genoux, et qu'au lieu de vous chasser de cette place, je vous dis: Restez là comme vous êtes, La Mole; car je vous aime, mon beau gentilhomme, entendez-vous? je vous aime! Eh bien, oui, je vous le répète, il vous tuerait!

	— Grand Dieu! s'écria La Mole en se renversant en arrière et en regardant Marguerite avec effroi, serait-il possible?

	— Tout est possible, ami, en notre temps et dans cette cour. Maintenant, un seul mot: ce n'était pas pour moi que M. de Mouy, revêtu de votre manteau, le visage caché sous votre feutre, venait au Louvre. C'était pour M. d'Alençon. Mais moi, je l'ai amené ici, croyant que c'était vous. Il tient notre secret, La Mole, il faut donc le ménager.

	— J'aime mieux le tuer, dit La Mole, c'est plus court et c'est plus sûr.

	— Et moi, mon brave gentilhomme, dit la reine, j'aime mieux qu'il vive et que vous sachiez tout, car sa vie nous est non seulement utile, mais nécessaire. Écoutez et pesez bien vos paroles avant de me répondre: m'aimez-vous assez, La Mole, pour vous réjouir si je devenais véritablement reine, c'est-à-dire maîtresse d'un véritable royaume?

	— Hélas! madame, je vous aime assez pour désirer ce que vous désirez, ce désir dût-il faire le malheur de toute ma vie!

	— Eh bien, voulez-vous m'aider à réaliser ce désir, qui vous rendra plus heureux encore?

	— Oh! je vous perdrai, madame! s'écria La Mole en cachant sa tête dans ses mains.

	— Non pas, au contraire; au lieu d'être le premier de mes serviteurs, vous deviendrez le premier de mes sujets. Voilà tout.

	— Oh! pas d'intérêt… pas d'ambition, madame… Ne souillez pas vous-même le sentiment que j'ai pour vous… du dévouement, rien que du dévouement!

	— Noble nature! dit Marguerite. Eh bien, oui, je l'accepte, ton dévouement, et je saurai le reconnaître.

	Et elle lui tendit ses deux mains que La Mole couvrit de baisers.

	— Eh bien? dit-elle.

	— Eh bien, oui! répondit La Mole. Oui, Marguerite, je commence à comprendre ce vague projet dont on parlait déjà chez nous autres huguenots avant la Saint-Barthélemy; ce projet pour l'exécution duquel, comme tant d'autres plus dignes que moi, j'avais été mandé à Paris. Cette royauté réelle de Navarre qui devait remplacer une royauté fictive, vous la convoitez; le roi Henri vous y pousse. de Mouy conspire avec vous, n'est-ce pas? Mais le duc d'Alençon, que fait-il dans toute cette affaire? où y a-t-il un trône pour lui dans tout cela? Je n'en vois point. Or, le duc d'Alençon est-il assez votre… ami pour vous aider dans tout cela, et sans rien exiger en échange du danger qu'il court?

	— Le duc, ami, conspire pour son compte. Laissons-le s'égarer: sa vie nous répond de la nôtre.

	— Mais moi, moi qui suis à lui, puis-je le trahir?

	— Le trahir! et en quoi le trahirez-vous? Que vous a-t-il confié? N'est-ce pas lui qui vous a trahi en donnant à de Mouy votre manteau et votre chapeau comme un moyen de pénétrer jusqu'à lui? Vous êtes à lui, dites-vous! N'étiez-vous pas à moi, mon gentilhomme, avant d'être à lui? Vous a-t-il donné une plus grande preuve d'amitié que la preuve d'amour que vous tenez de moi?

	La Mole se releva pâle et comme foudroyé.

	— Oh! murmura-t-il, Coconnas me le disait bien. L'intrigue m'enveloppe dans ses replis. Elle m'étouffera.

	— Eh bien? demanda Marguerite.

	— Eh bien, dit La Mole, voici ma réponse: on prétend, et je l'ai entendu dire à l'autre extrémité de la France, où votre nom si illustre, votre réputation de beauté si universelle m'étaient venus, comme un vague désir de l'inconnu, effleurer le coeur; on prétend que vous avez aimé quelquefois, et que votre amour a toujours été fatal aux objets de votre amour, si bien que la mort, jalouse sans doute, vous a presque toujours enlevé vos amants.

	— La Mole! …

	— Ne m'interrompez pas, ô ma Margarita chérie, car on ajoute aussi que vous conservez dans des boîtes d'or les coeurs de ces fidèles amis, et que parfois vous donnez à ces tristes restes un souvenir mélancolique, un regard pieux. Vous soupirez, ma reine, vos yeux se voilent; c'est vrai. Eh bien, faites de moi le plus aimé et le plus heureux de vos favoris. Des autres vous avez percé le coeur, et vous gardez ce coeur; de moi, vous faites plus, vous exposez ma tête… Eh bien, Marguerite, jurez-moi devant l'image de ce Dieu qui m'a sauvé la vie ici même, jurez-moi que si je meurs pour vous, comme un sombre pressentiment me l'annonce, jurez-moi que vous garderez, pour y appuyer quelquefois vos lèvres, cette tête que le bourreau aura séparée de mon corps; jurez, Marguerite, et la promesse d'une telle récompense, faite par ma reine, me rendra muet, traître et lâche au besoin, c'est-à- dire tout dévoué, comme doit l'être votre amant et votre complice.

	— Ô lugubre folie, ma chère âme! dit Marguerite; ô fatale pensée, mon doux amour!

	— Jurez…

	— Que je jure?

	— Oui, sur ce coffret d'argent que surmonte une croix. Jurez.

	— Eh bien, dit Marguerite, si, ce qu'à Dieu ne plaise! tes sombres pressentiments se réalisaient, mon beau gentilhomme, sur cette croix, je te le jure, tu seras près de moi, vivant ou mort, tant que je vivrai moi-même; et si je ne puis te sauver dans le péril où tu te jettes pour moi, pour moi seule, je le sais, je donnerai du moins à ta pauvre âme la consolation que tu demandes et que tu auras si bien méritée.

	— Un mot encore, Marguerite. Je puis mourir maintenant, me voilà rassuré sur ma mort; mais aussi je puis vivre, nous pouvons réussir: le roi de Navarre peut être roi, vous pouvez être reine, alors le roi vous emmènera; ce voeu de séparation fait entre vous se rompra un jour et amènera la nôtre. Allons, Marguerite, chère Marguerite bien-aimée, d'un mot vous m'avez rassuré sur ma mort, d'un mot maintenant rassurez-moi sur ma vie.

	— Oh! ne crains rien, je suis à toi corps et âme, s'écria Marguerite en étendant de nouveau la main sur la croix du petit coffre: si je pars, tu me suivras; et si le roi refuse de t'emmener, c'est moi alors qui ne partirai pas.

	— Mais vous n'oserez résister!

	— Mon Hyacinthe bien-aimé, dit Marguerite, tu ne connais pas Henri; Henri ne songe en ce moment qu'à une chose, c'est à être roi; et à ce désir il sacrifierait en ce moment tout ce qu'il possède, et à plus forte raison ce qu'il ne possède pas. Adieu.

	— Madame, dit en souriant La Mole, vous me renvoyez?

	— Il est tard, dit Marguerite.

	— Sans doute; mais où voulez-vous que j'aille? M. de Mouy est dans ma chambre avec M. le duc d'Alençon.

	— Ah! c'est juste, dit Marguerite avec un admirable sourire. D'ailleurs, j'ai encore beaucoup de choses à vous dire à propos de cette conspiration.

	À dater de cette nuit, La Mole ne fut plus un favori vulgaire, et il put porter haut la tête à laquelle, vivante ou morte, était réservé un si doux avenir.

	Cependant, parfois, son front pesant s'inclinait vers la terre, sa joue pâlissait, et l'austère méditation creusait son sillon entre les sourcils du jeune homme, si gai autrefois, si heureux maintenant!

	XXVII

	La main de Dieu

	Henri avait dit à madame de Sauve en la quittant:

	— Mettez-vous au lit, Charlotte. Feignez d'être gravement malade, et sous aucun prétexte demain de toute la journée ne recevez personne.

	Charlotte obéit sans se rendre compte du motif qu'avait le roi de lui faire cette recommandation. Mais elle commençait à s'habituer à ses excentricités, comme on dirait de nos jours, et à ses fantaisies, comme on disait alors.

	D'ailleurs elle savait que Henri renfermait dans son coeur des secrets qu'il ne disait à personne, dans sa pensée des projets qu'il craignait de révéler même dans ses rêves; de sorte qu'elle se faisait obéissante à toutes ses volontés, certaine que ses idées les plus étranges avaient un but.

	Le soir même elle se plaignit donc à Dariole d'une grande lourdeur de tête accompagnée d'éblouissements. C'étaient les symptômes que Henri lui avait recommandé d'accuser.

	Le lendemain elle feignit de se vouloir lever, mais à peine eut- elle posé un pied sur le parquet qu'elle se plaignit d'une faiblesse générale et qu'elle se recoucha.

	Cette indisposition, que Henri avait déjà annoncée au duc d'Alençon, fut la première nouvelle que l'on apprit à Catherine lorsqu'elle demanda d'un air tranquille pourquoi la Sauve ne paraissait pas comme d'habitude à son lever.

	— Malade! répondit madame de Lorraine qui se trouvait là.

	— Malade! répéta Catherine sans qu'un muscle de son visage dénonçât l'intérêt qu'elle prenait à sa réponse. Quelque fatigue de paresseuse.

	— Non pas, madame, reprit la princesse. Elle se plaint d'un violent mal de tête et d'une faiblesse qui l'empêche de marcher.

	Catherine ne répondit rien; mais pour cacher sa joie, sans doute, elle se retourna vers la fenêtre, et voyant Henri qui traversait la cour à la suite de son entretien avec de Mouy, elle se leva pour mieux le regarder, et, poussée par cette conscience qui bouillonne toujours, quoique invisiblement, au fond des coeurs les plus endurcis au crime:

	— Ne semblerait-il pas, demanda-t-elle à son capitaine des gardes, que mon fils Henri est plus pâle ce matin que d'habitude?

	Il n'en était rien; Henri était fort inquiet d'esprit, mais fort sain de corps.

	Peu à peu les personnes qui assistaient d'habitude au lever de la reine se retirèrent; trois ou quatre restaient, plus familières que les autres; Catherine impatiente les congédia en disant qu'elle voulait rester seule.

	Lorsque le dernier courtisan fut sorti, Catherine ferma la porte derrière lui, et allant à une armoire secrète cachée dans l'un des panneaux de sa chambre, elle en fit glisser la porte dans une rainure de la boiserie et en tira un livre dont les feuillets froissés annonçaient les fréquents services.

	Elle posa le livre sur une table, l'ouvrit à l'aide d'un signet, appuya son coude sur la table et la tête sur sa main.

	— C'est bien cela, murmura-t-elle tout en lisant; mal de tête, faiblesse générale, douleurs d'yeux, enflure du palais. On n'a encore parlé que des maux de tête et de la faiblesse… les autres symptômes ne se feront pas attendre.

	Elle continua:

	— Puis l'inflammation gagne la gorge, s'étend à l'estomac, enveloppe le coeur comme d'un cercle de feu et fait éclater le cerveau comme un coup de foudre.

	Elle relut tout bas; puis elle continua encore, mais à demi-voix:

	— Pour la fièvre six heures, pour l'inflammation générale douze heures, pour la gangrène douze heures, pour l'agonie six heures; en tout trente-six heures.

	» Maintenant, supposons que l'absorption soit plus lente que l'inglutition, et au lieu de trente-six heures nous en aurons quarante, quarante-huit même; oui, quarante-huit heures doivent suffire. Mais lui, lui Henri, comment est-il encore debout? Parce qu'il est homme, parce qu'il est d'un tempérament robuste, parce que peut-être il aura bu après l'avoir embrassée, et se sera essuyé les lèvres après avoir bu.

	Catherine attendit l'heure du dîner avec impatience. Henri dînait tous les jours à la table du roi. Il vint, il se plaignit à son tour d'élancements au cerveau, ne mangea point, et se retira aussitôt après le repas, en disant qu'ayant veillé une partie de la nuit passée, il éprouvait un pressant besoin de dormir.

	Catherine écouta s'éloigner le pas chancelant de Henri et le fit suivre. On lui rapporta que le roi de Navarre avait pris le chemin de la chambre de madame de Sauve.

	— Henri, se dit-elle, va achever auprès d'elle ce soir l'oeuvre d'une mort qu'un hasard malheureux a peut-être laissée incomplète.

	Le roi de Navarre était en effet allé chez madame de Sauve, mais c'était pour lui dire de continuer à jouer son rôle.

	Le lendemain, Henri ne sortit point de sa chambre pendant toute la matinée, et il ne parut point au dîner du roi. Madame de Sauve, disait-on, allait de plus mal en plus mal, et le bruit de la maladie de Henri, répandu par Catherine elle-même, courait comme un de ces pressentiments dont personne n'explique la cause, mais qui passent dans l'air.

	Catherine s'applaudissait: dès la veille au matin elle avait éloigné Ambroise Paré pour aller porter des secours à un de ses valets de chambre favoris, malade à Saint-Germain.

	Il fallait alors que ce fût un homme à elle que l'on appelât chez madame de Sauve et chez Henri; et cet homme ne dirait que ce qu'elle voudrait qu'il dît. Si, contre toute attente, quelque autre docteur se trouvait mêlé là-dedans, et si quelque déclaration de poison venait épouvanter cette cour où avaient déjà retenti tant de déclarations pareilles, elle comptait fort sur le bruit que faisait la jalousie de Marguerite à l'endroit des amours de son mari. On se rappelle qu'à tout hasard elle avait fort parlé de cette jalousie qui avait éclaté en plusieurs circonstances, et entre autres à la promenade de l'aubépine, où elle avait dit à sa fille en présence de plusieurs personnes:

	— Vous êtes donc bien jalouse, Marguerite?

	Elle attendait donc avec un visage composé le moment où la porte s'ouvrirait, et où quelque serviteur tout pâle et tout effaré entrerait en criant:

	— Majesté, le roi de Navarre se meurt et madame de Sauve est morte!

	Quatre heures du soir sonnèrent. Catherine achevait son goûter dans la volière où elle émiettait des biscuits à quelques oiseaux rares qu'elle nourrissait de sa propre main. Quoique son visage, comme toujours, fût calme et même morne, son coeur battait violemment au moindre bruit.

	La porte s'ouvrit tout à coup.

	— Madame, dit le capitaine des gardes, le roi de Navarre est…

	— Malade? interrompit vivement Catherine.

	— Non, madame, Dieu merci! et Sa Majesté semble se porter à merveille.

	— Que dites-vous donc alors?

	— Que le roi de Navarre est là.

	— Que me veut-il?

	— Il apporte à Votre Majesté un petit singe de l'espèce la plus rare. En ce moment Henri entra tenant une corbeille à la main et caressant un ouistiti couché dans cette corbeille.

	Henri souriait en entrant et paraissait tout entier au charmant petit animal qu'il apportait; mais, si préoccupé qu'il parût, il n'en perdit point cependant ce premier coup d'oeil qui lui suffisait dans les circonstances difficiles. Quant à Catherine, elle était fort pâle, d'une pâleur qui croissait au fur et à mesure qu'elle voyait sur les joues du jeune homme qui s'approchait d'elle circuler le vermillon de la santé.

	La reine mère fut étourdie à ce coup. Elle accepta machinalement le présent de Henri, se troubla, lui fit compliment sur sa bonne mine, et ajouta:

	— Je suis d'autant plus aise de vous voir si bien portant, mon fils, que j'avais entendu dire que vous étiez malade et que, si je me le rappelle bien, vous vous êtes plaint en ma présence d'une indisposition; mais je comprends maintenant, ajouta-t-elle en essayant de sourire, c'était quelque prétexte pour vous rendre libre.

	— J'ai été fort malade, en effet, madame, répondit Henri; mais un spécifique usité dans nos montagnes, et qui me vient de ma mère, a guéri cette indisposition.

	— Ah! vous m'apprendrez la recette, n'est-ce pas, Henri? dit Catherine en souriant cette fois véritablement, mais avec une ironie qu'elle ne put déguiser.

	«Quelque contrepoison, murmura-t-elle; nous aviserons à cela, ou plutôt non. Voyant madame de Sauve malade, il se sera défié. En vérité, c'est à croire que la main de Dieu est étendue sur cet homme.»

	Catherine attendit impatiemment la nuit, madame de Sauve ne parut point. Au jeu, elle en demanda des nouvelles; on lui répondit qu'elle était de plus en plus souffrante.

	Toute la soirée elle fut inquiète, et l'on se demandait avec anxiété quelles étaient les pensées qui pouvaient agiter ce visage d'ordinaire si immobile.

	Tout le monde se retira. Catherine se fit coucher et déshabiller par ses femmes; puis, quand tout le monde fut couché dans le Louvre, elle se releva, passa une longue robe de chambre noire, prit une lampe, choisit parmi toutes ses clefs celle qui ouvrait la porte de madame de Sauve, et monta chez sa dame d'honneur.

	Henri avait-il prévu cette visite, était-il occupé chez lui, était-il caché quelque part? toujours est-il que la jeune femme était seule.

	Catherine ouvrit la porte avec précaution, traversa l'antichambre, entra dans le salon, déposa sa lampe sur un meuble, car une veilleuse brûlait près de la malade, et, comme une ombre, elle se glissa dans la chambre à coucher.

	Dariole, étendue dans un grand fauteuil, dormait près du lit de sa maîtresse.

	Ce lit était entièrement fermé par les rideaux.

	La respiration de la jeune femme était si légère, qu'un instant

	Catherine crut qu'elle ne respirait plus.

	Enfin elle entendit un léger souffle, et, avec une joie maligne, elle vint lever le rideau, afin de constater par elle-même l'effet du terrible poison, tressaillant d'avance à l'aspect de cette livide pâleur ou de cette dévorante pourpre d'une fièvre mortelle qu'elle espérait; mais, au lieu de tout cela, calme, les yeux doucement clos par leurs blanches paupières, la bouche rose et entrouverte, sa joue moite doucement appuyée sur un de ses bras gracieusement arrondi, tandis que l'autre, frais et nacré, s'allongeait sur le damas cramoisi qui lui servait de couverture, la belle jeune femme dormait presque rieuse encore; car sans doute quelque songe charmant faisait éclore sur ses lèvres le sourire, et sur sa joue ce coloris d'un bien-être que rien ne trouble.

	Catherine ne put s'empêcher de pousser un cri de surprise qui réveilla pour un instant Dariole.

	La reine mère se jeta derrière les rideaux du lit.

	Dariole ouvrit les yeux; mais, accablée de sommeil, sans même chercher dans son esprit engourdi la cause de son réveil, la jeune fille laissa retomber sa lourde paupière et se rendormit.

	Catherine alors sortit de dessous son rideau, et, tournant son regard vers les autres points de l'appartement, elle vit sur une petite table un flacon de vin d'Espagne, des fruits, des pâtes sucrées et deux verres. Henri avait dû venir souper chez la baronne, qui visiblement se portait aussi bien que lui.

	Aussitôt Catherine, marchant à sa toilette, y prit la petite boîte d'argent au tiers vide. C'était exactement la même ou tout au moins la pareille de celle qu'elle avait fait remettre à Charlotte. Elle en enleva une parcelle de la grosseur d'une perle sur le bout d'une aiguille d'or, rentra chez elle, la présenta au petit singe que lui avait donné Henri le soir même. L'animal, affriandé par l'odeur aromatique, la dévora avidement, et, s'arrondissant dans sa corbeille, se rendormit. Catherine attendit un quart d'heure.

	— Avec la moitié de ce qu'il vient de manger là, dit Catherine, mon chien Brutus est mort enflé en une minute. On m'a jouée. Est- ce René? René! c'est impossible. Alors c'est donc Henri! ô fatalité! C'est clair: puisqu'il doit régner, il ne peut pas mourir.

	» Mais peut-être n'y a-t-il que le poison qui soit impuissant, nous verrons bien en essayant du fer.

	Et Catherine se coucha en tordant dans son esprit une nouvelle pensée qui se trouva sans doute complète le lendemain; car, le lendemain, elle appela son capitaine des gardes, lui remit une lettre, lui ordonna de la porter à son adresse, et de ne la soumettre qu'aux propres mains de celui à qui elle était adressée.

	Elle était adressée au sire de Louviers de Maurevel, capitaine des pétardiers du roi, rue de la Cerisaie, près de l'Arsenal.

	XXVIII

	La lettre de Rome

	Quelques jours s'étaient écoulés depuis les événements que nous venons de raconter, lorsqu'un matin une litière escortée de plusieurs gentilshommes aux couleurs de M. de Guise entra au Louvre, et que l'on vint annoncer à la reine de Navarre que madame la Duchesse de Nevers sollicitait l'honneur de lui faire sa cour.

	Marguerite recevait la visite de madame de Sauve. C'était la première fois que la belle baronne sortait depuis sa prétendue maladie. Elle avait su que la reine avait manifesté à son mari une grande inquiétude de cette indisposition, qui avait été pendant près d'une semaine le bruit de la cour, et elle venait la remercier.

	Marguerite la félicitait sur sa convalescence et sur le bonheur qu'elle avait eu d'échapper à l'accès subit de ce mal étrange dont, en sa qualité de fille de France, elle ne pouvait manquer d'apprécier toute la gravité.

	— Vous viendrez, j'espère, à cette grande chasse déjà remise une fois, demanda Marguerite, et qui doit avoir lieu définitivement demain. Le temps est doux pour un temps d'hiver. Le soleil a rendu la terre plus molle, et tous nos chasseurs prétendent que ce sera un jour des plus favorables.

	— Mais, madame, dit la baronne, je ne sais si je serai assez bien remise.

	— Bah! reprit Marguerite, vous ferez un effort; puis, comme je suis une guerrière, moi, j'ai autorisé le roi à disposer d'un petit cheval de Béarn que je devais monter et qui vous portera à merveille. N'en avez-vous point encore entendu parler?

	— Si fait, madame, mais j'ignorais que ce petit cheval eût été destiné à l'honneur d'être offert à Votre Majesté: sans cela je ne l'eusse point accepté.

	— Par orgueil, baronne?

	— Non, madame, tout au contraire, par humilité.

	— Donc, vous viendrez?

	— Votre Majesté me comble d'honneur. Je viendrai puisqu'elle l'ordonne.

	Ce fut en ce moment qu'on annonça madame la duchesse de Nevers. À ce nom Marguerite laissa échapper un tel mouvement de joie, que la baronne comprit que les deux femmes avaient à causer ensemble, et elle se leva pour se retirer.

	— À demain donc, dit Marguerite.

	— À demain, madame.

	— À propos! vous savez, baronne, continua Marguerite en la congédiant de la main, qu'en public je vous déteste, attendu que je suis horriblement jalouse.

	— Mais en particulier? demanda madame de Sauve.

	— Oh! en particulier, non seulement je vous pardonne, mais encore je vous remercie.

	— Alors, Votre Majesté permettra…

	Marguerite lui tendit la main, la baronne la baisa avec respect, fit une révérence profonde et sortit.

	Tandis que madame de Sauve remontait son escalier, bondissant comme un chevreau dont on a rompu l'attache, madame de Nevers échangeait avec la reine quelques saluts cérémonieux qui donnèrent le temps aux gentilshommes qui l'avaient accompagnée jusque-là de se retirer.

	— Gillonne, cria Marguerite lorsque la porte se fut refermée sur le dernier, Gillonne, fais que personne ne nous interrompe.

	— Oui, dit la duchesse, car nous avons à parler d'affaires tout à fait graves.

	Et, prenant un siège, elle s'assit sans façon, certaine que personne ne viendrait déranger cette intimité convenue entre elle et la reine de Navarre, prenant sa meilleure place du feu et du soleil.

	— Eh bien, dit Marguerite avec un sourire, notre fameux massacreur, qu'en faisons-nous?

	— Ma chère reine, dit la duchesse, c'est sur mon âme un être mythologique. Il est incomparable en esprit et ne tarit jamais. Il a des saillies qui feraient pâmer de rire un saint dans sa châsse. Au demeurant, c'est le plus furieux païen qui ait jamais été cousu dans la peau d'un catholique! j'en raffole. Et toi, que fais-tu de ton Apollo?

	— Hélas! fit Marguerite avec un soupir.

	— Oh! oh! que cet hélas m'effraie, chère reine! est-il donc trop respectueux ou trop sentimental, ce gentil La Mole? Ce serait, je suis forcée de l'avouer, tout le contraire de son ami Coconnas.

	— Mais non, il a ses moments, dit Marguerite, et cet hélas ne se rapporte qu'à moi.

	— Que veut-il dire alors?

	— Il veut dire, chère duchesse, que j'ai une peur affreuse de l'aimer tout de bon.

	— Vraiment?

	— Foi de Marguerite!

	— Oh! tant mieux! la joyeuse vie que nous allons mener alors! s'écria Henriette; aimer un peu, c'était mon rêve; aimer beaucoup c'était le tien. C'est si doux, chère et docte reine, de se reposer l'esprit par le coeur, n'est-ce pas? et d'avoir après le délire le sourire. Ah! Marguerite, j'ai le pressentiment que nous allons passer une bonne année.

	— Crois-tu? dit la reine; moi, tout au contraire, je ne sais pas comment cela se fait, je vois les choses à travers un crêpe. Toute cette politique me préoccupe affreusement. À propos, sache donc si ton Annibal est aussi dévoué à mon frère qu'il paraît l'être. Informe-toi de cela, c'est important.

	— Lui, dévoué à quelqu'un ou à quelque chose! on voit bien que tu ne le connais pas comme moi. S'il se dévoue jamais à quelque chose, ce sera à son ambition et voilà tout. Ton frère est-il homme à lui faire de grandes promesses, oh! alors, très bien: il sera dévoué à ton frère; mais que ton frère, tout fils de France qu'il est, prenne garde de manquer aux promesses qu'il lui aura faites, ou sans cela, ma foi, gare à ton frère!

	— Vraiment?

	— C'est comme je te le dis. En vérité, Marguerite, il y a des moments où ce tigre que j'ai apprivoisé me fait peur à moi-même. L'autre jour, je lui disais: Annibal, prenez-y garde, ne me trompez pas, car si vous me trompiez! … Je lui disais cependant cela avec mes yeux d'émeraude qui ont fait dire à Ronsard:

	La duchesse de Nevers Aux yeux verts Qui, sous leur paupière blonde, Lancent sur nous plus d'éclairs Que ne font vingt Jupiters Dans les airs, Lorsque la tempête gronde.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! je crus qu'il allait me répondre: Moi, vous tromper! moi, jamais! etc., etc. Sais-tu ce qu'il m'a répondu?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien, juge l'homme: Et vous, a-t-il répondu, si vous me trompiez, prenez garde aussi; car, toute princesse que vous êtes… Et, en disant ces mots, il me menaçait, non seulement des yeux, mais de son doigt sec et pointu, muni d'un ongle taillé en fer de lance, et qu'il me mit presque sous le nez. En ce moment, ma pauvre reine, je te l'avoue, il avait une physionomie si peu rassurante que j'en tressaillis, et, tu le sais, cependant je ne suis pas trembleuse.

	— Te menacer, toi, Henriette! il a osé?

	— Eh! mordi! je le menaçais bien, moi! Au bout du compte, il a eu raison. Ainsi, tu le vois, dévoué jusqu'à un certain point, ou plutôt jusqu'à un point très incertain.

	— Alors, nous verrons, dit Marguerite rêveuse, je parlerai à La

	Mole. Tu n'avais pas autre chose à me dire?

	— Si fait: une chose des plus intéressantes et pour laquelle je suis venue. Mais, que veux-tu! tu as été me parler de choses plus intéressantes encore. J'ai reçu des nouvelles.

	— De Rome?

	— Oui, un courrier de mon mari.

	— Eh bien, l'affaire de Pologne?

	— Va à merveille, et tu vas probablement sous peu de jours être débarrassée de ton frère d'Anjou.

	— Le pape a donc ratifié son élection?

	— Oui, ma chère.

	— Et tu ne me disais pas cela! s'écria Marguerite. Eh! vite, vite, des détails.

	— Oh! ma foi, je n'en ai pas d'autres que ceux que je te transmets. D'ailleurs attends, je vais te donner la lettre de M. de Nevers. Tiens, la voilà. Eh! non, non; ce sont des vers d'Annibal, des vers atroces, ma pauvre Marguerite. Il n'en fait pas d'autres. Tiens, cette fois, la voici. Non, pas encore ceci: c'est un billet de moi que j'ai apporté pour que tu le lui fasses passer par La Mole. Ah! enfin, cette fois, c'est la lettre en question.

	Et madame de Nevers remit la lettre à la reine. Marguerite l'ouvrit vivement et la parcourut; mais effectivement elle ne disait rien autre chose que ce qu'elle avait déjà appris de la bouche de son amie.

	— Et comment as-tu reçu cette lettre? continua la reine.

	— Par un courrier de mon mari qui avait ordre de toucher à l'hôtel de Guise avant d'aller au Louvre et de me remettre cette lettre avant celle du roi. Je savais l'importance que ma reine attachait à cette nouvelle, et j'avais écrit à M. de Nevers d'en agir ainsi. Tu vois, il a obéi, lui. Ce n'est pas comme ce monstre de Coconnas. Maintenant il n'y a donc dans tout Paris que le roi, toi et moi qui sachions cette nouvelle; à moins que l'homme qui suivait notre courrier…

	— Quel homme?

	— Oh! l'horrible métier! Imagine-toi que ce malheureux messager est arrivé las, défait, poudreux; il a couru sept jours, jour et nuit, sans s'arrêter un instant.

	— Mais cet homme dont tu parlais tout à l'heure?

	— Attends donc. Constamment suivi par un homme de mine farouche qui avait des relais comme lui et courait aussi vite que lui pendant ces quatre cents lieues, ce pauvre courrier a toujours attendu quelque balle de pistolet dans les reins. Tous deux sont arrivés à la barrière Saint-Marcel en même temps, tous deux ont descendu la rue Mouffetard au grand galop, tous deux ont traversé la Cité. Mais, au bout du pont Notre-Dame, notre courrier a pris à droite, tandis que l'autre tournait à gauche par la place du Châtelet, et filait par les quais du côté du Louvre comme un trait d'arbalète.

	— Merci, ma bonne Henriette, merci, s'écria Marguerite. Tu avais raison, et voici de bien intéressantes nouvelles. Pour qui cet autre courrier? Je le saurai. Mais laisse-moi. À ce soir, rue Tizon, n'est-ce pas? et à demain la chasse; et surtout prends un cheval bien méchant pour qu'il s'emporte et que nous soyons seules. Je te dirai ce soir ce qu'il faut que tu tâches de savoir de ton Coconnas.

	— Tu n'oublieras donc pas ma lettre? dit la duchesse de Nevers en riant.

	— Non, non, sois tranquille, il l'aura et à temps. Madame de Nevers sortit, et aussitôt Marguerite envoya chercher Henri, qui accourut et auquel elle remit la lettre du duc de Nevers.

	— Oh! oh! fit-il. Puis Marguerite lui raconta l'histoire du double courrier.

	— Au fait, dit Henri, je l'ai vu entrer au Louvre.

	— Peut-être était-il pour la reine mère?

	— Non pas; j'en suis sûr, car j'ai été à tout hasard me placer dans le corridor, et je n'ai vu passer personne.

	— Alors, dit Marguerite en regardant son mari, il faut que ce soit…

	— Pour votre frère d'Alençon, n'est-ce pas? dit Henri.

	— Oui; mais comment le savoir?

	— Ne pourrait-on, demanda Henri négligemment, envoyer chercher un de ces deux gentilshommes et savoir par lui…

	— Vous avez raison, Sire! dit Marguerite mise à son aise par la proposition de son mari; je vais envoyer chercher M. de La Mole… Gillonne! Gillonne!

	La jeune fille parut.

	— Il faut que je parle à l'instant même à M. de La Mole, lui dit la reine. Tâchez de le trouver et amenez-le.

	Gillonne partit. Henri s'assit devant une table sur laquelle était un livre allemand avec des gravures d'Albert Dürer, qu'il se mit à regarder avec une si grande attention que lorsque La Mole vint, il ne parut pas l'entendre et ne leva même pas la tête.

	De son côté, le jeune homme voyant le roi chez Marguerite demeura debout sur le seuil de la chambre, muet de surprise et pâlissant d'inquiétude.

	Marguerite alla à lui.

	— Monsieur de la Mole, demanda-t-elle, pourriez-vous me dire qui est aujourd'hui de garde chez M. d'Alençon?

	— Coconnas, madame…, dit La Mole.

	— Tâchez de me savoir de lui s'il a introduit chez son maître un homme couvert de boue et paraissant avoir fait une longue route à franc étrier.

	— Ah! madame, je crains bien qu'il ne me le dise pas; depuis quelques jours il devient très taciturne.

	— Vraiment! Mais en lui donnant ce billet, il me semble qu'il vous devra quelque chose en échange.

	— De la duchesse! … Oh! avec ce billet, j'essaierai.

	— Ajoutez dit Marguerite en baissant la voix, que ce billet lui servira de sauf-conduit pour entrer ce soir dans la maison que vous savez.

	— Et moi, madame, dit tout bas La Mole, quel sera le mien?

	— Vous vous nommerez, et cela suffira.

	— Donnez, madame, donnez, dit La Mole tout palpitant d'amour; je vous réponds de tout. Et il partit.

	— Nous saurons demain si le duc d'Alençon est instruit de l'affaire de Pologne, dit tranquillement Marguerite en se retournant vers son mari.

	— Ce M. de La Mole est véritablement un gentil serviteur, dit le Béarnais avec ce sourire qui n'appartenait qu'à lui; et… par la messe! je ferai sa fortune.

	XXIX

	Le départ

	Lorsque le lendemain un beau soleil rouge, mais sans rayons, comme c'est l'habitude dans les jours privilégiés de l'hiver, se leva derrière les collines de Paris, tout depuis deux heures était déjà en mouvement dans la cour du Louvre.

	Un magnifique barbe, nerveux quoique élancé, aux jambes de cerf sur lesquelles les veines se croisaient comme un réseau, frappant du pied, dressant l'oreille et soufflant le feu par ses narines, attendait Charles IX dans la cour; mais il était moins impatient encore que son maître, retenu par Catherine, qui l'avait arrêté au passage pour lui parler, disait-elle, d'une affaire importante.

	Tous deux étaient dans la galerie vitrée, Catherine froide, pâle et impassible comme toujours, Charles IX frémissant, rongeant ses ongles et fouettant ses deux chiens favoris, revêtus de cuirasses de mailles pour que le boutoir du sanglier n'eût pas de prise sur eux et qu'ils pussent impunément affronter le terrible animal. Un petit écusson aux armes de France était cousu sur leur poitrine à peu près comme sur la poitrine des pages, qui plus d'une fois avaient envié les privilèges de ces bienheureux favoris.

	— Faites-y bien attention, Charles, disait Catherine, nul que vous et moi ne sait encore l'arrivée prochaine des Polonais; cependant le roi de Navarre agit, Dieu me pardonne! comme s'il le savait. Malgré son abjuration, dont je me suis toujours défiée, il a des intelligences avec les huguenots. Avez-vous remarqué comme il sort souvent depuis quelques jours? Il a de l'argent, lui qui n'en a jamais eu; il achète des chevaux, des armes, et, les jours de pluie, du matin au soir il s'exerce à l'escrime.

	— Eh! mon Dieu, ma mère, fit Charles IX impatienté, croyez-vous point qu'il ait l'intention de me tuer, moi, ou mon frère d'Anjou? En ce cas il lui faudra encore quelques leçons, car hier je lui ai compté avec mon fleuret onze boutonnières sur son pourpoint qui n'en a cependant que six. Et quant à mon frère d'Anjou, vous savez qu'il tire encore mieux que moi ou tout aussi bien, à ce qu'il dit du moins.

	— Écoutez donc, Charles, reprit Catherine, et ne traitez pas légèrement les choses que vous dit votre mère. Les ambassadeurs vont arriver; eh bien, vous verrez! Une fois qu'ils seront à Paris, Henri fera tout ce qu'il pourra pour captiver leur attention. Il est insinuant, il est sournois; sans compter que sa femme, qui le seconde je ne sais pourquoi, va caqueter avec eux, leur parler latin, grec, hongrois, que sais-je! oh! je vous dis, Charles, et vous savez que je ne me trompe jamais! je vous dis, moi, qu'il y a quelque chose sous jeu.

	En ce moment l'heure sonna, et Charles IX cessa d'écouter sa mère pour écouter l'heure.

	— Mort de ma vie! sept heures! s'écria-t-il. Une heure pour aller, cela fera huit; une heure pour arriver au rendez-vous et lancer, nous ne pourrons nous mettre en chasse qu'à neuf heures. En vérité, ma mère, vous me faites perdre bien du temps! À bas, Risquetout! … mort de ma vie! à bas donc, brigand!

	Et un vigoureux coup de fouet sanglé sur les reins du molosse arracha au pauvre animal, tout étonné de recevoir un châtiment en échange d'une caresse, un cri de vive douleur.

	— Charles, reprit Catherine, écoutez-moi donc, au nom de Dieu! et ne jetez pas ainsi au hasard votre fortune et celle de la France. La chasse, la chasse, la chasse, dites-vous… Eh! vous aurez tout le temps de chasser lorsque votre besogne de roi sera faite.

	— Allons, allons, ma mère! dit Charles pâle d'impatience, expliquons-nous vite, car vous me faites bouillir. En vérité, il y a des jours où je ne vous comprends pas.

	Et il s'arrêta battant sa botte du manche de son fouet. Catherine jugea que le bon moment était venu, et qu'il ne fallait pas le laisser passer.

	— Mon fils, dit-elle, nous avons la preuve que de Mouy est revenu à Paris. M. de Maurevel, que vous connaissez bien, l'y a vu. Ce ne peut être que pour le roi de Navarre. Cela nous suffit, je l'espère, pour qu'il nous soit plus suspect que jamais.

	— Allons, vous voilà encore après mon pauvre Henriot! vous voulez me le faire tuer, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oh! non.

	— Exiler? Mais comment ne comprenez-vous pas qu'exilé il devient beaucoup plus à craindre qu'il ne le sera jamais ici, sous nos yeux, dans le Louvre, où il ne peut rien faire que nous ne le sachions à l'instant même?

	— Aussi ne veux-je pas l'exiler.

	— Mais que voulez-vous donc? dites vite!

	— Je veux qu'on le tienne en sûreté, tandis que les Polonais seront ici; à la Bastille, par exemple.

	— Ah! ma foi non, s'écria Charles IX. Nous chassons le sanglier ce matin, Henriot est un de mes meilleurs suivants. Sans lui la chasse est manquée. Mordieu, ma mère! vous ne songez vraiment qu'à me contrarier.

	— Eh! mon cher fils, je ne dis pas ce matin. Les envoyés n'arrivent que demain ou après-demain. Arrêtons-le après la chasse seulement, ce soir… cette nuit…

	— C'est différent, alors. Eh bien, nous reparlerons de cela, nous verrons; après la chasse, je ne dis pas. Adieu! Allons! ici, Risquetout! ne vas-tu pas bouder à ton tour?

	— Charles, dit Catherine en l'arrêtant par le bras au risque de l'explosion qui pouvait résulter de ce nouveau retard, je crois que le mieux serait, tout en ne l'exécutant que ce soir ou cette nuit, de signer l'acte d'arrestation de suite.

	— Signer, écrire un ordre, aller chercher le scel des parchemins quand on m'attend pour la chasse, moi qui ne me fais jamais attendre! Au diable, par exemple!

	— Mais, non, je vous aime trop pour vous retarder; j'ai tout prévu, entrez là, chez moi, tenez!

	Et Catherine, agile comme si elle n'eût eu que vingt ans, poussa une porte qui communiquait à son cabinet, montra au roi un encrier, une plume, un parchemin, le sceau et une bougie allumée.

	Le roi prit le parchemin et le parcourut rapidement. «Ordre, etc. de faire arrêter et conduire à la Bastille notre frère Henri de Navarre.»

	— Bon, c'est fait! dit-il en signant d'un trait. Adieu ma mère. Et il s'élança hors du cabinet suivi de ses chiens, tout allègre de s'être si facilement débarrassé de Catherine.

	Charles IX était attendu avec impatience, et, comme on connaissait son exactitude en matière de chasse, chacun s'étonnait de ce retard. Aussi, lorsqu'il parut, les chasseurs le saluèrent-ils par leurs vivats, les piqueurs par leurs fanfares, les chevaux par leurs hennissements, les chiens par leurs cris. Tout ce bruit, tout ce fracas fit monter une rougeur à ses joues pâles, son coeur se gonfla, Charles fut jeune et heureux pendant une seconde.

	À peine le roi prit-il le temps de saluer la brillante société réunie dans la cour; il fit un signe de tête au duc d'Alençon, un signe de main à sa soeur Marguerite, passa devant Henri sans faire semblant de le voir, et s'élança sur ce cheval barbe qui, impatient, bondit sous lui. Mais après trois ou quatre courbettes, il comprit à quel écuyer il avait affaire et se calma.

	Aussitôt les fanfares retentirent de nouveau, et le roi sortit du Louvre suivi du duc d'Alençon, du roi de Navarre, de Marguerite, de madame de Nevers, de madame de Sauve, de Tavannes et des principaux seigneurs de la cour.

	Il va sans dire que La Mole et Coconnas étaient de la partie.

	Quant au duc d'Anjou, il était depuis trois mois au siège de La

	Rochelle.

	Pendant qu'on attendait le roi, Henri était venu saluer sa femme, qui, tout en répondant à son compliment, lui avait glissé à l'oreille:

	— Le courrier venu de Rome a été introduit par M. de Coconnas lui-même chez le duc d'Alençon, un quart d'heure avant que l'envoyé du duc de Nevers fût introduit chez le roi.

	— Alors il sait tout, dit Henri.

	— Il doit tout savoir, répondit Marguerite; d'ailleurs jetez les yeux sur lui, et voyez comme, malgré sa dissimulation habituelle, son oeil rayonne.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! murmura le Béarnais, je le crois bien! il chasse aujourd'hui trois proies: France, Pologne et Navarre, sans compter le sanglier.

	Il salua sa femme, revint à son rang, et appelant un de ses gens, Béarnais d'origine, dont les aïeux étaient serviteurs des siens depuis plus d'un siècle et qu'il employait comme messager ordinaire de ses affaires de galanterie:

	— Orthon, lui dit-il, prends cette clef et va la porter chez ce cousin de madame de Sauve que tu sais, qui demeure chez sa maîtresse, au coin de la rue des Quatre-Fils, tu lui diras que sa cousine désire lui parler ce soir; qu'il entre dans ma chambre, et, si je n'y suis pas, qu'il m'attende; si je tarde, qu'il se jette sur mon lit en attendant.

	— Il n'y a pas de réponse, Sire?

	— Aucune, que de me dire si tu l'as trouvé. La clef est pour lui seul, tu comprends?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Attends donc, et ne me quitte pas ici, peste! Avant de sortir de Paris, je t'appellerai comme pour ressangler mon cheval, tu demeureras ainsi en arrière tout naturellement, tu feras ta commission et tu nous rejoindras à Bondy.

	Le valet fit un signe d'obéissance et s'éloigna.

	On se mit en marche par la rue Saint-Honoré, on gagna la rue Saint-Denis, puis le faubourg; arrivé à la rue Saint-Laurent, le cheval du roi de Navarre se dessangla, Orthon accourut, et tout se passa comme il avait été convenu entre lui et son maître, qui continua de suivre avec le cortège royal la rue des Récollets, tandis que son fidèle serviteur gagnait la rue du Temple.

	Lorsque Henri rejoignit le roi, Charles était engagé avec le duc d'Alençon dans une conversation si intéressante sur le temps, sur l'âge du sanglier détourné qui était un solitaire, enfin sur l'endroit où il avait établi sa bauge, qu'il ne s'aperçut pas ou feignit ne pas s'apercevoir que Henri était resté un instant en arrière.

	Pendant ce temps Marguerite observait de loin la contenance de chacun, et croyait reconnaître dans les yeux de son frère un certain embarras toutes les fois que ses yeux se reposaient sur Henri. Madame de Nevers se laissait aller à une gaieté folle, car Coconnas, éminemment joyeux ce jour là, faisait autour d'elle cent lazzis pour faire rire les dames.

	Quant à La Mole, il avait déjà trouvé deux fois l'occasion de baiser l'écharpe blanche à frange d'or de Marguerite sans que cette action, faite avec l'adresse ordinaire aux amants, eût été vue de plus de trois ou quatre personnes.

	On arriva vers huit heures et un quart à Bondy.

	Le premier soin de Charles IX fut de s'informer si le sanglier avait tenu.

	Le sanglier était à sa bauge, et le piqueur qui l'avait détourné répondait de lui.

	Une collation était prête. Le roi but un verre de vin de Hongrie. Charles IX invita les dames à se mettre à table, et, tout à son impatience, s'en alla, pour occuper son temps, visiter les chenils et les perchoirs, recommandant qu'on ne dessellât pas son cheval, attendu, dit-il, qu'il n'en avait jamais monté de meilleur et de plus fort.

	Pendant que le roi faisait sa tournée, le duc de Guise arriva. Il était armé en guerre plutôt qu'en chasse, et vingt ou trente gentilshommes, équipés comme lui, l'accompagnaient. Il s'informa aussitôt du lieu où était le roi, l'alla rejoindre et revint en causant avec lui.

	À neuf heures précises, le roi donna lui-même le signal en sonnant le lancer, et chacun, montant à cheval, s'achemina vers le rendez-vous.

	Pendant la route, Henri trouva moyen de se rapprocher encore une fois de sa femme.

	— Eh bien, lui demanda-t-il, savez-vous quelque chose de nouveau?

	— Non, répondit Marguerite, si ce n'est que mon frère Charles vous regarde d'une étrange façon.

	— Je m'en suis aperçu, dit Henri.

	— Avez-vous pris vos précautions?

	— J'ai sur ma poitrine ma cotte de mailles et à mon côté un excellent couteau de chasse espagnol, affilé comme un rasoir, pointu comme une aiguille, et avec lequel je perce des doublons.

	— Alors, dit Marguerite, à la garde de Dieu!

	Le piqueur qui dirigeait le cortège fit un signe: on était arrivé à la bauge.

	XXX

	Maurevel

	Pendant que toute cette jeunesse joyeuse et insouciante, en apparence du moins, se répandait comme un tourbillon doré sur la route de Bondy, Catherine, roulant le parchemin précieux sur lequel le roi Charles venait d'apposer sa signature, faisait introduire dans son cabinet l'homme à qui son capitaine des gardes avait apporté, quelques jours auparavant, une lettre rue de la Cerisaie, quartier de l'Arsenal.

	Une large bande de taffetas, pareil à un sceau mortuaire, cachait un des yeux de cet homme, découvrant seulement l'autre oeil, et laissant voir entre deux pommettes saillantes la courbure d'un nez de vautour, tandis qu'une barbe grisonnante lui couvrait le bas du visage. Il était vêtu d'un manteau long et épais sous lequel on devinait tout un arsenal. En outre il portait au côté, quoique ce ne fût pas l'habitude des gens appelés à la cour, une épée de campagne longue, large et à double coquille. Une de ses mains était cachée et ne quittait point sous son manteau le manche d'un long poignard.

	— Ah! vous voici, monsieur, dit la reine en s'asseyant; vous savez que je vous ai promis après la Saint-Barthélemy, où vous nous avez rendu de si signalés services, de ne pas vous laisser dans l'inaction. L'occasion se présente, ou plutôt non, je l'ai fait naître. Remerciez-moi donc.

	— Madame, je remercie humblement Votre Majesté, répondit l'homme au bandeau noir avec une réserve basse et insolente à la fois.

	— Une belle occasion, monsieur, comme vous n'en trouverez pas deux dans votre vie, profitez-en donc.

	— J'attends, madame; seulement, je crains, d'après le préambule…

	— Que la commission ne soit violente? N'est-ce pas de ces commissions-là que sont friands ceux qui veulent s'avancer? Celle dont je vous parle serait enviée par les Tavannes et par les Guise même.

	— Ah! madame, reprit l'homme, croyez bien, quelle qu'elle soit, je suis aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	— En ce cas, lisez, dit Catherine. Et elle lui présenta le parchemin. L'homme le parcourut et pâlit.

	— Quoi! s'écria-t-il, l'ordre d'arrêter le roi de Navarre!

	— Eh bien, qu'y a-t-il d'extraordinaire à cela?

	— Mais un roi, madame! En vérité, je doute, je crains de n'être pas assez bon gentilhomme.

	— Ma confiance vous fait le premier gentilhomme de ma cour, monsieur de Maurevel, dit Catherine.

	— Grâces soient rendues à Votre Majesté, dit l'assassin si ému qu'il paraissait hésiter.

	— Vous obéirez donc?

	— Si Votre Majesté le commande, n'est-ce pas mon devoir?

	— Oui, je le commande.

	— Alors, j'obéirai.

	— Comment vous y prendrez-vous?

	— Mais je ne sais pas trop, madame, et je désirerais fort être guidé par Votre Majesté.

	— Vous redoutez le bruit?

	— Je l'avoue.

	— Prenez douze hommes sûrs, plus s'il le faut.

	— Sans doute, je le comprends, Votre Majesté me permet de prendre mes avantages, et je lui en suis reconnaissant; mais où saisirai- je le roi de Navarre?

	— Où vous plairait-il mieux de le saisir?

	— Dans un lieu qui, par sa majesté même, me garantît, s'il était possible.

	— Oui, je comprends, dans quelque palais royal; que diriez-vous du Louvre, par exemple?

	— Oh! Si Votre Majesté me le permettait, ce serait une grande faveur.

	— Vous l'arrêterez donc dans le Louvre.

	— Et dans quelle partie du Louvre?

	— Dans sa chambre même. Maurevel s'inclina.

	— Et quand cela, madame?

	— Ce soir, ou plutôt cette nuit.

	— Bien, madame. Maintenant, que Votre Majesté daigne me renseigner sur une chose.

	— Sur laquelle?

	— Sur les égards dus à sa qualité.

	— Égards! … qualité! …, dit Catherine. Mais vous ignorez donc, monsieur, que le roi de France ne doit les égards à qui que ce soit dans son royaume, ne reconnaissant personne dont la qualité soit égale à la sienne?

	Maurevel fit une seconde révérence.

	— J'insisterai sur ce point cependant, madame, dit-il, si Votre

	Majesté le permet.

	— Je le permets, monsieur.

	— Si le roi contestait l'authenticité de l'ordre, ce n'est pas probable, mais enfin…

	— Au contraire, monsieur, c'est sûr.

	— Il contestera?

	— Sans aucun doute.

	— Et par conséquent il refusera d'y obéir?

	— Je le crains.

	— Et il résistera?

	— C'est probable.

	— Ah! diable, dit Maurevel; et dans ce cas…

	— Dans quel cas? dit Catherine avec son regard fixe.

	— Mais dans le cas où il résisterait, que faut-il faire?

	— Que faites-vous quand vous êtes chargé d'un ordre du roi, c'est-à-dire quand vous représentez le roi, et qu'on vous résiste, monsieur de Maurevel?

	— Mais, madame, dit le sbire, quand je suis honoré d'un pareil ordre, et que cet ordre concerne un simple gentilhomme, je le tue.

	— Je vous ai dit, monsieur, reprit Catherine, et je ne croyais pas qu'il y eût assez longtemps pour que vous l'eussiez déjà oublié, que le roi de France ne reconnaissait aucune qualité dans son royaume; c'est vous dire que le roi de France seul est roi, et qu'auprès de lui les plus grands sont de simples gentilshommes.

	Maurevel pâlit, car il commençait à comprendre.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, tuer le roi de Navarre?…

	— Mais qui vous parle donc de le tuer? où est l'ordre de le tuer? Le roi veut qu'on le mène à la Bastille, et l'ordre ne porte que cela. Qu'il se laisse arrêter, très bien; mais comme il ne se laissera pas arrêter, comme il résistera, comme il essaiera de vous tuer…

	Maurevel pâlit.

	— Vous vous défendrez, continua Catherine. On ne peut pas demander à un vaillant comme vous de se laisser tuer sans se défendre; et en vous défendant, que voulez-vous, arrive qu'arrive. Vous me comprenez, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui, madame; mais cependant…

	— Allons, vous voulez qu'après ces mots: Ordre d'arrêter, j'écrive de ma main: mort ou vif?

	— J'avoue, madame, que cela lèverait mes scrupules.

	— Voyons, il le faut bien, puisque vous ne croyez pas la commission exécutable sans cela.

	Et Catherine, en haussant les épaules, déroula le parchemin d'une main, et de l'autre écrivit: mort ou vif.

	_— _Tenez, dit-elle, trouvez-vous l'ordre suffisamment en règle, maintenant?

	— Oui, madame, répondit Maurevel; mais je prie Votre Majesté de me laisser l'entière disposition de l'entreprise.

	— En quoi ce que j'ai dit nuit-il donc à son exécution?

	— Votre Majesté m'a dit de prendre douze hommes?

	— Oui; pour être plus sûr…

	— Eh bien! je demanderai la permission de n'en prendre que six.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que, madame, s'il arrivait malheur au prince, comme la chose est probable, on excuserait facilement six hommes d'avoir eu peur de manquer un prisonnier, tandis que personne n'excuserait douze gardes de n'avoir pas laissé tuer la moitié de leurs camarades avant de porter la main sur une Majesté.

	— Belle Majesté, ma foi! qui n'a pas de royaume.

	— Madame, dit Maurevel, ce n'est pas le royaume qui fait le roi, c'est la naissance.

	— Eh bien donc, dit Catherine, faites comme il vous plaira. Seulement, je dois vous prévenir que je désire que vous ne quittiez point le Louvre.

	— Mais, madame, pour réunir mes hommes?

	— Vous avez bien une espèce de sergent que vous puissiez charger de ce soin?

	— J'ai mon laquais, qui non seulement est un garçon fidèle, mais qui même m'a quelquefois aidé dans ces sortes d'entreprises.

	— Envoyez-le chercher, et concertez-vous avec lui. Vous connaissez le cabinet des Armes du roi, n'est-ce pas? eh bien, on va vous servir là à déjeuner; là vous donnerez vos ordres.

	Le lieu raffermira vos sens s'ils étaient ébranlés. Puis, quand mon fils reviendra de la chasse, vous passerez dans mon oratoire, où vous attendrez l'heure.

	— Mais comment entrerons-nous dans la chambre? Le roi a sans doute quelque soupçon, et il s'enfermera en dedans.

	— J'ai une double clef de toutes les portes, dit Catherine, et on a enlevé les verrous de celle de Henri. Adieu, monsieur de Maurevel; à tantôt. Je vais vous faire conduire dans le cabinet des Armes du roi. Ah! à propos! rappelez-vous que ce qu'un roi ordonne doit, avant toute chose, être exécuté; qu'aucune excuse n'est admise; qu'une défaite, même un insuccès compromettraient l'honneur du roi. C'est grave.

	Et Catherine, sans laisser à Maurevel le temps de lui répondre, appela M. de Nancey, capitaine des gardes, et lui ordonna de conduire Maurevel dans le cabinet des Armes du roi.

	— Mordieu! disait Maurevel en suivant son guide, je m'élève dans la hiérarchie de l'assassinat: d'un simple gentilhomme à un capitaine, d'un capitaine à un amiral, d'un amiral à un roi sans couronne. Et qui sait si je n'arriverai pas un jour à un roi couronné?…

	XXXI

	La chasse à courre

	Le piqueur qui avait détourné le sanglier et qui avait affirmé au roi que l'animal n'avait pas quitté l'enceinte ne s'était pas trompé. À peine le limier fut-il mis sur la trace, qu'il s'enfonça dans le taillis et que d'un massif d'épines il fit sortir le sanglier qui, ainsi que le piqueur l'avait reconnu à ses voies, était un solitaire, c'est-à-dire une bête de la plus forte taille.

	L'animal piqua droit devant lui et traversa la route à cinquante pas du roi, suivi seulement du limier qui l'avait détourné. On découpla aussitôt un premier relais, et une vingtaine de chiens s'enfoncèrent à sa poursuite.

	La chasse était la passion de Charles. À peine l'animal eut-il traversé la route qu'il s'élança derrière lui, sonnant la vue, suivi du duc d'Alençon et de Henri, à qui un signe de Marguerite avait indiqué qu'il ne devait point quitter Charles.

	Tous les autres chasseurs suivirent le roi.

	Les forêts royales étaient loin, à l'époque où se passe l'histoire que nous racontons, d'être, comme elles le sont aujourd'hui, de grands parcs coupés par des allées carrossables. Alors, l'exploitation était à peu près nulle. Les rois n'avaient pas encore eu l'idée de se faire commerçants et de diviser leurs bois en coupes, en taillis et en futaies. Les arbres, semés non point par de savants forestiers, mais par la main de Dieu, qui jetait la graine au caprice du vent, n'étaient pas disposés en quinconces, mais poussaient à leur loisir et comme ils font encore aujourd'hui dans une forêt vierge de l'Amérique. Bref, une forêt, à cette époque, était un repaire où il y avait à foison du sanglier, du cerf, du loup et des voleurs; et une douzaine de sentiers seulement, partant d'un point, étoilaient celle de Bondy, qu'une route circulaire enveloppait comme le cercle de la roue enveloppe les jantes.

	En poussant la comparaison plus loin, le moyeu ne représenterait pas mal l'unique carrefour situé au centre du bois, et où les chasseurs égarés se ralliaient pour s'élancer de là vers le point où la chasse perdue reparaissait.

	Au bout d'un quart d'heure, il arriva ce qui arrivait toujours en pareil cas: c'est que des obstacles presque insurmontables s'étant opposés à la course des chasseurs, les voix des chiens s'étaient éteintes dans le lointain, et le roi lui-même était revenu au carrefour, jurant et sacrant, comme c'était son habitude.

	— Eh bien! d'Alençon, eh bien! Henriot, dit-il, vous voilà, mordieu, calmes et tranquilles comme des religieuses qui suivent leur abbesse. Voyez-vous, ça ne s'appelle point chasser, cela. Vous, d'Alençon, vous avez l'air de sortir d'une boîte, et vous êtes tellement parfumé que si vous passez entre la bête et mes chiens, vous êtes capable de leur faire perdre la voie. Et vous, Henriot, où est votre épieu, où est votre arquebuse? voyons.

	— Sire, dit Henri, à quoi bon une arquebuse? Je sais que Votre Majesté aime à tirer l'animal quand il tient aux chiens. Quant à un épieu, je manie assez maladroitement cette arme, qui n'est point d'usage dans nos montagnes, où nous chassons l'ours avec le simple poignard.

	— Par la mordieu, Henri, quand vous serez retourné dans vos Pyrénées, il faudra que vous m'envoyiez une pleine charretée d'ours, car ce doit être une belle chasse que celle qui se fait ainsi corps à corps avec un animal qui peut nous étouffer. Écoutez donc, je crois que j'entends les chiens. Non, je me trompais.

	Le roi prit son cor et sonna une fanfare. Plusieurs fanfares lui répondirent. Tout à coup un piqueur parut qui fit entendre un autre air.

	— La vue! la vue! cria le roi. Et il s'élança au galop, suivi de tous les chasseurs qui s'étaient ralliés à lui. Le piqueur ne s'était pas trompé. À mesure que le roi s'avançait, on commençait d'entendre les aboiements de la meute, composée alors de plus de soixante chiens, car on avait successivement lâché tous les relais placés dans les endroits que le sanglier avait déjà parcourus. Le roi le vit passer pour la seconde fois, et, profitant d'une haute futaie, se jeta sous bois après lui, donnant du cor de toutes ses forces. Les princes le suivirent quelque temps. Mais le roi avait un cheval si vigoureux, emporté par son ardeur il passait par des chemins tellement escarpés, par des taillis si épais, que d'abord les femmes, puis le duc de Guise et ses gentilshommes, puis les deux princes, furent forcés de l'abandonner. Tavannes tint encore quelque temps; mais enfin il y renonça à son tour.

	Tout le monde, excepté Charles et quelques piqueurs qui, excités par une récompense promise, ne voulaient pas quitter le roi, se retrouva donc dans les environs du carrefour.

	Les deux princes étaient l'un près de l'autre dans une longue allée. À cent pas d'eux, le duc de Guise et ses gentilshommes avaient fait halte. Au carrefour se tenaient les femmes.

	— Ne semblerait-il pas, en vérité, dit le duc d'Alençon à Henri en lui montrant du coin de l'oeil le duc de Guise, que cet homme, avec son escorte bardée de fer, est le véritable roi? Pauvres princes que nous sommes, il ne nous honore pas même d'un regard.

	— Pourquoi nous traiterait-il mieux que ne nous traitent nos propres parents? répondit Henri. Eh! mon frère! ne sommes-nous pas, vous et moi, des prisonniers à la cour de France, des otages de notre parti?

	Le duc François tressaillit à ces mots, et regarda Henri comme pour provoquer une plus large explication; mais Henri s'était plus avancé qu'il n'avait coutume de le faire, et il garda le silence.

	— Que voulez-vous dire, Henri? demanda le duc François, visiblement contrarié que son beau-frère, en ne continuant pas, le laissât entamer ces éclaircissements.

	— Je dis, mon frère, reprit Henri, que ces hommes si bien armés, qui semblent avoir reçu pour tâche de ne point nous perdre de vue, ont tout l'aspect de gardes qui prétendraient empêcher deux personnes de s'échapper.

	— S'échapper, pourquoi? comment? demanda d'Alençon en jouant admirablement la surprise et la naïveté.

	— Vous avez là un magnifique genêt, François, dit Henri poursuivant sa pensée tout en ayant l'air de changer de conversation; je suis sûr qu'il ferait sept lieues en une heure, et vingt lieues d'ici à midi. Il fait beau; cela invite, sur ma parole, à baisser la main. Voyez donc le joli chemin de traverse. Est ce qu'il ne vous tente pas, François? Quant à moi, l'éperon me brûle.

	François ne répondit rien. Seulement il rougit et pâlit successivement; puis il tendit l'oreille comme s'il écoutait la chasse.

	— La nouvelle de Pologne fait son effet, dit Henri, et mon cher beau-frère a son plan. Il voudrait bien que je me sauvasse, mais je ne me sauverai pas seul.

	Il achevait à peine cette réflexion, quand plusieurs nouveaux convertis, revenus à la cour depuis deux ou trois mois, arrivèrent au petit galop et saluèrent les deux princes avec un sourire des plus engageants.

	Le duc d'Alençon, provoqué par les ouvertures de Henri, n'avait qu'un mot à dire, qu'un geste à faire, et il était évident que trente ou quarante cavaliers, réunis en ce moment autour d'eux comme pour faire opposition à la troupe de M. de Guise, favoriseraient la fuite; mais il détourna la tête, et portant son cor à sa bouche, il sonna le ralliement.

	Cependant les nouveaux venus, comme s'ils eussent cru que l'hésitation du duc d'Alençon venait du voisinage et de la présence des Guisards, s'étaient peu à peu glissés entre eux et les deux princes, et s'étaient échelonnés avec une habileté stratégique qui annonçait l'habitude des dispositions militaires. En effet, pour arriver au duc d'Alençon et au roi de Navarre, il eût fallu leur passer sur le corps, tandis qu'à perte de vue s'étendait devant les deux beaux frères une route parfaitement libre.

	Tout à coup, entre les arbres, à dix pas du roi de Navarre, apparut un autre gentilhomme que les deux princes n'avaient pas encore vu. Henri cherchait à deviner qui il était, quand ce gentilhomme, soulevant son chapeau, se fit reconnaître à Henri pour le vicomte de Turenne, un des chefs du parti protestant que l'on croyait en Poitou.

	Le vicomte hasarda même un signe qui voulait clairement dire:

	— Venez-vous? Mais Henri, après avoir bien consulté le visage impassible et l'oeil terne du duc d'Alençon, tourna deux ou trois fois la tête sur son épaule comme si quelque chose le gênait dans le col de son pourpoint. C'était une réponse négative. Le vicomte la comprit, piqua des deux et disparut dans le fourré. Au même instant on entendit la meute se rapprocher, puis, à l'extrémité de l'allée où l'on se trouvait, on vit passer le sanglier, puis au même instant les chiens, puis, pareil au chasseur infernal, Charles IX sans chapeau, le cor à la bouche, sonnant à se briser les poumons; trois ou quatre piqueurs le suivaient. Tavannes avait disparu.

	— Le roi! s'écria le duc d'Alençon. Et il s'élança sur la trace. Henri, rassuré par la présence de ses bons amis, leur fit signe de ne pas s'éloigner et s'avança vers les dames.

	— Eh bien? dit Marguerite en faisant quelques pas au-devant de lui.

	— Eh bien, madame, dit Henri, nous chassons le sanglier.

	— Voilà tout?

	— Oui, le vent a tourné depuis hier matin; mais je crois vous avoir prédit que cela serait ainsi.

	— Ces changements de vent sont mauvais pour la chasse, n'est-ce pas, monsieur? demanda Marguerite.

	— Oui, dit Henri, cela bouleverse quelquefois toutes les dispositions arrêtées, et c'est un plan à refaire.

	En ce moment les aboiements de la meute commencèrent à se faire entendre, se rapprochant rapidement, et une sorte de vapeur tumultueuse avertit les chasseurs de se tenir sur leurs gardes. Chacun leva la tête et tendit l'oreille.

	Presque aussitôt le sanglier déboucha, et au lieu de se rejeter dans le bois, il suivit la route venant droit sur le carrefour où se trouvaient les dames, les gentilshommes qui leur faisaient la cour, et les chasseurs qui avaient perdu la chasse.

	Derrière lui, et lui soufflant au poil, venaient trente ou quarante chiens des plus robustes; puis, derrière les chiens, à vingt pas à peine, le roi Charles sans toquet, sans manteau, avec ses habits tout déchirés par les épines, le visage et les mains en sang.

	Un ou deux piqueurs restaient seuls avec lui. Le roi ne quittait son cor que pour exciter ses chiens, ne cessait d'exciter ses chiens que pour reprendre son cor. Le monde tout entier avait disparu à ses yeux. Si son cheval eût manqué, il eût crié comme Richard III: Ma couronne pour un cheval!

	Mais le cheval paraissait aussi ardent que le maître, ses pieds ne touchaient pas la terre et ses naseaux soufflaient le feu.

	Le sanglier, les chiens, le roi passèrent comme une vision.

	— Hallali, hallali! cria le roi en passant. Et il ramena son cor à ses lèvres sanglantes. À quelques pas de lui venaient le duc d'Alençon et deux piqueurs; seulement les chevaux des autres avaient renoncé ou ils s'étaient perdus.

	Tout le monde partit sur la trace, car il était évident que le sanglier ne tarderait pas à tenir.

	En effet, au bout de dix minutes à peine, le sanglier quitta le sentier qu'il suivait et se jeta dans le bois; mais, arrivé à une clairière, il s'accula à une roche et fit tête aux chiens.

	Aux cris de Charles, qui l'avait suivi, tout le monde accourut.

	On était arrivé au moment intéressant de la chasse. L'animal paraissait résolu à une défense désespérée. Les chiens, animés par une course de plus de trois heures, se ruaient sur lui avec un acharnement que redoublaient les cris et les jurons du roi.

	Tous les chasseurs se rangèrent en cercle, le roi un peu en avant, ayant derrière lui le duc d'Alençon armé d'une arquebuse, et Henri qui n'avait que son simple couteau de chasse.

	Le duc d'Alençon détacha son arquebuse du crochet et en alluma la mèche. Henri fit jouer son couteau de chasse dans le fourreau.

	Quant au duc de Guise, assez dédaigneux de tous ces exercices de vénerie, il se tenait un peu à l'écart avec tous ses gentilshommes.

	Les femmes réunies en groupe formaient une petite troupe qui faisait le pendant à celle du duc de Guise.

	Tout ce qui était chasseur demeurait les yeux fixés sur l'animal, dans une attente pleine d'anxiété.

	À l'écart se tenait un piqueur se raidissant pour résister aux deux molosses du roi, qui, couverts de leurs jaques de mailles, attendaient, en hurlant et en s'élançant de manière à faire croire à chaque instant qu'ils allaient briser leurs chaînes, le moment de coiffer le sanglier.

	L'animal faisait merveille: attaqué à la fois par une quarantaine de chiens qui l'enveloppaient comme une marée hurlante, qui le recouvraient de leur tapis bigarré, qui de tous côtés essayaient d'entamer sa peau rugueuse aux poils hérissés, à chaque coup de boutoir, il lançait à dix pieds de haut un chien, qui retombait éventré, et qui, les entrailles traînantes, se rejetait aussitôt dans la mêlée tandis que Charles, les cheveux raidis, les yeux enflammés, les narines ouvertes, courbé sur le cou de son cheval ruisselant, sonnait un hallali furieux.

	En moins de dix minutes, vingt chiens furent hors de combat.

	— Les dogues! cria Charles, les dogues! … À ce cri, le piqueur ouvrit les porte-mousquetons des laisses, et les deux molosses se ruèrent au milieu du carnage, renversant tout, écartant tout, se frayant avec leurs cottes de fer un chemin jusqu'à l'animal, qu'ils saisirent chacun par une oreille.

	Le sanglier, se sentant coiffé, fit claquer ses dents à la fois de rage et de douleur.

	— Bravo! Duredent! bravo! Risquetout! cria Charles. Courage, les chiens! Un épieu! un épieu!

	— Vous ne voulez pas mon arquebuse? dit le duc d'Alençon.

	— Non, cria le roi, non, on ne sent pas entrer la balle; il n'y a pas de plaisir; tandis qu'on sent entrer l'épieu. Un épieu! un épieu!

	On présenta au roi un épieu de chasse durci au feu et armé d'une pointe de fer.

	— Mon frère, prenez garde! cria Marguerite.

	— Sus! sus! cria la duchesse de Nevers. Ne le manquez pas, Sire!

	Un bon coup à ce parpaillot!

	— Soyez tranquille, duchesse! dit Charles. Et, mettant son épieu en arrêt, il fondit sur le sanglier, qui, tenu par les deux chiens, ne put éviter le coup. Cependant, à la vue de l'épieu luisant, il fit un mouvement de côté, et l'arme, au lieu de pénétrer dans la poitrine, glissa sur l'épaule et alla s'émousser sur la roche contre laquelle l'animal était acculé.

	— Mille noms d'un diable! cria le roi, je l'ai manqué… Un épieu! un épieu!

	Et, se reculant comme faisaient les chevaliers lorsqu'ils prenaient du champ, il jeta à dix pas de lui son épieu hors de service.

	Un piqueur s'avança pour lui en offrir un autre. Mais au même moment, comme s'il eût prévu le sort qui l'attendait et qu'il eût voulu s'y soustraire, le sanglier, par un violent effort, arracha aux dents des molosses ses deux oreilles déchirées, et, les yeux sanglants, hérissé, hideux, l'haleine bruyante comme un soufflet de forge, faisant claquer ses dents l'une contre l'autre, il s'élança la tête basse, vers le cheval du roi.

	Charles était trop bon chasseur pour ne pas avoir prévu cette attaque. Il enleva son cheval, qui se cabra; mais il avait mal mesuré la pression, le cheval, trop serré par le mors ou peut-être même cédant à son épouvante, se renversa en arrière.

	Tous les spectateurs jetèrent un cri terrible: le cheval était tombé, et le roi avait la cuisse engagée sous lui.

	— La main, Sire, rendez la main, dit Henri. Le roi lâcha la bride de son cheval, saisit la selle de la main gauche, essayant de tirer de la droite son couteau de chasse; mais le couteau, pressé par le poids de son corps, ne voulut pas sortir de sa gaine.

	— Le sanglier! le sanglier! cria Charles. À moi, d'Alençon! à moi!

	Cependant le cheval, rendu à lui-même, comme s'il eût compris le danger que courait son maître, tendit ses muscles et était parvenu déjà à se relever sur trois jambes, lorsqu'à l'appel de son frère, Henri vit le duc François pâlir affreusement et approcher l'arquebuse de son épaule; mais la balle, au lieu d'aller frapper le sanglier, qui n'était plus qu'à deux pas du roi, brisa le genou du cheval, qui retomba le nez contre terre. Au même instant le sanglier déchira de son boutoir la botte de Charles.

	— Oh! murmura d'Alençon de ses lèvres blêmissantes, je crois que le duc d'Anjou est roi de France, et que moi je suis roi de Pologne.

	En effet le sanglier labourait la cuisse de Charles, lorsque celui-ci sentit quelqu'un qui lui levait le bras; puis il vit briller une lame aiguë et tranchante qui s'enfonçait et disparaissait jusqu'à la garde au défaut de l'épaule de l'animal, tandis qu'une main gantée de fer écartait la hure déjà fumante sous ses habits.

	Charles, qui dans le mouvement qu'avait fait le cheval était parvenu à dégager sa jambe, se releva lourdement, et, se voyant tout ruisselant de sang, devint pâle comme un cadavre.

	— Sire, dit Henri, qui toujours à genoux maintenait le sanglier atteint au coeur, Sire, ce n'est rien, j'ai écarté la dent, et Votre Majesté n'est pas blessée.

	Puis il se releva, lâchant le couteau, et le sanglier tomba, rendant plus de sang encore par sa gueule que par sa plaie.

	Charles, entouré de tout un monde haletant, assailli par des cris de terreur qui eussent étourdi le plus calme courage, fut un moment sur le point de tomber près de l'animal agonisant. Mais il se remit; et se retournant vers le roi de Navarre, il lui serra la main avec un regard où brillait le premier élan de sensibilité qui eût fait battre son coeur depuis vingt-quatre ans.

	— Merci, Henriot! lui dit-il.

	— Mon pauvre frère! s'écria d'Alençon en s'approchant de Charles.

	— Ah! c'est toi, d'Alençon! dit le roi. Eh bien, fameux tireur, qu'est donc devenue ta balle?

	— Elle se sera aplatie sur le sanglier, dit le duc.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! s'écria Henri avec une surprise admirablement jouée, voyez donc, François, votre balle a cassé la jambe du cheval de Sa Majesté. C'est étrange!

	— Hein! dit le roi. Est-ce vrai, cela?

	— C'est possible, dit le duc consterné; la main me tremblait si fort!

	— Le fait est que, pour un tireur habile, vous avez fait là un singulier coup, François! dit Charles en fronçant le sourcil. Une seconde fois, merci, Henriot! Messieurs, continua le roi, retournons à Paris, j'en ai assez comme cela.

	Marguerite s'approcha pour féliciter Henri.

	— Ah! ma foi, oui, Margot, dit Charles, fais-lui ton compliment, et bien sincère même, car sans lui le roi de France s'appelait Henri III.

	— Hélas! madame, dit le Béarnais, M. le duc d'Anjou, qui est déjà mon ennemi, va m'en vouloir bien davantage. Mais que voulez-vous! on fait ce qu'on peut; demandez à M. d'Alençon.

	Et, se baissant, il retira du corps du sanglier son couteau de chasse, qu'il plongea deux ou trois fois dans la terre, afin d'en essuyer le sang.

	FIN DE LA PREMIÈRE PARTIE. — Qui est à ma portière? — Deux pages et un écuyer. — Bon! ce sont des barbares! Dites-moi, La Mole, qui avez-vous trouvé dans votre chambre? — Le duc François. — Faisant? — Je ne sais quoi. — Avec? — Avec un inconnu. Je suis seule; entrez, mon cher.
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	DEUXIÈME PARTIE

	I

	Fraternité

	En sauvant la vie de Charles, Henri avait fait plus que sauver la vie d'un homme: il avait empêché trois royaumes de changer de souverains.

	En effet, Charles IX tué, le duc d'Anjou devenait roi de France, et le duc d'Alençon, selon toute probabilité, devenait roi de Pologne. Quant à la Navarre, comme M. le duc d'Anjou était l'amant de madame de Condé, sa couronne eût probablement payé au mari la complaisance de sa femme.

	Or, dans tout ce grand bouleversement il n'arrivait rien de bon pour Henri. Il changeait de maître, voilà tout; et au lieu de Charles IX, qui le tolérait, il voyait monter au trône de France le duc d'Anjou, qui, n'ayant avec sa mère Catherine qu'un coeur et qu'une tête, avait juré sa mort et ne manquerait pas de tenir son serment.

	Toutes ces idées s'étaient présentées à la fois à son esprit quand le sanglier s'était élancé sur Charles IX, et nous avons vu ce qui était résulté de cette réflexion rapide comme l'éclair, qu'à la vie de Charles IX était attachée sa propre vie.

	Charles IX avait été sauvé par un dévouement dont il était impossible au roi de comprendre le motif.

	Mais Marguerite avait tout compris, et elle avait admiré ce courage étrange de Henri qui, pareil à l'éclair, ne brillait que dans l'orage.

	Malheureusement ce n'était pas le tout que d'avoir échappé au règne du duc d'Anjou, il fallait se faire roi soi-même. Il fallait disputer la Navarre au duc d'Alençon et au prince de Condé; il fallait surtout quitter cette cour où l'on ne marchait qu'entre deux précipices, et la quitter protégé par un fils de France.

	Henri, tout en revenant de Bondy, réfléchit profondément à la situation. En arrivant au Louvre, son plan était fait.

	Sans se débotter, tel qu'il était, tout poudreux et tout sanglant encore, il se rendit chez le duc d'Alençon, qu'il trouva fort agité en se promenant à grands pas dans sa chambre.

	En l'apercevant, le prince fit un mouvement.

	— Oui, lui dit Henri en lui prenant les deux mains, oui, je comprends, mon bon frère, vous m'en voulez de ce que le premier j'ai fait remarquer au roi que votre balle avait frappé la jambe de son cheval, au lieu d'aller frapper le sanglier, comme c'était votre intention. Mais que voulez-vous? je n'ai pu retenir une exclamation de surprise. D'ailleurs le roi s'en fût toujours aperçu, n'est-ce pas?

	— Sans doute, sans doute, murmura d'Alençon. Mais je ne puis cependant attribuer qu'à mauvaise intention cette espèce de dénonciation que vous avez faite, et qui, vous l'avez vu, n'a pas eu un résultat moindre que de faire suspecter à mon frère Charles mes intentions, et de jeter un nuage entre nous.

	— Nous reviendrons là-dessus tout à l'heure; et quant à la bonne ou à la mauvaise intention que j'ai à votre égard, je viens exprès auprès de vous pour vous en faire juge.

	— Bien! dit d'Alençon avec sa réserve ordinaire; parlez, Henri, je vous écoute.

	— Quand j'aurai parlé, François, vous verrez bien quelles sont mes intentions, car la confidence que je viens vous faire exclut toute réserve et toute prudence; et quand je vous l'aurai faite, d'un seul mot vous pourrez me perdre!

	— Qu'est-ce donc? dit François, qui commençait à se troubler.

	— Et cependant, continua Henri, j'ai hésité longtemps à vous parler de la chose qui m'amène, surtout après la façon dont vous avez fait la sourde oreille aujourd'hui.

	— En vérité, dit François en pâlissant, je ne sais pas ce que vous voulez dire, Henri.

	— Mon frère, vos intérêts me sont trop chers pour que je ne vous avertisse pas que les huguenots ont fait faire auprès de moi des démarches.

	— Des démarches! demanda d'Alençon, et quelles démarches?

	— L'un d'eux, M. de Mouy de Saint-Phale, le fils du brave de Mouy assassiné par Maurevel, vous savez…

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien, il est venu me trouver au risque de sa vie pour me démontrer que j'étais en captivité.

	— Ah! vraiment! et que lui avez-vous répondu?

	— Mon frère, vous savez que j'aime tendrement Charles, qui m'a sauvé la vie, et que la reine mère a pour moi remplacé ma mère. J'ai donc refusé toutes les offres qu'il venait me faire.

	— Et quelles étaient ces offres?

	— Les huguenots veulent reconstituer le trône de Navarre, et comme en réalité ce trône m'appartient par héritage, ils me l'offraient.

	— Oui; et M. de Mouy, au lieu de l'adhésion qu'il venait solliciter, a reçu votre désistement?

	— Formel… par écrit même. Mais depuis…, continua Henri.

	— Vous vous êtes repenti, mon frère? interrompit d'Alençon.

	— Non, j'ai cru m'apercevoir seulement que M. de Mouy, mécontent de moi, reportait ailleurs ses visées.

	— Et où cela? demanda vivement François.

	— Je n'en sais rien. Près du prince de Condé, peut-être.

	— Oui, c'est probable, dit le duc.

	— D'ailleurs, reprit Henri, j'ai moyen de connaître d'une manière infaillible le chef qu'il s'est choisi. François devint livide.

	— Mais, continua Henri, les huguenots sont divisés entre eux, et de Mouy, tout brave et tout loyal qu'il est, ne représente qu'une moitié du parti. Or, cette autre moitié, qui n'est point à dédaigner, n'a pas perdu l'espoir de porter au trône ce Henri de Navarre, qui, après avoir hésité dans le premier moment, peut avoir réfléchi depuis.

	— Vous croyez?

	— Oh! tous les jours j'en reçois des témoignages. Cette troupe qui nous a rejoints à la chasse, avez-vous remarqué de quels hommes elle se composait?

	— Oui, de gentilshommes convertis.

	— Le chef de cette troupe, qui m'a fait un signe, l'avez-vous reconnu?

	— Oui, c'est le vicomte de Turenne.

	— Ce qu'ils me voulaient, l'avez-vous compris?

	— Oui, ils vous proposaient de fuir.

	— Alors, dit Henri à François inquiet, il est donc évident qu'il y a un second parti qui veut autre chose que ce que veut M. de Mouy.

	— Un second parti?

	— Oui, et fort puissant, vous dis-je; de sorte que pour réussir il faudrait réunir les deux partis: Turenne et de Mouy. La conspiration marche, les troupes sont désignées, on n'attend qu'un signal. Or, dans cette situation suprême, qui demande de ma part une prompte solution, j'ai débattu deux résolutions entre lesquelles je flotte. Ces deux résolutions, je viens vous les soumettre comme à un ami.

	— Dites mieux, comme à un frère.

	— Oui, comme à un frère, reprit Henri.

	— Parlez donc, je vous écoute.

	— Et d'abord je dois vous exposer l'état de mon âme, mon cher François. Nul désir, nulle ambition, nulle capacité; je suis un bon gentilhomme de campagne, pauvre, sensuel et timide; le métier de conspirateur me présente des disgrâces mal compensées par la perspective même certaine d'une couronne.

	— Ah! mon frère, dit François, vous vous faites tort, et c'est une situation triste que celle d'un prince dont la fortune est limitée par une borne dans le champ paternel ou par un homme dans la carrière des honneurs! Je ne crois donc pas à ce que vous me dites.

	— Ce que je vous dis est si vrai cependant, mon frère, reprit Henri, que si je croyais avoir un ami réel, je me démettrais en sa faveur de la puissance que veut me conférer le parti qui s'occupe de moi; mais, ajouta-t-il avec un soupir, je n'en ai point.

	— Peut-être. Vous vous trompez sans doute.

	— Non, ventre-saint-gris! dit Henri. Excepté vous, mon frère, je ne vois personne qui me soit attaché; aussi, plutôt que de laisser avorter en des déchirements affreux une tentative qui produirait à la lumière quelque homme… indigne… je préfère en vérité avertir le roi mon frère de ce qui se passe. Je ne nommerai personne, je ne citerai ni pays ni date; mais je préviendrai la catastrophe.

	— Grand Dieu! s'écria d'Alençon ne pouvant réprimer sa terreur, que dites-vous là?… Quoi! Vous, vous la seule espérance du parti depuis la mort de l'amiral; vous, un huguenot converti, mal converti, on le croyait du moins, vous lèveriez le couteau sur vos frères! Henri, Henri, en faisant cela, savez-vous que vous livrez à une seconde Saint-Barthélemy tous les calvinistes du royaume? Savez-vous que Catherine n'attend qu'une occasion pareille pour exterminer tout ce qui a survécu?

	Et le duc tremblant, le visage marbré de plaques rouges et livides, pressait la main de Henri pour le supplier de renoncer à cette solution, qui le perdait.

	— Comment! dit Henri avec une expression de parfaite bonhomie, vous croyez, François, qu'il arriverait tant de malheurs? Avec la parole du roi, cependant, il me semble que je garantirais les imprudents.

	— La parole du roi Charles IX, Henri! … Eh! l'amiral ne l'avait-il pas? Téligny ne l'avait-il pas? Ne l'aviez-vous pas vous-même? Oh! Henri, c'est moi qui vous le dis: si vous faites cela, vous les perdez tous; non seulement eux, mais encore tout ce qui a eu des relations directes ou indirectes avec eux.

	Henri parut réfléchir un moment.

	— Si j'eusse été un prince important à la cour, dit-il, j'eusse agi autrement. À votre place, par exemple, à votre place, à vous, François, fils de France, héritier probable de la couronne…

	François secoua ironiquement la tête.

	— À ma place, dit-il que feriez-vous?

	— À votre place, mon frère, répondit Henri, je me mettrais à la tête du mouvement pour le diriger. Mon nom et mon crédit répondraient à ma conscience de la vie des séditieux, et je tirerais utilité pour moi d'abord et pour le roi ensuite, peut- être, d'une entreprise qui, sans cela, peut faire le plus grand mal à la France.

	D'Alençon écouta ces paroles avec une joie qui dilata tous les muscles de son visage.

	— Croyez-vous, dit-il, que ce moyen soit praticable, et qu'il nous épargne tous ces désastres que vous prévoyez?

	— Je le crois, dit Henri. Les huguenots vous aiment: votre extérieur modeste, votre situation élevée et intéressante à la fois, la bienveillance enfin que vous avez toujours témoignée à ceux de la religion, les portent à vous servir.

	— Mais, dit d'Alençon, il y a schisme dans le parti. Ceux qui sont pour vous seront-ils pour moi?

	— Je me charge de vous les concilier par deux raisons.

	— Lesquelles?

	— D'abord, par la confiance que les chefs ont en moi; ensuite, par la crainte où ils seraient que Votre Altesse, connaissant leurs noms…

	— Mais ces noms, qui me les révèlera?

	— Moi, ventre-saint-gris!

	— Vous feriez cela?

	— Écoutez, François, je vous l'ai dit, continua Henri, je n'aime que vous à la cour: cela vient sans doute de ce que vous êtes persécuté comme moi; et puis, ma femme aussi vous aime d'une affection qui n'a pas d'égale…

	François rougit de plaisir.

	— Croyez-moi, mon frère, continua Henri, prenez cette affaire en main, régnez en Navarre; et pourvu que vous me conserviez une place à votre table et une belle forêt pour chasser, je m'estimerai heureux.

	— Régner en Navarre! dit le duc; mais si…

	— Si le duc d'Anjou est nommé roi de Pologne, n'est-ce pas? J'achève votre pensée. François regarda Henri avec une certaine terreur.

	— Eh bien, écoutez, François! continua Henri; puisque rien ne vous échappe, c'est justement dans cette hypothèse que je raisonne: si le duc d'Anjou est nommé roi de Pologne, et que notre frère Charles, que Dieu conserve! vienne à mourir, il n'y a que deux cents lieues de Pau à Paris, tandis qu'il y en a quatre cents de Paris à Cracovie; vous serez donc ici pour recueillir l'héritage juste au moment où le roi de Pologne apprendra qu'il est vacant. Alors, si vous êtes content de moi, François, vous me donnerez ce royaume de Navarre, qui ne sera plus qu'un des fleurons de votre couronne; de cette façon, j'accepte. Le pis qui puisse vous arriver, c'est de rester roi là-bas et de faire souche de rois en vivant en famille avec moi et ma famille, tandis qu'ici, qu'êtes-vous? un pauvre prince persécuté, un pauvre troisième fils de roi, esclave de deux aînés et qu'un caprice peut envoyer à la Bastille.

	— Oui, oui, dit François, je sens bien cela, si bien que je ne comprends pas que vous renonciez à ce plan que vous me proposez. Rien ne bat donc là?

	Et le duc d'Alençon posa la main sur le coeur de son frère.

	— Il y a, dit Henri en souriant, des fardeaux trop lourds pour certaines mains; je n'essaierai pas de soulever celui-là; la crainte de la fatigue me fait passer l'envie de la possession.

	— Ainsi, Henri, véritablement vous renoncez?

	— Je l'ai dit à de Mouy et je vous le répète.

	— Mais en pareille circonstance, cher frère, dit d'Alençon, on ne dit pas, on prouve.

	Henri respira comme un lutteur qui sent plier les reins de son adversaire.

	— Je le prouverai, dit-il, ce soir: à neuf heures la liste des chefs et le plan de l'entreprise seront chez vous. J'ai même déjà remis mon acte de renonciation à de Mouy.

	François prit la main de Henri et la serra avec effusion entre les siennes.

	Au même instant Catherine entra chez le duc d'Alençon, et cela, selon son habitude, sans se faire annoncer.

	— Ensemble! dit-elle en souriant; deux bons frères, en vérité!

	— Je l'espère, madame, dit Henri avec le plus grand sang-froid, tandis que le duc d'Alençon pâlissait d'angoisse. Puis il fit quelques pas en arrière pour laisser Catherine libre de parler à son fils.

	La reine mère alors tira de son aumônière un joyau magnifique.

	— Cette agrafe vient de Florence, dit-elle, je vous la donne pour mettre au ceinturon de votre épée. Puis tout bas:

	— Si, continua-t-elle, vous entendez ce soir du bruit chez votre bon frère Henri, ne bougez pas. François serra la main de sa mère, et dit:

	— Me permettez-vous de lui montrer le beau présent que vous venez de me faire?

	— Faites mieux, donnez-le-lui en votre nom et au mien, car j'en avais ordonné une seconde à mon intention.

	— Vous entendez, Henri, dit François, ma bonne mère m'apporte ce bijou, et en double la valeur en permettant que je vous le donne.

	Henri s'extasia sur la beauté de l'agrafe, et se confondit en remerciements. Quand ses transports se furent calmés:

	— Mon fils, dit Catherine, je me sens un peu indisposée, et je vais me mettre au lit; votre frère Charles est bien fatigué de sa chute et va en faire autant. On ne soupera donc pas en famille ce soir, et nous serons servis chacun chez nous. Ah! Henri, j'oubliais de vous faire mon compliment sur votre courage et votre adresse: vous avez sauvé votre roi et votre frère, vous en serez récompensé.

	— Je le suis déjà, madame! répondit Henri en s'inclinant.

	— Par le sentiment que vous avez fait votre devoir, reprit

	Catherine, ce n'est pas assez, et croyez que nous songeons,

	Charles et moi, à faire quelque chose qui nous acquitte envers

	vous.

	— Tout ce qui me viendra de vous et de mon bon frère sera bienvenu, madame. Puis il s'inclina et sortit.

	— Ah! mon frère François, pensa Henri en sortant, je suis sûr maintenant de ne pas partir seul, et la conspiration, qui avait un corps, vient de trouver une tête et un coeur. Seulement prenons garde à nous. Catherine me fait un cadeau, Catherine me promet une récompense: il y a quelque diablerie là-dessous; je veux conférer ce soir avec Marguerite.

	II

	La reconnaissance du roi Charles IX

	Maurevel était resté une partie de la journée dans le cabinet des Armes du roi; mais, quand Catherine avait vu approcher le moment du retour de la chasse, elle l'avait fait passer dans son oratoire avec les sbires qui l'étaient venus rejoindre.

	Charles IX, averti à son arrivée par sa nourrice qu'un homme avait passé une partie de la journée dans son cabinet, s'était d'abord mis dans une grande colère qu'on se fût permis d'introduire un étranger chez lui. Mais se l'étant fait dépeindre, et sa nourrice lui ayant dit que c'était le même homme qu'elle avait été elle- même chargée de lui amener un soir, le roi avait reconnu Maurevel; et se rappelant l'ordre arraché le matin par sa mère, il avait tout compris.

	— Oh! oh! murmura Charles, dans la même journée où il m'a sauvé la vie; le moment est mal choisi.

	En conséquence il fit quelques pas pour descendre chez sa mère; mais une pensée le retint.

	— Mordieu! dit-il, si je lui parle de cela, ce sera une discussion à n'en pas finir; mieux vaut que nous agissions chacun de notre côté.

	— Nourrice, dit-il, ferme bien toutes les portes, et préviens la reine Élisabeth[1], qu'un peu souffrant de la chute que j'ai faite, je dormirai seul cette nuit.

	La nourrice obéit, et, comme l'heure d'exécuter son projet n'était pas arrivée, Charles se mit à faire des vers.

	C'était l'occupation pendant laquelle le temps passait le plus vite pour le roi. Aussi neuf heures sonnèrent-elles que Charles croyait encore qu'il en était à peine sept. Il compta l'un après l'autre les battements de la cloche, et au dernier il se leva.

	— Nom d'un diable! dit-il, il est temps tout juste. Et, prenant son manteau et son chapeau, il sortit par une porte secrète qu'il avait fait percer dans la boiserie, et dont Catherine elle-même ignorait l'existence. Charles alla droit à l'appartement de Henri. Henri n'avait fait que rentrer chez lui pour changer de costume en quittant le duc d'Alençon, et il était sorti aussitôt.

	— Il sera allé souper chez Margot, se dit le roi; il était au mieux aujourd'hui avec elle, à ce qu'il m'a semblé du moins. Et il s'achemina vers l'appartement de Marguerite.

	Marguerite avait ramené chez elle la duchesse de Nevers, Coconnas et La Mole, et faisait avec eux une collation de confitures et de pâtisseries.

	Charles heurta à la porte d'entrée: Gillonne alla ouvrir; mais à l'aspect du roi elle fut si épouvantée, qu'elle trouva à peine la force de faire la révérence, et qu'au lieu de courir pour prévenir sa maîtresse de l'auguste visite qui lui arrivait, elle laissa passer Charles sans donner d'autre signal que le cri qu'elle avait poussé.

	Le roi traversa l'antichambre, et, guidé par les éclats de rire, il s'avança vers la salle à manger.

	«Pauvre Henriot! dit-il, il se réjouit sans penser à mal.»

	— C'est moi, dit-il en soulevant la tapisserie et en montrant un visage riant.

	Marguerite poussa un cri terrible; tout riant qu'il était, ce visage avait produit sur elle l'effet de la tête de Méduse. Placée en face de la portière, elle venait de reconnaître Charles.

	Les deux hommes tournaient le dos au roi.

	— Majesté! s'écria-t-elle avec effroi. Et elle se leva. Coconnas, quand les trois autres convives sentaient en quelque sorte leur tête vaciller sur leurs épaules, fut le seul qui ne perdit pas la sienne. Il se leva aussi, mais avec une si habile maladresse, qu'en se levant il renversa la table, et qu'avec elle il culbuta cristaux, vaisselle et bougies.

	En un instant il y eut obscurité complète et silence de mort.

	— Gagne au pied, dit Coconnas à La Mole. Hardi! hardi! La Mole ne se le fit pas dire deux fois; il se jeta contre le mur, s'orienta des mains, cherchant la chambre à coucher pour se coucher dans le cabinet qu'il connaissait si bien. Mais en mettant le pied dans la chambre à coucher il se heurta contre un homme qui venait d'entrer par le passage secret.

	— Que signifie donc tout cela? dit Charles dans les ténèbres, avec une voix qui commençait à prendre un formidable accent d'impatience; suis-je donc un trouble-fête, que l'on fasse à ma vue un pareil remue-ménage? Voyons, Henriot! Henriot! où es-tu? réponds-moi.

	— Nous sommes sauvés! murmura Marguerite en saisissant une main qu'elle prit pour celle de La Mole. Le roi croit que mon mari est un de nos convives.

	— Et je lui laisserai croire, madame, soyez tranquille, dit Henri répondant à la reine sur le même ton.

	— Grand Dieu! s'écria Marguerite en lâchant vivement la main qu'elle tenait, et qui était celle du roi de Navarre.

	— Silence! dit Henri.

	— Mille noms du diable! qu'avez-vous donc à chuchoter ainsi? s'écria Charles. Henri, répondez-moi, où êtes-vous?

	— Me voici, Sire, dit la voix du roi de Navarre.

	— Diable! dit Coconnas qui tenait la duchesse de Nevers dans un coin, voilà qui se complique.

	— Alors, nous sommes deux fois perdus, dit Henriette. Coconnas, brave jusqu'à l'imprudence, avait réfléchi qu'il fallait toujours finir par rallumer les bougies; et pensant que le plus tôt serait le mieux, il quitta la main de madame de Nevers, ramassa au milieu des débris un chandelier, s'approcha du chauffe-doux[2], et souffla sur un charbon qui enflamma aussitôt la mèche d'une bougie. La chambre s'éclaira. Charles IX jeta autour de lui un regard interrogateur.

	Henri était près de sa femme; la duchesse de Nevers était seule dans un coin; et Coconnas, debout au milieu de la chambre, un chandelier à la main, éclairait toute la scène.

	— Excusez-nous, mon frère, dit Marguerite, nous ne vous attendions pas.

	— Aussi Votre Majesté, comme elle peut le voir, nous a fait une peur étrange! dit Henriette.

	— Pour ma part, dit Henri qui devina tout, je crois que la peur a été si réelle qu'en me levant j'ai renversé la table. Coconnas jeta au roi de Navarre un regard qui voulait dire:

	«À la bonne heure! voilà un mari qui entend à demi-mot.»

	— Quel affreux remue-ménage! répéta Charles IX. Voilà ton souper renversé, Henriot. Viens avec moi, tu l'achèveras ailleurs; je te débauche pour ce soir.

	— Comment, Sire! dit Henri, Votre Majesté me ferait l'honneur?…

	— Oui, Ma Majesté te fait l'honneur de t'emmener hors du Louvre.

	Prête-le moi, Margot, je te le ramènerai demain matin.

	— Ah! mon frère! dit Marguerite, vous n'avez pas besoin de ma permission pour cela, et vous êtes bien le maître.

	— Sire, dit Henri, je vais prendre chez moi un autre manteau, et je reviens à l'instant même.

	— Tu n'en as pas besoin, Henriot; celui que tu as là est bon.

	— Mais, Sire…, essaya le Béarnais.

	— Je te dis de ne pas retourner chez toi, mille noms d'un diable! n'entends tu pas ce que je te dis? Allons, viens donc!

	— Oui, oui, allez! dit tout à coup Marguerite en serrant le bras de son mari, car un singulier regard de Charles venait de lui apprendre qu'il se passait quelque chose d'étrange.

	— Me voilà, Sire, dit Henri. Mais Charles ramena son regard sur Coconnas, qui continuait son office d'éclaireur en rallumant les autres bougies.

	— Quel est ce gentilhomme, demanda-t-il à Henri en toisant le

	Piémontais; ne serait-ce point, par hasard, M. de La Mole?

	— Qui lui a donc parlé de La Mole? se demanda tout bas

	Marguerite.

	— Non, Sire, répondit Henri, M. de La Mole n'est point ici, et je le regrette, car j'aurais eu l'honneur de le présenter à Votre Majesté en même temps que M. de Coconnas, son ami; ce sont deux inséparables, et tous deux appartiennent à M. d'Alençon.

	— Ah! ah! notre grand tireur! dit Charles. Bon! Puis en fronçant le sourcil:

	— Ce M. de La Mole, ajouta-t-il, n'est-il pas huguenot?

	— Converti, Sire, dit Henri, et je réponds de lui comme de moi.

	— Quand vous répondrez de quelqu'un, Henriot, après ce que vous avez fait aujourd'hui, je n'ai plus le droit de douter de lui. Mais n'importe, j'aurais voulu le voir, ce M. de La Mole. Ce sera pour plus tard.

	En faisant de ses gros yeux une dernière perquisition dans la chambre, Charles embrassa Marguerite et emmena le roi de Navarre en le tenant par dessous le bras.

	À la porte du Louvre, Henri voulut s'arrêter pour parler à quelqu'un.

	— Allons, allons! sors vite, Henriot, lui dit Charles. Quand je te dis que l'air du Louvre n'est pas bon pour toi ce soir, que diable! crois-moi donc.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! murmura Henri; et de Mouy, que va-t-il devenir tout seul dans ma chambre?… Pourvu que cet air qui n'est pas bon pour moi ne soit pas plus mauvais encore pour lui!

	— Ah ça! dit le roi lorsque Henri et lui eurent traversé le pont- levis, cela t'arrange donc, Henriot, que les gens de M. d'Alençon fassent la cour à ta femme?

	— Comment cela, Sire?

	— Oui, ce M. de Coconnas ne fait-il pas les doux yeux à Margot?

	— Qui vous a dit cela?

	— Dame! reprit le roi, on me l'a dit.

	— Raillerie pure, Sire; M. de Coconnas fait les doux yeux à quelqu'un, c'est vrai, mais c'est à madame de Nevers.

	— Ah bah!

	— Je puis répondre à Votre Majesté de ce que je lui dis là.

	Charles se prit à rire aux éclats.

	— Eh bien, dit-il, que le duc de Guise vienne encore me faire des propos, et j'allongerai agréablement sa moustache en lui contant les exploits de sa belle-soeur. Après cela, dit le roi en se ravisant, je ne sais plus si c'est de M. de Coconnas ou de M. de La Mole qu'il m'a parlé.

	— Pas plus l'un que l'autre, Sire, dit Henri, et je vous réponds des sentiments de ma femme.

	— Bon! Henriot, bon! dit le roi; j'aime mieux te voir ainsi qu'autrement; et, sur mon honneur, tu es si brave garçon que je crois que je finirai par ne plus pouvoir me passer de toi.

	En disant ces mots, le roi se mit à siffler d'une façon particulière, et quatre gentilshommes qui attendaient au bout de la rue de Beauvais le vinrent rejoindre, et tous ensemble s'enfoncèrent dans l'intérieur de la ville.

	Dix heures sonnaient.

	— Eh bien, dit Marguerite quand le roi et Henri furent partis, nous remettons nous à table?

	— Non, ma foi! dit la duchesse, j'ai eu trop peur. Vive la petite maison de la rue Cloche-Percée! on n'y peut pas entrer sans en faire le siège, et nos braves ont le droit d'y jouer des épées. Mais que cherchez-vous sous les meubles et dans les armoires, monsieur de Coconnas?

	— Je cherche mon ami La Mole, dit le Piémontais.

	— Cherchez du côté de ma chambre, monsieur, dit Marguerite, il y a là un certain cabinet…

	— Bon, dit Coconnas, j'y suis. Et il entra dans la chambre.

	— Eh bien, dit une voix dans les ténèbres, où en sommes-nous?

	— Eh! mordi! nous en sommes au dessert.

	— Et le roi de Navarre?

	— Il n'a rien vu; c'est un mari parfait, et j'en souhaite un pareil à ma femme. Cependant je crains bien qu'elle ne l'ait jamais qu'en secondes noces.

	— Et le roi Charles?

	— Ah! le roi, c'est différent; il a emmené le mari.

	— En vérité?

	— C'est comme je te le dis. De plus, il m'a fait l'honneur de me regarder de côté quand il a su que j'étais à M. d'Alençon, et de travers quand il a su que j'étais ton ami.

	— Tu crois donc qu'on lui aura parlé de moi?

	— J'ai peur, au contraire, qu'on ne lui en ait dit trop de bien.

	Mais ce n'est point de tout cela qu'il s'agit, je crois que ces

	dames ont un pèlerinage à faire du côté de la rue du Roi-de-

	Sicile, et que nous conduisons les pèlerines.

	— Mais, impossible! … Tu le sais bien.

	— Comment, impossible?

	— Eh! oui, nous sommes de service chez son Altesse Royale.

	— Mordi, c'est ma foi vrai; j'oublie toujours que nous sommes en grade, et que de gentilshommes que nous étions nous avons eu l'honneur de passer valets.

	Et les deux amis allèrent exposer à la reine et à la duchesse la nécessité où ils étaient d'assister au moins au coucher de monsieur le duc.

	— C'est bien, dit madame de Nevers, nous partons de notre côté.

	— Et peut-on savoir où vous allez? demanda Coconnas.

	— Oh! vous êtes trop curieux, dit la duchesse. Quaere et

	invenies.

	 

	Les deux jeunes gens saluèrent et montèrent en toute hâte chez

	M. d'Alençon.

	Le duc semblait les attendre dans son cabinet.

	— Ah! ah! dit-il, vous voilà bien tard, messieurs.

	— Dix heures à peine, Monseigneur, dit Coconnas. Le duc tira sa montre.

	— C'est vrai, dit-il. Tout le monde est couché au Louvre, cependant.

	— Oui, Monseigneur, mais nous voici à vos ordres. Faut-il introduire dans la chambre de Votre Altesse les gentilshommes du petit coucher?

	— Au contraire, passez dans la petite salle et congédiez tout le monde.

	Les deux jeunes gens obéirent, exécutèrent l'ordre donné, qui n'étonna personne à cause du caractère bien connu du duc, et revinrent près de lui.

	— Monseigneur, dit Coconnas, Votre Altesse va sans doute se mettre au lit ou travailler?

	— Non, messieurs; vous avez congé jusqu'à demain.

	— Allons, allons, dit tout bas Coconnas à l'oreille de La Mole, la cour découche ce soir, à ce qu'il paraît; la nuit sera friande en diable, prenons notre part de la nuit.

	Et les deux jeunes gens montèrent les escaliers quatre à quatre, prirent leurs manteaux et leurs épées de nuit, et s'élancèrent hors du Louvre à la poursuite des deux dames, qu'ils rejoignirent au coin de la rue du Coq-Saint-Honoré.

	Pendant ce temps, le duc d'Alençon, l'oeil ouvert, l'oreille au guet, attendait, enfermé dans sa chambre, les événements imprévus qu'on lui avait promis.

	III

	
Dieu dispose

	Comme l'avait dit le duc aux jeunes gens, le plus profond silence régnait au Louvre.

	En effet, Marguerite et madame de Nevers étaient parties pour la rue Tizon. Coconnas et La Mole s'étaient mis à leur poursuite. Le roi et Henri battaient la ville. Le duc d'Alençon se tenait chez lui dans l'attente vague et anxieuse des événements que lui avait prédits la reine mère. Enfin Catherine s'était mise au lit, et madame de Sauve, assise à son chevet, lui faisait lecture de certains contes italiens dont riait fort la bonne reine.

	Depuis longtemps Catherine n'avait été de si belle humeur. Après avoir fait de bon appétit une collation avec ses femmes, après avoir réglé les comptes quotidiens de sa maison, elle avait ordonné une prière pour le succès de certaine entreprise importante, disait-elle, pour le bonheur de ses enfants; c'était l'habitude de Catherine, habitude, au reste toute florentine, de faire dire dans certaines circonstances des prières et des messes dont Dieu et elle savaient seuls le but.

	Enfin elle avait revu René, et avait choisi, dans ses odorants sachets et dans son riche assortiment, plusieurs nouveautés.

	— Qu'on sache, dit Catherine, si ma fille la reine de Navarre est chez elle; et si elle y est, qu'on la prie de venir me faire compagnie.

	Le page auquel cet ordre était adressé sortit, et un instant après il revint accompagné de Gillonne.

	— Eh bien, dit la reine mère, j'ai demandé la maîtresse et non la suivante.

	— Madame, dit Gillonne, j'ai cru devoir venir moi-même dire à Votre Majesté que la reine de Navarre est sortie avec son amie la duchesse de Nevers…

	— Sortie à cette heure! reprit Catherine en fronçant le sourcil; et où peut-elle être allée?

	— À une séance d'alchimie, répondit Gillonne, laquelle doit avoir lieu à l'hôtel de Guise, dans le pavillon habité par madame de Nevers.

	— Et quand rentrera-t-elle? demanda la reine mère.

	— La séance se prolongera fort avant dans la nuit, répondit Gillonne, de sorte qu'il est probable que Sa Majesté demeurera demain matin chez son amie.

	— Elle est heureuse, la reine de Navarre, murmura Catherine, elle a des amies et elle est reine; elle porte une couronne, on l'appelle Votre Majesté, et elle n'a pas de sujets; elle est bien heureuse.

	Après cette boutade, qui fit sourire intérieurement les auditeurs:

	— Au reste, murmura Catherine, puisqu'elle est sortie! car elle est sortie, dites-vous?

	— Depuis une demi-heure, madame.

	— Tout est pour le mieux; allez.

	Gillonne salua et sortit.

	— Continuez votre lecture, Charlotte, dit la reine. Madame de Sauve continua. Au bout de dix minutes Catherine interrompit la lecture.

	— Ah! à propos, dit-elle, qu'on renvoie les gardes de la galerie. C'était le signal qu'attendait Maurevel. On exécuta l'ordre de la reine mère, et madame de Sauve continua son histoire.

	Elle avait lu un quart d'heure à peu près sans interruption aucune, lorsqu'un cri long, prolongé, terrible, parvint jusque dans la chambre royale et fit dresser les cheveux sur la tête des assistants.

	Un coup de pistolet le suivit immédiatement.

	— Qu'est-ce cela, dit Catherine, et pourquoi ne lisez-vous plus,

	Carlotta?

	— Madame, dit la jeune femme pâlissante, n'avez-vous point entendu?

	— Quoi? demanda Catherine.

	— Ce cri?

	— Et ce coup de pistolet? ajouta le capitaine des gardes.

	— Un cri, un coup de pistolet, ajouta Catherine, je n'ai rien entendu, moi… D'ailleurs, est-ce donc une chose bien extraordinaire au Louvre qu'un cri et qu'un coup de pistolet? Lisez, lisez, Carlotta.

	— Mais écoutez, madame, dit celle-ci, tandis que M. de Nancey se tenait debout la main à la poignée de son épée et n'osant sortir sans le congé de la reine; écoutez, on entend des pas, des imprécations.

	— Faut-il que je m'informe, madame? dit ce dernier.

	— Point du tout, monsieur, restez là, dit Catherine en se soulevant sur une main comme pour donner plus de force à son ordre. Qui donc me garderait en cas d'alarme? Ce sont quelques Suisses ivres qui se battent.

	Le calme de la reine, opposé à la terreur qui planait sur toute cette assemblée, formait un contraste tellement remarquable que, si timide qu'elle fût, madame de Sauve fixa un regard interrogateur sur la reine.

	— Mais, madame, s'écria-t-elle, on dirait que l'on tue quelqu'un.

	— Et qui voulez-vous qu'on tue?

	— Mais le roi de Navarre, madame; le bruit vient du côté de son appartement.

	— La sotte! murmura la reine, dont les lèvres, malgré sa puissance sur elle-même, commençaient à s'agiter étrangement, car elle marmottait une prière; la sotte voit son roi de Navarre partout.

	— Mon Dieu! mon Dieu! dit madame de Sauve en retombant sur son fauteuil.

	— C'est fini, c'est fini, dit Catherine. Capitaine, continua-t- elle en s'adressant à M. de Nancey, j'espère que, s'il y a du scandale dans le palais, vous ferez demain punir sévèrement les coupables. Reprenez votre lecture, Carlotta.

	Et Catherine retomba elle-même sur son oreiller dans une impassibilité qui ressemblait beaucoup à de l'affaissement, car les assistants remarquèrent que de grosses gouttes de sueur roulaient sur son visage.

	Madame de Sauve obéit à cet ordre formel; mais ses yeux et sa voix fonctionnaient seuls. Sa pensée errante sur d'autres objets lui représentait un danger terrible suspendu sur une tête chérie. Enfin, après quelques minutes de ce combat, elle se trouva tellement oppressée entre l'émotion et l'étiquette que sa voix cessa d'être intelligible; le livre lui tomba des mains, elle s'évanouit.

	Soudain un fracas plus violent se fit entendre; un pas lourd et pressé ébranla le corridor; deux coups de feu partirent faisant vibrer les vitres; et Catherine, étonnée de cette lutte prolongée outre mesure, se dressa à son tour, droite, pâle, les yeux dilatés; et au moment où le capitaine des gardes allait s'élancer dehors, elle l'arrêta en disant:

	— Que tout le monde reste ici, j'irai moi-même voir là-bas ce qui se passe. Voilà ce qui se passait, ou plutôt ce qui s'était passé:

	De Mouy avait reçu le matin des mains d'Orthon la clef de Henri. Dans cette clef, qui était forée, il avait remarqué un papier roulé. Il avait tiré le papier avec une épingle.

	C'était le mot d'ordre du Louvre pour la prochaine nuit. En outre, Orthon lui avait verbalement transmis les paroles de Henri qui invitaient de Mouy à venir trouver à dix heures le roi au Louvre. À neuf heures et demie, de Mouy avait revêtu une armure dont il avait plus d'une fois déjà eu l'occasion de reconnaître la solidité; il avait boutonné dessus un pourpoint de soie, avait agrafé son épée, passé dans le ceinturon ses pistolets, recouvert le tout du fameux manteau cerise de La Mole.

	Nous avons vu comment, avant de rentrer chez lui, Henri avait jugé à propos de faire une visite à Marguerite, et comment il était arrivé par l'escalier secret juste à temps pour heurter La Mole dans la chambre à coucher de Marguerite, et pour prendre sa place aux yeux du roi dans la salle à manger. C'était précisément au moment même que, grâce au mot d'ordre envoyé par Henri et surtout au fameux manteau cerise, de Mouy traversait le guichet du Louvre.

	Le jeune homme monta droit chez le roi de Navarre, imitant de son mieux, comme d'habitude, la démarche de La Mole. Il trouva dans l'antichambre Orthon qui l'attendait.

	— Sire de Mouy, lui dit le montagnard, le roi est sorti, mais il m'a ordonné de vous introduire chez lui et de vous dire de l'attendre. S'il tarde par trop, il vous invite, vous le savez, à vous jeter sur son lit.

	De Mouy entra sans demander d'autre explication, car ce que venait de lui dire Orthon n'était que la répétition de ce qu'il lui avait déjà dit le matin.

	Pour utiliser son temps, de Mouy prit une plume et de l'encre; et s'approchant d'une excellente carte de France pendue à la muraille, il se mit à compter et à régler les étapes qu'il y avait de Paris à Pau.

	Mais ce travail fut l'affaire d'un quart d'heure, et ce travail fini, de Mouy ne sut plus à quoi s'occuper.

	Il fit deux ou trois tours de chambre, se frotta les yeux, bâilla, s'assit et se leva, se rassit encore. Enfin, profitant de l'invitation de Henri, excusé d'ailleurs par les lois de familiarité qui existaient entre les princes et leurs gentilshommes, il déposa sur la table de nuit ses pistolets et la lampe, s'étendit sur le vaste lit à tentures sombres qui garnissait le fond de la chambre, plaça son épée nue le long de sa cuisse, et, sûr de n'être pas surpris puisqu'un domestique se tenait dans la pièce précédente, il se laissa aller à un sommeil pesant, dont bientôt le bruit fit retentir les vastes échos du baldaquin. De Mouy ronflait en vrai soudard, et sous ce rapport aurait pu lutter avec le roi de Navarre lui-même.

	C'est alors que six hommes, l'épée à la main et le poignard à la ceinture, se glissèrent silencieusement dans le corridor qui, par une petite porte, communiquait aux appartements de Catherine et par une grande donnait chez Henri.

	Un de ces six hommes marchait le premier. Outre son épée nue et son poignard fort comme un couteau de chasse, il portait encore ses fidèles pistolets accrochés à sa ceinture par des agrafes d'argent. Cet homme, c'était Maurevel.

	Arrivé à la porte de Henri, il s'arrêta.

	— Vous vous êtes bien assuré que les sentinelles du corridor ont disparu? demanda-t-il à celui qui paraissait commander la petite troupe.

	— Plus une seule n'est à son poste, répondit le lieutenant.

	— Bien, dit Maurevel. Maintenant il n'y a plus qu'à s'informer d'une chose, c'est si celui que nous cherchons est chez lui.

	— Mais, dit le lieutenant en arrêtant la main que Maurevel posait sur le marteau de la porte, mais, capitaine, cet appartement est celui du roi de Navarre.

	— Qui vous dit le contraire? répondit Maurevel.

	Les sbires se regardèrent tout surpris, et le lieutenant fit un pas en arrière.

	— Heu! fit le lieutenant, arrêter quelqu'un à cette heure, au

	Louvre, et dans l'appartement du roi de Navarre?

	— Que répondriez-vous donc, dit Maurevel, si je vous disais que celui que vous allez arrêter est le roi de Navarre lui-même?

	— Je vous dirais, capitaine, que la chose est grave, et que, sans un ordre signé de la main de Charles IX…

	— Lisez, dit Maurevel.

	Et, tirant de son pourpoint l'ordre que lui avait remis Catherine, il le donna au lieutenant.

	— C'est bien, répondit celui-ci après avoir lu; je n'ai plus rien à vous dire.

	— Et vous êtes prêt?

	— Je le suis.

	— Et vous? continua Maurevel en s'adressant aux cinq autres sbires. Ceux-ci saluèrent avec respect.

	— Écoutez-moi donc, messieurs, dit Maurevel, voilà le plan: deux de vous resteront à cette porte, deux à la porte de la chambre à coucher, et deux entreront avec moi.

	— Ensuite? dit le lieutenant.

	— Écoutez bien ceci: il nous est ordonné d'empêcher le prisonnier d'appeler, de crier, de résister; toute infraction à cet ordre doit être punie de mort.

	— Allons, allons, il a carte blanche, dit le lieutenant à l'homme désigné avec lui pour suivre Maurevel chez le roi.

	— Tout à fait, dit Maurevel.

	— Pauvre diable de roi de Navarre! dit un des hommes, il était écrit là-haut qu'il ne devait point en réchapper.

	— Et ici-bas, dit Maurevel en reprenant des mains du lieutenant l'ordre de Catherine, qu'il rentra dans sa poitrine.

	Maurevel introduisit dans la serrure la clef que lui avait remise Catherine, et, laissant deux hommes à la porte extérieure, comme il en était convenu, entra avec les quatre autres dans l'antichambre.

	— Ah! ah! dit Maurevel en entendant la bruyante respiration du dormeur, dont le bruit arrivait jusqu'à lui, il paraît que nous trouverons ici ce que nous cherchons.

	Aussitôt Orthon, pensant que c'était son maître qui rentrait, alla au-devant de lui, et se trouva en face de cinq hommes armés qui occupaient la première chambre.

	À la vue de ce visage sinistre, de ce Maurevel qu'on appelait le Tueur de roi, le fidèle serviteur recula, et se plaçant devant la seconde porte:

	— Qui êtes-vous? dit Orthon; que voulez-vous?

	— Au nom du roi, répondit Maurevel, où est ton maître?

	— Mon maître?

	— Oui, le roi de Navarre?

	— Le roi de Navarre n'est pas au logis, dit Orthon en défendant plus que jamais la porte; ainsi vous ne pouvez pas entrer.

	— Prétexte, mensonge, dit Maurevel. Allons, arrière!

	Les Béarnais sont entêtés; celui-ci gronda comme un chien de ses montagnes, et sans se laisser intimider:

	— Vous n'entrerez pas, dit-il; le roi est absent.

	Et il se cramponna à la porte.

	Maurevel fit un geste; les quatre hommes s'emparèrent du récalcitrant, l'arrachant au chambranle auquel il se tenait cramponné, et, comme il ouvrait la bouche pour crier, Maurevel lui appliqua la main sur les lèvres.

	Orthon mordit furieusement l'assassin, qui retira sa main avec un cri sourd, et frappa du pommeau de son épée le serviteur sur la tête. Orthon chancela et tomba en criant:

	— Alarme! alarme! alarme! Sa voix expira, il était évanoui. Les assassins passèrent sur son corps, puis deux restèrent à cette seconde porte, et les deux autres entrèrent dans la chambre à coucher, conduits par Maurevel. À la lueur de la lampe brûlant sur la table de nuit, ils virent le lit. Les rideaux étaient fermés.

	— Oh! oh! dit le lieutenant, il ne ronfle plus, ce me semble.

	— Allons, sus! dit Maurevel. À cette voix, un cri rauque qui ressemblait plutôt au rugissement du lion qu'à des accents humains partit de dessous les rideaux, qui s'ouvrirent violemment, et un homme, armé d'une cuirasse et le front couvert d'une de ces salades qui ensevelissaient la tête jusqu'aux yeux, apparut assis, deux pistolets à la main et son épée sur les genoux. Maurevel n'eut pas plus tôt aperçu cette figure et reconnu de Mouy, qu'il sentit ses cheveux se dresser sur sa tête; il devint d'une pâleur affreuse; sa bouche se remplit d'écume; et, comme s'il se fût trouvé en face d'un spectre, il fit un pas en arrière.

	Soudain la figure armée se leva et fit en avant un pas égal à celui que Maurevel avait fait en arrière, de sorte que c'était celui qui était menacé qui semblait poursuivre, et celui qui menaçait qui semblait fuir.

	— Ah! scélérat, dit de Mouy d'une voix sourde, tu viens pour me tuer comme tu as tué mon père!

	Deux des sbires, c'est-à-dire ceux qui étaient entrés avec Maurevel dans la chambre du roi, entendirent seuls ces paroles terribles; mais en même temps qu'elles avaient été dites, le pistolet s'était abaissé à la hauteur du front de Maurevel. Maurevel se jeta à genoux au moment où de Mouy appuyait le doigt sur la détente; le coup partit, et un des gardes qui se trouvaient derrière lui, et qu'il avait démasqué par ce mouvement, tomba frappé au coeur. Au même instant Maurevel riposta, mais la balle alla s'aplatir sur la cuirasse de De Mouy.

	Alors prenant son élan, mesurant la distance, de Mouy, d'un revers de sa large épée, fendit le crâne du deuxième garde, et, se retournant vers Maurevel, engagea l'épée avec lui.

	Le combat fut terrible, mais court. À la quatrième passe, Maurevel sentit dans sa gorge le froid de l'acier; il poussa un cri étranglé, tomba en arrière, et en tombant renversa la lampe, qui s'éteignit.

	Aussitôt de Mouy, profitant de l'obscurité, vigoureux et agile comme un héros d'Homère, s'élança tête baissée vers l'antichambre, renversa un des gardes, repoussa l'autre, passa comme un éclair entre les sbires qui gardaient la porte extérieure, essuya deux coups de pistolet, dont les balles éraillèrent la muraille du corridor, et dès lors il fut sauvé, car un pistolet tout chargé lui restait encore, outre cette épée qui frappait de si terribles coups.

	Un instant de Mouy hésita pour savoir s'il devait fuir chez M. d'Alençon, dont il lui semblait que la porte venait de s'ouvrir, ou s'il devait essayer de sortir du Louvre. Il se décida pour ce dernier parti, reprit sa course d'abord ralentie, sauta dix degrés d'un seul coup, parvint au guichet, prononça les deux mots de passe et s'élança en criant:

	— Allez là-haut, on y tue pour le compte du roi. Et profitant de la stupéfaction que ses paroles jointes au bruit des coups de pistolet avaient jetée dans le poste, il gagna au pied et disparut dans la rue du Coq sans avoir reçu une égratignure.

	C'était en ce moment que Catherine avait arrêté son capitaine des gardes en disant:

	— Demeurez, j'irai voir moi-même ce qui se passe là-bas.

	— Mais, madame, répondit le capitaine, le danger que pourrait courir Votre Majesté m'ordonne de la suivre.

	— Restez, monsieur, dit Catherine d'un ton plus impérieux encore que la première fois, restez. Il y a autour des rois une protection plus puissante que l'épée humaine.

	Le capitaine demeura.

	Alors Catherine prit une lampe, passa ses pieds nus dans des mules de velours, sortit de sa chambre, gagna le corridor encore plein de fumée, s'avança impassible et froide comme une ombre, vers l'appartement du roi de Navarre.

	Tout était redevenu silencieux.

	Catherine arriva à la porte d'entrée, en franchit le seuil, et vit d'abord dans l'antichambre Orthon évanoui.

	— Ah! ah! dit-elle, voici toujours le laquais; plus loin sans doute nous allons trouver le maître. Et elle franchit la seconde porte.

	Là, son pied heurta un cadavre; elle abaissa sa lampe; c'était celui du garde qui avait eu la tête fendue; il était complètement mort.

	Trois pas plus loin était le lieutenant frappé d'une balle et râlant le dernier soupir.

	Enfin, devant le lit un homme qui, la tête pâle comme celle d'un mort, perdant son sang par une double blessure qui lui traversait le cou, raidissant ses mains crispées, essayait de se relever.

	C'était Maurevel. Un frisson passa dans les veines de Catherine; elle vit le lit désert, elle regarda tout autour de la chambre, et chercha en vain parmi ces trois hommes couchés dans leur sang le cadavre qu'elle espérait. Maurevel reconnut Catherine; ses yeux se dilatèrent horriblement, et il tendit vers elle un geste désespéré.

	— Eh bien, dit-elle à demi-voix, où est-il? qu'est-il devenu?

	Malheureux! l'auriez-vous laissé échapper?

	Maurevel essaya d'articuler quelques paroles; mais un sifflement inintelligible sortit seul de sa blessure, une écume rougeâtre frangea ses lèvres, et il secoua la tête en signe d'impuissance et de douleur.

	— Mais parle donc! s'écria Catherine, parle donc! ne fût-ce que pour me dire un seul mot!

	Maurevel montra sa blessure, et fit entendre de nouveau quelques sons inarticulés, tenta un effort qui n'aboutit qu'à un rauque râlement et s'évanouit.

	Catherine alors regarda autour d'elle: elle n'était entourée que de cadavres et de mourants; le sang coulait à flots par la chambre, et un silence de mort planait sur toute cette scène.

	Encore une fois elle adressa la parole à Maurevel, mais sans le réveiller: cette fois, il demeura non seulement muet, mais immobile; un papier sortait de son pourpoint, c'était l'ordre d'arrestation signé du roi. Catherine s'en saisit et le cacha dans sa poitrine.

	En ce moment Catherine entendit derrière elle un léger froissement de parquet; elle se retourna et vit debout, à la porte de la chambre, le duc d'Alençon, que le bruit avait attiré malgré lui, et que le spectacle qu'il avait sous les yeux fascinait.

	— Vous ici? dit-elle.

	— Oui, madame. Que se passe-t-il donc, mon Dieu? demanda le duc.

	— Retournez chez vous, François, et vous apprendrez assez tôt la nouvelle.

	D'Alençon n'était pas aussi ignorant de l'aventure que Catherine le supposait. Aux premiers pas retentissant dans le corridor, il avait écouté. Voyant entrer des hommes chez le roi de Navarre, il avait, en rapprochant ce fait des paroles de Catherine, deviné ce qui allait se passer, et s'était applaudi de voir un ami si dangereux détruit par une main plus forte que la sienne.

	Bientôt des coups de feu, les pas rapides d'un fugitif, avaient attiré son attention, et il avait vu dans l'espace lumineux projeté par l'ouverture de la porte de l'escalier disparaître un manteau rouge qui lui était par trop familier pour qu'il ne le reconnût pas.

	— De Mouy! s'écria-t-il, de Mouy chez mon beau-frère de Navarre!

	Mais non, c'est impossible! Serait-ce M. de La Mole?…

	Alors l'inquiétude le gagna. Il se rappela que le jeune homme lui avait été recommandé par Marguerite elle-même, et voulant s'assurer si c'était lui qu'il venait de voir passer, il monta rapidement à la chambre des deux jeunes gens: elle était vide. Mais, dans un coin de cette chambre, il trouva suspendu le fameux manteau cerise. Ses doutes avaient été fixés: ce n'est donc pas La Mole, mais de Mouy.

	La pâleur sur le front, tremblant que le huguenot ne fût découvert et ne trahît les secrets de la conspiration, il s'était alors précipité vers le guichet du Louvre. Là il avait appris que le manteau cerise s'était échappé sain et sauf, en annonçant qu'on tuait dans le Louvre pour le compte du roi.

	— Il s'est trompé, murmura d'Alençon; c'est pour le compte de la reine mère. Et, revenant vers le théâtre du combat, il trouva Catherine errant comme une hyène parmi les morts.

	À l'ordre que lui donna sa mère, le jeune homme rentra chez lui affectant le calme et l'obéissance, malgré les idées tumultueuses qui agitaient son esprit.

	Catherine, désespérée de voir cette nouvelle tentative échouée, appela son capitaine des gardes, fit enlever les corps, commanda que Maurevel, qui n'était que blessé, fût reporté chez lui, et ordonna qu'on ne réveillât point le roi.

	— Oh! murmura-t-elle en rentrant dans son appartement la tête inclinée sur sa poitrine, il a échappé cette fois encore. La main de Dieu est étendue sur cet homme. Il régnera! il régnera!

	Puis, comme elle ouvrait la porte de sa chambre, elle passa la main sur son front et se composa un sourire banal.

	— Qu'y avait-il donc, madame? demandèrent tous les assistants, à l'exception de madame de Sauve, trop effrayée pour faire des questions.

	— Rien, répondit Catherine; du bruit, voilà tout.

	— Oh! s'écria tout à coup madame de Sauve en indiquant du doigt le passage de Catherine, Votre Majesté dit qu'il n'y a rien, et chacun de ses pas laisse une trace sur le tapis!

	IV

	La nuit des rois

	Cependant Charles IX marchait côte à côte avec Henri appuyé à son bras, suivi de ses quatre gentilshommes et précédé de deux porte- torches.

	— Quand je sors du Louvre, disait le pauvre roi, j'éprouve un plaisir analogue à celui qui me vient quand j'entre dans une belle forêt; je respire, je vis, je suis libre.

	Henri sourit.

	— Votre Majesté serait bien dans les montagnes du Béarn, alors! dit Henri.

	— Oui, et je comprends que tu aies envie d'y retourner; mais si le désir t'en prend par trop fort, Henriot, ajouta Charles en riant, prends bien tes précautions, c'est un conseil que je te donne: car ma mère Catherine t'aime si fort qu'elle ne peut pas absolument se passer de toi.

	— Que fera Votre Majesté ce soir? dit Henri en détournant cette conversation dangereuse.

	— Je veux te faire faire une connaissance, Henriot; tu me diras ton avis.

	— Je suis aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	— À droite, à droite! nous allons rue des Barres.

	Les deux rois, suivis de leur escorte, avaient dépassé la rue de la Savonnerie, quand, à la hauteur de l'hôtel de Condé, ils virent deux hommes enveloppés de grands manteaux sortir par une fausse porte que l'un d'eux referma sans bruit.

	— Oh! oh! dit le roi à Henri, qui selon son habitude regardait aussi, mais sans rien dire, cela mérite attention.

	— Pourquoi dites-vous cela, Sire? demanda le roi de Navarre.

	— Ce n'est pas pour toi, Henriot. Tu es sûr de ta femme, ajouta Charles avec un sourire; mais ton cousin de Condé n'est pas sûr de la sienne, ou, s'il en est sûr, il a tort, le diable m'emporte!

	— Mais qui vous dit, Sire, que ce soit madame de Condé que visitaient ces messieurs?

	— Un pressentiment. L'immobilité de ces deux hommes, qui se sont rangés dans la porte depuis qu'ils nous ont vus et qui n'en bougent pas; puis, certaine coupe de manteau du plus petit des deux… Pardieu! ce serait étrange.

	— Quoi?

	— Rien; une idée qui m'arrive, voilà tout. Avançons. Et il marcha droit aux deux hommes, qui, voyant alors que c'était bien à eux qu'on en avait, firent quelques pas pour s'éloigner.

	— Holà, messieurs! dit le roi, arrêtez.

	— Est-ce à nous qu'on parle? demanda une voix qui fit tressaillir

	Charles et son compagnon.

	— Eh bien, Henriot, dit Charles, reconnais-tu cette voix-là, maintenant?

	— Sire, dit Henri, si votre frère le duc d'Anjou n'était point à

	La Rochelle, je jurerais que c'est lui qui vient de parler.

	— Eh bien, dit Charles, c'est qu'il n'est point à La Rochelle, voilà tout.

	— Mais qui est avec lui?

	— Tu ne reconnais pas le compagnon?

	— Non, Sire.

	— Il est pourtant de taille à ne pas s'y tromper. Attends, tu vas le reconnaître… Holà! hé! vous dis-je, répéta le roi; n'avez- vous pas entendu, mordieu!

	— Êtes-vous le guet pour nous arrêter? dit le plus grand des deux hommes, développant son bras hors des plis de son manteau.

	— Prenez que nous sommes le guet, dit le roi, et arrêtez quand on vous l'ordonne. Puis se penchant à l'oreille de Henri:

	— Tu vas voir le volcan jeter des flammes, lui dit-il.

	— Vous êtes huit, dit le plus grand des deux hommes, montrant cette fois non seulement son bras mais encore son visage, mais fussiez-vous cent, passez au large!

	— Ah! ah! le duc de Guise! dit Henri.

	— Ah! notre cousin de Lorraine! dit le roi; vous vous faites enfin connaître! c'est heureux!

	— Le roi! s'écria le duc. Quant à l'autre personnage, on le vit à ces paroles s'ensevelir dans son manteau et demeurer immobile après s'être d'abord découvert la tête par respect.

	— Sire, dit le duc de Guise, je venais de rendre visite à ma belle-soeur, madame de Condé.

	— Oui… et vous avez emmené avec vous un de vos gentilshommes, lequel?

	— Sire, répondit le duc, Votre Majesté ne le connaît pas.

	— Nous ferons connaissance, alors, dit le roi.

	Et marchant droit à l'autre figure, il fit signe à un des deux laquais d'approcher avec son flambeau.

	— Pardon, mon frère! dit le duc d'Anjou en décroisant son manteau et s'inclinant avec un dépit mal déguisé.

	— Ah! ah! Henri, c'est vous! … Mais non, ce n'est point possible, je me trompe… Mon frère d'Anjou ne serait allé voir personne avant de venir me voir moi-même. Il n'ignore pas que pour les princes du sang qui rentrent dans la capitale, il n'y a qu'une porte à Paris: c'est le guichet du Louvre.

	— Pardonnez, Sire, dit le duc d'Anjou; je prie Votre Majesté d'excuser mon inconséquence.

	— Oui-da! répondit le roi d'un ton moqueur; et que faisiez-vous donc, mon frère, à l'hôtel de Condé?

	— Eh! mais, dit le roi de Navarre de son air narquois, ce que

	Votre Majesté disait tout à l'heure.

	Et se penchant à l'oreille du roi, il termina sa phrase par un grand éclat de rire.

	— Qu'est-ce donc?… demanda le duc de Guise avec hauteur, car, comme tout le monde à la cour, il avait pris l'habitude de traiter assez rudement ce pauvre roi de Navarre. Pourquoi n'irais-je pas voir ma belle-soeur? M. le duc d'Alençon ne va-t-il pas voir la sienne?

	Henri rougit légèrement.

	— Quelle belle-soeur? demanda Charles; je ne lui en connais pas d'autre que la reine Élisabeth.

	— Pardon, Sire! C'était sa soeur que j'aurais dû dire, madame Marguerite, que nous avons vue passer en venant ici il y a une demi-heure dans sa litière, accompagnée de deux muguets qui trottaient chacun à une portière.

	— Vraiment! … dit Charles. Que répondez-vous à cela, Henri?

	— Que la reine de Navarre est bien libre d'aller où elle veut, mais je doute qu'elle soit sortie du Louvre.

	— Et moi, j'en suis sûr, dit le duc de Guise.

	— Et moi aussi, fit le duc d'Anjou, à telle enseigne que la litière s'est arrêtée rue Cloche-Percée.

	— Il faut que votre belle-soeur, pas celle-ci, dit Henri en montrant l'hôtel de Condé, mais celle de là-bas, et il tourna son doigt dans la direction de l'hôtel de Guise, soit aussi de la partie, car nous les avons laissées ensemble, et, comme vous le savez, elles sont inséparables.

	— Je ne comprends pas ce que veut dire Votre Majesté, répondit le duc de Guise.

	— Au contraire, dit le roi, rien de plus clair, et voilà pourquoi il y avait un muguet courant à chaque portière.

	— Eh bien, dit le duc, s'il y a scandale de la part de la reine et de la part de mes belles-soeurs, invoquons pour le faire cesser la justice du roi.

	— Eh! pardieu, dit Henri, laissez là madames de Condé et de Nevers. Le roi ne s'inquiète pas de sa soeur… et moi j'ai confiance dans ma femme.

	— Non pas, non pas, dit Charles; je veux en avoir le coeur net; mais faisons nos affaires nous-mêmes. La litière s'est arrêtée rue Cloche-Percée, dites-vous, mon cousin?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Vous reconnaîtriez l'endroit?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Eh bien, allons-y; et s'il faut brûler la maison pour savoir qui est dedans, on la brûlera.

	C'est avec ces dispositions, assez peu rassurantes pour la tranquillité de ceux dont il est question, que les quatre principaux seigneurs du monde chrétien prirent le chemin de la rue Saint-Antoine.

	Les quatre princes arrivèrent rue Cloche-Percée; Charles, qui voulait faire ses affaires en famille, renvoya les gentilshommes de sa suite en leur disant de disposer du reste de leur nuit, mais de se tenir près de la Bastille à six heures du matin avec deux chevaux.

	Il n'y avait que trois maisons dans la rue Cloche-Percée; la recherche était d'autant moins difficile que deux ne firent aucun refus d'ouvrir; c'étaient celles qui touchaient l'une à la rue Saint-Antoine, l'autre à la rue du Roi-de-Sicile.

	Quant à la troisième, ce fut autre chose: c'était celle qui était gardée par le concierge allemand, et le concierge allemand était peu traitable. Paris semblait destiné à offrir cette nuit les plus mémorables exemples de fidélité domestique.

	M. de Guise eut beau menacer dans le plus pur saxon, Henri d'Anjou eut beau offrir une bourse pleine d'or, Charles eut beau aller jusqu'à dire qu'il était lieutenant du guet, le brave Allemand ne tint compte ni de la déclaration, ni de l'offre, ni des menaces. Voyant que l'on insistait, et d'une manière qui devenait importune, il glissa entre les barres de fer l'extrémité de certaine arquebuse, démonstration dont ne firent que rire trois des quatre visiteurs… Henri de Navarre se tenant à l'écart, comme si la chose eût été sans intérêt pour lui… attendu que l'arme, ne pouvant obliquer dans les barreaux, ne devait guère être dangereuse que pour un aveugle qui eût été se placer en face.

	Voyant qu'on ne pouvait intimider, corrompre ni fléchir le portier, le duc de Guise feignit de partir avec ses compagnons; mais la retraite ne fut pas longue. Au coin de la rue Saint- Antoine, le duc trouva ce qu'il cherchait: c'était une de ces pierres comme en remuaient, trois mille ans auparavant, Ajax, Télamon et Diomède; il la chargea sur son épaule, et revint en faisant signe à ses compagnons de le suivre. Juste en ce moment le concierge, qui avait vu ceux qu'il prenait pour des malfaiteurs s'éloigner, refermait la porte sans avoir encore eu le temps de repousser les verrous. Le duc de Guise profita du moment: véritable catapulte vivante, il lança la pierre contre la porte. La serrure vola, emportant la portion de la muraille dans laquelle elle était scellée. La porte s'ouvrit, renversant l'Allemand, qui tomba en donnant, par un cri terrible, l'éveil à la garnison, qui, sans ce cri, courait grand risque d'être surprise.

	Justement en ce moment-là même, La Mole traduisait, avec

	Marguerite, une idylle de Théocrite, et Coconnas buvait, sous

	prétexte qu'il était Grec aussi, force vin de Syracuse avec

	Henriette.

	La conversation scientifique et la conversation bachique furent violemment interrompues.

	Commencer par éteindre les bougies, ouvrir les fenêtres, s'élancer sur le balcon, distinguer quatre hommes dans les ténèbres, leur lancer sur la tête tous les projectiles qui leur tombèrent sous la main, faire un affreux bruit de coups de plat d'épée qui n'atteignaient que le mur, tel fut l'exercice auquel se livrèrent immédiatement La Mole et Coconnas. Charles, le plus acharné des assaillants, reçut une aiguière d'argent sur l'épaule, le duc d'Anjou un bassin contenant une compote d'orange et de cédrats, et le duc de Guise un quartier de venaison.

	Henri ne reçut rien. Il questionnait tout bas le portier, que M. de Guise avait attaché à la porte, et qui répondait par son éternel:

	— Ich verstehe nicht. Les femmes encourageaient les assiégés et leur passaient des projectiles qui se succédaient comme une grêle.

	— Par la mort-diable! s'écria Charles IX en recevant sur la tête un tabouret qui lui fit rentrer son chapeau jusque sur le nez, qu'on m'ouvre bien vite, ou je ferai tout pendre là-haut.

	— Mon frère! dit Marguerite bas à La Mole.

	— Le roi! dit celui-ci tout bas à Henriette.

	— Le roi! le roi! dit celle-ci à Coconnas, qui traînait un bahut vers la fenêtre, et qui tenait à exterminer le duc de Guise, auquel, sans le connaître, il avait particulièrement affaire. Le roi! je vous dis.

	Coconnas lâcha le bahut, regarda d'un air étonné.

	— Le roi? dit-il.

	— Oui, le roi.

	— Alors, en retraite.

	— Eh! justement La Mole et Marguerite sont déjà partis! venez.

	— Par où?

	— Venez, vous dis-je. Et le prenant par la main, Henriette entraîna Coconnas par la porte secrète qui donnait dans la maison attenante; et tous quatre, après avoir refermé la porte derrière eux, s'enfuirent par l'issue qui donnait rue Tizon.

	— Oh! oh! dit Charles, je crois que la garnison se rend.

	On attendit quelques minutes; mais aucun bruit ne parvint jusqu'aux assiégeants.

	— On prépare quelque ruse, dit le duc de Guise.

	— Ou plutôt on a reconnu la voix de mon frère et l'on détale, dit le duc d'Anjou.

	— Il faudra toujours bien qu'on passe par ici, dit Charles.

	— Oui, reprit le duc d'Anjou, si la maison n'a pas deux issues.

	— Cousin, dit le roi, reprenez votre pierre, et faites de l'autre porte comme de celle-ci.

	Le duc pensa qu'il était inutile de recourir à de pareils moyens, et comme il avait remarqué que la seconde porte était moins forte que la première, il l'enfonça d'un simple coup de pied.

	— Les torches, les torches! dit le roi.

	Les laquais s'approchèrent. Elles étaient éteintes, mais ils avaient sur eux tout ce qu'il fallait pour les rallumer. On fit de la flamme. Charles IX en prit une et passa l'autre au duc d'Anjou.

	Le duc de Guise marcha le premier, l'épée à la main.

	Henri ferma la marche.

	On arriva au premier étage.

	Dans la salle à manger était servi ou plutôt desservi le souper, car c'était particulièrement le souper qui avait fourni les projectiles. Les candélabres étaient renversés, les meubles sens dessus dessous, et tout ce qui n'était pas vaisselle d'argent en pièces.

	On passa dans le salon. Là pas plus de renseignements que dans la première chambre sur l'identité des personnages. Des livres grecs et latins, quelques instruments de musique, voilà tout ce que l'on trouva.

	La chambre à coucher était plus muette encore. Une veilleuse brûlait dans un globe d'albâtre suspendu au plafond; mais on ne paraissait pas même être entré dans cette chambre.

	— Il y a une seconde sortie, dit le roi.

	— C'est probable, dit le duc d'Anjou.

	— Mais où est-elle? demanda le duc de Guise. On chercha de tous côtés; on ne la trouva pas.

	— Où est le concierge? demanda le roi.

	— Je l'ai attaché à la grille, dit le duc de Guise.

	— Interrogez-le, cousin.

	— Il ne voudra pas répondre.

	— Bah! on lui fera un petit feu bien sec autour des jambes, dit le roi en riant, et il faudra bien qu'il parle.

	Henri regarda vivement par la fenêtre.

	— Il n'y est plus, dit-il.

	— Qui l'a détaché? demanda vivement le duc de Guise.

	— Mort-diable! s'écria le roi, nous ne saurons rien encore.

	— En effet, dit Henri, vous voyez bien, Sire, que rien ne prouve que ma femme et la belle-soeur de M. de Guise aient été dans cette maison.

	— C'est vrai, dit Charles. L'Écriture nous apprend: il y a trois choses qui ne laissent pas de traces: l'oiseau dans l'air, le poisson dans l'eau, et la femme… non, je me trompe, l'homme chez…

	— Ainsi, interrompit Henri, ce que nous avons de mieux à faire…

	— Oui, dit Charles, c'est de soigner, moi ma contusion; vous, d'Anjou, d'essuyer votre sirop d'oranges, et vous, Guise, de faire disparaître votre graisse de sanglier.

	Et là-dessus ils sortirent sans se donner la peine de refermer la porte. Arrivés à la rue Saint-Antoine:

	— Où allez-vous, messieurs? dit le roi au duc d'Anjou et au duc de Guise.

	— Sire, nous allons chez Nantouillet, qui nous attend à souper, mon cousin de Lorraine et moi. Votre Majesté veut-elle venir avec nous?

	— Non, merci; nous allons du côté opposé. Voulez-vous un de mes porte-torches?

	— Nous vous rendons grâce, Sire, dit vivement le duc d'Anjou.

	— Bon; il a peur que je ne le fasse espionner, souffla Charles à l'oreille du roi de Navarre. Puis prenant ce dernier par-dessous le bras:

	— Viens! Henriot, dit-il; je te donne à souper ce soir.

	— Nous ne rentrons donc pas au Louvre? demanda Henri.

	— Non, te dis-je, triple entêté! viens avec moi, puisque je te dis de venir; viens. Et il entraîna Henri par la rue Geoffroy- Lasnier.

	V

	Anagramme

	Au milieu de la rue Geoffroy-Lasnier venait aboutir la rue Garnier-sur-l'Eau, et au bout de la rue Garnier-sur-l'Eau s'étendait à droite et à gauche la rue des Barres.

	Là, en faisant quelques pas vers la rue de la Mortellerie, on trouvait à droite une petite maison isolée au milieu d'un jardin clos de hautes murailles et auquel une porte pleine donnait seule entrée.

	Charles tira une clef de sa poche, ouvrit la porte, qui céda aussitôt, étant fermée seulement au pêne; puis ayant fait passer Henri et le laquais qui portait la torche, il referma la porte derrière lui.

	Une seule petite fenêtre était éclairée. Charles la montra du doigt en souriant à Henri.

	— Sire, je ne comprends pas, dit celui-ci.

	— Tu vas comprendre, Henriot. Le roi de Navarre regarda Charles avec étonnement. Sa voix, son visage avaient pris une expression de douceur qui était si loin du caractère habituel de sa physionomie, que Henri ne le reconnaissait pas.

	— Henriot, lui dit le roi, je t'ai dit que lorsque je sortais du Louvre, je sortais de l'enfer. Quand j'entre ici, j'entre dans le paradis.

	— Sire, dit Henri, je suis heureux que Votre Majesté m'ait trouvé digne de me faire faire le voyage du ciel avec elle.

	— Le chemin en est étroit, dit le roi en s'engageant dans un petit escalier, mais c'est pour que rien ne manque à la comparaison.

	— Et quel est l'ange qui garde l'entrée de votre Éden, Sire?

	— Tu vas voir, répondit Charles IX.

	Et faisant signe à Henri de le suivre sans bruit, il poussa une première porte, puis une seconde, et s'arrêta sur le seuil.

	— Regarde, dit-il. Henri s'approcha et son regard demeura fixé sur un des plus charmants tableaux qu'il eût vus. C'était une femme de dix-huit à dix-neuf ans à peu près, dormant la tête posée sur le pied du lit d'un enfant endormi dont elle tenait entre ses deux mains les petits pieds rapprochés de ses lèvres, tandis que ses longs cheveux ondoyaient, épandus comme un flot d'or.

	On eût dit un tableau de l'Albane représentant la Vierge et l'enfant Jésus.

	— Oh! Sire, dit le roi de Navarre, quelle est cette charmante créature?

	— L'ange de mon paradis, Henriot, le seul qui m'aime pour moi.

	Henri sourit.

	— Oui, pour moi, dit Charles, car elle m'a aimé avant de savoir que j'étais roi.

	— Et depuis qu'elle le sait?

	— Eh bien, depuis qu'elle le sait, dit Charles avec un soupir qui prouvait que cette sanglante royauté lui était lourde parfois, depuis qu'elle le sait, elle m'aime encore; ainsi juge.

	Le roi s'approcha tout doucement, et sur la joue en fleur de la jeune femme, il posa un baiser aussi léger que celui d'une abeille sur un lis.

	Et cependant la jeune femme se réveilla.

	— Charles! murmura-t-elle en ouvrant les yeux.

	— Tu vois, dit le roi, elle m'appelle Charles. La reine dit Sire.

	— Oh! s'écria la jeune femme, vous n'êtes pas seul, mon roi.

	— Non, ma bonne Marie. J'ai voulu t'amener un autre roi plus heureux que moi, car il n'a pas de couronne; plus malheureux que moi, car il n'a pas une Marie Touchet. Dieu fait une compensation à tout.

	— Sire, c'est le roi de Navarre? demanda Marie.

	— Lui-même, mon enfant. Approche, Henriot.

	Le roi de Navarre s'approcha. Charles lui prit la main droite.

	— Regarde cette main, Marie, dit-il; c'est la main d'un bon frère et d'un loyal ami. Sans cette main, vois-tu…

	— Eh bien, Sire?

	— Eh bien, sans cette main, aujourd'hui, Marie, notre enfant n'aurait plus de père.

	Marie jeta un cri, tomba à genoux, saisit la main de Henri et la baisa.

	— Bien, Marie, bien, dit Charles.

	— Et qu'avez-vous fait pour le remercier, Sire?

	— Je lui ai rendu la pareille. Henri regarda Charles avec étonnement.

	— Tu sauras un jour ce que je veux dire, Henriot. En attendant, viens voir. Et il s'approcha du lit où l'enfant dormait toujours.

	— Eh! dit-il, si ce gros garçon-là dormait au Louvre au lieu de dormir ici, dans cette petite maison de la rue des Barres, cela changerait bien des choses dans le présent et peut-être dans l'avenir[3].

	— Sire, dit Marie, n'en déplaise à Votre Majesté, j'aime mieux qu'il dorme ici, il dort mieux.

	— Ne troublons donc pas son sommeil, dit le roi; c'est si bon de dormir quand on ne fait pas de rêves!

	— Eh bien, Sire, fit Marie en étendant la main vers une des portes qui donnaient dans cette chambre.

	— Oui, tu as raison, Marie, dit Charles IX; soupons.

	— Mon bien-aimé Charles, dit Marie, vous direz au roi votre frère de m'excuser, n'est-ce pas?

	— Et de quoi?

	— De ce que j'ai renvoyé nos serviteurs. Sire, continua Marie en s'adressant au roi de Navarre, vous saurez que Charles ne veut être servi que par moi.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! dit Henri, je le crois bien.

	Les deux hommes passèrent dans la salle à manger, tandis que la mère, inquiète et soigneuse, couvrait d'une chaude étoffe le petit Charles, qui, grâce à son bon sommeil d'enfant que lui enviait son père, ne s'était pas réveillé.

	Marie vint les rejoindre.

	— Il n'y a que deux couverts, dit le roi.

	— Permettez, dit Marie, que je serve Vos Majestés.

	— Allons, dit Charles, voilà que tu me portes malheur, Henriot.

	— Comment, Sire?

	— N'entends-tu pas?

	— Pardon, Charles, pardon.

	— Je te pardonne. Mais place-toi là, près de moi, entre nous deux.

	— J'obéis, dit Marie.

	Elle apporta un couvert, s'assit entre les deux rois et les servit.

	— N'est-ce pas, Henriot, que c'est bon, dit Charles, d'avoir un endroit au monde dans lequel on ose boire et manger sans avoir besoin que personne fasse avant vous l'essai de vos vins et de vos viandes?

	— Sire, dit Henri en souriant et en répondant par le sourire à l'appréhension éternelle de son esprit, croyez que j'apprécie votre bonheur plus que personne.

	— Aussi dis-lui bien, Henriot, que pour que nous demeurions ainsi heureux, il ne faut pas qu'elle se mêle de politique; il ne faut pas surtout qu'elle fasse connaissance avec ma mère.

	— La reine Catherine aime en effet Votre Majesté avec tant de passion, qu'elle pourrait être jalouse de tout autre amour, répondit Henri, trouvant, par un subterfuge, le moyen d'échapper à la dangereuse confiance du roi.

	— Marie, dit le roi, je te présente un des hommes les plus fins et les plus spirituels que je connaisse. À la cour, vois-tu, et ce n'est pas peu dire, il a mis tout le monde dedans; moi seul ai vu clair peut-être, je ne dis pas dans son coeur, mais dans son esprit.

	— Sire, dit Henri, je suis fâché qu'en exagérant l'un comme vous le faites, vous doutiez de l'autre.

	— Je n'exagère rien, Henriot, dit le roi; d'ailleurs, on te connaîtra un jour. Puis se retournant vers la jeune femme:

	— Il fait surtout les anagrammes à ravir. Dis-lui de faire celle de ton nom et je réponds qu'il la fera.

	— Oh! que voulez-vous qu'on trouve dans le nom d'une pauvre fille comme moi? quelle gracieuse pensée peut sortir de cet assemblage de lettres avec lesquelles le hasard a écrit Marie Touchet?

	— Oh! l'anagramme de ce nom, Sire, dit Henri, est trop facile, et je n'ai pas eu grand mérite à la trouver.

	— Ah! ah! c'est déjà fait, dit Charles. Tu vois… Marie.

	Henri tira de la poche de son pourpoint ses tablettes, en déchira une page, et en dessous du nom:

	Marie Touchet, écrivit:

	Je charme tout. Puis il passa la feuille à la jeune femme.

	— En vérité, s'écria-t-elle, c'est impossible!

	— Qu'a-t-il trouvé? demanda Charles.

	— Sire, je n'ose répéter, moi.

	— Sire, dit Henri, dans le nom de Marie Touchet, il y a, lettre pour lettre, en faisant de l'I un J comme c'est l'habitude: Je charme tout. — En effet, s'écria Charles, lettre pour lettre. Je veux que ce soit ta devise, entends-tu, Marie! Jamais devise n'a été mieux méritée. Merci, Henriot. Marie, je te la donnerai écrite en diamants.

	Le souper s'acheva; deux heures sonnèrent à Notre-Dame.

	— Maintenant, dit Charles, en récompense de son compliment, Marie, tu vas lui donner un fauteuil où il puisse dormir jusqu'au jour; bien loin de nous seulement, parce qu'il ronfle à faire peur. Puis, si tu t'éveilles avant moi, tu me réveilleras, car nous devons être à six heures du matin à la Bastille. Bonsoir, Henriot. Arrange-toi comme tu voudras. Mais, ajouta-t-il en s'approchant du roi de Navarre et en lui posant la main sur l'épaule, sur ta vie, entends-tu bien, Henri? sur ta vie, ne sors pas d'ici sans moi, surtout pour retourner au Louvre.

	Henri avait soupçonné trop de choses dans ce qu'il n'avait pas compris pour manquer à une telle recommandation.

	Charles IX entra dans sa chambre, et Henri, le dur montagnard, s'accommoda sur un fauteuil, où bientôt il justifia la précaution qu'avait prise son beau-frère de l'éloigner de lui.

	Le lendemain, au point du jour, il fut éveillé par Charles. Comme il était resté tout habillé, sa toilette ne fut pas longue. Le roi était heureux et souriant comme on ne le voyait jamais au Louvre. Les heures qu'il passait dans cette petite maison de la rue des Barres étaient ses heures de soleil.

	Tous deux repassèrent par la chambre à coucher. La jeune femme dormait dans son lit; l'enfant dormait dans son berceau. Tous deux souriaient en dormant.

	Charles les regarda un instant avec une tendresse infinie. Puis se tournant vers le roi de Navarre:

	— Henriot, lui dit-il, s'il t'arrivait jamais d'apprendre quel service je t'ai rendu cette nuit, et qu'à moi il m'arrivât malheur, souviens-toi de cet enfant qui repose dans son berceau.

	Puis les embrassant tous deux au front, sans donner à Henri le temps de l'interroger:

	— Au revoir, mes anges, dit-il. Et il sortit. Henri le suivit tout pensif. Des chevaux tenus en main par des gentilshommes auxquels Charles IX avait donné rendez-vous, les attendaient à la Bastille. Charles fit signe à Henri de monter à cheval, se mit en selle, sortit par le jardin de l'Arbalète, et suivit les boulevards extérieurs.

	— Où allons-nous? demanda Henri.

	— Nous allons, répondit Charles, voir si le duc d'Anjou est revenu pour madame de Condé seule, et s'il y a dans ce coeur-là autant d'ambition que d'amour, ce dont je doute fort.

	Henri ne comprenait rien à l'explication: il suivit Charles sans rien dire.

	En arrivant au Marais, et comme à l'abri des palissades on découvrait tout ce qu'on appelait alors les faubourgs Saint- Laurent, Charles montra à Henri, à travers la brume grisâtre du matin, des hommes enveloppés de grands manteaux et coiffés de bonnets de fourrures qui s'avançaient à cheval, précédant un fourgon pesamment chargé. À mesure qu'ils avançaient, ces hommes prenaient une forme précise, et l'on pouvait voir, à cheval comme eux et causant avec eux, un autre homme vêtu d'un long manteau brun et le front ombragé d'un chapeau à la française.

	— Ah! ah! dit Charles en souriant, je m'en doutais.

	— Eh! Sire, dit Henri, je ne me trompe pas, ce cavalier au manteau brun, c'est le duc d'Anjou.

	— Lui-même, dit Charles IX. Range-toi un peu, Henriot, je désire qu'il ne nous voie pas.

	— Mais, demanda Henri, les hommes aux manteaux grisâtres et aux bonnets fourrés quels sont-ils? et dans ce chariot qu'y a-t-il?

	— Ces hommes, dit Charles, ce sont les ambassadeurs polonais, et dans ce chariot il y a une couronne. Et maintenant, continua-t-il en mettant son cheval au galop et en reprenant le chemin de la porte du Temple, viens, Henriot, j'ai vu tout ce que je voulais voir.

	VI

	La rentrée au Louvre

	Lorsque Catherine pensa que tout était fini dans la chambre du roi de Navarre, que les gardes morts étaient enlevés, que Maurevel était transporté chez lui, que les tapis étaient lavés, elle congédia ses femmes, car il était minuit à peu près, et elle essaya de dormir. Mais la secousse avait été trop violente et la déception trop forte. Ce Henri détesté, échappant éternellement à ses embûches d'ordinaire mortelles, semblait protégé par quelque puissance invincible que Catherine s'obstinait à appeler hasard, quoique au fond de son coeur une voix lui dît que le véritable nom de cette puissance fût la destinée. Cette idée que le bruit de cette nouvelle tentative, en se répandant dans le Louvre et hors du Louvre, allait donner à Henri et aux huguenots une plus grande confiance encore dans l'avenir, l'exaspérait, et en ce moment, si ce hasard contre lequel elle luttait si malheureusement lui eût livré son ennemi, certes avec le petit poignard florentin qu'elle portait à sa ceinture elle eût déjoué cette fatalité si favorable au roi de Navarre.

	Les heures de la nuit, ces heures si lentes à celui qui attend et qui veille, sonnèrent donc les unes après les autres sans que Catherine pût fermer l'oeil. Tout un monde de projets nouveaux se déroula pendant ces heures nocturnes dans son esprit plein de visions. Enfin au point du jour elle se leva, s'habilla toute seule et s'achemina vers l'appartement de Charles IX.

	Les gardes, qui avaient l'habitude de la voir venir chez le roi à toute heure du jour et de la nuit, la laissèrent passer. Elle traversa donc l'antichambre et atteignit le cabinet des Armes. Mais là, elle trouva la nourrice de Charles qui veillait.

	— Mon fils? dit la reine.

	— Madame, il a défendu qu'on entrât dans sa chambre avant huit heures.

	— Cette défense n'est pas pour moi, nourrice.

	— Elle est pour tout le monde, madame. Catherine sourit.

	— Oui, je sais bien, reprit la nourrice, je sais bien que nul ici n'a le droit de faire obstacle à Votre Majesté; je la supplierai donc d'écouter la prière d'une pauvre femme et de ne pas aller plus avant.

	— Nourrice, il faut que je parle à mon fils.

	— Madame, je n'ouvrirai la porte que sur un ordre formel de Votre

	Majesté.

	— Ouvrez, nourrice, dit Catherine, je le veux! La nourrice, à cette voix plus respectée et surtout plus redoutée au Louvre que celle de Charles lui-même, présenta la clef à Catherine, mais Catherine n'en avait pas besoin. Elle tira de sa poche la clef qui ouvrait la porte de son fils, et sous sa rapide pression la porte céda. La chambre était vide, la couche de Charles était intacte, et son lévrier Actéon, couché sur la peau d'ours étendue à la descente de son lit, se leva et vint lécher les mains d'ivoire de Catherine.

	— Ah! dit la reine en fronçant le sourcil, il est sorti!

	J'attendrai.

	Et elle alla s'asseoir, pensive et sombrement recueillie, à la fenêtre qui donnait sur la cour du Louvre et de laquelle on découvrait le principal guichet.

	Depuis deux heures elle était là immobile et pâle comme une statue de marbre, lorsqu'elle aperçut enfin rentrant au Louvre une troupe de cavaliers à la tête desquels elle reconnut Charles et Henri de Navarre.

	Alors elle comprit tout, Charles, au lieu de discuter avec elle sur l'arrestation de son beau-frère, l'avait emmené et sauvé ainsi.

	— Aveugle, aveugle, aveugle! murmura-t-elle. Et elle attendit. Un instant après des pas retentirent dans la chambre à côté, qui était le cabinet des Armes.

	— Mais, Sire, disait Henri, maintenant que nous voilà rentrés au Louvre, dites-moi pourquoi vous m'en avez fait sortir et quel est le service que vous m'avez rendu?

	— Non pas, non pas, Henriot, répondit Charles en riant. Un jour tu le sauras peut-être; mais pour le moment c'est un mystère. Sache seulement que pour l'heure tu vas, selon toute probabilité, me valoir une rude querelle avec ma mère.

	En achevant ces mots, Charles souleva la tapisserie et se trouva face à face avec Catherine. Derrière lui et par-dessus son épaule apparaissait la tête pâle et inquiète du Béarnais.

	— Ah! vous êtes ici, madame! dit Charles IX en fronçant le sourcil.

	— Oui, mon fils, dit Catherine. J'ai à vous parler.

	— À moi?

	— À vous seul.

	— Allons, allons, dit Charles en se retournant vers son beau- frère, puisqu'il n'y avait pas moyen d'y échapper, le plus tôt est le mieux.

	— Je vous laisse, Sire, dit Henri.

	— Oui, oui, laisse-nous, répondit Charles; et puisque tu es catholique, Henriot, va entendre la messe à mon intention, moi je reste au prêche.

	Henri salua et sortit. Charles IX alla au-devant des questions que venait lui adresser sa mère.

	— Eh bien, madame, dit-il en essayant de tourner la chose au rire; pardieu! vous m'attendez pour me gronder, n'est-ce pas? j'ai fait manquer irréligieusement votre petit projet. Eh! mort d'un diable! je ne pouvais pas cependant laisser arrêter et conduire à la Bastille l'homme qui venait de me sauver la vie. Je ne voulais pas non plus me quereller avec vous; je suis bon fils. Et puis, ajouta-t-il tout bas, le Bon Dieu punit les enfants qui se querellent avec leur mère, témoin mon frère François II. Pardonnez-moi donc franchement, et avouez ensuite que la plaisanterie était bonne.

	— Sire, dit Catherine, Votre majesté se trompe; il ne s'agit pas d'une plaisanterie.

	— Si fait, si fait! et vous finirez par l'envisager ainsi, ou le diable m'emporte!

	— Sire, vous avez par votre faute fait manquer tout un plan qui devait nous amener à une grande découverte.

	— Bah! un plan… Est-ce que vous êtes embarrassée pour un plan avorté, vous, ma mère? Vous en ferez vingt autres, et dans ceux- là, eh bien, je vous promets de vous seconder.

	— Maintenant, me secondassiez-vous, il est trop tard, car il est averti et il se tiendra sur ses gardes.

	— Voyons, fit le roi, venons au but. Qu'avez-vous contre Henriot?

	— J'ai contre lui qu'il conspire.

	— Oui, je comprends bien, c'est votre accusation éternelle; mais tout le monde ne conspire-t-il pas peu ou prou dans cette charmante résidence royale qu'on appelle le Louvre?

	— Mais lui conspire plus que personne, et il est d'autant plus dangereux que personne ne s'en doute.

	— Voyez-vous, le Lorenzino! dit Charles.

	— Écoutez, dit Catherine s'assombrissant à ce nom qui lui rappelait une des plus sanglantes catastrophes de l'histoire florentine; écoutez, il y a un moyen de me prouver que j'ai tort.

	— Et lequel, ma mère?

	— Demandez à Henri qui était cette nuit dans sa chambre.

	— Dans sa chambre… cette nuit?

	— Oui. Et s'il vous le dit…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, je suis prête à avouer que je me trompais.

	— Mais si c'était une femme cependant, nous ne pouvons pas exiger…

	— Une femme?

	— Oui.

	— Une femme qui a tué deux de vos gardes et qui a blessé mortellement peut-être M. de Maurevel!

	— Oh! oh! dit le roi, cela devient sérieux. Il y a eu du sang répandu?

	— Trois hommes sont restés couchés sur le plancher.

	— Et celui qui les a mis dans cet état?

	— S'est sauvé sain et sauf.

	— Par Gog et Magog! dit Charles, c'était un brave, et vous avez raison, ma mère, je veux le connaître.

	— Eh bien, je vous le dis d'avance, vous ne le connaîtrez pas, du moins par Henri.

	— Mais par vous, ma mère? Cet homme n'a pas fui ainsi sans laisser quelque indice, sans qu'on ait remarqué quelque partie de son habillement?

	— On n'a remarqué que le manteau cerise fort élégant dans lequel il était enveloppé.

	— Ah! ah! un manteau cerise, dit Charles; je n'en connais qu'un à la cour assez remarquable pour qu'il frappe ainsi les yeux.

	— Justement, dit Catherine.

	— Eh bien? demanda Charles.

	— Eh bien, dit Catherine, attendez-moi chez vous, mon fils, et je vais voir si mes ordres ont été exécutés.

	Catherine sortit et Charles demeura seul, se promenant de long en large avec distraction, sifflant un air de chasse, une main dans son pourpoint et laissant pendre l'autre main, que léchait son lévrier chaque fois qu'il s'arrêtait.

	Quant à Henri, il était sorti de chez son beau-frère fort inquiet, et, au lieu de suivre le corridor ordinaire, il avait pris le petit escalier dérobé dont plus d'une fois déjà il a été question et qui conduisait au second étage. Mais à peine avait-il monté quatre marches, qu'au premier tournant il aperçut une ombre. Il s'arrêta en portant la main à son poignard. Aussitôt il reconnut une femme, et une charmante voix dont le timbre lui était familier lui dit en lui saisissant la main:

	— Dieu soit loué, Sire, vous voilà sain et sauf. J'ai eu bien peur pour vous; mais sans doute Dieu a exaucé ma prière.

	— Qu'est-il donc arrivé? dit Henri.

	— Vous le saurez en rentrant chez vous. Ne vous inquiétez point d'Orthon, je l'ai recueilli.

	Et la jeune femme descendit rapidement, croisant Henri comme si c'était par hasard qu'elle l'eût rencontré sur l'escalier.

	— Voilà qui est bizarre, se dit Henri; que s'est-il donc passé? qu'est-il arrivé à Orthon? La question malheureusement ne pouvait être entendue de madame de Sauve, car madame de Sauve était déjà loin.

	Au haut de l'escalier Henri vit tout à coup apparaître une autre ombre; mais celle-là c'était celle d'un homme.

	— Chut! dit cet homme.

	— Ah! ah! c'est vous, François!

	— Ne m'appelez point par mon nom.

	— Que s'est-il donc passé?

	— Rentrez chez vous, et vous le saurez; puis ensuite glissez-vous dans le corridor, regardez bien de tous côtés si personne ne vous épie, entrez chez moi, la porte sera seulement poussée.

	Et il disparut à son tour par l'escalier comme ces fantômes qui au théâtre s'abîment dans une trappe.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! murmura le Béarnais, l'énigme se continue; mais puisque le mot est chez moi, allons-y, et nous verrons bien.

	Cependant ce ne fut pas sans émotion que Henri continua son chemin; il avait la sensibilité, cette superstition de la jeunesse. Tout se reflétait nettement sur cette âme à la surface unie comme un miroir, et tout ce qu'il venait d'entendre lui présageait un malheur.

	Il arriva à la porte de son appartement et écouta. Aucun bruit ne s'y faisait entendre. D'ailleurs, puisque Charlotte lui avait dit de rentrer chez lui, il était évident qu'il n'avait rien à craindre en y rentrant. Il jeta un coup d'oeil rapide autour de l'antichambre; elle était solitaire, mais rien ne lui indiquait encore quelle chose s'était passée.

	— En effet, dit-il, Orthon n'est point là. Et il passa dans la seconde chambre. Là tout fut expliqué. Malgré l'eau qu'on avait jetée à flots, de larges taches rougeâtres marbraient le plancher; un meuble était brisé, les tentures du lit déchiquetées à coups d'épée, un miroir de Venise était brisé par le choc d'une balle; et une main sanglante appuyée contre la muraille, et qui avait laissé sa terrible empreinte, annonçait que cette chambre muette alors avait été témoin d'une lutte mortelle.

	Henri recueillit d'un oeil hagard tous ces différents détails, passa sa main sur son front moite de sueur, et murmura:

	— Ah! je comprends ce service que m'a rendu le roi; on est venu pour m'assassiner… Et… — Ah! de Mouy! qu'ont-ils fait de De Mouy! Les misérables! ils l'auront tué!

	Et, aussi pressé d'apprendre des nouvelles que le duc d'Alençon l'était de lui en donner, Henri, après avoir jeté une dernière fois un morne regard sur les objets qui l'entouraient, s'élança hors de la chambre, gagna le corridor, s'assura qu'il était bien solitaire, et poussant la porte entrebâillée, qu'il referma avec soin derrière lui, il se précipita chez le duc d'Alençon.

	Le duc l'attendait dans la première pièce. Il prit vivement la main de Henri, l'entraîna en mettant un doigt sur sa bouche, dans un petit cabinet en tourelle, complètement isolé, et par conséquent échappant par sa disposition à tout espionnage.

	— Ah! mon frère, lui dit-il, quelle horrible nuit!

	— Que s'est-il donc passé? demanda Henri.

	— On a voulu vous arrêter.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous.

	— Et à quel propos?

	— Je ne sais. Où étiez-vous?

	— Le roi m'avait emmené hier soir avec lui par la ville.

	— Alors il le savait, dit d'Alençon. Mais puisque vous n'étiez pas chez vous, qui donc y était?

	— Y avait-il donc quelqu'un chez moi? demanda Henri comme s'il l'eût ignoré.

	— Oui, un homme. Quand j'ai entendu le bruit, j'ai couru pour vous porter secours; mais il était trop tard.

	— L'homme était arrêté? demanda Henri avec anxiété.

	— Non, il s'était sauvé après avoir blessé dangereusement

	Maurevel et tué deux gardes.

	— Ah! brave de Mouy! s'écria Henri.

	— C'était donc de Mouy? dit vivement d'Alençon. Henri vit qu'il avait fait une faute.

	— Du moins, je le présume, dit-il, car je lui avais donné rendez- vous pour m'entendre avec lui de votre fuite, et lui dire que je vous avais concédé tous mes droits au trône de Navarre.

	— Alors, si la chose est sue, dit d'Alençon en pâlissant, nous sommes perdus.

	— Oui, car Maurevel parlera.

	— Maurevel a reçu un coup d'épée dans la gorge; et je m'en suis informé au chirurgien qui l'a pansé, de plus de huit jours il ne pourra prononcer une seule parole.

	— Huit jours! c'est plus qu'il n'en faudra à de Mouy pour se mettre en sûreté.

	— Après cela, dit d'Alençon, ça peut être un autre que

	M. de Mouy.

	— Vous croyez? dit Henri.

	— Oui, cet homme a disparu très vite, et l'on n'a vu que son manteau cerise.

	— En effet, dit Henri, un manteau cerise est bon pour un dameret et non pour un soldat. Jamais on ne soupçonnera de Mouy sous un manteau cerise.

	— Non. Si l'on soupçonnait quelqu'un, dit d'Alençon, ce serait plutôt…

	Il s'arrêta.

	— Ce serait plutôt M. de La Mole, dit Henri.

	— Certainement, puisque moi-même, qui ai vu fuir cet homme, j'ai douté un instant.

	— Vous avez douté! En effet, ce pourrait bien être M. de La Mole.

	— Ne sait-il rien? demanda d'Alençon.

	— Rien absolument, du moins rien d'important.

	— Mon frère, dit le duc, maintenant je crois véritablement que c'était lui.

	— Diable! dit Henri, si c'est lui, cela va faire grand-peine à la reine, qui lui porte intérêt.

	— Intérêt, dites-vous? demanda d'Alençon interdit.

	— Sans doute. Ne vous rappelez-vous pas, François, que c'est votre soeur qui vous l'a recommandé?

	— Si fait, dit le duc d'une voix sourde; aussi je voudrais lui être agréable, et la preuve c'est que, de peur que son manteau rouge ne le compromît, je suis monté chez lui et je l'ai rapporté chez moi.

	— Oh! oh! dit Henri, voilà qui est doublement prudent; et maintenant je ne parierais pas, mais je jurerais que c'était lui.

	— Même en justice? demanda François.

	— Ma foi, oui, répondit Henri. Il sera venu m'apporter quelque message de la part de Marguerite.

	— Si j'étais sûr d'être appuyé par votre témoignage, dit d'Alençon, moi je l'accuserais presque.

	— Si vous accusiez, répondit Henri, vous comprenez, mon frère, que je ne vous démentirais pas.

	— Mais la reine? dit d'Alençon.

	— Ah! oui, la reine.

	— Il faut savoir ce qu'elle fera.

	— Je me charge de la commission.

	— Peste, mon frère! elle aurait tort de nous démentir, car voilà une flambante réputation de vaillant faite à ce jeune homme, et qui ne lui aura pas coûté cher, car il l'aura achetée à crédit. Il est vrai qu'il pourra bien rembourser ensemble intérêt et capital.

	— Dame! que voulez-vous! dit Henri, dans ce bas monde on n'a rien pour rien!

	Et saluant d'Alençon de la main et du sourire, il passa avec précaution sa tête dans le corridor; et s'étant assuré qu'il n'y avait personne aux écoutes, il se glissa rapidement et disparut dans l'escalier dérobé qui conduisait chez Marguerite.

	De son côté, la reine de Navarre n'était guère plus tranquille que son mari. L'expédition de la nuit dirigée contre elle et la duchesse de Nevers par le roi, par le duc d'Anjou, par le duc de Guise et par Henri, qu'elle avait reconnu, l'inquiétait fort. Sans doute, il n'y avait aucune preuve qui put la compromettre, le concierge détaché de sa grille par La Mole et Coconnas avait affirmé être resté muet. Mais quatre seigneurs de la taille de ceux à qui deux simples gentilshommes comme La Mole et Coconnas avaient tenu tête, ne s'étaient pas dérangés de leur chemin au hasard et sans savoir pour qui ils se dérangeaient. Marguerite était donc rentrée au point du jour, après avoir passé le reste de la nuit chez la duchesse de Nevers. Elle s'était couchée aussitôt, mais elle ne pouvait dormir, elle tressaillait au moindre bruit.

	Ce fut au milieu de ces anxiétés qu'elle entendit frapper à la porte secrète, et qu'après avoir fait reconnaître le visiteur par Gillonne, elle ordonna de laisser entrer.

	Henri s'arrêta à la porte: rien en lui n'annonçait le mari blessé. Son sourire habituel errait sur ses lèvres fines, et aucun muscle de son visage ne trahissait les terribles émotions à travers lesquelles il venait de passer.

	Il parut interroger de l'oeil Marguerite pour savoir si elle lui permettrait de rester en tête-à-tête avec elle. Marguerite comprit le regard de son mari et fit signe à Gillonne de s'éloigner.

	— Madame, dit alors Henri, je sais combien vous êtes attachée à vos amis, et j'ai bien peur de vous apporter une fâcheuse nouvelle.

	— Laquelle, monsieur? demanda Marguerite.

	— Un de nos plus chers serviteurs se trouve en ce moment fort compromis.

	— Lequel?

	— Ce cher comte de la Mole.

	— M. le comte de la Mole compromis! et à propos de quoi?

	— À propos de l'aventure de cette nuit. Marguerite, malgré sa puissance sur elle-même, ne put s'empêcher de rougir. Enfin elle fit un effort:

	— Quelle aventure? demanda-t-elle.

	— Comment! dit Henri, n'avez-vous point entendu tout ce bruit qui s'est fait cette nuit au Louvre?

	— Non, monsieur.

	— Oh! je vous en félicite, madame, dit Henri avec une naïveté charmante, cela prouve que vous avez un bien excellent sommeil.

	— Eh bien, que s'est-il donc passé?

	— Il s'est passé que notre bonne mère avait donné l'ordre à

	M. de Maurevel et à six de ses gardes de m'arrêter.

	— Vous, monsieur! vous?

	— Oui, moi.

	— Et pour quelle raison?

	— Ah! qui peut dire les raisons d'un esprit profond comme l'est celui de notre mère? Je les respecte, mais je ne les sais pas.

	— Et vous n'étiez pas chez vous?

	— Non, par hasard, c'est vrai. Vous avez deviné cela, madame, non, je n'étais pas chez moi. Hier au soir le roi m'a invité à l'accompagner, mais si je n'étais pas chez moi, un autre y était.

	— Et quel était cet autre?

	— Il paraît que c'était le comte de la Mole.

	— Le comte de la Mole! dit Marguerite étonnée.

	— Tudieu! quel gaillard que ce petit Provençal, continua Henri.

	Comprenez-vous qu'il a blessé Maurevel et tué deux gardes?

	— Blessé M. de Maurevel et tué deux gardes… impossible!

	— Comment! vous doutez de son courage, madame?

	— Non; mais je dis que M. de La Mole ne pouvait pas être chez vous.

	— Comment ne pouvait-il pas être chez moi?

	— Mais parce que… parce que…, reprit Marguerite embarrassée, parce qu'il était ailleurs.

	— Ah! s'il peut prouver un alibi, reprit Henri, c'est autre chose; il dira où il était, et tout sera fini.

	— Où il était? dit vivement Marguerite.

	— Sans doute… La journée ne se passera pas sans qu'il soit arrêté et interrogé. Mais malheureusement, comme on a des preuves…

	— Des preuves… lesquelles?…

	— L'homme qui a fait cette défense désespérée avait un manteau rouge.

	— Mais il n'y a pas que M. de La Mole qui ait un manteau rouge… je connais un autre homme encore.

	— Sans doute, et moi aussi… Mais voilà ce qui arrivera: si ce n'est pas M. de La Mole qui était chez moi, ce sera cet autre homme à manteau rouge comme lui. Or, cet autre homme vous savez qui?

	— ciel!

	— Voilà l'écueil; vous l'avez vu comme moi, madame, et votre émotion me le prouve. Causons donc maintenant comme deux personnes qui parlent de la chose la plus recherchée du monde… d'un trône… du bien le plus précieux… de la vie… De Mouy arrêté nous perd.

	— Oui, je comprends cela.

	— Tandis que M. de La Mole ne compromet personne; à moins que vous ne le croyiez capable d'inventer quelque histoire, comme de dire, par hasard, qu'il était en partie avec des dames… que sais-je… moi?

	— Monsieur, dit Marguerite, si vous ne craignez que cela, soyez tranquille… il ne le dira point.

	— Comment! dit Henri, il se taira, sa mort dût-elle être le prix de son silence?

	— Il se taira, monsieur.

	— Vous en êtes sûre?

	— J'en réponds.

	— Alors tout est pour le mieux, dit Henri en se levant.

	— Vous vous retirez, monsieur? demanda vivement Marguerite.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui. Voilà tout ce que j'avais à vous dire.

	— Et vous allez?…

	— Tâcher de nous tirer tous du mauvais pas où ce diable d'homme au manteau rouge nous a mis.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, mon Dieu! pauvre jeune homme! s'écria douloureusement Marguerite en se tordant les mains.

	— En vérité, dit Henri en se retirant, c'est un bien gentil serviteur que ce cher M. de La Mole!

	VII

	La cordelière de la reine mère

	Charles était entré riant et railleur chez lui; mais après une conversation de dix minutes avec sa mère, on eût dit que celle-ci lui avait cédé sa pâleur et sa colère, tandis qu'elle avait repris la joyeuse humeur de son fils.

	— M. de La Mole, disait Charles, M. de La Mole! … il faut appeler Henri et le duc d'Alençon. Henri, parce que ce jeune homme était huguenot; le duc d'Alençon, parce qu'il est à son service.

	— Appelez-les si vous voulez, mon fils, vous ne saurez rien. Henri et François, j'en ai peur, son plus liés ensemble que ne pourrait le faire croire l'apparence. Les interroger, c'est leur donner des soupçons: mieux vaudrait, je crois, l'épreuve lente et sûre de quelques jours. Si vous laissez respirer les coupables, mon fils, si vous laissez croire qu'ils ont échappé à votre vigilance, enhardis, triomphants, ils vont vous fournir une occasion meilleure de sévir; alors nous saurons tout.

	Charles se promenait indécis, rongeant sa colère, comme un cheval qui ronge son frein, et comprimant de sa main crispée son coeur mordu par le soupçon.

	— Non, non, dit-il enfin, je n'attendrai pas. Vous ne savez pas ce que c'est que d'attendre, escorté comme je le suis de fantômes. D'ailleurs tous les jours ces muguets deviennent plus insolents: cette nuit même deux damoiseaux n'ont-ils pas osé nous tenir tête et se rebeller contre nous?… Si M. de La Mole est innocent, c'est bien; mais je ne suis pas fâché de savoir où était M. de La Mole cette nuit, tandis qu'on battait mes gardes au Louvre et qu'on me battait, moi, rue Cloche-Percée. Qu'on m'aille donc chercher le duc d'Alençon, puis Henri; je veux les interroger séparément. Quant à vous, vous pouvez rester, ma mère.

	Catherine s'assit. Pour un esprit ferme comme le sien, tout incident pouvait, courbé par sa main puissante, la conduire à son but, bien qu'il parût s'en écarter. De tout choc jaillit un bruit ou une étincelle. Le bruit guide, l'étincelle éclaire.

	Le duc d'Alençon entra: sa conversation avec Henri l'avait préparé à l'entrevue, il était donc assez calme.

	Ses réponses furent des plus précises. Prévenu par sa mère de demeurer chez lui, il ignorait complètement les événements de la nuit. Seulement comme son appartement se trouvait donner sur le même corridor que celui du roi de Navarre, il avait d'abord cru entendre un bruit comme celui d'une porte qu'on enfonce, puis des imprécations, puis des coups de feu. Alors seulement il s'était hasardé à entrebâiller sa porte, et avait vu fuir un homme en manteau rouge.

	Charles et sa mère échangèrent un regard.

	— En manteau rouge? dit le roi.

	— En manteau rouge, reprit d'Alençon.

	— Et ce manteau rouge ne vous a donné soupçon sur personne?

	D'Alençon rappela toute sa force pour mentir le plus naturellement possible.

	— Au premier aspect, dit-il, je dois avouer à Votre Majesté que j'avais cru reconnaître le manteau incarnat d'un de mes gentilshommes.

	— Et comment nommez-vous ce gentilhomme?

	— M. de La Mole.

	— Pourquoi M. de La Mole n'était-il pas près de vous comme son devoir l'exigeait?

	— Je lui avais donné congé, dit le duc.

	— C'est bien; allez, dit Charles.

	Le duc d'Alençon s'avança vers la porte qui lui avait donné passage pour entrer.

	— Non point par celle-là, dit Charles; par celle-ci. Et il lui indiqua celle qui donnait chez sa nourrice. Charles ne voulait pas que François et Henri se rencontrassent. Il ignorait qu'ils se fussent vus un instant, que cet instant eût suffi pour que les deux beaux-frères convinssent de leurs faits… Derrière d'Alençon, et sur un signe de Charles, Henri entra à son tour. Henri n'attendit pas que Charles l'interrogeât.

	— Sire, dit-il. Votre Majesté a bien fait de m'envoyer chercher, car j'allais descendre pour lui demander justice. Charles fronça le sourcil.

	— Oui, justice, dit Henri. Je commence par remercier Votre Majesté de ce qu'elle m'a pris hier au soir avec elle; car en me prenant avec elle, je sais maintenant qu'elle m'a sauvé la vie; mais qu'avais-je fait pour qu'on tentât sur moi un assassinat?

	— Ce n'était point un assassinat, dit vivement Catherine, c'était une arrestation.

	— Eh bien, soit, dit Henri. Quel crime avais-je commis pour être arrêté? Si je suis coupable, je le suis autant ce matin qu'hier soir. Dites-moi mon crime, Sire.

	Charles regarda sa mère assez embarrassé de la réponse qu'il avait à faire.

	— Mon fils, dit Catherine, vous recevez des gens suspects.

	— Bien, dit Henri; et ces gens suspects me compromettent, n'est- ce pas, madame?

	— Oui, Henri.

	— Nommez-les-moi, nommez-les-moi! Quels sont-ils? Confrontez-moi avec eux!

	— En effet, dit Charles, Henriot a le droit de demander une explication.

	— Et je la demande! reprit Henri, qui, sentant la supériorité de sa position, en voulait tirer parti; je la demande à mon frère Charles, à ma bonne mère Catherine. Depuis mon mariage avec Marguerite, ne me suis-je pas conduit en bon époux? qu'on le demande à Marguerite; en bon catholique? qu'on le demande à mon confesseur; en bon parent? qu'on le demande à tous ceux qui assistaient à la chasse d'hier.

	— Oui, c'est vrai, Henriot, dit le roi; mais, que veux-tu? on prétend que tu conspires.

	— Contre qui?

	— Contre moi.

	— Sire, si j'eusse conspiré contre vous, je n'avais qu'à laisser faire les événements, quand votre cheval ayant la cuisse cassée ne pouvait se relever, quand le sanglier furieux revenait sur Votre Majesté.

	— Eh! mort-diable! ma mère, savez-vous qu'il a raison!

	— Mais enfin qui était chez vous cette nuit?

	— Madame, dit Henri, dans un temps où si peu osent répondre d'eux-mêmes, je ne répondrai jamais des autres. J'ai quitté mon appartement à sept heures du soir; à dix heures mon frère Charles m'a emmené avec lui; je suis resté avec lui pendant toute la nuit. Je ne pouvais pas à la fois être avec Sa Majesté et savoir ce qui se passait chez moi.

	— Mais, dit Catherine, il n'en est pas moins vrai qu'un homme à vous a tué deux gardes de Sa Majesté et blessé M. de Maurevel.

	— Un homme à moi? dit Henri. Quel était cet homme, madame? nommez le…

	— Tout le monde accuse M. de La Mole.

	— M. de La Mole n'est point à moi, madame; M. de La Mole est à

	M. d'Alençon, à qui il a été recommandé par votre fille.

	— Mais enfin, dit Charles, est-ce M. de La Mole qui était chez toi, Henriot?

	— Comment voulez-vous que je sache cela, Sire? Je ne dis pas oui, je ne dis pas non… M. de La Mole est un fort gentil serviteur, tout dévoué à la reine de Navarre, et qui m'apporte souvent des messages, soit de Marguerite à qui il est reconnaissant de l'avoir recommandé à M. le duc d'Alençon, soit de M. le duc lui-même. Je ne puis pas dire que ce ne soit pas M. de La Mole.

	— C'était lui, dit Catherine; on a reconnu son manteau rouge.

	— M. de La Mole a donc un manteau rouge?

	— Oui.

	— Et l'homme qui a si bien arrangé mes deux gardes et

	M. de Maurevel…

	— Avait un manteau rouge? demanda Henri.

	— Justement, dit Charles.

	— Je n'ai rien à dire, reprit le Béarnais. Mais il me semble, en ce cas, qu'au lieu de me faire venir, moi, qui n'étais point chez moi, c'était M. de La Mole, qui y était, dites-vous, qu'il fallait interroger. Seulement, dit Henri, je dois faire observer une chose à Votre Majesté.

	— Laquelle?

	— Si c'était moi qui, voyant un ordre signé de mon roi, me fusse défendu au lieu d'obéir à cet ordre, je serais coupable et mériterais toutes sortes de châtiments; mais ce n'est point moi, c'est un inconnu que cet ordre ne concernait en rien: on a voulu l'arrêter injustement, il s'est défendu, trop bien défendu même, mais il était dans son droit.

	— Cependant… murmura Catherine.

	— Madame, dit Henri, l'ordre portait-il de m'arrêter?

	— Oui, dit Catherine, et c'est Sa Majesté elle-même qui l'avait signé.

	— Mais portait-il en outre d'arrêter, si l'on ne me trouvait pas, celui que l'on trouverait à ma place?

	— Non, dit Catherine.

	— Eh bien, reprit Henri, à moins qu'on ne prouve que je conspire et que l'homme qui était dans ma chambre conspire avec moi, cet homme est innocent.

	Puis, se retournant vers Charles IX:

	— Sire, continua Henri, je ne quitte pas le Louvre. Je suis même prêt à me rendre, sur un simple mot de Votre Majesté, dans telle prison d'État qu'il lui plaira de m'indiquer. Mais en attendant la preuve du contraire, j'ai le droit de me dire et je me dirai le très fidèle serviteur, sujet et frère de Votre Majesté.

	Et avec une dignité qu'on ne lui avait point vue encore, Henri salua Charles et se retira.

	— Bravo, Henriot! dit Charles quand le roi de Navarre fut sorti.

	— Bravo! parce qu'il nous a battus? dit Catherine.

	— Et pourquoi n'applaudirais-je pas? Quand nous faisons des armes ensemble et qu'il me touche, est-ce que je ne dis pas bravo aussi? Ma mère, vous avez tort de mépriser ce garçon-là comme vous le faites.

	— Mon fils, dit Catherine en serrant la main de Charles IX, je ne le méprise pas, je le crains.

	— Eh bien, vous avez tort, ma mère. Henriot est mon ami, et, comme il l'a dit, s'il eût conspiré contre moi, il n'eût eu qu'à laisser faire le sanglier.

	— Oui, dit Catherine, pour que M. le duc d'Anjou, son ennemi personnel, fût le roi de France?

	— Ma mère, n'importe le motif pour lequel Henriot m'a sauvé la vie; mais il y a un fait, c'est qu'il me l'a sauvée, et, mort de tous les diables! je ne veux pas qu'on lui fasse de la peine. Quant à M. de La Mole, eh bien, je vais m'entendre avec mon frère d'Alençon, auquel il appartient.

	C'était un congé que Charles IX donnait à sa mère. Elle se retira en essayant d'imprimer une certaine fixité à ses soupçons errants.

	M. de La Mole, par son peu d'importance, ne répondait pas à ses besoins.

	En rentrant dans sa chambre, à son tour Catherine trouva

	Marguerite qui l'attendait.

	— Ah! ah! dit-elle, c'est vous, ma fille; je vous ai envoyé chercher hier soir.

	— Je le sais, madame; mais j'étais sortie.

	— Et ce matin?

	— Ce matin, madame, je viens vous trouver pour dire à Votre

	Majesté qu'elle va commettre une grande injustice.

	— Laquelle?

	— Vous allez faire arrêter M. le comte de la Mole.

	— Vous vous trompez, ma fille, je ne fais arrêter personne, c'est le roi qui fait arrêter, et non pas moi.

	— Ne jouons pas sur les mots, madame, quand les circonstances sont graves. On va arrêter M. de La Mole, n'est-ce pas?

	— C'est probable.

	— Comme accusé de s'être trouvé cette nuit dans la chambre du roi de Navarre et d'avoir tué deux gardes et blessé M. de Maurevel?

	— C'est en effet le crime qu'on lui impute.

	— On le lui impute à tort, madame, dit Marguerite; M. de La Mole n'est pas coupable.

	— M. de La Mole n'est pas coupable! dit Catherine en faisant un soubresaut de joie et en devinant qu'il allait jaillir quelque lueur de ce que Marguerite venait lui dire.

	— Non, reprit Marguerite, il n'est pas coupable, il ne peut pas l'être, car il n'était pas chez le roi.

	— Et où était-il?

	— Chez moi, madame.

	— Chez vous!

	— Oui, chez moi. Catherine devait un regard foudroyant à cet aveu d'une fille de France, mais elle se contenta de croiser ses mains sur sa ceinture.

	— Et… dit-elle après un moment de silence, si l'on arrête

	M. de La Mole et qu'on l'interroge…

	— Il dira où il était et avec qui il était, ma mère, répondit

	Marguerite, quoiqu'elle fût sûre du contraire.

	— Puisqu'il en est ainsi, vous avez raison, ma fille, il ne faut pas qu'on arrête M. de La Mole.

	Marguerite frissonna: il lui sembla qu'il y avait dans la manière dont sa mère prononçait ces paroles un sens mystérieux et terrible: mais elle n'avait rien à dire, car ce qu'elle venait demander lui était accordé.

	— Mais alors, dit Catherine, si ce n'était point M. de La Mole qui était chez le roi, c'était un autre? Marguerite se tut.

	— Cet autre, le connaissez-vous, ma fille? dit Catherine.

	— Non, ma mère, dit Marguerite d'une voix mal assurée.

	— Voyons, ne soyez pas confiante à moitié.

	— Je vous répète, madame, que je ne le connais pas, répondit une seconde fois Marguerite en pâlissant malgré elle.

	— Bien, bien, dit Catherine d'un air indifférent, on s'informera. Allez, ma fille: tranquillisez-vous, votre mère veille sur votre honneur.

	Marguerite sourit.

	— Ah! murmura Catherine, on se ligue; Henri et Marguerite s'entendent: pourvu que la femme soit muette, le mari est aveugle. Ah! vous êtes bien adroits, mes enfants, et vous vous croyez bien forts; mais votre force est dans votre union, et je vous briserai les uns après les autres. D'ailleurs un jour viendra où Maurevel pourra parler ou écrire, prononcer un nom ou former six lettres, et ce jour-là on saura tout…

	— Oui, mais d'ici à ce jour-là le coupable sera en sûreté. Ce qu'il y a de mieux, c'est de les désunir tout de suite.

	Et en vertu de ce raisonnement, Catherine reprit le chemin des appartements de son fils, qu'elle trouva en conférence avec d'Alençon.

	— Ah! ah! dit Charles IX en fronçant le sourcil, c'est vous, ma mère?

	— Pourquoi n'avez-vous pas dit _encore? _Le mot était dans votre pensée, Charles.

	— Ce qui est dans ma pensée n'appartient qu'à moi, madame, dit le roi de ce ton brutal qu'il prenait quelquefois, même pour parler à Catherine. Que me voulez-vous? dites vite.

	— Eh bien, vous aviez raison, mon fils, dit Catherine à Charles; et vous, d'Alençon, vous aviez tort.

	— En quoi, madame? demandèrent les deux princes.

	— Ce n'est point M. de La Mole qui était chez le roi de Navarre.

	— Ah! ah! dit François en pâlissant.

	— Et qui était-ce donc? demanda Charles.

	— Nous ne le savons pas encore, mais nous le saurons quand Maurevel pourra parler. Ainsi, laissons là cette affaire qui ne peut tarder à s'éclaircir, et revenons à M. de La Mole.

	— Eh bien, M. de La Mole, que lui voulez-vous, ma mère, puisqu'il n'était pas chez le roi de Navarre?

	— Non, dit Catherine, il n'était pas chez le roi, mais il était chez… la reine.

	— Chez la reine! dit Charles en partant d'un éclat de rire nerveux.

	— Chez la reine! murmura d'Alençon en devenant pâle comme un cadavre.

	— Mais non, mais non, dit Charles, Guise m'a dit avoir rencontré la litière de Marguerite.

	— C'est cela, dit Catherine; elle a une maison en ville.

	— Rue Cloche-Percée! s'écria le roi.

	— Oh! oh! c'est trop fort, dit d'Alençon en enfonçant ses ongles dans les chairs de sa poitrine. Et me l'avoir recommandé à moi- même!

	— Ah! mais j'y pense! dit le roi en s'arrêtant tout à coup, c'est lui alors qui s'est défendu cette nuit contre nous et qui m'a jeté une aiguière d'argent sur la tête, le misérable!

	— Oh! oui, répéta François, le misérable!

	— Vous avez raison, mes enfants, dit Catherine sans avoir l'air de comprendre le sentiment qui faisait parler chacun de ses deux fils. Vous avez raison, car une seule indiscrétion de ce gentilhomme peut causer un scandale horrible; perdre une fille de France! il ne faut qu'un moment d'ivresse pour cela.

	— Ou de vanité, dit François.

	— Sans doute, sans doute, dit Charles; mais nous ne pouvons cependant déférer la cause à des juges, à moins que Henriot ne consente à se porter plaignant.

	— Mon fils, dit Catherine en posant la main sur l'épaule de Charles et en l'appuyant d'une façon assez significative pour appeler toute l'attention du roi sur ce qu'elle allait proposer, écoutez bien ce que je vous dis: Il y a crime et il peut y avoir scandale. Mais ce n'est pas avec des juges et des bourreaux qu'on punit ces sortes de délits à la majesté royale. Si vous étiez de simples gentilshommes, je n'aurais rien à vous apprendre, car vous êtes braves tous deux; mais vous êtes princes, vous ne pouvez croiser votre épée contre celle d'un hobereau: avisez à vous venger en princes.

	— Mort de tous les diables! dit Charles, vous avez raison, ma mère, et j'y vais rêver.

	— Je vous y aiderai, mon frère, s'écria François.

	— Et moi, dit Catherine en détachant la cordelière de soie noire qui faisait trois fois le tour de sa taille, et dont chaque bout, terminé par un gland, retombait jusqu'aux genoux, je me retire, mais je vous laisse ceci pour me représenter.

	Et elle jeta la cordelière aux pieds des deux princes.

	— Ah! ah! dit Charles, je comprends.

	— Cette cordelière… fit d'Alençon en la ramassant.

	— C'est la punition et le silence, dit Catherine victorieuse; seulement, ajouta-t-elle, il n'y aurait pas de mal à mettre Henri dans tout cela.

	Et elle sortit.

	— Pardieu! dit d'Alençon, rien de plus facile, et quand Henri saura que sa femme le trahit… Ainsi, ajouta-t-il en se tournant vers le roi, vous avez adopté l'avis de notre mère?

	— De point en point, dit Charles, ne se doutant point qu'il enfonçait mille poignards dans le coeur de d'Alençon. Cela contrariera Marguerite, mais cela réjouira Henriot.

	Puis, appelant un officier de ses gardes, il ordonna que l'on fît descendre Henri; mais se ravisant:

	— Non, non, dit-il, je vais le trouver moi-même. Toi, d'Alençon, préviens d'Anjou et Guise.

	Et sortant de son appartement, il prit le petit escalier tournant par lequel on montait au second, et qui aboutissait à la porte de Henri.

	VIII

	Projets de vengeance

	Henri avait profité du moment de répit que lui donnait l'interrogatoire si bien soutenu par lui pour courir chez madame de Sauve. Il y avait trouvé Orthon complètement revenu de son évanouissement; mais Orthon n'avait pu rien lui dire, si ce n'était que des hommes avaient fait irruption chez lui, et que le chef de ces hommes l'avait frappé d'un coup de pommeau d'épée qui l'avait étourdi. Quant à Orthon, on ne s'en était pas inquiété. Catherine l'avait vu évanoui et l'avait cru mort.

	Et comme il était revenu à lui dans l'intervalle du départ de la reine mère, à l'arrivée du capitaine des gardes chargé de déblayer la place, il s'était réfugié chez madame de Sauve.

	Henri pria Charlotte de garder le jeune homme jusqu'à ce qu'il eût des nouvelles de De Mouy, qui, du lieu où il s'était retiré, ne pouvait manquer de lui écrire. Alors il enverrait Orthon porter sa réponse à de Mouy, et, au lieu d'un homme dévoué, il pouvait alors compter sur deux.

	Ce plan arrêté, il était revenu chez lui et philosophait en se promenant de long en large, lorsque tout à coup la porte s'ouvrit et le roi parut.

	— Votre Majesté! s'écria Henri en s'élançant au-devant du roi.

	— Moi-même… En vérité, Henriot, tu es un excellent garçon, et je sens que je t'aime de plus en plus.

	— Sire, dit Henri, Votre Majesté me comble.

	— Tu n'as qu'un tort, Henriot.

	— Lequel? celui que Votre Majesté m'a déjà reproché plusieurs fois, dit Henri, de préférer la chasse à courre à la chasse au vol?

	— Non, non, je ne parle pas de celui-là, Henriot, je parle d'un autre.

	— Que Votre Majesté s'explique, dit Henri, qui vit au sourire de Charles que le roi était de bonne humeur, et je tâcherai de me corriger.

	— C'est, ayant de bons yeux comme tu les as, de ne pas voir plus clair que tu ne vois.

	— Bah! dit Henri, est-ce que, sans m'en douter, je serais myope,

	Sire?

	— Pis que cela, Henriot, pis que cela, tu es aveugle.

	— Ah! vraiment, dit le Béarnais; mais ne serait-ce pas quand je ferme les yeux que ce malheur-là m'arrive?

	— Oui-da! dit Charles, tu en es bien capable. En tout cas, je vais te les ouvrir, moi.

	— Dieu dit: Que la lumière soit, et la lumière fut. Votre Majesté est le représentant de Dieu en ce monde; elle peut donc faire sur la terre ce que Dieu fait au ciel: j'écoute.

	— Quand Guise a dit hier soir que ta femme venait de passer, escortée d'un dameret, tu n'as pas voulu le croire!

	— Sire, dit Henri, comment croire que la soeur de Votre Majesté commette une pareille imprudence?

	— Quand il t'a dit que ta femme était allée rue Cloche-Percée, tu n'as pas voulu le croire non plus!

	— Comment supposer, Sire, qu'une fille de France risque publiquement sa réputation?

	— Quand nous avons assiégé la maison de la rue Cloche-Percée, et que j'ai reçu, moi, une aiguière d'argent sur l'épaule, d'Anjou une compote d'oranges sur la tête, et de Guise un jambon de sanglier par la figure, tu as vu deux femmes et deux hommes?

	— Je n'ai rien vu, Sire. Votre Majesté doit se rappeler que j'interrogeais le concierge.

	— Oui; mais, corboeuf! j'ai vu, moi!

	— Ah! si Votre Majesté a vu, c'est autre chose.

	— C'est-à-dire j'ai vu deux hommes et deux femmes. Eh bien, je sais maintenant, à n'en pas douter, qu'une de ces deux femmes était Margot, et qu'un de ces deux hommes était M. de La Mole.

	— Eh mais! dit Henri, si M. de La Mole était rue Cloche-Percée, il n'était pas ici.

	— Non, dit Charles, non, il n'était pas ici. Mais il n'est plus question de la personne qui était ici, on la connaîtra quand cet imbécile de Maurevel pourra parler ou écrire. Il est question que Margot te trompe.

	— Bah! dit Henri, ne croyez donc pas des médisances.

	— Quand je te disais que tu es plus que myope, que tu es aveugle, mort-diable! veux-tu me croire une fois, entêté? Je te dis que Margot te trompe, que nous étranglerons ce soir l'objet de ses affections.

	Henri fit un bond de surprise et regarda son beau-frère d'un air stupéfait.

	— Tu n'en es pas fâché, Henri, au fond, avoue cela. Margot va bien crier comme cent mille corneilles; mais, ma foi, tant pis. Je ne veux pas qu'on te rende malheureux, moi. Que Condé soit trompé par le duc d'Anjou, je m'en bats l'oeil, Condé est mon ennemi; mais toi, tu es mon frère, tu es plus que mon frère, tu es mon ami.

	— Mais, Sire…

	— Et je ne veux pas qu'on te moleste, je ne veux pas qu'on te berne; il y a assez longtemps que tu sers de quintaine à tous ces godelureaux qui arrivent de province pour ramasser nos miettes et courtiser nos femmes; qu'ils y viennent, ou plutôt qu'ils y reviennent, corboeuf! On t'a trompé, Henriot, cela peut arriver à tout le monde; mais tu auras, je te jure, une éclatante satisfaction, et l'on dira demain: Mille noms d'un diable! il paraît que le roi Charles aime son frère Henriot, car cette nuit il a drôlement fait tirer la langue à M. de La Mole.

	— Voyons, Sire, dit Henri, est-ce véritablement une chose bien arrêtée?

	— Arrêtée, résolue, décidée; le muguet n'aura pas à se plaindre. Nous faisons l'expédition entre moi, d'Anjou, d'Alençon et Guise: un roi, deux fils de France et un prince souverain sans te compter.

	— Comment, sans me compter?

	— Oui, tu en seras, toi.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, toi; dague-moi ce gaillard-là d'une façon royale tandis que nous l'étranglerons.

	— Sire, dit Henri, votre bonté me confond; mais comment savez- vous?

	— Eh! corne du diable! il paraît que le drôle s'en est vanté. Il va tantôt chez elle au Louvre, tantôt rue Cloche-Percée. Ils font des vers ensemble; je voudrais bien voir des vers de ce muguet-là; des pastorales; ils causent de Bion et de Moschus, ils font alterner Daphnis et Corydon. Ah ça, prends moi une bonne miséricorde, au moins!

	— Sire, dit Henri, en y réfléchissant…

	— Quoi?

	— Votre Majesté comprendra que je ne puis me trouver à une pareille expédition. Être là en personne serait inconvenant, ce me semble. Je suis trop intéressé à la chose pour que mon intervention ne soit pas traitée de férocité. Votre Majesté venge l'honneur de sa soeur sur un fat qui s'est vanté en calomniant ma femme, rien n'est plus simple, et Marguerite, que je maintiens innocente, Sire, n'est pas déshonorée pour cela: mais si je suis de la partie, c'est autre chose; ma coopération fait d'un acte de justice un acte de vengeance. Ce n'est plus une exécution, c'est un assassinat; ma femme n'est plus calomniée, elle est coupable.

	— Mordieu! Henri, tu parles d'or, et je le disais tout à l'heure encore à ma mère, tu as de l'esprit comme un démon.

	Et Charles regarda complaisamment son beau-frère, qui s'inclina pour répondre au compliment.

	— Néanmoins, ajouta Charles, tu es content qu'on te débarrasse de ce muguet?

	— Tout ce que fait Votre Majesté est bien fait, répondit le roi de Navarre.

	— C'est bien, c'est bien alors, laisse-moi donc faire ta besogne; sois tranquille, elle n'en sera pas plus mal faite.

	— Je m'en rapporte à vous, Sire, dit Henri.

	— Seulement à quelle heure va-t-il ordinairement chez ta femme?

	— Mais vers les neuf heures du soir.

	— Et il en sort?

	— Avant que je n'y arrive, car je ne l'y trouve jamais.

	— Vers…

	— Vers les onze heures.

	— Bon; descends ce soir à minuit, la chose sera faite. Et Charles ayant cordialement serré la main à Henri, et lui ayant renouvelé ses promesses d'amitié, sortit en sifflant son air de chasse favori.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! dit le Béarnais en suivant Charles des yeux, je suis bien trompé si toute cette diablerie ne sort pas encore de chez la reine mère. En vérité elle ne sait qu'inventer pour nous brouiller, ma femme et moi; un si joli ménage!

	Et Henri se mit à rire comme il riait quand personne ne pouvait le voir ni l'entendre.

	Vers les sept heures du soir de la même journée où tous ces événements s'étaient passés, un beau jeune homme, qui venait de prendre un bain, s'épilait et se promenait avec complaisance, fredonnant une petite chanson devant une glace dans une chambre du Louvre.

	À côté de lui dormait ou plutôt se détirait sur un lit un autre jeune homme.

	L'un était notre ami La Mole, dont on s'était si fort occupé dans la journée, et dont on s'occupait encore peut-être davantage sans qu'il le soupçonnât, et l'autre son compagnon Coconnas.

	En effet, tout ce grand orage avait passé autour de lui sans qu'il eût entendu gronder la foudre, sans qu'il eût vu briller les éclairs. Rentré à trois heures du matin, il était resté couché jusqu'à trois heures du soir, moitié dormant, moitié rêvant, bâtissant des châteaux sur ce sable mouvant qu'on appelle l'avenir; puis il s'était levé, avait été passer une heure chez les baigneurs à la mode, était allé dîner chez maître La Hurière, et, de retour au Louvre, il achevait sa toilette pour aller faire sa visite ordinaire à la reine.

	— Et tu dis donc que tu as dîné, toi? lui demanda Coconnas en bâillant.

	— Ma foi, oui, et de grand appétit.

	— Pourquoi ne m'as-tu pas emmené avec toi, égoïste?

	— Ma foi, tu dormais si fort que je n'ai pas voulu te réveiller. Mais, sais-tu? tu souperas au lieu de dîner. Surtout n'oublie pas de demander à maître La Hurière de ce petit vin d'Anjou qui lui est arrivé ces jours-ci.

	— Il est bon?

	— Demandes-en, je ne te dis que cela.

	— Et toi, ou vas-tu?

	— Moi, dit La Mole, étonné que son ami lui fit même cette question, où je vais? faire ma cour à la reine.

	— Tiens, au fait, dit Coconnas, si j'allais dîner à notre petite maison de la rue Cloche-Percée, je dînerais des reliefs d'hier, et il y a un certain vin d'Alicante qui est restaurant.

	— Cela serait imprudent, Annibal, mon ami, après ce qui s'est passé cette nuit. D'ailleurs ne nous a-t-on pas fait donner notre parole que nous n'y retournerions pas seuls? Passe-moi donc mon manteau.

	— C'est ma foi vrai, dit Coconnas; je l'avais oublié. Mais où diable est-il donc ton manteau?… Ah! le voilà.

	— Non, tu me passes le noir, et c'est le rouge que je te demande.

	La reine m'aime mieux avec celui-là.

	— Ah! ma foi, dit Coconnas après avoir regardé de tous côtés, cherche-le toi-même, je ne le trouve pas.

	— Comment, dit La Mole, tu ne le trouves pas? mais où donc est- il?

	— Tu l'auras vendu…

	— Pour quoi faire? il me reste encore six écus.

	— Alors, mets le mien.

	— Ah! oui… un manteau jaune avec un pourpoint vert, j'aurais l'air d'un papegeai.

	— Par ma foi tu es trop difficile. Arrange-toi comme tu voudras, alors.

	En ce moment, et comme après avoir tout mis sens dessus dessous La Mole commençait à se répandre en invectives contre les voleurs qui se glissaient jusque dans le Louvre, un page du duc d'Alençon parut avec le précieux manteau tant demandé.

	— Ah! s'écria La Mole, le voilà, enfin!

	— Votre manteau, monsieur?… dit le page. Oui, Monseigneur l'avait fait prendre chez vous pour s'éclaircir à propos d'un pari qu'il avait fait sur la nuance.

	— Oh! dit La Mole, je ne le demandais que parce que je veux sortir, mais si Son Altesse désire le garder encore…

	— Non, monsieur le comte, c'est fini. Le page sortit; La Mole agrafa son manteau.

	— Eh bien, continua La Mole, à quoi te décides-tu?

	— Je n'en sais rien.

	— Te retrouverai-je ici ce soir?

	— Comment veux-tu que je te dise cela?

	— Tu ne sais pas ce que tu feras dans deux heures?

	— Je sais bien ce que je ferai, mais je ne sais pas ce qu'on me fera faire.

	— La duchesse de Nevers?

	— Non, le duc d'Alençon.

	— En effet, dit La Mole, je remarque que depuis quelque temps il te fait force amitiés.

	— Mais oui, dit Coconnas.

	— Alors ta fortune est faite, dit en riant La Mole.

	— Peuh! fit Coconnas, un cadet!

	— Oh! dit La Mole, il a si bonne envie de devenir l'aîné, que le ciel fera peut-être un miracle en sa faveur. Ainsi tu ne sais pas où tu seras ce soir?

	— Non.

	— Au diable, alors… ou plutôt adieu!

	— Ce La Mole est terrible, dit Coconnas, pour vouloir toujours qu'on lui dise où l'on sera! est-ce qu'on le sait? D'ailleurs, je crois que j'ai envie de dormir.

	Et il se recoucha. Quant à La Mole, il prit son vol vers les appartements de la reine. Arrivé au corridor que nous connaissons, il rencontra le duc d'Alençon.

	— Ah! c'est vous, monsieur de la Mole? lui dit le prince.

	— Oui, Monseigneur, répondit La Mole en saluant avec respect.

	— Sortez-vous donc du Louvre?

	— Non, Votre Altesse; je vais présenter mes hommages à Sa Majesté la reine de Navarre.

	— Vers quelle heure sortirez-vous de chez elle, monsieur de la

	Mole?

	— Monseigneur a-t-il quelques ordres à me donner?

	— Non, pas pour le moment, mais j'aurai à vous parler ce soir.

	— Vers quelle heure?

	— Mais de neuf à dix.

	— J'aurai l'honneur de me présenter à cette heure-là chez Votre

	Altesse.

	— Bien, je compte sur vous. La Mole salua et continua son chemin.

	— Ce duc, dit-il, a des moments où il est pâle comme un cadavre; c'est singulier. Et il frappa à la porte de la reine. Gillonne, qui semblait guetter son arrivée, le conduisit près de Marguerite.

	Celle-ci était occupée d'un travail qui paraissait la fatiguer beaucoup; un papier chargé de ratures et un volume d'Isocrate étaient placés devant elle. Elle fit signe à La Mole de la laisser achever un paragraphe; puis, ayant terminé, ce qui ne fut pas long, elle jeta sa plume, et invita le jeune homme à s'asseoir près d'elle.

	La Mole rayonnait. Il n'avait jamais été si beau, jamais si gai.

	— Du grec! s'écria-t-il en jetant les yeux sur le livre; une harangue d'Isocrate! Que voulez-vous faire de cela? Oh! oh! sur ce papier du latin: _Ad Sarmatiae legatos reginae Margaritae concio! _Vous allez donc haranguer ces barbares en latin?

	— Il le faut bien, dit Marguerite, puisqu'ils ne parlent pas français.

	— Mais comment pouvez-vous faire la réponse avant d'avoir le discours?

	— Une plus coquette que moi vous ferait croire à une improvisation; mais pour vous, mon Hyacinthe, je n'ai point de ces sortes de tromperies: on m'a communiqué d'avance le discours, et j'y réponds.

	— Sont-ils donc près d'arriver, ces ambassadeurs?

	— Mieux que cela, ils sont arrivés ce matin.

	— Mais personne ne le sait?

	— Ils sont arrivés incognito. Leur entrée solennelle est remise à après-demain, je crois. Au reste, vous verrez, dit Marguerite avec un petit air satisfait qui n'était point exempt de pédantisme, ce que j'ai fait ce soir est assez cicéronien; mais laissons là ces futilités. Parlons de ce qui vous est arrivé.

	— À moi?

	— Oui.

	— Que m'est-il donc arrivé?

	— Ah! vous avez beau faire le brave, je vous trouve un peu pâle.

	— Alors, c'est d'avoir trop dormi; je m'en accuse bien humblement.

	— Allons, allons, ne faisons point le fanfaron, je sais tout.

	— Ayez donc la bonté de me mettre au courant, ma perle, car moi je ne sais rien.

	— Voyons, répondez-moi franchement. Que vous a demandé la reine mère?

	— La reine mère à moi! avait-elle donc à me parler?

	— Comment! vous ne l'avez pas vue?

	— Non.

	— Et le roi Charles?

	— Non.

	— Et le roi de Navarre?

	— Non.

	— Mais le duc d'Alençon, vous l'avez vu?

	— Oui, tout à l'heure, je l'ai rencontré dans le corridor.

	— Que vous a-t-il dit?

	— Qu'il avait à me donner quelques ordres entre neuf et dix heures du soir.

	— Et pas autre chose?

	— Pas autre chose.

	— C'est étrange.

	— Mais enfin, que trouvez-vous d'étrange, dites-moi?

	— Que vous n'ayez entendu parler de rien.

	— Que s'est-il donc passé?

	— Il s'est passé que pendant toute cette journée, malheureux, vous avez été suspendu sur un abîme.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous.

	— À quel propos?

	— Écoutez. De Mouy, surpris cette nuit dans la chambre du roi de Navarre, que l'on voulait arrêter, a tué trois hommes, et s'est sauvé, sans que l'on reconnût de lui autre chose que le fameux manteau rouge.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, ce manteau rouge qui m'avait trompée une fois en a trompé d'autres aussi: vous avez été soupçonné, accusé même de ce triple meurtre. Ce matin on voulait vous arrêter, vous juger, qui sait? vous condamner peut-être, car pour vous sauver vous n'eussiez pas voulu dire où vous étiez, n'est-ce pas?

	— Dire où j'étais! s'écria La Mole, vous compromettre, vous, ma belle Majesté! Oh! vous avez bien raison; je fusse mort en chantant pour épargner une larme à vos beaux yeux.

	— Hélas! mon pauvre gentilhomme! dit Marguerite, mes beaux yeux eussent bien pleuré.

	— Mais comment s'est apaisé ce grand orage?

	— Devinez.

	— Que sais-je, moi?

	— Il n'y avait qu'un moyen de prouver que vous n'étiez pas dans la chambre du roi de Navarre.

	— Lequel?

	— C'était de dire où vous étiez.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, je l'ai dit!

	— Et à qui?

	— À ma mère.

	— Et la reine Catherine…

	— La reine Catherine sait que vous êtes mon amant.

	— Oh! madame, après avoir tant fait pour moi, vous pouvez tout exiger de votre serviteur. Oh! vraiment, c'est beau et grand, Marguerite, ce que vous avez fait là! Oh! Marguerite, ma vie est bien à vous!

	— Je l'espère, car je l'ai arrachée à ceux qui me la voulaient prendre; mais à présent vous êtes sauvé.

	— Et par vous! s'écria le jeune homme, par ma reine adorée!

	Au même moment un bruit éclatant les fit tressaillir. La Mole se rejeta en arrière plein d'un vague effroi; Marguerite poussa un cri, demeura les yeux fixés sur la vitre brisée d'une fenêtre.

	Par cette vitre un caillou de la grosseur d'un oeuf venait d'entrer; il roulait encore sur le parquet. La Mole vit à son tour le carreau cassé et reconnut la cause du bruit.

	— Quel est l'insolent?… s'écria-t-il. Et il s'élança vers la fenêtre.

	— Un moment, dit Marguerite; à cette pierre est attaché quelque chose, ce me semble.

	— En effet, dit La Mole, on dirait un papier.

	Marguerite se précipita sur l'étrange projectile, et arracha la mince feuille qui, pliée comme un étroit ruban, enveloppait le caillou par le milieu.

	Ce papier était maintenu par une ficelle, laquelle sortait par l'ouverture de la vitre cassée.

	Marguerite déplia la lettre et lut.

	— Malheureux! s'écria-t-elle. Elle tendit le papier à La Mole pâle, debout et immobile comme la statue de l'Effroi. La Mole, le coeur serré d'une douleur pressentimentale, lut ces mots: «On attend M. de La Mole avec de longues épées dans le corridor qui conduit chez M. d'Alençon. Peut-être aimerait-il mieux sortir par cette fenêtre et aller rejoindre M. de Mouy à Mantes…»

	— Eh! demanda La Mole après avoir lu, ces épées sont-elles donc plus longues que la mienne?

	— Non, mais il y en a peut-être dix contre une.

	— Et quel est l'ami qui nous envoie ce billet? demanda La Mole.

	Marguerite le reprit des mains du jeune homme et fixa sur lui un regard ardent.

	— L'écriture du roi de Navarre! s'écria-t-elle. S'il prévient, c'est que le danger est réel. Fuyez, La Mole, fuyez, c'est moi qui vous en prie.

	— Et comment voulez-vous que je fuie? dit La Mole.

	— Mais cette fenêtre, ne parle-t-on pas de cette fenêtre?

	— Ordonnez, ma reine, et je sauterai de cette fenêtre pour vous obéir, dussé-je vingt fois me briser en tombant.

	— Attendez donc, attendez donc, dit Marguerite. Il me semble que cette ficelle supporte un poids.

	— Voyons, dit La Mole. Et tous deux, attirant à eux l'objet suspendu après cette corde, virent avec une joie indicible apparaître l'extrémité d'une échelle de crin et de soie.

	— Ah! vous êtes sauvé, s'écria Marguerite.

	— C'est un miracle du ciel!

	— Non, c'est un bienfait du roi de Navarre.

	— Et si c'était un piège, au contraire? dit La Mole; si cette échelle devait se briser sous mes pieds! madame, n'avez-vous point avoué aujourd'hui votre affection pour moi?

	Marguerite, à qui la joie avait rendu ses couleurs, redevint d'une pâleur mortelle.

	— Vous avez raison, dit-elle, c'est possible. Et elle s'élança vers la porte.

	— Qu'allez-vous faire? s'écria La Mole.

	— M'assurer par moi-même s'il est vrai qu'on vous attende dans le corridor.

	— Jamais, jamais! Pour que leur colère tombe sur vous!

	— Que voulez-vous qu'on fasse à une fille de France? femme et princesse du sang, je suis deux fois inviolable.

	La reine dit ces paroles avec une telle dignité qu'en effet La Mole comprit qu'elle ne risquait rien, et qu'il devait la laisser agir comme elle l'entendrait.

	Marguerite mit La Mole sous la garde de Gillonne en laissant à sa sagacité, selon ce qui se passerait, de fuir, ou d'attendre son retour, et elle s'avança dans le corridor qui, par un embranchement, conduisait à la bibliothèque ainsi qu'à plusieurs salons de réception, et qui en le suivant dans toute sa longueur aboutissait aux appartements du roi, de la reine mère, et à ce petit escalier dérobé par lequel on montait chez le duc d'Alençon et chez Henri. Quoiqu'il fût à peine neuf heures du soir, toutes les lumières étaient éteintes, et le corridor, à part une légère lueur qui venait de l'embranchement, était dans la plus parfaite obscurité. La reine de Navarre s'avança d'un pas ferme; mais lorsqu'elle fut au tiers du corridor à peine, elle entendit comme un chuchotement de voix basses auxquelles le soin qu'on prenait de les éteindre donnait un accent mystérieux et effrayant. Mais presque aussitôt le bruit cessa comme si un ordre supérieur l'eût éteint, et tout rentra dans l'obscurité; car cette lueur, si faible qu'elle fût, parut diminuer encore.

	Marguerite continua son chemin, marchant droit au danger qui, s'il existait, l'attendait là. Elle était calme en apparence, quoique ses mains crispées indiquassent une violente tension nerveuse. À mesure qu'elle s'approchait, ce silence sinistre redoublait, et une ombre pareille à celle d'une main obscurcissait la tremblante et incertaine lueur.

	Tout à coup, arrivée à l'embranchement du corridor, un homme fit deux pas en avant, démasqua un bougeoir de vermeil dont il s'éclairait en s'écriant:

	— Le voilà! Marguerite se trouva face à face avec son frère Charles. Derrière lui se tenait debout, un cordon de soie à la main, le duc d'Alençon. Au fond, dans l'obscurité, deux ombres apparaissaient debout, l'une à côté de l'autre, ne reflétant d'autre lumière que celle que renvoyait l'épée nue qu'ils tenaient à la main.

	Marguerite embrassa tout le tableau d'un coup d'oeil. Elle fit un effort suprême, et répondit en souriant à Charles:

	— Vous voulez dire: _La voilà, _Sire!

	Charles recula d'un pas. Tous les autres demeurèrent immobiles.

	— Toi, Margot! dit-il; et où vas-tu à cette heure?

	— À cette heure! dit Marguerite; est-il donc si tard?

	— Je te demande où tu vas.

	— Chercher un livre des discours de Cicéron, que je pense avoir laissé chez notre mère.

	— Ainsi, sans lumière?

	— Je croyais le corridor éclairé.

	— Et tu viens de chez toi?

	— Oui.

	— Que fais-tu donc ce soir?

	— Je prépare ma harangue aux envoyés polonais. N'y a-t-il pas conseil demain, et n'est-il pas convenu que chacun soumettra sa harangue à Votre Majesté?

	— Et n'as-tu pas quelqu'un qui t'aide dans ce travail? Marguerite rassembla toutes ses forces.

	— Oui, mon frère, dit-elle, M. de La Mole; il est très savant.

	— Si savant, dit le duc d'Alençon, que je l'avais prié, quand il aurait fini avec vous, ma soeur, de me venir trouver pour me donner des conseils, à moi qui ne suis pas de votre force.

	— Et vous l'attendiez? dit Marguerite du ton le plus naturel.

	— Oui, dit d'Alençon avec impatience.

	— En ce cas, fit Marguerite, je vais vous l'envoyer, mon frère, car nous avons fini.

	— Et votre livre? dit Charles.

	— Je le ferai prendre par Gillonne. Les deux frères échangèrent un signe.

	— Allez, dit Charles; et nous, continuons notre ronde.

	— Votre ronde! dit Marguerite; que cherchez-vous donc?

	— Le petit homme rouge, dit Charles. Ne savez-vous pas qu'il y a un petit homme rouge qui revient au vieux Louvre? Mon frère d'Alençon prétend l'avoir vu, et nous sommes en quête de lui.

	— Bonne chasse, dit Marguerite. Et elle se retira en jetant un regard derrière elle. Elle vit alors sur la muraille du corridor les quatre ombres réunies et qui semblaient conférer. En une seconde elle fut à la porte de son appartement.

	— Ouvre, Gillonne, dit-elle, ouvre. Gillonne obéit. Marguerite s'élança dans l'appartement, et trouva La Mole qui l'attendait, calme et résolu, mais l'épée à la main.

	— Fuyez, dit-elle, fuyez sans perdre une seconde. Ils vous attendent dans le corridor pour vous assassiner.

	— Vous l'ordonnez? dit La Mole.

	— Je le veux. Il faut nous séparer pour nous revoir.

	Pendant l'excursion de Marguerite, La Mole avait assuré l'échelle à la barre de la fenêtre, il l'enjamba; mais avant de poser le pied sur le premier échelon, il baisa tendrement la main de la reine.

	— Si cette échelle est un piège et que je meure pour vous,

	Marguerite, souvenez-vous de votre promesse.

	— Ce n'est pas une promesse, La Mole, c'est un serment. Ne craignez rien. Adieu. Et La Mole enhardi se laissa glisser plutôt qu'il ne descendit par l'échelle. Au même moment on frappa à la porte.

	Marguerite suivit des yeux La Mole dans sa périlleuse opération, et ne se retourna qu'au moment où elle se fut bien assurée que ses pieds avaient touché la terre.

	— Madame, disait Gillonne, madame!

	— Eh bien? demanda Marguerite.

	— Le roi frappe à la porte.

	— Ouvrez. Gillonne obéit. Les quatre princes, sans doute impatientés d'attendre, étaient debout sur le seuil.

	Charles entra.

	Marguerite vint au-devant de son frère, le sourire sur les lèvres.

	Le roi jeta un regard rapide autour de lui.

	— Que cherchez-vous, mon frère? demanda Marguerite.

	— Mais, dit Charles, je cherche… je cherche… eh! corne de boeuf! je cherche M. de La Mole.

	— M. de La Mole!

	— Oui; où est-il?Marguerite prit son frère par la main et le conduisit à la fenêtre. En ce moment même deux hommes s'éloignaient au grand galop de leurs chevaux, gagnant la tour de bois; l'un d'eux détacha son écharpe, et fit en signe d'adieu voltiger le blanc satin dans la nuit: ces deux hommes étaient La Mole et Orthon. Marguerite montra du doigt les deux hommes à Charles.

	— Eh bien, demanda le roi, que veut dire cela?

	— Cela veut dire, répondit Marguerite, que M. le duc d'Alençon peut remettre son cordon dans sa poche et MM. d'Anjou et de Guise leur épée dans le fourreau, attendu que M. de La Mole ne repassera pas cette nuit par le corridor.

	IX

	Les Atrides

	Depuis son retour à Paris, Henri d'Anjou n'avait pas encore revu librement sa mère Catherine, dont, comme chacun sait, il était le fils bien-aimé.

	C'était pour lui non pas la vaine satisfaction de l'étiquette, non plus un cérémonial pénible à remplir, mais l'accomplissement d'un devoir bien doux pour ce fils qui, s'il n'aimait pas sa mère, était sûr du moins d'être tendrement aimé par elle.

	En effet, Catherine préférait réellement ce fils, soit pour sa bravoure, soit plutôt pour sa beauté, car il y avait, outre la mère, de la femme dans Catherine, soit enfin parce que, suivant quelques chroniques scandaleuses, Henri d'Anjou rappelait à la Florentine certaine heureuse époque de mystérieuses amours.

	Catherine savait seule le retour du duc d'Anjou à Paris, retour que Charles IX eût ignoré si le hasard ne l'eût point conduit en face de l'hôtel de Condé au moment même où son frère en sortait. Charles ne l'attendait que le lendemain, et Henri d'Anjou espérait lui dérober les deux démarches qui avaient avancé son arrivée d'un jour, et qui étaient sa visite à la belle Marie de Clèves, princesse de Condé, et sa conférence avec les ambassadeurs polonais.

	C'est cette dernière démarche, sur l'intention de laquelle Charles était incertain, que le duc d'Anjou avait à expliquer à sa mère; et le lecteur, qui, comme Henri de Navarre, était certainement dans l'erreur à l'endroit de cette démarche, profitera de l'explication.

	Aussi lorsque le duc d'Anjou, longtemps attendu, entra chez sa mère, Catherine, si froide, si compassée d'habitude, Catherine, qui n'avait depuis le départ de son fils bien-aimé embrassé avec effusion que Coligny qui devait être assassiné le lendemain, ouvrit ses bras à l'enfant de son amour et le serra sur sa poitrine avec un élan d'affection maternelle qu'on était étonné de trouver encore dans ce coeur desséché.

	Puis elle s'éloignait de lui, le regardait et se reprenait encore à l'embrasser.

	— Ah! madame, lui dit-il, puisque le ciel me donne cette satisfaction d'embrasser sans témoin ma mère, consolez l'homme le plus malheureux du monde.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! mon cher enfant, s'écria Catherine, que vous est- il donc arrivé?

	— Rien que vous ne sachiez, ma mère. Je suis amoureux, je suis aimé; mais c'est cet amour même qui fait mon malheur à moi.

	— Expliquez-moi cela, mon fils, dit Catherine.

	— Eh! ma mère… ces ambassadeurs, ce départ…

	— Oui, dit Catherine, ces ambassadeurs sont arrivés, ce départ presse.

	— Il ne presse pas, ma mère, mais mon frère le pressera. Il me déteste, je lui fais ombrage, il veut se débarrasser de moi. Catherine sourit.

	— En vous donnant un trône, pauvre malheureux couronné!

	— Oh! n'importe, ma mère, reprit Henri avec angoisse, je ne veux pas partir. Moi, un fils de France, élevé dans le raffinement des moeurs polies, près de la meilleure mère, aimé d'une des plus charmantes femmes de la terre, j'irais là-bas dans ces neiges, au bout du monde, mourir lentement parmi ces gens grossiers qui s'enivrent du matin au soir et jugent les capacités de leur roi sur celles d'un tonneau, selon ce qu'il contient! Non, ma mère, je ne veux point partir, j'en mourrais!

	— Voyons, Henri, dit Catherine en pressant les deux mains de son fils, voyons, est-ce là la véritable raison?

	Henri baissa les yeux comme s'il n'osait, à sa mère elle-même, avouer ce qui se passait dans son coeur.

	— N'en est-il pas une autre, demanda Catherine, moins romanesque, plus raisonnable, plus politique!

	— Ma mère, ce n'est pas ma faute si cette idée m'est restée dans l'esprit, et peut-être y tient-elle plus de place qu'elle n'en devrait prendre; mais ne m'avez-vous pas dit vous-même que l'horoscope tiré à la naissance de mon frère Charles le condamnait à mourir jeune?

	— Oui, dit Catherine, mais un horoscope peut mentir, mon fils. Moi-même, j'en suis à espérer en ce moment que tous ces horoscopes ne soient pas vrais.

	— Mais enfin, son horoscope ne disait-il pas cela?

	— Son horoscope parlait d'un quart de siècle; mais il ne disait pas si c'était pour sa vie ou pour son règne.

	— Eh bien, ma mère, faites que je reste. Mon frère a près de vingt-quatre ans: dans un an la question sera résolue. Catherine réfléchit profondément.

	— Oui, certes, dit-elle, cela serait mieux si cela se pouvait ainsi.

	— Oh! jugez donc, ma mère, s'écria Henri, quel désespoir pour moi si j'allais avoir troqué la couronne de France contre celle de Pologne! Être tourmenté là-bas de cette idée que je pouvais régner au Louvre, au milieu de cette cour élégante et lettrée, près de la meilleure mère du monde, dont les conseils m'eussent épargné la moitié du travail et des fatigues, qui, habituée à porter avec mon père une partie du fardeau de l'État, eût bien voulu le porter encore avec moi! Ah! ma mère! j'eusse été un grand roi!

	— Là, là, cher enfant, dit Catherine, dont cet avenir avait toujours été aussi la plus douce espérance; là, ne vous désolez point. N'avez-vous pas songé de votre côté à quelque moyen d'arranger la chose?

	— Oh! certes, oui, et c'est surtout pour cela que je suis revenu deux ou trois jours plus tôt qu'on ne m'attendait, tout en laissant croire à mon frère Charles que c'était pour madame de Condé; puis j'ai été au-devant de Lasco, le plus important des envoyés, je me suis fait connaître de lui, faisant dans cette première entrevue tout ce qu'il était possible pour me rendre haïssable, et j'espère y être parvenu.

	— Ah! mon cher enfant, dit Catherine, c'est mal. Il faut mettre l'intérêt de la France avant vos petites répugnances.

	— Ma mère, l'intérêt de la France veut-il, en cas de malheur arrivé à mon frère, que ce soit le duc d'Alençon ou le roi de Navarre qui règne?

	— Oh! le roi de Navarre, jamais, jamais, murmura Catherine en laissant l'inquiétude couvrir son front de ce voile soucieux qui s'y étendait chaque fois que cette question se représentait.

	— Ma foi, continua Henri, mon frère d'Alençon ne vaut guère mieux et ne vous aime pas davantage.

	— Enfin, reprit Catherine, qu'a dit Lasco?

	— Lasco a hésité lui-même quand je l'ai pressé de demander audience. Oh! s'il pouvait écrire en Pologne, casser cette élection?

	— Folie, mon fils, folie… ce qu'une diète a consacré est sacré.

	— Mais enfin, ma mère, ne pourrait-on, à ces Polonais, leur faire accepter mon frère à ma place?

	— C'est, sinon impossible, du moins difficile, répondit

	Catherine.

	— N'importe! essayez, tentez, parlez au roi, ma mère; rejetez tout sur mon amour pour madame de Condé; dites que j'en suis fou, que j'en perds l'esprit. Justement il m'a vu sortir de l'hôtel du prince avec Guise, qui me rend là tous les services d'un bon ami.

	— Oui, pour faire la Ligue. Vous ne voyez pas cela, vous, mais je le vois.

	— Si fait, ma mère, si fait, mais en attendant j'use de lui. Eh! ne sommes-nous pas heureux quand un homme nous sert en se servant?

	— Et qu'a dit le roi en vous rencontrant!

	— Il a pu croire ce que je lui ai affirmé, c'est-à-dire que l'amour seul m'avait ramené à Paris.

	— Mais du reste de la nuit, ne vous en a-t-il pas demandé compte?

	— Si fait, ma mère; mais j'ai été au souper chez Nantouillet, où j'ai fait un scandale affreux pour que le bruit de ce scandale se répandît et que le roi ne doutât point que j'y étais.

	— Alors il ignore votre visite à Lasco?

	— Absolument.

	— Bon, tant mieux. J'essaierai donc de lui parler pour vous, cher enfant; mais, vous le savez, sur cette rude nature aucune influence n'est réelle.

	— Oh! ma mère, ma mère, quel bonheur si je restais, comme je vous aimerais plus encore que je ne vous aime, si c'était possible!

	— Si vous restez, on vous enverra encore à la guerre.

	— Oh! peu m'importe, pourvu que je ne quitte pas la France.

	— Vous vous ferez tuer.

	— Ma mère, on ne meurt pas des coups… on meurt de douleur, d'ennui. Mais Charles ne me permettra point de rester; il me déteste.

	— Il est jaloux de vous, mon beau vainqueur, c'est une chose dite; pourquoi aussi êtes-vous si brave et si heureux? Pourquoi, à vingt ans à peine, avez-vous gagné des batailles comme Alexandre et comme César? Mais en attendant, ne vous découvrez à personne, feignez d'être résigné, faites votre cour au roi. Aujourd'hui même, on se réunit en conseil privé pour lire et pour discuter les discours qui seront prononcés à la cérémonie; faites le roi de Pologne et laissez-moi le soin du reste. À propos, et votre expédition d'hier soir?

	— Elle a échoué, ma mère; le galant était prévenu, et il a pris son vol par la fenêtre.

	— Enfin, dit Catherine, je saurai un jour quel est le mauvais génie qui contrarie ainsi tous mes projets… En attendant, je m'en doute, et… malheur à lui!

	— Ainsi, ma mère?… dit le duc d'Anjou.

	— Laissez-moi mener cette affaire. Et elle baisa tendrement Henri sur les yeux en le poussant hors de son cabinet. Bientôt arrivèrent chez la reine les princesses de sa maison. Charles était en belle humeur, car l'aplomb de sa soeur Margot l'avait plus réjoui qu'affecté; il n'en voulait pas autrement à La Mole, et il l'avait attendu avec quelque ardeur dans le corridor parce que c'était une espèce de chasse à l'affût. D'Alençon, tout au contraire, était très préoccupé. La répulsion qu'il avait toujours eue pour La Mole s'était changée en haine du moment où il avait su que La Mole était aimé de sa soeur. Marguerite avait tout ensemble l'esprit rêveur et l'oeil au guet. Elle avait à la fois à se souvenir et à veiller. Les députés polonais avaient envoyé le texte des harangues qu'ils devaient prononcer. Marguerite, à qui l'on n'avait pas plus parlé de la scène de la veille que si la scène n'avait point existé, lut les discours, et, hormis Charles, chacun discuta ce qu'il répondrait. Charles laissa Marguerite répondre comme elle l'entendrait.

	Il se montra très difficile sur le choix des termes pour d'Alençon; mais quant au discours de Henri d'Anjou, il y apporta plus que du mauvais vouloir: il fut acharné à corriger et à reprendre.

	Cette séance, sans rien faire éclater encore, avait lourdement envenimé les esprits.

	Henri d'Anjou, qui avait son discours à refaire presque entièrement, sortit pour se mettre à cette tâche. Marguerite, qui n'avait pas eu de nouvelles du roi de Navarre depuis celles qui lui avaient été données au détriment des vitres de sa fenêtre, retourna chez elle dans l'espérance de l'y voir venir.

	D'Alençon, qui avait lu l'hésitation dans les yeux de son frère d'Anjou, et surpris entre lui et sa mère un regard d'intelligence, se retira pour rêver à ce qu'il regardait comme une cabale naissante. Enfin, Charles allait passer dans sa forge pour achever un épieu qu'il se fabriquait lui-même, lorsque Catherine l'arrêta.

	Charles, qui se doutait qu'il allait rencontrer chez sa mère quelque opposition à sa volonté, s'arrêta et la regarda fixement:

	— Eh bien, dit-il, qu'avons-nous encore?

	— Un dernier mot à échanger, Sire. Nous avons oublié ce mot, et cependant il est de quelque importance. Quel jour fixons-nous pour la séance publique?

	— Ah! c'est vrai, dit le roi en se rasseyant; causons-en, mère.

	Eh bien! à quand vous plaît-il que nous fixions le jour?

	— Je croyais, répondit Catherine, que dans le silence même de Votre Majesté, dans son oubli apparent, il y avait quelque chose de profondément calculé.

	— Non, dit Charles; pourquoi cela, ma mère?

	— Parce que, ajouta Catherine très doucement, il ne faudrait pas, ce me semble, mon fils, que les Polonais nous vissent courir avec tant d'âpreté après cette couronne.

	— Au contraire, ma mère, dit Charles, ils se sont hâtés, eux, en venant à marches forcées de Varsovie ici… Honneur pour honneur, politesse pour politesse.

	— Votre Majesté peut avoir raison dans un sens, comme dans un autre je pourrais ne pas avoir tort. Ainsi, son avis est que la séance publique doit être hâtée?

	— Ma foi, oui, ma mère; ne serait-ce point le vôtre par hasard?

	— Vous savez que je n'ai d'avis que ceux qui peuvent le plus concourir à votre gloire; je vous dirai donc qu'en vous pressant ainsi je craindrais qu'on ne vous accusât de profiter bien vite de cette occasion qui se présente de soulager la maison de France des charges que votre frère lui impose, mais que, bien certainement, il lui rend en gloire et en dévouement.

	— Ma mère, dit Charles, à son départ de France, je doterai mon frère si richement que personne n'osera même penser ce que vous craignez que l'on dise.

	— Allons, dit Catherine, je me rends, puisque vous avez une si bonne réponse à chacune de mes objections… Mais, pour recevoir ce peuple guerrier, qui juge de la puissance des États par les signes extérieurs, il vous faut un déploiement considérable de troupes, et je ne pense pas qu'il y en ait assez de convoquées dans l'Île-de-France.

	— Pardonnez-moi, ma mère, car j'ai prévu l'événement, et je me suis préparé. J'ai rappelé deux bataillons de la Normandie, un de la Guyenne; ma compagnie d'archers est arrivée hier de la Bretagne; les chevau-légers, répandus dans la Touraine, seront à Paris dans le courant de la journée; et tandis qu'on croit que je dispose à peine de quatre régiments, j'ai vingt mille hommes prêts à paraître.

	— Ah! ah! dit Catherine surprise; alors il ne vous manque plus qu'une chose, mais on se la procurera.

	— Laquelle?

	— De l'argent. Je crois que vous n'en êtes pas fourni outre mesure.

	— Au contraire, madame, au contraire, dit Charles IX. J'ai quatorze cent mille écus à la Bastille; mon épargne particulière m'a remis ces jours passés huit cent mille écus que j'ai enfouis dans mes caves du Louvre, et, en cas de pénurie, Nantouillet tient trois cent mille autres écus à ma disposition.

	Catherine frémit; car elle avait vu jusqu'alors Charles violent et emporté, mais jamais prévoyant.

	— Allons, fit-elle, Votre Majesté pense à tout, c'est admirable, et pour peu que les tailleurs, les brodeuses et les joailliers se hâtent, Votre Majesté sera en état de donner séance avant six semaines.

	— Six semaines! s'écria Charles. Ma mère, les tailleurs, les brodeuses et les joailliers travaillent depuis le jour où l'on a appris la nomination de mon frère. À la rigueur, tout pourrait être prêt pour aujourd'hui; mais, à coup sûr, tout sera prêt dans trois ou quatre jours.

	— Oh! murmura Catherine, vous êtes plus pressé encore que je ne le croyais, mon fils.

	— Honneur pour honneur, je vous l'ai dit.

	— Bien. C'est donc cet honneur fait à la maison de France qui vous flatte, n'est-ce pas?

	— Assurément.

	— Et voir un fils de France sur le trône de Pologne est votre plus cher désir?

	— Vous dites vrai.

	— Alors c'est le fait, c'est la chose et non l'homme qui vous préoccupe, et quel que soit celui qui règne là-bas…

	— Non pas, non pas, ma mère, corboeuf! demeurons-en où nous sommes! Les Polonais ont bien choisi. Ils sont adroits et forts, ces gens-là! Nation militaire, peuple de soldats, ils prennent un capitaine pour prince, c'est logique, peste! d'Anjou fait leur affaire: le héros de Jarnac et de Moncontour leur va comme un gant… Qui voulez-vous que je leur envoie? d'Alençon? un lâche! cela leur donnerait une belle idée des Valois! … D'Alençon! il fuirait à la première balle qui lui sifflerait aux oreilles, tandis que Henri d'Anjou, un batailleur, bon! toujours l'épée au poing, toujours marchant en avant, à pied ou à cheval! … Hardi! pique, pousse, assomme, tue! Ah! c'est un homme que mon frère d'Anjou, un vaillant qui va les faire battre du matin au soir, depuis le premier jusqu'au dernier jour de l'année. Il boit mal, c'est vrai; mais il les fera tuer de sang-froid, voilà tout. Il sera là dans sa sphère, ce cher Henri! Sus! sus! au champ de bataille! Bravo les trompettes et les tambours! Vive le roi! vive le vainqueur! vive le général! On le proclame _imperator _trois fois l'an! Ce sera admirable pour la maison de France et l'honneur des Valois… Il sera peut-être tué; mais, ventremahon! ce sera une mort superbe!

	Catherine frissonna et un éclair jaillit de ses yeux.

	— Dites, s'écria-t-elle, que vous voulez éloigner Henri d'Anjou, dites que vous n'aimez pas votre frère!

	— Ah! ah! ah! fit Charles en éclatant d'un rire nerveux, vous avez deviné cela, vous, que je voulais l'éloigner? Vous avez deviné cela, vous, que je ne l'aimais pas? Et quand cela serait, voyons? Aimer mon frère! Pourquoi donc l'aimerais-je? Ah! ah! ah! est-ce que vous voulez rire?… (Et à mesure qu'il parlait, ses joues pâles s'animaient d'une fébrile rougeur.) Est-ce qu'il m'aime, lui? Est-ce que vous m'aimez, vous? Est-ce que, excepté mes chiens, Marie Touchet et ma nourrice, est-ce qu'il y a quelqu'un qui m'ait jamais aimé? Non, non, je n'aime pas mon frère, je n'aime que moi, entendez-vous! et je n'empêche pas mon frère d'en faire autant que je fais.

	— Sire, dit Catherine s'animant à son tour, puisque vous me découvrez votre coeur, il faut que je vous ouvre le mien. Vous agissez en roi faible, en monarque mal conseillé; vous renvoyez votre second frère, le soutien naturel du trône, et qui est en tous points digne de vous succéder s'il vous advenait malheur, laissant dans ce cas votre couronne à l'abandon; car, comme vous le disiez, d'Alençon est jeune, incapable, faible, plus que faible, lâche! … Et le Béarnais se dresse derrière, entendez- vous?

	— Eh! mort de tous les diables! s'écria Charles, qu'est-ce que me fait ce qui arrivera quand je n'y serai plus? Le Béarnais se dresse derrière mon frère, dites-vous? Corboeuf! tant mieux! … Je disais que je n'aimais personne… je me trompais, j'aime Henriot; oui, je l'aime, ce bon Henriot: il a l'air franc, la main tiède, tandis que je ne vois autour de moi que des yeux faux et ne touche que des mains glacées. Il est incapable de trahison envers moi, j'en jurerais. D'ailleurs je lui dois un dédommagement: on lui a empoisonné sa mère, pauvre garçon! des gens de ma famille, à ce que j'ai entendu dire. D'ailleurs je me porte bien. Mais, si je tombais malade, je l'appellerais, je ne voudrais pas qu'il me quittât, je ne prendrais rien que de sa main, et quand je mourrai je le ferai roi de France et de Navarre… Et, ventre du pape! au lieu de rire à ma mort, comme feraient mes frères, il pleurerait ou du moins il ferait semblant de pleurer.

	La foudre tombant aux pieds de Catherine l'eût moins épouvantée que ces paroles. Elle demeura atterrée, regardant Charles d'un oeil hagard; puis enfin, au bout de quelques secondes:

	— Henri de Navarre! s'écria-t-elle, Henri de Navarre! roi de France au préjudice de mes enfants! Ah! sainte madone! nous verrons! C'est donc pour cela que vous voulez éloigner mon fils?

	— Votre fils… et que suis-je donc moi? un fils de louve comme Romulus! s'écria Charles tremblant de colère et l'oeil scintillant comme s'il se fût allumé par places. Votre fils! vous avez raison, le roi de France n'est pas votre fils lui, le roi de France n'a pas de frères, le roi de France n'a pas de mère, le roi de France n'a que des sujets. Le roi de France n'a pas besoin d'avoir des sentiments, il a des volontés. Il se passera qu'on l'aime, mais il veut qu'on lui obéisse.

	— Sire, vous avez mal interprété mes paroles: j'ai appelé mon fils celui qui allait me quitter. Je l'aime mieux en ce moment parce que c'est lui qu'en ce moment je crains le plus de perdre. Est-ce un crime à une mère de désirer que son enfant ne la quitte pas?

	— Et moi, je vous dis qu'il vous quittera, je vous dis qu'il quittera la France, qu'il s'en ira en Pologne, et cela dans deux jours; et si vous ajoutez une parole ce sera demain; et si vous ne baissez pas le front, si vous n'éteignez pas la menace de vos yeux, je l'étrangle ce soir comme vous vouliez qu'on étranglât hier l'amant de votre fille. Seulement je ne le manquerai pas, moi, comme nous avons manqué La Mole.

	Sous cette première menace, Catherine baissa le front; mais presque aussitôt elle le releva.

	— Ah! pauvre enfant! dit-elle, ton frère veut te tuer. Eh bien, soit tranquille, ta mère te défendra.

	— Ah! l'on me brave! s'écria Charles. Eh bien, par le sang du Christ! il mourra, non pas ce soir, non pas tout à l'heure, mais à l'instant même. Ah! une arme! une dague! un couteau! … Ah!

	Et Charles, après avoir porté inutilement les yeux autour de lui pour chercher ce qu'il demandait, aperçut le petit poignard que sa mère portait à sa ceinture, se jeta dessus, l'arracha de sa gaine de chagrin incrustée d'argent, et bondit hors de la chambre pour aller frapper Henri d'Anjou partout où il le trouverait. Mais en arrivant dans le vestibule ses forces surexcitées au-delà de la puissance humaine, l'abandonnèrent tout à coup: il étendit le bras, laissa tomber l'arme aiguë, qui resta fichée dans le parquet, jeta un cri lamentable, s'affaissa sur lui-même et roula sur le plancher.

	En même temps le sang jaillit en abondance de ses lèvres et de son nez.

	— Jésus! dit-il, on me tue; à moi! à moi!

	Catherine, qui l'avait suivi, le vit tomber; elle regarda un instant impassible et sans bouger; puis rappelée à elle, non par l'amour maternel, mais par la difficulté de la situation, elle ouvrit en criant:

	— Le roi se trouve mal! au secours! au secours! À ce cri un monde de serviteurs, d'officiers et de courtisans s'empressèrent autour du jeune roi. Mais avant tout le monde une femme s'était élancée, écartant les spectateurs et relevant Charles pâle comme un cadavre.

	— On me tue, nourrice, on me tue, murmura le roi baigné de sueur et de sang.

	— On te tue! mon Charles! s'écria la bonne femme en parcourant tous les visages avec un regard qui fit reculer jusqu'à Catherine elle-même; et qui donc cela qui te tue?

	Charles poussa un faible soupir et s'évanouit tout à fait.

	— Ah! dit le médecin Ambroise Paré, qu'on avait envoyé chercher à l'instant même, ah! voilà le roi bien malade!

	— Maintenant, de gré ou de force, se dit l'implacable Catherine, il faudra bien qu'il accorde un délai.

	Et elle quitta le roi pour aller joindre son second fils, qui attendait avec anxiété dans l'oratoire le résultat de cet entretien si important pour lui.

	X

	L'Horoscope

	En sortant de l'oratoire, où elle venait d'apprendre à Henri d'Anjou tout ce qui s'était passé, Catherine avait trouvé René dans sa chambre.

	C'était la première fois que la reine et l'astrologue se revoyaient depuis la visite que la reine lui avait faite à sa boutique du pont Saint-Michel; seulement, la veille, la reine lui avait écrit, et c'était la réponse à ce billet que René lui apportait en personne.

	— Eh bien, lui demanda la reine, l'avez-vous vu?

	— Oui.

	— Comment va-t-il?

	— Plutôt mieux que plus mal.

	— Et peut-il parler?

	— Non, l'épée a traversé le larynx.

	— Je vous avais dit en ce cas de le faire écrire?

	— J'ai essayé, lui-même a réuni toutes ses forces; mais sa main n'a pu tracer que deux lettres presque illisibles, puis il s'est évanoui: la veine jugulaire a été ouverte, et le sang qu'il a perdu lui a ôté toutes ses forces.

	— Avez-vous vu ces lettres?

	— Les voici.

	René tira un papier de sa poche et le présenta à Catherine, qui le déplia vivement.

	— Un M et un O, dit-elle… Serait-ce décidément ce La Mole, et toute cette comédie de Marguerite ne serait-elle qu'un moyen de détourner les soupçons?

	— Madame, dit René, si j'osais émettre mon opinion dans une affaire où Votre Majesté hésite à former la sienne, je lui dirais que je crois M. de La Mole trop amoureux pour s'occuper sérieusement de politique.

	— Vous croyez?

	— Oui, surtout trop amoureux de la reine de Navarre pour servir avec dévouement le roi, car il n'y a pas de véritable amour sans jalousie.

	— Et vous le croyez donc tout à fait amoureux?

	— J'en suis sûr.

	— Aurait-il eu recours à vous?

	— Oui.

	— Et il vous a demandé quelque breuvage, quelque philtre?

	— Non, nous nous en sommes tenus à la figure de cire.

	— Piquée au coeur?

	— Piquée au coeur.

	— Et cette figure existe toujours?

	— Oui.

	— Elle est chez vous?

	— Elle est chez moi.

	— Il serait curieux, dit Catherine, que ces préparations cabalistiques eussent réellement l'effet qu'on leur attribue.

	— Votre Majesté est plus que moi à même d'en juger.

	— La reine de Navarre aime-t-elle M. de La Mole?

	— Elle l'aime au point de se perdre pour lui. Hier elle l'a sauvé de la mort au risque de son honneur et de sa vie. Vous voyez, madame, et cependant vous doutez toujours.

	— De quoi?

	— De la science.

	— C'est qu'aussi la science m'a trahie, dit Catherine en regardant fixement René, qui supporta admirablement bien ce regard.

	— En quelle occasion?

	— Oh! vous savez ce que je veux dire; à moins toutefois que ce soit le savant et non la science.

	— Je ne sais ce que vous voulez dire, madame, répondit le

	Florentin.

	— René, vos parfums ont-ils perdu leur odeur?

	— Non, madame, quand ils sont employés par moi; mais il est possible qu'en passant par la main des autres… Catherine sourit et hocha la tête.

	— Votre opiat a fait merveille, René, dit-elle, et madame de

	Sauve a les lèvres plus fraîches et plus vermeilles que jamais.

	— Ce n'est pas mon opiat qu'il faut en féliciter, madame, car la baronne de Sauve, usant du droit qu'a toute jolie femme d'être capricieuse, ne m'a plus reparlé de cet opiat, et moi, de mon côté, après la recommandation que m'avait faite Votre Majesté, j'ai jugé à propos de ne lui en point envoyer. Les boîtes sont donc toutes encore à la maison telles que vous les y avez laissées, moins une qui a disparu sans que je sache quelle personne me l'a prise ni ce que cette personne a voulu en faire.

	— C'est bien, René, dit Catherine; peut-être plus tard reviendrons-nous là-dessus; en attendant, parlons d'autre chose.

	— J'écoute, madame.

	— Que faut-il pour apprécier la durée probable de la vie d'une personne?

	— Savoir d'abord le jour de sa naissance, l'âge qu'elle a, et sous quel signe elle a vu le jour.

	— Puis ensuite?

	— Avoir de son sang et de ses cheveux.

	— Et si je vous porte de son sang et de ses cheveux, si je vous dis sous quel signe il a vu le jour, si je vous dis l'âge qu'il a, le jour de sa naissance, vous me direz, vous, l'époque probable de sa mort?

	— Oui, à quelques jours près.

	— C'est bien. J'ai de ses cheveux, je me procurerai de son sang.

	— La personne est-elle née pendant le jour ou pendant la nuit?

	— À cinq heures vingt-trois minutes du soir.

	— Soyez demain à cinq heures chez moi, l'expérience doit être faite à l'heure précise de la naissance.

	— C'est bien, dit Catherine, _nous y serons. _René salua et sortit sans paraître avoir remarqué le nous y serons, qui indiquait cependant, que contre son habitude, Catherine ne viendrait pas seule.

	Le lendemain, au point du jour, Catherine passa chez son fils. À minuit elle avait fait demander de ses nouvelles, et on lui avait répondu que maître Ambroise Paré était près de lui, et s'apprêtait à le saigner si la même agitation nerveuse continuait.

	Encore tressaillant dans son sommeil, encore pâle du sang qu'il avait perdu, Charles dormait sur l'épaule de sa fidèle nourrice, qui, appuyée contre son lit, n'avait point depuis trois heures changé de position, de peur de troubler le repos de son cher enfant.

	Une légère écume venait poindre de temps en temps sur les lèvres du malade, et la nourrice l'essuyait avec une fine batiste brodée. Sur le chevet était un mouchoir tout maculé de larges taches de sang.

	Catherine eut un instant l'idée de s'emparer de ce mouchoir, mais elle pensa que ce sang, mêlé comme il l'était à la salive qui l'avait détrempé, n'aurait peut-être pas la même efficacité; elle demanda à la nourrice si le médecin n'avait pas saigné son fils comme il lui avait fait dire qu'il le devait faire. La nourrice répondit que si, et que la saignée avait été si abondante que Charles s'était évanoui deux fois.

	La reine mère, qui avait quelque connaissance en médecine comme toutes les princesses de cette époque, demanda à voir le sang; rien n'était plus facile, le médecin avait recommandé qu'on le conservât pour en étudier les phénomènes.

	Il était dans une cuvette dans le cabinet à côté de la chambre. Catherine y passa pour l'examiner, remplit de la rouge liqueur un petit flacon qu'elle avait apporté dans cette intention; puis rentra, cachant dans ses poches ses doigts, dont l'extrémité eût dénoncé la profanation qu'elle venait de commettre.

	Au moment où elle reparaissait sur le seuil du cabinet, Charles rouvrit les yeux et fut frappé de la vue de sa mère. Alors rappelant, comme à la suite d'un rêve, toutes ses pensées empreintes de rancune:

	— Ah! c'est vous, madame? dit-il. Eh bien, annoncez à votre fils bien-aimé, à votre Henri d'Anjou, que ce sera pour demain.

	— Mon cher Charles, dit Catherine, ce sera pour le jour que vous voudrez. Tranquillisez-vous et dormez.

	Charles, comme s'il eût cédé à ce conseil, ferma effectivement les yeux; et Catherine qui l'avait donné comme on fait pour consoler un malade ou un enfant, sortit de sa chambre. Mais derrière elle, et lorsqu'il eut entendu se refermer la porte, Charles se redressa, et tout à coup, d'une voix étouffée par l'accès dont il souffrait encore:

	— Mon chancelier! cria-t-il, les sceaux, la cour! … qu'on me fasse venir tout cela.

	La nourrice, avec une tendre violence, ramena la tête du roi sur son épaule, et pour le rendormir essaya de le bercer comme lorsqu'il était enfant.

	— Non, non, nourrice, je ne dormirai plus. Appelle mes gens, je veux travailler ce matin.

	Quand Charles parlait ainsi, il fallait obéir; et la nourrice elle-même, malgré les privilèges que son royal nourrisson lui avait conservés, n'osait aller contre ses commandements. On fit venir ceux que le roi demandait, et la séance fut fixée, non pas au lendemain, c'était chose impossible, mais à cinq jours de là.

	Cependant à l'heure convenue, c'est-à-dire à cinq heures, la reine mère et le duc d'Anjou se rendaient chez René, lequel, prévenu, comme on le sait, de cette visite, avait tout préparé pour la séance mystérieuse.

	Dans la chambre à droite, c'est-à-dire dans la chambre aux sacrifices, rougissait, sur un réchaud ardent, une lame d'acier destinée à représenter, par ses capricieuses arabesques, les événements de la destinée sur laquelle on consultait l'oracle; sur l'autel était préparé le livre des sorts, et pendant la nuit, qui avait été fort claire, René avait pu étudier la marche et l'attitude des constellations.

	Henri d'Anjou entra le premier; il avait de faux cheveux; un masque couvrait sa figure et un grand manteau de nuit déguisait sa taille. Sa mère vint ensuite; et si elle n'eût pas su d'avance que c'était son fils qui l'attendait là, elle-même n'eût pu le reconnaître. Catherine ôta son masque; le duc d'Anjou, au contraire, garda le sien.

	— As-tu fait cette nuit tes observations? demanda Catherine.

	— Oui, madame, dit-il; et la réponse des astres m'a déjà appris le passé. Celui pour qui vous m'interrogez a, comme toutes les personnes nées sous le signe de l'écrevisse, le coeur ardent et d'une fierté sans exemple. Il est puissant; il a vécu près d'un quart de siècle; il a jusqu'à présent obtenu du ciel gloire et richesse. Est-ce cela, madame?

	— Peut-être, dit Catherine.

	— Avez-vous les cheveux et le sang?

	— Les voici.

	Et Catherine remit au nécromancien une boucle de cheveux d'un blond fauve et une petite fiole de sang.

	René prit la fiole, la secoua pour bien réunir la fibrine et la sérosité, et laissa tomber sur la lame rougie une large goutte de cette chair coulante, qui bouillonna à l'instant même et s'extravasa bientôt en dessins fantastiques.

	— Oh! madame, s'écria René, je le vois se tordre en d'atroces douleurs. Entendez-vous comme il gémit, comme il crie à l'aide! Voyez-vous comme tout devient sang autour de lui? Voyez-vous comme, enfin, autour de son lit de mort s'apprêtent de grands combats? Tenez, voici les lances; tenez, voici les épées.

	— Sera-ce long? demanda Catherine palpitante d'une émotion indicible et arrêtant la main de Henri d'Anjou, qui, dans son avide curiosité, se penchait au-dessus du brasier.

	René s'approcha de l'autel et répéta une prière cabalistique, mettant à cette action un feu et une conviction qui gonflaient les veines de ses tempes et lui donnaient ces convulsions prophétiques et ces tressaillements nerveux qui prenaient les pythies antiques sur le trépied et les poursuivaient jusque sur leur lit de mort.

	Enfin il se releva et annonça que tout était prêt, prit d'une main le flacon encore aux trois quarts plein, et de l'autre la boucle de cheveux; puis commandant à Catherine d'ouvrir le livre au hasard et de laisser tomber sa vue sur le premier endroit venu, il versa sur la lame d'acier tout le sang, et jeta dans le brasier tous les cheveux, en prononçant une phrase cabalistique composée de mots hébreux auxquels il n'entendait rien lui-même.

	Aussitôt le duc d'Anjou et Catherine virent s'étendre sur cette lame une figure blanche comme celle d'un cadavre enveloppé de son suaire.

	Une autre figure, qui semblait celle d'une femme, était inclinée sur la première.

	En même temps les cheveux s'enflammèrent en donnant un seul jet de feu, clair, rapide, dardé comme une langue rouge.

	— Un an! s'écria René, un an à peine, et cet homme sera mort, et une femme pleurera seule sur lui. Mais non, là-bas, au bout de la lame, une autre femme encore, qui tient comme un enfant dans ses bras.

	Catherine regarda son fils, et, toute mère qu'elle était, sembla lui demander quelles étaient ces deux femmes.

	Mais René achevait à peine, que la plaque d'acier redevint blanche; tout s'y était graduellement effacé.

	Alors Catherine ouvrit le livre au hasard, et lut, d'une voix dont, malgré toute sa force, elle ne pouvait cacher l'altération, le distique suivant:

	Ains a peri cil que l'on redoutoit, Plus tôt, trop tôt, si prudence n'étoit.

	Un profond silence régna quelque temps autour du brasier.

	— Et pour celui que tu sais, demanda Catherine, quels sont les signes de ce mois?

	— Florissant comme toujours, madame. À moins de vaincre le destin par une lutte de dieu à dieu, l'avenir est bien certainement à cet homme. Cependant…

	— Cependant, quoi?

	— Une des étoiles qui composent sa pléiade est restée pendant le temps de mes observations couverte d'un nuage noir.

	— Ah! s'écria Catherine, un nuage noir… Il y aurait donc quelque espérance?

	— De qui parlez-vous, madame? demanda le duc d'Anjou. Catherine emmena son fils loin de la lueur du brasier et lui parla à voix basse. Pendant ce temps René s'agenouillait, et à la clarté de la flamme, versant dans sa main une dernière goutte de sang demeurée au fond de la fiole:

	— Bizarre contradiction, disait-il, et qui prouve combien peu sont solides les témoignages de la science simple que pratiquent les hommes vulgaires! Pour tout autre que moi, pour un médecin, pour un savant, pour maître Ambroise Paré lui-même, voilà un sang si pur, si fécond, si plein de mordant et de sucs animaux, qu'il promet de longues années au corps dont il est sorti; et cependant toute cette vigueur doit disparaître bientôt, toute cette vie doit s'éteindre avant un an!

	Catherine et Henri d'Anjou s'étaient retournés et écoutaient. Les yeux du prince brillaient à travers son masque.

	— Ah! continua René, c'est qu'aux savants ordinaires le présent seul appartient; tandis qu'à nous appartiennent le passé et l'avenir.

	— Ainsi donc, continua Catherine, vous persistez à croire qu'il mourra avant une année?

	— Aussi certainement que nous sommes ici trois personnes vivantes qui un jour reposeront à leur tour dans le cercueil.

	— Cependant vous disiez que le sang était pur et fécond, vous disiez que ce sang promettait une longue vie?

	— Oui, si les choses suivaient leur cours naturel. Mais n'est-il pas possible qu'un accident…

	— Ah! oui, vous entendez, dit Catherine à Henri, un accident…

	— Hélas! dit celui-ci, raison de plus pour demeurer.

	— Oh! quant à cela, n'y songez plus, c'est chose impossible.

	
Alors se retournant vers René:

	— Merci, dit le jeune homme en déguisant le timbre de sa voix, merci; prends cette bourse.

	— Venez, comte, dit Catherine, donnant à dessein à son fils un titre qui devait dérouter les conjectures de René. Et ils partirent.

	— Oh! ma mère, vous voyez, dit Henri, un accident! … et si cet accident-là arrive, je ne serai point là; je serai à quatre cents lieues de vous…

	— Quatre cents lieues se font en huit jours, mon fils.

	— Oui; mais sait-on si ces gens-là me laisseront revenir? Que ne puis-je attendre, ma mère! …

	— Qui sait? dit Catherine; cet accident dont parle René n'est-il pas celui qui, depuis hier, couche le roi sur un lit de douleur? Écoutez, rentrez de votre côté, mon enfant; moi, je vais passer par la petite porte du cloître des Augustines, ma suite m'attend dans ce couvent. Allez, Henri, allez, et gardez-vous d'irriter votre frère, si vous le voyez.

	XI

	Les confidences

	La première chose qu'apprit le duc d'Anjou en arrivant au Louvre, c'est que l'entrée solennelle des ambassadeurs était fixée au cinquième jour. Les tailleurs et les joailliers attendaient le prince avec de magnifiques habits et de superbes parures que le roi avait commandés pour lui.

	Pendant qu'il les essayait avec une colère qui mouillait ses yeux de larmes, Henri de Navarre s'égayait fort d'un magnifique collier d'émeraudes, d'une épée à poignée d'or et d'une bague précieuse que Charles lui avait envoyés le matin même.

	D'Alençon venait de recevoir une lettre et s'était renfermé dans sa chambre pour la lire en toute liberté.

	Quant à Coconnas, il demandait son ami à tous les échos du Louvre.

	En effet, comme on le pense bien, Coconnas, assez peu surpris de ne pas voir rentrer La Mole de toute la nuit, avait commencé dans la matinée à concevoir quelque inquiétude: il s'était en conséquence mis à la recherche de son ami, commençant son investigation par l'hôtel de la Belle-Étoile, passant de l'hôtel de la Belle-Étoile à la rue Cloche-Percée, de la rue Cloche-Percée à la rue Tizon, de la rue Tizon au pont Saint-Michel, enfin du pont Saint-Michel au Louvre.

	Cette investigation avait été faite, vis-à-vis de ceux auxquels elle s'adressait, d'une façon tantôt si originale, tantôt si exigeante, ce qui est facile à concevoir quand on connaît le caractère excentrique de Coconnas, qu'elle avait suscité entre lui et trois seigneurs de la cour des explications qui avaient fini à la mode de l'époque, c'est-à-dire sur le terrain. Coconnas avait mis à ces rencontres la conscience qu'il mettait d'ordinaire à ces sortes de choses; il avait tué le premier et blessé les deux autres, en disant:

	— Ce pauvre La Mole, il savait si bien le latin!

	C'était au point que le dernier, qui était le baron de Boissey, lui avait dit en tombant:

	— Ah! pour l'amour du ciel, Coconnas, varie un peu, et dis au moins qu'il savait le grec.

	Enfin, le bruit de l'aventure du corridor avait transpiré: Coconnas s'en était gonflé de douleur, car un instant il avait cru que tous ces rois et tous ces princes lui avaient tué son ami, et l'avaient jeté dans quelque oubliette.

	Il apprit que d'Alençon avait été de la partie, et passant par- dessus la majesté qui entourait le prince du sang, il l'alla trouver et lui demanda une explication comme il l'eût fait envers un simple gentilhomme.

	D'Alençon eut d'abord bonne envie de mettre à la porte l'impertinent qui venait lui demander compte de ses actions; mais Coconnas parlait d'un ton de voix si bref, ses yeux flamboyaient d'un tel éclat, l'aventure des trois duels en moins de vingt- quatre heures avait placé le Piémontais si haut, qu'il réfléchit, et qu'au lieu de se livrer à son premier mouvement, il répondit à son gentilhomme avec un charmant sourire:

	— Mon cher Coconnas, il est vrai que le roi furieux d'avoir reçu sur l'épaule une aiguière d'argent, le duc d'Anjou mécontent d'avoir été coiffé avec une compote d'oranges, et le duc de Guise humilié d'avoir été souffleté avec un quartier de sanglier, ont fait la partie de tuer M. de La Mole; mais un ami de votre ami a détourné le coup. La partie a donc manqué, je vous en donne ma parole de prince.

	— Ah! fit Coconnas respirant sur cette assurance comme un soufflet de forge, ah! mordi, Monseigneur, voilà qui est bien, et je voudrais connaître cet ami, pour lui prouver ma reconnaissance.

	M. d'Alençon ne répondit rien, mais sourit plus agréablement encore qu'il ne l'avait fait; ce qui laissa croire à Coconnas que cet ami n'était autre que le prince lui-même.

	— Eh bien, Monseigneur! reprit-il, puisque vous avez tant fait que de me dire le commencement de l'histoire, mettez le comble à vos bontés en me racontant la fin. On voulait le tuer, mais on ne l'a pas tué, me dites-vous; voyons! qu'en a-t-on fait? Je suis courageux, allez! dites, et je sais supporter une mauvaise nouvelle. On l'a jeté dans quelque cul de basse-fosse, n'est-ce pas? Tant mieux, cela le rendra circonspect. Il ne veut jamais écouter mes conseils. D'ailleurs on l'en tirera, mordi! Les pierres ne sont pas dures pour tout le monde.

	D'Alençon hocha la tête.

	— Le pis de tout cela, dit-il, mon brave Coconnas, c'est que depuis cette aventure ton ami a disparu, sans qu'on sache où il est passé.

	— Mordi! s'écria le Piémontais en pâlissant de nouveau, fût-il passé en enfer, je saurai où il est.

	— Écoute, dit d'Alençon qui avait, mais par des motifs bien différents, aussi bonne envie que Coconnas de savoir où était La Mole, je te donnerai un conseil d'ami.

	— Donnez, Monseigneur, dit Coconnas, donnez.

	— Va trouver la reine Marguerite, elle doit savoir ce qu'est devenu celui que tu pleures.

	— S'il faut que je l'avoue à Votre Altesse, dit Coconnas, j'y avais déjà pensé, mais je n'avais point osé; car, outre que madame Marguerite m'impose plus que je ne saurais dire, j'avais peur de la trouver dans les larmes. Mais, puisque Votre Altesse m'assure que La Mole n'est pas mort et que Sa Majesté doit savoir où il est, je vais faire provision de courage et aller la trouver.

	— Va, mon ami, va, dit le duc François. Et quand tu auras des nouvelles, donne-m'en à moi-même; car je suis en vérité aussi inquiet que toi. Seulement souviens-toi d'une chose, Coconnas…

	— Laquelle?

	— Ne dis pas que tu viens de ma part, car en commettant cette imprudence tu pourrais bien ne rien apprendre.

	— Monseigneur, dit Coconnas, du moment où Votre Altesse me recommande le secret sur ce point, je serai muet comme une tanche ou comme la reine mère.

	«Bon prince, excellent prince, prince magnanime», murmura Coconnas en se rendant chez la reine de Navarre.

	Marguerite attendait Coconnas, car le bruit de son désespoir était arrivé jusqu'à elle, et en apprenant par quels exploits ce désespoir s'était signalé, elle avait presque pardonné à Coconnas la façon quelque peu brutale dont il traitait son amie madame la duchesse de Nevers, à laquelle le Piémontais ne s'était point adressé à cause d'une grosse brouille existant déjà depuis deux ou trois jours entre eux. Il fut donc introduit chez la reine aussitôt qu'annoncé.

	Coconnas entra, sans pouvoir surmonter ce certain embarras dont il avait parlé à d'Alençon qu'il éprouvait toujours en face de la reine, et qui lui était bien plus inspiré par la supériorité de l'esprit que par celle du rang; mais Marguerite l'accueillit avec un sourire qui le rassura tout d'abord.

	— Eh! madame, dit-il, rendez-moi mon ami, je vous en supplie, ou dites-moi tout au moins ce qu'il est devenu; car sans lui je ne puis pas vivre. Supposez Euryale sans Nisus, Damon sans Pythias, ou Oreste sans Pylade, et ayez pitié de mon infortune en faveur d'un des héros que je viens de vous citer, et dont le coeur, je vous le jure, ne l'emportait pas en tendresse sur le mien.

	Marguerite sourit, et après avoir fait promettre le secret à Coconnas, elle lui raconta la fuite par la fenêtre. Quant au lieu de son séjour, si instantes que fussent les prières du Piémontais, elle garda sur ce point le plus profond silence. Cela ne satisfaisait qu'à demi Coconnas; aussi se laissa-t-il aller à des aperçus diplomatiques de la plus haute sphère. Il en résulta que Marguerite vit clairement que le duc d'Alençon était de moitié dans le désir qu'avait son gentilhomme de connaître ce qu'était devenu La Mole.

	— Eh bien, dit la reine, si vous voulez absolument savoir quelque chose de positif sur le compte de votre ami, demandez au roi Henri de Navarre, c'est le seul qui ait le droit de parler; quant à moi, tout ce que je puis vous dire, c'est que celui que vous cherchez est vivant: croyez-en ma parole.

	— J'en crois une chose plus certaine encore, madame, répondit

	Coconnas, ce sont vos beaux yeux qui n'ont point pleuré.

	Puis, croyant qu'il n'y avait rien à ajouter à une phrase qui avait le double avantage de rendre sa pensée et d'exprimer la haute opinion qu'il avait du mérite de La Mole, Coconnas se retira en ruminant un raccommodement avec madame de Nevers, non pas pour elle personnellement, mais pour savoir d'elle ce qu'il n'avait pu savoir de Marguerite.

	Les grandes douleurs sont des situations anormales dont l'esprit secoue le joug aussi vite qu'il lui est possible. L'idée de quitter Marguerite avait d'abord brisé le coeur de La Mole; et c'était bien plutôt pour sauver la réputation de la reine que pour préserver sa propre vie qu'il avait consenti à fuir.

	Aussi dès le lendemain au soir était-il revenu à Paris pour revoir Marguerite à son balcon. Marguerite, de son côté, comme si une voix secrète lui eût appris le retour du jeune homme, avait passé toute la soirée à sa fenêtre; il en résulta que tous deux s'étaient revus avec ce bonheur indicible qui accompagne les jouissances défendues. Il y a même plus: l'esprit mélancolique et romanesque de La Mole trouvait un certain charme à ce contretemps. Cependant, comme l'amant véritablement épris n'est heureux qu'un moment, celui pendant lequel il voit ou possède, et souffre pendant tout le temps de l'absence, La Mole, ardent de revoir Marguerite, s'occupa d'organiser au plus vite, l'événement qui devait la lui rendre, c'est-à-dire la fuite du roi de Navarre.

	Quant à Marguerite, elle se laissait, de son côté, aller au bonheur d'être aimée avec un dévouement si pur. Souvent elle s'en voulait de ce qu'elle regardait comme une faiblesse; elle, cet esprit viril, méprisant les pauvretés de l'amour vulgaire, insensible aux minuties qui en font pour les âmes tendres le plus doux, le plus délicat, le plus désirable de tous les bonheurs, elle trouvait sa journée sinon heureusement remplie, du moins heureusement terminée, quand vers neuf heures, paraissant à son balcon vêtue d'un peignoir blanc, elle apercevait sur le quai, dans l'ombre, un cavalier dont la main se posait sur ses lèvres, sur son coeur; c'était alors une toux significative, qui rendait à l'amant le souvenir de la voix aimée. C'était quelquefois aussi un billet vigoureusement lancé par une petite main et qui enveloppait quelque bijou précieux, mais bien plus précieux encore pour avoir appartenu à celle qui l'envoyait que pour la matière qui lui donnait sa valeur, et qui allait résonner sur le pavé à quelques pas du jeune homme. Alors La Mole, pareil à un milan, fondait sur cette proie, la serrait dans son sein, répondait par la même voie, et Marguerite ne quittait son balcon qu'après avoir entendu se perdre dans la nuit les pas du cheval poussé à toute bride pour venir, et qui, pour s'éloigner, semblait d'une matière aussi inerte que le fameux colosse qui perdit Troie.

	Voilà pourquoi la reine n'était pas inquiète du sort de La Mole, auquel, du reste, de peur que ses pas ne fussent épiés, elle refusait opiniâtrement tout autre rendez-vous que ces entrevues à l'espagnole, qui duraient depuis sa fuite et se renouvelaient dans la soirée de chacun des jours qui s'écoulaient dans l'attente de la réception des ambassadeurs, réception remise à quelques jours, comme on l'a vu, par les ordres exprès d'Ambroise Paré.

	La veille de cette réception, vers neuf heures du soir, comme tout le monde au Louvre était préoccupé des préparatifs du lendemain, Marguerite ouvrit sa fenêtre et s'avança sur le balcon; mais à peine y fut-elle que, sans attendre la lettre de Marguerite, La Mole, plus pressé que de coutume, envoya la sienne, qui vint, avec son adresse accoutumée, tomber aux pieds de sa royale maîtresse. Marguerite comprit que la missive devait renfermer quelque chose de particulier, elle rentra pour la lire.

	Le billet, sur le recto de la première page, renfermait ces mots:

	«Madame, il faut que je parle au roi de Navarre. L'affaire est urgente. J'attends.»

	Et sur le second recto ces mots, que l'on pouvait isoler des premiers en séparant les deux feuilles:

	«Madame et ma reine, faites que je puisse vous donner un de ces baisers que je vous envoie. J'attends.»

	Marguerite achevait à peine cette seconde partie de la lettre, qu'elle entendit la voix de Henri de Navarre qui, avec sa réserve habituelle, frappait à la porte commune, et demandait à Gillonne s'il pouvait entrer.

	La reine divisa aussitôt la lettre, mit une des pages dans son corset, l'autre dans sa poche, courut à la fenêtre qu'elle ferma, et s'élançant vers la porte:

	— Entrez, Sire, dit-elle.

	Si doucement, si promptement, si habilement que Marguerite eût fermé cette fenêtre, la commotion en était arrivée jusqu'à Henri, dont les sens toujours tendus avaient, au milieu de cette société dont il se défiait si fort, presque acquis l'exquise délicatesse où ils sont portés chez l'homme vivant dans l'état sauvage. Mais le roi de Navarre n'était pas un de ces tyrans qui veulent empêcher leurs femmes de prendre l'air et de contempler les étoiles.

	Henri était souriant et gracieux comme d'habitude.

	— Madame, dit-il, tandis que nos gens de cour essaient leurs habits de cérémonie, je pense à venir échanger avec vous quelques mots de mes affaires, que vous continuez de regarder comme les vôtres, n'est-ce pas?

	— Certainement, monsieur, répondit Marguerite, nos intérêts ne sont-ils pas toujours les mêmes?

	— Oui, madame, et c'est pour cela que je voulais vous demander ce que vous pensez de l'affectation que M. le duc d'Alençon met depuis quelques jours à me fuir, à ce point que depuis avant-hier il s'est retiré à Saint-Germain. Ne serait-ce pas pour lui soit un moyen de partir seul, car il est peu surveillé, soit un moyen de ne point partir du tout? Votre avis, s'il vous plaît, madame? il sera, je vous l'avoue, d'un grand poids pour affermir le mien.

	— Votre Majesté a raison de s'inquiéter du silence de mon frère. J'y ai songé aujourd'hui toute la journée, et mon avis est que, les circonstances ayant changé, il a changé avec elles.

	— C'est-à-dire, n'est-ce pas, que, voyant le roi Charles malade, le duc d'Anjou roi de Pologne, il ne serait pas fâché de demeurer à Paris pour garder à vue la couronne de France?

	— Justement.

	— Soit. Je ne demande pas mieux, dit Henri, qu'il reste; seulement cela change tout notre plan; car il me faut, pour partir seul, trois fois les garanties que j'aurais demandées pour partir avec votre frère, dont le nom et la présence dans l'entreprise me sauvegardaient. Ce qui m'étonne seulement, c'est de ne pas entendre parler de M. de Mouy. Ce n'est point son habitude de demeurer ainsi sans bouger. N'en auriez-vous point eu des nouvelles, madame?

	— Moi, Sire! dit Marguerite étonnée; et comment voulez-vous?…

	— Eh! pardieu, ma mie, rien ne serait plus naturel; vous avez bien voulu, pour me faire plaisir, sauver la vie au petit La Mole… Ce garçon a dû aller à Mantes… et quand on y va, on en peut bien revenir…

	— Ah! voilà qui me donne la clef d'une énigme dont je cherchais vainement le mot, répondit Marguerite. J'avais laissé la fenêtre ouverte, et j'ai trouvé, en rentrant, sur mon tapis, une espèce de billet.

	— Voyez-vous cela! dit Henri.

	— Un billet auquel d'abord je n'ai rien compris, et auquel je n'ai attaché aucune importance, continua Marguerite; peut-être avais-je tort et vient-il de ce côté-là.

	— C'est possible, dit Henri; j'oserais même dire que c'est probable. Peut-on voir ce billet?

	— Certainement, Sire, répondit Marguerite en remettant au roi celle des deux feuilles de papier qu'elle avait introduite dans sa poche.

	Le roi jeta les yeux dessus.

	— N'est-ce point l'écriture de M. de La Mole? dit-il.

	— Je ne sais, répondit Marguerite; le caractère m'en a paru contrefait.

	— N'importe, lisons, dit Henri. Et il lut: «Madame, il faut que je parle au roi de Navarre. L'affaire est urgente. J'attends.»

	— Ah! oui-da! … continua Henri. Voyez-vous, il dit qu'il attend!

	— Certainement je le vois…, dit Marguerite. Mais que voulez- vous?

	— Eh! ventre-saint-gris, je veux qu'il vienne.

	— Qu'il vienne! s'écria Marguerite en fixant sur son mari ses beaux yeux étonnés; comment pouvez-vous dire une chose pareille, Sire? Un homme que le roi a voulu tuer… qui est signalé, menacé… qu'il vienne! dites-vous; est-ce que c'est possible?… Les portes sont-elles bien faites pour ceux qui ont été…

	— Obligés de fuir par la fenêtre… vous voulez dire?

	— Justement, et vous achevez ma pensée.

	— Eh bien! mais, s'ils connaissent le chemin de la fenêtre, qu'ils reprennent ce chemin, puisqu'ils ne peuvent absolument pas entrer par la porte. C'est tout simple, cela.

	— Vous croyez? dit Marguerite rougissant de plaisir à l'idée de se rapprocher de La Mole.

	— J'en suis sûr.

	— Mais comment monter? demanda la reine.

	— N'avez-vous donc pas conservé l'échelle de corde que je vous avais envoyée? Ah! je ne reconnaîtrais point là votre prévoyance habituelle.

	— Si fait, Sire, dit Marguerite.

	— Alors, c'est parfait, dit Henri.

	— Qu'ordonne donc Votre Majesté?

	— Mais c'est tout simple, dit Henri, attachez-la à votre balcon et la laissez pendre. Si c'est de Mouy qui attend… et je serais tenté de le croire… si c'est de Mouy qui attend et qu'il veuille monter, il montera, ce digne ami.

	Et sans perdre de son flegme, Henri prit la bougie pour éclairer Marguerite dans la recherche qu'elle s'apprêtait à faire de l'échelle; la recherche ne fut pas longue, elle était enfermée dans une armoire du fameux cabinet.

	— Là, c'est cela, dit Henri; maintenant, madame, si ce n'est pas trop exiger de votre complaisance, attachez, je vous prie, cette échelle au balcon.

	— Pourquoi moi et non pas vous, Sire? dit Marguerite.

	— Parce que les meilleurs conspirateurs sont les plus prudents. La vue d'un homme effaroucherait peut-être notre ami, vous comprenez.

	Marguerite sourit et attacha l'échelle.

	— Là, dit Henri en restant caché dans l'angle de l'appartement, montrez-vous bien; maintenant faites voir l'échelle. À merveille; je suis sûr que de Mouy va monter.

	En effet, dix minutes après, un homme ivre de joie enjamba le balcon, et, voyant que la reine ne venait pas au-devant de lui, demeura quelques secondes hésitant. Mais, à défaut de Marguerite, Henri s'avança:

	— Tiens, dit-il gracieusement, ce n'est point de Mouy, c'est M. de La Mole. Bonsoir, monsieur de la Mole; entrez donc, je vous prie.

	La Mole demeura un instant stupéfait.

	Peut-être, s'il eût été encore suspendu à son échelle au lieu d'être posé le pied ferme sur le balcon, fût-il tombé en arrière.

	— Vous avez désiré parler au roi de Navarre pour affaires urgentes, dit Marguerite; je l'ai fait prévenir, et le voilà. Henri alla fermer la fenêtre.

	— Je t'aime, dit Marguerite en serrant vivement la main du jeune homme.

	— Eh bien, monsieur, fit Henri en présentant une chaise à La

	Mole, que disons-nous?

	— Nous disons, Sire, répondit celui-ci, que j'ai quitté M. de Mouy à la barrière. Il désire savoir si Maurevel a parlé et si sa présence dans la chambre de Votre Majesté est connue.

	— Pas encore, mais cela ne peut tarder; il faut donc nous hâter.

	— Votre opinion est la sienne, Sire, et si demain, pendant la soirée, M. d'Alençon est prêt à partir, il se trouvera à la porte Saint-Marcel avec cent cinquante hommes; cinq cents vous attendront à Fontainebleau: alors vous gagnerez Blois, Angoulême et Bordeaux.

	— Madame, dit Henri en se tournant vers sa femme, demain, pour mon compte, je serai prêt, le serez-vous?

	Les yeux de La Mole se fixèrent sur ceux de Marguerite avec une profonde anxiété.

	— Vous avez ma parole, dit la reine, partout où vous irez, je vous suis; mais vous le savez, il faut que M. d'Alençon parte en même temps que nous. Pas de milieu avec lui, il nous sert ou il nous trahit; s'il hésite, ne bougeons pas.

	— Sait-il quelque chose de ce projet, monsieur de la Mole? demanda Henri.

	— Il a dû, il y a quelques jours, recevoir une lettre de

	M. de Mouy.

	— Ah! ah! dit Henri, et il ne m'a parlé de rien!

	— Défiez-vous, monsieur, dit Marguerite, défiez-vous.

	— Soyez tranquille, je suis sur mes gardes. Comment faire tenir une réponse à M. de Mouy?

	— Ne vous inquiétez de rien, Sire. À droite ou à gauche de Votre Majesté, visible ou invisible, demain, pendant la réception des ambassadeurs, il sera là: un mot dans le discours de la reine qui lui fasse comprendre si vous consentez ou non, s'il doit fuir ou vous attendre. Si le duc d'Alençon refuse, il ne demande que quinze jours pour tout réorganiser en votre nom.

	— En vérité, dit Henri, de Mouy est un homme précieux. Pouvez- vous intercaler dans votre discours la phrase attendue, madame?

	— Rien de plus facile, répondit Marguerite.

	— Alors, dit Henri, je verrai demain M. d'Alençon; que de Mouy soit à son poste et comprenne à demi-mot.

	— Il y sera, Sire.

	— Eh bien, monsieur de la Mole, dit Henri, allez lui porter ma réponse. Vous avez sans doute dans les environs un cheval, un serviteur?

	— Orthon est là qui m'attend sur le quai.

	— Allez le rejoindre, monsieur le comte. Oh! non point par la fenêtre; c'est bon dans les occasions extrêmes. Vous pourriez être vu, et comme on ne saurait pas que c'est pour moi que vous vous exposez ainsi, vous compromettriez la reine.

	— Mais par où, Sire?

	— Si vous ne pouvez pas entrer seul au Louvre, vous en pouvez sortir avec moi, qui ai le mot d'ordre. Vous avez votre manteau, j'ai le mien; nous nous envelopperons tous deux, et nous traverserons le guichet sans difficulté. D'ailleurs, je serai aise de donner quelques ordres particuliers à Orthon. Attendez ici, je vais voir s'il n'y a personne dans les corridors.

	Henri, de l'air du monde le plus naturel, sortit pour aller explorer le chemin. La Mole resta seul avec la reine.

	— Oh! quand vous reverrai-je? dit La Mole.

	— Demain soir si nous fuyons: un de ces soirs, dans la maison de la rue Cloche-Percée, si nous ne fuyons pas.

	— Monsieur de la Mole, dit Henri en rentrant, vous pouvez venir, il n'y a personne. La Mole s'inclina respectueusement devant la reine.

	— Donnez-lui votre main à baiser, madame, dit Henri; monsieur de

	La Mole n'est pas un serviteur ordinaire. Marguerite obéit.

	— À propos, dit Henri, serrez l'échelle de corde avec soin; c'est un meuble précieux pour des conspirateurs; et, au moment où l'on s'y attend le moins, on peut avoir besoin de s'en servir. Venez, monsieur de la Mole, venez.

	XII

	Les ambassadeurs

	Le lendemain toute la population de Paris s'était portée vers le faubourg Saint-Antoine, par lequel il avait été décidé que les ambassadeurs polonais feraient leur entrée. Une haie de Suisses contenait la foule, et des détachements de cavaliers protégeaient la circulation des seigneurs et des dames de la cour qui se portaient au-devant du cortège.

	Bientôt parut, à la hauteur de l'abbaye Saint-Antoine, une troupe de cavaliers vêtus de rouge et de jaune, avec des bonnets et des manteaux fourrés, et tenant à la main des sabres larges et recourbés comme les cimeterres des Turcs.

	Les officiers marchaient sur le flanc des lignes.

	Derrière cette première troupe en venait une seconde équipée avec un luxe tout à fait oriental. Elle précédait les ambassadeurs, qui, au nombre de quatre, représentaient magnifiquement le plus mythologique des royaumes chevaleresques du XVIe siècle.

	L'un de ces ambassadeurs était l'évêque de Cracovie. Il portait un costume demi-pontifical, demi-guerrier, mais éblouissant d'or et de pierreries. Son cheval blanc à longs crins flottants et au pas relevé semblait souffler le feu par ses naseaux; personne n'aurait pensé que depuis un mois le noble animal faisait quinze lieues chaque jour par des chemins que le mauvais temps avait rendus presque impraticables.

	Près de l'évêque marchait le palatin Lasco, puissant seigneur si rapproché de la couronne qu'il avait la richesse d'un roi comme il en avait l'orgueil.

	Après les deux ambassadeurs principaux, qu'accompagnaient deux autres palatins de haute naissance, venait une quantité de seigneurs polonais dont les chevaux, harnachés de soie, d'or et de pierreries, excitèrent la bruyante approbation du peuple. En effet, les cavaliers français, malgré la richesse de leurs équipages, étaient complètement éclipsés par ces nouveaux venus, qu'ils appelaient dédaigneusement des barbares.

	Jusqu'au dernier moment, Catherine avait espéré que la réception serait remise encore et que la décision du roi céderait à sa faiblesse, qui continuait. Mais lorsque le jour fut venu, lorsqu'elle vit Charles, pâle comme un spectre, revêtir le splendide manteau royal, elle comprit qu'il fallait plier en apparence sous cette volonté de fer, et elle commença de croire que le plus sûr parti pour Henri d'Anjou était l'exil magnifique auquel il était condamné.

	Charles, à part les quelques mots qu'il avait prononcés lorsqu'il avait rouvert les yeux, au moment où sa mère sortait du cabinet, n'avait point parlé à Catherine depuis la scène qui avait amené la crise à laquelle il avait failli succomber. Chacun, dans le Louvre, savait qu'il y avait eu une altercation terrible entre eux sans connaître la cause de cette altercation, et les plus hardis tremblaient devant cette froideur et ce silence, comme tremblent les oiseaux devant le calme menaçant qui précède l'orage.

	Cependant tout s'était préparé au Louvre, non pas comme pour une

	fête, il est vrai, mais comme pour quelque lugubre cérémonie.

	L'obéissance de chacun avait été morne ou passive. On savait que

	Catherine avait presque tremblé, et tout le monde tremblait.

	La grande salle de réception du palais avait été préparée, et comme ces sortes de séances étaient ordinairement publiques, les gardes et les sentinelles avaient reçu l'ordre de laisser entrer, avec les ambassadeurs, tout ce que les appartements et les cours pourraient contenir de populaire.

	Quant à Paris, son aspect était toujours celui que présente la grande ville en pareille circonstance: c'est-à-dire empressement et curiosité. Seulement quiconque eût bien considéré ce jour-là la population de la capitale, eût reconnu parmi les groupes composés de ces honnêtes figures de bourgeois naïvement béantes, bon nombre d'hommes enveloppés dans de grands manteaux, se répondant les uns aux autres par des coups d'oeil, des signes de la main quand ils étaient à distance, et échangeant à voix basse quelques mots rapides et significatifs toutes les fois qu'ils se rapprochaient. Ces hommes, au reste, paraissaient fort préoccupés du cortège, le suivaient des premiers, et paraissaient recevoir leurs ordres d'un vénérable vieillard dont les yeux noirs et vifs faisaient, malgré sa barbe blanche et ses sourcils grisonnants, ressortir la verte activité. En effet, ce vieillard, soit par ses propres moyens, soit qu'il fût aidé par les efforts de ses compagnons, parvint à se glisser des premiers dans le Louvre, et, grâce à la complaisance du chef des Suisses, digne huguenot fort peu catholique malgré sa conversion, trouva moyen de se placer derrière les ambassadeurs, juste en face de Marguerite et de Henri de Navarre.

	Henri prévenu par La Mole que de Mouy devait, sous un déguisement quelconque, assister à la séance, jetait les yeux de tous côtés. Enfin ses regards rencontrèrent ceux du vieillard et ne le quittèrent plus: un signe de De Mouy avait fixé tous les doutes du roi de Navarre. Car de Mouy était si bien déguisé que Henri lui- même avait douté que ce vieillard à barbe blanche pût être le même que cet intrépide chef des huguenots qui avait fait, cinq ou six jours auparavant, une si rude défense.

	Un mot de Henri, prononcé à l'oreille de Marguerite, fixa les regards de la reine sur de Mouy. Puis alors ses beaux yeux s'égarèrent dans les profondeurs de la salle: elle cherchait La Mole, mais inutilement.

	La Mole n'y était pas.

	Les discours commencèrent. Le premier fut au roi. Lasco lui demandait, au nom de la diète, son assentiment à ce que la couronne de Pologne fût offerte à un prince de la maison de France.

	Charles répondit par une adhésion courte et précise, présentant le duc d'Anjou, son frère, du courage duquel il fit un grand éloge aux envoyés polonais. Il parlait en français; un interprète traduisait sa réponse après chaque période. Et pendant que l'interprète parlait à son tour, on pouvait voir le roi approcher de sa bouche un mouchoir qui, à chaque fois, s'en éloignait teint de sang.

	Quand la réponse de Charles fut terminée, Lasco se tourna vers le duc d'Anjou, s'inclina et commença un discours latin dans lequel il lui offrait le trône au nom de la nation polonaise.

	Le duc répondit dans la même langue, et d'une voix dont il cherchait en vain à contenir l'émotion, qu'il acceptait avec reconnaissance l'honneur qui lui était décerné. Pendant tout le temps qu'il parla, Charles resta debout, les lèvres serrées, l'oeil fixé sur lui, immobile et menaçant comme l'oeil d'un aigle.

	Quand le duc d'Anjou eut fini, Lasco prit la couronne des Jagellons posée sur un coussin de velours rouge, et tandis que deux seigneurs polonais revêtaient le duc d'Anjou du manteau royal, il déposa la couronne entre les mains de Charles.

	Charles fit un signe à son frère. Le duc d'Anjou vint s'agenouiller devant lui, et de ses propres mains, Charles lui posa la couronne sur la tête: alors les deux rois échangèrent un des plus haineux baisers que se soient jamais donnés deux frères.

	Aussitôt un héraut cria:

	«Alexandre-Édouard-Henri de France, duc d'Anjou, vient d'être couronné roi de Pologne. Vive le roi de Pologne!»

	Toute l'assemblée répéta d'un seul cri:

	— Vive le roi de Pologne! Alors Lasco se tourna vers Marguerite. Le discours de la belle reine avait été gardé pour le dernier. Or, comme c'était une galanterie qui lui avait été accordée pour faire briller son beau génie, comme on disait alors, chacun porta une grande attention à la réponse, qui devait être en latin. Nous avons vu que Marguerite l'avait composée elle-même.

	Le discours de Lasco fut plutôt un éloge qu'un discours. Il avait cédé, tout Sarmate qu'il était, à l'admiration qu'inspirait à tous la belle reine de Navarre; et empruntant la langue à Ovide, mais le style à Ronsard, il dit que, partis de Varsovie au milieu de la plus profonde nuit, ils n'auraient su, lui et ses compagnons, comment retrouver leur chemin, si, comme les rois mages, ils n'avaient eu deux étoiles pour les guider; étoiles qui devenaient de plus en plus brillantes à mesure qu'ils approchaient de la France, et qu'ils reconnaissaient maintenant n'être autre chose que les deux beaux yeux de la reine de Navarre. Enfin, passant de l'Évangile au Coran, de la Syrie à l'Arabie Pétrée, de Nazareth à La Mecque, il termina en disant qu'il était tout prêt à faire ce que faisaient les sectateurs ardents du Prophète, qui, une fois qu'ils avaient eu le bonheur de contempler son tombeau, se crevaient les yeux, jugeant qu'après avoir joui d'une si belle vue rien dans ce monde ne valait plus la peine d'être admiré.

	Ce discours fut couvert d'applaudissements de la part de ceux qui parlaient latin, parce qu'ils partageaient l'opinion de l'orateur; de la part de ceux qui ne l'entendaient point, parce qu'ils voulaient avoir l'air de l'entendre.

	Marguerite fit d'abord une gracieuse révérence au galant Sarmate; puis, tout en répondant à l'ambassadeur, fixant les yeux sur de Mouy, elle commença en ces termes:

	«_Quod nunc hac in aula insperati adestis exultaremus ego et conjux, nisi ideo immineret calimitas, scilicet non solum fratris sed etiam amici orbitas.__[4]_«

	Ces paroles avaient deux sens, et, tout en s'adressant à de Mouy, pouvaient s'adresser à Henri d'Anjou. Aussi ce dernier salua-t-il en signe de reconnaissance.

	Charles ne se rappela point avoir lu cette phrase dans le discours qui lui avait été communiqué quelques jours auparavant; mais il n'attachait point grande importance aux paroles de Marguerite, qu'il savait être un discours de simple courtoisie. D'ailleurs, il comprenait fort mal le latin.

	Marguerite continua:

	«_Adeo dolemur a te dividi ut tecum proficisci maluissemus. __Sed idem fatum que nunc sine ullâ morâ Lutetiâ cedere juberis, hac in urbe detinet. Proficiscere ergo, frater; proficiscere, amice; proficiscere sine nobis; proficiscentem sequentur spes et desideria nostra_.[5]«

	On devine aisément que de Mouy écoutait avec une attention profonde ces paroles, qui, adressées aux ambassadeurs, étaient prononcées pour lui seul. Henri avait bien déjà deux ou trois fois tourné la tête négativement sur les épaules, pour faire comprendre au jeune huguenot que d'Alençon avait refusé; mais ce geste, qui pouvait être un effet du hasard, eût paru insuffisant à de Mouy, si les paroles de Marguerite ne fussent venues le confirmer. Or, tandis qu'il regardait Marguerite et l'écoutait de toute son âme, ses deux yeux noirs, si brillants sous leurs sourcils gris, frappèrent Catherine, qui tressaillit comme à une commotion électrique, et qui ne détourna plus son regard de ce côté de la salle.

	— Voilà une figure étrange, murmura-t-elle tout en continuant de composer son visage selon les lois du cérémonial. Qui donc est cet homme qui regarde si attentivement Marguerite, et que, de leur côté Marguerite et Henri regardent si attentivement?

	Cependant la reine de Navarre continuait son discours, qui, à partir de ce moment, répondait aux politesses de l'envoyé polonais, tandis que Catherine se creusait la tête, cherchant quel pouvait être le nom de ce beau vieillard, lorsque le maître des cérémonies, s'approchant d'elle par derrière, lui remit un sachet de satin parfumé contenant un papier plié en quatre. Elle ouvrit le sachet, tira le papier, et lut ces mots:

	«Maurevel, à l'aide d'un cordial que je viens de lui donner, a enfin repris quelque force, et est parvenu à écrire le nom de l'homme qui se trouvait dans la chambre du roi de Navarre. Cet homme, c'est M. de Mouy.»

	— De Mouy! pensa la reine; eh bien, j'en avais le pressentiment.

	Mais ce vieillard… Eh! cospetto! … ce vieillard, c'est…

	Catherine demeura l'oeil fixe, la bouche béante. Puis, se penchant à l'oreille du capitaine des gardes qui se tenait à son côté:

	— Regardez, monsieur de Nancey, lui dit-elle, mais sans affectation; regardez le seigneur Lasco, celui qui parle en ce moment. Derrière lui… c'est cela… voyez-vous un vieillard à barbe blanche, en habit de velours noir?

	— Oui, madame, répondit le capitaine.

	— Bon, ne le perdez pas de vue.

	— Celui auquel le roi de Navarre fait un signe?

	— Justement. Placez-vous à la porte du Louvre avec dix hommes, et, quand il sortira, invitez-le de la part du roi à dîner. S'il vous suit, conduisez-le dans une chambre où vous le retiendrez prisonnier. S'il vous résiste, emparez vous-en mort ou vif. Allez! allez!

	Heureusement Henri, fort peu occupé du discours de Marguerite, avait l'oeil arrêté sur Catherine, et n'avait point perdu une seule expression de son visage. En voyant les yeux de la reine mère fixés avec un si grand acharnement sur de Mouy, il s'inquiéta; en lui voyant donner un ordre au capitaine des gardes, il comprit tout.

	Ce fut en ce moment qu'il fit le geste qu'avait surpris

	M. de Nancey, et qui, dans la langue des signes, voulait dire:

	Vous êtes découvert, sauvez-vous à l'instant même.

	De Mouy comprit ce geste, qui couronnait si bien la portion du discours de Marguerite qui lui était adressé. Il ne se le fit pas dire deux fois, il se perdit dans la foule, et disparut.

	Mais Henri ne fut tranquille que lorsqu'il eut vu M. de Nancey revenir à Catherine, et qu'il eut compris à la contraction du visage de la reine mère que celui-ci lui annonçait qu'il était arrivé trop tard. L'audience était finie. Marguerite échangeait encore quelques paroles non officielles avec Lasco.

	Le roi se leva chancelant, salua et sortit appuyé sur l'épaule d'Ambroise Paré, qui ne le quittait pas depuis l'accident qui lui était arrivé.

	Catherine, pâle de colère, et Henri, muet de douleur, le suivirent.

	Quant au duc d'Alençon, il s'était complètement effacé pendant la cérémonie; et pas une fois le regard de Charles qui ne s'était pas écarté un instant du duc d'Anjou, ne s'était fixé sur lui.

	Le nouveau roi de Pologne se sentait perdu. Loin de sa mère, enlevé par ces barbares du Nord, il était semblable à Antée, ce fils de la Terre, qui perdait ses forces, soulevé dans les bras d'Hercule. Une fois hors de la frontière, le duc d'Anjou se regardait comme à tout jamais exclu du trône de France.

	Aussi, au lieu de suivre le roi, ce fut chez sa mère qu'il se retira.

	Il la trouva non moins sombre et non moins préoccupée que lui- même, car elle songeait à cette tête fine et moqueuse qu'elle n'avait point perdue de vue pendant la cérémonie, à ce Béarnais auquel la destinée semblait faire place en balayant autour de lui les rois, princes assassins, ses ennemis et ses obstacles.

	En voyant son fils bien-aimé pâle sous sa couronne, brisé sous son manteau royal, joignant sans rien dire, en signe de supplication, ses belles mains, qu'il tenait d'elle, Catherine se leva et alla à lui.

	— Oh! ma mère, s'écria le roi de Pologne, me voilà condamné à mourir dans l'exil!

	— Mon fils, lui dit Catherine, oubliez-vous si vite la prédiction de René? Soyez tranquille, vous n'y demeurerez pas longtemps.

	— Ma mère, je vous en conjure, dit le duc d'Anjou, au premier bruit, au premier soupçon que la couronne de France peut être vacante, prévenez-moi…

	— Soyez tranquille, mon fils, dit Catherine; jusqu'au jour que nous attendons tous deux il y aura incessamment dans mon écurie un cheval sellé, et dans mon antichambre un courrier prêt à partir pour la Pologne.

	XIII

	Oreste et Pylade

	Henri d'Anjou parti, on eût dit que la paix et le bonheur étaient revenus s'asseoir dans le Louvre au foyer de cette famille d'Atrides.

	Charles, oubliant sa mélancolie, reprenait sa vigoureuse santé, chassant avec Henri et parlant de chasse avec lui les jours où il ne pouvait chasser; ne lui reprochant qu'une chose, son apathie pour la chasse au vol, et disant qu'il serait un prince parfait s'il savait dresser les faucons, les gerfauts et les tiercelets comme il savait dresser braques et courants.

	Catherine était redevenue bonne mère: douce à Charles et à d'Alençon, caressante à Henri et à Marguerite, gracieuse à madame de Nevers et à madame de Sauve; et, sous prétexte que c'était en accomplissant un ordre d'elle qu'il avait été blessé, elle avait poussé la bonté d'âme jusqu'à aller voir deux fois Maurevel convalescent dans sa maison de la rue de la Cerisaie.

	Marguerite continuait ses amours à l'espagnole.

	Tous les soirs elle ouvrait sa fenêtre et correspondait avec La Mole par gestes et par écrit; et dans chacune de ses lettres le jeune homme rappelait à sa belle reine qu'elle lui avait promis quelques instants, en récompense de son exil, rue Cloche-Percée.

	Une seule personne au monde était seule et dépareillée dans le

	Louvre redevenu si calme et si paisible.

	Cette personne, c'était notre ami le comte Annibal de Coconnas.

	Certes, c'était quelque chose que de savoir La Mole vivant; c'était beaucoup que d'être toujours le préféré de madame de Nevers, la plus rieuse et la plus fantasque de toutes les femmes. Mais tout le bonheur de ce tête-à-tête que la belle duchesse lui accordait, tout le repos d'esprit donné par Marguerite à Coconnas sur le sort de leur ami commun, ne valaient point aux yeux du Piémontais une heure passée avec La Mole chez l'ami La Hurière devant un pot de vin doux, ou bien une de ces courses dévergondées faites dans tous ces endroits de Paris où un honnête gentilhomme pouvait attraper des accrocs à sa peau, à sa bourse ou à son habit.

	Madame de Nevers, il faut l'avouer à la honte de l'humanité, supportait impatiemment cette rivalité de La Mole. Ce n'est point qu'elle détestât le Provençal, au contraire: entraînée par cet instinct irrésistible qui porte toute femme à être coquette malgré elle avec l'amant d'une autre femme, surtout quand cette femme est son amie, elle n'avait point épargné à La Mole les éclairs de ses yeux d'émeraude, et Coconnas eût pu envier les franches poignées de main et les frais d'amabilité faits par la duchesse en faveur de son ami pendant ces jours de caprice, où l'astre du Piémontais semblait pâlir dans le ciel de sa belle maîtresse; mais Coconnas, qui eût égorgé quinze personnes pour un seul clin d'oeil de sa dame, était si peu jaloux de La Mole qu'il lui avait souvent fait à l'oreille, à la suite de ces inconséquences de la duchesse, certaines offres qui avaient fait rougir le Provençal.

	Il résulte de cet état de choses que Henriette, que l'absence de La Mole privait de tous les avantages que lui procurait la compagnie de Coconnas, c'est-à-dire de son intarissable gaieté et de ses insatiables caprices de plaisir, vint un jour trouver Marguerite pour la supplier de lui rendre ce tiers obligé, sans lequel l'esprit et le coeur de Coconnas allaient s'évaporant de jour en jour.

	Marguerite, toujours compatissante et d'ailleurs pressée par les prières de La Mole et les désirs de son propre coeur, donna rendez-vous pour le lendemain à Henriette dans la maison aux deux portes, afin d'y traiter à fond ces matières dans une conversation que personne ne pourrait interrompre.

	Coconnas reçut d'assez mauvaise grâce le billet de Henriette qui le convoquait rue Tizon pour neuf heures et demie. Il ne s'en achemina pas moins vers le lieu du rendez-vous, où il trouva Henriette déjà courroucée d'être arrivée la première.

	— Fi! monsieur, dit-elle, que c'est mal appris de faire attendre ainsi… je ne dirai pas une princesse, mais une femme!

	— Oh! attendre, dit Coconnas, voilà bien un mot à vous, par exemple! je parie au contraire que nous sommes en avance.

	— Moi, oui.

	— Bah! moi aussi; il est tout au plus dix heures, je parie.

	— Eh bien, mon billet portait neuf heures et demie.

	— Aussi étais-je parti du Louvre à neuf heures, car je suis de service près de M. le duc d'Alençon, soit dit en passant; ce qui fait que je serai obligé de vous quitter dans une heure.

	— Ce qui vous enchante?

	— Non, ma foi! attendu que M. d'Alençon est un maître fort maussade et fort quinteux; et, que pour être querellé, j'aime mieux l'être par de jolies lèvres comme les vôtres que par une bouche de travers comme la sienne.

	— Allons! dit la duchesse, voilà qui est un peu mieux cependant… Vous disiez donc que vous étiez sorti à neuf heures du Louvre?

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui, dans l'intention de venir droit ici, quand, au coin de la rue de Grenelle, j'aperçois un homme qui ressemble à La Mole.

	— Bon! encore La Mole.

	— Toujours, avec ou sans permission.

	— Brutal!

	— Bon! dit Coconnas, nous allons recommencer nos galanteries.

	— Non, mais finissez-en avec vos récits.

	— Ce n'est pas moi qui demande à les faire, c'est vous qui me demandez pourquoi je suis en retard.

	— Sans doute; est-ce à moi d'arriver la première?

	— Eh! vous n'avez personne à chercher, vous.

	— Vous êtes assommant, mon cher; mais continuez. Enfin, au coin de la rue de Grenelle, vous apercevez un homme qui ressemble à La Mole… Mais qu'avez-vous donc à votre pourpoint? du sang!

	— Bon! en voilà encore un qui m'aura éclaboussé en tombant.

	— Vous vous êtes battu?

	— Je le crois bien.

	— Pour votre La Mole?

	— Pour qui voulez-vous que je me batte? pour une femme?

	— Merci!

	— Je le suis donc, cet homme qui avait l'impudence d'emprunter des airs de mon ami. Je le rejoins à la rue Coquillière, je le devance, je le regarde sous le nez à la lueur d'une boutique. Ce n'était pas lui.

	— Bon! c'était bien fait.

	— Oui, mais mal lui en a pris. Monsieur, lui ai-je dit, vous êtes un fat de vous permettre de ressembler de loin à mon ami M. de La Mole, lequel est un cavalier accompli, tandis que de près on voit bien que vous n'êtes qu'un truand. Sur ce, il a mis l'épée à la main et moi aussi. À la troisième passe, voyez le mal appris! il est tombé en m'éclaboussant.

	— Et lui avez-vous porté secours, au moins?

	— J'allais le faire quand est passé un cavalier. Ah! cette fois, duchesse, je suis sûr que c'était La Mole. Malheureusement le cheval courait au galop. Je me suis mis à courir après le cheval, et les gens qui s'étaient rassemblés pour me voir battre, à courir derrière moi. Or, comme on eût pu me prendre pour un voleur, suivi que j'étais de toute cette canaille qui hurlait après mes chausses, j'ai été obligé de me retourner pour la mettre en fuite, ce qui m'a fait perdre un certain temps. Pendant ce temps le cavalier avait disparu. Je me suis mis à sa poursuite, je me suis informé, j'ai demandé, donné la couleur du cheval; mais, baste! inutile: personne ne l'avait remarqué. Enfin, de guerre lasse, je suis venu ici.

	— De guerre lasse! dit la duchesse; comme c'est obligeant!

	— Écoutez, chère amie, dit Coconnas en se renversant nonchalamment dans un fauteuil, vous m'allez encore persécuter à l'endroit de ce pauvre La Mole; eh bien! vous aurez tort: car enfin, l'amitié, voyez-vous… Je voudrais avoir son esprit ou sa science, à ce pauvre ami; je trouverais quelque comparaison qui vous ferait palper ma pensée… L'amitié, voyez-vous, c'est une étoile, tandis que l'amour… l'amour… eh bien, je la tiens, la comparaison… l'amour n'est qu'une bougie. Vous me direz qu'il y en a de plusieurs espèces…

	— D'amours?

	— Non! de bougies, et que dans ces espèces il y en a de préférables: la rose, par exemple… va pour la rose… c'est la meilleure; mais, toute rose qu'elle est, la bougie s'use, tandis que l'étoile brille toujours. À cela vous me répondrez que quand la bougie est usée on en met une autre dans le flambeau.

	— Monsieur de Coconnas, vous êtes un fat.

	— Là!

	— Monsieur de Coconnas, vous êtes un impertinent.

	— Là! là!

	— Monsieur de Coconnas, vous êtes un drôle.

	— Madame, je vous préviens que vous allez me faire regretter trois fois plus La Mole.

	— Vous ne m'aimez plus.

	— Au contraire, duchesse, vous ne vous y connaissez pas, je vous idolâtre. Mais je puis vous aimer, vous chérir, vous idolâtrer, et, dans mes moments perdus, faire l'éloge de mon ami.

	— Vous appelez vos moments perdus ceux où vous êtes près de moi, alors?

	— Que voulez-vous! ce pauvre La Mole, il est sans cesse présent à ma pensée.

	— Vous me le préférez, c'est indigne! Tenez, Annibal! je vous déteste. Osez être franc, dites-moi que vous me le préférez. Annibal, je vous préviens que si vous me préférez quelque chose au monde…

	— Henriette, la plus belle des duchesses! pour votre tranquillité, croyez-moi, ne me faites point de questions indiscrètes. Je vous aime plus que toutes les femmes, mais j'aime La Mole plus que tous les hommes.

	— Bien répondu, dit soudain une voix étrangère. Et une tapisserie de damas soulevée devant un grand panneau, qui, en glissant dans l'épaisseur de la muraille, ouvrait une communication entre les deux appartements, laissa voir La Mole pris dans le cadre de cette porte, comme un beau portrait du Titien dans sa bordure dorée.

	— La Mole! cria Coconnas sans faire attention à Marguerite et sans se donner le temps de la remercier de la surprise qu'elle lui avait ménagée; La Mole, mon ami, mon cher La Mole!

	Et il s'élança dans les bras de son ami, renversant le fauteuil sur lequel il était assis et la table qui se trouvait sur son chemin.

	La Mole lui rendit avec effusion ses accolades; mais tout en les lui rendant:

	— Pardonnez-moi, madame, dit-il en s'adressant à la duchesse de Nevers, si mon nom prononcé entre vous a pu quelquefois troubler votre charmant ménage: certes, ajouta-t-il en jetant un regard d'indicible tendresse à Marguerite, il n'a pas tenu à moi que je vous revisse plus tôt.

	— Tu vois, dit à son tour Marguerite, tu vois Henriette, que j'ai tenu parole: le voici.

	— Est-ce donc aux seules prières de madame la duchesse que je dois ce bonheur? demanda La Mole.

	— À ses seules prières, répondit Marguerite. Puis se tournant vers La Mole:

	— La Mole, continua-t-elle, je vous permets de ne pas croire un mot de ce que je dis.

	Pendant ce temps, Coconnas, qui avait dix fois serré son ami contre son coeur, qui avait tourné vingt fois autour de lui, qui avait approché un candélabre de son visage pour le regarder tout à son aise, alla s'agenouiller devant Marguerite et baisa le bas de sa robe.

	— Ah! c'est heureux, dit la duchesse de Nevers: vous allez me trouver supportable à présent.

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, je vais vous trouver, comme toujours, adorable; seulement je vous le dirai de meilleur coeur, et puissé- je avoir là une trentaine de Polonais, de Sarmates et autres barbares hyperboréens, pour leur faire confesser que vous êtes la reine des belles.

	— Eh! doucement, doucement, Coconnas, dit La Mole, et madame

	Marguerite donc?…

	— Oh! je ne m'en dédis pas, s'écria Coconnas avec cet accent demi-bouffon qui n'appartenait qu'à lui, madame Henriette est la reine des belles, et madame Marguerite est la belle des reines.

	Mais, quoi qu'il pût dire ou faire, le Piémontais, tout entier au bonheur d'avoir retrouvé son cher La Mole, n'avait d'yeux que pour lui.

	— Allons, allons, ma belle reine, dit madame de Nevers, venez, et laissons ces parfaits amis causer une heure ensemble; ils ont mille choses à se dire qui viendraient se mettre en travers de notre conversation. C'est dur pour nous, mais c'est le seul remède qui puisse, je vous en préviens, rendre l'entière santé à M. Annibal. Faites donc cela pour moi, ma reine! puisque j'ai la sottise d'aimer cette vilaine tête-là, comme dit son ami La Mole.

	Marguerite glissa quelques mots à l'oreille de La Mole, qui, si désireux qu'il fût de revoir son ami, aurait bien voulu que la tendresse de Coconnas fût moins exigeante… Pendant ce temps Coconnas essayait, à force de protestations, de ramener un franc sourire et une douce parole sur les lèvres de Henriette, résultat auquel il arriva facilement.

	Alors les deux femmes passèrent dans la chambre à côté, où les attendait le souper.

	Les deux amis demeurèrent seuls.

	Les premiers détails, on le comprend bien, que demanda Coconnas à son ami, furent ceux de la fatale soirée qui avait failli lui coûter la vie. À mesure que La Mole avançait dans sa narration, le Piémontais, qui sur ce point cependant, on le sait, n'était pas facile à émouvoir, frissonnait de tous ses membres.

	— Et pourquoi, lui demanda-t-il, au lieu de courir les champs comme tu l'as fait, et de me donner les inquiétudes que tu m'as données, ne t'es-tu point réfugié près de notre maître? Le duc, qui t'avait défendu, t'aurait caché. J'eusse vécu près de toi, et ma tristesse, quoique feinte, n'en eût pas moins abusé les niais de la cour.

	— Notre maître! dit La Mole à voix basse, le duc d'Alençon?

	— Oui. D'après ce qu'il m'a dit, j'ai dû croire que c'est à lui que tu dois la vie.

	— Je dois la vie au roi de Navarre, répondit La Mole.

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas, en es-tu sûr?

	— À n'en point douter.

	— Ah! le bon, l'excellent roi! Mais le duc d'Alençon, que faisait-il, lui, dans tout cela?

	— Il tenait la corde pour m'étrangler.

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, es-tu sûr de ce que tu dis, La Mole?

	Comment! ce prince pâle, ce roquet, ce piteux, étrangler mon ami!

	Ah! mordi! dès demain je veux lui dire ce que je pense de cette

	action.

	— Es-tu fou?

	— C'est vrai, il recommencerait… Mais qu'importe? cela ne se passera point ainsi.

	— Allons, allons, Coconnas, calme-toi, et tâche de ne pas oublier que onze heures et demie viennent de sonner et que tu es de service ce soir.

	— Je m'en soucie bien de son service! Ah! bon, qu'il compte là- dessus! Mon service! Moi, servir un homme qui a tenu la corde! … Tu plaisantes! … Non! … C'est providentiel: il est dit que je devais te retrouver pour ne plus te quitter. Je reste ici.

	— Mais malheureux, réfléchis donc, tu n'es pas ivre.

	— Heureusement; car si je l'étais, je mettrais le feu au Louvre.

	— Voyons, Annibal, reprit La Mole, sois raisonnable. Retourne là- bas. Le service est chose sacrée.

	— Retournes-tu avec moi?

	— Impossible.

	— Penserait-on encore à te tuer?

	— Je ne crois pas. Je suis trop peu important pour qu'il y ait contre moi un complot arrêté, une résolution suivie. Dans un moment de caprice, on a voulu me tuer, et c'est tout: les princes étaient en gaieté ce soir-là.

	— Que fais-tu, alors?

	— Moi, rien: j'erre, je me promène.

	— Eh bien, je me promènerai comme toi, j'errerai avec toi. C'est un charmant état. Puis, si l'on t'attaque, nous serons deux, et nous leur donnerons du fil à retordre. Ah! qu'il vienne, ton insecte de duc! je le cloue comme un papillon à la muraille!

	— Mais demande-lui un congé, au moins!

	— Oui, définitif.

	— Préviens-le que tu le quittes, en ce cas.

	— Rien de plus juste. J'y consens. Je vais lui écrire.

	— Lui écrire, c'est bien leste, Coconnas, à un prince du sang!

	— Oui, du sang! du sang de mon ami. Prends garde, s'écria Coconnas en roulant ses gros yeux tragiques, prends garde que je m'amuse aux choses de l'étiquette!

	— Au fait, se dit La Mole, dans quelques jours il n'aura plus besoin du prince, ni de personne; car s'il veut venir avec nous, nous l'emmènerons.

	Coconnas prit donc la plume sans plus longue opposition de son ami, et tout couramment composa le morceau d'éloquence que l'on va lire.

	«Monseigneur, «Il n'est pas que Votre Altesse, versée dans les auteurs de l'Antiquité comme elle l'est, ne connaisse l'histoire touchante d'Oreste et de Pylade, qui étaient deux héros fameux par leurs malheurs et par leur amitié. Mon ami La Mole n'est pas moins malheureux qu'Oreste, et moi je ne suis pas moins tendre que Pylade. Il a, dans ce moment-ci, de grandes occupations qui réclament mon aide. Il est donc impossible que je me sépare de lui. Ce qui fait que, sauf l'approbation de Votre Altesse, je prends un petit congé, déterminé que je suis de m'attacher à sa fortune, quelque part qu'elle me conduise: c'est dire à Votre Altesse combien est grande la violence qui m'arrache de son service, en raison de quoi je ne désespère pas d'obtenir son pardon, et j'ose continuer de me dire avec respect, «De Votre Altesse royale, «Monseigneur, «Le très humble et très obéissant «ANNIBAL, COMTE DE COCONNAS, «ami inséparable de M. de La Mole.»

	Ce chef-d'oeuvre terminé, Coconnas le lut à haute voix à La Mole qui haussa les épaules.

	— Eh bien, qu'en dis-tu? demanda Coconnas, qui n'avait pas vu le mouvement, ou qui avait fait semblant de ne pas le voir.

	— Je dis, répondit La Mole, que M. d'Alençon va se moquer de nous.

	— De nous?

	— Conjointement.

	— Cela vaut encore mieux, ce me semble, que de nous étrangler séparément.

	— Bah! dit La Mole en riant, l'un n'empêchera peut-être point l'autre.

	— Eh bien, tant pis! arrive qu'arrive, j'envoie la lettre demain matin. Où allons-nous coucher en sortant d'ici?

	— Chez maître La Hurière. Tu sais, dans cette petite chambre où tu voulais me daguer quand nous n'étions pas encore Oreste et Pylade?

	— Bien, je ferai porter ma lettre au Louvre par notre hôte. En ce moment le panneau s'ouvrit.

	— Eh bien, demandèrent ensemble les deux princesses, où sont

	Oreste et Pylade?

	— Mordi! madame, répondit Coconnas, Pylade et Oreste meurent de faim et d'amour.

	Ce fut effectivement maître La Hurière qui, le lendemain à neuf heures du matin, porta au Louvre la respectueuse missive de maître Annibal de Coconnas.

	XIV

	Orthon

	Henri, même après le refus du duc d'Alençon qui remettait tout en question, jusqu'à son existence, était devenu, s'il était possible, encore plus grand ami du prince qu'il ne l'était auparavant.

	Catherine conclut de cette intimité que les deux princes non seulement s'entendaient, mais encore conspiraient ensemble. Elle interrogea là-dessus Marguerite; mais Marguerite était sa digne fille, et la reine de Navarre, dont le principal talent était d'éviter une explication scabreuse, se garda si bien des questions de sa mère, qu'après avoir répondu à toutes, elle la laissa plus embarrassée qu'auparavant.

	La Florentine n'eut donc plus pour la conduire que cet instinct intrigant qu'elle avait apporté de la Toscane, le plus intrigant des petits États de cette époque, et ce sentiment de haine qu'elle avait puisé à la cour de France, qui était la cour la plus divisée d'intérêts et d'opinions de ce temps.

	Elle comprit d'abord qu'une partie de la force du Béarnais lui venait de son alliance avec le duc d'Alençon, et elle résolut de l'isoler.

	Du jour où elle eut pris cette résolution, elle entoura son fils avec la patience et le talent du pêcheur, qui, lorsqu'il a laissé tomber les plombs loin du poisson, les traîne insensiblement jusqu'à ce que de tous côtés ils aient enveloppé sa proie.

	Le duc François s'aperçut de ce redoublement de caresses, et de son côté fit un pas vers sa mère. Quant à Henri, il feignit de ne rien voir, et surveilla son allié de plus près qu'il ne l'avait fait encore.

	Chacun attendait un événement.

	Or, tandis que chacun était dans l'attente de cet événement, certain pour les uns, probable pour les autres, un matin que le soleil s'était levé rose et distillant cette tiède chaleur et ce doux parfum qui annonce un beau jour, un homme pâle, appuyé sur un bâton et marchant péniblement, sortit d'une petite maison sise derrière l'Arsenal et s'achemina par la rue du Petit-Musc.

	Vers la porte Saint-Antoine, et après avoir longé cette promenade qui tournait comme une prairie marécageuse autour des fossés de la Bastille, il laissa le grand boulevard à sa gauche et entra dans le jardin de l'Arbalète, dont le concierge le reçut avec de grandes salutations.

	Il n'y avait personne dans ce jardin, qui, comme l'indique son nom, appartenait à une société particulière: celle des arbalétriers. Mais, y eût-il eu des promeneurs, l'homme pâle eût été digne de tout leur intérêt, car sa longue moustache, son pas qui conservait une allure militaire, bien qu'il fût ralenti par la souffrance, indiquaient assez que c'était quelque officier blessé dans une occasion récente qui essayait ses forces par un exercice modéré et reprenait la vie au soleil.

	Cependant, chose étrange! lorsque le manteau dont, malgré la chaleur naissante, cet homme en apparence inoffensif était enveloppé s'ouvrait, il laissait voir deux longs pistolets pendant aux agrafes d'argent de sa ceinture, laquelle serrait en outre un large poignard et soutenait une longue épée qu'il semblait ne pouvoir tirer, tant elle était colossale, et qui, complétant cet arsenal vivant, battait de son fourreau deux jambes amaigries et tremblantes. En outre, et pour surcroît de précautions, le promeneur, tout solitaire qu'il était, lançait à chaque pas un regard scrutateur, comme pour interroger chaque détour d'allée, chaque buisson, chaque fossé.

	Ce fut ainsi que cet homme pénétra dans le jardin, gagna paisiblement une espèce de petite tonnelle donnant sur les boulevards, dont il n'était séparé que par une haie épaisse et un petit fossé qui formaient sa double clôture. Là, il s'étendit sur un banc de gazon à portée d'une table où le gardien de l'établissement, qui joignait à son titre de concierge l'industrie de gargotier, vint au bout d'un instant lui apporter une espèce de cordial.

	Le malade était là depuis dix minutes et avait à plusieurs reprises porté à sa bouche la tasse de faïence dont il dégustait le contenu à petites gorgées, lorsque tout à coup son visage prit, malgré l'intéressante pâleur qui le couvrait, une expression effrayante. Il venait d'apercevoir, venant de la Croix-Faubin par un sentier qui est aujourd'hui la rue de Naples, un cavalier enveloppé d'un grand manteau, lequel s'arrêta proche du bastion et attendit.

	Il y était depuis cinq minutes, et l'homme au visage pâle, que le lecteur a peut-être déjà reconnu pour Maurevel, avait à peine eu le temps de se remettre de l'émotion que lui avait causée sa présence, lorsqu'un jeune homme au justaucorps serré comme celui d'un page arriva par ce chemin qui fut depuis la rue des Fossés- Saint-Nicolas, et rejoignit le cavalier.

	Perdu dans sa tonnelle de feuillage, Maurevel pouvait tout voir et même tout entendre sans peine, et quand on saura que le cavalier était de Mouy et le jeune homme au justaucorps serré Orthon, on jugera si les oreilles et les yeux étaient occupés.

	L'un et l'autre regardèrent autour d'eux avec la plus minutieuse attention; Maurevel retenait son souffle.

	— Vous pouvez parler, monsieur, dit le premier Orthon, qui, étant le plus jeune, était le plus confiant, personne ne nous voit ni ne nous écoute.

	— C'est bien, dit de Mouy. Tu vas allez chez madame de Sauve; tu remettras ce billet à elle-même, si tu la trouves chez elle; si elle n'y est pas, tu le déposeras derrière le miroir où le roi avait l'habitude de mettre les siens; puis tu attendras dans le Louvre. Si l'on te donne une réponse, tu l'apporteras où tu sais; si tu n'en as pas, tu viendras me chercher ce soir avec un poitrinal à l'endroit que je t'ai désigné et d'où je sors.

	— Bien, dit Orthon; je sais.

	— Moi, je te quitte; j'ai fort affaire pendant toute la journée. Ne te hâte pas, toi, ce serait inutile; tu n'as pas besoin d'arriver au Louvre avant qu'_il _y soit, et je crois qu'_il _prend une leçon de chasse au vol ce matin. Va, et montre-toi hardiment. Tu es rétabli, tu viens remercier madame de Sauve des bontés qu'elle a eues pour toi pendant ta convalescence. Va, enfant, va.

	Maurevel écoutait, les yeux fixes, les cheveux hérissés, la sueur sur le front. Son premier mouvement avait été de détacher un pistolet de son agrafe et d'ajuster de Mouy; mais un mouvement qui avait entrouvert son manteau lui avait montré sous ce manteau une cuirasse bien ferme et bien solide. Il était donc probable que la balle s'aplatirait sur cette cuirasse, ou qu'elle frapperait dans quelque endroit du corps où la blessure qu'elle ferait ne serait pas mortelle. D'ailleurs il pensa que de Mouy, vigoureux et bien armé, aurait bon marché de lui, blessé comme il l'était, et, avec un soupir, il retira à lui son pistolet déjà étendu vers le huguenot.

	— Quel malheur, murmura-t-il, de ne pouvoir l'abattre ici sans autre témoin que ce brigandeau à qui mon second coup irait si bien!

	Mais en ce moment Maurevel réfléchit que ce billet donné à Orthon, et qu'Orthon devait remettre à madame de Sauve, était peut-être plus important que la vie même du chef huguenot.

	— Ah! dit-il, tu m'échappes encore ce matin; soit. Éloigne-toi sain et sauf; mais j'aurai mon tour demain, dussé-je te suivre jusque dans l'enfer, dont tu es sorti pour me perdre si je ne te perds.

	En ce moment de Mouy croisa son manteau sur son visage et s'éloigna rapidement dans la direction des marais du Temple. Orthon reprit les fossés qui le conduisaient au bord de la rivière.

	Alors Maurevel, se soulevant avec plus de vigueur et d'agilité qu'il n'osait l'espérer, regagna la rue de la Cerisaie, rentra chez lui, fit seller un cheval, et tout faible qu'il était, au risque de rouvrir ses blessures, prit au galop la rue Saint- Antoine, gagna les quais et s'enfonça dans le Louvre.

	Cinq minutes après qu'il eut disparu sous le guichet, Catherine savait tout ce qui venait de se passer, et Maurevel recevait les mille écus d'or qui lui avaient été promis pour l'arrestation du roi de Navarre.

	— Oh! dit alors Catherine, ou je me trompe bien, ou ce de Mouy sera la tache noire que René a trouvée dans l'horoscope de ce Béarnais maudit.

	Un quart d'heure après Maurevel, Orthon entrait au Louvre, se faisait voir comme le lui avait recommandé de Mouy, et gagnait l'appartement de madame de Sauve après avoir parlé à plusieurs commensaux du palais.

	Dariole seule était chez sa maîtresse; Catherine venait de faire demander cette dernière pour transcrire certaines lettres importantes, et depuis cinq minutes elle était chez la reine.

	— C'est bien, dit Orthon, j'attendrai. Et, profitant de sa familiarité dans la maison, le jeune homme passa dans la chambre à coucher de la baronne, et après s'être bien assuré qu'il était seul, il déposa le billet derrière le miroir. Au moment même où il éloignait sa main de la glace, Catherine entra. Orthon pâlit, car il semblait que le regard rapide et perçant de la reine mère s'était tout d'abord porté sur le miroir.

	— Que fais-tu là, petit? demanda Catherine; ne cherches-tu point madame de Sauve?

	— Oui, madame; il y avait longtemps que je ne l'avais vue, et en tardant encore à la venir remercier je craignais de passer pour un ingrat.

	— Tu l'aimes donc bien, cette chère Charlotte?

	— De toute mon âme, madame.

	— Et tu es fidèle, à ce qu'on dit?

	— Votre Majesté comprendra que c'est une chose bien naturelle quand elle saura que madame de Sauve a eu de moi des soins que je ne méritais pas, n'étant qu'un simple serviteur.

	— Et dans quelle occasion a-t-elle eu de toi ces soins? demanda

	Catherine, feignant d'ignorer l'événement arrivé au jeune garçon.

	— Madame, lorsque je fus blessé.

	— Ah! pauvre enfant! dit Catherine, tu as été blessé?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Et quand cela?

	— Le soir où l'on vint pour arrêter le roi de Navarre. J'eus si grand-peur en voyant des soldats, que je criai, j'appelai; l'un d'eux me donna un coup sur la tête et je tombai évanoui.

	— Pauvre garçon! Et te voilà bien rétabli, maintenant?

	— Oui, madame.

	— De sorte que tu cherches le roi de Navarre pour rentrer chez lui?

	— Non, madame. Le roi de Navarre, ayant appris que j'avais osé résisté aux ordres de Votre Majesté, m'a chassé sans miséricorde.

	— Vraiment! dit Catherine avec une intonation pleine d'intérêt. Eh bien, je me charge de cette affaire. Mais si tu attends madame de Sauve, tu l'attendras inutilement; elle est occupée au-dessus d'ici, chez moi, dans mon cabinet.

	Et Catherine, pensant qu'Orthon n'avait peut-être pas eu le temps de cacher le billet derrière la glace, entra dans le cabinet de madame de Sauve pour laisser toute liberté au jeune homme.

	Au même moment, et comme Orthon, inquiet de cette arrivée inattendue de la reine mère, se demandait si cette arrivée ne cachait pas quelque complot contre son maître, il entendit frapper trois petits coups au plafond; c'était le signal qu'il devait lui- même donner à son maître dans le cas de danger, quand son maître était chez madame de Sauve et qu'il veillait sur lui.

	Ces trois coups le firent tressaillir; une révélation mystérieuse l'éclaira, et il pensa que cette fois l'avis était donné à lui- même; il courut donc au miroir, et en retira le billet qu'il y avait déjà posé.

	Catherine suivait, à travers une ouverture de la tapisserie, tous les mouvements de l'enfant; elle le vit s'élancer vers le miroir, mais elle ne sut si c'était pour y cacher le billet ou pour l'en retirer.

	— Eh bien, murmura l'impatiente Florentine, pourquoi tarde-t-il donc maintenant à partir? Et elle rentra aussitôt dans la chambre le visage souriant.

	— Encore ici, petit garçon? dit-elle. Eh bien! mais qu'attends-tu donc? Ne t'ai-je pas dit que je prenais en main le soin de ta petite fortune? Quand je te dis une chose, en doutes-tu?

	— Oh! madame, Dieu m'en garde! répondit Orthon. Et l'enfant, s'approchant de la reine, mit un genou en terre, baisa le bas de sa robe et sortit rapidement. En sortant il vit dans l'antichambre le capitaine des gardes qui attendait Catherine. Cette vue n'était pas faite pour éloigner ses soupçons; aussi ne fit-elle que les redoubler. De son côté Catherine n'eut pas plus tôt vu la tapisserie de la portière retomber derrière Orthon, qu'elle s'élança vers le miroir. Mais ce fut inutilement qu'elle plongea derrière lui sa main tremblante d'impatience, elle ne trouva aucun billet. Et cependant elle était sûre d'avoir vu l'enfant s'approcher du miroir. C'était donc pour reprendre et non pour déposer. La fatalité donnait une force égale à ses adversaires. Un enfant devenait un homme du moment où il luttait contre elle. Elle remua, regarda, sonda: rien! …

	— Oh! le malheureux! s'écria-t-elle. Je ne lui voulais cependant pas de mal, et voilà qu'en retirant le billet il va au-devant de sa destinée. Holà! monsieur de Nancey, holà!

	La voix vibrante de la reine mère traversa le salon et pénétra jusque dans l'antichambre ou se tenait, comme nous l'avons dit, le capitaine des gardes.

	M. de Nancey accourut.

	— Me voilà, dit-il, madame. Que désire Votre Majesté?

	— Vous êtes dans l'antichambre?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Vous avez vu sortir un jeune homme, un enfant?

	— À l'instant même.

	— Il ne peut être loin encore?

	— À moitié de l'escalier à peine.

	— Rappelez-le.

	— Comment se nomme-t-il?

	— Orthon. S'il refuse de revenir, ramenez-le de force. Cependant ne l'effrayez point s'il ne fait aucune résistance. Il faut que je lui parle à l'instant même.

	Le capitaine des gardes s'élança.

	Comme il l'avait prévu, Orthon était à peine à moitié de l'escalier, car il descendait lentement dans l'espérance de rencontrer dans l'escalier ou d'apercevoir dans quelque corridor le roi de Navarre ou madame de Sauve.

	Il s'entendit rappeler et tressaillit.

	Son premier mouvement fut de fuir; mais avec une puissance de réflexion au-dessus de son âge, il comprit que s'il fuyait il perdait tout. Il s'arrêta donc.

	— Qui m'appelle?

	— Moi, M. de Nancey, répondit le capitaine des gardes en se précipitant par les montées.

	— Mais je suis bien pressé, dit Orthon.

	— De la part de Sa Majesté la reine mère, reprit M. de Nancey en arrivant près de lui. L'enfant essuya la sueur qui coulait sur son front et remonta. Le capitaine le suivit par-derrière.

	Le premier plan qu'avait formé Catherine était d'arrêter le jeune homme, de le faire fouiller et de s'emparer du billet dont elle le savait porteur; en conséquence, elle avait songé à l'accuser de vol, et déjà avait détaché de la toilette une agrafe de diamants dont elle voulait faire peser la soustraction sur l'enfant; mais elle réfléchit que le moyen était dangereux, en ceci qu'il éveillait les soupçons du jeune homme, lequel prévenait son maître, qui alors se défiait, et dans sa défiance ne donnait point prise sur lui.

	Sans doute elle pouvait faire conduire le jeune homme dans quelque cachot; mais le bruit de l'arrestation, si secrètement qu'elle se fit, se répandrait dans le Louvre, et un seul mot de cette arrestation mettrait Henri sur ses gardes.

	Il fallait cependant à Catherine ce billet, car un billet de M. de Mouy au roi de Navarre, un billet recommandé avec tant de soin devait renfermer toute une conspiration. Elle replaça donc l'agrafe où elle l'avait prise.

	— Non, non, dit-elle, idée de sbire; mauvaise idée. Mais pour un billet… qui peut-être n'en vaut pas la peine, continua-t-elle en fronçant les sourcils, et en parlant si bas qu'elle-même pouvait à peine entendre le bruit de ses paroles. Eh! ma foi, ce n'est point ma faute; c'est la sienne. Pourquoi le petit brigand n'a-t-il point mis le billet où il devait le mettre? Ce billet, il me le faut.

	En ce moment Orthon rentra. Sans doute le visage de Catherine avait une expression terrible, car le jeune homme s'arrêta pâlissant sur le seuil. Il était encore trop jeune pour être parfaitement maître de lui-même.

	— Madame, dit-il, vous m'avez fait l'honneur de me rappeler; en quelle chose puis-je être bon à Votre Majesté?

	Le visage de Catherine s'éclaira, comme si un rayon de soleil fût venu le mettre en lumière.

	— Je t'ai fait appeler, enfant, dit-elle, parce que ton visage me plaît, et que t'ayant fait une promesse, celle de m'occuper de ta fortune, je veux tenir cette promesse sans retard. On nous accuse, nous autres reines, d'être oublieuses. Ce n'est point notre coeur qui l'est, c'est notre esprit, emporté par les événements. Or, je me suis rappelé que les rois tiennent dans leurs mains la fortune des hommes, et je t'ai rappelé. Viens, mon enfant, suis-moi.

	M. de Nancey, qui prenait la scène au sérieux, regardait cet attendrissement de Catherine avec un grand étonnement.

	— Sais-tu monter à cheval, petit? demanda Catherine.

	— Oui, madame.

	— En ce cas, viens dans mon cabinet. Je vais te remettre un message que tu porteras à Saint-Germain.

	— Je suis aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	— Faites-lui préparer un cheval, Nancey.

	M. de Nancey disparut.

	— Allons, enfant, dit Catherine. Et elle marcha la première. Orthon la suivit. La reine mère descendit un étage, puis elle s'engagea dans le corridor où étaient les appartements du roi et du duc d'Alençon, gagna l'escalier tournant, descendit encore un étage, ouvrit une porte qui aboutissait à une galerie circulaire dont nul, excepté le roi et elle, n'avait la clef, fit entrer Orthon, entra ensuite, et tira derrière elle la porte. Cette galerie entourait comme un rempart certaines portions des appartements du roi et de la reine mère. C'était, comme la galerie du château Saint-Ange à Rome et celle du palais Pitti à Florence, une retraite ménagée en cas de danger.

	La porte tirée, Catherine se trouva enfermée avec le jeune homme dans ce corridor obscur. Tous deux firent une vingtaine de pas, Catherine marchant devant, Orthon suivant Catherine.

	Tout à coup Catherine se retourna, et Orthon retrouva sur son visage la même expression sombre qu'il y avait vue dix minutes auparavant. Ses yeux, ronds comme ceux d'une chatte ou d'une panthère, semblaient jeter du feu dans l'obscurité.

	— Arrête! dit-elle. Orthon sentit un frisson courir dans ses épaules: un froid mortel, pareil à un manteau de glace, tombait de cette voûte; le parquet semblait morne, comme le couvercle d'une tombe; le regard de Catherine était aigu, si cela peut se dire, et pénétrait dans la poitrine du jeune homme.

	Il se recula en se rangeant tout tremblant contre la muraille.

	— Où est le billet que tu étais chargé de remettre au roi de

	Navarre?

	— Le billet? balbutia Orthon.

	— Oui, ou de déposer en son absence derrière le miroir?

	— Moi, madame? dit Orthon. Je ne sais ce que vous voulez dire.

	— Le billet que de Mouy t'a remis, il y a une heure, derrière le jardin de l'Arbalète.

	— Je n'ai point de billet, dit Orthon; Votre Majesté se trompe bien certainement.

	— Tu mens, dit Catherine. Donne le billet, et je tiens la promesse que je t'ai faite.

	— Laquelle, madame?

	— Je t'enrichis.

	— Je n'ai point de billet, madame, reprit l'enfant.

	Catherine commença un grincement de dents qui s'acheva par un sourire.

	— Veux-tu me le donner, dit-elle, et tu auras mille écus d'or?

	— Je n'ai pas de billet, madame.

	— Deux mille écus.

	— Impossible. Puisque je n'en ai pas, je ne puis vous le donner.

	— Dix mille écus, Orthon. Orthon, qui voyait la colère monter comme une marée du coeur au front de la reine, pensa qu'il n'avait qu'un moyen de sauver son maître, c'était d'avaler le billet. Il porta la main à sa poche. Catherine devina son intention et arrêta sa main.

	— Allons! enfant! dit-elle en riant. Bien, tu es fidèle. Quand les rois veulent s'attacher un serviteur, il n'y a point de mal qu'ils s'assurent si c'est un coeur dévoué. Je sais à quoi m'en tenir sur toi maintenant. Tiens, voici ma bourse comme première récompense. Va porter ce billet à ton maître, et annonce-lui qu'à partir d'aujourd'hui tu es à mon service. Va, tu peux sortir sans moi par la porte qui nous a donné passage: elle s'ouvre en dedans.

	Et Catherine, déposant la bourse dans la main du jeune homme stupéfait, fit quelques pas en avant et posa sa main sur le mur.

	Cependant le jeune homme demeurait debout et hésitant. Il ne pouvait croire que le danger qu'il avait senti s'abattre sur sa tête se fût éloigné.

	— Allons, ne tremble donc pas ainsi, dit Catherine; ne t'ai-je pas dit que tu étais libre de t'en aller, et que si tu voulais revenir ta fortune serait faite?

	— Merci, madame, dit Orthon. Ainsi, vous me faites grâce?

	— Il y a plus, je te récompense; tu es un bon porteur de billet doux, un gentil messager d'amour; seulement tu oublies que ton maître t'attend.

	— Ah! c'est vrai, dit le jeune homme en s'élançant vers la porte.

	Mais à peine eut-il fait trois pas que le parquet manqua sous ses pieds. Il trébucha, étendit les deux mains, poussa un horrible cri, disparut abîmé dans l'oubliette du Louvre, dont Catherine venait de pousser le ressort.

	— Allons, murmura Catherine, maintenant grâce à la ténacité de ce drôle, il me va falloir descendre cent cinquante marches.

	Catherine rentra chez elle, alluma une lanterne sourde, revint dans le corridor, replaça le ressort, ouvrit la porte d'un escalier à vis qui semblait s'enfoncer dans les entrailles de la terre, et, pressée par la soif insatiable d'une curiosité qui n'était que le ministre de sa haine, elle parvint à une porte de fer qui s'ouvrait en retour et donnait sur le fond de l'oubliette.

	C'est là que, sanglant, broyé, écrasé par une chute de cent pieds, mais cependant palpitant encore, gisait le pauvre Orthon.

	Derrière l'épaisseur du mur on entendait rouler l'eau de la Seine, qu'une infiltration souterraine amenait jusqu'au fond de l'escalier.

	Catherine entra dans la fosse humide et nauséabonde qui, depuis qu'elle existait, avait dû être témoin de bien des chutes pareilles à celle qu'elle venait de voir, fouilla le corps, saisit la lettre, s'assura que c'était bien celle qu'elle désirait avoir, repoussa du pied le cadavre, appuya le pouce sur un ressort: le fond bascula, et le cadavre glissant, emporté par son propre poids, disparut dans la direction de la rivière.

	Puis refermant la porte, elle remonta, s'enferma dans son cabinet, et lut le billet qui était conçu en ces termes:

	«Ce soir, à dix heures, rue de l'Arbre-Sec, hôtel de la Belle- Étoile. Si vous venez, ne répondez rien; si vous ne venez pas, dites non au porteur.

	DE MOUY DE SAINT-PHALE.»

	En lisant ce billet, il n'y avait qu'un sourire sur les lèvres de Catherine; elle songeait seulement à la victoire qu'elle allait remporter, oubliant complètement à quel prix elle achetait cette victoire.

	Mais aussi, qu'était-ce qu'Orthon? Un coeur fidèle, une âme dévouée, un enfant jeune et beau; voilà tout.

	Cela, on le pense bien, ne pouvait pas faire pencher un instant le plateau de cette froide balance où se pèsent les destinés des empires.

	Le billet lu, Catherine remonta immédiatement chez madame de

	Sauve, et le plaça derrière le miroir.

	En descendant, elle retrouva à l'entrée du corridor le capitaine des gardes.

	— Madame, dit M. de Mancey, selon les ordres qu'a donnés Votre

	Majesté, le cheval est prêt.

	— Mon cher baron, dit Catherine, le cheval est inutile, j'ai fait causer ce garçon, et il est véritablement trop sot pour le charger de l'emploi que je lui voulais confier. Je le prenais pour un laquais, et c'était tout au plus un palefrenier; je lui ai donné quelque argent, et l'ai renvoyé par le petit guichet.

	— Mais, dit M. de Nancey, cette commission?

	— Cette commission? répéta Catherine.

	— Oui, qu'il devait faire à Saint-Germain, Votre Majesté veut- elle que je la fasse, ou que je la fasse faire par quelqu'un de mes hommes?

	— Non, non, dit Catherine, vous et vos hommes aurez ce soir autre chose à faire.

	Et Catherine rentra chez elle, espérant bien ce soir-là tenir entre ses mains le sort de ce damné roi de Navarre.

	XV

	L'hôtellerie de la Belle-Étoile

	Deux heures après l'événement que nous avons raconté, et dont nulle trace n'était restée même sur la figure de Catherine, madame de Sauve, ayant fini son travail chez la reine, remonta dans son appartement. Derrière elle Henri rentra; et, ayant su de Dariole qu'Orthon était venu, il alla droit à la glace et prit le billet.

	Il était, comme nous l'avons dit, conçu en ces termes:

	«Ce soir, à dix heures, rue de l'Arbre-Sec, hôtel de la Belle- Étoile. Si vous venez, ne répondez rien; si vous ne venez pas, dites non au porteur.»

	De suscription, il n'y en avait point.

	— Henri ne manquera pas d'aller au rendez-vous, dit Catherine, car eût-il envie de n'y point aller, il ne trouvera plus maintenant le porteur pour lui dire non.

	Sur ce point, Catherine ne s'était point trompée. Henri s'informa d'Orthon, Dariole lui dit qu'il était sorti avec la reine mère; mais, comme il trouva le billet à sa place et qu'il savait le pauvre enfant incapable de trahison, il ne conçut aucune inquiétude.

	Il dîna comme de coutume à la table du roi, qui railla fort Henri sur les maladresses qu'il avait faites dans la matinée à la chasse au vol.

	Henri s'excusa sur ce qu'il était homme de montagne et non homme de la plaine, mais il promit à Charles d'étudier la volerie.

	Catherine fut charmante, et, en se levant de table, pria

	Marguerite de lui tenir compagnie toute la soirée.

	À huit heures, Henri prit deux gentilshommes, sortit avec eux par la porte Saint-Honoré, fit un long détour, rentra par la tour de Bois, passa la Seine au bac de Nesle, remonta jusqu'à la rue Saint-Jacques, et là il les congédia, comme s'il eût été en aventure amoureuse. Au coin de la rue des Mathurins, il trouva un homme à cheval enveloppé d'un manteau; il s'approcha de lui.

	— Mantes, dit l'homme.

	— Pau, répondit le roi. L'homme mit aussitôt pied à terre. Henri s'enveloppa du manteau qui était tout crotté, monta sur le cheval qui était tout fumant, revint par la rue de La Harpe, traversa le pont Saint-Michel, enfila la rue Barthélemy, passa de nouveau la rivière sur le Pont-Aux-Meuniers, descendit les quais, prit la rue de l'Arbre-Sec, et s'en vint heurter à la porte de maître La Hurière. La Mole était dans la salle que nous connaissons, et écrivait une longue lettre d'amour à qui vous savez. Coconnas était dans la cuisine avec La Hurière, regardant tourner six perdreaux, et discutant avec son ami l'hôtelier sur le degré de cuisson auquel il était convenable de tirer les perdreaux de la broche.

	Ce fut en ce moment que Henri frappa. Grégoire alla ouvrir, et conduisit le cheval à l'écurie, tandis que le voyageur entrait en faisant résonner ses bottes sur le plancher, comme pour réchauffer ses pieds engourdis.

	— Eh! maître La Hurière, dit La Mole tout en écrivant, voici un gentilhomme qui vous demande.

	La Hurière s'avança, toisa Henri des pieds à la tête, et comme son manteau de gros drap ne lui inspirait pas une grande vénération:

	— Qui êtes-vous? demanda-t-il au roi.

	— Eh! sang-dieu! dit Henri montrant La Mole, monsieur vient de vous le dire, je suis un gentilhomme de Gascogne qui vient à Paris pour se produire à la cour.

	— Que voulez-vous?

	— Une chambre et un souper.

	— Hum! fit La Hurière, avez-vous un laquais? C'était, on le sait, la question habituelle.

	— Non, répondit Henri; mais je compte bien en prendre un dès que j'aurai fait fortune.

	— Je ne loue pas de chambre de maître sans chambre de laquais, dit La Hurière.

	— Même si je vous offre de vous payer votre souper un noble à la rose, quitte à faire notre prix demain?

	— Oh! oh! vous êtes bien généreux, mon gentilhomme! dit La

	Hurière en regardant Henri avec défiance.

	— Non; mais dans la croyance que je passerais la soirée et la nuit dans votre hôtel, que m'avait fort recommandé un seigneur de mon pays, qui l'habite, j'ai invité un ami à venir souper avec moi. Avez-vous du bon vin d'Arbois?

	— J'en ai que le Béarnais n'en boit pas de meilleur.

	— Bon! je le paie à part. Ah! justement, voici mon convive.

	Effectivement la porte venait de s'ouvrir, et avait donné passage à un second gentilhomme de quelques années plus âgé que le premier, traînant à son côté une immense rapière.

	— Ah! ah! dit-il, vous êtes exact, mon jeune ami. Pour un homme qui vient de faire deux cents lieues, c'est beau d'arriver à la minute.

	— Est-ce votre convive? demanda La Hurière.

	— Oui, dit le premier venu en allant au jeune homme à la rapière et en lui serrant la main; servez-nous à souper.

	— Ici, ou dans votre chambre?

	— Où vous voudrez.

	— Maître, fit La Mole en appelant La Hurière, débarrassez-nous de ces figures de huguenots; nous ne pourrions pas, devant eux, Coconnas et moi, dire un mot de nos affaires.

	— Dressez le souper dans la chambre numéro 2, au troisième, dit La Hurière. Montez, messieurs, montez. Les deux voyageurs suivirent Grégoire, qui marcha devant eux en les éclairant.

	La Mole les suivit des yeux jusqu'à ce qu'ils eussent disparu; et, se retournant alors, il vit Coconnas, dont la tête sortait de la cuisine. Deux gros yeux fixes et une bouche ouverte donnaient à cette tête un air d'étonnement remarquable.

	La Mole s'approcha de lui.

	— Mordi! lui dit Coconnas, as-tu vu?

	— Quoi?

	— Ces deux gentilshommes?

	— Eh bien?

	— Je jurerais que c'est…

	— Qui?

	— Mais… le roi de Navarre et l'homme au manteau rouge.

	— Jure si tu veux, mais pas trop haut.

	— Tu as donc reconnu aussi?

	— Certainement.

	— Que viennent-ils faire ici?

	— Quelque affaire d'amourettes.

	— Tu crois?

	— J'en suis sûr.

	— La Mole, j'aime mieux des coups d'épée que ces amourettes-là.

	Je voulais jurer tout à l'heure, je parie maintenant.

	— Que paries-tu?

	— Qu'il s'agit de quelque conspiration.

	— Ah! tu es fou.

	— Et moi, je te dis…

	— Je te dis que s'ils conspirent cela les regarde.

	— Ah! c'est vrai. Au fait, dit Coconnas, je ne suis plus à M. d'Alençon; qu'ils s'arrangent comme bon leur semblera. Et comme les perdreaux paraissaient arrivés au degré de cuisson où les aimait Coconnas, le Piémontais, qui en comptait faire la meilleure portion de son dîner, appela maître La Hurière pour qu'il les tirât de la broche.

	Pendant ce temps, Henri et de Mouy s'installaient dans leur chambre.

	— Eh bien, Sire, dit de Mouy quand Grégoire eut dressé la table, vous avez vu Orthon?

	— Non; mais j'ai eu le billet qu'il a déposé au miroir. L'enfant aura pris peur, à ce que je présume; car la reine Catherine est venue, tandis qu'il était là, si bien qu'il s'en est allé sans m'attendre. J'ai eu un instant quelque inquiétude, car Dariole m'a dit que la reine mère l'a fait longuement causer.

	— Oh! il n'y a pas de danger, le drôle est adroit; et quoique la reine mère sache son métier, il lui donnera du fil à retordre, j'en suis sûr.

	— Et vous, de Mouy, l'avez-vous revu? demanda Henri.

	— Non, mais je le reverrai ce soir; à minuit il doit me revenir prendre ici avec un bon poitrinal; il me contera cela en nous en allant.

	— Et l'homme qui était au coin de la rue des Mathurins?

	— Quel homme?

	— L'homme dont j'ai le cheval et le manteau, en êtes-vous sûr?

	— C'est un de nos plus dévoués. D'ailleurs, il ne connaît pas

	Votre Majesté, et il ignore à qui il a eu affaire.

	— Nous pouvons alors causer de nos affaires en toute tranquillité?

	— Sans aucun doute. D'ailleurs La Mole fait le guet.

	— À merveille.

	— Eh bien, Sire, que dit M. d'Alençon?

	— M. d'Alençon ne veut plus partir, de Mouy; il s'est expliqué nettement à ce sujet. L'élection du duc d'Anjou au trône de Pologne et l'indisposition du roi ont changé tous ses desseins.

	— Ainsi, c'est lui qui a fait manquer tout notre plan?

	— Oui.

	— Il nous trahit, alors?

	— Pas encore; mais il nous trahira à la première occasion qu'il trouvera.

	— Coeur lâche! esprit perfide! pourquoi n'a-t-il pas répondu aux lettres que je lui ai écrites?

	— Pour avoir des preuves et n'en pas donner. En attendant tout est perdu, n'est-ce pas, de Mouy?

	— Au contraire, Sire, tout est gagné. Vous savez bien que le parti tout entier, moins la fraction du prince de Condé, était pour vous, et ne se servait du duc, avec lequel il avait eu l'air de se mettre en relation, que comme d'une sauvegarde. Eh bien! depuis le jour de la cérémonie, j'ai tout relié, tout rattaché à vous. Cent hommes vous suffisaient pour fuir avec le duc d'Alençon, j'en ai levé quinze cents; dans huit jours ils seront prêts, échelonnés sur la route de Pau. Ce ne sera plus une fuite, ce sera une retraite. Quinze cents hommes vous suffiront-ils, Sire, et vous croirez-vous en sûreté avec une armée?

	Henri sourit, et lui frappant sur l'épaule:

	— Tu sais, de Mouy, lui dit-il, et tu es seul à le savoir, que le roi de Navarre n'est pas de son naturel aussi effrayé qu'on le croit.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! je le sais, Sire, et j'espère qu'avant qu'il soit longtemps la France tout entière le saura comme moi.

	— Mais quand on conspire, il faut réussir. La première condition de la réussite est la décision; et pour que la décision soit rapide, franche, incisive, il faut être convaincu qu'on réussira.

	— Eh bien! Sire, quels sont les jours où il y a chasse?

	— Tous les huit ou dix jours, soit à courre, soit au vol.

	— Quand a-t-on chassé?

	— Aujourd'hui même.

	— D'aujourd'hui en huit ou dix jours, on chassera donc encore?

	— Sans aucun doute, peut-être même avant.

	— Écoutez; tout me semble parfaitement calme: le duc d'Anjou est parti; on ne pense plus à lui. Le roi se remet de jour en jour de son indisposition. Les persécutions contre nous ont à peu près cessé. Faites les doux yeux à la reine mère, faites les doux yeux à M. d'Alençon: dites-lui toujours que vous ne pouvez partir sans lui: tâchez qu'il le croie, ce qui est plus difficile.

	— Sois tranquille, il le croira.

	— Croyez-vous qu'il ait si grande confiance en vous?

	— Non pas, Dieu m'en garde! mais il croit tout ce que lui dit la reine.

	— Et la reine nous sert franchement, elle?

	— Oh! j'en ai la preuve. D'ailleurs elle est ambitieuse, et cette couronne de Navarre absente lui brûle le front.

	— Eh bien! trois jours avant cette chasse, faites-moi dire où elle aura lieu: si c'est à Bondy, à Saint-Germain ou à Rambouillet; ajoutez que vous êtes prêt, et quand vous verrez M. de La Mole piquer devant vous, suivez-le, et piquez ferme. Une fois hors de la forêt, si la reine mère veut vous avoir, il faudra qu'elle coure après vous; or, ses chevaux normands ne verront pas même, je l'espère, les fers de nos chevaux barbes et de nos genêts d'Espagne.

	— C'est dit, de Mouy.

	— Avez-vous de l'argent, Sire? Henri fit la grimace que toute sa vie il fit à cette question.

	— Pas trop, dit-il; mais je crois que Margot en a.

	— Eh bien, soit à vous, soit à elle, emportez-en le plus que vous pourrez.

	— Et toi, en attendant, que vas-tu faire?

	— Après m'être occupé des affaires de Votre Majesté assez activement, comme elle voit, Votre Majesté me permettra-t-elle de m'occuper un peu des miennes?

	— Fais, de Mouy, fais; mais quelles sont tes affaires?

	— Écoutez, Sire, Orthon m'a dit (c'est un garçon fort intelligent que je recommande à Votre Majesté), Orthon m'a dit hier avoir rencontré près de l'Arsenal ce brigand de Maurevel, qui est rétabli grâce aux soins de René, et qui se réchauffe au soleil comme un serpent qu'il est.

	— Ah! oui, je comprends, dit Henri.

	— Ah! vous comprenez, bon… Vous serez roi un jour, vous, Sire, et si vous avez quelque vengeance du genre de la mienne à accomplir, vous l'accomplirez en roi. Je suis un soldat, et je dois me venger en soldat. Donc quand toutes nos petites affaires seront arrangées, ce qui donnera à ce brigand là cinq ou six journées encore pour se remettre, j'irai, moi aussi, faire un tour du côté de l'Arsenal, et je le clouerai au gazon de quatre bons coups de rapière, après quoi je quitterai Paris le coeur moins gros.

	— Fais tes affaires, mon ami, fais tes affaires, dit le Béarnais.

	À propos, tu es content de La Mole, n'est-ce pas?

	— Ah! charmant garçon qui vous est dévoué corps et âme, Sire, et sur lequel vous pouvez compter comme sur moi… brave…

	— Et surtout discret; aussi nous suivra-t-il en Navarre, de Mouy; une fois arrivés là, nous chercherons ce que nous devrons faire pour le récompenser.

	Comme Henri achevait ces mots avec son sourire narquois, la porte s'ouvrit ou plutôt s'enfonça, et celui dont on faisait l'éloge au moment même parut, pâle et agité.

	— Alerte, Sire, s'écria-t-il; alerte! la maison est cernée.

	— Cernée! s'écria Henri en se levant; par qui?

	— Par les gardes du roi.

	— Oh! oh! dit de Mouy en tirant ses pistolets de sa ceinture, bataille, à ce qu'il paraît.

	— Ah! oui, dit La Mole, il s'agit bien de pistolets et de bataille! que voulez-vous faire contre cinquante hommes?

	— Il a raison, dit le roi, et s'il y avait quelque moyen de retraite…

	— Il y en a un qui m'a déjà servi à moi, et si Votre Majesté veut me suivre…

	— Et de Mouy?

	— M. de Mouy peut nous suivre aussi, s'il veut: mais il faut que vous vous pressiez tous deux. On entendit des pas dans l'escalier.

	— Il est trop tard, dit Henri.

	— Ah! si l'on pouvait seulement les occuper pendant cinq minutes, s'écria La Mole, je répondrais du roi.

	— Alors, répondez-en, monsieur, dit de Mouy; je me charge de les occuper, moi. Allez, Sire, allez.

	— Mais que feras-tu?

	— Ne vous inquiétez pas, Sire; allez toujours. Et de Mouy commença par faire disparaître l'assiette, la serviette et le verre du roi, de façon qu'on pût croire qu'il était seul à table.

	— Venez, Sire, venez, s'écria La Mole en prenant le roi par le bras et l'entraînant dans l'escalier.

	— De Mouy! mon brave de Mouy! s'écria Henri en tendant la main au jeune homme.

	De Mouy baisa cette main, poussa Henri hors de la chambre, et en referma derrière lui la porte au verrou.

	— Oui, oui, je comprends, dit Henri; il va se faire prendre, lui, tandis que nous nous sauverons, nous; mais qui diable peut nous avoir trahis?

	— Venez, Sire, venez; ils montent, ils montent. En effet, la lueur des flambeaux commençait à ramper le long de l'étroit escalier, tandis qu'on entendait au bas comme une espèce de cliquetis d'épée.

	— Alerte! Sire! alerte! dit La Mole. Et, guidant le roi dans l'obscurité, il lui fit monter deux étages, poussa la porte d'une chambre qu'il referma au verrou, et allant ouvrir la fenêtre d'un cabinet:

	— Sire, dit-il, Votre Majesté craint-elle beaucoup les excursions sur les toits?

	— Moi? dit Henri; allons donc, un chasseur d'isards!

	— Eh bien, que Votre Majesté me suive; je connais le chemin et vais lui servir de guide.

	— Allez, allez, dit Henri, je vous suis. Et La Mole enjamba le premier, suivit un large rebord faisant gouttière, au bout duquel il trouva une vallée formée par deux toits; sur cette vallée s'ouvrait une mansarde sans fenêtre et donnant dans un grenier inhabité.

	— Sire, dit La Mole, vous voici au port.

	— Ah! ah! dit Henri, tant mieux. Et il essuya son front pâle où perlait la sueur.

	— Maintenant, dit La Mole, les choses vont aller toutes seules; le grenier donne sur l'escalier, l'escalier aboutit à une allée et cette allée conduit à la rue. J'ai fait le même chemin, Sire, par une nuit bien autrement terrible que celle-ci.

	— Allons, allons, dit Henri, en avant! La Mole se glissa le premier par la fenêtre béante, gagna la porte mal fermée, l'ouvrit, se trouva en haut d'un escalier tournant, et mettant dans la main du roi la corde qui servait de rampe:

	— Venez, Sire, dit-il.

	Au milieu de l'escalier Henri s'arrêta; il était arrivé devant une fenêtre; cette fenêtre donnait sur la cour de l'hôtellerie de la Belle-Étoile. On voyait dans l'escalier en face courir des soldats, les uns portant à la main des épées et les autres des flambeaux.

	Tout à coup, au milieu d'un groupe, le roi de Navarre aperçut de

	Mouy. Il avait rendu son épée et descendait tranquillement.

	— Pauvre garçon, dit Henri; coeur brave et dévoué!

	— Ma foi, Sire, dit La Mole, Votre Majesté remarquera qu'il a l'air fort calme; et, tenez, même il rit! Il faut qu'il médite quelque bon tour, car, vous le savez, il rit rarement.

	— Et ce jeune homme qui était avec vous?

	— M. de Coconnas? demanda La Mole.

	— Oui, M. de Coconnas, qu'est-il devenu?

	— Oh! Sire, je ne suis point inquiet de lui. En apercevant les soldats, il ne m'a dit qu'un mot:» — Risquons-nous quelque chose?» — La tête, lui ai-je répondu.» — Et te sauveras-tu, toi?» — Je l'espère.

	» — Eh bien, moi aussi,» a-t-il répondu. Et je vous jure qu'il se sauvera, Sire. Quand on prendra Coconnas, je vous en réponds, c'est qu'il lui conviendra de se laisser prendre.

	— Alors, dit Henri, tout va bien, tout va bien; tâchons de regagner le Louvre.

	— Ah! mon Dieu, fit La Mole, rien de plus facile, Sire; enveloppons-nous de nos manteaux et sortons. La rue est pleine de gens accourus au bruit, on nous prendra pour des curieux.

	En effet, Henri et La Mole trouvèrent la porte ouverte, et n'éprouvèrent d'autre difficulté pour sortir que le flot de populaire qui encombrait la rue.

	Cependant tous deux parvinrent à se glisser par la rue d'Averon; mais en arrivant rue des Poulies, ils virent, traversant la place Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois, de Mouy et son escorte conduits par le capitaine des gardes, M. de Nancey.

	— Ah! ah! dit Henri, on le conduit au Louvre, à ce qu'il paraît. Diable! les guichets vont être fermés… On prendra les noms de tous ceux qui rentreront; et si l'on me voit rentrer après lui, ce sera une probabilité que j'étais avec lui.

	— Eh bien! mais, Sire, dit La Mole, rentrez au Louvre autrement que par le guichet.

	— Comment diable veux-tu que j'y rentre?

	— Votre Majesté n'a-t-elle point la fenêtre de la reine de

	Navarre?

	— Ventre-saint-gris! monsieur de la Mole, dit Henri, vous avez raison. Et moi qui n'y pensais pas! … Mais comment prévenir la reine?

	— Oh! dit La Mole en s'inclinant avec une respectueuse reconnaissance, Votre Majesté lance si bien les pierres!

	XVI

	De Mouy de Saint-Phale

	Cette fois, Catherine avait si bien pris ses précautions qu'elle croyait être sûre de son fait.

	En conséquence, vers dix heures, elle avait renvoyé Marguerite, bien convaincue, c'était d'ailleurs la vérité, que la reine de Navarre ignorait ce qui se tramait contre son mari, et elle était passée chez le roi, le priant de retarder son coucher.

	Intrigué par l'air de triomphe qui, malgré sa dissimulation habituelle, épanouissait le visage de sa mère, Charles questionna Catherine, qui lui répondit seulement ces mots:

	— Je ne puis dire qu'une chose à Votre Majesté, c'est que ce soir elle sera délivrée de ses deux plus cruels ennemis.

	Charles fit ce mouvement de sourcil d'un homme qui dit en lui- même: C'est bien, nous allons voir. Et sifflant son grand lévrier, qui vient à lui se traînant sur le ventre comme un serpent et posa sa tête fine et intelligente sur le genou de son maître, il attendit.

	Au bout de quelques minutes, que Catherine passa les yeux fixes et l'oreille tendue, on entendit un coup de pistolet dans la cour du Louvre.

	— Qu'est-ce que ce bruit? demanda Charles en fronçant le sourcil, tandis que le lévrier se relevait par un mouvement brusque en redressant les oreilles.

	— Rien, dit Catherine; un signal, voilà tout.

	— Et que signifie ce signal?

	— Il signifie qu'à partir de ce moment, Sire, votre unique, votre véritable ennemi, est hors de vous nuire.

	— Vient-on de tuer un homme? demanda Charles en regardant sa mère avec cet oeil de maître qui signifie que l'assassinat et la grâce sont deux attributs inhérents à la puissance royale.

	— Non, Sire; on vient seulement d'en arrêter deux.

	— Oh! murmura Charles, toujours des trames cachées, toujours des complots dont le roi n'est pas. Mort-diable! ma mère, je suis grand garçon cependant, assez grand garçon pour veiller sur moi- même, et n'ai besoin ni de lisière ni de bourrelet. Allez-vous-en en Pologne avec votre fils Henri, si vous voulez régner; mais ici vous avez tort, je vous le dis, de jouer ce jeu-là.

	— Mon fils, dit Catherine, c'est la dernière fois que je me mêle de vos affaires. Mais c'était une entreprise commencée depuis longtemps, dans laquelle vous m'avez toujours donné tort, et je tenais à coeur de prouver à Votre Majesté que j'avais raison.

	En ce moment plusieurs hommes s'arrêtèrent dans le vestibule, et l'on entendit se poser sur la dalle la crosse des mousquets d'une petite troupe.

	Presque aussitôt M. de Nancey fit demander la permission d'entrer chez le roi.

	— Qu'il entre, dit vivement Charles.

	M. de Nancey entra, salua le roi, et se tournant vers Catherine:

	— Madame, dit-il, les ordres de Votre Majesté sont exécutés: il est pris.

	— Comment, il? s'écria Catherine fort troublée; n'en avez-vous pris qu'un?

	— Il était seul, madame.

	— Et s'est-il défendu?

	— Non, il soupait tranquillement dans une chambre, et a remis son épée à la première sommation.

	— Qui cela? demanda le roi.

	— Vous allez voir, dit Catherine. Faites entrer le prisonnier, monsieur de Nancey. Cinq minutes après de Mouy fut introduit.

	— De Mouy! s'écria le roi; et qu'y a-t-il donc, monsieur?

	— Eh! Sire, dit de Mouy avec une tranquillité parfaite, si Votre

	Majesté m'en accorde la permission, je lui ferai la même demande.

	— Au lieu de faire cette demande au roi, dit Catherine, ayez la bonté, monsieur de Mouy, d'apprendre à mon fils quel est l'homme qui se trouvait dans la chambre du roi de Navarre certaine nuit, et qui, cette nuit-là, en résistant aux ordres de Sa Majesté comme un rebelle qu'il est, a tué deux gardes et blessé M. de Maurevel?

	— En effet, dit Charles en fronçant le sourcil; sauriez-vous le nom de cet homme, monsieur de Mouy?

	— Oui, Sire; Votre Majesté désire-t-elle le connaître?

	— Cela me ferait plaisir, je l'avoue.

	— Eh bien, Sire, il s'appelait de Mouy de Saint-Phale.

	— C'était vous?

	— Moi-même!

	Catherine, étonnée de cette audace, recula d'un pas vers le jeune homme.

	— Et comment, dit Charles IX, osâtes-vous résister aux ordres du roi?

	— D'abord, Sire, j'ignorais qu'il y eût un ordre de Votre Majesté; puis je n'ai vu qu'une chose, ou plutôt qu'un homme, M. de Maurevel, l'assassin de mon père et de M. l'amiral. Je me suis rappelé alors qu'il y avait un an et demi, dans cette même chambre où nous sommes, pendant la soirée du 24 août, Votre Majesté m'avait promis, parlant à moi-même, de nous faire justice du meurtrier; or, comme il s'était depuis ce temps passé de graves événements, j'ai pensé que le roi avait été malgré lui détourné de ses désirs. Et voyant Maurevel à ma portée, j'ai cru que c'était le ciel qui me l'envoyait. Votre Majesté sait le reste, Sire; j'ai frappé sur lui comme sur un assassin et tiré sur ses hommes comme sur des bandits.

	Charles ne répondit rien; son amitié pour Henri lui avait fait voir depuis quelque temps bien des choses sous un autre point de vue que celui où il les avait envisagées d'abord, et plus d'une fois avec terreur.

	La reine mère, à propos de la Saint-Barthélemy, avait enregistré dans sa mémoire des propos sortis de la bouche de son fils, et qui ressemblaient à des remords.

	— Mais, dit Catherine, que veniez-vous faire à une pareille heure chez le roi de Navarre?

	— Oh! répondit de Mouy, c'est toute une histoire bien longue à raconter; mais si cependant Sa Majesté a la patience de l'entendre…

	— Oui, dit Charles, parlez donc, je le veux.

	— J'obéirai, Sire, dit de Mouy en s'inclinant.

	Catherine s'assit en fixant sur le jeune chef un regard inquiet.

	— Nous écoutons, dit Charles. Ici, Actéon.

	Le chien reprit la place qu'il avait avant que le prisonnier n'eût été introduit.

	— Sire, dit de Mouy, j'étais venu chez Sa Majesté le roi de Navarre comme député de nos frères, vos fidèles sujets de la religion.

	Catherine fit signe à Charles IX.

	— Soyez tranquille, ma mère, dit celui-ci, je ne perds pas un mot. Continuez, monsieur de Mouy, continuez; pourquoi étiez-vous venu?

	— Pour prévenir le roi de Navarre, continua M. de Mouy, que son abjuration lui avait fait perdre la confiance du parti huguenot; mais que cependant, en souvenir de son père, Antoine de Bourbon, et surtout en mémoire de sa mère, la courageuse Jeanne d'Albret, dont le nom est cher parmi nous, ceux de la religion lui devaient cette marque de déférence de le prier de se désister de ses droits à la couronne de Navarre.

	— Que dit-il? s'écria Catherine, ne pouvant, malgré sa puissance sur elle-même, recevoir sans crier un peu le coup inattendu qui la frappait.

	— Ah! ah! fit Charles; mais cette couronne de Navarre, qu'on fait ainsi sans ma permission voltiger sur toutes les têtes, il me semble cependant qu'elle m'appartient un peu.

	— Les huguenots, Sire, reconnaissent mieux que personne ce principe de suzeraineté que le roi vient d'émettre. Aussi espéraient-ils engager Votre Majesté à la fixer sur une tête qui lui est chère.

	— À moi! dit Charles, sur une tête qui m'est chère! Mort-diable! de quelle tête voulez-vous donc parler, monsieur? Je ne vous comprends pas.

	— De la tête de M. le duc d'Alençon.

	Catherine devint pâle comme la mort, et dévora de Mouy d'un regard flamboyant.

	— Et mon frère d'Alençon le savait?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et il acceptait cette couronne?

	— Sauf l'agrément de Votre Majesté, à laquelle il nous renvoyait.

	— Oh! oh! dit Charles, en effet, c'est une couronne qui ira à merveille à notre frère d'Alençon. Et moi qui n'y avais pas songé! Merci, de Mouy. Merci! Quand vous aurez des idées semblables, vous serez le bienvenu au Louvre.

	— Sire, vous seriez instruit depuis longtemps de tout ce projet sans cette malheureuse affaire de Maurevel qui m'a fait craindre d'être tombé dans la disgrâce de Votre Majesté.

	— Oui, mais, fit Catherine, que disait Henri de ce projet?

	— Le roi de Navarre, madame, se soumettait au désir de ses frères, et sa renonciation était prête.

	— En ce cas, s'écria Catherine, cette renonciation, vous devez l'avoir?

	— En effet, madame, dit de Mouy, par hasard je l'ai sur moi, signée de lui et datée.

	— D'une date antérieure à la scène du Louvre? dit Catherine.

	— Oui, de la veille, je crois. Et M. de Mouy tira de sa poche une renonciation en faveur du duc d'Alençon, écrite, signée de la main de Henri, et portant la date indiquée.

	— Ma foi, oui, dit Charles, et tout est bien en règle.

	— Et que demandait Henri en échange de cette renonciation?

	— Rien, madame; l'amitié du roi Charles, nous a-t-il dit, le dédommagerait amplement de la perte d'une couronne.

	Catherine mordit ses lèvres de colère et tordit ses belles mains.

	— Tout cela est parfaitement exact, de Mouy, ajouta le roi.

	— Alors, reprit la reine mère, si tout était arrêté entre vous et le roi de Navarre, à quelle fin l'entrevue que vous avez eue ce soir avec lui?

	— Moi, madame, avec le roi de Navarre? dit de Mouy. M. de Nancey, qui m'a arrêté, fera foi que j'étais seul. Votre Majesté peut l'appeler.

	— Monsieur de Nancey! dit le roi. Le capitaine des gardes reparut.

	— Monsieur de Nancey, dit vivement Catherine, M. de Mouy était-il tout à fait seul à l'auberge de la Belle-Étoile?

	— Dans la chambre, oui, madame; mais dans l'auberge, non.

	— Ah! dit Catherine, quel était son compagnon?

	— Je ne sais si c'était le compagnon de M. de Mouy, madame; mais je sais qu'il s'est échappé par une porte de derrière, après avoir couché sur le carreau deux de mes gardes.

	— Et vous avez reconnu ce gentilhomme, sans doute?

	— Non, pas moi, mais mes gardes.

	— Et quel était-il? demanda Charles IX.

	— M. le comte Annibal de Coconnas.

	— Annibal de Coconnas, répéta le roi assombri et rêveur, celui qui a fait un si terrible massacre de huguenots pendant la Saint- Barthélemy.

	— M. de Coconnas, gentilhomme de M. d'Alençon, dit M. de Nancey.

	— C'est bien, c'est bien, dit Charles IX; retirez-vous, monsieur de Nancey, et une autre fois, souvenez-vous d'une chose…

	— De laquelle, Sire?

	— C'est que vous êtes à mon service, et que vous ne devez obéir qu'à moi.

	M. de Nancey se retira à reculons en saluant respectueusement. De Mouy envoya un sourire ironique à Catherine. Il se fit un silence d'un instant.

	La reine tordait la ganse de sa cordelière, Charles caressait son chien.

	— Mais quel était votre but, monsieur? continua Charles; agissiez-vous violemment?

	— Contre qui, Sire?

	— Mais contre Henri, contre François ou contre moi.

	— Sire, nous avions la renonciation de votre beau-frère, l'agrément de votre frère; et, comme j'ai eu l'honneur de vous le dire, nous étions sur le point de solliciter l'autorisation de Votre Majesté, lorsque est arrivée cette fatale affaire du Louvre.

	— Eh bien, ma mère, dit Charles, je ne vois aucun mal à tout cela. Vous étiez dans votre droit, monsieur de Mouy, en demandant un roi. Oui, la Navarre peut être et doit être un royaume séparé. Il y a plus, ce royaume semble fait exprès pour doter mon frère d'Alençon, qui a toujours eu si grande envie d'une couronne, que lorsque nous portons la nôtre il ne peut détourner les yeux de dessus elle. La seule chose qui s'opposait à cette intronisation, c'était le droit de Henriot; mais puisque Henriot y renonce volontairement…

	— Volontairement, Sire.

	— Il paraît que c'est la volonté de Dieu! Monsieur de Mouy, vous êtes libre de retourner vers vos frères, que j'ai châtiés… un peu durement, peut-être; mais ceci est une affaire entre moi et Dieu: et dites-leur que, puisqu'ils désirent pour roi de Navarre mon frère d'Alençon, le roi de France se rend à leurs désirs. À partir de ce moment, la Navarre est un royaume, et son souverain s'appelle François. Je ne demande que huit jours pour que mon frère quitte Paris avec l'éclat et la pompe qui conviennent à un roi. Allez, monsieur de Mouy, allez! … Monsieur de Nancey, laissez passer M. de Mouy, il est libre.

	— Sire, dit de Mouy en faisant un pas en avant, Votre Majesté permet-elle?

	— Oui, dit le roi. Et il tendit la main au jeune huguenot. De

	Mouy mit un genou à terre et baisa la main du roi.

	— À propos, dit Charles en le retenant au moment où il allait se relever, ne m'aviez-vous pas demandé justice de ce brigand de Maurevel?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Je ne sais où il est pour vous la faire, car il se cache; mais si vous le rencontrez, faites-vous justice vous-même, je vous y autorise, et de grand coeur.

	— Ah! Sire, s'écria de Mouy, voilà qui me comble véritablement; que Votre Majesté s'en rapporte à moi; je ne sais non plus où il est, mais je le trouverai, soyez tranquille.

	Et de Mouy, après avoir respectueusement salué le roi Charles et la reine Catherine, se retira sans que les gardes qui l'avaient amené missent aucun empêchement à sa sortie. Il traversa les corridors, gagna rapidement le guichet, et une fois dehors ne fit qu'un bond de la place Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois à l'auberge de la Belle-Étoile, où il retrouva son cheval, grâce auquel, trois heures après la scène que nous venons de raconter, le jeune homme respirait en sûreté derrière les murailles de Mantes.

	Catherine, dévorant sa colère, regagna son appartement d'où elle passa dans celui de Marguerite. Elle y trouva Henri en robe de chambre et qui paraissait prêt à se mettre au lit.

	— Satan, murmura-t-elle, aide une pauvre reine pour qui Dieu ne veut plus rien faire!

	XVII

	Deux têtes pour une couronne

	— Qu'on prie M. d'Alençon de me venir voir, avait dit Charles en congédiant sa mère.

	M. de Nancey, disposé d'après l'invitation du roi de n'obéir désormais qu'à lui-même, ne fit qu'un bond de chez Charles chez son frère, lui transmettant sans adoucissement aucun l'ordre qu'il venait de recevoir.

	Le duc d'Alençon tressaillit: en tout temps il avait tremblé devant Charles; et à bien plus forte raison encore depuis qu'il s'était fait, en conspirant, des motifs de le craindre.

	Il ne s'en rendit pas moins près de son frère avec un empressement calculé.

	Charles était debout et sifflait entre ses dents un hallali sur pied.

	En entrant, le duc d'Alençon surprit dans l'oeil vitreux de Charles un de ces regards envenimés de haine qu'il connaissait si bien.

	— Votre Majesté m'a fait demander, me voici, Sire, dit-il. Que désire de moi Votre Majesté?

	— Je désire vous dire, mon bon frère, que, pour récompenser cette grande amitié que vous me portez, je suis décidé à faire aujourd'hui pour vous la chose que vous désirez le plus.

	— Pour moi?

	— Oui, pour vous. Cherchez dans votre esprit quelle chose vous rêvez depuis quelque temps sans oser me la demander, et cette chose, je vous la donne.

	— Sire, dit François, j'en jure à mon frère, je ne désire que la continuation de la bonne santé du roi.

	— Alors vous devez être satisfait, d'Alençon; l'indisposition que j'ai éprouvée à l'époque de l'arrivée des Polonais est passée. J'ai échappé, grâce à Henriot, à un sanglier furieux qui voulait me découdre, et je me porte de façon à n'avoir rien à envier au mieux portant de mon royaume; vous pouviez donc sans être mauvais frère désirer autre chose que la continuation de ma santé, qui est excellente.

	— Je ne désirais rien, Sire.

	— Si fait, si fait, François, reprit Charles s'impatientant; vous désirez la couronne de Navarre, puisque vous vous êtes entendu avec Henriot et de Mouy: avec le premier pour qu'il y renonçât, avec le second pour qu'il vous la fît avoir. Eh bien, Henriot y renonce! de Mouy m'a transmis votre demande, et cette couronne que vous ambitionnez…

	— Eh bien? demanda d'Alençon d'une voix tremblante.

	— Eh bien, mort-diable! elle est à vous. D'Alençon pâlit affreusement; puis tout à coup le sang appelé à son coeur, qu'il faillit briser, reflua vers les extrémités, et une rougeur ardente lui brûla les joues; la faveur que lui faisait le roi le désespérait en un pareil moment.

	— Mais, Sire, reprit-il tout en palpitant d'émotion et cherchant vainement à se remettre, je n'ai rien désiré et surtout rien demandé de pareil.

	— C'est possible, dit le roi, car vous êtes fort discret, mon frère; mais on a désiré, on a demandé pour vous, mon frère.

	— Sire, je vous jure que jamais…

	— Ne jurez pas Dieu.

	— Mais, Sire, vous m'exilez donc?

	— Vous appelez ça un exil, François? Peste! vous êtes difficile… Qu'espériez-vous donc de mieux? D'Alençon se mordit les lèvres de désespoir.

	— Ma foi! continua Charles en affectant la bonhomie, je vous croyais moins populaire, François, et surtout moins près des huguenots; mais ils vous demandent, il faut bien que je m'avoue à moi-même que je me trompais. D'ailleurs, je ne pouvais rien désirer de mieux que d'avoir un homme à moi, mon frère qui m'aime et qui est incapable de me trahir, à la tête d'un parti qui depuis trente ans nous fait la guerre. Cela va tout calmer comme par enchantement, sans compter que nous serons tous rois dans la famille. Il n'y aura que le pauvre Henriot qui ne sera rien que mon ami. Mais il n'est point ambitieux, et ce titre, que personne ne réclame, il le prendra, lui.

	— Oh! Sire, vous vous trompez, ce titre, je le réclame… ce titre, qui donc y a plus droit que moi? Henri n'est que votre beau-frère par alliance; moi, je suis votre frère par le sang et surtout par le coeur… Sire, je vous en supplie, gardez-moi près de vous.

	— Non pas, non pas, François, répondit Charles; ce serait faire votre malheur.

	— Comment cela?

	— Pour mille raisons.

	— Mais voyez donc un peu, Sire, si vous trouverez jamais un compagnon si fidèle que je le suis. Depuis mon enfance je n'ai jamais quitté Votre Majesté.

	— Je le sais bien, je le sais bien, et quelquefois même je vous aurais voulu voir plus loin.

	— Que veut dire le roi?

	— Rien, rien… je m'entends… Oh! que vous aurez de belles chasses là-bas! François, que je vous porte envie! Savez-vous qu'on chasse l'ours dans ces diables de montagnes comme on chasse ici le sanglier? Vous allez nous entretenir tous de peaux magnifiques. Cela se chasse au poignard, vous savez; on attend l'animal, on l'excite, on l'irrite; il marche au chasseur, et, à quatre pas de lui, il se dresse sur ses pattes de derrière. C'est à ce moment-là qu'on lui enfonce l'acier dans le coeur, comme Henri a fait pour le sanglier à la dernière chasse. C'est dangereux; mais vous êtes brave, François, et ce danger sera pour vous un vrai plaisir.

	— Ah! Votre Majesté redouble mes chagrins, car je ne chasserai plus avec elle.

	— Corboeuf! tant mieux! dit le roi, cela ne nous réussit ni à l'un ni à l'autre de chasser ensemble.

	— Que veut dire Votre Majesté?

	— Que chasser avec moi vous cause un tel plaisir et vous donne une telle émotion, que vous, qui êtes l'adresse en personne, que vous qui, avec la première arquebuse venue, abattez une pie à cent pas, vous avez, la dernière fois que nous avons chassé de compagnie, avec votre arme, une arme qui vous est familière, manqué à vingt pas un gros sanglier, et cassé par contre la jambe à mon meilleur cheval. Mort-diable! François, cela donne à songer, savez-vous!

	— Oh! Sire, pardonnez à l'émotion, dit d'Alençon devenu livide.

	— Eh! oui, reprit Charles, l'émotion, je le sais bien; et c'est à cause de cette émotion, que j'apprécie à sa juste valeur, que je vous dis: Croyez-moi, François, mieux vaut chasser loin l'un de l'autre, surtout quand on a des émotions pareilles. Réfléchissez à cela, mon frère, non pas en ma présence, ma présence vous trouble, je le vois, mais quand vous serez seul, et vous conviendrez que j'ai tout lieu de craindre qu'à une nouvelle chasse une autre émotion ne vienne à vous prendre; car alors il n'y a rien qui fasse relever la main comme l'émotion, car alors vous tueriez le cavalier au lieu du cheval, le roi au lieu de la bête. Peste! une balle placée trop haut ou trop bas, cela change fort la face d'un gouvernement, et nous en avons un exemple dans notre famille. Quand Montgomery a tué notre père Henri II par accident, par émotion peut-être, le coup a porté notre frère François II sur le trône et notre père Henri à Saint-Denis. Il faut si peu de chose à Dieu pour faire beaucoup!

	Le duc sentit la sueur ruisseler sur son front pendant ce choc aussi redoutable qu'imprévu.

	Il était impossible que le roi dît plus clairement à son frère qu'il avait tout deviné. Charles, voilant sa colère sous une ombre de plaisanterie, était peut-être plus terrible encore que s'il eût laissé la lave haineuse qui lui dévorait le coeur se répandre bouillante au-dehors; sa vengeance paraissait proportionnée à sa rancune. À mesure que l'une s'aigrissait, l'autre grandissait, et pour la première fois d'Alençon connut le remords, ou plutôt le regret d'avoir conçu un crime qui n'avait pas réussi.

	Il avait soutenu la lutte tant qu'il avait pu, mais sous ce dernier coup il plia la tête, et Charles vit poindre dans ses yeux cette flamme dévorante qui, chez les êtres d'une nature tendre, creuse le sillon par où jaillissent les larmes.

	Mais d'Alençon était de ceux-là qui ne pleurent que de rage.

	Charles tenait fixé sur lui son oeil de vautour, aspirant pour ainsi dire chacune des sensations qui se succédaient dans le coeur du jeune homme. Et toutes ces sensations lui apparaissaient aussi précises, grâce à cette étude approfondie qu'il avait faite de sa famille, que si le coeur du duc eût été un livre ouvert.

	Il le laissa ainsi un instant écrasé, immobile et muet. Puis d'une voix empreinte de haineuse fermeté:

	— Mon frère, dit-il, nous vous avons dit notre résolution, et notre résolution est immuable: vous partirez.

	D'Alençon fit un mouvement. Charles ne parut pas le remarquer et continua:

	— Je veux que la Navarre soit fière d'avoir pour prince un frère du roi de France. Or, pouvoir, honneurs, vous aurez tout ce qui convient à votre naissance, comme votre frère Henri l'a eu, et comme lui, ajouta-t-il en souriant, vous me bénirez de loin. Mais n'importe, les bénédictions ne connaissent pas la distance.

	— Sire…

	— Acceptez, ou plutôt résignez-vous. Une fois roi, on trouvera une femme digne d'un fils de France. Qui sait! qui vous apportera un autre trône peut être.

	— Mais, dit le duc d'Alençon, Votre Majesté oublie son bon ami

	Henri.

	— Henri! mais puisque je vous ai dit qu'il n'en voulait pas, du trône de Navarre! Puisque je vous ai déjà dit qu'il vous l'abandonnait! Henri est un joyeux garçon et non pas une face pâle comme vous. Il veut rire et s'amuser à son aise, et non sécher, comme nous sommes condamnés à le faire, nous, sous des couronnes.

	D'Alençon poussa un soupir.

	— Mais, dit-il, Votre Majesté m'ordonne donc de m'occuper…

	— Non pas, non pas. Ne vous inquiétez de rien, François, je réglerai tout moi-même; reposez-vous sur moi comme sur un bon frère. Et maintenant que tout est convenu, allez; dites ou ne dites pas notre entretien à vos amis: je veux prendre des mesures pour que la chose devienne bientôt publique. Allez, François.

	Il n'y avait rien à répondre, le duc salua et partit la rage dans le coeur.

	Il brûlait de trouver Henri pour causer avec lui de tout ce qui venait de se passer; mais il ne trouva que Catherine: en effet, Henri fuyait l'entretien et la reine mère le recherchait.

	Le duc, en voyant Catherine, étouffa aussitôt ses douleurs et essaya de sourire. Moins heureux que Henri d'Anjou, ce n'était pas une mère qu'il cherchait dans Catherine, mais simplement une alliée. Il commençait donc par dissimuler avec elle, car, pour faire de bonnes alliances, il faut bien se tromper un peu mutuellement.

	Il aborda donc Catherine avec un visage où ne restait plus qu'une légère trace d'inquiétude.

	— Eh bien, madame, dit-il, voilà de grandes nouvelles; les savez- vous?

	— Je sais qu'il s'agit de faire un roi de vous, monsieur.

	— C'est une grande bonté de la part de mon frère, madame.

	— N'est-ce pas?

	— Et je suis presque tenté de croire que je dois reporter sur vous une partie de ma reconnaissance; car enfin, si c'était vous qui lui eussiez donné le conseil de me faire don d'un trône, c'est à vous que je le devrais; quoique j'avoue au fond qu'il m'a fait peine de dépouiller ainsi le roi de Navarre.

	— Vous aimez fort Henriot, mon fils, à ce qu'il paraît?

	— Mais oui; depuis quelque temps nous nous sommes intimement liés.

	— Croyez-vous qu'il vous aime autant que vous l'aimez vous-même?

	— Je l'espère, madame.

	— C'est édifiant une pareille amitié, savez-vous? surtout entre princes. Les amitiés de cour passent pour peu solides, mon cher François.

	— Ma mère, songez que nous sommes non seulement amis, mais encore presque frères. Catherine sourit d'un étrange sourire.

	— Bon! dit-elle, est-ce qu'il y a des frères entre rois?

	— Oh! quant à cela, nous n'étions roi ni l'un ni l'autre, ma mère, quand nous nous sommes liés ainsi; nous ne devions même jamais l'être; voilà pourquoi nous nous aimions.

	— Oui, mais les choses sont bien changées à cette heure.

	— Comment, bien changées?

	— Oui, sans doute; qui vous dit maintenant que vous ne serez pas tous deux rois?

	Au tressaillement nerveux du duc, à la rougeur qui envahit son front, Catherine vit que le coup lancé par elle avait porté en plein coeur.

	— Lui? dit-il. Henriot roi? et de quel royaume, ma mère?

	— D'un des plus magnifiques de la chrétienté, mon fils.

	— Ah! ma mère, dit d'Alençon en pâlissant, que dites-vous donc là?

	— Ce qu'une bonne mère doit dire à son fils, ce à quoi vous avez plus d'une fois songé, François.

	— Moi? dit le duc, je n'ai songé à rien, madame, je vous jure.

	— Je veux bien vous croire; car votre ami, car votre frère Henri, comme vous l'appelez, est, sous sa franchise apparente, un seigneur fort habile et fort rusé qui garde ses secrets mieux que vous ne gardez les vôtres, François. Par exemple, vous a-t-il jamais dit que de Mouy fût son homme d'affaires?

	Et, en disant ces mots, Catherine plongea son regard comme un stylet dans l'âme de François.

	Mais celui-ci n'avait qu'une vertu, ou plutôt qu'un vice, la dissimulation; il supporta donc parfaitement le regard.

	— De Mouy! dit-il avec surprise, et comme si ce nom était prononcé pour la première fois devant lui en pareille circonstance.

	— Oui, le huguenot de Mouy de Saint-Phale, celui-là même qui a failli tuer M. de Maurevel, et qui, clandestinement et en courant la France et la capitale sous des habits différents, intrigue et lève une armée pour soutenir votre frère Henri contre votre famille.

	Catherine, qui ignorait que sous ce rapport son fils François en sût autant et même plus qu'elle se leva sur ces mots, s'apprêtant à faire une majestueuse sortie.

	François la retint.

	— Ma mère, dit-il, encore un mot, s'il vous plaît. Puisque vous daignez m'initier à votre politique, dites-moi comment, avec de si faibles ressources et si peu connu qu'il est, Henri parviendrait- il à faire une guerre assez sérieuse pour inquiéter ma famille?

	— Enfant, dit la reine en souriant, sachez donc qu'il est soutenu par plus de trente mille hommes peut-être; que le jour où il dira un mot, ces trente mille hommes apparaîtront tout à coup comme s'ils sortaient de terre; et ces trente mille hommes, ce sont des huguenots, songez-y, c'est-à-dire les plus braves soldats du monde. Et puis, et puis, il a une protection que vous n'avez pas su ou pas voulu vous concilier, vous.

	— Laquelle?

	— Il a le roi, le roi qui l'aime, qui le pousse, le roi qui, par jalousie contre votre frère de Pologne et par dépit contre vous, cherche autour de lui des successeurs. Seulement, aveugle que vous êtes si vous ne le voyez pas, il les cherche autre part que dans sa famille.

	— Le roi! … vous croyez, ma mère?

	— Ne vous êtes-vous donc pas aperçu qu'il chérit Henriot, son

	Henriot?

	— Si fait, ma mère, si fait.

	— Et qu'il en est payé de retour? car ce même Henriot, oubliant que son beau-frère le voulait arquebuser le jour de la Saint- Barthélemy, se couche à plat ventre comme un chien qui lèche la main dont il a été battu.

	— Oui, oui, murmura François, je l'ai déjà remarqué, Henri est bien humble avec mon frère Charles.

	— Ingénieux à lui complaire en toute chose.

	— Au point que, dépité d'être toujours raillé par le roi sur son ignorance de la chasse au faucon, il veut se mettre à… Si bien qu'hier il m'a demandé, oui, pas plus tard qu'hier, si je n'avais point quelques bons livres qui traitent de cet art.

	— Attendez donc, dit Catherine, dont les yeux étincelèrent comme si une idée subite lui traversait l'esprit; attendez donc… et que lui avez-vous répondu?

	— Que je chercherais dans ma bibliothèque.

	— Bien, dit Catherine, bien, il faut qu'il l'ait, ce livre.

	— Mais j'ai cherché, madame, et n'ai rien trouvé.

	— Je trouverai, moi, je trouverai… et vous lui donnerez le livre comme s'il venait de vous.

	— Et qu'en résultera-t-il?

	— Avez-vous confiance en moi, d'Alençon?

	— Oui, ma mère.

	— Voulez-vous m'obéir aveuglément à l'égard de Henri, que vous n'aimez pas, quoi que vous en disiez? D'Alençon sourit.

	— Et que je déteste, moi, continua Catherine.

	— Oui, j'obéirai.

	— Après-demain, venez chercher le livre ici, je vous le donnerai, vous le porterez à Henri… et…

	— Et…?

	— Laissez Dieu, la Providence ou le hasard faire le reste. François connaissait assez sa mère pour savoir qu'elle ne s'en rapportait point d'habitude à Dieu, à la Providence ou au hasard du soin de servir ses amitiés ou ses haines; mais il se garda d'ajouter un seul mot, et saluant en homme qui accepte la commission dont on le charge, il se retira chez lui.

	— Que veut-elle dire? pensa le jeune homme en montant l'escalier, je n'en sais rien. Mais ce qu'il y a de clair pour moi dans tout ceci, c'est qu'elle agit contre un ennemi commun. Laissons-la faire.

	Pendant ce temps, Marguerite, par l'intermédiaire de La Mole, recevait une lettre de De Mouy. Comme en politique les deux illustres conjoints n'avaient point de secret, elle décacheta cette lettre et la lut.

	Sans doute cette lettre lui parut intéressante, car à l'instant même Marguerite, profitant de l'obscurité qui commençait à descendre le long des murailles du Louvre, se glissa dans le passage secret, monta l'escalier tournant, et, après avoir regardé de tous côtés avec attention, s'élança rapide comme une ombre, et disparut dans l'antichambre du roi de Navarre.

	Cette antichambre n'était plus gardée par personne depuis la disparition d'Orthon.

	Cette disparition, dont nous n'avons pas parlé depuis le moment où le lecteur l'a vu s'opérer d'une façon si tragique pour le pauvre Orthon, avait fort inquiété Henri. Il s'en était ouvert à madame de Sauve et à sa femme, mais ni l'une ni l'autre n'était plus instruite que lui; seulement, madame de Sauve lui avait donné quelques renseignements, à la suite desquels il était demeuré parfaitement clair à l'esprit de Henri que le pauvre enfant avait été victime de quelque machination de la reine mère, et que c'était à la suite de cette machination qu'il avait failli, lui, être arrêté avec de Mouy, dans l'auberge de la Belle-Étoile.

	Un autre que Henri eût gardé le silence, car il n'eût rien osé dire; mais Henri calculait tout: il comprit que son silence le trahirait; d'ordinaire, on ne perd pas ainsi un de ses serviteurs, un de ses confidents, sans s'informer de lui, sans faire des recherches. Henri s'informa donc, rechercha donc, en présence du roi et de la reine mère elle-même; il demanda Orthon à tout le monde, depuis la sentinelle qui se promenait devant le guichet du Louvre, jusqu'au capitaine des gardes qui veillait dans l'antichambre du roi; mais toute demande et toute démarche furent inutiles; et Henri parut si ostensiblement affecté de cet événement et si attaché au pauvre serviteur absent, qu'il déclara qu'il ne le remplacerait que lorsqu'il aurait acquis la certitude qu'il aurait disparu pour toujours.

	L'antichambre, comme nous l'avons dit, était donc vide lorsque

	Marguerite se présenta chez Henri.

	Si légers que fussent les pas de la reine, Henri les entendit et se retourna.

	— Vous, madame! s'écria-t-il.

	— Oui, répondit Marguerite. Lisez vite. Et elle lui présenta le papier tout ouvert. Il contenait ces quelques lignes: «Sire, le moment est venu de mettre notre projet de fuite à exécution. Après-demain il y a chasse au vol le long de la Seine, depuis Saint-Germain jusqu'à Maisons, c'est-à-dire dans toute la longueur de la forêt.» Allez à cette chasse, quoique ce soit une chasse au vol; prenez sous votre habit une bonne chemise de mailles; ceignez votre meilleure épée; montez le plus fin cheval de votre écurie.» Vers midi, c'est-à-dire au plus fort de la chasse et quand le roi sera lancé à la suite du faucon, dérobez-vous seul si vous venez seul, avec la reine de Navarre si la reine vous suit.» Cinquante des nôtres seront cachés au pavillon de François Ier, dont nous avons la clef; tout le monde ignorera qu'ils y sont, car ils y seront venus de nuit et les jalousies en seront fermées.» Vous passerez par l'allée des Violettes, au bout de laquelle je veillerai; à droite de cette allée, dans une petite clairière, seront MM. de La Mole et Coconnas avec deux chevaux de main. Ces chevaux frais seront destinés à remplacer le vôtre et celui de Sa Majesté la reine de Navarre, si par hasard ils étaient fatigués.

	» Adieu, Sire; soyez prêt, nous le serons.»

	— Vous le serez, dit Marguerite, prononçant après seize cents ans les mêmes paroles que César avait prononcées sur les bords du Rubicon.

	— Soit, madame, répondit Henri, ce n'est pas moi qui vous démentirai.

	— Allons, Sire, devenez un héros; ce n'est pas difficile; vous n'avez qu'à suivre votre route; et faites-moi un beau trône, dit la fille de Henri II.

	Un imperceptible sourire effleura la lèvre fine du Béarnais. Il baisa la main de Marguerite et sortit le premier, pour explorer le passage, tout en fredonnant le refrain d'une vieille chanson:

	Cil qui mieux battit la muraille N'entra point dedans le chasteau.

	La précaution n'était pas mauvaise: au moment où il ouvrait la porte de sa chambre à coucher, le duc d'Alençon ouvrait celle de son antichambre; il fit de la main un signe à Marguerite, puis tout haut:

	— Ah! c'est vous, mon frère, dit-il, soyez le bienvenu. Au signe de son mari, la reine avait tout compris et s'était jetée dans un cabinet de toilette, devant la porte duquel pendait une énorme tapisserie.

	Le duc d'Alençon entra d'un pas craintif en regardant tout autour de lui.

	— Sommes-nous seuls, mon frère? demanda-t-il à demi-voix.

	— Parfaitement seuls. Qu'y a-t-il donc? vous paraissez tout bouleversé.

	— Il y a que nous sommes découverts, Henri.

	— Comment découverts?

	— Oui, de Mouy a été arrêté.

	— Je le sais.

	— Eh bien! de Mouy a tout dit au roi.

	— Qu'a-t-il dit?

	— Il a dit que je désirais le trône de Navarre, et que je conspirais pour l'obtenir.

	— Ah! pécaïre! dit Henri, de sorte que vous voilà compromis, mon pauvre frère! Comment alors n'êtes-vous pas encore arrêté?

	— Je n'en sais rien moi-même; le roi m'a raillé en faisant semblant de m'offrir le trône de Navarre. Il espérait sans doute me tirer un aveu du coeur; mais je n'ai rien dit.

	— Et vous avez bien fait, ventre-saint-gris, dit le Béarnais; tenons ferme, notre vie à tous deux en dépend.

	— Oui, reprit François, le cas est épineux; voici pourquoi je suis venu demander votre avis, mon frère; que croyez-vous que je doive faire: fuir ou rester?

	— Vous avez vu le roi, puisque c'est à vous qu'il a parlé?

	— Oui, sans doute.

	— Eh bien, vous avez dû lire dans sa pensée! Suivez votre inspiration.

	— J'aimerais mieux rester, répondit François.

	Si maître qu'il fût de lui-même, Henri laissa échapper un mouvement de joie; si imperceptible que fût ce mouvement, François le surprit au passage.

	— Restez alors, dit Henri.

	— Mais vous?

	— Dame! répondit Henri, si vous restez, je n'ai aucun motif pour m'en aller, moi. Je ne partais que pour vous suivre, par dévouement, pour ne pas quitter un frère que j'aime.

	— Ainsi, dit d'Alençon, c'en est fait de tous nos plans; vous vous abandonnez sans lutte au premier entraînement de la mauvaise fortune?

	— Moi, dit Henri, je ne regarde pas comme une mauvaise fortune de demeurer ici; grâce à mon caractère insoucieux, je me trouve bien partout.

	— Eh bien, soit! dit d'Alençon, n'en parlons plus; seulement, si vous prenez quelque résolution nouvelle, faites-la-moi savoir.

	— Corbleu! je n'y manquerai pas, croyez-le bien, répondit Henri. N'est-il pas convenu que nous n'avons pas de secrets l'un pour l'autre?

	D'Alençon n'insista pas davantage et se retira tout pensif, car, à un certain moment, il avait cru voir trembler la tapisserie du cabinet de toilette.

	En effet, à peine d'Alençon était-il sorti, que cette tapisserie se souleva et que Marguerite reparut.

	— Que pensez-vous de cette visite? demanda Henri.

	— Qu'il y a quelque chose de nouveau et d'important.

	— Et que croyez-vous qu'il y ait?

	— Je n'en sais rien encore, mais je le saurai.

	— En attendant?

	— En attendant ne manquez pas de venir chez moi demain soir.

	— Je n'aurai garde d'y manquer, madame! dit Henri en baisant galamment la main de sa femme.

	Et avec les mêmes précautions qu'elle en était sortie, Marguerite rentra chez elle.

	XVIII

	Le livre de vénerie

	Trente-six heures s'étaient écoulées depuis les événements que nous venons de raconter. Le jour commençait à paraître, mais tout était déjà éveillé au Louvre, comme c'était l'habitude les jours de chasse, lorsque le duc d'Alençon se rendit chez la reine mère, selon l'invitation qu'il en avait reçue.

	La reine mère n'était point dans sa chambre à coucher, mais elle avait ordonné qu'on le fît attendre s'il venait.

	Au bout de quelques instants elle sortit d'un cabinet secret où personne n'entrait qu'elle, et où elle se retirait pour faire ses opérations chimiques.

	Soit par la porte entrouverte, soit attachée à ses vêtements, entra en même temps que la reine mère l'odeur pénétrante d'un âcre parfum, et, par l'ouverture de la porte, d'Alençon remarqua une vapeur épaisse, comme celle d'un aromate brûlé, qui flottait en blanc nuage dans ce laboratoire que quittait la reine.

	Le duc ne put réprimer un regard de curiosité.

	— Oui, dit Catherine de Médicis, oui, j'ai brûlé quelques vieux parchemins, et ces parchemins exhalaient une si puante odeur, que j'ai jeté du genièvre sur le brasier: de là cette odeur.

	D'Alençon s'inclina.

	— Eh bien, dit Catherine en cachant dans les larges manches de sa robe de chambre ses mains, que de légères taches d'un jaune rougeâtre diapraient ça et là, qu'avez-vous de nouveau depuis hier?

	— Rien, ma mère.

	— Avez-vous vu Henri?

	— Oui.

	— Il refuse toujours de partir?

	— Absolument.

	— Le fourbe!

	— Que dites-vous, madame?

	— Je dis qu'il part.

	— Vous croyez?

	— J'en suis sûre.

	— Alors, il nous échappe?

	— Oui, dit Catherine.

	— Et vous le laissez partir?

	— Non seulement je le laisse partir, mais je vous dis plus, il faut qu'il parte.

	— Je ne vous comprends pas, ma mère.

	— Écoutez bien ce que je vais vous dire, François. Un médecin très habile, le même qui m'a remis le livre de chasse que vous allez lui porter, m'a affirmé que le roi de Navarre était sur le point d'être atteint d'une maladie de consomption, d'une de ces maladies qui ne pardonnent pas et auxquelles la science ne peut apporter aucun remède. Or, vous comprenez que s'il doit mourir d'un mal si cruel, il vaut mieux qu'il meure loin de nous que sous nos yeux, à la cour.

	— En effet, dit le duc, cela nous ferait trop de peine.

	— Et surtout à votre frère Charles, dit Catherine; tandis que lorsque Henri mourra après lui avoir désobéi, le roi regardera cette mort comme une punition du ciel.

	— Vous avez raison, ma mère, dit François avec admiration, il faut qu'il parte. Mais êtes-vous bien sûre qu'il partira?

	— Toutes ses mesures sont prises. Le rendez-vous est dans la forêt de Saint-Germain. Cinquante huguenots doivent lui servir d'escorte jusqu'à Fontainebleau, où cinq cents autres l'attendent.

	— Et, dit d'Alençon avec une légère hésitation et une pâleur visible, ma soeur Margot part avec lui?

	— Oui, répondit Catherine, c'est convenu. Mais, Henri mort,

	Margot revient à la cour, veuve et libre.

	— Et Henri mourra, madame! vous en êtes certaine?

	— Le médecin qui m'a remis le livre en question me l'a assuré du moins.

	— Et ce livre, où est-il, madame? Catherine retourna à pas lents vers le cabinet mystérieux, ouvrit la porte, s'y enfonça, et reparut un instant après, le livre à la main.

	— Le voici, dit-elle.

	D'Alençon regarda le livre que lui présentait sa mère avec une certaine terreur.

	— Qu'est-ce que ce livre, madame? demanda en frissonnant le duc.

	— Je vous l'ai déjà dit, mon fils, c'est un travail sur l'art d'élever et de dresser faucons, tiercelets et gerfauts, fait par un fort savant homme, par le seigneur Castruccio Castracani, tyran de Lucques.

	— Et que dois-je en faire?

	— Mais le porter chez votre bon ami Henriot, qui vous l'a demandé, à ce que vous m'avez dit, lui ou quelque autre pareil, pour s'instruire dans la science de la volerie. Comme il chasse au vol aujourd'hui avec le roi, il ne manquera pas d'en lire quelques pages, afin de prouver au roi qu'il suit ses conseils en prenant des leçons. Le tout est de le remettre à lui-même.

	— Oh! je n'oserai pas, dit d'Alençon en frissonnant.

	— Pourquoi? dit Catherine, c'est un livre comme un autre, excepté qu'il a été si longtemps renfermé que les pages sont collées les unes aux autres. N'essayez donc pas de les lire, vous, François, car on ne peut les lire qu'en mouillant son doigt et en poussant les pages feuille à feuille, ce qui prend beaucoup de temps et donne beaucoup de peine.

	— Si bien qu'il n'y a qu'un homme qui a le grand désir de s'instruire qui puisse perdre ce temps et prendre cette peine? dit d'Alençon.

	— Justement, mon fils, vous comprenez.

	— Oh! dit d'Alençon, voici déjà Henriot dans la cour, donnez, madame, donnez. Je vais profiter de son absence pour porter ce livre chez lui: à son retour il le trouvera.

	— J'aimerais mieux que vous le lui donnassiez à lui-même,

	François, ce serait plus sûr.

	— Je vous ai déjà dit que je n'oserais point, madame, reprit le duc.

	— Allez donc; mais au moins posez-le dans un endroit bien apparent.

	— Ouvert?… Y a-t-il inconvénient à ce qu'il soit ouvert?

	— Non.

	— Donnez alors.

	D'Alençon prit d'une main tremblante le livre que, d'une main ferme, Catherine étendait vers lui.

	— Prenez, prenez, dit Catherine, il n'y a pas de danger, puisque j'y touche; d'ailleurs vous avez des gants.

	Cette précaution ne suffit pas pour d'Alençon, qui enveloppa le livre dans son manteau.

	— Hâtez-vous, dit Catherine, hâtez-vous, d'un moment à l'autre

	Henri peut remonter.

	— Vous avez raison, madame, j'y vais. Et le duc sortit tout chancelant d'émotion. Nous avons introduit plusieurs fois déjà le lecteur dans l'appartement du roi de Navarre, et nous l'avons fait assister aux séances qui s'y sont passées, joyeuses ou terribles, selon que souriait ou menaçait le génie protecteur du futur roi de France.

	Mais jamais peut-être les murs souillés de sang par le meurtre, arrosés de vin par l'orgie, embaumés de parfums par l'amour; jamais ce coin du Louvre enfin n'avait vu apparaître un visage plus pâle que celui du duc d'Alençon ouvrant, son livre à la main, la porte de la chambre à coucher du roi de Navarre.

	Et cependant, comme s'y attendait le duc, personne n'était dans cette chambre pour interroger d'un oeil curieux ou inquiet l'action qu'il allait commettre. Les premiers rayons du jour éclairaient l'appartement parfaitement vide.

	À la muraille pendait toute prête cette épée que M. de Mouy avait conseillé à Henri d'emporter. Quelques chaînons d'une ceinture de mailles étaient épars sur le parquet. Une bourse honnêtement arrondie et un petit poignard étaient posés sur un meuble, et des cendres, légères et flottantes encore, dans la cheminée, jointes à ces autres indices, disaient clairement à d'Alençon que le roi de Navarre avait endossé une chemise de mailles, demandé de l'argent à son trésorier et brûlé des papiers compromettants.

	— Ma mère ne s'était pas trompée, dit d'Alençon, le fourbe me trahissait.

	Sans doute cette conviction donna une nouvelle force au jeune homme, car après avoir sondé du regard tous les coins de la chambre, après avoir soulevé les tapisseries des portières, après qu'un grand bruit retentissait dans les cours et qu'un grand silence qui régnait dans l'appartement lui eut prouvé que personne ne songeait à l'espionner, il tira le livre de dessous son manteau, le posa rapidement sur la table où était la bourse, l'adossant à un pupitre de chêne sculpté, puis, s'écartant aussitôt, il allongea le bras, et, avec une hésitation qui trahissait ses craintes, de sa main gantée il ouvrit le livre à l'endroit d'une gravure de chasse.

	Le livre ouvert, d'Alençon fit aussitôt trois pas en arrière; et retirant son gant, il le jeta dans le brasier encore ardent qui venait de dévorer les lettres. La peau souple cria sur les charbons, se tordit, et s'étala comme le cadavre d'un large reptile, puis ne laissa bientôt plus qu'un résidu noir et crispé.

	D'Alençon demeura jusqu'à ce que la flamme eût entièrement dévoré le gant, puis il roula le manteau qui avait enveloppé le livre, le jeta sous son bras, et regagna vivement sa chambre. Comme il y entrait, le coeur tout palpitant, il entendit des pas dans l'escalier tournant, et, ne doutant plus que ce fût Henri qui rentrait, il referma vivement sa porte.

	Puis il s'élança vers la fenêtre; mais de la fenêtre on n'apercevait qu'une portion de la cour du Louvre. Henri n'était point dans cette portion de la cour, et sa conviction s'en affermit que c'était lui qui venait de rentrer.

	Le duc s'assit, ouvrit un livre, et essaya de lire. C'était une histoire de France depuis Pharamond jusqu'à Henri II, et pour laquelle, quelques jours après son avènement au trône, il avait donné privilège.

	Mais l'esprit du duc n'était point là: la fièvre de l'attente brûlait ses artères. Les battements de ses tempes retentissaient jusqu'au fond de son cerveau; comme on voit dans un rêve ou dans une extase magnétique, il semblait à François qu'il voyait à travers les murailles; son regard plongeait dans la chambre de Henri, malgré le triple obstacle qui le séparait de lui.

	Pour écarter l'objet terrible qu'il croyait voir avec les yeux de la pensée, le duc essaya de fixer la sienne sur autre chose que sur le livre terrible ouvert sur le pupitre de bois de chêne à l'endroit de l'image; mais ce fut inutilement qu'il prit l'une après l'autre ses armes, l'un après l'autre ses joyaux, qu'il arpenta cent fois le même sillon du parquet, chaque détail de cette image, que le duc n'avait qu'entrevue cependant, lui était resté dans l'esprit. C'était un seigneur à cheval qui, remplissant lui-même l'office d'un valet de fauconnerie, lançait le leurre en rappelant le faucon et en courant au grand galop de son cheval dans les herbes d'un marécage. Si violente que fût la volonté du duc, le souvenir triomphait de sa volonté.

	Puis, ce n'était pas seulement le livre qu'il voyait, c'était le roi de Navarre s'approchant de ce livre, regardant cette image, essayant de tourner les pages, et, empêché par l'obstacle qu'elles opposaient, triomphant de l'obstacle en mouillant son pouce et en forçant les feuilles à glisser.

	Et à cette vue, toute fictive et toute fantastique qu'elle était, d'Alençon chancelant était forcé de s'appuyer d'une main à un meuble, tandis que de l'autre il couvrait ses yeux comme si, les yeux couverts, il ne voyait pas encore mieux le spectacle qu'il voulait fuir.

	Ce spectacle était sa propre pensée.

	Tout à coup d'Alençon vit Henri qui traversait la cour; celui-ci s'arrêta quelques instants devant des hommes qui entassaient sur deux mules des provisions de chasse qui n'étaient autres que de l'argent et des effets de voyage, puis, ses ordres donnés, il coupa diagonalement la cour, et s'achemina visiblement vers la porte d'entrée.

	D'Alençon était immobile à sa place. Ce n'était donc pas Henri qui était monté par l'escalier secret. Toutes ces angoisses qu'il éprouvait depuis un quart d'heure, il les avait donc éprouvées inutilement. Ce qu'il croyait fini ou près de finir était donc à recommencer.

	D'Alençon ouvrit la porte de sa chambre, puis, tout en la tenant fermée, il alla écouter à celle du corridor. Cette fois, il n'y avait pas à se tromper, c'était bien Henri. D'Alençon reconnut son pas et jusqu'au bruit particulier de la molette de ses éperons.

	La porte de l'appartement de Henri s'ouvrit et se referma.

	D'Alençon rentra chez lui et tomba dans un fauteuil.

	— Bon! se dit-il, voici ce qui se passe à cette heure: il a traversé l'antichambre, la première pièce, puis il est parvenu jusqu'à la chambre à coucher; arrivé là, il aura cherché des yeux son épée, puis sa bourse, puis son poignard, puis enfin il aura trouvé le livre tout ouvert sur son dressoir.

	» — Quel est ce livre? se sera-t-il demandé; qui m'a apporté ce livre?

	» Puis il se sera rapproché, aura vu cette gravure représentant un cavalier rappelant son faucon, puis il aura voulu lire, puis il aura essayé de tourner les feuilles.

	Une sueur froide passa sur le front de François.

	— Va-t-il appeler? dit-il. Est-ce un poison d'un effet soudain? Non, non, sans doute, puisque ma mère a dit qu'il devait mourir lentement de consomption.

	Cette pensée le rassura un peu. Dix minutes se passèrent ainsi, siècle d'agonie usé seconde par seconde, et chacune de ces secondes fournissant tout ce que l'imagination invente de terreurs insensées, un monde de visions. D'Alençon n'y put tenir davantage, il se leva, traversa son antichambre, qui commençait à se remplir de gentilshommes.

	— Salut, messieurs, dit-il, je descends chez le roi.

	Et pour tromper sa dévorante inquiétude, pour préparer un alibi peut-être, d'Alençon descendit effectivement chez son frère. Pourquoi descendait-il? Il l'ignorait… Qu'avait-il à lui dire?… Rien! Ce n'était point Charles qu'il cherchait, c'était Henri qu'il fuyait.

	Il prit le petit escalier tournant et trouva la porte du roi entrouverte.

	Les gardes laissèrent entrer le duc sans mettre aucun empêchement à son passage: les jours de chasse il n'y avait ni étiquette ni consigne.

	François traversa successivement l'antichambre, le salon et la chambre à coucher sans rencontrer personne; enfin il songeait que Charles était sans doute dans son cabinet des Armes, et poussa la porte qui donnait de la chambre à coucher dans le cabinet.

	Charles était assis devant une table, dans un grand fauteuil sculpté à dossier aigu; il tournait le dos à la porte par laquelle était entré François.

	Il paraissait plongé dans une occupation qui le dominait.

	Le duc s'approcha sur la pointe du pied; Charles lisait.

	— Pardieu! s'écria-t-il tout à coup, voilà un livre admirable. J'en avais bien entendu parler, mais je n'avais pas cru qu'il existât en France.

	D'Alençon tendit l'oreille, et fit un pas encore.

	— Maudites feuilles, dit le roi en portant son pouce à ses lèvres et en pesant sur le livre pour séparer la page qu'il avait lue de celle qu'il voulait lire; on dirait qu'on en a collé les feuillets pour dérober aux regards des hommes les merveilles qu'il renferme.

	D'Alençon fit un bond en avant.

	Ce livre, sur lequel Charles était courbé, était celui qu'il avait déposé chez Henri!

	Un cri sourd lui échappa.

	— Ah! c'est vous, d'Alençon? dit Charles, soyez le bienvenu, et venez voir le plus beau livre de vénerie qui soit jamais sorti de la plume d'un homme.

	Le premier mouvement de d'Alençon fut d'arracher le livre des mains de son frère; mais une pensée infernale le cloua à sa place, un sourire effrayant passa sur ses lèvres blêmies, il passa la main sur ses yeux comme un homme ébloui.

	Puis revenant un peu à lui, mais sans faire un pas en avant ni en arrière:

	— Sire, demanda d'Alençon, comment donc ce livre se trouve-t-il dans les mains de Votre Majesté?

	— Rien de plus simple. Ce matin, je suis monté chez Henriot pour voir s'il était prêt; il n'était déjà plus chez lui: sans doute il courait les chenils et les écuries; mais, à sa place, j'ai trouvé ce trésor que j'ai descendu ici pour le lire tout à mon aise.

	Et le roi porta encore une fois son pouce à ses lèvres, et une fois encore fit tourner la page rebelle.

	— Sire, balbutia d'Alençon dont les cheveux se hérissèrent et qui se sentit saisir par tout le corps d'une angoisse terrible; Sire, je venais pour vous dire…

	— Laissez-moi achever ce chapitre, François, dit Charles, et ensuite vous me direz tout ce que vous voudrez. Voilà cinquante pages que je lis, c'est à dire que je dévore.

	— Il a goûté vingt-cinq fois le poison, pensa François. Mon frère est mort! Alors il pensa qu'il y avait un Dieu au ciel qui n'était peut-être point le hasard.

	François essuya de sa main tremblante la froide rosée qui dégouttait sur son front, et attendit silencieux, comme le lui avait ordonné son frère, que le chapitre fût achevé.

	XIX

	La chasse au vol

	Charles lisait toujours. Dans sa curiosité, il dévorait les pages; et chaque page, nous l'avons dit, soit à cause de l'humidité à laquelle elles avaient été longtemps exposées, soit pour tout autre motif, adhérait à la page suivante.

	D'Alençon considérait d'un oeil hagard ce terrible spectacle dont il entrevoyait seul le dénouement.

	— Oh! murmura-t-il, que va-t-il donc se passer ici? Comment! je partirais, je m'exilerais, j'irais chercher un trône imaginaire, tandis que Henri, à la première nouvelle de la maladie de Charles, reviendrait dans quelque ville forte à vingt lieues de la capitale, guettant cette proie que le hasard nous livre, et pourrait d'une seule enjambée être dans la capitale; de sorte qu'avant que le roi de Pologne eût seulement appris la nouvelle de la mort de mon frère, la dynastie serait déjà changée: c'est impossible!

	C'étaient ces pensées qui avaient dominé le premier sentiment d'horreur involontaire qui poussait François à arrêter Charles. C'était cette fatalité persévérante qui semblait garder Henri et poursuivre les Valois, contre laquelle le duc allait encore essayer une fois de réagir.

	En un instant tout son plan venait de changer à l'égard de Henri. C'était Charles et non Henri qui avait lu le livre empoisonné; Henri devait partir, mais partir condamné. Du moment où la fatalité venait de le sauver encore une fois, il fallait que Henri restât; car Henri était moins à craindre prisonnier à Vincennes ou à la Bastille, que le roi de Navarre à la tête de trente mille hommes.

	Le duc d'Alençon laissa donc Charles achever son chapitre; et lorsque le roi releva la tête:

	— Mon frère, lui dit-il, j'ai attendu parce que Votre Majesté l'a ordonné, mais c'était à mon grand regret, parce que j'avais des choses de la plus haute importance à vous dire.

	— Ah! au diable! dit Charles, dont les joues pâles s'empourpraient peu à peu, soit qu'il eût mis une trop grande ardeur à sa lecture, soit que le poison commençât à agir; au diable! si tu viens encore me parler de la même chose, tu partiras comme est parti le roi de Pologne. Je me suis débarrassé de lui, je me débarrasserai de toi, et plus un mot là-dessus.

	— Aussi, mon frère, dit François, ce n'est point de mon départ que je veux vous entretenir, mais de celui d'un autre. Votre Majesté m'a atteint dans mon sentiment le plus profond et le plus délicat, qui est mon dévouement pour elle comme frère, ma fidélité comme sujet, et je tiens à lui prouver que je ne suis pas un traître, moi.

	— Allons, dit Charles en s'accoudant sur le livre, en croisant ses jambes l'une sur l'autre, et en regardant d'Alençon en homme qui fait contre ses habitudes provision de patience; allons, quelque bruit nouveau, quelque accusation matinale?

	— Non, Sire. Une certitude, un complot que ma ridicule délicatesse m'avait seule empêché de vous révéler.

	— Un complot! dit Charles, voyons le complot.

	— Sire, dit François, tandis que Votre Majesté chassera au vol près de la rivière, et dans la plaine du Vésinet, le roi de Navarre gagnera la forêt de Saint-Germain, une troupe d'amis l'attend dans cette forêt et il doit fuir avec eux.

	— Ah! je le savais bien, dit Charles. Encore une bonne calomnie contre mon pauvre Henriot! Ah ça! en finirez-vous avec lui?

	— Votre Majesté n'aura pas besoin d'attendre longtemps au moins pour s'assurer si ce que j'ai l'honneur de lui dire est ou non une calomnie.

	— Et comment cela?

	— Parce que ce soir notre beau-frère sera parti. Charles se leva.

	— Écoutez, dit-il, je veux bien une dernière fois encore avoir l'air de croire à vos intentions; mais je vous en avertis, toi et ta mère, cette fois c'est la dernière.

	Puis haussant la voix:

	— Qu'on appelle le roi de Navarre! ajouta-t-il.

	Un garde fit un mouvement pour obéir; mais François l'arrêta d'un signe.

	— Mauvais moyen, mon frère, dit-il; de cette façon vous n'apprendrez rien. Henri niera, donnera un signal, ses complices seront avertis et disparaîtront; puis ma mère et moi nous serons accusés non seulement d'être des visionnaires, mais encore des calomniateurs.

	— Que demandez-vous donc alors?

	— Qu'au nom de notre fraternité, Votre Majesté m'écoute, qu'au nom de mon dévouement qu'elle va reconnaître, elle ne brusque rien. Faites en sorte, Sire, que le véritable coupable, que celui qui depuis deux ans trahit d'intention Votre Majesté, en attendant qu'il la trahisse de fait, soit enfin reconnu coupable par une preuve infaillible et puni comme il le mérite.

	Charles ne répondit rien; il alla à une fenêtre et l'ouvrit: le sang envahissait son cerveau. Enfin se retournant vivement:

	— Eh bien, dit-il, que feriez-vous? Parlez, François.

	— Sire, dit d'Alençon, je ferais cerner la forêt de Saint-Germain par trois détachements de chevau-légers, qui, à une heure convenue, à onze heures par exemple, se mettraient en marche et rabattraient tout ce qui se trouve dans la forêt sur le pavillon de François Ier, que j'aurais, comme par hasard, désigné pour l'endroit du rendez-vous, du dîner. Puis quand, tout en ayant l'air de suivre mon faucon, je verrais Henri s'éloigner, je piquerais au rendez-vous, où il se trouvera pris avec ses complices.

	— L'idée est bonne, dit le roi; qu'on fasse venir mon capitaine des gardes. D'Alençon tira de son pourpoint un sifflet d'argent pendu à une chaîne d'or et siffla. De Nancey parut. Charles alla à lui et lui donna ses ordres à voix basse.

	Pendant ce temps, son grand lévrier Actéon avait saisi une proie qu'il roulait par la chambre et qu'il déchirait à belles dents avec mille bonds folâtres.

	Charles se retourna et poussa un juron terrible. Cette proie, que s'était faite Actéon, c'était ce précieux livre de vénerie, dont il n'existait, comme nous l'avons dit, que trois exemplaires au monde.

	Le châtiment fut égal au crime.

	Charles saisit un fouet, la lanière sifflante enveloppa l'animal d'un triple noeud. Actéon jeta un cri et disparut sous une table couverte d'un immense tapis qui lui servait de retraite.

	Charles ramassa le livre et vit avec joie qu'il n'y manquait qu'un feuillet; et encore n'était-il pas une page de texte, mais une gravure.

	Il le plaça avec soin sur un rayon où Actéon ne pouvait atteindre. D'Alençon le regardait faire avec inquiétude. Il eût voulu fort que ce livre, maintenant qu'il avait fait sa terrible mission, sortît des mains de Charles.

	Six heures sonnèrent.

	C'était l'heure à laquelle le roi devait descendre dans la cour encombrée de chevaux richement caparaçonnés, d'hommes et de femmes richement vêtus. Les veneurs tenaient sur leurs poings leurs faucons chaperonnés; quelques piqueurs avaient les cors en écharpe au cas où le roi, fatigué de la chasse au vol, comme cela lui arrivait quelquefois, voudrait courre un daim ou un chevreuil.

	Le roi descendit, et, en descendant, ferma la porte de son cabinet des Armes. D'Alençon suivait chacun de ses mouvements d'un ardent regard et lui vit mettre la clef dans sa poche.

	En descendant l'escalier, il s'arrêta, porta la main à son front.

	Les jambes du duc d'Alençon tremblaient non moins que celles du roi.

	— En effet, balbutia-t-il, il me semble que le temps est à l'orage.

	— À l'orage au mois de janvier? dit Charles, vous êtes fou! Non, j'ai des vertiges, ma peau est sèche; je suis faible, voilà tout.

	Puis à demi-voix:

	— Ils me tueront, continua-t-il, avec leur haine et leurs complots.

	Mais en mettant le pied dans la cour, l'air frais du matin, les cris des chasseurs, les saluts bruyants de cent personnes rassemblées, produisirent sur Charles leur effet ordinaire.

	Il respira libre et joyeux. Son premier regard avait été pour chercher Henri. Henri était près de Marguerite. Ces deux excellents époux semblaient ne se pouvoir quitter tant ils s'aimaient. En apercevant Charles, Henri fit bondir son cheval, et en trois courbettes de l'animal fut près de son beau-frère.

	— Ah! ah! dit Charles, vous êtes monté en coureur de daim, Henriot. Vous savez cependant que c'est une chasse au vol que nous faisons aujourd'hui.

	Puis sans attendre la réponse:

	— Partons, messieurs, partons. Il faut que nous soyons en chasse à neuf heures! dit le roi le sourcil froncé et avec une intonation de voix presque menaçante.

	Catherine regardait tout cela par une fenêtre du Louvre. Un rideau soulevé donnait passage à sa tête pâle et voilée, tout le corps vêtu de noir disparaissait dans la pénombre.

	Sur l'ordre de Charles, toute cette foule dorée, brodée, parfumée, le roi en tête, s'allongea pour passer à travers les guichets du Louvre et roula comme une avalanche sur la route de Saint-Germain, au milieu des cris du peuple qui saluait le jeune roi, soucieux et pensif, sur son cheval plus blanc que la neige.

	— Que vous a-t-il dit? demanda Marguerite à Henri.

	— Il m'a félicité sur la finesse de mon cheval.

	— Voilà tout?

	— Voilà tout.

	— Il sait quelque chose alors.

	— J'en ai peur.

	— Soyons prudents. Henri éclaira son visage d'un de ces fins sourires qui lui étaient habituels, et qui voulaient dire, pour Marguerite surtout: Soyez tranquille, ma mie. Quant à Catherine, à peine tout ce cortège avait-il quitté la cour du Louvre qu'elle avait laissé retomber son rideau. Mais elle n'avait point laissé échapper une chose: c'était la pâleur de Henri, c'étaient ses tressaillements nerveux, c'étaient ses conférences à voix basse avec Marguerite. Henri était pâle parce que, n'ayant pas le courage sanguin, son sang, dans toutes les circonstances où sa vie était mise en jeu, au lieu de lui monter au cerveau, comme il arrive ordinairement, lui refluait au coeur.

	Il éprouvait des tressaillements nerveux parce que la façon dont l'avait reçu Charles, si différente de l'accueil habituel qu'il lui faisait, l'avait vivement impressionné.

	Enfin, il avait conféré avec Marguerite, parce que, ainsi que nous le savons, le mari et la femme avaient fait, sous le rapport de la politique, une alliance offensive et défensive.

	Mais Catherine avait interprété les choses tout autrement.

	— Cette fois, murmura-t-elle avec son sourire florentin, je crois qu'il en tient, ce cher Henriot.

	Puis, pour s'assurer du fait, après avoir attendu un quart d'heure pour donner le temps à toute la chasse de quitter Paris, elle sortit de son appartement, suivit le corridor, monta le petit escalier tournant, et à l'aide de sa double clef ouvrit l'appartement du roi de Navarre.

	Mais ce fut inutilement que par tout cet appartement elle chercha le livre. Ce fut inutilement que partout son regard ardent passa des tables aux dressoirs, des dressoirs aux rayons, des rayons aux armoires; nulle part elle n'aperçut le livre qu'elle cherchait.

	— D'Alençon l'aura déjà enlevé, dit-elle, c'est prudent. Et elle descendit chez elle, presque certaine, cette fois, que son projet avait réussi. Cependant le roi poursuivait sa route vers Saint- Germain, où il arriva après une heure et demie de course rapide; on ne monta même pas au vieux château, qui s'élevait sombre et majestueux au milieu des maisons éparses sur la montagne. On traversa le pont de bois situé à cette époque en face de l'arbre qu'aujourd'hui encore on appelle le chêne de Sully. Puis on fit signe aux barques pavoisées qui suivaient la chasse, pour donner la facilité au roi et aux gens de sa suite de traverser la rivière et de se mettre en mouvement.

	À l'instant même toute cette joyeuse jeunesse, animée d'intérêts si divers, se mit en marche, le roi en tête, sur cette magnifique prairie qui pend du sommet boisé de Saint-Germain, et qui prit soudain l'aspect d'une grande tapisserie à personnages diaprés de mille couleurs et dont la rivière écumante sur sa rive simulait la frange argentée.

	En avant du roi, toujours sur son cheval blanc et tenant son faucon favori au poing, marchaient les valets de vénerie vêtus de justaucorps verts et chaussés de grosses bottes, qui, maintenant de la voix une demi-douzaine de chiens griffons, battaient les roseaux qui garnissaient la rivière.

	En ce moment le soleil, caché jusque-là derrière les nuages, sortit tout à coup du sombre océan où il s'était plongé. Un rayon de soleil éclaira de sa lumière tout cet or, tous ces joyaux, tous ces yeux ardents, et de toute cette lumière il faisait un torrent de feu.

	Alors, et comme s'il n'eût attendu que ce moment pour qu'un beau soleil éclairât sa défaite, un héron s'éleva du sein des roseaux en poussant un cri prolongé et plaintif.

	— Haw! haw! cria Charles en déchaperonnant son faucon et en le lançant après le fugitif.

	— Haw! haw! crièrent toutes les voix pour encourager l'oiseau.

	Le faucon, un instant ébloui par la lumière, tourna sur lui-même, décrivant un cercle sans avancer ni reculer; puis tout à coup il aperçut le héron, et prit son vol sur lui à tire-d'aile.

	Cependant le héron qui s'était, en oiseau prudent, levé à plus de cent pas des valets de vénerie, avait, pendant que le roi déchaperonnait son faucon et que celui-ci s'était habitué à la lumière, gagné de l'espace, ou plutôt de la hauteur. Il en résulta que lorsque son ennemi l'aperçut, il était déjà à plus de cinq cents pieds de hauteur, et qu'ayant trouvé dans les zones élevées l'air nécessaire à ses puissantes ailes, il montait rapidement.

	— Haw! haw! Bec-de-Fer, cria Charles, encourageant son faucon, prouve nous que tu es de race. Haw! haw!

	Comme s'il eût entendu cet encouragement, le noble animal partit, semblable à une flèche, parcourant une ligne diagonale qui devait aboutir à la ligne verticale qu'adoptait le héron, lequel montait toujours comme s'il eût voulu disparaître dans l'éther.

	— Ah! double couard, cria Charles, comme si le fugitif eût pu l'entendre, en mettant son cheval au galop et en suivant la chasse autant qu'il était en lui, la tête renversée en arrière pour ne pas perdre un instant de vue les deux oiseaux. Ah! double couard, tu fuis. Mon Bec-de-Fer est de race; attends! attends! Haw! Bec- de-Fer; haw!

	En effet, la lutte fut curieuse; les deux oiseaux se rapprochaient l'un de l'autre, ou plutôt le faucon se rapprochait du héron.

	La seule question était de savoir lequel dans cette première attaque conserverait le dessus.

	La peur eut de meilleures ailes que le courage.

	Le faucon, emporté par son vol, passa sous le ventre du héron qu'il eût dû dominer. Le héron profita de sa supériorité et lui allongea un coup de son long bec.

	Le faucon, frappé comme d'un coup de poignard, fit trois tours sur lui-même, comme étourdi, et un instant on dut croire qu'il allait redescendre. Mais, comme un guerrier blessé qui se relève plus terrible, il jeta une espèce de cri aigu et menaçant et reprit son vol sur le héron.

	Le héron avait profité de son avantage, et, changeant la direction de son vol, il avait fait un coude vers la forêt, essayant cette fois de gagner de l'espace et d'échapper par la distance au lieu d'échapper par la hauteur.

	Mais le faucon était un animal de noble race, qui avait un coup d'oeil de gerfaut.

	Il répéta la même manoeuvre, piqua diagonalement sur le héron, qui jeta deux ou trois cris de détresse et essaya de monter perpendiculairement comme il l'avait fait une première fois.

	Au bout de quelques secondes de cette noble lutte, les deux oiseaux semblèrent sur le point de disparaître dans les nuages. Le héron n'était pas plus gros qu'une alouette, et le faucon semblait un point noir qui, à chaque instant, devenait plus imperceptible.

	Charles ni la cour ne suivaient plus les deux oiseaux. Chacun était demeuré à sa place, les yeux fixés sur le fugitif et sur le poursuivant.

	— Bravo! bravo! Bec-de-Fer! cria tout à coup Charles. Voyez, voyez, messieurs, il a le dessus! Haw! haw!

	— Ma foi, j'avoue que je ne vois plus ni l'un ni l'autre, dit

	Henri.

	— Ni moi non plus, dit Marguerite.

	— Oui, mais si tu ne les vois plus, Henriot, tu peux les entendre encore, dit Charles; le héron du moins. Entends-tu, entends-tu? il demande grâce!

	En effet, deux ou trois cris plaintifs, et qu'une oreille exercée pouvait seule saisir, descendirent du ciel sur la terre.

	— Écoute, écoute, cria Charles, et tu vas les voir descendre plus vite qu'ils ne sont montés. En effet, comme le roi prononçait ces mots, les deux oiseaux commencèrent à reparaître.

	C'étaient deux points noirs seulement, mais à la différence de grosseur de ces deux points, il était facile de voir cependant que le faucon avait le dessus.

	— Voyez! voyez! … cria Charles. Bec-de-Fer le tient. En effet, le héron, dominé par l'oiseau de proie, n'essayait même plus de se défendre. Il descendait rapidement, incessamment frappé par le faucon et ne répondant que par ses cris; tout à coup il replia ses ailes et se laissa tomber comme une pierre; mais son adversaire en fit autant, et lorsque le fugitif voulut reprendre son vol, un dernier coup de bec l'étendit; il continua sa chute en tournoyant sur lui-même, et, au moment où il touchait la terre, le faucon s'abattit sur lui, poussant un cri de victoire qui couvrit le cri de défaite du vaincu.

	— Au faucon! au faucon! cria Charles. Et il lança son cheval au galop dans la direction de l'endroit où les deux oiseaux s'étaient abattus. Mais tout à coup il arrêta court sa monture, jeta un cri lui-même, lâcha la bride et s'accrocha d'une main à la crinière de son cheval, tandis que de son autre main il saisit son estomac comme s'il eût voulu déchirer ses entrailles. À ce cri tous les courtisans accoururent.

	— Ce n'est rien, ce n'est rien, dit Charles, le visage enflammé et l'oeil hagard; mais il vient de me sembler qu'on me passait un fer rouge à travers l'estomac. Allons, allons, ce n'est rien.

	Et Charles remit son cheval au galop. D'Alençon pâlit.

	— Qu'y a-t-il donc encore de nouveau? demanda Henri à Marguerite.

	— Je n'en sais rien, répondit celle-ci; mais avez-vous vu? mon frère était pourpre.

	— Ce n'est pas cependant son habitude, dit Henri. Les courtisans s'entre-regardèrent étonnés et suivirent le roi. On arriva à l'endroit où les deux oiseaux s'étaient abattus. Le faucon rongeait déjà la cervelle du héron. En arrivant, Charles sauta à bas de son cheval pour voir le combat de plus près. Mais en touchant la terre il fut obligé de se tenir à la selle, la terre tournait sous lui. Il éprouva une violente envie de dormir.

	— Mon frère! mon frère! s'écria Marguerite, qu'avez-vous?

	— J'ai, dit Charles, j'ai ce que dut avoir Porcie quand elle eut avalé ses charbons ardents; j'ai que je brûle, et qu'il me semble que mon haleine est de flamme.

	En même temps Charles poussa son souffle au-dehors, et parut étonné de ne pas voir sortir du feu de ses lèvres. Cependant, on avait repris et rechaperonné le faucon, et tout le monde s'était rassemblé autour de Charles.

	— Eh bien, eh bien, que veut dire cela? Corps du Christ! ce n'est rien, ou si c'est quelque chose, c'est le soleil qui me casse la tête et me crève les yeux. Allons, allons, en chasse, messieurs! Voici toute une compagnie de halbrans. Lâchez tout, lâchez tout. Corboeuf! nous allons nous amuser!

	On déchaperonna en effet et on lâcha à l'instant même cinq ou six faucons, qui s'élancèrent dans la direction du gibier, tandis que toute la chasse, le roi en tête, regagnait les bords de la rivière.

	— Eh bien, que dites-vous, madame? demanda Henri à Marguerite.

	— Que le moment est bon, dit Marguerite, et que si le roi ne se retourne pas, nous pouvons d'ici gagner la forêt facilement.

	Henri appela le valet de vénerie qui portait le héron; et tandis que l'avalanche bruyante et dorée roulait le long du talus qui fait aujourd'hui la terrasse, il resta seul en arrière comme s'il examinait le cadavre du vaincu.

	XX

	Le pavillon de François Ier

	C'était une belle chose que la chasse à l'oiseau faite par des rois, quand les rois étaient presque des demi-dieux et que la chasse était non seulement un loisir, mais un art.

	Néanmoins nous devons quitter ce spectacle royal pour pénétrer dans un endroit de la forêt où tous les acteurs de la scène que nous venons de raconter vont nous rejoindre bientôt.

	À droite de l'allée de Violettes, longue arcade de feuillage, retraite moussue où, parmi les lavandes et les bruyères, un lièvre inquiet dresse de temps en temps les oreilles, tandis que le daim errant lève sa tête chargée de bois, ouvre les naseaux et écoute, est une clairière assez éloignée pour que de la route on ne la voie pas; mais pas assez pour que de cette clairière on ne voie pas la route.

	Au milieu de cette clairière, deux hommes couchés sur l'herbe, ayant sous eux un manteau de voyage, à leur côté une longue épée, et auprès d'eux chacun un mousqueton à gueule évasée, qu'on appelait alors un poitrinal, ressemblaient de loin, par l'élégance de leur costume, à ces joyeux deviseurs du Décaméron; de près, par la menace de leurs armes, à ces bandits de bois que cent ans plus tard Salvator Rosa peignit d'après nature dans ses paysages.

	L'un d'eux était appuyé sur un genou et sur une main, et écoutait comme un de ces lièvres ou de ces daims dont nous avons parlé tout à l'heure.

	— Il me semble, dit celui-ci, que la chasse s'était singulièrement rapprochée de nous tout à l'heure. J'ai entendu jusqu'aux cris des veneurs encourageant le faucon.

	— Et maintenant, dit l'autre, qui paraissait attendre les événements avec beaucoup plus de philosophie que son camarade, maintenant, je n'entends plus rien: il faut qu'ils se soient éloignés… Je t'avais bien dit que c'était un mauvais endroit pour l'observation. On n'est pas vu, c'est vrai, mais on ne voit pas.

	— Que diable! mon cher Annibal, dit le premier des interlocuteurs, il fallait bien mettre quelque part nos deux chevaux à nous, puis nos deux chevaux de main, puis ces deux mules si chargées que je ne sais pas comment elles feront pour nous suivre. Or, je ne connais que ces vieux hêtres et ces chênes séculaires qui puissent se charger convenablement de cette difficile besogne. J'oserais donc dire que, loin de blâmer comme toi M. de Mouy, je reconnais, dans tous les préparatifs de cette entreprise qu'il a dirigée, le sens profond d'un véritable conspirateur.

	— Bon! dit le second gentilhomme dans lequel notre lecteur a déjà bien certainement reconnu Coconnas, bon! voilà le mot lâché, je l'attendais. Je t'y prends. Nous conspirons donc.

	— Nous ne conspirons pas, nous servons le roi et la reine.

	— Qui conspirent, ce qui revient exactement au même pour nous.

	— Coconnas, je te l'ai dit, reprit La Mole, je ne te force pas le moins du monde à me suivre dans cette aventure qu'un sentiment particulier que tu ne partages pas, que tu ne peux partager, me fait seul entreprendre.

	— Eh! mordi! qui est-ce donc qui dit que tu me forces? D'abord, je ne sache pas un homme qui pourrait forcer Coconnas à faire ce qu'il ne veut pas faire; mais crois-tu que je te laisserai aller sans te suivre, surtout quand je vois que tu vas au diable?

	— Annibal! Annibal! dit La Mole, je crois que j'aperçois là-bas sa blanche haquenée. Oh! c'est étrange comme, rien que de penser qu'elle vient, mon coeur bat.

	— Eh bien, c'est drôle, dit Coconnas en bâillant, le coeur ne me bat pas du tout, à moi.

	— Ce n'était pas elle, dit La Mole. Qu'est-il donc arrivé? c'était pour midi, ce me semble.

	— Il est arrivé qu'il n'est point midi, dit Coconnas, voilà tout, et que nous avons encore le temps de faire un somme, à ce qu'il paraît.

	Et sur cette conviction, Coconnas s'étendit sur son manteau en homme qui va joindre le précepte aux paroles; mais comme son oreille touchait la terre, il demeura le doigt levé et faisant signe à La Mole de se taire.

	— Qu'y a-t-il donc? demanda celui-ci.

	— Silence! cette fois j'entends quelque chose et je ne me trompe pas.

	— C'est singulier, j'ai beau écouter, je n'entends rien, moi.

	— Tu n'entends rien?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien, dit Coconnas en se soulevant et en posant la main sur le bras de La Mole, regarde ce daim.

	— Où?

	— Là-bas. Et Coconnas montra du doigt l'animal à La Mole.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, tu vas voir. La Mole regarda l'animal. La tête inclinée comme s'il s'apprêtait à brouter, il écoutait immobile. Bientôt il releva son front chargé de bois superbes, et tendit l'oreille du côté d'où sans doute venait le bruit; puis tout à coup, sans cause apparente, il partit rapide comme l'éclair.

	— Oh! oh! dit La Mole, je crois que tu as raison, car voilà le daim qui s'enfuit.

	— Donc, puisqu'il s'enfuit, dit Coconnas, c'est qu'il entend ce que tu n'entends pas.

	En effet, un bruit sourd et à peine perceptible frémissait vaguement dans l'herbe; pour des oreilles moins exercées, c'eût été le vent; pour des cavaliers, c'était un galop lointain de chevaux.

	La Mole fut sur pied en un moment.

	— Les voici, dit-il, alerte! Coconnas se leva, mais plus tranquillement; la vivacité du Piémontais semblait être passée dans le coeur de La Mole, tandis qu'au contraire l'insouciance de celui-ci semblait à son tour s'être emparée de son ami. C'est que l'un, dans cette circonstance, agissait d'enthousiasme, et l'autre à contrecoeur.

	Bientôt un bruit égal et cadencé frappa l'oreille des deux amis: le hennissement d'un cheval fit dresser l'oreille aux chevaux qu'ils tenaient prêts à dix pas d'eux, et dans l'allée passa, comme une ombre blanche, une femme qui, se tournant de leur côté, fit un signe étrange et disparut.

	— La reine! s'écrièrent-ils ensemble.

	— Qu'est-ce que cela signifie? dit Coconnas.

	— Elle a fait ainsi, dit La Mole, ce qui signifie: Tout à l'heure…

	— Elle a fait ainsi, dit Coconnas, ce qui signifie: Partez…

	— Ce signe répond à: Attendez-moi.

	 

	— Ce signe répond à: Sauvez-vous.

	 

	— Eh bien, dit La Mole, agissons chacun selon notre conviction.

	Pars, je resterai. Coconnas haussa les épaules et se recoucha.

	Au même instant, en sens inverse du chemin qu'avait suivi la reine, mais par la même allée, passa, bride abattue, une troupe de cavaliers que les deux amis reconnurent pour des protestants ardents, presque furieux. Leurs chevaux bondissaient comme ces sauterelles dont parle Job: ils parurent et disparurent.

	— Peste! cela devient grave, dit Coconnas en se relevant. Allons au pavillon de François Ier.

	— Au contraire, n'y allons pas! dit La Mole. Si nous sommes découverts, c'est sur ce pavillon que se portera d'abord l'attention du roi! puisque c'était là le rendez-vous général.

	— Cette fois, tu peux bien avoir raison, grommela Coconnas.

	Coconnas n'avait pas prononcé ces paroles, qu'un cavalier passa comme l'éclair au milieu des arbres, et, franchissant fossés, buissons, barrières, arriva près des deux gentilshommes.

	Il tenait un pistolet de chaque main et guidait des genoux seulement son cheval dans cette course furieuse.

	— M. de Mouy! s'écria Coconnas inquiet et devenu plus alerte maintenant que La Mole; M. de Mouy fuyant! On se sauve donc?

	— Eh! vite! cria le huguenot, détalez, tout est perdu! J'ai fait un détour pour vous le dire. En route!

	Et comme il n'avait pas cessé de courir en prononçant ces paroles, il était déjà loin quand elles furent achevées, et par conséquent lorsque La Mole et Coconnas en saisirent complètement le sens.

	— Et la reine? cria La Mole. Mais la voix du jeune homme se perdit dans l'espace; de Mouy était déjà à une trop grande distance pour l'entendre, et surtout pour lui répondre. Coconnas eut bientôt pris son parti. Tandis que La Mole restait immobile et suivait des yeux de Mouy qui disparaissait entre les branches qui s'ouvraient devant lui et se refermaient sur lui, il courut aux chevaux, les amena, sauta sur le sien, jeta la bride de l'autre aux mains de La Mole, et s'apprêta à piquer.

	— Allons, allons! dit-il, je répéterai ce qu'a dit de Mouy: En route! Et de Mouy est un monsieur qui parle bien. En route, en route, La Mole!

	— Un instant, dit La Mole; nous sommes venus ici pour quelque chose.

	— À moins que ce ne soit pour nous faire pendre, répondit Coconnas, je te conseille de ne pas perdre de temps. Je devine, tu vas faire de la rhétorique, paraphraser le mot fuir, parler d'Horace qui jeta son bouclier et d'Épaminondas qu'on rapporta sur le sien; mais, je dirai un seul mot: Où fuit M. de Mouy de Saint- Phale, tout le monde peut fuir.

	— M. de Mouy de Saint-Phale, dit La Mole, n'est pas chargé d'enlever la reine Marguerite, M. de Mouy de Saint-Phale n'aime pas la reine Marguerite.

	— Mordi! et il fait bien, si cet amour devait lui faire faire des sottises pareilles à celle que je te vois méditer. Que cinq cent mille diables d'enfer enlèvent l'amour qui peut coûter la tête à deux braves gentilshommes! Corne de boeuf! comme dit le roi Charles, nous conspirons, mon cher; et quand on conspire mal, il faut se bien sauver. En selle, en selle, La Mole!

	— Sauve-toi, mon cher, je ne t'en empêche pas, et même je t'y invite. Ta vie est plus précieuse que la mienne. Défends donc ta vie.

	
— Il faut me dire: Coconnas, faisons-nous pendre ensemble, et non me dire: Coconnas, sauve-toi tout seul.

	— Bah! mon ami, répondit La Mole, la corde est faite pour les manants, et non pour des gentilshommes comme nous.

	— Je commence à croire, dit Coconnas avec un soupir, que la précaution que j'ai prise n'est pas mauvaise.

	— Laquelle?

	— De me faire un ami du bourreau.

	— Tu es sinistre, mon cher Coconnas.

	— Mais enfin que faisons-nous? s'écria celui-ci impatienté.

	— Nous allons retrouver la reine.

	— Où cela?

	— Je n'en sais rien… Retrouver le roi!

	— Où cela?

	— Je n'en sais rien… mais nous le retrouverons, et nous ferons à nous deux ce que cinquante personnes n'ont pu ou n'ont osé faire.

	— Tu me prends par l'amour-propre, Hyacinthe; c'est mauvais signe.

	— Eh bien, voyons, à cheval et partons.

	— C'est bien heureux! La Mole se retourna pour prendre le pommeau de la selle; mais au moment où il mettait le pied à l'étrier, une voix impérieuse se fit entendre.

	— Halte-là! rendez-vous, dit la voix. En même temps une figure d'homme parut derrière un chêne, puis une autre, puis trente: c'étaient les chevau-légers, qui, devenus fantassins, s'étaient glissés à plat ventre dans les bruyères et fouillaient dans le bois.

	— Qu'est-ce que je t'ai dit? murmura Coconnas. Une espèce de rugissement sourd fut la réponse de La Mole.

	Les chevau-légers étaient encore à trente pas des deux amis.

	— Voyons! continua le Piémontais parlant tout haut au lieutenant des chevau-légers et tout bas à La Mole; messieurs, qu'y a-t-il?

	Le lieutenant ordonna de coucher en joue les deux amis. Coconnas continua tout bas:

	— En selle! La Mole, il en est temps encore: saute à cheval, comme je t'ai vu cent fois, et partons. Puis se retournant vers les chevau-légers:

	— Eh! que diable, messieurs, ne tirez pas, vous pourriez tuer des amis. Puis à La Mole:

	— À travers les arbres, on tire mal; ils tireront et nous manqueront.

	— Impossible, dit La Mole; nous ne pouvons emmener avec nous le cheval de Marguerite et les deux mules, ce cheval et ces deux mules la compromettraient, tandis que par mes réponses j'éloignerai tout soupçon. Pars! mon ami, pars!

	— Messieurs, dit Coconnas en tirant son épée et en l'élevant en l'air, messieurs, nous sommes tout rendus. Les chevau-légers relevèrent leurs mousquetons.

	— Mais d'abord, pourquoi faut-il que nous nous rendions?

	— Vous le demanderez au roi de Navarre.

	— Quel crime avons-nous commis?

	— M. d'Alençon vous le dira. Coconnas et La Mole se regardèrent: le nom de leur ennemi en un pareil moment était peu fait pour les rassurer.

	Cependant ni l'un ni l'autre ne fit résistance. Coconnas fut invité à descendre de cheval, manoeuvre qu'il exécuta sans observation. Puis tous deux furent placés au centre des chevau- légers, et l'on prit la route du pavillon de François Ier.

	— Tu voulais voir le pavillon de François Ier? dit Coconnas à La Mole, en apercevant, à travers les arbres, les murs d'une charmante fabrique gothique; eh bien, il paraît que tu le verras.

	La Mole ne répondit rien, et tendit seulement la main à Coconnas.

	À côté de ce charmant pavillon, bâti du temps de Louis XII, et qu'on appelait le pavillon de François Ier, parce que celui-ci le choisissait toujours pour ses rendez-vous de chasse, était une espèce de hutte élevée pour les piqueurs, et qui disparaissait en quelque sorte sous les mousquets et sous les hallebardes et les épées reluisantes, comme une taupinière sous une moisson blanchissante.

	C'était dans cette hutte qu'avaient été conduits les prisonniers.

	Maintenant éclairons la situation fort nuageuse, pour les deux amis surtout, en racontant ce qui s'était passé.

	Les gentilshommes protestants s'étaient réunis, comme la chose avait été convenue, dans le pavillon de François Ier, dont, on le sait, de Mouy s'était procuré la clef.

	Maîtres de la forêt, à ce qu'ils croyaient du moins, ils avaient posé par-ci, par-là quelques sentinelles, que les chevau-légers, moyennant un changement d'écharpes blanches en écharpes rouges, précaution due au zèle ingénieux de M. de Nancey, avaient enlevées sans coup férir par une surprise vigoureuse.

	Les chevau-légers avaient continué leur battue, cernant le pavillon; mais de Mouy, qui, ainsi que nous l'avons dit, attendait le roi au bout de l'allée des Violettes, avait vu ces écharpes rouges marchant à pas de loup, et dès ce moment les écharpes rouges lui avaient paru suspectes. Il s'était donc jeté de côté pour n'être point vu, et avait remarqué que le vaste cercle se rétrécissait de manière à battre la forêt et à envelopper le lieu du rendez-vous.

	Puis en même temps, au fond de l'allée principale, il avait vu poindre les aigrettes blanches et briller les arquebuses de la garde du roi.

	Enfin il avait reconnu le roi lui-même, tandis que du côté opposé il avait aperçu le roi de Navarre.

	Alors il avait coupé l'air en croix avec son chapeau, ce qui était le signal convenu pour dire que tout était perdu.

	À ce signal le roi avait rebroussé chemin et avait disparu.

	Aussitôt de Mouy, enfonçant les deux larges molettes de ses éperons dans le ventre de son cheval, avait pris la fuite, et tout en fuyant avait jeté les paroles d'avertissement que nous avons dites, à La Mole et à Coconnas.

	Or, le roi, qui s'était aperçu de la disparition de Henri et de Marguerite, arrivait escorté de M. d'Alençon, pour les voir sortir tous deux de la hutte où il avait dit de renfermer tout ce qui se trouverait non seulement dans le pavillon, mais encore dans la forêt.

	D'Alençon, plein de confiance, galopait près du roi, dont les douleurs aiguës augmentaient la mauvaise humeur. Deux ou trois fois il avait failli s'évanouir, et une fois il avait vomi jusqu'au sang.

	— Allons! allons! dit le roi en arrivant, dépêchons-nous, j'ai hâte de rentrer au Louvre: tirez-moi tous ces parpaillots du terrier, c'est aujourd'hui saint Blaise, cousin de saint Barthélemy.

	À ces paroles du roi, toute cette fourmilière de piques et d'arquebuses se mit en mouvement, et l'on força les huguenots, arrêtés soit dans la forêt, soit dans le pavillon, à sortir l'un après l'autre de la cabane.

	Mais de roi de Navarre, de Marguerite et de De Mouy, point.

	— Eh bien, dit le roi, où est Henri, où est Margot? Vous me les avez promis, d'Alençon, et corboeuf! il faut qu'on me les trouve.

	— Le roi et la reine de Navarre, dit M. de Nancey, nous ne les avons pas même aperçus, Sire.

	— Mais les voilà, dit madame de Nevers. En effet, à ce moment même, à l'extrémité d'une allée qui donnait sur la rivière, parurent Henri et Margot, tous deux calmes comme s'il ne se fût agi de rien; tous deux le faucon au poing et amoureusement serrés avec tant d'art que leurs chevaux tout en galopant, non moins unis qu'eux, semblaient se caresser l'un l'autre des naseaux. Ce fut alors que d'Alençon furieux fit fouiller les environs, et que l'on trouva La Mole et Coconnas sous leur berceau de lierre. Eux aussi firent leur entrée dans le cercle que formaient les gardes avec un fraternel enlacement. Seulement, comme ils n'étaient point rois, ils n'avaient pu se donner si bonne contenance que Henri et Marguerite: La Mole était trop pâle, Coconnas était trop rouge.

	XXI

	Les investigations

	Le spectacle qui frappa les deux jeunes gens en entrant dans le cercle fut de ceux qu'on n'oublie jamais, ne les eût-on vus qu'une seule fois en un seul instant.

	Charles IX avait, comme nous l'avons dit, regardé défiler tous les gentilshommes enfermés dans la hutte des piqueurs et extraits l'un après l'autre par ses gardes.

	Lui et d'Alençon suivaient chaque mouvement d'un oeil avide, s'attendant à voir sortir le roi de Navarre à son tour.

	Leur attente avait été trompée.

	Mais ce n'était point assez, il fallait savoir ce qu'ils étaient devenus.

	Aussi, quand au bout de l'allée on vit apparaître les deux jeunes époux, d'Alençon pâlit, Charles sentit son coeur se dilater; car instinctivement il désirait que tout ce que son frère l'avait forcé de faire retombât sur lui.

	— Il échappera encore, murmura François en pâlissant. En ce moment le roi fut saisi de douleurs d'entrailles si violentes qu'il lâcha la bride, saisit ses flancs des deux mains, et poussa des cris comme un homme en délire. Henri s'approcha avec empressement; mais pendant le temps qu'il avait mis à parcourir les deux cents pas qui le séparaient de son frère, Charles était déjà remis.

	— D'où venez-vous, monsieur? dit le roi avec une dureté de voix qui émut Marguerite.

	— Mais… de la chasse, mon frère, reprit-elle.

	— La chasse était au bord de la rivière et non dans la forêt.

	— Mon faucon s'est emporté sur un faisan, Sire, au moment où nous étions restés en arrière pour voir le héron.

	— Et où est le faisan?

	— Le voici; un beau coq, n'est-ce pas?

	Et Henri, de son air le plus innocent, présenta à Charles son oiseau de pourpre, d'azur et d'or.

	— Ah! ah! dit Charles; et ce faisan pris, pourquoi ne m'avez-vous pas rejoint?

	— Parce qu'il avait dirigé son vol vers le parc, Sire; de sorte que, lorsque nous sommes descendus sur le bord de la rivière, nous vous avons vu une demi-lieue en avant de nous, remontant déjà vers la forêt: alors nous nous sommes mis à galoper sur vos traces, car étant de la chasse de Votre Majesté nous n'avons pas voulu la perdre.

	— Et tous ces gentilshommes, reprit Charles, étaient-ils invités aussi?

	— Quels gentilshommes, répondit Henri en jetant un regard circulaire et interrogatif autour de lui.

	— Eh! vos huguenots, pardieu! dit Charles; dans tous les cas, si quelqu'un les a invités ce n'est pas moi.

	— Non, Sire, répondit Henri, mais c'est peut-être M. d'Alençon.

	— M. d'Alençon! comment cela?

	— Moi? fit le duc.

	— Eh! oui, mon frère, reprit Henri, n'avez-vous pas annoncé hier que vous étiez roi de Navarre? Eh bien, les huguenots qui vous ont demandé pour roi viennent vous remercier, vous, d'avoir accepté la couronne, et le roi de l'avoir donnée. N'est-ce pas, messieurs?

	— Oui! oui! crièrent vingt voix; vive le duc d'Alençon! vive le roi Charles!

	— Je ne suis pas le roi des huguenots, dit François pâlissant de colère. Puis, jetant à la dérobée un regard sur Charles: Et j'espère bien, ajouta-t-il, ne l'être jamais.

	— N'importe! dit Charles, vous saurez, Henri, que je trouve tout cela étrange.

	— Sire, dit le roi de Navarre avec fermeté, on dirait, Dieu me pardonne, que je subis un interrogatoire?

	— Et si je vous disais que je vous interroge, que répondriez- vous?

	— Que je suis roi comme vous, Sire, dit fièrement Henri, car ce n'est pas la couronne, mais la naissance qui fait la royauté, et que je répondrais à mon frère et à mon ami, mais jamais à mon juge.

	— Je voudrais bien savoir, cependant, murmura Charles, à quoi m'en tenir une fois dans ma vie.

	— Qu'on amène M. de Mouy, dit d'Alençon, vous le saurez.

	M. de Mouy doit être pris.

	— M. de Mouy est-il parmi les prisonniers? demanda le roi. Henri eut un mouvement d'inquiétude, et échangea un regard avec Marguerite; mais ce moment fut de courte durée. Aucune voix ne répondit.

	— M. de Mouy n'est point parmi les prisonniers, dit M. de Nancey; quelques-uns de nos hommes croient l'avoir vu, mais aucun n'en est sûr.

	D'Alençon murmura un blasphème.

	— Eh! dit Marguerite en montrant La Mole et Coconnas, qui avaient entendu tout le dialogue, et sur l'intelligence desquels elle croyait pouvoir compter, Sire, voici deux gentilshommes de M. d'Alençon, interrogez-les, ils répondront.

	Le duc sentit le coup.

	— Je les ai fait arrêter justement pour prouver qu'ils ne sont point à moi, dit le duc.

	Le roi regarda les deux amis et tressaillit en revoyant La Mole.

	— Oh! oh! encore ce Provençal, dit-il. Coconnas salua gracieusement.

	— Que faisiez-vous quand on vous a arrêtés? dit le roi.

	— Sire, nous devisions de faits de guerre et d'amour.

	— À cheval! armés jusqu'aux dents! prêts à fuir!

	— Non pas, Sire, dit Coconnas, et Votre Majesté est mal renseignée. Nous étions couchés sous l'ombre d'un hêtre:

	Sub tegmine fagi. — Ah! vous étiez couchés sous l'ombre d'un hêtre?

	— Et nous eussions même pu fuir, si nous avions cru avoir en quelque façon encouru la colère de Votre Majesté. Voyons, messieurs, sur votre parole de soldats, dit Coconnas en se retournant vers les chevau-légers, croyez-vous que si nous l'eussions voulu nous pouvions nous échapper?

	— Le fait est, dit le lieutenant, que ces messieurs n'ont pas fait un mouvement pour fuir.

	— Parce que leurs chevaux étaient loin, dit le duc d'Alençon.

	— J'en demande humblement pardon à Monseigneur, dit Coconnas, mais j'avais le mien entre les jambes, et mon ami le comte Lérac de la Mole tenait le sien par la bride.

	— Est-ce vrai, messieurs? dit le roi.

	— C'est vrai, Sire, répondit le lieutenant; M. de Coconnas en nous apercevant est même descendu du sien.

	Coconnas grimaça un sourire qui signifiait: Vous voyez bien, Sire!

	— Mais ces chevaux de main, mais ces mules, mais ces coffres dont elles son chargées? demanda François.

	— Eh bien, dit Coconnas, est-ce que nous sommes des valets d'écurie? faites chercher le palefrenier qui les gardait.

	— Il n'y est pas, dit le duc furieux.

	— Alors, c'est qu'il aura pris peur et se sera sauvé, reprit Coconnas; on ne peut pas demander à un manant d'avoir le calme d'un gentilhomme.

	— Toujours le même système, dit d'Alençon en grinçant des dents. Heureusement, Sire, je vous ai prévenu que ces messieurs depuis quelques jours n'étaient plus à mon service.

	— Moi! dit Coconnas, j'aurais le malheur de ne plus appartenir à

	Votre Altesse?…

	— Eh! morbleu! monsieur, vous le savez mieux que personne, puisque vous m'avez donné votre démission dans une lettre assez impertinente que j'ai conservée, Dieu merci, et que par bonheur j'ai sur moi.

	— Oh! dit Coconnas, j'espérais que Votre Altesse m'avait pardonné

	une lettre écrite dans un premier mouvement de mauvaise humeur.

	J'avais appris que Votre Altesse avait voulu, dans un corridor du

	Louvre, étrangler mon ami La Mole.

	— Eh bien, interrompit le roi, que dit-il donc?

	— J'avais cru que Votre Altesse était seule, continua ingénument

	La Mole. Mais depuis que j'ai su que trois autres personnes…

	— Silence! dit Charles, nous sommes suffisamment renseignés.

	Henri, dit il au roi de Navarre, votre parole de ne pas fuir?

	— Je la donne à Votre Majesté, Sire.

	— Retournez à Paris avec M. de Nancey et prenez les arrêts dans votre chambre. Vous, messieurs, continua-t-il en s'adressant aux deux gentilshommes, rendez vos épées.

	La Mole regarda Marguerite. Elle sourit. Aussitôt La Mole remit son épée au capitaine qui était le plus proche de lui. Coconnas en fit autant.

	— Et M. de Mouy, l'a-t-on retrouvé? demanda le roi.

	— Non, Sire, dit M. de Nancey; ou il n'était pas dans la forêt, ou il s'est sauvé.

	— Tant pis, dit le roi. Retournons. J'ai froid, je suis ébloui.

	— Sire, c'est la colère sans doute, dit François.

	— Oui, peut-être. Mes yeux vacillent. Où sont donc les prisonniers? Je n'y vois plus. Est-ce donc déjà la nuit! oh! miséricorde! je brûle! … À moi! à moi!

	Et le malheureux roi lâchant la bride de son cheval, étendant les bras, tomba en arrière, soutenu par les courtisans épouvantés de cette seconde attaque.

	François, à l'écart, essuyait la sueur de son front, car lui seul connaissait la cause du mal qui torturait son frère.

	De l'autre côté, le roi de Navarre, déjà sous la garde de M. de Nancey, considérait toute cette scène avec un étonnement croissant.

	— Eh! eh! murmura-t-il avec cette prodigieuse intuition qui par moments faisait de lui un homme illuminé pour ainsi dire, si j'allais me trouver heureux d'avoir été arrêté dans ma fuite?

	Il regarda Margot, dont les grands yeux, dilatés par la surprise, se reportaient de lui au roi et du roi à lui.

	Cette fois le roi était sans connaissance. On fit approcher une civière sur laquelle on l'étendit. On le recouvrit d'un manteau, qu'un des cavaliers détacha de ses épaules, et le cortège reprit tranquillement la route de Paris, d'où l'on avait vu partir le matin des conspirateurs allègres et un roi joyeux, et où l'on voyait rentrer un roi moribond entouré de rebelles prisonniers.

	Marguerite, qui dans tout cela n'avait perdu ni sa liberté de corps ni sa liberté d'esprit, fit un dernier signe d'intelligence à son mari, puis elle passa si près de La Mole que celui-ci put recueillir ces deux mots grecs qu'elle laissa tomber:

	— _Mê déidé. _C'est-à-dire:

	— Ne crains rien.

	— Que t'a-t-elle dit? demanda Coconnas.

	— Elle m'a dit de ne rien craindre, répondit La Mole.

	— Tant pis, murmura le Piémontais, tant pis, cela veut dire qu'il ne fait pas bon ici pour tous. Toutes les fois que ce mot là m'a été adressé en manière d'encouragement, j'ai reçu à l'instant même soit une balle quelque part, soit un coup d'épée dans le corps, soit un pot de fleurs sur la tête. Ne crains rien, soit en hébreu, soit en grec, soit en latin, soit en français, a toujours signifié pour moi: Gare là-dessous! _— _En route, messieurs! dit le lieutenant des chevau-légers.

	— Eh! sans indiscrétion, monsieur, demanda Coconnas, où nous mène-t on?

	— À Vincennes, je crois, dit le lieutenant.

	— J'aimerais mieux aller ailleurs, dit Coconnas; mais enfin on ne va pas toujours où l'on veut.

	Pendant la route le roi était revenu de son évanouissement et avait repris quelque force. À Nanterre il avait même voulu monter à cheval, mais on l'en avait empêché.

	— Faites prévenir maître Ambroise Paré, dit Charles en arrivant au Louvre.

	Il descendit de sa litière, monta l'escalier appuyé au bras de Tavannes, et il gagna son appartement, où il défendit que personne le suivît.

	Tout le monde remarqua qu'il semblait fort grave; pendant toute la route il avait profondément réfléchi, n'adressant la parole à personne, et ne s'occupant plus ni de la conspiration ni des conspirateurs. Il était évident que ce qui le préoccupait c'était sa maladie.

	Maladie si subite, si étrange, si aiguë, et dont quelques symptômes étaient les mêmes que les symptômes qu'on avait remarqués chez son frère François II quelque temps avant sa mort.

	Aussi la défense faite à qui que ce fût, excepté maître Paré, d'entrer chez le roi, n'étonna-t-elle personne. La misanthropie, on le savait, était le fond du caractère du prince.

	Charles entra dans sa chambre à coucher, s'assit sur une espèce de chaise longue, appuya sa tête sur des coussins, et, réfléchissant que maître Ambroise Paré pourrait n'être pas chez lui et tarder à venir, il voulut utiliser le temps de l'attente.

	En conséquence, il frappa dans ses mains; un garde parut.

	— Prévenez le roi de Navarre que je veux lui parler, dit Charles.

	Le garde s'inclina et obéit.

	Charles renversa sa tête en arrière, une lourdeur effroyable de cerveau lui laissait à peine la faculté de lier ses idées les unes aux autres, une espèce de nuage sanglant flottait devant ses yeux; sa bouche était aride, et il avait déjà, sans étancher sa soif, vidé toute une carafe d'eau.

	Au milieu de cette somnolence, la porte se rouvrit et Henri parut; M. de Nancey le suivait par-derrière, mais il s'arrêta dans l'antichambre.

	Le roi de Navarre attendit que la porte fût refermée derrière lui.

	Alors il s'avança.

	— Sire, dit-il, vous m'avez fait demander, me voici.

	Le roi tressaillit à cette voix, et fit le mouvement machinal d'étendre la main.

	— Sire, dit Henri en laissant ses deux mains pendre à ses côtés, Votre Majesté oublie que je ne suis plus son frère, mais son prisonnier.

	— Ah! ah! c'est vrai, dit Charles; merci de me l'avoir rappelé. Il y a plus, il me souvient que vous m'avez promis, lorsque nous serions en tête-à-tête, de me répondre franchement.

	— Je suis prêt à tenir cette promesse. Interrogez, Sire.

	Le roi versa de l'eau froide dans sa main, et posa sa main sur son front.

	— Qu'y a-t-il de vrai dans l'accusation du duc d'Alençon? Voyons, répondez, Henri.

	— La moitié seulement: c'était M. d'Alençon qui devait fuir, et moi qui devais l'accompagner.

	— Et pourquoi deviez-vous l'accompagner? demanda Charles; êtes- vous donc mécontent de moi, Henri?

	— Non, Sire, au contraire; je n'ai qu'à me louer de Votre Majesté; et Dieu qui lit dans les coeurs, voit dans le mien quelle profonde affection je porte à mon frère et à mon roi.

	— Il me semble, dit Charles, qu'il n'est point dans la nature de fuir les gens que l'on aime et qui nous aiment!

	— Aussi, dit Henri, je ne fuyais pas ceux qui m'aiment, je fuyais ceux qui me détestent. Votre Majesté me permet-elle de lui parler à coeur ouvert?

	— Parlez, monsieur.

	— Ceux qui me détestent ici, Sire, c'est M. d'Alençon et la reine mère.

	— M. d'Alençon, je ne dis pas, reprit Charles, mais la reine mère vous comble d'attentions.

	— C'est justement pour cela que je me défie d'elle, Sire. Et bien m'en a pris de m'en défier!

	— D'elle?

	— D'elle ou de ceux qui l'entourent. Vous savez que le malheur des rois, Sire, n'est pas toujours d'être trop mal, mais trop bien servis.

	— Expliquez-vous: c'est un engagement pris de votre part de tout me dire.

	— Et Votre Majesté voit que je l'accomplis.

	— Continuez.

	— Votre Majesté m'aime, m'a-t-elle dit?

	— C'est-à-dire que je vous aimais avant votre trahison, Henriot.

	— Supposez que vous m'aimez toujours, Sire.

	— Soit!

	— Si vous m'aimez, vous devez désirer que je vive, n'est-ce pas?

	— J'aurais été désespéré qu'il t'arrivât malheur.

	— Eh bien, Sire, deux fois Votre Majesté a bien manqué de tomber dans le désespoir.

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, car deux fois la Providence seule m'a sauvé la vie. Il est vrai que la seconde fois la Providence avait pris les traits de Votre Majesté.

	— Et la première fois, quelle marque avait-elle prise?

	— Celle d'un homme qui serait bien étonné de se voir confondu avec elle, de René. Oui, vous, Sire, vous m'avez sauvé du fer.

	Charles fronça le sourcil, car il se rappelait la nuit où il avait emmené Henriot rue des Barres.

	— Et René? dit-il.

	— René m'a sauvé du poison.

	— Peste! tu as de la chance. Henriot, dit le roi en essayant un sourire dont une vive douleur fit une contraction nerveuse. Ce n'est pas là son état.

	— Deux miracles m'ont donc sauvé, Sire. Un miracle de repentir de la part du Florentin, un miracle de bonté de votre part. Eh bien, je l'avoue à Votre Majesté, j'ai peur que le ciel ne se lasse de faire des miracles, et j'ai voulu fuir en raison de cet axiome: Aide-toi, le ciel t'aidera.

	— Pourquoi ne m'as-tu pas dit cela plus tôt, Henri?

	— En vous disant ces mêmes paroles hier, j'étais un dénonciateur.

	— Et en me les disant aujourd'hui?

	— Aujourd'hui, c'est autre chose; je suis accusé et je me défends.

	— Es-tu sûr de cette première tentative, Henriot?

	— Aussi sûr que de la seconde.

	— Et l'on a tenté de t'empoisonner?

	— On l'a tenté.

	— Avec quoi?

	— Avec de l'opiat.

	— Et comment empoisonne-t-on avec de l'opiat?

	— Dame! Sire, demandez à René; on empoisonne bien avec des gants…

	Charles fronça le sourcil; puis peu à peu sa figure se dérida.

	— Oui, oui, dit-il, comme s'il se parlait à lui-même; c'est dans la nature des êtres créés de fuir la mort. Pourquoi donc l'intelligence ne ferait-elle pas ce que fait l'instinct?

	— Eh bien, Sire, demanda Henri, Votre Majesté est-elle contente de ma franchise, et croit-elle que je lui aie tout dit?

	— Oui, Henriot, oui, et tu es un brave garçon. Et tu crois alors que ceux qui t'en voulaient ne se sont point lassés, que de nouvelles tentatives auraient été faites.

	— Sire, tous les soirs, je m'étonne de me trouver encore vivant.

	— C'est parce qu'on sait que je t'aime, vois-tu, Henriot, qu'ils veulent te tuer. Mais, sois tranquille; ils seront punis de leur mauvais vouloir. En attendant, tu es libre.

	— Libre de quitter Paris, Sire? demanda Henri.

	— Non pas; tu sais bien qu'il m'est impossible de me passer de toi. Eh! mille noms d'un diable, il faut bien que j'aie quelqu'un qui m'aime.

	— Alors, Sire, si Votre Majesté me garde près d'elle, qu'elle veuille bien m'accorder une grâce…

	— Laquelle?

	— C'est de ne point me garder à titre d'ami, mais à titre de prisonnier.

	— Comment, de prisonnier?

	— Eh! oui. Votre Majesté ne voit-elle pas que c'est son amitié qui me perd?

	— Et tu aimes mieux ma haine?

	— Une haine apparente, Sire. Cette haine me sauvera: tant qu'on me croira en disgrâce, on aura moins hâte de me voir mort.

	— Henriot, dit Charles, je ne sais pas ce que tu désires, je ne sais pas quel est ton but; mais si tes désirs ne s'accomplissent point, si tu manques le but que tu te proposes, je serai bien étonné.

	— Je puis donc compter sur la sévérité du roi?

	— Oui.

	— Alors, je suis plus tranquille… Maintenant qu'ordonne Votre

	Majesté?

	— Rentre chez toi, Henriot. Moi, je suis souffrant, je vais voir mes chiens et me mettre au lit.

	— Sire, dit Henri, Votre Majesté aurait dû faire venir un médecin; son indisposition d'aujourd'hui est peut-être plus grave qu'elle ne pense.

	— J'ai fait prévenir maître Ambroise Paré, Henriot.

	— Alors, je m'éloigne plus tranquille.

	— Sur mon âme, dit le roi, je crois que de toute ma famille tu es le seul qui m'aime véritablement.

	— Est-ce bien votre opinion, Sire?

	— Foi de gentilhomme!

	— Eh bien, recommandez-moi à M. de Nancey comme un homme à qui votre colère ne donne pas un mois à vivre: c'est le moyen que je vous aime longtemps.

	— Monsieur de Nancey! cria Charles. Le capitaine des gardes entra.

	— Je remets le plus grand coupable du royaume entre vos mains, continua le roi, vous m'en répondez sur votre tête.

	Et Henri, la mine consternée, sortit derrière M. de Nancey.

	XXII

	Actéon

	Charles, resté seul, s'étonna de n'avoir pas vu paraître l'un ou l'autre de ses deux fidèles; ses deux fidèles étaient sa nourrice Madeleine et son lévrier Actéon.

	— La nourrice sera allée chanter ses psaumes chez quelque huguenot de sa connaissance, se dit-il, et Actéon me boude encore du coup de fouet que je lui ai donné ce matin.

	En effet, Charles prit une bougie et passa chez la bonne femme. La

	bonne femme n'était pas chez elle. Une porte de l'appartement de

	Madeleine donnait, on se le rappelle, dans le cabinet des Armes.

	Il s'approcha de cette porte.

	Mais, dans le trajet, une de ces crises qu'il avait déjà éprouvées, et qui semblaient s'abattre sur lui tout à coup, le reprit. Le roi souffrait comme si l'on eût fouillé ses entrailles avec un fer rouge. Une soif inextinguible le dévorait; il vit une tasse de lait sur une table, l'avala d'un trait, et se sentit un peu calmé.

	Alors il reprit la bougie qu'il avait posée sur un meuble, et entra dans le cabinet.

	À son grand étonnement, Actéon ne vint pas au-devant de lui. L'avait-on enfermé? En ce cas, il sentirait que son maître est revenu de la chasse, et hurlerait.

	Charles appela, siffla; rien ne parut.

	Il fit quatre pas en avant; et, comme la lumière de la bougie parvenait jusqu'à l'angle du cabinet, il aperçut dans cet angle une masse inerte étendue sur le carreau.

	— Holà! Actéon; holà! dit Charles. Et il siffla de nouveau. Le chien ne bougea point. Charles courut à lui et le toucha; le pauvre animal était raide et froid. De sa gueule, contractée par la douleur, quelques gouttes de fiel étaient tombées, mêlées à une bave écumeuse et sanglante. Le chien avait trouvé dans le cabinet une barrette de son maître, et il avait voulu mourir en appuyant sa tête sur cet objet qui lui représentait un ami.

	À ce spectacle qui lui fit oublier ses propres douleurs et lui rendit toute son énergie, la colère bouillonna dans les veines de Charles, il voulut crier; mais enchaînés qu'ils sont dans leurs grandeurs, les rois ne sont pas libres de ce premier mouvement que tout homme fait tourner au profit de sa passion ou de sa défense. Charles réfléchit qu'il y avait là quelque trahison, et se tut.

	Alors il s'agenouilla devant son chien et examina le cadavre d'un oeil expert. L'oeil était vitreux, la langue rouge et criblée de pustules. C'était une étrange maladie, et qui fit frissonner Charles.

	Le roi remit ses gants, qu'il avait ôtés et passés à sa ceinture, souleva la lèvre livide du chien pour examiner les dents, et aperçut dans les interstices quelques fragments blanchâtres accrochés aux pointes des crocs aigus.

	Il détacha ces fragments, et reconnut que c'était du papier.

	Près de ce papier l'enflure était plus violente, les gencives étaient tuméfiées, et la peau était rongée comme par du vitriol.

	Charles regarda attentivement autour de lui. Sur le tapis gisaient deux ou trois parcelles de papier semblable à celui qu'il avait déjà reconnu dans la bouche du chien. L'une de ces parcelles, plus large que les autres, offrait des traces d'un dessin sur bois.

	Les cheveux de Charles se hérissèrent sur sa tête, il reconnut un fragment de cette image représentant un seigneur chassant au vol, et qu'Actéon avait arrachée de son livre de chasse.

	— Ah! dit-il en pâlissant, le livre était empoisonné. Puis tout à coup rappelant ses souvenirs:

	— Mille démons! s'écria-t-il, j'ai touché chaque page de mon doigt, et à chaque page j'ai porté mon doigt à ma bouche pour le mouiller. Ces évanouissements, ces douleurs, ces vomissements! … Je suis mort!

	Charles demeura un instant immobile sous le poids de cette effroyable idée. Puis, se relevant avec un rugissement sourd, il s'élança vers la porte de son cabinet.

	— Maître René! cria-t-il, maître René le Florentin! qu'on coure au pont Saint-Michel, et qu'on me l'amène; dans dix minutes il faut qu'il soit ici. Que l'un de vous monte à cheval et prenne un cheval de main pour être plus tôt de retour. Quant à maître Ambroise Paré, s'il vient, vous le ferez attendre.

	Un garde partit tout courant pour obéir à l'ordre donné.

	— Oh! murmura Charles, quand je devrais faire donner la torture à tout le monde, je saurai qui a donné ce livre à Henriot.

	Et, la sueur au front, les mains crispées, la poitrine haletante,

	Charles demeura les yeux fixés sur le cadavre de son chien.

	Dix minutes après, le Florentin heurta timidement, et non sans inquiétude, à la porte du roi. Il est de certaines consciences pour lesquelles le ciel n'est jamais pur.

	— Entrez! dit Charles.

	Le parfumeur parut. Charles marcha à lui l'air impérieux et la lèvre crispée.

	— Votre Majesté m'a fait demander, dit René tout tremblant.

	— Vous êtes habile chimiste, n'est-ce pas?

	— Sire…

	— Et vous savez tout ce que savent les plus habiles médecins?

	— Votre Majesté exagère.

	— Non, ma mère me l'a dit. D'ailleurs, j'ai confiance en vous, et j'ai mieux aimé vous consulter, vous, que tout autre. Tenez, continua-t-il en démasquant le cadavre du chien, regardez, je vous prie, ce que cet animal a entre les dents, et dites-moi de quoi il est mort.

	Pendant que René, la bougie à la main, se baissait jusqu'à terre, autant pour dissimuler son émotion que pour obéir au roi, Charles, debout, les yeux fixés sur cet homme, attendait avec une impatience facile à comprendre la parole qui devait être sa sentence de mort ou son gage de salut.

	René tira une espèce de scalpel de sa poche, l'ouvrit, et, du bout de la pointe, détacha de la gueule du lévrier les parcelles de papier adhérentes à ses gencives, et regarda longtemps et avec attention le fiel et le sang que distillait chaque plaie.

	— Sire, dit-il en tremblant, voilà de bien tristes symptômes.

	Charles sentit un frisson glacé courir dans ses veines et pénétrer jusqu'à son coeur.

	— Oui, dit-il, ce chien a été empoisonné, n'est-ce pas?

	— J'en ai peur, Sire.

	— Et avec quel genre de poison?

	— Avec un poison minéral, à ce que je suppose.

	— Pourriez-vous acquérir la certitude qu'il a été empoisonné?

	— Oui, sans doute, en l'ouvrant et en examinant l'estomac.

	— Ouvrez-le; je veux ne conserver aucun doute.

	— Il faudrait appeler quelqu'un pour m'aider.

	— Je vous aiderai, moi, dit Charles.

	— Vous, Sire!

	— Oui, moi. Et, s'il est empoisonné, quels symptômes trouverons- nous?

	— Des rougeurs et des herborisations dans l'estomac.

	— Allons, dit Charles, à l'oeuvre. René, d'un coup de scalpel, ouvrit la poitrine du lévrier et l'écarta avec force de ses deux mains, tandis que Charles, un genou en terre, éclairait d'une main crispée et tremblante.

	— Voyez, Sire, dit René, voyez, voici des traces évidentes. Ces rougeurs sont celles que je vous ai prédites; quant à ces veines sanguinolentes, qui semblent les racines d'une plante, c'est ce que je désignais sous le nom d'herborisations. Je trouve ici tout ce que je cherchais.

	— Ainsi le chien est empoisonné?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Avec un poison minéral?

	— Selon toute probabilité.

	— Et qu'éprouverait un homme qui, par mégarde, aurait avalé de ce même poison?

	— Une grande douleur de tête, des brûlures intérieures, comme s'il eût avalé des charbons ardents; des douleurs d'entrailles, des vomissements.

	— Et aurait-il soif? demanda Charles.

	— Une soif inextinguible.

	— C'est bien cela, c'est bien cela, murmura le roi.

	— Sire, je cherche en vain le but de toutes ces demandes.

	— À quoi bon le chercher? Vous n'avez pas besoin de le savoir.

	Répondez à nos questions, voilà tout.

	— Que Votre Majesté m'interroge.

	— Quel est le contre-poison à administrer à un homme qui aurait avalé la même substance que mon chien? René réfléchit un instant.

	— Il y a plusieurs poisons minéraux, dit-il; je voudrais bien, avant de répondre, savoir duquel il s'agit. Votre Majesté a-t-elle quelque idée de la façon dont son chien a été empoisonné?

	— Oui, dit Charles; il a mangé une feuille d'un livre.

	— Une feuille d'un livre?

	— Oui.

	— Et Votre Majesté a-t-elle ce livre?

	— Le voilà, dit Charles en prenant le manuscrit de chasse sur le rayon où il l'avait placé et en le montrant à René.

	René fit un mouvement de surprise qui n'échappa point au roi.

	— Il a mangé une feuille de ce livre? balbutia René.

	— Celle-ci. Et Charles montra la feuille déchirée.

	— Permettez-vous que j'en déchire une autre, Sire?

	— Faites.

	René déchira une feuille, l'approcha de la bougie. Le papier prit feu, et une forte odeur alliacée se répandit dans le cabinet.

	— Il a été empoisonné avec une mixture d'arsenic, dit-il.

	— Vous en êtes sûr?

	— Comme si je l'avais préparée moi-même.

	— Et le contre-poison?… René secoua la tête.

	— Comment, dit Charles d'une voix rauque, vous ne connaissez pas de remède?

	— Le meilleur et le plus efficace est des blancs d'oeufs battus dans du lait; mais…

	— Mais… quoi?

	— Mais il faudrait qu'il fût administré aussitôt, sans cela…

	— Sans cela?

	— Sire, c'est un poison terrible, reprit encore une fois René.

	— Il ne tue pas tout de suite cependant, dit Charles.

	— Non, mais il tue sûrement, peu importe le temps qu'on mette à mourir, et quelquefois même c'est un calcul. Charles s'appuya sur la table de marbre.

	— Maintenant, dit-il, en posant la main sur l'épaule de René, vous connaissez ce livre?

	— Moi, Sire! dit René en pâlissant.

	— Oui, vous; en l'apercevant vous vous êtes trahi.

	— Sire, je vous jure…

	— René, dit Charles, écoutez bien ceci: Vous avez empoisonné la reine de Navarre avec des gants; vous avez empoisonné le prince de Porcian avec la fumée d'une lampe; vous avez essayé d'empoisonner M. de Condé avec une pomme de senteur. René, je vous ferai enlever la chair lambeau par lambeau avec une tenaille rougie, si vous ne me dites pas à qui appartient ce livre.

	Le Florentin vit qu'il n'y avait pas à plaisanter avec la colère de Charles IX, et résolut de payer d'audace.

	— Et si je dis la vérité, Sire, qui me garantira que je ne serai pas puni plus cruellement encore que si je me tais?

	— Moi.

	— Me donnerez-vous votre parole royale?

	— Foi de gentilhomme, vous aurez la vie sauve, dit le roi.

	— En ce cas, ce livre m'appartient, dit-il.

	— À vous! fit Charles en se reculant et en regardant l'empoisonneur d'un oeil égaré.

	— Oui, à moi.

	— Et comment est-il sorti de vos mains?

	— C'est Sa Majesté la reine mère qui l'a pris chez moi.

	— La reine mère! s'écria Charles.

	— Oui.

	— Mais dans quel but?

	— Dans le but, je crois, de le faire porter au roi de Navarre, qui avait demandé au duc d'Alençon un livre de ce genre pour étudier la chasse au vol.

	— Oh! s'écria Charles, c'est cela: je tiens tout. Ce livre, en effet, était chez Henriot. Il y a une destinée, et je la subis.

	En ce moment Charles fut pris d'une toux sèche et violente, à laquelle succéda une nouvelle douleur d'entrailles. Il poussa deux ou trois cris étouffés, et se renversa sur sa chaise.

	— Qu'avez-vous, Sire? demanda René d'une voix épouvantée.

	— Rien, dit Charles; seulement j'ai soif, donnez-moi à boire.

	René emplit un verre d'eau et le présenta d'une main tremblante à

	Charles, qui l'avala d'un seul trait.

	— Maintenant, dit Charles, prenant une plume et la trempant dans l'encre, écrivez sur ce livre.

	— Que faut-il que j'écrive?

	— Ce que je vais vous dicter:

	«Ce manuel de chasse au vol a été donné par moi à la reine mère

	Catherine de Médicis.»

	René prit la plume et écrivit.

	— Et maintenant signez. Le Florentin signa.

	— Vous m'avez promis la vie sauve, dit le parfumeur.

	— Et, de mon côté, je vous tiendrai parole.

	— Mais, dit René, du côté de la reine mère?

	— Oh! de ce côté, dit Charles, cela ne me regarde plus: si l'on vous attaque, défendez-vous.

	— Sire, puis-je quitter la France quand je croirai ma vie menacée?

	— Je vous répondrai à cela dans quinze jours.

	— Mais en attendant…

	Charles posa, en fronçant le sourcil, son doigt sur ses lèvres livides.

	— Oh! soyez tranquille, Sire. Et, trop heureux d'en être quitte à si bon marché, le Florentin s'inclina et sortit. Derrière lui, la nourrice apparut à la porte de sa chambre.

	— Qu'y a-t-il donc, mon Charlot? dit-elle.

	— Nourrice, il y a que j'ai marché dans la rosée, et que cela m'a fait mal.

	— En effet, tu es bien pâle, mon Charlot.

	— C'est que je suis bien faible. Donne-moi le bras, nourrice, pour aller jusqu'à mon lit.

	La nourrice s'avança vivement. Charles s'appuya sur elle et gagna sa chambre.

	— Maintenant, dit Charles, je me mettrai au lit tout seul.

	— Et si maître Ambroise Paré vient?

	— Tu lui diras que je vais mieux et que je n'ai plus besoin de lui.

	— Mais, en attendant, que prendras-tu?

	— Oh! une médecine bien simple, dit Charles, des blancs d'oeufs battus dans du lait. À propos, nourrice, continua-t-il, ce pauvre Actéon est mort. Il faudra, demain matin, le faire enterrer dans un coin du jardin du Louvre. C'était un de mes meilleurs amis… Je lui ferai faire un tombeau… Si j'en ai le temps.

	XXIII

	Le bois de Vincennes

	Ainsi que l'ordre en avait été donné par Charles IX, Henri fut conduit le même soir au bois de Vincennes. C'est ainsi qu'on appelait à cette époque le fameux château dont il ne reste plus aujourd'hui qu'un débris, fragment colossal qui suffit à donner une idée de sa grandeur passée.

	Le voyage se fit en litière. Quatre gardes marchaient de chaque côté. M. de Nancey, porteur de l'ordre qui devait ouvrir à Henri les portes de la prison protectrice, marchait le premier.

	À la poterne du donjon, on s'arrêta. M. de Nancey descendit de cheval, ouvrit la portière fermée à cadenas, et invita respectueusement le roi à descendre.

	Henri obéit sans faire la moindre observation. Toute demeure lui semblait plus sûre que le Louvre, et dix portes se fermant sur lui se fermaient en même temps entre lui et Catherine de Médicis.

	Le prisonnier royal traversa le pont-levis entre deux soldats, franchit les trois portes du bas du donjon et les trois portes du bas de l'escalier; puis, toujours précédé de M. de Nancey, il monta un étage. Arrivé là, le capitaine des gardes, voyant qu'il s'apprêtait encore à monter, lui dit:

	— Monseigneur, arrêtez-vous là.

	— Ah! ah! ah! dit Henri en s'arrêtant, il paraît qu'on me fait les honneurs du premier étage.

	— Sire, répondit M. de Nancey, on vous traite en tête couronnée.

	— Diable! diable! se dit Henri, deux ou trois étages de plus ne m'auraient aucunement humilié. Je serai trop bien ici: on se doutera de quelque chose.

	— Votre Majesté veut-elle me suivre? dit M. de Nancey.

	— Ventre-saint-gris! dit le roi de Navarre, vous savez bien, monsieur, qu'il ne s'agit point ici de ce que je veux ou de ce que je ne veux pas, mais de ce qu'ordonne mon frère Charles. Ordonne- t-il de vous suivre?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— En ce cas, je vous suis, monsieur. On s'engagea dans une espèce de corridor à l'extrémité duquel on se trouva dans une salle assez vaste, aux murs sombres et d'un aspect parfaitement lugubre.

	Henri regarda autour de lui avec un regard qui n'était pas exempt d'inquiétude.

	— Où sommes-nous? dit-il.

	— Nous traversons la salle de la question, Monseigneur.

	— Ah! ah! fit le roi. Et il regarda plus attentivement. Il y avait un peu de tout dans cette chambre: des brocs et des chevalets pour la question de l'eau, des coins et des maillets pour la question des brodequins; en outre, des sièges de pierre destinés aux malheureux qui attendaient la torture faisaient à peu près le tour de la salle, et au-dessus de ces sièges, à ces sièges eux-mêmes, au pied de ces sièges, étaient des anneaux de fer scellés dans le mur sans autre symétrie que celle de l'art tortionnaire. Mais leur proximité des sièges indiquait assez qu'ils étaient là pour attendre les membres de ceux qui seraient assis.

	Henri continua son chemin sans dire une parole, mais ne perdant pas un détail de tout cet appareil hideux qui écrivait, pour ainsi dire, l'histoire de la douleur sur les murailles.

	Cette attention à regarder autour de lui fit que Henri ne regarda point à ses pieds et trébucha.

	— Eh! dit-il, qu'est-ce donc que cela?

	Et il montrait une espèce de sillon creusé sur la dalle humide qui faisait le plancher.

	— C'est la gouttière, Sire.

	— Il pleut donc, ici?

	— Oui, Sire, du sang.

	— Ah! ah! dit Henri, fort bien. Est-ce que nous n'arriverons pas bientôt à ma chambre?

	— Si fait, Monseigneur, nous y sommes, dit une ombre qui se dessinait dans l'obscurité et qui devenait, à mesure qu'on s'approchait d'elle, plus visible et plus palpable.

	Henri, qui croyait avoir reconnu la voix, fit quelques pas et reconnut la figure.

	— Tiens! c'est vous, Beaulieu, dit-il, et que diable faites-vous ici?

	— Sire, je viens de recevoir ma nomination au gouvernement de la forteresse de Vincennes.

	— Eh bien, mon cher ami, votre début vous fait honneur; un roi pour prisonnier, ce n'est point mal.

	— Pardon, Sire, reprit Beaulieu, mais avant vous j'ai déjà reçu deux gentilshommes.

	— Lesquels? Ah! pardon, je commets, peut-être une indiscrétion.

	Dans ce cas, prenons que je n'ai rien dit.

	— Monseigneur, on ne m'a pas recommandé le secret. Ce sont

	MM. de La Mole et de Coconnas.

	— Ah! c'est vrai, je les ai vu arrêter, ces pauvres gentilshommes; et comment supportent-ils ce malheur?

	— D'une façon tout opposée, l'un est gai, l'autre est triste; l'un chante, l'autre gémit.

	— Et lequel gémit?

	— M. de La Mole, Sire.

	— Ma foi, dit Henri, je comprends plutôt celui qui gémit que celui qui chante. D'après ce que j'en vois, la prison n'est pas une chose bien gaie. Et à quel étage sont-ils logés?

	— Tout en haut, au quatrième. Henri poussa un soupir. C'est là qu'il eût voulu être.

	— Allons, monsieur de Beaulieu, dit Henri, ayez la bonté de m'indiquer ma chambre, j'ai hâte de m'y voir, étant très fatigué de la journée que je viens de passer.

	— Voici Monseigneur, dit Beaulieu, montrant à Henri une porte tout ouverte.

	— Numéro 2, dit Henri; et pourquoi pas le numéro 1?

	— Parce qu'il est retenu, Monseigneur.

	— Ah! ah! il paraît alors que vous attendez un prisonnier de meilleure noblesse que moi?

	— Je n'ai pas dit, Monseigneur, que ce fût un prisonnier.

	— Et qui est-ce donc?

	— Que Monseigneur n'insiste point, car je serais forcé de manquer, en gardant le silence, à l'obéissance que je lui dois.

	— Ah! c'est autre chose, dit Henri. Et il devint plus pensif encore qu'il n'était; ce numéro 1 l'intriguait visiblement. Au reste, le gouverneur ne démentit pas sa politesse première. Avec mille précautions oratoires il installa Henri dans sa chambre, lui fit toutes ses excuses des commodités qui pouvaient lui manquer, plaça deux soldats à sa porte et sortit.

	— Maintenant, dit le gouverneur s'adressant au guichetier, passons aux autres.

	Le guichetier marcha devant. On reprit le même chemin qu'on venait de faire, on traversa la salle de la question, on franchit le corridor, on arriva à l'escalier; et toujours suivant son guide, M. de Beaulieu monta trois étages.

	En arrivant au haut de ces trois étages, qui, y compris le premier, en faisaient quatre, le guichetier ouvrit successivement trois portes ornées chacune de deux serrures et de trois énormes verrous.

	Il touchait à peine à la troisième porte que l'on entendit une voix joyeuse qui s'écriait:

	— Eh! mordi! ouvrez donc quand ce ne serait que pour donner de l'air. Votre poêle est tellement chaud qu'on étouffe ici.

	Et Coconnas, qu'à son juron favori le lecteur a déjà reconnu sans doute, ne fit qu'un bond de l'endroit où il était jusqu'à la porte.

	— Un instant, mon gentilhomme, dit le guichetier, je ne viens pas pour vous faire sortir, je viens pour entrer et monsieur le gouverneur me suit.

	— Monsieur le gouverneur! dit Coconnas, et que vient-il faire?

	— Vous visiter.

	— C'est beaucoup d'honneur qu'il me fait, répondit Coconnas; que monsieur le gouverneur soit le bienvenu.

	M. de Beaulieu entra effectivement et comprima aussitôt le sourire cordial de Coconnas par une de ces politesses glaciales qui sont propres aux gouverneurs de forteresses, aux geôliers et aux bourreaux.

	— Avez-vous de l'argent, monsieur? demanda-t-il au prisonnier.

	— Moi, dit Coconnas, pas un écu!

	— Des bijoux?

	— J'ai une bague.

	— Voulez-vous permettre que je vous fouille?

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas rougissant de colère, bien vous prend d'être en prison et moi aussi.

	— Il faut tout souffrir pour le service du roi.

	— Mais, dit le Piémontais, les honnêtes gens qui dévalisent sur le Pont-Neuf sont donc, comme vous, au service du roi? Mordi! j'étais bien injuste, monsieur, car jusqu'à présent je les avais pris pour des voleurs.

	— Monsieur, je vous salue, dit Beaulieu. Geôlier, enfermez monsieur.

	Le gouverneur s'en alla emportant la bague de Coconnas, laquelle était une fort belle émeraude que madame de Nevers lui avait donnée pour lui rappeler la couleur de ses yeux.

	— À l'autre, dit-il en sortant. On traversa une chambre vide, et le jeu des trois portes, des six serrures et des neuf verrous recommença. La dernière porte s'ouvrit, et un soupir fut le premier bruit qui frappa les visiteurs. La chambre était plus lugubre encore d'aspect que celle d'où M. de Beaulieu venait de sortir. Quatre meurtrières longues et étroites qui allaient en diminuant de l'intérieur à l'extérieur éclairaient faiblement ce triste séjour. De plus des barreaux de fer croisés avec assez d'art pour que la vue fût sans cesse arrêtée par une ligne opaque, empêchaient que par les meurtrières le prisonnier pût même voir le ciel. Des filets ogiviques partaient de chaque angle de la salle et allaient se réunir au milieu du plafond, où ils s'épanouissaient en rosace. La Mole était assis dans un coin, et malgré la visite et les visiteurs, il resta comme s'il n'eût rien entendu.

	Le gouverneur s'arrêta sur le seuil et regarda un instant le prisonnier, qui demeurait immobile, la tête dans ses mains.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur de la Mole, dit Beaulieu. Le jeune homme leva lentement la tête.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Monsieur, continua le gouverneur, je viens vous fouiller.

	— C'est inutile, dit La Mole, je vais vous remettre tout ce que j'ai.

	— Qu'avez-vous?

	— Trois cents écus environ, ces bijoux, ces bagues.

	— Donnez, monsieur, dit le gouverneur.

	— Voici.

	La Mole retourna ses poches, dégarnit ses doigts, et arracha l'agrafe de son chapeau.

	— N'avez-vous rien de plus?

	— Non pas que je sache.

	— Et ce cordon de soie serré à votre cou, que porte-t-il? demanda le gouverneur.

	— Monsieur, ce n'est pas un joyau, c'est une relique.

	— Donnez.

	— Comment! vous exigez?…

	— J'ai ordre de ne vous laisser que vos vêtements, et une relique n'est point un vêtement.

	La Mole fit un mouvement de colère, qui, au milieu du calme douloureux et digne qui le distinguait, parut plus effrayant encore à ces gens habitués aux rudes émotions.

	Mais il se remit presque aussitôt.

	— C'est bien, monsieur, dit-il, et vous allez voir ce que vous demandez.

	Alors se détournant comme pour s'approcher de la lumière, il détacha la prétendue relique, laquelle n'était autre qu'un médaillon contenant un portrait qu'il tira du médaillon et qu'il porta à ses lèvres. Mais après l'avoir baisé à plusieurs reprises, il feignit de le laisser tomber; et appuyant violemment dessus le talon de sa botte, il l'écrasa en mille morceaux.

	— Monsieur! … dit le gouverneur. Et il se baissa pour voir s'il ne pourrait pas sauver de la destruction l'objet inconnu que La Mole voulait lui dérober; mais la miniature était littéralement en poussière.

	— Le roi voulait avoir ce joyau, dit La Mole, mais il n'avait aucun droit sur le portrait qu'il renfermait. Maintenant voici le médaillon, vous le pouvez prendre.

	— Monsieur, dit Beaulieu, je me plaindrai au roi. Et sans prendre congé du prisonnier par une seule parole, il se retira si courroucé, qu'il laissa au guichetier le soin de fermer les portes sans présider à leur fermeture. Le geôlier fit quelques pas pour sortir, et voyant que M. de Beaulieu descendait déjà les premières marches de l'escalier:

	— Ma foi! monsieur, dit-il en se retournant, bien m'en a pris de vous inviter à me donner tout de suite les cent écus moyennant lesquels je consens à vous laisser parler à votre compagnon; car si vous ne les aviez pas donnés, le gouvernement vous les eût pris avec les trois cents autres, et ma conscience ne me permettrait plus de rien faire pour vous; mais j'ai été payé d'avance, je vous ai promis que vous verriez votre camarade… venez… un honnête homme n'a que sa parole… Seulement si cela est possible, autant pour vous que pour moi, ne causez pas politique.

	La Mole sortit de sa chambre et se trouva en face de Coconnas qui arpentait les dalles de la chambre du milieu. Les deux amis se jetèrent dans les bras l'un de l'autre.

	Le guichetier fit semblant de s'essuyer le coin de l'oeil et sortit pour veiller à ce qu'on ne surprit pas les prisonniers, ou plutôt à ce qu'on ne le surprît pas lui-même.

	— Ah! te voilà, dit Coconnas; eh bien, cet affreux gouverneur t'a fait sa visite?

	— Comme à toi, je présume.

	— Et il t'a tout pris?

	— Comme à toi aussi.

	— Oh! moi, je n'avais pas grand-chose, une bague de Henriette, voilà tout.

	— Et de l'argent comptant?

	— J'avais donné tout ce que je possédais à ce brave homme de guichetier pour qu'il nous procurât cette entrevue.

	— Ah! ah! dit La Mole, il paraît qu'il reçoit des deux mains.

	— Tu l'as donc payé aussi, toi?

	— Je lui ai donné cent écus.

	— Tant mieux que notre guichetier soit un misérable!

	— Sans doute, on en fera tout ce qu'on voudra avec de l'argent, et, il faut l'espérer, l'argent ne nous manquera point.

	— Maintenant, comprends-tu ce qui nous arrive?

	— Parfaitement… Nous avons été trahis.

	— Par cet exécrable duc d'Alençon. J'avais bien raison de vouloir lui tordre le cou, moi.

	— Et crois-tu que notre affaire est grave?

	— J'en ai peur.

	— Ainsi, il y a à craindre… la question.

	— Je ne te cache pas que j'y ai déjà songé.

	— Que diras-tu si on en vient là?

	— Et toi?

	— Moi, je garderai le silence, répondit La Mole avec une rougeur fébrile.

	— Tu te tairas? s'écria Coconnas.

	— Oui, si j'en ai la force.

	— Eh bien, moi, dit Coconnas, si on me fait cette infamie, je te garantis que je dirai bien des choses.

	— Mais quelles choses? demanda vivement La Mole.

	— Oh! sois tranquille, de ces choses qui empêcheront pendant quelque temps M. d'Alençon de dormir.

	La Mole allait répliquer, lorsque le geôlier, qui sans doute avait entendu quelque bruit, accourut, poussa chacun des deux amis dans sa chambre et referma la porte sur lui.

	XXIV

	La figure de cire

	Depuis huit jours, Charles était cloué dans son lit par une fièvre de langueur entrecoupée par des accès violents qui ressemblaient à des attaques d'épilepsie. Pendant ces accès, il poussait parfois des hurlements qu'écoutaient avec effroi les gardes qui veillaient dans son antichambre, et que répétaient dans leurs profondeurs les échos du vieux Louvre, éveillés depuis quelque temps par tant de bruits sinistres. Puis, ces accès passés, écrasé de fatigue, l'oeil éteint, il se laissait aller aux bras de sa nourrice avec des silences qui tenaient à la fois du mépris et de la terreur.

	Dire ce que, chacun de son côté, sans se communiquer leurs sensations, car la mère et son fils se fuyaient plutôt qu'ils ne se cherchaient; dire ce que Catherine de Médicis et le duc d'Alençon remuaient de pensées sinistres au fond de leur coeur, ce serait vouloir peindre ce fourmillement hideux qu'on voit grouiller au fond d'un nid de vipères.

	Henri avait été enfermé dans sa chambre; et, sur sa propre recommandation à Charles, personne n'avait obtenu la permission de le voir, pas même Marguerite. C'était aux yeux de tous une disgrâce complète. Catherine et d'Alençon respiraient, le croyant perdu, et Henri buvait et mangeait plus tranquillement, s'espérant oublié.

	À la cour nul ne soupçonnait la cause de la maladie du roi. Maître Ambroise Paré et Mazille, son collègue, avaient reconnu une inflammation d'estomac, se trompant de la cause au résultat, voilà tout. Ils avaient, en conséquence, prescrit un régime adoucissant qui ne pouvait qu'aider au breuvage particulier indiqué par René, que Charles recevait trois fois par jour de la main de sa nourrice, et qui faisait sa principale nourriture.

	La Mole et Coconnas étaient à Vincennes, au secret le plus rigoureux. Marguerite et madame de Nevers avaient fait dix tentatives pour arriver jusqu'à eux, ou tout au moins pour leur faire passer un billet, et n'y étaient point parvenues.

	Un matin, au milieu des éternelles alternatives de bien et de mal qu'il éprouvait, Charles se sentit un peu mieux, et voulut qu'on laissât entrer toute la cour qui, comme d'habitude, quoique le lever n'eût plus lieu, se présentait tous les matins. Les portes furent donc ouvertes, et l'on put reconnaître, à la pâleur de ses joues, au jaunissement de son front d'ivoire, à la flamme fébrile qui jaillissait de ses yeux caves et entourés d'un cercle de bistre, quels effroyables ravages avait faits sur le jeune monarque la maladie inconnue dont il était atteint.

	La chambre royale fut bientôt pleine de courtisans curieux et intéressés.

	Catherine, d'Alençon et Marguerite furent avertis que le roi recevait. Tous trois entrèrent à peu d'intervalle l'un de l'autre, Catherine calme, d'Alençon souriant, Marguerite abattue.

	Catherine s'assit au chevet du lit de son fils, sans remarquer le regard avec lequel celui-ci l'avait vue s'approcher.

	M. d'Alençon se plaça au pied, et se tint debout. Marguerite s'appuya à un meuble, et, voyant le front pâle, le visage amaigri et l'oeil enfoncé de son frère, elle ne put retenir un soupir et une larme. Charles, auquel rien n'échappait, vit cette larme, entendit ce soupir, et de la tête fit un signe imperceptible à Marguerite. Ce signe, si imperceptible qu'il fût, éclaira le visage de la pauvre reine de Navarre, à qui Henri n'avait eu le temps de rien dire, ou peut-être même n'avait voulu rien dire. Elle craignait pour son mari, elle tremblait pour son amant.

	Pour elle-même elle ne redoutait rien, elle connaissait trop bien

	La Mole, et savait qu'elle pouvait compter sur lui.

	— Eh bien, mon cher fils, dit Catherine, comment vous trouvez- vous?

	— Mieux, ma mère, mieux.

	— Et que disent vos médecins?

	— Mes médecins? ah! ce sont de grands docteurs, ma mère, dit Charles en éclatant de rire, et j'ai un suprême plaisir, je l'avoue, à les entendre discuter sur ma maladie. Nourrice, donne- moi à boire.

	La nourrice apporta à Charles une tasse de sa potion ordinaire.

	— Et que vous font-ils prendre, mon fils?

	— Oh! madame, qui connaît quelque chose à leurs préparations? répondit le roi en avalant vivement le breuvage.

	— Ce qu'il faudrait à mon frère, dit François, ce serait de pouvoir se lever et prendre le beau soleil; la chasse, qu'il aime tant, lui ferait grand bien.

	— Oui, dit Charles, avec un sourire dont il fut impossible au duc de deviner l'expression, cependant la dernière m'a fait grand mal.

	Charles avait dit ces mots d'une façon si étrange que la conversation, à laquelle les assistants ne s'étaient pas un instant mêlés, en resta là. Puis il fit un signe de tête. Les courtisans comprirent que la réception était achevée, et se retirèrent les uns après les autres.

	D'Alençon fit un mouvement pour s'approcher de son frère, mais un sentiment intérieur l'arrêta. Il salua, et sortit. Marguerite se jeta sur la main décharnée que son frère lui tendait, la serra et la baisa, et sortit à son tour.

	— Bonne Margot, murmura Charles. Catherine seule resta, conservant sa place au chevet du lit. Charles, en se trouvant en tête-à-tête avec elle, se recula vers la ruelle avec le même sentiment de terreur qui fait qu'on recule devant un serpent. C'est que Charles, instruit par les aveux de René, puis peut-être mieux encore par le silence et la méditation, n'avait plus même le bonheur de douter.

	Il savait parfaitement à qui et à quoi attribuer sa mort.

	Aussi, lorsque Catherine se rapprocha du lit et allongea vers son fils une main froide comme son regard, celui-ci frissonna et eut peur.

	— Vous demeurez, madame? lui dit-il.

	— Oui, mon fils, répondit Catherine, j'ai à vous entretenir de choses importantes.

	— Parlez, madame, dit Charles en se reculant encore.

	— Sire, dit la reine, je vous ai entendu affirmer tout à l'heure que vos médecins étaient de grands docteurs…

	— Et je l'affirme encore, madame.

	— Cependant qu'ont-ils fait depuis que vous êtes malade?

	— Rien, c'est vrai… mais si vous aviez entendu ce qu'ils ont dit… en vérité, madame, on voudrait être malade rien que pour entendre de si savantes dissertations.

	— Eh bien, moi, mon fils, voulez-vous que je vous dise une chose?

	— Comment donc? dites, ma mère.

	— Eh bien, je soupçonne que tous ces grands docteurs ne connaissent rien à votre maladie!

	— Vraiment, madame!

	— Qu'ils voient peut-être un résultat, mais que la cause leur échappe.

	— C'est possible, dit Charles ne comprenant pas où sa mère en voulait venir.

	— De sorte qu'ils traitent le symptôme au lieu de traiter le mal.

	— Sur mon âme! reprit Charles étonné, je crois que vous avez raison, ma mère.

	— Eh bien, moi, mon fils, dit Catherine, comme il ne convient ni à mon coeur ni au bien de l'État que vous soyez malade si longtemps, attendu que le moral pourrait finir par s'affecter chez vous, j'ai rassemblé les plus savants docteurs.

	— En art médical, madame?

	— Non, dans un art plus profond, dans l'art qui permet non seulement de lire dans les corps, mais encore dans les coeurs.

	— Ah! le bel art, madame, fit Charles, et qu'on a raison de ne pas l'enseigner aux rois! Et vos recherches ont eu un résultat? continua-t-il.

	— Oui.

	— Lequel?

	— Celui que j'espérais; et j'apporte à Votre Majesté le remède qui doit guérir son corps et son esprit.

	Charles frissonna. Il crut que sa mère, trouvant qu'il vivait trop longtemps encore, avait résolu d'achever sciemment ce qu'elle avait commencé sans le savoir.

	— Et où est-il, ce remède? dit Charles en se soulevant sur un coude et en regardant sa mère.

	— Il est dans le mal même, répondit Catherine.

	— Alors où est le mal?

	— Écoutez-moi, mon fils, dit Catherine. Avez-vous entendu dire parfois qu'il est des ennemis secrets dont la vengeance à distance assassine la victime?

	— Par le fer ou par le poison? demanda Charles sans perdre un instant de vue la physionomie impassible de sa mère.

	— Non, par des moyens bien autrement sûrs, bien autrement terribles, dit Catherine.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Mon fils, demanda la Florentine, avez-vous foi aux pratiques de la cabale et de la magie? Charles comprima un sourire de mépris et d'incrédulité.

	— Beaucoup, dit-il.

	— Eh bien, dit vivement Catherine, de là viennent vos souffrances. Un ennemi de Votre Majesté, qui n'eût point osé vous attaquer en face, a conspiré dans l'ombre. Il a dirigé contre la personne de Votre Majesté une conspiration d'autant plus terrible qu'il n'avait pas de complices, et que les fils mystérieux de cette conspiration étaient insaisissables.

	— Ma foi, non! dit Charles révolté par tant d'astuce.

	— Cherchez bien, mon fils, dit Catherine, rappelez-vous certains projets d'évasion qui devaient assurer l'impunité au meurtrier.

	— Au meurtrier! s'écria Charles, au meurtrier, dites-vous? on a donc essayé de me tuer, ma mère?

	L'oeil chatoyant de Catherine roula hypocritement sous sa paupière plissée.

	— Oui, mon fils: vous en doutez peut-être, vous; mais moi, j'en ai acquis la certitude.

	— Je ne doute jamais de ce que vous me dites, répondit amèrement le roi. Et comment a-t-on essayé de me tuer? Je suis curieux de le savoir.

	— Par la magie, mon fils.

	— Expliquez-vous, madame, dit Charles ramené par le dégoût à son rôle d'observateur.

	— Si ce conspirateur que je veux désigner… et que Votre Majesté a déjà désigné du fond du coeur… ayant tout disposé pour ses batteries, étant sûr du succès, eût réussi à s'esquiver, nul peut- être n'eût pénétré la cause des souffrances de Votre Majesté; mais heureusement, Sire, votre frère veillait sur vous.

	— Quel frère?

	— Votre frère d'Alençon.

	— Ah! oui, c'est vrai; j'oublie toujours que j'ai un frère, murmura Charles en riant avec amertume. Et vous dites donc, madame…

	— Qu'il a heureusement révélé le côté matériel de la conspiration à Votre Majesté. Mais tandis qu'il ne cherchait, lui, enfant inexpérimenté, que les traces d'un complot ordinaire, que les preuves d'une escapade de jeune homme, je cherchais, moi, des preuves d'une action bien plus importante; car je connais la portée de l'esprit du coupable.

	— Ah ça! mais, ma mère, on dirait que vous parlez du roi de Navarre? dit Charles voulant voir jusqu'où irait cette dissimulation florentine.

	Catherine baissa hypocritement les yeux.

	— Je l'ai fait arrêter, ce me semble, et conduire à Vincennes pour l'escapade en question, continua le roi; serait-il donc encore plus coupable que je ne le soupçonne?

	— Sentez-vous la fièvre qui vous dévore? demanda Catherine.

	— Oui, certes, madame, dit Charles en fronçant le sourcil.

	— Sentez-vous la chaleur brûlante qui ronge votre coeur et vos entrailles?

	— Oui, madame, répondit Charles en s'assombrissant de plus en plus.

	— Et les douleurs aiguës de tête qui passent par vos yeux pour arriver à votre cerveau, comme autant de coups de flèches?

	— Oui, oui, madame; oh! je sens bien tout cela! oh! vous savez bien décrire mon mal!

	— Eh bien, cela est tout simple, dit la Florentine; regardez… Et elle tira de dessous son manteau un objet qu'elle présenta au roi.

	C'était une figurine de cire jaunâtre, haute de six pouces à peu près. Cette figure était vêtue d'abord d'une robe étoilée d'or, en cire, comme la figurine; puis d'un manteau royal de même matière.

	— Eh bien, demanda Charles, qu'est-ce que cette petite statue?

	— Voyez ce qu'elle a sur la tête, dit Catherine.

	— Une couronne, répondit Charles.

	— Et au coeur?

	— Une aiguille.

	— Eh bien, Sire, vous reconnaissez-vous?

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous, avec votre couronne, avec votre manteau?

	— Et qui donc a fait cette figure? dit Charles que cette comédie fatiguait; le roi de Navarre, sans doute?

	— Non pas, Sire.

	— Non pas! … alors je ne vous comprends plus.

	— Je dis _non, _reprit Catherine, parce que Votre Majesté pourrait tenir au fait exact. J'aurais dit _oui _si Votre Majesté m'eût posé la question d'une autre façon.

	Charles ne répondit pas. Il essayait de pénétrer toutes les pensées de cette âme ténébreuse, qui se refermait sans cesse devant lui au moment où il se croyait tout prêt à y lire.

	— Sire, continua Catherine, cette statue a été trouvée, par les soins de votre procureur général Laguesle, au logis de l'homme qui, le jour de la chasse au vol, tenait un cheval de main tout prêt pour le roi de Navarre.

	— Chez M. de La Mole? dit Charles.

	— Chez lui-même; et, s'il vous plaît, regardez encore cette aiguille d'acier qui perce le coeur, et voyez quelle lettre est écrite sur l'étiquette qu'elle porte.

	— Je vois un M, dit Charles.

	— C'est-à-dire mort; c'est la formule magique, Sire. L'inventeur écrit ainsi son voeu sur la plaie même qu'il creuse. S'il eût voulu frapper de folie, comme le duc de Bretagne fit pour le roi Charles VI, il eût enfoncé l'épingle dans la tête et il eût mis un F au lieu d'un M.

	— Ainsi, dit Charles IX, à votre avis, madame, celui qui en veut à mes jours, c'est M. de La Mole?

	— Oui, comme le poignard en veut au coeur; oui, mais derrière le poignard, il y a le bras qui le pousse.

	— Et voilà toute la cause du mal dont je suis atteint? le jour où le charme sera détruit, le mal cessera? Mais comment s'y prendre? demanda Charles; vous le savez, vous, ma bonne mère; mais moi, tout au contraire de vous, qui vous en êtes occupée toute votre vie, je suis fort ignorant en cabale et en magie.

	— La mort de l'inventeur rompt le charme, voilà tout. Le jour où le charme sera détruit, le mal cessera, dit Catherine.

	— Vraiment! dit Charles d'un air étonné.

	— Comment! vous ne savez pas cela?

	— Dame! je ne suis pas sorcier, dit le roi.

	— Eh bien, maintenant, dit Catherine, Votre Majesté est convaincue, n'est ce pas?

	— Certainement.

	— La conviction va chasser l'inquiétude?

	— Complètement.

	— Ce n'est point par complaisance que vous le dites?

	— Non, ma mère; c'est du fond de mon coeur. Le visage de

	Catherine se dérida.

	— Dieu soit loué! s'écria-t-elle, comme si elle eût cru en Dieu.

	— Oui, Dieu soit loué! reprit ironiquement Charles. Je sais maintenant comme vous à qui attribuer l'état où je me trouve, et par conséquent qui punir.

	— Et nous punirons…

	— M. de La Mole: n'avez-vous pas dit qu'il était le coupable?

	— J'ai dit qu'il était l'instrument.

	— Eh bien, dit Charles, M. de La Mole d'abord; c'est le plus important. Toutes ces crises dont je suis atteint peuvent faire naître autour de nous de dangereux soupçons. Il est urgent que la lumière se fasse, et qu'à l'éclat que jettera cette lumière la vérité se découvre.

	— Ainsi, M. de La Mole…?

	— Me va admirablement comme coupable: je l'accepte donc.

	Commençons par lui d'abord; et s'il a un complice, il parlera.

	— Oui, murmura Catherine; s'il ne parle pas, on le fera parler. Nous avons des moyens infaillibles pour cela. Puis tout haut en se levant:

	— Vous permettez donc, Sire, que l'instruction commence?

	— Je le désire, madame, répondit Charles, et… le plus tôt sera le mieux.

	Catherine serra la main de son fils sans comprendre le tressaillement nerveux qui agita cette main en serrant la sienne, et sortit sans entendre le rire sardonique du roi et la sourde et terrible imprécation qui suivit ce rire.

	Le roi se demandait s'il n'y avait pas danger à laisser aller ainsi cette femme qui, en quelques heures, ferait peut-être tant de besogne qu'il n'y aurait plus moyen d'y remédier.

	En ce moment, comme il regardait la portière retombant derrière Catherine, il entendit un léger froissement derrière lui, et se retournant il aperçut Marguerite qui soulevait la tapisserie retombant devant le corridor qui conduisait chez sa nourrice.

	Marguerite dont la pâleur, les yeux hagards et la poitrine oppressée décelaient la plus violente émotion:

	— Oh! Sire, Sire! s'écria Marguerite en se précipitant vers le lit de son frère, vous savez bien qu'elle ment!

	— Qui, elle? demanda Charles.

	— Écoutez, Charles: certes, c'est terrible d'accuser sa mère; mais je me suis doutée qu'elle resterait près de vous pour les poursuivre encore. Mais, sur ma vie, sur la vôtre, sur notre âme à tous les deux, je vous dis qu'elle ment!

	— Les poursuivre! … qui poursuit-elle?…

	Tous les deux parlaient bas par instinct: on eût dit qu'ils avaient peur de s'entendre eux-mêmes.

	— Henri d'abord, votre Henriot, qui vous aime, qui vous est dévoué plus que personne au monde.

	— Tu le crois, Margot? dit Charles.

	— Oh! Sire, j'en suis sûre.

	— Eh bien, moi aussi, dit Charles.

	— Alors, si vous en êtes sûr, mon frère, dit Marguerite étonnée, pourquoi l'avez-vous fait arrêter et conduire à Vincennes?

	— Parce qu'il me l'a demandé lui-même.

	— Il vous l'a demandé, Sire?…

	— Oui, il a de singulières idées, Henriot. Peut-être se trompe-t- il, peut-être a-t-il raison; mais enfin, une de ses idées, c'est qu'il est plus en sûreté dans ma disgrâce que dans ma faveur, loin de moi que près de moi, à Vincennes qu'au Louvre.

	— Ah! je comprends, dit Marguerite, et il est en sûreté alors?

	— Dame! aussi en sûreté que peut l'être un homme dont Beaulieu me répond sur sa tête.

	— Oh! merci, mon frère, voilà pour Henri. Mais…

	— Mais quoi? demanda Charles.

	— Mais il y a une autre personne, Sire, à laquelle j'ai tort de m'intéresser peut-être, mais à laquelle je m'intéresse enfin.

	— Et quelle est cette personne?

	— Sire, épargnez-moi… j'oserais à peine le nommer à mon frère, et n'ose le nommer à mon roi.

	— M. de La Mole, n'est-ce pas? dit Charles.

	— Hélas! dit Marguerite, vous avez voulu le tuer une fois, Sire, et il n'a échappé que par miracle à votre vengeance royale.

	— Et cela, Marguerite, quand il était coupable d'un seul crime; mais maintenant qu'il en a commis deux…

	— Sire, il n'est pas coupable du second.

	— Mais, dit Charles, n'as-tu pas entendu ce qu'a dit notre bonne mère, pauvre Margot?

	— Oh! je vous ai déjà dit, Charles, reprit Marguerite en baissant la voix, je vous ai déjà dit qu'elle mentait.

	— Vous ne savez peut-être pas qu'il existe une figure de cire qui a été saisie chez M. de La Mole?

	— Si fait, mon frère, je le sais.

	— Que cette figure est percée au coeur par une aiguille, et que l'aiguille qui la blesse ainsi porte une petite bannière avec un M?

	— Je le sais encore.

	— Que cette figure a un manteau royal sur les épaules et une couronne royale sur la tête?

	— Je sais tout cela.

	— Eh bien, qu'avez-vous à dire?

	— J'ai à dire que cette petite figure qui porte un manteau royal sur les épaules et une couronne royale sur la tête est la représentation d'une femme et non d'un homme.

	— Bah! dit Charles; et cette aiguille qui lui perce le coeur?

	— C'était un charme pour se faire aimer de cette femme et non un maléfice pour faire mourir un homme.

	— Mais cette lettre M?

	— Elle ne veut pas dire: MORT, comme l'a dit la reine mère.

	— Que veut-elle donc dire, alors? demanda Charles.

	— Elle veut dire… elle veut dire le nom de la femme que

	M. de La Mole aimait.

	— Et cette femme se nomme?

	— Cette femme se nomme Marguerite, mon frère, dit la reine de Navarre en tombant à genoux devant le lit du roi, en prenant sa main dans les deux siennes, et en appuyant son visage baigné de larmes sur cette main.

	— Ma soeur, silence! dit Charles en promenant autour de lui un regard étincelant sous un sourcil froncé; car, de même que vous avez entendu, vous, on pourrait vous entendre à votre tour.

	— Oh! que m'importe! dit Marguerite en relevant la tête et que le monde entier n'est-il là pour m'écouter! devant le monde entier, je déclarerais qu'il est infâme d'abuser de l'amour d'un gentilhomme pour souiller sa réputation d'un soupçon d'assassinat.

	— Margot, si je te disais que je sais aussi bien que toi ce qui est et ce qui n'est pas?

	— Mon frère!

	— Si je te disais que M. de La Mole est innocent?

	— Vous le savez?

	— Si je te disais que je connais le vrai coupable?

	— Le vrai coupable! s'écria Marguerite; mais il y a donc eu un crime commis?

	— Oui. Volontaire ou involontaire, il y a eu un crime commis.

	— Sur vous?

	— Sur moi.

	— Impossible!

	— Impossible?… Regarde-moi, Margot.

	La jeune femme regarda son frère et frissonna en le voyant si pâle.

	— Margot, je n'ai pas trois mois à vivre, dit Charles.

	— Vous, mon frère! Toi, mon Charles! s'écria-t-elle.

	— Margot, je suis empoisonné. Marguerite jeta un cri.

	— Tais-toi donc, dit Charles; il faut qu'on croie que je meurs par magie.

	— Et vous connaissez le coupable?

	— Je le connais.

	— Vous avez dit que ce n'est pas La Mole?

	— Non, ce n'est pas lui.

	— Ce n'est pas Henri non plus, certainement… Grand Dieu! serait-ce…?

	— Qui?

	— Mon frère… d'Alençon?… murmura Marguerite.

	— Peut-être.

	— Ou bien, ou bien… (Marguerite baissa la voix comme épouvantée elle même de ce qu'elle allait dire.) ou bien… notre mère?

	Charles se tut. Marguerite le regarda, lut dans son regard tout ce qu'elle y cherchait, et tomba toujours à genoux et demi-renversée sur un fauteuil.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu! murmura-t-elle, c'est impossible!

	— Impossible! dit Charles avec un rire strident; il est fâcheux que René ne soit pas ici, il te raconterait mon histoire.

	— Lui, René?

	— Oui. Il te raconterait, par exemple, qu'une femme à laquelle il n'ose rien refuser a été lui demander un livre de chasse enfoui dans sa bibliothèque; qu'un poison subtil a été versé sur chaque page de ce livre; que le poison, destiné à quelqu'un, je ne sais à qui, est tombé par un caprice du hasard, ou par un châtiment du ciel, sur une autre personne que celle à qui il était destiné. Mais en l'absence de René, si tu veux voir le livre, il est là, dans mon cabinet, et, écrit de la main du Florentin, tu verras que ce livre, qui contient dans ses feuilles la mort de vingt personnes encore, a été donné de sa main à sa compatriote.

	— Silence, Charles, à ton tour, silence! dit Marguerite.

	— Tu vois bien maintenant qu'il faut qu'on croie que je meurs par magie.

	— Mais c'est inique, mais c'est affreux! grâce! grâce! vous savez bien qu'il est innocent.

	— Oui, je le sais, mais il faut qu'on le croie coupable. Souffre donc la mort de ton amant; c'est peu pour sauver l'honneur de la maison de France. Je souffre bien la mort pour que le secret meure avec moi.

	Marguerite courba la tête, comprenant qu'il n'y avait rien à faire pour sauver La Mole du côté du roi, et se retira toute pleurante et n'ayant plus d'espoir qu'en ses propres ressources.

	Pendant ce temps, comme l'avait prévu Charles, Catherine ne perdait pas une minute, et elle écrivait au procureur général Laguesle une lettre dont l'histoire a conservé jusqu'au dernier mot, et qui jette sur toute cette affaire de sanglantes lueurs:

	«Monsieur le procureur, ce soir on me dit pour certain que La Mole a fait le sacrilège. En son logis à Paris, on a trouvé beaucoup de méchantes choses, comme des livres et des papiers. Je vous prie d'appeler le premier président et d'instruire au plus vite l'affaire de la figure de cire à laquelle ils ont donné un coup au coeur, et ce, contre le roi[6].

	» CATHERINE.»

	XXV

	Les boucliers invisibles

	Le lendemain du jour où Catherine avait écrit la lettre qu'on vient de lire, le gouverneur entra chez Coconnas avec un appareil des plus imposants: il se composait de deux hallebardiers et de quatre robes noires.

	Coconnas était invité à descendre dans une salle où le procureur Laguesle et deux juges l'attendaient pour l'interroger selon les instructions de Catherine.

	Pendant les huit jours qu'il avait passés en prison, Coconnas avait beaucoup réfléchi; sans compter que chaque jour La Mole et lui, réunis un instant pour les soins de leur geôlier qui, sans leur rien dire, leur avait fait cette surprise que selon toute probabilité ils ne devaient pas à sa seule philanthropie; sans compter, disons-nous, que La Mole et lui s'étaient recordés sur la conduite qu'ils avaient à tenir et qui était une négation absolue, il était donc persuadé qu'avec un peu d'adresse son affaire prendrait la meilleure tournure, les charges n'étaient pas plus fortes pour eux que pour les autres. Henri et Marguerite n'avaient fait aucune tentative de fuite, ils ne pouvaient donc être compromis dans une affaire où les principaux coupables étaient libres. Coconnas ignorait que Henri habitât le même château que lui, et la complaisance de son geôlier lui apprenait qu'au-dessus de sa tête planaient des protections qu'il appelait ses_ boucliers invisibles_.

	Jusque-là, les interrogatoires avaient porté sur les desseins du roi de Navarre, sur les projets de fuite et sur la part que les deux amis devaient prendre à cette fuite. À tous ces interrogatoires, Coconnas avait constamment répondu d'une façon plus que vague et beaucoup plus qu'adroite; il s'apprêtait encore à répondre de la même façon, et d'avance il avait préparé toutes ses petites reparties, lorsqu'il s'aperçut tout à coup que l'interrogatoire avait changé d'objet.

	Il s'agissait d'une ou de plusieurs visites faites à René, d'une ou de plusieurs figures de cire faites à l'instigation de La Mole.

	Coconnas, tout préparé qu'il était, crut remarquer que l'accusation perdait beaucoup de son intensité, puisqu'il ne s'agissait plus, au lieu d'avoir trahi un roi, que d'avoir fait une statue de reine; encore cette statue était-elle haute de huit à dix pouces tout au plus.

	Il répondit donc fort gaiement que ni lui ni son ami ne jouaient plus depuis longtemps à la poupée, et remarqua avec plaisir que plusieurs fois ses réponses avaient eu le privilège de faire sourire ses juges.

	On n'avait pas encore dit en vers: _j'ai ri, me voilà désarmé; _mais cela s'était déjà beaucoup dit en prose. Et Coconnas crut avoir à moitié désarmé ses juges parce qu'ils avaient souri.

	Son interrogatoire terminé, il remonta donc dans sa chambre si chantant, si bruyant, que La Mole, pour qui il faisait tout ce tapage, dut en tirer les plus heureuses conséquences.

	On le fit descendre à son tour. La Mole, comme Coconnas, vit avec étonnement l'accusation abandonner sa première voie et entrer dans une voie nouvelle. On l'interrogea sur ses visites à René. Il répondit qu'il avait été chez le Florentin une fois seulement. On lui demanda si cette fois il ne lui avait pas commandé une figure de cire. Il répondit que René lui avait montré cette figure toute faite. On lui demanda si cette figure ne représentait pas un homme. Il répondit qu'elle représentait une femme. On lui demanda si le charme n'avait point pour but de faire mourir cet homme. Il répondit que le but de ce charme était de se faire aimer de cette femme.

	Ces questions furent faites, tournées et retournées de cent façons différentes; mais à toutes ces questions, sous quelque face qu'elles lui fussent présentées, La Mole fit constamment les mêmes réponses.

	Les juges se regardèrent avec une sorte d'indécision, ne sachant que trop dire ni que faire devant une pareille simplicité, lorsqu'un billet apporté au procureur général trancha la difficulté.

	Il était conçu en ces termes:

	«Si l'accusé nie, recourez à la question.» C.»

	Le procureur mit le billet dans sa poche, sourit à La Mole, et le congédia poliment. La Mole rentra dans son cachot presque aussi rassuré sinon presque aussi joyeux que Coconnas.

	— Je crois que tout va bien, dit-il.

	Une heure après il entendit des pas et vit un billet qui se glissait sous la porte, sans voir quelle main lui donnait le mouvement. Il le prit, tout en pensant que la dépêche venait, selon toute probabilité, du guichetier.

	En voyant ce billet, un espoir presque aussi douloureux qu'une déception lui était venu au coeur; il espérait que ce billet était de Marguerite, dont il n'avait eu aucune nouvelle depuis qu'il était prisonnier. Il s'en saisit tout tremblant. L'écriture faillit le faire mourir de joie.

	«Courage, disait le billet, je veille.»

	— Ah! si elle veille, s'écria La Mole en couvrant de baisers ce papier qu'avait touché une main si chère, si elle veille, je suis sauvé! …

	Il faut, pour que La Mole comprenne ce billet et pour qu'il ait foi avec Coconnas dans ce que le Piémontais appelait ses boucliers invisibles, que nous ramenions le lecteur à cette petite maison, à cette chambre où tant de scènes d'un bonheur enivrant, où tant de parfums, à peine évaporés, où tant de doux souvenirs, devenus depuis des angoisses, brisaient le coeur d'une femme à demi renversée sur des coussins de velours.

	— Être reine, être forte, être jeune, être riche, être belle, et souffrir ce que je souffre! s'écriait cette femme; oh! c'est impossible!

	Puis, dans son agitation, elle se levait, marchait, s'arrêtait tout à coup, appuyait son front brûlant contre quelque marbre glacé, se relevait pâle et le visage couvert de larmes, se tordait les bras avec des cris, et retombait brisée sur quelque fauteuil.

	Tout à coup la tapisserie qui séparait l'appartement de la rue Cloche-Percée de l'appartement de la rue Tizon se souleva; un frémissement soyeux effleura la boiserie, et la duchesse de Nevers apparut.

	— Oh! s'écria Marguerite, c'est toi! Avec quelle impatience je t'attendais! Eh bien, quelles nouvelles?

	— Mauvaises, mauvaises, ma pauvre amie. Catherine pousse elle- même l'instruction, et en ce moment encore elle est à Vincennes.

	— Et René?

	— Il est arrêté.

	— Avant que tu aies pu lui parler?

	— Oui.

	— Et nos prisonniers?

	— J'ai de leurs nouvelles.

	— Par le guichetier?

	— Toujours.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, ils communiquent chaque jour ensemble. Avant-hier on les a fouillés. La Mole a brisé ton portrait plutôt que de le livrer.

	— Ce cher La Mole!

	— Annibal a ri au nez des inquisiteurs.

	— Bon Annibal! Mais après?

	— On les a interrogés ce matin sur la fuite du roi, sur ses projets de rébellion en Navarre, et ils n'ont rien dit.

	— Oh! je savais bien qu'ils garderaient le silence; mais ce silence les tue aussi bien que s'ils parlaient.

	— Oui, mais nous les sauvons, nous.

	— Tu as donc pensé à notre entreprise?

	— Je ne me suis occupée que de cela depuis hier.

	— Eh bien?

	— Je viens de conclure avec Beaulieu. Ah! ma chère reine, quel homme difficile et cupide! Cela coûtera la vie d'un homme et trois cent mille écus.

	— Tu dis qu'il est difficile et cupide… et cependant il ne demande que la vie d'un homme et trois cent mille écus… Mais c'est pour rien!

	— Pour rien… trois cent mille écus! … Mais tous tes joyaux et tous les miens n'y suffiraient pas.

	— Oh! qu'à cela ne tienne. Le roi de Navarre paiera, le duc d'Alençon paiera, mon frère Charles paiera, ou sinon…

	— Allons! tu raisonnes comme une folle. Je les ai, les trois cent mille écus.

	— Toi?

	— Oui, moi.

	— Et comment te les es-tu procurés?

	— Ah! voilà!

	— C'est un secret?

	— Pour tout le monde, excepté pour toi.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! dit Marguerite souriant au milieu de ses larmes, les aurais-tu volés?

	— Tu en jugeras.

	— Voyons.

	— Tu te rappelles cet horrible Nantouillet?

	— Le richard, l'usurier?

	— Si tu veux.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! tant il y a qu'un jour en voyant passer certaine femme blonde, aux yeux verts, coiffée de trois rubis posés l'un au front, les deux autres aux tempes, coiffure qui lui va si bien, et ignorant que cette femme était une duchesse, ce richard, cet usurier s'écria: «Pour trois baisers à la place de ces trois rubis, je ferais naître trois diamants de cent mille écus chacun!»

	— Eh bien, Henriette?

	— Eh bien, ma chère, les diamants sont éclos et vendus.

	— Oh! Henriette! Henriette! murmura Marguerite.

	— Tiens! s'écria la duchesse avec un accent d'impudeur naïf et sublime à la fois, qui résume et le siècle et la femme, tiens! j'aime Annibal, moi!

	— C'est vrai, dit Marguerite en souriant et en rougissant tout à la fois, tu l'aimes beaucoup, tu l'aimes trop même. Et cependant elle lui serra la main.

	— Donc, continua Henriette, grâce à nos trois diamants les trois cent mille écus et l'homme sont prêts.

	— L'homme? quel homme?

	— L'homme à tuer: tu oublies qu'il faut tuer un homme.

	— Et tu as trouvé l'homme qu'il te fallait?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Au même prix? demanda en souriant Marguerite.

	— Au même prix! j'en eusse trouvé mille, répondit Henriette. Non, non; moyennant cinq cents écus, tout bonnement.

	— Pour cinq cents écus tu as trouvé un homme qui a consenti à se faire tuer?

	— Que veux-tu! il faut bien vivre.

	— Ma chère amie, je ne te comprends plus. Voyons, parle clairement; les énigmes prennent trop de temps à deviner dans la situation où nous nous trouvons.

	— Eh bien, écoute: le geôlier auquel est confiée la garde de La Mole et de Coconnas est un ancien soldat qui sait ce que c'est qu'une blessure; il veut bien aider à sauver nos amis, mais il ne veut pas perdre sa place. Un coup de poignard adroitement placé fera l'affaire; nous lui donnerons une récompense, et l'État un dédommagement. De cette façon, le brave homme recevra des deux mains, et aura renouvelé la fable du pélican.

	— Mais, dit Marguerite, un coup de poignard…

	— Sois tranquille, c'est Annibal qui le donnera.

	— Au fait, dit en riant Marguerite, il a donné trois coups tant d'épée que de poignard à La Mole, et La Mole n'en est pas mort; il y a donc tout lieu d'espérer.

	— Méchante! tu mériterais que j'en restasse là.

	— Oh! non, non, au contraire; dis-moi le reste, je t'en supplie.

	Comment les sauverons-nous, voyons?

	— Eh bien, voici l'affaire: la chapelle est le seul lieu du château où puissent pénétrer les femmes qui ne sont point prisonnières. On nous fait cacher derrière l'autel: sous la nappe de l'autel, ils trouvent deux poignards. La porte de la sacristie est ouverte d'avance; Coconnas frappe son geôlier qui tombe et fait semblant d'être mort; nous apparaissons, nous jetons chacune un manteau sur les épaules de nos amis; nous fuyons avec eux par la petite porte de la sacristie, et comme nous avons le mot d'ordre, nous sortons sans empêchement.

	— Et une fois sortis?

	— Deux chevaux les attendent à la porte; ils sautent dessus, quittent l'Île-de-France et gagnent la Lorraine, d'où de temps en temps ils reviennent incognito.

	— Oh! tu me rends la vie, dit Marguerite. Ainsi nous les sauverons?

	— J'en répondrais presque.

	— Et cela bientôt?

	— Dame! dans trois ou quatre jours; Beaulieu nous préviendra.

	— Mais si l'on te reconnaît dans les environs de Vincennes, cela peut faire du tort à notre projet.

	— Comment veux-tu que l'on me reconnaisse? Je sors en religieuse avec une coiffe, grâce à laquelle on ne me voit pas même le bout du nez.

	— C'est que nous ne pouvons prendre trop de précautions.

	— Je le sais bien, mordi! comme dirait le pauvre Annibal.

	— Et le roi de Navarre, t'en es-tu informée?

	— Je n'ai eu garde d'y manquer.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, il n'a jamais été si joyeux, à ce qu'il paraît; il rit, il chante, il fait bonne chère, et ne demande qu'une chose, c'est d'être bien gardé.

	— Il a raison. Et ma mère?

	— Je te l'ai dit, elle pousse tant qu'elle peut le procès.

	— Oui, mais elle ne se doute de rien relativement à nous?

	— Comment voudrais-tu qu'elle se doutât de quelque chose? Tous ceux qui sont du secret ont intérêt à le garder. Ah! j'ai su qu'elle avait fait dire aux juges de Paris de se tenir prêts.

	— Agissons vite, Henriette. Si nos pauvres captifs changeaient de prison, tout serait à recommencer.

	— Sois tranquille, je désire autant que toi de les voir dehors.

	— Oh! oui, je le sais bien, et merci, merci cent fois de ce que tu fais pour en arriver là.

	— Adieu, Marguerite, adieu. Je me remets en campagne.

	— Et tu es sûre de Beaulieu?

	— Je l'espère.

	— Du guichetier?

	— Il a promis.

	— Des chevaux?

	— Ils seront les meilleurs de l'écurie du duc de Nevers.

	— Je t'adore, Henriette. Et Marguerite se jeta au cou de son amie, après quoi les deux femmes se séparèrent, se promettant de se revoir le lendemain et tous les jours au même lieu et à la même heure. C'étaient ces deux créatures charmantes et dévouées que Coconnas appelait avec une si saine raison ses boucliers invisibles.

	XXVI

	Les juges

	— Eh bien, mon brave ami, dit Coconnas à La Mole, lorsque les deux compagnons se retrouvèrent ensemble à la suite de l'interrogatoire où, pour la première fois, il avait été question de la figure de cire, il me semble que tout marche à ravir et que nous ne tarderons pas à être abandonnés des juges, ce qui est un diagnostic tout opposé à celui de l'abandon des médecins; car lorsque le médecin abandonne le malade, c'est qu'il ne peut plus le sauver; mais, tout au contraire, quand le juge abandonne l'accusé, c'est qu'il perd l'espoir de lui faire couper la tête.

	— Oui, dit La Mole; il me semble même qu'à cette politesse, à cette facilité des geôliers, à l'élasticité des portes, je reconnais nos nobles amies; mais je ne reconnais pas M. de Beaulieu, à ce qu'on m'avait dit, du moins.

	— Je le reconnais bien, moi, dit Coconnas; seulement cela coûtera cher; mais, baste! l'une est princesse, l'autre est reine; elles sont riches toutes deux, et jamais elles n'auront occasion de faire un si bon emploi de leur argent. Maintenant, récapitulons bien notre leçon: on nous mène à la chapelle, on nous laisse là sous la garde de notre guichetier, nous trouvons à l'endroit indiqué chacun un poignard; je pratique un trou dans le ventre de notre guide…

	— Oh! non, pas dans le ventre, tu lui volerais ses cinq cents écus; dans le bras.

	— Ah! oui, dans le bras ce serait le perdre, pauvre cher homme! on verrait bien qu'il y a mis de la complaisance, et moi aussi. Non, non, dans le côté droit, en glissant adroitement le long des côtes: c'est un coup vraisemblable et innocent.

	— Allons, va pour celui-là; ensuite…

	— Ensuite tu barricades la grande porte avec des bancs tandis que nos deux princesses s'élancent de l'autel où elles sont cachées et que Henriette ouvre la petite porte. Ah! ma foi! je l'aime aujourd'hui Henriette, il faut qu'elle m'ait fait quelque infidélité pour que cela me reprenne ainsi.

	— Et puis, dit La Mole avec cette voix frémissante qui passe comme une musique à travers les lèvres, et puis nous gagnons les bois. Un bon baiser donné à chacun de nous nous fait joyeux et forts. Nous vois-tu, Annibal, penchés sur nos chevaux rapides et le coeur doucement oppressé? Oh! la bonne chose que la peur! La peur en plein air, lorsqu'on a sa bonne épée nue au flanc, lorsqu'on crie hourra au coursier qu'on aiguillonne de l'éperon, et qui à chaque hourra bondit et vole.

	— Oui, dit Coconnas, mais la peur entre quatre murs, qu'en dis- tu, La Mole? Moi, je puis en parler, car j'ai éprouvé quelque chose comme cela. Quand ce visage blême de Beaulieu est entré pour la première fois dans ma chambre, derrière lui dans l'ombre brillaient des pertuisanes et retentissait un sinistre bruit de fer heurté contre du fer. Je te jure que j'ai pensé tout aussitôt au duc d'Alençon, et que je m'attendais à voir apparaître sa vilaine face entre deux vilaines têtes de hallebardiers. J'ai été trompé et ce fut ma seule consolation; mais je n'ai pas tout perdu: la nuit venue, j'en ai rêvé.

	— Ainsi, dit La Mole, qui suivait sa pensée souriante sans accompagner son ami dans les excursions que faisait la sienne aux champs du fantastique, ainsi elles ont tout prévu, même le lieu de notre retraite. Nous allons en Lorraine, cher ami. En vérité, j'eusse mieux aimé aller en Navarre; en Navarre, j'étais chez elle, mais la Navarre est trop loin, Nancy vaut mieux; d'ailleurs, là, nous ne serons qu'à quatre-vingts lieues de Paris. Sais-tu un regret que j'emporte, Annibal, en sortant d'ici?

	— Ah! ma foi, non… par exemple. Quant à moi, j'avoue que j'y laisse tous les miens.

	— Eh bien, c'est de ne pouvoir emmener avec nous le digne geôlier au lieu de…

	— Mais il ne voudrait pas, dit Coconnas, il y perdrait trop: songe donc, cinq cents écus de nous, une récompense du gouvernement, de l'avancement peut-être; comme il vivra heureux ce gaillard-là, quand je l'aurai tué! … Mais qu'as-tu donc?

	— Rien! Une idée qui me passe par l'esprit.

	— Elle n'est pas drôle, à ce qu'il paraît, car tu pâlis affreusement.

	— C'est que je me demande pourquoi on nous mènerait à la chapelle.

	— Tiens! dit Coconnas, pour faire nos pâques. Voilà le moment, ce me semble.

	— Mais, dit La Mole, on ne conduit à la chapelle que les condamnés à mort ou les torturés.

	— Oh! oh! fit Coconnas en pâlissant légèrement à son tour, ceci mérite attention. Interrogeons sur ce point le brave homme que je dois éventrer incessamment. Eh! porte-clefs, mon ami!

	— Monsieur m'appelle! dit le geôlier qui faisait le guet sur les premières marches de l'escalier.

	— Oui, viens ça.

	— Me voici.

	— Il est convenu que c'est de la chapelle que nous nous sauverons, n'est-ce pas?

	— Chut! dit le porte-clefs en regardant avec effroi autour de lui.

	— Sois tranquille, personne ne nous écoute.

	— Oui, monsieur, c'est de la chapelle.

	— On nous y conduira donc à la chapelle?

	— Sans doute, c'est l'usage.

	— C'est l'usage?

	— Oui, après toute condamnation à mort, c'est l'usage de permettre que le condamné passe la nuit dans la chapelle.

	Coconnas et La Mole tressaillirent et se regardèrent en même temps.

	— Vous croyez donc que nous serons condamnés à mort?

	— Sans doute… mais vous aussi, vous le croyiez.

	— Comment! nous aussi, dit La Mole.

	— Certainement… si vous ne le croyiez pas, vous n'auriez pas tout préparé pour votre fuite.

	— Sais-tu que c'est plein de sens ce qu'il dit là! fit Coconnas à

	La Mole.

	— Oui… ce que je sais aussi, maintenant du moins, c'est que nous jouons gros jeu, à ce qu'il paraît.

	— Et moi donc! dit le guichetier, croyez-vous que je ne risque rien?… Si dans un moment d'émotion monsieur allait se tromper de côté! …

	— Eh! mordi! je voudrais être à ta place, dit lentement Coconnas, et ne pas avoir affaire à d'autres mains qu'à cette main, à d'autre fer que celui qui te touchera.

	— Condamnés à mort! murmura La Mole, mais c'est impossible!

	— Impossible! dit naïvement le guichetier, et pourquoi?

	— Chut! dit Coconnas, je crois que l'on ouvre la porte d'en bas.

	— En effet, reprit vivement le geôlier; rentrez, messieurs! rentrez!

	— Et quand croyez-vous que le jugement ait lieu? demanda La Mole.

	— Demain au plus tard. Mais soyez tranquilles, les personnes qui doivent être prévenues le seront.

	— Alors embrassons-nous et faisons nos adieux à ces murs.

	Les deux amis se jetèrent dans les bras l'un de l'autre, et rentrèrent chacun dans sa chambre, La Mole soupirant, Coconnas chantonnant.

	Il ne se passa rien de nouveau jusqu'à sept heures du soir. La nuit descendit sombre et pluvieuse sur le donjon de Vincennes, une vraie nuit d'évasion. On apporta le repas du soir de Coconnas, lequel soupa avec son appétit ordinaire, tout en songeant au plaisir qu'il aurait à être mouillé par cette pluie qui fouettait les murailles, et déjà il se préparait à s'endormir au murmure sourd et monotone du vent, quand il lui sembla que ce vent, qu'il écoutait parfois avec un sentiment de mélancolie qu'il n'avait jamais éprouvé avant qu'il fût en prison, sifflait plus étrangement que d'habitude sous toutes les portes, et que le poêle ronflait avec plus de rage qu'à l'ordinaire. Ce phénomène avait lieu chaque fois qu'on ouvrait un des cachots de l'étage supérieur et surtout celui d'en face. C'est à ce bruit qu'Annibal reconnaissait toujours que le geôlier allait venir, attendu que ce bruit indiquait qu'il sortait de chez La Mole.

	Cependant cette fois, Coconnas demeura inutilement le cou tendu et l'oreille au guet.

	Le temps s'écoula, personne ne vint.

	— C'est étrange, dit Coconnas, on a ouvert chez La Mole et l'on n'ouvre pas chez moi. La Mole aurait-il appelé? serait-il malade? que veut dire cela?

	Tout est soupçon et inquiétude comme tout est joie et espoir pour un prisonnier. Une demi-heure s'écoula, puis une heure, puis une heure et demie. Coconnas commençait à s'endormir de dépit, quand le bruit de la serrure le fit bondir.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, est-ce déjà l'heure du départ et va-t-on nous conduire à la chapelle sans être condamnés? Mordi! ce serait un plaisir de fuir par une nuit pareille, il fait noir comme dans un four; pourvu que les chevaux ne soient point aveuglés!

	Il se préparait à questionner gaiement le porte-clefs, quand il vit celui-ci appliquer son doigt sur les lèvres en roulant des yeux très éloquents.

	En effet, derrière le geôlier on entendait du bruit et l'on apercevait des ombres.

	Tout à coup, au milieu de l'obscurité, il distingua deux casques sur chacun desquels la chandelle fumeuse envoya une paillette d'or.

	— Oh! oh! demanda-t-il à demi-voix, qu'est-ce que c'est que cet appareil sinistre? où allons-nous donc?

	Le geôlier ne répondit que par un soupir qui ressemblait fort à un gémissement.

	— Mordi! murmura Coconnas, quelle peste d'existence! toujours des extrêmes, jamais de terre ferme: on barbote dans cent pieds d'eau, ou l'on plane au-dessus des nuages, pas de milieu. Voyons, où allons-nous?

	— Suivez les hallebardiers, monsieur, dit une voix grasseyante qui fit connaître à Coconnas que les soldats qu'il avait entrevus étaient accompagnés d'un huissier quelconque.

	— Et M. de La Mole, demanda le Piémontais, où est-il? que devient-il?

	— Suivez les hallebardiers, répéta la même voix grasseyante sur le même ton.

	Il fallait obéir. Coconnas sortit de sa chambre, et aperçut l'homme noir dont la voix lui avait été si désagréable. C'était un petit greffier bossu, et qui sans doute s'était fait homme de robe pour qu'on ne s'aperçût point qu'il était bancal en même temps.

	Il descendit lentement l'escalier en spirale. Au premier étage, les gardes s'arrêtèrent.

	— C'est beaucoup descendre, murmura Coconnas, mais pas encore assez.

	La porte s'ouvrit. Coconnas avait un regard de lynx et un flair de limier; il flaira les juges, et vit dans l'ombre une silhouette d'homme aux bras nus qui lui fit monter la sueur au front. Il n'en prit pas moins la mine la plus souriante, pencha la tête à gauche, selon le code des grands airs à la mode à cette époque, et, le poing sur la hanche, entra dans la salle.

	On leva une tapisserie, et Coconnas aperçut effectivement des juges et des greffiers.

	À quelques pas de ces juges et de ces greffiers, La Mole était assis sur un banc.

	Coconnas fut conduit devant un tribunal. Arrivé en face des juges, Coconnas s'arrêta, salua La Mole d'un signe de tête et d'un sourire, puis il attendit.

	— Comment vous nommez-vous, monsieur? lui demanda le président.

	— Marc-Annibal de Coconnas, répondit le gentilhomme avec une grâce parfaite, comte de Montpantier, Chenaux et autres lieux; mais on connaît nos qualités, je présume.

	— Où êtes-vous né?

	— À Saint-Colomban, près de Suze.

	— Quel âge avez-vous?

	— Vingt-sept ans et trois mois.

	— Bien, dit le président.

	— Il paraît que cela lui fit plaisir, murmura Coconnas.

	— Maintenant, dit le président après un moment de silence qui donna au greffier le temps d'écrire les réponses de l'accusé, quel était votre but en quittant la maison de M. d'Alençon?

	— De me réunir à M. de La Mole, mon ami, que voilà, et qui, lorsque je la quittai, moi, l'avait déjà quittée depuis quelques jours.

	— Que faisiez-vous à la chasse où vous fûtes arrêté?

	— Mais, répondit Coconnas, je chassais.

	— Le roi était aussi à cette chasse, et il y ressentit les premières atteintes du mal dont il souffre en ce moment.

	— Quant à ceci, je n'étais pas près du roi, et je ne puis rien dire. J'ignorais même qu'il fût atteint d'un mal quelconque. Les juges se regardèrent avec un sourire d'incrédulité.

	— Ah! vous l'ignoriez? dit le président.

	— Oui, monsieur, et j'en suis fâché. Quoique le roi de France ne soit pas mon roi, j'ai beaucoup de sympathie pour lui.

	— Vraiment?

	— Parole d'honneur! Ce n'est pas comme pour son frère le duc d'Alençon. Celui-là, je l'avoue…

	— Il ne s'agit point ici du duc d'Alençon, monsieur, mais de Sa

	Majesté.

	— Eh bien, je vous ai déjà dit que j'étais son très humble serviteur, répondit Coconnas en se dandinant avec une adorable insolence.

	— Si vous êtes en effet son serviteur, comme vous le prétendez, monsieur, voulez-vous nous dire ce que vous savez d'une certaine statue magique?

	— Ah! bon! nous revenons à l'histoire de la statue, à ce qu'il paraît?

	— Oui, monsieur, cela vous déplaît-il?

	— Non point, au contraire; j'aime mieux cela. Allez.

	— Pourquoi cette statue se trouvait-elle chez M. de La Mole?

	— Chez M. de La Mole, cette statue? Chez René, vous voulez dire.

	— Vous reconnaissez donc qu'elle existe?

	— Dame! si on me la montre.

	— La voici. Est-ce celle que vous connaissez?

	— Très bien.

	— Greffier, dit le président, écrivez que l'accusé reconnaît la statue pour l'avoir vue chez M. de La Mole.

	— Non pas, non pas, dit Coconnas, ne confondons point: pour l'avoir vue chez René.

	— Chez René, soit! Quel jour?

	— Le seul jour où nous y avons été, M. de La Mole et moi.

	— Vous avouez donc que vous avez été chez René avec M. de La

	Mole?

	— Ah! ça! est-ce que je m'en suis jamais caché?

	— Greffier, écrivez que l'accusé avoue avoir été chez René pour faire des conjurations.

	— Holà, hé! tout beau, tout beau, monsieur le président. Modérez votre enthousiasme, je vous prie: je n'ai pas dit un mot de tout cela.

	— Vous niez que vous avez été chez René pour faire des conjurations?

	— Je le nie. La conjuration s'est faite par accident, mais sans préméditation.

	— Mais elle a eu lieu?

	— Je ne puis nier qu'il se soit fait quelque chose qui ressemblait à un charme.

	— Greffier, écrivez que l'accusé avoue qu'il s'est fait chez René un charme contre la vie du roi.

	— Comment! contre la vie du roi! C'est un infâme mensonge. Il ne s'est jamais fait de charme contre la vie du roi.

	— Vous le voyez, messieurs, dit La Mole.

	— Silence! fit le président. Puis se retournant vers le greffier:

	— Contre la vie du roi, continua-t-il. Y êtes-vous?

	— Mais non, mais non, dit Coconnas. D'ailleurs la statue n'est pas une statue d'homme, mais de femme.

	— Eh bien, messieurs, que vous avais-je dit? reprit La Mole.

	— Monsieur de la Mole, dit le président, vous répondrez quand nous vous interrogerons; mais n'interrompez pas l'interrogatoire des autres.

	— Ainsi, vous dites que c'est une femme?

	— Sans doute, je le dis.

	— Pourquoi alors a-t-elle une couronne et un manteau royal?

	— Pardieu! dit Coconnas, c'est bien simple; parce que c'était…

	La Mole se leva et mit un doigt sur sa bouche.

	— C'est juste, dit Coconnas; qu'allais-je donc raconter, moi, comme si cela regardait ces messieurs!

	— Vous persistez à dire que cette statue est une statue de femme?

	— Oui, certainement, je persiste.

	— Et vous refusez de dire quelle est cette femme?

	— Une femme de mon pays, dit La Mole, que j'aimais et dont je voulais être aimé.

	— Ce n'est pas vous qu'on interroge, monsieur de la Mole, s'écria le président; taisez-vous donc, ou l'on vous bâillonnera.

	— … Bâillonnera! dit Coconnas; comment dites-vous cela, monsieur de la robe noire? On bâillonnera mon ami! … un gentilhomme! Allons donc!

	— Faites entrer René, dit le procureur général Laguesle.

	— Oui, faites entrer René, dit Coconnas, faites; nous allons voir un peu qui a raison, ici, de vous trois ou de nous deux.

	René entra pâle, vieilli, presque méconnaissable pour les deux amis, courbé sous le poids du crime qu'il allait commettre, bien plus que de ceux qu'il avait commis.

	— Maître René, dit le juge, reconnaissez-vous les deux accusés ici présents?

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit René d'une voix qui trahissait son émotion.

	— Pour les avoir vus où?

	— En plusieurs lieux, et notamment chez moi.

	— Combien de fois ont-ils été chez vous?

	— Une seule.

	À mesure que René parlait, la figure de Coconnas s'épanouissait. Le visage de La Mole, au contraire, demeurait grave comme s'il avait eu un pressentiment.

	— Et à quelle occasion ont-ils été chez vous? René sembla hésiter un moment.

	— Pour me commander une figure de cire, dit-il.

	— Pardon, pardon, maître René, dit Coconnas, vous faites une petite erreur.

	— Silence! dit le président. Puis se retournant vers René: Cette figurine, continua-t-il, est-elle une figure d'homme ou de femme?

	— D'homme, répondit René.

	Coconnas bondit comme s'il eût reçu une commotion électrique.

	— D'homme! dit-il.

	— D'homme, répéta René, mais d'une voix si faible qu'à peine le président l'entendit.

	— Et pourquoi cette statue d'homme a-t-elle un manteau sur les épaules et une couronne sur la tête?

	— Parce que cette statue représente un roi.

	— Infâme menteur! cria Coconnas exaspéré.

	— Tais-toi, Coconnas, tais-toi, interrompit La Mole, laisse dire cet homme, chacun est maître de perdre son âme.

	— Mais non pas le corps des autres, mordi!

	— Et que voulait dire cette aiguille d'acier que la statue avait dans le coeur, avec la lettre M écrite sur une petite bannière?

	— L'aiguille simulait l'épée ou le poignard, la lettre M veut dire MORT.

	Coconnas fit un mouvement pour étrangler René, quatre gardes le retinrent.

	— C'est bien, dit le procureur Laguesle, le tribunal est suffisamment renseigné. Reconduisez les prisonniers dans les chambres d'attente.

	— Mais, s'écriait Coconnas, il est impossible de s'entendre accuser de pareilles choses sans protester.

	— Protestez, monsieur, on ne vous en empêche pas. Gardes, vous avez entendu? Les gardes s'emparèrent des deux accusés et les firent sortir, La Mole par une porte, Coconnas par l'autre.

	Puis le procureur fit signe à cet homme que Coconnas avait aperçu dans l'ombre et lui dit:

	— Ne vous éloignez pas, maître, vous aurez de la besogne cette nuit.

	— Par lequel commencerai-je, monsieur? demanda l'homme en mettant respectueusement le bonnet à la main.

	— Par celui-ci, dit le président en montrant La Mole qu'on apercevait encore comme une ombre entre les deux gardes.

	Puis s'approchant de René, qui était resté debout et tremblant en attendant à son tour qu'on le reconduisît au Châtelet où il était enfermé:

	— Bien, monsieur, lui dit-il, soyez tranquille, la reine et le roi sauront que c'est à vous qu'ils auront dû de connaître la vérité.

	Mais au lieu de lui rendre de la force, cette promesse parut atterrer René, et il ne répondit qu'en poussant un profond soupir.

	XXVII

	La torture du brodequin

	Ce fut seulement lorsqu'on l'eut reconduit dans son nouveau cachot et qu'on eut refermé la porte derrière lui, que Coconnas, abandonné à lui-même et cessant d'être soutenu par la lutte avec les juges et par sa colère contre René, commença la série de ses tristes réflexions.

	— Il me semble, se dit-il à lui-même, que cela tourne au plus mal, et qu'il serait temps d'aller un peu à la chapelle. Je me défie des condamnations à mort; car incontestablement on s'occupe de nous condamner à mort à cette heure. Je me défie surtout des condamnations à mort qui se prononcent dans le huis clos d'un château fort devant des figures aussi laides que toutes ces figures qui m'entouraient. On veut sérieusement nous couper la tête, hum! hum! … Je reviens donc à ce que je disais, il serait temps d'aller à la chapelle.

	Ces mots prononcés à demi-voix furent suivis d'un silence, et ce silence fut interrompu par un bruit sourd, étouffé, lugubre, et qui n'avait rien d'humain; ce cri sembla percer la muraille épaisse et vint vibrer sur le fer de ses barreaux.

	Coconnas frissonna malgré lui: et cependant c'était un homme si brave que chez lui la valeur ressemblait à l'instinct des bêtes féroces; Coconnas demeura immobile à l'endroit où il avait entendu la plainte, doutant qu'une pareille plainte pût être prononcée par un être humain, et la prenant pour le gémissement du vent dans les arbres, ou pour un de ces mille bruits de la nuit qui semblent descendre ou monter des deux mondes inconnus entre lesquels tourne notre monde; alors une seconde plainte, plus douloureuse, plus profonde, plus poignante encore que la première, parvint à Coconnas, et cette fois, non seulement il distingua bien positivement l'expression de la douleur dans la voix humaine, mais encore il crut reconnaître dans cette voix celle de La Mole.

	À cette voix, le Piémontais oublia qu'il était retenu par deux portes, par trois grilles et par une muraille épaisse de douze pieds; il s'élança de tout son poids contre cette muraille comme pour la renverser et voler au secours de la victime en s'écriant:

	— On égorge donc quelqu'un ici? Mais il rencontra sur son chemin le mur auquel il n'avait pas pensé, et il tomba froissé du choc contre un banc de pierre sur lequel il s'affaissa. Ce fut tout.

	— Oh! ils l'ont tué! murmura-t-il; c'est abominable! Mais c'est qu'on ne peut se défendre ici… rien, pas d'armes. Il étendit les mains autour de lui.

	— Ah! cet anneau de fer, s'écria-t-il, je l'arracherai, et malheur à qui m'approchera!

	Coconnas se releva, saisit l'anneau de fer, et d'une première secousse l'ébranla si violemment, qu'il était évident qu'avec deux secousses pareilles il le descellerait.

	Mais soudain la porte s'ouvrit et une lumière produite par deux torches envahit le cachot.

	— Venez, monsieur, lui dit la même voix grasseyante qui lui avait été déjà si particulièrement désagréable, et qui, pour se faire entendre cette fois trois étages au-dessous, ne lui parut pas avoir acquis le charme qui lui manquait; venez, monsieur, la cour vous attend.

	— Bon, dit Coconnas lâchant son anneau, c'est mon arrêt que je vais entendre, n'est-ce pas?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Oh! je respire; marchons, dit-il. Et il suivit l'huissier, qui marchait devant lui de son pas compassé et tenant sa baguette noire. Malgré la satisfaction qu'il avait témoignée dans un premier mouvement, Coconnas jetait, tout en marchant, un regard inquiet à droite et à gauche, devant et derrière.

	— Oh! oh! murmura-t-il, je n'aperçois pas mon digne geôlier; j'avoue que sa présence me manque.

	On entra dans la salle que venaient de quitter les juges, et où demeurait seul debout un homme que Coconnas reconnut pour le procureur général, qui avait plusieurs fois, dans le cours de l'interrogatoire, porté la parole, et toujours avec une animosité facile à reconnaître.

	En effet, c'était celui à qui Catherine, tantôt par lettre, tantôt de vive voix, avait particulièrement recommandé le procès.

	Un rideau levé laissait voir le fond de cette chambre, et cette chambre, dont les profondeurs se perdaient dans l'obscurité, avait dans ses parties éclairées un aspect si terrible que Coconnas sentit que les jambes lui manquaient et s'écria:

	— Oh! mon Dieu! Ce n'était pas sans cause que Coconnas avait poussé ce cri de terreur. Le spectacle était en effet des plus lugubres. La salle, cachée pendant l'interrogatoire par ce rideau, qui était levé maintenant, apparaissait comme le vestibule de l'enfer. Au premier plan on voyait un chevalet de bois garni de cordes, de poulies et d'autres accessoires tortionnaires. Plus loin flambait un brasier qui reflétait ses lueurs rougeâtres sur tous les objets environnants, et qui assombrissait encore la silhouette de ceux qui se trouvaient entre Coconnas et lui. Contre une des colonnes qui soutenaient la voûte, un homme immobile comme une statue se tenait debout une corde à la main. On eût dit qu'il était de la même pierre que la colonne à laquelle il adhérait. Sur les murs au-dessus des bancs de grès, entre des anneaux de fer, pendaient des chaînes et reluisaient des lames.

	— Oh! murmura Coconnas, la salle de la torture toute préparée et qui semble ne plus attendre que le patient! Qu'est-ce que cela signifie?

	— À genoux, Marc-Annibal Coconnas, dit une voix qui fit relever la tête du gentilhomme, à genoux pour entendre l'arrêt qui vient d'être rendu contre vous!

	C'était une de ces invitations contre lesquelles toute la personne d'Annibal réagissait instinctivement.

	Mais comme elle était en train de réagir, deux hommes appuyèrent leurs mains sur son épaule d'une façon si inattendue et surtout si pesante, qu'il tomba les deux genoux sur la dalle.

	La voix continua:

	«Arrêt rendu par la cour séant au donjon de Vincennes contre Marc- Annibal de Coconnas, atteint et convaincu du crime de lèse- majesté, de tentative d'empoisonnement, de sortilège et de magie contre la personne du roi, du crime de conspiration contre la sûreté de l'État, comme aussi pour avoir entraîné, par ses pernicieux conseils, un prince du sang à la rébellion…»

	À chacune de ces imputations, Coconnas avait hoché la tête en battant la mesure comme font les écoliers indociles.

	Le juge continua:

	«En conséquence de quoi, sera ledit Marc-Annibal de Coconnas conduit de la prison à la place Saint-Jean-en-Grève pour y être décapité; ses biens seront confisqués, ses hautes futaies coupées à la hauteur de six pieds, ses châteaux ruinés, et en l'air un poteau planté avec une plaque de cuivre qui constatera le crime et le châtiment…»

	— Pour ma tête, dit Coconnas, je crois bien qu'on la tranchera, car elle est en France et fort aventurée même. Quant à mes bois de haute futaie, et quant à mes châteaux je défie toutes les scies et toutes les pioches du royaume très chrétien de mordre dedans.

	— Silence! fit le juge. Et il continua: «De plus sera ledit

	Coconnas…»

	— Comment! interrompit Coconnas, il me sera fait quelque chose encore après la décapitation? Oh! oh! cela me paraît bien sévère.

	— Non, monsieur, dit le juge: avant…

	Et il reprit:

	«Et sera de plus ledit Coconnas, avant l'exécution du jugement, appliqué à la question extraordinaire qui est des dix coins.»

	Coconnas bondit, foudroyant le juge d'un regard étincelant.

	— Et pour quoi faire? s'écria-t-il, ne trouvant pas d'autres mots que cette naïveté pour exprimer la foule de pensées qui venaient de surgir dans son esprit.

	En effet, cette torture était pour Coconnas le renversement complet de ses espérances; il ne serait conduit à la chapelle qu'après la torture, et de cette torture on mourait souvent; on en mourait d'autant mieux qu'on était plus brave et plus fort, car alors on regardait comme une lâcheté d'avouer; et tant qu'on n'avouait pas, la torture continuait, et non seulement continuait, mais redoublait de force.

	Le juge se dispensa de répondre à Coconnas, la suite de l'arrêt répondant pour lui; seulement il continua: «Afin de le forcer d'avouer ses complices, complots et machinations dans le détail.»

	— Mordi! s'écria Coconnas, voilà ce que j'appelle une infamie; voilà ce que j'appelle bien plus qu'une infamie, voilà ce que j'appelle une lâcheté.

	Accoutumé aux colères des victimes, colères que la souffrance calme en les changeant en larmes, le juge impassible ne fit qu'un seul geste.

	Coconnas, saisi par les pieds et par les épaules, fut renversé, emporté, couché et attaché sur le lit de la question avant d'avoir pu regarder même ceux qui lui faisaient cette violence.

	— Misérables! hurlait Coconnas, secouant dans un paroxysme de fureur le lit et les tréteaux de manière à faire reculer les tourmenteurs eux-mêmes; misérables! torturez-moi, brisez-moi, mettez-moi en morceaux, vous ne saurez rien, je vous le jure! Ah! vous croyez que c'est avec des morceaux de bois ou avec des morceaux de fer qu'on fait parler un gentilhomme de mon nom! Allez, allez, je vous en défie.

	— Préparez-vous à écrire, greffier, dit le juge.

	— Oui, prépare-toi! hurla Coconnas, et si tu écris tout ce que je vais vous dire à tous, infâmes bourreaux, tu auras de l'ouvrage. Écris, écris.

	— Voulez-vous faire des révélations? dit le juge de sa même voix calme.

	— Rien, pas un mot; allez au diable!

	— Vous réfléchirez, monsieur, pendant les préparatifs. Allons, maître, ajustez les bottines à monsieur.

	À ces mots, l'homme qui était resté debout et immobile jusque-là, les cordes à la main, se détacha de la colonne, et d'un pas lent s'approcha de Coconnas, qui se retourna de son côté pour lui faire la grimace.

	C'était maître Caboche, le bourreau de la prévôté de Paris.

	Un douloureux étonnement se peignit sur les traits de Coconnas, qui, au lieu de crier et de s'agiter, demeura immobile et ne pouvant détacher ses yeux du visage de cet ami oublié qui reparaissait en un pareil moment.

	Caboche, sans qu'un seul muscle de son visage fût agité, sans qu'il parût avoir jamais vu Coconnas autre part que sur le chevalet, lui introduisit deux planches entre les jambes, lui plaça deux autres planches pareilles en dehors des jambes, et ficela le tout avec la corde qu'il tenait à la main.

	C'était cet appareil qu'on appelait les brodequins.

	Pour la question ordinaire, on enfonçait six coins entre les deux planches, qui en s'écartant broyaient les chairs.

	Pour la question extraordinaire, on enfonçait dix coins, et alors les planches, non seulement broyaient les chairs, mais faisaient éclater les os.

	L'opération préliminaire terminée, maître Caboche introduisit l'extrémité du coin entre les deux planches; puis, son maillet à la main, agenouillé sur un seul genou, il regarda le juge.

	— Voulez-vous parler? demanda celui-ci.

	— Non, répondit résolument Coconnas, quoiqu'il sentît la sueur perler sur son front et ses cheveux se dresser sur sa tête.

	— En ce cas, allez, dit le juge, premier coin de l'ordinaire. Caboche leva son bras armé d'un lourd maillet et assena un coup terrible sur le coin, qui rendit un son mat.

	Le chevalet trembla.

	Coconnas ne laissa point échapper une plainte à ce premier coin, qui, d'ordinaire, faisait gémir les plus résolus. Il y eut même plus: la seule expression qui se peignit sur son visage fut celle d'un indicible étonnement. Il regarda avec des yeux stupéfaits Caboche, qui, le bras levé, à demi retourné vers le juge, s'apprêtait à redoubler.

	— Quelle était votre intention en vous cachant dans la forêt? demanda le juge.

	— De nous asseoir à l'ombre, répondit Coconnas.

	— Allez, dit le juge. Caboche appliqua un second coup, qui résonna comme le premier. Mais pas plus qu'au premier coup Coconnas ne sourcilla, et son oeil continua de regarder le bourreau avec la même expression. Le juge fronça le sourcil.

	— Voilà un chrétien bien dur, murmura-t-il; le coin est-il entré jusqu'au bout, maître?

	Caboche se baissa comme pour examiner; mais en se baissant il dit tout bas à Coconnas:

	— Mais criez donc, malheureux! Puis se relevant:

	— Jusqu'au bout, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Second coin de l'ordinaire, reprit froidement le juge. Les quatre mots de Caboche expliquaient tout à Coconnas. Le digne bourreau venait de rendre à son ami le plus grand service qui se puisse rendre de bourreau à gentilhomme. Il lui épargnait plus que la douleur, il lui épargnait la honte des aveux, en lui enfonçant entre les jambes des coins de cuir élastiques, dont la partie supérieure était seulement garnie de bois, au lieu de lui enfoncer des coins de chêne. De plus, il lui laissait toute sa force pour faire face à l'échafaud.

	— Ah brave, brave Caboche, murmura Coconnas, sois tranquille, va, je vais crier, puisque tu me le demandes, et si tu n'es pas content, tu seras difficile.

	Pendant ce temps, Caboche avait introduit entre les planches l'extrémité d'un coin plus gros encore que le premier.

	— Allez, dit le juge.

	À ce mot, Caboche frappa comme s'il se fût agi de démolir d'un seul coup le donjon de Vincennes.

	— Ah! ah! hou! hou! cria Coconnas sur les intonations les plus variées. Mille tonnerres, vous me brisez les os, prenez donc garde!

	— Ah! dit le juge en souriant, le second fait son effet; cela m'étonnait aussi. Coconnas respira comme un soufflet de forge.

	— Que faisiez-vous donc dans la forêt? répéta le juge.

	— Eh! mordieu! je vous l'ai déjà dit, je prenais le frais.

	— Allez, dit le juge.

	— Avouez, lui glissa Caboche à l'oreille.

	— Quoi?

	— Tout ce que vous voudrez, mais avouez quelque chose. Et il donna le second coup non moins bien appliqué que le premier. Coconnas pensa s'étrangler à force de crier.

	— Oh! là, là, dit-il. Que désirez-vous savoir, monsieur? par ordre de qui j'étais dans le bois?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— J'y étais par ordre de M. d'Alençon.

	— Écrivez, dit le juge.

	— Si j'ai commis un crime en tendant un piège au roi de Navarre, continua Coconnas, je n'étais qu'un instrument, monsieur, et j'obéissais à mon maître.

	Le greffier se mit à écrire.

	— Oh! tu m'as dénoncé, face blême, murmura le patient, attends, attends.

	Et il raconta la visite de François au roi de Navarre, les entrevues entre de Mouy et M. d'Alençon, l'histoire du manteau rouge, le tout en hurlant par réminiscence et en se faisant ajouter de temps en temps un coup de marteau.

	Enfin il donna tant de renseignements précis, véridiques, incontestables, terribles contre M. le duc d'Alençon; il fit si bien paraître ne les accorder qu'à la violence des douleurs; il grimaça, rugit, se plaignit si naturellement et sur tant d'intonations différentes, que le juge lui-même finit par s'effaroucher d'avoir à enregistrer des détails si compromettants pour un fils de France.

	— Eh bien, à la bonne heure! disait Caboche, voici un gentilhomme à qui il n'est pas besoin de dire les choses à deux fois et qui fait bonne mesure au greffier. Jésus-Dieu! que serait-ce donc, si, au lieu d'être de cuir, les coins étaient de bois!

	Aussi fit-on grâce à Coconnas du dernier coin de l'extraordinaire; mais, sans compter celui-là, il avait eu affaire à neuf autres, ce qui suffisait parfaitement à lui mettre les jambes en bouillie.

	Le juge fit valoir à Coconnas la douceur qu'il lui accordait en faveur de ses aveux et se retira.

	Le patient resta seul avec Caboche.

	— Eh bien, lui demanda celui-ci, comment allons-nous, mon gentilhomme?

	— Ah! mon ami! mon brave ami, mon cher Caboche! dit Coconnas, sois certain que je serai reconnaissant toute ma vie de ce que tu viens de faire pour moi.

	— Peste! vous avez raison, monsieur, car si on savait ce que j'ai fait pour vous, c'est moi qui prendrais votre place sur ce chevalet, et on ne me ménagerait point, moi, comme je vous ai ménagé.

	— Mais comment as-tu eu l'ingénieuse idée…

	— Voilà, dit Caboche tout en entortillant les jambes de Coconnas dans des linges ensanglantés: j'ai su que vous étiez arrêté, j'ai su qu'on faisait votre procès, j'ai su que la reine Catherine voulait votre mort; j'ai deviné qu'on vous donnerait la question, et j'ai pris mes précautions en conséquence.

	— Au risque de ce qui pouvait arriver?

	— Monsieur, dit Caboche, vous êtes le seul gentilhomme qui m'ait donné la main, et l'on a de la mémoire et un coeur, tout bourreau qu'on est, et peut-être même parce qu'on est bourreau. Vous verrez demain comme je ferai proprement ma besogne.

	— Demain? dit Coconnas.

	— Sans doute, demain.

	— Quelle besogne? Caboche regarda Coconnas avec stupéfaction.

	— Comment, quelle besogne? avez-vous donc oublié l'arrêt?

	— Ah! oui, en effet, l'arrêt, dit Coconnas, je l'avais oublié. Le fait est que Coconnas ne l'avait point oublié, mais qu'il n'y pensait pas. Ce à quoi il pensait, c'était à la chapelle, au couteau caché sous la nappe sacrée, à Henriette et à la reine, à la porte de la sacristie et aux deux chevaux attendant à la lisière de la forêt; ce à quoi il pensait, c'était à la liberté, c'était à la course en plein air, c'était à la sécurité au-delà des frontières de France.

	— Maintenant, dit Caboche, il s'agit de vous faire passer adroitement du chevalet sur la litière. N'oubliez pas que pour tout le monde, et même pour mes valets, vous avez les jambes brisées, et qu'à chaque mouvement vous devez pousser un cri.

	— Aïe! fit Coconnas rien qu'en voyant les deux valets approcher de lui la litière.

	— Allons! allons! un peu de courage, dit Caboche; si vous criez déjà, que direz-vous donc tout à l'heure?

	— Mon cher Caboche, dit Coconnas, ne me laissez pas toucher, je vous en supplie, par vos estimables acolytes; peut-être n'auraient-ils pas la main aussi légère que vous.

	— Posez la litière près du chevalet, dit maître Caboche.

	Les deux valets obéirent. Maître Caboche prit Coconnas dans ses bras comme il aurait fait d'un enfant, et le déposa couché sur le brancard; mais malgré toutes ces précautions, Coconnas poussa des cris féroces. Le brave guichetier parut alors avec une lanterne.

	— À la chapelle, dit-il.

	Et les porteurs de Coconnas se mirent en route après que Coconnas eut donné à Caboche une seconde poignée de main.

	La première avait trop bien réussi au Piémontais pour qu'il fît désormais le difficile.

	XXVIII

	La chapelle

	Le lugubre cortège traversa dans le plus profond silence les deux ponts-levis du donjon et la grande cour du château qui mène à la chapelle, et aux vitraux de laquelle une pâle lumière colorait les figures livides des apôtres en robes rouges.

	Coconnas aspirait avidement l'air de la nuit, quoique cet air fût tout chargé de pluie. Il regardait l'obscurité profonde et s'applaudissait de ce que toutes ces circonstances étaient propices à sa fuite et à celle de son compagnon.

	Il lui fallut toute sa volonté, toute sa prudence, toute sa puissance sur lui-même pour ne pas sauter en bas de la litière dès que, porté dans la chapelle, il aperçut dans le choeur, et à trois pas de l'autel, une masse gisante dans un grand manteau blanc.

	C'était La Mole.

	Les deux soldats qui accompagnaient la litière s'étaient arrêtés en dehors de la porte.

	— Puisqu'on nous fait cette suprême grâce de nous réunir encore une fois, dit Coconnas, alanguissant sa voix, portez-moi près de mon ami.

	Les porteurs n'avaient aucun ordre contraire, ils ne firent donc aucune difficulté d'accorder la demande de Coconnas.

	La Mole était sombre et pâle, sa tête était appuyée au marbre de la muraille; ses cheveux noirs, baignés d'une sueur abondante, qui donnait à son visage la mate pâleur de l'ivoire, semblaient avoir conservé leur raideur après s'être hérissés sur sa tête.

	Sur un signe du porte-clefs les deux valets s'éloignèrent pour aller chercher le prêtre que demanda Coconnas.

	C'était le signal convenu.

	Coconnas les suivait des yeux avec anxiété; mais il n'était pas le seul dont le regard ardent était fixé sur eux. À peine eurent-ils disparu, que deux femmes s'élancèrent de derrière l'autel et firent irruption dans le choeur avec des frémissements de joie qui les précédaient, agitant l'air comme le souffle chaud et bruyant qui précède l'orage.

	Marguerite se précipita vers La Mole et le saisit dans ses bras.

	La Mole poussa un cri terrible, un de ces cris comme en avait entendu Coconnas dans son cachot et qui avaient failli le rendre fou.

	— Mon Dieu! qu'y a-t-il donc, La Mole? dit Marguerite se reculant d'effroi. La Mole poussa un gémissement profond et porta ses mains à ses yeux comme pour ne pas voir Marguerite.

	Marguerite fut épouvantée plus encore de ce silence et de ce geste que du cri de douleur qu'avait poussé La Mole.

	— Oh! s'écria-t-elle, qu'as-tu donc? tu es tout en sang.

	Coconnas, qui s'était élancé vers l'autel, qui avait pris le poignard, qui tenait déjà Henriette enlacée, se retourna.

	— Lève-toi donc, disait Marguerite, lève-toi donc, je t'en supplie! tu vois bien que le moment est venu.

	Un sourire effrayant de tristesse passa sur les lèvres blêmes de

	La Mole, qui semblait ne plus devoir sourire.

	— Chère reine! dit le jeune homme, vous aviez compté sans Catherine, et par conséquent sans un crime. J'ai subi la question, mes os sont rompus, tout mon corps n'est qu'une plaie, et le mouvement que je fais en ce moment pour appuyer mes lèvres sur votre front me cause des douleurs pires que la mort.

	Et en effet, avec effort et tout pâlissant, La Mole appuya ses lèvres sur le front de la reine.

	— La question! s'écria Coconnas; mais moi aussi je l'ai subie; mais le bourreau n'a-t-il donc pas fait pour toi ce qu'il a fait pour moi?

	Et Coconnas raconta tout.

	— Ah! dit La Mole, cela se comprend: tu lui as donné la main le jour de notre visite; moi j'ai oublié que tous les hommes sont frères, j'ai fait le dédaigneux. Dieu me punit de mon orgueil, merci à Dieu!

	La Mole joignit les mains. Coconnas et les deux femmes échangèrent un regard d'indicible terreur.

	— Allons, allons, dit le geôlier, qui avait été jusqu'à la porte pour écouter et qui était revenu, allons, ne perdez pas de temps, cher monsieur de Coconnas; mon coup de dague, et arrangez-moi cela en digne gentilhomme, car ils vont venir.

	Marguerite s'était agenouillée près de La Mole, pareille à ces figures de marbre courbées sur un tombeau, près du simulacre de celui qu'il renferme.

	— Allons, ami, dit Coconnas, du courage! je suis fort, je t'emporterai, je te placerai sur ton cheval, je te tiendrai même devant moi si tu ne peux te soutenir sur la selle, mais partons, partons; tu entends bien ce que nous dit ce brave homme, il s'agit de ta vie.

	La Mole fit un effort surhumain, un effort sublime.

	— C'est vrai, il s'agit de ta vie, dit-il. Et il essaya de se soulever. Annibal le prit sous le bras et le dressa debout. La Mole, pendant ce temps, n'avait fait entendre qu'une espèce de rugissement sourd; mais au moment où Coconnas le lâchait pour aller au guichetier, et lorsque le patient ne fut plus soutenu que par les bras des deux femmes, ses jambes plièrent, et, malgré les efforts de Marguerite en larmes, il tomba comme une masse, et le cri déchirant qu'il ne put retenir fit retentir la chapelle d'un écho lugubre qui vibra longtemps sous ses voûtes.

	— Vous voyez, dit La Mole avec un accent de détresse, vous voyez, ma reine, laissez-moi donc, abandonnez-moi donc avec un dernier adieu de vous. Je n'ai point parlé, Marguerite, votre secret est donc demeuré enveloppé dans mon amour, et mourra tout entier avec moi. Adieu, ma reine, adieu…

	Marguerite, presque inanimée elle-même, entoura de ses bras cette tête charmante, et y imprima un baiser presque religieux.

	— Toi, Annibal, dit La Mole, toi que les douleurs ont épargné, toi qui es jeune encore et qui peux vivre, fuis, mon ami, donne- moi cette consolation suprême de te savoir en liberté.

	— L'heure passe, cria le geôlier, allons, hâtez-vous. Henriette essayait d'entraîner doucement Annibal, tandis que Marguerite à genoux devant La Mole, les cheveux épars et les yeux ruisselants, semblait une Madeleine.

	— Fuis, Annibal, reprit La Mole, fuis, ne donne pas à nos ennemis le joyeux spectacle de la mort de deux innocents.

	Coconnas repoussa doucement Henriette qui l'attirait vers la porte, et d'un geste si solennel qu'il en était devenu majestueux:

	— Madame, dit-il, donnez d'abord les cinq cents écus que nous avons promis à cet homme.

	— Les voici, dit Henriette.

	Alors se retournant vers La Mole et secouant tristement la tête:

	— Quant à toi, bon La Mole, dit-il, tu me fais injure en pensant un instant que je puisse te quitter. N'ai-je pas juré de vivre et de mourir avec toi? Mais tu souffres tant, pauvre ami, que je te pardonne.

	Et il se recoucha résolument près de son ami, vers lequel il pencha sa tête et dont il effleura le front avec ses lèvres.

	Puis il attira doucement, doucement, comme une mère ferait pour son enfant, la tête de son ami, qui glissa contre la muraille et vint se reposer sur sa poitrine.

	Marguerite était sombre. Elle avait ramassé le poignard que venait de laisser tomber Coconnas.

	— Ô ma reine, dit, en étendant les bras vers elle, La Mole, qui comprenait sa pensée; ô ma reine, n'oubliez pas que je meurs pour éteindre jusqu'au moindre soupçon de notre amour!

	— Mais que puis-je donc faire pour toi, s'écria Marguerite désespérée, si je ne puis pas même mourir avec toi?

	— Tu peux faire, dit La Mole, tu peux faire que la mort me sera douce, et viendra en quelque sorte à moi avec un visage souriant.

	Marguerite se rapprocha de lui en joignant les mains comme pour lui dire de parler.

	— Te rappelles-tu ce soir, Marguerite, où, en échange de ma vie que je t'offrais alors et que je te donne aujourd'hui, tu me fis une promesse sacrée?…

	Marguerite tressaillit.

	— Ah! tu te rappelles, dit La Mole, car tu frissonnes.

	— Oui, oui, je me la rappelle, dit Marguerite, et sur mon âme,

	Hyacinthe, cette promesse, je la tiendrai.

	Marguerite étendit de sa place la main vers l'autel, comme pour prendre une seconde fois Dieu à témoin de son serment.

	Le visage de La Mole s'éclaira comme si la voûte de la chapelle se fût ouverte, et qu'un rayon céleste eût descendu jusqu'à lui.

	— On vient, on vient, dit le geôlier. Marguerite poussa un cri, et se précipita vers La Mole, mais la crainte de redoubler ses douleurs l'arrêta tremblante devant lui.

	Henriette posa ses lèvres sur le front de Coconnas et lui dit:

	— Je te comprends, mon Annibal, et je suis fière de toi. Je sais bien que ton héroïsme te fait mourir, mais je t'aime pour ton héroïsme. Devant Dieu je t'aimerai toujours avant et plus que toute chose, et ce que Marguerite a juré de faire pour La Mole, sans savoir quelle chose cela est, je te jure que pour toi aussi je le ferai.

	Et elle tendit sa main à Marguerite.

	— C'est bien parler cela; merci, dit Coconnas.

	— Avant de me quitter, ma reine, dit La Mole, une dernière grâce: donnez-moi un souvenir quelconque de vous, que je puisse baiser en montant à l'échafaud.

	— Oh oui! s'écria Marguerite, tiens! …

	Et elle détacha de son cou un petit reliquaire d'or soutenu par une chaîne du même métal.

	— Tiens, dit-elle, voici une relique sainte que je porte depuis mon enfance; ma mère me la passa au cou quand j'étais toute petite et qu'elle m'aimait encore; elle vient de notre oncle le pape Clément; je ne l'ai jamais quittée. Tiens, prends-la.

	La Mole la prit et la baisa avidement.

	— On ouvre la porte, dit le geôlier; fuyez, mesdames! fuyez! Les deux femmes s'élancèrent derrière l'autel, où elles disparurent. Au même moment le prêtre entrait.

	XXIX

	La place Saint-Jean-en-Grève

	Il est sept heures du matin; la foule attendait bruyante sur les places, dans les rues et sur les quais.

	À dix heures du matin, un tombereau, le même dans lequel les deux amis, après leur duel, avaient été ramenés évanouis au Louvre, était parti de Vincennes, traversait lentement la rue Saint- Antoine, et sur son passage les spectateurs, si pressés qu'ils s'écrasaient les uns les autres, semblaient des statues aux yeux fixes et à la bouche glacée.

	C'est qu'en effet il y avait ce jour-là un spectacle déchirant, offert par la reine mère à tout le peuple de Paris.

	
Dans ce tombereau, dont nous avons parlé, et qui s'acheminait à travers les rues, couchés sur quelques brins de paille, deux jeunes gens, la tête nue et complètement vêtus de noir, s'appuyaient l'un contre l'autre. Coconnas portait sur ses genoux La Mole, dont la tête dépassait les traverses du tombereau et dont les yeux vagues erraient ça et là.

	Et cependant la foule, pour plonger son regard avide jusqu'au fond de la voiture, se pressait, se levait, se haussait, montant sur les bornes, s'accrochant aux anfractuosités des murailles, et paraissait satisfaite lorsqu'elle était parvenue à ne pas laisser vierge de son regard un seul point des deux corps qui sortaient de la souffrance pour aller à la destruction.

	Il avait été dit que La Mole mourait sans avoir avoué un seul des faits qui lui étaient imputés, tandis qu'au contraire, assurait- on, Coconnas n'avait pu supporter la douleur et avait tout révélé.

	Aussi, criait-on de tous côtés:

	— Voyez, voyez le rouge! c'est lui qui a parlé, c'est lui qui a tout dit; c'est un lâche qui est cause de la mort de l'autre. L'autre, au contraire, est un brave et n'a rien avoué.

	Les deux jeunes gens entendaient bien, l'un les louanges, l'autre les injures qui accompagnaient leur marche funèbre, et tandis que La Mole serrait les mains de son ami, un sublime dédain éclatait sur la figure du Piémontais, qui, du haut du tombereau immonde, regardait la foule stupide comme il l'eût regardée d'un char triomphal.

	L'infortune avait fait son oeuvre céleste, elle avait ennobli la figure de Coconnas, comme la mort allait diviniser son âme.

	— Sommes-nous bientôt arrivés? demanda La Mole; je n'en puis plus, ami, et je crois que je vais m'évanouir.

	— Attends, attends, La Mole, nous allons passez devant la rue

	Tizon et devant la rue Cloche-Percée, regarde, regarde un peu.

	— Oh! soulève-moi, soulève-moi, que je voie encore une fois cette bienheureuse maison.

	Coconnas étendit la main et toucha l'épaule du bourreau, il était assis sur le devant du tombereau, et conduisait le cheval.

	— Maître, lui dit-il, rends-nous ce service de t'arrêter un instant en face de la rue Tizon.

	Caboche fit de la tête un mouvement d'adhésion, et, arrivé en face de la rue Tizon, il s'arrêta.

	La Mole se souleva avec effort, aidé par Coconnas; regarda, l'oeil voilé par une larme, cette petite maison silencieuse, muette et close comme un tombeau; un soupir gonfla sa poitrine, et à voix basse:

	— Adieu, murmura-t-il; adieu, la jeunesse, l'amour, la vie. Et il laissa retomber sa tête sur sa poitrine.

	— Courage! dit Coconnas, nous retrouverons peut-être tout cela là-haut.

	— Crois-tu? murmura La Mole.

	— Je le crois parce que le prêtre me l'a dit, et surtout parce que je l'espère. Mais ne t'évanouis pas, mon ami! ces misérables qui nous regardent riraient de nous.

	Caboche entendit ces derniers mots; et fouettant son cheval d'une main, il tendit de l'autre à Coconnas, et sans que personne le pût voir, une petite éponge imprégnée d'un révulsif si violent que La Mole, après l'avoir respiré et s'en être frotté les tempes, s'en trouva rafraîchi et ranimé.

	— Ah! dit La Mole, je renais. Et il baisa le reliquaire suspendu à son cou par la chaîne d'or. En arrivant à l'angle du quai et en tournant le charmant petit édifice bâti par Henri II, on aperçut l'échafaud se dressant comme une plate-forme nue et sanglante: cette plate-forme dominait toutes les têtes.

	— Ami, dit La Mole, je voudrais bien mourir le premier.

	Coconnas toucha une seconde fois de sa main l'épaule du bourreau.

	— Qu'y a-t-il, mon gentilhomme? demanda celui-ci en se retournant.

	— Brave homme, dit Coconnas, tu tiens à me faire plaisir, n'est- ce pas? tu me l'as dit, du moins.

	— Oui, et je vous le répète.

	— Voilà mon ami qui a plus souffert que moi, et qui, par conséquent, a moins de force…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien, il me dit qu'il souffrirait trop de me voir mourir le premier. D'ailleurs, si je mourais le premier, il n'aurait personne pour le porter sur l'échafaud.

	— C'est bien, c'est bien, dit Caboche en essuyant une larme avec le dos de sa main; soyez tranquille, on fera ce que vous désirez.

	— Et d'un seul coup, n'est-ce pas? dit à voix basse le

	Piémontais.

	— D'un seul.

	— C'est bien… si vous avez à vous reprendre, reprenez-vous sur moi. Le tombereau s'arrêta, on était arrivé. Coconnas mit son chapeau sur sa tête.

	Une rumeur semblable à celle des flots de la mer bruit aux oreilles de La Mole. Il voulut se lever, mais les forces lui manquèrent; et il fallut que Caboche et Coconnas le soutinssent sous les bras.

	La place était pavée de têtes, les marches de l'Hôtel de Ville semblaient un amphithéâtre peuplé de spectateurs. Chaque fenêtre donnait passage à des visages animés dont les regards semblaient flamboyer.

	Quand on vit le beau jeune homme qui ne pouvait plus se soutenir sur ses jambes brisées faire un effort suprême pour aller de lui- même à l'échafaud, une clameur immense s'éleva comme un cri de désolation universelle. Les hommes rugissaient, les femmes poussaient des gémissements plaintifs.

	— C'était un des premiers raffinés de la cour, disaient les hommes, et ce n'était pas à Saint-Jean-en-Grève qu'il devait mourir, c'était au Pré-aux-Clercs.

	— Qu'il est beau! qu'il est pâle! disaient les femmes; c'est celui qui n'a point parlé.

	— Ami, dit La Mole, je ne puis me soutenir! Porte-moi!

	— Attends, dit Coconnas. Il fit un signe au bourreau, qui s'écarta; puis, se baissant, il prit La Mole dans ses bras comme il eût fait d'un enfant, et monta sans chanceler, chargé de son fardeau, l'escalier de la plate-forme où il déposa La Mole, au milieu des cris frénétiques et des applaudissements de la foule. Coconnas leva son chapeau de dessus sa tête, et salua. Puis il jeta son chapeau près de lui sur l'échafaud.

	— Regarde autour de nous, dit La Mole, ne les aperçois-tu pas quelque part?

	Coconnas jeta lentement un regard circulaire tout autour de la place, et, arrivé sur un point, il s'arrêta, étendant, sans détourner les yeux, sa main, qui toucha l'épaule de son ami.

	— Regarde, dit-il, regarde la fenêtre de cette petite tourelle.

	Et de son autre main il montrait à La Mole le petit monument qui existe encore aujourd'hui entre la rue de la Vannerie et la rue du Mouton, un des débris des siècles passés.

	Deux femmes vêtues de noir se tenaient appuyées l'une à l'autre, non pas à la fenêtre, mais un peu en arrière.

	— Ah! fit La Mole, je ne craignais qu'une chose, c'était de mourir sans la revoir. Je l'ai revue, je puis mourir. Et, les yeux avidement fixés sur la petite fenêtre, il porta le reliquaire à sa bouche et le couvrit de baisers. Coconnas saluait les deux femmes avec toutes les grâces qu'il se fût données dans un salon. En réponse à ce signe elles agitèrent leurs mouchoirs tout trempés de larmes.

	Caboche, à son tour, toucha du doigt l'épaule de Coconnas, et lui fit des yeux un signe significatif.

	— Oui, oui, dit le Piémontais. Alors se retournant vers La Mole:

	— Embrasse-moi, lui dit-il, et meurs bien. Cela ne sera point difficile, ami, tu es si brave!

	— Ah! dit La Mole, il n'y a pas de mérite à moi de mourir bien, je souffre tant!

	Le prêtre s'approcha, et tendit un crucifix à La Mole, qui lui montra en souriant le reliquaire qu'il tenait à la main.

	— N'importe, dit le prêtre, demandez toujours la force à celui qui a souffert ce que vous allez souffrir. La Mole baisa les pieds du Christ.

	— Recommandez-moi, dit-il, aux prières des Dames de la benoîte

	Sainte Vierge.

	— Hâte-toi, hâte-toi, La Mole, dit Coconnas, tu me fais tant de mal que je sens que je faiblis.

	— Je suis prêt, dit La Mole.

	— Pourrez-vous tenir votre tête bien droite? dit Caboche apprêtant son épée derrière La Mole agenouillé.

	— Je l'espère, dit celui-ci.

	— Alors tout ira bien.

	— Mais vous, dit La Mole, vous n'oublierez pas ce que je vous ai demandé; ce reliquaire vous ouvrira les portes.

	— Soyez tranquille. Mais essayez un peu de tenir la tête droite.

	La Mole redressa le cou, et tournant les yeux vers la petite tourelle:

	— Adieu, Marguerite, dit-il, sois bé… Il n'acheva pas. D'un revers de son glaive rapide et flamboyant comme un éclair, Caboche fit tomber d'un seul coup la tête, qui alla rouler aux pieds de Coconnas.

	Le corps s'étendit doucement comme s'il se couchait.

	Un cri immense retentit formé de mille cris, et dans toutes ces voix de femmes il sembla à Coconnas qu'il avait entendu un accent plus douloureux que tous les autres.

	— Merci, mon digne ami, merci, dit Coconnas, qui tendit une troisième fois la main au bourreau.

	— Mon fils, dit le prêtre à Coconnas, n'avez-vous rien à confier à Dieu?

	— Ma foi, non, mon père, dit le Piémontais; tout ce que j'aurais à lui dire, je vous l'ai dit à vous-même hier. Puis se retournant vers Caboche:

	— Allons, bourreau, mon dernier ami, dit-il, encore un service.

	Et avant de s'agenouiller il promena sur la foule un regard si calme et si serein qu'un murmure d'admiration vint caresser son oreille et faire sourire son orgueil. Alors pressant la tête de son ami et déposant un baiser sur ses lèvres violettes, il jeta un dernier regard sur la tourelle; et s'agenouillant, tout en conservant cette tête bien-aimée entre ses mains:

	— À moi, dit-il. Il n'avait pas achevé ces mots que Caboche avait fait voler sa tête.

	Ce coup fait, un tremblement convulsif s'empara du digne homme.

	— Il était temps que cela finît, murmura-t-il. Pauvre enfant!

	Et il tira avec peine des mains crispées de La Mole le reliquaire d'or; il jeta son manteau sur les tristes dépouilles que le tombereau devait ramener chez lui.

	Le spectacle étant fini, la foule s'écoula.

	XXX

	La tour du Pilori

	La nuit venait de descendre sur la ville frémissante encore du bruit de ce supplice, dont les détails couraient de bouche en bouche assombrir dans chaque maison l'heure joyeuse du souper de famille.

	Cependant, tout au contraire de la ville, qui était silencieuse et lugubre, le Louvre était bruyant, joyeux et illuminé. C'est qu'il y avait grande fête au palais. Une fête commandée par Charles IX, une fête qu'il avait indiquée pour le soir, en même temps qu'il indiquait le supplice pour le matin.

	La reine de Navarre avait reçu, dès la veille au soir, l'ordre de s'y trouver, et, dans l'espérance que La Mole et Coconnas seraient sauvés dans la nuit, dans la conviction que toutes les mesures étaient bien prises pour leur salut, elle avait répondu à son frère qu'elle ferait selon ses désirs.

	Mais depuis qu'elle avait perdu tout espoir, par la scène de la chapelle; depuis qu'elle avait, dans un dernier mouvement de pitié pour cet amour, le plus grand et le plus profond qu'elle avait éprouvé de sa vie, assisté à l'exécution, elle s'était bien promis que ni prières ni menaces ne la feraient assister à une fête joyeuse au Louvre le même jour où elle avait vu une fête si lugubre en Grève.

	Le roi Charles IX avait donné ce jour-là une nouvelle preuve de cette puissance de volonté que personne peut-être ne poussa au même degré que lui: alité depuis quinze jours, frêle comme un moribond, livide comme un cadavre, il se leva vers cinq heures, et revêtit ses plus beaux habits. Il est vrai que pendant la toilette il s'évanouit trois fois.

	Vers huit heures, il s'informa de ce qu'était devenue sa soeur, et demanda si on l'avait vue et si l'on savait ce qu'elle faisait. Personne ne lui répondit; car la reine était rentrée chez elle vers les onze heures, et s'y était renfermée en défendant absolument sa porte.

	Mais il n'y avait pas de porte fermée pour Charles. Appuyé sur le bras de M. de Nancey, il s'achemina vers l'appartement de la reine de Navarre, et entra tout à coup par la porte du corridor secret.

	Quoiqu'il s'attendît à un triste spectacle, et qu'il y eût d'avance préparé son coeur, celui qu'il vit était plus déplorable encore que celui qu'il avait rêvé.

	Marguerite, à demi morte, couchée sur une chaise longue, la tête ensevelie dans des coussins, ne pleurait pas, ne priait pas; mais, depuis son retour, elle râlait comme une agonisante.

	À l'autre coin de la chambre, Henriette de Nevers, cette femme intrépide, gisait, sans connaissance, étendue sur le tapis. En revenant de la Grève, comme à Marguerite, les forces lui avaient manqué, et la pauvre Gillonne allait de l'une à l'autre, n'osant pas essayer de leur adresser une parole de consolation.

	Dans les crises qui suivent ces grandes catastrophes, on est avare de sa douleur comme d'un trésor, et l'on tient pour ennemi quiconque tente de nous en distraire la moindre partie.

	Charles IX poussa donc la porte, et laissant Nancey dans le corridor, il entra pâle et tremblant.

	Ni l'une ni l'autre des femmes ne l'avait vu. Gillonne seule, qui dans ce moment portait secours à Henriette, se releva sur un genou et tout effrayée regarda le roi.

	Le roi fit un geste de la main, elle se releva, fit la révérence, et sortit.

	Alors Charles se dirigea vers Marguerite, la regarda un instant en silence; puis avec une intonation dont on eût cru cette voix incapable:

	— Margot! dit-il, ma soeur! La jeune femme tressaillit et se redressa:

	— Votre Majesté! dit-elle.

	— Allons, ma soeur, du courage! Marguerite leva les yeux au ciel.

	— Oui, dit Charles, je sais bien, mais écoute-moi. La reine de

	Navarre fit signe qu'elle écoutait.

	— Tu m'as promis de venir au bal, dit Charles.

	— Moi! s'écria Marguerite.

	— Oui, et d'après ta promesse on t'attend; de sorte que si tu ne venais pas on serait étonné de ne pas t'y voir.

	— Excusez-moi, mon frère, dit Marguerite; vous le voyez, je suis bien souffrante.

	— Faites un effort sur vous-même.

	Marguerite parut un instant tentée de rappeler son courage, puis tout à coup s'abandonnant et laissant retomber sa tête sur ses coussins:

	— Non, non, je n'irai pas, dit-elle.

	Charles lui prit la main, s'assit sur sa chaise longue, et lui dit:

	— Tu viens de perdre un ami, je le sais, Margot; mais regarde- moi, n'ai-je pas perdu tous mes amis, moi! et de plus, ma mère! Toi, tu as toujours pu pleurer à l'aise comme tu pleures en ce moment; moi, à l'heure de mes plus fortes douleurs, j'ai toujours été forcé de sourire. Tu souffres, regarde-moi! moi, je meurs. Eh bien, Margot, voyons, du courage! Je te le demande, ma soeur, au nom de notre gloire! Nous portons comme une croix d'angoisses la renommée de notre maison, portons-la comme le Seigneur jusqu'au Calvaire! et si sur la route, comme lui, nous trébuchons, relevons-nous, courageux et résignés comme lui.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, mon Dieu! s'écria Marguerite.

	— Oui, dit Charles, répondant à sa pensée; oui, le sacrifice est rude, ma soeur; mais chacun fait le sien, les uns de leur honneur, les autres de leur vie. Crois-tu qu'avec mes vingt-cinq ans et le plus beau trône du monde, je ne regrette pas de mourir? Eh bien, regarde-moi… mes yeux, mon teint, mes lèvres sont d'un mourant, c'est vrai; mais mon sourire… est-ce que mon sourire ne ferait pas croire que j'espère? Et, cependant, dans huit jours, un mois tout au plus, tu me pleureras, ma soeur, comme celui qui est mort aujourd'hui.

	— Mon frère! … s'écria Margot en jetant ses deux bras autour du cou de Charles.

	— Allons, habillez-vous, chère Marguerite, dit le roi; cachez votre pâleur et paraissez au bal. Je viens de donner ordre qu'on vous apporte des pierreries nouvelles et des ajustements dignes de votre beauté.

	— Oh! des diamants, des robes, dit Marguerite, que m'importe tout cela maintenant!

	— La vie est longue, Marguerite, dit en souriant Charles, pour toi du moins.

	— Jamais! jamais!

	— Ma soeur, souviens-toi d'une chose: quelquefois c'est en étouffant ou plutôt en dissimulant la souffrance que l'on honore le mieux les morts.

	— Eh bien, Sire, dit Marguerite frissonnante, j'irai. Une larme, qui fut bue aussitôt par sa paupière aride, mouilla l'oeil de Charles. Il s'inclina vers sa soeur, la baisa au front, s'arrêta un instant devant Henriette, qui ne l'avait ni vu ni entendu, et dit:

	— Pauvre femme! Puis il sortit silencieusement. Derrière le roi, plusieurs pages entrèrent, apportant des coffres et des écrins. Marguerite fit signe de la main que l'on déposât tout cela à terre. Les pages sortirent, Gillonne resta seule.

	— Prépare-moi tout ce qu'il me faut pour m'habiller, Gillonne, dit Marguerite. La jeune fille regarda sa maîtresse d'un air étonné.

	— Oui, dit Marguerite avec un accent dont il serait impossible de rendre l'amertume, oui, je m'habille, je vais au bal, on m'attend là-bas. Dépêche-toi donc! la journée aura été complète: fête à la Grève ce matin, fête au Louvre ce soir.

	— Et madame la duchesse? dit Gillonne.

	— Oh! elle, elle est bien heureuse; elle peut rester ici; elle peut pleurer, elle peut souffrir tout à son aise. Elle n'est pas fille de roi, femme de roi, soeur de roi. Elle n'est pas reine. Aide-moi à m'habiller, Gillonne.

	La jeune fille obéit. Les parures étaient magnifiques, la robe splendide. Jamais Marguerite n'avait été si belle. Elle se regarda dans une glace.

	— Mon frère a bien raison, dit-elle, et c'est une bien misérable chose que la créature humaine. En ce moment Gillonne revint.

	— Madame, dit-elle, un homme est là qui vous demande.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous.

	— Quel est cet homme?

	— Je ne sais, mais son aspect est terrible, et sa seule vue m'a fait frissonner.

	— Va lui demander son nom, dit Marguerite en pâlissant. Gillonne sortit, et quelques instants après elle rentra.

	— Il n'a pas voulu me dire son nom, madame, mais il m'a priée de vous remettre ceci.

	Gillonne tendit à Marguerite le reliquaire qu'elle avait donné la veille au soir à La Mole.

	— Oh! fais entrer, fais entrer, dit vivement la reine.

	Et elle devint plus pâle et plus glacée encore qu'elle n'était.

	Un pas lourd ébranla le parquet. L'écho, indigné sans doute de répéter un pareil bruit, gronda sous le lambris, et un homme parut sur le seuil.

	— Vous êtes…? dit la reine.

	— Celui que vous rencontrâtes un jour près de Montfaucon, madame, et qui ramena au Louvre, dans son tombereau, deux gentilshommes blessés.

	— Oui, oui, je vous reconnais, vous êtes maître Caboche.

	— Bourreau de la prévôté de Paris, madame. C'étaient les seuls mots que Henriette avait entendus de tous ceux que depuis une heure on prononçait autour d'elle. Elle dégagea sa tête pâle de ses deux mains et regarda le bourreau avec ses yeux d'émeraude, d'où semblait sortir un double jet de flammes.

	— Et vous venez…? dit Marguerite tremblante.

	— Vous rappeler la promesse faite au plus jeune des deux gentilshommes, à celui qui m'a chargé de vous rendre ce reliquaire. Vous la rappelez-vous, madame?

	— Ah! oui, oui, s'écria la reine, et jamais ombre plus généreuse n'aura plus noble satisfaction; mais où est-elle?

	— Elle est chez moi avec le corps.

	— Chez vous? pourquoi ne l'avez-vous pas apportée?

	— Je pouvais être arrêté au guichet du Louvre, on pouvait me forcer de lever mon manteau; qu'aurait-on dit si, sous ce manteau, on avait vu une tête?

	— C'est bien, gardez-la chez vous; j'irai la chercher demain.

	— Demain, madame, demain, dit maître Caboche, il sera peut-être trop tard.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que la reine mère m'a fait retenir pour ses expériences cabalistiques les têtes des deux premiers condamnés que je décapiterais.

	— Oh! profanation! les têtes de nos bien-aimés! Henriette, s'écria Marguerite en courant à son amie, qu'elle retrouva debout comme si un ressort venait de la remettre sur ses pieds; Henriette, mon ange, entends-tu ce qu'il dit, cet homme?

	— Oui. Eh bien, que faut-il faire?

	— Il faut aller avec lui.

	Puis poussant un cri de douleur avec lequel les grandes infortunes se reprennent à la vie:

	— Ah! j'étais cependant si bien, dit-elle; j'étais presque morte.

	Pendant ce temps, Marguerite jetait sur ses épaules nues un manteau de velours.

	— Viens, viens, dit-elle, nous allons les revoir encore une fois.

	Marguerite fit fermer toutes les portes, ordonna que l'on amenât la litière à la petite porte dérobée; puis, prenant Henriette sous le bras, descendit par le passage secret, faisant signe à Caboche de les suivre.

	À la porte d'en bas était la litière, au guichet était le valet de

	Caboche avec une lanterne.

	Les porteurs de Marguerite étaient des hommes de confiance muets et sourds, plus sûrs que ne l'eussent été des bêtes de somme.

	La litière marcha pendant dix minutes à peu près, précédée de maître Caboche et de son valet portant la lanterne; puis elle s'arrêta.

	Le bourreau ouvrit la portière tandis que le valet courait devant.

	Marguerite descendit, aida la duchesse de Nevers à descendre. Dans cette grande douleur qui les étreignait toutes deux, c'était cette organisation nerveuse qui se trouvait être la plus forte.

	La tour du Pilori se dressait devant les deux femmes comme un géant sombre et informe, envoyant une lumière rougeâtre par deux sarbacanes qui flamboyaient à son sommet.

	Le valet reparut sur la porte.

	— Vous pouvez entrer, mesdames, dit Caboche, tout le monde est couché dans la tour. Au même moment la lumière des deux meurtrières s'éteignit.

	Les deux femmes, serrées l'une contre l'autre, passèrent sous la petite porte en ogive et foulèrent dans l'ombre une dalle humide et raboteuse. Elles aperçurent une lumière au fond d'un corridor tournant, et, guidées par le maître hideux du logis, elles se dirigèrent de ce côté. La porte se referma derrière elles.

	Caboche, un flambeau de cire à la main, les introduisit dans une salle basse et enfumée. Au milieu de cette salle était une table dressée avec les restes d'un souper et trois couverts. Ces trois couverts étaient sans doute pour le bourreau, sa femme et son aide principal.

	Dans l'endroit le plus apparent était cloué à la muraille un parchemin scellé du sceau du roi. C'était le brevet patibulaire.

	Dans un coin était une grande épée, à poignée longue. C'était l'épée flamboyante de la justice.

	Çà et là on voyait encore quelques images grossières représentant des saints martyrisés par tous les supplices.

	Arrivé là, Caboche s'inclina profondément.

	— Votre Majesté m'excusera, dit-il, si j'ai osé pénétrer dans le Louvre et vous amener ici. Mais c'était la volonté expresse et suprême du gentilhomme, de sorte que j'ai dû…

	— Vous avez bien fait, maître, vous avez bien fait, dit

	Marguerite, et voici pour récompenser votre zèle.

	Caboche regarda tristement la bourse gonflée d'or que Marguerite venait de déposer sur la table.

	— De l'or! toujours de l'or! murmura-t-il. Hélas! madame, que ne puis-je moi-même racheter à prix d'or le sang que j'ai été obligé de répandre aujourd'hui!

	— Maître, dit Marguerite avec une hésitation douloureuse et en regardant autour d'elle, maître, maître, nous faudrait-il encore aller ailleurs? je ne vois pas…

	— Non, madame, non, ils sont ici; mais c'est un triste spectacle et que je pourrais vous épargner en vous apportant caché dans un manteau ce que vous venez chercher.

	Marguerite et Henriette se regardèrent simultanément.

	— Non, dit Marguerite, qui avait lu dans le regard de son amie la même résolution qu'elle venait de prendre, non; montrez-nous le chemin et nous vous suivrons.

	Caboche prit le flambeau, ouvrit une porte de chêne qui donnait sur un escalier de quelques marches et qui s'enfonçait en plongeant sous la terre. Au même instant un courant d'air passa, faisant voler quelques étincelles de la torche et jetant au visage des princesses l'odeur nauséabonde de la moisissure et du sang.

	Henriette s'appuya, blanche comme une statue d'albâtre, sur le bras de son amie à la marche plus assurée; mais au premier degré elle chancela.

	— Oh! je ne pourrai jamais, dit-elle.

	— Quand on aime bien, Henriette, répliqua la reine, on doit aimer jusque dans la mort.

	C'était un spectacle horrible et touchant à la fois que celui que présentaient ces deux femmes resplendissantes de jeunesse, de beauté, de parure, se courbant sous la voûte ignoble et crayeuse, la plus faible s'appuyant à la plus forte, et la plus forte s'appuyant au bras du bourreau.

	On arriva à la dernière marche. Au fond du caveau gisaient deux formes humaines recouvertes par un large drap de serge noire. Caboche leva un coin du voile, approcha son flambeau et dit:

	— Regardez, madame la reine. Dans leurs habits noirs, les deux jeunes gens étaient couchés côte à côte avec l'effrayante symétrie de la mort. Leurs têtes, inclinées et rapprochées du tronc, semblaient séparées seulement au milieu du cou par un cercle de rouge vif. La mort n'avait pas désuni leurs mains, car, soit hasard, soit pieuse attention du bourreau, la main droite de La Mole reposait dans la main gauche de Coconnas.

	Il y avait un regard d'amour sous les paupières de La Mole, il y avait un sourire de dédain sous celles de Coconnas.

	Marguerite s'agenouilla près de son amant, et de ses mains éblouissantes de pierreries leva doucement cette tête qu'elle avait tant aimée.

	Quant à la duchesse de Nevers, appuyée à la muraille, elle ne pouvait détacher son regard de ce pâle visage sur lequel tant de fois elle avait cherché la joie et l'amour.

	— La Mole! cher La Mole! murmura Marguerite.

	— Annibal! Annibal! s'écria la duchesse de Nevers, si fier, si brave, tu ne me réponds plus! … Et un torrent de larmes s'échappa de ses yeux.

	Cette femme si dédaigneuse, si intrépide, si insolente dans le bonheur; cette femme qui poussait le scepticisme jusqu'au doute suprême, la passion jusqu'à la cruauté, cette femme n'avait jamais pensé à la mort.

	Marguerite lui en donna l'exemple. Elle enferma dans un sac brodé de perles et parfumé des plus fines essences la tête de La Mole, plus belle encore puisqu'elle se rapprochait du velours et de l'or, et à laquelle une préparation particulière, employée à cette époque dans les embaumements royaux, devait conserver sa beauté. Henriette s'approcha à son tour, enveloppant la tête de Coconnas dans un pan de son manteau.

	Et toutes deux, courbées sous leur douleur plus que sous leur fardeau, montèrent l'escalier avec un dernier regard pour les restes qu'elles laissaient à la merci du bourreau, dans ce sombre réduit des criminels vulgaires.

	— Ne craignez rien, madame, dit Caboche, qui comprit ce regard, les gentilshommes seront ensevelis, enterrés saintement, je vous le jure.

	— Et tu leur feras dire des messes avec ceci, dit Henriette arrachant de son cou un magnifique collier de rubis et le présentant au bourreau.

	On revint au Louvre comme on en était sorti. Au guichet, la reine se fit reconnaître; au bas de son escalier particulier, elle descendit, rentra chez elle, déposa sa triste relique dans le cabinet de sa chambre à coucher, destiné dès ce moment à devenir un oratoire, laissa Henriette en garde de sa chambre, et plus pâle et plus belle que jamais, entra vers dix heures dans la grande salle du bal, la même où nous avons vu, il y a tantôt deux ans et demi, s'ouvrir le premier chapitre de notre histoire.

	Tous les yeux se tournèrent vers elle, et elle supporta ce regard universel d'un air fier et presque joyeux. C'est qu'elle avait religieusement accompli le dernier voeu de son ami. Charles, en l'apercevant, traversa chancelant le flot doré qui l'entourait.

	— Ma soeur, dit-il tout haut, je vous remercie. Puis tout bas:

	— Prenez garde! dit-il, vous avez au bras une tache de sang…

	— Ah! qu'importe, Sire, dit Marguerite, pourvu que j'aie le sourire sur les lèvres!

	XXXI

	La sueur de sang

	Quelques jours après la scène terrible que nous venons de raconter, c'est-à-dire le 30 mai 1574, la cour étant à Vincennes, on entendit tout à coup un grand bruit dans la chambre du roi, lequel, étant retombé plus malade que jamais au milieu du bal qu'il avait voulu donner le jour même de la mort des deux jeunes gens, était, par ordre des médecins, venu chercher à la campagne un air plus pur.

	Il était huit heures du matin. Un petit groupe de courtisans causait avec feu dans l'antichambre, quand tout à coup retentit le cri, et parut au seuil de l'appartement la nourrice de Charles, les yeux baignés de larmes et criant d'une voix désespérée:

	— Secours au roi! secours au roi!

	— Sa Majesté est-elle donc plus mal? demanda le capitaine de Nancey, que le roi avait, comme nous l'avons vu, dégagé de toute obéissance à la reine Catherine pour l'attacher à sa personne.

	— Oh! que de sang! que de sang! dit la nourrice. Les médecins! appelez les médecins!

	Mazille et Ambroise Paré se relevaient tour à tour auprès de l'auguste malade, et Ambroise Paré, qui était de garde, ayant vu s'endormir le roi, avait profité de cet assoupissement pour s'éloigner quelques instants.

	Pendant ce temps, une sueur abondante avait pris le roi; et comme Charles était atteint d'un relâchement des vaisseaux capillaires, et que ce relâchement amenait une hémorragie de la peau, cette sueur sanglante avait épouvanté la nourrice, qui ne pouvait s'habituer à cet étrange phénomène, et qui, protestante, on se le rappelle, lui disait sans cesse que c'était le sang huguenot versé le jour de la Saint-Barthélemy qui appelait son sang.

	On s'élança dans toutes les directions; le docteur ne devait pas être loin, et l'on ne pouvait manquer de le rencontrer.

	L'antichambre resta donc vide, chacun étant désireux de montrer son zèle en ramenant le médecin demandé.

	Alors une porte s'ouvrit, et l'on vit apparaître Catherine. Elle traversa rapidement l'antichambre et entra vivement dans l'appartement de son fils.

	Charles était renversé sur son lit, l'oeil éteint, la poitrine haletante; de tout son corps découlait une sueur rougeâtre; sa main, écartée, pendait hors de son lit, et au bout de chacun de ses doigts pendait un rubis liquide.

	C'était un horrible spectacle.

	Cependant, au bruit des pas de sa mère, et comme s'il les eût reconnus, Charles se redressa.

	— Pardon, madame, dit-il en regardant sa mère, je voudrais bien mourir en paix.

	— Mourir, mon fils, dit Catherine, pour une crise passagère de ce vilain mal! Voudriez-vous donc nous désespérer ainsi?

	— Je vous dis, madame, que je sens mon âme qui s'en va. Je vous dis, madame, que c'est la mort qui arrive, mort de tous les diables! Je sens ce que je sens, et je sais ce que je dis.

	— Sire, dit la reine, votre imagination est votre plus grave maladie; depuis le supplice si mérité de ces deux sorciers, de ces deux assassins qu'on appelait La Mole et Coconnas, vos souffrances physiques doivent avoir diminué. Le mal moral persévère seul, et, si je pouvais causer avec vous dix minutes seulement, je vous prouverais…

	— Nourrice, dit Charles, veille à la porte, et que personne n'entre: la reine Catherine de Médicis veut causer avec son fils bien-aimé Charles IX.

	La nourrice obéit.

	— Au fait, continua Charles, cet entretien devait avoir lieu un jour ou l'autre, mieux vaut donc aujourd'hui que demain. Demain, d'ailleurs, il serait peut-être trop tard. Seulement, une troisième personne doit assister à notre entretien.

	— Et pourquoi?

	— Parce que, je vous le répète, la mort est en route, reprit Charles avec une effrayante solennité; parce que d'un moment à l'autre elle entrera dans cette chambre comme vous, pâle et muette, et sans se faire annoncer. Il est donc temps, puisque j'ai mis cette nuit ordre à mes affaires, de mettre ordre ce matin à celles du royaume.

	— Et quelle est cette personne que vous désirez voir? demanda

	Catherine.

	— Mon frère, madame. Faites-le appeler.

	— Sire, dit la reine, je vois avec plaisir que ces dénonciations, dictées par la haine bien plus qu'arrachées à la douleur, s'effacent de votre esprit et vont bientôt s'effacer de votre coeur. Nourrice! cria Catherine, nourrice!

	La bonne femme, qui veillait au-dehors, ouvrit la porte.

	— Nourrice, dit Catherine, par ordre de mon fils, quand M. de Nancey viendra, vous lui direz d'aller quérir le duc d'Alençon.

	Charles fit un signe qui retint la bonne femme prête à obéir.

	— J'ai dit mon frère, madame, reprit Charles. Les yeux de Catherine se dilatèrent comme ceux de la tigresse qui va se mettre en colère. Mais Charles leva impérativement la main.

	— Je veux parler à mon frère Henri, dit-il. Henri seul est mon frère; non pas celui qui est roi là-bas, mais celui qui est prisonnier ici. Henri saura mes dernières volontés.

	— Et moi, s'écria la Florentine avec une audace inaccoutumée en face de la terrible volonté de son fils, tant la haine qu'elle portait au Béarnais la jetait hors de sa dissimulation habituelle, si vous êtes, comme vous le dites, si près de la tombe, croyez- vous que je céderai à personne, surtout à un étranger, mon droit de vous assister à votre heure suprême, mon droit de reine, mon droit de mère?

	— Madame, dit Charles, je suis roi encore; je commande encore, madame; je vous dis que je veux parler à mon frère Henri, et vous n'appelez pas mon capitaine des gardes?… Mille diables, je vous en préviens, j'ai encore assez de force pour l'aller chercher moi- même.

	Et il fit un mouvement pour sauter à bas du lit, qui mit au jour son corps pareil à celui du Christ après la flagellation.

	— Sire, s'écria Catherine en le retenant, vous nous faites injure à tous: vous oubliez les affronts faits à notre famille, vous répudiez notre sang; un fils de France doit seul s'agenouiller près du lit de mort d'un roi de France. Quant à moi ma place est marquée ici par les lois de la nature et de l'étiquette; j'y reste donc.

	— Et à quel titre, madame, y restez-vous? demanda Charles IX.

	— À titre de mère.

	— Vous n'êtes pas plus ma mère, madame, que le duc d'Alençon n'est mon frère.

	— Vous délirez, monsieur, dit Catherine; depuis quand celle qui donne le jour n'est-elle pas la mère de celui qui l'a reçu?

	— Du moment, madame, où cette mère dénaturée ôte ce qu'elle donna, répondit Charles en essuyant une écume sanglante qui montait à ses lèvres.

	— Que voulez-vous dire, Charles? Je ne vous comprends pas, murmura Catherine regardant son fils d'un oeil dilaté par l'étonnement.

	— Vous allez me comprendre, madame.

	Charles fouilla sous son traversin et en tira une petite clef d'argent.

	— Prenez cette clef, madame, et ouvrez mon coffre de voyage; il contient certains papiers qui parleront pour moi.

	Et Charles étendit la main vers un coffre magnifiquement sculpté, fermé d'une serrure d'argent comme la clef qui l'ouvrait, et qui tenait la place la plus apparente de la chambre.

	Catherine, dominée par la position suprême que Charles prenait sur elle, obéit, s'avança à pas lents vers le coffre, l'ouvrit, plongea ses regards vers l'intérieur, et tout à coup recula comme si elle avait vu dans les flancs du meuble quelque reptile endormi.

	— Eh bien, dit Charles, qui ne perdait pas sa mère de vue, qu'y a-t-il donc dans ce coffre qui vous effraie, madame?

	— Rien, dit Catherine.

	— En ce cas, plongez-y la main, madame, et prenez-y un livre; il doit y avoir un livre, n'est-ce pas? ajouta Charles avec ce sourire blêmissant, plus terrible chez lui que n'avait jamais été la menace chez un autre.

	— Oui, balbutia Catherine.

	— Un livre de chasse?

	— Oui.

	— Prenez-le, et apportez-le-moi.

	Catherine, malgré son assurance, pâlit, trembla de tous ses membres, et allongeant la main dans l'intérieur du coffre:

	— Fatalité! murmura-t-elle en prenant le livre.

	— Bien, dit Charles. Écoutez maintenant: ce livre de chasse… j'étais insensé… j'aimais la chasse, au-dessus de toutes choses… ce livre de chasse, je l'ai trop lu; comprenez-vous, madame?…

	Catherine poussa un gémissement sourd.

	— C'était une faiblesse, continua Charles; brûlez-le, madame! il ne faut pas qu'on sache les faiblesses des rois!

	Catherine s'approcha de la cheminée ardente, laissa tomber le livre au milieu du foyer, et demeura debout, immobile et muette, regardant d'un oeil atone les flammes bleuissantes qui rongeaient les feuilles empoisonnées.

	À mesure que le livre brûlait, une forte odeur d'ail se répandait dans toute la chambre.

	Bientôt il fut entièrement dévoré.

	— Et maintenant, madame, appelez mon frère, dit Charles avec une irrésistible majesté.

	Catherine, frappée de stupeur, écrasée sous une émotion multiple que sa profonde sagacité ne pouvait analyser, et que sa force presque surhumaine ne pouvait combattre, fit un pas en avant et voulut parler.

	La mère avait un remords; la reine avait une terreur; l'empoisonneuse avait un retour de haine. Ce dernier sentiment domina tous les autres.

	— Maudit soit-il, s'écria-t-elle en s'élançant hors de la chambre, il triomphe, il touche au but; oui, maudit, qu'il soit maudit!

	— Vous entendez, mon frère, mon frère Henri, cria Charles poursuivant sa mère de la voix; mon frère Henri à qui je veux parler à l'instant même au sujet de la régence du royaume.

	Presque au même instant, maître Ambroise Paré entra par la porte opposée à celle qui venait de donner passage à Catherine, et s'arrêtant sur le seuil pour humer l'atmosphère alliacée de la chambre:

	— Qui donc a brûlé de l'arsenic ici? dit-il.

	— Moi, répondit Charles.

	XXXII

	La plate-forme du donjon de Vincennes

	Cependant Henri de Navarre se promenait seul et rêveur sur la terrasse du donjon; il savait la cour au château qu'il voyait à cent pas de lui, et à travers les murailles, son oeil perçant devinait Charles moribond.

	Il faisait un temps d'azur et d'or: un large rayon de soleil miroitait dans les plaines éloignées, tandis qu'il baignait d'un or fluide la cime des arbres de la forêt, fiers de la richesse de leur premier feuillage. Les pierres grises du donjon elles-mêmes semblaient s'imprégner de la douce chaleur du ciel, et des ravenelles, apportées par le souffle du vent d'est dans les fentes de la muraille, ouvraient leurs disques de velours rouge et jaune aux baisers d'une brise attiédie.

	Mais le regard de Henri ne se fixait ni sur ces plaines verdoyantes, ni sur ces cimes chenues et dorées: son regard franchissait les espaces intermédiaires, et allait au-delà se fixer ardent d'ambition sur cette capitale de France, destinée à devenir un jour la capitale du monde.

	— Paris, murmurait le roi de Navarre, voilà Paris; c'est-à-dire la joie, le triomphe, la gloire, le bonheur; Paris où est le Louvre, et le Louvre où est le trône; et dire qu'une seule chose me sépare de ce Paris tant désiré! … ce sont les pierres qui rampent à mes pieds et qui renferment avec moi mon ennemie.

	Et en ramenant son regard de Paris à Vincennes, il aperçut à sa gauche, dans un vallon voilé par des amandiers en fleur, un homme sur la cuirasse duquel se jouait obstinément un rayon de soleil, point enflammé qui voltigeait dans l'espace à chaque mouvement de cet homme.

	Cet homme était sur un cheval plein d'ardeur, et tenait en main un cheval qui paraissait non moins impatient.

	Le roi de Navarre arrêta ses yeux sur le cavalier et le vit tirer son épée hors du fourreau, passer la pointe dans son mouchoir, et agiter ce mouchoir en façon de signal.

	Au même instant, sur la colline en face, un signal pareil se répéta, puis tout autour du château voltigea comme une ceinture de mouchoirs.

	C'étaient de Mouy et ses huguenots, qui, sachant le roi mourant, et qui, craignant qu'on ne tentât quelque chose contre Henri, s'étaient réunis et se tenaient prêts à défendre ou à attaquer.

	Henri reporta ses yeux sur le cavalier qu'il avait vu le premier, se courba hors de la balustrade, couvrit ses yeux de sa main, et brisant ainsi les rayons du soleil qui l'éblouissait reconnut le jeune huguenot.

	— De Mouy! s'écria-t-il comme si celui-ci eût pu l'entendre. Et dans sa joie de se voir ainsi environné d'amis, il leva lui-même son chapeau et fit voltiger son écharpe.

	Toutes les banderoles blanches s'agitèrent de nouveau avec une vivacité qui témoignait de leur joie.

	— Hélas! ils m'attendent, dit-il, et je ne puis les rejoindre… Que ne l'ai-je fait quand je le pouvais peut-être! … Maintenant j'ai trop tardé.

	Et il leur fit un geste de désespoir auquel de Mouy répondit par un signe qui voulait dire: j'attendrai.

	En ce moment Henri entendit des pas qui retentissaient dans l'escalier de pierre. Il se retira vivement. Les huguenots comprirent la cause de cette retraite. Les épées rentrèrent au fourreau et les mouchoirs disparurent.

	Henri vit déboucher de l'escalier une femme dont la respiration haletante dénonçait une marche rapide, et reconnut, non sans une secrète fureur qu'il éprouvait toujours en l'apercevant, Catherine de Médicis.

	Derrière elle, étaient deux gardes qui s'arrêtèrent au haut de l'escalier.

	— Oh! oh! murmura Henri, il faut qu'il y ait quelque chose de nouveau et de grave pour que la reine mère vienne ainsi me chercher sur la plate-forme du donjon de Vincennes.

	Catherine s'assit sur un banc de pierre adossé aux créneaux pour reprendre haleine. Henri s'approcha d'elle, et avec son plus gracieux sourire:

	— Serait-ce moi que vous cherchez, ma bonne mère? dit-il.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit Catherine, j'ai voulu vous donner une dernière preuve de mon attachement. Nous touchons à un moment suprême: le roi se meurt et veut vous entretenir.

	— Moi? dit Henri en tressaillant de joie.

	— Oui, vous. On lui a dit, j'en suis certaine, que non seulement vous regrettez le trône de Navarre, mais encore que vous ambitionnez le trône de France.

	— Oh! fit Henri.

	— Ce n'est pas, je le sais bien, mais il le croit, lui, et nul doute que cet entretien qu'il veut avoir avec vous n'ait pour but de vous tendre un piège.

	— À moi?

	— Oui. Charles, avant de mourir, veut savoir ce qu'il y a à craindre ou à espérer de vous; et de votre réponse à ses offres, faites-y attention, dépendront les derniers ordres qu'il donnera, c'est-à-dire votre mort ou votre vie.

	— Mais que doit-il donc m'offrir?

	— Que sais-je, moi! des choses impossibles, probablement.

	— Enfin, ne devinez-vous pas, ma mère?

	— Non; mais je suppose, par exemple… Catherine s'arrêta.

	— Quoi?

	— Je suppose que, vous croyant ces vues ambitieuses qu'on lui a dites, il veuille acquérir de votre bouche même la preuve de cette ambition. Supposez qu'il vous tente comme autrefois on tentait les coupables, pour provoquer un aveu sans torture; supposez, continua Catherine en regardant fixement Henri, qu'il vous propose un gouvernement, la régence même.

	Une joie indicible s'épandit dans le coeur oppressé de Henri; mais il devina le coup, et cette âme vigoureuse et souple rebondit sous l'attaque.

	— À moi? dit-il, le piège serait trop grossier; à moi la régence, quand il y a vous, quand il y a mon frère d'Alençon? Catherine se pinça les lèvres pour cacher sa satisfaction.

	— Alors, dit-elle vivement, vous renoncez à la régence? «Le roi est mort, pensa Henri, et c'est elle qui me tend un piège.» Puis tout haut:

	— Il faut d'abord que j'entende le roi de France, répondit-il, car, de votre aveu même, madame, tout ce que nous avons dit là n'est que supposition.

	— Sans doute, dit Catherine; mais vous pouvez toujours répondre de vos intentions.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! dit innocemment Henri, n'ayant pas de prétentions, je n'ai pas d'intentions.

	— Ce n'est point répondre, cela, dit Catherine, sentant que le temps pressait, et se laissant emporter à sa colère; d'une façon ou de l'autre, prononcez-vous.

	— Je ne puis pas me prononcer sur des suppositions, madame; une résolution positive est chose si difficile et surtout si grave à prendre, qu'il faut attendre les réalités.

	— Écoutez, monsieur, dit Catherine, il n'y a pas de temps à perdre, et nous le perdons en discussions vaines, en finesses réciproques. Jouons notre jeu en roi et en reine. Si vous acceptez la régence, vous êtes mort.

	«Le roi vit», pensa Henri. Puis tout haut:

	— Madame, dit-il avec fermeté, Dieu tient la vie des hommes et des rois entre ses mains: il m'inspirera. Qu'on dise à Sa Majesté que je suis prêt à me présenter devant elle.

	— Réfléchissez, monsieur.

	— Depuis deux ans que je suis proscrit, depuis un mois que je suis prisonnier, répondit Henri gravement, j'ai eu le temps de réfléchir, madame, et j'ai réfléchi. Ayez donc la bonté de descendre la première près du roi, et de lui dire que je vous suis. Ces deux braves, ajouta Henri en montrant les deux soldats, veilleront à ce que je ne m'échappe point. D'ailleurs, ce n'est point mon intention.

	Il y avait un tel accent de fermeté dans les paroles de Henri, que Catherine vit bien que toutes ses tentatives, sous quelque forme qu'elles fussent déguisées, ne gagneraient rien sur lui; elle descendit précipitamment.

	Aussitôt qu'elle eut disparu, Henri courut au parapet et fit à de Mouy un signe qui voulait dire: Approchez-vous et tenez-vous prêt à tout événement.

	De Mouy, qui était descendu de cheval, sauta en selle, et, avec le second cheval de main, vint au galop prendre position à deux portées de mousquet du donjon.

	Henri le remercia du geste et descendit.

	Sur le premier palier il trouva les deux soldats qui l'attendaient.

	Un double poste de Suisses et de chevau-légers gardait l'entrée des cours; il fallait traverser une double haie de pertuisanes pour entrer au château et pour en sortir.

	Catherine s'était arrêtée là et attendait.

	Elle fit signe aux deux soldats qui suivaient Henri de s'écarter, et posant une de ses mains sur son bras:

	— Cette cour a deux portes, dit-elle; à celle-ci, que vous voyez derrière les appartements du roi, si vous refusez la régence, un bon cheval et la liberté vous attendent; à celle-là, sous laquelle vous venez de passer, si vous écoutez l'ambition… Que dites- vous?

	— Je dis que si le roi me fait régent, madame, c'est moi qui donnerai des ordres aux soldats, et non pas vous. Je dis que si je sors du château à la nuit, toutes ces piques, toutes ces hallebardes, tous ces mousquets s'abaisseront devant moi.

	— Insensé! murmura Catherine exaspérée, crois-moi, ne joue pas avec Catherine ce terrible jeu de la vie et de la mort.

	— Pourquoi pas? dit Henri en regardant fixement Catherine; pourquoi pas avec vous aussi bien qu'avec un autre, puisque j'y ai gagné jusqu'à présent?

	— Montez donc chez le roi, monsieur, puisque vous ne voulez rien croire et rien entendre, dit Catherine en lui montrant l'escalier d'une main et en jouant avec un des deux couteaux empoisonnés qu'elle portait dans cette gaine de chagrin noir devenue historique.

	— Passez la première, madame, dit Henri; tant que je ne serai pas régent, l'honneur du pas vous appartient.

	Catherine, devinée dans toutes ses intentions, n'essaya point de lutter, et passa la première.

	XXXIII

	La Régence

	Le roi commençait à s'impatienter; il avait fait appeler M. de Nancey dans sa chambre, et venait de lui donner l'ordre d'aller chercher Henri, lorsque celui-ci parut.

	En voyant son beau-frère apparaître sur le seuil de la porte, Charles poussa un cri de joie, et Henri demeura épouvanté comme s'il se fût trouvé en face d'un cadavre.

	Les deux médecins qui étaient à ses côtés s'éloignèrent; le prêtre qui venait d'exhorter le malheureux prince à une fin chrétienne se retira également.

	Charles IX n'était pas aimé, et cependant on pleurait beaucoup dans les antichambres. À la mort des rois, quels qu'ils aient été, il y a toujours des gens qui perdent quelque chose et qui craignent de ne pas retrouver ce quelque chose sous leur successeur.

	Ce deuil, ces sanglots, les paroles de Catherine, l'appareil sinistre et majestueux des derniers moments d'un roi, enfin, la vue de ce roi lui-même, atteint d'une maladie qui s'est reproduite depuis, mais dont la science n'avait pas encore eu d'exemple, produisirent sur l'esprit encore jeune et par conséquent encore impressionnable de Henri un effet si terrible que, malgré sa résolution de ne point donner de nouvelles inquiétudes à Charles sur son état, il ne put, comme nous l'avons dit, réprimer le sentiment de terreur qui se peignit sur son visage en apercevant ce moribond tout ruisselant de sang.

	Charles sourit avec tristesse. Rien n'échappe aux mourants des impressions de ceux qui les entourent.

	— Venez, Henriot, dit-il en tendant la main à son beau-frère avec une douceur de voix que Henri n'avait jamais remarquée en lui jusque-là. Venez, car je souffrais de ne pas vous voir; je vous ai bien tourmenté dans ma vie, mon pauvre ami, et parfois, je me le reproche maintenant, croyez-moi! parfois j'ai prêté les mains à ceux qui vous tourmentaient; mais un roi n'est pas maître des événements, et outre ma mère Catherine, outre mon frère d'Anjou, outre mon frère d'Alençon, j'avais au-dessus de moi, pendant ma vie, quelque chose de gênant, qui cesse du jour où je touche à la mort: la raison d'État.

	— Sire, balbutia Henri, je ne me souviens plus de rien que de l'amour que j'ai toujours eu pour mon frère, que du respect que j'ai toujours porté à mon roi.

	— Oui, oui, tu as raison, dit Charles, et je te suis reconnaissant de parler ainsi, Henriot; car en vérité tu as beaucoup souffert sous mon règne, sans compter que c'est pendant mon règne que ta pauvre mère est morte. Mais tu as dû voir que l'on me poussait souvent. Parfois j'ai résisté; mais parfois aussi j'ai cédé de fatigue. Mais, tu l'as dit, ne parlons plus du passé; maintenant c'est le présent qui me pousse, c'est l'avenir qui m'effraie.

	Et en disant ces mots, le pauvre roi cacha son visage livide dans ses mains décharnées.

	Puis, après un instant de silence, secouant son front pour en chasser ces sombres idées et faisant pleuvoir autour de lui une rosée de sang:

	— Il faut sauver l'État, continua-t-il à voix basse et en s'inclinant vers Henri; il faut l'empêcher de tomber entre les mains des fanatiques ou des femmes.

	Charles, comme nous venons de le dire, prononça ces paroles à voix basse, et cependant Henri crut entendre derrière la coulisse du lit comme une sourde exclamation de colère. Peut-être quelque ouverture pratiquée dans la muraille, à l'insu de Charles lui- même, permettait-elle à Catherine d'entendre cette suprême conversation.

	— Des femmes? reprit le roi de Navarre pour provoquer une explication.

	— Oui, Henri, dit Charles, ma mère veut la régence en attendant que mon frère de Pologne revienne. Mais écoute ce que je te dis, il ne reviendra pas.

	— Comment! il ne reviendra pas? s'écria Henri, dont le coeur bondissait sourdement de joie.

	— Non, il ne reviendra pas, continua Charles, ses sujets ne le laisseront pas partir.

	— Mais, dit Henri, croyez-vous, mon frère, que la reine mère ne lui aura pas écrit à l'avance?

	— Si fait, mais Nancey a surpris le courrier à Château-Thierry et m'a rapporté la lettre; dans cette lettre j'allais mourir, disait- elle. Mais moi aussi j'ai écrit à Varsovie, ma lettre y arrivera, j'en suis sûr, et mon frère sera surveillé. Donc, selon toute probabilité, Henri, le trône va être vacant.

	Un second frémissement plus sensible encore que le premier se fit entendre dans l'alcôve.

	— Décidément, se dit Henri, elle est là; elle écoute, elle attend! Charles n'entendit rien.

	— Or, poursuivit-il, je meurs sans héritier mâle.

	Puis il s'arrêta: une douce pensée parut éclairer son visage, et posant sa main sur l'épaule du roi de Navarre:

	— Hélas! te souviens-tu, Henriot, continua-t-il, te souviens-tu de ce pauvre petit enfant que je t'ai montré un soir dormant dans son berceau de soie, et veillé par un ange? Hélas! Henriot, ils me le tueront! …

	— Ô Sire, s'écria Henri, dont les yeux se mouillèrent de larmes, je vous jure devant Dieu que mes jours et mes nuits se passeront à veiller sur sa vie. Ordonnez, mon roi.

	— Merci! Henriot, merci, dit le roi avec une effusion qui était bien loin de son caractère, mais que cependant lui donnait la situation. J'accepte ta parole. N'en fais pas un roi… heureusement il n'est pas né pour le trône, mais un homme heureux. Je lui laisse une fortune indépendante; qu'il ait la noblesse de sa mère, celle du coeur. Peut-être vaudrait-il mieux pour lui qu'on le destinât à l'Église; il inspirerait moins de crainte. Oh! il me semble que je mourrais, sinon heureux, du moins tranquille, si j'avais là pour me consoler les caresses de l'enfant et le doux visage de la mère.

	— Sire, ne pouvez-vous les faire venir?

	— Eh! malheureux! ils ne sortiraient pas d'ici. Voilà la condition des rois, Henriot: ils ne peuvent ni vivre ni mourir à leur guise. Mais depuis ta promesse je suis plus tranquille.

	Henri réfléchit.

	— Oui, sans doute, mon roi, j'ai promis, mais pourrai-je tenir?

	— Que veux-tu dire?

	— Moi-même, ne serai-je pas proscrit, menacé comme lui, plus que lui, même? Car, moi, je suis un homme, et lui n'est qu'un enfant.

	— Tu te trompes, répondit Charles; moi mort, tu seras fort et puissant, et voilà qui te donnera la force et la puissance. À ces mots, le moribond tira un parchemin de son chevet.

	— Tiens, lui dit-il. Henri parcourut la feuille revêtue du sceau royal.

	— La régence à moi, Sire! dit-il en pâlissant de joie.

	— Oui, la régence à toi, en attendant le retour du duc d'Anjou, et comme, selon toute probabilité, le duc d'Anjou ne reviendra point, ce n'est pas la régence qui te donne ce papier, c'est le trône.

	— Le trône, à moi! murmura Henri.

	— Oui, dit Charles, à toi, seul digne et surtout seul capable de gouverner ces galants débauchés, ces filles perdues qui vivent de sang et de larmes. Mon frère d'Alençon est un traître, il sera traître envers tous, laisse-le dans le donjon où je l'ai mis. Ma mère voudra te tuer, exile-la. Mon frère d'Anjou, dans trois mois, dans quatre mois, dans un an peut-être, quittera Varsovie et viendra te disputer la puissance; réponds à Henri par un bref du pape. J'ai négocié cette affaire par mon ambassadeur, le duc de Nevers, et tu recevras incessamment le bref.

	— Ô mon roi!

	— Ne crains qu'une chose, Henri, la guerre civile. Mais en restant converti, tu l'évites, car le parti huguenot n'a consistance qu'à la condition que tu te mettras à sa tête, et M. de Condé n'est pas de force à lutter contre toi. La France est un pays de plaine, Henri, par conséquent un pays catholique. Le roi de France doit être le roi des catholiques et non le roi des huguenots; car le roi de France doit être le roi de la majorité. On dit que j'ai des remords d'avoir fait la Saint-Barthélemy; des doutes, oui; des remords, non. On dit que je rends le sang des huguenots par tous les pores. Je sais ce que je rends: de l'arsenic, et non du sang.

	— Oh! Sire, que dites-vous?

	— Rien. Si ma mort doit être vengée, Henriot, elle doit être vengée par Dieu seul. N'en parlons plus que pour prévoir les événements qui en seront la suite. Je te lègue un bon parlement, une armée éprouvée. Appuie-toi sur le parlement et sur l'armée pour résister à tes seuls ennemis: ma mère et le duc d'Alençon.

	En ce moment, on entendit dans le vestibule un bruit sourd d'armes et de commandements militaires.

	— Je suis mort, murmura Henri.

	— Tu crains, tu hésites, dit Charles avec inquiétude.

	— Moi! Sire, répliqua Henri; non, je ne crains pas; non, je n'hésite pas; j'accepte.

	Charles lui serra la main. Et comme en ce moment sa nourrice s'approchait de lui, tenant une potion qu'elle venait de préparer dans une chambre voisine, sans faire attention que le sort de la France se décidait à trois pas d'elle:

	— Appelle ma mère, bonne nourrice, et dis aussi qu'on fasse venir

	M. d'Alençon.

	XXXIV

	Le roi est mort: vive le roi!

	Catherine et le duc d'Alençon, livides d'effroi et tremblants de fureur tout ensemble, entrèrent quelques minutes après. Comme Henri l'avait deviné, Catherine savait tout et avait tout dit, en peu de mots, à François. Ils firent quelques pas et s'arrêtèrent, attendant.

	Henri était debout au chevet du lit de Charles.

	Le roi leur déclara sa volonté.

	— Madame, dit-il à sa mère, si j'avais un fils, vous seriez régente, ou, à défaut de vous, ce serait le roi de Pologne, ou, à défaut du roi de Pologne enfin, ce serait mon frère François; mais je n'ai pas de fils, et après moi le trône appartient à mon frère le duc d'Anjou, qui est absent. Comme un jour ou l'autre il viendra réclamer ce trône, je ne veux pas qu'il trouve à sa place un homme qui puisse, par des droits presque égaux, lui disputer ses droits, et qui expose par conséquent le royaume à des guerres de prétendants. Voilà pourquoi je ne vous prends pas pour régente, madame, car vous auriez à choisir entre vos deux fils, ce qui serait pénible pour le coeur d'une mère. Voilà pourquoi je ne choisis pas mon frère François, car mon frère François pourrait dire à son aîné: «Vous aviez un trône, pourquoi l'avez-vous quitté?» Non, je choisis donc un régent qui puisse prendre en dépôt la couronne, et qui la garde sous sa main et non sur sa tête. Ce régent, saluez-le, madame; saluez-le, mon frère; ce régent, c'est le roi de Navarre!

	Et avec un geste de suprême commandement, il salua Henri de la main.

	Catherine et d'Alençon firent un mouvement qui tenait le milieu entre un tressaillement nerveux et un salut.

	— Tenez, monseigneur le régent, dit Charles au roi de Navarre, voici le parchemin qui, jusqu'au retour du roi de Pologne, vous donne le commandement des armées, les clefs du trésor, le droit et le pouvoir royal.

	Catherine dévorait Henri du regard, François était si chancelant qu'il pouvait à peine se soutenir; mais cette faiblesse de l'un et cette fermeté de l'autre, au lieu de rassurer Henri, lui montraient le danger présent, debout, menaçant.

	Henri n'en fit pas moins un effort violent, et, surmontant toutes ses craintes, il prit le rouleau des mains du roi, puis, se redressant de toute sa hauteur, il fixa sur Catherine et François un regard qui voulait dire:

	— Prenez garde, je suis votre maître. Catherine comprit ce regard.

	— Non, non, jamais, dit-elle; jamais ma race ne pliera la tête sous une race étrangère; jamais un Bourbon ne régnera en France tant qu'il restera un Valois.

	— Ma mère, ma mère, s'écria Charles IX en se redressant dans son lit aux draps rougis, plus effrayant que jamais, prenez garde, je suis roi encore: pas pour longtemps, je le sais bien, mais il ne faut pas longtemps pour donner un ordre, il ne faut pas longtemps pour punir les meurtriers et les empoisonneurs.

	— Eh bien, donnez-le donc, cet ordre, si vous l'osez. Moi je vais donner les miens. Venez, François, venez.

	Et elle sortit rapidement, entraînant avec elle le duc d'Alençon.

	— Nancey! cria Charles; Nancey, à moi, à moi! je l'ordonne, je le veux, Nancey, arrêtez ma mère, arrêtez mon frère, arrêtez…

	Une gorgée de sang coupa la parole à Charles au moment où le capitaine des gardes ouvrit la porte, et le roi suffoqué râla sur son lit.

	Nancey n'avait entendu que son nom; les ordres qui l'avaient suivi, prononcés d'une voix moins distincte, s'étaient perdus dans l'espace.

	— Gardez la porte, dit Henri, et ne laissez entrer personne. Nancey salua et sortit. Henri reporta ses yeux sur ce corps inanimé et qu'on eût pu prendre pour un cadavre, si un léger souffle n'eût agité la frange d'écume qui bordait ses lèvres. Il regarda longtemps; puis se parlant à lui-même:

	— Voici l'instant suprême, dit-il, faut-il régner, faut-il vivre?

	Au même instant la tapisserie de l'alcôve se souleva, une tête pâlie parut derrière, et une voix vibra au milieu du silence de mort qui régnait dans la chambre royale:

	— Vivez, dit cette voix.

	— René! s'écria Henri.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Ta prédiction était donc fausse: je ne serai donc pas roi? s'écria Henri.

	— Vous le serez, Sire, mais l'heure n'est pas encore venue.

	— Comment le sais-tu? parle, que je sache si je dois te croire.

	— Écoutez.

	— J'écoute.

	— Baissez-vous. Henri s'inclina au-dessus du corps de Charles. René se pencha de son côté. La largeur du lit les séparait seule, et encore la distance était-elle diminuée par leur double mouvement. Entre eux deux était couché et toujours sans voix et sans mouvement le corps du roi moribond.

	— Écoutez, dit René; placé ici par la reine mère pour vous perdre, j'aime mieux vous servir, moi, car j'ai confiance en votre horoscope; en vous servant je trouve à la fois, dans ce que je fais, l'intérêt de mon corps et de mon âme.

	— Est-ce la reine mère aussi qui t'a ordonné de me dire cela? demanda Henri plein de doute et d'angoisses.

	— Non, dit René, mais écoutez un secret. Et il se pencha encore davantage. Henri l'imita, de sorte que les deux têtes se touchaient presque. Cet entretien de deux hommes courbés sur le corps d'un roi mourant avait quelque chose de si sombre, que les cheveux du superstitieux Florentin se dressaient sur sa tête et qu'une sueur abondante perlait sur le visage de Henri.

	— Écoutez, continua René, écoutez un secret que je sais seul, et que je vous révèle si vous me jurez sur ce mourant de me pardonner la mort de votre mère.

	— Je vous l'ai déjà promis une fois, dit Henri dont le visage s'assombrit.

	— Promis, mais non juré, dit René en faisant un mouvement en arrière.

	— Je le jure, dit Henri étendant la main droite sur la tête du roi.

	— Eh bien, Sire, dit précipitamment le Florentin, le roi de

	Pologne arrive!

	— Non, dit Henri, le courrier a été arrêté par le roi Charles.

	— Le roi Charles n'en a arrêté qu'un sur la route de Château- Thierry; mais la reine mère, dans sa prévoyance, en avait envoyé trois par trois routes.

	— Oh! malheur à moi! dit Henri.

	— Un messager est arrivé ce matin de Varsovie. Le roi partait derrière lui sans que personne songeât à s'y opposer, car à Varsovie on ignorait encore la maladie du roi. Il ne précède Henri d'Anjou que de quelques heures.

	— Oh! si j'avais seulement huit jours! dit Henri.

	— Oui, mais vous n'avez que huit heures. Avez-vous entendu le bruit des armes que l'on préparait?

	— Oui.

	— Ces armes, on les préparait à votre intention. Ils viendront vous tuer jusqu'ici, jusque dans la chambre du roi.

	— Le roi n'est pas mort encore. René regarda fixement Charles:

	— Dans dix minutes il le sera. Vous avez donc dix minutes à vivre, peut-être moins.

	— Que faire alors?

	— Fuir sans perdre une minute, sans perdre une seconde.

	— Mais par où? s'ils attendent dans l'antichambre, ils me tueront quand je sortirai.

	— Écoutez: je risque tout pour vous, ne l'oubliez jamais.

	— Sois tranquille.

	— Suivez-moi par ce passage secret, je vous conduirai jusqu'à la poterne. Puis, pour vous donner du temps, j'irai dire à la belle- mère que vous descendez; vous serez censé avoir découvert ce passage secret et en avoir profité pour fuir: venez, venez.

	Henri se baissa vers Charles et l'embrassa au front.

	— Adieu, mon frère, dit-il; je n'oublierai point que ton dernier désir fut de me voir te succéder. Je n'oublierai pas que ta dernière volonté fut de me faire roi. Meurs en paix. Au nom de nos frères, je te pardonne le sang versé.

	— Alerte! alerte! dit René, il revient à lui; fuyez avant qu'il rouvre les yeux, fuyez.

	— Nourrice! murmura Charles, nourrice! Henri saisit au chevet de Charles l'épée désormais inutile du roi mourant, mit le parchemin qui le faisait régent dans sa poitrine, baisa une dernière fois le front de Charles, tourna autour du lit, et s'élança par l'ouverture qui se referma derrière lui.

	— Nourrice! cria le roi d'une voix plus forte, nourrice! La bonne femme accourut.

	— Eh bien, qu'y a-t-il, mon Charlot? demanda-t-elle.

	— Nourrice, dit le roi, la paupière ouverte et l'oeil dilaté par la fixité terrible de la mort, il faut qu'il se soit passé quelque chose pendant que je dormais: je vois une grande lumière, je vois Dieu notre maître; je vois mon Seigneur Jésus, je vois la benoîte Vierge Marie. Ils le prient, ils le supplient pour moi: le Seigneur tout-puissant me pardonne… il m'appelle… Mon Dieu! mon Dieu! recevez-moi dans votre miséricorde… Mon Dieu! oubliez que j'étais roi, car je viens à vous sans sceptre et sans couronne… Mon Dieu! oubliez les crimes du roi pour ne vous rappeler que les souffrances de l'homme… Mon dieu! me voilà.

	Et Charles, qui, à mesure qu'il prononçait ces paroles, s'était soulevé de plus en plus comme pour aller au-devant de la voix qui l'appelait, Charles, après ces derniers mots, poussa un soupir et retomba immobile et glacé entre les bras de sa nourrice.

	Pendant ce temps, et tandis que les soldats, commandés par Catherine, se portaient sur le passage connu de tous par lequel Henri devait sortir, Henri, guidé par René, suivait le couloir secret et gagnait la poterne, sautait sur le cheval qui l'attendait, et piquait vers l'endroit où il savait retrouver de Mouy.

	Tout à coup au bruit de son cheval, dont le galop faisait retentir le pavé sonore, quelques sentinelles se retournèrent en criant:

	— Il fuit! il fuit!

	— Qui cela? s'écria la reine mère en s'approchant d'une fenêtre.

	— Le roi Henri, le roi de Navarre, crièrent les sentinelles.

	— Feu! dit Catherine, feu sur lui! Les sentinelles ajustèrent, mais Henri était déjà trop loin.

	— Il fuit, s'écria la reine mère, donc il est vaincu.

	— Il fuit, murmura le duc d'Alençon, donc je suis roi. Mais au même instant, et tandis que François et sa mère étaient encore à la fenêtre, le pont-levis craqua sous les pas des chevaux, et précédé par un cliquetis d'armes et par une grande rumeur, un jeune homme lancé au galop, son chapeau à la main, entra dans la cour en criant: _France! _suivi de quatre gentilshommes, couverts comme lui de sueur, de poussière et d'écume.

	— Mon fils! s'écria Catherine en étendant les deux bras par la fenêtre.

	— Ma mère! répondit le jeune homme en sautant à bas du cheval.

	— Mon frère d'Anjou! s'écria avec épouvante François en se rejetant en arrière.

	— Est-il trop tard? demanda Henri d'Anjou à sa mère.

	— Non, au contraire, il est temps, et Dieu t'eût conduit par la main qu'il ne t'eût pas amené plus à propos; regarde et écoute.

	En effet, M. de Nancey, capitaine des gardes, s'avançait sur le balcon de la chambre du roi. Tous les regards se tournèrent vers lui. Il brisa une baguette en deux morceaux, et, les bras étendus, tenant les deux morceaux de chaque main:

	— Le roi Charles IX est mort! le roi Charles IX est mort! le roi Charles IX est mort! cria-t-il trois fois. Et il laissa tomber les deux morceaux de la baguette.

	— Vive le roi Henri III! cria alors Catherine en se signant avec une pieuse reconnaissance. Vive le roi Henri III!

	Toutes les voix répétèrent ce cri, excepté celle du duc François.

	— Ah! elle m'a joué, dit-il en déchirant sa poitrine avec ses ongles.

	— Je l'emporte, s'écria Catherine, et cet odieux Béarnais ne régnera pas!

	XXXV

	Épilogue

	Un an s'était écoulé depuis la mort du roi Charles IX et l'avènement au trône de son successeur.

	Le roi Henri III, heureusement régnant par la grâce de Dieu et de sa mère Catherine, était allé à une belle procession faite en l'honneur de Notre-Dame de Cléry.

	Il était parti à pied avec la reine sa femme et toute la cour.

	Le roi Henri III pouvait bien se donner ce petit passe-temps; nul souci sérieux ne l'occupait à cette heure. Le roi de Navarre était en Navarre, où il avait si longtemps désiré être, et s'occupait fort, disait-on, d'une belle fille du sang des Montmorency et qu'il appelait la Fosseuse. Marguerite était près de lui, triste et sombre, et ne trouvant que dans ses belles montagnes, non pas une distraction, mais un adoucissement aux deux grandes douleurs de la vie: l'absence et la mort.

	Paris était fort tranquille, et la reine mère, véritablement régente depuis que son cher fils Henri était roi, y faisait séjour tantôt au Louvre, tantôt à l'hôtel de Soissons, qui était situé sur l'emplacement que couvre aujourd'hui la halle au blé, et dont il ne reste que l'élégante colonne qu'on peut voir encore aujourd'hui.

	Elle était un soir fort occupée à étudier les astres avec René, dont elle avait toujours ignoré les petites trahisons, et qui était rentré en grâce auprès d'elle pour le faux témoignage qu'il avait si à point porté dans l'affaire de Coconnas et de La Mole, lorsqu'on vint lui dire qu'un homme qui disait avoir une chose de la plus haute importance à lui communiquer, l'attendait dans son oratoire.

	Elle descendit précipitamment et trouva le sire de Maurevel.

	— _Il _est ici, s'écria l'ancien capitaine des pétardiers, ne laissant point, contre l'étiquette royale, le temps à Catherine de lui adresser la parole.

	— Qui, il? demanda Catherine.

	— Qui voulez-vous que ce soit, madame, sinon le roi de Navarre?

	— Ici! dit Catherine, ici… lui… Henri… Et qu'y vient-il faire, l'imprudent?

	— Si l'on en croit les apparences, il vient voir madame de Sauve; voilà tout. Si l'on en croit les probabilités, il vient conspirer contre le roi.

	— Et comment savez-vous qu'il est ici?

	— Hier, je l'ai vu entrer dans une maison, et un instant après madame de Sauve est venue l'y joindre.

	— Êtes-vous sûr que ce soit lui?

	— Je l'ai attendu jusqu'à sa sortie, c'est-à-dire une partie de la nuit. À trois heures, les deux amants se sont remis en chemin. Le roi a conduit madame de Sauve jusqu'au guichet du Louvre; là, grâce au concierge, qui est dans ses intérêts sans doute, elle est rentrée sans être inquiétée, et le roi s'en est revenu tout en chantonnant un petit air et d'un pas aussi dégagé que s'il était au milieu de ses montagnes.

	— Et où est-il allé ainsi?

	— Rue de l'Arbre-Sec, hôtel de la Belle-Étoile, chez ce même aubergiste où logeaient les deux sorciers que Votre Majesté a fait exécuter l'an passé.

	— Pourquoi n'êtes-vous pas venu me dire la chose aussitôt?

	— Parce que je n'étais pas encore assez sûr de mon fait.

	— Tandis que maintenant?

	— Maintenant, je le suis.

	— Tu l'as vu?

	— Parfaitement. J'étais embusqué chez un marchand de vin en face; je l'ai vu entrer d'abord dans la même maison que la veille; puis comme madame de Sauve tardait, il a mis imprudemment son visage au carreau d'une fenêtre du premier, et cette fois je n'ai plus conservé aucun doute. D'ailleurs, un instant après, madame de Sauve l'est venue rejoindre de nouveau.

	— Et tu crois qu'ils resteront, comme la nuit passée, jusqu'à trois heures du matin?

	— C'est probable.

	— Où est donc cette maison?

	— Près de la Croix-des-Petits-Champs, vers Saint-Honoré.

	— Bien, dit Catherine. M. de Sauve ne connaît point votre écriture?

	— Non.

	— Asseyez-vous là et écrivez. Maurevel obéit et prenant la plume:

	— Je suis prêt, madame, dit-il.

	Catherine dicta:

	«Pendant que le baron de Sauve fait son service au Louvre, la baronne est avec un muguet de ses amis, dans une maison proche de la Croix-des-Petits-Champs, vers Saint-Honoré; le baron de Sauve reconnaîtra la maison à une croix rouge qui sera faite sur la muraille.»

	— Eh bien? demanda Maurevel.

	— Faites une seconde copie de cette lettre, dit Catherine.

	Maurevel obéit passivement.

	— Maintenant, dit la reine, faites remettre une de ces lettres par un homme adroit au baron de Sauve, et que cet homme laisse tomber l'autre dans les corridors du Louvre.

	— Je ne comprends pas, dit Maurevel. Catherine haussa les épaules.

	— Vous ne comprenez pas qu'un mari qui reçoit une pareille lettre se fâche?

	— Mais il me semble, madame, que du temps du roi de Navarre il ne se fâchait pas.

	— Tel qui passe des choses à un roi ne les passe peut-être pas à un simple galant. D'ailleurs, s'il ne se fâche pas, vous vous fâcherez pour lui, vous.

	— Moi?

	— Sans doute. Vous prenez quatre hommes, six hommes s'il le faut, vous vous masquez, vous enfoncez la porte, comme si vous étiez les envoyés du baron, vous surprenez les amants au milieu de leur tête-à-tête, vous frappez au nom du roi; et le lendemain le billet perdu dans le corridor du Louvre, et trouvé par quelque âme charitable qui l'a déjà fait circuler, atteste que c'est le mari qui s'est vengé. Seulement, le hasard a fait que le galant était le roi de Navarre; mais qui pouvait deviner cela, quand chacun le croyait à Pau?

	Maurevel regarda avec admiration Catherine, s'inclina et sortit.

	En même temps que Maurevel sortait de l'hôtel de Soissons, madame de Sauve entrait dans la petite maison de la Croix-des-Petits- Champs.

	Henri l'attendait la porte entrouverte.

	Dès qu'il l'aperçut dans l'escalier:

	— Vous n'avez pas été suivie? dit-il.

	— Mais non, dit Charlotte, que je sache, du moins.

	— C'est que je crois l'avoir été, dit Henri, non seulement cette nuit, mais encore ce soir.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! dit Charlotte, vous m'effrayez, Sire; si un bon souvenir donné par vous à une ancienne amie allait tourner à mal pour vous, je ne m'en consolerais pas.

	— Soyez tranquille, ma mie, dit le Béarnais, nous avons trois épées qui veillent dans l'ombre.

	— Trois, c'est bien peu, Sire.

	— C'est assez quand ces épées s'appellent de Mouy, Saucourt et

	Barthélemy.

	— De Mouy est donc avec vous à Paris?

	— Sans doute.

	— Il a osé revenir dans la capitale? Il a donc, comme vous, quelque pauvre femme folle de lui?

	— Non, mais il a un ennemi dont il a juré la mort. Il n'y a que la haine, ma chère, qui fasse faire autant de sottises que l'amour.

	— Merci, Sire.

	— Oh! dit Henri, je ne dis pas cela pour les sottises présentes, je dit cela pour les sottises passées et à venir. Mais ne discutons pas là-dessus, nous n'avons pas de temps à perdre.

	— Vous partez donc toujours?

	— Cette nuit.

	— Les affaires pour lesquelles vous étiez revenu à Paris sont donc terminées?

	— Je n'y suis revenu que pour vous.

	— Gascon!

	— Ventre-saint-Gris! ma mie, je dis la vérité; mais écartons ces souvenirs: j'ai encore deux ou trois heures à être heureux, et puis une séparation éternelle.

	— Ah! Sire, dit madame de Sauve, il n'y a d'éternel que mon amour.

	Henri venait de dire qu'il n'avait pas le temps de discuter, il ne discuta donc point; il crut, ou, le sceptique qu'il était, il fit semblant de croire.

	Cependant, comme l'avait dit le roi de Navarre, de Mouy et ses deux compagnons étaient cachés aux environs de la maison.

	Il était convenu que Henri sortirait à minuit de la petite maison au lieu d'en sortir à trois heures; qu'on irait comme la veille reconduire madame de Sauve au Louvre, et que de là on irait rue de la Cerisaie, où demeurait Maurevel.

	C'était seulement pendant la journée qui venait de s'écouler que de Mouy avait enfin eu notion certaine de la maison qu'habitait son ennemi.

	Ils étaient là depuis une heure à peu près, lorsqu'ils virent un homme, suivi à quelques pas de cinq autres, qui s'approchait de la porte de la petite maison, et qui, l'une après l'autre, essayait plusieurs clefs.

	À cette vue, de Mouy, caché dans l'enfoncement d'une porte voisine, ne fit qu'un bond de sa cachette à cet homme, et le saisit par le bras.

	— Un instant, dit-il, on n'entre pas là.

	L'homme fit un bond en arrière, et en bondissant son chapeau tomba.

	— De Mouy de Saint-Phale! s'écria-t-il.

	— Maurevel! hurla le huguenot en levant son épée. Je te cherchais; tu viens au-devant de moi, merci!

	Mais la colère ne lui fit pas oublier Henri; et se retournant vers la fenêtre, il siffla à la manière des pâtres béarnais.

	— Cela suffira, dit-il à Saucourt. Maintenant, à moi, assassin! à moi! Et il s'élança vers Maurevel.

	Celui-ci avait eu le temps de tirer de sa ceinture un pistolet.

	— Ah! cette fois, dit le Tueur de Roi en ajustant le jeune homme, je crois que tu es mort.

	Et il lâcha le coup. Mais de Mouy se jeta à droite, et la balle passa sans l'atteindre.

	— À mon tour maintenant, s'écria le jeune homme. Et il fournit à Maurevel un si rude coup d'épée que, quoique ce coup atteignît sa ceinture de cuir, la pointe acérée traversa l'obstacle et s'enfonça dans les chairs.

	L'assassin poussa un cri sauvage qui accusait une si profonde douleur que les sbires qui l'accompagnaient le crurent frappé à mort et s'enfuirent épouvantés du côté de la rue Saint-Honoré.

	Maurevel n'était point brave. Se voyant abandonné par ses gens et ayant devant lui un adversaire comme de Mouy, il essaya à son tour de prendre la fuite, et se sauva par le même chemin qu'ils avaient pris, en criant: «À l'aide!»

	De Mouy, Saucourt et Barthélemy, emportés par leur ardeur, les poursuivirent.

	Comme ils entraient dans la rue de Grenelle, qu'ils avaient prise pour leur couper le chemin, une fenêtre s'ouvrait et un homme sautait du premier étage sur la terre fraîchement arrosée par la pluie.

	C'était Henri.

	Le sifflement de De Mouy l'avait averti d'un danger quelconque, et ce coup de pistolet, en lui indiquant que le danger était grave, l'avait attiré au secours de ses amis.

	Ardent, vigoureux, il s'élança sur leurs traces l'épée à la main.

	Un cri le guida: il venait de la barrière des Sergents. C'était Maurevel, qui, se sentant pressé par de Mouy, appelait une seconde fois à son secours ses hommes emportés par la terreur.

	Il fallait se retourner ou être poignardé par derrière.

	Maurevel se retourna, rencontra le fer de son ennemi, et presque aussitôt lui porta un coup si habile que son écharpe en fut traversée. Mais de Mouy riposta aussitôt.

	L'épée s'enfonça de nouveau dans la chair qu'elle avait déjà entamée, et un double jet de sang s'élança par une double plaie.

	— Il en tient! cria Henri, qui arrivait. Sus! sus, de Mouy! De

	Mouy n'avait pas besoin d'être encouragé. Il chargea de nouveau

	Maurevel; mais celui-ci ne l'attendit point. Appuyant sa main

	gauche sur sa blessure, il reprit une course désespérée.

	— Tue-le vite! tue-le! cria le roi; voici ses soldats qui s'arrêtent, et le désespoir des lâches ne vaut rien pour les braves.

	Maurevel, dont les poumons éclataient, dont la respiration sifflait, dont chaque haleine chassait une sueur sanglante, tomba tout à coup d'épuisement; mais aussitôt il se releva, et, se retournant sur un genou, il présenta la pointe de son épée à de Mouy.

	— Amis! amis! cria Maurevel, ils ne sont que deux. Feu, feu sur eux!

	En effet, Saucourt et Barthélemy s'étaient égarés à la poursuite de deux sbires qui avaient pris par la rue des Poulies, et le roi et de Mouy se trouvaient seuls en présence de quatre hommes.

	— Feu! continuait de hurler Maurevel, tandis qu'un de ses soldats apprêtait effectivement son poitrinal.

	— Oui, mais auparavant, dit de Mouy, meurs, traître, meurs, misérable, meurs damné comme un assassin!

	Et saisissant d'une main l'épée tranchante de Maurevel, de l'autre il plongea la sienne du haut en bas dans la poitrine de son ennemi, et cela avec tant de force qu'il le cloua contre terre.

	— Prends garde! prends garde! cria Henri. De Mouy fit un bond en arrière, laissant son épée dans le corps de Maurevel, car un soldat l'ajustait et allait le tuer à bout portant. En même temps Henri passait son épée au travers du corps du soldat, qui tomba près de Maurevel en jetant un cri. Les deux autres soldats prirent la fuite.

	— Viens! de Mouy, viens! cria Henri. Ne perdons pas un instant; si nous étions reconnus, ce serait fait de nous.

	— Attendez, Sire; et mon épée, croyez-vous que je veuille la laisser dans le corps de ce misérable?

	Et il s'approcha de Maurevel gisant et en apparence sans mouvement; mais au moment où de Mouy mettait la main à la garde de cette épée, qui effectivement était restée dans le corps de Maurevel, celui-ci se releva armé du poitrinal que le soldat avait lâché en tombant, et à bout portant il lâcha le coup au milieu de la poitrine de De Mouy.

	Le jeune homme tomba sans même pousser un cri; il était tué raide.

	Henri s'élança sur Maurevel; mais il était tombé à son tour, et son épée ne perça plus qu'un cadavre.

	Il fallait fuir, le bruit avait attiré un grand nombre de personnes, la garde de nuit pouvait venir. Henri chercha parmi les curieux attirés par le bruit une figure, une connaissance, et tout à coup poussa un cri de joie.

	Il venait de reconnaître maître La Hurière.

	Comme la scène se passait au pied de la croix du Trahoir, c'est-à- dire en face de la rue de l'Arbre-Sec, notre ancienne connaissance, dont l'humeur naturellement sombre s'était encore singulièrement attristée depuis la mort de La Mole et de Coconnas, ses deux hôtes bien-aimés, avait quitté ses fourneaux et ses casseroles au moment où justement il apprêtait le souper du roi de Navarre et était accouru.

	— Mon cher La Hurière, je vous recommande De Mouy, quoique j'ai bien peur qu'il n'y ait plus rien à faire. Emportez-le chez vous, et s'il vit encore n'épargnez rien, voilà ma bourse. Quant à l'autre laissez-le dans le ruisseau et qu'il y pourrisse comme un chien.

	— Mais vous? dit La Hurière.

	— Moi, j'ai un adieu à dire. Je cours, et dans dix minutes, je suis chez vous. Tenez mes chevaux prêts.

	Et Henri se mit effectivement à courir dans la direction de la petite maison de la Croix-des-Petits-Champs; mais en débouchant de la rue de Grenelle, il s'arrêta plein de terreur.

	Un groupe nombreux était amassé devant la porte.

	— Qu'y a-t-il dans cette maison, demanda Henri, et qu'est-il arrivé?

	— Oh! répondit celui auquel il s'adressait, un grand malheur, monsieur. C'est une belle jeune femme qui vient d'être poignardée par son mari, à qui l'on avait remis un billet pour le prévenir que sa femme était avec un amant.

	— Et le mari? s'écria Henri.

	— Il s'est sauvé.

	— La femme?

	— Elle est là.

	— Morte?

	— Pas encore; mais, Dieu merci, elle n'en vaut guère mieux.

	— Oh! s'écria Henri, je suis donc maudit! Et il s'élança dans la maison. La chambre était pleine de monde; tout ce monde entourait un lit sur lequel était couchée la pauvre Charlotte percée de deux coups de poignard. Son mari, qui pendant deux ans avait dissimulé sa jalousie contre Henri, avait saisi cette occasion de se venger d'elle.

	— Charlotte! Charlotte! cria Henri fendant la foule et tombant à genoux devant le lit.

	Charlotte rouvrit ses beaux yeux déjà voilés par la mort; elle jeta un cri qui fit jaillir le sang de ses deux blessures, et faisant un effort pour se soulever.

	— Oh! je savais bien, dit-elle, que je ne pouvais pas mourir sans le revoir.

	Et en effet, comme si elle n'eût attendu que ce moment pour rendre à Henri cette âme qui l'avait tant aimé, elle appuya ses lèvres sur le front du roi de Navarre, murmura encore une dernière fois: «Je t'aime», et tomba morte.

	Henri ne pouvait rester plus longtemps sans se perdre. Il tira son poignard, coupa une boucle de ses beaux cheveux blonds qu'il avait si souvent dénoués pour en admirer la longueur, et sortit en sanglotant au milieu des sanglots des assistants, qui ne se doutaient pas qu'ils pleuraient sur de si hautes infortunes.

	— Ami, amour, s'écria Henri éperdu, tout m'abandonne, tout me quitte, tout me manque à la fois!

	— Oui, Sire, lui dit tout bas un homme qui s'était détaché du groupe de curieux amassé devant la petite maison et qui l'avait suivi, mais vous avez toujours le trône.

	— René! s'écria Henri.

	— Oui, Sire, René qui veille sur vous: ce misérable en expirant vous a nommé; on sait que vous êtes à Paris, les archers vous cherchent, fuyez, fuyez!

	— Et tu dis que je serai roi, René! un fugitif!

	— Regardez, Sire, dit le Florentin en montrant au roi une étoile qui se dégageait, brillante, des plis d'un nuage noir, ce n'est pas moi qui le dis, c'est elle.

	Henri poussa un soupir et disparut dans l'obscurité.

	FIN

	[1] Charles IX avait épousé Élisabeth d'Autriche, fille de Maximilien. [2] Espèce de brasero. [3] En effet, cet enfant naturel, qui n'était autre que le fameux duc d'Angoulême, qui mourut en 1650, supprimait, s'il eût été légitime, Henri III, Henri IV, Louis XIII, Louis XIV. Que nous donnait-il à la place? L'esprit se confond et se perd dans les ténèbres d'une pareille question. [4] Votre présence inespérée dans cette cour nous comblerait de joie, moi et mon mari, si elle n'amenait un grand malheur, c'est-à-dire non seulement la perte d'un frère, mais encore celle d'un ami. [5] Nous sommes désespérés d'être séparés de vous, quand nous eussions préféré partir avec vous. Mais le même destin qui veut que vous quittiez sans retard Paris, nous enchaîne, nous, dans cette ville. Partez donc, cher frère; partez donc, cher ami; partez sans nous. Notre espérance et nos désirs vous suivent. [6] Textuelle.
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	Chapitre I — La lettre

	Vers le milieu du mois de mai de l’année 1660, à neuf heures du matin, lorsque le soleil déjà chaud séchait la rosée sur les ravenelles du château de Blois, une petite cavalcade, composée de trois hommes et de deux pages, rentra par le pont de la ville sans produire d’autre effet sur les promeneurs du quai qu’un premier mouvement de la main à la tête pour saluer, et un second mouvement de la langue pour exprimer cette idée dans le plus pur français qui se parle en France:

	— Voici Monsieur qui revient de la chasse.

	Et ce fut tout.

	Cependant, tandis que les chevaux gravissaient la pente raide qui de la rivière conduit au château, plusieurs courtauds de boutique s’approchèrent du dernier cheval, qui portait, pendus à l’arçon de la selle, divers oiseaux attachés par le bec.

	À cette vue, les curieux manifestèrent avec une franchise toute rustique leur dédain pour une aussi maigre capture, et après une dissertation qu’ils firent entre eux sur le désavantage de la chasse au vol, ils revinrent à leurs occupations. Seulement un des curieux, gros garçon joufflu et de joyeuse humeur, ayant demandé pourquoi Monsieur, qui pouvait tant s’amuser, grâce à ses gros revenus, se contentait d’un si piteux divertissement:

	— Ne sais-tu pas, lui fut-il répondu, que le principal divertissement de Monsieur est de s’ennuyer?

	Le joyeux garçon haussa les épaules avec un geste qui signifiait clair comme le jour: «En ce cas, j’aime mieux être Gros-Jean que d’être prince.» Et chacun reprit ses travaux.

	Cependant Monsieur continuait sa route avec un air si mélancolique et si majestueux à la fois qu’il eût certainement fait l’admiration des spectateurs s’il eût eu des spectateurs; mais les bourgeois de Blois ne pardonnaient pas à Monsieur d’avoir choisi cette ville si gaie pour s’y ennuyer à son aise; et toutes les fois qu’ils apercevaient l’auguste ennuyé, ils s’esquivaient en bâillant ou rentraient la tête dans l’intérieur de leurs chambres, pour se soustraire à l’influence soporifique de ce long visage blême, de ces yeux noyés et de cette tournure languissante. En sorte que le digne prince était à peu près sûr de trouver les rues désertes chaque fois qu’il s’y hasardait.

	Or, c’était de la part des habitants de Blois une irrévérence bien coupable, car Monsieur était, après le roi, et même avant le roi peut-être, le plus grand seigneur du royaume. En effet, Dieu, qui avait accordé à Louis XIV, alors régnant, le bonheur d’être le fils de Louis XIII, avait accordé à Monsieur l’honneur d’être le fils de Henri IV. Ce n’était donc pas, ou du moins ce n’eût pas dû être un mince sujet d’orgueil pour la ville de Blois, que cette préférence à elle donnée par Gaston d’Orléans, qui tenait sa cour dans l’ancien château des États.

	Mais il était dans la destinée de ce grand prince d’exciter médiocrement partout où il se rencontrait l’attention du public et son admiration. Monsieur en avait pris son parti avec l’habitude. C’est peut-être ce qui lui donnait cet air de tranquille ennui. Monsieur avait été fort occupé dans sa vie.

	On ne laisse pas couper la tête à une douzaine de ses meilleurs amis sans que cela cause quelque tracas. Or, comme depuis l’avènement de M. Mazarin on n’avait coupé la tête à personne, Monsieur n’avait plus eu d’occupation, et son moral s’en ressentait. La vie du pauvre prince était donc fort triste. Après sa petite chasse du matin sur les bords du Beuvron ou dans les bois de Cheverny, Monsieur passait la Loire, allait déjeuner à Chambord avec ou sans appétit, et la ville de Blois n’entendait plus parler, jusqu’à la prochaine chasse, de son souverain et maître. Voilà pour l’ennui extra-muros; quant à l’ennui à l’intérieur, nous en donnerons une idée au lecteur s’il veut suivre avec nous la cavalcade et monter jusqu’au porche majestueux du château des États. Monsieur montait un petit cheval d’allure, équipé d’une large selle de velours rouge de Flandre, avec des étriers en forme de brodequins; le cheval était de couleur fauve; le pourpoint de Monsieur, fait de velours cramoisi, se confondait avec le manteau de même nuance, avec l’équipement du cheval, et c’est seulement à cet ensemble rougeâtre qu’on pouvait reconnaître le prince entre ses deux compagnons vêtus l’un de violet, l’autre de vert. Celui de gauche, vêtu de violet, était l’écuyer; celui de droite, vêtu de vert, était le grand veneur. L’un des pages portait deux gerfauts sur un perchoir, l’autre un cornet de chasse, dans lequel il soufflait nonchalamment à vingt pas du château.

	Tout ce qui entourait ce prince nonchalant faisait tout ce qu’il avait à faire avec nonchalance.

	À ce signal, huit gardes qui se promenaient au soleil dans la cour carrée accoururent prendre leurs hallebardes, et Monsieur fit son entrée solennelle dans le château. Lorsqu’il eut disparu sous les profondeurs du porche, trois ou quatre vauriens, montés du mail au château derrière la cavalcade, en se montrant l’un à l’autre les oiseaux accrochés, se dispersèrent, en faisant à leur tour leurs commentaires sur ce qu’ils venaient de voir; puis, lorsqu’ils furent partis, la rue, la place et la cour demeurèrent désertes. Monsieur descendit de cheval sans dire un mot, passa dans son appartement, où son valet de chambre le changea d’habits; et comme Madame n’avait pas encore envoyé prendre les ordres pour le déjeuner, Monsieur s’étendit sur une chaise longue et s’endormit d’aussi bon cœur que s’il eût été onze heures du soir.

	Les huit gardes, qui comprenaient que leur service était fini pour le reste de la journée, se couchèrent sur des bancs de pierre, au soleil; les palefreniers disparurent avec leurs chevaux dans les écuries, et, à part quelques joyeux oiseaux s’effarouchant les uns les autres, avec des pépiements aigus, dans les touffes des giroflées, on eût dit qu’au château tout dormait comme Monseigneur.

	Tout à coup, au milieu de ce silence si doux, retentit un éclat de rire nerveux, éclatant, qui fit ouvrir un œil à quelques-uns des hallebardiers enfoncés dans leur sieste. Cet éclat de rire partait d’une croisée du château, visitée en ce moment par le soleil, qui l’englobait dans un de ces grands angles que dessinent avant midi, sur les cours, les profils des cheminées. Le petit balcon de fer ciselé qui s’avançait au-delà de cette fenêtre était meublé d’un pot de giroflées rouges, d’un autre pot de primevères, et d’un rosier hâtif, dont le feuillage, d’un vert magnifique, était diapré de plusieurs paillettes rouges annonçant des roses. Dans la chambre qu’éclairait cette fenêtre, on voyait une table carrée vêtue d’une vieille tapisserie à larges fleurs de Harlem; au milieu de cette table, une fiole de grès à long col, dans laquelle plongeaient des iris et du muguet; à chacune des extrémités de cette table, une jeune fille. L’attitude de ces deux enfants était singulière: on les eût prises pour deux pensionnaires échappées du couvent. L’une, les deux coudes appuyés sur la table, une plume à la main, traçait des caractères sur une feuille de beau papier de Hollande; l’autre, à genoux sur une chaise, ce qui lui permettait de s’avancer de la tête et du buste par-dessus le dossier et jusqu’en pleine table, regardait sa compagne écrire. De là mille cris, mille railleries, mille rires, dont l’un, plus éclatant que les autres, avait effrayé les oiseaux des ravenelles et troublé le sommeil des gardes de Monsieur. Nous en sommes aux portraits, on nous passera donc, nous l’espérons, les deux derniers de ce chapitre.

	Celle qui était appuyée sur la chaise, c’est-à-dire la bruyante, la rieuse, était une belle fille de dix-neuf à vingt ans, brune de peau, brune de cheveux, resplendissante, par ses yeux, qui s’allumaient sous des sourcils vigoureusement tracés, et surtout par ses dents, qui éclataient comme des perles sous ses lèvres d’un corail sanglant. Chacun de ses mouvements semblait le résultat du jeu d’une mime; elle ne vivait pas, elle bondissait.

	L’autre, celle qui écrivait, regardait sa turbulente compagne avec un œil bleu, limpide et pur comme était le ciel ce jour-là. Ses cheveux, d’un blond cendré, roulés avec un goût exquis, tombaient en grappes soyeuses sur ses joues nacrées; elle promenait sur le papier une main fine, mais dont la maigreur accusait son extrême jeunesse. À chaque éclat de rire de son amie, elle soulevait, comme dépitée, ses blanches épaules d’une forme poétique et suave, mais auxquelles manquait ce luxe de vigueur et de modelé qu’on eût désiré voir à ses bras et à ses mains.

	— Montalais! Montalais! dit-elle enfin d’une voix douce et caressante comme un chant, vous riez trop fort, vous riez comme un homme; non seulement vous vous ferez remarquer de MM. les gardes, mais vous n’entendrez pas la cloche de Madame, lorsque Madame appellera.

	La jeune fille qu’on appelait Montalais, ne cessant ni de rire ni de gesticuler à cette admonestation, répondit:

	— Louise, vous ne dites pas votre façon de penser, ma chère; vous savez que MM. les gardes, comme vous les appelez, commencent leur somme, et que le canon ne les réveillerait pas; vous savez que la cloche de Madame s’entend du pont de Blois, et que par conséquent je l’entendrai quand mon service m’appellera chez Madame. Ce qui vous ennuie, c’est que je ris quand vous écrivez; ce que vous craignez, c’est que Mme de Saint-Remy, votre mère, ne monte ici, comme elle fait quelquefois quand nous rions trop; qu’elle ne nous surprenne, et qu’elle ne voie cette énorme feuille de papier sur laquelle, depuis un quart d’heure, vous n’avez encore tracé que ces mots: Monsieur Raoul. Or vous avez raison, ma chère Louise, parce que, après ces mots, Monsieur Raoul, on peut en mettre tant d’autres, si significatifs et si incendiaires, que Mme de Saint-Remy, votre chère mère, aurait droit de jeter feu et flammes. Hein! n’est-ce pas cela, dites?

	Et Montalais redoublait ses rires et ses provocations turbulentes. La blonde jeune fille se courrouça tout à fait; elle déchira le feuillet sur lequel, en effet, ces mots, Monsieur Raoul, étaient écrits d’une belle écriture, et, froissant le papier dans ses doigts tremblants, elle le jeta par la fenêtre.

	— Là! là! dit Mlle de Montalais, voilà notre petit mouton, notre Enfant Jésus, notre colombe qui se fâche!... N’ayez donc pas peur, Louise; Mme de Saint-Remy ne viendra pas, et si elle venait, vous savez que j’ai l’oreille fine.

	D’ailleurs, quoi de plus permis que d’écrire à un vieil ami qui date de douze ans, surtout quand on commence la lettre par ces mots: Monsieur Raoul?

	— C’est bien, je ne lui écrirai pas, dit la jeune fille.

	— Ah! en vérité, voilà Montalais bien punie! s’écria toujours en riant la brune railleuse. Allons, allons, une autre feuille de papier, et terminons vite notre courrier. Bon! voici la cloche qui sonne, à présent! Ah! ma foi, tant pis! Madame attendra, ou se passera pour ce matin de sa première fille d’honneur!

	Une cloche sonnait, en effet; elle annonçait que Madame avait terminé sa toilette et attendait Monsieur, lequel lui donnait la main au salon pour passer au réfectoire. Cette formalité accomplie en grande cérémonie, les deux époux déjeunaient et se séparaient jusqu’au dîner, invariablement fixé à deux heures.

	Le son de la cloche fit ouvrir dans les offices, situées à gauche de la cour, une porte par laquelle défilèrent deux maîtres d’hôtel, suivis de huit marmitons qui portaient une civière chargée de mets couverts de cloches d’argent.

	L’un de ces maîtres d’hôtel, celui qui paraissait le premier en titre, toucha silencieusement de sa baguette un des gardes qui ronflait sur un banc; il poussa même la bonté jusqu’à mettre dans les mains de cet homme, ivre de sommeil, sa hallebarde dressée le long du mur, près de lui; après quoi, le soldat, sans demander compte de rien, escorta jusqu’au réfectoire la viande de Monsieur, précédée par un page et les deux maîtres d’hôtel.

	Partout où la viande passait, les sentinelles portaient les armes.

	Mlle de Montalais et sa compagne avaient suivi de leur fenêtre le détail de ce cérémonial, auquel pourtant elles devaient être accoutumées. Elles ne regardaient au reste avec tant de curiosité que pour être sûres de n’être pas dérangées. Aussi marmitons, gardes, pages et maîtres d’hôtel une fois passés, elles se remirent à leur table, et le soleil, qui, dans l’encadrement de la fenêtre, avait éclairé un instant ces deux charmants visages, n’éclaira plus que les giroflées, les primevères et le rosier.

	— Bah! dit Montalais en reprenant sa place, Madame déjeunera bien sans moi.

	— Oh! Montalais, vous serez punie, répondit l’autre jeune fille en s’asseyant tout doucement à la sienne.

	— Punie! ah! oui, c’est-à-dire privée de promenade; c’est tout ce que je demande, que d’être punie! Sortir dans ce grand coche, perchée sur une portière; tourner à gauche, virer à droite par des chemins pleins d’ornières où l’on avance d’une lieue en deux heures; puis revenir droit sur l’aile du château où se trouve la fenêtre de Marie de Médicis, en sorte que Madame ne manque jamais de dire: «Croirait-on que c’est par là que la reine Marie s’est sauvée... Quarante-sept pieds de hauteur!... La mère de deux princes et de trois princesses!» Si c’est là un divertissement, Louise, je demande à être punie tous les jours, surtout quand ma punition est de rester avec vous et d’écrire des lettres aussi intéressantes que celles que nous écrivons.

	— Montalais! Montalais! on a des devoirs à remplir.

	— Vous en parlez bien à votre aise, mon cœur, vous qu’on laisse libre au milieu de cette cour. Vous êtes la seule qui en récoltiez les avantages sans en avoir les charges, vous plus fille d’honneur de Madame que moi-même, parce que Madame fait ricocher ses affections de votre beau-père à vous; en sorte que vous entrez dans cette triste maison comme les oiseaux dans cette tour, humant l’air, becquetant les fleurs, picotant les graines, sans avoir le moindre service à faire, ni le moindre ennui à supporter. C’est vous qui me parlez de devoirs à remplir! En vérité, ma belle paresseuse, quels sont vos devoirs à vous, sinon d’écrire à ce beau Raoul? Encore voyons-nous que vous ne lui écrivez pas, de sorte que vous aussi, ce me semble, vous négligez un peu vos devoirs.

	Louise prit son air sérieux, appuya son menton sur sa main, et d’un ton plein de candeur:

	— Reprochez-moi donc mon bien-être, dit-elle. En aurez-vous le cœur? Vous avez un avenir, vous; vous êtes de la cour; le roi, s’il se marie, appellera Monsieur près de lui; vous verrez des fêtes splendides, vous verrez le roi, qu’on dit si beau, si charmant.

	— Et de plus je verrai Raoul, qui est près de M. le prince, ajouta malignement Montalais.

	— Pauvre Raoul! soupira Louise.

	— Voilà le moment de lui écrire, chère belle; allons, recommençons ce fameux Monsieur Raoul, qui brillait en tête de la feuille déchirée.

	Alors elle lui tendit la plume, et, avec un sourire charmant, encouragea sa main, qui traça vite les mots désignés.

	— Maintenant? demanda la plus jeune des deux jeunes filles.

	— Maintenant, écrivez ce que vous pensez, Louise, répondit Montalais.

	— Êtes-vous bien sûre que je pense quelque chose?

	— Vous pensez à quelqu’un, ce qui revient au même, ou plutôt ce qui est bien pis.

	— Vous croyez, Montalais?

	— Louise, Louise, vos yeux bleus sont profonds comme la mer que j’ai vue à Boulogne l’an passé. Non, je me trompe, la mer est perfide, vos yeux sont profonds comme l’azur que voici là-haut, tenez, sur nos têtes.

	— Eh bien! puisque vous lisez si bien dans mes yeux, dites-moi ce que je pense, Montalais.

	— D’abord, vous ne pensez pas Monsieur Raoul; vous pensez Mon cher Raoul.

	— Oh! — Ne rougissez pas pour si peu. Mon cher Raoul, disons-nous, vous me suppliez de vous écrire à Paris, où vous retient le service de M. le prince. Comme il faut que vous vous ennuyiez là-bas pour chercher des distractions dans le souvenir d’une provinciale...

	Louise se leva tout à coup.

	— Non, Montalais, dit-elle en souriant, non, je ne pense pas un mot de cela. Tenez, voici ce que je pense.

	Et elle prit hardiment la plume et traça d’une main ferme les mots suivants:

	«J’eusse été bien malheureuse si vos instances pour obtenir de moi un souvenir eussent été moins vives. Tout ici me parle de nos premières années, si vite écoulées, si doucement enfuies, que jamais d’autres n’en remplaceront le charme dans le cœur.»

	Montalais, qui regardait courir la plume, et qui lisait au rebours à mesure que son amie écrivait, l’interrompit par un battement de mains.

	— À la bonne heure! dit-elle, voilà de la franchise, voilà du cœur, voilà du style! Montrez à ces Parisiens, ma chère, que Blois est la ville du beau langage.

	— Il sait que pour moi, répondit la jeune fille, Blois a été le paradis.

	— C’est ce que je voulais dire, et vous parlez comme un ange.

	— Je termine, Montalais.

	Et la jeune fille continua en effet:

	«Vous pensez à moi, dites-vous, monsieur Raoul; je vous en remercie; mais cela ne peut me surprendre, moi qui sais combien de fois nos cœurs ont battu l’un près de l’autre.»

	— Oh! oh! dit Montalais, prenez garde, mon agneau, voilà que vous semez votre laine, et il y a des loups là-bas.

	Louise allait répondre, quand le galop d’un cheval retentit sous le porche du château.

	— Qu’est-ce que cela? dit Montalais en s’approchant de la fenêtre. Un beau cavalier, ma foi!

	— Oh! Raoul! s’écria Louise, qui avait fait le même mouvement que son amie, et qui, devenant toute pâle, tomba palpitante auprès de sa lettre inachevée.

	— Voilà un adroit amant, sur ma parole, s’écria Montalais, et qui arrive bien à propos!

	— Retirez-vous, retirez-vous, je vous en supplie! murmura Louise.

	— Bah! il ne me connaît pas; laissez-moi donc voir ce qu’il vient faire ici.

	Chapitre II — Le messager

	Mlle de Montalais avait raison, le jeune cavalier était bon à voir.

	C’était un jeune homme de vingt-quatre à vingt-cinq ans, grand, élancé, portant avec grâce sur ses épaules le charmant costume militaire de l’époque. Ses grandes bottes à entonnoir enfermaient un pied que Mlle de Montalais n’eût pas désavoué si elle se fût travestie en homme. D’une de ses mains fines et nerveuses il arrêta son cheval au milieu de la cour, et de l’autre souleva le chapeau à longues plumes qui ombrageait sa physionomie grave et naïve à la fois.

	Les gardes, au bruit du cheval, se réveillèrent et furent promptement debout.

	Le jeune homme laissa l’un d’eux s’approcher de ses arçons, et s’inclinant vers lui, d’une voix claire et précise, qui fut parfaitement entendue de la fenêtre où se cachaient les deux jeunes filles:

	— Un messager pour Son Altesse Royale, dit-il.

	— Ah! ah! s’écria le garde; officier, un messager!

	Mais ce brave soldat savait bien qu’il ne paraîtrait aucun officier, attendu que le seul qui eût pu paraître demeurait au fond du château, dans un petit appartement sur les jardins.

	Aussi se hâta-t-il d’ajouter:

	— Mon gentilhomme, l’officier est en ronde, mais en son absence on va prévenir M. de Saint-Remy, le maître d’hôtel.

	— M. de Saint-Remy! répéta le cavalier en rougissant.

	— Vous le connaissez?

	— Mais oui... Avertissez-le, je vous prie, pour que ma visite soit annoncée le plus tôt possible à Son Altesse.

	— Il paraît que c’est pressé, dit le garde, comme s’il se parlait à lui-même, mais dans l’espérance d’obtenir une réponse.

	Le messager fit un signe de tête affirmatif.

	— En ce cas, reprit le garde, je vais moi-même trouver le maître d’hôtel.

	Le jeune homme cependant mit pied à terre, et tandis que les autres soldats observaient avec curiosité chaque mouvement du beau cheval qui avait amené ce jeune homme, le soldat revint sur ses pas en disant:

	— Pardon, mon gentilhomme, mais votre nom, s’il vous plaît?

	— Le vicomte de Bragelonne, de la part de Son Altesse M. le prince de Condé.

	Le soldat fit un profond salut, et, comme si ce nom du vainqueur de Rocroi et de Lens lui eût donné des ailes, il gravit légèrement le perron pour gagner les antichambres.

	M. de Bragelonne n’avait pas eu le temps d’attacher son cheval aux barreaux de fer de ce perron, que M. de Saint-Remy accourut hors d’haleine, soutenant son gros ventre avec l’une de ses mains, pendant que de l’autre il fendait l’air comme un pêcheur fend les flots avec une rame.

	— Ah! monsieur le vicomte, vous à Blois! s’écria-t-il; mais c’est une merveille! Bonjour, monsieur Raoul, bonjour!

	— Mille respects, monsieur de Saint-Remy.

	— Que Mme de La Vall... je veux dire que Mme de Saint-Remy va être heureuse de vous voir! Mais venez. Son Altesse Royale déjeune, faut-il l’interrompre? la chose est-elle grave?

	— Oui et non, monsieur de Saint-Remy. Toutefois, un moment de retard pourrait causer quelques désagréments à Son Altesse Royale.

	— S’il en est ainsi, forçons la consigne, monsieur le vicomte. Venez. D’ailleurs, Monsieur est d’une humeur charmante aujourd’hui. Et puis, vous nous apportez des nouvelles, n’est-ce pas?

	— De grandes, monsieur de Saint-Remy.

	— Et de bonnes, je présume?

	— D’excellentes.

	— Venez vite, bien vite, alors! s’écria le bonhomme, qui se rajusta tout en cheminant.

	Raoul le suivit son chapeau à la main, et un peu effrayé du bruit solennel que faisaient ses éperons sur les parquets de ces immenses salles.

	Aussitôt qu’il eut disparu dans l’intérieur du palais, la fenêtre de la cour se repeupla, et un chuchotement animé trahit l’émotion des deux jeunes filles; bientôt elles eurent pris une résolution, car l’une des deux figures disparut de la fenêtre: c’était la tête brune; l’autre demeura derrière le balcon, cachée sous les fleurs, regardant attentivement, par les échancrures des branches, le perron sur lequel M. de Bragelonne avait fait son entrée au palais.

	Cependant l’objet de tant de curiosité continuait sa route en suivant les traces du maître d’hôtel. Un bruit de pas empressés, un fumet de vin et de viandes, un cliquetis de cristaux et de vaisselle l’avertirent qu’il touchait au terme de sa course.

	Les pages, les valets et les officiers, réunis dans l’office qui précédait le réfectoire, accueillirent le nouveau venu avec une politesse proverbiale en ce pays; quelques-uns connaissaient Raoul, presque tous savaient qu’il venait de Paris. On pourrait dire que son arrivée suspendit un moment le service. Le fait est qu’un page qui versait à boire à Son Altesse, entendant les éperons dans la chambre voisine, se retourna comme un enfant, sans s’apercevoir qu’il continuait de verser, non plus dans le verre du prince, mais sur la nappe.

	Madame, qui n’était pas préoccupée comme son glorieux époux, remarqua cette distraction du page.

	— Eh bien! dit-elle.

	M. de Saint-Remy, qui introduisait sa tête par la porte, profita du moment.

	— Pourquoi me dérangerait-on? dit Gaston en attirant à lui une tranche épaisse d’un des plus gros saumons qui aient jamais remonté la Loire pour se faire prendre entre Paimbœuf et Saint-Nazaire.

	— C’est qu’il arrive un messager de Paris. Oh! mais, après le déjeuner de Monseigneur, nous avons le temps.

	— De Paris! s’écria le prince en laissant tomber sa fourchette; un messager de Paris, dites-vous? Et de quelle part vient ce messager?

	— De la part de M. le prince, se hâta de dire le maître d’hôtel.

	On sait que c’est ainsi qu’on appelait M. de Condé.

	— Un messager de M. le prince? fit Gaston avec une inquiétude qui n’échappa à aucun des assistants, et qui par conséquent redoubla la curiosité générale.

	Monsieur se crut peut-être ramené au temps de ces bienheureuses conspirations où le bruit des portes lui donnait des émotions, où toute lettre pouvait renfermer un secret d’État, où tout message servait une intrigue bien sombre et bien compliquée. Peut-être aussi ce grand nom de M. le prince se déploya-t-il sous les voûtes de Blois avec les proportions d’un fantôme.

	Monsieur repoussa son assiette.

	— Je vais faire attendre l’envoyé? demanda M. de Saint-Remy.

	Un coup d’œil de Madame enhardit Gaston, qui répliqua:

	— Non pas, faites-le entrer sur-le-champ, au contraire. À propos, qui est-ce?

	— Un gentilhomme de ce pays, M. le vicomte de Bragelonne.

	— Ah! oui, fort bien!... Introduisez, Saint-Remy, introduisez.

	Et lorsqu’il eut laissé tomber ces mots avec sa gravité accoutumée, Monsieur regarda d’une certaine façon les gens de son service, qui tous pages, officiers et écuyers, quittèrent la serviette, le couteau, le gobelet, et firent vers la seconde chambre une retraite aussi rapide que désordonnée. Cette petite armée s’écarta en deux files lorsque Raoul de Bragelonne, précédé de M. de Saint-Remy, entra dans le réfectoire. Ce court moment de solitude dans lequel cette retraite l’avait laissé avait permis à Monseigneur de prendre une figure diplomatique. Il ne se retourna pas, et attendit que le maître d’hôtel eût amené en face de lui le messager.

	Raoul s’arrêta à la hauteur du bas-bout de la table, de façon à se trouver entre Monsieur et Madame. Il fit de cette place un salut très profond pour Monsieur, un autre très humble pour Madame, puis se redressa et attendit que Monsieur lui adressât la parole.

	Le prince, de son côté, attendait que les portes fussent hermétiquement fermées, il ne voulait pas se retourner pour s’en assurer, ce qui n’eût pas été digne; mais il écoutait de toutes ses oreilles le bruit de la serrure, qui lui promettait au moins une apparence de secret. La porte fermée, Monsieur leva les yeux sur le vicomte de Bragelonne et lui dit:

	— Il paraît que vous arrivez de Paris, monsieur?

	— À l’instant, monseigneur.

	— Comment se porte le roi?

	— Sa Majesté est en parfaite santé, monseigneur.

	— Et ma belle-sœur?

	— Sa Majesté la reine mère souffre toujours de la poitrine. Toutefois, depuis un mois, il y a du mieux.

	— Que me disait-on, que vous veniez de la part de M. le prince? On se trompait assurément.

	— Non, monseigneur. M. le prince m’a chargé de remettre à Votre Altesse Royale une lettre que voici, et j’en attends la réponse.

	Raoul avait été un peu ému de ce froid et méticuleux accueil; sa voix était tombée insensiblement au diapason de la voix basse. Le prince oublia qu’il était cause de ce mystère, et la peur le reprit.

	Il reçut avec un coup d’œil hagard la lettre du prince de Condé, la décacheta comme il eût décacheté un paquet suspect, et, pour la lire sans que personne pût en remarquer l’effet produit sur sa physionomie, il se retourna.

	Madame suivait avec une anxiété presque égale à celle du prince chacune des manœuvres de son auguste époux. Raoul, impassible, et un peu dégagé par l’attention de ses hôtes, regardait de sa place et par la fenêtre ouverte devant lui les jardins et les statues qui les peuplaient.

	— Ah! mais, s’écria tout à coup Monsieur avec un sourire rayonnant, voilà une agréable surprise et une charmante lettre de M. le prince! Tenez, madame.

	La table était trop large pour que le bras du prince joignît la main de la princesse; Raoul s’empressa d’être leur intermédiaire; il le fit avec une bonne grâce qui charma la princesse et valut un remerciement flatteur au vicomte.

	— Vous savez le contenu de cette lettre, sans doute? dit Gaston à Raoul.

	— Oui, monseigneur: M. le prince m’avait donné d’abord le message verbalement, puis Son Altesse a réfléchi et pris la plume.

	— C’est d’une belle écriture, dit Madame, mais je ne puis lire.

	— Voulez-vous lire à Madame, monsieur de Bragelonne, dit le duc.

	— Oui, lisez, je vous prie, monsieur.

	Raoul commença la lecture à laquelle Monsieur donna de nouveau toute son attention.

	La lettre était conçue en ces termes:

	«Monseigneur, Le roi part pour la frontière; vous aurez appris que le mariage de Sa Majesté va se conclure; le roi m’a fait l’honneur de me nommer maréchal des logis pour ce voyage, et comme je sais toute la joie que Sa Majesté aurait de passer une journée à Blois, j’ose demander à Votre Altesse Royale la permission de marquer de ma craie le château qu’elle habite.

	Si cependant l’imprévu de cette demande pouvait causer à Votre Altesse Royale quelque embarras, je la supplierai de me le mander par le messager que j’envoie, et qui est un gentilhomme à moi, M. le vicomte de Bragelonne. Mon itinéraire dépendra de la résolution de Votre Altesse Royale, et au lieu de prendre par Blois, j’indiquerai Vendôme ou Romorantin. J’ose espérer que Votre Altesse Royale prendra ma demande en bonne part, comme étant l’expression de mon dévouement sans bornes et de mon désir de lui être agréable.»

	— Il n’est rien de plus gracieux pour nous, dit Madame, qui s’était consultée plus d’une fois pendant cette lecture dans les regards de son époux. Le roi ici! s’écria-t-elle un peu plus haut peut-être qu’il n’eût fallu pour que le secret fût gardé.

	— Monsieur, dit à son tour Son Altesse, prenant la parole, vous remercierez M. le prince de Condé, et vous lui exprimerez toute ma reconnaissance pour le plaisir qu’il me fait.

	Raoul s’inclina.

	— Quel jour arrive Sa Majesté? continua le prince.

	— Le roi, monseigneur, arrivera ce soir, selon toute probabilité.

	— Mais comment alors aurait-on su ma réponse, au cas où elle eût été négative?

	— J’avais mission, monseigneur, de retourner en toute hâte à Beaugency pour donner contrordre au courrier, qui fût lui-même retourné en arrière donner contrordre à M. le prince.

	— Sa Majesté est donc à Orléans?

	— Plus près, monseigneur: Sa Majesté doit être arrivée à Meung en ce moment.

	— La cour l’accompagne?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— À propos, j’oubliais de vous demander des nouvelles de M. le cardinal.

	— Son Éminence paraît jouir d’une bonne santé, monseigneur.

	— Ses nièces l’accompagnent sans doute?

	— Non, monseigneur; Son Éminence a ordonné à Mlles de Mancini de partir pour Brouage. Elles suivent la rive gauche de la Loire pendant que la cour vient par la rive droite.

	— Quoi! Mlle Marie de Mancini quitte aussi la cour? demanda Monsieur, dont la réserve commençait à s’affaiblir.

	— Mlle Marie de Mancini surtout, répondit discrètement Raoul.

	Un sourire fugitif, vestige imperceptible de son ancien esprit d’intrigues brouillonnes, éclaira les joues pâles du prince.

	— Merci, monsieur de Bragelonne, dit alors Monsieur; vous ne voudrez peut-être pas rendre à M. le prince la commission dont je voudrais vous charger, à savoir que son messager m’a été fort agréable; mais je le lui dirai moi-même. Raoul s’inclina pour remercier Monsieur de l’honneur qu’il lui faisait.

	Monseigneur fit un signe à Madame, qui frappa sur un timbre placé à sa droite.

	Aussitôt M. de Saint-Remy entra, et la chambre se remplit de monde.

	— Messieurs, dit le prince, Sa Majesté me fait l’honneur de venir passer un jour à Blois; je compte que le roi, mon neveu, n’aura pas à se repentir de la faveur qu’il fait à ma maison.

	— Vive le roi! s’écrièrent avec un enthousiasme frénétique les officiers de service, et M. de Saint-Remy avant tous.

	Gaston baissa la tête avec une sombre tristesse; toute sa vie, il avait dû entendre ou plutôt subir ce cri de: «Vive le roi!» qui passait au-dessus de lui. Depuis longtemps, ne l’entendant plus, il avait reposé son oreille, et voilà qu’une royauté plus jeune, plus vivace, plus brillante, surgissait devant lui comme une nouvelle, comme une plus douloureuse provocation.

	Madame comprit les souffrances de ce cœur timide et ombrageux; elle se leva de table, Monsieur l’imita machinalement, et tous les serviteurs, avec un bourdonnement semblable à celui des ruches, entourèrent Raoul pour le questionner.

	Madame vit ce mouvement et appela M. de Saint-Remy.

	— Ce n’est pas le moment de jaser, mais de travailler, dit-elle avec l’accent d’une ménagère qui se fâche.

	M. de Saint-Remy s’empressa de rompre le cercle formé par les officiers autour de Raoul, en sorte que celui-ci put gagner l’antichambre.

	— On aura soin de ce gentilhomme, j’espère, ajouta Madame en s’adressant à M. de Saint-Remy.

	Le bonhomme courut aussitôt derrière Raoul.

	— Madame nous charge de vous faire rafraîchir ici, dit-il; il y a en outre un logement au château pour vous.

	— Merci, monsieur de Saint-Remy, répondit Bragelonne. Vous savez combien il me tarde d’aller présenter mes devoirs à M. le comte mon père.

	— C’est vrai, c’est vrai, monsieur Raoul, présentez-lui en même temps mes bien humbles respects, je vous prie.

	Raoul se débarrassa encore du vieux gentilhomme et continua son chemin.

	Comme il passait sous le porche tenant son cheval par la bride, une petite voix l’appela du fond d’une allée obscure.

	— Monsieur Raoul! dit la voix.

	Le jeune homme se retourna surpris, et vit une jeune fille brune qui appuyait un doigt sur ses lèvres et qui lui tendait la main. Cette jeune fille lui était inconnue.

	Chapitre III — L’entrevue

	Raoul fit un pas vers la jeune fille qui l’appelait ainsi.

	— Mais mon cheval, madame, dit-il.

	— Vous voilà bien embarrassé! Sortez; il y a un hangar dans la première cour, attachez là votre cheval et venez vite.

	— J’obéis, madame.

	Raoul ne fut pas quatre minutes à faire ce qu’on lui avait recommandé; il revint à la petite porte, où, dans l’obscurité, il revit sa conductrice mystérieuse qui l’attendait sur les premiers degrés d’un escalier tournant.

	— Êtes-vous assez brave pour me suivre, monsieur le chevalier errant? demanda la jeune fille en riant du moment d’hésitation qu’avait manifesté Raoul.

	Celui-ci répondit en s’élançant derrière elle dans l’escalier sombre. Ils gravirent ainsi trois étages, lui derrière elle, effleurant de ses mains, lorsqu’il cherchait la rampe, une robe de soie qui frôlait aux deux parois de l’escalier. À chaque faux pas de Raoul, sa conductrice lui criait un chut! sévère et lui tendait une main douce et parfumée.

	— On monterait ainsi jusqu’au donjon du château sans s’apercevoir de la fatigue, dit Raoul.

	— Ce qui signifie, monsieur, que vous êtes fort intrigué, fort las et fort inquiet; mais rassurez-vous, nous voici arrivés.

	La jeune fille poussa une porte qui, sur-le-champ, sans transition aucune, emplit d’un flot de lumière le palier de l’escalier au haut duquel Raoul apparaissait, tenant la rampe. La jeune fille marchait toujours, il la suivit; elle entra dans une chambre, Raoul entra comme elle. Aussitôt qu’il fut dans le piège, il entendit pousser un grand cri, se retourna, et vit à deux pas de lui, les mains jointes, les yeux fermés, cette belle jeune fille blonde, aux prunelles bleues, aux blanches épaules, qui, le reconnaissant, l’avait appelé Raoul.

	Il la vit et devina tant d’amour, tant de bonheur dans l’expression de ses yeux, qu’il se laissa tomber à genoux tout au milieu de la chambre, en murmurant de son côté le nom de Louise.

	— Ah! Montalais! Montalais! soupira celle-ci, c’est un grand péché que de tromper ainsi.

	— Moi! Je vous ai trompée?

	— Oui, vous me dites que vous allez savoir en bas des nouvelles, et vous faites monter ici Monsieur.

	— Il le fallait bien. Comment eût-il reçu sans cela la lettre que vous lui écriviez?

	Et elle désignait du doigt cette lettre qui était encore sur la table. Raoul fit un pas pour la prendre; Louise, plus rapide, bien qu’elle se fût élancée avec une hésitation classique assez remarquable, allongea la main pour l’arrêter. Raoul rencontra donc cette main toute tiède et toute tremblante; il la prit dans les siennes et l’approcha si respectueusement de ses lèvres, qu’il y déposa un souffle plutôt qu’un baiser.

	Pendant ce temps, Mlle de Montalais avait pris la lettre, l’avait pliée soigneusement, comme font les femmes, en trois plis, et l’avait glissée dans sa poitrine.

	— N’ayez pas peur, Louise, dit-elle; Monsieur n’ira pas plus la prendre ici, que le défunt roi Louis XIII ne prenait les billets dans le corsage de Mlle de Hautefort.

	Raoul rougit en voyant le sourire des deux jeunes filles, et il ne remarqua pas que la main de Louise était restée entre les siennes.

	— Là! dit Montalais, vous m’avez pardonné, Louise, de vous avoir amené Monsieur; vous, monsieur, ne m’en voulez plus de m’avoir suivie pour voir Mademoiselle. Donc, maintenant que la paix est faite, causons comme de vieux amis. Présentez-moi, Louise, à M. de Bragelonne.

	— Monsieur le vicomte, dit Louise avec sa grâce sérieuse et son candide sourire, j’ai l’honneur de vous présenter Mlle Aure de Montalais, jeune fille d’honneur de Son Altesse Royale Madame, et de plus mon amie, mon excellente amie.

	Raoul salua cérémonieusement.

	— Et moi! Louise, dit-il, ne me présentez-vous pas aussi à Mademoiselle?

	— Oh! elle vous connaît! elle connaît tout!

	Ce mot naïf fit rire Montalais et soupirer de bonheur Raoul, qui l’avait interprété ainsi: Elle connaît tout notre amour.

	— Les politesses sont faites, monsieur le vicomte, dit Montalais; voici un fauteuil, et dites-nous bien vite la nouvelle que vous nous apportez ainsi courant.

	— Mademoiselle, ce n’est plus un secret. Le roi, se rendant à Poitiers, s’arrête à Blois pour visiter Son Altesse Royale.

	— Le roi ici! s’écria Montalais en frappant ses mains l’une contre l’autre; nous allons voir la cour! Concevez-vous cela, Louise? la vraie cour de Paris! Oh! mon Dieu! Mais quand cela, monsieur?

	— Peut-être ce soir, mademoiselle; assurément demain.

	Montalais fit un geste de dépit.

	— Pas le temps de s’ajuster! pas le temps de préparer une robe! Nous sommes ici en retard comme des Polonaises! Nous allons ressembler à des portraits du temps de Henri IV!... Ah! monsieur, la méchante nouvelle que vous nous apportez là!

	— Mesdemoiselles, vous serez toujours belles.

	— C’est fade!... nous serons toujours belles, oui, parce que la nature nous a faites passables; mais nous serons ridicules, parce que la mode nous aura oubliées... Hélas! ridicules! on me verra ridicule, moi?

	— Qui cela? dit naïvement Louise.

	— Qui cela? vous êtes étrange, ma chère!... Est-ce une question à m’adresser? On, veut dire tout le monde; on, veut dire les courtisans, les seigneurs; on, veut dire le roi.

	— Pardon, ma bonne amie, mais comme ici tout le monde a l’habitude de nous voir telles que nous sommes...

	— D’accord; mais cela va changer, et nous serons ridicules, même pour Blois; car près de nous on va voir les modes de Paris, et l’on comprendra que nous sommes à la mode de Blois! C’est désespérant!

	— Consolez-vous, mademoiselle.

	— Ah bast! au fait, tant pis pour ceux qui ne me trouveront pas à leur goût! dit philosophiquement Montalais.

	— Ceux-là seraient bien difficiles, répliqua Raoul fidèle à son système de galanterie régulière.

	— Merci, monsieur le vicomte. Nous disions donc que le roi vient à Blois?

	— Avec toute la cour.

	— Mlles de Mancini y seront-elles?

	— Non pas, justement.

	— Mais puisque le roi, dit-on, ne peut se passer de Mlle Marie?

	— Mademoiselle, il faudra bien que le roi s’en passe. M. le cardinal le veut. Il exile ses nièces à Brouage.

	— Lui! l’hypocrite!

	— Chut! dit Louise en collant son doigt sur ses lèvres roses.

	— Bah! personne ne peut m’entendre. Je dis que le vieux Mazarino Mazarini est un hypocrite qui grille de faire sa nièce reine de France.

	— Mais non, mademoiselle, puisque M. le cardinal, au contraire, fait épouser à Sa Majesté l’infante Marie-Thérèse.

	Montalais regarda en face Raoul et lui dit:

	— Vous croyez à ces contes, vous autres Parisiens? Allons, nous sommes plus forts que vous à Blois.

	— Mademoiselle, si le roi dépasse Poitiers et part pour l’Espagne, si les articles du contrat de mariage sont arrêtés entre don Luis de Haro et Son Éminence, vous entendez bien que ce ne sont plus des jeux d’enfant.

	— Ah çà! mais, le roi est le roi, je suppose?

	— Sans doute, mademoiselle, mais le cardinal est le cardinal.

	— Ce n’est donc pas un homme, que le roi? Il n’aime donc pas Marie de Mancini?

	— Il l’adore.

	— Eh bien! il l’épousera; nous aurons la guerre avec l’Espagne; M. Mazarin dépensera quelques-uns des millions qu’il a de côté; nos gentilshommes feront des prouesses à l’encontre des fiers Castillans, et beaucoup nous reviendront couronnés de lauriers, et que nous couronnerons de myrte. Voilà comme j’entends la politique.

	— Montalais, vous êtes une folle, dit Louise, et chaque exagération vous attire, comme le feu attire les papillons.

	— Louise, vous êtes tellement raisonnable que vous n’aimerez jamais.

	— Oh! fit Louise avec un tendre reproche, comprenez donc, Montalais! La reine mère désire marier son fils avec l’infante; voulez vous que le roi désobéisse à sa mère? Est-il d’un cœur royal comme le sien de donner le mauvais exemple? Quand les parents défendent l’amour, chassons l’amour!

	Et Louise soupira; Raoul baissa les yeux d’un air contraint. Montalais se mit à rire.

	— Moi, je n’ai pas de parents, dit-elle.

	— Vous savez sans doute des nouvelles de la santé de M. le comte de La Fère, dit Louise à la suite de ce soupir, qui avait tant révélé de douleurs dans son éloquente expansion.

	— Non, mademoiselle, répliqua Raoul, je n’ai pas encore rendu visite à mon père; mais j’allais à sa maison, quand Mlle de Montalais a bien voulu m’arrêter; j’espère que M. le comte se porte bien. Vous n’avez rien ouï dire de fâcheux, n’est-ce pas?

	— Rien, monsieur Raoul, rien, Dieu merci!

	Ici s’établit un silence pendant lequel deux âmes qui suivaient la même idée s’entendirent parfaitement, même sans l’assistance d’un seul regard.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! s’écria tout à coup Montalais, on monte! ...

	— Qui cela peut-il être? dit Louise en se levant tout inquiète.

	— Mesdemoiselles, je vous gêne beaucoup; j’ai été bien indiscret sans doute, balbutia Raoul, fort mal à son aise.

	— C’est un pas lourd, dit Louise.

	— Ah! si ce n’est que M. Malicorne, répliqua Montalais, ne nous dérangeons pas.

	Louise et Raoul se regardèrent pour se demander ce que c’était que M. Malicorne.

	— Ne vous inquiétez pas, poursuivit Montalais, il n’est pas jaloux.

	— Mais, mademoiselle... dit Raoul.

	— Je comprends... Eh bien! il est aussi discret que moi.

	— Mon Dieu! s’écria Louise, qui avait appuyé son oreille sur la porte entrebâillée, je reconnais les pas de ma mère!

	— Mme de Saint-Remy! Où me cacher? dit Raoul, en sollicitant vivement la robe de Montalais, qui semblait un peu avoir perdu la tête.

	— Oui, dit celle-ci, oui, je reconnais aussi les patins qui claquent. C’est notre excellente mère!... Monsieur le vicomte, c’est bien dommage que la fenêtre donne sur un pavé et cela à cinquante pieds de haut.

	Raoul regarda le balcon d’un air égaré, Louise saisit son bras et le retint.

	— Ah çà! suis-je folle? dit Montalais, n’ai-je pas l’armoire aux robes de cérémonie? Elle a vraiment l’air d’être faite pour cela.

	Il était temps, Mme de Saint-Remy montait plus vite qu’à l’ordinaire; elle arriva sur le palier au moment où Montalais, comme dans les scènes de surprises, fermait l’armoire en appuyant son corps sur la porte.

	— Ah! s’écria Mme de Saint-Remy, vous êtes ici, Louise?

	— Oui! madame, répondit-elle, plus pâle que si elle eût été convaincue d’un grand crime.

	— Bon! bon!

	— Asseyez-vous, madame, dit Montalais en offrant un fauteuil à Mme de Saint-Remy, et en le plaçant de façon qu’elle tournât le dos à l’armoire.

	— Merci, mademoiselle Aure, merci; venez vite, ma fille, allons.

	— Où voulez-vous donc que j’aille, madame?

	— Mais, au logis; ne faut-il pas préparer votre toilette?

	— Plaît-il? fit Montalais, se hâtant de jouer la surprise, tant elle craignait de voir Louise faire quelque sottise.

	— Vous ne savez donc pas la nouvelle? dit Mme de Saint-Remy.

	— Quelle nouvelle, madame, voulez-vous que deux filles apprennent en ce colombier?

	— Quoi!... vous n’avez vu personne?...

	— Madame, vous parlez par énigmes et vous nous faites mourir à petit feu! s’écria Montalais, qui, effrayée de voir Louise de plus en plus pâle, ne savait à quel saint se vouer.

	Enfin elle surprit de sa compagne un regard parlant, un de ces regards qui donneraient de l’intelligence à un mur.

	Louise indiquait à son amie le chapeau, le malencontreux chapeau de Raoul qui se pavanait sur la table.

	Montalais se jeta au-devant, et, le saisissant de sa main gauche, le passa derrière elle dans la droite, et le cacha ainsi tout en parlant.

	— Eh bien! dit Mme de Saint-Remy, un courrier nous arrive qui annonce la prochaine arrivée du roi. Ça, mesdemoiselles, il s’agit d’être belles!

	— Vite! vite! s’écria Montalais, suivez Mme votre mère, Louise, et me laissez ajuster ma robe de cérémonie.

	Louise se leva, sa mère la prit par la main et l’entraîna sur le palier.

	— Venez, dit-elle.

	Et tout bas:

	— Quand je vous défends de venir chez Montalais, pourquoi y venez-vous?

	— Madame, c’est mon amie. D’ailleurs, j’arrivais.

	— On n’a fait cacher personne devant vous?

	— Madame!

	— J’ai vu un chapeau d’homme, vous dis-je: celui de ce drôle, de ce vaurien!

	— Madame! s’écria Louise.

	— De ce fainéant de Malicorne! Une fille d’honneur fréquenter ainsi... fi!

	Et les voix se perdirent dans les profondeurs du petit escalier.

	Montalais n’avait pas perdu un mot de ces propos que l’écho lui renvoyait comme par un entonnoir.

	Elle haussa les épaules, et, voyant Raoul qui, sorti de sa cachette, avait écouté aussi:

	— Pauvre Montalais! dit-elle, victime de l’amitié!... Pauvre Malicorne!... victime de l’amour!

	Elle s’arrêta sur la mine tragi-comique de Raoul, qui s’en voulut d’avoir en un jour surpris tant de secrets.

	— Oh! mademoiselle, dit-il, comment reconnaître vos bontés?

	— Nous ferons quelque jour nos comptes, répliqua-t-elle; pour le moment, gagnez au pied, monsieur de Bragelonne, car Mme de Saint-Remy n’est pas indulgente, et quelque indiscrétion de sa part pourrait amener ici une visite domiciliaire fâcheuse pour nous tous. Adieu!

	— Mais Louise... comment savoir?...

	— Allez! allez! le roi Louis XI savait bien ce qu’il faisait lorsqu’il inventa la poste.

	— Hélas! dit Raoul.

	— Et ne suis-je pas là, moi, qui vaux toutes les postes du royaume? Vite à votre cheval! et que si Mme de Saint-Remy remonte pour me faire de la morale, elle ne vous trouve plus ici.

	— Elle le dirait à mon père, n’est-ce pas? murmura Raoul.

	— Et vous seriez grondé! Ah! vicomte, on voit bien que vous venez de la cour: vous êtes peureux comme le roi. Peste! à Blois, nous nous passons mieux que cela du consentement de papa! Demandez à Malicorne.

	Et, sur ces mots, la folle jeune fille mit Raoul à la porte par les épaules; celui-ci se glissa le long du porche, retrouva son cheval, sauta dessus et partit comme s’il eût les huit gardes de Monsieur à ses trousses.

	Chapitre IV — Le père et le fils

	Raoul suivit la route bien connue, bien chère à sa mémoire, qui conduisait de Blois à la maison du comte de La Fère. Le lecteur nous dispensera d’une description nouvelle de cette habitation. Il y a pénétré avec nous en d’autres temps; il la connaît. Seulement, depuis le dernier voyage que nous y avons fait, les murs avaient pris une teinte plus grise, et la brique des tons de cuivre plus harmonieux; les arbres avaient grandi, et tel autrefois allongeait ses bras grêles par-dessus les haies, qui maintenant, arrondi, touffu, luxuriant, jetait au loin, sous ses rameaux gonflés de sève, l’ombre épaisse des fleurs ou des fruits pour le passant.

	Raoul aperçut au loin le toit aigu, les deux petites tourelles, le colombier dans les ormes, et les volées de pigeons qui tournoyaient incessamment, sans pouvoir le quitter jamais, autour du cône de briques, pareils aux doux souvenirs qui voltigent autour d’une âme sereine. Lorsqu’il s’approcha, il entendit le bruit des poulies qui grinçaient sous le poids des seaux massifs; il lui sembla aussi entendre le mélancolique gémissement de l’eau qui retombe dans le puits, bruit triste, funèbre, solennel, qui frappe l’oreille de l’enfant et du poète rêveurs, que les Anglais appellent splass, les poètes arabes gasgachau, et que nous autres Français, qui voudrions bien être poètes, nous ne pouvons traduire que par une périphrase: le bruit de l’eau tombant dans l’eau. Il y avait plus d’un an que Raoul n’était venu voir son père. Il avait passé tout ce temps chez M. le prince.

	En effet, après toutes ces émotions de la Fronde dont nous avons autrefois essayé de reproduire la première période, Louis de Condé avait fait avec la cour une réconciliation publique, solennelle et franche. Pendant tout le temps qu’avait duré la rupture de M. le prince avec le roi, M. le prince, qui s’était depuis longtemps affectionné à Bragelonne, lui avait vainement offert tous les avantages qui peuvent éblouir un jeune homme. Le comte de La Fère, toujours fidèle à ses principes de loyauté et de royauté, développés un jour devant son fils dans les caveaux de Saint-Denis, le comte de La Fère, au nom de son fils, avait toujours refusé. Il y avait plus: au lieu de suivre M. de Condé dans sa rébellion, le vicomte avait suivi M. de Turenne, combattant pour le roi. Puis, lorsque M. de Turenne, à son tour, avait paru abandonner la cause royale, il avait quitté M. de Turenne, comme il avait fait de M. de Condé. Il résultait de cette ligne invariable de conduite que, comme jamais Turenne et Condé n’avaient été vainqueurs l’un de l’autre que sous les drapeaux du roi, Raoul avait, si jeune qu’il fût encore, dix victoires inscrites sur l’état de ses services, et pas une défaite dont sa bravoure et sa conscience eussent à souffrir. Donc Raoul avait, selon le vœu de son père, servi opiniâtrement et passivement la fortune du roi Louis XIV, malgré toutes les tergiversations, qui étaient endémiques et, on peut dire, inévitables à cette époque.

	M. de Condé, rentré en grâce, avait usé de tout, d’abord de son privilège d’amnistie pour redemander beaucoup de choses qui lui avaient été accordées et, entre autres choses, Raoul. Aussitôt M. le comte de La Fère, dans son bon sens inébranlable, avait renvoyé Raoul au prince de Condé.

	Un an donc s’était écoulé depuis la dernière séparation du père et du fils; quelques lettres avaient adouci, mais non guéri, les douleurs de son absence. On a vu que Raoul laissait à Blois un autre amour que l’amour filial.

	Mais rendons-lui cette justice que, sans le hasard et Mlle de Montalais, deux démons tentateurs, Raoul, après le message accompli, se fût mis à galoper vers la demeure de son père en retournant la tête sans doute, mais sans s’arrêter un seul instant, eût-il vu Louise lui tendre les bras.

	Aussi, la première partie du trajet fut-elle donnée par Raoul au regret du passé qu’il venait de quitter si vite, c’est-à-dire à l’amante; l’autre moitié à l’ami qu’il allait retrouver, trop lentement au gré de ses désirs. Raoul trouva la porte du jardin ouverte et lança son cheval sous l’allée, sans prendre garde aux grands bras que faisait, en signe de colère, un vieillard vêtu d’un tricot de laine violette et coiffé d’un large bonnet de velours râpé. Ce vieillard, qui sarclait de ses doigts une plate-bande de rosiers nains et de marguerites, s’indignait de voir un cheval courir ainsi dans ses allées sablées et ratissées.

	Il hasarda même un vigoureux hum! qui fit retourner le cavalier. Ce fut alors un changement de scène; car aussitôt qu’il eut vu le visage de Raoul, ce vieillard se redressa et se mit à courir dans la direction de la maison avec des grognements interrompus qui semblaient être chez lui le paroxysme d’une joie folle. Raoul arriva aux écuries, remit son cheval à un petit laquais, et enjamba le perron avec une ardeur qui eût bien réjoui le cœur de son père.

	Il traversa l’antichambre, la salle à manger et le salon sans trouver personne; enfin, arrivé à la porte de M. le comte de La Fère, il heurta impatiemment et entra presque sans attendre le mot: Entrez! que lui jeta une voix grave et douce tout à la fois. Le comte était assis devant une table couverte de papiers et de livres: c’était bien toujours le noble et le beau gentilhomme d’autrefois, mais le temps avait donné à sa noblesse, à sa beauté, un caractère plus solennel et plus distinct. Un front blanc et sans rides sous ses longs cheveux plus blancs que noirs, un œil perçant et doux sous des cils de jeune homme, la moustache fine et à peine grisonnante, encadrant des lèvres d’un modèle pur et délicat, comme si jamais elles n’eussent été crispées par les passions mortelles; une taille droite et souple, une main irréprochable mais amaigrie, voilà quel était encore l’illustre gentilhomme dont tant de bouches illustres avaient fait l’éloge sous le nom d’Athos. Il s’occupait alors de corriger les pages d’un cahier manuscrit, tout entier rempli de sa main. Raoul saisit son père par les épaules, par le cou, comme il put, et l’embrassa si tendrement, si rapidement, que le comte n’eut pas la force ni le temps de se dégager, ni de surmonter son émotion paternelle.

	— Vous ici, vous voici, Raoul! dit-il, est-ce bien possible?

	— Oh! monsieur, monsieur, quelle joie de vous revoir!

	— Vous ne me répondez pas, vicomte. Avez-vous un congé pour être à Blois, ou bien est-il arrivé quelque malheur à Paris?

	— Dieu merci! monsieur, répliqua Raoul en se calmant peu à peu, il n’est rien arrivé que d’heureux; le roi se marie, comme j’ai eu l’honneur de vous le mander dans ma dernière lettre, et il part pour l’Espagne. Sa Majesté passera par Blois.

	— Pour rendre visite à Monsieur?

	— Oui, monsieur le comte. Aussi, craignant de le prendre à l’improviste, ou désirant lui être particulièrement agréable, M. le prince m’a-t-il envoyé pour préparer les logements.

	— Vous avez vu Monsieur? demanda le comte vivement.

	— J’ai eu cet honneur.

	— Au château?

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit Raoul en baissant les yeux, parce que, sans doute, il avait senti dans l’interrogation du comte plus que de la curiosité.

	— Ah! vraiment, vicomte?... Je vous fais mon compliment. Raoul s’inclina.

	— Mais vous avez encore vu quelqu’un à Blois?

	— Monsieur, j’ai vu Son Altesse Royale, Madame.

	— Très bien. Ce n’est pas de Madame que je parle.

	Raoul rougit extrêmement et ne répondit point.

	— Vous ne m’entendez pas, à ce qu’il paraît, monsieur le vicomte? insista M. de La Fère sans accentuer plus nerveusement sa question, mais en forçant l’expression un peu plus sévère de son regard.

	— Je vous entends parfaitement, monsieur, répliqua Raoul, et si je prépare ma réponse, ce n’est pas que je cherche un mensonge, vous le savez, monsieur.

	— Je sais que vous ne mentez jamais. Aussi, je dois m’étonner que vous preniez un si long temps pour me dire: oui ou non.

	— Je ne puis vous répondre qu’en vous comprenant bien, et si je vous ai bien compris, vous allez recevoir en mauvaise part mes premières paroles. Il vous déplaît sans doute, monsieur le comte, que j’aie vu...

	— Mlle de La Vallière, n’est-ce pas?

	— C’est d’elle que vous voulez parler, je le sais bien, monsieur le comte, dit Raoul avec une inexprimable douceur.

	— Et je vous demande si vous l’avez vue.

	— Monsieur, j’ignorais absolument, lorsque j’entrai au château, que Mlle de La Vallière pût s’y trouver; c’est seulement en m’en retournant, après ma mission achevée, que le hasard nous a mis en présence. J’ai eu l’honneur de lui présenter mes respects.

	— Comment s’appelle le hasard qui vous a réuni à Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Mlle de Montalais, monsieur.

	— Qu’est-ce que Mlle de Montalais?

	— Une jeune personne que je ne connaissais pas, que je n’avais jamais vue. Elle est fille d’honneur de Madame.

	— Monsieur le vicomte, je ne pousserai pas plus loin mon interrogatoire, que je me reproche déjà d’avoir fait durer. Je vous avais recommandé d’éviter Mlle de La Vallière, et de ne la voir qu’avec mon autorisation. Oh! je sais que vous m’avez dit vrai, et que vous n’avez pas fait une démarche pour vous rapprocher d’elle. Le hasard m’a fait du tort; je n’ai pas à vous accuser. Je me contenterai donc de ce que je vous ai déjà dit concernant cette demoiselle. Je ne lui reproche rien, Dieu m’en est témoin; seulement il n’entre pas dans mes desseins que vous fréquentiez sa maison. Je vous prie encore une fois, mon cher Raoul, de l’avoir pour entendu. On eût dit que l’œil si limpide et si pur de Raoul se troublait à cette parole.

	— Maintenant, mon ami, continua le comte avec son doux sourire et sa voix habituelle, parlons d’autre chose. Vous retournez peut-être à votre service?

	— Non, monsieur, je n’ai plus qu’à demeurer auprès de vous tout aujourd’hui. M. le prince ne m’a heureusement fixé d’autre devoir que celui-là, qui était si bien d’accord avec mes désirs.

	— Le roi se porte bien?

	— À merveille.

	— Et M. le Prince aussi?

	— Comme toujours, monsieur.

	Le comte oubliait Mazarin: c’était une vieille habitude.

	— Eh bien! Raoul, puisque vous n’êtes plus qu’à moi, je vous donnerai, de mon côté, toute ma journée. Embrassez-moi... encore... encore... Vous êtes chez vous, vicomte... Ah! voici notre vieux Grimaud!... Venez, Grimaud, M. le vicomte veut vous embrasser aussi.

	Le grand vieillard ne se le fit pas répéter; il accourait les bras ouverts. Raoul lui épargna la moitié du chemin.

	— Maintenant, voulez-vous que nous passions au jardin, Raoul? Je vous montrerai le nouveau logement que j’ai fait préparer pour vous à vos congés, et, tout en regardant les plantations de cet hiver et deux chevaux de main que j’ai changés, vous me donnerez des nouvelles de nos amis de Paris.

	Le comte ferma son manuscrit, prit le bras du jeune homme et passa au jardin avec lui.

	Grimaud regarda mélancoliquement partir Raoul, dont la tête effleurait presque la traverse de la porte, et, tout en caressant sa royale blanche, il laissa échapper ce mot profond:

	— Grandi!

	Chapitre V — Où il sera parlé de Cropoli, de Cropole et d’un grand peintre inconnu

	Tandis que le comte de La Fère visite avec Raoul les nouveaux bâtiments qu’il a fait bâtir, et les chevaux neufs qu’il a fait acheter, nos lecteurs nous permettront de les ramener à la ville de Blois et de les faire assister au mouvement inaccoutumé qui agitait la ville. C’était surtout dans les hôtels que s’était fait sentir le contrecoup de la nouvelle apportée par Raoul.

	En effet, le roi et la cour à Blois, c’est-à-dire cent cavaliers, dix carrosses, deux cents chevaux, autant de valets que de maîtres, où se caserait tout ce monde, où se logeraient tous ces gentilshommes des environs qui allaient arriver dans deux ou trois heures peut-être, aussitôt que la nouvelle aurait élargi le centre de son retentissement, comme ces circonférences croissantes que produit la chute d’une pierre dans l’eau d’un lac tranquille?

	Blois, aussi paisible le matin, nous l’avons vu, que le lac le plus calme du monde, à l’annonce de l’arrivée royale, s’emplit soudain de tumulte et de bourdonnement. Tous les valets du château, sous l’inspection des officiers, allaient en ville quérir les provisions, et dix courriers à cheval galopaient vers les réserves de Chambord pour chercher le gibier, aux pêcheries du Beuvron pour le poisson, aux serres de Cheverny pour les fleurs et pour les fruits. On tirait du garde-meuble les tapisseries précieuses, les lustres à grands chaînons dorés; une armée de pauvres balayaient les cours et lavaient les devantures de pierre, tandis que leurs femmes foulaient les prés au-delà de la Loire pour récolter des jonchées de verdure et de fleurs des champs. Toute la ville, pour ne pas demeurer au-dessous de ce luxe de propreté, faisait sa toilette à grand renfort de brosses, de balais et d’eau.

	Les ruisseaux de la ville supérieure, gonflés par ces lotions continues, devenaient fleuves au bas de la ville, et le petit pavé, parfois très boueux, il faut le dire, se nettoyait, se diamantait aux rayons amis du soleil.

	Enfin, les musiques se préparaient, les tiroirs se vidaient; on accaparait chez les marchands cires, rubans et nœuds d’épées; les ménagères faisaient provision de pain, de viandes et d’épices. Déjà même bon nombre de bourgeois, dont la maison était garnie comme pour soutenir un siège, n’ayant plus à s’occuper de rien, endossaient des habits de fête et se dirigeaient vers la porte de la ville pour être les premiers à signaler ou à voir le cortège. Ils savaient bien que le roi n’arriverait qu’à la nuit, peut-être même au matin suivant. Mais qu’est-ce que l’attente, sinon une sorte de folie, et qu’est-ce que la folie, sinon un excès d’espoir? Dans la ville basse, à cent pas à peine du château des États, entre le mail et le château, dans une rue assez belle qui s’appelait alors rue Vieille, et qui devait en effet être bien vieille, s’élevait un vénérable édifice, à pignon aigu, à forme trapue et large ornée de trois fenêtres sur la rue au premier étage, de deux au second, et d’un petit œil-de-bœuf au troisième.

	Sur les côtés de ce triangle on avait récemment construit un parallélogramme assez vaste qui empiétait sans façon sur la rue, selon les us tout familiers de l’édilité d’alors. La rue s’en voyait bien rétrécie d’un quart, mais la maison s’en trouvait élargie de près de moitié; n’est-ce pas là une compensation suffisante?

	Une tradition voulait que cette maison à pignon aigu fût habitée, du temps de Henri III, par un conseiller des États que la reine Catherine était venue, les uns disent visiter, les autres étrangler. Quoi qu’il en soit, la bonne dame avait dû poser un pied circonspect sur le seuil de ce bâtiment.

	Après le conseiller mort par strangulation ou mort naturellement, il n’importe, la maison avait été vendue, puis abandonnée, enfin isolée des autres maisons de la rue. Vers le milieu du règne de Louis XIII seulement, un Italien nommé Cropoli, échappé des cuisines du maréchal d’Ancre, était venu s’établir en cette maison. Il y avait fondé une petite hôtellerie où se fabriquait un macaroni tellement raffiné, qu’on en venait quérir ou manger là de plusieurs lieues à la ronde.

	L’illustration de la maison était venue de ce que la reine Marie de Médicis, prisonnière, comme on sait, au château des États, en avait envoyé chercher une fois.

	C’était précisément le jour où elle s’était évadée par la fameuse fenêtre. Le plat de macaroni était resté sur la table, effleuré seulement par la bouche royale.

	De cette double faveur faite à la maison triangulaire, d’une strangulation et d’un macaroni, l’idée était venue au pauvre Cropoli de nommer son hôtellerie d’un titre pompeux. Mais sa qualité d’Italien n’était pas une recommandation en ce temps-là, et son peu de fortune soigneusement cachée l’empêchait de se mettre trop en évidence. Quand il se vit près de mourir, ce qui arriva en 1643, après la mort du roi Louis XIII, il fit venir son fils, jeune marmiton de la plus belle espérance, et, les larmes aux yeux, il lui recommanda de bien garder le secret du macaroni, de franciser son nom, d’épouser une Française, et enfin, lorsque l’horizon politique serait débarrassé des nuages qui le couvraient — on pratiquait déjà à cette époque cette figure, fort en usage de nos jours dans les premiers Paris et à la Chambre, — de faire tailler par le forgeron voisin une belle enseigne, sur laquelle un fameux peintre qu’il désigna tracerait deux portraits de la reine avec ces mots en légende: Aux Médicis. Le bonhomme Cropoli, après ces recommandations, n’eut que la force d’indiquer à son jeune successeur une cheminée sous la dalle de laquelle il avait enfoui mille louis de dix francs, et il expira. Cropoli fils, en homme de cœur, supporta la perte avec résignation et le gain sans insolence.

	Il commença par accoutumer le public à faire sonner si peu l’i final de son nom, que, la complaisance générale aidant, on ne l’appela plus que M. Cropole, ce qui est un nom tout français.

	Ensuite il se maria, ayant justement sous la main une petite Française dont il était amoureux, et aux parents de laquelle il arracha une dot raisonnable en montrant le dessous de la dalle de la cheminée. Ces deux premiers points accomplis, il se mit à la recherche du peintre qui devait faire l’enseigne.

	Le peintre fut bientôt trouvé.

	C’était un vieil Italien émule des Raphaël et des Carrache, mais émule malheureux. Il se disait de l’école vénitienne, sans doute parce qu’il aimait fort la couleur. Ses ouvrages, dont jamais il n’avait vendu un seul, tiraient l’œil à cent pas et déplaisaient formidablement aux bourgeois, si bien qu’il avait fini par ne plus rien faire.

	Il se vantait toujours d’avoir peint une salle de bains pour Mme la maréchale d’Ancre, et se plaignait que cette salle eût été brûlée lors du désastre du maréchal.

	Cropoli, en sa qualité de compatriote, était indulgent pour Pittrino. C’était le nom de l’artiste. Peut-être avait-il vu les fameuses peintures de la salle de bains. Toujours est-il qu’il avait dans une telle estime, voire dans une telle amitié, le fameux Pittrino, qu’il le retira chez lui. Pittrino, reconnaissant et nourri de macaroni, apprit à propager la réputation de ce mets national, et, du temps de son fondateur, il avait rendu par sa langue infatigable des services signalés à la maison Cropoli.

	En vieillissant, il s’attacha au fils comme au père, et peu à peu devint l’espèce de surveillant d’une maison où sa probité intègre, sa sobriété reconnue, sa chasteté proverbiale, et mille autres vertus que nous jugeons inutile d’énumérer ici, lui donnèrent place éternelle au foyer, avec droit d’inspection sur les domestiques. En outre, c’était lui qui goûtait le macaroni, pour maintenir le goût pur de l’antique tradition; il faut dire qu’il ne pardonnait pas un grain de poivre de plus, ou un atome de parmesan en moins. Sa joie fut bien grande le jour où, appelé à partager le secret de Cropole fils, il fut chargé de peindre la fameuse enseigne.

	On le vit fouiller avec ardeur dans une vieille boîte, où il retrouva des pinceaux un peu mangés par les rats, mais encore passables, des couleurs dans des vessies à peu près desséchées, de l’huile de lin dans une bouteille, et une palette qui avait appartenu autrefois au Bronzino, ce diou de la pittoure, comme disait, dans son enthousiasme toujours juvénile, l’artiste ultramontain.

	Pittrino était grandi de toute la joie d’une réhabilitation. Il fit comme avait fait Raphaël, il changea de manière et peignit à la façon d’Albane deux déesses plutôt que deux reines. Ces dames illustres étaient tellement gracieuses sur l’enseigne, elles offraient aux regards étonnés un tel assemblage de lis et de roses, résultat enchanteur du changement de manière de Pittrino; elles affectaient des poses de sirènes tellement anacréontiques, que le principal échevin, lorsqu’il fut admis à voir ce morceau capital dans la salle de Cropole, déclara tout de suite que ces dames étaient trop belles et d’un charme trop animé pour figurer comme enseigne à la vue des passants.

	— Son Altesse Royale Monsieur, fut-il dit à Pittrino, qui vient souvent dans notre ville, ne s’arrangerait pas de voir Mme son illustre mère aussi peu vêtue, et il vous enverrait aux oubliettes des États, car il n’a pas toujours le cœur tendre, ce glorieux prince. Effacez donc les deux sirènes ou la légende, sans quoi je vous interdis l’exhibition de l’enseigne. Cela est dans votre intérêt, maître Cropole, et dans le vôtre, seigneur Pittrino.

	Que répondre à cela? Il fallut remercier l’échevin de sa gracieuseté; c’est ce que fit Cropole.

	Mais Pittrino demeura sombre et déçu.

	Il sentait bien ce qui allait arriver. L’édile ne fut pas plutôt parti que Cropole, se croisant les bras:

	— Eh bien! maître, dit-il, qu’allons-nous faire?

	— Nous allons ôter la légende, dit tristement Pittrino. J’ai là du noir d’ivoire excellent, ce sera fait en un tour de main, et nous remplacerons les Médicis par les Nymphes ou les Sirènes, comme il vous plaira.

	— Non pas, dit Cropole, la volonté de mon père ne serait pas remplie. Mon père tenait...

	— Il tenait aux figures, dit Pittrino.

	— Il tenait à la légende, dit Cropole.

	— La preuve qu’il tenait aux figures, c’est qu’il les avait commandées ressemblantes, et elles le sont, répliqua Pittrino.

	— Oui, mais si elles ne l’eussent pas été, qui les eût reconnues sans la légende? Aujourd’hui même que la mémoire des Blésois s’oblitère un peu à l’endroit de ces personnes célèbres, qui reconnaîtrait Catherine et Marie sans ces mots: Aux Médicis?

	— Mais enfin, mes figures? dit Pittrino désespéré, car il sentait que le petit Cropole avait raison. Je ne veux pas perdre le fruit de mon travail.

	— Je ne veux pas que vous alliez en prison et moi dans les oubliettes.

	— Effaçons Médicis, dit Pittrino suppliant.

	— Non, répliqua fermement Cropole. Il me vient une idée, une idée sublime... votre peinture paraîtra, et ma légende aussi... Médici ne veut-il pas dire médecin en italien?

	— Oui, au pluriel.

	— Vous m’allez donc commander une autre plaque d’enseigne chez le forgeron; vous y peindrez six médecins, et vous écrirez dessous: Aux Médicis... ce qui fait un jeu de mots agréable.

	— Six médecins! Impossible! Et la composition? s’écria Pittrino.

	— Cela vous regarde, mais il en sera ainsi, je le veux, il le faut. Mon macaroni brûle.

	Cette raison était péremptoire; Pittrino obéit. Il composa l’enseigne des six médecins avec la légende; l’échevin applaudit et autorisa. L’enseigne eut par la ville un succès fou. Ce qui prouve bien que la poésie a toujours eu tort devant les bourgeois, comme dit Pittrino. Cropole, pour dédommager son peintre ordinaire, accrocha dans sa chambre à coucher les nymphes de la précédente enseigne, ce qui faisait rougir Mme Cropole chaque fois qu’elle les regardait en se déshabillant le soir.

	Voilà comment la maison au pignon eut une enseigne, voilà comment, faisant fortune, l’hôtellerie des Médicis fut forcée de s’agrandir du quadrilatère que nous avons dépeint.

	Voilà comment il y avait à Blois une hôtellerie de ce nom ayant pour propriétaire maître Cropole et pour peintre ordinaire maître Pittrino.

	Chapitre VI — L’inconnu

	Ainsi fondée et recommandée par son enseigne, l’hôtellerie de maître Cropole marchait vers une solide prospérité. Ce n’était pas une fortune immense que Cropole avait en perspective, mais il pouvait espérer de doubler les mille louis d’or légués par son père, de faire mille autre louis de la vente de la maison et du fonds, et libre enfin, de vivre heureux comme un bourgeois de la ville. Cropole était âpre au gain, il accueillit en homme fou de joie la nouvelle de l’arrivée du roi Louis XIV.

	Lui, sa femme, Pittrino et deux marmitons firent aussitôt main basse sur tous les habitants du colombier, de la basse-cour et des clapiers, en sorte qu’on entendit dans les cours de l’Hôtellerie des Médicis autant de lamentations et de cris que jadis on en avait entendu dans Rama.

	Cropole n’avait pour le moment qu’un seul voyageur.

	C’était un homme de trente ans à peine, beau, grand, austère, ou plutôt mélancolique dans chacun de ses gestes et de ses regards. Il était vêtu d’un habit de velours noir avec des garnitures de jais; un col blanc, simple comme celui des puritains les plus sévères, faisait ressortir la teinte mate et fine de son cou plein de jeunesse; une légère moustache blonde couvrait à peine sa lèvre frémissante et dédaigneuse. Il parlait aux gens en les regardant en face, sans affectation, il est vrai, mais sans scrupule; de sorte que l’éclat de ses yeux bleus devenait tellement insupportable que plus d’un regard se baissait devant le sien, comme fait l’épée la plus faible dans un combat singulier. En ce temps où les hommes, tous créés égaux par Dieu, se divisaient, grâce aux préjugés, en deux castes distinctes, le gentilhomme et le roturier, comme ils se divisent réellement en deux races, la noire et la blanche, en ce temps, disons-nous, celui dont nous venons d’esquisser le portrait ne pouvait manquer d’être pris pour un gentilhomme, et de la meilleure race. Il ne fallait pour cela que consulter ses mains, longues, effilées et blanches, dont chaque muscle, chaque veine transparaissaient sous la peau au moindre mouvement, dont les phalanges rougissaient à la moindre crispation.

	Ce gentilhomme était donc arrivé seul chez Cropole. Il avait pris sans hésiter, sans réfléchir même, l’appartement le plus important, que l’hôtelier lui avait indiqué dans un but de rapacité fort condamnable, diront les uns, fort louable, diront les autres, s’ils admettent que Cropole fût physionomiste et jugeât les gens à première vue. Cet appartement était celui qui composait toute la devanture de la vieille maison triangulaire: un grand salon éclairé par deux fenêtres au premier étage, une petite chambre à côté, une autre au-dessus. Or, depuis qu’il était arrivé, ce gentilhomme avait à peine touché au repas qu’on lui avait servi dans sa chambre. Il n’avait dit que deux mots à l’hôte pour le prévenir qu’il viendrait un voyageur du nom de Parry, et recommander qu’on laissât monter ce voyageur. Ensuite, il avait gardé un silence tellement profond, que Cropole en avait été presque offensé, lui qui aimait les gens de bonne compagnie. Enfin, ce gentilhomme s’était levé de bonne heure le matin du jour où commence cette histoire, et s’était mis à la fenêtre de son salon, assis sur le rebord et appuyé sur la rampe du balcon, regardant tristement et opiniâtrement aux deux côtés de la rue pour guetter sans doute la venue de ce voyageur qu’il avait signalé à l’hôte. Il avait vu, de cette façon, passer le petit cortège de Monsieur revenant de la chasse, puis avait savouré de nouveau la profonde tranquillité de la ville, absorbé qu’il était dans son attente.

	Tout à coup, le remue-ménage des pauvres allant aux prairies, des courriers partant, des laveurs de pavé, des pourvoyeurs de la maison royale, des courtauds de boutiques effarouchés et bavards, des chariots en branle, des coiffeurs en course et des pages en corvée; ce tumulte et ce vacarme l’avaient surpris, mais sans qu’il perdît rien de cette majesté impassible et suprême qui donne à l’aigle et au lion ce coup d’œil serein et méprisant au milieu des hourras et des trépignements des chasseurs ou des curieux.

	Bientôt les cris des victimes égorgées dans la basse-cour, les pas pressés de Mme Cropole dans le petit escalier de bois si étroit et si sonore, les allures bondissantes de Pittrino, qui, le matin encore, fumait sur la porte avec le flegme d’un Hollandais, tout cela donna au voyageur un commencement de surprise et d’agitation.

	Comme il se levait pour s’informer, la porte de la chambre s’ouvrit.

	L’inconnu pensa que sans doute on lui amenait le voyageur si impatiemment attendu.

	Il fit donc, avec une sorte de précipitation, trois pas vers cette porte qui s’ouvrait.

	Mais au lieu de la figure qu’il espérait voir, ce fut maître Cropole qui apparut, et derrière lui, dans la pénombre de l’escalier, le visage assez gracieux, mais rendu trivial par la curiosité, de Mme Cropole, qui donna un coup d’œil furtif au beau gentilhomme et disparut. Cropole s’avança l’air souriant, le bonnet à la main, plutôt courbé qu’incliné.

	Un geste de l’inconnu l’interrogea sans qu’aucune parole fût prononcée.

	— Monsieur, dit Cropole, je venais demander comment dois-je dire: Votre Seigneurie, ou Monsieur le comte, ou Monsieur le marquis?...

	— Dites «Monsieur», et dites vite, répondit l’inconnu avec cet accent hautain qui n’admet ni discussion ni réplique.

	— Je venais donc m’informer comment Monsieur avait passé la nuit, et si Monsieur était dans l’intention de garder cet appartement.

	— Oui.

	— Monsieur, c’est qu’il arrive un incident sur lequel nous n’avions pas compté.

	— Lequel?

	— Sa Majesté Louis XIV entre aujourd’hui dans notre ville et s’y repose un jour, deux jours peut-être.

	Un vif étonnement se peignit sur le visage de l’inconnu.

	— Le roi de France vient à Blois?

	— Il est en route, monsieur.

	— Alors, raison de plus pour que je reste, dit l’inconnu.

	— Fort bien, monsieur; mais Monsieur garde-t-il tout l’appartement?

	— Je ne vous comprends pas. Pourquoi aurais-je aujourd’hui moins que je n’ai eu hier?

	— Parce que, monsieur, Votre Seigneurie me permettra de le lui dire, hier je n’ai pas dû, lorsque vous avez choisi votre logis, fixer un prix quelconque qui eût fait croire à Votre Seigneurie que je préjugeais ses ressources... tandis qu’aujourd’hui...

	L’inconnu rougit. L’idée lui vint sur-le-champ qu’on le soupçonnait pauvre et qu’on l’insultait.

	— Tandis qu’aujourd’hui, reprit-il froidement, vous préjugez?

	— Monsieur, je suis un galant homme, Dieu merci! et, tout hôtelier que je paraisse être, il y a en moi du sang de gentilhomme; mon père était serviteur et officier de feu M. le maréchal d’Ancre. Dieu veuille avoir son âme!...

	— Je ne vous conteste pas ce point, monsieur; seulement, je désire savoir, et savoir vite, à quoi tendent vos questions.

	— Vous êtes, monsieur, trop raisonnable pour ne pas comprendre que notre ville est petite, que la cour va l’envahir, que les maisons regorgeront d’habitants, et que, par conséquent, les loyers vont acquérir une valeur considérable.

	L’inconnu rougit encore.

	— Faites vos conditions, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Je les fais avec scrupule, monsieur, parce que je cherche un gain honnête et que je veux faire une affaire sans être incivil ou grossier dans mes désirs... Or, l’appartement que vous occupez est considérable, et vous êtes seul...:

	— Cela me regarde.

	— Oh! bien certainement; aussi je ne congédie pas Monsieur.

	Le sang afflua aux tempes de l’inconnu; il lança sur le pauvre Cropole, descendant d’un officier de M. le maréchal d’Ancre, un regard qui l’eût fait rentrer sous cette fameuse dalle de la cheminée, si Cropole n’eût pas été vissé à sa place par la question de ses intérêts.

	— Voulez-vous que je parte? expliquez-vous, mais promptement.

	— Monsieur, monsieur, vous ne m’avez pas compris. C’est fort délicat, ce que je fais; mais je m’exprime mal, ou peut-être, comme Monsieur est étranger, ce que je reconnais à l’accent...

	En effet, l’inconnu parlait avec le léger grasseyement qui est le caractère principal de l’accentuation anglaise, même chez les hommes de cette nation qui parlent le plus purement le français.

	— Comme Monsieur est étranger, dis-je, c’est peut-être lui qui ne saisit pas les nuances de mon discours. Je prétends que Monsieur pourrait abandonner une ou deux des trois pièces qu’il occupe, ce qui diminuerait son loyer de beaucoup et soulagerait ma conscience; en effet, il est dur d’augmenter déraisonnablement le prix des chambres, lorsqu’on a l’honneur de les évaluer à un prix raisonnable.

	— Combien le loyer depuis hier?

	— Monsieur, un louis, avec la nourriture et le soin du cheval.

	— Bien. Et celui d’aujourd’hui?

	— Ah! voilà la difficulté. Aujourd’hui c’est le jour d’arrivée du roi; si la cour vient pour la couchée, le jour de loyer compte. Il en résulte que trois chambres à deux louis la pièce font six louis. Deux louis, monsieur, ce n’est rien, mais six louis sont beaucoup.

	L’inconnu, de rouge qu’on l’avait vu, était devenu très pâle.

	Il tira de sa poche, avec une bravoure héroïque, une bourse brodée d’armes, qu’il cacha soigneusement dans le creux de sa main. Cette bourse était d’une maigreur, d’un flasque, d’un creux qui n’échappèrent pas à l’œil de Cropole.

	L’inconnu vida cette bourse dans sa main. Elle contenait trois louis doubles, qui faisaient une valeur de six louis, comme l’hôtelier le demandait.

	Toutefois, c’était sept que Cropole avait exigés. Il regarda donc l’inconnu comme pour lui dire: Après?

	— Il reste un louis, n’est-ce pas, maître hôtelier?

	— Oui, monsieur, mais...

	L’inconnu fouilla dans la poche de son haut-de-chausses et la vida; elle renfermait un petit portefeuille, une clef d’or et quelque monnaie blanche.

	De cette monnaie il composa le total d’un louis.

	— Merci, monsieur, dit Cropole. Maintenant, il me reste à savoir si Monsieur compte habiter demain encore son appartement, auquel cas je l’y maintiendrais; tandis que si Monsieur n’y comptait pas, je le promettrais aux gens de Sa Majesté qui vont venir.

	— C’est juste, fit l’inconnu après un assez long silence, mais comme je n’ai plus d’argent, ainsi que vous l’avez pu voir, comme cependant je garde cet appartement, il faut que vous vendiez ce diamant dans la ville ou que vous le gardiez en gage.

	Cropole regarda si longtemps le diamant, que l’inconnu se hâta de dire:

	— Je préfère que vous le vendiez, monsieur, car il vaut trois cents pistoles. Un juif, y a-t-il un juif dans Blois? vous en donnera deux cents, cent cinquante même, prenez ce qu’il vous en donnera, ne dût-il vous en offrir que le prix de votre logement. Allez!

	— Oh! monsieur, s’écria Cropole, honteux de l’infériorité subite que lui rétorquait l’inconnu par cet abandon si noble et si désintéressé, comme aussi par cette inaltérable patience envers tant de chicanes et de soupçons; oh! monsieur, j’espère bien qu’on ne vole pas à Blois comme vous le paraissez croire, et le diamant s’élevant à ce que vous dites...

	L’inconnu foudroya encore une fois Cropole de son regard azuré.

	— Je ne m’y connais pas, monsieur, croyez-le bien, s’écria celui-ci.

	— Mais les joailliers s’y connaissent, interrogez-les, dit l’inconnu. Maintenant, je crois que nos comptes sont terminés, n’est-il pas vrai, monsieur l’hôte?

	— Oui, monsieur, et à mon regret profond, car j’ai peur d’avoir offensé Monsieur.

	— Nullement, répliqua l’inconnu avec la majesté de la toute puissance.

	— Ou d’avoir paru écorcher un noble voyageur... Faites la part, monsieur, de la nécessité.

	— N’en parlons plus, vous dis-je, et veuillez me laisser chez moi.

	Cropole s’inclina profondément et partit avec un air égaré qui accusait chez lui un cœur excellent et du remords véritable. L’inconnu alla fermer lui-même la porte, regarda, quand il fut seul, le fond de sa bourse, où il avait pris un petit sac de soie renfermant le diamant, sa ressource unique.

	Il interrogea aussi le vide de ses poches, regarda les papiers de son portefeuille et se convainquit de l’absolu dénuement où il allait se trouver.

	Alors il leva les yeux au ciel avec un sublime mouvement de calme et de désespoir, essuya de sa main tremblante quelques gouttes de sueur qui sillonnaient son noble front, et reporta sur la terre un regard naguère empreint d’une majesté divine.

	L’orage venait de passer loin de lui, peut-être avait-il prié du fond de l’âme.

	Il se rapprocha de la fenêtre, reprit sa place au balcon, et demeura là immobile, atone, mort, jusqu’au moment où, le ciel commençant à s’obscurcir, les premiers flambeaux traversèrent la rue embaumée, et donnèrent le signal de l’illumination à toutes les fenêtres de la ville.

	Chapitre VII — Parry

	Comme l’inconnu regardait avec intérêt ces lumières et prêtait l’oreille à tous ces bruits, maître Cropole entrait dans sa chambre avec deux valets qui dressèrent la table.

	L’étranger ne fit pas la moindre attention à eux. Alors Cropole, s’approchant de son hôte, lui glissa dans l’oreille avec un profond respect:

	— Monsieur, le diamant a été estimé.

	— Ah! fit le voyageur. Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! monsieur, le joaillier de Son Altesse Royale en donne deux cent quatre-vingts pistoles.

	— Vous les avez?

	— J’ai cru devoir les prendre, monsieur; toutefois, j’ai mis dans les conditions du marché que si Monsieur voulait garder son diamant jusqu’à une rentrée de fonds... Le diamant serait rendu.

	— Pas du tout; je vous ai dit de le vendre.

	— Alors j’ai obéi ou à peu près, puisque, sans l’avoir définitivement vendu, j’en ai touché l’argent.

	— Payez-vous, ajouta l’inconnu.

	— Monsieur, je le ferai, puisque vous l’exigez absolument.

	Un sourire triste effleura les lèvres du gentilhomme.

	— Mettez l’argent sur ce bahut, dit-il en se détournant en même temps qu’il indiquait le meuble du geste.

	Cropole déposa un sac assez gros, sur le contenu duquel il préleva le prix du loyer.

	— Maintenant, dit-il, Monsieur ne me fera pas la douleur de ne pas souper... Déjà le dîner a été refusé; c’est outrageant pour la maison des Médicis. Voyez, monsieur, le repas est servi, et j’oserai même ajouter qu’il a bon air.

	L’inconnu demanda un verre de vin, cassa un morceau de pain et ne quitta pas la fenêtre pour manger et boire.

	Bientôt l’on entendit un grand bruit de fanfares et de trompettes; des cris s’élevèrent au loin, un bourdonnement confus emplit la partie basse de la ville, et le premier bruit distinct qui frappa l’oreille de l’étranger fut le pas des chevaux qui s’avançaient.

	— Le roi! le roi! répétait une foule bruyante et pressée.

	— Le roi! répéta Cropole, qui abandonna son hôte et ses idées de délicatesse pour satisfaire sa curiosité.

	Avec Cropole se heurtèrent et se confondirent dans l’escalier Mme Cropole, Pittrino, les aides et les marmitons. Le cortège s’avançait lentement, éclairé par des milliers de flambeaux, soit de la rue, soit des fenêtres.

	Après une compagnie de mousquetaires et un corps tout serré de gentilshommes, venait la litière de M. le cardinal Mazarin. Elle était traînée comme un carrosse par quatre chevaux noirs. Les pages et les gens du cardinal marchaient derrière. Ensuite venait le carrosse de la reine mère, ses filles d’honneur aux portières, ses gentilshommes à cheval des deux côtés. Le roi paraissait ensuite, monté sur un beau cheval de race saxonne à large crinière. Le jeune prince montrait, en saluant à quelques fenêtres d’où partaient les plus vives acclamations, son noble et gracieux visage, éclairé par les flambeaux de ses pages.

	Aux côtés du roi, mais deux pas en arrière, le prince de Condé, M. Dangeau et vingt autres courtisans, suivis de leurs gens et de leurs bagages, fermaient la marche véritablement triomphale.

	Cette pompe était d’une ordonnance militaire.

	Quelques-uns des courtisans seulement, et parmi les vieux, portaient l’habit de voyage; presque tous étaient vêtus de l’habit de guerre. On en voyait beaucoup ayant le hausse-col et le buffle comme au temps de Henri IV et de Louis XIII.

	Quand le roi passa devant lui, l’inconnu, qui s’était penché sur le balcon pour mieux voir, et qui avait caché son visage en l’appuyant sur son bras, sentit son cœur se gonfler et déborder d’une amère jalousie.

	Le bruit des trompettes l’enivrait, les acclamations populaires l’assourdissaient; il laissa tomber un moment sa raison dans ce flot de lumières, de tumulte et de brillantes images.

	— Il est roi, lui! murmura-t-il avec un accent de désespoir et d’angoisse qui dut monter jusqu’au pied du trône de Dieu.

	Puis, avant qu’il fût revenu de sa sombre rêverie, tout ce bruit, toute cette splendeur s’évanouirent. À l’angle de la rue il ne resta plus au-dessous de l’étranger que des voix discordantes et enrouées qui criaient encore par intervalles: «Vive le roi!» Il resta aussi les six chandelles que tenaient les habitants de l’Hôtellerie des Médicis, savoir: deux chandelles pour Cropole, une pour Pittrino, une pour chaque marmiton.

	Cropole ne cessait de répéter:

	— Qu’il est bien, le roi, et qu’il ressemble à feu son illustre père!

	— En beau, disait Pittrino.

	— Et qu’il a une fière mine! ajoutait Mme Cropole, déjà en promiscuité de commentaires avec les voisins et les voisines.

	Cropole alimentait ces propos de ses observations personnelles, sans remarquer qu’un vieillard à pied, mais traînant un petit cheval irlandais par la bride, essayait de fendre le groupe de femmes et d’hommes qui stationnait devant les Médicis.

	Mais en ce moment la voix de l’étranger se fit entendre à la fenêtre.

	— Faites donc en sorte, monsieur l’hôtelier, qu’on puisse arriver jusqu’à votre maison.

	Cropole se retourna, vit alors seulement le vieillard, et lui fit faire passage.

	La fenêtre se ferma.

	Pittrino indiqua le chemin au nouveau venu, qui entra sans proférer une parole.

	L’étranger l’attendait sur le palier, il ouvrit ses bras au vieillard et le conduisit à un siège, mais celui-ci résista.

	— Oh! non pas, non pas, milord, dit-il. M’asseoir devant vous! jamais!

	— Parry, s’écria le gentilhomme, je vous en supplie... vous qui venez d’Angleterre... de si loin! Ah! ce n’est pas à votre âge qu’on devrait subir des fatigues pareilles à celles de mon service. Reposez-vous ...

	— J’ai ma réponse à vous donner avant tout, milord.

	— Parry... je t’en conjure, ne me dis rien... car si la nouvelle eût été bonne, tu ne commencerais pas ainsi ta phrase. Tu prends un détour c’est que la nouvelle est mauvaise.

	— Milord, dit le vieillard, ne vous hâtez pas de vous alarmer. Tout n’est pas perdu, je l’espère. C’est de la volonté, de la persévérance qu’il faut, c’est surtout de la résignation.

	
— Parry, répondit le jeune homme, je suis venu ici seul, à travers mille pièges et mille périls: crois-tu à ma volonté? J’ai médité ce voyage dix ans, malgré tous les conseils et tous les obstacles: crois-tu à ma persévérance? J’ai vendu ce soir le dernier diamant de mon père, car je n’avais plus de quoi payer mon gîte, et l’hôte m’allait chasser.

	Parry fit un geste d’indignation auquel le jeune homme répondit par une pression de main et un sourire.

	— J’ai encore deux cent soixante-quatorze pistoles, et je me trouve riche; je ne désespère pas, Parry: crois-tu à ma résignation?

	Le vieillard leva au ciel ses mains tremblantes.

	— Voyons, dit l’étranger, ne me déguise rien: qu’est-il arrivé?

	— Mon récit sera court, milord; mais au nom du Ciel ne tremblez pas ainsi!

	— C’est d’impatience, Parry. Voyons, que t’a dit le général?

	— D’abord, le général n’a pas voulu me recevoir.

	— Il te prenait pour quelque espion.

	— Oui, milord, mais je lui ai écrit une lettre.

	— Eh bien?

	— Il l’a reçue, il l’a lue milord.

	— Cette lettre expliquait bien ma position, mes vœux?

	— Oh! oui, dit Parry avec un triste sourire... elle peignait fidèlement votre pensée.

	— Alors, Parry?...

	— Alors le général m’a renvoyé la lettre par un aide de camp, en me faisant annoncer que le lendemain, si je me trouvais encore dans la circonscription de son commandement, il me ferait arrêter.

	— Arrêter! murmura le jeune homme; arrêter! toi, mon plus fidèle serviteur!

	— Oui, milord.

	— Et tu avais signé Parry, cependant!

	— En toutes lettres, milord; et l’aide de camp m’a connu à Saint-James, et, ajouta le vieillard avec un soupir, à White Hall!

	Le jeune homme s’inclina, rêveur et sombre.

	— Voilà ce qu’il a fait devant ses gens, dit-il en essayant de se donner le change... mais sous main... de lui à toi... qu’a-t-il fait? Réponds.

	— Hélas! milord, il m’a envoyé quatre cavaliers qui m’ont donné le cheval sur lequel vous m’avez vu revenir. Ces cavaliers m’ont conduit toujours courant jusqu’au petit port de Tenby, m’ont jeté plutôt qu’embarqué sur un bateau de pêche qui faisait voile vers la Bretagne et me voici.

	— Oh! soupira le jeune homme en serrant convulsivement de sa main nerveuse sa gorge, où montait un sanglot... Parry, c’est tout, c’est bien tout?

	— Oui, milord, c’est tout!

	Il y eut après cette brève réponse de Parry un long intervalle de silence; on n’entendait que le bruit du talon de ce jeune homme tourmentant le parquet avec furie.

	Le vieillard voulut tenter de changer la conversation.

	— Milord, dit-il, quel est donc tout ce bruit qui me précédait? Quels sont ces gens qui crient: «Vive le roi!»... De quel roi est-il question, et pourquoi toutes ces lumières?

	— Ah! Parry, tu ne sais pas, dit ironiquement le jeune homme, c’est le roi de France qui visite sa bonne ville de Blois; toutes ces trompettes sont à lui, toutes ces housses dorées sont à lui, tous ces gentilshommes ont des épées qui sont à lui. Sa mère le précède dans un carrosse magnifiquement incrusté d’argent et d’or! Heureuse mère! Son ministre lui amasse des millions et le conduit à une riche fiancée. Alors tout ce peuple est joyeux, il aime son roi, il le caresse de ses acclamations, et il crie: «Vive le roi! vive le roi!»

	— Bien! bien! milord, dit Parry, plus inquiet de la tournure de cette nouvelle conversation que de l’autre.

	— Tu sais, reprit l’inconnu, que ma mère à moi, que ma sœur, tandis que tout cela se passe en l’honneur du roi Louis XIV, n’ont plus d’argent, plus de pain; tu sais que, moi, je serai misérable et honni dans quinze jours, quand toute l’Europe apprendra ce que tu viens de me raconter!... Parry... Y a-t-il des exemples qu’un homme de ma condition se soit...

	— Milord, au nom du Ciel!

	— Tu as raison, Parry, je suis un lâche, et si je ne fais rien pour moi, que fera Dieu? Non, non, j’ai deux bras, Parry, j’ai une épée...

	Et il frappa violemment son bras avec sa main et détacha son épée accrochée au mur.

	— Qu’allez-vous faire, milord?

	— Parry, ce que je vais faire? ce que tout le monde fait dans ma famille: ma mère vit de la charité publique, ma sœur mendie pour ma mère, j’ai quelque part des frères qui mendient également pour eux; moi, l’aîné, je vais faire comme eux tous, je m’en vais demander l’aumône!

	Et sur ces mots, qu’il coupa brusquement par un rire nerveux et terrible, le jeune homme ceignit son épée, prit son chapeau sur le bahut, se fit attacher à l’épaule un manteau noir qu’il avait porté pendant toute la route, et serrant les deux mains du vieillard qui le regardait avec anxiété:

	— Mon bon Parry, dit-il, fais-toi faire du feu, bois, mange, dors, sois heureux; soyons bien heureux, mon fidèle ami, mon unique ami: nous sommes riches comme des rois!

	Il donna un coup de poing au sac de pistoles, qui tomba lourdement par terre, se remit à rire de cette lugubre façon qui avait tant effrayé Parry, et tandis que toute la maison criait, chantait et se préparait à recevoir et à installer les voyageurs devancés par leurs laquais; il se glissa par la grande salle dans la rue, où le vieillard, qui s’était mis à la fenêtre, le perdit de vue après une minute.

	Chapitre VIII — Ce qu’était Sa Majesté Louis XIV à l’âge de vingt-deux ans

	On l’a vu par le récit que nous avons essayé d’en faire, l’entrée du roi Louis XIV dans la ville de Blois avait été bruyante et brillante, aussi la jeune majesté en avait-elle paru satisfaite. En arrivant sous le porche du château des États, le roi y trouva, environné de ses gardes et de ses gentilshommes, Son Altesse Royale le duc Gaston d’Orléans, dont la physionomie, naturellement assez majestueuse, avait emprunté à la circonstance solennelle dans laquelle on se trouvait un nouveau lustre et une nouvelle dignité. De son côté, Madame, parée de ses grands habits de cérémonie, attendait sur un balcon intérieur l’entrée de son neveu. Toutes les fenêtres du vieux château, si désert et si morne dans les jours ordinaires, resplendissaient de dames et de flambeaux.

	Ce fut donc au bruit des tambours, des trompettes et des vivats, que le jeune roi franchit le seuil de ce château, dans lequel Henri III, soixante-douze ans auparavant, avait appelé à son aide l’assassinat et la trahison pour maintenir sur sa tête et dans sa maison une couronne qui déjà glissait de son front pour tomber dans une autre famille. Tous les yeux, après avoir admiré le jeune roi, si beau, si charmant, si noble, cherchaient cet autre roi de France, bien autrement roi que le premier, et si vieux, si pâle, si courbé, que l’on appelait le cardinal Mazarin.

	Louis était alors comblé de tous ces dons naturels qui font le parfait gentilhomme: il avait l’œil brillant et doux, d’un bleu pur et azuré; mais les plus habiles physionomistes, ces plongeurs de l’âme, en y fixant leurs regards, s’il eût été donné à un sujet de soutenir le regard du roi, les plus habiles physionomistes, disons-nous, n’eussent jamais pu trouver le fond de cet abîme de douceur. C’est qu’il en était des yeux du roi comme de l’immense profondeur des azurs célestes, ou de ceux plus effrayants et presque aussi sublimes que la Méditerranée ouvre sous la carène de ses navires par un beau jour d’été, miroir gigantesque où le ciel aime à réfléchir tantôt ses étoiles et tantôt ses orages. Le roi était petit de taille, à peine avait-il cinq pieds deux pouces; mais sa jeunesse faisait encore excuser ce défaut, racheté d’ailleurs par une grande noblesse de tous ses mouvements et par une certaine adresse dans tous les exercices du corps.

	Certes, c’était déjà bien le roi, et c’était beaucoup que d’être le roi à cette époque de respect et de dévouement traditionnels; mais, comme jusque-là on l’avait assez peu et toujours assez pauvrement montré au peuple, comme ceux auxquels on le montrait voyaient auprès de lui sa mère, femme d’une haute taille, et M. le cardinal, homme d’une belle prestance, beaucoup le trouvaient assez peu roi pour dire: Le roi est moins grand que M. le cardinal.

	Quoi qu’il en soit de ces observations physiques qui se faisaient, surtout dans la capitale, le jeune prince fut accueilli comme un dieu par les habitants de Blois, et presque comme un roi par son oncle et sa tante, Monsieur et Madame, les habitants du château. Cependant, il faut le dire, lorsqu’il vit dans la salle de réception des fauteuils égaux de taille pour lui, sa mère, le cardinal, sa tante et son oncle, disposition habilement cachée par la forme demi-circulaire de l’assemblée, Louis XIV rougit de colère, et regarda autour de lui pour s’assurer par la physionomie des assistants si cette humiliation lui avait été préparée; mais comme il ne vit rien sur le visage impassible du cardinal, rien sur celui de sa mère, rien sur celui des assistants, il se résigna et s’assit, ayant soin de s’asseoir avant tout le monde.

	Les gentilshommes et les dames furent présentés à Leurs Majestés et à M. le cardinal. Le roi remarqua que sa mère et lui connaissaient rarement le nom de ceux qu’on leur présentait, tandis que le cardinal, au contraire, ne manquait jamais, avec une mémoire et une présence d’esprit admirables, de parler à chacun de ses terres, de ses aïeux ou de ses enfants, dont il leur nommait quelques-uns, ce qui enchantait ces dignes hobereaux et les confirmait dans cette idée que celui-là est seulement et véritablement roi qui connaît ses sujets, par cette même raison que le soleil n’a pas de rival, parce que seul le soleil échauffe et éclaire.

	L’étude du jeune roi, commencée depuis longtemps sans que l’on s’en doutât, continuait donc, et il regardait attentivement, pour tâcher de démêler quelque chose dans leur physionomie, les figures qui lui avaient d’abord paru les plus insignifiantes et les plus triviales. On servit une collation. Le roi, sans oser la réclamer de l’hospitalité de son oncle, l’attendait avec impatience. Aussi cette fois eut-il tous les honneurs dus, sinon à son rang, du moins à son appétit, quant au cardinal, il se contenta d’effleurer de ses lèvres flétries un bouillon servi dans une tasse d’or. Le ministre tout-puissant qui avait pris à la reine mère sa régence, au roi sa royauté, n’avait pu prendre à la nature un bon estomac. Anne d’Autriche, souffrant déjà du cancer dont six ou huit ans plus tard elle devait mourir, ne mangeait guère plus que le cardinal. Quant à Monsieur, encore tout ébouriffé du grand événement qui s’accomplissait dans sa vie provinciale, il ne mangeait pas du tout.

	Madame seule, en véritable Lorraine, tenait tête à Sa Majesté; de sorte que Louis XIV, qui, sans partenaire, eût mangé à peu près seul, sut grand gré à sa tante d’abord, puis ensuite à M. de Saint-Remy, son maître d’hôtel, qui s’était réellement distingué.

	La collation finie, sur un signe d’approbation de M. de Mazarin, le roi se leva, et sur l’invitation de sa tante, il se mit à parcourir les rangs de l’assemblée.

	Les dames observèrent alors, il y a certaines choses pour lesquelles les femmes sont aussi bonnes observatrices à Blois qu’à Paris, les dames observèrent alors que Louis XIV avait le regard prompt et hardi, ce qui promettait aux attraits de bon aloi un appréciateur distingué. Les hommes, de leur côté, observèrent que le prince était fier et hautain, qu’il aimait à faire baisser les yeux qui le regardaient trop longtemps ou trop fixement, ce qui semblait présager un maître. Louis XIV avait accompli le tiers de sa revue à peu près, quand ses oreilles furent frappées d’un mot que prononça Son Éminence, laquelle s’entretenait avec Monsieur.

	Ce mot était un nom de femme.

	À peine Louis XIV eut-il entendu ce mot, qu’il n’entendit ou plutôt qu’il n’écouta plus rien autre chose, et que, négligeant l’arc du cercle qui attendait sa visite, il ne s’occupa plus que d’expédier promptement l’extrémité de la courbe.

	Monsieur, en bon courtisan, s’informait près de Son Éminence de la santé de ses nièces. En effet, cinq ou six ans auparavant, trois nièces étaient arrivées d’Italie au cardinal: c’étaient Mlles Hortense, Olympe et Marie de Mancini.

	Monsieur s’informait donc de la santé des nièces du cardinal; il regrettait, disait-il, de n’avoir pas le bonheur de les recevoir en même temps que leur oncle; elles avaient certainement grandi en beauté et en grâce, comme elles promettaient de le faire la première fois que Monsieur les avait vues.

	Ce qui avait d’abord frappé le roi, c’était un certain contraste dans la voix des deux interlocuteurs. La voix de Monsieur était calme et naturelle lorsqu’il parlait ainsi, tandis que celle de M. de Mazarin sauta d’un ton et demi pour lui répondre au-dessus du diapason de sa voix ordinaire.

	On eût dit qu’il désirait que cette voix allât frapper au bout de la salle une oreille qui s’éloignait trop.

	— Monseigneur, répliqua-t-il, Mlles de Mazarin ont encore toute une éducation à terminer, des devoirs à remplir, une position à apprendre. Le séjour d’une cour jeune et brillante les dissipe un peu.

	Louis, à cette dernière épithète, sourit tristement. La cour était jeune, c’est vrai, mais l’avarice du cardinal avait mis bon ordre à ce qu’elle ne fût point brillante.

	— Vous n’avez cependant point l’intention, répondait Monsieur, de les cloîtrer ou de les faire bourgeoises?

	— Pas du tout, reprit le cardinal en forçant sa prononciation italienne de manière que, de douce et veloutée qu’elle était, elle devint aiguë et vibrante; pas du tout. J’ai bel et bien l’intention de les marier, et du mieux qu’il me sera possible.

	— Les partis ne manqueront pas, monsieur le cardinal, répondait Monsieur avec une bonhomie de marchand qui félicite son confrère.

	— Je l’espère, monseigneur, d’autant plus que Dieu leur a donné à la fois la grâce, la sagesse et la beauté.

	Pendant cette conversation, Louis XIV, conduit par Madame, accomplissait, comme nous l’avons dit, le cercle des présentations.

	— Mlle Arnoux, disait la princesse en présentant à Sa Majesté une grosse blonde de vingt-deux ans, qu’à la fête d’un village on eût prise pour une paysanne endimanchée, Mlle Arnoux, fille de ma maîtresse de musique.

	Le roi sourit. Madame n’avait jamais pu tirer quatre notes justes de la viole ou du clavecin.

	— Mlle Aure de Montalais, continua Madame, fille de qualité et bonne servante.

	Cette fois ce n’était plus le roi qui riait, c’était la jeune fille présentée, parce que, pour la première fois de sa vie, elle s’entendait donner par Madame, qui d’ordinaire ne la gâtait point, une si honorable qualification.

	Aussi Montalais, notre ancienne connaissance, fit-elle à Sa Majesté une révérence profonde, et cela autant par respect que par nécessité, car il s’agissait de cacher certaines contractions de ses lèvres rieuses que le roi eût bien pu ne pas attribuer à leur motif réel. Ce fut juste en ce moment que le roi entendit le mot qui le fit tressaillir.

	— Et la troisième s’appelle? demandait Monsieur.

	— Marie, monseigneur, répondait le cardinal.

	Il y avait sans doute dans ce mot quelque puissance magique, car, nous l’avons dit, à ce mot le roi tressaillit, et, entraînant Madame vers le milieu du cercle, comme s’il eût voulu confidentiellement lui faire quelque question, mais en réalité pour se rapprocher du cardinal:

	— Madame ma tante, dit-il en riant et à demi-voix, mon maître de géographie ne m’avait point appris que Blois fût à une si prodigieuse distance de Paris.

	— Comment cela, mon neveu? demanda Madame.

	— C’est qu’en vérité il paraît qu’il faut plusieurs années aux modes pour franchir cette distance. Voyez ces demoiselles.

	— Eh bien! je les connais.

	— Quelques-unes sont jolies.

	— Ne dites pas cela trop haut, monsieur mon neveu, vous les rendriez folles.

	— Attendez, attendez, ma chère tante, dit le roi en souriant, car la seconde partie de ma phrase doit servir de correctif à la première. Eh bien! ma chère tante, quelques-unes paraissent vieilles et quelques autres laides, grâce à leurs modes de dix ans.

	— Mais, Sire, Blois n’est cependant qu’à cinq journées de Paris.

	— Eh! dit le roi, c’est cela, deux ans de retard par journée.

	— Ah! vraiment, vous trouvez? C’est étrange, je ne m’aperçois point de cela, moi.

	— Tenez, ma tante, dit Louis XIV en se rapprochant toujours de Mazarin sous prétexte de choisir son point de vue, voyez, à côté de ces affiquets vieillis et de ces coiffures prétentieuses, regardez cette simple robe blanche. C’est une des filles d’honneur de ma mère, probablement, quoique je ne la connaisse pas. Voyez quelle tournure simple, quel maintien gracieux! À la bonne heure! c’est une femme, cela, tandis que toutes les autres ne sont que des habits.

	— Mon cher neveu, répliqua Madame en riant, permettez-moi de vous dire que, cette fois, votre science divinatoire est en défaut. La personne que vous louez ainsi n’est point une Parisienne, mais une Blésoise.

	— Ah! ma tante! reprit le roi avec l’air du doute.

	— Approchez, Louise, dit Madame.

	Et la jeune fille qui déjà nous est apparue sous ce nom s’approcha, timide, rougissante et presque courbée sous le regard royal.

	— Mlle Louise-Françoise de La Baume Le Blanc, fille du marquis de La Vallière, dit cérémonieusement Madame au roi.

	La jeune fille s’inclina avec tant de grâce au milieu de cette timidité profonde que lui inspirait la présence du roi, que celui-ci perdit en la regardant quelques mots de la conversation du cardinal et de Monsieur.

	— Belle-fille, continua Madame, de M. de Saint-Remy, mon maître d’hôtel, qui a présidé à la confection de cette excellente daube truffée que Votre Majesté a si fort appréciée.

	Il n’y avait point de grâce, de beauté ni de jeunesse qui pût résister à une pareille présentation. Le roi sourit. Que les paroles de Madame fussent une plaisanterie ou une naïveté, c’était, en tout cas, l’immolation impitoyable de tout ce que Louis venait de trouver charmant et poétique dans la jeune fille.

	Mlle de La Vallière, pour Madame, et par contrecoup pour le roi, n’était plus momentanément que la belle-fille d’un homme qui avait un talent supérieur sur les dindes truffées.

	Mais les princes sont ainsi faits. Les dieux aussi étaient comme cela dans l’Olympe. Diane et Vénus devaient bien maltraiter la belle Alcmène et la pauvre Io, quand on descendait par distraction à parler, entre le nectar et l’ambroisie, de beautés mortelles à la table de Jupiter.

	Heureusement que Louise était courbée si bas qu’elle n’entendit point les paroles de Madame, qu’elle ne vit point le sourire du roi. En effet, si la pauvre enfant, qui avait tant de bon goût que seule elle avait imaginé de se vêtir de blanc entre toutes ses compagnes; si ce cœur de colombe, si facilement accessible à toutes les douleurs, eût été touché par les cruelles paroles de Madame, par l’égoïste et froid sourire du roi, elle fût morte sur le coup.

	Et Montalais elle-même, la fille aux ingénieuses idées, n’eût pas tenté d’essayer de la rappeler à la vie, car le ridicule tue tout, même la beauté.

	Mais par bonheur, comme nous l’avons dit, Louise, dont les oreilles étaient bourdonnantes et les yeux voilés, Louise ne vit rien, n’entendit rien, et le roi, qui avait toujours l’attention braquée aux entretiens du cardinal et de son onde, se hâta de retourner près d’eux. Il arriva juste au moment où Mazarin terminait en disant:

	— Marie, comme ses sœurs, part en ce moment pour Brouage. Je leur fais suivre la rive opposée de la Loire à celle que nous avons suivie, et si je calcule bien leur marche, d’après les ordres que j’ai donnés, elles seront demain à la hauteur de Blois.

	Ces paroles furent prononcées avec ce tact, cette mesure, cette sûreté de ton, d’intention et de portée, qui faisaient de signor Giulio Mazarini le premier comédien du monde.

	Il en résulta qu’elles portèrent droit au cœur de Louis XIV, et que le cardinal, en se retournant sur le simple bruit des pas de Sa Majesté, qui s’approchait, en vit l’effet immédiat sur le visage de son élève, effet qu’une simple rougeur trahit aux yeux de Son Éminence. Mais aussi, qu’était un tel secret à éventer pour celui dont l’astuce avait joué depuis vingt ans tous les diplomates européens?

	Il sembla dès lors, une fois ces dernières paroles entendues, que le jeune roi eût reçu dans le cœur un trait empoisonné.

	Il ne tint plus en place, il promena un regard incertain, atone, mort, sur toute cette assemblée. Il interrogea plus de vingt fois du regard la reine mère, qui, livrée au plaisir d’entretenir sa belle-sœur, et retenue d’ailleurs par le coup d’œil de Mazarin, ne parut pas comprendre toutes les supplications contenues dans les regards de son fils. À partir de ce moment, musique, fleurs, lumières, beauté, tout devint odieux et insipide à Louis XIV. Après qu’il eut cent fois mordu ses lèvres, détiré ses bras et ses jambes, comme l’enfant bien élevé qui, sans oser bâiller, épuise toutes les façons de témoigner son ennui, après avoir inutilement imploré de nouveau mère et ministre, il tourna un œil désespéré vers la porte, c’est-à-dire vers la liberté.

	À cette porte, encadrée par l’embrasure à laquelle elle était adossée, il vit surtout, se détachant en vigueur, une figure fière et brune, au nez aquilin, à l’œil dur mais étincelant, aux cheveux gris et longs, à la moustache noire, véritable type de beauté militaire, dont le hausse-col, plus étincelant qu’un miroir, brisait tous les reflets lumineux qui venaient s’y concentrer et les renvoyait en éclairs. Cet officier avait le chapeau gris à plume rouge sur la tête, preuve qu’il était appelé là par son service et non par son plaisir. S’il y eût été appelé par son plaisir, s’il eût été courtisan au lieu d’être soldat, comme il faut toujours payer le plaisir un prix quelconque, il eût tenu son chapeau à la main.

	Ce qui prouvait bien mieux encore que cet officier était de service et accomplissait une tâche à laquelle il était accoutumé, c’est qu’il surveillait, les bras croisés, avec une indifférence remarquable et avec une apathie suprême, les joies et les ennuis de cette fête. Il semblait surtout, comme un philosophe, et tous les vieux soldats sont philosophes, il semblait surtout comprendre infiniment mieux les ennuis que les joies; mais des uns il prenait son parti, sachant bien se passer des autres. Or, il était là adossé, comme nous l’avons dit, au chambranle sculpté de la porte, lorsque les yeux tristes et fatigués du roi rencontrèrent par hasard les siens.

	Ce n’était pas la première fois, à ce qu’il paraît, que les yeux de l’officier rencontraient ces yeux-là, et il en savait à fond le style et la pensée, car aussitôt qu’il eut arrêté son regard sur la physionomie de Louis XIV, et que, par la physionomie, il eut lu ce qui se passait dans son cœur, c’est-à-dire tout l’ennui qui l’oppressait, toute la résolution timide de partir qui s’agitait au fond de ce cœur, il comprit qu’il fallait rendre service au roi sans qu’il le demandât, lui rendre service presque malgré lui, enfin, et hardi, comme s’il eût commandé la cavalerie un jour de bataille:

	— Le service du roi! cria-t-il d’une voix retentissante.

	À ces mots, qui firent l’effet d’un roulement de tonnerre prenant le dessus sur l’orchestre, les chants, les bourdonnements et les promenades, le cardinal et la reine mère regardèrent avec surprise Sa Majesté. Louis XIV, pâle mais résolu, soutenu qu’il était par cette intuition de sa propre pensée qu’il avait retrouvée dans l’esprit de l’officier de mousquetaires, et qui venait de se manifester par l’ordre donné, se leva de son fauteuil et fit un pas vers la porte.

	— Vous partez, mon fils? dit la reine, tandis que Mazarin se contentait d’interroger avec son regard, qui eût pu paraître doux s’il n’eût été si perçant.

	— Oui, madame, répondit le roi, je me sens fatigué et voudrais d’ailleurs écrire ce soir.

	Un sourire erra sur les lèvres du ministre, qui parut, d’un signe de tête, donner congé au roi.

	Monsieur et Madame se hâtèrent alors pour donner des ordres aux officiers qui se présentèrent.

	Le roi salua, traversa la salle et atteignit la porte. À la porte, une haie de vingt mousquetaires attendait Sa Majesté.

	À l’extrémité de cette haie se tenait l’officier impassible et son épée nue à la main.

	Le roi passa, et toute la foule se haussa sur la pointe des pieds pour le voir encore. Dix mousquetaires, ouvrant la foule des antichambres et des degrés, faisaient faire place au roi.

	Les dix autres enfermaient le roi et Monsieur, qui avait voulu accompagner Sa Majesté.

	Les gens du service marchaient derrière. Ce petit cortège escorta le roi jusqu’à l’appartement qui lui était destiné.

	Cet appartement était le même qu’avait occupé le roi Henri III lors de son séjour aux États.

	Monsieur avait donné ses ordres. Les mousquetaires, conduits par leur officier, s’engagèrent dans le petit passage qui communique parallèlement d’une aile du château à l’autre.

	Ce passage se composait d’abord d’une petite antichambre carrée et sombre, même dans les beaux jours.

	Monsieur arrêta Louis XIV.

	— Vous passez, Sire, lui dit-il, à l’endroit même où le duc de Guise reçut le premier coup de poignard.

	Le roi, fort ignorant des choses d’histoire, connaissait le fait, mais sans en savoir ni les localités ni les détails.

	— Ah! fit-il tout frissonnant. Et il s’arrêta.

	Tout le monde s’arrêta devant et derrière lui.

	— Le duc, Sire, continua Gaston, était à peu près où je suis; il marchait dans le sens où marche Votre Majesté; M. de Loignac était à l’endroit où se trouve en ce moment votre lieutenant des mousquetaires; M. de Sainte-Maline et les ordinaires de Sa Majesté étaient derrière lui et autour de lui. C’est là qu’il fut frappé.

	Le roi se tourna du côté de son officier, et vit comme un nuage passer sur sa physionomie martiale et audacieuse.

	— Oui, par-derrière, murmura le lieutenant avec un geste de suprême dédain.

	Et il essaya de se remettre en marche, comme s’il eût été mal à l’aise entre ces murs visités autrefois par la trahison.

	Mais le roi, qui paraissait ne pas mieux demander que d’apprendre, parut disposé à donner encore un regard à ce funèbre lieu. Gaston comprit le désir de son neveu.

	— Voyez, Sire, dit-il en prenant un flambeau des mains de M. de Saint-Remy, voici où il est allé tomber. Il y avait là un lit dont il déchira les rideaux en s’y retenant.

	— Pourquoi le parquet semble-t-il creusé à cet endroit? demanda Louis.

	— Parce que c’est à cet endroit que coula le sang, répondit Gaston, que le sang pénétra profondément dans le chêne, et que ce n’est qu’à force de le creuser qu’on est parvenu à le faire disparaître, et encore, ajouta Gaston en approchant son flambeau de l’endroit désigné, et encore cette teinte rougeâtre a-t-elle résisté à toutes les tentatives qu’on a faites pour la détruire.

	Louis XIV releva le front. Peut-être pensait-il à cette trace sanglante qu’on lui avait un jour montrée au Louvre, et qui, comme pendant à celle de Blois, y avait été faite un jour par le roi son père avec le sang de Concini.

	— Allons! dit-il.

	On se remit aussitôt en marche, car l’émotion sans doute avait donné à la voix du jeune prince un ton de commandement auquel de sa part on n’était point accoutumé.

	Arrivé à l’appartement réservé au roi, et auquel on communiquait, non seulement par le petit passage que nous venons de suivre, mais encore par un grand escalier donnant sur la cour:

	— Que Votre Majesté, dit Gaston, veuille bien accepter cet appartement, tout indigne qu’il est de la recevoir.

	— Mon oncle, répondit le jeune prince, je vous rends grâce de votre cordiale hospitalité.

	Gaston salua son neveu, qui l’embrassa, puis il sortit. Des vingt mousquetaires qui avaient accompagné le roi, dix reconduisirent Monsieur jusqu’aux salles de réception, qui n’avaient point désempli malgré le départ de Sa Majesté.

	Les dix autres furent postés par l’officier, qui explora lui-même en cinq minutes toutes les localités avec ce coup d’œil froid et dur que ne donne pas toujours l’habitude, attendu que ce coup d’œil appartenait au génie.

	Puis, quand tout son monde fut placé, il choisit pour son quartier général l’antichambre dans laquelle il trouva un grand fauteuil, une lampe, du vin, de l’eau et du pain sec.

	Il raviva la lampe, but un demi-verre de vin, tordit ses lèvres sous un sourire plein d’expression, s’installa dans le grand fauteuil et prit toutes ses dispositions pour dormir.

	Chapitre IX — Où l’inconnu de l’hôtellerie des Médicis perd son incognito

	Cet officier qui dormait ou qui s’apprêtait à dormir était cependant, malgré son air insouciant, chargé d’une grave responsabilité. Lieutenant des mousquetaires du roi, il commandait toute la compagnie qui était venue de Paris, et cette compagnie était de cent vingt hommes; mais, excepté les vingt dont nous avons parlé, les cent autres étaient occupés de la garde de la reine mère et surtout de M. le cardinal. M. Giulio Mazarini économisait sur les frais de voyage de ses gardes, il usait en conséquence de ceux du roi, et largement, puisqu’il en prenait cinquante pour lui, particularité qui n’eût pas manqué de paraître bien inconvenante à tout homme étranger aux usages de cette cour. Ce qui n’eût pas manqué non plus de paraître, sinon inconvenant, du moins extraordinaire à cet étranger, c’est que le côté du château destiné à M. le cardinal était brillant, éclairé, mouvementé. Les mousquetaires y montaient des factions devant chaque porte et ne laissaient entrer personne, sinon les courriers qui, même en voyage, suivaient le cardinal pour ses correspondances.

	Vingt hommes étaient de service chez la reine mère; trente se reposaient pour relayer leurs compagnons le lendemain. Du côté du roi, au contraire, obscurité, silence et solitude. Une fois les portes fermées, plus d’apparence de royauté. Tous les gens du service s’étaient retirés peu à peu.

	M. le prince avait envoyé savoir si Sa Majesté requérait ses bons offices et sur le non banal du lieutenant des mousquetaires, qui avait l’habitude de la question et de la réponse, tout commençait à s’endormir, ainsi que chez un bon bourgeois. Et cependant il était aisé d’entendre, du corps de logis habité par le jeune roi, les musiques de la fête et de voir les fenêtres richement illuminées de la grande salle.

	Dix minutes après son installation chez lui, Louis XIV avait pu reconnaître, à un certain mouvement plus marqué que celui de sa sortie, la sortie du cardinal, lequel, à son tour, gagnait son lit avec grande escorte des gentilshommes et des dames.

	D’ailleurs, il n’eut, pour apercevoir tout ce mouvement, qu’à regarder par la fenêtre, dont les volets n’avaient pas été fermés. Son Éminence traversa la cour, reconduite par Monsieur lui-même, qui lui tenait un flambeau; ensuite passa la reine mère, à qui Madame donnait familièrement le bras, et toutes deux s’en allaient chuchotant comme deux vieilles amies. Derrière ces deux couples tout défila, grandes dames, pages, officiers; les flambeaux embrasèrent toute la cour comme d’un incendie aux reflets mouvants; puis le bruit des pas et des voix se perdit dans les étages supérieurs.

	Alors personne ne songeait plus au roi, accoudé à sa fenêtre et qui avait tristement regardé s’écouler toute cette lumière, qui avait écouté s’éloigner tout ce bruit; personne, si ce n’est toutefois cet inconnu de l’hôtellerie des Médicis, que nous avons vu sortir enveloppé dans son manteau noir.

	Il était monté droit au château et était venu rôder, avec sa figure mélancolique, aux environs du palais, que le peuple entourait encore, et voyant que nul ne gardait la grande porte ni le porche, attendu que les soldats de Monsieur fraternisaient avec les soldats royaux, c’est-à-dire sablaient le Beaugency à discrétions, ou plutôt à indiscrétion, l’inconnu traversa la foule, puis franchit la cour, puis vint jusqu’au palier de l’escalier qui conduisait chez le cardinal.

	Ce qui, selon toute probabilité, l’engageait à se diriger de ce côté, c’était l’éclat des flambeaux et l’air affairé des pages et des hommes de service.

	Mais il fut arrêté net par une évolution de mousquet et par le cri de la sentinelle.

	— Où allez-vous, l’ami? lui demanda le factionnaire.

	— Je vais chez le roi, répondit tranquillement et fièrement l’inconnu.

	Le soldat appela un des officiers de Son Éminence, qui, du ton avec lequel un garçon de bureau dirige dans ses recherches un solliciteur du ministère, laissa tomber ces mots:

	— L’autre escalier en face.

	Et l’officier, sans plus s’inquiéter de l’inconnu, reprit la conversation interrompue.

	L’étranger, sans rien répondre, se dirigea vers l’escalier indiqué.

	De ce côté, plus de bruit, plus de flambeaux. L’obscurité, au milieu de laquelle on voyait errer une sentinelle pareille à une ombre.

	Le silence, qui permettait d’entendre le bruit de ses pas accompagnés du retentissement des éperons sur les dalles.

	Ce factionnaire était un des vingt mousquetaires affectés au service du roi, et qui montait la garde avec la raideur et la conscience d’une statue.

	— Qui vive? dit ce garde.

	— Ami, répondit l’inconnu.

	— Que voulez-vous?

	— Parler au roi.

	— Oh! oh! mon cher monsieur, cela ne se peut guère.

	— Et pourquoi?

	— Parce que le roi est couché.

	— Couché déjà?

	— Oui.

	— N’importe, il faut que je lui parle.

	— Et moi je vous dis que c’est impossible.

	— Cependant...

	— Au large!

	— C’est donc la consigne?

	— Je n’ai pas de compte à vous rendre. Au large!

	Et cette fois le factionnaire accompagna la parole d’un geste menaçant; mais l’inconnu ne bougea pas plus que si ses pieds eussent pris racine.

	— Monsieur le mousquetaire, dit-il, vous êtes gentilhomme?

	— J’ai cet honneur.

	— Eh bien! moi aussi je le suis, et entre gentilshommes on se doit quelques égards.

	Le factionnaire abaissa son arme, vaincu par la dignité avec laquelle avaient été prononcées ces paroles.

	— Parlez, monsieur, dit-il, et si vous me demandez une chose qui soit en mon pouvoir...

	— Merci. Vous avez un officier, n’est-ce pas?

	— Notre lieutenant, oui, monsieur.

	— Eh bien! je désire parler à votre lieutenant.

	— Ah! pour cela, c’est différent. Montez, monsieur.

	L’inconnu salua le factionnaire d’une haute façon, et monta l’escalier, tandis que le cri: «Lieutenant, une visite!» transmis de sentinelle en sentinelle, précédait l’inconnu et allait troubler le premier somme de l’officier.

	Traînant sa botte, se frottant les yeux et agrafant son manteau, le lieutenant fit trois pas au-devant de l’étranger.

	— Qu’y a-t-il pour votre service, monsieur? demanda-t-il.

	— Vous êtes l’officier de service, lieutenant des mousquetaires?

	— J’ai cet honneur, répondit l’officier.

	— Monsieur, il faut absolument que je parle au roi.

	Le lieutenant regarda attentivement l’inconnu, et dans ce regard, si rapide qu’il fût, il vit tout ce qu’il voulait voir, c’est-à-dire une profonde distinction sous un habit ordinaire.

	— Je ne suppose pas que vous soyez un fou, répliqua-t-il, et cependant vous me semblez de condition à savoir, monsieur, qu’on n’entre pas ainsi chez un roi sans qu’il y consente.

	— Il y consentira, monsieur.

	— Monsieur, permettez-moi d’en douter; le roi rentre il y a un quart d’heure, il doit être en ce moment en train de se dévêtir. D’ailleurs, la consigne est donnée.

	— Quand il saura qui je suis, répondit l’inconnu en redressant la tête, il lèvera la consigne.

	L’officier était de plus en plus surpris, de plus en plus subjugué.

	— Si je consentais à vous annoncer, puis-je au moins savoir qui j’annoncerais, monsieur?

	— Vous annonceriez Sa Majesté Charles II, roi d’Angleterre, d’Écosse et d’Irlande.

	L’officier poussa un cri d’étonnement, recula, et l’on put voir sur son visage pâle une des plus poignantes émotions que jamais homme d’énergie ait essayé de refouler au fond de son cœur.

	— Oh! oui, Sire: en effet, j’aurais dû vous reconnaître.

	— Vous avez vu mon portrait?

	— Non, Sire.

	— Ou vous m’avez vu moi-même autrefois à la cour, avant qu’on me chassât de France?

	— Non Sire, ce n’est point encore cela.

	— Comment m’eussiez-vous reconnu alors, si vous ne connaissiez ni mon portrait ni ma personne?

	— Sire, j’ai vu Sa Majesté le roi votre père dans un moment terrible.

	— Le jour...

	— Oui.

	Un sombre nuage passa sur le front du prince; puis, l’écartant de la main:

	— Voyez-vous encore quelque difficulté à m’annoncer? dit-il.

	— Sire, pardonnez-moi, répondit l’officier, mais je ne pouvais deviner un roi sous cet extérieur si simple; et pourtant, j’avais l’honneur de le dire tout à l’heure à Votre Majesté, j’ai vu le roi Charles Ier... Mais, pardon, je cours prévenir le roi.

	Puis, revenant sur ses pas:

	— Votre Majesté désire sans doute le secret pour cette entrevue? demanda-t-il.

	— Je ne l’exige pas, mais si c’est possible de le garder...

	— C’est possible, Sire, car je puis me dispenser de prévenir le premier gentilhomme de service; mais il faut pour cela que Votre Majesté consente à me remettre son épée.

	— C’est vrai. J’oubliais que nul ne pénètre armé chez le roi de France.

	— Votre Majesté fera exception si elle le veut, mais alors je mettrai ma responsabilité à couvert en prévenant le service du roi.

	— Voici mon épée, monsieur. Vous plaît-il maintenant de m’annoncer à Sa Majesté?

	— À l’instant, Sire.

	Et l’officier courut aussitôt heurter à la porte de communication, que le valet de chambre lui ouvrit.

	— Sa Majesté le roi d’Angleterre! dit l’officier.

	— Sa Majesté le roi d’Angleterre! répéta le valet de chambre.

	À ces mots, un gentilhomme ouvrit à deux battants la porte du roi, et l’on vit Louis XIV sans chapeau et sans épée, avec son pourpoint ouvert, s’avancer en donnant les signes de la plus grande surprise.

	— Vous, mon frère! vous à Blois! s’écria Louis XIV en congédiant d’un geste le gentilhomme et le valet de chambre qui passèrent dans une pièce voisine.

	— Sire, répondit Charles II, je m’en allais à Paris dans l’espoir de voir Votre Majesté, lorsque la renommée m’a appris votre prochaine arrivée en cette ville. J’ai alors prolongé mon séjour, ayant quelque chose de très particulier à vous communiquer.

	— Ce cabinet vous convient-il, mon frère?

	— Parfaitement, Sire, car je crois qu’on ne peut nous entendre.

	— J’ai congédié mon gentilhomme et mon veilleur: ils sont dans la chambre voisine. Là, derrière cette cloison, est un cabinet solitaire donnant sur l’antichambre, et dans l’antichambre vous n’avez vu qu’un officier, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Eh bien! parlez donc, mon frère, je vous écoute.

	— Sire, je commence, et veuille Votre Majesté prendre en pitié les malheurs de notre maison.

	Le roi de France rougit et rapprocha son fauteuil de celui du roi d’Angleterre.

	— Sire, dit Charles II, je n’ai pas besoin de demander à Votre Majesté si elle connaît les détails de ma déplorable histoire.

	Louis XIV rougit plus fort encore que la première fois, puis étendant sa main sur celle du roi d’Angleterre:

	— Mon frère, dit-il, c’est honteux à dire, mais rarement le cardinal parle politique devant moi. Il y a plus: autrefois je me faisais faire des lectures historiques par La Porte, mon valet de chambre, mais il a fait cesser ces lectures et m’a ôté La Porte, de sorte que je prie mon frère Charles de me dire toutes ces choses comme à un homme qui ne saurait rien.

	— Eh bien! Sire, j’aurai, en reprenant les choses de plus haut, une chance de plus de toucher le cœur de Votre Majesté.

	— Dites, mon frère, dites.

	— Vous savez, Sire, qu’appelé en 1650 à Édimbourg, pendant l’expédition de Cromwell en Irlande, je fus couronné à Scone. Un an après, blessé dans une des provinces qu’il avait usurpées, Cromwell revint sur nous. Le rencontrer était mon but, sortir de l’Écosse était mon désir.

	— Cependant, reprit le jeune roi, l’Écosse est presque votre pays natal, mon frère.

	— Oui; mais les Écossais étaient pour moi de cruels compatriotes! Sire, ils m’avaient forcé à renier la religion de mes pères; ils avaient pendu lord Montrose, mon serviteur le plus dévoué, parce qu’il n’était pas covenantaire, et comme le pauvre martyr, à qui l’on avait offert une faveur en mourant, avait demandé que son corps fût mis en autant de morceaux qu’il y avait de villes en Écosse, afin qu’on rencontrât partout des témoins de sa fidélité, je ne pouvais sortir d’une ville ou entrer dans une autre sans passer sur quelque lambeau de ce corps qui avait agi, combattu, respiré pour moi.

	«Je traversai donc, par une marche hardie, l’armée de Cromwell, et j’entrai en Angleterre. Le Protecteur se mit à la poursuite de cette fuite étrange, qui avait une couronne pour but. Si j’avais pu arriver à Londres avant lui, sans doute le prix de la course était à moi, mais il me rejoignit à Worcester.

	«Le génie de l’Angleterre n’était plus en nous, mais en lui. Sire, le 3 septembre 1651, jour anniversaire de cette autre bataille de Dunbar, déjà si fatale aux Écossais, je fus vaincu. Deux mille hommes tombèrent autour de moi avant que je songeasse à faire un pas en arrière. Enfin il fallut fuir.

	«Dès lors mon histoire devint un roman. Poursuivi avec acharnement, je me coupai les cheveux, je me déguisai en bûcheron. Une journée passée dans les branches d’un chêne donna à cet arbre le nom de chêne royal, qu’il porte encore.

	«Mes aventures du comté de Strafford, d’où je sortis menant en croupe la fille de mon hôte, font encore le récit de toutes les veillées et fourniront le sujet d’une ballade. Un jour j’écrirai tout cela, Sire, pour l’instruction des rois mes frères.

	«Je dirai comment, en arrivant chez M. Norton, je rencontrai un chapelain de la cour qui regardait jouer aux quilles, et un vieux serviteur qui me nomma en fondant en larmes, et qui manqua presque aussi sûrement de me tuer avec sa fidélité qu’un autre eût fait avec sa trahison. Enfin, je dirai mes terreurs; oui, Sire, mes terreurs, lorsque, chez le colonel Windham, un maréchal qui visitait nos chevaux déclara qu’ils avaient été ferrés dans le nord.

	— C’est étrange, murmura Louis XIV, j’ignorais tout cela. Je savais seulement votre embarquement à Brighelmsted et votre débarquement en Normandie.

	— Oh! fit Charles, si vous permettez, mon Dieu! que les rois ignorent ainsi l’histoire les uns des autres, comment voulez-vous qu’ils se secourent entre eux!

	— Mais dites-moi, mon frère, continua Louis XIV, comment, ayant été si rudement reçu en Angleterre, espérez-vous encore quelque chose de ce malheureux pays et de ce peuple rebelle?

	— Oh Sire! c’est que, depuis la bataille de Worcester, toutes choses sont bien changées là-bas! Cromwell est mort après avoir signé avec la France un traité dans lequel il a écrit son nom au-dessus du vôtre. Il est mort le 3 septembre 1658, nouvel anniversaire des batailles de Worcester et de Dunbar.

	— Son fils lui a succédé...

	— Mais certains hommes, Sire, ont une famille et pas d’héritier. L’héritage d’Olivier était trop lourd pour Richard.

	«Richard, qui n’était ni républicain ni royaliste; Richard, qui laissait ses gardes manger son dîner et ses généraux gouverner la république; Richard a abdiqué le protectorat le 22 avril 1659. Il y a un peu plus d’un an, Sire.

	«Depuis ce temps, l’Angleterre n’est plus qu’un tripot où chacun joue aux dés la couronne de mon père. Les deux joueurs les plus acharnés sont Lambert et Monck. Eh bien! Sire, à mon tour, je voudrais me mêler à cette partie, où l’enjeu est jeté sur mon manteau royal. Sire, un million pour corrompre un de ces joueurs, pour m’en faire un allié, ou deux cents de vos gentilshommes pour les chasser de mon palais de White Hall, comme Jésus chassa les vendeurs du temple.

	— Ainsi, reprit Louis XIV, vous venez me demander...

	— Votre aide; c’est-à-dire ce que non seulement les rois se doivent entre eux, mais ce que les simples chrétiens se doivent les uns aux autres; votre aide, Sire, soit en argent soit en hommes; votre aide, Sire, et dans un mois, soit que j’oppose Lambert à Monck, ou Monck à Lambert, j’aurai reconquis l’héritage paternel sans avoir coûté une guinée à mon pays, une goutte de sang à mes sujets, car ils sont ivres maintenant de révolution, de protectorat et de république, et ne demandent pas mieux que d’aller tout chancelants tomber et s’endormir dans la royauté; votre aide, Sire, et je devrai plus à Votre Majesté qu’à mon père. Pauvre père! qui a payé si chèrement la ruine de notre maison! Vous voyez, Sire, si je suis malheureux, si je suis désespéré, car voilà que j’accuse mon père.

	Et le sang monta au visage pâle de Charles II, qui resta un instant la tête entre ses deux mains et comme aveuglé par ce sang qui semblait se révolter du blasphème filial.

	Le jeune roi n’était pas moins malheureux que son frère aîné; il s’agitait dans son fauteuil et ne trouvait pas un mot à répondre. Enfin, Charles II, à qui dix ans de plus donnaient une force supérieure pour maîtriser ses émotions, retrouva le premier la parole.

	— Sire, dit-il, votre réponse? je l’attends comme un condamné son arrêt. Faut-il que je meure?

	— Mon frère, répondit le prince français à Charles II, vous me demandez un million, à moi! mais je n’ai jamais possédé le quart de cette somme! mais je ne possède rien! Je ne suis pas plus roi de France que vous n’êtes roi d’Angleterre. Je suis un nom, un chiffre habillé de velours fleurdelisé, voilà tout. Je suis un trône visible, voilà mon seul avantage sur Votre Majesté. Je n’ai rien, je ne puis rien.

	— Est-il vrai! s’écria Charles II.

	— Mon frère, dit Louis en baissant la voix, j’ai supporté des misères que n’ont pas supportées mes plus pauvres gentilshommes. Si mon pauvre La Porte était près de moi, il vous dirait que j’ai dormi dans des draps déchirés à travers lesquels mes jambes passaient; il vous dirait que, plus tard, quand je demandais mes carrosses, on m’amenait des voitures à moitié mangées par les rats de mes remises; il vous dirait que, lorsque je demandais mon dîner, on allait s’informer aux cuisines du cardinal s’il y avait à manger pour le roi. Et tenez, aujourd’hui encore aujourd’hui, que j’ai vingt-deux ans, aujourd’hui que j’ai atteint l’âge des grandes majorités royales, aujourd’hui que je devrais avoir la clef du trésor, la direction de la politique, la suprématie de la paix et de la guerre, jetez les yeux autour de moi, voyez ce qu’on me laisse: regardez cet abandon, ce dédain, ce silence, tandis que là-bas, tenez, voyez là-bas, regardez cet empressement, ces lumières, ces hommages! Là! là! voyez-vous, là est le véritable roi de France, mon frère.

	— Chez le cardinal?

	— Chez le cardinal, oui.

	— Alors, je suis condamné, Sire.

	Louis XIV ne répondit rien.

	— Condamné est le mot, car je ne solliciterai jamais celui qui eût laissé mourir de froid et de faim ma mère et ma sœur, c’est-à-dire la fille et la petite-fille de Henri IV, si M. de Retz et le Parlement ne leur eussent envoyé du bois et du pain.

	— Mourir! murmura Louis XIV.

	— Eh bien! continua le roi d’Angleterre, le pauvre Charles II, ce petit-fils de Henri IV comme vous, Sire, n’ayant ni Parlement ni cardinal de Retz, mourra de faim comme ont manqué de mourir sa sœur et sa mère.

	Louis fronça le sourcil et tordit violemment les dentelles de ses manchettes.

	Cette atonie, cette immobilité, servant de masque à une émotion si visible, frappèrent le roi Charles, qui prit la main du jeune homme.

	— Merci, dit-il, mon frère; vous m’avez plaint, c’est tout ce que je pouvais exiger de vous dans la position où vous êtes.

	— Sire, dit tout à coup Louis XIV en relevant la tête, c’est un million qu’il vous faut, ou deux cents gentilshommes, m’avez-vous dit?

	— Sire, un million me suffira.

	— C’est bien peu.

	— Offert à un seul homme, c’est beaucoup. On a souvent payé moins cher des convictions; moi, je n’aurai affaire qu’à des vénalités.

	— Deux cents gentilshommes, songez-y, c’est un peu plus qu’une compagnie, voilà tout.

	— Sire, il y a dans notre famille une tradition, c’est que quatre hommes, quatre gentilshommes français dévoués à mon père, ont failli sauver mon père, jugé par un Parlement, gardé par une armée, entouré par une nation.

	— Donc, si je peux vous avoir un million ou deux cents gentilshommes, vous serez satisfait, et vous me tiendrez pour votre bon frère?

	— Je vous tiendrai pour mon sauveur, et si je remonte sur le trône de mon père, l’Angleterre sera, tant que je régnerai, du moins, une sœur à la France, comme vous aurez été un frère pour moi.

	— Eh bien! mon frère, dit Louis en se levant, ce que vous hésitez à me demander, je le demanderai, moi! ce que je n’ai jamais voulu faire pour mon propre compte, je le ferai pour le vôtre. J’irai trouver le roi de France, l’autre, le riche, le puissant, et je solliciterai, moi, ce million ou ces deux cents gentilshommes et nous verrons!

	— Oh! s’écria Charles, vous êtes un noble ami, Sire, un cœur créé par Dieu! Vous me sauvez, mon frère, et quand vous aurez besoin de la vie que vous me rendez, demandez-la-moi!

	— Silence! mon frère, silence! dit tout bas Louis. Gardez qu’on ne vous entende! Nous ne sommes pas au bout. Demander de l’argent à Mazarin! c’est plus que traverser la forêt enchantée dont chaque arbre enferme un démon; c’est plus que d’aller conquérir un monde!

	— Mais cependant, Sire, quand vous demandez...

	— Je vous ai déjà dit que je ne demandais jamais, répondit Louis avec une fierté qui fit pâlir le roi d’Angleterre.

	Et comme celui-ci, pareil à un homme blessé, faisait un mouvement de retraite:

	— Pardon, mon frère, reprit-il: je n’ai pas une mère, une sœur qui souffrent; mon trône est dur et nu, mais je suis bien assis sur mon trône. Pardon, mon frère, ne me reprochez pas cette parole: elle est d’un égoïste; aussi la rachèterai je par un sacrifice. Je vais trouver M. le cardinal. Attendez-moi, je vous prie. Je reviens.

	Chapitre X — L’arithmétique de M. de Mazarin

	Tandis que le roi se dirigeait rapidement vers l’aile du château occupée par le cardinal, n’emmenant avec lui que son valet de chambre, l’officier de mousquetaires sortait, en respirant comme un homme qui a été forcé de retenir longuement son souffle, du petit cabinet dont nous avons déjà parlé et que le roi croyait solitaire. Ce petit cabinet avait autrefois fait partie de la chambre; il n’en était séparé que par une mince cloison. Il en résultait que cette séparation, qui n’en était une que pour les yeux, permettait à l’oreille la moins indiscrète d’entendre tout ce qui se passait dans cette chambre.

	Il n’y avait donc pas de doute que ce lieutenant des mousquetaires n’eût entendu tout ce qui s’était passé chez Sa Majesté. Prévenu par les dernières paroles du jeune roi, il en sortit donc à temps pour le saluer à son passage et pour l’accompagner du regard jusqu’à ce qu’il eût disparu dans le corridor.

	Puis, lorsqu’il eut disparu, il secoua la tête d’une façon qui n’appartenait qu’à lui, et d’une voix à laquelle quarante ans passés hors de la Gascogne n’avaient pu faire perdre son accent gascon:

	— Triste service! dit-il; triste maître!

	Puis, ces mots prononcés, le lieutenant reprit sa place dans son fauteuil, étendit les jambes et ferma les yeux en homme qui dort ou qui médite. Pendant ce court monologue et la mise en scène qui l’avait suivi, tandis que le roi, à travers les longs corridors du vieux château, s’acheminait chez M. de Mazarin, une scène d’un autre genre se passait chez le cardinal.

	Mazarin s’était mis au lit un peu tourmenté de la goutte, mais comme c’était un homme d’ordre qui utilisait jusqu’à la douleur, il forçait sa veille à être la très humble servante de son travail. En conséquence, il s’était fait apporter par Bernouin, son valet de chambre, un petit pupitre de voyage, afin de pouvoir écrire sur son lit. Mais la goutte n’est pas un adversaire qui se laisse vaincre si facilement, et comme, à chaque mouvement qu’il faisait, de sourde la douleur devenait aiguë:

	— Brienne n’est pas là? demanda-t-il à Bernouin.

	— Non, monseigneur, répondit le valet de chambre. M. de Brienne, sur votre congé, s’est allé coucher; mais si c’est le désir de Votre Éminence, on peut parfaitement le réveiller.

	— Non, ce n’est point la peine. Voyons cependant. Maudits chiffres!

	Et le cardinal se mit à rêver tout en comptant sur ses doigts.

	— Oh! des chiffres! dit Bernouin. Bon! si Votre Éminence se jette dans ses calculs, je lui promets pour demain la plus belle migraine! et avec cela que M. Guénaud n’est pas ici.

	— Tu as raison, Bernouin. Eh bien! tu vas remplacer Brienne, mon ami. En vérité, j’aurais dû emmener avec moi M. de Colbert. Ce jeune homme va bien, Bernouin, très bien. Un garçon d’ordre!

	— Je ne sais pas, dit le valet de chambre, mais je n’aime pas sa figure, moi, à votre jeune homme qui va bien.

	— C’est bon, c’est bon, Bernouin! On n’a pas besoin de votre avis. Mettez-vous là, prenez la plume, et écrivez.

	— M’y voici; monseigneur. Que faut-il que j’écrive?

	— Là, c’est bien, à la suite de deux lignes déjà tracées.

	— M’y voici.

	— Écris. Sept cent soixante mille livres.

	— C’est écrit.

	— Sur Lyon...

	Le cardinal paraissait hésiter.

	— Sur Lyon, répéta Bernouin.

	— Trois millions neuf cent mille livres.

	— Bien, monseigneur.

	— Sur Bordeaux, sept millions.

	— Sept, répéta Bernouin.

	— Eh! oui, dit le cardinal avec humeur, sept.

	Puis, se reprenant:

	— Eh! monseigneur, que ce soit à dépenser ou à encaisser, peu m’importe, puisque tous ces millions ne sont pas à moi.

	— Ces millions sont au roi; c’est l’argent du roi que je compte. Voyons, nous disions?... Tu m’interromps toujours!

	— Sept millions, sur Bordeaux.

	— Ah! oui, c’est vrai. Sur Madrid, quatre. Je t’explique bien à qui est cet argent, Bernouin, attendu que tout le monde a la sottise de me croire riche à millions. Moi, je repousse la sottise. Un ministre n’a rien à soi, d’ailleurs. Voyons, continue. Rentrées générales, sept millions. Propriétés, neuf millions. As-tu écrit, Bernouin?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Bourse, six cent mille livres; valeurs diverses, deux millions. Ah! j’oubliais: mobilier des différents châteaux...

	— Faut-il mettre de la couronne? demanda Bernouin.

	— Non, non, inutile; c’est sous-entendu. As-tu écrit, Bernouin?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Et les chiffres?

	— Sont alignés au-dessous les uns des autres.

	— Additionne, Bernouin.

	— Trente-neuf millions deux cent soixante mille livres, monseigneur.

	— Ah! fit le cardinal avec une expression de dépit, il n’y a pas encore quarante millions!

	Bernouin recommença l’addition.

	— Non, monseigneur, il s’en manque sept cent quarante mille livres.

	Mazarin demanda le compte et le revit attentivement.

	— C’est égale dit Bernouin, trente-neuf millions deux cent soixante mille livres, cela fait un joli denier.

	— Ah! Bernouin, voilà ce que je voudrais voir au roi.

	— Son Éminence me disait que cet argent était celui de Sa Majesté.

	— Sans doute, mais bien clair, bien liquide. Ces trente-neuf millions sont engagés, et bien au-delà.

	Bernouin sourit à sa façon, c’est-à-dire en homme qui ne croit que ce qu’il veut croire, tout en préparant la boisson de nuit du cardinal et en lui redressant l’oreiller.

	— Oh! dit Mazarin lorsque le valet de chambre fut sorti, pas encore quarante millions! Il faut pourtant que j’arrive à ce chiffre de quarante-cinq millions que je me suis fixé.

	«Mais qui sait si j’aurai le temps! Je baisse, je m’en vais, je n’arriverai pas. Pourtant, qui sait si je ne trouverai pas deux ou trois millions dans les poches de nos bons amis les Espagnols? Ils ont découvert le Pérou, ces gens-là, et, que diable! il doit leur en rester quelque chose.

	Comme il parlait ainsi, tout occupé de ses chiffres et ne pensant plus à sa goutte, repoussée par une préoccupation qui, chez le cardinal, était la plus puissante de toutes les préoccupations, Bernouin se précipita dans sa chambre tout effaré.

	— Eh bien! demanda le cardinal, qu’y a-t-il donc?

	— Le roi! Monseigneur, le roi!

	— Comment, le roi! fit Mazarin en cachant rapidement son papier. Le roi ici! le roi à cette heure! Je le croyais couché depuis longtemps. Qu’y a-t-il donc?

	Louis XIV put entendre ces derniers mots et voir le geste effaré du cardinal se redressant sur son lit, car il entrait en ce moment dans la chambre.

	— Il n’y a rien, monsieur le cardinal, ou du moins rien qui puisse vous alarmer; c’est une communication importante que j’avais besoin de faire ce soir-même à Votre Éminence, voilà tout.

	Mazarin pensa aussitôt à cette attention si marquée que le roi avait donnée à ses paroles touchant Mlle de Mancini, et la communication lui parut devoir venir de cette source. Il se rasséréna donc à l’instant même et prit son air le plus charmant, changement de physionomie dont le jeune roi sentit une joie extrême, et quand Louis se fut assis:

	— Sire, dit le cardinal, je devrais certainement écouter Votre Majesté debout, mais la violence de mon mal...

	— Pas d’étiquette entre nous, cher monsieur le cardinal, dit Louis affectueusement; je suis votre élève et non le roi, vous le savez bien, et ce soir surtout, puisque je viens à vous comme un requérant, comme un solliciteur, et même comme un solliciteur très humble et très désireux d’être bien accueilli.

	Mazarin, voyant la rougeur du roi, fut confirmé dans sa première idée, c’est-à-dire qu’il y avait une pensée d’amour sous toutes ces belles paroles. Cette fois, le rusé politique, tout fin qu’il était, se trompait: cette rougeur n’était point causée par les pudibonds élans d’une passion juvénile, mais seulement par la douloureuse contraction de l’orgueil royal.

	En bon oncle, Mazarin se disposa à faciliter la confidence.

	— Parlez, dit-il, Sire, et puisque Votre Majesté veut bien un instant oublier que je suis son sujet pour m’appeler son maître et son instituteur, je proteste à Votre Majesté de tous mes sentiments dévoués et tendres.

	— Merci, monsieur le cardinal, répondit le roi. Ce que j’ai à demander à Votre Éminence est d’ailleurs peu de chose pour elle.

	— Tant pis, répondit le cardinal, tant pis, Sire. Je voudrais que Votre Majesté me demandât une chose importante et même un sacrifice... mais, quoi que ce soit que vous me demandiez, je suis prêt à soulager votre cœur en vous l’accordant, mon cher Sire.

	— Eh bien! voici de quoi il s’agit, dit le roi avec un battement de cœur qui n’avait d’égal en précipitation que le battement de cœur du ministre: je viens de recevoir la visite de mon frère le roi d’Angleterre.

	Mazarin bondit dans son lit comme s’il eût été mis en rapport avec la bouteille de Leyde ou la pile de Volta, en même temps qu’une surprise ou plutôt qu’un désappointement manifeste éclairait sa figure d’une telle lueur de colère que Louis XIV, si peu diplomate qu’il fut, vit bien que le ministre avait espéré entendre toute autre chose.

	— Charles II! s’écria Mazarin avec une voix rauque et un dédaigneux mouvement des lèvres. Vous avez reçu la visite de Charles II!

	— Du roi Charles II, reprit Louis XIV, accordant avec affectation au petit-fils de Henri IV le titre que Mazarin oubliait de lui donner. Oui, monsieur le cardinal, ce malheureux prince m’a touché le cœur en me racontant ses infortunes. Sa détresse est grande, monsieur le cardinal, et il m’a paru pénible à moi, qui me suis vu disputer mon trône, qui ai été forcé, dans des jours d’émotion, de quitter ma capitale; à moi, enfin, qui connais le malheur, de laisser sans appui un frère dépossédé et fugitif.

	— Eh! dit avec dépit le cardinal, que n’a-t-il comme vous, Sire, un Jules Mazarin près de lui! sa couronne lui eût été gardée intacte.

	— Je sais tout ce que ma maison doit à votre Éminence, repartit fièrement le roi, et croyez bien que pour ma part, monsieur, je ne l’oublierai jamais. C’est justement parce que mon frère le roi d’Angleterre n’a pas près de lui le génie puissant qui m’a sauvé, c’est pour cela, dis-je, que je voudrais lui concilier l’aide de ce même génie, et prier votre bras de s’étendre sur sa tête, bien assuré, monsieur le cardinal, que votre main, en le touchant seulement, saurait lui remettre au front sa couronne, tombée au pied de l’échafaud de son père.

	— Sire, répliqua Mazarin, je vous remercie de votre bonne opinion à mon égard, mais nous n’avons rien à faire là-bas: ce sont des enragés qui renient dieu et qui coupent la tête à leurs rois. Ils sont dangereux, voyez-vous, Sire, et sales à toucher depuis qu’ils se sont vautrés dans le sang royal et dans la boue covenantaire. Cette politique-là ne m’a jamais convenu, et je la repousse.

	— Aussi pouvez-vous nous aider à lui en substituer une autre.

	— Laquelle?

	— La restauration de Charles II, par exemple.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! répliqua Mazarin, est-ce que par hasard le pauvre Sire se flatterait de cette chimère?

	— Mais oui, répliqua le jeune roi, effrayé des difficultés que semblait entrevoir dans ce projet l’œil si sûr de son ministre; il ne demande même pour cela qu’un million.

	— Voilà tout. Un petit million, s’il vous plaît? fit ironiquement le cardinal en forçant son accent italien. Un petit million, s’il vous plaît, mon frère? Famille de mendiants, va!

	— Cardinal, dit Louis XIV en relevant la tête, cette famille de mendiants est une branche de ma famille.

	— Êtes-vous assez riche pour donner des millions aux autres, Sire? avez-vous des millions?

	— Oh! répliqua Louis XIV avec une suprême douleur qu’il força cependant, à force de volonté, de ne point éclater sur son visage; oh! oui, monsieur le cardinal, je sais que je suis pauvre, mais enfin la couronne de France vaut bien un million, et pour faire une bonne action, j’engagerai, s’il le faut, ma couronne. Je trouverai des juifs qui me prêteront bien un million?

	— Ainsi, Sire, vous dites que vous avez besoin d’un million? demanda Mazarin.

	— Oui, monsieur, je le dis.

	— Vous vous trompez beaucoup, Sire, et vous avez besoin de bien plus que cela. Bernouin!... Vous allez voir, Sire, de combien vous avez besoin en réalité... Bernouin!

	— Eh quoi! cardinal, dit le roi, vous allez consulter un laquais sur mes affaires?

	— Bernouin! cria encore le cardinal sans paraître remarquer l’humiliation du jeune prince. Avance ici, et dis-moi le chiffre que je te demandais tout à l’heure, mon ami.

	— Cardinal, cardinal, ne m’avez-vous pas entendu? dit Louis pâlissant d’indignation.

	— Sire, ne vous fâchez pas; je traite à découvert les affaires de Votre Majesté, moi. Tout le monde en France le sait, mes livres sont à jour. Que te disais-je de me faire tout à l’heure, Bernouin?

	— Votre Éminence me disait de lui faire une addition.

	— Tu l’as faite, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Pour constater la somme dont Sa Majesté avait besoin en ce moment? Ne te disais-je pas cela? Sois franc, mon ami.

	— Votre Éminence me le disait.

	— Eh bien! quelle somme désirais-je?

	— Quarante-cinq millions, je crois.

	— Et quelle somme trouverions-nous en réunissant toutes nos ressources?

	— Trente-neuf millions deux cent soixante mille francs.

	— C’est bien, Bernouin, voilà tout ce que je voulais savoir; laisse-nous maintenant, dit le cardinal en attachant son brillant regard sur le jeune roi, muet de stupéfaction.

	— Mais cependant... balbutia le roi.

	— Ah! vous doutez encore! Sire, dit le cardinal. Eh bien! voici la preuve de ce que je vous disais. Et Mazarin tira de dessous son traversin le papier couvert de chiffres, qu’il présenta au roi, lequel détourna la vue, tant sa douleur était profonde.

	— Ainsi, comme c’est un million que vous désirez, Sire, que ce million n’est point porté là, c’est donc de quarante-six millions qu’a besoin Votre Majesté. Eh bien! il n’y a pas de juifs au monde qui prêtent une pareille somme, même sur la couronne de France. Le roi, crispant ses poings sous ses manchettes, repoussa son fauteuil.

	— C’est bien, dit-il, mon frère le roi d’Angleterre mourra donc de faim.

	— Sire, répondit sur le même ton Mazarin, rappelez-vous ce proverbe que je vous donne ici comme l’expression de la plus saine politique: «Réjouis-toi d’être pauvre quand ton voisin est pauvre aussi.»

	Louis médita quelques moments, tout en jetant un curieux regard sur le papier dont un bout passait sous le traversin.

	— Alors, dit-il, il y a impossibilité à faire droit à ma demande d’argent, monsieur le cardinal?

	— Absolue, Sire.

	— Songez que cela me fera un ennemi plus tard s’il remonte sans moi sur le trône.

	— Si Votre Majesté ne craint que cela, qu’elle se tranquillise, dit vivement le cardinal.

	— C’est bien, je n’insiste plus, dit Louis XIV.

	— Vous ai-je convaincu, au moins, Sire? dit le cardinal en posant sa main sur celle du roi.

	— Parfaitement.

	— Toute autre chose, demandez-la, Sire, et je serai heureux de vous l’accorder, vous ayant refusé celle-ci.

	— Toute autre chose, monsieur?

	— Eh! oui, ne suis-je pas corps et âme au service de Votre Majesté? Holà! Bernouin, des flambeaux, des gardes pour Sa Majesté! Sa Majesté rentre dans ses appartements.

	— Pas encore, monsieur, et puisque vous mettez votre bonne volonté à ma disposition, je vais en user.

	— Pour vous, Sire? demanda le cardinal, espérant qu’il allait enfin être question de sa nièce.

	— Non, monsieur, pas pour moi, répondit Louis, mais pour mon frère Charles toujours.

	La figure de Mazarin se rembrunit, et il grommela quelques paroles que le roi ne put entendre.

	Chapitre XI — La politique de M. de Mazarin

	Au lieu de l’hésitation avec laquelle il avait un quart d’heure auparavant abordé le cardinal, on pouvait lire alors dans les yeux du jeune roi cette volonté contre laquelle on peut lutter, qu’on brisera peut-être par sa propre impuissance, mais qui au moins gardera, comme une plaie au fond du cœur, le souvenir de sa défaite.

	— Cette fois, monsieur le cardinal, il s’agit d’une chose plus facile à trouver qu’un million.

	— Vous croyez cela, Sire? dit Mazarin en regardant le roi de cet œil rusé qui lisait au plus profond des cœurs.

	— Oui, je le crois, et lorsque vous connaîtrez l’objet de ma demande...

	— Et croyez-vous donc que je ne le connaisse pas, Sire?

	— Vous savez ce qui me reste à vous dire?

	— Écoutez, Sire, voilà les propres paroles du roi Charles...

	— Oh! par exemple!

	— Écoutez. Et si cet avare, ce pleutre d’Italien, a-t-il dit...

	— Monsieur le cardinal!...

	— Voilà le sens, sinon les paroles. Eh! mon Dieu! je ne lui en veux pas pour cela, Sire; chacun voit avec ses passions.

	«Il a donc dit: Et si ce pleutre d’Italien vous refuse le million que nous lui demandons, Sire; si nous sommes forcés, faute d’argent, de renoncer à la diplomatie, eh bien! nous lui demanderons cinq cents gentilshommes...

	Le roi tressaillit, car le cardinal ne s’était trompé que sur le chiffre.

	— N’est-ce pas, Sire, que c’est cela? s’écria le ministre avec un accent triomphateur; puis il a ajouté de belles paroles, il a dit: J’ai des amis de l’autre côté du détroit; à ces amis il manque seulement un chef et une bannière.

	«Quand ils me verront, quand ils verront la bannière de France, ils se rallieront à moi, car ils comprendront que j’ai votre appui. Les couleurs de l’uniforme français vaudront près de moi le million que M. de Mazarin nous aura refusé.

	«(Car il savait bien que je le refuserais, ce million.) Je vaincrai avec ces cinq cents gentilshommes, Sire, et tout l’honneur en sera pour vous. Voilà ce qu’il a dit, ou à peu près, n’est-ce pas? en entourant ces paroles de métaphores brillantes, d’images pompeuses, car ils sont bavards dans la famille! Le père a parlé jusque sur l’échafaud.

	La sueur de la honte coulait au front de Louis. Il sentait qu’il n’était pas de sa dignité d’entendre ainsi insulter son frère, mais il ne savait pas encore comment on voulait, surtout en face de celui devant qui il avait vu tout plier, même sa mère. Enfin il fit un effort.

	— Mais, dit-il, monsieur le cardinal, ce n’est pas cinq cents hommes, c’est deux cents.

	— Vous voyez bien que j’avais deviné ce qu’il demandait.

	— Je n’ai jamais nié, monsieur, que vous n’eussiez un œil profond, et c’est pour cela que j’ai pensé que vous ne refuseriez pas à mon frère Charles une chose aussi simple et aussi facile à accorder que celle que je vous demande en son nom, monsieur le cardinal, ou plutôt au mien.

	— Sire, dit Mazarin, voilà trente ans que je fais de la politique. J’en ai fait d’abord avec M. le cardinal de Richelieu, puis tout seul.

	«Cette politique n’a pas toujours été très honnête, il faut l’avouer; mais elle n’a jamais été maladroite. Or, celle que l’on propose en ce moment à Votre Majesté est malhonnête et maladroite à la fois.

	— Malhonnête, monsieur!

	— Sire, vous avez fait un traité avec M. Cromwell.

	— Oui; et dans ce traité même M. Cromwell a signé au-dessus de moi.

	— Pourquoi avez-vous signé si bas, Sire? M. Cromwell a trouvé une bonne place, il l’a prise; c’était assez son habitude. J’en reviens donc à M. Cromwell. Vous avez fait un traité avec lui, c’est-à-dire avec l’Angleterre, puisque quand vous avez signé ce traité M. Cromwell était l’Angleterre.

	— M. Cromwell est mort.

	— Vous croyez cela, Sire?

	— Mais sans doute, puisque son fils Richard lui a succédé et a abdiqué même.

	— Eh bien! voilà justement! Richard a hérité à la mort de Cromwell, et l’Angleterre à l’abdication de Richard. Le traité faisait partie de l’héritage, qu’il fût entre les mains de M. Richard ou entre les mains de l’Angleterre. Le traité est donc bon toujours, valable autant que jamais. Pourquoi l’éluderiez-vous, Sire? Qu’y a-t-il de changé? Charles II veut aujourd’hui ce que nous n’avons pas voulu il y a dix ans; mais c’est un cas prévu. Vous êtes l’allié de l’Angleterre, Sire, et non celui de Charles II. C’est malhonnête sans doute, au point de vue de la famille, d’avoir signé un traité avec un homme qui a fait couper la tête au beau-frère du roi votre père, et d’avoir contracté une alliance avec un Parlement qu’on appelle là-bas un Parlement Croupion; c’est malhonnête, j’en conviens, mais ce n’était pas maladroit au point de vue de la politique, puisque, grâce à ce traité, j’ai sauvé à Votre Majesté, mineure encore, les tracas d’une guerre extérieure, que la Fronde... vous vous rappelez la Fronde, Sire (le jeune roi baissa la tête), que la Fronde eût fatalement compliqués. Et voilà comme quoi je prouve à Votre Majesté que changer de route maintenant sans prévenir nos alliés serait à la fois maladroit et malhonnête. Nous ferions la guerre en mettant les torts de notre côté; nous la ferions, méritant qu’on nous la fît, et nous aurions l’air de la craindre, tout en la provoquant; car une permission à cinq cents hommes, à deux cents hommes, à cinquante hommes, à dix hommes, c’est toujours une permission. Un Français, c’est la nation; un uniforme, c’est l’armée. Supposez, par exemple, Sire, que vous avez la guerre avec la Hollande, ce qui tôt ou tard arrivera certainement, ou avec l’Espagne, ce qui arrivera peut-être si votre mariage manque (Mazarin regarda profondément le roi), et il y a mille causes qui peuvent faire manquer votre mariage; eh bien! approuveriez-vous l’Angleterre d’envoyer aux Provinces-Unies ou à l’infante un régiment, une compagnie, une escouade même de gentilshommes anglais? Trouveriez-vous qu’elle se renferme honnêtement dans les limites de son traité d’alliance?

	Louis écoutait; il lui semblait étrange que Mazarin invoquât la bonne foi, lui l’auteur de tant de supercheries politiques qu’on appelait des mazarinades.

	— Mais enfin, dit le roi, sans autorisation manifeste, je ne puis empêcher des gentilshommes de mon État de passer en Angleterre si tel est leur bon plaisir.

	— Vous devez les contraindre à revenir, Sire, ou tout au moins protester contre leur présence en ennemis dans un pays allié.

	— Mais enfin, voyons, vous, monsieur le cardinal, vous un génie si profond, cherchons un moyen d’aider ce pauvre roi sans nous compromettre.

	— Et voilà justement ce que je ne veux pas, mon cher Sire, dit Mazarin. L’Angleterre agirait d’après mes désirs qu’elle n’agirait pas mieux; je dirigerais d’ici la politique d’Angleterre que je ne la dirigerais pas autrement.

	«Gouvernée ainsi qu’on la gouverne, l’Angleterre est pour l’Europe un nid éternel à procès. La Hollande protège Charles II: laissez faire la Hollande; ils se fâcheront, ils se battront; ce sont les deux seules puissances maritimes; laissez-les détruire leurs marines l’une par l’autre; nous construirons la nôtre avec les débris de leurs vaisseaux, et encore quand nous aurons de l’argent pour acheter des clous.

	— Oh! que tout ce que vous me dites là est pauvre et mesquin, monsieur le cardinal!

	— Oui, mais comme c’est vrai, Sire, avouez-le. Il y a plus: j’admets un moment la possibilité de manquer à votre parole et d’éluder le traité; cela se voit souvent, qu’on manque à sa parole et qu’on élude un traité, mais c’est quand on a quelque grand intérêt à le faire ou quand on se trouve par trop gêné par le contrat; eh bien! vous autoriseriez l’engagement qu’on vous demande; la France, sa bannière, ce qui est la même chose, passera le détroit et combattra; la France sera vaincue.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Voilà ma foi un habile général, que Sa Majesté Charles II, et Worcester nous donne de belles garanties!

	— Il n’aura plus affaire à Cromwell, monsieur.

	— Oui, mais il aura affaire à Monck, qui est bien autrement dangereux.

	«Ce brave marchand de bière dont nous parlons était un illuminé, il avait des moments d’exaltation, d’épanouissement, de gonflement, pendant lesquels il se fendait comme un tonneau trop plein; par les fentes alors s’échappaient toujours quelques gouttes de sa pensée, et à l’échantillon on connaissait la pensée tout entière. Cromwell nous a ainsi, plus de dix fois, laissé pénétrer dans son âme, quand on croyait cette âme enveloppée d’un triple airain, comme dit Horace. Mais Monck! Ah! Sire, Dieu vous garde de faire jamais de la politique avec M. Monck! C’est lui qui m’a fait depuis un an tous les cheveux gris que j’ai!

	«Monck n’est pas un illuminé, lui, malheureusement, c’est un politique; il ne se fend pas, il se resserre. Depuis dix ans il a les yeux fixés sur un but, et nul n’a pu encore deviner lequel.

	«Tous les matins, comme le conseillait Louis XI, il brûle son bonnet de la nuit. Aussi, le jour où ce plan lentement et solitairement mûri éclatera, il éclatera avec toutes les conditions de succès qui accompagnent toujours l’imprévu.

	«Voilà Monck, Sire, dont vous n’aviez peut-être jamais entendu parler, dont vous ne connaissiez peut-être pas même le nom, avant que votre frère Charles II, qui sait ce qu’il est, lui, le prononçât devant vous, c’est-à-dire une merveille de profondeur et de ténacité, les deux seules choses contre lesquelles l’esprit et l’ardeur s’émoussent. Sire, j’ai eu de l’ardeur quand j’étais jeune, j’ai eu de l’esprit toujours. Je puis m’en vanter, puisqu’on me le reproche. J’ai fait un beau chemin avec ces deux qualités, puisque de fils d’un pêcheur de Piscina, je suis devenu Premier ministre du roi de France, et que dans cette qualité, Votre Majesté veut bien le reconnaître, j’ai rendu quelques services au trône de Votre Majesté. Eh bien! Sire, si j’eusse rencontré Monck sur ma route, au lieu d’y trouver M. de Beaufort, M. de Retz, ou M. le prince, eh bien, nous étions perdus. Engagez-vous à la légère, Sire, et vous tomberez dans les griffes de ce soldat politique. Le casque de Monck, Sire, est un coffre de fer au fond duquel il enferme ses pensées, et dont personne n’a la clef. Aussi, près de lui, ou plutôt devant lui, je m’incline, Sire, moi qui n’ai qu’une barrette de velours.

	— Que pensez-vous donc que veuille Monck, alors?

	— Eh! si je le savais, Sire, je ne vous dirais pas de vous défier de lui, car je serais plus fort que lui; mais avec lui j’ai peur de deviner; de deviner! vous comprenez mon mot? car si je crois avoir deviné, je m’arrêterai à une idée, et, malgré moi, je poursuivrai cette idée. Depuis que cet homme est au pouvoir là-bas, je suis comme ces damnés de Dante à qui Satan a tordu le cou, qui marchent en avant et qui regardent en arrière: je vais du côté de Madrid, mais je ne perds pas de vue Londres. Deviner, avec ce diable d’homme, c’est se tromper, et se tromper, c’est se perdre. Dieu me garde de jamais chercher à deviner ce qu’il désire; je me borne, et c’est bien assez, à espionner ce qu’il fait; or, je crois — vous comprenez la portée du mot je crois? je crois, relativement à Monck, n’engage à rien —, je crois qu’il a tout bonnement envie de succéder à Cromwell. Votre Charles II lui a déjà fait faire des propositions par dix personnes; il s’est contenté de chasser les dix entremetteurs sans rien leur dire autre chose que: «Allez-vous-en, ou je vous fais pendre!» C’est un sépulcre que cet homme! Dans ce moment-ci, Monck fait du dévouement au Parlement Croupion; de ce dévouement, par exemple, je ne suis pas dupe: Monck ne veut pas être assassiné. Un assassinat l’arrêterait au milieu de son œuvre, et il faut que son œuvre s’accomplisse; aussi je crois, mais ne croyez pas ce que je crois, je dis je crois par habitude; je crois que Monck ménage le Parlement jusqu’au moment où il le brisera. On vous demande des épées, mais c’est pour se battre contre Monck. Dieu nous garde de nous battre contre Monck, Sire, car Monck nous battra, et battu par Monck, je ne m’en consolerais de ma vie! Cette victoire, je me dirais que Monck la prévoyait depuis dix ans. Pour Dieu! Sire, par amitié pour vous, si ce n’est par considération pour lui, que Charles II se tienne tranquille; Votre Majesté lui fera ici un petit revenu; elle lui donnera un de ses châteaux. Eh! eh! attendez donc! mais je me rappelle le traité, ce fameux traité dont nous parlions tout à l’heure! Votre Majesté n’en a pas même le droit, de lui donner un château!

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, oui, Sa Majesté s’est engagée à ne pas donner l’hospitalité au roi Charles, à le faire sortir de France même. C’est pour cela que vous ferez comprendre à votre frère qu’il ne peut rester chez nous, que c’est impossible, qu’il nous compromet, ou moi-même...

	— Assez, monsieur! dit Louis XIV en se levant. Que vous me refusiez un million, vous en avez le droit: vos millions sont à vous; que vous me refusiez deux cents gentilshommes, vous en avez le droit encore, car vous êtes Premier ministre, et vous avez, aux yeux de la France, la responsabilité de la paix et de la guerre; mais que vous prétendiez m’empêcher, moi le roi, de donner l’hospitalité au petit-fils de Henri IV, à mon cousin germain, au compagnon de mon enfance! là s’arrête votre pouvoir, là commence ma volonté.

	— Sire, dit Mazarin, enchanté d’en être quitte à si bon marché, et qui n’avait d’ailleurs si chaudement combattu que pour en arriver là; Sire, je me courberai toujours devant la volonté de mon roi; que mon roi garde donc près de lui ou dans un de ses châteaux le roi d’Angleterre, que Mazarin le sache, mais que le ministre ne le sache pas.

	— Bonne nuit, monsieur, dit Louis XIV, je m’en vais désespéré.

	— Mais convaincu, c’est tout ce qu’il me faut, Sire, répliqua Mazarin.

	Le roi ne répondit pas, et se retira tout pensif, convaincu, non pas de tout ce que lui avait dit Mazarin, mais d’une chose au contraire qu’il s’était bien gardé de lui dire, c’était de la nécessité d’étudier sérieusement ses affaires et celles de l’Europe, car il les voyait difficiles et obscures.

	Louis retrouva le roi d’Angleterre assis à la même place où il l’avait laissé.

	En l’apercevant, le prince anglais se leva; mais du premier coup d’œil il vit le découragement écrit en lettres sombres sur le front de son cousin.

	Alors, prenant la parole le premier, comme pour faciliter à Louis l’aveu pénible qu’il avait à lui faire:

	— Quoi qu’il en soit, dit-il, je n’oublierai jamais toute la bonté, toute l’amitié dont vous avez fait preuve à mon égard.

	— Hélas! répliqua sourdement Louis XIV, bonne volonté stérile, mon frère!

	Charles II devint extrêmement pâle, passa une main froide sur son front, et lutta quelques instants contre un éblouissement qui le fit chanceler.

	— Je comprends, dit-il enfin, plus d’espoir!

	Louis saisit la main de Charles II.

	— Attendez, mon frère, dit-il, ne précipitez rien, tout peut changer; ce sont les résolutions extrêmes qui ruinent les causes; ajoutez, je vous en supplie, une année d’épreuve encore aux années que vous avez déjà subies. Il n’y a, pour vous décider à agir en ce moment plutôt qu’en un autre, ni occasion ni opportunité; venez avec moi, mon frère, je vous donnerai une de mes résidences, celle qu’il vous plaira d’habiter; j’aurai l’œil avec vous sur les événements, nous les préparerons ensemble; allons, mon frère, du courage!

	Charles II dégagea sa main de celle du roi, et se reculant pour le saluer avec plus de cérémonie:

	— De tout mon cœur, merci, répliqua-t-il, Sire, mais j’ai prié sans résultat le plus grand roi de la terre, maintenant je vais demander un miracle à Dieu.

	Et il sortit sans vouloir en entendre davantage, le front haut, la main frémissante, avec une contraction douloureuse de son noble visage, et cette sombre profondeur du regard qui, ne trouvant plus d’espoir dans le monde des hommes, semble aller au-delà en demander à des mondes inconnus.

	L’officier des mousquetaires, en le voyant ainsi passer livide, s’inclina presque à genoux pour le saluer.

	Il prit ensuite un flambeau, appela deux mousquetaires et descendit avec le malheureux roi l’escalier désert, tenant à la main gauche son chapeau, dont la plume balayait les degrés.

	Arrivé à la porte, l’officier demanda au roi de quel côté il se dirigeait, afin d’y envoyer les mousquetaires.

	— Monsieur, répondit Charles II à demi-voix, vous qui avez connu mon père, dites-vous, peut-être avez-vous prié pour lui? Si cela est ainsi, ne m’oubliez pas non plus dans vos prières. Maintenant je m’en vais seul, et vous prie de ne point m’accompagner ni de me faire accompagner plus loin.

	L’officier s’inclina et renvoya ses mousquetaires dans l’intérieur du palais.

	Mais lui demeura un instant sous le porche pour voir Charles II s’éloigner et se perdre dans l’ombre de la rue tournante.

	— À celui-là, comme autrefois à son père, murmura-t-il, Athos, s’il était là, dirait avec raison: «Salut à la Majesté tombée!»

	Puis, montant les escaliers:

	— Ah! le vilain service que je fais! dit-il à chaque marche. Ah! le piteux maître! La vie ainsi faite n’est plus tolérable, et il est temps enfin que je prenne mon parti!... Plus de générosité, plus d’énergie! continua-t-il.

	«Allons, le maître a réussi, l’élève est atrophié pour toujours. Mordioux! je n’y résisterai pas. Allons, vous autres, continua-t-il en entrant dans l’antichambre, que faites-vous là à me regarder ainsi? Éteignez ces flambeaux et rentrez à vos postes! Ah! vous me gardiez? Oui, vous veillez sur moi, n’est-ce pas, bonnes gens? Braves niais! je ne suis pas le duc de Guise, allez, et l’on ne m’assassinera pas dans le petit couloir. D’ailleurs, ajouta-t-il tout bas, ce serait une résolution, et l’on ne prend plus de résolutions depuis que M. le cardinal de Richelieu est mort. Ah! à la bonne heure, c’était un homme, celui-là! C’est décidé, dès demain je jette la casaque aux orties!

	Puis, se ravisant:

	— Non, dit-il, pas encore! J’ai une superbe épreuve à faire, et je la ferai; mais celle-là, je le jure, ce sera la dernière, mordioux!

	Il n’avait pas achevé, qu’une voix partit de la chambre du roi.

	— Monsieur le lieutenant! dit cette voix.

	— Me voici, répondit-il.

	— Le roi demande à vous parler.

	— Allons, dit le lieutenant, peut-être est-ce pour ce que je pense.

	Et il entra chez le roi.

	Chapitre XII — Le roi et le lieutenant

	Lorsque le roi vit l’officier près de lui, il congédia son valet de chambre et son gentilhomme.

	— Qui est de service demain, monsieur? demanda-t-il alors. Le lieutenant inclina la tête avec une politesse de soldat et répondit:

	— Moi, Sire.

	— Comment, encore vous?

	— Moi toujours.

	— Comment cela se fait-il, monsieur?

	— Sire, les mousquetaires, en voyage, fournissent tous les postes de la maison de Votre Majesté, c’est-à-dire le vôtre, celui de la reine mère et celui de M. le cardinal, qui emprunte au roi la meilleure partie ou plutôt la plus nombreuse partie de sa garde royale.

	— Mais les intérims?

	— Il n’y a d’intérim, Sire, que pour vingt ou trente hommes qui se reposent sur cent vingt. Au Louvre, c’est différent, et si j’étais au Louvre, je me reposerais sur mon brigadier; mais en route, Sire, on ne sait ce qui peut arriver et j’aime assez faire ma besogne moi-même.

	— Ainsi, vous êtes de garde tous les jours?

	— Et toutes les nuits, oui, Sire.

	— Monsieur, je ne puis souffrir cela, et je veux que vous vous reposiez.

	— C’est fort bien, Sire, mais moi, je ne le veux pas.

	— Plaît-il? fit le roi, qui ne comprit pas tout d’abord le sens de cette réponse.

	— Je dis, Sire, que je ne veux pas m’exposer à une faute. Si le diable avait un mauvais tour à me jouer, vous comprenez, Sire, comme il connaît l’homme auquel il a affaire, il choisirait le moment où je ne serais point là. Mon service avant tout et la paix de ma conscience.

	— Mais à ce métier-là, monsieur, vous vous tuerez.

	— Eh! Sire, il y a trente-cinq ans que je le fais, ce métier-là, et je suis l’homme de France et de Navarre qui se porte le mieux. Au surplus, Sire, ne vous inquiétez pas de moi, je vous prie; cela me semblerait trop étrange, attendu que je n’en ai pas l’habitude.

	Le roi coupa court à la conversation par une question nouvelle.

	— Vous serez donc là demain matin? demanda-t-il.

	— Comme à présent, oui, Sire.

	Le roi fit alors quelques tours dans sa chambre; il était facile de voir qu’il brûlait du désir de parler, mais qu’une crainte quelconque le retenait. Le lieutenant, debout, immobile, le feutre à la main, le poing sur la hanche, le regardait faire ses évolutions, et tout en le regardant, il grommelait en mordant sa moustache:

	«Il n’a pas de résolution pour une demi-pistole, ma parole d’honneur! Gageons qu’il ne parlera point.»

	Le roi continuait de marcher, tout en jetant de temps en temps un regard de côté sur le lieutenant.

	«C’est son père tout craché, poursuivait celui-ci dans son monologue secret; il est à la fois orgueilleux, avare et timide. Peste soit du maître, va!»

	Louis s’arrêta.

	— Lieutenant? dit-il.

	— Me voilà, Sire.

	— Pourquoi donc, ce soir, avez-vous crié là-bas, dans la salle: «Le service du roi, les mousquetaires de Sa Majesté»?

	— Parce que vous m’en avez donné l’ordre, Sire.

	— Moi?

	— Vous-même.

	— En vérité, je n’ai pas dit un seul mot de cela, monsieur.

	— Sire, on donne un ordre par un signe, par un geste, par un clin d’œil, aussi franchement, aussi clairement qu’avec la parole. Un serviteur qui n’aurait que des oreilles ne serait que la moitié d’un bon serviteur.

	— Vos yeux sont bien perçants alors, monsieur.

	— Pourquoi cela, Sire?

	— Parce qu’ils voient ce qui n’est point.

	— Mes yeux sont bons, en effet, Sire, quoiqu’ils aient beaucoup servi et depuis longtemps leur maître; aussi, toutes les fois qu’ils ont quelque chose à voir, ils n’en manquent pas l’occasion. Or, ce soir ils ont vu que Votre Majesté rougissait à force d’avoir envie de bâiller; que Votre Majesté regardait avec des supplications éloquentes, d’abord Son Éminence, ensuite Sa Majesté la reine mère, enfin la porte par laquelle on sort; et ils ont si bien remarqué tout ce que je viens de dire, qu’ils ont vu les lèvres de Votre Majesté articuler ces paroles: «Qui donc me sortira de là?»

	— Monsieur!

	— Ou tout au moins ceci, Sire: «Mes mousquetaires!» Alors je n’ai pas hésité. Ce regard était pour moi, la parole était pour moi; j’ai crié aussitôt: «Les mousquetaires de Sa Majesté!» Et d’ailleurs, cela est si vrai, Sire, que Votre Majesté, non seulement ne m’a pas donné tort, mais encore m’a donné raison en partant sur-le-champ.

	Le roi se détourna pour sourire; puis, après quelques secondes, il ramena son œil limpide sur cette physionomie si intelligente, si hardie et si ferme, qu’on eût dit le profil énergique et fier de l’aigle en face du soleil.

	— C’est bien, dit-il après un court silence, pendant lequel il essaya, mais en vain, de faire baisser les yeux à son officier.

	Mais voyant que le roi ne disait plus rien, celui-ci pirouetta sur ses talons et fit trois pas pour s’en aller en murmurant: «Il ne parlera pas, mordioux! il ne parlera pas!»

	— Merci, monsieur, dit alors le roi.

	«En vérité, poursuivit le lieutenant, il n’eût plus manqué que cela, être blâmé pour avoir été moins sot qu’un autre.»

	Et il gagna la porte en faisant sonner militairement ses éperons.

	Mais arrivé sur le seuil, et sentant que le désir du roi l’attirait en arrière, il se retourna.

	— Votre Majesté m’a tout dit? demanda-t-il d’un ton que rien ne saurait rendre et qui, sans paraître provoquer la confiance royale, contenait tant de persuasive franchise, que le roi répliqua sur-le-champ:

	— Si fait, monsieur, approchez.

	«Allons donc! murmura l’officier, il y vient enfin!»

	— Écoutez-moi.

	— Je ne perds pas une parole, Sire.

	— Vous monterez à cheval, monsieur, demain, vers quatre heures du matin, et vous me ferez seller un cheval pour moi.

	— Des écuries de Votre Majesté?

	— Non, d’un de vos mousquetaires.

	— Très bien, Sire. Est-ce tout?

	— Et vous m’accompagnerez.

	— Seul?

	— Seul.

	— Viendrai-je quérir Votre Majesté, ou l’attendrai-je?

	— Vous m’attendrez.

	— Où cela, Sire?

	— À la petite porte du parc.

	Le lieutenant s’inclina, comprenant que le roi lui avait dit tout ce qu’il avait à lui dire.

	En effet, le roi le congédia par un geste tout aimable de sa main. L’officier sortit de la chambre du roi et revint se placer philosophiquement sur sa chaise, où, bien loin de s’endormir, comme on aurait pu le croire, vu l’heure avancée de la nuit, il se mit à réfléchir plus profondément qu’il n’avait jamais fait.

	Le résultat de ces réflexions ne fut point aussi triste que l’avaient été les réflexions précédentes.

	«Allons, il a commencé, dit-il; l’amour le pousse, il marche, il marche! Le roi est nul chez lui, mais l’homme vaudra peut-être quelque chose. D’ailleurs, nous verrons bien demain matin... Oh! oh! s’écria-t-il tout à coup en se redressant, voilà une idée gigantesque, mordioux! et peut-être ma fortune est-elle dans cette idée-là!»

	Après cette exclamation, l’officier se leva et arpenta, les mains dans les poches de son justaucorps, l’immense antichambre qui lui servait d’appartement.

	La bougie flambait avec fureur sous l’effort d’une brise fraîche qui, s’introduisant par les gerçures de la porte et par les fentes de la fenêtre, coupait diagonalement la salle. Elle projetait une lueur rougeâtre, inégale, tantôt radieuse, tantôt ternie, et l’on voyait marcher sur la muraille la grande ombre du lieutenant, découpée en silhouette comme une figure de Callot, avec l’épée en broche et le feutre empanaché.

	«Certes, murmurait-il, ou je me trompe fort, ou le Mazarin tend là un piège au jeune amoureux; le Mazarin a donné ce soir un rendez-vous et une adresse aussi complaisamment que l’eût pu faire M. Dangeau lui-même. J’ai entendu et je sais la valeur des paroles. «Demain matin, a-t-il dit, elles passeront à la hauteur du pont de Blois.» Mordioux! c’est clair, cela! et surtout pour un amant! C’est pourquoi cet embarras, c’est pourquoi cette hésitation, c’est pourquoi cet ordre: «Monsieur le lieutenant de mes mousquetaires, à cheval demain, à quatre heures du matin.» Ce qui est aussi clair que s’il m’eût dit: «Monsieur le lieutenant de mes mousquetaires, demain, à quatre heures du matin, au pont de Blois, entendez-vous?» Il y a donc là un secret d’État que moi, chétif, je tiens à l’heure qu’il est. Et pourquoi est-ce que je le tiens? Parce que j’ai de bons yeux, comme je le disais tout à l’heure à Sa Majesté. C’est qu’on dit qu’il l’aime à la fureur, cette petite poupée d’Italienne! C’est qu’on dit qu’il s’est jeté aux genoux de sa mère pour lui demander de l’épouser! C’est qu’on dit que la reine a été jusqu’à consulter la cour de Rome pour savoir si un pareil mariage, fait contre sa volonté, serait valable! Oh! si j’avais encore vingt-cinq ans! si j’avais là, à mes côtés, ceux que je n’ai plus! si je ne méprisais pas profondément tout le monde, je brouillerais M. de Mazarin avec la reine mère, la France avec l’Espagne, et je ferais une reine de ma façon; mais, bah!»

	Et le lieutenant fit claquer ses doigts en signe de dédain.

	«Ce misérable Italien, ce pleutre, ce ladre vert, qui vient de refuser un million au roi d’Angleterre, ne me donnerait peut-être pas mille pistoles pour la nouvelle que je lui porterais. Oh! mordioux! voilà que je tombe en enfance! voilà que je m’abrutis! Le Mazarin donner quelque chose, ha! ha! ha!»

	Et l’officier se mit à rire formidablement tout seul.

	«Dormons, dit-il, dormons, et tout de suite. J’ai l’esprit fatigué de ma soirée, demain il verra plus clair qu’aujourd’hui.»

	Et sur cette recommandation faite à lui-même, il s’enveloppa de son manteau, narguant son royal voisin.

	Cinq minutes après, il dormait les poings fermés, les lèvres entrouvertes, laissant échapper, non pas son secret, mais un ronflement sonore qui se développait à l’aise sous la voûte majestueuse de l’antichambre.

	Chapitre XIII — Marie de Mancini

	Le soleil éclairait à peine de ses premiers rayons les grands bois du parc et les hautes girouettes du château, quand le jeune roi, réveillé déjà depuis plus de deux heures, et tout entier à l’insomnie de l’amour, ouvrit son volet lui-même et jeta un regard curieux sur les cours du palais endormi.

	Il vit qu’il était l’heure convenue: la grande horloge de la cour marquait même quatre heures un quart.

	Il ne réveilla point son valet de chambre, qui dormait profondément à quelque distance; il s’habilla seul, et ce valet, tout effaré, arrivait, croyant avoir manqué à son service, lorsque Louis le renvoya dans sa chambre en lui recommandant le silence le plus absolu. Alors il descendit le petit escalier, sortit par une porte latérale, et aperçut le long du mur du parc un cavalier qui tenait un cheval de main.

	Ce cavalier était méconnaissable dans son manteau et sous son chapeau.

	Quant au cheval, sellé comme celui d’un bourgeois riche, il n’offrait rien de remarquable à l’œil le plus exercé.

	Louis vint prendre la bride de ce cheval; l’officier lui tint l’étrier, sans quitter lui-même la selle, et demanda d’une voix discrète les ordres de Sa Majesté.

	— Suivez-moi, répondit Louis XIV.

	L’officier mit son cheval au trot derrière celui de son maître, et ils descendirent ainsi vers le pont.

	Lorsqu’ils furent de l’autre côté de la Loire:

	— Monsieur, dit le roi, vous allez me faire le plaisir de piquer devant vous jusqu’à ce que vous aperceviez un carrosse; alors vous reviendrez m’avertir; je me tiens ici.

	— Votre Majesté daignera-t-elle me donner quelques détails sur le carrosse que je suis chargé de découvrir?

	— Un carrosse dans lequel vous verrez deux dames et probablement aussi leurs suivantes.

	— Sire, je ne veux point faire d’erreur; y a-t-il encore un autre signe auquel je puisse reconnaître ce carrosse?

	— Il sera, selon toute probabilité, aux armes de M. le cardinal.

	— C’est bien, Sire, répondit l’officier, entièrement fixé sur l’objet de sa reconnaissance.

	Il mit alors son cheval au grand trot et piqua du côté indiqué par le roi. Mais il n’eut pas fait cinq cents pas qu’il vit quatre mules, puis un carrosse poindre derrière un monticule.

	Derrière ce carrosse en venait un autre. Il n’eut besoin que d’un coup d’œil pour s’assurer que c’étaient bien là les équipages qu’il était venu chercher.

	Il tourna bride sur-le-champ, et se rapprochant du roi:

	— Sire, dit-il, voici les carrosses. Le premier, en effet, contient deux dames avec leurs femmes de chambre; le second renferme des valets de pied, des provisions, des hardes.

	— Bien, bien, répondit le roi d’une voix tout émue. Eh bien! allez, je vous prie, dire à ces dames qu’un cavalier de la cour désire présenter ses hommages à elles seules.

	L’officier partit au galop.

	— Mordioux! disait-il tout en courant, voilà un emploi nouveau et honorable, j’espère! Je me plaignais de n’être rien, je suis confident du roi. Un mousquetaire, c’est à en crever d’orgueil!

	Il s’approcha du carrosse et fit sa commission en messager galant et spirituel.

	Deux dames étaient en effet dans le carrosse: l’une d’une grande beauté, quoique un peu maigre; l’autre moins favorisée de la nature, mais vive, gracieuse, et réunissant dans les légers plis de son front tous les signes de la volonté. Ses yeux vifs et perçants, surtout, parlaient plus éloquemment que toutes les phrases amoureuses de mise en ces temps de galanterie. Ce fut à celle-là que d’Artagnan s’adressa sans se tromper, quoique, ainsi que nous l’avons dit, l’autre fût plus jolie peut-être.

	— Mesdames, dit-il, je suis le lieutenant des mousquetaires, et il y a sur la route un cavalier qui vous attend et qui désire vous présenter ses hommages.

	À ces mots, dont il suivait curieusement l’effet, la dame aux yeux noirs poussa un cri de joie, se pencha hors de la portière, et, voyant accourir le cavalier, tendit les bras en s’écriant:

	— Ah! mon cher Sire!

	Et les larmes jaillirent aussitôt de ses yeux. Le cocher arrêta ses chevaux, les femmes de chambre se levèrent avec confusion au fond du carrosse, et la seconde dame ébaucha une révérence terminée par le plus ironique sourire que la jalousie ait jamais dessiné sur des lèvres de femme.

	— Marie! chère Marie! s’écria le roi en prenant dans ses deux mains la main de la dame aux yeux noirs.

	Et, ouvrant lui-même la lourde portière, il l’attira hors du carrosse avec tant d’ardeur qu’elle fut dans ses bras avant de toucher la terre. Le lieutenant, posté de l’autre côté du carrosse, voyait et entendait sans être remarqué.

	Le roi offrit son bras à Mlle de Mancini, et fit signe aux cochers et aux laquais de poursuivre leur chemin.

	Il était six heures à peu près; la route était fraîche et charmante; de grands arbres aux feuillages encore noués dans leur bourre dorée laissaient filtrer la rosée du matin suspendue comme des diamants liquides à leurs branches frémissantes; l’herbe s’épanouissait au pied des haies; les hirondelles, revenues depuis quelques jours, décrivaient leurs courbes gracieuses entre le ciel et l’eau; une brise parfumée par les bois dans leur floraison courait le long de cette route et ridait la nappe d’eau du fleuve; toutes ces beautés du jour, tous ces parfums des plantes, toutes ces aspirations de la terre vers le ciel, enivraient les deux amants, marchant côte à côte, appuyés l’un à l’autre, les yeux sur les yeux, la main dans la main, et qui, s’attardant par un commun désir, n’osaient parler, tant ils avaient de choses à se dire.

	L’officier vit que le cheval abandonné errait çà et là et inquiétait Mlle de Mancini. Il profita du prétexte pour se rapprocher en arrêtant le cheval, et, à pied aussi entre les deux montures qu’il maintenait, il ne perdit pas un mot ni un geste des deux amants. Ce fut Mlle de Mancini qui commença.

	— Ah! mon cher Sire, dit elle, vous ne m’abandonnez donc pas, vous?

	— Non, répondit le roi: vous le voyez bien, Marie.

	— On me l’avait tant dit, cependant: qu’à peine serions-nous séparés, vous ne penseriez plus à moi!

	— Chère Marie, est-ce donc d’aujourd’hui que vous vous apercevez que nous sommes entourés de gens intéressés à nous tromper?

	— Mais enfin, Sire, ce voyage, cette alliance avec l’Espagne? On vous marie!

	Louis baissa la tête.

	En même temps l’officier put voir luire au soleil les regards de Marie de Mancini, brillants comme une dague qui jaillit du fourreau.

	— Et vous n’avez rien fait pour notre amour? demanda la jeune fille après un instant de silence.

	— Ah! mademoiselle, comment pouvez-vous croire cela! Je me suis jeté aux genoux de ma mère; j’ai prié, j’ai supplié; j’ai dit que tout mon bonheur était en vous; j’ai menacé...

	— Eh bien? demanda vivement Marie.

	— Eh bien! la reine mère a écrit en cour de Rome, et on lui a répondu qu’un mariage entre nous n’aurait aucune valeur et serait cassé par le Saint-Père. Enfin, voyant qu’il n’y avait pas d’espoir pour nous, j’ai demandé qu’on retardât au moins mon mariage avec l’infante.

	— Ce qui n’empêche point que vous ne soyez en route pour aller au-devant d’elle.

	— Que voulez-vous! à mes prières, à mes supplications, à mes larmes, on a répondu par la raison d’État.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! que voulez-vous faire, mademoiselle, lorsque tant de volontés se liguent contre moi?

	Ce fut au tour de Marie de baisser la tête.

	— Alors, il me faudra vous dire adieu pour toujours, dit-elle. Vous savez qu’on m’exile, qu’on m’ensevelit; vous savez qu’on fait plus encore, vous savez qu’on me marie, aussi, moi!

	Louis devint pâle et porta une main à son cœur.

	— S’il ne se fût agi que de ma vie, moi aussi j’ai été si fort persécutée que j’eusse cédé, mais j’ai cru qu’il s’agissait de la vôtre, mon cher Sire, et j’ai combattu pour conserver votre bien.

	— Oh! oui, mon bien, mon trésor! murmura le roi, plus galamment que passionnément peut-être.

	— Le cardinal eût cédé, dit Marie, si vous vous fussiez adressé à lui, si vous eussiez insisté. Le cardinal appeler le roi de France son neveu! comprenez-vous, Sire! Il eût tout fait pour cela, même la guerre; le cardinal, assuré de gouverner seul, sous le double prétexte qu’il avait élevé le roi et qu’il lui avait donné sa nièce, le cardinal eût combattu toutes les volontés, renversé tous les obstacles. Oh! Sire, Sire, je vous en réponds. Moi, je suis une femme et je vois clair dans tout ce qui est amour.

	Ces paroles produisirent sur le roi une impression singulière. On eût dit qu’au lieu d’exalter sa passion, elles la refroidissaient. Il ralentit le pas et dit avec précipitation:

	— Que voulez-vous, mademoiselle! tout a échoué.

	— Excepté votre volonté, n’est-ce pas, mon cher Sire?

	— Hélas! dit le roi rougissant, est-ce que j’ai une volonté, moi!

	— Oh! laissa échapper douloureusement Mlle de Mancini, blessée de ce mot.

	— Le roi n’a de volonté que celle que lui dicte la politique, que celle que lui impose la raison d’État.

	— Oh! c’est que vous n’avez pas d’amour! s’écria Marie; si vous m’aimiez, Sire, vous auriez une volonté.

	En prononçant ces mots, Marie leva les yeux sur son amant, qu’elle vit plus pâle et plus défait qu’un exilé qui va quitter à jamais sa terre natale.

	— Accusez-moi, murmura le roi, mais ne me dites point que je ne vous aime pas.

	Un long silence suivit ces mots, que le jeune roi avait prononcés avec un sentiment bien vrai et bien profond.

	— Je ne puis penser, Sire, continua Marie, tentant un dernier effort, que demain, après-demain, je ne vous verrai plus; je ne puis penser que j’irai finir mes tristes jours loin de Paris, que les lèvres d’un vieillard, d’un inconnu, toucheraient cette main que vous tenez dans les vôtres; non, en vérité, je ne puis penser à tout cela, mon cher Sire, sans que mon pauvre cœur éclate de désespoir.

	Et, en effet, Marie de Mancini fondit en larmes. De son côté, le roi, attendri, porta son mouchoir à ses lèvres et étouffa un sanglot.

	— Voyez, dit-elle, les voitures se sont arrêtées; ma sœur m’attend, l’heure est suprême: ce que vous allez décider sera décidé pour toute la vie! Oh! Sire, vous voulez donc que je vous perde? Vous voulez donc, Louis, que celle à qui vous avez dit: «Je vous aime» appartienne à un autre qu’à son roi, à son maître, à son amant? Oh! du courage, Louis! un mot, un seul mot! dites: «Je veux!» et toute ma vie est enchaînée à la vôtre, et tout mon cœur est à vous à jamais.

	Le roi ne répondit rien.

	Marie alors le regarda comme Didon regarda Énée aux Champs élyséens, farouche et dédaigneuse.

	— Adieu, donc, dit-elle, adieu la vie, adieu l’amour, adieu le Ciel!

	Et elle fit un pas pour s’éloigner; le roi la retint, lui saisit la main, qu’il colla sur ses lèvres, et, le désespoir l’emportant sur la résolution qu’il paraissait avoir prise intérieurement, il laissa tomber sur cette belle main une larme brûlante de regret qui fit tressaillir Marie comme si effectivement cette larme l’eût brûlée.

	Elle vit les yeux humides du roi, son front pâle, ses lèvres convulsives, et s’écria avec un accent que rien ne pourrait rendre:

	— Oh! Sire, vous êtes roi, vous pleurez, et je pars!

	Le roi, pour toute réponse, cacha son visage dans son mouchoir.

	L’officier poussa comme un rugissement qui effraya les deux chevaux. Mlle de Mancini, indignée, quitta le roi et remonta précipitamment dans son carrosse en criant au cocher:

	— Partez, partez vite!

	Le cocher obéit, fouetta ses chevaux, et le lourd carrosse s’ébranla sur ses essieux criards, tandis que le roi de France, seul, abattu, anéanti, n’osait plus regarder ni devant ni derrière lui.

	Chapitre XIV — Où le roi et le lieutenant font chacun preuve de mémoire

	Quand le roi, comme tous les amoureux du monde, eut longtemps et attentivement regardé à l’horizon disparaître le carrosse qui emportait sa maîtresse; lorsqu’il se fut tourné et retourné cent fois du même côté, et qu’il eut enfin réussi à calmer quelque peu l’agitation de son cœur et de sa pensée, il se souvint enfin qu’il n’était pas seul. L’officier tenait toujours le cheval par la bride, et n’avait pas perdu tout espoir de voir le roi revenir sur sa résolution. «Il a encore la ressource de remonter à cheval et de courir après le carrosse: on n’aura rien perdu pour attendre.» Mais l’imagination du lieutenant des mousquetaires était trop brillante et trop riche; elle laissa en arrière celle du roi, qui se garda bien de se porter à un pareil excès de luxe.

	Il se contenta de se rapprocher de l’officier, et d’une voix dolente:

	— Allons, dit-il, nous avons fini... À cheval.

	L’officier imita ce maintien, cette lenteur, cette tristesse et enfourcha lentement et tristement sa monture. Le roi piqua, le lieutenant le suivit.

	Au pont, Louis se retourna une dernière fois. L’officier, patient comme un dieu qui a l’éternité devant et derrière lui, espéra encore un retour d’énergie. Mais ce fut inutilement, rien ne parut. Louis gagna la rue qui conduisait au château et rentra comme sept heures sonnaient. Une fois que le roi fut bien rentré et que le mousquetaire eut bien vu, lui qui voyait tout, un coin de tapisserie se soulever à la fenêtre du cardinal, il poussa un grand soupir comme un homme qu’on délie des plus étroites entraves, et il dit à demi-voix:

	— Pour le coup, mon officier, j’espère que c’est fini!

	Le roi appela son gentilhomme.

	— Je ne recevrai personne avant deux heures, dit-il, entendez-vous, monsieur?

	— Sire, répliqua le gentilhomme, il y a cependant quelqu’un qui demandait à entrer.

	— Qui donc?

	— Votre lieutenant de mousquetaires.

	— Celui qui m’a accompagné?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Ah! fit le roi. Voyons, qu’il entre. L’officier entra.

	Le roi fit signe, le gentilhomme et le valet de chambre sortirent. Louis les suivit des yeux jusqu’à ce qu’ils eussent refermé la porte, et lorsque les tapisseries furent retombées derrière eux:

	— Vous me rappelez par votre présence, monsieur, dit le roi, ce que j’avais oublié de vous recommander, c’est-à-dire la discrétion la plus absolue.

	— Oh! Sire, pourquoi Votre Majesté se donne-t-elle la peine de me faire une pareille recommandation? on voit bien qu’elle ne me connaît pas.

	— Oui, monsieur, c’est la vérité; je sais que vous êtes discret; mais comme je n’avais rien prescrit...

	L’officier s’inclina.

	— Votre Majesté n’a plus rien à me dire? demanda-t-il.

	— Non, monsieur, et vous pouvez vous retirer.

	— Obtiendrai-je la permission de ne pas le faire avant d’avoir parlé au roi, Sire?

	— Qu’avez-vous à me dire? Expliquez-vous, monsieur.

	— Sire, une chose sans importance pour vous, mais qui m’intéresse énormément, moi. Pardonnez-moi donc de vous en entretenir. Sans l’urgence, sans la nécessité, je ne l’eusse jamais fait, et je fusse disparu, muet, et petit, comme j’ai toujours été.

	— Comment, disparu! Je ne vous comprends pas.

	— Sire, en un mot, dit l’officier, je viens demander mon congé à Votre Majesté.

	Le roi fit un mouvement de surprise, mais l’officier ne bougea pas plus qu’une statue.

	— Votre congé, à vous, monsieur? et pour combien de temps, je vous prie?

	— Mais pour toujours, Sire.

	— Comment, vous quitteriez mon service, monsieur? dit Louis avec un mouvement qui décelait plus que de la surprise.

	— Sire, j’ai ce regret.

	— Impossible.

	— Si fait, Sire: je me fais vieux; voilà trente-quatre ou trente-cinq ans que je porte le harnais; mes pauvres épaules sont fatiguées; je sens qu’il faut laisser la place aux jeunes.

	«Je ne suis pas du nouveau siècle, moi! j’ai encore un pied pris dans l’ancien; il en résulte que tout étant étrange à mes yeux, tout m’étonne et tout m’étourdit. Bref! j’ai l’honneur de demander mon congé à Votre Majesté.

	— Monsieur, dit le roi en regardant l’officier, qui portait sa casaque avec une aisance que lui eût enviée un jeune homme, vous êtes plus fort et plus vigoureux que moi.

	— Oh! répondit l’officier avec un sourire de fausse modestie. Votre Majesté me dit cela parce que j’ai encore l’œil assez bon et le pied assez sûr, parce que je ne suis pas mal à cheval et que ma moustache est encore noire; mais, Sire, vanité des vanités que tout cela; illusions que tout cela, apparence, fumée, Sire! J’ai l’air jeune encore, c’est vrai, mais je suis vieux au fond, et avant six mois, j’en suis sûr, je serai cassé, podagre, impotent. Ainsi donc, Sire...

	— Monsieur, interrompit le roi, rappelez-vous vos paroles, d’hier, vous me disiez à cette même place où vous êtes que vous étiez doué de la meilleure santé de France, que la fatigue vous était inconnue, que vous n’aviez aucun souci de passer nuits et jours à votre poste. M’avez-vous dit cela, oui ou non? Rappelez vos souvenirs, monsieur.

	L’officier poussa un soupir.

	— Sire, dit-il, la vieillesse est vaniteuse, et il faut bien pardonner aux vieillards de faire leur éloge que personne ne fait plus. Je disais cela, c’est possible; mais le fait est, Sire, que je suis très fatigué et que je demande ma retraite.

	— Monsieur, dit le roi en avançant sur l’officier avec un geste plein de finesse et de majesté, vous ne me donnez pas la véritable raison; vous voulez quitter mon service, c’est vrai, mais vous me déguisez le motif de cette retraite.

	— Sire, croyez bien...

	— Je crois ce que je vois, monsieur; je vois un homme énergique, vigoureux, plein de présence d’esprit, le meilleur soldat de France, peut-être, et ce personnage-là ne me persuade pas le moins du monde que vous ayez besoin de repos.

	— Ah! Sire, dit le lieutenant avec amertume, que d’éloges! Votre Majesté me confond, en vérité! Énergique, vigoureux, spirituel, brave, le meilleur soldat de l’armée! mais, Sire, Votre Majesté exagère mon peu de mérite, à ce point que si bonne opinion que j’aie de moi, je ne me reconnais plus en vérité. Si j’étais assez vain pour croire à moitié seulement aux paroles de Votre Majesté, je me regarderais comme un homme précieux, indispensable; je dirais qu’un serviteur, lorsqu’il réunit tant et de si brillantes qualités, est un trésor sans prix. Or, Sire, j’ai été toute ma vie, je dois le dire, excepté aujourd’hui, apprécié, à mon avis, fort au-dessous de ce que je valais. Je le répète, Votre Majesté exagère donc.

	Le roi fronça le sourcil, car il voyait une raillerie sourire amèrement au fond des paroles de l’officier.

	— Voyons, monsieur, dit-il, abordons franchement la question. Est-ce que mon service ne vous plaît pas, dites? Allons, point de détours, répondez hardiment, franchement, je le veux.

	L’officier, qui roulait depuis quelques instants d’un air assez embarrassé son feutre entre ses mains, releva la tête à ces mots.

	— Oh! Sire, dit-il, voilà qui me met un peu plus à l’aise. À une question posée aussi franchement, je répondrai moi-même franchement. Dire vrai est une bonne chose, tant à cause du plaisir qu’on éprouve à se soulager le cœur, qu’à cause de la rareté du fait. Je dirai donc la vérité à mon roi, tout en le suppliant d’excuser la franchise d’un vieux soldat.

	Louis regarda son officier avec une vive inquiétude qui se manifesta par l’agitation de son geste.

	— Eh bien! donc, parlez, dit-il; car je suis impatient d’entendre les vérités que vous avez à me dire.

	L’officier jeta son chapeau sur une table, et sa figure, déjà si intelligente et si martiale, prit tout à coup un étrange caractère de grandeur et de solennité.

	— Sire, dit-il, je quitte le service du roi parce que je suis mécontent. Le valet, en ce temps-ci, peut s’approcher respectueusement de son maître comme je le fais, lui donner l’emploi de son travail, lui rapporter les outils, lui rendre compte des fonds qui lui ont été confiés, et dire: «Maître, ma journée est faite, payez-moi, je vous prie, et séparons-nous.»

	— Monsieur, monsieur! s’écria le roi, pourpre de colère.

	— Ah! Sire, répondit l’officier en fléchissant un moment le genou, jamais serviteur ne fut plus respectueux que je ne le suis devant Votre Majesté; seulement, vous m’avez ordonné de dire la vérité. Or, maintenant que j’ai commencé de la dire, il faut qu’elle éclate, même si vous me commandiez de la taire.

	Il y avait une telle résolution exprimée dans les muscles froncés du visage de l’officier, que Louis XIV n’eut pas besoin de lui dire de continuer; il continua donc, tandis que le roi le regardait avec une curiosité mêlée d’admiration.

	— Sire, voici bientôt trente-cinq ans, comme je le disais, que je sers la maison de France; peu de gens ont usé autant d’épées que moi à ce service, et les épées dont je parle étaient de bonnes épées, Sire. J’étais enfant, j’étais ignorant de toutes choses excepté du courage, quand le roi votre père devina en moi un homme. J’étais un homme, Sire, lorsque le cardinal de Richelieu, qui s’y connaissait, devina en moi un ennemi. Sire, l’histoire de cette inimitié de la fourmi et du lion, vous l’eussiez pu lire depuis la première jusqu’à la dernière ligne dans les archives secrètes de votre famille. Si jamais l’envie vous en prend, Sire, faites-le; cette histoire en vaut la peine, c’est moi qui vous le dis. Vous y lirez que le lion, fatigué, lassé, haletant, demanda enfin grâce, et, il faut lui rendre cette justice, qu’il fit grâce aussi. Oh! ce fut un beau temps, Sire, semé de batailles, comme une épopée du Tasse ou de l’Arioste! Les merveilles de ce temps-là, auxquelles le nôtre refuserait de croire, furent pour nous tous des banalités. Pendant cinq ans, je fus un héros tous les jours, à ce que m’ont dit du moins quelques personnages de mérite; et c’est long, croyez-moi, Sire, un héroïsme de cinq ans! Cependant je crois à ce que m’ont dit ces gens-là, car c’étaient de bons appréciateurs: on les appelait M. de Richelieu, M. de Buckingham, M. de Beaufort, M. de Retz, un rude génie aussi, celui-là, dans la guerre des rues! enfin, le roi Louis XIII, et même la reine, votre auguste mère, qui voulut bien me dire un jour: Merci! Je ne sais plus quel service j’avais eu l’honneur de lui rendre. Pardonnez-moi, Sire, de parler si hardiment; mais ce que je vous raconte là, j’ai déjà eu l’honneur de le dire à Votre Majesté, c’est de l’histoire.

	Le roi se mordit les lèvres et s’assit violemment dans un fauteuil.

	— J’obsède Votre Majesté, dit le lieutenant. Eh! Sire, voilà ce que c’est que la vérité! C’est une dure compagne, elle est hérissée de fer; elle blesse qui elle atteint, et parfois aussi qui la dit.

	— Non, monsieur, répondit le roi; je vous ai invité à parler, parlez donc.

	— Après le service du roi et du cardinal, vint le service de la régence, Sire; je me suis bien battu aussi dans la Fronde, moins bien cependant que la première fois. Les hommes commençaient à diminuer de taille. Je n’en ai pas moins conduit les mousquetaires de Votre Majesté en quelques occasions périlleuses qui sont restées à l’ordre du jour de la compagnie. C’était un beau sort alors que le mien! J’étais le favori de M. de Mazarin: Lieutenant par-ci! lieutenant par-là! lieutenant à droite! lieutenant à gauche! Il ne se distribuait pas un horion en France que votre très humble serviteur ne fût chargé de la distribution; mais bientôt il ne se contenta point de la France, M. le cardinal! il m’envoya en Angleterre pour le compte de M. Cromwell. Encore un monsieur qui n’était pas tendre, je vous en réponds, Sire. J’ai eu l’honneur de le connaître, et j’ai pu l’apprécier. On m’avait beaucoup promis à l’endroit de cette mission; aussi, comme j’y fis tout autre chose que ce que l’on m’avait recommandé de faire, je fus généreusement payé, car on me nomma enfin capitaine de mousquetaires, c’est-à-dire à la charge la plus enviée de la cour, à celle qui donne le pas sur les maréchaux de France; et c’est justice, car qui dit capitaine de mousquetaires dit la fleur du soldat et le roi des braves!

	— Capitaine, monsieur, répliqua le roi, vous faites erreur, c’est lieutenant que vous voulez dire.

	— Non pas, Sire, je ne fais jamais d’erreur; que Votre Majesté s’en rapporte à moi sur ce point: M. de Mazarin m’en donna le brevet.

	— Eh bien?

	— Mais M. de Mazarin, vous le savez mieux que personne, ne donne pas souvent; et même parfois reprend ce qu’il donne: il me le reprit quand la paix fut faite et qu’il n’eut plus besoin de moi. Certes, je n’étais pas digne de remplacer M. de Tréville, d’illustre mémoire; mais enfin, on m’avait promis, on m’avait donné, il fallait en demeurer là.

	— Voilà ce qui vous mécontente, monsieur? Eh bien! je prendrai des informations. J’aime la justice, moi, et votre réclamation, bien que faite militairement, ne me déplaît pas.

	— Oh! Sire, dit l’officier, Votre Majesté m’a mal compris, je ne réclame plus rien maintenant.

	— Excès de délicatesse, monsieur; mais je veux veiller à vos affaires et plus tard...

	— Oh! Sire, quel mot! Plus tard! Voilà trente ans que je vis sur ce mot plein de bonté, qui a été prononcé par tant de grands personnages, et que vient à son tour de prononcer votre bouche. Plus tard! voilà comment j’ai reçu vingt blessures, et comment j’ai atteint cinquante-quatre ans sans jamais avoir un louis dans ma bourse et sans jamais avoir trouvé un protecteur sur ma route, moi qui ai protégé tant de gens! Aussi, je change de formule, Sire, et quand on me dit: Plus tard, maintenant, je réponds: Tout de suite. C’est le repos que je sollicite, Sire. On peut bien me l’accorder: cela ne coûtera rien à personne.

	— Je ne m’attendais pas à ce langage, monsieur, surtout de la part d’un homme qui a toujours vécu près des grands. Vous oubliez que vous parlez au roi, à un gentilhomme qui est d’aussi bonne maison que vous, je suppose, et quand je dis plus tard, moi, c’est une certitude.

	— Je n’en doute pas, Sire; mais voici la fin de cette terrible vérité que j’avais à vous dire: Quand je verrais sur cette table le bâton de maréchal, l’épée de connétable, la couronne de Pologne, au lieu de plus tard, je vous jure, Sire, que je dirais encore tout de suite. Oh! excusez-moi, Sire, je suis du pays de votre aïeul Henri IV: je ne dis pas souvent, mais je dis tout quand je dis.

	— L’avenir de mon règne vous tente peu, à ce qu’il paraît, monsieur? dit Louis avec hauteur.

	— Oubli, oubli partout! s’écria l’officier avec noblesse; le maître a oublié le serviteur, et voilà que le serviteur en est réduit à oublier son maître. Je vis dans un temps malheureux, Sire! Je vois la jeunesse pleine de découragement et de crainte, je la vois timide et dépouillée, quand elle devrait être riche et puissante. J’ouvre hier soir, par exemple, la porte du roi de France à un roi d’Angleterre dont moi, chétif, j’ai failli sauver le père, si Dieu ne s’était pas mis contre moi, Dieu, qui inspirait son élu Cromwell!

	«J’ouvre, dis-je, cette porte, c’est-à-dire le palais d’un frère à un frère, et je vois, tenez, Sire, cela me serre le cœur! et je vois le ministre de ce roi chasser le proscrit et humilier son maître en condamnant à la misère un autre roi, son égal; enfin je vois mon prince, qui est jeune, beau, brave, qui a le courage dans le cœur et l’éclair dans les yeux, je le vois trembler devant un prêtre qui rit de lui derrière les rideaux de son alcôve, où il digère dans son lit tout l’or de la France, qu’il engloutit ensuite dans des coffres inconnus. Oui, je comprends votre regard, Sire. Je me fais hardi jusqu’à la démence; mais que voulez-vous! je suis un vieux, et je vous dis là, à vous, mon roi, des choses que je ferais rentrer dans la gorge de celui qui les prononcerait devant moi.

	«Enfin, vous m’avez commandé de vider devant vous le fond de mon cœur, Sire, et je répands aux pieds de Votre Majesté la bile que j’ai amassée depuis trente ans, comme je répandrais tout mon sang si Votre Majesté me l’ordonnait.

	Le roi essuya sans mot dire les flots d’une sueur froide et abondante qui ruisselait de ses tempes.

	La minute de silence qui suivit cette véhémente sortie représenta pour celui qui avait parlé et pour celui qui avait entendu des siècles de souffrance.

	— Monsieur, dit enfin le roi, vous avez prononcé le mot oubli, je n’ai entendu que ce mot; je répondrai donc à lui seul. D’autres ont pu être oublieux, mais je ne le suis pas, moi, et la preuve, c’est que je me souviens qu’un jour d’émeute, qu’un jour ou le peuple furieux, furieux et mugissant comme la mer, envahissait le Palais-Royal; qu’un jour enfin où je feignais de dormir dans mon lit, un seul homme, l’épée nue, caché derrière mon chevet, veillait sur ma vie, prêt à risquer la sienne pour moi, comme il l’avait déjà vingt fois risquée pour ceux de ma famille. Est-ce que ce gentilhomme, à qui je demandai alors son nom, ne s’appelait pas M. d’Artagnan, dites, monsieur?

	— Votre Majesté a bonne mémoire; répondit froidement l’officier.

	— Voyez alors, monsieur, continua le roi, si j’ai de pareils souvenirs d’enfance, ce que je puis en amasser dans l’âge de raison.

	— Votre Majesté a été richement douée par Dieu, dit l’officier avec le même ton.

	— Voyons, monsieur d’Artagnan, continua Louis avec une agitation fébrile, est-ce que vous ne serez pas aussi patient que moi? est-ce que vous ne ferez pas ce que je fais? voyons.

	— Et que faites-vous, Sire?

	— J’attends.

	— Votre Majesté le peut, parce qu’elle est jeune; mais moi, Sire, je n’ai pas le temps d’attendre: la vieillesse est à ma porte, et la mort la suit, regardant jusqu’au fond de ma maison. Votre Majesté commence la vie; elle est pleine d’espérance et de fortune à venir; mais moi, Sire, moi, je suis à l’autre bout de l’horizon, et nous nous trouvons si loin l’un de l’autre, que je n’aurais jamais le temps d’attendre que Votre Majesté vînt jusqu’à moi.

	Louis fit un tour dans la chambre, toujours essuyant cette sueur qui eût bien effrayé les médecins, si les médecins eussent pu voir le roi dans un pareil état.

	— C’est bien, monsieur, dit alors Louis XIV d’une voix brève; vous désirez votre retraite? vous l’aurez. Vous m’offrez votre démission du grade de lieutenant de mousquetaires?

	— Je la dépose bien humblement aux pieds de Votre Majesté, Sire.

	— Il suffit. Je ferai ordonnancer votre pension.

	— J’en aurai mille obligations à Votre Majesté.

	— Monsieur, dit encore le roi en faisant un évident effort sur lui-même, je crois que vous perdez un bon maître.

	— Et moi, j’en suis sûr, Sire.

	— En retrouverez-vous jamais un pareil?

	— Oh! Sire je sais bien que Votre Majesté est unique dans le monde; aussi ne prendrai-je désormais plus de service chez aucun roi de la terre, et n’aurai plus d’autre maître que moi.

	— Vous le dites?

	— Je le jure à Votre Majesté.

	— Je retiens cette parole, monsieur.

	D’Artagnan s’inclina.

	— Et vous savez que j’ai bonne mémoire, continua le roi.

	— Oui, Sire, et cependant je désire que cette mémoire fasse défaut à cette heure à Votre Majesté, afin qu’elle oublie les misères que j’ai été forcé d’étaler à ses yeux. Sa Majesté est tellement au-dessus des pauvres et des petits, que j’espère...

	— Ma Majesté, monsieur, fera comme le soleil, qui voit tout, grands et petits, riches et misérables, donnant le lustre aux uns, la chaleur aux autres, à tous la vie. Adieu, monsieur d’Artagnan, adieu, vous êtes libre.

	Et le roi, avec un rauque sanglot qui se perdit dans sa gorge, passa rapidement dans la chambre voisine.

	D’Artagnan reprit son chapeau sur la table où il l’avait jeté, et sortit.

	Chapitre XV — Le proscrit

	D’Artagnan n’était pas au bas de l’escalier que le roi appela son gentilhomme.

	— J’ai une commission à vous donner, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Je suis aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	— Attendez alors.

	Et le jeune roi se mit à écrire la lettre suivante, qui lui coûta plus d’un soupir, quoique en même temps quelque chose comme le sentiment du triomphe brillât dans ses yeux.

	«Monsieur le cardinal, Grâce à vos bons conseils, et surtout grâce à votre fermeté, j’ai su vaincre et dompter une faiblesse indigne d’un roi. Vous avez trop habilement arrangé ma destinée pour que la reconnaissance ne m’arrête pas au moment de détruire votre ouvrage. J’ai compris que j’avais tort de vouloir faire dévier ma vie de la route que vous lui aviez tracée. Certes, il eût été malheureux pour la France, et malheureux pour ma famille, que la mésintelligence éclatât entre moi et mon ministre.

	C’est pourtant ce qui fût certainement arrivé si j’avais fait ma femme de votre nièce. Je le comprends parfaitement, et désormais n’opposerai rien à l’accomplissement de ma destinée. Je suis donc prêt à épouser l’infante Marie-Thérèse. Vous pouvez fixer dès cet instant l’ouverture des conférences.

	Votre affectionné, Louis.»

	Le roi relut la lettre, puis il la scella lui-même.

	— Cette lettre à M. le cardinal, dit-il.

	Le gentilhomme partit. À la porte de Mazarin, il rencontra Bernouin qui attendait avec anxiété.

	— Eh bien? demanda le valet de chambre du ministre.

	— Monsieur, dit le gentilhomme, voici une lettre pour Son Éminence.

	— Une lettre! Ah! nous nous y attendions, après le petit voyage de ce matin.

	— Ah! vous saviez que Sa Majesté...

	— En qualité de Premier ministre, il est des devoirs de notre charge de tout savoir. Et Sa Majesté prie, supplie, je présume?

	— Je ne sais, mais il a soupiré bien des fois en l’écrivant.

	— Oui, oui, oui, nous savons ce que cela veut dire. On soupire de bonheur comme de chagrin, monsieur.

	— Cependant, le roi n’avait pas l’air fort heureux en revenant, monsieur.

	— Vous n’aurez pas bien vu. D’ailleurs, vous n’avez vu Sa Majesté qu’au retour, puisqu’elle n’était accompagnée que de son seul lieutenant des gardes. Mais moi, j’avais le télescope de Son Éminence, et je regardais quand elle était fatiguée. Tous deux pleuraient, j’en suis sûr.

	— Eh bien! était-ce aussi de bonheur qu’ils pleuraient?

	— Non, mais d’amour, et ils se juraient mille tendresses que le roi ne demande pas mieux que de tenir. Or, cette lettre est un commencement d’exécution.

	— Et que pense Son Éminence de cet amour, qui, d’ailleurs, n’est un secret pour personne?

	Bernouin prit le bras du messager de Louis, et tout en montant l’escalier:

	— Confidentiellement, répliqua-t-il à demi-voix, Son Éminence s’attend au succès de l’affaire. Je sais bien que nous aurons la guerre avec l’Espagne; mais bah! la guerre satisfera la noblesse. M. le cardinal d’ailleurs dotera royalement, et même plus que royalement, sa nièce. Il y aura de l’argent, des fêtes et des coups; tout le monde sera content.

	— Eh bien! à moi, répondit le gentilhomme en hochant la tête, il me semble que voici une lettre bien légère pour contenir tout cela.

	— Ami, répondit Bernouin, je suis sûr de ce que je dis; M. d’Artagnan m’a tout conté.

	— Bon! et qu’a-t-il dit? voyons!

	— Je l’ai abordé pour lui demander des nouvelles de la part du cardinal, sans découvrir nos desseins, bien entendu, car M. d’Artagnan est un fin limier.

	«— Mon cher monsieur Bernouin, a-t-il répondu, le roi est amoureux fou de Mlle de Mancini. Voilà tout ce que je puis vous dire.

	«— Eh! lui ai-je demandé, est-ce donc à ce point que vous le croyez capable de passer outre aux desseins de Son Éminence?

	«— Ah! ne m’interrogez pas; je crois le roi capable de tout. Il a une tête de fer, et ce qu’il veut, il le veut bien. S’il s’est chaussé dans la cervelle d’épouser Mlle de Mancini, il l’épousera.

	«Et là-dessus il m’a quitté et est allé aux écuries, a pris un cheval, l’a sellé lui-même, a sauté dessus, et est parti comme si le diable l’emportait.

	— De sorte que vous croyez...?

	— Je crois que M. le lieutenant des gardes en savait plus qu’il n’en voulait dire.

	— Si bien qu’à votre avis, M. d’Artagnan...

	— Court, selon toutes les probabilités, après les exilées pour faire toutes démarches utiles au succès de l’amour du roi.

	En causant ainsi, les deux confidents étaient arrivés à la porte du cabinet de Son Éminence. Son Éminence n’avait plus la goutte, elle se promenait avec anxiété dans sa chambre, écoutant aux portes et regardant aux fenêtres.

	Bernouin entra, suivi du gentilhomme qui avait ordre du roi de remettre la lettre aux mains mêmes de Son Éminence.

	Mazarin prit la lettre; mais avant de l’ouvrir il se composa un sourire de circonstance, maintien commode pour voiler les émotions de quelque genre qu’elles fussent. De cette façon, quelle que fût l’impression qu’il reçût de la lettre, aucun reflet de cette impression ne transpira sur son visage.

	— Eh bien! dit-il lorsqu’il eut lu et relu la lettre, à merveille, monsieur. Annoncez au roi que je le remercie de son obéissance aux désirs de la reine mère, et que je vais tout faire pour accomplir sa volonté.

	Le gentilhomme sortit. À peine la porte avait-elle été refermée, que le cardinal, qui n’avait pas de masque pour Bernouin, ôta celui dont il venait momentanément de couvrir sa physionomie, et avec sa plus sombre expression:

	— Appelez M. de Brienne, dit-il.

	Le secrétaire entra cinq minutes après.

	— Monsieur, lui dit Mazarin, je viens de rendre un grand service à la monarchie, le plus grand que je lui aie jamais rendu. Vous porterez cette lettre, qui en fait foi, chez Sa Majesté la reine mère, et lorsqu’elle vous l’aura rendue, vous la logerez dans le carton B, qui est plein de documents et de pièces relatives à mon service.

	Brienne partit, et comme cette lettre si intéressante était décachetée, il ne manqua pas de la lire en chemin. Il va sans dire que Bernouin, qui était bien avec tout le monde, s’approcha assez près du secrétaire pour pouvoir lire par-dessus son épaule. La nouvelle se répandit dans le château avec tant de rapidité, que Mazarin craignit un instant qu’elle ne parvînt aux oreilles de la reine avant que M. de Brienne lui remît la lettre de Louis XIV. Un moment après, tous les ordres étaient donnés pour le départ, et M. de Condé, ayant été saluer le roi à son lever prétendu, inscrivait sur ses tablettes la ville de Poitiers comme lieu de séjour et de repos pour Leurs Majestés. Ainsi se dénouait en quelques instants une intrigue qui avait occupé sourdement toutes les diplomaties de l’Europe. Elle n’avait eu cependant pour résultat bien clair et bien net que de faire perdre à un pauvre lieutenant de mousquetaires sa charge et sa fortune. Il est vrai qu’en échange il gagnait sa liberté.

	Nous saurons bientôt comment M. d’Artagnan profita de la sienne. Pour le moment, si le lecteur le permet, nous devons revenir à l’Hôtellerie des Médicis, dont une fenêtre venait de s’ouvrir au moment même où les ordres se donnaient au château pour le départ du roi. Cette fenêtre qui s’ouvrait était celle d’une des chambres de Charles. Le malheureux prince avait passé la nuit à rêver, la tête dans ses deux mains et les coudes sur une table, tandis que Parry, informe et vieux, s’était endormi dans un coin, fatigué de corps et d’esprit.

	Singulière destinée que celle de ce serviteur fidèle, qui voyait recommencer pour la deuxième génération l’effrayante série de malheurs qui avaient pesé sur la première. Quand Charles II eut bien pensé à la nouvelle défaite qu’il venait d’éprouver, quand il eut bien compris l’isolement complet dans lequel il venait de tomber en voyant fuir derrière lui sa nouvelle espérance, il fut saisi comme d’un vertige et tomba renversé dans le large fauteuil au bord duquel il était assis. Alors Dieu prit en pitié le malheureux prince et lui envoya le sommeil, frère innocent de la mort. Il ne s’éveilla donc qu’à six heures et demie, c’est-à-dire quand le soleil resplendissait déjà dans sa chambre et que Parry, immobile dans la crainte de le réveiller, considérait avec une profonde douleur les yeux de ce jeune homme déjà rougis par la veille, ses joues déjà pâlies par la souffrance et les privations. Enfin le bruit de quelques chariots pesants qui descendaient vers la Loire réveilla Charles. Il se leva, regarda autour de lui comme un homme qui a tout oublié, aperçut Parry, lui serra la main, et lui commanda de régler la dépense avec maître Cropole.

	Maître Cropole, forcé de régler ses comptes avec Parry, s’en acquitta, il faut le dire, en homme honnête; il fit seulement sa remarque habituelle, c’est-à-dire que les deux voyageurs n’avaient pas mangé, ce qui avait le double désavantage d’être humiliant pour sa cuisine et de le forcer de demander le prix d’un repas non employé, mais néanmoins perdu.

	Parry ne trouva rien à redire et paya.

	— J’espère, dit le roi, qu’il n’en aura pas été de même des chevaux. Je ne vois pas qu’ils aient mangé à votre compte, et ce serait malheureux pour des voyageurs qui, comme nous, ont une longue route à faire de trouver des chevaux affaiblis.

	Mais Cropole, à ce doute, prit son air de majesté, et répondit que la crèche des Médicis n’était pas moins hospitalière que son réfectoire.

	Le roi monta donc à cheval, son vieux serviteur en fit autant, et tous deux prirent la route de Paris sans avoir presque rencontré personne sur leur chemin, dans les rues et dans les faubourgs de la ville.

	Pour le prince, le coup était d’autant plus cruel que c’était un nouvel exil. Les malheureux s’attachent aux moindres espérances, comme les heureux aux plus grands bonheurs, et lorsqu’il faut quitter le lieu où cette espérance leur a caressé le cœur, ils éprouvent le mortel regret que ressent le banni lorsqu’il met le pied sur le vaisseau qui doit l’emporter pour l’emmener en exil. C’est apparemment que le cœur déjà blessé tant de fois souffre de la moindre piqûre; c’est qu’il regarde comme un bien l’absence momentanée du mal, qui n’est seulement que l’absence de la douleur; c’est qu’enfin, dans les plus terribles infortunes, Dieu a jeté l’espérance comme cette goutte d’eau que le mauvais riche en enfer demandait à Lazare. Un instant même l’espérance de Charles II avait été plus qu’une fugitive joie. C’était lorsqu’il s’était vu bien accueilli par son frère Louis. Alors elle avait pris un corps et s’était faite réalité; puis tout à coup le refus de Mazarin avait fait descendre la réalité factice à l’état de rêve. Cette promesse de Louis XIV sitôt reprise n’avait été qu’une dérision. Dérision comme sa couronne, comme son sceptre, comme ses amis, comme tout ce qui avait entouré son enfance royale et qui avait abandonné sa jeunesse proscrite. Dérision! tout était dérision pour Charles II, hormis ce repos froid et noir que lui promettait la mort.

	Telles étaient les idées du malheureux prince alors que, couché sur son cheval dont il abandonnait les rênes, il marchait sous le soleil chaud et doux du mois de mai, dans lequel la sombre misanthropie de l’exilé voyait une dernière insulte à sa douleur.

	Chapitre XVI — Remember!

	Un cavalier qui passait rapidement sur la route remontant vers Blois, qu’il venait de quitter depuis une demi-heure à peu près, croisa les deux voyageurs, et, tout pressé qu’il était, leva son chapeau en passant près d’eux. Le roi fit à peine attention à ce jeune homme, car ce cavalier qui les croisait était un jeune homme de vingt-quatre à vingt-cinq ans, lequel, se retournant parfois, faisait des signes d’amitié à un homme debout devant la grille d’une belle maison blanche et rouge, c’est-à-dire de briques et de pierres, à toit d’ardoises, située à gauche de la route que suivait le prince.

	Cet homme, vieillard grand et maigre, à cheveux blancs, nous parlons de celui qui se tenait près de la grille, cet homme répondait aux signaux que lui faisait le jeune homme par des signes d’adieu aussi tendres que les eût faits un père. Le jeune homme finit par disparaître au premier tournant de la route bordée de beaux arbres, et le vieillard s’apprêtait à rentrer dans la maison, lorsque les deux voyageurs, arrivés en face de cette grille, attirèrent son attention.

	Le roi, nous l’avons dit, cheminait la tête baissée, les bras inertes, se laissant aller au pas et presque au caprice de son cheval; tandis que Parry, derrière lui, pour se mieux laisser pénétrer de la tiède influence du soleil, avait ôté son chapeau et promenait ses regards à droite et à gauche du chemin. Ses yeux se rencontrèrent avec ceux du vieillard adossé à la grille, et qui, comme s’il eût été frappé de quelque spectacle étrange, poussa une exclamation et fit un pas vers les deux voyageurs. De Parry, ses yeux se portèrent immédiatement au roi, sur lequel ils s’arrêtèrent un instant.

	Cet examen, si rapide qu’il fût, se refléta à l’instant même d’une façon visible sur les traits du grand vieillard; car à peine eut-il reconnu le plus jeune des voyageurs, et nous disons reconnu, car il n’y avait qu’une reconnaissance positive qui pouvait expliquer un pareil acte; à peine, disons-nous, eut-il reconnu le plus jeune des deux voyageurs, qu’il joignit d’abord les mains avec une respectueuse surprise, et, levant son chapeau de sa tête, salua si profondément qu’on eût dit qu’il s’agenouillait.

	Cette démonstration, si distrait ou plutôt si plongé que fût le roi dans ses réflexions, attira son attention à l’instant même. Charles, arrêtant donc son cheval et se retournant vers Parry:

	— Mon Dieu! Parry, dit-il, quel est donc cet homme qui me salue ainsi? Me connaîtrait-il, par hasard?

	Parry, tout agité, tout pâle, avait déjà poussé son cheval du côté de la grille.

	— Ah! Sire, dit-il en s’arrêtant tout à coup à cinq ou six pas du vieillard toujours agenouillé, Sire, vous me voyez saisi d’étonnement, car il me semble que je reconnais ce brave homme. Eh! oui, c’est bien lui-même. Votre Majesté permet que je lui parle?

	— Sans doute.

	— Est-ce donc vous, monsieur Grimaud? demanda Parry.

	— Oui, moi, dit le grand vieillard en se redressant, mais sans rien perdre de son attitude respectueuse.

	— Sire, dit alors Parry, je ne m’étais pas trompé, cet homme est le serviteur du comte de La Fère, et le comte de La Fère, si vous vous en souvenez, est ce digne gentilhomme dont j’ai si souvent parlé à Votre Majesté, que le souvenir doit en être resté, non seulement dans son esprit, mais encore dans son cœur.

	— Celui qui assista le roi mon père à ses derniers moments? demanda Charles.

	Et Charles tressaillit visiblement à ce souvenir.

	— Justement, Sire.

	— Hélas! dit Charles.

	Puis, s’adressant à Grimaud, dont les yeux vifs et intelligents semblaient chercher à deviner sa pensée:

	— Mon ami, demanda-t-il, votre maître, M. le comte de La Fère, habiterait-il dans les environs?

	— Là, répondit Grimaud en désignant de son bras étendu en arrière la grille de la maison blanche et rouge.

	— Et M. le comte de La Fère est chez lui en ce moment?

	— Au fond, sous les marronniers.

	— Parry, dit le roi, je ne veux pas manquer cette occasion si précieuse pour moi de remercier le gentilhomme auquel notre maison doit un si bel exemple de dévouement et de générosité. Tenez mon cheval, mon ami, je vous prie.

	Et jetant la bride aux mains de Grimaud, le roi entra tout seul chez Athos, comme un égal chez son égal. Charles avait été renseigné par l’explication si concise de Grimaud, au fond, sous les marronniers; il laissa donc la maison à gauche et marcha droit vers l’allée désignée. La chose était facile; la cime de ces grands arbres, déjà couverts de feuilles et de fleurs, dépassait celle de tous les autres. En arrivant sous les losanges lumineux et sombres tour à tour qui diapraient le sol de cette allée, selon le caprice de leurs voûtes plus ou moins feuillées, le jeune prince aperçut un gentilhomme qui se promenait les bras derrière le dos et paraissant plongé dans une sereine rêverie. Sans doute, il s’était fait souvent redire comment était ce gentilhomme, car sans hésitation Charles II marcha droit à lui. Au bruit de ses pas, le comte de La Fère releva la tête, et voyant un inconnu à la tournure élégante et noble qui se dirigeait de son côté, il leva son chapeau de dessus sa tête et attendit. À quelques pas de lui, Charles II, de son côté, mit le chapeau à la main; puis, comme pour répondre à l’interrogation muette du comte:

	— Monsieur le comte, dit-il, je viens accomplir près de vous un devoir. J’ai depuis longtemps l’expression d’une reconnaissance profonde à vous apporter. Je suis Charles II, fils de Charles Stuart, qui régna sur l’Angleterre et mourut sur l’échafaud.

	À ce nom illustre, Athos sentit comme un frisson dans ses veines; mais à la vue de ce jeune prince debout, découvert devant lui et lui tendant la main deux larmes vinrent un instant troubler le limpide azur de ses beaux yeux.

	Il se courba respectueusement; mais le prince lui prit la main:

	— Voyez comme je suis malheureux, monsieur le comte, dit Charles; il a fallu que ce fût le hasard qui me rapprochât de vous. Hélas! ne devrais-je pas avoir près de moi les gens que j’aime et que j’honore, tandis que j’en suis réduit à conserver leurs services dans mon cœur et leurs noms dans ma mémoire, si bien que sans votre serviteur, qui a reconnu le mien, je passais devant votre porte comme devant celle d’un étranger.

	— C’est vrai, dit Athos, répondant avec la voix à la première partie de la phrase du prince, et avec un salut à la seconde; c’est vrai, Votre Majesté a vu de biens mauvais jours.

	— Et les plus mauvais, hélas! répondit Charles, sont peut-être encore à venir.

	— Sire, espérons!

	— Comte, comte! continua Charles en secouant la tête, j’ai espéré jusqu’à hier soir, et c’était d’un bon chrétien, je vous le jure. Athos regarda le roi comme pour l’interroger.

	— Oh! l’histoire est facile à raconter, dit Charles II: proscrit, dépouillé, dédaigné, je me suis résolu, malgré toutes mes répugnances, à tenter une dernière fois la fortune. N’est-il pas écrit là-haut que, pour notre famille, tout bonheur et tout malheur viennent éternellement de la France! Vous en savez quelque chose, vous, monsieur, qui êtes un des Français que mon malheureux père trouva au pied de son échafaud le jour de sa mort, après les avoir trouvés à sa droite les jours de bataille.

	— Sire, dit modestement Athos, je n’étais pas seul, et mes compagnons et moi avons fait, dans cette circonstance, notre devoir de gentilshommes, et voilà tout. Mais Votre Majesté allait me faire l’honneur de me raconter...

	— C’est vrai. J’avais la protection, pardon de mon hésitation, comte, mais pour un Stuart, vous comprendrez cela, vous qui comprenez toutes choses, le mot est dur à prononcer, j’avais, dis-je, la protection de mon cousin le stathouder de Hollande; mais, sans l’intervention, ou tout au moins sans l’autorisation de la France, le stathouder ne veut pas prendre d’initiative. Je suis donc venu demander cette autorisation au roi de France, qui m’a refusé.

	— Le roi vous a refusé, Sire!

	— Oh! pas lui: toute justice doit être rendue à mon jeune frère Louis; mais M. de Mazarin.

	Athos se mordit les lèvres.

	— Vous trouvez peut-être que j’eusse dû m’attendre à ce refus, dit le roi, qui avait remarqué le mouvement.

	— C’était en effet ma pensée, Sire, répliqua respectueusement le comte, je connais cet Italien de longue main.

	— Alors j’ai résolu de pousser la chose à bout et de savoir tout de suite le dernier mot de ma destinée; j’ai dit à mon frère Louis que, pour ne compromettre ni la France, ni la Hollande, je tenterais la fortune moi-même en personne, comme j’ai déjà fait, avec deux cents gentilshommes, s’il voulait me les donner, et un million, s’il voulait me le prêter.

	— Eh bien! Sire?

	— Eh bien! monsieur, j’éprouve en ce moment quelque chose d’étrange, c’est la satisfaction du désespoir. Il y a dans certaines âmes, et je viens de m’apercevoir que la mienne est de ce nombre, une satisfaction réelle dans cette assurance que tout est perdu et que l’heure est enfin venue de succomber.

	— Oh! j’espère, dit Athos, que Votre Majesté n’en est point encore arrivée à cette extrémité.

	— Pour me dire cela, monsieur le comte, pour essayer de raviver l’espoir dans mon cœur, il faut que vous n’ayez pas bien compris ce que je viens de vous dire. Je suis venu à Blois, comte, pour demander à mon frère Louis l’aumône d’un million avec lequel j’avais l’espérance de rétablir mes affaires, et mon frère Louis m’a refusé. Vous voyez donc bien que tout est perdu.

	— Votre Majesté me permettra-t-elle de lui répondre par un avis contraire?

	— Comment, comte, vous me prenez pour un esprit vulgaire, à ce point que je ne sache pas envisager ma position?

	— Sire, j’ai toujours vu que c’était dans les positions désespérées qu’éclatent tout à coup les grands revirements de fortune.

	— Merci, comte, il est beau de retrouver des cœurs comme le vôtre, c’est-à-dire assez confiants en Dieu et dans la monarchie pour ne jamais désespérer d’une fortune royale, si bas qu’elle soit tombée.

	«Malheureusement, vos paroles, cher comte, sont comme ces remèdes que l’on dit souverains et qui cependant, ne pouvant guérir que les plaies guérissables, échouent contre la mort. Merci de votre persévérance à me consoler, comte; merci de votre souvenir dévoué, mais je sais à quoi m’en tenir.

	«Rien ne me sauvera maintenant. Et tenez, mon ami, j’étais si bien convaincu, que je prenais la route de l’exil avec mon vieux Parry; je retournais savourer mes poignantes douleurs dans ce petit ermitage que m’offre la Hollande. Là, croyez-moi, comte, tout sera bientôt fini, et la mort viendra vite; elle est appelée si souvent par ce corps que ronge l’âme et par cette âme qui aspire aux cieux!

	— Votre Majesté a une mère, une sœur, des frères; Votre Majesté est le chef de la famille, elle doit donc demander à Dieu une longue vie au lieu de lui demander une prompte mort. Votre Majesté est proscrite, fugitive, mais elle a son droit pour elle; elle doit donc aspirer aux combats, aux dangers, aux affaires, et non pas au repos des cieux.

	— Comte, dit Charles II avec un sourire d’indéfinissable tristesse, avez-vous entendu dire jamais qu’un roi ait reconquis son royaume avec un serviteur de l’âge de Parry et avec trois cents écus que ce serviteur porte dans sa bourse!

	— Non, Sire; mais j’ai entendu dire, et même plus d’une fois, qu’un roi détrôné reprit son royaume avec une volonté ferme, de la persévérance, des amis et un million de francs habilement employés.

	— Mais vous ne m’avez donc pas compris? Ce million, je l’ai demandé à mon frère Louis; qui me l’a refusé.

	— Sire, dit Athos, Votre Majesté veut-elle m’accorder quelques minutes encore à écouter attentivement ce qui me reste à lui dire?

	Charles II regarda fixement Athos.

	— Volontiers, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Alors je vais montrer le chemin à Votre Majesté, reprit le comte en se dirigeant vers la maison.

	Et il conduisit le roi vers son cabinet et le fit asseoir.

	— Sire, dit-il, Votre Majesté m’a dit tout à l’heure qu’avec l’état des choses en Angleterre un million lui suffirait pour reconquérir son royaume?

	— Pour le tenter du moins, et pour mourir en roi si je ne réussissais pas.

	— Eh bien! Sire, que Votre Majesté, selon la promesse qu’elle m’a faite, veuille bien écouter ce qui me reste à lui dire.

	Charles fit de la tête un signe d’assentiment Athos marcha droit à la porte, dont il ferma le verrou après avoir regardé si personne n’écoutait aux environs, et revint.

	— Sire, dit-il, Votre Majesté a bien voulu se souvenir que j’avais prêté assistance au très noble et très malheureux Charles Ier, lorsque ses bourreaux le conduisirent de Saint-James à White Hall.

	— Oui, certes, je me suis souvenu et me souviendrai toujours.

	— Sire, c’est une lugubre histoire à entendre pour un fils, qui sans doute se l’est déjà fait raconter bien des fois; mais cependant je dois la redire à Votre Majesté sans en omettre un détail.

	— Parlez, monsieur.

	— Lorsque le roi votre père monta sur l’échafaud, ou plutôt passa de sa chambre à l’échafaud dressé hors de sa fenêtre, tout avait été pratiqué pour sa fuite. Le bourreau avait été écarté, un trou préparé sous le plancher de son appartement, enfin moi-même j’étais sous la voûte funèbre que j’entendis tout à coup craquer sous ses pas.

	— Parry m’a raconté ces terribles détails, monsieur. Athos s’inclina et reprit:

	— Voici ce qu’il n’a pu vous raconter, Sire, car ce qui suit, s’est passé entre Dieu, votre père et moi, et jamais la révélation n’en a été faite, même à mes plus chers amis:

	«— Éloigne-toi, dit l’auguste patient au bourreau masqué, ce n’est que pour un instant, et je sais que je t’appartiens; mais souviens-toi de ne frapper qu’à mon signal. Je veux faire librement ma prière.

	— Pardon, dit Charles II en pâlissant; mais vous, comte, qui savez tant de détails sur ce funeste événement, de détails qui, comme vous le disiez tout à l’heure, n’ont été révélés à personne, savez-vous le nom de ce bourreau infernal, de ce lâche, qui cacha son visage pour assassiner impunément un roi?

	Athos pâlit légèrement.

	— Son nom? dit-il; oui, je le sais, mais je ne puis le dire.

	— Et ce qu’il est devenu?... car personne en Angleterre n’a connu sa destinée.

	— Il est mort.

	— Mais pas mort dans son lit, pas mort d’une mort calme et douce, pas de la mort des honnêtes gens?

	— Il est mort de mort violente, dans une nuit terrible, entre la colère des hommes et la tempête de Dieu. Son corps percé d’un coup de poignard a roulé dans les profondeurs de l’océan. Dieu pardonne à son meurtrier!

	— Alors, passons, dit le roi Charles II, qui vit que le comte n’en voulait pas dire davantage.

	— Le roi d’Angleterre, après avoir, ainsi que j’ai dit, parlé au bourreau voilé, ajouta: «Tu ne me frapperas, entends-tu bien? que lorsque je tendrai les bras en disant: Remember!»

	— En effet, dit Charles d’une voix sourde, je sais que c’est le dernier mot prononcé par mon malheureux père. Mais dans quel but, pour qui?

	— Pour le gentilhomme français placé sous son échafaud.

	— Pour lors à vous, monsieur?

	— Oui, Sire, et chacune des paroles qu’il a dites, à travers les planches de l’échafaud recouvertes d’un drap noir, retentissent encore à mon oreille. Le roi mit donc un genou en terre.

	«— Comte de La Fère, dit-il, êtes-vous là?

	«— Oui, Sire, répondis-je.

	«Alors le roi se pencha.

	Charles II, lui aussi, tout palpitant d’intérêt, tout brûlant de douleur, se penchait vers Athos pour recueillir une à une les premières paroles que laisserait échapper le comte. Sa tête effleurait celle d’Athos.

	— Alors, continua le comte, le roi se pencha.

	«— Comte de La Fère, dit-il, je n’ai pu être sauvé par toi. Je ne devais pas l’être. Maintenant, dussé-je commettre un sacrilège, je te dirai: «Oui, j’ai parlé aux hommes; oui, j’ai parlé à Dieu, et je te parle à toi le dernier. Pour soutenir une cause que j’ai crue sacrée, j’ai perdu le trône de mes pères et diverti l’héritage de mes enfants.»

	Charles II cacha son visage entre ses mains, et une larme dévorante glissa entre ses doigts blancs et amaigris.

	«— Un million en or me reste, continua le roi. Je l’ai enterré dans les caves du château de Newcastle au moment où j’ai quitté cette ville.

	Charles releva sa tête avec une expression de joie douloureuse qui eût arraché des sanglots à quiconque connaissait cette immense infortune.

	— Un million! murmura-t-il, oh! comte!

	«— Cet argent, toi seul sais qu’il existe, fais-en usage quand tu croiras qu’il en est temps pour le plus grand bien de mon fils aîné. Et maintenant, comte de La Fère, dites-moi adieu!

	«— Adieu, adieu Sire! m’écriai-je.

	Charles II se leva et alla appuyer son front brûlant à la fenêtre.

	— Ce fut alors, continua Athos, que le roi prononça le mot «Remember!» adressé à moi. Vous voyez, Sire, que je me suis souvenu.

	Le roi ne put résister à son émotion. Athos vit le mouvement de ses deux épaules qui ondulaient convulsivement. Il entendit les sanglots qui brisaient sa poitrine au passage. Il se tut, suffoqué lui-même par le flot de souvenirs amers qu’il venait de soulever sur cette tête royale. Charles II, avec un violent effort, quitta la fenêtre, dévora ses larmes et revint s’asseoir auprès d’Athos.

	— Sire, dit celui-ci, jusqu’aujourd’hui j’avais cru que l’heure n’était pas encore venue d’employer cette dernière ressource, mais les yeux fixés sur l’Angleterre, je sentais qu’elle approchait. Demain j’allais m’informer en quel lieu du monde était Votre Majesté, et j’allais aller à elle. Elle vient à moi, c’est une indication que Dieu est pour nous.

	— Monsieur, dit Charles d’une voix encore étranglée par l’émotion, vous êtes pour moi ce que serait un ange envoyé par Dieu; vous êtes mon sauveur suscité de la tombe par mon père lui-même; mais croyez-moi, depuis dix années les guerres civiles ont passé sur mon pays, bouleversant les hommes, creusant le sol; il n’est probablement pas plus resté d’or dans les entrailles de ma terre que d’amour dans les cœurs de mes sujets.

	— Sire, l’endroit où Sa Majesté a enfoui le million est bien connu de moi, et nul, j’en suis bien certain, n’a pu le découvrir. D’ailleurs le château de Newcastle est-il donc entièrement écroulé; l’a-t-on démoli pierre à pierre et déraciné du sol jusqu’à sa dernière fibre?

	— Non, il est encore debout, mais en ce moment le général Monck l’occupe et y campe. Le seul endroit où m’attend un secours, où je possède une ressource, vous le voyez, est envahi par mes ennemis.

	— Le général Monck, Sire, ne peut avoir découvert le trésor dont je vous parle.

	— Oui, mais dois-je aller me livrer à Monck pour le recouvrer, ce trésor? Ah! vous le voyez donc bien, comte, il faut en finir avec la destinée, puisqu’elle me terrasse à chaque fois que je me relève. Que faire avec Parry pour tout serviteur, avec Parry, que Monck a déjà chassé une fois? Non, non, comte, acceptons ce dernier coup.

	— Ce que Votre Majesté ne peut faire, ce que Parry ne peut plus tenter, croyez-vous que moi je puisse y réussir?

	— Vous, vous comte, vous iriez!

	— Si cela plaît à Votre Majesté, dit Athos en saluant le roi, oui, j’irai, Sire.

	— Vous si heureux ici, comte!

	— Je ne suis jamais heureux, Sire, tant qu’il me reste un devoir à accomplir, et c’est un devoir suprême que m’a légué le roi votre père de veiller sur votre fortune et de faire un emploi royal de son argent. Ainsi, que Votre Majesté me fasse un signe, et je pars avec elle.

	— Ah! monsieur, dit le roi, oubliant toute étiquette royale et se jetant au cou d’Athos, vous me prouvez qu’il y a un Dieu au ciel, et que ce Dieu envoie parfois des messagers aux malheureux qui gémissent sur cette terre.

	Athos, tout ému de cet élan du jeune homme, le remercia avec un profond respect, et s’approchant de la fenêtre:

	— Grimaud, dit-il, mes chevaux.

	— Comment! ainsi, tout de suite? dit le roi. Ah! monsieur, vous êtes, en vérité, un homme merveilleux.

	— Sire! dit Athos, je ne connais rien de plus pressé que le service de Votre Majesté. D’ailleurs, ajouta-t-il en souriant, c’est une habitude contractée depuis longtemps au service de la reine votre tante et au service du roi votre père. Comment la perdrais-je précisément à l’heure où il s’agit du service de Votre Majesté?

	— Quel homme! murmura le roi.

	Puis, après un instant de réflexion:

	— Mais non, comte, je ne puis vous exposer à de pareilles privations. Je n’ai rien pour récompenser de pareils services.

	— Bah! dit en riant Athos, Votre Majesté me raille, elle a un million. Ah! que ne suis je riche seulement de la moitié de cette somme, j’aurais déjà levé un régiment. Mais, Dieu merci! il me reste encore quelques rouleaux d’or et quelques diamants de famille. Votre Majesté, je l’espère, daignera partager avec un serviteur dévoué.

	— Avec un ami. Oui, comte, mais à condition qu’à son tour cet ami partagera avec moi plus tard.

	— Sire, dit Athos en ouvrant une cassette, de laquelle il tira de l’or et des bijoux, voilà maintenant que nous sommes trop riches. Heureusement que nous nous trouverons quatre contre les voleurs.

	La joie fit affluer le sang aux joues pâles de Charles II. Il vit s’avancer jusqu’au péristyle deux chevaux d’Athos, conduits par Grimaud, qui s’était déjà botté pour la route.

	— Blaisois, cette lettre au vicomte de Bragelonne. Pour tout le monde, je suis allé à Paris. Je vous confie la maison, Blaisois.

	Blaisois s’inclina, embrassa Grimaud et ferma la grille.

	Chapitre XVII — Où l’on cherche Aramis, et où l’on ne retrouve que Bazin

	Deux heures ne s’étaient pas écoulées depuis le départ du maître de la maison, lequel à la vue de Blaisois, avait pris le chemin de Paris, lorsqu’un cavalier monté sur un bon cheval pie s’arrêta devant la grille, et, d’un holà! sonore, appela les palefreniers, qui faisaient encore cercle avec les jardiniers autour de Blaisois, historien ordinaire de la valetaille du château. Ce holà! connu sans doute de maître Blaisois lui fit tourner la tête et il s’écria:

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan!... Courez vite, vous autres, lui ouvrir la porte!

	Un essaim de huit ardélions courut à la grille, qui fut ouverte comme si elle eût été de plumes. Et chacun de se confondre en politesses, car on savait l’accueil que le maître avait l’habitude de faire à cet ami, et toujours, pour ces sortes de remarques, il faut consulter le coup d’œil du valet.

	— Ah! dit avec un sourire tout agréable M. d’Artagnan qui se balançait sur l’étrier pour sauter à terre, où est ce cher comte?

	— Eh! voyez, monsieur, quel est votre malheur, dit Blaisois, quel sera aussi celui de M. le comte notre maître, lorsqu’il apprendra votre arrivée! M. le comte, par un coup du sort, vient de partir il n’y a pas deux heures.

	D’Artagnan ne se tourmenta pas pour si peu.

	— Bon, dit-il, je vois que tu parles toujours le plus pur français du monde; tu vas me donner une leçon de grammaire et de beau langage, tandis que j’attendrai le retour de ton maître.

	— Voilà que c’est impossible, monsieur, dit Blaisois; vous attendriez trop longtemps.

	— Il ne reviendra pas aujourd’hui?

	— Ni demain, monsieur, ni après-demain. M. le comte est parti pour un voyage.

	— Un voyage! dit d’Artagnan, c’est une fable que tu me contes.

	— Monsieur, c’est la plus exacte vérité. Monsieur m’a fait l’honneur de me recommander la maison, et il a ajouté de sa voix si pleine d’autorité et de douceur... c’est tout un pour moi: «Tu diras que je pars pour Paris.»

	— Eh bien! alors, s’écria d’Artagnan, puisqu’il marche sur Paris, c’est tout ce que je voulais savoir, il fallait commencer par là, nigaud... Il a donc deux heures d’avance?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Je l’aurai bientôt rattrapé. Est-il seul?

	— Non, monsieur.

	— Qui donc est avec lui?

	— Un gentilhomme que je ne connais pas, un vieillard, et M. Grimaud.

	— Tout cela ne courra pas si vite que moi... Je pars...

	— Monsieur veut-il m’écouter un instant, dit Blaisois, en appuyant doucement sur les rênes du cheval.

	— Oui, si tu ne me fais pas de phrases ou que tu les fasses vite;

	— Eh bien! monsieur, ce mot de Paris me paraît être un leurre.

	— Oh! oh! dit d’Artagnan sérieux, un leurre?

	— Oui, monsieur, et M. le comte ne va pas à Paris, j’en jurerais.

	— Qui te fait croire?

	— Ceci: M. Grimaud sait toujours où va notre maître, et il m’avait promis, la première fois qu’on irait à Paris, de prendre un peu d’argent que je fais passer à ma femme.

	— Ah! tu as une femme?

	— J’en avais une, elle était de ce pays, mais Monsieur la trouvait bavarde, je l’ai envoyée à Paris: c’est incommode parfois, mais bien agréable en d’autres moments.

	— Je comprends, mais achève: tu ne crois pas que le comte aille à Paris?

	— Non, monsieur, car alors Grimaud eût manqué à sa parole, il se fût parjuré, ce qui est impossible.

	— Ce qui est impossible, répéta d’Artagnan tout à fait rêveur, parce qu’il était tout à fait convaincu. Allons, mon brave Blaisois, merci.

	Blaisois s’inclina.

	— Voyons, tu sais que je ne suis pas curieux... J’ai absolument affaire à ton maître... ne peux-tu... par un petit bout de mot... toi qui parles si bien, me faire comprendre... Une syllabe, seulement... je devinerai le reste.

	— Sur ma parole, monsieur, je ne le pourrais... J’ignore absolument le but du voyage de Monsieur... Quant à écouter aux portes, cela m’est antipathique, et d’ailleurs, c’est défendu ici.

	— Mon cher, dit d’Artagnan, voilà un mauvais commencement pour moi. N’importe, tu sais l’époque du retour du comte au moins?

	— Aussi peu, monsieur, que sa destination.

	— Allons, Blaisois, allons, cherche.

	— Monsieur doute de ma sincérité! Ah! Monsieur me chagrine bien sensiblement!

	— Que le diable emporte sa langue dorée! grommela d’Artagnan. Qu’un rustaud vaut mieux avec une parole!... Adieu!

	— Monsieur, j’ai l’honneur de vous présenter mes respects.

	«Cuistre! se dit d’Artagnan. Le drôle est insupportable.»

	Il donna un dernier coup d’œil à la maison, fit tourner son cheval, et partit comme un homme qui n’a rien dans l’esprit de fâcheux ou d’embarrassé.

	Quand il fut au bout du mur et hors de toute vue:

	— Voyons, dit-il en respirant brusquement, Athos était-il chez lui?... Non. Tous ces fainéants qui se croisaient les bras dans la cour eussent été en nage si le maître avait pu les voir. Athos en voyage?... c’est incompréhensible.

	«Ah bah! celui-là est mystérieux en diable... Et puis, non, ce n’est pas l’homme qu’il me fallait. J’ai besoin d’un esprit rusé, patient. Mon affaire est à Melun, dans certain presbytère de ma connaissance. Quarante-cinq lieues! quatre jours et demi! Allons, il fait beau et je suis libre. Avalons la distance.

	Et il mit son cheval au trot, s’orientant vers Paris. Le quatrième jour, il descendait à Melun, selon son désir.

	D’Artagnan avait pour habitude de ne jamais demander à personne le chemin ou un renseignement banal. Pour ces sortes de détails, à moins d’erreur très grave, il s’en fiait à sa perspicacité jamais en défaut, à une expérience de trente ans, et à une grande habitude de lire sur les physionomies des maisons comme sur celles des hommes. À Melun, d’Artagnan trouva tout de suite le presbytère, charmante maison aux enduits de plâtre sur de la brique rouge, avec des vignes vierges qui grimpaient le long des gouttières, et une croix de pierre sculptée qui surmontait le pignon du toit. De la salle basse de cette maison un bruit, ou plutôt un fouillis de voix, s’échappait comme un gazouillement d’oisillons quand la nichée vient d’éclore sous le duvet. Une de ces voix épelait distinctement les lettres de l’alphabet. Une voix grasse et flûtée tout à la fois sermonnait les bavards et corrigeait les fautes du lecteur. D’Artagnan reconnut cette voix, et comme la fenêtre de la salle basse était ouverte, il se pencha tout à cheval sous les pampres et les filets rouges de la vigne, et cria:

	— Bazin, mon cher Bazin, bonjour!

	Un homme court, gros, à la figure plate, au crâne orné d’une couronne de cheveux gris coupés court simulant la tonsure, et recouvert d’une vieille calotte de velours noir, se leva lorsqu’il entendit d’Artagnan. Ce n’est pas se leva qu’il aurait fallu dire, c’est bondit. Bazin bondit en effet et entraîna sa petite chaise basse, que des enfants voulurent relever avec des batailles plus mouvementées que celles des Grecs voulant retirer aux Troyens le corps de Patrocle. Bazin fit plus que bondir, il laissa tomber l’alphabet qu’il tenait et sa férule.

	— Vous! dit-il, vous, monsieur d’Artagnan!

	— Oui, moi. Où est Aramis... non pas, M. le chevalier d’Herblay... non, je me trompe encore, M. Le vicaire général?

	— Ah! monsieur, dit Bazin avec dignité, Monseigneur est en son diocèse.

	— Plaît-il? fit d’Artagnan.

	Bazin répéta sa phrase.

	— Ah çà! mais, Aramis a un diocèse?

	— Oui, monsieur. Pourquoi pas?

	— Il est donc évêque?

	— Mais d’où sortez-vous donc, dit Bazin assez irrévérencieusement, que vous ignoriez cela?

	— Mon cher Bazin, nous autres païens, nous autres gens d’épée, nous savons bien qu’un homme est colonel, ou mestre de camp, ou maréchal de France; mais qu’il soit évêque, archevêque ou pape... diable m’emporte! si la nouvelle nous en arrive avant que les trois quarts de la terre en aient fait leur profit.

	— Chut! chut! dit Bazin avec de gros yeux, n’allez pas me gâter ces enfants, à qui je tâche d’inculquer de si bons principes.

	Les enfants avaient en effet tourné autour de d’Artagnan, dont ils admiraient le cheval, la grande épée, les éperons et l’air martial. Ils admiraient surtout sa grosse voix; en sorte que, lorsqu’il accentua son juron, toute l’école s’écria: «Diable m’emporte!» avec un bruit effroyable de rires, de joies et de trépignements qui combla d’aise le mousquetaire et fit perdre la tête au vieux pédagogue.

	— Là! dit-il, taisez-vous donc, marmailles!... Là... vous voilà arrivé, monsieur d’Artagnan, et tous mes bons principes s’envolent... Enfin, avec vous, comme d’habitude, le désordre ici... Babel est retrouvée!... Ah! bon Dieu! ah! les enragés!

	Et le digne Bazin appliquait à droite et à gauche des horions qui redoublaient les cris de ses écoliers en les faisant changer de nature.

	— Au moins, dit-il, vous ne débaucherez plus personne ici.

	— Tu crois? dit d’Artagnan avec un sourire qui fit passer un frisson sur les épaules de Bazin.

	— Il en est capable, murmura-t-il.

	— Où est le diocèse de ton maître?

	— Mgr René est évêque de Vannes.

	— Qui donc l’a fait nommer?

	— Mais M. le surintendant, notre voisin.

	— Quoi! M. Fouquet?

	— Sans doute.

	— Aramis est donc bien avec lui?

	— Monseigneur prêchait tous les dimanches chez M. le surintendant, à Vaux; puis ils chassaient ensemble.

	— Ah!

	— Et Monseigneur travaillait souvent ses homélies... non, je veux dire ses sermons, avec M. le surintendant.

	— Bah! il prêche donc en vers, ce digne évêque?

	— Monsieur, ne plaisantez pas des choses religieuses, pour l’amour de Dieu!

	— Là, Bazin, là! en sorte qu’Aramis est à Vannes?

	— À Vannes, en Bretagne.

	— Tu es un sournois, Bazin, ce n’est pas vrai.

	— Monsieur, voyez, les appartements du presbytère sont vides.

	«Il a raison», se dit d’Artagnan en considérant la maison dont l’aspect annonçait la solitude.

	— Mais Monseigneur a dû vous écrire sa promotion.

	— De quand date-t-elle?

	— D’un mois.

	— Oh! alors, il n’y a pas de temps perdu. Aramis ne peut avoir eu encore besoin de moi. Mais voyons, Bazin, pourquoi ne suis-tu pas ton pasteur?

	— Monsieur, je ne puis, j’ai des occupations.

	— Ton alphabet?

	— Et mes pénitents.

	— Quoi! tu confesses? tu es donc prêtre?

	— C’est tout comme. J’ai tant de vocation!

	— Mais les ordres?

	— Oh! dit Bazin avec aplomb, maintenant que Monseigneur est évêque, j’aurai promptement mes ordres ou tout au moins mes dispenses.

	Et il se frotta les mains.

	«Décidément, se dit d’Artagnan, il n’y a pas à déraciner ces gens-là.»

	— Fais-moi servir, Bazin.

	— Avec empressement, monsieur.

	— Un poulet, un bouillon et une bouteille de vin.

	— C’est aujourd’hui samedi, jour maigre, dit Bazin.

	— J’ai une dispense, dit d’Artagnan.

	Bazin le regarda d’un air soupçonneux.

	— Ah çà! maître cafard, pour qui me prends-tu? dit le mousquetaire; si toi, qui es le valet, tu espères des dispenses pour commettre des crimes, je n’aurai pas, moi, l’ami de ton évêque, une dispense pour faire gras selon le vœu de mon estomac? Bazin, sois aimable avec moi, ou, de par Dieu! je me plains au roi, et tu ne confesseras jamais. Or, tu sais que la nomination des évêques est au roi, je suis le plus fort.

	Bazin sourit hypocritement.

	— Oh! nous avons M. le surintendant, nous autres, dit-il.

	— Et tu te moques du roi, alors?

	Bazin ne répliqua rien, son sourire était assez éloquent.

	— Mon souper, dit d’Artagnan, voilà qu’il s’en va vers sept heures.

	Bazin se retourna et commanda au plus âgé de ses écoliers d’avertir la cuisinière. Cependant d’Artagnan regardait le presbytère.

	— Peuh! dit-il dédaigneusement, Monseigneur logeait assez mal Sa Grandeur ici.

	— Nous avons le château de Vaux, dit Bazin.

	— Qui vaut peut-être le Louvre? répliqua d’Artagnan en goguenardant.

	— Qui vaut mieux, répliqua Bazin du plus grand sang-froid du monde.

	— Ah! fit d’Artagnan.

	Peut-être allait-il prolonger la discussion et soutenir la suprématie du Louvre; mais le lieutenant s’était aperçu que son cheval était demeuré attaché aux barreaux d’une porte.

	— Diable! dit-il, fais donc soigner mon cheval. Ton maître l’évêque n’en a pas comme celui-là dans ses écuries.

	Bazin donna un coup d’œil oblique au cheval et répondit:

	— M. le surintendant en a donné quatre de ses écuries, et un seul de ces quatre en vaut quatre comme le vôtre.

	Le sang monta au visage de d’Artagnan. La main lui démangeait, et il contemplait sur la tête de Bazin la place où son poing allait tomber. Mais cet éclair passa. La réflexion vint, et d’Artagnan se contenta de dire:

	— Diable! diable! j’ai bien fait de quitter le service du roi. Dites-moi, digne Bazin, ajouta-t-il, combien M. le surintendant a-t-il de mousquetaires?

	— Il aura tous ceux du royaume avec son argent, répliqua Bazin en fermant son livre et en congédiant les enfants à grands coups de férule.

	— Diable! diable! dit une dernière fois d’Artagnan.

	Et comme on lui annonçait qu’il était servi, il suivit la cuisinière qui l’introduisit dans la salle à manger, où le souper l’attendait.

	D’Artagnan se mit à table et attaqua bravement le poulet.

	— Il me paraît, dit d’Artagnan en mordant à belles dents dans la volaille qu’on lui avait servie et qu’on avait visiblement oublié d’engraisser, il me paraît que j’ai eu tort de ne pas aller chercher tout de suite du service chez ce maître-là.

	«C’est un puissant seigneur, à ce qu’il paraît, que ce surintendant. En vérité, nous ne savons rien, nous autres à la cour, et les rayons du soleil nous empêchent de voir les grosses étoiles, qui sont aussi des soleils, un peu plus éloignés de notre terre, voilà tout.

	Comme d’Artagnan aimait beaucoup, par plaisir et par système, à faire causer les gens sur les choses qui l’intéressaient, il s’escrima de son mieux sur maître Bazin; mais ce fut en pure perte: hormis l’éloge fatigant et hyperbolique de M. le surintendant des finances, Bazin, qui, de son côté, se tenait sur ses gardes, ne livra absolument rien que des platitudes à la curiosité de d’Artagnan, ce qui fit que d’Artagnan, d’assez mauvaise humeur, demanda à aller se coucher aussitôt que son repas fut fini.

	D’Artagnan fut introduit par Bazin dans une chambre assez médiocre, où il trouva un assez mauvais lit; mais d’Artagnan n’était pas difficile. On lui avait dit qu’Aramis avait emporté les clefs de son appartement particulier, et comme il savait qu’Aramis était un homme d’ordre et avait généralement beaucoup de choses à cacher dans son appartement, cela ne l’avait nullement étonné. Il avait donc, quoiqu’il eût paru comparativement plus dur, attaqué le lit aussi bravement qu’il avait attaqué le poulet, et comme il avait aussi bon sommeil que bon appétit, il n’avait guère mis plus de temps à s’endormir qu’il n’en avait mis à sucer le dernier os de son rôti.

	Depuis qu’il n’était plus au service de personne, d’Artagnan s’était promis d’avoir le sommeil aussi dur qu’il l’avait léger autrefois; mais de si bonne foi que d’Artagnan se fût fait cette promesse, et quelque désir qu’il eût de se la tenir religieusement, il fut réveillé au milieu de la nuit par un grand bruit de carrosses et de laquais à cheval. Une illumination soudaine embrasa les murs de sa chambre; il sauta hors de son lit tout en chemise et courut à la fenêtre.

	«Est-ce que le roi revient, par hasard? pensa-t-il en se frottant les yeux, car en vérité voilà une suite qui ne peut appartenir qu’à une personne royale.»

	— Vive M. le surintendant! cria ou plutôt vociféra à une fenêtre du rez-de-chaussée une voix qu’il reconnut pour celle de Bazin, lequel, tout en criant, agitait un mouchoir d’une main et tenait une grosse chandelle de l’autre.

	D’Artagnan vit alors quelque chose comme une brillante forme humaine qui se penchait à la portière du principal carrosse; en même temps de longs éclats de rire, suscités sans doute par l’étrange figure de Bazin, et qui sortaient du même carrosse, laissaient comme une traînée de joie sur le passage du rapide cortège.

	— J’aurais bien dû voir, dit d’Artagnan, que ce n’était pas le roi; on ne rit pas de si bon cœur quand le roi passe. Hé! Bazin! cria-t-il à son voisin qui se penchait aux trois quarts hors de la fenêtre pour suivre plus longtemps le carrosse des yeux, hé! qu’est-ce que cela?

	— C’est M. Fouquet, dit Bazin d’un air de protection.

	— Et tous ces gens?

	— C’est la cour de M. Fouquet.

	— Oh! oh! dit d’Artagnan, que dirait M. de Mazarin s’il entendait cela? Et il se recoucha tout rêveur en se demandant comment il se faisait qu’Aramis fût toujours protégé par le plus puissant du royaume.

	«Serait-ce qu’il a plus de chance que moi ou que je serais plus sot que lui? Bah!»

	C’était le mot concluant à l’aide duquel d’Artagnan devenu sage terminait maintenant chaque pensée et chaque période de son style. Autrefois, il disait «Mordioux!» ce qui était un coup d’éperon. Mais maintenant il avait vieilli, et il murmurait ce bah! philosophique qui sert de bride à toutes les passions.

	Chapitre XVIII — Où d’Artagnan cherche Porthos et ne trouve que Mousqueton

	Lorsque d’Artagnan se fut bien convaincu que l’absence de M. le vicaire général d’Herblay était réelle, et que son ami n’était point trouvable à Melun ni dans les environs, il quitta Bazin sans regret, donna un coup d’œil sournois au magnifique château de Vaux, qui commençait à briller de cette splendeur qui fit sa ruine, et pinçant ses lèvres comme un homme plein de défiance et de soupçons, il piqua son cheval pie en disant:

	— Allons, allons, c’est encore à Pierrefonds que je trouverai le meilleur homme et le meilleur coffre. Or, je n’ai besoin que de cela, puisque moi j’ai l’idée.

	Nous ferons grâce à nos lecteurs des incidents prosaïques du voyage de d’Artagnan, qui toucha barre à Pierrefonds dans la matinée du troisième jour. D’Artagnan arrivait par Nanteuil-le-Haudouin et Crépy. De loin, il aperçut le château de Louis d’Orléans, lequel, devenu domaine de la Couronne, était gardé par un vieux concierge. C’était un de ces manoirs merveilleux du Moyen Age, aux murailles épaisses de vingt pieds, aux tours hautes de cent.

	D’Artagnan longea ses murailles, mesura ses tours des yeux et descendit dans la vallée. De loin il dominait le château de Porthos, situé sur les rives d’un vaste étang et attenant à une magnifique forêt. C’est le même que nous avons déjà eu l’honneur de décrire à nos lecteurs; nous nous contenterons donc de l’indiquer. La première chose qu’aperçut d’Artagnan après les beaux arbres, après le soleil de mai dorant les coteaux verts, après les longues futaies de bois empanachées qui s’étendent vers Compiègne, ce fut une grande boîte roulante, poussée par deux laquais et traînée par deux autres. Dans cette boîte il y avait une énorme chose vert et or qui arpentait, traînée et poussée, les allées riantes du parc. Cette chose, de loin, était indétaillable et ne signifiait absolument rien; de plus près, c’était un tonneau affublé de drap vert galonné; de plus près encore, c’était un homme ou plutôt un poussah dont l’extrémité inférieure, se répandant dans la boîte, en remplissait le contenu; de plus près encore, cet homme, c’était Mousqueton, Mousqueton blanc de cheveux et rouge de visage comme Polichinelle.

	— Eh pardieu! s’écria d’Artagnan, c’est ce cher M. Mousqueton!

	— Ah!... cria le gros homme, ah! quel bonheur! quelle joie! c’est M. d’Artagnan!... Arrêtez, coquins!

	Ces derniers mots s’adressaient aux laquais qui le poussaient et qui le tiraient. La boîte s’arrêta, et les quatre laquais, avec une précision toute militaire, ôtèrent à la fois leurs chapeaux galonnés et se rangèrent derrière la boîte.

	— Oh! monsieur d’Artagnan, dit Mousqueton, que ne puis-je vous embrasser les genoux! Mais je suis devenu impotent, comme vous le voyez.

	— Dame! mon cher Mousqueton, c’est l’âge.

	— Non, monsieur, ce n’est pas l’âge: ce sont les infirmités, les chagrins.

	— Des chagrins, vous, Mousqueton? dit d’Artagnan en faisant le tour de la boîte; êtes-vous fou, mon cher ami? Dieu merci! vous vous portez comme un chêne de trois cents ans.

	— Ah! les jambes, monsieur, les jambes! dit le fidèle serviteur.

	— Comment, les jambes?

	— Oui, elles ne veulent plus me porter.

	— Les ingrates! Cependant, vous les nourrissez bien, Mousqueton, à ce qu’il me paraît.

	— Hélas! oui, elles n’ont rien à me reprocher sous ce rapport-là, dit Mousqueton avec un soupir; j’ai toujours fait tout ce que j’ai pu pour mon corps; je ne suis pas égoïste.

	Et Mousqueton soupira de nouveau.

	«Est-ce que Mousqueton veut aussi être baron, qu’il soupire de la sorte?» pensa d’Artagnan.

	— Mon Dieu! monsieur, dit Mousqueton, s’arrachant à une rêverie pénible, mon Dieu! que Monseigneur sera heureux que vous ayez pensé à lui.

	— Bon Porthos, s’écria d’Artagnan; je brûle de l’embrasser!

	— Oh! dit Mousqueton attendri, je le lui écrirai bien certainement, monsieur.

	— Comment, s’écria d’Artagnan, tu le lui écriras?

	— Aujourd’hui même, sans retard.

	— Il n’est donc pas ici?

	— Mais, non, monsieur.

	— Mais est-il près? est-il loin?

	— Eh! le sais-je, monsieur, le sais-je? fit Mousqueton.

	— Mordioux! s’écria le mousquetaire en frappant du pied, je joue de malheur! Porthos si casanier!

	— Monsieur, il n’y a pas d’homme plus sédentaire que Monseigneur. Mais...

	— Mais quoi?

	— Quand un ami vous presse...

	— Un ami?

	— Eh! sans doute; ce digne M. d’Herblay.

	— C’est Aramis qui a pressé Porthos?

	— Voici comment la chose s’est passée, monsieur d’Artagnan. M. d’Herblay a écrit à Monseigneur...

	— Vraiment?

	— Une lettre, monsieur, une lettre si pressante qu’elle a mis ici tout à feu et à sang!

	— Conte-moi cela, cher ami, dit d’Artagnan, mais renvoie un peu ces messieurs, d’abord.

	Mousqueton poussa un «Au large, faquins!» avec des poumons si puissants, qu’il eût suffi du souffle sans les paroles pour faire évaporer les quatre laquais. D’Artagnan s’assit sur le brancard de la boîte et ouvrit ses oreilles.

	— Monsieur, dit Mousqueton, Monseigneur a donc reçu une lettre de M. le vicaire général d’Herblay, voici huit ou neuf jours; c’était le jour des plaisirs... champêtres; oui, mercredi par conséquent.

	— Comment cela! dit d’Artagnan; le jour des plaisirs champêtres?

	— Oui, monsieur; nous avons tant de plaisirs à prendre dans ce délicieux pays que nous en étions encombrés; si bien que force a été pour nous d’en régler la distribution.

	— Comme je reconnais bien l’ordre de Porthos! Ce n’est pas à moi que cette idée serait venue. Il est vrai que je ne suis pas encombré de plaisirs, moi.

	— Nous l’étions, nous, dit Mousqueton.

	— Et comment avez-vous réglé cela, voyons? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— C’est un peu long, monsieur.

	— N’importe, nous avons le temps, et puis vous parlez si bien, mon cher Mousqueton, que c’est vraiment plaisir de vous entendre.

	— Il est vrai, dit Mousqueton avec un signe de satisfaction qui provenait évidemment de la justice qui lui était rendue, il est vrai que j’ai fait de grands progrès dans la compagnie de Monseigneur.

	— J’attends la distribution des plaisirs, Mousqueton, et avec impatience; je veux savoir si je suis arrivé dans un bon jour.

	— Oh! monsieur d’Artagnan, dit mélancoliquement Mousqueton, depuis que Monseigneur est parti, tous les plaisirs sont envolés!

	— Eh bien! mon cher Mousqueton, rappelez vos souvenirs.

	— Par quel jour voulez-vous que nous commencions?

	— Eh pardieu! commencez par le dimanche, c’est le jour du Seigneur.

	— Le dimanche, monsieur?

	— Oui.

	— Dimanche, plaisirs religieux: Monseigneur va à la messe, rend le pain bénit, se fait faire des discours et des instructions par son aumônier ordinaire. Ce n’est pas fort amusant, mais nous attendons un carme de Paris qui desservira notre aumônerie et qui parle fort bien, à ce que l’on assure; cela nous éveillera, car l’aumônier actuel nous endort toujours. Donc le dimanche, plaisirs religieux. Le lundi, plaisirs mondains.

	— Ah! ah! dit d’Artagnan, comment comprends-tu cela, Mousqueton? Voyons un peu les plaisirs mondains, voyons.

	— Monsieur, le lundi, nous allons dans le monde; nous recevons, nous rendons des visites; on joue du luth, on danse, on fait des bouts rimés, enfin on brûle un peu d’encens en l’honneur des dames.

	— Peste! c’est du suprême galant, dit le mousquetaire, qui eut besoin d’appeler à son aide toute la vigueur de ses muscles mastoïdes pour comprimer une énorme envie de rire.

	— Mardi, plaisirs savants.

	— Ah! bon! dit d’Artagnan, lesquels? Détaille-nous un peu cela, mon cher Mousqueton.

	— Monseigneur a acheté une sphère que je vous montrerai, elle remplit tout le périmètre de la grosse tour, moins une galerie qu’il a fait faire au-dessus de la sphère; il y a des petites ficelles et des fils de laiton après lesquels sont accrochés le soleil et la lune. Cela tourne; c’est fort beau. Monseigneur me montre les mers et terres lointaines; nous nous promettons de ne jamais y aller. C’est plein d’intérêt.

	— Plein d’intérêt, c’est le mot, répéta d’Artagnan. Et le mercredi?

	— Plaisirs champêtres, j’ai déjà eu l’honneur de vous le dire, monsieur le chevalier: nous regardons les moutons et les chèvres de Monseigneur; nous faisons danser les bergères avec des chalumeaux et des musettes, ainsi qu’il est écrit dans un livre que Monseigneur possède en sa bibliothèque et qu’on appelle Bergeries. L’auteur est mort, voilà un mois à peine.

	— M. Racan, peut-être? fit d’Artagnan.

	— C’est cela, M. Racan. Mais ce n’est pas le tout. Nous pêchons à la ligne dans le petit canal, après quoi nous dînons couronnés de fleurs. Voilà pour le mercredi.

	— Peste! dit d’Artagnan, il n’est pas mal partagé, le mercredi. Et le jeudi? que peut-il rester à ce pauvre jeudi?

	— Il n’est pas malheureux, monsieur, dit Mousqueton souriant. Jeudi, plaisirs olympiques. Ah! monsieur, c’est superbe! Nous faisons venir tous les jeunes vassaux de Monseigneur et nous les faisons jeter le disque, lutter, courir. Monseigneur jette le disque comme personne. Et lorsqu’il applique un coup de poing, oh! quel malheur!

	— Comment, quel malheur!

	— Oui, monsieur, on a été obligé de renoncer au ceste. Il cassait les têtes, brisait les mâchoires, enfonçait les poitrines. C’est un jeu charmant, mais personne ne voulait plus le jouer avec lui.

	— Ainsi, le poignet...

	— Oh! monsieur, plus solide que jamais. Monseigneur baisse un peu quant aux jambes, il l’avoue lui-même; mais cela s’est réfugié dans les bras, de sorte que...

	— De sorte qu’il assomme les bœufs comme autrefois.

	— Monsieur, mieux que cela, il enfonce les murs. Dernièrement, après avoir soupé chez un de ses fermiers, vous savez combien Monseigneur est populaire et bon, après souper il fait cette plaisanterie de donner un coup de poing dans le mur, le mur s’écroule, le toit glisse, et il y a trois hommes d’étouffés et une vieille femme.

	— Bon Dieu! Mousqueton, et ton maître?

	— Oh! Monseigneur! il a eu la tête un peu écorchée. Nous lui avons bassiné les chairs avec une eau que les religieuses nous donnent. Mais rien au poing.

	— Rien?

	— Rien, monsieur.

	— Foin des plaisirs olympiques! ils doivent coûter trop cher, car enfin les veuves et les orphelins...

	— On leur fait des pensions, monsieur, un dixième du revenu de Monseigneur est affecté à cela.

	— Passons au vendredi, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Le vendredi, plaisirs nobles et guerriers. Nous chassons, nous faisons des armes, nous dressons des faucons, nous domptons des chevaux. Enfin, le samedi est le jour des plaisirs spirituels: nous meublons notre esprit, nous regardons les tableaux et les statues de Monseigneur, nous écrivons même et nous traçons des plans; enfin, nous tirons les canons de Monseigneur.

	— Vous tracez des plans, vous tirez les canons...

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Mon ami, dit d’Artagnan, M. du Vallon possède en vérité l’esprit le plus subtil et le plus aimable que je connaisse; mais il y a une sorte de plaisirs que vous avez oubliés, ce me semble.

	— Lesquels, monsieur? demanda Mousqueton avec anxiété.

	— Les plaisirs matériels.

	Mousqueton rougit.

	— Qu’entendez-vous par là, monsieur? dit-il en baissant les yeux.

	— J’entends la table, le bon vin, la soirée occupée aux évolutions de la bouteille.

	— Ah! monsieur, ces plaisirs-là ne comptent point, nous les pratiquons tous les jours.

	— Mon brave Mousqueton, reprit d’Artagnan, pardonne-moi, mais j’ai été tellement absorbé par ton récit plein de charmes, que j’ai oublié le principal point de notre conversation, c’est à savoir ce que M. le vicaire général d’Herblay a pu écrire à ton maître.

	— C’est vrai, monsieur, dit Mousqueton, les plaisirs nous ont distraits. Eh bien! monsieur, voici la chose tout entière.

	— J’écoute, mon cher Mousqueton.

	— Mercredi...

	— Jour des plaisirs champêtres?

	— Oui. Une lettre arrive; il la reçoit de mes mains. J’avais reconnu l’écriture.

	— Eh bien?

	— Monseigneur la lit et s’écrie: «Vite, mes chevaux! mes armes!»

	— Ah! mon Dieu! dit d’Artagnan, c’était encore quelque duel!

	— Non pas, monsieur, il y avait ces mots seulement: «Cher Porthos, en route si vous voulez arriver avant l’équinoxe. Je vous attends.»

	— Mordioux! fit d’Artagnan rêveur, c’était pressé à ce qu’il paraît.

	— Je le crois bien. En sorte, continua Mousqueton, que Monseigneur est parti le jour même avec son secrétaire pour tâcher d’arriver à temps.

	— Et sera-t-il arrivé à temps?

	— Je l’espère. Monseigneur qui est haut à la main, comme vous le savez, monsieur, répétait sans cesse: «Tonne Dieu! qu’est-ce encore que cela, l’équinoxe? N’importe, il faudra que le drôle soit bien monté, s’il arrivait avant moi.»

	— Et tu crois que Porthos sera arrivé le premier? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— J’en suis sûr. Cet équinoxe, si riche qu’il soit, n’a certes pas des chevaux comme Monseigneur!

	D’Artagnan contint son envie de rire, parce que la brièveté de la lettre d’Aramis lui donnait fort à penser. Il suivit Mousqueton, ou plutôt le chariot de Mousqueton, jusqu’au château; il s’assit à une table somptueuse, dont on lui fit les honneurs comme à un roi, mais il ne put rien tirer de Mousqueton: le fidèle serviteur pleurait à volonté, c’était tout. D’Artagnan, après une nuit passée sur un excellent lit, rêva beaucoup au sens de la lettre d’Aramis, s’inquiéta des rapports de l’équinoxe avec les affaires de Porthos, puis n’y comprenant rien, sinon qu’il s’agissait de quelque amourette de l’évêque pour laquelle il était nécessaire que les jours fussent égaux aux nuits, d’Artagnan quitta Pierrefonds comme il avait quitté Melun, comme il avait quitté le château du comte de La Fère. Ce ne fut cependant pas sans une mélancolie qui pouvait à bon droit passer pour une des plus sombres humeurs de d’Artagnan. La tête baissée, l’œil fixe, il laissait pendre ses jambes sur chaque flanc de son cheval et se disait, dans cette vague rêverie qui monte parfois à la plus sublime éloquence; «Plus d’amis, plus d’avenir, plus rien! mes forces sont brisées, comme le faisceau de notre amitié passée. Oh! la vieillesse arrive, froide, inexorable; elle enveloppe dans son crêpe funèbre tout ce qui reluisait, tout ce qui embaumait dans ma jeunesse, puis elle jette ce doux fardeau sur son épaule et le porte avec le reste dans ce gouffre sans fond de la mort.» Un frisson serra le cœur du Gascon, si brave et si fort contre tous les malheurs de la vie, et pendant quelques moments les nuages lui parurent noirs, la terre glissante et glaiseuse comme celle des cimetières.

	— Où vais-je... se dit-il; que veux-je faire?... seul... tout seul, sans famille, sans amis... Bah! s’écria-t-il tout à coup.

	Et il piqua des deux sa monture, qui, n’ayant rien trouvé de mélancolique dans la lourde avoine de Pierrefonds, profita de la permission pour montrer sa gaieté par un temps de galop qui absorba deux lieues.

	«À Paris!» se dit d’Artagnan.

	Et le lendemain il descendit à Paris.

	Il avait mis dix jours à faire ce voyage.

	Chapitre XIX — Ce que d’Artagnan venait faire à Paris

	Le lieutenant mit pied à terre devant une boutique de la rue des Lombards, à l’enseigne du Pilon-d’Or. Un homme de bonne mine, portant un tablier blanc et caressant sa moustache grise avec une bonne grosse main, poussa un cri de joie en apercevant le cheval pie.

	— Monsieur le chevalier, dit-il; ah! c’est vous!

	— Bonjour, Planchet! répondit d’Artagnan en faisant le gros dos pour entrer dans la boutique.

	— Vite, quelqu’un, cria Planchet, pour le cheval de M. d’Artagnan, quelqu’un pour sa chambre, quelqu’un pour son souper!

	— Merci, Planchet! bonjour, mes enfants, dit d’Artagnan aux garçons empressés.

	— Vous permettez que j’expédie ce café, cette mélasse et ces raisins cuits? dit Planchet, ils sont destinés à l’office de M. le surintendant.

	— Expédie, expédie.

	— C’est l’affaire d’un moment, puis nous souperons.

	— Fais que nous soupions seuls, dit d’Artagnan, j’ai à te parler.

	Planchet regarda son ancien maître d’une façon significative.

	— Oh! tranquillise-toi, ce n’est rien que d’agréable, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Tant mieux! tant mieux!...

	Et Planchet respira, tandis que d’Artagnan s’asseyait fort simplement dans la boutique sur une balle de bouchons, et prenait connaissance des localités. La boutique était bien garnie; on respirait là un parfum de gingembre, de cannelle et de poivre pilé qui fit éternuer d’Artagnan. Les garçons, heureux d’être aux côtés d’un homme de guerre aussi renommé qu’un lieutenant de mousquetaires qui approchait la personne du roi, se mirent à travailler avec un enthousiasme qui tenait du délire, et à servir les pratiques avec une précipitation dédaigneuse que plus d’un remarqua.

	Planchet encaissait l’argent et faisait ses comptes entrecoupés de politesses à l’adresse de son ancien maître.

	Planchet avait avec ses clients la parole brève et la familiarité hautaine du marchand riche, qui sert tout le monde et n’attend personne. D’Artagnan observa cette nuance avec un plaisir que nous analyserons plus tard. Il vit peu à peu la nuit venir; et enfin, Planchet le conduisit dans une chambre du premier étage, où, parmi les ballots et les caisses, une table fort proprement servie attendait deux convives.

	D’Artagnan profita d’un moment de répit pour considérer la figure de Planchet, qu’il n’avait pas vu depuis un an.

	L’intelligent Planchet avait pris du ventre, mais son visage n’était pas boursouflé. Son regard brillant jouait encore avec facilité dans ses orbites profondes, et la graisse, qui nivelle toutes les saillies caractéristiques du visage humain, n’avait encore touché ni à ses pommettes saillantes, indice de ruse et de cupidité, ni à son menton aigu, indice de finesse et de persévérance. Planchet trônait avec autant de majesté dans sa salle à manger que dans sa boutique. Il offrit à son maître un repas frugal, mais tout parisien: le rôti cuit au four du boulanger, avec les légumes, la salade, et le dessert emprunté à la boutique même. D’Artagnan trouva bon que l’épicier eût tiré de derrière les fagots une bouteille de ce vin d’Anjou qui, durant toute la vie de d’Artagnan, avait été son vin de prédilection.

	— Autrefois, monsieur, dit Planchet avec un sourire plein de bonhomie, c’était moi qui vous buvais votre vin; maintenant, j’ai le bonheur que vous buviez le mien.

	— Et Dieu merci! ami Planchet, je le boirai encore longtemps, j’espère, car à présent me voilà libre.

	— Libre! Vous avez congé, monsieur?

	— Illimité!

	— Vous quittez le service? dit Planchet stupéfait.

	— Oui, je me repose.

	— Et le roi? s’écria Planchet, qui ne pouvait supposer que le roi pût se passer des services d’un homme tel que d’Artagnan.

	— Et le roi cherchera fortune ailleurs... Mais nous avons bien soupé, tu es en veine de saillies, tu m’excites à te faire des confidences, ouvre donc tes oreilles.

	
— J’ouvre.

	Et Planchet, avec un rire plus franc que malin, décoiffa une bouteille de vin blanc.

	— Laisse-moi ma raison seulement.

	— Oh! quand vous perdrez la tête, vous, monsieur...

	— Maintenant, ma tête est à moi, et je prétends la ménager plus que jamais. D’abord causons finances... Comment se porte notre argent?

	— À merveille, monsieur. Les vingt mille livres que j’ai reçues de vous sont placées toujours dans mon commerce, où elles rapportent neuf pour cent; je vous en donne sept, je gagne donc sur vous.

	— Et tu es toujours content?

	— Enchanté. Vous m’en apportez d’autres?

	— Mieux que cela... Mais en as-tu besoin?

	— Oh! que non pas. Chacun m’en veut confier à présent. J’étends mes affaires.

	— C’était ton projet.

	— Je fais un jeu de banque... J’achète les marchandises de mes confrères nécessiteux, je prête de l’argent à ceux qui sont gênés pour les remboursements.

	— Sans usure?...

	— Oh! monsieur, la semaine passée j’ai eu deux rendez-vous au boulevard pour ce mot que vous venez de prononcer.

	— Comment!

	— Vous allez comprendre: il s’agissait d’un prêt... L’emprunteur me donne en caution des cassonades avec condition que je vendrais si le remboursement n’avait pas lieu à une époque fixe. Je prête mille livres. Il ne me paie pas, je vends les cassonades treize cents livres. Il l’apprend et réclame cent écus. Ma foi, j’ai refusé... prétendant que je pouvais ne les vendre que neuf cents livres. Il m’a dit que je faisais de l’usure. Je l’ai prié de me répéter cela derrière le boulevard. C’est un ancien garde, il est venu; je lui ai passé votre épée au travers de la cuisse gauche.

	— Tudieu! quelle banque tu fais! dit d’Artagnan.

	— Au-dessus de treize pour cent je me bats, répliqua Planchet; voilà mon caractère.

	— Ne prends que douze, dit d’Artagnan, et appelle le reste prime et courtage.

	— Vous avez raison, monsieur. Mais votre affaire?

	— Ah! Planchet, c’est bien long et bien difficile à dire.

	— Dites toujours.

	D’Artagnan se gratta la moustache comme un homme embarrassé de sa confidence et défiant du confident.

	— C’est un placement? demanda Planchet.

	— Mais, oui.

	— D’un beau produit?

	— D’un joli produit: quatre cents pour cent, Planchet.

	Planchet donna un coup de poing sur la table avec tant de raideur que les bouteilles en bondirent comme si elles avaient peur.

	— Est-ce Dieu possible!

	— Je crois qu’il y aura plus, dit froidement d’Artagnan, mais enfin j’aime mieux dire moins.

	— Ah diable! fit Planchet se rapprochant... Mais, monsieur, c’est magnifique!... Peut-on mettre beaucoup d’argent?

	— Vingt mille livres chacun, Planchet.

	— C’est tout votre avoir, monsieur. Pour combien de temps?

	— Pour un mois.

	— Et cela nous donnera?

	— Cinquante mille livres chacun; compte.

	— C’est monstrueux!... Il faudra se bien battre pour un jeu comme celui-là?

	— Je crois en effet qu’il se faudra battre pas mal, dit d’Artagnan avec la même tranquillité; mais cette fois, Planchet, nous sommes deux, et je prends les coups pour moi seul.

	— Monsieur, je ne souffrirai pas...

	— Planchet, tu ne peux en être, il te faudrait quitter ton commerce.

	— L’affaire ne se fait pas à Paris?

	— Non.

	— Ah! à l’étranger?

	— En Angleterre.

	— Pays de spéculation, c’est vrai, dit Planchet... pays que je connais beaucoup... Quelle sorte d’affaire, monsieur, sans trop de curiosité?

	— Planchet, c’est une restauration.

	— De monuments?

	— Oui, de monuments, nous restaurerons White Hall.

	— C’est important... Et en un mois vous croyez?...

	— Je m’en charge.

	— Cela vous regarde, monsieur, et une fois que vous vous en mêlez...

	— Oui, cela me regarde... je suis fort au courant... cependant je te consulterai volontiers.

	— C’est beaucoup d’honneur... mais je m’entends mal à l’architecture.

	— Planchet... tu as tort, tu es un excellent architecte, aussi bon que moi pour ce dont il s’agit.

	— Merci...

	— J’avais, je te l’avoue, été tenté d’offrir la chose à ces Messieurs, mais ils sont absents de leurs maisons... C’est fâcheux, je n’en connais pas de plus hardis ni de plus adroits.

	— Ah çà! il paraît qu’il y aura concurrence et que l’entreprise sera disputée?

	— Oh! oui, Planchet, oui...

	— Je brûle d’avoir des détails, monsieur.

	— En voici, Planchet, ferme bien toutes les portes.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	Et Planchet s’enferma d’un triple tour.

	— Bien, maintenant, approche-toi de moi.

	Planchet obéit.

	— Et ouvre la fenêtre, parce que le bruit des passants et des chariots rendra sourds tous ceux qui pourraient nous entendre.

	Planchet ouvrit la fenêtre comme on le lui avait prescrit, et la bouffée de tumulte qui s’engouffra dans la chambre, cris, roues, aboiements et pas, assourdit d’Artagnan lui-même, selon qu’il l’avait désiré. Ce fut alors qu’il but un verre de vin blanc et qu’il commença en ces termes:

	— Planchet, j’ai une idée.

	— Ah! monsieur, je vous reconnais bien là, répondit l’épicier, pantelant d’émotion.

	Chapitre XX — De la société qui se forme rue des Lombards à l’enseigne du Pilon-d’Or, pour exploiter l’idée de M. d’Artagnan

	Après un instant de silence, pendant lequel d’Artagnan parut recueillir non pas une idée, mais toutes ses idées:

	— Il n’est point, mon cher Planchet, dit-il, que tu n’aies entendu parler de Sa Majesté Charles Ier, roi d’Angleterre?

	— Hélas! oui, monsieur, puisque vous avez quitté la France pour lui porter secours; que malgré ce secours il est tombé et a failli vous entraîner dans sa chute.

	— Précisément; je vois que tu as bonne mémoire, Planchet.

	— Peste! monsieur, l’étonnant serait que je l’eusse perdue, cette mémoire, si mauvaise qu’elle fût. Quand on a entendu Grimaud qui, vous le savez, ne raconte guère, raconter comment est tombée la tête du roi Charles, comment vous avez voyagé la moitié d’une nuit dans un bâtiment miné, et vu revenir sur l’eau ce bon M. Mordaunt avec certain poignard à manche doré dans la poitrine, on n’oublie pas ces choses-là.

	— Il y a pourtant des gens qui les oublient, Planchet.

	— Oui, ceux qui ne les ont pas vues ou qui n’ont pas entendu Grimaud les raconter.

	— Eh bien! tant mieux, puisque tu te rappelles tout cela, je n’aurai besoin de te rappeler qu’une chose, c’est que le roi Charles Ier avait un fils.

	— Il en avait même deux, monsieur, sans vous démentir, dit Planchet; car j’ai vu le second à Paris, M. le duc d’York, un jour qu’il se rendait au Palais-Royal, et l’on m’a assuré que ce n’était que le second fils du roi Charles Ier. Quant à l’aîné, j’ai l’honneur de le connaître de nom, mais pas de vue.

	— Voilà justement, Planchet, où nous en devons venir: c’est à ce fils aîné qui s’appelait autrefois le prince de Galles, et qui s’appelle aujourd’hui Charles II, roi d’Angleterre.

	— Roi sans royaume, monsieur, répondit sentencieusement Planchet.

	— Oui, Planchet, et tu peux ajouter malheureux prince, plus malheureux qu’un homme du peuple perdu dans le plus misérable quartier de Paris.

	Planchet fit un geste plein de cette compassion banale que l’on accorde aux étrangers avec lesquels on ne pense pas qu’on puisse jamais se trouver en contact. D’ailleurs, il ne voyait, dans cette opération politico-sentimentale, poindre aucunement l’idée commerciale de M. d’Artagnan, et c’était à cette idée qu’il en avait principalement. D’Artagnan, qui avait l’habitude de bien comprendre les choses et les hommes, comprit Planchet.

	— J’arrive, dit-il. Ce jeune prince de Galles, roi sans royaume, comme tu dis fort bien, Planchet, m’a intéressé, moi, d’Artagnan. Je l’ai vu mendier l’assistance de Mazarin, qui est un cuistre, et le secours du roi Louis, qui est un enfant, et il m’a semblé, à moi qui m’y connais, que dans cet œil intelligent du roi déchu, dans cette noblesse de toute sa personne, noblesse qui a surnagé au-dessus de toutes les misères, il y avait l’étoffe d’un homme de cœur et d’un roi.

	Planchet approuva tacitement: tout cela, à ses yeux du moins, n’éclairait pas encore l’idée de d’Artagnan. Celui-ci continua:

	— Voici donc le raisonnement que je me suis fait. Écoute bien, Planchet, car nous approchons de la conclusion.

	— J’écoute.

	— Les rois ne sont pas semés tellement drus sur la terre que les peuples en trouvent là où ils en ont besoin. Or ce roi sans royaume est à mon avis une graine réservée qui doit fleurir en une saison quelconque, pourvu qu’une main adroite, discrète et vigoureuse, la sème bel et bien, en choisissant sol, ciel et temps.

	Planchet approuvait toujours de la tête, ce qui prouvait qu’il ne comprenait toujours pas.

	— Pauvre petite graine de roi! me suis-je dit, et réellement j’étais attendri, Planchet, ce qui me fait penser que j’entame une bêtise. Voilà pourquoi j’ai voulu te consulter, mon ami.

	Planchet rougit de plaisir et d’orgueil.

	— Pauvre petite graine de roi! je te ramasse, moi, et je vais te jeter dans une bonne terre.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! dit Planchet en regardant fixement son ancien maître, comme s’il eût douté de tout l’éclat de sa raison.

	— Eh bien! quoi? demanda d’Artagnan, qui te blesse?

	— Moi, rien, monsieur.

	— Tu as dit: «Ah! mon Dieu!»

	— Vous croyez?

	— J’en suis sûr. Est-ce que tu comprendrais déjà?

	— J’avoue, monsieur d’Artagnan, que j’ai peur...

	— De comprendre?

	— Oui.

	— De comprendre que je veux faire remonter sur le trône le roi Charles II, qui n’a plus de trône? Est-ce cela?

	Planchet fit un bond prodigieux sur sa chaise.

	— Ah! Ah! dit-il tout effaré; voilà donc ce que vous appelez une restauration, vous!

	— Oui, Planchet, n’est-ce pas ainsi que la chose se nomme?

	— Sans doute, sans doute. Mais avez-vous bien réfléchi?

	— À quoi?

	— À ce qu’il y a là-bas?

	— Où?

	— En Angleterre.

	— Et qu’y a-t-il, voyons, Planchet?

	— D’abord, monsieur, je vous demande pardon si je me mêle de ces choses-là, qui ne sont point de mon commerce; mais puisque c’est une affaire que vous me proposez... car vous me proposez une affaire, n’est-ce pas?

	— Superbe, Planchet.

	— Mais puisque vous me proposez une affaire, j’ai le droit de la discuter.

	— Discute, Planchet; de la discussion naît la lumière.

	— Eh bien! puisque j’ai la permission de Monsieur, je lui dirai qu’il y a là-bas les parlements d’abord.

	— Eh bien! après?

	— Et puis l’armée.

	— Bon. Vois-tu encore quelque chose?

	— Et puis la nation.

	— Est-ce tout?

	— La nation, qui a consenti la chute et la mort du feu roi, père de celui-là, et qui ne se voudra point démentir.

	— Planchet, mon ami, dit d’Artagnan, tu raisonnes comme un fromage. La nation... la nation est lasse de ces messieurs qui s’appellent de noms barbares et qui lui chantent des psaumes. Chanter pour chanter, mon cher Planchet, j’ai remarqué que les nations aimaient mieux chanter la gaudriole que le plain-chant. Rappelle-toi la Fronde; a-t-on chanté dans ces temps-là! Eh bien! c’était le bon temps.

	— Pas trop, pas trop; j’ai manqué y être pendu.

	— Oui, mais tu ne l’as pas été?

	— Non.

	— Et tu as commencé ta fortune au milieu de toutes ces chansons-là?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Tu n’as donc rien à dire?

	— Si fait! j’en reviens à l’armée et aux parlements.

	— J’ai dit que j’empruntais vingt mille livres à M. Planchet, et que je mettais vingt mille livres de mon côté; avec ces quarante mille livres je lève une armée.

	Planchet joignit les mains; il voyait d’Artagnan sérieux, il crut de bonne foi que son maître avait perdu le sens.

	— Une armée!... Ah! monsieur, fit-il avec son plus charmant sourire, de peur d’irriter ce fou et d’en faire un furieux. Une armée... nombreuse?

	— De quarante hommes, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Quarante contre quarante mille, ce n’est point assez. Vous valez bien mille hommes à vous tout seul, monsieur d’Artagnan, je le sais bien; mais où trouverez-vous trente-neuf hommes qui vaillent autant que vous? ou, les trouvant, qui vous fournira l’argent pour les payer?

	— Pas mal, Planchet... Ah! diable! tu te fais courtisan.

	— Non, monsieur, je dis ce que je pense, et voilà justement pourquoi je dis qu’à la première bataille rangée que vous livrerez avec vos quarante hommes, j’ai bien peur...

	— Aussi ne livrerai-je pas de bataille rangée, mon cher Planchet, dit en riant le Gascon. Nous avons, dans l’Antiquité, des exemples très beaux de retraites et de marches savantes qui consistaient à éviter l’ennemi au lieu de l’aborder. Tu dois savoir cela, Planchet, toi qui as commandé les Parisiens le jour où ils eussent dû se battre contre les mousquetaires, et qui as si bien calculé les marches et les contremarches, que tu n’as point quitté la place Royale.

	Planchet se mit à rire.

	— Il est de fait, répondit-il, que si vos quarante hommes se cachent toujours et qu’ils ne soient pas maladroits, ils peuvent espérer de n’être pas battus; mais enfin, vous vous proposez un résultat quelconque?

	— Sans aucun doute. Voici donc, à mon avis, le procédé à employer pour replacer promptement Sa Majesté Charles II sur le trône.

	— Bon! s’écria Planchet en redoublant d’attention, voyons ce procédé. Mais auparavant il me semble que nous oublions quelque chose.

	— Quoi?

	— Nous avons mis de côté la nation, qui aime mieux chanter des gaudrioles que des psaumes, et l’armée, que nous ne combattons pas; mais restent les parlements, qui ne chantent guère.

	— Et qui ne se battent pas davantage. Comment, toi, Planchet, un homme intelligent, tu t’inquiètes d’un tas de braillards qui s’appellent les croupions et les décharnés! Les parlements ne m’inquiètent pas, Planchet.

	— Du moment où ils n’inquiètent pas Monsieur, passons outre.

	— Oui, et arrivons au résultat. Te rappelles-tu Cromwell, Planchet?

	— J’en ai beaucoup ouï parler, monsieur.

	— C’était un rude guerrier.

	— Et un terrible mangeur, surtout.

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, d’un seul coup il a avalé l’Angleterre.

	— Eh bien! Planchet, le lendemain du jour où il avala l’Angleterre, si quelqu’un eût avalé M. Cromwell?...

	— Oh! monsieur, c’est un des premiers axiomes de mathématiques que le contenant doit être plus grand que le contenu.

	— Très bien!... Voilà notre affaire, Planchet.

	— Mais M. Cromwell est mort, et son contenant maintenant, c’est la tombe.

	— Mon cher Planchet, je vois avec plaisir que non seulement tu es devenu mathématicien, mais encore philosophe.

	— Monsieur, dans mon commerce d’épicerie, j’utilise beaucoup de papier imprimé; cela m’instruit.

	— Bravo! Tu sais donc, en ce cas-là... car tu n’as pas appris les mathématiques et la philosophie sans un peu d’histoire... qu’après ce Cromwell si grand, il en est venu un tout petit.

	— Oui; celui-là s’appelait Richard, et il a fait comme vous, monsieur d’Artagnan, il a donné sa démission.

	— Bien, très bien! Après le grand, qui est mort; après le petit, qui a donné sa démission, est venu un troisième. Celui-là s’appelle M. Monck; c’est un général fort habile, en ce qu’il ne s’est jamais battu; c’est un diplomate très fort, en ce qu’il ne parle jamais, et qu’avant de dire bonjour à un homme, il médite douze heures, et finit par dire bonsoir; ce qui fait crier au miracle, attendu que cela tombe juste.

	— C’est très fort, en effet, dit Planchet; mais je connais, moi, un autre homme politique qui ressemble beaucoup à celui-là.

	— M. de Mazarin, n’est-ce pas?

	— Lui-même.

	— Tu as raison, Planchet; seulement, M. de Mazarin n’aspire pas au trône de France; cela change tout, vois-tu. Eh bien! ce M. Monck, qui a déjà l’Angleterre toute rôtie sur son assiette et qui ouvre déjà la bouche pour l’avaler, ce M. Monck, qui dit aux gens de Charles II et à Charles II lui-même: «Nescio vos...»

	— Je ne sais pas l’anglais, dit Planchet.

	— Oui, mais moi, je le sais, dit d’Artagnan. Nescio vos signifie: «Je ne vous connais pas.» Ce M. Monck, l’homme important de l’Angleterre elle-même, quand il l’aura engloutie...

	— Eh bien? demanda Planchet.

	— Eh bien! mon ami, je vais là-bas, et avec mes quarante hommes je l’enlève, je l’emballe, et je l’apporte en France, où deux partis se présentent à mes yeux éblouis.

	— Et aux miens! s’écria Planchet, transporté d’enthousiasme. Nous le mettons dans une cage et nous le montrons pour de l’argent.

	— Eh bien! Planchet, c’est un troisième parti auquel je n’avais pas songé et que tu viens de trouver, toi.

	— Le croyez-vous bon?

	— Oui, certainement; mais je crois les miens meilleurs.

	— Voyons les vôtres, alors.

	— 1° je le mets à rançon.

	— De combien?

	— Peste! un gaillard comme cela vaut bien cent mille écus.

	— Oh! oui.

	— Tu vois: 1° je le mets à rançon de cent mille écus.

	— Ou bien?...

	— Ou bien, ce qui est mieux encore, je le livre au roi Charles, qui, n’ayant plus ni général d’armée à craindre, ni diplomate à jouer, se restaurera lui-même, et, une fois restauré, me comptera les cent mille écus en question. Voilà l’idée que j’ai eue; qu’en dis-tu, Planchet?

	— Magnifique, monsieur! s’écria Planchet tremblant d’émotion. Et comment cette idée-là vous est-elle venue?

	— Elle m’est venue un matin au bord de la Loire, tandis que le roi Louis XIV, notre bien-aimé roi, pleurnichait sur la main de Mlle de Mancini.

	— Monsieur, je vous garantis que l’idée est sublime. Mais...

	— Ah! il y a un mais.

	— Permettez! Mais elle est un peu comme la peau de ce bel ours, vous savez, qu’on devait vendre, mais qu’il fallait prendre sur l’ours vivant. Or, pour prendre M. Monck, il y aura bagarre.

	— Sans doute, mais puisque je lève une armée.

	— Oui, oui, je comprends, parbleu! un coup de main. Oh! alors, monsieur, vous triompherez, car nul ne vous égale en ces sortes de rencontres.

	— J’y ai du bonheur, c’est vrai, dit d’Artagnan, avec une orgueilleuse simplicité; tu comprends que si pour cela j’avais mon cher Athos, mon brave Porthos et mon rusé Aramis, l’affaire était faite; mais ils sont perdus, à ce qu’il paraît, et nul ne sait où les retrouver. Je ferai donc le coup tout seul. Maintenant, trouves-tu l’affaire bonne et le placement avantageux?

	— Trop! trop!

	— Comment cela?

	— Parce que les belles choses n’arrivent jamais à point.

	— Celle-là est infaillible, Planchet, et la preuve, c’est que je m’y emploie. Ce sera pour toi un assez joli lucre et pour moi un coup assez intéressant. On dira: «Voilà quelle fut la vieillesse de M. d’Artagnan»; et j’aurai une place dans les histoires et même dans l’histoire, Planchet.

	— Monsieur! s’écria Planchet, quand je pense que c’est ici, chez moi, au milieu de ma cassonade, de mes pruneaux et de ma cannelle que ce gigantesque projet se mûrit, il me semble que ma boutique est un palais.

	— Prends garde, prends garde, Planchet; si le moindre bruit transpire, il y a Bastille pour nous deux; prends garde, mon ami, car c’est un complot que nous faisons là: M. Monck est l’allié de M. de Mazarin; prends garde.

	— Monsieur, quand on a eu l’honneur de vous appartenir, on n’a pas peur, et quand on a l’avantage d’être lié d’intérêt avec vous, on se tait.

	— Fort bien, c’est ton affaire encore plus que la mienne, attendu que dans huit jours, moi, je serai en Angleterre.

	— Partez, monsieur, partez; le plus tôt sera le mieux.

	— Alors, l’argent est prêt?

	— Demain il le sera, demain vous le recevrez de ma main. Voulez-vous de l’or ou de l’argent?

	— De l’or, c’est plus commode. Mais comment allons-nous arranger cela? Voyons.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, de la façon la plus simple: vous me donnez un reçu, voilà tout.

	— Non pas, non pas, dit vivement d’Artagnan, il faut de l’ordre en toutes choses.

	— C’est aussi mon opinion... mais avec vous, monsieur d’Artagnan...

	— Et si je meurs là-bas, si je suis tué d’une balle de mousquet, si je crève pour avoir bu de la bière?

	— Monsieur, je vous prie de croire qu’en ce cas je serais tellement affligé de votre mort, que je ne penserais point à l’argent.

	— Merci, Planchet, mais cela n’empêche. Nous allons, comme deux clercs de procureur, rédiger ensemble une convention, une espèce d’acte qu’on pourrait appeler un acte de société.

	— Volontiers, monsieur.

	— Je sais bien que c’est difficile à rédiger, mais nous essaierons.

	Planchet alla chercher une plume, de l’encre et du papier.

	D’Artagnan prit la plume, la trempa dans l’encre et écrivit:

	«Entre messire d’Artagnan, ex-lieutenant des mousquetaires du roi, actuellement demeurant rue Tiquetonne, Hôtel de la Chevrette,

	Et le sieur Planchet, épicier, demeurant rue des Lombards, à l’enseigne du Pilon-d’Or.

	A été convenu ce qui suit:

	Une société au capital de quarante mille livres est formée à l’effet d’exploiter une idée apportée par M. d’Artagnan. Le sieur Planchet, qui connaît cette idée et qui l’approuve en tous points, versera vingt mille livres entre les mains de M. d’Artagnan. Il n’en exigera ni remboursement ni intérêt avant le retour d’un voyage que M. d’Artagnan va faire en Angleterre.

	De son côté, M. d’Artagnan s’engage à verser vingt mille livres qu’il joindra aux vingt mille déjà versées par le sieur Planchet. Il usera de ladite somme de quarante mille livres comme bon lui semblera, s’engageant toutefois à une chose qui va être énoncée ci-dessous.

	Le jour où M. d’Artagnan aura rétabli par un moyen quelconque Sa Majesté le roi Charles II sur le trône d’Angleterre, il versera entre les mains de M. Planchet la somme de...»

	— La somme de cent cinquante mille livres, dit naïvement Planchet voyant que d’Artagnan s’arrêtait.

	— Ah! diable! non, dit d’Artagnan, le partage ne peut pas se faire par moitié, ce ne serait pas juste.

	— Cependant, monsieur, nous mettons moitié chacun, objecta timidement Planchet.

	— Oui, mais écoute la clause, mon cher Planchet, et si tu ne la trouves pas équitable en tout point quand elle sera écrite, eh bien! nous la rayerons.

	Et d’Artagnan écrivit:

	«Toutefois, comme M. d’Artagnan apporte à l’association, outre le capital de vingt mille livres, son temps, son idée, son industrie et sa peau, choses qu’il apprécie fort, surtout cette dernière, M. d’Artagnan gardera, sur les trois cent mille livres, deux cent mille livres pour lui, ce qui portera sa part aux deux tiers.»

	— Très bien, dit Planchet.

	— Est-ce juste? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— Parfaitement juste, monsieur.

	— Et tu seras content moyennant cent mille livres?

	— Peste! je crois bien. Cent mille livres pour vingt mille livres!

	— Et à un mois, comprends bien.

	— Comment, à un mois?

	— Oui, je ne te demande qu’un mois.

	— Monsieur, dit généreusement Planchet, je vous donne six semaines.

	— Merci, répondit fort civilement le mousquetaire.

	Après quoi, les deux associés relurent l’acte.

	— C’est parfait, monsieur, dit Planchet, et feu M. Coquenard, le premier époux de Mme la baronne du Vallon, n’aurait pas fait mieux.

	— Tu trouves? Eh bien! alors, signons.

	Et tous deux apposèrent leur parafe.

	— De cette façon, dit d’Artagnan, je n’aurai obligation à personne.

	— Mais moi, j’aurai obligation à vous, dit Planchet.

	— Non, car si tendrement que j’y tienne, Planchet, je puis laisser ma peau là-bas, et tu perdras tout. À propos, peste! cela me fait penser au principal, une clause indispensable, je l’écris: «Dans le cas où M. d’Artagnan succomberait à l’œuvre; la liquidation se trouvera faite et le sieur Planchet donne dès à présent quittance à l’ombre de messire d’Artagnan des vingt mille livres par lui versées dans la caisse de ladite association.»

	Cette dernière clause fit froncer le sourcil à Planchet; mais lorsqu’il vit l’œil si brillant, la main si musculeuse, l’échine si souple et si robuste de son associé, il reprit courage, et sans regret, haut la main, il ajouta un trait à son parafe. D’Artagnan en fit autant. Ainsi fut rédigé le premier acte de société connu; peut-être a-t-on un peu abusé depuis de la forme et du fond.

	— Maintenant, dit Planchet en versant un dernier verre de vin d’Anjou à d’Artagnan, maintenant, allez dormir, mon cher maître.

	— Non pas, répliqua d’Artagnan, car le plus difficile maintenant reste à faire, et je vais rêver à ce plus difficile.

	— Bah! dit Planchet, j’ai si grande confiance en vous, monsieur d’Artagnan, que je ne donnerais pas mes cent mille livres pour quatre-vingt-dix mille.

	— Et le diable m’emporte! dit d’Artagnan, je crois que tu aurais raison.

	Sur quoi d’Artagnan prit une chandelle, monta à sa chambre et se coucha.

	Chapitre XXI — Où d’Artagnan se prépare à voyager pour la maison Planchet et Compagnie

	D’Artagnan rêva si bien toute la nuit, que son plan fut arrêté dès le lendemain matin.

	— Voilà! dit-il en se mettant sur son séant dans son lit et en appuyant son coude sur son genou et son menton dans sa main, voilà! Je chercherai quarante hommes bien sûrs et bien solides, recrutés parmi des gens un peu compromis, mais ayant des habitudes de discipline. Je leur promettrai cinq cents livres pour un mois, s’ils reviennent; rien, s’ils ne reviennent pas, ou moitié pour leurs collatéraux. Quant à la nourriture et au logement, cela regarde les Anglais, qui ont des bœufs au pâturage, du lard au saloir, des poules au poulailler et du grain en grange. Je me présenterai au général Monck avec ce corps de troupe. Il m’agréera. J’aurai sa confiance, et j’en abuserai le plus vite possible.

	Mais, sans aller plus loin, d’Artagnan secoua la tête et s’interrompit.

	— Non, dit-il, je n’oserais raconter cela à Athos; le moyen est donc peu honorable. Il faut user de violence, continua-t-il, il le faut bien certainement, sans avoir en rien engagé ma loyauté. Avec quarante hommes je courrai la campagne comme partisan. Oui, mais si je rencontre, non pas quarante mille Anglais, comme disait Planchet, mais purement et simplement quatre cents? Je serai battu, attendu que, sur mes quarante guerriers, il s’en trouvera dix au moins de véreux, dix qui se feront tuer tout de suite par bêtise.

	«Non, en effet, impossible d’avoir quarante hommes sûrs; cela n’existe pas. Il faut savoir se contenter de trente. Avec dix hommes de moins j’aurai le droit d’éviter la rencontre à main armée, à cause du petit nombre de mes gens, et si la rencontre a lieu, mon choix est bien plus certain sur trente hommes que sur quarante. En outre, j’économise cinq mille francs, c’est-à-dire le huitième de mon capital, cela en vaut la peine. C’est dit, j’aurai donc trente hommes. Je les diviserai en trois bandes, nous nous éparpillerons dans le pays avec injonction de nous réunir à un moment donné; de cette façon, dix par dix, nous ne donnons pas le moindre soupçon, nous passons inaperçus. Oui, oui, trente, c’est un merveilleux nombre. Il y a trois dizaines; trois, ce nombre divin. Et puis, vraiment, une compagnie de trente hommes, lorsqu’elle sera réunie, cela aura encore quelque chose d’imposant. Ah! malheureux que je suis, continua d’Artagnan, il faut trente chevaux; c’est ruineux. Où diable avais-je la tête en oubliant les chevaux? On ne peut songer cependant à faire un coup pareil sans chevaux. Eh bien! soit! ce sacrifice, nous le ferons, quitte à prendre les chevaux dans le pays; ils n’y sont pas mauvais, d’ailleurs.

	«Mais j’oubliais, peste! trois bandes, cela nécessite trois commandants, voilà la difficulté: sur les trois commandants, j’en ai déjà un, c’est moi; oui, mais les deux autres coûteront à eux seuls presque autant d’argent que tout le reste de la troupe. Non, décidément, il ne faudrait qu’un seul lieutenant.

	«En ce cas, alors, je réduirai ma troupe à vingt hommes. Je sais bien que c’est peu, vingt hommes; mais puisque avec trente j’étais décidé à ne pas chercher les coups, je le serai bien plus encore avec vingt. Vingt, c’est un compte rond; cela d’ailleurs réduit de dix le nombre des chevaux, ce qui est une considération; et alors, avec un bon lieutenant...

	«Mordieu! ce que c’est pourtant que patience et calcul! N’allais-je pas m’embarquer avec quarante hommes, et voilà maintenant que je me réduis à vingt pour un égal succès. Dix mille livres d’épargnées d’un seul coup et plus de sûreté, c’est bien cela. Voyons à cette heure: il ne s’agit plus que de trouver ce lieutenant; trouvons-le donc, et après... Ce n’est pas facile, il me le faut brave et bon, un second moi-même.

	«Oui, mais un lieutenant aura mon secret, et comme ce secret vaut un million et que je ne paierai à mon homme que mille livres, quinze cents livres au plus, mon homme vendra le secret à Monck. Pas de lieutenant, mordioux! D’ailleurs, cet homme fût-il muet comme un disciple de Pythagore, cet homme aura bien dans la troupe un soldat favori dont il fera son sergent; le sergent pénétrera le secret du lieutenant, au cas où celui-ci sera honnête et ne voudra pas le vendre.

	«Alors le sergent, moins probe et moins ambitieux, donnera le tout pour cinquante mille livres. Allons, allons! c’est impossible! Décidément le lieutenant est impossible. Mais alors plus de fractions, je ne puis diviser ma troupe en deux et agir sur deux points à la fois sans un autre moi-même qui...Mais à quoi bon agir sur deux points, puisque nous n’avons qu’un homme à prendre? À quoi bon affaiblir un corps en mettant la droite ici, la gauche là? Un seul corps, mordioux! un seul, et commandé par d’Artagnan; très bien! Mais vingt hommes marchant d’une bande sont suspects à tout le monde; il ne faut pas qu’on voie vingt cavaliers marcher ensemble, autrement on leur détache une compagnie qui demande le mot d’ordre, et qui, sur l’embarras qu’on éprouve à le donner, fusille M. d’Artagnan et ses hommes comme des lapins. Je me réduis donc à dix hommes; de cette façon; j’agis simplement et avec unité; je serai forcé à la prudence, ce qui est la moitié de la réussite dans une affaire du genre de celle que j’entreprends: le grand nombre m’eût entraîné à quelque folie peut-être. Dix chevaux ne sont plus rien à acheter ou à prendre, Oh! excellente idée et quelle tranquillité parfaite elle fait passer dans mes veines! Plus de soupçons, plus de mots d’ordre, plus de danger. Dix hommes, ce sont des valets ou des commis. Dix hommes conduisant dix chevaux chargés de marchandises quelconques sont tolérés, bien reçus partout.

	«Dix hommes voyagent pour le compte de la maison Planchet et Cie, de France. Il n’y a rien à dire. Ces dix hommes, vêtus comme des manœuvriers, ont un bon couteau de chasse, un bon mousqueton à la croupe du cheval, un bon pistolet dans la fonte. Ils ne se laissent jamais inquiéter, parce qu’ils n’ont pas de mauvais desseins. Ils sont peut-être au fond un peu contrebandiers, mais qu’est-ce que cela fait? la contrebande n’est pas comme la polygamie, un cas pendable. Le pis qui puisse nous arriver, c’est qu’on confisque nos marchandises.

	«Les marchandises confisquées, la belle affaire! Allons, allons, c’est un plan superbe. Dix hommes seulement, dix hommes que j’engagerai pour mon service, dix hommes qui seront résolus comme quarante, qui me coûteront comme quatre, et à qui, pour plus grande sûreté, je n’ouvrirai pas la bouche de mon dessein, et à qui je dirai seulement: «Mes amis, il y a un coup à faire.» De cette façon, Satan sera bien malin s’il me joue un de ses tours. Quinze mille livres d’économisées! c’est superbe sur vingt.

	Ainsi réconforté par son industrieux calcul, d’Artagnan s’arrêta à ce plan et résolut de n’y plus rien changer. Il avait déjà, sur une liste fournie par son intarissable mémoire, dix hommes illustres parmi les chercheurs d’aventures, maltraités par la fortune ou inquiétés par la justice. Sur ce, d’Artagnan se leva et se mit en quête à l’instant même, en invitant Planchet à ne pas l’attendre à déjeuner, et même peut-être à dîner. Un jour et demi passé à courir certains bouges de Paris lui suffit pour sa récolte, et sans faire communiquer les uns avec les autres ses aventuriers, il avait colligé, collectionné, réuni en moins de trente heures une charmante collection de mauvais visages parlant un français moins pur que l’anglais dont ils allaient se servir. C’étaient pour la plupart des gardes dont d’Artagnan avait pu apprécier le mérite en différentes rencontres, et que l’ivrognerie, des coups d’épée malheureux, des gains inespérés au jeu ou les réformes économiques de M. de Mazarin avaient forcés de chercher l’ombre et la solitude, ces deux grands consolateurs des âmes incomprises et froissées. Ils portaient sur leur physionomie et dans leurs vêtements les traces des peines de cœur qu’ils avaient éprouvées. Quelques-uns avaient le visage déchiré; tous avaient des habits en lambeaux.

	D’Artagnan soulagea le plus pressé de ces misères fraternelles avec une sage distribution des écus de la société; puis ayant veillé à ce que ces écus fussent employés à l’embellissement physique de la troupe, il assigna rendez-vous à ses recrues dans le nord de la France, entre Berghes et Saint-Omer. Six jours avaient été donnés pour tout terme, et d’Artagnan connaissait assez la bonne volonté, la belle humeur et la probité relative de ces illustres engagés, pour être certain que pas un d’eux ne manquerait à l’appel. Ces ordres donnés, ce rendez-vous pris, il alla faire ses adieux à Planchet, qui lui demanda des nouvelles de son armée. D’Artagnan ne jugea point à propos de lui faire part de la réduction qu’il avait faite dans son personnel; il craignait d’entamer par cet aveu la confiance de son associé. Planchet se réjouit fort d’apprendre que l’armée était toute levée, et que lui, Planchet, se trouvait une espèce de roi de compte à demi qui, de son trône-comptoir, soudoyait un corps de troupes destiné à guerroyer contre la perfide Albion, cette ennemie de tous les cœurs vraiment français. Planchet compta donc en beaux louis doubles vingt mille livres à d’Artagnan, pour sa part à lui, Planchet, et vingt autres mille livres, toujours en beaux louis doubles, pour la part de d’Artagnan. D’Artagnan mit chacun des vingt mille francs dans un sac et pesant chaque sac de chaque main:

	— C’est bien embarrassant, cet argent, mon cher Planchet, dit-il; sais-tu que cela pèse plus de trente livres?

	— Bah! votre cheval portera cela comme une plume.

	D’Artagnan secoua la tête.

	— Ne me dis pas de ces choses-là, Planchet; un cheval surchargé de trente livres, après le portemanteau et le cavalier, ne passe plus si facilement une rivière, ne franchit plus si légèrement un mur ou un fossé, et plus de cheval, plus de cavalier. Il est vrai que tu ne sais pas cela, toi, Planchet, qui as servi toute ta vie dans l’infanterie.

	— Alors, monsieur, comment faire? dit Planchet vraiment embarrassé.

	— Écoute, dit d’Artagnan, je paierai mon armée à son retour dans ses foyers. Garde-moi ma moitié de vingt mille livres, que tu feras valoir pendant ce temps-là.

	— Et ma moitié à moi? dit Planchet.

	— Je l’emporte.

	— Votre confiance m’honore, dit Planchet; mais si vous ne revenez pas?

	— C’est possible, quoique la chose soit peu vraisemblable, Alors, Planchet, pour le cas où je ne reviendrais pas, donne-moi une plume pour que je fasse mon testament.

	D’Artagnan prit une plume, du papier et écrivit sur une simple feuille:

	«Moi, d’Artagnan, je possède vingt mille livres économisées sou à sou depuis trente-trois ans que je suis au service de Sa Majesté le roi de France. J’en donne cinq mille à Athos, cinq mille à Porthos, cinq mille à Aramis, pour qu’ils les donnent, en mon nom et aux leurs, à mon petit ami Raoul, vicomte de Bragelonne. Je donne les cinq mille dernières à Planchet, pour qu’il distribue avec moins de regret les quinze mille autres à mes amis.

	«En fin de quoi j’ai signé les présentes.

	«D’Artagnan.

	Planchet paraissait fort curieux de savoir ce qu’avait écrit d’Artagnan.

	— Tiens, dit le mousquetaire à Planchet, lis.

	Aux dernières lignes, les larmes vinrent aux yeux de Planchet.

	— Vous croyez que je n’eusse pas donné l’argent sans cela? Alors, je ne veux pas de vos cinq mille livres.

	D’Artagnan sourit.

	— Accepte, Planchet, accepte, et de cette façon tu ne perdras que quinze mille francs au lieu de vingt, et tu ne seras pas tenté de faire affront à la signature de ton maître et ami, en cherchant à ne rien perdre du tout.

	Comme il connaissait le cœur des hommes et des épiciers, ce cher M. d’Artagnan! Ceux qui ont appelé fou Don Quichotte, parce qu’il marchait à la conquête d’un empire avec le seul Sancho, son écuyer, et ceux qui ont appelé fou Sancho, parce qu’il marchait avec son maître à la conquête du susdit empire, ceux-là certainement n’eussent point porté un autre jugement sur d’Artagnan et Planchet.

	Cependant le premier passait pour un esprit subtil parmi les plus fins esprits de la cour de France. Quant au second, il s’était acquis à bon droit la réputation d’une des plus fortes cervelles parmi les marchands épiciers de la rue des Lombards, par conséquent de Paris, par conséquent de France.

	Or, à n’envisager ces deux hommes qu’au point de vue de tous les hommes, et les moyens à l’aide desquels ils comptaient remettre un roi sur son trône que comparativement aux autres moyens, le plus mince cerveau du pays où les cerveaux sont les plus minces se fût révolté contre l’outrecuidance du lieutenant et la stupidité de son associé. Heureusement d’Artagnan n’était pas homme à écouter les sornettes qui se débitaient autour de lui, ni les commentaires que l’on faisait sur lui. Il avait adopté la devise: «Faisons bien et laissons dire.» Planchet, de son côté, avait adopté celle-ci: «Laissons faire et ne disons rien.» Il en résultait que, selon l’habitude de tous les génies supérieurs, ces deux hommes se flattaient intra pectus d’avoir raison contre tous ceux qui leur donnaient tort.

	Pour commencer, d’Artagnan se mit en route par le plus beau temps du monde, sans nuages au ciel, sans nuages à l’esprit, joyeux et fort, calme et décidé, gros de sa résolution, et par conséquent portant avec lui une dose décuple de ce fluide puissant que les secousses de l’âme font jaillir des nerfs et qui procurent à la machine humaine une force et une influence dont les siècles futurs se rendront, selon toute probabilité, plus arithmétiquement compte que nous ne pouvons le faire aujourd’hui. Il remonta, comme aux temps passés, cette route féconde en aventures qui l’avait conduit à Boulogne et qu’il faisait pour la quatrième fois. Il put presque, chemin faisant, reconnaître la trace de son pas sur le pavé et celle de son poing sur les portes des hôtelleries; sa mémoire, toujours active et présente, ressuscitait alors cette jeunesse que n’eût, trente ans après, démentie ni son grand cœur ni son poignet d’acier. Quelle riche nature que celle de cet homme! Il avait toutes les passions, tous les défauts, toutes les faiblesses, et l’esprit de contrariété familier à son intelligence changeait toutes ces imperfections en des qualités correspondantes. D’Artagnan, grâce à son imagination sans cesse errante, avait peur d’une ombre, et honteux d’avoir eu peur, il marchait à cette ombre, et devenait alors extravagant de bravoure si le danger était réel; aussi, tout en lui était émotions et partant jouissance. Il aimait fort la société d’autrui, mais jamais ne s’ennuyait dans la sienne, et plus d’une fois, si on eût pu l’étudier quand il était seul, on l’eût vu rire des quolibets qu’il se racontait à lui-même ou des bouffonnes imaginations qu’il se créait justement cinq minutes avant le moment où devait venir l’ennui.

	D’Artagnan ne fut pas peut-être aussi gai cette fois qu’il l’eût été avec la perspective de trouver quelques bons amis à Calais au lieu de celle qu’il avait d’y rencontrer les dix sacripants; mais cependant la mélancolie ne le visita point plus d’une fois par jour, et ce fut cinq visites à peu près qu’il reçut de cette sombre déité avant d’apercevoir la mer à Boulogne, encore les visites furent-elles courtes.

	Mais, une fois là, d’Artagnan se sentit près de l’action, et tout autre sentiment que celui de la confiance disparut, pour ne plus jamais revenir. De Boulogne, il suivit la côte jusqu’à Calais. Calais était le rendez-vous général, et dans Calais il avait désigné à chacun de ses enrôlés l’hôtellerie du Grand-Monarque, où la vie n’était point chère, où les matelots faisaient la chaudière, où les hommes d’épée, à fourreau de cuir, bien entendu, trouvaient gîte, table, nourriture, et toutes les douceurs de la vie enfin, à trente sous par jour. D’Artagnan se proposait de les surprendre en flagrant délit de vie errante, et de juger par la première apparence s’il fallait compter sur eux comme sur de bons compagnons.

	Il arriva le soir, à quatre heures et demie, à Calais.

	Chapitre XXII — D’Artagnan voyage pour la maison Planchet et Compagnie

	L’hôtellerie du Grand-Monarque était située dans une petite rue parallèle au port, sans donner sur le port même; quelques ruelles coupaient, comme des échelons coupent les deux parallèles de l’échelle, les deux grandes lignes droites du port et de la rue. Par les ruelles on débouchait inopinément du port dans la rue et de la rue dans le port.

	D’Artagnan arriva sur le port, prit une de ces rues, et tomba inopinément devant l’hôtellerie du Grand-Monarque. Le moment était bien choisi et put rappeler à d’Artagnan son début à l’hôtellerie du Franc-Meunier, à Meung. Des matelots qui venaient de jouer aux dés s’étaient pris de querelle et se menaçaient avec fureur. L’hôte, l’hôtesse et deux garçons surveillaient avec anxiété le cercle de ces mauvais joueurs, du milieu desquels la guerre semblait prête à s’élancer toute hérissée de couteaux et de haches.

	Le jeu, cependant, continuait.

	Un banc de pierre était occupé par deux hommes qui semblaient ainsi veiller à la porte; quatre tables placées au fond de la chambre commune étaient occupées par huit autres individus. Ni les hommes du banc ni les hommes des tables ne prenaient part ni à la querelle ni au jeu. D’Artagnan reconnut ses dix hommes dans ces spectateurs si froids et si indifférents. La querelle allait croissant. Toute passion a, comme la mer, sa marée qui monte et qui descend. Arrivé au paroxysme de sa passion, un matelot renversa la table et l’argent qui était dessus. La table tomba, l’argent roula. À l’instant même tout le personnel de l’hôtellerie se jeta sur les enjeux, et bon nombre de pièces blanches furent ramassées par des gens qui s’esquivèrent, tandis que les matelots se déchiraient entre eux.

	Seuls, les deux hommes du banc et les huit hommes de l’intérieur, quoiqu’ils eussent l’air parfaitement étrangers les uns aux autres, seuls, disons-nous, ces dix hommes semblaient s’être donné le mot pour demeurer impassibles au milieu de ces cris de fureur et de ce bruit d’argent. Deux seulement se contentèrent de repousser avec le pied les combattants qui venaient jusque sous leur table.

	Deux autres, enfin, plutôt que de prendre part à tout ce vacarme, sortirent leurs mains de leurs poches; deux autres, enfin, montèrent sur la table qu’ils occupaient, comme font, pour éviter d’être submergés, des gens surpris par une crue d’eau.

	«Allons, allons, se dit d’Artagnan, qui n’avait perdu aucun de ces détails que nous venons de raconter, voilà une jolie collection: circonspects, calmes, habitués au bruit, faits aux coups; peste! j’ai eu la main heureuse.»

	Tout à coup son attention fut appelée sur un point de la chambre.

	Les deux hommes qui avaient repoussé du pied les lutteurs furent assaillis d’injures par les matelots qui venaient de se réconcilier.

	L’un d’eux, à moitié ivre de colère et tout à fait de bière, vint d’un ton menaçant demander au plus petit de ces deux sages de quel droit il avait touché de son pied des créatures du bon Dieu qui n’étaient pas des chiens. Et en faisant cette interpellation, il mit, pour la rendre plus directe, son gros poing sous le nez de la recrue de M. d’Artagnan.

	Cet homme pâlit sans qu’on pût apprécier s’il pâlissait de crainte ou bien de colère; ce que voyant, le matelot conclut que c’était de peur, et leva son poing avec l’intention bien manifeste de le laisser retomber sur la tête de l’étranger.

	Mais sans qu’on eût vu remuer l’homme menacé, il détacha au matelot une si rude bourrade dans l’estomac, que celui-ci roula jusqu’au bout de la chambre avec des cris épouvantables. Au même instant, ralliés par l’esprit de corps, tous les camarades du vaincu tombèrent sur le vainqueur.

	Ce dernier, avec le même sang-froid dont il avait déjà fait preuve, sans commettre l’imprudence de toucher à ses armes, empoigna un pot de bière à couvercle d’étain, et assomma deux ou trois assaillants; puis, comme il allait succomber sous le nombre, les sept autres silencieux de l’intérieur, qui n’avaient pas bougé, comprirent que c’était leur cause qui était en jeu et se ruèrent à son secours.

	En même temps les deux indifférents de la porte se retournèrent avec un froncement de sourcils qui indiquait leur intention bien prononcée de prendre l’ennemi à revers si l’ennemi ne cessait pas son agression.

	L’hôte, ses garçons et deux gardes de nuit qui passaient et qui, par curiosité, pénétrèrent trop avant dans la chambre furent enveloppés dans la bagarre et roués de coups.

	Les Parisiens frappaient comme des Cyclopes, avec un ensemble et une tactique qui faisaient plaisir à voir; enfin, obligés de battre en retraite devant le nombre, ils prirent leur retranchement de l’autre côté de la grande table, qu’ils soulevèrent d’un commun accord à quatre, tandis que les deux autres s’armaient chacun d’un tréteau, de telle sorte qu’en s’en servant comme d’un gigantesque abattoir, ils renversèrent d’un coup huit matelots sur la tête desquels ils avaient fait jouer leur monstrueuse catapulte.

	Le sol était donc jonché de blessés et la salle pleine de cris et de poussière, lorsque d’Artagnan, satisfait de l’épreuve, s’avança l’épée à la main, et, frappant du pommeau tout ce qu’il rencontra de têtes dressées, il poussa un vigoureux holà! qui mit à l’instant même fin à la lutte. Il se fit un grand refoulement du centre à la circonférence, de sorte que d’Artagnan se trouva isolé et dominateur.

	— Qu’est-ce que c’est? demanda-t-il ensuite à l’assemblée, avec le ton majestueux de Neptune prononçant le Cos ego...

	À l’instant même et au premier accent de cette voix, pour continuer la métaphore virgilienne, les recrues de M. d’Artagnan, reconnaissant chacun isolément son souverain seigneur, rengainèrent à la fois et leurs colères, et leurs battements de planche, et leurs coups de tréteau. De leur côté, les matelots, voyant cette longue épée nue, cet air martial et ce bras agile qui venaient au secours de leurs ennemis dans la personne d’un homme qui paraissait habitué au commandement, de leur côté, les matelots ramassèrent leurs blessés et leurs cruchons. Les Parisiens s’essuyèrent le front et tirèrent leur révérence au chef.

	D’Artagnan fut comblé de félicitations par l’hôte du Grand-Monarque.

	Il les reçut en homme qui sait qu’on ne lui offre rien de trop, puis il déclara qu’en attendant de souper il allait se promener sur le port. Aussitôt chacun des enrôlés, qui comprit l’appel, prit son chapeau, épousseta son habit et suivit d’Artagnan. Mais d’Artagnan, tout en flânant, tout en examinant chaque chose, se garda bien de s’arrêter; il se dirigea vers la dune, et les dix hommes, effarés de se trouver ainsi à la piste les uns des autres, inquiets de voir à leur droite, à leur gauche et derrière eux des compagnons sur lesquels ils ne comptaient pas, le suivirent en se jetant les uns les autres des regards furibonds.

	Ce ne fut qu’au plus creux de la plus profonde dune que d’Artagnan, souriant de les voir distancés, se retourna vers eux, et leur faisant de la main un signe pacifique:

	— Eh! là, là! messieurs, dit-il, ne nous dévorons pas; vous êtes faits pour vivre ensemble, pour vous entendre en tous points, et non pour vous dévorer les uns les autres.

	Alors toute hésitation cessa; les hommes respirèrent comme s’ils eussent été tirés d’un cercueil, et s’examinèrent complaisamment les uns les autres. Après cet examen, ils portèrent les yeux sur leur chef, qui, connaissant dès longtemps le grand art de parler à des hommes de cette trempe, leur improvisa le petit discours suivant, accentué avec une énergie toute gasconne.

	— Messieurs, vous savez tous qui je suis. Je vous ai engagés, vous connaissant des braves et voulant vous associer à une expédition glorieuse. Figurez-vous qu’en travaillant avec moi vous travaillez pour le roi. Je vous préviens seulement que si vous laissez paraître quelque chose de cette supposition, je me verrai forcé de vous casser immédiatement la tête de la façon qui me sera la plus commode. Vous n’ignorez pas, messieurs, que les secrets d’État sont comme un poison mortel; tant que ce poison est dans sa boîte et que la boîte est fermée, il ne nuit pas; hors de la boîte, il tue. Maintenant, approchez-vous de moi, et vous allez savoir de ce secret ce que je puis vous en dire.

	Tous s’approchèrent avec un mouvement de curiosité.

	— Approchez-vous, continua d’Artagnan, et que l’oiseau qui passe au-dessus de nos têtes, que le lapin qui joue dans les dunes, que le poisson qui bondit hors de l’eau ne puissent nous entendre. Il s’agit de savoir et de rapporter à M. le surintendant des finances combien la contrebande anglaise fait de tort aux marchands français. J’entrerai partout et je verrai tout. Nous sommes de pauvres pêcheurs picards jetés sur la côte par une bourrasque. Il va sans dire que nous vendrons du poisson ni plus ni moins que de vrais pêcheurs.

	«Seulement, on pourrait deviner qui nous sommes et nous inquiéter; il est donc urgent que nous soyons en état de nous défendre. Voilà pourquoi je vous ai choisis comme des gens d’esprit et de courage. Nous mènerons bonne vie et nous ne courrons pas grand danger, attendu que nous avons derrière nous un protecteur puissant, grâce auquel il n’y a pas d’embarras possible. Une seule chose me contrarie, mais j’espère qu’après une courte explication vous allez me tirer d’embarras. Cette chose qui me contrarie, c’est d’emmener avec moi un équipage de pêcheurs stupides, lequel équipage nous gênera énormément, tandis que si, par hasard, il y avait parmi vous des gens qui eussent vu la mer...

	— Oh! qu’à cela ne tienne! dit une des recrues de d’Artagnan; moi, j’ai été prisonnier des pirates de Tunis pendant trois ans, et je connais la manœuvre comme un amiral.

	— Voyez-vous, dit d’Artagnan, l’admirable chose que le hasard!

	D’Artagnan prononça ces paroles avec un indéfinissable accent de feinte bonhomie; car d’Artagnan savait à merveille que cette victime des pirates était un ancien corsaire, et il l’avait engagé en connaissance de cause. Mais d’Artagnan n’en disait jamais plus qu’il n’avait besoin d’en dire, pour laisser les gens dans le doute. Il se paya donc de l’explication, et accueillit l’effet sans paraître se préoccuper de la cause.

	— Et moi, dit un second, j’ai, par chance, un oncle qui dirige les travaux du port de La Rochelle. Tout enfant, j’ai joué sur les embarcations; je sais donc manier l’aviron et la voile à défier le premier matelot ponantais venu.

	Celui-là ne mentait guère plus que l’autre, il avait ramé six ans sur les galères de Sa Majesté, à La Ciotat.

	Deux autres furent plus francs; ils avouèrent tout simplement qu’ils avaient servi sur un vaisseau comme soldats de pénitence; ils n’en rougissaient pas. D’Artagnan se trouva donc le chef de dix hommes de guerre et de quatre matelots, ayant à la fois armée de terre et de mer, ce qui eût porté l’orgueil de Planchet au comble, si Planchet eût connu ce détail. Il ne s’agissait plus que de l’ordre général, et d’Artagnan le donna précis. Il enjoignit à ses hommes de se tenir prêts à partir pour La Haye, en suivant, les uns le littoral qui mène jusqu’à Breskens, les autres la route qui mène à Anvers.

	Le rendez-vous fut donné, en calculant chaque jour de marche, à quinze jours de là, sur la place principale de La Haye. D’Artagnan recommanda à ses hommes de s’accoupler comme ils l’entendraient, par sympathie, deux par deux. Lui-même choisit parmi les figures les moins patibulaires deux gardes qu’il avait connus autrefois, et dont les seuls défauts étaient d’être joueurs et ivrognes. Ces hommes n’avaient point perdu toute idée de civilisation, et, sous des habits propres, leurs cœurs eussent recommencé à battre. D’Artagnan, pour ne pas donner de jalousie aux autres, fit passer les autres devant. Il garda ses deux préférés, les habilla de ses propres nippes et partit avec eux.

	C’est à ceux-là, qu’il semblait honorer d’une confiance absolue, que d’Artagnan fit une fausse confidence destinée à garantir le succès de l’expédition. Il leur avoua qu’il s’agissait, non pas de voir combien la contrebande anglaise pouvait faire de tort au commerce français, mais au contraire combien la contrebande française pouvait faire tort au commerce anglais. Ces hommes parurent convaincus; ils l’étaient effectivement.

	D’Artagnan était bien sûr qu’à la première débauche, alors qu’ils seraient morts-ivres, l’un des deux divulguerait ce secret capital à toute la bande. Son jeu lui parut infaillible.

	Quinze jours après ce que nous venons de voir se passer à Calais, toute la troupe se trouvait réunie à La Haye.

	Alors, d’Artagnan s’aperçut que tous ses hommes, avec une intelligence remarquable, s’étaient déjà travestis en matelots plus ou moins maltraités par la mer. D’Artagnan les laissa dormir en un bouge de Newkerkestreet, et se logea, lui, proprement, sur le grand canal.

	Il apprit que le roi d’Angleterre était revenu près de son allié Guillaume II de Nassau, stathouder de Hollande. Il apprit encore que le refus du roi Louis XIV avait un peu refroidi la protection qui lui avait été accordée jusque-là, et qu’en conséquence il avait été se confiner dans une petite maison du village de Scheveningen, situé dans les dunes, au bord de la mer, à une petite lieue de La Haye.

	Là, disait-on, le malheureux banni se consolait de son exil en regardant, avec cette mélancolie particulière aux princes de sa race, cette mer immense du Nord, qui le séparait de son Angleterre, comme elle avait séparé autrefois Marie Stuart de la France. Là, derrière quelques arbres du beau bois de Scheveningen, sur le sable fin où croissent les bruyères dorées de la dune, Charles II végétait comme elles, plus malheureux qu’elles, car il vivait de la vie de la pensée, et il espérait et désespérait tour à tour. D’Artagnan poussa une fois jusqu’à Scheveningen, afin d’être bien sûr de ce que l’on rapportait sur le prince. Il vit en effet Charles II pensif et seul sortir par une petite porte donnant sur le bois, et se promenant sur le rivage, au soleil couchant, sans même attirer l’attention des pêcheurs qui, en revenant le soir, tiraient, comme les anciens marins de l’Archipel, leurs barques sur le sable de la grève.

	D’Artagnan reconnut le roi. Il le vit fixer son regard sombre sur l’immense étendue des eaux, et absorber sur son pâle visage les rouges rayons du soleil déjà échancré par la ligne noire de l’horizon. Puis Charles II rentra dans la maison isolée, toujours seul, toujours lent et triste, s’amusant à faire crier sous ses pas le sable friable et mouvant. Dès le soir même, d’Artagnan loua pour mille livres une barque de pêcheur qui en valait quatre mille. Il donna ces mille livres comptant, et déposa les trois mille autres chez le bourgmestre. Après quoi il embarqua, sans qu’on les vît et durant la nuit obscure, les six hommes qui formaient son armée de terre; et, à la marée montante, à trois heures du matin, il gagna le large manœuvrant ostensiblement avec les quatre autres et se reposant sur la science de son galérien, comme il l’eût fait sur celle du premier pilote du port.

	Chapitre XXIII — Où l’auteur est forcé, bien malgré lui, de faire un peu d’histoire

	Tandis que les rois et les hommes s’occupaient ainsi de l’Angleterre, qui se gouvernait toute seule, et qui, il faut le dire à sa louange, n’avait jamais été si mal gouvernée, un homme sur qui Dieu avait arrêté son regard et posé son doigt, un homme prédestiné à écrire son nom en lettres éclatantes dans le livre de l’histoire, poursuivait à la face du monde une œuvre pleine de mystère et d’audace. Il allait, et nul ne savait où il voulait aller, quoique non seulement l’Angleterre, mais la France, mais l’Europe, le regardassent marcher d’un pas ferme et la tête haute. Tout ce qu’on savait sur cet homme, nous allons le dire.

	Monck venait de se déclarer pour la liberté du Rump Parliament, ou, si on l’aime mieux, le Parlement Croupion, comme on l’appelait, Parlement que le général Lambert, imitant Cromwell, dont il avait été le lieutenant, venait de bloquer si étroitement, pour lui faire faire sa volonté, qu’aucun membre, pendant tout le blocus, n’avait pu en sortir, et qu’un seul, Pierre Wentwort, avait pu y entrer.

	Lambert et Monck, tout se résumait dans ces deux hommes, le premier représentant le despotisme militaire, le second représentant le républicanisme pur. Ces deux hommes, c’étaient les deux seuls représentants politiques de cette révolution dans laquelle Charles Ier avait d’abord perdu sa couronne et ensuite sa tête. Lambert, au reste, ne dissimulait pas ses vues; il cherchait à établir un gouvernement tout militaire et à se faire le chef de ce gouvernement.

	Monck, républicain rigide, disaient les uns, voulait maintenir le Rump Parliament, cette représentation visible, quoique dégénérée, de la république. Monck, adroit ambitieux, disaient les autres, voulait tout simplement se faire de ce Parlement, qu’il semblait protéger, un degré solide pour monter jusqu’au trône que Cromwell avait fait vide, mais sur lequel il n’avait pas osé s’asseoir.

	Ainsi, Lambert en persécutant le Parlement, Monck en se déclarant pour lui, s’étaient mutuellement déclarés ennemis l’un de l’autre. Aussi Monck et Lambert avaient-ils songé tout d’abord à se faire chacun une armée: Monck en Écosse, où étaient les presbytériens et les royalistes, c’est-à-dire les mécontents; Lambert à Londres, où se trouvait comme toujours la plus forte opposition contre le pouvoir qu’elle avait sous les yeux.

	Monck avait pacifié l’Écosse, il s’y était formé une armée et s’en était fait un asile: l’une gardait l’autre; Monck savait que le jour n’était pas encore venu, jour marqué par le Seigneur, pour un grand changement; aussi son épée paraissait-elle collée au fourreau. Inexpugnable dans sa farouche et montagneuse Écosse, général absolu, roi d’une armée de onze mille vieux soldats, qu’il avait plus d’une fois conduits à la victoire; aussi bien et mieux instruit des affaires de Londres que Lambert, qui tenait garnison dans la Cité, voilà quelle était la position de Monck lorsque à cent lieues de Londres il se déclara pour le Parlement. Lambert, au contraire, comme nous l’avons dit, habitait la capitale. Il y avait le centre de toutes ses opérations, et il y réunissait autour de lui et tous ses amis et tout le bas peuple, éternellement enclin à chérir les ennemis du pouvoir constitué. Ce fut donc à Londres que Lambert apprit l’appui que des frontières d’Écosse Monck prêtait au Parlement. Il jugea qu’il n’y avait pas de temps à perdre, et que la Tweed n’était pas si éloignée de la Tamise qu’une armée n’enjambât d’une rivière à l’autre surtout lorsqu’elle était bien commandée. Il savait en outre, qu’au fur et à mesure qu’ils pénétreraient en Angleterre, les soldats de Monck formeraient sur la route cette boule de neige, emblème du globe de la fortune, qui n’est pour l’ambitieux qu’un degré sans cesse grandissant pour le conduire à son but. Il ramassa donc son armée, formidable à la fois par sa composition ainsi que par le nombre, et courut au-devant de Monck, qui, lui, pareil à un navigateur prudent voguant au milieu des écueils, s’avançait à toutes petites journées et le nez au vent, écoutant le bruit et flairant l’air qui venait de Londres. Les deux armées s’aperçurent à la hauteur de Newcastle; Lambert, arrivé le premier, campa dans la ville même.

	Monck, toujours circonspect, s’arrêta où il était et plaça son quartier général à Coldstream, sur la Tweed.

	La vue de Lambert répandit la joie dans l’armée de Monck, tandis qu’au contraire la vue de Monck jeta le désarroi dans l’armée de Lambert. On eût cru que ces intrépides batailleurs, qui avaient fait tant de bruit dans les rues de Londres, s’étaient mis en route dans l’espoir de ne rencontrer personne, et que maintenant, voyant qu’ils avaient rencontré une armée et que cette armée arborait devant eux, non seulement un étendard, mais encore une cause et un principe, on eût cru, disons-nous, que ces intrépides batailleurs s’étaient mis à réfléchir qu’ils étaient moins bons républicains que les soldats de Monck, puisque ceux-ci soutenaient le Parlement, tandis que Lambert ne soutenait rien, pas même lui. Quant à Monck, s’il eut à réfléchir ou s’il réfléchit, ce dut être fort tristement, car l’histoire raconte, et cette pudique dame, on le sait, ne ment jamais, car l’histoire raconte que le jour de son arrivée à Coldstream on chercha inutilement un mouton par toute la ville. Si Monck eût commandé une armée anglaise, il y eût eu de quoi faire déserter toute l’armée. Mais il n’en est point des Écossais comme des Anglais, à qui cette chair coulante qu’on appelle le sang est de toute nécessité; les Écossais, race pauvre et sobre, vivent d’un peu d’orge écrasée entre deux pierres, délayée avec de l’eau de la fontaine et cuite sur un grès rougi.

	Les Écossais, leur distribution d’orge faite, ne s’inquiétèrent donc point s’il y avait ou s’il n’y avait pas de viande à Coldstream. Monck, peu familiarisé avec les gâteaux d’orge, avait faim, et son état-major, aussi affamé pour le moins que lui, regardait avec anxiété à droite et à gauche pour savoir ce qu’on préparait à souper. Monck se fit renseigner; ses éclaireurs avaient en arrivant trouvé la ville déserte et les buffets vides; de bouchers et de boulangers, il n’y fallait pas compter à Coldstream. On ne trouva donc pas le moindre morceau de pain pour la table du général.

	Au fur et à mesure que les récits se succédaient, aussi peu rassurants les uns que les autres, Monck, voyant l’effroi et le découragement sur tous les visages, affirma qu’il n’avait pas faim; d’ailleurs on mangerait le lendemain, puisque Lambert était là probablement dans l’intention de livrer bataille, et par conséquent pour livrer ses provisions s’il était forcé dans Newcastle, ou pour délivrer à jamais les soldats de Monck de la faim s’il était vainqueur.

	Cette consolation ne fut efficace que sur le petit nombre; mais peu importait à Monck, car Monck était fort absolu sous les apparences de la plus parfaite douceur.

	Force fut donc à chacun d’être satisfait, ou tout au moins de le paraître. Monck, tout aussi affamé que ses gens, mais affectant la plus parfaite indifférence pour ce mouton absent, coupa un fragment de tabac, long d’un demi-pouce, à la carotte d’un sergent qui faisait partie de sa suite, et commença à mastiquer le susdit fragment en assurant à ses lieutenants que la faim était une chimère, et que d’ailleurs on n’avait jamais faim tant qu’on avait quelque chose à mettre sous sa dent. Cette plaisanterie satisfit quelques-uns de ceux qui avaient résisté à la première déduction que Monck avait tirée du voisinage de Lambert; le nombre des récalcitrants diminua donc d’autant; la garde s’installa, les patrouilles commencèrent, et le général continua son frugal repas sous sa tente ouverte.

	Entre son camp et celui de l’ennemi s’élevait une vieille abbaye dont il reste à peine quelques ruines aujourd’hui, mais qui alors était debout et qu’on appelait l’abbaye de Newcastle. Elle était bâtie sur un vaste terrain indépendant à la fois de la plaine et de la rivière, parce qu’il était presque un marais alimenté par des sources et entretenu par les pluies. Cependant, au milieu de ces flaques d’eau couvertes de grandes herbes, de joncs et de roseaux, on voyait s’avancer des terrains solides consacrés autrefois au potager, au parc, au jardin d’agrément et autres dépendances de l’abbaye, pareille à une de ces grandes araignées de mer dont le corps est rond, tandis que les pattes vont en divergeant à partir de cette circonférence.

	Le potager, l’une des pattes les plus allongées de l’abbaye, s’étendait jusqu’au camp de Monck. Malheureusement on en était, comme nous l’avons dit, aux premiers jours de juin, et le potager, abandonné d’ailleurs, offrait peu de ressources.

	Monck avait fait garder ce lieu comme le plus propre aux surprises. On voyait bien au-delà de l’abbaye les feux du général ennemi; mais entre ces feux et l’abbaye s’étendait la Tweed, déroulant ses écailles lumineuses sous l’ombre épaisse de quelques grands chênes verts. Monck connaissait parfaitement cette position, Newcastle et ses environs lui ayant déjà plus d’une fois servi de quartier général. Il savait que le jour son ennemi pourrait sans doute jeter des éclaireurs dans ces ruines et y venir chercher une escarmouche, mais que la nuit il se garderait bien de s’y hasarder. Il se trouverait donc en sûreté. Aussi ses soldats purent-ils le voir, après ce qu’il appelait fastueusement son souper, c’est-à-dire après l’exercice de mastication rapporté par nous au commencement de ce chapitre, comme depuis Napoléon à la veille d’Austerlitz, dormir tout assis sur sa chaise de jonc, moitié sous la lueur de sa lampe, moitié sous le reflet de la lune qui commençait à monter aux cieux.

	Ce qui signifie qu’il était à peu près neuf heures et demie du soir.

	Tout à coup Monck fut tiré de ce demi-sommeil, factice peut-être, par une troupe de soldats qui, accourant avec des cris joyeux, venaient frapper du pied les bâtons de la tente de Monck, tout en bourdonnant pour le réveiller.

	Il n’était pas besoin d’un si grand bruit. Le général ouvrit les yeux.

	— Eh bien! mes enfants, que se passe-t-il donc? demanda le général.

	— Général, répondirent plusieurs voix, général, vous souperez.

	— J’ai soupé, messieurs, répondit tranquillement celui-ci, et je digérais tranquillement, comme vous voyez; mais entrez, et dites-moi ce qui vous amène.

	— Général, une bonne nouvelle.

	— Bah! Lambert nous fait-il dire qu’il se battra demain?

	— Non, mais nous venons de capturer une barque de pêcheurs qui portait du poisson au camp de Newcastle.

	— Et vous avez eu tort, mes amis. Ces messieurs de Londres sont délicats, ils tiennent à leur premier service; vous allez les mettre de très mauvaise humeur; ce soir et demain ils seront impitoyables. Il serait de bon goût, croyez-moi, de renvoyer à M. Lambert ses poissons et ses pêcheurs, à moins que...

	Le général réfléchit un instant.

	— Dites-moi, continua-t-il, quels sont ces pêcheurs, s’il vous plaît?

	— Des marins picards qui pêchaient sur les côtes de France ou de Hollande, et qui ont été jetés sur les nôtres par un grand vent.

	— Quelques-uns d’entre eux parlent-ils notre langue?

	— Le chef nous a dit quelques mots d’anglais.

	La défiance du général s’était éveillée au fur et à mesure que les renseignements lui venaient.

	— C’est bien, dit-il. Je désire voir ces hommes, amenez-les-moi.

	Un officier se détacha aussitôt pour aller les chercher.

	— Combien sont-ils? continua Monck, et quel bateau montent-ils?

	— Ils sont dix ou douze, mon général, et ils montent une espèce de chasse-marée, comme ils appellent cela, de construction hollandaise, à ce qu’il nous a semblé.

	— Et vous dites qu’ils portaient du poisson au camp de M. Lambert?

	— Oui, général. Il paraît même qu’ils ont fait une assez bonne pêche.

	— Bien, nous allons voir cela, dit Monck. En effet, au moment même l’officier revenait, amenant le chef de ces pêcheurs, homme de cinquante à cinquante-cinq ans à peu près, mais de bonne mine. Il était de moyenne taille et portait un justaucorps de grosse laine, un bonnet enfoncé jusqu’aux yeux; un coutelas était passé à sa ceinture, et il marchait avec cette hésitation toute particulière aux marins, qui, ne sachant jamais, grâce au mouvement du bateau, si leur pied posera sur la planche ou dans le vide, donnent à chacun de leurs pas une assiette aussi sûre que s’il s’agissait de poser un pilotis. Monck, avec un regard fin et pénétrant, considéra longtemps le pêcheur, qui lui souriait de ce sourire moitié narquois, moitié niais, particulier à nos paysans.

	— Tu parles anglais? lui demanda Monck en excellent français.

	— Ah! bien mal, milord, répondit le pêcheur.

	Cette réponse fut faite bien plutôt avec l’accentuation vive et saccadée des gens d’outre-Loire qu’avec l’accent un peu traînard des contrées de l’ouest et du nord de la France.

	— Mais enfin tu le parles, insista Monck, pour étudier encore une fois cet accent.

	— Eh! nous autres gens de mer, répondit le pêcheur, nous parlons un peu toutes les langues.

	— Alors, tu es matelot pêcheur?

	— Pour aujourd’hui, milord, pêcheur, et fameux pêcheur même. J’ai pris un bar qui pèse au moins trente livres, et plus de cinquante mulets; j’ai aussi de petits merlans qui seront parfaits dans la friture.

	— Tu me fais l’effet d’avoir plus pêché dans le golfe de Gascogne que dans la Manche, dit Monck en souriant.

	— En effet, je suis du Midi; cela empêche-t-il d’être bon pêcheur, milord?

	— Non pas, et je t’achète ta pêche; maintenant parle avec franchise: à qui la destinais-tu?

	— Milord, je ne vous cacherai point que j’allais à Newcastle, tout en suivant la côte, lorsqu’un gros de cavaliers qui remontaient le rivage en sens inverse ont fait signe à ma barque de rebrousser chemin jusqu’au camp de Votre Honneur, sous peine d’une décharge de mousqueterie. Comme je n’étais pas armé en guerre, ajouta le pêcheur en souriant, j’ai dû obéir.

	— Et pourquoi allais-tu chez Lambert et non chez moi?

	— Milord, je serai franc; Votre Seigneurie le permet-elle?

	— Oui, et même au besoin je te l’ordonne.

	— Eh bien! milord, j’allais chez M. Lambert, parce que ces messieurs de la ville paient bien, tandis que vous autres Écossais, puritains, presbytériens, covenantaires, comme vous voudrez vous appeler, vous mangez peu, mais ne payez pas du tout.

	Monck haussa les épaules sans cependant pouvoir s’empêcher de sourire en même temps.

	— Et pourquoi, étant du Midi, viens-tu pêcher sur nos côtes?

	— Parce que j’ai eu la bêtise de me marier en Picardie.

	— Oui; mais enfin la Picardie n’est pas l’Angleterre.

	— Milord, l’homme pousse le bateau à la mer, mais Dieu et le vent font le reste et poussent le bateau où il leur plaît.

	— Tu n’avais donc pas l’intention d’aborder chez nous?

	— Jamais.

	— Et quelle route faisais-tu?

	— Nous revenions d’Ostende, où l’on avait déjà vu des maquereaux, lorsqu’un grand vent du midi nous a fait dériver; alors, voyant qu’il était inutile de lutter avec lui, nous avons filé devant lui. Il a donc fallu, pour ne pas perdre la pêche, qui était bonne, l’aller vendre au plus prochain port d’Angleterre; or, ce plus prochain port, c’était Newcastle; l’occasion était bonne, nous a-t-on dit, il y avait surcroît de population dans le camp; surcroît de population dans la ville; l’un et l’autre étaient pleins de gentilshommes très riches et très affamés, nous disait-on encore; alors je me suis dirigé vers Newcastle.

	— Et tes compagnons, où sont-ils?

	— Oh! mes compagnons, ils sont restés à bord; ce sont des matelots sans instruction aucune.

	— Tandis que toi...? fit Monck.

	— Oh! moi, dit le patron en riant, j’ai beaucoup couru avec mon père, et je sais comment on dit un sou, un écu, une pistole, un louis et un double louis dans toutes les langues de l’Europe; aussi mon équipage m’écoute-t-il comme un oracle et m’obéit-il comme à un amiral.

	— Alors c’est toi qui avais choisi M. Lambert comme la meilleure pratique?

	— Oui, certes. Et soyez franc, milord, m’étais-je trompé?

	— C’est ce que tu verras plus tard.

	— En tout cas, milord, s’il y a faute, la faute est à moi, et il ne faut pas en vouloir pour cela à mes camarades.

	«Voilà décidément un drôle spirituel», pensa Monck.

	Puis, après quelques minutes de silence employées à détailler le pêcheur:

	— Tu viens d’Ostende, m’as-tu dit? demanda le général.

	— Oui, milord, en droite ligne.

	— Tu as entendu parler des affaires du jour alors, car je ne doute point qu’on ne s’en occupe en France et en Hollande. Que fait celui qui se dit le roi d’Angleterre?

	— Oh! milord, s’écria le pêcheur avec une franchise bruyante et expansive, voilà une heureuse question, et vous ne pouviez mieux vous adresser qu’à moi, car en vérité j’y peux faire une fameuse réponse. Figurez-vous, milord, qu’en relâchant à Ostende pour y vendre le peu de maquereaux que nous y avions pêchés, j’ai vu l’ex-roi qui se promenait sur les dunes, en attendant ses chevaux, qui devaient le conduire à La Haye: c’est un grand pâle avec des cheveux noirs, et la mine un peu dure. Il a l’air de se mal porter, au reste, et je crois que l’air de la Hollande ne lui est pas bon.

	Monck suivait avec une grande attention la conversation rapide, colorée et diffuse du pêcheur, dans une langue qui n’était pas la sienne; heureusement, avons-nous dit, qu’il la parlait avec une grande facilité. Le pêcheur, de son côté, employait tantôt un mot français, tantôt un mot anglais, tantôt un mot qui paraissait n’appartenir à aucune langue et qui était un mot gascon. Heureusement ses yeux parlaient pour lui, et si éloquemment, qu’on pouvait bien perdre un mot de sa bouche, mais pas une seule intention de ses yeux.

	Le général paraissait de plus en plus satisfait de son examen.

	— Tu as dû entendre dire que cet ex-roi, comme tu l’appelles, se dirigeait vers La Haye dans un but quelconque.

	— Oh! oui, bien certainement, dit le pêcheur, j’ai entendu dire cela.

	— Et dans quel but?

	— Mais toujours le même, fit le pêcheur; n’a-t-il pas cette idée fixe de revenir en Angleterre?

	— C’est vrai, dit Monck pensif.

	— Sans compter, ajouta le pêcheur, que le stathouder... vous savez, milord, Guillaume II...

	— Eh bien?

	— Il l’y aidera de tout son pouvoir.

	— Ah! tu as entendu dire cela?

	— Non, mais je le crois.

	— Tu es fort en politique, à ce qu’il paraît? demanda Monck.

	— Oh! nous autres marins, milord, qui avons l’habitude d’étudier l’eau et l’air, c’est-à-dire les deux choses les plus mobiles du monde, il est rare que nous nous trompions sur le reste.

	— Voyons, dit Monck, changeant de conversation, on prétend que tu vas nous bien nourrir.

	— Je ferai de mon mieux, milord.

	— Combien nous vends-tu ta pêche, d’abord?

	— Pas si sot que de faire un prix, milord.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que mon poisson est bien à vous.

	— De quel droit?

	— Du droit du plus fort.

	— Mais mon intention est de te le payer.

	— C’est bien généreux à vous, milord.

	— Et ce qu’il vaut, même.

	— Je ne demande pas tant.

	— Et que demandes-tu donc, alors?

	— Mais je demande à m’en aller.

	— Où cela? Chez le général Lambert?

	— Moi! s’écria le pêcheur; et pour quoi faire irais-je à Newcastle, puisque je n’ai plus de poisson?

	— Dans tous les cas, écoute-moi.

	— J’écoute.

	— Un conseil.

	— Comment! Milord veut me payer et encore me donner un bon conseil! mais milord me comble.

	Monck regarda plus fixement que jamais le pêcheur, sur lequel il paraissait toujours conserver quelque soupçon.

	— Oui, je veux te payer et te donner un conseil, car les deux choses se tiennent. Donc, si tu t’en retournes chez le général Lambert ...

	Le pêcheur fit un mouvement de la tête et des épaules qui signifiait: «S’il y tient, ne le contrarions pas.»

	— Ne traverse pas le marais, continua Monck; tu seras porteur d’argent, et il y a dans le marais quelques embuscades d’Écossais que j’ai placées là. Ce sont gens peu traitables, qui comprennent mal la langue que tu parles, quoiqu’elle me paraisse se composer de trois langues, et qui pourraient te reprendre ce que je t’aurais donné, et de retour dans ton pays, tu ne manquerais pas de dire que le général Monck a deux mains, l’une écossaise, l’autre anglaise, et qu’il reprend avec la main écossaise ce qu’il a donné avec la main anglaise.

	— Oh! général, j’irai où vous voudrez, soyez tranquille, dit le pêcheur avec une crainte trop expressive pour n’être pas exagérée, Je ne demande qu’à rester ici, moi, si vous voulez que je reste.

	— Je te crois bien, dit Monck, avec un imperceptible sourire; mais je ne puis cependant te garder sous ma tente.

	— Je n’ai pas cette prétention, milord, et désire seulement que Votre Seigneurie m’indique où elle veut que je me poste. Qu’elle ne se gêne pas, pour nous une nuit est bientôt passée.

	— Alors je vais te faire conduire à ta barque.

	— Comme il plaira à Votre Seigneurie. Seulement, si Votre Seigneurie voulait me faire reconduire par un charpentier, je lui en serais on ne peut plus reconnaissant.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que ces messieurs de votre armée, en faisant remonter la rivière à ma barque, avec le câble que tiraient leurs chevaux, l’ont quelque peu déchirée aux roches de la rive, en sorte que j’ai au moins deux pieds d’eau dans ma cale, milord.

	— Raison de plus pour que tu veilles sur ton bateau, ce me semble.

	— Milord, je suis bien à vos ordres, dit le pêcheur. Je vais décharger mes paniers où vous voudrez, puis vous me paierez si cela vous plaît; vous me renverrez si la chose vous convient. Vous voyez que je suis facile à vivre, moi.

	— Allons, allons, tu es un bon diable, dit Monck, dont le regard scrutateur n’avait pu trouver une seule ombre dans la limpidité de l’œil du pêcheur. Holà! Digby!

	Un aide de camp parut.

	— Vous conduirez ce digne garçon et ses compagnons aux petites tentes des cantines, en avant des marais; de cette façon ils seront à portée de joindre leur barque, et cependant ils ne coucheront pas dans l’eau cette nuit. Qu’y a-t-il, Spithead?

	Spithead était le sergent auquel Monck, pour souper, avait emprunté un morceau de tabac.

	Spithead, en entrant dans la tente du général sans être appelé, motivait cette question de Monck.

	— Milord, dit-il, un gentilhomme français vient de se présenter aux avant-postes et demande à parler à Votre Honneur. Tout cela était dit, bien entendu, en anglais.

	Quoique la conversation eût lieu en cette langue, le pêcheur fit un léger mouvement que Monck, occupé de son sergent, ne remarqua point.

	— Et quel est ce gentilhomme? demanda Monck.

	— Milord, répondit Spithead, il me l’a dit; mais ces diables de noms français sont si difficiles à prononcer pour un gosier écossais, que je n’ai pu le retenir. Au surplus, ce gentilhomme, à ce que m’ont dit les gardes, est le même qui s’est présenté hier à l’étape, et que Votre Honneur n’a pas voulu recevoir.

	— C’est vrai, j’avais conseil d’officiers.

	— Milord décide-t-il quelque chose à l’égard de ce gentilhomme?

	— Oui, qu’il soit amené ici.

	— Faut-il prendre des précautions?

	— Lesquelles?

	— Lui bander les yeux, par exemple.

	— À quoi bon? Il ne verra que ce que je désire qu’on voie, c’est-à-dire que j’ai autour de moi onze mille braves qui ne demandent pas mieux que de se couper la gorge en l’honneur du Parlement de l’Écosse et de l’Angleterre.

	— Et cet homme, milord? dit Spithead en montrant le pêcheur, qui pendant cette conversation était resté debout et immobile, en homme qui voit mais ne comprend pas.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, dit Monck.

	Puis, se retournant vers le marchand de poisson:

	— Au revoir, mon brave homme, dit-il; je t’ai choisi un gîte. Digby, emmenez-le. Ne crains rien, on t’enverra ton argent tout à l’heure.

	— Merci, milord, dit le pêcheur.

	Et, après avoir salué, il partit accompagné de Digby. À cent pas de la tente, il retrouva ses compagnons, lesquels chuchotaient avec une volubilité qui ne paraissait pas exempte d’inquiétude, mais il leur fit un signe qui parut les rassurer.

	— Holà! vous autres, dit le patron, venez par ici; Sa Seigneurie le général Monck a la générosité de nous payer notre poisson et la bonté de nous donner l’hospitalité pour cette nuit.

	Les pêcheurs se réunirent à leur chef, et, conduite par Digby, la petite troupe s’achemina vers les cantines, poste qui, on se le rappelle, lui avait été assigné.

	Tout en cheminant, les pêcheurs passèrent dans l’ombre près de la garde qui conduisait le gentilhomme français au général Monck. Ce gentilhomme était à cheval et enveloppé d’un grand manteau, ce qui fit que le patron ne put le voir, quelle que parût être sa curiosité. Quant au gentilhomme, ignorant qu’il coudoyait des compatriotes, il ne fit pas même attention à cette petite troupe. L’aide de camp installa ses hôtes dans une tente assez propre d’où fut délogée une cantinière irlandaise qui s’en alla coucher où elle put avec ses six enfants. Un grand feu brûlait en avant de cette tente et projetait sa lumière pourprée sur les flaques herbeuses du marais que ridait une brise assez fraîche. Puis l’installation faite, l’aide de camp souhaita le bonsoir aux matelots en leur faisant observer que l’on voyait du seuil de la tente les mâts de la barque qui se balançait sur la Tweed, preuve qu’elle n’avait pas encore coulé à fond. Cette vue parut réjouir infiniment le chef des pêcheurs.

	Chapitre XXIV — Le trésor

	Le gentilhomme français que Spithead avait annoncé à Monck, et qui avait passé si bien enveloppé de son manteau près du pêcheur qui sortait de la tente du général cinq minutes avant qu’il y entrât, le gentilhomme français traversa les différents postes sans même jeter les yeux autour de lui, de peur de paraître indiscret. Comme l’ordre en avait été donné, on le conduisit à la tente du général. Le gentilhomme fut laissé seul dans l’antichambre qui précédait la tente, et il attendit Monck, qui ne tarda à paraître que le temps qu’il mit à entendre le rapport de ses gens et à étudier par la cloison de toile le visage de celui qui sollicitait un entretien. Sans doute le rapport de ceux qui avaient accompagné le gentilhomme français établissait la discrétion avec laquelle il s’était conduit, car la première impression que l’étranger reçut de l’accueil fait à lui par le général fut plus favorable qu’il n’avait à s’y attendre en un pareil moment, et de la part d’un homme si soupçonneux.

	Néanmoins, selon son habitude, lorsque Monck se trouva en face de l’étranger, il attacha sur lui ses regards perçants, que, de son côté, l’étranger soutint sans être embarrassé ni soucieux. Au bout de quelques secondes, le général fit un geste de la main et de la tête en signe qu’il attendait.

	— Milord, dit le gentilhomme en excellent anglais, j’ai fait demander une entrevue à Votre Honneur pour affaire de conséquence.

	— Monsieur, répondit Monck en français, vous parlez purement notre langue pour un fils du continent. Je vous demande bien pardon, car sans doute la question est indiscrète, parlez-vous le français avec la même pureté?

	— Il n’y a rien d’étonnant, milord, à ce que je parle anglais assez familièrement; j’ai, dans ma jeunesse, habité l’Angleterre, et depuis j’y ai fait deux voyages.

	Ces mots furent dits en français et avec une pureté de langue qui décelait non seulement un Français, mais encore un Français des environs de Tours.

	— Et quelle partie de l’Angleterre avez-vous habitée, monsieur?

	— Dans ma jeunesse, Londres, milord; ensuite, vers 1635, j’ai fait un voyage de plaisir en Écosse; enfin, en 1648, j’ai habité quelque temps Newcastle, et particulièrement le couvent dont les jardins sont occupés par votre armée.

	— Excusez-moi, monsieur, mais de ma part, vous comprenez ces questions, n’est-ce pas?

	— Je m’étonnerais, milord, qu’elles ne fussent point faites.

	— Maintenant, monsieur, que puis-je pour votre service, et que désirez-vous de moi?

	— Voici, milord; mais, auparavant, sommes-nous seuls?

	— Parfaitement seuls, monsieur, sauf toutefois le poste qui nous garde.

	En disant ces mots, Monck écarta la tente de la main, et montra au gentilhomme que le factionnaire était placé à dix pas au plus, et qu’au premier appel on pouvait avoir main-forte en une seconde.

	— En ce cas, milord, dit le gentilhomme d’un ton aussi calme que si depuis longtemps il eût été lié d’amitié avec son interlocuteur, je suis très décidé à parler à Votre Honneur, parce que je vous sais honnête homme. Au reste, la communication que je vais vous faire vous prouvera l’estime dans laquelle je vous tiens.

	Monck, étonné de ce langage qui établissait entre lui et le gentilhomme français l’égalité au moins, releva son œil perçant sur l’étranger, et avec une ironie sensible par la seule inflexion de sa voix, car pas un muscle de sa physionomie ne bougea:

	— Je vous remercie, monsieur, dit-il; mais, d’abord, qui êtes-vous, je vous prie?

	— J’ai déjà dit mon nom à votre sergent, milord.

	— Excusez-le, monsieur; il est écossais, il a éprouvé de la difficulté à le retenir.

	— Je m’appelle le comte de La Fère, monsieur, dit Athos en s’inclinant.

	— Le comte de La Fère? dit Monck, cherchant à se souvenir. Pardon, monsieur, mais il me semble que c’est la première fois que j’entends ce nom. Remplissez-vous quelque poste à la cour de France?

	— Aucun. Je suis simple gentilhomme.

	— Quelle dignité?

	— Le roi Charles Ier m’a fait chevalier de la Jarretière, et la reine Anne d’Autriche m’a donné le cordon du Saint-Esprit. Voilà mes seules dignités, monsieur.

	— La Jarretière! le Saint-Esprit! vous êtes chevalier de ces deux ordres, monsieur?

	— Oui.

	— Et à quelle occasion une pareille faveur vous a-t-elle été accordée?

	— Pour services rendus à Leurs Majestés.

	Monck regarda avec étonnement cet homme, qui lui paraissait si simple et si grand en même temps; puis, comme s’il eût renoncé à pénétrer ce mystère de simplicité et de grandeur, sur lequel l’étranger ne paraissait pas disposé à lui donner d’autres renseignements que ceux qu’il avait déjà reçus:

	— C’est bien vous, dit-il, qui hier vous êtes présenté aux avant-postes?

	— Et qu’on a renvoyé; oui, milord.

	— Beaucoup d’officiers, monsieur, ne laissent entrer personne dans le camp, surtout à la veille d’une bataille probable; mais moi, je diffère de mes collègues et aime à ne rien laisser derrière moi. Tout avis m’est bon; tout danger m’est envoyé par Dieu, et je le pèse dans ma main avec l’énergie qu’il m’a donnée. Aussi n’avez-vous été congédié hier qu’à cause du conseil que je tenais. Aujourd’hui, je suis libre, parlez.

	— Milord, vous avez d’autant mieux fait de me recevoir, qu’il ne s’agit en rien ni de la bataille que vous allez livrer au général Lambert, ni de votre camp, et la preuve, c’est que j’ai détourné la tête pour ne pas voir vos hommes, et fermé les yeux pour ne pas compter vos tentes. Non, je viens vous parler, milord, pour moi.

	— Parlez donc, monsieur, dit Monck.

	— Tout à l’heure, continua Athos, j’avais l’honneur de dire à Votre Seigneurie que j’ai longtemps habité Newcastle: c’était au temps du roi Charles Ier et lorsque le feu roi fut livré à M. Cromwell par les Écossais.

	— Je sais, dit froidement Monck.

	— J’avais en ce moment une forte somme en or, et à la veille de la bataille, par pressentiment peut-être de la façon dont les choses se devaient passer le lendemain, je la cachai dans la principale cave du couvent de Newcastle, dans la tour dont vous voyez d’ici le sommet argenté par la lune.

	«Mon trésor a donc été enterré là, et je venais prier Votre Honneur de permettre que je le retire avant que, peut-être, la bataille portant de ce côté, une mine ou quelque autre jeu de guerre détruise le bâtiment et éparpille mon or, ou le rende apparent de telle façon que les soldats s’en emparent.

	Monck se connaissait en hommes; il voyait sur la physionomie de celui-ci toute l’énergie, toute la raison, toute la circonspection possibles; il ne pouvait donc attribuer qu’à une magnanime confiance la révélation du gentilhomme français, et il s’en montra profondément touché.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, vous avez en effet bien auguré de moi. Mais la somme vaut-elle la peine que vous vous exposiez? Croyez-vous même qu’elle soit encore à l’endroit où vous l’avez laissée?

	— Elle y est, monsieur, n’en doutez pas.

	— Voilà pour une question; mais pour l’autre?... Je vous ai demandé si la somme était tellement forte que vous dussiez vous exposer ainsi.

	— Elle est forte réellement, oui, milord, car c’est un million que j’ai renfermé dans deux barils.

	— Un million! s’écria Monck, que cette fois à son tour Athos regardait fixement et longuement.

	Monck s’en aperçut; alors sa défiance revint.

	«Voilà, se dit-il, un homme qui me tend un piège...»

	— Ainsi, monsieur, reprit-il, vous voudriez retirer cette somme, à ce que je comprends?

	— S’il vous plaît, milord.

	— Aujourd’hui?

	— Ce soir même, et à cause des circonstances que je vous ai expliquées.

	— Mais, monsieur, objecta Monck, le général Lambert est aussi près de l’abbaye où vous avez affaire que moi-même, pourquoi donc ne vous êtes-vous pas adressé à lui?

	— Parce que, milord, quand on agit dans les circonstances importantes, il faut consulter son instinct avant toutes choses. Eh bien! le général Lambert ne m’inspire pas la confiance que vous m’inspirez.

	— Soit, monsieur. Je vous ferai retrouver votre argent, si toutefois il y est encore, car, enfin, il peut n’y être plus. Depuis 1648, douze ans sont révolus, et bien des événements se sont passés.

	Monck insistait sur ce point pour voir si le gentilhomme français saisirait l’échappatoire qui lui était ouverte; mais Athos ne sourcilla point.

	— Je vous assure, milord, dit-il fermement, que ma conviction à l’endroit des deux barils est qu’ils n’ont changé ni de place ni de maître.

	Cette réponse avait enlevé à Monck un soupçon, mais elle lui en avait suggéré un autre.

	Sans doute ce Français était quelque émissaire envoyé pour induire en faute le protecteur du Parlement; l’or n’était qu’un leurre; sans doute encore, à l’aide de ce leurre, on voulait exciter la cupidité du général. Cet or ne devait pas exister. Il s’agissait, pour Monck, de prendre en flagrant délit de mensonge et de ruse le gentilhomme français, et de se tirer du mauvais pas même où ses ennemis voulaient l’engager, un triomphe pour sa renommée.

	Monck, une fois fixé sur ce qu’il avait à faire:

	— Monsieur, dit-il à Athos, sans doute vous me ferez l’honneur de partager mon souper ce soir!

	— Oui, milord, répondit Athos en s’inclinant, car vous me faites un honneur dont je me sens digne par le penchant qui m’entraîne vers vous.

	— C’est d’autant plus gracieux à vous d’accepter avec cette franchise, que mes cuisiniers sont peu nombreux et peu exercés, et que mes approvisionneurs sont rentrés ce soir les mains vides; si bien que, sans un pêcheur de votre nation qui s’est fourvoyé dans mon camp, le général Monck se couchait sans souper aujourd’hui. J’ai donc du poisson frais, à ce que m’a dit le vendeur.

	— Milord, c’est principalement pour avoir l’honneur de passer quelques instants de plus avec vous.

	Après cet échange de civilités, pendant lequel Monck n’avait rien perdu de sa circonspection, le souper, ou ce qui devait en tenir lieu, avait été servi sur une table de bois de sapin. Monck fit signe au comte de La Fère de s’asseoir à cette table et prit place en face de lui. Un seul plat, couvert de poisson bouilli, offert aux deux illustres convives, promettait plus aux estomacs affamés qu’aux palais difficiles.

	Tout en soupant, c’est-à-dire en mangeant ce poisson arrosé de mauvaise ale, Monck se fit raconter les derniers événements de la Fronde, la réconciliation de M. de Condé avec le roi, le mariage probable de Sa Majesté avec l’infante Marie-Thérèse; mais il évita, comme Athos l’évitait lui-même, toute allusion aux intérêts politiques qui unissaient ou plutôt qui désunissaient en ce moment l’Angleterre, la France et la Hollande. Monck, dans cette conversation, se convainquit d’une chose, qu’il avait déjà remarquée aux premiers mots échangés, c’est qu’il avait affaire à un homme de haute distinction.

	Celui-là ne pouvait être un assassin, et il répugnait à Monck de le croire un espion; mais il y avait assez de finesse et de fermeté à la fois dans Athos pour que Monck crût reconnaître en lui un conspirateur. Lorsqu’ils eurent quitté la table:

	— Vous croyez donc à votre trésor, monsieur? demanda Monck.

	— Oui, milord.

	— Sérieusement?

	— Très sérieusement.

	— Et vous croyez retrouver la place à laquelle il a été enterré?

	— À la première inspection.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, dit Monck, par curiosité, je vous accompagnerai. Et il faut d’autant plus que je vous accompagne, que vous éprouveriez les plus grandes difficultés à circuler dans le camp sans moi ou l’un de mes lieutenants.

	— Général, je ne souffrirais pas que vous vous dérangeassiez si je n’avais, en effet, besoin de votre compagnie; mais comme je reconnais que cette compagnie m’est non seulement honorable, mais nécessaire, j’accepte.

	— Désirez-vous que nous emmenions du monde? demanda Monck à Athos.

	— Général, c’est inutile, je crois, si vous-même n’en voyez pas la nécessité. Deux hommes et un cheval suffiront pour transporter les deux barils sur la felouque qui m’a amené.

	— Mais il faudra piocher, creuser, remuer la terre, fendre des pierres, et vous ne comptez pas faire cette besogne vous-même, n’est-ce pas?

	— Général, il ne faut ni creuser, ni piocher. Le trésor est enfoui dans le caveau des sépultures du couvent; sous une pierre, dans laquelle est scellé un gros anneau de fer, s’ouvre un petit degré de quatre marches. Les deux barils sont là, bout à bout, recouverts d’un enduit de plâtre ayant la forme d’une bière. Il y a en outre une inscription qui doit me servir à reconnaître la pierre; et comme je ne veux pas, dans une affaire de délicatesse et de confiance, garder de secrets pour Votre Honneur, voici cette inscription:

	Hic jacet venerabilis Petrus Guillelmus Scott, Canon. Honorab. Conventus Novi Castelli. Obiit quarta et decima die. Feb. ann. Dom. MCCVIII. Requiescat in pace.

	Monck ne perdait pas une parole. Il s’étonnait, soit de la duplicité merveilleuse de cet homme et de la façon supérieure dont il jouait son rôle, soit de la bonne foi loyale avec laquelle il présentait sa requête, dans une situation où il s’agissait d’un million aventuré contre un coup de poignard, au milieu d’une armée qui eût regardé le vol comme une restitution.

	— C’est bien, dit-il, je vous accompagne, et l’aventure me paraît si merveilleuse, que je veux porter moi-même le flambeau. Et en disant ces mots, il ceignit une courte épée, plaça un pistolet à sa ceinture, découvrant, dans ce mouvement, qui fit entrouvrir son pourpoint, les fins anneaux d’une cotte de mailles destinée à le mettre à l’abri du premier coup de poignard d’un assassin. Après quoi, il passa un dirk écossais dans sa main gauche; puis, se tournant vers Athos:

	— Êtes-vous prêt, monsieur? dit-il. Je le suis.

	Athos, au contraire de ce que venait de faire Monck, détacha son poignard, qu’il posa sur la table, dégrafa le ceinturon de son épée, qu’il coucha près de son poignard, et sans affectation, ouvrant les agrafes de son pourpoint comme pour y chercher son mouchoir, montra sous sa fine chemise de batiste sa poitrine nue et sans armes offensives ni défensives.

	«Voilà, en vérité, un singulier homme, se dit Monck, il est sans arme aucune; il a donc une embuscade placée là-bas?»

	— Général, dit Athos, comme s’il eût deviné la pensée de Monck, vous voulez que nous soyons seuls, c’est fort bien; mais un grand capitaine ne doit jamais s’exposer avec témérité: il fait nuit, le passage du marais peut offrir des dangers, faites-vous accompagner.

	— Vous avez raison, dit Monck.

	Et appelant:

	— Digby!

	L’aide de camp parut.

	— Cinquante hommes avec l’épée et le mousquet, dit-il.

	Et il regardait Athos.

	— C’est bien peu, dit Athos, s’il y a du danger; c’est trop, s’il n’y en a pas.

	— J’irai seul, dit Monck. Digby, je n’ai besoin de personne. Venez, monsieur.

	Chapitre XXV — Le marais

	Athos et Monck traversèrent, allant du camp vers la Tweed, cette partie de terrain que Digby avait fait traverser aux pêcheurs venant de la Tweed au camp. L’aspect de ce lieu, l’aspect des changements qu’y avaient apportés les hommes, était de nature à produire le plus grand effet sur une imagination délicate et vive comme celle d’Athos. Athos ne regardait que ces lieux désolés; Monck ne regardait qu’Athos, Athos qui, les yeux tantôt vers le ciel, tantôt vers la terre, cherchait, pensait, soupirait.

	Digby, que le dernier ordre du général, et surtout l’accent avec lequel il avait été donné, avait un peu ému d’abord, Digby suivit les nocturnes promeneurs pendant une vingtaine de pas; mais le général s’étant retourné, comme s’il s’étonnait que l’on n’exécutât point ses ordres, l’aide de camp comprit qu’il était indiscret et rentra dans sa tente. Il supposait que le général voulait faire incognito dans son camp une de ces revues de vigilance que tout capitaine expérimenté ne manque jamais de faire à la veille d’un engagement décisif, il s’expliquait en ce cas la présence d’Athos, comme un inférieur s’explique tout ce qui est mystérieux de la part du chef, Athos pouvait être, et même aux yeux de Digby devait être un espion dont les renseignements allaient éclairer le général. Au bout de dix minutes de marche à peu près parmi les tentes et les postes, plus serrés aux environs du quartier général, Monck s’engagea sur une petite chaussée qui divergeait en trois branches. Celle de gauche conduisait à la rivière, celle du milieu à l’abbaye de Newcastle sur le marais, celle de droite traversait les premières lignes du camp de Monck, c’est-à-dire les lignes les plus rapprochées de l’armée de Lambert.

	Au-delà de la rivière était un poste avancé appartenant à l’armée de Monck et qui surveillait l’ennemi; il était composé de cent cinquante Écossais. Ils avaient passé la Tweed à la nage en donnant l’alarme; mais comme il n’y avait pas de pont en cet endroit, et que les soldats de Lambert n’étaient pas aussi prompts à se mettre à l’eau que les soldats de Monck, celui-ci ne paraissait pas avoir de grandes inquiétudes de ce côté.

	En deçà de la rivière, à cinq cents pas à peu près de la vieille abbaye, les pêcheurs avaient leur domicile au milieu d’une fourmilière de petites tentes élevées par les soldats des clans voisins, qui avaient avec eux leurs femmes et leurs enfants.

	Tout ce pêle-mêle aux rayons de la lune offrait un coup d’œil saisissant; la pénombre ennoblissait chaque détail, et la lumière, cette flatteuse qui ne s’attache qu’au côté poli des choses, sollicitait sur chaque mousquet rouillé le point encore intact, sur tout haillon de toile, la partie la plus blanche et la moins souillée.

	Monck arriva donc avec Athos, traversant ce paysage sombre éclairé d’une double lueur, la lueur argentée de la lune, la lueur rougeâtre des feux mourants au carrefour des trois chaussées. Là il s’arrêta, et s’adressant à son compagnon:

	— Monsieur, lui dit-il, reconnaîtrez-vous votre chemin?

	— Général, si je ne me trompe, la chaussée du milieu conduit droit à l’abbaye.

	— C’est cela même; mais nous aurions besoin de lumière pour nous guider dans le souterrain.

	Monck se retourna.

	— Ah! Digby nous a suivis, à ce qu’il paraît, dit-il; tant mieux, il va nous procurer ce qu’il nous faut.

	— Oui, général, il y a effectivement là-bas un homme qui depuis quelque temps marche derrière nous.

	— Digby! cria Monck, Digby! venez, je vous prie.

	Mais, au lieu d’obéir, l’ombre fit un mouvement de surprise, et, reculant au lieu d’avancer, elle se courba et disparut le long de la jetée de gauche, se dirigeant vers le logement qui avait été donné aux pêcheurs.

	— Il paraît que ce n’était pas Digby, dit Monck.

	Tous deux avaient suivi l’ombre qui s’était évanouie; mais ce n’est pas chose assez rare qu’un homme rôdant à onze heures du soir dans un camp où sont couchés dix à douze mille hommes pour qu’Athos et Monck s’inquiétassent de cette disparition.

	— En attendant, comme il nous faut un falot, une lanterne, une torche quelconque pour voir où mettre nos pieds, cherchons ce falot, dit Monck.

	— Général, le premier soldat venu nous éclairera.

	— Non, dit Monck, pour voir s’il n’y aurait pas quelque connivence entre le comte de La Fère et les pêcheurs; non, j’aimerais mieux quelqu’un de ces matelots français qui sont venus ce soir me vendre du poisson. Ils partent demain, et le secret sera mieux gardé par eux. Tandis que si le bruit se répand dans l’armée écossaise que l’on trouve des trésors dans l’abbaye de Newcastle, mes highlanders croiront qu’il y a un million sous chaque dalle, et ils ne laisseront pas pierre sur pierre dans le bâtiment.

	— Faites comme vous voudrez, général, répondit Athos d’un ton de voix si naturel, qu’il était évident que, soldat ou pêcheur, tout lui était égal et qu’il n’éprouvait aucune préférence.

	Monck s’approcha de la chaussée, derrière laquelle avait disparu celui que le général avait pris pour Digby, et rencontra une patrouille qui, faisant le tour des tentes, se dirigeait vers le quartier général; il fut arrêté avec son compagnon, donna le mot de passe et poursuivit son chemin. Un soldat, réveillé par le bruit, se souleva dans son plaid pour voir ce qui se passait.

	— Demandez-lui, dit Monck à Athos, où sont les pêcheurs; si je lui faisais cette question, il me reconnaîtrait.

	Athos s’approcha du soldat, lequel lui indiqua la tente; aussitôt Monck et Athos se dirigèrent de ce côté.

	Il sembla au général qu’au moment où il s’approchait une ombre, pareille à celle qu’il avait déjà vue, se glissait dans cette tente; mais en s’approchant, il reconnut qu’il devait s’être trompé, car tout le monde dormait pêle-mêle, et l’on ne voyait que jambes et que bras entrelacés. Athos, craignant qu’on ne le soupçonnât de connivence avec quelqu’un de ses compatriotes, resta en dehors de la tente.

	— Holà! dit Monck en français, qu’on s’éveille ici.

	Deux ou trois dormeurs se soulevèrent.

	— J’ai besoin d’un homme pour m’éclairer, continua Monck. Tout le monde fit un mouvement, les uns se soulevant, les autres se levant tout à fait. Le chef s’était levé le premier.

	— Votre Honneur peut compter sur nous, dit-il d’une voix qui fit tressaillir Athos. Où s’agit-il d’aller?

	— Vous le verrez. Un falot! Allons, vite!

	— Oui, Votre Honneur. Plaît-il à Votre Honneur que ce soit moi qui l’accompagne?

	— Toi ou un autre, peu m’importe, pourvu que quelqu’un m’éclaire.

	«C’est étrange, pensa Athos, quelle voix singulière a ce pêcheur!»

	— Du feu, vous autres! cria le pêcheur; allons dépêchons!

	Puis tout bas, s’adressant à celui de ses compagnons qui était le plus près de lui:

	— Éclaire, toi, Menneville, dit-il, et tiens-toi prêt à tout.

	Un des pêcheurs fit jaillir du feu d’une pierre, embrasa un morceau d’amadou, et à l’aide d’une allumette éclaira une lanterne. La lumière envahit aussitôt la tente.

	— Êtes-vous prêt, monsieur? dit Monck à Athos, qui se détournait pour ne pas exposer son visage à la clarté.

	— Oui, général, répliqua-t-il.

	— Ah! le gentilhomme français! fit tout bas le chef des pêcheurs. Peste! j’ai eu bonne idée de te charger de la commission, Menneville, il n’aurait qu’à me reconnaître, moi. Éclaire, éclaire!

	Ce dialogue fut prononcé au fond de la tente, et si bas que Monck n’en put entendre une syllabe; il causait d’ailleurs avec Athos. Menneville s’apprêtait pendant ce temps-là, ou plutôt recevait les ordres de son chef.

	— Eh bien? dit Monck.

	— Me voici, mon général, dit le pêcheur.

	Monck, Athos et le pêcheur quittèrent la tente.

	«C’était impossible, pensa Athos. Quelle rêverie avais-je donc été me mettre dans la cervelle!»

	— Va devant, suis la chaussée du milieu et allonge les jambes, dit Monck au pêcheur.

	Ils n’étaient pas à vingt pas, que la même ombre qui avait paru rentrer dans la tente sortait, rampait jusqu’aux pilotis, et, protégée par cette espèce de parapet posé aux alentours de la chaussée, observait curieusement la marche du général.

	Tous trois disparurent dans la brume. Ils marchaient vers Newcastle, dont on apercevait déjà les pierres blanches comme des sépulcres. Après une station de quelques secondes sous le porche, ils pénétrèrent dans l’intérieur. La porte était brisée à coups de hache. Un poste de quatre hommes dormait en sûreté dans un enfoncement, tant on avait la certitude que l’attaque ne pouvait avoir lieu de ce côté.

	— Ces hommes ne vous gêneront point? dit Monck à Athos.

	— Au contraire, monsieur, ils aideront à rouler les barils, si Votre Honneur le permet.

	— Vous avez raison.

	Le poste, tout endormi qu’il était, se réveilla cependant aux premiers pas des deux visiteurs au milieu des ronces et des herbes qui envahissaient le porche. Monck donna le mot de passe et pénétra dans l’intérieur du couvent, précédé toujours de son falot. Il marchait le dernier, surveillant jusqu’au moindre mouvement d’Athos, son dirk tout nu dans sa manche, et prêt à le plonger dans les reins du gentilhomme au premier geste suspect qu’il verrait faire à celui-ci. Mais Athos d’un pas ferme et sûr traversa les salles et les cours.

	Plus une porte, plus une fenêtre dans ce bâtiment. Les portes avaient été brûlées, quelques-unes sur place, et les charbons en étaient dentelés encore par l’action du feu, qui s’était éteint tout seul, impuissant sans doute à mordre jusqu’au bout ces massives jointures de chêne assemblées par des clous de fer. Quant aux fenêtres, toutes les vitres ayant été brisées, on voyait s’enfuir par les trous des oiseaux de ténèbres que la lueur du falot effarouchait. En même temps des chauves-souris gigantesques se mirent à tracer autour des deux importuns leurs vastes cercles silencieux, tandis qu’à la lumière projetée sur les hautes parois de pierre on voyait trembloter leur ombre. Ce spectacle était rassurant pour des raisonneurs. Monck conclut qu’il n’y avait aucun homme dans le couvent, puisque les farouches bêtes y étaient encore et s’envolaient à son approche. Après avoir franchi les décombres et arraché plus d’un lierre qui s’était posé comme gardien de la solitude, Athos arriva aux caveaux situés sous la grande salle, mais dont l’entrée donnait dans la chapelle. Là il s’arrêta.

	— Nous y voilà, général, dit-il.

	— Voici donc la dalle?

	— Oui.

	— En effet, je reconnais l’anneau; mais l’anneau est scellé à plat.

	— Il nous faudrait un levier.

	— C’est chose facile à se procurer.

	En regardant autour d’eux, Athos et Monck aperçurent un petit frêne de trois pouces de diamètre qui avait poussé dans un angle du mur, montant jusqu’à une fenêtre que ses branches avaient aveuglée.

	— As-tu un couteau? dit Monck au pêcheur.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Coupe cet arbre, alors.

	Le pêcheur obéit, mais non sans que son coutelas en fût ébréché. Lorsque le frêne fut arraché, façonné en forme de levier, les trois hommes pénétrèrent dans le souterrain.

	— Arrête-toi là, dit Monck au pêcheur en lui désignant un coin du caveau; nous avons de la poudre à déterrer, et ton falot serait dangereux.

	L’homme se recula avec une sorte de terreur et garda fidèlement le poste qu’on lui avait assigné, tandis que Monck et Athos tournaient derrière une colonne au pied de laquelle, par un soupirail, pénétrait un rayon de lune reflété précisément par la pierre que le comte de La Fère venait chercher de si loin.

	— Nous y voici, dit Athos en montrant au général l’inscription latine.

	— Oui, dit Monck.

	Puis, comme il voulait encore laisser au Français un moyen évasif:

	— Ne remarquez-vous pas, continua-t-il, que l’on a déjà pénétré dans ce caveau, et que plusieurs statues ont été brisées?

	— Milord, vous avez sans doute entendu dire que le respect religieux de vos Écossais aime à donner en garde aux statues des morts les objets précieux qu’ils ont pu posséder pendant leur vie. Ainsi les soldats ont dû penser que sous le piédestal des statues qui ornaient la plupart de ces tombes un trésor était enfoui; ils ont donc brisé piédestal et statue. Mais la tombe du vénérable chanoine à qui nous avons affaire ne se distingue par aucun monument; elle est simple, puis elle a été protégée par la crainte superstitieuse que vos puritains ont toujours eue du sacrilège; pas un morceau de cette tombe n’a été écaillé.

	— C’est vrai, dit Monck.

	Athos saisit le levier.

	— Voulez-vous que je vous aide? dit Monck.

	— Merci, milord, je ne veux pas que Votre Honneur mette la main à une œuvre dont peut-être elle ne voudrait pas prendre la responsabilité si elle en connaissait les conséquences probables. Monck leva la tête.

	— Que voulez-vous dire, monsieur? demanda-t-il.

	— Je veux dire... Mais cet homme...

	— Attendez, dit Monck, je comprends ce que vous craignez et vais faire une épreuve.

	Monck se retourna vers le pêcheur, dont on apercevait la silhouette éclairée par le falot.

	— Come here, friend, dit-il avec le ton du commandement.

	Le pêcheur ne bougea pas.

	— C’est bien, continua-t-il, il ne sait pas l’anglais. Parlez-moi donc anglais, s’il vous plaît, monsieur.

	— Milord, répondit Athos, j’ai souvent vu des hommes, dans certaines circonstances, avoir sur eux-mêmes cette puissance de ne point répondre à une question faite dans une langue qu’ils comprennent. Le pêcheur est peut-être plus savant que nous le croyons. Veuillez le congédier, milord, je vous prie.

	«Décidément, pensa Monck, il désire me tenir seul dans ce caveau. N’importe, allons jusqu’au bout, un homme vaut un homme, et nous sommes seuls...»

	— Mon ami, dit Monck au pêcheur, remonte cet escalier que nous venons de descendre, et veille à ce que personne ne nous vienne troubler.

	Le pêcheur fit un mouvement pour obéir.

	— Laisse ton falot, dit Monck, il trahirait ta présence et pourrait te valoir quelque coup de mousquet effarouché.

	Le pêcheur parut apprécier le conseil, déposa le falot à terre et disparut sous la voûte de l’escalier.

	Monck alla prendre le falot, qu’il apporta au pied de la colonne.

	— Ah çà! dit-il, c’est bien de l’argent qui est caché dans cette tombe?

	— Oui, milord, et dans cinq minutes vous n’en douterez plus.

	En même temps, Athos frappait un coup violent sur le plâtre, qui se fendait en présentant une gerçure au bec du levier. Athos introduisit la pince dans cette gerçure, et bientôt des morceaux tout entiers de plâtre cédèrent, se soulevant comme des dalles arrondies. Alors le comte de La Fère saisit les pierres et les écarta avec des ébranlements dont on n’aurait pas cru capables des mains aussi délicates que les siennes.

	— Milord, dit Athos, voici bien la maçonnerie dont j’ai parlé à Votre Honneur.

	— Oui, mais je ne vois pas encore les barils, dit Monck.

	— Si j’avais un poignard, dit Athos en regardant autour de lui, vous les verriez bientôt, monsieur. Malheureusement, j’ai oublié le mien dans la tente de Votre Honneur.

	— Je vous offrirais bien le mien, dit Monck, mais la lame me semble trop frêle pour la besogne à laquelle vous la destinez.

	Athos parut chercher autour de lui un objet quelconque qui pût remplacer l’arme qu’il désirait. Monck ne perdait pas un des mouvements de ses mains, une des expressions de ses yeux.

	— Que ne demandez-vous le coutelas du pêcheur? dit Monck. Il avait un coutelas.

	— Ah! c’est juste, dit Athos, puisqu’il s’en est servi pour couper cet arbre.

	Et il s’avança vers l’escalier.

	— Mon ami, dit-il au pêcheur, jetez-moi votre coutelas, je vous prie, j’en ai besoin.

	Le bruit de l’arme retentit sur les marches.

	— Prenez, dit Monck, c’est un instrument solide, à ce que j’ai vu, et dont une main ferme peut tirer bon parti.

	Athos ne parut accorder aux paroles de Monck que le sens naturel et simple sous lequel elles devaient être entendues et comprises. Il ne remarqua pas non plus, ou du moins il ne parut pas remarquer, que, lorsqu’il revint à Monck, Monck s’écarta en portant la main gauche à la crosse de son pistolet; de la droite il tenait déjà son dirk. Il se mit donc à l’œuvre, tournant le dos à Monck et lui livrant sa vie sans défense possible. Alors il frappa pendant quelques secondes si adroitement et si nettement sur le plâtre intermédiaire, qu’il le sépara en deux parties, et que Monck alors put voir deux barils placés bout à bout et que leur poids maintenait immobiles dans leur enveloppe crayeuse.

	— Milord, dit Athos, vous voyez que mes pressentiments ne m’avaient point trompé.

	— Oui, monsieur, dit Monck, et j’ai tout lieu de croire que vous êtes satisfait, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sans doute; la perte de cet argent m’eût été on ne peut plus sensible; mais j’étais certain que Dieu, qui protège la bonne cause, n’aurait pas permis que l’on détournât cet or qui doit la faire triompher.

	— Vous êtes, sur mon honneur, aussi mystérieux en paroles qu’en actions, monsieur, dit Monck. Tout à l’heure, je vous ai peu compris, quand vous m’avez dit que vous ne vouliez pas déverser sur moi la responsabilité de l’œuvre que nous accomplissons.

	— J’avais raison de dire cela, milord.

	— Et voilà maintenant que vous me parlez de la bonne cause. Qu’entendez-vous par ces mots, la bonne cause? Nous défendons en ce moment en Angleterre cinq ou six causes, ce qui n’empêche pas chacun de regarder la sienne non seulement comme la bonne, mais encore comme la meilleure. Quelle est la vôtre, monsieur? Parlez hardiment, que nous voyions si sur ce point, auquel vous paraissez attacher une grande importance, nous sommes du même avis.

	Athos fixa sur Monck un de ces regards profonds qui semblent porter à celui qu’on regarde ainsi le défi de cacher une seule de ses pensées; puis, levant son chapeau, il commença d’une voix solennelle, tandis que son interlocuteur, une main sur le visage, laissait cette main longue et nerveuse enserrer sa moustache et sa barbe, en même temps que son œil vague et mélancolique errait dans les profondeurs du souterrain.

	Chapitre XXVI — Le cœur et l’esprit

	— Milord, dit le comte de La Fère, vous êtes un noble Anglais, vous êtes un homme loyal, vous parlez à un noble Français, à un homme de cœur. Cet or, contenu dans les deux barils que voici, je vous ai dit qu’il était à moi, j’ai eu tort; c’est le premier mensonge que j’aie fait de ma vie, mensonge momentané, il est vrai: cet or, c’est le bien du roi Charles II, exilé de sa patrie, chassé de son palais, orphelin à la fois de son père et de son trône, et privé de tout, même du triste bonheur de baiser à genoux la pierre sur laquelle la main de ses meurtriers a écrit cette simple épitaphe qui criera éternellement vengeance contre eux: «Ci-gît le roi Charles Ier.»

	Monck pâlit légèrement, et un imperceptible frisson rida sa peau et hérissa sa moustache grise.

	— Moi, continua Athos, moi, le comte de La Fère, le seul, le dernier fidèle qui reste au pauvre prince abandonné, je lui ai offert de venir trouver l’homme duquel dépend aujourd’hui le sort de la royauté en Angleterre, et je suis venu, et je me suis placé sous le regard de cet homme, et je me suis mis nu et désarmé dans ses mains en lui disant: «Milord, ici est la dernière ressource d’un prince que Dieu fit votre maître, que sa naissance fit votre roi; de vous, de vous seul dépendent sa vie et son avenir. Voulez-vous employer cet argent à consoler l’Angleterre des maux qu’elle a dû souffrir pendant l’anarchie, c’est-à-dire voulez-vous aider, ou, sinon aider, du moins laisser faire le roi Charles II?»

	«Vous êtes le maître, vous êtes le roi, maître et roi tout-puissant, car le hasard défait parfois l’œuvre du temps et de Dieu. Je suis avec vous seul, milord; si le succès vous effraie étant partagé, si ma complicité vous pèse, vous êtes armé, milord, et voici une tombe toute creusée; si, au contraire, l’enthousiasme de votre cause vous enivre, si vous êtes ce que vous paraissez être, si votre main, dans ce qu’elle entreprend, obéit à votre esprit, et votre esprit à votre cœur, voici le moyen de perdre à jamais la cause de votre ennemi Charles Stuart; tuez encore l’homme que vous avez devant les yeux, car cet homme ne retournera pas vers celui qui l’a envoyé sans lui rapporter le dépôt que lui confia Charles Ier, son père, et gardez l’or qui pourrait servir à entretenir la guerre civile. Hélas! milord, c’est la condition fatale de ce malheureux prince. Il faut qu’il corrompe ou qu’il tue; car tout lui résiste, tout le repousse, tout lui est hostile, et cependant il est marqué du sceau divin, et il faut, pour ne pas mentir à son sang, qu’il remonte sur le trône ou qu’il meure sur le sol sacré de la patrie.

	«Milord, vous m’avez entendu. À tout autre qu’à l’homme illustre qui m’écoute, j’eusse dit: «Milord, vous êtes pauvre; milord, le roi vous offre ce million comme arrhes d’un immense marché; prenez-le et servez Charles II comme j’ai servi Charles Ier, et je suis sûr que Dieu, qui nous écoute, qui nous voit, qui lit seul dans votre cœur fermé à tous les regards humains; je suis sûr que Dieu vous donnera une heureuse vie éternelle après une heureuse mort.» Mais au général Monck, à l’homme illustre dont je crois avoir mesuré la hauteur, je dis: «Milord, il y a pour vous dans l’histoire des peuples et des rois une place brillante, une gloire immortelle, impérissable, si seul, sans autre intérêt que le bien de votre pays et l’intérêt de la justice, vous devenez le soutien de votre roi. Beaucoup d’autres ont été des conquérants et des usurpateurs glorieux. Vous, milord, vous vous serez contenté d’être le plus vertueux, le plus probe et le plus intègre des hommes; vous aurez tenu une couronne dans votre main, et, au lieu de l’ajuster à votre front, vous l’aurez déposée sur la tête de celui pour lequel elle avait été faite. Oh! milord, agissez ainsi, et vous léguerez à la postérité le plus envié des noms qu’aucune créature humaine puisse s’enorgueillir de porter.»

	Athos s’arrêta. Pendant tout le temps que le noble gentilhomme avait parlé, Monck n’avait pas donné un signe d’approbation ni d’improbation; à peine même si, durant cette véhémente allocution, ses yeux s’étaient animés de ce feu qui indique l’intelligence. Le comte de La Fère le regarda tristement et, voyant ce visage morne, sentit le découragement pénétrer jusqu’à son cœur.

	Enfin Monck parut s’animer, et, rompant le silence:

	— Monsieur, dit-il d’une voix douce et grave, je vais, pour vous répondre, me servir de vos propres paroles. À tout autre qu’à vous, je répondrais par l’expulsion, la prison ou pis encore. Car enfin, vous me tentez et vous me violentez à la fois. Mais vous êtes un de ces hommes, monsieur, à qui l’on ne peut refuser l’attention et les égards qu’ils méritent: vous êtes un brave gentilhomme, monsieur, je le dis et je m’y connais. Tout à l’heure, vous m’avez parlé d’un dépôt que le feu roi transmit pour son fils: n’êtes-vous donc pas un de ces Français qui, je l’ai ouï dire, ont voulu enlever Charles à White Hall?

	— Oui, milord, c’est moi qui me trouvais sous l’échafaud pendant l’exécution; moi qui, n’ayant pu le racheter, reçus sur mon front le sang du roi martyr; je reçus en même temps la dernière parole de Charles Ier, c’est à moi qu’il a dit «Remember!» et en me disant «Souviens-toi!» il faisait allusion à cet argent qui est à vos pieds, milord.

	— J’ai beaucoup entendu parler de vous, monsieur, dit Monck, mais je suis heureux de vous avoir apprécié tout d’abord par ma propre inspiration et non par mes souvenirs. Je vous donnerai donc des explications que je n’ai données à personne, et vous apprécierez quelle distinction je fais entre vous et les personnes qui m’ont été envoyées jusqu’ici.

	Athos s’inclina, s’apprêtant à absorber avidement les paroles qui tombaient une à une de la bouche de Monck, ces paroles rares et précieuses comme la rosée dans le désert.

	— Vous me parliez, dit Monck, du roi Charles II; mais je vous prie, monsieur, dites-moi, que m’importe à moi, ce fantôme de roi? J’ai vieilli dans la guerre et dans la politique, qui sont aujourd’hui liées si étroitement ensemble, que tout homme d’épée doit combattre en vertu de son droit ou de son ambition, avec un intérêt personnel, et non aveuglément derrière un officier, comme dans les guerres ordinaires. Moi, je ne désire rien peut-être mais je crains beaucoup. Dans la guerre aujourd’hui réside la liberté de l’Angleterre, et peut-être celle de chaque Anglais. Pourquoi voulez-vous que, libre dans la position que je me suis faite, j’aille tendre la main aux fers d’un étranger? Charles n’est que cela pour moi. Il a livré ici des combats qu’il a perdus, c’est donc un mauvais capitaine; il n’a réussi dans aucune négociation, c’est donc un mauvais diplomate; il a colporté sa misère dans toutes les cours de l’Europe, c’est donc un cœur faible et pusillanime. Rien de noble, rien de grand, rien de fort n’est sorti encore de ce génie qui aspire à gouverner un des plus grands royaumes de la terre. Donc, je ne connais ce Charles que sous de mauvais aspects, et vous voudriez que moi, homme de bon sens, j’allasse me faire gratuitement l’esclave d’une créature qui m’est inférieure en capacité militaire, en politique et en dignité? Non, monsieur; quand quelque grande et noble action m’aura appris à apprécier Charles, je reconnaîtrai peut-être ses droits à un trône dont nous avons renversé le père, parce qu’il manquait des vertus qui jusqu’ici manquent au fils; mais jusqu’ici, en fait de droits, je ne reconnais que les miens: la révolution m’a fait général, mon épée me fera protecteur si je veux. Que Charles se montre, qu’il se présente, qu’il subisse le concours ouvert au génie, et surtout qu’il se souvienne qu’il est d’une race à laquelle on demandera plus qu’à toute autre. Ainsi, monsieur, n’en parlons plus, je ne refuse ni n’accepte: je me réserve, j’attends.

	Athos savait Monck trop bien informé de tout ce qui avait rapport à Charles II pour pousser plus loin la discussion. Ce n’était ni l’heure ni le lieu.

	— Milord, dit-il, je n’ai donc plus qu’à vous remercier.

	— Et de quoi, monsieur? de ce que vous m’avez bien jugé et de ce que j’ai agi d’après votre jugement? Oh! vraiment, est-ce la peine? Cet or que vous allez porter au roi Charles va me servir d’épreuve pour lui: en voyant ce qu’il en saura faire, je prendrai sans doute une opinion que je n’ai pas.

	— Cependant Votre Honneur ne craint-elle pas de se compromettre en laissant partir une somme destinée à servir les armes de son ennemi?

	— Mon ennemi, dites-vous? Eh! monsieur, je n’ai pas d’ennemis, moi. Je suis au service du Parlement, qui m’ordonne de combattre le général Lambert et le roi Charles, ses ennemis à lui et non les miens; je combats donc. Si le Parlement, au contraire, m’ordonnait de faire pavoiser le port de Londres, de faire assembler les soldats sur le rivage, de recevoir le roi Charles II...

	— Vous obéiriez? s’écria Athos avec joie.

	— Pardonnez-moi, dit Monck en souriant, j’allais, moi, une tête grise... en vérité, où avais-je l’esprit? j’allais, moi, dire une folie de jeune homme.

	— Alors, vous n’obéiriez pas? dit Athos.

	— Je ne dis pas cela non plus, monsieur. Avant tout, le salut de ma patrie. Dieu, qui a bien voulu me donner la force, a voulu sans doute que j’eusse cette force pour le bien de tous, et il m’a donné en même temps le discernement. Si le Parlement m’ordonnait une chose pareille, je réfléchirais.

	Athos s’assombrit.

	— Allons, dit-il, je le vois, décidément Votre Honneur n’est point disposée à favoriser le roi Charles II.

	— Vous me questionnez toujours, monsieur le comte; à mon tour, s’il vous plaît.

	— Faites, monsieur, et puisse Dieu vous inspirer l’idée de me répondre aussi franchement que je vous répondrai!

	— Quand vous aurez rapporté ce million à votre prince, quel conseil lui donnerez-vous?

	Athos fixa sur Monck un regard fier et résolu.

	— Milord, dit-il, avec ce million que d’autres emploieraient à négocier peut-être, je veux conseiller au roi de lever deux régiments, d’entrer par l’Écosse que vous venez de pacifier; de donner au peuple des franchises que la révolution lui avait promises et n’a pas tout à fait tenues. Je lui conseillerai de commander en personne cette petite armée, qui se grossirait, croyez-le bien, de se faire tuer le drapeau à la main et l’épée au fourreau, en disant: «Anglais! voilà le troisième roi de ma race que vous tuez: prenez garde à la justice de Dieu!»

	Monck baissa la tête et rêva un instant.

	— S’il réussissait, dit-il, ce qui est invraisemblable, mais non pas impossible, car tout est possible en ce monde, que lui conseilleriez-vous?

	— De penser que par la volonté de Dieu il a perdu sa couronne, mais que par la bonne volonté des hommes il l’a recouvrée.

	Un sourire ironique passa sur les lèvres de Monck.

	— Malheureusement, monsieur, dit-il, les rois ne savent pas suivre un bon conseil.

	— Ah! milord, Charles II n’est pas un roi, répliqua Athos en souriant à son tour, mais avec une tout autre expression que n’avait fait Monck.

	— Voyons, abrégeons, monsieur le comte... C’est votre désir, n’est-il pas vrai?

	Athos s’inclina.

	— Je vais donner l’ordre qu’on transporte où il vous plaira ces deux barils. Où demeurez-vous, monsieur?

	— Dans un petit bourg, à l’embouchure de la rivière, Votre Honneur.

	— Oh! je connais ce bourg, il se compose de cinq ou six maisons, n’est-ce pas?

	— C’est cela. Eh bien! j’habite la première; deux faiseurs de filets l’occupent avec moi; c’est leur barque qui m’a mis à terre.

	— Mais votre bâtiment à vous, monsieur?

	— Mon bâtiment est à l’ancre à un quart de mille en mer et m’attend.

	— Vous ne comptez cependant point partir tout de suite?

	— Milord, j’essaierai encore une fois de convaincre Votre Honneur.

	— Vous n’y parviendrez pas, répliqua Monck; mais il importe que vous quittiez Newcastle sans y laisser de votre passage le moindre soupçon qui puisse nuire à vous ou à moi. Demain, mes officiers pensent que Lambert m’attaquera. Moi, je garantis, au contraire, qu’il ne bougera point; c’est à mes yeux impossible. Lambert conduit une armée sans principes homogènes, et il n’y a pas d’armée possible avec de pareils éléments. Moi, j’ai instruit mes soldats à subordonner mon autorité à une autorité supérieure, ce qui fait qu’après moi, autour de moi, au-dessus de moi, ils tentent encore quelque chose. Il en résulte que, moi mort, ce qui peut arriver, mon armée ne se démoralisera pas tout de suite; il en résulte que, s’il me plaisait de m’absenter, par exemple, comme cela me plaît quelquefois, il n’y aurait pas dans mon camp l’ombre d’une inquiétude ou d’un désordre. Je suis l’aimant, la force sympathique et naturelle des Anglais. Tous ces fers éparpillés qu’on enverra contre moi, je les attirerai à moi.

	«Lambert commande en ce moment dix-huit mille déserteurs; mais je n’ai point parlé de cela à mes officiers, vous le sentez bien. Rien n’est plus utile à une armée que le sentiment d’une bataille prochaine: tout le monde demeure éveillé, tout le monde se garde. Je vous dis cela à vous pour que vous viviez en toute sécurité. Ne vous hâtez donc pas de repasser la mer: d’ici à huit jours, il y aura quelque chose de nouveau, soit la bataille, soit l’accommodement. Alors, comme vous m’avez jugé honnête homme et confié votre secret, et que j’ai à vous remercier de cette confiance, j’irai vous faire visite ou vous manderai. Ne partez donc pas avant mon avis, je vous en réitère l’invitation.

	— Je vous le promets, général, s’écria Athos, transporté d’une joie si grande que, malgré toute sa circonspection, il ne put s’empêcher de laisser jaillir une étincelle de ses yeux.

	Monck surprit cette flamme et l’éteignit aussitôt par un de ces muets sourires qui rompaient toujours chez ses interlocuteurs le chemin qu’ils croyaient avoir fait dans son esprit.

	— Ainsi, milord, dit Athos, c’est huit jours que vous me fixez pour délai?

	— Huit jours, oui, monsieur.

	— Et pendant ces huit jours, que ferai-je?

	— S’il y a bataille, tenez-vous loin, je vous prie. Je sais les Français curieux de ces sortes de divertissements; vous voudriez voir comment nous nous battons, et vous pourriez recueillir quelque balle égarée; nos Écossais tirent fort mal, et je ne veux pas qu’un digne gentilhomme tel que vous regagne, blessé, la terre de France. Je ne veux pas enfin être obligé de renvoyer moi-même à votre prince son million laissé par vous; car alors on dirait, et cela avec quelque raison, que je paie le prétendant pour qu’il guerroie contre le Parlement. Allez donc, monsieur, et qu’il soit fait entre nous comme il est convenu.

	— Ah! milord, dit Athos, quelle joie ce serait pour moi d’avoir pénétré le premier dans le noble cœur qui bat sous ce manteau.

	— Vous croyez donc décidément que j’ai des secrets, dit Monck sans changer l’expression demi-enjouée de son visage. Eh! monsieur, quel secret voulez-vous donc qu’il y ait dans la tête creuse d’un soldat? Mais il se fait tard, et voici notre falot qui s’éteint, rappelons notre homme Holà! cria Monck en français; et s’approchant de l’escalier: Holà! pêcheur!

	Le pêcheur, engourdi par la fraîcheur de la nuit, répondit d’une voix enrouée en demandant quelle chose on lui voulait.

	— Va jusqu’au poste, dit Monck, et ordonne au sergent, de la part du général Monck, de venir ici sur-le-champ.

	C’était une commission facile à remplir, car le sergent, intrigué de la présence du général en cette abbaye déserte, s’était approché peu à peu, et n’était qu’à quelques pas du pêcheur.

	L’ordre du général parvint donc directement jusqu’à lui, et il accourut.

	— Prends un cheval et deux hommes, dit Monck.

	— Un cheval et deux hommes? répéta le sergent.

	— Oui, reprit Monck. As-tu un moyen de te procurer un cheval avec un bât ou des paniers?

	— Sans doute, à cent pas d’ici, au camp des Écossais.

	— Bien.

	— Que ferai-je du cheval, général?

	— Regarde.

	Le sergent descendit les trois ou quatre marches qui le séparaient de Monck et apparut sous la voûte.

	— Tu vois, lui dit Monck, là-bas où est ce gentilhomme?

	— Oui, mon général.

	— Tu vois ces deux barils?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Ce sont deux barils contenant, l’un de la poudre, l’autre des balles; je voudrais faire transporter ces barils dans le petit bourg qui est au bord de la rivière, et que je compte faire occuper demain par deux cents mousquets. Tu comprends que la commission est secrète, car c’est un mouvement qui peut décider du gain de la bataille.

	— Oh! mon général, murmura le sergent.

	— Bien! Fais donc attacher ces deux barils sur le cheval, et qu’on les escorte, deux hommes et toi, jusqu’à la maison de ce gentilhomme, qui est mon ami; mais tu comprends, que nul ne le sache.

	— Je passerais par le marais si je connaissais un chemin, dit le sergent.

	— J’en connais un, moi, dit Athos; il n’est pas large, mais il est solide, ayant été fait sur pilotis, et, avec de la précaution, nous arriverons.

	— Faites ce que ce cavalier vous ordonnera, dit Monck.

	— Oh! oh! les barils sont lourds, dit le sergent, qui essaya d’en soulever un.

	— Ils pèsent quatre cents livres chacun, s’ils contiennent ce qu’ils doivent contenir, n’est-ce pas, monsieur?

	— À peu près, dit Athos.

	Le sergent alla chercher le cheval et les hommes. Monck, resté seul avec Athos, affecta de ne plus lui parler que de choses indifférentes, tout en examinant distraitement le caveau. Puis, entendant le pas du cheval:

	— Je vous laisse avec vos hommes, monsieur, dit-il, et retourne au camp. Vous êtes en sûreté.

	— Je vous reverrai donc, milord? demanda Athos.

	— C’est chose dite, monsieur, et avec grand plaisir.

	Monck tendit la main à Athos.

	— Ah! milord, si vous vouliez! murmura Athos.

	— Chut! monsieur, dit Monck, il est convenu que nous ne parlerons plus de cela.

	Et, saluant Athos, il remonta, croisant au milieu de l’escalier ses hommes qui descendaient. Il n’avait pas fait vingt pas hors de l’abbaye, qu’un petit coup de sifflet lointain et prolongé se fit entendre. Monck dressa l’oreille; mais ne voyant plus rien, il continua sa route. Alors, il se souvint du pêcheur et le chercha des yeux, mais le pêcheur avait disparu. S’il eût cependant regardé avec plus d’attention qu’il ne le fit, il eût vu cet homme courbé en deux, se glissant comme un serpent le long des pierres et se perdant au milieu de la brume, rasant la surface du marais; il eût vu également, essayant de percer cette brume, un spectacle qui eût attiré son attention: c’était la mâture de la barque du pêcheur qui avait changé de place, et qui se trouvait alors au plus près du bord de la rivière. Mais Monck ne vit rien et, pensant n’avoir rien à craindre, il s’engagea sur la chaussée déserte qui conduisait à son camp. Ce fut alors que cette disparition du pêcheur lui parut étrange, et qu’un soupçon réel commença d’assiéger son esprit. Il venait de mettre aux ordres d’Athos le seul poste qui pût le protéger. Il avait un mille de chaussée à traverser pour regagner son camp.

	Le brouillard montait avec une telle intensité, qu’à peine pouvait-on distinguer les objets à une distance de dix pas.

	Monck crut alors entendre comme le bruit d’un aviron qui battait sourdement le marais à sa droite.

	— Qui va là? cria-t-il.

	Mais personne ne répondit. Alors il arma son pistolet, mit l’épée à la main, et pressa le pas sans cependant vouloir appeler personne. Cet appel, dont l’urgence n’était pas absolue, lui paraissait indigne de lui.

	Chapitre XXVII — Le lendemain

	Il était sept heures du matin: les premiers rayons du jour éclairaient les étangs, dans lesquels le soleil se reflétait comme un boulet rougi, lorsque Athos, se réveillant et ouvrant la fenêtre de sa chambre à coucher qui donnait sur les bords de la rivière, aperçut à quinze pas de distance à peu près le sergent et les hommes qui l’avaient accompagné la veille, et qui, après avoir déposé les barils chez lui, étaient retournés au camp par la chaussée de droite.

	Pourquoi, après être retournés au camp, ces hommes étaient-ils revenus? Voilà la question qui se présenta soudainement à l’esprit d’Athos.

	Le sergent, la tête haute, paraissait guetter le moment où le gentilhomme paraîtrait pour l’interpeller. Athos, surpris de retrouver là ceux qu’il avait vus s’éloigner la veille, ne put s’empêcher de leur témoigner son étonnement.

	— Cela n’a rien de surprenant, monsieur, dit le sergent, car hier le général m’a recommandé de veiller à votre sûreté, et j’ai dû obéir à cet ordre.

	— Le général est au camp? demanda Athos.

	— Sans doute, monsieur, puisque vous l’avez quitté hier s’y rendant.

	— Eh bien! attendez-moi; j’y vais aller pour rendre compte de la fidélité avec laquelle vous avez rempli votre mission et pour reprendre mon épée, que j’oubliai hier sur la table.

	— Cela tombe à merveille, dit le sergent, car nous allions vous en prier.

	Athos crut remarquer un certain air de bonhomie équivoque sur le visage de ce sergent; mais l’aventure du souterrain pouvait avoir excité la curiosité de cet homme, et il n’était pas surprenant alors qu’il laissât voir sur son visage un peu des sentiments qui agitaient son esprit. Athos ferma donc soigneusement les portes, et il en confia les clefs à Grimaud, lequel avait élu son domicile sous l’appentis même qui conduisait au cellier où les barils avaient été enfermés.

	Le sergent escorta le comte de La Fère jusqu’au camp. Là, une garde nouvelle attendait et relaya les quatre hommes qui avaient conduit Athos.

	Cette garde nouvelle était commandée par l’aide de camp Digby, lequel, durant le trajet, attacha sur Athos des regards si peu encourageants, que le Français se demanda d’où venaient à son endroit cette vigilance et cette sévérité, quand la veille il avait été si parfaitement libre.

	Il n’en continua pas moins son chemin vers le quartier général, renfermant en lui-même les observations que le forçaient de faire les hommes et les choses. Il trouva sous la tente du général où il avait été introduit la veille trois officiers supérieurs; c’étaient le lieutenant de Monck et deux colonels. Athos reconnut son épée; elle était encore sur la table du général, à la place où il l’avait laissée la veille.

	Aucun des officiers n’avait vu Athos, aucun par conséquent ne le connaissait. Le lieutenant de Monck demanda alors, à l’aspect d’Athos, si c’était bien là le même gentilhomme avec lequel le général était sorti de la tente.

	— Oui, Votre Honneur, dit le sergent, c’est lui-même.

	— Mais, dit Athos avec hauteur, je ne le nie pas, ce me semble; et maintenant, messieurs, à mon tour, permettez-moi de vous demander à quoi bon toutes ces questions, et surtout quelques explications sur le ton avec lequel vous les demandez.

	— Monsieur, dit le lieutenant, si nous vous adressons ces questions, c’est que nous avons le droit de les faire, et si nous vous les faisons avec ce ton, c’est que ce ton convient, croyez-moi, à la situation.

	— Messieurs, dit Athos, vous ne savez pas qui je suis, mais ce que je dois vous dire, c’est que je ne reconnais ici pour mon égal que le général Monck. Où est-il? Qu’on me conduise devant lui, et s’il a, lui, quelque question à m’adresser, je lui répondrai, et à sa satisfaction, je l’espère. Je le répète, messieurs, où est le général?

	— Eh mordieu! vous le savez mieux que nous, où il est, fit le lieutenant.

	— Moi?

	— Certainement, vous.

	— Monsieur, dit Athos, je ne vous comprends pas.

	— Vous m’allez comprendre, et vous-même d’abord, parlez plus bas, monsieur. Que vous a dit le général, hier?

	Athos sourit dédaigneusement.

	— Il ne s’agit pas de sourire, s’écria un des colonels avec emportement, il s’agit de répondre.

	— Et moi, messieurs, je vous déclare que je ne vous répondrai point que je ne sois en présence du général.

	— Mais, répéta le même colonel qui avait déjà parlé, vous savez bien que vous demandez une chose impossible.

	— Voilà déjà deux fois que l’on fait cette étrange réponse au désir que j’exprime, reprit Athos. Le général est-il absent?

	La question d’Athos fut faite de si bonne foi, et le gentilhomme avait l’air si naïvement surpris, que les trois officiers échangèrent un regard. Le lieutenant prit la parole par une espèce de convention tacite des deux autres officiers.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, le général vous a quitté hier sur les limites du monastère?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Et vous êtes allé...?

	— Ce n’est point à moi de vous répondre, c’est à ceux qui m’ont accompagné. Ce sont vos soldats, interrogez-les.

	— Mais s’il nous plaît de vous interroger, vous?

	— Alors il me plaira de vous répondre, monsieur, que je ne relève de personne ici, que je ne connais ici que le général, et que ce n’est qu’à lui que je répondrai.

	— Soit, monsieur, mais comme nous sommes les maîtres, nous nous érigeons en conseil de guerre, et quand vous serez devant des juges, il faudra bien que vous leur répondiez.

	La figure d’Athos n’exprima que l’étonnement et le dédain, au lieu de la terreur qu’à cette menace les officiers comptaient y lire.

	— Des juges écossais ou anglais, à moi, sujet du roi de France; à moi, placé sous la sauvegarde de l’honneur britannique! Vous êtes fous, messieurs! dit Athos en haussant les épaules.

	Les officiers se regardèrent.

	— Alors, monsieur, dirent-ils, vous prétendez ne pas savoir où est le général?

	— À ceci, je vous ai déjà répondu, monsieur.

	— Oui; mais vous avez déjà répondu une chose incroyable.

	— Elle est vraie cependant, messieurs. Les gens de ma condition ne mentent point d’ordinaire. Je suis gentilhomme, vous ai-je dit, et quand je porte à mon côté l’épée que, par un excès de délicatesse, j’ai laissée hier sur cette table où elle est encore aujourd’hui, nul, croyez-le bien, ne me dit des choses que je ne veux pas entendre. Aujourd’hui, je suis désarmé; si vous vous prétendez mes juges, jugez-moi; si vous n’êtes que mes bourreaux, tuez-moi.

	— Mais, monsieur?... demanda d’une voix plus courtoise le lieutenant, frappé de la grandeur et du sang-froid d’Athos.

	— Monsieur, j’étais venu parler confidentiellement à votre général d’affaires d’importance. Ce n’est point un accueil ordinaire que celui qu’il m’a fait. Les rapports de vos soldats peuvent vous en convaincre. Donc, s’il m’accueillait ainsi, le général savait quels étaient mes titres à l’estime. Maintenant vous ne supposez pas, je présume, que je vous révélerai mes secrets, et encore moins les siens.

	— Mais enfin, ces barils, que contenaient-ils?

	— N’avez-vous point adressé cette question à vos soldats? Que vous ont-ils répondu?

	— Qu’ils contenaient de la poudre et du plomb.

	— De qui tenaient-ils ces renseignements? Ils ont dû vous le dire.

	— Du général; mais nous ne sommes point dupes.

	— Prenez garde, monsieur, ce n’est plus à moi que vous donnez un démenti, c’est à votre chef.

	Les officiers se regardèrent encore. Athos continua:

	— Devant vos soldats, le général m’a dit d’attendre huit jours; que dans huit jours il me donnerait la réponse qu’il avait à me faire. Me suis-je enfui? Non, j’attends.

	— Il vous a dit d’attendre huit jours! s’écria le lieutenant.

	— Il me l’a si bien dit, monsieur, que j’ai un sloop à l’ancre à l’embouchure de la rivière, et que je pouvais parfaitement le joindre hier et m’embarquer. Or, si je suis resté, c’est uniquement pour me conformer aux désirs du général, Son Honneur m’ayant recommandé de ne point partir sans une dernière audience que lui-même a fixée à huit jours. Je vous le répète donc, j’attends.

	Le lieutenant se retourna vers les deux autres officiers, et à voix basse:

	— Si ce gentilhomme dit vrai, il y aurait encore de l’espoir, dit-il. Le général aurait dû accomplir quelques négociations si secrètes qu’il aurait cru imprudent de prévenir, même nous. Alors, le temps limité pour son absence serait huit jours.

	Puis, se retournant vers Athos:

	— Monsieur, dit-il, votre déclaration est de la plus grave importance; voulez-vous la répéter sous le sceau du serment?

	— Monsieur, répondit Athos, j’ai toujours vécu dans un monde où ma simple parole a été regardée comme le plus saint des serments.

	— Cette fois cependant, monsieur, la circonstance est plus grave qu’aucune de celles dans lesquelles vous vous êtes trouvé. Il s’agit du salut de toute une armée. Songez-y bien, le général a disparu, nous sommes à sa recherche. La disparition est-elle naturelle? Un crime a-t-il été commis? Devons-nous pousser nos investigations jusqu’à l’extrémité? Devons-nous attendre avec patience? En ce moment, monsieur, tout dépend du mot que vous allez prononcer.

	— Interrogé ainsi, monsieur, je n’hésite plus, dit Athos.

	«Oui, j’étais venu causer confidentiellement avec le général Monck et lui demander une réponse sur certains intérêts; oui, le général, ne pouvant sans doute se prononcer avant la bataille qu’on attend, m’a prié de demeurer huit jours encore dans cette maison que j’habite, me promettant que dans huit jours je le reverrais. Oui, tout cela est vrai, et je le jure sur Dieu, qui est le maître absolu de ma vie et de la vôtre.

	Athos prononça ces paroles avec tant de grandeur et de solennité que les trois officiers furent presque convaincus.

	Cependant un des colonels essaya une dernière tentative:

	— Monsieur, dit-il, quoique nous soyons persuadés maintenant de la vérité de ce que vous dites, il y a pourtant dans tout ceci un étrange mystère. Le général est un homme trop prudent pour avoir ainsi abandonné son armée à la veille d’une bataille, sans avoir au moins donné à l’un de nous un avertissement. Quant à moi, je ne puis croire, je l’avoue, qu’un événement étrange ne soit pas la cause de cette disparition. Hier, des pêcheurs étrangers sont venus vendre ici leur poisson; on les a logés là-bas aux Écossais, c’est-à-dire sur la route qu’a suivie le général pour aller à l’abbaye avec Monsieur et pour en revenir. C’est un de ces pêcheurs qui a accompagné le général avec un falot. Et ce matin, barque et pêcheurs avaient disparu, emportés cette nuit par la marée.

	— Moi, fit le lieutenant, je ne vois rien là que de bien naturel; car, enfin, ces gens n’étaient pas prisonniers.

	— Non; mais, je le répète, c’est un d’eux qui a éclairé le général et Monsieur dans le caveau de l’abbaye, et Digby nous a assuré que le général avait eu sur ces gens-là de mauvais soupçons. Or, qui nous dit que ces pêcheurs n’étaient pas d’intelligence avec Monsieur, et que, le coup fait, Monsieur, qui est brave assurément, n’est pas resté pour nous rassurer par sa présence et empêcher nos recherches dans la bonne voie?

	Ce discours fit impression sur les deux autres officiers.

	— Monsieur, dit Athos, permettez-moi de vous dire que votre raisonnement, très spécieux en apparence, manque cependant de solidité quant à ce qui me concerne. Je suis resté, dites-vous, pour détourner les soupçons. Eh bien! au contraire, les soupçons me viennent à moi comme à vous et je vous dis: Il est impossible, messieurs, que le général, la veille d’une bataille, soit parti sans rien dire à personne. Oui, il y a un événement étrange dans tout cela; oui, au lieu de demeurer oisifs et d’attendre, il vous faut déployer toute la vigilance, toute l’activité possibles. Je suis votre prisonnier, messieurs, sur parole ou autrement. Mon honneur est intéressé à ce que l’on sache ce qu’est devenu le général Monck, à ce point que si vous me disiez: «Partez!» je dirais: «Non, je reste.» Et si vous me demandiez mon avis, j’ajouterais: «Oui, le général est victime de quelque conspiration, car s’il eût dû quitter le camp, il me l’aurait dit. Cherchez donc, fouillez donc, fouillez la terre, fouillez la mer; le général n’est point parti, ou tout au moins n’est pas parti de sa propre volonté.»

	Le lieutenant fit un signe aux autres officiers.

	— Non, monsieur, dit-il, non; à votre tour vous allez trop loin. Le général n’a rien à souffrir des événements, et sans doute, au contraire, il les a dirigés. Ce que fait Monck à cette heure, il l’a fait souvent. Nous avons donc tort de nous alarmer; son absence sera de courte durée, sans doute; aussi gardons-nous bien, par une pusillanimité dont le général nous ferait un crime, d’ébruiter son absence, qui pourrait démoraliser l’armée. Le général donne une preuve immense de sa confiance en nous, montrons-nous-en dignes Messieurs, que le plus profond silence couvre tout ceci d’un voile impénétrable; nous allons garder Monsieur, non pas par défiance de lui relativement au crime, mais pour assurer plus efficacement le secret de l’absence du général en le concentrant parmi nous; aussi, jusqu’à nouvel ordre, Monsieur habitera le quartier général.

	— Messieurs, dit Athos, vous oubliez que cette nuit le général m’a confié un dépôt sur lequel je dois veiller. Donnez-moi telle garde qu’il vous plaira, enchaînez-moi, s’il vous plaît, mais laissez-moi la maison que j’habite pour prison. Le général, à son retour, vous reprocherait, je vous le jure, sur ma foi de gentilhomme, de lui avoir déplu en ceci.

	Les officiers se consultèrent un moment; puis après cette consultation:

	— Soit, monsieur, dit le lieutenant; retournez chez vous.

	Puis ils donnèrent à Athos une garde de cinquante hommes qui l’enferma dans sa maison, sans le perdre de vue un seul instant. Le secret demeura gardé, mais les heures, mais les jours s’écoulèrent sans que le général revînt et sans que nul reçût de ses nouvelles.

	Chapitre XXVIII — La marchandise de contrebande

	Deux jours après les événements que nous venons de raconter, et tandis qu’on attendait à chaque instant dans son camp le général Monck, qui n’y rentrait pas, une petite felouque hollandaise, montée par dix hommes, vint jeter l’ancre sur la côte de Scheveningen, à une portée de canon à peu près de la terre. Il était nuit serrée, l’obscurité était grande, la mer montait dans l’obscurité: c’était une heure excellente pour débarquer passagers et marchandises.

	La rade de Scheveningen forme un vaste croissant; elle est peu profonde, et surtout peu sûre, aussi n’y voit-on stationner que de grandes houques flamandes, ou de ces barques hollandaises que les pêcheurs tirent au sable sur des rouleaux, comme faisaient les Anciens, au dire de Virgile.

	Lorsque le flot grandit, monte et pousse à la terre, il n’est pas très prudent de faire arriver l’embarcation trop près de la côte, car si le vent est frais, les proues s’ensablent, et le sable de cette côte est spongieux; il prend facilement mais ne rend pas de même. C’est sans doute pour cette raison que la chaloupe se détacha du bâtiment aussitôt que le bâtiment eut jeté l’ancre, et vint avec huit de ses marins, au milieu desquels on distinguait un objet de forme oblongue, une sorte de grand panier ou de ballot. La rive était déserte: les quelques pêcheurs habitant la dune étaient couchés. La seule sentinelle qui gardât la côte (côte fort mal gardée, attendu qu’un débarquement de grand navire était impossible), sans avoir pu suivre tout à fait l’exemple des pêcheurs qui étaient allés se coucher, les avait imités en ce point qu’elle dormait au fond de sa guérite aussi profondément qu’eux dormaient dans leurs lits. Le seul bruit que l’on entendît était donc le sifflement de la brise nocturne courant dans les bruyères de la dune. Mais c’étaient des gens défiants sans doute que ceux qui s’approchaient, car ce silence réel et cette solitude apparente ne les rassurèrent point; aussi leur chaloupe, à peine visible comme un point sombre sur l’océan, glissa-t-elle sans bruit, évitant de ramer de peur d’être entendue, et vint-elle toucher terre au plus près.

	À peine avait-on senti le fond qu’un seul homme sauta hors de l’esquif après avoir donné un ordre bref avec cette voix qui indique l’habitude du commandement. En conséquence de cet ordre, plusieurs mousquets reluisirent immédiatement aux faibles clartés de la mer, ce miroir du ciel, et le ballot oblong dont nous avons déjà parlé, lequel renfermait sans doute quelque objet de contrebande, fut transporté à terre avec des précautions infinies. Aussitôt, l’homme qui avait débarqué le premier courut diagonalement vers le village de Scheveningen, se dirigeant vers la pointe la plus avancée du bois. Là il chercha cette maison qu’une fois déjà nous avons entrevue à travers les arbres, et que nous avons désignée comme la demeure provisoire, demeure bien modeste, de celui qu’on appelait par courtoisie le roi d’Angleterre.

	Tout dormait là comme partout; seulement, un gros chien, de la race de ceux que les pêcheurs de Scheveningen attellent à de petites charrettes pour porter leur poisson à La Haye, se mit à pousser des aboiements formidables aussitôt que l’étranger fit entendre son pas devant les fenêtres. Mais cette surveillance, au lieu d’effrayer le nouveau débarqué, sembla au contraire lui causer une grande joie, car sa voix peut-être eût été insuffisante pour réveiller les gens de la maison, tandis qu’avec un auxiliaire de cette importance, sa voix était devenue presque inutile. L’étranger attendit donc que les aboiements sonores et réitérés eussent, selon toute probabilité, produit leur effet, et alors il hasarda un appel. À sa voix le dogue se mit à rugir avec une telle violence, que bientôt à l’intérieur une autre voix se fit entendre, apaisant celle du chien. Puis, lorsque le chien se fut apaisé:

	— Que voulez-vous? demanda cette voix à la fois faible, cassée et polie.

	— Je demande Sa Majesté le roi Charles II, fit l’étranger.

	— Que lui voulez-vous?

	— Je veux lui parler.

	— Qui êtes-vous?

	— Ah! mordioux! vous m’en demandez trop, je n’aime pas à dialoguer à travers les portes.

	— Dites seulement votre nom.

	— Je n’aime pas davantage à décliner mon nom en plein air; d’ailleurs, soyez tranquille, je ne mangerai pas votre chien, et je prie Dieu qu’il soit aussi réservé à mon égard.

	— Vous apportez des nouvelles peut-être, n’est-ce pas, monsieur? reprit la voix, patiente et questionneuse comme celle d’un vieillard.

	— Je vous en réponds, que j’en apporte des nouvelles, et auxquelles on ne s’attend pas, encore! Ouvrez donc, s’il vous plaît, hein?

	— Monsieur, poursuivit le vieillard, sur votre âme et conscience, croyez-vous que vos nouvelles vaillent la peine de réveiller le roi?

	— Pour l’amour de Dieu! mon cher monsieur, tirez vos verrous, vous ne serez pas fâché, je vous jure, de la peine que vous aurez prise. Je vaux mon pesant d’or, ma parole d’honneur!

	— Monsieur, je ne puis pourtant pas ouvrir que vous ne me disiez votre nom.

	— Il le faut donc?

	— C’est l’ordre de mon maître, monsieur.

	— Eh bien! mon nom, le voici... mais je vous en préviens, mon nom ne vous apprendra absolument rien.

	— N’importe, dites toujours.

	— Eh bien! je suis le chevalier d’Artagnan.

	La voix poussa un cri.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! dit le vieillard de l’autre côté de la porte, monsieur d’Artagnan! quel bonheur! Je me disais bien à moi-même que je connaissais cette voix-là.

	— Tiens! dit d’Artagnan, on connaît ma voix ici! C’est flatteur.

	— Oh! oui, on la connaît, dit le vieillard en tirant les verrous, et en voici la preuve.

	Et à ces mots il introduisit d’Artagnan, qui, à la lueur de la lanterne qu’il portait à la main, reconnut son interlocuteur obstiné.

	— Ah! mordioux! s’écria-t-il, c’est Parry! j’aurais dû m’en douter.

	— Parry, oui, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, c’est moi. Quelle joie de vous revoir!

	— Vous avez bien dit: quelle joie! fit d’Artagnan serrant les mains du vieillard. Çà! vous allez prévenir le roi, n’est-ce pas?

	— Mais le roi dort, mon cher monsieur.

	— Mordioux! réveillez-le, et il ne vous grondera pas de l’avoir dérangé, c’est moi qui vous le dis.

	— Vous venez de la part du comte, n’est-ce-pas?

	— De quel comte?

	— Du comte de La Fère.

	— De la part d’Athos? Ma foi, non; je viens de ma part à moi. Allons, vite, Parry, le roi! il me faut le roi!

	Parry ne crut pas devoir résister plus longtemps; il connaissait d’Artagnan de longue main; il savait que, quoique gascon, ses paroles ne promettaient jamais plus qu’elles ne pouvaient tenir. Il traversa une cour et un petit jardin, apaisa le chien, qui voulait sérieusement goûter du mousquetaire, et alla heurter au volet d’une chambre faisant le rez-de-chaussée d’un petit pavillon. Aussitôt un petit chien habitant cette chambre répondit au grand chien habitant la cour.

	«Pauvre roi! se dit d’Artagnan, voilà ses gardes du corps; il est vrai qu’il n’en est pas plus mal gardé pour cela.»

	— Que veut-on? demanda le roi du fond de la chambre.

	— Sire, c’est M. le chevalier d’Artagnan qui apporte des nouvelles.

	On entendit aussitôt du bruit dans cette chambre; une porte s’ouvrit et une grande clarté inonda le corridor et le jardin. Le roi travaillait à la lueur d’une lampe. Des papiers étaient épars sur son bureau, et il avait commencé le brouillon d’une lettre qui accusait par ses nombreuses ratures la peine qu’il avait eue à l’écrire.

	— Entrez, monsieur le chevalier, dit-il en se retournant.

	Puis, apercevant le pêcheur:

	— Que me disiez-vous donc, Parry, et où est M. le chevalier d’Artagnan? demanda Charles.

	— Il est devant vous, Sire, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Sous ce costume?

	— Oui. Regardez-moi, Sire; ne me reconnaissez-vous pas pour m’avoir vu à Blois dans les antichambres du roi Louis XIV?

	— Si fait, monsieur, et je me souviens même que j’eus fort à me louer de vous.

	D’Artagnan s’inclina.

	— C’était un devoir pour moi de me conduire comme je l’ai fait, dès que j’ai su que j’avais affaire à Votre Majesté.

	— Vous m’apportez des nouvelles, dites-vous?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— De la part du roi de France, sans doute?

	— Ma foi, non, Sire, répliqua d’Artagnan. Votre Majesté a dû voir là-bas que le roi de France ne s’occupait que de Sa Majesté à lui.

	Charles leva les yeux au ciel.

	— Non, continua d’Artagnan, non, Sire. J’apporte, moi, des nouvelles toutes composées de faits personnels. Cependant, j’ose espérer que Votre Majesté les écoutera, faits et nouvelles, avec quelque faveur.

	— Parlez, monsieur.

	— Si je ne me trompe, Sire, Votre Majesté aurait fort parlé à Blois de l’embarras où sont ses affaires en Angleterre.

	Charles rougit.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, c’est au roi de France seul que je racontais.

	— Oh! Votre Majesté se méprend, dit froidement le mousquetaire; je sais parler aux rois dans le malheur; ce n’est même que lorsqu’ils sont dans le malheur qu’ils me parlent; une fois heureux, ils ne me regardent plus. J’ai donc pour Votre Majesté, non seulement le plus grand respect, mais encore le plus absolu dévouement, et cela, croyez-le bien, chez moi, Sire, cela signifie quelque chose. Or, entendant Votre Majesté se plaindre de la destinée, je trouvai que vous étiez noble, généreux et portant bien le malheur.

	— En vérité, dit Charles étonné, je ne sais ce que je dois préférer, de vos libertés ou de vos respects.

	— Vous choisirez tout à l’heure, Sire, dit d’Artagnan. Donc Votre Majesté se plaignait à son frère Louis XIV de la difficulté qu’elle éprouvait à rentrer en Angleterre et à remonter sur son trône sans hommes et sans argent.

	Charles laissa échapper un mouvement d’impatience.

	— Et le principal obstacle qu’elle rencontrait sur son chemin, continua d’Artagnan, était un certain général commandant les armées du Parlement, et qui jouait là-bas le rôle d’un autre Cromwell. Votre Majesté n’a-t-elle pas dit cela?

	— Oui; mais je vous le répète, monsieur, ces paroles étaient pour les seules oreilles du roi.

	— Et vous allez voir, Sire, qu’il est bien heureux qu’elles soient tombées dans celles de son lieutenant de mousquetaires. Cet homme si gênant pour Votre Majesté, c’était le général Monck, je crois; ai-je bien entendu son nom, Sire?

	— Oui, monsieur; mais, encore une fois, à quoi bon ces questions?

	— Oh! je le sais bien, Sire, l’étiquette ne veut point que l’on interroge les rois. J’espère que tout à l’heure Votre Majesté me pardonnera ce manque d’étiquette. Votre Majesté ajoutait que si cependant elle pouvait le voir, conférer avec lui, le tenir face à face, elle triompherait, soit par la force, soit par la persuasion, de cet obstacle, le seul sérieux, le seul insurmontable, le seul réel qu’elle rencontrât sur son chemin.

	— Tout cela est vrai, monsieur; ma destinée, mon avenir, mon obscurité ou ma gloire dépendent de cet homme; mais que voulez-vous induire de là?

	— Une seule chose: que si ce général Monck est gênant au point que vous dites, il serait expédient d’en débarrasser Votre Majesté ou de lui en faire un allié.

	— Monsieur, un roi qui n’a ni armée ni argent, puisque vous avez écouté ma conversation avec mon frère, n’a rien à faire contre un homme comme Monck.

	— Oui, Sire, c’était votre opinion, je le sais bien, mais, heureusement pour vous, ce n’était pas la mienne.

	— Que voulez-vous dire?

	— Que sans armée et sans million j’ai fait, moi, ce que Votre Majesté ne croyait pouvoir faire qu’avec une armée et un million.

	— Comment! Que dites-vous? Qu’avez-vous fait?

	— Ce que j’ai fait? Eh bien! Sire, je suis allé prendre là-bas cet homme si gênant pour Votre Majesté.

	— En Angleterre?

	— Précisément, Sire.

	— Vous êtes allé prendre Monck en Angleterre?

	— Aurais-je mal fait par hasard?

	— En vérité, vous êtes fou, monsieur!

	— Pas le moins du monde, Sire.

	— Vous avez pris Monck?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Où cela?

	— Au milieu de son camp.

	Le roi tressaillit d’impatience et haussa les épaules.

	— Et l’ayant pris sur la chaussée de Newcastle, dit simplement d’Artagnan, je l’apporte à Votre Majesté.

	— Vous me l’apportez! s’écria le roi presque indigné de ce qu’il regardait comme une mystification.

	— Oui, Sire, répondit d’Artagnan du même ton, je vous l’apporte; il est là-bas, dans une grande caisse percée de trous pour qu’il puisse respirer.

	— Mon Dieu!

	— Oh! soyez tranquille, Sire, on a eu les plus grands soins pour lui. Il arrive donc en bon état et parfaitement conditionné. Plaît-il à Votre Majesté de le voir, de causer avec lui ou de le faire jeter à l’eau?

	— Oh! mon Dieu! répéta Charles, oh! mon Dieu! monsieur, dites-vous vrai? Ne m’insultez-vous point par quelque indigne plaisanterie? Vous auriez accompli ce trait inouï d’audace et de génie! Impossible!

	— Votre Majesté me permet-elle d’ouvrir la fenêtre? dit d’Artagnan en l’ouvrant.

	Le roi n’eut même pas le temps de dire oui. D’Artagnan donna un coup de sifflet aigu et prolongé qu’il répéta trois fois dans le silence de la nuit.

	— Là! dit-il, on va l’apporter à Votre Majesté.

	Chapitre XXIX — Où d’Artagnan commence à craindre d’avoir placé son argent et celui de Planchet à fonds perdu

	Le roi ne pouvait revenir de sa surprise, et regardait tantôt le visage souriant du mousquetaire, tantôt cette sombre fenêtre qui s’ouvrait sur la nuit. Mais avant qu’il eût fixé ses idées, huit des hommes de d’Artagnan, car deux restèrent pour garder la barque, apportèrent à la maison, où Parry le reçut, cet objet de forme oblongue qui renfermait pour le moment les destinées de l’Angleterre.

	Avant de partir de Calais, d’Artagnan avait fait confectionner dans cette ville une sorte de cercueil assez large et assez profond pour qu’un homme pût s’y retourner à l’aise. Le fond et les côtés, matelassés proprement, formaient un lit assez doux pour que le roulis ne pût transformer cette espèce de cage en assommoir. La petite grille dont d’Artagnan avait parlé au roi, pareille à la visière d’un casque, existait à la hauteur du visage de l’homme. Elle était taillée de façon qu’au moindre cri une pression subite pût étouffer ce cri, et au besoin celui qui eût crié. D’Artagnan connaissait si bien son équipage et si bien son prisonnier, que, pendant toute la route, il avait redouté deux choses: ou que le général ne préférât la mort à cet étrange esclavage et ne se fît étouffer à force de vouloir parler; ou que ses gardiens ne se laissassent tenter par les offres du prisonnier et ne le missent, lui, d’Artagnan, dans la boîte, à la place de Monck.

	Aussi d’Artagnan avait-il passé les deux jours et les deux nuits près du coffre, seul avec le général, lui offrant du vin et des aliments qu’il avait refusés, et essayant éternellement de le rassurer sur la destinée qui l’attendait à la suite de cette singulière captivité. Deux pistolets sur la table et son épée nue rassuraient d’Artagnan sur les indiscrétions du dehors.

	Une fois à Scheveningen, il avait été complètement rassuré. Ses hommes redoutaient fort tout conflit avec les seigneurs de la terre. Il avait d’ailleurs intéressé à sa cause celui qui lui servait moralement de lieutenant, et que nous avons vu répondre au nom de Menneville. Celui-là, n’étant point un esprit vulgaire, avait plus à risquer que les autres, parce qu’il avait plus de conscience. Il croyait donc à un avenir au service de d’Artagnan, et, en conséquence, il se fût fait hacher plutôt que de violer la consigne donnée par le chef. Aussi était-ce à lui qu’une fois débarqué d’Artagnan avait confié la caisse et la respiration du général. C’était aussi à lui qu’il avait recommandé de faire apporter la caisse par les sept hommes aussitôt qu’il entendrait le triple coup de sifflet. On voit que ce lieutenant obéit. Le coffre une fois dans la maison du roi, d’Artagnan congédia ses hommes avec un gracieux sourire et leur dit:

	— Messieurs, vous avez rendu un grand service à Sa Majesté le roi Charles II qui, avant six semaines, sera roi d’Angleterre. Votre gratification sera doublée; retournez m’attendre au bateau.

	Sur quoi tous partirent avec des transports de joie qui épouvantèrent le chien lui-même.

	D’Artagnan avait fait apporter le coffre jusque dans l’antichambre du roi. Il ferma avec le plus grand soin les portes de cette antichambre; après quoi, il ouvrit le coffre, et dit au général:

	— Mon général, j’ai mille excuses à vous faire; mes façons n’ont pas été dignes d’un homme tel que vous, je le sais bien; mais j’avais besoin que vous me prissiez pour un patron de barque. Et puis l’Angleterre est un pays fort incommode pour les transports. J’espère donc que vous prendrez tout cela en considération. Mais ici, mon général, continua d’Artagnan, vous êtes libre de vous lever et de marcher.

	Cela dit, il trancha les liens qui attachaient les bras et les mains du général. Celui-ci se leva et s’assit avec la contenance d’un homme qui attend la mort.

	D’Artagnan ouvrit alors la porte du cabinet de Charles et lui dit:

	— Sire, voici votre ennemi, M. Monck; je m’étais promis de faire cela pour votre service. C’est fait, ordonnez présentement. Monsieur Monck, ajouta-t-il en se tournant vers le prisonnier, vous êtes devant Sa Majesté le roi Charles II, souverain seigneur de la Grande-Bretagne.

	Monck leva sur le jeune prince son regard froidement stoïque, et répondit:

	— Je ne connais aucun roi de la Grande-Bretagne; je ne connais même ici personne qui soit digne de porter le nom de gentilhomme; car c’est au nom du roi Charles II qu’un émissaire, que j’ai pris pour un honnête homme, m’est venu tendre un piège infâme. Je suis tombé dans ce piège, tant pis pour moi. Maintenant, vous, le tentateur, dit-il au roi; vous l’exécuteur, dit-il à d’Artagnan, rappelez-vous de ce que je vais vous dire: vous avez mon corps, vous pouvez le tuer, je vous y engage, car vous n’aurez jamais mon âme ni ma volonté. Et maintenant ne me demandez pas une seule parole, car à partir de ce moment, je n’ouvrirai plus même la bouche pour crier. J’ai dit.

	Et il prononça ces paroles avec la farouche et invincible résolution du puritain le plus gangrené. D’Artagnan regarda son prisonnier en homme qui sait la valeur de chaque mot et qui fixe cette valeur d’après l’accent avec lequel il a été prononcé.

	— Le fait est, dit-il tout bas au roi, que le général est un homme décidé; il n’a pas voulu prendre une bouchée de pain, ni avaler une goutte de vin depuis deux jours. Mais comme à partir de ce moment c’est Votre Majesté qui décide de son sort, je m’en lave les mains, comme dit Pilate.

	Monck, debout, pâle et résigné, attendait l’œil fixe et les bras croisés.

	D’Artagnan se retourna vers lui.

	— Vous comprenez parfaitement, lui dit-il, que votre phrase, très belle du reste, ne peut accommoder personne, pas même vous. Sa Majesté voulait vous parler, vous vous refusiez à une entrevue; pourquoi maintenant que vous voilà face à face, que vous y voilà par une force indépendante de votre volonté, pourquoi nous contraindriez-vous à des rigueurs que je regarde comme inutiles et absurdes? Parlez, que diable! ne fût-ce que pour dire non.

	Monck ne desserra pas les lèvres, Monck ne détourna point les yeux, Monck se caressa la moustache avec un air soucieux qui annonçait que les choses allaient se gâter. Pendant ce temps, Charles II était tombé dans une réflexion profonde. Pour la première fois, il se trouvait en face de Monck, c’est-à-dire de cet homme qu’il avait tant désiré voir, et, avec ce coup d’œil particulier que Dieu a donné à l’aigle et aux rois, il avait sondé l’abîme de son cœur.

	Il voyait donc Monck résolu bien positivement à mourir plutôt qu’à parler, ce qui n’était pas extraordinaire de la part d’un homme aussi considérable, et dont la blessure devait en ce moment être si cruelle. Charles II prit à l’instant même une de ces déterminations sur lesquelles un homme ordinaire joue sa vie, un général sa fortune, un roi son royaume.

	— Monsieur, dit-il à Monck, vous avez parfaitement raison sur certains points. Je ne vous demande donc pas de me répondre, mais de m’écouter.

	Il y eut un moment de silence, pendant lequel le roi regarda Monck, qui resta impassible.

	— Vous m’avez fait tout à l’heure un douloureux reproche, monsieur, continua le roi. Vous avez dit qu’un de mes émissaires était allé à Newcastle vous dresser une embûche, et, cela, par parenthèse, n’aura pas été compris par M. d’Artagnan que voici, et auquel, avant toute chose, je dois des remerciements bien sincères pour son généreux, pour son héroïque dévouement.

	D’Artagnan salua avec respect. Monck ne sourcilla point.

	— Car M. d’Artagnan, et remarquez bien, monsieur Monck, que je ne vous dis pas ceci pour m’excuser, car M. d’Artagnan, continua le roi, est allé en Angleterre de son propre mouvement, sans intérêt, sans ordre, sans espoir, comme un vrai gentilhomme qu’il est, pour rendre service à un roi malheureux et pour ajouter un beau fait de plus aux illustres actions d’une existence si bien remplie.

	D’Artagnan rougit un peu et toussa pour se donner une contenance. Monck ne bougea point.

	— Vous ne croyez pas à ce que je vous dis, monsieur Monck? reprit le roi. Je comprends cela: de pareilles preuves de dévouement sont si rares, que l’on pourrait mettre en doute leur réalité.

	— Monsieur aurait bien tort de ne pas vous croire, Sire, s’écria d’Artagnan, car ce que Votre Majesté vient de dire est l’exacte vérité, et la vérité si exacte, qu’il paraît que j’ai fait, en allant trouver le général, quelque chose qui contrarie tout. En vérité, si cela est ainsi, j’en suis au désespoir.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, s’écria le roi en prenant la main du mousquetaire, vous m’avez plus obligé, croyez-moi, que si vous eussiez fait réussir ma cause, car vous m’avez révélé un ami inconnu auquel je serai à jamais reconnaissant, et que j’aimerai toujours.

	Et le roi lui serra cordialement la main.

	— Et, continua-t-il en saluant Monck, un ennemi que j’estimerai désormais à sa valeur.

	Les yeux du puritain lancèrent un éclair, mais un seul, et son visage, un instant illuminé par cet éclair, reprit sa sombre impassibilité.

	— Donc, monsieur d’Artagnan, poursuivit Charles, voici ce qui allait arriver: M. le comte de La Fère, que vous connaissez, je crois, était parti pour Newcastle...

	— Athos? s’écria d’Artagnan.

	— Oui, c’est son nom de guerre, je crois. Le comte de La Fère était donc parti pour Newcastle, et il allait peut-être amener le général à quelque conférence avec moi ou avec ceux de mon parti, quand vous êtes violemment, à ce qu’il paraît, intervenu dans la négociation.

	— Mordioux! répliqua d’Artagnan, c’était lui sans doute qui entrait dans le camp le soir même où j’y pénétrais avec mes pêcheurs...

	Un imperceptible froncement de sourcils de Monck apprit à d’Artagnan qu’il avait deviné juste.

	— Oui, oui, murmura-t-il, j’avais cru reconnaître sa taille, j’avais cru entendre sa voix. Maudit que je suis! Oh! Sire, pardonnez-moi; je croyais cependant avoir bien mené ma barque.

	— Il n’y a rien de mal, monsieur, dit le roi, sinon que le général m’accuse de lui avoir fait tendre un piège, ce qui n’est pas. Non, général, ce ne sont pas là les armes dont je comptais me servir avec vous; vous l’allez voir bientôt. En attendant, quand je vous donne ma foi de gentilhomme, croyez-moi, monsieur, croyez-moi. Maintenant, monsieur d’Artagnan, un mot.

	— J’écoute à genoux, Sire.

	— Vous êtes bien à moi, n’est-ce pas?

	— Votre Majesté l’a vu. Trop!

	— Bien. D’un homme comme vous, un mot suffit. D’ailleurs, à côté du mot, il y a les actions. Général, veuillez me suivre. Venez avec nous, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	D’Artagnan, assez surpris, s’apprêta à obéir. Charles II sortit, Monck le suivit, d’Artagnan suivit Monck. Charles prit la route que d’Artagnan avait suivie pour venir à lui; bientôt l’air frais de la mer vint frapper le visage des trois promeneurs nocturnes, et, à cinquante pas au-delà d’une petite porte que Charles ouvrit, ils se retrouvèrent sur la dune, en face de l’océan qui, ayant cessé de grandir, se reposait sur la rive comme un monstre fatigué. Charles II, pensif, marchait la tête baissée et la main sous son manteau.

	Monck le suivait, les bras libres et le regard inquiet.

	D’Artagnan venait ensuite, le poing sur le pommeau de son épée.

	— Où est le bateau qui vous a amenés, messieurs? dit Charles au mousquetaire.

	— Là-bas, Sire; j’ai sept hommes et un officier qui m’attendent dans cette petite barque qui est éclairée par un feu.

	— Ah! oui, la barque est tirée sur le sable, et je la vois; mais vous n’êtes certainement pas venu de Newcastle sur cette barque?

	— Non pas, Sire, j’avais frété à mon compte une felouque qui a jeté l’ancre à portée de canon des dunes. C’est dans cette felouque que nous avons fait le voyage.

	— Monsieur, dit le roi à Monck, vous êtes libre.

	Monck, si ferme de volonté qu’il fût, ne put retenir une exclamation. Le roi fit de la tête un mouvement affirmatif et continua:

	— Nous allons réveiller un pêcheur de ce village, qui mettra son bateau en mer cette nuit même et vous reconduira où vous lui commanderez d’aller. M. d’Artagnan, que voici, escortera Votre Honneur. Je mets M. d’Artagnan sous la sauvegarde de votre loyauté, monsieur Monck.

	Monck laissa échapper un murmure de surprise, et d’Artagnan un profond soupir. Le roi, sans paraître rien remarquer, heurta au treillis de bois de sapin qui fermait la cabane du premier pêcheur habitant la dune.

	— Holà! Keyser! cria-t-il, éveille-toi!

	— Qui m’appelle? demanda le pêcheur.

	— Moi, Charles, roi.

	— Ah! milord, s’écria Keyser en se levant tout habillé de la voile dans laquelle il couchait comme on couche dans un hamac, qu’y a-t-il pour votre service?

	— Patron Keyser, dit Charles, tu vas appareiller sur-le-champ. Voici un voyageur qui frète ta barque et te paiera bien; sers-le bien.

	Et le roi fit quelques pas en arrière pour laisser Monck parler librement avec le pêcheur.

	— Je veux passer en Angleterre, dit Monck, qui parlait hollandais tout autant qu’il fallait pour se faire comprendre.

	— À l’instant, dit le patron; à l’instant même, si vous voulez.

	— Mais ce sera bien long? dit Monck.

	— Pas une demi-heure, Votre Honneur. Mon fils aîné fait en ce moment l’appareillage, attendu que nous devons partir pour la pêche à trois heures du matin.

	— Eh bien! est-ce fait? demanda Charles en se rapprochant.

	— Moins le prix, dit le pêcheur; oui, Sire.

	— Cela me regarde, dit Charles; Monsieur est mon ami.

	Monck tressaillit et regarda Charles à ce mot.

	— Bien, milord, répliqua Keyser.

	Et en ce moment on entendit le fils aîné de Keyser qui sonnait, de la grève, dans une corne de bœuf.

	— Et maintenant, messieurs, partez, dit le roi.

	— Sire, dit d’Artagnan, plaise à Votre Majesté de m’accorder quelques minutes. J’avais engagé des hommes, je pars sans eux, il faut que je les prévienne.

	— Sifflez-les, dit Charles en souriant.

	D’Artagnan siffla effectivement, tandis que le patron Keyser répondait à son fils, et quatre hommes, conduits par Menneville, accoururent.

	— Voici toujours un bon acompte, dit d’Artagnan, leur remettant une bourse qui contenait deux mille cinq cents livres en or. Allez m’attendre à Calais, où vous savez.

	Et d’Artagnan, poussant un profond soupir, lâcha la bourse dans les mains de Menneville.

	— Comment! vous nous quittez? s’écrièrent les hommes.

	— Pour peu de temps, dit d’Artagnan, ou pour beaucoup, qui sait? Mais avec ces deux mille cinq cents livres et les deux mille cinq cents que vous avez déjà reçues, vous êtes payés selon nos conventions. Quittons-nous donc, mes enfants.

	— Mais le bateau?

	— Ne vous en inquiétez pas.

	— Nos effets sont à bord de la felouque.

	— Vous irez les chercher, et aussitôt vous vous mettrez en route.

	— Oui, commandant.

	D’Artagnan revint à Monck en lui disant:

	— Monsieur, j’attends vos ordres, car nous allons partir ensemble, à moins que ma compagnie ne vous soit pas agréable.

	— Au contraire, monsieur, dit Monck.

	— Allons, messieurs, embarquons! cria le fils de Keyser.

	Charles salua noblement et dignement le général en lui disant:

	— Vous me pardonnerez le contretemps et la violence que vous avez soufferts, quand vous serez convaincu que je ne les ai point causés.

	Monck s’inclina profondément sans répondre. De son côté, Charles affecta de ne pas dire un mot en particulier à d’Artagnan; mais tout haut:

	— Merci encore, monsieur le chevalier, lui dit-il, merci de vos services. Ils vous seront payés par le Seigneur Dieu, qui réserve à moi tout seul, je l’espère, les épreuves et la douleur.

	Monck suivit Keyser et son fils, et s’embarqua avec eux.

	D’Artagnan les suivit en murmurant:

	— Ah! mon pauvre Planchet, j’ai bien peur que nous n’ayons fait une mauvaise spéculation!

	Chapitre XXX — Les actions de la société Planchet et Compagnie remontent au pair

	Pendant la traversée, Monck ne parla à d’Artagnan que dans les cas d’urgente nécessité. Ainsi, lorsque le Français tardait à venir prendre son repas, pauvre repas composé de poisson salé, de biscuit et de genièvre, Monck l’appelait et lui disait:

	— À table, monsieur!

	C’était tout. D’Artagnan, justement parce qu’il était dans les grandes occasions extrêmement concis, ne tira pas de cette concision un augure favorable pour le résultat de sa mission. Or, comme il avait beaucoup de temps de reste, il se creusait la tête pendant ce temps à chercher comment Athos avait vu Charles II, comment il avait conspiré avec lui ce départ, comment enfin il était entré dans le camp de Monck; et le pauvre lieutenant de mousquetaires s’arrachait un poil de sa moustache chaque fois qu’il songeait qu’Athos était sans doute le cavalier qui accompagnait Monck dans la fameuse nuit de l’enlèvement. Enfin, après deux nuits et deux jours de traversée, le patron Keyser toucha terre à l’endroit où Monck, qui avait donné tous les ordres pendant la traversée, avait commandé qu’on débarquât. C’était justement à l’embouchure de cette petite rivière près de laquelle Athos avait choisi son habitation. Le jour baissait; un beau soleil, pareil à un bouclier d’acier rougi, plongeait l’extrémité inférieure de son disque sous la ligne bleue de la mer. La felouque cinglait toujours, en remontant le fleuve, assez large en cet endroit; mais Monck, en son impatience, ordonna de prendre terre, et le canot de Keyser le débarqua, en compagnie de d’Artagnan, sur le bord vaseux de la rivière, au milieu des roseaux... D’Artagnan, résigné à l’obéissance, suivait Monck absolument comme l’ours enchaîné suit son maître; mais sa position l’humiliait fort, à son tour, et il grommelait tout bas que le service des rois est amer, et que le meilleur de tous ne vaut rien.

	Monck marchait à grands pas. On eût dit qu’il n’était pas encore bien sûr d’avoir reconquis la terre d’Angleterre, et déjà l’on apercevait distinctement les quelques maisons de marins et de pêcheurs éparses sur le petit quai de cet humble port.

	Tout à coup d’Artagnan s’écria:

	— Eh! mais, Dieu me pardonne, voilà une maison qui brûle!

	Monck leva les yeux. C’était bien en effet le feu qui commençait à dévorer une maison. Il avait été mis à un petit hangar attenant à cette maison, dont il commençait à ronger la toiture. Le vent frais du soir venait en aide à l’incendie. Les deux voyageurs hâtèrent le pas, entendirent de grands cris et virent, en s’approchant, les soldats qui agitaient leurs armes et tendaient le poing vers la maison incendiée. C’était sans doute cette menaçante occupation qui leur avait fait négliger de signaler la felouque. Monck s’arrêta court un instant, et pour la première fois formula sa pensée avec des paroles.

	— Eh! dit-il, ce ne sont peut-être plus mes soldats, mais ceux de Lambert.

	Ces mots renfermaient tout à la fois une douleur, une appréhension et un reproche que d’Artagnan comprit à merveille. En effet, pendant l’absence du général, Lambert pouvait avoir livré bataille, vaincu, dispersé les parlementaires et pris avec son armée la place de l’armée de Monck, privée de son plus ferme appui. À ce doute qui passa de l’esprit de Monck au sien, d’Artagnan fit ce raisonnement: «Il va arriver de deux choses l’une: ou Monck a dit juste, et il n’y a plus que des lambertistes dans le pays, c’est-à-dire des ennemis qui me recevront à merveille, puisque c’est à moi qu’ils devront leur victoire; ou rien n’est changé, et Monck, transporté d’aise en retrouvant son camp à la même place, ne se montrera pas trop dur dans ses représailles.»

	Tout en pensant de la sorte, les deux voyageurs avançaient, et ils commençaient à se trouver au milieu d’une petite troupe de marins qui regardaient avec douleur brûler la maison, mais qui n’osaient rien dire, effrayés par les menaces des soldats. Monck s’adressa à un de ces marins.

	— Que se passe-t-il donc? demanda-t-il.

	— Monsieur, répondit cet homme, ne reconnaissant pas Monck pour un officier sous l’épais manteau qui l’enveloppait, il y a que cette maison était habitée par un étranger, et que cet étranger est devenu suspect aux soldats. Alors ils ont voulu pénétrer chez lui sous prétexte de le conduire au camp; mais lui, sans s’épouvanter de leur nombre, a menacé de mort le premier qui essaierait de franchir le seuil de la porte; et comme il s’en est trouvé un qui a risqué la chose, le Français l’a étendu à terre d’un coup de pistolet.

	— Ah! c’est un Français? dit d’Artagnan en se frottant les mains. Bon!

	— Comment, bon? fit le pêcheur.

	— Non, je voulais dire... après... la langue m’a fourché.

	— Après, monsieur? les autres sont devenus enragés comme des lions; ils ont tiré plus de cent coups de mousquet sur la maison; mais le Français était à l’abri derrière le mur, et chaque fois qu’on voulait entrer par la porte, on essuyait un coup de feu de son laquais, qui tire juste, allez! Chaque fois qu’on menaçait la fenêtre, on rencontrait le pistolet du maître. Comptez, il y a sept hommes à terre.

	— Ah! mon brave compatriote! s’écria d’Artagnan, attends, attends, je vais à toi, et nous aurons raison de toute cette canaille!

	— Un instant, monsieur, dit Monck, attendez.

	— Longtemps?

	— Non, le temps de faire une question.

	Puis se retournant vers le marin:

	— Mon ami, demanda-t-il avec une émotion, que malgré toute sa force sur lui-même il ne put cacher, à qui ces soldats, je vous prie?

	— Et à qui voulez-vous que ce soit si ce n’est à cet enragé de Monck?

	— Il n’y a donc pas eu de bataille livrée?

	— Ah! bien oui! À quoi bon? L’armée de Lambert fond comme la neige en avril. Tout vient à Monck, officiers et soldats. Dans huit jours, Lambert n’aura plus cinquante hommes.

	Le pêcheur fut interrompu par une nouvelle salve de coups de feu tirés sur la maison, et par un nouveau coup de pistolet qui répondit à cette salve et jeta bas le plus entreprenant des agresseurs. La colère des soldats fut au comble. Le feu montait toujours et un panache de flammes et de fumée tourbillonnait au faîte de la maison. D’Artagnan ne put se contenir plus longtemps.

	— Mordioux! dit-il à Monck en le regardant de travers, vous êtes général, et vous laissez vos soldats brûler les maisons et assassiner les gens! et vous regardez cela tranquillement, en vous chauffant les mains au feu de l’incendie! Mordioux! vous n’êtes pas un homme!

	— Patience, monsieur, patience, dit Monck en souriant.

	— Patience! patience! jusqu’à ce que ce gentilhomme si brave soit rôti, n’est-ce pas?

	Et d’Artagnan s’élançait.

	— Restez, monsieur, dit impérieusement Monck.

	Et il s’avança vers la maison. Justement un officier venait de s’en approcher et disait à l’assiégé:

	— La maison brûle, tu vas être grillé dans une heure! Il est encore temps; voyons, veux-tu nous dire ce que tu sais du général Monck, et nous te laisserons la vie sauve. Réponds, ou par saint Patrick...!

	L’assiégé ne répondit pas; sans doute il rechargeait son pistolet.

	— On est allé chercher du renfort, continua l’officier; dans un quart d’heure il y aura cent hommes autour de cette maison.

	— Je veux pour répondre, dit le Français, que tout le monde soit éloigné; je veux sortir libre, me rendre au camp seul, ou sinon je me ferai tuer ici!

	— Mille tonnerres! s’écria d’Artagnan, mais c’est la voix d’Athos! Ah! canailles!

	Et l’épée de d’Artagnan flamboya hors du fourreau. Monck l’arrêta et s’arrêta lui-même; puis d’une voix sonore:

	— Holà! que fait-on ici? Digby, pourquoi ce feu? pourquoi ces cris?

	— Le général! cria Digby en laissant tomber son épée.

	— Le général! répétèrent les soldats.

	— Eh bien! qu’y a-t-il d’étonnant? dit Monck d’une voix calme.

	Puis le silence étant rétabli:

	— Voyons, dit-il, qui a allumé ce feu?

	Les soldats baissèrent la tête.

	— Quoi! je demande et l’on ne me répond pas! dit Monck. Quoi! je reproche, et l’on ne répare pas! Ce feu brûle encore, je crois?

	Aussitôt les vingt hommes s’élancèrent cherchant des seaux, des jarres, des tonnes, éteignant l’incendie enfin avec l’ardeur qu’ils mettaient un instant auparavant à le propager.

	Mais déjà, avant toute chose et le premier, d’Artagnan avait appliqué une échelle à la maison en criant:

	— Athos! c’est moi, moi, d’Artagnan! Ne me tuez pas, cher ami.

	Et quelques minutes après il serrait le comte dans ses bras.

	Pendant ce temps, Grimaud, conservant son air calme, démantelait la fortification du rez-de-chaussée, et, après avoir ouvert la porte, se croisait tranquillement les bras sur le seuil. Seulement, à la voix de d’Artagnan, il avait poussé une exclamation de surprise. Le feu éteint, les soldats se présentèrent confus, Digby en tête.

	— Général, dit celui-ci, excusez-nous. Ce que nous avons fait, c’est par amour pour Votre Honneur, que l’on croyait perdu.

	— Vous êtes fous, messieurs. Perdu! Est-ce qu’un homme comme moi se perd? Est-ce que par hasard il ne m’est pas permis de m’absenter à ma guise sans prévenir? Est-ce que par hasard vous me prenez pour un bourgeois de la Cité? Est-ce qu’un gentilhomme, mon ami, mon hôte, doit être assiégé, traqué, menacé de mort, parce qu’on le soupçonne? Qu’est-ce que signifie ce mot-là, soupçonner? Dieu me damne! si je ne fais pas fusiller tout ce que ce brave gentilhomme a laissé de vivant ici!

	— Général, dit piteusement Digby, nous étions vingt-huit, et en voilà huit à terre.

	— J’autorise M. le comte de La Fère à envoyer les vingt autres rejoindre ces huit-là, dit Monck.

	Et il tendit la main à Athos.

	— Qu’on rejoigne le camp, dit Monck. Monsieur Digby, vous garderez les arrêts pendant un mois.

	— Général...

	— Cela vous apprendra, monsieur, à n’agir une autre fois que d’après mes ordres.

	— J’avais ceux du lieutenant, général.

	— Le lieutenant n’a pas d’ordres pareils à vous donner, et c’est lui qui prendra les arrêts à votre place, s’il vous a effectivement commandé de brûler ce gentilhomme.

	— Il n’a pas commandé cela, général; il a commandé de l’amener au camp; mais M. le comte n’a pas voulu nous suivre.

	— Je n’ai pas voulu qu’on entrât piller ma maison, dit Athos avec un regard significatif à Monck.

	— Et vous avez bien fait. Au camp, vous dis-je!

	Les soldats s’éloignèrent tête baissée.

	— Maintenant que nous sommes seuls, dit Monck à Athos, veuillez me dire, monsieur, pourquoi vous vous obstiniez à rester ici, et puisque vous aviez votre felouque...

	— Je vous attendais, général, dit Athos; Votre Honneur ne m’avait-il pas donné rendez-vous dans huit jours?

	Un regard éloquent de d’Artagnan fit voir à Monck que ces deux hommes si braves et si loyaux n’étaient point d’intelligence pour son enlèvement. Il le savait déjà.

	— Monsieur, dit-il à d’Artagnan, vous aviez parfaitement raison. Veuillez me laisser causer un moment avec M. le comte de La Fère.

	D’Artagnan profita du congé pour aller dire bonjour à Grimaud.

	Monck pria Athos de le conduire à la chambre qu’il habitait. Cette chambre était pleine encore de fumée et de débris. Plus de cinquante balles avaient passé par la fenêtre et avaient mutilé les murailles. On y trouva une table, un encrier et tout ce qu’il faut pour écrire. Monck prit une plume et écrivit une seule ligne, signa, plia le papier, cacheta la lettre avec le cachet de son anneau, et remit la missive à Athos, en lui disant:

	— Monsieur, portez, s’il vous plaît, cette lettre au roi Charles II, et partez à l’instant même si rien ne vous arrête plus ici.

	— Et les barils? dit Athos.

	— Les pêcheurs qui m’ont amené vont vous aider à les transporter à bord. Soyez parti s’il se peut dans une heure.

	— Oui, général, dit Athos.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan! cria Monck par la fenêtre.

	D’Artagnan monta précipitamment.

	— Embrassez votre ami et lui dites adieu, monsieur, car il retourne en Hollande.

	— En Hollande! s’écria d’Artagnan, et moi?

	— Vous êtes libre de le suivre, monsieur; mais je vous supplie de rester, dit Monck. Me refusez-vous?

	— Oh! non, général, je suis à vos ordres.

	D’Artagnan embrassa Athos et n’eut que le temps de lui dire adieu.

	Monck les observait tous deux. Puis il surveilla lui-même les apprêts du départ, le transport des barils à bord, l’embarquement d’Athos, et prenant par le bras d’Artagnan tout ébahi, tout ému, il l’emmena vers Newcastle. Tout en allant au bras de Monck, d’Artagnan murmurait tout bas:

	— Allons, allons, voilà, ce me semble, les actions de la maison Planchet et Cie. qui remontent.

	Chapitre XXXI — Monck se dessine

	D’Artagnan, bien qu’il se flattât d’un meilleur succès, n’avait pourtant pas très bien compris la situation. C’était pour lui un grave sujet de méditation que ce voyage d’Athos en Angleterre; cette ligue du roi avec Athos et cet étrange enlacement de son dessein avec celui du comte de La Fère.

	Le meilleur était de se laisser aller. Une imprudence avait été commise, et, tout en ayant réussi comme il l’avait promis, d’Artagnan se trouvait n’avoir aucun des avantages de la réussite. Puisque tout était perdu, on ne risquait plus rien.

	D’Artagnan suivit Monck au milieu de son camp. Le retour du général avait produit un merveilleux effet, car on le croyait perdu. Mais Monck, avec son visage austère et son glacial maintien, semblait demander à ses lieutenants empressés et à ses soldats ravis la cause de cette allégresse.

	Aussi, au lieutenant qui était venu au-devant de lui et qui lui témoignait l’inquiétude qu’ils avaient ressentie de son départ:

	— Pourquoi cela? dit-il. Suis-je obligé de vous rendre des comptes?

	— Mais, Votre Honneur, les brebis sans le pasteur peuvent trembler.

	— Trembler! répondit Monck avec sa voix calme et puissante; ah! monsieur, quel mot!... Dieu me damne! si mes brebis n’ont pas dents et ongles, je renonce à être leur pasteur. Ah! vous trembliez, monsieur!

	— Général, pour vous.

	— Mêlez-vous de ce qui vous concerne, et si je n’ai pas l’esprit que Dieu envoyait à Olivier Cromwell, j’ai celui qu’il m’a envoyé; je m’en contente, pour si petit qu’il soit.

	L’officier ne répliqua pas, et Monck ayant ainsi imposé silence à ses gens, tous demeurèrent persuadés qu’il avait accompli une œuvre importante ou fait sur eux une épreuve.

	C’était bien peu connaître ce génie scrupuleux et patient.

	Monck, s’il avait la bonne foi des puritains, ses alliés, dut remercier avec bien de la ferveur le saint patron qui l’avait pris de la boîte de M. d’Artagnan.

	Pendant que ces choses se passaient, notre mousquetaire ne cessait de répéter:

	— Mon Dieu! fais que M. Monck n’ait pas autant d’amour-propre que j’en ai moi-même; car, je le déclare, si quelqu’un m’eût mis dans un coffre avec ce grillage sur la bouche et mené ainsi, voituré comme un veau par-delà la mer, je garderais un si mauvais souvenir de ma mine piteuse dans ce coffre et une si laide rancune à celui qui m’aurait enfermé; je craindrais si fort de voir éclore sur le visage de ce malicieux un sourire sarcastique, ou dans son attitude une imitation grotesque de ma position dans la boîte, que, mordioux!... je lui enfoncerais un bon poignard dans la gorge en compensation du grillage, et le clouerais dans une véritable bière en souvenir du faux cercueil où j’aurais moisi deux jours.

	Et d’Artagnan était de bonne foi en parlant ainsi, car c’était un épiderme sensible que celui de notre Gascon.

	Monck avait d’autres idées, heureusement. Il n’ouvrit pas la bouche du passé à son timide vainqueur, mais il l’admit de fort près à ses travaux, l’emmena dans quelques reconnaissances, de façon à obtenir ce qu’il désirait sans doute vivement, une réhabilitation dans l’esprit de d’Artagnan. Celui-ci se conduisit en maître juré flatteur: il admira toute la tactique de Monck et l’ordonnance de son camp; il plaisanta fort agréablement les circonvallations de Lambert, qui, disait-il, s’était bien inutilement donné la peine de clore un camp pour vingt mille hommes, tandis qu’un arpent de terrain lui eût suffi pour le caporal et les cinquante gardes qui peut-être lui demeureraient fidèles.

	Monck, aussitôt à son arrivée, avait accepté la proposition d’entrevue faite la veille par Lambert et que les lieutenants de Monck avaient refusée, sous prétexte que le général était malade. Cette entrevue ne fut ni longue ni intéressante.

	Lambert demanda une profession de foi à son rival. Celui-ci déclara qu’il n’avait d’autre opinion que celle de la majorité.

	Lambert demanda s’il ne serait pas plus expédient de terminer la querelle par une alliance que par une bataille. Monck, là-dessus, demanda huit jours pour réfléchir. Or, Lambert ne pouvait les lui refuser, et Lambert cependant était venu en disant qu’il dévorerait l’armée de Monck. Aussi quand, à la suite de l’entrevue, que ceux de Lambert attendaient avec impatience, rien ne se décida, ni traité ni bataille, l’armée rebelle commença, ainsi que l’avait prévu M. d’Artagnan, à préférer la bonne cause à la mauvaise, et le Parlement, tout Croupion qu’il était, au néant pompeux des desseins du général Lambert.

	On se rappelait, en outre, les bons repas de Londres, la profusion d’ale et de sherry que le bourgeois de la Cité payait à ses amis, les soldats; on regardait avec terreur le pain noir de la guerre, l’eau trouble de la Tweed, trop salée pour le verre, trop peu pour la marmite, et l’on se disait: «Ne serions-nous pas mieux de l’autre côté? Les rôtis ne chauffent-ils pas à Londres pour Monck?» Dès lors, l’on n’entendit plus parler que de désertion dans l’armée de Lambert. Les soldats se laissaient entraîner par la force des principes, qui sont, comme la discipline, le lien obligé de tout corps constitué dans un but quelconque. Monck défendait le Parlement, Lambert l’attaquait. Monck n’avait pas plus envie que Lambert de soutenir le Parlement, mais il l’avait écrit sur ses drapeaux, en sorte que tous ceux du parti contraire étaient réduits à écrire sur le leur: «Rébellion», ce qui sonnait mal aux oreilles puritaines. On vint donc de Lambert à Monck comme des pécheurs viennent de Baal à Dieu.

	Monck fit son calcul: à mille désertions par jour, Lambert en avait pour vingt jours; mais il y a dans les choses qui croulent un tel accroissement du poids et de la vitesse qui se combinent, que cent partirent le premier jour, cinq cents le second, mille le troisième. Monck pensa qu’il avait atteint sa moyenne. Mais de mille la désertion passa vite à deux mille, puis à quatre mille, et huit jours après, Lambert, sentant bien qu’il n’avait plus la possibilité d’accepter la bataille si on la lui offrait, prit le sage parti de décamper pendant la nuit pour retourner à Londres, et prévenir Monck en se reconstruisant une puissance avec les débris du parti militaire.

	Mais Monck, libre et sans inquiétudes, marcha sur Londres en vainqueur, grossissant son armée de tous les partis flottants sur son passage. Il vint camper à Barnet, c’est-à-dire à quatre lieues, chéri du Parlement, qui croyait voir en lui un protecteur, et attendu par le peuple, qui voulait le voir se dessiner pour le juger. D’Artagnan lui-même n’avait rien pu juger de sa tactique. Il observait, il admirait.

	Monck ne pouvait entrer à Londres avec un parti pris sans y rencontrer la guerre civile. Il temporisa quelque temps.

	Soudain, sans que personne s’y attendît, Monck fit chasser de Londres le parti militaire, s’installa dans la Cité au milieu des bourgeois par ordre du Parlement, puis, au moment où les bourgeois criaient contre Monck, au moment où les soldats eux-mêmes accusaient leur chef, Monck, se voyant bien sûr de la majorité, déclara au Parlement Croupion qu’il fallait abdiquer, lever le siège, et céder sa place à un gouvernement qui ne fût pas une plaisanterie. Monck prononça cette déclaration, appuyé sur cinquante mille épées, auxquelles, le soir même, se joignirent, avec des hourras de joie délirante, cinq cent mille habitants de la bonne ville de Londres.

	Enfin, au moment où le peuple, après son triomphe et ses repas orgiaques en pleine rue, cherchait des yeux le maître qu’il pourrait bien se donner, on apprit qu’un bâtiment venait de partir de La Haye, portant Charles II et sa fortune.

	— Messieurs, dit Monck à ses officiers, je pars au-devant du roi légitime. Qui m’aime me suive!

	Une immense acclamation accueillit ces paroles, que d’Artagnan n’entendit pas sans un frisson de plaisir.

	— Mordioux! dit-il à Monck, c’est hardi, monsieur.

	— Vous m’accompagnez, n’est-ce pas? dit Monck.

	— Pardieu, général! Mais, dites-moi, je vous prie, ce que vous aviez écrit avec Athos, c’est-à-dire avec M. le comte de La Fère... vous savez... le jour de notre arrivée?

	— Je n’ai pas de secrets pour vous, répliqua Monck: j’avais écrit ces mots: «Sire, j’attends Votre Majesté dans six semaines à Douvres.»

	— Ah! fit d’Artagnan, je ne dis plus que c’est hardi; je dis que c’est bien joué. Voilà un beau coup.

	— Vous vous y connaissez, répliqua Monck.

	C’était la seule allusion que le général eût jamais faite à son voyage en Hollande.

	Chapitre XXXII — Comment Athos et d’Artagnan se retrouvent encore une fois à l’hôtellerie de la Corne du Cerf

	Le roi d’Angleterre fit son entrée en grande pompe à Douvres, puis à Londres. Il avait mandé ses frères; il avait amené sa mère et sa sœur. L’Angleterre était depuis si longtemps livrée à elle-même, c’est-à-dire à la tyrannie, à la médiocrité et à la déraison, que ce retour du roi Charles II, que les Anglais ne connaissaient cependant que comme le fils d’un homme auquel ils avaient coupé la tête, fut une fête pour les trois royaumes. Aussi, tous ces vœux, toutes ces acclamations qui accompagnaient son retour, frappèrent tellement le jeune roi, qu’il se pencha à l’oreille de Jack d’York, son jeune frère, pour lui dire:

	— En vérité, Jack, il me semble que c’est bien notre faute si nous avons été si longtemps absents d’un pays où l’on nous aime tant.

	Le cortège fut magnifique. Un admirable temps favorisait la solennité.

	Charles avait repris toute sa jeunesse, toute sa belle humeur; il semblait transfiguré; les cœurs lui riaient comme le soleil. Dans cette foule bruyante de courtisans et d’adorateurs, qui ne semblaient pas se rappeler qu’ils avaient conduit à l’échafaud de White Hall le père du nouveau roi, un homme, en costume de lieutenant de mousquetaires, regardait, le sourire sur ses lèvres minces et spirituelles, tantôt le peuple qui vociférait ses bénédictions, tantôt le prince qui jouait l’émotion et qui saluait surtout les femmes dont les bouquets venaient tomber sous les pieds de son cheval.

	— Quel beau métier que celui de roi! disait cet homme, entraîné dans sa contemplation, et si bien absorbé qu’il s’arrêta au milieu du chemin, laissant défiler le cortège.

	Voici en vérité un prince cousu d’or et de diamants comme un Salomon, émaillé de fleurs comme une prairie printanière; il va puiser à pleines mains dans l’immense coffre où ses sujets très fidèles aujourd’hui, naguère très infidèles, lui ont amassé une ou deux charretées de lingots d’or. On lui jette des bouquets à l’enfouir dessous, et il y a deux mois, s’il se fût présenté, on lui eût envoyé autant de boulets et de balles qu’aujourd’hui on lui envoie de fleurs.

	Décidément, c’est quelque chose que de naître d’une certaine façon, n’en déplaise aux vilains qui prétendent que peu leur importe de naître vilains.

	Le cortège défilait toujours, et, avec le roi, les acclamations commençaient à s’éloigner dans la direction du palais, ce qui n’empêchait pas notre officier d’être fort bousculé.

	— Mordioux! continuait le raisonneur, voilà bien des gens qui me marchent sur les pieds et qui me regardent comme fort peu, ou plutôt comme rien du tout, attendu qu’ils sont anglais et que je suis français. Si l’on demandait à tous ces gens-là: «Qu’est-ce que M. d’Artagnan?» ils répondraient: «Nescio vos.» Mais qu’on leur dise: «Voilà le roi qui passe, voilà M. Monck qui passe», ils vont hurler: «Vive le roi! Vive M. Monck!» jusqu’à ce que leurs poumons leur refusent le service. «Cependant, continua-t-il en regardant, de ce regard si fin et parfois si fier, s’écouler la foule, cependant, réfléchissez un peu, bonnes gens, à ce que votre roi Charles a fait, à ce que M. Monck a fait, puis songez à ce qu’a fait ce pauvre inconnu qu’on appelle M. d’Artagnan. Il est vrai que vous ne le savez pas puisqu’il est inconnu, ce qui vous empêche peut-être de réfléchir. Mais, bah! qu’importe! ce n’empêche pas Charles II d’être un grand roi, quoiqu’il ait été exilé douze ans, et M. Monck d’être un grand capitaine, quoiqu’il ait fait le voyage de France dans une boîte. Or donc, puisqu’il est reconnu que l’un est un grand roi et l’autre un grand capitaine: Hurrah for the king Charles II! Hurrah for the captain Monck!

	Et sa voix se mêla aux voix des milliers de spectateurs, qu’elle domina un moment; et, pour mieux faire l’homme dévoué, il leva son feutre en l’air. Quelqu’un lui arrêta le bras au beau milieu de son expansif loyalisme. (On appelait ainsi en 1660 ce qu’on appelle aujourd’hui royalisme.)

	— Athos! s’écria d’Artagnan. Vous ici?

	Et les deux amis s’embrassèrent.

	— Vous ici! et étant ici, continua le mousquetaire, vous n’êtes pas au milieu de tous les courtisans, mon cher comte? Quoi! vous le héros de la fête, vous ne chevauchez pas au côté gauche de Sa Majesté restaurée, comme M. Monck chevauche à son côté droit! En vérité, je ne comprends rien à votre caractère ni à celui du prince qui vous doit tant.

	— Toujours railleur, mon cher d’Artagnan, dit Athos. Ne vous corrigerez-vous donc jamais de ce vilain défaut?

	— Mais enfin, vous ne faites point partie du cortège?

	— Je ne fais point partie du cortège, parce que je ne l’ai point voulu.

	— Et pourquoi ne l’avez-vous point voulu?

	— Parce que je ne suis ni envoyé, ni ambassadeur, ni représentant du roi de France, et qu’il ne me convient pas de me montrer ainsi près d’un autre roi que Dieu ne m’a pas donné pour maître.

	— Mordioux! vous vous montriez bien près du roi son père.

	— C’est autre chose, ami: celui-là allait mourir.

	— Et cependant ce que vous avez fait pour celui-ci...

	— Je l’ai fait parce que je devais le faire. Mais, vous le savez, je déplore toute ostentation. Que le roi Charles II, qui n’a plus besoin de moi, me laisse donc maintenant dans mon repos et dans mon ombre, c’est tout ce que je réclame de lui.

	D’Artagnan soupira.

	— Qu’avez-vous? lui dit Athos, on dirait que cet heureux retour du roi à Londres vous attriste, mon ami, vous qui cependant avez fait au moins autant que moi pour Sa Majesté.

	— N’est-ce pas, répondit d’Artagnan en riant de son rire gascon, que j’ai fait aussi beaucoup pour Sa Majesté, sans que l’on s’en doute?

	— Oh! oui, s’écria Athos; et le roi le sait bien, mon ami.

	— Il le sait, fit amèrement le mousquetaire; par ma foi! je ne m’en doutais pas, et je tâchais même en ce moment de l’oublier.

	— Mais lui, mon ami, n’oubliera point, je vous en réponds.

	— Vous me dites cela pour me consoler un peu, Athos.

	— Et de quoi?

	— Mordioux! de toutes les dépenses que j’ai faites. Je me suis ruiné, mon ami, ruiné pour la restauration de ce jeune prince qui vient de passer en cabriolant sur son cheval isabelle.

	— Le roi ne sait pas que vous vous êtes ruiné, mon ami, mais il sait qu’il vous doit beaucoup.

	— Cela m’avance-t-il en quelque chose, Athos? dites! car enfin, je vous rends justice, vous avez noblement travaillé. Mais, moi qui, en apparence, ai fait manquer votre combinaison, c’est moi qui en réalité l’ai fait réussir. Suivez bien mon calcul: vous n’eussiez peut-être pas, par la persuasion et la douceur, convaincu le général Monck, tandis que moi je l’ai si rudement mené, ce cher général, que j’ai fourni à votre prince l’occasion de se montrer généreux; cette générosité lui a été inspirée par le fait de ma bienheureuse bévue, Charles se la voit payer par la restauration que Monck lui a faite.

	— Tout cela, cher ami, est d’une vérité frappante, répondit Athos.

	— Et bien! toute frappante qu’est cette vérité, il n’en est pas moins vrai, cher ami, que je m’en retournerai, fort chéri de M. Monck, qui m’appelle my dear captain toute la journée, bien que je ne sois ni son cher, ni capitaine, et fort apprécié du roi, qui a déjà oublié mon nom; il n’en est pas moins vrai, dis-je, que je m’en retournerai dans ma belle patrie, maudit par les soldats que j’avais levés dans l’espoir d’une grosse solde, maudit du brave Planchet, à qui j’ai emprunté une partie de sa fortune.

	— Comment cela? et que diable vient faire Planchet dans tout ceci?

	— Eh! oui, mon cher: ce roi si pimpant, si souriant, si adoré, M. Monck se figure l’avoir rappelé, vous vous figurez l’avoir soutenu, je me figure l’avoir ramené, le peuple se figure l’avoir reconquis, lui-même se figure avoir négocié de façon à être restauré, et rien de tout cela n’est vrai, cependant: Charles II, roi d’Angleterre, d’Écosse et d’Irlande, a été remis sur son trône par un épicier de France qui demeure rue des Lombards et qu’on appelle Planchet. Ce que c’est que la grandeur! «Vanité! dit l’Écriture; vanité! tout est vanité!»

	Athos ne put s’empêcher de rire de la boutade de son ami.

	— Cher d’Artagnan, dit-il en lui serrant affectueusement la main, ne seriez-vous plus philosophe? N’est-ce plus pour vous une satisfaction que de m’avoir sauvé la vie comme vous le fîtes en arrivant si heureusement avec Monck, quand ces damnés parlementaires voulaient me brûler vif?

	— Voyons, voyons, dit d’Artagnan, vous l’aviez un peu méritée, cette brûlure, mon cher comte.

	— Comment! pour avoir sauvé le million du roi Charles?

	— Quel million?

	— Ah! c’est vrai, vous n’avez jamais su cela, vous, mon ami; mais il ne faut pas m’en vouloir, ce n’était pas mon secret. Ce mot Remember! que le roi Charles a prononcé sur l’échafaud...

	
— Et qui veut dire Souviens-toi?

	— Parfaitement. Ce mot signifiait: Souviens-toi qu’il y a un million enterré dans les caves de Newcastle, et que ce million appartient à mon fils.

	— Ah! très bien, je comprends. Mais ce que je comprends aussi, et ce qu’il y a d’affreux, c’est que, chaque fois que Sa Majesté Charles II pensera à moi, il se dira: «Voilà un homme qui a cependant manqué me faire perdre ma couronne. Heureusement j’ai été généreux, grand, plein de présence d’esprit.» Voilà ce que dira de moi et de lui ce jeune gentilhomme au pourpoint noir très râpé, qui vint au château de Blois, son chapeau à la main, me demander si je voulais bien lui accorder entrée chez le roi de France.

	— D’Artagnan! d’Artagnan! dit Athos en posant sa main sur l’épaule du mousquetaire, vous n’êtes pas juste.

	— J’en ai le droit.

	— Non, car vous ignorez l’avenir.

	D’Artagnan regarda son ami entre les yeux et se mit à rire.

	— En vérité, mon cher Athos, dit-il, vous avez des mots superbes que je n’ai connus qu’à vous et à M. le cardinal Mazarin.

	Athos fit un mouvement.

	— Pardon, continua d’Artagnan en riant, pardon si je vous offense. L’avenir! hou! les jolis mots que les mots qui promettent, et comme ils remplissent bien la bouche à défaut d’autre chose! Mordioux! après en avoir tant trouvé qui promettent, quand donc en trouverai-je un qui donne? Mais laissons cela, continua d’Artagnan. Que faites-vous ici, mon cher Athos? êtes-vous trésorier du roi?

	— Comment! trésorier du roi?

	— Oui, puisque le roi possède un million, il lui faut un trésorier. Le roi de France, qui est sans un sou, a bien un surintendant des finances, M. Fouquet. Il est vrai qu’en échange M. Fouquet a bon nombre de millions, lui.

	— Oh! notre million est dépensé depuis longtemps, dit à son tour en riant Athos.

	— Je comprends, il a passé en satin, en pierreries, en velours et en plumes de toute espèce et de toute couleur. Tous ces princes et toutes ces princesses avaient grand besoin de tailleurs et de lingères... Eh! Athos, vous souvenez-vous de ce que nous dépensâmes pour nous équiper, nous autres, lors de la campagne de La Rochelle, et pour faire aussi notre entrée à cheval? Deux ou trois mille livres, par ma foi! mais un corsage de roi est plus ample, et il faut un million pour en acheter l’étoffe. Au moins, dites, Athos, si vous n’êtes pas trésorier, vous êtes bien en cour?

	— Foi de gentilhomme, je n’en sais rien, répondit simplement Athos.

	— Allons donc! vous n’en savez rien?

	— Non, je n’ai pas revu le roi depuis Douvres.

	— Alors, c’est qu’il vous a oublié aussi, mordioux! c’est régalant!

	— Sa Majesté a eu tant d’affaires!

	— Oh! s’écria d’Artagnan avec une de ces spirituelles grimaces comme lui seul savait en faire, voilà, sur mon honneur, que je me reprends d’amour pour monsignor Giulio Mazarini. Comment! mon cher Athos, le roi ne vous a pas revu?

	— Non.

	— Et vous n’êtes pas furieux?

	— Moi! pourquoi? Est-ce que vous vous figurez, mon cher d’Artagnan, que c’est pour le roi que j’ai agi de la sorte? Je ne le connais pas, ce jeune homme. J’ai défendu le père, qui représentait un principe sacré pour moi, et je me suis laissé aller vers le fils toujours par sympathie pour ce même principe. Au reste, c’était un digne chevalier, une noble créature mortelle, que ce père, vous vous le rappelez.

	— C’est vrai, un brave et excellent homme, qui fit une triste vie, mais une bien belle mort.

	— Eh bien! mon cher d’Artagnan, comprenez ceci: à ce roi, à cet homme de cœur, à cet ami de ma pensée, si j’ose le dire, je jurai à l’heure suprême de conserver fidèlement le secret d’un dépôt qui devait être remis à son fils pour l’aider dans l’occasion; ce jeune homme m’est venu trouver; il m’a raconté sa misère, il ignorait que je fusse autre chose pour lui qu’un souvenir vivant de son père, j’ai accompli envers Charles II ce que j’avais promis à Charles Ier, voilà tout. Que m’importe donc qu’il soit ou non reconnaissant! C’est à moi que j’ai rendu service en me délivrant de cette responsabilité, et non à lui.

	— J’ai toujours dit, répondit d’Artagnan avec un soupir, que le désintéressement était la plus belle chose du monde.

	— Eh bien! quoi! cher ami, reprit Athos, vous-même n’êtes-vous pas dans la même situation que moi? Si j’ai bien compris vos paroles, vous vous êtes laissé toucher par le malheur de ce jeune homme; c’est de votre part bien plus beau que de la mienne, car moi, j’avais un devoir à accomplir, tandis que vous, vous ne deviez absolument rien au fils du martyr. Vous n’aviez pas, vous, à lui payer le prix de cette précieuse goutte de sang qu’il laissa tomber sur mon front du plancher de son échafaud. Ce qui vous a fait agir, vous, c’est le cœur uniquement, le cœur noble et bon que vous avez sous votre apparent scepticisme, sous votre sarcastique ironie; vous avez engagé la fortune d’un serviteur, la vôtre peut-être, je vous en soupçonne, bienfaisant avare! et l’on méconnaît votre sacrifice.

	«Qu’importe! voulez-vous rendre à Planchet son argent? Je comprends cela, mon ami, car il ne convient pas qu’un gentilhomme emprunte à son inférieur sans lui rendre capital et intérêts. Eh bien! je vendrai La Fère s’il le faut, ou, s’il n’est besoin, quelque petite ferme. Vous paierez Planchet, et il restera, croyez-moi, encore assez de grain pour nous deux et pour Raoul dans mes greniers. De cette façon, mon ami, vous n’aurez d’obligation qu’à vous-même, et, si je vous connais bien, ce ne sera pas pour votre esprit une mince satisfaction que de vous dire: «J’ai fait un roi.» Ai-je raison?

	— Athos! Athos! murmura d’Artagnan rêveur, je vous l’ai dit une fois, le jour où vous prêcherez, j’irai au sermon; le jour où vous me direz qu’il y a un enfer, mordioux! j’aurai peur du gril et des fourches. Vous êtes meilleur que moi, ou plutôt meilleur que tout le monde, et je ne me reconnais qu’un mérite, celui de n’être pas jaloux. Hors ce défaut, Dieu me damne! comme disent les Anglais, j’ai tous les autres.

	— Je ne connais personne qui vaille d’Artagnan, répliqua Athos; mais nous voici arrivés tout doucement à la maison que j’habite. Voulez-vous entrer chez moi, mon ami?

	— Eh! mais c’est la taverne de la Corne-du-Cerf, ce me semble? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Je vous avoue, mon ami, que je l’ai un peu choisie pour cela. J’aime les anciennes connaissances, j’aime à m’asseoir à cette place où je me suis laissé tomber tout abattu de fatigue, tout abîmé de désespoir, lorsque vous revîntes le 30 janvier au soir.

	— Après avoir découvert la demeure du bourreau masqué? Oui, ce fut un terrible jour!

	— Venez donc alors, dit Athos en l’interrompant.

	Ils entrèrent dans la salle autrefois commune. La taverne en général, et cette salle commune en particulier, avaient subi de grandes transformations; l’ancien hôte des mousquetaires, devenu assez riche pour un hôtelier, avait fermé boutique et fait de cette salle dont nous parlions un entrepôt de denrées coloniales. Quant au reste de la maison, il le louait tout meublé aux étrangers.

	Ce fut avec une indicible émotion que d’Artagnan reconnut tous les meubles de cette chambre du premier étage: les boiseries, les tapisseries et jusqu’à cette carte géographique que Porthos étudiait si amoureusement dans ses loisirs.

	— Il y a onze ans! s’écria d’Artagnan. Mordioux! il me semble qu’il y a un siècle.

	— Et à moi qu’il y a un jour, dit Athos. Voyez-vous la joie que j’éprouve, mon ami, à penser que je vous tiens là, que je serre votre main, que je puis jeter bien loin l’épée et le poignard, toucher sans défiance à ce flacon de xérès. Oh! cette joie, en vérité, je ne pourrais vous l’exprimer que si nos deux amis étaient là, aux deux angles de cette table, et Raoul, mon bien-aimé Raoul, sur le seuil, à nous regarder avec ses grands yeux si brillants et si doux!

	— Oui, oui, dit d’Artagnan fort ému, c’est vrai. J’approuve surtout cette première partie de votre pensée: il est doux de sourire là où nous avons si légitimement frissonné, en pensant que d’un moment à l’autre M. Mordaunt pouvait apparaître sur le palier.

	En ce moment la porte s’ouvrit, et d’Artagnan, tout brave qu’il était, ne put retenir un léger mouvement d’effroi.

	Athos le comprit et souriant:

	— C’est notre hôte, dit-il, qui m’apporte quelque lettre.

	— Oui, milord, dit le bonhomme, j’apporte en effet une lettre à Votre Honneur.

	— Merci, dit Athos prenant la lettre sans regarder. Dites-moi, mon cher hôte, vous ne reconnaissez pas Monsieur?

	Le vieillard leva la tête et regarda attentivement d’Artagnan.

	— Non, dit-il.

	— C’est, dit Athos, un de ces amis dont je vous ai parlé, et qui logeait ici avec moi il y a onze ans.

	— Oh! dit le vieillard, il a logé ici tant d’étrangers!

	— Mais nous y logions, nous, le 30 janvier 1649 ajouta Athos, croyant stimuler par cet éclaircissement la mémoire paresseuse de l’hôte.

	— C’est possible, répondit-il en souriant, mais il y a si longtemps!

	Il salua et sortit.

	— Merci, dit d’Artagnan, faites des exploits, accomplissez des révolutions, essayez de graver votre nom dans la pierre ou sur l’airain avec de fortes épées; il y a quelque chose de plus rebelle, de plus dur, de plus oublieux que le fer, l’airain et la pierre, c’est le crâne vieilli du premier logeur enrichi dans son commerce; il ne me reconnaît pas! Eh bien! moi, je l’eusse vraiment reconnu.

	Athos, tout en souriant, décachetait la lettre.

	— Ah! dit-il, une lettre de Parry.

	— Oh! oh! fit d’Artagnan, lisez mon ami, lisez, elle contient sans doute du nouveau.

	Athos secoua la tête et lut:

	«Monsieur le comte, Le roi a éprouvé bien du regret de ne pas vous voir aujourd’hui près de lui à son entrée; Sa Majesté me charge de vous le mander et de la rappeler à votre souvenir. Sa Majesté attendra Votre Honneur ce soir même, au palais de Saint-James, entre neuf et onze heures.

	Je suis avec respect, monsieur le comte, de Votre Honneur,

	«Le très humble et très obéissant serviteur, Parry.»

	— Vous le voyez, mon cher d’Artagnan, dit Athos, il ne faut pas désespérer du cœur des rois.

	— N’en désespérez pas, vous avez raison, repartit d’Artagnan.

	— Oh! cher, bien cher ami, reprit Athos, à qui l’imperceptible amertume de d’Artagnan n’avait pas échappé, pardon. Aurais-je blessé, sans le vouloir, mon meilleur camarade?

	— Vous êtes fou, Athos, et la preuve, c’est que je vais vous conduire jusqu’au château, jusqu’à la porte, s’entend; cela me promènera.

	— Vous entrerez avec moi, mon ami, je veux dire à Sa Majesté...

	— Allons donc! répliqua d’Artagnan avec une fierté vraie et pure de tout mélange, s’il est quelque chose de pire que de mendier soi-même, c’est de faire mendier par les autres.

	— Çà! partons, mon ami, la promenade sera charmante; je veux, en passant, vous montrer la maison de M. Monck, qui m’a retiré chez lui: une belle maison, ma foi! Être général en Angleterre rapporte plus que d’être maréchal en France, savez-vous?

	Athos se laissa emmener, tout triste de cette gaieté qu’affectait d’Artagnan.

	Toute la ville était dans l’allégresse; les deux amis se heurtaient à chaque moment contre des enthousiastes, qui leur demandaient dans leur ivresse de crier: «Vive le bon roi Charles!». D’Artagnan répondait par un grognement, et Athos par un sourire. Ils arrivèrent ainsi jusqu’à la maison de Monck, devant laquelle, comme nous l’avons dit, il fallait passer, en effet, pour se rendre au palais de Saint-James.

	Athos et d’Artagnan parlèrent peu durant la route, par cela même qu’ils eussent eu sans doute trop de choses à se dire s’ils eussent parlé. Athos pensait que, parlant, il semblerait témoigner de la joie, et que cette joie pourrait blesser d’Artagnan. Celui-ci, de son côté, craignait, en parlant, de laisser percer une aigreur qui le rendrait gênant pour Athos.

	C’était une singulière émulation de silence entre le contentement et la mauvaise humeur. D’Artagnan céda le premier à cette démangeaison qu’il éprouvait d’habitude à l’extrémité de la langue.

	— Vous rappelez-vous, Athos, dit-il, le passage des Mémoires de d’Aubigné, dans lequel ce dévoué serviteur, gascon comme moi, pauvre comme moi, et j’allais presque dire brave comme moi, raconte les ladreries de Henri IV? Mon père m’a toujours dit, je m’en souviens, que M. d’Aubigné était menteur. Mais pourtant, examinez comme tous les princes issus du grand Henri chassent de race!

	— Allons, allons, d’Artagnan, dit Athos, les rois de France avares? Vous êtes fou, mon ami.

	— Oh! vous ne convenez jamais des défauts d’autrui, vous qui êtes parfait. Mais, en réalité, Henri IV était avare, Louis XIII, son fils, l’était aussi; nous en savons quelque chose, n’est-ce pas? Gaston poussait ce vice à l’exagération, et s’est fait sous ce rapport détester de tout ce qui l’entourait. Henriette, pauvre femme! a bien fait d’être avare, elle qui ne mangeait pas tous les jours et ne se chauffait pas tous les ans; et c’est un exemple qu’elle a donné à son fils Charles deuxième, petit-fils du grand Henri IV, avare comme sa mère et comme son grand-père. Voyons, ai-je bien déduit la généalogie des avares?

	— D’Artagnan, mon ami, s’écria Athos, vous êtes bien rude pour cette race d’aigles qu’on appelle les Bourbons.

	— Et j’oubliais le plus beau!... l’autre petit-fils du Béarnais, Louis quatorzième, mon ex-maître. Mais j’espère qu’il est avare, celui-là, qui n’a pas voulu prêter un million à son frère Charles! Bon! je vois que vous vous fâchez. Nous voilà, par bonheur, près de ma maison, ou plutôt près de celle de mon ami M. Monck.

	— Cher d’Artagnan, vous ne me fâchez point, vous m’attristez; il est cruel, en effet, de voir un homme de votre mérite à côté de la position que ses services lui eussent dû acquérir; il me semble que votre nom, cher ami, est aussi radieux que les plus beaux noms de guerre et de diplomatie. Dites-moi si les Luynes, si les Bellegarde et les Bassompierre ont mérité comme nous la fortune et les honneurs; vous avez raison, cent fois raison, mon ami.

	D’Artagnan soupira, et précédant son ami sous le porche de la maison que Monck habitait au fond de la Cité:

	— Permettez, dit-il, que je laisse chez moi ma bourse; car si, dans la foule, ces adroits filous de Londres, qui nous sont fort vantés, même à Paris, me volaient le reste de mes pauvres écus, je ne pourrais plus retourner en France. Or, content je suis parti de France et fou de joie j’y retourne, attendu que toutes mes préventions d’autrefois contre l’Angleterre me sont revenues, accompagnées de beaucoup d’autres.

	Athos ne répondit rien.

	— Ainsi donc, cher ami, lui dit d’Artagnan, une seconde et je vous suis. Je sais bien que vous êtes pressé d’aller là-bas recevoir vos récompenses; mais, croyez-le bien, je ne suis pas moins pressé de jouir de votre joie, quoique de loin... Attendez-moi.

	Et d’Artagnan franchissait déjà le vestibule, lorsqu’un homme, moitié valet, moitié soldat, qui remplissait chez Monck les fonctions de portier et de garde, arrêta notre mousquetaire en lui disant en anglais:

	— Pardon, milord d’Artagnan!

	— Eh bien! répliqua celui-ci, quoi? Est-ce que le général aussi me congédie?... Il ne me manque plus que d’être expulsé par lui!

	Ces mots, dits en français, ne touchèrent nullement celui à qui on les adressait, et qui ne parlait qu’un anglais mêlé de l’écossais le plus rude. Mais Athos en fut navré, car d’Artagnan commençait à avoir l’air d’avoir raison.

	L’Anglais montra une lettre à d’Artagnan.

	— From the general, dit-il.

	— Bien, c’est cela; mon congé, répliqua le Gascon. Faut-il lire, Athos?

	— Vous devez vous tromper, dit Athos, ou je ne connais plus d’honnêtes gens que vous et moi.

	D’Artagnan haussa les épaules et décacheta la lettre, tandis que l’Anglais, impassible, approchait de lui une grosse lanterne dont la lumière devait l’aider à lire.

	— Eh bien! qu’avez-vous? dit Athos voyant changer la physionomie du lecteur.

	— Tenez, lisez vous-même, dit le mousquetaire.

	Athos prit le papier et lut:

	«Monsieur d’Artagnan, le roi a regretté bien vivement que vous ne fussiez pas venu à Saint-Paul avec son cortège. Sa Majesté dit que vous lui avez manqué comme vous me manquiez aussi à moi, cher capitaine. Il n’y a qu’un moyen de réparer tout cela. Sa Majesté m’attend à neuf heures au palais de Saint-James; voulez-vous vous y trouver en même temps que moi? Sa Très Gracieuse Majesté vous fixe cette heure pour l’audience qu’elle vous accorde.»

	La lettre était de Monck.

	Chapitre XXXIII — L’audience

	— Eh bien? s’écria Athos avec un doux reproche, lorsque d’Artagnan eut lu la lettre qui lui était adressée par Monck.

	— Eh bien! dit d’Artagnan, rouge de plaisir et un peu de honte de s’être tant pressé d’accuser le roi et Monck, c’est une politesse... qui n’engage à rien, c’est vrai... mais enfin c’est une politesse.

	— J’avais bien de la peine à croire le jeune prince ingrat, dit Athos.

	— Le fait est que son présent est bien près encore de son passé, répliqua d’Artagnan; mais enfin, jusqu’ici tout me donnait raison.

	— J’en conviens, cher ami, j’en conviens. Ah! voilà votre bon regard revenu. Vous ne sauriez croire combien je suis heureux.

	— Ainsi, voyez, dit d’Artagnan, Charles II reçoit M. Monck à neuf heures, moi il me recevra à dix heures; c’est une grande audience, de celles que nous appelons au Louvre distribution d’eau bénite de cour. Allons nous mettre sous la gouttière, mon cher ami, allons.

	Athos ne lui répondit rien, et tous deux se dirigèrent, en pressant le pas, vers le palais de Saint-James que la foule envahissait encore, pour apercevoir aux vitres les ombres des courtisans et les reflets de la personne royale. Huit heures sonnaient quand les deux amis prirent place dans la galerie pleine de courtisans et de solliciteurs. Chacun donna un coup d’œil à ces habits simples et de forme étrangère, à ces deux têtes si nobles, si pleines de caractère et de signification. De leur côté, Athos et d’Artagnan, après avoir en deux regards mesuré toute cette assemblée, se remirent à causer ensemble. Un grand bruit se fit tout à coup aux extrémités de la galerie: c’était le général Monck qui entrait, suivi de plus de vingt officiers qui quêtaient un de ses sourires, car il était la veille encore maître de l’Angleterre, et on supposait un beau lendemain au restaurateur de la famille des Stuarts.

	— Messieurs, dit Monck en se détournant, désormais, je vous prie, souvenez-vous que je ne suis plus rien. Naguère encore je commandais la principale armée de la république; maintenant cette armée est au roi, entre les mains de qui je vais remettre, d’après son ordre, mon pouvoir d’hier.

	Une grande surprise se peignit sur tous les visages, et le cercle d’adulateurs et de suppliants qui serrait Monck l’instant d’auparavant s’élargit peu à peu et finit par se perdre dans les grandes ondulations de la foule. Monck allait faire antichambre comme tout le monde. D’Artagnan ne put s’empêcher d’en faire la remarque au comte de La Fère, qui fronça le sourcil. Soudain la porte du cabinet de Charles s’ouvrit, et le jeune roi parut, précédé de deux officiers de sa maison.

	— Bonsoir, messieurs, dit-il. Le général Monck est-il ici?

	— Me voici, Sire, répliqua le vieux général.

	Charles courut à lui et lui prit les mains avec une fervente amitié.

	— Général, dit tout haut le roi, je viens de signer votre brevet; vous êtes duc d’Albermale, et mon intention est que nul ne vous égale en puissance et en fortune dans ce royaume, où, le noble Montrose excepté, nul ne vous a égalé en loyauté, en courage et en talent. Messieurs, le duc est commandant général de nos armées de terre et de mer, rendez-lui vos devoirs, s’il vous plaît, en cette qualité.

	Tandis que chacun s’empressait auprès du général, qui recevait tous ces hommages sans perdre un instant son impassibilité ordinaire, d’Artagnan dit à Athos:

	— Quand on pense que ce duché, ce commandement des armées de terre et de mer, toutes ces grandeurs, en un mot, ont tenu dans une boîte de six pieds de long sur trois pieds de large!

	— Ami, répliqua Athos, de bien plus imposantes grandeurs tiennent dans des boîtes moins grandes encore; elles renferment pour toujours...

	Tout à coup Monck aperçut les deux gentilshommes qui se tenaient à l’écart, attendant que le flot se fût retiré. Il se fit passage et alla vers eux, en sorte qu’il les surprit au milieu de leurs philosophiques réflexions.

	— Vous parliez de moi, dit-il avec un sourire.

	— Milord, répondit Athos, nous parlions aussi de Dieu.

	Monck réfléchit un moment et reprit gaiement:

	— Messieurs, parlons aussi un peu du roi, s’il vous plaît; car vous avez, je crois, audience de Sa Majesté.

	— À neuf heures, dit Athos.

	— À dix heures, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Entrons tout de suite dans ce cabinet, répondit Monck faisant signe à ses deux compagnons de le précéder, ce à quoi ni l’un ni l’autre ne voulut consentir.

	Le roi, pendant ce débat tout français, était revenu au centre de la galerie.

	— Oh! mes Français, dit-il de ce ton d’insouciante gaieté que, malgré tant de chagrins et de traverses, il n’avait pu perdre. Les Français, ma consolation!

	Athos et d’Artagnan s’inclinèrent.

	— Duc, conduisez ces messieurs dans ma salle d’étude. Je suis à vous, messieurs, ajouta-t-il en français.

	Et il expédia promptement sa cour pour revenir à ses Français, comme il les appelait.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, dit-il en entrant dans son cabinet, je suis aise de vous revoir.

	— Sire, ma joie est au comble de saluer Votre Majesté dans son palais de Saint-James.

	— Monsieur, vous m’avez voulu rendre un bien grand service, et je vous dois de la reconnaissance. Si je ne craignais pas d’empiéter sur les droits de notre commandant général, je vous offrirais quelque poste digne de vous près de notre personne.

	— Sire, répliqua d’Artagnan, j’ai quitté le service du roi de France en faisant à mon prince la promesse de ne servir aucun roi.

	— Allons, dit Charles, voilà qui me rend très malheureux, j’eusse aimé à faire beaucoup pour vous, vous me plaisez.

	— Sire...

	— Voyons, dit Charles avec un sourire, ne puis-je vous faire manquer à votre parole? Duc, aidez-moi. Si l’on vous offrait, c’est-à-dire si je vous offrais, moi, le commandement général de mes mousquetaires?

	D’Artagnan s’inclinant plus bas que la première fois:

	— J’aurais le regret de refuser ce que Votre Gracieuse Majesté m’offrirait, dit-il; un gentilhomme n’a que sa parole, et cette parole, j’ai eu l’honneur de le dire à Votre Majesté, est engagée au roi de France.

	— N’en parlons donc plus, dit le roi en se tournant vers Athos.

	Et il laissa d’Artagnan plongé dans les plus vives douleurs du désappointement.

	— Ah! je l’avais bien dit, murmura le mousquetaire: paroles! eau bénite de cour! Les rois ont toujours un merveilleux talent pour vous offrir ce qu’ils savent que nous n’accepterons pas, et se montrer généreux sans risque. Sot!... triple sot que j’étais d’avoir un moment espéré!

	Pendant ce temps, Charles prenait la main d’Athos.

	— Comte, lui dit-il, vous avez été pour moi un second père; le service que vous m’avez rendu ne se peut payer. J’ai songé à vous récompenser cependant. Vous fûtes créé par mon père chevalier de la Jarretière; c’est un ordre que tous les rois d’Europe ne peuvent porter; par la reine régente, chevalier du Saint-Esprit, qui est un ordre non moins illustre; j’y joins cette Toison d’or que m’a envoyée le roi de France, à qui le roi d’Espagne, son beau-père, en avait donné deux à l’occasion de son mariage; mais, en revanche, j’ai un service à vous demander.

	— Sire, dit Athos avec confusion, la Toison d’or à moi! quand le roi de France est le seul de mon pays qui jouisse de cette distinction!

	— Je veux que vous soyez en votre pays et partout l’égal de tous ceux que les souverains auront honorés de leur faveur, dit Charles en tirant la chaîne de son cou; et j’en suis sûr, comte, mon père me sourit du fond de son tombeau.

	«Il est cependant étrange, se dit d’Artagnan tandis que son ami recevait à genoux l’ordre éminent que lui conférait le roi, il est cependant incroyable que j’aie toujours vu tomber la pluie des prospérités sur tous ceux qui m’entourent, et que pas une goutte ne m’ait jamais atteint! Ce serait à s’arracher les cheveux si l’on était jaloux, ma parole d’honneur!»

	Athos se releva, Charles l’embrassa tendrement.

	— Général, dit-il à Monck.

	Puis, s’arrêtant, avec un sourire:

	— Pardon, c’est duc que je voulais dire. Voyez-vous, si je me trompe, c’est que le mot duc est encore trop court pour moi... Je cherche toujours un titre qui l’allonge... J’aimerais à vous voir si près de mon trône que je pusse vous dire, comme à Louis XIV: Mon frère. Oh! j’y suis, et vous serez presque mon frère, car je vous fais vice-roi d’Irlande et d’Écosse, mon cher duc... De cette façon, désormais, je ne me tromperai plus.

	Le duc saisit la main du roi, mais sans enthousiasme, sans joie, comme il faisait toute chose. Cependant son cœur avait été remué par cette dernière faveur. Charles, en ménageant habilement sa générosité, avait laissé au duc le temps de désirer... quoiqu’il n’eût pu désirer autant qu’on lui donnait.

	— Mordioux! grommela d’Artagnan, voilà l’averse qui recommence. Oh! c’est à en perdre la cervelle.

	Et il se tourna d’un air si contrit et si comiquement piteux, que le roi ne put retenir un sourire. Monck se préparait à quitter le cabinet pour prendre congé de Charles.

	— Eh bien! quoi! mon féal, dit le roi au duc, vous partez?

	— S’il plaît à Votre Majesté; car, en vérité, je suis bien las... L’émotion de la journée m’a exténué: j’ai besoin de repos.

	— Mais, dit le roi, vous ne partez pas sans M. d’Artagnan, j’espère!

	— Pourquoi, Sire? dit le vieux guerrier.

	— Mais, dit le roi, vous le savez bien, pourquoi.

	Monck regarda Charles avec étonnement.

	— J’en demande bien pardon à Votre Majesté, dit-il, je ne sais pas... ce qu’elle veut dire.

	— Oh! c’est possible; mais si vous oubliez, vous, M. d’Artagnan n’oublie pas.

	L’étonnement se peignit sur le visage du mousquetaire.

	— Voyons, duc, dit le roi, n’êtes-vous pas logé avec M. d’Artagnan?

	— J’ai l’honneur d’offrir un logement à M. d’Artagnan, oui, Sire.

	— Cette idée vous est venue de vous-même et à vous seul?

	— De moi-même et à moi seul, oui, Sire.

	— Eh bien! mais il n’en pouvait être différemment... Le prisonnier est toujours au logis de son vainqueur.

	Monck rougit à son tour.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, je suis prisonnier de M. d’Artagnan.

	— Sans doute, Monck, puisque vous ne vous êtes pas encore racheté; mais ne vous inquiétez pas, c’est moi qui vous ai arraché à M. d’Artagnan, c’est moi qui paierai votre rançon.

	Les yeux de d’Artagnan reprirent leur gaieté et leur brillant; le Gascon commençait à comprendre. Charles s’avança vers lui.

	— Le général, dit-il, n’est pas riche et ne pourrait vous payer ce qu’il vaut. Moi, je suis plus riche certainement; mais à présent que le voilà duc, et si ce n’est roi, du moins presque roi, il vaut une somme que je ne pourrais peut-être pas payer. Voyons, monsieur d’Artagnan, ménagez-moi: combien vous dois-je?

	D’Artagnan, ravi de la tournure que prenait la chose, mais se possédant parfaitement, répondit:

	— Sire, Votre Majesté a tort de s’alarmer. Lorsque j’eus le bonheur de prendre Sa Grâce, M. Monck n’était que général; ce n’est donc qu’une rançon de général qui m’est due. Mais que le général veuille bien me rendre son épée, et je me tiens pour payé, car il n’y a au monde que l’épée du général qui vaille autant que lui.

	— Odds fish! comme disait mon père, s’écria Charles II; voilà un galant propos et un galant homme, n’est-ce pas, duc?

	— Sur mon honneur! répondit le duc, oui, Sire.

	Et il tira son épée.

	— Monsieur, dit-il à d’Artagnan, voilà ce que vous demandez. Beaucoup ont tenu de meilleures lames; mais, si modeste que soit la mienne, je ne l’ai jamais rendue à personne.

	D’Artagnan prit avec orgueil cette épée qui venait de faire un roi.

	— Oh! oh! s’écria Charles II: quoi! une épée qui m’a rendu mon trône sortirait de mon royaume et ne figurerait pas un jour parmi les joyaux de ma couronne? Non, sur mon âme! cela ne sera pas! Capitaine d’Artagnan, je donne deux cent mille livres de cette épée: si c’est trop peu, dites-le-moi.

	— C’est trop peu, Sire, répliqua d’Artagnan avec un sérieux inimitable. Et d’abord je ne veux point la vendre; mais Votre Majesté désire, et c’est là un ordre. J’obéis donc; mais le respect que je dois à l’illustre guerrier qui m’entend me commande d’estimer à un tiers de plus le gage de ma victoire. Je demande donc trois cent mille livres de l’épée, ou je la donne pour rien à Votre Majesté.

	Et, la prenant par la pointe, il la présenta au roi. Charles II se mit à rire aux éclats.

	— Galant homme et joyeux compagnon! Odds fish! n’est-ce pas, duc? n’est-ce pas, comte? Il me plaît et je l’aime. Tenez, chevalier d’Artagnan, dit-il, prenez ceci.

	Et, allant à une table, il prit une plume et écrivit un bon de trois cent mille livres sur son trésorier.

	D’Artagnan le prit, et se tournant gravement vers Monck:

	— J’ai encore demandé trop peu, je le sais, dit-il; mais croyez-moi, monsieur le duc, j’eusse aimé mieux mourir que de me laisser guider par l’avarice.

	Le roi se remit à rire comme le plus heureux cokney de son royaume.

	— Vous reviendrez me voir avant de partir, chevalier, dit-il; j’aurai besoin d’une provision de gaieté, maintenant que mes Français vont être partis.

	— Ah! Sire, il n’en sera pas de la gaieté comme de l’épée du duc, et je la donnerai gratis à Votre Majesté, répliqua d’Artagnan, dont les pieds ne touchaient plus la terre.

	— Et vous, comte, ajouta Charles en se tournant vers Athos, revenez aussi, j’ai un important message à vous confier. Votre main, duc.

	Monck serra la main du roi.

	— Adieu, messieurs, dit Charles en tendant chacune de ses mains aux deux Français, qui y posèrent leurs lèvres.

	— Eh bien! dit Athos quand ils furent dehors, êtes-vous content?

	— Chut! dit d’Artagnan tout ému de joie; je ne suis pas encore revenu de chez le trésorier... la gouttière peut me tomber sur la tête.

	Chapitre XXXIV — De l’embarras des richesses

	D’Artagnan ne perdit pas de temps, et sitôt que la chose fut convenable et opportune, il rendit visite au seigneur trésorier de Sa Majesté.

	Il eut alors la satisfaction d’échanger un morceau de papier, couvert d’une fort laide écriture, contre une quantité prodigieuse d’écus frappés tout récemment à l’effigie de Sa Très Gracieuse Majesté Charles II.

	D’Artagnan se rendait facilement maître de lui-même; toutefois, en cette occasion, il ne put s’empêcher de témoigner une joie que le lecteur comprendra peut-être, s’il daigne avoir quelque indulgence pour un homme qui, depuis sa naissance, n’avait jamais vu tant de pièces et de rouleaux de pièces juxtaposés dans un ordre vraiment agréable à l’œil. Le trésorier renferma tous ces rouleaux dans des sacs, ferma chaque sac d’une estampille aux armes d’Angleterre, faveur que les trésoriers n’accordent pas à tout le monde.

	Puis, impassible et tout juste aussi poli qu’il devait l’être envers un homme honoré de l’amitié du roi, il dit à d’Artagnan:

	— Emportez votre argent, monsieur.

	Votre argent! Ce mot fit vibrer mille cordes que d’Artagnan n’avait jamais senties en son cœur. Il fit charger les sacs sur un petit chariot et revint chez lui méditant profondément. Un homme qui possède trois cent mille livres ne peut plus avoir le front uni: une ride par chaque centaine de mille livres, ce n’est pas trop.

	D’Artagnan s’enferma, ne dîna point, refusa sa porte à tout le monde, et, la lampe allumée, le pistolet armé sur la table, il veilla toute la nuit, rêvant au moyen d’empêcher que ces beaux écus, qui du coffre royal avaient passé dans ses coffres à lui, ne passassent de ses coffres dans les poches d’un larron quelconque. Le meilleur moyen que trouva le Gascon, ce fut d’enfermer son trésor momentanément sous des serrures assez solides pour que nul poignet ne les brisât, assez compliquées pour que nulle clef banale ne les ouvrît.

	D’Artagnan se souvint que les Anglais sont passés maîtres en mécanique et en industrie conservatrice; il résolut d’aller dès le lendemain à la recherche d’un mécanicien qui lui vendît un coffre-fort. Il n’alla pas bien loin. Le sieur Will Jobson, domicilié dans Piccadilly, écouta ses propositions, comprit ses désastres, et lui promit de confectionner une serrure de sûreté qui le délivrât de toute crainte pour l’avenir.

	— Je vous donnerai, dit-il, un mécanisme tout nouveau. À la première tentative un peu sérieuse faite sur votre serrure, une plaque invisible s’ouvrira, un petit canon également invisible vomira un joli boulet de cuivre du poids d’un marc, qui jettera bas le maladroit, non sans un bruit notable. Qu’en pensez-vous?

	— Je dis que c’est vraiment ingénieux, s’écria d’Artagnan; le petit boulet de cuivre me plaît véritablement. Çà, monsieur le mécanicien, les conditions?

	— Quinze jours pour l’exécution, et quinze mille livres payables à la livraison, répondit l’artiste.

	D’Artagnan fronça le sourcil. Quinze jours étaient un délai suffisant pour que tous les filous de Londres eussent fait disparaître chez lui la nécessité d’un coffre-fort. Quant aux quinze mille livres, c’était payer bien cher ce qu’un peu de vigilance lui procurerait pour rien.

	— Je réfléchirai, fit-il; merci, monsieur.

	Et il retourna chez lui au pas de course; personne n’avait encore approché du trésor.

	Le jour même, Athos vint rendre visite à son ami et le trouva soucieux au point qu’il lui en manifesta sa surprise.

	— Comment! vous voilà riche, dit-il, et pas gai! vous qui désiriez tant la richesse...

	— Mon ami, les plaisirs auxquels on n’est pas habitué gênent plus que les chagrins dont on avait l’habitude. Un avis, s’il vous plaît. Je puis vous demander cela, à vous qui avez toujours eu de l’argent: quand on a de l’argent, qu’en fait-on?

	— Cela dépend.

	— Qu’avez-vous fait du vôtre, pour qu’il ne fît de vous ni un avare ni un prodigue? Car l’avarice dessèche le cœur, et la prodigalité le noie... n’est-ce pas?

	— Fabricius ne dirait pas plus juste. Mais, en vérité, mon argent ne m’a jamais gêné.

	— Voyons, le placez-vous sur les rentes?

	— Non; vous savez que j’ai une assez belle maison et que cette maison compose le meilleur de mon bien.

	— Je le sais.

	— En sorte que vous serez aussi riche que moi, plus riche même quand vous le voudrez, par le même moyen.

	— Mais les revenus, les encaissez-vous?

	— Non.

	— Que pensez-vous d’une cachette dans un mur plein?

	— Je n’en ai jamais fait usage.

	— C’est qu’alors vous avez quelque confident, quelque homme d’affaires sûr, et qui vous paie l’intérêt à un taux honnête.

	— Pas du tout.

	— Mon Dieu! que faites-vous alors?

	— Je dépense tout ce que j’ai, et je n’ai que ce que je dépense, mon cher d’Artagnan.

	— Ah! voilà. Mais vous êtes un peu prince, vous, et quinze à seize mille livres de revenu vous fondent dans les doigts; et puis vous avez des charges, de la représentation.

	— Mais je ne vois pas que vous soyez beaucoup moins grand seigneur que moi, mon ami, et votre argent vous suffira bien juste.

	— Trois cent mille livres! Il y a là deux tiers de superflu.

	— Pardon, mais il me semblait que vous m’aviez dit... j’ai cru entendre, enfin... je me figurais que vous aviez un associé...

	— Ah! mordioux! c’est vrai! s’écria d’Artagnan en rougissant, il y a Planchet. J’oubliais Planchet, sur ma vie!... Eh bien! voilà mes cent mille écus entamés... C’est dommage, le chiffre était rond, bien sonnant... C’est vrai, Athos, je ne suis plus riche du tout. Quelle mémoire vous avez!

	— Assez bonne, oui, Dieu merci!

	— Ce brave Planchet, grommela d’Artagnan, il n’a pas fait là un mauvais rêve. Quelle spéculation, peste! Enfin, ce qui est dit, est dit.

	— Combien lui donnez-vous?

	— Oh! fit d’Artagnan, ce n’est pas un mauvais garçon, je m’arrangerai toujours bien avec lui; j’ai eu du mal, voyez-vous, des frais, tout cela doit entrer en ligne de compte.

	— Mon cher, je suis bien sûr de vous, dit tranquillement Athos, et je n’ai pas peur pour ce bon Planchet; ses intérêts sont mieux dans vos mains que dans les siennes; mais à présent que vous n’avez plus rien à faire ici, nous partirons si vous m’en croyez. Vous irez remercier Sa Majesté, lui demander ses ordres, et, dans six jours, nous pourrons apercevoir les tours de Notre-Dame.

	— Mon ami, je brûle en effet de partir, et de ce pas je vais présenter mes respects au roi.

	— Moi, dit Athos, je vais saluer quelques personnes par la ville, et ensuite je suis à vous.

	— Voulez-vous me prêter Grimaud?

	— De tout mon cœur... Qu’en comptez-vous faire?

	— Quelque chose de fort simple et qui ne le fatiguera pas, je le prierai de me garder mes pistolets qui sont sur la table, à côté des coffres que voici.

	— Très bien, répliqua imperturbablement Athos.

	— Et il ne s’éloignera point, n’est-ce pas?

	— Pas plus que les pistolets eux-mêmes.

	— Alors, je m’en vais chez Sa Majesté. Au revoir.

	D’Artagnan arriva en effet au palais de Saint-James, où Charles II, qui écrivait sa correspondance, lui fit faire antichambre une bonne heure.

	D’Artagnan, tout en se promenant dans la galerie, des portes aux fenêtres, et des fenêtres aux portes, crut bien voir un manteau pareil à celui d’Athos traverser les vestibules; mais au moment où il allait vérifier le fait, l’huissier l’appela chez Sa Majesté.

	Charles II se frottait les mains tout en recevant les remerciements de notre ami.

	— Chevalier, dit-il, vous avez tort de m’être reconnaissant; je n’ai pas payé le quart de ce qu’elle vaut l’histoire de la boîte où vous avez mis ce brave général... je veux dire cet excellent duc d’Albermale.

	Et le roi rit aux éclats.

	D’Artagnan crut ne pas devoir interrompre Sa Majesté et fit le gros dos avec modestie.

	— À propos, continua Charles, vous a-t-il vraiment pardonné, mon cher Monck?

	— Pardonné! mais j’espère que oui, Sire.

	— Eh!... c’est que le tour était cruel... Odds fish! encaquer comme un hareng le premier personnage de la révolution anglaise! À votre place, je ne m’y fierais pas, chevalier.

	— Mais, Sire...

	— Je sais bien que Monck vous appelle son ami... Mais il a l’œil bien profond pour n’avoir pas de mémoire, et le sourcil bien haut pour n’être pas fort orgueilleux; vous savez, grande supercilium.

	«J’apprendrai le latin, bien sûr», se dit d’Artagnan.

	— Tenez, s’écria le roi enchanté, il faut que j’arrange votre réconciliation; je saurai m’y prendre de telle sorte...

	D’Artagnan se mordit la moustache.

	— Votre Majesté me permet de lui dire la vérité?

	— Dites, chevalier, dites.

	— Eh bien! Sire, vous me faites une peur affreuse... Si Votre Majesté arrange mon affaire, comme elle paraît en avoir envie, je suis un homme perdu, le duc me fera assassiner.

	Le roi partit d’un nouvel éclat de rire, qui changea en épouvante la frayeur de d’Artagnan.

	— Sire, de grâce, promettez-moi de me laisser traiter cette négociation; et puis, si vous n’avez plus besoin de mes services...

	— Non, chevalier. Vous voulez partir? répondit Charles avec une hilarité de plus en plus inquiétante.

	— Si Votre Majesté n’a plus rien à me demander.

	Charles redevint à peu près sérieux.

	— Une seule chose. Voyez ma sœur, lady Henriette. Vous connaît-elle?

	— Non, Sire; mais... un vieux soldat comme moi n’est pas un spectacle agréable pour une jeune et joyeuse princesse.

	— Je veux, vous dis-je, que ma sœur vous connaisse; je veux qu’elle puisse au besoin compter sur vous.

	— Sire, tout ce qui est cher à Votre Majesté sera sacré pour moi.

	— Bien... Parry! viens, mon bon Parry.

	La porte latérale s’ouvrit, et Parry entra, le visage rayonnant dès qu’il eut aperçu le chevalier.

	— Que fait Rochester? dit le roi.

	— Il est sur le canal avec les dames, répliqua Parry.

	— Et Buckingham?

	— Aussi.

	— Voilà qui est au mieux. Tu conduiras le chevalier près de Villiers... c’est le duc de Buckingham, chevalier... et tu prieras le duc de présenter M. d’Artagnan à lady Henriette.

	Parry s’inclina et sourit à d’Artagnan.

	— Chevalier, continua le roi, c’est votre audience de congé; vous pourrez ensuite partir quand il vous plaira.

	— Sire, merci!

	— Mais faites bien votre paix avec Monck.

	— Oh! Sire...

	— Vous savez qu’il y a un de mes vaisseaux à votre disposition?

	— Mais, Sire, vous me comblez, et je ne souffrirai jamais que des officiers de Votre Majesté se dérangent pour moi.

	Le roi frappa sur l’épaule de d’Artagnan.

	— Personne ne se dérange pour vous, chevalier, mais bien pour un ambassadeur que j’envoie en France et à qui vous servirez volontiers, je crois, de compagnon, car vous le connaissez.

	D’Artagnan regarda étonné.

	— C’est un certain comte de La Fère... celui que vous appelez Athos, ajouta le roi en terminant la conversation, comme il l’avait commencée, par un joyeux éclat de rire. Adieu, chevalier, adieu! Aimez-moi comme je vous aime.

	Et là-dessus, faisant un signe à Parry pour lui demander si quelqu’un n’attendait pas dans un cabinet voisin, le roi disparut dans ce cabinet, laissant la place au chevalier, tout étourdi de cette singulière audience.

	Le vieillard lui prit le bras amicalement et l’emmena vers les jardins.

	Chapitre XXXV — Sur le canal

	Sur le canal aux eaux d’un vert opaque, bordé de margelles de marbre où le temps avait déjà semé ses taches noires et des touffes d’herbes moussues, glissait majestueusement une longue barque plate, pavoisée aux armes d’Angleterre, surmontée d’un dais et tapissée de longues étoffes damassées qui traînaient leurs franges dans l’eau. Huit rameurs, pesant mollement sur les avirons, la faisaient mouvoir sur le canal avec la lenteur gracieuse des cygnes, qui, troublés dans leur antique possession par le sillage de la barque, regardaient de loin passer cette splendeur et ce bruit. Nous disons ce bruit, car la barque renfermait quatre joueurs de guitare et de luth, deux chanteurs et plusieurs courtisans, tout chamarrés d’or et de pierreries, lesquels montraient leurs dents blanches à l’envi pour plaire à lady Stuart, petite-fille de Henri IV, fille de Charles Ier, sœur de Charles II, qui occupait sous le dais de cette barque la place d’honneur. Nous connaissons cette jeune princesse, nous l’avons vue au Louvre avec sa mère, manquant de bois, manquant de pain, nourrie par le coadjuteur et les parlements. Elle avait donc, comme ses frères, passé une dure jeunesse; puis tout à coup elle venait de se réveiller de ce long et horrible rêve, assise sur les degrés d’un trône, entourée de courtisans et de flatteurs.

	Comme Marie Stuart au sortir de la prison, elle aspirait donc la vie et la liberté, et, de plus, la puissance et la richesse.

	Lady Henriette en grandissant était devenue une beauté remarquable que la restauration qui venait d’avoir lieu avait rendue célèbre. Le malheur lui avait ôté l’éclat de l’orgueil, mais la prospérité venait de le lui rendre. Elle resplendissait dans sa joie et son bien-être, pareille à ces fleurs de serre qui, oubliées pendant une nuit aux premières gelées d’automne, ont penché la tête, mais qui le lendemain, réchauffées à l’atmosphère dans laquelle elles sont nées, se relèvent plus splendides que jamais. Lord Villiers de Buckingham, fils de celui qui joue un rôle si célèbre dans les premiers chapitres de cette histoire, lord Villiers de Buckingham, beau cavalier, mélancolique avec les femmes, rieur avec les hommes, et Vilmot de Rochester, rieur avec les deux sexes, se tenaient en ce moment debout devant lady Henriette, et se disputaient le privilège de la faire sourire.

	Quant à cette jeune et belle princesse, adossée à un coussin de velours brodé d’or, les mains inertes et pendantes qui trempaient dans l’eau, elle écoutait nonchalamment les musiciens sans les entendre, et elle entendait les deux courtisans sans avoir l’air de les écouter. C’est que lady Henriette, cette créature pleine de charmes, cette femme qui joignait les grâces de la France à celles de l’Angleterre, n’ayant pas encore aimé, était cruelle dans sa coquetterie.

	Aussi le sourire, cette naïve faveur des jeunes filles, n’éclairait pas même son visage, et si parfois elle levait les yeux, c’était pour les attacher avec tant de fixité sur l’un ou l’autre cavalier, que leur galanterie, si effrontée qu’elle fût d’habitude, s’en alarmait et en devenait timide.

	Cependant le bateau marchait toujours, les musiciens faisaient rage, et les courtisans commençaient à s’essouffler comme eux. D’ailleurs, la promenade paraissait sans doute monotone à la princesse, car, secouant tout à coup la tête d’impatience:

	— Allons, dit-elle, assez comme cela, messieurs, rentrons.

	— Ah! madame, dit Buckingham, nous sommes bien malheureux, nous n’avons pu réussir à faire trouver la promenade agréable à Votre Altesse.

	— Ma mère m’attend, répondit lady Henriette; puis, je vous l’avouerai franchement, messieurs, je m’ennuie.

	Et tout en disant ce mot cruel, la princesse essayait de consoler par un regard chacun des deux jeunes gens, qui paraissaient consternés d’une pareille franchise. Le regard produisit son effet, les deux visages s’épanouirent; mais aussitôt, comme si la royale coquette eût pensé qu’elle venait de faire trop pour de simples mortels, elle fit un mouvement, tourna le dos à ses deux orateurs et parut se plonger dans une rêverie à laquelle il était évident qu’ils n’avaient aucune part. Buckingham se mordit les lèvres avec colère, car il était véritablement amoureux de lady Henriette, et, en cette qualité, il prenait tout au sérieux. Rochester se les mordit aussi; mais, comme son esprit dominait toujours son cœur, ce fut purement et simplement pour réprimer un malicieux éclat de rire. La princesse laissait donc errer sur la berge aux gazons fins et fleuris ses yeux, qu’elle détournait des deux jeunes gens. Elle aperçut au loin Parry et d’Artagnan.

	— Qui vient là-bas? demanda-t-elle.

	Les deux jeunes gens firent volte-face avec la rapidité de l’éclair.

	— Parry, répondit Buckingham, rien que Parry.

	— Pardon, dit Rochester, mais je lui vois un compagnon, ce me semble.

	— Oui d’abord, reprit la princesse avec langueur; puis, que signifient ces mots: «Rien que Parry», dites, milord?

	— Parce que, madame, répliqua Buckingham piqué, parce que le fidèle Parry, l’errant Parry, l’éternel Parry, n’est pas, je crois, de grande importance.

	— Vous vous trompez, monsieur le duc: Parry, l’errant Parry, comme vous dites, a erré toujours pour le service de ma famille, et voir ce vieillard est toujours pour moi un doux spectacle.

	Lady Henriette suivait la progression ordinaire aux jolies femmes, et surtout aux femmes coquettes; elle passait du caprice à la contrariété; le galant avait subi le caprice, le courtisan devait plier sous l’humeur contrariante.

	Buckingham s’inclina, mais ne répondit point.

	— Il est vrai, madame, dit Rochester en s’inclinant à son tour, que Parry est le modèle des serviteurs; mais, madame, il n’est plus jeune, et nous ne rions, nous, qu’en voyant les choses gaies. Est-ce bien gai, un vieillard?

	— Assez, milord, dit sèchement lady Henriette, ce sujet de conversation me blesse.

	Puis, comme se parlant à elle-même:

	— Il est vraiment inouï, continua-t-elle, combien les amis de mon frère ont peu d’égards pour ses serviteurs!

	— Ah! madame, s’écria Buckingham, Votre Grâce me perce le cœur avec un poignard forgé par ses propres mains.

	— Que veut dire cette phrase tournée en manière de madrigal français, monsieur le duc? Je ne la comprends pas.

	— Elle signifie, madame, que vous-même, si bonne, si charmante, si sensible, vous avez ri quelquefois, pardon, je voulais dire souri, des radotages futiles de ce bon Parry, pour lequel Votre Altesse se fait aujourd’hui d’une si merveilleuse susceptibilité.

	— Eh bien! milord, dit lady Henriette, si je me suis oubliée à ce point, vous avez tort de me le rappeler.

	Et elle fit un mouvement d’impatience.

	— Ce bon Parry veut me parler, je crois. Monsieur de Rochester, faites donc aborder, je vous prie.

	Rochester s’empressa de répéter le commandement de la princesse. Une minute après, la barque touchait le rivage.

	— Débarquons, messieurs, dit lady Henriette en allant chercher le bras que lui offrait Rochester, bien que Buckingham fût plus près d’elle et eût présenté le sien.

	Alors Rochester, avec un orgueil mal dissimulé qui perça d’outre en outre le cœur du malheureux Buckingham, fit traverser à la princesse le petit pont que les gens de l’équipage avaient jeté du bateau royal sur la berge.

	— Où va Votre Grâce? demanda Rochester.

	— Vous le voyez, milord, vers ce bon Parry qui erre, comme disait milord Buckingham, et me cherche avec ses yeux affaiblis par les larmes qu’il a versées sur nos malheurs.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! dit Rochester, que Votre Altesse est triste aujourd’hui, madame! nous avons, en vérité, l’air de lui paraître des fous ridicules.

	— Parlez pour vous, milord, interrompit Buckingham avec dépit; moi, je déplais tellement à Son Altesse que je ne lui parais absolument rien.

	Ni Rochester ni la princesse ne répondirent; on vit seulement lady Henriette entraîner son cavalier d’une course plus rapide. Buckingham resta en arrière et profita de cet isolement pour se livrer, sur son mouchoir, à des morsures tellement furieuses que la batiste fut mise en lambeaux au troisième coup de dents.

	— Parry, bon Parry, dit la princesse avec sa petite voix, viens par ici; je vois que tu me cherches, et j’attends.

	— Ah! madame, dit Rochester venant charitablement au secours de son compagnon, demeuré, comme nous l’avons dit, en arrière, si Parry ne voit pas Votre Altesse, l’homme qui le suit est un guide suffisant, même pour un aveugle; car, en vérité, il a des yeux de flamme; c’est un fanal à double lampe que cet homme.

	— Éclairant une fort belle et fort martiale figure, dit la princesse décidée à rompre en visière à tout propos.

	Rochester s’inclina.

	— Une de ces vigoureuses têtes de soldat comme on n’en voit qu’en France, ajouta la princesse avec la persévérance de la femme sûre de l’impunité.

	Rochester et Buckingham se regardèrent comme pour se dire: «Mais qu’a-t-elle donc?»

	— Voyez, monsieur de Buckingham, ce que veut Parry, dit lady Henriette: allez.

	Le jeune homme, qui regardait cet ordre comme une faveur, reprit courage et courut au-devant de Parry, qui, toujours suivi par d’Artagnan, s’avançait avec lenteur du côté de la noble compagnie. Parry marchait avec lenteur à cause de son âge. D’Artagnan marchait lentement et noblement, comme devait marcher d’Artagnan doublé d’un tiers de million, c’est-à-dire sans forfanterie, mais aussi sans timidité. Lorsque Buckingham, qui avait mis un grand empressement à suivre les intentions de la princesse, laquelle s’était arrêtée sur un banc de marbre, comme fatiguée des quelques pas qu’elle venait de faire, lorsque Buckingham, disons-nous, ne fut plus qu’à quelques pas de Parry, celui-ci le reconnut.

	— Ah! milord, dit-il tout essoufflé, Votre Grâce veut-elle obéir au roi?

	— En quoi, monsieur Parry? demanda le jeune homme avec une sorte de froideur tempérée par le désir d’être agréable à la princesse.

	— Eh bien! Sa Majesté prie Votre Grâce de présenter Monsieur à lady Henriette Stuart.

	— Monsieur qui, d’abord? demanda le duc avec hauteur.

	D’Artagnan, on le sait, était facile à effaroucher; le ton de milord Buckingham lui déplut. Il regarda le courtisan à la hauteur des yeux, et deux éclairs brillèrent sous ses sourcils froncés. Puis, faisant un effort sur lui-même:

	— Monsieur le chevalier d’Artagnan, milord, répondit-il tranquillement.

	— Pardon, monsieur, mais ce nom m’apprend votre nom, voilà tout.

	— C’est-à-dire?

	— C’est-à-dire que je ne vous connais pas.

	— Je suis plus heureux que vous, monsieur, répondit d’Artagnan, car, moi, j’ai eu l’honneur de connaître beaucoup votre famille et particulièrement milord duc de Buckingham, votre illustre père.

	— Mon père? fit Buckingham. En effet, monsieur, il me semble maintenant me rappeler... M. le chevalier d’Artagnan, dites-vous?

	D’Artagnan s’inclina.

	— En personne, dit-il.

	— Pardon, n’êtes-vous point l’un de ces Français qui eurent avec mon père certains rapports secrets?

	— Précisément, monsieur le duc, je suis un de ces Français-là.

	— Alors, monsieur, permettez-moi de vous dire qu’il est étrange que mon père, de son vivant, n’ait jamais entendu parler de vous.

	— Non, monsieur, mais il en a entendu parler au moment de sa mort; c’est moi qui lui ai fait passer, par le valet de chambre de la reine Anne d’Autriche, l’avis du danger qu’il courait; malheureusement l’avis est arrivé trop tard.

	— N’importe! monsieur, dit Buckingham, je comprends maintenant qu’ayant eu l’intention de rendre un service au père, vous veniez réclamer la protection du fils.

	— D’abord, milord, répondit flegmatiquement d’Artagnan, je ne réclame la protection de personne. Sa Majesté le roi Charles II, à qui j’ai eu l’honneur de rendre quelques services (il faut vous dire, monsieur, que ma vie s’est passée à cette occupation), le roi Charles II, donc, qui veut bien m’honorer de quelque bienveillance, a désiré que je fusse présenté à lady Henriette, sa sœur, à laquelle j’aurai peut-être aussi le bonheur d’être utile dans l’avenir. Or, le roi vous savait en ce moment auprès de Son Altesse, et m’a adressé à vous, par l’entremise de Parry. Il n’y a pas d’autre mystère. Je ne vous demande absolument rien, et si vous ne voulez pas me présenter à Son Altesse, j’aurai la douleur de me passer de vous et la hardiesse de me présenter moi-même.

	— Au moins, monsieur, répliqua Buckingham, qui tenait à avoir le dernier mot, vous ne reculerez pas devant une explication provoquée par vous.

	— Je ne recule jamais, monsieur, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Vous devez savoir alors, puisque vous avez eu des rapports secrets avec mon père, quelque détail particulier?

	— Ces rapports sont déjà loin de nous, monsieur, car vous n’étiez pas encore né, et pour quelques malheureux ferrets de diamant que j’ai reçus de ses mains et rapportés en France, ce n’est vraiment pas la peine de réveiller tant de souvenirs.

	— Ah! monsieur, dit vivement Buckingham en s’approchant de d’Artagnan et en lui tendant la main, c’est donc vous! vous que mon père a tant cherché et qui pouviez tant attendre de nous!

	— Attendre, monsieur! en vérité, c’est là mon fort, et toute ma vie j’ai attendu.

	Pendant ce temps, la princesse, lasse de ne pas voir venir à elle l’étranger, s’était levée et s’était approchée.

	— Au moins, monsieur, dit Buckingham, n’attendrez-vous point cette présentation que vous réclamez de moi.

	Alors, se retournant et s’inclinant devant lady Henriette:

	— Madame, dit le jeune homme, le roi votre frère désire que j’aie l’honneur de présenter à Votre Altesse M. le chevalier d’Artagnan.

	— Pour que Votre Altesse ait au besoin un appui solide et un ami sûr, ajouta Parry.

	D’Artagnan s’inclina.

	— Vous avez encore quelque chose à dire, Parry? répondit lady Henriette souriant à d’Artagnan, tout en adressant la parole au vieux serviteur.

	— Oui, madame, le roi désire que Votre Altesse garde religieusement dans sa mémoire le nom et se souvienne du mérite de M. d’Artagnan, à qui Sa Majesté doit, dit-elle, d’avoir recouvré son royaume.

	Buckingham, la princesse et Rochester se regardèrent étonnés.

	— Cela, dit d’Artagnan, est un autre petit secret dont, selon toute probabilité, je ne me vanterai pas au fils de Sa Majesté le roi Charles II, comme j’ai fait à vous à l’endroit des ferrets de diamant.

	— Madame, dit Buckingham, Monsieur vient, pour la seconde fois, de rappeler à ma mémoire un événement qui excite tellement ma curiosité, que j’oserai vous demander la permission de l’écarter un instant de vous, pour l’entretenir en particulier.

	— Faites, milord, dit la princesse, mais rendez bien vite à la sœur cet ami si dévoué au frère.

	Et elle reprit le bras de Rochester, pendant que Buckingham prenait celui de d’Artagnan.

	— Oh! racontez-moi donc, chevalier, dit Buckingham, toute cette affaire des diamants, que nul ne sait en Angleterre, pas même le fils de celui qui en fut le héros.

	— Milord, une seule personne avait le droit de raconter toute cette affaire, comme vous dites, c’était votre père; il a jugé à propos de se taire, je vous demanderai la permission de l’imiter.

	Et d’Artagnan s’inclina en homme sur lequel il est évident qu’aucune instance n’aura de prise.

	— Puisqu’il en est ainsi, monsieur, dit Buckingham, pardonnez-moi mon indiscrétion, je vous prie; et si quelque jour, moi aussi, j’allais en France...

	Et il se retourna pour donner un dernier regard à la princesse, qui ne s’inquiétait guère de lui, toute occupée qu’elle était ou paraissait être de la conversation de Rochester.

	Buckingham soupira.

	— Eh bien? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— Je disais donc que si quelque jour, moi aussi, j’allais en France...

	— Vous irez, milord, dit en souriant d’Artagnan, c’est moi qui vous en réponds.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Oh! j’ai d’étranges manières de prédiction, moi; et une fois que je prédis, je me trompe rarement. Si donc vous venez en France?

	— Eh bien! monsieur, vous à qui les rois demandent cette précieuse amitié qui leur rend des couronnes, j’oserai vous demander un peu de ce grand intérêt que vous avez voué à mon père.

	— Milord, répondit d’Artagnan, croyez que je me tiendrai pour fort honoré, si, là-bas, vous voulez bien encore vous souvenir que vous m’avez vu ici. Et maintenant, permettez...

	Se retournant alors vers lady Henriette:

	— Madame, dit-il, Votre Altesse est fille de France, et, en cette qualité, j’espère la revoir à Paris. Un de mes jours heureux sera celui où Votre Altesse me donnera un ordre quelconque qui me rappelle, à moi, qu’elle n’a point oublié les recommandations de son auguste frère.

	Et il s’inclina devant la jeune princesse, qui lui donna sa main à baiser avec une grâce toute royale.

	— Ah! madame, dit tout bas Buckingham, que faudrait-il faire pour obtenir de Votre Altesse une pareille faveur?

	— Dame! milord, répondit lady Henriette, demandez à M. d’Artagnan, il vous le dira.

	Chapitre XXXVI — Comment d’Artagnan tira, comme eût fait une fée, une maison de plaisance d’une boîte de sapin

	Les paroles du roi, touchant l’amour-propre de Monck, n’avaient pas inspiré à d’Artagnan une médiocre appréhension. Le lieutenant avait eu toute sa vie le grand art de choisir ses ennemis, et lorsqu’il les avait pris implacables et invincibles, c’est qu’il n’avait pu, sous aucun prétexte, faire autrement. Mais les points de vue changent beaucoup dans la vie. C’est une lanterne magique dont l’œil de l’homme modifie chaque année les aspects. Il en résulte que, du dernier jour d’une année où l’on voyait blanc, au premier jour de l’autre où l’on verra noir, il n’y a que l’espace d’une nuit. Or, d’Artagnan, lorsqu’il partit de Calais avec ses dix sacripants, se souciait aussi peu de prendre à partie Goliath, Nabuchodonosor ou Holopherne, que de croiser l’épée avec une recrue, ou que de discuter avec son hôtesse. Alors il ressemblait à l’épervier qui à jeun attaque un bélier. La faim aveugle. Mais d’Artagnan rassasié, d’Artagnan riche, d’Artagnan vainqueur, d’Artagnan fier d’un triomphe si difficile, d’Artagnan avait trop à perdre pour ne pas compter chiffre à chiffre avec la mauvaise fortune probable.

	Il songeait donc, tout en revenant de sa présentation, à une seule chose, c’est-à-dire à ménager un homme aussi puissant que Monck, un homme que Charles ménageait aussi, tout roi qu’il était; car, à peine établi, le protégé pouvait encore avoir besoin du protecteur, et ne lui refuserait point par conséquent, le cas échéant, la mince satisfaction de déporter M. d’Artagnan, ou de le renfermer dans quelque tour du Middlesex, ou de le faire un peu noyer dans le trajet maritime de Douvres à Boulogne. Ces sortes de satisfactions se rendent de rois à vice-rois, sans tirer autrement à conséquence.

	Il n’était même pas besoin que le roi fût actif dans cette contrepartie de la pièce où Monck prendrait sa revanche. Le rôle du roi se bornerait tout simplement à pardonner au vice-roi d’Irlande tout ce qu’il aurait entrepris contre d’Artagnan. Il ne fallait rien autre chose pour mettre la conscience du duc d’Albermale en repos qu’un te absolvo dit en riant, ou le griffonnage du Charles, the king, tracé au bas d’un parchemin; et avec ces deux mots prononcés, ou ces trois mots écrits, le pauvre d’Artagnan était à tout jamais enterré sous les ruines de son imagination. Et puis, chose assez inquiétante pour un homme aussi prévoyant que l’était notre mousquetaire, il se voyait seul, et l’amitié d’Athos ne suffisait point pour le rassurer. Certes, s’il se fût agi d’une bonne distribution de coups d’épée, le mousquetaire eût compté sur son compagnon; mais dans des délicatesses avec un roi, lorsque le peut-être d’un hasard malencontreux viendrait aider à la justification de Monck ou de Charles II, d’Artagnan connaissait assez Athos pour être sûr qu’il ferait la plus belle part à la loyauté du survivant, et se contenterait de verser force larmes sur la tombe du mort, quitte, si le mort était son ami, à composer ensuite son épitaphe avec les superlatifs les plus pompeux.

	«Décidément, pensait le Gascon, et cette pensée était le résultat des réflexions qu’il venait de faire tout bas, et que nous venons de faire tout haut, décidément il faut que je me réconcilie avec M. Monck, et que j’acquière la preuve de sa parfaite indifférence pour le passé. Si, ce qu’à Dieu ne plaise, il est encore maussade et réservé dans l’expression de ce sentiment, je donne mon argent à emporter à Athos, je demeure en Angleterre juste assez de temps pour le dévoiler; puis, comme j’ai l’œil vif et le pied léger, je saisis le premier signe hostile, je décampe, je me cache chez milord de Buckingham, qui me paraît bon diable au fond, et auquel, en récompense de son hospitalité, je raconte alors toute cette histoire de diamants, qui ne peut plus compromettre qu’une vieille reine, laquelle peut bien passer, étant la femme d’un ladre vert comme M. de Mazarin, pour avoir été autrefois la maîtresse d’un beau seigneur comme Buckingham. Mordioux! c’est dit, et ce Monck ne me surmontera pas. Eh! d’ailleurs, une idée!»

	On sait que ce n’étaient pas, en général, les idées qui manquaient à d’Artagnan. C’est que, pendant son monologue, d’Artagnan venait de se boutonner jusqu’au menton, et rien n’excitait en lui l’imagination comme cette préparation à un combat quelconque, nommée accinction par les Romains. Il arriva tout échauffé au logis du duc d’Albermale. On l’introduisit chez le vice-roi avec une célérité qui prouvait qu’on le regardait comme étant de la maison. Monck était dans son cabinet de travail.

	— Milord, lui dit d’Artagnan avec cette expression de franchise que le Gascon savait si bien étendre sur son visage rusé, milord, je viens demander un conseil à Votre Grâce.

	Monck, aussi boutonné moralement que son antagoniste l’était physiquement, Monck répondit:

	— Demandez, mon cher.

	Et sa figure présentait une expression non moins ouverte que celle de d’Artagnan.

	— Milord, avant toute chose, promettez-moi secret et indulgence.

	— Je vous promets tout ce que vous voudrez. Qu’y a-t-il? dites!

	— Il y a, milord, que je ne suis pas tout à fait content du roi.

	— Ah! vraiment! Et en quoi, s’il vous plaît, mon cher lieutenant?

	— En ce que Sa Majesté se livre parfois à des plaisanteries fort compromettantes pour ses serviteurs, et la plaisanterie, milord, est une arme qui blesse fort les gens d’épée comme nous.

	Monck fit tous ses efforts pour ne pas trahir sa pensée; mais d’Artagnan le guettait avec une attention trop soutenue pour ne pas apercevoir une imperceptible rougeur sur ses joues.

	— Mais quant à moi, dit Monck de l’air le plus naturel du monde, je ne suis pas ennemi de la plaisanterie, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan; mes soldats vous diront même que bien des fois, au camp, j’entendais fort indifféremment, et avec un certain goût même, les chansons satiriques qui, de l’armée de Lambert, passaient dans la mienne, et qui, bien certainement, eussent écorché les oreilles d’un général plus susceptible que je ne le suis.

	— Oh! milord, fit d’Artagnan, je sais que vous êtes un homme complet, je sais que vous êtes placé depuis longtemps au-dessus des misères humaines, mais il y a plaisanteries et plaisanteries, et certaines, quant à moi, ont le privilège de m’irriter au-delà de toute expression.

	— Peut-on savoir lesquelles, my dear?

	— Celles qui sont dirigées contre mes amis ou contre les gens que je respecte, milord.

	Monck fit un imperceptible mouvement que d’Artagnan aperçut.

	— Et en quoi, demanda Monck, en quoi le coup d’épingle qui égratigne autrui peut-il vous chatouiller la peau? Contez-moi cela, voyons!

	— Milord, je vais vous l’expliquer par une seule phrase; il s’agissait de vous.

	Monck fit un pas vers d’Artagnan.

	— De moi? dit-il.

	— Oui, et voilà ce que je ne puis m’expliquer; mais aussi peut-être est-ce faute de connaître son caractère. Comment le roi a-t-il le cœur de railler un homme qui lui a rendu tant et de si grands services? Comment comprendre qu’il s’amuse à mettre aux prises un lion comme vous avec un moucheron comme moi?

	— Aussi je ne vois cela en aucune façon, dit Monck.

	— Si fait! Enfin, le roi, qui me devait une récompense, pouvait me récompenser comme un soldat, sans imaginer cette histoire de rançon qui vous touche, milord.

	— Non, fit Monck en riant, elle ne me touche en aucune façon, je vous jure.

	— Pas à mon endroit, je le comprends; vous me connaissez, milord, je suis si discret que la tombe paraîtrait bavarde auprès de moi; mais... comprenez-vous, milord?

	— Non, s’obstina à dire Monck.

	— Si un autre savait le secret que je sais...

	— Quel secret?

	— Eh! milord, ce malheureux secret de Newcastle.

	— Ah! le million de M. le comte de La Fère?

	— Non, milord, non; l’entreprise faite sur Votre Grâce.

	— C’était bien joué, chevalier, voilà tout; et il n’y avait rien à dire; vous êtes un homme de guerre, brave et rusé à la fois, ce qui prouve que vous réunissez les qualités de Fabius et d’Annibal. Donc, vous avez usé de vos moyens, de la force et de la ruse; il n’y a rien à dire à cela, et c’était à moi de me garantir.

	— Eh! je le sais, milord, et je n’attendais pas moins de votre impartialité, aussi, s’il n’y avait que l’enlèvement en lui-même, mordioux! ce ne serait rien; mais il y a...

	— Quoi?

	— Les circonstances de cet enlèvement.

	— Quelles circonstances?

	— Vous savez bien, milord, ce que je veux dire.

	— Non, Dieu me damne!

	— Il y a... c’est qu’en vérité c’est fort difficile à dire.

	— Il y a?

	— Eh bien! il y a cette diable de boîte.

	Monck rougit visiblement.

	— Cette indignité de boîte, continua d’Artagnan, de boîte en sapin, vous savez?

	— Bon! je l’oubliais.

	— En sapin, continua d’Artagnan, avec des trous pour le nez et la bouche. En vérité, milord, tout le reste était bien; mais la boîte, la boîte! décidément, c’était une mauvaise plaisanterie.

	Monck se démenait dans tous les sens.

	— Et cependant, que j’aie fait cela, reprit d’Artagnan, moi, un capitaine d’aventures, c’est tout simple, parce que, à côté de l’action un peu légère que j’ai commise, mais que la gravité de la situation peut faire excuser, j’ai la circonspection et la réserve.

	— Oh! dit Monck, croyez que je vous connais bien, monsieur d’Artagnan, et que je vous apprécie.

	D’Artagnan ne perdait pas Monck de vue, étudiant tout ce qui se passait dans l’esprit du général au fur et à mesure qu’il parlait.

	— Mais il ne s’agit pas de moi, reprit-il.

	— Enfin, de qui s’agit-il donc? demanda Monck, qui commençait à s’impatienter.

	— Il s’agit du roi, qui jamais ne retiendra sa langue.

	— Eh bien! quand il parlerait, au bout du compte? dit Monck en balbutiant.

	— Milord, reprit d’Artagnan, ne dissimulez pas, je vous en supplie, avec un homme qui parle aussi franchement que je le fais. Vous avez le droit de hérisser votre susceptibilité, si bénigne qu’elle soit. Que diable! ce n’est pas la place d’un homme sérieux comme vous, d’un homme qui joue avec des couronnes et des sceptres comme un bohémien avec des boules; ce n’est pas la place d’un homme sérieux, disais-je, que d’être enfermé dans une boîte, ainsi qu’un objet curieux d’histoire naturelle; car enfin, vous comprenez, ce serait pour faire crever de rire tous vos ennemis, et vous êtes si grand, si noble, si généreux, que vous devez en avoir beaucoup. Ce secret pourrait faire crever de rire la moitié du genre humain si l’on vous représentait dans cette boîte. Or, il n’est pas décent que l’on rie ainsi du second personnage de ce royaume.

	Monck perdit tout à fait contenance à l’idée de se voir représenté dans sa boîte.

	Le ridicule, comme l’avait judicieusement prévu d’Artagnan, faisait sur lui ce que ni les hasards de la guerre, ni les désirs de l’ambition, ni la crainte de la mort n’avaient pu faire.

	«Bon! pensa le Gascon, il a peur; je suis sauvé.»

	— Oh! quant au roi, dit Monck, ne craignez rien, cher monsieur d’Artagnan, le roi ne plaisantera pas avec Monck, je vous jure!

	L’éclair de ses yeux fut intercepté au passage par d’Artagnan. Monck se radoucit aussitôt.

	— Le roi, continua-t-il, est d’un trop noble naturel, le roi a un cœur trop haut placé pour vouloir du mal à qui lui fait du bien.

	— Oh! certainement s’écria d’Artagnan. Je suis entièrement de votre opinion sur le cœur du roi, mais non sur sa tête; il est bon, mais il est léger.

	— Le roi ne sera pas léger avec Monck, soyez tranquille.

	— Ainsi, vous êtes tranquille, vous, milord?

	— De ce côté du moins, oui, parfaitement.

	— Oh! je vous comprends, vous êtes tranquille du côté du roi.

	— Je vous l’ai dit.

	— Mais vous n’êtes pas aussi tranquille du mien?

	— Je croyais vous avoir affirmé que je croyais à votre loyauté et à votre discrétion.

	— Sans doute, sans doute; mais vous réfléchirez à une chose...

	— À laquelle?...

	— C’est que je ne suis pas seul, c’est que j’ai des compagnons; et quels compagnons!

	— Oh! oui, je les connais.

	— Malheureusement, milord, et ils vous connaissent aussi.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! ils sont là-bas, à Boulogne, ils m’attendent.

	— Et vous craignez...?

	— Oui, je crains qu’en mon absence... Parbleu! Si j’étais près d’eux, je répondrais bien de leur silence.

	— Avais-je raison de vous dire que le danger, s’il y avait danger, ne viendrait pas de Sa Majesté, quelque peu disposée qu’elle soit à la plaisanterie, mais de vos compagnons, comme vous dites... Être raillé par un roi, c’est tolérable encore, mais par des goujats d’armée... Goddam!

	— Oui, je comprends, c’est insupportable; et voilà pourquoi, milord, je venais vous dire: «Ne croyez-vous pas qu’il serait bon que je partisse pour la France le plus tôt possible?»

	— Certes, si vous croyez que votre présence...

	— Impose à tous ces coquins? De cela, oh! j’en suis sûr, milord.

	— Votre présence n’empêchera point le bruit de se répandre s’il a transpiré déjà.

	— Oh! il n’a point transpiré, milord, je vous le garantis. En tout cas, croyez que je suis bien déterminé à une grande chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— À casser la tête au premier qui aura propagé ce bruit et au premier qui l’aura entendu. Après quoi, je reviens en Angleterre chercher un asile et peut-être de l’emploi auprès de Votre Grâce.

	— Oh! revenez, revenez!

	— Malheureusement, milord, je ne connais que vous, ici, et je ne vous trouverai plus, ou vous m’aurez oublié dans vos grandeurs.

	— Écoutez, monsieur d’Artagnan, répondit Monck, vous êtes un charmant gentilhomme, plein d’esprit et de courage; vous méritez toutes les fortunes de ce monde; venez avec moi en Écosse, et, je vous jure, je vous y ferai dans ma vice-royauté un sort que chacun enviera.

	— Oh! milord, c’est impossible à cette heure. À cette heure, j’ai un devoir sacré à remplir; j’ai à veiller autour de votre gloire; j’ai à empêcher qu’un mauvais plaisant ne ternisse aux yeux des contemporains, qui sait? aux yeux de la postérité même, l’éclat de votre nom.

	— De la postérité, monsieur d’Artagnan?

	— Eh! sans doute; il faut que, pour la postérité, tous les détails de cette histoire restent un mystère; car enfin, admettez que cette malheureuse histoire du coffre de sapin se répande, et l’on dira, non pas que vous avez rétabli le roi loyalement, en vertu de votre libre arbitre, mais bien par suite d’un compromis fait entre vous deux à Scheveningen. J’aurai beau dire comment la chose s’est passée, moi qui le sais, on ne me croira pas, et l’on dira que j’ai reçu ma part du gâteau et que je la mange.

	Monck fronça le sourcil.

	— Gloire, honneur, probité, dit-il, vous n’êtes que de vains mots!

	— Brouillard, répliqua d’Artagnan, brouillard à travers lequel personne ne voit jamais bien clair.

	— Eh bien! alors, allez en France, mon cher monsieur, dit Monck; allez et, pour vous rendre l’Angleterre plus accessible et plus agréable, acceptez un souvenir de moi.

	«Mais allons donc!» pensa d’Artagnan.

	— J’ai sur les bords de la Clyde, continua Monck, une petite maison sous des arbres, un cottage, comme on appelle cela ici. À cette maison sont attachés une centaine d’arpents de terre; acceptez-la.

	— Oh! milord...

	— Dame! vous serez là chez vous, et ce sera le refuge dont vous me parliez tout à l’heure.

	— Moi, je serais votre obligé à ce point, milord! En vérité, j’en ai honte!

	— Non pas, monsieur, reprit Monck avec un fin sourire, non pas, c’est moi qui serai le vôtre.

	Et serrant la main du mousquetaire:

	— Je vais faire dresser l’acte de donation, dit-il.

	Et il sortit.

	D’Artagnan le regarda s’éloigner et demeura pensif et même ému.

	— Enfin, dit-il, voilà pourtant un brave homme. Il est triste de sentir seulement que c’est par peur de moi et non par affection qu’il agit ainsi. Eh bien! je veux que l’affection lui vienne.

	Puis, après un instant de réflexion plus profonde:

	— Bah! dit-il, à quoi bon? C’est un Anglais!

	Et il sortit, à son tour, un peu étourdi de ce combat.

	— Ainsi, dit-il, me voilà propriétaire. Mais comment diable partager le cottage avec Planchet? À moins que je ne lui donne les terres et que je ne prenne le château, ou bien que ce ne soit lui qui ne prenne le château, et moi... Fi donc! M. Monck ne souffrirait point que je partageasse avec un épicier une maison qu’il a habitée! Il est trop fier pour cela! D’ailleurs, pourquoi en parler? Ce n’est point avec l’argent de la société que j’ai acquis cet immeuble; c’est avec ma seule intelligence; il est donc bien à moi. Allons retrouver Athos.

	Et il se dirigea vers la demeure du comte de La Fère.

	Chapitre XXXVII — Comment d’Artagnan régla le passif de la société avant d’établir son actif

	«Décidément, se dit d’Artagnan, je suis en veine. Cette étoile qui luit une fois dans la vie de tout homme, qui a lui pour Job et pour Irus, le plus malheureux des Juifs et le plus pauvre des Grecs, vient enfin de luire pour moi. Je ne ferai pas de folie, je profiterai; c’est assez tard pour que je sois raisonnable.»

	Il soupa ce soir-là de fort bonne humeur avec son amis Athos, ne lui parla pas de la donation attendue, mais ne put s’empêcher, tout en mangeant, de questionner son ami sur les provenances, les semailles, les plantations.

	Athos répondit complaisamment, comme il faisait toujours. Son idée était que d’Artagnan voulait devenir propriétaire; seulement, il se prit plus d’une fois à regretter l’humeur si vive, les saillies si divertissantes du gai compagnon d’autrefois. D’Artagnan, en effet, profitait du reste de graisse figée sur l’assiette pour y tracer des chiffres et faire des additions d’une rotondité surprenante.

	L’ordre ou plutôt la licence d’embarquement arriva chez eux le soir. Tandis qu’on remettait le papier au comte, un autre messager tendait à d’Artagnan une petite liasse de parchemins revêtus de tous les sceaux dont se pare la propriété foncière en Angleterre. Athos le surprit à feuilleter ces différents actes, qui établissaient la transmission de propriété. Le prudent Monck, d’autres eussent dit le généreux Monck, avait commué la donation en une vente, et reconnaissait avoir reçu la somme de quinze mille livres pour prix de la cession.

	Déjà le messager s’était éclipsé. D’Artagnan lisait toujours, Athos le regardait en souriant. D’Artagnan, surprenant un de ces sourires par-dessus son épaule, renferma toute la liasse dans son étui.

	— Pardon, dit Athos.

	— Oh! vous n’êtes pas indiscret, mon cher, répliqua le lieutenant; je voudrais...

	— Non, ne me dites rien, je vous prie: des ordres sont choses si sacrées, qu’à son frère, à son père, le chargé de ces ordres ne doit pas avouer un mot. Ainsi, moi qui vous parle et qui vous aime plus tendrement que frère, père et tout au monde...

	— Hors votre Raoul?

	— J’aimerai plus encore Raoul lorsqu’il sera un homme et que je l’aurai vu se dessiner dans toutes les phases de son caractère et de ses actes... comme je vous ai vu, vous, mon ami.

	— Vous disiez donc que vous aviez un ordre aussi, et que vous ne me le communiqueriez pas?

	— Oui, cher d’Artagnan.

	Le Gascon soupira.

	— Il fut un temps, dit-il, où cet ordre, vous l’eussiez mis là, tout ouvert sur la table, en disant: «D’Artagnan, lisez-nous ce grimoire, à Porthos, à Aramis et à moi.»

	— C’est vrai... Oh! c’était la jeunesse, la confiance, la généreuse saison où le sang commande lorsqu’il est échauffé par la passion!

	— Eh bien! Athos, voulez-vous que je vous dise?

	— Dites, ami.

	— Cet adorable temps, cette généreuse saison, cette domination du sang échauffé, toutes choses fort belles sans doute, je ne les regrette pas du tout. C’est absolument comme le temps des études... J’ai toujours rencontré quelque part un sot pour me vanter ce temps des pensums, des férules, des croûtes de pain sec... C’est singulier, je n’ai jamais aimé cela, moi; et si actif, si sobre que je fusse (vous savez si je l’étais, Athos), si simple que je parusse dans mes habits, je n’ai pas moins préféré les broderies de Porthos à ma petite casaque poreuse, qui laissait passer la bise en hiver, le soleil en été. Voyez-vous, mon ami, je me défierai toujours de celui qui prétendra préférer le mal au bien. Or, du temps passé, tout fut mal pour moi, du temps où chaque mois voyait un trou de plus à ma peau et à ma casaque, un écu d’or de moins dans ma pauvre bourse; de cet exécrable temps de bascules et de balançoires, je ne regrette absolument rien, rien, rien, que notre amitié; car chez moi il y a un cœur; et, c’est miracle, ce cœur n’a pas été desséché par le vent de la misère qui passait aux trous de mon manteau, ou traversé par les épées de toute fabrique qui passaient aux trous de ma pauvre chair.

	— Ne regrettez pas notre amitié, dit Athos; elle ne mourra qu’avec nous. L’amitié se compose surtout de souvenirs et d’habitudes, et si vous avez fait tout à l’heure une petite satire de la mienne parce que j’hésite à vous révéler ma mission en France...

	— Moi?... Ô ciel! si vous saviez, cher et bon ami, comme désormais toutes les missions du monde vont me devenir indifférentes!

	Et il serra ses parchemins dans sa vaste poche. Athos se leva de table et appela l’hôte pour payer la dépense.

	— Depuis que je suis votre ami, dit d’Artagnan, je n’ai jamais payé un écot. Porthos souvent, Aramis quelquefois, et vous, presque toujours, vous tirâtes votre bourse au dessert. Maintenant, je suis riche, et je vais essayer si cela est héroïque de payer.

	— Faites, dit Athos en remettant sa bourse dans sa poche.

	Les deux amis se dirigèrent ensuite vers le port, non sans que d’Artagnan eût regardé en arrière pour surveiller le transport de ses chers écus. La nuit venait d’étendre son voile épais sur l’eau jaune de la Tamise; on entendait ces bruits de tonnes et de poulies, précurseurs de l’appareillage, qui tant de fois avaient fait battre le cœur des mousquetaires, alors que le danger de la mer était le moindre de ceux qu’ils allaient affronter. Cette fois, ils devaient s’embarquer sur un grand vaisseau qui les attendait à Gravesend, et Charles II, toujours délicat dans les petites choses, avait envoyé un de ses yachts avec douze hommes de sa garde écossaise, pour faire honneur à l’ambassadeur qu’il députait en France. À minuit le yacht avait déposé ses passagers à bord du vaisseau, et à huit heures du matin le vaisseau débarquait l’ambassadeur et son ami devant la jetée de Boulogne.

	Tandis que le comte avec Grimaud s’occupait des chevaux pour aller droit à Paris, d’Artagnan courait à l’hôtellerie où, selon ses ordres, sa petite armée devait l’attendre. Ces messieurs déjeunaient d’huîtres, de poisson et d’eau-de-vie aromatisée, lorsque parut d’Artagnan. Ils étaient bien gais, mais aucun n’avait encore franchi les limites de la raison. Un hourra de joie accueillit le général.

	— Me voici, dit d’Artagnan; la campagne est terminée. Je viens apporter à chacun le supplément de solde qui était promis.

	Les yeux brillèrent.

	— Je gage qu’il n’y a déjà plus cent livres dans l’escarcelle du plus riche de vous?

	— C’est vrai! s’écria-t-on en chœur.

	— Messieurs, dit alors d’Artagnan, voici la dernière consigne. Le traité de commerce a été conclu, grâce à ce coup de main qui nous a rendus maîtres du plus habile financier de l’Angleterre; car à présent, je dois vous l’avouer, l’homme qu’il s’agissait d’enlever, c’était le trésorier du général Monck.

	Ce mot de trésorier produisit un certain effet dans son armée. D’Artagnan remarqua que les yeux du seul Menneville ne témoignaient pas d’une foi parfaite.

	— Ce trésorier, continua d’Artagnan, je l’ai emmené sur un terrain neutre, la Hollande; je lui ai fait signer le traité, je l’ai reconduit moi-même à Newcastle, et, comme il devait être satisfait de nos procédés à son égard, comme le coffre de sapin avait été porté toujours sans secousses et rembourré moelleusement, j’ai demandé pour vous une gratification. La voici.

	Il jeta un sac assez respectable sur la nappe. Tous étendirent involontairement la main.

	— Un moment, mes agneaux, dit d’Artagnan; s’il y a les bénéfices, il y a aussi les charges.

	— Oh! oh! murmura l’assemblée.

	— Nous allons nous trouver, mes amis, dans une position qui ne serait pas tenable pour des gens sans cervelle; je parle net: nous sommes entre la potence et la Bastille.

	— Oh! oh! dit le chœur.

	— C’est aisé à comprendre. Il a fallu expliquer au général Monck la disparition de son trésorier; j’ai attendu pour cela le moment fort inespéré de la restauration du roi Charles II, qui est de mes amis...

	L’armée échangea un regard de satisfaction contre le regard assez orgueilleux de d’Artagnan.

	— Le roi restauré, j’ai rendu à M. Monck son homme d’affaires, un peu déplumé, c’est vrai, mais enfin je le lui ai rendu. Or, le général Monck, en me pardonnant, car il m’a pardonné, n’a pu s’empêcher de me dire ces mots que j’engage chacun de vous à se graver profondément là, entre les yeux, sous la voûte du crâne: «Monsieur, la plaisanterie est bonne, mais je n’aime pas naturellement les plaisanteries; si jamais un mot de ce que vous avez fait (vous comprenez, monsieur Menneville) s’échappait de vos lèvres ou des lèvres de vos compagnons, j’ai dans mon gouvernement d’Écosse et d’Irlande sept cent quarante et une potences en bois de chêne, chevillées de fer et graissées à neuf toutes les semaines. Je ferais présent d’une de ces potences à chacun de vous, et, remarquez-le bien, cher monsieur d’Artagnan, ajouta-t-il (remarquez le aussi, cher monsieur Menneville), il m’en resterait encore sept cent trente pour mes menus plaisirs. De plus...»

	— Ah! ah! firent les auxiliaires, il y a du plus?

	— Une misère de plus: «Monsieur d’Artagnan, j’expédie au roi de France le traité en question, avec prière de faire fourrer à la Bastille provisoirement, puis de m’envoyer là-bas tous ceux qui ont pris part à l’expédition; et c’est une prière à laquelle le roi se rendra certainement.»

	Un cri d’effroi partit de tous les coins de la table.

	— Là! là! dit d’Artagnan; ce brave M. Monck a oublié une chose, c’est qu’il ne sait le nom d’aucun d’entre vous; moi seul je vous connais, et ce n’est pas moi, vous le croyez bien, qui vous trahirai. Pour quoi faire? Quant à vous, je ne suppose pas que vous soyez jamais assez niais pour vous dénoncer vous-mêmes, car alors le roi, pour s’épargner des frais de nourriture et de logement, vous expédierait en Écosse, où sont les sept cent quarante et une potences. Voilà, messieurs. Et maintenant je n’ai plus un mot à ajouter à ce que je viens d’avoir l’honneur de vous dire. Je suis sûr que l’on m’a compris parfaitement, n’est-ce pas, monsieur de Menneville?

	— Parfaitement, répliqua celui-ci.

	— Maintenant, les écus! dit d’Artagnan. Fermez les portes.

	Il dit et ouvrit un sac sur la table d’où tombèrent plusieurs beaux écus d’or. Chacun fit un mouvement vers le plancher.

	— Tout beau! s’écria d’Artagnan; que personne ne se baisse et je retrouverai mon compte.

	Il le retrouva en effet, donna cinquante de ces beaux écus à chacun, et reçut autant de bénédictions qu’il avait donné de pièces.

	— Maintenant, dit-il, s’il vous était possible de vous ranger un peu, si vous deveniez de bons et honnêtes bourgeois...

	— C’est bien difficile, dit un des assistants.

	— Mais pourquoi cela capitaine? dit un autre.

	— C’est parce que je vous aurais retrouvés, et, qui sait? rafraîchis de temps en temps par quelque aubaine...

	Il fit signe à Menneville, qui écoutait tout cela d’un air composé.

	— Menneville, dit-il, venez avec moi. Adieu mes braves; je ne vous recommande pas d’être discrets.

	Menneville le suivit, tandis que les salutations des auxiliaires se mêlaient au doux bruit de l’or tintant dans leurs poches.

	— Menneville, dit d’Artagnan une fois dans la rue, vous n’êtes pas dupe, prenez garde de le devenir; vous ne me faites pas l’effet d’avoir peur des potences de Monck ni de la Bastille de Sa Majesté le roi Louis XIV, mais vous me ferez bien la grâce d’avoir peur de moi. Eh bien! écoutez: Au moindre mot qui vous échapperait, je vous tuerais comme un poulet. J’ai déjà dans ma poche l’absolution de notre Saint-Père le pape.

	— Je vous assure que je ne sais absolument rien, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, et que toutes vos paroles sont pour moi articles de foi.

	— J’étais bien sûr que vous étiez un garçon d’esprit, dit le mousquetaire; il y a vingt-cinq ans que je vous ai jugé. Ces cinquante écus d’or que je vous donne en plus vous prouveront le cas que je fais de vous. Prenez.

	— Merci, monsieur d’Artagnan, dit Menneville.

	— Avec cela vous pouvez réellement devenir honnête homme, répliqua d’Artagnan du ton le plus sérieux. Il serait honteux qu’un esprit comme le vôtre et un nom que vous n’osez plus porter se trouvassent effacés à jamais sous la rouille d’une mauvaise vie. Devenez galant homme, Menneville, et vivez un an avec ces cent écus d’or, c’est un beau denier: deux fois la solde d’un haut officier. Dans un an, venez me voir, et, mordioux! je ferai de vous quelque chose.

	Menneville jura, comme avaient fait ses camarades, qu’il serait muet comme la tombe. Et cependant, il faut bien que quelqu’un ait parlé, et comme à coup sûr ce n’est pas nos neuf compagnons, comme certainement ce n’est pas Menneville, il faut bien que ce soit d’Artagnan, qui, en sa qualité de Gascon, avait la langue bien près des lèvres. Car enfin, si ce n’est pas lui, qui serait-ce? Et comment s’expliquerait le secret du coffre de sapin percé de trous parvenu à notre connaissance, et d’une façon si complète, que nous en avons, comme on a pu le voir, raconté l’histoire dans ses détails les plus intimes? détails qui, au reste, éclairent d’un jour aussi nouveau qu’inattendu toute cette portion de l’histoire d’Angleterre, laissée jusqu’aujourd’hui dans l’ombre par les historiens nos confrères.

	Chapitre XXXVIII — Où l’on voit que l’épicier français s’était déjà réhabilité au XVIIème siècle

	Une fois ses comptes réglés et ses recommandations faites, d’Artagnan ne songea plus qu’à regagner Paris le plus promptement possible. Athos, de son côté, avait hâte de regagner sa maison et de s’y reposer un peu. Si entiers que soient restés le caractère et l’homme, après les fatigues du voyage, le voyageur s’aperçoit avec plaisir, à la fin du jour, même quand le jour a été beau, que la nuit va venir apporter un peu de sommeil. Aussi, de Boulogne à Paris, chevauchant côte à côte, les deux amis, quelque peu absorbés dans leurs pensées individuelles, ne causèrent-ils pas de choses assez intéressantes pour que nous en instruisions le lecteur: chacun d’eux, livré à ses réflexions personnelles, et se construisant l’avenir à sa façon, s’occupa surtout d’abréger la distance par la vitesse. Athos et d’Artagnan arrivèrent le soir du quatrième jour, après leur départ de Boulogne, aux barrières de Paris.

	— Ou allez-vous, mon cher ami? demanda Athos. Moi, je me dirige droit vers mon hôtel.

	— Et moi tout droit chez mon associé.

	— Chez Planchet?

	— Mon Dieu, oui: au Pilon-d’Or.

	— N’est-il pas bien entendu que nous nous reverrons?

	— Si vous restez à Paris, oui; car j’y reste, moi.

	— Non. Après avoir embrassé Raoul, à qui j’ai fait donner rendez-vous chez moi, dans l’hôtel, je pars immédiatement pour La Fère.

	— Eh bien! adieu, alors, cher et parfait ami.

	— Au revoir plutôt, car enfin je ne sais pas pourquoi vous ne viendriez pas habiter avec moi à Blois. Vous voilà libre, vous voilà riche; je vous achèterai, si vous voulez, un beau bien dans les environs de Cheverny ou dans ceux de Bracieux. D’un côté, vous aurez les plus beaux bois du monde, qui vont rejoindre ceux de Chambord; de l’autre, des marais admirables. Vous qui aimez la chasse, et qui, bon gré mal gré, êtes poète, cher ami, vous trouverez des faisans, des râles et des sarcelles, sans compter des couchers de soleil et des promenades en bateau à faire rêver Nemrod et Apollon eux-mêmes. En attendant l’acquisition, vous habiterez La Fère, et nous irons voler la pie dans les vignes, comme faisait le roi Louis XIII. C’est un sage plaisir pour des vieux comme nous.

	D’Artagnan prit les mains d’Athos.

	— Cher comte, lui dit-il, je ne vous dis ni oui ni non. Laissez-moi passer à Paris le temps indispensable pour régler toutes mes affaires et m’accoutumer peu à peu à la très lourde et très reluisante idée qui bat dans mon cerveau et m’éblouit. Je suis riche, voyez-vous, et d’ici à ce que j’aie pris l’habitude de la richesse, je me connais, je serai un animal insupportable. Or, je ne suis pas encore assez bête pour manquer d’esprit devant un ami tel que vous, Athos. L’habit est beau, l’habit est richement doré, mais il est neuf, et me gêne aux entournures.

	Athos sourit.

	— Soit, dit-il. Mais à propos de cet habit, cher d’Artagnan, voulez-vous que je vous donne un conseil?

	— Oh! très volontiers.

	— Vous ne vous fâcherez point?

	— Allons donc!

	— Quand la richesse arrive à quelqu’un, tard et tout à coup, ce quelqu’un, pour ne pas changer, doit se faire avare, c’est-à-dire ne pas dépenser beaucoup plus d’argent qu’il n’en avait auparavant, ou se faire prodigue, et avoir tant de dettes qu’il redevienne pauvre.

	— Oh! mais, ce que vous me dites là ressemble fort à un sophisme, mon cher philosophe.

	— Je ne crois pas. Voulez-vous devenir avare?

	— Non, parbleu! Je l’étais déjà, n’ayant rien. Changeons.

	— Alors, soyez prodigue.

	— Encore moins, mordioux! les dettes m’épouvantent. Les créanciers me représentent par anticipation ces diables qui retournent les damnés sur le gril, et comme la patience n’est pas ma vertu dominante, je suis toujours tenté de rosser les diables.

	— Vous êtes l’homme le plus sage que je connaisse, et vous n’avez de conseils à recevoir de personne. Bien fous ceux qui croiraient avoir quelque chose à vous apprendre! Mais ne sommes-nous pas à la rue Saint-Honoré?

	— Oui, cher Athos.

	— Tenez, là-bas, à gauche, cette petite maison longue et blanche, c’est l’hôtel où j’ai mon logement. Vous remarquerez qu’il n’a que deux étages. J’occupe le premier; l’autre est loué à un officier que son service tient éloigné huit ou neuf mois de l’année, en sorte que je suis dans cette maison comme je serais chez moi, sans la dépense.

	— Oh! que vous vous arrangez bien, Athos! Quel ordre et quelle largeur! Voilà ce que je voudrais réunir. Mais que voulez-vous, c’est de naissance, et cela ne s’acquiert point.

	— Flatteur! Allons, adieu, cher ami. À propos, rappelez-moi au souvenir de monsieur Planchet; c’est toujours un garçon d’esprit, n’est-ce pas?

	— Et de cœur, Athos. Adieu!

	Ils se séparèrent. Pendant toute cette conversation, d’Artagnan n’avait pas une seconde perdu de vue certain cheval de charge dans les paniers duquel, sous du foin, s’épanouissaient les sacoches avec le portemanteau: Neuf heures du soir sonnaient à Saint-Merri; les garçons de Planchet fermaient la boutique. D’Artagnan arrêta le postillon qui conduisait le cheval de charge au coin de la rue des Lombards, sous un auvent, et, appelant un garçon de Planchet, il lui donna à garder non seulement les deux chevaux, mais encore le postillon; après quoi, il entra chez l’épicier dont le souper venait de finir, et qui, dans son entresol, consultait avec une certaine anxiété le calendrier sur lequel il rayait chaque soir le jour qui venait de finir. Au moment où, selon son habitude quotidienne, Planchet, du dos de sa plume, biffait en soupirant le jour écoulé, d’Artagnan heurta du pied le seuil de la porte, et le choc fit sonner son éperon de fer.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! cria Planchet.

	Le digne épicier n’en put dire davantage; il venait d’apercevoir son associé. D’Artagnan entra le dos voûté, l’œil morne. Le Gascon avait son idée à l’endroit de Planchet.

	«Bon Dieu! pensa l’épicier en regardant le voyageur, il est triste!»

	Le mousquetaire s’assit.

	— Cher monsieur d’Artagnan, dit Planchet avec un horrible battement de cœur, vous voilà! et la santé?

	— Assez bonne, Planchet, assez bonne, dit d’Artagnan en poussant un soupir.

	— Vous n’avez point été blessé, j’espère?

	— Peuh!

	— Ah! je vois, continua Planchet de plus en plus alarmé, l’expédition a été rude?

	— Oui, fit d’Artagnan.

	Un frisson courut par tout le corps de Planchet.

	— Je boirais bien, dit le mousquetaire en levant piteusement la tête.

	Planchet courut lui-même à l’armoire et servit du vin à d’Artagnan dans un grand verre. D’Artagnan regarda la bouteille.

	— Quel est ce vin? demanda-t-il.

	— Hélas! celui que vous préférez, monsieur, dit Planchet; c’est ce bon vieux vin d’Anjou qui a failli nous coûter un jour si cher à tous.

	— Ah! répliqua d’Artagnan avec un sourire mélancolique; ah! mon pauvre Planchet, dois-je boire encore du bon vin?

	— Voyons, mon cher maître, dit Planchet en faisant un effort surhumain, tandis que tous ses muscles contractés, sa pâleur et son tremblement décelaient la plus vive angoisse. Voyons, j’ai été soldat, par conséquent j’ai du courage; ne me faites donc pas languir, cher monsieur d’Artagnan: notre argent est perdu, n’est-ce pas?

	D’Artagnan prit, avant de répondre, un temps qui parut un siècle au pauvre épicier.

	Cependant il n’avait fait que de se retourner sur sa chaise.

	— Et si cela était, dit-il avec lenteur et en balançant la tête du haut en bas, que dirais-tu, mon pauvre ami?

	Planchet, de pâle qu’il était, devint jaune. On eût dit qu’il allait avaler sa langue, tant son gosier s’enflait, tant ses yeux rougissaient.

	— Vingt mille livres! murmura-t-il, vingt mille livres, cependant!...

	D’Artagnan, le cou détendu, les jambes allongées, les mains paresseuses, ressemblait à une statue du découragement; Planchet arracha un douloureux soupir des cavités les plus profondes de sa poitrine.

	— Allons, dit-il, je vois ce qu’il en est. Soyons hommes. C’est fini, n’est-ce pas? Le principal, monsieur, est que vous ayez sauvé votre vie.

	— Sans doute, sans doute, c’est quelque chose que la vie; mais, en attendant, je suis ruiné, moi.

	— Cordieu! monsieur, dit Planchet, s’il en est ainsi, il ne faut point se désespérer pour cela; vous vous mettrez épicier avec moi; je vous associe à mon commerce; nous partagerons les bénéfices, et quand il n’y aura plus de bénéfices, eh bien! nous partagerons les amandes, les raisins secs et les pruneaux, et nous grignoterons ensemble le dernier quartier de fromage de Hollande.

	D’Artagnan ne put y résister plus longtemps.

	— Mordioux! s’écria-t-il tout ému, tu es un brave garçon, sur l’honneur, Planchet! Voyons, tu n’as pas joué la comédie? Voyons, tu n’avais pas vu là-bas dans la rue, sous l’auvent, le cheval aux sacoches?

	— Quel cheval? quelles sacoches? dit Planchet, dont le cœur se serra à l’idée que d’Artagnan devenait fou.

	— Eh! les sacoches anglaises, mordioux! dit d’Artagnan tout radieux, tout transfiguré.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! articula Planchet en se reculant devant le feu éblouissant de ses regards.

	— Imbécile! s’écria d’Artagnan, tu me crois fou. Mordioux! jamais, au contraire, je n’ai eu la tête plus saine et le cœur plus joyeux. Aux sacoches, Planchet, aux sacoches!

	— Mais à quelles sacoches, mon Dieu?

	D’Artagnan poussa Planchet vers la fenêtre.

	— Sous l’auvent, là-bas, lui dit-il, vois-tu un cheval?

	— Oui.

	— Lui vois-tu le dos embarrassé?

	— Oui, oui.

	— Vois-tu un de tes garçons qui cause avec le postillon?

	— Oui, oui, oui.

	— Eh bien! tu sais le nom de ce garçon, puisqu’il est à toi. Appelle-le.

	— Abdon! Abdon! vociféra Planchet par la fenêtre.

	— Amène le cheval, souffla d’Artagnan.

	— Amène le cheval! hurla Planchet.

	— Maintenant, dix livres au postillon, dit d’Artagnan du ton qu’il eût mis à commander une manœuvre; deux garçons pour monter les deux premières sacoches, deux autres pour les deux dernières, et du feu, mordioux! de l’action!

	Planchet se précipita par les degrés comme si le diable eût mordu ses chausses. Un moment après, les garçons montaient l’escalier, pliant sous leur fardeau. D’Artagnan les renvoyait à leur galetas, fermait soigneusement la porte et s’adressant à Planchet, qui à son tour devenait fou:

	— Maintenant, à nous deux! dit-il.

	Et il étendit à terre une vaste couverture et vida dessus la première sacoche. Autant fit Planchet de la seconde; puis d’Artagnan, tout frémissant, éventra la troisième à coups de couteau. Lorsque Planchet entendit le bruit agaçant de l’argent et de l’or, lorsqu’il vit bouillonner hors du sac les écus reluisants qui frétillaient comme des poissons hors de l’épervier, lorsqu’il se sentit trempant jusqu’au mollet dans cette marée toujours montante de pièces fauves ou argentées, le saisissement le prit, il tourna sur lui-même comme un homme foudroyé, et vint s’abattre lourdement sur l’énorme monceau que sa pesanteur fit crouler avec un fracas indescriptible. Planchet, suffoqué par la joie, avait perdu connaissance. D’Artagnan lui jeta un verre de vin blanc au visage, ce qui le rappela incontinent à la vie.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! Ah! mon Dieu! Ah! mon Dieu! disait Planchet essuyant sa moustache et sa barbe.

	En ce temps-là comme aujourd’hui, les épiciers portaient la moustache cavalière et la barbe de lansquenet; seulement les bains d’argent, déjà très rares en ce temps-là, sont devenus à peu près inconnus aujourd’hui.

	— Mordioux! dit d’Artagnan, il y a là cent mille livres à vous, monsieur mon associé. Tirez votre épingle, s’il vous plaît; moi, je vais tirer la mienne.

	— Oh! la belle somme, monsieur d’Artagnan, la belle somme!

	— Je regrettais un peu la somme qui te revient, il y a une demi-heure, dit d’Artagnan; mais à présent, je ne la regrette plus, et tu es un brave épicier, Planchet. Çà! faisons de bons comptes, puisque les bons comptes, dit-on, font de bons amis.

	— Oh! racontez-moi d’abord toute l’histoire, dit Planchet: ce doit être encore plus beau que l’argent.

	— Ma foi, répliqua d’Artagnan se caressant la moustache, je ne dis pas non, et si jamais l’historien pense à moi pour le renseigner, il pourra dire qu’il n’aura pas puisé à une mauvaise source. Écoute donc, Planchet, je vais conter.

	— Et moi faire des piles, dit Planchet. Commencez, mon cher patron.

	— Voici, dit d’Artagnan en prenant haleine.

	— Voilà, dit Planchet en ramassant sa première poignée d’écus.

	Chapitre XXXIX — Le jeu de M. de Mazarin

	Dans une grande chambre du Palais-Royal, tendue de velours sombre que rehaussaient les bordures dorées d’un grand nombre de magnifiques tableaux, on voyait, le soir même de l’arrivée de nos deux Français, toute la cour réunie devant l’alcôve de M. le cardinal Mazarin, qui donnait à jouer au roi et à la reine.

	Un petit paravent séparait trois tables dressées dans la chambre. À l’une de ces tables, le roi et les deux reines étaient assis; Louis XIV, placé en face de la jeune reine, sa femme, lui souriait avec une expression de bonheur très réel.

	Anne d’Autriche tenait les cartes contre le cardinal, et sa bru l’aidait au jeu, lorsqu’elle ne souriait pas à son époux. Quant au cardinal, qui était couché avec une figure fort amaigrie, fort fatiguée, son jeu était tenu par la comtesse de Soissons, et il y plongeait un regard incessant plein d’intérêt et de cupidité.

	Le cardinal s’était fait farder par Bernouin; mais le rouge qui brillait aux pommettes seules faisait ressortir d’autant plus la pâleur maladive du reste de la figure et le jaune luisant du front. Seulement les yeux en prenaient un éclat plus vif, et sur ces yeux de malade s’attachaient de temps en temps les regards inquiets du roi, des reines et des courtisans. Le fait est que les deux yeux du signor Mazarin étaient les étoiles plus ou moins brillantes sur lesquelles la France du XVIIème siècle lisait sa destinée chaque soir et chaque matin.

	Monseigneur ne gagnait ni ne perdait; il n’était donc ni gai ni triste. C’était une stagnation dans laquelle n’eût pas voulu le laisser Anne d’Autriche, pleine de compassion pour lui; mais, pour attirer l’attention du malade par quelque coup d’éclat, il eût fallu gagner ou perdre. Gagner, c’était dangereux, parce que Mazarin eût changé son indifférence en une laide grimace; perdre, c’était dangereux aussi, parce qu’il eût fallu tricher, et que l’infante, veillant au jeu de sa belle-mère, se fût sans doute récriée sur sa bonne disposition pour M. de Mazarin.

	Profitant de ce calme, les courtisans causaient. M. de Mazarin, lorsqu’il n’était pas de mauvaise humeur, était un prince débonnaire, et lui, qui n’empêchait personne de chanter, pourvu que l’on payât, n’était pas assez tyran pour empêcher que l’on parlât, pourvu qu’on se décidât à perdre.

	Donc l’on causait. À la première table, le jeune frère du roi, Philippe, duc d’Anjou, mirait sa belle figure dans la glace d’une boîte. Son favori, le chevalier de Lorraine, appuyé sur le fauteuil du prince, écoutait avec une secrète envie le comte de Guiche, autre favori de Philippe, qui racontait, en des termes choisis, les différentes vicissitudes de fortune du roi aventurier Charles II. Il disait, comme des événements fabuleux, toute l’histoire de ses pérégrinations dans l’Écosse, et ses terreurs quand les partis ennemis le suivaient à la piste; les nuits passées dans des arbres; les jours passés dans la faim et le combat. Peu à peu, le sort de ce roi malheureux avait intéressé les auditeurs à tel point que le jeu languissait, même à la table royale, et que le jeune roi, pensif, l’œil perdu, suivait, sans paraître y donner d’attention, les moindres détails de cette odyssée, fort pittoresquement racontée par le comte de Guiche.

	La comtesse de Soissons interrompit le narrateur:

	— Avouez, comte, dit-elle, que vous brodez.

	— Madame, je récite, comme un perroquet, toutes les histoires que différents Anglais m’ont racontées. Je dirai même, à ma honte, que je suis textuel comme une copie.

	— Charles II serait mort s’il avait enduré tout cela.

	Louis XIV souleva sa tête intelligente et fière.

	— Madame, dit-il d’une voix posée qui sentait encore l’enfant timide, M. le cardinal vous dira que, dans ma minorité, les affaires de France ont été à l’aventure... et que si j’eusse été plus grand et obligé de mettre l’épée à la main, ç’aurait été quelquefois pour la soupe du soir.

	— Dieu merci! repartit le cardinal, qui parlait pour la première fois, Votre Majesté exagère, et son souper a toujours été cuit à point avec celui de ses serviteurs.

	Le roi rougit.

	— Oh! s’écria Philippe étourdiment, de sa place et sans cesser de se mirer, je me rappelle qu’une fois, à Melun, ce souper n’était mis pour personne, et que le roi mangea les deux tiers d’un morceau de pain dont il m’abandonna l’autre tiers.

	Toute l’assemblée, voyant sourire Mazarin, se mit à rire.

	On flatte les rois avec le souvenir d’une détresse passée, comme avec l’espoir d’une fortune future.

	— Toujours est-il que la couronne de France a toujours bien tenu sur la tête des rois, se hâta d’ajouter Anne d’Autriche, et qu’elle est tombée de celle du roi d’Angleterre; et lorsque par hasard cette couronne oscillait un peu, car il y a parfois des tremblements de trône, comme il y a des tremblements de terre, chaque fois, dis-je, que la rébellion menaçait, une bonne victoire ramenait la tranquillité.

	— Avec quelques fleurons de plus à la couronne, dit Mazarin.

	Le comte de Guiche se tut; le roi composa son visage, et Mazarin échangea un regard avec Anne d’Autriche comme pour la remercier de son intervention.

	— Il n’importe, dit Philippe en lissant ses cheveux, mon cousin Charles n’est pas beau, mais il est très brave et s’est battu comme un reître, et s’il continue à se battre ainsi, nul doute qu’il ne finisse par gagner une bataille!... comme Rocroy...

	— Il n’a pas de soldats, interrompit le chevalier de Lorraine.

	— Le roi de Hollande, son allié, lui en donnera. Moi, je lui en eusse bien donné, si j’eusse été roi de France.

	Louis XIV rougit excessivement.

	Mazarin affecta de regarder son jeu avec plus d’attention que jamais.

	— À l’heure qu’il est, reprit le comte de Guiche, la fortune de ce malheureux prince est accomplie. S’il a été trompé par Monck, il est perdu. La prison, la mort peut-être, finiront ce que l’exil, les batailles et les privations avaient commencé.

	Mazarin fronça le sourcil.

	— Est-il bien sûr, dit Louis XIV, que Sa Majesté Charles II ait quitté La Haye?

	— Très sûr, Votre Majesté, répliqua le jeune homme. Mon père a reçu une lettre qui lui donne des détails; on sait même que le roi a débarqué à Douvres; des pêcheurs l’ont vu entrer dans le port; le reste est encore un mystère.

	— Je voudrais bien savoir le reste, dit impétueusement Philippe. Vous savez, vous, mon frère?

	Louis XIV rougit encore. C’était la troisième fois depuis une heure.

	— Demandez à M. le cardinal, répliqua-t-il d’un ton qui fit lever les yeux à Mazarin, à Anne d’Autriche, à tout le monde.

	— Ce qui veut dire, mon fils, interrompit en riant Anne d’Autriche, que le roi n’aime pas qu’on cause des choses de l’État hors du conseil.

	Philippe accepta de bonne volonté la mercuriale et fit un grand salut, tout en souriant à son frère d’abord, puis à sa mère. Mais Mazarin vit du coin de l’œil qu’un groupe allait se reformer dans un angle de la chambre, et que le duc d’Orléans avec le comte de Guiche et le chevalier de Lorraine, privés de s’expliquer tout haut, pourraient bien tout bas en dire plus qu’il n’était nécessaire. Il commençait donc à leur lancer des œillades pleines de défiance et d’inquiétude, invitant Anne d’Autriche à jeter quelque perturbation dans le conciliabule, quand tout à coup Bernouin, entrant sous la portière à la ruelle du lit, vint dire à l’oreille de son maître:

	— Monseigneur, un envoyé de Sa Majesté le roi d’Angleterre.

	Mazarin ne put cacher une légère émotion que le roi saisit au passage. Pour éviter d’être indiscret, moins encore que pour ne pas paraître inutile, Louis XIV se leva donc aussitôt, et, s’approchant de Son Éminence, il lui souhaita le bonsoir.

	Toute l’assemblée s’était levée avec un grand bruit de chaises roulantes et de tables poussées.

	— Laissez partir peu à peu tout le monde, dit Mazarin tout bas à Louis XIV, et veuillez m’accorder quelques minutes. J’expédie une affaire dont, ce soir même, je veux entretenir Votre Majesté.

	— Et les reines? demanda Louis XIV.

	— Et M. le duc d’Anjou, dit Son Éminence.

	En même temps, il se retourna dans sa ruelle, dont les rideaux, en retombant, cachèrent le lit. Le cardinal, cependant, n’avait pas perdu de vue ses conspirateurs.

	— Monsieur le comte de Guiche! dit-il d’une voix chevrotante, tout en revêtant, derrière le rideau, la robe de chambre que lui tendait Bernouin.

	— Me voici, monseigneur, dit le jeune homme en s’approchant.

	— Prenez mes cartes; vous avez du bonheur, vous... Gagnez-moi un peu l’argent de ces messieurs.

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	Le jeune homme s’assit à table, d’où le roi s’éloigna pour causer avec les reines.

	Une partie sérieuse commença entre le comte et plusieurs riches courtisans.

	Cependant, Philippe causait parures avec le chevalier de Lorraine, et l’on avait cessé d’entendre derrière les rideaux de l’alcôve le frôlement de la robe de soie du cardinal.

	Son Éminence avait suivi Bernouin dans le cabinet adjacent à la chambre à coucher.

	Chapitre XL — Affaire d’État

	Le cardinal, en passant dans son cabinet, trouva le comte de La Fère qui attendait, fort occupé d’admirer un Raphaël très beau, placé au-dessus d’un dressoir garni d’orfèvrerie.

	Son Éminence arriva doucement, léger et silencieux comme une ombre, et surprit la physionomie du comte, ainsi qu’il avait l’habitude de le faire, prétendant deviner à la simple inspection du visage d’un interlocuteur quel devait être le résultat de la conversation. Mais, cette fois, l’attente de Mazarin fut trompée; il ne lut absolument rien sur le visage d’Athos, pas même le respect qu’il avait l’habitude de lire sur toutes les physionomies.

	Athos était vêtu de noir avec une simple broderie d’argent.

	Il portait le Saint-Esprit, la Jarretière et la Toison d’or, trois ordres d’une telle importance, qu’un roi seul ou un comédien pouvait les réunir.

	Mazarin fouilla longtemps dans sa mémoire un peu troublée pour se rappeler le nom qu’il devait mettre sur cette figure glaciale et n’y réussit pas.

	— J’ai su, dit-il enfin, qu’il m’arrivait un message d’Angleterre.

	Et il s’assit, congédiant Bernouin et Brienne, qui se préparait, en sa qualité de secrétaire, à tenir la plume.

	— De la part de Sa Majesté le roi d’Angleterre, oui, Votre Éminence.

	— Vous parlez bien purement le français, monsieur, pour un Anglais, dit gracieusement Mazarin en regardant toujours à travers ses doigts le Saint-Esprit, la Jarretière, la Toison et surtout le visage du messager.

	— Je ne suis pas anglais, je suis français, monsieur le cardinal, répondit Athos.

	— Voilà qui est particulier, le roi d’Angleterre choisissant des Français pour ses ambassades; c’est d’un excellent augure... Votre nom, monsieur, je vous prie?

	— Comte de La Fère, répliqua Athos en saluant plus légèrement que ne l’exigeaient le cérémonial et l’orgueil du ministre tout-puissant.

	Mazarin plia les épaules comme pour dire: «Je ne connais pas ce nom-là.» Athos ne sourcilla point.

	— Et vous venez, monsieur, continua Mazarin, pour me dire....

	— Je venais de la part de Sa Majesté le roi de la Grande-Bretagne annoncer au roi de France...

	Mazarin fronça le sourcil.

	— Annoncer au roi de France, poursuivit imperturbablement Athos, l’heureuse restauration de Sa Majesté Charles II sur le trône de ses pères.

	Cette nuance n’échappa point à la rusée Éminence. Mazarin avait trop l’habitude des hommes pour ne pas voir, dans la politesse froide et presque hautaine d’Athos, un indice d’hostilité qui n’était pas la température ordinaire de cette serre chaude qu’on appelle la cour.

	— Vous avez ses pouvoirs, sans doute? demanda Mazarin d’un ton bref et querelleur.

	— Oui... monseigneur.

	Ce mot: «Monseigneur» sortit péniblement des lèvres d’Athos; on eût dit qu’il les écorchait.

	— En ce cas, montrez-les.

	Athos tira d’un sachet de velours brodé qu’il portait sous son pourpoint une dépêche. Le cardinal étendit la main.

	— Pardon, monseigneur, dit Athos; mais ma dépêche est pour le roi.

	— Puisque vous êtes français, monsieur, vous devez savoir ce qu’un Premier ministre vaut à la cour de France.

	— Il fut un temps, répondit Athos, où je m’occupais, en effet, de ce que valent les Premiers ministres; mais j’ai formé, il y a déjà plusieurs années de cela, la résolution de ne plus traiter qu’avec le roi.

	— Alors, monsieur, dit Mazarin, qui commençait à s’irriter, vous ne verrez ni le ministre ni le roi.

	Et Mazarin se leva. Athos remit sa dépêche dans le sachet, salua gravement et fit quelques pas vers la porte. Ce sang-froid exaspéra Mazarin.

	— Quels étranges procédés diplomatiques! s’écria-t-il. Sommes-nous encore au temps où M. Cromwell nous envoyait des pourfendeurs en guise de chargés d’affaires? Il ne vous manque, monsieur, que le pot en tête et la bible à la ceinture.

	— Monsieur, répliqua sèchement Athos, je n’ai jamais eu comme vous l’avantage de traiter avec M. Cromwell, et je n’ai vu ses chargés d’affaires que l’épée à la main; j’ignore donc comment il traitait avec les Premiers ministres. Quant au roi d’Angleterre, Charles II, je sais que, quand il écrit à Sa Majesté le roi Louis XIV, ce n’est pas à son Éminence le cardinal Mazarin; dans cette distinction, je ne vois aucune diplomatie.

	— Ah! s’écria Mazarin en relevant sa tête amaigrie et en frappant de la main sur sa tête, je me souviens maintenant!

	Athos le regarda étonné.

	— Oui, c’est cela! dit le cardinal en continuant de regarder son interlocuteur; oui, c’est bien cela... Je vous reconnais, monsieur. Ah! diavolo! je ne m’étonne plus.

	— En effet, je m’étonnais qu’avec l’excellente mémoire de Votre Éminence, répondit en souriant Athos, Votre Éminence ne m’eût pas encore reconnu.

	— Toujours récalcitrant et grondeur... monsieur... monsieur... comment vous appelait-on? Attendez donc... un nom de fleuve... Potamos... non... un nom d’île... Naxos... non, per Jove! un nom de montagne... Athos! m’y voilà! Enchanté de vous revoir, et de n’être plus à Rueil, où vous me fîtes payer rançon avec vos damnés complices... Fronde! toujours Fronde! Fronde maudite! oh! quel levain! Ah çà! monsieur, pourquoi vos antipathies ont-elles survécu aux miennes? Si quelqu’un avait à se plaindre, pourtant, je crois que ce n’était pas vous, qui vous êtes tiré de là, non seulement les braies nettes, mais encore avec le cordon du Saint-Esprit au cou.

	— Monsieur le cardinal, répondit Athos, permettez-moi de ne pas entrer dans des considérations de cet ordre. J’ai une mission à remplir... me faciliterez-vous les moyens de remplir cette mission?

	— Je m’étonne, dit Mazarin, tout joyeux d’avoir retrouvé la mémoire, et tout hérissé de pointes malicieuses; je m’étonne, monsieur... Athos... qu’un frondeur tel que vous ait accepté une mission près du Mazarin, comme on disait dans le bon temps.

	Et Mazarin se mit à rire, malgré une toux douloureuse qui coupait chacune de ses phrases et qui en faisait des sanglots.

	— Je n’ai accepté de mission qu’auprès du roi de France, monsieur le cardinal, riposta le comte avec moins d’aigreur cependant, car il croyait avoir assez d’avantages pour se montrer modéré.

	— Il faudra toujours, monsieur le frondeur, dit Mazarin gaiement, que, du roi, l’affaire dont vous vous êtes chargé...

	— Dont on m’a chargé, monseigneur, je ne cours pas après les affaires.

	— Soit! il faudra, dis-je, que cette négociation passe un peu par mes mains... Ne perdons pas un temps précieux... dites-moi les conditions.

	— J’ai eu l’honneur d’assurer à Votre Éminence que la lettre seule de Sa Majesté le roi Charles II contenait la révélation de son désir.

	— Tenez! vous êtes ridicule avec votre roideur, monsieur Athos. On voit que vous vous êtes frotté aux puritains de là-bas... Votre secret, je le sais mieux que vous, et vous avez eu tort, peut-être, de ne pas avoir quelques égards pour un homme très vieux et très souffrant, qui a beaucoup travaillé dans sa vie et tenu bravement la campagne pour ses idées, comme vous pour les vôtres... Vous ne voulez rien dire? bien; vous ne voulez pas me communiquer votre lettre?... à merveille; venez avec moi dans ma chambre, vous allez parler au roi... et devant le roi... Maintenant, un dernier mot: Qui donc vous a donné la Toison? Je me rappelle que vous passiez pour avoir la Jarretière; mais quant à la Toison, je ne savais pas...

	— Récemment, monseigneur, l’Espagne, à l’occasion du mariage de Sa Majesté Louis XIV, a envoyé au roi Charles II un brevet de la Toison en blanc; Charles II me l’a transmis aussitôt, en remplissant le blanc avec mon nom.

	Mazarin se leva, et, s’appuyant sur le bras de Bernouin, il rentra dans sa ruelle, au moment où l’on annonçait dans la chambre: «Monsieur le prince!»

	Le prince de Condé, le premier prince du sang, le vainqueur de Rocroy, de Lens et de Nordlingen, entrait en effet chez Mgr de Mazarin, suivi de ses gentilshommes, et déjà il saluait le roi, quand le Premier ministre souleva son rideau.

	Athos eut le temps d’apercevoir Raoul serrant la main du comte de Guiche, et d’échanger un sourire contre son respectueux salut. Il eut le temps de voir aussi la figure rayonnante du cardinal, lorsqu’il aperçut devant lui, sur la table, une masse énorme d’or que le comte de Guiche avait gagnée, par une heureuse veine, depuis que Son Éminence lui avait confié les cartes. Aussi, oubliant ambassadeur, ambassade et prince, sa première pensée fut-elle pour l’or.

	— Quoi! s’écria le vieillard, tout cela... de gain?

	— Quelque chose comme cinquante mille écus; oui, monseigneur, répliqua le comte de Guiche en se levant. Faut-il que je rende la place à Votre Éminence ou que je continue?

	— Rendez, rendez! Vous êtes un fou. Vous reperdriez tout ce que vous avez gagné, peste!

	— Monseigneur, dit le prince de Condé en saluant.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur le prince, dit le ministre d’un ton léger; c’est bien aimable à vous de rendre visite à un ami malade.

	— Un ami!... murmura le comte de La Fère en voyant avec stupeur cette alliance monstrueuse de mots; ami! lorsqu’il s’agit de Mazarin et de Condé.

	Mazarin devina la pensée de ce frondeur, car il lui sourit avec triomphe, et tout aussitôt:

	— Sire, dit-il au roi, j’ai l’honneur de présenter à Votre Majesté M. le comte de La Fère, ambassadeur de Sa Majesté britannique... Affaire d’État, messieurs! ajouta-t-il en congédiant de la main tous ceux qui garnissaient la chambre, et qui, le prince de Condé en tête, s’éclipsèrent sur le geste seul de Mazarin.

	Raoul, après un dernier regard jeté au comte de La Fère, suivit M. de Condé.

	Philippe d’Anjou et la reine parurent alors se consulter comme pour partir.

	— Affaire de famille, dit subitement Mazarin en les arrêtant sur leurs sièges. Monsieur, que voici, apporte au roi une lettre par laquelle Charles II, complètement restauré sur le trône, demande une alliance entre Monsieur, frère du roi, et Mademoiselle Henriette, petite-fille de Henri IV... voulez vous remettre au roi votre lettre de créance, monsieur le comte.

	Athos resta un instant stupéfait. Comment le ministre pouvait-il savoir le contenu d’une lettre qui ne l’avait pas quitté un seul instant? Cependant, toujours maître de lui, il tendit sa dépêche au jeune roi Louis XIV, qui la prit en rougissant. Un silence solennel régnait dans la chambre du cardinal. Il ne fut troublé que par le bruit de l’or que Mazarin, de sa main jaune et sèche, empilait dans un coffret pendant la lecture du roi.

	Chapitre XLI — Le récit

	La malice du cardinal ne laissait pas beaucoup de choses à dire à l’ambassadeur; cependant le mot de restauration avait frappé le roi, qui, s’adressant au comte, sur lequel il avait les yeux fixés depuis son entrée:

	— Monsieur, dit-il, veuillez nous donner quelques détails sur la situation des affaires en Angleterre. Vous venez du pays, vous êtes français, et les ordres que je vois briller sur votre personne annoncent un homme de mérite en même temps qu’un homme de qualité.

	— Monsieur, dit le cardinal en se tournant vers la reine mère, est un ancien serviteur de Votre Majesté, M. le comte de La Fère.

	Anne d’Autriche était oublieuse comme une reine dont la vie a été mêlée d’orages et de beaux jours. Elle regarda Mazarin, dont le mauvais sourire lui promettait quelque noirceur; puis elle sollicita d’Athos, par un autre regard, une explication.

	— Monsieur, continua le cardinal, était un mousquetaire Tréville, au service du feu roi... Monsieur connaît parfaitement l’Angleterre, où il a fait plusieurs voyages à diverses époques; c’est un sujet du plus haut mérite.

	Ces mots faisaient allusion à tous les souvenirs qu’Anne d’Autriche tremblait toujours d’évoquer. L’Angleterre, c’était sa haine pour Richelieu et son amour pour Buckingham; un mousquetaire Tréville, c’était toute l’odyssée des triomphes qui avaient fait battre le cœur de la jeune femme, et des dangers qui avaient à moitié déraciné le trône de la jeune reine.

	Ces mots avaient bien de la puissance, car ils rendirent muettes et attentives toutes les personnes royales, qui, avec des sentiments bien divers, se mirent à recomposer en même temps les mystérieuses années que les jeunes n’avaient pas vues, que les vieux avaient crues à jamais effacées.

	— Parlez, monsieur, dit Louis XIV, sorti le premier du trouble, des soupçons et des souvenirs.

	— Oui, parlez, ajouta Mazarin, à qui la petite méchanceté faite à Anne d’Autriche venait de rendre son énergie et sa gaieté.

	— Sire, dit le comte, une sorte de miracle a changé toute la destinée du roi Charles II. Ce que les hommes n’avaient pu faire jusque-là, Dieu s’est résolu à l’accomplir.

	Mazarin toussa en se démenant dans son lit.

	— Le roi Charles II, continua Athos, est sorti de La Haye, non plus en fugitif ou en conquérant, mais en roi absolu qui, après un voyage loin de son royaume, revient au milieu des bénédictions universelles.

	— Grand miracle en effet, dit Mazarin, car si les nouvelles ont été vraies, le roi Charles II, qui vient de rentrer au milieu des bénédictions, était sorti au milieu des coups de mousquet.

	Le roi demeura impassible.

	Philippe, plus jeune et plus frivole, ne put réprimer un sourire qui flatta Mazarin comme un applaudissement de sa plaisanterie.

	— En effet, dit le roi, il y a eu miracle; mais Dieu, qui fait tant pour les rois, monsieur le comte, emploie cependant la main des hommes pour faire triompher ses desseins. À quels hommes principalement Charles II doit-il son rétablissement?

	— Mais, interrompit le cardinal sans aucun souci de l’amour-propre du roi, Votre Majesté ne sait-elle pas que c’est à M. Monck?...

	— Je dois le savoir, répliqua résolument Louis XIV; cependant, je demande à M. l’ambassadeur les causes du changement de ce M. Monck.

	— Et Votre Majesté touche précisément la question, répondit Athos; car, sans le miracle dont j’ai eu l’honneur de parler, M. Monck demeurait probablement un ennemi invincible pour le roi Charles II. Dieu a voulu qu’une idée étrange, hardie et ingénieuse tombât dans l’esprit d’un certain homme, tandis qu’une idée dévouée, courageuse, tombait en l’esprit d’un certain autre. La combinaison de ces deux idées amena un tel changement dans la position de M. Monck, que, d’ennemi acharné, il devint un ami pour le roi déchu.

	— Voilà précisément aussi le détail que je demandais, fit le roi... Quels sont ces deux hommes dont vous parlez?

	— Deux Français, Sire.

	— En vérité, j’en suis heureux.

	— Et les deux idées? s’écria Mazarin. Je suis plus curieux des idées que des hommes, moi.

	— Oui, murmura le roi.

	— La deuxième, l’idée dévouée, raisonnable... La moins importante, Sire, c’était d’aller déterrer un million en or enfoui par le roi Charles Ier dans Newcastle, et d’acheter, avec cet or, le concours de Monck.

	— Oh! oh! dit Mazarin ranimé à ce mot million... mais Newcastle était précisément occupé par ce même Monck?

	— Oui, monsieur le cardinal, voilà pourquoi j’ai osé appeler l’idée courageuse en même temps que dévouée. Il s’agissait donc, si M. Monck refusait les offres du négociateur, de réintégrer le roi Charles II dans la propriété de ce million que l’on devait arracher à la loyauté et non plus au loyalisme du général Monck... Cela se fit malgré quelques difficultés; le général fut loyal et laissa emporter l’or.

	— Il me semble, dit le roi timide et rêveur, que Charles II n’avait pas connaissance de ce million pendant son séjour à Paris.

	— Il me semble, ajouta le cardinal malicieusement, que Sa Majesté le roi de la Grande-Bretagne savait parfaitement l’existence du million, mais qu’elle préférait deux millions à un seul.

	— Sire, répondit Athos avec fermeté, Sa Majesté le roi Charles II s’est trouvé en France tellement pauvre, qu’il n’avait pas d’argent pour prendre la poste; tellement dénué d’espérances, qu’il pensa plusieurs fois à mourir. Il ignorait si bien l’existence du million de Newcastle, que sans un gentilhomme, sujet de Votre Majesté, dépositaire moral du million et qui révéla le secret à Charles II, ce prince végéterait encore dans le plus cruel oubli.

	— Passons à l’idée ingénieuse, étrange et hardie, interrompit Mazarin, dont la sagacité pressentait un échec. Quelle était cette idée?

	— La voici. M. Monck faisant seul obstacle au rétablissement de Sa Majesté le roi déchu, un Français imagina de supprimer cet obstacle.

	— Oh! oh! mais c’est un scélérat que ce Français-là, dit Mazarin, et l’idée n’est pas tellement ingénieuse qu’elle ne fasse brancher ou rouer son auteur en place de Grève par arrêt du Parlement.

	— Votre Éminence se trompe, dit sèchement Athos; je n’ai pas dit que le Français en question eût résolu d’assassiner Monck, mais bien de le supprimer. Les mots de la langue française ont une valeur que des gentilshommes de France connaissent absolument. D’ailleurs, c’est affaire de guerre, et quand on sert les rois contre leurs ennemis, on n’a pas pour juge le Parlement, on a Dieu. Donc ce gentilhomme français imagina de s’emparer de la personne de M. Monck, et il exécuta son plan.

	Le roi s’animait au récit des belles actions. Le jeune frère de Sa Majesté frappa du poing sur la table en s’écriant:

	— Ah! c’est beau!

	— Il enleva Monck? dit le roi, mais Monck était dans son camp...

	— Et le gentilhomme était seul, Sire.

	— C’est merveilleux! dit Philippe.

	— En effet, merveilleux! s’écria le roi.

	— Bon! voilà les deux petits lions déchaînés, murmura le cardinal.

	Et d’un air de dépit qu’il ne dissimulait pas:

	— J’ignore ces détails, dit-il; en garantissez-vous l’authenticité, monsieur?

	— D’autant plus aisément, monsieur le cardinal, que j’ai vu les événements.

	— Vous?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	Le roi s’était involontairement rapproché du comte; le duc d’Anjou avait fait volte-face, et pressait Athos de l’autre côté.

	— Après, monsieur, après? s’écrièrent-ils tous deux en même temps.

	— Sire, M. Monck, étant pris par le Français, fut amené au roi Charles II à La Haye. Le roi rendit la liberté à M. Monck, et le général, reconnaissant, donna en retour à Charles II le trône de la Grande-Bretagne, pour lequel tant de vaillantes gens ont combattu sans résultat.

	Philippe frappa dans ses mains avec enthousiasme. Louis XIV, plus réfléchi, se tourna vers le comte de La Fère:

	— Cela est vrai, dit-il, dans tous ses détails?

	— Absolument vrai, Sire.

	— Un de mes gentilshommes connaissait le secret du million et l’avait gardé?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Le nom de ce gentilhomme?

	— C’est votre serviteur, dit simplement Athos.

	Un murmure d’admiration vint gonfler le cœur d’Athos. Il pouvait être fier à moins. Mazarin lui-même avait levé les bras au ciel.

	— Monsieur, dit le roi, je chercherai, je tâcherai de trouver un moyen de vous récompenser.

	Athos fit un mouvement.

	— Oh! non pas de votre probité; être payé pour cela vous humilierait; mais je vous dois une récompense pour avoir participé à la restauration de mon frère Charles II.

	— Certainement, dit Mazarin.

	— Triomphe d’une bonne cause qui comble de joie toute la maison de France, dit Anne d’Autriche.

	— Je continue, dit Louis XIV. Est-il vrai aussi qu’un homme ait pénétré jusqu’à Monck, dans son camp, et l’ait enlevé?

	— Cet homme avait dix auxiliaires pris dans un rang inférieur.

	— Rien que cela?

	— Rien que cela.

	— Et vous le nommez?

	— M. d’Artagnan, autrefois lieutenant des mousquetaires de Votre Majesté.

	Anne d’Autriche rougit, Mazarin devint honteux et jaune; Louis XIV s’assombrit, et une goutte de sueur tomba de son front pâle.

	— Quels hommes! murmura-t-il.

	Et, involontairement, il lança au ministre un coup d’œil qui l’eût épouvanté, si Mazarin n’eût pas en ce moment caché sa tête sous l’oreiller.

	— Monsieur, s’écria le jeune duc d’Anjou en posant sa main blanche et fine comme celle d’une femme sur le bras d’Athos, dites à ce brave homme, je vous prie, que Monsieur, frère du roi, boira demain à sa santé devant cent des meilleurs gentilshommes de France.

	Et en achevant ces mots, le jeune homme, s’apercevant que l’enthousiasme avait dérangé une de ses manchettes, s’occupa de la rétablir avec le plus grand soin.

	— Causons d’affaires, Sire, interrompit Mazarin, qui ne s’enthousiasmait pas et qui n’avait pas de manchettes.

	— Oui, monsieur, répliqua Louis XIV. Entamez votre communication, monsieur le comte, ajouta-t-il en se tournant vers Athos.

	Athos commença en effet, et proposa solennellement la main de lady Henriette Stuart au jeune prince frère du roi. La conférence dura une heure; après quoi, les portes de la chambre furent ouvertes aux courtisans, qui reprirent leurs places comme si rien n’avait été supprimé pour eux dans les occupations de cette soirée.

	Athos se retrouva alors près de Raoul, et le père et le fils purent se serrer la main.

	Chapitre XLII — Où M. de Mazarin se fait prodigue

	Pendant que Mazarin cherchait à se remettre de la chaude alarme qu’il venait d’avoir, Athos et Raoul échangeaient quelques mots dans un coin de la chambre.

	— Vous voilà donc à Paris, Raoul? dit le comte.

	— Oui, monsieur, depuis que M. le prince est revenu.

	— Je ne puis m’entretenir avec vous en ce lieu, où l’on nous observe, mais je vais tout à l’heure retourner chez moi, et je vous y attends aussitôt que votre service le permettra.

	Raoul s’inclina. M. le prince venait droit à eux. Le prince avait ce regard clair et profond qui distingue les oiseaux de proie de l’espèce noble; sa physionomie elle-même offrait plusieurs traits distinctifs de cette ressemblance. On sait que, chez le prince de Condé, le nez aquilin sortait aigu, incisif, d’un front légèrement fuyant et plus bas que haut; ce qui, au dire des railleurs de la cour, gens impitoyables même pour le génie, constituait plutôt un bec d’aigle qu’un nez humain à l’héritier des illustres princes de la maison de Condé. Ce regard pénétrant, cette expression impérieuse de toute la physionomie, troublaient ordinairement ceux à qui le prince adressait la parole plus que ne l’eût fait la majesté ou la beauté régulière du vainqueur de Rocroy. D’ailleurs, la flamme montait si vite à ces yeux saillants, que chez M. le prince toute animation ressemblait à de la colère. Or, à cause de sa qualité, tout le monde à la cour respectait M. le prince, et beaucoup même, ne voyant que l’homme, poussaient le respect jusqu’à la terreur.

	Donc, Louis de Condé s’avança vers le comte de La Fère et Raoul avec l’intention marquée d’être salué par l’un et d’adresser la parole à l’autre.

	Nul ne saluait avec plus de grâce réservée que le comte de La Fère. Il dédaignait de mettre dans une révérence toutes les nuances qu’un courtisan n’emprunte d’ordinaire qu’à la même couleur: le désir de plaire. Athos connaissait sa valeur personnelle et saluait un prince comme un homme, corrigeant par quelque chose de sympathique et d’indéfinissable ce que pouvait avoir de blessant pour l’orgueil du rang suprême l’inflexibilité de son attitude.

	Le prince allait parler à Raoul. Athos le prévint.

	— Si M. le vicomte de Bragelonne, dit-il, n’était pas un des très humbles serviteurs de Votre Altesse, je le prierais de prononcer mon nom devant vous... mon prince.

	— J’ai l’honneur de parler à M. le comte de La Fère, dit aussitôt M. de Condé.

	— Mon protecteur, ajouta Raoul en rougissant.

	— L’un des plus honnêtes hommes du royaume, continua le prince; l’un des premiers gentilshommes de France, et dont j’ai ouï dire tant de bien, que souvent je désirais de le compter au nombre de mes amis.

	— Honneur dont je ne serais digne, monseigneur, répliqua Athos, que par mon respect et mon admiration pour Votre Altesse.

	— M. de Bragelonne, dit le prince, est un bon officier qui, on le voit, a été à bonne école. Ah! monsieur le comte, de votre temps, les généraux avaient des soldats...

	— C’est vrai, monseigneur; mais aujourd’hui, les soldat sont des généraux.

	Ce compliment, qui sentait si peu son flatteur, fit tressaillir de joie un homme que toute l’Europe regardait comme un héros et qui pouvait être blasé sur la louange.

	— Il est fâcheux pour moi, repartit le prince, que vous vous soyez retiré du service, monsieur le comte; car, incessamment, il faudra que le roi s’occupe d’une guerre avec la Hollande ou d’une guerre avec l’Angleterre, et les occasions ne manqueront point pour un homme comme vous qui connaît la Grande-Bretagne comme la France.

	— Je crois pouvoir vous dire, monseigneur, que j’ai sagement fait de me retirer du service, dit Athos en souriant. La France et la Grande-Bretagne vont désormais vivre comme deux sœurs, si j’en crois mes pressentiments.

	— Vos pressentiments?

	— Tenez, monseigneur, écoutez ce qui se dit là-bas à la table de M. le cardinal.

	— Au jeu?

	— Au jeu... Oui, monseigneur.

	Le cardinal venait en effet de se soulever sur un coude et de faire un signe au jeune frère du roi, qui s’approcha de lui.

	— Monseigneur, dit le cardinal, faites ramasser, je vous prie, tous ces écus d’or.

	Et il désignait l’énorme amas de pièces fauves et brillantes que le comte de Guiche avait élevé peu à peu devant lui, grâce à une veine des plus heureuses.

	— À moi? s’écria le duc d’Anjou.

	— Ces cinquante mille écus, oui, monseigneur; ils sont à vous.

	— Vous me les donnez?

	— J’ai joué à votre intention, monseigneur, répliqua le cardinal en s’affaiblissant peu à peu, comme si cet effort de donner de l’argent eût épuisé chez lui toutes les facultés physiques ou morales.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, murmura Philippe presque étourdi de joie, la belle journée!

	Et lui-même, faisant le râteau avec ses doigts, attira une partie de la somme dans ses poches, qu’il remplit...

	Cependant plus d’un tiers restait encore sur la table.

	— Chevalier, dit Philippe à son favori le chevalier de Lorraine, viens.

	Le favori accourut.

	— Empoche le reste, dit le jeune prince.

	Cette scène singulière ne fut prise par aucun des assistants que comme une touchante fête de famille. Le cardinal se donnait des airs de père avec les fils de France, et les deux jeunes princes avaient grandi sous son aile. Nul n’imputa donc à orgueil ou même à impertinence, comme on le ferait de nos jours, cette libéralité du Premier ministre. Les courtisans se contentèrent d’envier... Le roi détourna la tête.

	— Jamais je n’ai eu tant d’argent, dit joyeusement le jeune prince en traversant la chambre avec son favori pour aller gagner son carrosse. Non, jamais... Comme c’est lourd, cent cinquante mille livres!

	— Mais pourquoi M. le cardinal donne-t-il tout cet argent d’un coup? demanda tout bas M. le prince au comte de La Fère. Il est donc bien malade, ce cher cardinal?

	— Oui, monseigneur, bien malade sans doute; il a d’ailleurs mauvaise mine, comme Votre Altesse peut le voir.

	— Certes... Mais il en mourra!... Cent cinquante mille livres!... Oh! c’est à ne pas croire. Voyons, comte, pourquoi? Trouvez-nous une raison.

	— Monseigneur, patientez, je vous prie; voilà M. le duc d’Anjou qui vient de ce côté causant avec le chevalier de Lorraine; je ne serais pas surpris qu’ils m’épargnassent la peine d’être indiscret. Écoutez-les.

	En effet, le chevalier disait au prince à demi-voix:

	— Monseigneur, ce n’est pas naturel que M. Mazarin vous donne tant d’argent... Prenez garde, vous allez laisser tomber des pièces, monseigneur... Que vous veut le cardinal pour être si généreux?

	— Quand je vous disais, murmura Athos à l’oreille de M. le prince; voici peut-être la réponse à votre question.

	— Dites donc, monseigneur? réitéra impatiemment le chevalier, qui supputait, en pesant sa poche, la quotité de la somme qui lui était échue par ricochet.

	— Mon cher chevalier, cadeau de noces.

	— Comment, cadeau de noces!

	— Eh! oui, je me marie! répliqua le duc d’Anjou, sans s’apercevoir qu’il passait à ce moment même devant M. le prince et devant Athos, qui tous deux le saluèrent profondément.

	Le chevalier lança au jeune duc un regard si étrange, si haineux, que le comte de La Fère en tressaillit.

	— Vous! vous marier! répéta-t-il. Oh! c’est impossible. Vous feriez cette folie!

	— Bah! ce n’est pas moi qui la fais; on me la fait faire, répliqua le duc d’Anjou. Mais viens vite; allons dépenser notre argent.

	Là-dessus, il disparut avec son compagnon riant et causant, tandis que les fronts se courbaient sur son passage.

	Alors M. le prince dit tout bas à Athos:

	— Voilà donc le secret?

	— Ce n’est pas moi qui vous l’ai dit, monseigneur.

	— Il épouse la sœur de Charles II?

	— Je crois que oui.

	Le prince réfléchit un moment et son œil lança un vif éclair.

	— Allons, dit-il avec lenteur, comme s’il se parlait à lui-même, voilà encore une fois les épées au croc... pour longtemps!

	Et il soupira.

	Tout ce que renfermait ce soupir d’ambitions sourdement étouffées, d’illusions éteintes, d’espérances déçues, Athos seul le devina, car seul il avait entendu le soupir.

	Aussitôt M. le prince prit congé, le roi partait. Athos, avec un signe qu’il fit à Bragelonne, lui renouvela l’invitation faite au commencement de cette scène.

	Peu à peu la chambre devint déserte, et Mazarin resta seul en proie à des souffrances qu’il ne songeait plus à dissimuler.

	— Bernouin! Bernouin! cria-t-il d’une voix brisée.

	— Que veut Monseigneur?

	— Guénaud... qu’on appelle Guénaud, dit l’éminence; il me semble que je vais mourir.

	Bernouin, effaré, courut au cabinet donner un ordre, et le piqueur qui courut chercher le médecin croisa le carrosse du roi dans la rue Saint-Honoré.

	Chapitre XLIII — Guénaud

	L’ordre du cardinal était pressant: Guénaud ne se fit pas attendre.

	Il trouva son malade renversé sur le lit, les jambes enflées, livide, l’estomac comprimé. Mazarin venait de subir une rude attaque de goutte. Il souffrait cruellement et avec l’impatience d’un homme qui n’a pas l’habitude des résistances. À l’arrivée de Guénaud:

	— Ah! dit-il, me voilà sauvé!

	Guénaud était un homme fort savant et fort circonspect, qui n’avait pas besoin des critiques de Boileau pour avoir de la réputation. Lorsqu’il était en face de la maladie, fût-elle personnifiée dans un roi, il traitait le malade de Turc à More. Il ne répliqua donc pas à Mazarin comme le ministre s’y attendait: «Voilà le médecin; adieu la maladie!» Tout au contraire, examinant le malade d’un air fort grave:

	— Oh! oh! dit-il.

	— Eh quoi! Guénaud?... Quel air vous avez!

	— J’ai l’air qu’il faut pour voir votre mal, monseigneur, et un mal fort dangereux.

	— La goutte... Oh! oui, la goutte.

	— Avec des complications, monseigneur.

	Mazarin se souleva sur un coude, et interrogeant du regard, du geste:

	— Que me dites-vous là! Suis-je plus malade que je ne crois moi-même?

	— Monseigneur, dit Guénaud en s’asseyant près du lit, Votre Éminence a beaucoup travaillé dans sa vie, Votre Éminence a souffert beaucoup.

	— Mais je ne suis pas si vieux, ce me semble... Feu M. de Richelieu n’avait que dix-sept mois de moins que moi lorsqu’il est mort, et mort de maladie mortelle. Je suis jeune, Guénaud, songez-y donc: j’ai cinquante deux ans à peine.

	— Oh! monseigneur, vous avez bien plus que cela... Combien la Fronde a t-elle duré?

	— À quel propos, Guénaud, me faites-vous cette question?

	— Pour un calcul médical, monseigneur.

	— Mais quelque chose comme dix ans... forte ou faible.

	— Très bien; veuillez compter chaque année de Fronde pour trois ans... cela fait trente; or, vingt et cinquante-deux font soixante-douze ans. Vous avez soixante-douze ans, monseigneur... et c’est un grand âge.

	En disant cela, il tâtait le pouls du malade. Ce pouls était rempli de si fâcheux pronostics, que le médecin poursuivit aussitôt, malgré les interruptions du malade:

	— Mettons les années de Fronde à quatre ans l’une, c’est quatre-vingt-deux ans que vous avez vécu.

	Mazarin devint fort pâle, et d’une voix éteinte il dit:

	— Vous parlez sérieusement, Guénaud?

	— Hélas! oui, monseigneur.

	— Vous prenez alors un détour pour m’annoncer que je suis bien malade?

	— Ma foi, oui, monseigneur, et avec un homme de l’esprit et du courage de Votre Éminence, on ne devrait pas prendre de détour.

	Le cardinal respirait si difficilement, qu’il fit pitié même à l’impitoyable médecin.

	— Il y a maladie et maladie, reprit Mazarin. De certaines on échappe.

	— C’est vrai, monseigneur.

	— N’est-ce pas? s’écria Mazarin presque joyeux; car enfin, à quoi serviraient la puissance, la force de volonté? À quoi servirait le génie, votre génie à vous, Guénaud? À quoi enfin servent la science et l’art, si le malade qui dispose de tout cela ne peut se sauver du péril?

	Guénaud allait ouvrir la bouche. Mazarin continua:

	— Songez, dit-il, que je suis le plus confiant de vos clients, songez que je vous obéis en aveugle, et que par conséquent...

	— Je sais tout cela, dit Guénaud.

	— Je guérirai alors?

	— Monseigneur, il n’y a ni force de volonté, ni puissance, ni génie, ni science qui résistent au mal que Dieu envoie sans doute, ou qu’il jette sur la terre à la création, avec plein pouvoir de détruire et de tuer les hommes. Quand le mal est mortel, il tue, et rien n’y fait...

	— Mon mal... est... mortel? demanda Mazarin.

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	L’Éminence s’affaissa un moment, comme le malheureux qu’une chute de colonne vient d’écraser... Mais c’était une âme bien trempée ou plutôt un esprit bien solide, que l’esprit de M. de Mazarin.

	— Guénaud, dit-il en se relevant, vous me permettrez bien d’en appeler de votre jugement. Je veux rassembler les plus savants hommes de l’Europe, je veux les consulter... je veux vivre enfin par la vertu de n’importe quel remède.

	— Monseigneur ne suppose pas, dit Guénaud, que j’aie la prétention d’avoir prononcé tout seul sur une existence précieuse comme la sienne; j’ai assemblé déjà tous les bons médecins et praticiens de France et d’Europe... ils étaient douze.

	— Et ils ont dit...?

	— Ils ont dit que Votre Éminence était atteinte d’une maladie mortelle; j’ai la consultation signée dans mon portefeuille. Si Votre Éminence veut en prendre connaissance, elle verra le nom de toutes les maladies incurables que nous avons découvertes. Il y a d’abord...

	— Non! non! s’écria Mazarin en repoussant le papier. Non, Guénaud, je me rends, je me rends!

	Et un profond silence, pendant lequel le cardinal reprenait ses esprits et réparait ses forces, succéda aux agitations de cette scène.

	— Il y a autre chose, murmura Mazarin; il y a les empiriques, les charlatans. Dans mon pays, ceux que les médecins abandonnent courent la chance d’un vendeur d’orviétan, qui dix fois les tue, mais qui cent fois les sauve.

	— Depuis un mois, Votre Éminence ne s’aperçoit-elle pas que j’ai changé dix fois ses remèdes?

	— Oui... Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! j’ai dépensé cinquante mille livres à acheter les secrets de tous ces drôles: la liste est épuisée; ma bourse aussi. Vous n’êtes pas guéri, et sans mon art vous seriez mort.

	— C’est fini, murmura le cardinal; c’est fini.

	Il jeta un regard sombre autour de lui sur ses richesses.

	— Il faudra quitter tout cela! soupira-t-il. Je suis mort, Guénaud! je suis mort!

	— Oh! pas encore, monseigneur, dit le médecin.

	Mazarin lui saisit la main.

	— Dans combien de temps? demanda-t-il en arrêtant deux grands yeux fixes sur le visage du médecin.

	— Monseigneur, on ne dit jamais cela.

	— Aux hommes ordinaires, soit; mais à moi... à moi dont chaque minute vaut un trésor, dis-le-moi, Guénaud, dis-le-moi!

	— Non, non, monseigneur.

	— Je le veux, te dis-je. Oh! donne-moi un mois, et pour chacun de ces trente jours, je te paierai cent mille livres.

	— Monseigneur, répliqua Guénaud d’une voix ferme, c’est Dieu qui vous donne les jours de grâce et non pas moi. Dieu ne vous donne donc que quinze jours!

	Le cardinal poussa un douloureux soupir et retomba sur son oreiller en murmurant:

	— Merci, Guénaud, merci!

	Le médecin allait s’éloigner; le moribond se redressa:

	— Silence, dit-il avec des yeux de flamme, silence!

	— Monseigneur, il y a deux mois que je sais ce secret; vous voyez que je l’ai bien gardé.

	— Allez, Guénaud, j’aurai soin de votre fortune; allez, et dites à Brienne de m’envoyer un commis; qu’on appelle M. Colbert. Allez.

	Chapitre XLIV — Colbert

	Colbert n’était pas loin.

	Durant toute la soirée, il s’était tenu dans un corridor, causant avec Bernouin, avec Brienne, et commentant, avec l’habileté ordinaire des gens de cour, les nouvelles qui se dessinaient comme les bulles d’air sur l’eau à la surface de chaque événement. Il est temps, sans doute, de tracer, en quelques mots, un des portraits les plus intéressants de ce siècle, et de le tracer avec autant de vérité peut-être que les peintres contemporains l’ont pu faire. Colbert fut un homme sur lequel l’historien et le moraliste ont un droit égal.

	Il avait treize ans de plus que Louis XIV, son maître futur.

	D’une taille médiocre, plutôt maigre que gras, il avait l’œil enfoncé, la mine basse, les cheveux gros, noirs et rares, ce qui, disent les biographes de son temps, lui fit prendre de bonne heure la calotte. Un regard plein de sévérité, de dureté même; une sorte de roideur qui, pour les inférieurs, était de la fierté, pour les supérieurs, une affectation de vertu digne; la morgue sur toutes choses, même lorsqu’il était seul à se regarder dans une glace: voilà pour l’extérieur du personnage.

	Au moral, on vantait la profondeur de son talent pour les comptes, son ingéniosité à faire produire la stérilité même. Colbert avait imaginé de forcer les gouverneurs des places frontières à nourrir les garnisons sans solde de ce qu’ils tiraient des contributions. Une si précieuse qualité donna l’idée à M. le cardinal Mazarin de remplacer Joubert, son intendant qui venait de mourir, par M. Colbert, qui rognait si bien les portions.

	Colbert peu à peu se lançait à la cour, malgré la médiocrité de sa naissance, car il était fils d’un homme qui vendait du vin comme son père, qui ensuite avait vendu du drap, puis des étoffes de soie. Colbert, destiné d’abord au commerce, avait été commis chez un marchand de Lyon, qu’il avait quitté pour venir à Paris dans l’étude d’un procureur au Châtelet nommé Biterne. C’est ainsi qu’il avait appris l’art de dresser un compte et l’art plus précieux de l’embrouiller.

	Cette roideur de Colbert lui avait fait le plus grand bien, tant il est vrai que la fortune, lorsqu’elle a un caprice, ressemble à ces femmes de l’Antiquité dont rien au physique et au moral des choses et des hommes ne rebute la fantaisie.

	Colbert, placé chez Michel Letellier, secrétaire d’État en 1648, par son cousin Colbert, seigneur de Saint-Pouange, qui le favorisait, reçut un jour du ministre une commission pour le cardinal Mazarin. Son Éminence le cardinal jouissait alors d’une santé florissante, et les mauvaises années de la Fronde n’avaient pas encore compté triple et quadruple pour lui. Il était à Sedan, fort empêché d’une intrigue de cour dans laquelle Anne d’Autriche paraissait vouloir déserter sa cause.

	Cette intrigue, Letellier en tenait les fils. Il venait de recevoir une lettre d’Anne d’Autriche, lettre fort précieuse pour lui et fort compromettante pour Mazarin; mais comme il jouait déjà le rôle double qui lui servit si bien, et qu’il ménageait toujours deux ennemis pour tirer parti de l’un et de l’autre, soit en les brouillant plus qu’ils ne l’étaient, soit en les réconciliant, Michel Letellier voulut envoyer à Mazarin la lettre d’Anne d’Autriche, afin qu’il en prît connaissance, et par conséquent afin qu’il sût gré d’un service aussi galamment rendu. Envoyer la lettre, c’était facile; la recouvrer après communication, c’était la difficulté.

	Letellier jeta les yeux autour de lui, et voyant le commis noir et maigre qui griffonnait, le sourcil froncé, dans ses bureaux, il le préféra au meilleur gendarme pour l’exécution de ce dessein. Colbert dut partir pour Sedan avec l’ordre de communiquer la lettre à Mazarin et de la rapporter à Letellier. Il écouta sa consigne avec une attention scrupuleuse, s’en fit répéter la teneur deux fois, insista sur la question de savoir si rapporter était aussi nécessaire que communiquer, et Letellier lui dit: — Plus nécessaire.

	Alors il partit, voyagea comme un courrier sans souci de son corps, et remit à Mazarin, d’abord une lettre de Letellier qui annonçait au cardinal l’envoi de la lettre précieuse, puis cette lettre elle-même. Mazarin rougit fort en voyant la lettre d’Anne d’Autriche, fit un gracieux sourire à Colbert et le congédia.

	— À quand la réponse, monseigneur? dit le courrier humblement.

	— À demain.

	— Demain matin?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	Le commis tourna les talons et essaya sa plus noble révérence.

	Le lendemain il était au poste dès sept heures. Mazarin le fit attendre jusqu’à dix. Colbert ne sourcilla point dans l’antichambre; son tour venu, il entra.

	Mazarin lui remit alors un paquet cacheté. Sur l’enveloppe de ce paquet étaient écrits ces mots: «À M. Michel Letellier, etc.»

	Colbert regarda le paquet avec beaucoup d’attention; le cardinal fit une charmante mine et le poussa vers la porte.

	— Et la lettre de la reine mère, monseigneur? demanda Colbert.

	— Elle est avec le reste, dans le paquet, dit Mazarin.

	— Ah! fort bien, répliqua Colbert.

	Et, plaçant son chapeau entre ses genoux, il se mit à décacheter le paquet.

	Mazarin poussa un cri.

	— Que faites-vous donc! dit-il brutalement.

	— Je décachette le paquet, monseigneur.

	— Vous défiez-vous de moi, monsieur le cuistre? A-t-on vu pareille impertinence!

	— Oh! monseigneur, ne vous fâchez pas contre moi! Ce n’est certainement pas la parole de Votre Éminence que je mets en doute, à Dieu ne plaise.

	— Quoi donc, alors?

	— C’est l’exactitude de votre chancellerie, monseigneur. Qu’est-ce qu’une lettre? Un chiffon. Un chiffon ne peut-il être oublié?... Et tenez, monseigneur, tenez, voyez si j’avais tort! Vos commis ont oublié le chiffon: la lettre ne se trouve pas dans le paquet.

	— Vous êtes un insolent et vous n’avez rien vu! s’écria Mazarin irrité; retirez-vous et attendez mon plaisir!

	En disant ces mots, avec une subtilité tout italienne, il arracha le paquet des mains de Colbert et rentra dans ses appartements. Mais cette colère ne pouvait tant durer qu’elle ne fût remplacée un jour par le raisonnement.

	Mazarin, chaque matin, en ouvrant la porte de son cabinet, trouvait la figure de Colbert en sentinelle derrière la banquette, et cette figure désagréable lui demandait humblement, mais avec ténacité, la lettre de la reine mère.

	Mazarin n’y put tenir et dut la rendre. Il accompagna cette restitution d’une mercuriale des plus rudes, pendant laquelle Colbert se contenta d’examiner, de ressaisir, de flairer même le papier, les caractères et la signature, ni plus ni moins que s’il eût eu affaire au dernier faussaire du royaume. Mazarin le traita plus rudement encore, et Colbert, impassible, ayant acquis la certitude que la lettre était la vraie, partit comme s’il eût été sourd.

	Cette conduite lui valut plus tard le poste de Joubert, car Mazarin, au lieu d’en garder rancune, l’admira et souhaita de s’attacher une pareille fidélité.

	On voit par cette seule histoire ce qu’était l’esprit de Colbert. Les événements, se déroulant peu à peu, laisseront fonctionner librement tous les ressorts de cet esprit. Colbert ne fut pas long à s’insinuer dans les bonnes grâces du cardinal: il lui devint même indispensable. Tous ses comptes, le commis les connaissait, sans que le cardinal lui en eût jamais parlé. Ce secret entre eux, à deux, était un lien puissant, et voilà pourquoi, près de paraître devant le maître d’un autre monde, Mazarin voulait prendre un parti et un bon conseil pour disposer du bien qu’il était forcé de laisser en ce monde-ci.

	Après la visite de Guénaud, il appela donc Colbert, le fit asseoir et lui dit:

	— Causons, monsieur Colbert, et sérieusement, car je suis malade et il se pourrait que je vinsse à mourir.

	— L’homme est mortel, répliqua Colbert.

	— Je m’en suis toujours souvenu, monsieur Colbert, et j’ai travaillé dans cette prévision... Vous savez que j’ai amassé un peu de bien ...

	— Je le sais, monseigneur.

	— À combien estimez-vous à peu près ce bien, monsieur Colbert?

	— À quarante millions cinq cent soixante mille deux cents livres neuf sous et huit deniers, répondit Colbert.

	Le cardinal poussa un gros soupir et regarda Colbert avec admiration; mais il se permit un sourire.

	— Argent connu, ajouta Colbert en réponse à ce sourire.

	Le cardinal fit un soubresaut dans son lit.

	— Qu’entendez-vous par là? dit-il.

	— J’entends, dit Colbert, qu’outre ces quarante millions cinq cent soixante mille deux cents livres neuf sous huit deniers il y a treize autres millions que l’on ne connaît pas.

	— Ouf! soupira Mazarin, quel homme!

	À ce moment la tête de Bernouin apparut dans l’embrasure de la porte.

	— Qu’y a-t-il, demanda Mazarin, et pourquoi me trouble-t-on?

	— Le père théatin, directeur de Son Éminence, avait été mandé pour ce soir; il ne pourrait revenir qu’après-demain chez Monseigneur.

	Mazarin regarda Colbert, qui aussitôt prit son chapeau en disant: — Je reviendrai, monseigneur.

	Mazarin hésita.

	— Non, non, dit-il, j’ai autant affaire de vous que de lui. D’ailleurs, vous êtes mon autre confesseur, vous... et ce que je dis à l’un, l’autre peut l’entendre. Restez-là, Colbert.

	— Mais, monseigneur, s’il n’y a pas secret de pénitence, le directeur consentira-t-il?

	— Ne vous inquiétez pas de cela, entrez dans la ruelle.

	— Je puis attendre dehors, monseigneur.

	— Non, non, mieux vaut que vous entendiez la confession d’un homme de bien.

	Colbert s’inclina et passa dans la ruelle.

	— Introduisez le père théatin, dit Mazarin en fermant les rideaux.

	Chapitre XLV — Confession d’un homme de bien

	Le théatin entra délibérément, sans trop s’étonner du bruit et du mouvement que les inquiétudes sur la santé du cardinal avaient soulevés dans sa maison.

	— Venez, mon révérend, dit Mazarin après un dernier regard à la ruelle; venez et soulagez-moi.

	— C’est mon devoir, monseigneur, répliqua le théatin.

	— Commencez par vous asseoir commodément, car je vais débuter par une confession générale; vous me donnerez tout de suite une bonne absolution, et je me croirai plus tranquille.

	— Monseigneur, dit le révérend, vous n’êtes pas tellement malade qu’une confession générale soit urgente... Et ce sera bien fatigant, prenez garde!

	— Vous supposez qu’il y en a long, mon révérend?

	— Comment croire qu’il en soit autrement, quand on a vécu aussi complètement que Votre Éminence?

	— Ah! c’est vrai... Oui, le récit peut être long.

	— La miséricorde de Dieu est grande, nasilla le théatin.

	— Tenez, dit Mazarin, voilà que je commence à m’effrayer moi-même d’avoir tant laissé passer de choses que le Seigneur pouvait réprouver.

	— N’est-ce pas? dit naïvement le théatin en éloignant de la lampe sa figure fine et pointue comme celle d’une taupe. Les pécheurs sont comme cela: oublieux avant, puis scrupuleux quand il est trop tard.

	— Les pécheurs? répliqua Mazarin. Me dites-vous ce mot avec ironie et pour me reprocher toutes les généalogies que j’ai laissé faire sur mon compte... moi, fils de pêcheur, en effet?

	— Hum! fit le théatin.

	— C’est là un premier péché, mon révérend; car enfin, j’ai souffert qu’on me fît descendre des vieux consuls de Rome, T. Geganius Macerinus Ier, Macerinus II et Proculus Macerinus III, dont parle la chronique de Haolander... De Macerinus à Mazarin, la proximité était tentante. Macerinus, diminutif, veut dire maigrelet. Oh! mon révérend, Mazarini peut signifier aujourd’hui, à l’augmentatif, maigre comme un Lazare. Voyez!

	Et il montra ses bras décharnés et ses jambes dévorées par la fièvre.

	— Que vous soyez né d’une famille de pêcheurs, reprit le théatin, je n’y vois rien de fâcheux pour vous... car enfin, saint Pierre était un pêcheur, et si vous êtes prince de l’Église, monseigneur, il en a été le chef suprême. Passons, s’il vous plaît.

	— D’autant plus que j’ai menacé de la Bastille un certain Bounet, prêtre d’Avignon, qui voulait publier une généalogie de Casa Mazarini beaucoup trop merveilleuse.

	— Pour être vraisemblable? répliqua le théatin.

	— Oh! alors, si j’eusse agi dans cette idée, mon révérend, c’était vice d’orgueil... autre péché.

	— C’était excès d’esprit, et jamais on ne peut reprocher à personne ces sortes d’abus. Passons, passons.

	— J’en étais à l’orgueil... Voyez-vous, mon révérend, je vais tâcher de diviser cela par péchés capitaux.

	— J’aime les divisions bien faites.

	— J’en suis aise. Il faut que vous sachiez qu’en 1630... hélas! voilà trente et un ans!

	— Vous aviez vingt-neuf ans, monseigneur.

	— Âge bouillant. Je tranchais du soldat en me jetant à Casal dans les arquebusades, pour montrer que je montais à cheval aussi bien qu’un officier. Il est vrai que j’apportai la paix aux Espagnols et aux Français. Cela rachète un peu mon péché.

	— Je ne vois pas le moindre péché à montrer qu’on monte à cheval, dit le théatin, c’est du goût parfait, et cela honore notre robe. En ma qualité de chrétien, j’approuve que vous ayez empêché l’effusion du sang; en ma qualité de religieux, je suis fier de la bravoure qu’un collègue a témoignée.

	Mazarin fit un humble salut de la tête.

	— Oui, dit-il, mais les suites!

	— Quelles suites?

	— Eh! ce damné péché d’orgueil a des racines sans fin...Depuis que je m’étais jeté comme cela entre deux armées, que j’avais flairé la poudre et parcouru des lignes de soldats, je regardais un peu en pitié les généraux.

	— Ah!

	— Voilà le mal... En sorte que je n’en ai plus trouvé un seul supportable depuis ce temps-là.

	— Le fait est, dit le théatin, que les généraux que nous avons eus n’étaient pas forts.

	— Oh! s’écria Mazarin, il y avait M. le prince... je l’ai bien tourmenté, celui-là!

	— Il n’est pas à plaindre, il a acquis assez de gloire et assez de bien.

	— Soit pour M. le prince; mais M. de Beaufort, par exemple... que j’ai tant fait souffrir au donjon de Vincennes?

	— Ah! mais c’était un rebelle, et la sûreté de l’État exigeait que vous fissiez le sacrifice... Passons.

	— Je crois que j’ai épuisé l’orgueil. Il y a un autre péché que j’ai peur de qualifier...

	— Je le qualifierai, moi... Dites toujours.

	— Un bien grand péché, mon révérend.

	— Nous verrons, monseigneur.

	— Vous ne pouvez manquer d’avoir ouï parler de certaines relations que j’aurais eues... avec Sa Majesté la reine mère... Les malveillants...

	— Les malveillants, monseigneur, sont des sots... Ne fallait-il pas, pour le bien de l’État et pour l’intérêt du jeune roi, que vous vécussiez en bonne intelligence avec la reine? Passons, passons.

	— Je vous assure, dit Mazarin, que vous m’enlevez de la poitrine un terrible poids.

	— Vétilles que tout cela!... Cherchez les choses sérieuses.

	— Il y a bien de l’ambition, mon révérend...

	— C’est la marche des grandes choses, monseigneur.

	— Même cette velléité de la tiare?...

	— Être pape, c’est être le premier des chrétiens... Pourquoi ne l’eussiez vous pas désiré?

	— On a imprimé que j’avais, pour arriver là, vendu Cambrai aux Espagnols.

	— Vous avez fait peut-être vous-même des pamphlets sans trop persécuter les pamphlétaires?

	— Alors, mon révérend, j’ai vraiment le cœur bien net. Je ne sens plus que de légères peccadilles.

	— Dites.

	— Le jeu.

	— C’est un peu mondain; mais enfin, vous étiez obligé, par le devoir de la grandeur, à tenir maison.

	— J’aimais à gagner...

	— Il n’est pas de joueur qui joue pour perdre.

	— Je trichais bien un peu...

	— Vous preniez votre avantage. Passons.

	— Eh bien! mon révérend, je ne sens plus rien du tout sur ma conscience. Donnez-moi l’absolution, et mon âme pourra, lorsque Dieu l’appellera, monter sans obstacle jusqu’à son trône.

	Le théatin ne remua ni les bras ni les lèvres.

	— Qu’attendez-vous, mon révérend, dit Mazarin.

	— J’attends la fin.

	— La fin de quoi?

	— De la confession, monseigneur.

	— Mais j’ai fini.

	— Oh! non! Votre Éminence fait erreur.

	— Pas que je sache.

	— Cherchez bien.

	— J’ai cherché aussi bien que possible.

	— Alors je vais aider votre mémoire.

	— Voyons.

	Le théatin toussa plusieurs fois.

	— Vous ne me parlez pas de l’avarice, autre péché capital, ni de ces millions, dit-il.

	— Quels millions, mon révérend?

	— Mais ceux que vous possédez, monseigneur.

	— Mon père, cet argent est à moi, pourquoi vous en parlerais-je?

	— C’est que, voyez-vous, nos deux opinions diffèrent. Vous dites que cet argent est à vous, et, moi, je crois qu’il est un peu à d’autres.

	Mazarin porta une main froide à son front perlé de sueur.

	— Comment cela? balbutia-t-il.

	— Voici. Votre Éminence a gagné beaucoup de biens au service du roi...

	— Hum! beaucoup... ce n’est pas trop.

	— Quoi qu’il en soit, d’où venait ce bien?

	— De l’État.

	— L’État, c’est le roi.

	— Mais que concluez-vous, mon révérend? dit Mazarin, qui commençait à trembler.

	— Je ne puis conclure sans une liste des biens que vous avez. Comptons un peu, s’il vous plaît: vous avez l’évêché de Metz.

	— Oui.

	— Les abbayes de Saint-Clément, de Saint-Arnoud et de Saint-Vincent, toujours à Metz.

	— Oui.

	— Vous avez l’abbaye de Saint-Denis, en France, un beau bien.

	— Oui, mon révérend.

	— Vous avez l’abbaye de Cluny, qui est si riche.

	— Je l’ai.

	— Celle de Saint-Médard, à Soissons, cent mille livres de revenus.

	— Je ne le nie pas.

	— Celle de Saint-Victor, à Marseille, une des meilleures du Midi.

	— Oui, mon père.

	— Un bon million par an. Avec les émoluments du cardinalat et du ministère, c’est peut-être deux millions par an.

	— Eh!

	— Pendant dix ans, c’est vingt millions... et vingt millions placés à cinquante pour cent donnent, par progression, vingt autres millions en dix ans.

	— Comme vous comptez, pour un théatin!

	— Depuis que Votre Éminence a placé notre ordre dans le couvent que nous occupons près de Saint-Germain-des-Prés, en 1644, c’est moi qui fais les comptes de la société.

	— Et les miens, à ce que je vois, mon révérend.

	— Il faut savoir un peu de tout, monseigneur.

	— Eh bien! concluez à présent.

	— Je conclus que le bagage est trop gros pour que vous passiez à la porte du paradis.

	— Je serai damné?

	— Si vous ne restituez pas, oui.

	Mazarin poussa un cri pitoyable.

	— Restituer! mais à qui, bon Dieu!

	— Au maître de cet argent, au roi!

	— Mais c’est le roi qui m’a tout donné!...

	— Un moment! le roi ne signe pas les ordonnances!

	Mazarin passa des soupirs aux gémissements.

	— L’absolution, dit-il.

	— Impossible, monseigneur... Restituez, restituez, répliqua le théatin.

	— Mais, enfin, vous m’absolvez de tous les péchés; pourquoi pas de celui là?

	— Parce que, répondit le révérend, vous absoudre pour ce motif est un péché dont le roi ne m’absoudrait jamais, monseigneur.

	Là-dessus, le confesseur quitta son pénitent avec une mine pleine de componction, puis il sortit du même pas qu’il était entré.

	— Holà! mon Dieu, gémit le cardinal... Venez ça, Colbert; je suis bien malade, mon ami!

	Chapitre XLVI — La donation

	Colbert reparut sous les rideaux.

	— Avez-vous entendu? dit Mazarin.

	— Hélas! oui, monseigneur.

	— Est-ce qu’il a raison? Est-ce que tout cet argent est du bien mal acquis?

	— Un théatin, monseigneur, est un mauvais juge en matière de finances, répondit froidement Colbert. Cependant il se pourrait que, d’après ses idées théologiques, Votre Éminence eût de certains torts. On en a toujours eu... quand on meurt.

	— On a d’abord celui de mourir, Colbert.

	— C’est vrai, monseigneur. Envers qui cependant le théatin vous aurait-il trouvé des torts? Envers le roi.

	Mazarin haussa les épaules.

	— Comme si je n’avais pas sauvé son État et ses finances!

	— Cela ne souffre pas de controverse, monseigneur.

	— N’est-ce pas? Donc, j’aurais gagné très légitimement un salaire, malgré mon confesseur?

	— C’est hors de doute.

	— Et je pourrais garder pour ma famille, si besogneuse, une bonne partie... le tout même de ce que j’ai gagné!

	— Je n’y vois aucun empêchement, monseigneur.

	— J’étais bien sûr, en vous consultant, Colbert, d’avoir un avis sage, répliqua Mazarin tout joyeux.

	Colbert fit sa grimace de pédant.

	— Monseigneur, interrompit-il, il faudrait bien voir cependant si ce qu’a dit le théatin n’est pas un piège.

	— Non, un piège... pourquoi? Le théatin est honnête homme.

	— Il a cru Votre Éminence aux portes du tombeau, puisque Votre Éminence le consultait... Ne l’ai-je pas entendu vous dire: «Distinguez ce que le roi vous a donné de ce que vous vous êtes donné à vous-même...» Cherchez bien, monseigneur, s’il ne vous a pas un peu dit cela, c’est assez une parole de théatin.

	— Il serait possible.

	— Auquel cas, monseigneur, je vous regarderais comme mis en demeure par le religieux...

	— De restituer? s’écria Mazarin tout échauffé.

	— Eh! je ne dis pas non.

	— De restituer tout! Vous n’y songez pas... Vous dites comme le confesseur.

	— Restituer une partie, c’est-à-dire faire la part de Sa Majesté, et cela, monseigneur, peut avoir des dangers. Votre Éminence est un politique trop habile pour ignorer qu’à cette heure le roi ne possède pas cent cinquante mille livres nettes dans ses coffres.

	— Ce n’est pas mon affaire, dit Mazarin triomphant, c’est celle de M. le surintendant Fouquet, dont je vous ai donné, ces derniers mois, tous les comptes à vérifier.

	Colbert pinça les lèvres à ce seul nom de Fouquet.

	— Sa Majesté, dit-il entre ses dents, n’a d’argent que celui qu’amasse M. Fouquet; votre argent à vous, monseigneur, lui sera une friande pâture.

	— Enfin, je ne suis pas le surintendant des finances du roi, moi; j’ai ma bourse... Certes, je ferais bien, pour le bonheur de Sa Majesté... quelques legs... mais je ne puis frustrer ma famille...

	— Un legs partiel vous déshonore et offense le roi. Une partie léguée à Sa Majesté, c’est l’aveu que cette partie vous a inspiré des doutes comme n’étant pas acquise légitimement.

	— Monsieur Colbert!...

	— J’ai cru que Votre Éminence me faisait l’honneur de me demander un conseil.

	— Oui, mais vous ignorez les principaux détails de la question.

	— Je n’ignore rien, monseigneur; voilà dix ans que je passe en revue toutes les colonnes de chiffres qui se font en France, et si je les ai péniblement clouées en ma tête, elles y sont si bien rivées à présent, que depuis l’office de M. Letellier, qui est sobre, jusqu’aux petites largesses secrètes de M. Fouquet, qui est prodigue, je réciterais, chiffre par chiffre, tout l’argent qui se dépense de Marseille à Cherbourg.

	— Alors, vous voudriez que je jetasse tout mon argent dans les coffres du roi! s’écria ironiquement Mazarin, à qui la goutte arrachait en même temps plusieurs soupirs douloureux. Certes, le roi ne me reprocherait rien, mais il se moquerait de moi en mangeant mes millions, et il aurait bien raison.

	— Votre Éminence ne m’a pas compris. Je n’ai pas prétendu le moins du monde que le roi dût dépenser votre argent.

	— Vous le dites clairement, ce me semble, en me conseillant de le lui donner.

	— Ah! répliqua Colbert, c’est que Votre Éminence, absorbée qu’elle est par son mal, perd de vue complètement le caractère de Sa Majesté Louis XIV.

	— Comment cela?...

	— Ce caractère, je crois, si j’ose m’exprimer ainsi, ressemble à celui que Monseigneur confessait tout à l’heure au théatin.

	— Osez; c’est...?

	— C’est l’orgueil. Pardon, monseigneur; la fierté, voulais-je dire. Les rois n’ont pas d’orgueil: c’est une passion humaine.

	— L’orgueil, oui, vous avez raison. Après?...

	— Eh bien! monseigneur, si j’ai rencontré juste, Votre Éminence n’a qu’à donner tout son argent au roi, et tout de suite.

	
— Mais pourquoi? dit Mazarin fort intrigué.

	— Parce que le roi n’acceptera pas le tout.

	— Oh! un jeune homme qui n’a pas d’argent et qui est rongé d’ambition.

	— Soit.

	— Un jeune homme qui désire ma mort.

	— Monseigneur...

	— Pour hériter, oui, Colbert; oui, il désire ma mort pour hériter. Triple sot que je suis! je le préviendrais!

	— Précisément. Si la donation est faite dans une certaine forme, il refusera.

	— Allons donc!

	— C’est positif. Un jeune homme qui n’a rien fait, qui brûle de devenir illustre, qui brûle de régner seul, ne prendra rien de bâti; il voudra construire lui-même. Ce prince-là, monseigneur, ne se contentera pas du Palais-Royal que M. de Richelieu lui a légué, ni du palais Mazarin que vous avez si superbement fait construire, ni du Louvre que ses ancêtres ont habité, ni de Saint-Germain où il est né. Tout ce qui ne procédera pas de lui, il le dédaignera, je le prédis.

	— Et vous garantissez que si je donne mes quarante millions au roi...

	— En lui disant de certaines choses, je garantis qu’il refusera.

	— Ces choses... sont?

	— Je les écrirai, si Monseigneur veut me les dicter.

	— Mais enfin, quel avantage pour moi?

	— Un énorme. Personne ne peut plus accuser Votre Éminence de cette injuste avarice que les pamphlétaires ont reprochée au plus brillant esprit de ce siècle.

	— Tu as raison, Colbert, tu as raison; va trouver le roi de ma part et porte lui mon testament.

	— Une donation, monseigneur.

	— Mais s’il acceptait! s’il allait accepter?

	— Alors, il resterait treize millions à votre famille, et c’est une jolie somme.

	— Mais tu serais un traître ou un sot, alors.

	— Et je ne suis ni l’un ni l’autre, monseigneur... Vous me paraissez craindre beaucoup que le roi n’accepte... Oh! craignez plutôt qu’il n’accepte pas...

	— S’il n’accepte pas, vois-tu, je lui veux garantir mes treize millions de réserve... Oui, je le ferai... Oui... Mais voici la douleur qui vient; je vais tomber en faiblesse.... C’est que je suis malade, Colbert, que je suis près de ma fin.

	Colbert tressaillit.

	Le cardinal était bien mal en effet: il suait à grosses gouttes sur son lit de douleur, et cette pâleur effrayante d’un visage ruisselant d’eau était un spectacle que le plus endurci praticien n’eût pas supporté sans compassion. Colbert fut sans doute très ému, car il quitta la chambre en appelant Bernouin près du moribond et passa dans le corridor. Là, se promenant de long en large avec une expression méditative qui donnait presque de la noblesse à sa tête vulgaire, les épaules arrondies, le cou tendu, les lèvres entrouvertes pour laisser échapper des lambeaux décousus de pensées incohérentes, il s’enhardit à la démarche qu’il voulait tenter, tandis qu’à dix pas de lui, séparé seulement par un mur, son maître étouffait dans des angoisses qui lui arrachaient des cris lamentables, ne pensant plus ni aux trésors de la terre ni aux joies du paradis, mais bien à toutes les horreurs de l’enfer.

	Tandis que les serviettes brûlantes, les topiques, les révulsifs et Guénaud, rappelé près du cardinal, fonctionnaient avec une activité toujours croissante, Colbert, tenant à deux mains sa grosse tête, pour y comprimer la fièvre des projets enfantés par le cerveau, méditait la teneur de la donation qu’il allait faire écrire à Mazarin dès la première heure de répit que lui donnerait le mal. Il semblait que tous ces cris du cardinal et toutes ces entreprises de la mort sur ce représentant du passé fussent des stimulants pour le génie de ce penseur aux sourcils épais qui se tournait déjà vers le lever du nouveau soleil d’une société régénérée.

	Colbert revint près de Mazarin lorsque la raison fut revenue au malade, et lui persuada de dicter une donation ainsi conçue: «Près de paraître devant Dieu, maître des hommes, je prie le roi, qui fut mon maître sur la terre, de reprendre les biens que sa bonté m’avait donnés, et que ma famille sera heureuse de voir passer en de si illustres mains. Le détail de mes biens se trouvera, il est dressé, à la première réquisition de Sa Majesté, ou au dernier soupir de son plus dévoué serviteur. Jules, cardinal de Mazarin.» Le cardinal signa en soupirant; Colbert cacheta le paquet et le porta immédiatement au Louvre, où le roi venait de rentrer. Puis il revint à son logis, se frottant les mains avec la confiance d’un ouvrier qui a bien employé sa journée.

	Chapitre XLVII — Comment Anne d’Autriche donna un conseil à Louis XIV, et comment M. Fouquet lui en donna un autre

	La nouvelle de l’extrémité où se trouvait le cardinal s’était déjà répandue, et elle attirait au moins autant de gens au Louvre que la nouvelle du mariage de Monsieur, le frère du roi, laquelle avait déjà été annoncée à titre de fait officiel.

	À peine Louis XIV rentrait-il chez lui, tout rêveur encore des choses qu’il avait vues ou entendu dire dans cette soirée, que l’huissier annonça que la même foule de courtisans qui, le matin, s’était empressée à son lever, se représentait de nouveau à son coucher, faveur insigne que depuis le règne du cardinal la cour, fort peu discrète dans ses préférences, avait accordée au ministre sans grand souci de déplaire au roi. Mais le ministre avait eu, comme nous l’avons dit, une grave attaque de goutte, et la marée de la flatterie montait vers le trône. Les courtisans ont ce merveilleux instinct de flairer d’avance tous les événements; les courtisans ont la science suprême: ils sont diplomates pour éclairer les grands dénouements des circonstances difficiles, capitaines pour deviner l’issue des batailles, médecins pour guérir les maladies.

	Louis XIV, à qui sa mère avait appris cet axiome, entre beaucoup d’autres, comprit que Son Éminence Monseigneur le cardinal Mazarin était bien malade. À peine Anne d’Autriche eut-elle conduit la jeune reine dans ses appartements et soulagé son front du poids de la coiffure de cérémonie, qu’elle revint trouver son fils dans le cabinet où, seul, morne et le cœur ulcéré, il passait sur lui-même, comme pour exercer sa volonté, une de ces colères sourdes et terribles, colères de roi, qui font des événements quand elles éclatent, et qui, chez Louis XIV, grâce à sa puissance merveilleuse sur lui-même, devinrent des orages si bénins, que sa plus fougueuse, son unique colère, celle que signale Saint-Simon, tout en s’en étonnant, fut cette fameuse colère qui éclata cinquante ans plus tard à propos d’une cachette de M. le duc du Maine, et qui eut pour résultat une grêle de coups de canne donnés sur le dos d’un pauvre laquais qui avait volé un biscuit.

	Le jeune roi était donc, comme nous l’avons vu, en proie à une douloureuse surexcitation, et il se disait en se regardant dans une glace:

	— Ô roi!... roi de nom, et non de fait... fantôme, vain fantôme que tu es!.... statue inerte qui n’as d’autre puissance que celle de provoquer un salut de la part des courtisans, quand pourras-tu donc lever ton bras de velours, serrer ta main de soie? quand pourras-tu ouvrir pour autre chose que pour soupirer ou sourire tes lèvres condamnées à la stupide immobilité des marbres de ta galerie?

	Alors, passant la main sur son front et cherchant l’air, il s’approcha de la fenêtre et vit au bas quelques cavaliers qui causaient entre eux, quelques groupes timidement curieux. Ces cavaliers, c’était une fraction du guet; ce groupe, c’étaient les empressés du peuple, ceux-là pour qui un roi est toujours une chose curieuse, comme un rhinocéros, un crocodile ou un serpent.

	Il frappa son front du plat de sa main en s’écriant:

	— Roi de France! quel titre! Peuple de France! quelle masse de créatures! Et voilà que je rentre dans mon Louvre; mes chevaux, à peine dételés, fument encore, et j’ai tout juste soulevé assez d’intérêt pour que vingt personnes à peine me regardent passer... Vingt... que dis-je! non, il n’y a pas même vingt curieux pour le roi de France, il n’y a pas même dix archers pour veiller sur ma maison: archers, peuple, gardes, tout est au Palais-Royal. Pourquoi mon Dieu? Moi, le roi, n’ai-je pas le droit de vous demander cela?

	— Parce que, dit une voix répondant à la sienne et qui retentit de l’autre côté de la portière du cabinet, parce qu’au Palais-Royal il y a tout l’or, c’est-à-dire toute la puissance de celui qui veut régner.

	Louis se retourna précipitamment.

	La voix qui venait de prononcer ces paroles était celle d’Anne d’Autriche. Le roi tressaillit, et s’avançant vers sa mère:

	— J’espère, dit-il, que Votre Majesté n’a pas fait attention aux vaines déclamations dont la solitude et le dégoût familiers aux rois donnent l’idée aux plus heureux caractères?

	— Je n’ai fait attention qu’à une chose, mon fils: c’est que vous vous plaigniez.

	— Moi? pas du tout, dit Louis XIV; non, en vérité; vous vous trompez, madame.

	— Que faisiez-vous donc, Sire?

	— Il me semblait être sous la férule de mon professeur et développer un sujet d’amplification.

	— Mon fils, reprit Anne d’Autriche en secouant la tête, vous avez tort de ne vous point fier à ma parole; vous avez tort de ne me point accorder votre confiance. Un jour va venir, jour prochain peut-être, où vous aurez besoin de vous rappeler cet axiome: «L’or est la toute puissance, et ceux-là seuls sont véritablement rois qui sont tout-puissants.»

	— Votre intention, poursuivit le roi, n’était point cependant de jeter un blâme sur les riches de ce siècle?

	— Non, dit vivement Anne d’Autriche, non, Sire; ceux qui sont riches en ce siècle, sous votre règne, sont riches parce que vous l’avez bien voulu, et je n’ai contre eux ni rancune ni envie; ils ont sans doute assez bien servi Votre Majesté pour que Votre Majesté leur ait permis de se récompenser eux-mêmes. Voilà ce que j’entends dire par la parole que vous semblez me reprocher.

	— À Dieu ne plaise, madame, que je reproche jamais quelque chose à ma mère!

	— D’ailleurs, continua Anne d’Autriche, le Seigneur ne donne jamais que pour un temps les biens de la terre; le Seigneur, comme correctif aux honneurs et à la richesse, le Seigneur a mis la souffrance, la maladie, la mort, et nul, ajouta Anne d’Autriche avec un douloureux sourire qui prouvait qu’elle faisait à elle-même l’application du funèbre précepte, nul n’emporte son bien ou sa grandeur dans le tombeau. Il en résulte que les jeunes récoltent les fruits de la féconde moisson préparée par les vieux.

	Louis écoutait avec une attention croissante ces paroles accentuées par Anne d’Autriche dans un but évidemment consolateur.

	— Madame, dit Louis XIV regardant fixement sa mère, on dirait, en vérité, que vous avez quelque chose de plus à m’annoncer?

	— Je n’ai rien absolument, mon fils; seulement, vous aurez remarqué ce soir que M. le cardinal est bien malade?

	Louis regarda sa mère, cherchant une émotion dans sa voix, une douleur dans sa physionomie. Le visage d’Anne d’Autriche semblait légèrement altéré; mais cette souffrance avait un caractère tout personnel.

	Peut-être cette altération était-elle causée par le cancer qui commençait à la mordre au sein.

	— Oui, madame, dit le roi, oui, M. de Mazarin est bien malade.

	— Et ce serait une grande perte pour le royaume si Son Éminence venait à être appelée par Dieu. N’est-ce point votre avis comme le mien, mon fils? demanda Anne d’Autriche.

	— Oui, madame, oui certainement, ce serait une grande perte pour le royaume, dit Louis en rougissant; mais le péril n’est pas si grand, ce me semble, et d’ailleurs M. le cardinal est jeune encore. Le roi achevait à peine de parler, qu’un huissier souleva la tapisserie et se tint debout, un papier à la main, en attendant que le roi l’interrogeât.

	— Qu’est-ce que cela? demanda le roi.

	— Un message de M. de Mazarin, répondit l’huissier.

	— Donnez, dit le roi.

	Et il prit le papier. Mais, au moment où il l’allait ouvrir, il se fit à la fois un grand bruit dans la galerie, dans les antichambres et dans la cour.

	— Ah! ah! dit Louis XIV, qui sans doute reconnut ce triple bruit, que disais-je donc qu’il n’y avait qu’un roi en France! je me trompais, il y en a deux.

	En ce moment, la porte s’ouvrit, et le surintendant des finances Fouquet apparut à Louis XIV. C’était lui qui faisait ce bruit dans la galerie; c’étaient ses laquais qui faisaient ce bruit dans les antichambres; c’étaient ses chevaux qui faisaient ce bruit dans la cour. En outre, on entendait un long murmure sur son passage qui ne s’éteignait que longtemps après qu’il avait passé. C’était ce murmure que Louis XIV regrettait si fort de ne point entendre alors sous ses pas et mourir derrière lui.

	— Celui-là n’est pas précisément un roi comme vous le croyez, dit Anne d’Autriche à son fils; c’est un homme trop riche, voilà tout.

	Et en disant ces mots, un sentiment amer donnait aux paroles de la reine leur expression la plus haineuse; tandis que le front de Louis, au contraire, resté calme et maître de lui, était pur de la plus légère ride. Il salua donc librement Fouquet de la tête, tandis qu’il continuait de déplier le rouleau que venait de lui remettre l’huissier. Fouquet vit ce mouvement, et, avec une politesse à la fois aisée et respectueuse, il s’approcha d’Anne d’Autriche pour laisser toute liberté au roi. Louis avait ouvert le papier, et cependant il ne lisait pas. Il écoutait Fouquet faire à sa mère des compliments adorablement tournés sur sa main et sur ses bras.

	La figure d’Anne d’Autriche se dérida et passa presque au sourire.

	Fouquet s’aperçut que le roi, au lieu de lire, le regardait et l’écoutait; il fit un demi-tour, et, tout en continuant pour ainsi dire d’appartenir à Anne d’Autriche, il se retourna en face du roi.

	— Vous savez, monsieur Fouquet, dit Louis XIV, que Son Éminence est fort mal?

	— Oui, Sire, je sais cela, dit Fouquet; et en effet elle est fort mal. J’étais à ma campagne de Vaux lorsque la nouvelle m’en est venue, si pressante que j’ai tout quitté.

	— Vous avez quitté Vaux ce soir, monsieur?

	— Il y a une heure et demie, oui, Votre Majesté, dit Fouquet, consultant une montre toute garnie de diamants.

	— Une heure et demie! dit le roi, assez puissant pour maîtriser sa colère, mais non pour cacher son étonnement.

	— Je comprends, Sire, Votre Majesté doute de ma parole, et elle a raison; mais, si je suis venu ainsi, c’est vraiment par merveille. On m’avait envoyé d’Angleterre trois couples de chevaux fort vifs, m’assurait-on; ils étaient disposés de quatre lieues en quatre lieues, et je les ai essayés ce soir. Ils sont venus en effet de Vaux au Louvre en une heure et demie, et Votre Majesté voit qu’on ne m’avait pas trompé.

	La reine mère sourit avec une secrète envie. Fouquet alla au-devant de cette mauvaise pensée.

	— Aussi, madame, se hâta-t-il d’ajouter, de pareils chevaux sont faits, non pour des sujets, mais pour des rois, car les rois ne doivent jamais le céder à qui que ce soit en quoi que ce soit.

	Le roi leva la tête.

	— Cependant, interrompit Anne d’Autriche, vous n’êtes point roi, que je sache, monsieur Fouquet?

	— Aussi, madame, les chevaux n’attendent-ils qu’un signe de Sa Majesté pour entrer dans les écuries du Louvre; et si je me suis permis de les essayer, c’était dans la seule crainte d’offrir au roi quelque chose qui ne fût pas précisément une merveille.

	Le roi était devenu fort rouge.

	— Vous savez, monsieur Fouquet, dit la reine, que l’usage n’est point à la cour de France qu’un sujet offre quelque chose à son roi?

	Louis fit un mouvement.

	— J’espérais, madame, dit Fouquet fort agité, que mon amour pour Sa Majesté, mon désir incessant de lui plaire, serviraient de contrepoids à cette raison d’étiquette. Ce n’était point d’ailleurs un présent que je me permettais d’offrir, c’était un tribut que je payais.

	— Merci, monsieur Fouquet, dit poliment le roi, et je vous sais gré de l’intention, car j’aime en effet les bons chevaux; mais vous savez que je suis bien peu riche; vous le savez mieux que personne, vous, mon surintendant des finances. Je ne puis donc, lors même que je le voudrais, acheter un attelage si cher.

	Fouquet lança un regard plein de fierté à la reine mère qui semblait triompher de la fausse position du ministre, et répondit:

	— Le luxe est la vertu des rois, Sire; c’est le luxe qui les fait ressembler à Dieu; c’est par le luxe qu’ils sont plus que les autres hommes. Avec le luxe un roi nourrit ses sujets et les honore. Sous la douce chaleur de ce luxe des rois naît le luxe des particuliers, source de richesses pour le peuple. Sa Majesté, en acceptant le don de six chevaux incomparables, eût piqué d’amour-propre les éleveurs de notre pays, du Limousin, du Perche, de la Normandie; cette émulation eût été profitable à tous... Mais le roi se tait, et par conséquent je suis condamné.

	Pendant ce temps, Louis XIV, par contenance, pliait et dépliait le papier de Mazarin, sur lequel il n’avait pas encore jeté les yeux. Sa vue s’y arrêta enfin, et il poussa un petit cri dès la première ligne.

	— Qu’y a-t-il donc, mon fils? demanda Anne d’Autriche en se rapprochant vivement du roi.

	— De la part du cardinal? reprit le roi en continuant sa lecture. Oui, oui, c’est bien de sa part.

	— Est-il donc plus mal?

	— Lisez, acheva le roi en passant le parchemin à sa mère, comme s’il eût pensé qu’il ne fallait pas moins que la lecture pour convaincre Anne d’Autriche d’une chose aussi étonnante que celle qui était renfermée dans ce papier.

	Anne d’Autriche lut à son tour. À mesure qu’elle lisait, ses yeux pétillaient d’une joie plus vive qu’elle essayait inutilement de dissimuler et qui attira les regards de Fouquet.

	— Oh! une donation en règle, dit-elle.

	— Une donation? répéta Fouquet.

	— Oui, fit le roi répondant particulièrement au surintendant des finances; oui, sur le point de mourir, M. le cardinal me fait une donation de tous ses biens.

	— Quarante millions! s’écria la reine. Ah! mon fils, voilà un beau trait de la part de M. le cardinal, et qui va contredire bien des malveillantes rumeurs; quarante millions amassés lentement et qui reviennent d’un seul coup en masse au trésor royal, c’est d’un sujet fidèle et d’un vrai chrétien.

	Et ayant jeté une fois encore les yeux sur l’acte, elle le rendit à Louis XIV, que l’énoncé de cette somme faisait tout palpitant. Fouquet avait fait quelques pas en arrière et se taisait. Le roi le regarda et lui tendit le rouleau à son tour. Le surintendant ne fit qu’y arrêter une seconde son regard hautain.

	Puis, s’inclinant:

	— Oui, Sire, dit-il, une donation, je le vois.

	— Il faut répondre, mon fils, s’écria Anne d’Autriche; il faut répondre sur-le-champ.

	— Et comment cela, madame?

	— Par une visite au cardinal.

	— Mais il y a une heure à peine que je quitte Son Éminence, dit le roi.

	— Écrivez alors, Sire.

	— Écrire! fit le jeune roi avec répugnance.

	— Enfin, reprit Anne d’Autriche, il me semble, mon fils, qu’un homme qui vient de faire un pareil présent est bien en droit d’attendre qu’on le remercie avec quelque hâte.

	Puis, se retournant vers le surintendant:

	— Est-ce que ce n’est point votre avis, monsieur Fouquet?

	— Le présent en vaut la peine, oui, madame, répliqua le surintendant avec une noblesse qui n’échappa point au roi.

	— Acceptez donc et remerciez, insista Anne d’Autriche.

	— Que dit M. Fouquet? demanda Louis XIV.

	— Sa Majesté veut savoir ma pensée?

	— Oui.

	— Remerciez, Sire...

	— Ah! fit Anne d’Autriche.

	— Mais n’acceptez pas, continua Fouquet.

	— Et pourquoi cela? demanda Anne d’Autriche.

	— Mais vous l’avez dit vous-mêmes, madame, répliqua Fouquet, parce que les rois ne doivent et ne peuvent recevoir de présents de leurs sujets.

	Le roi demeurait muet entre ces deux opinions si opposées.

	— Mais quarante millions! dit Anne d’Autriche du même ton dont la pauvre Marie-Antoinette dit plus tard: «Vous m’en direz tant!»

	— Je le sais, dit Fouquet en riant, quarante millions font une belle somme, et une pareille somme pourrait tenter même une conscience royale.

	— Mais, monsieur, dit Anne d’Autriche, au lieu de détourner le roi de recevoir ce présent, faites donc observer à Sa Majesté, vous dont c’est la charge, que ces quarante millions lui font une fortune.

	— C’est précisément, madame, parce que ces quarante millions font une fortune que je dirai au roi: «Sire, s’il n’est point décent qu’un roi accepte d’un sujet six chevaux de vingt mille livres, il est déshonorant qu’il doive sa fortune à un autre sujet plus ou moins scrupuleux dans le choix des matériaux qui contribuaient à l’édification de cette fortune.»

	— Il ne vous sied guère, monsieur, dit Anne d’Autriche, de faire une leçon au roi; procurez-lui plutôt quarante millions pour remplacer ceux que vous lui faites perdre.

	— Le roi les aura quand il voudra, dit en s’inclinant le surintendant des finances.

	— Oui, en pressurant les peuples, fit Anne d’Autriche.

	— Eh! ne l’ont-ils pas été, madame, répondit Fouquet, quand on leur a fait suer les quarante millions donnés par cet acte? Au surplus, Sa Majesté m’a demandé mon avis, le voilà; que Sa Majesté me demande mon concours, il en sera de même.

	— Allons, allons, acceptez, mon fils, dit Anne d’Autriche; vous êtes au dessus des bruits et des interprétations.

	— Refusez, Sire, dit Fouquet. Tant qu’un roi vit, il n’a d’autre niveau que sa conscience, d’autre juge que son désir; mais, mort, il a la postérité qui applaudit ou qui accuse.

	— Merci, ma mère, répliqua Louis en saluant respectueusement la reine. Merci, monsieur Fouquet, dit-il en congédiant civilement le surintendant.

	— Acceptez-vous? demanda encore Anne d’Autriche.

	— Je réfléchirai, répliqua le roi en regardant Fouquet.

	Chapitre XLVIII — Agonie

	Le jour même où la donation avait été envoyée au roi, le cardinal s’était fait transporter à Vincennes. Le roi et la cour l’y avaient suivi. Les dernières lueurs de ce flambeau jetaient encore assez d’éclat pour absorber, dans leur rayonnement, toutes les autres lumières. Au reste, comme on le voit, satellite fidèle de son ministre, le jeune Louis XIV marchait jusqu’au dernier moment dans le sens de sa gravitation. Le mal, selon les pronostics de Guénaud, avait empiré; ce n’était plus une attaque de goutte, c’était une attaque de mort. Puis il y avait une chose qui faisait cet agonisant plus agonisant encore: c’était l’anxiété que jetait dans son esprit cette donation envoyée au roi, et qu’au dire de Colbert le roi devait renvoyer non acceptée au cardinal.

	Le cardinal avait grande foi, comme nous avons vu, dans les prédictions de son secrétaire; mais la somme était forte, et quel que fût le génie de Colbert, de temps en temps le cardinal pensait, à part lui, que le théatin, lui aussi, avait bien pu se tromper, et qu’il y avait au-moins autant de chances pour qu’il ne fût pas damné, qu’il y en avait pour que Louis XIV lui renvoyât ses millions.

	D’ailleurs, plus la donation tardait à revenir, plus Mazarin trouvait que quarante millions valent bien la peine que l’on risque quelque chose et surtout une chose aussi hypothétique que l’âme. Mazarin, en sa qualité de cardinal et de premier ministre, était à peu près athée et tout à fait matérialiste.

	À chaque fois que la porte s’ouvrait, il se retournait donc vivement vers la porte, croyant voir entrer par là sa malheureuse donation; puis, trompé dans son espérance, il se recouchait avec un soupir et retrouvait sa douleur d’autant plus vive qu’un instant il l’avait oubliée. Anne d’Autriche, elle aussi, avait suivi le cardinal; son cœur, quoique l’âge l’eût faite égoïste, ne pouvait se refuser de témoigner à ce mourant une tristesse qu’elle lui devait en qualité de femme, disent les uns, en qualité de souveraine, disent les autres.

	Elle avait, en quelque sorte, pris le deuil de la physionomie par avance, et toute la cour le portait comme elle.

	Louis, pour ne pas montrer sur son visage ce qui se passait au fond de son âme, s’obstinait à rester confiné dans son appartement où sa nourrice toute seule lui faisait compagnie; plus il croyait approcher du terme où toute contrainte cesserait pour lui, plus il se faisait humble et patient, se repliant sur lui-même comme tous les hommes forts qui ont quelque dessein, afin de se donner plus de ressort au moment décisif. L’extrême-onction avait été secrètement administrée au cardinal, qui, fidèle à ses habitudes de dissimulation, luttait contre les apparences, et même contre la réalité, recevant dans son lit comme s’il n’eût été atteint que d’un mal passager.

	Guénaud, de son côté, gardait le secret le plus absolu: interrogé, fatigué de poursuites et de questions, il ne répondait rien, sinon: «Son Éminence est encore pleine de jeunesse et de force; mais Dieu veut ce qu’il veut, et quand il a décidé qu’il doit abattre l’homme, il faut que l’homme soit abattu.»

	Ces paroles, qu’il semait avec une sorte de discrétion, de réserve et de préférence, deux personnes les commentaient avec grand intérêt: le roi et le cardinal.

	Mazarin, malgré la prophétie de Guénaud, se leurrait toujours, ou, pour mieux dire, il jouait si bien son rôle, que les plus fins, en disant qu’il se leurrait, prouvaient qu’ils étaient des dupes. Louis, éloigné du cardinal depuis deux jours; Louis, l’œil fixé sur cette donation qui préoccupait si fort le cardinal; Louis ne savait point au juste où en était Mazarin. Le fils de Louis XIII, suivant les traditions paternelles, avait été si peu roi jusque-là, que, tout en désirant ardemment la royauté, il la désirait avec cette terreur qui accompagne toujours l’inconnu. Aussi, ayant pris sa résolution, qu’il ne communiquait d’ailleurs à personne, se résolut-il à demander à Mazarin une entrevue. Ce fut Anne d’Autriche qui, toujours assidue près du cardinal, entendit la première cette proposition du roi et qui la transmit au mourant, qu’elle fit tressaillir. Dans quel but Louis XIV lui demandait-il une entrevue? Était-ce pour rendre, comme l’avait dit Colbert? Était-ce pour garder après remerciement, comme le pensait Mazarin? Néanmoins, comme le mourant sentait cette incertitude augmenter encore son mal, il n’hésita pas un instant.

	— Sa Majesté sera la bienvenue, oui, la très bienvenue, s’écria-t-il en faisant à Colbert, qui était assis au pied du lit, un signe que celui-ci comprit parfaitement. Madame, continua Mazarin, Votre Majesté serait-elle assez bonne pour assurer elle-même le roi de la vérité de ce que je viens de dire?

	Anne d’Autriche se leva; elle avait hâte, elle aussi, d’être fixée à l’endroit des quarante millions qui étaient la sourde pensée de tout le monde.

	Anne d’Autriche sortie, Mazarin fit un grand effort, et se soulevant vers Colbert:

	— Eh bien! Colbert, dit-il, voilà deux jours malheureux! voilà deux mortels jours, et, tu le vois, rien n’est revenu de là-bas.

	— Patience, monseigneur, dit Colbert.

	— Es-tu fou, malheureux! tu me conseilles la patience! Oh! en vérité, Colbert, tu te moques de moi: je meurs, et tu me cries d’attendre!

	— Monseigneur, dit Colbert avec son sang-froid habituel, il est impossible que les choses n’arrivent pas comme je l’ai dit. Sa Majesté vient vous voir, c’est qu’elle vous rapporte elle-même la donation.

	— Tu crois, toi? Eh bien! moi, au contraire, je suis sûr que Sa Majesté vient pour me remercier.

	Anne d’Autriche rentra en ce moment; en se rendant près de son fils, elle avait rencontré dans les antichambres un nouvel empirique. Il était question d’une poudre qui devait sauver le cardinal. Anne d’Autriche apportait un échantillon de cette poudre. Mais ce n’était point cela que Mazarin attendait, aussi ne voulait-il pas même jeter les yeux dessus, assurant que la vie ne valait point toutes les peines qu’on prenait pour la conserver. Mais, tout en proférant cet axiome philosophique, son secret, si longtemps contenu, lui échappa enfin.

	— Là, madame, dit-il, là n’est point l’intéressant de la situation; j’ai fait au roi, voici tantôt deux jours, une petite donation; jusqu’ici, par délicatesse sans doute, Sa Majesté n’en a point voulu parler; mais le moment arrive des explications et je supplie Votre Majesté de me dire si le roi a quelques idées sur cette matière.

	Anne d’Autriche fit un mouvement pour répondre: Mazarin l’arrêta.

	— La vérité, madame, dit-il; au nom du Ciel, la vérité! Ne flattez pas un mourant d’un espoir qui serait vain.

	Là, il arrêta un regard de Colbert lui disant qu’il allait faire fausse route.

	— Je sais, dit Anne d’Autriche, en prenant la main du cardinal; je sais que vous avez fait généreusement, non pas une petite donation, comme vous dites avec tant de modestie, mais un don magnifique; je sais combien il vous serait pénible que le roi...

	Mazarin écoutait, tout mourant qu’il était, comme dix vivants n’eussent pu le faire.

	— Que le roi? reprit-il.

	— Que le roi, continua Anne d’Autriche, n’acceptât point de bon cœur ce que vous offrez si noblement.

	Mazarin se laissa retomber sur l’oreiller comme Pantalon, c’est-à-dire avec tout le désespoir de l’homme qui s’abandonne au naufrage, mais il conserva encore assez de force et de présence d’esprit pour jeter à Colbert un de ces regards qui valent bien dix sonnets, c’est-à-dire dix longs poèmes.

	— N’est-ce pas, ajouta la reine, que vous eussiez considéré le refus du roi comme une sorte d’injure?

	Mazarin roula sa tête sur l’oreiller sans articuler une seule syllabe.

	La reine se trompa, ou feignit de se tromper, à cette démonstration.

	— Aussi, reprit-elle, je l’ai circonvenu par de bons conseils, et comme certains esprits, jaloux sans doute de la gloire que vous allez acquérir par cette générosité, s’efforçaient de prouver au roi qu’il devait refuser cette donation, j’ai lutté en votre faveur, et lutté si bien, que vous n’aurez pas, je l’espère, cette contrariété à subir.

	— Oh! murmura Mazarin avec des yeux languissants, ah! que voilà un service que je n’oublierai pas une minute, pendant le peu d’heures qui me restent à vivre!

	— Au reste, je dois le dire, continua Anne d’Autriche, ce n’est point sans peine que je l’ai rendu à Votre Éminence.

	— Ah! peste! je le crois. Oh!

	— Qu’avez-vous, mon Dieu?

	— Il y a que je brûle.

	— Vous souffrez donc beaucoup?

	— Comme un damné!

	Colbert eût voulu disparaître sous les parquets.

	— En sorte, reprit Mazarin, que Votre Majesté pense que le roi... (il s’arrêta quelques secondes) que le roi, reprit-il après quelques secondes, vient ici pour me faire un petit bout de compliment?

	— Je le crois, dit la reine.

	Mazarin foudroya Colbert de son dernier regard. En ce moment, les huissiers annoncèrent le roi dans les antichambres pleines de monde. Cette annonce produisit un remue-ménage dont Colbert profita pour s’esquiver par la porte de la ruelle. Anne d’Autriche se leva, et debout attendit son fils. Louis XIV parut au seuil de la chambre, les yeux fixés sur le moribond, qui ne prenait plus même la peine de se remuer pour cette Majesté de laquelle il pensait n’avoir plus rien à attendre.

	Un huissier roula un fauteuil près du lit. Louis salua sa mère, puis le cardinal, et s’assit. La reine s’assit à son tour.

	Puis, comme le roi avait regardé derrière lui, l’huissier comprit ce regard, fit un signe et ce qui restait de courtisans sous les portières s’éloigna aussitôt.

	Le silence retomba dans la chambre avec les rideaux de velours. Le roi, encore très jeune et très timide devant celui qui avait été son maître depuis sa naissance, le respectait encore bien plus dans cette suprême majesté de la mort; il n’osait donc entamer la conversation, sentant que chaque parole devait avoir une portée, non pas seulement sur les choses de ce monde, mais encore sur celles de l’autre. Quant au cardinal, il n’avait qu’une pensée en ce moment: sa donation. Ce n’était point la douleur qui lui donnait cet air abattu et ce regard morne; c’était l’attente devant de ce remerciement qui allait sortir de la bouche du roi, et couper court à toute espérance de restitution. Ce fut Mazarin qui rompit le premier le silence.

	— Votre Majesté, dit-il, est venue s’établir à Vincennes?

	Louis fit un signe de tête.

	— C’est une gracieuse faveur, continua Mazarin, qu’elle accorde à un mourant, et qui lui rendra la mort plus douce.

	— J’espère, répondit le roi, que je viens visiter, non pas un mourant, mais un malade susceptible de guérison.

	Mazarin fit un mouvement de tête qui signifiait: «Votre Majesté est bien bonne, mais j’en sais plus qu’elle là-dessus.»

	— La dernière visite, dit-il, Sire, la dernière.

	— S’il en était ainsi, monsieur le cardinal, dit Louis XIV, je viendrais une dernière fois prendre les conseils d’un guide à qui je dois tout.

	Anne d’Autriche était femme; elle ne put retenir ses larmes. Louis se montra lui-même fort ému, et Mazarin plus encore que ses deux hôtes, mais pour d’autres motifs.

	Ici le silence recommença; la reine essuya ses joues et Louis reprit de la fermeté.

	— Je disais, poursuivit le roi, que je devais beaucoup à Votre Éminence.

	Les yeux du cardinal dévorèrent Louis XIV, car il sentait venir le moment suprême.

	— Et, continua le roi, le principal objet de ma visite était un remerciement bien sincère pour le dernier témoignage d’amitié que vous avez bien voulu m’envoyer.

	Les joues du cardinal se creusèrent, ses lèvres s’entrouvrirent et le plus lamentable soupir qu’il eût jamais poussé se prépara à sortir de sa poitrine.

	— Sire, dit-il, j’aurai dépouillé ma pauvre famille; j’aurai ruiné tous les miens, ce qui peut m’être imputé à mal; mais au moins on ne dira pas que j’ai refusé de tout sacrifier à mon roi.

	Anne d’Autriche recommença ses pleurs.

	— Cher monsieur Mazarin, dit le roi d’un ton plus grave qu’on n’eût dû l’attendre de sa jeunesse, vous m’avez mal compris, à ce que je vois.

	Mazarin se souleva sur son coude.

	— Il ne s’agit point ici de ruiner votre chère famille, ni de dépouiller vos serviteurs; oh! non, cela ne sera point.

	«Allons, il va me rendre quelque bribe, pensa Mazarin; tirons donc le morceau le plus large possible.»

	«Le roi va s’attendrir et faire le généreux, pensa la reine; ne le laissons pas s’appauvrir, pareille occasion de fortune ne se représentera jamais.»

	— Sire, dit tout haut le cardinal, ma famille est bien nombreuse et mes nièces vont être bien privées, moi n’y étant plus.

	— Oh! s’empressa d’interrompre la reine, n’ayez aucune inquiétude à l’endroit de votre famille, cher monsieur Mazarin; nous n’aurons pas d’amis plus précieux que vos amis; vos nièces seront mes enfants, les sœurs de Sa Majesté, et, s’il se distribue une faveur en France, ce sera pour ceux que vous aimez.

	«Fumée!» pensa Mazarin, qui connaissait mieux que personne le fond que l’on peut faire sur les promesses des rois. Louis lut la pensée du moribond sur son visage.

	— Rassurez-vous, cher monsieur de Mazarin, lui dit-il avec un demi sourire triste sous son ironie, Mlles de Mazarin perdront en vous perdant leur bien le plus précieux; mais elles n’en resteront pas moins les plus riches héritières de France, et puisque vous avez bien voulu me donner leur dot...

	Le cardinal était haletant.

	— Je la leur rends, continua Louis, en tirant de sa poitrine et en allongeant vers le lit du cardinal le parchemin qui contenait la donation qui, depuis deux jours, avait soulevé tant d’orages dans l’esprit de Mazarin.

	— Que vous avais-je dit, monseigneur? murmura dans la ruelle une voix qui passa comme un souffle.

	— Votre Majesté me rend ma donation! s’écria Mazarin si troublé par la joie qu’il oublia son rôle de bienfaiteur.

	— Votre Majesté rend les quarante millions! s’écria Anne d’Autriche, si stupéfaite qu’elle oublia son rôle d’affligée.

	— Oui, monsieur le cardinal, oui, madame, répondit Louis XIV, en déchirant le parchemin que Mazarin n’avait pas encore osé reprendre; oui, j’anéantis cet acte qui spoliait toute une famille; le bien acquis par Son Éminence à mon service est son bien et non le mien.

	— Mais, Sire, s’écria Anne d’Autriche, Votre Majesté songe-t-elle qu’elle n’a pas dix mille écus dans ses coffres?

	— Madame, je viens de faire ma première action royale, et, je l’espère, elle inaugurera dignement mon règne.

	— Ah! Sire, vous avez raison! s’écria Mazarin; c’est véritablement grand, c’est véritablement généreux, ce que vous venez de faire là!

	Et il regardait, l’un après l’autre, les morceaux de l’acte épars sur son lit, pour se bien assurer qu’on avait déchiré la minute et non pas une copie.

	Enfin, ses yeux rencontrèrent celui où se trouvait sa signature, et, la reconnaissant, il se renversa tout pâmé sur son chevet. Anne d’Autriche, sans force pour cacher ses regrets, levait les mains et les yeux au ciel.

	— Ah! Sire, s’écria Mazarin, ah! Sire, serez-vous béni! Mon Dieu! serez-vous aimé par toute ma famille!... Per bacco! si jamais un mécontentement vous venait de la part des miens, Sire, froncez les sourcils et je sors de mon tombeau.

	Cette pantalonnade ne produisit pas tout l’effet sur lequel avait compté Mazarin. Louis avait déjà passé à des considérations d’un ordre plus élevé; et, quant à Anne d’Autriche, ne pouvant supporter, sans s’abandonner à la colère qu’elle sentait gronder en elle, et cette magnanimité de son fils et cette hypocrisie du cardinal, elle se leva et sortit de la chambre, peu soucieuse de trahir ainsi son dépit.

	Mazarin devina tout, et, craignant que Louis XIV ne revînt sur sa première décision, il se mit, pour entraîner les esprits sur une autre voie, à crier comme plus tard devait le faire Scapin, dans cette sublime plaisanterie que le morose et grondeur Boileau osa reprocher à Molière. Cependant, peu à peu les cris se calmèrent, et quand Anne d’Autriche fut sortie de la chambre, ils s’éteignirent même tout à fait.

	— Monsieur le cardinal, dit le roi, avez-vous maintenant quelque recommandation à me faire?

	— Sire, répondit Mazarin, vous êtes déjà la sagesse même, la prudence en personne; quant à la générosité, je n’en parle pas: ce que vous venez de faire dépasse ce que les hommes les plus généreux de l’antiquité et des temps modernes ont jamais fait.

	Le roi demeura froid à cet éloge.

	— Ainsi, dit-il, vous vous bornez à un remerciement, monsieur, et votre expérience, bien plus connue encore que ma sagesse, que ma prudence et que ma générosité, ne vous fournit pas un avis amical qui me serve pour l’avenir?

	Mazarin réfléchit un moment.

	— Vous venez, dit-il, de faire beaucoup pour moi, c’est-à-dire pour les miens, Sire.

	— Ne parlons pas de cela, dit le roi.

	— Eh bien! continua Mazarin, je veux vous rendre quelque chose en échange de ces quarante millions que vous abandonnez si royalement.

	Louis XIV fit un mouvement qui indiquait que toutes ces flatteries le faisaient souffrir.

	— Je veux, reprit Mazarin, vous donner un avis; oui, un avis, et un avis plus précieux que ces quarante millions.

	— Monsieur le cardinal! interrompit Louis XIV.

	— Sire, écoutez cet avis.

	— J’écoute.

	— Approchez-vous, Sire, car je m’affaiblis... Plus près, Sire, plus près.

	Le roi se courba sur le lit du mourant.

	— Sire, dit Mazarin, si bas que le souffle de sa parole arriva seul comme une recommandation du tombeau aux oreilles attentives du jeune roi... Sire, ne prenez jamais de Premier ministre.

	Louis se redressa, étonné.

	L’avis était une confession.

	C’était un trésor, en effet, que cette confession sincère de Mazarin. Le legs du cardinal au jeune roi se composait de sept paroles seulement; mais ces sept paroles, Mazarin l’avait dit, elles valaient quarante millions.

	Louis en resta un instant étourdi.

	Quant à Mazarin, il semblait avoir dit une chose toute naturelle.

	— Maintenant, à part votre famille, demanda le jeune roi, avez-vous quelqu’un à me recommander, monsieur de Mazarin?

	Un petit grattement se fit entendre le long des rideaux de la ruelle.

	Mazarin comprit.

	— Oui! oui! s’écria-t-il vivement; oui, Sire; je vous recommande un homme sage, un honnête homme, un habile homme.

	— Dites son nom, monsieur le cardinal.

	— Son nom vous est presque inconnu encore, Sire: c’est celui de M. Colbert, mon intendant. Oh! essayez de lui, ajouta Mazarin d’une voix accentuée; tout ce qu’il m’a prédit est arrivé; il a du coup d’œil, et ne s’est jamais trompé, ni sur les choses, ni sur les hommes, ce qui est bien plus surprenant encore. Sire, je vous dois beaucoup; mais je crois m’acquitter envers vous, en vous donnant M. Colbert.

	— Soit, dit faiblement Louis XIV; car, ainsi que le disait Mazarin, ce nom de Colbert lui était bien inconnu, et il prenait cet enthousiasme du cardinal pour le dire d’un mourant.

	Le cardinal était retombé sur son oreiller.

	— Pour cette fois, adieu, Sire... adieu, murmura Mazarin... je suis las et j’ai encore un rude chemin à faire avant de me présenter devant mon nouveau maître. Adieu, Sire.

	Le jeune roi sentit des larmes dans ses yeux; il se pencha sur le mourant, déjà à moitié cadavre... puis il s’éloigna précipitamment.

	Chapitre XLIX — La première apparition de Colbert

	Toute la nuit se passa en angoisses communes, au mourant et au roi.

	Le mourant attendait sa délivrance.

	Le roi attendait sa liberté.

	Louis ne se coucha point. Une heure après sa sortie de la chambre du cardinal, il sut que le mourant, reprenant un peu de forces, s’était fait habiller, farder, peigner, et qu’il avait voulu recevoir les ambassadeurs.

	Pareil à Auguste, il considérait sans doute le monde comme un grand théâtre, et voulait jouer proprement le dernier acte de sa comédie.

	Anne d’Autriche ne reparut plus chez le cardinal, elle n’avait plus rien à y faire. Les convenances furent un prétexte à son absence. Au reste, le cardinal ne s’enquit point d’elle: le conseil que la reine avait donné à son fils lui était resté sur le cœur. Vers minuit, encore tout fardé, Mazarin entra en agonie. Il avait revu son testament et comme ce testament était l’expression exacte de sa volonté, et qu’il craignait qu’une influence intéressée ne profitât de sa faiblesse pour faire changer quelque chose à ce testament, il avait donné le mot d’ordre à Colbert, lequel se promenait dans le corridor qui conduisait à la chambre à coucher du cardinal, comme la plus vigilante des sentinelles. Le roi, renfermé chez lui, dépêchait toutes les heures sa nourrice vers l’appartement de Mazarin, avec ordre de lui rapporter le bulletin exact de la santé du cardinal.

	Après avoir appris que Mazarin s’était fait habiller, farder, peigner et avait reçu les ambassadeurs, Louis apprit que l’on commençait pour le cardinal les prières des agonisants.

	À une heure du matin, Guénaud avait essayé le dernier remède, dit remède héroïque. C’était un reste des vieilles habitudes de ce temps d’escrime, qui allait disparaître pour faire place à un autre temps, que de croire que l’on pouvait garder contre la mort quelque bonne botte secrète. Mazarin, après avoir pris le remède, respira pendant près de dix minutes.

	Aussitôt, il donna l’ordre que l’on répandît en tout lieu et tout de suite le bruit d’une crise heureuse.

	Le roi, à cette nouvelle, sentit passer comme une sueur froide sur son front: il avait entrevu le jour de la liberté, l’esclavage lui paraissait plus sombre, et moins acceptable que jamais.

	Mais le bulletin qui suivit changea entièrement la face des choses.

	Mazarin ne respirait plus du tout, et suivait à peine les prières que le curé de Saint-Nicolas-des-Champs récitait auprès de lui. Le roi se remit à marcher avec agitation dans sa chambre, et à consulter, tout en marchant, plusieurs papiers tirés d’une cassette, dont seul il avait la clef.

	Une troisième fois la nourrice retourna. M. de Mazarin venait de faire un jeu de mots et d’ordonner que l’on revernît sa Flore du Titien.

	Enfin, vers deux heures et demie du matin, le roi ne put résister à l’accablement; depuis vingt-quatre heures, il ne dormait pas.

	Le sommeil, si puissant à son âge, s’empara donc de lui et le terrassa pendant une heure environ.

	Mais il ne se coucha point pendant cette heure; il dormit sur son fauteuil.

	Vers quatre heures, la nourrice, en rentrant dans la chambre, le réveilla.

	— Eh bien? demanda le roi.

	— Eh bien! mon cher Sire, dit la nourrice en joignant les mains avec un air de commisération, eh bien! il est mort.

	Le roi se leva d’un seul coup et comme si un ressort d’acier l’eût mis sur ses jambes.

	— Mort! s’écria-t-il.

	— Hélas! oui.

	— Est-ce donc bien sûr?

	— Oui.

	— Officiel?

	— Oui.

	— La nouvelle en est-elle donnée?

	— Pas encore.

	— Mais qui t’a dit, à toi, que le cardinal était mort?

	— M. Colbert.

	— M. Colbert?

	— Oui.

	— Et lui-même était sûr de ce qu’il disait?

	— Il sortait de la chambre et avait tenu, pendant quelques minutes, une glace devant les lèvres du cardinal.

	— Ah! fit le roi; et qu’est-il devenu, M. Colbert?

	— Il vient de quitter la chambre de Son Éminence.

	— Pour aller où?

	— Pour me suivre.

	— De sorte qu’il est...?

	— Là, mon cher Sire, attendant à votre porte que votre bon plaisir soit de le recevoir.

	Louis courut à la porte, l’ouvrit lui-même et aperçut dans le couloir Colbert debout et attendant.

	Le roi tressaillit à l’aspect de cette statue toute vêtue de noir.

	Colbert, saluant avec un profond respect, fit deux pas vers Sa Majesté.

	Louis rentra dans la chambre, en faisant à Colbert signe de le suivre.

	Colbert entra. Louis congédia la nourrice qui ferma la porte en sortant.

	Colbert se tint modestement debout près de cette porte.

	— Que venez-vous m’annoncer, monsieur? dit Louis, fort troublé d’être ainsi surpris dans sa pensée intime qu’il ne pouvait complètement cacher.

	— Que M. le cardinal vient de trépasser, Sire, et que je vous apporte son dernier adieu.

	Le roi demeura un instant pensif.

	Pendant cet instant, il regardait attentivement Colbert; il était évident que la dernière pensée du cardinal lui revenait à l’esprit.

	— C’est vous qui êtes M. Colbert? demanda-t-il.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Fidèle serviteur de Son Éminence, à ce que Son Éminence m’a dit elle même?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Dépositaire d’une partie de ses secrets?

	— De tous.

	— Les amis et les serviteurs de Son Éminence défunte me seront chers, monsieur, et j’aurai soin que vous soyez placé dans mes bureaux.

	Colbert s’inclina.

	— Vous êtes financier, monsieur, je crois.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et M. le cardinal vous employait à son économat?

	— J’ai eu cet honneur, Sire.

	— Jamais vous ne fîtes personnellement rien pour ma maison, je crois.

	— Pardon, Sire; c’est moi qui eus le bonheur de donner à M. le cardinal l’idée d’une économie qui met trois cent mille francs par an dans les coffres de Sa Majesté.

	— Quelle économie, monsieur? demanda Louis XIV.

	— Votre Majesté sait que les cent-suisses ont des dentelles d’argent de chaque côté de leurs rubans?

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! Sire, c’est moi qui ai proposé que l’on mit à ces rubans des dentelles d’argent faux. Cela ne paraît point et cent mille écus font la nourriture d’un régiment pendant le semestre, ou le prix de dix mille bons mousquets, ou la valeur d’une flûte de dix canons prête à prendre la mer.

	— C’est vrai, dit Louis XIV en considérant plus attentivement le personnage, et voilà, par ma foi, une économie bien placée; d’ailleurs, il était ridicule que des soldats portassent la même dentelle que portent des seigneurs.

	— Je suis heureux d’être approuvé par Sa Majesté, dit Colbert.

	— Est-ce là le seul emploi que vous teniez près du cardinal? demanda le roi.

	— C’est moi que Son Éminence avait chargé d’examiner les comptes de la surintendance, Sire.

	— Ah! fit Louis XIV qui s’apprêtait à renvoyer Colbert et que ce mot arrêta; ah! c’est vous que Son Éminence avait chargé de contrôler M. Fouquet. Et le résultat du contrôle?

	— Est qu’il y a déficit, Sire; mais si Votre Majesté daigne me permettre...

	— Parlez, monsieur Colbert.

	— Je dois donner à Votre Majesté quelques explications.

	— Point du tout, monsieur; c’est vous qui avez contrôlé ces comptes, donnez-m’en le relevé.

	— Ce sera facile, Sire. Vide partout, argent nulle part.

	— Prenez-y garde, monsieur; vous attaquez rudement la gestion de M. Fouquet, lequel, à ce que j’ai entendu dire cependant, est un habile homme.

	Colbert rougit, puis pâlit, car il sentit que, de ce moment, il entrait en lutte avec un homme dont la puissance balançait presque la puissance de celui qui venait de mourir.

	— Oui, Sire, un très habile homme, répéta Colbert en s’inclinant.

	— Mais si M. Fouquet est un habile homme et que, malgré cette habileté, l’argent manque, à qui la faute?

	— Je n’accuse pas, Sire, je constate.

	— C’est bien; faites vos comptes et présentez-les-moi. Il y a déficit, dites vous? Un déficit peut être passager, le crédit revient, les fonds rentrent.

	— Non, Sire.

	— Sur cette année peut-être, je comprends cela; mais sur l’an prochain?

	— L’an prochain, Sire, est mangé aussi ras que l’an qui court.

	— Mais l’an d’après alors?

	— Comme l’an prochain.

	— Que me dites-vous là, monsieur Colbert?

	— Je dis qu’il y a quatre années engagées d’avance.

	— On fera un emprunt, alors.

	— On en a fait trois, Sire.

	— Je créerai des offices pour les faire résigner et l’on encaissera l’argent des charges.

	— Impossible, Sire, car il y a déjà eu créations sur créations d’offices dont les provisions sont livrées en blanc, en sorte que les acquéreurs en jouissent sans les remplir. Voilà pourquoi Votre Majesté ne peut résigner. De plus; sur chaque traité, M. le surintendant a donné un tiers de remise, en sorte que les peuples sont foulés sans que Votre Majesté en profite.

	Le roi fit un mouvement.

	— Expliquez-moi cela, monsieur Colbert.

	— Que Votre Majesté formule clairement sa pensée, et me dise ce qu’elle désire que je lui explique.

	— Vous avez raison. La clarté, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, Sire, la clarté. Dieu est Dieu surtout parce qu’il a fait la lumière.

	— Eh bien, par exemple, reprit Louis XIV, si aujourd’hui que M. le cardinal est mort et que me voilà roi, si je voulais avoir de l’argent?

	— Votre Majesté n’en aurait pas.

	— Oh! voilà qui est étrange, monsieur; comment, mon surintendant ne me trouverait point d’argent?

	Colbert secoua sa grosse tête.

	— Qu’est-ce donc? dit le roi; les revenus de l’État sont-ils donc obérés à ce point qu’ils ne soient plus des revenus?

	— Oui, Sire, à ce point.

	Le roi fronça le sourcil.

	— Soit, dit-il; j’assemblerai les ordonnances pour obtenir des porteurs un dégrèvement, une liquidation à bon marché.

	— Impossible, car les ordonnances ont été converties en billets, lesquels billets, pour commodité de rapport et facilité de transaction, sont coupés en tant de parts que l’on ne peut plus reconnaître l’original.

	Louis, fort agité, se promenait de long en large, le sourcil toujours froncé.

	— Mais si cela était comme vous le dites, monsieur Colbert, fit-il en s’arrêtant tout d’un coup, je serais ruiné avant même de régner?

	— Vous l’êtes en effet, Sire, repartit l’impassible aligneur de chiffres.

	— Mais cependant, monsieur, l’argent est quelque part?

	— Oui, Sire, et même pour commencer, j’apporte à Votre Majesté une note de fonds que M. le cardinal Mazarin n’a pas voulu relater dans son testament, ni dans aucun acte quelconque; mais qu’il m’avait confiés, à moi.

	— À vous?

	— Oui, Sire, avec injonction de les remettre à Votre Majesté.

	— Comment! outre les quarante millions du testament?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— M. de Mazarin avait encore d’autres fonds? Colbert s’inclina.

	— Mais c’était donc un gouffre que cet homme! murmura le roi. M. de Mazarin d’un côté, M. Fouquet de l’autre; plus de cent millions peut-être pour eux deux! Cela ne m’étonne point que mes coffres soient vides.

	Colbert attendait sans bouger.

	— Et la somme que vous m’apportez en vaut-elle la peine? demanda le roi.

	— Oui, Sire; la somme est assez ronde.

	— Elle s’élève?

	— À treize millions de livres, Sire.

	— Treize millions! s’écria Louis XIV en frissonnant de joie. Vous dites treize millions, monsieur Colbert.

	— J’ai dit treize millions, oui, Votre Majesté.

	— Que tout le monde ignore?

	— Que tout le monde ignore.

	— Qui sont entre vos mains?

	— En mes mains, oui, Sire.

	— Et que je puis avoir?

	— Dans deux heures.

	— Mais où sont-ils donc?

	— Dans la cave d’une maison que M. le cardinal possédait en ville et qu’il veut bien me laisser par une clause particulière de son testament.

	— Vous connaissez donc le testament du cardinal?

	— J’en ai un double signé de sa main.

	— Un double?

	— Oui, Sire, et le voici.

	Colbert tira simplement l’acte de sa poche et le montra au roi.

	Le roi lut l’article relatif à la donation de cette maison.

	— Mais, dit-il, il n’est question ici que de la maison et nulle part l’argent n’est mentionné.

	— Pardon, Sire, il l’est dans ma conscience.

	— Et M. de Mazarin s’en est rapporté à vous?

	— Pourquoi pas, Sire?

	— Lui, l’homme défiant par excellence?

	— Il ne l’était pas pour moi, Sire, comme Votre Majesté peut le voir.

	Louis arrêta avec admiration son regard sur cette tête vulgaire, mais expressive.

	— Vous êtes un honnête homme, monsieur Colbert, dit le roi.

	— Ce n’est pas une vertu, Sire, c’est un devoir, répondit froidement Colbert.

	— Mais, ajouta Louis XIV, cet argent n’est-il pas à la famille?

	— Si cet argent était à la famille, il serait porté au testament du cardinal comme le reste de sa fortune. Si cet argent était à la famille, moi qui ai rédigé l’acte de donation fait en faveur de Votre Majesté, j’eusse ajouté la somme de treize millions à celle de quarante millions qu’on vous offrait déjà.

	— Comment! s’écria Louis XIV, c’est vous qui avez rédigé la donation, monsieur Colbert?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et le cardinal vous aimait? ajouta naïvement le roi.

	— J’avais répondu à Son Éminence que Votre Majesté n’accepterait point, dit Colbert de ce même ton tranquille que nous avons dit et qui, même dans les habitudes de la vie, avait quelque chose de solennel. Louis passa une main sur son front:

	«Oh! que je suis jeune, murmura-t-il tout bas, pour commander aux hommes!»

	Colbert attendait la fin de ce monologue intérieur. Il vit Louis relever la tête.

	— À quelle heure enverrai-je l’argent à Votre Majesté? demanda-t-il.

	— Cette nuit, à onze heures. Je désire que personne ne sache que je possède cet argent.

	Colbert ne répondit pas plus que si la chose n’avait point été dite pour lui.

	— Cette somme est-elle en lingots ou en or monnayé?

	— En or monnayé, Sire.

	— Bien.

	— Où l’enverrai-je?

	— Au Louvre. Merci, monsieur Colbert.

	Colbert s’inclina et sortit.

	— Treize millions! s’écria Louis XIV lorsqu’il fut seul; mais c’est un rêve!

	Puis il laissa tomber son front dans ses mains, comme s’il dormait effectivement.

	Mais, au bout d’un instant, il releva le front, secoua sa belle chevelure, se leva, et, ouvrant violemment la fenêtre, il baigna son front brûlant dans l’air vif du matin qui lui apportait l’âcre senteur des arbres et le doux parfum des fleurs.

	Une resplendissante aurore se levait à l’horizon et les premiers rayons du soleil inondèrent de flamme le front du jeune roi.

	— Cette aurore est celle de mon règne, murmura Louis XIV, et est-ce un présage que vous m’envoyez, Dieu tout-puissant?...

	Chapitre L — Le premier jour de la royauté de Louis XIV

	Le matin, la mort du cardinal se répandit dans le château, et du château dans la ville.

	Les ministres Fouquet, Lyonne et Letellier entrèrent dans la salle des séances pour tenir conseil.

	Le roi les fit mander aussitôt.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, M. le cardinal a vécu. Je l’ai laissé gouverner mes affaires; mais à présent, j’entends les gouverner moi-même. Vous me donnerez vos avis quand je vous les demanderai. Allez!

	Les ministres se regardèrent avec surprise. S’ils dissimulèrent un sourire, ce fut un grand effort, car ils savaient que le prince, élevé dans une ignorance absolue des affaires, se chargeait là, par amour-propre, d’un fardeau trop lourd pour ses forces.

	Fouquet prit congé de ses collègues sur l’escalier en leur disant:

	— Messieurs, voilà bien de la besogne de moins pour nous.

	Et il monta tout joyeux dans son carrosse. Les autres, un peu inquiets de la tournure que prendraient les événements, s’en retournèrent ensemble à Paris.

	Le roi, vers les dix heures, passa chez sa mère, avec laquelle il eut un entretien fort particulier; puis, après le dîner, il monta en voiture fermée et se rendit tout droit au Louvre. Là, il reçut beaucoup de monde, et prit un certain plaisir à remarquer l’hésitation de tous et la curiosité de chacun.

	Vers le soir, il commanda que les portes du Louvre fussent fermées, à l’exception d’une seule, de celle qui donnait sur le quai. Il mit en sentinelle à cet endroit deux Cent-Suisses qui ne parlaient pas un mot de français, avec consigne de laisser entrer tout ce qui serait ballot, mais rien autre chose, et de ne laisser rien sortir.

	À onze heures précises, il entendit le roulement d’un pesant chariot sous la voûte, puis d’un autre, puis d’un troisième. Après quoi, la grille roula sourdement sur ses gonds pour se refermer. Bientôt quelqu’un gratta de l’ongle à la porte du cabinet. Le roi alla ouvrir lui-même, et il vit Colbert, dont le premier mot fut celui-ci:

	— L’argent est dans la cave de Votre Majesté.

	Louis descendit alors et alla visiter lui-même les barriques d’espèces, or et argent, que, par les soins de Colbert, quatre hommes à lui venaient de rouler dans un caveau dont le roi avait fait passer la clef à Colbert le matin même. Cette revue achevée, Louis rentra chez lui, suivi de Colbert, qui n’avait pas réchauffé son immobile froideur du moindre rayon de satisfaction personnelle.

	— Monsieur, lui dit le roi, que voulez-vous que je vous donne en récompense de ce dévouement et de cette probité?

	— Rien absolument, Sire.

	— Comment, rien? pas même l’occasion de me servir?

	— Votre Majesté ne me fournirait pas cette occasion que je ne la servirais pas moins. Il m’est impossible de n’être pas le meilleur serviteur du roi.

	— Vous serez intendant des finances, monsieur Colbert.

	— Mais il y a un surintendant, Sire?

	— Justement.

	— Sire, le surintendant est l’homme le plus puissant du royaume.

	— Ah! s’écria Louis en rougissant, vous croyez?

	— Il me broiera en huit jours, Sire; car enfin, Votre Majesté me donne un contrôle pour lequel la force est indispensable. Intendant sous un surintendant, c’est l’infériorité.

	— Vous voulez des appuis... vous ne faites pas fond sur moi?

	— J’ai eu l’honneur de dire à Votre Majesté que M. Fouquet, du vivant de M. Mazarin, était le second personnage du royaume; mais voilà M. Mazarin mort, et M. Fouquet est devenu le premier.

	— Monsieur, je consens à ce que vous me disiez toutes choses aujourd’hui encore; mais demain, songez-y, je ne le souffrirai plus.

	— Alors je serai inutile à Votre Majesté?

	— Vous l’êtes déjà, puisque vous craignez de vous compromettre en me servant.

	— Je crains seulement d’être mis hors d’état de vous servir.

	— Que voulez-vous alors?

	— Je veux que Votre Majesté me donne des aides dans le travail de l’intendance.

	— La place perd de sa valeur?

	— Elle gagne de la sûreté.

	— Choisissez vos collègues.

	— MM. Breteuil, Marin, Hervard.

	— Demain, l’ordonnance paraîtra.

	— Sire, merci!

	— C’est tout ce que vous demandez?

	— Non, Sire; encore une chose...

	— Laquelle?

	— Laissez-moi composer une Chambre de justice.

	— Pourquoi faire, cette Chambre de justice?

	— Pour juger les traitants et les partisans qui, depuis dix ans, ont mal versé.

	— Mais... que leur fera-t-on?

	— On en pendra trois, ce qui fera rendre gorge aux autres.

	— Je ne puis cependant commencer mon règne par des exécutions, monsieur Colbert.

	— Au contraire, Sire, afin de ne pas le finir par des supplices.

	Le roi ne répondit pas.

	— Votre Majesté consent-elle? dit Colbert.

	— Je réfléchirai, monsieur.

	— Il sera trop tard quand la réflexion sera faite.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que nous avons affaire à des gens plus forts que nous, s’ils sont avertis.

	— Composez cette Chambre de justice, monsieur.

	— Je la composerai.

	— Est-ce tout?

	— Non, Sire; il y a encore une chose importante... Quels droits attache Votre Majesté à cette intendance?

	— Mais... je ne sais... il y a des usages...

	— Sire, j’ai besoin qu’à cette intendance soit dévolu le droit de lire la correspondance avec l’Angleterre.

	— Impossible, monsieur, car cette correspondance se dépouille au conseil; M. le cardinal lui-même le faisait.

	— Je croyais que Votre Majesté avait déclaré ce matin qu’elle n’aurait plus de conseil.

	— Oui, je l’ai déclaré.

	— Que Votre Majesté alors veuille bien lire elle-même et toute seule ses lettres, surtout celles d’Angleterre; je tiens particulièrement à ce point.

	— Monsieur, vous aurez cette correspondance et m’en rendrez compte.

	— Maintenant, Sire, qu’aurai-je à faire des finances?

	— Tout ce que M. Fouquet ne fera pas.

	— C’est là ce que je demandais à Votre Majesté. Merci, je pars tranquille.

	Il partit en effet sur ces mots. Louis le regarda partir.

	Colbert n’était pas encore à cent pas du Louvre que le roi reçut un courrier d’Angleterre. Après avoir regardé, sondé l’enveloppe, le roi la décacheta précipitamment, et trouva tout d’abord une lettre du roi Charles II.

	Voici ce que le prince anglais écrivait à son royal frère:

	«Votre Majesté doit être fort inquiète de la maladie de M. le cardinal Mazarin; mais l’excès du danger ne peut que vous servir. Le cardinal est condamné par son médecin. Je vous remercie de la gracieuse réponse que vous avez faite à ma communication touchant lady Henriette Stuart, ma sœur, et dans huit jours la princesse partira pour Paris avec sa cour.

	«Il est doux pour moi de reconnaître la paternelle amitié que vous m’avez témoignée, et de vous appeler plus justement encore mon frère. Il m’est doux, surtout, de prouver à Votre Majesté combien je m’occupe de ce qui peut lui plaire. Vous faites sourdement fortifier Belle-Île-en-Mer. C’est un tort. Jamais nous n’aurons la guerre ensemble. Cette mesure ne m’inquiète pas; elle m’attriste...

	«Vous dépensez là des millions inutiles, dites-le bien à vos ministres, et croyez que ma police est bien informée; rendez-moi, mon frère, les mêmes services, le cas échéant.»

	Le roi sonna violemment, et son valet de chambre parut.

	— M. Colbert sort d’ici et ne peut être loin... Qu’on l’appelle! s’écria-t-il.

	Le valet de chambre allait exécuter l’ordre, le roi l’arrêta.

	— Non, dit-il, non... Je vois toute la trame de cet homme. Belle-Île est à M. Fouquet; Belle-Île fortifiée, c’est une conspiration de M. Fouquet... La découverte de cette conspiration, c’est la ruine du surintendant, et cette découverte résulte de la correspondance d’Angleterre; voilà pourquoi Colbert voulait avoir cette correspondance. Oh! je ne puis cependant mettre toute ma force sur cet homme; il n’est que la tête, il me faut le bras.

	Louis poussa tout à coup un cri joyeux.

	— J’avais, dit-il au valet de chambre, un lieutenant de mousquetaires?

	— Oui, Sire; M. d’Artagnan.

	— Il a quitté momentanément mon service?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Qu’on me le trouve, et que demain il soit ici à mon lever.

	Le valet de chambre s’inclina et sortit.

	— Treize millions dans ma cave, dit alors le roi; Colbert tenant ma bourse et d’Artagnan portant mon épée: je suis roi!

	Chapitre LI — Une passion

	Le jour même de son arrivée, en revenant du Palais-Royal, Athos, comme nous l’avons vu, rentra en son hôtel de la rue Saint-Honoré. Il y trouva le vicomte de Bragelonne qui l’attendait dans sa chambre en faisant la conversation avec Grimaud.

	Ce n’était pas une chose aisée que de causer avec le vieux serviteur; deux hommes seulement possédaient ce secret: Athos et d’Artagnan. Le premier y réussissait, parce que Grimaud cherchait à le faire parler lui-même; d’Artagnan, au contraire, parce qu’il savait faire causer Grimaud.

	Raoul était occupé à se faire raconter le voyage d’Angleterre, et Grimaud l’avait conté dans tous ses détails avec un certain nombre de gestes et huit mots, ni plus ni moins.

	Il avait d’abord indiqué, par un mouvement onduleux de la main, que son maître et lui avaient traversé la mer.

	— Pour quelque expédition? avait demandé Raoul.

	Grimaud, baissant la tête, avait répondu: Oui.

	— Où M. le comte courut des dangers? interrogea Raoul.

	Grimaud haussa légèrement les épaules comme pour dire:

	— Ni trop ni trop peu.

	— Mais encore, quels dangers! insista Raoul.

	Grimaud montra l’épée, il montra le feu et un mousquet pendu au mur.

	— M. le comte avait donc là-bas un ennemi? s’écria Raoul.

	— Monck, répliqua Grimaud.

	— Il est étrange, continua Raoul, que M. le comte persiste à me regarder comme un novice et à ne pas me faire partager l’honneur ou le danger de ces rencontres.

	Grimaud sourit.

	C’est à ce moment que revint Athos.

	L’hôte lui éclairait l’escalier, et Grimaud, reconnaissant le pas de son maître, courut à sa rencontre, ce qui coupa court à l’entretien.

	Mais Raoul était lancé; en voie d’interrogation, il ne s’arrêta pas, et, prenant les deux mains du comte avec une tendresse vive, mais respectueuse:

	— Comment se fait-il, monsieur, dit-il, que vous partiez pour un voyage dangereux sans me dire adieu, sans me demander l’aide de mon épée, à moi qui dois être pour vous un soutien, depuis que j’ai de la force; à moi, que vous avez élevé comme un homme? Ah! monsieur, voulez-vous donc m’exposer à cette cruelle épreuve de ne plus vous revoir jamais?

	— Qui vous a dit, Raoul, que mon voyage fut dangereux? répliqua le comte en déposant son manteau et son chapeau dans les mains de Grimaud, qui venait de lui dégrafer l’épée.

	— Moi, dit Grimaud.

	— Et pourquoi cela? fit sévèrement Athos.

	Grimaud s’embarrassait; Raoul le prévint en répondant pour lui.

	— Il est naturel, monsieur, que ce bon Grimaud me dise la vérité sur ce qui vous concerne. Par qui serez-vous aimé, soutenu, si ce n’est par moi?

	Athos ne répliqua point. Il fit un geste amical qui éloigna Grimaud, puis s’assit dans un fauteuil, tandis que Raoul demeurait debout devant lui.

	— Toujours est-il, continua Raoul, que votre voyage était une expédition... et que le fer, le feu vous ont menacé.

	— Ne parlons plus de cela, vicomte, dit doucement Athos; je suis parti vite, c’est vrai; mais le service du roi Charles II exigeait ce prompt départ. Quant à votre inquiétude, je vous en remercie, et je sais que je puis compter sur vous... Vous n’avez manqué de rien, vicomte, en mon absence?

	— Non, monsieur, merci.

	— J’avais ordonné à Blaisois de vous faire compter cent pistoles au premier besoin d’argent.

	— Monsieur, je n’ai pas vu Blaisois.

	— Vous vous êtes passé d’argent, alors!

	— Monsieur, il me restait trente pistoles de la vente des chevaux que je pris lors de ma dernière campagne, et M. le prince avait eu la bonté de me faire gagner deux cents pistoles à son jeu, il y a trois mois.

	— Vous jouez?... Je n’aime pas cela, Raoul.

	— Je ne joue jamais, monsieur; c’est M. le prince qui m’a ordonné de tenir ses cartes à Chantilly... un soir qu’il était venu un courrier du roi. J’ai obéi; le gain de la partie, M. le prince m’a commandé de le prendre.

	— Est-ce que c’est une habitude de la maison, Raoul? dit Athos en fronçant le sourcil.

	— Oui, monsieur; chaque semaine, M. le prince fait, sur une cause ou sur une autre, un avantage pareil à l’un de ses gentilshommes. Il y a cinquante gentilshommes chez Son Altesse; mon tour s’est rencontré cette fois.

	— Bien! vous allâtes donc en Espagne?

	— Oui, monsieur, je fis un fort beau voyage, et fort intéressant.

	— Voilà un mois que vous êtes revenu?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Et depuis ce mois?

	— Depuis ce mois...

	— Qu’avez-vous fait?

	— Mon service, monsieur.

	— Vous n’avez point été chez moi, à La Fère?

	Raoul rougit. Athos le regarda de son œil fixe et tranquille.

	— Vous auriez tort de ne pas me croire, dit Raoul, je rougis et je le sens bien; c’est malgré moi. La question que vous me faites l’honneur de m’adresser est de nature à soulever en moi beaucoup d’émotions; je rougis donc, parce que je suis ému, non parce que je mens.

	— Je sais, Raoul, que vous ne mentez jamais.

	— Non, monsieur.

	— D’ailleurs, mon ami, vous auriez tort, ce que je voulais vous dire...

	— Je le sais bien, monsieur; vous voulez me demander si je n’ai pas été à Blois.

	— Précisément.

	— Je n’y suis pas allé; je n’ai même pas aperçu la personne dont vous voulez me parler.

	La voix de Raoul tremblait en prononçant ces paroles. Athos, souverain juge en toute délicatesse, ajouta aussitôt:

	— Raoul, vous répondez avec un sentiment pénible; vous souffrez.

	— Beaucoup, monsieur; vous m’avez défendu d’aller à Blois et de revoir Mlle de La Vallière.

	Ici le jeune homme s’arrêta. Ce doux nom, si charmant à prononcer, déchirait son cœur en caressant ses lèvres.

	— Et j’ai bien fait, Raoul, se hâta de dire Athos. Je ne suis pas un père barbare ni injuste; je respecte l’amour vrai; mais je pense pour vous à un avenir... à un immense avenir. Un règne nouveau va luire comme une aurore; la guerre appelle le jeune roi plein d’esprit chevaleresque. Ce qu’il faut à cette ardeur héroïque, c’est un bataillon de lieutenants jeunes et libres, qui courent aux coups avec enthousiasme et tombent en criant: «Vive le roi!» au lieu de crier: «Adieu, ma femme!...» Vous comprenez cela, Raoul. Tout brutal que paraisse être mon raisonnement, je vous adjure donc de me croire et de détourner vos regards de ces premiers jours de jeunesse où vous prîtes l’habitude d’aimer, jours de molle insouciance qui attendrissent le cœur et le rendent incapable de contenir ces fortes liqueurs amères qu’on appelle la gloire et l’adversité. Ainsi, Raoul, je vous le répète, voyez dans mon conseil le seul désir de vous être utile, la seule ambition de vous voir prospérer. Je vous crois capable de devenir un homme remarquable; marchez seul, vous marcherez mieux et plus vite.

	— Vous avez commandé, monsieur, répliqua Raoul, j’obéis.

	— Commandé! s’écria Athos. Est-ce ainsi que vous me répondez! Je vous ai commandé! Oh! vous détournez mes paroles, comme vous méconnaissez mes intentions! je n’ai pas commandé, j’ai prié.

	— Non pas, monsieur, vous avez commandé, dit Raoul avec opiniâtreté... mais n’eussiez-vous fait qu’une prière, votre prière est encore plus efficace qu’un ordre. Je n’ai pas revu Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Mais vous souffrez! vous souffrez! insista Athos.

	Raoul ne répondit pas.

	— Je vous trouve pâli, je vous trouve attristé... Ce sentiment est donc bien fort!

	— C’est une passion, répliqua Raoul.

	— Non... une habitude.

	— Monsieur, vous savez que j’ai voyagé beaucoup, que j’ai passé deux ans loin d’elle... Toute habitude se peut rompre en deux années, je crois... Eh bien! au retour, j’aimais, non pas davantage, c’est impossible, mais autant. Mlle de La Vallière est pour moi la compagne par excellence; mais vous êtes pour moi Dieu sur la terre... À vous je sacrifierai tout.

	— Vous auriez tort, dit Athos; je n’ai plus aucun droit sur vous. L’âge vous a émancipé; vous n’avez plus même besoin de mon consentement. D’ailleurs, le consentement, je ne le refuserai pas, après tout ce que vous venez de me dire. Épousez Mlle de La Vallière, si vous le voulez.

	Raoul fit un mouvement, puis soudain:

	— Vous êtes bon, monsieur, dit-il, et votre concession me pénètre de reconnaissance; mais je n’accepterai pas.

	— Voilà que vous refusez, à présent?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Je ne vous en témoignerai rien, Raoul.

	— Mais vous avez au fond du cœur une idée contre ce mariage. Vous ne me l’avez pas choisi.

	— C’est vrai.

	— Il suffit pour que je ne persiste pas: j’attendrai.

	— Prenez-y garde, Raoul! ce que vous dites est sérieux.

	— Je le sais bien, monsieur; j’attendrai, vous dis-je.

	— Quoi! que je meure? fit Athos très ému.

	— Oh! monsieur! s’écria Raoul avec des larmes dans la voix, est-il possible que vous me déchiriez le cœur ainsi, à moi qui ne vous ai pas donné un sujet de plainte?

	— Cher enfant, c’est vrai, murmura Athos en serrant violemment ses lèvres pour comprimer l’émotion dont il n’allait plus être maître. Non, je ne veux point vous affliger; seulement, je ne comprends pas ce que vous attendrez... Attendrez-vous que vous n’aimiez plus?

	— Ah! pour cela, non, monsieur; j’attendrai que vous changiez d’avis.

	— Je veux faire une épreuve, Raoul; je veux voir si Mlle de La Vallière attendra comme vous.

	— Je l’espère, monsieur.

	— Mais, prenez garde, Raoul! si elle n’attendait pas! Ah! vous êtes si jeune, si confiant, si loyal... les femmes sont changeantes.

	— Vous ne m’avez jamais dit de mal des femmes, monsieur; jamais vous n’avez eu à vous en plaindre; pourquoi vous en plaindre à moi, à propos de Mlle de La Vallière?

	— C’est vrai, dit Athos en baissant les yeux... jamais je ne vous ai dit de mal des femmes; jamais je n’ai eu à me plaindre d’elles; jamais Mlle de La Vallière n’a motivé un soupçon; mais quand on prévoit, il faut aller jusqu’aux exceptions, jusqu’aux improbabilités! Si, dis-je, Mlle de La Vallière ne vous attendait pas?

	— Comment cela, monsieur?

	— Si elle tournait ses vues d’un autre côté?

	— Ses regards sur un autre homme, voulez-vous dire? fit Raoul pâle d’angoisse.

	— C’est cela.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, je tuerais cet homme, dit simplement Raoul, et tous les hommes que Mlle de La Vallière choisirait, jusqu’à ce qu’un d’entre eux m’eût tué ou jusqu’à ce que Mlle de La Vallière m’eût rendu son cœur.

	Athos tressaillit.

	— Je croyais, reprit-il d’une voix sourde, que vous m’appeliez tout à l’heure votre dieu, votre loi en ce monde?

	— Oh! dit Raoul tremblant, vous me défendriez le duel?

	— Si je le défendais, Raoul?

	— Vous me défendriez d’espérer, monsieur, et, par conséquent, vous ne me défendriez pas de mourir.

	Athos leva les yeux sur le vicomte. Il avait prononcé ces mots avec une sombre inflexion, qu’accompagnait le plus sombre regard.

	— Assez, dit Athos après un long silence, assez sur ce triste sujet, où tous deux nous exagérons. Vivez au jour le jour, Raoul; faites votre service, aimez Mlle de La Vallière, en un mot, agissez comme un homme, puisque vous avez l’âge d’homme; seulement, n’oubliez pas que je vous aime tendrement et que vous prétendez m’aimer.

	— Ah! monsieur le comte! s’écria Raoul en pressant la main d’Athos sur son cœur.

	— Bien, cher enfant; laissez-moi, j’ai besoin de repos. À propos, M. d’Artagnan est revenu d’Angleterre avec moi; vous lui devez une visite.

	— J’irai la lui rendre, monsieur, avec une bien grande joie; j’aime tant M. d’Artagnan!

	— Vous avez raison: c’est un honnête homme et un brave cavalier.

	— Qui vous aime! dit Raoul.

	— J’en suis sûr... Savez-vous son adresse?

	— Mais au Louvre, au Palais-Royal, partout où est le roi. Ne commande-t-il pas les mousquetaires?

	— Non, pour le moment, M. d’Artagnan est en congé; il se repose...

	— Ne le cherchez donc pas aux postes de son service. Vous aurez de ses nouvelles chez un certain M. Planchet.

	— Son ancien laquais?

	— Précisément, devenu épicier.

	— Je sais; rue des Lombards?

	— Quelque chose comme cela... Ou rue des Arcis.

	— Je trouverai, monsieur, je trouverai.

	— Vous lui direz mille choses tendres de ma part et l’amènerez dîner avec moi avant mon départ pour La Fère.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Bonsoir, Raoul!

	— Monsieur, je vous vois un ordre que je ne vous connaissais pas; recevez mes compliments.

	— La Toison?... c’est vrai... Hochet, mon fils... qui n’amuse même plus un vieil enfant comme moi... Bonsoir, Raoul!

	Chapitre LII — La leçon de M. d’Artagnan

	Raoul ne trouva pas le lendemain M. d’Artagnan, comme il l’avait espéré. Il ne rencontra que Planchet, dont la joie fut vive en revoyant ce jeune homme, et qui sut lui faire deux ou trois compliments guerriers qui ne sentaient pas du tout l’épicerie. Mais comme Raoul revenait de Vincennes, le lendemain, ramenant cinquante dragons que lui avait confiés M. le prince, il aperçut, sur la place Baudoyer, un homme qui, le nez en l’air, regardait une maison comme on regarde un cheval qu’on a envie d’acheter. Cet homme, vêtu d’un costume bourgeois boutonné comme un pourpoint de militaire, coiffé d’un tout petit chapeau, et portant au côté une longue épée garnie de chagrin, tourna la tête aussitôt qu’il entendit le pas des chevaux, et cessa de regarder la maison pour voir les dragons. C’était tout simplement M. d’Artagnan; M. d’Artagnan à pied; d’Artagnan les mains derrière le dos, qui passait une petite revue des dragons après avoir passé une revue des édifices. Pas un homme, pas une aiguillette, pas un sabot de cheval n’échappa à son inspection. Raoul marchait sur les flancs de sa troupe; d’Artagnan l’aperçut le dernier.

	— Eh! fit-il, eh! mordioux!

	— Je ne me trompe pas? dit Raoul en poussant son cheval.

	— Non, tu ne te trompes pas; bonjour! répliqua l’ancien mousquetaire.

	Et Raoul vint serrer avec effusion la main de son vieil ami.

	— Prends garde, Raoul, dit d’Artagnan, le deuxième cheval du cinquième rang sera déferré avant le pont Marie; il n’a plus que deux clous au pied de devant hors montoir.

	— Attendez-moi, dit Raoul, je reviens.

	— Tu quittes ton détachement?

	— Le cornette est là pour me remplacer.

	— Tu viens dîner avec moi?

	— Très volontiers, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Alors fais vite, quitte ton cheval ou fais-m’en donner un.

	— J’aime mieux revenir à pied avec vous.

	Raoul se hâta d’aller prévenir le cornette, qui prit rang à sa place; puis il mit pied à terre, donna son cheval à l’un des dragons, et, tout joyeux, prit le bras de M. d’Artagnan, qui le considérait depuis toutes ces évolutions avec la satisfaction d’un connaisseur.

	— Et tu viens de Vincennes? dit-il d’abord.

	— Oui, monsieur le chevalier.

	— Le cardinal?...

	— Est bien malade; on dit même qu’il est mort.

	— Es-tu bien avec M. Fouquet? demanda d’Artagnan, montrant, par un dédaigneux mouvement d’épaules, que cette mort de Mazarin ne l’affectait pas outre mesure.

	— Avec M. Fouquet? dit Raoul. Je ne le connais pas.

	— Tant pis, tant pis, car un nouveau roi cherche toujours à se faire des créatures.

	— Oh! le roi ne me veut pas de mal, répondit le jeune homme.

	— Je ne parle pas de la couronne, dit d’Artagnan, mais du roi... Le roi, c’est M. Fouquet, à présent que le cardinal est mort. Il s’agit d’être très bien avec M. Fouquet, si tu ne veux pas moisir toute ta vie comme j’ai moisi... Il est vrai que tu as d’autres protecteurs, fort heureusement.

	— M. le prince, d’abord.

	— Usé, usé, mon ami.

	— M. le comte de La Fère.

	— Athos? oh! c’est différent; oui, Athos... et si tu veux faire un bon chemin en Angleterre, tu ne peux mieux t’adresser. Je te dirai même, sans trop de vanité, que moi-même j’ai quelque crédit à la cour de Charles II. Voilà un roi, à la bonne heure!

	— Ah! fit Raoul avec la curiosité naïve des jeunes gens bien nés qui entendent parler l’expérience et la valeur.

	— Oui, un roi qui s’amuse, c’est vrai, mais qui a su mettre l’épée à la main et apprécier les hommes utiles. Athos est bien avec Charles II. Prends-moi du service par là, et laisse un peu les cuistres de traitants qui volent aussi bien avec des mains françaises qu’avec des doigts italiens; laisse le petit pleurard de roi, qui va nous donner un règne de François II. Sais-tu l’histoire, Raoul?

	— Oui, monsieur le chevalier.

	— Tu sais que François II avait toujours mal aux oreilles, alors?

	— Non, je ne le savais pas.

	— Que Charles IX avait toujours mal à la tête?

	— Ah!

	— Et Henri III toujours mal au ventre?

	Raoul se mit à rire.

	— Eh bien! mon cher ami, Louis XIV a toujours mal au cœur; c’est déplorable à voir, qu’un roi soupire du soir au matin, et ne dise pas une fois dans la journée: «Ventre-saint-gris!» ou «Corne de bœuf!», quelque chose qui réveille, enfin.

	— C’est pour cela, monsieur le chevalier, que vous avez quitté le service? demanda Raoul.

	— Oui.

	— Mais vous-même, cher monsieur d’Artagnan, vous jetez le manche après la cognée; vous ne ferez pas fortune.

	— Oh! moi, répliqua d’Artagnan d’un ton léger, je suis fixé. J’avais quelque bien de ma famille.

	Raoul le regarda. La pauvreté de d’Artagnan était proverbiale. Gascon, il enchérissait, par le guignon, sur toutes les gasconnades de France et de Navarre; Raoul, cent fois, avait entendu nommer Job et d’Artagnan, comme on nomme les jumeaux Romulus et Remus. D’Artagnan surprit ce regard d’étonnement.

	— Et puis ton père t’aura dit que j’avais été en Angleterre?

	— Oui, monsieur le chevalier.

	— Et que j’avais fait là une heureuse rencontre?

	— Non, monsieur, j’ignorais cela.

	— Oui, un de mes bons amis, un très grand seigneur, le vice-roi d’Écosse et d’Irlande, m’a fait retrouver un héritage.

	— Un héritage?

	— Assez rond.

	— En sorte que vous êtes riche?

	— Peuh!...

	— Recevez mes bien sincères compliments.

	— Merci... Tiens, voici ma maison.

	— Place de Grève?

	— Oui; tu n’aimes pas ce quartier?

	— Au contraire: l’eau est belle à voir... Oh! la jolie maison antique!

	— L’Image-de-Notre-Dame, c’est un vieux cabaret que j’ai transformé en maison depuis deux jours.

	— Mais le cabaret est toujours ouvert?

	— Pardieu!

	— Et vous, où logez-vous?

	— Moi, je loge chez Planchet.

	— Vous m’avez dit tout à l’heure: «Voici ma maison!»

	— Je l’ai dit parce que c’est ma maison en effet... j’ai acheté cette maison.

	— Ah! fit Raoul.

	— Le denier dix, mon cher Raoul; une affaire superbe!... J’ai acheté la maison trente mille livres: elle a un jardin sur la rue de la Mortellerie; le cabaret se loue mille livres avec le premier étage; le grenier, ou second étage, cinq cents livres.

	— Allons donc!

	— Sans doute.

	— Un grenier cinq cents livres? Mais ce n’est pas habitable.

	— Aussi ne l’habite-t-on pas; seulement, tu vois que ce grenier a deux fenêtres sur la place.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Eh bien! chaque fois qu’on roue, qu’on pend, qu’on écartèle ou qu’on brûle, les deux fenêtres se louent jusqu’à vingt pistoles.

	— Oh! fit Raoul avec horreur.

	— C’est dégoûtant, n’est-ce pas? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Oh! répéta Raoul.

	— C’est dégoûtant, mais c’est comme cela... Ces badauds de Parisiens sont parfois de véritables anthropophages. Je ne conçois pas que des hommes, des chrétiens, puissent faire de pareilles spéculations.

	— C’est vrai.

	— Quant à moi, continua d’Artagnan, si j’habitais cette maison, je fermerais, les jours d’exécution, jusqu’aux trous de serrures; mais je ne l’habite pas.

	— Et vous louez cinq cents livres ce grenier?

	— Au féroce cabaretier qui le sous-loue lui-même... Je disais donc quinze cents livres.

	— L’intérêt naturel de l’argent, dit Raoul, au denier cinq.

	— Juste. Il me reste le corps de logis du fond: magasins, logements et caves inondées chaque hiver, deux cents livres, et le jardin, qui est très beau, très bien planté, très enfoui sous les murs et sous l’ombre du portail de Saint-Gervais et Saint-Protais, treize cents livres.

	— Treize cents livres! mais c’est royal.

	— Voici l’histoire. Je soupçonne fort un chanoine quelconque de la paroisse (ces chanoines sont des Crésus), je le soupçonne donc d’avoir loué ce jardin pour y prendre ses ébats. Le locataire a donné pour nom M. Godard... C’est un faux nom ou un vrai nom; s’il est vrai, c’est un chanoine; s’il est faux, c’est quelque inconnu; pourquoi le connaîtrais-je? Il paie toujours d’avance. Aussi j’avais cette idée tout à l’heure, quand je t’ai rencontré, d’acheter, place Baudoyer, une maison dont les derrières se joindraient à mon jardin, et feraient une magnifique propriété. Tes dragons m’ont distrait de mon idée. Tiens, prenons la rue de la Vannerie: nous allons droit chez maître Planchet.

	D’Artagnan pressa le pas et amena en effet Raoul chez Planchet, dans une chambre que l’épicier avait cédée à son ancien maître. Planchet était sorti, mais le dîner était servi. Il y avait chez cet épicier un reste de la régularité, de la ponctualité militaire.

	D’Artagnan remit Raoul sur le chapitre de son avenir.

	— Ton père te tient sévèrement? dit-il.

	— Justement, monsieur le chevalier.

	— Oh! je sais qu’Athos est juste, mais serré, peut-être?

	— Une main royale, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Ne te gêne pas, garçon, si jamais tu as besoin de quelques pistoles, le vieux mousquetaire est là.

	— Cher monsieur d’Artagnan...

	— Tu joues bien un peu?

	— Jamais.

	— Heureux en femmes, alors?... Tu rougis... Oh! petit Aramis, va! Mon cher, cela coûte encore plus cher que le jeu. Il est vrai qu’on se bat quand on a perdu, c’est une compensation. Bah! le petit pleurard de roi fait payer l’amende aux gens qui dégainent. Quel règne, mon pauvre Raoul, quel règne! Quand on pense que de mon temps on assiégeait les mousquetaires dans les maisons, comme Hector et Priam dans la ville de Troie; et alors les femmes pleuraient, et alors les murailles riaient, et alors cinq cents gredins battaient des mains et criaient: «Tue! Tue!» quand il ne s’agissait pas d’un mousquetaire! Mordioux! vous ne verrez pas cela vous autres.

	— Vous tenez rigueur au roi, cher monsieur d’Artagnan, et vous le connaissez à peine.

	— Moi? Écoute, Raoul: jour par jour, heure par heure, prends bien note de mes paroles, je te prédis ce qu’il fera. Le cardinal mort, il pleurera; bien: c’est ce qu’il fera de moins niais, surtout s’il n’en pense pas une larme.

	— Ensuite?

	— Ensuite, il se fera faire une pension par M. Fouquet et s’en ira composer des vers à Fontainebleau pour des Mancini quelconques à qui la reine arrachera les yeux. Elle est espagnole, vois-tu, la reine, et elle a pour belle-mère Mme Anne d’Autriche. Je connais cela, moi, les Espagnoles de la maison d’Autriche.

	— Ensuite?

	— Ensuite, après avoir fait arracher les galons d’argent de ses Suisses parce que la broderie coûte trop cher, il mettra les mousquetaires à pied, parce que l’avoine et le foin du cheval coûtent cinq sols par jour.

	— Oh! ne dites pas cela.

	— Que m’importe! je ne suis plus mousquetaire, n’est-ce pas? Qu’on soit à cheval, à pied, qu’on porte une lardoire, une broche, une épée ou rien, que m’importe?

	— Cher monsieur d’Artagnan, je vous en supplie, ne me dites plus de mal du roi... Je suis presque à son service, et mon père m’en voudrait beaucoup d’avoir entendu, même de votre bouche, des paroles offensantes pour Sa Majesté.

	— Ton père?... Eh! c’est un chevalier de toute cause véreuse. Pardieu! oui, ton père est un brave, un César, c’est vrai; mais un homme sans coup d’œil.

	— Allons, bon! chevalier, dit Raoul en riant, voilà que vous allez dire du mal de mon père, de celui que vous appeliez le grand Athos; vous êtes en veine méchante aujourd’hui, et la richesse vous rend aigre, comme les autres la pauvreté.

	— Tu as, pardieu, raison; je suis un bélître, et je radote; je suis un malheureux vieilli, une corde à fourrage effilée, une cuirasse percée, une botte sans semelle, un éperon sans molette; mais fais-moi un plaisir, dis moi une seule chose.

	— Quelle chose, cher monsieur d’Artagnan?

	— Dis-moi ceci: «Mazarin était un croquant.»

	— Il est peut-être mort.

	— Raison de plus; je dis était; si je n’espérais pas qu’il fût mort, je te prierais de dire: «Mazarin est un croquant.» Dis, voyons, dis, pour l’amour de moi.

	— Allons, je le veux bien.

	— Dis!

	— Mazarin était un croquant, dit Raoul en souriant au mousquetaire, qui s’épanouissait comme en ses beaux jours.

	— Un moment, fit celui-ci. Tu as dit la première proposition; voici la conclusion. Répète, Raoul, répète: «Mais je regretterais Mazarin.»

	— Chevalier!

	— Tu ne veux pas le dire, je vais le dire deux fois pour toi... Mais tu regretterais Mazarin.

	Ils riaient encore et discutaient cette rédaction d’une profession de principes, quand un des garçons épiciers entra.

	— Une lettre, monsieur, dit-il, pour M. d’Artagnan.

	— Merci... Tiens!... s’écria le mousquetaire.

	— L’écriture de M. le comte, dit Raoul.

	— Oui, oui.

	Et d’Artagnan décacheta.

	«Cher ami, disait Athos, on vient de me prier de la part du roi de vous faire chercher...»

	— Moi? dit d’Artagnan, laissant tomber le papier sous la table.

	Raoul le ramassa et continua de lire tout haut: «Hâtez-vous... Sa Majesté a grand besoin de vous parler, et vous attend au Louvre.»

	— Moi? répéta encore le mousquetaire.

	— Hé! hé! dit Raoul.

	— Oh! oh! répondit d’Artagnan. Qu’est-ce que cela veut dire?

	Chapitre LIII — Le roi

	Le premier mouvement de surprise passé, d’Artagnan relut encore le billet d’Athos.

	— C’est étrange, dit-il, que le roi me fasse appeler.

	— Pourquoi, dit Raoul, ne croyez-vous pas, monsieur, que le roi doive regretter un serviteur tel que vous?

	— Oh! oh! s’écria l’officier en riant du bout des dents, vous me la donnez belle, maître Raoul. Si le roi m’eût regretté, il ne m’eût pas laissé partir. Non, non, je vois là quelque chose de mieux, ou de pis, si vous voulez.

	— De pis! Quoi donc, monsieur le chevalier?

	— Tu es jeune, tu es confiant, tu es admirable... Comme je voudrais être encore où tu en es! Avoir vingt-quatre ans, le front uni ou le cerveau vide de tout, si ce n’est de femmes, d’amour ou de bonnes intentions... Oh! Raoul! tant que tu n’auras pas reçu les sourires des rois et les confidences des reines; tant que tu n’auras pas eu deux cardinaux tués sous toi, l’un tigre, l’autre renard; tant que tu n’auras pas... Mais à quoi bon toutes ces niaiseries? Il faut nous quitter, Raoul!

	— Comme vous me dites cela! Quel air grave!

	— Eh! mais la chose en vaut la peine... Écoute-moi: j’ai une belle recommandation à te faire.

	— J’écoute, cher monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Tu vas prévenir ton père de mon départ.

	— Vous partez?

	— Pardieu!... Tu lui diras que je suis passé en Angleterre et que j’habite ma petite maison de plaisance.

	— En Angleterre, vous!... Et les ordres du roi?

	— Je te trouve de plus en plus naïf: tu te figures que je vais comme cela me rendre au Louvre et me remettre à la disposition de ce petit louveteau couronné?

	— Louveteau! le roi? Mais, monsieur le chevalier, vous êtes fou.

	— Je ne fus jamais si sage, au contraire. Tu ne sais donc pas ce qu’il veut faire de moi, ce digne fils de Louis le Juste?... Mais, mordioux! c’est de la politique...Il veut me faire embastiller purement et simplement, vois-tu.

	— À quel propos? s’écria Raoul effaré de ce qu’il entendait.

	— À propos de ce que je lui ai dit un certain jour à Blois... J’ai été vif; il s’en souvient.

	— Vous lui avez dit?

	— Qu’il était un ladre, un polisson, un niais.

	— Ah! mon Dieu!... dit Raoul; est-il possible que de pareils mots soient sortis de votre bouche?

	— Peut-être que je ne te donne pas la lettre de mon discours, mais au moins je t’en donne le sens.

	— Mais le roi vous eût fait arrêter tout de suite!

	— Par qui? C’était moi qui commandais les mousquetaires: il eût fallu me commander à moi-même de me conduire en prison; je n’y eusse jamais consenti; je me fusse résisté à moi-même... Et puis j’ai passé en Angleterre... plus de d’Artagnan... Aujourd’hui, le cardinal est mort ou à peu près: on me sait à Paris; on met la main sur moi.

	— Le cardinal était donc votre protecteur?

	— Le cardinal me connaissait; il savait de moi certaines particularités; j’en savais de lui certaines aussi: nous nous apprécions mutuellement... Et puis, en rendant son âme au diable, il aura conseillé à Anne d’Autriche de me faire habiter en lieu sûr. Va donc trouver ton père, conte-lui le fait, et adieu!

	— Mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, dit Raoul tout ému après avoir regardé par la fenêtre, vous ne pouvez pas même fuir.

	— Pourquoi donc?

	— Parce qu’il y a en bas un officier des Suisses qui vous attend.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! il vous arrêtera.

	D’Artagnan partit d’un éclat de rire homérique.

	— Oh! je sais bien que vous lui résisterez, que vous le combattrez même; je sais bien que vous serez vainqueur; mais c’est de la rébellion, cela, et vous êtes officier vous-même, sachant ce que c’est que la discipline.

	— Diable d’enfant! comme c’est élevé, comme c’est logique! grommela d’Artagnan.

	— Vous m’approuvez, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui. Au lieu de passer par la rue où ce benêt m’attend, je vais m’esquiver simplement par les derrières. J’ai un cheval à l’écurie; il est bon; je le crèverai, mes moyens me le permettent, et, de cheval crevé en cheval crevé, j’arriverai à Boulogne en onze heures; je sais le chemin... Ne dis plus qu’une chose à ton père.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est que... ce qu’il sait bien est placé chez Planchet, sauf un cinquième, et que...

	— Mais, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, prenez bien garde; si vous fuyez, on va dire deux choses.

	— Lesquelles, cher ami?

	— D’abord, que vous avez eu peur.

	— Oh! qui donc dira cela?

	— Le roi tout le premier.

	— Eh bien! mais... il dira la vérité. J’ai peur.

	— La seconde, c’est que vous vous sentiez coupable.

	— Coupable de quoi?

	— Mais des crimes que l’on voudra bien vous imputer.

	— C’est encore vrai... Et alors tu me conseilles d’aller me faire embastiller?

	— M. le comte de La Fère vous le conseillerait comme moi.

	— Je le sais pardieu bien! dit d’Artagnan rêveur; tu as raison, je ne me sauverai pas. Mais si l’on me jette à la Bastille?

	— Nous vous en tirerons, dit Raoul d’un air tranquille et calme.

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan en lui prenant la main, tu as dit cela d’une brave façon, Raoul; c’est de l’Athos tout pur. Eh bien! je pars. N’oublie pas mon dernier mot.

	— Sauf un cinquième, dit Raoul.

	— Oui, tu es un joli garçon, et je veux que tu ajoutes une chose à cette dernière.

	— Parlez!

	— C’est que, si vous ne me tirez pas de la Bastille et que j’y meure... Oh! cela s’est vu... et je serais un détestable prisonnier, moi qui fus un homme passable... en ce cas, je donne trois cinquièmes à toi et le quatrième à ton père.

	— Chevalier!

	— Mordioux! si vous voulez m’en faire dire, des messes, vous êtes libres.

	Cela dit, d’Artagnan décrocha son baudrier, ceignit son épée, prit un chapeau dont la plume était fraîche, et tendit la main à Raoul, qui se jeta dans ses bras.

	Une fois dans la boutique, il lança un coup d’œil sur les garçons, qui considéraient la scène avec un orgueil mêlé de quelque inquiétude; puis plongeant la main dans une caisse de petits raisins secs de Corinthe, il poussa vers l’officier, qui attendait philosophiquement devant la porte de la boutique.

	— Ces traits!... C’est vous, monsieur de Friedisch! s’écria gaiement le mousquetaire. Eh! eh! nous arrêtons donc nos amis?

	— Arrêter! firent entre eux les garçons.

	— C’est moi, dit le Suisse. Ponchour, monsir d’Artagnan.

	— Faut-il vous donner mon épée? Je vous préviens qu’elle est longue et lourde. Laissez-la-moi jusqu’au Louvre; je suis tout bête quand je n’ai pas d’épée par les rues, et vous seriez encore plus bête que moi d’en avoir deux.

	— Le roi n’afre bas dit, répliqua le Suisse, cartez tonc votre épée.

	— Eh bien! c’est fort gentil de la part du roi. Partons vite.

	M. de Friedisch n’était pas causeur, et d’Artagnan avait beaucoup trop à penser pour l’être. De la boutique de Planchet au Louvre, il n’y avait pas loin; on arriva en dix minutes. Il faisait nuit alors. M. de Friedisch voulut entrer par le guichet.

	— Non, dit d’Artagnan, vous perdrez du temps par là: prenez le petit escalier.

	Le Suisse fit ce que lui recommandait d’Artagnan et le conduisit au vestibule du cabinet de Louis XIV. Arrivé là, il salua son prisonnier, et, sans rien dire, retourna à son poste.

	D’Artagnan n’avait pas eu le temps de se demander pourquoi on ne lui ôtait pas son épée, que la porte du cabinet s’ouvrit et qu’un valet de chambre appela:

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan!

	Le mousquetaire prit sa tenue de parade et entra, l’œil grand ouvert, le front calme, la moustache roide.

	Le roi était assis devant sa table et écrivait. Il ne se dérangea point quand le pas du mousquetaire retentit sur le parquet; il ne tourna même pas la tête. D’Artagnan s’avança jusqu’au milieu de la salle, et voyant que le roi ne faisait pas attention à lui, comprenant d’ailleurs fort bien que c’était de l’affectation, sorte de préambule fâcheux pour l’explication qui se préparait, il tourna le dos au prince et se mit à regarder de tous ses yeux les fresques de la corniche et les lézardes du plafond. Cette manœuvre fut accompagnée de ce petit monologue tacite: «Ah! tu veux m’humilier, toi que j’ai vu tout petit, toi que j’ai sauvé comme mon enfant, toi que j’ai servi comme mon Dieu, c’est-à-dire pour rien... Attends, attends; tu vas voir ce que peut faire un homme qui a siffloté l’air du branle des Huguenots à la barbe de M. le cardinal, le vrai cardinal!»

	Louis XIV se retourna en ce moment.

	— Vous êtes là, monsieur d’Artagnan? dit-il.

	D’Artagnan vit le mouvement et l’imita.

	— Oui, Sire, dit-il.

	— Bien, veuillez attendre que j’aie additionné.

	D’Artagnan ne répondit rien; seulement il s’inclina.

	«C’est assez poli, pensa-t-il, et je n’ai rien à dire.»

	Louis fit un trait de plume violent et jeta sa plume avec colère.

	«Va, fâche-toi pour te mettre en train, pensa le mousquetaire, tu me mettras à mon aise: aussi bien, je n’ai pas l’autre jour, à Blois, vidé le fond du sac.»

	Louis se leva, passa une main sur son front; puis, s’arrêtant vis-à-vis de d’Artagnan, il le regarda d’un air impérieux et bienveillant tout à la fois.

	«Que me veut-il? Voyons, qu’il finisse», pensa le mousquetaire.

	— Monsieur, dit le roi, vous savez sans doute que M. le cardinal est mort?

	— Je m’en doute, Sire.

	— Vous savez par conséquent que je suis maître chez moi?

	— Ce n’est pas une chose qui date de la mort du cardinal, Sire; on est toujours maître chez soi quand on veut.

	— Oui; mais vous vous rappelez tout ce que vous m’avez dit à Blois?

	«Nous y voici, pensa d’Artagnan; je ne m’étais pas trompé. Allons, tant mieux! c’est signe que j’ai le flair assez fin encore.»

	— Vous ne me répondez pas? dit Louis.

	— Sire, je crois me souvenir...

	— Vous croyez seulement?

	— Il y a longtemps.

	— Si vous ne vous rappelez pas, je me souviens, moi. Voici ce que vous m’avez dit; écoutez avec attention.

	— Oh! j’écoute de toutes mes oreilles, Sire; car vraisemblablement la conversation tournera d’une façon intéressante pour moi.

	Louis regarda encore une fois le mousquetaire. Celui-ci caressa la plume de son chapeau, puis sa moustache, et attendit intrépidement. Louis XIV continua:

	— Vous avez quitté mon service, monsieur, après m’avoir dit toute la vérité?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— C’est-à-dire après m’avoir déclaré tout ce que vous croyiez être vrai sur ma façon de penser et d’agir. C’est toujours un mérite. Vous commençâtes par me dire que vous serviez ma famille depuis trente-quatre ans, et que vous étiez fatigué.

	— Je l’ai dit, oui, Sire.

	— Et vous avez avoué ensuite que cette fatigue était un prétexte, que le mécontentement était la cause réelle.

	— J’étais mécontent, en effet; mais ce mécontentement ne s’est trahi nulle part, que je sache, et si comme un homme de cœur, j’ai parlé haut devant Votre Majesté, je n’ai pas même pensé en face de quelqu’un autre.

	— Ne vous excusez pas, d’Artagnan, et continuez de m’écouter. En me faisant le reproche que vous étiez mécontent, vous reçûtes pour réponse une promesse; je vous dis: «Attendez.» Est-ce vrai?

	— Oui, Sire, vrai comme ce que je vous disais.

	— Vous me répondîtes: «Plus tard? Non pas; tout de suite, à la bonne heure!...» Ne vous excusez pas, vous dis-je... C’était naturel; mais vous n’aviez pas de charité pour votre prince, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Sire... de la charité!... pour un roi, de la part d’un pauvre soldat!

	— Vous me comprenez bien; vous savez bien que j’en avais besoin; vous savez bien que je n’étais pas le maître; vous savez bien que j’avais l’avenir en espérance. Or, vous me répondîtes, quand je parlai de cet avenir: «Mon congé... tout de suite!»

	D’Artagnan mordit sa moustache.

	— C’est vrai, murmura-t-il.

	— Vous ne m’avez pas flatté quand j’étais dans la détresse, ajouta Louis XIV.

	— Mais, dit d’Artagnan relevant la tête avec noblesse, je n’ai pas flatté Votre Majesté pauvre, je ne l’ai point trahie non plus. J’ai versé mon sang pour rien; j’ai veillé comme un chien à la porte, sachant bien qu’on ne me jetterait ni pain, ni os. Pauvre aussi, moi, je n’ai rien demandé que le congé dont Votre Majesté parle.

	— Je sais que vous êtes un brave homme; mais j’étais un jeune homme, vous deviez me ménager... Qu’aviez-vous à reprocher au roi? qu’il laissait Charles II sans secours?... disons plus... qu’il n’épousait point Mlle de Mancini?

	En disant ce mot, le roi fixa sur le mousquetaire un regard profond.

	«Ah! ah! pensa ce dernier, il fait plus que se souvenir, il devine... Diable!»

	— Votre jugement, continua Louis XIV, tombait sur le roi et tombait sur l’homme... Mais, monsieur d’Artagnan... cette faiblesse, car vous regardiez cela comme une faiblesse...

	D’Artagnan ne répondit pas.

	— Vous me la reprochiez aussi à l’égard de M. le cardinal défunt; car M. le cardinal ne m’a-t-il pas élevé, soutenu?... en s’élevant, en se soutenant lui-même, je le sais bien; mais enfin, le bienfait demeure acquis. Ingrat, égoïste, vous m’eussiez donc plus aimé, mieux servi?

	— Sire...

	— Ne parlons plus de cela, monsieur: ce serait causer à vous trop de regrets, à moi trop de peine.

	D’Artagnan n’était pas convaincu. Le jeune roi, en reprenant avec lui un ton de hauteur, n’avançait pas dans les affaires.

	— Vous avez réfléchi depuis? reprit Louis XIV.

	— À quoi, Sire? demanda poliment d’Artagnan.

	— Mais à tout ce que je vous dis, monsieur.

	— Oui, Sire, sans doute...

	— Et vous n’avez attendu qu’une occasion de revenir sur vos paroles?

	— Sire...

	— Vous hésitez, ce me semble...

	— Je ne comprends pas bien ce que Votre Majesté me fait l’honneur de me dire.

	Louis fronça le sourcil.

	— Veuillez m’excuser, Sire; j’ai l’esprit particulièrement épais... les choses n’y pénètrent qu’avec difficulté; il est vrai qu’une fois entrées, elles y restent.

	— Oui, vous me semblez avoir de la mémoire.

	— Presque autant que Votre Majesté.

	— Alors, donnez-moi vite une solution... Mon temps est cher. Que faites vous depuis votre congé?

	— Ma fortune, Sire.

	— Le mot est dur, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Votre Majesté le prend en mauvaise part, certainement. Je n’ai pour le roi qu’un profond respect, et, fussé-je impoli, ce qui peut s’excuser par ma longue habitude des camps et des casernes, Sa Majesté est trop au-dessus de moi pour s’offenser d’un mot échappé innocemment à un soldat.

	— En effet, je sais que vous avez fait une action d’éclat en Angleterre, monsieur. Je regrette seulement que vous ayez manqué à votre promesse.

	— Moi? s’écria d’Artagnan.

	— Sans doute... Vous m’aviez engagé votre foi de ne servir aucun prince en quittant mon service... Or, c’est pour le roi Charles II que vous avez travaillé à l’enlèvement merveilleux de M. Monck.

	— Pardonnez-moi, Sire, c’est pour moi.

	— Cela vous a réussi?

	— Comme aux capitaines du XVème siècle les coups de main et les aventures.

	— Qu’appelez-vous réussite? une fortune?

	— Cent mille écus, Sire, que je possède: c’est, en une semaine, le triple de tout ce que j’avais eu d’argent en cinquante années.

	— La somme est belle... mais vous êtes ambitieux, je crois?

	— Moi, Sire? Le quart me semblait un trésor, et je vous jure que je ne pense pas à l’augmenter.

	— Ah! vous comptez demeurer oisif?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Quitter l’épée?

	— C’est fait déjà.

	— Impossible, monsieur d’Artagnan, dit Louis avec résolution.

	— Mais, Sire...

	— Eh bien?

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que je ne le veux pas! dit le jeune prince d’une voix tellement grave et impérieuse, que d’Artagnan fit un mouvement de surprise, d’inquiétude même.

	— Votre Majesté me permettra-t-elle un mot de réponse? demanda-t-il.

	— Dites.

	— Cette résolution, je l’avais prise étant pauvre et dénué.

	— Soit. Après?

	— Or, aujourd’hui que, par mon industrie, j’ai acquis un bien-être assuré, Votre Majesté me dépouillerait de ma liberté, Votre Majesté me condamnerait au moins lorsque j’ai bien gagné le plus.

	— Qui vous a permis, monsieur, de sonder mes desseins et de compter avec moi? reprit Louis d’une voix presque courroucée; qui vous a dit ce que je ferai, ce que vous ferez vous-même?

	— Sire, dit tranquillement le mousquetaire, la franchise, à ce que je vois, n’est plus à l’ordre de la conversation, comme le jour où nous nous expliquâmes à Blois.

	— Non, monsieur, tout est changé.

	— J’en fais à Votre Majesté mes sincères compliments; mais ...

	— Mais vous n’y croyez pas?

	— Je ne suis pas un grand homme d’État, cependant j’ai mon coup d’œil pour les affaires; il ne manque pas de sûreté; or, je ne vois pas tout à fait comme Votre Majesté, Sire. Le règne de Mazarin est fini, mais celui des financiers commence. Ils ont l’argent: Votre Majesté ne doit pas en voir souvent. Vivre sous la patte de ces loups affamés, c’est dur pour un homme qui comptait sur l’indépendance.

	À ce moment quelqu’un gratta à la porte du cabinet; le roi leva la tête orgueilleusement.

	— Pardon, monsieur d’Artagnan, dit-il; c’est M. Colbert qui vient me faire un rapport. Entrez, monsieur Colbert.

	D’Artagnan s’effaça. Colbert entra, des papiers à la main, et vint au-devant du roi.

	Il va sans dire que le Gascon ne perdit pas l’occasion d’appliquer son coup d’œil si fin et si vif sur la nouvelle figure qui se présentait.

	— L’instruction est donc faite? demanda le roi à Colbert.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et l’avis des instructeurs?

	— Est que les accusés ont mérité la confiscation et la mort.

	— Ah! ah! fit le roi sans sourciller, en jetant un regard oblique à d’Artagnan... Et votre avis à vous, monsieur Colbert? dit le roi.

	Colbert regarda d’Artagnan à son tour. Cette figure gênante arrêtait la parole sur ses lèvres. Louis XIV comprit.

	— Ne vous inquiétez pas, dit-il, c’est M. d’Artagnan; ne reconnaissez-vous pas M. d’Artagnan?

	Ces deux hommes se regardèrent alors; d’Artagnan, l’œil ouvert et flamboyant; Colbert, l’œil à demi couvert et nuageux. La franche intrépidité de l’un déplut à l’autre; la cauteleuse circonspection du financier déplut au soldat.

	— Ah! ah! c’est Monsieur qui a fait ce beau coup en Angleterre, dit Colbert.

	Et il salua légèrement d’Artagnan.

	— Ah! ah! dit le Gascon, c’est Monsieur qui a rogné l’argent des galons des Suisses... Louable économie!

	Et il salua profondément.

	Le financier avait cru embarrasser le mousquetaire; mais le mousquetaire perçait à jour le financier.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, reprit le roi, qui n’avait pas remarqué toutes les nuances dont Mazarin n’eût pas laissé échapper une seule, il s’agit de traitants qui m’ont volé, que je fais prendre, et dont je vais signer l’arrêt de mort.

	D’Artagnan tressaillit.

	— Oh! oh! fit-il.

	— Vous dites?

	— Rien, Sire; ce ne sont pas mes affaires.

	Le roi tenait déjà la plume et l’approchait du papier.

	— Sire, dit à demi-voix Colbert, je préviens Votre Majesté que si un exemple est nécessaire, cet exemple peut soulever quelques difficultés dans l’exécution.

	— Plaît-il? dit Louis XIV.

	— Ne vous dissimulez pas, continua tranquillement Colbert, que toucher aux traitants, c’est toucher à la surintendance. Les deux malheureux, les deux coupables dont il s’agit sont des amis particuliers d’un puissant personnage, et le jour du supplice, que d’ailleurs on peut étouffer dans le Châtelet, des troubles s’élèveront, à n’en pas douter.

	Louis rougit et se retourna vers d’Artagnan, qui rongeait doucement sa moustache, non sans un sourire de pitié pour le financier, comme aussi pour le roi, qui l’écoutait si longtemps.

	Alors Louis XIV saisit la plume et, d’un mouvement si rapide que la main lui trembla, apposa ses deux signatures au bas des pièces présentées par Colbert; puis, regardant ce dernier en face:

	— Monsieur Colbert, dit-il, quand vous me parlerez affaires, effacez souvent le mot difficulté de vos raisonnements et de vos avis; quant au mot impossibilité, ne le prononcez jamais.

	Colbert s’inclina, très humilié d’avoir subi cette leçon devant le mousquetaire; puis il allait sortir; mais, jaloux de réparer son échec:

	— J’oubliais d’annoncer à Votre Majesté, dit-il, que les confiscations s’élèvent à la somme de cinq millions de livres.

	«C’est gentil», pensa d’Artagnan.

	— Ce qui fait en mes coffres? dit le roi.

	— Dix-huit millions de livres, Sire, répliqua Colbert en s’inclinant.

	— Mordioux! grommela d’Artagnan, c’est beau!

	— Monsieur Colbert, ajouta le roi, vous traverserez, je vous prie, la galerie où M. de Lyonne attend, et vous lui direz d’apporter ce qu’il a rédigé... par mon ordre.

	— À l’instant même, Sire. Votre Majesté n’a plus besoin de moi ce soir?

	— Non, monsieur; adieu!

	Colbert sortit.

	— Revenons à notre affaire, monsieur d’Artagnan, reprit Louis XIV, comme si rien ne s’était passé. Vous voyez que, quant à l’argent, il y a déjà un changement notable.

	— Comme de zéro à dix-huit, répliqua gaiement le mousquetaire. Ah! voilà ce qu’il eût fallu à Votre Majesté, le jour où Sa Majesté Charles II vint à Blois. Les deux États ne seraient point en brouille aujourd’hui, car, il faut bien que je le dise, là aussi je vois une pierre d’achoppement.

	— Et d’abord, riposta Louis, vous êtes injuste, monsieur; car si la Providence m’eût permis de donner ce jour-là le million à mon frère, vous n’eussiez pas quitté mon service, et, par conséquent, vous n’eussiez pas fait votre fortune... comme vous disiez tout à l’heure... Mais, outre ce bonheur, j’en ai un autre, et ma brouille avec la Grande-Bretagne ne doit pas vous étonner.

	Un valet de chambre interrompit le roi et annonça M. de Lyonne.

	— Entrez, monsieur, dit le roi; vous êtes exact, c’est d’un bon serviteur. Voyons votre lettre à mon frère Charles II.

	D’Artagnan dressa l’oreille.

	— Un moment, monsieur, dit négligemment Louis au Gascon; il faut que j’expédie à Londres le consentement au mariage de mon frère, M. le duc d’Orléans, avec lady Henriette Stuart.

	— Il me bat, ce me semble, murmura d’Artagnan, tandis que le roi signait cette lettre et congédiait M. de Lyonne; mais, ma foi, je l’avoue, plus je serai battu, plus je serai content.

	Le roi suivit des yeux M. de Lyonne jusqu’à ce que la porte fût bien refermée derrière lui; il fit même trois pas, comme s’il eût voulu suivre son ministre. Mais, après ces trois pas, s’arrêtant, faisant une pause et revenant sur le mousquetaire;

	— Maintenant, monsieur, dit-il; hâtons-nous de terminer. Vous me disiez l’autre jour à Blois que vous n’étiez pas riche?

	— Je le suis à présent, Sire.

	— Oui, mais cela ne me regarde pas; vous avez votre argent, non le mien; ce n’est pas mon compte.

	— Je n’entends pas très bien ce que dit Votre Majesté.

	— Alors, au lieu de vous laisser tirer les paroles, parlez spontanément. Aurez-vous assez de vingt mille livres par an, argent fixe?

	— Mais, Sire... dit d’Artagnan ouvrant de grands yeux.

	— Aurez-vous assez de quatre chevaux entretenus et fournis, et d’un supplément de fonds tel que vous le demanderez, selon les occasions et les nécessités; ou bien préférez-vous un fixe qui serait, par exemple, de quarante mille livres? Répondez.

	— Sire, Votre Majesté...

	— Oui, vous êtes surpris, c’est tout naturel, et je m’y attendais; répondez, voyons, ou je croirai que vous n’avez plus cette rapidité de jugement que j’ai toujours appréciée en vous.

	— Il est certain, Sire, que vingt mille livres par an sont une belle somme; mais...

	— Pas de mais. Oui ou non; est-ce une indemnité honorable?

	— Oh! certes...

	— Vous vous en contenterez alors! C’est très bien. Il vaut mieux, d’ailleurs, vous compter à part les faux frais; vous vous arrangerez de cela avec Colbert; maintenant, passons à quelque chose de plus important.

	— Mais, Sire, j’avais dit à Votre Majesté...

	— Que vous vouliez vous reposer, je le sais bien; seulement, je vous ai répondu que je ne le voulais pas... Je suis le maître, je pense?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— À la bonne heure! Vous étiez en veine de devenir autrefois capitaine de mousquetaires?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Eh bien! voici votre brevet signé. Je le mets dans le tiroir. Le jour où vous reviendrez de certaine expédition que j’ai à vous confier, ce jour là vous prendrez vous-même ce brevet dans le tiroir.

	D’Artagnan hésitait encore et tenait la tête baissée.

	— Allons, monsieur, dit le roi, on croirait à vous voir que vous ne savez pas qu’à la cour du roi très chrétien le capitaine général des mousquetaires a le pas sur les maréchaux de France?

	— Sire, je le sais.

	— Alors, on dirait que vous ne vous fiez pas à ma parole?

	— Oh! Sire, jamais... ne croyez pas de telles choses.

	— J’ai voulu vous prouver que vous, si bon serviteur vous aviez perdu un bon maître: suis-je un peu le maître qu’il vous faut?

	— Je commence à penser que oui, Sire.

	— Alors, monsieur, vous allez entrer en fonctions. Votre compagnie est toute désorganisée depuis votre départ, et les hommes s’en vont flânant et heurtant les cabarets où l’on se bat, malgré mes édits et ceux de mon père. Vous réorganiserez le service au plus vite.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Vous ne quitterez plus ma personne.

	— Bien.

	— Et vous marcherez avec moi à l’armée, où vous camperez autour de ma tente.

	— Alors, Sire, dit d’Artagnan, si c’est pour m’imposer un service comme celui-là, Votre Majesté n’a pas besoin de me donner vingt mille livres que je ne gagnerai pas.

	— Je veux que vous ayez un état de maison; je veux que vous teniez table; je veux que mon capitaine de mousquetaires soit un personnage.

	— Et moi, dit brusquement d’Artagnan, je n’aime pas l’argent trouvé; je veux l’argent gagné! Votre Majesté me donne un métier de paresseux, que le premier venu fera pour quatre mille livres.

	— Vous êtes un fin Gascon, monsieur d’Artagnan; vous me tirez mon secret du cœur.

	— Bah! Votre Majesté a donc un secret?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Eh bien! alors, j’accepte les vingt mille livres, car je garderai ce secret, et la discrétion, cela n’a pas de prix par le temps qui court. Votre Majesté veut-elle parler à présent?

	— Vous allez vous botter, monsieur d’Artagnan, et monter à cheval.

	— Tout de suite?

	— Sous deux jours.

	— À la bonne heure, Sire; car j’ai mes affaires à régler avant le départ, surtout s’il y a des coups à recevoir.

	— Cela peut se présenter.

	— On le prendra. Mais, Sire, vous avez parlé à l’avarice, à l’ambition; vous avez parlé au cœur de M. d’Artagnan; vous avez oublié une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— Vous n’avez pas parlé à la vanité: quand serai-je chevalier des ordres du roi?

	— Cela vous occupe?

	— Mais, oui. J’ai mon ami Athos qui est tout chamarré, cela m’offusque.

	— Vous serez chevalier de mes ordres un mois après avoir pris le brevet de capitaine.

	— Ah! ah! dit l’officier rêveur, après l’expédition?

	— Précisément.

	— Où m’envoie Votre Majesté, alors?

	— Connaissez-vous la Bretagne?

	— Non, Sire.

	— Y avez-vous des amis?

	— En Bretagne? Non, ma foi!

	— Tant mieux. Vous connaissez-vous en fortifications?

	D’Artagnan sourit.

	— Je crois que oui, Sire.

	— C’est-à-dire que vous pouvez bien distinguer une forteresse d’avec une simple fortification comme on en permet aux châtelains, nos vassaux?

	— Je distingue un fort d’avec un rempart, comme on distingue une cuirasse d’avec une croûte de pâté, Sire. Est-ce suffisant?

	— Oui, monsieur. Vous allez donc partir.

	— Pour la Bretagne?

	— Oui.

	— Seul?

	— Absolument seul. C’est-à-dire que vous ne pourrez même emmener un laquais.

	— Puis-je demander à Votre Majesté pour quelle raison?

	— Parce que, monsieur, vous ferez bien de vous travestir vous-même quelquefois en valet de bonne maison. Votre visage est fort connu en France, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Et puis, Sire?

	— Et puis vous vous promènerez par la Bretagne, et vous examinerez soigneusement les fortifications de ce pays.

	— Les côtes?

	— Aussi les îles.

	— Ah!

	— Vous commencerez par Belle-Île-en-Mer.

	— Qui est à M. Fouquet? dit d’Artagnan d’un ton sérieux, en levant sur Louis XIV son œil intelligent.

	— Je crois que vous avez raison, monsieur, et que Belle-Île est, en effet, à M. Fouquet.

	— Alors Votre Majesté veut que je sache si Belle-Île est une bonne place?

	— Oui.

	— Si les fortifications en sont neuves ou vieilles?

	— Précisément.

	— Si par hasard les vassaux de M. le surintendant sont assez nombreux pour former garnison?

	— Voilà ce que je vous demande, monsieur; vous avez mis le doigt sur la question.

	— Et si l’on ne fortifie pas, Sire?

	— Vous vous promènerez dans la Bretagne, écoutant et jugeant.

	D’Artagnan se chatouilla la moustache.

	— Je suis espion du roi, dit-il tout net.

	— Non, monsieur.

	— Pardon, Sire, puisque j’épie pour le compte de Votre Majesté.

	— Vous allez à la découverte, monsieur. Est-ce que si vous marchiez à la tête de mes mousquetaires, l’épée au poing, pour éclairer un lieu quelconque ou une position de l’ennemi...

	À ce mot, d’Artagnan tressaillit invisiblement.

	— ... Est-ce que, continua le roi, vous vous croiriez un espion?

	— Non, non! dit d’Artagnan pensif; la chose change de face quand on éclaire l’ennemi; on n’est qu’un soldat... Et si l’on fortifie Belle-Île? ajouta-t-il aussitôt.

	— Vous prendrez un plan exact de la fortification.

	— On me laissera entrer?

	— Cela ne me regarde pas, ce sont vos affaires. Vous n’avez donc pas entendu que je vous réservais un supplément de vingt mille livres par an, si vous vouliez?

	— Si fait, Sire; mais si l’on ne fortifie pas?

	— Vous reviendrez tranquillement, sans fatiguer votre cheval.

	— Sire, je suis prêt.

	— Vous débuterez demain par aller chez M. le surintendant toucher le premier quartier de la pension que je vous fais. Connaissez-vous M. Fouquet?

	— Fort peu, Sire; mais je ferai observer à Votre Majesté qu’il n’est pas très urgent que je le connaisse.

	— Je vous demande pardon, monsieur; car il vous refusera l’argent que je veux vous faire toucher, et c’est ce refus que j’attends.

	— Ah! fit d’Artagnan. Après, Sire?

	— L’argent refusé, vous irez le chercher près de M. Colbert. À propos, avez-vous un bon cheval?

	— Un excellent, Sire.

	— Combien le payâtes-vous?

	— Cent cinquante pistoles.

	— Je vous l’achète. Voici un bon de deux cents pistoles.

	— Mais il me faut un cheval pour voyager, Sire?

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! vous me prenez le mien.

	— Pas du tout; je vous le donne, au contraire. Seulement, comme il est à moi et non plus à vous, je suis sûr que vous ne le ménagerez pas.

	— Votre Majesté est donc pressée?

	— Beaucoup.

	— Alors qui me force d’attendre deux jours?

	— Deux raisons à moi connues.

	— C’est différent. Le cheval peut rattraper ces deux jours sur les huit qu’il a à faire; et puis il y a la poste.

	— Non, non, la poste compromet assez, monsieur d’Artagnan. Allez et n’oubliez pas que vous êtes à moi.

	— Sire, ce n’est pas moi qui l’ai jamais oublié! À quelle heure prendrai-je congé de Votre Majesté après-demain?

	— Où logez-vous?

	— Je dois loger désormais au Louvre.

	— Je ne le veux pas. Vous garderez votre logement en ville, je le paierai. Pour le départ, je le fixe à la nuit, attendu que vous devez partir sans être vu de personne, ou si vous êtes vu, sans qu’on sache que vous êtes à moi... Bouche close, monsieur.

	— Votre Majesté gâte tout ce qu’elle a dit par ce seul mot.

	— Je vous demandais où vous logez, car je ne puis vous envoyer chercher toujours chez M. le comte de La Fère.

	— Je loge chez M. Planchet, épicier, rue des Lombards, à l’enseigne du Pilon-d’Or.

	— Sortez peu, montrez-vous moins encore et attendez mes ordres.

	— Il faut que j’aille toucher cependant, Sire.

	— C’est vrai; mais pour aller à la surintendance, où vont tant de gens, vous vous mêlerez à la foule.

	— Il me manque les bons pour toucher, Sire.

	— Les voici.

	Le roi signa.

	D’Artagnan regarda pour s’assurer de la régularité.

	— C’est de l’argent, dit-il, et l’argent se lit ou se compte.

	— Adieu, monsieur d’Artagnan, ajouta le roi; je pense que vous m’avez bien compris?

	— Moi, j’ai compris que Votre Majesté m’envoie à Belle-Île-en-Mer, voilà tout.

	— Pour savoir?...

	— Pour savoir comment vont les travaux de M. Fouquet; voilà tout.

	— Bien; j’admets que vous soyez pris?

	— Moi, je ne l’admets pas, répliqua hardiment le Gascon.

	— J’admets que vous soyez tué? poursuivit le roi.

	— Ce n’est pas probable, Sire.

	— Dans le premier cas, vous ne parlez pas; dans le second, aucun papier ne parle sur vous.

	D’Artagnan haussa les épaules sans cérémonie, et prit congé du roi en se disant: «La pluie d’Angleterre continue! restons sous la gouttière».

	Chapitre LIV — Les maisons de M. Fouquet

	Tandis que d’Artagnan revenait chez Planchet, la tête bourrelée et alourdie par tout ce qui venait de lui arriver, il se passait une scène d’un tout autre genre et qui cependant n’est pas étrangère à la conversation que notre mousquetaire venait d’avoir avec le roi. Seulement, cette scène avait lieu hors Paris, dans une maison que possédait le surintendant Fouquet dans le village de Saint-Mandé.

	Le ministre venait d’arriver à cette maison de campagne, suivi de son premier commis, lequel portait un énorme portefeuille plein de papiers à examiner et d’autres attendant la signature. Comme il pouvait être cinq heures du soir, les maîtres avaient dîné, le souper se préparait pour vingt convives subalternes. Le surintendant ne s’arrêta point, en descendant de voiture. Il franchit du même bond le seuil de la porte, traversa les appartements et gagna son cabinet, où il déclara qu’il s’enfermait pour travailler, défendant qu’on le dérangeât pour quelque chose que ce fût, excepté pour ordre du roi.

	En effet, aussitôt cet ordre donné, Fouquet s’enferma, et deux valets de pied furent placés en sentinelle à sa porte.

	Alors Fouquet poussa un verrou, lequel déplaçait un panneau qui murait l’entrée, et qui empêchait que rien de ce qui se passait dans ce cabinet fût vu ou entendu. Mais contre toute probabilité, c’était bien pour s’enfermer que Fouquet s’enfermait ainsi; car il alla droit à son bureau, s’y assit, ouvrit le portefeuille et se mit à faire un choix dans la masse énorme de papiers qu’il renfermait. Il n’y avait pas dix minutes qu’il était entré, et que toutes les précautions que nous avons dites avaient été prises, quand le bruit répété de plusieurs petits coups égaux frappa son oreille, et parut appeler toute son attention.

	Fouquet redressa la tête, tendit l’oreille et écouta. Les petits coups continuèrent. Alors le travailleur se leva avec un léger mouvement d’impatience, et marcha droit à une glace derrière laquelle les coups étaient frappés par une main ou par un mécanisme invisible.

	C’était une grande glace prise dans un panneau. Trois autres glaces absolument pareilles complétaient la symétrie de l’appartement.

	Rien ne distinguait celle-là des autres. À n’en pas douter, ces petits coups réitérés étaient un signal; car au moment où Fouquet approchait de la glace en écoutant, le même bruit se renouvela et dans la même mesure.

	— Oh! oh! murmura le surintendant avec surprise; qui donc est là-bas? Je n’attendais personne aujourd’hui.

	Et, sans doute pour répondre au signal qui avait été fait, le surintendant tira un clou doré dans cette même glace et l’agita trois fois. Puis, revenant à sa place et se rasseyant:

	— Ma foi, qu’on attende, dit-il.

	Et se replongeant dans l’océan de papier déroulé devant lui, il ne parut songer qu’au travail. En effet, avec une rapidité incroyable, une lucidité merveilleuse, Fouquet déchiffrait les papiers les plus longs, les écritures les plus compliquées, les corrigeant, les annotant d’une plume emportée comme par la fièvre, et l’ouvrage fondant entre ses doigts, les signatures, les chiffres, les renvois se multipliaient comme si dix commis, c’est-à-dire cent doigts et dix cerveaux, eussent fonctionné, au lieu de cinq doigts et du seul esprit de cet homme.

	De temps en temps seulement, Fouquet, abîmé dans ce travail, levait la tête pour jeter un coup d’œil furtif sur une horloge placée en face de lui.

	C’est que Fouquet se donnait sa tâche; c’est que, cette tâche une fois donnée, en une heure de travail il faisait, lui, ce qu’un autre n’eût point accompli dans sa journée: toujours certain, par conséquent, pourvu qu’il ne fût point dérangé, d’arriver au but dans le délai que son activité dévorante avait fixé. Mais, au milieu de ce travail ardent, les coups secs du petit timbre placé derrière la glace retentirent encore une fois, plus pressés, et par conséquent plus instants.

	— Allons, il paraît que la dame s’impatiente, dit Fouquet; voyons, voyons, du calme, ce doit être la comtesse; mais non, la comtesse est à Rambouillet pour trois jours. La présidente, alors. Oh! la présidente ne prendrait point de ces grands airs; elle sonnerait bien humblement, puis elle attendrait mon bon plaisir. Le plus clair de tout cela, c’est que je ne puis savoir qui cela peut être, mais que je sais bien qui cela n’est pas. Et puisque ce n’est pas vous, marquise, puisque ce ne peut être vous, foin de tout autre!

	Et il poursuivit sa besogne, malgré les appels réitérés du timbre. Cependant, au bout d’un quart d’heure, l’impatience gagna Fouquet à son tour; il brûla plutôt qu’il n’acheva le reste de son ouvrage, repoussa ses papiers dans le portefeuille, et donnant un coup d’œil à son miroir, tandis que les petits coups continuaient plus pressés que jamais:

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, d’où vient cette fougue? Qu’est-il arrivé, et quelle est l’Ariane qui m’attend avec une pareille impatience? Voyons.

	Alors il appuya le bout de son doigt sur le clou parallèle à celui qu’il avait tiré. Aussitôt la glace joua comme le battant d’une porte et découvrit un placard assez profond, dans lequel le surintendant disparut comme dans une vaste boîte. Là, il poussa un nouveau ressort, qui ouvrit, non pas une planche, mais un bloc de muraille, et sortit par cette tranchée, laissant la porte se refermer d’elle-même.

	Alors Fouquet descendit une vingtaine de marches qui s’enfonçaient en tournoyant sous la terre, et trouva un long souterrain dallé et éclairé par des meurtrières imperceptibles. Les parois de ce souterrain étaient couvertes de dalles, et le sol de tapis. Ce souterrain passait sous la rue même qui séparait la maison de Fouquet du parc de Vincennes. Au bout du souterrain tournoyait un escalier parallèle à celui par lequel Fouquet était descendu. Il monta cet autre escalier, entra par le moyen d’un ressort posé dans un placard semblable à celui de son cabinet, et, de ce placard, il passa dans une chambre absolument vide, quoique meublée avec une suprême élégance.

	Une fois entré, il examina soigneusement si la glace fermait sans laisser de trace, et, content sans doute de son observation, il alla ouvrir, à l’aide d’une petite clé de vermeil, les triples tours d’une porte située en face de lui.

	Cette fois, la porte ouvrait sur un beau cabinet meublé somptueusement et dans lequel se tenait assise sur des coussins une femme d’une beauté suprême, qui, au bruit des verrous, se précipita vers Fouquet.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! s’écria celui-ci reculant d’étonnement: madame la marquise de Bellière, vous, vous ici!

	— Oui, murmura la marquise; oui, moi, monsieur.

	— Marquise, chère marquise, ajouta Fouquet prêt à se prosterner. Ah! mon Dieu! mais comment donc êtes-vous venue? Et moi qui vous ai fait attendre!

	— Bien longtemps, monsieur, oh! oui, bien longtemps.

	— Je suis assez heureux pour que cette attente vous ait duré, marquise?

	— Une éternité, monsieur; oh! j’ai sonné plus de vingt fois; n’entendiez vous pas?

	— Marquise, vous êtes pâle, vous êtes tremblante.

	— N’entendiez-vous donc pas qu’on vous appelait?

	— Oh! si fait, j’entendais bien, madame; mais je ne pouvais venir. Comment supposer que ce fût vous, après vos rigueurs, après vos refus? Si j’avais pu soupçonner le bonheur qui m’attendait, croyez-le bien, marquise, j’eusse tout quitté pour venir tomber à vos genoux, comme je le fais en ce moment.

	La marquise regarda autour d’elle.

	— Sommes-nous bien seuls, monsieur? demanda-t-elle.

	— Oh! oui, madame, je vous en réponds.

	— En effet, dit la marquise tristement.

	— Vous soupirez?

	— Que de mystères, que de précautions, dit la marquise avec une légère amertume et comme on voit que vous craignez de laisser soupçonner vos amours!

	— Aimeriez-vous mieux que je les affichasse?

	— Oh! non, et c’est d’un homme délicat, dit la marquise en souriant.

	— Voyons, voyons, marquise, pas de reproches, je vous en supplie!

	— Des reproches, ai-je le droit de vous en faire?

	— Non, malheureusement non; mais, dites-moi, vous, que depuis un an j’aime sans retour et sans espoir...

	— Vous vous trompez: sans espoir, c’est vrai; mais sans retour, non.

	— Oh! pour moi, à l’amour, il n’y a qu’une preuve, et cette preuve, je l’attends encore.

	— Je viens vous l’apporter, monsieur.

	Fouquet voulut entourer la marquise de ses bras, mais elle se dégagea d’un geste.

	— Vous tromperez-vous donc toujours, monsieur, et n’accepterez-vous pas de moi la seule chose que je veuille vous donner, le dévouement?

	— Ah! vous ne m’aimez pas, alors; le dévouement n’est qu’une vertu, l’amour est une passion.

	— Écoutez-moi, monsieur, je vous en supplie; je ne serais pas venue ici sans un motif grave, vous le comprenez bien.

	— Peu m’importe le motif, puisque vous voilà, puisque je vous parle, puisque je vous vois.

	— Oui, vous avez raison, le principal est que j’y sois, sans que personne m’ait vue, et que je puisse vous parler.

	Fouquet se laissa tomber à deux genoux.

	— Parlez, parlez, madame, dit-il, je vous écoute.

	La marquise regardait Fouquet à ses genoux, et il y avait dans les regards de cette femme une étrange expression d’amour et de mélancolie.

	— Oh! murmura-t-elle enfin, que je voudrais être celle qui a le droit de vous voir à chaque minute, de vous parler à chaque instant! Que je voudrais être celle qui veille sur vous, celle qui n’a pas besoin de mystérieux ressorts pour appeler, pour faire apparaître comme un sylphe l’homme qu’elle aime, pour le regarder une heure, et puis le voir disparaître dans les ténèbres, d’un mystère encore plus étrange à sa sortie qu’il n’était à son arrivée. Oh!... c’est une femme bien heureuse.

	— Par hasard, marquise, dit Fouquet en souriant, parleriez-vous de ma femme?

	— Oui, certes, j’en parle.

	— Eh bien! n’enviez pas son sort, marquise; de toutes les femmes avec lesquelles je suis en relations, Mme Fouquet est celle qui me voit le moins, qui me parle le moins et qui a le moins de confidences avec moi.

	— Au moins, monsieur, n’en est-elle pas réduite à appuyer, comme je l’ai fait, la main sur un ornement de glace pour vous faire venir; au moins ne lui répondez-vous pas par ce bruit mystérieux, effrayant, d’un timbre dont le ressort vient je ne sais d’où; au moins ne lui avez-vous jamais défendu de chercher à percer le secret de ces communications, sous peine de voir se rompre à jamais votre liaison avec elle, comme vous le défendez à celles qui sont venues ici avant moi et qui y viendront après moi.

	— Ah! chère marquise, que vous êtes injuste et que vous savez peu ce que vous faites en récriminant contre le mystère! c’est avec le mystère seulement que l’on peut aimer sans trouble, c’est avec l’amour sans trouble qu’on peut être heureux. Mais revenons à vous, à ce dévouement dont vous me parliez, ou plutôt trompez-moi, marquise, et me laissez croire que ce dévouement, c’est de l’amour.

	— Tout à l’heure, reprit la marquise en passant sur ses yeux cette main modelée sur les plus suaves contours de l’antique, tout à l’heure j’étais prête à parler, mes idées étaient nettes, hardies; maintenant, je suis tout interdite, toute troublée, toute tremblante; je crains de venir vous apporter une mauvaise nouvelle.

	— Si c’est à cette mauvaise nouvelle que je dois votre présence, marquise, que cette mauvaise nouvelle soit la bienvenue; ou plutôt, marquise, puisque vous voilà, puisque vous m’avouez que je ne vous suis pas tout à fait indifférent, laissons de côté cette mauvaise nouvelle, et ne parlons que de vous.

	— Non, non, au contraire, demandez-la-moi; exigez que je vous la dise à l’instant, que je ne me laisse détourner par aucun sentiment; Fouquet, mon ami, il y va d’un intérêt immense.

	— Vous m’étonnez, marquise; je dirai même plus, vous me faites presque peur, vous, si sérieuse, si réfléchie, vous qui connaissez si bien le monde où nous vivons. C’est donc grave.

	— Oh! très grave, écoutez!

	— D’abord, comment êtes-vous venue ici?

	— Vous le saurez tout à l’heure; mais, d’abord, au plus pressé.

	— Dites, marquise, dites! Je vous en supplie, prenez en pitié mon impatience.

	— Vous savez que M. Colbert est nommé intendant des finances?

	— Bah! Colbert, le petit Colbert?

	— Oui, Colbert, le petit Colbert.

	— Le factotum de M. de Mazarin?

	— Justement.

	— Eh bien! que voyez-vous là d’effrayant, chère marquise? Le petit Colbert intendant, c’est étonnant, j’en conviens, mais ce n’est pas terrible.

	— Croyez-vous que le roi ait donné, sans motifs pressants, une pareille place à celui que vous appelez un petit cuistre?

	— D’abord, est-ce bien vrai que le roi la lui ait donnée?

	— On le dit.

	— Qui le dit?

	— Tout le monde.

	— Tout le monde, ce n’est personne; citez-moi quelqu’un qui puisse être bien informé et qui le dise.

	— Mme Vanel.

	— Ah! vous commencez à m’effrayer, en effet, dit Fouquet en riant; le fait est que si quelqu’un est bien renseigné, ou doit être bien renseigné, c’est la personne que vous nommez.

	— Ne dites pas de mal de la pauvre Marguerite, monsieur Fouquet, car elle vous aime toujours.

	— Bah! vraiment? C’est à ne pas croire. Je pensais que ce petit Colbert, comme vous disiez tout à l’heure, avait passé par-dessus cet amour-là et l’avait empreint d’une tache d’encre ou d’une couche de crasse.

	— Fouquet, Fouquet, voilà donc comme vous êtes pour celles que vous abandonnez?

	— Allons, n’allez-vous pas prendre la défense de Mme Vanel, marquise?

	— Oui, je la prendrai; car, je vous le répète, elle vous aime toujours, et la preuve, c’est qu’elle vous sauve.

	— Par votre entremise, marquise; c’est adroit à elle. Nul ange ne pourrait m’être plus agréable, et me mener plus sûrement au salut. Mais d’abord, comment connaissez-vous Marguerite?

	— C’est mon amie de couvent.

	— Et vous dites donc qu’elle vous a annoncé que M. Colbert était nommé intendant?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien! éclairez-moi, marquise; voilà M. Colbert intendant, soit. En quoi un intendant, c’est-à-dire mon subordonné, mon commis, peut-il me porter ombrage ou préjudice, fût-ce M. Colbert?

	— Vous ne réfléchissez pas, monsieur, à ce qu’il paraît, répondit la marquise.

	— À quoi?

	— À ceci: que M. Colbert vous hait.

	— Moi! s’écria Fouquet. Eh! mon Dieu! marquise, d’où sortez-vous donc? Mais, tout le monde me hait, celui-là comme les autres.

	— Celui-là plus que les autres.

	— Plus que les autres, soit.

	— Il est ambitieux.

	
— Qui ne l’est pas, marquise?

	— Oui; mais à lui son ambition n’a pas de borne.

	— Je le vois bien, puisqu’il a tendu à me succéder près de Mme Vanel.

	— Et qu’il a réussi; prenez-y garde.

	— Voudriez-vous dire qu’il a la prétention de passer d’intendant surintendant?

	— N’en avez-vous pas eu déjà la crainte?

	— Oh! oh! fit Fouquet, me succéder près de Mme Vanel, soit; mais près du roi, c’est autre chose. La France ne s’achète pas si facilement que la femme d’un maître des comptes.

	— Eh! monsieur, tout s’achète; quand ce n’est point par l’or, c’est par l’intrigue.

	— Vous savez bien le contraire, vous, madame, vous à qui j’ai offert des millions.

	— Il fallait, au lieu de ces millions, Fouquet, m’offrir un amour vrai, unique, absolu; j’eusse accepté. Vous voyez bien que tout s’achète, si ce n’est pas d’une façon, c’est de l’autre.

	— Ainsi M. Colbert, à votre avis, est en train de marchander ma place de surintendant? Allons, allons, marquise, tranquillisez-vous, il n’est pas encore assez riche pour l’acheter.

	— Mais s’il vous la vole?

	— Ah! ceci est autre chose. Malheureusement, avant que d’arriver à moi, c’est-à-dire au corps de la place, il faut détruire, il faut battre en brèche les ouvrages avancés, et je suis diablement bien fortifié, marquise.

	— Et ce que vous appelez vos ouvrages avancés, ce sont vos créatures, n’est-ce pas, ce sont vos amis?

	— Justement.

	— Et M. d’Eymeris est-il de vos créatures?

	— Oui.

	— M. Lyodot est-il de vos amis?

	— Certainement.

	— M. de Vanin?

	— Oh! M. de Vanin, qu’on en fasse ce que l’on voudra, mais ...

	— Mais?...

	— Mais qu’on ne touche pas aux autres.

	— Eh bien! si vous voulez qu’on ne touche point à MM. d’Eymeris et Lyodot, il est temps de vous y prendre.

	— Qui les menace?

	— Voulez-vous m’entendre maintenant?

	— Toujours, marquise.

	— Sans m’interrompre?

	— Parlez.

	— Eh bien! ce matin, Marguerite m’a envoyé chercher.

	— Ah!

	— Oui.

	— Et que vous voulait-elle?

	— «Je n’ose voir M. Fouquet moi-même», m’a-t-elle dit.

	— Bah! pourquoi? pense-t-elle que je lui eusse fait des reproches? Pauvre femme, elle se trompe bien, mon Dieu!

	— «Voyez-le, vous, et dites-lui qu’il se garde de M. de Colbert.»

	— Comment, elle me fait prévenir de me garder de son amant?

	— Je vous ai dit qu’elle vous aime toujours.

	— Après, marquise?

	— «M. de Colbert, a-t-elle ajouté, est venu il y a deux heures m’annoncer qu’il était intendant.»

	— Je vous ai déjà dit, marquise, que M. de Colbert n’en serait que mieux sous ma main.

	— Oui, mais ce n’est pas le tout: Marguerite est liée, comme vous savez, avec Mme d’Eymeris et Mme Lyodot.

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien! M. de Colbert lui a fait de grandes questions sur la fortune de ces deux messieurs, sur le degré de dévouement qu’ils vous portent.

	— Oh! quant à ces deux-là, je réponds d’eux; il faudra les tuer pour qu’ils ne soient plus à moi.

	— Puis, comme Mme Vanel a été obligée, pour recevoir une visite, de quitter un instant M. Colbert, et que M. Colbert est un travailleur, à peine le nouvel intendant est-il resté seul, qu’il a tiré un crayon de sa poche, et, comme il y avait du papier sur une table, s’est mis à crayonner des notes.

	— Des notes sur Emerys et Lyodot?

	— Justement.

	— Je serais curieux de savoir ce que disaient ces notes.

	— C’est justement ce que je viens vous apporter.

	— Mme Vanel a pris les notes de Colbert et me les envoie?

	— Non, mais, par un hasard qui ressemble à un miracle, elle a un double de ces notes.

	— Comment cela?

	— Écoutez. Je vous ai dit que Colbert avait trouvé du papier sur une table?

	— Oui.

	— Qu’il avait tiré un crayon de sa poche?

	— Oui.

	— Et avait écrit sur ce papier?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien! ce crayon était de mine de plomb, dur par conséquent: il a marqué en noir sur la première feuille et, sur la seconde, a tracé son empreinte en blanc.

	— Après?

	— Colbert, en déchirant la première feuille, n’a pas songé à la seconde.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! sur la seconde on pouvait lire ce qui avait été écrit sur la première; Mme Vanel l’a lu et m’a envoyé chercher.

	— Ah!

	— Puis, après s’être assurée que j’étais pour vous une amie dévouée, elle m’a donné le papier et m’a dit le secret de cette maison.

	— Et ce papier? dit Fouquet en se troublant quelque peu.

	— Le voilà, monsieur; lisez, dit la marquise.

	Fouquet lut: «Noms des traitants à faire condamner par la Chambre de justice: d’Eymeris, ami de M. F. ...; Lyodot, ami de M. F. ...; de Vanin, indif.»

	— D’Emerys! Lyodot! s’écria Fouquet en relisant.

	— Amis de M. F., indiqua du doigt la marquise.

	— Mais que veulent dire ces mots: «À faire condamner par la Chambre de justice»?

	— Dame! fit la marquise, c’est clair, ce me semble. D’ailleurs, vous n’êtes pas au bout. Lisez, lisez.

	Fouquet continua: «Les deux premiers, à mort, le troisième à renvoyer, avec MM. d’Hautemont et de La Valette, dont les biens seront seulement confisqués.»

	— Grand Dieu! s’écria Fouquet, à mort, à mort, Lyodot et d’Eymeris! Mais, quand même la Chambre de justice les condamnerait à mort, le roi ne ratifiera pas leur condamnation, et l’on n’exécute pas sans la signature du roi.

	— Le roi a fait M. Colbert intendant.

	— Oh! s’écria Fouquet, comme s’il entrevoyait sous ses pieds un abîme aperçu, impossible! impossible! Mais qui a passé un crayon sur les traces de celui de M. Colbert?

	— Moi. J’avais peur que le premier trait ne s’effaçât.

	— Oh! je saurai tout.

	— Vous ne saurez rien, monsieur; vous méprisez trop votre ennemi pour cela.

	— Pardonnez-moi, chère marquise, excusez-moi; oui, M. Colbert est mon ennemi, je le crois; oui, M. Colbert est un homme à craindre, je l’avoue. Mais... mais, j’ai le temps, et puisque vous voilà, puisque vous m’avez assuré de votre dévouement, puisque vous m’avez laissé entrevoir votre amour, puisque nous sommes seuls...

	— Je suis venue pour vous sauver, monsieur Fouquet, et non pour me perdre, dit la marquise en se relevant; ainsi, gardez-vous...

	— Marquise, en vérité, vous vous effrayez par trop, et à moins que cet effroi ne soit un prétexte...

	— C’est un cœur profond que ce M. Colbert! gardez-vous...

	Fouquet se redressa à son tour.

	— Et moi? demanda-t-il.

	— Oh! vous, vous n’êtes qu’un noble cœur. Gardez-vous! gardez-vous!

	— Ainsi?

	— J’ai fait ce que je devais faire, mon ami, au risque de me perdre de réputation. Adieu!

	— Non pas adieu, au revoir!

	— Peut-être, dit la marquise.

	Et, donnant sa main à baiser à Fouquet, elle s’avança si résolument vers la porte que Fouquet n’osa lui barrer le passage. Quant à Fouquet, il reprit, la tête inclinée et avec un nuage au front, la route de ce souterrain le long duquel couraient les fils de métal qui communiquaient d’une maison à l’autre, transmettant, au revers des deux glaces, les désirs et les appels des deux correspondants.

	Chapitre LV — L’abbé Fouquet

	Fouquet se hâta de repasser chez lui par le souterrain et de faire jouer le ressort du miroir. À peine fut-il dans son cabinet, qu’il entendit heurter à la porte; en même temps une voix bien connue criait:

	— Ouvrez, monseigneur, je vous prie, ouvrez.

	Fouquet, par un mouvement rapide, rendit un peu d’ordre à tout ce qui pouvait déceler son agitation et son absence; il éparpilla les papiers sur le bureau, prit une plume dans sa main, et à travers la porte, pour gagner du temps:

	— Qui êtes-vous? demanda-t-il.

	— Quoi! Monseigneur ne me reconnaît pas? répondit la voix.

	«Si fait, dit en lui-même Fouquet, si fait, mon ami, je te reconnais à merveille!»

	Et tout haut:

	— N’êtes-vous pas Gourville?

	— Mais oui, monseigneur.

	Fouquet se leva, jeta un dernier regard sur une de ses glaces, alla à la porte, poussa le verrou, et Gourville entra.

	— Ah! monseigneur, monseigneur, dit-il, quelle cruauté!

	— Pourquoi?

	— Voilà un quart d’heure que je vous supplie d’ouvrir et que vous ne me répondez même pas.

	— Une fois pour toutes, vous savez bien que je ne veux pas être dérangé lorsque je travaille. Or, bien que vous fassiez exception, Gourville, je veux, pour les autres, que ma consigne soit respectée.

	— Monseigneur, en ce moment, consignes, portes, verrous et murailles, j’eusse tout brisé, renversé, enfoncé.

	— Ah! ah! il s’agit donc d’un grand événement? demanda Fouquet.

	— Oh! je vous en réponds, monseigneur! dit Gourville.

	— Et quel est cet événement? reprit Fouquet un peu ému du trouble de son plus intime confident.

	— Il y a une Chambre de justice secrète, monseigneur.

	— Je le sais bien; mais s’assemble-t-elle, Gourville?

	— Non seulement elle s’assemble, mais encore elle a rendu un arrêt... monseigneur.

	— Un arrêt! fit le surintendant avec un frissonnement et une pâleur qu’il ne put cacher. Un arrêt! Et contre qui?

	— Contre deux de vos amis.

	— Lyodot, d’Eymeris, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Mais arrêt de quoi?

	— Arrêt de mort.

	— Rendu! Oh! vous vous trompez, Gourville, et c’est impossible.

	— Voici la copie de cet arrêt que le roi doit signer aujourd’hui, si toutefois il ne l’a point signé déjà.

	Fouquet saisit avidement le papier, le lut et le rendit à Gourville.

	— Le roi ne signera pas, dit-il.

	Gourville secoua la tête.

	— Monseigneur, M. Colbert est un hardi conseiller; ne vous y fiez pas.

	— Encore M. Colbert! s’écria Fouquet; çà! pourquoi ce nom vient-il à tout propos tourmenter depuis deux ou trois jours mes oreilles? C’est par trop d’importance, Gourville, pour un sujet si mince. Que M. Colbert paraisse, je le regarderai; qu’il lève la tête, je l’écraserai; mais vous comprenez qu’il me faut au moins une aspérité pour que mon regard s’arrête, une surface pour que mon pied se pose.

	— Patience, monseigneur; car vous ne savez pas ce que vaut Colbert... Étudiez-le vite; il en est de ce sombre financier comme des météores que l’œil ne voit jamais complètement avant leur invasion désastreuse; quand on les sent, on est mort.

	— Oh! Gourville, c’est beaucoup, répliqua Fouquet en souriant; permettez-moi, mon ami, de ne pas m’épouvanter avec cette facilité; météore, M. Colbert! Corbleu! nous entendrons le météore... Voyons, des actes, et non des mots. Qu’a-t-il fait?

	— Il a commandé deux potences chez l’exécuteur de Paris, répondit simplement Gourville.

	Fouquet leva la tête, et un éclair passa dans ses yeux.

	— Vous êtes sûr de ce que vous dites? s’écria-t-il.

	— Voici la preuve, monseigneur.

	Et Gourville tendit au surintendant une note communiquée par l’un des secrétaires de l’Hôtel de Ville, qui était à Fouquet.

	— Oui, c’est vrai, murmura le ministre, l’échafaud se dresse... mais le roi n’a pas signé, Gourville, le roi ne signera pas.

	— Je le saurai tantôt, dit Gourville.

	— Comment cela?

	— Si le roi a signé, les potences seront expédiées ce soir à l’Hôtel de Ville, afin d’être tout à fait dressées demain matin.

	— Mais non, non! s’écria encore une fois Fouquet; vous vous trompez tous, et me trompez à mon tour; avant-hier matin, Lyodot me vint voir; il y a trois jours je reçus un envoi de vin de Syracuse de ce pauvre d’Eymeris.

	— Qu’est-ce que cela prouve? répliqua Gourville, sinon que la Chambre de justice s’est assemblée secrètement, a délibéré en l’absence des accusés, et que toute la procédure était faite quand on les a arrêtés.

	— Mais ils sont donc arrêtés?

	— Sans doute.

	— Mais où, quand, comment ont-ils été arrêtés?

	— Lyodot, hier au point du jour; d’Eymeris, avant-hier au soir, comme il revenait de chez sa maîtresse; leur disparition n’avait inquiété personne; mais tout à coup Colbert a levé le masque et fait publier la chose; on le crie à son de trompe en ce moment dans les rues de Paris, et, en vérité, monseigneur, il n’y a plus guère que vous qui ne connaissiez pas l’événement.

	Fouquet se mit à marcher dans la chambre avec une inquiétude de plus en plus douloureuse.

	— Que décidez-vous, monseigneur? dit Gourville.

	— S’il en était ainsi, j’irais chez le roi, s’écria Fouquet. Mais, pour aller au Louvre, je veux passer auparavant à l’Hôtel de Ville. Si l’arrêt a été signé, nous verrons!

	Gourville haussa les épaules.

	— Incrédulité! dit-il, tu es la peste de tous les grands esprits!

	— Gourville!

	— Oui, continua-t-il, et tu les perds, comme la contagion tue les santés les plus robustes, c’est-à-dire en un instant.

	— Partons, s’écria Fouquet; faites ouvrir, Gourville.

	— Prenez garde, dit celui-ci, M. l’abbé Fouquet est là.

	— Ah! mon frère, répliqua Fouquet d’un ton chagrin, il est là? il sait donc quelque mauvaise nouvelle qu’il est tout joyeux de m’apporter, comme à son habitude? Diable! si mon frère est là, mes affaires vont mal, Gourville; que ne me disiez-vous cela plus tôt, je me fusse plus facilement laissé convaincre.

	— Monseigneur le calomnie, dit Gourville en riant; s’il vient, ce n’est pas dans une mauvaise intention.

	— Allons, voilà que vous l’excusez, s’écria Fouquet; un garçon sans cœur, sans suite d’idées, un mangeur de tous biens.

	— Il vous sait riche.

	— Et il veut ma ruine.

	— Non; il veut votre bourse. Voilà tout.

	— Assez! Assez! Cent mille écus par mois pendant deux ans! Corbleu! c’est moi qui paie, Gourville, et je sais mes chiffres.

	Gourville se mit à rire d’un air silencieux et fin.

	— Oui, vous voulez dire que c’est le roi, fit le surintendant; ah! Gourville, voilà une vilaine plaisanterie; ce n’est pas le lieu.

	— Monseigneur, ne vous fâchez pas.

	— Allons donc! Qu’on renvoie l’abbé Fouquet, je n’ai pas le sou.

	Gourville fit un pas vers la porte.

	— Il est resté un mois sans me voir, continua Fouquet; pourquoi ne resterait-il pas deux mois?

	— C’est qu’il se repent de vivre en mauvaise compagnie, dit Gourville, et qu’il vous préfère à tous ses bandits.

	— Merci de la préférence. Vous faites un étrange avocat, Gourville, aujourd’hui... avocat de l’abbé Fouquet!

	— Eh! mais toute chose et tout homme ont leur bon côté, leur côté utile, monseigneur.

	— Les bandits que l’abbé solde et grise ont leur côté utile? Prouvez-le-moi donc.

	— Vienne la circonstance, monseigneur, et vous serez bienheureux de trouver ces bandits sous votre main.

	— Alors tu me conseilles de me réconcilier avec M. l’abbé? dit ironiquement Fouquet.

	— Je vous conseille, monseigneur, de ne pas vous brouiller avec cent ou cent vingt garnements qui, en mettant leurs rapières bout à bout, feraient un cordon d’acier capable d’enfermer trois mille hommes.

	Fouquet lança un coup d’œil profond à Gourville, et passant devant lui:

	— C’est bien; qu’on introduise M. l’abbé Fouquet, dit-il aux valets de pied. Vous avez raison, Gourville.

	Deux minutes après, l’abbé parut avec de grandes révérences sur le seuil de la porte.

	C’était un homme de quarante à quarante-cinq ans, moitié homme d’Église, moitié homme de guerre, un spadassin greffé sur un abbé; on voyait qu’il n’avait pas d’épée au côté, mais on sentait qu’il avait des pistolets. Fouquet le salua en frère aîné, moins qu’en ministre.

	— Qu’y a-t-il pour votre service, dit-il, monsieur l’abbé?

	— Oh! oh! comme vous dites cela, mon frère!

	— Je vous dis cela comme un homme pressé, monsieur.

	L’abbé regarda malicieusement Gourville, anxieusement Fouquet, et dit:

	— J’ai trois cents pistoles à payer à M. de Bregi ce soir... Dette de jeu, dette sacrée.

	— Après? dit Fouquet bravement, car il comprenait que l’abbé Fouquet ne l’eût point dérangé pour une pareille misère.

	— Mille à mon boucher, qui ne veut plus fournir.

	— Après?

	— Douze cents au tailleur d’habits... continua l’abbé: le drôle m’a fait reprendre sept habits de mes gens, ce qui fait que mes livrées sont compromises, et que ma maîtresse parle de me remplacer par un traitant, ce qui serait humiliant pour l’Église.

	— Qu’y a-t-il encore? dit Fouquet.

	— Vous remarquerez, monsieur, dit humblement l’abbé, que je n’ai rien demandé pour moi.

	— C’est délicat, monsieur, répliqua Fouquet; aussi, comme vous voyez, j’attends.

	— Et je ne demande rien; oh! non... Ce n’est pas faute pourtant de chômer... je vous en réponds.

	Le ministre réfléchit un moment.

	— Douze cents pistoles au tailleur d’habits, dit-il; ce sont bien des habits, ce me semble?

	— J’entretiens cent hommes! dit fièrement l’abbé; c’est une charge, je crois.

	— Pourquoi cent hommes? dit Fouquet; est-ce que vous êtes un Richelieu ou un Mazarin pour avoir cent hommes de garde? À quoi vous servent ces cent hommes? Parlez, dites!

	— Vous me le demandez? s’écria l’abbé Fouquet; ah! comment pouvez vous faire une question pareille, pourquoi j’entretiens cent hommes? Ah!

	— Mais oui, je vous fais cette question. Qu’avez-vous à faire de cent hommes? Répondez!

	— Ingrat! continua l’abbé s’affectant de plus en plus.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Mais, monsieur le surintendant, je n’ai besoin que d’un valet de chambre, moi, et encore, si j’étais seul, me servirais-je moi-même; mais vous, vous qui avez tant d’ennemis... cent hommes ne me suffisent pas pour vous défendre. Cent hommes!... il en faudrait dix mille. J’entretiens donc tout cela pour que dans les endroits publics, pour que dans les assemblées, nul n’élève la voix contre vous; et sans cela, monsieur, vous seriez chargé d’imprécations, vous seriez déchiré à belles dents, vous ne dureriez pas huit jours, non, pas huit jours, entendez-vous?

	— Ah! je ne savais pas que vous me fussiez un pareil champion, monsieur l’abbé.

	— Vous en doutez! s’écria l’abbé. Écoutez donc ce qui est arrivé. Pas plus tard qu’hier, rue de la Huchette, un homme marchandait un poulet.

	— Eh bien! en quoi cela me nuisait-il, l’abbé?

	— En ceci. Le poulet n’était pas gras. L’acheteur refusa d’en donner dix-huit sous, en disant qu’il ne pouvait payer dix-huit sous la peau d’un poulet dont M. Fouquet avait pris toute la graisse.

	— Après?

	— Le propos fit rire, continua l’abbé, rire à vos dépens, mort de tous les diables! et la canaille s’amassa. Le rieur ajouta ces mots: «Donnez-moi un poulet nourri par M. Colbert, à la bonne heure! et je le paierai ce que vous voudrez.» Et aussitôt l’on battit des mains. Scandale affreux! vous comprenez; scandale qui force un frère à se voiler le visage.

	Fouquet rougit.

	— Et vous vous le voilâtes? dit le surintendant.

	— Non; car justement, continua l’abbé, j’avais un de mes hommes dans la foule; une nouvelle recrue qui vient de province, un M. de Menneville que j’affectionne. Il fendit la presse, en disant au rieur: «— Mille barbes! monsieur le mauvais plaisant, tope un coup d’épée au Colbert! — Tope et tingue au Fouquet! répliqua le rieur.» Sur quoi ils dégainèrent devant la boutique du rôtisseur, avec une haie de curieux autour d’eux et cinq cents curieux aux fenêtres.

	— Eh bien? dit Fouquet.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, mon Menneville embrocha le rieur au grand ébahissement de l’assistance, et dit au rôtisseur: «— Prenez ce dindon, mon ami, il est plus gras que votre poulet.» Voilà, monsieur, acheva l’abbé triomphalement, à quoi je dépense mes revenus; je soutiens l’honneur de la famille, monsieur.

	Fouquet baissa la tête.

	— Et j’en ai cent comme cela, poursuivit l’abbé.

	— Bien, dit Fouquet; donnez votre addition à Gourville et restez ici ce soir, chez moi.

	— On soupe?

	— On soupe.

	— Mais la caisse est fermée?

	— Gourville vous l’ouvrira. Allez, monsieur l’abbé, allez.

	L’abbé fit une révérence.

	— Alors nous voilà amis? dit-il.

	— Oui, amis. Venez, Gourville.

	— Vous sortez? Vous ne soupez donc pas?

	— Je serai ici dans une heure, soyez tranquille. Puis tout bas à Gourville: — Qu’on attelle mes chevaux anglais, dit-il, et qu’on touche à l’Hôtel de Ville de Paris.

	Chapitre LVI — Le vin de M. de La Fontaine

	Les carrosses amenaient déjà les convives de Fouquet à Saint-Mandé; déjà toute la maison s’échauffait des apprêts du souper, quand le surintendant lança sur la route de Paris ses chevaux rapides, et, prenant par les quais pour trouver moins de monde sur sa route, gagna l’Hôtel de Ville. Il était huit heures moins un quart. Fouquet descendit au coin de la rue du Long-Pont, se dirigea vers la place de Grève, à pied, avec Gourville.

	Au détour de la place, ils virent un homme vêtu de noir et de violet d’une bonne mine, qui s’apprêtait à monter dans un carrosse de louage et disait au cocher de toucher à Vincennes. Il avait devant lui un grand panier plein de bouteilles qu’il venait d’acheter au cabaret de l’Image de Notre-Dame.

	— Eh! mais c’est Vatel, mon maître d’hôtel! dit Fouquet à Gourville.

	— Oui, monseigneur, répliqua celui-ci.

	— Que vient-il faire à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame?

	— Acheter du vin sans doute.

	— Comment, on achète pour moi du vin au cabaret? dit Fouquet. Ma cave est donc bien misérable!

	Et il s’avança vers le maître d’hôtel, qui faisait ranger son vin dans le carrosse avec un soin minutieux.

	— Holà! Vatel! dit-il d’une voix de maître.

	— Prenez garde, monseigneur, dit Gourville, vous allez être reconnu.

	— Bon!... que m’importe? Vatel!

	L’homme vêtu de noir et de violet se retourna. C’était une bonne et douce figure sans expression, une figure de mathématicien, moins l’orgueil. Un certain feu brillait dans les yeux de ce personnage, un sourire assez fin voltigeait sur ses lèvres; mais l’observateur eût remarqué bien vite que ce feu, que ce sourire ne s’appliquaient à rien et n’éclairaient rien.

	Vatel riait comme un distrait, ou s’occupait comme un enfant.

	Au son de la voix qui l’interpellait, il se retourna.

	— Oh! fit-il, monseigneur?

	— Oui, moi. Que diable faites-vous là, Vatel?... Du vin! vous achetez du vin dans un cabaret de la place de Grève! Passe encore pour la Pomme-de-Pin ou les Barreaux-Verts.

	— Mais, monseigneur, dit Vatel tranquillement, après avoir lancé un regard hostile à Gourville, de quoi se mêle-t-on ici?... Est-ce que ma cave est mal tenue?

	— Non, certes, Vatel, non; mais...

	— Quoi! mais?... répliqua Vatel.

	Gourville toucha le coude du surintendant.

	— Ne vous fâchez pas, Vatel; je croyais ma cave, votre cave assez bien garnie pour que je pusse me dispenser de recourir à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame.

	— Eh! monsieur, dit Vatel, tombant du monseigneur au monsieur, avec un certain dédain, votre cave est si bien garnie que, lorsque certains de vos convives vont dîner chez vous, ils ne boivent pas.

	Fouquet, surpris, regarda Gourville, puis Vatel.

	— Que dites-vous là?

	— Je dis que votre sommelier n’avait pas de vins pour tous les goûts, monsieur, et que M. de La Fontaine, M. Pellisson et M. Conrart ne boivent pas quand ils viennent à la maison. Ces messieurs n’aiment pas le grand vin: que voulez-vous y faire?

	— Et alors?

	— Alors, j’ai ici un vin de Joigny qu’ils affectionnent. Je sais qu’ils le viennent boire à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame une fois par semaine. Voilà pourquoi je fais ma provision.

	Fouquet n’avait plus rien à dire... Il était presque ému.

	Vatel, lui, avait encore beaucoup à dire sans doute, et l’on vit bien qu’il s’échauffait.

	— C’est comme si vous me reprochiez, monseigneur, d’aller rue Planche-Mibray chercher moi-même le cidre que boit M. Loret quand il vient dîner à la maison.

	— Loret boit du cidre chez moi? s’écria Fouquet en riant.

	— Eh! oui, monsieur, eh! oui, voilà pourquoi il dîne chez vous avec plaisir.

	— Vatel, s’écria Fouquet en serrant la main de son maître d’hôtel, vous êtes un homme! Je vous remercie, Vatel, d’avoir compris que chez moi M. de La Fontaine, M. Conrart et M. Loret sont autant que des ducs et des pairs, autant que des princes, plus que moi. Vatel, vous êtes un bon serviteur, et je double vos honoraires.

	Vatel ne remercia même pas; il haussa légèrement les épaules en murmurant ce mot superbe:

	— Être remercié pour avoir fait son devoir, c’est humiliant.

	— Il a raison, dit Gourville en attirant l’attention de Fouquet sur un autre point par un seul geste.

	Il lui montrait en effet un chariot de forme basse, traîné par deux chevaux, sur lequel s’agitaient deux potences toutes ferrées, liées l’une à l’autre et dos à dos par des chaînes; tandis qu’un archer, assis sur l’épaisseur de la poutre, soutenait, tant bien que mal, la mine un peu basse, les commentaires d’une centaine de vagabonds qui flairaient la destination de ces potences et les escortaient jusqu’à l’Hôtel de Ville. Fouquet tressaillit.

	— C’est décidé, voyez-vous, dit Gourville.

	— Mais ce n’est pas fait, répliqua Fouquet.

	— Oh! ne vous abusez pas, monseigneur; si l’on a ainsi endormi votre amitié, votre défiance, si les choses en sont là, vous ne déferez rien.

	— Mais je n’ai pas ratifié, moi.

	— M. de Lyonne aura ratifié pour vous.

	— Je vais au Louvre.

	— Vous n’irez pas.

	— Vous me conseilleriez cette lâcheté! s’écria Fouquet, vous me conseilleriez d’abandonner mes amis, vous me conseilleriez, pouvant combattre, de jeter à terre les armes que j’ai dans la main?

	— Je ne vous conseille rien de tout cela, monseigneur; pouvez-vous quitter la surintendance en ce moment?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien! si le roi nous veut remplacer cependant?

	— Il me remplacera de loin comme de près.

	— Oui, mais vous ne l’aurez jamais blessé.

	— Oui, mais j’aurai été lâche; or, je ne veux pas que mes amis meurent, et ils ne mourront pas.

	— Pour cela, il est nécessaire que vous alliez au Louvre?

	— Gourville!

	— Prenez garde... une fois au Louvre, ou vous serez forcé de défendre tout haut vos amis, c’est-à-dire de faire une profession de foi, ou vous serez forcé de les abandonner sans retour possible.

	— Jamais!

	— Pardonnez-moi... le roi vous proposera forcément l’alternative, ou bien vous la lui proposerez vous-même.

	— C’est juste.

	— Voilà pourquoi il ne faut pas de conflit... Retournons à Saint-Mandé, monseigneur.

	— Gourville, je ne bougerai pas de cette place où doit s’accomplir le crime, où doit s’accomplir ma honte; je ne bougerai pas, dis-je, que je n’aie trouvé un moyen de combattre mes ennemis.

	— Monseigneur, répliqua Gourville, vous me feriez pitié si je ne savais que vous êtes un des bons esprits de ce monde. Vous possédez cent cinquante millions, vous êtes autant que le roi par la position, cent cinquante fois plus par l’argent.

	«M. Colbert n’a pas eu même l’esprit de faire accepter le testament de Mazarin. Or, quand on est le plus riche d’un royaume et qu’on veut se donner la peine de dépenser de l’argent, si l’on ne fait pas ce qu’on veut, c’est qu’on est un pauvre homme. Retournons, vous dis-je, à Saint-Mandé.

	— Pour consulter Pellisson? Oui.

	— Non, monseigneur, pour compter votre argent.

	— Allons! dit Fouquet les yeux enflammés; oui! oui! à Saint-Mandé!

	Il remonta dans son carrosse, et Gourville avec lui. Sur la route, au bout du faubourg Saint-Antoine, ils rencontrèrent le petit équipage de Vatel, qui voiturait tranquillement son vin de Joigny. Les chevaux noirs, lancés à toute bride, épouvantèrent en passant le timide cheval du maître d’hôtel, qui, mettant la tête à la portière, cria, effaré:

	— Gare à mes bouteilles!

	Chapitre LVII — La galerie de Saint-Mandé

	Cinquante personnes attendaient le surintendant. Il ne prit même pas le temps de se confier un moment à son valet de chambre, et du perron passa dans le premier salon. Là ses amis étaient rassemblés et causaient.

	L’intendant s’apprêtait à faire servir le souper; mais, par-dessus tout, l’abbé Fouquet guettait le retour de son frère et s’étudiait à faire les honneurs de la maison en son absence.

	Ce fut à l’arrivée du surintendant un murmure de joie et de tendresse: Fouquet, plein d’affabilité et de bonne humeur, de munificence, était aimé de ses poètes, de ses artistes et de ses gens d’affaires. Son front, sur lequel sa petite cour lisait, comme sur celui d’un dieu, tous les mouvements de son âme, pour en faire des règles de conduite, son front que les affaires ne ridaient jamais, était ce soir-là plus pâle que de coutume, et plus d’un œil ami remarqua cette pâleur.

	Fouquet se mit au centre de la table et présida gaiement le souper. Il raconta l’expédition de Vatel à La Fontaine.

	Il raconta l’histoire de Menneville et du poulet maigre à Pellisson, de telle façon que toute la table l’entendit.

	Ce fut alors une tempête de rires et de railleries qui ne s’arrêta que sur un geste grave et triste de Pellisson. L’abbé Fouquet, ne sachant pas à quel propos son frère avait engagé la conversation sur ce sujet, écoutait de toutes ses oreilles et cherchait sur le visage de Gourville ou sur celui du surintendant une explication que rien ne lui donnait.

	Pellisson prit la parole.

	— On parle donc de M. Colbert? dit-il.

	— Pourquoi non, répliqua Fouquet, s’il est vrai, comme on le dit, que le roi l’ait fait son intendant?

	À peine Fouquet eut-il laissé échapper cette parole, prononcée avec une intention marquée, que l’explosion se fit entendre parmi les convives.

	— Un avare! dit l’un.

	— Un croquant! dit l’autre.

	— Un hypocrite! dit un troisième.

	Pellisson échangea un regard profond avec Fouquet.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, en vérité, nous maltraitons là un homme que nul ne connaît: ce n’est ni charitable, ni raisonnable, et voilà M. le surintendant qui, j’en suis sûr, est de cet avis.

	— Entièrement, répliqua Fouquet. Laissons les poulets gras de M. Colbert, il ne s’agit aujourd’hui que des faisans truffés de M. Vatel.

	Ces mots arrêtèrent le nuage sombre qui précipitait sa marche au-dessus des convives.

	Gourville anima si bien les poètes avec le vin de Joigny; l’abbé, intelligent comme un homme qui a besoin des écus d’autrui, anima si bien les financiers et les gens d’épée, que, dans les brouillards de cette joie et les rumeurs de la conversation, l’objet des inquiétudes disparut complètement.

	Le testament du cardinal Mazarin fut le texte de la conversation au second service et au dessert; puis Fouquet commanda qu’on portât les bassins de confiture et les fontaines de liqueurs dans le salon attenant à la galerie. Il s’y rendit, menant par la main une femme, reine, ce soir-là, par sa préférence.

	Puis les violons soupèrent, et les promenades dans la galerie, dans le jardin commencèrent, par un ciel de printemps doux et parfumé. Pellisson vint alors auprès du surintendant et lui dit:

	— Monseigneur a un chagrin?

	— Un grand, répondit le ministre; faites-vous conter cela par Gourville.

	Pellisson, en se retournant, trouva La Fontaine qui lui marchait sur les deux pieds. Il lui fallut écouter un vers latin que le poète avait composé sur Vatel.

	La Fontaine, depuis une heure, scandait ce vers dans tous les coins et lui cherchait un placement avantageux. Il crut tenir Pellisson, mais celui-ci lui échappa. Il se retourna sur Loret, qui, lui, venait de composer un quatrain en l’honneur du souper et de l’amphitryon. La Fontaine voulut en vain placer son vers; Loret voulait placer son quatrain.

	Il fut obligé de rétrograder devant M. le comte de Chanost, à qui Fouquet venait de prendre le bras.

	L’abbé Fouquet sentit que le poète, distrait comme toujours, allait suivre les deux causeurs: il intervint.

	La Fontaine se cramponna aussitôt et récita son vers.

	L’abbé, qui ne savait pas le latin, balançait la tête en cadence, à chaque mouvement de roulis que La Fontaine imprimait à son corps, selon les ondulations des dactyles ou des spondées. Pendant ce temps, derrière les bassins de confiture, Fouquet racontait l’événement à M. de Chanost, son gendre.

	— Il faut envoyer les inutiles au feu d’artifice, dit Pellisson à Gourville, tandis que nous causerons ici.

	— Soit, répliqua Gourville, qui dit quatre mots à Vatel.

	Alors on vit ce dernier emmener vers les jardins la majeure partie des muguets, des dames et des babillards, tandis que les hommes se promenaient dans la galerie, éclairée de trois cents bougies de cire, au vu de tous les amateurs du feu d’artifice, occupés à courir le jardin.

	Gourville s’approcha de Fouquet. Alors, il lui dit:

	— Monsieur, nous sommes tous ici.

	— Tous? dit Fouquet.

	— Oui, comptez.

	Le surintendant se retourna et compta. Il y avait huit personnes.

	Pellisson et Gourville marchaient en se tenant par le bras, comme s’ils causaient de sujets vagues et légers.

	Loret et deux officiers les imitaient en sens inverse. L’abbé Fouquet se promenait seul.

	Fouquet, avec M. de Chanost, marchait aussi comme s’il eût été absorbé par la conversation de son gendre.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, que personne de vous ne lève la tête en marchant et ne paraisse faire attention à moi; continuez de marcher, nous sommes seuls, écoutez-moi.

	Un grand silence se fit, troublé seulement par les cris lointains des joyeux convives qui prenaient place dans les bosquets pour mieux voir les fusées.

	C’était un bizarre spectacle que celui de ces hommes marchant comme par groupes, comme occupés chacun à quelque chose, et pourtant attentifs à la parole d’un seul d’entre eux, qui, lui-même, ne semblait parler qu’à son voisin.

	— Messieurs, dit Fouquet, vous avez remarqué, sans doute, que deux de nos amis manquaient ce soir à la réunion du mercredi... Pour Dieu! l’abbé, ne vous arrêtez pas, ce n’est pas nécessaire pour écouter; marchez, de grâce, avec vos airs de tête les plus naturels, et comme vous avez la vue perçante, mettez-vous à la fenêtre ouverte, et si quelqu’un revient vers la galerie, prévenez-nous en toussant.

	L’abbé obéit.

	— Je n’ai pas remarqué les absents, dit Pellisson, qui, à ce moment, tournait absolument le dos à Fouquet et marchait en sens inverse.

	— Moi, dit Loret, je ne vois pas M. Lyodot, qui me fait ma pension.

	— Et moi, dit l’abbé, à la fenêtre, je ne vois pas mon cher d’Eymeris, qui me doit onze cents livres de notre dernier brelan.

	— Loret, continua Fouquet en marchant sombre et incliné, vous ne toucherez plus la pension de Lyodot; et vous, l’abbé, vous ne toucherez jamais vos onze cents livres d’Eymeris, car l’un et l’autre vont mourir.

	— Mourir? s’écria l’assemblée, arrêtée malgré elle dans son jeu de scène par le mot terrible.

	— Remettez-vous, messieurs, dit Fouquet, car on nous épie peut-être... J’ai dit: mourir.

	— Mourir! répéta Pellisson, ces hommes que j’ai vus, il n’y a pas six jours, pleins de santé, de gaieté, d’avenir. Qu’est-ce donc que l’homme, bon Dieu! pour qu’une maladie le jette en bas tout d’un coup?

	— Ce n’est pas la maladie, dit Fouquet.

	— Alors, il y a du remède, dit Loret.

	— Aucun remède. MM. de Lyodot et d’Eymeris sont à la veille de leur dernier jour.

	— De quoi ces messieurs meurent-ils, alors? s’écria un officier.

	— Demandez à celui qui les tue, répliqua Fouquet.

	— Qui les tue! On les tue? s’écria le chœur épouvanté.

	— On fait mieux encore. On les pend! murmura Fouquet d’une voix sinistre qui retentit comme un glas funèbre dans cette riche galerie, tout étincelante de tableaux, de fleurs, de velours et d’or.

	Involontairement chacun s’arrêta; l’abbé quitta sa fenêtre; les premières fusées du feu d’artifice commençaient à monter par-dessus la cime des arbres.

	Un long cri, parti des jardins, appela le surintendant à jouir du coup d’œil.

	Il s’approcha d’une fenêtre, et, derrière lui, se placèrent ses amis, attentifs à ses moindres désirs.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, M. Colbert a fait arrêter, juger et fera exécuter à mort mes deux amis: que convient-il que je fasse?

	— Mordieu! dit l’abbé le premier, il faut faire éventrer M. Colbert.

	— Monseigneur, dit Pellisson, il faut parler à Sa Majesté.

	— Le roi, mon cher Pellisson, a signé l’ordre d’exécution.

	— Eh bien! dit le comte de Chanost, il faut que l’exécution n’ait pas lieu, voilà tout.

	— Impossible, dit Gourville, à moins que l’on ne corrompe les geôliers.

	— Ou le gouverneur, dit Fouquet.

	— Cette nuit, l’on peut faire évader les prisonniers.

	— Qui de vous se charge de la transaction?

	— Moi, dit l’abbé, je porterai l’argent.

	— Moi, dit Pellisson, je porterai la parole.

	— La parole et l’argent, dit Fouquet, cinq cent mille livres au gouverneur de la Conciergerie, c’est assez; cependant on mettra un million s’il le faut.

	— Un million! s’écria l’abbé; mais pour la moitié moins je ferais mettre à sac la moitié de Paris.

	— Pas de désordre, dit Pellisson; le gouverneur étant gagné, les deux prisonniers s’évadent; une fois hors de cause, ils ameutent les ennemis de Colbert et prouvent au roi que sa jeune justice n’est pas infaillible, comme toutes les exagérations.

	— Allez donc à Paris, Pellisson, dit Fouquet, et ramenez les deux victimes; demain, nous verrons. Gourville, donnez les cinq cent mille livres à Pellisson.

	— Prenez garde que le vent ne vous emporte, dit l’abbé; quelle responsabilité, peste! Laissez-moi vous aider un peu.

	— Silence! dit Fouquet; on s’approche. Ah! le feu d’artifice est d’un effet magique!

	À ce moment, une pluie d’étincelles tomba, ruisselante, dans les branchages du bois voisin.

	Pellisson et Gourville sortirent ensemble par la porte de la galerie; Fouquet descendit au jardin avec les cinq derniers conjurés.

	Chapitre LVIII — Les épicuriens

	Comme Fouquet donnait ou paraissait donner toute son attention aux illuminations brillantes, à la musique langoureuse des violons et des hautbois, aux gerbes étincelantes des artifices qui, embrasant le ciel de fauves reflets, accentuaient, derrière les arbres, la sombre silhouette du donjon de Vincennes; comme, disons-nous, le surintendant souriait aux dames et aux poètes, la fête ne fut pas moins gaie qu’à l’ordinaire, et Vatel, dont le regard inquiet, jaloux même, interrogeait avec insistance le regard de Fouquet, ne se montra pas mécontent de l’accueil fait à l’ordonnance de la soirée.

	Le feu tiré, la société se dispersa dans les jardins et sous les portiques de marbre, avec cette molle liberté qui décèle, chez le maître de la maison, tant d’oubli de la grandeur, tant de courtoise hospitalité, tant de magnifique insouciance.

	Les poètes s’égarèrent, bras dessus, bras dessous, dans les bosquets; quelques-uns s’étendirent sur des lits de mousse, au grand désastre des habits de velours et des frisures, dans lesquelles s’introduisaient les petites feuilles sèches et les brins de verdure. Les dames, en petit nombre, écoutèrent les chants des artistes et les vers des poètes; d’autre écoutèrent la prose que disaient, avec beaucoup d’art, des hommes qui n’étaient ni comédiens ni poètes, mais à qui la jeunesse et la solitude donnaient une éloquence inaccoutumée qui leur paraissait être la préférable de toutes.

	— Pourquoi, dit La Fontaine, notre maître Épicure n’est-il pas descendu au jardin? Jamais Épicure n’abandonnait ses disciples, le maître a tort.

	— Monsieur, lui dit Conrart, vous avez bien tort de persister à vous décorer du nom d’épicurien; en vérité, rien ici ne rappelle la doctrine du philosophe de Gargette.

	— Bah! répliqua La Fontaine, n’est-il pas écrit qu’Épicure acheta un grand jardin et y vécut tranquillement avec ses amis?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Eh bien! M. Fouquet n’a-t-il pas acheté un grand jardin à Saint-Mandé, et n’y vivons-nous pas, fort tranquillement, avec lui et nos amis?

	— Oui, sans doute; malheureusement ce n’est ni le jardin ni les amis qui peuvent faire la ressemblance. Or, où est la ressemblance de la doctrine de M. Fouquet avec celle d’Épicure?

	— La voici: «Le plaisir donne le bonheur.»

	— Après?

	— Eh bien?

	— Je ne crois pas que nous nous trouvions malheureux, moi, du moins. Un bon repas, du vin de Joigny qu’on a la délicatesse d’aller chercher pour moi à mon cabaret favori; pas une ineptie dans tout un souper d’une heure, malgré dix millionnaires et vingt poètes.

	— Je vous arrête là. Vous avez parlé de vin de Joigny et d’un bon repas; persistez-vous?

	— Je persiste, antecho, comme on dit à Port-Royal.

	— Alors, rappelez-vous que le grand Épicure vivait et faisait vivre ses disciples de pain, de légumes et d’eau claire.

	— Cela n’est pas certain, dit La Fontaine, et vous pourriez bien confondre Épicure avec Pythagore, mon cher Conrart.

	— Souvenez-vous aussi que le philosophe ancien était un assez mauvais ami des dieux et des magistrats.

	— Oh! voilà ce que je ne puis souffrir, répliqua La Fontaine, Épicure comme M. Fouquet.

	— Ne le comparez pas à M. le surintendant, dit Conrart, d’une voix émue, sinon vous accréditeriez les bruits qui courent déjà sur lui et sur nous.

	— Quels bruits?

	— Que nous sommes de mauvais Français, tièdes au monarque, sourds à la loi.

	— J’en reviens donc à mon texte, alors, dit La Fontaine. Écoutez, Conrart, voici la morale d’Épicure... lequel, d’ailleurs, je considère, s’il faut que je vous le dise, comme un mythe. Tout ce qu’il y a d’un peu tranché dans l’Antiquité est mythe. Jupiter, si l’on veut bien y faire attention, c’est la vie, Alcide, c’est la force. Les mots sont là pour me donner raison: Zeus, c’est zèn, vivre; Alcide, c’est alcé, vigueur. Eh bien! Épicure, c’est la douce surveillance, c’est la protection; or, qui surveille mieux l’État et qui protège mieux les individus que M. Fouquet?

	— Vous me parlez étymologie, mais non pas morale: je dis que, nous autres épicuriens modernes, nous sommes de fâcheux citoyens.

	— Oh! s’écria La Fontaine, si nous devenons de fâcheux citoyens, ce ne sera pas en suivant les maximes du maître. Écoutez un de ses principaux aphorismes.

	— J’écoute.

	— «Souhaitez de bons chefs.»

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! que nous dit M. Fouquet tous les jours? «Quand donc serons nous gouvernés?» Le dit-il? Voyons, Conrart, soyez franc!

	— Il le dit, c’est vrai.

	— Eh bien! doctrine d’Épicure.

	— Oui, mais c’est un peu séditieux, cela.

	— Comment! c’est séditieux de vouloir être gouverné par de bons chefs?

	— Certainement, quand ceux qui gouvernent sont mauvais.

	— Patience! j’ai réponse à tout.

	— Même à ce que je viens de vous dire?

	— Écoutez: «Soumettez-vous à ceux qui gouvernent mal...» Oh! c’est écrit: Cacos politeuousi... Vous m’accordez le texte?

	— Pardieu! je le crois bien. Savez-vous que vous parlez grec comme Ésope, mon cher La Fontaine?

	— Est-ce une méchanceté, mon cher Conrart?

	— Dieu m’en garde!

	— Alors, revenons à M. Fouquet. Que nous répétait-il toute la journée? N’est-ce pas ceci: «Quel cuistre que ce Mazarin! quel âne! quelle sangsue! Il faut pourtant obéir à ce drôle!...» Voyons, Conrart, le disait-il ou ne le disait-il pas?

	— J’avoue qu’il le disait, et même peut-être un peu trop.

	— Comme Épicure, mon ami, toujours comme Épicure; je le répète, nous sommes épicuriens, et c’est fort amusant.

	— Oui, mais j’ai peur qu’il ne s’élève, à côté de nous, une secte comme celle d’Épictète; vous savez bien, le philosophe d’Hiérapolis, celui qui appelait le pain du luxe, les légumes de la prodigalité et l’eau claire de l’ivrognerie; celui qui, battu par son maître, lui disait en grognant un peu, c’est vrai, mais sans se fâcher autrement: «Gageons que vous m’avez cassé la jambe?» et qui gagnait son pari.

	— C’était un oison que cet Épictète.

	— Soit; mais il pourrait bien revenir à la mode en changeant seulement son nom en celui de Colbert.

	— Bah! répliqua La Fontaine, c’est impossible; jamais vous ne trouverez Colbert dans Épictète.

	— Vous avez raison, j’y trouverai... Coluber, tout au plus.

	— Ah! vous êtes battu, Conrart; vous vous réfugiez dans le jeu de mots. M. Arnault prétend que je n’ai pas de logique... j’en ai plus que M. Nicolle.

	— Oui, riposta Conrart, vous avez de la logique, mais vous êtes janséniste.

	Cette péroraison fut accueillie par un immense éclat de rire. Peu à peu, les promeneurs avaient été attirés par les exclamations des deux ergoteurs autour du bosquet sous lequel ils péroraient. Toute la discussion avait été religieusement écoutée, et Fouquet lui-même, se contenant à peine, avait donné l’exemple de la modération.

	Mais le dénouement de la scène le jeta hors de toute mesure; il éclata. Tout le monde éclata comme lui, et les deux philosophes furent salués par des félicitations unanimes.

	Cependant La Fontaine fut déclaré vainqueur, à cause de son érudition profonde et de son irréfragable logique.

	Conrart obtint les dédommagements dus à un combattant malheureux; on le loua sur la loyauté de ses intentions et la pureté de sa conscience.

	Au moment où cette joie se manifestait par les plus vives démonstrations; au moment où les dames reprochaient aux deux adversaires de n’avoir pas fait entrer les femmes dans le système du bonheur épicurien, on vit Gourville venir de l’autre bout du jardin, s’approcher de Fouquet, qui le couvait des yeux, et, par sa seule présence, le détacher du groupe.

	Le surintendant conserva sur son visage le rire et tous les caractères de l’insouciance; mais à peine hors de vue, il quitta le masque.

	— Eh bien! dit-il vivement, où est Pellisson? que fait Pellisson?

	— Pellisson revient de Paris.

	— A-t-il ramené les prisonniers?

	— Il n’a pas seulement pu voir le concierge de la prison.

	— Quoi! n’a-t-il pas dit qu’il venait de ma part?

	— Il l’a dit; mais le concierge a fait répondre ceci: «Si l’on vient de la part de M. Fouquet, on doit avoir une lettre de M. Fouquet.»

	— Oh! s’écria celui-ci, s’il ne s’agit que de lui donner une lettre...

	— Jamais, répliqua Pellisson, qui se montra au coin du petit bois, jamais, monseigneur... Allez vous-même et parlez en votre nom.

	— Oui, vous avez raison; je rentre chez moi comme pour travailler; laissez les chevaux attelés, Pellisson. Retenez mes amis, Gourville.

	— Un dernier avis, monseigneur, répondit celui-ci.

	— Parlez, Gourville.

	— N’allez chez le concierge qu’au dernier moment; c’est brave, mais ce n’est pas adroit. Excusez-moi, monsieur Pellisson, si je suis d’un autre avis que vous; mais croyez-moi, monseigneur, envoyez encore porter des paroles à ce concierge, c’est un galant homme; mais ne les portez pas vous même.

	— J’aviserai, dit Fouquet; d’ailleurs, nous avons la nuit tout entière.

	— Ne comptez pas trop sur le temps, ce temps fût-il double de celui que nous avons, répliqua Pellisson; ce n’est jamais une faute d’arriver trop tôt.

	— Adieu, dit le surintendant; venez avec moi, Pellisson. Gourville, je vous recommande mes convives.

	Et il partit.

	Les épicuriens ne s’aperçurent pas que le chef de l’école avait disparu; les violons allèrent toute la nuit.

	Chapitre LIX — Un quart d’heure de retard

	Fouquet, hors de sa maison pour la deuxième fois dans cette journée, se sentit moins lourd et moins troublé qu’on n’eût pu le croire.

	Il se tourna vers Pellisson, qui gravement méditait dans son coin de carrosse quelque bonne argumentation contre les emportements de Colbert.

	— Mon cher Pellisson, dit alors Fouquet, c’est bien dommage que vous ne soyez pas une femme.

	— Je crois que c’est bien heureux, au contraire, répliqua Pellisson; car, enfin, monseigneur, je suis excessivement laid.

	— Pellisson! Pellisson! dit le surintendant en riant, vous répétez trop que vous êtes laid pour ne pas laisser croire que cela vous fait beaucoup de peine.

	— Beaucoup, en effet, monseigneur; il n’y a pas d’homme plus malheureux que moi; j’étais beau, la petite vérole m’a rendu hideux; je suis privé d’un grand moyen de séduction; or, je suis votre premier commis ou à peu près; j’ai affaire de vos intérêts, et si, en ce moment, j’étais une jolie femme, je vous rendrais un important service.

	— Lequel?

	— J’irais trouver le concierge du palais, je le séduirais, car c’est un galant homme et un galantin; puis j’emmènerais nos deux prisonniers.

	— J’espère bien encore le pouvoir moi-même, quoique je ne sois pas une jolie femme, répliqua Fouquet.

	— D’accord, monseigneur; mais vous vous compromettez beaucoup.

	— Oh! s’écria soudain Fouquet, avec un de ces transports secrets comme en possède dans le cœur le sang généreux de la jeunesse ou le souvenir de quelque douce émotion; oh! je connais une femme qui fera près du lieutenant gouverneur de la Conciergerie le personnage dont nous avons besoin.

	— Moi, j’en connais cinquante, monseigneur, cinquante trompettes qui instruiront l’univers de votre générosité, de votre dévouement à vos amis, et par conséquent vous perdront tôt ou tard en se perdant.

	— Je ne parle pas de ces femmes, Pellisson; je parle d’une noble et belle créature qui joint à l’esprit de son sexe la valeur et le sang-froid du nôtre; je parle d’une femme assez belle pour que les murs de la prison s’inclinent pour la saluer, d’une femme assez discrète pour que nul ne soupçonne par qui elle aura été envoyée.

	— Un trésor, dit Pellisson; vous feriez là un fameux cadeau à M. le gouverneur de la Conciergerie. Peste! monseigneur, on lui couperait la tête, cela peut arriver, mais il aurait eu avant de mourir une bonne fortune, telle que jamais homme ne l’aurait rencontrée avant lui.

	— Et j’ajoute, dit Fouquet, que le concierge du palais n’aurait pas la tête coupée, car il recevrait de moi mes chevaux pour se sauver, et cinq cent mille livres pour vivre honorablement en Angleterre; j’ajoute que la femme, mon ami, ne lui donnerait que les chevaux et l’argent. Allons trouver cette femme, Pellisson.

	Le surintendant étendit la main vers le cordon de soie et d’or placé à l’intérieur de son carrosse. Pellisson l’arrêta.

	— Monseigneur, dit-il, vous allez perdre à chercher cette femme autant de temps que Colomb en mit à trouver le Nouveau Monde. Or, nous n’avons que deux heures à peine pour réussir; le concierge une fois couché, comment pénétrer chez lui sans de grands éclats? le jour une fois venu, comment cacher nos démarches? Allez, allez, monseigneur, allez vous même, et ne cherchez ni ange ni femme pour cette nuit.

	— Mais, cher Pellisson, nous voilà devant sa porte.

	— Devant la porte de l’ange.

	— Eh oui!

	— C’est l’hôtel de Mme de Bellière, cela.

	— Chut!

	— Ah! mon Dieu! s’écria Pellisson.

	— Qu’avez-vous à dire contre elle? demanda Fouquet.

	— Rien, hélas! c’est ce qui me désespère. Rien, absolument rien... Que ne puis je vous dire, au contraire, assez de mal pour vous empêcher de monter chez elle!

	Mais déjà Fouquet avait donné l’ordre d’arrêter; le carrosse était immobile.

	— M’empêcher! dit Fouquet; nulle puissance au monde ne m’empêcherait, vois-tu, de dire un compliment à Mme du Plessis-Bellière; d’ailleurs, qui sait si nous n’aurons pas besoin d’elle! Montez-vous avec moi?

	— Non, monseigneur, non.

	— Mais je ne veux pas que vous m’attendiez, Pellisson, répliqua Fouquet avec une courtoisie sincère.

	— Raison de plus, monseigneur; sachant que vous me faites attendre, vous resterez moins longtemps là-haut... Prenez garde! vous voyez un carrosse dans la cour; elle a quelqu’un chez elle!

	Fouquet se pencha vers le marchepied du carrosse.

	— Encore un mot, s’écria Pellisson: n’allez chez cette dame qu’en revenant de la Conciergerie, par grâce!

	— Eh! cinq minutes, Pellisson, répliqua Fouquet en descendant au perron même de l’hôtel.

	Pellisson demeura au fond du carrosse, le sourcil froncé.

	Fouquet monta chez la marquise, dit son nom au valet, ce qui excita un empressement et des respects qui témoignaient de l’habitude que la maîtresse de la maison avait prise de faire respecter et aimer ce nom chez elle.

	— Monsieur le surintendant! s’écria la marquise en s’avançant fort pâle au devant de Fouquet. Quel honneur! quel imprévu! dit-elle. Puis tout bas:

	— Prenez garde! ajouta la marquise, Marguerite Vanel est chez moi.

	— Madame, répondit Fouquet troublé, je venais pour affaires... Un seul mot pressant.

	Et il entra dans le salon.

	Mme Vanel s’était levée plus pâle, plus livide que l’Envie elle-même.

	Fouquet lui adressa vainement un salut des plus charmants, des plus pacifiques; elle n’y répondit que par un coup d’œil terrible, lancé sur la marquise et sur Fouquet. Ce regard acéré d’une femme jalouse est un stylet qui trouve le défaut de toutes les cuirasses; Marguerite Vanel plongea du coup dans le cœur des deux confidents. Elle fit une révérence à son amie, une plus profonde à Fouquet, et prit congé, en prétextant un grand nombre de visites à faire avant que la marquise, interdite, ni Fouquet, saisi d’inquiétude, eussent songé à la retenir. À peine fut-elle partie, que Fouquet, resté seul avec la marquise, se mit à ses genoux sans dire un mot.

	— Je vous attendais, répondit la marquise avec un doux sourire.

	— Oh! non, dit-il, car vous eussiez renvoyé cette femme.

	— Elle arrive depuis un quart d’heure à peine, et je ne pouvais soupçonner qu’elle dût venir ce soir.

	— Vous m’aimez donc un peu, marquise?

	— Ce n’est pas de cela qu’il s’agit, monsieur, c’est de vos dangers; où en sont vos affaires?

	— Je vais ce soir arracher mes amis aux prisons du palais.

	— Comment cela?

	— En achetant, en séduisant le gouverneur.

	— Il est de mes amis; puis-je vous aider sans vous nuire?

	— Oh! marquise, ce serait un signalé service; mais comment vous employer sans vous compromettre? Or, jamais ni ma vie, ni ma puissance, ni ma liberté même, ne seront rachetées, s’il faut qu’une larme tombe de vos yeux, s’il faut qu’une douleur obscurcisse votre front.

	— Monseigneur, ne me dites plus de ces mots qui m’enivrent; je suis coupable d’avoir voulu vous servir, sans calculer la portée de ma démarche. Je vous aime, en effet, comme une tendre amie, et, comme amie, je vous suis reconnaissante de votre délicatesse mais, hélas!... hélas! jamais vous ne trouverez en moi une maîtresse.

	— Marquise!... s’écria Fouquet d’une voix désespérée, pourquoi?

	— Parce que vous êtes trop aimé, dit tout bas la jeune femme, parce que vous l’êtes de trop de gens... parce que l’éclat de la gloire et de la fortune blesse mes yeux, tandis que la sombre douleur les attire; parce qu’enfin, moi qui vous ai repoussé dans vos fastueuses magnificences, moi qui vous ai à peine regardé lorsque vous resplendissiez, j’ai été, comme une femme égarée, me jeter, pour ainsi dire, dans vos bras lorsque je vis un malheur planer sur votre tête... Vous me comprenez maintenant, monseigneur... Redevenez heureux pour que je redevienne chaste de cœur et de pensée: votre infortune me perdrait.

	— Oh! madame, dit Fouquet avec une émotion qu’il n’avait jamais ressentie, dussé-je tomber au dernier degré de la misère humaine, j’entendrai de votre bouche ce mot que vous me refusez, et ce jour-là, madame, vous vous serez abusée dans votre noble égoïsme; ce jour-là, vous croirez consoler le plus malheureux des hommes, et vous aurez dit: «Je t’aime!» au plus illustre, au plus souriant, au plus triomphant des heureux de ce monde!

	Il était encore à ses pieds, lui baisant la main, lorsque Pellisson entra précipitamment en s’écriant avec humeur:

	— Monseigneur! madame! par grâce, madame! veuillez m’excuser... Monseigneur, il y a une demi-heure que vous êtes ici... Oh! ne me regardez pas ainsi tous deux d’un air de reproche... madame, je vous prie, qui est cette dame qui est sortie de chez vous à l’entrée de Monseigneur?

	— Mme Vanel, dit Fouquet.

	— Là! s’écria Pellisson, j’en étais sûr!

	— Eh bien! quoi?

	— Eh bien! elle est montée, toute pâle, dans son carrosse.

	— Que m’importe! dit Fouquet.

	— Oui, mais ce qui vous importe, c’est ce qu’elle a dit à son cocher.

	— Quoi donc, mon Dieu? s’écria la marquise.

	— «Chez M. Colbert!» dit Pellisson d’une voix rauque.

	— Grand Dieu! partez! partez, monseigneur! répondit la marquise en poussant Fouquet hors du salon, tandis que Pellisson l’entraînait par la main.

	— En vérité, dit le surintendant, suis-je un enfant à qui l’on fasse peur d’une ombre?

	— Vous êtes un géant, dit la marquise, qu’une vipère cherche à mordre au talon.

	Pellisson continua d’entraîner Fouquet jusqu’au carrosse.

	— Au palais, ventre à terre! cria Pellisson au cocher.

	Les chevaux partirent comme l’éclair; nul obstacle ne ralentit leur marche un seul instant. Seulement, à l’arcade Saint-Jean, lorsqu’ils allaient déboucher sur la place de Grève, une longue file de cavaliers, barrant le passage étroit, arrêta le carrosse du surintendant. Nul moyen de forcer cette barrière; il fallut attendre que les archers du guet à cheval, car c’étaient eux, fussent passés, avec le chariot massif qu’ils escortaient et qui remontait rapidement vers la place Baudoyer.

	Fouquet et Pellisson ne prirent garde à cet événement que pour déplorer la minute de retard qu’ils eurent à subir. Ils entrèrent chez le concierge du palais cinq minutes après.

	Cet officier se promenait encore dans la première cour. Au nom de Fouquet, prononcé à son oreille par Pellisson, le gouverneur s’approcha du carrosse avec empressement, et, le chapeau à la main, multiplia les révérences.

	— Quel honneur pour moi, monseigneur! dit-il.

	— Un mot, monsieur le gouverneur. Voulez-vous prendre la peine d’entrer dans mon carrosse?

	L’officier vint s’asseoir en face de Fouquet dans la lourde voiture.

	— Monsieur, dit Fouquet, j’ai un service à vous demander.

	— Parlez, monseigneur.

	— Service compromettant pour vous, monsieur, mais qui vous assure à jamais ma protection et mon amitié.

	— Fallût-il me jeter au feu pour vous, monseigneur, je le ferais.

	— Bien, dit Fouquet; ce que je vous demande est plus simple.

	— Ceci fait, monseigneur, alors; de quoi s’agit-il?

	— De me conduire aux chambres de MM. Lyodot et d’Eymeris.

	— Monseigneur veut-il m’expliquer pourquoi?

	— Je vous le dirai en leur présence, monsieur, en même temps que je vous donnerai tous les moyens de pallier cette évasion.

	— Évasion! Mais Monseigneur ne sait donc pas?

	— Quoi?

	— MM. Lyodot et d’Eymeris ne sont plus ici.

	— Depuis quand? s’écria Fouquet tremblant.

	— Depuis un quart d’heure.

	— Où sont-ils donc?

	— À Vincennes, au donjon.

	— Qui les a tirés d’ici?

	— Un ordre du roi.

	— Malheur! s’écria Fouquet en se frappant le front, malheur!

	Et, sans dire un seul mot de plus au gouverneur, il regagna son carrosse, le désespoir dans l’âme, la mort sur le visage.

	— Eh bien? fit Pellisson avec anxiété.

	— Eh bien! nos amis sont perdus! Colbert les emmène au donjon. Ce sont eux qui nous ont croisés sous l’arcade Saint-Jean.

	Pellisson, frappé comme d’un coup de foudre, ne répliqua pas. D’un reproche, il eût tué son maître.

	— Où va Monseigneur? demanda le valet de pied.

	— Chez moi, à Paris; vous, Pellisson, retournez à Saint-Mandé, ramenez moi l’abbé Fouquet sous une heure. Allez!

	Chapitre LX — Plan de bataille

	La nuit était déjà avancée quand l’abbé Fouquet arriva près de son frère.

	Gourville l’avait accompagné. Ces trois hommes, pâles des événements futurs, ressemblaient moins à trois puissants du jour qu’à trois conspirateurs unis par une même pensée de violence.

	Fouquet se promena longtemps, l’œil fixé sur le parquet, les mains froissées l’une contre l’autre.

	Enfin, prenant son courage au milieu d’un grand soupir:

	— L’abbé, dit-il, vous m’avez parlé aujourd’hui même de certaines gens que vous entretenez?

	— Oui, monsieur, répliqua l’abbé.

	— Au juste, qui sont ces gens?

	L’abbé hésitait.

	— Voyons! pas de crainte, je ne menace pas; pas de forfanterie, je ne plaisante pas.

	— Puisque vous demandez la vérité, monsieur, la voici: j’ai cent vingt amis ou compagnons de plaisir qui sont voués à moi comme les larrons à la potence.

	— Et vous pouvez compter sur eux?

	— En tout.

	— Et vous ne serez pas compromis?

	— Je ne figurerai même pas.

	— Et ce sont des gens de résolution?

	— Ils brûleront Paris si je leur promets qu’ils ne seront pas brûlés.

	— La chose que je vous demande, l’abbé, dit Fouquet en essuyant la sueur qui tombait de son visage, c’est de lancer vos cent vingt hommes sur les gens que je vous désignerai, à un certain moment donné... Est-ce possible?

	— Ce n’est pas la première fois que pareille chose leur sera arrivée, monsieur.

	— Bien; mais ces bandits attaqueront-ils... la force armée?

	— C’est leur habitude.

	— Alors, rassemblez vos cent vingt hommes, l’abbé.

	— Bien! Où cela?

	— Sur le chemin de Vincennes, demain, à deux heures précises.

	— Pour enlever Lyodot et d’Eymeris?... Il y a des coups à gagner?

	— De nombreux. Avez-vous peur?

	— Pas pour moi, mais pour vous.

	— Vos hommes sauront donc ce qu’ils font?

	— Ils sont trop intelligents pour ne pas le deviner. Or, un ministre qui fait émeute contre son roi... s’expose.

	— Que vous importe, si je paie?... D’ailleurs, si je tombe, vous tombez avec moi.

	— Il serait alors plus prudent, monsieur, de ne pas remuer, de laisser le roi prendre cette petite satisfaction.

	— Pensez bien à ceci, l’abbé, que Lyodot et d’Eymeris à Vincennes sont un prélude de ruine pour ma maison. Je le répète, moi arrêté, vous serez emprisonné; moi emprisonné, vous serez exilé.

	— Monsieur, je suis à vos ordres. En avez-vous à me donner?

	— Ce que j’ai dit: je veux que demain les deux financiers que l’on cherche à rendre victimes, quand il y a tant de criminels impunis, soient arrachés à la fureur de mes ennemis. Prenez vos mesures en conséquence. Est-ce possible?

	— C’est possible.

	— Indiquez-moi votre plan.

	— Il est d’une riche simplicité. La garde ordinaire aux exécutions est de douze archers.

	— Il y en aura cent demain.

	— J’y compte; je dis plus, il y en aura deux cents.

	— Alors, vous n’avez pas assez de cent vingt hommes?

	— Pardonnez-moi. Dans toute foule composée de cent mille spectateurs, il y a dix mille bandits ou coupeurs de bourse; seulement, ils n’osent pas prendre d’initiative.

	— Eh bien?

	— Il y aura donc demain sur la place de Grève, que je choisis pour terrain, dix mille auxiliaires à mes cent vingt hommes. L’attaque commencée par ceux-ci, les autres l’achèveront.

	— Bien! mais que fera-t-on des prisonniers sur la place de Grève?

	— Voici: on les fera entrer dans une maison quelconque de la place; là, il faudra un siège pour qu’on puisse les enlever... Et, tenez, autre idée, plus sublime encore: certaines maisons ont deux issues, l’une sur la place, l’autre sur la rue de la Mortellerie, ou de la Vannerie, ou de la Tixeranderie. Les prisonniers, entrés par l’une, sortiront par l’autre.

	— Mais dites quelque chose de positif.

	— Je cherche.

	— Et moi, s’écria Fouquet, je trouve. Écoutez bien ce qui me vient en ce moment.

	— J’écoute.

	Fouquet fit un signe à Gourville qui parut comprendre.

	— Un de mes amis me prête parfois les clefs d’une maison qu’il loue rue Baudoyer, et dont les jardins spacieux s’étendent derrière certaine maison de la place de Grève.

	— Voilà notre affaire, dit l’abbé. Quelle maison?

	— Un cabaret assez achalandé, dont l’enseigne représente l’image de Notre Dame.

	— Je le connais, dit l’abbé.

	— Ce cabaret a des fenêtres sur la place, une sortie sur une cour, laquelle doit aboutir aux jardins de mon ami par une porte de communication.

	— Bon!

	— Entrez par le cabaret, faites entrer les prisonniers, défendez la porte pendant que vous les ferez fuir par le jardin de la place Baudoyer.

	— C’est vrai, monsieur, vous feriez un général excellent, comme M. le prince.

	— Avez-vous compris?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Combien vous faut-il pour griser vos bandits avec du vin et les satisfaire avec de l’or?

	— Oh! monsieur, quelle expression! Oh! monsieur, s’ils vous entendaient! Quelques-uns parmi eux sont très susceptibles.

	— Je veux dire qu’on doit les amener à ne plus reconnaître le ciel d’avec la terre, car je lutterai demain contre le roi, et quand je lutte, je veux vaincre, entendez-vous?

	— Ce sera fait, monsieur... Donnez-moi, monsieur, vos autres idées.

	— Cela vous regarde.

	— Alors donnez-moi votre bourse.

	— Gourville, comptez cent mille livres à l’abbé.

	— Bon... et ne ménageons rien, n’est-ce pas?

	— Rien.

	— À la bonne heure!

	— Monseigneur, objecta Gourville, si cela est su, nous y perdons la tête.

	— Eh! Gourville, répliqua Fouquet, pourpre de colère, vous me faites pitié; parlez donc pour vous, mon cher. Mais ma tête à moi ne branle pas comme cela sur mes épaules. Voyons, l’abbé, est-ce dit?

	— C’est dit.

	— À deux heures, demain?

	— À midi, parce qu’il faut maintenant préparer d’une manière secrète nos auxiliaires.

	— C’est vrai: ne ménagez pas le vin du cabaretier.

	— Je ne ménagerai ni son vin ni sa maison, repartit l’abbé en ricanant. J’ai mon plan, vous dis-je; laissez-moi me mettre à l’œuvre, et vous verrez.

	— Où vous tiendrez-vous?

	— Partout, et nulle part.

	— Et comment serai-je informé?

	— Par un courrier dont le cheval se tiendra dans le jardin même de votre ami. À propos, le nom de cet ami?

	Fouquet regarda encore Gourville. Celui-ci vint au secours du maître en disant:

	— Accompagnez M. l’abbé pour plusieurs raisons; seulement, la maison est reconnaissable: l’image de Notre-Dame par-devant, un jardin, le seul du quartier, par-derrière.

	— Bon, bon. Je vais prévenir mes soldats.

	— Accompagnez-le, Gourville, dit Fouquet, et lui comptez l’argent. Un moment, l’abbé... un moment, Gourville... Quelle tournure donne-t-on à cet enlèvement?

	— Une bien naturelle, monsieur... L’émeute.

	— L’émeute propos de quoi? Car enfin, si jamais le peuple de Paris est disposé à faire sa cour au roi, c’est quand il fait pendre des financiers.

	— J’arrangerai cela... dit l’abbé.

	— Oui, mais vous l’arrangerez mal et l’on devinera.

	— Non pas, non pas... j’ai encore une idée.

	— Dites.

	— Mes hommes crieront: «Colbert! Vive Colbert!» et se jetteront sur les prisonniers comme pour les mettre en pièces et les arracher à la potence, supplice trop doux.

	— Ah! voilà une idée, en effet, dit Gourville. Peste, monsieur l’abbé, quelle imagination!

	— Monsieur, on est digne de la famille, riposta fièrement l’abbé.

	— Drôle! murmura Fouquet.

	Puis il ajouta:

	— C’est ingénieux! Faites et ne versez pas de sang.

	Gourville et l’abbé partirent ensemble fort affairés. Le surintendant se coucha sur des coussins, moitié veillant aux sinistres projets du lendemain, moitié rêvant d’amour.

	Chapitre LXI — Le cabaret de l’Image-de-Notre-Dame

	À deux heures, le lendemain, cinquante mille spectateurs avaient pris position sur la place autour de deux potences que l’on avait élevées en Grève entre le quai de la Grève et le quai Pelletier, l’une auprès de l’autre, adossées au parapet de la rivière.

	Le matin aussi, tous les crieurs jurés de la bonne ville de Paris avaient parcouru les quartiers de la cité, surtout les halles et les faubourgs, annonçant de leurs voix rauques et infatigables la grande justice faite par le roi sur deux prévaricateurs, deux larrons affameurs du peuple. Et ce peuple dont on prenait si chaudement les intérêts, pour ne pas manquer de respect à son roi, quittait boutique, étaux, ateliers, afin d’aller témoigner un peu de reconnaissance à Louis XIV, absolument comme feraient des invités qui craindraient de faire une impolitesse en ne se rendant pas chez celui qui les aurait conviés.

	Selon la teneur de l’arrêt, que lisaient haut et mal les crieurs, deux traitants, accapareurs d’argent, dilapidateurs des deniers royaux, concussionnaires et faussaires, allaient subir la peine capitale en place de Grève, «leurs noms affichés sur leurs têtes», disait l’arrêt. Quant à ces noms, l’arrêt n’en faisait pas mention. La curiosité des Parisiens était à son comble, et, ainsi que nous l’avons dit, une foule immense attendait avec une impatience fébrile l’heure fixée pour l’exécution. La nouvelle s’était déjà répandue que les prisonniers, transférés au château de Vincennes, seraient conduits de cette prison à la place de Grève. Aussi le faubourg et la rue Saint-Antoine étaient-ils encombrés, car la population de Paris, dans ces jours de grande exécution, se divise en deux catégories: ceux qui veulent voir passer les condamnés, ceux-là sont les cœurs timides et doux, mais curieux de philosophie, et ceux qui veulent voir les condamnés mourir, ceux-là sont les cœurs avides d’émotions.

	Ce jour-là, M. d’Artagnan, ayant reçu ses dernières instructions du roi et fait ses adieux à ses amis, et pour le moment le nombre en était réduit à Planchet, se traça le plan de sa journée comme doit le faire tout homme occupé et dont les instants sont comptés, parce qu’il apprécie leur importance.

	— Le départ est, dit-il, fixé au point du jour, trois heures du matin; j’ai donc quinze heures devant moi. Notons-en les six heures de sommeil qui me sont indispensables, six; une heure de repas, sept; une heure de visite à Athos, huit; deux heures pour l’imprévu. Total: dix.

	Restent donc cinq heures.

	Une heure pour toucher, c’est-à-dire pour me faire refuser l’argent chez M. Fouquet; une autre pour aller chercher cet argent chez M. Colbert et recevoir ses questions et ses grimaces; une heure pour surveiller mes armes, mes habits et faire graisser mes bottes. Il me reste encore deux heures. Mordioux! que je suis riche!

	Et ce disant, d’Artagnan sentit une joie étrange, une joie de jeunesse, un parfum de ces belles et heureuses années d’autrefois monter à sa tête et l’enivrer.

	— Pendant ces deux heures, j’irai, dit le mousquetaire, toucher mon quartier de loyer de l’Image-de-Notre-Dame. Ce sera réjouissant. Trois cent soixante-quinze livres! Mordioux! que c’est étonnant! Si le pauvre qui n’a qu’une livre dans sa poche avait une livre et douze deniers, ce serait justice, ce serait excellent; mais jamais pareille aubaine n’arrive au pauvre. Le riche, au contraire, se fait des revenus avec son argent, auquel il ne touche pas... Voilà trois cent soixante-quinze livres qui me tombent du ciel.

	«J’irai donc à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame, et je boirai avec mon locataire un verre de vin d’Espagne qu’il ne manquera pas de m’offrir.

	«Mais il faut de l’ordre, monsieur d’Artagnan, il faut de l’ordre.

	«Organisons donc notre temps et répartissons-en l’emploi.

	«Article premier. Athos.

	«Art. 2. L’Image-de-Notre-Dame.

	«Art. 3. M. Fouquet.

	«Art. 4. M. Colbert.

	«Art. 5. Souper.

	«Art. 6. Habits, bottes, chevaux, portemanteau.

	«Art. 7 et dernier. Le sommeil.

	En conséquence de cette disposition, d’Artagnan s’en alla tout droit chez le comte de La Fère auquel modestement et naïvement il raconta une partie de ses bonnes aventures.

	Athos n’était pas sans inquiétude depuis la veille au sujet de cette visite de d’Artagnan au roi; mais quatre mots lui suffirent comme explications.

	Athos devina que Louis avait chargé d’Artagnan de quelque mission importante et n’essaya pas même de lui faire avouer le secret. Il lui recommanda de se ménager, lui offrit discrètement de l’accompagner si la chose était possible.

	— Mais, cher ami, dit d’Artagnan, je ne pars point.

	— Comment! vous venez me dire adieu et vous ne partez point?

	— Oh! si fait, si fait, répliqua d’Artagnan en rougissant un peu, je pars pour faire une acquisition.

	— C’est autre chose. Alors, je change ma formule. Au lieu de: «Ne vous faites pas tuer», je dirai: «Ne vous faites pas voler.»

	— Mon ami, je vous ferai prévenir si j’arrête mon idée sur quelque propriété; puis vous voudrez bien me rendre le service de me conseiller.

	— Oui, oui, dit Athos, trop délicat pour se permettre la compensation d’un sourire.

	Raoul imitait la réserve paternelle. D’Artagnan comprit qu’il était par trop mystérieux de quitter des amis sous un prétexte sans leur dire même la route qu’on prenait.

	— J’ai choisi Le Mans, dit-il à Athos. Est-ce pas un bon pays?

	— Excellent, mon ami, répliqua le comte sans lui faire remarquer que Le Mans était dans la même direction que la Touraine, et qu’en attendant deux jours au plus il pourrait faire route avec un ami.

	Mais d’Artagnan, plus embarrassé que le comte, creusait à chaque explication nouvelle le bourbier dans lequel il s’enfonçait peu à peu.

	— Je partirai demain au point du jour, dit-il enfin. Jusque-là, Raoul, veux-tu venir avec moi?

	— Oui, monsieur le chevalier, dit le jeune homme, si M. le comte n’a pas affaire de moi.

	— Non, Raoul; j’ai audience aujourd’hui de Monsieur, frère du roi, voilà tout.

	Raoul demanda son épée à Grimaud, qui la lui apporta sur-le-champ.

	— Alors, ajouta d’Artagnan ouvrant ses deux bras à Athos, adieu, cher ami!

	Athos l’embrassa longuement, et le mousquetaire, qui comprit bien sa discrétion, lui glissa à l’oreille:

	— Affaire d’État!

	Ce à quoi Athos ne répondit que par un serrement de main plus significatif encore.

	Alors ils se séparèrent. Raoul prit le bras de son vieil ami, qui l’emmena par la rue Saint-Honoré.

	— Je te conduis chez le dieu Plutus, dit d’Artagnan au jeune homme; prépare-toi; toute la journée tu verras empiler des écus. Suis-je changé, mon Dieu!

	— Oh! oh! voilà bien du monde dans la rue, dit Raoul.

	— Est-ce procession, aujourd’hui? demanda d’Artagnan à un flâneur.

	— Monsieur, c’est pendaison, répliqua le passant.

	— Comment! pendaison, fit d’Artagnan, en Grève?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Diable soit du maraud qui se fait pendre le jour où j’ai besoin d’aller toucher mon terme de loyer! s’écria d’Artagnan. Raoul, as-tu vu pendre?

	— Jamais, monsieur... Dieu merci!

	— Voilà bien la jeunesse... Si tu étais de garde à la tranchée, comme je le fus, et qu’un espion... Mais, vois-tu, pardonne, Raoul, je radote... Tu as raison, c’est hideux de voir pendre... À quelle heure pendra-t-on, monsieur, s’il vous plaît?

	— Monsieur, reprit le flâneur avec déférence, charmé qu’il était de lier conversation avec deux hommes d’épée, ce doit être pour trois heures.

	— Oh! il n’est qu’une heure et demie, allongeons les jambes, nous arriverons à temps pour toucher mes trois cent soixante-quinze livres et repartir avant l’arrivée du patient.

	— Des patients, monsieur, continua le bourgeois, car ils sont deux.

	— Monsieur, je vous rends mille grâces, dit d’Artagnan, qui, en vieillissant, était devenu d’une politesse raffinée.

	En entraînant Raoul, il se dirigea rapidement vers le quartier de la Grève.

	Sans cette grande habitude que le mousquetaire avait de la foule et le poignet irrésistible auquel se joignait une souplesse peu commune des épaules, ni l’un ni l’autre des deux voyageurs ne fût arrivé à destination.

	Ils suivaient le quai qu’ils avaient gagné en quittant la rue Saint-Honoré, dans laquelle ils s’étaient engagés après avoir pris congé d’Athos.

	D’Artagnan marchait le premier: son coude, son poignet, son épaule, formaient trois coins qu’il savait enfoncer avec art dans les groupes pour les faire éclater et se disjoindre comme des morceaux de bois. Souvent il usait comme renfort de la poignée en fer de son épée. Il l’introduisait entre des côtes trop rebelles, et la faisant jouer, en guise de levier ou de pince, séparait à propos l’époux de l’épouse, l’oncle du neveu, le frère du frère. Tout cela si naturellement et avec de si gracieux sourires, qu’il eût fallu avoir des côtes de bronze pour ne pas crier merci quand la poignée faisait son jeu, ou des cœurs de diamant pour ne pas être enchanté quand le sourire s’épanouissait sur les lèvres du mousquetaire. Raoul, suivant son ami, ménageait les femmes, qui admiraient sa beauté, contenait les hommes, qui sentaient la rigidité de ses muscles, et tous deux fendaient, grâce à cette manœuvre, l’onde un peu compacte et un peu bourbeuse du populaire.

	Ils arrivèrent en vue des deux potences, et Raoul détourna les yeux avec dégoût. Pour d’Artagnan, il ne les vit même pas; sa maison au pignon dentelé, aux fenêtres pleines de curieux, attirait, absorbait même toute l’attention dont il était capable.

	Il distingua dans la place et autour des maisons bon nombre de mousquetaires en congé, qui, les uns avec des femmes, les autres avec des amis, attendaient l’instant de la cérémonie. Ce qui le réjouit par-dessus tout, ce fut de voir que le cabaretier, son locataire, ne savait auquel entendre.

	Trois garçons ne pouvaient suffire à servir les buveurs. Il y en avait dans la boutique, dans les chambres, dans la cour même. D’Artagnan fit observer cette affluence à Raoul et ajouta:

	— Le drôle n’aura pas d’excuse pour ne pas payer son terme. Vois tous ces buveurs, Raoul, on dirait des gens de bonne compagnie. Mordioux! mais on n’a pas de place ici.

	Cependant d’Artagnan réussit à attraper le patron par le coin de son tablier et à se faire reconnaître de lui.

	— Ah! monsieur le chevalier, dit le cabaretier à moitié fou, une minute, de grâce! J’ai ici cent enragés qui mettent ma cave sens dessus dessous.

	— La cave, bon, mais non le coffre-fort.

	— Oh! monsieur, vos trente-sept pistoles et demie sont là-haut toutes comptées dans ma chambre; mais il y a dans cette chambre trente compagnons qui sucent les douves d’un petit baril de porto que j’ai défoncé ce matin pour eux... Donnez-moi une minute, rien qu’une minute.

	— Soit, soit.

	— Je m’en vais, dit Raoul bas à d’Artagnan; cette joie est ignoble.

	— Monsieur, répliqua sévèrement d’Artagnan, vous allez me faire le plaisir de rester ici. Le soldat doit se familiariser avec tous les spectacles. Il y a dans l’œil, quand il est jeune, des fibres qu’il faut savoir endurcir, et l’on n’est vraiment généreux et bon que du moment où l’œil est devenu dur et le cœur resté tendre. D’ailleurs, mon petit Raoul, veux-tu me laisser seul ici? Ce serait mal à toi. Tiens, il y a la cour là-bas, et un arbre dans cette cour; viens à l’ombre, nous respirerons mieux que dans cette atmosphère chaude de vins répandus.

	De l’endroit où s’étaient placés les deux nouveaux hôtes de l’Image-de-Notre-Dame, ils entendaient le murmure toujours grossissant des flots du peuple, et ne perdaient ni un cri ni un geste des buveurs attablés dans le cabaret ou disséminés dans les chambres. D’Artagnan eût voulu se placer en vedette pour une expédition, qu’il n’eût pas mieux réussi.

	L’arbre sous lequel Raoul et lui étaient assis les couvrait d’un feuillage déjà épais. C’était un marronnier trapu, aux branches inclinées, qui versait son ombre sur une table tellement brisée, que les buveurs avaient dû renoncer à s’en servir.

	Nous disons que de ce poste d’Artagnan voyait tout. Il observait, en effet, les allées et venues des garçons, l’arrivée des nouveaux buveurs, l’accueil tantôt amical, tantôt hostile, qui était fait à certains arrivants par certains installés. Il observait pour passer le temps, car les trente-sept pistoles et demie tardaient beaucoup à arriver.

	Raoul le lui fit remarquer.

	— Monsieur, lui dit-il, vous ne pressez pas votre locataire, et tout à l’heure les patients vont arriver. Il y aura une telle presse en ce moment, que nous ne pourrons plus sortir.

	— Tu as raison, dit le mousquetaire. Holà! oh! quelqu’un, mordioux!

	Mais il eut beau crier, frapper sur les débris de la table, qui tombèrent en poussière sous son poing, nul ne vint. D’Artagnan se préparait à aller trouver lui-même le cabaretier pour le forcer à une explication définitive, lorsque la porte de la cour dans laquelle il se trouvait avec Raoul, porte qui communiquait au jardin situé derrière, s’ouvrit en criant péniblement sur ses gonds rouillés, et un homme vêtu en cavalier sortit de ce jardin l’épée au fourreau, mais non à la ceinture, traversa la cour sans refermer la porte, et ayant jeté un regard oblique sur d’Artagnan et son compagnon, se dirigea vers le cabaret même en promenant partout ses yeux qui semblaient percer les murs et les consciences.

	«Tiens, se dit d’Artagnan, mes locataires communiquent... Ah! c’est sans doute encore quelque curieux de pendaison.»

	Au même moment, les cris et le vacarme des buveurs cessèrent dans les chambres supérieures. Le silence, en pareille circonstance, surprend comme un redoublement de bruit. D’Artagnan voulut voir quelle était la cause de ce silence subit. Il vit alors que cet homme, en habit de cavalier, venait d’entrer dans la chambre principale et qu’il haranguait les buveurs, qui tous l’écoutaient avec une attention minutieuse. Son allocution, d’Artagnan l’eût entendue peut-être sans le bruit dominant des clameurs populaires qui faisait un formidable accompagnement à la harangue de l’orateur. Mais elle finit bientôt, et tous les gens que contenait le cabaret sortirent les uns après les autres par petits groupes; de telle sorte, cependant, qu’il n’en demeura que six dans la chambre: l’un de ces six, l’homme à l’épée, prit à part le cabaretier, l’occupant par des discours plus ou moins sérieux, tandis que les autres allumaient un grand feu dans l’âtre: chose assez étrange par le beau temps et la chaleur.

	— C’est singulier, dit d’Artagnan à Raoul; mais je connais ces figures-là.

	— Ne trouvez-vous pas, dit Raoul, que cela sent la fumée ici?

	— Je trouve plutôt que cela sent la conspiration, répliqua d’Artagnan.

	Il n’avait pas achevé que quatre de ces hommes étaient descendus dans la cour, et, sans apparence de mauvais desseins, montaient la garde aux environs de la porte de communication, en lançant par intervalles à d’Artagnan des regards qui signifiaient beaucoup de choses.

	— Mordioux! dit tout bas d’Artagnan à Raoul, il y a quelque chose. Es-tu curieux, toi, Raoul?

	— C’est selon, monsieur le chevalier.

	— Moi, je suis curieux comme une vieille femme. Viens un peu sur le devant, nous verrons le coup d’œil de la place. Il y a gros à parier que ce coup d’œil va être curieux.

	— Mais vous savez, monsieur le chevalier, que je ne veux pas me faire le spectateur passif et indifférent de la mort de deux pauvres diables.

	— Et moi donc, crois-tu que je sois un sauvage? Nous rentrerons quand il sera temps de rentrer. Viens!

	Ils s’acheminèrent donc vers le corps de logis et se placèrent près de la fenêtre, qui, chose plus étrange encore que le reste, était demeurée inoccupée.

	Les deux derniers buveurs, au lieu de regarder par cette fenêtre, entretenaient le feu.

	En voyant entrer d’Artagnan et son ami:

	— Ah! ah! du renfort, murmurèrent-ils.

	D’Artagnan poussa le coude à Raoul.

	— Oui, mes braves, du renfort, dit-il; cordieu! voilà un fameux feu... Qui voulez-vous donc faire cuire?

	Les deux hommes poussèrent un éclat de rire jovial, et, au lieu de répondre, ajoutèrent du bois au feu. D’Artagnan ne pouvait se lasser de les regarder.

	— Voyons, dit un des chauffeurs, on vous a envoyés pour nous dire le moment, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sans doute, dit d’Artagnan, qui voulait savoir à quoi s’en tenir. Pourquoi serais-je donc ici, si ce n’était pour cela?

	— Alors, mettez-vous à la fenêtre, s’il vous plaît.

	D’Artagnan sourit dans sa moustache, fit signe à Raoul et se mit complaisamment à la fenêtre.

	Chapitre LXII — Vive Colbert!

	C’était un effrayant spectacle que celui que présentait la Grève en ce moment. Les têtes, nivelées par la perspective, s’étendaient au loin, drues et mouvantes comme les épis dans une grande plaine. De temps en temps, un bruit inconnu, une rumeur lointaine, faisait osciller les têtes et flamboyer des milliers d’yeux.

	Parfois il y avait de grands refoulements. Tous ces épis se courbaient et devenaient des vagues plus mouvantes que celles de l’océan, qui roulaient des extrémités au centre, et allaient battre, comme des marées, la haie d’archers qui entouraient les potences. Alors les manches des hallebardes s’abaissaient sur la tête ou les épaules des téméraires envahisseurs; parfois aussi c’était le fer au lieu du bois, et, dans ce cas, il se faisait un large cercle vide autour de la garde: espace conquis aux dépens des extrémités, qui subissaient à leur tour l’oppression de ce refoulement subit qui les repoussait contre les parapets de la Seine.

	Du haut de sa fenêtre, qui dominait toute la place, d’Artagnan vit, avec une satisfaction intérieure, que ceux des mousquetaires et des gardes qui se trouvaient pris dans la foule savaient, à coups de poing et de pommeaux d’épée, se faire place. Il remarqua même qu’ils avaient réussi, par suite de cet esprit de corps qui double les forces du soldat, à se réunir en un groupe d’à peu près cinquante hommes; et que, sauf une douzaine d’égarés qu’il voyait encore rouler çà et là, le noyau était complet et à la portée de la voix. Mais ce n’étaient pas seulement les mousquetaires et les gardes qui attiraient l’attention de d’Artagnan. Autour des potences, et surtout aux abords de l’arcade Saint-Jean, s’agitait un tourbillon bruyant, brouillon, affairé; des figures hardies, des mines résolues se dessinaient çà et là au milieu des figures niaises et des mines indifférentes; des signaux s’échangeaient, des mains se touchaient. D’Artagnan remarqua dans les groupes, et même dans les groupes les plus animés, la figure du cavalier qu’il avait vu entrer par la porte de communication de son jardin et qui était monté au premier pour haranguer les buveurs. Cet homme organisait des escouades et distribuait des ordres.

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan, je ne me trompais pas, je connais cet homme, c’est Menneville. Que diable fait-il ici?

	Un murmure sourd et qui s’accentuait par degrés arrêta sa réflexion et attira ses regards d’un autre côté. Ce murmure était occasionné par l’arrivée des patients; un fort piquet d’archers les précédait et parut à l’angle de l’arcade. La foule tout entière se mit à pousser des cris. Tous ces cris formèrent un hurlement immense. D’Artagnan vit Raoul pâlir; il lui frappa rudement sur l’épaule.

	Les chauffeurs, à ce grand cri, se retournèrent et demandèrent où l’on en était.

	— Les condamnés arrivent, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Bien, répondirent-ils en avivant la flamme de la cheminée.

	D’Artagnan les regarda avec inquiétude; il était évident que ces hommes qui faisaient un pareil feu, sans utilité aucune, avaient d’étranges intentions.

	Les condamnés parurent sur la place. Ils marchaient à pied, le bourreau devant eux; cinquante archers se tenaient en haie à leur droite et à leur gauche. Tous deux étaient vêtus de noir, pâles mais résolus. Ils regardaient impatiemment au-dessus des têtes en se haussant à chaque pas.

	D’Artagnan remarqua ce mouvement.

	— Mordioux! dit-il, ils sont bien pressés de voir la potence.

	Raoul se reculait sans avoir la force cependant de quitter tout à fait la fenêtre. La terreur, elle aussi, a son attraction.

	— À mort! à mort! crièrent cinquante mille voix.

	— Oui à mort! hurlèrent une centaine de furieux, comme si la grande masse leur eût donné la réplique.

	— À la hart! à la hart! cria le grand ensemble; vive le roi!

	— Tiens! murmura d’Artagnan, c’est drôle, j’aurais cru que c’était M. de Colbert qui les faisait pendre, moi.

	Il y eut en ce moment un refoulement qui arrêta un instant la marche des condamnés.

	Les gens à mine hardie et résolue qu’avait remarqués d’Artagnan, à force de se presser, de se pousser, de se hausser, étaient parvenus à toucher presque la haie d’archers.

	Le cortège se remit en marche.

	Tout à coup, aux cris de: «Vive Colbert!» ces hommes que d’Artagnan ne perdait pas de vue se jetèrent sur l’escorte, qui essaya vainement de lutter. Derrière ces hommes, il y avait la foule. Alors commença, au milieu d’un affreux vacarme, une affreuse confusion.

	Cette fois, ce sont mieux que des cris d’attente ou des cris de joie, ce sont des cris de douleur.

	En effet, les hallebardes frappent, les épées trouent, les mousquets commencent à tirer.

	Il se fit alors un tourbillonnement étrange au milieu duquel d’Artagnan ne vit plus rien. Puis de ce chaos surgit tout à coup comme une intention visible, comme une volonté arrêtée.

	Les condamnés avaient été arrachés des mains des gardes et on les entraînait vers la maison de l’Image-de-Notre-Dame. Ceux qui les entraînaient criaient:

	— Vive Colbert!

	Le peuple hésitait, ne sachant s’il devait tomber sur les archers ou sur les agresseurs.

	Ce qui arrêtait le peuple, c’est que ceux qui criaient: «Vive Colbert!» commençaient à crier en même temps: «Pas de hart! à bas la potence! au feu! au feu! brûlons les voleurs! brûlons les affameurs!» Ce cri poussé d’ensemble obtint un succès d’enthousiasme. La populace était venue pour voir un supplice, et voilà qu’on lui offrait l’occasion d’en faire un elle-même.

	C’était ce qui pouvait être le plus agréable à la populace.

	Aussi se rangea-t-elle immédiatement du parti des agresseurs contre les archers, en criant avec la minorité, devenue, grâce à elle, majorité des plus compactes:

	— Oui, oui, au feu, les voleurs! vive Colbert!

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan, il me semble que cela devient sérieux.

	Un des hommes qui se tenaient près de la cheminée s’approcha de la fenêtre, son brandon à la main.

	— Ah! ah! dit-il, cela chauffe.

	Puis, se retournant vers son compagnon:

	— Voilà le signal! dit-il.

	Et soudain il appuya le tison brûlant à la boiserie. Ce n’était pas une maison tout à fait neuve que le cabaret de l’Image de Notre-Dame; aussi ne se fit-elle pas prier pour prendre feu.

	En une seconde, les ais craquent et la flamme monte en pétillant. Un hurlement du dehors répond aux cris que poussent les incendiaires.

	D’Artagnan, qui n’a rien vu parce qu’il regarde sur la place, sent à la fois la fumée qui l’étouffe et la flamme qui le grille.

	— Holà! s’écrie-t-il en se retournant, le feu est-il ici? êtes-vous fous ou enragés, mes maîtres?

	Les deux hommes le regardèrent d’un air étonné.

	— Eh quoi! demandèrent-ils à d’Artagnan, n’est-ce pas chose convenue?

	— Chose convenue que vous brûlerez ma maison? vocifère d’Artagnan en arrachant le tison des mains de l’incendiaire et le lui portant au visage.

	Le second veut porter secours à son camarade; mais Raoul le saisit, l’enlève et le jette par la fenêtre, tandis que d’Artagnan pousse son compagnon par les degrés. Raoul, le premier libre, arrache les lambris qu’il jette tout fumants par la chambre.

	D’un coup d’œil, d’Artagnan voit qu’il n’y a plus rien à craindre pour l’incendie et court à la fenêtre.

	Le désordre est à son comble. On crie à la fois: — Au feu! au meurtre! à la hart! au bûcher! vive Colbert et vive le roi!

	Le groupe qui arrache les patients aux mains des archers s’est rapproché de la maison, qui semble le but vers lequel on les entraîne. Menneville est à la tête du groupe criant plus haut que personne: — Au feu! au feu! vive Colbert!

	D’Artagnan commence à comprendre. On veut brûler les condamnés, et sa maison est le bûcher qu’on leur prépare.

	— Halte-là! cria-t-il l’épée à la main et un pied sur la fenêtre. Menneville, que voulez-vous?

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, s’écrie celui-ci, passage, passage!

	— Au feu! au feu, les voleurs! vive Colbert! crie la foule.

	Ces cris exaspérèrent d’Artagnan.

	— Mordioux! dit-il, brûler ces pauvres diables qui ne sont condamnés qu’à être pendus, c’est infâme!

	Cependant, devant la porte, la masse des curieux, refoulée contre les murailles, est plus épaisse et ferme la voie.

	Menneville et ses hommes, qui traînent les patients, ne sont plus qu’à dix pas de la porte.

	Menneville fait un dernier effort.

	— Passage! passage! crie-t-il le pistolet au poing.

	— Brûlons! brûlons! répète la foule. Le feu est à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame. Brûlons les voleurs! brûlons-les tous deux dans l’Image-de-Notre-Dame.

	Cette fois, il n’y a pas de doute, c’est bien à la maison de d’Artagnan qu’on en veut.

	D’Artagnan se rappelle l’ancien cri, toujours si efficacement poussé par lui.

	— À moi, mousquetaires!... dit-il d’une voix de géant, d’une de ces voix qui dominent le canon, la mer, la tempête; à moi, mousquetaires!...

	Et, se suspendant par le bras au balcon, il se laisse tomber au milieu de la foule, qui commence à s’écarter de cette maison d’où il pleut des hommes. Raoul est à terre aussitôt que lui. Tous deux ont l’épée à la main. Tout ce qu’il y a de mousquetaires sur la place a entendu ce cri d’appel; tous se sont retournés à ce cri et ont reconnu d’Artagnan.

	— Au capitaine! au capitaine! crient-ils tous à leur tour.

	Et la foule s’ouvre devant eux comme devant la proue d’un vaisseau. En ce moment d’Artagnan et Menneville se trouvèrent face à face.

	— Passage! passage! s’écrie Menneville en voyant qu’il n’a plus que le bras à étendre pour toucher la porte.

	— On ne passe pas! dit d’Artagnan.

	— Tiens, dit Menneville en lâchant son coup de pistolet presque à bout portant.

	Mais avant que le rouet ait tourné, d’Artagnan a relevé le bras de Menneville avec la poignée de son épée et lui a passé la lame au travers du corps.

	— Je t’avais bien dit de te tenir tranquille, dit d’Artagnan à Menneville qui roula à ses pieds.

	— Passage! passage! crient les compagnons de Menneville épouvantés d’abord, mais qui se rassurent bientôt en s’apercevant qu’ils n’ont affaire qu’à deux hommes.

	Mais ces deux hommes sont deux géants à cent bras, l’épée voltige entre leurs mains comme le glaive flamboyant de l’archange. Elle troue avec la pointe, frappe de revers, frappe de taille. Chaque coup renverse son homme.

	— Pour le roi! crie d’Artagnan à chaque homme qu’il frappe, c’est-à-dire à chaque homme qui tombe.

	Ce cri devient le mot d’ordre des mousquetaires, qui, guidés par lui, rejoignent d’Artagnan.

	Pendant ce temps les archers se remettent de la panique qu’ils ont éprouvée, chargent les agresseurs en queue, et, réguliers comme des moulins, foulent et abattent tout ce qu’ils rencontrent. La foule, qui voit reluire les épées, voler en l’air les gouttes de sang, la foule fuit et s’écrase elle-même.

	Enfin des cris de miséricorde et de désespoir retentissent; c’est l’adieu des vaincus. Les deux condamnés sont retombés aux mains des archers.

	D’Artagnan s’approche d’eux, et les voyant pâles et mourants:

	— Consolez-vous, pauvres gens, dit-il, vous ne subirez pas le supplice affreux dont ces misérables vous menaçaient. Le roi vous a condamnés à être pendus. Vous ne serez que pendus. Çà! qu’on les pende, et voilà tout.

	Il n’y a plus rien à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame. Le feu a été éteint avec deux tonnes de vin à défaut d’eau. Les conjurés ont fui par le jardin. Les archers entraînent les patients aux potences.

	L’affaire ne fut pas longue à partir de ce moment.

	L’exécuteur, peu soucieux d’opérer selon les formes de l’art, se hâte et expédie les deux malheureux en une minute.

	Cependant on s’empresse autour de d’Artagnan; on le félicite, on le caresse. Il essuie son front ruisselant de sueur, son épée ruisselante de sang, hausse les épaules en voyant Menneville qui se tord à ses pieds dans les dernières convulsions de l’agonie. Et tandis que Raoul détourne les yeux avec compassion, il montre aux mousquetaires les potences chargées de leurs tristes fruits.

	— Pauvres diables! dit-il, j’espère qu’ils sont morts en me bénissant, car je leur en ai sauvé de belles.

	Ces mots vont atteindre Menneville au moment où lui-même va rendre le dernier soupir. Un soupir sombre et ironique voltige sur ses lèvres. Il veut répondre, mais l’effort qu’il fait achève de briser sa vie. Il expire.

	— Oh! tout cela est affreux, murmura Raoul; partons, monsieur le chevalier.

	— Tu n’es pas blessé? demande d’Artagnan.

	— Non, merci.

	— Eh bien! tu es un brave, mordioux! C’est la tête du père et le bras de Porthos. Ah! s’il avait été ici, Porthos, il en aurait vu de belles.

	Puis, par manière de se souvenir:

	— Mais où diable peut-il être, ce brave Porthos? murmura d’Artagnan.

	— Venez, chevalier, venez, insista Raoul.

	— Une dernière minute, mon ami, que je prenne mes trente-sept pistoles et demie, je suis à toi. La maison est d’un bon produit, ajouta d’Artagnan en rentrant à l’Image-de-Notre-Dame; mais décidément, dût-elle être moins productive, je l’aimerais mieux dans un autre quartier.

	Chapitre LXIII — Comment le diamant de M. d’Eymeris passa entre les mains de d’Artagnan

	Tandis que cette scène bruyante et ensanglantée se passait sur la Grève, plusieurs hommes, barricadés derrière la porte de communication du jardin, remettaient leurs épées au fourreau, aidaient l’un d’eux à monter sur son cheval tout sellé qui attendait dans le jardin, et, comme une volée d’oiseaux effarés, s’enfuyaient dans toutes les directions, les uns escaladant les murs, les autres se précipitant par les portes avec toute l’ardeur de la panique.

	Celui qui monta sur le cheval et qui lui fit sentir l’éperon avec une telle brutalité que l’animal faillit franchir la muraille, ce cavalier, disons-nous, traversa la place Baudoyer, passa comme l’éclair devant la foule des rues, écrasant, culbutant, renversant tout, et dix minutes après arriva aux portes de la surintendance, plus essoufflé encore que son cheval. L’abbé Fouquet, au bruit retentissant des fers sur le pavé, parut à une fenêtre de la cour, et avant même que le cavalier eût mis pied à terre:

	— Eh bien! Danicamp? demanda-t-il, à moitié penché hors de la fenêtre.

	— Eh bien! c’est fini, répondit le cavalier.

	— Fini! cria l’abbé; alors ils sont sauvés?

	— Non pas, monsieur, répliqua le cavalier. Ils sont pendus.

	— Pendus! répéta l’abbé pâlissant.

	Une porte latérale s’ouvrit soudain, et Fouquet apparut dans la chambre, pâle, égaré, les lèvres entrouvertes par un cri de douleur et de colère.

	Il s’arrêta sur le seuil, écoutant ce qui se disait de la cour à la fenêtre.

	— Misérables! dit l’abbé, vous ne vous êtes donc pas battus!

	— Comme des lions.

	— Dites comme des lâches.

	— Monsieur!

	— Cent hommes de guerre, l’épée à la main, valent dix mille archers dans une surprise. Où est Menneville, ce fanfaron, ce vantard qui ne devait revenir que mort ou vainqueur?

	— Eh bien! monsieur, il a tenu parole. Il est mort.

	— Mort! qui l’a tué?

	— Un démon déguisé en homme, un géant armé de dix épées flamboyantes, un enragé qui a d’un seul coup éteint le feu, éteint l’émeute, et fait sortir cent mousquetaires du pavé de la place de Grève.

	Fouquet souleva son front tout ruisselant de sueur.

	— Oh! Lyodot et d’Eymeris! murmura-t-il, morts! morts! morts! et moi déshonoré.

	L’abbé se retourna, et apercevant son frère écrasé, livide:

	— Allons! allons! dit-il, c’est un coup du sort, monsieur, il ne faut pas nous lamenter ainsi. Puisque cela ne s’est point fait, c’est que Dieu...

	— Taisez-vous, l’abbé! taisez-vous! cria Fouquet; vos excuses sont des blasphèmes. Faites monter ici cet homme, et qu’il raconte les détails de l’horrible événement.

	— Mais, mon frère...

	— Obéissez, monsieur!

	L’abbé fit un signe, et une demi-minute après on entendit les pas de l’homme dans l’escalier.

	En même temps, Gourville apparut derrière Fouquet, pareil à l’ange gardien du surintendant, appuyant un doigt sur ses lèvres pour lui enjoindre de s’observer au milieu des élans mêmes de sa douleur. Le ministre reprit toute la sérénité que les forces humaines peuvent laisser à la disposition d’un cœur à demi brisé par la douleur. Danicamp parut.

	— Faites votre rapport, dit Gourville.

	— Monsieur, répondit le messager, nous avions reçu l’ordre d’enlever les prisonniers et de crier: «Vive Colbert!» en les enlevant.

	— Pour les brûler vifs, n’est-ce pas, l’abbé? interrompit Gourville.

	— Oui! oui! l’ordre avait été donné à Menneville. Menneville savait ce qu’il en fallait faire, et Menneville est mort.

	Cette nouvelle parut rassurer Gourville au lieu de l’attrister.

	— Pour les brûler vifs? répéta le messager, comme s’il eût douté que cet ordre, le seul qui lui eût été donné au reste, fût bien réel.

	— Mais certainement pour les brûler vifs, reprit brutalement l’abbé.

	— D’accord, monsieur, d’accord, reprit l’homme en cherchant des yeux sur la physionomie des deux interlocuteurs ce qu’il y avait de triste ou d’avantageux pour lui à raconter selon la vérité.

	— Maintenant, racontez, dit Gourville.

	— Les prisonniers, continua Danicamp, devaient donc être amenés à la Grève, et le peuple en fureur voulait qu’ils fussent brûlés au lieu d’être pendus.

	— Le peuple a ses raisons, dit l’abbé; continuez.

	— Mais, reprit l’homme, au moment où les archers venaient d’être enfoncés, au moment où le feu prenait dans une des maisons de la place destinée à servir de bûcher aux coupables, un furieux, ce démon, ce géant dont je vous parlais, et qu’on nous avait dit être le propriétaire de la maison en question, aidé d’un jeune homme qui l’accompagnait, jeta par la fenêtre ceux qui activaient le feu, appela au secours les mousquetaires qui se trouvaient dans la foule, sauta lui-même du premier étage dans la place, et joua si désespérément de l’épée, que la victoire fut rendue aux archers, les prisonniers repris et Menneville tué. Une fois repris, les condamnés furent exécutés en trois minutes.

	Fouquet, malgré sa puissance sur lui-même, ne put s’empêcher de laisser échapper un sourd gémissement.

	— Et cet homme, le propriétaire de la maison, reprit l’abbé, comment le nomme-t-on?

	— Je ne vous le dirai pas, n’ayant pas pu le voir; mon poste m’avait été désigné dans le jardin, et je suis resté à mon poste; seulement, on est venu me raconter l’affaire. J’avais ordre, la chose une fois finie, de venir vous annoncer en toute hâte de quelle façon elle était finie. Selon l’ordre, je suis parti au galop, et me voilà.

	— Très bien, monsieur, nous n’avons pas autre chose à demander de vous, dit l’abbé, de plus en plus atterré à mesure qu’approchait le moment d’aborder son frère seul à seul.

	— On vous a payé? demanda Gourville.

	— Un acompte, monsieur, répondit Danicamp.

	— Voilà vingt pistoles. Allez, monsieur, et n’oubliez pas de toujours défendre, comme cette fois, les véritables intérêts du roi.

	— Oui, monsieur, dit l’homme en s’inclinant et en serrant l’argent dans sa poche.

	Après quoi il sortit.

	À peine fut-il dehors que Fouquet, qui était resté immobile, s’avança d’un pas rapide et se trouva entre l’abbé et Gourville. Tous deux ouvrirent en même temps la bouche pour parler.

	— Pas d’excuses! dit-il, pas de récriminations contre qui que ce soit. Si je n’eusse pas été un faux ami, je n’eusse confié à personne le soin de délivrer Lyodot et d’Eymeris. C’est moi seul qui suis coupable, à moi seul donc les reproches et les remords. Laissez-moi, l’abbé.

	— Cependant, monsieur, vous n’empêcherez pas, répondit celui-ci, que je ne fasse rechercher le misérable qui s’est entremis pour le service de M. Colbert dans cette partie si bien préparée; car, s’il est d’une bonne politique de bien aimer ses amis, je ne crois pas mauvaise celle qui consiste à poursuivre ses ennemis d’une façon acharnée.

	— Trêve de politique, l’abbé; sortez, je vous prie, et que je n’entende plus parler de vous jusqu’à nouvel ordre; il me semble que nous avons besoin de beaucoup de silence et de circonspection. Vous avez un terrible exemple devant vous. Messieurs, pas de représailles, je vous le défends.

	— Il n’y a pas d’ordres, grommela l’abbé, qui m’empêchent de venger sur un coupable l’affront fait à ma famille.

	— Et moi, s’écria Fouquet de cette voix impérative à laquelle on sent qu’il n’y a rien à répondre, si vous avez une pensée, une seule, qui ne soit pas l’expression absolue de ma volonté, je vous ferai jeter à la Bastille deux heures après que cette pensée se sera manifestée. Réglez-vous là-dessus, l’abbé.

	L’abbé s’inclina en rougissant.

	Fouquet fit signe à Gourville de le suivre, et déjà se dirigeait vers son cabinet, lorsque l’huissier annonça d’une voix haute:

	— M. le chevalier d’Artagnan.

	— Qu’est-ce? fit négligemment Fouquet à Gourville.

	— Un ex-lieutenant des mousquetaires de Sa Majesté, répondit Gourville sur le même ton.

	Fouquet ne prit pas même la peine de réfléchir et se remit à marcher.

	— Pardon, monseigneur! dit alors Gourville; mais, je réfléchis, ce brave garçon a quitté le service du roi, et probablement vient-il toucher un quart de pension quelconque.

	— Au diable! dit Fouquet; pourquoi prend-il si mal son temps?

	— Permettez, monseigneur, que je lui dise un mot de refus alors; car il est de ma connaissance, et c’est un homme qu’il vaut mieux, dans les circonstances où nous nous trouvons, avoir pour ami que pour ennemi.

	— Répondez tout ce que vous voudrez, dit Fouquet.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! dit l’abbé plein de rancune, comme un homme d’Église, répondez qu’il n’y a pas d’argent, surtout pour les mousquetaires.

	Mais l’abbé n’avait pas plutôt lâché ce mot imprudent, que la porte entrebâillée s’ouvrit tout à fait et que d’Artagnan parut.

	— Eh! monsieur Fouquet, dit-il, je le savais bien, qu’il n’y avait pas d’argent pour les mousquetaires. Aussi je ne venais point pour m’en faire donner, mais bien pour m’en faire refuser. C’est fait, merci. Je vous donne le bonjour et vais en chercher chez M. Colbert.

	Et il sortit après un salut assez leste.

	— Gourville, dit Fouquet, courez après cet homme et me le ramenez.

	Gourville obéit et rejoignit d’Artagnan sur l’escalier. D’Artagnan, entendant des pas derrière lui, se retourna et aperçut Gourville.

	— Mordioux! mon cher monsieur, dit-il, ce sont de tristes façons que celles de messieurs vos gens de finances; je viens chez M. Fouquet pour toucher une somme ordonnancée par Sa Majesté, et l’on m’y reçoit comme un mendiant qui vient pour demander une aumône, ou comme un filou qui vient pour voler une pièce d’argenterie.

	— Mais vous avez prononcé le nom de M. Colbert, cher monsieur d’Artagnan; vous avez dit que vous alliez chez M. Colbert?

	— Certainement que j’y vais, ne fût-ce que pour lui demander satisfaction des gens qui veulent brûler les maisons en criant: «Vive Colbert!»

	Gourville dressa les oreilles.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, vous faites allusion à ce qui vient de se passer en Grève?

	— Oui, certainement.

	— Et en quoi ce qui vient de se passer vous importe-t-il?

	— Comment! vous me demandez en quoi il m’importe ou il ne m’importe pas que M. Colbert fasse de ma maison un bûcher?

	— Ainsi, votre maison... C’est votre maison qu’on voulait brûler?

	— Pardieu!

	— Le cabaret de l’Image-de-Notre-Dame est à vous?

	— Depuis huit jours.

	— Et vous êtes ce brave capitaine, vous êtes cette vaillante épée qui a dispersé ceux qui voulaient brûler les condamnés?

	— Mon cher monsieur Gourville, mettez-vous à ma place: je suis agent de la force publique et propriétaire. Comme capitaine, mon devoir est de faire accomplir les ordres du roi. Comme propriétaire, mon intérêt est qu’on ne me brûle pas ma maison. J’ai donc suivi à la fois les lois de l’intérêt et du devoir en remettant MM. Lyodot et d’Eymeris entre les mains des archers.

	— Ainsi c’est vous qui avez jeté un homme par la fenêtre?

	— C’est moi-même, répliqua modestement d’Artagnan.

	— C’est vous qui avez tué Menneville?

	— J’ai eu ce malheur, dit d’Artagnan saluant comme un homme que l’on félicite.

	— C’est vous enfin qui avez été cause que les deux condamnés ont été pendus?

	— Au lieu d’être brûlés, oui, monsieur, et je m’en fais gloire. J’ai arraché ces pauvres diables à d’effroyables tortures. Comprenez-vous, mon cher monsieur Gourville, qu’on voulait les brûler vifs? cela passe toute imagination.

	— Allez, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, allez, dit Gourville voulant épargner à Fouquet la vue d’un homme qui venait de lui causer une si profonde douleur.

	— Non pas, dit Fouquet, qui avait entendu de la porte de l’antichambre; non pas, monsieur d’Artagnan, venez, au contraire.

	D’Artagnan essuya au pommeau de son épée une dernière trace sanglante qui avait échappé à son investigation et rentra. Alors il se retrouva en face de ces trois hommes, dont les visages portaient trois expressions bien différentes: chez l’abbé celle de la colère, chez Gourville celle de la stupeur, chez Fouquet celle de l’abattement.

	— Pardon, monsieur le ministre, dit d’Artagnan, mais mon temps est compté, il faut que je passe à l’intendance pour m’expliquer avec M. Colbert et toucher mon quartier.

	— Mais, monsieur, dit Fouquet, il y a de l’argent ici.

	D’Artagnan, étonné, regarda le surintendant.

	— Il vous a été répondu légèrement, monsieur, je le sais, je l’ai entendu, dit le ministre; un homme de votre mérite devrait être connu de tout le monde.

	D’Artagnan s’inclina.

	— Vous avez une ordonnance? ajouta Fouquet.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Donnez, je vais vous payer moi-même; venez.

	Il fit un signe à Gourville et à l’abbé, qui demeurèrent dans la chambre où ils étaient, et emmena d’Artagnan dans son cabinet. Une fois arrivé:

	— Combien vous doit-on, monsieur?

	— Mais quelque chose comme cinq mille livres, monseigneur.

	— Pour votre arriéré de solde?

	— Pour un quartier.

	— Un quartier de cinq mille livres! dit Fouquet attachant sur le mousquetaire un profond regard; c’est donc vingt mille livres par an que le roi vous donne?

	— Oui, monseigneur, c’est vingt mille livres; trouvez-vous que cela soit trop?

	— Moi! s’écria Fouquet, et il sourit amèrement. Si je me connaissais en hommes, si j’étais, au lieu d’un esprit léger, inconséquent et vain, un esprit prudent et réfléchi; si, en un mot, j’avais, comme certaines gens, su arranger ma vie, vous ne recevriez pas vingt mille livres par an, mais cent mille, et vous ne seriez pas au roi, mais à moi!

	D’Artagnan rougit légèrement. Il y a dans la façon dont se donne l’éloge, dans la voix du louangeur, dans son accent affectueux, un poison si doux, que le plus fort en est parfois enivré.

	Le surintendant termina cette allocution en ouvrant un tiroir, où il prit quatre rouleaux qu’il posa devant d’Artagnan.

	Le Gascon en écorna un.

	— De l’or! dit-il.

	— Cela vous chargera moins, monsieur.

	— Mais alors, monsieur, cela fait vingt mille livres.

	— Sans doute.

	— Mais on ne m’en doit que cinq.

	— Je veux vous épargner la peine de passer quatre fois à la surintendance.

	— Vous me comblez, monsieur.

	— Je fais ce que je dois, monsieur le chevalier, et j’espère que vous ne me garderez pas rancune pour l’accueil de mon frère. C’est un esprit plein d’aigreur et de caprice.

	— Monsieur, dit d’Artagnan, croyez que rien ne me fâcherait plus qu’une excuse de vous.

	— Aussi ne le ferai-je plus, et me contenterai-je de vous demander une grâce.

	— Oh! monsieur.

	Fouquet tira de son doigt un diamant d’environ mille pistoles.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, la pierre que voici me fut donnée par un ami d’enfance, par un homme à qui vous avez rendu un grand service.

	La voix de Fouquet s’altéra sensiblement.

	— Un service, moi! fit le mousquetaire; j’ai rendu un service à l’un de vos amis?

	— Vous ne pouvez l’avoir oublié, monsieur, car c’est aujourd’hui même.

	— Et cet ami s’appelait?...

	— M. d’Eymeris.

	— L’un des condamnés?

	— Oui, l’une des victimes... Eh bien! monsieur d’Artagnan, en faveur du service que vous lui avez rendu, je vous prie d’accepter ce diamant. Faites cela pour l’amour de moi.

	— Monsieur...

	— Acceptez, vous dis-je. Je suis aujourd’hui dans un jour de deuil, plus tard vous saurez cela peut-être; aujourd’hui j’ai perdu un ami; eh bien! j’essaie d’en retrouver un autre.

	— Mais, monsieur Fouquet...

	— Adieu, monsieur d’Artagnan, adieu! s’écria Fouquet le cœur gonflé, ou plutôt, au revoir!

	Et le ministre sortit de son cabinet; laissant aux mains du mousquetaire la bague et les vingt mille livres.

	— Oh! oh! dit d’Artagnan après un moment de réflexion sombre; est-ce que je comprendrais? Mordioux! si je comprends, voilà un bien galant homme!... Je m’en vais me faire expliquer cela par M. Colbert.

	Et il sortit.

	Chapitre LXIV — De la différence notable que d’Artagnan trouva entre M. l’intendant et Mgr le surintendant

	M. Colbert demeurait rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs, dans une maison qui avait appartenu à Beautru. Les jambes de d’Artagnan firent le trajet en un petit quart d’heure.

	Lorsqu’il arriva chez le nouveau favori, la cour était pleine d’archers et de gens de police qui venaient, soit le féliciter, soit s’excuser, selon qu’il choisirait éloge ou blâme. Le sentiment de la flatterie est instinctif chez les gens de condition abjecte; ils en ont le sens, comme l’animal sauvage a celui de l’ouïe ou de l’odorat. Ces gens, ou leur chef, avaient donc compris qu’il y avait un plaisir à faire à M. Colbert, en lui rendant compte de la façon dont son nom avait été prononcé pendant l’échauffourée.

	D’Artagnan se produisit juste au moment où le chef du guet faisait son rapport. D’Artagnan se tint près de la porte, derrière les archers.

	Cet officier prit Colbert à part, malgré sa résistance et le froncement de ses gros sourcils.

	— Au cas, dit-il, où vous auriez réellement désiré, monsieur, que le peuple fît justice de deux traîtres, il eût été sage de nous en avertir; car enfin, monsieur, malgré notre douleur de vous déplaire ou de contrarier vos vues, nous avions notre consigne à exécuter.

	— Triple sot! répliqua Colbert furieux en secouant ses cheveux tassés et noirs comme une crinière, que me racontez-vous là? Quoi! j’aurais eu, moi, l’idée d’une émeute? Êtes-vous fou ou ivre?

	— Mais, monsieur, on a crié: «Vive Colbert!» répliqua le chef du guet fort ému.

	— Une poignée de conspirateurs...

	— Non pas, non pas, une masse de peuple!

	— Oh! vraiment, dit Colbert en s’épanouissant, une masse du peuple criait: «Vive Colbert!» Êtes-vous bien sûr de ce que vous dites, monsieur?...

	— Il n’y avait qu’à ouvrir les oreilles, ou plutôt à les fermer, tant les cris étaient terribles.

	— Et c’était du peuple, du vrai peuple?

	— Certainement, monsieur; seulement, ce vrai peuple nous a battus.

	— Oh! fort bien, continua Colbert tout à sa pensée. Alors vous supposez que c’est le peuple seul qui voulait faire brûler les condamnés?

	— Oh! oui, monsieur.

	— C’est autre chose... Vous avez donc bien résisté?

	— Nous avons eu trois hommes étouffés, monsieur.

	— Vous n’avez tué personne, au moins?

	— Monsieur, il est resté sur le carreau quelques mutins, un, entre autres, qui n’était pas un homme ordinaire.

	— Qui?

	— Un certain Menneville, sur qui, depuis longtemps, la police avait l’œil ouvert.

	— Menneville! s’écria Colbert; celui qui tua, rue de la Huchette, un brave homme qui demandait un poulet gras?

	— Oui, monsieur, c’est le même.

	— Et ce Menneville, criait-il aussi: «Vive Colbert!» lui?

	— Plus fort que tous les autres; comme un enragé.

	Le front de Colbert devint nuageux et se rida. L’espèce d’auréole ambitieuse qui éclairait son visage s’éteignit comme le feu des vers luisants qu’on écrase sous l’herbe.

	— Que disiez-vous donc, reprit alors l’intendant déçu, que l’initiative venait du peuple? Menneville était mon ennemi; je l’eusse fait pendre, et il le savait bien; Menneville était à l’abbé Fouquet... toute l’affaire vient de Fouquet; ne sait-on pas que les condamnés étaient ses amis d’enfance?

	«C’est vrai, pensa d’Artagnan, et voilà mes doutes éclaircis. Je le répète, M. Fouquet peut-être ce qu’on voudra, mais c’est un galant homme.»

	— Et, poursuivit Colbert, pensez-vous être sûr que ce Menneville est mort?

	D’Artagnan jugea que le moment était venu de faire son entrée.

	— Parfaitement, monsieur, répliqua-t-il en s’avançant tout à coup.

	— Ah! c’est vous; monsieur? dit Colbert.

	— En personne, répliqua le mousquetaire avec son ton délibéré; il paraît que vous aviez dans Menneville un joli petit ennemi?

	— Ce n’est pas moi, monsieur, qui avais un ennemi, répondit Colbert, c’est le roi.

	«Double brute! pensa d’Artagnan, tu fais de la morgue et de l’hypocrisie avec moi...»

	— Eh bien! poursuivit-il, je suis très heureux d’avoir rendu un si bon service au roi, voudrez-vous vous charger de le dire à Sa Majesté, monsieur l’intendant?

	— Quelle commission me donnez-vous, et que me chargez-vous de dire, monsieur? Précisez, je vous prie, répondit Colbert d’une voix aigre et toute chargée d’avance d’hostilités.

	— Je ne vous donne aucune commission, repartit d’Artagnan avec le calme qui n’abandonne jamais les railleurs. Je pensais qu’il vous serait facile d’annoncer à Sa Majesté que c’est moi qui, me trouvant là par hasard, ai fait justice de M. Menneville et remis les choses dans l’ordre.

	Colbert ouvrit de grands yeux et interrogea du regard le chef du guet.

	— Ah! c’est bien vrai, dit celui-ci, que monsieur a été notre sauveur.

	— Que ne me disiez-vous, monsieur, que vous veniez me raconter cela? fit Colbert avec envie; tout s’expliquait, et mieux pour vous que pour tout autre.

	— Vous faites erreur, monsieur l’intendant, je ne venais pas du tout vous raconter cela.

	— C’est un exploit pourtant, monsieur.

	— Oh! dit le mousquetaire avec insouciance, la grande habitude blase l’esprit.

	— À quoi dois-je l’honneur de votre visite, alors?

	— Tout simplement à ceci: le roi m’a commandé de venir vous trouver.

	— Ah! dit Colbert en reprenant son aplomb, parce qu’il voyait d’Artagnan tirer un papier de sa poche, c’est pour me demander de l’argent?

	— Précisément, monsieur.

	— Veuillez attendre, je vous prie, monsieur; j’expédie le rapport du guet.

	D’Artagnan tourna sur ses talons assez insolemment, et, se retrouvant en face de Colbert après ce premier tour, il le salua comme Arlequin eût pu le faire; puis, opérant une seconde évolution, il se dirigea vers la porte d’un bon pas.

	Colbert fut frappé de cette vigoureuse résistance à laquelle il n’était pas accoutumé. D’ordinaire, les gens d’épée, lorsqu’ils venaient chez lui, avaient un tel besoin d’argent, que, leurs pieds eussent-ils dû prendre racine dans le marbre, leur patience ne s’épuisait pas. D’Artagnan allait-il droit chez le roi? allait-il se plaindre d’une réception mauvaise ou raconter son exploit? C’était une grave matière à réflexion.

	En tout cas, le moment était mal choisi pour renvoyer d’Artagnan, soit qu’il vînt de la part du roi, soit qu’il vînt de la sienne. Le mousquetaire venait de rendre un trop grand service, et depuis trop peu de temps, pour qu’il fût déjà oublié.

	Aussi Colbert pensa-t-il que mieux valait secouer toute arrogance et rappeler d’Artagnan.

	— Hé! monsieur d’Artagnan, cria Colbert, quoi! vous me quittez ainsi?

	D’Artagnan se retourna.

	— Pourquoi non? dit-il tranquillement; nous n’avons plus rien à nous dire, n’est-ce pas?

	— Vous avez au moins de l’argent à toucher, puisque vous avez une ordonnance?

	— Moi? pas le moins du monde, mon cher monsieur Colbert.

	— Mais enfin, monsieur, vous avez un bon! Et de même que, vous, vous donnez un coup d’épée pour le roi quand vous en êtes requis, je paie, moi, quand on me présente une ordonnance. Présentez.

	— Inutile, mon cher monsieur Colbert, dit d’Artagnan, qui jouissait intérieurement du désarroi mis dans les idées de Colbert; ce bon est payé.

	— Payé! par qui donc?

	— Mais par le surintendant.

	Colbert pâlit.

	— Expliquez-vous alors, dit-il d’une voix étranglée; si vous êtes payé, pourquoi me montrer ce papier?

	— Suite de la consigne dont vous parliez si ingénieusement tout à l’heure, cher monsieur Colbert; le roi m’avait dit de toucher un quartier de la pension qu’il veut bien me faire...

	— Chez moi?... dit Colbert.

	— Pas précisément. Le roi m’a dit: «Allez chez M. Fouquet: le surintendant n’aura peut-être pas d’argent, alors vous irez chez M. Colbert.»

	Le visage de Colbert s’éclaircit un moment; mais il en était de sa malheureuse physionomie comme du ciel d’orage, tantôt radieux, tantôt sombre comme la nuit, selon que brille l’éclair ou que passe le nuage.

	— Et... il y avait de l’argent chez le surintendant? demanda-t-il.

	— Mais, oui, pas mal d’argent, répliqua d’Artagnan... Il faut le croire, puisque M. Fouquet, au lieu de me payer un quartier de cinq mille livres...

	— Un quartier de cinq mille livres! s’écria Colbert, saisi comme l’avait été Fouquet de l’ampleur d’une somme destinée à payer le service d’un soldat; cela ferait donc vingt mille livres de pension?

	— Juste, monsieur Colbert. Peste! vous comptez comme feu Pythagore; oui, vingt mille livres.

	— Dix fois les appointements d’un intendant des finances. Je vous en fais mon compliment, dit Colbert avec un venimeux sourire.

	— Oh! dit d’Artagnan, le roi s’est excusé de me donner si peu; aussi m’a-t-il fait promesse de réparer plus tard, quand il serait riche ... Mais j’achève étant fort pressé...

	— Oui, et malgré l’attente du roi, le surintendant vous a payé?

	— Comme, malgré l’attente du roi, vous avez refusé de me payer, vous.

	— Je n’ai pas refusé, monsieur, je vous ai prié d’attendre. Et vous dites que M. Fouquet vous a payé vos cinq mille livres?

	— Oui; c’est ce que vous eussiez fait, vous; et encore, encore... il a fait mieux que cela, cher monsieur Colbert.

	— Et qu’a-t-il fait?

	— Il m’a poliment compté la totalité de la somme, en disant que pour le roi les caisses étaient toujours pleines.

	— La totalité de la somme! M. Fouquet vous a compté vingt mille livres au lieu de cinq mille.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Afin de m’épargner trois visites à la caisse de la surintendance; donc, j’ai les vingt mille livres là, dans ma poche, en fort bel or tout neuf. Vous voyez donc que je puis m’en aller, n’ayant aucunement besoin de vous et n’étant passé ici que pour la forme.

	Et d’Artagnan frappa sur ses poches en riant, ce qui découvrit à Colbert trente-deux magnifiques dents aussi blanches que des dents de vingt-cinq ans, et qui semblaient dire dans leur langage: «Servez-nous trente-deux petits Colbert, et nous les mangerons volontiers.» Le serpent est aussi brave que le lion, l’épervier aussi courageux que l’aigle, cela ne se peut contester. Il n’est pas jusqu’aux animaux qu’on a nommés lâches qui ne soient braves quand il s’agit de la défense. Colbert n’eut pas peur des trente-deux dents de d’Artagnan; il se roidit, et soudain:

	— Monsieur, dit-il, ce que M. le surintendant a fait là, il n’avait pas le droit de le faire.

	— Comment dites-vous? répliqua d’Artagnan.

	— Je dis que votre bordereau... Voulez-vous me le montrer, s’il vous plaît, votre bordereau?

	— Très volontiers; le voici.

	Colbert saisit le papier avec un empressement que le mousquetaire ne remarqua pas sans inquiétude et surtout sans un certain regret de l’avoir livré.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, dit Colbert, l’ordonnance royale porte ceci: À vue, j’entends qu’il soit payé à M. d’Artagnan la somme de cinq mille livres, formant un quartier de la pension que je lui ai faite.

	— C’est écrit, en effet, dit d’Artagnan affectant le calme.

	— Eh bien! le roi ne vous devait que cinq mille livres, pourquoi vous en a-t-on donné davantage?

	— Parce qu’on avait davantage, et qu’on voulait me donner davantage; cela ne regarde personne.

	— Il est naturel, dit Colbert avec une orgueilleuse aisance, que vous ignoriez les usages de la comptabilité; mais, monsieur, quand vous avez mille livres à payer, que faites-vous?

	— Je n’ai jamais mille livres à payer, répliqua d’Artagnan.

	— Encore... s’écria Colbert irrité, encore, si vous aviez un paiement à faire, ne paieriez-vous que ce que vous devez.

	— Cela ne prouve qu’une chose, dit d’Artagnan: c’est que vous avez vos habitudes particulières en comptabilité, tandis que M. Fouquet a les siennes.

	— Les miennes, monsieur, sont les bonnes.

	— Je ne dis pas non.

	— Et vous avez reçu ce qu’on ne vous devait pas.

	L’œil de d’Artagnan jeta un éclair.

	— Ce qu’on ne me devait pas encore, voulez-vous dire, monsieur Colbert; car si j’avais reçu ce qu’on ne me devait pas du tout, j’aurais fait un vol.

	Colbert ne répondit pas sur cette subtilité.

	— C’est donc quinze mille livres que vous devez à la caisse, dit-il, emporté par sa jalouse ardeur.

	— Alors vous me ferez crédit, répliqua d’Artagnan avec son imperceptible ironie.

	— Pas du tout, monsieur.

	— Bon! comment cela?... Vous me reprendrez mes trois rouleaux, vous?

	— Vous les restituerez à ma caisse.

	— Moi? Ah! monsieur Colbert, n’y comptez pas...

	— Le roi a besoin de son argent, monsieur.

	— Et moi, monsieur, j’ai besoin de l’argent du roi.

	— Soit; mais vous restituerez.

	— Pas le moins du monde. J’ai toujours entendu dire qu’en matière de comptabilité, comme vous dites, un bon caissier ne rend et ne reprend jamais.

	— Alors, monsieur, nous verrons ce que dira le roi, à qui je montrerai ce bordereau, qui prouve que M. Fouquet non seulement paie ce qu’il ne doit pas, mais même ne garde pas quittance de ce qu’il paie.

	— Ah! je comprends, s’écria d’Artagnan, pourquoi vous m’avez pris ce papier, monsieur Colbert.

	Colbert ne comprit pas tout ce qu’il y avait de menace dans son nom prononcé d’une certaine façon.

	— Vous en verrez l’utilité plus tard, répliqua-t-il en élevant l’ordonnance dans ses doigts.

	— Oh! s’écria d’Artagnan en attrapant le papier par un geste rapide, je le comprends parfaitement, monsieur Colbert, et je n’ai pas besoin d’attendre pour cela.

	Et il serra dans sa poche le papier qu’il venait de saisir au vol.

	— Monsieur, monsieur! s’écria Colbert... cette violence...

	— Allons donc! est-ce qu’il faut faire attention aux manières d’un soldat? répondit le mousquetaire; recevez mes baise-mains, cher monsieur Colbert!

	Et il sortit en riant au nez du futur ministre.

	— Cet homme-là va m’adorer, murmura-t-il; c’est bien dommage qu’il me faille lui fausser compagnie.

	Chapitre LXV — Philosophie du cœur et de l’esprit

	Pour un homme qui en avait vu de plus dangereuses, la position de d’Artagnan vis-à-vis de Colbert n’était que comique. D’Artagnan ne se refusa donc pas la satisfaction de rire aux dépens de M. l’intendant, depuis la rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs jusqu’à la rue des Lombards.

	Il y a loin. D’Artagnan rit donc longtemps. Il riait encore lorsque Planchet lui apparut, riant aussi, sur la porte de sa maison.

	Car Planchet, depuis le retour de son patron, depuis la rentrée des guinées anglaises, passait la plus grande partie de sa vie à faire ce que d’Artagnan venait de faire seulement de la rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs à la rue des Lombards.

	— Vous arrivez donc, mon cher maître? dit Planchet à d’Artagnan.

	— Non, mon ami, répliqua le mousquetaire, je pars au plus vite, c’est-à-dire que je vais souper, me coucher, dormir cinq heures, et qu’au point du jour je sauterai en selle... A-t-on donné ration et demie à mon cheval?

	— Eh! mon cher maître, répliqua Planchet, vous savez bien que votre cheval est le bijou de la maison, que mes garçons le baisent toute la journée et lui font manger mon sucre, mes noisettes et mes biscuits. Vous me demandez s’il a eu sa ration d’avoine? demandez donc plutôt s’il n’en a pas eu de quoi crever dix fois.

	— Bien, Planchet, bien. Alors, je passe à ce qui me concerne. Le souper?

	— Prêt: un rôti fumant, du vin blanc, des écrevisses, des cerises fraîches. C’est du nouveau, mon maître.

	— Tu es un aimable homme, Planchet; soupons donc, et que je me couche.

	Pendant le souper, d’Artagnan observa que Planchet se frottait le front fréquemment comme pour faciliter la sortie d’une idée logée à l’étroit dans son cerveau. Il regarda d’un air affectueux ce digne compagnon de ses traverses d’autrefois, et heurtant le verre au verre:

	— Voyons, dit-il, ami Planchet, voyons ce qui te gêne tant à m’annoncer; mordioux! parle franc, tu parleras vite.

	— Voici, répondit Planchet, vous me faites l’effet d’aller à une expédition quelconque.

	— Je ne dis pas non.

	— Alors vous auriez eu quelque idée nouvelle.

	— C’est possible, Planchet.

	— Alors, il y aurait un nouveau capital à aventurer? Je mets cinquante mille livres sur l’idée que vous allez exploiter.

	Et, ce disant, Planchet frotta ses mains l’une contre l’autre avec la rapidité que donne une grande joie.

	— Planchet, répliqua d’Artagnan, il n’y a qu’un malheur.

	— Et lequel?

	— L’idée n’est pas à moi... Je ne puis rien placer dessus.

	Ces mots arrachèrent un gros soupir du cœur de Planchet.

	C’est une ardente conseillère, l’avarice; elle enlève son homme comme Satan fit à Jésus sur la montagne, et lorsqu’une fois elle a montré à un malheureux tous les royaumes de la terre, elle peut se reposer, sachant bien qu’elle a laissé sa compagne, l’envie, pour mordre le cœur.

	Planchet avait goûté la richesse facile, il ne devait plus s’arrêter dans ses désirs; mais, comme c’était un bon cœur malgré son avidité, comme il adorait d’Artagnan, il ne put s’empêcher de lui faire mille recommandations plus affectueuses les unes que les autres. Il n’eût pas été fâché non plus d’attraper une petite bribe du secret que cachait si bien son maître: ruses, mines, conseils et traquenards furent inutiles; d’Artagnan ne lâcha rien de confidentiel. La soirée se passa ainsi. Après souper, le portemanteau occupa d’Artagnan; il fit un tour à l’écurie, caressa son cheval en lui visitant les fers et les jambes; puis, ayant recompté son argent, il se mit au lit, où, dormant comme à vingt ans, parce qu’il n’avait ni inquiétude ni remords, il ferma la paupière cinq minutes après avoir soufflé la lampe. Beaucoup d’événements pouvaient pourtant le tenir éveillé. La pensée bouillonnait en son cerveau, les conjectures abondaient, et d’Artagnan était grand tireur d’horoscopes; mais; avec ce flegme imperturbable qui fait plus que le génie pour la fortune et le bonheur des gens d’action, il remit au lendemain la réflexion, de peur, se dit-il, de n’être pas frais en ce moment.

	Le jour vint. La rue des Lombards eut sa part des caresses de l’aurore aux doigts de rose, et d’Artagnan se leva comme l’aurore. Il n’éveilla personne, mit son portemanteau sous son bras, descendit l’escalier sans faire crier une marche, sans troubler un seul des ronflements sonores étagés du grenier à la cave; puis, ayant sellé son cheval, refermé l’écurie et la boutique, il partit au pas pour son expédition de Bretagne.

	Il avait eu bien raison de ne pas penser la veille à toutes les affaires politiques et diplomatiques qui sollicitaient son esprit, car au matin, dans la fraîcheur et le doux crépuscule, il sentit ses idées se développer pures et fécondes. Et d’abord, il passa devant la maison de Fouquet, et jeta dans une large boîte béante à la porte du surintendant le bienheureux bordereau que, la veille, il avait eu tant de peine à soustraire aux doigts crochus de l’intendant.

	Mis sous enveloppe à l’adresse de Fouquet, le bordereau n’avait pas même été deviné par Planchet, qui, en fait de divination, valait Calchas ou Apollon Pythien.

	D’Artagnan renvoyait donc la quittance à Fouquet, sans se compromettre lui-même et sans avoir désormais de reproches à s’adresser. Lorsqu’il eut fait cette restitution commode:

	— Maintenant, se dit-il, humons beaucoup d’air matinal, beaucoup d’insouciance et de santé, laissons respirer le cheval Zéphire, qui gonfle ses flancs comme s’il s’agissait d’aspirer un hémisphère, et soyons très ingénieux dans nos petites combinaisons.

	«Il est temps, poursuivit d’Artagnan, de faire un plan de campagne, et, selon la méthode de M. de Turenne, qui a une fort grosse tête pleine de toutes sortes de bons avis, avant le plan de campagne, il convient de dresser un portrait ressemblant des généraux ennemis à qui nous avons affaire.

	«Tout d’abord se présente M. Fouquet. Qu’est-ce que M. Fouquet?

	«M. Fouquet, se répondit à lui-même d’Artagnan, c’est un bel homme fort aimé des femmes; un galant homme fort aimé des poètes; un homme d’esprit très exécré des faquins.

	«Je ne suis ni femme, ni poète, ni faquin; je n’aime donc ni ne hais M. le surintendant, je me trouve donc absolument dans la position où se trouva M. de Turenne, lorsqu’il s’agit de gagner la bataille des Dunes: il ne haïssait pas les Espagnols, mais il les battit à plate couture.

	«Non pas; il y a meilleur exemple, mordioux: je suis dans la position où se trouva le même M. de Turenne lorsqu’il eut en tête le prince de Condé à Jargeau, à Gien et au faubourg Saint-Antoine. Il n’exécrait pas M. le prince, c’est vrai, mais il obéissait au roi. M. le prince est un homme charmant, mais le roi est le roi; Turenne poussa un gros soupir, appela Condé «mon cousin», et lui rafla son armée.

	«Maintenant, que veut le roi? Cela ne me regarde pas.

	«Maintenant, que veut M. Colbert? oh! c’est autre chose. M. Colbert veut tout ce que ne veut pas M. Fouquet.

	«Que veut donc M. Fouquet? oh! oh! ceci est grave. M. Fouquet veut précisément tout ce que veut le roi.

	Ce monologue achevé, d’Artagnan se remit à rire en faisant siffler sa houssine. Il était déjà en pleine grande route, effarouchant les oiseaux sur les haies, écoutant les louis qui dansaient à chaque secousse dans sa poche de peau, et, avouons-le, chaque fois que d’Artagnan se rencontrait en de pareilles conditions, la tendresse n’était pas son vice dominant.

	— Allons, dit-il, l’expédition n’est pas fort dangereuse, et il en sera de mon voyage comme de cette pièce que M. Monck me mena voir à Londres, et qui s’appelle, je crois: beaucoup de bruit pour rien.

	Chapitre LXVI — Voyage

	C’était la cinquantième fois peut-être, depuis le jour où nous avons ouvert cette histoire, que cet homme au cœur de bronze et aux muscles d’acier avait quitté maison et amis, tout enfin, pour aller chercher la fortune et la mort. L’une, c’est-à-dire la mort, avait constamment reculé devant lui comme si elle en eût peur; l’autre, c’est-à-dire la fortune, depuis un mois seulement avait fait réellement alliance avec lui. Quoique ce ne fût pas un grand philosophe, selon Épicure ou selon Socrate, c’était un puissant esprit, ayant la pratique de la vie et de la pensée. On n’est pas brave, on n’est pas aventureux, on n’est pas adroit comme l’était d’Artagnan, sans être en même temps un peu rêveur. Il avait donc retenu çà et là quelques bribes de M. de La Rochefoucauld, dignes d’être mises en latin par messieurs de Port-Royal, et il avait fait collection en passant, dans la société d’Athos et d’Aramis, de beaucoup de morceaux de Sénèque et de Cicéron, traduits par eux et appliqués à l’usage de la vie commune.

	Ce mépris des richesses, que notre Gascon avait observé comme article de foi pendant les trente-cinq premières années de sa vie, avait été regardé longtemps par lui comme l’article premier du code de la bravoure.

	— Article premier, disait-il:

	«On est brave parce qu’on n’a rien;

	«On n’a rien parce qu’on méprise les richesses.

	Aussi avec ces principes, qui, ainsi que nous l’avons dit, avaient régi les trente-cinq premières années de sa vie, d’Artagnan ne fut pas plutôt riche qu’il dut se demander si, malgré sa richesse, il était toujours brave.

	À cela, pour tout autre que d’Artagnan, l’événement de la place de Grève eût pu servir de réponse. Bien des consciences s’en fussent contentées; mais d’Artagnan était assez brave pour se demander sincèrement et consciencieusement s’il était brave.

	Aussi à ceci:

	— Mais il me semble que j’ai assez vivement dégainé et assez proprement estocadé sur la place de Grève pour être rassuré sur ma bravoure.

	D’Artagnan s’était répondu à lui-même.

	— Tout beau, capitaine! ceci n’est point une réponse. J’ai été brave ce jour-là parce qu’on brûlait ma maison, et il y a cent et même mille à parier contre un que, si ces messieurs de l’émeute n’eussent pas eu cette malencontreuse idée, leur plan d’attaque eût réussi, ou du moins ce n’eût point été moi qui m’y fusse opposé.

	«Maintenant, que va-t-on tenter contre moi? Je n’ai pas de maison à brûler en Bretagne; je n’ai pas de trésor qu’on puisse m’enlever.

	«Non! mais j’ai ma peau; cette précieuse peau de M. d’Artagnan, qui vaut toutes les maisons et tous les trésors du monde; cette peau à laquelle je tiens par-dessus tout parce qu’elle est, à tout prendre, la reliure d’un corps qui renferme un cœur très chaud et très satisfait de battre, et par conséquent de vivre.

	«Donc, je désire vivre, et en réalité je vis bien mieux, bien plus complètement, depuis que je suis riche. Qui diable disait que l’argent gâtait la vie? Il n’en est rien, sur mon âme! il semble, au contraire, que maintenant j’absorbe double quantité d’air et de soleil. Mordioux! que sera-ce donc si je double encore cette fortune, et si, au lieu de cette badine que je tiens en ma main, je porte jamais le bâton de maréchal?

	«Alors je ne sais plus s’il y aura, à partir de ce moment-là, assez d’air et de soleil pour moi.

	«Au fait, ce n’est pas un rêve; qui diable s’opposerait à ce que le roi me fît duc et maréchal, comme son père, le roi Louis XIII, a fait duc et connétable Albert de Luynes? Ne suis-je pas aussi brave et bien autrement intelligent que cet imbécile de Vitry?

	«Ah! voilà justement ce qui s’opposera à mon avancement; j’ai trop d’esprit.

	«Heureusement, s’il y a une justice en ce monde, la fortune en est avec moi aux compensations. Elle me doit, certes, une récompense pour tout ce que j’ai fait pour Anne d’Autriche et un dédommagement pour tout ce qu’elle n’a point fait pour moi.

	«Donc, à l’heure qu’il est, me voilà bien avec un roi, et avec un roi qui a l’air de vouloir régner.

	«Dieu le maintienne dans cette illustre voie! Car s’il veut régner, il a besoin de moi, et s’il a besoin de moi, il faudra bien qu’il me donne ce qu’il m’a promis. Chaleur et lumière. Donc, je marche, comparativement, aujourd’hui, comme je marchais autrefois, de rien à tout.

	«Seulement, le rien aujourd’hui, c’est le tout d’autrefois; il n’y a que ce petit changement dans ma vie.

	«Et maintenant, voyons! faisons la part du cœur, puisque j’en ai parlé tout à l’heure.

	«Mais, en vérité, je n’en ai parlé que pour mémoire.

	Et le Gascon appuya la main sur sa poitrine, comme s’il y eût cherché effectivement la place du cœur.

	— Ah! malheureux! murmura-t-il en souriant avec amertume. Ah! pauvre espèce! tu avais espéré un instant n’avoir pas de cœur, et voilà que tu en as un, courtisan manqué que tu es, et même un des plus séditieux.

	«Tu as un cœur qui te parle en faveur de M. Fouquet.

	«Qu’est-ce que M. Fouquet, cependant, lorsqu’il s’agit du roi? Un conspirateur, un véritable conspirateur, qui ne s’est même pas donné la peine de te cacher qu’il conspirait; aussi, quelle arme n’aurais-tu pas contre lui, si sa bonne grâce et son esprit n’eussent pas fait un fourreau à cette arme.

	«La révolte à main armée!... car enfin, M. Fouquet a fait de la révolte à main armée.

	«Ainsi, quand le roi soupçonne vaguement M. Fouquet de sourde rébellion, moi, je sais, moi, je puis prouver que M. Fouquet a fait verser le sang des sujets du roi.

	«Voyons maintenant: sachant tout cela et le taisant, que veut de plus ce cœur si pitoyable pour un bon procédé de M. Fouquet, pour une avance de quinze mille livres, pour un diamant de mille pistoles, pour un sourire où il y avait bien autant d’amertume que de bienveillance? Je lui sauve la vie.

	«Maintenant j’espère, continua le mousquetaire, que cet imbécile de cœur va garder le silence et qu’il est bel et bien quitte avec M. Fouquet.

	«Donc, maintenant le roi est mon soleil, et comme voilà mon cœur quitte avec M. Fouquet, gare à qui se remettra devant mon soleil! En avant pour Sa Majesté Louis XIV, en avant!

	Ces réflexions étaient les seuls empêchements qui pussent retarder l’allure de d’Artagnan. Or, ces réflexions une fois faites, il pressa le pas de sa monture.

	Mais, si parfait que fût le cheval Zéphire, il ne pouvait aller toujours. Le lendemain du départ de Paris, il fut laissé à Chartres chez un vieil ami que d’Artagnan s’était fait d’un hôtelier de la ville. Puis, à partir de ce moment, le mousquetaire voyagea sur des chevaux de poste. Grâce à ce mode de locomotion, il traversa donc l’espace qui sépare Chartres de Châteaubriant. Dans cette dernière ville, encore assez éloignée des côtes pour que nul ne devinât que d’Artagnan allait gagner la mer, assez éloignée de Paris pour que nul ne soupçonnât qu’il en venait, le messager de Sa Majesté Louis XIV, que d’Artagnan avait appelé son soleil sans se douter que celui qui n’était encore qu’une assez pauvre étoile dans le ciel de la royauté ferait un jour de cet astre son emblème, le messager du roi Louis XIV, disons-nous, quitta la poste et acheta un bidet de la plus pauvre apparence, une de ces montures que jamais officier de cavalerie ne se permettrait de choisir, de peur d’être déshonoré. Sauf le pelage, cette nouvelle acquisition rappelait fort à d’Artagnan ce fameux cheval orange avec lequel ou plutôt sur lequel il avait fait son entrée dans le monde.

	Il est vrai de dire que, du moment où il avait enfourché cette nouvelle monture, ce n’était plus d’Artagnan qui voyageait, c’était un bonhomme vêtu d’un justaucorps gris de fer, d’un haut-de-chausses marron, tenant le milieu entre le prêtre et le laïque; ce qui, surtout, le rapprochait de l’homme d’Église, c’est que d’Artagnan avait mis sur son crâne une calotte de velours râpé, et par-dessus la calotte un grand chapeau noir; plus d’épée: un bâton pendu par une corde à son avant-bras, mais auquel il se promettait, comme auxiliaire inattendu, de joindre à l’occasion une bonne dague de dix pouces cachée sous son manteau. Le bidet acheté à Châteaubriant complétait la différence. Il s’appelait, ou plutôt d’Artagnan l’avait appelé Furet.

	— Si de Zéphire j’ai fait Furet, dit d’Artagnan, il faut faire de mon nom un diminutif quelconque.

	«Donc, au lieu de d’Artagnan, je serai Agnan tout court; c’est une concession que je dois naturellement à mon habit gris, à mon chapeau rond et à ma calotte râpée.

	M. Agnan voyagea donc sans secousse exagérée sur Furet, qui trottait l’amble comme un véritable cheval déluré, et qui, tout en trottant l’amble, faisait gaillardement ses douze lieues par jour, grâce à quatre jambes sèches comme des fuseaux, dont l’art exercé de d’Artagnan avait apprécié l’aplomb et la sûreté sous l’épaisse fourrure qui les cachait.

	Chemin faisant, le voyageur prenait des notes, étudiait le pays sévère et froid qu’il traversait, tout en cherchant le prétexte le plus plausible d’aller à Belle-Île-en-Mer et de tout voir sans éveiller le soupçon. De cette façon, il put se convaincre de l’importance que prenait l’événement à mesure qu’il s’en approchait.

	Dans cette contrée reculée, dans cet ancien duché de Bretagne qui n’était pas français à cette époque, et qui ne l’est guère encore aujourd’hui, le peuple ne connaissait pas le roi de France. Non seulement il ne le connaissait pas, mais même ne voulait pas le connaître. Un fait, un seul, surnageait visible pour lui sur le courant de la politique. Ses anciens ducs ne gouvernaient plus, mais c’était un vide: rien de plus. À la place du duc souverain, les seigneurs de paroisse régnaient sans limite.

	Et au-dessus de ces seigneurs, Dieu, qui n’a jamais été oublié en Bretagne.

	Parmi ces suzerains de châteaux et de clochers, le plus puissant, le plus riche et surtout le plus populaire, c’était M. Fouquet, seigneur de Belle-Île.

	Même dans le pays, même en vue de cette île mystérieuse, les légendes et les traditions consacraient ses merveilles.

	Tout le monde n’y pénétrait pas; l’île, d’une étendue de six lieues de long sur six de large, était une propriété seigneuriale que longtemps le peuple avait respectée, couverte qu’elle était du nom de Retz, si fort redouté dans la contrée.

	Peu après l’érection de cette seigneurie en marquisat par Charles IX, Belle-Île était passée à M. Fouquet.

	La célébrité de l’île ne datait pas d’hier: son nom, ou plutôt sa qualification, remontait à la plus haute Antiquité; les anciens l’appelaient Kalonèse, de deux mots grecs qui signifient belle île. Ainsi, à dix huit cents ans de distance, elle avait, dans un autre idiome, porté le même nom qu’elle portait encore.

	C’était donc quelque chose en soi que cette propriété de M. le surintendant, outre sa position à six lieues des côtes de France, position qui la fait souveraine dans sa solitude maritime, comme un majestueux navire qui dédaignerait les rades et qui jetterait fièrement ses ancres au beau milieu de l’océan.

	D’Artagnan apprit tout cela sans paraître le moins du monde étonné: il apprit aussi que le meilleur moyen de prendre langue était de passer à La Roche-Bernard, ville assez importante sur l’embouchure de la Vilaine.

	Peut-être là pourrait-il s’embarquer. Sinon, traversant les marais salins, il se rendrait à Guérande ou au Croisic pour attendre l’occasion de passer à Belle-Île. Il s’était aperçu, au reste, depuis son départ de Châteaubriant, que rien ne serait impossible à Furet sous l’impulsion de M. Agnan, et rien à M. Agnan sur l’initiative de Furet.

	Il s’apprêta donc à souper d’une sarcelle et d’un tourteau dans un hôtel de La Roche-Bernard, et fit tirer de la cave, pour arroser ces deux mets bretons, un cidre qu’au seul toucher du bout des lèvres il reconnut pour être infiniment plus breton encore.

	Chapitre LXVII — Comment d’Artagnan fit connaissance d’un poète qui s’était fait imprimeur pour que ses vers fussent imprimés

	Avant de se mettre à table, d’Artagnan prit, comme d’habitude, ses informations; mais c’est un axiome de curiosité que tout homme qui veut bien et fructueusement questionner doit d’abord s’offrir lui-même aux questions.

	D’Artagnan chercha donc avec son habileté ordinaire un utile questionneur dans l’hôtellerie de La Roche-Bernard.

	Justement il y avait dans cette maison, au premier étage, deux voyageurs occupés aussi des préparatifs de leur souper ou de leur souper lui-même.

	D’Artagnan avait vu à l’écurie leur monture, et dans la salle leur équipage.

	L’un voyageait avec un laquais, comme une sorte de personnage; deux juments du Perche, belles et rondes bêtes, leur servaient de monture.

	L’autre, assez petit compagnon, voyageur de maigre apparence, portant surtout poudreux, linge usé, bottes plus fatiguées par le pavé que par l’étrier, l’autre était venu de Nantes avec un chariot traîné par un cheval tellement pareil à Furet pour la couleur que d’Artagnan eût fait cent lieues avant de trouver mieux pour apparier un attelage. Ce chariot renfermait divers gros paquets enfermés dans de vieilles étoffes.

	«Ce voyageur-là, se dit d’Artagnan, est de ma farine. Il me va, il me convient. Je dois lui aller et lui convenir. M. Agnan, au justaucorps gris et à la calotte râpée, n’est pas indigne de souper avec le monsieur aux vieilles bottes et au vieux cheval.»

	Cela dit, d’Artagnan appela l’hôte et lui commanda de monter sa sarcelle, son tourteau et son cidre dans la chambre du monsieur aux dehors modestes.

	Lui-même, gravissant, une assiette à la main, un escalier de bois qui montait à la chambre, se mit à heurter à la porte.

	— Entrez! dit l’inconnu.

	D’Artagnan entra la bouche en cœur, son assiette sous le bras, son chapeau d’une main, sa chandelle de l’autre.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, excusez-moi, je suis comme vous un voyageur, je ne connais personne dans l’hôtel et j’ai la mauvaise habitude de m’ennuyer quand je mange seul, de sorte que mon repas me paraît mauvais et ne me profite point. Votre figure, que j’aperçus tout à l’heure quand vous descendîtes pour vous faire ouvrir des huîtres, votre figure me revient fort; en outre, j’ai observé que vous aviez un cheval tout pareil au mien, et que l’hôte, à cause de cette ressemblance sans doute, les a placés côte à côte dans son écurie, où ils paraissent se trouver à merveille de cette compagnie. Je ne vois donc pas, monsieur, pourquoi les maîtres seraient séparés, quand les chevaux sont réunis. En conséquence, je viens vous demander le plaisir d’être admis à votre table. Je m’appelle Agnan, Agnan pour vous servir, monsieur, intendant indigne d’un riche seigneur qui veut acheter des salines dans le pays et m’envoie visiter ses futures acquisitions. En vérité, monsieur, je voudrais que ma figure vous agréât autant que la vôtre m’agrée, car je suis tout vôtre en honneur.

	L’étranger, que d’Artagnan voyait pour la première fois, car d’abord il ne l’avait qu’entrevu, l’étranger avait des yeux noirs et brillants, le teint jaune, le front un peu plissé par le poids de cinquante années, de la bonhomie dans l’ensemble des traits, mais de la finesse dans le regard.

	«On dirait, pensa d’Artagnan, que ce gaillard-là n’a jamais exercé que la partie supérieure de sa tête, l’œil et le cerveau et ce doit être un homme de science: la bouche, le nez, le menton ne signifient absolument rien.»

	— Monsieur, répliqua celui dont on fouillait ainsi l’idée et la personne, vous me faites honneur, non pas que je m’ennuyasse; j’ai, ajouta-t-il en souriant, une compagnie qui me distrait toujours; mais n’importe, je suis très heureux de vous recevoir.

	Mais, en disant ces mots, l’homme aux bottes usées jeta un regard inquiet sur sa table, dont les huîtres avaient disparu et sur laquelle il ne restait plus qu’un morceau de lard salé.

	— Monsieur, se hâta de dire d’Artagnan, l’hôte me monte une jolie volaille rôtie et un superbe tourteau.

	D’Artagnan avait lu dans le regard de son compagnon, si rapide qu’il eût été, la crainte d’une attaque par un parasite. Il avait deviné juste: à cette ouverture, les traits de l’homme aux dehors modestes se déridèrent.

	En effet comme s’il eût guetté son entrée, l’hôte parut aussitôt, portant les mets annoncés.

	
Le tourteau et la sarcelle étant ajoutés au morceau de lard grillé, d’Artagnan et son convive se saluèrent, s’assirent face à face, et comme deux frères firent le partage du lard et des autres plats.

	— Monsieur, dit d’Artagnan, avouez que c’est une merveilleuse chose que l’association.

	— Pourquoi? demanda l’étranger la bouche pleine.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous le dire, répondit d’Artagnan.

	L’étranger donna trêve aux mouvements de ses mâchoires pour mieux écouter.

	— D’abord, continua d’Artagnan, au lieu d’une chandelle que nous avions chacun, en voici deux.

	— C’est vrai, dit l’étranger, frappé de l’extrême justesse de l’observation.

	— Puis je vois que vous mangez mon tourteau par préférence, tandis que moi, par préférence, je mange votre lard.

	— C’est encore vrai.

	— Enfin, par-dessus le plaisir d’être mieux éclairé et de manger des choses de son goût, je mets le plaisir de la société.

	— En vérité, monsieur, vous êtes jovial, dit agréablement l’inconnu.

	— Mais oui, monsieur; jovial comme tous ceux qui n’ont rien dans la tête. Oh! il n’en est pas ainsi de vous, poursuivit d’Artagnan, et je vois dans vos yeux toute sorte de génie.

	— Oh! monsieur...

	— Voyons, avouez-moi une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est que vous êtes un savant.

	— Ma foi, monsieur...

	— Hein?

	— Presque.

	— Allons donc!

	— Je suis un auteur.

	— Là! s’écria d’Artagnan ravi en frappant dans ses deux mains, je ne m’étais pas trompé! C’est du miracle...

	— Monsieur...

	— Eh quoi! continua d’Artagnan, j’aurais le bonheur de passer cette nuit dans la société d’un auteur, d’un auteur célèbre peut-être?

	— Oh! fit l’inconnu en rougissant, célèbre, monsieur, célèbre n’est pas le mot.

	— Modeste! s’écria d’Artagnan transporté; il est modeste!

	Puis, revenant à l’étranger avec le caractère d’une brusque bonhomie:

	— Mais, dites-moi au moins le nom de vos œuvres, monsieur, car vous remarquerez que vous ne m’avez point dit le vôtre, et que j’ai été forcé de vous deviner.

	— Je m’appelle Jupenet, monsieur, dit l’auteur.

	— Beau nom! fit d’Artagnan; beau nom, sur ma parole, et je ne sais pourquoi, pardonnez-moi cette bévue, si c’en est une, je ne sais comment je me figure avoir entendu prononcer ce nom quelque part.

	— Mais j’ai fait des vers, dit modestement le poète.

	— Eh! voilà! on me les aura fait lire.

	— Une tragédie.

	— Je l’aurai vu jouer.

	Le poète rougit encore.

	— Je ne crois pas, car mes vers n’ont pas été imprimés.

	— Eh bien! je vous le dis, c’est la tragédie qui m’aura appris votre nom.

	— Vous vous trompez encore, car messieurs les comédiens de l’hôtel de Bourgogne n’en ont pas voulu, dit le poète avec le sourire dont certains orgueils savent seuls le secret.

	D’Artagnan se mordit les lèvres.

	— Ainsi donc, monsieur, continua le poète, vous voyez que vous êtes dans l’erreur à mon endroit, et que, n’étant point connu du tout de vous, vous n’avez pu entendre parler de moi.

	— Voilà qui me confond. Ce nom de Jupenet me semble cependant un beau nom et bien digne d’être connu, aussi bien que ceux de MM. Corneille, ou Rotrou, ou Garnier. J’espère, monsieur, que vous voudrez bien me dire un peu votre tragédie, plus tard, comme cela, au dessert. Ce sera la rôtie au sucre, mordioux! Ah! pardon, monsieur, c’est un juron, qui m’échappe parce qu’il est habituel à mon seigneur et maître. Je me permets donc quelquefois d’usurper ce juron qui me paraît de bon goût. Je me permets cela en son absence seulement, bien entendu, car vous comprenez qu’en sa présence... Mais en vérité, monsieur, ce cidre est abominable; n’êtes-vous point de mon avis? Et de plus le pot est de forme si peu régulière qu’il ne tient point sur la table.

	— Si nous le calions?

	— Sans doute: mais avec quoi?

	— Avec ce couteau.

	— Et la sarcelle, avec quoi la découperons-nous? comptez-vous par hasard ne pas toucher à la sarcelle?

	— Si fait.

	— Eh bien! alors...

	— Attendez.

	Le poète fouilla dans sa poche et en tira un petit morceau de fonte oblong, quadrangulaire, épais d’une ligne à peu près, long d’un pouce et demi.

	Mais à peine le petit morceau de fonte eut-il vu le jour que le poète parut avoir commis une imprudence et fit un mouvement pour le remettre dans sa poche.

	D’Artagnan s’en aperçut. C’était un homme à qui rien n’échappait.

	Il étendit la main vers le petit morceau de fonte.

	— Tiens, c’est gentil, ce que vous tenez là, dit-il; peut-on voir?

	— Certainement, dit le poète, qui parut avoir cédé trop vite à un premier mouvement, certainement qu’on peut voir; mais vous avez beau regarder, ajouta-t-il d’un air satisfait, si je ne vous dis point à quoi cela sert, vous ne le saurez pas.

	D’Artagnan avait saisi comme un aveu les hésitations du poète et son empressement à cacher le morceau de fonte qu’un premier mouvement l’avait porté à sortir de sa poche.

	Aussi, son attention une fois éveillée sur ce point, il se renferma dans une circonspection qui lui donnait en toute occasion la supériorité. D’ailleurs, quoi qu’en eût dit M. Jupenet, à la simple inspection de l’objet, il l’avait parfaitement reconnu.

	C’était un caractère d’imprimerie.

	— Devinez-vous ce que c’est? continua le poète.

	— Non! dit d’Artagnan; non, ma foi!

	— Eh bien! monsieur, dit maître Jupenet, ce petit morceau de fonte est une lettre d’imprimerie.

	— Bah!

	— Une majuscule.

	— Tiens! tiens! fit M. Agnan écarquillant des yeux bien naïfs.

	— Oui, monsieur, un J majuscule, la première lettre de mon nom.

	— Et c’est une lettre, cela?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous avouer une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— Non! car c’est encore une bêtise que je vais vous dire.

	— Eh! non, fit maître Jupenet d’un air protecteur.

	— Eh bien! je ne comprends pas, si cela est une lettre, comment on peut faire un mot.

	— Un mot?

	— Pour l’imprimer, oui.

	— C’est bien facile.

	— Voyons.

	— Cela vous intéresse?

	— Énormément.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous expliquer la chose. Attendez!

	— J’attends.

	— M’y voici.

	— Bon!

	— Regardez bien.

	— Je regarde.

	D’Artagnan, en effet, paraissait absorbé dans sa contemplation. Jupenet tira de sa poche sept ou huit autres morceaux de fonte, mais plus petits.

	— Ah! ah! fit d’Artagnan.

	— Quoi?

	— Vous avez donc toute une imprimerie dans votre poche. Peste! c’est curieux, en effet.

	— N’est-ce pas?

	— Que de choses on apprend en voyageant, mon Dieu!

	— À votre santé, dit Jupenet enchanté.

	— À la vôtre, mordioux, à la vôtre! Mais un instant, pas avec ce cidre. C’est une abominable boisson et indigne d’un homme qui s’abreuve à l’Hippocrène: n’est-ce pas ainsi que vous appelez votre fontaine, à vous autres poètes?

	— Oui, monsieur, notre fontaine s’appelle ainsi en effet. Cela vient de deux mots grecs, hippos, qui veut dire cheval... et...

	— Monsieur, interrompit d’Artagnan, je vais vous faire boire une liqueur qui vient d’un seul mot français et qui n’en est pas plus mauvaise pour cela, du mot raisin; ce cidre m’écœure et me gonfle à la fois. Permettez-moi de m’informer près de notre hôte s’il n’a pas quelque bonne bouteille de Beaugency ou de la coulée de Céran derrière les grosses bûches de son cellier.

	En effet, l’hôte interpellé monta aussitôt.

	— Monsieur, interrompit le poète, prenez garde, nous n’aurons pas le temps de boire le vin, à moins que nous ne nous pressions fort, car je dois profiter de la marée pour prendre le bateau.

	— Quel bateau? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— Mais le bateau qui part pour Belle-Île.

	— Ah! pour Belle-Île? dit le mousquetaire. Bon!

	— Bah! vous aurez tout le temps, monsieur, répliqua l’hôtelier en débouchant la bouteille; le bateau ne part que dans une heure.

	— Mais qui m’avertira? fit le poète.

	— Votre voisin, répliqua l’hôte.

	— Mais je le connais à peine.

	— Quand vous l’entendrez partir, il sera temps que vous partiez.

	— Il va donc à Belle-Île aussi?

	— Oui.

	— Ce monsieur qui a un laquais? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— Ce monsieur qui a un laquais.

	— Quelque gentilhomme, sans doute?

	— Je l’ignore.

	— Comment, vous l’ignorez?

	— Oui. Tout ce que je sais, c’est qu’il boit le même vin que vous.

	— Peste! voilà bien de l’honneur pour nous, dit d’Artagnan en versant à boire à son compagnon, tandis que l’hôte s’éloignait.

	— Ainsi, reprit le poète, revenant à ses idées dominantes, vous n’avez jamais vu imprimer?

	— Jamais.

	— Tenez, on prend ainsi les lettres qui composent le mot, voyez-vous; AB; ma foi, voici un R. deux EE, puis un G.

	Et il assembla les lettres avec une vitesse et une habileté qui n’échappèrent point à l’œil de d’Artagnan.

	— Abrégé, dit-il en terminant.

	— Bon! dit d’Artagnan; voici bien les lettres assemblées; mais comment tiennent-elles?

	Et il versa un second verre de vin à son hôte. M. Jupenet sourit en homme qui a réponse à tout; puis il tira, de sa poche toujours, une petite règle de métal, composée de deux parties assemblées en équerre, sur laquelle il réunit et aligna les caractères en les maintenant sous son pouce gauche.

	— Et comment appelle-t-on cette petite règle de fer? dit d’Artagnan; car enfin tout cela doit avoir un nom.

	— Cela s’appelle un composteur, dit Jupenet. C’est à l’aide de cette règle que l’on forme les lignes.

	— Allons, allons, je maintiens ce que j’ai dit; vous avez une presse dans votre poche, dit d’Artagnan en riant d’un air de simplicité si lourde, que le poète fut complètement sa dupe.

	— Non, répliqua-t-il, mais je suis paresseux pour écrire, et quand j’ai fait un vers dans ma tête, je le compose tout de suite pour l’imprimerie. C’est une besogne dédoublée.

	«Mordioux! pensa en lui-même d’Artagnan, il s’agit d’éclaircir cela.»

	Et sous un prétexte qui n’embarrassa pas le mousquetaire, homme fertile en expédients, il quitta la table, descendit l’escalier, courut au hangar sous lequel était le petit chariot, fouilla avec la pointe de son poignard l’étoffe et les enveloppes d’un des paquets, qu’il trouva plein de caractères de fonte pareils à ceux que le poète imprimeur avait dans sa poche.

	«Bien! dit d’Artagnan, je ne sais point encore si M. Fouquet veut fortifier matériellement Belle-Île; mais voilà, en tout cas, des munitions spirituelles pour le château.»

	Puis, riche de cette découverte, il revint se mettre à table.

	D’Artagnan savait ce qu’il voulait savoir. Il n’en resta pas moins en face de son partenaire jusqu’au moment où l’on entendit dans la chambre voisine le remue-ménage d’un homme qui s’apprête à partir. Aussitôt l’imprimeur fut sur pied; il avait donné des ordres pour que son cheval fût attelé. La voiture l’attendait à la porte. Le second voyageur se mettait en selle dans la cour avec son laquais. D’Artagnan suivit Jupenet jusqu’au port; il embarqua sa voiture et son cheval sur le bateau.

	Quant au voyageur opulent, il en fit autant de ses deux chevaux et de son domestique. Mais quelque esprit que dépensât d’Artagnan pour savoir son nom, il ne put rien apprendre.

	Seulement, il remarqua son visage, de façon que le visage se gravât pour toujours dans sa mémoire. D’Artagnan avait bonne envie de s’embarquer avec les deux passagers, mais un intérêt plus puissant que celui de la curiosité, celui du succès, le repoussa du rivage et le ramena dans l’hôtellerie.

	Il y rentra en soupirant et se mit immédiatement au lit afin d’être prêt le lendemain de bonne heure avec de fraîches idées et le conseil de la nuit.

	Chapitre LXVIII — D’Artagnan continue ses investigations

	Au point du jour, d’Artagnan sella lui-même Furet, qui avait fait bombance toute la nuit, et dévoré à lui seul les restes de provisions de ses deux compagnons.

	Le mousquetaire prit tous ses renseignements de l’hôte, qu’il trouva fin, défiant, et dévoué corps et âme à M. Fouquet. Il en résulta que, pour ne donner aucun soupçon à cet homme, il continua sa fable d’un achat probable de quelques salines. S’embarquer pour Belle-Île à La Roche-Bernard, c’eût été s’exposer à des commentaires que peut-être on avait déjà faits et qu’on allait porter au château.

	De plus, il était singulier que ce voyageur et son laquais fussent restés un secret pour d’Artagnan, malgré toutes les questions adressées par lui à l’hôte, qui semblait le connaître parfaitement. Le mousquetaire se fit donc renseigner sur les salines et prit le chemin des marais, laissant la mer à sa droite et pénétrant dans cette plaine vaste et désolée qui ressemble à une mer de boue, dont çà et là quelques crêtes de sel argentent les ondulations.

	Furet marchait à merveille avec ses petits pieds nerveux, sur les chaussées larges d’un pied qui divisent les salines.

	D’Artagnan, rassuré sur les conséquences d’une chute qui aboutirait à un bain froid, le laissait faire, se contentant, lui, de regarder à l’horizon les trois rochers aigus qui sortaient pareils à des fers de lance du sein de la plaine sans verdure.

	Piriac, le bourg de Batz et Le Croisic, semblables les uns aux autres, attiraient et suspendaient son attention. Si le voyageur se retournait pour mieux s’orienter, il voyait de l’autre côté un horizon de trois autres clochers, Guérande, Le Pouliguen, Saint-Joachim, qui, dans leur circonférence, lui figuraient un jeu de quilles, dont Furet et lui n’étaient que la boule vagabonde. Piriac était le premier petit port sur sa droite. Il s’y rendit, le nom des principaux sauniers à la bouche. Au moment où il visita le petit port de Piriac, cinq gros chalands chargés de pierres s’en éloignaient.

	Il parut étrange à d’Artagnan que des pierres partissent d’un pays où l’on n’en trouve pas. Il eut recours à toute l’aménité de M. Agnan pour demander aux gens du port la cause de cette singularité. Un vieux pêcheur répondit à M. Agnan que les pierres ne venaient pas de Piriac, ni des marais, bien entendu.

	— D’où viennent-elles, alors? demanda le mousquetaire.

	— Monsieur, elles viennent de Nantes et de Paimbœuf.

	— Où donc vont-elles?

	— Monsieur, à Belle-Île.

	— Ah! ah! fit d’Artagnan, du même ton qu’il avait pris pour dire à l’imprimeur que ses caractères l’intéressaient... On travaille donc, à Belle-Île?

	— Mais oui-da! monsieur. Tous les ans, M. Fouquet fait réparer les murs du château.

	— Il est en ruine donc?

	— Il est vieux.

	— Fort bien.

	«Le fait est, se dit d’Artagnan, que rien n’est plus naturel, et que tout propriétaire a le droit de faire réparer sa propriété. C’est comme si l’on venait me dire, à moi, que je fortifie l’Image-de-Notre-Dame, lorsque je serai purement et simplement obligé d’y faire des réparations. En vérité, je crois qu’on a fait de faux rapports à Sa Majesté et qu’elle pourrait bien avoir tort...»

	— Vous m’avouerez, continua-t-il alors tout haut en s’adressant au pêcheur, car son rôle d’homme défiant lui était imposé par le but même de la mission, vous m’avouerez, mon bon monsieur, que ces pierres voyagent d’une bien singulière façon.

	— Comment! dit le pêcheur.

	— Elles viennent de Nantes ou de Paimbœuf par la Loire, n’est-ce pas?

	— Ça descend.

	— C’est commode, je ne dis pas; mais pourquoi ne vont-elles pas droit de Saint-Nazaire à Belle-Île?

	— Eh! parce que les chalands sont de mauvais bateaux et tiennent mal la mer, répliqua le pêcheur.

	— Ce n’est pas une raison.

	— Pardonnez-moi, monsieur, on voit bien que vous n’avez jamais navigué, ajouta le pêcheur, non sans une sorte de dédain.

	— Expliquez-moi cela, je vous prie, mon bonhomme. Il me semble à moi que venir de Paimbœuf à Piriac, pour aller de Piriac à Belle-Île, c’est comme si on allait de La Roche-Bernard à Nantes et de Nantes à Piriac.

	— Par eau, ce serait plus court, répliqua imperturbablement le pêcheur.

	— Mais il y a un coude?

	Le pêcheur secoua la tête.

	— Le chemin le plus court d’un point à un autre, c’est la ligne droite, poursuivit d’Artagnan.

	— Vous oubliez le flot, monsieur.

	— Soit! va pour le flot.

	— Et le vent.

	— Ah! bon!

	— Sans doute; le courant de la Loire pousse presque les barques jusqu’au Croisic. Si elles ont besoin de se radouber un peu ou de rafraîchir l’équipage, elles viennent à Piriac en longeant la côte; de Piriac, elles trouvent un autre courant inverse qui les mène à l’île Dumet, deux lieues et demie.

	— D’accord.

	— Là, le courant de la Vilaine les jette sur une autre île, l’île d’Hoëdic.

	— Je le veux bien.

	— Eh! monsieur, de cette île à Belle-Île, le chemin est tout droit. La mer, brisée en amont et en aval, passe comme un canal, comme un miroir entre les deux îles; les chalands glissent là-dessus semblables à des canards sur la Loire, voilà!

	— N’importe, dit l’entêté M. Agnan, c’est bien du chemin.

	— Ah!... M. Fouquet le veut! répliqua pour conclusion le pêcheur en ôtant son bonnet de laine à l’énoncé de ce nom respectable.

	Un regard de d’Artagnan, regard vif et perçant comme une lame d’épée, ne trouva dans le cœur du vieillard que la confiance naïve, sur ses traits que la satisfaction et l’indifférence. Il disait: «M. Fouquet le veut», comme il eût dit: «Dieu l’a voulu!» D’Artagnan s’était encore trop avancé à cet endroit; d’ailleurs, les chalands partis, il ne restait à Piriac qu’une seule barque, celle du vieillard, et elle ne semblait pas disposée à reprendre la mer sans beaucoup de préparatifs.

	Aussi, d’Artagnan caressa-t-il Furet, qui, pour nouvelle preuve de son charmant caractère, se remit en marche les pieds dans les salines et le nez au vent très sec qui courbe les ajoncs et les maigres bruyères de ce pays. Il arriva vers cinq heures au Croisic.

	Si d’Artagnan eût été poète, c’était un beau spectacle que celui de ces immenses grèves, d’une lieue et plus, que couvre la mer aux marées, et qui, au reflux, apparaissent grisâtres, désolées, jonchées de polypes et d’algues mortes avec leurs galets épars et blancs, comme des ossements dans un vaste cimetière. Mais le soldat, le politique, l’ambitieux n’avait plus même cette douce consolation de regarder au ciel pour y lire un espoir ou un avertissement. Le ciel rouge signifie pour ces gens du vent et de la tourmente. Les nuages blancs et ouatés sur l’azur disent tout simplement que la mer sera égale et douce. D’Artagnan trouva le ciel bleu, la bise embaumée de parfums salins, et se dit: «Je m’embarquerai à la première marée, fût-ce sur une coquille de noix.» Au Croisic, comme à Piriac, il avait remarqué des tas énormes de pierres alignées sur la grève. Ces murailles gigantesques, démolies à chaque marée par les transports qu’on opérait pour Belle-Île, furent aux yeux du mousquetaire la suite et la preuve de ce qu’il avait si bien deviné à Piriac. Était-ce un mur que M. Fouquet reconstruisait? était-ce une fortification qu’il édifiait? Pour le savoir, il fallait le voir. D’Artagnan mit Furet à l’écurie, soupa, se coucha, et le lendemain, au jour, il se promenait sur le port, ou mieux, sur les galets. Le Croisic a un port de cinquante pieds, il a une vigie qui ressemble à une énorme brioche élevée sur un plat.

	Les grèves plates sont le plat. Cent brouettées de terre solidifiées avec des galets, et arrondies en cône avec des allées sinueuses sont la brioche et la vigie en même temps.

	C’est ainsi aujourd’hui, c’était ainsi il y a cent quatre-vingts ans; seulement, la brioche était moins grosse et l’on ne voyait probablement pas autour de la brioche les treillages de lattes qui en font l’ornement et que l’édilité de cette pauvre et pieuse bourgade a plantés comme garde-fous le long des allées en limaçon qui aboutissent à la petite terrasse. Sur les galets, trois ou quatre pêcheurs causaient sardines et chevrettes.

	M. Agnan, l’œil animé d’une bonne grosse gaieté, le sourire aux lèvres, s’approcha des pêcheurs.

	— Pêche-t-on aujourd’hui? dit-il.

	— Oui monsieur, dit l’un d’eux, et nous attendons la marée.

	— Où pêchez-vous, mes amis?

	— Sur les côtes, monsieur.

	— Quelles sont les bonnes côtes?

	— Ah! c’est selon; le tour des îles, par exemple.

	— Mais c’est loin, les îles?

	— Pas trop; quatre lieues.

	— Quatre lieues! C’est un voyage!

	Le pêcheur se mit à rire au nez de M. Agnan.

	— Écoutez donc, reprit celui-ci avec sa native bêtise, à quatre lieues on perd de vue la côte, n’est-ce pas?

	— Mais... pas toujours.

	— Enfin... c’est loin... trop loin même; sans quoi, je vous eusse demandé de me prendre à bord et de me montrer ce que je n’ai jamais vu.

	— Quoi donc?

	— Un poisson de mer vivant.

	— Monsieur est de province? dit un des pêcheurs.

	— Oui, je suis de Paris.

	Le Breton haussa les épaules; puis:

	— Avez-vous vu M. Fouquet à Paris? demanda-t-il.

	— Souvent, répondit Agnan.

	— Souvent? firent les pêcheurs en resserrant leur cercle autour du Parisien. Vous le connaissez?

	— Un peu; il est ami intime de mon maître.

	— Ah! firent les pêcheurs.

	— Et, ajouta d’Artagnan, j’ai vu tous ses châteaux, de Saint-Mandé, de Vaux, et son hôtel de Paris.

	— C’est beau?

	— Superbe.

	— Ce n’est pas si beau que Belle-Île, dit un pêcheur.

	— Bah! répliqua M. Agnan en éclatant d’un rire assez dédaigneux, qui courrouça tous les assistants.

	— On voit bien que vous n’avez pas vu Belle-Île, répliqua le pêcheur le plus curieux. Savez-vous que cela fait six lieues, et qu’il a des arbres que l’on n’en voit pas de pareils à Nantes sur le fossé?

	— Des arbres! en mer! s’écria d’Artagnan. Je voudrais bien voir cela!

	— C’est facile, nous pêchons à l’île de Hoëdic; venez avec nous. De cet endroit, vous verrez comme un paradis les arbres noirs de Belle-Île sur le ciel; vous verrez la ligne blanche du château, qui coupe comme une lame l’horizon de la mer.

	— Oh! fit d’Artagnan, ce doit être beau. Mais il y a cent clochers au château de M. Fouquet, à Vaux, savez-vous?

	Le Breton leva la tête avec une admiration profonde, mais ne fut pas convaincu.

	— Cent clochers! dit-il; c’est égal, Belle-Île est plus beau. Voulez-vous voir Belle-Île?

	— Est-ce que c’est possible? demanda M. Agnan.

	— Oui, avec la permission du gouverneur.

	— Mais je ne le connais pas, moi, ce gouverneur.

	— Puisque vous connaissez M. Fouquet, vous direz votre nom.

	— Oh! mes amis, je ne suis pas un gentilhomme, moi!

	— Tout le monde entre à Belle-Île, continua le pêcheur dans sa langue forte et pure, pourvu qu’on ne veuille pas de mal à Belle-Île ni à son seigneur.

	Un frisson léger parcourut le corps du mousquetaire.

	«C’est vrai», pensa-t-il.

	Puis, se reprenant:

	— Si j’étais sûr, dit-il, de ne pas souffrir du mal de mer...

	— Là-dessus? fit le pêcheur en montrant avec orgueil sa jolie barque au ventre rond.

	— Allons! vous me persuadez, s’écria M. Agnan; j’irai voir Belle-Île; mais on ne me laissera pas entrer.

	— Nous entrons bien, nous.

	— Vous! pourquoi?

	— Mais dame!... pour vendre du poisson aux corsaires.

	— Hé!... des corsaires, que dites-vous?

	— Je dis que M. Fouquet fait construire deux corsaires pour la chasse aux Hollandais ou aux Anglais, et que nous vendons du poisson aux équipages de ces petits navires.

	— Tiens!... tiens!... fit d’Artagnan, de mieux en mieux! une imprimerie, des bastions et des corsaires!... Allons, M. Fouquet n’est pas un médiocre ennemi, comme je l’avais présumé. Il vaut la peine qu’on se remue pour le voir de près.

	— Nous partons à cinq heures et demie, ajouta gravement le pêcheur.

	— Je suis tout à vous, je ne vous quitte pas.

	En effet, d’Artagnan vit les pêcheurs haler avec un tourniquet leurs barques jusqu’au flot; la mer monta, M. Agnan se laissa glisser jusqu’au bord, non sans jouer la frayeur et prêter à rire aux petits mousses qui le surveillaient de leurs grands yeux intelligents.

	Il se coucha sur une voile pliée en quatre, laissa l’appareillage se faire, et la barque, avec sa grande voile carrée, prit le large en deux heures de temps.

	Les pêcheurs, qui faisaient leur état tout en marchant, ne s’aperçurent pas que leur passager n’avait point pâli, point gémi, point souffert; que malgré l’horrible tangage et le roulis brutal de la barque, à laquelle nulle main n’imprimait la direction, le passager novice avait conservé sa présence d’esprit et son appétit.

	Ils pêchaient, et la pêche était assez heureuse. Aux lignes amorcées de crevettes venaient mordre, avec force soubresauts, les soles et les carrelets. Deux fils avaient déjà été brisés par des congres et des cabillauds d’un poids énorme; trois anguilles de mer labouraient la cale de leurs replis vaseux et de leurs frétillements d’agonie.

	D’Artagnan leur portait bonheur; ils le lui dirent. Le soldat trouva la besogne si réjouissante, qu’il mit la main à l’œuvre, c’est-à-dire aux lignes, et poussa des rugissements de joie et des mordioux à étonner ses mousquetaires eux-mêmes, chaque fois qu’une secousse imprimée à la ligne, par une proie conquise, venait déchirer les muscles de son bras, et solliciter l’emploi de ses forces et de son adresse. La partie de plaisir lui avait fait oublier la mission diplomatique. Il en était à lutter contre un effroyable congre, à se cramponner au bordage d’une main pour attirer la hure béante de son antagoniste, lorsque le patron lui dit:

	— Prenez garde qu’on ne vous voie de Belle-Île!

	Ces mots firent l’effet à d’Artagnan du premier boulet qui siffle en un jour de bataille: il lâcha le fil et le congre, qui, l’un tirant l’autre, s’en retournèrent à l’eau.

	D’Artagnan venait d’apercevoir à une demi-lieue au plus la silhouette bleuâtre et accentuée des rochers de Belle-Île, dominée par la ligne blanche et majestueuse du château. Au loin, la terre, avec des forêts et des plaines verdoyantes; dans les herbages, des bestiaux.

	Voilà ce qui tout d’abord attira l’attention du mousquetaire.

	Le soleil, parvenu au quart du ciel, lançait des rayons d’or sur la mer et faisait voltiger une poussière resplendissante autour de cette île enchantée. On n’en voyait, grâce à cette lumière éblouissante, que les points aplanis; toute ombre tranchait durement et zébrait d’une bande de ténèbres le drap lumineux de la prairie ou des murailles.

	— Eh! eh! fit d’Artagnan à l’aspect de ces masses de roches noires, voilà, ce me semble, des fortifications qui n’ont besoin d’aucun ingénieur pour inquiéter un débarquement. Par où diable peut-on descendre sur cette terre que Dieu a défendue si complaisamment?

	— Par ici, répliqua le patron de la barque en changeant la voile et en imprimant au gouvernail une secousse qui mena l’esquif dans la direction d’un joli petit port tout coquet, tout rond et tout crénelé à neuf.

	— Que diable vois-je là, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Vous voyez Locmaria, répliqua le pêcheur.

	— Mais là-bas?

	— C’est Bangos.

	— Et plus loin?

	— Saujeu... Puis Le Palais.

	— Mordioux! c’est un monde. Ah! voilà des soldats.

	— Il y a dix-sept cents hommes à Belle-Île, monsieur, répliqua le pêcheur avec orgueil. Savez-vous que la moindre garnison est de vingt-deux compagnies d’infanterie?

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan en frappant du pied, Sa Majesté pourrait bien avoir raison.

	Chapitre LXIX — Où le lecteur sera sans doute aussi étonné que le fut d’Artagnan de retrouver une ancienne connaissance

	Il y a toujours dans un débarquement, fût-ce celui du plus petit esquif de la mer, un trouble et une confusion qui ne laissent pas à l’esprit la liberté dont il aurait besoin pour étudier du premier coup d’œil l’endroit nouveau qui lui est offert.

	Le pont mobile, le matelot agité, le bruit de l’eau sur le galet, les cris et les empressements de ceux qui attendent au rivage, sont les détails multiples de cette sensation, qui se résume en un seul résultat, l’hésitation.

	Ce ne fut donc qu’après avoir débarqué et quelques minutes de station sur le rivage que d’Artagnan vit sur le port, et surtout dans l’intérieur de l’île, s’agiter un monde de travailleurs. À ses pieds, d’Artagnan reconnut les cinq chalands chargés de moellons qu’il avait vus partir du port de Piriac. Les pierres étaient transportées au rivage à l’aide d’une chaîne formée par vingt cinq ou trente paysans.

	Les grosses pierres étaient chargées sur des charrettes qui les conduisaient dans la même direction que les moellons, c’est-à-dire vers des travaux dont d’Artagnan ne pouvait encore apprécier la valeur ni l’étendue.

	Partout régnait une activité égale à celle que remarqua Télémaque en débarquant à Salente. D’Artagnan avait bonne envie de pénétrer plus avant; mais il ne pouvait, sous peine de défiance, se laisser soupçonner de curiosité. Il n’avançait donc que petit à petit, dépassant à peine la ligne que les pêcheurs formaient sur la plage, observant tout, ne disant rien, et allant au-devant de toutes les suppositions que l’on eût pu faire avec une question niaise ou un salut poli.

	Cependant, tandis que ses compagnons faisaient leur commerce, vendant ou vantant leurs poissons aux ouvriers ou aux habitants de la ville, d’Artagnan avait gagné peu à peu du terrain, et, rassuré par le peu d’attention qu’on lui accordait, il commença à jeter un regard intelligent et assuré sur les hommes et les choses qui apparaissaient à ses yeux.

	Au reste, les premiers regards de d’Artagnan rencontrèrent des mouvements de terrain auxquels l’œil d’un soldat ne pouvait se tromper.

	Aux deux extrémités du port, afin que les feux se croisassent sur le grand axe de l’ellipse formée par le bassin, on avait élevé d’abord deux batteries destinées évidemment à recevoir des pièces de côte, car d’Artagnan vit les ouvriers achever les plates-formes et disposer la demi-circonférence en bois sur laquelle la roue des pièces doit tourner pour prendre toutes les directions au-dessus de l’épaulement. À côté de chacune de ces batteries, d’autres travailleurs garnissaient de gabions remplis de terre le revêtement d’une autre batterie. Celle-ci avait des embrasures, et un conducteur de travaux appelait successivement les hommes qui, avec des harts, liaient des saucissons, et ceux qui découpaient les losanges et les rectangles de gazon destinés à retenir les joncs des embrasures.

	À l’activité déployée à ces travaux déjà avancés, on pouvait les regarder comme terminés; ils n’étaient point garnis de leurs canons, mais les plates-formes avaient leurs gîtes et leurs madriers tout dressés; la terre, battue avec soin, les avait consolidés, et, en supposant l’artillerie dans l’île, en moins de deux ou trois jours le port pouvait être complètement armé.

	Ce qui étonna d’Artagnan, lorsqu’il reporta ses regards des batteries de côte aux fortifications de la ville, fut de voir que Belle-Île était défendue par un système tout à fait nouveau, dont il avait entendu parler plus d’une fois au comte de La Fère comme d’un grand progrès, mais dont il n’avait point encore vu l’application.

	Ces fortifications n’appartenaient plus ni à la méthode hollandaise de Marollois, ni à la méthode française du chevalier Antoine de Ville, mais au système de Manesson Mallet, habile ingénieur qui, depuis six ou huit ans à peu près, avait quitté le service du Portugal pour entrer au service de France.

	Ces travaux avaient cela de remarquable qu’au lieu de s’élever hors de terre, comme faisaient les anciens remparts destinés à défendre la ville des échellades, ils s’y enfonçaient au contraire; et ce qui faisait la hauteur des murailles, c’était la profondeur des fossés. Il ne fallut pas un long temps à d’Artagnan pour reconnaître toute la supériorité d’un pareil système, qui ne donne aucune prise au canon.

	En outre, comme les fossés étaient au-dessous du niveau de la mer, ces fossés pouvaient être inondés par des écluses souterraines. Au reste, les travaux étaient presque achevés, et un groupe de travailleurs, recevant des ordres d’un homme qui paraissait être le conducteur des travaux, était occupé à poser les dernières pierres. Un pont de planches jeté sur le fossé, pour la plus grande commodité des manœuvres conduisant les brouettes, reliait l’intérieur à l’extérieur.

	D’Artagnan demanda avec une curiosité naïve s’il lui était permis de traverser le pont, et il lui fut répondu qu’aucun ordre ne s’y opposait.

	En conséquence, d’Artagnan traversa le pont et s’avança vers le groupe. Ce groupe était dominé par cet homme qu’avait déjà remarqué d’Artagnan, et qui paraissait être l’ingénieur en chef. Un plan était étendu sur une grosse pierre formant table, et à quelques pas de cet homme une grue fonctionnait.

	Cet ingénieur, qui, en raison de son importance, devait tout d’abord attirer l’attention de d’Artagnan, portait un justaucorps qui, par sa somptuosité, n’était guère en harmonie avec la besogne qu’il faisait, laquelle eût plutôt nécessité le costume d’un maître maçon que celui d’un seigneur.

	C’était, en outre, un homme d’une haute taille, aux épaules larges et carrées, et portant un chapeau tout couvert de panaches. Il gesticulait d’une façon on ne peut plus majestueuse, et paraissait, car on ne le voyait que de dos, gourmander les travailleurs sur leur inertie ou leur faiblesse.

	D’Artagnan approchait toujours.

	En ce moment, l’homme aux panaches avait cessé de gesticuler, et, les mains appuyées sur les genoux, il suivait, à demi courbé sur lui-même, les efforts de six ouvriers qui essayaient de soulever une pierre de taille à la hauteur d’une pièce de bois destinée à soutenir cette pierre, de façon qu’on pût passer sous elle la corde de la grue. Les six hommes, réunis sur une seule face de la pierre, rassemblaient tous leurs efforts pour la soulever à huit ou dix pouces de terre, suant et soufflant, tandis qu’un septième s’apprêtait, dès qu’il y aurait un jour suffisant, à glisser le rouleau qui devait la supporter. Mais déjà deux fois la pierre leur était échappée des mains avant d’arriver à une hauteur suffisante pour que le rouleau fût introduit.

	Il va sans dire que chaque fois que la pierre leur était échappée, ils avaient fait un bond en arrière pour éviter qu’en retombant la pierre ne leur écrasât les pieds.

	À chaque fois cette pierre abandonnée par eux s’était enfoncée de plus en plus dans la terre grasse, ce qui rendait de plus en plus difficile l’opération à laquelle les travailleurs se livraient en ce moment. Un troisième effort fait resta sans un succès meilleur, mais avec un découragement progressif.

	Et cependant, lorsque les six hommes s’étaient courbés sur la pierre, l’homme aux panaches avait lui-même, d’une voix puissante, articulé le commandement de «Ferme!» qui préside à toutes les manœuvres de forces.

	Alors il se redressa.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, qu’est-ce que cela? ai-je donc affaire à des hommes de paille?... Corne de bœuf! rangez-vous, et vous allez voir comment cela se pratique.

	— Peste! dit d’Artagnan, aurait-il la prétention de lever ce rocher? Ce serait curieux, par exemple.

	Les ouvriers, interpellés par l’ingénieur, se rangèrent l’oreille basse et secouant la tête, à l’exception de celui qui tenait le madrier et qui s’apprêtait à remplir son office.

	L’homme aux panaches s’approcha de la pierre, se baissa, glissa ses mains sous la face qui posait à terre, roidit ses muscles herculéens, et, sans secousse, d’un mouvement lent comme celui d’une machine, il souleva le rocher à un pied de terre.

	L’ouvrier qui tenait le madrier profita de ce jeu qui lui était donné et glissa le rouleau sous la pierre.

	— Voilà! dit le géant, non pas en laissant retomber le rocher, mais en le reposant sur son support.

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan, je ne connais qu’un homme capable d’un tel tour de force.

	— Hein? fit le colosse en se retournant.

	— Porthos! murmura d’Artagnan saisi de stupeur, Porthos à Belle-Île!

	De son côté, l’homme aux panaches arrêta ses yeux sur le faux intendant, et, malgré son déguisement, le reconnut.

	— D’Artagnan! s’écria-t-il.

	Et le rouge lui monta au visage.

	— Chut! fit-il à d’Artagnan.

	— Chut! lui fit le mousquetaire.

	En effet, si Porthos venait d’être découvert par d’Artagnan, d’Artagnan venait d’être découvert par Porthos.

	L’intérêt de leur secret particulier les emporta chacun tout d’abord.

	Néanmoins, le premier mouvement des deux hommes fut de se jeter dans les bras l’un de l’autre.

	Ce qu’ils voulaient cacher aux assistants, ce n’était pas leur amitié, c’étaient leurs noms.

	Mais après l’embrassade vint la réflexion.

	«Pourquoi diantre Porthos est-il à Belle-Île et lève-t-il des pierres?» se dit d’Artagnan.

	Seulement d’Artagnan se fit cette question tout bas. Moins fort en diplomatie que son ami, Porthos pensa tout haut.

	— Pourquoi diable êtes-vous à Belle-Île? demanda-t-il à d’Artagnan; et qu’y venez-vous faire?

	Il fallait répondre sans hésiter.

	Hésiter à répondre à Porthos eût été un échec dont l’amour propre de d’Artagnan n’eût jamais pu se consoler.

	— Pardieu! mon ami, je suis à Belle-Île parce que vous y êtes.

	— Ah bah! fit Porthos, visiblement étourdi de l’argument et cherchant à s’en rendre compte avec cette lucidité de déduction que nous lui connaissons.

	— Sans doute, continua d’Artagnan, qui ne voulait pas donner à son ami le temps de se reconnaître; j’ai été pour vous voir à Pierrefonds.

	— Vraiment?

	— Oui.

	— Et vous ne m’y avez pas trouvé?

	— Non, mais j’ai trouvé Mouston.

	— Il va bien?

	— Peste!

	— Mais enfin, Mouston ne vous a pas dit que j’étais ici.

	— Pourquoi ne me l’eût-il pas dit? Ai-je par hasard démérité de la confiance de Mouston?

	— Non; mais il ne le savait pas.

	— Oh! voilà une raison qui n’a rien d’offensant pour mon amour-propre au moins.

	— Mais comment avez-vous fait pour me rejoindre?

	— Eh! mon cher, un grand seigneur comme vous laisse toujours trace de son passage, et je m’estimerais bien peu si je ne savais pas suivre les traces de mes amis.

	Cette explication, toute flatteuse qu’elle était, ne satisfit pas entièrement Porthos.

	— Mais je n’ai pu laisser de traces, étant venu déguisé, dit Porthos.

	— Ah! vous êtes venu déguisé? fit d’Artagnan.

	— Oui.

	— Et comment cela?

	— En meunier.

	— Est-ce qu’un grand seigneur comme vous, Porthos, peut affecter des manières communes au point de tromper les gens?

	— Eh bien! je vous jure, mon ami, que tout le monde y a été trompé, tant j’ai bien joué mon rôle.

	— Enfin, pas si bien que je ne vous aie rejoint et découvert.

	— Justement. Comment m’avez-vous rejoint et découvert?

	— Attendez donc. J’allais vous raconter la chose. Imaginez-vous que Mouston...

	— Ah! c’est ce drôle de Mouston, dit Porthos en plissant les deux arcs de triomphe qui lui servaient de sourcils.

	— Mais attendez donc, attendez donc. Il n’y a pas de la faute de Mouston, puisqu’il ignorait lui-même où vous étiez.

	— Sans doute. Voilà pourquoi j’ai si grande hâte de comprendre.

	— Oh! comme vous êtes impatient, Porthos!

	— Quand je ne comprends pas, je suis terrible.

	— Vous allez comprendre. Aramis vous a écrit à Pierrefonds, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui.

	— Il vous a écrit d’arriver avant l’équinoxe?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Eh bien! voilà, dit d’Artagnan, espérant que cette raison suffirait à Porthos.

	Porthos parut se livrer à un violent travail d’esprit.

	— Oh! oui, dit-il, je comprends. Comme Aramis me disait d’arriver avant l’équinoxe, vous avez compris que c’était pour le rejoindre. Vous vous êtes informé où était Aramis, vous disant: «où sera Aramis, sera Porthos.» Vous avez appris qu’Aramis était en Bretagne, et vous vous êtes dit: «Porthos est en Bretagne.»

	— Eh! justement. En vérité, Porthos, je ne sais comment vous ne vous êtes pas fait devin. Alors, vous comprenez: en arrivant à La Roche-Bernard, j’ai appris les beaux travaux de fortification que l’on faisait à Belle-Île. Le récit qu’on m’en a fait a piqué ma curiosité. Je me suis embarqué sur un bâtiment pêcheur, sans savoir le moins du monde que vous étiez ici. Je suis venu. J’ai vu un gaillard qui remuait une pierre qu’Ajax n’eût pas ébranlée. Je me suis écrié: «Il n’y a que le baron de Bracieux qui soit capable d’un pareil tour de force.» Vous m’avez entendu, vous vous êtes retourné, vous m’avez reconnu, nous nous sommes embrassés, et, ma foi, si vous le voulez bien, cher ami, nous nous embrasserons encore.

	— Voilà comment tout s’explique, en effet, dit Porthos.

	Et il embrassa d’Artagnan avec une si grande amitié, que le mousquetaire en perdit la respiration pendant cinq minutes.

	— Allons, allons, plus fort que jamais, dit d’Artagnan, et toujours dans les bras, heureusement.

	Porthos salua d’Artagnan avec un gracieux sourire.

	Pendant les cinq minutes où d’Artagnan avait repris sa respiration, il avait réfléchi qu’il avait un rôle fort difficile à jouer. Il s’agissait de toujours questionner sans jamais répondre. Quand la respiration lui revint, son plan de campagne était fait.

	Chapitre LXX — Où les idées de d’Artagnan, d’abord fort troublées, commencent à s’éclaircir un peu

	D’Artagnan prit aussitôt l’offensive.

	— Maintenant que je vous ai tout dit, cher ami, ou plutôt que vous avez tout deviné, dites-moi ce que vous faites ici, couvert de poussière et de boue?

	Porthos essuya son front, et regardant autour de lui avec orgueil:

	— Mais il me semble, dit-il, que vous pouvez le voir, ce que je fais ici!

	— Sans doute, sans doute; vous levez des pierres.

	— Oh! pour leur montrer ce que c’est qu’un homme, aux fainéants! dit Porthos avec mépris. Mais vous comprenez...

	— Oui, vous ne faites pas votre état de lever des pierres, quoiqu’il y en ait beaucoup qui en font leur état et qui ne les lèvent pas comme vous. Voilà donc ce qui me faisait vous demander tout à l’heure: «Que faites-vous ici, baron?»

	— J’étudie la topographie, chevalier.

	— Vous étudiez la topographie?

	— Oui; mais vous-même, que faites-vous sous cet habit bourgeois?

	D’Artagnan reconnut qu’il avait fait une faute en se laissant aller à son étonnement. Porthos en avait profité pour riposter avec une question.

	Heureusement d’Artagnan s’attendait à cette question.

	— Mais, dit-il, vous savez que je suis bourgeois, en effet; l’habit n’a donc rien d’étonnant, puisqu’il est en rapport avec la condition.

	— Allons donc, vous, un mousquetaire!

	— Vous n’y êtes plus, mon bon ami; j’ai donné ma démission.

	— Bah!

	— Ah! mon Dieu, oui!

	— Et vous avez abandonné le service?

	— Je l’ai quitté.

	— Vous avez abandonné le roi?

	— Tout net.

	Porthos leva les bras au ciel comme fait un homme qui apprend une nouvelle inouïe.

	— Oh! par exemple, voilà qui me confond, dit-il.

	— C’est pourtant ainsi.

	— Et qui a pu vous déterminer à cela?

	— Le roi m’a déplu; Mazarin me dégoûtait depuis longtemps, comme vous savez; j’ai jeté ma casaque aux orties.

	— Mais Mazarin est mort.

	— Je le sais parbleu bien; seulement, à l’époque de sa mort, la démission était donnée et acceptée depuis deux mois. C’est alors que, me trouvant libre, j’ai couru à Pierrefonds pour voir mon cher Porthos. J’avais entendu parler de l’heureuse division que vous aviez faite de votre temps, et je voulais pendant une quinzaine de jours diviser le mien sur le vôtre.

	— Mon ami, vous savez que ce n’est pas pour quinze jours que la maison vous est ouverte: c’est pour un an, c’est pour dix ans, c’est pour la vie.

	— Merci, Porthos.

	— Ah çà! vous n’avez point besoin d’argent? dit Porthos en faisant sonner une cinquantaine de louis que renfermait son gousset. Auquel cas, vous savez...

	— Non, je n’ai besoin de rien; j’ai placé mes économies chez Planchet, qui m’en sert la rente.

	— Vos économies?

	— Sans doute, dit d’Artagnan; pourquoi voulez-vous que je n’aie pas fait mes économies comme un autre, Porthos?

	— Moi! je ne veux pas cela; au contraire, je vous ai toujours soupçonné... c’est-à-dire Aramis vous a toujours soupçonné d’avoir des économies. Moi, voyez-vous, je ne me mêle pas des affaires de ménage; seulement, ce que je présume, c’est que des économies de mousquetaire, c’est léger.

	— Sans doute, relativement à vous, Porthos, qui êtes millionnaire; mais enfin je vais vous en faire juge. J’avais d’une part vingt-cinq mille livres.

	— C’est gentil, dit Porthos d’un air affable.

	— Et, continua d’Artagnan, j’y ai ajouté, le 25 du mois dernier, deux cents autres mille livres.

	Porthos ouvrit des yeux énormes, qui demandaient éloquemment au mousquetaire: «où diable avez-vous volé une pareille somme, cher ami?»

	— Deux cent mille livres! s’écria-t-il enfin.

	— Oui, qui, avec vingt-cinq que j’avais, et vingt mille que j’ai sur moi, me complètent une somme de deux cent quarante-cinq mille livres.

	— Mais voyons, voyons! d’où vous vient cette fortune?

	— Ah! voilà. Je vous conterai la chose plus tard, cher ami; mais comme vous avez d’abord beaucoup de choses à me dire vous-même, mettons mon récit à son rang.

	— Bravo! dit Porthos, nous voilà tous riches. Mais qu’avais-je donc à vous raconter?

	— Vous avez à me raconter comment Aramis a été nommé...

	— Ah! évêque de Vannes.

	— C’est cela, dit d’Artagnan, évêque de Vannes. Ce cher Aramis! savez vous qu’il fait son chemin?

	— Oui, oui, oui! Sans compter qu’il n’en restera pas là.

	— Comment! vous croyez qu’il ne se contentera pas des bas violets, et qu’il lui faudra le chapeau rouge?

	— Chut! cela lui est promis.

	— Bah! par le roi?

	— Par quelqu’un qui est plus puissant que le roi.

	— Ah! diable! Porthos, que vous me dites là de choses incroyables, mon ami!

	— Pourquoi, incroyables? Est-ce qu’il n’y a pas toujours eu en France quelqu’un de plus puissant que le roi?

	— Oh! si fait. Du temps du roi Louis XIII, c’était le duc de Richelieu; du temps de la régence, c’était le cardinal Mazarin; du temps de Louis XIV, c’est M...

	— Allons donc!

	— C’est M. Fouquet.

	— Tope! Vous l’avez nommé du premier coup.

	— Ainsi c’est M. Fouquet qui a promis le chapeau à Aramis?

	Porthos prit un air réservé.

	— Cher ami, dit-il, Dieu me préserve de m’occuper des affaires des autres et surtout de révéler des secrets qu’ils peuvent avoir intérêt à garder. Quand vous verrez Aramis, il vous dira ce qu’il croira devoir vous dire.

	— Vous avez raison, Porthos, et vous êtes un cadenas pour la sûreté. Revenons donc à vous.

	— Oui, dit Porthos.

	— Vous m’avez donc dit que vous étiez ici pour étudier la topographie?

	— Justement.

	— Tudieu! mon ami, les belles choses que vous ferez!

	— Comment cela?

	— Mais ces fortifications sont admirables.

	— C’est votre opinion?

	— Sans doute. En vérité, à moins d’un siège tout à fait en règle, Belle-Île est imprenable.

	Porthos se frotta les mains.

	— C’est mon avis, dit-il.

	— Mais qui diable a fortifié ainsi cette bicoque?

	Porthos se rengorgea.

	— Je ne vous l’ai pas dit?

	— Non.

	— Vous ne vous en doutez pas?

	— Non; tout ce que je puis dire, c’est que c’est un homme qui a étudié tous les systèmes et qui me paraît s’être arrêté au meilleur.

	— Chut! dit Porthos; ménagez ma modestie, mon cher d’Artagnan.

	— Vraiment! répondit le mousquetaire; ce serait vous... qui... Oh!

	— Par grâce, mon ami!

	— Vous qui avez imaginé, tracé et combiné entre eux ces bastions, ces redans, ces courtines, ces demi-lunes, qui préparez ce chemin couvert?

	— Je vous en prie...

	— Vous qui avez édifié cette lunette avec ses angles rentrants et ses angles saillants?

	— Mon ami...

	— Vous qui avez donné aux jours de vos embrasures cette inclinaison à l’aide de laquelle vous protégez si efficacement les servants de vos pièces?

	— Eh! mon Dieu, oui.

	— Ah! Porthos, Porthos, il faut s’incliner devant vous, il faut admirer! Mais vous nous avez toujours caché ce beau génie! J’espère, mon ami, que vous allez me montrer tout cela dans le détail.

	— Rien de plus facile. Voici mon plan.

	— Montrez.

	Porthos conduisit d’Artagnan vers la pierre qui lui servait de table et sur laquelle le plan était étendu.

	Au bas du plan était écrit, de cette formidable écriture de Porthos, écriture dont nous avons eu déjà l’occasion de parler: «Au lieu de vous servir du carré ou du rectangle, ainsi qu’on le faisait jusqu’aujourd’hui, vous supposerez votre place enfermée dans un hexagone régulier. Ce polygone ayant l’avantage d’offrir plus d’angles que le quadrilatère. Chaque côté de votre hexagone, dont vous déterminerez la longueur en raison des dimensions prises sur la place, sera divisé en deux parties, et sur le point milieu vous élèverez une perpendiculaire vers le centre du polygone, laquelle égalera en longueur la sixième partie du côté. Par les extrémités, de chaque côté du polygone, vous tracerez deux diagonales et qui iront couper la perpendiculaire. Ces deux droites formeront les lignes de défense.»

	— Diable! dit d’Artagnan s’arrêtant à ce point de la démonstration; mais c’est un système complet, cela, Porthos?

	— Tout entier, fit Porthos. Voulez-vous continuer?

	— Non pas, j’en ai lu assez; mais puisque c’est vous, mon cher Porthos, qui dirigez les travaux, qu’avez-vous besoin d’établir ainsi votre système par écrit?

	— Oh! mon cher, la mort!

	— Comment, la mort?

	— Eh oui! nous sommes tous mortels.

	— C’est vrai, dit d’Artagnan; vous avez réponse à tout, mon ami.

	Et il reposa le plan sur la pierre.

	Mais si peu de temps qu’il eût eu ce plan entre les mains, d’Artagnan avait pu distinguer, sous l’énorme écriture de Porthos, une écriture beaucoup plus fine qui lui rappelait certaines lettres à Marie Michon dont il avait eu connaissance dans sa jeunesse. Seulement, la gomme avait passé et repassé sur cette écriture, qui eût échappé à un œil moins exercé que celui de notre mousquetaire.

	— Bravo, mon ami, bravo! dit d’Artagnan.

	— Et maintenant, vous savez tout ce que vous vouliez savoir, n’est-ce pas? dit Porthos en faisant la roue.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui; seulement, faites-moi une dernière grâce, cher ami.

	— Parlez; je suis le maître ici.

	— Faites-moi le plaisir de me nommer ce monsieur qui se promène là-bas.

	— Où, là-bas?

	— Derrière les soldats.

	— Suivi d’un laquais?

	— Précisément.

	— En compagnie d’une espèce de maraud vêtu de noir?

	— À merveille!

	— C’est M. Gétard.

	— Qu’est-ce que M. Gétard, mon ami?

	— C’est l’architecte de la maison.

	— De quelle maison?

	— De la maison de M. Fouquet.

	— Ah! ah! s’écria d’Artagnan; vous êtes donc de la maison de M. Fouquet, vous, Porthos?

	— Moi! et pourquoi cela? fit le topographe en rougissant jusqu’à l’extrémité supérieure des oreilles.

	— Mais, vous dites la maison, en parlant de Belle-Île, comme si vous parliez du château de Pierrefonds.

	Porthos se pinça les lèvres.

	— Mon cher, dit-il, Belle-Île est à M. Fouquet, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui.

	— Comme Pierrefonds est à moi?

	— Certainement.

	— Vous êtes venu à Pierrefonds?

	— Je vous ai dit que j’y étais ne voilà pas deux mois.

	— Y avez-vous vu un monsieur qui a l’habitude de s’y promener une règle à la main?

	— Non; mais j’eusse pu l’y voir, s’il s’y promenait effectivement.

	— Eh bien! ce monsieur, c’est M. Boulingrin.

	— Qu’est-ce que M. Boulingrin?

	— Voilà justement. Si quand ce monsieur se promène une règle à la main, quelqu’un me demande: «Qu’est-ce que M. Boulingrin?» je réponds: «C’est l’architecte de la maison.» Eh bien! M. Gétard est le Boulingrin de M. Fouquet. Mais il n’a rien à voir aux fortifications, qui me regardent seul, entendez-vous bien? rien, absolument.

	— Ah! Porthos, s’écria d’Artagnan en laissant tomber ses bras comme un vaincu qui rend son épée; ah! mon ami, vous n’êtes pas seulement un topographe herculéen, vous êtes encore un dialecticien de première trempe.

	— N’est-ce pas, répondit Porthos, que c’est puissamment raisonné?

	Et il souffla comme le congre que d’Artagnan avait laissé échapper le matin.

	— Et maintenant, continua d’Artagnan, ce maraud qui accompagne M. Gétard est-il aussi de la maison de M. Fouquet?

	— Oh! fit Porthos avec mépris, c’est un M. Jupenet ou Juponet, une espèce de poète.

	— Qui vient s’établir ici?

	— Je crois que oui.

	— Je pensais que M. Fouquet avait bien assez de poètes là-bas: Scudéry, Loret, Pellisson, La Fontaine. S’il faut que je vous dise la vérité, Porthos, ce poète-là vous déshonore.

	— Eh! mon ami, ce qui nous sauve, c’est qu’il n’est pas ici comme poète.

	— Comment donc y est-il?

	— Comme imprimeur, et même vous me faites songer que j’ai un mot à lui dire, à ce cuistre.

	— Dites.

	Porthos fit un signe à Jupenet, lequel avait bien reconnu d’Artagnan et ne se souciait pas d’approcher; ce qui amena tout naturellement un second signe de Porthos.

	Ce signe était tellement impératif, qu’il fallait obéir cette fois.

	Il s’approcha donc.

	— Ça! dit Porthos, vous voilà débarqué d’hier et vous faites déjà des vôtres.

	— Comment cela, monsieur le baron? demanda Jupenet tout tremblant.

	— Votre presse a gémi toute la nuit, monsieur, dit Porthos, et vous m’avez empêché de dormir, corne de bœuf!

	— Monsieur... objecta timidement Jupenet.

	— Vous n’avez rien encore à imprimer; donc vous ne devez pas encore faire aller la presse. Qu’avez-vous donc imprimé cette nuit?

	— Monsieur, une poésie légère de ma composition.

	— Légère! Allons donc, monsieur, la presse criait que c’était pitié. Que cela ne vous arrive plus, entendez-vous?

	— Non, monsieur.

	— Vous me le promettez?

	— Je le promets.

	— C’est bien; pour cette fois, je vous pardonne. Allez!

	Le poète se retira avec la même humilité dont il avait fait preuve en arrivant.

	— Eh bien! maintenant que nous avons lavé la tête à ce drôle, déjeunons, dit Porthos.

	— Oui, dit d’Artagnan, déjeunons.

	— Seulement, dit Porthos, je vous ferai observer, mon ami, que nous n’avons que deux heures pour notre repas.

	— Que voulez-vous! nous tâcherons d’en faire assez. Mais pourquoi n’avons-nous que deux heures?

	— Parce que la marée monte à une heure, et qu’avec la marée je pars pour Vannes. Mais, comme je reviens demain, cher ami, restez chez moi, vous y serez le maître. J’ai bon cuisinier, bonne cave.

	— Mais non, interrompit d’Artagnan, mieux que cela.

	— Quoi?

	— Vous allez à Vannes, dites-vous?

	— Sans doute.

	— Pour voir Aramis?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien! moi qui étais venu de Paris exprès pour voir Aramis...

	— C’est vrai.

	— Je partirai avec vous.

	— Tiens! c’est cela.

	— Seulement, je devais commencer par voir Aramis, et vous après. Mais l’homme propose et Dieu dispose. J’aurai commencé par vous, je finirai par Aramis.

	— Très bien!

	— Et en combien d’heures allez-vous d’ici à Vannes?

	— Ah! mon Dieu! en six heures. Trois heures de mer d’ici à Sarzeau, trois heures de route de Sarzeau à Vannes.

	— Comme c’est commode! Et vous allez souvent à Vannes, étant si près de l’évêché?

	— Oui, une fois par semaine. Mais attendez que je prenne mon plan.

	Porthos ramassa son plan, le plia avec soin et l’engouffra dans sa large poche.

	— Bon! dit à part d’Artagnan, je crois que je sais maintenant quel est le véritable ingénieur qui fortifie Belle-Île.

	Deux heures après, à la marée montante, Porthos et d’Artagnan partaient pour Sarzeau.

	Chapitre LXXI — Une procession à Vannes

	La traversée de Belle-Île à Sarzeau se fit assez rapidement, grâce à l’un de ces petits corsaires dont on avait parlé à d’Artagnan pendant son voyage, et qui, taillés pour la course et destinés à la chasse, s’abritaient momentanément dans la rade de Locmaria, où l’un d’eux, avec le quart de son équipage de guerre, faisait le service entre Belle-Île et le continent.

	D’Artagnan eut l’occasion de se convaincre cette fois encore que Porthos, bien qu’ingénieur et topographe, n’était pas profondément enfoncé dans les secrets d’État.

	Sa parfaite ignorance, au reste, eût passé près de tout autre pour une savante dissimulation. Mais d’Artagnan connaissait trop bien tous les plis et replis de son Porthos pour ne pas y trouver un secret s’il y était, comme ces vieux garçons rangés et minutieux savent trouver, les yeux fermés, tel livre sur les rayons de la bibliothèque, telle pièce de linge dans un tiroir de leur commode.

	Donc, s’il n’avait rien trouvé, ce rusé d’Artagnan, en roulant et en déroulant son Porthos, c’est qu’en vérité il n’y avait rien.

	— Soit, dit d’Artagnan; j’en saurai plus à Vannes en une demi-heure que Porthos n’en a su à Belle-Île en deux mois. Seulement, pour que je sache quelque chose, il importe que Porthos n’use pas du seul stratagème dont je lui laisse la disposition. Il faut qu’il ne prévienne point Aramis de mon arrivée.

	Tous les soins du mousquetaire se bornèrent donc pour le moment à surveiller Porthos.

	Et, hâtons-nous de le dire, Porthos ne méritait pas cet excès de défiance. Porthos ne songeait aucunement à mal.

	Peut-être, à la première vue, d’Artagnan lui avait-il inspiré un peu de défiance; mais presque aussitôt d’Artagnan avait reconquis dans ce bon et brave cœur la place qu’il y avait toujours occupée, et pas le moindre nuage n’obscurcissait le gros œil de Porthos se fixant de temps en temps avec tendresse sur son ami.

	En débarquant, Porthos s’informa si ses chevaux l’attendaient, et en effet, il les aperçut bientôt à la croix du chemin qui tourne autour de Sarzeau et qui, sans traverser cette petite ville, aboutit à Vannes. Ces chevaux étaient au nombre de deux: celui de M. de Vallon et celui de son écuyer.

	Car Porthos avait un écuyer depuis que Mousqueton n’usait plus que du chariot comme moyen de locomotion.

	D’Artagnan s’attendait à ce que Porthos proposât d’envoyer en avant son écuyer sur un cheval pour en ramener un autre, et il se promettait, lui, d’Artagnan, de combattre cette proposition. Mais rien de ce que présumait d’Artagnan n’arriva. Porthos ordonna tout simplement au serviteur de mettre pied à terre et d’attendre son retour à Sarzeau pendant que d’Artagnan monterait son cheval.

	Ce qui fut fait.

	— Eh! mais vous êtes homme de précaution, mon cher Porthos, dit d’Artagnan à son ami lorsqu’il se trouva en selle sur le cheval de l’écuyer.

	— Oui; mais c’est une gracieuseté d’Aramis. Je n’ai pas mes équipages ici. Aramis a donc mis ses écuries à ma disposition.

	— Bons chevaux, mordioux! pour des chevaux d’évêque, dit d’Artagnan. Il est vrai qu’Aramis est un évêque tout particulier.

	— C’est un saint homme, répondit Porthos d’un ton presque nasillard et en levant les yeux au ciel.

	— Alors il est donc bien changé, dit d’Artagnan, car nous l’avons connu passablement profane.

	— La grâce l’a touché, dit Porthos.

	— Bravo! dit d’Artagnan, cela redouble mon désir de le voir, ce cher Aramis.

	Et il éperonna son cheval, qui l’emporta avec une nouvelle rapidité.

	— Peste! dit Porthos, si nous allons de ce train-là, nous ne mettrons qu’une heure au lieu de deux.

	— Pour faire combien, dites-vous, Porthos?

	— Quatre lieues et demie.

	— Ce sera aller bon pas.

	— J’aurais pu, cher ami, vous faire embarquer sur le canal; mais au diable les rameurs ou les chevaux de trait! Les premiers vont comme des tortues, les seconds comme des limaces, et quand on peut se mettre un bon coursier entre les genoux, mieux vaut un bon cheval que des rameurs ou tout autre moyen.

	— Vous avez raison, vous surtout, Porthos, qui êtes toujours magnifique à cheval.

	— Un peu lourd, mon ami; je me suis pesé dernièrement.

	— Et combien pesez-vous?

	— Trois cents! dit Porthos avec orgueil.

	— Bravo!

	— De sorte, vous comprenez, qu’on est forcé de me choisir des chevaux dont le rein soit droit et large, autrement je les crève en deux heures.

	— Oui, des chevaux de géant, n’est-ce pas, Porthos?

	— Vous êtes bien bon, mon ami, répliqua l’ingénieur avec une affectueuse majesté.

	— En effet, mon ami, répliqua d’Artagnan, il me semble que votre monture sue déjà.

	— Dame; il fait chaud. Ah! ah! voyez-vous Vannes maintenant?

	— Oui, très bien. C’est une fort belle ville, à ce qu’il paraît?

	— Charmante, selon Aramis, du moins; moi, je la trouve noire; mais il paraît que c’est beau, le noir, pour les artistes. J’en suis fâché.

	— Pourquoi cela, Porthos?

	— Parce que j’ai précisément fait badigeonner en blanc mon château de Pierrefonds, qui était gris de vieillesse.

	— Hum! fit d’Artagnan; en effet, le blanc est plus gai.

	— Oui, mais c’est moins auguste, à ce que m’a dit Aramis. Heureusement qu’il y a des marchands de noir: je ferai rebadigeonner Pierrefonds en noir, voilà tout. Si le gris est beau, vous comprenez, mon ami, le noir doit être superbe.

	— Dame! fit d’Artagnan, cela me paraît logique.

	— Est-ce que vous n’êtes jamais venu à Vannes, d’Artagnan?

	— Jamais.

	— Alors vous ne connaissez pas la ville?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien! tenez, dit Porthos en se haussant sur ses étriers, mouvement qui fit fléchir l’avant-main de son cheval, voyez-vous dans le soleil, là-bas, cette flèche?

	— Certainement, que je la vois.

	— C’est la cathédrale.

	— Qui s’appelle?

	— Saint-Pierre. Maintenant, là, tenez, dans le faubourg à gauche, voyez vous une autre croix?

	— À merveille.

	— C’est Saint-Paterne, la paroisse de prédilection d’Aramis.

	— Ah!

	— Sans doute. Voyez-vous, saint Paterne passe pour avoir été le premier évêque de Vannes. Il est vrai qu’Aramis prétend que non, lui. Il est vrai qu’il est si savant, que cela pourrait bien n’être qu’un paro... qu’un para...

	— Qu’un paradoxe, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Précisément. Merci, la langue me fourchait... il fait si chaud.

	— Mon ami, fit d’Artagnan, continuez, je vous prie, votre intéressante démonstration. Qu’est-ce que ce grand bâtiment blanc percé de fenêtres?

	— Ah! celui-là, c’est le collège des jésuites. Pardieu! vous avez la main heureuse. Voyez-vous près du collège une grande maison à clochetons à tourelles, et d’un beau style gothique, comme dit cette brute de M. Gétard?

	— Oui, je la vois. Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! c’est là que loge Aramis.

	— Quoi! il ne loge pas à l’évêché?

	— Non; l’évêché est en ruines. L’évêché, d’ailleurs, est dans la ville, et Aramis préfère le faubourg. Voilà pourquoi, vous dis-je, il affectionne Saint-Paterne, parce que Saint-Paterne est dans le faubourg. Et puis il y a dans ce même faubourg un mail, un jeu de paume et une maison de dominicains. Tenez, celle-là qui élève jusqu’au ciel ce beau clocher.

	— Très bien.

	— Ensuite, voyez-vous, le faubourg est comme une ville à part; il a ses murailles, ses tours, ses fossés; le quai même y aboutit, et les bateaux abordent au quai. Si notre petit corsaire ne tirait pas huit pieds d’eau, nous serions arrivés à pleines voiles jusque sous les fenêtres d’Aramis.

	— Porthos, Porthos, mon ami, s’écria d’Artagnan, vous êtes un puits de science, une source de réflexions ingénieuses et profondes. Porthos, vous ne me surprenez plus, vous me confondez.

	— Nous voici arrivés, dit Porthos, détournant la conversation avec sa modestie ordinaire.

	«Et il était temps, pensa d’Artagnan, car le cheval d’Aramis fond comme un cheval de glace.»

	Ils entrèrent presque au même instant dans le faubourg, mais à peine eurent-ils fait cent pas, qu’ils furent surpris de voir les rues jonchées de feuillages et de fleurs.

	Aux vieilles murailles de Vannes pendaient les plus vieilles et les plus étranges tapisseries de France.

	Des balcons de fer tombaient de longs draps blancs tout parsemés de bouquets.

	Les rues étaient désertes; on sentait que toute la population était rassemblée sur un point.

	Les jalousies étaient closes, et la fraîcheur pénétrait dans les maisons sous l’abri des tentures, qui faisaient de larges ombres noires entre leurs saillies et les murailles. Soudain, au détour d’une rue, des chants frappèrent les oreilles des nouveaux débarqués. Une foule endimanchée apparut à travers les vapeurs de l’encens qui montait au ciel en bleuâtres flocons, et les nuages de feuilles de roses voltigeant jusqu’aux premiers étages. Au-dessus de toutes les têtes, on distinguait les croix et les bannières, signes sacrés de la religion.

	Puis, au-dessous de ces croix et de ces bannières, et comme protégées par elles, tout un monde de jeunes filles vêtues de blanc et couronnées de bleuets.

	Aux deux côtés de la rue, enfermant le cortège, s’avançaient les soldats de la garnison, portant des bouquets dans les canons de leurs fusils et à la pointe de leurs lances.

	C’était une procession.

	Tandis que d’Artagnan et Porthos regardaient avec une ferveur de bon goût qui déguisait une extrême impatience de pousser en avant, un dais magnifique s’approchait, précédé de cent jésuites et de cent dominicains, et escorté par deux archidiacres, un trésorier, un pénitencier et douze chanoines. Un chantre à la voix foudroyante, un chantre trié certainement dans toutes les voix de la France, comme l’était le tambour-major de la garde impériale dans tous les géants de l’Empire, un chantre, escorté de quatre autres chantres qui semblaient n’être là que pour lui servir d’accompagnement, faisait retentir les airs et vibrer les vitres de toutes les maisons.

	Sous le dais apparaissait une figure pâle et noble, aux yeux noirs, aux cheveux noirs mêlés de fils d’argent, à la bouche fine et circonspecte, au menton proéminent et anguleux.

	Cette tête, pleine de gracieuse majesté, était coiffée de la mitre épiscopale, coiffure qui lui donnait, outre le caractère de la souveraineté, celui de l’ascétisme et de la méditation évangélique.

	— Aramis! s’écria involontairement le mousquetaire quand cette figure altière passa devant lui.

	Le prélat tressaillit; il parut avoir entendu cette voix comme un mort ressuscitant entend la voix du Sauveur. Il leva ses grands yeux noirs aux longs cils et les porta sans hésiter vers l’endroit d’où l’exclamation était partie. D’un seul coup d’œil, il avait vu Porthos et d’Artagnan près de lui. De son côté, d’Artagnan, grâce à l’acuité de son regard, avait tout vu, tout saisi. Le portrait en pied du prélat était entré dans sa mémoire pour n’en plus sortir.

	Une chose surtout avait frappé d’Artagnan. En l’apercevant, Aramis avait rougi, puis il avait à l’instant même concentré sous sa paupière le feu du regard du maître et l’imperceptible affectuosité du regard de l’ami.

	Il était évident qu’Aramis s’adressait tout bas cette question: «Pourquoi d’Artagnan est-il là avec Porthos, et que vient-il faire à Vannes?» Aramis comprit tout ce qui se passait dans l’esprit de d’Artagnan en reportant son regard sur lui et en voyant qu’il n’avait pas baissé les yeux.

	Il connaît la finesse de son ami et son intelligence; il craint de laisser deviner le secret de sa rougeur et de son étonnement. C’est bien le même Aramis, ayant toujours un secret à dissimuler. Aussi, pour en finir avec ce regard d’inquisiteur qu’il faut faire baisser à tout prix, comme à tout prix un général éteint le feu d’une batterie qui le gêne, Aramis étend sa belle main blanche, à laquelle étincelle l’améthyste de l’anneau pastoral, il fend l’air avec le signe de la croix et foudroie ses deux amis avec sa bénédiction. Peut-être, rêveur et distrait, d’Artagnan, impie malgré lui, ne se fût point baissé sous cette bénédiction sainte; mais Porthos a vu cette distraction, et, appuyant amicalement sa main sur le dos de son compagnon, il l’écrase vers la terre.

	D’Artagnan fléchit: peu s’en faut même qu’il ne tombe à plat ventre.

	Pendant ce temps, Aramis est passé.

	D’Artagnan, comme Antée, n’a fait que toucher la terre, et il se retourne vers Porthos tout prêt à se fâcher.

	Mais il n’y a pas à se tromper à l’intention du brave hercule: c’est un sentiment de bienséance religieuse qui le pousse. D’ailleurs, la parole, chez Porthos, au lieu de déguiser la pensée, la complète toujours.

	— C’est fort gentil à lui, dit-il, de nous avoir donné comme cela une bénédiction, à nous tout seuls. Décidément, c’est un saint homme et un brave homme.

	Moins convaincu que Porthos, d’Artagnan ne répondit pas.

	— Voyez, cher ami, continua Porthos, il nous a vus, et au lieu de continuer à marcher au simple pas de procession, comme tout à l’heure, voilà qu’il se hâte. Voyez-vous comme le cortège double sa vitesse? Il est pressé de nous voir et de nous embrasser, ce cher Aramis.

	— C’est vrai, répondit d’Artagnan tout haut.

	Puis tout bas:

	— Toujours est-il qu’il m’a vu, le renard, et qu’il aura le temps de se préparer à me recevoir.

	Mais la procession est passée; le chemin est libre.

	D’Artagnan et Porthos marchèrent droit au palais épiscopal, qu’une foule nombreuse entourait pour voir rentrer le prélat.

	D’Artagnan remarqua que cette foule était surtout composée de bourgeois et de militaires.

	Il reconnut dans la nature de ces partisans l’adresse de son ami.

	En effet, Aramis n’était pas homme à rechercher une popularité inutile: peu lui importait d’être aimé de gens qui ne lui servaient à rien.

	Des femmes, des enfants, des vieillards, c’est-à-dire le cortège ordinaire des pasteurs, ce n’était pas son cortège à lui. Dix minutes après que les deux amis avaient passé le seuil de l’évêché, Aramis rentra comme un triomphateur; les soldats lui présentaient les armes comme à un supérieur; les bourgeois le saluaient comme un ami, comme un patron plutôt que comme un chef religieux. Il y avait dans Aramis quelque chose de ces sénateurs romains qui avaient toujours leurs portes encombrées de clients. Au bas du perron, il eut une conférence d’une demi-minute avec un jésuite qui, pour lui parler plus discrètement, passa la tête sous le dais.

	Puis il rentra chez lui; les portes se refermèrent lentement, et la foule s’écoula, tandis que les chants et les prières retentissaient encore.

	C’était une magnifique journée. Il y avait des parfums terrestres mêlés à des parfums d’air et de mer. La ville respirait le bonheur, la joie, la force.

	D’Artagnan sentit comme la présence d’une main invisible qui avait, toute-puissante, créé cette force, cette joie, ce bonheur, et répandu partout ces parfums.

	«Oh! oh! se dit-il, Porthos a engraissé; mais Aramis a grandi.»
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	Porthos et d’Artagnan étaient entrés à l’évêché par une porte particulière, connue des seuls amis de la maison.

	Il va sans dire que Porthos avait servi de guide à d’Artagnan. Le digne baron se comportait un peu partout comme chez lui. Cependant, soit reconnaissance tacite de cette sainteté du personnage d’Aramis et de son caractère, soit habitude de respecter ce qui lui imposait moralement, digne habitude qui avait toujours fait de Porthos un soldat modèle et un esprit excellent, par toutes ces raisons, disons-nous, Porthos conserva, chez Sa Grandeur l’évêque de Vannes, une sorte de réserve que d’Artagnan remarqua tout d’abord dans l’attitude qu’il prit avec les valets et les commensaux.

	Cependant cette réserve n’allait pas jusqu’à se priver de questions, Porthos questionna.

	On apprit alors que Sa Grandeur venait de rentrer dans ses appartements, et se préparait à paraître, dans l’intimité, moins majestueuse qu’elle n’avait paru avec ses ouailles.

	En effet, après un petit quart d’heure que passèrent d’Artagnan et Porthos à se regarder mutuellement le blanc des yeux, à tourner leurs pouces dans les différentes évolutions qui vont du nord au midi, une porte de la salle s’ouvrit et l’on vit paraître Sa Grandeur vêtue du petit costume complet de prélat.

	Aramis portait la tête haute, en homme qui a l’habitude du commandement, la robe de drap violet retroussée sur le côté, et le poing sur la hanche.

	En outre, il avait conservé la fine moustache et la royale allongée du temps de Louis XIII.

	Il exhala en entrant ce parfum délicat qui, chez les hommes élégants, chez les femmes du grand monde, ne change jamais, et semble s’être incorporé dans la personne dont il est devenu l’émanation naturelle. Cette fois seulement le parfum avait retenu quelque chose de la sublimité religieuse de l’encens. Il n’enivrait plus, il pénétrait; il n’inspirait plus le désir, il inspirait le respect.

	Aramis, en entrant dans la chambre, n’hésita pas un instant, et sans prononcer une parole qui, quelle qu’elle fût, eût été froide en pareille occasion, il vint droit au mousquetaire si bien déguisé sous le costume de M. Agnan, et le serra dans ses bras avec une tendresse que le plus défiant n’eût pas soupçonnée de froideur ou d’affectation.

	D’Artagnan, de son côté, l’embrassa d’une égale ardeur. Porthos serra la main délicate d’Aramis dans ses grosses mains, et d’Artagnan remarqua que Sa Grandeur lui serrait la main gauche probablement par habitude, attendu que Porthos devait déjà dix fois lui avoir meurtri ses doigts ornés de bagues en broyant sa chair dans l’étau de son poignet. Aramis, averti par la douleur, se défiait donc et ne présentait que des chairs à froisser et non des doigts à écraser contre de l’or ou des facettes de diamant.

	Entre deux accolades, Aramis regarda en face d’Artagnan, lui offrit une chaise et s’assit dans l’ombre, observant que le jour donnait sur le visage de son interlocuteur.

	Cette manœuvre, familière aux diplomates et aux femmes, ressemble beaucoup à l’avantage de la garde que cherchent, selon leur habileté ou leur habitude, à prendre les combattants sur le terrain du duel. D’Artagnan ne fut pas dupe de la manœuvre; mais il ne parut pas s’en apercevoir.

	Il se sentait pris; mais, justement parce qu’il était pris, il se sentait sur la voie de la découverte, et peu lui importait, vieux condottiere, de se faire battre en apparence, pourvu qu’il tirât de sa prétendue défaite les avantages de la victoire.

	Ce fut Aramis qui commença la conversation.

	— Ah! cher ami! mon bon d’Artagnan! dit-il, quel excellent hasard!

	— C’est un hasard, mon révérend compagnon, dit d’Artagnan, que j’appellerai de l’amitié. Je vous cherche, comme toujours je vous ai cherché, dès que j’ai eu quelque grande entreprise à vous offrir ou quelques heures de liberté à vous donner.

	— Ah! vraiment, dit Aramis sans explosion, vous me cherchez?

	— Eh! oui, il vous cherche, mon cher Aramis, dit Porthos, et la preuve, c’est qu’il m’a relancé, moi, à Belle-Île. C’est aimable, n’est-ce pas?

	— Ah! fit Aramis, certainement, à Belle-Île…

	«Bon! dit d’Artagnan, voilà mon butor de Porthos qui, sans y songer, a tiré du premier coup le canon d’attaque.»

	— À Belle-Île, dit Aramis, dans ce trou, dans ce désert! C’est aimable, en effet.

	— Et c’est moi qui lui ai appris que vous étiez à Vannes, continua Porthos du même ton.

	D’Artagnan arma sa bouche d’une finesse presque ironique.

	— Si fait, je le savais, dit-il; mais j’ai voulu voir.

	— Voir quoi?

	— Si notre vieille amitié tenait toujours; si, en nous voyant, notre cœur, tout racorni qu’il est par l’âge, laissait encore échapper ce bon cri de joie qui salue la venue d’un ami.

	— Eh bien! vous avez dû être satisfait? demanda Aramis.

	— Couci-couci.

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, Porthos m’a dit: «Chut!» et vous…

	— Eh bien! et moi?

	— Et vous, vous m’avez donné votre bénédiction.

	— Que voulez-vous! mon ami, dit en souriant Aramis, c’est ce qu’un pauvre prélat comme moi a de plus précieux.

	— Allons donc, mon cher ami.

	— Sans doute.

	— On dit cependant à Paris que l’évêché de Vannes est un des meilleurs de France.

	— Ah! vous voulez parler des biens temporels? dit Aramis d’un air détaché.

	— Mais certainement j’en veux parler. J’y tiens, moi.

	— En ce cas, parlons-en, dit Aramis avec un sourire.

	— Vous avouez être un des plus riches prélats de France?

	— Mon cher, puisque vous me demandez mes comptes, je vous dirai que l’évêché de Vannes vaut vingt mille livres de rente, ni plus ni moins. C’est un diocèse qui renferme cent soixante paroisses.

	— C’est fort joli, dit d’Artagnan.

	— C’est superbe, dit Porthos.

	— Mais cependant, reprit d’Artagnan en couvrant Aramis du regard, vous ne vous êtes pas enterré ici à jamais?

	— Pardonnez-moi. Seulement je n’admets pas le mot enterré.

	— Mais il me semble qu’à cette distance de Paris on est enterré, ou peu s’en faut.

	— Mon ami, je me fais vieux, dit Aramis; le bruit et le mouvement de la ville ne me vont plus.

	«À cinquante-sept ans, on doit chercher le calme et la méditation. Je les ai trouvés ici. Quoi de plus beau et de plus sévère à la fois que cette vieille Armorique? Je trouve ici, cher d’Artagnan, tout le contraire de ce que j’aimais autrefois, et c’est ce qu’il faut à la fin de la vie, qui est le contraire du commencement. Un peu de mon plaisir d’autrefois vient encore m’y saluer de temps en temps sans me distraire de mon salut. Je suis encore de ce monde, et cependant, à chaque pas que je fais, je me rapproche de Dieu.

	— Éloquent, sage, discret, vous êtes un prélat accompli, Aramis, et je vous félicite.

	— Mais, dit Aramis en souriant, vous n’êtes pas seulement venu, cher ami, pour me faire des compliments… Parlez, qui vous amène? Serais-je assez heureux pour que, d’une façon quelconque, vous eussiez besoin de moi?

	— Dieu merci, non, mon cher ami, dit d’Artagnan, ce n’est rien de cela. Je suis riche et libre.

	— Riche?

	— Oui, riche pour moi; pas pour vous ni pour Porthos, bien entendu. J’ai une quinzaine de mille livres de rente.

	Aramis le regarda soupçonneux. Il ne pouvait croire, surtout en voyant son ancien ami avec cet humble aspect, qu’il eût fait une si belle fortune.

	Alors d’Artagnan, voyant que l’heure des explications était venue, raconta son histoire d’Angleterre.

	Pendant le récit, il vit dix fois briller les yeux et tressaillir les doigts effilés du prélat. Quant à Porthos, ce n’était pas de l’admiration qu’il manifestait pour d’Artagnan, c’était de l’enthousiasme, c’était du délire. Lorsque d’Artagnan eut achevé son récit:

	— Eh bien? fit Aramis.

	— Eh bien! dit d’Artagnan, vous voyez que j’ai en Angleterre des amis et des propriétés, en France un trésor. Si le cœur vous en dit, je vous les offre. Voilà pourquoi je suis venu.

	Si assuré que fût son regard, il ne put soutenir en ce moment le regard d’Aramis. Il laissa donc dévier son œil sur Porthos, comme fait l’épée qui cède à une pression toute-puissante et cherche un autre chemin.

	— En tout cas, dit l’évêque, vous avez pris un singulier costume de voyage, cher ami.

	— Affreux! je le sais. Vous comprenez que je ne voulais voyager ni en cavalier ni en seigneur. Depuis que je suis riche, je suis avare.

	— Et vous dites donc que vous êtes venu à Belle-Île? fit Aramis sans transition.

	— Oui, répliqua d’Artagnan, je savais y trouver Porthos et vous.

	— Moi! s’écria Aramis. Moi! depuis un an que je suis ici je n’ai point une seule fois passé la mer.

	— Oh! fit d’Artagnan, je ne vous savais pas si casanier.

	— Ah! cher ami, c’est qu’il faut vous dire que je ne suis plus l’homme d’autrefois. Le cheval m’incommode, la mer me fatigue; je suis un pauvre prêtre souffreteux, se plaignant toujours, grognant toujours, et enclin aux austérités, qui me paraissent des accommodements avec la vieillesse, des pourparlers avec la mort. Je réside, mon cher d’Artagnan, je réside.

	— Eh bien! tant mieux, mon ami, car nous allons probablement devenir voisins.

	— Bah! dit Aramis, non sans une certaine surprise qu’il ne chercha même pas à dissimuler, vous, mon voisin?

	— Eh! mon Dieu, oui.

	— Comment cela?

	— Je vais acheter des salines fort avantageuses qui sont situées entre Piriac et Le Croisic. Figurez-vous, mon cher, une exploitation de douze pour cent de revenu clair; jamais de non-valeur, jamais de faux frais; l’océan, fidèle et régulier, apporte toutes les six heures son contingent à ma caisse. Je suis le premier Parisien qui ait imaginé une pareille spéculation. N’éventez pas la mine, je vous en prie, et avant peu nous communiquerons, J’aurai trois lieues de pays pour trente mille livres.

	Aramis lança un regard à Porthos comme pour lui demander si tout cela était bien vrai, si quelque piège ne se cachait point sous ces dehors d’indifférence. Mais bientôt, comme honteux d’avoir consulté ce pauvre auxiliaire, il rassembla toutes ses forces pour un nouvel assaut ou pour une nouvelle défense.

	— On m’avait assuré, dit-il, que vous aviez eu quelque démêlé avec la cour, mais que vous en étiez sorti comme vous savez sortir de tout, mon cher d’Artagnan, avec les honneurs de la guerre.

	— Moi? s’écria le mousquetaire avec un grand éclat de rire insuffisant à cacher son embarras; car, à ces mots d’Aramis, il pouvait le croire instruit de ses dernières relations avec le roi; moi? Ah! racontez-moi donc cela, mon cher Aramis.

	— Oui, l’on m’avait raconté, à moi, pauvre évêque perdu au milieu des landes, on m’avait dit que le roi vous avait pris pour confident de ses amours.

	— Avec qui?

	— Avec Mlle de Mancini.

	D’Artagnan respira.

	— Ah! je ne dis pas non, répliqua-t-il.

	— Il paraît que le roi vous a emmené un matin au-delà du pont de Blois pour causer avec sa belle.

	— C’est vrai, dit d’Artagnan. Ah! vous savez cela? Mais alors, vous devez savoir que, le jour même, j’ai donné ma démission.

	— Sincère?

	— Ah! mon ami, on ne peut plus sincère.

	— C’est alors que vous allâtes chez le comte de La Fère?

	— Oui.

	— Chez moi?

	— Oui.

	— Et chez Porthos?

	— Oui.

	— Était-ce pour nous faire une simple visite?

	— Non; je ne vous savais point attachés, et je voulais vous emmener en Angleterre.

	— Oui, je comprends, et alors vous avez exécuté seul, homme merveilleux, ce que vous vouliez nous proposer d’exécuter à nous quatre. Je me suis douté que vous étiez pour quelque chose dans cette belle restauration, quand j’appris qu’on vous avait vu aux réceptions du roi Charles, lequel vous parlait comme un ami, ou plutôt comme un obligé.

	— Mais comment diable avez-vous su tout cela? demanda d’Artagnan, qui craignait que les investigations d’Aramis ne s’étendissent plus loin qu’il ne le voulait.

	— Cher d’Artagnan, dit le prélat, mon amitié ressemble un peu à la sollicitude de ce veilleur de nuit que nous avons dans la petite tour du môle, à l’extrémité du quai. Ce brave homme allume tous les soirs une lanterne pour éclairer les barques qui viennent de la mer. Il est caché dans sa guérite, et les pêcheurs ne le voient pas; mais lui les suit avec intérêt; il les devine, il les appelle, il les attire dans la voie du port. Je ressemble à ce veilleur; de temps en temps quelques avis m’arrivent et me rappellent au souvenir de tout ce que j’aimais. Alors je suis les amis d’autrefois sur la mer orageuse du monde, moi, pauvre guetteur auquel Dieu a bien voulu donner l’abri d’une guérite.

	— Et, dit d’Artagnan, après l’Angleterre, qu’ai-je fait?

	— Ah! voilà! fit Aramis, vous voulez forcer ma vue. Je ne sais plus rien depuis votre retour, d’Artagnan; mes yeux se sont troublés. J’ai regretté que vous ne pensiez point à moi. J’ai pleuré votre oubli. J’avais tort. Je vous revois, et c’est une fête, une grande fête, je vous le jure… Comment se porte Athos?

	— Très bien, merci.

	— Et notre jeune pupille?

	— Raoul?

	— Oui.

	— Il paraît avoir hérité de l’adresse de son père Athos et de la force de son tuteur Porthos.

	— Et à quelle occasion avez-vous pu juger de cela?

	— Eh! mon Dieu! la veille même de mon départ.

	— Vraiment?

	— Oui, il y avait exécution en Grève, et, à la suite de cette exécution, émeute. Nous nous sommes trouvés dans l’émeute, et, à la suite de l’émeute, il a fallu jouer de l’épée; il s’en est tiré à merveille.

	— Bah! et qu’a-t-il fait? dit Porthos.

	— D’abord il a jeté un homme par la fenêtre, comme il eût fait d’un ballot de coton.

	— Oh! très bien! s’écria Porthos.

	— Puis il a dégainé, pointé, estocadé, comme nous faisions dans notre beau temps, nous autres.

	— Et à quel propos cette émeute? demanda Porthos.

	D’Artagnan remarqua sur la figure d’Aramis une complète indifférence à cette question de Porthos.

	— Mais, dit-il en regardant Aramis, à propos de deux traitants à qui le roi faisait rendre gorge, deux amis de M. Fouquet que l’on pendait.

	À peine un léger froncement de sourcils du prélat indiqua-t-il qu’il avait entendu.

	— Oh! oh! fit Porthos, et comment les nommait-on, ces amis de M. Fouquet?

	— MM. d’Emerys et Lyodot, dit d’Artagnan. Connaissez-vous ces noms-là, Aramis?

	— Non, fit dédaigneusement le prélat; cela m’a l’air de noms de financiers.

	— Justement.

	— Oh! M. Fouquet a laissé pendre ses amis? s’écria Porthos.

	— Et pourquoi pas? dit Aramis.

	— C’est qu’il me semble…

	— Si on a pendu ces malheureux, c’était par ordre du roi. Or, M. Fouquet, pour être surintendant des finances, n’a pas, je pense, droit de vie et de mort.

	— C’est égal, grommela Porthos, à la place de M. Fouquet…

	Aramis comprit que Porthos allait dire quelque sottise. Il brisa la conversation.

	— Voyons, dit-il, mon cher d’Artagnan, c’est assez parler des autres; parlons un peu de vous.

	— Mais, de moi, vous en savez tout ce que je puis vous en dire. Parlons de vous, au contraire, cher Aramis.

	— Je vous l’ai dit, mon ami, il n’y a plus d’Aramis en moi.

	— Plus même de l’abbé d’Herblay?

	— Plus même. Vous voyez un homme que Dieu a pris par la main et qu’il a conduit à une position qu’il ne devait ni n’osait espérer.

	— Dieu? interrogea d’Artagnan.

	— Oui.

	— Tiens! c’est étrange; on m’avait dit, à moi, que c’était M. Fouquet.

	— Qui vous a dit cela? fit Aramis sans que toute la puissance de sa volonté pût empêcher une légère rougeur de colorer ses joues.

	— Ma foi! c’est Bazin.

	— Le sot!

	— Je ne dis pas qu’il soit homme de génie, c’est vrai; mais il me l’a dit, et après lui, je vous le répète.

	— Je n’ai jamais vu M. Fouquet, répondit Aramis avec un regard aussi calme et aussi pur que celui d’une jeune vierge qui n’a jamais menti.

	— Mais, répliqua d’Artagnan, quand vous l’eussiez vu et même connu, il n’y aurait point de mal à cela; c’est un fort brave homme que M. Fouquet.

	— Ah!

	— Un grand politique.

	Aramis fit un geste d’indifférence.

	— Un tout-puissant ministre.

	— Je ne relève que du roi et du pape, dit Aramis.

	— Dame! écoutez donc, dit d’Artagnan du ton le plus naïf, je vous dis cela, moi, parce que tout le monde ici jure par M. Fouquet. La plaine est à M. Fouquet, les salines que j’ai achetées sont à M. Fouquet, l’île dans laquelle Porthos s’est fait topographe est à M. Fouquet, la garnison est à M. Fouquet, les galères sont à M. Fouquet. J’avoue donc que rien ne m’eût surpris dans votre inféodation, ou plutôt dans celle de votre diocèse, m. Fouquet. C’est un autre maître que le roi, voilà tout, mais aussi puissant qu’un roi.

	— Dieu merci! je ne suis inféodé à personne; je n’appartiens à personne et suis tout à moi, répondit Aramis, qui, pendant cette conversation, suivait de l’œil chaque geste de d’Artagnan, chaque clin d’œil de Porthos.

	Mais d’Artagnan était impassible et Porthos immobile; les coups portés habilement étaient parés par un habile adversaire; aucun ne toucha.

	Néanmoins chacun sentait la fatigue d’une pareille lutte, et l’annonce du souper fut bien reçue par tout le monde. Le souper changea le cours de la conversation. D’ailleurs, ils avaient compris que, sur leurs gardes comme ils étaient chacun de son côté, ni l’un ni l’autre n’en saurait davantage.

	Porthos n’avait rien compris du tout. Il s’était tenu immobile parce qu’Aramis lui avait fait signe de ne pas bouger. Le souper ne fut donc pour lui que le souper. Mais c’était bien assez pour Porthos. Le souper se passa donc à merveille.

	D’Artagnan fut d’une gaieté éblouissante. Aramis se surpassa par sa douce affabilité. Porthos mangea comme feu Pélops. On causa guerre et finance, arts et amours. Aramis faisait l’étonné à chaque mot de politique que risquait d’Artagnan. Celle longue série de surprises augmenta la défiance de d’Artagnan, comme l’éternelle indifférence de d’Artagnan provoquait la défiance d’Aramis.

	Enfin d’Artagnan laissa à dessein tomber le nom de Colbert. Il avait réservé ce coup pour le dernier.

	— Qu’est-ce que Colbert? demanda l’évêque.

	«oh! pour le coup, se dit d’Artagnan, c’est trop fort. Veillons, mordioux! veillons.»

	Et il donna sur Colbert tous les renseignements qu’Aramis pouvait désirer.

	Le souper ou plutôt la conversation se prolongea jusqu’à une heure du matin entre d’Artagnan et Aramis.

	À dix heures précises, Porthos s’était endormi sur sa chaise et ronflait comme un orgue.

	À minuit, on le réveilla et on l’envoya coucher.

	— Hum! dit-il; il me semble que je me suis assoupi; c’était pourtant fort intéressant ce que vous disiez.

	À une heure, Aramis conduisit d’Artagnan dans la chambre qui lui était destinée et qui était la meilleure du palais épiscopal. Deux serviteurs furent mis à ses ordres.

	— Demain, à huit heures, dit-il en prenant congé de d’Artagnan, nous ferons, si vous le voulez, une promenade à cheval avec Porthos.

	— À huit heures! fit d’Artagnan, si tard?

	— Vous savez que j’ai besoin de sept heures de sommeil, dit Aramis.

	— C’est juste.

	— Bonsoir, cher ami!

	Et il embrassa le mousquetaire avec cordialité. D’Artagnan le laissa partir.

	— Bon! dit-il quand sa porte fut fermée derrière Aramis, à cinq heures je serai sur pied.

	Puis, cette disposition arrêtée, il se coucha et mit, comme on dit, les morceaux doubles.

	Chapitre LXXIII — Où Porthos commence à être fâché d’être venu avec d’Artagnan

	À peine d’Artagnan avait-il éteint sa bougie, qu’Aramis, qui guettait à travers ses rideaux le dernier soupir de la lumière chez son ami, traversa le corridor sur la pointe du pied et passa chez Porthos. Le géant, couché depuis une heure et demie à peu près, se prélassait sur l’édredon. Il était dans ce calme heureux du premier sommeil qui, chez Porthos, résistait au bruit des cloches et du canon. Sa tête nageait dans ce doux balancement qui rappelle le mouvement moelleux d’un navire. Une minute de plus, Porthos allait rêver.

	La porte de sa chambre s’ouvrit doucement sous la pression délicate de la main d’Aramis.

	L’évêque s’approcha du dormeur. Un épais tapis assourdissait le bruit de ses pas; d’ailleurs, Porthos ronflait de façon à éteindre tout autre bruit.

	Il lui posa une main sur l’épaule.

	— Allons, dit-il, allons, mon cher Porthos.

	La voix d’Aramis était douce et affectueuse, mais elle renfermait plus qu’un avis, elle renfermait un ordre. Sa main était légère, mais elle indiquait un danger.

	Porthos entendit la voix et sentit la main d’Aramis au fond de son sommeil.

	Il tressaillit.

	— Qui va là? dit-il avec sa voix de géant.

	— Chut! c’est moi, dit Aramis.

	— Vous, cher ami! et pourquoi diable m’éveillez-vous?

	— Pour vous dire qu’il faut partir.

	— Partir?

	— Oui.

	— Pour où?

	— Pour Paris.

	Porthos bondit dans son lit et retomba assis en fixant sur Aramis ses gros yeux effarés.

	— Pour Paris?

	— Oui.

	— Cent lieues! fit-il.

	— Cent quatre, répliqua l’évêque.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! soupira Porthos en se recouchant, pareil à ces enfants qui luttent avec leur bonne pour gagner une heure ou deux de sommeil.

	— Trente heures de cheval, ajouta résolument Aramis. Vous savez qu’il y a de bons relais.

	Porthos bougea une jambe en laissant échapper un gémissement.

	— Allons! allons! cher ami, insista le prélat avec une sorte d’impatience.

	Porthos tira l’autre jambe du lit.

	— Et c’est absolument nécessaire que je parte? dit-il.

	— De toute nécessité.

	Porthos se dressa sur ses jambes et commença d’ébranler le plancher et les murs de son pas de statue.

	— Chut! pour l’amour de Dieu, mon cher Porthos! dit Aramis; vous allez réveiller quelqu’un.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, répondit Porthos d’une voix de tonnerre; j’oubliais; mais, soyez tranquille, je m’observerai. Et, en disant ces mots, il fit tomber une ceinture chargée de son épée, de ses pistolets et d’une bourse dont les écus s’échappèrent avec un bruit vibrant et prolongé.

	Ce bruit fit bouillir le sang d’Aramis, tandis qu’il provoquait chez Porthos un formidable éclat de rire.

	— Que c’est bizarre! dit-il de sa même voix.

	— Plus bas, Porthos, plus bas, donc!

	— C’est vrai.

	Et il baissa en effet la voix d’un demi-ton.

	— Je disais donc, continua Porthos, que c’est bizarre qu’on ne soit jamais aussi lent que lorsqu’on veut se presser, aussi bruyant que lorsqu’on désire être muet.

	— Oui, c’est vrai; mais faisons mentir le proverbe, Porthos, hâtons-nous et taisons-nous.

	— Vous voyez que je fais de mon mieux, dit Porthos en passant son haut-de-chausses.

	— Très bien.

	— Il paraît que c’est pressé?

	— C’est plus que pressé, c’est grave, Porthos.

	— Oh! oh!

	— D’Artagnan vous a questionné, n’est-ce pas?

	— Moi?

	— Oui, à Belle-Île?

	— Pas le moins du monde.

	— Vous en êtes bien sûr, Porthos?

	— Parbleu!

	— C’est impossible. Souvenez-vous bien.

	— Il m’a demandé ce que je faisais, je lui ai dit: «De la topographie. » J’aurais voulu dire un autre mot dont vous vous étiez servi un jour.

	— De la castramétation?

	— C’est cela; mais je n’ai jamais pu me le rappeler.

	— Tant mieux! Que vous a-t-il demandé encore?

	— Ce que c’était que M. Gétard.

	— Et encore?

	— Ce que c’était que M. Jupenet.

	— Il n’a pas vu notre plan de fortifications, par hasard?

	— Si fait.

	— Ah! diable!

	— Mais soyez tranquille, j’avais effacé votre écriture avec de la gomme. Impossible de supposer que vous avez bien voulu me donner quelque avis dans ce travail.

	— Il a de bien bons yeux, notre ami.

	— Que craignez-vous?

	— Je crains que tout ne soit découvert, Porthos; il s’agit donc de prévenir un grand malheur. J’ai donné l’ordre à mes gens de fermer toutes les portes. On ne laissera point sortir d’Artagnan avant le jour. Votre cheval est tout sellé; vous gagnez le premier relais; à cinq heures du matin, vous aurez fait quinze lieues. Venez.

	On vit alors Aramis vêtir Porthos pièce par pièce avec autant de célérité qu’eût pu le faire le plus habile valet de chambre. Porthos, moitié confus, moitié étourdi, se laissait faire et se confondait en excuses.

	Lorsqu’il fut prêt, Aramis le prit par la main et l’emmena, en lui faisant poser le pied avec précaution sur chaque marche de l’escalier, l’empêchant de se heurter aux embrasures des portes, le tournant et le retournant comme si lui, Aramis, eût été le géant et Porthos le nain. Cette âme incendiait et soulevait cette matière. Un cheval, en effet, attendait tout sellé dans la cour. Porthos se mit en selle.

	Alors Aramis prit lui-même le cheval par la bride et le guida sur du fumier répandu dans la cour, dans l’intention évidente d’éteindre le bruit. Il lui pinçait en même temps les naseaux pour qu’il ne hennît pas…

	— Puis, une fois arrivé à la porte extérieure, attirant à lui Porthos, qui allait partir sans même lui demander pourquoi:

	— Maintenant, ami Porthos, maintenant, sans débrider jusqu’à Paris, dit-il à son oreille; mangez à cheval, buvez à cheval, dormez à cheval, mais ne perdez pas une minute.

	— C’est dit; on ne s’arrêtera pas.

	— Cette lettre à M. Fouquet, coûte que coûte; il faut qu’il l’ait demain avant midi.

	— Il l’aura.

	— Et pensez à une chose, cher ami.

	— À laquelle?

	— C’est que vous courez après votre brevet de duc et pair.

	— Oh! oh! fit Porthos les yeux étincelants, j’irai en vingt-quatre heures en ce cas.

	— Tâchez.

	— Alors lâchez la bride, et en avant, Goliath!

	Aramis lâcha effectivement, non pas la bride, mais les naseaux du cheval.

	Porthos rendit la main, piqua des deux, et l’animal furieux partit au galop sur la terre.

	Tant qu’il put voir Porthos dans la nuit, Aramis le suivit des yeux; puis, lorsqu’il l’eut perdu de vue, il rentra dans la cour. Rien n’avait bougé chez d’Artagnan.

	Le valet mis en faction auprès de sa porte n’avait vu aucune lumière, n’avait entendu aucun bruit.

	Aramis referma la porte avec soin, envoya le laquais se coucher, et lui même se mit au lit.

	D’Artagnan ne se doutait réellement de rien; aussi crut-il avoir tout gagné, lorsque le matin il s’éveilla vers quatre heures et demie. Il courut tout en chemise regarder par la fenêtre: la fenêtre donnait sur la cour. Le jour se levait.

	La cour était déserte, les poules elles-mêmes n’avaient pas encore quitté leurs perchoirs.

	Pas un valet n’apparaissait.

	Toutes les portes étaient fermées.

	«Bon! calme parfait, se dit d’Artagnan. N’importe, me voici réveillé le premier de toute la maison. Habillons-nous; ce sera autant de fait.»

	Et d’Artagnan s’habilla.

	Mais cette fois il s’étudia à ne point donner au costume de M. Agnan cette rigidité bourgeoise et presque ecclésiastique qu’il affectait auparavant; il sut même, en se serrant davantage, en se boutonnant d’une certaine façon, en posant son feutre plus obliquement, rendre à sa personne un peu de cette tournure militaire dont l’absence avait effarouché Aramis. Cela fait, il en usa ou plutôt feignit d’en user sans façon avec son hôte, et entra tout à l’improviste dans son appartement. Aramis dormait ou feignait de dormir.

	Un grand livre était ouvert sur son pupitre de nuit; la bougie brûlait encore au-dessus de son plateau d’argent.

	C’était plus qu’il n’en fallait pour prouver à d’Artagnan l’innocence de la nuit du prélat et les bonnes intentions de son réveil.

	Le mousquetaire fit précisément à l’évêque ce que l’évêque avait fait à Porthos.

	Il lui frappa sur l’épaule.

	Évidemment; Aramis feignait de dormir, car, au lieu de s’éveiller soudain, lui qui avait le sommeil si léger, il se fit réitérer l’avertissement.

	— Ah! ah! c’est vous, dit-il en allongeant les bras. Quelle bonne surprise! Ma foi, le sommeil m’avait fait oublier que j’eusse le bonheur de vous posséder. Quelle heure est-il?

	— Je ne sais, dit d’Artagnan un peu embarrassé. De bonne heure, je crois. Mais, vous le savez, cette diable d’habitude militaire de m’éveiller avec le jour me tient encore.

	— Est-ce que vous voulez déjà que nous sortions, par hasard? demanda Aramis. Il est bien matin, ce me semble.

	— Ce sera comme vous voudrez.

	— Je croyais que nous étions convenus de ne monter à cheval qu’à huit heures.

	— C’est possible; mais, moi, j’avais si grande envie de vous voir, que je me suis dit: «Le plus tôt sera le meilleur.»

	— Et mes sept heures de sommeil? dit Aramis. Prenez garde, j’avais compté là-dessus, et ce qu’il m’en manquera, il faudra que je le rattrape.

	— Mais il me semble qu’autrefois vous étiez moins dormeur que cela, cher ami; vous aviez le sang alerte et l’on ne vous trouvait jamais au lit.

	— Et c’est justement à cause de ce que vous me dites là que j’aime fort à y demeurer maintenant.

	— Aussi, avouez que ce n’était pas pour dormir que vous m’avez demandé jusqu’à huit heures.

	— J’ai toujours peur que vous ne vous moquiez de moi si je vous dis la vérité.

	— Dites toujours.

	— Eh bien! de six à huit heures, j’ai l’habitude de faire mes dévotions.

	— Vos dévotions?

	— Oui.

	— Je ne croyais pas qu’un évêque eût des exercices si sévères.

	— Un évêque, cher ami, a plus à donner aux apparences qu’un simple clerc.

	— Mordioux! Aramis, voici un mot qui me réconcilie avec Votre Grandeur. Aux apparences! c’est un mot de mousquetaire, celui-là, à la bonne heure! Vivent les apparences, Aramis!

	— Au lieu de m’en féliciter, pardonnez-le-moi, d’Artagnan. C’est un mot bien mondain que j’ai laissé échapper là.

	— Faut-il donc que je vous quitte?

	— J’ai besoin de recueillement, cher ami.

	— Bon. Je vous laisse; mais à cause de ce païen qu’on appelle d’Artagnan, abrégez-les, je vous prie; j’ai soif de votre parole.

	— Eh bien! d’Artagnan, je vous promets que dans une heure et demie…

	— Une heure et demie de dévotions? Ah! mon ami, passez-moi cela au plus juste. Faites-moi le meilleur marché possible.

	Aramis se mit à rire.

	— Toujours charmant, toujours jeune, toujours gai, dit-il. Voilà que vous êtes venu dans mon diocèse pour me brouiller avec la grâce.

	— Bah!

	— Et vous savez bien que je n’ai jamais résisté à vos entraînements; vous me coûterez mon salut, d’Artagnan.

	D’Artagnan se pinça les lèvres.

	— Allons, dit-il, je prends le péché sur mon compte, débridez-moi un simple signe de croix de chrétien, débridez-moi un Pater et partons.

	— Chut! dit Aramis, nous ne sommes déjà plus seuls, et j’entends des étrangers qui montent.

	— Eh bien! congédiez-les.

	— Impossible; je leur avais donné rendez-vous hier: c’est le principal du collège des jésuites et le supérieur des dominicains.

	— Votre état-major, soit.

	— Qu’allez-vous faire?

	— Je vais aller réveiller Porthos et attendre dans sa compagnie que vous ayez fini vos conférences.

	Aramis ne bougea point, ne sourcilla point, ne précipita ni son geste ni sa parole.

	— Allez, dit-il.

	D’Artagnan s’avança vers la porte.

	— À propos, vous savez où loge Porthos?

	— Non; mais je vais m’en informer.

	— Prenez le corridor, et ouvrez la deuxième porte à gauche.

	— Merci! au revoir.

	Et d’Artagnan s’éloigna dans la direction indiquée par Aramis.

	Dix minutes ne s’étaient point écoulées qu’il revint. Il trouva Aramis assis entre le principal du collège des jésuites et le supérieur des dominicains et le principal du collège des jésuites, exactement dans la même situation où il l’avait retrouvé autrefois dans l’auberge de Crèvecœur.

	Cette compagnie n’effraya pas le mousquetaire.

	— Qu’est-ce? dit tranquillement Aramis. Vous avez quelque chose à me dire, ce me semble, cher ami?

	— C’est, répondit d’Artagnan en regardant Aramis, c’est que Porthos n’est pas chez lui.

	— Tiens! fit Aramis avec calme; vous êtes sûr?

	— Pardieu! je viens de sa chambre.

	— Où peut-il être alors?

	— Je vous le demande.

	— Et vous ne vous en êtes pas informé?

	— Si fait.

	— Et que vous a-t-on répondu?

	— Que Porthos sortant souvent le matin sans rien dire à personne, était probablement sorti.

	— Qu’avez-vous fait alors?

	— J’ai été à l’écurie, répondit indifféremment d’Artagnan.

	— Pour quoi faire?

	— Pour voir si Porthos est sorti à cheval.

	— Et?… interrogea l’évêque.

	— Eh bien! il manque un cheval au râtelier, le numéro 5, Goliath.

	Tout ce dialogue, on le comprend, n’était pas exempt d’une certaine affectation de la part du mousquetaire et d’une parfaite complaisance de la part d’Aramis.

	— Oh! je vois ce que c’est, dit Aramis après avoir rêvé un moment: Porthos est sorti pour nous faire une surprise.

	— Une surprise?

	— Oui. Le canal qui va de Vannes à la mer est très giboyeux en sarcelles et en bécassines; c’est la chasse favorite de Porthos; il nous en rapportera une douzaine pour notre déjeuner.

	— Vous croyez? fit d’Artagnan.

	— J’en suis sûr. Où voulez-vous qu’il soit allé? Je parie qu’il a emporté un fusil.

	— C’est possible, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Faites une chose, cher ami, montez à cheval et le rejoignez.

	— Vous avez raison, dit d’Artagnan, j’y vais.

	— Voulez-vous qu’on vous accompagne?

	— Non, merci, Porthos est reconnaissable. Je me renseignerai.

	— Prenez-vous une arquebuse?

	— Merci.

	— Faites-vous seller le cheval que vous voudrez.

	— Celui que je montais hier en venant de Belle-Île.

	— Soit; usez de la maison comme de la vôtre.

	Aramis sonna et donna l’ordre de seller le cheval que choisirait M. d’Artagnan.

	D’Artagnan suivit le serviteur chargé de l’exécution de cet ordre.

	Arrivé à la porte, le serviteur se rangea pour laisser passer d’Artagnan. Dans ce moment son œil rencontra l’œil de son maître. Un froncement de sourcils fit comprendre à l’intelligent espion que l’on donnait à d’Artagnan ce qu’il avait à faire.

	D’Artagnan monta à cheval; Aramis entendit le bruit des fers qui battaient le pavé.

	Un instant après, le serviteur rentra.

	— Eh bien? demanda l’évêque.

	— Monseigneur, il suit le canal et se dirige vers la mer, dit le serviteur.

	— Bien! dit Aramis.

	En effet, d’Artagnan, chassant tout soupçon, courait vers l’océan, espérant toujours voir dans les landes ou sur la grève la colossale silhouette de son ami Porthos.

	D’Artagnan s’obstinait à reconnaître des pas de cheval dans chaque flaque d’eau. Quelquefois il se figurait entendre la détonation d’une arme à feu. Cette illusion dura trois heures. Pendant deux heures, d’Artagnan chercha Porthos.

	Pendant la troisième, il revint à la maison.

	— Nous nous serons croisés, dit-il, et je vais trouver les deux convives attendant mon retour.

	D’Artagnan se trompait. Il ne retrouva pas plus Porthos à l’évêché qu’il ne l’avait trouvé sur le bord du canal.

	Aramis l’attendait au haut de l’escalier avec une mine désespérée.

	— Ne vous a-t-on pas rejoint, mon cher d’Artagnan? cria-t-il du plus loin qu’il aperçut le mousquetaire.

	— Non. Auriez-vous fait courir après moi?

	— Désolé, mon cher ami, désolé de vous avoir fait courir inutilement; mais, vers sept heures, l’aumônier de Saint-Paterne est venu; il avait rencontré du Vallon qui s’en allait et qui, n’ayant voulu réveiller personne à l’évêché, l’avait chargé de me dire que, craignant que M. Gétard ne lui fît quelque mauvais tour en son absence, il allait profiter de la marée du matin pour faire un tour à Belle-Île.

	— Mais, dites-moi, Goliath n’a pas traversé les quatre lieues de mer, ce me semble?

	— Il y en a bien six, dit Aramis.

	— Encore moins, alors.

	— Aussi, cher ami, dit le prélat avec un doux sourire, Goliath est à l’écurie, fort satisfait même, j’en réponds, de n’avoir plus Porthos sur le dos.

	En effet, le cheval avait été ramené du relais par les soins du prélat, à qui aucun détail n’échappait.

	D’Artagnan parut on ne peut plus satisfait de l’explication.

	Il commençait un rôle de dissimulation qui convenait parfaitement aux soupçons qui s’accentuaient de plus en plus dans son esprit. Il déjeuna entre le jésuite et Aramis, ayant le dominicain en face de lui et souriant particulièrement au dominicain, dont la bonne grosse figure lui revenait assez.

	Le repas fut long et somptueux; d’excellent vin d’Espagne, de belles huîtres du Morbihan, les poissons exquis de l’embouchure de la Loire, les énormes chevrettes de Paimbœuf et le gibier délicat des bruyères en firent les frais.

	D’Artagnan mangea beaucoup et but peu. Aramis ne but pas du tout, ou du moins ne but que de l’eau. Puis après le déjeuner:

	— Vous m’avez offert une arquebuse? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Oui.

	— Prêtez-la-moi.

	— Vous voulez chasser?

	— En attendant Porthos, c’est ce que j’ai de mieux à faire, je crois.

	— Prenez celle que vous voudrez au trophée.

	— Venez-vous avec moi?

	— Hélas! cher ami, ce serait avec grand plaisir, mais la chasse est défendue aux évêques.

	— Ah! dit d’Artagnan, je ne savais pas.

	— D’ailleurs, continua Aramis, j’ai affaire jusqu’à midi.

	— J’irai donc seul? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Hélas! oui! mais revenez dîner surtout.

	— Pardieu! on mange trop bien chez vous pour que je n’y revienne pas.

	Et là-dessus d’Artagnan quitta son hôte, salua les convives, prit son arquebuse, mais, au lieu de chasser, courut tout droit au petit port de Vannes.

	Il regarda en vain si on le suivait; il ne vit rien ni personne.

	Il fréta un petit bâtiment de pêche pour vingt-cinq livres et partit à onze heures et demie, convaincu qu’on ne l’avait pas suivi. On ne l’avait pas suivi, c’était vrai. Seulement, un frère jésuite, placé au haut du clocher de son église, n’avait pas, depuis le matin, à l’aide d’une excellente lunette, perdu un seul de ses pas. À onze heures trois quarts, Aramis était averti que d’Artagnan voguait vers Belle-Île.

	Le voyage de d’Artagnan fut rapide: un bon vent nord-nord-est le poussait vers Belle-Île.

	Au fur et à mesure qu’il approchait, ses yeux interrogeaient la côte. Il cherchait à voir, soit sur le rivage, soit au-dessus des fortifications, l’éclatant habit de Porthos et sa vaste stature se détachant sur un ciel légèrement nuageux.

	D’Artagnan cherchait inutilement; il débarqua sans avoir rien vu, et apprit du premier soldat interrogé par lui que M. du Vallon n’était point encore revenu de Vannes.

	Alors, sans perdre un instant, d’Artagnan ordonna à sa petite barque de mettre le cap sur Sarzeau.

	On sait que le vent tourne avec les différentes heures de la journée; le vent était passé du nord-nord-est au sud-est; le vent était donc presque aussi bon pour le retour à Sarzeau qu’il l’avait été pour le voyage de Belle-Île. En trois heures, d’Artagnan eut touché le continent; deux autres heures lui suffirent pour gagner Vannes.

	Malgré la rapidité de la course, ce que d’Artagnan dévora d’impatience et de dépit pendant cette traversée, le pont seul du bateau sur lequel il trépigna pendant trois heures pourrait le raconter à l’histoire. D’Artagnan ne fit qu’un bond du quai où il était débarqué au palais épiscopal.

	Il comptait terrifier Aramis par la promptitude de son retour, et il voulait lui reprocher sa duplicité, avec réserve toutefois, mais avec assez d’esprit néanmoins pour lui en faire sentir toutes les conséquences et lui arracher une partie de son secret.

	Il espérait enfin, grâce à cette verve d’expression qui est aux mystères ce que la charge à la baïonnette est aux redoutes, enlever le mystérieux Aramis jusqu’à une manifestation quelconque.

	Mais il trouva dans le vestibule du palais le valet de chambre qui lui fermait le passage tout en lui souriant d’un air béat.

	— Monseigneur? cria d’Artagnan en essayant de l’écarter de la main.

	Un instant ébranlé, le valet reprit son aplomb.

	— Monseigneur? fit-il.

	— Eh! oui, sans doute; ne me reconnais-tu pas, imbécile?

	— Si fait; vous êtes le chevalier d’Artagnan.

	— Alors, laisse-moi passer.

	— Inutile.

	— Pourquoi inutile?

	— Parce que Sa Grandeur n’est point chez elle.

	— Comment, Sa Grandeur n’est point chez elle! Mais où est-elle donc?

	— Partie.

	— Partie?

	— Oui.

	— Pour où?

	— Je n’en sais rien; mais peut-être le dit-elle à Monsieur le chevalier.

	— Comment? où cela? de quelle façon?

	— Dans cette lettre qu’elle m’a remise pour Monsieur le chevalier.

	Et le valet de chambre tira une lettre de sa poche.

	— Eh! donne donc, maroufle! fit d’Artagnan en la lui arrachant des mains. Oh! oui, continua d’Artagnan à la première ligne; oui, je comprends.

	Et il lut à demi-voix:

	«Cher ami, Une affaire des plus urgentes m’appelle dans une des paroisses de mon diocèse.

	J’espérais vous voir avant de partir; mais je perds cet espoir en songeant que vous allez sans doute rester deux ou trois jours à Belle-Île avec notre cher Porthos.

	Amusez-vous bien, mais n’essayez pas de lui tenir tête à table; c’est un conseil que je n’eusse pas donné, même à Athos, dans son plus beau et son meilleur temps.

	Adieu, cher ami; croyez bien que j’en suis aux regrets de n’avoir pas mieux et plus longtemps profité de votre excellente compagnie.»

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan, je suis joué. Ah! pécore, brute, triple sot que je suis! mais rira bien qui rira le dernier oh! dupé, dupé comme un singe à qui on donne une noix vide!

	Et, bourrant un coup de poing sur le museau toujours riant du valet de chambre, il s’élança hors du palais épiscopal.

	Furet, si bon trotteur qu’il fût, n’était plus à la hauteur des circonstances. D’Artagnan gagna donc la poste, et il y choisit un cheval auquel il fit voir, avec de bons éperons et une main légère que les cerfs ne sont point les plus agiles coureurs de la création.

	Chapitre LXXIV — Où d’Artagnan court, où Porthos ronfle, où Aramis conseille

	Trente à trente-cinq heures après les événements que nous venons de raconter, comme M. Fouquet, selon son habitude, ayant interdit sa porte, travaillait dans ce cabinet de sa maison de Saint-Mandé que nous connaissons déjà, un carrosse attelé de quatre chevaux ruisselant de sueur entra au galop dans la cour.

	Ce carrosse était probablement attendu, car trois ou quatre laquais se précipitèrent vers la portière, qu’ils ouvrirent tandis que M. Fouquet se levait de son bureau et courait lui-même à la fenêtre. Un homme sortit péniblement du carrosse, descendant avec difficulté les trois degrés du marchepied et s’appuyant sur l’épaule des laquais.

	À peine eut-il dit son nom, que celui sur l’épaule duquel il ne s’appuyait point s’élança vers le perron et disparut dans le vestibule. Cet homme courait prévenir son maître; mais il n’eut pas besoin de frapper à la porte.

	Fouquet était debout sur le seuil.

	— Mgr l’évêque de Vannes! dit le laquais.

	— Bien! dit Fouquet.

	Puis, se penchant sur la rampe de l’escalier, dont Aramis commençait à monter les premiers degrés:

	— Vous, cher ami, dit-il, vous si tôt!

	— Oui, moi-même, monsieur; mais moulu, brisé, comme vous voyez.

	— Oh! pauvre cher, dit Fouquet en lui présentant son bras sur lequel Aramis s’appuya, tandis que les serviteurs s’éloignèrent avec respect.

	— Bah! répondit Aramis, ce n’est rien, puisque me voilà; le principal était que j’arrivasse, et me voilà arrivé.

	— Parlez vite, dit Fouquet en refermant la porte du cabinet derrière Aramis et lui.

	— Sommes-nous seuls?

	— Oui, parfaitement seuls.

	— Nul ne peut nous écouter? nul ne peut nous entendre?

	— Soyez donc tranquille.

	— M. du Vallon est arrivé?

	— Oui.

	— Et vous avez reçu ma lettre?

	— Oui, l’affaire est grave, à ce qu’il paraît, puisqu’elle nécessite votre présence à Paris, dans un moment où votre présence était si urgente là-bas.

	— Vous avez raison, on ne peut plus grave.

	— Merci, merci! De quoi s’agit-il? Mais, pour Dieu, et avant toute chose, respirez, cher ami; vous êtes pâle à faire frémir!

	— Je souffre, en effet; mais, par grâce! ne faites pas attention à moi. M. du Vallon ne vous a-t-il rien dit en vous remettant sa lettre?

	— Non: j’ai entendu un grand bruit, je me suis mis à la fenêtre; j’ai vu, au pied du perron, une espèce de cavalier de marbre; je suis descendu, il m’a tendu la lettre, et son cheval est tombé mort.

	— Mais lui?

	— Lui est tombé avec le cheval; on l’a enlevé pour le porter dans les appartements; la lettre lue, j’ai voulu monter près de lui pour avoir de plus amples nouvelles: mais il était endormi de telle façon qu’il a été impossible de le réveiller. J’ai eu pitié de lui, et j’ai ordonné qu’on lui ôtât ses bottes et qu’on le laissât tranquille.

	— Bien; maintenant, voici ce dont il s’agit, monseigneur. Vous avez vu M. d’Artagnan à Paris, n’est-ce pas?

	— Certes, et c’est un homme d’esprit et même un homme de cœur, bien qu’il m’ait fait tuer nos chers amis Lyodot et d’Emerys.

	— Hélas! oui, je le sais; j’ai rencontré à Tours le courrier qui m’apportait la lettre de Gourville et les dépêches de Pellisson. Avez-vous bien réfléchi à cet événement, monsieur?

	— Oui.

	— Et vous avez compris que c’était une attaque directe à votre souveraineté?

	— Croyez-vous?

	— Oh! oui, je le crois.

	— Eh bien! je vous l’avouerai, cette sombre idée m’est venue, à moi aussi.

	— Ne vous aveuglez pas, monsieur, au nom du Ciel, écoutez bien… j’en reviens à d’Artagnan.

	— J’écoute.

	— Dans quelle circonstance l’avez-vous vu?

	— Il est venu chercher de l’argent.

	— Avec quelle ordonnance?

	— Avec un bon du roi.

	— Direct?

	— Signé de Sa Majesté.

	— Voyez-vous! Eh bien! d’Artagnan est venu à Belle-Île; il était déguisé, il passait pour un intendant quelconque chargé par son maître d’acheter des salines. Or, d’Artagnan n’a pas d’autre maître que le roi; il venait donc comme envoyé du roi. Il a vu Porthos.

	— Qu’est-ce que Porthos?

	— Pardon, je me trompe. Il a vu M. du Vallon à Belle-Île, et il sait, comme vous et moi, que Belle-Île est fortifiée.

	— Et vous croyez que le roi l’aurait envoyé? dit Fouquet tout pensif.

	— Assurément.

	— Et d’Artagnan aux mains du roi est un instrument dangereux?

	— Le plus dangereux de tous.

	— Je l’ai donc bien jugé du premier coup d’œil.

	— Comment cela?

	— J’ai voulu me l’attacher.

	— Si vous avez jugé que ce fût l’homme de France le plus brave, le plus fin et le plus adroit, vous l’avez bien jugé.

	— Il faut donc l’avoir à tout prix!

	— D’Artagnan?

	— N’est-ce pas votre avis?

	— C’est mon avis; mais vous ne l’aurez pas.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que nous avons laissé passer le temps. Il était en dissentiment avec la cour, il fallait profiter de ce dissentiment; depuis il a passé en Angleterre, depuis il a puissamment contribué à la restauration, depuis il a gagné une fortune, depuis enfin il est rentré au service du roi. Eh bien! s’il est rentré au service du roi, c’est qu’on lui a bien payé ce service.

	— Nous le paierons davantage, voilà tout.

	— Oh! monsieur, permettez; d’Artagnan a une parole, et, une fois engagée, cette parole demeure où elle est.

	— Que concluez-vous de cela? dit Fouquet avec inquiétude.

	— Que pour le moment il s’agit de parer un coup terrible.

	— Et comment le parez-vous?

	— Attendez… d’Artagnan va venir rendre compte au roi de sa mission.

	— Oh! nous avons le temps d’y penser.

	— Comment cela?

	— Vous avez bonne avance sur lui, je présume?

	— Dix heures à peu près.

	— Eh bien! en dix heures…

	Aramis secoua sa tête pâle.

	— Voyez ces nuages qui courent au ciel, ces hirondelles qui fendent l’air: d’Artagnan va plus vite que le nuage et que l’oiseau; d’Artagnan, c’est le vent qui les emporte.

	— Allons donc!

	— Je vous dis que c’est quelque chose de surhumain que cet homme, monsieur; il est de mon âge, et je le connais depuis trente-cinq ans.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! écoutez mon calcul, monsieur: je vous ai expédié M. du Vallon à deux heures de la nuit; M. du Vallon avait huit heures d’avance sur moi. Quand M. du Vallon est-il arrivé?

	— Voilà quatre heures, à peu près.

	— Vous voyez bien, j’ai gagné quatre heures sur lui, et cependant c’est un rude cavalier que Porthos, et cependant il a tué sur la route huit chevaux dont j’ai retrouvé les cadavres. Moi, j’ai couru la poste cinquante lieues, mais j’ai la goutte, la gravelle, que sais-je? de sorte que la fatigue me tue. J’ai dû descendre à Tours; depuis, roulant en carrosse à moitié mort, à moitié versé, souvent traîné sur les flancs, parfois sur le dos de la voiture, toujours au galop de quatre chevaux furieux, je suis arrivé, arrivé gagnant quatre heures sur Porthos; mais, voyez-vous, d’Artagnan ne pèse pas trois cents livres comme Porthos, d’Artagnan n’a pas la goutte et la gravelle comme moi: ce n’est pas un cavalier, c’est un centaure; d’Artagnan, voyez-vous, parti pour Belle-Île quand je partais pour Paris, d’Artagnan, malgré dix heures d’avance que j’ai sur lui, d’Artagnan arrivera deux heures après moi.

	— Mais enfin, les accidents?

	— Il n’y a pas d’accidents pour lui.

	— Si les chevaux manquent?

	— Il courra plus vite que les chevaux.

	— Quel homme, bon Dieu!

	— Oui, c’est un homme que j’aime et que j’admire; je l’aime, parce qu’il est bon, grand, loyal; je l’admire, parce qu’il représente pour moi le point culminant de la puissance humaine; mais, tout en l’aimant, tout en l’admirant, je le crains et je le prévois. Donc, je me résume, monsieur: dans deux heures, d’Artagnan sera ici; prenez les devants, courez au Louvre, voyez le roi avant qu’il voie d’Artagnan.

	— Que dirai-je au roi?

	— Rien; donnez-lui Belle-Île.

	— Oh! monsieur d’Herblay, monsieur d’Herblay! s’écria Fouquet, que de projets manqués tout à coup!

	
— Après un projet avorté, il y a toujours un autre projet que l’on peut mener à bien! Ne désespérons jamais, et allez, monsieur, allez vite.

	— Mais cette garnison si soigneusement triée, le roi la fera changer tout de suite.

	— Cette garnison, monsieur, était au roi quand elle entra dans Belle-Île; elle est à vous aujourd’hui: il en sera de même pour toutes les garnisons après quinze jours d’occupation. Laissez faire, monsieur. Voyez-vous inconvénient à avoir une armée à vous au bout d’un an au lieu d’un ou deux régiments? Ne voyez-vous pas que votre garnison d’aujourd’hui vous fera des partisans à La Rochelle, à Nantes, à Bordeaux, à Toulouse, partout où on l’enverra?

	«Allez au roi, monsieur, allez, le temps s’écoule, et d’Artagnan, pendant que nous perdons notre temps, vole comme une flèche sur le grand chemin.

	— Monsieur d’Herblay, vous savez que toute parole de vous est un germe qui fructifie dans ma pensée; je vais au Louvre.

	— À l’instant même, n’est-ce pas?

	— Je ne vous demande que le temps de changer d’habits.

	— Rappelez-vous que d’Artagnan n’a pas besoin de passer par Saint-Mandé, lui, mais qu’il se rendra tout droit au Louvre; c’est une heure à retrancher sur l’avance qui nous reste.

	— D’Artagnan peut tout avoir, excepté mes chevaux anglais; je serai au Louvre dans vingt-cinq minutes.

	Et, sans perdre une seconde, Fouquet commanda le départ.

	Aramis n’eut que le temps de lui dire:

	— Revenez aussi vite que vous serez parti, car je vous attends avec impatience.

	Cinq minutes après, le surintendant volait vers Paris.

	Pendant ce temps, Aramis se faisait indiquer la chambre où reposait Porthos.

	À la porte du cabinet de Fouquet, il fut serré dans les bras de Pellisson, qui venait d’apprendre son arrivée et quittait les bureaux pour le voir.

	Aramis reçut, avec cette dignité amicale qu’il savait si bien prendre, ces caresses aussi respectueuses qu’empressées; mais tout à coup, s’arrêtant sur le palier:

	— Qu’entends-je là-haut? demanda-t-il.

	On entendait, en effet, un rauquement sourd pareil à celui d’un tigre affamé ou d’un lion impatient.

	— Oh! ce n’est rien, dit Pellisson en souriant.

	— Mais enfin?…

	— C’est M. du Vallon qui ronfle.

	— En effet, dit Aramis, il n’y avait que lui capable de faire un tel bruit. Vous permettez, Pellisson, que je m’informe s’il ne manque de rien?

	— Et vous, permettez-vous que je vous accompagne?

	— Comment donc!

	Tous deux entrèrent dans la chambre.

	Porthos était étendu sur un lit, la face violette plutôt que rouge, les yeux gonflés, la bouche béante. Ce rugissement qui s’échappait des profondes cavités de sa poitrine faisait vibrer les carreaux des fenêtres.

	À ses muscles tendus et sculptés en saillie sur sa face, à ses cheveux collés de sueur, aux énergiques soulèvements de son menton et de ses épaules, on ne pouvait refuser une certaine admiration: la force poussée à ce point, c’est presque de la divinité.

	Les jambes et les pieds herculéens de Porthos avaient, en se gonflant, fait craquer ses bottes de cuir; toute la force de son énorme corps s’était convertie en une rigidité de pierre.

	Porthos ne remuait pas plus que le géant de granit couché dans la plaine d’Agrigente. Sur l’ordre de Pellisson, un valet de chambre s’occupa de couper les bottes de Porthos, car nulle puissance au monde n’eût pu les lui arracher.

	Quatre laquais y avaient essayé en vain, tirant à eux comme des cabestans.

	Ils n’avaient pas même réussi à réveiller Porthos. On lui enleva ses bottes par lanières, et ses jambes retombèrent sur le lit; on lui coupa le reste de ses habits, on le porta dans un bain, on l’y laissa une heure, puis on le revêtit de linge blanc et on l’introduisit dans un lit bassiné, le tout avec des efforts et des peines qui eussent incommodé un mort, mais qui ne firent pas même ouvrir l’œil à Porthos et n’interrompirent pas une seconde l’orgue formidable de ses ronflements.

	Aramis voulait, de son côté, nature sèche et nerveuse, armée d’un courage exquis, braver aussi la fatigue et travailler avec Gourville et Pellisson; mais il s’évanouit sur la chaise où il s’était obstiné à rester. On l’enleva pour le porter dans une chambre voisine, où le repos du lit ne tarda point à provoquer le calme de la tête.

	Chapitre LXXV — Où M. Fouquet agit

	Cependant Fouquet courait vers le Louvre au grand galop de son attelage anglais.

	Le roi travaillait avec Colbert. Tout à coup le roi demeura pensif. Ces deux arrêts de mort qu’il avait signés en montant sur le trône lui revenaient parfois en mémoire. C’étaient deux taches de deuil qu’il voyait les yeux ouverts; deux taches de sang qu’il voyait les yeux fermés.

	— Monsieur, dit-il tout à coup à l’intendant, il me semble parfois que ces deux hommes que vous avez fait condamner n’étaient pas de bien grands coupables.

	— Sire, ils avaient été choisis dans le troupeau des traitants, qui avait besoin d’être décimé.

	— Choisis par qui?

	— Par la nécessité, Sire, répondit froidement Colbert.

	— La nécessité! grand mot! murmura le jeune roi.

	— Grande déesse, Sire.

	— C’étaient des amis fort dévoués au surintendant, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, Sire, des amis qui eussent donné leur vie pour M. Fouquet.

	— Ils l’ont donnée, monsieur, dit le roi.

	— C’est vrai, mais inutilement, par bonheur, ce qui n’était pas leur intention.

	— Combien ces hommes avaient-ils dilapidé d’argent?

	— Dix millions peut-être, dont six ont été confisqués sur eux.

	— Et cet argent est dans mes coffres? demanda le roi avec un certain sentiment de répugnance.

	— Il y est, Sire; mais cette confiscation, tout en menaçant M. Fouquet, ne l’a point atteint.

	— Vous concluez, monsieur Colbert?…

	— Que si M. Fouquet a soulevé contre Votre Majesté une troupe de factieux pour arracher ses amis au supplice, il soulèvera une armée quand il s’agira de se soustraire lui-même au châtiment.

	Le roi fit jaillir sur son confident un de ces regards qui ressemblent au feu sombre d’un éclair d’orage; un de ces regards qui vont illuminer les ténèbres des plus profondes consciences.

	— Je m’étonne, dit-il, que, pensant sur M. Fouquet de pareilles choses, vous ne veniez pas me donner un avis.

	— Quel avis, Sire?

	— Dites-moi d’abord, clairement et précisément, ce que vous pensez, monsieur Colbert.

	— Sur quoi?

	— Sur la conduite de M. Fouquet.

	— Je pense, Sire, que M. Fouquet, non content d’attirer à lui l’argent, comme faisait M. de Mazarin, et de priver par-là Votre Majesté d’une partie de sa puissance, veut encore attirer à lui tous les amis de la vie facile et des plaisirs, de ce qu’enfin les fainéants appellent la poésie, et les politiques la corruption; je pense qu’en soudoyant les sujets de Votre Majesté il empiète sur la prérogative royale, et ne peut, si cela continue ainsi, tarder à reléguer Votre Majesté parmi les faibles et les obscurs.

	— Comment qualifie-t-on tous ces projets, monsieur Colbert?

	— Les projets de M. Fouquet, Sire?

	— Oui.

	— On les nomme crimes de lèse-majesté.

	— Et que fait-on aux criminels de lèse-majesté?

	— On les arrête, on les juge, on les punit.

	— Vous êtes bien sûr que M. Fouquet a conçu la pensée du crime que vous lui imputez?

	— Je dirai plus, Sire, il y a eu chez lui commencement d’exécution.

	— Eh bien! j’en reviens à ce que je disais, monsieur Colbert.

	— Et vous disiez, Sire?

	— Donnez-moi un conseil.

	— Pardon, Sire, mais auparavant j’ai encore quelque chose à ajouter.

	— Dites.

	— Une preuve évidente, palpable, matérielle de trahison.

	— Laquelle?

	— Je viens d’apprendre que M. Fouquet fait fortifier Belle-Île-en-Mer.

	— Ah! vraiment!

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Vous en êtes sûr?

	— Parfaitement; savez-vous, Sire, ce qu’il y a de soldats à Belle-Île?

	— Non, ma foi; et vous?

	— Je l’ignore, Sire, je voulais donc proposer à Votre Majesté d’envoyer quelqu’un à Belle-Île.

	— Qui cela?

	— Moi, par exemple.

	— Qu’iriez-vous faire à Belle-Île?

	— M’informer s’il est vrai qu’à l’exemple des anciens seigneurs féodaux, M. Fouquet fait créneler ses murailles.

	— Et dans quel but ferait-il cela?

	— Dans le but de se défendre un jour contre son roi.

	— Mais s’il en est ainsi, monsieur Colbert, dit Louis, il faut faire tout de suite comme vous disiez: il faut arrêter M. Fouquet.

	— Impossible!

	— Je croyais vous avoir déjà dit, monsieur, que je supprimais ce mot dans mon service.

	— Le service de Votre Majesté ne peut empêcher M. Fouquet d’être surintendant général.

	— Eh bien?

	— Et que par conséquent, par cette charge, il n’ait pour lui tout le Parlement, comme il a toute l’armée par ses largesses, toute la littérature par ses grâces, toute la noblesse par ses présents.

	— C’est-à-dire alors que je ne puis rien contre M. Fouquet?

	— Rien absolument, du moins à cette heure, Sire.

	— Vous êtes un conseiller stérile, monsieur Colbert.

	— Oh! non pas, Sire, car je ne me bornerai plus à montrer le péril à Votre Majesté.

	— Allons donc! Par où peut-on saper le colosse? Voyons!

	Et le roi se mit à rire avec amertume.

	— Il a grandi par l’argent, tuez-le par l’argent, Sire.

	— Si je lui enlevais sa charge?

	— Mauvais moyen.

	— Le bon, le bon alors?

	— Ruinez-le, Sire, je vous le dis.

	— Comment cela?

	— Les occasions ne vous manqueront pas, profitez de toutes les occasions.

	— Indiquez-les moi.

	— En voici une d’abord. Son Altesse Royale Monsieur va se marier, ses noces doivent être magnifiques. C’est une belle occasion pour votre Majesté de demander un million à M. Fouquet; M. Fouquet, qui paie vingt mille livres d’un coup, lorsqu’il n’en doit que cinq, trouvera facilement ce million quand le demandera Votre Majesté.

	— C’est bien, je le lui demanderai, fit Louis XIV.

	— Si Votre Majesté veut signer l’ordonnance, je ferai prendre l’argent moi-même.

	Et Colbert poussa devant le roi un papier et lui présenta une plume.

	En ce moment, l’huissier entrouvrit la porte et annonça M. le surintendant.

	Louis pâlit.

	Colbert laissa tomber la plume et s’écarta du roi sur lequel il étendait ses ailes noires de mauvais ange.

	Le surintendant fit son entrée en homme de cour, à qui un seul coup d’œil suffit pour apprécier une situation.

	Cette situation n’était pas rassurante pour Fouquet, quelle que fût la conscience de sa force. Le petit œil noir de Colbert, dilaté par l’envie, et l’œil limpide de Louis XIV, enflammé par la colère, signalaient un danger pressant.

	Les courtisans sont, pour les bruits de cour, comme les vieux soldats qui distinguent, à travers les rumeurs du vent et des feuillages, le retentissement lointain des pas d’une troupe armée; ils peuvent, après avoir écouté, dire à peu près combien d’hommes marchent, combien d’armes résonnent, combien de canons roulent. Fouquet n’eut donc qu’à interroger le silence qui s’était fait à son arrivée: il le trouva gros de menaçantes révélations. Le roi lui laissa tout le temps de s’avancer jusqu’au milieu de la chambre.

	Sa pudeur adolescente lui commandait cette abstention du moment.

	Fouquet saisit hardiment l’occasion.

	— Sire, dit-il, j’étais impatient de voir Votre Majesté.

	— Et pourquoi? demanda Louis.

	— Pour lui annoncer une bonne nouvelle.

	Colbert, moins la grandeur de la personne, moins la largesse du cœur, ressemblait en beaucoup de points à Fouquet. Même pénétration, même habitude des hommes. De plus, cette grande force de contraction, qui donne aux hypocrites le temps de réfléchir et de se ramasser pour prendre du ressort.

	Il devina que Fouquet marchait au-devant du coup qu’il allait lui porter.

	Ses yeux brillèrent.

	— Quelle nouvelle? demanda le roi.

	Fouquet déposa un rouleau de papier sur la table.

	— Que Votre Majesté veuille bien jeter les yeux sur ce travail, dit-il.

	Le roi déplia lentement le rouleau.

	— Des plans? dit-il.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et quels sont ces plans?

	— Une fortification nouvelle, Sire.

	— Ah! ah! fit le roi, vous vous occupez donc de tactique et de stratégie, monsieur Fouquet.

	— Je m’occupe de tout ce qui peut être utile au règne de Votre Majesté, répliqua Fouquet.

	— Belles images! dit le roi en regardant le dessin.

	— Votre Majesté comprend sans doute, dit Fouquet en s’inclinant sur le papier: ici est la ceinture de murailles, là les forts, là les ouvrages avancés.

	— Et que vois-je là, monsieur?

	— La mer.

	— La mer tout autour?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et quelle est donc cette place dont vous me montrez le plan?

	— Sire, c’est Belle-Île-en-Mer, répondit Fouquet avec simplicité.

	À ce mot, à ce nom, Colbert fit un mouvement si marqué que le roi se retourna pour lui recommander la réserve. Fouquet ne parut pas s’être ému le moins du monde du mouvement de Colbert, ni du signe du roi.

	— Monsieur, continua Louis, vous avez donc fait fortifier Belle-Île?

	— Oui, Sire, et j’en apporte les devis et les comptes à Votre Majesté, répliqua Fouquet; j’ai dépensé seize cent mille livres à cette opération.

	— Pour quoi faire? répliqua froidement Louis qui avait puisé de l’initiative dans un regard haineux de l’intendant.

	— Pour un but assez facile à saisir, répondit Fouquet, Votre Majesté était en froid avec la Grande-Bretagne.

	— Oui; mais depuis la restauration du roi Charles II, j’ai fait alliance avec elle.

	— Depuis un mois, Sire, Votre Majesté l’a bien dit; mais il y a près de six mois que les fortifications de Belle-Île sont commencées.

	— Alors elles sont devenues inutiles.

	— Sire, des fortifications ne sont jamais inutiles. J’avais fortifié Belle-Île contre MM. Monck et Lambert et tous ces bourgeois de Londres qui jouaient au soldat. Belle-Île se trouvera toute fortifiée contre les Hollandais à qui ou l’Angleterre ou Votre Majesté ne peut manquer de faire la guerre.

	Le roi se tut encore une fois et regarda en dessous Colbert.

	— Belle-Île, je crois, ajouta Louis, est à vous, monsieur Fouquet?

	— Non, Sire.

	— À qui donc alors?

	— À Votre Majesté.

	Colbert fut saisi d’effroi comme si un gouffre se fût ouvert sous ses pieds.

	Louis tressaillit d’admiration, soit pour le génie, soit pour le dévouement de Fouquet.

	— Expliquez-vous, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Rien de plus facile, Sire; Belle-Île est une terre à moi; je l’ai fortifiée de mes deniers; mais comme rien au monde ne peut s’opposer à ce qu’un sujet fasse un humble présent à son roi, j’offre à Votre Majesté la propriété de la terre dont elle me laissera l’usufruit. Belle-Île, place de guerre, doit être occupée par le roi; Sa Majesté, désormais, pourra y tenir une sûre garnison.

	Colbert se laissa presque entièrement aller sur le parquet glissant. Il eut besoin, pour ne pas tomber, de se tenir aux colonnes de la boiserie.

	— C’est une grande habileté d’homme de guerre que vous avez témoignée là, monsieur, dit Louis XIV.

	— Sire, l’initiative n’est pas venue de moi, répondit Fouquet; beaucoup d’officiers me l’ont inspirée; les plans eux-mêmes ont été faits par un ingénieur des plus distingués.

	— Son nom?

	— M. du Vallon.

	— M. du Vallon? reprit Louis. Je ne le connais pas. Il est fâcheux, monsieur Colbert, continua-t-il, que je ne connaisse pas le nom des hommes de talent qui honorent mon règne.

	Et en disant ces mots, il se retourna vers Colbert. Celui-ci se sentait écrasé, la sueur lui coulait du front, aucune parole ne se présentait à ses lèvres, il souffrait un martyre inexprimable.

	— Vous retiendrez ce nom, ajouta Louis XIV.

	Colbert s’inclina, plus pâle que ses manchettes de dentelles de Flandre.

	Fouquet continua:

	— Les maçonneries sont de mastic romain; des architectes me l’ont composé d’après les relations de l’Antiquité.

	— Et les canons? demanda Louis.

	— Oh! Sire, ceci regarde Votre Majesté, il ne m’appartient pas de mettre des canons chez moi, sans que Votre Majesté m’ait dit qu’elle était chez elle.

	Louis commençait à flotter indécis entre la haine que lui inspirait cet homme si puissant et la pitié que lui inspirait cet autre homme abattu, qui lui semblait la contrefaçon du premier.

	Mais la conscience de son devoir de roi l’emporta sur les sentiments de l’homme.

	Il allongea son doigt sur le papier.

	— Ces plans ont dû vous coûter beaucoup d’argent à exécuter? dit-il.

	— Je croyais avoir eu l’honneur de dire le chiffre à Votre Majesté.

	— Redites, je l’ai oublié.

	— Seize cent mille livres.

	— Seize cent mille livres! Vous êtes énormément riche, monsieur Fouquet.

	— C’est Votre Majesté qui est riche, dit le surintendant, puisque Belle-Île est à elle.

	— Oui, merci; mais si riche que je sois, monsieur Fouquet…

	Le roi s’arrêta.

	— Eh bien! Sire?… demanda le surintendant.

	— Je prévois le moment où je manquerai d’argent.

	— Vous, Sire?

	— Oui, moi.

	— Et à quel moment donc?

	— Demain, par exemple.

	— Que Votre Majesté me fasse l’honneur de s’expliquer.

	— Mon frère épouse Madame d’Angleterre.

	— Eh bien, Sire?

	— Eh bien! je dois faire à la jeune princesse une réception digne de la petite-fille de Henri IV.

	— C’est trop juste, Sire.

	— J’ai donc besoin d’argent.

	— Sans doute.

	— Et il me faudrait…

	Louis XIV hésita. La somme qu’il avait à demander était juste celle qu’il avait été obligé de refuser à Charles II. Il se tourna vers Colbert pour qu’il donnât le coup.

	— Il me faudrait demain… répéta-t-il en regardant Colbert.

	— Un million, dit brutalement celui-ci enchanté de reprendre sa revanche.

	Fouquet tournait le dos à l’intendant pour écouter le roi. Il ne se retourna même point et attendit que le roi répétât ou plutôt murmurât:

	— Un million.

	— Oh! Sire, répondit dédaigneusement Fouquet, un million! que fera Votre Majesté avec un million?

	— Il me semble cependant… dit Louis XIV.

	— C’est ce qu’on dépense aux noces du plus petit prince d’Allemagne.

	— Monsieur…

	— Il faut deux millions au moins à Votre Majesté. Les chevaux seuls emporteront cinq cent mille livres. J’aurai l’honneur d’envoyer ce soir seize cent mille livres à Votre Majesté.

	— Comment, dit le roi, seize cent mille livres!

	— Attendez, Sire, répondit Fouquet sans même se retourner vers Colbert, je sais qu’il manque quatre cent mille livres. Mais ce monsieur de l’intendance (et par-dessus son épaule il montrait du pouce Colbert, qui pâlissait derrière lui), mais ce monsieur de l’intendance… a dans sa caisse neuf cent mille livres à moi.

	Le roi se retourna pour regarder Colbert.

	— Mais… dit celui-ci.

	— Monsieur, poursuivit Fouquet toujours parlant indirectement à Colbert, Monsieur a reçu il y a huit jours seize cent mille livres; il a payé cent mille livres aux gardes, soixante-quinze mille aux hôpitaux, vingt-cinq mille aux Suisses, cent trente mille aux vivres, mille aux armes, dix mille aux menus frais; je ne me trompe donc point en comptant sur neuf cent mille livres qui restent.

	Alors, se tournant à demi vers Colbert, comme fait un chef dédaigneux vers son inférieur:

	— Ayez soin, monsieur, dit-il, que ces neuf cent mille livres soient remises ce soir en or à Sa Majesté.

	— Mais, dit le roi, cela fera deux millions cinq cent mille livres?

	— Sire, les cinq cent mille livres de plus seront la monnaie de poche de Son Altesse Royale. Vous entendez, monsieur Colbert, ce soir, avant huit heures.

	Et sur ces mots, saluant le roi avec respect, le surintendant fit à reculons sa sortie sans honorer d’un seul regard l’envieux auquel il venait de raser à moitié la tête.

	Colbert déchira de rage son point de Flandre et mordit ses lèvres jusqu’au sang. Fouquet n’était pas à la porte du cabinet que l’huissier, passant à coté de lui, cria:

	— Un courrier de Bretagne pour Sa Majesté.

	— M. d’Herblay avait raison, murmura Fouquet en tirant sa montre: une heure cinquante-cinq minutes. Il était temps!

	Chapitre LXXVI — Où d’Artagnan finit par mettre enfin la main sur son brevet de capitaine

	Le lecteur sait d’avance qui l’huissier annonçait en annonçant le messager de Bretagne.

	Ce messager, il était facile de le reconnaître. C’était d’Artagnan, l’habit poudreux, le visage enflammé, les cheveux dégouttants de sueur, les jambes roidies; il levait péniblement les pieds à la hauteur de chaque marche sur laquelle résonnaient ses éperons ensanglantés.

	Il aperçut sur le seuil, au moment où il le franchissait, le surintendant.

	Fouquet salua avec un sourire celui qui, une heure plus tôt, lui amenait la ruine ou la mort.

	D’Artagnan trouva dans sa bonté d’âme et dans son inépuisable vigueur corporelle assez de présence d’esprit pour se rappeler le bon accueil de cet homme; il le salua donc aussi, bien plutôt par bienveillance et par compassion que par respect.

	Il se sentit sur les lèvres ce mot qui tant de fois avait été répété au duc de Guise: «Fuyez!» Mais prononcer ce mot, c’eût été trahir une cause; dire ce mot dans le cabinet du roi et devant un huissier, c’eût été se perdre gratuitement sans sauver personne.

	D’Artagnan se contenta donc de saluer Fouquet sans lui parler et entra. En ce moment même, le roi flottait entre la surprise où venaient de le jeter les dernières paroles de Fouquet et le plaisir du retour de d’Artagnan.

	Sans être courtisan, d’Artagnan avait le regard aussi sûr et aussi rapide que s’il l’eût été.

	Il lut en entrant l’humiliation dévorante imprimée au front de Colbert.

	Il put même entendre ces mots que lui disait le roi:

	— Ah! monsieur Colbert, vous aviez donc neuf cent mille livres à la surintendance?

	Colbert, suffoqué, s’inclinait sans répondre. Toute cette scène entra donc dans l’esprit de d’Artagnan par les yeux et par les oreilles à la fois.

	Le premier mot de Louis XIV à son mousquetaire, comme s’il eût voulu faire opposition à ce qu’il disait en ce moment, fut un bonjour affectueux.

	Puis son second un congé à Colbert.

	Ce dernier sortit du cabinet du roi, livide et chancelant, tandis que d’Artagnan retroussait les crocs de sa moustache.

	— J’aime à voir dans ce désordre un de mes serviteurs, dit le roi, admirant la martiale souillure des habits de son envoyé.

	— En effet, Sire, dit d’Artagnan, j’ai cru ma présence assez urgente au Louvre pour me présenter ainsi devant vous.

	— Vous m’apportez donc de grandes nouvelles, monsieur? demanda le roi en souriant.

	— Sire, voici la chose en deux mots: Belle-Île est fortifiée, admirablement fortifiée; Belle-Île a une double enceinte, une citadelle, deux forts détachés; son port renferme trois corsaires, et ses batteries de côte n’attendent plus que du canon.

	— Je sais tout cela, monsieur, répondit le roi.

	— Ah! Votre Majesté sait tout cela? fit le mousquetaire stupéfait.

	— J’ai le plan des fortifications de Belle-Île, dit le roi.

	— Votre Majesté a le plan?…

	— Le voici.

	— En effet, Sire, dit d’Artagnan, c’est bien cela, et là-bas j’ai vu le pareil.

	Le front de d’Artagnan se rembrunit.

	— Ah! je comprends, Votre Majesté ne s’est pas fiée à moi seul, et elle a envoyé quelqu’un, dit-il d’un ton plein de reproche.

	— Qu’importe, monsieur, de quelle façon j’ai appris ce que je sais, du moment que je le sais?

	— Soit, Sire, reprit le mousquetaire, sans chercher même à déguiser son mécontentement; mais je me permettrai de dire à Votre Majesté que ce n’était point la peine de me faire tant courir, de risquer vingt fois de me rompre les os, pour me saluer en arrivant ici d’une pareille nouvelle. Sire, quand on se défie des gens, ou quand on les croit insuffisants, on ne les emploie pas.

	Et d’Artagnan, par un mouvement tout militaire, frappa du pied et fit tomber sur le parquet une poussière sanglante. Le roi le regardait et jouissait intérieurement de son premier triomphe.

	— Monsieur, dit-il au bout d’un instant, non seulement Belle-Île m’est connue, mais encore Belle-Île est à moi.

	— C’est bon, c’est bon, Sire; je ne vous en demande pas davantage, répondit d’Artagnan. Mon congé!

	— Comment! votre congé?

	— Sans doute. Je suis trop fier pour manger le pain du roi sans le gagner, ou plutôt pour le gagner mal. Mon congé, Sire!

	— Oh! oh!

	— Mon congé, ou je le prends.

	— Vous vous fâchez, monsieur?

	— Il y a de quoi, mordioux! Je reste en selle trente-deux heures, je cours jour et nuit, je fais des prodiges de vitesse, j’arrive roide comme un pendu, et un autre est arrivé avant moi! Allons! je suis un niais. Mon congé, Sire!

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, dit Louis XIV en appuyant sa main blanche sur le bras poudreux du mousquetaire, ce que je viens de vous dire ne nuira en rien à ce que je vous ai promis. Parole donnée, parole tenue.

	Et le jeune roi, allant droit à sa table, ouvrit un tiroir et y prit un papier plié en quatre.

	— Voici votre brevet de capitaine des mousquetaires; vous l’avez gagné, dit-il, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	D’Artagnan ouvrit vivement le papier et le regarda à deux fois. Il ne pouvait en croire ses yeux.

	— Et ce brevet, continua le roi, vous est donné, non seulement pour votre voyage à Belle-Île, mais encore pour votre brave intervention à la place de Grève. Là, en effet, vous m’avez servi bien vaillamment.

	— Ah! ah! dit d’Artagnan, sans que sa puissance sur lui-même pût empêcher une certaine rougeur de lui monter aux yeux; vous savez aussi cela, Sire?

	— Oui, je le sais.

	Le roi avait le regard perçant et le jugement infaillible, quand il s’agissait de lire dans une conscience.

	— Vous avez quelque chose, dit-il au mousquetaire, quelque chose à dire et que vous ne dites pas. Voyons, parlez franchement, monsieur: vous savez que je vous ai dit, une fois pour toutes, que vous aviez toute franchise avec moi.

	— Eh bien! Sire, ce que j’ai, c’est que j’aimerais mieux être nommé capitaine des mousquetaires pour avoir chargé à la tête de ma compagnie, fait taire une batterie ou pris une ville, que pour avoir fait pendre deux malheureux.

	— Est-ce bien vrai, ce que vous me dites là?

	— Et pourquoi Votre Majesté me soupçonnerait-elle de dissimulation, je le lui demande?

	— Parce que, si je vous connais bien, monsieur, vous ne pouvez vous repentir d’avoir tiré l’épée pour moi.

	— Eh bien! c’est ce qui vous trompe, Sire, et grandement; oui, je me repens d’avoir tiré l’épée à cause des résultats que cette action a amenés; ces pauvres gens qui sont morts, Sire, n’étaient ni vos ennemis ni les miens, et ils ne se défendaient pas.

	Le roi garda un moment le silence.

	— Et votre compagnon, monsieur d’Artagnan, partage-t-il votre repentir?

	— Mon compagnon?

	— Oui, vous n’étiez pas seul, ce me semble.

	— Seul? où cela?

	— À la place de Grève.

	— Non, Sire, non, dit d’Artagnan, rougissant au soupçon que le roi pouvait avoir l’idée que lui, d’Artagnan, avait voulu accaparer pour lui seul la gloire qui revenait à Raoul; non, mordioux! et, comme dit Votre Majesté? j’avais un compagnon, et même un bon compagnon.

	— Un jeune homme?

	— Oui, Sire, un jeune homme. Oh! mais j’en fais compliment à Votre Majesté, elle est aussi bien informée du dehors que du dedans. C’est M. Colbert qui fait au roi tous ces beaux rapports?

	— M. Colbert ne m’a dit que du bien de vous, monsieur d’Artagnan, et il eût été malvenu à m’en dire autre chose.

	— Ah! c’est heureux!

	— Mais il a dit aussi beaucoup de bien de ce jeune homme.

	— Et c’est justice, dit le mousquetaire.

	— Enfin, il paraît que ce jeune homme est un brave, dit Louis XIV, pour aiguiser ce sentiment qu’il prenait pour du dépit.

	— Un brave, oui, Sire, répéta d’Artagnan, enchanté, de son côté, de pousser le roi sur le compte de Raoul.

	— Savez-vous son nom?

	— Mais je pense…

	— Vous le connaissez donc?

	— Depuis à peu près vingt-cinq ans, oui, Sire.

	— Mais il a vingt-cinq ans à peine! s’écria le roi.

	— Eh bien! Sire, je le connais depuis sa naissance, voilà tout.

	— Vous m’affirmez cela?

	— Sire, dit d’Artagnan, Votre Majesté m’interroge avec une défiance dans laquelle je reconnais un tout autre caractère que le sien. M. Colbert, qui vous a si bien instruit, a-t-il donc oublié de vous dire que ce jeune homme était le fils de mon ami intime?

	— Le vicomte de Bragelonne?

	— Eh! certainement, Sire: le vicomte de Bragelonne a pour père M. le comte de La Fère, qui a si puissamment aidé à la restauration du roi Charles II. Oh! Bragelonne est d’une race de vaillants, Sire.

	— Alors il est le fils de ce seigneur qui m’est venu trouver, ou plutôt qui est venu trouver M. de Mazarin, de la part du roi Charles II, pour nous offrir son alliance?

	— Justement.

	— Et c’est un brave que ce comte de La Fère, dites-vous?

	— Sire, c’est un homme qui a plus de fois tiré l’épée pour le roi votre père qu’il n’y a encore de jours dans la vie bienheureuse de Votre Majesté.

	Ce fut Louis XIV qui se mordit les lèvres à son tour.

	— Bien, monsieur d’Artagnan, bien! Et M. le comte de La Fère est votre ami?

	— Mais depuis tantôt quarante ans, oui; Sire. Votre Majesté voit que je ne lui parle pas d’hier.

	— Seriez-vous content de voir ce jeune homme, monsieur d’Artagnan?

	— Enchanté, Sire.

	Le roi frappa sur son timbre. Un huissier parut.

	— Appelez M. de Bragelonne, dit le roi.

	— Ah! ah! il est ici? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Il est de garde aujourd’hui au Louvre avec la compagnie des gentilshommes de M. le Prince.

	Le roi achevait à peine, quand Raoul se présenta, et, voyant d’Artagnan, lui sourit de ce charmant sourire qui ne se trouve que sur les lèvres de la jeunesse.

	— Allons, allons, dit familièrement d’Artagnan à Raoul, le roi permet que tu m’embrasses; seulement, dis à Sa Majesté que tu la remercies.

	Raoul s’inclina si gracieusement, que Louis, à qui toutes les supériorités savaient plaire lorsqu’elles n’affectaient rien contre la sienne, admira cette beauté, cette vigueur et cette modestie.

	— Monsieur, dit le roi s’adressant à Raoul, j’ai demandé à M. le prince qu’il veuille bien vous céder à moi; j’ai reçu sa réponse; vous m’appartenez donc dès ce matin. M. le prince était bon maître; mais j’espère bien que vous ne perdrez pas au change.

	— Oui, oui, Raoul, sois tranquille, le roi a du bon, dit d’Artagnan, qui avait deviné le caractère de Louis et qui jouait avec son amour-propre dans certaines limites, bien entendu, réservant toujours les convenances et flattant, lors même qu’il semblait railler.

	— Sire, dit alors Bragelonne d’une voix douce et pleine de charmes, avec cette élocution naturelle et facile qu’il tenait de son père; Sire, ce n’est point d’aujourd’hui que je suis à Votre Majesté.

	— Oh! je sais cela, dit le roi, et vous voulez parler de votre expédition de la place de Grève. Ce jour-là, en effet, vous fûtes bien à moi, monsieur.

	— Sire, ce n’est point non plus de ce jour que je parle; il ne me siérait point de rappeler un service si minime en présence d’un homme comme M. d’Artagnan; je voulais parler d’une circonstance qui a fait époque dans ma vie et qui m’a consacré, dès l’âge de seize ans, au service dévoué de Votre Majesté.

	— Ah! ah! dit le roi, et quelle est cette circonstance, dites, monsieur?

	— La voici… Lorsque je partis pour ma première campagne, c’est-à-dire pour rejoindre l’armée de M. le prince, M. le comte de La Fère me vint conduire jusqu’à Saint-Denis, où les restes du roi Louis XIII attendent, sur les derniers degrés de la basilique funèbre, un successeur que Dieu ne lui enverra point, je l’espère avant longues années. Alors il me fit jurer sur la cendre de nos maîtres de servir la royauté, représentée par vous, incarnée en vous, Sire, de la servir en pensées, en paroles et en action. Je jurai, Dieu et les morts ont reçu mon serment. Depuis dix ans, Sire, je n’ai point eu aussi souvent que je l’eusse désiré l’occasion de le tenir: je suis un soldat de Votre Majesté, pas autre chose, et en m’appelant près d’elle, elle ne me fait pas changer de maître, mais seulement de garnison.

	Raoul se tut et s’inclina.

	Il avait fini, que Louis XIV écoutait encore.

	— Mordioux! s’écria d’Artagnan, c’est bien dit, n’est-ce pas, Votre Majesté? Bonne race, Sire, grande race!

	— Oui, murmura le roi ému, sans oser cependant manifester son émotion, car elle n’avait d’autre cause que le contact d’une nature éminemment aristocratique. Oui, monsieur, vous dites vrai; partout où vous étiez, vous étiez au roi. Mais en changeant de garnison, vous trouverez, croyez-moi, un avancement dont vous êtes digne.

	Raoul vit que là s’arrêtait ce que le roi avait à lui dire. Et avec le tact parfait qui caractérisait cette nature exquise, il s’inclina et sortit.

	— Vous reste-t-il encore quelque chose à m’apprendre, monsieur? dit le roi lorsqu’il se retrouva seul avec d’Artagnan.

	— Oui, Sire et j’avais gardé cette nouvelle pour la dernière, car elle est triste et va vêtir la royauté européenne de deuil.

	— Que me dites-vous?

	— Sire, en passant à Blois, un mot, un triste mot, écho du palais, est venu frapper mon oreille.

	— En vérité, vous m’effrayez, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Sire, ce mot était prononcé par un piqueur qui portait un crêpe au bras.

	— Mon oncle Gaston d’Orléans, peut-être?

	— Sire, il a rendu le dernier soupir.

	— Et je ne suis pas prévenu! s’écria le roi, dont la susceptibilité royale voyait une insulte dans l’absence de cette nouvelle.

	— Oh! ne vous fâchez point, Sire, dit d’Artagnan, les courriers de Paris et les courriers du monde entier ne vont point comme votre serviteur; le courrier de Blois ne sera pas ici avant deux heures, et il court bien, je vous en réponds, attendu que je ne l’ai rejoint qu’au-delà d’Orléans.

	— Mon oncle Gaston, murmura Louis en appuyant la main sur son front et en enfermant dans ces trois mots tout ce que sa mémoire lui rappelait à ce nom de sentiments opposés.

	— Eh! oui, Sire, c’est ainsi, dit philosophiquement d’Artagnan, répondant à la pensée royale; le passé s’envole.

	— C’est vrai, monsieur, c’est vrai; mais il nous reste, Dieu merci, l’avenir, et nous tâcherons de ne pas le faire trop sombre.

	— Je m’en rapporte pour cela à Votre Majesté, dit le mousquetaire en s’inclinant. Et maintenant…

	— Oui, vous avez raison, monsieur, j’oublie les cent dix lieues que vous venez de faire. Allez, monsieur, prenez soin d’un de mes meilleurs soldats, et, quand vous serez reposé, venez vous mettre à mes ordres.

	— Sire, absent ou présent, j’y suis toujours.

	D’Artagnan s’inclina et sortit.

	Puis, comme s’il fût arrivé de Fontainebleau seulement, il se mit à arpenter le Louvre pour rejoindre Bragelonne.

	Chapitre LXXVII — Un amoureux et une maîtresse

	Tandis que les cires brûlaient dans le château de Blois autour du corps inanimé de Gaston d’Orléans, ce dernier représentant du passé; tandis que les bourgeois de la ville faisaient son épitaphe, qui était loin d’être un panégyrique; tandis que Madame douairière, ne se souvenant plus que pendant ses jeunes années elle avait aimé ce cadavre gisant, au point de fuir pour le suivre le palais paternel et faisait, à vingt pas de la salle funèbre, ses petits calculs d’intérêt et ses petits sacrifices d’orgueil, d’autres intérêts et d’autres orgueils s’agitaient dans toutes les parties du château où avait pu pénétrer une âme vivante.

	Ni les sons lugubres des cloches, ni les voix des chantres, ni l’éclat des cierges à travers les vitres, ni les préparatifs de l’ensevelissement n’avaient le pouvoir de distraire deux personnes placées à une fenêtre de la cour intérieure, fenêtre que nous connaissons déjà et qui éclairait une chambre faisant partie de ce qu’on appelait les petits appartements.

	Au reste, un rayon joyeux de soleil, car le soleil paraissait fort peu s’inquiéter de la perte que venait de faire la France, un rayon de soleil, disons-nous, descendait sur eux, tirant les parfums des fleurs voisines et animant les murailles elles-mêmes. Ces deux personnes si occupées, non par la mort du duc, mais de la conversation qui était la suite de cette mort, ces deux personnes étaient une jeune fille et un jeune homme.

	Ce dernier personnage, garçon de vingt-cinq à vingt-six ans à peu près, à la mine tantôt éveillée, tantôt sournoise, faisait jouer à propos deux yeux immenses recouverts de longs cils, était petit et brun de peau; il souriait avec une bouche énorme, mais bien meublée, et son menton pointu, qui semblait jouir d’une mobilité que la nature n’accorde pas d’ordinaire à cette portion de visage, s’allongeait parfois très amoureusement vers son interlocutrice, qui, disons-le, ne se reculait pas toujours aussi rapidement que les strictes bienséances avaient le droit de l’exiger. La jeune fille, nous la connaissons, car nous l’avons déjà vue à cette même fenêtre, à la lueur de ce même soleil; la jeune fille offrait un singulier mélange de finesse et de réflexion: elle était charmante quand elle riait, belle quand elle devenait sérieuse; mais, hâtons-nous de le dire, elle était plus souvent charmante que belle.

	Les deux personnes paraissaient avoir atteint le point culminant d’une discussion moitié railleuse, moitié grave.

	— Voyons, monsieur Malicorne, disait la jeune fille, vous plaît-il enfin que nous parlions raison?

	— Vous croyez que c’est facile, mademoiselle Aure, répliqua le jeune homme. Faire ce qu’on veut, quand on ne peut faire ce que l’on peut…

	— Bon! le voilà qui s’embrouille dans ses phrases.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous; voyons, quittez cette logique de procureur, mon cher.

	— Encore une chose impossible. Clerc je suis, mademoiselle de Montalais.

	— Demoiselle je suis, monsieur Malicorne.

	— Hélas! je le sais bien, et vous m’accablez par la distance; aussi, je ne vous dirai rien.

	— Mais non, je ne vous accable pas; dites ce que vous avez à me dire, dites, je le veux!

	— Eh bien! je vous obéis.

	— C’est bien heureux, vraiment!

	— Monsieur est mort.

	— Ah! peste, voilà du nouveau! Et d’où arrivez-vous pour nous dire cela?

	— J’arrive d’Orléans, mademoiselle.

	— Et c’est la seule nouvelle que vous apportez?

	— Oh! non pas… J’arrive aussi pour vous dire que Madame Henriette d’Angleterre arrive pour épouser le frère de Sa Majesté.

	— En vérité, Malicorne, vous êtes insupportable avec vos nouvelles du siècle passé; voyons, si vous prenez aussi cette mauvaise habitude de vous moquer, je vous ferai jeter dehors.

	— Oh!

	— Oui, car vraiment vous m’exaspérez.

	— Là! là! patience, mademoiselle.

	— Vous vous faites valoir ainsi. Je sais bien pourquoi, allez…

	— Dites, et je vous répondrai franchement oui, si la chose est vraie.

	— Vous savez que j’ai envie de cette commission de dame d’honneur que j’ai eu la sottise de vous demander, et vous ménagez votre crédit.

	— Moi?

	Malicorne abaissa ses paupières, joignit les mains et prit son air sournois.

	— Et quel crédit un pauvre clerc de procureur saurait-il avoir, je vous le demande?

	— Votre père n’a pas pour rien vingt mille livres de rente, monsieur Malicorne.

	— Fortune de province, mademoiselle de Montalais.

	— Votre père n’est pas pour rien dans les secrets de M. le prince.

	— Avantage qui se borne à prêter de l’argent à Monseigneur.

	— En un mot, vous n’êtes pas pour rien le plus rusé compère de la province.

	— Vous me flattez.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous.

	— Comment cela?

	— Puisque c’est moi qui vous soutiens que je n’ai point de crédit, et vous qui me soutenez que j’en ai.

	— Enfin, ma commission?

	— Eh bien! votre commission?

	— L’aurai-je ou ne l’aurai-je pas?

	— Vous l’aurez.

	— Mais quand?

	— Quand vous voudrez.

	— Où est-elle, alors?

	— Dans ma poche.

	— Comment! dans votre poche?

	— Oui. Et, en effet, avec son sourire narquois, Malicorne tira de sa poche une lettre dont la Montalais s’empara comme d’une proie et qu’elle lut avec avidité.

	À mesure qu’elle lisait, son visage s’éclairait.

	— Malicorne! s’écria-t-elle après avoir lu, en vérité vous êtes un bon garçon.

	— Pourquoi cela, mademoiselle?

	— Parce que vous auriez pu vous faire payer cette commission et que vous ne l’avez pas fait.

	Et elle éclata de rire, croyant décontenancer le clerc. Mais Malicorne soutint bravement l’attaque.

	— Je ne vous comprends pas, dit-il.

	Ce fut Montalais qui fut décontenancée à son tour.

	— Je vous ai déclaré mes sentiments, continua Malicorne; vous m’avez dit trois fois en riant que vous ne m’aimiez pas; vous m’avez embrassé une fois sans rire, c’est tout ce qu’il me faut.

	— Tout? dit la fière et coquette Montalais d’un ton où perçait l’orgueil blessé.

	— Absolument tout, mademoiselle, répliqua Malicorne.

	— Ah!

	Ce monosyllabe indiquait autant de colère que le jeune homme eût pu attendre de reconnaissance. Il secoua tranquillement la tête.

	— Écoutez, Montalais, dit-il sans s’inquiéter si cette familiarité plaisait ou non à sa maîtresse, ne discutons point là-dessus.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que, depuis un an que je vous connais, vous m’eussiez mis à la porte vingt fois si je ne vous plaisais pas.

	— En vérité! À quel propos vous eussé-je mis à la porte?

	— Parce que j’ai été assez impertinent pour cela.

	— Oh! cela, c’est vrai.

	— Vous voyez bien que vous êtes forcée de l’avouer, fit Malicorne.

	— Monsieur Malicorne!

	— Ne nous fâchons pas; donc, si vous m’avez conservé, ce n’est pas sans cause.

	— Ce n’est pas au moins parce que je vous aime! s’écria Montalais.

	— D’accord. Je vous dirai même qu’en ce moment je suis certain que vous m’exécrez.

	— Oh! vous n’avez jamais dit si vrai.

	— Bien! Moi, je vous déteste.

	— Ah! je prends acte.

	— Prenez. Vous me trouvez brutal et sot; je vous trouve, moi, la voix dure et le visage décomposé par la colère. En ce moment, vous vous jetteriez par cette fenêtre plutôt que de me laisser baiser le bout de votre doigt; moi, je me précipiterais du haut du clocheton plutôt que de toucher le bas de votre robe. Mais dans cinq minutes vous m’aimerez, et moi, je vous adorerai. Oh! c’est comme cela.

	— J’en doute.

	— Et moi, j’en jure.

	— Fat!

	— Et puis ce n’est point la véritable raison; vous avez besoin de moi, Aure, et moi, j’ai besoin de vous. Quand il vous plaît d’être gaie, je vous fais rire; quand il me sied d’être amoureux, je vous regarde. Je vous ai donné une commission de dame d’honneur que vous désiriez; vous m’allez donner tout à l’heure quelque chose que je désirerai.

	— Moi?

	— Vous! mais en ce moment, ma chère Aure, je vous déclare que je ne désire absolument rien; ainsi, soyez tranquille.

	— Vous êtes un homme odieux, Malicorne; j’allais me réjouir de cette commission, et voilà que vous m’ôtez toute ma joie.

	— Bon! il n’y a point de temps perdu; vous vous réjouirez quand je serai parti.

	— Partez donc, alors…

	— Soit; mais, auparavant, un conseil…

	— Lequel?

	— Reprenez votre belle humeur; vous devenez laide quand vous boudez.

	— Grossier!

	— Allons, disons-nous nos vérités tandis que nous y sommes.

	— Ô Malicorne! ô mauvais cœur!

	— Ô Montalais! ô ingrate!

	Et le jeune homme s’accouda sur l’appui de la fenêtre.

	Montalais prit un livre et l’ouvrit.

	Malicorne se redressa, brossa son feutre avec sa manche et défripa son pourpoint noir.

	Montalais, tout en faisant semblant de lire, le regardait du coin de l’œil.

	— Bon! s’écria-t-elle furieuse, le voilà qui prend son air respectueux. Il va bouder pendant huit jours.

	— Quinze, mademoiselle, dit Malicorne en s’inclinant.

	Montalais leva sur lui son poing crispé.

	— Monstre! dit-elle. Oh! si j’étais un homme!

	— Que me feriez-vous?

	— Je t’étranglerais!

	— Ah! fort bien, dit Malicorne; je crois que je commence à désirer quelque chose.

	— Et que désirez-vous, monsieur le démon! Que je perde mon âme par la colère?

	Malicorne roulait respectueusement son chapeau entre ses doigts; mais tout à coup il laissa tomber son chapeau, saisit la jeune fille par les deux épaules, l’approcha de lui et appuya sur ses lèvres deux lèvres bien ardentes pour un homme ayant la prétention d’être si indifférent. Aure voulut pousser un cri, mais ce cri s’éteignit dans le baiser.

	Nerveuse et irritée, la jeune fille repoussa Malicorne contre la muraille.

	— Bon! dit philosophiquement Malicorne, en voilà pour six semaines; adieu, mademoiselle! agréez mon très humble salut.

	Et il fit trois pas pour se retirer.

	— Eh bien! non, vous ne sortirez pas! s’écria Montalais en frappant du pied; restez! je vous l’ordonne!

	— Vous l’ordonnez?

	— Oui; ne suis-je pas la maîtresse?

	— De mon âme et de mon esprit, sans aucun doute.

	— Belle propriété, ma foi! L’âme est sotte et l’esprit sec.

	— Prenez garde, Montalais, je vous connais, dit Malicorne; vous allez vous prendre d’amour pour votre serviteur.

	— Eh bien! oui, dit-elle en se pendant à son cou avec une enfantine indolence bien plus qu’avec un voluptueux abandon; eh bien! oui, car il faut que je vous remercie, enfin.

	— Et de quoi?

	— De cette commission; n’est-ce pas tout mon avenir?

	— Et tout le mien.

	Montalais le regarda.

	— C’est affreux, dit-elle, de ne jamais pouvoir deviner si vous parlez sérieusement.

	— On ne peut plus sérieusement; j’allais à Paris, vous y allez, nous y allons.

	— Alors, c’est par ce seul motif que vous m’avez servie, égoïste?

	— Que voulez-vous, Aure, je ne puis me passer de vous.

	— Eh bien! en vérité, c’est comme moi; vous êtes cependant, il faut l’avouer, un bien méchant cœur!

	— Aure, ma chère Aure, prenez garde; si vous retombez dans les injures, vous savez l’effet qu’elles me produisent, et je vais vous adorer.

	Et, tout en disant ces paroles, Malicorne approcha une seconde fois la jeune fille de lui.

	Au même instant un pas retentit dans l’escalier. Les jeunes gens étaient si rapprochés qu’on les eût surpris dans les bras l’un de l’autre, si Montalais n’eût violemment repoussé Malicorne, lequel alla frapper du dos la porte, qui s’ouvrait en ce moment. Un grand cri, suivi d’injures, retentit aussitôt.

	C’était Mme de Saint-Remy qui poussait ce cri et qui proférait ces injures: le malheureux Malicorne venait de l’écraser à moitié entre la muraille et la porte qu’elle entrouvrait.

	— C’est encore ce vaurien! s’écria la vieille dame; toujours là!

	— Ah! madame, répondit Malicorne d’une voix respectueuse, il y a huit grands jours que je ne suis venu ici.

	Chapitre LXXVIII — Où l’on voit enfin reparaître la véritable héroïne de cette histoire

	Derrière Mme de Saint-Remy montait Mlle de La Vallière. Elle entendit l’explosion de la colère maternelle, et comme elle en devinait la cause, elle entra toute tremblante dans la chambre et aperçut le malheureux Malicorne, dont la contenance désespérée eût attendri ou égayé quiconque l’eût observé de sang-froid. En effet, il s’était vivement retranché derrière une grande chaise, comme pour éviter les premiers assauts de Mme de Saint-Remy; il n’espérait pas la fléchir par la parole, car elle parlait plus haut que lui et sans interruption, mais il comptait sur l’éloquence de ses gestes.

	La vieille dame n’écoutait et ne voyait rien; Malicorne, depuis longtemps, était une des ses antipathies. Mais sa colère était trop grande pour ne pas déborder de Malicorne sur sa complice. Montalais eut son tour.

	— Et vous, mademoiselle, et vous, comptez-vous que je n’avertirai point Madame de ce qui se passe chez une de ses filles d’honneur?

	— Oh! ma mère, s’écria Mlle de La Vallière, par grâce, épargnez…

	— Taisez-vous, mademoiselle, et ne vous fatiguez pas inutilement à intercéder pour des sujets indignes; qu’une fille honnête comme vous subisse le mauvais exemple, c’est déjà certes un assez grand malheur; mais qu’elle l’autorise par son indulgence, c’est ce que je ne souffrirai pas.

	— Mais, en vérité, dit Montalais se rebellant enfin, je ne sais pas sous quel prétexte vous me traitez ainsi; je ne fais point de mal, je suppose?

	— Et ce grand fainéant, mademoiselle, reprit Mme de Saint-Remy montrant Malicorne, est-il ici pour faire le bien? je vous le demande.

	— Il n’est ici ni pour le bien ni pour le mal, madame; il vient me voir, voilà tout.

	— C’est bien, c’est bien, dit Mme de Saint-Remy; Son Altesse Royale sera instruite, et elle jugera.

	— En tout cas, je ne vois pas pourquoi, répondit Montalais, il serait défendu à M. Malicorne d’avoir dessein sur moi, si son dessein est honnête.

	— Dessein honnête, avec une pareille figure! s’écria Mme de Saint-Remy.

	— Je vous remercie au nom de ma figure, madame, dit Malicorne.

	— Venez, ma fille, venez, continua Mme de Saint-Remy; allons prévenir Madame qu’au moment même où elle pleure un époux, au moment où nous pleurons un maître dans ce vieux château de Blois, séjour de la douleur, il y a des gens qui s’amusent et se réjouissent.

	— Oh! firent d’un seul mouvement les deux accusés.

	— Une fille d’honneur! une fille d’honneur! s’écria la vieille dame en levant les mains au ciel.

	— Eh bien! c’est ce qui vous trompe, madame, dit Montalais exaspérée; je ne suis plus fille d’honneur, de Madame du moins.

	— Vous donnez votre démission, mademoiselle? Très bien! je ne puis qu’applaudir à une telle détermination et j’y applaudis.

	— Je ne donne point ma démission, madame; je prends un autre service, voilà tout.

	— Dans la bourgeoisie ou dans la robe? demanda Mme de Saint-Remy avec dédain.

	— Apprenez, madame, dit Montalais, que je ne suis point fille à servir des bourgeoises ni des robines, et qu’au lieu de la cour misérable où vous végétez, je vais habiter une cour presque royale.

	— Ah! ah! une cour royale, dit Mme de Saint-Remy en s’efforçant de rire; une cour royale, qu’en pensez-vous, ma fille?

	Et elle se retournait vers Mlle de La Vallière, qu’elle voulait à toute force entraîner contre Montalais, et qui, au lieu d’obéir à l’impulsion de Mme de Saint-Remy, regardait tantôt sa mère, tantôt Montalais avec ses beaux yeux conciliateurs.

	— Je n’ai point dit une cour royale, madame, répondit Montalais, parce que Madame Henriette d’Angleterre, qui va devenir la femme de Son Altesse Royale Monsieur, n’est point une reine. J’ai dit presque royale, et j’ai dit juste, puisqu’elle va être la belle-sœur du roi.

	La foudre tombant sur le château de Blois n’eût point étourdi Mme de Saint-Remy comme le fit cette dernière phrase de Montalais.

	— Que parlez-vous de Son Altesse Royale Madame Henriette? balbutia la vieille dame.

	— Je dis que je vais entrer chez elle comme demoiselle d’honneur: voilà ce que je dis.

	— Comme demoiselle d’honneur! s’écrièrent à la fois Mme de Saint-Remy avec désespoir et Mlle de La Vallière avec joie.

	— Oui, madame, comme demoiselle d’honneur.

	La vieille dame baissa la tête comme si le coup eût été trop fort pour elle.

	Cependant, presque aussitôt elle se redressa pour lancer un dernier projectile à son adversaire.

	— Oh! oh! dit-elle, on parle beaucoup de ces sortes de promesses à l’avance, on se flatte souvent d’espérances folles, et au dernier moment, lorsqu’il s’agit de tenir ces promesses, de réaliser ces espérances, on est tout surpris de se voir réduire en vapeur le grand crédit sur lequel on comptait.

	— Oh! madame, le crédit de mon protecteur, à moi, est incontestable, et ses promesses valent des actes.

	— Et ce protecteur si puissant, serait-ce indiscret de vous demander son nom?

	— Oh! mon Dieu, non; c’est Monsieur que voilà, dit Montalais en montrant Malicorne, qui, pendant toute cette scène, avait conservé le plus imperturbable sang-froid et la plus comique dignité.

	— Monsieur! s’écria Mme de Saint-Remy avec une explosion d’hilarité, Monsieur est votre protecteur! Cet homme dont le crédit est si puissant, dont les promesses valent des actes, c’est M. Malicorne?

	Malicorne salua.

	Quant à Montalais, pour toute réponse elle tira le brevet de sa poche, et le montrant à la vieille dame:

	— Voici le brevet, dit-elle.

	Pour le coup, tout fut fini. Dès qu’elle eut parcouru du regard le bienheureux parchemin, la bonne dame joignit les mains, une expression indicible d’envie et de désespoir contracta son visage, et elle fut obligée de s’asseoir pour ne point s’évanouir.

	Montalais n’était point assez méchante pour se réjouir outre mesure de sa victoire et accabler l’ennemi vaincu, surtout lorsque cet ennemi c’était la mère de son amie; elle usa donc, mais n’abusa point du triomphe.

	Malicorne fut moins généreux; il prit des poses nobles sur son fauteuil et s’étendit avec une familiarité qui, deux heures plus tôt, lui eût attiré la menace du bâton.

	— Dame d’honneur de la jeune Madame! répétait Mme de Saint-Remy, encore mal convaincue.

	— Oui, madame, et par la protection de M. Malicorne, encore.

	— C’est incroyable! répétait la vieille dame; n’est-ce pas, Louise, que c’est incroyable?

	Mais Louise ne répondit pas; elle était inclinée, rêveuse, presque affligée; une main sur son beau front, elle soupirait.

	— Enfin, monsieur, dit tout à coup Mme de Saint-Remy, comment avez vous fait pour obtenir cette charge?

	— Je l’ai demandée madame.

	— À qui?

	— À un de mes amis.

	— Et vous avez des amis assez bien en cour pour vous donner de pareilles preuves de crédit?

	— Dame! il paraît.

	— Et peut-on savoir le nom de ces amis?

	— Je n’ai pas dit que j’eusse plusieurs amis madame, j’ai dit un ami.

	— Et cet ami s’appelle?

	— Peste! madame, comme vous y allez! Quand on a un ami aussi puissant que le mien, on ne le produit pas comme cela au grand jour pour qu’on vous le vole.

	— Vous avez raison, monsieur, de taire le nom de cet ami car je crois qu’il vous serait difficile de le dire.

	— En tout cas, dit Montalais, si l’ami n’existe pas, le brevet existe, et voilà qui tranche la question.

	— Alors je conçois, dit Mme de Saint-Remy avec le sourire gracieux du chat qui va griffer, quand j’ai trouvé Monsieur chez vous tout à l’heure…

	— Eh bien?

	— Il vous apportait votre brevet.

	— Justement, madame, vous avez deviné.

	— Mais c’était on ne peut plus moral, alors.

	— Je le crois, madame.

	— Et j’ai eu tort, à ce qu’il paraît, de vous faire des reproches, mademoiselle.

	— Très grand tort, madame; mais je suis tellement habituée à vos reproches, que je vous les pardonne.

	— En ce cas, allons-nous-en, Louise; nous n’avons plus qu’à nous retirer. Eh bien?

	— Madame! fit La Vallière en tressaillant, vous dites?

	— Tu n’écoutais pas, à ce qu’il paraît, mon enfant?

	— Non, madame, je pensais.

	— Et à quoi?

	— À mille choses.

	— Tu ne m’en veux pas au moins, Louise? s’écria Montalais lui pressant la main.

	— Et de quoi t’en voudrais-je, ma chère Aure? répondit la jeune fille avec sa voix douce comme une musique.

	— Dame! reprit Mme de Saint-Remy, quand elle vous en voudrait un peu, pauvre enfant! elle n’aurait pas tout à fait tort.

	— Et pourquoi m’en voudrait-elle, bon Dieu?

	— Il me semble qu’elle est d’aussi bonne famille et aussi jolie que vous.

	— Ma mère! s’écria Louise.

	— Plus jolie cent fois, madame; de meilleure famille, non; mais cela ne me dit point pourquoi Louise doit m’en vouloir.

	— Croyez-vous donc que ce soit amusant pour elle de s’enterrer à Blois quand vous allez briller à Paris?

	— Mais, madame, ce n’est point moi qui empêche Louise de m’y suivre, à Paris; au contraire, je serais certes bien heureuse qu’elle y vînt.

	— Mais il me semble que M. Malicorne, qui est tout-puissant à la cour…

	— Ah! tant pis, madame, fit Malicorne, chacun pour soi en ce pauvre monde.

	— Malicorne! fit Montalais.

	Puis, se baissant vers le jeune homme:

	— Occupez Mme de Saint-Remy, soit en disputant, soit en vous raccommodant avec elle; il faut que je cause avec Louise.

	Et, en même temps, une douce pression de main récompensait Malicorne de sa future obéissance. Malicorne se rapprocha tout grognant de Mme de Saint-Remy, tandis que Montalais disait à son amie, en lui jetant un bras autour du cou:

	— Qu’as-tu? Voyons! Est-il vrai que tu ne m’aimerais plus parce que je brillerais, comme dit ta mère?

	— Oh! non, répondit la jeune fille retenant à peine ses larmes; je suis bien heureuse de ton bonheur, au contraire.

	— Heureuse! et l’on dirait que tu es prête à pleurer.

	— Ne pleure-t-on que d’envie?

	— Ah! oui, je comprends, je vais à Paris, et ce mot «Paris» te rappelait certain cavalier.

	— Aure!

	— Certain cavalier qui, autrefois, habitait Blois, et qui aujourd’hui habite Paris.

	— Je ne sais, en vérité, ce que j’ai, mais j’étouffe.

	— Pleure alors, puisque tu ne peux pas me sourire.

	Louise releva son visage si doux que des larmes, roulant l’une après l’autre, illuminaient comme des diamants.

	— Voyons, avoue, dit Montalais.

	— Que veux-tu que j’avoue?

	— Ce qui te fait pleurer; on ne pleure pas sans cause. Je suis ton amie; tout ce que tu voudras que je fasse, je le ferai. Malicorne est plus puissant qu’on ne croit, va! Veux-tu venir à Paris?

	— Hélas! fit Louise.

	— Veux-tu venir à Paris?

	— Rester seule ici, dans ce vieux château, moi qui avais cette douce habitude d’entendre tes chansons, de te presser la main, de courir avec vous toutes dans ce parc; oh! comme je vais m’ennuyer, comme je vais mourir vite!

	— Veux-tu venir à Paris?

	Louise poussa un soupir.

	— Tu ne réponds pas.

	— Que veux-tu que je te réponde?

	— Oui ou non; ce n’est pas bien difficile, ce me semble.

	— Oh! tu es bien heureuse, Montalais!

	— Allons, ce qui veut dire que tu voudrais être à ma place?

	Louise se tut.

	— Petite obstinée! dit Montalais; a-t-on jamais vu avoir des secrets pour une amie! Mais avoue donc que tu voudrais venir à Paris, avoue donc que tu meurs d’envie de revoir Raoul!

	— Je ne puis avouer cela.

	— Et tu as tort.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que… Vois-tu ce brevet?

	— Sans doute que je le vois.

	— Eh bien! je t’en eusse fait avoir un pareil.

	— Par qui?

	— Par Malicorne.

	— Aure, dis-tu vrai? serait-ce possible?

	— Dame! Malicorne est là; et ce qu’il a fait pour moi, il faudra bien qu’il le fasse pour toi.

	Malicorne venait d’entendre prononcer deux fois son nom, il était enchanté d’avoir une occasion d’en finir avec Mme de Saint-Remy, et il se retourna.

	— Qu’y a-t-il, mademoiselle?

	— Venez ça, Malicorne, fit Montalais avec un geste impératif.

	Malicorne obéit.

	— Un brevet pareil, dit Montalais.

	— Comment cela?

	— Un brevet pareil à celui-ci; c’est clair.

	— Mais…

	— Il me le faut!

	— Oh! oh! il vous le faut?

	— Oui.

	— Il est impossible, n’est-ce pas, monsieur Malicorne? dit Louise avec sa douce voix.

	— Dame! si c’est pour vous, mademoiselle…

	— Pour moi. Oui, monsieur Malicorne, ce serait pour moi.

	— Et si Mlle de Montalais le demande en même temps que vous …

	— Mlle de Montalais ne le demande pas, elle l’exige.

	— Eh bien! on verra à vous obéir, mademoiselle.

	— Et vous la ferez nommer?

	— On tâchera.

	— Pas de réponse évasive. Louise de La Vallière sera demoiselle d’honneur de Madame Henriette avant huit jours.

	— Comme vous y allez!

	— Avant huit jours, ou bien…

	— Ou bien?

	— Vous reprendrez votre brevet, monsieur Malicorne; je ne quitte pas mon amie.

	— Chère Montalais!

	— C’est bien, gardez votre brevet; Mlle de La Vallière sera dame d’honneur.

	— Est-ce vrai?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Je puis donc espérer d’aller à Paris?

	— Comptez-y.

	— Oh! monsieur Malicorne, quelle reconnaissance! s’écria Louise en joignant les mains et en bondissant de joie.

	— Petite dissimulée! dit Montalais, essaie encore de me faire croire que tu n’es pas amoureuse de Raoul.

	Louise rougit comme la rose de mai; mais, au lieu de répondre, elle alla embrasser sa mère.

	— Madame, lui dit-elle, savez-vous que M. Malicorne va me faire nommer demoiselle d’honneur?

	— M. Malicorne est un prince déguisé, répliqua la vieille dame; il a tous les pouvoirs.

	— Voulez-vous aussi être demoiselle d’honneur? demanda Malicorne à Mme de Saint-Remy. Pendant que j’y suis, autant que je fasse nommer tout le monde.

	Et, sur ce, il sortit laissant la pauvre dame toute déferrée comme dirait Tallemant des Réaux.

	— Allons, murmura Malicorne en descendant les escaliers, allons, c’est encore un billet de mille livres que cela va me coûter; mais il faut en prendre son parti; mon ami Manicamp ne fait rien pour rien.

	Chapitre LXXIX — Malicorne et Manicamp

	L’introduction de ces deux nouveaux personnages dans cette histoire, et cette affinité mystérieuse de noms et de sentiments méritent quelque attention de la part de l’historien et du lecteur. Nous allons donc entrer dans quelques détails sur M. Malicorne et sur M. de Manicamp.

	Malicorne, on le sait, avait fait le voyage d’Orléans pour aller chercher ce brevet destiné à Mlle de Montalais, et dont l’arrivée venait de produire une si vive sensation au château de Blois. C’est qu’à Orléans se trouvait pour le moment M. de Manicamp. Singulier personnage s’il en fut que ce M. de Manicamp: garçon de beaucoup d’esprit, toujours à sec, toujours besogneux, bien qu’il puisât à volonté dans la bourse de M. le comte de Guiche, l’une des bourses les mieux garnies de l’époque.

	C’est que M. le comte de Guiche avait eu pour compagnon d’enfance, de Manicamp, pauvre gentillâtre vassal né des Grammont. C’est que M. de Manicamp, avec son esprit, s’était créé un revenu dans l’opulente famille du maréchal.

	Dès l’enfance, il avait, par un calcul fort au-dessus de son âge, prêté son nom et sa complaisance aux folies du comte de Guiche. Son noble compagnon avait-il dérobé un fruit destiné à Mme la maréchale, avait-il brisé une glace, éborgné un chien, de Manicamp se déclarait coupable du crime commis, et recevait la punition, qui n’en était pas plus douce pour tomber sur l’innocent.

	Mais aussi, ce système d’abnégation lui était payé. Au lieu de porter des habits médiocres comme la fortune paternelle lui en faisait une loi, il pouvait paraître éclatant, superbe, comme un jeune seigneur de cinquante mille livres de revenu.

	Ce n’est point qu’il fût vil de caractère ou humble d’esprit; non, il était philosophe, ou plutôt il avait l’indifférence, l’apathie et la rêverie qui éloignent chez l’homme tout sentiment du monde hiérarchique. Sa seule ambition était de dépenser de l’argent. Mais, sous ce rapport, c’était un gouffre que ce bon M. de Manicamp.

	Trois ou quatre fois régulièrement par année, il épuisait le comte de Guiche, et, quand le comte de Guiche était bien épuisé, qu’il avait retourné ses poches et sa bourse devant lui, et déclaré qu’il fallait au moins quinze jours à la munificence paternelle pour remplir bourse et poches, de Manicamp perdait toute son énergie, il se couchait, restait au lit, ne mangeait plus et vendait ses beaux habits sous prétexte que, restant couché, il n’en avait plus besoin.

	Pendant cette prostration de force et d’esprit, la bourse du comte de Guiche se remplissait, et, une fois remplie, débordait dans celle de Manicamp, qui rachetait de nouveaux habits, se rhabillait et recommençait la même vie qu’auparavant.

	Cette manie de vendre ses habits neufs le quart de ce qu’ils valaient avait rendu notre héros assez célèbre dans Orléans, ville où, en général, nous serions fort embarrassés de dire pourquoi il venait passer ses jours de pénitence.

	Les débauchés de province, les petits-maîtres à six cents livres par an se partageaient les bribes de son opulence.

	Parmi les admirateurs de ces splendides toilettes brillait notre ami Malicorne, fils d’un syndic de la ville, à qui M. le prince de Condé, toujours besogneux comme un Condé, empruntait souvent de l’argent à gros intérêt.

	M. Malicorne tenait la caisse paternelle. C’est-à-dire qu’en ce temps de facile morale il se faisait de son côté, en suivant l’exemple de son père et en prêtant à la petite semaine, un revenu de dix-huit cents livres, sans compter six cents autres livres que fournissait la générosité du syndic, de sorte que Malicorne était le roi des raffinés d’Orléans, ayant deux mille quatre cents livres à dilapider, à gaspiller, à éparpiller en folies de tout genre.

	Mais, tout au contraire de Manicamp, Malicorne était effroyablement ambitieux.

	Il aimait par ambition, il dépensait par ambition, il se fût ruiné par ambition.

	Malicorne avait résolu de parvenir à quelque prix que ce fût; et pour cela, à quelque prix que ce fût, il s’était donné une maîtresse et un ami.

	La maîtresse, Mlle de Montalais, lui était cruelle dans les dernières faveurs de l’amour; mais c’était une fille noble, et cela suffisait à Malicorne.

	L’ami n’avait pas d’amitié, mais c’était le favori du comte de Guiche, ami lui-même de Monsieur, frère du roi, et cela suffisait à Malicorne.

	Seulement, au chapitre des charges, Mlle de Montalais coûtait par an: rubans, gants et sucreries, mille livres. De Manicamp coûtait, argent prêté jamais rendu, de douze à quinze cents livres par an.

	Il ne restait donc rien à Malicorne.

	Ah! si fait, nous nous trompons, il lui restait la caisse paternelle. Il usa d’un procédé sur lequel il garda le plus profond secret, et qui consistait à s’avancer à lui-même, sur la caisse du syndic, une demi-douzaine d’années, c’est-à-dire une quinzaine de mille livres, se jurant bien entendu, à lui-même, de combler ce déficit aussitôt que l’occasion s’en présenterait.

	L’occasion devait être la concession d’une belle charge dans la maison de Monsieur, quand on monterait cette maison à l’époque de son mariage.

	Cette époque était venue, et l’on allait enfin monter la maison. Une bonne charge chez un prince du sang, lorsqu’elle est donnée par le crédit et sur la recommandation d’un ami tel que le comte de Guiche, c’est au moins douze mille livres par an, et, moyennant cette habitude qu’avait prise Malicorne de faire fructifier ses revenus, douze mille livres pouvaient s’élever à vingt.

	Alors, une fois titulaire de cette charge, Malicorne épouserait Mlle de Montalais; Mlle de Montalais, d’une famille où le ventre anoblissait, non seulement serait dotée, mais encore ennoblissait Malicorne. Mais, pour que Mlle de Montalais, qui n’avait pas grande fortune patrimoniale, quoiqu’elle fût fille unique, fût convenablement dotée, il fallait qu’elle appartînt à quelque grande princesse, aussi prodigue que Madame douairière était avare. Et afin que la femme ne fût point d’un côté pendant que le mari serait de l’autre, situation qui présente de graves inconvénients, surtout avec des caractères comme étaient ceux des futurs conjoints, Malicorne avait imaginé de mettre le point central de réunion dans la maison même de Monsieur, frère du roi.

	Mlle de Montalais serait fille d’honneur de Madame. M. Malicorne serait officier de Monsieur. On voit que le plan venait d’une bonne tête, on voit aussi qu’il avait été bravement exécuté.

	Malicorne avait demandé à Manicamp de demander au comte de Guiche un brevet de fille d’honneur.

	Et le comte de Guiche avait demandé ce brevet à Monsieur, lequel l’avait signé sans hésitation.

	Le plan moral de Malicorne, car on pense bien que les combinaisons d’un esprit aussi actif que le sien ne se bornaient point au présent et s’étendaient à l’avenir, le plan moral de Malicorne, disons-nous, était celui-ci:

	Faire entrer chez Madame Henriette une femme dévouée à lui, spirituelle, jeune, jolie et intrigante; savoir, par cette femme, tous les secrets féminins du jeune ménage, tandis que lui, Malicorne, et son ami Manicamp sauraient, à eux deux, tous les mystères masculins de la jeune communauté.

	C’était par ces moyens qu’on arriverait à une fortune rapide et splendide à la fois.

	Malicorne était un vilain nom; celui qui le portait avait trop d’esprit pour se dissimuler cette vérité; mais on achetait une terre, et Malicorne de quelque chose, ou même de Malicorne tout court, sonnait fort noblement à l’oreille.

	Il n’était pas invraisemblable que l’on pût trouver à ce nom de Malicorne une origine des plus aristocratiques.

	En effet, ne pouvait-il pas venir d’une terre où un taureau aux cornes mortelles aurait causé quelque grand malheur et baptisé le sol avec le sang qu’il aurait répandu?

	Certes, ce plan se présentait hérissé de difficultés; mais la plus grande de toutes, c’était Mlle de Montalais elle-même. Capricieuse, variable, sournoise, étourdie, libertine, prude, vierge armée de griffes, Érigone barbouillée de raisins, elle renversait parfois, d’un seul coup de ses doigts blancs ou d’un seul souffle de ses lèvres riantes, l’édifice que la patience de Malicorne avait mis un mois à établir. Amour à part, Malicorne était heureux; mais cet amour, qu’il ne pouvait s’empêcher de ressentir, il avait la force de le cacher avec soin, persuadé qu’au moindre relâchement de ces liens, dont il avait garrotté son Protée femelle, le démon le terrasserait et se moquerait de lui. Il humiliait sa maîtresse en la dédaignant. Brûlant de désirs quand elle s’avançait pour le tenter, il avait l’art de paraître de glace, persuadé que, s’il ouvrait ses bras, elle s’enfuirait en le raillant. De son côté, Montalais croyait ne pas aimer Malicorne, et, tout au contraire, elle l’aimait. Malicorne lui répétait si souvent ses protestations d’indifférence, qu’elle finissait de temps en temps par y croire, et alors elle croyait détester Malicorne. Voulait-elle le ramener par la coquetterie, Malicorne se faisait plus coquet qu’elle. Mais ce qui faisait que Montalais tenait à Malicorne d’une indissoluble façon, c’est que Malicorne était toujours bourré de nouvelles fraîches apportées de la cour et de la ville; c’est que Malicorne apportait toujours à Blois une mode, un secret, un parfum; c’est que Malicorne ne demandait jamais un rendez-vous, et, tout au contraire, se faisait supplier pour recevoir des faveurs qu’il brûlait d’obtenir. De son côté, Montalais n’était pas avare d’histoires. Par elle, Malicorne savait tout ce qui se passait chez Madame douairière, et il en faisait à Manicamp des contes à mourir de rire, que celui-ci, par paresse, portait tout faits à M. de Guiche, qui les portait à Monsieur. Voilà en deux mots quelle était la trame de petits intérêts et de petites conspirations qui unissait Blois à Orléans et Orléans à Paris, et qui allait amener dans cette dernière ville, où elle devait produire une si grande révolution, la pauvre petite La Vallière, qui était bien loin de se douter, en s’en retournant toute joyeuse au bras de sa mère, à quel étrange avenir elle était réservée.

	Quant au bonhomme Malicorne, nous voulons parler du syndic d’Orléans, il ne voyait pas plus clair dans le présent que les autres dans l’avenir, et ne se doutait guère, en promenant tous les jours, de trois à cinq heures, après son dîner, sur la place Sainte-Catherine, son habit gris taillé sous Louis XIII et ses souliers de drap à grosses bouffettes, que c’était lui qui payait tous ces éclats de rire, tous ces baisers furtifs, tous ces chuchotements, toute cette rubanerie et tous ces projets soufflés qui faisaient une chaîne de quarante cinq lieues du palais de Blois au Palais-Royal.

	Chapitre LXXX — Manicamp et Malicorne

	Donc, Malicorne partit, comme nous l’avons dit, et alla trouver son ami Manicamp, en retraite momentanée dans la ville d’Orléans. C’était juste au moment où ce jeune seigneur s’occupait de vendre le dernier habit un peu propre qui lui restât.

	Il avait, quinze jours auparavant, tiré du comte de Guiche cent pistoles, les seules qui pussent l’aider à se mettre en campagne, pour aller au-devant de Madame, qui arrivait au Havre.

	Il avait tiré de Malicorne, trois jours auparavant, cinquante pistoles, prix du brevet obtenu pour Montalais.

	Il ne s’attendait donc plus à rien, ayant épuisé toutes les ressources, sinon à vendre un bel habit de drap et de satin, tout brodé et passementé d’or, qui avait fait l’admiration de la cour.

	Mais, pour être en mesure de vendre cet habit, le dernier qui lui restât, comme nous avons été forcé de l’avouer au lecteur, Manicamp avait été obligé de prendre le lit.

	Plus de feu, plus d’argent de poche, plus d’argent de promenade, plus rien que le sommeil pour remplacer les repas, les compagnies et les bals.

	On a dit: «Qui dort dîne»; mais on n’a pas dit: «Qui dort joue», ou «Qui dort danse». Manicamp, réduit à cette extrémité de ne plus jouer ou de ne plus danser de huit jours au moins, était donc fort triste. Il attendait un usurier et vit entrer Malicorne.

	Un cri de détresse lui échappa.

	— Eh bien! dit-il d’un ton que rien ne pourrait rendre, c’est encore vous, cher ami?

	— Bon! vous êtes poli! dit Malicorne.

	— Ah! voyez-vous, c’est que j’attendais de l’argent, et, au lieu d’argent, vous arrivez.

	— Et si je vous en apportais, de l’argent?

	— Oh! alors, c’est autre chose. Soyez le bienvenu, cher ami.

	Et il tendit la main, non pas à la main de Malicorne, mais à sa bourse.

	Malicorne fit semblant de s’y tromper et lui donna la main.

	— Et l’argent? fit Manicamp.

	— Mon cher ami, si vous voulez l’avoir, gagnez-le.

	— Que faut-il faire pour cela?

	— Le gagner, parbleu!

	— Et de quelle façon?

	— Oh! c’est rude, je vous en avertis!

	— Diable!

	— II faut quitter le lit et aller trouver sur-le-champ M. le comte de Guiche.

	— Moi, me lever? fit Manicamp en se détirant voluptueusement dans son lit. Oh! non pas.

	— Vous avez donc vendu tous vos habits?

	— Non, il m’en reste un, le plus beau même, mais j’attends acheteur.

	— Et des chausses?

	— Il me semble que vous les voyez sur cette chaise.

	— Eh bien! puisqu’il vous reste des chausses et un pourpoint, chaussez les unes et endossez l’autre, faites seller un cheval et mettez-vous en chemin.

	— Point du tout.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Morbleu! vous ne savez donc pas que M. de Guiche est à Étampes?

	— Non, je le croyais à Paris, moi; vous n’aurez que quinze lieues à faire au lieu de trente.

	— Vous êtes charmant! Si je fais quinze lieues avec mon habit, il ne sera plus mettable, et, au lieu de le vendre trente pistoles, je serai obligé de le donner pour quinze.

	— Donnez-le pour ce que vous voudrez, mais il me faut une seconde commission de fille d’honneur.

	— Bon! pour qui? La Montalais est donc double?

	— Méchant homme! c’est vous qui l’êtes. Vous engloutissez deux fortunes: la mienne et celle de M. le comte de Guiche.

	— Vous pourriez bien dire celle de M. de Guiche et la vôtre.

	— C’est juste, à tout seigneur tout honneur; mais j’en reviens à mon brevet.

	— Et vous avez tort.

	— Prouvez-moi cela.

	— Mon ami, il n’y aura que douze filles d’honneur pour Madame; j’ai déjà obtenu pour vous ce que douze cents femmes se disputent, et pour cela, il m’a fallu déployer une diplomatie…

	— Oui, je sais que vous avez été héroïque, cher ami.

	— On sait les affaires, dit Manicamp.

	— À qui le dites-vous! Aussi, quand je serai roi, je vous promets une chose.

	— Laquelle? de vous appeler Malicorne Ier?

	— Non, de vous faire surintendant de mes finances; mais ce n’est point de cela qu’il s’agit.

	— Malheureusement.

	— Il s’agit de me procurer une seconde charge de fille d’honneur.

	— Mon ami, vous me promettriez le ciel que je ne me dérangerais pas dans ce moment-ci.

	Malicorne fit sonner sa poche.

	— Il y a là vingt pistoles, dit Malicorne.

	— Et que voulez-vous faire de vingt pistoles, mon Dieu?

	— Eh! dit Malicorne un peu fâché, quand ce ne serait que pour les ajouter aux cinq cents que vous me devez déjà!

	— Vous avez raison, reprit Manicamp en tendant de nouveau la main, et sous ce point de vue je puis les accepter. Donnez-les moi.

	— Un instant, que diable! il ne s’agit pas seulement de tendre la main; si je vous donne les vingt pistoles, aurai-je le brevet?

	— Sans doute.

	— Bientôt?

	— Aujourd’hui.

	— Oh! prenez garde, monsieur de Manicamp! vous vous engagez beaucoup, et je ne vous en demande pas si long. Trente lieues en un jour, c’est trop, et vous vous tueriez.

	— Pour obliger un ami, je ne trouve rien d’impossible.

	— Vous êtes héroïque.

	— Où sont les vingt pistoles?

	— Les voici, fit Malicorne en les montrant.

	— Bien.

	— Mais, mon cher monsieur Manicamp, vous allez les dévorer rien qu’en chevaux de poste.

	— Non pas; soyez tranquille.

	— Pardonnez-moi.

	— Quinze lieues d’ici à Étampes…

	— Quatorze.

	— Soit; quatorze lieues font sept postes; à vingt sous la poste, sept livres; sept livres de courrier, quatorze; autant pour revenir, vingt-huit; coucher et souper autant; c’est une soixantaine de livres que vous coûtera cette complaisance.

	Manicamp s’allongea comme un serpent dans son lit, et fixant ses deux grands yeux sur Malicorne:

	— Vous avez raison, dit-il, je ne pourrais pas revenir avant demain.

	Et il prit les vingt pistoles.

	— Alors, partez.

	— Puisque je ne pourrai revenir que demain, nous avons le temps.

	— Le temps de quoi faire?

	— Le temps de jouer.

	— Que voulez-vous jouer?

	— Vos vingt pistoles, pardieu!

	— Non pas, vous gagnerez toujours.

	— Je vous les gage, alors.

	— Contre quoi!

	— Contre vingt autres.

	— Et quel sera l’objet du pari?

	— Voici. Nous avons dit quatorze lieues pour aller à Étampes.

	— Oui.

	— Quatorze lieues pour revenir.

	— Oui.

	— Par conséquent vingt-huit lieues.

	— Sans doute.

	— Pour ces vingt-huit lieues, vous m’accordez bien quatorze heures?

	— Je vous les accorde.

	— Une heure pour trouver le comte de Guiche?

	— Soit.

	— Et une heure pour lui faire écrire la lettre à Monsieur?

	— À merveille.

	— Seize heures en tout.

	— Vous comptez comme M. Colbert.

	— Il est midi?

	— Et demi.

	— Tiens! vous avez une belle montre.

	— Vous disiez?… fit Malicorne en remettant sa montre dans son gousset.

	— Ah! c’est vrai; je vous offrais de vous gagner vingt pistoles contre celles que vous m’avez prêtées, que vous aurez la lettre du comte de Guiche dans…

	— Dans combien?

	— Dans huit heures.

	— Avez-vous un cheval ailé?

	— Cela me regarde. Pariez-vous toujours?

	— J’aurai la lettre du comte dans huit heures?

	— Oui.

	— Signée?

	— Oui.

	— En main?

	— En main.

	— Eh bien, soit! je parie, dit Malicorne, curieux de savoir comment son vendeur d’habits se tirerait de là.

	— Est-ce dit?

	— C’est dit.

	— Passez-moi la plume, l’encre et le papier.

	— Voici.

	— Ah!

	Manicamp se souleva avec un soupir, et s’accoudant sur son bras gauche, de sa plus belle écriture il traça les lignes suivantes: «Bon pour une charge de fille d’honneur de Madame que M. le comte de Guiche se chargera d’obtenir à première vue. De Manicamp.» Ce travail pénible accompli, Manicamp se recoucha tout de son long.

	— Eh bien? demanda Malicorne, qu’est-ce que cela veut dire?

	— Cela veut dire que si vous êtes pressé d’avoir la lettre du comte de Guiche pour Monsieur, j’ai gagné mon pari.

	— Comment cela?

	— C’est limpide, ce me semble; vous prenez ce papier.

	— Oui.

	— Vous partez à ma place.

	— Ah!

	— Vous lancez vos chevaux à fond de train.

	— Bon!

	— Dans six heures, vous êtes à Étampes; dans sept heures, vous avez la lettre du comte, et j’ai gagné mon pari sans avoir bougé de mon lit, ce qui m’accommode tout à la fois et vous aussi, j’en suis bien sûr.

	— Décidément, Manicamp, vous êtes un grand homme.

	— Je le sais bien.

	— Je pars donc pour Étampes.

	— Vous partez.

	— Je vais trouver le comte de Guiche avec ce bon.

	— Il vous en donne un pareil pour Monsieur.

	— Je pars pour Paris.

	— Vous allez trouver Monsieur avec le bon du comte de Guiche.

	— Monsieur approuve.

	— À l’instant même.

	— Et j’ai mon brevet.

	— Vous l’avez.

	— Ah!

	— J’espère que je suis gentil, hein?

	— Adorable!

	— Merci.

	— Vous faites donc du comte de Guiche tout ce que vous voulez, mon cher Manicamp?

	— Tout, excepté de l’argent.

	— Diable! l’exception est fâcheuse; mais enfin, si au lieu de lui demander de l’argent, vous lui demandiez…

	— Quoi?

	— Quelque chose d’important.

	— Qu’appelez-vous important?

	— Enfin, si un de vos amis vous demandait un service?

	— Je ne le lui rendrais pas.

	— Égoïste!

	— Ou du moins je lui demanderais quel service il me rendra en échange.

	— À la bonne heure! Eh bien! cet ami vous parle.

	— C’est vous, Malicorne?

	— C’est moi.

	— Ah çà! vous êtes donc bien riche?

	— J’ai encore cinquante pistoles.

	— Juste la somme dont j’ai besoin. Où sont ces cinquante pistoles?

	— Là, dit Malicorne en frappant sur son gousset.

	— Alors, parlez, mon cher; que vous faut-il?

	Malicorne reprit l’encre, la plume et le papier, et présenta le tout à Manicamp.

	— Écrivez, lui dit-il.

	— Dictez.

	— «Bon pour une charge dans la maison de Monsieur.»

	— Oh! fit Manicamp en levant la plume, une charge dans la maison de Monsieur pour cinquante pistoles?

	— Vous avez mal entendu, mon cher.

	— Comment avez-vous dit?

	— J’ai dit cinq cents.

	— Et les cinq cents?

	— Les voilà.

	Manicamp dévora des yeux le rouleau; mais, cette fois, Malicorne le tenait à distance.

	— Ah! qu’en dites-vous? Cinq cents pistoles…

	— Je dis que c’est pour rien, mon cher, dit Manicamp en reprenant la plume, et que vous userez mon crédit; dictez.

	Malicorne continua:

	— «Que mon ami le comte de Guiche obtiendra de Monsieur pour mon ami Malicorne.»

	— Voilà, dit Manicamp.

	— Pardon, vous avez oublié de signer.

	— Ah! c’est vrai. Les cinq cents pistoles?

	— En voilà deux cent cinquante.

	— Et les deux cent cinquante autres?

	— Quand je tiendrai ma charge.

	Manicamp fit la grimace.

	— En ce cas, rendez-moi la recommandation, dit-il.

	— Pourquoi faire?

	— Pour que j’y ajoute un mot.

	— Un mot?

	— Oui, un seul.

	— Lequel?

	— «Pressé.»

	Malicorne rendit la recommandation: Manicamp ajouta le mot.

	— Bon! fit Malicorne en reprenant le papier.

	Manicamp se mit à compter les pistoles.

	— Il en manque vingt, dit-il.

	— Comment cela?

	— Les vingt que j’ai gagnées.

	— Où?

	— En pariant que vous auriez la lettre du duc de Guiche dans huit heures.

	— C’est juste.

	Et il lui donna les vingt pistoles.

	Manicamp se mit à prendre son or à pleines mains et le fit pleuvoir en cascades sur son lit.

	— Voilà une seconde charge, murmurait Malicorne en faisant sécher son papier, qui, au premier abord, paraît me coûter plus que la première; mais…

	Il s’arrêta, prit à son tour la plume, et écrivit à Montalais:

	«Mademoiselle, annoncez à votre amie que sa commission ne peut tarder à lui arriver; je pars pour la faire signer: c’est quatre-vingt-six lieues que j’aurai faites pour l’amour de vous…»

	Puis avec son sourire de démon, reprenant la phrase interrompue:

	— Voilà, dit-il, une charge qui, au premier abord, paraît me coûter plus cher que la première; mais… le bénéfice sera, je l’espère, dans la proportion de la dépense, et Mlle de La Vallière me rapportera plus que Mlle de Montalais, ou bien, ou bien, je ne m’appelle plus Malicorne. Adieu, Manicamp.

	Et il sortit.

	Chapitre LXXXI — La cour de l’hôtel Grammont

	Lorsque Malicorne arriva à Étampes, il apprit que le comte de Guiche venait de partir pour Paris. Malicorne prit deux heures de repos et s’apprêta à continuer son chemin.

	Il arriva dans la nuit à Paris, descendit à un petit hôtel dont il avait l’habitude lors de ses voyages dans la capitale, et le lendemain, à huit heures, il se présenta à l’hôtel Grammont.

	Il était temps que Malicorne arrivât.

	Le comte de Guiche se préparait à faire ses adieux à Monsieur avant de partir pour Le Havre, où l’élite de la noblesse française allait chercher Madame à son arrivée d’Angleterre.

	Malicorne prononça le nom de Manicamp, et fut introduit à l’instant même. Le comte de Guiche était dans la cour de l’hôtel Grammont, visitant ses équipages, que des piqueurs et des écuyers faisaient passer en revue devant lui.

	Le comte louait ou blâmait devant ses fournisseurs et ses gens les habits, les chevaux et les harnais qu’on venait de lui apporter, lorsque au milieu de cette importante occupation On lui jeta le nom de Manicamp.

	— Manicamp? s’écria-t-il. Qu’il entre, parbleu! qu’il entre!

	Et il fit quatre pas vers la porte. Malicorne se glissa par cette porte demi-ouverte, et regardant le comte de Guiche surpris de voir un visage inconnu en place de celui qu’il attendait:

	— Pardon, monsieur le comte, dit-il, mais je crois qu’on a fait erreur: on vous a annoncé Manicamp lui-même, et ce n’est que son envoyé.

	— Ah! ah! fit de Guiche un peu refroidi, et vous m’apportez?

	— Une lettre, monsieur le comte.

	Malicorne présenta le premier bon et observa le visage du comte.

	Celui-ci lut et se mit à rire.

	— Encore! dit-il, encore une fille d’honneur? Ah ça! mais ce drôle de Manicamp protège donc toutes les filles d’honneur de France?

	Malicorne salua.

	— Et pourquoi ne vient-il pas lui-même? demanda-t-il.

	— Il est au lit.

	— Ah! diable! Il n’a donc pas d’argent?

	De Guiche haussa les épaules.

	— Mais qu’en fait-il donc, de son argent?

	Malicorne fit un mouvement qui voulait dire que, sur cet article-là, il était aussi ignorant que le comte.

	— Alors qu’il use de son crédit, continua de Guiche.

	— Ah! mais c’est que je crois une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est que Manicamp n’a de crédit qu’auprès de vous, monsieur le comte.

	— Mais alors il ne se trouvera donc pas au Havre?

	Autre mouvement de Malicorne.

	— C’est impossible, et tout le monde y sera!

	— J’espère, monsieur le comte, qu’il ne négligera point une si belle occasion.

	— Il devrait déjà être à Paris.

	— Il prendra la traverse pour regagner le temps perdu.

	— Et où est-il?

	— À Orléans.

	— Monsieur, dit de Guiche en saluant, vous me paraissez homme de bon goût.

	Malicorne avait l’habit de Manicamp.

	Il salua à son tour.

	— Vous me faites grand honneur, monsieur, dit-il.

	— À qui ai-je le plaisir de parler?

	— Je me nomme Malicorne, monsieur.

	— Monsieur de Malicorne, comment trouvez-vous les fontes de ces pistolets?

	Malicorne était homme d’esprit; il comprit la situation.

	D’ailleurs, le de mis avant son nom venait de l’élever à la hauteur de celui qui lui parlait.

	Il regarda les fontes en connaisseur, et, sans hésiter:

	— Un peu lourdes, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Vous voyez, fit de Guiche au sellier, Monsieur, qui est homme de goût, trouve vos fontes lourdes: que vous avais-je dit tout à l’heure?

	Le sellier s’excusa.

	— Et ce cheval, qu’en dites-vous? demanda de Guiche. C’est encore une emplette que je viens de faire.

	— À la vue, il me paraît parfait, monsieur le comte; mais il faudrait que je le montasse pour vous en dire mon avis.

	— Eh bien! montez-le, monsieur de Malicorne, et faites-lui faire deux ou trois fois le tour du manège.

	La cour de l’hôtel était en effet disposée de manière à servir de manège en cas de besoin.

	Malicorne, sans embarras, assembla la bride et le bridon, prit la crinière de la main gauche, plaça son pied à l’étrier, s’enleva et se mit en selle. La première fois il fit faire au cheval le tour de la cour au pas.

	La seconde fois, au trot.

	Et la troisième fois, au galop.

	Puis il s’arrêta près du comte, mit pied à terre et jeta la bride aux mains d’un palefrenier.

	— Eh bien! dit le comte, qu’en pensez-vous, monsieur de Malicorne?

	— Monsieur le comte, fit Malicorne, ce cheval est de race mecklembourgeoise. En regardant si le mors reposait bien sur les branches, j’ai vu qu’il prenait sept ans. C’est l’âge auquel il faut préparer le cheval de guerre. L’avant-main est léger. Cheval à tête plate, dit-on, ne fatigue jamais la main du cavalier. Le garrot est un peu bas. L’avalement de la croupe me ferait douter de la pureté de la race allemande. Il doit avoir du sang anglais. L’animal est droit sur ses aplombs, mais il chasse au trot; il doit se couper. Attention à la ferrure. Il est, au reste, maniable. Dans les voltes et les changements de pied je lui ai trouvé les aides fines.

	— Bien jugé, monsieur de Malicorne, fit le comte. Vous êtes connaisseur.

	Puis, se retournant vers le nouvel arrivé:

	— Vous avez là un habit charmant, dit de Guiche à Malicorne. Il ne vient pas de province, je présume; on ne taille pas dans ce goût-là à Tours ou à Orléans.

	— Non, monsieur le comte, cet habit vient en effet de Paris.

	— Oui, cela se voit… Mais retournons à notre affaire… Manicamp veut donc faire une seconde fille d’honneur?

	— Vous voyez ce qu’il vous écrit, monsieur le comte.

	— Qui était la première déjà?

	Malicorne sentit le rouge lui monter au visage.

	— Une charmante fille d’honneur, se hâta-t-il de répondre, Mlle de Montalais.

	— Ah! ah! vous la connaissez, monsieur?

	— Oui, c’est ma fiancée, ou à peu près.

	— C’est autre chose, alors… Mille compliments! s’écria de Guiche, sur les lèvres duquel voltigeait déjà une plaisanterie de courtisan, et que ce titre de fiancée donné par Malicorne à Mlle de Montalais rappela au respect des femmes.

	— Et le second brevet, pour qui est-ce? demanda de Guiche. Est-ce pour la fiancée de Manicamp?… En ce cas, je la plains. Pauvre fille! elle aura pour mari un méchant sujet.

	— Non, monsieur le comte… Le second brevet est pour Mlle La Baume Le Blanc de La Vallière.

	— Inconnue, fit de Guiche.

	— Inconnue? oui, monsieur, fit Malicorne en souriant à son tour.

	— Bon! je vais en parler à Monsieur. À propos, elle est demoiselle?

	— De très bonne maison, fille d’honneur de Madame douairière.

	— Très bien! Voulez-vous m’accompagner chez Monsieur?

	— Volontiers, si vous me faites cet honneur.

	— Avez-vous votre carrosse?

	— Non, je suis venu à cheval.

	— Avec cet habit?

	— Non, monsieur; j’arrive d’Orléans en poste, et j’ai changé mon habit de voyage contre celui-ci pour me présenter chez vous.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, vous m’avez dit que vous arriviez d’Orléans.

	Et il fourra, en la froissant, la lettre de Manicamp dans sa poche.

	— Monsieur, dit timidement Malicorne, je crois que vous n’avez pas tout lu.

	— Comment, je n’ai pas tout lu?

	— Non, il y avait deux billets dans la même enveloppe.

	— Ah! ah! vous êtes sûr?

	— Oh! très sûr.

	— Voyons donc.

	Et le comte rouvrit le cachet.

	— Ah! fit-il, c’est, ma foi, vrai.

	Et il déplia le papier qu’il n’avait pas encore lu.

	— Je m’en doutais, dit-il, un autre bon pour une charge chez Monsieur; oh! mais c’est un gouffre que ce Manicamp. Oh! le scélérat, il en fait donc commerce?

	— Non, monsieur le comte, il veut en faire don.

	— À qui?

	— À moi, monsieur.

	— Mais que ne disiez-vous cela tout de suite, mon cher monsieur de Mauvaise corne.

	— Malicorne!

	— Ah! pardon; c’est le latin qui me brouille, l’affreuse habitude des étymologies. Pourquoi diantre fait-on apprendre le latin aux jeunes gens de famille? Mala: mauvaise. Vous comprenez, c’est tout un. Vous me pardonnez, n’est-ce pas, monsieur de Malicorne?

	— Votre bonté me touche, monsieur; mais c’est une raison pour que je vous dise une chose tout de suite.

	— Quelle chose, monsieur?

	— Je ne suis pas gentilhomme: j’ai bon cœur, un peu d’esprit, mais je m’appelle Malicorne tout court.

	— Eh bien! s’écria de Guiche en regardant la malicieuse figure de son interlocuteur, vous me faites l’effet, monsieur, d’un aimable homme. J’aime votre figure, monsieur Malicorne; il faut que vous ayez de furieusement bonnes qualités pour avoir plu à cet égoïste de Manicamp. Soyez franc, vous êtes quelque saint descendu sur la terre.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Morbleu! pour qu’il vous donne quelque chose. N’avez-vous pas dit qu’il voulait vous faire don d’une charge chez le roi?

	— Pardon, monsieur le comte; si j’obtiens cette charge, ce n’est point lui qui me l’aura donnée, c’est vous.

	— Et puis il ne vous l’aura peut-être pas donnée pour rien tout à fait?

	— Monsieur le comte…

	— Attendez donc: il y a un Malicorne à Orléans. Parbleu! c’est cela! qui prête de l’argent à M. le prince.

	— Je crois que c’est mon père, monsieur.

	— Ah! voilà! M. le prince a le père, et cet affreux dévorateur de Manicamp a le fils. Prenez garde, monsieur, je le connais; il vous rongera, mordieu! jusqu’aux os.

	— Seulement, je prête sans intérêt, moi, monsieur, dit en souriant Malicorne.

	— Je disais bien que vous étiez un saint ou quelque chose d’approchant, monsieur Malicorne. Vous aurez votre charge ou j’y perdrai mon nom.

	— Oh! monsieur le comte, quelle reconnaissance! dit Malicorne transporté.

	— Allons chez le prince, mon cher monsieur Malicorne, allons chez le prince.

	Et de Guiche se dirigea vers la porte en faisant signe à Malicorne de le suivre.

	Mais au moment où ils allaient en franchir le seuil, un jeune homme apparut de l’autre côté.

	C’était un cavalier de vingt-quatre à vingt-cinq ans, au visage pâle, aux lèvres minces, aux yeux brillants, aux cheveux et aux sourcils bruns.

	— Eh! bonjour, dit-il tout à coup en repoussant pour ainsi dire Guiche dans l’intérieur de la cour.

	— Ah! ah! vous ici, de Wardes. Vous, botté, éperonné, et le fouet à la main!

	— C’est la tenue qui convient à un homme qui part pour Le Havre. Demain, il n’y aura plus personne à Paris.

	Et le nouveau venu salua cérémonieusement Malicorne, à qui son bel habit donnait des airs de prince.

	— M. Malicorne, dit de Guiche à son ami.

	De Wardes salua.

	— M. de Wardes, dit de Guiche à Malicorne.

	Malicorne salua à son tour.

	— Voyons, de Wardes, continua de Guiche, dites-nous cela, vous qui êtes à l’affût de ces sortes de choses: quelles charges y a-t-il encore à donner à la cour, ou plutôt dans la maison de Monsieur?

	— Dans la maison de Monsieur? dit de Wardes en levant les yeux en l’air pour chercher. Attendez donc… celle de grand écuyer, je crois.

	— Oh! s’écria Malicorne, ne parlons point de pareils postes, monsieur; mon ambition ne va pas au quart du chemin.

	De Wardes avait le coup d’œil plus défiant que de Guiche, il devina tout de suite Malicorne.

	— Le fait est, dit-il en le toisant, que, pour occuper cette charge, il faut être duc et pair.

	— Tout ce que je demande, moi, dit Malicorne, c’est une charge très humble; je suis peu et ne m’estime point au-dessus de ce que je suis.

	— Monsieur Malicorne, que vous voyez, dit de Guiche à de Wardes, est un charmant garçon qui n’a d’autre malheur que de ne pas être gentilhomme. Mais, vous le savez, moi, je fais peu de cas de l’homme qui n’est que gentilhomme.

	— D’accord, dit de Wardes; mais seulement je vous ferai observer, mon cher comte, que, sans qualité, on ne peut raisonnablement espérer d’entrer chez Monsieur.

	— C’est vrai, dit le comte, l’étiquette est formelle. Diable! diable! nous n’avions pas pensé à cela.

	— Hélas! voilà un grand malheur pour moi, dit Malicorne en pâlissant légèrement, un grand malheur, monsieur le comte.

	— Mais qui n’est pas sans remède, j’espère, répondit de Guiche.

	— Pardieu! s’écria de Wardes, le remède est tout trouvé; on vous fera gentilhomme, mon cher monsieur: Son Éminence le cardinal Mazarini ne faisait pas autre chose du matin au soir.

	— Paix, paix, de Wardes! dit le comte, pas de mauvaise plaisanterie; ce n’est point entre nous qu’il convient de plaisanter de la sorte; la noblesse peut s’acheter, c’est vrai, mais c’est un assez grand malheur pour que les nobles n’en rient pas.

	— Ma foi! tu es bien puritain, comme disent les Anglais.

	— M. le vicomte de Bragelonne, annonça un valet dans la cour, comme il eût fait dans un salon.

	— Ah! cher Raoul, viens, viens donc. Tout botté aussi! tout éperonné aussi! Tu pars donc?

	Bragelonne s’approcha du groupe de jeunes gens, et salua de cet air grave et doux qui lui était particulier. Son salut s’adressa surtout à de Wardes, qu’il ne connaissait point, et dont les traits s’étaient armés d’une étrange froideur en voyant apparaître Raoul.

	— Mon ami, dit-il à de Guiche, je viens te demander ta compagnie. Nous partons pour Le Havre, je présume?

	— Ah! c’est au mieux! c’est charmant! Nous allons faire un merveilleux voyage. Monsieur Malicorne, M. de Bragelonne. Ah! M. de Wardes, que je te présente.

	Les jeunes gens échangèrent un salut compassé. Les deux natures semblaient dès l’abord disposées à se discuter l’une l’autre. De Wardes était souple, fin, dissimulé; Raoul, sérieux, élevé, droit.

	— Mets-nous d’accord, de Wardes et moi, Raoul.

	— À quel propos?

	— À propos de noblesse.

	— Qui s’y connaîtra, si ce n’est un Grammont?

	— Je ne te demande pas de compliments, je te demande ton avis.

	— Encore faut-il que je connaisse l’objet de la discussion.

	— De Wardes prétend que l’on fait abus de titres; moi, je prétends que le titre est inutile à l’homme.

	— Et tu as raison, dit tranquillement de Bragelonne.

	— Mais, moi aussi, reprit de Wardes avec une espèce d’obstination, moi aussi, monsieur le vicomte, je prétends que j’ai raison.

	— Que disiez-vous, monsieur?

	— Je disais, moi, que l’on fait tout ce qu’on peut en France pour humilier les gentilshommes.

	— Et qui donc cela? demanda Raoul.

	— Le roi lui-même; il s’entoure de gens qui ne feraient pas preuve de quatre quartiers.

	— Allons donc! fit de Guiche, je ne sais pas où diable vous avez vu cela, de Wardes.

	— Un seul exemple.

	Et de Wardes couvrit Bragelonne tout entier de son regard.

	— Dis.

	— Sais-tu qui vient d’être nommé capitaine général des mousquetaires, charge qui vaut plus que la pairie, charge qui donne le pas sur les maréchaux de France?

	Raoul commença de rougir, car il voyait où de Wardes en voulait venir.

	— Non; qui a-t-on nommé? Il n’y a pas longtemps en tout cas; car il y a huit jours la charge était encore vacante; à telle enseigne que le roi l’a refusée à Monsieur, qui la demandait pour un de ses protégés.

	— Eh bien! mon cher, le roi l’a refusée au protégé de Monsieur pour la donner au chevalier d’Artagnan, à un cadet de Gascogne qui a traîné l’épée trente ans dans les antichambres.

	— Pardon, monsieur, si je vous arrête, dit Raoul en lançant un regard plein de sévérité à de Wardes; mais vous me faites l’effet de ne pas connaître celui dont vous parlez.

	— Je ne connais pas M. d’Artagnan! Eh! mon Dieu! qui donc ne le connaît pas?

	— Ceux qui le connaissent, monsieur, reprit Raoul avec plus de calme et de froideur, sont tenus de dire que, s’il n’est pas aussi bon gentilhomme que le roi, ce qui n’est point sa faute, il égale tous les rois du monde en courage et en loyauté. Voilà mon opinion à moi, monsieur, et Dieu merci! je connais M. d’Artagnan depuis ma naissance.

	De Wardes allait répliquer, mais de Guiche l’interrompit.

	Chapitre LXXXII — Le portrait de Madame

	La discussion allait s’aigrir, de Guiche l’avait parfaitement compris.

	En effet, il y avait dans le regard de Bragelonne quelque chose d’instinctivement hostile.

	Il y avait dans celui de de Wardes quelque chose comme un calcul d’agression. Sans se rendre compte des divers sentiments qui agitaient ses deux amis, de Guiche songea à parer le coup qu’il sentait prêt à être porté par l’un ou l’autre et peut-être par tous les deux.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, nous devons nous quitter, il faut que je passe chez Monsieur. Prenons nos rendez-vous: toi, de Wardes, viens avec moi au Louvre; toi, Raoul, demeure le maître de la maison, et comme tu es le conseil de tout ce qui se fait ici, tu donneras le dernier coup d’œil à mes préparatifs de départ.

	Raoul, en homme qui ne cherche ni ne craint une affaire, fit de la tête un signe d’assentiment, et s’assit sur un banc au soleil.

	— C’est bien, dit de Guiche, reste là, Raoul, et fais-toi montrer les deux chevaux que je viens d’acheter; tu me diras ton sentiment, car je ne les ai achetés qu’à la condition que tu ratifierais le marché. À propos, pardon! j’oubliais de te demander des nouvelles de M. le comte de La Fère. Et tout en prononçant ces derniers mots, il observait de Wardes et essayait de saisir l’effet que produirait sur lui le nom du père de Raoul.

	— Merci, répondit le jeune homme. M. le comte se porte bien.

	Un éclair de haine passa dans les yeux de de Wardes. De Guiche ne parut pas remarquer cette lueur funèbre, et allant donner une poignée de main à Raoul:

	— C’est convenu, n’est-ce pas, Bragelonne, dit-il, tu viens nous rejoindre dans la cour du Palais-Royal?

	Puis, faisant signe de le suivre à de Wardes, qui se balançait tantôt sur un pied, tantôt sur l’autre.

	— Nous partons, dit-il; venez, monsieur Malicorne.

	Ce nom fit tressaillir Raoul.

	Il lui sembla qu’il avait déjà entendu prononcer ce nom une fois; mais il ne put se rappeler dans quelle occasion.

	Tandis qu’il cherchait, moitié rêveur, moitié irrité de sa conversation avec de Wardes, les trois jeunes gens s’acheminaient vers le Palais-Royal, où logeait Monsieur.

	Malicorne comprit deux choses.

	La première, c’est que les jeunes gens avaient quelque chose à se dire.

	La seconde, c’est qu’il ne devait pas marcher sur le même rang qu’eux. Il demeura en arrière.

	— Êtes-vous fou? dit de Guiche à son compagnon, lorsqu’ils eurent fait quelques pas hors de l’hôtel de Grammont; vous attaquez M. d’Artagnan, et cela devant Raoul!

	— Eh bien! après? fit de Wardes.

	— Comment, après?

	— Sans doute: est-il défendu d’attaquer M. d’Artagnan?

	— Mais vous savez bien que M. d’Artagnan fait le quart de ce tout si glorieux et si redoutable qu’on appelait les Mousquetaires.

	— Soit; mais je ne vois pas pourquoi cela peut m’empêcher de haïr M. d’Artagnan.

	— Que vous a-t-il fait?

	— Oh! à moi, rien.

	— Alors, pourquoi le haïr?

	— Demandez cela à l’ombre de mon père.

	— En vérité, mon cher de Wardes, vous m’étonnez: M. d’Artagnan n’est point de ces hommes qui laissent derrière eux une inimitié sans apurer leur compte. Votre père, m’a-t-on dit, était de son côté haut la main. Or, il n’est si rudes inimitiés qui ne se lavent dans le sang d’un bon et loyal coup d’épée.

	— Que voulez-vous, cher ami, cette haine existait entre mon père et M. d’Artagnan; il m’a, tout enfant, entretenu de cette haine, et c’est un legs particulier qu’il m’a laissé au milieu de son héritage.

	— Et cette haine avait pour objet M. d’Artagnan seul?

	— Oh! M. d’Artagnan était trop bien incorporé dans ses trois amis pour que le trop-plein n’en rejaillît pas sur eux; elle est de mesure, croyez-moi, à ce que les autres, le cas échéant, n’aient point à se plaindre de leur part.

	De Guiche avait les yeux fixés sur de Wardes; il frissonna en voyant le pâle sourire du jeune homme. Quelque chose comme un pressentiment fît tressaillir sa pensée; il se dit que le temps était passé des grands coups d’épée entre gentilshommes, mais que la haine, en s’extravasant au fond du cœur, au lieu de se répandre au-dehors, n’en était pas moins de la haine; que parfois le sourire était aussi sinistre que la menace et qu’en un mot, enfin, après les pères, qui s’étaient haïs avec le cœur et combattus avec le bras, viendraient les fils; qu’eux aussi se haïraient avec le cœur, mais qu’ils ne se combattraient plus qu’avec l’intrigue ou la trahison. Or, comme ce n’était point Raoul qu’il soupçonnait de trahison ou d’intrigue, ce fut pour Raoul que de Guiche frissonna. Mais tandis que ces sombres pensées obscurcissaient le front de de Guiche, de Wardes était redevenu complètement maître de lui-même.

	— Au reste, dit-il, ce n’est pas que j’en veuille personnellement à M. de Bragelonne, je ne le connais pas.

	— En tout cas, de Wardes, dit de Guiche avec une certaine sévérité, n’oubliez pas une chose, c’est que Raoul est le meilleur de mes amis.

	De Wardes s’inclina.

	La conversation en demeura là, quoique de Guiche fît tout ce qu’il put pour lui tirer son secret du cœur; mais de Wardes avait sans doute résolu de n’en pas dire davantage, et il demeura impénétrable. De Guiche se promit d’avoir plus de satisfaction avec Raoul. Sur ces entrefaites, on arriva au Palais-Royal, qui était entouré d’une foule de curieux.

	La maison de Monsieur attendait ses ordres pour monter à cheval et faire escorte aux ambassadeurs chargés de ramener la jeune princesse. Ce luxe de chevaux, d’armes et de livrées compensait en ce temps-là, grâce au bon vouloir des peuples et aux traditions de respectueux attachement pour les rois, les énormes dépenses couvertes par l’impôt.

	Mazarin avait dit: «Laissez-les chanter, pourvu qu’ils paient.» Louis XIV disait: «Laissez-les voir.» La vue avait remplacé la voix: on pouvait encore regarder, mais on ne pouvait plus chanter.

	M. de Guiche laissa de Wardes et Malicorne au pied du grand escalier; mais lui, qui partageait la faveur de Monsieur avec le chevalier de Lorraine, qui lui faisait les blanches dents, mais ne pouvait le souffrir, il monta droit chez Monsieur.

	Il trouva le jeune prince qui se mirait en se posant du rouge.

	Dans l’angle du cabinet, sur des coussins, M. le chevalier de Lorraine était étendu, venant de faire friser ses longs cheveux blonds, avec lesquels il jouait comme eût fait une femme.

	Le prince se retourna au bruit, et, apercevant le comte:

	— Ah! c’est toi, Guiche, dit-il; viens ça et dis-moi la vérité.

	— Oui, monseigneur, vous savez que c’est mon défaut.

	— Figure-toi, Guiche, que ce méchant chevalier me fait de la peine.

	Le chevalier haussa les épaules.

	— Et comment cela? demanda de Guiche. Ce n’est pas l’habitude de M. le chevalier.

	— Eh bien! il prétend, continua le prince, il prétend que Mlle Henriette est mieux comme femme que je ne suis comme homme.

	— Prenez garde, monseigneur, dit de Guiche en fronçant le sourcil, vous m’avez demandé la vérité.

	— Oui, dit Monsieur presque en tremblant.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous la dire.

	— Ne te hâte pas, Guiche, s’écria le prince, tu as le temps; regarde-moi avec attention et rappelle-toi bien Madame; d’ailleurs, voici son portrait; tiens.

	Et il lui tendit la miniature, du plus fin travail. De Guiche prit le portrait et le considéra longtemps.

	— Sur ma foi, dit-il, voilà, monseigneur, une adorable figure.

	— Mais regarde-moi à mon tour, regarde-moi donc, s’écria le prince essayant de ramener à lui l’attention du comte, absorbée tout entière par le portrait.

	— En vérité, c’est merveilleux! murmura de Guiche.

	— Eh! ne dirait-on pas, continua Monsieur, que tu n’as jamais vu cette petite fille.

	— Je l’ai vue, monseigneur, c’est vrai, mais il y a cinq ans de cela, et il s’opère de grands changements entre une enfant de douze ans et une jeune fille de dix-sept.

	— Enfin, ton opinion, dis-la; parle, voyons!

	— Mon opinion est que le portrait doit être flatté, monseigneur.

	— Oh! d’abord, oui, dit le prince triomphant, il l’est certainement; mais enfin suppose qu’il ne soit point flatté, et dis-moi ton avis.

	— Monseigneur, Votre Altesse est bien heureuse d’avoir une si charmante fiancée.

	— Soit, c’est ton avis sur elle; mais sur moi?

	— Mon avis, monseigneur, est que vous êtes beaucoup trop beau pour un homme.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine se mit à rire aux éclats.

	Monseigneur comprit tout ce qu’il y avait de sévère pour lui dans l’opinion du comte de Guiche.

	Il fronça le sourcil.

	— J’ai des amis peu bienveillants, dit-il.

	De Guiche regarda encore le portrait; mais après quelques secondes de contemplation, le rendant avec effort à Monsieur:

	— Décidément, dit-il, monseigneur, j’aimerais mieux contempler dix fois Votre Altesse qu’une fois de plus Madame.

	Sans doute le chevalier vit quelque chose de mystérieux dans ces paroles qui restèrent incomprises du prince, car il s’écria:

	— Eh bien! mariez-vous donc!

	Monsieur continua à se mettre du rouge; puis, quand il eut fini, il regarda encore le portrait, puis se mira dans la glace et sourit. Sans doute il était satisfait de la comparaison.

	— Au reste, tu es bien gentil d’être venu, dit-il à de Guiche; je craignais que tu ne partisses sans venir me dire adieu.

	— Monseigneur me connaît trop pour croire que j’eusse commis une pareille inconvenance.

	— Et puis tu as bien quelque chose à me demander avant de quitter Paris?

	— Eh bien! Votre Altesse a deviné juste; j’ai, en effet, une requête à lui présenter.

	— Bon! parle.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine devint tout yeux et tout oreilles; il lui semblait que chaque grâce obtenue par un autre était un vol qui lui était fait.

	Et comme de Guiche hésitait:

	— Est-ce de l’argent? demanda le prince. Cela tomberait à merveille, je suis richissime; M. le surintendant des finances m’a fait remettre cinquante mille pistoles.

	— Merci à Votre Altesse; mais il ne s’agit pas d’argent.

	— Et de quoi s’agit-il? Voyons.

	— D’un brevet de fille d’honneur.

	— Tudieu! Guiche, quel protecteur tu fais, dit le prince avec dédain; ne me parleras-tu donc jamais que de péronnelles?

	Le chevalier de Lorraine sourit; il savait que c’était déplaire à Monseigneur que de protéger les dames.

	— Monseigneur, dit le comte, ce n’est pas moi qui protège directement la personne dont je viens de vous parler; c’est un de mes amis.

	— Ah! c’est différent; et comment se nomme la protégée de ton ami?

	— Mlle de La Baume Le Blanc de La Vallière, déjà fille d’honneur de Madame douairière.

	— Fi! une boiteuse, dit le chevalier de Lorraine en s’allongeant sur son coussin.

	— Une boiteuse! répéta le prince. Madame aurait cela sous les yeux? Ma foi, non, ce serait trop dangereux pour ses grossesses.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine éclata de rire.

	— Monsieur le chevalier, dit de Guiche, ce que vous faites là n’est point généreux; je sollicite et vous me nuisez.

	— Ah! pardon, monsieur le comte, dit le chevalier de Lorraine inquiet du ton avec lequel le comte avait accentué ses paroles, telle n’était pas mon intention, et, au fait, je crois que je confonds cette demoiselle avec une autre.

	— Assurément, et je vous affirme, moi, que vous confondez.

	— Voyons, y tiens-tu beaucoup, Guiche? demanda le prince.

	— Beaucoup, monseigneur.

	— Eh bien! accordé; mais ne demande plus de brevet, il n’y a plus de place.

	— Ah! s’écria le chevalier, midi déjà; c’est l’heure fixée pour le départ.

	— Vous me chassez, monsieur? demanda de Guiche.

	— Oh! comte, comme vous me maltraitez aujourd’hui! répondit affectueusement le chevalier.

	— Pour Dieu! comte; pour Dieu! chevalier, dit Monsieur, ne vous disputez donc pas ainsi: ne voyez-vous pas que cela me fait de la peine?

	— Ma signature? demanda de Guiche.

	— Prends un brevet dans ce tiroir, et donne-le-moi.

	De Guiche prit le brevet indiqué d’une main, et de l’autre présenta à Monsieur une plume toute trempée dans l’encre.

	Le prince signa.

	— Tiens, dit-il en lui rendant le brevet; mais c’est à une condition.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est que tu feras ta paix avec le chevalier.

	— Volontiers, dit de Guiche.

	Et il tendit la main au chevalier avec une indifférence qui ressemblait à du mépris.

	— Allez, comte, dit le chevalier sans paraître aucunement remarquer le dédain du comte; allez, et ramenez-nous une princesse qui ne jase pas trop avec son portrait.

	— Oui, pars et fais diligence… À propos, qui emmènes-tu?

	— Bragelonne et de Wardes.

	— Deux braves compagnons.

	— Trop braves, dit le chevalier; tâchez de les ramener tous deux, comte.

	— Vilain cœur! murmura de Guiche; il flaire le mal partout et avant tout.

	Puis, saluant Monsieur, il sortit.

	En arrivant sous le vestibule, il éleva en l’air le brevet tout signé.

	Malicorne se précipita et le reçut tout tremblant de joie. Mais, après l’avoir reçu, de Guiche s’aperçut qu’il attendait quelque chose encore.

	— Patience, monsieur, patience, dit-il à son client; mais M. le chevalier était là et j’ai craint d’échouer si je demandais trop à la fois. Attendez donc à mon retour. Adieu!

	— Adieu, monsieur le comte; mille grâces, dit Malicorne.

	— Et envoyez-moi Manicamp. À propos, est-ce vrai, monsieur, que Mlle de La Vallière est boiteuse?

	Au moment où il prononçait ces mots, un cheval s’arrêtait derrière lui.

	Il se retourna et vit pâlir Bragelonne, qui entrait au moment même dans la cour.

	Le pauvre amant avait entendu. Il n’en était pas de même de Malicorne, qui était déjà hors de la portée de la voix.

	«Pourquoi parle-t-on ici de Louise? se demanda Raoul; oh! qu’il n’arrive jamais à ce de Wardes, qui sourit là-bas, de dire un mot d’elle devant moi!»

	— Allons, allons, messieurs! cria le comte de Guiche, en route.

	En ce moment, le prince, dont la toilette était terminée parut à la fenêtre.

	Toute l’escorte le salua de ses acclamations, et dix minutes après, bannières, écharpes et plumes flottaient à l’ondulation du galop des coursiers.

	Chapitre LXXXIII — Au Havre

	Toute cette cour, si brillante, si gaie, si animée de sentiments divers, arriva au Havre quatre jours après son départ de Paris. C’était vers les cinq heures du soir; on n’avait encore aucune nouvelle de Madame. On chercha des logements; mais dès lors commença une grande confusion parmi les maîtres, de grandes querelles parmi les laquais. Au milieu de tout ce conflit, le comte de Guiche crut reconnaître Manicamp. C’était en effet lui qui était venu; mais comme Malicorne s’était accommodé de son plus bel habit, il n’avait pu trouver, lui, à racheter qu’un habit de velours violet brodé d’argent.

	De Guiche le reconnut autant à son habit qu’à son visage.

	Il avait vu très souvent à Manicamp cet habit violet, sa dernière ressource. Manicamp se présenta au comte sous une voûte de flambeaux qui incendiaient plutôt qu’ils n’illuminaient le porche par lequel on entrait au Havre, et qui était situé près de la tour de François Ier. Le comte, en voyant la figure attristée de Manicamp, ne put s’empêcher de rire.

	— Eh! mon pauvre Manicamp, dit-il, comme te voilà violet; tu es donc en deuil?

	— Je suis en deuil, oui, répondit Manicamp.

	— De qui ou de quoi?

	— De mon habit bleu et or, qui a disparu, et à la place duquel je n’ai plus trouvé que celui-ci; et encore m’a-t-il fallu économiser à force pour le racheter.

	— Vraiment?

	— Pardieu! étonne-toi de cela; tu me laisses sans argent.

	— Enfin, te voilà, c’est le principal.

	— Par des routes exécrables.

	— Où es-tu logé?

	— Logé?

	— Oui.

	— Mais je ne suis pas logé.

	De Guiche se mit à rire.

	— Alors, où logeras-tu?

	— Où tu logeras.

	— Alors, je ne sais pas.

	— Comment, tu ne sais pas?

	— Sans doute; comment veux-tu que je sache où je logerai?

	
— Tu n’as donc pas retenu un hôtel?

	— Moi?

	— Toi ou Monsieur?

	— Nous n’y avons pensé ni l’un ni l’autre. Le Havre est grand, je suppose, et pourvu qu’il y ait une écurie pour douze chevaux et une maison propre dans un bon quartier.

	— Oh! il y a des maisons très propres.

	— Eh bien! alors…

	— Mais pas pour nous.

	— Comment, pas pour nous? Et pour qui?

	— Pour les Anglais, parbleu!

	— Pour les Anglais?

	— Oui, elles sont toutes louées.

	— Par qui?

	— Par M. de Buckingham.

	— Plaît-il? fit de Guiche, à qui ce mot fit dresser l’oreille.

	— Eh! oui, mon cher, par M. de Buckingham. Sa Grâce s’est fait précéder d’un courrier; ce courrier est arrivé depuis trois jours, et il a retenu tous les logements logeables qui se trouvaient dans la ville.

	— Voyons, voyons, Manicamp, entendons-nous.

	— Dame! ce que je te dis là est clair, ce me semble.

	— Mais M. de Buckingham n’occupe pas tout Le Havre, que diable?

	— Il ne l’occupe pas, c’est vrai, puisqu’il n’est pas encore débarqué; mais, une fois débarqué, il l’occupera.

	— Oh! oh!

	— On voit bien que tu ne connais pas les Anglais, toi; ils ont la rage d’accaparer.

	— Bon! un homme qui a toute une maison s’en contente et n’en prend pas deux.

	— Oui, mais deux hommes?

	— Soit, deux maisons; quatre, six, dix, si tu veux; mais il y a cent maisons au Havre?

	— Eh bien! alors, elles sont louées toutes les cent.

	— Impossible!

	— Mais, entêté que tu es, quand je te dis que M. de Buckingham a loué toutes les maisons qui entourent celle où doit descendre Sa Majesté la reine douairière d’Angleterre et la princesse sa fille.

	— Ah! par exemple, voilà qui est particulier, dit de Wardes en caressant le cou de son cheval.

	— C’est ainsi, monsieur.

	— Vous en êtes bien sûr, monsieur de Manicamp?

	Et, en faisant cette question, il regardait sournoisement de Guiche, comme pour l’interroger sur le degré de confiance qu’on pouvait avoir dans la raison de son ami.

	Pendant ce temps, la nuit était venue, et les flambeaux, les pages, les laquais, les écuyers, les chevaux et les carrosses encombraient la porte et la place, les torches se reflétaient dans le chenal qu’emplissait la marée montante, tandis que, de l’autre côté de la jetée, on apercevait mille figures curieuses de matelots et de bourgeois qui cherchaient à ne rien perdre du spectacle.

	Pendant toutes ces hésitations, Bragelonne, comme s’il y eût été étranger, se tenait à cheval un peu en arrière de de Guiche, et regardait les jeux de la lumière qui montaient dans l’eau, en même temps qu’il respirait avec délices le parfum salin de la vague qui roule bruyante sur les grèves, les galets et l’algue, et jette à l’air son écume, à l’espace son bruit.

	— Mais, enfin, s’écria de Guiche, quelle raison M. de Buckingham a-t-il eue pour faire cette provision de logements?

	— Oui, demanda de Wardes, quelle raison?

	— Oh! une excellente, répondit Manicamp.

	— Mais enfin, la connais-tu?

	— Je crois la connaître.

	— Parle donc.

	— Penche-toi.

	— Diable! cela ne peut se dire que tout bas?

	— Tu en jugeras toi-même.

	— Bon.

	De Guiche se pencha.

	— L’amour, dit Manicamp.

	— Je ne comprends plus.

	— Dis que tu ne comprends pas encore.

	— Explique-toi.

	— Eh bien! il passe pour certain, monsieur le comte, que Son Altesse Royale Monsieur sera le plus infortuné des maris.

	— Comment! le duc de Buckingham?…

	— Ce nom porte malheur aux princes de la maison de France.

	— Ainsi, le duc?…

	— Serait amoureux fou de la jeune Madame, à ce qu’on assure, et ne voudrait point que personne approchât d’elle, si ce n’est lui.

	De Guiche rougit.

	— Bien! bien! merci, dit-il en serrant la main de Manicamp. Puis, se relevant:

	— Pour l’amour de Dieu! dit-il à Manicamp, fais en sorte que ce projet du duc de Buckingham n’arrive pas à des oreilles françaises, ou sinon, Manicamp, il reluira au soleil de ce pays des épées qui n’ont pas peur de la trempe anglaise.

	— Après tout, dit Manicamp, cet amour ne m’est point prouvé à moi, et n’est peut-être qu’un conte.

	— Non, dit de Guiche, ce doit être la vérité.

	Et malgré lui, les dents du jeune homme se serraient.

	— Eh bien! après tout, qu’est-ce que cela te fait à toi? qu’est-ce que cela me fait, à moi, que Monsieur soit ce que le feu roi fût? Buckingham père, pour la reine; Buckingham fils, pour la jeune Madame; rien, pour tout le monde.

	— Manicamp! Manicamp!

	— Eh! que diable! c’est un fait ou tout au moins un dire.

	— Silence! dit le comte.

	— Et pourquoi silence? dit de Wardes: c’est un fait fort honorable pour la nation française. N’êtes-vous point de mon avis, monsieur de Bragelonne?

	— Quel fait? demanda tristement Bragelonne.

	— Que les Anglais rendent ainsi hommage à la beauté de vos reines et de vos princesses.

	— Pardon, je ne suis pas à ce que l’on dit, et je vous demanderai une explication.

	— Sans doute, il a fallu que M. de Buckingham père vînt à Paris pour que Sa Majesté le roi Louis XIII s’aperçût que sa femme était une des plus belles personnes de la cour de France; il faut maintenant que M. de Buckingham fils consacre à son tour, par l’hommage qu’il lui rend, la beauté d’une princesse de sang français. Ce sera désormais un brevet de beauté que d’avoir inspiré un amour d’outre-mer.

	— Monsieur, répondit Bragelonne, je n’aime pas à entendre plaisanter sur ces matières. Nous autres gentilshommes, nous sommes les gardiens de l’honneur des reines et des princesses. Si nous rions d’elles, que feront les laquais?

	— Oh! oh! monsieur, dit de Wardes, dont les oreilles rougirent, comment dois-je prendre cela?

	— Prenez-le comme il vous plaira, monsieur, répondit froidement Bragelonne.

	— Bragelonne! Bragelonne! murmura de Guiche.

	— Monsieur de Wardes! s’écria Manicamp voyant le jeune homme pousser son cheval du côté de Raoul.

	— Messieurs! Messieurs! dit de Guiche, ne donnez pas un pareil exemple en public, dans la rue. De Wardes, vous avez tort.

	— Tort! en quoi? Je vous le demande.

	— Tort en ce que vous dites toujours du mal de quelque chose ou de quelqu’un, répliqua Raoul avec son implacable sang-froid.

	— De l’indulgence, Raoul, fit tout bas de Guiche.

	— Et ne vous battez pas avant de vous être reposés; vous ne feriez rien qui vaille, dit Manicamp.

	— Allons! allons! dit de Guiche, en avant, messieurs, en avant!

	Et là-dessus, écartant les chevaux et les pages, il se fit une route jusqu’à la place au milieu de la foule, attirant après lui tout le cortège des Français. Une grande porte donnant sur une cour était ouverte; de Guiche entra dans cette cour; Bragelonne, de Wardes, Manicamp et trois ou quatre autres gentilshommes l’y suivirent.

	Là se tint une espèce de conseil de guerre; on délibéra sur le moyen qu’il fallait employer pour sauver la dignité de l’ambassade. Bragelonne conclut pour que l’on respectât le droit de priorité.

	De Wardes proposa de mettre la ville à sac. Cette proposition parut un peu vive à Manicamp. Il proposa de dormir d’abord: c’était le plus sage. Malheureusement, pour suivre son conseil, il ne manquait que deux choses: une maison et des lits.

	De Guiche rêva quelque temps; puis, à haute voix:

	— Qui m’aime me suive, dit-il.

	— Les gens aussi? demanda un page qui s’était approché du groupe.

	— Tout le monde! s’écria le fougueux jeune homme. Allons Manicamp, conduis-nous à la maison que Son Altesse Madame doit occuper.

	Sans rien deviner des projets du comte, ses amis le suivirent, escortés d’une foule de peuple dont les acclamations et la joie formaient un présage heureux pour le projet encore inconnu que poursuivait cette ardente jeunesse.

	Le vent soufflait bruyamment du port et grondait par lourdes rafales.

	Chapitre LXXXIV — En mer

	Le jour suivant se leva un peu plus calme, quoique le vent soufflât toujours.

	Cependant le soleil s’était levé dans un de ces nuages rouges découpant ses rayons ensanglantés sur la crête des vagues noires. Du haut des vigies, on guettait impatiemment. Vers onze heures du matin, un bâtiment fut signalé: ce bâtiment arrivait à pleines voiles, deux autres le suivaient à la distance d’un demi-nœud.

	Ils venaient comme des flèches lancées par un vigoureux archer, et cependant la mer était si grosse, que la rapidité de leur marche n’ôtait rien aux mouvements du roulis qui couchait les navires tantôt à droite, tantôt à gauche.

	Bientôt la forme des vaisseaux et la couleur des flammes firent connaître la flotte anglaise. En tête marchait le bâtiment monté par la princesse, portant le pavillon de l’amirauté.

	Aussitôt le bruit se répandit que la princesse arrivait.

	Toute la noblesse française courut au port; le peuple se porta sur les quais et sur les jetées.

	Deux heures après, les vaisseaux avaient rallié le vaisseau amiral, et tous les trois, n’osant sans doute pas se hasarder à entrer dans l’étroit goulet du port, jetaient l’ancre entre Le Havre et la Hève. Aussitôt la manœuvre achevée, le vaisseau amiral salua la France de douze coups de canon, qui lui furent rendus coup pour coup par le fort François Ier.

	Aussitôt cent embarcations prirent la mer; elles étaient tapissées de riches étoffes; elles étaient destinées à porter les gentilshommes français jusqu’aux vaisseaux mouillés.

	Mais en les voyant, même dans le port, se balancer violemment, en voyant au-delà de la jetée les vagues s’élever en montagnes et venir se briser sur la grève avec un rugissement terrible, on comprenait bien qu’aucune de ces barques n’atteindrait le quart de la distance qu’il y avait à parcourir pour arriver aux vaisseaux sans avoir chaviré.

	Cependant, un bateau pilote, malgré le vent et la mer, s’apprêtait à sortir du port pour aller se mettre à la disposition de l’amiral anglais. De Guiche avait cherché parmi toutes ces embarcations un bateau un peu plus fort que les autres, qui lui donnât chance d’arriver jusqu’aux bâtiments anglais, lorsqu’il aperçut le pilote côtier qui appareillait.

	— Raoul, dit-il, ne trouves-tu point qu’il est honteux pour des créatures intelligentes et fortes comme nous de reculer devant cette force brutale du vent et de l’eau?

	— C’est la réflexion que justement je faisais tout bas, répondit Bragelonne.

	— Eh bien! veux-tu que nous montions ce bateau et que nous poussions en avant? Veux-tu, de Wardes?

	— Prenez garde, vous allez vous faire noyer, dit Manicamp.

	— Et pour rien, dit de Wardes, attendu qu’avec le vent debout, comme vous l’aurez, vous n’arriverez jamais aux vaisseaux.

	— Ainsi, tu refuses?

	— Oui, ma foi! Je perdrais volontiers la vie dans une lutte contre les hommes, dit-il en regardant obliquement Bragelonne; mais me battre à coups d’aviron contre les flots d’eau salée, je n’y ai pas le moindre goût.

	— Et moi, dit Manicamp, dussé-je arriver jusqu’aux bâtiments, je me soucierais peu de perdre le seul habit propre qui me reste; l’eau salée rejaillit, et elle tache.

	— Toi aussi, tu refuses? s’écria de Guiche.

	— Mais tout à fait: je te prie de le croire, et plutôt deux fois qu’une.

	— Mais voyez donc, s’écria de Guiche; vois donc, de Wardes, vois donc, Manicamp; là-bas, sur la dunette du vaisseau amiral, les princesses nous regardent.

	— Raison de plus, cher ami, pour ne pas prendre un bain ridicule devant elles.

	— C’est ton dernier mot, Manicamp?

	— Oui.

	— C’est ton dernier mot, de Wardes?

	— Oui.

	— Alors j’irai tout seul.

	— Non pas, dit Raoul, je vais avec toi: il me semble que c’est chose convenue.

	Le fait est que Raoul, libre de toute passion, mesurant le danger avec sang-froid, voyait le danger imminent; mais il se laissait entraîner volontiers à faire une chose devant laquelle reculait de Wardes. Le bateau se mettait en route; de Guiche appela le pilote côtier.

	— Holà de la barque! dit-il, il nous faut deux places!

	Et roulant cinq ou dix pistoles dans un morceau de papier, il les jeta du quai dans le bateau.

	— Il paraît que vous n’avez pas peur de l’eau salée, mes jeunes maîtres? dit le patron.

	— Nous n’avons peur de rien, répondit de Guiche.

	— Alors, venez, mes gentilshommes.

	Le pilote s’approcha du bord, et l’un après l’autre, avec une légèreté pareille, les deux jeunes gens sautèrent dans le bateau.

	— Allons, courage, enfants, dit de Guiche; il y a encore vingt pistoles dans cette bourse, et si nous atteignons le vaisseau amiral, elles sont à vous.

	Aussitôt les rameurs se courbèrent sur leurs rames, et la barque bondit sur la cime des flots.

	Tout le monde avait pris intérêt à ce départ si hasardé; la population du Havre se pressait sur les jetées: il n’y avait pas un regard qui ne fût pour la barque.

	Parfois, la frêle embarcation demeurait un instant comme suspendue aux crêtes écumeuses, puis tout à coup elle glissait au fond d’un abîme mugissant, et semblait être précipitée. Néanmoins, après une heure de lutte, elle arriva dans les eaux du vaisseau amiral, dont se détachaient déjà deux embarcations destinées à venir à son aide.

	Sur le gaillard d’arrière du vaisseau amiral, abritées par un dais de velours et d’hermine que soutenaient de puissantes attaches, Madame Henriette douairière et la jeune Madame, ayant auprès d’elles l’amiral comte de Norfolk, regardaient avec terreur cette barque tantôt enlevée au ciel, tantôt engloutie jusqu’aux enfers, contre la voile sombre de laquelle brillaient, comme deux lumineuses apparitions, les deux nobles figures des deux gentilshommes français.

	L’équipage, appuyé sur les bastingages et grimpé dans les haubans, applaudissait à la bravoure de ces deux intrépides, à l’adresse du pilote et à la force des matelots.

	Un hourra de triomphe accueillit leur arrivée à bord. Le comte de Norfolk, beau jeune homme de vingt-six à vingt-huit ans, s’avança au-devant d’eux.

	De Guiche et Bragelonne montèrent lestement l’escalier de tribord, et conduits par le comte de Norfolk, qui reprit sa place auprès d’elles, ils vinrent saluer les princesses.

	Le respect, et surtout une certaine crainte dont il ne se rendait pas compte, avaient empêché jusque-là le comte de Guiche de regarder attentivement la jeune Madame.

	Celle-ci, au contraire, l’avait distingué tout d’abord et avait demandé à sa mère:

	— N’est-ce point Monsieur que nous apercevons sur cette barque?

	Madame Henriette, qui connaissait Monsieur mieux que sa fille, avait souri à cette erreur de son amour-propre et avait répondu:

	— Non, c’est M. de Guiche, son favori, voilà tout.

	À cette réponse, la princesse avait été forcée de contenir l’instinctive bienveillance provoquée par l’audace du comte. Ce fut au moment où la princesse faisait cette question que de Guiche, osant enfin lever les yeux sur elle, put comparer l’original au portrait.

	Lorsqu’il vit ce visage pâle, ces yeux animés, ces adorables cheveux châtains, cette bouche frémissante et ce geste si éminemment royal qui semblait remercier et encourager tout à la fois, il fut saisi d’une telle émotion, que, sans Raoul, qui lui prêta son bras, il eût chancelé.

	Le regard étonné de son ami, le geste bienveillant de la reine, rappelèrent de Guiche à lui.

	En peu de mots, il expliqua sa mission, dit comment il était l’envoyé de Monsieur, et salua, selon leur rang et les avances qu’ils lui firent, l’amiral et les différents seigneurs anglais qui se groupaient autour des princesses.

	Raoul fut présenté à son tour et gracieusement accueilli; tout le monde savait la part que le comte de La Fère avait prise à la restauration du roi Charles II; en outre, c’était encore le comte qui avait été chargé de la négociation du mariage qui ramenait en France la petite-fille de Henri IV.

	Raoul parlait parfaitement anglais; il se constitua l’interprète de son ami près des jeunes seigneurs anglais auxquels notre langue n’était point familière.

	En ce moment parut un jeune homme d’une beauté remarquable et d’une splendide richesse de costume et d’armes. Il s’approcha des princesses, qui causaient avec le comte de Norfolk, et d’une voix qui déguisait mal son impatience:

	— Allons, mesdames, dit-il, il faut descendre à terre.

	À cette invitation, la jeune Madame se leva et elle allait accepter la main que le jeune homme lui tendait avec une vivacité pleine d’expressions diverses, lorsque l’amiral s’avança entre la jeune Madame et le nouveau venu.

	— Un moment, s’il vous plaît, milord de Buckingham, dit-il; le débarquement n’est point possible à cette heure pour des femmes. La mer est trop grosse; mais, vers quatre heures, il est probable que le vent tombera; on ne débarquera donc que ce soir.

	— Permettez, milord, dit Buckingham avec une irritation qu’il ne chercha point même à déguiser. Vous retenez ces dames et vous n’en avez pas le droit. De ces dames, l’une appartient, hélas! à la France, et, vous le voyez, la France la réclame par la voix de ses ambassadeurs.

	Et, de la main, il montra de Guiche et Raoul, qu’il saluait en même temps.

	— Je ne suppose pas, répondit l’amiral, qu’il entre dans les intentions de ces messieurs d’exposer la vie des princesses?

	— Milord, ces messieurs sont bien venus malgré le vent; permettez-moi de croire que le danger ne sera pas plus grand pour ces dames, qui s’en iront avec le vent.

	— Ces messieurs sont fort braves, dit l’amiral. Vous avez vu que beaucoup étaient sur le port et n’ont point osé les suivre. En outre, le désir qu’ils avaient de présenter le plus tôt possible leurs hommages à Madame et à son illustre mère les a portés à affronter la mer, fort mauvaise aujourd’hui, même pour des marins. Mais ces messieurs, que je présenterai pour exemple à mon état-major, ne doivent pas en être un pour ces dames.

	Un regard dérobé de Madame surprit la rougeur qui couvrait les joues du comte. Ce regard échappa à Buckingham. Il n’avait d’yeux que pour surveiller Norfolk. Il était évidemment jaloux de l’amiral, et semblait brûler du désir d’arracher les princesses à ce sol mouvant des vaisseaux sur lequel l’amiral était roi.

	— Au reste, reprit Buckingham, j’en appelle à Madame elle-même.

	— Et moi, milord, répondit l’amiral, j’en appelle à ma conscience et à ma responsabilité. J’ai promis de rendre saine et sauve Madame à la France, je tiendrai ma promesse.

	— Mais, cependant, monsieur…

	— Milord, permettez-moi de vous rappeler que je commande seul ici.

	— Milord, savez-vous ce que vous dites? répondit avec hauteur Buckingham.

	— Parfaitement, et je le répète: Je commande seul ici, milord, et tout m’obéit: la mer, le vent, les navires et les hommes.

	Cette parole était grande et noblement prononcée.

	Raoul en observa l’effet sur Buckingham. Celui-ci frissonna par tout le corps et s’appuya à l’un des soutiens de la tente pour ne pas tomber; ses yeux s’injectèrent de sang, et la main dont il ne se soutenait point se porta sur la garde de son épée.

	— Milord, dit la reine, permettez-moi de vous dire que je suis en tout point de l’avis du comte de Norfolk; puis le temps, au lieu de se couvrir de vapeur comme il le fait en ce moment, fût-il parfaitement pur et favorable, nous devons bien quelques heures à l’officier qui nous a conduites si heureusement et avec des soins si empressés jusqu’en vue des côtes de France, où il doit nous quitter.

	Buckingham, au lieu de répondre, consulta le regard de Madame.

	Madame, à demi cachée sous les courtines de velours et d’or qui l’abritaient, n’écoutait rien de ce débat, occupée qu’elle était à regarder le comte de Guiche qui s’entretenait avec Raoul.

	Ce fut un nouveau coup pour Buckingham, qui crut découvrir dans le regard de Madame Henriette un sentiment plus profond que celui de la curiosité.

	Il se retira tout chancelant et alla heurter le grand mât.

	— M. de Buckingham n’a pas le pied marin, dit en français la reine mère; voilà sans doute pourquoi il désire si fort toucher la terre ferme.

	Le jeune homme entendit ces mots, pâlit, laissa tomber ses mains avec découragement à ses côtés, et se retira confondant dans un soupir ses anciennes amours et ses haines nouvelles. Cependant l’amiral, sans se préoccuper autrement de cette mauvaise humeur de Buckingham, fit passer les princesses dans sa chambre de poupe, où le dîner avait été servi avec une magnificence digne de tous les convives.

	L’amiral prit place à droite de Madame et mit le comte de Guiche à sa gauche.

	C’était la place qu’occupait d’ordinaire Buckingham.

	Aussi, lorsqu’il entra dans la salle à manger, fut-ce une douleur pour lui que de se voir reléguer par l’étiquette, cette autre reine à qui il devait le respect, à un rang inférieur à celui qu’il avait tenu jusque-là. De son côté, de Guiche, plus pâle encore peut-être de son bonheur que son rival ne l’était de sa colère, s’assit en tressaillant près de la princesse, dont la robe de soie, en effleurant son corps, faisait passer dans tout son être des frissons d’une volupté jusqu’alors inconnue.

	Après le repas, Buckingham s’élança pour donner la main à Madame. Mais ce fut au tour de de Guiche de faire la leçon au duc.

	— Milord, dit-il, soyez assez bon, à partir de ce moment, pour ne plus vous interposer entre Son Altesse Royale Madame et moi. À partir de ce moment, en effet, Son Altesse Royale appartient à la France, et c’est la main de Monsieur, frère du roi, qui touche la main de la princesse quand Son Altesse Royale me fait l’honneur de me toucher la main.

	Et, en prononçant ces paroles, il présenta lui-même sa main à la jeune Madame avec une timidité si visible et en même temps une noblesse si courageuse, que les Anglais firent entendre un murmure d’admiration, tandis que Buckingham laissait échapper un soupir de douleur.

	Raoul aimait; Raoul comprit tout.

	Il attacha sur son ami un de ces regards profonds que l’ami seul ou la mère étendent comme protecteur ou comme surveillant sur l’enfant ou sur l’ami qui s’égare.

	Vers deux heures, enfin, le soleil parut, le vent tomba, la mer devint unie comme une large nappe de cristal, la brume, qui couvrait les côtes, se déchira comme un voile qui s’envole en lambeaux. Alors les riants coteaux de la France apparurent avec leurs mille maisons blanches, se détachant, ou sur le vert des arbres, ou sur le bleu du ciel.

	Chapitre LXXXV — Les tentes

	L’amiral, comme nous l’avons vu, avait pris le parti de ne plus faire attention aux yeux menaçants et aux emportements convulsifs de Buckingham. En effet, depuis le départ d’Angleterre, il devait s’y être tout doucement habitué. De Guiche n’avait point encore remarqué en aucune façon cette animosité que le jeune lord paraissait avoir contre lui; mais il ne se sentait, d’instinct, aucune sympathie pour le favori de Charles II. La reine mère, avec une expérience plus grande et un sens plus froid, dominait toute la situation, et, comme elle en comprenait le danger, elle s’apprêtait à en trancher le nœud lorsque le moment en serait venu. Ce moment arriva. Le calme était rétabli partout, excepté dans le cœur de Buckingham, et celui-ci, dans son impatience, répétait à demi-voix à la jeune princesse:

	— Madame, Madame, au nom du Ciel, rendons-nous à terre, je vous en supplie! Ne voyez-vous pas que ce fat de comte de Norfolk me fait mourir avec ses soins et ses adorations pour vous?

	Henriette entendit ces paroles; elle sourit et, sans se retourner, donnant seulement à sa voix cette inflexion de doux reproche et de langoureuse impertinence avec lesquels la coquetterie sait donner un acquiescement tout en ayant l’air de formuler une défense:

	— Mon cher lord, murmura-t-elle, je vous ai déjà dit que vous étiez fou.

	Aucun de ces détails, nous l’avons déjà dit, n’échappait à Raoul; il avait entendu la prière de Buckingham, la réponse de la princesse; il avait vu Buckingham faire un pas en arrière à cette réponse, pousser un soupir et passer la main sur son front; et n’ayant de voile ni sur les yeux, ni autour du cœur, il comprenait tout et frémissait en appréciant l’état des choses et des esprits.

	Enfin l’amiral, avec une lenteur étudiée, donna les derniers ordres pour le départ des canots.

	Buckingham accueillit ces ordres avec de tels transports, qu’un étranger eût pu croire que le jeune homme avait le cerveau troublé. À la voix du comte de Norfolk, une grande barque, toute pavoisée, descendit lentement des flancs du vaisseau amiral: elle pouvait contenir vingt rameurs et quinze passagers.

	Des tapis de velours, des housses brodées aux armes d’Angleterre, des guirlandes de fleurs, car en ce temps on cultivait assez volontiers la parabole au milieu des alliances politiques, formaient le principal ornement de cette barque vraiment royale.

	À peine la barque était-elle à flot, à peine les rameurs avaient-ils dressé leurs avirons, attendant, comme des soldats au port d’arme, l’embarquement de la princesse, que Buckingham courut à l’escalier pour prendre sa place dans le canot.

	Mais la reine l’arrêta.

	— Milord, dit-elle, il ne convient pas que vous laissiez aller ma fille et moi à terre sans que les logements soient préparés d’une façon certaine. Je vous prie donc, milord, de nous devancer au Havre et de veiller à ce que tout soit en ordre à notre arrivée.

	Ce fut un nouveau coup pour le duc, coup d’autant plus terrible qu’il était inattendu.

	Il balbutia, rougit, mais ne put répondre. Il avait cru pouvoir se tenir près de Madame pendant le trajet, et savourer ainsi jusqu’au dernier des moments qui lui étaient donnés par la fortune. Mais l’ordre était exprès.

	L’amiral, qui l’avait entendu, s’écria aussitôt:

	— Le petit canot à la mer!

	L’ordre fut exécuté avec cette rapidité particulière aux manœuvres des bâtiments de guerre.

	Buckingham, désolé, adressa un regard de désespoir à la princesse, un regard de supplication à la reine, un regard de colère à l’amiral. La princesse fit semblant de ne pas le voir.

	La reine détourna la tête.

	L’amiral se mit à rire.

	Buckingham, à ce rire, fut tout prêt à s’élancer sur Norfolk.

	La reine mère se leva.

	— Partez, monsieur, dit-elle avec autorité.

	Le jeune duc s’arrêta. Mais regardant autour de lui et tentant un dernier effort:

	— Et vous, messieurs, demanda-t-il tout suffoqué par tant d’émotions diverses, vous, monsieur de Guiche; vous, monsieur de Bragelonne, ne m’accompagnez-vous point?

	De Guiche s’inclina.

	— Je suis, ainsi que M. de Bragelonne, aux ordres de la reine, dit-il; ce qu’elle nous commandera de faire, nous le ferons.

	Et il regarda la jeune princesse, qui baissa les yeux.

	— Pardon, monsieur de Buckingham, dit la reine, mais M. de Guiche représente ici Monsieur; c’est lui qui doit nous faire les honneurs de la France, comme vous nous avez fait les honneurs de l’Angleterre; il ne peut donc se dispenser de nous accompagner; nous devons bien, d’ailleurs, cette légère faveur au courage qu’il a eu de nous venir trouver par ce mauvais temps.

	Buckingham ouvrit la bouche comme pour répondre; mais, soit qu’il ne trouvât point de pensée ou point de mots pour formuler cette pensée, aucun son ne tomba de ses lèvres, et, se retournant comme en délire, il sauta du bâtiment dans le canot.

	Les rameurs n’eurent que le temps de le retenir et de se retenir eux-mêmes, car le poids et le contrecoup avaient failli faire chavirer la barque.

	— Décidément, Milord est fou, dit tout haut l’amiral à Raoul.

	— J’en ai peur pour Milord, répondit Bragelonne.

	Pendant tout le temps que le canot mit à gagner la terre, le duc ne cessa de couvrir de ses regards le vaisseau amiral, comme ferait un avare qu’on arracherait à son coffre, une mère qu’on éloignerait de sa fille pour la conduire à la mort. Mais rien ne répondit à ses signaux, à ses manifestations, à ses lamentables attitudes.

	Buckingham en fut tellement étourdi, qu’il se laissa tomber sur un banc, enfonça sa main dans ses cheveux, tandis que les matelots insoucieux faisaient voler le canot sur les vagues. En arrivant, il était dans une torpeur telle, que s’il n’eût pas rencontré sur le port le messager auquel il avait fait prendre les devants comme maréchal des logis, il n’eût pas su demander son chemin. Une fois arrivé à la maison qui lui était destinée, il s’y enferma comme Achille dans sa tente.

	Cependant le canot qui portait les princesses quittait le bord du vaisseau amiral au moment même où Buckingham mettait pied à terre. Une barque suivait, remplie d’officiers, de courtisans et d’amis empressés.

	Toute la population du Havre, embarquée à la hâte sur des bateaux de pêche et des barques plates ou sur de longues péniches normandes, accourut au devant du bateau royal.

	Le canon des forts retentissait; le vaisseau amiral et les deux autres échangeaient leurs salves, et des nuages de flammes s’envolaient des bouches béantes en flocons ouatés de fumée au-dessus des flots, puis s’évaporaient dans l’azur du ciel.

	La princesse descendit aux degrés du quai. Une musique joyeuse l’attendait à terre et accompagnait chacun de ses pas.

	Tandis que, s’avançant dans le centre de la ville, elle foulait de son pied délicat les riches tapisseries et les jonchées de fleurs, de Guiche et Raoul, se dérobant du milieu des Anglais, prenaient leur chemin par la ville et s’avançaient rapidement vers l’endroit désigné pour la résidence de Madame.

	— Hâtons-nous, disait Raoul à de Guiche, car, du caractère que je lui connais, ce Buckingham nous fera quelque malheur en voyant le résultat de notre délibération d’hier.

	— Oh! dit le comte, nous avons là de Wardes, qui est la fermeté en personne, et Manicamp, qui est la douceur même.

	De Guiche n’en fit pas moins diligence, et, cinq minutes après, ils étaient en vue de l’Hôtel de Ville.

	Ce qui les frappa d’abord, c’était une grande quantité de gens assemblés sur la place.

	— Bon! dit de Guiche, il paraît que nos logements sont construits.

	En effet, devant l’hôtel, sur la place même, s’élevaient huit tentes de la plus grande élégance, surmontées des pavillons de France et d’Angleterre unis.

	L’Hôtel de Ville était entouré par des tentes comme d’une ceinture bigarrée; dix pages et douze chevau-légers donnés pour escorte aux ambassadeurs montaient la garde devant ces tentes. Le spectacle était curieux, étrange; il avait quelque chose de féerique. Ces habitations improvisées avaient été construites dans la nuit. Revêtues au-dedans et au-dehors des plus riches étoffes que de Guiche avait pu se procurer au Havre, elles encerclaient entièrement l’Hôtel de Ville, c’est-à-dire la demeure de la jeune princesse; elles étaient réunies les unes aux autres par de simples câbles de soie, tendus et gardés par des sentinelles, de sorte que le plan de Buckingham se trouvait complètement renversé, si ce plan avait été réellement de garder pour lui et ses Anglais les abords de l’Hôtel de Ville.

	Le seul passage qui donnât accès aux degrés de l’édifice, et qui ne fût point fermé par cette barricade soyeuse, était gardé par deux tentes pareilles à deux pavillons, et dont les portes s’ouvraient aux deux côtés de cette entrée.

	Ces deux tentes étaient celles de de Guiche et de Raoul, et en leur absence devaient toujours être occupées: celle de de Guiche, par de Wardes; celle de Raoul par Manicamp.

	Tout autour de ces deux tentes et des six autres, une centaine d’officiers, de gentilshommes et de pages reluisaient de soie et d’or, bourdonnant comme des abeilles autour de leur ruche.

	Tout cela, l’épée à la hanche, était prêt à obéir à un signe de de Guiche ou de Bragelonne, les deux chefs de l’ambassade. Au moment même où les deux jeunes gens apparaissaient à l’extrémité d’une rue aboutissant sur la place, ils aperçurent, traversant cette même place au galop de son cheval, un jeune gentilhomme d’une merveilleuse élégance. Il fendait la foule des curieux, et, à la vue de ces bâtisses improvisées, il poussa un cri de colère et de désespoir. C’était Buckingham, Buckingham sorti de sa stupeur pour revêtir un éblouissant costume et pour venir attendre Madame et la reine à l’Hôtel de Ville.

	Mais à l’entrée des tentes on lui barra le passage, et force lui fut de s’arrêter.

	Buckingham, exaspéré, leva son fouet; deux officiers lui saisirent le bras.

	Des deux gardiens, un seul était là. De Wardes, monté dans l’intérieur de l’Hôtel de Ville, transmettait quelques ordres donnés par de Guiche.

	Au bruit que faisait Buckingham, Manicamp, couché paresseusement sur les coussins d’une des deux tentes d’entrée, se souleva avec sa nonchalance ordinaire, et s’apercevant que le bruit continuait, apparut sous les rideaux.

	— Qu’est-ce, dit-il avec douceur, et qui donc mène tout ce grand bruit?

	Le hasard fit qu’au moment où il commençait à parler, le silence venait de renaître, et bien que son accent fût doux et modéré, tout le monde entendit sa question. Buckingham se retourna, regarda ce grand corps maigre et ce visage indolent.

	Probablement la personne de notre gentilhomme, vêtu d’ailleurs assez simplement, comme nous l’avons dit, ne lui inspira pas grand respect, car il répondit dédaigneusement:

	— Qui êtes-vous, monsieur?

	Manicamp s’appuya au bras d’un énorme chevau-léger, droit comme un pilier de cathédrale, et répondit du même ton tranquille:

	— Et vous, monsieur?

	— Moi, je suis milord duc de Buckingham. J’ai loué toutes les maisons qui entourent l’Hôtel de Ville, où j’ai affaire; or, puisque ces maisons sont louées, elles sont à moi, et puisque je les ai louées pour avoir le passage libre à l’Hôtel de Ville, vous n’avez pas le droit de me fermer ce passage.

	— Mais, monsieur, qui vous empêche de passer? demanda Manicamp.

	— Mais vos sentinelles.

	— Parce que vous voulez passer à cheval, monsieur, et que la consigne est de ne laisser passer que les piétons.

	— Nul n’a le droit de donner de consigne ici, excepté moi, dit Buckingham.

	— Comment cela, monsieur? demanda Manicamp avec sa voix douce. Faites-moi la grâce de m’expliquer cette énigme.

	— Parce que, comme je vous l’ai dit, j’ai loué toutes les maisons de la place.

	— Nous le savons bien, puisqu’il ne nous est resté que la place elle-même.

	— Vous vous trompez, monsieur, la place est à moi comme les maisons.

	— Oh! pardon, monsieur, vous faites erreur. On dit chez nous le pavé du roi; donc, la place est au roi; donc, puisque nous sommes les ambassadeurs du roi, la place est à nous.

	— Monsieur, je vous ai déjà demandé qui vous étiez! s’écria Buckingham exaspéré du sang-froid de son interlocuteur.

	— On m’appelle Manicamp, répondit le jeune homme d’une voix éolienne, tant elle était harmonieuse et suave.

	Buckingham haussa les épaules.

	— Bref, dit-il, quand j’ai loué les maisons qui entourent l’Hôtel de Ville, la place était libre; ces baraques obstruent ma vue, ôtez ces baraques!

	Un sourd et menaçant murmure courut dans la foule des auditeurs. De Guiche arrivait en ce moment; il écarta cette foule qui le séparait de Buckingham, et, suivi de Raoul, il arriva d’un côté, tandis que de Wardes arrivait de l’autre.

	— Pardon, milord, dit-il; mais si vous avez quelque réclamation à faire, ayez l’obligeance de la faire à moi, attendu que c’est moi qui ai donné les plans de cette construction.

	— En outre, je vous ferai observer, monsieur, que le mot baraque se prend en mauvaise part, ajouta gracieusement Manicamp.

	— Vous disiez donc, monsieur? continua de Guiche.

	— Je disais, monsieur le comte, reprit Buckingham avec un accent de colère encore sensible, quoiqu’il fût tempéré par la présence d’un égal, je disais qu’il est impossible que ces tentes demeurent où elles sont.

	— Impossible, fit de Guiche, et pourquoi?

	— Parce qu’elles me gênent.

	De Guiche laissa échapper un mouvement d’impatience, mais un coup d’œil froid de Raoul le retint.

	— Elles doivent moins vous gêner, monsieur, que cet abus de la priorité que vous vous êtes permis.

	— Un abus!

	— Mais sans doute. Vous envoyez ici un messager qui loue, en votre nom, toute la ville du Havre, sans s’inquiéter des Français qui doivent venir au-devant de Madame. C’est peu fraternel, monsieur le duc, pour le représentant d’une nation amie.

	— La terre est au premier occupant, dit Buckingham.

	— Pas en France, monsieur.

	— Et pourquoi pas en France?

	— Parce que c’est le pays de la politesse.

	— Qu’est-ce à dire? s’écria Buckingham d’une façon si emportée, que les assistants se reculèrent, s’attendant à une collision immédiate.

	— C’est-à-dire, monsieur, répondit de Guiche en pâlissant, que j’ai fait construire ce logement pour moi et mes amis, comme l’asile des ambassadeurs de France, comme le seul abri que votre exigence nous ait laissé dans la ville, et que dans ce logement j’habiterai, moi et les miens, à moins qu’une volonté plus puissante et surtout plus souveraine que la vôtre ne me renvoie.

	— C’est-à-dire ne nous déboute, comme on dit au palais, dit doucement Manicamp.

	— J’en connais un, monsieur, qui sera tel, je l’espère, que vous le désirez, dit Buckingham en mettant la main à la garde de son épée.

	En ce moment, et comme la déesse Discorde allait, enflammant les esprits, tourner toutes les épées contre des poitrines humaines, Raoul posa doucement sa main sur l’épaule de Buckingham.

	— Un mot, milord, dit-il.

	— Mon droit! mon droit d’abord! s’écria le fougueux jeune homme.

	— C’est justement sur ce point que je vais avoir l’honneur de vous entretenir, dit Raoul.

	— Soit, mais pas de longs discours, monsieur.

	— Une seule question; vous voyez qu’on ne peut pas être plus bref.

	— Parlez, j’écoute.

	— Est-ce vous ou M. le duc d’Orléans qui allez épouser la petite-fille du roi Henri IV?

	— Plaît-il? demanda Buckingham en se reculant tout effaré.

	— Répondez-moi, je vous prie, monsieur, insista tranquillement Raoul.

	— Votre intention est-elle de me railler, monsieur? demanda Buckingham.

	— C’est toujours répondre, monsieur, et cela me suffit. Donc, vous l’avouez, ce n’est pas vous qui allez épouser la princesse d’Angleterre.

	— Vous le savez bien, monsieur, ce me semble.

	— Pardon, mais c’est que, d’après votre conduite, la chose n’était plus claire.

	— Voyons, au fait, que prétendez-vous dire, monsieur?

	Raoul se rapprocha du duc.

	— Vous avez, dit-il en baissant la voix, des fureurs qui ressemblent à des jalousies; savez-vous cela, milord? or, ces jalousies, à propos d’une femme, ne vont point à quiconque n’est ni son amant, ni son époux; à bien plus forte raison, je suis sûr que vous comprendrez cela, milord, quand cette femme est une princesse.

	— Monsieur, s’écria Buckingham, insultez-vous Madame Henriette?

	— C’est vous, répondit froidement Bragelonne, c’est vous qui l’insultez, milord, prenez-y garde. Tout à l’heure, sur le vaisseau amiral, vous avez poussé à bout la reine et lassé la patience de l’amiral. Je vous observais, milord, et vous ai cru fou d’abord; mais depuis j’ai deviné le caractère réel de cette folie.

	— Monsieur!

	— Attendez, car j’ajouterai un mot. J’espère être le seul parmi les Français qui l’ait deviné.

	— Mais, savez-vous, monsieur, dit Buckingham frissonnant de colère et d’inquiétude à la fois, savez-vous que vous tenez là un langage qui mérite répression?

	— Pesez vos paroles, milord, dit Raoul avec hauteur; je ne suis pas d’un sang dont les vivacités se laissent réprimer; tandis qu’au contraire, vous, vous êtes d’une race dont les passions sont suspectes aux bons Français; je vous le répète donc pour la seconde fois, prenez garde, milord.

	— À quoi, s’il vous plaît? Me menaceriez-vous?

	— Je suis le fils du comte de La Fère, monsieur de Buckingham, et je ne menace jamais, parce que je frappe d’abord. Ainsi, entendons-nous bien, la menace que je vous fais, la voici…

	Buckingham serra les poings; mais Raoul continua comme s’il ne s’apercevait de rien.

	— Au premier mot hors des bienséances que vous vous permettrez envers Son Altesse Royale. Oh! soyez patient, monsieur de Buckingham; je le suis bien moi.

	— Vous?

	— Sans doute. Tant que Madame a été sur le sol anglais, je me suis tu; mais, à présent qu’elle a touché au sol de la France, maintenant que nous l’avons reçue au nom du prince, à la première insulte que, dans votre étrange attachement, vous commettrez envers la maison royale de France, j’ai deux partis à prendre: ou je déclare devant tous la folie dont vous êtes affecté en ce moment, et je vous fais renvoyer honteusement en Angleterre; ou, si vous le préférez, je vous donne du poignard dans la gorge en pleine assemblée. Au reste, ce second moyen me paraît le plus convenable, et je crois que je m’y tiendrai.

	Buckingham était devenu plus pâle que le flot de dentelle d’Angleterre qui entourait son cou.

	— Monsieur de Bragelonne, dit-il, est-ce bien un gentilhomme qui parle?

	— Oui; seulement, ce gentilhomme parle à un fou. Guérissez, milord, et il vous tiendra un autre langage.

	— Oh! mais, monsieur de Bragelonne, murmura le duc d’une voix étranglée et en portant la main à son cou, vous voyez bien que je me meurs!

	— Si la chose arrivait en ce moment, monsieur, dit Raoul avec son inaltérable sang-froid, je regarderais en vérité cela comme un grand bonheur, car cet événement préviendrait toutes sortes de mauvais propos sur votre compte et sur celui des personnes illustres que votre dévouement compromet si follement.

	— Oh! vous avez raison, vous avez raison, dit le jeune homme éperdu; oui, oui, mourir! oui, mieux vaut mourir que souffrir ce que je souffre en ce moment.

	Et il porta la main sur un charmant poignard au manche tout garni de pierreries qu’il tira à moitié de sa poitrine.

	Raoul lui repoussa la main.

	— Prenez garde, monsieur, dit-il; si vous ne vous tuez pas, vous faites un acte ridicule, si vous vous tuez, vous tachez de sang la robe nuptiale de la princesse d’Angleterre.

	Buckingham demeura une minute haletant. Pendant cette minute, on vit ses lèvres trembler, ses joues frémir, ses yeux vaciller, comme dans le délire.

	Puis, tout à coup:

	— Monsieur de Bragelonne, dit-il, je ne connais pas un plus noble esprit que vous; vous êtes le digne fils du plus parfait gentilhomme que l’on connaisse. Habitez vos tentes!

	Et il jeta ses deux bras autour du cou de Raoul. Toute l’assistance émerveillée de ce mouvement auquel on ne pouvait guère attendre, vu les trépignements de l’un des adversaires et la rude insistance de l’autre, l’assemblée se mit à battre des mains, et mille vivats, mille applaudissements joyeux s’élancèrent vers le ciel. De Guiche embrassa à son tour Buckingham, un peu à contrecœur, mais enfin il l’embrassa.

	Ce fut le signal: Anglais et Français, qui, jusque-là, s’étaient regardés avec inquiétude, fraternisèrent à l’instant même. Sur ces entrefaites arriva le cortège des princesses, qui, sans Bragelonne, eussent trouvé deux armées aux prises et du sang sur les fleurs.

	Tout se remit à l’aspect des bannières.

	Chapitre LXXXVI — La nuit

	La concorde était revenue s’asseoir au milieu des tentes.

	Anglais et Français rivalisaient de galanterie auprès des illustres voyageuses et de politesse entre eux.

	Les Anglais envoyèrent aux Français des fleurs dont ils avaient fait provision pour fêter l’arrivée de la jeune princesse; les Français invitèrent les Anglais à un souper qu’ils devaient donner le lendemain. Madame recueillit donc sur son passage d’unanimes félicitations. Elle apparaissait comme une reine, à cause du respect de tous; comme une idole, à cause de l’adoration de quelques-uns. La reine mère fit aux Français l’accueil le plus affectueux. La France était son pays, à elle, et elle avait été trop malheureuse en Angleterre pour que l’Angleterre lui pût faire oublier la France. Elle apprenait donc à sa fille, par son propre amour, l’amour du pays où toutes deux avaient trouvé l’hospitalité, et où elles allaient trouver la fortune d’un brillant avenir.

	Lorsque l’entrée fut faite et les spectateurs un peu disséminés, lorsqu’on n’entendit plus que de loin les fanfares et le bruissement de la foule, lorsque la nuit tomba, enveloppant de ses voiles étoilés la mer, le port, la ville et la campagne encore émue de ce grand événement, de Guiche rentra dans sa tente, et s’assit sur un large escabeau, avec une telle expression de douleur, que Bragelonne le suivit du regard jusqu’à ce qu’il l’eût entendu soupirer; alors il s’approcha. Le comte était renversé en arrière, l’épaule appuyée à la paroi de la tente, le front dans ses mains, la poitrine haletante et le genou inquiet.

	— Tu souffres, ami? lui demanda Raoul.

	— Cruellement.

	— Du corps, n’est-ce pas?

	— Du corps, oui.

	— La journée a été fatigante, en effet, continua le jeune homme, les yeux fixés sur celui qu’il interrogeait.

	— Oui, et le sommeil me rafraîchirait.

	— Veux-tu que je te laisse?

	— Non, j’ai à te parler.

	— Je ne te laisserai parler qu’après avoir interrogé, moi-même, de Guiche.

	— Interroge.

	— Mais sois franc.

	— Comme toujours.

	— Sais-tu pourquoi Buckingham était si furieux?

	— Je m’en doute.

	— Il aime Madame, n’est-ce pas?

	— Du moins on en jurerait, à le voir.

	— Eh bien! il n’en est rien.

	— Oh! cette fois, tu te trompes, Raoul, et j’ai bien lu sa peine dans ses yeux, dans son geste, dans toute sa vie depuis ce matin.

	— Tu es poète, mon cher comte, et partout tu vois de la poésie.

	— Je vois surtout l’amour.

	— Où il n’est pas.

	— Où il est.

	— Voyons, de Guiche, tu crois ne pas te tromper?

	— Oh! j’en suis sûr! s’écria vivement le comte.

	— Dis-moi, comte, demanda Raoul avec un profond regard, qui te rend si clairvoyant?

	— Mais, répondit de Guiche en hésitant, l’amour-propre.

	— L’amour-propre! c’est un mot bien long, de Guiche.

	— Que veux-tu dire?

	— Je veux dire, mon ami, que d’ordinaire tu es moins triste que ce soir.

	— La fatigue.

	— La fatigue?

	— Oui.

	— Écoute, cher ami, nous avons fait campagne ensemble, nous nous sommes vus à cheval pendant dix-huit heures; trois chevaux, écrasés de lassitude ou mourant de faim, tombaient sous nous, que nous riions encore. Ce n’est point la fatigue qui te rend triste, comte.

	— Alors, c’est la contrariété.

	— Quelle contrariété?

	— Celle de ce soir.

	— La folie de lord Buckingham?

	— Eh! sans doute; n’est-il point fâcheux, pour nous Français représentant notre maître, de voir un Anglais courtiser notre future maîtresse, la seconde dame du royaume?

	— Oui, tu as raison; mais je crois que lord Buckingham n’est pas dangereux.

	— Non, mais il est importun. En arrivant ici, n’a-t-il pas failli tout troubler entre les Anglais et nous, et sans toi, sans ta prudence si admirable et ta fermeté si étrange, nous tirions l’épée en pleine ville.

	— Il a changé, tu vois.

	— Oui, certes; mais de là même vient ma stupéfaction. Tu lui as parlé bas; que lui as-tu dit? Tu crois qu’il l’aime; tu le dis, une passion ne cède pas avec cette facilité; il n’est donc pas amoureux d’elle!

	Et de Guiche prononça lui-même ces derniers mots avec une telle expression, que Raoul leva la tête.

	Le noble visage du jeune homme exprimait un mécontentement facile à lire.

	— Ce que je lui ai dit, comte, répondit Raoul, je vais le répéter à toi. Écoute bien, le voici: «Monsieur, vous regardez d’un air d’envie, d’un air de convoitise injurieuse, la sœur de votre prince, laquelle ne vous est pas fiancée, laquelle n’est pas, laquelle ne peut pas être votre maîtresse; vous faites donc affront à ceux qui, comme nous, viennent chercher une jeune fille pour la conduire à son époux.»

	— Tu lui as dit cela? demanda de Guiche en rougissant.

	— En propres termes; j’ai même été plus loin.

	De Guiche fit un mouvement.

	— Je lui ai dit: «De quel œil nous regarderiez-vous, si vous aperceviez parmi nous un homme assez insensé, assez déloyal, pour concevoir d’autres sentiments que le plus pur respect à l’égard d’une princesse destinée à notre maître?»

	Ces paroles étaient tellement à l’adresse de de Guiche, que de Guiche pâlit, et, saisi d’un tremblement subit, ne put tendre que machinalement une main vers Raoul, tandis que de l’autre il se couvrait les yeux et le front.

	— Mais, continua Raoul sans s’arrêter à cette démonstration de son ami, Dieu merci! les Français, que l’on proclame légers, indiscrets, inconsidérés, savent appliquer un jugement sain et une saine morale à l’examen des questions de haute convenance. «Or, ai-je ajouté, sachez, monsieur de Buckingham, que nous autres, gentilshommes de France, nous servons nos rois en leur sacrifiant nos passions aussi bien que notre fortune et notre vie; et quand, par hasard, le démon nous suggère une de ces mauvaises pensées qui incendient le cœur, nous éteignons cette flamme, fût-ce en l’arrosant de notre sang. De cette façon, nous sauvons trois honneurs à la fois: celui de notre pays, celui de notre maître et le nôtre. Voilà, monsieur de Buckingham, comme nous agissons; voilà comment tout homme de cœur doit agir.» Et voilà, mon cher de Guiche, continua Raoul, comment j’ai parlé à M. de Buckingham; aussi s’est-il rendu sans résistance à mes raisons.

	De Guiche, courbé jusqu’alors sous la parole de Raoul, se redressa, les yeux fiers et la main fiévreuse, il saisit la main de Raoul; les pommettes de ses joues, après avoir été froides comme la glace, étaient de flamme.

	— Et tu as bien parlé, dit-il d’une voix étranglée; et tu es un brave ami, Raoul, merci; maintenant, je t’en supplie, laisse-moi seul.

	— Tu le veux?

	— Oui, j’ai besoin de repos. Beaucoup de choses ont ébranlé aujourd’hui ma tête et mon cœur; demain, quand tu reviendras, je ne serai plus le même homme.

	— Et bien! soit, je te laisse, dit Raoul en se retirant.

	Le comte fit un pas vers son ami, et l’étreignit cordialement entre ses bras.

	Mais, dans cette étreinte amicale, Raoul put distinguer le frissonnement d’une grande passion combattue.

	La nuit était fraîche, étoilée, splendide; après la tempête, la chaleur du soleil avait ramené partout la vie, la joie et la sécurité. Il s’était formé au ciel quelques nuages longs et effilés dont la blancheur azurée promettait une série de beaux jours tempérés par une brise de l’est. Sur la place de l’hôtel, de grandes ombres coupées de larges rayons lumineux formaient comme une gigantesque mosaïque aux dalles noires et blanches. Bientôt tout s’endormit dans la ville; il resta une faible lumière dans l’appartement de Madame, qui donnait sur la place, et cette douce clarté de la lampe affaiblie semblait une image de ce calme sommeil d’une jeune fille, dont la vie à peine se manifeste, à peine est sensible, et dont la flamme se tempère aussi quand le corps est endormi. Bragelonne sortit de sa tente avec la démarche lente et mesurée de l’homme curieux de voir et jaloux de n’être point vu. Alors, abrité derrière les rideaux épais, embrassant toute la place d’un seul coup d’œil, il vit, au bout d’un instant, les rideaux de la tente de de Guiche s’entrouvrir et s’agiter.

	Derrière les rideaux se dessinait l’ombre de de Guiche, dont les yeux brillaient dans l’obscurité, attachés ardemment sur le salon de Madame, illuminé doucement par la lumière intérieure de l’appartement.

	Cette douce lueur qui colorait les vitres était l’étoile du comte. On voyait monter jusqu’à ses yeux l’aspiration de son âme tout entière. Raoul, perdu dans l’ombre, devinait toutes les pensées passionnées qui établissaient entre la tente du jeune ambassadeur et le balcon de la princesse un lien mystérieux et magique de sympathie; lien formé par des pensées empreintes d’une telle volonté, d’une telle obsession, qu’elles sollicitaient certainement les rêves amoureux à descendre sur cette couche parfumée que le comte dévorait avec les yeux de l’âme.

	Mais de Guiche et Raoul n’étaient pas les seuls qui veillassent. La fenêtre d’une des maisons de la place était ouverte; c’était la fenêtre d’une maison habitée par Buckingham.

	Sur la lumière qui jaillissait hors de cette dernière fenêtre se détachait en vigueur la silhouette du duc, qui, mollement appuyé sur la traverse sculptée et garnie de velours, envoyait au balcon de Madame ses vœux et les folles visions de son amour.

	Bragelonne ne put s’empêcher de sourire.

	— Voilà un pauvre cœur bien assiégé, dit-il en songeant à Madame.

	Puis, faisant un retour compatissant vers Monsieur:

	— Et voilà un pauvre mari bien menacé, ajouta-t-il; bien lui est d’être un grand prince et d’avoir une armée pour garder son bien.

	Bragelonne épia pendant quelque temps le manège des deux soupirants, écouta le ronflement sonore, incivil, de Manicamp, qui ronflait avec autant de fierté que s’il eût eu son habit bleu au lieu d’avoir son habit violet, se tourna vers la brise qui apportait à lui le chant lointain d’un rossignol; puis, après avoir fait sa provision de mélancolie, autre maladie nocturne, il rentra se coucher en songeant, pour son propre compte, que peut-être quatre ou six yeux tout aussi ardents que ceux de de Guiche ou de Buckingham couvaient son idole à lui dans le château de Blois.

	— Et ce n’est pas une bien solide garnison que Mlle de Montalais, dit-il tout bas en soupirant tout haut.

	Chapitre LXXXVII — Du Havre à Paris

	Le lendemain, les fêtes eurent lieu avec toute la pompe et toute l’allégresse que les ressources de la ville et la disposition des esprits pouvaient donner.

	Pendant les dernières heures passées au Havre, le départ avait été préparé.

	Madame, après avoir fait ses adieux à la flotte anglaise et salué une dernière fois la patrie en saluant son pavillon, monta en carrosse au milieu d’une brillante escorte.

	De Guiche espérait que le duc de Buckingham retournerait avec l’amiral en Angleterre; mais Buckingham parvint à prouver à la reine que ce serait une inconvenance de laisser arriver Madame presque abandonnée à Paris.

	Ce point une fois arrêté, que Buckingham accompagnerait Madame, le jeune duc se choisit une cour de gentilshommes et d’officiers destinés à lui faire cortège à lui-même; en sorte que ce fut une armée qui s’achemina vers Paris, semant l’or et jetant les démonstrations brillantes au milieu des villes et des villages qu’elle traversait.

	Le temps était beau. La France était belle à voir, surtout de cette route que traversait le cortège. Le printemps jetait ses fleurs et ses feuillages embaumés sur les pas de cette jeunesse. Toute la Normandie, aux végétations plantureuses, aux horizons bleus, aux fleuves argentés, se présentait comme un paradis pour la nouvelle sœur du roi. Ce n’était que fêtes et enivrements sur la route. De Guiche et Buckingham oubliaient tout: de Guiche pour réprimer les nouvelles tentatives de l’Anglais, Buckingham pour réveiller dans le cœur de la princesse un souvenir plus vif de la patrie à laquelle se rattachait la mémoire des jours heureux.

	Mais, hélas! le pauvre duc pouvait s’apercevoir que l’image de sa chère Angleterre s’effaçait de jour en jour dans l’esprit de Madame, à mesure que s’y imprimait plus profondément l’amour de la France. En effet, il pouvait s’apercevoir que tous ces petits soins n’éveillaient aucune reconnaissance, et il avait beau cheminer avec grâce sur l’un des plus fougueux coursiers du Yorkshire, ce n’était que par hasard et accidentellement que les yeux de la princesse tombaient sur lui.

	En vain essayait-il, pour fixer sur lui un de ses regards égarés dans l’espace ou arrêtés ailleurs, de faire produire à la nature animale tout ce qu’elle peut réunir de force, de vigueur, de colère et d’adresse: en vain, surexcitant le cheval aux narines de feu, le lançait-il, au risque de se briser mille fois contre les arbres ou de rouler dans les fossés, par-dessus les barrières et sur la déclivité des rapides collines, Madame, attirée par le bruit, tournait un moment la tête, puis, souriant légèrement, revenait à ses gardiens fidèles, Raoul et de Guiche, qui chevauchaient tranquillement aux portières de son carrosse.

	Alors Buckingham se sentait en proie à toutes les tortures de la jalousie; une douleur inconnue, inouïe, brûlante, se glissait dans ses veines et allait assiéger son cœur; alors, pour prouver qu’il comprenait sa folie, et qu’il voulait racheter par la plus humble soumission ses torts d’étourderie, il domptait son cheval et le forçait, tout ruisselant de sueur, tout blanchi d’une écume épaisse, à ronger son frein près du carrosse, dans la foule des courtisans.

	Quelquefois il obtenait pour récompense un mot de Madame, et encore ce mot lui semblait-il un reproche.

	— Bien! monsieur de Buckingham, disait-elle, vous voilà raisonnable.

	Ou un mot de Raoul.

	— Vous tuez votre cheval, monsieur de Buckingham.

	Et Buckingham écoutait patiemment Raoul, car il sentait instinctivement, sans qu’aucune preuve lui en eût été donnée, que Raoul était le modérateur des sentiments de de Guiche, et que, sans Raoul, déjà quelque folle démarche, soit du comte, soit de lui, Buckingham, eût amené une rupture, un éclat, un exil peut-être. Depuis la fameuse conversation que les deux jeunes gens avaient eue dans les tentes du Havre, et dans laquelle Raoul avait fait sentir au duc l’inconvenance de ses manifestations, Buckingham était comme malgré lui attiré vers Raoul.

	Souvent il engageait la conversation avec lui, et presque toujours c’était pour lui parler ou de son père, ou de d’Artagnan, leur ami commun, dont Buckingham était presque aussi enthousiaste que Raoul. Raoul affectait principalement de ramener l’entretien sur ce sujet devant de Wardes, qui pendant tout le voyage avait été blessé de la supériorité de Bragelonne, et surtout de son influence sur l’esprit de de Guiche. De Wardes avait cet œil fin et inquisiteur qui distingue toute mauvaise nature; il avait remarqué sur-le-champ la tristesse de de Guiche et ses aspirations amoureuses vers la princesse.

	Au lieu de traiter le sujet avec la réserve de Raoul, au lieu de ménager dignement comme ce dernier les convenances et les devoirs, de Wardes attaquait avec résolution chez le comte cette corde toujours sonore de l’audace juvénile et de l’orgueil égoïste. Or, il arriva qu’un soir, pendant une halte à Mantes, de Guiche et de Wardes causant ensemble appuyés à une barrière, Buckingham et Raoul causant de leur côté en se promenant, Manicamp faisant sa cour aux princesses, qui déjà le traitaient sans conséquence à cause de la souplesse de son esprit, de la bonhomie civile de ses manières et de son caractère conciliant:

	— Avoue, dit de Wardes au comte, que te voilà bien malade et que ton pédagogue ne te guérit pas.

	— Je ne te comprends pas, dit le comte.

	— C’est facile cependant: tu dessèches d’amour.

	— Folie, de Wardes, folie!

	— Ce serait folie, oui, j’en conviens, si Madame était indifférente à ton martyr; mais elle le remarque à un tel point qu’elle se compromet, et je tremble qu’en arrivant à Paris ton pédagogue, M. de Bragelonne, ne vous dénonce tous les deux.

	— De Wardes! de Wardes! encore une attaque à Bragelonne!

	— Allons, trêve d’enfantillage, reprit à demi-voix le mauvais génie du comte; tu sais aussi bien que moi tout ce que je veux dire; tu vois bien, d’ailleurs, que le regard de la princesse s’adoucit en te parlant; tu comprends au son de sa voix qu’elle se plaît à entendre la tienne; tu sens qu’elle entend les vers que tu lui récites, et tu ne nieras point que chaque matin elle ne te dise qu’elle a mal dormi?

	— C’est vrai, de Wardes, c’est vrai; mais à quoi bon me dire tout cela?

	— N’est-il pas important de voir clairement les choses?

	— Non quand les choses qu’on voit peuvent vous rendre fou.

	Et il se retourna avec inquiétude du côté de la princesse, comme si, tout en repoussant les insinuations de de Wardes, il eût voulu en chercher la confirmation dans ses yeux.

	— Tiens! tiens! dit de Wardes, regarde, elle t’appelle, entends-tu? Allons, profite de l’occasion, le pédagogue n’est pas là.

	De Guiche n’y put tenir; une attraction invincible l’attirait vers la princesse.

	De Wardes le regarda en souriant.

	— Vous vous trompez, monsieur, dit tout à coup Raoul en enjambant la barrière où, un instant auparavant, s’adossaient les deux causeurs; le pédagogue est là et il vous écoute.

	De Wardes, à la voix de Raoul qu’il reconnut sans avoir besoin de le regarder, tira son épée à demi.

	— Rentrez votre épée, dit Raoul; vous savez bien que, pendant le voyage que nous accomplissons, toute démonstration de ce genre serait inutile. Rentrez votre épée, mais aussi rentrez votre langue. Pourquoi mettez-vous dans le cœur de celui que vous nommez votre ami tout le fiel qui ronge le vôtre? À moi, vous voulez faire haïr un honnête homme, ami de mon père et des miens! Au comte, vous voulez faire aimer une femme destinée à votre maître! En vérité, monsieur, vous seriez un traître et un lâche à mes yeux, si, bien plus justement, je ne vous regardais comme un fou.

	— Monsieur, s’écria de Wardes exaspéré, je ne m’étais donc pas trompé en vous appelant un pédagogue! Ce ton que vous affectez, cette forme dont vous faites la vôtre, est celle d’un jésuite fouetteur et non celle d’un gentilhomme Quittez donc, je vous prie, vis-à-vis de moi, cette forme et ce ton. Je hais M. d’Artagnan parce qu’il a commis une lâcheté envers mon père.

	— Vous mentez, monsieur, dit froidement Raoul.

	— Oh! s’écria de Wardes, vous me donnez un démenti, monsieur?

	— Pourquoi pas, si ce que vous dites est faux?

	— Vous me donnez un démenti et vous ne mettez pas l’épée à la main?

	— Monsieur, je me suis promis à moi-même de ne vous tuer que lorsque nous aurons remis Madame à son époux.

	— Me tuer? oh! votre poignée de verges ne tue point ainsi, monsieur le pédant.

	— Non, répliqua froidement Raoul, mais l’épée de M. d’Artagnan tue; et non seulement j’ai cette épée, monsieur, mais c’est lui qui m’a appris à m’en servir, et c’est avec cette épée, monsieur, que je vengerai, en temps utile, son nom outragé par vous.

	— Monsieur, monsieur! s’écria de Wardes, prenez garde! Si vous ne me rendez pas raison sur-le-champ, tous les moyens me seront bons pour me venger!

	— Oh! Oh! monsieur! fit Buckingham en apparaissant tout à coup sur le théâtre de la scène, voilà une menace qui frise l’assassinat, et qui, par conséquent, est d’assez mauvais goût pour un gentilhomme.

	— Vous dites, monsieur le duc? dit de Wardes en se retournant.

	— Je dis que vous venez de prononcer des paroles qui sonnent mal à mes oreilles anglaises.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, si ce que vous dites est vrai, s’écria de Wardes exaspéré, tant mieux! je trouverai au moins en vous un homme qui ne me glissera pas entre les doigts. Prenez donc mes paroles comme vous l’entendez.

	— Je les prends comme il faut, monsieur, répondit Buckingham avec ce ton hautain qui lui était particulier et qui donnait, même dans la conversation ordinaire, le ton de défi à ce qu’il disait; M. de Bragelonne est mon ami, vous insultez M. de Bragelonne, vous me rendrez raison de cette insulte.

	De Wardes jeta un regard sur Bragelonne, qui, fidèle à son rôle, demeurait calme et froid, même devant le défi du duc.

	— Et d’abord, il paraît que je n’insulte pas M. de Bragelonne, puisque M. de Bragelonne, qui a une épée au côté, ne se regarde pas comme insulté.

	— Mais, enfin, vous insultez quelqu’un?

	— Oui, j’insulte M. d’Artagnan, reprit de Wardes, qui avait remarqué que ce nom était le seul aiguillon avec lequel il pût éveiller la colère de Raoul.

	— Alors, dit Buckingham, c’est autre chose.

	— N’est-ce pas? dit de Wardes. C’est donc aux amis de M. d’Artagnan de le défendre.

	— Je suis tout à fait de votre avis, monsieur, répondit l’Anglais, qui avait retrouvé tout son flegme; pour M. de Bragelonne offensé, je ne pouvais, raisonnablement, prendre le parti de M. de Bragelonne, puisqu’il est là; mais dès qu’il est question de M. d’Artagnan…

	— Vous me laissez la place, n’est-ce pas, monsieur? dit de Wardes.

	— Non pas, au contraire, je dégaine, dit Buckingham en tirant son épée du fourreau, car si M. d’Artagnan a offensé monsieur votre père, il a rendu ou, du moins, il a tenté de rendre un grand service au mien.

	De Wardes fit un mouvement de stupeur.

	— M. d’Artagnan, poursuivit Buckingham, est le plus galant gentilhomme que je connaisse. Je serai donc enchanté, lui ayant des obligations personnelles, de vous les payer, à vous, d’un coup d’épée.

	Et, en même temps, Buckingham tira gracieusement son épée, salua Raoul et se mit en garde.

	De Wardes fit un pas pour croiser le fer.

	— Là! là! messieurs, dit Raoul en s’avançant et en posant à son tour son épée nue entre les combattants, tout cela ne vaut pas la peine qu’on s’égorge presque aux yeux de la princesse. M. de Wardes dit du mal de M. d’Artagnan, mais il ne connaît même pas M. d’Artagnan.

	— Oh! oh! fit de Wardes en grinçant des dents et en abaissant la pointe de son épée sur le bout de sa botte; vous dites que moi, je ne connais pas M. d’Artagnan?

	— Eh! non, vous ne le connaissez pas, reprit froidement Raoul, et même vous ignorez où il est.

	— Moi! j’ignore où il est?

	— Sans doute, il faut bien que cela soit ainsi, puisque vous cherchez, à son propos, querelle à des étrangers, au lieu d’aller trouver M. d’Artagnan où il est.

	De Wardes pâlit.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous le dire, moi, monsieur, où il est, continua Raoul; M. d’Artagnan est à Paris; il loge au Louvre quand il est de service, rue des Lombards quand il ne l’est pas; M. d’Artagnan est parfaitement trouvable à l’un ou l’autre de ces deux domiciles; donc, ayant tous les griefs que vous avez contre lui, vous n’êtes point un galant homme en ne l’allant point quérir, pour qu’il vous donne la satisfaction que vous semblez demander à tout le monde, excepté à lui.

	De Wardes essuya son front ruisselant de sueur.

	— Fi! monsieur de Wardes, continua Raoul, il ne sied point d’être ainsi ferrailleur quand nous avons des édits contre les duels. Songez-y: le roi nous en voudrait de notre désobéissance, surtout dans un pareil moment, et le roi aurait raison.

	— Excuses! murmura de Wardes, prétextes!

	— Allons donc, reprit Raoul, vous dites là des billevesées, mon cher monsieur de Wardes; vous savez bien que M. le duc de Buckingham est un galant homme qui a tiré l’épée dix fois et qui se battra bien onze. Il porte un nom qui oblige, que diable! Quant à moi, n’est-ce pas? vous savez bien que je me bats aussi. Je me suis battu à Lens, à Bléneau, aux Dunes, en avant des canonniers, à cent pas en avant de la ligne, tandis que vous, par parenthèse, vous étiez à cent pas en arrière. Il est vrai que là-bas il y avait beaucoup trop de monde pour que l’on vît votre bravoure, c’est pourquoi vous la cachiez; mais ici ce serait un spectacle, un scandale, vous voulez faire parler de vous, n’importe de quelle façon. Eh bien! ne comptez pas sur moi, monsieur de Wardes, pour vous aider dans ce projet, je ne vous donnerai pas ce plaisir.

	— Ceci est plein de raison, dit Buckingham en rengainant son épée, et je vous demande pardon, monsieur de Bragelonne, de m’être laissé entraîner à un premier mouvement.

	Mais, au contraire, de Wardes furieux fit un bond en avant, et l’épée haute, menaçant Raoul, qui n’eut que le temps d’arriver à une parade de quarte.

	— Eh! monsieur, dit tranquillement Bragelonne, prenez donc garde, vous allez m’éborgner.

	— Mais vous ne voulez pas vous battre! s’écria M. de Wardes.

	— Non, pas pour le moment; mais voilà ce que je vous promets aussitôt notre arrivée à Paris: je vous mènerai à M. d’Artagnan, auquel vous conterez les griefs que vous pourrez avoir contre lui. M. d’Artagnan demandera au roi la permission de vous allonger un coup d’épée, le roi la lui accordera, et, le coup d’épée reçu, eh bien! mon cher monsieur de Wardes, vous considérerez d’un œil plus calme les préceptes de l’Évangile qui commandent l’oubli des injures.

	— Ah! s’écria de Wardes furieux de ce sang-froid, on voit bien que vous êtes à moitié bâtard, monsieur de Bragelonne!

	Raoul devint pâle comme le col de sa chemise; son œil lança un éclair qui fit reculer de Wardes.

	Buckingham lui-même en fut ébloui, et se jeta entre les deux adversaires, qu’il s’attendait à voir se précipiter l’un sur l’autre. De Wardes avait réservé cette injure pour la dernière; il serrait convulsivement son épée et attendait le choc.

	— Vous avez raison, monsieur, dit Raoul en faisant un violent effort sur lui-même, je ne connais que le nom de mon père; mais je sais trop combien M. le comte de La Fère est homme de bien et d’honneur pour craindre un seul instant, comme vous semblez le dire, qu’il y ait une tache sur ma naissance. Cette ignorance où je suis du nom de ma mère est donc seulement pour moi un malheur et non un opprobre. Or, vous manquez de loyauté, monsieur; vous manquez de courtoisie en me reprochant un malheur. N’importe, l’insulte existe, et, cette fois, je me tiens pour insulté! Donc, c’est chose convenue: après avoir vidé votre querelle avec M. d’Artagnan, vous aurez affaire à moi, s’il vous plaît.

	— Oh! oh! répondit de Wardes avec un sourire amer, j’admire votre prudence, monsieur; tout à l’heure vous me promettiez un coup d’épée de M. d’Artagnan, et c’est après ce coup d’épée, déjà reçu par moi, que vous m’offrez le vôtre.

	— Ne vous inquiétez point, répondit Raoul avec une sourde colère; M. d’Artagnan est un habile homme en fait d’armes et je lui demanderai cette grâce qu’il fasse pour vous ce qu’il a fait pour monsieur votre père, c’est-à-dire qu’il ne vous tue pas tout à fait, afin qu’il me laisse le plaisir, quand vous serez guéri, de vous tuer sérieusement, car vous êtes un méchant cœur, monsieur de Wardes, et l’on ne saurait, en vérité, prendre trop de précautions contre vous.

	— Monsieur, j’en prendrai contre vous-même, dit de Wardes, soyez tranquille.

	— Monsieur, fit Buckingham, permettez-moi de traduire vos paroles par un conseil que je vais donner à M. de Bragelonne: monsieur de Bragelonne, portez une cuirasse.

	De Wardes serra les poings.

	— Ah! je comprends, dit-il, ces messieurs attendent le moment où ils auront pris cette précaution pour se mesurer contre moi.

	— Allons! monsieur, dit Raoul, puisque vous le voulez absolument, finissons-en.

	Et il fit un pas vers de Wardes en étendant son épée.

	— Que faites-vous? demanda Buckingham.

	— Soyez tranquille, dit Raoul, ce ne sera pas long.

	De Wardes tomba en garde: les fers se croisèrent. De Wardes s’élança avec une telle précipitation sur Raoul, qu’au premier froissement du fer, il fut évident pour Buckingham que Raoul ménageait son adversaire.

	Buckingham recula d’un pas et regarda la lutte. Raoul était calme comme s’il eût joué avec un fleuret, au lieu de jouer avec une épée; il dégagea son arme engagée jusqu’à la poignée en faisant un pas de retraite, para avec des contres les trois ou quatre coups que lui porta de Wardes; puis, sur une menace en quarte basse que de Wardes para par le cercle, il lia l’épée et l’envoya à vingt pas de l’autre côté de la barrière.

	Puis, comme de Wardes demeurait désarmé et étourdi, Raoul remit son épée au fourreau, le saisit au collet et à la ceinture et le jeta de l’autre côté de la barrière, frémissant et hurlant de rage.

	— Au revoir! au revoir! murmura de Wardes en se relevant et en ramassant son épée.

	— Eh! pardieu! dit Raoul, je ne vous répète pas autre chose depuis une heure.

	Puis, se retournant vers Buckingham:

	— Duc, dit-il, pas un mot de tout cela, je vous en supplie; je suis honteux d’en être venu à cette extrémité, mais la colère m’a emporté. Je vous en demande pardon, oubliez.

	— Ah! cher vicomte, dit le duc en serrant cette main si rude et si loyale à la fois, vous me permettrez bien de me souvenir, au contraire, et de me souvenir de votre salut, cet homme est dangereux, il vous tuera.

	— Mon père, répondit Raoul, a vécu vingt ans sous la menace d’un ennemi bien plus redoutable, et il n’est pas mort. Je suis d’un sang que Dieu favorise, monsieur le duc.

	— Votre père avait de bons amis, vicomte.

	— Oui, soupira Raoul, des amis comme il n’y en a plus.

	— Oh! ne dites point cela, je vous en supplie, au moment où je vous offre mon amitié.

	Et Buckingham ouvrit ses bras à Bragelonne, qui reçut avec joie l’alliance offerte.

	— Dans ma famille, ajouta Buckingham, on meurt pour ceux que l’on aime, vous savez cela, monsieur de Bragelonne.

	— Oui, duc, je le sais, répondit Raoul.

	Chapitre LXXXVIII — Ce que le Chevalier de Lorraine pensait de Madame

	Rien ne troubla plus la sécurité de la route. Sous un prétexte qui ne fit pas grand bruit, M. de Wardes s’échappa pour prendre les devants.

	Il emmena Manicamp, dont l’humeur égale et rêveuse lui servait de balance.

	Il est à remarquer que les esprits querelleurs et inquiets trouvent toujours une association à faire avec des caractères doux et timides, comme si les uns cherchaient dans le contraste un repos à leur humeur, les autres une défense pour leur propre faiblesse.

	Buckingham et Bragelonne, initiant de Guiche à leur amitié, formaient tout le long de la route un concert de louanges en l’honneur de la princesse.

	Seulement Bragelonne avait obtenu que ce concert fût donné par trios au lieu de procéder par solos comme de Guiche et son rival semblaient en avoir la dangereuse habitude.

	Cette méthode d’harmonie plut beaucoup à Madame Henriette, la reine mère; elle ne fut peut-être pas autant du goût de la jeune princesse, qui était coquette comme un démon, et qui, sans crainte pour sa voix, cherchait les occasions du péril. Elle avait, en effet, un de ces cœurs vaillants et téméraires qui se plaisent dans les extrêmes de la délicatesse et cherchent le fer avec un certain appétit de la blessure. Aussi ses regards, ses sourires, ses toilettes, projectiles inépuisables, pleuvaient-ils sur les trois jeunes gens, les criblaient-ils, et de cet arsenal sans fond sortaient encore des œillades, des baisemains et mille autres délices qui allaient férir à distance les gentilshommes de l’escorte, les bourgeois, les officiers des villes que l’on traversait, les pages, le peuple, les laquais: c’était un ravage général, une dévastation universelle.

	Lorsque Madame arriva à Paris, elle avait fait en chemin cent mille amoureux, et ramenait à Paris une demi-douzaine de fous et deux aliénés.

	Raoul seul, devinant toute la séduction de cette femme, et parce qu’il avait le cœur rempli, n’offrant aucun vide où pût se placer une flèche, Raoul arriva froid et défiant dans la capitale du royaume. Parfois, en route, il causait avec la reine d’Angleterre de ce charme enivrant que laissait Madame autour d’elle, et la mère, que tant de malheurs et de déceptions laissaient expérimentée, lui répondait:

	— Henriette devait être une femme illustre, soit qu’elle fût née sur le trône, soit qu’elle fût née dans l’obscurité; car elle est femme d’imagination, de caprice et de volonté.

	De Wardes et Manicamp, éclaireurs et courriers, avaient annoncé l’arrivée de la princesse. Le cortège vit, à Nanterre, apparaître une brillante escorte de cavaliers et de carrosses.

	C’était Monsieur qui, suivi du chevalier de Lorraine et de ses favoris, suivis eux-mêmes d’une partie de la maison militaire du roi, venait saluer sa royale fiancée.

	Dès Saint-Germain, la princesse et sa mère avaient changé le coche de voyage, un peu lourd, un peu fatigué par la route, contre un élégant et riche coupé traîné par six chevaux, harnachés de blanc et d’or. Dans cette sorte de calèche apparaissait, comme sur un trône sous le parasol de soie brodée à longues franges de plumes, la jeune et belle princesse, dont le visage radieux recevait les reflets rosés si doux à sa peau de nacre.

	Monsieur, en arrivant près du carrosse, fut frappé de cet éclat; il témoigna son admiration en termes assez explicites pour que le chevalier de Lorraine haussât les épaules dans le groupe des courtisans, et pour que le comte de Guiche et Buckingham fussent frappés au cœur. Après les civilités faites et le cérémonial accompli, tout le cortège reprit plus lentement la route de Paris. Les présentations avaient eu lieu légèrement. M. de Buckingham avait été désigné à Monsieur avec les autres gentilshommes anglais. Monsieur n’avait donné à tous qu’une attention assez légère. Mais en chemin, comme il vit le duc s’empresser avec la même ardeur que d’habitude aux portières de la calèche:

	— Quel est ce cavalier? demanda-t-il au chevalier de Lorraine, son inséparable.

	— On l’a présenté tout à l’heure à Votre Altesse, répliqua le chevalier de Lorraine; c’est le beau duc de Buckingham.

	— Ah! c’est vrai.

	— Le chevalier de Madame, ajouta le favori avec un tour et un ton que les seuls envieux peuvent donner aux phrases les plus simples.

	— Comment! que veux-tu dire? répliqua le prince toujours chevauchant.

	— J’ai dit le chevalier.

	— Madame a-t-elle donc un chevalier attitré?

	— Dame! il me semble que vous le voyez comme moi; regardez-les seulement rire, et folâtrer, et faire du Cyrus tous les deux.

	— Tous les trois.

	— Comment, tous les trois?

	— Sans doute; tu vois bien que de Guiche en est.

	— Certes!… Oui, je le vois bien… Mais qu’est-ce que cela prouve?… Que Madame a deux chevaliers au lieu d’un.

	— Tu envenimes tout, vipère.

	— Je n’envenime rien. Ah! monseigneur, que vous avez l’esprit mal fait! Voilà qu’on fait les honneurs du royaume de France à votre femme et vous n’êtes pas content.

	Le duc d’Orléans redoutait la verve satirique du chevalier, lorsqu’il la sentait montée à un certain degré de vigueur. Il coupa court.

	— La princesse est jolie, dit-il négligemment comme s’il s’agissait d’une étrangère.

	— Oui, répliqua sur le même ton le chevalier.

	— Tu dis ce oui comme un non. Elle a des yeux noirs fort beaux, ce me semble.

	— Petits.

	— C’est vrai, mais brillants. Elle est d’une taille avantageuse.

	— La taille est un peu gâtée, monseigneur.

	— Je ne dis pas non. L’air est noble.

	— Mais le visage est maigre.

	— Les dents m’ont paru admirables.

	— On les voit. La bouche est assez grande. Dieu merci! décidément, monseigneur, j’avais tort; vous êtes plus beau que votre femme.

	— Et trouves-tu aussi que je sois plus beau que Buckingham? Dis.

	— Oh! oui, et il le sent bien, allez; car, voyez-le, il redouble de soins près de Madame pour que vous ne l’effaciez pas.

	Monsieur fit un mouvement d’impatience; mais, comme il vit un sourire de triomphe passer sur les lèvres du chevalier, il remit son cheval au pas.

	— Au fait, dit-il, pourquoi m’occuperais-je plus longtemps de ma cousine? Est-ce que je ne la connais pas? est-ce que je n’ai pas été élevé avec elle? est-ce que je ne l’ai pas vue tout enfant au Louvre?

	— Ah! pardon, mon prince, il y a un changement d’opéré en elle, fit le chevalier. À cette époque dont vous parlez, elle était un peu moins brillante, et surtout beaucoup moins fière; ce soir surtout, vous en souvient-il, monseigneur, où le roi ne voulait pas danser avec elle, parce qu’il la trouvait laide et mal vêtue?

	Ces mots firent froncer le sourcil au duc d’Orléans. Il était, en effet, assez peu flatteur pour lui d’épouser une princesse dont le roi n’avait pas fait grand cas dans sa jeunesse.

	Peut-être allait-il répondre, mais en ce moment de Guiche quittait le carrosse pour se rapprocher du prince. De loin, il avait vu le prince et le chevalier, et il semblait, l’oreille inquiète, chercher à deviner les paroles qui venaient d’être échangées entre Monsieur et son favori.

	Ce dernier, soit perfidie, soit impudence, ne prit pas la peine de dissimuler.

	— Comte, dit-il, vous êtes de bon goût.

	— Merci du compliment, répondit de Guiche; mais à quel propos me dites vous cela?

	— Dame! j’en appelle à Son Altesse.

	— Sans doute, dit Monsieur, et Guiche sait bien que je pense qu’il est parfait cavalier.

	— Ceci posé, je reprends, comte; vous êtes auprès de Madame depuis huit jours, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sans doute, répondit de Guiche rougissant malgré lui.

	— Et bien! dites-nous franchement ce que vous pensez de sa personne.

	— De sa personne? reprit de Guiche stupéfait.

	— Oui, de sa personne, de son esprit, d’elle, enfin…

	Étourdi de cette question, de Guiche hésita à répondre.

	— Allons donc! allons donc, de Guiche! reprit le chevalier en riant, dis ce que tu penses, sois franc: Monsieur l’ordonne.

	— Oui, oui, sois franc, dit le prince.

	De Guiche balbutia quelques mots inintelligibles.

	— Je sais bien que c’est délicat, reprit Monsieur; mais, enfin, tu sais qu’on peut tout me dire, à moi. Comment la trouves-tu?

	Pour cacher ce qui se passait en lui, de Guiche eut recours à la seule défense qui soit au pouvoir de l’homme surpris: il mentit.

	— Je ne trouve Madame, dit-il, ni bien ni mal, mais cependant mieux que mal.

	— Eh! cher comte, s’écria le chevalier, vous qui aviez fait tant d’extases et de cris à la vue de son portrait!

	De Guiche rougit jusqu’aux oreilles. Heureusement son cheval un peu vif lui servit, par un écart, à dissimuler cette rougeur.

	— Le portrait!… murmura-t-il en se rapprochant, quel portrait?

	Le chevalier ne l’avait pas quitté du regard.

	— Oui, le portrait. La miniature n’était-elle donc pas ressemblante?

	— Je ne sais. J’ai oublié ce portrait; il s’est effacé de mon esprit.

	— Il avait fait pourtant sur vous une bien vive impression, dit le chevalier.

	— C’est possible.

	— A-t-elle de l’esprit, au moins? demanda le duc.

	— Je le crois, monseigneur.

	— Et M. de Buckingham, en a-t-il? dit le chevalier.

	— Je ne sais.

	— Moi, je suis d’avis qu’il en a, répliqua le chevalier, car il fait rire Madame, et elle paraît prendre beaucoup de plaisir en sa société, ce qui n’arrive jamais à une femme d’esprit quand elle se trouve dans la compagnie d’un sot.

	— Alors c’est qu’il a de l’esprit, dit naïvement de Guiche, au secours duquel Raoul arriva soudain, le voyant aux prises avec ce dangereux interlocuteur, dont il s’empara et qu’il força ainsi de changer d’entretien.

	L’entrée se fit brillante et joyeuse. Le roi, pour fêter son frère, avait ordonné que les choses fussent magnifiquement traitées. Madame et sa mère descendirent au Louvre, à ce Louvre où, pendant les temps d’exil, elles avaient supporté si douloureusement l’obscurité, la misère, les privations. Ce palais inhospitalier pour la malheureuse fille de Henri IV, ces murs nus, ces parquets effondrés, ces plafonds tapissés de toiles d’araignées, ces vastes cheminées aux marbres écornés, ces âtres froids que l’aumône du Parlement avait à peine réchauffés pour elles, tout avait changé de face.

	Tentures splendides, tapis épais, dalles reluisantes, peintures fraîches aux larges bordures d’or; partout des candélabres, des glaces, des meubles somptueux; partout des gardes aux fières tournures, aux panaches flottants, un peuple de valets et de courtisans dans les antichambres et sur les escaliers.

	Dans ces cours où naguère l’herbe poussait encore, comme si cet ingrat de Mazarin eût jugé bon de prouver aux Parisiens que la solitude et le désordre devaient être, avec la misère et le désespoir, le cortège des monarchies abattues; dans ces cours immenses, muettes, désolées, paradaient des cavaliers dont les chevaux arrachaient aux pavés brillants des milliers d’étincelles.

	Des carrosses étaient peuplés de femmes belles et jeunes, qui attendaient, pour la saluer au passage, la fille de cette fille de France qui, durant son veuvage et son exil, n’avait quelquefois pas trouvé un morceau de bois pour son foyer, et un morceau de pain pour sa table, et que dédaignaient les plus humbles serviteurs du château.

	Aussi Madame Henriette rentra-t-elle au Louvre avec le cœur plus gonflé de douleur et d’amers souvenirs que sa fille, nature oublieuse et variable, n’y revint avec triomphe et joie.

	Elle savait bien que l’accueil brillant s’adressait à l’heureuse mère d’un roi replacé sur le second trône de l’Europe, tandis que l’accueil mauvais s’adressait à elle, fille de Henri IV, punie d’avoir été malheureuse.

	Après que les princesses eurent été installées, après qu’elles eurent pris quelque repos, les hommes, qui s’étaient aussi remis de leurs fatigues, reprirent leurs habitudes et leurs travaux. Bragelonne commença par aller voir son père.

	Athos était reparti pour Blois.

	Il voulut aller voir M. d’Artagnan.

	Mais celui-ci, occupé de l’organisation d’une nouvelle maison militaire du roi, était devenu introuvable.

	Bragelonne se rabattit sur de Guiche.

	Mais le comte avait avec ses tailleurs et avec Manicamp des conférences qui absorbaient sa journée entière. C’était bien pis avec le duc de Buckingham. Celui-ci achetait chevaux sur chevaux, diamants sur diamants. Tout ce que Paris renferme de brodeuses, de lapidaires, de tailleurs, il l’accaparait.

	C’était entre lui et de Guiche un assaut plus ou moins courtois pour le succès duquel le duc voulait dépenser un million, tandis que le maréchal de Grammont avait donné soixante mille livres seulement à de Guiche.

	Buckingham riait et dépensait son million. De Guiche soupirait et se fût arraché les cheveux sans les conseils de de Wardes.

	— Un million! répétait tous les jours de Guiche; j’y succomberai. Pourquoi M. le maréchal ne veut-il pas m’avancer ma part de succession?

	— Parce que tu la dévorerais, disait Raoul.

	— Eh! que lui importe! Si j’en dois mourir, j’en mourrai. Alors je n’aurai plus besoin de rien.

	— Mais quelle nécessité de mourir? disait Raoul.

	— Je ne veux pas être vaincu en élégance par un Anglais.

	— Mon cher comte, dit alors Manicamp, l’élégance n’est pas une chose coûteuse, ce n’est qu’une chose difficile.

	— Oui, mais les choses difficiles coûtent fort cher, et je n’ai que soixante mille livres.

	— Pardieu! dit de Wardes, tu es bien embarrassé; dépense autant que Buckingham; ce n’est que neuf cent quarante mille livres de différence.

	— Où les trouver?

	— Fais des dettes.

	— J’en ai déjà.

	— Raison de plus.

	Ces avis finirent par exciter tellement de Guiche, qu’il fit des folies quand Buckingham ne faisait que des dépenses.

	Le bruit de ces prodigalités épanouissait la mine de tous les marchands de Paris, et de l’hôtel de Buckingham à l’hôtel de Grammont on rêvait des merveilles.

	Pendant ce temps, Madame se reposait, et Bragelonne écrivait à Mlle de La Vallière.

	Quatre lettres s’étaient déjà échappées de sa plume, et pas une réponse n’arrivait, lorsque le matin même de la cérémonie du mariage, qui devait avoir lieu au Palais-Royal, dans la chapelle, Raoul, à sa toilette, entendit annoncer par son valet:

	— M. de Malicorne.

	«Que me veut ce Malicorne?» pensa Raoul.

	— Faites attendre, dit-il au laquais.

	— C’est un monsieur qui vient de Blois, dit le valet.

	— Ah! faites entrer! s’écria Raoul vivement.

	Malicorne entra, beau comme un astre et porteur d’une épée superbe.

	Après avoir salué gracieusement:

	— Monsieur de Bragelonne, fit-il, je vous apporte mille civilités de la part d’une dame.

	Raoul rougit.

	— D’une dame, dit-il, d’une dame de Blois?

	— Oui, monsieur, de Mlle de Montalais.

	— Ah! merci, monsieur, je vous reconnais maintenant, dit Raoul. Et que désire de moi Mlle de Montalais?

	Malicorne tira de sa poche quatre lettres qu’il offrit à Raoul.

	— Mes lettres! est-il possible! dit celui-ci en pâlissant; mes lettres encore cachetées!

	— Monsieur, ces lettres n’ont plus trouvé à Blois les personnes à qui vous les destiniez; on vous les retourne.

	— Mademoiselle de La Vallière est partie de Blois? s’écria Raoul.

	— Il y a huit jours.

	— Et où est-elle?

	— Elle doit être à Paris, monsieur.

	— Mais comment sait-on que ces lettres venaient de moi?

	— Mlle de Montalais a reconnu votre écriture et votre cachet, dit Malicorne.

	Raoul rougit et sourit.

	— C’est fort aimable à Mlle Aure, dit-il; elle est toujours bonne et charmante.

	— Toujours, monsieur.

	— Elle eût bien dû me donner un renseignement précis sur Mlle de La Vallière. Je ne chercherais pas dans cet immense Paris.

	Malicorne tira de sa poche un autre paquet.

	— Peut-être, dit-il, trouverez-vous dans cette lettre ce que vous souhaitez de savoir.

	Raoul rompit précipitamment le cachet. L’écriture était de Mlle Aure, et voici ce que renfermait la lettre:

	«Paris, Palais-Royal, jour de la bénédiction nuptiale.»

	— Que signifie cela? demanda Raoul à Malicorne; vous le savez, vous, monsieur?

	— Oui, monsieur le vicomte.

	— De grâce, dites-le-moi, alors.

	— Impossible, monsieur.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que Mlle Aure m’a défendu de le dire.

	Raoul regarda ce singulier personnage et resta muet.

	— Au moins, reprit-il, est-ce heureux ou malheureux pour moi?

	— Vous verrez.

	— Vous êtes sévère dans vos discrétions.

	— Monsieur, une grâce.

	— En échange de celle que vous ne me faites pas?

	— Précisément.

	— Parlez!

	— J’ai le plus vif désir de voir la cérémonie et je n’ai pas de billet d’admission, malgré toutes les démarches que j’ai faites pour m’en procurer. Pourriez-vous me faire entrer?

	— Certes.

	— Faites cela pour moi, monsieur le vicomte, je vous en supplie.

	— Je le ferai volontiers, monsieur; accompagnez-moi.

	— Monsieur, je suis votre humble serviteur.

	— Je vous croyais ami de M. de Manicamp?

	— Oui, monsieur. Mais, ce matin, j’ai, en le regardant s’habiller, fait tomber une bouteille de vernis sur son habit neuf, et il m’a chargé l’épée à la main, si bien que j’ai dû m’enfuir. Voilà pourquoi je ne lui ai pas demandé de billet. Il m’eût tué.

	— Cela se conçoit, dit Raoul. Je connais Manicamp capable de tuer l’homme assez malheureux pour commettre le crime que vous avez à vous reprocher à ses yeux, mais je réparerai le mal vis-à-vis de vous; j’agrafe mon manteau, et je suis prêt à vous servir de guide et d’introducteur.

	Chapitre LXXXIX — La surprise de mademoiselle de Montalais

	Madame fut mariée au Palais-Royal, dans la chapelle, devant un monde de courtisans sévèrement choisis.

	Cependant, malgré la haute faveur qu’indiquait une invitation, Raoul, fidèle à sa promesse, fit entrer Malicorne, désireux de jouir de ce curieux coup d’œil.

	Lorsqu’il eut acquitté cet engagement, Raoul se rapprocha de de Guiche, qui, pour contraste avec ses habits splendides, montrait un visage tellement bouleversé par la douleur, que le duc de Buckingham seul pouvait lui disputer l’excès de la pâleur et de l’abattement.

	— Prends garde, comte, dit Raoul en s’approchant de son ami et en s’apprêtant à le soutenir au moment où l’archevêque bénissait les deux époux.

	En effet, on voyait M. le prince de Condé regardant d’un œil curieux ces deux images de la désolation, debout comme des cariatides aux deux côtés de la nef. Le comte s’observa plus soigneusement. La cérémonie terminée, le roi et la reine passèrent dans le grand salon, où ils se firent présenter Madame et sa suite.

	On observa que le roi, qui avait paru très émerveillé à la vue de sa belle sœur, lui fit les compliments les plus sincères. On observa que la reine mère, attachant sur Buckingham un regard long et rêveur, se pencha vers Mme de Motteville pour lui dire:

	— Ne trouvez-vous pas qu’il ressemble à son père?

	On observa enfin que Monsieur observait tout le monde et paraissait assez mécontent.

	Après la réception des princes et des ambassadeurs, Monsieur demanda au roi la permission de lui présenter, ainsi qu’à Madame, les personnes de sa maison nouvelle.

	— Savez-vous, vicomte, demanda tout bas M. le prince à Raoul, si la maison a été formée par une personne de goût, et si nous aurons quelques visages assez propres?

	— Je l’ignore absolument, monseigneur, répondit Raoul.

	— Oh! vous jouez l’ignorance.

	— Comment cela, monseigneur?

	— Vous êtes l’ami de de Guiche, qui est des amis du prince.

	— C’est vrai, monseigneur: mais la chose ne m’intéressant point, je n’ai fait aucune question à de Guiche, et, de son côté, de Guiche, n’étant point interrogé, ne s’est point ouvert à moi.

	— Mais Manicamp?

	— J’ai vu, il est vrai, M. de Manicamp au Havre et sur la route, mais j’ai eu soin d’être aussi peu questionneur vis-à-vis de lui que je l’avais été vis-à-vis de de Guiche. D’ailleurs, M. de Manicamp sait-il quelque chose de tout cela, lui qui n’est qu’un personnage secondaire?

	— Eh! mon cher vicomte, d’où sortez-vous? dit le prince; mais ce sont les personnages secondaires qui, en pareille occasion, ont toute influence, et la preuve, c’est que presque tout s’est fait par la présentation de M. de Manicamp à de Guiche, et de Guiche à Monsieur.

	— Eh bien! monseigneur, j’ignorais cela complètement, dit Raoul, et c’est une nouvelle que Votre Altesse me fait l’honneur de m’apprendre.

	— Je veux bien vous croire, quoique ce soit incroyable, et d’ailleurs nous n’aurons pas longtemps à attendre: voici l’escadron volant qui s’avance, comme disait la bonne reine Catherine. Tudieu! les jolis visages!

	Une troupe de jeunes filles s’avançait en effet dans la salle sous la conduite de Mme de Navailles, et nous devons le dire à l’honneur de Manicamp, si en effet il avait pris à cette élection la part que lui accordait le prince de Condé, c’était un coup d’œil fait pour enchanter ceux qui, comme M. le prince, étaient appréciateurs de tous les genres de beauté.

	Une jeune femme blonde, qui pouvait avoir vingt à vingt et un ans, et dont les grands yeux bleus dégageaient en s’ouvrant des flammes éblouissantes, marchait la première et fut présentée la première.

	— Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, dit à Monsieur la vieille Mme de Navailles.

	Et Monsieur répéta en saluant Madame:

	— Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— Ah! ah! celle-ci me paraît assez agréable, dit M. le prince en se retournant vers Raoul… Et d’une.

	— En effet, dit Raoul, elle est jolie, quoiqu’elle ait l’air un peu hautain.

	— Bah! nous connaissons ces airs-là, vicomte; dans trois mois elle sera apprivoisée; mais regardez donc, voici encore une beauté.

	— Tiens, dit Raoul, et une beauté de ma connaissance même.

	— Mlle Aure de Montalais, dit Mme de Navailles.

	Nom et prénom furent scrupuleusement répétés par Monsieur.

	— Grand Dieu! s’écria Raoul fixant des yeux effarés sur la porte d’entrée.

	— Qu’y a-t-il? demanda le prince, et serait-ce Mlle Aure de Montalais qui vous fait pousser un pareil grand Dieu?

	— Non, monseigneur, non, répondit Raoul tout pâle et tout tremblant.

	— Alors si ce n’est Mlle Aure de Montalais, c’est cette charmante blonde qui la suit. De jolis yeux, ma foi! un peu maigre, mais beaucoup de charme.

	— Mlle de La Baume Le Blanc de La Vallière, dit Mme de Navailles.

	À ce nom retentissant jusqu’au fond du cœur de Raoul, un nuage monta de sa poitrine à ses yeux.

	De sorte qu’il ne vit plus rien et n’entendit plus rien; de sorte que M. le prince, ne trouvant plus en lui qu’un écho muet à ses railleries, s’en alla voir de plus près les belles jeunes filles que son premier coup d’œil avait déjà détaillées.

	— Louise ici! Louise demoiselle d’honneur de Madame! murmurait Raoul.

	Et ses yeux, qui ne suffisaient pas à convaincre sa raison, erraient de Louise à Montalais.

	Au reste, cette dernière s’était déjà défaite de sa timidité d’emprunt, timidité qui ne devait lui servir qu’au moment de la présentation et pour les révérences.

	Mlle de Montalais, de son petit coin à elle, regardait avec assez d’assurance tous les assistants, et, ayant retrouvé Raoul, elle s’amusait de l’étonnement profond où sa présence et celle de son amie avaient jeté le pauvre amoureux.

	Cet œil mutin, malicieux, railleur, que Raoul voulait éviter, et qu’il revenait interroger sans cesse, mettait Raoul au supplice. Quant à Louise, soit timidité naturelle, soit toute autre raison dont Raoul ne pouvait se rendre compte, elle tenait constamment les yeux baissés, et, intimidée? éblouie, la respiration brève, elle se retirait le plus qu’elle pouvait à l’écart, impassible même aux coups de coude de Montalais.

	Tout cela était pour Raoul une véritable énigme dont le pauvre vicomte eût donné bien des choses pour savoir le mot. Mais nul n’était là pour le lui donner, pas même Malicorne, qui, un peu inquiet de se trouver avec tant de gentilshommes, et assez effaré des regards railleurs de Montalais, avait décrit un cercle, et peu à peu s’était allé placer à quelques pas de M. le prince, derrière le groupe des filles d’honneur, presque à la portée de la voix de Mlle Aure, planète autour de laquelle, humble satellite, il semblait graviter forcément. En revenant à lui, Raoul crut reconnaître à sa gauche des voix connues.

	C’était, en effet, de Wardes, de Guiche et le chevalier de Lorraine qui causaient ensemble.

	Il est vrai qu’ils causaient si bas, qu’à peine si l’on entendait le souffle de leurs paroles dans la vaste salle.

	Parler ainsi de sa place, du haut de sa taille, sans se pencher, sans regarder son interlocuteur, c’était un talent dont les nouveaux venus ne pouvaient atteindre du premier coup la sublimité. Aussi fallait-il une longue étude à ces causeries, qui, sans regards, sans ondulation de tête, semblaient la conversation d’un groupe de statues.

	En effet, aux grands cercles du roi et des reines, tandis que Leurs Majestés parlaient et que tous paraissaient les écouter dans un religieux silence, il se tenait bon nombre de ces silencieux colloques dans lesquels l’adulation n’était point la note dominante.

	Mais Raoul était un de ces habiles dans cette étude toute d’étiquette, et, au mouvement des lèvres, il eût pu souvent deviner le sens des paroles.

	— Qu’est-ce que cette Montalais? demandait de Wardes. Qu’est-ce que cette La Vallière? Qu’est-ce que cette province qui nous arrive?

	— La Montalais, dit le chevalier de Lorraine, je la connais: c’est une bonne fille qui amusera la cour. La Vallière, c’est une charmante boiteuse.

	— Peuh! dit de Wardes.

	— N’en faites pas fi, de Wardes; il y a sur les boiteuses des axiomes latins très ingénieux et surtout fort caractéristiques.

	— Messieurs, messieurs, dit de Guiche en regardant Raoul avec inquiétude, un peu de mesure, je vous prie.

	Mais l’inquiétude du comte, en apparence du moins, était inopportune.

	Raoul avait gardé la contenance la plus ferme et la plus indifférente, quoiqu’il n’eût pas perdu un mot de ce qui venait de se dire. Il semblait tenir registre des insolences et des libertés des deux provocateurs pour régler avec eux son compte à l’occasion.

	De Wardes devina sans doute cette pensée et continua:

	— Quels sont les amants de ces demoiselles?

	— De la Montalais? fit le chevalier.

	— Oui, de la Montalais d’abord.

	— Eh bien! vous? moi, de Guiche, qui voudra, pardieu!

	— Et de l’autre?

	— De Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Oui.

	— Prenez garde, messieurs, s’écria de Guiche pour couper court à la réponse du chevalier; prenez garde, Madame nous écoute.

	Raoul enfonçait sa main jusqu’au poignet dans son justaucorps et ravageait sa poitrine et ses dentelles.

	Mais justement cet acharnement qu’il voyait se dresser contre de pauvres femmes lui fit prendre une résolution sérieuse.

	«Cette pauvre Louise, se dit-il à lui-même, n’est venue ici que dans un but honorable et sous une honorable protection; mais il faut que je connaisse ce but; il faut que je sache qui la protège.»

	Et, imitant la manœuvre de Malicorne, il se dirigea vers le groupe des filles d’honneur.

	Bientôt la présentation fut terminée. Le roi, qui n’avait cessé de regarder et d’admirer Madame, sortit alors de la salle de réception avec les deux reines.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine reprit sa place à côté de Monsieur, et, tout en l’accompagnant, il lui glissa dans l’oreille quelques gouttes de ce poison qu’il avait amassé depuis une heure, en regardant de nouveaux visages et en soupçonnant quelques cœurs d’être heureux. Le roi, en sortant, avait entraîné derrière lui une partie des assistants; mais ceux qui, parmi les courtisans, faisaient profession d’indépendance ou de galanterie, commencèrent à s’approcher des dames. M. le prince complimenta Mlle de Tonnay-Charente. Buckingham fit la cour à Mme de Chalais et à Mme de La Fayette, que déjà Madame avait distinguées et qu’elle aimait. Quant au comte de Guiche, abandonnant Monsieur depuis qu’il pouvait se rapprocher seul de Madame, il s’entretenait vivement avec Mme de Valentinois, sa sœur, et Mlles de Créquy et de Châtillon.

	Au milieu de tous ces intérêts politiques ou amoureux, Malicorne voulait s’emparer de Montalais, mais celle-ci aimait bien mieux causer avec Raoul, ne fût-ce que pour jouir de toutes ses questions et de toutes ses surprises.

	Raoul était allé droit à Mlle de La Vallière, et l’avait saluée avec le plus profond respect.

	Ce que voyant, Louise rougit et balbutia; mais Montalais s’empressa de venir à son secours.

	— Eh bien! dit-elle, nous voilà, monsieur le vicomte.

	— Je vous vois bien, dit en souriant Raoul, et c’est justement sur votre présence que je viens vous demander une petite explication.

	Malicorne s’approcha avec son plus charmant sourire.

	— Éloignez-vous donc, monsieur Malicorne, dit Montalais. En vérité, vous êtes fort indiscret.

	Malicorne se pinça les lèvres et fit deux pas en arrière sans dire un seul mot.

	Seulement, son sourire changea d’expression, et, d’ouvert qu’il était, devint railleur.

	— Vous voulez une explication, monsieur Raoul? demanda Montalais.

	— Certainement, la chose en vaut bien la peine, il me semble; Mlle de la Vallière fille d’honneur de Madame!

	— Pourquoi ne serait-elle pas fille d’honneur aussi bien que moi? demanda Montalais.

	— Recevez mes compliments, mesdemoiselles, dit Raoul, qui crut s’apercevoir qu’on ne voulait pas lui répondre directement.

	— Vous dites cela d’un air fort complimenteur, monsieur le vicomte.

	— Moi?

	— Dame? j’en appelle à Louise.

	— M. de Bragelonne pense peut-être que la place est au-dessus de ma condition, dit Louise en balbutiant.

	— Oh! non pas, mademoiselle, répliqua vivement Raoul; vous savez très bien que tel n’est pas mon sentiment; je ne m’étonnerais pas que vous occupassiez la place d’une reine, à plus forte raison celle-ci. La seule chose dont je m’étonne, c’est de l’avoir appris aujourd’hui seulement et par accident.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, répondit Montalais avec son étourderie ordinaire. Tu ne comprends rien à cela, et, en effet, tu n’y dois rien comprendre. M. de Bragelonne t’avait écrit quatre lettres, mais ta mère seule était restée à Blois; il fallait éviter que ces lettres ne tombassent entre ses mains; je les ai interceptées et renvoyées à M. Raoul, de sorte qu’il te croyait à Blois quand tu étais à Paris, et ne savait pas surtout que tu fusses montée en dignité.

	— Eh quoi! tu n’avais pas fait prévenir M. Raoul comme je t’en avais priée? s’écria Louise.

	— Bon! pour qu’il fit de l’austérité, pour qu’il prononçât des maximes, pour qu’il défît ce que nous avions eu tant de peine à faire? Ah! non certes.

	— Je suis donc bien sévère? demanda Raoul.

	— D’ailleurs, fit Montalais, cela me convenait ainsi. Je partais pour Paris, vous n’étiez pas là, Louise pleurait à chaudes larmes; interprétez cela comme vous voudrez; j’ai prié mon protecteur, celui qui m’avait fait obtenir mon brevet, d’en demander un pour Louise; le brevet est venu. Louise est partie pour commander ses habits; moi, je suis restée en arrière, attendu que j’avais les miens; j’ai reçu vos lettres, je vous les ai renvoyées en y ajoutant un mot qui vous promettait une surprise. Votre surprise, mon cher monsieur, la voilà; elle me paraît bonne, ne demandez pas autre chose.

	«Allons, monsieur Malicorne, il est temps que nous laissions ces jeunes gens ensemble; ils ont une foule de choses à se dire; donnez-moi votre main: j’espère que voilà un grand honneur que l’on vous fait, monsieur Malicorne.

	— Pardon, mademoiselle, dit Raoul en arrêtant la folle jeune fille et en donnant à ses paroles une intonation dont la gravité contrastait avec celles de Montalais; pardon, mais pourrais-je savoir le nom de ce protecteur? Car si l’on vous protège, vous, mademoiselle, et avec toutes sortes de raisons…

	Raoul s’inclina:

	— … je ne vois pas les mêmes raisons pour que Mlle de La Vallière soit protégée.

	— Mon Dieu! monsieur Raoul, dit naïvement Louise, la chose est bien simple, et je ne vois pas pourquoi je ne vous le dirais pas moi-même… Mon protecteur, c’est M. Malicorne.

	Raoul resta un instant stupéfait, se demandant si l’on se jouait de lui; puis il se retourna pour interpeller Malicorne.

	Mais celui-ci était déjà loin, entraîné qu’il était par Montalais.

	Mlle de La Vallière fit un mouvement pour suivre son amie; mais Raoul la retint avec une douce autorité.

	— Je vous en supplie, Louise, dit-il, un mot.

	— Mais, monsieur Raoul, dit Louise toute rougissante, nous sommes seuls… Tout le monde est parti… On va s’inquiéter, nous chercher.

	— Ne craignez rien, dit le jeune homme en souriant, nous ne sommes ni l’un ni l’autre des personnages assez importants pour que notre absence se remarque.

	— Mais mon service, monsieur Raoul?

	— Tranquillisez-vous, mademoiselle, je connais les usages de la cour; votre service ne doit commencer que demain; il vous reste donc quelques minutes, pendant lesquelles vous pouvez me donner l’éclaircissement que je vais avoir l’honneur de vous demander.

	— Comme vous êtes sérieux, monsieur Raoul! dit Louise tout inquiète.

	— C’est que la circonstance est sérieuse, mademoiselle. M’écoutez-vous?

	— Je vous écoute; seulement, monsieur, je vous le répète, nous sommes bien seuls.

	— Vous avez raison, dit Raoul.

	Et, lui offrant la main, il conduisit la jeune fille dans la galerie voisine de la salle de réception, et dont les fenêtres donnaient sur la place.

	Tout le monde se pressait à la fenêtre du milieu, qui avait un balcon extérieur d’où l’on pouvait voir dans tous leurs détails les lents préparatifs du départ.

	Raoul ouvrit une des fenêtres latérales, et là, seul avec Mlle de La Vallière:

	— Louise, dit-il, vous savez que, dès mon enfance, je vous ai chérie comme une sœur et que vous avez été la confidente de tous mes chagrins, la dépositaire de toutes mes espérances.

	— Oui, répondit-elle bien bas, oui, monsieur Raoul, je sais cela.

	— Vous aviez l’habitude, de votre côté, de me témoigner la même amitié, la même confiance; pourquoi, en cette rencontre, n’avez-vous pas été mon amie? pourquoi vous êtes-vous défiée de moi? La Vallière ne répondit point.

	— J’ai cru que vous m’aimiez, dit Raoul, dont la voix devenait de plus en plus tremblante; j’ai cru que vous aviez consenti à tous les plans faits en commun pour notre bonheur, alors que tous deux nous nous promenions dans les grandes allées de Cour-Cheverny et sous les peupliers de l’avenue qui conduit à Blois. Vous ne répondez pas, Louise?

	Il s’interrompit.

	— Serait-ce, demanda-t-il en respirant à peine, que vous ne m’aimeriez plus?

	— Je ne dis point cela, répliqua tout bas Louise.

	— Oh! dites-le-moi bien, je vous en prie; j’ai mis tout l’espoir de ma vie en vous, je vous ai choisie pour vos habitudes douces et simples. Ne vous laissez pas éblouir, Louise, à présent que vous voilà au milieu de la cour, où tout ce qui est pur se corrompt, où tout ce qui est jeune vieillit vite. Louise, fermez vos oreilles pour ne pas entendre les paroles, fermez vos yeux pour ne pas voir les exemples, fermez vos lèvres pour ne point respirer les souffles corrupteurs. Sans mensonges, sans détours, Louise, faut-il que je croie ces mots de Mlle de Montalais? Louise, êtes-vous venue à Paris parce que je n’étais plus à Blois?

	La Vallière rougit et cacha son visage dans ses mains.

	— Oui, n’est-ce pas, s’écria Raoul exalté, oui, c’est pour cela que vous êtes venue? oh! je vous aime comme jamais je ne vous ai aimée! Merci, Louise, de ce dévouement; mais il faut que je prenne un parti pour vous mettre à couvert de toute insulte, pour vous garantir de toute tache. Louise, une fille d’honneur, à la cour d’une jeune princesse, en ce temps de mœurs faciles et d’inconstantes amours, une fille d’honneur est placée dans le centre des attaques sans aucune défense; cette condition ne peut vous convenir: il faut que vous soyez mariée pour être respectée.

	— Mariée?

	— Oui.

	— Mon Dieu!

	— Voici ma main, Louise, laissez-y tomber la vôtre.

	— Mais votre père?

	— Mon père me laisse libre.

	— Cependant…

	— Je comprends ce scrupule, Louise; je consulterai mon père.

	— Oh! monsieur Raoul, réfléchissez, attendez.

	— Attendre, c’est impossible; réfléchir, Louise, réfléchir, quand il s’agit de vous! ce serait vous insulter; votre main, chère Louise, je suis maître de moi; mon père dira oui, je vous le promets; votre main, ne me faites point attendre ainsi, répondez vite un mot, un seul, sinon je croirais que, pour vous changer à jamais, il a suffi d’un seul pas dans le palais, d’un seul souffle de la faveur, d’un seul sourire des reines, d’un seul regard du roi.

	Raoul n’avait pas prononcé ce dernier mot que La Vallière était devenue pâle comme la mort, sans doute par la crainte qu’elle avait de voir s’exalter le jeune homme.

	Aussi, par un mouvement rapide comme la pensée, jeta-t-elle ses deux mains dans celles de Raoul.

	Puis elle s’enfuit sans ajouter une syllabe et disparut sans avoir regardé en arrière. Raoul sentit son corps frissonner au contact de cette main. Il reçut le serment, comme un serment solennel arraché par l’amour à la timidité virginale.

	Chapitre XC — Le consentement d’Athos

	Raoul était sorti du Palais-Royal avec des idées qui n’admettaient point de délais dans leur exécution.

	Il monta donc à cheval dans la cour même et prit la route de Blois, tandis que s’accomplissaient, avec une grande allégresse des courtisans et une grande désolation de Guiche et de Buckingham, les noces de Monsieur et de la princesse d’Angleterre.

	Raoul fit diligence; en dix-huit heures il arriva à Blois. Il avait préparé en route ses meilleurs arguments. La fièvre aussi est un argument sans réplique, et Raoul avait la fièvre.

	Athos était dans son cabinet, ajoutant quelques pages à ses mémoires, lorsque Raoul entra conduit par Grimaud. Le clairvoyant gentilhomme n’eut besoin que d’un coup d’œil pour reconnaître quelque chose d’extraordinaire dans l’attitude de son fils.

	— Vous me paraissez venir pour affaire de conséquence, dit-il en montrant un siège à Raoul après l’avoir embrassé.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit le jeune homme, et je vous supplie de me prêter cette bienveillante attention qui ne m’a jamais fait défaut.

	— Parlez, Raoul.

	— Monsieur, voici le fait dénué de tout préambule indigne d’un homme comme vous: Mlle de La Vallière est à Paris en qualité de fille d’honneur de Madame; je me suis bien consulté, j’aime Mlle de La Vallière par-dessus tout, et il ne me convient pas de la laisser dans un poste où sa réputation, sa vertu peuvent être exposées; je désire donc l’épouser, monsieur, et je viens vous demander votre consentement à ce mariage.

	Athos avait gardé, pendant cette communication, un silence et une réserve absolus.

	Raoul avait commencé son discours avec l’affectation du sang-froid, et il avait fini par laisser voir à chaque mot une émotion des plus manifestes.

	Athos fixa sur Bragelonne un regard profond, voilé d’une certaine tristesse.

	— Donc, vous avez bien réfléchi? demanda-t-il.

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— Il me semblait vous avoir déjà dit mon sentiment à l’égard de cette alliance.

	— Je le sais, monsieur, répondit Raoul bien bas; mais vous avez répondu que si j’insistais…

	— Et vous insistez?

	Bragelonne balbutia un oui presque inintelligible.

	— Il faut, en effet, monsieur, continua tranquillement Athos, que votre passion soit bien forte, puisque, malgré ma répugnance pour cette union, vous persistez à la désirer.

	Raoul passa sur son front une main tremblante, il essuyait ainsi la sueur qui l’inondait.

	Athos le regarda, et la pitié descendit au fond de son cœur.

	Il se leva.

	— C’est bien, dit-il, mes sentiments personnels, à moi, ne signifient rien, puisqu’il s’agit des vôtres; vous me requérez, je suis à vous. Au fait, voyons, que désirez-vous de moi?

	— Oh! votre indulgence, monsieur, votre indulgence d’abord, dit Raoul en lui prenant les mains.

	— Vous vous méprenez sur mes sentiments pour vous, Raoul; il y a mieux que cela dans mon cœur, répliqua le comte.

	Raoul baisa la main qu’il tenait, comme eût pu le faire l’amant le plus passionné.

	— Allons, allons, reprit Athos; dites, Raoul, me voilà prêt, que faut-il signer?

	— Oh! rien, monsieur, rien; seulement, il serait bon que vous prissiez la peine d’écrire au roi, et de demander pour moi à Sa Majesté, à laquelle j’appartiens, la permission d’épouser Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Bien, vous avez là une bonne pensée, Raoul. En effet, après moi, ou plutôt avant moi, vous avez un maître; ce maître, c’est le roi; vous vous soumettez donc à une double épreuve, c’est loyal.

	— Oh! monsieur!

	— Je vais sur-le-champ acquiescer à votre demande, Raoul. Le comte s’approcha de la fenêtre; et se penchant légèrement en dehors:

	— Grimaud! cria-t-il.

	Grimaud montra sa tête à travers une tonnelle de jasmin qu’il émondait.

	— Mes chevaux! continua le comte.

	— Que signifie cet ordre, monsieur?

	— Que nous partons dans deux heures.

	— Pour où?

	— Pour Paris.

	— Comment, pour Paris! Vous venez à Paris?

	— Le roi n’est-il pas à Paris?

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! ne faut-il pas que nous y allions, et avez-vous perdu le sens?

	— Mais, monsieur, dit Raoul presque effrayé de cette condescendance paternelle, je ne vous demande point un pareil dérangement, et une simple lettre…

	— Raoul, vous vous méprenez sur mon importance; il n’est point convenable qu’un simple gentilhomme comme moi écrive à son roi. Je veux et je dois parler à Sa Majesté. Je le ferai. Nous partirons ensemble, Raoul.

	— Oh! que de bontés, monsieur!

	— Comment croyez-vous Sa Majesté disposée?

	— Pour moi, monsieur?

	— Oui.

	— Oh! parfaitement.

	— Elle vous l’a dit?

	— De sa propre bouche.

	— À quelle occasion?

	— Mais sur une recommandation de M. d’Artagnan, je crois, et à propos d’une affaire en Grève où j’ai eu le bonheur de tirer l’épée pour Sa Majesté. J’ai donc lieu de me croire, sans amour-propre, assez avancé dans l’esprit de Sa Majesté.

	— Tant mieux!

	— Mais, je vous en conjure, continua Raoul, ne gardez point avec moi ce sérieux et cette discrétion, ne me faites pas regretter d’avoir écouté un sentiment plus fort que tout.

	— C’est la seconde fois que vous me le dites, Raoul, cela n’était point nécessaire; vous voulez une formalité de consentement, je vous le donne, c’est acquis, n’en parlons plus. Venez voir mes nouvelles plantations, Raoul.

	Le jeune homme savait qu’après l’expression d’une volonté du comte, il n’y avait plus de place pour la controverse. Il baissa la tête et suivit son père au jardin. Athos lui montra lentement les greffes, les pousses et les quinconces.

	Cette tranquillité déconcertait de plus en plus Raoul; l’amour qui remplissait son cœur lui semblait assez grand pour que le monde pût le contenir à peine. Comment le cœur d’Athos restait-il vide et fermé à cette influence?

	Aussi Bragelonne, rassemblant toutes ses forces, s’écria-t-il tout à coup:

	— Monsieur, il est impossible que vous n’ayez pas quelque raison de repousser Mlle de La Vallière, elle est si bonne, si douce, si pure, que votre esprit, plein d’une suprême sagesse, devrait l’apprécier à sa valeur. Au nom du Ciel! existe-t-il entre vous et sa famille quelque secrète inimitié, quelque haine héréditaire?

	— Voyez, Raoul, la belle planche de muguet, dit Athos, voyez comme l’ombre et l’humidité lui vont bien, cette ombre surtout des feuilles de sycomore, par l’échancrure desquelles filtre la chaleur et non la flamme du soleil.

	Raoul s’arrêta, se mordit les lèvres; puis, sentant le sang affluer à ses tempes:

	— Monsieur, dit-il bravement, une explication, je vous en supplie; vous ne pouvez oublier que votre fils est un homme.

	— Alors, répondit Athos en se redressant avec sévérité, alors prouvez-moi que vous êtes un homme, car vous ne prouvez point que vous êtes un fils. Je vous priais d’attendre le moment d’une illustre alliance, je vous eusse trouvé une femme dans les premiers rangs de la riche noblesse; je voulais que vous pussiez briller de ce double éclat que donnent la gloire et la fortune: vous avez la noblesse de la race.

	— Monsieur, s’écria Raoul emporté par un premier mouvement, l’on m’a reproché l’autre jour de ne pas connaître ma mère.

	Athos pâlit; puis, fronçant le sourcil comme le dieu suprême de l’Antiquité:

	— Il me tarde de savoir ce que vous avez répondu, monsieur, demanda-t-il majestueusement.

	— Oh! pardon… pardon!… murmura le jeune homme tombant du haut de son exaltation.

	— Qu’avez-vous répondu, monsieur? demanda le comte en frappant du pied.

	— Monsieur, j’avais l’épée à la main, celui qui m’insultait, était en garde, j’ai fait sauter son épée par-dessus une palissade, et je l’ai envoyé rejoindre son épée.

	— Et pourquoi ne l’avez-vous pas tué?

	— Sa Majesté défend le duel, monsieur, et j’étais en ce moment ambassadeur de Sa Majesté.

	— C’est bien, dit Athos, mais raison de plus pour que j’aille parler au roi.

	— Qu’allez-vous lui demander, monsieur?

	— L’autorisation de tirer l’épée contre celui qui nous a fait cette offense.

	— Monsieur, si je n’ai point agi comme je devais agir, pardonnez-moi, je vous en supplie.

	— Qui vous a fait un reproche, Raoul?

	— Mais cette permission que vous voulez demander au roi.

	— Raoul, je prierai Sa Majesté de signer à votre contrat de mariage.

	— Monsieur…

	— Mais à une condition…

	— Avez-vous besoin de condition vis-à-vis de moi? ordonnez, monsieur, et j’obéirai.

	— À la condition, continua Athos, que vous me direz le nom de celui qui a ainsi parlé de votre mère.

	— Mais, monsieur, qu’avez-vous besoin de savoir ce nom?

	— C’est à moi que l’offense a été faite, et une fois la permission obtenue de Sa Majesté, c’est moi que la vengeance regarde.

	— Son nom, monsieur?

	— Je ne souffrirai pas que vous vous exposiez.

	— Me prenez-vous pour un don Diegue? Son nom?

	— Vous l’exigez?

	— Je le veux.

	— Le vicomte de Wardes.

	— Ah! dit tranquillement Athos, c’est bien, je le connais. Mais nos chevaux sont prêts, monsieur; au lieu de partir dans deux heures, nous partirons tout de suite. À cheval, monsieur, à cheval!

	Chapitre XCI — Monsieur est jaloux du duc de Buckingham

	Tandis que M. le comte de La Fère s’acheminait vers Paris, accompagné de Raoul, le Palais-Royal était le théâtre d’une scène que Molière eût appelée une bonne comédie.

	C’était quatre jours après son mariage; Monsieur, après avoir déjeuné à la hâte, passa dans ses antichambres, les lèvres en moue, le sourcil froncé.

	Le repas n’avait pas été gai. Madame s’était fait servir dans son appartement.

	Monsieur avait donc déjeuné en petit comité. Le chevalier de Lorraine et Manicamp assistaient seuls à ce déjeuner, qui avait duré trois quarts d’heure sans qu’un seul mot eût été prononcé.

	Manicamp, moins avancé dans l’intimité de Son Altesse Royale que le chevalier de Lorraine, essayait vainement de lire dans les yeux du prince ce qui lui donnait cette mine si maussade. Le chevalier de Lorraine, qui n’avait besoin de rien devenir, attendu qu’il savait tout, mangeait avec cet appétit extraordinaire que lui donnait le chagrin des autres, et jouissait à la fois du dépit de Monsieur et du trouble de Manicamp.

	Il prenait plaisir à retenir à table, en continuant de manger, le prince impatient, qui brûlait du désir de lever le siège. Parfois Monsieur se repentait de cet ascendant qu’il avait laissé prendre sur lui au chevalier de Lorraine, et qui exemptait celui-ci de toute étiquette.

	Monsieur était dans un de ces moments-là; mais il craignait le chevalier presque autant qu’il l’aimait, et se contentait de rager intérieurement.

	De temps en temps, Monsieur levait les yeux au ciel, puis les abaissait sur les tranches de pâté que le chevalier attaquait; puis enfin, n’osant éclater, il se livrait à une pantomime dont Arlequin se fût montré jaloux.

	Enfin Monsieur n’y put tenir, et au fruit, se levant tout courroucé, comme nous l’avons dit, il laissa le chevalier de Lorraine achever son déjeuner comme il l’entendrait.

	En voyant Monsieur se lever, Manicamp se leva tout roide, sa serviette à la main.

	Monsieur courut plutôt qu’il ne marcha vers l’antichambre, et, trouvant un huissier, il le chargea d’un ordre à voix basse.

	Puis, rebroussant chemin, pour ne pas passer par la salle à manger, il traversa ses cabinets, dans l’intention d’aller trouver la reine mère dans son oratoire, où elle se tenait habituellement. Il pouvait être dix heures du matin.

	Anne d’Autriche écrivait lorsque Monsieur entra. La reine mère aimait beaucoup ce fils, qui était beau de visage et doux de caractère.

	Monsieur, en effet, était plus tendre et, si l’on veut, plus efféminé que le roi.

	Il avait pris sa mère par les petites sensibleries de femme, qui plaisent toujours aux femmes; Anne d’Autriche, qui eût fort aimé avoir une fille, trouvait presque en ce fils les attentions, les petits soins et les mignardises d’un enfant de douze ans.

	Ainsi, Monsieur employait tout le temps qu’il passait chez sa mère à admirer ses beaux bras, à lui donner des conseils sur ses pâtes et des recettes sur ses essences, où elle se montrait fort recherchée; puis il lui baisait les mains et les yeux avec un enfantillage charmant, avait toujours quelque sucrerie à lui offrir, quelque ajustement nouveau à lui recommander.

	Anne d’Autriche aimait le roi, ou plutôt la royauté dans son fils aîné: Louis XIV lui représentait la légitimité divine.

	Elle était reine mère avec le roi; elle était mère seulement avec Philippe. Et ce dernier savait que, de tous les abris, le sein d’une mère est le plus doux et le plus sûr.

	Aussi, tout enfant, allait-il se réfugier là quand des orages s’étaient élevés entre son frère et lui; souvent après les gourmades qui constituaient de sa part des crimes de lèse-majesté, après les combats à coups de poings et d’ongles, que le roi et son sujet très insoumis se livraient en chemise sur un lit contesté, ayant le valet de chambre La Porte pour tout juge du camp, Philippe, vainqueur, mais épouvanté de sa victoire, était allé demander du renfort à sa mère, ou du moins l’assurance d’un pardon que Louis XIV n’accordait que difficilement et à distance. Anne avait réussi, par cette habitude d’intervention pacifique, à concilier tous les différends de ses fils et à participer par la même occasion à tous leurs secrets.

	Le roi, un peu jaloux de cette sollicitude maternelle qui s’épandait surtout sur son frère, se sentait disposé envers Anne d’Autriche à plus de soumission et de prévenances qu’il n’était dans son caractère d’en avoir.

	Anne d’Autriche avait surtout pratiqué ce système de politique envers la jeune reine.

	Aussi régnait-elle presque despotiquement sur le ménage royal, et dressait-elle déjà toutes ses batteries pour régner avec le même absolutisme sur le ménage de son second fils. Anne d’Autriche était presque fière lorsqu’elle voyait entrer chez elle une mine allongée, des joues pâles et des yeux rouges, comprenant qu’il s’agissait d’un secours à donner au plus faible ou au plus mutin.

	Elle écrivait, disons-nous, lorsque Monsieur entra dans son oratoire, non pas les yeux rouges, non pas les joues pâles, mais inquiet, dépité, agacé.

	Il baisa distraitement les bras de sa mère, et s’assit avant qu’elle lui en eût donné l’autorisation.

	Avec les habitudes d’étiquette établies à la cour d’Anne d’Autriche, cet oubli des convenances était un signe d’égarement, de la part surtout de Philippe, qui pratiquait si volontiers l’adulation du respect.

	Mais, s’il manquait si notoirement à tous ces principes, c’est que la cause en devait être grave.

	— Qu’avez-vous, Philippe? demanda Anne d’Autriche en se tournant vers son fils.

	— Ah! madame, bien des choses, murmura le prince d’un air dolent.

	— Vous ressemblez, en effet, à un homme fort affairé, dit la reine en posant la plume dans l’écritoire.

	Philippe fronça le sourcil, mais ne répondit point.

	— Dans toutes les choses qui remplissent votre esprit, dit Anne d’Autriche, il doit cependant s’en trouver quelqu’une qui vous occupe plus que les autres?

	— Une, en effet, m’occupe plus que les autres, oui, madame.

	— Je vous écoute.

	Philippe ouvrit la bouche pour donner passage à tous les griefs qui se passaient dans son esprit et semblaient n’attendre qu’une issue pour s’exhaler.

	Mais tout à coup il se tut, et tout ce qu’il avait sur le cœur se résuma par un soupir.

	— Voyons, Philippe, voyons, de la fermeté, dit la reine mère. Une chose dont on se plaint, c’est presque toujours une personne qui gêne, n’est-ce pas?

	— Je ne dis point cela, madame.

	— De qui voulez-vous parler? Allons, allons, résumez-vous.

	— Mais c’est qu’en vérité, madame, ce que j’aurais à dire est fort discret.

	— Ah! mon Dieu!

	— Sans doute; car, enfin, une femme…

	— Ah! vous voulez parler de Madame? demanda la reine mère avec un vif sentiment de curiosité.

	— De Madame?

	— De votre femme, enfin.

	— Oui, oui, j’entends.

	— Eh bien! si c’est de Madame que vous voulez me parler, mon fils, ne vous gênez pas. Je suis votre mère, et Madame n’est pour moi qu’une étrangère. Cependant, comme elle est ma bru, ne doutez point que je n’écoute avec intérêt, ne fût-ce que pour vous, tout ce que vous m’en direz.

	— Voyons, à votre tour, madame, dit Philippe, avouez-moi si vous n’avez pas remarqué quelque chose?

	— Quelque chose, Philippe?… Vous avez des mots d’un vague effrayant… Quelque chose, et de quelle sorte est-ce quelque chose?

	— Madame est jolie, enfin.

	— Mais oui.

	— Cependant ce n’est point une beauté.

	— Non; mais, en grandissant, elle peut singulièrement embellir encore. Vous avez bien vu les changements que quelques années déjà ont apportés sur son visage. Eh bien! elle se développera de plus en plus, elle n’a que seize ans. À quinze ans, moi aussi, j’étais fort maigre; mais enfin, telle qu’elle est, Madame est jolie.

	— Par conséquent, on peut l’avoir remarquée.

	— Sans doute, on remarque une femme ordinaire, à plus forte raison une princesse.

	— Elle a été bien élevée, n’est-ce pas, madame?

	— Madame Henriette, sa mère, est une femme un peu froide, un peu prétentieuse, mais une femme pleine de beaux sentiments. L’éducation de la jeune princesse peut avoir été négligée, mais, quant aux principes, je les crois bons; telle était du moins mon opinion sur elle lors de son séjour en France; depuis, elle est retournée en Angleterre, et je ne sais ce qui s’est passé.

	— Que voulez-vous dire?

	— Eh! mon Dieu, je veux dire que certaines têtes, un peu légères, sont facilement tournées par la prospérité.

	— Eh bien! madame, vous avez dit le mot; je crois à la princesse une tête un peu légère, en effet.

	— Il ne faudrait pas exagérer, Philippe: elle a de l’esprit et une certaine dose de coquetterie très naturelle chez une jeune femme; mais, mon fils, chez les personnes de haute qualité ce défaut tourne à l’avantage d’une cour. Une princesse un peu coquette se fait ordinairement une cour brillante; un sourire d’elle fait éclore partout le luxe, l’esprit et le courage même; la noblesse se bat mieux pour un prince dont la femme est belle.

	— Grand merci, madame, dit Philippe avec humeur; en vérité, vous me faites là des peintures fort alarmantes, ma mère.

	— En quoi? demanda la reine avec une feinte naïveté.

	— Vous savez, madame, dit dolemment Philippe, vous savez si j’ai eu de la répugnance à me marier.

	— Ah! mais, cette fois, vous m’alarmez. Vous avez donc un grief sérieux contre Madame?

	— Sérieux, je ne dis point cela.

	— Alors; quittez cette physionomie renversée. Si vous vous montrez ainsi chez vous, prenez-y garde, on vous prendra pour un mari fort malheureux.

	— Au fait, répondit Philippe, je ne suis pas un mari satisfait, et je suis aise qu’on le sache.

	— Philippe! Philippe!

	— Ma foi! madame, je vous dirai franchement, je n’ai point compris la vie comme on me la fait.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Ma femme n’est point à moi, en vérité; elle m’échappe en toute circonstance. Le matin, ce sont les visites, les correspondances, les toilettes; le soir, ce sont les bals et les concerts.

	— Vous êtes jaloux, Philippe!

	— Moi? Dieu m’en préserve! À d’autres qu’à moi ce sot rôle de mari jaloux; mais je suis contrarié.

	— Philippe, ce sont toutes choses innocentes que vous reprochez là à votre femme, et tant que vous n’aurez rien de plus considérable…

	— Écoutez donc, sans être coupable, une femme peut inquiéter; il est de certaines fréquentations, de certaines préférences que les jeunes femmes affichent et qui suffisent pour faire donner parfois au diable les maris les moins jaloux.

	— Ah! nous y voilà, enfin; ce n’est point sans peine. Les fréquentations, les préférences, bon! Depuis une heure que nous battons la campagne, vous venez enfin d’aborder la véritable question.

	— Eh bien! oui…

	— Ceci est plus sérieux. Madame aurait-elle donc de ces sortes de torts envers vous?

	— Précisément.

	— Quoi! votre femme, après quatre jours de mariage, vous préférerait quelqu’un, fréquenterait quelqu’un? Prenez-y garde, Philippe, vous exagérez ses torts; à force de vouloir prouver, on ne prouve rien.

	Le prince, effarouché du sérieux de sa mère, voulut répondre, mais il ne put que balbutier quelques paroles inintelligibles.

	— Voilà que vous reculez, dit Anne d’Autriche, j’aime mieux cela; c’est une reconnaissance de vos torts.

	— Non! s’écria Philippe, non, je ne recule pas, et je vais le prouver. J’ai dit préférences, n’est-ce pas? j’ai dit fréquentations, n’est-ce pas? Eh bien! écoutez.

	Anne d’Autriche s’apprêta complaisamment à écouter avec ce plaisir de commère que la meilleure femme, que la meilleure mère, fût-elle reine, trouve toujours dans son immixtion à de petites querelles de ménage.

	— Eh bien! reprit Philippe, dites-moi une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— Pourquoi ma femme a-t-elle conservé une cour anglaise? Dites!

	Et Philippe se croisa les bras en regardant sa mère, comme s’il eût été convaincu qu’elle ne trouverait rien à répondre à ce reproche.

	— Mais, reprit Anne d’Autriche, c’est tout simple, parce que les Anglais sont ses compatriotes, parce qu’ils ont dépensé beaucoup d’argent pour l’accompagner en France, et qu’il serait peu poli, peu politique même, de congédier brusquement une noblesse qui n’a reculé devant aucun dévouement, devant aucun sacrifice.

	— Eh! ma mère, le beau sacrifice, en vérité, que de se déranger d’un vilain pays pour venir dans une belle contrée, où l’on fait avec un écu plus d’effet qu’autre part avec quatre! Le beau dévouement, n’est-ce pas, que de faire cent lieues pour accompagner une femme dont on est amoureux?

	— Amoureux, Philippe? Songez-vous à ce que vous dites?

	— Parbleu!

	— Et qui donc est amoureux de Madame?

	— Le beau duc de Buckingham… N’allez-vous pas aussi me défendre celui là, ma mère?

	Anne d’Autriche rougit et sourit en même temps. Ce nom de duc de Buckingham lui rappelait à la fois de si doux et de si tristes souvenirs!

	— Le duc de Buckingham? murmura-t-elle.

	— Oui, un de ces mignons de couchette, comme disait mon grand-père Henri IV.

	— Les Buckingham sont loyaux et braves, dit courageusement Anne d’Autriche.

	— Allons! bien; voilà ma mère qui défend contre moi le galant de ma femme! s’écria Philippe tellement exaspéré que sa nature frêle en fut ébranlée jusqu’aux larmes.

	— Mon fils! mon fils! s’écria Anne d’Autriche, l’expression n’est pas digne de vous. Votre femme n’a point de galant, et si elle en devait avoir un, ce ne serait pas M. de Buckingham: les gens de cette race, je vous le répète, sont loyaux et discrets; l’hospitalité leur est sacrée.

	— Eh! madame! s’écria Philippe, M. de Buckingham est un Anglais, et les Anglais respectent-ils si fort religieusement le bien des princes français?

	Anne rougit sous ses coiffes pour la seconde fois, et se retourna sous prétexte de tirer sa plume de l’écritoire; mais, en réalité, pour cacher sa rougeur aux yeux de son fils.

	— En vérité, Philippe, dit-elle, vous savez trouver des mots qui me confondent, et votre colère vous aveugle, comme elle m’épouvante; réfléchissez, voyons!

	— Madame, je n’ai pas besoin de réfléchir, je vois.

	— Et que voyez-vous?

	— Je vois que M. de Buckingham ne quitte point ma femme. Il ose lui faire des présents, elle ose les accepter. Hier, elle parlait de sachets à la violette; or, nos parfumeurs français, vous le savez bien, madame, vous qui en avez demandé tant de fois sans pouvoir en obtenir, or, nos parfumeurs français n’ont jamais pu trouver cette odeur. Eh bien! le duc, lui aussi, avait sur lui un sachet à la violette. C’est donc de lui que venait celui de ma femme.

	— En vérité, monsieur, dit Anne d’Autriche, vous bâtissez des pyramides sur des pointes d’aiguilles; prenez garde. Quel mal, je vous le demande, y a-t-il à ce qu’un compatriote donne une recette d’essence nouvelle à sa compatriote? Ces idées étranges, je vous le jure, me rappellent douloureusement votre père, qui m’a fait souvent souffrir avec injustice.

	— Le père de M. de Buckingham était sans doute plus réservé, plus respectueux que son fils, dit étourdiment Philippe, sans voir qu’il touchait rudement au cœur de sa mère.

	La reine pâlit et appuya une main crispée sur sa poitrine; mais, se remettant promptement:

	— Enfin, dit-elle, vous êtes venu ici dans une intention quelconque?

	— Sans doute.

	— Alors, expliquez-vous.

	— Je suis venu, madame, dans l’intention de me plaindre énergiquement, et pour vous prévenir que je n’endurerai rien de la part de M. de Buckingham.

	— Vous n’endurerez rien?

	— Non.

	— Que ferez-vous?

	— Je me plaindrai au roi.

	— Et que voulez-vous que vous réponde le roi?

	— Eh bien! dit Monsieur avec une expression de féroce fermeté qui faisait un étrange contraste avec la douceur habituelle de sa physionomie, eh bien! je me ferai justice moi-même.

	— Qu’appelez-vous vous faire justice vous-même? demanda Anne d’Autriche avec un certain effroi.

	— Je veux que M. de Buckingham quitte Madame; je veux que M. de Buckingham quitte la France, et je lui ferai signifier ma volonté.

	— Vous ne ferez rien signifier du tout, Philippe, dit la reine; car si vous agissiez de la sorte, si vous violiez à ce point l’hospitalité, j’invoquerais contre vous la sévérité du roi.

	— Vous me menacez, ma mère! s’écria Philippe éploré; vous me menacez quand je me plains!

	— Non, je ne vous menace pas, je mets une digue à votre emportement. Je vous dis que prendre contre M. de Buckingham ou tout autre Anglais un moyen rigoureux, qu’employer même un procédé peu civil, c’est entraîner la France et l’Angleterre dans des divisions fort douloureuses. Quoi! un prince, le frère du roi de France, ne saurait pas dissimuler une injure, même réelle, devant une nécessité politique!

	Philippe fit un mouvement.

	— D’ailleurs, continua la reine, l’injure n’est ni vraie ni possible, et il ne s’agit que d’une jalousie ridicule.

	— Madame, je sais ce que je sais.

	— Et moi, quelque chose que vous sachiez, je vous exhorte à la patience.

	— Je ne suis point patient, madame.

	La reine se leva pleine de roideur et de cérémonie glacée.

	— Alors expliquez vos volontés, dit-elle.

	— Je n’ai point de volonté, madame; mais j’exprime des désirs. Si, de lui-même, M. de Buckingham ne s’écarte point de ma maison, je la lui interdirai.

	— Ceci est une question dont nous référerons au roi, dit Anne d’Autriche le cœur gonflé, la voix émue.

	— Mais, madame, s’écria Philippe en frappant ses mains l’une contre l’autre, soyez ma mère et non la reine, puisque je vous parle en fils; entre M. de Buckingham et moi, c’est l’affaire d’un entretien de quatre minutes.

	— C’est justement cet entretien que je vous interdis, monsieur, dit la reine reprenant son autorité; ce n’est pas digne de vous.

	— Eh bien! soit! je ne paraîtrai pas, mais j’intimerai mes volontés à Madame.

	— Oh! fit Anne d’Autriche avec la mélancolie du souvenir, ne tyrannisez jamais une femme, mon fils; ne commandez jamais trop haut impérativement à la vôtre. Femme vaincue n’est pas toujours convaincue.

	— Que faire alors?… Je consulterai autour de moi.

	— Oui, vos conseillers hypocrites, votre chevalier de Lorraine, votre de Wardes… Laissez-moi le soin de cette affaire, Philippe; vous désirez que le duc de Buckingham s’éloigne, n’est-ce pas?

	— Au plus tôt, madame.

	— Eh bien! envoyez-moi le duc, mon fils! Souriez-lui, ne témoignez rien à votre femme, au roi, à personne. Des conseils, n’en recevez que de moi. Hélas! je sais ce que c’est qu’un ménage troublé par des conseillers.

	— J’obéirai, ma mère.

	— Et vous serez satisfait, Philippe. Trouvez-moi le duc.

	— Oh! ce ne sera point difficile.

	— Où croyez-vous qu’il soit?

	— Pardieu! à la porte de Madame, dont il attend le lever: c’est hors de doute.

	— Bien! fit Anne d’Autriche avec calme. Veuillez dire au duc que je le prie de me venir voir.

	Philippe baisa la main de sa mère et partit à la recherche de M. de Buckingham.

	Chapitre XCII — For ever!

	Milord Buckingham, soumis à l’invitation de la reine mère, se présenta chez elle une demi-heure après le départ du duc d’Orléans. Lorsque son nom fut prononcé par l’huissier, la reine, qui s’était accoudée sur sa table, la tête dans ses mains, se releva et reçut avec un sourire le salut plein de grâce et de respect que le duc lui adressait. Anne d’Autriche était belle encore. On sait qu’à cet âge déjà avancé ses longs cheveux cendrés, ses belles mains, ses lèvres vermeilles faisaient encore l’admiration de tous ceux qui la voyaient. En ce moment, tout entière à un souvenir qui remuait le passé dans son cœur, elle était aussi belle qu’aux jours de la jeunesse, alors que son palais s’ouvrait pour recevoir, jeune et passionné, le père de ce Buckingham, cet infortuné qui avait vécu pour elle, qui était mort en prononçant son nom.

	Anne d’Autriche attacha donc sur Buckingham un regard si tendre, que l’on y découvrait à la fois la complaisance d’une affection maternelle et quelque chose de doux comme une coquetterie d’amante.

	— Votre Majesté, dit Buckingham avec respect, a désiré me parler?

	— Oui, duc, répliqua la reine en anglais. Veuillez vous asseoir.

	Cette faveur que faisait Anne d’Autriche au jeune homme, cette caresse de la langue du pays dont le duc était sevré depuis son séjour en France, remuèrent profondément son âme. Il devina sur-le-champ que la reine avait quelque chose à lui demander.

	Après avoir donné les premiers moments à l’oppression insurmontable qu’elle avait ressentie, la reine reprit son air riant.

	— Monsieur, dit-elle en français, comment trouvez-vous la France?

	— Un beau pays, madame, répliqua le duc.

	— L’aviez-vous déjà vue?

	— Déjà une fois, oui, madame.

	— Mais, comme tout bon Anglais, vous préférez l’Angleterre?

	— J’aime mieux ma patrie que la patrie d’un Français, répondit le duc; mais si Votre Majesté me demande lequel des deux séjours je préfère, Londres ou Paris, je répondrai Paris.

	Anne d’Autriche remarqua le ton plein de chaleur avec lequel ces paroles avaient été prononcées.

	— Vous avez, m’a-t-on dit, milord, de beaux biens chez vous; vous habitez un palais riche et ancien?

	— Le palais de mon père, répliqua Buckingham en baissant les yeux.

	— Ce sont là des avantages précieux et des souvenirs, répliqua la reine en touchant malgré elle des souvenirs dont on ne se sépare pas volontiers.

	— En effet, dit le duc subissant l’influence mélancolique de ce préambule, les gens de cœur rêvent autant par le passé ou par l’avenir que par le présent.

	— C’est vrai, dit la reine à voix basse. Il en résulte, ajouta-t-elle, que vous, milord, qui êtes un homme de cœur… vous quitterez bientôt la France… pour vous renfermer dans vos richesses, dans vos reliques.

	Buckingham leva la tête.

	— Je ne crois pas, dit-il, madame.

	— Comment?

	— Je pense, au contraire, que je quitterai l’Angleterre pour venir habiter la France.

	Ce fut au tour d’Anne d’Autriche à manifester son étonnement.

	— Quoi! dit-elle, vous ne vous trouvez donc pas dans la faveur du nouveau roi?

	— Au contraire, madame, Sa Majesté m’honore d’une bienveillance sans bornes.

	— Il ne se peut, dit la reine, que votre fortune soit diminuée; on la disait considérable.

	— Ma fortune, madame, n’a jamais été plus florissante.

	— Il faut alors que ce soit quelque cause secrète?

	— Non, madame, dit vivement Buckingham, il n’est rien dans la cause de ma détermination qui soit secret. J’aime le séjour de France, j’aime une cour pleine de goût et de politesse; j’aime enfin, madame, ces plaisirs un peu sérieux qui ne sont pas les plaisirs de mon pays et qu’on trouve en France.

	Anne d’Autriche sourit avec finesse.

	— Les plaisirs sérieux! dit-elle; avez-vous bien réfléchi, monsieur de Buckingham, à ce sérieux-là?

	Le duc balbutia.

	— Il n’est pas de plaisir si sérieux, continua la reine, qui doive empêcher un homme de votre rang…

	— Madame, interrompit le duc, Votre Majesté insiste beaucoup sur ce point, ce me semble.

	— Vous trouvez, duc?

	— C’est, n’en déplaise à Votre Majesté, la deuxième fois qu’elle vante les attraits de l’Angleterre aux dépens du charme qu’on éprouve à vivre en France.

	Anne d’Autriche s’approcha du jeune homme, et, posant sa belle main sur son épaule qui tressaillit au contact:

	— Monsieur, dit-elle, croyez-moi, rien ne vaut le séjour du pays natal. Il m’est arrivé, à moi, bien souvent, de regretter l’Espagne. J’ai vécu longtemps, milord, bien longtemps pour une femme, et je vous avoue qu’il ne s’est point passé d’année que je n’aie regretté l’Espagne.

	— Pas une année, madame! dit froidement le jeune duc; pas une de ces années où vous étiez reine de beauté, comme vous l’êtes encore, du reste?

	— Oh! pas de flatterie, duc; je suis une femme qui serait votre mère!

	Elle mit, sur ces derniers mots, un accent, une douceur qui pénétrèrent le cœur de Buckingham.

	— Oui, dit-elle, je serais votre mère, et voilà pourquoi je vous donne un bon conseil.

	— Le conseil de m’en retourner à Londres? s’écria-t-il.

	— Oui, milord, dit-elle.

	Le duc joignit les mains d’un air effrayé, qui ne pouvait manquer son effet sur cette femme disposée à des sentiments tendres par de tendres souvenirs.

	— Il le faut, ajouta la reine.

	— Comment! s’écria-t-il encore, l’on me dit sérieusement qu’il faut que je parte, qu’il faut que je m’exile, qu’il faut que je me sauve!

	— Que vous vous exiliez, avez-vous dit? Ah! milord, on croirait que la France est votre patrie.

	— Madame, le pays des gens qui aiment, c’est le pays de ceux qu’ils aiment.

	— Pas un mot de plus, milord, dit la reine, vous oubliez à qui vous parlez!

	Buckingham se mit à deux genoux.

	— Madame, madame, vous êtes une source d’esprit, de bonté, de clémence; madame, vous n’êtes pas seulement la première de ce royaume par le rang, vous êtes la première du monde par les qualités qui vous font divine; je n’ai rien dit, madame. Ai-je dit quelque chose à quoi vous puissiez me répondre une aussi cruelle parole? Est-ce que je me suis trahi, madame?

	— Vous vous êtes trahi, dit la reine à voix basse.

	— Je n’ai rien dit! je ne sais rien!

	— Vous oubliez que vous avez parlé, pensé devant une femme, et d’ailleurs…

	— D’ailleurs, interrompit-il vivement, nul ne sait que vous m’écoutez.

	— On le sait, au contraire, duc; vous avez les défauts et les qualités de la jeunesse.

	— On m’a trahi! on m’a dénoncé!

	— Qui cela?

	— Ceux qui déjà, au Havre, avaient, avec une infernale perspicacité, lu dans mon cœur à livre ouvert.

	— Je ne sais de qui vous entendez parler.

	— Mais M. de Bragelonne, par exemple.

	— C’est un nom que je connais sans connaître celui qui le porte. Non, M. de Bragelonne n’a rien dit.

	— Qui donc, alors? oh, madame, si quelqu’un avait eu l’audace de voir en moi ce que je n’y veux point voir moi-même…

	— Que feriez-vous, duc?

	— Il est des secrets qui tuent ceux qui les trouvent.

	— Celui qui a trouvé votre secret, fou que vous êtes, celui-là n’est pas tué encore; il y a plus, vous ne le tuerez pas; celui-là est armé de tous droits: c’est un mari, c’est un jaloux, c’est le second gentilhomme de France, c’est mon fils, le duc d’Orléans.

	Le duc pâlit.

	— Que vous êtes cruelle, madame! dit-il.

	— Vous voilà bien, Buckingham, dit Anne d’Autriche avec mélancolie, passant par tous les extrêmes et combattant les nuages, quand il vous serait si facile de demeurer en paix avec vous-même.

	— Si nous guerroyons, madame; nous mourrons sur le champ de bataille, répliqua doucement le jeune homme en se laissant aller au plus douloureux abattement.

	Anne courut à lui et lui prit la main.

	— Villiers, dit-elle en anglais avec une véhémence à laquelle nul n’eût pu résister, que demandez-vous? À une mère, de sacrifier son fils; à une reine, de consentir au déshonneur de sa maison! Vous êtes un enfant, n’y pensez pas! Quoi! pour vous épargner une larme, je commettrais ces deux crimes, Villiers? Vous parlez des morts; les morts du moins furent respectueux et soumis; les morts s’inclinaient devant un ordre d’exil; ils emportaient leur désespoir comme une richesse en leur cœur, parce que le désespoir venait de la femme aimée, parce que la mort, ainsi trompeuse, était comme un don, comme une faveur.

	Buckingham se leva les traits altérés, les mains sur le cœur.

	— Vous avez raison, madame, dit-il; mais ceux dont vous parlez avaient reçu l’ordre d’exil d’une bouche aimée; on ne les chassait point: on les priait de partir, on ne riait pas d’eux.

	— Non, l’on se souvenait! murmura Anne d’Autriche. Mais qui vous dit qu’on vous chasse, qu’on vous exile? Qui vous dit qu’on ne se souvienne pas de votre dévouement? Je ne parle pour personne, Villiers, je parle pour moi, partez! Rendez-moi ce service, faites-moi cette grâce; que je doive cela encore à quelqu’un de votre nom.

	— C’est donc pour vous, madame?

	— Pour moi seule.

	— Il n’y aura derrière moi aucun homme qui rira, aucun prince qui dira: «J’ai voulu!»

	— Duc, écoutez-moi.

	Et ici la figure auguste de la vieille reine prit une expression solennelle.

	— Je vous jure que nul ici ne commande, si ce n’est moi; je vous jure que non seulement personne ne rira, ne se vantera, mais que personne même ne manquera au devoir que votre rang impose. Comptez sur moi, duc, comme j’ai compté sur vous.

	— Vous ne vous expliquez point, madame; je suis ulcéré, je suis au désespoir; la consolation, si douce et si complète qu’elle soit, ne me paraîtra pas suffisante.

	— Ami, avez-vous connu votre mère? répliqua la reine avec un caressant sourire.

	— Oh! bien peu, madame, mais je me rappelle que cette noble dame me couvrait de baisers et de pleurs quand je pleurais.

	— Villiers! murmura la reine en passant son bras au cou du jeune homme, je suis une mère pour vous, et, croyez-moi bien, jamais personne ne fera pleurer mon fils.

	— Merci, madame, merci! dit le jeune homme attendri et suffoquant d’émotion; je sens qu’il y avait place encore dans mon cœur pour un sentiment plus doux, plus noble que l’amour. La reine mère le regarda et lui serra la main.

	— Allez, dit-elle.

	— Quand faut-il que je parte? ordonnez!

	— Mettez le temps convenable, milord, reprit la reine; vous partez, mais vous choisissez votre jour… Ainsi, au lieu de partir aujourd’hui, comme vous le désireriez sans doute; demain, comme on s’y attendait, partez après demain au soir; seulement, annoncez dès aujourd’hui votre volonté.

	— Ma volonté? murmura le jeune homme.

	— Oui, duc.

	— Et… je ne reviendrai jamais en France?

	Anne d’Autriche réfléchit un moment, et s’absorba dans la douloureuse gravité de cette méditation.

	— Il me sera doux, dit-elle, que vous reveniez le jour où j’irai dormir éternellement à Saint-Denis près du roi mon époux.

	— Qui vous fit tant souffrir! dit Buckingham.

	— Qui était roi de France, répliqua la reine.

	— Madame, vous êtes pleine de bonté, vous entrez dans la prospérité, vous nagez dans la joie; de longues années vous sont promises.

	— Eh bien! vous viendrez tard alors, dit la reine en essayant de sourire.

	— Je ne reviendrai pas, dit tristement Buckingham, moi qui suis jeune.

	— Oh! Dieu merci…

	— La mort, madame, ne compte pas les années; elle est impartiale; on meurt quoique jeune, on vit quoique vieillard.

	— Duc, pas de sombres idées; je vais vous égayer. Venez dans deux ans. Je vois sur votre charmante figure que les idées qui vous font si lugubre aujourd’hui seront des idées décrépites avant six mois; donc, elles seront mortes et oubliées dans le délai que je vous assigne.

	— Je crois que vous me jugiez mieux tout à l’heure, madame, répliqua le jeune homme, quand vous disiez que, sur nous autres de la maison de Buckingham, le temps n’a pas de prise.

	— Silence! oh! silence! fit la reine en embrassant le duc sur le front avec une tendresse qu’elle ne put réprimer; allez! allez! ne m’attendrissez point, ne vous oubliez plus! Je suis la reine, vous êtes sujet du roi d’Angleterre; le roi Charles vous attend; adieu, Villiers! farewell, Villiers!

	— For ever! répliqua le jeune homme.

	Et il s’enfuit en dévorant ses larmes. Anne appuya ses mains sur son front; puis, se regardant au miroir:

	— On a beau dire, murmura-t-elle, la femme est toujours jeune; on a toujours vingt ans dans quelque coin du cœur.

	Chapitre XCIII — Où sa Majesté Louis XIV ne trouve Melle de La Vallière ni assez riche, ni assez jolie pour un gentilhomme du rang du vicomte de Bragelonne

	Raoul et le comte de La Fère arrivèrent à Paris le soir du jour ou Buckingham avait eu cet entretien avec la reine mère. À peine arrivé, le comte fit demander par Raoul une audience au roi.

	Le roi avait passé une partie de la journée à regarder avec Madame et les dames de la cour des étoffes de Lyon dont il faisait présent à sa belle-sœur. Il y avait eu ensuite dîner à la cour, puis jeu, et, selon son habitude, le roi, quittant le jeu à huit heures, avait passé dans son cabinet pour travailler avec M. Colbert et M. Fouquet.

	Raoul était dans l’antichambre au moment où les deux ministres sortirent, et le roi l’aperçut par la porte entrebâillée.

	— Que veut M. de Bragelonne? demanda-t-il.

	Le jeune homme s’approcha.

	— Sire, répliqua-t-il, une audience pour M. le comte de La Fère, qui arrive de Blois avec grand désir d’entretenir Votre Majesté.

	— J’ai une heure avant le jeu et mon souper, dit le roi. M. de La Fère est-il prêt?

	— M. le comte est en bas, aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	— Qu’il monte.

	Cinq minutes après, Athos entrait chez Louis XIV, accueilli par le maître avec cette gracieuse bienveillance que Louis, avec un tact au-dessus de son âge, réservait pour s’acquérir les hommes que l’on ne conquiert point avec des faveurs ordinaires.

	— Comte, dit le roi, laissez-moi espérer que vous venez me demander quelque chose.

	— Je ne le cacherai point à Votre Majesté, répliqua le comte; je viens en effet solliciter.

	— Voyons! dit le roi d’un air joyeux.

	— Ce n’est pas pour moi, Sire.

	— Tant pis! mais enfin, pour votre protégé, comte, je ferai ce que vous me refusez de faire pour vous.

	— Votre Majesté me console… Je viens parler au roi pour le vicomte de Bragelonne.

	— Comte, c’est comme si vous parliez pour vous.

	— Pas tout à fait, Sire… Ce que je désire obtenir de vous, je ne le puis pour moi-même. Le vicomte pense à se marier.

	— Il est jeune encore; mais qu’importe… C’est un homme distingué, je lui veux trouver une femme.

	— Il l’a trouvée, Sire, et ne cherche que l’assentiment de Votre Majesté.

	— Ah! il ne s’agit que de signer un contrat de mariage?

	Athos s’inclina.

	— A-t-il choisi sa fiancée riche et d’une qualité qui vous agrée?

	Athos hésita un moment.

	— La fiancée est demoiselle, répliqua-t-il; mais pour riche, elle ne l’est pas.

	— C’est un mal auquel nous voyons remède.

	— Votre Majesté me pénètre de reconnaissance; toutefois, elle me permettra de lui faire une observation.

	— Faites, comte.

	— Votre Majesté semble annoncer l’intention de doter cette jeune fille?

	— Oui, certes.

	— Et ma démarche au Louvre aurait eu ce résultat? J’en serais chagrin, Sire.

	— Pas de fausse délicatesse, comte; comment s’appelle la fiancée?

	— C’est, dit Athos froidement, Mlle de La Vallière de La Baume Le Blanc.

	— Ah! fit le roi en cherchant dans sa mémoire; je connais ce nom; un marquis de La Vallière…

	— Oui, Sire, c’est sa fille.

	— Il est mort?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et la veuve s’est remariée à M. de Saint-Remy, maître d’hôtel de Madame douairière?

	— Votre Majesté est bien informée.

	— C’est cela, c’est cela!… Il y a plus: la demoiselle est entrée dans les filles d’honneur de Madame la jeune.

	— Votre Majesté sait mieux que moi toute l’histoire.

	Le roi réfléchit encore, et regardant à la dérobée le visage assez soucieux d’Athos:

	— Comte, dit-il, elle n’est pas fort jolie, cette demoiselle, il me semble?

	— Je ne sais trop, répondit Athos.

	— Moi, je l’ai regardée: elle ne m’a point frappé.

	— C’est un air de douceur et de modestie, mais peu de beauté, Sire.

	— De beaux cheveux blonds, cependant.

	— Je crois que oui.

	— Et d’assez beaux yeux bleus.

	— C’est cela même.

	— Donc, sous le rapport de la beauté, le parti est ordinaire. Passons à l’argent.

	— Quinze à vingt mille livres de dot au plus, Sire; mais les amoureux sont désintéressés; moi-même, je fais peu de cas de l’argent.

	— Le superflu, voulez-vous dire; mais le nécessaire, c’est urgent. Avec quinze mille livres de dot, sans apanages, une femme ne peut aborder la cour. Nous y suppléerons; je veux faire cela pour Bragelonne.

	Athos s’inclina. Le roi remarqua encore sa froideur.

	— Passons de l’argent à la qualité, dit Louis XIV; fille du marquis de La Vallière, c’est bien; mais nous avons ce bon Saint-Remy qui gâte un peu la maison… par les femmes, je le sais, enfin cela gâte; et vous, comte, vous tenez fort, je crois, à votre maison.

	— Moi, Sire, je ne tiens plus à rien du tout qu’à mon dévouement pour Votre Majesté.

	Le roi s’arrêta encore.

	— Tenez, dit-il, monsieur, vous me surprenez beaucoup depuis le commencement de votre entretien. Vous venez me faire une demande en mariage, et vous paraissez fort affligé de faire cette demande. Oh! je me trompe rarement, tout jeune que je suis, car avec les uns, je mets mon amitié au service de l’intelligence; avec les autres, je mets ma défiance que double la perspicacité. Je le répète, vous ne faites point cette demande de bon cœur.

	— Eh bien! Sire, c’est vrai.

	— Alors, je ne vous comprends point; refusez.

	— Non, Sire: j’aime Bragelonne de tout mon amour; il est épris de Mlle de La Vallière, il se forge des paradis pour l’avenir; je ne suis pas de ceux qui veulent briser les illusions de la jeunesse. Ce mariage me déplaît, mais je supplie Votre Majesté d’y consentir au plus vite, et de faire ainsi le bonheur de Raoul.

	— Voyons, voyons, comte, l’aime-t-elle?

	— Si Votre Majesté veut que je lui dise la vérité, je ne crois pas à l’amour de Mlle de La Vallière; elle est jeune, elle est enfant, elle est enivrée; le plaisir de voir la cour, l’honneur d’être au service de Madame, balanceront dans sa tête ce qu’elle pourrait avoir de tendresse dans le cœur, ce sera donc un mariage comme Votre Majesté en voit beaucoup à la cour; mais Bragelonne le veut; que cela soit ainsi.

	— Vous ne ressemblez cependant pas à ces pères faciles qui se font esclaves de leurs enfants? dit le roi.

	— Sire, j’ai de la volonté contre les méchants, je n’en ai point contre les gens de cœur. Raoul souffre, il prend du chagrin; son esprit, libre d’ordinaire, est devenu lourd et sombre; je ne veux pas priver Votre Majesté des services qu’il peut rendre.

	— Je vous comprends, dit le roi, et je comprends surtout votre cœur.

	— Alors, répliqua le comte, je n’ai pas besoin de dire à Votre Majesté que mon but est de faire le bonheur de ces enfants ou plutôt de cet enfant.

	
— Et moi, je veux, comme vous, le bonheur de M. de Bragelonne.

	— Je n’attends plus, Sire, que la signature de Votre Majesté. Raoul aura l’honneur de se présenter devant vous, et recevra votre consentement.

	— Vous vous trompez, comte, dit fermement le roi; je viens de vous dire que je voulais le bonheur du vicomte; aussi m’opposé-je en ce moment à son mariage.

	— Mais, Sire, s’écria Athos, Votre Majesté m’a promis…

	— Non pas cela, comte; je ne vous l’ai point promis, car cela est opposé à mes vues.

	— Je comprends tout ce que l’initiative de Votre Majesté a de bienveillant et de généreux pour moi; mais je prends la liberté de vous rappeler que j’ai pris l’engagement de venir en ambassadeur.

	— Un ambassadeur, comte, demande souvent et n’obtient pas toujours.

	— Ah! Sire, quel coup pour Bragelonne!

	— Je donnerai le coup, je parlerai au vicomte.

	— L’amour, Sire, c’est une force irrésistible.

	— On résiste à l’amour; je vous le certifie, comte.

	— Lorsqu’on a l’âme d’un roi, votre âme, Sire.

	— Ne vous inquiétez plus à ce sujet. J’ai des vues sur Bragelonne; je ne dis pas qu’il n’épousera pas Mlle de La Vallière; mais je ne veux point qu’il se marie si jeune; je ne veux point qu’il épouse avant qu’il ait fait fortune, et lui, de son côté, mérite mes bonnes grâces, telles que je veux les lui donner. En un mot, je veux qu’on attende.

	— Sire, encore une fois…

	— Monsieur le comte, vous êtes venu, disiez-vous, me demander une faveur?

	— Oui, certes.

	— Eh bien! accordez-m’en une, ne parlons plus de cela. Il est possible qu’avant un long temps je fasse la guerre; j’ai besoin de gentilshommes libres autour de moi. J’hésiterais à envoyer sous les balles et le canon un homme marié, un père de famille, j’hésiterais aussi, pour Bragelonne, à doter, sans raison majeure, une jeune fille inconnue, cela sèmerait de la jalousie dans ma noblesse.

	Athos s’inclina et ne répondit rien.

	— Est-ce tout ce qu’il vous importait de me demander? ajouta Louis XIV.

	— Tout absolument, Sire, et je prends congé de Votre Majesté. Mais faut-il que je prévienne Raoul?

	— Épargnez-vous ce soin, épargnez-vous cette contrariété. Dites au vicomte que demain, à mon lever, je lui parlerai; quant à ce soir, comte, vous êtes de mon jeu.

	— Je suis en habit de voyage, Sire.

	— Un jour viendra, j’espère, où vous ne me quitterez pas. Avant peu, comte, la monarchie sera établie de façon à offrir une digne hospitalité à tous les hommes de votre mérite.

	— Sire, pourvu qu’un roi soit grand dans le cœur de ses sujets, peu importe le palais qu’il habite, puisqu’il est adoré dans un temple.

	En disant ces mots, Athos sortit du cabinet et retrouva Bragelonne qui l’attendait.

	— Eh bien! monsieur? dit le jeune homme.

	— Raoul, le roi est bien bon pour nous, peut-être pas dans le sens que vous croyez, mais il est bon et généreux pour notre maison.

	— Monsieur, vous avez une mauvaise nouvelle à m’apprendre, fit le jeune homme en pâlissant.

	— Le roi vous dira demain matin que ce n’est pas une mauvaise nouvelle.

	— Mais enfin, monsieur, le roi n’a pas signé?

	— Le roi veut faire votre contrat lui-même, Raoul; et il veut le faire si grand, que le temps lui manque. Prenez-vous-en à votre impatience bien plutôt qu’à la bonne volonté du roi.

	Raoul, consterné, parce qu’il connaissait la franchise du comte et en même temps son habileté, demeura plongé dans une morne stupeur.

	— Vous ne m’accompagnez pas chez moi? dit Athos.

	— Pardonnez-moi, monsieur, je vous suis, balbutia-t-il.

	Et il descendit les degrés derrière Athos.

	— Oh! pendant que je suis ici, fit tout à coup ce dernier, ne pourrais-je voir M. d’Artagnan?

	— Voulez-vous que je vous mène à son appartement? dit Bragelonne.

	— Oui, certes.

	— C’est dans l’autre escalier, alors. Et ils changèrent de chemin; mais, arrivés au palier de la grande galerie, Raoul aperçut un laquais à la livrée du comte de Guiche qui accourut aussitôt vers lui en entendant sa voix.

	— Qu’y a-t-il? dit Raoul.

	— Ce billet, monsieur. M. le comte a su que vous étiez de retour, et il vous a écrit sur-le-champ; je vous cherche depuis une heure.

	Raoul se rapprocha d’Athos pour décacheter la lettre.

	— Vous permettez, monsieur? dit-il.

	— Faites.

	«Cher Raoul, disait le comte de Guiche, j’ai une affaire d’importance à traiter sans retard; je sais que vous êtes arrivé; venez vite.»

	Il achevait à peine de lire, lorsque, débouchant de la galerie, un valet, à la livrée de Buckingham, reconnaissant Raoul, s’approcha de lui respectueusement.

	— De la part de milord duc, dit-il.

	— Ah! s’écria Athos, je vois, Raoul, que vous êtes déjà en affaires comme un général d’armée; je vous laisse, je trouverai seul M. d’Artagnan.

	— Veuillez m’excuser, je vous prie, dit Raoul.

	— Oui, oui, je vous excuse; adieu, Raoul. Vous me retrouverez chez moi jusqu’à demain; au jour, je pourrai partir pour Blois, à moins de contrordre.

	— Monsieur, je vous présenterai demain mes respects.

	Athos partit.

	Raoul ouvrit la lettre de Buckingham.

	«Monsieur de Bragelonne, disait le duc, vous êtes de tous les Français que j’ai vus celui qui me plaît le plus; je vais avoir besoin de votre amitié. Il m’arrive certain message écrit en bon français. Je suis Anglais, moi, et j’ai peur de ne pas assez bien comprendre. La lettre est signée d’un bon nom, voilà tout ce que je sais. Serez-vous assez obligeant pour me venir voir, car j’apprends que vous êtes arrivé de Blois? Votre dévoué, Villiers, duc de Buckingham.»

	— Je vais trouver ton maître, dit Raoul au valet de Guiche en le congédiant. Et, dans une heure, je serai chez M. de Buckingham, ajouta-t-il en faisant de la main un signe au messager du duc.

	Chapitre XCIV — Une foule de coups d’épée dans l’eau

	Raoul, en se rendant chez de Guiche, trouva celui-ci causant avec de Wardes et Manicamp. De Wardes, depuis l’aventure de la barrière, traitait Raoul en étranger.

	On eût dit qu’il ne s’était rien passé entre eux; seulement, ils avaient l’air de ne pas se connaître.

	Raoul entra, de Guiche marcha au-devant de lui. Raoul, tout en serrant la main de son ami, jeta un regard rapide sur les deux jeunes gens. Il espérait lire sur leur visage ce qui s’agitait dans leur esprit.

	De Wardes était froid et impénétrable. Manicamp semblait perdu dans la contemplation d’une garniture qui l’absorbait.

	De Guiche emmena Raoul dans un cabinet voisin et le fit asseoir.

	— Comme tu as bonne mine! lui dit-il.

	— C’est assez étrange, répondit Raoul, car je suis fort peu joyeux.

	— C’est comme moi, n’est-ce pas, Raoul? L’amour va mal.

	— Tant mieux, de ton côté, comte; la pire nouvelle, celle qui pourrait le plus m’attrister, serait une bonne nouvelle.

	— Oh! alors, ne t’afflige pas, car non seulement je suis très malheureux, mais encore je vois des gens heureux autour de moi.

	— Voilà ce que je ne comprends plus, répondit Raoul; explique, mon ami, explique.

	— Tu vas comprendre. J’ai vainement combattu le sentiment que tu as vu naître en moi, grandir en moi, s’emparer de moi; j’ai appelé à la fois tous les conseils et toute ma force; j’ai bien considéré le malheur où je m’engageais; je l’ai sondé, c’est un abîme, je le sais; mais n’importe, je poursuivrai mon chemin.

	— Insensé! tu ne peux faire un pas de plus sans vouloir aujourd’hui ta ruine, demain ta mort.

	— Advienne que pourra!

	— De Guiche!

	— Toutes réflexions sont faites; écoute.

	— Oh! tu crois réussir, tu crois que Madame t’aimera!

	— Raoul, je ne crois rien, j’espère, parce que l’espoir est dans l’homme et qu’il y vit jusqu’au tombeau.

	— Mais j’admets que tu obtiennes ce bonheur que tu espères, et tu es plus sûrement perdu encore que si tu ne l’obtiens pas.

	— Je t’en supplie, ne m’interromps plus, Raoul, tu ne me convaincras point; car, je te le dis d’avance, je ne veux pas être convaincu; j’ai tellement marché que je ne puis reculer, j’ai tellement souffert que la mort me paraîtrait un bienfait. Je ne suis plus seulement amoureux jusqu’au délire, Raoul, je suis jaloux jusqu’à la fureur.

	Raoul frappa l’une contre l’autre ses deux mains avec un sentiment qui ressemblait à de la colère.

	— Bien! dit-il.

	— Bien ou mal, peu importe. Voici ce que je réclame de toi, de mon ami, de mon frère. Depuis trois jours, Madame est en fêtes, en ivresse. Le premier jour, je n’ai point osé la regarder; je la haïssais de ne pas être aussi malheureuse que moi. Le lendemain, je ne la pouvais plus perdre de vue; et de son côté, oui, je crus le remarquer, du moins, Raoul, de son côté, elle me regarda, sinon avec quelque pitié, du moins avec quelque douceur. Mais entre ses regards et les miens vint s’interposer une ombre; le sourire d’un autre provoque son sourire. À côté de son cheval galope éternellement un cheval qui n’est pas le mien; à son oreille vibre incessamment une voix caressante qui n’est pas ma voix. Raoul, depuis trois jours, ma tête est en feu; c’est de la flamme qui coule dans mes veines. Cette ombre, il faut que je la chasse; ce sourire, que je l’éteigne; cette voix, que je l’étouffe.

	— Tu veux tuer Monsieur? s’écria Raoul.

	— Eh! non. Je ne suis pas jaloux de Monsieur; je ne suis pas jaloux du mari; je suis jaloux de l’amant.

	— De l’amant?

	— Mais ne l’as-tu donc pas remarqué ici, toi qui là-bas étais si clairvoyant?

	— Tu es jaloux de M. de Buckingham?

	— À en mourir!

	— Encore.

	— Oh! cette fois la chose sera facile à régler entre nous, j’ai pris les devants, je lui ai fait passer un billet.

	— Tu lui as écrit? c’est toi?

	— Comment sais-tu cela?

	— Je le sais, parce qu’il me l’a appris. Tiens.

	Et il tendit à de Guiche la lettre qu’il avait reçue presque en même temps que la sienne. De Guiche la lut avidement.

	— C’est d’un brave homme et surtout d’un galant homme, dit-il.

	— Oui, certes, le duc est un galant homme; je n’ai pas besoin de te demander si tu lui as écrit en aussi bons termes.

	— Je te montrerai ma lettre quand tu l’iras trouver de ma part.

	— Mais c’est presque impossible.

	— Quoi?

	— Que j’aille le trouver.

	— Comment?

	— Le duc me consulte, et toi aussi.

	— Oh! tu me donneras la préférence, je suppose. Écoute, voici ce que je te prie de dire à Sa Grâce… C’est bien simple… Un de ces jours, aujourd’hui, demain, après-demain, le jour qui lui conviendra, je veux le rencontrer à Vincennes.

	— Réfléchis.

	— Je croyais t’avoir déjà dit que mes réflexions étaient faites.

	— Le duc est étranger; il a une mission qui le fait inviolable… Vincennes est tout près de la Bastille.

	— Les conséquences me regardent.

	— Mais la raison de cette rencontre? quelle raison veux-tu que je lui donne?

	— Il ne t’en demandera pas, sois tranquille… Le duc doit être aussi las de moi que je le suis de lui; le duc doit me haïr autant que je le hais. Ainsi, je t’en supplie, va trouver le duc, et, s’il faut que je le supplie d’accepter ma proposition, je le supplierai.

	— C’est inutile… Le duc m’a prévenu qu’il me voulait parler. Le duc est au jeu du roi… Allons-y tous deux. Je le tirerai à quartier dans la galerie. Tu resteras à l’écart. Deux mots suffiront.

	— C’est bien. Je vais emmener de Wardes pour me servir de contenance.

	— Pourquoi pas Manicamp? De Wardes nous rejoindra toujours, le laissassions-nous ici.

	— Oui, c’est vrai.

	— Il ne sait rien?

	— Oh! rien absolument. Vous êtes toujours en froid, donc!

	— Il ne t’a rien raconté?

	— Non.

	— Je n’aime pas cet homme, et, comme je ne l’ai jamais aimé, il résulte de cette antipathie que je ne suis pas plus en froid avec lui aujourd’hui que je ne l’étais hier.

	— Partons alors.

	Tous quatre descendirent. Le carrosse de de Guiche attendait à la porte et les conduisit au Palais-Royal.

	En chemin, Raoul se forgeait un thème. Seul dépositaire des deux secrets, il ne désespérait pas de conclure un accommodement entre les deux parties. Il se savait influent près de Buckingham; il connaissait son ascendant sur de Guiche: les choses ne lui paraissaient donc point désespérées.

	En arrivant dans la galerie, resplendissante de lumière, où les femmes les plus belles et les plus illustres de la cour s’agitaient comme des astres dans leur atmosphère de flammes, Raoul ne put s’empêcher d’oublier un instant de Guiche pour regarder Louise, qui, au milieu de ses compagnes, pareille à une colombe fascinée, dévorait des yeux le cercle royal, tout éblouissant de diamants et d’or.

	Les hommes étaient debout, le roi seul était assis. Raoul aperçut Buckingham.

	Il était à dix pas de Monsieur, dans un groupe de Français et d’Anglais qui admiraient le grand air de sa personne et l’incomparable magnificence de ses habits.

	Quelques-uns des vieux courtisans se rappelaient avoir vu le père, et ce souvenir ne faisait aucun tort au fils.

	Buckingham causait avec Fouquet. Fouquet lui parlait tout haut de Belle-Île.

	— Je ne puis l’aborder dans ce moment, dit Raoul.

	— Attends et choisis ton occasion, mais termine tout sur l’heure. Je brûle.

	— Tiens, voici notre sauveur, dit Raoul apercevant d’Artagnan, qui, magnifique dans son habit neuf de capitaine des mousquetaires, venait de faire dans la galerie une entrée de conquérant.

	Et il se dirigea vers d’Artagnan.

	— Le comte de La Fère vous cherchait, chevalier, dit Raoul.

	— Oui, répondit d’Artagnan, je le quitte.

	— J’avais cru comprendre que vous deviez passer une partie de la nuit ensemble.

	— Rendez-vous est pris pour nous retrouver.

	Et tout en répondant à Raoul, d’Artagnan promenait ses regards distraits à droite et à gauche, cherchant dans la foule quelqu’un ou dans l’appartement quelque chose.

	Tout à coup son œil devint fixe comme celui de l’aigle qui aperçoit sa proie.

	Raoul suivit la direction de ce regard. Il vit que de Guiche et d’Artagnan se saluaient. Mais il ne put distinguer à qui s’adressait ce coup d’œil si curieux et si fier du capitaine.

	— Monsieur le chevalier, dit Raoul, il n’y a que vous qui puissiez me rendre un service.

	— Lequel, mon cher vicomte?

	— Il s’agit d’aller déranger M. de Buckingham, à qui j’ai deux mots à dire, et comme M. de Buckingham cause avec M. Fouquet, vous comprenez que ce n’est point moi qui puis me jeter au milieu de la conversation.

	— Ah! ah! M. Fouquet; il est là? demanda d’Artagnan.

	— Le voyez-vous? Tenez.

	— Oui, ma foi! Et tu crois que j’ai plus de droits que toi?

	— Vous êtes un homme plus considérable.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, je suis capitaine des mousquetaires; il y a si longtemps qu’on me promettait ce grade et si peu de temps que je l’ai, que j’oublie toujours ma dignité.

	— Vous me rendrez ce service, n’est-ce pas?

	— M. Fouquet, diable!

	— Avez-vous quelque chose contre lui?

	— Non, ce serait plutôt lui qui aurait quelque chose contre moi; mais enfin, comme il faudra qu’un jour ou l’autre…

	— Tenez, je crois qu’il vous regarde; ou bien serait-ce?…

	— Non, non, tu ne te trompes pas, c’est bien à moi qu’il fait cet honneur.

	— Le moment est bon, alors.

	— Tu crois?

	— Allez, je vous en prie.

	— J’y vais.

	De Guiche ne perdait pas de vue Raoul; Raoul lui fit signe que tout était arrangé.

	D’Artagnan marcha droit au groupe, et salua civilement M. Fouquet comme les autres.

	— Bonjour, monsieur d’Artagnan. Nous parlions de Belle-Île-en-Mer, dit Fouquet avec cet usage du monde et cette science du regard qui demandent la moitié de la vie pour être bien appris, et auxquels certaines gens, malgré toute leur étude, n’arrivent jamais.

	— De Belle-Île-en-Mer? Ah! ah! fit d’Artagnan. C’est à vous, je crois, monsieur Fouquet?

	— Monsieur vient de me dire qu’il l’avait donnée au roi, dit Buckingham. Serviteur, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Connaissez-vous Belle-Île, chevalier? demanda Fouquet au mousquetaire.

	— J’y ai été une seule fois, monsieur, répondit d’Artagnan en homme d’esprit et en galant homme.

	— Y êtes-vous resté longtemps?

	— À peine une journée, monseigneur.

	— Et vous y avez vu?

	— Tout ce qu’on peut voir en un jour.

	— C’est beaucoup d’un jour quand on a votre regard, monsieur.

	D’Artagnan s’inclina.

	Pendant ce temps, Raoul faisait signe à Buckingham.

	— Monsieur le surintendant, dit Buckingham, je vous laisse le capitaine, qui se connaît mieux que moi en bastions, en escarpes et en contrescarpes, et je vais rejoindre un ami qui me fait signe. Vous comprenez…

	En effet, Buckingham se détacha du groupe et s’avança vers Raoul, mais tout en s’arrêtant un instant à la table où jouaient Madame, la reine mère, la jeune reine et le roi.

	— Allons, Raoul, dit de Guiche, le voilà; ferme et vite!

	Buckingham en effet, après avoir présenté un compliment à Madame, continuait son chemin vers Raoul.

	Raoul vint au-devant de lui. De Guiche demeura à sa place. Il le suivit des yeux. La manœuvre était combinée de telle façon que la rencontre des deux jeunes gens eut lieu dans l’espace resté vide entre le groupe du jeu et la galerie où se promenaient, en s’arrêtant de temps en temps, pour causer, quelques braves gentilshommes.

	Mais, au moment où les deux lignes allaient s’unir, elles furent rompues par une troisième.

	C’était Monsieur qui s’avançait vers le duc de Buckingham. Monsieur avait sur ses lèvres roses et pommadées son plus charmant sourire.

	— Eh! mon Dieu! dit-il avec une affectueuse politesse, que vient-on de m’apprendre, mon cher duc?

	Buckingham se retourna: il n’avait pas vu venir Monsieur; il avait entendu sa voix, voilà tout.

	Il tressaillit malgré lui. Une légère pâleur envahit ses joues.

	— Monseigneur, demanda-t-il, qu’a-t-on dit à Votre Altesse qui paraisse lui causer ce grand étonnement?

	— Une chose qui me désespère, monsieur, dit le prince, une chose qui sera un deuil pour toute la cour.

	— Ah! Votre Altesse est trop bonne, dit Buckingham, car je vois qu’elle veut parler de mon départ.

	— Justement.

	— Hélas! monseigneur, à Paris depuis cinq à six jours à peine, mon départ ne peut être un deuil que pour moi.

	De Guiche entendit le mot de la place où il était resté et tressaillit à son tour.

	— Son départ! murmura-t-il. Que dit-il donc?

	Philippe continua avec son même air gracieux:

	— Que le roi de la Grande-Bretagne vous rappelle, monsieur, je conçois cela; on sait que Sa Majesté Charles II, qui se connaît en gentilshommes, ne peut se passer de vous. Mais que nous vous perdions sans regret, cela ne se peut comprendre; recevez donc l’expression des miens.

	— Monseigneur, dit le duc, croyez que si je quitte la cour de France…

	— C’est qu’on vous rappelle, je comprends cela; mais enfin, si vous croyez que mon désir ait quelque poids près du roi, je m’offre à supplier Sa Majesté Charles II de vous laisser avec nous quelque temps encore.

	— Tant d’obligeance me comble, monseigneur, répondit Buckingham; mais j’ai reçu des ordres précis. Mon séjour en France était limité; je l’ai prolongé au risque de déplaire à mon gracieux souverain. Aujourd’hui seulement, je me rappelle que, depuis quatre jours, je devrais être parti.

	— Oh! fit Monsieur.

	— Oui, mais, ajouta Buckingham en élevant la voix, même de manière à être entendu des princesses, mais je ressemble à cet homme de l’orient qui, pendant plusieurs jours, devint fou d’avoir fait un beau rêve, et qui, un beau matin, se réveilla guéri, c’est-à-dire raisonnable. La cour de France a des enivrements qui peuvent ressembler à ce rêve, monseigneur, mais on se réveille enfin et l’on part. Je ne saurais donc prolonger mon séjour comme Votre Altesse veut bien me le demander.

	— Et quand partez-vous? demanda Philippe d’un air plein de sollicitude.

	— Demain, monseigneur… Mes équipages sont prêts depuis trois jours.

	Le duc d’Orléans fit un mouvement de tête qui signifiait:

	«Puisque c’est une résolution prise, duc, il n’y a rien à dire.»

	Buckingham leva les yeux sur les reines; son regard rencontra celui d’Anne d’Autriche, qui le remercia et l’approuva par un geste. Buckingham lui rendit ce geste en cachant sous un sourire le serrement de son cœur.

	Monsieur s’éloigna par où il était venu. Mais en même temps, du côté opposé, s’avançait de Guiche. Raoul craignit que l’impatient jeune homme ne vînt faire la proposition lui même, et se jeta au-devant de lui.

	— Non, non, Raoul, tout est inutile maintenant, dit de Guiche en tendant ses deux mains au duc et en l’entraînant derrière une colonne… Oh! duc, duc! dit de Guiche, pardonnez-moi ce que je vous ai écrit; j’étais un fou! Rendez-moi ma lettre!

	— C’est vrai, répliqua le jeune duc avec un sourire mélancolique, vous ne pouvez plus m’en vouloir.

	— Oh! duc, duc, excusez-moi!… Mon amitié, mon amitié éternelle…

	— Pourquoi, en effet, m’en voudriez-vous, comte, du moment où je la quitte, du moment où je ne la verrai plus?

	Raoul entendit ces mots, et, comprenant que sa présence était désormais inutile entre ces deux jeunes gens qui n’avaient plus que des paroles amies, il recula de quelques pas.

	Ce mouvement le rapprocha de de Wardes. De Wardes parlait du départ de Buckingham. Son interlocuteur était le chevalier de Lorraine.

	— Sage retraite! disait de Wardes.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce qu’il économise un coup d’épée au cher duc.

	Et tous se mirent à rire.

	Raoul, indigné, se retourna, le sourcil froncé, le sang aux tempes, la bouche dédaigneuse.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine pivota sur ses talons; de Wardes demeura ferme et attendit.

	— Monsieur, dit Raoul à de Wardes, vous ne vous déshabituerez donc pas d’insulter les absents? Hier, c’était M. d’Artagnan; aujourd’hui, c’est M. de Buckingham.

	— Monsieur, monsieur, dit de Wardes, vous savez bien que parfois aussi j’insulte ceux qui sont là.

	De Wardes touchait Raoul, leurs épaules s’appuyaient l’une à l’autre, leurs visages se penchaient l’un vers l’autre comme pour s’embraser réciproquement du feu de leur souffle et de leur colère. On sentait que l’un était au sommet de sa haine, l’autre au bout de sa patience.

	Tout à coup ils entendirent une voix pleine de grâce et de politesse qui disait derrière eux:

	— On m’a nommé, je crois.

	Ils se retournèrent: c’était d’Artagnan qui l’œil souriant et la bouche en cœur, venait de poser sa main sur l’épaule de de Wardes. Raoul s’écarta d’un pas pour faire place au mousquetaire. De Wardes frissonna par tout le corps, pâlit, mais ne bougea point.

	D’Artagnan, toujours avec son sourire, prit la place que Raoul lui abandonnait.

	— Merci, mon cher Raoul, dit-il. Monsieur de Wardes, j’ai à causer avec vous. Ne vous éloignez pas, Raoul; tout le monde peut entendre ce que j’ai à dire à M. de Wardes.

	Puis son sourire s’effaça, et son regard devint froid et aigu comme une lame d’acier.

	— Je suis à vos ordres, monsieur, dit de Wardes.

	— Monsieur, reprit d’Artagnan, depuis longtemps je cherchais l’occasion de causer avec vous; aujourd’hui seulement, je l’ai trouvée. Quant au lieu, il est mal choisi, j’en conviens; mais si vous voulez vous donner la peine de venir jusque chez moi, mon chez-moi est justement dans l’escalier qui aboutit à la galerie.

	— Je vous suis, monsieur, dit de Wardes.

	— Est-ce que vous êtes seul ici, monsieur? fit d’Artagnan.

	— Non pas, j’ai MM. Manicamp et de Guiche, deux de mes amis.

	— Bien, dit d’Artagnan; mais deux personnes, c’est peu. Vous en trouverez bien encore quelques-unes, n’est-ce pas?

	— Certes! dit le jeune homme, qui ne savait pas où d’Artagnan voulait en venir. Tant que vous en voudrez.

	— Des amis?

	— Oui, monsieur.

	— De bons amis?

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! faites-en provision, je vous prie. Et vous, Raoul, venez… Amenez aussi M. de Guiche; amenez M. de Buckingham, s’il vous plaît.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, monsieur, que de tapage! répondit de Wardes en essayant de sourire.

	Le capitaine lui fit, de la main, un petit signe pour lui recommander la patience.

	— Je suis toujours impassible. Donc, je vous attends, monsieur, dit-il.

	— Attendez-moi.

	— Alors, au revoir!

	Et il se dirigea du côté de son appartement. La chambre de d’Artagnan n’était point solitaire: le comte de La Fère attendait, assis dans l’embrasure d’une fenêtre.

	— Eh bien? demanda-t-il à d’Artagnan en le voyant rentrer.

	— Eh bien! dit celui-ci, M. de Wardes veut bien m’accorder l’honneur de me faire une petite visite, en compagnie de quelques-uns de ses amis et des nôtres.

	En effet, derrière le mousquetaire apparurent de Wardes et Manicamp.

	De Guiche et Buckingham les suivaient, assez surpris et ne sachant ce qu’on leur voulait.

	Raoul venait avec deux ou trois gentilshommes. Son regard erra, en entrant, sur toutes les parties de la chambre.

	Il aperçut le comte et alla se placer près de lui.

	D’Artagnan recevait ses visiteurs avec toute la courtoisie dont il était capable.

	Il avait conservé sa physionomie calme et polie. Tous ceux qui se trouvaient là étaient des hommes de distinction occupant un poste à la cour. Puis, lorsqu’il eut fait à chacun ses excuses du dérangement qu’il lui causait, il se retourna vers de Wardes, qui, malgré sa puissance sur lui-même, ne pouvait empêcher sa physionomie d’exprimer une surprise mêlée d’inquiétude.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, maintenant que nous voici hors du palais du roi, maintenant que nous pouvons causer tout haut sans manquer aux convenances, je vais vous faire savoir pourquoi j’ai pris la liberté de vous prier de passer chez moi et d’y convoquer en même temps ces messieurs. J’ai appris, par M. le comte de La Fère, mon ami, les bruits injurieux que vous semiez sur mon compte; vous m’avez dit que vous me teniez pour votre ennemi mortel, attendu que j’étais, dites-vous, celui de votre père.

	— C’est vrai, monsieur, j’ai dit cela, reprit de Wardes, dont la pâleur se colora d’une légère flamme.

	— Ainsi, vous m’accusez d’un crime, d’une faute ou d’une lâcheté. Je vous prie de préciser votre accusation.

	— Devant témoins, monsieur?

	— Oui, sans doute, devant témoins, et vous voyez que je les ai choisis experts en matière d’honneur.

	— Vous n’appréciez pas ma délicatesse, monsieur. Je vous ai accusé, c’est vrai; mais j’ai gardé le secret sur l’accusation. Je ne suis entré dans aucun détail, je me suis contenté d’exprimer ma haine devant des personnes pour lesquelles c’était presque un devoir de vous la faire connaître. Vous ne m’avez pas tenu compte de ma discrétion, quoique vous fussiez intéressé à mon silence. Je ne reconnais point là votre prudence habituelle, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	D’Artagnan se mordit le coin de la moustache.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, j’ai déjà eu l’honneur de vous prier d’articuler les griefs que vous aviez contre moi.

	— Tout haut?

	— Parbleu!

	— Je parlerai donc.

	— Parlez, monsieur, dit d’Artagnan en s’inclinant, nous vous écoutons tous.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, il s’agit, non pas d’un tort envers moi, mais d’un tort envers mon père.

	— Vous l’avez déjà dit.

	— Oui, mais il y a certaines choses qu’on n’aborde qu’avec hésitation.

	— Si cette hésitation existe réellement, je vous prie de la surmonter, monsieur.

	— Même dans le cas où il s’agirait d’une action honteuse?

	— Dans tous les cas.

	Les témoins de cette scène commencèrent par se regarder entre eux avec une certaine inquiétude. Cependant, ils se rassurèrent en voyant que le visage de d’Artagnan ne manifestait aucune émotion. De Wardes gardait le silence.

	— Parlez, monsieur, dit le mousquetaire. Vous voyez bien que vous nous faites attendre.

	— Eh bien! écoutez. Mon père aimait une femme, une femme noble; cette femme aimait mon père.

	D’Artagnan échangea un regard avec Athos. De Wardes continua.

	— M. d’Artagnan surprit des lettres qui indiquaient un rendez-vous, se substitua, sous un déguisement, à celui qui était attendu et abusa de l’obscurité.

	— C’est vrai, dit d’Artagnan.

	Un léger murmure se fit entendre parmi les assistants.

	— Oui, j’ai commis cette mauvaise action. Vous auriez dû ajouter, monsieur, puisque vous êtes si impartial, qu’à l’époque où se passa l’événement que vous me reprochez, je n’avais point encore vingt et un ans.

	— L’action n’en est pas moins honteuse, dit de Wardes, et l’âge de raison suffit à un gentilhomme pour ne pas commettre une indélicatesse.

	Un nouveau murmure se fit entendre, mais d’étonnement et presque de doute.

	— C’était une supercherie honteuse, en effet, dit d’Artagnan, et je n’ai point attendu que M. de Wardes me la reprochât pour me la reprocher moi-même et bien amèrement. L’âge m’a fait plus raisonnable, plus probe surtout, et j’ai expié ce tort par de longs regrets. Mais j’en appelle à vous, messieurs; cela se passait en 1626, et c’était un temps, heureusement pour vous, vous ne savez cela que par tradition, et c’était un temps où l’amour n’était pas scrupuleux, où les consciences ne distillaient pas, comme aujourd’hui, le venin et la myrrhe. Nous étions de jeunes soldats toujours battants, toujours battus, toujours l’épée hors du fourreau ou tout au moins à moitié tirée, toujours entre deux morts; la guerre nous faisait durs, et le cardinal nous faisait pressés. Enfin, je me suis repenti, et, il y a plus, je me repens encore, monsieur de Wardes.

	— Oui, monsieur, je comprends cela, car l’action comportait le repentir; mais vous n’en avez pas moins causé la perte d’une femme. Celle dont vous parlez, voilée par sa honte, courbée sous son affront, celle dont vous parlez a fui, elle a quitté la France, et l’on n’a jamais su ce qu’elle était devenue…

	— Oh! fit le comte de La Fère en étendant le bras vers de Wardes avec un sinistre sourire, si fait, monsieur, on l’a vue, et il est même ici quelques personnes qui, en ayant entendu parler, peuvent la reconnaître au portrait que j’en vais faire. C’était une femme de vingt-cinq ans, mince, pâle, blonde, qui s’était mariée en Angleterre.

	— Mariée? fit de Wardes.

	— Ah! vous ignoriez qu’elle fût mariée? Vous voyez que nous sommes mieux instruits que vous, monsieur de Wardes. Savez-vous qu’on l’appelait habituellement Milady, sans ajouter aucun nom à cette qualification?

	— Oui, monsieur, je sais cela.

	— Mon Dieu! murmura Buckingham.

	— Eh bien! cette femme, qui venait d’Angleterre, retourna en Angleterre, après avoir trois fois conspiré la mort de M. d’Artagnan. C’était justice, n’est-ce pas? Je le veux bien, M. d’Artagnan l’avait insultée. Mais ce qui n’est plus justice, c’est qu’en Angleterre, par ses séductions, cette femme conquit un jeune homme qui était au service de lord de Winter, et que l’on nommait Felton. Vous pâlissez, milord de Buckingham? vos yeux s’allument à la fois de colère et de douleur? Alors, achevez le récit, milord, et dites à M. de Wardes quelle était cette femme qui mit le couteau à la main de l’assassin de votre père.

	Un cri s’échappa de toutes les bouches. Le jeune duc passa un mouchoir sur son front inondé de sueur.

	Un grand silence s’était fait parmi tous les assistants.

	— Vous voyez, monsieur de Wardes, dit d’Artagnan, que ce récit avait d’autant plus impressionné que ses propres souvenirs se ravivaient aux paroles d’Athos; vous voyez que mon crime n’est point la cause d’une perte d’âme, et que l’âme était bel et bien perdue avant mon regret. C’est donc bien un acte de conscience. Or, maintenant que ceci est établi, il me reste, monsieur de Wardes, à vous demander bien humblement pardon de cette action honteuse, comme bien certainement j’eusse demandé pardon à M. votre père, s’il vivait encore, et si je l’eusse rencontré après mon retour en France depuis la mort de Charles Ier.

	— Mais c’est trop, monsieur d’Artagnan, s’écrièrent vivement plusieurs voix.

	— Non, messieurs, dit le capitaine. Maintenant, monsieur de Wardes, j’espère que tout est fini entre nous deux, et qu’il ne vous arrivera plus de mal parler de moi. C’est une affaire purgée, n’est-ce pas?

	De Wardes s’inclina en balbutiant.

	— J’espère aussi, continua d’Artagnan en se rapprochant du jeune homme, que vous ne parlerez plus mal de personne comme vous en avez la fâcheuse habitude; car un homme aussi consciencieux, aussi parfait que vous l’êtes, vous qui reprochez une vétille de jeunesse à un vieux soldat, après trente-cinq ans, vous, dis-je, qui arborez cette pureté de conscience, vous prenez de votre côté, l’engagement tacite de ne rien faire contre la conscience et l’honneur. Or, écoutez bien ce qui me reste à vous dire, monsieur de Wardes. Gardez-vous qu’une histoire où votre nom figurera ne parvienne à mes oreilles.

	— Monsieur, dit de Wardes, il est inutile de menacer pour rien.

	— Oh! je n’ai point fini, monsieur de Wardes, reprit d’Artagnan, et vous êtes condamné à m’entendre encore.

	Le cercle se rapprocha curieusement.

	— Vous parliez haut tout à l’heure de l’honneur d’une femme et de l’honneur de votre père; vous nous avez plu en parlant ainsi, car il est doux de songer que ce sentiment de délicatesse et de probité qui ne vivait pas, à ce qu’il paraît, dans notre âme, vit dans l’âme de nos enfants, et il est beau enfin de voir un jeune homme à l’âge où d’habitude on se fait le larron de l’honneur des femmes, il est beau de voir ce jeune homme le respecter et le défendre.

	De Wardes serrait les lèvres et les poings, évidemment fort inquiet de savoir comment finirait ce discours dont l’exorde s’annonçait si mal.

	— Comment se fait-il donc alors, continua d’Artagnan, que vous vous soyez permis de dire à M. le vicomte de Bragelonne qu’il ne connaissait point sa mère?

	Les yeux de Raoul étincelèrent.

	— Oh! s’écria-t-il en s’élançant, monsieur le chevalier, monsieur le chevalier, c’est une affaire qui m’est personnelle.

	De Wardes sourit méchamment.

	D’Artagnan repoussa Raoul du bras.

	— Ne m’interrompez pas, jeune homme, dit-il.

	Et dominant de Wardes du regard:

	— Je traite ici une question qui ne se résout point par l’épée, continua-t-il. Je la traite devant des hommes d’honneur, qui tous ont mis plus d’une fois l’épée à la main. Je les ai choisis exprès. Or, ces messieurs savent que tout secret pour lequel on se bat cesse d’être un secret. Je réitère donc ma question à M. de Wardes: À quel propos avez-vous offensé ce jeune homme en offensant à la fois son père et sa mère?

	— Mais il me semble, dit de Wardes, que les paroles sont libres, quand on offre de les soutenir par tous les moyens qui sont à la disposition d’un galant homme.

	— Ah! monsieur, quels sont les moyens, dites-moi, à l’aide desquels un galant homme peut soutenir une méchante parole?

	— Par l’épée.

	— Vous manquez non seulement de logique en disant cela, mais encore de religion et d’honneur; vous exposez la vie de plusieurs hommes, sans parler de la vôtre, qui me paraît fort aventurée. Or, toute mode passe, monsieur, et la mode est passée des rencontres, sans compter les édits de Sa Majesté qui défendent le duel. Donc, pour être conséquent avec vos idées de chevalerie, vous allez présenter vos excuses à M. Raoul de Bragelonne; vous lui direz que vous regrettez d’avoir tenu un propos léger; que la noblesse et la pureté de sa race sont écrites non seulement dans son cœur, mais encore dans toutes les actions de sa vie. Vous allez faire cela, monsieur de Wardes, comme je l’ai fait tout à l’heure, moi, vieux capitaine, devant votre moustache d’enfant.

	— Et si je ne le fais pas? demanda de Wardes.

	— Eh bien! il arrivera…

	— Ce que vous croyez empêcher, dit de Wardes en riant; il arrivera que votre logique de conciliation aboutira à une violation des défenses du roi.

	— Non, monsieur, dit tranquillement le capitaine, et vous êtes dans l’erreur.

	— Qu’arrivera-t-il donc, alors?

	— Il arrivera que j’irai trouver le roi, avec qui je suis assez bien; le roi, à qui j’ai eu le bonheur de rendre quelques services qui datent d’un temps où vous n’étiez pas encore né; le roi, enfin, qui, sur ma demande, vient de m’envoyer un ordre en blanc pour M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun gouverneur de la Bastille, et que je dirai au roi: «Sire, un homme à insulté lâchement M. de Bragelonne dans la personne de sa mère. J’ai écrit le nom de cet homme sur la lettre de cachet que Votre Majesté a bien voulu me donner, de sorte que M. de Wardes est à la Bastille pour trois ans.»

	Et d’Artagnan, tirant de sa poche l’ordre signé du roi, le tendit à de Wardes.

	Puis, voyant que le jeune homme n’était pas bien convaincu, et prenait l’avis pour une menace vaine, il haussa les épaules et se dirigea froidement vers la table sur laquelle étaient une écritoire et une plume dont la longueur eût épouvanté le topographe Porthos.

	Alors de Wardes vit que la menace était on ne peut plus sérieuse; la Bastille, à cette époque, était déjà chose effrayante. Il fit un pas vers Raoul, et d’une voix presque inintelligible:

	— Monsieur, dit-il, je vous fais les excuses que m’a dictées tout à l’heure M. d’Artagnan, et que force m’est de vous faire.

	— Un instant, un instant, monsieur, dit le mousquetaire avec la plus grande tranquillité; vous vous trompez sur les termes. Je n’ai pas dit: «Et que force m’est de vous faire.» J’ai dit: «Et que ma conscience me porte à vous faire.» Ce mot vaut mieux que l’autre, croyez-moi; il vaudra d’autant mieux qu’il sera l’expression plus vraie de vos sentiments.

	— J’y souscris donc, dit de Wardes; mais, en vérité messieurs, avouez qu’un coup d’épée au travers du corps, comme on se le donnait autrefois, valait mieux qu’une pareille tyrannie.

	— Non, monsieur, répondit Buckingham, car le coup d’épée ne signifie pas, si vous le recevez, que vous avez tort ou raison; il signifie seulement que vous êtes plus ou moins adroit.

	— Monsieur! s’écria de Wardes.

	— Ah! vous allez dire quelque mauvaise chose, interrompit d’Artagnan coupant la parole à de Wardes, et je vous rends service en vous arrêtant là.

	— Est-ce tout, monsieur? demanda de Wardes.

	— Absolument tout, répondit d’Artagnan, et ces messieurs et moi sommes satisfaits de vous.

	— Croyez-moi, monsieur, répondit de Wardes, vos conciliations ne sont pas heureuses!

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que nous allons nous séparer, je le gagerais, M. de Bragelonne et moi, plus ennemis que jamais.

	— Vous vous trompez quant à moi, monsieur, répondit Raoul, et je ne conserve pas contre vous un atome de fiel dans le cœur.

	Ce dernier coup écrasa de Wardes. Il jeta les yeux autour de lui en homme égaré.

	D’Artagnan salua gracieusement les gentilshommes qui avaient bien voulu assister à l’explication, et chacun se retira en lui donnant la main.

	Pas une main ne se tendit vers de Wardes.

	— Oh! s’écria le jeune homme succombant à la rage qui lui mangeait le cœur; oh! je ne trouverai donc personne sur qui je puisse me venger!

	— Si fait, monsieur, car je suis là, moi, dit à son oreille une voix toute chargée de menaces.

	De Wardes se retourna et vit le duc de Buckingham qui, resté sans doute dans cette intention, venait de s’approcher de lui.

	— Vous, monsieur! s’écria de Wardes.

	— Oui, moi. Je ne suis pas sujet du roi de France, moi, monsieur; moi, je ne reste pas sur le territoire, puisque je pars pour l’Angleterre. J’ai amassé aussi du désespoir et de la rage, moi. J’ai donc, comme vous, besoin de me venger sur quelqu’un. J’approuve fort les principes de M. d’Artagnan, mais je ne suis pas tenu de les appliquer à vous. Je suis Anglais, et je viens vous proposer à mon tour ce que vous avez inutilement proposé aux autres.

	— Monsieur le duc!

	— Allons, cher monsieur de Wardes, puisque vous êtes si fort courroucé, prenez-moi pour quintaine. Je serai à Calais dans trente-quatre heures. Venez avec moi, la route nous paraîtra moins longue ensemble que séparés. Nous tirerons l’épée là-bas, sur le sable que couvre la marée, et qui, six heures par jour, est le territoire de la France, mais pendant six autres heures le territoire de Dieu.

	— C’est bien, répliqua de Wardes; j’accepte.

	— Pardieu! dit le duc, si vous me tuez, mon cher monsieur de Wardes, vous me rendrez, je vous en réponds, un signalé service.

	— Je ferai ce que je pourrai pour vous être agréable, duc, dit de Wardes.

	— Ainsi, c’est convenu, je vous emmène.

	— Je serai à vos ordres. Pardieu! j’avais besoin pour me calmer d’un bon danger, d’un péril mortel.

	— Eh bien! je crois que vous avez trouvé votre affaire. Serviteur, monsieur de Wardes; demain, au matin, mon valet de chambre vous dira l’heure précise du départ; nous voyagerons ensemble comme deux bons amis. Je voyage d’ordinaire en homme pressé. Adieu!

	Buckingham salua de Wardes et rentra chez le roi. De Wardes, exaspéré, sortit du Palais-Royal et prit rapidement le chemin de la maison qu’il habitait.

	Chapitre XCV — M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun

	Après la leçon un peu dure donnée à de Wardes, Athos et d’Artagnan descendirent ensemble l’escalier qui conduit à la cour du Palais-Royal.

	— Voyez-vous, disait Athos à d’Artagnan, Raoul ne peut échapper tôt ou tard à ce duel avec de Wardes; de Wardes est brave autant qu’il est méchant.

	— Je connais ces drôles-là, répliqua d’Artagnan; j’ai eu affaire au père. Je vous déclare, et en ce temps j’avais de bons muscles et une sauvage assurance, je vous déclare, dis-je, que le père m’a donné du mal. Il fallait voir cependant comme j’en décousais. Ah! mon ami, on ne fait plus des assauts pareils aujourd’hui; j’avais une main qui ne pouvait rester un moment en place, une main de vif-argent, vous le savez, Athos, vous m’avez vu à l’œuvre. Ce n’était plus un simple morceau d’acier, c’était un serpent qui prenait toutes ses formes et toutes ses longueurs pour parvenir à placer convenablement sa tête, c’est-à-dire sa morsure; je me donnais six pieds, puis trois, je pressais l’ennemi corps à corps, puis je me jetais à dix pieds. Il n’y avait pas force humaine capable de résister à ce féroce entrain. Eh bien! de Wardes le père, avec sa bravoure de race, sa bravoure hargneuse, m’occupa fort longtemps, et je me souviens que mes doigts, à l’issue du combat, étaient fatigués.

	— Donc, je vous le disais bien, reprit Athos, le fils cherchera toujours Raoul et finira par le rencontrer, car on trouve Raoul facilement lorsqu’on le cherche.

	— D’accord, mon ami, mais Raoul calcule bien; il n’en veut point à de Wardes, il l’a dit: il attendra d’être provoqué; alors sa position est bonne. Le roi ne peut se fâcher; d’ailleurs, nous saurons le moyen de calmer le roi. Mais pourquoi ces craintes, ces inquiétudes chez vous qui ne vous alarmez pas aisément?

	— Voici: tout me trouble. Raoul va demain voir le roi qui lui dira sa volonté sur certain mariage. Raoul se fâchera comme un amoureux qu’il est, et, une fois dans sa mauvaise humeur, s’il rencontre de Wardes, la bombe éclatera.

	— Nous empêcherons l’éclat, cher ami.

	— Pas moi, car je veux retourner à Blois. Toute cette élégance fardée de cour, toutes ces intrigues me dégoûtent. Je ne suis plus un jeune homme pour pactiser avec les mesquineries d’aujourd’hui. J’ai lu dans le grand livre de Dieu beaucoup de choses trop belles et trop larges pour m’occuper avec intérêt des petites phrases que se chuchotent ces hommes quand ils veulent se tromper. En un mot, je m’ennuie à Paris, partout où je ne vous ai pas, et, comme je ne puis toujours vous avoir, je veux m’en retourner à Blois.

	— Oh! que vous avez tort, Athos! que vous mentez à votre origine et à la destinée de votre âme! Les hommes de votre trempe sont faits pour aller jusqu’au dernier jour dans la plénitude de leurs facultés. Voyez ma vieille épée de La Rochelle, cette lame espagnole; elle servit trente ans aussi parfaite; un jour d’hiver, en tombant sur le marbre du Louvre, elle se cassa net, mon cher. On m’en a fait un couteau de chasse qui durera cent ans encore. Vous, Athos, avec votre loyauté, votre franchise, votre courage froid et votre instruction solide, vous êtes l’homme qu’il faut pour avertir et diriger les rois. Restez ici: M. Fouquet ne durera pas aussi longtemps que ma lame espagnole.

	— Allons, dit Athos en souriant, voilà d’Artagnan qui, après m’avoir élevé aux nues, fait de moi une sorte de dieu, me jette du haut de l’Olympe et m’aplatit sur terre. J’ai des ambitions plus grandes, ami. Être ministre, être esclave, allons donc! Ne suis-je pas plus grand? je ne suis rien. Je me souviens de vous avoir entendu m’appeler quelquefois le grand Athos. Or, je vous défie, si j’étais ministre, de me confirmer cette épithète. Non, non, je ne me livre pas ainsi.

	— Alors n’en parlons plus; abdiquez tout, même la fraternité!

	— Oh! cher ami, c’est presque dur, ce que vous me dites là!

	D’Artagnan serra vivement la main d’Athos.

	— Non, non, abdiquez sans crainte. Raoul peut se passer de vous, je suis à Paris.

	— Eh bien! alors, je retournerai à Blois. Ce soir, vous me direz adieu; demain, au point du jour, je remonterai à cheval.

	— Vous ne pouvez pas rentrer seul à votre hôtel; pourquoi n’avez-vous pas amené Grimaud?

	— Mon ami, Grimaud dort; il se couche de bonne heure. Mon pauvre vieux se fatigue aisément. Il est venu avec moi de Blois, et je l’ai forcé de garder le logis; car s’il lui fallait, pour reprendre haleine, remonter les quarante lieues qui nous séparent de Blois, il en mourrait sans se plaindre. Mais je tiens à mon Grimaud.

	— Je vais vous donner un mousquetaire pour porter le flambeau. Holà! quelqu’un!

	Et d’Artagnan se pencha sur la rampe dorée. Sept ou huit têtes de mousquetaires apparurent.

	— Quelqu’un de bonne volonté pour escorter M. le comte de La Fère, cria d’Artagnan.

	— Merci de votre empressement, messieurs, dit Athos. Je ne saurais ainsi déranger des gentilshommes.

	— J’escorterais bien Monsieur, dit quelqu’un, si je n’avais à parler à M. d’Artagnan.

	— Qui est là? fit d’Artagnan en cherchant dans la pénombre.

	— Moi, cher monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Dieu me pardonne, si ce n’est pas la voix de Baisemeaux!

	— Moi-même, monsieur.

	— Eh! mon cher Baisemeaux, que faites-vous là dans la cour?

	— J’attends vos ordres, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Ah! malheureux que je suis, pensa d’Artagnan; c’est vrai, vous avez été prévenu pour une arrestation; mais venir vous-même au lieu d’envoyer un écuyer!

	— Je suis venu parce que j’avais à vous parler.

	— Et vous ne m’avez pas fait prévenir?

	— J’attendais, dit timidement M. Baisemeaux.

	— Je vous quitte. Adieu, d’Artagnan, fit Athos à son ami.

	— Pas avant que je vous présente M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun, gouverneur du château de la Bastille.

	Baisemeaux salua. Athos également.

	— Mais vous devez vous connaître, ajouta d’Artagnan.

	— J’ai un vague souvenir de Monsieur, dit Athos.

	— Vous savez bien, mon cher ami, Baisemeaux, ce garde du roi avec qui nous fîmes de si bonnes parties autrefois sous le cardinal.

	— Parfaitement, dit Athos en prenant congé avec affabilité.

	— M. le comte de La Fère, qui avait nom de guerre Athos, dit d’Artagnan à l’oreille de Baisemeaux.

	— Oui, oui, un galant homme, un des quatre fameux, dit Baisemeaux.

	— Précisément. Mais, voyons, mon cher Baisemeaux, causons-nous?

	— S’il vous plaît!

	— D’abord, quant aux ordres, c’est fait, pas d’ordres. Le roi renonce à faire arrêter la personne en question.

	— Ah! tant pis, dit Baisemeaux avec un soupir.

	— Comment, tant pis? s’écria d’Artagnan en riant.

	— Sans doute, s’écria le gouverneur de la Bastille, mes prisonniers sont mes rentes, à moi.

	— Eh! c’est vrai. Je ne voyais pas la chose sous ce jour-là.

	— Donc, pas d’ordres?

	Et Baisemeaux soupira encore.

	— C’est vous, reprit-il, qui avez une belle position: capitaine-lieutenant des mousquetaires!

	— C’est assez bon, oui. Mais je ne vois pas ce que vous avez à m’envier: gouverneur de la Bastille, qui est le premier château de France.

	— Je le sais bien, dit tristement Baisemeaux.

	— Vous dites cela comme un pénitent, mordioux! Je changerai mes bénéfices contre les vôtres, si vous voulez?

	— Ne parlons pas bénéfices, dit Baisemeaux, si vous ne voulez pas me fendre l’âme.

	— Mais vous regardez de droite et de gauche comme si vous aviez peur d’être arrêté, vous qui gardez ceux qu’on arrête.

	— Je regarde qu’on nous voit et qu’on nous entend, et qu’il serait plus sûr de causer à l’écart, si vous m’accordiez cette faveur.

	— Baisemeaux! Baisemeaux! vous oubliez donc que nous sommes des connaissances de trente-cinq ans. Ne prenez donc pas avec moi des airs contrits. Soyez à l’aise. Je ne mange pas crus des gouverneurs de la Bastille.

	— Plût au Ciel!

	— Voyons, venez dans la cour, nous nous prendrons par le bras; il fait un clair de lune superbe, et le long des chênes, sous les arbres, vous me conterez votre histoire lugubre. Venez.

	Il attira le dolent gouverneur dans la cour, lui prit le bras, comme il l’avait dit, et avec sa brusque bonhomie:

	— Allons, flamberge au vent! dit-il, dégoisez. Baisemeaux, que voulez vous me dire?

	— Ce sera bien long.

	— Vous aimez donc mieux vous lamenter? M’est avis que ce sera plus long encore. Gage que vous vous faites cinquante mille livres sur vos pigeons de la Bastille.

	— Quand cela serait, cher monsieur d’Artagnan?

	— Vous m’étonnez, Baisemeaux; regardez-vous donc, mon cher. Vous faites l’homme contrit, mordioux! je vais vous conduire devant une glace, vous y verrez que vous êtes grassouillet, fleuri, gras et rond comme un fromage; que vous avez des yeux comme des charbons allumés, et que, sans ce vilain pli que vous affectez de vous creuser au front, vous ne paraîtriez pas cinquante ans. Or, vous en avez soixante, hein?

	— Tout cela est vrai…

	— Pardieu! je le sais bien que c’est vrai, vrai comme les cinquante mille livres de bénéfice.

	Le petit Baisemeaux frappa du pied.

	— Là, là! dit d’Artagnan, je m’en vais vous faire votre compte; vous étiez capitaine des gardes de M. de Mazarin: douze mille livres par an; vous les avez touchées douze ans, soit cent quarante mille livres.

	— Douze mille livres! Êtes-vous fou! s’écria Baisemeaux. Le vieux grigou n’a jamais donné que six mille, et les charges de la place allaient à six mille cinq cents. M. Colbert, qui m’avait fait rogner les six mille autres livres, daignait me faire toucher cinquante pistoles comme gratification. En sorte que, sans ce petit fief de Montlezun, qui donne douze mille livres, je n’eusse pas fait honneur à mes affaires.

	— Passons condamnation, arrivons aux cinquante mille livres de la Bastille. Là, j’espère, vous êtes nourri, logé; vous avez six mille livres de traitement.

	— Soit.

	— Bon an mal an, cinquante prisonniers qui, l’un dans l’autre, vous rapportent mille livres.

	— Je n’en disconviens pas.

	— C’est bien cinquante mille livres par an; vous occupez depuis trois ans, c’est donc cent cinquante mille livres que vous avez.

	— Vous oubliez un détail, cher monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Lequel?

	— C’est que, vous, vous avez reçu la charge de capitaine des mains du roi.

	— Je le sais bien.

	— Tandis que, moi, j’ai reçu celle de gouverneur de MM. Tremblay et Louvière.

	— C’est juste, et Tremblay n’était pas homme à vous laisser sa charge pour rien.

	— Oh! Louvière non plus. Il en résulte que j’ai donné soixante-quinze mille livres à Tremblay pour sa part.

	— Joli! Et à Louvière?

	— Autant.

	— Tout de suite?

	— Non pas, c’eût été impossible. Le roi ne voulait pas, ou plutôt M. de Mazarin ne voulait pas paraître destituer ces deux gaillards issus de la barricade; il a donc souffert qu’ils fissent pour se retirer des conditions léonines.

	— Quelles conditions?

	— Frémissez!… trois années du revenu comme pot-de-vin.

	— Diable! en sorte que les cent cinquante mille livres ont passé dans leurs mains?

	— Juste.

	— Et outre cela?

	— Une somme de quinze mille écus ou cinquante mille pistoles, comme il vous plaira, en trois paiements.

	— C’est exorbitant.

	— Ce n’est pas tout.

	— Allons donc!

	— Faute à moi de remplir l’une des conditions, ces messieurs rentrent dans leur charge. On a fait signer cela au roi.

	— C’est énorme, c’est incroyable!

	— C’est comme cela.

	— Je vous plains, mon pauvre Baisemeaux. Mais alors, cher ami, pourquoi diable M. de Mazarin vous a-t-il accordé cette prétendue faveur? Il était plus simple de vous la refuser.

	— Oh! oui! mais il a eu la main forcée par mon protecteur.

	— Votre protecteur! qui cela?

	— Parbleu! un de vos amis, M. d’Herblay.

	— M. d’Herblay? Aramis?

	— Aramis, précisément, il a été charmant pour moi.

	— Charmant! de vous faire passer sous ces fourches?

	— Écoutez donc! je voulais quitter le service du cardinal. M. d’Herblay parla pour moi à Louvière et à Tremblay; ils résistèrent; j’avais envie de la place, car je sais ce qu’elle peut donner; je m’ouvris à M. d’Herblay sur ma détresse: il m’offrit de répondre pour moi à chaque paiement.

	— Bah! Aramis? Oh! vous me stupéfiez. Aramis répondit pour vous?

	— En galant homme. Il obtint la signature; Tremblay et Louvière se démirent; j’ai fait payer vingt-cinq mille livres chaque année de bénéfice à un de ces deux messieurs; chaque année aussi, en mai, M. d’Herblay vint lui-même à la Bastille m’apporter deux mille cinq cents pistoles pour distribuer à mes crocodiles.

	— Alors, vous devez cent cinquante mille livres à Aramis?

	— Eh! voilà mon désespoir, je ne lui en dois que cent mille.

	— Je ne vous comprends pas parfaitement.

	— Eh! sans doute, il n’est venu que deux ans. Mais aujourd’hui nous sommes le 31 mai, et il n’est pas venu, et c’est demain l’échéance, à midi. Et demain, si je n’ai pas payé, ces messieurs, aux termes du contrat, peuvent rentrer dans le marché; je serai dépouillé et j’aurai travaillé trois ans et donné deux cent cinquante mille livres pour rien, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, pour rien absolument.

	— Voilà qui est curieux, murmura d’Artagnan.

	— Concevez-vous maintenant que je puisse avoir un pli sur le front?

	— Oh! oui.

	— Concevez-vous que, malgré cette rondeur de fromage et cette fraîcheur de pomme d’api, malgré ces yeux brillants comme des charbons allumés, je sois arrivé à craindre de n’avoir plus même un fromage ni une pomme d’api à manger, et de n’avoir plus que des yeux pour pleurer?

	— C’est désolant.

	— Je suis donc venu à vous, monsieur d’Artagnan, car vous seul pouvez me tirer de peine.

	— Comment cela?

	— Vous connaissez l’abbé d’Herblay?

	— Pardieu!

	— Vous le connaissez mystérieux?

	— Oh! oui.

	— Vous pouvez me donner l’adresse de son presbytère, car j’ai cherché à Noisy-le-Sec, et il n’y est plus.

	— Parbleu! il est évêque de Vannes.

	— Vannes, en Bretagne?

	— Oui.

	Le petit homme se mit à s’arracher les cheveux.

	— Hélas! dit-il, comment aller à Vannes d’ici demain à midi?… Je suis un homme perdu. Vannes! Vannes! criait Baisemeaux.

	— Votre désespoir me fait mal. Écoutez donc, un évêque ne réside pas toujours; Mgr d’Herblay pourrait n’être pas si loin que vous le craignez.

	— Oh! dites-moi son adresse.

	— Je ne sais, mon ami.

	— Décidément me voilà perdu! Je vais aller me jeter aux pieds du roi.

	— Mais, Baisemeaux, vous m’étonnez; comment, la Bastille pouvant produire cinquante mille livres, n’avez-vous pas poussé la vis pour en faire produire cent mille?

	— Parce que je suis un honnête homme, cher monsieur d’Artagnan, et que mes prisonniers sont nourris comme des potentats.

	— Pardieu! vous voilà bien avancé; donnez-vous une bonne indigestion avec vos belles nourritures, et crevez-moi d’ici à demain midi.

	— Cruel! il a le cœur de rire.

	— Non, vous m’affligez… Voyons, Baisemeaux, avez-vous une parole d’honneur?

	— Oh! capitaine!

	— Eh bien! donnez-moi votre parole que vous n’ouvrirez la bouche à personne de ce que je vais vous dire.

	— Jamais! jamais!

	— Vous voulez mettre la main sur Aramis?

	— À tout prix!

	— Eh bien! allez trouver M. Fouquet.

	— Quel rapport…

	— Mais que vous êtes!… Où est Vannes?

	— Dame!…

	— Vannes est dans le diocèse de Belle-Île, ou Belle-Île dans le diocèse de Vannes. Belle-Île est à M. Fouquet: M. Fouquet a fait nommer M. d’Herblay à cet évêché.

	— Vous m’ouvrez les yeux et vous me rendez la vie.

	— Tant mieux. Allez donc dire tout simplement à M. Fouquet que vous désirez parler à M. d’Herblay.

	— C’est vrai! c’est vrai! s’écria Baisemeaux transporté.

	— Et, fit d’Artagnan en l’arrêtant avec un regard sévère, la parole d’honneur?

	— Oh! sacrée! répliqua le petit homme en s’apprêtant à courir.

	— Où allez-vous?

	— Chez M. Fouquet.

	— Non pas, M. Fouquet est au jeu du roi. Que vous alliez chez M. Fouquet demain de bonne heure, c’est tout ce que vous pouvez faire.

	— J’irai; merci!

	— Bonne chance!

	— Merci!

	— Voilà une drôle d’histoire, murmura d’Artagnan, qui, après avoir quitté Baisemeaux, remonta lentement son escalier. Quel diable d’intérêt Aramis peut-il avoir à obliger ainsi Baisemeaux? Hein!… nous saurons cela un jour ou l’autre.

	Chapitre XCVI — Le jeu du roi

	Fouquet assistait, comme l’avait dit d’Artagnan, au jeu du roi.

	Il semblait que le départ de Buckingham eût jeté du baume sur tous les cœurs ulcérés la veille.

	Monsieur, rayonnant, faisait mille signaux affectueux à sa mère.

	Le comte de Guiche ne pouvait se séparer de Buckingham, et, tout en jouant, il s’entretenait avec lui des éventualités de son voyage…

	Buckingham, rêveur et affectueux comme un homme de cœur qui a pris son parti, écoutait le comte et adressait de temps en temps à Madame un regard de regrets et de tendresse éperdue.

	La princesse, au sein de son enivrement, partageait encore sa pensée entre le roi, qui jouait avec elle, Monsieur, qui la raillait doucement sur des gains considérables, et de Guiche, qui témoignait une joie extravagante.

	Quant à Buckingham, elle s’en occupait légèrement; pour elle, ce fugitif, ce banni était un souvenir, non plus un homme. Les cœurs légers sont ainsi faits; entiers au présent, ils rompent violemment avec tout ce qui peut déranger leurs petits calculs de bien-être égoïste. Madame se fût accommodée des sourires, des gentillesses, des soupirs de Buckingham présent; mais de loin, soupirer, sourire, s’agenouiller, à quoi bon?

	Le vent du détroit, qui enlève les navires pesants, où balaie-t-il les soupirs? Le sait-on?

	Le duc ne se dissimula point ce changement; son cœur en fut mortellement blessé.

	Nature délicate, fière et susceptible de profond attachement, il maudit le jour où la passion était entrée dans son cœur. Les regards qu’il envoyait à Madame se refroidirent peu à peu au souffle glacial de sa pensée. Il ne pouvait mépriser encore, mais il fut assez fort pour imposer silence aux cris tumultueux de son cœur. À mesure que Madame devinait ce changement, elle redoublait d’activité pour recouvrer le rayonnement qui lui échappait; son esprit, timide et indécis d’abord, se fit jour en brillants éclats; il fallait à tout prix qu’elle fût remarquée par-dessus tout, par-dessus le roi lui-même. Elle le fut. Les reines, malgré leur dignité, le roi, malgré les respects de l’étiquette, furent éclipsés. Les reines, roides et guindées, dès l’abord, s’humanisèrent et rirent. Madame Henriette, reine mère, fut éblouie de cet éclat qui revenait sur sa race, grâce à l’esprit de la petite-fille de Henri IV. Le roi, si jaloux comme jeune homme, si jaloux comme roi de toutes les supériorités qui l’entouraient, ne put s’empêcher de rendre les armes à cette pétulance française dont l’humeur anglaise rehaussait encore l’énergie. Il fut saisi comme un enfant par cette radieuse beauté que suscitait l’esprit.

	Les yeux de Madame lançaient des éclairs. La gaieté s’échappait de ses lèvres de pourpre comme la persuasion des lèvres du vieux Grec Nestor.

	Autour des reines et du roi, toute la cour, soumise à ces enchantements, s’apercevait, pour la première fois, qu’on pouvait rire devant le plus grand roi du monde, comme des gens dignes d’être appelés les plus polis et les plus spirituels du monde.

	Madame eut, dès ce soir, un succès capable d’étourdir quiconque n’eût pas pris naissance dans ces régions élevées qu’on appelle un trône et qui sont à l’abri de semblables vertiges, malgré leur hauteur. À partir de ce moment, Louis XIV regarda Madame comme un personnage.

	Buckingham la regarda comme une coquette digne des plus cruels supplices.

	De Guiche la regarda comme une divinité. Les courtisans, comme un astre dont la lumière devait devenir un foyer pour toute faveur, pour toute puissance.

	Cependant Louis XIV, quelques années auparavant, n’avait pas seulement daigné donner la main à ce laideron pour un ballet.

	Cependant Buckingham avait adoré cette coquette à deux genoux.

	Cependant de Guiche avait regardé cette divinité comme une femme.

	Cependant les courtisans n’avaient pas osé applaudir sur le passage de cet astre dans la crainte de déplaire au roi, à qui cet astre avait autrefois déplu.

	Voilà ce qui se passait, dans cette mémorable soirée, au jeu du roi.

	La jeune reine, quoique Espagnole et nièce d’Anne d’Autriche, aimait le roi et ne savait pas dissimuler.

	Anne d’Autriche, observatrice, comme toute femme et impérieuse comme toute reine, sentit la puissance de Madame et s’inclina tout aussitôt.

	Ce qui détermina la jeune reine à lever le siège et à rentrer chez elle.

	À peine le roi fit-il attention à ce départ, malgré les symptômes affectés d’indisposition qui l’accompagnaient.

	Fort des lois de l’étiquette qu’il commençait à introduire chez lui comme élément de toute relation, Louis XIV ne s’émut point; il offrit la main à Madame sans regarder Monsieur, son frère, et conduisit la jeune princesse jusqu’à la porte de son appartement.

	On remarqua que, sur le seuil de la porte, Sa Majesté, libre de toute contrainte ou moins forte que la situation, laissa échapper un énorme soupir.

	Les femmes, car elles remarquent tout, Mlle de Montalais, par exemple, ne manquèrent pas de dire à leurs compagnes:

	— Le roi a soupiré.

	— Madame a soupiré.

	C’était vrai.

	Madame avait soupiré sans bruit, mais avec un accompagnement bien plus dangereux pour le repos du roi.

	Madame avait soupiré en fermant ses beaux yeux noirs, puis elle les avait rouverts, et, tout chargés qu’ils étaient d’une indicible tristesse, elle les avait relevés sur le roi, dont le visage, à ce moment, s’était empourpré visiblement.

	Il résultait de cette rougeur, de ces soupirs échangés et de tout ce mouvement royal, que Montalais avait commis une indiscrétion, et que cette indiscrétion avait certainement affecté sa compagne, car Mlle de La Vallière, moins perspicace sans doute, pâlit quand rougit le roi, et, son service l’appelant chez Madame, entra toute tremblante derrière la princesse, sans songer à prendre les gants, ainsi que le cérémonial le voulait.

	Il est vrai que cette provinciale pouvait alléguer pour excuse le trouble où la jetait la majesté royale. En effet, Mlle de La Vallière, tout occupée de refermer la porte, avait involontairement les yeux attachés sur le roi, qui marchait à reculons.

	Le roi rentra dans la salle de jeu; il voulut parler à diverses personnes mais l’on put voir qu’il n’avait pas l’esprit fort présent. Il brouilla divers comptes dont profitèrent divers seigneurs qui avaient retenu ces habitudes depuis M. de Mazarin, mauvaise mémoire, mais bonne arithmétique.

	Ainsi Manicamp, distrait personnage s’il en fut, que le lecteur ne s’y trompe pas, Manicamp, l’homme le plus honnête du monde, ramassa purement et simplement vingt mille livres qui traînaient sur le tapis et dont la propriété ne paraissait légitimement acquise à personne. Ainsi M. de Wardes, qui avait la tête un peu embarrassée par les affaires de la soirée, laissa-t-il soixante louis doubles qu’il avait gagnés à M. de Buckingham, et que celui-ci, incapable comme son père de salir ses mains avec une monnaie quelconque, abandonna au chandelier, ce chandelier dût il être vivant.

	Le roi ne recouvra un peu de son attention qu’au moment où M. Colbert, qui guettait depuis quelques instants, s’approcha, et, fort respectueusement sans doute, mais avec insistance, déposa un de ses conseils dans l’oreille encore bourdonnante de Sa Majesté.

	Au conseil, Louis prêta une attention nouvelle, et, aussitôt, jetant ses regards devant lui:

	— Est-ce que M. Fouquet, dit-il, n’est plus là?

	— Si fait, si fait, Sire, répliqua la voix du surintendant, occupé avec Buckingham.

	Et il s’approcha. Le roi fit un pas vers lui d’un air charmant et plein de négligence.

	— Pardon, monsieur le surintendant, si je trouble votre conversation, dit Louis; mais je vous réclame partout où j’ai besoin de vous.

	— Mes services sont au roi toujours, répliqua Fouquet.

	— Et surtout votre caisse, dit le roi en riant d’un sourire faux.

	— Ma caisse plus encore que le reste, dit froidement Fouquet.

	— Voici le fait, monsieur: je veux donner une fête à Fontainebleau. Quinze jours de maison ouverte. J’ai besoin de…

	Il regarda obliquement Colbert. Fouquet attendit sans se troubler.

	— De… dit-il.

	— De quatre millions, fit le roi, répondant au sourire cruel de Colbert.

	— Quatre millions? dit Fouquet en s’inclinant profondément.

	Et ses ongles, entrant dans sa poitrine, y creusèrent un sillon sanglant sans que la sérénité de son visage en fût un moment altérée.

	— Oui, monsieur, dit le roi.

	— Quand, Sire?

	— Mais… prenez votre temps… C’est-à-dire… non… le plus tôt possible.

	— Il faut le temps.

	— Le temps! s’écria Colbert triomphant.

	— Le temps de compter les écus, fit le surintendant avec un majestueux mépris; l’on ne tire et l’on ne pèse qu’un million par jour, monsieur.

	— Quatre jours, alors, dit Colbert.

	— Oh! répliqua Fouquet en s’adressant au roi, mes commis font des prodiges pour le service de Sa Majesté. La somme sera prête dans trois jours.

	Colbert pâlit à son tour. Louis le regarda étonné. Fouquet se retira sans forfanterie, sans faiblesse, souriant aux nombreux amis dans le regard desquels, seul, il sait une véritable amitié, un intérêt allant jusqu’à la compassion.

	Il ne fallait pas juger Fouquet sur ce sourire; Fouquet avait, en réalité, la mort dans le cœur.

	Quelques gouttes de sang tachaient, sous son habit, le fin tissu qui couvrait sa poitrine.

	L’habit cachait le sang, le sourire, la rage. À la façon dont il aborda son carrosse, ses gens devinèrent que le maître n’était pas de joyeuse humeur. Il résulta de cette intelligence que les ordres s’exécutèrent avec cette précision de manœuvre que l’on trouve sur un vaisseau de guerre commandé pendant l’orage par un capitaine irrité.

	Le carrosse ne roula point, il vola.

	À peine si Fouquet eut le temps de se recueillir durant le trajet.

	En arrivant, il monta chez Aramis. Aramis n’était point encore couché.

	Quant à Porthos, il avait soupé fort convenablement d’un gigot braisé, de deux faisans rôtis et d’une montagne d’écrevisses; puis il s’était fait oindre le corps avec des huiles parfumées, à la façon des lutteurs antiques; puis, l’onction achevée, il s’était étendu dans des flanelles et fait transporter dans un lit bassiné.

	Aramis, nous l’avons dit, n’était point couché. À l’aise dans une robe de chambre de velours, il écrivait lettres sur lettres, de cette écriture si fine et si pressée dont une page tient un quart de volume. La porte s’ouvrit précipitamment; le surintendant parut, pâle, agité, soucieux.

	Aramis releva la tête.

	— Bonsoir, cher hôte! dit-il.

	Et son regard observateur devina toute cette tristesse, tout ce désordre.

	— Beau jeu chez le roi? demanda Aramis pour engager la conversation.

	Fouquet s’assit, et, du geste, montra la porte au laquais qui l’avait suivi.

	Puis, quand le laquais fut sorti:

	— Très beau! dit-il.

	Et Aramis, qui le suivait de l’œil, le vit, avec une impatience fébrile, s’allonger sur les coussins.

	— Vous avez perdu, comme toujours? demanda Aramis, sa plume à la main.

	— Mieux que toujours, répliqua Fouquet.

	— Mais on sait que vous supportez bien la perte, vous.

	— Quelquefois.

	— Bon! M. Fouquet, mauvais joueur?

	— Il y a jeu et jeu, monsieur d’Herblay.

	— Combien avez-vous donc perdu, monseigneur? demanda Aramis avec une certaine inquiétude.

	Fouquet se recueillit un moment pour poser convenablement sa voix, et puis, sans émotion aucune:

	— La soirée me coûte quatre millions, dit-il.

	Et un rire amer se perdit sur la dernière vibration de ces paroles.

	Aramis ne s’attendait point à un pareil chiffre; il laissa tomber sa plume.

	— Quatre millions! dit-il. Vous avez joué quatre millions? Impossible!

	— M. Colbert tenait mes cartes, répondit le surintendant avec le même rire sinistre.

	— Ah! je comprends maintenant, monseigneur. Ainsi, nouvel appel de fonds?

	— Oui, mon ami.

	— Par le roi?

	— De sa bouche même. Il est impossible d’assommer un homme avec un plus beau sourire.

	— Diable!

	— Que pensez-vous de cela?

	— Parbleu! je pense que l’on veut vous ruiner: c’est clair.

	— Ainsi, c’est toujours votre avis?

	— Toujours. Il n’y a rien là, d’ailleurs, qui doive vous étonner, puisque c’est ce que nous avons prévu.

	— Soit; mais je ne m’attendais pas aux quatre millions.

	— Il est vrai que la somme est lourde; mais, enfin, quatre millions ne sont point la mort d’un homme, c’est là le cas de le dire, surtout quand cet homme s’appelle M. Fouquet.

	— Si vous connaissiez le fond du coffre, mon cher d’Herblay, vous seriez moins tranquille.

	— Et vous avez promis?

	— Que vouliez-vous que je fisse?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Le jour où je refuserai, Colbert en trouvera; où? je n’en sais rien; mais il en trouvera et je serai perdu!

	— Incontestablement. Et dans combien de jours avez-vous promis ces quatre millions?

	— Dans trois jours. Le roi paraît fort pressé.

	— Dans trois jours!

	— Oh! mon ami, reprit Fouquet, quand on pense que tout à l’heure, quand je passais dans la rue, des gens criaient: «Voilà le riche M. Fouquet qui passe!» En vérité, cher d’Herblay, c’est à en perdre la tête!

	— Oh! non, monseigneur, halte-là! la chose n’en vaut pas la peine, dit flegmatiquement Aramis en versant de la poudre sur la lettre qu’il venait d’écrire.

	— Alors, un remède, un remède à ce mal sans remède?

	— Il n’y en a qu’un: payez.

	— Mais à peine si j’ai la somme. Tout doit être épuisé; on a payé Belle-Île; on a payé la pension; l’argent, depuis les recherches des traitants, est rare. En admettant qu’on paie cette fois, comment paiera-t-on l’autre? Car, croyez-le bien, nous ne sommes pas au bout! Quand les rois ont goûté de l’argent, c’est comme les tigres quand ils ont goûté de la chair: ils dévorent! Un jour, il faudra bien que je dise: «Impossible, Sire!» Eh bien! ce jour-là, je serai perdu!

	Aramis haussa légèrement les épaules.

	— Un homme dans votre position, monseigneur, dit-il, n’est perdu que lorsqu’il veut l’être.

	— Un homme, dans quelque position qu’il soit, ne peut lutter contre un roi.

	— Bah! dans ma jeunesse, j’ai bien lutté, moi, avec le cardinal de Richelieu, qui était roi de France, plus, cardinal!

	— Ai-je des armées, des troupes, des trésors? Je n’ai même plus Belle-Île!

	— Bah! la nécessité est la mère de l’invention. Quand vous croirez tout perdu…

	— Eh bien?

	— On découvrira quelque chose d’inattendu qui sauvera tout.

	— Et qui découvrira ce merveilleux quelque chose?

	— Vous.

	— Moi? Je donne ma démission d’inventeur.

	— Alors, moi.

	— Soit. Mais alors mettez-vous à l’œuvre sans retard.

	— Ah! nous avons bien le temps.

	— Vous me tuez avec votre flegme, d’Herblay, dit le surintendant en passant son mouchoir sur son front.

	— Ne vous souvenez-vous donc pas de ce que je vous ai dit un jour?

	— Que m’avez-vous dit?

	— De ne pas vous inquiéter, si vous avez du courage. En avez-vous?

	— Je le crois.

	— Ne vous inquiétez donc pas.

	— Alors, c’est dit, au moment suprême, vous venez à mon aide, d’Herblay?

	— Ce ne sera que vous rendre ce que je vous dois, monseigneur.

	— C’est le métier des gens de finance que d’aller au-devant des besoins des hommes comme vous, d’Herblay.

	— Si l’obligeance est le métier des hommes de finance, la charité est la vertu des gens d’Église. Seulement, cette fois encore, exécutez-vous, monseigneur. Vous n’êtes pas encore assez bas; au dernier moment, nous verrons.

	— Nous verrons dans peu, alors.

	— Soit. Maintenant, permettez-moi de vous dire que, personnellement, je regrette beaucoup que vous soyez si fort à court d’argent.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que j’allais vous en demander, donc!

	— Pour vous?

	— Pour moi ou pour les miens, pour les miens ou pour les nôtres.

	— Quelle somme?

	— Oh! tranquillisez-vous; une somme rondelette, il est vrai, mais peu exorbitante.

	— Dites le chiffre!

	— Oh! cinquante mille livres.

	— Misère!

	— Vraiment?

	— Sans doute, on a toujours cinquante mille livres. Ah! pourquoi ce coquin que l’on nomme M. Colbert ne se contente-t-il pas comme vous, je me mettrais moins en peine que je ne le fais. Et quand vous faut-il cette somme?

	— Pour demain matin.

	— Bien, et…

	— Ah! c’est vrai, la destination, voulez-vous dire?

	— Non, chevalier, non; je n’ai pas besoin d’explication.

	— Si fait; c’est demain le 1er juin?

	— Eh bien?

	— Échéance d’une de nos obligations.

	— Nous avons donc des obligations?

	— Sans doute, nous payons demain notre dernier tiers.

	— Quel tiers?

	— Des cent cinquante mille livres de Baisemeaux.

	— Baisemeaux! Qui cela?

	— Le gouverneur de la Bastille.

	— Ah! oui, c’est vrai; vous me faites payer cent cinquante mille francs pour cet homme.

	— Allons donc!

	— Mais à quel propos?

	— À propos de sa charge qu’il a achetée, ou plutôt que nous avons achetée à Louvière et à Tremblay.

	— Tout cela est fort vague dans mon esprit.

	— Je conçois cela, vous avez tant d’affaires! Cependant, je ne crois pas que vous en ayez de plus importante que celle-ci.

	— Alors, dites-moi à quel propos nous avons acheté cette charge.

	— Mais pour lui être utile.

	— Ah!

	— À lui d’abord.

	— Et puis ensuite?

	— Ensuite à nous.

	— Comment, à nous? Vous vous moquez.

	— Monseigneur, il y a des temps où un gouverneur de la Bastille est une fort belle connaissance.

	— J’ai le bonheur de ne pas vous comprendre, d’Herblay.

	— Monseigneur, nous avons nos postes, notre ingénieur, notre architecte, nos musiciens, notre imprimeur, nos peintres; il nous fallait notre gouverneur de la Bastille.

	— Ah! vous croyez?

	— Monseigneur, ne nous faisons pas illusion; nous sommes fort exposés à aller à la Bastille, cher monsieur Fouquet, ajouta le prélat en montrant sous ses lèvres pâles des dents qui étaient encore ces belles dents adorées trente ans auparavant par Marie Michon.

	— Et vous croyez que ce n’est pas trop de cent cinquante mille livres pour cela, d’Herblay? Je vous assure que d’ordinaire vous placez mieux votre argent.

	— Un jour viendra où vous reconnaîtrez votre erreur.

	— Mon cher d’Herblay, le jour où l’on entre à la Bastille, on n’est plus protégé par le passé.

	— Si fait, si les obligations souscrites sont bien en règle; et puis, croyez-moi, cet excellent Baisemeaux n’a pas un cœur de courtisan. Je suis sûr qu’il me gardera bonne reconnaissance de cet argent; sans compter, comme je vous le dis, monseigneur, que je garde les titres.

	— Quelle diable d’affaire! De l’usure en matière de bienfaisance!

	— Monseigneur, monseigneur, ne vous mêlez point de tout cela; s’il y a usure, c’est moi qui la fais seul; nous en profitons à nous deux, voilà tout.

	— Quelque intrigue, d’Herblay?…

	— Je ne dis pas non.

	— Et Baisemeaux complice.

	— Et pourquoi pas? On en a de pires. Ainsi je puis compter demain sur les cinq mille pistoles?

	— Les voulez-vous ce soir?

	— Ce serait encore mieux, car je veux me mettre en chemin de bonne heure; ce pauvre Baisemeaux, qui ne sait pas ce que je suis devenu, il est sur des charbons ardents.

	— Vous aurez la somme dans une heure. Ah! d’Herblay, l’intérêt de vos cent cinquante mille francs ne paiera jamais mes quatre millions, dit Fouquet en se levant.

	— Pourquoi pas, monseigneur?

	— Bonsoir! j’ai affaire aux commis avant de me coucher.

	— Bonne nuit, monseigneur!

	— D’Herblay vous me souhaitez l’impossible.

	— J’aurai mes cinquante mille livres ce soir?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien! dormez sur les deux oreilles, c’est moi qui vous le dis. Bonne nuit, monseigneur!

	Malgré cette assurance et le ton avec lequel elle était donnée, Fouquet sortit en hochant la tête et en poussant un soupir.

	Chapitre XCVII — Les petits comptes de M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun

	Sept heures sonnaient à Saint-Paul, lorsque Aramis à cheval, en costume de bourgeois, c’est-à-dire vêtu de drap de couleur, ayant pour toute distinction une espèce de couteau de chasse au côté, passa devant la rue du Petit-Musc et vint s’arrêter en face de la rue des Tournelles, à la porte du château de la Bastille.

	Deux factionnaires gardaient cette porte. Ils ne firent aucune difficulté pour admettre Aramis, qui entra tout à cheval comme il était, et le conduisirent du geste par un long passage bordé de bâtiments à droite et à gauche.

	Ce passage conduisait jusqu’au pont-levis, c’est-à-dire jusqu’à la véritable entrée.

	Le pont-levis était baissé, le service de la place commençait à se faire.

	La sentinelle du corps de garde extérieur arrêta Aramis, et lui demanda d’un ton assez brusque quelle était la cause qui l’amenait.

	Aramis expliqua avec sa politesse habituelle que la cause qui l’amenait était le désir de parler à M. Baisemeaux de Montlezun.

	Le premier factionnaire appela un second factionnaire placé dans une cage intérieure.

	Celui-ci mit la tête à son guichet et regarda fort attentivement le nouveau venu.

	Aramis réitéra l’expression de son désir.

	Le factionnaire appela aussitôt un bas officier qui se promenait dans une cour assez spacieuse, lequel, apprenant ce dont il s’agissait, courut chercher un officier de l’état-major du gouverneur.

	Ce dernier, après avoir écouté la demande d’Aramis, le pria d’attendre un moment, fit quelques pas et revint pour lui demander son nom.

	— Je ne puis vous le dire, monsieur, dit Aramis; seulement sachez que j’ai des choses d’une telle importance à communiquer à M. le gouverneur, que je puis répondre d’avance d’une chose, c’est que M. de Baisemeaux sera enchanté de me voir. Il y a plus, c’est que, lorsque vous lui aurez dit que c’est la personne qu’il attend au 1er juin, je suis convaincu qu’il accourra lui-même.

	L’officier ne pouvait faire entrer dans sa pensée qu’un homme aussi important que M. le gouverneur se dérangeât pour un autre homme aussi peu important que paraissait l’être ce petit bourgeois à cheval.

	— Justement, monsieur, cela tombe à merveille. M. le gouverneur se préparait à sortir, et vous voyez son carrosse attelé dans la cour du Gouvernement; il n’aura donc pas besoin de venir au-devant de vous, mais il vous verra en passant.

	Aramis fit de la tête un signe d’assentiment: il ne voulait pas donner de lui-même une trop haute idée; il attendit donc patiemment et en silence, penché sur les arçons de son cheval.

	Dix minutes ne s’étaient pas écoulées, l’on vit s’ébranler le carrosse du gouverneur. Il s’approcha de la porte. Le gouverneur parut, monta dans le carrosse qui s’apprêta à sortir.

	Mais alors la même cérémonie eut lieu pour le maître du logis que pour un étranger suspect; la sentinelle de la cage s’avança au moment où le carrosse allait passer sous la voûte, et le gouverneur ouvrit sa portière pour obéir le premier à la consigne.

	De cette façon, la sentinelle put se convaincre que nul ne sortait de la Bastille en fraude.

	Le carrosse roula sous la voûte.

	Mais, au moment où l’on ouvrait la grille, l’officier s’approcha du carrosse arrêté pour la seconde fois, et dit quelques mots au gouverneur.

	Aussitôt le gouverneur passa la tête hors de la portière et aperçut Aramis à cheval à l’extrémité du pont-levis.

	Il poussa aussitôt un grand cri de joie, et sortit, ou plutôt s’élança de son carrosse, et vint, tout courant, saisir les mains d’Aramis en lui faisant mille excuses. Peu s’en fallut qu’il ne les lui baisât.

	— Que de mal pour entrer à la Bastille, monsieur le gouverneur! Est-ce de même pour ceux qu’on y envoie malgré eux que pour ceux qui y viennent volontairement?

	— Pardon, pardon. Ah! monseigneur, que de joie j’éprouve à voir Votre Grandeur!

	— Chut! Y songez-vous, mon cher monsieur de Baisemeaux! Que voulez vous qu’on pense de voir un évêque dans l’attirail où je suis?

	— Ah! pardon, excuse, je n’y songeais pas… Le cheval de Monsieur à l’écurie! cria Baisemeaux.

	— Non pas, non pas, dit Aramis, peste!

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce qu’il y a cinq mille pistoles dans le porte-manteau.

	Le visage du gouverneur devint si radieux, que les prisonniers, s’ils l’eussent vu, eussent pu croire qu’il lui arrivait quelque prince du sang.

	— Oui, oui, vous avez raison, au Gouvernement le cheval. Voulez-vous, mon cher monsieur d’Herblay, que nous remontions en voiture pour aller jusque chez moi?

	— Monter en voiture pour traverser une cour, monsieur le gouverneur! me croyez-vous donc si invalide? Non pas, à pied, monsieur le gouverneur, à pied.

	Baisemeaux offrit alors son bras comme appui, mais le prélat n’en fit point usage. Ils arrivèrent ainsi au Gouvernement, Baisemeaux se frottant les mains et lorgnant le cheval du coin de l’œil, Aramis regardant les murailles noires et nues.

	Un vestibule assez grandiose, un escalier droit en pierres blanches, conduisaient aux appartements de Baisemeaux.

	Celui-ci traversa l’antichambre, la salle à manger, où l’on apprêtait le déjeuner, ouvrit une petite porte dérobée, et s’enferma avec son hôte dans un grand cabinet dont les fenêtres s’ouvraient obliquement sur les cours et les écuries.

	Baisemeaux installa le prélat avec cette obséquieuse politesse dont un bon homme ou un homme reconnaissant connaît seul le secret.

	Fauteuil à bras, coussin sous les pieds, table roulante pour appuyer la main, le gouverneur prépara tout lui-même.

	Lui-même aussi plaça sur cette table avec un soin religieux le sac d’or qu’un de ses soldats avait monté avec non moins de respect qu’un prêtre apporte le saint sacrement.

	Le soldat sortit. Baisemeaux alla fermer derrière lui la porte, tira un rideau de la fenêtre, et regarda dans les yeux d’Aramis pour voir si le prélat ne manquait de rien.

	— Eh bien! monseigneur, dit-il sans s’asseoir, vous continuez à être le plus fidèle des gens de parole?

	— En affaires, cher monsieur de Baisemeaux, l’exactitude n’est pas une vertu, c’est un simple devoir.

	— Oui, en affaires, je comprends; mais ce n’est point une affaire que vous faites avec moi, monseigneur, c’est un service que vous me rendez.

	— Allons, allons, cher monsieur Baisemeaux, avouez que, malgré cette exactitude, vous n’avez point été sans quelque inquiétude.

	— Sur votre santé, oui, certainement, balbutia Baisemeaux.

	— Je voulais venir hier, mais je n’ai pu, étant trop fatigué, continua Aramis.

	Baisemeaux s’empressa de glisser un autre coussin sous les reins de son hôte.

	— Mais, reprit Aramis, je me suis promis de venir vous visiter aujourd’hui de bon matin.

	— Vous êtes excellent, monseigneur.

	— Et bien m’en a pris de ma diligence, ce me semble.

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, vous alliez sortir.

	Baisemeaux rougit.

	— En effet, dit-il, je sortais.

	— Alors je vous dérange?

	L’embarras de Baisemeaux devint visible.

	— Alors je vous gêne, continua Aramis, en fixant son regard incisif sur le pauvre gouverneur. Si j’eusse su cela, je ne fusse point venu.

	— Ah! monseigneur, comment pouvez-vous croire que vous me gênez jamais, vous!

	— Avouez que vous alliez en quête d’argent.

	— Non! balbutia Baisemeaux; non, je vous jure.

	— M. le gouverneur va-t-il toujours chez M. Fouquet? cria d’en bas la voix du major.

	Baisemeaux courut comme un fou à la fenêtre.

	— Non, non, cria-t-il désespéré. Qui diable parle donc de M. Fouquet? Est on ivre là-bas? Pourquoi me dérange-t-on quand je suis en affaire?

	— Vous alliez chez M. Fouquet, dit Aramis en se pinçant les lèvres; chez l’abbé ou chez le surintendant?

	Baisemeaux avait bonne envie de mentir, mais il n’en eut pas le courage.

	— Chez M. le surintendant, dit-il.

	— Alors, vous voyez bien que vous aviez besoin d’argent, puisque vous alliez chez celui qui en donne.

	— Mais non, monseigneur.

	— Allons, vous vous défiez de moi.

	— Mon cher seigneur, la seule incertitude, la seule ignorance où j’étais du lieu que vous habitez…

	— Oh! vous eussiez eu de l’argent chez M. Fouquet, cher monsieur Baisemeaux, c’est un homme qui a la main ouverte.

	— Je vous jure que je n’eusse jamais osé demander de l’argent à M. Fouquet. Je lui voulais demander votre adresse, voilà tout.

	— Mon adresse chez M. Fouquet? s’écria Aramis en ouvrant malgré lui les yeux.

	— Mais, fit Baisemeaux troublé par le regard du prélat, oui, sans doute, chez M. Fouquet.

	— Il n’y a pas de mal à cela, cher monsieur Baisemeaux; seulement, je me demande pourquoi chercher mon adresse chez M. Fouquet.

	— Pour vous écrire.

	— Je comprends, fit Aramis en souriant; aussi, n’était-ce pas cela que je voulais dire; je ne vous demande pas pour quoi faire vous cherchiez mon adresse, je vous demande à quel propos vous alliez la chercher chez M. Fouquet?

	— Ah! dit Baisemeaux, parce que M. Fouquet ayant Belle-Île…

	— Eh bien?

	— Belle-Île, qui est du diocèse de Vannes, et que; comme vous êtes évêque de Vannes…

	— Cher monsieur de Baisemeaux, puisque vous saviez que j’étais évêque de Vannes, vous n’aviez point besoin de demander mon adresse à M. Fouquet.

	— Enfin, monsieur, dit Baisemeaux aux abois, ai-je commis une inconséquence? En ce cas, je vous en demande bien pardon.

	— Allons donc! Et en quoi pouviez-vous avoir commis une inconséquence? demanda tranquillement Aramis.

	Et tout en rassérénant son visage, et tout en souriant au gouverneur, Aramis se demandait comment Baisemeaux, qui ne savait pas son adresse, savait cependant que Vannes était sa résidence.

	«J’éclaircirai cela», dit-il en lui-même.

	Puis tout haut:

	— Voyons, mon cher gouverneur, dit-il, voulez-vous que nous fassions nos petits comptes?

	— À vos ordres, monseigneur. Mais auparavant, dites-moi, monseigneur…

	— Quoi?

	— Ne me ferez-vous point l’honneur de déjeuner avec moi comme d’habitude?

	— Si fait, très volontiers.

	— À la bonne heure!

	Baisemeaux frappa trois coups sur un timbre.

	— Cela veut dire? demanda Aramis.

	— Que j’ai quelqu’un à déjeuner et que l’on agisse en conséquence.

	— Ah! diable! Et vous frappez trois fois! Vous m’avez l’air, savez-vous bien, mon cher gouverneur, de faire des façons avec moi?

	— Oh! par exemple! D’ailleurs, c’est bien le moins que je vous reçoive du mieux que je puis.

	— À quel propos?

	— C’est qu’il n’y a pas de prince qui ait fait pour moi ce que vous avez fait, vous!

	— Allons, encore!

	— Non, non…

	— Parlons d’autre chose. Ou plutôt, dites-moi, faites-vous vos affaires à la Bastille?

	— Mais oui.

	— Le prisonnier donne donc?

	— Pas trop.

	— Diable!

	— M. de Mazarin n’était pas assez rude.

	— Ah! oui, il vous faudrait un gouvernement soupçonneux, notre ancien cardinal…

	— Oui, sous celui-là, cela allait bien. Le frère de Son Éminence grise y a fait sa fortune.

	— Croyez-moi, mon cher gouverneur, dit Aramis en se rapprochant de Baisemeaux, un jeune roi vaut un vieux cardinal. La jeunesse a ses défiances, ses colères, ses passions, si la vieillesse a ses haines, ses précautions, ses craintes. Avez-vous payé vos trois ans de bénéfices à Louvière et à Tremblay?

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui.

	— De sorte qu’il ne vous reste plus à leur donner que les cinquante mille livres que je vous apporte?

	— Oui.

	— Ainsi, pas d’économies?

	— Ah! monseigneur, en donnant cinquante mille livres de mon côté à ces messieurs, je vous jure que je leur donne tout ce que je gagne. C’est ce que je disais encore hier au soir à M. d’Artagnan.

	— Ah! fit Aramis, dont les yeux brillèrent mais s’éteignirent à l’instant, ah! hier, vous avez vu d’Artagnan!… Et comment se porte-t-il, ce cher ami?

	— À merveille.

	— Et que lui disiez-vous, monsieur de Baisemeaux?

	— Je lui disais, continua le gouverneur sans s’apercevoir de son étourderie, je lui disais que je nourrissais trop bien mes prisonniers.

	— Combien en avez-vous? demanda négligemment Aramis.

	— Soixante.

	— Eh! eh! c’est un chiffre assez rond.

	— Ah! monseigneur, autrefois il y avait des années de deux cents.

	— Mais enfin un minimum de soixante, voyons, il n’y a pas encore trop à se plaindre.

	— Non, sans doute, car à tout autre que moi chacun devrait rapporter cent cinquante pistoles.

	— Cent cinquante pistoles!

	— Dame! calculez: pour un prince du sang, par exemple, j’ai cinquante livres par jour.

	— Seulement, vous n’avez pas de prince du sang, à ce que je suppose du moins, fit Aramis avec un léger tremblement dans la voix.

	— Non, Dieu merci! c’est-à-dire non, malheureusement.

	— Comment, malheureusement?

	— Sans doute, ma place en serait bonifiée.

	— C’est vrai.

	— J’ai donc, par prince du sang, cinquante livres.

	— Oui.

	— Par maréchal de France, trente-six livres.

	— Mais pas plus de maréchal de France en ce moment que de prince du sang, n’est-ce pas?

	— Hélas! non; il est vrai que les lieutenants généraux et les brigadiers sont à vingt-quatre livres, et que j’en ai deux.

	— Ah! ah!

	— Il y a après cela les conseillers au Parlement, qui me rapportent quinze livres.

	— Et combien en avez-vous?

	— J’en ai quatre.

	— Je ne savais pas que les conseillers fussent d’un si bon rapport.

	— Oui, mais de quinze livres, je tombe tout de suite à dix.

	— À dix?

	— Oui, pour un juge ordinaire, pour un homme défenseur, pour un ecclésiastique, dix livres.

	— Et vous en avez sept? Bonne affaire!

	— Non, mauvaise!

	— En quoi?

	— Comment voulez-vous que je ne traite pas ces pauvres gens, qui sont quelque chose, enfin, comme je traite un conseiller au Parlement?

	— En effet, vous avez raison, je ne vois pas cinq livres de différence entre eux.

	— Vous comprenez, si j’ai un beau poisson, je le paie toujours quatre ou cinq livres; si j’ai un beau poulet, il me coûte une livre et demie. J’engraisse bien des élèves de basse-cour; mais il me faut acheter le grain, et vous ne pouvez vous imaginer l’armée de rats que nous avons ici.

	— Eh bien! pourquoi ne pas leur opposer une demi-douzaine de chats?

	— Ah! bien oui, des chats, ils les mangent; j’ai été forcé d’y renoncer; jugez comme ils traitent mon grain. Je suis forcé d’avoir des terriers que je fais venir d’Angleterre pour étrangler les rats. Les chiens ont un appétit féroce; ils mangent autant qu’un prisonnier de cinquième ordre, sans compter qu’ils m’étranglent quelquefois mes lapins et mes poules.

	Aramis écoutait-il, n’écoutait-il pas? nul n’eût pu le dire: ses yeux baissés annonçaient l’homme attentif, sa main inquiète annonçait l’homme absorbé.

	Aramis méditait.

	— Je vous disais donc, continua Baisemeaux, qu’une volaille passable me revenait à une livre et demie, et qu’un bon poisson me coûtait quatre ou cinq livres. On fait trois repas à la Bastille, les prisonniers, n’ayant rien à faire, mangent toujours; un homme de dix livres me coûte sept livres et dix sous.

	— Mais vous me disiez que ceux de dix livres, vous les traitiez comme ceux de quinze livres?

	— Oui, certainement.

	— Très bien! alors vous gagnez sept livres dix sous sur ceux de quinze livres?

	— Il faut bien compenser, dit Baisemeaux, qui vit qu’il s’était laissé prendre.

	— Vous avez raison, cher gouverneur; mais est-ce que vous n’avez pas de prisonniers au-dessous de dix livres?

	— Oh! que si fait; nous avons le bourgeois et l’avocat.

	— À la bonne heure. Taxés à combien?

	— À cinq livres.

	— Est-ce qu’ils mangent, ceux-là?

	— Pardieu! seulement, vous comprenez qu’on ne leur donne pas tous les jours une sole ou un poulet dégraissé, ni des vins d’Espagne à tous leurs repas; mais enfin ils voient encore trois fois la semaine un bon plat à leur dîner.

	— Mais c’est de la philanthropie, cela, mon cher gouverneur, et vous devez vous ruiner.

	— Non. Comprenez bien: quand le quinze livres n’a pas achevé sa volaille, ou que le dix livres a laissé un bon reste, je l’envoie au cinq livres; c’est une ripaille pour le pauvre diable. Que voulez-vous! il faut être charitable.

	— Et qu’avez-vous à peu près sur les cinq livres?

	— Trente sous.

	— Allons, vous êtes un honnête homme, Baisemeaux!

	— Merci!

	— Non, en vérité, je le déclare.

	— Merci, merci, monseigneur. Mais je crois que vous avez raison, maintenant. Savez-vous pourquoi je souffre?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien! c’est pour les petits-bourgeois et les clercs d’huissier taxés à trois livres. Ceux-là ne voient pas souvent des carpes du Rhin ni des esturgeons de la Manche.

	— Bon! est-ce que les cinq livres ne feraient pas de restes par hasard?

	— Oh! monseigneur, ne croyez pas que je sois ladre à ce point, et je comble de bonheur le petit-bourgeois ou le clerc d’huissier, en lui donnant une aile de perdrix rouge, un filet de chevreuil, une tranche de pâté aux truffes, des mets qu’il n’a jamais vus qu’en songe; enfin ce sont les restes des vingt-quatre livres; il mange, il boit, au dessert il crie: «Vive le roi!» et bénit la Bastille, avec deux bouteilles d’un joli vin de Champagne qui me revient à cinq sous, je le grise chaque dimanche. Oh! ceux-là me bénissent, ceux-là regrettent la prison lorsqu’ils la quittent. Savez-vous ce que j’ai remarqué?

	— Non, en vérité.

	— Eh bien! j’ai remarqué… Savez-vous que c’est un bonheur pour ma maison? Eh bien! j’ai remarqué que certains prisonniers libérés se sont fait réincarcérer presque aussitôt. Pourquoi serait-ce faire, sinon pour goûter de ma cuisine? Oh! mais c’est à la lettre!

	Aramis sourit d’un air de doute.

	— Vous souriez?

	— Oui.

	— Je vous dis que nous avons des noms portés trois fois dans l’espace de deux ans.

	— Il faudrait que je le visse pour le croire.

	— Oh! l’on peut vous montrer cela, quoiqu’il soit défendu de communiquer les registres aux étrangers.

	— Je le crois.

	— Mais vous, monseigneur, si vous tenez à voir la chose de vos yeux…

	— J’en serais enchanté, je l’avoue.

	— Eh bien! soit!

	Baisemeaux alla vers une armoire et en tira un grand registre.

	Aramis le suivait ardemment des yeux.

	Baisemeaux revint, posa le registre sur la table, le feuilleta un instant, et s’arrêta à la lettre M.

	— Tenez, dit-il, par exemple, vous voyez bien.

	— Quoi?

	— «Martinier, janvier 1659. Martinier, juin 1660. Martinier, mars 1661, pamphlets, mazarinades, etc.» Vous comprenez que ce n’est qu’un prétexte: on n’était pas embastillé pour des mazarinades; le compère allait se dénoncer lui-même pour qu’on l’embastillât. Et dans quel but, monsieur? Dans le but de revenir manger ma cuisine à trois livres.

	— À trois livres! le malheureux!

	— Oui, monseigneur; le poète est au dernier degré, cuisine du petit-bourgeois et du clerc d’huissier; mais, je vous le disais, c’est justement à ceux-là que je fais des surprises.

	Et Aramis, machinalement, tournait les feuillets du registre, continuant de lire sans paraître seulement s’intéresser aux noms qu’il lisait.

	— En 1661, vous voyez, dit Baisemeaux, quatre-vingts écrous; en 1659, quatre-vingts.

	— Ah! Seldon, dit Aramis; je connais ce nom, ce me semble. N’est-ce pas vous qui m’aviez parlé d’un jeune homme?

	— Oui! oui! un pauvre diable d’étudiant qui fit… Comment appelez-vous ça, deux vers latins qui se touchent?

	— Un distique.

	— Oui, c’est cela.

	— Le malheureux! pour un distique!

	— Peste! comme vous y allez! Savez-vous qu’il l’a fait contre les jésuites, ce distique?

	— C’est égal, la punition me paraît bien sévère.

	— Ne le plaignez pas: l’année passée, vous avez paru vous intéresser à lui.

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! comme votre intérêt est tout-puissant ici, monseigneur, depuis ce jour je le traite comme un quinze livres.

	— Alors, comme celui-ci, dit Aramis, qui avait continué de feuilleter, et qui s’était arrêté à un des noms qui suivaient celui de Martinier.

	— Justement, comme celui-ci.

	— Est-ce un Italien que ce Marchiali? demanda Aramis en montrant du bout du doigt le nom qui avait attiré son attention.

	— Chut! fit Baisemeaux.

	— Comment, chut? dit Aramis en crispant involontairement sa main blanche.

	— Je croyais vous avoir déjà parlé de ce Marchiali.

	— Non, c’est la première fois que j’entends prononcer son nom.

	— C’est possible, je vous en aurai parlé sans vous le nommer.

	— Et c’est un vieux pêcheur, celui-là? demanda Aramis en essayant de sourire.

	— Non, il est tout jeune, au contraire.

	— Ah! ah! son crime est donc bien grand?

	— Impardonnable!

	— Il a assassiné?

	— Bah!

	— Incendié?

	— Bah!

	— Calomnié?

	— Eh! non. C’est celui qui…

	Et Baisemeaux s’approcha de l’oreille d’Aramis en faisant de ses deux mains un cornet d’acoustique.

	— C’est celui qui se permet de ressembler au…

	— Ah! oui, oui, dit Aramis. Je sais en effet, vous m’en aviez déjà parlé l’an dernier; mais le crime m’avait paru si léger…

	— Léger!

	— Ou plutôt si involontaire…

	— Monseigneur, ce n’est pas involontairement que l’on surprend une pareille ressemblance.

	— Enfin, je l’avais oublié, voilà le fait. Mais, tenez, mon cher hôte, dit Aramis en fermant le registre, voilà, je crois, que l’on nous appelle.

	Baisemeaux prit le registre, le reporta vivement vers l’armoire qu’il ferma, et dont il mit la clef dans sa poche.

	— Vous plaît-il que nous déjeunions, monseigneur? dit-il. Car vous ne vous trompez pas, on nous appelle pour le déjeuner.

	— À votre aise, mon cher gouverneur.

	Et ils passèrent dans la salle à manger.

	Chapitre XCVIII — Le déjeuner de M. de Baisemeaux

	Aramis était sobre d’ordinaire; mais, cette fois, tout en se ménageant fort sur le vin, il fit honneur au déjeuner de Baisemeaux, qui d’ailleurs était excellent.

	Celui-ci, de son côté, s’animait d’une gaieté folâtre; l’aspect des cinq mille pistoles, sur lesquelles il tournait de temps en temps les yeux, épanouissait son cœur.

	De temps en temps aussi, il regardait Aramis avec un doux attendrissement.

	Celui-ci se renversait sur sa chaise et prenait du bout des lèvres dans son verre quelques gouttes de vin qu’il savourait en connaisseur.

	— Qu’on ne vienne plus me dire du mal de l’ordinaire de la Bastille, dit-il en clignant les yeux; heureux les prisonniers qui ont par jour seulement une demi-bouteille de ce bourgogne!

	— Tous les quinze francs en boivent, dit Baisemeaux. C’est un Volnay fort vieux.

	— Ainsi notre pauvre écolier, notre pauvre Seldon, en a, de cet excellent Volnay?

	— Non pas! non pas!

	— Je croyais vous avoir entendu dire qu’il était à quinze livres.

	— Lui! jamais! un homme qui fait des districts… Comment dites-vous cela?

	— Des distiques.

	— À quinze livres! allons donc! C’est son voisin qui est à quinze livres.

	— Son voisin?

	— Oui.

	— Lequel?

	— L’autre; le deuxième Bertaudière.

	— Mon cher gouverneur, excusez-moi, mais vous parlez une langue pour laquelle il faut un certain apprentissage.

	— C’est vrai, pardon; deuxième Bertaudière, voyez-vous, veut dire celui qui occupe le deuxième étage de la tour de la Bertaudière.

	— Ainsi la Bertaudière est le nom d’une des tours de la Bastille? J’ai, en effet, entendu dire que chaque tour avait son nom. Et où est cette tour?

	— Tenez, venez, dit Baisemeaux en allant à la fenêtre. C’est cette tour à gauche, la deuxième.

	— Très bien. Ah! c’est là qu’est le prisonnier à quinze livres?

	— Oui.

	— Et depuis combien de temps y est-il?

	— Ah! dame! depuis sept ou huit ans, à peu près.

	— Comment, à peu près? Vous ne savez pas plus sûrement vos dates?

	— Ce n’était pas de mon temps, cher monsieur d’Herblay.

	— Mais Louvière, mais Tremblay, il me semble qu’ils eussent dû vous instruire.

	— Oh! mon cher monsieur… Pardon, pardon, monseigneur.

	— Ne faites pas attention. Vous disiez?

	— Je disais que les secrets de la Bastille ne se transmettent pas avec les clefs du gouvernement.

	— Ah çà? c’est donc un mystère que ce prisonnier, un secret d’État?

	— Oh! un secret État, non, je ne crois pas; c’est un secret comme tout ce qui se fait à la Bastille.

	— Très bien, dit Aramis; mais alors pourquoi parlez-vous plus librement de Seldon que de…

	— Que du deuxième Bertaudière?

	— Oui.

	— Mais parce qu’à mon avis le crime d’un homme qui a fait un distique est moins grand que celui qui ressemble au…

	— Oui, oui, je vous comprends, mais les guichetiers…

	— Eh bien! les guichetiers?

	— Ils causent avec vos prisonniers.

	— Sans doute.

	— Alors vos prisonniers doivent leur dire qu’ils ne sont pas coupables.

	— Ils ne leur disent que cela, c’est la formule générale, c’est l’antienne universelle.

	— Oui, mais maintenant cette ressemblance dont vous parliez tout à l’heure?

	— Après?

	— Ne peut-elle pas frapper vos guichetiers?

	— Oh! mon cher monsieur d’Herblay, il faut être homme de cour comme vous pour s’occuper de tous ces détails-là.

	— Vous avez mille fois raison, mon cher monsieur de Baisemeaux. Encore une goutte de ce Volnay, je vous prie.

	— Pas une goutte, un verre.

	— Non, non. Vous êtes resté mousquetaire jusqu’au bout des ongles, tandis que, moi, je suis devenu évêque. Une goutte pour moi, un verre pour vous.

	— Soit.

	Aramis et le gouverneur trinquèrent.

	— Et puis, dit Aramis en fixant son regard brillant sur le rubis en fusion élevé par sa main à la hauteur de son œil, comme s’il eût voulu jouir par tous les sens à la fois; et puis ce que vous appelez une ressemblance, vous, un autre ne la remarquerait peut-être pas.

	— Oh! que si. Tout autre qui connaîtrait, enfin, la personne à laquelle il ressemble.

	— Je crois, cher monsieur de Baisemeaux, que c’est tout simplement un jeu de votre esprit.

	— Non pas, sur ma parole.

	— Écoutez, continua Aramis: j’ai vu beaucoup de gens ressembler à celui que nous disons, mais par respect on n’en parlait pas.

	— Sans doute parce qu’il y a ressemblance et ressemblance; celle-là est frappante, et si vous le voyiez…

	— Eh bien?

	— Vous en conviendriez vous-même.

	— Si je le voyais, dit Aramis d’un air dégagé; mais je ne le verrai pas, selon toute probabilité.

	— Et pourquoi?

	— Parce que, si je mettais seulement le pied dans une de ces horribles chambres, je me croirais à tout jamais enterré.

	— Eh non! l’habitation est bonne.

	— Nenni.

	— Comment, nenni?

	— Je ne vous crois pas sur parole, voilà tout.

	— Permettez, permettez, ne dites pas de mal de la deuxième… Bertaudière. Peste! c’est une bonne chambre, meublée fort agréablement, ayant tapis.

	— Diable!

	— Oui! oui! il n’a pas été malheureux, ce garçon-là, le meilleur logement de la Bastille a été pour lui. En voilà une chance!

	— Allons! allons! dit froidement Aramis, vous ne me ferez jamais croire qu’il y ait de bonnes chambres à la Bastille; et quant à vos tapis…

	— Eh bien! quant à mes tapis?…

	— Eh bien! ils n’existent que dans votre imagination; je vois des araignées, des rats, des crapauds même.

	— Des crapauds? Ah! dans les cachots, je ne dis pas.

	— Mais je vois peu de meubles et pas du tout de tapis.

	— Êtes-vous homme à vous convaincre par vos yeux? dit Baisemeaux avec entraînement.

	— Non! oh! pardieu, non!

	— Même pour vous assurer de cette ressemblance, que vous niez comme les tapis?

	— Quelque spectre, quelque ombre, un malheureux mourant.

	— Non pas! non pas! Un gaillard se portant comme le pont Neuf.

	— Triste, maussade?

	— Pas du tout: folâtre.

	— Allons donc!

	— C’est le mot. Il est lâché, je ne le retire pas.

	— C’est impossible!

	— Venez.

	— Où cela?

	— Avec moi.

	— Quoi faire?

	— Un tour de Bastille.

	— Comment?

	— Vous verrez, vous verrez par vous-même, vous verrez de vos yeux.

	— Et les règlements?

	— Oh! qu’à cela ne tienne. C’est le jour de sortie de mon major; le lieutenant est en ronde sur les bastions; nous sommes maîtres chez nous.

	— Non, non, cher gouverneur; rien que de penser au bruit des verrous qu’il nous faudra tirer, j’en ai le frisson.

	— Allons donc!

	— Vous n’auriez qu’à m’oublier dans quelque troisième ou quatrième Bertaudière… Brou!…

	— Vous voulez rire?

	— Non, je vous parle sérieusement.

	— Vous refusez une occasion unique. Savez-vous que, pour obtenir la faveur que je vous propose gratis, certains princes du sang ont offert jusqu’à cinquante mille livres?

	— Décidément, c’est donc bien curieux?

	— Le fruit défendu, monseigneur! le fruit défendu! Vous qui êtes d’Église, vous devez savoir cela.

	— Non. Si j’avais quelque curiosité, moi, ce serait pour le pauvre écolier du distique.

	— Eh bien! voyons, celui-là; il habite la troisième Bertaudière, justement.

	— Pourquoi dites-vous justement?

	— Parce que, moi, si j’avais une curiosité, ce serait pour la belle chambre tapissée et pour son locataire.

	— Bah! des meubles, c’est banal; une figure insignifiante, c’est sans intérêt.

	— Un quinze livres, monseigneur, un quinze livres, c’est toujours intéressant.

	— Eh! justement j’oubliais de vous interroger là-dessus. Pourquoi quinze livres à celui-là et trois livres seulement au pauvre Seldon?

	— Ah! voyez, c’est une chose superbe que cette distinction, mon cher monsieur, et voilà où l’on voit éclater la bonté du roi…

	— Du roi! du roi!

	— Du cardinal, je veux dire.» Ce malheureux, s’est dit M. de Mazarin, ce malheureux est destiné à demeurer toujours en prison.»

	— Pourquoi?

	— Dame! il me semble que son crime est éternel, et que, par conséquent, le châtiment doit l’être aussi.

	— Éternel?

	— Sans doute. S’il n’a pas le bonheur d’avoir la petite vérole, vous comprenez… et cette chance même lui est difficile, car on n’a pas de mauvais air à la Bastille.

	— Votre raisonnement est on ne peut plus ingénieux, cher monsieur de Baisemeaux.

	— N’est-ce pas?

	— Vous vouliez donc dire que ce malheureux devait souffrir sans trêve et sans fin…

	— Souffrir, je n’ai pas dit cela, monseigneur; un quinze livres ne souffre pas.

	— Souffrir la prison, au moins?

	— Sans doute, c’est une fatalité; mais cette souffrance, on la lui adoucit. Enfin, vous en conviendrez, ce gaillard-là n’était pas venu au monde pour manger toutes les bonnes choses qu’il mange. Pardieu! vous allez voir: nous avons ici ce pâté intact, ces écrevisses auxquelles nous avons à peine touché, des écrevisses de Marne, grosses comme des langoustes, voyez. Eh bien! tout cela va prendre le chemin de la Deuxième Bertaudière, avec une bouteille de ce Volnay que vous trouvez si bon. Ayant vu, vous ne douterez plus, j’espère.

	— Non, mon cher gouverneur, non; mais, dans tout cela, vous ne pensez qu’aux bienheureuses quinze livres, et vous oubliez toujours le pauvre Seldon, mon protégé.

	— Soit! à votre considération, jour de fête pour lui: il aura des biscuits et des confitures, avec ce flacon de porto.

	— Vous êtes un brave homme, je vous l’ai déjà dit et je vous le répète, mon cher Baisemeaux.

	— Partons, partons, dit le gouverneur un peu étourdi, moitié par le vin qu’il avait bu, moitié par les éloges d’Aramis.

	— Souvenez-vous que c’est pour vous obliger, ce que j’en fais, dit le prélat.

	— Oh! vous me remercierez en rentrant.

	— Partons donc.

	— Attendez que je prévienne le porte-clefs.

	Baisemeaux sonna deux coups, un homme parut.

	— Je vais aux tours! cria le gouverneur. Pas de gardes, pas de tambours, pas de bruit, enfin!

	— Si je ne laissais ici mon manteau, dit Aramis, en affectant la crainte, je croirais, en vérité, que je vais en prison pour mon propre compte.

	Le porte-clefs précéda le gouverneur; Aramis prit la droite; quelques soldats épars dans la cour se rangèrent, fermes comme des pieux, sur le passage du gouverneur.

	Baisemeaux fit franchir à son hôte plusieurs marches qui menaient à une espèce d’esplanade; de là, on vint au pont-levis, sur lequel les factionnaires reçurent le gouverneur et le reconnurent.

	— Monsieur, dit alors le gouverneur en se retournant du côté d’Aramis et en parlant de façon que les factionnaires ne perdissent point une de ses paroles; monsieur, vous avez bonne mémoire, n’est-ce pas?

	— Pourquoi? demanda Aramis.

	— Pour vos plans et pour vos mesures, car vous savez qu’il n’est pas permis, même aux architectes, d’entrer chez les personnes avec du papier, des plumes ou un crayon.

	«Bon! se dit Aramis à lui-même, il paraît que je suis un architecte. N’est-ce pas encore là une plaisanterie de d’Artagnan, qui m’a vu ingénieur à Belle-Île?»

	Puis, tout haut:

	— Tranquillisez-vous, monsieur le gouverneur; dans notre état, le coup d’œil et la mémoire suffisent.

	Baisemeaux ne sourcilla point: les gardes prirent Aramis pour ce qu’il semblait être.

	— Eh bien! allons d’abord à la Bertaudière, dit Baisemeaux toujours avec l’intention d’être entendu des factionnaires.

	— Allons, répondit Aramis.

	Puis, s’adressant au porte-clefs:

	— Tu profiteras de cela, lui dit-il, pour porter au numéro 2 les friandises que j’ai désignées.

	— Le numéro 3, cher monsieur de Baisemeaux, le numéro 3, vous l’oubliez toujours.

	— C’est vrai.

	Ils montèrent.

	Ce qu’il y avait de verrous, de grilles et de serrures pour cette seule cour eût suffi à la sûreté d’une ville entière.

	Aramis n’était ni un rêveur ni un homme sensible; il avait fait des vers dans sa jeunesse; mais il était sec de cœur, comme tout homme de cinquante cinq ans qui a beaucoup aimé les femmes ou plutôt qui en a été fort aimé.

	Mais, lorsqu’il posa le pied sur les marches de pierre usées par lesquelles avaient passé tant d’infortunes, lorsqu’il se sentit imprégné de l’atmosphère de ces sombres voûtes humides de larmes, il fut, sans nul doute, attendri, car son front se baissa, car ses yeux se troublèrent, et il suivit Baisemeaux sans lui adresser une parole.

	Chapitre XCIX — Le deuxième de la Bertaudière

	Au deuxième étage, soit fatigue, soit émotion, la respiration manqua au visiteur.

	Il s’adossa contre le mur.

	— Voulez-vous commencer par celui-ci? dit Baisemeaux. Puisque nous allons de l’un chez l’autre, peu importe, ce me semble, que nous montions du second au troisième, ou que nous descendions du troisième au second. Il y a, d’ailleurs, aussi certaines réparations à faire dans cette chambre, se hâta-t-il d’ajouter à l’intention du guichetier qui se trouvait à la portée de la voix.

	— Non! non! s’écria vivement Aramis; plus haut, plus haut, monsieur le gouverneur, s’il vous plaît; le haut est le plus pressé.

	Ils continuèrent de monter.

	— Demandez les clefs au geôlier, souffla tout bas Aramis.

	— Volontiers.

	Baisemeaux prit les clefs et ouvrit lui-même la porte de la troisième chambre. Le porte-clefs entra le premier et déposa sur une table les provisions que le bon gouverneur appelait des friandises.

	Puis il sortit.

	Le prisonnier n’avait pas fait un mouvement.

	Alors Baisemeaux entra à son tour, tandis qu’Aramis se tenait sur le seuil.

	De là, il vit un jeune homme, un enfant de dix-huit ans qui, levant la tête au bruit inaccoutumé, se jeta à bas de son lit en apercevant le gouverneur, et, joignant les mains, se mit à crier:

	— Ma mère! ma mère!

	L’accent de ce jeune homme contenait tant de douleur, qu’Aramis se sentit frissonner malgré lui.

	— Mon cher hôte, lui dit Baisemeaux en essayant de sourire, je vous apporte à la fois une distraction et un extra, la distraction pour l’esprit et l’extra pour le corps. Voilà Monsieur qui va prendre des mesures sur vous, et voilà des confitures pour votre dessert.

	— Oh! monsieur! monsieur! dit le jeune homme, laissez-moi seul pendant un an, nourrissez-moi de pain et d’eau pendant un an, mais dites-moi qu’au bout d’un an je sortirai d’ici, dites-moi qu’au bout d’un an je reverrai ma mère!

	— Mais, mon cher ami, dit Baisemeaux, je vous ai entendu dire à vous-même qu’elle était fort pauvre, votre mère, que vous étiez fort mal logé chez elle, tandis qu’ici, peste!

	— Si elle était pauvre, monsieur, raison de plus pour qu’on lui rende son soutien. Mal logé chez elle? Oh! monsieur, on est toujours bien logé quand on est libre.

	— Enfin, puisque vous dites vous-même que vous n’avez fait que ce malheureux distique…

	— Et sans intention, monsieur, sans intention aucune, je vous jure; je lisais Martial quand l’idée m’en est venue. Oh! monsieur, qu’on me punisse, moi, qu’on me coupe la main avec laquelle je l’ai écrit, je travaillerai de l’autre; mais qu’on me rende ma mère.

	— Mon enfant, dit Baisemeaux, vous savez que cela ne dépend pas de moi; je ne puis que vous augmenter votre ration, vous donner un petit verre de porto, vous glisser un biscuit entre deux assiettes.

	— Ô mon Dieu! mon Dieu! s’écria le jeune homme en se renversant en arrière et en se roulant sur le parquet.

	Aramis, incapable de supporter plus longtemps cette scène, se retira jusque sur le palier.

	— Le malheureux! murmurait-il tout bas.

	— Oh! oui, monsieur, il est bien malheureux; mais c’est la faute de ses parents.

	— Comment cela?

	— Sans doute… Pourquoi lui faisait-on apprendre le latin?… Trop de science, voyez-vous, monsieur, ça nuit… Moi, je ne sais ni lire ni écrire: aussi je ne suis pas en prison.

	Aramis regarda cet homme, qui appelait n’être pas en prison être geôlier à la Bastille.

	Quant à Baisemeaux, voyant le peu d’effet de ses conseils et de son vin de Porto, il sortit tout troublé.

	— Eh bien! et la porte! la porte! dit le geôlier, vous oubliez de refermer la porte.

	— C’est vrai, dit Baisemeaux. Tiens, tiens, voilà les clefs.

	— Je demanderai la grâce de cet enfant, dit Aramis.

	— Et si vous ne l’obtenez pas, dit Baisemeaux, demandez au moins qu’on le porte à dix livres, cela fait que nous y gagnerons tous les deux.

	— Si l’autre prisonnier appelle aussi sa mère, fit Aramis, j’aime mieux ne pas entrer, je prendrai mesure du dehors.

	— Oh! oh! dit le geôlier, n’ayez pas peur, monsieur l’architecte, celui-là, il est doux comme un agneau; pour appeler sa mère, il faudrait qu’il parlât, et il ne parle jamais.

	— Alors entrons, dit sourdement Aramis.

	— Oh! monsieur, dit le porte-clefs, vous êtes architecte des prisons?

	— Oui.

	— Et vous n’êtes pas plus habitué à la chose? C’est étonnant!

	Aramis vit que, pour ne pas inspirer de soupçons, il lui fallait appeler toute sa force à son secours.

	Baisemeaux avait les clefs, il ouvrit la porte.

	— Reste dehors, dit-il au porte-clefs, et attends-nous au bas du degré.

	Le porte-clefs obéit et se retira.

	Baisemeaux passa le premier et ouvrit lui-même la deuxième porte.

	Alors on vit, dans le carré de lumière qui filtrait par la fenêtre grillée, un beau jeune homme, de petite taille, aux cheveux courts, à la barbe déjà croissante; il était assis sur un escabeau, le coude dans un fauteuil auquel s’appuyait tout le haut de son corps.

	Son habit, jeté sur le lit, était de fin velours noir, et il aspirait l’air frais qui venait s’engouffrer dans sa poitrine couverte d’une chemise de la plus belle batiste que l’on avait pu trouver.

	Lorsque le gouverneur entra, ce jeune homme tourna la tête avec un mouvement plein de nonchalance, et, comme il reconnut Baisemeaux, il se leva et salua courtoisement.

	Mais, quand ses yeux se portèrent sur Aramis, demeuré dans l’ombre, celui-ci frissonna; il pâlit et son chapeau, qu’il tenait à la main, lui échappa comme si tous les muscles venaient de se détendre à la fois.

	Baisemeaux, pendant ce temps, habitué à la présence de son prisonnier, semblait ne partager aucune des sensations que partageait Aramis; il étalait sur la table son pâté et ses écrevisses, comme eût pu faire un serviteur plein de zèle. Ainsi occupé, il ne remarquait point le trouble de son hôte.

	Mais, quand il eut fini, adressant la parole au jeune prisonnier:

	— Vous avez bonne mine, dit-il, cela va bien?

	— Très bien, monsieur, merci, répondit le jeune homme.

	Cette voix faillit renverser Aramis. Malgré lui il fit un pas en avant, les lèvres frémissantes.

	Ce mouvement était si visible, qu’il ne put échapper à Baisemeaux, tout préoccupé qu’il était.

	— Voici un architecte qui va examiner votre cheminée, dit Baisemeaux; fume-t-elle?

	— Jamais, monsieur.

	— Vous disiez qu’on ne pouvait pas être heureux en prison, dit le gouverneur en se frottant les mains; voici pourtant un prisonnier qui l’est. Vous ne vous plaignez pas, j’espère?

	— Jamais.

	— Vous ne vous ennuyez pas? dit Aramis.

	— Jamais.

	— Hein! fit tout bas Baisemeaux, avais-je raison?

	— Dame! que voulez-vous, mon cher gouverneur, il faut bien se rendre à l’évidence. Est-il permis de lui faire des questions?

	— Tout autant qu’il vous plaira.

	— Eh bien! faites-moi donc le plaisir de lui demander s’il sait pourquoi il est ici.

	— Monsieur me charge de vous demander, dit Baisemeaux, si vous connaissez la cause de votre détention.

	— Non, monsieur, dit simplement le jeune homme, je ne la connais pas.

	— Mais c’est impossible, dit Aramis emporté malgré lui. Si vous ignoriez la cause de votre détention, vous seriez furieux.

	— Je l’ai été pendant les premiers jours.

	— Pourquoi ne l’êtes-vous plus?

	— Parce que j’ai réfléchi.

	— C’est étrange, dit Aramis.

	— N’est-ce pas qu’il est étonnant? fit Baisemeaux.

	— Et à quoi avez-vous réfléchi? demanda Aramis. Peut-on vous le demander, monsieur?

	— J’ai réfléchi que, n’ayant commis aucun crime, Dieu ne pouvait me châtier.

	— Mais qu’est-ce donc que la prison, demanda Aramis, si ce n’est un châtiment?

	— Hélas! dit le jeune homme, je ne sais; tout ce que je puis vous dire, c’est que c’est tout le contraire de ce que j’avais dit il y a sept ans.

	— À vous entendre, monsieur, à voir votre résignation, on serait tenté de croire que vous aimez la prison.

	— Je la supporte.

	— C’est dans la certitude d’être libre un jour?

	— Je n’ai pas de certitude, monsieur; de l’espoir, voilà tout; et cependant, chaque jour, je l’avoue, cet espoir se perd.

	— Mais enfin, pourquoi ne seriez-vous pas libre, puisque vous l’avez déjà été?

	— C’est justement, répondit le jeune homme, la raison qui m’empêche d’attendre la liberté; pourquoi m’eût-on emprisonné, si l’on avait l’intention de me faire libre plus tard?

	— Quel âge avez-vous?

	— Je ne sais.

	— Comment vous nommez-vous?

	— J’ai oublié le nom qu’on me donnait.

	— Vos parents?

	— Je ne les ai jamais connus.

	— Mais ceux qui vous ont élevé?

	— Ils ne m’appelaient pas leur fils.

	— Aimiez-vous quelqu’un avant de venir ici?

	— J’aimais ma nourrice et mes fleurs.

	— Est-ce tout?

	— J’aimais aussi mon valet.

	— Vous regrettez cette nourrice et ce valet?

	— J’ai beaucoup pleuré quand ils sont morts.

	— Sont-ils morts depuis que vous êtes ici ou auparavant que vous y fussiez?

	— Ils sont morts la veille du jour où l’on m’a enlevé.

	— Tous deux en même temps?

	— Tous deux en même temps.

	— Et comment vous enleva-t-on?

	— Un homme me vint chercher, me fit monter dans un carrosse qui se trouva fermé avec des serrures, et m’amena ici.

	— Cet homme, le reconnaîtriez-vous?

	— Il avait un masque.

	— N’est-ce pas que cette histoire est extraordinaire? dit tout bas Baisemeaux à Aramis.

	Aramis pouvait à peine respirer.

	— Oui, extraordinaire, murmura-t-il.

	— Mais ce qu’il y a de plus extraordinaire encore, c’est que jamais il ne m’en a dit autant qu’il vient de vous en dire.

	— Peut-être cela tient-il aussi à ce que vous ne l’avez jamais questionné, dit Aramis.

	— C’est possible, répondit Baisemeaux, je ne suis pas curieux. Au reste, vous voyez la chambre: elle est belle, n’est-ce pas?

	— Fort belle.

	
— Un tapis…

	— Superbe.

	— Je gage qu’il n’en avait pas de pareil avant de venir ici.

	— Je le crois.

	Puis, se retournant vers le jeune homme:

	— Ne vous rappelez-vous point avoir été jamais visité par quelque étranger ou quelque étrangère? demanda Aramis au jeune homme.

	— Oh! si fait, trois fois par une femme, qui chaque fois s’arrêta en voiture à la porte, entra, couverte d’un voile qu’elle ne leva que lorsque nous fûmes enfermés et seuls.

	— Vous vous rappelez cette femme?

	— Oui.

	— Que vous disait-elle?

	Le jeune homme sourit tristement.

	— Elle me demandait ce que vous me demandez, si j’étais heureux et si je m’ennuyais.

	— Et lorsqu’elle arrivait ou partait?

	— Elle me pressait dans ses bras, me serrait sur son cœur, m’embrassait.

	— Vous vous la rappelez?

	— À merveille.

	— Je vous demande si vous vous rappelez les traits de son visage.

	— Oui.

	— Donc, vous la reconnaîtriez si le hasard l’amenait devant vous ou vous conduisait à elle?

	— Oh! bien certainement.

	Un éclair de fugitive satisfaction passa sur le visage d’Aramis.

	En ce moment Baisemeaux entendit le porte-clefs qui remontait.

	— Voulez-vous que nous sortions? dit-il vivement à Aramis.

	Probablement Aramis savait tout ce qu’il voulait savoir.

	— Quand il vous plaira, dit-il.

	Le jeune homme les vit se disposer à partir et les salua poliment.

	Baisemeaux répondit par une simple inclination de tête.

	Aramis, rendu respectueux par le malheur sans doute, salua profondément le prisonnier.

	Ils sortirent. Baisemeaux ferma la porte derrière eux.

	— Eh bien! fit Baisemeaux dans l’escalier, que dites-vous de tout cela?

	— J’ai découvert le secret, mon cher gouverneur, dit-il.

	— Bah! Et quel est ce secret?

	— Il y a eu un assassinat commis dans cette maison.

	— Allons donc!

	— Comprenez-vous, le valet et la nourrice morts le même jour?

	— Eh bien?

	— Poison.

	— Ah! ah!

	— Qu’en dites-vous?

	— Que cela pourrait bien être vrai… Quoi! ce jeune homme serait un assassin?

	— Eh! qui vous dit cela? Comment voulez-vous que le pauvre enfant soit un assassin?

	— C’est ce que je disais.

	— Le crime a été commis dans sa maison; c’est assez; peut-être a-t-il vu les criminels, et l’on craint qu’il ne parle.

	— Diable! si je savais cela.

	— Eh bien?

	— Je redoublerais de surveillance.

	— Oh! il n’a pas l’air d’avoir envie de se sauver.

	— Ah! les prisonniers, vous ne les connaissez pas.

	— A-t-il des livres?

	— Jamais; défense absolue de lui en donner.

	— Absolue?

	— De la main même de M. Mazarin.

	— Et vous avez cette note?

	— Oui, monseigneur; la voulez-vous voir en revenant prendre votre manteau?

	— Je le veux bien, les autographes me plaisent fort.

	— Celui-là est d’une certitude superbe; il n’y a qu’une rature.

	— Ah! ah! une rature! et à quel propos, cette rature?

	— À propos d’un chiffre.

	— D’un chiffre?

	— Oui. Voilà ce qu’il y avait d’abord: pension à cinquante livres.

	— Comme les princes du sang, alors?

	— Mais le cardinal aura vu qu’il se trompait, vous comprenez bien; il a biffé le zéro et a ajouté un un devant le cinq. Mais, à propos…

	— Quoi?

	— Vous ne parlez pas de la ressemblance.

	— Je n’en parle pas, cher monsieur de Baisemeaux, par une raison bien simple; je n’en parle pas, parce qu’elle n’existe pas.

	— Oh! par exemple!

	— Ou que, si elle existe, c’est dans votre imagination, et que même, existât-elle ailleurs, je crois que vous feriez bien de n’en point parler.

	— Vraiment!

	— Le roi Louis XIV, vous le comprenez bien, vous en voudrait mortellement s’il apprenait que vous contribuez à répandre ce bruit qu’un de ses sujets a l’audace de lui ressembler.

	— C’est vrai, c’est vrai, dit Baisemeaux tout effrayé, mais je n’ai parlé de la chose qu’à vous, et vous comprenez, monseigneur, que je compte assez sur votre discrétion.

	— Oh! soyez tranquille.

	— Voulez-vous toujours voir la note? dit Baisemeaux ébranlé.

	— Sans doute.

	En causant ainsi, ils étaient rentrés; Baisemeaux tira de l’armoire un registre particulier pareil à celui qu’il avait déjà montré à Aramis, mais fermé par une serrure.

	La clef qui ouvrait cette serrure faisait partie d’un petit trousseau que Baisemeaux portait toujours sur lui.

	Puis, posant le livre sur la table, il l’ouvrit à la lettre M et montra à Aramis cette note à la colonne des observations:

	«Jamais de livres, linge de la plus grande finesse, habits recherchés, pas de promenades, pas de changement de geôlier, pas de communications.

	Instruments de musique; toute licence pour le bien-être; quinze livres de nourriture. M. de Baisemeaux peut réclamer si les 15 livres ne lui suffisent pas.»

	— Tiens, au fait, dit Baisemeaux, j’y songe: je réclamerai.

	Aramis referma le livre.

	— Oui, dit-il, c’est bien de la main de M. de Mazarin; je reconnais son écriture. Maintenant, mon cher gouverneur, continua-t-il, comme si cette dernière communication avait épuisé son intérêt, passons, si vous le voulez bien, à nos petits arrangements.

	— Eh bien! quel terme voulez-vous que je prenne? Fixez vous-même.

	— Ne prenez pas de terme; faites-moi une reconnaissance pure et simple de cent cinquante mille francs.

	— Exigible?

	— À ma volonté. Mais, vous comprenez, je ne voudrai que lorsque vous voudrez vous-même.

	— Oh! je suis tranquille, dit Baisemeaux en souriant; mais je vous ai déjà donné deux reçus.

	— Aussi, vous voyez, je les déchire.

	Et Aramis, après avoir montré les deux reçus au gouverneur, les déchira en effet.

	Vaincu par une pareille marque de confiance, Baisemeaux souscrivit sans hésitation une obligation de cent cinquante mille francs remboursable à la volonté du prélat.

	Aramis, qui avait suivi la plume par-dessus l’épaule du gouverneur, mit l’obligation dans sa poche sans avoir l’air de l’avoir lue, ce qui donna toute tranquillité à Baisemeaux.

	— Maintenant, dit Aramis, vous ne m’en voudrez point, n’est-ce pas, si je vous enlève quelque prisonnier?

	— Comment cela?

	— Sans doute en obtenant sa grâce. Ne vous ai je pas dit, par exemple, que le pauvre Seldon m’intéressait?

	— Ah! c’est vrai!

	— Eh bien?

	— C’est votre affaire; agissez comme vous l’entendrez. Je vois que vous avez le bras long et la main large.

	Et Aramis partit, emportant les bénédictions du gouverneur.

	Chapitre C — Les deux amies

	À l’heure où M. de Baisemeaux montrait à Aramis les prisonniers de la Bastille, un carrosse s’arrêtait devant la porte de Mme de Bellière, et à cette heure encore matinale déposait au perron une jeune femme enveloppée de coiffes de soie.

	Lorsqu’on annonça Mme Vanel à Mme de Bellière, celle-ci s’occupait ou plutôt s’absorbait à lire une lettre qu’elle cacha précipitamment.

	Elle achevait à peine sa toilette du matin, ses femmes étaient encore dans la chambre voisine.

	Au nom, au pas de Marguerite Vanel, Mme de Bellière courut à sa rencontre. Elle crut voir dans les yeux de son amie un éclat qui n’était pas celui de la santé ou de la joie.

	Marguerite l’embrassa, lui serra les mains, lui laissa à peine le temps de parler.

	— Ma chère, dit-elle, tu m’oublies donc? Tu es donc tout entière aux plaisirs de la cour?

	— Je n’ai pas vu seulement les fêtes du mariage.

	— Que fais-tu alors?

	— Je me prépare à aller à Bellière.

	— À Bellière!

	— Oui.

	— Campagnarde alors. J’aime à te voir dans ces dispositions. Mais tu es pâle.

	— Non, je me porte à ravir.

	— Tant mieux, j’étais inquiète. Tu ne sais pas ce qu’on m’avait dit?

	— On dit tant de choses!

	— Oh! celle-là est extraordinaire.

	— Comme tu sais faire languir ton auditoire, Marguerite.

	— M’y voici. C’est que j’ai peur de te fâcher.

	— Oh! jamais. Tu admires toi-même mon égalité d’humeur.

	— Eh bien! on dit que… Ah! vraiment, je ne pourrai jamais t’avouer cela.

	— N’en parlons plus alors, fit Mme de Bellière, qui devinait une méchanceté sous ces préambules, mais qui cependant se sentait dévorée de curiosité.

	— Eh bien! ma chère marquise, on dit que depuis quelque temps tu regrettes beaucoup moins M. de Bellière, le pauvre homme!

	— C’est un mauvais bruit, Marguerite; je regrette et regretterai toujours mon mari; mais voilà deux ans qu’il est mort; je n’en ai que vingt-huit, et la douleur de sa perte ne doit pas dominer toutes les actions, toutes les pensées de ma vie. Je le dirais, que toi, toi, Marguerite, la femme par excellence, tu ne le croirais pas.

	— Pourquoi? Tu as le cœur si tendre! répliqua méchamment Mme Vanel.

	— Tu l’as aussi, Marguerite, et je n’ai pas vu que tu te laissasses abattre par le chagrin quand le cœur était blessé.

	Ces mots étaient une allusion directe à la rupture de Marguerite avec le surintendant. Ils étaient aussi un reproche voilé, mais direct, fait au cœur de la jeune femme.

	Comme si elle n’eût attendu que ce signal pour décocher sa flèche, Marguerite s’écria:

	— Eh bien! Élise, on dit que tu es amoureuse.

	Et elle dévora du regard Mme de Bellière, qui rougit sans pouvoir s’en empêcher.

	— On ne se fait jamais faute de calomnier les femmes, répliqua la marquise après un instant de silence.

	— Oh! on ne te calomnie pas, Élise.

	— Comment! on dit que je suis amoureuse, et on ne me calomnie pas?

	— D’abord, si c’est vrai, il n’y a pas de calomnie, il n’y a que médisance; ensuite, car tu ne me laisses pas achever, le public ne dit pas que tu t’abandonnes à cet amour. Il te peint, au contraire, comme une vertueuse amante armée de griffes et de dents, te renfermant chez toi comme dans une forteresse, et dans une forteresse autrement impénétrable que celle de Danaé, bien que la tour de Danaé fût faite d’airain.

	— Tu as de l’esprit, Marguerite, dit Mme de Bellière, tremblante.

	— Tu m’as toujours flattée, Élise… Bref, on te dit incorruptible et inaccessible. Tu vois si l’on te calomnie… Mais à quoi rêves-tu pendant que je te parle?

	— Moi?

	— Oui, tu es toute rouge et toute muette.

	— Je cherche, dit la marquise relevant ses beaux yeux brillant d’un commencement de colère, je cherche à quoi tu as pu faire allusion, toi, si savante dans la mythologie, en me comparant à Danaé.

	— Ah! ah! fit Marguerite en riant, tu cherches cela?

	— Oui; ne te souvient-il pas qu’au couvent, lorsque nous cherchions des problèmes d’arithmétique… Ah! c’est savant aussi ce que je vais te dire, mais à mon tour… Ne te souviens-tu pas que, si l’un des termes était donné, nous devions trouver l’autre? Cherche, alors, cherche.

	— Mais je ne devine pas ce que tu veux dire.

	— Rien de plus simple, pourtant. Tu prétends que je suis amoureuse, n’est ce pas?

	— On me l’a dit.

	— Eh bien! on ne dit pas que je sois amoureuse d’une abstraction. Il y a un nom dans tout ce bruit?

	— Certes, oui, il y a un nom.

	— Eh bien! ma chère, il n’est pas étonnant que je doive chercher ce nom, puisque tu ne me le dis pas.

	— Ma chère marquise, en te voyant rougir, je croyais que tu ne chercherais pas longtemps.

	— C’est ton mot Danaé qui m’a surprise. Qui dit Danaé dit pluie d’or, n’est ce pas?

	— C’est-à-dire que le Jupiter de Danaé se changea pour elle en pluie d’or.

	— Mon amant alors… celui que tu me donnes…

	— Oh! pardon; moi, je suis ton amie et ne te donne personne.

	— Soit!… mais les ennemis.

	— Veux-tu que je te dise le nom?

	— Il y a une demi-heure que tu me le fais attendre.

	— Tu vas l’entendre. Ne t’effarouche pas, c’est un homme puissant.

	— Bon!

	La marquise s’enfonçait dans les mains ses ongles effilés, comme le patient à l’approche du fer.

	— C’est un homme très riche, continua Marguerite, le plus riche peut-être. C’est enfin…

	La marquise ferma un instant les yeux.

	— C’est le duc de Buckingham, dit Marguerite en riant aux éclats.

	La perfidie avait été calculée avec une adresse incroyable. Ce nom, qui tombait à faux à la place du nom que la marquise attendait, faisait bien l’effet sur la pauvre femme de ces haches mal aiguisées qui avaient déchiqueté, sans les tuer, MM. de Chalais et de Thou sur leurs échafauds.

	Elle se remit pourtant.

	— J’avais bien raison, dit-elle, de t’appeler une femme d’esprit; tu me fais passer un agréable moment. La plaisanterie est charmante… Je n’ai jamais vu M. de Buckingham.

	— Jamais? fit Marguerite en contenant ses éclats.

	— Je n’ai pas mis le pied hors de chez moi depuis que le duc est à Paris.

	— Oh! reprit Mme Vanel en allongeant son pied mutin vers un papier qui frissonnait près de la fenêtre sur un tapis. On peut ne pas se voir, mais on s’écrit.

	La marquise frémit. Ce papier était l’enveloppe de la lettre qu’elle lisait à l’entrée de son amie. Cette enveloppe était cachetée aux armes du surintendant.

	En se reculant sur son sofa, Mme de Bellière fit rouler sur ce papier les plis épais de sa large robe de soie, et l’ensevelit ainsi.

	— Voyons, dit-elle alors, voyons, Marguerite, est-ce pour me dire toutes ces folies que tu es venue de si bon matin?

	— Non, je suis venue pour te voir d’abord et pour te rappeler nos anciennes habitudes si douces et si bonnes, tu sais, lorsque nous allions nous promener à Vincennes, et que, sous un chêne, dans un taillis, nous causions de ceux que nous aimions et qui nous aimaient.

	— Tu me proposes une promenade.

	— J’ai mon carrosse et trois heures de liberté.

	— Je ne suis pas vêtue, Marguerite… et… si tu veux que nous causions, sans aller au bois de Vincennes, nous trouverions dans le jardin de l’hôtel un bel arbre, des charmilles touffues, un gazon semé de pâquerettes, et toute cette violette que l’on sent d’ici.

	— Ma chère marquise, je regrette que tu me refuses… J’avais besoin d’épancher mon cœur dans le tien.

	— Je te le répète, Marguerite, mon cœur est à toi, aussi bien dans cette chambre, aussi bien ici près, sous ce tilleul de mon jardin, que là-bas, sous un chêne dans le bois.

	— Pour moi, ce n’est pas la même chose… En me rapprochant de Vincennes, marquise, je rapprochais mes soupirs du but vers lequel ils tendent depuis quelques jours.

	La marquise leva tout à coup la tête.

	— Cela t’étonne, n’est-ce pas… que je pense encore à Saint-Mandé?

	— À Saint-Mandé! s’écria Mme de Bellière.

	Et les regards des deux femmes se croisèrent comme deux épées inquiètes au premier engagement du combat.

	— Toi, si fière?… dit avec dédain la marquise.

	— Moi… si fière!… répliqua Mme Vanel. Je suis ainsi faite… Je ne pardonne pas l’oubli, je ne supporte pas l’infidélité. Quand je quitte et qu’on pleure, je suis tentée d’aimer encore; mais, quand on me quitte et qu’on rit, j’aime éperdument.

	Mme de Bellière fit un mouvement involontaire.

	«Elle est jalouse», se dit Marguerite.

	— Alors, continua la marquise, tu es éperdument éprise… de M. de Buckingham… non, je me trompe… de M. Fouquet?

	Elle sentit le coup, et tout son sang afflua sur son cœur.

	— Et tu voulais aller à Vincennes… à Saint-Mandé même!

	— Je ne sais ce que je voulais, tu m’eusses conseillée peut-être.

	— En quoi?

	— Tu l’as fait souvent.

	— Certes, ce n’eût point été en cette occasion; car, moi, je ne pardonne pas comme toi. J’aime moins peut-être; mais quand mon cœur a été froissé, c’est pour toujours.

	— Mais M. Fouquet ne t’a pas froissée, dit avec une naïveté de vierge Marguerite Vanel.

	— Tu comprends parfaitement ce que je veux te dire. M. Fouquet ne m’a pas froissée; il ne m’est connu ni par faveur, ni par injure, mais tu as à te plaindre de lui. Tu es mon amie, je ne te conseillerais donc pas comme tu voudrais.

	— Ah! tu préjuges?

	— Les soupirs dont tu parlais sont plus que des indices.

	— Ah! mais tu m’accables, fit tout à coup la jeune femme en rassemblant toutes ses forces comme le lutteur qui s’apprête à porter le dernier coup; tu ne comptes qu’avec mes mauvaises passions et mes faiblesses. Quant à ce que j’ai de sentiments purs et généreux, tu n’en parles point. Si je me sens entraînée en ce moment vers M. le surintendant, si je fais même un pas vers lui, ce qui est probable, je te le confesse, c’est que le sort de M. Fouquet me touche profondément, c’est qu’il est, selon moi, un des hommes les plus malheureux qui soient.

	— Ah! fit la marquise en appuyant une main sur son cœur, il y a donc quelque chose de nouveau?

	— Tu ne sais donc pas?

	— Je ne sais rien, dit Mme de Bellière avec cette palpitation de l’angoisse qui suspend la pensée et la parole, qui suspend jusqu’à la vie.

	— Ma chère, il y a d’abord que toute la faveur du roi s’est retirée de M. Fouquet pour passer à M. Colbert.

	— Oui, on le dit.

	— C’est tout simple, depuis la découverte du complot de Belle-Île.

	— On m’avait assuré que cette découverte de fortifications avait tourné à l’honneur de M. Fouquet.

	Marguerite se mit à rire d’une façon si cruelle, que Mme de Bellière lui eût en ce moment plongé avec joie un poignard dans le cœur.

	— Ma chère, continua Marguerite, il ne s’agit plus même de l’honneur de M. Fouquet; il s’agit de son salut. Avant trois jours, la ruine du surintendant est consommée.

	— Oh! fit la marquise en souriant à son tour, c’est aller un peu vite.

	— J’ai dit trois jours, parce que j’aime à me leurrer d’une espérance. Mais très certainement la catastrophe ne passera pas vingt-quatre heures.

	— Et pourquoi?

	— Par la plus humble de toutes les raisons: M. Fouquet n’a plus d’argent.

	— Dans la finance, ma chère Marguerite, tel n’a pas d’argent aujourd’hui, qui demain fait rentrer des millions.

	— Cela pouvait être pour M. Fouquet alors qu’il avait deux amis riches et habiles qui amassaient pour lui et faisaient sortir l’argent de tous les coffres; mais ces amis sont morts.

	— Les écus ne meurent pas, Marguerite; ils sont cachés, on les cherche, on les achète et on les trouve.

	— Tu vois en blanc et en rose, tant mieux pour toi. Il est bien fâcheux que tu ne sois pas l’égérie de M. Fouquet, tu lui indiquerais la source où il pourra puiser les millions que le roi lui a demandés hier.

	— Des millions? fit la marquise avec effroi.

	— Quatre… c’est un nombre pair.

	— Infâme! murmura Mme de Bellière torturée par cette féroce joie…

	— M. Fouquet a bien quatre millions, je pense, répliqua-t-elle courageusement.

	— S’il a ceux que le roi lui demande aujourd’hui, dit Marguerite, peut-être n’aura-t-il pas ceux que le roi lui demandera dans un mois.

	— Le roi lui redemandera de l’argent?

	— Sans doute, et voilà pourquoi je te dis que la ruine de ce pauvre M, Fouquet devient infaillible. Par orgueil, il fournira de l’argent, et, quand il n’en aura plus, il tombera.

	— C’est vrai, dit la marquise en frissonnant; le plan est fort… Dis-moi, M. Colbert hait donc bien M. Fouquet?

	— Je crois qu’il ne l’aime pas… Or, c’est un homme puissant que M. Colbert; il gagne à être vu de près; des conceptions gigantesques, de la volonté, de la discrétion; il ira loin.

	— Il sera surintendant?

	— C’est probable… Voilà pourquoi, ma bonne marquise, je me sentais émue en faveur de ce pauvre homme qui m’a aimée, adorée même; voilà pourquoi, le voyant si malheureux, je lui pardonnais son infidélité… dont il se repent, j’ai lieu de le croire; voilà pourquoi je n’eusse pas été éloignée de lui porter une consolation, un bon conseil; il aurait compris ma démarche et m’en aurait su gré. C’est doux d’être aimée, vois-tu. Les hommes apprécient fort l’amour quand ils ne sont pas aveuglés par la puissance.

	La marquise, étourdie, écrasée par ces atroces attaques, calculées avec la justesse et la précision d’un tir d’artillerie, ne savait plus comment répondre; elle ne savait plus comment penser.

	La voix de la perfide avait pris les intonations les plus affectueuses; elle parlait comme une femme et cachait les instincts d’une panthère.

	— Eh bien! dit Mme de Bellière, qui espéra vaguement que Marguerite cessait d’accabler l’ennemi vaincu; eh bien! que n’allez-vous trouver M. Fouquet?

	— Décidément, marquise, tu m’as fait réfléchir. Non, il serait inconvenant que je fisse la première démarche. M. Fouquet m’aime sans doute, mais il est trop fier. Je ne puis m’exposer à un affront… J’ai mon mari, d’ailleurs, à ménager. Tu ne me dis rien. Allons! je consulterai là-dessus M. Colbert.

	Elle se leva en souriant comme pour prendre congé. La marquise n’eut pas la force de l’imiter.

	Marguerite fit quelques pas pour continuer à jouir de l’humiliante douleur où sa rivale était plongée; puis soudain:

	— Tu ne me reconduis pas? dit-elle.

	La marquise se leva, pâle et froide, sans s’inquiéter davantage de cette enveloppe qui l’avait si fort préoccupée au commencement de la conversation et que son premier pas laissa à découvert.

	Puis elle ouvrit la porte de son oratoire, et, sans même retourner la tête du côté de Marguerite Vanel, elle s’y enferma.

	Marguerite prononça ou plutôt balbutia trois ou quatre paroles que Mme de Bellière n’entendit même pas.

	Mais, aussitôt que la marquise eut disparu, son envieuse ennemie ne put résister au désir de s’assurer que ses soupçons étaient fondés; elle s’allongea comme une panthère et saisit l’enveloppe.

	— Ah! dit-elle en grinçant des dents, c’était bien une lettre de M. Fouquet qu’elle lisait quand je suis arrivée!

	Et elle s’élança, à son tour, hors de la chambre.

	Pendant ce temps, la marquise, arrivée derrière le rempart de sa porte, sentait qu’elle était au bout de ses forces; un instant elle resta roide, pâle et immobile comme une statue; puis, comme une statue qu’un vent d’orage ébranle sur sa base, elle chancela et tomba inanimée sur le tapis.

	Le bruit de sa chute retentit en même temps que retentissait le roulement de la voiture de Marguerite sortant de l’hôtel.

	Chapitre CI — L’argenterie de Mme de Bellière

	Le coup avait été d’autant plus douloureux qu’il était inattendu; la marquise fut donc quelque temps à se remettre; mais, une fois remise, elle se prit aussitôt à réfléchir sur les événements tels qu’ils s’annonçaient.

	Alors elle reprit, dût sa vue se briser encore en chemin, cette ligne d’idées que lui avait fait suivre son implacable amie.

	Trahison, puis noires menaces voilées sous un semblant d’intérêt public, voilà pour les manœuvres de Colbert.

	Joie odieuse d’une chute prochaine, efforts incessants pour arriver à ce but, séductions non moins coupables que le crime lui-même: voilà ce que Marguerite mettait en œuvre.

	Les atomes crochus de Descartes triomphaient; à l’homme sans entrailles s’était unie la femme sans cœur.

	La marquise vit avec tristesse, encore plus qu’avec indignation, que le roi trempât dans un complot qui décelait la duplicité de Louis XIII déjà vieux, et l’avarice de Mazarin lorsqu’il n’avait pas encore eu le temps de se gorger de l’or français. Mais bientôt l’esprit de cette courageuse femme reprit toute son énergie et cessa de s’arrêter aux spéculations rétrogrades de la compassion.

	La marquise n’était point de ceux qui pleurent quand il faut agir et qui s’amusent à plaindre un malheur qu’ils ont moyen de soulager.

	Elle appuya, pendant dix minutes à peu près, son front dans ses mains glacées; puis, relevant le front, elle sonna ses femmes d’une main ferme et avec un geste plein d’énergie.

	Sa résolution était prise.

	— A-t-on tout préparé pour mon départ? demanda-t-elle à une de ses femmes qui entrait.

	— Oui, madame; mais on ne comptait pas que Madame la marquise dût partir pour Bellière avant trois jours.

	— Cependant tout ce qui est parures et valeurs est en caisse?

	— Oui, madame; mais nous avons l’habitude de laisser tout cela à Paris; Madame, ordinairement, n’emporte pas ses pierreries à la campagne.

	— Et tout cela est rangé, dites-vous?

	— Dans le cabinet de Madame.

	— Et l’orfèvrerie?

	— Dans les coffres.

	— Et l’argenterie?

	— Dans la grande armoire de chêne.

	La marquise se tut; puis, d’une voix tranquille:

	— Que l’on fasse venir mon orfèvre, dit-elle.

	Les femmes disparurent pour exécuter l’ordre.

	Cependant la marquise était entrée dans son cabinet, et, avec le plus grand soin, considérait ses écrins.

	Jamais elle n’avait donné pareille attention à ces richesses qui font l’orgueil d’une femme; jamais elle n’avait regardé ces parures que pour les choisir selon leurs montures ou leurs couleurs. Aujourd’hui elle admirait la grosseur des rubis et la limpidité des diamants; elle se désolait d’une tache, d’un défaut; elle trouvait l’or trop faible et les pierres misérables.

	L’orfèvre la surprit dans cette occupation lorsqu’il arriva.

	— Monsieur Faucheux, dit-elle, vous m’avez fourni mon orfèvrerie, je crois?

	— Oui, madame la marquise.

	— Je ne me souviens plus à combien se montait la note.

	— De la nouvelle, madame, ou de celle que M. de Bellière vous donna en vous épousant? Car j’ai fourni les deux.

	— Eh bien! de la nouvelle, d’abord.

	— Madame, les aiguières, les gobelets et les plats avec leurs étuis, le surtout et les mortiers à glace, les bassins à confitures et les fontaines ont coûté à Madame la marquise soixante mille livres.

	— Rien que cela, mon Dieu?

	— Madame trouva ma note bien chère…

	— C’est vrai! c’est vrai! Je me souviens qu’en effet c’était cher; le travail, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, madame: gravures, ciselures, formes nouvelles.

	— Le travail entre pour combien dans le prix? N’hésitez pas.

	— Un tiers de la valeur, madame. Mais…

	— Nous avons encore l’autre service, le vieux, celui de mon mari?

	— Oh! madame, il est moins ouvré que celui dont je vous parle. Il ne vaut que trente mille livres, valeur intrinsèque.

	— Soixante-dix! murmura la marquise. Mais, monsieur Faucheux, il y a encore l’argenterie de ma mère; vous savez, tout ce massif dont je n’ai pas voulu me défaire à cause du souvenir?

	— Ah! madame, par exemple, c’est là une fameuse ressource pour des gens qui, comme Madame la marquise, ne seraient pas libres de garder leur vaisselle. En ce temps, madame, on ne travaillait pas léger comme aujourd’hui. On travaillait dans des lingots. Mais cette vaisselle n’est plus présentable; seulement, elle pèse.

	— Voilà tout, voilà tout ce qu’il faut. Combien pèse-t-elle?

	— Cinquante mille livres, au moins. Je ne parle pas des énormes vases de buffet qui, seuls, pèsent cinq mille livres d’argent: soit dix mille livres les deux.

	— Cent trente! murmura la marquise. Vous êtes sûr de ces chiffres, monsieur Faucheux?

	— Sûr, madame. D’ailleurs, ce n’est pas difficile à peser.

	— Les quantités sont écrites sur mes livres.

	— Oh! vous êtes une femme d’ordre, madame la marquise.

	— Passons à autre chose, dit Mme de Bellière.

	Et elle ouvrit un écrin.

	— Je reconnais ces émeraudes, dit le marchand, c’est moi qui les ai fait monter; ce sont les plus belles de la cour; c’est-à-dire, non: les plus belles sont à Mme de Châtillon; elles lui viennent de MM. de Guise; mais les vôtres, madame, sont les secondes.

	— Elles valent?

	— Montées?

	— Non; supposez qu’on voulût les vendre.

	— Je sais bien qui les achèterait! s’écria M. Faucheux.

	— Voilà précisément ce que je vous demande. On les achèterait donc?

	— On achèterait toutes vos pierreries, madame; on sait que vous avez le plus bel écrin de Paris. Vous n’êtes pas de ces femmes qui changent; quand vous achetez, c’est du beau; lorsque vous possédez, vous gardez.

	— Donc, on paierait ces émeraudes?

	— Cent trente mille livres.

	La marquise écrivit sur des tablettes, avec un crayon, le chiffre cité par l’orfèvre.

	— Ce collier de rubis? dit-elle.

	— Des rubis balais?

	— Les voici.

	— Ils sont beaux, ils sont superbes. Je ne vous connaissais pas ces pierres, madame.

	— Estimez.

	— Deux cent mille livres. Celui du milieu en vaut cent à lui seul.

	— Oui, oui, c’est ce que je pensais, dit la marquise. Les diamants, les diamants! oh! j’en ai beaucoup: bagues, chaînes, pendants et girandoles, agrafes, ferrets! Estimez, monsieur Faucheux, estimez.

	L’orfèvre prit sa loupe, ses balances, pesa, lorgna, et tout bas, faisant son addition:

	— Voilà des pierres, dit-il, qui coûtent à Madame la marquise quarante mille livres de rente.

	— Vous estimez huit cent mille livres?…

	— À peu près.

	— C’est bien ce que je pensais. Mais les montures sont à part.

	— Comme toujours, madame, si j’étais appelé à vendre ou à acheter, je me contenterais, pour bénéfice, de l’or seul de ces montures; j’aurais encore vingt-cinq bonnes mille livres.

	— C’est joli!

	— Oui, madame, très joli.

	— Acceptez-vous le bénéfice à la condition de faire argent comptant des pierreries?

	— Mais, madame! s’écria l’orfèvre effaré, vous ne vendez pas vos diamants, je suppose?

	— Silence, monsieur Faucheux, ne vous inquiétez pas de cela, rendez-moi seulement réponse. Vous êtes honnête homme, fournisseur de ma maison depuis trente ans, vous avez connu mon père et ma mère, que servaient votre père et votre mère. Je vous parle comme à un ami; acceptez-vous l’or des montures contre une somme comptant que vous verserez entre mes mains?

	— Huit cent mille livres! mais c’est énorme!

	— Je le sais.

	— Impossible à trouver!

	— Oh! que non.

	— Mais madame, songez à l’effet que ferait, dans le monde, le bruit d’une vente de vos pierreries!

	— Nul ne le saurait… Vous me ferez fabriquer autant de parures fausses semblables aux fines. Ne répondez rien je le veux. Vendez en détail, vendez seulement les pierres.

	— Comme cela, c’est facile… Monsieur cherche des écrins, des pierres nues pour la toilette de Madame. Il y a concours. Je placerai facilement chez Monsieur pour six cent mille livres. Je suis sûr que les vôtres sont les plus belles.

	— Quand cela?

	— Sous trois jours.

	— Eh bien! le reste, vous le placerez à des particuliers; pour le présent, faites-moi un contrat de vente garanti… paiement sous quatre jours.

	— Madame, madame, réfléchissez, je vous en conjure… Vous perdrez là cent mille livres, si vous vous hâtez.

	— J’en perdrai deux cent mille s’il le faut. Je veux que tout soit fait ce soir. Acceptez-vous?

	— J’accepte, madame la marquise… Je ne dissimule pas que je gagnerai à cela cinq mille pistoles.

	— Tant mieux! comment aurai-je l’argent?

	— En or ou en billets de la Banque de Lyon, payables chez M. Colbert.

	— J’accepte, dit vivement la marquise; retournez chez vous et apportez vite la somme en billets, entendez-vous?

	— Oui, madame; mais, de grâce…

	— Plus un mot, monsieur Faucheux. À propos, l’argenterie, que j’oubliais… Pour combien en ai-je?

	— Cinquante mille livres, madame.

	— C’est un million, se dit tout bas la marquise. Monsieur Faucheux, vous ferez prendre aussi l’orfèvrerie et l’argenterie avec toute la vaisselle. Je prétexte une refonte pour des modèles plus à mon goût… Fondez, dis-je, et rendez-moi la valeur en or… sur-le-champ.

	— Bien, madame la marquise.

	— Vous mettrez cet or dans un coffre; vous ferez accompagner cet or d’un de vos commis et sans que mes gens le voient; ce commis m’attendra dans un carrosse.

	— Celui de Mme Faucheux? dit l’orfèvre.

	— Si vous le voulez, je le prendrai chez vous.

	— Oui, madame la marquise.

	— Prenez trois de mes gens pour porter chez vous l’argenterie.

	— Oui, madame.

	La marquise sonna.

	— Le fourgon, dit-elle, à la disposition de M. Faucheux.

	L’orfèvre salua et sortit en commandant que le fourgon le suivit de près et en annonçant, lui-même, que la marquise faisait fondre sa vaisselle pour en avoir de plus nouvelle.

	Trois heures après, elle se rendait chez M. Faucheux et recevait de lui huit cent mille livres en billets de la Banque de Lyon, deux cent cinquante mille livres en or, enfermées dans un coffre que portait péniblement un commis jusqu’à la voiture de Mme Faucheux.

	Car Mme Faucheux avait un coche. Fille d’un président des comptes, elle avait apporté trente mille écus à son mari, syndic des orfèvres. Les trente mille écus avaient fructifié depuis vingt ans. L’orfèvre était millionnaire et modeste. Pour lui, il avait fait l’emplette d’un vénérable carrosse, fabriqué en 1648, dix années après la naissance du roi. Ce carrosse, ou plutôt cette maison roulante, faisait l’admiration du quartier; elle était couverte de peintures allégoriques et de nuages semés d’étoiles d’or et d’argent doré.

	C’est dans cet équipage, un peu grotesque, que la noble femme monta, en regard du commis, qui dissimulait ses genoux de peur d’effleurer la robe de la marquise.

	C’est ce même commis qui dit au cocher, fier de conduire une marquise: Route de Saint-Mandé!

	Chapitre CII — La dot

	Les chevaux de M. Faucheux étaient d’honnêtes chevaux du Perche, ayant de gros genoux et des jambes tant soit peu engorgées. Comme la voiture, ils dataient de l’autre moitié du siècle.

	Ils ne couraient donc pas comme les chevaux anglais de M. Fouquet.

	Aussi mirent-ils deux heures à se rendre à Saint-Mandé.

	On peut dire qu’ils marchaient majestueusement.

	La majesté exclut le mouvement.

	La marquise s’arrêta devant une porte bien connue, quoiqu’elle ne l’eût vue qu’une fois, on se le rappelle, dans une circonstance non moins pénible que celle qui l’amenait cette fois encore.

	Elle tira de sa poche une clef, l’introduisit de sa petite main blanche dans la serrure, poussa la porte qui céda sans bruit, et donna l’ordre au commis de monter le coffret au premier étage.

	Mais le poids de ce coffret était tel, que le commis fut forcé de se faire aider par le cocher.

	Le coffret fut déposé dans ce petit cabinet, antichambre ou plutôt boudoir, attenant au salon où nous avons vu M. Fouquet aux pieds de la marquise.

	Mme de Bellière donna un louis au cocher, un sourire charmant au commis, et les congédia tous deux.

	Derrière eux, elle referma la porte et attendit ainsi, seule et barricadée. Nul domestique n’apparaissait à l’intérieur.

	Mais toute chose était apprêtée comme si un génie invisible eût deviné les besoins et les désirs de l’hôte ou plutôt de l’hôtesse qui était attendue.

	Le feu préparé, les bougies aux candélabres, les rafraîchissements sur l’étagère, les livres sur les tables, les fleurs fraîches dans les vases du Japon.

	On eût dit une maison enchantée.

	La marquise alluma les candélabres, respira le parfum des fleurs, s’assit et tomba bientôt dans une profonde rêverie.

	Mais cette rêverie, toute mélancolique, était imprégnée d’une certaine douceur.

	Elle voyait devant elle un trésor étalé dans cette chambre. Un million qu’elle avait arraché de sa fortune comme la moissonneuse arrache un bleuet de sa couronne.

	Elle se forgeait les plus doux songes.

	Elle songeait surtout et avant tout au moyen de laisser tout cet argent à M. Fouquet sans qu’il pût savoir d’où venait le don. Ce moyen était celui qui naturellement s’était présenté le premier à son esprit.

	Mais, quoique, en y réfléchissant, la chose lui eût paru difficile, elle ne désespérait point de parvenir à ce but.

	Elle devait sonner pour appeler M. Fouquet, et s’enfuir plus heureuse que si, au lieu de donner un million, elle trouvait un million elle-même.

	Mais, depuis qu’elle était arrivée là, depuis qu’elle avait vu ce boudoir si coquet, qu’on eût dit qu’une femme de chambre venait d’en enlever jusqu’au dernier atome de poussière; quand elle avait vu ce salon si bien tenu, qu’on eût dit qu’elle en avait chassé les fées qui l’habitaient, elle se demanda si déjà les regards de ceux qu’elle avait fait fuir, génies, fées, lutins ou créatures humaines, ne l’avaient pas reconnue.

	Alors Fouquet saurait tout; ce qu’il ne saurait pas, il le devinerait; Fouquet refuserait d’accepter comme don ce qu’il eût peut-être accepté à titre de prêt, et, ainsi menée, l’entreprise manquerait de but comme de résultat.

	Il fallait donc que la démarche fût faite sérieusement pour réussir. Il fallait que le surintendant comprît toute la gravité de sa position pour se soumettre au caprice généreux d’une femme; il fallait enfin, pour le persuader, tout le charme d’une éloquente amitié, et, si ce n’était point assez, tout l’enivrement d’un ardent amour que rien ne détournerait dans son absolu désir de convaincre.

	En effet, le surintendant n’était-il pas connu pour un homme plein de délicatesse et de dignité? Se laisserait-il charger des dépouilles d’une femme? Non, il lutterait, et si une voix au monde pouvait vaincre sa résistance, c’était la voix de la femme qu’il aimait.

	Maintenant, autre doute, doute cruel qui passait dans le cœur de Mme de Bellière avec la douleur et le froid aigu d’un poignard: Aimait-il?

	Cet esprit léger, ce cœur volage se résoudrait-il à se fixer un moment, fût-ce pour contempler un ange?

	N’en était-il pas de Fouquet, malgré tout son génie, malgré toute sa probité, comme des conquérants qui versent des larmes sur le champ de bataille lorsqu’ils ont remporté la victoire?

	«Eh bien! c’est de cela qu’il faut que je m’éclaircisse, c’est sur cela qu’il faut que je le juge, dit la marquise. Qui sait si ce cœur tant convoité n’est pas un cœur vulgaire et plein d’alliage, qui sait si cet esprit ne se trouvera pas être, quand j’y appliquerai la pierre de touche, d’une nature triviale et inférieure? Allons! allons! s’écria-t-elle, c’est trop de doute, trop d’hésitation, l’épreuve! l’épreuve!»

	Elle regarda la pendule.

	«Voilà sept heures, il doit être arrivé, c’est l’heure des signatures. Allons!»

	Et, se levant avec une fébrile impatience, elle marcha vers la glace, dans laquelle elle se souriait avec l’énergique sourire du dévouement; elle fit jouer le ressort et tira le bouton de la sonnette.

	Puis, comme épuisée à l’avance par la lutte qu’elle venait d’engager, elle alla s’agenouiller éperdue devant un vaste fauteuil, où sa tête s’ensevelit dans ses mains tremblantes.

	Dix minutes après, elle entendit grincer le ressort de la porte.

	La porte roula sur ses gonds invisibles.

	Fouquet parut.

	Il était pâle; il était courbé sous le poids d’une pensée amère.

	Il n’accourait pas; il venait, voilà tout.

	Il fallait que la préoccupation fût bien puissante pour que cet homme de plaisir, pour qui le plaisir était tout, vînt si lentement à un semblable appel.

	En effet, la nuit, féconde en rêves douloureux, avait amaigri ses traits d’ordinaire si noblement insoucieux, avait tracé autour de ses yeux des orbites de bistre.

	Il était toujours beau, toujours noble, et l’expression mélancolique de sa bouche, expression si rare chez cet homme, donnait à sa physionomie un caractère nouveau qui la rajeunissait.

	Vêtu de noir, la poitrine toute gonflée de dentelles ravagées par sa main inquiète, le surintendant s’arrêta l’œil plein de rêverie au seuil de cette chambre où tant de fois il était venu chercher le bonheur attendu.

	Cette douceur morne, cette tristesse souriante remplaçant l’exaltation de la joie, firent sur Mme de Bellière, qui le regardait de loin, un effet indicible.

	L’œil d’une femme sait lire tout orgueil ou toute souffrance sur les traits de l’homme qu’elle aime; on dirait qu’en raison de leur faiblesse, Dieu a voulu accorder aux femmes plus qu’il n’accorde aux autres créatures.

	Elles peuvent cacher leurs sentiments à l’homme; l’homme ne peut leur cacher les siens.

	La marquise devina d’un seul coup d’œil tout le malheur du surintendant.

	Elle devina une nuit passée sans sommeil, un jour passé en déceptions.

	Dès lors elle fut forte, elle sentait qu’elle aimait Fouquet au-delà de toute chose.

	Elle se releva, et, s’approchant de lui:

	— Vous m’écriviez ce matin, dit-elle, que vous commenciez à m’oublier, et que, moi que vous n’aviez pas revue, j’avais sans doute fini de penser à vous. Je viens vous démentir, monsieur, et cela d’autant plus sûrement que je lis dans vos yeux une chose.

	— Laquelle, madame? demanda Fouquet étonné.

	— C’est que vous ne m’avez jamais tant aimée qu’à cette heure; de même que vous devez lire dans ma démarche, à moi, que je ne vous ai point oublié.

	— Oh! vous, marquise, dit Fouquet, dont un éclair de joie illumina un instant la noble figure, vous, vous êtes un ange, et les hommes n’ont pas le droit de douter de vous! Ils n’ont donc qu’à s’humilier et à demander grâce!

	— Grâce vous soit donc accordée alors!

	Fouquet voulut se mettre à genoux.

	— Non, dit-elle, à côté de moi, asseyez-vous. Ah! voilà une pensée mauvaise qui passe dans votre esprit!

	— Et à quoi voyez-vous cela, madame?

	— À votre sourire, qui vient de gâter toute votre physionomie. Voyons, à quoi songez-vous? Dites, soyez franc, pas de secrets entre amis?

	— Eh bien! madame, dites-moi alors pourquoi cette rigueur de trois ou quatre mois.

	— Cette rigueur?

	— Oui; ne m’avez-vous pas défendu de vous visiter?

	— Hélas! mon ami, dit Mme de Bellière avec un profond soupir, parce que votre visite chez moi vous a causé un grand malheur, parce que l’on veille sur ma maison, parce que les mêmes yeux qui vous ont vu pourraient vous voir encore, parce que je trouve moins dangereux pour vous, à moi de venir ici, qu’à vous de venir chez moi; enfin, parce que je vous trouve assez malheureux pour ne pas vouloir augmenter encore votre malheur…

	Fouquet tressaillit.

	Ces mots venaient de le rappeler aux soucis de la surintendance, lui qui pendant quelques minutes ne se souvenait plus que des espérances de l’amant.

	— Malheureux, moi? dit-il en essayant un sourire. Mais en vérité, marquise, vous me le feriez croire avec votre tristesse. Ces beaux yeux ne sont-ils donc levés sur moi que pour me plaindre? Oh! j’attends d’eux un autre sentiment.

	— Ce n’est pas moi qui suis triste, monsieur: regardez dans cette glace; c’est vous.

	— Marquise, je suis un peu pâle, c’est vrai, mais c’est l’excès du travail; le roi m’a demandé hier de l’argent.

	— Oui, quatre millions; je sais cela.

	— Vous le savez! s’écria Fouquet, surpris. Et comment le savez-vous? C’est au jeu seulement, après le départ des reines et en présence d’une seule personne, que le roi…

	— Vous voyez que je le sais; cela suffit, n’est-ce pas? Eh bien! continuez, mon ami: c’est que le roi vous a demandé…

	— Eh bien! vous comprenez, marquise, il a fallu se le procurer, puis le faire compter, puis le faire enregistrer, c’est long. Depuis la mort de M. de Mazarin, il y a un peu de fatigue et d’embarras dans le service des finances. Mon administration se trouve surchargée, voilà pourquoi j’ai veillé cette nuit.

	— De sorte que vous avez la somme? demanda la marquise, inquiète.

	— Il ferait beau voir, marquise, répliqua gaiement Fouquet, qu’un surintendant des finances n’eût pas quatre pauvres millions dans ses coffres.

	— Oui, je crois que vous les avez ou que vous les aurez.

	— Comment, que je les aurai?

	— Il n’y a pas longtemps qu’il vous en avait déjà fait demander deux.

	— Il me semble, au contraire, qu’il y a un siècle, marquise; mais ne parlons plus argent, s’il vous plaît.

	— Au contraire, parlons-en, mon ami.

	— Oh!

	— Écoutez, je ne suis venue que pour cela.

	— Mais que voulez-vous donc dire? demanda le surintendant, dont les yeux exprimèrent une inquiète curiosité.

	— Monsieur, est-ce une charge inamovible que la surintendance?

	— Marquise!

	— Vous voyez que je vous réponds, et franchement même.

	— Marquise, vous me surprenez, vous me parlez comme un commanditaire.

	— C’est tout simple: je veux placer de l’argent chez vous, et, naturellement, je désire savoir si vous êtes sûr.

	— En vérité, marquise, je m’y perds et ne sais plus où vous voulez en venir.

	— Sérieusement, mon cher monsieur Fouquet, j’ai quelques fonds qui m’embarrassent. Je suis lasse d’acheter des terres et désire charger un ami de faire valoir mon argent.

	— Mais cela ne presse pas, j’imagine? dit Fouquet.

	— Au contraire, cela presse, et beaucoup.

	— Eh bien! nous en causerons plus tard.

	— Non pas plus tard, car mon argent est là.

	La marquise montra le coffret au surintendant, et, l’ouvrant, lui fit voir des liasses de billets et une masse d’or.

	Fouquet s’était levé en même temps que Mme de Bellière; il demeura un instant pensif; puis tout à coup, se reculant, il pâlit et tomba sur une chaise en cachant son visage dans ses mains.

	— Oh! marquise! marquise! murmura-t-il.

	— Eh bien?

	— Quelle opinion avez-vous donc de moi pour me faire une pareille offre?

	— De vous?

	— Sans doute.

	— Mais que pensez-vous donc vous-même? Voyons.

	— Cet argent, vous me l’apportez pour moi: vous me l’apportez parce que vous me savez embarrassé. Oh! ne niez pas. Je devine. Est-ce que je ne connais pas votre cœur?

	— Eh bien! si vous connaissez mon cœur, vous voyez que c’est mon cœur que je vous offre.

	— J’ai donc deviné! s’écria Fouquet. Oh! madame, en vérité, je ne vous ai jamais donné le droit de m’insulter ainsi.

	— Vous insulter! dit-elle en pâlissant. Étrange délicatesse humaine! Vous m’aimez, m’avez-vous dit? Vous m’avez demandé au nom de cet amour ma réputation, mon honneur? Et quand je vous offre mon argent, vous me refusez!

	— Marquise, marquise, vous avez été libre de garder ce que vous appelez votre réputation et votre honneur. Laissez-moi la liberté de garder les miens. Laissez-moi me ruiner, laissez-moi succomber sous le fardeau des haines qui m’environnent, sous le fardeau des fautes que j’ai commises, sous le fardeau de mes remords même; mais, au nom du Ciel! marquise, ne m’écrasez pas sous ce dernier coup.

	— Vous avez manqué tout à l’heure d’esprit, monsieur Fouquet, dit-elle.

	— C’est possible, madame.

	— Et maintenant, voilà que vous manquez de cœur.

	Fouquet comprima de sa main crispée sa poitrine haletante.

	— Accablez-moi, madame, dit-il, je n’ai rien à répondre.

	— Je vous ai offert mon amitié, monsieur Fouquet.

	— Oui, madame; mais vous vous êtes bornée là.

	— Ce que je fais est-il d’une amie?

	— Sans doute.

	— Et vous refusez cette preuve de mon amitié?

	— Je la refuse.

	— Regardez-moi, monsieur Fouquet.

	Les yeux de la marquise étincelaient.

	— Je vous offre mon amour.

	— Oh! madame! dit Fouquet.

	— Je vous aime, entendez-vous, depuis longtemps; les femmes ont comme les hommes leur fausse délicatesse. Depuis longtemps je vous aime, mais je ne voulais pas vous le dire.

	— Oh! fit Fouquet en joignant les mains.

	— Eh bien! je vous le dis. Vous m’avez demandé cet amour à genoux, je vous l’ai refusé; j’étais aveugle comme vous l’étiez tout à l’heure. Mon amour, je vous l’offre.

	— Oui, votre amour, mais votre amour seulement.

	— Mon amour, ma personne, ma vie! tout, tout, tout!

	— Oh! mon Dieu! s’écria Fouquet ébloui.

	— Voulez-vous de mon amour?

	— Oh! mais vous m’accablez sous le poids de mon bonheur!

	— Serez-vous heureux? Dites, dites… si je suis à vous, tout entière à vous?

	— C’est la félicité suprême!

	— Alors, prenez-moi. Mais, si je vous fais le sacrifice d’un préjugé, faites moi celui d’un scrupule.

	— Madame, madame, ne me tentez pas!

	— Mon ami, mon ami, ne me refusez pas!

	— Oh! faites attention à ce que vous proposez!

	— Fouquet, un mot… «Non!…» et j’ouvre cette porte. Elle montra celle qui conduisait à la rue. Et vous ne me verrez plus. Un autre mot… «Oui!…» et je vous suis où vous voudrez, les yeux fermés, sans défense, sans refus, sans remords.

	— Élise!… Élise!… Mais ce coffret?

	— C’est ma dot!

	— C’est votre ruine! s’écria Fouquet en bouleversant l’or et les papiers; il y a là un million…

	— Juste… Mes pierreries, qui ne me serviront plus si vous ne m’aimez pas; qui ne me serviront plus si vous m’aimez comme je vous aime!

	— Oh! c’en est trop! c’en est trop! s’écria Fouquet. Je cède, je cède: ne fût-ce que pour consacrer un pareil dévouement. J’accepte la dot…

	— Et voici la femme, dit la marquise en se jetant dans ses bras.

	Chapitre CIII — Le terrain de Dieu

	Pendant ce temps, Buckingham et de Wardes faisaient en bons compagnons et en harmonie parfaite la route de Paris à Calais.

	Buckingham s’était hâté de faire ses adieux, de sorte qu’il en avait brusqué la meilleure partie.

	Les visites à Monsieur et à Madame, à la jeune reine et à la reine douairière avaient été collectives.

	Prévoyance de la reine mère, qui lui épargnait la douleur de causer encore en particulier avec Monsieur, qui lui épargnait le danger de revoir Madame.

	Buckingham embrassa de Guiche et Raoul; il assura le premier de toute sa considération; le second d’une constante amitié destinée à triompher de tous les obstacles et à ne se laisser ébranler ni par la distance ni par le temps.

	Les fourgons avaient déjà pris les devants; il partit le soir en carrosse avec toute sa maison.

	De Wardes, tout froissé d’être pour ainsi dire emmené à la remorque par cet Anglais, avait cherché dans son esprit subtil tous les moyens d’échapper à cette chaîne; mais nul ne lui avait donné assistance, et force lui était de porter la peine de son mauvais esprit et de sa causticité.

	Ceux à qui il eût pu s’ouvrir, en qualité de gens spirituels l’eussent raillé sur la supériorité du duc.

	Les autres esprits, plus lourds, mais plus sensés, lui eussent allégué les ordres du roi, qui défendaient le duel.

	Les autres enfin, et c’étaient les plus nombreux, qui, par charité chrétienne ou par amour-propre national, lui eussent prêté assistance, ne se souciaient point d’encourir une disgrâce, et eussent tout au plus prévenu les ministres d’un départ qui pouvait dégénérer en un petit massacre.

	Il en résulta que, tout bien pesé, de Wardes fit son porte-manteau, prit deux chevaux, et, suivi d’un seul laquais, s’achemina vers la barrière où le carrosse de Buckingham le devait prendre.

	Le duc reçut son adversaire comme il eût fait de la plus aimable connaissance, se rangea pour le faire asseoir, lui offrit des sucreries, étendit sur lui le manteau de martre zibeline jeté sur le siège de devant. Puis on causa:

	De la cour, sans parler de Madame;

	De Monsieur, sans parler de son ménage;

	Du roi, sans parler de sa belle-sœur;

	De la reine mère, sans parler de sa bru;

	Du roi d’Angleterre, sans parler de sa sœur;

	De l’état de cœur de chacun des voyageurs, sans prononcer aucun nom dangereux.

	Aussi le voyage, qui se faisait à petites journées, fut-il charmant.

	Aussi Buckingham, véritablement Français par l’esprit et l’éducation, fut-il enchanté d’avoir si bien choisi son partner.

	Bons repas effleurés du bout des dents, essais de chevaux dans les belles prairies que coupait la route, chasses aux lièvres, car Buckingham avait ses lévriers. Tel fut l’emploi du temps.

	Le duc ressemblait un peu à ce beau fleuve de Seine, qui embrasse mille fois la France dans ses méandres amoureux avant de se décider à gagner l’Océan.

	Mais, en quittant la France, c’était surtout la Française nouvelle qu’il avait amenée à Paris que Buckingham regrettait; pas une de ses pensées qui ne fût un souvenir et, par conséquent, un regret.

	Aussi quand, parfois, malgré sa force sur lui-même, il s’abîmait dans ses pensées, de Wardes le laissait-il tout entier à ses rêveries.

	Cette délicatesse eût certainement touché Buckingham et changé ses dispositions à l’égard de de Wardes, si celui-ci, tout en gardant le silence, eût eu l’œil moins méchant et le sourire moins faux.

	Mais les haines d’instinct sont inflexibles; rien ne les éteint; un peu de cendre les recouvre parfois, mais sous cette cendre elles couvent plus furieuses.

	Après avoir épuisé toutes les distractions que présentait la route, on arriva, comme nous l’avons dit, à Calais.

	C’était vers la fin du sixième jour.

	Dès la veille, les gens du duc avaient pris les devants et avaient frété une barque. Cette barque était destinée à aller joindre le petit yacht qui courait des bordées en vue, ou s’embossait, lorsqu’il sentait ses ailes blanches fatiguées, à deux ou trois portées de canon de la jetée.

	Cette barque allant et venant devait porter tous les équipages du duc.

	Les chevaux avaient été embarqués; on les hissait de la barque sur le pont du bâtiment dans des paniers faits exprès, et ouatés de telle façon que leurs membres, dans les plus violentes crises même de terreur ou d’impatience, ne quittaient pas l’appui moelleux des parois, et que leur poil n’était pas même rebroussé.

	Huit de ces paniers juxtaposés emplissaient la cale. On sait que, pendant les courtes traversées, les chevaux tremblants ne mangent point et frissonnent en présence des meilleurs aliments qu’ils eussent convoités sur terre.

	Peu à peu l’équipage entier du duc fut transporté à bord du yacht, et alors ses gens revinrent lui annoncer que tout était prêt, et que, lorsqu’il voudrait s’embarquer avec le gentilhomme français, on n’attendait plus qu’eux.

	Car nul ne supposait que le gentilhomme français pût avoir à régler avec milord duc autre chose que des comptes d’amitié.

	Buckingham fit répondre au patron du yacht qu’il eût à se tenir prêt, mais que la mer était belle, que la journée promettant un coucher de soleil magnifique, il comptait ne s’embarquer que la nuit et profiter de la soirée pour faire une promenade sur la grève.

	D’ailleurs, il ajouta que, se trouvant en excellente compagnie, il n’avait pas la moindre hâte de s’embarquer.

	En disant cela, il montra aux gens qui l’entouraient le magnifique spectacle du ciel empourpré à l’horizon, et d’un amphithéâtre de nuages floconneux qui montaient du disque du soleil jusqu’au zénith, en affectant les formes d’une chaîne de montagnes aux sommets entassés les uns sur les autres.

	Tout cet amphithéâtre était teint à sa base d’une espèce de mousse sanglante, se fondant dans des teintes d’opale et de nacre au fur et à mesure que le regard montait de la base au sommet. La mer, de son côté, se teignait de ce même reflet, et sur chaque cime de vague bleue dansait un point lumineux comme un rubis exposé au reflet d’une lame.

	Tiède soirée, parfums salins chers aux rêveuses imaginations, vent d’est épais et soufflant en harmonieuses rafales, puis au loin le yacht se profilant en noir avec ses agrès à jour, sur le fond empourpré du ciel, et çà et là sur l’horizon les voiles latines courbées sous l’azur comme l’aile d’une mouette qui plonge, le spectacle, en effet, valait bien qu’on l’admirât. La foule des curieux suivit les valets dorés, parmi lesquels, voyant l’intendant et le secrétaire, elle croyait voir le maître et son ami.

	Quant à Buckingham, simplement vêtu d’une veste de satin gris et d’un pourpoint de petit velours violet, le chapeau sur les yeux, sans ordres ni broderies, il ne fut pas plus remarqué que de Wardes, vêtu de noir comme un procureur.

	Les gens du duc avaient reçu l’ordre de tenir une barque prête au môle et de surveiller l’embarquement de leur maître, sans venir à lui avant que lui ou son ami appelât.

	— Quelque chose qu’ils vissent, avait-il ajouté en appuyant sur ces mots de façon qu’ils fussent compris.

	Après quelques pas faits sur la plage:

	— Je crois, monsieur, dit Buckingham à de Wardes, je crois qu’il va falloir nous faire nos adieux. Vous le voyez, la mer monte; dans dix minutes elle aura tellement imbibé le sable où nous marchons, que nous serons hors d’état de sentir le sol.

	— Milord, je suis à vos ordres; mais…

	— Mais nous sommes encore sur le terrain du roi, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! venez; il y a là-bas, comme vous le voyez, une espèce d’île entourée par une grande flaque circulaire; la flaque va s’augmentant et l’île disparaissant de minute en minute. Cette île est bien à Dieu, car elle est entre deux mers et le roi ne l’a point sur ses cartes. La voyez-vous?

	— Je la vois. Nous ne pouvons même guère l’atteindre maintenant sans nous mouiller les pieds.

	— Oui; mais remarquez qu’elle forme une éminence assez élevée, et que la mer monte de chaque côté en épargnant sa cime. Il en résulte que nous serons à merveille sur ce petit théâtre. Que vous en semble?

	— Je serai bien partout où mon épée aura l’honneur de rencontrer la vôtre, milord.

	— Eh bien! allons donc. Je suis désespéré de vous faire mouiller les pieds, monsieur de Wardes; mais il est nécessaire, je crois, que vous puissiez dire au roi: «Sire, je ne me suis point battu sur la terre de Votre Majesté.» C’est peut-être un peu bien subtil, mais depuis Port-Royal vous nagez dans les subtilités. Oh! ne nous en plaignons pas, cela vous donne un fort charmant esprit, et qui n’appartient qu’à vous autres. Si vous voulez bien, nous nous hâterons, monsieur de Wardes, car voici la mer qui monte et la nuit qui vient.

	— Si je ne marchais pas plus vite, milord, c’était pour ne point passer devant Votre Grâce. Êtes-vous à pied sec, monsieur le duc?

	— Oui, jusqu’à présent. Regardez donc là-bas: voici mes drôles qui ont peur de nous voir nous noyer et qui viennent faire une croisière avec le canot. Voyez donc comme ils dansent sur la pointe des lames, c’est curieux; mais cela me donne le mal de mer. Voudriez-vous me permettre de leur tourner le dos?

	— Vous remarquerez qu’en leur tournant le dos vous aurez le soleil en face, milord.

	— Oh! il est bien faible à cette heure et aura bien vite disparu; ne vous inquiétez donc point de cela.

	— Comme vous voudrez, milord; ce que j’en disais, c’était par délicatesse.

	— Je le sais, monsieur de Wardes, et j’apprécie votre observation. Voulez vous ôter nos pourpoints?

	— Décidez, milord.

	— C’est plus commode.

	— Alors je suis tout prêt.

	— Dites-moi, là, sans façon, monsieur de Wardes, si vous vous sentez mal sur le sable mouillé, ou si vous vous croyez encore un peu trop sur le territoire français? Nous nous battrons en Angleterre ou sur mon yacht.

	— Nous sommes fort bien ici, milord; seulement j’aurai l’honneur de vous faire observer que, comme la mer monte, nous aurons à peine le temps…

	Buckingham fit un signe d’assentiment, ôta son pourpoint et le jeta sur le sable.

	De Wardes en fit autant.

	Les deux corps, blancs comme deux fantômes pour ceux qui les regardaient du rivage, se dessinaient sur l’ombre d’un rouge violet qui descendait du ciel.

	— Ma foi! monsieur le duc, nous ne pouvons guère rompre, dit de Wardes. Sentez-vous comme nos pieds tiennent dans le sable?

	— J’y suis enfoncé jusqu’à la cheville, dit Buckingham, sans compter que voilà l’eau qui nous gagne.

	— Elle m’a gagné déjà… Quand vous voudrez, monsieur le duc. De Wardes mit l’épée à la main.

	Le duc l’imita.

	— Monsieur de Wardes, dit alors Buckingham, un dernier mot, s’il vous plaît… Je me bats contre vous, parce que je ne vous aime pas, parce que vous m’avez déchiré le cœur en raillant certaine passion que j’ai, que j’avoue en ce moment, et pour laquelle je serais très heureux de mourir. Vous êtes un méchant homme, monsieur de Wardes, et je veux faire tous mes efforts pour vous tuer; car, je le sens, si vous ne mourez pas de ce coup, vous ferez dans l’avenir beaucoup de mal à mes amis. Voilà ce que j’avais à vous dire, monsieur de Wardes.

	Et Buckingham salua.

	— Et moi, milord, voici ce que j’ai à vous répondre: je ne vous haïssais pas; mais, maintenant que vous m’avez deviné, je vous hais, et vais faire tout ce que je pourrai pour vous tuer.

	Et de Wardes salua Buckingham.

	Au même instant, les fers se croisèrent; deux éclairs se joignirent dans la nuit.

	Les épées se cherchaient, se devinaient, se touchaient.

	Tous deux étaient habiles tireurs; les premières passes n’eurent aucun résultat.

	La nuit s’était avancée rapidement; la nuit était si sombre, qu’on attaquait et se défendait d’instinct.

	Tout à coup de Wardes sentit son fer arrêté; il venait de piquer l’épaule de Buckingham.

	L’épée du duc s’abaissa avec son bras.

	— Oh! fit-il.

	— Touché, n’est-ce pas, milord? dit de Wardes en reculant de deux pas.

	— Oui, monsieur, mais légèrement.

	— Cependant, vous avez quitté la garde.

	— C’est le premier effet du froid du fer, mais je suis remis. Recommençons, s’il vous plaît, monsieur.

	Et, dégageant avec un sinistre froissement de lame, le duc déchira la poitrine du marquis.

	— Touché aussi, dit-il.

	— Non, dit de Wardes restant ferme à sa place.

	— Pardon; mais, voyant votre chemise toute rouge…. dit Buckingham.

	— Alors, dit de Wardes furieux, alors… à vous!

	Et, se fendant à fond, il traversa l’avant-bras de Buckingham. L’épée passa entre les deux os.

	Buckingham sentit son bras droit paralysé; il avança le bras gauche, saisit son épée, prête à tomber de sa main inerte, et avant que de Wardes se fût remis en garde, il lui traversa la poitrine.

	De Wardes chancela, ses genoux plièrent, et, laissant son épée engagée encore dans le bras du duc, il tomba dans l’eau qui se rougit d’un reflet plus réel que celui que lui envoyaient les nuages.

	De Wardes n’était pas mort. Il sentit le danger effroyable dont il était menacé: la mer montait.

	Le duc sentit le danger aussi. Avec un effort et un cri de douleur, il arracha le fer demeuré dans son bras; puis, se retournant vers de Wardes:

	— Est-ce que vous êtes mort, marquis? dit-il.

	— Non, répliqua de Wardes d’une voix étouffée par le sang qui montait de ses poumons à sa gorge, mais peu s’en faut.

	— Eh bien qu’y a-t-il à faire? Voyons, pouvez-vous marcher?

	Buckingham le souleva sur un genou.

	— Impossible, dit-il.

	Puis, retombant:

	— Appelez vos gens, fit-il, ou je me noie.

	— Holà! cria Buckingham; holà! de la barque! nagez vivement, nagez!

	La barque fit force de rames.

	Mais la mer montait plus vite que la barque ne marchait.

	Buckingham vit de Wardes prêt à être recouvert par une vague: de son bras gauche, sain et sans blessure, il lui fit une ceinture et l’enleva.

	La vague monta jusqu’à mi-corps, mais ne put l’ébranler.

	Mais à peine eut-il fait dix pas qu’une seconde vague, accourant plus haute, plus menaçante, plus furieuse que la première, vint le frapper à la hauteur de la poitrine, le renversa, l’ensevelit.

	Puis, le reflux l’emportant, elle laissa un instant à découvert le duc et de Wardes couchés sur le sable.

	De Wardes était évanoui.

	En ce moment quatre matelots du duc, qui comprirent le danger, se jetèrent à la mer et en une seconde furent près du duc.

	Leur terreur fut grande lorsqu’ils virent leur maître se couvrir de sang à mesure que l’eau dont il était imprégné coulait vers les genoux et les pieds.

	Ils voulurent l’emporter.

	— Non, non! dit le duc; à terre! à terre, le marquis!

	— À mort! à mort, le Français! crièrent sourdement les Anglais.

	— Misérables drôles! s’écria le duc se dressant avec un geste superbe qui les arrosa de sang, obéissez. M. de Wardes à terre, M. de Wardes en sûreté avant toutes choses ou je vous fais pendre!

	La barque s’était approchée pendant ce temps. Le secrétaire et l’intendant sautèrent à leur tour à la mer et s’approchèrent du marquis. Il ne donnait plus signe de vie.

	— Je vous recommande cet homme sur votre tête, dit le duc. Au rivage! M. de Wardes au rivage!

	On le prit à bras et on le porta jusqu’au sable sec.

	Quelques curieux et cinq ou six pêcheurs s’étaient groupés sur le rivage, attirés par le singulier spectacle de deux hommes se battant avec de l’eau jusqu’aux genoux.

	Les pêcheurs, voyant venir à eux un groupe d’hommes portant un blessé, entrèrent, de leur côté, jusqu’à mi-jambe dans la mer. Les Anglais leur remirent le blessé au moment où celui-ci commençait à rouvrir les yeux.

	L’eau salée de la mer et le sable fin s’étaient introduits dans ses blessures et lui causaient d’inexprimables souffrances.

	Le secrétaire du duc tira de sa poche une bourse pleine et la remit à celui qui paraissait le plus considérable d’entre les assistants.

	— De la part de mon maître, milord duc de Buckingham, dit-il, pour que l’on prenne de M. le marquis de Wardes tous les soins imaginables.

	Et il s’en retourna, suivi des siens, jusqu’au canot que Buckingham avait regagné à grand-peine, mais seulement lorsqu’il avait vu de Wardes hors de danger.

	La mer était déjà haute; les habits brodés et les ceintures de soie furent noyés. Beaucoup de chapeaux furent enlevés par les lames.

	Quant aux habits de milord duc et à ceux de de Wardes, le flux les avait portés vers le rivage.

	On enveloppa de Wardes dans l’habit du duc, croyant que c’était le sien, et on le transporta à bras vers la ville.

	Chapitre CIV — Triple amour

	Depuis le départ de Buckingham, de Guiche se figurait que la terre lui appartenait sans partage.

	Monsieur, qui n’avait plus le moindre sujet de jalousie et qui, d’ailleurs, se laissait accaparer par le chevalier de Lorraine, accordait dans sa maison autant de liberté que les plus exigeants pouvaient en souhaiter.

	De son côté, le roi, qui avait pris goût à la société de Madame, imaginait plaisirs sur plaisirs pour égayer le séjour de Paris, en sorte qu’il ne se passait pas un jour sans une fête au Palais-Royal ou une réception chez Monsieur.

	Le roi faisait disposer Fontainebleau pour y recevoir la cour, et tout le monde s’employait pour être du voyage. Madame menait la vie la plus occupée. Sa voix, sa plume ne s’arrêtaient pas un moment.

	Les conversations avec de Guiche prenaient peu à peu l’intérêt auquel on ne peut méconnaître les préludes des grandes passions.

	Lorsque les yeux languissent à propos d’une discussion sur des couleurs d’étoffes, lorsque l’on passe une heure à analyser les mérites et le parfum d’un sachet ou d’une fleur, il y a dans ce genre de conversation des mots que tout le monde peut entendre, mais il y a des gestes ou des soupirs que tout le monde ne peut voir.

	Quand Madame avait bien causé avec M. de Guiche, elle causait avec le roi, qui lui rendait visite régulièrement chaque jour. On jouait, on faisait des vers, on choisissait des devises et des emblèmes; ce printemps n’était pas seulement le printemps de la nature, c’était la jeunesse de tout un peuple dont cette cour formait la tête.

	Le roi était beau, jeune, galant plus que tout le monde. Il aimait amoureusement toutes les femmes, même la reine sa femme.

	Seulement le grand roi était le plus timide ou le plus réservé de son royaume, tant qu’il ne s’était pas avoué à lui-même ses sentiments.

	Cette timidité le retenait dans les limites de la simple politesse, et nulle femme ne pouvait se vanter d’avoir la préférence sur une autre.

	On pouvait pressentir que le jour où il se déclarerait serait l’aurore d’une souveraineté nouvelle; mais il ne se déclarait pas. M. de Guiche en profitait pour être le roi de toute la cour amoureuse.

	On l’avait dit au mieux avec Mlle de Montalais, on l’avait dit assidu près de Mlle de Châtillon; maintenant il n’était plus même civil avec aucune femme de la cour. Il n’avait d’yeux, d’oreilles que pour une seule.

	Aussi prenait-il insensiblement sa place chez Monsieur, qui l’aimait et le retenait le plus possible dans sa maison.

	Naturellement sauvage, il s’éloignait trop avant l’arrivée de Madame, une fois que Madame était arrivée, il ne s’éloignait plus assez.

	Ce qui, remarqué de tout le monde, le fut particulièrement du mauvais génie de la maison, le chevalier de Lorraine, à qui Monsieur témoignait un vif attachement parce qu’il avait l’humeur joyeuse, même dans ses méchancetés, et qu’il ne manquait jamais d’idées pour employer le temps.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine, disons-nous, voyant que de Guiche menaçait de le supplanter, eut recours au grand moyen. Il disparut, laissant Monsieur bien empêché.

	Le premier jour de sa disparition, Monsieur ne le chercha presque pas, car de Guiche était là, et, sauf les entretiens avec Madame, il consacrait bravement les heures du jour et de la nuit au prince.

	Mais le second jour, Monsieur, ne trouvant personne sous la main, demanda où était le chevalier.

	Il lui fut répondu que l’on ne savait pas.

	De Guiche, après avoir passé sa matinée à choisir des broderies et des franges avec Madame, vint consoler le prince. Mais, après le dîner, il y avait encore des tulipes et des améthystes à estimer; de Guiche retourna dans le cabinet de Madame.

	Monsieur demeura seul; c’était l’heure de sa toilette: il se trouva le plus malheureux des hommes et demanda encore si l’on avait des nouvelles du chevalier.

	— Nul ne sait où trouver M. le chevalier, fut la réponse que l’on rendit au prince.

	Monsieur, ne sachant plus où porter son ennui, s’en alla en robe de chambre et coiffé chez Madame.

	Il y avait là grand cercle de gens qui riaient et chuchotaient à tous les coins: ici un groupe de femmes autour d’un homme et des éclats étouffés; là Manicamp et Malicorne pillés par Montalais, Mlle de Tonnay-Charente et deux autres rieuses.

	Plus loin, Madame, assise sur des coussins, et de Guiche éparpillant, à genoux près d’elle, une poignée de perles et de pierres dans lesquelles le doigt fin et blanc de la princesse désignait celles qui lui plaisaient le plus.

	Dans un autre coin, un joueur de guitare qui chantonnait des séguedilles espagnoles dont Madame raffolait depuis qu’elle les avait entendu chanter à la jeune reine avec une certaine mélancolie; seulement ce que l’Espagnole avait chanté avec des larmes dans les paupières, l’Anglaise le fredonnait avec un sourire qui laissait voir ses dents de nacre.

	Ce cabinet, ainsi habité, présentait la plus riante image du plaisir.

	En entrant, Monsieur fut frappé de voir tant de gens qui se divertissaient sans lui. Il en fut tellement jaloux, qu’il ne put s’empêcher de dire comme un enfant:

	— Eh quoi! vous vous amusez ici, et moi, je m’ennuie tout seul!

	Sa voix fut comme le coup de tonnerre qui interrompt le gazouillement d’oiseaux sous le feuillage; il se fit un grand silence.

	De Guiche fut debout en un moment.

	Malicorne se fit petit derrière les jupes de Montalais.

	Manicamp se redressa et prit ses grands airs de cérémonie.

	Le guitarrero fourra sa guitare sous une table et tira le tapis pour la dissimuler aux yeux du prince.

	Madame seule ne bougea point, et, souriant à son époux, lui répondit:

	— Est-ce que ce n’est pas l’heure de votre toilette?

	— Que l’on choisit pour se divertir, grommela le prince.

	Ce mot malencontreux fut le signal de la déroute: les femmes s’enfuirent comme une volée d’oiseaux effrayés; le joueur de guitare s’évanouit comme une ombre; Malicorne, toujours protégé par Montalais, qui élargissait sa robe, se glissa derrière une tapisserie. Pour Manicamp, il vint en aide à de Guiche, qui, naturellement, restait auprès de Madame, et tous deux soutinrent bravement le choc avec la princesse. Le comte était trop heureux pour en vouloir au mari; mais Monsieur en voulait à sa femme.

	Il lui fallait un motif de querelle; il le cherchait, et le départ précipité de cette foule, si joyeuse avant son arrivée et si troublée par sa présence, lui servit de prétexte.

	— Pourquoi donc prend-on la fuite à mon aspect? dit-il d’un ton rogue.

	Madame répliqua froidement que, toutes les fois que le maître paraissait, la famille se tenait à l’écart par respect.

	Et, en disant ces mots, elle fit une mine si drôle et si plaisante, que de Guiche et Manicamp ne purent se retenir. Ils éclatèrent de rire; madame les imita; l’accès gagna Monsieur lui-même, qui fut forcé de s’asseoir, parce que, en riant, il perdait trop de sa gravité.

	Enfin il cessa, mais sa colère s’était augmentée. Il était encore plus furieux de s’être laissé aller à rire qu’il ne l’avait été de voir rire les autres.

	Il regardait Manicamp avec de gros yeux, n’osant pas montrer sa colère au comte de Guiche.

	Mais, sur un signe qu’il fit avec trop de dépit, Manicamp et de Guiche sortirent.

	En sorte que Madame, demeurée seule, se mit à ramasser tristement ses perles, ne rit plus du tout et parla encore moins.

	— Je suis bien aise de voir, dit le duc, que l’on me traite comme un étranger chez vous, madame.

	Et il sortit exaspéré. En chemin, il rencontra Montalais, qui veillait dans l’antichambre.

	— Il fait beau venir vous voir, dit-il, mais à la porte.

	Montalais fit la révérence la plus profonde.

	— Je ne comprends pas bien, dit-elle, ce que Votre Altesse Royale me fait l’honneur de me dire.

	— Je dis, mademoiselle, que quand vous riez tous ensemble, dans l’appartement de Madame, est mal venu celui qui ne reste pas dehors.

	— Votre Altesse Royale ne pense pas et ne parle pas ainsi pour elle, sans doute?

	— Au contraire, mademoiselle, c’est pour moi que je parle, c’est à moi que je pense. Certes, je n’ai pas lieu de m’applaudir des réceptions qui me sont faites ici. Comment! pour un jour qu’il y a chez Madame, chez moi, musique et assemblée, pour un jour que je compte me divertir un peu à mon tour, on s’éloigne!… Ah çà! craignait-on donc de me voir, que tout le monde a pris la fuite en me voyant?… On fait donc mal, quand je suis absent?…

	— Mais, repartit Montalais, on ne fait pas aujourd’hui, monseigneur, autre chose que l’on ne fasse les autres jours.

	— Quoi! tous les jours on rit comme cela!

	— Mais, oui, monseigneur.

	— Tous les jours, ce sont des groupes comme ceux que je viens de voir?

	— Absolument pareils, monseigneur.

	— Et enfin tous les jours on racle le boyau?

	— Monseigneur, la guitare est d’aujourd’hui; mais, quand nous n’avons pas de guitare, nous avons les violons et les flûtes; des femmes s’ennuient sans musique.

	— Peste! et des hommes?

	— Quels hommes, monseigneur?

	— M. de Guiche, M. de Manicamp et les autres.

	— Tous de la maison de Monseigneur.

	— Oui, oui, vous avez raison, mademoiselle.

	Et le prince rentra dans ses appartements: il était tout rêveur. Il se précipita dans le plus profond de ses fauteuils, sans se regarder au miroir.

	— Où peut être le chevalier? dit-il.

	Il y avait un serviteur auprès du prince.

	Sa question fut entendue.

	— On ne sait, monseigneur.

	— Encore cette réponse!… Le premier qui me répondra: «Je ne sais», je le chasse.

	Tout le monde, à cette parole, s’enfuit de chez Monsieur comme on s’était enfui de chez Madame.

	Alors le prince entra dans une colère inexprimable. Il donna du pied dans un chiffonnier, qui roula sur le parquet, brisé en trente morceaux.

	Puis, du plus grand sang-froid, il alla aux galeries, et renversa l’un sur l’autre un vase d’émail, une aiguière de porphyre et un candélabre de bronze. Le tout fit un fracas effroyable. Tout le monde parut aux portes.

	— Que veut Monseigneur? se hasarda de dire timidement le capitaine des gardes.

	— Je me donne de la musique, répliqua Monseigneur en grinçant des dents.

	Le capitaine des gardes envoya chercher le médecin de Son Altesse Royale.

	Mais avant le médecin, arriva Malicorne, qui dit au prince:

	— Monseigneur, M. le chevalier de Lorraine me suit.

	Le duc regarda Malicorne et lui sourit.

	Le chevalier entra en effet.

	Chapitre CV — La jalousie de M. de Lorraine

	Le duc d’Orléans poussa un cri de satisfaction en apercevant le chevalier de Lorraine.

	— Ah! c’est heureux, dit-il, par quel hasard vous voit-on? N’étiez-vous pas disparu, comme on le disait?

	— Mais, oui, monseigneur.

	— Un caprice?

	— Un caprice! moi, avoir des caprices avec Votre Altesse? Le respect…

	— Laisse là le respect, auquel tu manques tous les jours. Je t’absous. Pourquoi étais-tu parti?

	— Parce que j’étais parfaitement inutile à Monseigneur.

	— Explique-toi?

	— Monseigneur a près de lui des gens plus divertissants que je ne le serai jamais. Je ne me sens pas de force à lutter, moi; je me suis retiré.

	— Toute cette réserve n’a pas le sens commun. Quels sont ces gens contre qui tu ne veux pas lutter? Guiche?

	— Je ne nomme personne.

	— C’est absurde! Guiche te gêne?

	— Je ne dis pas cela, monseigneur; ne me faites pas parler: vous savez bien que de Guiche est de nos bons amis.

	— Qui, alors?

	— De grâce, monseigneur, brisons là, je vous en supplie.

	Le chevalier savait bien que l’on irrite la curiosité comme la soif en éloignant le breuvage ou l’explication.

	— Non, je veux savoir pourquoi tu as disparu.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous le dire; mais ne le prenez pas en mauvaise part.

	— Parle.

	— Je me suis aperçu que je gênais.

	— Qui?

	— Madame.

	— Comment cela? dit le duc étonné.

	— C’est tout simple: Madame est peut-être jalouse de l’attachement que vous voulez bien avoir pour moi.

	— Elle te le témoigne?

	— Monseigneur, Madame ne m’adresse jamais la parole, surtout depuis un certain temps.

	— Quel temps?

	— Depuis que M. de Guiche lui ayant plu mieux que moi, elle le reçoit à toute heure.

	Le duc rougit.

	— À toute heure… Qu’est-ce que ce mot-là, chevalier? dit-il sévèrement.

	— Vous voyez bien, monseigneur, que je vous ai déplu; j’en étais bien sûr.

	— Vous ne me déplaisez pas, mais vous dites les choses un peu vivement. En quoi Madame préfère-t-elle Guiche à vous?

	— Je ne dirai plus rien, fit le chevalier avec un salut plein de cérémonie.

	— Au contraire, j’entends que vous parliez. Si vous vous êtes retiré pour cela, vous êtes donc bien jaloux?

	— Il faut être jaloux quand on aime, monseigneur; est-ce que Votre Altesse n’est pas jalouse de Madame? est-ce que Votre Altesse, si elle voyait toujours quelqu’un près de Madame, et quelqu’un traité favorablement, ne prendrait pas de l’ombrage? On aime ses amis comme ses amours. Votre Altesse Royale m’a fait quelquefois l’insigne honneur de m’appeler son ami.

	— Oui, oui, mais voilà encore un mot équivoque; chevalier, vous avez la conversation malheureuse.

	— Quel mot, monseigneur?

	— Vous avez dit: Traité favorablement… Qu’entendez-vous par ce favorablement?

	— Rien que de fort simple, monseigneur, dit le chevalier avec une grande bonhomie. Ainsi, par exemple, quand un mari voit sa femme appeler de préférence tel ou tel homme près d’elle; quand cet homme se trouve toujours à la tête de son lit ou bien à la portière de son carrosse; lorsqu’il y a toujours une petite place pour le pied de cet homme dans la circonférence des robes de la femme; lorsque les gens se rencontrent hors des appels de la conversation; lorsque le bouquet de celle-ci est de la couleur des rubans de celui-là; lorsque les musiques sont dans l’appartement, les soupers dans les ruelles; lorsque, le mari paraissant, tout se tait chez la femme; lorsque le mari se trouve avoir soudain pour compagnon le plus assidu, le plus tendre des hommes qui, huit jours auparavant, semblait le moins à lui… alors…

	— Alors, achève.

	— Alors, je dis, monseigneur, qu’on est peut-être jaloux; mais tous ces détails-là ne sont pas de mise, il ne s’agit en rien de cela dans notre conversation.

	Le duc s’agitait et se combattait évidemment.

	— Vous ne me dites pas, finit-il par dire, pourquoi vous vous éloignâtes. Tout à l’heure, vous disiez que c’était dans la crainte de gêner, vous ajoutiez même que vous aviez remarqué de la part de Madame un penchant à fréquenter un de Guiche.

	— Ah! monseigneur, je n’ai pas dit cela.

	— Si fait.

	— Mais si je l’ai dit, je ne voyais rien là que d’innocent.

	— Enfin, vous voyiez quelque chose?

	— Monseigneur m’embarrasse.

	— Qu’importe! parlez. Si vous dites la vérité, pourquoi vous embarrasser?

	— Je dis toujours la vérité, monseigneur, mais j’hésite toujours aussi quand il s’agit de répéter ce que disent les autres.

	— Ah! vous répétez… Il paraît qu’on a dit alors?

	— J’avoue qu’on m’a parlé.

	— Qui?

	Le chevalier prit un air presque courroucé.

	— Monseigneur, dit-il, vous me soumettez à une question, vous me traitez comme un accusé sur la sellette… et les bruits qui effleurent en passant l’oreille d’un gentilhomme n’y séjournent pas. Votre Altesse veut que je grandisse le bruit à la hauteur d’un événement.

	— Enfin, s’écria le duc avec dépit, un fait constant, c’est que vous vous êtes retiré à cause de ce bruit.

	— Je dois dire la vérité: on m’a parlé des assiduités de M. de Guiche près de Madame, rien de plus; plaisir innocent, je le répète, et, de plus, permis; mais, monseigneur, ne soyez pas injuste et ne poussez pas les choses à l’excès. Cela ne vous regarde pas.

	— Il ne me regarde pas qu’on parle des assiduités de Guiche chez Madame?…

	— Non, monseigneur, non; et ce que je vous dis, je le dirais à de Guiche lui-même, tant je vois en beau la cour qu’il fait à Madame; je le lui dirais à elle-même. Seulement vous comprenez ce que je crains? Je crains de passer pour un jaloux de faveur, quand je ne suis qu’un jaloux d’amitié. Je connais votre faible, je connais que, quand vous aimez, vous êtes exclusif. Or, vous aimez Madame, et d’ailleurs qui ne l’aimerait pas? Suivez bien le cercle où je me promène: Madame a distingué dans vos amis le plus beau et le plus attrayant; elle va vous influencer de telle façon au sujet de celui-là, que vous négligerez les autres. Un dédain de vous me ferait mourir; c’est assez déjà de supporter ceux de Madame. J’ai donc pris mon parti, monseigneur, de céder la place au favori dont j’envie le bonheur, tout en professant pour lui une amitié sincère et une sincère admiration. Voyons, avez-vous quelque chose contre ce raisonnement? Est-il d’un galant homme? La conduite est-elle d’un brave ami? Répondez au moins, vous qui m’avez si rudement interrogé.

	Le duc s’était assis, il tenait sa tête à deux mains et ravageait sa coiffure. Après un silence assez long pour que le chevalier eût pu apprécier tout l’effet de ses combinaisons oratoires, Monseigneur se releva.

	— Voyons, dit-il, et sois franc.

	— Comme toujours.

	— Bon! Tu sais que nous avons déjà remarqué quelque chose au sujet de cet extravagant de Buckingham.

	— Oh! monseigneur, n’accusez pas Madame, ou je prends congé de vous. Quoi! vous allez à ces systèmes? quoi, vous soupçonnez?

	— Non, non, chevalier, je ne soupçonne pas Madame; mais enfin… je vois… je compare…

	— Buckingham était un fou!

	— Un fou sur lequel tu m’as parfaitement ouvert les yeux.

	— Non! non! dit vivement le chevalier, ce n’est pas moi qui vous ai ouvert les yeux, c’est de Guiche. Oh! ne confondons pas.

	Et il se mit à rire de ce rire strident qui ressemble au sifflet d’une couleuvre.

	— Oui, oui, en effet… tu dis quelques mots, mais Guiche se montra le plus jaloux.

	— Je crois bien, continua le chevalier sur le même ton; il combattait pour l’autel et le foyer.

	— Plaît-il? fit le duc impérieusement et révolté de cette plaisanterie perfide.

	— Sans doute, M. de Guiche n’est-il pas le premier gentilhomme de votre maison?

	— Enfin, répliqua le duc un peu plus calme, cette passion de Buckingham avait été remarquée?

	— Certes!

	— Eh bien! dit-on que celle de M. de Guiche soit remarquée autant?

	— Mais, monseigneur, vous retombez encore; on ne dit pas que M. de Guiche ait de la passion.

	— C’est bien! c’est bien!

	— Vous voyez, monseigneur, qu’il valait mieux, cent fois mieux, me laisser dans ma retraite que d’aller vous forger avec mes scrupules des soupçons que Madame regardera comme des crimes, et elle aura raison.

	— Que feras-tu, toi?

	— Une chose raisonnable.

	— Laquelle?

	— Je ne ferais plus la moindre attention à la société de ces épicuriens nouveaux, et de cette façon les bruits tomberaient.

	— Je verrai, je me consulterai.

	— Oh! vous avez le temps, le danger n’est pas grand, et puis il ne s’agit ni de danger ni de passion; il s’agit d’une crainte que j’ai eue de voir s’affaiblir votre amitié pour moi. Dès que vous me la rendez avec une assurance aussi gracieuse, je n’ai plus d’autre idée en tête.

	Le duc secoua la tête, comme s’il voulait dire: «Si tu n’as plus d’idées, moi, j’en ai.»

	Mais l’heure du dîner étant arrivée, Monseigneur envoya prévenir Madame. Il fut répondu que Madame ne pouvait assister au grand couvert et qu’elle dînerait chez elle.

	— Cela n’est pas ma faute, dit le duc; ce matin, tombant au milieu de toutes leurs musiques, j’ai fait le jaloux, et on me boude.

	— Nous dînerons seuls, dit le chevalier avec un soupir; je regrette Guiche.

	— Oh! de Guiche ne boudera pas longtemps, c’est un bon naturel.

	— Monseigneur, dit tout à coup le chevalier, il me vient une bonne idée: tantôt, dans notre conversation, j’ai pu aigrir Votre Altesse et donner sur lui des ombrages. Il convient que je sois le médiateur… Je vais aller à la recherche du comte et je le ramènerai.

	— Ah! chevalier, tu es une bonne âme.

	— Vous dites cela comme si vous étiez surpris.

	— Dame! tu n’es pas tendre tous les jours.

	— Soit; mais je sais réparer un tort que j’ai fait, avouez.

	— J’avoue.

	— Votre Altesse veut bien me faire la grâce d’attendre ici quelques moments?

	— Volontiers, va… J’essaierai mes habits de Fontainebleau.

	Le chevalier partit, il appela ses gens avec un grand soin, comme s’il leur donnait divers ordres.

	Tous partirent dans différentes directions; mais il retint son valet de chambre.

	— Sache, dit-il, et sache tout de suite si M. de Guiche n’est pas chez Madame. Vois; comment savoir cela?

	— Facilement, monsieur le chevalier; je le demanderai à Malicorne, qui le saura de Mlle de Montalais. Cependant je dois dire que la demande sera vaine, car tous les gens de M. de Guiche sont partis: le maître a dû partir avec eux.

	— Informe-toi, néanmoins.

	Dix minutes ne s’étaient pas écoulées, que le valet de chambre revint. Il attira mystérieusement son maître dans un escalier de service, et le fit entrer dans une petite chambre dont la fenêtre donnait sur le jardin.

	— Qu’y a-t-il? dit le chevalier; pourquoi tant de précautions?

	— Regardez, monsieur, dit le valet de chambre.

	— Quoi?

	— Regardez sous le marronnier, en bas.

	— Bien… Ah! mon Dieu! je vois Manicamp qui attend; qu’attend-il?

	— Vous allez le voir, si vous prenez patience… Là! voyez-vous, maintenant?

	— Je vois un, deux, quatre musiciens avec leurs instruments, et derrière eux, les poussant, de Guiche en personne. Mais que fait-il là?

	— Il attend qu’on lui ouvre la porte de l’escalier des dames d’honneur; il montera par là chez Madame, où l’on va faire entendre une nouvelle musique pendant le dîner.

	— C’est superbe ce que tu dis là.

	— N’est-ce pas, monsieur?

	— Et c’est M. Malicorne qui t’a dit cela?

	— Lui-même.

	— Il t’aime donc?

	— Il aime Monsieur.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce qu’il veut être de sa maison.

	— Mordieu! il en sera. Combien t’as-t-il donné pour cela?

	— Le secret que je vous vends, monsieur.

	— Je te le paie cent pistoles. Prends!

	— Merci, monsieur… Voyez-vous, la petite porte s’ouvre, une femme fait entrer les musiciens…

	— C’est la Montalais?

	— Tout beau, monsieur, ne criez pas ce nom; qui dit Montalais dit Malicorne. Si vous vous brouillez avec l’un, vous serez mal avec l’autre.

	— Bien, je n’ai rien vu.

	— Et moi rien reçu, dit le valet en emportant la bourse.

	Le chevalier, ayant la certitude que de Guiche était entré, revint chez Monsieur, qu’il trouva splendidement vêtu et rayonnant de joie comme de beauté.

	— On dit, s’écria-t-il, que le roi prend le soleil pour devise; vrai, monseigneur, c’est à vous que cette devise conviendrait.

	— Et Guiche?

	— Introuvable! Il a fui, il s’est évaporé. Votre algarade du matin l’a effarouché. On ne l’a pas trouvé chez lui.

	— Bah! il est capable, ce cerveau fêlé, d’avoir pris la poste pour aller dans ses terres. Pauvre garçon! nous le rappellerons, va. Dînons.

	— Monseigneur, c’est le jour des idées; j’en ai encore une.

	— Laquelle?

	— Monseigneur, Madame vous boude, et elle a raison. Vous lui devez une revanche; allez dîner avec elle.

	— Oh! c’est d’un mari faible.

	— C’est d’un bon mari. La princesse s’ennuie: elle va pleurer dans son assiette, elle aura les yeux rouges. Un mari se fait odieux qui rougit les yeux de sa femme. Allons, monseigneur, allons!

	— Non, mon service est commandé pour ici.

	— Voyons, voyons, monseigneur, nous serons tristes; j’aurai le cœur gros de savoir que Madame est seule; vous, tout féroce que vous voudrez être, vous soupirerez. Emmenez-moi au dîner de Madame, et ce sera une charmante surprise. Je gage que nous nous divertirons; vous aviez tort ce matin.

	— Peut-être bien.

	— Il n’y a pas de peut-être, c’est un fait.

	— Chevalier, chevalier! tu me conseilles mal.

	— Je vous conseille bien, vous êtes dans vos avantages: votre habit pensée, brodé d’or, vous va divinement. Madame sera encore plus subjuguée par l’homme que par le procédé. Voyons, monseigneur.

	— Tu me décides, partons.

	Le duc sortit avec le chevalier de son appartement, et se dirigea vers celui de Madame.

	Le chevalier glissa ces mots à l’oreille de son valet:

	— Du monde devant la petite porte! Que nul ne puisse s’échapper par là! Cours.

	Et derrière le duc il parvint aux antichambres de Madame.

	Les huissiers allaient annoncer.

	— Que nul ne bouge, dit le chevalier en riant, Monseigneur veut faire une surprise.

	Chapitre CVI — Monsieur est jaloux de Guiche

	Monsieur entra brusquement comme les gens qui ont une bonne intention et qui croient faire plaisir, ou comme ceux qui espèrent surprendre quelque secret, triste aubaine des jaloux.

	Madame, enivrée par les premières mesures de la musique, dansait comme une folle, laissant là son dîner commencé.

	Son danseur était M. de Guiche, les bras en l’air, les yeux à demi fermés, le genou en terre, comme ces danseurs espagnols aux regards voluptueux, au geste caressant.

	La princesse tournait autour de lui avec le même sourire et la même séduction provocante.

	Montalais admirait. La Vallière, assise dans un coin, regardait toute rêveuse.

	Il est impossible d’exprimer l’effet que produisit sur ces gens heureux la présence de Monsieur. Il serait tout aussi impossible d’exprimer l’effet que produisit sur Philippe la vue de ces gens heureux.

	Le comte de Guiche n’eut pas la force de se relever; Madame demeura au milieu de son pas et de son attitude, sans pouvoir articuler un mot.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine, adossé au chambranle de la porte, souriait comme un homme plongé dans la plus naïve admiration.

	La pâleur du prince, le tremblement convulsif de ses mains et de ses jambes furent les premiers symptômes qui frappèrent les assistants. Un profond silence succéda au bruit de la danse.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine profita de cet intervalle pour venir saluer respectivement Madame et de Guiche; en affectant de les confondre dans ses révérences, comme les deux maîtres de la maison.

	Monsieur, s’approchant à son tour:

	— Je suis enchanté, dit-il d’une voix rauque; j’arrivais ici croyant vous trouver malade et triste, je vous vois livrée à de nouveaux plaisirs; en vérité, c’est heureux! Ma maison est la plus joyeuse de l’univers.

	Se retournant vers de Guiche:

	— Comte, dit-il, je ne vous savais pas si brave danseur.

	Puis, revenant à sa femme:

	— Soyez meilleure pour moi, dit-il avec une amertume qui voilait sa colère; chaque fois qu’on se réjouira chez vous, invitez-moi… Je suis un prince fort abandonné.

	De Guiche avait repris toute son assurance, et, avec une fierté naturelle qui lui allait bien:

	— Monseigneur, dit-il, sait bien que toute ma vie est à son service; quand il s’agira de la donner, je suis prêt; pour aujourd’hui il ne s’agit que de danser aux violons, je danse.

	— Et vous avez raison, dit froidement le prince. Et puis, Madame, continua-t-il, vous ne remarquez pas que vos dames m’enlèvent mes amis: M. de Guiche n’est pas à vous, madame, il est à moi. Si vous voulez dîner sans moi, vous avez vos dames. Quand je dîne seul, j’ai mes gentilshommes; ne me dépouillez pas tout à fait.

	Madame sentit le reproche et la leçon.

	La rougeur monta soudain jusqu’à ses yeux.

	— Monsieur, répliqua-t-elle, j’ignorais, en venant à la cour de France, que les princesses de mon rang dussent être considérées comme les femmes de Turquie. J’ignorais qu’il fût défendu de voir des hommes; mais, puisque telle est votre volonté, je m’y conformerai; ne vous gênez point si vous voulez faire griller mes fenêtres.

	Cette riposte, qui fit sourire Montalais et de Guiche, ramena dans le cœur du prince la colère, dont une bonne partie venait de s’évaporer en paroles.

	— Très bien! dit-il d’un ton concentré, voilà comme on me respecte chez moi!

	— Monseigneur! monseigneur! murmura le chevalier à l’oreille de Monsieur, de façon que tout le monde remarquât bien qu’il le modérait.

	— Venez! répliqua le duc pour toute réponse, en l’entraînant et en pirouettant par un mouvement brusque, au risque de heurter Madame.

	Le chevalier suivit son maître jusque dans l’appartement, où le prince ne fut pas plutôt assis, qu’il donna un libre cours à sa fureur.

	Le chevalier levait les yeux au ciel, joignait les mains et ne disait mot.

	— Ton avis? s’écria Monsieur.

	— Sur quoi, monseigneur?

	— Sur tout ce qui se passe ici.

	— Oh! monseigneur, c’est grave.

	— C’est odieux! la vie ne peut se passer ainsi.

	— Voyez, comme c’est malheureux! dit le chevalier. Nous espérions avoir la tranquillité après le départ de ce fou de Buckingham.

	— Et c’est pire!

	— Je ne dis pas cela, monseigneur.

	— Non, mais je le dis, moi, car Buckingham n’eût jamais osé faire le quart de ce que nous avons vu.

	— Quoi donc?

	— Se cacher pour danser, feindre une indisposition pour dîner tête à tête.

	— Oh! monseigneur, non! non!

	— Si! si! cria le prince en s’excitant lui-même comme les enfants volontaires; mais je n’endurerai pas cela plus longtemps, il faut qu’on sache ce qui se passe.

	— Monseigneur, un éclat…

	— Pardieu! dois-je me gêner quand on se gêne si peu avec moi? Attends moi ici, chevalier, attends-moi!

	Le prince disparut dans la chambre voisine, et s’informa de l’huissier si la reine mère était revenue de la chapelle.

	Anne d’Autriche était heureuse: la paix revenue au foyer de sa famille, tout un peuple charmé par la présence d’un souverain jeune et bien disposé pour les grandes choses, les revenus de l’État agrandis, la paix extérieure assurée, tout lui présageait un avenir tranquille.

	Elle se reprenait parfois au souvenir de ce pauvre jeune homme qu’elle avait reçu en mère et chassé en marâtre.

	Un soupir achevait sa pensée. Tout à coup le duc d’Orléans entra chez elle.

	— Ma mère, s’écria-t-il en fermant vivement les portières, les choses ne peuvent subsister ainsi.

	Anne d’Autriche leva sur lui ses beaux yeux, et, avec une inaltérable douceur:

	— De quelle chose voulez-vous parler? dit-elle.

	— Je veux parler de Madame.

	— Votre femme?

	— Oui, ma mère.

	— Je gage que ce fou de Buckingham lui aura écrit quelque lettre d’adieu.

	— Ah bien! oui, ma mère, est-ce qu’il s’agit de Buckingham!

	— Et de qui donc alors? Car ce pauvre garçon était bien à tort le point de mire de votre jalousie, et je croyais…

	— Ma mère, Madame a déjà remplacé M. de Buckingham.

	— Philippe, que dites-vous? Vous prononcez là des paroles légères.

	— Non pas, non pas. Madame a si bien fait que je suis encore jaloux.

	— Et de qui, bon Dieu?

	— Quoi! vous n’avez pas remarqué?

	— Non.

	— Vous n’avez pas vu que M. de Guiche est toujours chez elle, toujours avec elle?

	La reine frappa ses deux mains l’une contre l’autre et se mit à rire.

	— Philippe, dit-elle, ce n’est pas un défaut que vous avez là; c’est une maladie.

	— Défaut ou maladie, madame, j’en souffre.

	— Et vous prétendez qu’on guérisse un mal qui existe seulement dans votre imagination? Vous voulez qu’on vous approuve, jaloux, quand il n’y a aucun fondement à votre jalousie?

	— Allons, voilà que vous allez recommencer pour celui-ci ce que vous disiez pour celui-là.

	— C’est que, mon fils, dit sèchement la reine, ce que vous faisiez pour celui-là, vous le recommencez pour celui-ci.

	Le prince s’inclina un peu piqué.

	— Et si je cite des faits, dit-il, croirez-vous?

	— Mon fils, pour toute autre chose que la jalousie, je vous croirais sans l’allégation des faits; mais, pour la jalousie, je ne vous promets rien.

	— Alors, c’est comme si Votre Majesté m’ordonnait de me taire et me renvoyait hors de cause.

	— Nullement; vous êtes mon fils, je vous dois toute l’indulgence d’une mère.

	— Oh! dites votre pensée: vous me devez toute l’indulgence que mérite un fou.

	— N’exagérez pas, Philippe, et prenez garde de me représenter votre femme comme un esprit dépravé…

	— Mais les faits!

	— J’écoute.

	— Ce matin, on faisait de la musique chez Madame, à dix heures.

	— C’est innocent.

	— M. de Guiche causait seul avec elle… Ah! j’oublie de vous dire que, depuis huit jours, il ne la quitte pas plus que son ombre.

	— Mon ami, s’ils faisaient mal, ils se cacheraient.

	— Bon! s’écria le duc; je vous attendais là. Retenez bien ce que vous venez de dire. Ce matin, dis-je, je les surpris, et témoignai vivement mon mécontentement.

	— Soyez sûr que cela suffira; c’est peut-être même un peu vif. Ces jeunes femmes sont ombrageuses. Leur reprocher le mal qu’elles n’ont pas fait, c’est parfois leur dire qu’elles pourraient le faire.

	— Bien, bien, attendez. Retenez aussi ce que vous venez de dire, Madame: «La leçon de ce matin eût dû suffire, et, s’ils faisaient mal, ils se cacheraient.»

	— Je l’ai dit.

	— Or, tantôt, me repentant de cette vivacité du matin et sachant que Guiche boudait chez lui, j’allai chez Madame. Devinez ce que j’y trouvai? D’autres musiques, des danses, et Guiche; on l’y cachait.

	Anne d’Autriche fronça le sourcil.

	— C’est imprudent, dit-elle. Qu’a dit Madame?

	— Rien.

	— Et Guiche?

	— De même… Si fait… il a balbutié quelques impertinences.

	— Que concluez-vous, Philippe?

	— Que j’étais joué, que Buckingham n’était qu’un prétexte, et que le vrai coupable, c’est Guiche.

	Anne haussa les épaules.

	— Après?

	— Je veux que Guiche sorte de chez moi comme Buckingham, et je le demanderai au roi, à moins que…

	— À moins que?

	— Vous ne fassiez vous-même la commission, madame, vous qui êtes si spirituelle et si bonne.

	— Je ne la ferai point.

	— Quoi, ma mère!

	— Écoutez, Philippe, je ne suis pas tous les jours disposée à faire aux gens de mauvais compliments; j’ai de l’autorité sur cette jeunesse, mais je ne saurais m’en prévaloir sans la perdre; d’ailleurs, rien ne prouve que M. de Guiche soit coupable.

	— Il m’a déplu.

	— Cela vous regarde.

	— Bien, je sais ce que je ferai, dit le prince impétueusement.

	Anne le regarda inquiète.

	— Et que ferez-vous? dit-elle.

	— Je le ferai noyer dans mon bassin la première fois que je le trouverai chez moi.

	Et, cette férocité lancée, le prince attendit un effet d’effroi. La reine fut impassible.

	— Faites, dit-elle.

	Philippe était faible comme une femme, il se mit à hurler.

	— On me trahit, personne ne m’aime: voilà ma mère qui passe à mes ennemis!

	— Votre mère y voit plus loin que vous et ne se soucie pas de vous conseiller, puisque vous ne l’écoutez pas.

	— J’irai au roi.

	— J’allais vous le proposer. J’attends Sa Majesté ici, c’est l’heure de sa visite; expliquez-vous.

	Elle n’avait pas fini, que Philippe entendit la porte de l’antichambre s’ouvrir bruyamment.

	La peur le prit. On distinguait le pas du roi, dont les semelles craquaient sur les tapis.

	Le duc s’enfuit par une petite porte, laissant la reine aux prises.

	Anne d’Autriche se mit à rire, et riait encore lorsque le roi entra.

	Il venait, très affectueusement, savoir des nouvelles de la santé, déjà chancelante, de la reine mère. Il venait lui annoncer aussi que tous les préparatifs pour le voyage de Fontainebleau étaient terminés.

	La voyant rire, il sentit diminuer son inquiétude et l’interrogea lui-même en riant.

	Anne d’Autriche lui prit la main, et, d’une voix pleine d’enjouement;

	— Savez-vous, dit-elle, que je suis fière d’être Espagnole.

	— Pourquoi, madame?

	— Parce que les Espagnoles valent mieux au moins que les Anglaises.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Depuis que vous êtes marié, vous n’avez pas un seul reproche à faire à la reine?

	— Non, certes.

	— Et voilà un certain temps que vous êtes marié. Votre frère, au contraire, est marié depuis quinze jours…

	— Eh bien?

	— Il se plaint de Madame pour la seconde fois.

	— Quoi! encore Buckingham?

	— Non, un autre.

	— Qui?

	— Guiche.

	— Ah çà! mais c’est donc une coquette que Madame?

	— Je le crains.

	— Mon pauvre frère! dit le roi en riant.

	— Vous excusez la coquetterie, à ce que je vois?

	— Chez Madame, oui; Madame n’est pas coquette au fond.

	— Soit; mais votre frère en perdra la tête.

	— Que demande-t-il?

	— Il veut faire noyer Guiche.

	— C’est violent.

	— Ne riez pas, il est exaspéré. Avisez à quelque moyen.

	— Pour sauver Guiche, volontiers.

	— Oh! si votre frère vous entendait, il conspirerait contre vous comme faisait votre oncle, Monsieur, contre le roi votre père.

	— Non. Philippe m’aime trop et je l’aime trop de mon côté; nous vivrons bons amis. Le résumé de la requête?

	— C’est que vous empêchiez Madame d’être coquette et Guiche d’être aimable.

	— Rien que cela? Mon frère se fait une bien haute idée du pouvoir royal… corriger une femme! Passe encore pour un homme.

	— Comment vous y prendrez-vous?

	— Avec un mot dit à Guiche, qui est un garçon d’esprit, je le persuaderai.

	— Mais Madame?

	— C’est plus difficile; un mot ne suffira pas; je composerai une homélie, je la prêcherai.

	— Cela presse.

	— Oh! j’y mettrai toute la diligence possible. Nous avons répétition de ballet cette après-dînée.

	— Vous prêcherez en dansant?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Vous promettez de convertir?

	— J’extirperai l’hérésie par la conviction ou par le feu.

	— À la bonne heure! Ne me mêlez point dans tout cela, Madame ne me le pardonnerait de sa vie; et, belle-mère, je dois vivre avec ma bru.

	— Madame, ce sera le roi qui prendra tout sur lui. Voyons, je réfléchis.

	— À quoi?

	— Il serait peut-être mieux que j’allasse trouver Madame chez elle?

	— C’est un peu solennel.

	— Oui, mais la solennité ne messied pas aux prédicateurs, et puis le violon du ballet mangerait la moitié de mes arguments. En outre, il s’agit d’empêcher quelque violence de mon frère… Mieux vaut un peu de précipitation… Madame est-elle chez elle?

	— Je le crois.

	— L’exposition des griefs, s’il vous plaît.

	— En deux mots, voici: Musique perpétuelle… assiduité de Guiche… soupçons de cachotteries et de complots…

	— Les preuves?

	— Aucune.

	— Bien; je me rends chez Madame.

	Et le roi se prit à regarder, dans les glaces, sa toilette qui était riche et son visage qui resplendissait comme ses diamants.

	— On éloigne bien un peu Monsieur? dit-il.

	— Oh! le feu et l’eau ne se fuient pas avec plus d’acharnement.

	— Il suffit. Ma mère, je vous baise les mains… les plus belles mains de France.

	— Réussissez, Sire… Soyez le pacificateur du ménage.

	— Je n’emploie pas d’ambassadeur, répliqua Louis. C’est vous dire que je réussirai.

	Il sortit en riant et s’épousseta soigneusement tout le long du chemin.

	Chapitre CVII — Le médiateur

	Quand le roi parut chez Madame, tous les courtisans, que la nouvelle d’une scène conjugale avait disséminés autour des appartements, commencèrent à concevoir les plus graves inquiétudes.

	Il se formait aussi de ce côté un orage dont le chevalier de Lorraine, au milieu des groupes, analysait avec joie tous les éléments, grossissant les plus faibles et manœuvrant, selon ses mauvais desseins, les plus forts, afin de produire les plus méchants effets possibles.

	Ainsi que l’avait annoncé Anne d’Autriche, la présence du roi donna un caractère solennel à l’événement.

	Ce n’était pas une petite affaire, en 1662, que le mécontentement de Monsieur contre Madame, et l’intervention du roi dans les affaires privées de Monsieur.

	Aussi vit-on les plus hardis, qui entouraient le comte de Guiche dès le premier moment, s’éloigner de lui avec une sorte d’épouvante; et le comte lui-même, gagné par la panique générale, se retirer chez lui tout seul.

	Le roi entra chez Madame en saluant, comme il avait toujours l’habitude de le faire. Les dames d’honneur étaient rangées en file sur son passage dans la galerie.

	Si fort préoccupée que fût Sa Majesté, elle donna un coup d’œil de maître à ces deux rangs de jeunes et charmantes femmes qui baissaient modestement les yeux.

	Toutes étaient rouges de sentir sur elles le regard du roi. Une seule, dont les longs cheveux se roulaient en boucles soyeuses sur la plus belle peau du monde, une seule était pâle et se soutenait à peine, malgré les coups de coude de sa compagne.

	C’était La Vallière, que Montalais étayait de la sorte en lui soufflant tout bas le courage dont elle-même était si abondamment pourvue.

	Le roi ne put s’empêcher de se retourner. Tous les fronts, qui déjà s’étaient relevés, se baissèrent de nouveau; mais la seule tête blonde demeura immobile, comme si elle eût épuisé tout ce qui lui restait de force et d’intelligence.

	En entrant chez Madame, Louis trouva sa belle-sœur à demi couchée sur les coussins de son cabinet. Elle se souleva et fit une révérence profonde en balbutiant quelques remerciements sur l’honneur qu’elle recevait.

	Puis elle se rassit, vaincue par une faiblesse, affectée sans doute, car un coloris charmant animait ses joues, et ses yeux, encore rouges de quelques larmes répandues récemment, n’avaient que plus de feu.

	Quand le roi fut assis et qu’il eut remarqué, avec cette sûreté d’observation qui le caractérisait, le désordre de la chambre et celui, non moins grand, du visage de Madame, il prit un air enjoué.

	— Ma sœur, dit-il, à quelle heure vous plaît-il que nous répétions le ballet aujourd’hui?

	Madame, secouant lentement et languissamment sa tête charmante:

	— Ah! Sire, dit-elle, veuillez m’excuser pour cette répétition; j’allais faire prévenir Votre Majesté que je ne saurais aujourd’hui.

	— Comment! dit le roi avec une surprise modérée; ma sœur, seriez-vous indisposée?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Je vais faire appeler vos médecins, alors.

	— Non, car les médecins ne peuvent rien à mon mal.

	— Vous m’effrayez!

	— Sire, je veux demander à Votre Majesté la permission de m’en retourner en Angleterre.

	Le roi fit un mouvement.

	— En Angleterre! Dites-vous bien ce que vous voulez dire, madame?

	— Je le dis à contrecœur, Sire, répliqua la petite-fille de Henri IV avec résolution.

	Et elle fit étinceler ses beaux yeux noirs.

	— Oui, je regrette de faire à Votre Majesté des confidences de ce genre; mais je me trouve trop malheureuse à la cour de Votre Majesté; je veux retourner dans ma famille.

	— Madame! Madame!

	Et le roi s’approcha.

	— Écoutez, Sire, continua la jeune femme en prenant peu à peu sur son interlocuteur l’ascendant que lui donnaient sa beauté, sa nerveuse nature; je suis accoutumée à souffrir. Jeune encore, j’ai été humiliée, j’ai été dédaignée. Oh! ne me démentez pas, Sire, dit-elle avec un sourire.

	Le roi rougit.

	— Alors, dis-je, j’ai pu croire que Dieu m’avait fait naître pour cela, moi, fille d’un roi puissant; mais, puisqu’il avait frappé la vie dans mon père, il pouvait bien frapper en moi l’orgueil. J’ai bien souffert, j’ai bien fait souffrir ma mère; mais j’ai juré que, si jamais Dieu me rendait une position indépendante, fût-ce celle de l’ouvrière du peuple qui gagne son pain avec son travail, je ne souffrirais plus la moindre humiliation. Ce jour est arrivé; j’ai recouvré la fortune due à mon rang, à ma naissance; j’ai remonté jusqu’aux degrés du trône; j’ai cru que, m’alliant à un prince français, je trouverais en lui un parent, un ami, un égal; mais je m’aperçois que je n’ai trouvé qu’un maître, et je me révolte, Sire. Ma mère n’en saura rien, vous que je respecte et que… j’aime…

	Le roi tressaillit; nulle voix n’avait ainsi chatouillé son oreille.

	— Vous, dis-je, Sire, qui savez tout, puisque vous venez ici, vous me comprendrez peut-être. Si vous ne fussiez pas venu, j’allais à vous. C’est l’autorisation de partir librement que je veux. J’abandonne à votre délicatesse, à vous, l’homme par excellence, de me disculper et de me protéger.

	— Ma sœur! ma sœur! balbutia le roi courbé par cette rude attaque, avez vous bien réfléchi à l’énorme difficulté du projet que vous formez?

	— Sire, je ne réfléchis pas, je sens. Attaquée, je repousse d’instinct l’attaque; voilà tout.

	— Mais que vous a-t-on fait? Voyons.

	La princesse venait, on le voit, par cette manœuvre particulière aux femmes, d’éviter tout reproche et d’en formuler un plus grave, d’accusée elle devenait accusatrice. C’est un signe infaillible de culpabilité; mais de ce mal évident, les femmes, même les moins adroites, savent toujours tirer parti pour vaincre.

	Le roi ne s’aperçut pas qu’il était venu chez elle pour lui dire: « Qu’avez vous fait à mon frère?»

	Et qu’il se réduisait à dire:

	— Que vous a-t-on fait?

	— Ce qu’on m’a fait? répliqua Madame. Oh! il faut être femme pour le comprendre, Sire: on m’a fait pleurer.

	Et d’un doigt qui n’avait pas son égal en finesse et en blancheur nacrée, elle montrait des yeux brillants noyés dans le fluide, et elle recommençait à pleurer.

	— Ma sœur, je vous en supplie, dit le roi en s’avançant pour lui prendre une main qu’elle lui abandonna moite et palpitante.

	— Sire, on m’a tout d’abord privée de la présence d’un ami de mon frère. Milord de Buckingham était pour moi un hôte agréable, enjoué, un compatriote qui connaissait mes habitudes, je dirai presque un compagnon, tant nous avons passé de jours ensemble avec nos autres amis sur mes belles eaux de Saint-James.

	— Mais, ma sœur, Villiers était amoureux de vous?

	— Prétexte! Que fait cela, dit-elle sérieusement, que M. de Buckingham ait été ou non amoureux de moi? Est-ce donc dangereux pour moi, un homme amoureux?… Ah! Sire, il ne suffit pas qu’un homme vous aime.

	Et elle sourit si tendrement, si finement, que le roi sentit son cœur battre et défaillir dans sa poitrine.

	— Enfin, si mon frère était jaloux? interrompit le roi.

	— Bien, j’y consens, voilà une raison; et l’on a chassé M. de Buckingham.

	— Chassé!… Oh! non.

	— Expulsé, évincé, congédié, si vous aimez mieux, Sire; un des premiers gentilshommes de l’Europe s’est vu forcé de quitter la cour du roi de France, de Louis XIV, comme un manant, à propos d’une œillade ou d’un bouquet. C’est bien peu digne de la cour la plus galante… Pardon, Sire, j’oubliais qu’en parlant ainsi j’attentais à votre souverain pouvoir.

	— Ma foi! non, ma sœur, ce n’est pas moi qui ai congédié M. de Buckingham… Il me plaisait fort.

	— Ce n’est pas vous? dit habilement Madame. Ah! tant mieux!

	Et elle accentua ce tant mieux comme si elle eût, à la place de ce mot, prononcé celui de tant pis.

	Il y eut un silence de quelques minutes.

	Elle reprit:

	— M. de Buckingham parti… je sais à présent pourquoi et par qui… je croyais avoir recouvré la tranquillité… Point… Voilà que Monsieur trouve un autre prétexte; voilà que…

	— Voilà que, dit le roi avec enjouement, un autre se présente. Et c’est naturel; vous êtes belle, madame; on vous aimera toujours.

	— Alors, s’écria la princesse, je ferai la solitude autour de moi. Oh! c’est bien ce qu’on veut, c’est bien ce qu’on me prépare; mais, non, je préfère retourner à Londres. Là, on me connaît, on m’apprécie. J’aurai mes amis sans craindre que l’on ose les nommer mes amants. Fi! c’est un indigne soupçon de la part d’un gentilhomme! Oh! Monsieur a tout perdu dans mon esprit depuis que je le vois, depuis qu’il s’est révélé à moi, comme le tyran d’une femme.

	— Là! là! mon frère n’est coupable que de vous aimer.

	— M’aimer! Monsieur m’aimer? Ah! Sire…

	Et elle rit aux éclats.

	— Monsieur n’aimera jamais une femme, dit-elle; Monsieur s’aime trop lui-même; non, malheureusement pour moi, Monsieur est de la pire espèce des jaloux: jaloux sans amour.

	— Avouez cependant, dit le roi, qui commençait à s’animer dans cet entretien varié, brûlant, avouez que Guiche vous aime.

	— Ah! Sire, je n’en sais rien.

	— Vous devez le voir. Un homme qui aime se trahit.

	— M. de Guiche ne s’est pas trahi.

	— Ma sœur, ma sœur, vous défendez M. de Guiche.

	— Moi! par exemple! moi? Oh! Sire, il ne manquerait plus à mon infortune qu’un soupçon de vous.

	— Non, madame, non, reprit vivement le roi. Ne vous affligez pas. Oh! vous pleurez! Je vous en conjure, calmez-vous.

	Elle pleurait cependant, de grosses larmes coulaient sur ses mains. Le roi prit une de ses mains et but une de ses larmes.

	Elle le regarda si tristement et si tendrement, qu’il en fut frappé au cœur.

	— Vous n’avez rien pour Guiche? dit-il plus inquiet qu’il ne convenait à son rôle de médiateur.

	— Mais rien, rien.

	— Alors je puis rassurer mon frère.

	— Eh! Sire, rien ne le rassurera. Ne croyez donc pas qu’il soit jaloux. Monsieur a reçu de mauvais conseils, et Monsieur est d’un caractère inquiet.

	— On peut l’être lorsqu’il s’agit de vous.

	Madame baissa les yeux et se tut. Le roi fit comme elle. Il lui tenait toujours la main.

	Ce silence d’une minute dura un siècle.

	Madame retira doucement sa main. Elle était sûre désormais du triomphe. Le champ de bataille était à elle.

	— Monsieur se plaint, dit timidement le roi, que vous préférez à son entretien, à sa société, des sociétés particulières.

	— Sire, Monsieur passe sa vie à regarder sa figure dans un miroir et à comploter des méchancetés contre les femmes avec M. le chevalier de Lorraine.

	— Oh! vous allez un peu loin.

	— Je dis ce qui est. Observez, vous verrez, Sire, si j’ai raison.

	— J’observerai. Mais, en attendant, quelle satisfaction donner à mon frère?

	— Mon départ.

	— Vous répétez ce mot! s’écria imprudemment le roi, comme si depuis dix minutes un changement tel eût été produit, que Madame en eût toutes ses idées retournées.

	— Sire, je ne puis plus être heureuse ici, dit-elle. M. de Guiche gêne Monsieur. Le fera-t-on partir aussi?

	— S’il le faut, pourquoi pas? répondit en souriant Louis XIV.

	— Eh bien! après M. de Guiche?… que je regretterai, du reste, je vous en préviens, Sire.

	— Ah! vous le regretterez?

	— Sans doute; il est aimable, il a pour moi de l’amitié, il me distrait.

	— Ah! si Monsieur vous entendait! fit le roi piqué. Savez-vous que je ne me chargerais point de vous raccommoder et que je ne le tenterais même pas?

	— Sire, à l’heure qu’il est, pouvez-vous empêcher Monsieur d’être jaloux du premier venu? Je sais bien que M. de Guiche n’est pas le premier venu.

	— Encore! Je vous préviens qu’en bon frère je vais prendre M. de Guiche en horreur.

	— Ah! Sire, dit Madame, ne prenez, je vous en supplie, ni les sympathies ni les haines de Monsieur. Restez le roi; mieux vaudra pour vous et pour tout le monde.

	— Vous êtes une adorable railleuse, madame, et je comprends que ceux mêmes que vous raillez vous adorent.

	— Et voilà pourquoi, vous, Sire, que j’eusse pris pour mon défenseur, vous allez vous joindre à ceux qui me persécutent, dit Madame.

	— Moi, votre persécuteur? Dieu m’en garde!

	— Alors, continua-t-elle languissamment, accordez-moi ma demande.

	— Que demandez-vous?

	— À retourner en Angleterre.

	— Oh! cela, jamais! jamais! s’écria Louis XIV.

	— Je suis donc prisonnière?

	— En France, oui.

	— Que faut-il que je fasse alors?

	— Eh bien! ma sœur, je vais vous le dire.

	— J’écoute Votre Majesté en humble servante.

	— Au lieu de vous livrer à des intimités un peu inconséquentes, au lieu de nous alarmer par votre isolement, montrez-vous à nous toujours, ne nous quittez pas, vivons en famille. Certes, M. de Guiche est aimable; mais, enfin, si nous n’avons pas son esprit…

	— Oh! Sire, vous savez bien que vous faites le modeste.

	— Non, je vous jure. On peut être roi et sentir soi-même que l’on a moins de chance de plaire que tel ou tel gentilhomme.

	— Je jure bien que vous ne croyez pas un seul mot de ce que vous dites là, Sire.

	Le roi regarda Madame tendrement.

	— Voulez-vous me promettre une chose? dit-il.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est de ne plus perdre dans votre cabinet, avec des étrangers, le temps que vous nous devez. Voulez-vous que nous fassions contre l’ennemi commun une alliance offensive et défensive?

	— Une alliance avec vous, Sire?

	— Pourquoi pas? N’êtes-vous pas une puissance?

	— Mais vous, Sire, êtes-vous un allié bien fidèle?

	— Vous verrez, madame.

	— Et de quel jour datera cette alliance?

	— D’aujourd’hui.

	— Je rédigerai le traité?

	— Très bien!

	— Et vous le signerez?

	— Aveuglément.

	— Oh! alors, Sire, je vous promets merveille; vous êtes l’astre de la cour, quand vous me paraîtrez…

	— Eh bien?

	— Tout resplendira.

	— Oh! madame, madame, dit Louis XIV, vous savez bien que toute lumière vient de vous, et que, si je prends le soleil pour devise, ce n’est qu’un emblème.

	— Sire, vous flattez votre alliée; donc, vous voulez la tromper, dit Madame en menaçant le roi de son doigt mutin.

	— Comment! vous croyez que je vous trompe, lorsque je vous assure de mon affection?

	— Oui.

	— Et qui vous fait douter?

	— Une chose.

	— Une seule?

	— Oui.

	— Laquelle? Je serai bien malheureux si je ne triomphe pas d’une seule chose.

	— Cette chose n’est point en votre pouvoir, Sire, pas même au pouvoir de Dieu.

	— Et quelle est cette chose?

	— Le passé.

	— Madame, je ne comprends pas, dit le roi, justement parce qu’il avait trop bien compris.

	La princesse lui prit la main.

	— Sire, dit-elle, j’ai eu le malheur de vous déplaire si longtemps, que j’ai presque le droit de me demander aujourd’hui comment vous avez pu m’accepter comme belle-sœur.

	— Me déplaire! vous m’avez déplu?

	— Allons, ne le niez pas.

	— Permettez.

	— Non, non, je me rappelle.

	— Notre alliance date d’aujourd’hui, s’écria le roi avec une chaleur qui n’était pas feinte; vous ne vous souvenez donc plus du passé, ni moi non plus, mais je me souviens du présent. Je l’ai sous les yeux, le voici; regardez.

	Et il mena la princesse devant une glace, où elle se vit rougissante et belle à faire succomber un saint.

	— C’est égal, murmura-t-elle, ce ne sera point là une bien vaillante alliance.

	— Faut-il jurer? demanda le roi, enivré par la tournure voluptueuse qu’avait prise tout cet entretien.

	— Oh! je ne refuse pas un bon serment, dit Madame. C’est toujours un semblant de sûreté.

	Le roi s’agenouilla sur un carreau et prit la main de Madame.

	Elle, avec un sourire qu’un peintre ne rendrait point et qu’un poète ne pourrait qu’imaginer, lui donna ses deux mains dans lesquelles il cacha son front brûlant.

	Ni l’un ni l’autre ne put trouver une parole.

	Le roi sentit que Madame retirait ses mains en lui effleurant les joues.

	Il se releva aussitôt et sortit de l’appartement.

	Les courtisans remarquèrent sa rougeur, et en conclurent que la scène avait été orageuse.

	Mais le chevalier de Lorraine se hâta de dire:

	— Oh! non, messieurs, rassurez-vous. Quand Sa Majesté est en colère, elle est pâle.

	Chapitre CVIII — Les conseilleurs

	Le roi quitta Madame dans un état d’agitation qu’il eût eu peine à s’expliquer lui-même.

	Il est impossible, en effet, d’expliquer le jeu secret de ces sympathies étranges qui s’allument subitement et sans cause après de nombreuses années passées dans le plus grand calme, dans la plus grande indifférence de deux cœurs destinés à s’aimer.

	Pourquoi Louis avait-il autrefois dédaigné, presque haï Madame? Pourquoi maintenant trouvait-il cette même femme si belle, si désirable, et pourquoi non seulement s’occupait-il, mais encore était-il si occupé d’elle? Pourquoi Madame enfin, dont les yeux et l’esprit étaient sollicités d’un autre côté, avait-elle depuis huit jours, pour le roi, un semblant de faveur qui faisait croire à de plus parfaites intimités?

	Il ne faut pas croire que Louis se proposât à lui-même un plan de séduction: le lien qui unissait Madame à son frère était, ou du moins lui semblait, une barrière infranchissable; il était même encore trop loin de cette barrière pour s’apercevoir qu’elle existât. Mais sur la pente de ces passions dont le cœur se réjouit, vers lesquelles la jeunesse nous pousse, nul ne peut dire où il s’arrêtera pas même celui qui, d’avance, a calculé toutes les chances de succès ou de chute.

	Quant à Madame, on expliquera facilement son penchant pour le roi: elle était jeune, coquette, et passionnée pour inspirer de l’admiration.

	C’était une de ces natures à élans impétueux qui, sur un théâtre, franchiraient les brasiers ardents pour arracher un cri d’applaudissement aux spectateurs.

	Il n’était donc pas surprenant que, progression gardée, après avoir été adorée de Buckingham, de Guiche, qui était supérieur à Buckingham, ne fût-ce que par ce grand mérite si bien apprécié des femmes, la nouveauté, il n’était donc pas étonnant, disons-nous, que la princesse élevât son ambition jusqu’à être admirée par le roi, qui était non seulement le premier du royaume, mais un des plus beaux et des plus spirituels.

	Quant à la soudaine passion de Louis pour sa belle-sœur, la physiologie en donnerait l’explication par des banalités, et la nature par quelques-unes de ses affinités mystérieuses. Madame avait les plus beaux yeux noirs, Louis les plus beaux yeux bleus du monde. Madame était rieuse et expansive, Louis mélancolique et discret. Appelés à se rencontrer pour la première fois sur le terrain d’un intérêt et d’une curiosité communs, ces deux natures opposées s’étaient enflammées par le contact de leurs aspérités réciproques. Louis, de retour chez lui, s’aperçut que Madame était la femme la plus séduisante de la cour. Madame, demeurée seule, songea, toute joyeuse, qu’elle avait produit sur le roi une vive impression.

	Mais ce sentiment chez elle devait être passif, tandis que chez le roi il ne pouvait manquer d’agir avec toute la véhémence naturelle à l’esprit inflammable d’un jeune homme, et d’un jeune homme qui n’a qu’à vouloir pour voir ses volontés exécutées.

	Le roi annonça d’abord à Monsieur que tout était pacifié: que Madame avait pour lui le plus grand respect, la plus sincère affection; mais que c’était un caractère altier, ombrageux même, et dont il fallait soigneusement ménager les susceptibilités. Monsieur répliqua, sur le ton aigre-doux qu’il prenait d’ordinaire avec son frère, qu’il ne s’expliquait pas bien les susceptibilités d’une femme dont la conduite pouvait, à son avis, donner prise à quelque censure, et que si quelqu’un avait droit d’être blessé, c’était à lui, Monsieur, que ce droit appartenait sans conteste.

	
Mais alors le roi répondit d’un ton assez vif et qui prouvait tout l’intérêt qu’il prenait à sa belle-sœur:

	— Madame est au-dessus des censures, Dieu merci!

	— Des autres, oui, j’en conviens, dit Monsieur, mais pas des miennes, je présume.

	— Eh bien! dit le roi, à vous, mon frère, je dirai que la conduite de Madame ne mérite pas vos censures. Oui, c’est sans doute une jeune femme fort distraite et fort étrange, mais qui fait profession des meilleurs sentiments. Le caractère anglais n’est pas toujours bien compris en France, mon frère, et la liberté des mœurs anglaises étonne parfois ceux qui ne savent pas combien cette liberté est rehaussée d’innocence.

	— Ah! dit Monsieur, de plus en plus piqué, dès que Votre Majesté absout ma femme, que j’accuse, ma femme n’est pas coupable, et je n’ai rien à dire.

	— Mon frère, repartit vivement le roi, qui sentait la voix de la conscience murmurer tout bas à son cœur que Monsieur n’avait pas tout à fait tort, mon frère, ce que j’en dis et surtout ce que j’en fais, c’est pour votre bonheur. J’ai appris que vous vous étiez plaint d’un manque de confiance ou d’égards de la part de Madame, et je n’ai point voulu que votre inquiétude se prolongeât plus longtemps. Il entre dans mon devoir de surveiller votre maison comme celle du plus humble de mes sujets. J’ai donc vu avec le plus grand plaisir que vos alarmes n’avaient aucun fondement.

	— Et, continua Monsieur d’un ton interrogateur et en fixant les yeux sur son frère, ce que Votre Majesté a reconnu pour Madame, et je m’incline devant votre sagesse royale, l’avez-vous aussi vérifié pour ceux qui ont été la cause du scandale dont je me plains?

	— Vous avez raison, mon frère, dit le roi; j’aviserai.

	Ces mots renfermaient un ordre en même temps qu’une consolation. Le prince le sentit et se retira.

	Quant à Louis, il alla retrouver sa mère; il sentait qu’il avait besoin d’une absolution plus complète que celle qu’il venait de recevoir de son frère.

	Anne d’Autriche n’avait pas pour M. de Guiche les mêmes raisons d’indulgence qu’elle avait eues pour Buckingham.

	Elle vit, aux premiers mots, que Louis n’était pas disposé à être sévère, elle le fut.

	C’était une des ruses habituelles de la bonne reine pour arriver à connaître la vérité.

	Mais Louis n’en était plus à son apprentissage: depuis près d’un an déjà, il était roi. Pendant cette année, il avait eu le temps d’apprendre à dissimuler.

	Écoutant Anne d’Autriche, afin de la laisser dévoiler toute sa pensée, l’approuvant seulement du regard et du geste, il se convainquit, à certains coups d’œil profonds, à certaines insinuations habiles, que la reine, si perspicace en matière de galanterie, avait, sinon deviné, du moins soupçonné sa faiblesse pour Madame.

	De toutes ses auxiliaires, Anne d’Autriche devait être la plus importante: de toutes ses ennemies, Anne d’Autriche eût été la plus dangereuse.

	Louis changea donc de manœuvre. Il chargea Madame, excusa Monsieur, écouta ce que sa mère disait de Guiche comme il avait écouté ce qu’elle avait dit de Buckingham.

	Puis, quand il vit qu’elle croyait avoir remporté sur lui une victoire complète, il la quitta.

	Toute la cour, c’est-à-dire tous les favoris et les familiers, et ils étaient nombreux, puisque l’on comptait déjà cinq maîtres, se réunirent au soir pour la répétition du ballet.

	Cet intervalle avait été rempli pour le pauvre de Guiche par quelques visites qu’il avait reçues.

	Au nombre de ces visites, il en était une qu’il espérait et craignait presque d’un égal sentiment. C’était celle du chevalier de Lorraine. Vers les trois heures de l’après-midi, le chevalier de Lorraine entra chez de Guiche.

	Son aspect était des plus rassurants. Monsieur, dit-il à de Guiche, était de charmante humeur, et l’on n’eût pas dit que le moindre nuage eût passé sur le ciel conjugal.

	D’ailleurs, Monsieur avait si peu de rancune!

	Depuis très longtemps à la cour, le chevalier de Lorraine avait établi que, des deux fils de Louis XIII, Monsieur était celui qui avait pris le caractère paternel, le caractère flottant, irrésolu; bon par élan, mauvais au fond, mais certainement nul pour ses amis.

	Il avait surtout ranimé de Guiche en lui démontrant que Madame arriverait avant peu à mener son mari, et que, par conséquent, celui-là gouvernerait Monsieur qui parviendrait à gouverner Madame.

	Ce à quoi de Guiche, plein de défiance et de présence d’esprit, avait répondu:

	— Oui, chevalier; mais je crois Madame fort dangereuse.

	— Et en quoi?

	— En ce qu’elle a vu que Monsieur n’était pas un caractère très passionné pour les femmes.

	— C’est vrai, dit en riant le chevalier de Lorraine.

	— Et alors…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! Madame choisit le premier venu pour en faire l’objet de ses préférences et ramener son mari par la jalousie.

	— Profond! profond! s’écria le chevalier.

	— Vrai! répondit de Guiche.

	Et ni l’un ni l’autre ne disait sa pensée.

	De Guiche, au moment où il attaquait ainsi le caractère de Madame, lui en demandait mentalement pardon du fond du cœur.

	Le chevalier, en admirant la profondeur de vue de Guiche, le conduisait les yeux fermés au précipice.

	De Guiche alors l’interrogea plus directement sur l’effet produit par la scène du matin, sur l’effet plus sérieux encore produit par la scène du dîner.

	— Mais je vous ai déjà dit qu’on en riait, répondit le chevalier de Lorraine, et Monsieur tout le premier.

	— Cependant, hasarda de Guiche, on m’a parlé d’une visite du roi à Madame.

	— Eh bien! précisément; Madame était la seule qui ne rît pas, et le roi est passé chez elle pour la faire rire.

	— En sorte que?

	— En sorte que rien n’est changé aux dispositions de la journée.

	— Et l’on répète le ballet ce soir?

	— Certainement.

	— Vous en êtes sûr?

	— Très sûr.

	En ce moment de la conversation des deux jeunes gens, Raoul entra le front soucieux.

	En l’apercevant, le chevalier, qui avait pour lui, comme pour tout noble caractère, une haine secrète, le chevalier se leva.

	— Vous me conseillez donc, alors?… demanda de Guiche au chevalier.

	— Je vous conseille de dormir tranquille, mon cher comte.

	— Et moi, de Guiche, dit Raoul, je vous donnerai un conseil tout contraire.

	— Lequel, ami?

	— Celui de monter à cheval, et de partir pour une de vos terres; arrivé là, si vous voulez suivre le conseil du chevalier, vous y dormirez aussi longtemps et aussi tranquillement que la chose pourra vous être agréable.

	— Comment, partir? s’écria le chevalier en jouant la surprise; et pourquoi de Guiche partirait-il?

	— Parce que, et vous ne devez pas l’ignorer, vous surtout, parce que tout le monde parle déjà d’une scène qui se serait passée ici entre Monsieur et de Guiche.

	De Guiche pâlit.

	— Nullement, répondit le chevalier, nullement, et vous avez été mal instruit, monsieur de Bragelonne.

	— J’ai été parfaitement instruit, au contraire, monsieur, répondit Raoul, et le conseil que je donne à de Guiche est un conseil d’ami.

	Pendant ce débat, de Guiche, un peu atterré, regardait alternativement l’un et l’autre de ses deux conseillers.

	Il sentait en lui-même qu’un jeu, important pour le reste de sa vie, se jouait à ce moment-là.

	— N’est-ce pas, dit le chevalier interpellant le comte lui-même, n’est-ce pas, de Guiche, que la scène n’a pas été aussi orageuse que semble le penser M. le vicomte de Bragelonne, qui, d’ailleurs, n’était pas là?

	— Monsieur, insista Raoul, orageuse ou non, ce n’est pas précisément de la scène elle-même que je parle, mais des suites qu’elle peut avoir. Je sais que Monsieur a menacé; je sais que Madame a pleuré.

	— Madame a pleuré? s’écria imprudemment de Guiche en joignant les mains.

	— Ah! par exemple, dit en riant le chevalier, voilà un détail que j’ignorais. Vous êtes décidément mieux instruit que moi, monsieur de Bragelonne.

	— Et c’est aussi comme étant mieux instruit que vous, chevalier, que j’insiste pour que de Guiche s’éloigne.

	— Mais non, non encore une fois, je regrette de vous contredire, monsieur le vicomte, mais ce départ est inutile.

	— Il est urgent.

	— Mais pourquoi s’éloignerait-il? Voyons.

	— Mais le roi? le roi?

	— Le roi! s’écria de Guiche.

	— Eh! oui, te dis-je, le roi prend l’affaire à cœur.

	— Bah! dit le chevalier, le roi aime de Guiche et surtout son père; songez que, si le comte partait, ce serait avouer qu’il a fait quelque chose de répréhensible.

	— Comment cela?

	— Sans doute, quand on fuit, c’est qu’on est coupable ou qu’on a peur.

	— Ou bien que l’on boude, comme un homme accusé à tort, dit Bragelonne; donnons à son départ le caractère de la bouderie, rien n’est plus facile; nous dirons que nous avons fait tous deux ce que nous avons pu pour le retenir, et vous au moins ne mentirez pas. Allons! allons! de Guiche, vous êtes innocent; la scène d’aujourd’hui a dû vous blesser; partez, partez, de Guiche.

	— Eh! non, de Guiche, restez, dit le chevalier, restez, justement, comme le disait M. de Bragelonne, parce que vous êtes innocent. Pardon, encore une fois, vicomte; mais je suis d’un avis tout opposé au vôtre.

	— Libre à vous, monsieur; mais remarquez bien que l’exil que de Guiche s’imposera lui-même sera un exil de courte durée. Il le fera cesser lorsqu’il voudra, et, revenant d’un exil volontaire, il trouvera le sourire sur toutes les bouches; tandis qu’au contraire une mauvaise humeur du roi peut amener un orage dont personne n’oserait prévoir le terme.

	Le chevalier sourit.

	— C’est pardieu! bien ce que je veux, murmura-t-il tout bas, et pour lui même.

	Et en même temps, il haussait les épaules.

	Ce mouvement n’échappa point au comte; il craignit, s’il quittait la cour, de paraître céder à un sentiment de crainte.

	— Non, non, s’écria-t-il; c’est décidé. Je reste, Bragelonne.

	— Prophète je suis, dit tristement Raoul. Malheur à toi, de Guiche, malheur!

	— Moi aussi, je suis prophète, mais pas prophète de malheur; au contraire, comte, et je vous dis: Restez, restez.

	— Le ballet se répète toujours, demanda de Guiche, vous en êtes sûr?

	— Parfaitement sûr.

	— Eh bien! tu le vois, Raoul, reprit de Guiche en s’efforçant de sourire; tu le vois, ce n’est pas une cour bien sombre et bien préparée aux guerres intestines qu’une cour où l’on danse avec une telle assiduité. Voyons, avoue cela, Raoul.

	Raoul secoua la tête.

	— Je n’ai plus rien à dire, répliqua-t-il.

	— Mais enfin, demanda le chevalier, curieux de savoir à quelle source Raoul avait puisé des renseignements dont il était forcé de reconnaître intérieurement l’exactitude, vous vous dites bien informé, monsieur le vicomte; comment le seriez-vous mieux que moi qui suis des plus intimes du prince?

	— Monsieur, répondit Raoul, devant une pareille déclaration, je m’incline. Oui, vous devez être parfaitement informé, je le reconnais, et, comme un homme d’honneur est incapable de dire autre chose que ce qu’il sait, de parler autrement qu’il ne le pense, je me tais, me reconnais vaincu, et vous laisse le champ de bataille.

	Et effectivement, Raoul, en homme qui paraît ne désirer que le repos, s’enfonça dans un vaste fauteuil, tandis que le comte appelait ses gens pour se faire habiller.

	Le chevalier sentait l’heure s’écouler et désirait partir; mais il craignait aussi que Raoul, demeuré seul avec de Guiche, ne le décidât à rompre la partie.

	Il usa donc de sa dernière ressource.

	— Madame sera resplendissante, dit-il; elle essaie aujourd’hui son costume de Pomone.

	— Ah! c’est vrai, s’écria le comte.

	— Oui, oui, continua le chevalier: elle vient de donner ses ordres en conséquence. Vous savez, monsieur de Bragelonne, que c’est le roi qui fait le Printemps.

	— Ce sera admirable, dit de Guiche, et voilà une raison meilleure que toutes celles que vous m’avez données pour rester; c’est que, comme c’est moi qui fais Vertumne et qui danse le pas avec Madame, je ne puis m’en aller sans un ordre du roi, attendu que mon départ désorganiserait le ballet.

	— Et moi, dit le chevalier, je fais un simple égypan; il est vrai que je suis mauvais danseur, et que j’ai la jambe mal faite. Messieurs, au revoir. N’oubliez pas la corbeille de fruits que vous devez offrir à Pomone, comte.

	— Oh! je n’oublierai rien, soyez tranquille, dit de Guiche transporté.

	— Je suis bien sûr qu’il ne partira plus maintenant, murmura en sortant le chevalier de Lorraine.

	Raoul, une fois le chevalier parti, n’essaya pas même de dissuader son ami; il sentait que c’est été peine perdue.

	— Comte, lui dit-il seulement de sa voix triste et mélodieuse, comte, vous vous embarquez dans une passion terrible. Je vous connais; vous êtes extrême en tout; celle que vous aimez l’est aussi… Eh bien! j’admets pour un instant qu’elle vienne à vous aimer…

	— Oh! jamais, s’écria de Guiche.

	— Pourquoi dites-vous jamais?

	— Parce que ce serait un grand malheur pour tous deux.

	— Alors, cher ami, au lieu de vous regarder comme un imprudent, permettez-moi de vous regarder comme un fou.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Êtes-vous bien assuré, voyons, répondez franchement, de ne rien désirer de celle que vous aimez?

	— Oh! oui, bien sûr.

	— Alors, aimez-la de loin.

	— Comment, de loin?

	— Sans doute; que vous importe la présence ou l’absence, puisque vous ne désirez rien d’elle? Aimez un portrait, aimez un souvenir.

	— Raoul!

	— Aimez une ombre, une illusion, une chimère; aimez l’amour, en mettant un nom sur votre réalité. Ah! vous détournez la tête? Vos valets arrivent, je ne dis plus rien. Dans la bonne ou dans la mauvaise fortune, comptez sur moi, de Guiche.

	— Pardieu! si j’y compte.

	— Eh bien! voilà tout ce que j’avais à vous dire. Faites-vous beau, de Guiche, faites-vous très beau. Adieu!

	— Vous ne viendrez pas à la répétition du ballet, vicomte?

	— Non, j’ai une visite à faire en ville. Embrassez-moi, de Guiche. Adieu!

	La réunion avait lieu chez le roi.

	Les reines d’abord, puis Madame, quelques dames d’honneur choisies, bon nombre de courtisans choisis également, préludaient aux exercices de la danse par des conversations comme on savait en faire dans ce temps-là.

	Nulle des dames invitées n’avait revêtu le costume de fête, ainsi que l’avait prédit le chevalier de Lorraine; mais on causait beaucoup des ajustements riches et ingénieux dessinés par différents peintres pour le Ballet des demi-dieux. Ainsi appelait-on les rois et les reines dont Fontainebleau allait être le Panthéon.

	Monsieur arriva tenant à la main le dessin qui représentait son personnage; il avait le front encore un peu soucieux; son salut à la jeune reine et à sa mère fut plein de courtoisie et d’affection. Il salua presque cavalièrement Madame, et pirouetta sur ses talons. Ce geste et cette froideur furent remarqués.

	M. de Guiche dédommagea la princesse par son regard plein de flammes, et Madame, il faut le dire, en relevant les paupières, le lui rendit avec usure.

	Il faut le dire, jamais de Guiche n’avait été si beau, le regard de Madame avait en quelque sorte illuminé le visage du fils du maréchal de Grammont. La belle-sœur du roi sentait un orage grondant au-dessus de sa tête; elle sentait aussi que pendant cette journée, si féconde en événements futurs, elle avait, envers celui qui l’aimait avec tant d’ardeur et de passion, commis une injustice, sinon une grave trahison.

	Le moment lui semblait venu de rendre compte au pauvre sacrifié de cette injustice de la matinée. Le cœur de Madame parlait alors, et au nom de de Guiche. Le comte était sincèrement plaint, le comte l’emportait donc sur tous.

	Il n’était plus question de Monsieur, du roi, de milord de Buckingham. De Guiche à ce moment régnait sans partage.

	Cependant Monsieur était aussi bien beau; mais il était impossible de le comparer au comte. On le sait, toutes les femmes le disent, il y a toujours une différence énorme entre la beauté de l’amant et celle du mari.

	Or, dans la situation présente, après la sortie de Monsieur, après cette salutation courtoise et affectueuse à la jeune reine et à la reine mère, après ce salut leste et cavalier fait à Madame, et dont tous les courtisans avaient fait la remarque, tous ces motifs, disons-nous, dans cette réunion, donnaient l’avantage à l’amant sur l’époux.

	Monsieur était trop grand seigneur pour remarquer ce détail. Il n’est rien d’efficace comme l’idée bien arrêtée de la supériorité pour assurer l’infériorité de l’homme qui garde cette opinion de lui-même.

	Le roi arriva. Tout le monde chercha les événements dans le coup d’œil qui commençait à remuer le monde comme le sourcil du Jupiter tonnant.

	Louis n’avait rien de la tristesse de son frère, il rayonnait.

	Ayant examiné la plupart des dessins qu’on lui montrait de tous côtés, il donna ses conseils ou ses critiques et fit des heureux ou des infortunés avec un seul mot.

	Tout à coup son œil, qui souriait obliquement vers Madame, remarqua la muette correspondance établie entre la princesse et le comte.

	La lèvre royale se pinça, et, lorsqu’elle fut rouverte une fois encore pour donner passage à quelques phrases banales:

	— Mesdames, dit le roi en s’avançant vers les reines, je reçois la nouvelle que tout est préparé selon mes ordres à Fontainebleau.

	Un murmure de satisfaction partit des groupes. Le roi lut sur tous les visages le désir violent de recevoir une invitation pour les fêtes.

	— Je partirai demain, ajouta-t-il.

	Silence profond dans l’assemblée.

	— Et j’engage, termina le roi, les personnes qui m’entourent à se préparer pour m’accompagner.

	Le sourire illuminait toutes les physionomies. Celle de Monsieur seule garda son caractère de mauvaise humeur.

	Alors on vit successivement défiler devant le roi et les dames les seigneurs qui se hâtaient de remercier Sa Majesté du grand honneur de l’invitation.

	Quand ce fut au tour de Guiche:

	— Ah! monsieur, lui dit le roi, je ne vous avais pas vu.

	Le comte salua. Madame pâlit.

	De Guiche allait ouvrir la bouche pour formuler son remerciement.

	— Comte, dit le roi, voici le temps des secondes semailles. Je suis sûr que vos fermiers de Normandie vous verront avec plaisir dans vos terres.

	Et le roi tourna le dos au malheureux après cette brutale attaque.

	Ce fut au tour de de Guiche à pâlir; il fit deux pas vers le roi, oubliant qu’on ne parle jamais à Sa Majesté sans avoir été interrogé.

	— J’ai mal compris, peut-être, balbutia-t-il.

	Le roi tourna légèrement la tête, et, de ce regard froid et fixe qui plongeait comme une épée inflexible dans le cœur des disgraciés:

	— J’ai dit vos terres, répéta-t-il lentement en laissant tomber ses paroles une à une.

	Une sueur froide monta au front du comte, ses mains s’ouvrirent et laissèrent tomber le chapeau qu’il tenait entre ses doigts tremblants.

	Louis chercha le regard de sa mère, comme pour lui montrer qu’il était le maître. Il chercha le regard triomphant de son frère, comme pour lui demander si la vengeance était de son goût.

	Enfin, il arrêta ses yeux sur Madame.

	La princesse souriait et causait avec Mme de Noailles.

	Elle n’avait rien entendu, ou plutôt avait feint de ne rien entendre.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine regardait aussi avec une de ces insistances ennemies qui semblent donner au regard d’un homme la puissance du levier lorsqu’il soulève, arrache et fait jaillir au loin l’obstacle.

	M. de Guiche demeura seul dans le cabinet du roi; tout le monde s’était évaporé. Devant les yeux du malheureux dansaient des ombres.

	Soudain il s’arracha au fixe désespoir qui le dominait, et courut d’un trait s’enfermer chez lui, où l’attendait encore Raoul, tenace dans ses sombres pressentiments.

	— Eh bien? murmura celui-ci en voyant son ami entrer tête nue, l’œil égaré, la démarche chancelante.

	— Oui, oui, c’est vrai, oui…

	Et de Guiche n’en put dire davantage; il tomba épuisé sur les coussins.

	— Et elle?… demanda Raoul.

	— Elle! s’écria l’infortuné en levant vers le ciel un poing crispé par la colère. Elle!…

	— Que dit-elle?

	— Elle dit que sa robe lui va bien.

	— Que fait-elle?

	— Elle rit.

	Et un accès de rire extravagant fit bondir tous les nerfs du pauvre exilé. Il tomba bientôt à la renverse; il était anéanti.

	Chapitre CIX — Fontainebleau

	Depuis quatre jours, tous les enchantements réunis dans les magnifiques jardins de Fontainebleau faisaient de ce séjour un lieu de délices.

	M. Colbert se multipliait… Le matin, comptes des dépenses de la nuit; le jour, programmes, essais, enrôlements, paiements.

	M. Colbert avait réuni quatre millions, et les disposait avec une savante économie.

	Il s’épouvantait des frais auxquels conduit la mythologie. Tout sylvain, toute dryade ne coûtait pas moins de cent livres par jour. Le costume revenait à trois cents livres.

	Ce qui se brûlait de poudre et de soufre en feux d’artifice montait chaque nuit à cent mille livres. Il y avait en outre des illuminations sur les bords de la pièce d’eau pour trente mille livres par soirée.

	Ces fêtes avaient paru magnifiques. Colbert ne se possédait plus de joie.

	Il voyait à tous moments Madame et le roi sortir pour des chasses ou pour des réceptions de personnages fantastiques, solennités qu’on improvisait depuis quinze jours et qui faisaient briller l’esprit de Madame et la munificence du roi.

	Car Madame, héroïne de la fête, répondait aux harangues de ces députations de peuples inconnus, Garamanthes, Scythes, Hyperboréens, Caucasiens et Patagons, qui semblaient sortir de terre pour venir la féliciter, et à chaque représentant de ces peuples le roi donnait quelque diamant ou quelque meuble de valeur.

	Alors les députés comparaient, en vers plus ou moins grotesques, le roi au Soleil, Madame à Phœbé sa sœur, et l’on ne parlait pas plus des reines ou de Monsieur, que si le roi eût épousé Madame Henriette d’Angleterre et non Marie-Thérèse d’Autriche.

	Le couple heureux, se tenant les mains, se serrant imperceptiblement les doigts, buvait à longues gorgées ce breuvage si doux de l’adulation, que rehaussent la jeunesse, la beauté, la puissance et l’amour.

	Chacun s’étonnait à Fontainebleau du degré d’influence que Madame avait si rapidement acquis sur le roi.

	Chacun se disait tout bas que Madame était véritablement la reine. Et, en effet, le roi proclamait cette étrange vérité par chacune de ses pensées, par chacune de ses paroles et par chacun de ses regards.

	Il puisait ses volontés, il cherchait ses inspirations dans les yeux de Madame, et il s’enivrait de sa joie lorsque Madame daignait sourire.

	Madame, de son côté, s’enivrait-elle de son pouvoir en voyant tout le monde à ses pieds? Elle ne pouvait le dire elle-même; mais ce qu’elle savait, c’est qu’elle ne formait aucun désir, c’est qu’elle se trouvait parfaitement heureuse.

	Il résultait de toutes ces transpositions, dont la source était dans la volonté royale, que Monsieur, au lieu d’être le second personnage du royaume, en était réellement devenu le troisième.

	C’était bien pis que du temps où de Guiche faisait sonner ses guitares chez Madame. Alors, Monsieur avait au moins la satisfaction de faire peur à celui qui le gênait.

	Mais, depuis le départ de l’ennemi chassé par son alliance avec le roi, Monsieur avait sur les épaules un joug bien autrement lourd qu’auparavant.

	Chaque soir, Madame rentrait excédée.

	Le cheval, les bains dans la Seine, les spectacles, les dîners sous les feuilles, les bals au bord du grand canal, les concerts, c’eût été assez pour tuer, non pas une femme mince et frêle, mais le plus robuste Suisse du château.

	Il est vrai qu’en fait de danses, de concerts, de promenades, une femme est bien autrement forte que le plus vigoureux enfant des treize cantons.

	Mais, si étendues que soient les forces d’une femme, elles ont un terme, et elles ne sauraient tenir longtemps contre un pareil régime.

	Quant à Monsieur, il n’avait pas même la satisfaction de voir Madame abdiquer la royauté le soir.

	Le soir, Madame habitait un pavillon royal avec la jeune reine et la reine mère.

	Il va sans dire que M. le chevalier de Lorraine ne quittait pas Monsieur, et venait verser sa goutte de fiel sur chaque blessure qu’il recevait.

	Il en résultait que Monsieur, qui s’était d’abord trouvé tout hilare et tout rajeuni depuis le départ de Guiche, retomba dans la mélancolie trois jours après l’installation de la cour à Fontainebleau.

	Or, il arriva qu’un jour, vers deux heures, Monsieur, qui s’était levé tard, qui avait mis plus de soin encore que d’habitude à sa toilette, il arriva que Monsieur, qui n’avait entendu parler de rien pour la journée, forma le projet de réunir sa cour à lui et d’emmener Madame souper à Moret, où il avait une belle maison de campagne.

	Il s’achemina donc vers le pavillon des reines, et entra, fort étonné de ne trouver là aucun homme du service royal.

	Il entra tout seul dans l’appartement.

	Une porte ouvrait à gauche sur le logis de Madame, une à droite sur le logis de la jeune reine.

	Monsieur apprit chez sa femme, d’une lingère qui travaillait, que tout le monde était parti à onze heures pour s’aller baigner à la Seine, qu’on avait fait de cette partie une grande fête, que toutes les calèches avaient été disposées aux portes du parc, et que le départ s’était effectué depuis plus d’une heure.

	«Bon! se dit Monsieur, l’idée est heureuse; il fait une chaleur lourde, je me baignerai volontiers.»

	Et il appela ses gens… Personne ne vint.

	Il appela chez Madame, tout le monde était sorti.

	Il descendit aux remises.

	Un palefrenier lui apprit qu’il n’y avait plus de calèches ni de carrosses.

	Alors il commanda qu’on lui sellât deux chevaux, un pour lui, un pour son valet de chambre.

	Le palefrenier lui répondit poliment qu’il n’y avait plus de chevaux.

	Monsieur, pâle de colère, remonta chez les reines.

	Il entra jusque dans l’oratoire d’Anne d’Autriche.

	De l’oratoire, à travers une tapisserie entrouverte, il aperçut sa jeune belle sœur agenouillée devant la reine mère et qui paraissait tout en larmes.

	Il n’avait été vu ni entendu.

	Il s’approcha doucement de l’ouverture et écouta; le spectacle de cette douleur piquait sa curiosité.

	Non seulement la jeune reine pleurait, mais encore elle se plaignait.

	— Oui, disait-elle, le roi me néglige, le roi ne s’occupe plus que de plaisirs, et de plaisirs auxquels je ne participe point.

	— Patience, patience, ma fille, répliquait Anne d’Autriche en espagnol.

	Puis, en espagnol encore, elle ajoutait des conseils que Monsieur ne comprenait pas.

	La reine y répondait par des accusations mêlées de soupirs et de larmes, parmi lesquelles Monsieur distinguait souvent le mot banos que Marie-Thérèse accentuait avec le dépit de la colère.

	«Les bains, se disait Monsieur, les bains. Il paraît que c’est aux bains qu’elle en a.»

	Et il cherchait à recoudre les parcelles de phrases qu’il comprenait à la suite les unes des autres.

	Toutefois, il était aisé de deviner que la reine se plaignait amèrement, et que, si Anne d’Autriche ne la consolait point, elle essayait au moins de la consoler.

	Monsieur craignait d’être surpris écoutant à la porte, il prit le parti de tousser.

	Les deux reines se retournèrent au bruit.

	Monsieur entra.

	À la vue du prince, la jeune reine se releva précipitamment, et essuya ses yeux.

	Monsieur savait trop bien son monde pour questionner, et savait trop bien la politesse pour rester muet, il salua donc.

	La reine mère lui sourit agréablement.

	— Que voulez-vous, mon fils? dit-elle.

	— Moi?… Rien… balbutia Monsieur; je cherchais…

	— Qui?

	— Ma mère, je cherchais Madame.

	— Madame est aux bains.

	— Et le roi? dit Monsieur d’un ton qui fit trembler la reine.

	— Le roi aussi, toute la cour aussi, répliqua Anne d’Autriche.

	— Alors vous, madame? dit Monsieur.

	— Oh! moi, fit la jeune reine, je suis l’effroi de tous ceux qui se divertissent.

	— Et moi aussi, à ce qu’il paraît, reprit Monsieur.

	Anne d’Autriche fit un signe muet à sa bru, qui se retira en fondant en larmes.

	Monsieur fronça le sourcil.

	— Voilà une triste maison, dit-il, qu’en pensez-vous, ma mère?

	— Mais… non… non… tout le monde ici cherche son plaisir.

	— C’est pardieu bien ce qui attriste ceux que ce plaisir gêne.

	— Comme vous dites cela, mon cher Philippe!

	— Ma foi! ma mère, je le dis comme je le pense.

	— Expliquez-vous; qu’y a-t-il?

	— Mais demandez à ma belle-sœur, qui tout à l’heure vous contait ses peines.

	— Ses peines… quoi?…

	— Oui, j’écoutais; par hasard, je l’avoue, mais enfin j’écoutais… Eh bien! j’ai trop entendu ma sœur se plaindre des fameux bains de Madame.

	— Ah! folie…

	— Non, non, non, lorsqu’on pleure, on n’est pas toujours fou… Banos, disait la reine; cela ne veut-il pas dire bains?

	— Je vous répète, mon fils, dit Anne d’Autriche, que votre belle-sœur est d’une jalousie puérile.

	— En ce cas, madame, répondit le prince, je m’accuse bien humblement d’avoir le même défaut qu’elle.

	— Vous aussi, mon fils?

	— Certainement.

	— Vous aussi, vous êtes jaloux de ces bains?

	— Parbleu!

	— Oh!

	— Comment! le roi va se baigner avec ma femme et n’emmène pas la reine? Comment! Madame va se baigner avec le roi, et l’on ne me fait pas l’honneur de me prévenir? Et vous voulez que ma belle-sœur soit contente? et vous voulez que je sois content?

	— Mais, mon cher Philippe, dit Anne d’Autriche, vous extravaguez; vous avez fait chasser M. de Buckingham, vous avez fait exiler M. de Guiche; ne voulez-vous pas maintenant renvoyer le roi de Fontainebleau?

	— Oh! telle n’est point ma prétention, madame, dit aigrement Monsieur. Mais je puis bien me retirer, moi, et je me retirerai.

	— Jaloux du roi! jaloux de votre frère!

	— Jaloux de mon frère! du roi! oui, madame, jaloux! jaloux! jaloux!

	— Ma foi, monsieur, s’écria Anne d’Autriche en jouant l’indignation et la colère, je commence à vous croire fou et ennemi juré de mon repos, et vous quitte la place, n’ayant pas de défense contre de pareilles imaginations.

	Elle dit, leva le siège et laissa Monsieur en proie au plus furieux emportement.

	Monsieur resta un instant tout étourdi; puis, revenant à lui, pour retrouver toutes ses forces, il descendit de nouveau à l’écurie, retrouva le palefrenier, lui redemanda un carrosse, lui redemanda un cheval; et sur sa double réponse qu’il n’y avait ni cheval ni carrosse, Monsieur arracha une chambrière aux mains d’un valet d’écurie et se mit à poursuivre le pauvre diable à grands coups de fouet tout autour de la cour des communs, malgré ses cris et ses excuses; puis, essoufflé, hors d’haleine, ruisselant de sueur, tremblant de tous ses membres, il remonta chez lui, mit en pièces ses plus charmantes porcelaines, puis se coucha, tout botté, tout éperonné dans son lit, en criant:

	— Au secours!

	Chapitre CX — Le bain

	À Vulaines, sous des voûtes impénétrables d’osiers fleuris, de saules qui, inclinant leurs têtes vertes, trempaient les extrémités de leur feuillage dans l’onde bleue, une barque, longue et plate, avec des échelles couvertes de longs rideaux bleus, servait de refuge aux Dianes baigneuses que guettaient à leur sortie de l’eau vingt Actéons empanachés qui galopaient, ardents et pleins de convoitise, sur le bord moussu et parfumé de la rivière.

	Mais Diane, même la Diane pudique, vêtue de la longue chlamyde, était moins chaste, moins impénétrable que Madame, jeune et belle comme la déesse. Car, malgré la fine tunique de la chasseresse, on voyait son genou rond et blanc; malgré le carquois sonore, on apercevait ses brunes épaules; tandis qu’un long voile cent fois roulé enveloppait Madame, alors qu’elle se remettait aux bras de ses femmes, et la rendait inabordable aux plus indiscrets comme aux plus pénétrants regards.

	Lorsqu’elle remonta l’escalier, les poètes présents, et tous étaient poètes quand il s’agissait de Madame, les vingt poètes galopants s’arrêtèrent, et, d’une voix commune, s’écrièrent que ce n’étaient pas des gouttes d’eau, mais bien des perles qui tombaient du corps de Madame et s’allaient perdre dans l’heureuse rivière.

	Le roi, centre de ces poésies et de ces hommages, imposa silence aux amplificateurs dont la verve n’eût pas tari, et tourna bride, de peur d’offenser, même sous les rideaux de soie, la modestie de la femme et la dignité de la princesse.

	Il se fit donc un grand vide dans la scène et un grand silence dans la barque. Aux mouvements, au jeu des plis, aux ondulations des rideaux, on devinait les allées et venues des femmes empressées pour leur service.

	Le roi écoutait en souriant les propos de ses gentilshommes, mais on pouvait deviner en le regardant que son attention n’était point à leurs discours.

	En effet, à peine le bruit des anneaux glissant sur les tringles eut-il annoncé que Madame était vêtue et que la déesse allait paraître, que le roi, se retournant sur-le-champ, et courant auprès du rivage, donna le signal à tous ceux que leur service ou leur plaisir appelaient auprès de Madame.

	On vit les pages se précipiter, amenant avec eux les chevaux de main; on vit les calèches, restées à couvert sous les branches, s’avancer auprès de la tente, plus cette nuée de valets, de porteurs, de femmes qui, pendant le bain des maîtres, avaient échangé à l’écart leurs observations, leurs critiques, leurs discussions d’intérêts, journal fugitif de cette époque, dont nul ne se souvient, pas même les flots, miroir des personnages, écho des discours; les flots, témoins que Dieu a précipités eux-mêmes dans l’immensité, comme il a précipité les acteurs dans l’éternité.

	Tout ce monde encombrant les bords de la rivière, sans compter une foule de paysans attirés par le désir de voir le roi et la princesse, tout ce monde fut, pendant huit ou dix minutes, le plus désordonné, le plus agréable pêle-mêle qu’on pût imaginer.

	Le roi avait mis pied à terre: tous les courtisans l’avaient imité; il avait offert la main à Madame, dont un riche habit de cheval développait la taille élégante, qui ressortait sous ce vêtement de fine laine, broché d’argent.

	Ses cheveux, humides encore, et plus foncés que le jais, mouillaient son cou si blanc et si pur. La joie et la santé brillaient dans ses beaux yeux; elle était reposée, nerveuse, elle aspirait l’air à longs traits sous le parasol brodé que lui portait un page.

	Rien de plus tendre, de plus gracieux, de plus poétique que ces deux figures noyées sous l’ombre rose du parasol: le roi, dont les dents blanches éclataient dans un continuel sourire; Madame, dont les yeux noirs brillaient comme deux escarboucles au reflet micacé de la soie changeante.

	Quand Madame fut arrivée à son cheval, magnifique haquenée andalouse, d’un blanc sans tache, un peu lourde peut-être, mais à la tête intelligente et fine, dans laquelle on retrouvait le mélange du sang arabe si heureusement uni au sang espagnol, et à la longue queue balayant la terre, comme la princesse se faisait paresseuse pour atteindre l’étrier, le roi la prit dans ses bras, de telle façon que le bras de Madame se trouva comme un cercle de feu au cou du roi.

	Louis, en se retirant, effleura involontairement de ses lèvres ce bras qui ne s’éloignait pas. Puis, la princesse ayant remercié son royal écuyer, tout le monde fut en selle au même instant.

	Le roi et Madame se rangèrent pour laisser passer les calèches, les piqueurs, les courriers.

	Bon nombre de cavaliers, affranchis du joug de l’étiquette, rendirent la main à leurs chevaux et s’élancèrent après les carrosses qui emportaient les filles d’honneur, fraîches comme autant d’Orcades autour de Diane, et les tourbillons, riant, jasant, bruissant, s’envolèrent.

	Le roi et Madame maintinrent leurs chevaux au pas.

	Derrière Sa Majesté et la princesse sa belle-sœur, mais à une respectueuse distance, les courtisans, graves ou désireux de se tenir à la portée et sous les regards du roi, suivirent, retenant leurs chevaux impatients, réglant leur allure sur celle du coursier du roi et de Madame, et se livrèrent à tout ce que présente de douceur et d’agrément le commerce des gens d’esprit qui débitent avec courtoisie mille atroces noirceurs sur le compte du prochain.

	Dans les petits rires étouffés, dans les réticences de cette hilarité sardonique, Monsieur, ce pauvre absent, ne fut pas ménagé.

	Mais on s’apitoya, on gémit sur le sort de de Guiche, et, il faut l’avouer, la compassion n’était pas là déplacée.

	Cependant le roi et Madame ayant mis leurs chevaux en haleine et répété cent fois tout ce que leur mettaient dans la bouche les courtisans qui les faisaient parler, prirent le petit galop de chasse, et alors on entendit résonner sous le poids de cette cavalerie les allées profondes de la forêt.

	Aux entretiens à voix basse, aux discours en forme de confidences, aux paroles échangées avec une sorte de mystère, succédèrent les bruyants éclats; depuis les piqueurs jusqu’aux princes, la gaieté s’épandit. Tout le monde se mit à rire et à s’écrier. On vit les pies et les geais s’enfuir avec leurs cris gutturaux sous les voûtes ondoyantes des chênes, le coucou interrompit sa monotone plainte au fond des bois, les pinsons et les mésanges s’envolèrent en nuées, pendant que les daims, les chevreuils et les biches bondissaient, effarés, au milieu des halliers.

	Cette foule, répandant, comme en traînée, la joie, le bruit et la lumière sur son passage, fut précédée, pour ainsi dire, au château par son propre retentissement.

	Le roi et Madame entrèrent dans la ville, salués tous deux par les acclamations universelles de la foule.

	Madame s’empressa d’aller trouver Monsieur. Elle comprenait instinctivement qu’il était resté trop longtemps en dehors de cette joie.

	Le roi alla rejoindre les reines; il savait leur devoir, à une surtout, un dédommagement de sa longue absence.

	Mais Madame ne fut pas reçue chez Monsieur. Il lui fut répondu que Monsieur dormait.

	Le roi, au lieu de rencontrer Marie-Thérèse souriante comme toujours, trouva dans la galerie Anne d’Autriche qui, guettant son arrivée, s’avança au-devant de lui, le prit par la main et l’emmena chez elle.

	Ce qu’ils se dirent, ou plutôt ce que la reine mère dit à Louis XIV, nul ne l’a jamais su; mais on aurait pu bien certainement le deviner à la figure contrariée du roi à la sortie de cet entretien.

	Mais nous, dont le métier est d’interpréter, comme aussi de faire part au lecteur de nos interprétations, nous manquerions à notre devoir en lui laissant ignorer le résultat de cette entrevue.

	Il le trouvera suffisamment développé, nous l’espérons du moins, dans le chapitre suivant.

	Chapitre CXI — La chasse aux papillons

	Le roi, en rentrant chez lui pour donner quelques ordres et pour asseoir ses idées, trouva sur sa toilette un petit billet dont l’écriture semblait déguisée.

	Il l’ouvrit et lut:

	«Venez vite, j’ai mille choses à vous dire.»

	Il n’y avait pas assez longtemps que le roi et Madame s’étaient quittés, pour que ces mille choses fussent la suite des trois mille que l’on s’était dites pendant la route qui sépare Vulaines de Fontainebleau.

	Aussi la confusion du billet et sa précipitation donnèrent-elles beaucoup à penser au roi.

	Il s’occupa quelque peu de sa toilette et partit pour aller rendre visite à Madame.

	La princesse, qui n’avait pas voulu paraître l’attendre, était descendue aux jardins avec toutes ses dames.

	Quand le roi eut appris que Madame avait quitté ses appartements pour se rendre à la promenade, il recueillit tous les gentilshommes qu’il put trouver sous sa main et les convia à le suivre aux jardins.

	Madame faisait la chasse aux papillons sur une grande pelouse bordée d’héliotropes et de genêts.

	Elle regardait courir les plus intrépides et les plus jeunes de ses dames, et, le dos tourné à la charmille, attendait fort impatiemment l’arrivée du roi, auquel elle avait assigné ce rendez-vous.

	Le craquement de plusieurs pas sur le sable la fit retourner. Louis XIV était nu-tête; il avait abattu de sa canne un papillon petit-paon, que M. de Saint-Aignan avait ramassé tout étourdi sur l’herbe.

	— Vous voyez, madame, dit le roi, que, moi aussi, je chasse pour vous.

	Et il s’approcha.

	— Messieurs, dit-il en se tournant vers les gentilshommes qui formaient sa suite, rapportez-en chacun autant à ces dames.

	C’était congédier tout le monde.

	On vit alors un spectacle assez curieux; les vieux courtisans, les courtisans obèses, coururent après les papillons en perdant leurs chapeaux et en chargeant, canne levée, les myrtes et les genêts comme ils eussent fait des Espagnols.

	Le roi offrit la main à Madame, choisit avec elle pour centre d’observation un banc couvert d’une toiture de mousse, sorte de chalet ébauché par le génie timide de quelque jardinier qui avait inauguré le pittoresque et la fantaisie dans le style sévère du jardinage d’alors.

	Cet auvent, garni de capucines et de rosiers grimpants, recouvrait un banc sans dossier, de manière que les spectateurs, isolés au milieu de la pelouse, voyaient et étaient vus de tous côtés, mais ne pouvaient être entendus sans voir eux-mêmes ceux qui se fussent approchés pour entendre.

	De ce siège, sur lequel les deux intéressés se placèrent, le roi fit un signe d’encouragement aux chasseurs; puis, comme s’il eût disserté avec Madame sur le papillon traversé d’une épingle d’or et fixé à son chapeau:

	— Ne sommes-nous pas bien ici pour causer? dit-il.

	— Oui, Sire, car j’avais besoin d’être entendue de vous seul et vue de tout le monde.

	— Et moi aussi, dit Louis.

	— Mon billet vous a surpris?

	— Épouvanté! Mais ce que j’ai à vous dire est plus important.

	— Oh! non pas. Savez-vous que Monsieur m’a fermé sa porte?

	— À vous! et pourquoi?

	— Ne le devinez-vous pas?

	— Ah! madame! mais alors nous avions tous les deux la même chose à nous dire?

	— Que vous est-il donc arrivé, à vous?

	— Vous voulez que je commence?

	— Oui. Moi, j’ai tout dit.

	— À mon tour, alors. Sachez qu’en arrivant j’ai trouvé ma mère qui m’a entraîné chez elle.

	— Oh! la reine mère! fit Madame avec inquiétude, c’est sérieux.

	— Je le crois bien. Voici ce quelle m’a dit… Mais, d’abord. permettez-moi un préambule.

	— Parlez, Sire.

	— Est-ce que Monsieur vous a jamais parlé de moi?

	— Souvent.

	— Est-ce que Monsieur vous a jamais parlé de sa jalousie?

	— Oh! plus souvent encore.

	— À mon égard?

	— Non pas, mais à l’égard…

	— Oui, je sais, de Buckingham, de Guiche.

	— Précisément.

	— Eh bien! madame, voilà que Monsieur s’avise à présent d’être jaloux de moi.

	— Voyez! répliqua en souriant malicieusement la princesse.

	— Enfin, ce me semble, nous n’avons jamais donné lieu…

	— Jamais! moi du moins… Mais comment avez-vous su la jalousie de Monsieur?

	— Ma mère m’a représenté que Monsieur était entré chez elle comme un furieux, qu’il avait exhalé mille plaintes contre votre… Pardonnez-moi…

	— Dites, dites.

	— Sur votre coquetterie. Il paraît que Monsieur se mêle aussi d’injustice.

	— Vous êtes bien bon, Sire.

	— Ma mère l’a rassuré; mais il a prétendu qu’on le rassurait trop souvent et qu’il ne voulait plus l’être.

	— N’eût-il pas mieux fait de ne pas s’inquiéter du tout?

	— C’est ce que j’ai dit.

	— Avouez, Sire, que le monde est bien méchant. Quoi! un frère, une sœur ne peuvent causer ensemble, se plaire dans la société l’un de l’autre sans donner lieu à des commentaires, à des soupçons? Car enfin, Sire, nous ne faisons pas mal, nous n’avons nulle envie de faire mal.

	Et elle regardait le roi de cet œil fier et provocateur qui allume les flammes du désir chez les plus froids et les plus sages.

	— Non, c’est vrai, soupira Louis.

	— Savez-vous bien, Sire, que, si cela continuait, je serais forcée de faire un éclat? Voyons, jugez notre conduite: est-elle ou n’est-elle pas régulière?

	— Oh! certes, elle est régulière.

	— Seuls souvent, car nous nous plaisons aux mêmes choses, nous pourrions nous égarer aux mauvaises; l’avons-nous fait?… Pour moi vous êtes un frère, rien de plus.

	Le roi fronça le sourcil. Elle continua.

	— Votre main, qui rencontre souvent la mienne, ne me produit pas ces tressaillements, cette émotion… que des amants, par exemple…

	— Oh! assez, assez, je vous en conjure! dit le roi au supplice. Vous êtes impitoyable et vous me ferez mourir.

	— Quoi donc?

	— Enfin… vous dites clairement que vous n’éprouvez rien auprès de moi.

	— Oh! Sire… je ne dis pas cela… mon affection…

	— Henriette… assez, je vous le demande encore. Si vous me croyez de marbre comme vous, détrompez-vous.

	— Je ne vous comprends pas.

	— C’est bien, soupira le roi en baissant les yeux. Ainsi nos rencontres… nos serrements de mains… nos regards échangés… Pardon, pardon… Oui, vous avez raison, et je sais ce que vous voulez dire.

	Il cacha sa tête dans ses mains.

	— Prenez garde, Sire, dit vivement Madame, voici que M. de Saint-Aignan vous regarde.

	— C’est vrai! s’écria Louis en fureur; jamais l’ombre de la liberté, jamais de sincérité dans les relations… On croit trouver un ami, l’on n’a qu’un espion… une amie, l’on n’a qu’une… sœur.

	Madame se tut, elle baissa les yeux.

	— Monsieur est jaloux! murmura-t-elle avec un accent dont rien ne saurait rendre la douceur et le charme.

	— Oh! s’écria soudain le roi, vous avez raison.

	— Vous voyez bien, fit-elle en le regardant de manière à lui brûler le cœur, vous êtes libre; on ne vous soupçonne pas; on n’empoisonne pas toute la joie de votre maison.

	— Hélas! vous ne savez encore rien: c’est que la reine est jalouse.

	— Marie-Thérèse?

	— Jusqu’à la folie. Cette jalousie de Monsieur est née de la sienne; elle pleurait, elle se plaignait à ma mère, elle nous reprochait ces parties de bains si douces pour moi.

	«Pour moi», fit le regard de Madame.

	— Tout à coup, Monsieur, aux écoutes, surprit le mot banos, que prononçait la reine avec amertume; cela l’éclaira. Il entra effaré, se mêla aux entretiens et querella ma mère si âprement, qu’elle dut fuir sa présence; en sorte que vous avez affaire à un mari jaloux, et que je vais voir se dresser devant moi perpétuellement, inexorablement, le spectre de la jalousie aux yeux gonflés, aux joues amaigries, à la bouche sinistre.

	— Pauvre roi! murmura Madame en laissant sa main effleurer celle de Louis.

	Il retint cette main, et, pour la serrer sans donner d’ombrage aux spectateurs qui ne cherchaient pas si bien les papillons qu’ils ne cherchassent aussi les nouvelles et à comprendre quelque mystère dans l’entretien du roi et de Madame, Louis rapprocha de sa belle-sœur le papillon expirant: tous deux se penchèrent comme pour compter les mille yeux de ses ailes ou les grains de leur poussière d’or.

	Seulement, ni l’un ni l’autre ne parla; leurs cheveux se touchaient, leurs haleines se mêlaient, leurs mains brûlaient l’une dans l’autre.

	Cinq minutes s’écoulèrent ainsi.

	Chapitre CXII — Ce que l’on prend en chassant aux papillons

	Les deux jeunes gens restèrent un instant la tête inclinée sous cette double pensée d’amour naissant qui fait naître tant de fleurs dans les imaginations de vingt ans.

	Madame Henriette regardait Louis de côté. C’était une de ces natures bien organisées qui savent à la fois regarder en elles-mêmes et dans les autres. Elle voyait l’amour au fond du cœur de Louis, comme un plongeur habile voit une perle au fond de la mer.

	Elle comprit que Louis était dans l’hésitation, sinon dans le doute, et qu’il fallait pousser en avant ce cœur paresseux ou timide.

	— Ainsi?… dit-elle, interrogeant en même temps qu’elle rompait le silence.

	— Que voulez-vous dire? demanda Louis après avoir attendu un instant.

	— Je veux dire qu’il me faudra revenir à la résolution que j’avais prise.

	— À laquelle?

	— À celle que j’avais déjà soumise à Votre Majesté.

	— Quand cela?

	— Le jour où nous nous expliquâmes à propos des jalousies de Monsieur.

	— Que me disiez-vous donc ce jour-là? demanda Louis, inquiet.

	— Vous ne vous en souvenez plus, Sire?

	— Hélas! si c’est un malheur encore, je m’en souviendrai toujours assez tôt.

	— Oh! ce n’est un malheur que pour moi, Sire, répondit Madame Henriette; mais c’est un malheur nécessaire.

	— Mon Dieu!

	— Et je le subirai.

	— Enfin, dites, quel est ce malheur?

	— L’absence!

	— Oh! encore cette méchante résolution?

	— Sire, croyez que je ne l’ai point prise sans lutter violemment contre moi même… Sire, il me faut, croyez-moi, retourner en Angleterre.

	— Oh! jamais, jamais, je ne permettrai que vous quittiez la France! s’écria le roi.

	— Et cependant, dit Madame en affectant une douce et triste fermeté, cependant, Sire, rien n’est plus urgent; et, il y a plus, je suis persuadée que telle est la volonté de votre mère.

	— La volonté! s’écria le roi. Oh! oh! chère sœur, vous avez dit là un singulier mot devant moi.

	— Mais, répondit en souriant Madame Henriette, n’êtes-vous pas heureux de subir les volontés d’une bonne mère?

	— Assez, je vous en conjure; vous me déchirez le cœur.

	— Moi?

	— Sans doute, vous parlez de ce départ avec une tranquillité.

	— Je ne suis pas née pour être heureuse, Sire, répondit mélancoliquement la princesse, et j’ai pris, toute jeune, l’habitude de voir mes plus chères pensées contrariées.

	— Dites-vous vrai? Et votre départ contrarierait-il une pensée qui vous soit chère?

	— Si je vous répondais oui, n’est-il pas vrai, Sire, que vous prendriez déjà votre mal en patience?

	— Cruelle!

	— Prenez garde, Sire, on se rapproche de nous.

	Le roi regarda autour de lui.

	— Non, dit-il.

	Puis, revenant à Madame:

	— Voyons, Henriette, au lieu de chercher à combattre la jalousie de Monsieur par un départ qui me tuerait…

	Henriette haussa légèrement les épaules, en femme qui doute.

	— Oui, qui me tuerait, répondit Louis. Voyons, au lieu de vous arrêter à ce départ, est-ce que votre imagination… Ou plutôt est-ce que votre cœur ne vous suggérerait rien?

	— Et que voulez-vous que mon cœur me suggère, mon Dieu?

	— Mais enfin, dites, comment prouve-t-on à quelqu’un qu’il a tort d’être jaloux?

	— D’abord, Sire, en ne lui donnant aucun motif de jalousie, c’est-à-dire en n’aimant que lui.

	— Oh! j’attendais mieux.

	— Qu’attendiez-vous?

	— Que vous répondiez tout simplement qu’on tranquillise les jaloux en dissimulant l’affection que l’on porte à l’objet de leur jalousie.

	— Dissimuler est difficile, Sire.

	— C’est pourtant par les difficultés vaincues qu’on arrive à tout bonheur. Quant à moi, je vous jure que je démentirai mes jaloux, s’il le faut, en affectant de vous traiter comme toutes les autres femmes.

	— Mauvais moyen, faible moyen, dit la jeune femme en secouant sa charmante tête.

	— Vous trouvez tout mauvais, chère Henriette, dit Louis mécontent. Vous détruisez tout ce que je propose. Mettez donc au moins quelque chose à la place. Voyons, cherchez. Je me fie beaucoup aux inventions des femmes. Inventez à votre tour.

	— Eh bien! je trouve ceci. Écoutez-vous, Sire?

	— Vous me le demandez! Vous parlez de ma vie ou de ma mort, et vous me demandez si j’écoute!

	— Eh bien! j’en juge par moi-même. S’il s’agissait de me donner le change sur les intentions de mon mari à l’égard d’une autre femme, une chose me rassurerait par-dessus tout.

	— Laquelle?

	— Ce serait de voir, d’abord, qu’il ne s’occupe pas de cette femme.

	— Eh bien! voilà précisément ce que je vous disais tout à l’heure.

	— Soit. Mais je voudrais, pour être pleinement rassurée, le voir encore s’occuper d’une autre.

	— Ah! je vous comprends, répondit Louis en souriant. Mais, dites-moi, chère Henriette…

	— Quoi?

	— Si le moyen est ingénieux, il n’est guère charitable.

	— Pourquoi?

	— En guérissant l’appréhension de la blessure dans l’esprit du jaloux, vous lui en faites une au cœur. Il n’a plus la peur, c’est vrai; mais il a le mal, ce qui me semble bien pis.

	— D’accord; mais au moins il ne surprend pas, il ne soupçonne pas l’ennemi réel, il ne nuit pas à l’amour; il concentre toutes ses forces du côté où ses forces ne feront tort à rien ni à personne. En un mot, Sire, mon système, que je m’étonne de vous voir combattre, je l’avoue, fait du mal aux jaloux, c’est vrai, mais fait du bien aux amants. Or, je vous le demande, Sire, excepté vous peut-être, qui a jamais songé à plaindre les jaloux? Ne sont-ce pas des bêtes mélancoliques, toujours aussi malheureuses sans sujet qu’avec sujet? Ôtez le sujet, vous ne détruirez pas leur affliction. Cette maladie gît dans l’imagination, et, comme toutes les maladies imaginaires, elle est incurable. Tenez, il me souvient à ce propos, très cher Sire, d’un aphorisme de mon pauvre médecin Dawley, savant et spirituel docteur, que, sans mon frère, qui ne peut se passer de lui, j’aurais maintenant près de moi: «Lorsque vous souffrirez de deux affections, me disait-il, choisissez celle qui vous gêne le moins, je vous laisserai celle-là; car, par Dieu! disait-il, celle-là m’est souverainement utile pour que j’arrive à vous extirper l’autre.»

	— Bien dit, bien jugé, chère Henriette, répondit le roi en souriant.

	— Oh! nous avons d’habiles gens à Londres, Sire.

	— Et ces habiles gens font d’adorables élèves; ce Daley, Darley… comment l’appelez-vous?

	— Dawley.

	— Eh bien! je lui ferai pension dès demain pour son aphorisme; vous, Henriette, commencez, je vous prie, par choisir le moindre de vos maux. Vous ne répondez pas, vous souriez; je devine, le moindre de vos maux, n’est-ce pas, c’est votre séjour en France? Je vous laisserai ce mal-là, et, pour débuter dans la cure de l’autre, je veux chercher dès aujourd’hui un sujet de divagation pour les jaloux de tout sexe qui nous persécutent.

	— Chut! cette fois-ci, on vient bien réellement, dit Madame.

	Et elle se baissa pour cueillir une pervenche dans le gazon touffu.

	On venait, en effet, car soudain se précipitèrent, par le sommet du monticule, une foule de jeunes femmes que suivaient les cavaliers; la cause de toute cette irruption était un magnifique sphinx des vignes aux ailes supérieures semblables au plumage du chat-huant, aux ailes inférieures pareilles à des feuilles de rose.

	Cette proie opime était tombée dans les filets de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, qui la montrait avec fierté à ses rivales, moins bonnes chercheuses qu’elle.

	La reine de la chasse s’assit à vingt pas à peu près du banc où se tenaient Louis et Madame Henriette, s’adossa à un magnifique chêne enlacé de lierres, et piqua le papillon sur le jonc de sa longue canne.

	Mlle de Tonnay-Charente était fort belle; aussi les hommes désertèrent-ils les autres femmes pour venir, sous prétexte de lui faire compliment sur son adresse, se presser en cercle autour d’elle.

	Le roi et la princesse regardaient sournoisement cette scène comme les spectateurs d’un autre âge regardent les jeux des petits enfants.

	— On s’amuse là-bas, dit le roi.

	— Beaucoup, Sire; j’ai toujours remarqué qu’on s’amusait là où étaient la jeunesse et la beauté.

	— Que dites-vous de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, Henriette? demanda le roi.

	— Je dis qu’elle est un peu blonde, répondit Madame, tombant du premier coup sur le seul défaut que l’on pût reprocher à la beauté presque parfaite de la future Mme de Montespan.

	— Un peu blonde, soit! mais belle, ce me semble, malgré cela.

	— Est-ce votre avis, Sire?

	— Mais oui.

	— Eh bien! alors, c’est le mien aussi.

	— Et recherchée, vous voyez.

	— Oh! pour cela, oui: les amants voltigent. Si nous faisions la chasse aux amants, au lieu de faire la chasse aux papillons, voyez donc la belle capture que nous ferions autour d’elle.

	— Voyons, Henriette, que dirait-on si le roi se mêlait à tous ces amants et laissait tomber son regard de ce côté? Serait-on encore jaloux là-bas?

	— Oh! Sire, Mlle de Tonnay-Charente est un remède bien efficace, dit Madame avec un soupir; elle guérirait le jaloux, c’est vrai, mais elle pourrait bien faire une jalouse.

	— Henriette! Henriette! s’écria Louis, vous m’emplissez le cœur de joie! Oui, oui, vous avez raison, Mlle de Tonnay-Charente est trop belle pour servir de manteau.

	— Manteau de roi, dit en souriant Madame Henriette; manteau de roi doit être beau.

	— Me le conseillez-vous? demanda Louis.

	— Oh! moi, que vous dirais-je, Sire, sinon que donner un pareil conseil serait donner des armes contre moi? Ce serait folie ou orgueil que vous conseiller de prendre pour héroïne d’un faux amour une femme plus belle que celle pour laquelle vous prétendez éprouver un amour vrai.

	Le roi chercha la main de Madame avec la main, les yeux avec les yeux, puis il balbutia quelques mots si tendres, mais en même temps prononcés si bas, que l’historien, qui doit tout entendre, ne les entendit point.

	Puis tout haut:

	— Eh bien! dit-il, choisissez-moi vous-même celle qui devra guérir nos jaloux. À celle-là tous mes soins, toutes mes attentions, tout le temps que je vole aux affaires; à celle-là, Henriette, la fleur que je cueillerai pour vous, les pensées de tendresse que vous ferez naître en moi; à celle-là le regard que je n’oserai vous adresser, et qui devrait aller vous éveiller dans votre insouciance. Mais choisissez-la bien, de peur qu’en voulant songer à elle, de peur qu’en lui offrant la rose détachée par mes doigts, je ne me trouve vaincu par vous-même, et que l’œil, la main, les lèvres ne retournent sur-le-champ à vous, dût l’univers tout entier deviner mon secret.

	Pendant que ces paroles s’échappaient de la bouche du roi, comme un flot d’amour, Madame rougissait, palpitait, heureuse, fière, enivrée; elle ne trouva rien à répondre, son orgueil et sa soif des hommages étaient satisfaits.

	— J’échouerai, dit-elle en relevant ses beaux yeux, mais non pas comme vous m’en priez, car tout cet encens que vous voulez brûler sur l’autel d’une autre déesse, ah! Sire, j’en suis jalouse aussi et je veux qu’il me revienne, et je ne veux pas qu’il s’en égare un atome en chemin. Donc, Sire, je choisirai, avec votre royale permission, ce qui me paraîtra le moins capable de vous distraire, et qui laissera mon image bien intacte dans votre âme.

	— Heureusement, dit le roi, que votre cœur n’est point mal composé, sans cela je frémirais de la menace que vous me faites; nous avons pris sur ce point nos précautions, et autour de vous, comme autour de moi, il serait difficile de rencontrer un fâcheux visage.

	Pendant que le roi parlait ainsi, Madame s’était levée, avait parcouru des yeux toute la pelouse, et, après un examen détaillé et silencieux, appelant à elle le roi:

	— Tenez, Sire, dit-elle, voyez-vous sur le penchant de la colline, près de ce massif de boules-de-neige, cette belle arriérée qui va seule, tête baissée, bras pendants, cherchant dans les fleurs qu’elle foule aux pieds, comme tous ceux qui ont perdu leur pensée.

	— Mlle de La Vallière? fit le roi.

	— Oui.

	— Oh!

	— Ne vous convient-elle pas, Sire?

	— Mais voyez donc la pauvre enfant, elle est maigre, presque décharnée!

	— Bon! suis-je grasse, moi?

	— Mais elle est triste à mourir!

	— Cela fera contraste avec moi, que l’on accuse d’être trop gaie.

	— Mais elle boite!

	— Vous croyez?

	— Sans doute. Voyez donc, elle a laissé passer tout le monde de peur que sa disgrâce ne soit remarquée.

	— Eh bien! elle courra moins vite que Daphné et ne pourra pas fuir Apollon.

	— Henriette! Henriette! fit le roi tout maussade, vous avez été justement me chercher la plus défectueuse de vos filles d’honneur.

	— Oui, mais c’est une de mes filles d’honneur, notez cela.

	— Sans doute. Que voulez-vous dire?

	— Je veux dire que, pour visiter cette divinité nouvelle, vous ne pourrez vous dispenser de venir chez moi, et que, la décence interdisant à votre flamme d’entretenir particulièrement la déesse, vous serez contraint de la voir à mon cercle, de me parler en lui parlant. Je veux dire, enfin, que les jaloux auront tort s’ils croient que vous venez chez moi pour moi, puisque vous y viendrez pour Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Qui boite.

	— À peine.

	— Qui n’ouvre jamais la bouche.

	— Mais qui, quand elle l’ouvre, montre des dents charmantes.

	— Qui peut servir de modèle aux ostéologistes.

	— Votre faveur l’engraissera.

	— Henriette!

	— Enfin, vous m’avez laissée maîtresse?

	— Hélas! oui.

	— Eh bien! c’est mon choix; je vous l’impose. Subissez-le.

	— Oh! je subirais une des Furies, si vous me l’imposiez.

	— La Vallière est douce comme un agneau; ne craignez pas qu’elle vous contredise jamais quand vous lui direz que vous l’aimez.

	Et Madame se mit à rire.

	— Oh! vous n’avez pas peur que je lui en dise trop, n’est-ce pas?

	— C’était dans mon droit.

	— Soit.

	— C’est donc un traité fait?

	— Signé.

	— Vous me conserverez une amitié de frère, une assiduité de frère, une galanterie de roi, n’est-ce pas?

	— Je vous conserverai un cœur qui n’a déjà plus l’habitude de battre qu’à votre commandement.

	— Eh bien! voyez-vous l’avenir assuré de cette façon?

	— Je l’espère.

	— Votre mère cessera-t-elle de me regarder en ennemie?

	— Oui.

	— Marie-Thérèse cessera-t-elle de parler en espagnol devant Monsieur, qui a horreur des colloques faits en langue étrangère, parce qu’il croit toujours qu’on l’y maltraite?

	— Hélas! a-t-il tort? murmura le roi tendrement.

	— Et pour terminer, fit la princesse, accusera-t-on encore le roi de songer à des affections illégitimes, quand il est vrai que nous n’éprouvons rien l’un pour l’autre, si ce n’est des sympathies pures de toute arrière-pensée?

	— Oui, oui, balbutia le roi. Mais on dira encore autre chose.

	— Et que dira-t-on, Sire? En vérité, nous ne serons donc jamais en repos?

	— On dira, continua le roi, que j’ai bien mauvais goût; mais qu’est-ce que mon amour-propre auprès de votre tranquillité?

	— De mon honneur, Sire, et de celui de notre famille, voulez-vous dire. D’ailleurs, croyez-moi, ne vous hâtez point ainsi de vous piquer contre La Vallière; elle boite, c’est vrai, mais elle ne manque pas d’un certain bon sens. Tout ce que le roi touche, d’ailleurs, se convertit en or.

	— Enfin, madame, soyez certaine d’une chose, c’est que je vous suis encore reconnaissant; vous pouviez me faire payer plus cher encore votre séjour en France.

	— Sire, on vient à nous.

	— Eh bien?

	— Un dernier mot.

	— Lequel?

	— Vous êtes prudent et sage, Sire, mais c’est ici qu’il faudra appeler à votre secours toute votre prudence, toute votre sagesse.

	— Oh! s’écria Louis en riant, je commence dès ce soir à jouer mon rôle, et vous verrez si j’ai de la vocation pour représenter les bergers. Nous avons grande promenade dans la forêt après le goûter, puis nous avons souper et ballet à dix heures.

	— Je le sais bien.

	— Or, ma flamme va ce soir même éclater plus haut que les feux d’artifice, briller plus clairement que les lampions de notre ami Colbert; cela resplendira de telle sorte que les reines et Monsieur auront les yeux brûlés.

	— Prenez garde, Sire, prenez garde!

	— Eh! mon Dieu, qu’ai-je donc fait?

	— Voilà que je vais rentrer mes compliments de tout à l’heure… Vous, prudent! vous, sage! ai-je dit… Mais vous débutez par d’abominables folies! Est-ce qu’une passion s’allume ainsi, comme une torche, en une seconde? Est-ce que, sans préparation aucune, un roi fait comme vous tombe aux pieds d’une fille comme La Vallière?

	— Oh! Henriette! Henriette! Henriette! je vous y prends… Nous n’avons pas encore commencé la campagne et vous me pillez!

	— Non, mais je vous rappelle aux idées saines. Allumez progressivement votre flamme, au lieu de la faire éclater ainsi tout à coup. Jupiter tonne et fait briller l’éclair avant d’incendier les palais. Toute chose a son prélude. Si vous vous échauffez ainsi, nul ne vous croira épris, et tout le monde vous croira fou. À moins toutefois qu’on ne vous devine. Les gens sont moins sots parfois qu’ils n’en ont l’air.

	Le roi fut obligé de convenir que Madame était un ange de savoir et un diable d’esprit.

	— Eh bien! soit, dit-il, je ruminerai mon plan d’attaque; les généraux, mon cousin de Condé, par exemple, pâlissent sur leurs cartes stratégiques avant de faire mouvoir un seul de ces pions qu’on appelle des corps d’armée; moi, je veux dresser tout un plan d’attaque. Vous savez que le Tendre est subdivisé en toutes sortes de circonscriptions. Eh bien! je m’arrêterai au village de Petits-Soins, au hameau de Billets-Doux, avant de prendre la route de Visible-Amour; le chemin est tout tracé, vous le savez, et cette pauvre Mlle de Scudéry ne me pardonnerait point de brûler ainsi les étapes.

	— Nous voilà revenus en bon chemin, Sire. Maintenant, vous plaît-il que nous nous séparions?

	— Hélas! il le faut bien; car, tenez, on nous sépare.

	— Ah! dit Madame Henriette, en effet, voilà qu’on nous apporte le sphinx de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, avec les sons de trompe en usage chez les grands veneurs.

	— C’est donc bien entendu: ce soir, pendant la promenade, je me glisserai dans la forêt, et trouvant La Vallière sans vous…

	— Je l’éloignerai. Cela me regarde.

	— Très bien! Je l’aborderai au milieu de ses compagnes, et lancerai le premier trait.

	— Soyez adroit, dit Madame en riant, ne manquez pas le cœur.

	Et la princesse prit congé du roi pour aller au-devant de la troupe joyeuse, qui accourait avec force cérémonies et fanfares de chasse entonnées par toutes les bouches.

	Chapitre CXIII — Le ballet des Saisons

	Après la collation, qui eut lieu vers cinq heures, le roi entra dans son cabinet, où l’attendaient les tailleurs.

	Il s’agissait d’essayer enfin ce fameux habit du Printemps qui avait coûté tant d’imagination, tant d’efforts de pensée aux dessinateurs et aux ornementistes de la cour.

	Quant au ballet lui-même, tout le monde savait son pas et pouvait figurer.

	Le roi avait résolu d’en faire l’objet d’une surprise. Aussi à peine eut-il terminé sa conférence et fut-il rentré chez lui, qu’il manda ses deux maîtres de cérémonies, Villeroy et Saint-Aignan.

	Tous deux lui répondirent qu’on n’attendait que son ordre, et qu’on était prêt à commencer; mais cet ordre, pour qu’il le donnât, il fallait du beau temps et une nuit propice.

	Le roi ouvrit sa fenêtre; la poudre d’or du soir tombait à l’horizon par les déchirures du bois; blanche comme une neige, la lune se dessinait déjà au ciel.

	Pas un pli sur la surface des eaux vertes; les cygnes eux-mêmes, reposant sur leurs ailes fermées comme des navires à l’ancre, semblaient se pénétrer de la chaleur de l’air, de la fraîcheur de l’eau, et du silence d’une admirable soirée.

	Le roi, ayant vu toutes ces choses, contemplé ce magnifique tableau, donna l’ordre que demandaient MM. de Villeroy et de Saint-Aignan.

	Pour que cet ordre fût exécuté royalement, une dernière question était nécessaire; Louis XIV la posa à ces deux gentilshommes.

	La question avait quatre mots:

	— Avez-vous de l’argent?

	— Sire, répondit Saint-Aignan, nous nous sommes entendus avec M. Colbert.

	— Ah! fort bien.

	— Oui, Sire, et M. Colbert a dit qu’il serait auprès de Votre Majesté aussitôt que Votre Majesté manifesterait l’intention de donner suite aux fêtes dont elle a donné le programme.

	— Qu’il vienne alors.

	Comme si Colbert eût écouté aux portes pour se maintenir au courant de la conversation, il entra dès que le roi eut prononcé son nom devant les deux courtisans.

	— Ah! fort bien, monsieur Colbert, dit Sa Majesté. À vos postes donc, messieurs!

	Saint-Aignan et Villeroy prirent congé.

	Le roi s’assit dans un fauteuil près de la fenêtre.

	— Je danse ce soir mon ballet, monsieur Colbert, dit-il.

	— Alors, Sire, c’est demain que je paie les notes?

	— Comment cela?

	— J’ai promis aux fournisseurs de solder leurs comptes le lendemain du jour où le ballet aurait eu lieu.

	— Soit, monsieur Colbert, vous avez promis, payez.

	— Très bien, Sire; mais, pour payer, comme disait M. de Lesdiguières, il faut de l’argent.

	— Quoi! les quatre millions promis par M. Fouquet n’ont-ils donc pas été remis? J’avais oublié de vous en demander compte.

	— Sire, ils étaient chez Votre Majesté à l’heure dite.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! Sire, les verres de couleur, les feux d’artifice, les violons et les cuisiniers ont mangé quatre millions en huit jours.

	— Entièrement?

	— Jusqu’au dernier sou. Chaque fois que Votre Majesté a ordonné d’illuminer les bords du grand canal, cela a brûlé autant d’huile qu’il y a d’eau dans les bassins.

	— Bien, bien, monsieur Colbert. Enfin, vous n’avez plus d’argent?

	— Oh! je n’en ai plus, mais M. Fouquet en a.

	Et le visage de Colbert s’éclaira d’une joie sinistre.

	— Que voulez-vous dire? demanda Louis.

	— Sire, nous avons déjà fait donner six millions à M. Fouquet. Il les a donnés de trop bonne grâce pour n’en pas donner encore d’autres si besoin était. Besoin est aujourd’hui; donc, il faut qu’il s’exécute.

	Le roi fronça le sourcil.

	— Monsieur Colbert, dit-il en accentuant le nom du financier, ce n’est point ainsi que je l’entends, je ne veux pas employer contre un de mes serviteurs des moyens de pression qui le gênent et qui entravent son service. M. Fouquet a donné six millions en huit jours, c’est une somme.

	Colbert pâlit.

	— Cependant, fit-il, Votre Majesté ne parlait pas ce langage il y a quelque temps; lorsque les nouvelles de Belle-Île arrivèrent, par exemple.

	— Vous avez raison, monsieur Colbert.

	— Rien n’est changé depuis cependant, bien au contraire.

	— Dans ma pensée, monsieur, tout est changé.

	— Comment, Sire, Votre Majesté ne croit plus aux tentatives?

	— Mes affaires me regardent, monsieur le sous-intendant, et je vous ai déjà dit que je les faisais moi-même.

	— Alors, je vois que j’ai eu le malheur, dit Colbert en tremblant de rage et de peur, de tomber dans la disgrâce de Votre Majesté.

	— Nullement; vous m’êtes, au contraire, fort agréable.

	— Eh! Sire, dit le ministre avec cette brusquerie affectée et habile quand il s’agissait de flatter l’amour-propre de Louis, à quoi bon être agréable à Votre Majesté si on ne lui est plus utile?

	— Je réserve vos services pour une occasion meilleure, et, croyez-moi, ils n’en vaudront que mieux.

	— Ainsi le plan de Votre Majesté en cette affaire?…

	— Vous avez besoin d’argent, monsieur Colbert?

	— De sept cent mille livres, Sire.

	— Vous les prendrez dans mon trésor particulier.

	Colbert s’inclina.

	— Et, ajouta Louis, comme il me paraît difficile que, malgré votre économie, vous satisfassiez avec une somme aussi exiguë aux dépenses que je veux faire, je vais vous signer une cédule de trois millions.

	Le roi prit une plume et signa aussitôt. Puis, remettant le papier à Colbert:

	— Soyez tranquille, dit-il, le plan que j’ai adopté est un plan de roi, monsieur Colbert.

	Et sur ces mots, prononcés avec toute la majesté que le jeune prince savait prendre dans ces circonstances, il congédia Colbert pour donner audience aux tailleurs.

	L’ordre donné par le roi était connu dans tout Fontainebleau; on savait déjà que le roi essayait son habit et que le ballet serait dansé le soir.

	Cette nouvelle courut avec la rapidité de l’éclair, et sur son passage elle alluma toutes les coquetteries, tous les désirs, toutes les folles ambitions.

	À l’instant même, et comme par enchantement, tout ce qui savait tenir une aiguille, tout ce qui savait distinguer un pourpoint d’avec un haut-de-chausses, comme dit Molière, fut convoqué pour servir d’auxiliaire aux élégants et aux dames.

	Le roi eut achevé sa toilette à neuf heures; il parut dans son carrosse découvert et orné de feuillages et de fleurs.

	Les reines avaient pris place sur une magnifique estrade disposée, sur les bords de l’étang, dans un théâtre d’une merveilleuse élégance.

	En cinq heures, les ouvriers charpentiers avaient assemblé toutes les pièces de rapport de ce théâtre; les tapissiers avaient tendu leurs tapisseries, dressé leurs sièges, et, comme au signal d’une baguette d’enchanteur, mille bras, s’aidant les uns les autres au lieu de se gêner, avaient construit l’édifice dans ce lieu au son des musiques, pendant que déjà les artificiers illuminaient le théâtre et les bords de l’étang par un nombre incalculable de bougies.

	Comme le ciel s’étoilait et n’avait pas un nuage, comme on n’entendait pas un souffle d’air dans les grands bois, comme si la nature elle-même s’était accommodée à la fantaisie du prince, on avait laissé ouvert le fond de ce théâtre. En sorte que, derrière les premiers plans du décor, on apercevait pour fond ce beau ciel ruisselant d’étoiles cette nappe d’eau embrasée de feux qui s’y réfléchissaient, et les silhouettes bleuâtres des grandes masses de bois aux cimes arrondies.

	Quand le roi parut, toute la salle était pleine, et présentait un groupe étincelant de pierreries et d’or, dans lequel le premier regard ne pouvait distinguer aucune physionomie.

	Peu à peu, quand la vue s’accoutumait à tant d’éclat, les plus rares beautés apparaissaient, comme dans le ciel du soir les étoiles, une à une, pour celui qui a fermé les yeux et qui les rouvre.

	Le théâtre représentait un bocage; quelques faunes levant leurs pieds fourchus sautillaient çà et là; une dryade, apparaissant, les excitait à la poursuite; d’autres se joignaient à elle pour la défendre, et l’on se querellait en dansant.

	Soudain devaient paraître, pour ramener l’ordre et la paix, le Printemps et toute sa cour.

	Les éléments, les puissances subalternes et la mythologie avec leurs attributs, se précipitaient sur les traces de leur gracieux souverain.

	Les Saisons, alliées du Printemps, venaient à ses côtés former un quadrille, qui, sur des paroles plus ou moins flatteuses, entamait la danse. La musique, hautbois, flûtes et violes, peignait les plaisirs champêtres.

	Déjà le roi entrait au milieu d’un tonnerre d’applaudissements.

	Il était vêtu d’une tunique de fleurs, qui dégageait, au lieu de l’alourdir, sa taille svelte et bien prise. Sa jambe, une des plus élégantes de la cour, paraissait avec avantage dans un bas de soie couleur chair, soie si fine et si transparente que l’on eût dit la chair elle-même.

	Les plus charmants souliers de satin lilas clair, à bouffettes de fleurs et de feuilles, emprisonnaient son petit pied.

	Le buste était en harmonie avec cette base; de beaux cheveux ondoyants, un air de fraîcheur rehaussé par l’éclat de beaux yeux bleus qui brûlaient doucement les cœurs, une bouche aux lèvres appétissantes, qui daignait s’ouvrir pour sourire: tel était le prince de l’année, qu’on eût, et à juste titre ce soir-là, nommé le roi de tous les Amours.

	Il y avait dans sa démarche quelque chose de la légère majesté d’un dieu. Il ne dansait pas, il planait.

	Cette entrée fit donc l’effet le plus brillant. Soudain, comme nous l’avons dit, on aperçut le comte de Saint-Aignan qui cherchait à s’approcher du roi ou de Madame.

	La princesse, vêtue d’une robe longue, diaphane et légère comme les plus fines résilles que tissent les savantes Malinoises, le genou parfois dessiné sous les plis de la tunique, son petit pied chaussé de soie, s’avançait radieuse avec son cortège de bacchantes, et touchait déjà la place qui lui était assignée pour danser.

	Les applaudissements durèrent si longtemps, que le comte eut tout le loisir de joindre le roi arrêté sur une pointe.

	— Qu’y a-t-il, Saint-Aignan? fit le Printemps.

	— Mon Dieu, Sire, répliqua le courtisan tout pâle, il y a que Votre Majesté n’a pas songé au pas des Fruits.

	— Si fait; il est supprimé.

	— Non pas, Sire. Votre Majesté n’en a point donné l’ordre, et la musique l’a conservé.

	— Voilà qui est fâcheux! murmura le roi. Ce pas n’est point exécutable, puisque M. de Guiche est absent. Il faudra le supprimer.

	— Oh! Sire, un quart d’heure de musique sans danses, ce sera froid à tuer le ballet.

	— Mais, comte, alors…

	— Oh! Sire, le grand malheur n’est pas là; car, après tout, l’orchestre couperait encore tant bien que mal, s’il était nécessaire; mais…

	— Mais quoi?

	— C’est que M. de Guiche est ici.

	— Ici? répliqua le roi en fronçant le sourcil, ici?… Vous êtes sûr?…

	— Tout habillé pour le ballet, Sire.

	Le roi sentit le rouge lui monter au visage.

	— Vous vous serez trompé, dit-il.

	— Si peu, Sire, que Votre Majesté peut regarder à sa droite. Le comte attend.

	Louis se tourna vivement de ce côté; et, en effet, à sa droite, éclatant de beauté sous son habit de Vertumne, de Guiche attendait que le roi le regardât pour lui adresser la parole.

	Dire la stupéfaction du roi, celle de Monsieur qui s’agita dans sa loge, dire les chuchotements, l’oscillation des têtes dans la salle, dire l’étrange saisissement de Madame à la vue de son partner, c’est une tâche que nous laissons à de plus habiles.

	Le roi était resté bouche béante et regardait le comte.

	Celui-ci s’approcha, respectueux, courbé:

	— Sire, dit-il, le plus humble serviteur de Votre Majesté vient lui faire service en ce jour, comme il a fait au jour de bataille. Le roi, en manquant ce pas des Fruits, perdait la plus belle scène de son ballet. Je n’ai pas voulu qu’un semblable dommage résultât par moi, pour la beauté, l’adresse et la bonne grâce du roi; j’ai quitté mes fermiers, afin devenir en aide à mon prince.

	Chacun de ces mots tombait, mesuré, harmonieux, éloquent, dans l’oreille de Louis XIV. La flatterie lui plut autant que le courage l’étonna. Il se contenta de répondre:

	— Je ne vous avais pas dit de revenir, comte.

	— Assurément, Sire; mais Votre Majesté ne m’avait pas dit de rester.

	Le roi sentait le temps courir. La scène, en se prolongeant, pouvait tout brouiller. Une seule ombre à ce tableau le gâtait sans ressource.

	Le roi, d’ailleurs, avait le cœur tout plein de bonnes idées; il venait de puiser dans les yeux si éloquents de Madame une inspiration nouvelle.

	Ce regard d’Henriette lui avait dit:

	— Puisqu’on est jaloux de vous, divisez les soupçons; qui se défie de deux rivaux ne se défie d’aucun.

	Madame, avec cette habile diversion, l’emporta.

	Le roi sourit à de Guiche.

	De Guiche ne comprit pas un mot au langage muet de Madame. Seulement, il vit bien qu’elle affectait de ne le point regarder. Sa grâce obtenue, il l’attribua au cœur de la princesse. Le roi en sut gré à tout le monde.

	Monsieur seul ne comprit pas.

	Le ballet commença; il fut splendide.

	Quand les violons enlevèrent, par leurs élans, ces illustres danseurs, quand la pantomime naïve de cette époque, bien plus naïve encore par le jeu, fort médiocre, des augustes histrions, fut parvenue à son point culminant de triomphe, la salle faillit crouler sous les applaudissements.

	De Guiche brilla comme un soleil, mais comme un soleil courtisan qui se résigne au deuxième rôle.

	Dédaigneux de ce succès, dont Madame ne lui témoignait aucune reconnaissance, il ne songea plus qu’à reconquérir bravement la préférence ostensible de la princesse.

	Elle ne lui donna pas un seul regard.

	Peu à peu toute sa joie, tout son brillant s’éteignirent dans la douleur et l’inquiétude: en sorte que ses jambes devinrent molles, ses bras lourds, sa tête hébétée.

	Le roi, dès ce moment, fut réellement le premier danseur du quadrille.

	Il jeta un regard de côté sur son rival vaincu.

	De Guiche n’était même plus courtisan; il dansait mal, sans adulation; bientôt il ne dansa plus du tout.

	Le roi et Madame triomphèrent.

	Chapitre CXIV — Les nymphes du parc de Fontainebleau

	Le roi demeura un instant à jouir de son triomphe, qui, nous l’avons dit, était aussi complet que possible.

	Puis il se retourna vers Madame pour l’admirer aussi un peu à son tour.

	Les jeunes gens aiment peut-être avec plus de vivacité, plus d’ardeur, plus de passion que les gens d’un âge mûr; mais ils ont en même temps tous les autres sentiments développés dans la proportion de leur jeunesse et de leur vigueur, en sorte que l’amour-propre étant presque toujours, chez eux, l’équivalent de l’amour, ce dernier sentiment, combattu par les lois de la pondération, n’atteint jamais le degré de perfection qu’il acquiert chez les hommes et les femmes de trente à trente-cinq ans.

	Louis pensait donc à Madame, mais seulement après avoir bien pensé à lui-même, et Madame pensait beaucoup à elle-même, peut-être sans penser le moins du monde au roi.

	Mais la victime, au milieu de tous ces amours et amours-propres royaux, c’était de Guiche.

	Aussi tout le monde put-il remarquer à la fois l’agitation et la prostration du pauvre gentilhomme, et cette prostration, surtout, était d’autant plus remarquable que l’on n’avait pas l’habitude de voir ses bras tomber, sa tête s’alourdir, ses yeux perdre leur flamme. On n’était pas d’ordinaire inquiet sur son compte quand il s’agissait d’une question d’élégance et de goût.

	Aussi la défaite de Guiche fut-elle attribuée, par le plus grand nombre, à son habileté de courtisan.

	Mais d’autres aussi--les yeux clairvoyants sont à la cour--mais d’autres aussi remarquèrent sa pâleur et son atonie, pâleur et atonie qu’il ne pouvait ni feindre ni cacher, et ils en conclurent, avec raison, que de Guiche ne jouait pas une comédie d’adulation.

	Ces souffrances, ces succès, ces commentaires furent enveloppés, confondus, perdus dans le bruit des applaudissements.

	Mais, quand les reines eurent témoigné leur satisfaction, les spectateurs leur enthousiasme, quand le roi se fut rendu à sa loge pour changer de costume, tandis que Monsieur, habillé en femme, selon son habitude, dansait à son tour, de Guiche, rendu à lui-même, s’approcha de Madame, qui, assise au fond du théâtre, attendait la deuxième entrée, et s’était fait une solitude au milieu de la foule, comme pour méditer à l’avance ses effets chorégraphiques.

	On comprend que, absorbée par cette grave méditation, elle ne vît point ou fît semblant de ne pas voir ce qui se passait autour d’elle.

	De Guiche, la trouvant donc seule auprès d’un buisson de toile peinte, s’approcha de Madame.

	Deux de ses demoiselles d’honneur, vêtues en hamadryades, voyant de Guiche s’approcher, se reculèrent par respect.

	De Guiche s’avança donc au milieu du cercle et salua Son Altesse Royale.

	Mais Son Altesse Royale, qu’elle eût remarqué ou non le salut, ne tourna même point la tête.

	Un frisson passa dans les veines du malheureux; il ne s’attendait point à une aussi complète indifférence, lui qui n’avait rien vu, lui qui n’avait rien appris, lui qui, par conséquent, ne pouvait rien deviner.

	Donc, voyant que son salut n’obtenait aucune réponse; il fit un pas de plus, et, d’une voix qu’il s’efforçait, mais inutilement, de rendre calme:

	— J’ai l’honneur, dit-il, de présenter mes bien humbles respects à Madame.

	Cette fois Son Altesse Royale daigna tourner ses yeux languissants vers le comte.

	— Ah! monsieur de Guiche, dit-elle, c’est vous; bonjour!

	Et elle se retourna.

	La patience faillit manquer au comte.

	— Votre Altesse Royale a dansé à ravir tout à l’heure, dit-il.

	— Vous trouvez? fit négligemment Madame.

	— Oui, le personnage est tout à fait celui qui convient au caractère de Son Altesse Royale.

	Madame se retourna tout à fait, et, regardant de Guiche avec son œil clair et fixe:

	— Comment cela? dit-elle.

	— Sans doute.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Vous représentez une divinité, belle, dédaigneuse et légère, fit-il.

	— Vous voulez parler de Pomone, monsieur le comte?

	— Je parle de la déesse que représente Votre Altesse Royale.

	Madame demeura un instant les lèvres crispées.

	— Mais vous-même, monsieur, dit-elle, n’êtes-vous pas aussi un danseur parfait?

	— Oh! moi, madame, je suis de ceux qu’on ne distingue point, et qu’on oublie si par hasard on les a distingués.

	Et sur ces paroles, accompagnées d’un de ces soupirs profonds qui font tressaillir les dernières fibres de l’être, le cœur plein d’angoisses et de palpitations, la tête en feu, l’œil vacillant, il salua, haletant, et se retira derrière le buisson de toile.

	Madame, pour toute réponse, haussa légèrement les épaules.

	Et comme ses dames d’honneur s’étaient, ainsi que nous l’avons dit, retirées par discrétion durant le colloque, elle les rappela du regard.

	C’étaient Mlles de Tonnay-Charente et de Montalais.

	Toutes deux, à ce signe de Madame, s’approchèrent avec empressement.

	— Avez-vous entendu, mesdemoiselles? demanda la princesse.

	— Quoi, madame?

	— Ce que M. le comte de Guiche a dit.

	— Non.

	— En vérité, c’est une chose remarquable, continua la princesse avec l’accent de la compassion, combien l’exil a fatigué l’esprit de ce pauvre M. de Guiche.

	Et plus haut encore, de peur que le malheureux ne perdît une parole:

	— Il a mal dansé d’abord, continua-t-elle; puis, ensuite, il n’a dit que des pauvretés.

	Puis elle se leva, fredonnant l’air sur lequel elle allait danser.

	Guiche avait tout entendu. Le trait pénétra au plus profond de son cœur et le déchira.

	Alors, au risque d’interrompre tout l’ordre de la fête par son dépit, il s’enfuit, mettant en lambeaux son bel habit de Vertumne, et semant sur son chemin les pampres, les mûres, les feuilles d’amandier et tous les petits attributs artificiels de sa divinité.

	Un quart d’heure après, il était de retour sur le théâtre. Mais il était facile de comprendre qu’il n’y avait qu’un puissant effort de la raison sur la folie qui avait pu le ramener, ou peut-être, le cœur est ainsi fait, l’impossibilité même de rester plus longtemps éloigné de celle qui lui brisait le cœur.

	Madame achevait son pas.

	Elle le vit, mais ne le regarda point; et lui, irrité, furieux, lui tourna le dos à son tour lorsqu’elle passa escortée de ses nymphes et suivie de cent flatteurs.

	Pendant ce temps, à l’autre bout du théâtre, près de l’étang, une femme était assise, les yeux fixés sur une des fenêtres du théâtre.

	De cette fenêtre s’échappaient des flots de lumière.

	Cette fenêtre, c’était celle de la loge royale.

	De Guiche en quittant le théâtre, de Guiche en allant chercher l’air dont il avait si grand besoin, de Guiche passa près de cette femme et la salua.

	Elle, de son côté, en apercevant le jeune homme, s’était levée comme une femme surprise au milieu d’idées qu’elle voudrait se cacher à elle-même.

	Guiche la reconnut. Il s’arrêta.

	— Bonsoir, mademoiselle! dit-il vivement.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur le comte!

	— Ah! mademoiselle de La Vallière, continua de Guiche, que je suis heureux de vous rencontrer!

	— Et moi aussi, monsieur le comte, je suis heureuse de ce hasard, dit la jeune fille en faisant un mouvement pour se retirer.

	— Oh! non! non! ne me quittez pas, dit de Guiche en étendant la main vers elle; car vous démentiriez ainsi les bonnes paroles que vous venez de dire. Restez, je vous en supplie, il fait la plus belle soirée du monde. Vous fuyez le bruit, vous! Vous aimez votre société à vous seule, vous! Eh bien! oui, je comprends cela; toutes les femmes qui ont du cœur sont ainsi. Jamais on n’en verra une s’ennuyer loin du tourbillon de tous ces plaisirs bruyants! Oh! mademoiselle! mademoiselle!

	— Mais qu’avez-vous donc, monsieur le comte? demanda La Vallière avec un certain effroi. Vous semblez agité.

	— Moi? Non pas; non.

	— Alors, monsieur de Guiche, permettez-moi de vous faire ici le remerciement que je me proposais de vous faire à la première occasion. C’est à votre protection, je le sais, que je dois d’avoir été admise parmi les filles d’honneur de Madame.

	— Ah! oui, vraiment, je m’en souviens et je m’en félicite, mademoiselle. Aimez-vous quelqu’un, vous?

	— Moi?

	— Oh! pardon, je ne sais ce que je dis; pardon mille fois. Madame avait raison, bien raison; cet exil brutal a complètement bouleversé mon esprit.

	— Mais le roi vous a bien reçu, ce me semble, monsieur le comte?

	— Trouvez-vous?… Bien reçu… peut-être… Oui…

	— Sans doute, bien reçu; car, enfin, vous revenez sans congé de lui?

	— C’est vrai, et je crois que vous avez raison, mademoiselle. Mais n’avez vous point vu par ici M. le vicomte de Bragelonne?

	La Vallière tressaillit à ce nom.

	— Pourquoi cette question? demanda-t-elle.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! vous blesserais-je encore? fit de Guiche. En ce cas, je suis bien malheureux, bien à plaindre!

	— Oui, bien malheureux, bien à plaindre, monsieur de Guiche, car vous paraissez horriblement souffrir.

	— Oh! mademoiselle, que n’ai-je une sœur dévouée, une amie véritable!

	— Vous avez des amis, monsieur de Guiche, et M. le vicomte de Bragelonne, dont vous parliez tout à l’heure, est, il me semble, un de ces bons amis.

	— Oui, oui, en effet, c’est un de mes bons amis. Adieu, mademoiselle, adieu! recevez tous mes respects.

	Et il s’enfuit comme un fou du côté de l’étang.

	Son ombre noire glissait grandissante parmi les ifs lumineux et les larges moires resplendissantes de l’eau.

	La Vallière le regarda quelque temps avec compassion.

	— Oh! oui, oui, dit-elle, il souffre et je commence à comprendre pourquoi.

	Elle achevait à peine, lorsque ses compagnes, Mlles de Montalais et de Tonnay-Charente, accoururent.

	Elles avaient fini leur service, dépouillé leurs habits de nymphes, et, joyeuses de cette belle nuit, du succès de la soirée, elles revenaient trouver leur compagne.

	— Eh quoi! déjà! lui dirent-elles. Nous croyions arriver les premières au rendez-vous.

	— J’y suis depuis un quart d’heure, répondit La Vallière.

	— Est-ce que la danse ne vous a point amusée?

	— Non.

	— Et tout le spectacle?

	— Non plus. En fait de spectacle, j’aime bien mieux celui de ces bois noirs au fond desquels brille çà et là une lumière qui passe comme un œil rouge, tantôt ouvert, tantôt fermé.

	— Elle est poète, cette La Vallière, dit Tonnay-Charente.

	— C’est-à-dire insupportable, fit Montalais. Toutes les fois qu’il s’agit de rire un peu ou de s’amuser de quelque chose, La Vallière pleure; toutes les fois qu’il s’agit de pleurer, pour nous autres femmes, chiffons perdus, amour-propre piqué, parure sans effet, La Vallière rit.

	— Oh! quant à moi, je ne puis être de ce caractère, dit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente. Je suis femme, et femme comme on ne l’est pas; qui m’aime me flatte, qui me flatte me plaît par sa flatterie, et qui me plaît…

	— Eh bien! tu n’achèves pas? dit Montalais.

	— C’est trop difficile, répliqua Mlle de Tonnay-Charente en riant aux éclats. Achève pour moi, toi qui as tant d’esprit.

	— Et vous, Louise, dit Montalais, vous plaît-on?

	— Cela ne regarde personne, dit la jeune fille en se levant du banc de mousse où elle était restée étendue pendant tout le temps qu’avait duré le ballet. Maintenant, mesdemoiselles, nous avons formé le projet de nous divertir cette nuit sans surveillants et sans escorte. Nous sommes trois, nous nous plaisons l’une à l’autre, il fait un temps superbe; regardez là-bas, voyez la lune qui monte doucement au ciel et argente les cimes des marronniers et des chênes. Oh! la belle promenade! oh! la belle liberté! la belle herbe fine des bois, la belle faveur que me fait votre amitié; prenons-nous par le bras et gagnons les grands arbres. Ils sont tous, en ce moment, attablés et actifs là-bas, occupés à se parer pour une promenade d’apparat; on selle les chevaux, on attelle les voitures, les mules de la reine ou les quatre cavales blanches de Madame. Nous, gagnons vite un endroit où nul œil ne vous devine, où nul pas ne marche dans notre pas. Vous rappelez-vous, Montalais, les bois de Cheverny et de Chambord, les peupliers sans fin de Blois? nous avons échangé là-bas bien des espérances.

	— Bien des confidences aussi.

	— Oui.

	— Moi, dit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, je pense beaucoup aussi; mais prenez garde…

	— Elle ne dit rien, fit Montalais, de sorte que ce que pense Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, Athénaïs seule le sait.

	— Chut! s’écria Mlle de La Vallière, j’entends des pas qui viennent de ce côté.

	— Eh! vite! vite! dans les roseaux, dit Montalais; baissez-vous, Athénaïs, vous qui êtes si grande.

	Mlle de Tonnay-Charente se baissa effectivement.

	Presque aussitôt on vit, en effet, deux gentilshommes s’avancer, la tête inclinée, les bras entrelacés et marchant sur le sable fin de l’allée parallèle au rivage.

	Les femmes se firent petites, imperceptibles.

	— C’est M. de Guiche, dit Montalais à l’oreille de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— C’est M. de Bragelonne, dit celle-ci à l’oreille de La Vallière.

	Les deux jeunes gens continuaient de s’approcher en causant d’une voix animée.

	— C’est par ici qu’elle était tout à l’heure, dit le comte. Si je n’avais fait que la voir, je dirais que c’est une apparition; mais je lui ai parlé.

	— Ainsi, vous êtes sûr?

	— Oui; mais peut-être aussi lui ai-je fait peur.

	— Comment cela?

	— Eh! mon Dieu! j’étais encore fou de ce que vous savez, de sorte qu’elle n’aura rien compris à mes discours et aura pris peur.

	— Oh! dit Bragelonne, ne vous inquiétez pas, mon ami. Elle est bonne, elle excusera; elle a de l’esprit, elle comprendra.

	— Oui; mais si elle a compris, trop bien compris.

	— Après?

	— Et qu’elle parle.

	— Oh! vous ne connaissez pas Louise, comte, dit Raoul. Louise a toutes les vertus, et n’a pas un seul défaut.

	Et les jeunes gens passèrent là-dessus, et, comme ils s’éloignaient, leurs voix se perdirent peu à peu.

	— Comment! La Vallière, dit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente. M. le vicomte de Bragelonne a dit «Louise» en parlant de vous. Comment cela se fait-il?

	— Nous avons été élevés ensemble, répondit Mlle de La Vallière; tout enfants, nous nous connaissions.

	— Et puis M. de Bragelonne est ton fiancé, chacun sait cela.

	— Oh! je ne le savais pas, moi. Est-ce vrai, mademoiselle?

	— C’est-à-dire, répondit Louise en rougissant, c’est-à-dire que M. de Bragelonne m’a fait l’honneur de me demander ma main… mais…

	— Mais quoi?

	— Mais il paraît que le roi…

	— Eh bien?

	— Que le roi ne veut pas consentir à ce mariage.

	— Eh! pourquoi le roi? et qu’est-ce que le roi? s’écria Aure avec aigreur. Le roi a-t-il donc le droit de se mêler de ces choses-là, bon Dieu?…» La poulitique est la poulitique, comme disait M. de Mazarin; ma l’amor, il est l’amor.» Si donc tu aimes M. de Bragelonne, et, s’il t’aime, épousez-vous. Je vous donne mon consentement, moi.

	Athénaïs se mit à rire.

	— Oh! je parle sérieusement, répondit Montalais, et mon avis en ce cas vaut bien l’avis du roi, je suppose. N’est-ce pas, Louise?

	— Voyons, voyons, ces messieurs sont passés, dit La Vallière; profitons donc de la solitude pour traverser la prairie et nous jeter dans le bois.

	— D’autant mieux, dit Athénaïs, que voilà des lumières qui partent du château et du théâtre, et qui me font l’effet de précéder quelque illustre compagnie.

	— Courons, dirent-elles toutes trois.

	Et relevant gracieusement les longs plis de leurs robes de soie, elles franchirent lestement l’espace qui s’étendait entre l’étang et la partie la plus ombragée du parc.

	Montalais, légère comme une biche, Athénaïs, ardente comme une jeune louve, bondissaient dans l’herbe sèche, et parfois un Actéon téméraire eût pu apercevoir dans la pénombre leur jambe pure et hardie se dessinant sous l’épais contour des jupes de satin.

	La Vallière, plus délicate et plus pudique, laissa flotter ses robes; retardée ainsi par la faiblesse de son pied, elle ne tarda point à demander sa grâce.

	Et, demeurée en arrière, elle força ses deux compagnes à l’attendre.

	En ce moment, un homme, caché dans un fossé plein de jeunes pousses de saules, remonta vivement sur le talus de ce fossé et se mit à courir dans la direction du château.

	Les trois femmes, de leur côté, atteignirent les lisières du parc, dont toutes les allées leur étaient connues.

	De grandes allées fleuries s’élevaient autour des fossés; des barrières fermées protégeaient de ce côté les promeneurs contre l’envahissement des chevaux et des calèches.

	En effet, on entendait rouler dans le lointain, sur le sol ferme des chemins, les carrosses des reines et de Madame. Plusieurs cavaliers les suivaient avec le bruit si bien imité par les vers cadencés de Virgile.

	Quelques musiques lointaines répondaient au bruit, et, quand les harmonies cessaient, le rossignol, chanteur plein d’orgueil, envoyait à la compagnie qu’il sentait rassemblée sous les ombrages les chants les plus compliqués, les plus suaves et les plus savants.

	Autour du chanteur, brillaient, dans le fond noir des gros arbres, les yeux de quelque chat-huant sensible à l’harmonie.

	De sorte que cette fête de toute la cour était aussi la fête des hôtes mystérieux des bois; car assurément la biche écoutait dans sa fougère, le faisan sur sa branche, le renard dans son terrier.

	On devinait la vie de toute cette population nocturne et invisible, aux brusques mouvements qui s’opéraient tout à coup dans les feuilles.

	Alors les nymphes des bois poussaient un petit cri; puis, rassurées à l’instant même, riaient et reprenaient leur marche.

	Et elles arrivèrent ainsi au chêne royal, vénérable reste d’un chêne, qui, dans sa jeunesse, avait entendu les soupirs de Henri II pour la belle Diane de Poitiers, et plus tard ceux de Henri IV pour la belle Gabrielle d’Estrées.

	Sous ce chêne, les jardiniers avaient accumulé la mousse et le gazon, de telle sorte que jamais siège circulaire n’avait mieux reposé les membres fatigués d’un roi.

	Le tronc de l’arbre formait un dossier rugueux, mais suffisamment large pour quatre personnes.

	Sous les rameaux qui obliquaient vers le tronc, les voix se perdaient en filtrant vers les cieux.

	Chapitre CXV — Ce qui se disait sous le chêne royal

	Il y avait dans la douceur de l’air, dans le silence du feuillage, un muet engagement pour ces jeunes femmes à changer tout de suite la conversation badine en une conversation plus sérieuse.

	Celle même dont le caractère était le plus enjoué, Montalais, par exemple, y penchait la première.

	Elle débuta par un gros soupir.

	— Quelle joie, dit-elle, de nous sentir ici, libres, seules, et en droit d’être franches, surtout envers nous-mêmes!

	— Oui, dit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente; car la cour, si brillante qu’elle soit, cache toujours un mensonge sous les plis du velours ou sous les feux des diamants.

	— Moi, répliqua La Vallière, je ne mens jamais; quand je ne puis dire la vérité, je me tais.

	— Vous ne serez pas longtemps en faveur, ma chère, dit Montalais; ce n’est point ici comme à Blois, où nous disions à la vieille Madame tous nos dépits et toutes nos envies. Madame avait ses jours où elle se souvenait d’avoir été jeune. Ces jours-là, quiconque causait avec Madame trouvait une amie sincère. Madame nous contait ses amours avec Monsieur, et nous, nous lui contions ses amours avec d’autres, ou du moins les bruits qu’on avait fait courir sur ses galanteries. Pauvre femme! si innocente! elle en riait, nous aussi; où est-elle à présent?

	— Ah! Montalais, rieuse Montalais, s’écria La Vallière, voilà que tu soupires encore; les bois t’inspirent, et tu es presque raisonnable ce soir.

	— Mesdemoiselles, dit Athénaïs, vous ne devez pas tellement regretter la cour de Blois, que vous ne vous trouviez heureuses chez nous. Une cour, c’est l’endroit où viennent les hommes et les femmes pour causer de choses que les mères et les tuteurs, que les confesseurs surtout, défendent avec sévérité. À la cour, on se dit ces choses sous privilège du roi et des reines, n’est-ce pas agréable?

	— Oh! Athénaïs, dit Louise en rougissant.

	— Athénaïs est franche ce soir, dit Montalais, profitons-en.

	— Oui, profitons-en, car on m’arracherait ce soir les plus intimes secrets de mon cœur.

	— Ah! si M. de Montespan était là! dit Montalais.

	— Vous croyez que j’aime M. de Montespan? murmura la belle jeune fille.

	— Il est beau, je suppose?

	— Oui, et ce n’est pas un mince avantage à mes yeux.

	— Vous voyez bien.

	— Je dirai plus, il est, de tous les hommes qu’on voit ici, le plus beau et le plus…

	— Qu’entend-on là? dit La Vallière en faisant sur le banc de mousse un brusque mouvement.

	— Quelque daim qui fuit dans les branches.

	— Je n’ai peur que des hommes, dit Athénaïs.

	— Quand ils ne ressemblent pas à M. de Montespan?

	— Finissez cette raillerie… M. de Montespan est aux petits soins pour moi; mais cela n’engage à rien. N’avons-nous pas ici M. de Guiche qui est aux petits soins pour Madame?

	— Pauvre, pauvre garçon! dit La Vallière.

	— Pourquoi pauvre?… Madame est assez belle et assez grande dame, je suppose.

	La Vallière secoua douloureusement la tête.

	— Quand on aime, dit-elle, ce n’est ni la belle ni la grande dame; mes chères amies, quand on aime, ce doit être le cœur et les yeux seuls de celui ou de celle qu’on aime.

	Montalais se mit à rire bruyamment.

	— Cœur, yeux, oh! sucrerie! dit-elle.

	— Je parle pour moi, répliqua La Vallière.

	— Nobles sentiments! dit Athénaïs d’un air protecteur, mais froid.

	— Ne les avez-vous pas, mademoiselle? dit Louise.

	— Parfaitement, mademoiselle; mais je continue. Comment peut-on plaindre un homme qui rend des soins à une femme comme Madame? S’il y a disproportion, c’est du côté du comte.

	— Oh! non, non, fit La Vallière, c’est du côté de Madame.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Je m’explique. Madame n’a pas même le désir de savoir ce que c’est que l’amour. Elle joue avec ce sentiment comme les enfants avec les artifices dont une étincelle embraserait un palais. Cela brille, voilà tout ce qu’il lui faut. Or, joie et amour sont le tissu dont elle veut que soit tramée sa vie. M. de Guiche aimera cette dame illustre; elle ne l’aimera pas.

	Athénaïs partit d’un éclat de rire dédaigneux.

	— Est-ce qu’on aime? dit-elle. Où sont vos nobles sentiments de tout à l’heure? la vertu d’une femme n’est-elle point dans le courageux refus de toute intrigue à conséquence. Une femme bien organisée et douée d’un cœur généreux doit regarder les hommes, s’en faire aimer, adorer même, et dire une fois au plus dans sa vie: «Tiens! il me semble que, si je n’eusse pas été ce que je suis, j’eusse moins détesté celui-là que les autres.»

	— Alors, s’écria La Vallière en joignant les mains, voilà ce que vous promettez à M. de Montespan?

	— Eh! certes, à lui comme à tout autre. Quoi! je vous ai dit que je lui reconnaissais une certaine supériorité, et cela ne suffirait pas! Ma chère, on est femme, c’est-à-dire reine dans tout le temps que nous donne la nature pour occuper cette royauté, de quinze à trente-cinq ans. Libre à vous d’avoir du cœur après, quand vous n’aurez plus que cela.

	— Oh! oh! murmura La Vallière.

	— Parfait! s’écria Montalais, voilà une maîtresse femme. Athénaïs, vous irez loin!

	— Ne m’approuvez-vous point?

	— Oh! des pieds et des mains! dit la railleuse.

	— Vous plaisantez, n’est-ce pas, Montalais? dit Louise.

	— Non, non, j’approuve tout ce que vient de dire Athénaïs; seulement…

	— Seulement quoi?

	— Eh bien! je ne puis le mettre en action. J’ai les plus complets principes; je me fais des résolutions, près desquelles les projets du stathouder et ceux du roi d’Espagne sont des jeux d’enfants, puis, le jour de la mise à exécution, rien.

	— Vous faiblissez? dit Athénaïs avec dédain.

	— Indignement.

	— Malheureuse nature, reprit Athénaïs. Mais, au moins, vous choisissez?

	— Ma foi!… ma foi, non! Le sort se plaît à me contrarier en tout; je rêve des empereurs et je trouve des…

	— Aure! Aure! s’écria La Vallière, par pitié, ne sacrifiez pas, au plaisir de dire un mot, ceux qui vous aiment d’une affection si dévouée.

	— Oh! pour cela, je m’en embarrasse peu: ceux qui m’aiment sont assez heureux que je ne les chasse point, ma chère. Tant pis pour moi si j’ai une faiblesse; mais tant pis pour eux si je m’en venge sur eux. Ma foi! je m’en venge!

	— Aure!

	— Vous avez raison, dit Athénaïs, et peut-être aussi arriverez-vous au même but. Cela s’appelle être coquette, voyez-vous, mesdemoiselles. Les hommes, qui sont des sots en beaucoup de choses, le sont surtout en celle-ci, qu’ils confondent sous ce mot de coquetterie la fierté d’une femme et sa variabilité. Moi, je suis fière, c’est-à-dire imprenable, je rudoie les prétendants, mais sans aucune espèce de prétention à les retenir. Les hommes disent que je suis coquette, parce qu’ils ont l’amour-propre de croire que je les désire. D’autres femmes, Montalais, par exemple, se sont laissé entamer par les adulations; elles seraient perdues sans le bienheureux ressort de l’instinct qui les pousse à changer soudain et à châtier celui dont elles acceptaient naguère l’hommage.

	— Savante dissertation! dit Montalais d’un ton de gourmet qui se délecte.

	— Odieux! murmura Louise.

	— Grâce à cette coquetterie, car voilà la véritable coquetterie, poursuivit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, l’amant bouffi d’orgueil, il y a une heure, maigrit en une minute de toute l’enflure de son amour-propre. Il prenait déjà des airs vainqueurs, il recule; il allait nous protéger, il se prosterne de nouveau. Il en résulte qu’au lieu d’avoir un mari jaloux, incommode, habitué, nous avons un amant toujours tremblant, toujours convoiteux, toujours soumis, par cette seule raison qu’il trouve, lui, une maîtresse toujours nouvelle. Voilà, et soyez-en persuadées, mesdemoiselles, ce que vaut la coquetterie. C’est avec cela qu’on est reine entre les femmes, quand on n’a pas reçu de Dieu la faculté si précieuse de tenir en bride son cœur et son esprit.

	— Oh! que vous êtes habile! dit Montalais, et que vous comprenez bien le devoir des femmes!

	— Je m’arrange un bonheur particulier, dit Athénaïs avec modestie; je me défends, comme tous les amoureux faibles, contre l’oppression des plus forts.

	— La Vallière ne dit pas un mot.

	— Est-ce qu’elle ne nous approuve point?

	— Moi, je ne comprends seulement pas, dit Louise. Vous parlez comme des êtres qui ne seraient point appelés à vivre sur cette terre.

	— Elle est jolie, votre terre! dit Montalais.

	— Une terre, reprit Athénaïs, où l’homme encense la femme pour la faire tomber étourdie, où il l’insulte quand elle est tombée?

	— Qui vous parle de tomber? dit Louise.

	— Ah! voilà une théorie nouvelle, ma chère; indiquez-moi, s’il vous plaît, votre moyen pour ne pas être vaincue, si vous vous laissez entraîner par l’amour?

	— Oh! s’écria la jeune fille en levant au ciel noir ses beaux yeux humides, oh! si vous saviez ce que c’est qu’un cœur; je vous expliquerais et je vous convaincrais; un cœur aimant est plus fort que toute votre coquetterie et plus que toute votre fierté. Jamais une femme n’est aimée je le crois, et Dieu m’entend; jamais un homme n’aime avec idolâtrie que s’il se sent aimé. Laissez aux vieillards de la comédie de se croire adorés par des coquettes. Le jeune homme s’y connaît, lui, il ne s’abuse point; s’il a pour la coquette un désir, une effervescence, une rage, vous voyez que je vous fais le champ libre et vaste; en un mot, la coquette peut le rendre fou, jamais elle ne le rendra amoureux. L’amour, voyez-vous, tel que je le conçois, c’est un sacrifice incessant, absolu, entier; mais ce n’est pas le sacrifice d’une seule des deux parties unies. C’est l’abnégation complète de deux âmes qui veulent se fondre en une seule. Si j’aime jamais, je supplierai mon amant de me laisser libre et pure; je lui dirai, ce qu’il comprendra, que mon âme est déchirée par le refus que je lui fais; et lui! lui qui m’aimera, sentant la douloureuse grandeur de mon sacrifice, à son tour il se dévouera comme moi, il me respectera, il ne cherchera point à me faire tomber pour m’insulter quand je serai tombée, ainsi que vous le disiez tout à l’heure en blasphémant contre l’amour que je comprends. Voilà, moi, comment j’aime. Maintenant, venez me dire que mon amant me méprisera; je l’en défie, à moins qu’il ne soit le plus vil des hommes, et mon cœur m’est garant que je ne choisirai pas ces gens-là. Mon regard lui paiera ses sacrifices ou lui imposera des vertus qu’il n’eût jamais cru avoir.

	— Mais, Louise, s’écria Montalais, vous nous dites cela et vous ne le pratiquez point!

	— Que voulez-vous dire?

	— Vous êtes adorée de Raoul de Bragelonne, aimée à deux genoux. Le pauvre garçon est victime de votre vertu, comme il le serait, plus qu’il ne le serait même de ma coquetterie ou de la fierté d’Athénaïs.

	— Ceci est tout simplement une subdivision de la coquetterie, dit Athénaïs, et Mademoiselle, à ce que je vois, la pratique sans s’en douter.

	— Oh! fit La Vallière.

	— Oui, cela s’appelle l’instinct: parfaite sensibilité, exquise recherche de sentiments, montre perpétuelle d’élans passionnés qui n’aboutissent jamais. Oh! c’est fort habile aussi et très efficace. J’eusse même, maintenant que j’y réfléchis, préféré cette tactique à ma fierté pour combattre les hommes, parce qu’elle offre l’avantage de faire croire parfois à la conviction; mais, dès à présent, sans passer condamnation tout à fait pour moi-même, je la déclare supérieure à la simple coquetterie de Montalais.

	Les deux jeunes filles se mirent à rire.

	La Vallière seule garda le silence et secoua la tête.

	Puis, après un instant:

	— Si vous me disiez le quart de ce que vous venez de me dire devant un homme, fit-elle, ou même que je fusse persuadée que vous le pensez, je mourrais de honte et de douleur sur cette place.

	— Eh bien! mourez, tendre petite, répondit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente: car, s’il n’y a pas d’hommes ici, il y a au moins deux femmes, vos amies, qui vous déclarent atteinte et convaincue d’être une coquette d’instinct, une coquette naïve; c’est-à-dire la plus dangereuse espèce de coquette qui existe au monde.

	— Oh! mesdemoiselles! répondit La Vallière rougissante et près de pleurer.

	Les deux compagnes éclatèrent de rire sur de nouveaux frais.

	— Eh bien! je demanderai des renseignements à Bragelonne.

	— À Bragelonne? fit Athénaïs.

	— Eh! oui, à ce grand garçon courageux comme César, fin et spirituel comme M. Fouquet, à ce pauvre garçon qui depuis douze ans te connaît, t’aime, et qui cependant, s’il faut t’en croire, n’a jamais baisé le bout de tes doigts.

	— Expliquez-nous cette cruauté, vous la femme de cœur? dit Athénaïs à La Vallière.

	— Je l’expliquerai par un seul mot: la vertu. Nierez-vous la vertu, par hasard?

	— Voyons, Louise, ne mens pas, dit Aure en lui prenant la main.

	— Mais que voulez-vous donc que je vous dise? s’écria La Vallière.

	— Ce que vous voudrez. Mais vous aurez beau dire, je persiste dans mon opinion sur vous. Coquette d’instinct, coquette naïve, c’est-à-dire, je l’ai dit et je le redis, la plus dangereuse de toutes les coquettes.

	— Oh! non, non, par grâce! ne croyez pas cela.

	— Comment! douze ans de rigueur absolue!

	— Oh! il y a douze ans, j’en avais cinq. L’abandon d’un enfant ne peut pas être compté à la jeune fille.

	— Eh bien! vous avez dix-sept ans; trois ans au lieu de douze. Depuis trois ans, vous avez été constamment et entièrement cruelle. Vous avez contre vous les muets ombrages de Blois, les rendez-vous où l’on compte les étoiles, les séances nocturnes sous les platanes, ses vingt ans parlant à vos quatorze ans, le feu de ses yeux vous parlant à vous-même.

	— Soit, soit; mais il en est ainsi!

	— Allons donc, impossible!

	— Mais, mon Dieu, pourquoi donc impossible!

	— Dis-nous des choses croyables, ma chère, et nous te croirons.

	— Mais enfin, supposez une chose.

	— Laquelle? Voyons.

	— Achevez, ou nous supposerons bien plus que vous ne voudrez.

	— Supposons, alors; supposons que je croyais aimer, et que je n’aime pas.

	— Comment, tu n’aimes pas?

	— Que voulez-vous! si j’ai été autrement que ne sont les autres quand elles aiment, c’est que je n’aime pas; c’est que mon heure n’est pas encore venue.

	— Louise! Louise! dit Montalais, prends garde, je vais te retourner ton mot de tout à l’heure. Raoul n’est pas là, ne l’accable pas en son absence; sois charitable, et si, en y regardant de bien près, tu penses ne pas l’aimer, dis-le lui à lui-même. Pauvre garçon!

	Et elle se mit à rire.

	— Mademoiselle plaignait tout à l’heure M. de Guiche, dit Athénaïs; ne pourrait-on pas trouver l’explication de cette indifférence pour l’un dans cette compassion pour l’autre?

	— Accablez-moi, mesdemoiselles, fit tristement La Vallière, accablez-moi, puisque vous ne me comprenez pas.

	— Oh! oh! répondit Montalais, de l’humeur, du chagrin, des larmes; nous rions, Louise, et ne sommes pas, je t’assure, tout à fait les monstres que tu crois; regarde Athénaïs la fière, comme on l’appelle, elle n’aime pas M. de Montespan, c’est vrai, mais elle serait au désespoir que M. de Montespan ne l’aimât pas… Regarde-moi, je ris de M. Malicorne, mais ce pauvre Malicorne dont je ris sait bien quand il veut faire aller ma main sur ses lèvres. Et puis la plus âgée de nous n’a pas vingt ans… quel avenir!

	— Folles! folles que vous êtes! murmura Louise.

	— C’est vrai, fit Montalais, et toi seule as dit des paroles de sagesse.

	— Certes!

	— Accordé, répondit Athénaïs. Ainsi, décidément, vous n’aimez pas ce pauvre M. de Bragelonne?

	— Peut-être! dit Montalais; elle n’en est pas encore bien sûre. Mais, en tout cas, écoute, Athénaïs: si M. de Bragelonne devient libre, je te donne un conseil d’amie.

	— Lequel?

	— C’est de bien le regarder avant de te décider pour M. de Montespan.

	— Oh! si vous le prenez par là, ma chère, M. de Bragelonne n’est pas le seul que l’on puisse trouver du plaisir à regarder. Et, par exemple, M. de Guiche a bien son prix.

	— Il n’a pas brillé ce soir, dit Montalais, et je sais de bonne part que Madame l’a trouvé odieux.

	— Mais M. de Saint-Aignan, il a brillé, lui, et, j’en suis certaine, plus d’une de celles qui l’ont vu danser ne l’oublieront pas de sitôt. N’est-ce pas, La Vallière?

	— Pourquoi m’adressez-vous cette question, à moi? Je ne l’ai pas vu, je ne le connais pas.

	— Vous n’avez pas vu M. de Saint-Aignan? Vous ne le connaissez pas?

	— Non.

	— Voyons, voyons, n’affectez pas cette vertu plus farouche que nos fiertés; vous avez des yeux, n’est-ce pas?

	— Excellents.

	— Alors vous avez vu tous nos danseurs ce soir?

	— Oui, à peu près.

	— Voilà un à-peu-près bien impertinent pour eux.

	— Je vous le donne pour ce qu’il est.

	— Eh bien! voyons, parmi tous ces gentilshommes que vous avez à peu près vus, lequel préférez-vous?

	— Oui, dit Montalais, oui, de M. de Saint-Aignan, de M. de Guiche, de M…

	— Je ne préfère personne, mesdemoiselles, je les trouve également bien.

	— Alors dans toute cette brillante assemblée, au milieu de cette cour, la première du monde, personne ne vous a plu?

	— Je ne dis pas cela.

	— Parlez donc, alors. Voyons, faites-nous part de votre idéal.

	— Ce n’est pas un idéal.

	— Alors, cela existe?

	— En vérité, mesdemoiselles, s’écria La Vallière poussée à bout, je n’y comprends rien. Quoi! comme moi vous avez un cœur, comme moi vous avez des yeux, et vous parlez de M. de Guiche, de M. de Saint-Aignan, de M… qui sais-je? quand le roi était là.

	Ces mots, jetés avec précipitation par une voix troublée, ardente, firent à l’instant même éclater aux deux côtés de la jeune fille une exclamation dont elle eut peur.

	— Le roi! s’écrièrent à la fois Montalais et Athénaïs.

	La Vallière laissa tomber sa tête dans ses deux mains.

	— Oh! oui, le roi! le roi! murmura-t-elle; avez-vous donc jamais vu quelque chose de pareil au roi?

	— Vous aviez raison de dire tout à l’heure que vous aviez des yeux excellents, mademoiselle; car vous voyez loin, trop loin. Hélas! le roi n’est pas de ceux sur lesquels nos pauvres yeux, à nous, ont le droit de se fixer.

	— Oh! c’est vrai, c’est vrai! s’écria La Vallière; il n’est pas donné à tous les yeux de regarder en face le soleil; mais je le regarderai, moi, dussé-je en être aveuglée.

	En ce moment, et comme s’il eût été causé par les paroles qui venaient de s’échapper de la bouche de La Vallière, un bruit de feuilles et de froissements soyeux retentit derrière le buisson voisin.

	Les jeunes filles se levèrent effrayées. Elles virent distinctement remuer les feuilles, mais sans voir l’objet qui les faisait remuer.

	— Oh! un loup ou un sanglier! s’écria Montalais. Fuyons, mesdemoiselles, fuyons!

	Et les trois jeunes filles se levèrent en proie à une terreur indicible, et s’enfuirent par la première allée qui s’offrit à elles, et ne s’arrêtèrent qu’à la lisière du bois.

	Là, hors d’haleine, appuyées les unes aux autres, sentant mutuellement palpiter leurs cœurs, elles essayèrent de se remettre, mais elles n’y réussirent qu’au bout de quelques instants. Enfin, apercevant des lumières du côté du château, elles se décidèrent à marcher vers les lumières.

	La Vallière était épuisée de fatigue.

	— Oh! nous l’avons échappé belle, dit Montalais.

	— Mesdemoiselles! Mesdemoiselles! dit La Vallière, j’ai bien peur que ce ne soit pis qu’un loup. Quant à moi, je le dis comme je le pense, j’aimerais mieux avoir couru le risque d’être dévorée toute vive par un animal féroce, que d’avoir été écoutée et entendue. Oh! folle! folle que je suis! Comment ai-je pu penser, comment ai-je pu dire de pareilles choses!

	Et là-dessus son front plia comme la tête d’un roseau; elle sentit ses jambes fléchir, et, toutes ses forces l’abandonnant, elle glissa, presque inanimée, des bras de ses compagnes sur l’herbe de l’allée.

	Chapitre CXVI — L’inquiétude du roi

	Laissons la pauvre La Vallière à moitié évanouie entre ses deux compagnes, et revenons aux environs du chêne royal.

	Les trois jeunes filles n’avaient pas fait vingt pas en fuyant, que le bruit qui les avait si fort épouvantées redoubla dans le feuillage.

	La forme, se dessinant plus distincte en écartant les branches du massif, apparut sur la lisière du bois, et, voyant la place vide, partit d’un éclat de rire.

	Il est inutile de dire que cette forme était celle d’un jeune et beau gentilhomme, lequel incontinent fit signe à un autre qui parut à son tour.

	— Eh bien! Sire, dit la seconde forme en s’avançant avec timidité, est-ce que Votre Majesté aurait fait fuir nos jeunes amoureuses?

	— Eh! mon Dieu, oui, dit le roi; tu peux te montrer en toute liberté, Saint-Aignan.

	— Mais, Sire, prenez garde, vous serez reconnu.

	— Puisque je te dis qu’elles ont fui.

	— Voilà une rencontre heureuse, Sire, et, si j’osais donner un conseil à Votre Majesté, nous devrions les poursuivre.

	— Elles sont loin.

	— Bah! elles se laisseraient facilement rejoindre, surtout si elles savent quels sont ceux qui les poursuivent.

	— Comment cela, monsieur le fat?

	— Dame! il y en a une qui me trouve de son goût, et l’autre qui vous a comparé au soleil.

	— Raison de plus pour que nous demeurions cachés, Saint-Aignan. Le soleil ne se montre pas la nuit.

	— Par ma foi! Sire, Votre Majesté n’est pas curieuse. À sa place, moi, je voudrais connaître quelles sont les deux nymphes, les deux dryades, les deux hamadryades qui ont si bonne opinion de nous.

	— Oh! je les reconnaîtrai bien sans courir après elles, je t’en réponds.

	— Et comment cela?

	— Parbleu! à la voix. Elles sont de la cour; et celle qui parlait de moi avait une voix charmante.

	— Ah! voilà Votre Majesté qui se laisse influencer par la flatterie.

	— On ne dira pas que c’est le moyen que tu emploies, toi.

	— Oh! pardon, Sire, je suis un niais.

	— Voyons, viens, et cherchons où je t’ai dit…

	— Et cette passion dont vous m’aviez fait confidence, Sire, est-elle donc déjà oubliée?

	— Oh! par exemple, non. Comment veux-tu qu’on oublie des yeux comme ceux de Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Oh! l’autre a une si charmante voix!

	— Laquelle?

	— Celle qui aime le soleil.

	— Monsieur de Saint-Aignan!

	— Pardon, Sire.

	— D’ailleurs, je ne suis pas fâché que tu croies que j’aime autant les douces voix que les beaux yeux. Je te connais, tu es un affreux bavard, et demain je paierai la confiance que j’ai eue en toi.

	— Comment cela?

	— Je dis que demain tout le monde saura que j’ai des idées sur cette petite La Vallière; mais, prends garde, Saint-Aignan, je n’ai confié mon secret qu’à toi, et, si une seule personne m’en parle, je saurai qui a trahi mon secret.

	— Oh! quelle chaleur, Sire!

	— Non, mais, tu comprends, je ne veux pas compromettre cette pauvre fille.

	— Sire, ne craignez rien.

	— Tu me promets?

	— Sire, je vous engage ma parole.

	«Bon! pensa le roi riant en lui-même, tout le monde saura demain que j’ai couru cette nuit après La Vallière.»

	Puis, essayant de s’orienter:

	— Ah! ça, mais nous sommes perdus, dit-il.

	— Oh! pas bien dangereusement.

	— Où va-t-on par cette porte?

	— Au Rond-Point, Sire.

	— Où nous nous rendions quand nous avons entendu des voix de femmes?

	— Oui, Sire, et cette fin de conversation où j’ai eu l’honneur d’entendre prononcer mon nom à côté du nom de Votre Majesté.

	— Tu reviens bien souvent là-dessus, Saint-Aignan.

	— Que Votre Majesté me pardonne, mais je suis enchanté de savoir qu’il y a une femme occupée de moi, sans que je le sache et sans que j’aie rien fait pour cela. Votre Majesté ne comprend pas cette satisfaction, elle dont le rang et le mérite attirent l’attention et forcent l’amour.

	— Eh bien! non, Saint-Aignan, tu me croiras si tu veux, dit le roi en s’appuyant familièrement sur le bras de Saint-Aignan, et prenant le chemin qu’il croyait devoir le conduire du côté du château, mais cette naïve confidence, cette préférence toute désintéressée d’une femme qui peut-être n’attirera jamais mes yeux… en un mot, le mystère de cette aventure me pique, et, en vérité, si je n’étais pas si occupé de La Vallière…

	— Oh! que cela n’arrête point Votre Majesté, elle a du temps devant elle.

	— Comment cela?

	— On dit La Vallière fort rigoureuse.

	— Tu me piques, Saint-Aignan, il me tarde de la retrouver. Allons, allons.

	Le roi mentait, rien au contraire ne lui tardait moins; mais il avait un rôle à jouer.

	Et il se mit à marcher vivement. Saint-Aignan le suivit en conservant une légère distance.

	Tout à coup, le roi s’arrêtant, le courtisan imita son exemple.

	— Saint-Aignan, dit-il, n’entends-tu pas des soupirs?

	— Moi?

	— Oui, écoute.

	— En effet, et même des cris, ce me semble.

	— C’est de ce côté, dit le roi en indiquant une direction.

	— On dirait des larmes, des sanglots de femme, fit M. de Saint-Aignan.

	— Courons!

	Et le roi et le favori, prenant un petit chemin de traverse, coururent dans l’herbe.

	À mesure qu’ils avançaient, les cris devenaient plus distincts.

	— Au secours! au secours! disaient deux voix.

	Les deux jeunes gens redoublèrent de vitesse.

	Au fur et à mesure qu’ils approchaient, les soupirs devenaient des cris.

	— Au secours! au secours! répétait-on.

	Et ces cris doublaient la rapidité de la course du roi et de son compagnon.

	Tout à coup, au revers d’un fossé, sous des saules aux branches échevelées, ils aperçurent une femme à genoux tenant une autre femme évanouie.

	À quelques pas de là, une troisième appelait au secours au milieu du chemin.

	En apercevant les deux gentilshommes dont elle ignorait la qualité, les cris de la femme qui appelait au secours redoublèrent.

	Le roi devança son compagnon, franchit le fossé, et se trouva auprès du groupe au moment où, par l’extrémité de l’allée qui donnait du côté du château, s’avançaient une douzaine de personnes attirées par les mêmes cris qui avaient attiré le roi et M. de Saint-Aignan.

	— Qu’y a-t-il donc, mesdemoiselles? demanda Louis.

	— Le roi! s’écria Mlle de Montalais en abandonnant dans son étonnement la tête de La Vallière, qui tomba entièrement couchée sur le gazon.

	— Oui, le roi. Mais ce n’est pas une raison pour abandonner votre compagne. Qui est-elle?

	— C’est Mlle de La Vallière, Sire.

	— Mlle de La Vallière!

	— Qui vient de s’évanouir…

	— Ah! mon Dieu, dit le roi, pauvre enfant! Et vite, vite un chirurgien!

	Mais, avec quelque empressement que le roi eût prononcé ces paroles, il n’avait pas si bien veillé sur lui-même qu’elles ne dussent paraître, ainsi que le geste qui les accompagnait, un peu froides à M. de Saint-Aignan, qui avait reçu la confidence de ce grand amour dont le roi était atteint.

	— Saint-Aignan, continua le roi, veillez sur Mlle de La Vallière, je vous prie. Appelez un chirurgien. Moi, je cours prévenir Madame de l’accident qui vient d’arriver à sa demoiselle d’honneur.

	En effet, tandis que M. de Saint-Aignan s’occupait de faire transporter Mlle de La Vallière au château, le roi s’élançait en avant, heureux de trouver cette occasion de se rapprocher de Madame et d’avoir à lui parler sous un prétexte spécieux.

	Heureusement, un carrosse passait; on fit arrêter le cocher, et les personnes qui le montaient, ayant appris l’accident, s’empressèrent de céder la place à Mlle de La Vallière.

	Le courant d’air provoqué par la rapidité de la course rappela promptement la malade à l’existence.

	Arrivée au château, elle put, quoique très faible, descendre du carrosse, et gagner, avec l’aide d’Athénaïs et de Montalais, l’intérieur des appartements.

	On la fit asseoir dans une chambre attenante aux salons du rez-de-chaussée.

	Ensuite, comme cet accident n’avait pas produit beaucoup d’effet sur les promeneurs, la promenade fut reprise.

	Pendant ce temps, le roi avait retrouvé Madame sous un quinconce; il s’était assis près d’elle, et son pied cherchait doucement celui de la princesse sous la chaise de celle-ci.

	— Prenez garde, Sire, lui dit Henriette tout bas, vous ne paraissez pas un homme indifférent.

	— Hélas! répondit Louis XIV sur le même diapason, j’ai bien peur que nous n’ayons fait une convention au-dessus de nos forces.

	Puis, tout haut:

	— Savez-vous l’accident? dit-il.

	— Quel accident?

	— Oh! mon Dieu! en vous voyant, j’oubliais que j’étais venu tout exprès pour vous le raconter. J’en suis pourtant affecté douloureusement; une de vos demoiselles d’honneur, la pauvre La Vallière, vient de perdre connaissance.

	— Ah! pauvre enfant, dit tranquillement la princesse; et à quel propos?

	Puis, tout bas:

	— Mais vous n’y pensez pas, Sire, vous prétendez faire croire à une passion pour cette fille, et vous demeurez ici quand elle se meurt là-bas.

	— Ah! madame, madame, dit en soupirant le roi, que vous êtes bien mieux que moi dans votre rôle, et comme vous pensez à tout!

	Et il se leva.

	— Madame, dit-il assez haut pour que tout le monde l’entendît, permettez que je vous quitte; mon inquiétude est grande, et je veux m’assurer par moi même si les soins ont été donnés convenablement.

	Et le roi partit pour se rendre de nouveau près de La Vallière, tandis que tous les assistants commentaient ce mot du roi: «Mon inquiétude est grande.»

	Chapitre CXVII — Le secret du roi

	En chemin, Louis rencontra le comte de Saint-Aignan.

	— Eh bien! Saint-Aignan, demanda-t-il avec affectation, comment se trouve la malade?

	— Mais, Sire, balbutia Saint-Aignan, j’avoue à ma honte que je l’ignore.

	— Comment, vous l’ignorez? fit le roi feignant de prendre au sérieux ce manque d’égards pour l’objet de sa prédilection.

	— Sire, pardonnez-moi; mais je venais de rencontrer une de nos trois causeuses, et j’avoue que cela m’a distrait.

	— Ah! vous avez trouvé? dit vivement le roi.

	— Celle qui daignait parler si avantageusement de moi, et, ayant trouvé la mienne, je cherchais la vôtre, Sire, lorsque j’ai eu le bonheur de rencontrer Votre Majesté.

	— C’est bien; mais, avant tout, Mlle de La Vallière, dit le roi, fidèle à son rôle.

	— Oh! que voilà une belle intéressante, dit Saint-Aignan, et comme son évanouissement était de luxe, puisque Votre Majesté s’occupait d’elle avant cela.

	— Et le nom de votre belle, à vous, Saint-Aignan, est-ce un secret?

	— Sire, ce devrait être un secret, et un très grand même; mais pour vous, Votre Majesté sait bien qu’il n’existe pas de secrets.

	— Son nom alors?

	— C’est Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— Elle est belle?

	— Par-dessus tout, oui, Sire, et j’ai reconnu la voix qui disait si tendrement mon nom. Alors je l’ai abordée, questionnée autant que j’ai pu le faire au milieu de la foule, et elle m’a dit, sans se douter de rien, que tout à l’heure elle était au grand chêne avec deux amies, lorsque l’apparition d’un loup ou d’un voleur les avait épouvantées et mises en fuite.

	— Mais, demanda vivement le roi, le nom de ses deux amies?

	— Sire, dit Saint-Aignan, que Votre Majesté me fasse mettre à la Bastille.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que je suis un égoïste et un sot. Ma surprise était si grande d’une pareille conquête et d’une si heureuse découverte, que j’en suis resté là. D’ailleurs, je n’ai pas cru que, préoccupée comme elle l’était de Mlle de La Vallière, Votre Majesté attachât une très grande importance à ce qu’elle avait entendu; puis Mlle de Tonnay-Charente m’a quitté précipitamment pour retourner près de Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Allons, espérons que j’aurai une chance égale à la tienne. Viens, Saint-Aignan.

	— Mon roi a de l’ambition, à ce que je vois, et il ne veut permettre à aucune conquête de lui échapper. Eh bien! je lui promets que je vais chercher consciencieusement, et, d’ailleurs, par l’une des trois grâces, on saura le nom des autres, et, par le nom, le secret.

	— Oh! moi aussi, dit le roi; je n’ai besoin que d’entendre sa voix pour la reconnaître. Allons, brisons là-dessus et conduis-moi près de cette pauvre La Vallière.

	«Eh! mais, pensa Saint-Aignan, voilà en vérité une passion qui se dessine, et pour cette petite fille, c’est extraordinaire; je ne l’eusse jamais cru.»

	Et comme, en pensant cela, il avait montré au roi la salle dans laquelle on avait conduit La Vallière, le roi était entré.

	Saint-Aignan le suivit.

	Dans une salle basse, auprès d’une grande fenêtre donnant sur les parterres, La Vallière, placée dans un vaste fauteuil, aspirait à longs traits l’air embaumé de la nuit.

	De sa poitrine desserrée, les dentelles tombaient froissées parmi les boucles de ses beaux cheveux blonds épars sur ses épaules.

	L’œil languissant, chargé de feux mal éteints, noyé dans de grosses larmes, elle ne vivait plus que comme ces belles visions de nos rêves qui passent toutes pâles et toutes poétiques devant les yeux fermés du dormeur, entrouvrant leurs ailes sans les mouvoir, leurs lèvres sans faire entendre un son.

	Cette pâleur nacrée de La Vallière avait un charme que rien ne saurait rendre; la souffrance d’esprit et du corps avait fait à cette douce physionomie une harmonie de noble douleur; l’inertie absolue de ses bras et de son buste la rendait plus semblable à une trépassée qu’à un être vivant; elle semblait n’entendre ni les chuchotements de ses compagnes ni le bruit lointain qui montait des environs. Elle s’entretenait avec elle-même, et ses belles mains longues et fines tressaillaient de temps en temps comme au contact d’invisibles pressions. Le roi entra sans qu’elle s’aperçût de son arrivée, tant elle était absorbée dans sa rêverie.

	Il vit de loin cette figure adorable sur laquelle la lune ardente versait la pure lumière de sa lampe d’argent.

	— Mon Dieu! s’écria-t-il avec un involontaire effroi, elle est morte!

	— Non, non, Sire, dit tout bas Montalais, elle va mieux, au contraire. N’est ce pas, Louise, que tu vas mieux?

	La Vallière ne répondit point.

	— Louise, continua Montalais, c’est le roi qui daigne s’inquiéter de ta santé.

	— Le roi! s’écria Louise en se redressant soudain, comme si une source de flamme eût remonté des extrémités à son cœur, le roi s’inquiète de ma santé?

	— Oui, dit Montalais.

	— Le roi est donc ici? dit La Vallière sans oser regarder autour d’elle.

	— Cette voix! cette voix! dit vivement Louis à l’oreille de Saint-Aignan.

	— Eh! mais, répliqua Saint-Aignan, Votre Majesté a raison, c’est l’amoureuse du soleil.

	— Chut! dit le roi.

	Puis, s’approchant de La Vallière:

	— Vous êtes indisposée, mademoiselle? Tout à l’heure, dans le parc, je vous ai même vue évanouie. Comment cela vous a-t-il pris?

	— Sire, balbutia la pauvre enfant tremblante et sans couleur, en vérité, je ne saurais le dire.

	— Vous avez trop marché, dit le roi, et peut-être la fatigue…

	— Non, Sire, répliqua vivement Montalais répondant pour son amie, ce ne peut être la fatigue, car nous avons passé une partie de la soirée assises sous le chêne royal.

	— Sous le chêne royal? reprit le roi en tressaillant. Je ne m’étais pas trompé, et c’est bien cela.

	Et il adressa au comte un coup d’œil d’intelligence.

	— Ah! oui, dit Saint-Aignan, sous le chêne royal, avec Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— Comment savez-vous cela? demanda Montalais.

	— Mais je le sais d’une façon bien simple; Mlle de Tonnay-Charente me l’a dit.

	— Alors elle a dû vous apprendre aussi la cause de l’évanouissement de La Vallière?

	— Dame! elle m’a parlé d’un loup ou d’un voleur, je ne sais plus trop.

	La Vallière écoutait les yeux fixes, la poitrine haletante comme si elle eût pressenti une partie de la vérité, grâce à un redoublement d’intelligence. Louis prit cette attitude et cette agitation pour la suite d’un effroi mal éteint.

	— Ne craignez rien, mademoiselle, dit-il avec un commencement d’émotion qu’il ne pouvait cacher; ce loup qui vous a fait si grand-peur était tout simplement un loup à deux pieds.

	— C’était un homme! c’était un homme! s’écria Louise; il y avait là un homme aux écoutes?

	— Eh bien! mademoiselle, quel grand mal voyez-vous donc à avoir été écoutée? Auriez-vous dit, selon vous, des choses qui ne pouvaient être entendues?

	La Vallière frappa ses deux mains l’une contre l’autre et les porta vivement à son front dont elle essaya de cacher ainsi la rougeur.

	— Oh! demanda-t-elle, au nom du Ciel, qui donc était caché? qui donc a entendu?

	Le roi s’avança pour prendre une de ses mains.

	— C’était moi, mademoiselle, dit-il en s’inclinant avec un doux respect; vous ferais-je peur, par hasard?

	La Vallière poussa un grand cri; pour la seconde fois, ses forces l’abandonnèrent, et froide, gémissante, désespérée, elle retomba tout d’une pièce dans son fauteuil.

	Le roi eut le temps d’étendre le bras, de sorte qu’elle se trouva à moitié soutenue par lui.

	À deux pas du roi et de La Vallière, Mlles de Tonnay-Charente et de Montalais, immobiles et comme pétrifiées au souvenir de leur conversation avec La Vallière, ne songeaient même pas à lui porter secours, retenues qu’elles étaient par la présence du roi, qui, un genou en terre, tenait La Vallière à bras-le-corps.

	— Vous avez entendu, Sire? murmura Athénaïs.

	Mais le roi ne répondit pas; il avait les yeux fixés sur les yeux à moitié fermés de La Vallière; il tenait sa main pendante dans sa main.

	— Parbleu! répliqua Saint-Aignan, qui espérait de son côté l’évanouissement de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, et qui s’avançait les bras ouverts, nous n’en avons même pas perdu un mot.

	Mais la fière Athénaïs n’était pas femme à s’évanouir ainsi; elle lança un regard terrible à Saint-Aignan et s’enfuit.

	Montalais, plus courageuse, s’avança vivement vers Louise et la reçut des mains du roi, qui déjà perdait la tête en se sentant le visage inondé des cheveux parfumés de la mourante.

	— À la bonne heure, dit Saint-Aignan, voilà une aventure, et, si je ne suis pas le premier à la raconter, j’aurai du malheur.

	Le roi s’approcha de lui, la voix tremblante, la main furieuse.

	— Comte, dit-il, pas un mot.

	Le pauvre roi oubliait qu’une heure auparavant il faisait au même homme la même recommandation, avec le désir tout opposé, c’est-à-dire que cet homme fût indiscret.

	Aussi cette recommandation fut-elle aussi superflue que la première.

	Une demi-heure après, tout Fontainebleau savait que Mlle de La Vallière avait eu sous le chêne royal une conversation avec Montalais et Tonnay-Charente, et que dans cette conversation elle avait avoué son amour pour le roi.

	On savait aussi que le roi, après avoir manifesté toute l’inquiétude que lui inspirait l’état de Mlle de La Vallière, avait pâli et tremblé en recevant dans ses bras la belle évanouie; de sorte qu’il fut bien arrêté, chez tous les courtisans, que le plus grand événement de l’époque venait de se révéler; que Sa Majesté aimait Mlle de La Vallière, et que, par conséquent, Monsieur pouvait dormir parfaitement tranquille.

	C’est, au reste, ce que la reine mère, aussi surprise que les autres de ce brusque revirement, se hâta de déclarer à la jeune reine et à Philippe d’Orléans.

	Seulement, elle opéra d’une façon bien différente en s’attaquant à ces deux intérêts.

	À sa bru:

	— Voyez, Thérèse, dit-elle, si vous n’aviez pas grandement tort d’accuser le roi; voilà qu’on lui donne aujourd’hui une nouvelle maîtresse; pourquoi celle d’aujourd’hui serait-elle plus vraie que celle d’hier, et celle d’hier que celle d’aujourd’hui?

	Et à Monsieur, en lui racontant l’aventure du chêne royal:

	— Êtes-vous absurde dans vos jalousies, mon cher Philippe? Il est avéré que le roi perd la tête pour cette petite La Vallière. N’allez pas en parler à votre femme: la reine le saurait tout de suite.

	Cette dernière confidence eut son ricochet immédiat.

	Monsieur, rasséréné, triomphant, vint retrouver sa femme, et, comme il n’était pas encore minuit et que la fête devait durer jusqu’à deux heures du matin, il lui offrit la main pour la promenade.

	Mais, au bout de quelques pas, la première chose qu’il fit fut de désobéir à sa mère.

	— N’allez pas dire à la reine, au moins, tout ce que l’on raconte du roi, fit-il mystérieusement.

	— Et que raconte-t-on? demanda Madame.

	— Que mon frère s’était épris tout à coup d’une passion étrange.

	— Pour qui?

	— Pour cette petite La Vallière.

	Il faisait nuit, Madame put sourire à son aise.

	— Ah! dit-elle, et depuis quand cela le tient-il?

	— Depuis quelques jours, à ce qu’il paraît. Mais ce n’était que fumée, et c’est seulement ce soir que la flamme s’est révélée.

	— Le roi a bon goût, dit Madame, et à mon avis la petite est charmante.

	— Vous m’avez l’air de vous moquer, ma toute chère.

	— Moi! et comment cela?

	— En tout cas, cette passion fera toujours le bonheur de quelqu’un, ne fût-ce que celui de La Vallière.

	— Mais, reprit la princesse, en vérité, vous parlez, monsieur, comme si vous aviez lu au fond de l’âme de ma fille d’honneur. Qui vous a dit qu’elle consent à répondre à la passion du roi?

	— Et qui vous dit, à vous, qu’elle n’y répondra pas?

	— Elle aime le vicomte de Bragelonne.

	— Ah! vous croyez?

	— Elle est même sa fiancée.

	— Elle l’était.

	— Comment cela?

	— Mais, quand on est venu demander au roi la permission de conclure le mariage, il a refusé cette permission.

	— Refusé?

	— Oui, quoique ce fût au comte de La Fère lui-même, que le roi honore, vous le savez, d’une grande estime pour le rôle qu’il a joué dans la restauration de votre frère, et dans quelques autres événements encore, arrivés depuis longtemps.

	— Eh bien! les pauvres amoureux attendront qu’il plaise au roi de changer d’avis; ils sont jeunes, ils ont le temps.

	— Ah! ma mie, dit Philippe en riant à son tour, je vois que vous ne savez pas le plus beau de l’affaire.

	— Non.

	— Ce qui a le plus profondément touché le roi.

	— Le roi a été profondément touché?

	— Au cœur.

	— Mais de quoi? Dites vite, voyons!

	— D’une aventure on ne peut plus romanesque.

	— Vous savez combien j’aime ces aventures-là, et vous me faites attendre, dit la princesse avec impatience.

	— Eh bien! voici…

	Et Monsieur fit une pause.

	— J’écoute.

	— Sous le chêne royal… Vous savez où est le chêne royal?

	— Peu importe: sous le chêne royal, dites-vous?

	
— Eh bien! Mlle de La Vallière, se croyant seule avec deux amies, leur a fait confidence de sa passion pour le roi.

	— Ah! fit Madame avec un commencement d’inquiétude, de sa passion pour le roi?

	— Oui.

	— Et quand cela?

	— Il y a une heure.

	Madame tressaillit.

	— Et cette passion, personne ne la connaissait?

	— Personne.

	— Pas même Sa Majesté?

	— Pas même Sa Majesté. La petite personne gardait son secret entre cuir et chair, quand tout à coup son secret a été plus fort qu’elle et lui a échappé.

	— Et de qui la tenez-vous, cette absurdité?

	— Mais comme tout le monde.

	— De qui la tient tout le monde, alors?

	— De La Vallière elle-même, qui avouait cet amour à Montalais et à Tonnay-Charente, ses compagnes.

	Madame s’arrêta, et, par un brusque mouvement, lâcha la main de son mari.

	— Il y a une heure qu’elle faisait cet aveu? demanda Madame.

	— À peu près.

	— Et le roi en a-t-il connaissance?

	— Mais voilà où est justement le romanesque de la chose, c’est que le roi était avec Saint-Aignan derrière le chêne royal, et qu’il a entendu toute cette intéressante conversation sans en perdre un seul mot.

	Madame se sentit frappée d’un coup au cœur.

	— Mais j’ai vu le roi depuis, dit-elle étourdiment, et il ne m’a pas dit un mot de tout cela.

	— Parbleu! dit Monsieur, naïf comme un mari qui triomphe, il n’avait garde de vous en parler lui-même, puisqu’il recommandait à tout le monde de ne pas vous en parler.

	— Plaît-il? s’écria Madame irritée.

	— Je dis qu’on voulait vous escamoter la chose.

	— Et pourquoi donc se cacherait-on de moi?

	— Dans la crainte que votre amitié ne vous entraîne à révéler quelque chose à la jeune reine, voilà tout.

	Madame baissa la tête; elle était blessée mortellement.

	Alors elle n’eut plus de repos qu’elle n’eût rencontré le roi.

	Comme un roi est tout naturellement le dernier du royaume qui sache ce que l’on dit de lui, comme un amant est le seul qui ne sache point ce que l’on dit de sa maîtresse, quand le roi aperçut Madame qui le cherchait, il vint à elle un peu troublé, mais toujours empressé et gracieux.

	Madame attendit qu’il parlât le premier de La Vallière.

	Puis, comme il n’en parlait pas:

	— Et cette petite? demanda-t-elle.

	— Quelle petite? fit le roi.

	— La Vallière… Ne m’avez-vous pas dit, Sire, qu’elle avait perdu connaissance?

	— Elle est toujours fort mal, dit le roi en affectant la plus grande indifférence.

	— Mais voilà qui va nuire au bruit que vous deviez répandre, Sire.

	— À quel bruit?

	— Que vous vous occupiez d’elle.

	— Oh! j’espère qu’il se répandra la même chose, répondit le roi distraitement.

	Madame attendit encore; elle voulait savoir si le roi lui parlerait de l’aventure du chêne royal.

	Mais le roi n’en dit pas un mot.

	Madame, de son côté, n’ouvrit pas la bouche de l’aventure de sorte que le roi prit congé d’elle, sans lui avoir fait la moindre confidence.

	À peine eut-elle vu le roi s’éloigner, qu’elle chercha Saint-Aignan. Saint-Aignan était facile à trouver, il était comme les bâtiments de suite qui marchent toujours de conserve avec les gros vaisseaux.

	Saint-Aignan était bien l’homme qu’il fallait à Madame dans la disposition d’esprit où Madame se trouvait.

	Il ne cherchait qu’une oreille un peu plus digne que les autres pour y raconter l’événement dans tous ses détails.

	Aussi ne fit-il pas grâce à Madame d’un seul mot. Puis, quand il eut fini:

	— Avouez, dit Madame, que voilà un charmant conte.

	— Conte, non; histoire, oui.

	— Avouez, conte ou histoire, qu’on vous l’a dit comme vous me le dites à moi, mais que vous n’y étiez pas?

	— Madame, sur l’honneur, j’y étais.

	— Et vous croyez que ces aveux auraient fait impression sur le roi?

	— Comme ceux de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente sur moi, répliqua Saint-Aignan; écoutez donc, madame, Mlle de La Vallière a comparé le roi au soleil, c’est flatteur!

	— Le roi ne se laisse pas prendre à de pareilles flatteries.

	— Madame, le roi est au moins autant homme que soleil et je l’ai bien vu tout à l’heure quand La Vallière est tombée dans ses bras.

	— La Vallière est tombée dans les bras du roi?

	— Oh! c’était un tableau des plus gracieux; imaginez-vous que La Vallière était renversée et que…

	— Eh bien! qu’avez-vous vu? Dites, parlez.

	— J’ai vu ce que dix autres personnes ont vu en même temps que moi, j’ai vu que, lorsque La Vallière est tombée dans ses bras, le roi a failli s’évanouir.

	Madame poussa un petit cri, seul indice de sa sourde colère.

	— Merci, dit-elle en riant convulsivement, vous êtes un charmant conteur, monsieur de Saint-Aignan.

	Et elle s’enfuit seule et étouffant vers le château.

	Chapitre CXVIII — Courses de nuit

	Monsieur avait quitté la princesse de la plus belle humeur du monde, et comme il avait beaucoup fatigué dans la journée, il était rentré chez lui, laissant chacun achever la nuit comme il lui plairait.

	En rentrant, Monsieur s’était mis à sa toilette de nuit avec un soin qui redoublait encore dans ses paroxysmes de satisfaction.

	Aussi chanta-t-il, pendant tout le travail de ses valets de chambre, les principaux airs du ballet que les violons avaient joués et que le roi avait dansés.

	Puis il appela ses tailleurs, se fit montrer ses habits du lendemain, et, comme il était très satisfait d’eux, il leur distribua quelques gratifications.

	Enfin, comme le chevalier de Lorraine, l’ayant vu rentrer, rentrait à son tour, Monsieur combla d’amitiés le chevalier de Lorraine.

	Celui-ci, après avoir salué le prince, garda un instant le silence, comme un chef de tirailleurs qui étudie pour savoir sur quel point il commencera le feu; puis, paraissant se décider:

	— Avez-vous remarqué une chose singulière, monseigneur? dit-il.

	— Non, laquelle?

	— C’est la mauvaise réception que Sa Majesté a faite en apparence au comte de Guiche.

	— En apparence?

	— Oui, sans doute, puisque, en réalité, il lui a rendu sa faveur.

	— Mais je n’ai pas vu cela, moi, dit le prince.

	— Comment! vous n’avez pas vu qu’au lieu de le renvoyer dans son exil, comme cela était naturel, il l’a autorisé dans son étrange résistance en lui permettant de reprendre sa place au ballet.

	— Et vous trouvez que le roi a eu tort, chevalier? demanda Monsieur.

	— N’êtes-vous point de mon avis, prince?

	— Pas tout à fait, mon cher chevalier, et j’approuve le roi de n’avoir point fait rage contre un malheureux plus fou que malintentionné.

	— Ma foi! dit le chevalier, quant à moi, j’avoue que cette magnanimité m’étonne au plus haut point.

	— Et pourquoi cela? demanda Philippe.

	— Parce que j’eusse cru le roi plus jaloux, répliqua méchamment le chevalier.

	Depuis quelques instants, Monsieur sentait quelque chose d’irritant remuer sous les paroles de son favori; ce dernier mot mit le feu aux poudres.

	— Jaloux! s’écria le prince; jaloux! Que veut dire ce mot-là? Jaloux de quoi, s’il vous plaît, ou jaloux de qui?

	Le chevalier s’aperçut qu’il venait de laisser échapper un de ces mots méchants comme parfois il en faisait. Il essaya donc de le rattraper, tandis qu’il était encore à portée de sa main.

	— Jaloux de son autorité, dit-il avec une naïveté affectée; de quoi voulez vous que le roi soit jaloux!

	— Ah! fit Monseigneur, très bien.

	— Est-ce que, continua le chevalier, Votre Altesse Royale aurait demandé la grâce de ce cher comte de Guiche?

	— Ma foi, non! dit Monsieur. Guiche est un garçon d’esprit et de courage, mais il a été léger avec Madame, et je ne lui veux ni mal ni bien.

	Le chevalier avait envenimé sur de Guiche comme il avait essayé d’envenimer sur le roi; mais il crut s’apercevoir que le temps était à l’indulgence, et même à l’indifférence la plus absolue, et que, pour éclairer la question, force lui serait de mettre la lampe sous le nez même du mari.

	Avec ce jeu on brûle quelquefois les autres, mais souvent l’on se brûle soi même.

	«C’est bien, c’est bien, se dit en lui-même le chevalier, j’attendrai de Wardes; il fera plus en un jour que moi en un mois, car je crois, Dieu me pardonne! ou plutôt Dieu lui pardonne! qu’il est encore plus jaloux que je ne le suis. Et puis ce n’est pas de Wardes qui m’est nécessaire, c’est un événement, et dans tout cela je n’en vois point. Que de Guiche soit revenu lorsqu’on l’avait chassé, certes, cela est grave; mais toute gravité disparaît quand on réfléchit que de Guiche est revenu au moment où Madame ne s’occupe plus de lui. En effet, Madame s’occupe du roi, c’est clair. Mais, outre que mes dents ne sauraient mordre et n’ont pas besoin de mordre sur le roi, voilà que Madame ne pourra plus longtemps s’occuper du roi si, comme on le dit, le roi ne s’occupe plus de Madame. Il résulte de tout ceci que nous devons demeurer tranquille et attendre la venue d’un nouveau caprice, et celui-là déterminera le résultat.»

	Et là-dessus le chevalier s’étendit avec résignation dans le fauteuil où Monsieur lui permettait de s’asseoir en sa présence, et, n’ayant plus de méchancetés à dire, il se trouva que le chevalier n’eut plus d’esprit.

	Fort heureusement, Monsieur avait sa provision de bonne humeur, comme nous avons dit, et il en avait pour deux jusqu’au moment ou, congédiant valets et officiers, il passa dans sa chambre à coucher.

	En se retirant, il chargea le chevalier de faire ses compliments à Madame et de lui dire que, la lune étant fraîche, Monsieur, qui craignait pour ses dents, ne descendrait plus dans le parc de tout le reste de la nuit.

	Le chevalier entra précisément chez la princesse au moment où celle-ci rentrait elle-même.

	Il s’acquitta de cette commission en fidèle messager, et remarqua d’abord l’indifférence, le trouble même avec lesquels Madame accueillit la communication de son époux.

	Cela lui parut renfermer quelque nouveauté.

	Si Madame fût sortie de chez elle avec cet air étrange, il l’eût suivie.

	Mais Madame rentrait, rien donc à faire; il pirouetta sur ses talons comme un héron désœuvré, interrogea l’air, la terre et l’eau, secoua la tête et s’orienta machinalement, de manière à se diriger vers les parterres.

	Il n’eut pas fait cent pas qu’il rencontra deux jeunes gens qui se tenaient par le bras et qui marchaient, tête baissée, en crossant du pied les petits cailloux qui se trouvaient devant eux, et qui de ce vague amusement accompagnaient leurs pensées. C’étaient MM. de Guiche et de Bragelonne.

	Leur vue opéra comme toujours sur le chevalier de Lorraine un effet d’instinctive répulsion. Il ne leur en fit pas moins un grand salut, qui lui fut rendu avec les intérêts.

	Puis, voyant que le parc se dépeuplait, que les illuminations commençaient à s’éteindre, que la brise du matin commençait à souffler, il prit à gauche et rentra au château par la petite cour. Eux tirèrent à droite et continuèrent leur chemin vers le grand parc.

	Au moment où le chevalier montait le petit escalier qui conduisait à l’entrée dérobée, il vit une femme, suivie d’une autre femme, apparaître sous l’arcade qui donnait passage de la petite dans la grande cour.

	Ces deux femmes accéléraient leur marche que le froissement de leurs robes de soie trahissait dans la nuit déjà sombre.

	Cette forme de mantelet, cette taille élégante, cette allure mystérieuse et hautaine à la fois qui distinguaient ces deux femmes, et surtout celle qui marchait la première, frappèrent le chevalier.

	«Voilà deux femmes que je connais certainement», se dit-il en s’arrêtant sur la dernière marche du perron.

	Puis, comme avec son instinct de limier il s’apprêtait à les suivre, un de ses laquais, qui courait après lui depuis quelques instants, l’arrêta.

	— Monsieur, dit-il, le courrier est arrivé.

	— Bon! bon! fit le chevalier. Nous avons le temps; à demain.

	— C’est qu’il y a des lettres pressées que Monsieur le chevalier sera peut être bien aise de lire.

	— Ah! fit le chevalier; et d’où viennent-elles?

	— Une vient d’Angleterre, et l’autre de Calais; cette dernière arrive par estafette, et paraît être fort importante.

	— De Calais! Et qui diable m’écrit de Calais?

	— J’ai cru reconnaître l’écriture de votre ami le comte de Wardes.

	— Oh! je monte en ce cas, s’écria le chevalier oubliant à l’instant même son projet d’espionnage.

	Et il monta, en effet, tandis que les deux dames inconnues disparaissaient à l’extrémité de la cour opposée à celle par laquelle elles venaient d’entrer.

	Ce sont elles que nous suivrons, laissant le chevalier tout entier à sa correspondance.

	Arrivée au quinconce, la première s’arrêta un peu essoufflée, et, relevant avec précaution sa coiffe:

	— Sommes-nous encore loin de cet arbre? dit-elle.

	— Oh! oui, madame, à plus de cinq cents pas; mais que Madame s’arrête un instant: elle ne pourrait marcher longtemps de ce pas.

	— Vous avez raison.

	Et la princesse, car c’était elle, s’appuya contre un arbre.

	— Voyons, mademoiselle, reprit-elle après avoir soufflé un instant, ne me cachez rien, dites-moi la vérité.

	— Oh! madame, vous voilà déjà sévère, dit la jeune fille d’une voix émue.

	— Non, ma chère Athénaïs; rassurez-vous donc, car je ne vous en veux nullement. Ce ne sont pas mes affaires, après tout. Vous êtes inquiète de ce que vous avez pu dire sous ce chêne; vous craignez d’avoir blessé le roi, et je veux vous tranquilliser en m’assurant par moi-même si vous pouvez avoir été entendue.

	— Oh! oui, madame, le roi était si près de nous.

	— Mais, enfin, vous ne parliez pas tellement haut que quelques paroles n’aient pu se perdre?

	— Madame, nous nous croyions absolument seules.

	— Et vous étiez trois?

	— Oui, La Vallière, Montalais et moi.

	— De sorte que vous avez, vous personnellement, parlé légèrement du roi?

	— J’en ai peur. Mais, en ce cas, Votre Altesse aurait la bonté de faire ma paix avec Sa Majesté, n’est-ce pas, Madame?

	— Si besoin est, je vous le promets. Cependant, comme je vous le disais, mieux vaut ne pas aller au-devant du mal et se bien assurer surtout si le mal a été fait. Il fait nuit sombre, et plus sombre encore sous ces grands bois. Vous n’aurez pas été reconnue du roi. Le prévenir en parlant la première, c’est vous dénoncer vous-même.

	— Oh! madame! madame! si l’on a reconnu Mlle de La Vallière, on m’aura reconnue aussi. D’ailleurs, M. de Saint-Aignan ne m’a point laissé de doute à ce sujet.

	— Mais, enfin, vous disiez donc des choses bien désobligeantes pour le roi?

	— Nullement, madame, nullement. C’est une autre qui disait des choses trop obligeantes, et alors mes paroles auront fait contraste avec les siennes.

	— Cette Montalais est si folle! dit Madame.

	— Oh! ce n’est pas Montalais. Montalais n’a rien dit, elle, c’est La Vallière.

	Madame tressaillit comme si elle ne l’eût pas déjà su parfaitement.

	— Oh! non, non, dit-elle, le roi n’aura pas entendu. D’ailleurs, nous allons faire l’épreuve pour laquelle nous sommes sorties. Montrez-moi le chêne.

	Et Madame se remit en marche.

	— Savez-vous où il est? continua-t-elle.

	— Hélas! oui, madame.

	— Et vous le retrouverez?

	— Je le retrouverais les yeux fermés.

	— Alors c’est à merveille; vous vous assiérez sur le banc où vous étiez, sur le banc où était La Vallière, et vous parlerez du même ton et dans le même sens; moi, je me cacherai dans le buisson, et, si l’on entend, je vous le dirai bien.

	— Oui, madame.

	— Il s’ensuit que, si vous avez effectivement parlé assez haut pour que le roi vous ait entendues, eh bien…

	Athénaïs parut attendre avec anxiété la fin de la phrase commencée.

	— Eh bien! dit Madame d’une voix étouffée sans doute par la rapidité de sa course, eh bien, je vous défendrai…

	Et Madame doubla encore le pas.

	Tout à coup elle s’arrêta.

	— Il me vient une idée, dit-elle.

	— Oh! une bonne idée, assurément, répondit Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— Montalais doit être aussi embarrassée que vous deux?

	— Moins; car elle est moins compromise, ayant moins dit.

	— N’importe, elle vous aidera bien par un petit mensonge.

	— Oh! surtout si elle sait que Madame veut bien s’intéresser à moi.

	— Bien! j’ai, je crois, trouvé ce qu’il nous faut, mon enfant.

	— Quel bonheur!

	— Vous direz que vous saviez parfaitement toutes trois la présence du roi derrière cet arbre, ou derrière ce buisson, je ne sais plus bien, ainsi que celle de M. de Saint-Aignan.

	— Oui, madame.

	— Car, vous ne vous le dissimulez pas, Athénaïs, Saint-Aignan prend avantage de quelques mots très flatteurs pour lui que vous auriez prononcés.

	— Eh! madame, vous voyez bien qu’on entend, s’écria Athénaïs, puisque M. de Saint-Aignan a entendu.

	Madame avait dit une légèreté, elle se mordit les lèvres.

	— Oh! vous savez bien comme est Saint-Aignan! dit elle; la faveur du roi le rend fou, et il dit, il dit à tort et à travers; souvent même il invente. Là, d’ailleurs, n’est point la question. Le roi a-t-il entendu ou n’a-t-il pas entendu? Voilà le fait.

	— Eh bien! oui, madame, il a entendu! fit Athénaïs désespérée.

	— Alors, faites ce que je disais: soutenez hardiment que vous connaissiez toutes trois, entendez-vous, toutes trois, car, si l’on doute pour l’une, on doutera pour les autres; soutenez, dis-je, que vous connaissiez toutes trois la présence du roi et de M. de Saint-Aignan, et que vous avez voulu vous divertir aux dépens des écouteurs.

	— Ah! madame, aux dépens du roi! jamais nous n’oserons dire cela!

	— Mais, plaisanterie, plaisanterie pure; raillerie innocente et bien permise à des femmes que des hommes veulent surprendre. De cette façon tout s’explique. Ce que Montalais a dit de Malicorne, raillerie; ce que vous avez dit de M. de Saint-Aignan, raillerie; ce que La Vallière a pu dire…

	— Et qu’elle voudrait bien rattraper.

	— En êtes-vous sûre?

	— Oh! oui, j’en réponds.

	— Eh bien! raison de plus, raillerie que tout cela; M. de Malicorne n’aura point à se fâcher. M. de Saint-Aignan sera confondu, on rira de lui au lieu de rire de vous. Enfin, le roi sera puni de sa curiosité peu digne de son rang. Que l’on rie un peu du roi en cette circonstance, et je ne crois pas qu’il s’en plaigne.

	— Ah! madame, vous êtes en vérité un ange de bonté et d’esprit.

	— C’est mon intérêt.

	— Comment cela?

	— Vous me demandez comment c’est mon intérêt d’épargner à mes demoiselles d’honneur des quolibets, des désagréments, des calomnies peut-être! Hélas! vous le savez, mon enfant, la cour n’a pas d’indulgence pour ces sortes de peccadilles. Mais voilà déjà longtemps que nous marchons; ne sommes-nous donc point bientôt arrivées?

	— Encore cinquante ou soixante pas. Tournons à gauche, madame, s’il vous plaît.

	— Ainsi, vous êtes sûre de Montalais? dit Madame.

	— Oh! oui.

	— Elle fera tout ce que vous voudrez?

	— Tout. Elle sera enchantée.

	— Quant à La Vallière?… hasarda la princesse.

	— Oh! pour elle ce sera plus difficile, madame; elle répugne à mentir.

	— Cependant, lorsqu’elle y trouvera son intérêt…

	— J’ai peur que cela ne change absolument rien à ses idées.

	— Oui, oui, dit Madame, on m’avait déjà prévenue de cela; c’est une personne très précieuse, une de ces mijaurées qui mettent Dieu en avant pour se cacher derrière lui. Mais, si elle ne veut pas mentir, comme elle s’exposera aux railleries de toute la cour, comme elle aura provoqué le roi par un aveu aussi ridicule qu’indécent, Mlle de La Baume Le Blanc de La Vallière trouvera bon que je la renvoie à ses pigeons, afin que là-bas, en Touraine, ou dans le Blaisois, je ne sais où, elle puisse tout à son aise faire du sentiment et de la bergerie.

	Ces paroles furent dites avec une véhémence et même une dureté qui effrayèrent Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	En conséquence, elle se promit, quant à elle, de mentir autant qu’il le faudrait.

	Ce fut dans ces bonnes dispositions que Madame et sa compagne arrivèrent aux environs du chêne royal.

	— Nous y voilà, dit Tonnay-Charente.

	— Nous allons bien voir si l’on entend, répondit Madame.

	— Chut! fit la jeune fille en retenant Madame avec une rapidité assez oublieuse de l’étiquette.

	Madame s’arrêta.

	— Voyez-vous que l’on entend, dit Athénaïs.

	— Comment cela?

	— Écoutez.

	Madame retint son souffle, et l’on entendit, en effet, ces mots, prononcés par une voix suave et triste, flotter dans l’air:

	— Oh! je te dis, vicomte, je te dis que je l’aime éperdument; je te dis que je l’aime à en mourir.

	À cette voix, Madame tressaillit, et sous sa mante un rayon joyeux illumina son visage.

	Elle arrêta sa compagne à son tour, et, d’un pas léger, la reconduisant à vingt pas en arrière, c’est-à-dire hors de la portée de la voix:

	— Demeurez là, lui dit-elle, ma chère Athénaïs et que nul ne puisse nous surprendre. Je pense qu’il est question de vous dans cet entretien.

	— De moi, madame?

	— De vous, oui, ou plutôt de votre aventure. Je vais écouter; à deux, nous serions découvertes. Allez chercher Montalais et revenez m’attendre avec elle sur la lisière du bois.

	Puis, comme Athénaïs hésitait:

	— Allez! dit la princesse d’une voix qui n’admettait pas d’observations.

	Elle rangea donc ses jupes bruyantes, et, par un sentier qui coupait le massif, elle regagna le parterre.

	Quant à Madame, elle se blottit dans le buisson, adossée à un gigantesque châtaignier, dont une des tiges avait été coupée à la hauteur d’un siège.

	Et là, pleine d’anxiété et de crainte: «Voyons, dit-elle, voyons, puisque l’on entend d’ici, écoutons ce que va dire de moi à M. de Bragelonne cet autre fou amoureux qu’on appelle le comte de Guiche.»

	CHAPITRE CXIX — Où Madame acquiert la preuve que l’on peut, en écoutant, entendre ce qui se dit

	Il se fit un instant de silence comme si tous les bruits mystérieux de la nuit s’étaient tus pour écouter en même temps que Madame cette juvénile et amoureuse confidence. C’était à Raoul de parler. Il s’appuya paresseusement au tronc du grand chêne et répondit de sa voix douce et harmonieuse:

	— Hélas! mon cher de Guiche, c’est un grand malheur.

	— Oh! oui, s’écria celui-ci, bien grand!

	— Vous ne m’entendez pas, de Guiche, ou plutôt vous ne me comprenez pas. Je dis qu’il vous arrive un grand malheur, non pas d’aimer, mais de ne savoir point cacher votre amour.

	— Comment cela? s’écria de Guiche.

	— Oui, vous ne vous apercevez point d’une chose, c’est que maintenant ce n’est plus à votre seul ami, c’est-à-dire à un homme qui se ferait tuer plutôt que de vous trahir; vous ne vous apercevez point, dis-je, que ce n’est plus à votre seul ami que vous faites confidence de vos amours, mais au premier venu.

	— Au premier venu! s’écria de Guiche; êtes-vous fou, Bragelonne, de me dire de pareilles choses?

	— Il en est ainsi.

	— Impossible! Comment et de quelle façon serais-je donc devenu indiscret à ce point?

	— Je veux dire, mon ami, que vos yeux, vos gestes, vos soupirs parlent malgré vous; que toute passion exagérée conduit et entraîne l’homme hors de lui-même. Alors cet homme ne s’appartient plus; il est en proie à une folie qui lui fait raconter sa peine aux arbres, aux chevaux, à l’air, du moment où il n’a aucun être intelligent à la portée de sa voix. Or, mon pauvre ami, rappelez-vous ceci: qu’il est bien rare qu’il n’y ait pas toujours là quelqu’un pour entendre particulièrement les choses qui ne doivent pas être entendues.

	De Guiche poussa un profond soupir.

	— Tenez, continua Bragelonne, en ce moment vous me faites peine; depuis votre retour ici, vous avez cent fois et de cent manières différentes raconté votre amour pour elle; et cependant, n’eussiez-vous rien dit, votre retour seul était déjà une indiscrétion terrible. J’en reviens donc à conclure ceci: que, si vous ne vous observez mieux que vous ne le faites, un jour ou l’autre arrivera qui amènera une explosion. Qui vous sauvera alors? Dites, répondez-moi. Qui la sauvera elle-même? Car, toute innocente qu’elle sera de votre amour, votre amour sera aux mains de ses ennemis une accusation contre elle.

	— Hélas! mon Dieu! murmura de Guiche.

	Et un profond soupir accompagna ces paroles.

	— Ce n’est point répondre, cela, de Guiche.

	— Si fait.

	— Eh bien! voyons, que répondez-vous?

	— Je réponds que, ce jour-là, mon ami, je ne serai pas plus mort que je ne le suis aujourd’hui.

	— Je ne comprends pas.

	— Oui; tant d’alternatives m’ont usé! Aujourd’hui, je ne suis plus un être pensant, agissant; aujourd’hui, je ne vaux plus un homme, si médiocre qu’il soit; aussi, vois-tu, aujourd’hui mes dernières forces se sont éteintes, mes dernières résolutions se sont évanouies, et je renonce à lutter. Quand on est au camp, comme nous y avons été ensemble, et qu’on part seul pour escarmoucher, parfois on rencontre un parti de cinq ou six fourrageurs, et, quoique seul, on se défend; alors, il en survient six autres, on s’irrite et l’on persévère; mais, s’il en arrive encore, six, huit, dix autres à la traverse, on se met à piquer son cheval, si l’on a encore un cheval, ou bien on se fait tuer pour ne pas fuir. Eh bien! j’en suis là: j’ai d’abord lutté contre moi-même; puis contre Buckingham. Maintenant, le roi est venu; je ne lutterai pas contre le roi, ni même, je me hâte de te le dire, le roi se retirât-il, ni même contre le caractère tout seul de cette femme. Oh! je ne m’abuse point: entré au service de cet amour, je m’y ferai tuer.

	— Ce n’est point à elle qu’il faut faire des reproches, répondit Raoul, c’est à toi.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Comment, tu connais la princesse un peu légère, fort éprise de nouveauté, sensible à la louange, dût la louange lui venir d’un aveugle ou d’un enfant, et tu prends feu au point de te consumer toi-même? Regarde la femme, aime-la; car quiconque n’a pas le cœur pris ailleurs ne peut la voir sans l’aimer. Mais, tout en l’aimant, respecte en elle, d’abord, le rang de son mari, puis lui-même, puis, enfin, ta propre sûreté.

	— Merci, Raoul.

	— Et de quoi?

	— De ce que, voyant que je souffre par cette femme, tu me consoles, de ce que tu me dis d’elle tout le bien que tu en penses et peut-être même celui que tu ne penses pas.

	— Oh! fit Raoul, tu te trompes, de Guiche, ce que je pense je ne le dis pas toujours, et alors je ne dis rien; mais, quand je parle, je ne sais ni feindre ni tromper, et qui m’écoute peut me croire.

	Pendant ce temps, Madame, le cou tendu, l’oreille avide, l’œil dilaté et cherchant à voir dans l’obscurité, pendant ce temps, Madame aspirait avidement jusqu’au moindre souffle qui bruissait dans les branches.

	— Oh! je la connais mieux que toi, alors! s’écria de Guiche. Elle n’est pas légère, elle est frivole; elle n’est pas éprise de nouveauté, elle est sans mémoire et sans foi; elle n’est pas purement et simplement sensible aux louanges, mais elle est coquette avec raffinement et cruauté. Mortellement coquette! oh! oui, je le sais. Tiens, crois-moi, Bragelonne, je souffre tous les tourments de l’enfer; brave, aimant passionnément le danger, je trouve un danger plus grand que ma force et mon courage. Mais, vois-tu, Raoul, je me réserve une victoire qui lui coûtera bien des larmes.

	Raoul regarda son ami, et, comme celui-ci, presque étouffé par l’émotion, renversait sa tête contre le tronc du chêne:

	— Une victoire! demanda-t-il, et laquelle?

	— Laquelle?

	— Oui.

	— Un jour, je l’aborderai; un jour, je lui dirai: «J’étais jeune, j’étais fou d’amour; j’avais pourtant assez de respect pour tomber à vos pieds et y demeurer le front dans la poussière si vos regards ne m’eussent relevé jusqu’à votre main. Je crus comprendre vos regards, je me relevai, et, alors, sans que je vous eusse rien fait que vous aimer davantage encore, si c’était possible, alors vous m’avez, de gaieté de cœur, terrassé par un caprice, femme sans cœur, femme sans foi, femme sans amour! Vous n’êtes pas digne, toute princesse de sang royal que vous êtes, vous n’êtes pas digne de l’amour d’un honnête homme; et je me punis de mort pour vous avoir trop aimée, et je meurs en vous haïssant.»

	— Oh! s’écria Raoul épouvanté de l’accent de profonde vérité qui perçait dans les paroles du jeune homme, oh! je te l’avais bien dit, de Guiche, que tu étais un fou.

	— Oui, oui, s’écria de Guiche poursuivant son idée, puisque nous n’avons plus de guerres ici, j’irai là-bas, dans le Nord, demander du service à l’Empire, et quelque Hongrois, quelque Croate, quelque Turc me fera bien la charité d’une balle.

	De Guiche n’acheva point, ou plutôt, comme il achevait, un bruit le fit tressaillir qui mit sur pied Raoul au même moment.

	Quant à de Guiche, absorbé dans sa parole et dans sa pensée, il resta assis, la tête comprimée entre ses deux mains.

	Les buissons s’ouvrirent, et une femme apparut devant les deux jeunes gens, pâle, en désordre. D’une main, elle écartait les branches qui eussent fouetté son visage, et, de l’autre, elle relevait le capuchon de la mante dont ses épaules étaient couvertes.

	À cet œil humide et flamboyant, à cette démarche royale, à la hauteur de ce geste souverain, et, bien plus encore qu’à tout cela, au battement de son cœur, de Guiche reconnut Madame, et, poussant un cri, il ramena ses mains de ses tempes sur ses yeux.

	Raoul, tremblant, décontenancé, roulait son chapeau dans ses mains, balbutiant quelques vagues formules de respect.

	— Monsieur de Bragelonne, dit la princesse, veuillez, je vous prie, voir si mes femmes ne sont point quelque part là-bas dans les allées ou dans les quinconces. Et vous, monsieur le comte, demeurez, je suis lasse, vous me donnerez votre bras.

	La foudre tombant aux pieds du malheureux jeune homme l’eût moins épouvanté que cette froide et sévère parole.

	Néanmoins, comme, ainsi qu’il venait de le dire, il était brave, comme il venait, au fond du cœur, de prendre toutes ses résolutions, de Guiche se redressa, et, voyant l’hésitation de Bragelonne, lui adressa un coup d’œil plein de résignation et de suprême remerciement.

	Au lieu de répondre à l’instant même à Madame, il fit un pas vers le vicomte, et, lui tendant la main que la princesse lui avait demandée, il serra la main toute loyale de son ami avec un soupir, dans lequel il semblait donner à l’amitié tout ce qui restait de vie au fond de son cœur.

	Madame attendit, elle si fière, elle qui ne savait pas attendre, Madame attendit que ce colloque muet fût achevé.

	Sa main, sa royale main demeura suspendue en l’air, et, quand Raoul fut parti, retomba sans colère, mais non sans émotion, dans celle de Guiche.

	Ils étaient seuls au milieu de la forêt sombre et muette, et l’on n’entendait plus que le pas de Raoul s’éloignant avec précipitation par les sentiers ombreux.

	Sur leur tête s’étendait la voûte épaisse et odorante du feuillage de la forêt, par les déchirures duquel on voyait briller çà et là quelques étoiles.

	Madame entraîna doucement de Guiche à une centaine de pas de cet arbre indiscret qui avait entendu et laissé entendre tant de choses dans cette soirée, et, le conduisant à une clairière voisine qui permettait de voir à une certaine distance autour de soi:

	— Je vous amène ici, dit-elle toute frémissante, parce que là-bas où nous étions, toute parole s’entend.

	— Toute parole s’entend, dites-vous, madame? répéta machinalement le jeune homme.

	— Oui.

	— Ce qui veut dire? murmura de Guiche.

	— Ce qui veut dire que j’ai entendu toutes vos paroles.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu! il me manquait encore cela! balbutia de Guiche.

	Et il baissa la tête comme fait le nageur fatigué sous le flot qui l’engloutit.

	— Alors, dit-elle, vous me jugez comme vous avez dit?

	De Guiche pâlit, détourna la tête et ne répondit rien; il se sentait près de s’évanouir.

	— C’est fort bien, continua la princesse d’un son de voix plein de douceur; j’aime mieux cette franchise qui doit me blesser qu’une flatterie qui me tromperait. Soit! selon vous, monsieur de Guiche, je suis donc coquette et vile.

	— Vile! s’écria le jeune homme, vile, vous? Oh! je n’ai certes pas dit, je n’ai certes pas pu dire que ce qu’il y a au monde de plus précieux pour moi fût une chose vile; non, non, je n’ai pas dit cela.

	— Une femme qui voit périr un homme consumé du feu qu’elle a allumé et qui n’éteint pas ce feu est, à mon avis, une femme vile.

	— Oh! que vous importe ce que j’ai dit? reprit le comte. Que suis-je, mon Dieu! près de vous, et comment vous inquiétez-vous même si j’existe ou si je n’existe pas?

	— Monsieur de Guiche, vous êtes un homme comme je suis une femme, et, vous connaissant ainsi que je vous connais, je ne veux point vous exposer à mourir; je change avec vous de conduite et de caractère. Je serai, non pas franche, je le suis toujours, mais vraie. Je vous supplie donc, monsieur le comte, de ne plus m’aimer et d’oublier tout à fait que je vous aie jamais adressé une parole ou un regard.

	De Guiche se retourna, couvrant Madame d’un regard passionné.

	— Vous, dit-il, vous vous excusez; vous me suppliez, vous!

	— Oui, sans doute; puisque j’ai fait le mal, je dois réparer le mal. Ainsi, monsieur le comte, voilà qui est convenu. Vous me pardonnerez ma frivolité, ma coquetterie. Ne m’interrompez pas. Je vous pardonnerai, moi, d’avoir dit que j’étais frivole et coquette, quelque chose de pis, peut-être; et vous renoncerez à votre idée de mort, et vous conserverez à votre famille, au roi et aux dames un cavalier que tout le monde estime et que beaucoup chérissent.

	Et Madame prononça ce dernier mot avec un tel accent de franchise et même de tendresse, que le cœur du jeune homme sembla prêt à s’élancer de sa poitrine.

	— Oh! madame, madame!… balbutia-t-il.

	— Écoutez encore, continua-t-elle. Quand vous aurez renoncé à moi, par nécessité d’abord, puis pour vous rendre à ma prière, alors vous me jugerez mieux, et, j’en suis sûre, vous remplacerez cet amour, pardon de cette folie, par une sincère amitié que vous viendrez m’offrir, et qui, je vous le jure, sera cordialement acceptée.

	De Guiche, la sueur au front, la mort au cœur, le frisson dans les veines, se mordait les lèvres, frappait du pied, dévorait, en un mot, toutes ses douleurs.

	— Madame, dit-il, ce que vous m’offrez là est impossible et je n’accepte point un pareil marché.

	— Eh quoi! dit Madame, vous refusez mon amitié?…

	— Non! non! pas d’amitié, madame, j’aime mieux mourir d’amour que vivre d’amitié.

	— Monsieur le comte!

	— Oh! madame, s’écria de Guiche, j’en suis arrivé à ce moment suprême où il n’y a plus d’autre considération, d’autre respect que la considération et le respect d’un honnête homme envers une femme adorée. Chassez-moi, maudissez-moi, dénoncez-moi, vous serez juste; je me suis plaint de vous, mais je ne m’en suis plaint si amèrement que parce que je vous aime; je vous ai dit que je mourrai, je mourrai; vivant, vous m’oublierez; mort, vous ne m’oublierez point, j’en suis sûr.

	Et cependant, elle, qui se tenait debout et toute rêveuse, aussi agitée que le jeune homme, détourna un moment la tête, comme un instant auparavant il venait de la détourner lui-même.

	Puis après un silence:

	— Vous m’aimez donc bien? demanda-t-elle.

	— Oh! follement. Au point d’en mourir, comme vous le disiez. Au point d’en mourir, soit que vous me chassiez, soit que vous m’écoutiez encore.

	— Alors, c’est un mal sans espoir, dit-elle d’un air enjoué, un mal qu’il convient de traiter par les adoucissants. Là! donnez-moi votre main… Elle est glacée!

	De Guiche s’agenouilla, collant sa bouche, non pas sur l’une, mais sur les deux mains brûlantes de Madame.

	— Allons, aimez-moi donc, dit la princesse, puisqu’il n’en saurait être autrement.

	Et elle lui serra les doigts presque imperceptiblement, le relevant ainsi, moitié comme eût fait une reine, et moitié comme eût fait une amante.

	De Guiche frissonna par tout le corps.

	Madame sentit courir ce frisson dans les veines du jeune homme, et comprit que celui-là aimait véritablement.

	— Votre bras, comte, dit-elle, et rentrons.

	— Ah! madame, lui dit le comte chancelant, ébloui, un nuage de flamme sur les yeux. Ah! vous avez trouvé un troisième moyen de me tuer.

	— Heureusement que c’est le plus long, n’est-ce pas? répliqua-t-elle.

	Et elle l’entraîna vers le quinconce.

	Chapitre CXX — La correspondance d’Aramis

	Tandis que les affaires de de Guiche, raccommodées ainsi tout à coup sans qu’il pût deviner la cause de cette amélioration, prenaient cette tournure inespérée que nous leur avons vu prendre, Raoul, ayant compris l’invitation de Madame, s’était éloigné pour ne pas troubler cette explication dont il était loin de deviner les résultats, et il avait rejoint les dames d’honneur éparses dans le parterre.

	Pendant ce temps, le chevalier de Lorraine, remonté dans sa chambre, lisait avec surprise la lettre de de Wardes, laquelle lui racontait ou plutôt lui faisait raconter, par la main de son valet de chambre, le coup d’épée reçu à Calais et tous les détails de cette aventure avec invitation d’en communiquer à de Guiche et à Monsieur ce qui, dans cet événement, pouvait être particulièrement désagréable à chacun d’eux.

	De Wardes s’attachait surtout à démontrer au chevalier la violence de cet amour de Buckingham pour Madame, et il terminait sa lettre en annonçant qu’il croyait cette passion payée de retour.

	À la lecture de ce dernier paragraphe, le chevalier haussa les épaules; en effet, de Wardes était fort arriéré, comme on a pu le voir.

	De Wardes n’en était encore qu’à Buckingham.

	Le chevalier jeta par-dessus son épaule le papier sur une table voisine, et, d’un ton dédaigneux:

	— En vérité, dit-il, c’est incroyable; ce pauvre de Wardes est pourtant un garçon d’esprit; mais, en vérité, il n’y paraît pas, tant on s’encroûte en province. Que le diable emporte ce benêt, qui devait m’écrire des choses importantes et qui m’écrit de pareilles niaiseries! Au lieu de cette pauvreté de lettre qui ne signifie rien, j’eusse trouvé là-bas, dans les quinconces, une bonne petite intrigue qui eût compromis une femme, valu peut-être un coup d’épée à un homme et diverti Monsieur pendant trois jours.

	Il regarda sa montre.

	— Maintenant, fit-il, il est trop tard. Une heure du matin: tout le monde doit être rentré chez le roi, où l’on achève la nuit; allons, c’est une piste perdue, et à moins de chance extraordinaire…

	Et, en disant ces mots, comme pour en appeler à sa bonne étoile, le chevalier s’approcha avec dépit de la fenêtre qui donnait sur une portion assez solitaire du jardin.

	Aussitôt, et comme si un mauvais génie eût été à ses ordres, il aperçut, revenant vers le château en compagnie d’un homme, une mante de soie de couleur sombre, et reconnut cette tournure qui l’avait frappé une demi-heure auparavant.

	«Eh! mon Dieu! pensa-t-il en frappant des mains, Dieu me damne! comme dit notre ami Buckingham, voici mon mystère.»

	Et il s’élança précipitamment à travers les degrés dans l’espérance d’arriver à temps dans la cour pour reconnaître la femme à la mante et son compagnon.

	Mais, en arrivant à la porte de la petite cour, il se heurta presque avec Madame, dont le visage radieux apparaissait plein de révélations charmantes sous cette mante qui l’abritait sans la cacher. Malheureusement, Madame était seule.

	Le chevalier comprit que, puisqu’il l’avait vue, il n’y avait pas cinq minutes, avec un gentilhomme, le gentilhomme ne devait pas être bien loin.

	En conséquence, il prit à peine le temps de saluer la princesse, tout en se rangeant pour la laisser passer; puis, lorsqu’elle eut fait quelques pas avec la rapidité d’une femme qui craint d’être reconnue, lorsque le chevalier vit qu’elle était trop préoccupée d’elle-même pour s’inquiéter de lui, il s’élança dans le jardin, regardant rapidement de tous côtés et embrassant le plus d’horizon qu’il pouvait dans son regard.

	Il arrivait à temps: le gentilhomme qui avait accompagné Madame était encore à portée de la vue; seulement, il s’avançait rapidement vers une des ailes du château derrière laquelle il allait disparaître.

	Il n’y avait pas une minute à perdre; le chevalier s’élança à sa poursuite, quitte à ralentir le pas en s’approchant de l’inconnu; mais, quelque diligence qu’il fit, l’inconnu avait tourné le perron avant lui.

	Cependant, il était évident que comme celui que le chevalier poursuivait marchait doucement, tout pensif, et la tête inclinée sous le poids du chagrin ou du bonheur, une fois l’angle tourné, à moins qu’il ne fût entré par quelque porte, le chevalier ne pouvait manquer de le rejoindre.

	C’est ce qui fût certainement arrivé si, au moment où il tournait cet angle, le chevalier ne se fût jeté dans deux personnes qui le tournaient elles-mêmes dans le sens opposé.

	Le chevalier était tout prêt à faire un assez mauvais parti à ces deux fâcheux, lorsqu’en relevant la tête il reconnut M. le surintendant.

	Fouquet était accompagné d’une personne que le chevalier voyait pour la première fois.

	Cette personne, c’était Sa Grandeur l’évêque de Vannes.

	Arrêté par l’importance du personnage, et forcé par les convenances à faire des excuses là où il s’attendait à en recevoir, le chevalier fit un pas en arrière; et comme M. Fouquet avait sinon l’amitié, du moins les respects de tout le monde, comme le roi lui-même, quoiqu’il fût plutôt son ennemi que son ami, traitait M. Fouquet en homme considérable, le chevalier fit ce que le roi eût fait, il salua M. Fouquet, qui le saluait avec une bienveillante politesse, voyant que ce gentilhomme l’avait heurté par mégarde et sans mauvaise intention aucune.

	Puis, presque aussitôt, ayant reconnu le chevalier de Lorraine, il lui fit quelques compliments auxquels force fut au chevalier de répondre.

	Si court que fût ce dialogue, le chevalier de Lorraine vit peu à peu avec un déplaisir mortel son inconnu diminuer et s’effacer dans l’ombre.

	Le chevalier se résigna, et, une fois résigné, revint complètement à M. Fouquet.

	— Ah! monsieur, dit-il, vous arrivez bien tard. On s’est fort occupé ici de votre absence, et j’ai entendu Monsieur s’étonner de ce qu’ayant été invité par le roi, vous n’étiez pas venu.

	— La chose m’a été impossible, monsieur, et, aussitôt libre, j’arrive.

	— Paris est tranquille?

	— Parfaitement. Paris a fort bien reçu sa dernière taxe.

	— Ah! je comprends que vous ayez voulu vous assurer de ce bon vouloir avant de venir prendre part à nos fêtes.

	— Je n’en arrive pas moins un peu tard. Je m’adresserai donc à vous, monsieur, pour vous demander si le roi est dehors ou au château, si je pourrai le voir ce soir ou si je dois attendre à demain.

	— Nous avons perdu de vue le roi depuis une demi-heure à peu près, dit le chevalier.

	— Il sera peut-être chez Madame? demanda Fouquet.

	— Chez Madame, je ne crois pas, car je viens de rencontrer Madame qui rentrait par le petit escalier; et à moins que ce gentilhomme que vous venez de croiser tout à l’heure ne fût le roi en personne…

	Et le chevalier attendit, espérant qu’il saurait ainsi le nom de celui qu’il avait poursuivi.

	Mais Fouquet, qu’il eût reconnu ou non de Guiche, se contenta de répondre:

	— Non, monsieur, ce n’était pas lui.

	Le chevalier, désappointé, salua; mais, tout en saluant, ayant jeté un dernier coup d’œil autour de lui et ayant aperçu M. Colbert au milieu d’un groupe:

	— Tenez, monsieur, dit-il au surintendant, voici là-bas, sous les arbres, quelqu’un qui vous renseignera mieux que moi.

	— Qui? demanda Fouquet, dont la vue faible ne perçait pas les ombres.

	— M. Colbert, répondit le chevalier.

	— Ah! fort bien. Cette personne qui parle là-bas à ces hommes portant des torches, c’est M. Colbert?

	— Lui-même. Il donne ses ordres pour demain aux dresseurs d’illuminations.

	— Merci, monsieur.

	Et Fouquet fit un mouvement de tête qui indiquait qu’il avait appris tout ce qu’il désirait savoir.

	De son côté, le chevalier, qui, tout au contraire, n’avait rien appris, se retira sur un profond salut.

	À peine fut-il éloigné, que Fouquet, fronçant le sourcil, tomba dans une profonde rêverie.

	Aramis le regarda un instant avec une espèce de compassion pleine de tristesse.

	— Eh bien, lui dit-il, vous voilà ému au seul nom de cet homme. Eh quoi! triomphant et joyeux tout à l’heure, voilà que vous vous rembrunissez à l’aspect de ce médiocre fantôme. Voyons, monsieur, croyez-vous en votre fortune?

	— Non, répondit tristement Fouquet.

	— Et pourquoi?

	— Parce que je suis trop heureux en ce moment, répliqua-t-il d’une voix tremblante. Ah! mon cher d’Herblay, vous qui êtes si savant, vous devez connaître l’histoire d’un certain tyran de Samos. Que puis-je jeter à la mer qui désarme le malheur à venir? Oh! je vous le répète, mon ami, je suis trop heureux! si heureux que je ne désire plus rien au-delà de ce que j’ai… Je suis monté si haut… Vous savez ma devise: Quo non ascendam? Je suis monté si haut, que je n’ai plus qu’à descendre. Il m’est donc impossible de croire au progrès d’une fortune qui est déjà plus qu’humaine.

	Aramis sourit en fixant sur Fouquet son œil si caressant et si fin.

	— Si je connaissais votre bonheur, dit-il, je craindrais peut-être votre disgrâce; mais vous me jugez en véritable ami, c’est-à-dire que vous me trouvez bon pour l’infortune, voilà tout. C’est déjà immense et précieux, je le sais; mais, en vérité, j’ai bien le droit de vous demander de me confier de temps en temps les choses heureuses qui vous arrivent et auxquelles je prendrais part, vous le savez, plus qu’à celles qui m’arriveraient à moi même.

	— Mon cher prélat, dit en riant Fouquet, mes secrets sont par trop profanes pour que je les confie à un évêque, si mondain qu’il soit.

	— Bah! en confession?

	— Oh! je rougirais trop si vous étiez mon confesseur.

	Et Fouquet se mit à soupirer.

	Aramis le regarda encore sans autre manifestation de sa pensée que son muet sourire.

	— Allons, dit-il, c’est une grande vertu que la discrétion.

	— Silence! dit Fouquet. Voici cette venimeuse bête qui m’a reconnu et qui s’approche de nous.

	— Colbert?

	— Oui; écartez-vous, mon cher d’Herblay; je ne veux pas que ce cuistre vous voie avec moi, il vous prendrait en aversion.

	Aramis lui serra la main.

	— Qu’ai-je de son amitié? dit-il; n’êtes-vous pas là?

	— Oui; mais peut-être n’y serai-je pas toujours, répondit mélancoliquement Fouquet.

	— Ce jour-là, si ce jour-là vient jamais, dit tranquillement Aramis, nous aviserons à nous passer de l’amitié ou à braver l’aversion de M. Colbert. Mais dites-moi, cher monsieur Fouquet, au lieu de vous entretenir avec ce cuistre, comme vous lui faites l’honneur de l’appeler, conversation dont je ne sens pas l’utilité, que ne vous rendez-vous, sinon auprès du roi, du moins auprès de Madame?

	— De Madame? fit le surintendant distrait par ses souvenirs. Oui, sans doute, près de Madame.

	— Vous vous rappelez, continua Aramis, qu’on nous a appris la grande faveur dont Madame jouit depuis deux ou trois jours. Il entre, je crois, dans votre politique et dans nos plans que vous fassiez assidûment votre cour aux amies de Sa Majesté. C’est le moyen de balancer l’autorité naissante de M. Colbert. Rendez-vous donc le plus tôt possible près de Madame et ménagez-vous cette alliée.

	— Mais, dit Fouquet, êtes-vous bien sûr que c’est véritablement sur elle que le roi a les yeux fixés en ce moment?

	— Si l’aiguille avait tourné, ce serait depuis ce matin. Vous savez que j’ai ma police.

	— Bien! j’y vais de ce pas et à tout hasard j’aurai mon moyen d’introduction: c’est une magnifique paire de camées antiques enchâssés dans des diamants.

	— Je l’ai vue; rien de plus riche et de plus royal.

	Ils furent interrompus en ce moment par un laquais conduisant un courrier.

	— Pour Monsieur le surintendant, dit tout haut ce courrier en présentant à Fouquet une lettre.

	— Pour Monseigneur l’évêque de Vannes, dit tout bas le laquais en remettant une lettre à Aramis.

	Et, comme le laquais portait une torche, il se plaça entre le surintendant et l’évêque, afin que tous deux pussent lire en même temps.

	À l’aspect de l’écriture fine et serrée de l’enveloppe, Fouquet tressaillit de joie; ceux-là seuls qui aiment ou qui ont aimé comprendront son inquiétude d’abord, puis son bonheur ensuite.

	Il décacheta vivement la lettre, qui ne renfermait que ces seuls mots:

	«Il y a une heure que je t’ai quitté, il y a un siècle que je ne t’ai dit: Je t’aime.»

	C’était tout.

	Mme de Bellière avait, en effet, quitté Fouquet depuis une heure, après avoir passé deux jours avec lui; et de peur que son souvenir ne s’écartât trop longtemps du cœur qu’elle regrettait, elle lui envoyait le courrier porteur de cette importante missive.

	Fouquet baisa la lettre et la paya d’une poignée d’or.

	Quant à Aramis, il lisait, comme nous avons dit, de son côté, mais avec plus de froideur et de réflexion, le billet suivant:

	«Le roi a été frappé ce soir d’un coup étrange: une femme l’aime. Il l’a su par hasard en écoutant la conversation de cette jeune fille avec ses compagnes. De sorte que le roi est tout entier à ce nouveau caprice. La femme s’appelle Mlle de La Vallière et est d’une assez médiocre beauté pour que ce caprice devienne une grande passion. Prenez garde à Mlle de La Vallière.»

	Pas un mot de Madame.

	Aramis replia lentement le billet et le mit dans sa poche.

	Quant à Fouquet, il savourait toujours les parfums de sa lettre.

	— Monseigneur! dit Aramis touchant le bras de Fouquet.

	— Hein! demanda celui-ci.

	— Il me vient une idée. Connaissez-vous une petite fille qu’on appelle La Vallière?

	— Ma foi! non.

	— Cherchez bien.

	— Ah! oui, je crois, une des filles d’honneur de Madame.

	— Ce doit être cela.

	— Eh bien! après?

	— Eh bien! monseigneur, c’est à cette petite fille qu’il faut que vous rendiez une visite ce soir.

	— Bah! et comment?

	— Et, de plus, c’est à cette petite fille qu’il faut que vous donniez vos camées.

	— Allons donc!

	— Vous savez, monseigneur, que je suis de bon conseil.

	— Mais cet imprévu…

	— C’est mon affaire. Vite une cour en règle à la petite La Vallière, monseigneur. Je me ferai garant près de Mme de Bellière que c’est une cour toute politique.

	— Que dites-vous là, mon ami, s’écria vivement Fouquet, et quel nom avez vous prononcé?

	— Un nom qui doit vous prouver, monsieur le surintendant, que, bien instruit pour vous, je puis être aussi bien instruit pour les autres. Faites la cour à la petite La Vallière.

	— Je ferai la cour à qui vous voudrez, répondit Fouquet avec le paradis dans le cœur.

	— Voyons, voyons, redescendez sur la terre, voyageur du septième ciel, dit Aramis; voici M. de Colbert. Oh! mais il a recruté tandis que nous lisions; il est entouré, loué, congratulé; décidément, c’est une puissance.

	En effet, Colbert s’avançait escorté de tout ce qui restait de courtisans dans les jardins, et chacun lui faisait, sur l’ordonnance de la fête, des compliments dont il s’enflait à éclater.

	— Si La Fontaine était là, dit en souriant Fouquet, quelle belle occasion pour lui de réciter la fable de la grenouille qui veut se faire aussi grosse qu’un bœuf.

	Colbert arriva dans un cercle éblouissant de lumière; Fouquet l’attendit impassible et légèrement railleur.

	Colbert lui souriait aussi; il avait vu son ennemi déjà depuis près d’un quart d’heure, il s’approchait tortueusement.

	Le sourire de Colbert présageait quelque hostilité.

	— Oh! oh! dit Aramis tout bas au surintendant, le coquin va vous demander encore quelques millions pour payer ses artifices et ses verres de couleur.

	Colbert salua le premier d’un air qu’il s’efforçait de rendre respectueux.

	Fouquet remua la tête à peine.

	— Eh bien! monseigneur, demanda Colbert, que disent vos yeux? Avons nous eu bon goût?

	— Un goût parfait, répondit Fouquet, sans qu’on pût remarquer dans ces paroles la moindre raillerie.

	— Oh! dit Colbert méchamment, vous y mettez de l’indulgence… Nous sommes pauvres, nous autres gens du roi, et Fontainebleau n’est pas un séjour comparable à Vaux.

	— C’est vrai, répondit flegmatiquement Fouquet, qui dominait tous les acteurs de cette scène.

	— Que voulez-vous, monseigneur! continua Colbert, nous avons agi selon nos petites ressources.

	Fouquet fit un geste d’assentiment.

	— Mais, poursuivit Colbert, il serait digne de votre magnificence, monseigneur, d’offrir à Sa Majesté une fête dans vos merveilleux jardins… dans ces jardins qui vous ont coûté soixante millions.

	— Soixante-douze, dit Fouquet.

	— Raison de plus, reprit Colbert. Voilà qui serait vraiment magnifique.

	— Mais, croyez-vous, monsieur, dit Fouquet, que Sa Majesté daigne accepter mon invitation?

	— Oh! je n’en doute pas, s’écria vivement Colbert, et je m’en porterai caution.

	— C’est fort aimable à vous, dit Fouquet. J’y puis donc compter?

	— Oui, monseigneur, oui, certainement.

	— Alors, je me consulterai, dit Fouquet.

	— Acceptez, acceptez, dit tout bas et vivement Aramis.

	— Vous vous consulterez? répéta Colbert.

	— Oui, répondit Fouquet, pour savoir quel jour je pourrai faire mon invitation au roi.

	— Oh! dès ce soir, monseigneur, dès ce soir.

	— Accepté, fit le surintendant. Messieurs, je voudrais vous faire mes invitations; mais vous savez que, partout où va le roi, le roi est chez lui, c’est donc à vous de vous faire inviter par Sa Majesté.

	Il y eut une rumeur joyeuse dans la foule.

	Fouquet salua et partit.

	— Misérable orgueilleux! dit Colbert, tu acceptes, et tu sais que cela te coûtera dix millions.

	— Vous m’avez ruiné, dit tout bas Fouquet à Aramis.

	— Je vous ai sauvé, répliqua celui-ci, tandis que Fouquet montait les degrés du perron et faisait demander au roi s’il était encore visible.

	Chapitre CXXI — Le commis d’ordre

	Le roi, pressé de se retrouver seul avec lui-même pour étudier ce qui se passait dans son propre cœur, s’était retiré chez lui, où M. de Saint-Aignan était venu le retrouver après sa conversation avec Madame.

	Nous avons rapporté la conversation.

	Le favori, fier de sa double importance, et sentant que, depuis deux heures, il était devenu le confident du roi, commençait, tout respectueux qu’il était, à traiter d’un peu haut les affaires de cour, et, du point où il s’était mis, ou plutôt où le hasard l’avait placé, il ne voyait qu’amour et guirlandes autour de lui.

	L’amour du roi pour Madame, celui de Madame pour le roi, celui de de Guiche pour Madame, celui de La Vallière pour le roi, celui de Malicorne pour Montalais, celui de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente pour lui, Saint-Aignan, n’était-ce pas véritablement plus qu’il n’en fallait pour faire tourner une tête de courtisan?

	Or, Saint-Aignan était le modèle des courtisans passés, présents et futurs.

	Au reste, Saint-Aignan se montra si bon narrateur et appréciateur si subtil, que le roi l’écouta en marquant beaucoup d’intérêt, surtout quand il conta la façon passionnée avec laquelle Madame avait recherché sa conversation à propos des affaires de Mlle de La Vallière.

	Quand le roi n’eût plus rien ressenti pour Madame Henriette de ce qu’il avait éprouvé, il y avait dans cette ardeur de Madame à se faire donner ces renseignements une satisfaction d’amour-propre qui ne pouvait échapper au roi. Il éprouva donc cette satisfaction, mais voilà tout, et son cœur ne fut point un seul instant alarmé de ce que Madame pouvait penser ou ne point penser de toute cette aventure.

	Seulement, lorsque Saint-Aignan eut fini, le roi, tout en se préparant à sa toilette de nuit, demanda:

	— Maintenant, Saint-Aignan, tu sais ce que c’est que Mlle de La Vallière, n’est-ce pas?

	— Non seulement ce qu’elle est, mais ce qu’elle sera.

	— Que veux-tu dire?

	— Je veux dire qu’elle est tout ce qu’une femme peut désirer d’être, c’est-à-dire aimée de Votre Majesté; je veux dire qu’elle sera tout ce que Votre Majesté voudra qu’elle soit.

	— Ce n’est pas cela que je demande… Je ne veux pas savoir ce qu’elle est aujourd’hui ni ce qu’elle sera demain: tu l’as dit, cela me regarde, mais ce qu’elle était hier. Répète-moi donc ce qu’on dit d’elle.

	— On dit qu’elle est sage.

	— Oh! fit le roi en souriant, c’est un bruit.

	— Assez rare à la cour, Sire, pour qu’il soit cru quand on le répand.

	— Vous avez peut-être raison, mon cher… Et de bonne naissance?

	— Excellente; fille du marquis de La Vallière et belle-fille de cet excellent M. de Saint-Remy.

	— Ah! oui, le majordome de ma tante… Je me rappelle cela, et je me souviens maintenant: je l’ai vue en passant à Blois. Elle a été présentée aux reines. J’ai même à me reprocher, à cette époque, de n’avoir pas fait à elle toute l’attention qu’elle méritait.

	— Oh! Sire, je m’en rapporte à Votre Majesté pour réparer le temps perdu.

	— Et le bruit serait donc, dites-vous, que Mlle de La Vallière n’aurait pas d’amant?

	— En tout cas, je ne crois pas que Votre Majesté s’effrayât beaucoup de la rivalité.

	— Attends donc, s’écria tout à coup le roi avec un accent des plus sérieux.

	— Plaît-il, Sire?

	— Je me souviens.

	— Ah!

	— Si elle n’a pas d’amant, elle a un fiancé.

	— Un fiancé!

	— Comment! tu ne sais pas cela, comte?

	— Non.

	— Toi, l’homme aux nouvelles.

	— Votre Majesté m’excusera. Et le roi connaît ce fiancé?

	— Pardieu! son père est venu me demander de signer au contrat; c’est…

	Le roi allait sans doute prononcer le nom du vicomte de Bragelonne, quand il s’arrêta en fronçant le sourcil.

	— C’est?… répéta Saint-Aignan.

	— Je ne me rappelle plus, répondit Louis XIV, essayant de cacher une émotion qu’il dissimulait avec peine.

	— Puis-je mettre Votre Majesté sur la voie? demanda le comte de Saint-Aignan.

	— Non; car je ne sais plus moi-même de qui je voulais parler, non, en vérité; je me rappelle bien vaguement qu’une des filles d’honneur devait épouser… mais le nom m’échappe.

	— Était-ce Mlle de Tonnay-Charente qu’il devait épouser? demanda Saint-Aignan.

	— Peut-être, fit le roi.

	— Alors le futur était de M. de Montespan; mais Mlle de Tonnay-Charente n’en a point parlé, ce me semble, de manière à effrayer les prétentions.

	— Enfin, dit le roi, je ne sais rien, ou presque rien, sur Mlle de La Vallière. Saint-Aignan, je te charge d’avoir des renseignements sur elle.

	— Oui, Sire, et quand aurai-je l’honneur de revoir Votre Majesté pour les lui fournir?

	— Quand tu les auras.

	— Je les aurai vite, si les renseignements vont aussi vite que mon désir de revoir le roi.

	— Bien parlé! À propos, est-ce que Madame a témoigné quelque chose contre cette pauvre fille?

	— Rien, Sire.

	— Madame ne s’est point fâchée?

	— Je ne sais; seulement, elle a toujours ri.

	— Très bien; mais j’entends du bruit dans les antichambres, ce me semble; on me vient sans doute annoncer quelque courrier.

	— En effet, Sire.

	— Informe-toi, Saint-Aignan.

	Le comte courut à la porte et échangea quelques mots avec l’huissier.

	— Sire, dit-il en revenant, c’est M. Fouquet qui arrive à l’instant même sur un ordre du roi à ce qu’il dit. Il s’est présenté, mais l’heure avancée fait qu’il n’insiste pas même pour avoir audience ce soir; il se contente de constater sa présence.

	— M. Fouquet! Je lui ai écrit à trois heures en l’invitant à être à Fontainebleau le lendemain matin; il arrive à Fontainebleau à deux heures, c’est du zèle! s’écria le roi radieux de se voir si bien obéi. Eh bien! au contraire, M. Fouquet aura son audience. Je l’ai mandé, je le recevrai. Qu’on l’introduise. Toi, comte, aux recherches, et à demain!

	Le roi mit un doigt sur ses lèvres, et Saint-Aignan s’esquiva la joie dans le cœur, en donnant l’ordre à l’huissier d’introduire M. Fouquet.

	Fouquet fit alors son entrée dans la chambre royale. Louis XIV se leva pour le recevoir.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur Fouquet, dit-il avec un aimable sourire. Je vous félicite de votre ponctualité; mon message a dû vous arriver tard cependant?

	— À neuf heures du soir, Sire.

	— Vous avez beaucoup travaillé ces jours-ci, monsieur Fouquet, car on m’a assuré que vous n’aviez pas quitté votre cabinet de Saint-Mandé depuis trois ou quatre jours.

	— Je me suis, en effet, enfermé trois jours, Sire, répliqua Fouquet en s’inclinant.

	— Savez-vous, monsieur Fouquet, que j’avais beaucoup de choses à vous dire? continua le roi de son air le plus gracieux.

	— Votre Majesté me comble, et, puisqu’elle est si bonne pour moi, me permet-elle de lui rappeler une promesse d’audience qu’elle m’avait faite?

	— Ah! oui, quelqu’un d’Église qui croit avoir à me remercier, n’est-ce pas?

	— Justement, Sire. L’heure est peut-être mal choisie, mais le temps de celui que j’amène est précieux, et comme Fontainebleau est sur la route de son diocèse…

	— Qui donc déjà?

	— Le dernier évêque de Vannes, que Votre Majesté, à ma recommandation, a daigné investir il y a trois mois.

	— C’est possible, dit le roi, qui avait signé sans lire, et il est là?

	— Oui, Sire; Vannes est un diocèse important: les ouailles de ce pasteur ont besoin de sa parole divine; ce sont des sauvages qu’il importe de toujours polir en les instruisant, et M. d’Herblay n’a pas son égal pour ces sortes de missions.

	— M. d’Herblay! dit le roi en cherchant au fond de ses souvenirs, comme si ce nom, entendu depuis longtemps, ne lui était cependant pas inconnu.

	— Oh! fit vivement Fouquet, Votre Majesté ne connaît pas ce nom obscur d’un de ses plus fidèles et de ses plus précieux serviteurs?

	— Non, je l’avoue… Et il veut repartir?

	— C’est-à-dire qu’il a reçu aujourd’hui des lettres qui nécessiteront peut-être son départ; de sorte qu’avant de se remettre en route pour le pays perdu qu’on appelle la Bretagne, il désirerait présenter ses respects à Votre Majesté.

	— Et il attend?

	— Il est là, Sire.

	— Faites-le entrer.

	Fouquet fit un signe à l’huissier, qui attendait derrière la tapisserie. La porte s’ouvrit, Aramis entra.

	Le roi lui laissa dire son compliment, et attacha un long regard sur cette physionomie que nul ne pouvait oublier après l’avoir vue.

	— Vannes! dit-il: vous êtes évêque de Vannes, monsieur?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Vannes est en Bretagne?

	Aramis s’inclina.

	— Près de la mer?

	Aramis s’inclina encore.

	— À quelques lieues de Belle-Île?

	— Oui, Sire, répondit Aramis; à six lieues, je crois.

	— Six lieues, c’est un pas, fit Louis XIV.

	— Non pas pour nous autres, pauvres Bretons, Sire, dit Aramis; six lieues, au contraire, c’est une distance, si ce sont six lieues de terre; si ce sont six lieues de mer, c’est une immensité. Or, j’ai eu l’honneur de le dire au roi, on compte six lieues de mer de la rivière à Belle-Île.

	— On dit que M. Fouquet a là une fort belle maison? demanda le roi.

	— Oui, on le dit, répondit Aramis en regardant tranquillement Fouquet.

	— Comment, on le dit? s’écria le roi.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— En vérité, monsieur Fouquet, une chose m’étonne, je vous l’avoue.

	— Laquelle?

	— Comment, vous avez à la tête de vos paroisses un homme tel que M. d’Herblay, et vous ne lui avez pas montré Belle-Île?

	— Oh! Sire, répliqua l’évêque sans donner à Fouquet le temps de répondre, nous autres, pauvres prélats bretons, nous pratiquons la résidence.

	— Monsieur de Vannes, dit le roi, je punirai M. Fouquet de son insouciance.

	— Et comment cela, Sire?

	— Je vous changerai.

	Fouquet se mordit la lèvre. Aramis sourit.

	— Combien rapporte Vannes? continua le roi.

	— Six mille livres, Sire, dit Aramis.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! si peu de chose! Mais vous avez du bien, monsieur de Vannes?

	— Je n’ai rien, Sire; seulement, M. Fouquet me compte douze cents livres par an pour son banc d’œuvre.

	— Allons, allons, monsieur d’Herblay, je vous promets mieux que cela.

	— Sire…

	— Je songerai à vous.

	Aramis s’inclina.

	De son côté, le roi le salua presque respectueusement, comme c’était, au reste, son habitude de faire avec les femmes et avec les gens Église

	Aramis comprit que son audience était finie; il prit congé par une phrase des plus simples, par une véritable phrase de pasteur campagnard, et disparut.

	— Voilà une remarquable figure, dit le roi en le suivant des yeux aussi longtemps qu’il put le voir, et même en quelque sorte lorsqu’il ne le voyait plus.

	— Sire, répondit Fouquet, si cet évêque avait l’instruction première, nul prélat en ce royaume ne mériterait comme lui les premières distinctions.

	— Il n’est pas savant?

	— Il a changé l’épée pour la chasuble, et cela un peu tard. Mais n’importe; si Votre Majesté me permet de lui reparler de M. de Vannes en temps et lieu…

	— Je vous en prie. Mais, avant de parler de lui, parlons de vous, monsieur Fouquet.

	— De moi, Sire?

	— Oui, j’ai mille compliments à vous faire.

	— Je ne saurais, en vérité, exprimer à Votre Majesté la joie dont elle me comble.

	— Oui, monsieur Fouquet, je comprends. Oui, j’ai eu contre vous des préventions.

	— Alors j’étais bien malheureux, Sire.

	— Mais elles sont passées. Ne vous êtes-vous pas aperçu?…

	— Si fait, Sire; mais j’attendais avec résignation le jour de la vérité. Il paraît que ce jour est venu?

	— Ah! vous saviez être en ma disgrâce?

	— Hélas! oui, Sire.

	— Et savez-vous pourquoi?

	— Parfaitement; le roi me croyait un dilapidateur.

	— Oh! non.

	— Ou plutôt un administrateur médiocre. Enfin, Votre Majesté croyait que, les peuples n’ayant pas d’argent, le roi n’en aurait pas non plus.

	— Oui, je l’ai cru; mais je suis détrompé.

	Fouquet s’inclina.

	— Et pas de rébellions, pas de plaintes?

	— Et de l’argent, dit Fouquet.

	— Le fait est que vous m’en avez prodigué le mois dernier.

	— J’en ai encore, non seulement pour tous les besoins, mais pour tous les caprices de Votre Majesté.

	— Dieu merci! monsieur Fouquet, répliqua le roi sérieusement, je ne vous mettrai point à l’épreuve. D’ici à deux mois, je ne veux rien vous demander.

	— J’en profiterai pour amasser au roi cinq ou six millions qui lui serviront de premiers fonds en cas de guerre.

	— Cinq ou six millions!

	— Pour sa maison seulement, bien entendu.

	— Vous croyez donc à la guerre, monsieur Fouquet?

	— Je crois que, si Dieu a donné à l’aigle un bec et des serres, c’est pour qu’il s’en serve à montrer sa royauté.

	Le roi rougit de plaisir.

	— Nous avons beaucoup dépensé tous ces jours-ci, monsieur Fouquet; ne me gronderez-vous pas?

	— Sire, Votre Majesté a encore vingt ans de jeunesse et un milliard à dépenser pendant ces vingt ans.

	— Un milliard! c’est beaucoup, monsieur Fouquet, dit le roi.

	— J’économiserai, Sire… D’ailleurs, Votre Majesté a en M. Colbert et en moi deux hommes précieux. L’un lui fera dépenser son argent, et ce sera moi, si toutefois mon service agrée toujours à Sa Majesté; l’autre le lui économisera, et ce sera M. Colbert.

	— M. Colbert? reprit le roi étonné.

	— Sans doute, Sire; M. Colbert compte parfaitement bien.

	À cet éloge fait de l’ennemi par l’ennemi lui-même, le roi se sentit pénétré de confiance et d’admiration.

	C’est qu’en effet il n’y avait ni dans la voix ni dans le regard de Fouquet rien qui détruisît une lettre des paroles qu’il avait prononcées; il ne faisait point un éloge pour avoir le droit de placer deux reproches.

	Le roi comprit, et, rendant les armes à tant de générosité et d’esprit:

	— Vous louez M. Colbert? dit-il.

	— Oui, Sire, je le loue; car, outre que c’est un homme de mérite, je le crois très dévoué aux intérêts de Votre Majesté.

	— Est-ce parce que souvent il a heurté vos vues? dit le roi en souriant.

	— Précisément, Sire.

	— Expliquez-moi cela?

	— C’est bien simple. Moi, je suis l’homme qu’il faut pour faire entrer l’argent, lui l’homme qu’il faut pour l’empêcher de sortir.

	— Allons, allons, monsieur le surintendant, que diable! vous me direz bien quelque chose qui corrige toute cette bonne opinion?

	— Administrativement, Sire?

	— Oui.

	— Pas le moins du monde, Sire.

	— Vraiment?

	— Sur l’honneur, je ne connais pas en France un meilleur commis que M. Colbert.

	Ce mot commis n’avait pas, en 1661, la signification un peu subalterne qu’on lui donne aujourd’hui; mais, en passant par la bouche de Fouquet que le roi venait d’appeler M. le surintendant, il prit quelque chose d’humble et de petit qui mettait admirablement Fouquet à sa place et Colbert à la sienne.

	— Eh bien! dit Louis XIV, c’est cependant lui qui, tout économe qu’il est, a ordonné mes fêtes de Fontainebleau; et je vous assure, monsieur Fouquet, qu’il n’a pas du tout empêché mon argent de sortir.

	Fouquet s’inclina, mais sans répondre.

	— N’est-ce pas votre avis? dit le roi.

	— Je trouve, Sire, répondit-il, que M. Colbert a fait les choses avec infiniment d’ordre, et mérite, sous ce rapport, toutes les louanges de Votre Majesté.

	Ce mot ordre fit le pendant du mot commis.

	Nulle organisation, plus que celle du roi, n’avait cette vive sensibilité, cette finesse de tact qui perçoit et saisit l’ordre des sensations avant les sensations mêmes.

	Louis XIV comprit donc que le commis avait eu pour Fouquet trop d’ordre, c’est-à-dire que les fêtes si splendides de Fontainebleau eussent pu être plus splendides encore.

	Le roi sentit, en conséquence, que quelqu’un pouvait reprocher quelque chose à ses divertissements; il éprouva un peu de dépit de ce provincial qui, paré des plus sublimes habits de sa garde-robe, arrive à Paris, où l’homme élégant le regarde trop ou trop peu.

	Cette partie de la conversation, si sobre, mais si fine de Fouquet, donna encore au roi plus d’estime pour le caractère de l’homme et la capacité du ministre.

	Fouquet prit congé à deux heures du matin, et le roi se mit au lit un peu inquiet, un peu confus de la leçon voilée qu’il venait de recevoir; et deux bons quarts d’heure furent employés par lui à se remémorer les broderies, les tapisseries, les menus des collations, les architectures des arcs de triomphe, les dispositions d’illuminations et d’artifices imaginés par l’ordre du commis Colbert.

	Il résulta que le roi, repassant sur tout ce qui s’était passé depuis huit jours, trouva quelques taches à ses fêtes.

	Mais Fouquet, par sa politesse, par sa bonne grâce et par sa générosité, venait d’entamer Colbert plus profondément que celui-ci, avec sa fourbe, sa méchanceté, sa persévérante haine, n’avait jamais réussi à entamer Fouquet.

	Chapitre CXXII — Fontainebleau à deux heures du matin

	Comme nous l’avons vu, de Saint-Aignan avait quitté la chambre du roi au moment où le surintendant y faisait son entrée.

	De Saint-Aignan était chargé d’une mission pressée; c’est dire que de Saint-Aignan allait faire tout son possible pour tirer bon parti de son temps.

	C’était un homme rare que celui que nous avons introduit comme l’ami du roi; un de ces courtisans précieux dont la vigilance et la netteté d’intention faisaient dès cette époque ombrage à tout favori passé ou futur, et balançait par son exactitude la servilité de Dangeau.

	Aussi Dangeau n’était-il pas le favori, c’était le complaisant du roi.

	De Saint-Aignan s’orienta donc.

	Il pensa que les premiers renseignements qu’il avait à recevoir lui devaient venir de de Guiche.

	Il courut donc après de Guiche.

	De Guiche, que nous avons vu disparaître à l’aile du château et qui avait tout l’air de rentrer chez lui, de Guiche n’était pas rentré.

	De Saint-Aignan se mit en quête de de Guiche.

	Après avoir bien tourné, viré, cherché, de Saint-Aignan aperçut quelque chose comme une forme humaine appuyée à un arbre.

	Cette forme avait l’immobilité d’une statue et paraissait fort occupée à regarder une fenêtre, quoique les rideaux de cette fenêtre fussent hermétiquement fermés.

	Comme cette fenêtre était celle de Madame, de Saint-Aignan pensa que cette forme devait être celle de de Guiche.

	Il s’approcha doucement et vit qu’il ne se trompait point.

	De Guiche avait emporté de son entretien avec Madame une telle charge de bonheur, que toute sa force d’âme ne pouvait suffire à la porter.

	De son côté, de Saint-Aignan savait que de Guiche avait été pour quelque chose dans l’introduction de La Vallière chez Madame; un courtisan sait tout et se souvient de tout. Seulement, il avait toujours ignoré à quel titre et à quelles conditions de Guiche avait accordé sa protection à La Vallière. Mais comme, en questionnant beaucoup, il est rare que l’on n’apprenne point un peu, de Saint-Aignan comptait apprendre peu ou prou en questionnant de Guiche avec toute la délicatesse et en même temps avec toute l’insistance dont il était capable.

	Le plan de Saint-Aignan était celui-ci:

	Si les renseignements étaient bons, dire avec effusion au roi qu’il avait mis la main sur une perle, et réclamer le privilège d’enchâsser cette perle dans la couronne royale.

	Si les renseignements étaient mauvais, chose possible après tout, examiner à quel point le roi tenait à La Vallière, et diriger le compte rendu de façon à expulser la petite fille pour se faire un mérite de cette expulsion près de toutes les femmes qui pouvaient avoir des prétentions sur le cœur du roi, à commencer par Madame et à finir par la reine.

	Au cas où le roi se montrerait tenace dans son désir, dissimuler les mauvaises notes; faire savoir à La Vallière que ces mauvaises notes, sans aucune exception, habitent un tiroir secret de la mémoire du confident; étaler ainsi de la générosité aux yeux de la malheureuse fille, et la tenir perpétuellement suspendue par la reconnaissance et la crainte de manière à s’en faire une amie de cour, intéressée comme une complice à faire la fortune de son complice tout en faisant sa propre fortune.

	Quant au jour où la bombe du passé éclaterait, en supposant que cette bombe éclatât jamais, de Saint-Aignan se promettait bien d’avoir pris toutes les précautions et de faire l’ignorant près du roi.

	Auprès de La Vallière, il aurait encore ce jour-là même un superbe rôle de générosité.

	C’est avec toutes ces idées, écloses en une demi-heure au feu de la convoitise, que de Saint-Aignan, le meilleur fils du monde, comme eût dit La Fontaine, s’en allait avec l’intention bien arrêtée de faire parler de Guiche, c’est-à-dire de le troubler dans son bonheur qu’au reste de Saint-Aignan ignorait.

	Il était une heure du matin quand de Saint-Aignan aperçut de Guiche debout, immobile, appuyé au tronc d’un arbre, et les yeux cloués sur cette fenêtre lumineuse.

	Une heure du matin: c’est-à-dire l’heure la plus douce de la nuit, celle que les peintres couronnent de myrtes et de pavots naissants, l’heure aux yeux battus, au cœur palpitant, à la tête alourdie, qui jette sur le jour écoulé un regard de regret, qui adresse un salut amoureux au jour nouveau.

	Pour de Guiche, c’était l’aurore d’un ineffable bonheur: il eût donné un trésor au mendiant dressé sur son chemin pour obtenir qu’il ne le dérangeât point en ses rêves.

	Ce fut justement à cette heure que Saint-Aignan, mal conseillé, l’égoïsme conseille toujours mal, vint lui frapper sur l’épaule au moment où il murmurait un mot ou plutôt un nom.

	— Ah! s’écria-t-il lourdement, je vous cherchais.

	— Moi? dit de Guiche tressaillant.

	— Oui, et je vous trouve rêvant à la lune. Seriez-vous atteint, par hasard, du mal de poésie, mon cher comte, et feriez-vous des vers?

	Le jeune homme força sa physionomie à sourire, tandis que mille et mille contradictions grondaient contre Saint-Aignan au plus profond de son cœur.

	— Peut-être, dit-il. Mais quel heureux hasard?

	— Ah! voilà qui me prouve que vous m’avez mal entendu.

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, j’ai débuté par vous dire que je vous cherchais.

	— Vous me cherchiez?

	— Oui, et je vous y prends.

	— À quoi, je vous prie?

	— Mais à chanter Philis.

	— C’est vrai, je n’en disconviens pas, dit de Guiche en riant; oui, mon cher comte, je chante Philis.

	— Cela vous est acquis.

	— À moi?

	— Sans doute, à vous. À vous, l’intrépide protecteur de toute femme belle et spirituelle.

	— Que diable me venez-vous conter là.

	— Des vérités reconnues, je le sais bien. Mais attendez, je suis amoureux.

	— Vous?

	— Oui.

	— Tant mieux, cher comte. Venez et contez-moi cela.

	Et de Guiche, craignant un peu tard peut-être que Saint-Aignan ne remarquât cette fenêtre éclairée; prit le bras du comte et essaya de l’entraîner.

	— Oh! dit celui-ci en résistant, ne me menez point du côté de ces bois noirs, il fait trop humide par là. Restons à la lune, voulez-vous?

	Et, tout en cédant à la pression du bras de de Guiche, il demeura dans les parterres qui avoisinaient le château.

	— Voyons, dit de Guiche résigné, conduisez-moi où il vous plaira, et demandez-moi ce qui vous est agréable.

	— On n’est pas plus charmant.

	Puis, après une seconde de silence:

	— Cher comte, continua de Saint-Aignan, je voudrais que vous me disiez deux mots sur une certaine personne que vous avez protégée.

	— Et que vous aimez?

	— Je ne dis ni oui ni non, très cher… Vous comprenez qu’on ne place pas ainsi son cœur à fonds perdu, et qu’il faut bien prendre à l’avance ses sûretés.

	— Vous avez raison, dit de Guiche avec un soupir; c’est précieux, un cœur.

	— Le mien surtout, il est tendre, et je vous le donne comme tel.

	— Oh! vous êtes connu, comte. Après?

	— Voici. Il s’agit tout simplement de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— Ah çà! mon cher Saint-Aignan, vous devenez fou, je présume!

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Je n’ai jamais protégé Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, moi!

	— Bah!

	— Jamais!

	— Ce n’est pas vous qui avez fait entrer Mlle de Tonnay-Charente chez Madame?

	— Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, et vous devez savoir cela mieux que personne, mon cher comte, est d’assez bonne maison pour qu’on la désire, à plus forte raison pour qu’on l’admette.

	— Vous me raillez.

	— Non, sur l’honneur, je ne sais ce que vous voulez dire.

	— Ainsi, vous n’êtes pour rien dans son admission?

	— Non.

	— Vous ne la connaissez pas?

	— Je l’ai vue pour la première fois le jour de sa présentation à Madame. Ainsi, comme je ne l’ai pas protégée, comme je ne la connais pas, je ne saurais vous donner sur elle, mon cher comte, les éclaircissements que vous désirez.

	Et de Guiche fit un mouvement pour quitter son interlocuteur.

	— Là! là! dit Saint-Aignan, un instant, mon cher comte; vous ne m’échapperez point ainsi.

	— Pardon, mais il me semblait qu’il était l’heure de rentrer chez soi.

	— Vous ne rentriez pas cependant, quand je vous ai, non pas rencontré, mais trouvé.

	— Aussi, mon cher comte, du moment où vous avez encore quelque chose à me dire, je me mets à votre disposition.

	— Et vous faites bien, pardieu! Une demi-heure de plus ou de moins, vos dentelles n’en seront ni plus ni moins fripées. Jurez-moi que vous n’aviez pas de mauvais rapports à me faire sur son compte, et que ces mauvais rapports que vous eussiez pu me faire ne sont point la cause de votre silence.

	— Oh! la chère enfant, je la crois pure comme un cristal.

	— Vous me comblez de joie. Cependant, je ne veux pas avoir l’air près de vous d’un homme si mal renseigné que je parais. Il est certain que vous avez fourni la maison de la princesse de dames d’honneur. On a même fait une chanson sur cette fourniture.

	— Vous savez, mon cher ami, que l’on fait des chansons sur tout.

	— Vous la connaissez?

	— Non; mais chantez-la-moi, je ferai sa connaissance.

	— Je ne saurais vous dire comment elle commence, mais je me rappelle comment elle finit.

	— Bon! c’est déjà quelque chose.

	Des demoiselles d’honneur,

	Guiche est nommé fournisseur.

	— L’idée est faible et la rime pauvre.

	— Ah! que voulez-vous, mon cher, ce n’est ni de Racine ni de Molière, c’est de La Feuillade, et un grand seigneur ne peut pas rimer comme un croquant.

	— C’est fâcheux, en vérité, que vous ne vous souveniez que de la fin.

	— Attendez, attendez, voilà le commencement du second couplet qui me revient.

	— J’écoute.

	Il a rempli la volière,

	Montalais et…

	— Pardieu! et La Vallière! s’écria de Guiche impatienté et surtout ignorant complètement où Saint-Aignan en voulait venir.

	— Oui, oui, c’est cela, La Vallière. Vous avez trouvé la rime, mon cher.

	— Belle trouvaille, ma foi!

	— Montalais et La Vallière, c’est cela. Ce sont ces deux petites filles que vous avez protégées.

	Et Saint-Aignan se mit à rire.

	— Donc, vous ne trouvez pas dans la chanson Mlle de Tonnay-Charente? dit de Guiche.

	— Non, ma foi!

	— Vous êtes satisfait, alors?

	— Sans doute; mais j’y trouve Montalais, dit Saint-Aignan en riant toujours.

	— Oh! vous la trouverez partout. C’est une demoiselle fort remuante.

	— Vous la connaissez?

	— Par intermédiaire. Elle était protégée par un certain Malicorne que protège Manicamp; Manicamp m’a fait demander un poste de demoiselle d’honneur pour Montalais dans la maison de Madame, et une place d’officier pour Malicorne dans la maison de Monsieur. J’ai demandé; vous savez bien que j’ai un faible pour ce drôle de Manicamp.

	— Et vous avez obtenu?

	— Pour Montalais, oui; pour Malicorne, oui et non, il n’est encore que toléré. Est-ce tout ce que vous vouliez savoir?

	— Reste la rime.

	— Quelle rime?

	— La rime que vous avez trouvée.

	— La Vallière?

	— Oui.

	Et de Saint-Aignan reprit son air qui agaçait tant de Guiche.

	— Eh bien! dit ce dernier, je l’ai fait entrer chez Madame, c’est vrai.

	— Ah! ah! ah! fit de Saint-Aignan.

	— Mais, continua de Guiche de son air le plus froid, vous me ferez très heureux, cher comte, si vous ne plaisantez point sur ce nom. Mlle La Baume Le Blanc de La Vallière est une personne parfaitement sage.

	— Parfaitement sage?

	— Oui.

	— Mais vous ne savez donc pas le nouveau bruit? s’écria Saint-Aignan.

	— Non, et même vous me rendrez service, mon cher comte, en gardant ce bruit pour vous et pour ceux qui le font courir.

	— Ah! bah, vous prenez la chose si sérieusement?

	— Oui; Mlle de La Vallière est aimée par un de mes bons amis.

	Saint-Aignan tressaillit.

	— Oh! oh! fit-il.

	— Oui, comte, continua de Guiche. Par conséquent, vous comprenez, vous l’homme le plus poli de France, je ne puis laisser faire à mon ami une position ridicule.

	— Oh! à merveille.

	Et Saint-Aignan se rongeait les doigts, moitié dépit, moitié curiosité déçue.

	De Guiche lui fit un beau salut.

	— Vous me chassez, dit Saint-Aignan qui mourait d’envie de savoir le nom de l’ami.

	— Je ne vous chasse point, très cher… J’achève mes vers à Philis.

	— Et ces vers?…

	— Sont un quatrain. Vous comprenez, n’est-ce pas? un quatrain, c’est sacré.

	— Ma foi! oui.

	— Et comme, sur quatre vers dont il doit naturellement se composer, il me reste encore trois vers et un hémistiche à faire, j’ai besoin de toute ma tête.

	— Cela se comprend. Adieu, comte!

	— Adieu!

	— À propos…

	— Quoi?

	— Avez-vous de la facilité?

	— Énormément.

	— Aurez-vous bien fini vos trois vers et demi demain matin?

	— Je l’espère.

	— Eh bien! à demain.

	— À demain; adieu!

	Force était à Saint-Aignan d’accepter le congé; il l’accepta et disparut derrière la charmille.

	La conversation avait entraîné de Guiche et Saint-Aignan assez loin du château.

	Tout mathématicien, tout poète et tout rêveur a ses distractions; Saint-Aignan se trouvait donc, quand le quitta de Guiche, aux limites du quinconce, à l’endroit où les communes commencent et où, derrière de grands bouquets d’acacias et de marronniers croisant leurs grappes sous des monceaux de clématite et de vigne vierge, s’élève le mur de séparation entre les bois et la cour des communs.

	Saint-Aignan, laissé seul, prit le chemin de ces bâtiments; de Guiche tourna en sens inverse. L’un revenait donc vers les parterres, tandis que l’autre allait aux murs.

	Saint-Aignan marchait sous une impénétrable voûte de sorbiers, de lilas et d’aubépines gigantesques, les pieds sur un sable mou, enfoui dans l’ombre.

	Il ruminait une revanche qui lui paraissait difficile à prendre, tout déferré, comme eût dit Tallemant des Réaux, de n’en avoir pas appris davantage sur La Vallière, malgré l’ingénieuse tactique qu’il avait employée pour arriver jusqu’à elle.

	Tout à coup un gazouillement de voix humaines parvint à son oreille. C’était comme des chuchotements, comme des plaintes féminines mêlées d’interpellations; c’étaient de petits rires, des soupirs, des cris de surprise étouffés; mais, par-dessus tout, la voix féminine dominait.

	Saint-Aignan s’arrêta pour s’orienter; il reconnut avec la plus vive surprise que les voix venaient, non pas de la terre, mais du sommet des arbres.

	Il leva la tête en se glissant sous l’allée, et aperçut à la crête du mur une femme juchée sur une grande échelle, en grande communication de gestes et de paroles avec un homme perché sur un arbre, et dont on ne voyait que la tête, perdu qu’était le corps dans l’ombre d’un marronnier.

	La femme était en deçà du mur; l’homme au-delà.

	Chapitre CXXIII — Le labyrinthe

	De Saint-Aignan ne cherchait que des renseignements et trouvait une aventure. C’était du bonheur.

	Curieux de savoir pourquoi et surtout de quoi cet homme et cette femme causaient à une pareille heure et dans une si singulière situation, de Saint-Aignan se fit tout petit et arriva presque sous les bâtons de l’échelle.

	Alors, prenant ses mesures pour être le plus confortablement possible, il s’appuya contre un arbre et écouta.

	Il entendit le dialogue suivant.

	C’était la femme qui parlait.

	— En vérité, monsieur Manicamp, disait-elle d’une voix qui, au milieu des reproches qu’elle articulait, conservait un singulier accent de coquetterie, en vérité, vous êtes de la plus dangereuse indiscrétion. Nous ne pouvons causer longtemps ainsi sans être surpris.

	— C’est très probable, interrompit l’homme du ton le plus calme et le plus flegmatique.

	— Eh bien! alors, que dira-t-on? Oh! si quelqu’un me voyait, je vous déclare que j’en mourrais de honte.

	— Oh! ce serait un grand enfantillage et dont je vous crois incapable.

	— Passe encore s’il y avait quelque chose entre nous; mais se faire tort gratuitement, en vérité, je suis bien sotte. Adieu, monsieur de Manicamp!

	«Bon! je connais l’homme; à présent, je vais voir la femme» se dit de Saint-Aignan guettant aux bâtons de l’échelle l’extrémité de deux jambes élégamment chaussées dans des souliers de satin bleu de ciel et dans des bas couleur de chair.

	— Oh! voyons, voyons; par grâce, ma chère Montalais, s’écria de Manicamp, ne fuyez pas, que diable! j’ai encore des choses de la plus haute importance à vous dire.

	«Montalais! pensa tout bas de Saint-Aignan; et de trois! Les trois commères ont chacune leur aventure; seulement il m’avait semblé que l’aventure de celle-ci s’appelait M. Malicorne et non de Manicamp.»

	À cet appel de son interlocuteur, Montalais s’arrêta au milieu de sa descente.

	On vit alors l’infortuné de Manicamp grimper d’un étage dans son marronnier, soit pour s’avantager, soit pour combattre la lassitude de sa mauvaise position.

	— Voyons, dit-il, écoutez-moi; vous savez bien, je l’espère, que je n’ai aucun mauvais dessein.

	— Sans doute… Mais, enfin, pourquoi cette lettre que vous m’écrivez, en stimulant ma reconnaissance? Pourquoi ce rendez-vous que vous me demandez à une pareille heure et dans un pareil lieu?

	— J’ai stimulé votre reconnaissance en vous rappelant que c’était moi qui vous avais fait entrer chez Madame, parce que, désirant vivement l’entrevue que vous avez bien voulu m’accorder, j’ai employé, pour l’obtenir, le moyen le plus sûr. Pourquoi je vous l’ai demandée à pareille heure et dans un pareil lieu? C’est que l’heure m’a paru discrète et le lieu solitaire. Or, j’avais à vous demander de ces choses qui réclament à la fois la discrétion et la solitude.

	— Monsieur de Manicamp!

	— En tout bien tout honneur, chère demoiselle.

	— Monsieur de Manicamp, je crois qu’il serait plus convenable que je me retirasse.

	— Écoutez ou je saute de mon nid dans le vôtre, et prenez garde de me défier, car il y a juste, en ce moment, une branche de marronnier qui m’est gênante et qui me provoque à des excès. N’imitez pas cette branche et écoutez-moi.

	— Je vous écoute, j’y consens; mais soyez bref, car, si vous avez une branche qui vous provoque, j’ai, moi, un échelon triangulaire qui s’introduit dans la plante de mes pieds. Mes souliers sont minés, je vous en préviens.

	— Faites-moi l’amitié de me donner la main, mademoiselle.

	— Et pourquoi?

	— Donnez toujours.

	— Voici ma main; mais que faites-vous donc?

	— Je vous tire à moi.

	— Dans quel but? Vous ne voulez pas que j’aille vous rejoindre dans votre arbre, j’espère?

	— Non; mais je désire que vous vous asseyiez sur le mur; là, bien! la place est large et belle et je donnerais beaucoup pour que vous me permissiez de m’y asseoir à côté de vous.

	— Non pas! vous êtes bien où vous êtes; on vous verrait.

	— Croyez-vous? demanda Manicamp d’une voix insinuante.

	— J’en suis sûre.

	— Soit! je reste sur mon marronnier, quoique j’y sois on ne peut plus mal.

	— Monsieur Manicamp! monsieur Manicamp! nous nous éloignons du fait.

	— C’est juste.

	— Vous m’avez écrit?

	— Très bien.

	— Mais pourquoi m’avez-vous écrit?

	— Imaginez-vous qu’aujourd’hui, à deux heures, de Guiche est parti.

	— Après?

	— Le voyant partir, je l’ai suivi, comme c’est mon habitude.

	— Je le vois bien, puisque vous voilà.

	— Attendez donc… Vous savez, n’est-ce pas, que ce pauvre de Guiche était jusqu’au cou dans la disgrâce?

	— Hélas! oui.

	— C’était donc le comble de l’imprudence à lui de venir trouver à Fontainebleau ceux qui l’avaient exilé à Paris, et surtout ceux dont on l’éloignait.

	— Vous raisonnez comme feu Pythagore, monsieur Manicamp.

	— Or, de Guiche est têtu comme un amoureux; il n’écouta donc aucune de mes remontrances. Je le priai, je le suppliai, il ne voulut rien entendre à rien… Ah! diable!

	— Qu’avez-vous?

	— Pardon, mademoiselle, mais c’est cette maudite branche dont j’ai déjà eu l’honneur de vous entretenir et qui vient de déchirer mon haut-de-chausses.

	— Il fait nuit, répliqua Montalais en riant: continuons, monsieur Manicamp.

	— De Guiche partit donc à cheval tout courant, et moi, je le suivis, mais au pas. Vous comprenez, s’aller jeter à l’eau avec un ami aussi vite qu’il y va lui-même, c’est d’un sot ou d’un insensé. Je laissai donc de Guiche prendre les devants et cheminai avec une sage lenteur, persuadé que j’étais que le malheureux ne serait pas reçu, ou, s’il l’était, tournerait bride au premier coup de boutoir, et que je le verrais revenir encore plus vite qu’il n’était allé, sans avoir été plus loin, moi, que Ris ou Melun, et c’était déjà trop, vous en conviendrez, que onze lieues pour aller et autant pour revenir.

	Montalais haussa les épaules.

	— Riez tant qu’il vous plaira, mademoiselle; mais si, au lieu d’être carrément assise sur la tablette d’un mur comme vous êtes, vous vous trouviez à cheval sur la branche que voici, vous aspireriez à descendre.

	— Un peu de patience, mon cher monsieur Manicamp! un instant est bientôt passé: vous disiez donc que vous aviez dépassé Ris et Melun.

	— Oui, j’ai dépassé Ris et Melun; j’ai continué de marcher, toujours étonné de ne point le voir revenir; enfin, me voici à Fontainebleau, je m’informe, je m’enquiers partout de de Guiche; personne ne l’a vu, personne ne lui a parlé dans la ville: il est arrivé au grand galop, est entré dans le château et a disparu. Depuis huit heures du soir, je suis à Fontainebleau, demandant de Guiche à tous les échos; pas de de Guiche. Je meurs d’inquiétude! vous comprenez que je n’ai pas été me jeter dans la gueule du loup, en entrant moi-même au château, comme a fait mon imprudent ami: je suis venu droit aux communs, et je vous ai fait parvenir une lettre. Maintenant, mademoiselle, au nom du Ciel, tirez-moi d’inquiétude.

	— Ce ne sera pas difficile, mon cher monsieur Manicamp: votre ami de Guiche a été reçu admirablement.

	— Bah!

	— Le roi lui a fait fête.

	— Le roi, qui l’avait exilé!

	— Madame lui a souri; Monsieur paraît l’aimer plus que devant!

	— Ah! ah! fit Manicamp, cela m’explique pourquoi et comment il est resté. Et il n’a point parlé de moi?

	— Il n’en a pas dit un mot.

	— C’est mal à lui. Que fait-il en ce moment?

	— Selon toute probabilité, il dort, ou, s’il ne dort pas, il rêve.

	— Et qu’a-t-on fait pendant toute la soirée?

	— On a dansé.

	— Le fameux ballet? Comment a été de Guiche?

	— Superbe.

	— Ce cher ami! Maintenant, pardon, mademoiselle, mais il me reste à passer de chez moi chez vous.

	— Comment cela?

	— Vous comprenez: je ne présume pas que l’on m’ouvre la porte du château à cette heure, et, quant à coucher sur cette branche, je le voudrais bien, mais je déclare la chose impossible à tout autre animal qu’un papegai.

	— Mais moi, monsieur Manicamp, je ne puis pas comme cela introduire un homme par-dessus un mur?

	— Deux, mademoiselle, dit une seconde voix, mais avec un accent si timide, que l’on comprenait que son propriétaire sentait toute l’inconvenance d’une pareille demande.

	— Bon Dieu! s’écria Montalais essayant de plonger son regard jusqu’au pied du marronnier; qui me parle?

	— Moi, mademoiselle.

	— Qui vous?

	— Malicorne, votre très humble serviteur.

	Et Malicorne, tout en disant ces paroles, se hissa de la tête aux premières branches, et des premières branches à la hauteur du mur.

	— M. Malicorne!… Bonté divine! mais vous êtes enragés tous deux!

	— Comment vous portez-vous, mademoiselle, demanda Malicorne avec force civilités.

	— Celui-là me manquait! s’écria Montalais désespérée.

	— Oh! mademoiselle, murmura Malicorne, ne soyez pas si rude, je vous en supplie!

	— Enfin, mademoiselle, dit Manicamp, nous sommes vos amis, et l’on ne peut désirer la mort de ses amis. Or, nous laisser passer la nuit où nous sommes, c’est nous condamner à mort.

	— Oh! fit Montalais, M. Malicorne est robuste, et il ne mourra pas pour une nuit passée à la belle étoile.

	— Mademoiselle!

	— Ce sera une juste punition de son escapade.

	— Soit! Que Malicorne s’arrange donc comme il voudra avec vous; moi, je passe, dit Manicamp.

	Et, courbant cette fameuse branche contre laquelle il avait porté des plaintes si amères, il finit, en s’aidant de ses mains et de ses pieds, par s’asseoir côte à côte de Montalais.

	Montalais voulut repousser Manicamp, Manicamp chercha à se maintenir.

	Ce conflit, qui dura quelques secondes, eut son côté pittoresque, côté auquel l’œil de M. de Saint-Aignan trouva certainement son compte.

	Mais Manicamp l’emporta. Maître de l’échelle, il y posa le pied, puis il offrit galamment la main à son ennemie.

	Pendant ce temps, Malicorne s’installait dans le marronnier, à la place qu’avait occupée Manicamp, se promettant en lui-même de lui succéder en celle qu’il occupait.

	Manicamp et Montalais descendirent quelques échelons, Manicamp insistant, Montalais riant et se défendant.

	On entendit alors la voix de Malicorne qui suppliait.

	— Mademoiselle, disait Malicorne, ne m’abandonnez pas, je vous en supplie! Ma position est fausse, et je ne puis sans accident parvenir seul de l’autre côté du mur; que Manicamp déchire ses habits, très bien: il a ceux de M. de Guiche; mais, moi, je n’aurai pas même ceux de Manicamp, puisqu’ils seront déchirés.

	— M’est avis, dit Manicamp, sans s’occuper des lamentations de Malicorne, m’est avis que le mieux est que j’aille trouver de Guiche à l’instant même. Plus tard peut-être ne pourrais-je plus pénétrer chez lui.

	— C’est mon avis aussi, répliqua Montalais; allez donc, monsieur Manicamp.

	— Mille grâces! Au revoir, mademoiselle, dit Manicamp en sautant à terre, on n’est pas plus aimable que vous.

	— Monsieur de Manicamp, votre servante; je vais maintenant me débarrasser de M. Malicorne.

	Malicorne poussa un soupir.

	— Allez, allez, continua Montalais.

	Manicamp fit quelques pas; puis, revenant au pied de l’échelle:

	— À propos, mademoiselle, dit-il, par où va-t-on chez M. de Guiche?

	— Ah! c’est vrai… Rien de plus simple. Vous suivez la charmille…

	— Oh! très bien.

	— Vous arrivez au carrefour vert.

	— Bon!

	— Vous y trouvez quatre allées…

	— À merveille.

	— Vous en prenez une…

	— Laquelle?

	— Celle de droite.

	— Celle de droite?

	— Non, celle de gauche.

	— Ah! diable!

	— Non, non… attendez donc…

	— Vous ne paraissez pas très sûre. Remémorez-vous, je vous prie, mademoiselle.

	— Celle du milieu.

	— Il y en a quatre.

	— C’est vrai. Tout ce que je sais, c’est que, sur les quatre, il y en a une qui mène tout droit chez Madame; celle-là, je la connais.

	— Mais M. de Guiche n’est point chez Madame, n’est-ce pas?

	— Dieu merci! non.

	— Celle qui mène chez Madame m’est donc inutile, et je désirerais la troquer contre celle qui mène chez M. de Guiche.

	— Oui, certainement, celle-là, je la connais aussi; mais quant à l’indiquer ici, la chose me paraît impossible.

	— Mais, enfin, mademoiselle, supposons que j’aie trouvé cette bienheureuse allée.

	— Alors, vous êtes arrivé.

	— Bien.

	— Oui, vous n’avez plus à traverser que le labyrinthe.

	— Plus que cela? Diable! il y a donc un labyrinthe?

	— Assez compliqué, oui; le jour même, on s’y trompe parfois; ce sont des tours et des détours sans fin; il faut d’abord faire trois tours à droite, puis deux tours à gauche, puis un tour… Est-ce un tour ou deux tours? Attendez donc! Enfin, en sortant du labyrinthe, vous trouvez une allée de sycomores, et cette allée de sycomores vous conduit droit au pavillon qu’habite M. de Guiche.

	— Mademoiselle, dit Manicamp, voilà une admirable indication, et je ne doute pas que, guidé par elle, je ne me perde à l’instant même. J’ai, en conséquence, un petit service à vous demander.

	— Lequel?

	— C’est de m’offrir votre bras et de me guider vous-même comme une autre… comme une autre…. Je savais cependant ma mythologie, mademoiselle; mais la gravité des événements me l’a fait oublier. Venez donc, je vous en supplie.

	— Et moi! s’écria Malicorne, et moi, l’on m’abandonne donc!

	— Eh! monsieur, impossible!… dit Montalais à Manicamp; on peut me voir avec vous à une pareille heure, et jugez donc ce que l’on dira.

	— Vous aurez votre conscience pour vous, mademoiselle, dit sentencieusement Manicamp.

	— Impossible, monsieur, impossible!

	— Alors, laissez-moi aider Malicorne à descendre; c’est un garçon très intelligent et qui a beaucoup de flair; il me guidera, et, si nous nous perdons, nous nous perdrons à deux et nous nous sauverons l’un et l’autre. À deux, si nous sommes rencontrés, nous aurons l’air de quelque chose; tandis que, seul, j’aurais l’air d’un amant ou d’un voleur. Venez, Malicorne, voici l’échelle.

	— Monsieur Malicorne, s’écria Montalais, je vous défends de quitter votre arbre, et cela sous peine d’encourir toute ma colère.

	Malicorne avait déjà allongé vers le faîte du mur une jambe qu’il retira tristement.

	— Chut! dit tout bas Manicamp.

	— Qu’y a-t-il? demanda Montalais.

	— J’entends des pas.

	— Oh! mon Dieu!

	En effet, les pas soupçonnés devinrent un bruit manifeste, le feuillage s’ouvrit, et de Saint-Aignan parut, l’œil riant et la main tendue, surprenant chacun dans la position où il était: c’est-à-dire Malicorne sur son arbre et le cou tendu, Montalais sur son échelon et collée à l’échelle, Manicamp à terre et le pied en avant, prêt à se mettre en route.

	— Eh! bonsoir, Manicamp, dit le comte, soyez le bienvenu, cher ami; vous nous manquiez ce soir, et l’on vous demandait. Mademoiselle de Montalais, votre… très humble serviteur!

	Montalais rougit.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! balbutia-t-elle en cachant sa tête dans ses deux mains.

	— Mademoiselle, dit de Saint-Aignan, rassurez-vous, je connais toute votre innocence et j’en rendrai bon compte. Manicamp, suivez-moi. Charmille, carrefour et labyrinthe me connaissent; je serai votre Ariane. Hein! voilà votre nom mythologique retrouvé.

	— C’est ma foi! vrai, comte, merci!

	— Mais, par la même occasion, comte, dit Montalais, emmenez aussi M. Malicorne.

	— Non pas, non pas, dit Malicorne. M. Manicamp a causé avec vous tant qu’il a voulu; à mon tour, s’il vous plaît, mademoiselle; j’ai, de mon côté, une multitude de choses à vous dire concernant notre avenir.

	— Vous entendez, dit le comte en riant; demeurez avec lui, mademoiselle. Ne savez-vous pas que cette nuit est la nuit aux secrets?

	Et, prenant le bras de Manicamp, le comte l’emmena d’un pas rapide dans la direction du chemin que Montalais connaissait si bien et indiquait si mal.

	Montalais les suivit des yeux aussi longtemps qu’elle put les apercevoir.

	Chapitre CXXIV — Comment Malicorne avait été délogé de l’hôtel du Beau-Paon

	Pendant que Montalais suivait des yeux le comte et Manicamp, Malicorne avait profité de la distraction de la jeune fille pour se faire une position plus tolérable.

	Quand elle se retourna, cette différence qui s’était faite dans la position de Malicorne frappa donc immédiatement ses yeux.

	Malicorne était assis comme une manière de singe, le derrière sur le mur, les pieds sur le premier échelon.

	Les pampres sauvages et les chèvrefeuilles le coiffaient comme un faune, les torsades de la vigne vierge figuraient assez bien ses pieds de bouc.

	Quant à Montalais, rien ne lui manquait pour qu’on pût la prendre pour une dryade accomplie.

	— Oh! dit-elle en remontant un échelon, me rendez-vous malheureuse, me persécutez-vous assez, tyran que vous êtes!

	— Moi? fit Malicorne, moi, un tyran?

	— Oui, vous me compromettez sans cesse, monsieur Malicorne; vous êtes un monstre de méchanceté.

	— Moi?

	— Qu’aviez-vous à faire à Fontainebleau? Dites! est-ce que votre domicile n’est point à Orléans?

	— Ce que j’ai à faire ici, demandez-vous? Mais j’ai affaire de vous voir.

	— Ah! la belle nécessité.

	— Pas pour vous, peut-être, mademoiselle, mais bien certainement pour moi. Quant à mon domicile, vous savez bien que je l’ai abandonné, et que je n’ai plus dans l’avenir d’autre domicile que celui que vous avez vous-même. Donc, votre domicile étant pour le moment à Fontainebleau, à Fontainebleau je suis venu.

	Montalais haussa les épaules.

	— Vous voulez me voir, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! vous m’avez vue, vous êtes content, partez!

	— Oh! non, fit Malicorne.

	— Comment! oh! non?

	— Je ne suis pas venu seulement pour vous voir; je suis venu pour causer avec vous.

	— Eh bien! nous causerons plus tard et dans un autre endroit.

	— Plus tard! Dieu sait si je vous rencontrerai plus tard dans un autre endroit! Nous n’en trouverons jamais de plus favorable que celui-ci.

	— Mais je ne puis ce soir, je ne puis en ce moment.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce qu’il est arrivé cette nuit mille choses.

	— Eh bien! ma chose, à moi, fera mille et une.

	— Non, non, Mlle de Tonnay-Charente m’attend dans notre chambre pour une communication de la plus haute importance.

	— Depuis longtemps?

	— Depuis une heure au moins.

	— Alors, dit tranquillement Malicorne, elle attendra quelques minutes de plus.

	— Monsieur Malicorne, dit Montalais, vous vous oubliez.

	— C’est-à-dire que vous m’oubliez, mademoiselle, et que, moi, je m’impatiente du rôle que vous me faites jouer ici. Mordieu! mademoiselle, depuis huit jours, je rôde parmi vous toutes, sans que vous ayez daigné une seule fois vous apercevoir que j’étais là.

	— Vous rôdez ici, vous, depuis huit jours?

	— Comme un loup-garou; brûlé ici par les feux d’artifice qui m’ont roussi deux perruques, noyé là dans les osiers par l’humidité du soir ou la vapeur des jets d’eau, toujours affamé, toujours échiné, avec la perspective d’un mur ou la nécessité d’une escalade. Morbleu! ce n’est pas un sort cela, mademoiselle, pour une créature qui n’est ni écureuil, ni salamandre, ni loutre; mais, puisque vous poussez l’inhumanité jusqu’à vouloir me faire renier ma condition d’homme, je l’arbore. Homme je suis, mordieu! et homme je resterai, à moins d’ordres supérieurs.

	— Eh bien! voyons, que désirez-vous, que voulez-vous, qu’exigez-vous? dit Montalais soumise.

	— N’allez-vous pas me dire que vous ignoriez que j’étais à Fontainebleau?

	— Je…

	— Soyez franche.

	— Je m’en doutais.

	— Eh bien! depuis huit jours, ne pouviez-vous pas me voir une fois par jour au moins?

	— J’ai toujours été empêchée, monsieur Malicorne.

	— Tarare!

	— Demandez à ces demoiselles, si vous ne me croyez pas.

	— Je ne demande jamais d’explication sur les choses que je sais mieux que personne.

	— Calmez-vous, monsieur Malicorne, cela changera.

	— Il le faudra bien.

	— Vous savez, qu’on vous voie ou qu’on ne vous voie point, vous savez que l’on pense à vous, dit Montalais avec son air câlin.

	— Oh! l’on pense à moi…

	— Parole d’honneur.

	— Et rien de nouveau?

	— Sur quoi?

	— Sur ma charge dans la maison de Monsieur.

	— Ah! mon cher monsieur Malicorne, on n’abordait pas Son Altesse Royale pendant ces jours passés.

	— Et maintenant?

	— Maintenant, c’est autre chose: depuis hier, il n’est plus jaloux.

	— Bah! Et comment la jalousie lui est-elle passée?

	— Il y a eu diversion.

	— Contez-moi cela.

	— On a répandu le bruit que le roi avait jeté les yeux sur une autre femme, et Monsieur s’en est trouvé calmé tout d’un coup.

	— Et qui a répandu ce bruit?

	Montalais baissa la voix.

	— Entre nous, dit-elle, je crois que Madame et le roi s’entendent.

	— Ah! ah! fit Malicorne, c’était le seul moyen. Mais M. de Guiche, le pauvre soupirant?

	— Oh! celui-là, il est tout à fait délogé.

	— S’est-on écrit?

	— Mon Dieu non; je ne leur ai pas vu tenir une plume aux uns ni aux autres depuis huit jours.

	— Comment êtes-vous avec Madame?

	— Au mieux.

	— Et avec le roi?

	— Le roi me fait des sourires quand je passe.

	— Bien! Maintenant, sur quelle femme les deux amants ont-ils jeté leur dévolu pour leur servir de paravent?

	— Sur La Vallière.

	— Oh! oh! pauvre fille! Mais il faudrait empêcher cela, ma mie!

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que M. Raoul de Bragelonne la tuera ou se tuera s’il a un soupçon.

	— Raoul! ce bon Raoul! Vous croyez?

	— Les femmes ont la prétention de se connaître en passions, dit Malicorne, et les femmes ne savent pas seulement lire elles-mêmes ce qu’elles pensent dans leurs propres yeux ou dans leur propre cœur. Eh bien! je vous dis, moi, que M. de Bragelonne aime La Vallière à tel point, que, si elle fait mine de le tromper, il se tuera ou la tuera.

	— Le roi est là pour la défendre, dit Montalais.

	— Le roi! s’écria Malicorne.

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh! Raoul tuera le roi comme un reître!

	— Bonté divine! fit Montalais, mais vous devenez fou, monsieur Malicorne!

	— Non pas; tout ce que je vous dis est, au contraire, du plus grand sérieux, ma mie, et, pour mon compte je sais une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est que je préviendrai tout doucement Raoul de la plaisanterie.

	— Chut! malheureux! fit Montalais en remontant encore un échelon pour se rapprocher d’autant de Malicorne, n’ouvrez point la bouche à ce pauvre Bragelonne.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que vous ne savez rien encore.

	— Qu’y a-t-il donc?

	— Il y a que ce soir… Personne ne nous écoute?

	— Non.

	— Il y a que ce soir, sous le chêne royal, La Vallière a dit tout haut et tout naïvement ces paroles:

	«Je ne conçois pas que, lorsqu’on a vu le roi, on puisse jamais aimer un autre homme.»

	Malicorne fit un bond sur son mur.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! dit-il, elle a dit cela, la malheureuse?

	— Mot pour mot.

	— Et elle le pense?

	— La Vallière pense toujours ce qu’elle dit.

	— Mais cela crie vengeance! mais les femmes sont des serpents! dit Malicorne.

	— Calmez-vous, mon cher Malicorne, calmez-vous!

	— Non pas! Coupons le mal dans sa racine, au contraire. Prévenons Raoul, il est temps.

	— Maladroit! c’est qu’au contraire il n’est plus temps, répondit Montalais.

	— Comment cela?

	— Ce mot de La Vallière…

	— Oui.

	— Ce mot à l’adresse du roi…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! il est arrivé à son adresse.

	— Le roi le connaît? Il a été rapporté au roi?

	— Le roi l’a entendu.

	— Ohimé! comme disait M. le cardinal.

	— Le roi était précisément caché dans le massif le plus voisin du chêne royal.

	— Il en résulte, dit Malicorne, que dorénavant le plan du roi et de Madame va marcher sur des roulettes, en passant sur le corps du pauvre Bragelonne.

	— Vous l’avez dit.

	— C’est affreux.

	— C’est comme cela.

	— Ma foi! dit Malicorne après une minute de silence donnée à la méditation, entre un gros chêne et un grand roi, ne mettons pas notre pauvre personne, nous y serions broyés, ma mie.

	— C’est ce que je voulais vous dire.

	— Songeons à nous.

	— C’est ce que je pensais.

	— Ouvrez donc vos jolis yeux.

	— Et vous, vos grandes oreilles.

	— Approchez votre petite bouche pour un bon gros baiser.

	— Voici, dit Montalais, qui paya sur-le-champ en espèces sonnantes.

	— Maintenant, voyons. Voici M. de Guiche qui aime Madame; voilà La Vallière qui aime le roi; voilà le roi qui aime Madame et La Vallière; voilà Monsieur qui n’aime personne que lui. Entre toutes ces amours, un imbécile ferait sa fortune, à plus forte raison des personnes de sens comme nous.

	— Vous voilà encore avec vos rêves.

	— C’est-à-dire avec mes réalités. Laissez-vous conduire par moi, ma mie, vous ne vous en êtes pas trop mal trouvée jusqu’à présent, n’est-ce pas?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien! l’avenir vous répond du passé. Seulement, puisque chacun pense à soi ici, pensons à nous.

	— C’est trop juste.

	— Mais à nous seuls.

	— Soit!

	— Alliance offensive et défensive!

	— Je suis prête à la jurer.

	— Étendez la main; c’est cela: Tout pour Malicorne!

	— Tout pour Malicorne!

	— Tout pour Montalais! répondit Malicorne en étendant la main à son tour.

	— Maintenant, que faut-il faire?

	— Avoir incessamment les yeux ouverts, les oreilles ouvertes, amasser des armes contre les autres, n’en jamais laisser traîner qui puissent servir contre nous-mêmes.

	— Convenu.

	— Arrêté.

	— Juré. Et maintenant que le pacte est fait, adieu.

	— Comment, adieu?

	— Sans doute. Retournez à votre auberge.

	— À mon auberge?

	— Oui; n’êtes-vous pas logé à l’auberge du Beau-Paon?

	— Montalais! Montalais! vous le voyez bien, que vous connaissiez ma présence à Fontainebleau.

	— Qu’est-ce que cela prouve? Qu’on s’occupe de vous au-delà de vos mérites, ingrat!

	— Hum!

	— Retournez donc au Beau-Paon.

	— Eh bien! voilà justement!

	— Quoi?

	— C’est devenu chose impossible.

	— N’aviez-vous point une chambre?

	— Oui, mais je ne l’ai plus.

	— Vous ne l’avez plus? et qui vous l’a prise?

	— Attendez… Tantôt je revenais de courir après vous, j’arrive tout essoufflé à l’hôtel, lorsque j’aperçois une civière sur laquelle quatre paysans apportaient un moine malade.

	— Un moine?

	— Oui, un vieux franciscain à barbe grise. Comme je regardais ce moine malade, on l’entre dans l’auberge. Comme on lui faisait monter l’escalier, je le suis, et, comme j’arrive au haut de l’escalier, je m’aperçois qu’on le fait entrer dans ma chambre.

	— Dans votre chambre?

	— Oui, dans ma propre chambre. Je crois que c’est une erreur, j’interpelle l’hôte: l’hôte me déclare que la chambre louée par moi depuis huit jours était louée à ce franciscain pour le neuvième.

	— Oh! oh!

	— C’est justement ce que je fis: Oh! oh! Je fis même plus encore, je voulus me fâcher. Je remontai. Je m’adressai au franciscain lui-même. Je voulus lui remontrer l’inconvenance de son procédé; mais ce moine, tout moribond qu’il paraissait être, se souleva sur son coude, fixa sur moi deux yeux flamboyants, et, d’une voix qui eût avantageusement commandé une charge de cavalerie: «Jetez-moi ce drôle à la porte», dit-il. Ce qui fut à l’instant même exécuté par l’hôte et par les quatre porteurs, qui me firent descendre l’escalier un peu plus vite qu’il n’était convenable. Voilà comment il se fait, ma mie, que je n’ai plus de gîte.

	— Mais qu’est-ce que c’est que ce franciscain? demanda Montalais. C’est donc un général?

	— Justement; il me semble que c’est là le titre qu’un des porteurs lui a donné en lui parlant à demi-voix.

	— De sorte que?… dit Montalais.

	— De sorte que je n’ai plus de chambre, plus d’auberge, plus de gîte, et que je suis aussi décidé que l’était tout à l’heure mon ami Manicamp à ne pas coucher dehors.

	— Comment faire? s’écria Montalais.

	— Voilà! dit Malicorne.

	— Mais rien de plus simple, dit une troisième voix.

	Montalais et Malicorne poussèrent un cri simultané.

	De Saint-Aignan parut.

	— Cher monsieur Malicorne, dit de Saint-Aignan, un heureux hasard me ramène ici pour vous tirer d’embarras. Venez, je vous offre une chambre chez moi, et celle-là, je vous le jure, nul franciscain ne vous l’ôtera. Quant à vous, ma chère demoiselle, rassurez-vous; j’ai déjà le secret de Mlle de La Vallière, celui de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente; vous venez d’avoir la bonté de me confier le vôtre, merci: j’en garderai aussi bien trois qu’un seul.

	Malicorne et Montalais se regardèrent comme deux écoliers pris en maraude; mais, comme au bout du compte Malicorne voyait un grand avantage dans la proposition qui lui était faite, il fit à Montalais un signe de résignation que celle-ci lui rendit.

	Puis Malicorne descendit l’échelle échelon par échelon, réfléchissant à chaque degré au moyen d’arracher bribe par bribe à M. de Saint-Aignan tout ce qu’il pourrait savoir sur le fameux secret.

	Montalais était déjà partie légère comme une biche, et ni carrefour ni labyrinthe n’eurent le pouvoir de la tromper.

	Quant à de Saint-Aignan, il ramena en effet Malicorne chez lui, en lui faisant mille politesses, enchanté qu’il était de tenir sous sa main les deux hommes qui, en supposant que de Guiche restât muet, pouvaient le mieux renseigner sur le compte des filles d’honneur.

	Chapitre CXXV — Ce qui s’était passé en réalité à l’auberge du Beau-Paon

	D’abord, donnons à nos lecteurs quelques détails sur l’auberge du Beau-Paon; puis nous passerons au signalement des voyageurs qui l’habitaient.

	L’auberge du Beau-Paon, comme toute auberge, devait son nom à son enseigne. Cette enseigne représentait un paon qui faisait la roue.

	Seulement, à l’instar de quelques peintres qui ont donné la figure d’un joli garçon au serpent qui tente Ève, le peintre de l’enseigne avait donné au beau paon une figure de femme.

	Cette auberge, épigramme vivante contre cette moitié du genre humain qui fait le charme de la vie, dit M. Legouvé, s’élevait à Fontainebleau dans la première rue latérale de gauche, laquelle coupait, en venant de Paris, cette grande artère qui forme à elle seule la ville tout entière de Fontainebleau.

	La rue latérale s’appelait alors la rue de Lyon, sans doute parce que, géographiquement, elle s’avançait dans la direction de la seconde capitale du royaume. Cette rue se composait de deux maisons habitées par des bourgeois, maisons séparées l’une de l’autre par deux grands jardins bordés de haies. En apparence, il semblait y avoir cependant trois maisons dans la rue; expliquons comment, malgré ce semblant, il n’y en avait que deux.

	L’auberge du Beau-Paon avait sa façade principale sur la grande rue; mais, en retour, sur la rue de Lyon, deux corps de bâtiments, divisés par des cours, renfermaient de grands logements propres à recevoir tous voyageurs, soit à pied, soit à cheval, soit même en carrosse, et à fournir non seulement logis et table, mais encore promenade et solitude aux plus riches courtisans, lorsque, après un échec à la cour, ils désiraient se renfermer avec eux mêmes pour dévorer l’affront ou méditer la vengeance.

	Des fenêtres de ce corps de bâtiment en retour, les voyageurs apercevaient la rue d’abord, avec son herbe croissant entre les pavés, qu’elle disjoignait peu à peu. Ensuite les belles haies de sureau et d’aubépine qui enfermaient, comme entre deux bras verts et fleuris, ces maisons bourgeoises dont nous avons parlé. Puis, dans les intervalles de ces maisons, formant fond de tableau et se dessinant comme un horizon infranchissable, une ligne de bois touffus, plantureux, premières sentinelles de la vaste forêt qui se déroule en avant de Fontainebleau.

	On pouvait donc, pour peu qu’on eût un appartement faisant angle par la grande rue de Paris, participer à la vue et au bruit des passants et des fêtes, et, par la rue de Lyon, à la vue et au calme de la campagne.

	Sans compter qu’en cas d’urgence, au moment où l’on frappait à la grande porte de la rue de Paris, on pouvait s’esquiver par la petite porte de la rue de Lyon, et, longeant les jardins des maisons bourgeoises, gagner les premiers taillis de la forêt.

	Malicorne, qui, le premier, on se le rappelle, nous a parlé de cette auberge du Beau-Paon, pour en déplorer son expulsion, Malicorne, préoccupé de ses propres affaires, était bien loin d’avoir dit à Montalais tout ce qu’il y avait à dire sur cette curieuse auberge.

	Nous allons essayer de remplir cette fâcheuse lacune laissée par Malicorne.

	Malicorne avait oublié de dire, par exemple, de quelle façon il était entré dans l’auberge du Beau-Paon.

	En outre, à part le franciscain dont il avait dit un mot, il n’avait donné aucun renseignement sur les voyageurs qui habitaient cette auberge.

	La façon dont ils étaient entrés, la façon dont ils vivaient, la difficulté qu’il y avait pour toute autre personne que les voyageurs privilégiés d’entrer dans l’hôtel sans mot d’ordre, et d’y séjourner sans certaines précautions préparatoires, avaient cependant dû frapper, et avaient même, nous oserions en répondre, frappé certainement Malicorne.

	Mais, comme nous l’avons dit, Malicorne avait des préoccupations personnelles qui l’empêchaient de remarquer bien des choses.

	En effet, tous les appartements de l’hôtel du Beau-Paon étaient occupés et retenus par des étrangers sédentaires et d’un commerce fort calme, porteurs de visages prévenants, dont aucun n’était connu de Malicorne.

	Tous ces voyageurs étaient arrivés à l’hôtel depuis qu’il y était arrivé lui-même, chacun y était entré avec une espèce de mot d’ordre qui avait d’abord préoccupé Malicorne; mais il s’était informé directement, et il avait su que l’hôte donnait pour raison de cette espèce de surveillance que la ville, pleine comme elle l’était de riches seigneurs, devait l’être aussi d’adroits et d’ardents filous.

	Il allait donc de la réputation d’une maison honnête comme celle du Beau-Paon de ne pas laisser voler les voyageurs.

	Aussi, Malicorne se demandait-il parfois, lorsqu’il rentrait en lui-même et sondait sa position à l’hôtel du Beau-Paon, comment on l’avait laissé entrer dans cette hôtellerie, tandis que, depuis qu’il y était entré, il avait vu refuser la porte à tant d’autres.

	Il se demandait surtout comment Manicamp, qui, selon lui, devait être un seigneur en vénération à tout le monde, ayant voulu faire manger son cheval au Beau-Paon, dès son arrivée, cheval et cavalier avaient été éconduits avec un nescio vos des plus intraitables.

	C’était donc pour Malicorne un problème que, du reste, occupé comme il l’était d’intrigue amoureuse et ambitieuse, il ne s’était point appliqué à approfondir. L’eût-il voulu que, malgré l’intelligence que nous lui avons accordée, nous n’oserions dire qu’il eût réussi.

	Quelques mots prouveront au lecteur qu’il n’eût pas fallu moins qu’Oedipe en personne pour résoudre une pareille énigme.

	Depuis huit jours étaient entrés dans cette hôtellerie sept voyageurs, tous arrivés le lendemain du bienheureux jour où Malicorne avait jeté son dévolu sur le Beau-Paon.

	Ces sept personnages, venus, avec un train raisonnable, étaient:

	D’abord, un brigadier des armées allemandes, son secrétaire, son médecin, trois laquais, sept chevaux. Ce brigadier se nommait le comte de Wostpur.

	Un cardinal espagnol avec deux neveux, deux secrétaires, un officier de sa maison et douze chevaux. Ce cardinal se nommait Mgr Herrebia.

	Un riche négociant de Brême avec son laquais et deux chevaux. Ce négociant se nommait mein herr Bonstett.

	Un sénateur vénitien avec sa femme et sa fille, toutes deux d’une parfaite beauté. Ce sénateur se nommait il signor Marini.

	Un laird d’Écosse avec sept montagnards de son clan; tous à pied. Le laird se nommait Mac Cumnor.

	Un Autrichien de Vienne, sans titre ni blason, venu en carrosse; il avait beaucoup du prêtre, un peu du soldat. On l’appelait le conseiller. Enfin une dame flamande, avec un laquais, une femme de chambre et une demoiselle de compagnie. Grand train, grande mine, grands chevaux. On l’appelait la dame flamande.

	Tous ces voyageurs étaient arrivés le même jour, comme nous avons dit, et cependant leur arrivée n’avait causé aucun embarras dans l’auberge, aucun encombrement dans la rue, leurs logements ayant été marqués d’avance sur la demande de leurs courriers ou de leurs secrétaires, arrivés la veille ou le matin même.

	Malicorne, arrivé un jour avant eux et voyageant sur un maigre cheval chargé d’une mince valise, s’était annoncé à l’hôtel du Beau-Paon comme l’ami d’un seigneur curieux de voir les fêtes, et qui lui, à son tour, devait arriver incessamment.

	L’hôte, à ces paroles, avait souri comme s’il connaissait beaucoup, soit Malicorne, soit le seigneur son ami, et il lui avait dit:

	— Choisissez, monsieur, tel appartement qui vous conviendra, puisque vous arrivez le premier.

	Et cela avec cette obséquiosité significative chez les aubergistes, et qui veut dire: «Soyez tranquille, monsieur, on sait à qui l’on a affaire, et l’on vous traitera en conséquence.»

	Ces mots et le geste qui les accompagnait avaient paru bienveillants, mais peu clairs à Malicorne. Or, comme il ne voulait pas faire une grosse dépense, et que, demandant une petite chambre, il eût sans doute été refusé à cause de son peu d’importance même, il se hâta de ramasser au bond les paroles de l’aubergiste, et de le duper avec sa propre finesse.

	Aussi, souriant en homme pour lequel on ne fait qu’absolument ce que l’on doit faire:

	— Mon cher hôte, dit-il, je prendrai l’appartement le meilleur et le plus gai.

	— Avec écurie?

	— Avec écurie.

	— Pour quel jour?

	— Pour tout de suite, si c’est possible.

	— À merveille.

	— Seulement, se hâta d’ajouter Malicorne, je n’occuperai pas incontinent le grand appartement.

	— Bon! fit l’hôte avec un air d’intelligence.

	— Certaines raisons, que vous comprendrez plus tard, me forcent de ne mettre à mon compte que cette petite chambre.

	— Oui, oui, oui, fit l’hôte.

	— Mon ami, quand il viendra, prendra le grand appartement, et naturellement, comme ce grand appartement sera le sien, il réglera directement.

	— Très bien! fit l’hôte, très bien! c’était convenu ainsi.

	— C’était convenu ainsi?

	— Mot pour mot.

	— C’est extraordinaire, murmura Malicorne. Ainsi, vous comprenez?

	— Oui.

	— C’est tout ce qu’il faut. Maintenant que vous comprenez… car vous comprenez bien, n’est-ce pas?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Eh bien! vous allez me conduire à ma chambre.

	L’hôte du Beau-Paon marcha devant Malicorne, son bonnet à la main. Malicorne s’installa dans sa chambre et y demeura tout surpris de voir l’hôte, à chaque ascension ou à chaque descente, lui faire de ces petits clignements d’yeux qui indiquent la meilleure intelligence entre deux correspondants.

	«Il y a quelque méprise là-dessous, se disait Malicorne; mais, en attendant qu’elle s’éclaircisse, j’en profite, et c’est ce qu’il y a de mieux à faire.»

	Et de sa chambre il s’élançait comme un chien de chasse à la piste des nouvelles et des curiosités de la cour, se faisant rôtir ici et noyer là, comme il avait dit à Mlle de Montalais.

	Le lendemain de son installation, il avait vu arriver successivement les sept voyageurs qui remplissaient toute l’hôtellerie.

	À l’aspect de tout ce monde, de tous ces équipages, de tout ce train, Malicorne se frotta les mains, en songeant que, faute d’un jour, il n’eût pas trouvé un lit pour se reposer au retour de ses explorations.

	Après que tous les étrangers se furent casés, l’hôte entra dans sa chambre, et, avec sa gracieuseté habituelle:

	— Mon cher monsieur, lui dit-il, il vous reste le grand appartement du troisième corps de logis; vous savez cela?

	— Sans doute, je le sais.

	— Et c’est un véritable cadeau que je vous fais.

	— Merci!

	— De sorte que, lorsque votre ami viendra…

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! il sera content de moi, ou, dans le cas contraire, c’est qu’il sera bien difficile.

	— Pardon! voulez-vous me permettre de dire quelques mots à propos de mon ami?

	— Dites, pardieu! vous êtes bien le maître.

	— Il devait venir, comme vous savez…

	— Et il le doit toujours.

	— C’est qu’il pourrait avoir changé d’avis.

	— Non.

	— Vous en êtes sûr?

	— J’en suis sûr.

	— C’est que, dans le cas où vous auriez quelque doute…

	— Après?

	— Je vous dirais, moi: je ne vous réponds pas qu’il vienne.

	— Mais il vous a dit cependant…

	— Certainement il m’a dit; mais vous savez; l’homme propose et Dieu dispose, verba volant, scripta manent.

	— Ce qui veut dire?

	— Les mots s’envolent, les écrits restent, et, comme il ne m’a pas écrit, qu’il s’est contenté de me dire, je vous autoriserai donc, sans cependant vous y inviter… vous sentez, c’est fort embarrassant.

	— À quoi m’autorisez-vous?

	— Dame! à louer son appartement, si vous en trouvez un bon prix.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous.

	— Jamais, monsieur, jamais je ne ferai une pareille chose. S’il ne vous a pas écrit, à vous…

	— Non.

	— Il m’a écrit, à moi.

	— Ah!

	— Oui.

	— Et dans quels termes? Voyons si sa lettre s’accorde avec ses paroles.

	— En voici à peu près le texte:

	«Monsieur le propriétaire de l’hôtel du Beau-Paon.

	Vous devez être prévenu du rendez-vous pris dans votre hôtel par quelques personnages d’importance; je fais partie de la société qui se réunit à Fontainebleau. Retenez donc à la fois, et une petite chambre pour un ami qui arrivera avant moi ou après moi…»

	
— C’est vous cet ami, n’est-ce pas? fit en s’interrompant l’hôte du Beau Paon.

	Malicorne s’inclina modestement.

	L’hôte reprit:

	«Et un grand appartement pour moi. Le grand appartement me regarde mais je désire que le prix de la chambre soit modique, cette chambre étant destinée à un pauvre diable.»

	— C’est toujours bien vous, n’est-ce pas? dit l’hôte.

	— Oui, certes, dit Malicorne.

	— Alors, nous sommes d’accord: votre ami soldera le prix de son appartement, et vous solderez le prix du vôtre.

	«Je veux être roué vif, se dit en lui-même Malicorne, si je comprends quelque chose à ce qui m’arrive.»

	Puis, tout haut:

	— Et, dites-moi, vous avez été content du nom?

	— De quel nom?

	— Du nom qui terminait la lettre. Il vous a présenté toute garantie?

	— J’allais vous le demander, dit l’hôte.

	— Comment! la lettre n’était pas signée?

	— Non, fit l’hôte en écarquillant des yeux pleins de mystère et de curiosité.

	— Alors, répliqua Malicorne imitant ce geste et ce mystère, s’il ne s’est pas nommé…

	— Eh bien?

	— Vous comprendrez qu’il doit avoir ses raisons pour cela.

	— Sans doute.

	— Et que je n’irai pas, moi, son ami, moi, son confident, trahir son incognito.

	— C’est juste, monsieur, répondit l’hôte; aussi je n’insiste pas.

	— J’apprécie cette délicatesse. Quant à moi, comme l’a dit mon ami, ma chambre est à part, convenons-en bien.

	— Monsieur, c’est tout convenu.

	— Vous comprenez, les bons comptes font les bons amis. Comptons donc.

	— Ce n’est pas pressé.

	— Comptons toujours. Chambre, nourriture, pour moi, place à la mangeoire et nourriture de mon cheval: combien par jour?

	— Quatre livres, monsieur.

	— Cela fait donc douze livres pour les trois jours écoulés?

	— Douze livres; oui, monsieur.

	— Voici vos douze livres.

	— Eh! monsieur, à quoi bon payer tout de suite?

	— Parce que, dit Malicorne en baissant la voix et en recourant au mystérieux, puisqu’il voyait le mystérieux réussir, parce que, si l’on avait à partir soudain, à décamper d’un moment à l’autre, ce serait tout compte fait.

	— Monsieur, vous avez raison.

	— Donc, je suis chez moi.

	— Vous êtes chez vous.

	— Eh bien! à la bonne heure. Adieu!

	L’hôte se retira.

	Resté seul, Malicorne se fit le raisonnement suivant: «Il n’y a que M. de Guiche ou Manicamp capables d’avoir écrit à mon hôte; M. de Guiche, parce qu’il veut se ménager un logement hors de cour, en cas de succès ou d’insuccès; Manicamp, parce qu’il aura été chargé de cette commission par M. de Guiche.

	«Voici donc ce que M. de Guiche ou Manicamp auront imaginé: le grand appartement pour recevoir d’une façon convenable quelque dame épais voilée, avec réserve, pour la susdite dame, d’une double sortie sur une rue à peu près déserte et aboutissant à la forêt.

	«La chambre pour abriter momentanément soit Manicamp, confident de M. de Guiche et vigilant gardien de la porte, soit M. de Guiche lui-même, jouant à la fois pour plus de sûreté le rôle du maître et celui du confident.

	«Mais cette réunion qui doit avoir lieu, qui a eu effectivement lieu dans l’hôtel?

	«Ce sont sans doute gens qui doivent être présentés au roi.

	«Mais le pauvre diable à qui la chambre est destinée?

	«Ruse pour mieux cacher de Guiche ou Manicamp.

	«S’il en est ainsi, comme c’est chose probable, il n’y a que demi-mal: et de Manicamp à Malicorne, il n’y a que la bourse.»

	Depuis ce raisonnement, Malicorne avait dormi sur les deux oreilles, laissant les sept étrangers occuper et arpenter en tous sens les sept logements de l’hôtellerie du Beau-Paon.

	Lorsque rien ne l’inquiétait à la cour, lorsqu’il était las d’excursions et d’inquisitions, las d’écrire des billets que jamais il n’avait l’occasion de remettre à leur adresse, alors il rentrait dans sa bienheureuse petite chambre, et, accoudé sur le balcon garni de capucines et d’œillets palissés, il s’occupait de ces étranges voyageurs pour qui Fontainebleau semblait n’avoir ni lumières, ni joies, ni fêtes.

	Cela dura ainsi jusqu’au septième jour, jour que nous avons détaillé longuement avec sa nuit dans les précédents chapitres.

	Cette nuit-là, Malicorne prenait le frais à sa fenêtre vers une heure du matin, quand Manicamp parut à cheval, le nez au vent, l’air soucieux et ennuyé.

	«Bon! se dit Malicorne en le reconnaissant du premier coup, voilà mon homme qui vient réclamer son appartement, c’est-à-dire ma chambre.»

	Et il appela Manicamp.

	Manicamp leva la tête, et à son tour reconnut Malicorne.

	— Ah! pardieu! dit celui-ci en se déridant, soyez le bienvenu, Malicorne. Je rôde dans Fontainebleau, cherchant trois choses que je ne puis trouver: de Guiche, une chambre et une écurie.

	— Quant à M. de Guiche, je ne puis vous en donner ni bonnes ni mauvaises nouvelles, car je ne l’ai point vu; mais, quant à votre chambre et à une écurie, c’est autre chose.

	— Ah!

	— Oui; c’est ici qu’elles ont été retenues?

	— Retenues, et par qui?

	— Par vous, ce me semble.

	— Par moi?

	— N’avez-vous donc point retenu un logement?

	— Pas le moins du monde.

	L’hôte, en ce moment, parut sur le seuil.

	— Une chambre? demanda Manicamp.

	— L’avez-vous retenue, monsieur?

	— Non.

	— Alors, pas de chambre.

	— S’il en est ainsi, j’ai retenu une chambre, dit Manicamp.

	— Une chambre ou un logement?

	— Tout ce que vous voudrez.

	— Par lettre? demanda l’hôte.

	Malicorne fit de la tête un signe affirmatif à Manicamp.

	— Eh! sans doute par lettre, fit Manicamp. N’avez-vous pas reçu une lettre de moi?

	— En date de quel jour? demanda l’hôte, à qui les hésitations de Manicamp donnaient du soupçon.

	Manicamp se gratta l’oreille et regarda à la fenêtre de Malicorne; mais Malicorne avait quitté sa fenêtre et descendait l’escalier pour venir en aide à son ami.

	Juste au même moment, un voyageur, enveloppé dans une longue cape à l’espagnole, apparaissait sous le porche, à portée d’entendre le colloque.

	— Je vous demande à quelle date vous m’avez écrit cette lettre pour retenir un logement chez moi? répéta l’hôte en insistant.

	— À la date de mercredi dernier, dit d’une voix douce et polie l’étranger mystérieux en touchant l’épaule de l’hôte.

	Manicamp se recula, et Malicorne, qui apparaissait sur le seuil, se gratta l’oreille à son tour. L’hôte salua le nouveau venu en homme qui reconnaît son véritable voyageur.

	— Monsieur, lui dit-il civilement, votre appartement vous attend, ainsi que vos écuries. Seulement…

	Il regarda autour de lui.

	— Vos chevaux? demanda-t-il.

	— Mes chevaux arriveront ou n’arriveront pas. La chose vous importe peu, n’est-ce pas? pourvu qu’on vous paie ce qui a été retenu.

	L’hôte salua plus bas.

	— Vous m’avez, en outre, continua le voyageur inconnu, gardé la petite chambre que je vous ai demandée?

	— Aïe! fit Malicorne, en essayant de se dissimuler.

	— Monsieur, votre ami l’occupe depuis huit jours, dit l’hôte en montrant Malicorne qui se faisait le plus petit qu’il lui était possible.

	Le voyageur, en ramenant son manteau jusqu’à la hauteur de son nez, jeta un coup d’œil rapide sur Malicorne.

	— Monsieur n’est pas mon ami, dit-il.

	L’hôte fit un bond.

	— Je ne connais pas Monsieur, continua le voyageur.

	— Comment! s’écria l’aubergiste s’adressant à Malicorne, comment! vous n’êtes pas l’ami de Monsieur?

	— Que vous importe, pourvu que l’on vous paie? dit Malicorne parodiant majestueusement l’étranger.

	— Il importe si bien, dit l’hôte, qui commençait à s’apercevoir qu’il y avait substitution de personnage, que je vous prie, monsieur, de vider les lieux retenus d’avance et par un autre que vous.

	— Mais enfin, dit Malicorne, Monsieur n’a pas besoin tout à la fois d’une chambre au premier et d’un appartement au second… Si Monsieur prend la chambre, je prends, moi, l’appartement; si Monsieur choisit l’appartement, je garde la chambre.

	— Je suis désespéré, monsieur, dit le voyageur de sa voix douce; mais j’ai besoin à la fois de la chambre et de l’appartement.

	— Mais enfin pour qui? demanda Malicorne.

	— De l’appartement, pour moi.

	— Soit; mais de la chambre?

	— Regardez, dit le voyageur en étendant la main vers une espèce de cortège qui s’avançait.

	Malicorne suivit du regard la direction indiquée et vit arriver sur une civière ce franciscain dont il avait, avec quelques détails ajoutés par lui, raconté à Montalais l’installation dans sa chambre, et qu’il avait si inutilement essayé de convertir à de plus humbles vues.

	Le résultat de l’arrivée du voyageur inconnu et du franciscain malade fut l’expulsion de Malicorne, maintenu sans aucun égard hors de l’auberge du Beau-Paon par l’hôte et les paysans qui servaient de porteurs au franciscain.

	Il a été donné connaissance au lecteur des suites de cette expulsion, de la conversation de Manicamp, avec Montalais, que Manicamp, plus adroit que Malicorne, avait su trouver pour avoir des nouvelles de de Guiche; de la conversation subséquente de Montalais avec Malicorne; enfin du double billet de logement fourni à Manicamp et à Malicorne, par le comte de Saint-Aignan.

	Il nous reste à apprendre à nos lecteurs ce qu’étaient le voyageur au manteau, principal locataire du double appartement dont Malicorne avait occupé une portion, et le franciscain, tout aussi mystérieux, dont l’arrivée, combinée avec celle du voyageur au manteau, avait eu le malheur de déranger les combinaisons des deux amis.

	Chapitre CXXVI — Un jésuite de la onzième année

	Et d’abord, pour ne point faire languir le lecteur, nous nous hâterons de répondre à la première question. 

	Le voyageur au manteau rabattu sur le nez était Aramis, qui, après avoir quitté Fouquet et tiré d’un porte-manteau ouvert par son laquais un costume complet de cavalier, était sorti du château et s’était rendu à l’hôtellerie du Beau-Paon, où, par lettre, depuis sept jours, il avait bien, ainsi que l’avait annoncé l’hôte, commandé une chambre et un appartement.

	Aramis, aussitôt après l’expulsion de Malicorne et de Manicamp, s’approcha du franciscain et lui demanda lequel il préférait de l’appartement ou de la chambre.

	Le franciscain demanda où étaient placés l’un et l’autre.

	On lui répondit que la chambre était au premier et l’appartement au second.

	— Alors, la chambre, dit-il.

	Aramis n’insista point, et, avec une entière soumission:

	— La chambre, dit-il à l’hôte.

	Et, saluant avec respect, il se retira dans l’appartement.

	Le franciscain fut aussitôt porté dans la chambre.

	Maintenant, n’est-ce pas une chose étonnante que ce respect d’un prélat pour un simple moine, et pour un moine d’un ordre mendiant, auquel on donnait ainsi, sans même qu’il l’eût demandée, une chambre qui faisait l’ambition de tant de voyageurs.

	Comment expliquer aussi cette arrivée inattendue d’Aramis à l’hôtel du Beau-Paon, lui qui, entré avec M. Fouquet au château, pouvait loger au château avec M. Fouquet?

	Le franciscain supporta le transport dans l’escalier sans pousser une plainte, quoique l’on vît que sa souffrance était grande, et qu’à chaque heurt de la civière contre la muraille ou contre la rampe de l’escalier, il éprouvait par tout son corps une secousse terrible.

	Enfin, lorsqu’il fut arrivé dans la chambre:

	— Aidez-moi à me mettre sur ce fauteuil, dit-il aux porteurs.

	Ceux-ci déposèrent la civière sur le sol, et, soulevant le plus doucement qu’il leur fut possible le malade, ils le déposèrent sur le fauteuil qu’il avait désigné et qui était placé à la tête du lit.

	— Maintenant, ajouta-t-il avec une grande douceur de gestes et de paroles, faites-moi monter l’hôte.

	Ils obéirent.

	Cinq minutes après, l’hôte du Beau-Paon apparaissait sur le seuil de la porte.

	— Mon ami, lui dit le franciscain, congédiez, je vous prie, ces braves gens; ce sont des vassaux de la vicomté de Melun. Ils m’ont trouvé évanoui de chaleur sur la route, et, sans se demander si leur peine serait payée, ils m’ont voulu porter chez eux. Mais je sais ce que coûte aux pauvres l’hospitalité qu’ils donnent à un malade, et j’ai préféré l’hôtellerie, où, d’ailleurs, j’étais attendu.

	L’hôte regarda le franciscain avec étonnement.

	Le franciscain fit avec son pouce et d’une certaine façon le signe de croix sur sa poitrine.

	L’hôte répondit en faisant le même signe sur son épaule gauche.

	— Oui, c’est vrai, dit-il, vous étiez attendu, mon père; mais nous espérions que vous arriveriez en meilleur état.

	Et, comme les paysans regardaient avec étonnement cet hôtelier si fier, devenu tout à coup respectueux en présence d’un pauvre moine, le franciscain tira de sa longue poche deux ou trois pièces d’or, qu’il montra.

	— Voilà, mes amis, dit-il, de quoi payer les soins qu’on me donnera. Ainsi tranquillisez-vous et ne craignez pas de me laisser ici. Ma compagnie, pour laquelle je voyage, ne veut pas que je mendie; seulement, comme les soins qui m’ont été donnés par vous méritent aussi récompense, prenez ces deux louis et retirez-vous en paix.

	Les paysans n’osaient accepter; l’hôte prit les deux louis de la main du moine, et les mit dans celle d’un paysan.

	Les quatre porteurs se retirèrent en ouvrant des yeux plus grands que jamais.

	La porte refermée, et tandis que l’hôte se tenait respectueusement debout près de cette porte, le franciscain se recueillit un instant.

	Puis il passa sur son front jauni une main sèche de fièvre, et de ses doigts crispés frotta en tremblant les boucles grisonnantes de sa barbe.

	Ses grands yeux, creusés par la maladie et l’agitation, semblaient suivre dans le vague une idée douloureuse et inflexible.

	— Quels médecins avez-vous à Fontainebleau? demanda-t-il enfin.

	— Nous en avons trois, mon père.

	— Comment les nommez-vous?

	— Luiniguet d’abord.

	— Ensuite?

	— Puis un frère carme nommé Frère Hubert.

	— Ensuite?

	— Ensuite un séculier nommé Grisart.

	— Ah! Grisart! murmura le moine. Appelez vite M. Grisart.

	L’hôte fit un mouvement d’obéissance empressée.

	— À propos, quels prêtres a-t-on sous la main ici?

	— Quels prêtres?

	— Oui, de quels ordres?

	— Il y a des jésuites, des augustins et des cordeliers; mais, mon père, les jésuites sont les plus près d’ici. J’appellerai donc un confesseur jésuite, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, allez.

	L’hôte sortit.

	On devine qu’au signe de croix échangé entre eux l’hôte et le malade s’étaient reconnus pour deux affiliés de la redoutable Compagnie de Jésus.

	Resté seul, le franciscain tira de sa poche une liasse de papiers dont il parcourut quelques-uns avec une attention scrupuleuse. Cependant la force du mal vainquit son courage: ses yeux tournèrent, une sueur froide coula de son front, et il se laissa aller presque évanoui, la tête renversée en arrière, les bras pendants aux deux côtés de son fauteuil.

	Il était depuis cinq minutes sans mouvement aucun, lorsque l’hôte rentra, conduisant le médecin, auquel il avait à peine donné le temps de s’habiller.

	Le bruit de leur entrée, le courant d’air qu’occasionna l’ouverture de la porte réveillèrent les sens du malade. Il saisit à la hâte ses papiers épars, et de sa main longue et décharnée les cacha sous les coussins du fauteuil.

	L’hôte sortit, laissant ensemble le malade et le médecin.

	— Voyons, dit le franciscain au docteur, voyons, monsieur Grisart, approchez-vous, car il n’y a pas de temps à perdre; palpez, auscultez, jugez et prononcez la sentence.

	— Notre hôte, répondit le médecin, m’a assuré que j’avais le bonheur de donner mes soins à un affilié.

	— À un affilié, oui, répondit le franciscain. Dites-moi donc la vérité; je me sens bien mal; il me semble que je vais mourir.

	Le médecin prit la main du moine et lui tâta le pouls.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, fièvre dangereuse.

	— Qu’appelez-vous une fièvre dangereuse? demanda le malade avec un regard impérieux.

	— À un affilié de la première ou de la seconde année, répondit le médecin en interrogeant le moine des yeux, je dirais fièvre curable.

	— Mais à moi? dit le franciscain.

	Le médecin hésita.

	— Regardez mon poil gris et mon front bourré de pensées, continua-t-il; regardez les rides par lesquelles je compte mes épreuves; je suis un jésuite de la onzième année, monsieur Grisart.

	Le médecin tressaillit.

	En effet, un jésuite de la onzième année, c’était un des ces hommes initiés à tous les secrets de l’ordre, un de ces hommes pour lesquels la science n’a plus de secrets, la société plus de barrières, l’obéissance temporelle plus de liens.

	— Ainsi, dit Grisart en saluant avec respect, je me trouve en face d’un maître?

	— Oui, agissez donc en conséquence.

	— Et vous voulez savoir?…

	— Ma situation réelle.

	— Eh bien! dit le médecin, c’est une fièvre cérébrale, autrement dit une méningite aiguë, arrivée à son plus haut point d’intensité.

	— Alors, il n’y a pas d’espoir, n’est-ce pas? demanda le franciscain d’un ton bref.

	— Je ne dis pas cela, répondit le docteur; cependant, eu égard au désordre du cerveau, à la brièveté du souffle, à la précipitation du pouls, à l’incandescence de la terrible fièvre qui vous dévore…

	— Et qui m’a terrassé trois fois depuis ce matin, dit le frère.

	— Aussi l’appelai-je terrible. Mais comment n’êtes-vous pas demeuré en route?

	— J’étais attendu ici, il fallait que j’arrivasse.

	— Dussiez-vous mourir?

	— Dussé-je mourir.

	— Eh bien! eu égard à tous ces symptômes, je vous dirai que la situation est presque désespérée.

	Le franciscain sourit d’une façon étrange.

	— Ce que vous me dites là est peut-être assez pour ce qu’on doit à un affilié, même de la onzième année, mais pour ce qu’on me doit à moi, maître Grisart, c’est trop peu, et j’ai le droit d’exiger davantage. Voyons, soyons encore plus vrai que cela, soyons franc, comme s’il s’agissait de parler à Dieu. D’ailleurs, j’ai déjà fait appeler un confesseur.

	— Oh! j’espère cependant, balbutia le docteur.

	— Répondez, dit le malade en montrant avec un geste de dignité un anneau d’or dont le chaton avait jusque-là été tourné en dedans, et qui portait gravé le signe représentatif de la Société de Jésus.

	Grisart poussa une exclamation.

	— Le général! s’écria-t-il.

	— Silence! dit le franciscain; vous comprenez qu’il s’agit d’être vrai.

	— Seigneur, seigneur, appelez le confesseur, murmura Grisart; car, dans deux heures, au premier redoublement, vous serez pris du délire, et vous passerez dans la crise.

	— À la bonne heure, dit le malade, dont les sourcils se froncèrent un moment; j’ai donc deux heures?

	— Oui, surtout si vous prenez la potion que je vais vous envoyer.

	— Et elle me donnera deux heures?

	— Deux heures.

	— Je la prendrai, fût-elle du poison, car ces deux heures sont nécessaires non seulement à moi, mais à la gloire de l’ordre.

	— Oh! quelle perte! murmura le médecin, quelle catastrophe pour nous!

	— C’est la perte d’un homme, voilà tout, répondit le franciscain, et Dieu pourvoira à ce que le pauvre moine qui vous quitte trouve un digne successeur. Adieu, monsieur Grisart; c’est déjà une permission du Seigneur que je vous aie rencontré. Un médecin qui n’eût point été affilié à notre sainte congrégation m’eût laissé ignorer mon état, et, comptant encore sur des jours d’existence, je n’eusse pu prendre des précautions nécessaires. Vous êtes savant, monsieur Grisart, cela nous fait honneur à tous: il m’eût répugné de voir un des nôtres médiocre dans sa profession. Adieu, maître Grisart, adieu! et envoyez-moi vite votre cordial.

	— Bénissez-moi, du moins, monseigneur!

	— D’esprit, oui… allez… d’esprit, vous dis-je… Animo maître Grisart… viribus impossibile.

	Et il retomba sur son fauteuil, presque évanoui de nouveau.

	Maître Grisart balança pour savoir s’il lui porterait un secours momentané, ou s’il courrait lui préparer le cordial promis. Sans doute se décida-t-il en faveur du cordial, car il s’élança hors de la chambre et disparut dans l’escalier.

	Chapitre CXXVII — Le secret de l’État

	Quelques moments après la sortie du docteur Grisart, le confesseur arriva. 

	À peine eut-il dépassé le seuil de la porte, que le franciscain attacha sur lui son regard profond.

	Puis, secouant sa tête pâle:

	— Voilà un pauvre esprit, murmura-t-il, et j’espère que Dieu me pardonnera de mourir sans le secours de cette infirmité vivante.

	Le confesseur de son côté, regardait avec étonnement, presque avec terreur, le moribond. Il n’avait jamais vu yeux si ardents au moment de se fermer, regards si terribles au moment de s’éteindre.

	Le franciscain fit de la main un signe rapide et impératif.

	— Asseyez-vous là, mon père, dit-il, et m’écoutez.

	Le confesseur jésuite, bon prêtre, simple et naïf initié, qui des mystères de l’ordre n’avait vu que l’initiation, obéit à la supériorité du pénitent.

	— Il y a dans cette hôtellerie plusieurs personnes, continua le franciscain.

	— Mais, demanda le jésuite, je croyais être venu pour une confession. Est ce une confession que vous me faites là?

	— Pourquoi cette question?

	— Pour savoir si je dois garder secrètes vos paroles.

	— Mes paroles sont termes de confession; je les fie à votre devoir de confesseur.

	— Très bien! dit le prêtre s’installant dans le fauteuil que le franciscain venait de quitter à grand-peine pour s’étendre sur le lit.

	Le franciscain continua.

	— Il y a, vous disais-je, plusieurs personnes dans cette hôtellerie.

	— Je l’ai entendu dire.

	— Ces personnes doivent être au nombre de huit.

	Le jésuite fit un signe qu’il comprenait.

	— La première à laquelle je veux parler, dit le moribond, est un Allemand de Vienne, et s’appelle le baron de Wostpur. Vous me ferez le plaisir de l’aller trouver, et de lui dire que celui qu’il attendait est arrivé.

	Le confesseur, étonné, regarda son pénitent; la confession lui paraissait singulière.

	— Obéissez, dit le franciscain avec le ton irrésistible du commandement.

	Le bon jésuite, entièrement subjugué, se leva et quitta la chambre.

	Une fois le jésuite sorti, le franciscain reprit les papiers qu’une crise de fièvre l’avait forcé déjà de quitter une première fois.

	— Le baron de Wostpur? Bon! dit-il: ambitieux, sot, étroit.

	Il replia les papiers qu’il poussa sous son traversin.

	Des pas rapides se faisaient entendre au bout du corridor.

	Le confesseur rentra, suivi du baron de Wostpur, lequel marchait tête levée, comme s’il se fût agi de crever le plafond avec son plumet.

	Aussi, à l’aspect de ce franciscain au regard sombre, et de cette simplicité dans la chambre:

	— Qui m’appelle? demanda l’Allemand.

	— Moi! fit le franciscain.

	Puis, se tournant vers le confesseur:

	— Bon père, lui dit-il, laissez-nous un instant seuls; quand Monsieur sortira, vous rentrerez.

	Le jésuite sortit, et sans doute profita de cet exil momentané de la chambre de son moribond pour demander à l’hôte quelques explications sur cet étrange pénitent, qui traitait son confesseur comme on traite un valet de chambre.

	Le baron s’approcha du lit et voulut parler, mais de la main le franciscain lui imposa silence.

	— Les moments sont précieux, dit ce dernier à la hâte. Vous êtes venu ici pour le concours, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, mon père.

	— Vous espérez être élu général?

	— Je l’espère.

	— Vous savez à quelles conditions seulement on peut parvenir à ce haut grade, qui fait un homme le maître des rois, l’égal des papes?

	— Qui êtes-vous, demanda le baron, pour me faire subir cet interrogatoire?

	— Je suis celui que vous attendez.

	— L’électeur général?

	— Je suis l’élu.

	— Vous êtes…

	Le franciscain ne lui donna point le temps d’achever; il étendit sa main amaigrie: à sa main brillait l’anneau du généralat.

	Le baron recula de surprise; puis, tout aussitôt, s’inclinant avec un profond respect:

	— Quoi! s’écria-t-il, vous ici, monseigneur? vous dans cette pauvre chambre, vous sur ce misérable lit, vous cherchant et choisissant le général futur, c’est-à-dire votre successeur?

	— Ne vous inquiétez point de cela, monsieur; remplissez vite la condition principale, qui est de fournir à l’ordre un secret d’une importance telle, que l’une des plus grandes cours de l’Europe soit, par votre entremise, à jamais inféodée à l’ordre. Eh bien! avez-vous ce secret, comme vous avez promis de l’avoir dans votre demande adressée au Grand Conseil?

	— Monseigneur…

	— Mais procédons par ordre… Vous êtes bien le baron de Wostpur?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Cette lettre est bien de vous?

	Le général des jésuites tira un papier de sa liasse et le présenta au baron.

	Le baron y jeta les yeux, et avec un signe affirmatif:

	— Oui, monseigneur, cette lettre est bien de moi, dit-il.

	— Et vous pouvez me montrer la réponse faite par le secrétaire du Grand Conseil?

	— La voici, monseigneur.

	Le baron tendit au franciscain une lettre portant cette simple adresse:

	À Son Excellence le baron de Wostpur.

	Et contenant cette seule phrase:

	Du 15 au 22 mai, Fontainebleau, hôtel du Beau-Paon.

	À M D G.

	— Bien! dit le franciscain, nous voici en présence, parlez.

	— J’ai un corps de troupes composé de cinquante mille hommes; tous les officiers sont gagnés. Je campe sur le Danube. Je puis en quatre jours renverser l’empereur, opposé, comme vous savez, au progrès de notre ordre, et le remplacer par celui des princes de sa famille que l’ordre nous désignera.

	Le franciscain écoutait sans donner signe d’existence.

	— C’est tout? dit-il.

	— Il y a une révolution européenne dans mon plan, dit le baron.

	— C’est bien, monsieur de Wostpur, vous recevrez la réponse; rentrez chez vous, et soyez parti de Fontainebleau dans un quart d’heure.

	Le baron sortit à reculons, et aussi obséquieux que s’il eût pris congé de cet empereur qu’il allait trahir.

	— Ce n’est pas là un secret, murmura le franciscain? c’est un complot… D’ailleurs, ajouta-t-il après un moment de réflexion, l’avenir de l’Europe n’est plus aujourd’hui dans la maison d’Autriche.

	Et, d’un crayon rouge qu’il tenait à la main, il raya sur la liste le nom du baron de Wostpur.

	— Au cardinal, maintenant, dit-il; du côté de l’Espagne, nous devons avoir quelque chose de plus sérieux.

	Levant les yeux, il aperçut le confesseur qui attendait ses ordres, soumis comme un écolier.

	— Ah! ah! dit-il, remarquant cette soumission, vous avez parlé à l’hôte?

	— Oui, monseigneur, et au médecin.

	— À Grisart.

	— Oui.

	— Il est donc là?

	— Il attend, avec la potion promise.

	— C’est bien! si besoin est, j’appellerai; maintenant, vous comprenez toute l’importance de ma confession, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Alors, allez me quérir le cardinal espagnol Herrebia. Hâtez-vous. Cette fois seulement, comme vous savez ce dont il s’agit, vous resterez près de moi, car j’éprouve des défaillances.

	— Faut-il appeler le médecin?

	— Pas encore, pas encore… Le cardinal espagnol, voilà tout… Allez.

	Cinq minutes après, le cardinal entrait, pâle et inquiet, dans la petite chambre.

	— J’apprends, monseigneur… balbutia le cardinal.

	— Au fait, dit le franciscain d’une voix éteinte.

	Et il montra au cardinal une lettre écrite par ce dernier au Grand Conseil.

	— Est-ce votre écriture? demanda-t-il.

	— Oui; mais…

	— Et votre convocation?…

	Le cardinal hésitait à répondre. Sa pourpre se révoltait contre la bure du pauvre franciscain.

	Le moribond étendit la main et montra l’anneau.

	L’anneau fit son effet, plus grand à mesure que grandissait le personnage sur lequel le franciscain s’exerçait.

	— Le secret, le secret, vite! demanda le malade en s’appuyant sur son confesseur.

	— Coram isti? demanda le cardinal, inquiet.

	— Parlez espagnol, dit le franciscain en prêtant la plus vive attention.

	— Vous savez, monseigneur, dit le cardinal continuant la conversation en castillan, que la condition du mariage de l’infante avec le roi de France est une renonciation absolue des droits de ladite infante, comme aussi du roi Louis, à tout apanage de la couronne d’Espagne?

	Le franciscain fit un signe affirmatif.

	— Il en résulte, continua le cardinal, que la paix et l’alliance entre les deux royaumes dépendent de l’observation de cette clause du contrat.

	Même signe du franciscain.

	— Non seulement la France et l’Espagne, dit le cardinal, mais encore l’Europe tout entière seraient ébranlées par l’infidélité d’une des parties.

	Nouveau mouvement de tête du malade.

	— Il en résulte, continua l’orateur, que celui qui pourrait prévoir les événements et donner comme certain ce qui n’est jamais qu’un nuage dans l’esprit de l’homme, c’est-à-dire l’idée du bien ou du mal à venir, préserverait le monde d’une immense catastrophe; on ferait tourner au profit de l’ordre l’événement deviné dans le cerveau même de celui qui le prépare.

	— Pronto! pronto! murmura le franciscain, qui pâlit et se pencha sur le prêtre.

	Le cardinal s’approcha de l’oreille du moribond.

	— Eh bien! monseigneur, dit-il, je sais que le roi de France a décidé qu’au premier prétexte, une mort par exemple, soit celle du roi d’Espagne, soit celle d’un frère de l’infante, la France revendiquera, les armes à la main, l’héritage, et je tiens tout préparé le plan politique arrêté par Louis XIV à cette occasion.

	— Ce plan? dit le franciscain.

	— Le voici, dit le cardinal.

	— De quelle main est-il écrit?

	— De la mienne.

	— N’avez-vous rien de plus à dire?

	— Je crois avoir dit beaucoup, monseigneur, répondit le cardinal.

	— C’est vrai, vous avez rendu un grand service à l’ordre. Mais comment vous êtes-vous procuré les détails à l’aide desquels vous avez bâti ce plan?

	— J’ai à ma solde les bas valets du roi de France, et je tiens d’eux tous les papiers de rebut que la cheminée a épargnés.

	— C’est ingénieux, murmura le franciscain en essayant de sourire. Monsieur le cardinal, vous partirez de cette hôtellerie dans un quart d’heure; réponse vous sera faite, allez!

	Le cardinal se retira.

	— Appelez-moi Grisart, et allez me chercher le Vénitien Marini, dit le malade.

	Pendant que le confesseur obéissait, le franciscain, au lieu de biffer le nom du cardinal comme il avait fait de celui du baron, traça une croix à côté de ce nom.

	Puis, épuisé par l’effort, il tomba sur son lit en murmurant le nom du docteur Grisart.

	Quand il revint à lui, il avait bu la moitié d’une potion dont le reste attendait dans un verre, et il était soutenu par le médecin, tandis que le Vénitien et le confesseur se tenaient près de la porte.

	Le Vénitien passa par les mêmes formalités que ses deux concurrents, hésita comme eux à la vue des deux étrangers, et, rassuré par l’ordre du général, révéla que le pape, effrayé de la puissance de l’ordre, ourdissait un plan d’expulsion générale des jésuites, et pratiquait les cours de l’Europe à l’effet d’obtenir leur aide. Il indiqua les auxiliaires du pontife, ses moyens d’action, et désigna l’endroit de l’archipel où, par un coup de main, deux cardinaux adeptes de la onzième année, et par conséquent chefs supérieurs, devaient être déportés avec trente-deux des principaux affiliés de Rome.

	Le franciscain remercia le signor Marini. Ce n’était pas un mince service rendu à la société que la dénonciation de ce projet pontifical.

	Après quoi, le Vénitien reçut l’ordre de partir dans un quart d’heure, et s’en alla radieux, comme s’il tenait déjà l’anneau, insigne du commandement de la société.

	Mais, tandis qu’il s’éloignait, le franciscain murmurait sur son lit:

	— Tous ces hommes sont des espions ou des sbires, pas un n’est général; tous ont découvert un complot, pas un n’a un secret. Ce n’est point avec la ruine, avec la guerre, avec la force que l’on doit gouverner la Société de Jésus, c’est avec l’influence mystérieuse que donne une supériorité morale. Non, l’homme n’est pas trouvé, et, pour comble de malheur, Dieu me frappe, et je meurs. Oh! faudra-t-il que la société tombe avec moi faute d’une colonne; faut-il que la mort qui m’attend dévore avec moi l’avenir de l’ordre? Cet avenir que dix ans de ma vie eussent éternisé, car il s’ouvre radieux et splendide, cet avenir, avec le règne du nouveau roi!

	Ces mots à demi pensés, à demi prononcés, le bon jésuite les écoutait avec épouvante comme on écoute les divagations d’un fiévreux, tandis que Grisart, esprit plus élevé, les dévorait comme les révélations d’un monde inconnu où son regard plongeait sans que sa main pût y atteindre.

	Soudain le franciscain se releva.

	— Terminons, dit-il, la mort me gagne. Oh! tout à l’heure, je mourais tranquille, j’espérais… Maintenant je tombe désespéré, à moins que dans ceux qui restent… Grisart! Grisart, faites-moi vivre une heure encore!

	Grisart s’approcha du moribond et lui fit avaler quelques gouttes, non pas de la potion qui était dans le verre, mais du contenu d’un flacon qu’il portait sur lui.

	— Appelez l’Écossais! s’écria le franciscain; appelez le marchand de Brême! Appelez! appelez! Jésus! je me meurs! Jésus! j’étouffe!

	Le confesseur s’élança pour aller chercher du secours, comme s’il y eût eu une force humaine qui pût soulever le doigt de la mort qui s’appesantissait sur le malade; mais sur le seuil de la porte, il trouva Aramis, qui, un doigt sur les lèvres, comme la statue d’Harpocrate, dieu du silence, le repoussa du regard jusqu’au fond de la chambre.

	Le médecin et le confesseur firent cependant un mouvement, après s’être consultés des yeux, pour écarter Aramis. Mais celui-ci, avec deux signes de croix faits chacun d’une façon différente, les cloua tous deux à leur place.

	— Un chef! murmurèrent-ils tous deux.

	Aramis pénétra lentement dans la chambre où le moribond luttait contre les premières atteintes de l’agonie.

	Quant au franciscain, soit que l’élixir fît son effet, soit que cette apparition d’Aramis lui rendît des forces, il fit un mouvement, et, l’œil ardent, la bouche entrouverte, les cheveux humides de sueur, il se dressa sur le lit.

	Aramis sentit que l’air de cette chambre était étouffant; toutes les fenêtres étaient closes, du feu brûlait dans l’âtre, deux bougies de cire jaune se répandaient en nappe sur les chandeliers de cuivre et chauffaient encore l’atmosphère de leur vapeur épaisse.

	Aramis ouvrit la fenêtre, et, fixant sur le moribond un regard plein d’intelligence et de respect:

	— Monseigneur, lui dit-il, je vous demande pardon d’arriver ainsi sans que vous m’ayez mandé, mais votre état m’effraie, et j’ai pensé que vous pouviez être mort avant de m’avoir vu, car je ne venais que le sixième sur votre liste.

	Le moribond tressaillit et regarda sa liste.

	— Vous êtes donc celui qu’on a appelé autrefois Aramis et depuis le chevalier d’Herblay? Vous êtes donc l’évêque de Vannes.

	— Oui, monseigneur.

	— Je vous connais, je vous ai vu.

	— Au jubilé dernier, nous nous sommes trouvés ensemble chez le Saint Père.

	— Ah! oui, c’est vrai, je me rappelle. Et vous vous mettez sur les rangs?

	— Monseigneur, j’ai ouï dire que l’ordre avait besoin de posséder un grand secret d’État, et, sachant que par modestie vous aviez résigné d’avance vos fonctions en faveur de celui qui apporterait ce secret, j’ai écrit que j’étais prêt à concourir, possédant seul un secret que je crois important.

	— Parlez, dit le franciscain; je suis prêt à vous entendre et à juger de l’importance de ce secret.

	— Monseigneur, un secret de la valeur de celui que je vais avoir l’honneur de vous confier ne se dit point avec la parole. Toute idée qui est sortie une fois des limbes de la pensée et s’est manifestée par une manifestation quelconque n’appartient plus même à celui qui l’a enfantée. La parole peut être récoltée par une oreille attentive et ennemie; il ne faut donc point la semer au hasard, car, alors, le secret ne s’appelle plus un secret.

	— Comment donc alors comptez-vous transmettre votre secret? demanda le moribond.

	Aramis fit d’une main signe au médecin et au confesseur de s’éloigner, et, de l’autre, il tendit au franciscain un papier qu’une double enveloppe recouvrait.

	— Et l’écriture, demanda le franciscain, n’est-elle pas plus dangereuse encore que la parole, dites?

	— Non, monseigneur, dit Aramis, car vous trouverez dans cette enveloppe des caractères que vous seul et moi pouvons comprendre.

	Le franciscain regardait Aramis avec un étonnement toujours croissant.

	— C’est, continua celui-ci, le chiffre que vous aviez en 1655, et que votre secrétaire, Juan Jujan, qui est mort, pourrait seul déchiffrer s’il revenait au monde.

	— Vous connaissiez donc ce chiffre, vous?

	— C’est moi qui le lui avais donné.

	Et Aramis, s’inclinant avec une grâce pleine de respect, s’avança vers la porte comme pour sortir.

	Mais un geste du franciscain, accompagné d’un cri d’appel, le retint.

	— Jésus! dit-il; ecce homo!

	Puis, relisant une seconde fois le papier:

	— Venez vite, dit-il, venez.

	Aramis se rapprocha du franciscain avec le même visage calme et le même air respectueux.

	Le franciscain, le bras étendu, brûlait à la bougie le papier que lui avait remis Aramis.

	Alors, prenant la main d’Aramis et l’attirant à lui:

	— Comment et par qui avez-vous pu savoir un pareil secret? demanda-t-il.

	— Par Mme de Chevreuse, l’amie intime, la confidente de la reine.

	— Et Mme de Chevreuse?

	— Elle est morte.

	— Et d’autres, d’autres savaient-ils?…

	— Un homme et une femme du peuple seulement.

	— Quels étaient-ils?

	— Ceux qui l’avaient élevée.

	— Que sont-ils devenus?

	— Morts aussi… Ce secret brûle comme le feu.

	— Et vous avez survécu?

	— Tout le monde ignore que je le connaisse.

	— Depuis combien de temps avez-vous ce secret?

	— Depuis quinze ans.

	— Et vous l’avez gardé?

	— Je voulais vivre.

	— Et vous le donnez à l’ordre, sans ambition, sans retour?

	— Je le donne à l’ordre avec ambition et avec retour, dit Aramis; car, si vous vivez, monseigneur, vous ferez de moi, maintenant que vous me connaissez, ce que je puis, ce que je dois être.

	— Et comme je meurs, s’écria le franciscain, je fais de toi mon successeur… Tiens!

	Et, arrachant la bague, il la passa au doigt d’Aramis.

	Puis, se retournant vers les deux spectateurs de cette scène:

	— Soyez témoins, dit-il, et attestez dans l’occasion que, malade de corps, mais sain d’esprit, j’ai librement et volontairement remis cet anneau, marque de la toute-puissance, à Mgr d’Herblay, évêque de Vannes, que je nomme mon successeur, et devant lequel, moi, humble pécheur, prêt à paraître devant Dieu, je m’incline le premier, pour donner l’exemple à tous.

	Et le franciscain s’inclina effectivement, tandis que le médecin et le jésuite tombaient à genoux.

	Aramis, tout en devenant plus pâle que le moribond lui-même, étendit successivement son regard sur tous les acteurs de cette scène. L’ambition satisfaite affluait avec le sang vers son cœur.

	— Hâtons-nous, dit le franciscain; ce que j’avais à faire ici me presse, me dévore! Je n’y parviendrai jamais.

	— Je le ferai, moi, dit Aramis.

	— C’est bien, dit le franciscain.

	Puis, s’adressant au jésuite et au médecin:

	— Laissez-nous seuls, dit-il.

	Tous deux obéirent.

	— Avec ce signe, dit-il, vous êtes l’homme qu’il faut pour remuer la terre; avec ce signe vous renverserez; avec ce signe vous édifierez: In hoc signo vinces! Fermez la porte, dit le franciscain à Aramis.

	Aramis poussa les verrous et revint près du franciscain.

	— Le pape a conspiré contre l’ordre, dit le franciscain, le pape doit mourir.

	— Il mourra, dit tranquillement Aramis.

	— Il est dû sept cent mille livres à un marchand, à Brême, nommé Bonstett, qui venait ici chercher la garantie de ma signature.

	— Il sera payé, dit Aramis.

	— Six chevaliers de Malte, dont voici les noms, ont découvert, par l’indiscrétion d’un affilié de onzième année, les troisièmes mystères; il faut savoir ce que ces hommes ont fait du secret, le reprendre et l’éteindre.

	— Cela sera fait.

	— Trois affiliés dangereux doivent être renvoyés dans le Thibet pour y périr; ils sont condamnés. Voici leurs noms.

	— Je ferai exécuter la sentence.

	— Enfin, il y a une dame d’Anvers, petite-nièce de Ravaillac; elle a entre les mains certains papiers qui compromettent l’ordre. Il y a dans la famille, depuis cinquante et un ans, une pension de cinquante mille livres. La pension est lourde; l’ordre n’est pas riche… Racheter les papiers pour une somme d’argent une fois donnée, ou, en cas de refus, supprimer la pension… sans risque.

	— J’aviserai, dit Aramis.

	— Un navire venant de Lima a dû entrer la semaine dernière dans le port de Lisbonne; il est chargé ostensiblement de chocolat, en réalité d’or. Chaque lingot est caché sous une couche de chocolat. Ce navire est à l’ordre; il vaut dix-sept millions de livres, vous le ferez réclamer: voici les lettres de charge.

	— Dans quel port le ferai-je venir?

	— À Bayonne.

	— Sauf vents contraires, avant trois semaines il y sera. Est-ce tout?

	Le franciscain fit de la tête un signe affirmatif, car il ne pouvait plus parler; le sang envahissait sa gorge et sa tête et jaillit par la bouche, par les narines et par les yeux. Le malheureux n’eut que le temps de presser la main d’Aramis et tomba tout crispé de son lit sur le plancher.

	Aramis lui mit la main sur le cœur; le cœur avait cessé de battre.

	En se baissant, Aramis remarqua qu’un fragment du papier qu’il avait remis au franciscain avait échappé aux flammes.

	Il le ramassa et le brûla jusqu’au dernier atome.

	Puis, rappelant le confesseur et le médecin:

	— Votre pénitent est avec Dieu, dit-il au confesseur; il n’a plus besoin que des prières et de la sépulture des morts. Allez tout préparer pour un enterrement simple, et tel qu’il convient de le faire à un pauvre moine… Allez.

	Le jésuite sortit.

	Alors, se tournant vers le médecin, et voyant sa figure pâle et anxieuse:

	— Monsieur Grisart, dit-il tout bas, videz ce verre et le nettoyez; il y reste trop de ce que le Grand Conseil vous avait commandé d’y mettre.

	Grisart, étourdi, atterré, écrasé, faillit tomber à la renverse.

	Aramis haussa les épaules en signe de pitié, prit le verre, et en vida le contenu dans les cendres du foyer.

	Puis il sortit, emportant les papiers du mort.

	Chapitre CXXVIII — Mission

	Le lendemain, ou plutôt le jour même, car les événements que nous venons de raconter avaient pris fin à trois heures du matin seulement, avant le déjeuner, et comme le roi partait pour la messe avec les deux reines, comme Monsieur, avec le chevalier de Lorraine et quelques autres familiers, montait à cheval pour se rendre à la rivière, afin d’y prendre un de ces fameux bains dont les dames étaient folles, comme il ne restait enfin au château que Madame, qui, sous prétexte d’indisposition, ne voulut pas sortir, on vit, ou plutôt on ne vit pas, Montalais se glisser hors de la chambre des filles d’honneur, attirant après elle La Vallière, qui se cachait le plus possible; et toutes deux s’esquivant par les jardins, parvinrent, tout en regardant autour d’elles, à gagner les quinconces. 

	Le temps était nuageux; un vent de flamme courbait les fleurs et les arbustes; la poussière brûlante, arrachée aux chemins, montait par tourbillons sur les arbres.

	Montalais, qui, pendant toute la marche, avait rempli les fonctions d’un éclaireur habile, Montalais fit quelques pas encore, et, se retournant pour être bien sûre que personne n’écoutait ni ne venait:

	— Allons, dit-elle, Dieu merci! nous sommes bien seules. Depuis hier, tout le monde espionne ici, et l’on forme un cercle autour de nous comme si vraiment nous étions pestiférées.

	La Vallière baissa la tête et poussa un soupir.

	— Enfin, c’est inouï, continua Montalais; depuis M. Malicorne jusqu’à M. de Saint-Aignan, tout le monde en veut à notre secret. Voyons, Louise, recordons-nous un peu, que je sache à quoi m’en tenir.

	La Vallière leva sur sa compagne ses beaux yeux purs et profonds comme l’azur d’un ciel de printemps.

	— Et moi, dit-elle, je te demanderai pourquoi nous avons été appelées chez Madame; pourquoi nous avons couché chez elle au lieu de coucher comme d’habitude chez nous; pourquoi tu es rentrée si tard, et d’où viennent les mesures de surveillance qui ont été prises ce matin à notre égard?

	— Ma chère Louise, tu réponds à ma question par une question, ou plutôt par dix questions, ce qui n’est pas répondre. Je te dirai cela plus tard, et, comme ce sont choses de secondaire importance, tu peux attendre. Ce que je te demande, car tout découlera de là, c’est s’il y a ou s’il n’y a pas secret.

	— Je ne sais s’il y a secret, dit La Vallière, mais ce que je sais, de ma part du moins, c’est qu’il y a eu imprudence depuis ma sotte parole et mon plus sot évanouissement d’hier; chacun ici fait ses commentaires sur nous.

	— Parle pour toi, ma chère, dit Montalais en riant, pour toi et pour Tonnay-Charente, qui avez fait chacune hier vos déclarations aux nuages, déclarations qui malheureusement ont été interceptées.

	La Vallière baissa la tête.

	— En vérité, dit-elle, tu m’accables.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, ces plaisanteries me font mourir.

	— Écoute, écoute, Louise. Ce ne sont point des plaisanteries, et rien n’est plus sérieux, au contraire. Je ne t’ai pas arrachée au château, je n’ai pas manqué la messe, je n’ai pas feint une migraine comme Madame, migraine que Madame n’avait pas plus que moi; je n’ai pas enfin déployé dix fois plus de diplomatie que M. Colbert n’en a hérité de M. de Mazarin et n’en pratique vis-à-vis de M. Fouquet, pour parvenir à te confier mes quatre douleurs, à cette seule fin que, lorsque nous sommes seules, que personne ne nous écoute, tu viennes jouer au fin avec moi. Non, non, crois-le bien, quand je t’interroge, ce n’est pas seulement par curiosité, c’est parce qu’en vérité la situation est critique. On sait ce que tu as dit hier, on jase sur ce texte. Chacun brode de son mieux et des fleurs de sa fantaisie; tu as eu l’honneur cette nuit, et tu as encore l’honneur ce matin d’occuper toute la cour, ma chère, et le nombre des choses tendres et spirituelles qu’on te prête ferait crever de dépit Mlle de Scudéry et son frère, si elles leur étaient fidèlement rapportées.

	— Eh! ma bonne Montalais, dit la pauvre enfant, tu sais mieux que personne ce que j’ai dit, puisque c’est devant toi que je le disais.

	— Oui, je le sais. Mon Dieu! la question n’est pas là. Je n’ai même pas oublié une seule des paroles que tu as dites; mais pensais-tu ce que tu disais?

	Louise se troubla.

	— Encore des questions? s’écria-t-elle. Mon Dieu! quand je donnerais tout au monde pour oublier ce que j’ai dit… comment se fait-il donc que chacun se donne le mot pour m’en faire souvenir? Oh! voilà une chose affreuse.

	— Laquelle? voyons.

	— C’est d’avoir une amie qui me devrait épargner, qui pourrait me conseiller, m’aider à me sauver, et qui me tue, qui m’assassine!

	— Là! là! fit Montalais, voilà qu’après avoir dit trop peu, tu dis trop maintenant. Personne ne songe à te tuer, pas même à te voler, même ton secret: on veut l’avoir de bonne volonté, et non pas autrement; car ce n’est pas seulement de tes affaires qu’il s’agit, c’est des nôtres; et Tonnay-Charente te le dirait comme moi si elle était là. Car enfin, hier au soir, elle m’avait demandé un entretien dans notre chambre, et je m’y rendais après les colloques manicampiens et malicorniens, quand j’apprends à mon retour, un peu attardé, c’est vrai, que Madame a séquestré les filles d’honneur, et que nous couchons chez elle, au lieu de coucher chez nous. Or, Madame a séquestré les filles d’honneur pour qu’elles n’aient pas le temps de se recorder, et, ce matin, elle s’est enfermée avec Tonnay-Charente dans ce même but. Dis-moi donc, chère amie, quel fond Athénaïs et moi pouvons faire sur toi, comme nous te dirons quel fond tu peux faire sur nous.

	— Je ne comprends pas bien la question que tu me fais, dit Louise très agitée.

	— Hum! tu m’as l’air, au contraire, de très bien comprendre. Mais je veux préciser mes questions, afin que tu n’aies pas la ressource du moindre faux fuyant. Écoute donc. Aimes-tu M. de Bragelonne? C’est clair, cela, hein?

	À cette question, qui tomba comme le premier projectile d’une armée assiégeante dans une place assiégée, Louise fit un mouvement.

	— Si j’aime Raoul! s’écria-t-elle, mon ami d’enfance, mon frère!

	— Eh! non, non, non! Voilà encore que tu m’échappes, ou que plutôt tu veux m’échapper. Je ne te demande pas si tu aimes Raoul, ton ami d’enfance et ton frère; je te demande si tu aimes M. le vicomte de Bragelonne, ton fiancé?

	— Oh! mon Dieu, ma chère, dit Louise, quelle sévérité dans la parole!

	— Pas de rémission, je ne suis ni plus ni moins sévère que de coutume. Je t’adresse une question; réponds à cette question.

	— Assurément, dit Louise d’une voix étranglée, tu ne me parles pas en amie, mais je te répondrai, moi, en amie sincère.

	— Réponds.

	— Eh bien! je porte un cœur plein de scrupule et de ridicules fiertés à l’endroit de tout ce qu’une femme doit garder secret, et nul n’a jamais lu sous ce rapport jusqu’au fond de mon âme.

	— Je le sais bien. Si j’y avais lu, je ne t’interrogerais pas, je te dirais simplement: «Ma bonne Louise, tu as le bonheur de connaître M. de Bragelonne, qui est un gentil garçon et un parti avantageux pour une fille sans fortune. M. de La Fère laissera quelque chose comme quinze mille livres de rente à son fils. Tu auras donc un jour quinze mille livres de rente comme la femme de ce fils; c’est admirable. Ne va donc ni à droite ni à gauche, va franchement à M. de Bragelonne, c’est-à-dire à l’autel où il doit te conduire. Après? Eh bien! après, selon son caractère, tu seras ou émancipée ou esclave, c’est-à-dire que tu auras le droit de faire toutes les folies que font les gens trop libres ou trop esclaves.» Voilà donc, ma chère Louise, ce que je te dirais d’abord, si j’avais lu au fond de ton cœur.

	— Et je te remercierais, balbutia Louise, quoique le conseil ne me paraisse pas complètement bon.

	— Attends, attends… Mais, tout de suite après te l’avoir donné, j’ajouterais: «Louise, il est dangereux de passer des journées entières la tête inclinée sur son sein, les mains inertes, l’œil vague; il est dangereux de chercher les allées sombres et de ne plus sourire aux divertissements qui épanouissent tous les cœurs de jeunes filles; il est dangereux, Louise, d’écrire avec le bout du pied, comme tu le fais, sur le sable, des lettres que tu as beau effacer, mais qui paraissent encore sous le talon, surtout quand ces lettres ressemblent plus à des L qu’à des B; il est dangereux enfin de se mettre dans l’esprit mille imaginations bizarres, fruits de la solitude et de la migraine; ces imaginations creusent les joues d’une pauvre fille en même temps qu’elles creusent sa cervelle; de sorte qu’il n’est point rare, en ces occasions, de voir la plus agréable personne du monde en devenir la plus maussade, de voir la plus spirituelle en devenir la plus niaise.»

	— Merci, mon Aure chérie, répondit doucement La Vallière; il est dans ton caractère de me parler ainsi, et je te remercie de me parler selon ton caractère.

	— Et c’est pour les songe-creux que je parle; ne prends donc de mes paroles que ce que tu croiras devoir en prendre. Tiens, je ne sais plus quel conte me revient à la mémoire d’une fille vaporeuse ou mélancolique, car M. Dangeau m’expliquait l’autre jour que mélancolie devait, grammaticalement, s’écrire mélancholie, avec un h, attendu que le mot français est formé de deux mots grecs, dont l’un veut dire noir et l’autre bile. Je rêvais donc à cette jeune personne qui mourut de bile noire, pour s’être imaginée que le prince, que le roi ou que l’empereur… ma foi! n’importe lequel, s’en allait l’adorant; tandis que le prince, le roi ou l’empereur… comme tu voudras, aimait visiblement ailleurs, et, chose singulière, chose dont elle ne s’apercevait pas, tandis que tout le monde s’en apercevait autour d’elle, la prenait pour paravent d’amour. Tu ris, comme moi, de cette pauvre folle, n’est-ce pas, La Vallière?

	— Je ris, balbutia Louise, pâle comme une morte; oui, certainement je ris.

	— Et tu as raison, car la chose est divertissante. L’histoire ou le conte, comme tu voudras, m’a plu; voilà pourquoi je l’ai retenu et te le raconte. Te figures-tu, ma bonne Louise, le ravage que ferait dans ta cervelle, par exemple, une mélancholie, avec un h, de cette espèce-là? Quant à moi, j’ai résolu de te raconter la chose; car, si la chose arrivait à l’une de nous, il faudrait qu’elle fût bien convaincue de cette vérité: aujourd’hui c’est un leurre; demain, ce sera une risée; après-demain, ce sera la mort.

	La Vallière tressaillit et pâlit encore, si c’était possible.

	— Quand un roi s’occupe de nous, continua Montalais, il nous le fait bien voir, et, si nous sommes le bien qu’il convoite, il sait se ménager son bien. Tu vois donc, Louise, qu’en pareilles circonstances, entre jeunes filles exposées à un semblable danger, il faut se faire toutes confidences, afin que les cœurs non mélancoliques surveillent les cœurs qui le peuvent devenir.

	— Silence! silence! s’écria La Vallière, on vient.

	— On vient en effet, dit Montalais; mais qui peut venir? Tout le monde est à la messe avec le roi, ou au bain avec Monsieur.

	Au bout de l’allée, les jeunes filles aperçurent presque aussitôt sous l’arcade verdoyante la démarche gracieuse et la riche stature d’un jeune homme qui, son épée sous le bras et un manteau dessus, tout botté et tout éperonné, les saluait de loin avec un doux sourire.

	— Raoul! s’écria Montalais.

	— M. de Bragelonne! murmura Louise.

	— C’est un juge tout naturel qui nous vient pour notre différend, dit Montalais.

	— Oh! Montalais! Montalais, par pitié! s’écria La Vallière, après avoir été cruelle, ne sois point inexorable!

	Ces mots, prononcés avec toute l’ardeur d’une prière, effacèrent du visage, sinon du cœur de Montalais, toute trace d’ironie.

	— Oh! vous voilà beau comme Amadis, monsieur de Bragelonne! cria-t elle à Raoul, et tout armé, tout botté comme lui.

	— Mille respects, mesdemoiselles, répondit Bragelonne en s’inclinant.

	— Mais enfin, pourquoi ces bottes? répéta Montalais, tandis que La Vallière, tout en regardant Raoul avec un étonnement pareil à celui de sa compagne, gardait néanmoins le silence.

	— Pourquoi? demanda Raoul.

	— Oui, hasarda La Vallière à son tour.

	— Parce que je pars, dit Bragelonne en regardant Louise.

	La jeune fille se sentit frappée d’une superstitieuse terreur et chancela.

	— Vous partez, Raoul! s’écria-t-elle; et où donc allez-vous?

	— Ma chère Louise, dit le jeune homme avec cette placidité qui lui était naturelle, je vais en Angleterre.

	— Et qu’allez-vous faire en Angleterre?

	— Le roi m’y envoie.

	— Le roi! s’exclamèrent à la fois Louise et Aure, qui involontairement échangèrent un coup d’œil, se rappelant l’une et l’autre l’entretien qui venait d’être interrompu.

	Ce coup d’œil, Raoul l’intercepta, mais il ne pouvait le comprendre. Il l’attribua donc tout naturellement à l’intérêt que lui portaient les deux jeunes filles.

	— Sa Majesté, dit-il, a bien voulu se souvenir que M. le comte de La Fère est bien vu du roi Charles II. Ce matin donc, au départ pour la messe, le roi, me voyant sur son chemin, m’a fait un signe de tête. Alors, je me suis approché.» Monsieur de Bragelonne, m’a-t-il dit, vous passerez chez M. Fouquet, qui a reçu de moi des lettres pour le roi de la Grande-Bretagne; ces lettres, vous les porterez.» Je m’inclinai.» Ah! auparavant que de partir, ajouta-t-il, vous voudrez bien prendre les commissions de Madame pour le roi son frère.»

	— Mon Dieu!murmura Louise toute nerveuse et toute pensive à la fois.

	— Si vite! on vous ordonne de partir si vite? dit Montalais paralysée par cet événement étrange.

	— Pour bien obéir à ceux qu’on respecte, dit Raoul, il faut obéir vite. Dix minutes après l’ordre reçu, j’étais prêt. Madame, prévenue, écrit la lettre dont elle veut bien me faire l’honneur de me charger. Pendant ce temps, sachant de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente que vous deviez être du côté des quinconces, j’y suis venu, et je vous trouve toutes deux.

	— Et toutes deux assez souffrantes, comme vous voyez, dit Montalais pour venir en aide à Louise, dont la physionomie s’altérait visiblement.

	— Souffrantes! répéta Raoul en pressant avec une tendre curiosité la main de Louise de La Vallière. Oh! en effet, votre main est glacée.

	— Ce n’est rien.

	— Ce froid ne va pas jusqu’au cœur, n’est-ce pas, Louise? demanda le jeune homme avec un doux sourire.

	Louise releva vivement la tête, comme si cette question eût été inspirée par un soupçon et eût provoqué un remords.

	— Oh! vous savez, dit-elle avec effort, que jamais mon cœur ne sera froid pour un ami tel que vous, monsieur de Bragelonne.

	— Merci, Louise. Je connais et votre cœur et votre âme, et ce n’est point au contact de la main, je le sais, que l’on juge une tendresse comme la vôtre. Louise, vous savez combien je vous aime, avec quelle confiance et quel abandon je vous ai donné ma vie; vous me pardonnerez donc, n’est-ce pas, de vous parler un peu en enfant?

	— Parlez, monsieur Raoul, dit Louise toute tremblante; je vous écoute.

	— Je ne puis m’éloigner de vous en emportant un tourment, absurde, je le sais, mais qui cependant me déchire.

	— Vous éloignez-vous donc pour longtemps? demanda La Vallière d’une voix oppressée, tandis que Montalais détournait la tête.

	— Non, et je ne serai probablement pas même quinze jours absent.

	La Vallière appuya une main sur son cœur, qui se brisait.

	— C’est étrange, poursuivit Raoul en regardant mélancoliquement la jeune fille; souvent je vous ai quittée pour aller en des rencontres périlleuses, je partais joyeux alors, le cœur libre, l’esprit tout enivré de joies à venir, de futures espérances, et cependant alors il s’agissait pour moi d’affronter les balles des Espagnols ou les dures hallebardes des Wallons. Aujourd’hui, je vais, sans nul danger, sans nulle inquiétude, chercher par le plus facile chemin du monde une belle récompense que me promet cette faveur du roi, je vais vous conquérir peut-être; car quelle autre faveur plus précieuse que vous-même le roi pourrait-il m’accorder? Eh bien! Louise, je ne sais en vérité comment cela se fait, mais tout ce bonheur, tout cet avenir fuit devant mes yeux comme une vaine fumée, comme un rêve chimérique, et j’ai là, j’ai là au fond du cœur, voyez-vous, un grand chagrin, un inexprimable abattement, quelque chose de morne, d’inerte et de mort, comme un cadavre. Oh! je sais bien pourquoi, Louise; c’est parce que je ne vous ai jamais tant aimée que je le fais en ce moment. Oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu!

	À cette dernière exclamation sortie d’un cœur brisé, Louise fondit en larmes et se renversa dans les bras de Montalais.

	Celle-ci, qui cependant n’était pas des plus tendres, sentit ses yeux se mouiller et son cœur se serrer dans un cercle de fer.

	Raoul vit les pleurs de sa fiancée. Son regard ne pénétra point, ne chercha pas même à pénétrer au-delà de ses pleurs. Il fléchit un genou devant elle et lui baisa tendrement la main.

	On voyait que, dans ce baiser, il mettait tout son cœur.

	— Relevez-vous, relevez-vous, lui dit Montalais, près de pleurer elle-même, car voici Athénaïs qui nous arrive.

	Raoul essuya son genou du revers de sa manche, sourit encore une fois à Louise, qui ne le regardait plus, et, ayant serré la main de Montalais avec effusion, il se retourna pour saluer Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, dont on commençait à entendre la robe soyeuse effleurant le sable des allées.

	— Madame a-t-elle achevé sa lettre? lui demanda-t-il lorsque la jeune fille fut à la portée de sa voix.

	— Oui, monsieur le vicomte, la lettre est achevée, cachetée, et Son Altesse Royale vous attend.

	Raoul, à ce mot, prit à peine le temps de saluer Athénaïs, jeta un dernier regard à Louise, fit un dernier signe à Montalais, et s’éloigna dans la direction du château.

	Mais, tout en s’éloignant, il se retournait encore.

	Enfin, au détour de la grande allée, il eut beau se retourner, il ne vit plus rien.

	De leur côté, les trois jeunes filles, avec des sentiments bien divers, l’avaient regardé disparaître.

	— Enfin, dit Athénaïs, rompant la première le silence, enfin, nous voilà seules, libres de causer de la grande affaire d’hier, et de nous expliquer sur la conduite qu’il importe que nous suivions. Or, si vous voulez me prêter attention, continua-t-elle en regardant de tous côtés, je vais vous expliquer, le plus brièvement possible, d’abord notre devoir comme je l’entends, et, si vous ne me comprenez pas à demi-mot, la volonté de Madame.

	Et Mlle de Tonnay-Charente appuya sur ces derniers mots, de manière à ne pas laisser de doute à ses compagnes sur le caractère officiel dont elle était revêtue.

	— La volonté de Madame! s’écrièrent à la fois Montalais et Louise.

	— Ultimatum! répliqua diplomatiquement Mlle de Tonnay-Charente.

	— Mais, mon Dieu! mademoiselle, murmura La Vallière, Madame sait donc?…

	— Madame en sait plus que nous n’en avons dit, articula nettement Athénaïs. Ainsi, mesdemoiselles, tenons-nous bien.

	— Oh! oui, fit Montalais. Aussi j’écoute de toutes mes oreilles. Parle, Athénaïs.

	— Mon Dieu! mon Dieu! murmura Louise toute tremblante, survivrai-je à cette cruelle soirée?

	— Oh! ne vous effarouchez point ainsi, dit Athénaïs, nous avons le remède.

	Et, s’asseyant entre ses deux compagnes, à chacune desquelles elle prit une main qu’elle réunit dans les siennes, elle commença.

	Sur le chuchotement de ses premières paroles, on eût pu entendre le bruit d’un cheval qui galopait sur le pavé de la grande route, hors des grilles du château.

	Chapitre CXXIX — Heureux comme un prince

	Au moment où il allait entrer au château, Bragelonne avait rencontré de Guiche. 

	Mais, avant d’être rencontré par Raoul, de Guiche avait rencontré Manicamp, lequel avait rencontré Malicorne.

	Comment Malicorne avait-il rencontré Manicamp? Rien de plus simple: il l’avait attendu à son retour de la messe, à laquelle il avait été en compagnie de M. de Saint-Aignan.

	Réunis, ils s’étaient félicités sur cette bonne fortune, et Manicamp avait profité de la circonstance pour demander à son ami si quelques écus n’étaient pas restés au fond de sa poche.

	Celui-ci, sans s’étonner de la question, à laquelle il s’attendait peut-être, avait répondu que toute poche dans laquelle on puise toujours sans jamais y rien mettre ressemble aux puits, qui fournissent encore de l’eau pendant l’hiver, mais que les jardiniers finissent par épuiser l’été; que sa poche, à lui, Malicorne, avait certainement de la profondeur, et qu’il y aurait plaisir à y puiser en temps d’abondance, mais que, malheureusement, l’abus avait amené la stérilité.

	Ce à quoi Manicamp, tout rêveur, avait répliqué:

	— C’est juste.

	— Il s’agirait donc de la remplir, avait ajouté Malicorne.

	— Sans doute; mais comment?

	— Mais rien de plus facile, cher monsieur Manicamp.

	— Bon! Dites.

	— Un office chez Monsieur, et la poche est pleine.

	— Cet office, vous l’avez?

	— C’est-à-dire que j’en ai le titre.

	— Eh bien?

	— Oui; mais le titre sans l’office, c’est la bourse sans l’argent.

	— C’est juste, avait répondu une seconde fois Manicamp.

	— Poursuivons donc l’office, avait insisté le titulaire.

	— Cher, très cher, soupira Manicamp, un office chez Monsieur, c’est une des graves difficultés de notre situation.

	— Oh! oh!

	— Sans doute, nous ne pouvons rien demander à Monsieur en ce moment ci.

	— Pourquoi donc?

	— Parce que nous sommes en froid avec lui.

	— Chose absurde, articula nettement Malicorne.

	— Bah! Et si nous faisons la cour à Madame, dit Manicamp, est-ce que, franchement, nous pouvons agréer à Monsieur?

	— Justement, si nous faisons la cour à Madame et que nous soyons adroits, nous devons être adorés de Monsieur.

	— Hum!

	— Ou nous sommes des sots! Dépêchez-vous donc, monsieur Manicamp, vous qui êtes un grand politique, de raccommoder M. de Guiche avec Son Altesse Royale.

	— Voyons, que vous a appris M. de Saint-Aignan, à vous, Malicorne?

	— À moi? Rien; il m’a questionné, voilà tout.

	— Eh bien! il a été moins discret avec moi.

	— Il vous a appris, à vous?

	— Que le roi est amoureux fou de Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Nous savions cela, pardieu! répliqua ironiquement Malicorne, et chacun le crie assez haut pour que tous le sachent, mais, en attendant, faites, je vous prie, comme je vous conseille: parlez à M. de Guiche, et tâchez d’obtenir de lui qu’il fasse une démarche vers Monsieur. Que diable! il doit bien cela à Son Altesse Royale.

	— Mais il faudrait voir de Guiche.

	— Il me semble qu’il n’y a point là une grande difficulté. Faites pour le voir, vous, ce que j’ai fait pour vous voir, moi; attendez-le, vous savez qu’il est promeneur de son naturel.

	— Oui, mais où se promène-t-il?

	— La belle demande, par ma foi! Il est amoureux de Madame, n’est-ce pas?

	— On le dit.

	— Eh bien! il se promène du côté des appartements de Madame.

	— Eh! tenez, mon cher Malicorne, vous ne vous trompiez pas, le voici qui vient.

	— Et pourquoi voulez-vous que je me trompe? Avez-vous remarqué que ce soit mon habitude? Dites. Voyons, il n’est tel que de s’entendre. Voyons, vous avez besoin d’argent?

	— Ah! fit lamentablement Manicamp.

	— Moi, j’ai besoin de mon office. Que Malicorne ait l’office, Malicorne aura de l’argent. Ce n’est pas plus difficile que cela.

	— Eh bien! alors, soyez tranquille. Je vais faire de mon mieux.

	— Faites.

	De Guiche s’avançait; Malicorne tira de son côté, Manicamp happa de Guiche.

	Le comte était rêveur et sombre.

	— Dites-moi quelle rime vous cherchez, mon cher comte, dit Manicamp. J’en tiens une excellente pour faire le pendant de la vôtre, surtout si la vôtre est en ame.

	De Guiche secoua la tête, et, reconnaissant un ami, il lui prit le bras.

	— Mon cher Manicamp, dit-il, je cherche autre chose qu’une rime.

	— Que cherchez-vous?

	— Et vous allez m’aider à trouver ce que je cherche, continua le comte, vous qui êtes un paresseux, c’est-à-dire un esprit d’ingéniosité.

	— J’apprête mon ingéniosité, cher comte.

	— Voilà le fait: je veux me rapprocher d’une maison où j’ai affaire.

	— Il faut aller du côté de cette maison, dit Manicamp.

	— Bon. Mais cette maison est habitée par un mari jaloux.

	— Est-il plus jaloux que le chien Cerberus?

	— Non, pas plus, mais autant.

	— A-t-il trois gueules, comme ce désespérant gardien des enfers? Oh! ne haussez pas les épaules, mon cher comte; je fais cette question avec une raison parfaite, attendu que les poètes prétendent que, pour fléchir mon Cerberus, il faut que le voyageur apporte un gâteau. Or, moi qui vois la chose du côté de la prose, c’est-à-dire du côté de la réalité, je dis: «Un gâteau, c’est bien peu pour trois gueules. Si votre jaloux a trois gueules, comte, demandez trois gâteaux.»

	— Manicamp, des conseils comme celui-là, j’en irai chercher chez M. Beautru.

	— Pour en avoir de meilleurs, monsieur le comte, dit Manicamp avec un sérieux comique, vous adopterez alors une formule plus nette que celle que vous m’avez exposée.

	— Ah! si Raoul était là, dit de Guiche, il me comprendrait, lui.

	— Je le crois, surtout si vous lui disiez: J’aimerais fort à voir Madame de plus près, mais je crains Monsieur, qui est jaloux.

	— Manicamp! s’écria le comte avec colère et en essayant d’écraser le railleur sous son regard.

	Mais le railleur ne parut pas ressentir la plus petite émotion.

	— Qu’y a-t-il donc, mon cher comte? demanda Manicamp.

	— Comment! c’est ainsi que vous blasphémez les noms les plus sacrés! s’écria de Guiche.

	— Quels noms?

	— Monsieur! Madame! les premiers noms du royaume.

	— Mon cher comte, vous vous trompez étrangement, et je ne vous ai pas nommé les premiers noms du royaume. Je vous ai répondu à propos d’un mari jaloux que vous ne me nommiez pas, mais qui nécessairement a une femme; je vous ai répondu: Pour voir Madame, rapprochez-vous de Monsieur.

	— Mauvais plaisant, dit en souriant le comte, est-ce cela que tu as dit?

	— Pas autre chose.

	— Bien! alors.

	— Maintenant, ajouta Manicamp, voulez-vous qu’il s’agisse de Mme la duchesse… et de M. le duc… soit, je vous dirai: «Rapprochons-nous de cette maison quelle qu’elle soit; car c’est une tactique qui, dans aucun cas, ne peut être défavorable à votre amour.»

	— Ah! Manicamp, un prétexte, un bon prétexte, trouve-le-moi?

	— Un prétexte, pardieu! cent prétextes, mille prétextes. Si Malicorne était là, c’est lui qui vous aurait déjà trouvé cinquante mille prétextes excellents!

	— Qu’est-ce que Malicorne? dit de Guiche en clignant des yeux comme un homme qui cherche. Il me semble que je connais ce nom-là…

	— Si vous le connaissez! je crois bien; vous devez trente mille écus à son père.

	— Ah! oui; c’est ce digne garçon d’Orléans…

	— À qui vous avez promis un office chez Monsieur; pas le mari jaloux, l’autre.

	— Eh bien! puisqu’il a tant d’esprit, ton ami Malicorne, qu’il me trouve donc un moyen d’être adoré de Monsieur, qu’il me trouve un prétexte pour faire ma paix avec lui.

	— Soit, je lui en parlerai.

	— Mais qui nous arrive là?

	— C’est le vicomte de Bragelonne.

	— Raoul! Oui, en effet.

	Et de Guiche marcha rapidement au-devant du jeune homme.

	— C’est vous, mon cher Raoul? dit de Guiche.

	— Oui, je vous cherchais pour vous faire mes adieux, cher ami! répliqua Raoul en serrant la main du comte. Bonjour, monsieur Manicamp.

	— Comment! tu pars, vicomte?

	— Oui, je pars… Mission du roi.

	— Où vas-tu?

	— Je vais à Londres. De ce pas, je vais chez Madame; elle doit me remettre une lettre pour Sa Majesté le roi Charles II.

	— Tu la trouveras seule, car Monsieur est sorti.

	— Pour aller?…

	— Pour aller au bain.

	— Alors, cher ami, toi qui es des gentilshommes de Monsieur, charge-toi de lui faire mes excuses. Je l’eusse attendu pour prendre ses ordres, si le désir de mon prompt départ ne m’avait été manifesté par M. Fouquet, et de la part de Sa Majesté.

	Manicamp poussa de Guiche du coude.

	— Voilà le prétexte, dit-il.

	— Lequel?

	— Les excuses de M. de Bragelonne.

	— Faible prétexte, dit de Guiche.

	— Excellent, si Monsieur ne vous en veut pas; méchant comme tout autre, si Monsieur vous en veut.

	— Vous avez raison, Manicamp; un prétexte, quel qu’il soit, c’est tout ce qu’il me faut. Ainsi donc, bon voyage, cher Raoul!

	Et là-dessus les deux amis s’embrassèrent.

	Cinq minutes après, Raoul entrait chez Madame, comme l’y avait invité Mlle de Montalais.

	Madame était encore à la table où elle avait écrit sa lettre. Devant elle brûlait la bougie de cire rose qui lui avait servi à la cacheter. Seulement, dans sa préoccupation, car Madame paraissait fort préoccupée, elle avait oublié de souffler cette bougie.

	Bragelonne était attendu: on l’annonça aussitôt qu’il parut.

	Bragelonne était l’élégance même: il était impossible de le voir une fois sans se le rappeler toujours; et non seulement Madame l’avait vu une fois, mais encore, on se le rappelle, c’était un des premiers qui eussent été au devant d’elle, et il l’avait accompagnée du Havre à Paris.

	Madame avait donc conservé un excellent souvenir de Bragelonne.

	— Ah! lui dit-elle, vous voilà, monsieur; vous allez voir mon frère, qui sera heureux de payer au fils une portion de la dette de reconnaissance qu’il a contractée avec le père.

	— Le comte de La Fère, madame, a été largement récompensé du peu qu’il a eu le bonheur de faire pour le roi par les bontés que le roi a eues pour lui, et c’est moi qui vais lui porter l’assurance du respect, du dévouement et de la reconnaissance du père et du fils.

	— Connaissez-vous mon frère, monsieur le vicomte?

	— Non, Votre Altesse; c’est la première fois que j’aurai le bonheur de voir Sa Majesté.

	— Vous n’avez pas besoin d’être recommandé près de lui. Mais enfin, si vous doutez de votre valeur personnelle, prenez-moi hardiment pour votre répondant, je ne vous démentirai point.

	— Oh! Votre Altesse est trop bonne.

	— Non, monsieur de Bragelonne. Je me souviens que nous avons fait route ensemble, et que j’ai remarqué votre grande sagesse au milieu des suprêmes folies que faisaient, à votre droite et à votre gauche, deux des plus grands fous de ce monde, MM. de Guiche et de Buckingham. Mais ne parlons pas d’eux; parlons de vous. Allez-vous en Angleterre pour y chercher un établissement? Excusez ma question: ce n’est point la curiosité, c’est le désir de vous être bonne à quelque chose qui me la dicte.

	— Non, madame; je vais en Angleterre pour remplir une mission qu’a bien voulu me confier Sa Majesté, voilà tout.

	— Et vous comptez revenir en France?

	— Aussitôt cette mission remplie, à moins que Sa Majesté le roi Charles II ne me donne d’autres ordres.

	— Il vous fera tout au moins la prière, j’en suis sûre, de rester près de lui le plus longtemps possible.

	— Alors, comme je ne saurai pas refuser, je prierai d’avance Votre Altesse Royale de vouloir bien rappeler au roi de France qu’il a loin de lui un de ses serviteurs les plus dévoués.

	— Prenez garde que, lorsqu’il vous rappellera, vous ne regardiez son ordre comme un abus de pouvoir.

	— Je ne comprends pas, Madame.

	— La cour de France est incomparable, je le sais bien; mais nous avons quelques jolies femmes aussi à la cour d’Angleterre.

	Raoul sourit.

	— Oh! dit Madame, voilà un sourire qui ne présage rien de bon à mes compatriotes. C’est comme si vous leur disiez, monsieur de Bragelonne: «Je viens à vous, mais je laisse mon cœur de l’autre côté du détroit. » N’est-ce point cela que signifiait votre sourire?

	— Votre Altesse a le don de lire jusqu’au plus profond des âmes; elle comprendra donc pourquoi maintenant tout séjour prolongé à la cour d’Angleterre serait une douleur pour moi.

	— Et je n’ai pas besoin de m’informer si un si brave cavalier est payé de retour?

	— Madame, j’ai été élevé avec celle que j’aime, et je crois qu’elle a pour moi les mêmes sentiments que j’ai pour elle.

	— Eh bien! partez vite, monsieur de Bragelonne, revenez vite, et, à votre retour, nous verrons deux heureux, car j’espère qu’il n’y a aucun obstacle à votre bonheur?

	— Il y en a un grand, madame.

	— Bah! et lequel?

	— La volonté du roi.

	— La volonté du roi!… Le roi s’oppose à votre mariage?

	— Ou du moins il le diffère. J’ai fait demander au roi son agrément par le comte de La Fère, et, sans le refuser tout à fait, il a au moins dit positivement qu’il le lui ferait attendre.

	— La personne que vous aimez est-elle donc indigne de vous?

	— Elle est digne de l’amour d’un roi, madame.

	— Je veux dire: peut-être n’est-elle point d’une noblesse égale à la vôtre?

	— Elle est d’excellente famille.

	— Jeune, belle?

	— Dix-sept ans, et pour moi belle à ravir!

	— Est-elle en province ou à Paris?

	— Elle est à Fontainebleau, madame.

	— À la cour?

	— Oui.

	— Je la connais?

	— Elle a l’honneur de faire partie de la maison de Votre Altesse Royale.

	— Son nom? demanda la princesse avec anxiété, si toutefois, ajouta-t-elle en se reprenant vivement, son nom n’est pas un secret?

	— Non, madame; mon amour est assez pur pour que je n’en fasse de secret à personne, et à plus forte raison à Votre Altesse, si parfaitement bonne pour moi. C’est Mlle Louise de La Vallière.

	Madame ne put retenir un cri, dans lequel il y avait plus que de l’étonnement.

	— Ah! dit-elle, La Vallière… celle qui hier…

	Elle s’arrêta.

	— Celle qui, hier, s’est trouvée indisposée, je crois, continua-t-elle.

	— Oui, madame, j’ai appris l’accident qui lui était arrivé ce matin seulement.

	— Et vous l’avez vue avant que de venir ici?

	— J’ai eu l’honneur de lui faire mes adieux.

	— Et vous dites, reprit Madame en faisant un effort sur elle-même, que le roi a… ajourné votre mariage avec cette enfant?

	— Oui, madame, ajourné.

	— Et a-t-il donné quelque raison à cet ajournement?

	— Aucune.

	— Il y a longtemps que le comte de La Fère lui a fait cette demande?

	— Il y a plus d’un mois, madame.

	— C’est étrange, fit la princesse.

	Et quelque chose comme un nuage passa sur ses yeux.

	— Un mois? répéta-t-elle.

	— À peu près.

	— Vous avez raison, monsieur le vicomte, dit la princesse avec un sourire dans lequel Bragelonne eût pu remarquer quelque contrainte, il ne faut pas que mon frère vous garde trop longtemps là-bas; partez donc vite, et, dans la première lettre que j’écrirai en Angleterre, je vous réclamerai au nom du roi.

	Et Madame se leva pour remettre sa lettre aux mains de Bragelonne. Raoul comprit que son audience était finie; il prit la lettre, s’inclina devant la princesse et sortit.

	— Un mois! murmura la princesse; aurais-je donc été aveugle à ce point, et l’aimerait-il depuis un mois?

	Et, comme Madame n’avait rien à faire, elle se mit à commencer pour son frère la lettre dont le post-scriptum devait rappeler Bragelonne.

	Le comte de Guiche avait, comme nous l’avons vu, cédé aux insistances de Manicamp, et s’était laissé entraîner par lui jusqu’aux écuries; où ils firent seller leurs chevaux; après quoi, par la petite allée dont nous avons déjà donné la description à nos lecteurs, ils s’avancèrent au-devant de Monsieur, qui, sortant du bain, s’en revenait tout frais vers le château, ayant sur le visage un voile de femme, afin que le soleil, déjà chaud, ne hâlât pas son teint.

	Monsieur était dans un de ces accès de belle humeur qui lui inspiraient parfois l’admiration de sa propre beauté. Il avait, dans l’eau, pu comparer la blancheur de son corps à celle du corps de ses courtisans, et, grâce au soin que Son Altesse Royale prenait d’elle-même, nul n’avait pu, même le chevalier de Lorraine, soutenir la concurrence.

	Monsieur avait de plus nagé avec un certain succès, et tous ses nerfs tendus dans une sage mesure par cette salutaire immersion dans l’eau fraîche, tenaient son corps et son esprit dans un heureux équilibre.

	Aussi, à la vue de de Guiche, qui venait au petit galop au-devant de lui sur un magnifique cheval blanc, le prince ne put-il retenir une joyeuse exclamation.

	— Il me semble que cela va bien, dit Manicamp, qui crut lire cette bienveillance sur la physionomie de Son Altesse Royale.

	— Ah! bonjour, Guiche, bonjour, mon pauvre Guiche, s’écria le prince.

	— Salut à Monseigneur! répondit de Guiche, encouragé par le ton de voix de Philippe; santé, joie, bonheur et prospérité à Votre Altesse!

	— Sois le bienvenu, Guiche, et prends ma droite, mais tiens ton cheval en bride, car je veux revenir au pas sous ces voûtes fraîches.

	— À vos ordres, monseigneur.

	Et de Guiche se rangea à la droite du prince comme il venait d’y être invité.

	— Voyons, mon cher de Guiche, dit le prince, voyons, donne-moi un peu des nouvelles de ce de Guiche que j’ai connu autrefois et qui faisait la cour à ma femme?

	De Guiche rougit jusqu’au blanc des yeux, tandis que Monsieur éclatait de rire comme s’il eût fait la plus spirituelle plaisanterie du monde.

	Les quelques privilégiés qui entouraient Monsieur crurent devoir l’imiter, quoiqu’ils n’eussent pas entendu ses paroles, et ils poussèrent un bruyant éclat de rire qui prit au premier, traversa le cortège et ne s’éteignit qu’au dernier. De Guiche, tout rougissant qu’il était, fit cependant bonne contenance: Manicamp le regardait.

	— Ah! monseigneur, répondit de Guiche, soyez charitable à un malheureux; ne m’immolez pas à M. le chevalier de Lorraine!

	— Comment cela?

	— S’il vous entend me railler, il renchérira sur Votre Altesse et me raillera sans pitié.

	— Sur ton amour pour la princesse?

	— Oh! monseigneur, par pitié!

	— Voyons, voyons, de Guiche, avoue que tu as fait les yeux doux à Madame.

	— Jamais je n’avouerai une pareille chose, monseigneur.

	— Par respect pour moi? Eh bien! je t’affranchis du respect, de Guiche. Avoue, comme s’il s’agissait de Mme de Chalais, ou de Mlle de La Vallière.

	Puis, s’interrompant:

	— Allons, bon! dit-il en recommençant à rire, voilà que je joue avec une épée à deux tranchants, moi. Je frappe sur toi et je frappe sur mon frère, Chalais et La Vallière, ta fiancée à toi, et sa future à lui.

	— En vérité, monseigneur, dit le comte, vous êtes aujourd’hui d’une adorable humeur.

	— Ma foi, oui! je me sens bien, et puis ta vue me fait plaisir.

	— Merci, monseigneur.

	— Tu m’en voulais donc?

	— Moi, monseigneur?

	— Oui.

	— Et de quoi, mon Dieu?

	— De ce que j’avais interrompu tes sarabandes et tes espagnoleries.

	— Oh! Votre Altesse!

	— Voyons, ne nie point. Tu es sorti ce jour-là de chez la princesse avec des yeux furibonds; cela t’a porté malheur, mon cher, et tu as dansé le ballet d’hier d’une pitoyable façon. Ne boude pas, de Guiche; cela te nuit en ce que tu prends l’air d’un ours. Si la princesse t’a regardé hier, je suis sûr d’une chose…

	— De laquelle, monseigneur? Votre Altesse m’effraie.

	— Elle t’aura tout à fait renié.

	Et le prince de rire de plus belle.

	«Décidément, pensa Manicamp, le rang n’y fait rien, et ils sont tous pareils.»

	Le prince continua.

	— Enfin, te voilà revenu; il y a espoir que le chevalier redevienne aimable.

	— Comment, cela, monseigneur, et par quel miracle puis-je avoir cette influence sur M. de Lorraine?

	— C’est tout simple, il est jaloux de toi.

	— Ah bah! vraiment?

	— C’est comme je te le dis.

	— Il me fait trop d’honneur.

	— Tu comprends, quand tu es là, il me caresse; quand tu es parti, il me martyrise. Je règne par bascule. Et puis tu ne sais pas l’idée qui m’est venue?

	— Je ne m’en doute pas, monseigneur.

	— Eh bien! quand tu étais en exil, car tu as été exilé, mon pauvre Guiche…

	— Pardieu! monseigneur, à qui la faute? dit de Guiche en affectant un air bourru.

	— Oh! ce n’est certainement pas à moi, cher comte, répliqua Son Altesse Royale. Je n’ai pas demandé au roi de t’exiler, foi de prince!

	— Non pas vous, monseigneur, je le sais bien; mais…

	— Mais Madame? Oh! quant à cela, je ne dis pas non. Que diable lui as-tu donc fait, à Madame?

	— En vérité, monseigneur…

	— Les femmes ont leur rancune, je le sais bien, et la mienne n’est pas exempte de ce travers. Mais, si elle t’a fait exiler, elle, je ne t’en veux pas, moi.

	— Alors, monseigneur, dit de Guiche, je ne suis qu’à moitié malheureux.

	Manicamp, qui venait derrière de Guiche et qui ne perdait pas une parole de ce que disait le prince, plia les épaules jusque sur le cou de son cheval pour cacher le rire qu’il ne pouvait réprimer.

	— D’ailleurs, ton exil m’a fait pousser un projet dans la tête.

	— Bon!

	— Quand le chevalier, ne te voyant plus là et sûr de régner seul, me malmenait, voyant, au contraire de ce méchant garçon, ma femme si aimable et si bonne pour moi qui la néglige, j’eus l’idée de me faire un mari modèle, une rareté, une curiosité de cour; j’eus l’idée d’aimer ma femme.

	De Guiche regarda le prince avec un air de stupéfaction qui n’avait rien de joué.

	— Oh! balbutia de Guiche tremblant, cette idée-là, monseigneur, elle ne vous est pas venue sérieusement?

	— Ma foi, si! J’ai du bien que mon frère m’a donné au moment de mon mariage; elle a de l’argent, elle, et beaucoup, puisqu’elle en tire tout à la fois de son frère et de son beau-frère, d’Angleterre et de France. Eh bien! nous eussions quitté la cour. Je me fusse retiré au château de Villers-Cotterets, qui est de mon apanage, au milieu d’une forêt, dans laquelle nous eussions filé le parfait amour aux mêmes endroits que faisait mon grand père Henri IV avec la belle Gabrielle. Que dis-tu de cette idée, de Guiche?

	— Je dis que c’est à faire frémir, monseigneur, répondit de Guiche, qui frémissait réellement.

	— Ah! je vois que tu ne supporterais pas d’être exilé une seconde fois.

	— Moi, monseigneur?

	— Je ne t’emmènerai donc pas avec nous comme j’en avais eu le dessein d’abord.

	— Comment, avec vous, monseigneur?

	— Oui, si par hasard l’idée me reprend de bouder la cour.

	— Oh! monseigneur, qu’à cela ne tienne, je suivrai Votre Altesse jusqu’au bout du monde.

	— Maladroit que vous êtes! grommela Manicamp en poussant son cheval sur de Guiche, de façon à le désarçonner.

	Puis, en passant près de lui comme s’il n’était pas maître de son cheval:

	— Mais pensez donc à ce que vous dites, lui glissa-t-il tout bas.

	— Alors, dit le prince, c’est convenu; puisque tu m’es si dévoué, je t’emmène.

	— Partout, monseigneur, partout, répliqua joyeusement de Guiche; partout, à l’instant même. Êtes-vous prêt?

	Et de Guiche rendit en riant la main à son cheval, qui fit deux bonds en avant.

	— Un instant, un instant, dit le prince; passons par le château.

	— Pour quoi faire?

	— Pour prendre ma femme, parbleu!

	— Comment? demanda de Guiche.

	— Sans doute, puisque je te dis que c’est un projet d’amour conjugal; il faut bien que j’emmène ma femme.

	— Alors, monseigneur, répondit le comte, j’en suis désespéré, mais pas de de Guiche pour vous.

	— Bah!

	— Oui. Pourquoi emmenez-vous Madame?

	— Tiens! parce que je m’aperçois que je l’aime.

	De Guiche pâlit légèrement, en essayant toutefois de conserver son apparente gaieté.

	— Si vous aimez Madame, monseigneur, dit-il, cet amour doit vous suffire, et vous n’avez plus besoin de vos amis.

	— Pas mal, pas mal, murmura Manicamp.

	— Allons, voilà la peur de Madame qui te reprend, répliqua le prince.

	— Écoutez donc, monseigneur, je suis payé pour cela; une femme qui m’a fait exiler.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! le vilain caractère que tu as, de Guiche; comme tu es rancunier, mon ami.

	— Je voudrais bien vous y voir, vous, monseigneur.

	— Décidément, c’est à cause de cela que tu as si mal dansé hier; tu voulais te venger en faisant faire à Madame de fausses figures; ah! de Guiche, ceci est mesquin, et je le dirai à Madame.

	— Oh! vous pouvez lui dire tout ce que vous voudrez, monseigneur. Son Altesse ne me haïra point plus qu’elle ne le fait.

	— Là! là! tu exagères, pour quinze pauvres jours de campagne forcée qu’elle t’a imposés.

	— Monseigneur, quinze jours sont quinze jours, et, quand on les passe à s’ennuyer, quinze jours sont une éternité.

	— De sorte que tu ne lui pardonneras pas?

	— Jamais.

	— Allons, allons, de Guiche, sois meilleur garçon, je veux faire ta paix avec elle; tu reconnaîtras, en la fréquentant, qu’elle n’a point de méchanceté et qu’elle est pleine d’esprit.

	— Monseigneur…

	— Tu verras qu’elle sait recevoir comme une princesse et rire comme une bourgeoise; tu verras qu’elle fait, quand elle le veut, que les heures s’écoulent comme des minutes. De Guiche, mon ami, il faut que tu reviennes sur le compte de ma femme.

	«Décidément, se dit Manicamp, voilà un mari à qui le nom de sa femme portera malheur, et feu le roi Candaule était un véritable tigre auprès de monseigneur.»

	— Enfin, ajouta le prince, tu reviendras sur le compte de ma femme, de Guiche; je te le garantis. Seulement, il faut que je te montre le chemin. Elle n’est point banale, et ne parvient pas qui veut à son cœur.

	— Monseigneur…

	— Pas de résistance, de Guiche, ou nous nous fâcherons, répliqua le prince.

	— Mais puisqu’il le veut, murmura Manicamp à l’oreille de de Guiche, satisfaites-le donc.

	— Monseigneur, dit le comte, j’obéirai.

	— Et pour commencer, reprit Monseigneur, on joue ce soir chez Madame; tu dîneras avec moi et je te conduirai chez elle.

	— Oh! pour cela, monseigneur, objecta de Guiche, vous me permettrez de résister.

	— Encore! mais c’est de la rébellion.

	— Madame m’a trop mal reçu hier devant tout le monde.

	— Vraiment! dit le prince en riant.

	— À ce point qu’elle ne m’a pas même répondu quand je lui ai parlé; il peut être bon de n’avoir pas d’amour-propre, mais trop peu, c’est trop peu, comme on dit.

	— Comte, après le dîner, tu iras t’habiller chez toi et tu viendras me reprendre, je t’attendrai.

	— Puisque Votre Altesse le commande absolument…

	— Absolument.

	— Il n’en démordra point, dit Manicamp, et ces sortes de choses sont celles qui tiennent le plus obstinément à la tête des maris. Ah! pourquoi donc M. Molière n’a-t-il pas entendu celui-là, il l’aurait mis en vers.

	Le prince et sa cour, ainsi devisant, rentrèrent dans les plus frais appartements du château.

	— À propos, dit de Guiche sur le seuil de la porte, j’avais une commission pour Votre Altesse Royale.

	— Fais ta commission.

	— M. de Bragelonne est parti pour Londres avec un ordre du roi, et il m’a chargé de tous ses respects pour Monseigneur.

	— Bien! bon voyage au vicomte, que j’aime fort. Allons, va t’habiller, de Guiche, et reviens-nous. Et si tu ne reviens pas…

	— Qu’arrivera-t-il, monseigneur?

	— Il arrivera que je te fais jeter à la Bastille.

	— Allons, décidément, dit de Guiche en riant, Son Altesse Royale Monsieur est la contrepartie de Son Altesse Royale Madame. Madame me fait exiler parce qu’elle ne m’aime pas assez, Monsieur me fait emprisonner parce qu’il m’aime trop. Merci, monsieur! Merci, madame!

	— Allons, allons, dit le prince, tu es un charmant ami, et tu sais bien que je ne puis me passer de toi. Reviens vite.

	— Soit, mais il me plaît de faire de la coquetterie à mon tour, monseigneur.

	— Bah?

	— Aussi je ne rentre chez Votre Altesse qu’à une seule condition.

	— Laquelle?

	— J’ai l’ami d’un de mes amis à obliger.

	— Tu l’appelles?

	— Malicorne.

	— Vilain nom.

	— Très bien porté, monseigneur.

	— Soit. Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! je dois à M. Malicorne une place chez vous, monseigneur.

	— Une place de quoi?

	— Une place quelconque; une surveillance, par exemple.

	— Parbleu! cela se trouve bien, j’ai congédié hier le maître des appartements.

	— Va pour le maître des appartements, monseigneur. Qu’a-t-il à faire?

	— Rien, sinon à regarder et à rapporter.

	— Police intérieure?

	— Justement.

	— Oh! comme cela va bien à Malicorne, se hasarda de dire Manicamp.

	— Vous connaissez celui dont il s’agit, monsieur Manicamp? demanda le prince.

	— Intimement, monseigneur. C’est mon ami.

	— Et votre opinion est?

	— Que Monseigneur n’aura jamais un maître des appartements pareil à celui-là.

	— Combien rapporte l’office? demanda le comte au prince.

	— Je l’ignore; seulement, on m’a toujours dit qu’il ne pouvait assez se payer quand il était bien occupé.

	— Qu’appelez-vous bien occupé, prince?

	— Cela va sans dire, quand le fonctionnaire est homme d’esprit.

	— Alors, je crois que Monseigneur sera content, car Malicorne a de l’esprit comme un diable.

	— Bon! l’office me coûtera cher en ce cas, répliqua le prince en riant. Tu me fais là un véritable cadeau, comte.

	— Je le crois, monseigneur.

	— Eh bien! va donc annoncer à ton M. Mélicorne…

	— Malicorne, monseigneur.

	— Je ne me ferai jamais à ce nom-là.

	— Vous dites bien Manicamp, monseigneur.

	— Oh! je dirais très bien aussi Manicorne. L’habitude m’aiderait.

	— Dites, dites, monseigneur, je vous promets que votre inspecteur des appartements ne se fâchera point; il est du plus heureux caractère qui se puisse voir.

	— Eh bien! alors, mon cher de Guiche, annoncez-lui sa nomination… Mais, attendez…

	— Quoi, monseigneur?

	— Je veux le voir auparavant. S’il est aussi laid que son nom, je me dédis.

	— Monseigneur le connaît.

	— Moi?

	— Sans doute. Monseigneur l’a déjà vu au Palais-Royal; à telles enseignes que c’est même moi qui le lui ai présenté.

	— Ah! fort bien, je me rappelle… Peste! c’est un charmant garçon!

	— Je savais bien que Monseigneur avait dû le remarquer.

	— Oui, oui, oui! Vois-tu, de Guiche, je ne veux pas que, ma femme ni moi, nous ayons des laideurs devant les yeux. Ma femme prendra pour demoiselles d’honneur toutes filles jolies; je prendrai, moi, tous gentilshommes bien faits. De cette façon, vois-tu, de Guiche, si je fais des enfants, ils seront d’une bonne inspiration, et, si ma femme en fait, elle aura vu de beaux modèles.

	— C’est puissamment raisonné, monseigneur, dit Manicamp approuvant de l’œil et de la voix.

	Quant à de Guiche, sans doute ne trouva-t-il pas le raisonnement aussi heureux, car il opina seulement du geste, et encore le geste garda-t-il un caractère marqué d’indécision. Manicamp s’en alla prévenir Malicorne de la bonne nouvelle qu’il venait d’apprendre.

	De Guiche parut s’en aller à contrecœur faire sa toilette de cour.

	Monsieur, chantant, riant et se mirant, atteignit l’heure du dîner dans des dispositions qui eussent justifié ce proverbe: «Heureux comme un prince.»

	Chapitre CXXX — Histoire d’une naïade et d’une dryade

	Tout le monde avait fait la collation au château, et, après la collation, toilette de cour. 

	La collation avait lieu d’habitude à cinq heures.

	Mettons une heure de collation et deux heures de toilette. Chacun était donc prêt vers les huit heures du soir.

	Aussi vers huit heures du soir commençait-on à se présenter chez Madame.

	Car, ainsi que nous l’avons dit, c’était Madame qui recevait ce soir-là.

	Et aux soirées de Madame nul n’avait garde de manquer; car les soirées passaient chez elle avec tout le charme que la reine, cette pieuse et excellente princesse, n’avait pu, elle, donner à ses réunions. C’est malheureusement un des avantages de la bonté d’amuser moins qu’un méchant esprit.

	Et cependant, hâtons-nous de le dire, méchant esprit n’était pas une épithète que l’on pût appliquer à Madame.

	Cette nature toute d’élite renfermait trop de générosité véritable, trop d’élans nobles et de réflexions distinguées pour qu’on pût l’appeler une méchante nature.

	Mais Madame avait le don de la résistance, don si souvent fatal à celui qui le possède, car il se brise où un autre eût plié; il en résultait que les coups ne s’émoussaient point sur elle comme sur cette conscience ouatée de Marie-Thérèse.

	Son cœur rebondissait à chaque attaque, et, pareille aux quintaines agressives des jeux de bagues, Madame, si on ne la frappait pas de manière à l’étourdir, rendait coup pour coup à l’imprudent quel qu’il fût qui osait jouter contre elle.

	Était-ce méchanceté? était-ce tout simplement malice? Nous estimons, nous, que les riches et puissantes natures sont celles qui, pareilles à l’arbre de science, produisent à la fois le bien et le mal, double rameau toujours fleuri, toujours fécond, dont savent distinguer le bon fruit ceux qui en ont faim, dont meurent pour avoir trop mangé le mauvais les inutiles et les parasites, ce qui n’est pas un mal.

	Donc, Madame, qui avait son plan de seconde reine, ou même de première reine, bien arrêté dans son esprit, Madame, disons-nous, rendait sa maison agréable par la conversation, par les rencontres, par la liberté parfaite qu’elle laissait à chacun de placer son mot, à la condition, toutefois, que le mot fût joli ou utile. Et, le croira-t-on, par cela même, on parlait peut-être moins chez Madame qu’ailleurs.

	Madame haïssait les bavards et se vengeait cruellement d’eux.

	Elle les laissait parler.

	Elle haïssait aussi la prétention et ne passait pas même ce défaut au roi.

	C’était la maladie de Monsieur, et la princesse avait entrepris cette tâche exorbitante de l’en guérir.

	Au reste, poètes, hommes d’esprit, femmes belles, elle accueillait tout en maîtresse supérieure à ses esclaves. Assez rêveuse au milieu de toutes ses espiègleries pour faire rêver les poètes; assez forte de ses charmes pour briller même au milieu des plus jolies; assez spirituelle pour que les plus remarquables l’écoutassent avec plaisir.

	On conçoit ce que des réunions pareilles à celles qui se tenaient chez Madame devaient attirer de monde: la jeunesse y affluait. Quand le roi est jeune, tout est jeune à la cour.

	Aussi voyait-on bouder les vieilles dames, têtes fortes de la Régence ou du dernier règne; mais on répondait à leurs bouderies en riant de ces vénérables personnes qui avaient poussé l’esprit de domination jusqu’à commander des partis de soldats dans la guerre de la Fronde, afin, disait Madame, de ne pas perdre tout empire sur les hommes.

	À huit heures sonnant, Son Altesse Royale entra dans le grand salon avec ses dames d’honneur, et trouva plusieurs courtisans qui attendaient déjà depuis plus de dix minutes.

	Parmi tous ces précurseurs de l’heure dite, elle chercha celui qu’elle croyait devoir être arrivé le premier de tous. Elle ne le trouva point.

	Mais presque au même instant où elle achevait cette investigation, on annonça Monsieur.

	Monsieur était splendide à voir. Toutes les pierreries du cardinal Mazarin, celles bien entendu que le ministre n’avait pu faire autrement que de laisser, toutes les pierreries de la reine mère, quelques-unes même de sa femme, Monsieur les portait ce jour-là. Aussi Monsieur brillait-il comme un soleil.

	Derrière lui, à pas lents et avec un air de componction parfaitement joué, venait de Guiche, vêtu d’un habit de velours gris perle, brodé d’argent et à rubans bleus.

	De Guiche portait, en outre, des malines aussi belles dans leur genre que les pierreries de Monsieur l’étaient dans le leur.

	La plume de son chapeau était rouge.

	Madame avait plusieurs couleurs.

	Elle aimait le rouge en tentures, le gris en vêtements, le bleu en fleurs.

	M. de Guiche, ainsi vêtu, était d’une beauté que tout le monde pouvait remarquer. Certaine pâleur intéressante, certaine langueur d’yeux, des mains mates de blancheur sous de grandes dentelles, la bouche mélancolique; il ne fallait, en vérité, que voir M. de Guiche pour avouer que peu d’hommes à la cour de France valaient celui-là.

	Il en résulta que Monsieur, qui eût eu la prétention d’éclipser une étoile, si une étoile se fût mise en parallèle avec lui, fut, au contraire, complètement éclipsé dans toutes les imaginations, lesquelles sont des juges fort silencieux, certes, mais aussi fort altiers dans leur jugement.

	Madame avait regardé vaguement de Guiche; mais, si vague que fût ce regard, il amena une charmante rougeur sur son front. Madame, en effet, avait trouvé de Guiche si beau et si élégant, qu’elle en était presque à ne plus regretter la conquête royale qu’elle sentait être sur le point de lui échapper.

	Son cœur laissa donc, malgré lui, refluer tout son sang jusqu’à ses joues.

	Monsieur, prenant son air mutin, s’approcha d’elle. Il n’avait pas vu la rougeur de la princesse, ou, s’il l’avait vue, il était bien loin de l’attribuer à sa véritable cause.

	— Madame, dit-il en baisant la main de sa femme, il y a ici un disgracié, un malheureux exilé que je prends sur moi de vous recommander. Faites bien attention, je vous prie, qu’il est de mes meilleurs amis, et que votre accueil me touchera beaucoup.

	— Quel exilé? quel disgracié? demanda Madame, regardant tout autour d’elle et sans plus s’arrêter au comte qu’aux autres.

	C’était le moment de pousser son protégé. Le prince s’effaça et laissa passer de Guiche, qui, d’un air assez maussade, s’approcha de Madame et lui fit sa révérence.

	— Eh quoi! demanda Madame, comme si elle éprouvait le plus vif étonnement, c’est M. le comte de Guiche qui est le disgracié, l’exilé?

	— Oui-da! reprit le duc.

	— Eh! dit Madame, on ne voit que lui ici.

	— Ah! madame, vous êtes injuste, fit le prince.

	— Moi?

	— Sans doute. Voyons, pardonnez-lui, à ce pauvre garçon.

	— Lui pardonner quoi? Qu’ai-je donc à pardonner à M. de Guiche, moi?

	— Mais, au fait, explique-toi, de Guiche. Que veux-tu qu’on te pardonne? demanda le prince.

	— Hélas! Son Altesse Royale le sait bien, répliqua celui-ci hypocritement.

	— Allons, allons, donnez-lui votre main, Madame, dit Philippe.

	— Si cela vous fait plaisir, monsieur.

	Et, avec un indescriptible mouvement des yeux et des épaules, Madame tendit sa belle main parfumée au jeune homme, qui y appuya ses lèvres.

	Il faut croire qu’il les appuya longtemps et que Madame ne retira pas trop vite sa main, car le duc ajouta:

	— De Guiche n’est point méchant, madame, et il ne vous mordra certainement pas.

	On prit prétexte, dans la galerie, de ce mot, qui n’était peut-être pas fort risible, pour rire à l’excès.

	En effet, la situation était remarquable, et quelques bonnes âmes l’avaient remarqué.

	Monsieur jouissait donc encore de l’effet de son mot quand on annonça le roi.

	En ce moment, l’aspect du salon était celui que nous allons essayer de décrire.

	Au centre, devant la cheminée encombrée de fleurs, se tenait Madame, avec ses demoiselles d’honneur formées en deux ailes, sur les lignes desquelles voltigeaient les papillons de cour.

	D’autres groupes occupaient les embrasures des fenêtres, comme font dans leurs tours réciproques les postes d’une même garnison, et, de leurs places respectives, percevaient les mots partis du groupe principal.

	De l’un de ces groupes, le plus rapproché de la cheminée, Malicorne, promu, séance tenante, par Manicamp et de Guiche, au poste de maître des appartements; Malicorne, dont l’habit d’officier était prêt depuis tantôt deux mois, flamboyait dans ses dorures et rayonnait sur Montalais, extrême gauche de Madame, avec tout le feu de ses yeux et tout le reflet de son velours.

	Madame causait avec Mme de Châtillon et Mme de Créqui, ses deux voisines, et renvoyait quelques paroles à Monsieur, qui s’effaça aussitôt que cette annonce fut faite:

	— Le roi!

	Mlle de La Vallière était, comme Montalais, à la gauche de Madame, c’est-à-dire l’avant-dernière de la ligne; à sa droite, on avait placé Mlle de Tonnay-Charente. Elle se trouvait donc dans la situation de ces corps de troupe dont on soupçonne la faiblesse, et que l’on place entre deux forces éprouvées.

	Ainsi flanquée de ses deux compagnes d’aventures, La Vallière, soit qu’elle fût chagrine de voir partir Raoul, soit qu’elle fût encore émue des événements récents qui commençaient à populariser son nom dans le monde des courtisans, La Vallière, disons-nous, cachait derrière son éventail ses yeux un peu rougis, et paraissait prêter une grande attention aux paroles que Montalais et Athénaïs lui glissaient alternativement dans l’une et l’autre oreille.

	Lorsque le nom du roi retentit, un grand mouvement se fit dans le salon.

	Madame, comme la maîtresse du logis, se leva pour recevoir le royal visiteur; mais, en se levant, si préoccupée qu’elle dût être, elle lança un regard à sa droite, et ce regard que le présomptueux de Guiche interpréta comme envoyé à son adresse, s’arrêta pourtant en faisant le tour du cercle sur La Vallière, dont il put remarquer la vive rougeur et l’inquiète émotion.

	Le roi entra au milieu du groupe, devenu général par un mouvement qui s’opéra naturellement de la circonférence au centre.

	Tous les fronts s’abaissaient devant Sa Majesté, les femmes ployant, comme de frêles et magnifiques lis devant le roi Aquilo.

	Sa Majesté n’avait rien de farouche, nous pourrions même dire rien de royal ce soir-là, n’étaient cependant sa jeunesse et sa beauté.

	Certain air de joie vive et de bonne disposition mit en éveil toutes les cervelles; et voilà que chacun se promit une charmante soirée, rien qu’à voir le désir qu’avait Sa Majesté de s’amuser chez Madame.

	Si quelqu’un pouvait, par sa joie et sa belle humeur, balancer le roi, c’était M. de Saint-Aignan, rose d’habits, de figure et de rubans, rose d’idées surtout, et, ce soir-là, M. de Saint-Aignan avait beaucoup d’idées.

	Ce qui avait donné une floraison à toutes ces idées qui germaient dans son esprit riant, c’est qu’il venait de s’apercevoir que Mlle de Tonnay-Charente était comme lui vêtue de rose; Nous ne voudrions pas dire cependant que le rusé courtisan ne sût pas d’avance que la belle Athénaïs dût revêtir cette couleur: il connaissait très bien l’art de faire jaser un tailleur ou une femme de chambre sur les projets de sa maîtresse.

	Il envoya tout autant d’œillades assassines à Mlle Athénaïs qu’il avait de nœuds de rubans aux chausses et au pourpoint, c’est-à-dire qu’il en décocha une quantité furieuse. Le roi ayant fait ses compliments à Madame, et Madame ayant été invitée à s’asseoir, le cercle se forma aussitôt.

	Louis demanda à Monsieur des nouvelles du bain; il raconta, tout en regardant les dames, que des poètes s’occupaient de mettre en vers ce galant divertissement des bains de Vulaines, et que l’un d’eux, surtout, M. Loret, semblait avoir reçu les confidences d’une nymphe des eaux, tant il avait dit de vérités dans ses rimes.

	Plus d’une dame crut devoir rougir.

	Le roi profita de ce moment pour regarder à son aise; Montalais seule ne rougissait pas assez pour ne pas regarder le roi, et elle le vit dévorer du regard Mlle de La Vallière.

	Cette hardie fille d’honneur, que l’on nommait la Montalais, fit baisser les yeux au roi, et sauva ainsi Louise de La Vallière d’un feu sympathique qui lui fût peut-être arrivé par ce regard! Louis était pris par Madame, qui l’accablait de questions, et nulle personne au monde ne savait questionner comme elle.

	Mais lui cherchait à rendre la conversation générale, et pour y réussir, il redoubla d’esprit et de galanterie.

	Madame voulait des compliments; elle se résolut à en arracher à tout prix, et, s’adressant au roi:

	— Sire, dit-elle, Votre Majesté, qui sait tout ce qui se passe en son royaume, doit savoir d’avance les vers contés à M. Loret par cette nymphe; Votre Majesté veut-elle bien nous en faire part?

	— Madame, répliqua le roi avec une grâce parfaite, je n’ose… Il est certain que, pour vous personnellement, il y aurait de la confusion à écouter certains détails… Mais de Saint-Aignan conte assez bien et retient parfaitement les vers; s’il ne les retient pas, il en improvise. Je vous le certifie poète renforcé.

	De Saint-Aignan, mis en scène, fut contraint de se produire le moins désavantageusement possible. Malheureusement pour Madame, il ne songea qu’à ses affaires particulières, c’est-à-dire qu’au lieu de rendre à Madame les compliments dont elle se faisait fête, il s’ingéra de se prélasser un peu lui-même dans sa bonne fortune.

	Lançant donc un centième coup d’œil à la belle Athénaïs, qui pratiquait tout au long sa théorie de la veille, c’est-à-dire qui ne daignait pas regarder son adorateur:

	— Sire, dit-il, Votre Majesté me pardonnera sans doute d’avoir trop peu retenu les vers dictés à Loret par la nymphe; mais où le roi n’a rien retenu, qu’eussé-je fait, moi chétif?

	Madame accueillit avec peu de faveur cette défaite de courtisans.

	— Ah! madame, ajouta de Saint-Aignan, c’est qu’il ne s’agit plus aujourd’hui de ce que disent les nymphes d’eau douce. En vérité, on serait tenté de croire qu’il ne se fait plus rien d’intéressant dans les royaumes liquides. C’est sur terre, madame, que les grands événements arrivent. Ah! sur terre, madame, que de récits pleins de…

	— Bon! fit Madame, et que se passe-t-il donc sur terre?

	— C’est aux dryades qu’il faut le demander, répliqua le comte; les dryades habitent les bois, comme Votre Altesse Royale le sait.

	— Je sais même qu’elles sont naturellement bavardes, monsieur de Saint-Aignan.

	— C’est vrai, madame; mais, quand elles ne rapportent que de jolies choses, on aurait mauvaise grâce à les accuser de bavardage.

	— Elles rapportent donc de jolies choses? demanda nonchalamment la princesse. En vérité, monsieur de Saint-Aignan, vous piquez ma curiosité, et, si j’étais le roi, je vous sommerais sur-le-champ de nous raconter les jolies choses que disent Mmes les dryades, puisque vous seul ici semblez connaître leur langage.

	— Oh! pour cela, madame, je suis bien aux ordres de Sa Majesté, répliqua vivement le comte.

	— Il comprend le langage des dryades? dit Monsieur. Est-il heureux, ce Saint-Aignan!

	— Comme le français, monseigneur.

	— Contez alors, dit Madame.

	Le roi se sentit embarrassé; nul doute que son confident ne l’allât embarquer dans une affaire difficile.

	Il le sentait bien à l’attention universelle excitée par le préambule de Saint-Aignan, excitée aussi par l’attitude particulière de Madame. Les plus discrets semblaient prêts à dévorer chaque parole que le comte allait prononcer.

	On toussa, on se rapprocha, on regarda du coin de l’œil certaines dames d’honneur qui elles-mêmes, pour soutenir plus décemment ou avec plus de fermeté ce regard inquisiteur si pesant, arrangèrent leurs éventails, et se composèrent un maintien de duelliste qui va essuyer le feu de son adversaire.

	En ce temps, on avait tellement l’habitude des conversations ingénieuses et des récits épineux, que là où tout un salon moderne flairerait scandale, éclat, tragédie, et s’enfuirait d’effroi, le salon de Madame s’accommodait à ses places, afin de ne pas perdre un mot, un geste, de la comédie composée à son profit par M. de Saint-Aignan, et dont le dénouement, quels que fussent le style et l’intrigue, devait nécessairement être parfait de calme et d’observation.

	Le comte était connu pour un homme poli et un parfait conteur. Il commença donc bravement au milieu d’un silence profond et partant redoutable pour tout autre que lui.

	— Madame, le roi permet que je m’adresse d’abord à Votre Altesse Royale, puisqu’elle se proclame la plus curieuse de son cercle; j’aurai donc l’honneur de dire à Votre Altesse Royale que la dryade habite plus particulièrement le creux des chênes et, comme les dryades sont de belles créatures mythologiques, elles habitent de très beaux arbres, c’est-à-dire les plus gros qu’elles puissent trouver.

	À cet exorde, qui rappelait sous un voile transparent la fameuse histoire du chêne royal, qui avait joué un si grand rôle dans la dernière soirée, tant de cœurs battirent de joie ou d’inquiétude, que, si de Saint-Aignan n’eût pas eu la voix bonne et sonore, ce battement des cœurs eût été entendu par-dessus sa voix.

	— Il doit y avoir des dryades à Fontainebleau, dit Madame d’un ton parfaitement calme, car jamais de ma vie je n’ai vu de plus beaux chênes que dans le parc royal.

	Et, en disant ces mots, elle envoya droit à l’adresse de de Guiche un regard dont celui-ci n’eut pas à se plaindre comme du précédent, qui, nous l’avons dit, avait conservé certaine nuance de vague bien pénible pour un cœur aussi aimant.

	— Précisément, madame, c’est de Fontainebleau que j’allais parler à Votre Altesse Royale, dit de Saint-Aignan, car la dryade dont le récit nous occupe habite le parc du château de Sa Majesté.

	L’affaire était engagée; l’action commençait: auditeurs et narrateur, personne ne pouvait plus reculer.

	— Écoutons, dit Madame, car l’histoire m’a l’air d’avoir non seulement tout le charme d’un récit national, mais encore celui d’une chronique très contemporaine.

	— Je dois commencer par le commencement, dit le comte. Donc, à Fontainebleau, dans une chaumière de belle apparence, habitent des bergers.

	«L’un est le berger Tircis, auquel appartiennent les plus riches domaines, transmis par l’héritage de ses parents.

	Tircis est jeune et beau, et ses qualités en font le premier des bergers de la contrée. On peut donc dire hardiment qu’il en est le roi. »

	Un léger murmure d’approbation encouragea le narrateur, qui continua:

	— Sa force égale son courage; nul n’a plus d’adresse à la chasse des bêtes sauvages, nul n’a plus de sagesse dans les conseils. Manœuvre-t-il un cheval dans les belles plaines de son héritage, conduit-il aux jeux d’adresse et de vigueur les bergers qui lui obéissent, on dirait le dieu Mars agitant sa lance dans les plaines de la Thrace, ou mieux encore Apollon, dieu du jour, lorsqu’il rayonne sur la terre avec ses dards enflammés.

	Chacun comprend que ce portrait allégorique du roi n’était pas le pire exorde que le conteur eût pu choisir. Aussi ne manqua-t-il son effet ni sur les assistants, qui, par devoir et par plaisir, y applaudirent à tout rompre; ni sur le roi lui-même, à qui la louange plaisait fort lorsqu’elle était délicate, et ne déplaisait pas toujours lors même qu’elle était un peu outrée. De Saint-Aignan poursuivit:

	— Ce n’est pas seulement, mesdames, aux jeux de gloire que le berger Tircis a acquis cette renommée qui en a fait le roi des bergers.

	— Des bergers de Fontainebleau, dit le roi en souriant à Madame.

	— Oh! s’écria Madame, Fontainebleau est pris arbitrairement par le poète; moi, je dis: des bergers du monde entier.

	Le roi oublia son rôle d’auditeur passif et s’inclina.

	— C’est, poursuivit de Saint-Aignan au milieu d’un murmure flatteur, c’est auprès des belles surtout que le mérite de ce roi des bergers éclate le plus manifestement. C’est un berger dont l’esprit est fin comme le cœur est pur; il sait débiter un compliment avec une grâce qui charme invinciblement, il sait aimer avec une discrétion qui promet à ses aimables et heureuses conquêtes le sort le plus digne d’envie. Jamais un éclat, jamais un oubli. Quiconque a vu Tircis et l’a entendu doit l’aimer; quiconque l’aime et est aimé de lui a rencontré le bonheur.

	De Saint-Aignan fit là une pause; il savourait le plaisir des compliments, et ce portrait, si grotesquement ampoulé qu’il fût, avait trouvé grâce devant de certaines oreilles surtout, pour qui les mérites du berger ne semblaient point avoir été exagérés. Madame engagea l’orateur à continuer.

	— Tircis, dit le comte, avait un fidèle compagnon, ou plutôt un serviteur dévoué qui s’appelait… Amyntas.

	— Ah! voyons le portrait d’Amyntas! dit malicieusement Madame; vous êtes si bon peintre, monsieur de Saint-Aignan!

	— Madame…

	— Oh! comte de Saint-Aignan, n’allez pas, je vous prie, sacrifier ce pauvre Amyntas! je ne vous le pardonnerais jamais.

	— Madame, Amyntas est de condition trop inférieure, surtout près de Tircis, pour que sa personne puisse avoir l’honneur d’un parallèle. Il en est de certains amis comme de ces serviteurs de l’Antiquité, qui se faisaient enterrer vivants aux pieds de leur maître. Aux pieds de Tircis, là est la place d’Amyntas; il n’en réclame pas d’autre, et si quelquefois l’illustre héros…

	— Illustre berger, voulez-vous dire? fit Madame feignant de reprendre M. de Saint-Aignan.

	— Votre Altesse Royale a raison, je me trompais, reprit le courtisan: si, dis-je, le berger Tircis daigne parfois appeler Amyntas son ami et lui ouvrir son cœur, c’est une faveur non pareille, dont le dernier fait cas comme de la plus insigne félicité.

	— Tout cela, interrompit Madame, établit le dévouement absolu d’Amyntas à Tircis, mais ne nous donne pas le portrait d’Amyntas. Comte, ne le flattez pas si vous voulez, mais peignez-nous-le; je veux le portrait d’Amyntas.

	De Saint-Aignan s’exécuta, après s’être incliné profondément devant la belle-sœur de Sa Majesté:

	— Amyntas, dit-il, est un peu plus âgé que Tircis; ce n’est pas un berger tout à fait disgracié de la nature; même on dit que les Muses ont daigné sourire à sa naissance comme Hébé sourit à la jeunesse. Il n’a point l’ambition de briller; il a celle d’être aimé, et peut-être n’en serait-il pas indigne s’il était bien connu.

	Ce dernier paragraphe, renforcé d’une œillade meurtrière, fut envoyé droit à Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, qui supporta le choc sans s’émouvoir.

	Mais la modestie et l’adresse de l’allusion avaient produit un bon effet; Amyntas en recueillit le fruit en applaudissements; la tête de Tircis lui même en donna le signal par un consentement plein de bienveillance.

	— Or, continua de Saint-Aignan, Tircis et Amyntas se promenaient un soir dans la forêt en causant de leurs chagrins amoureux. Notez que c’est déjà le récit de la dryade, mesdames; autrement eût-on pu savoir ce que disaient Tircis et Amyntas, les deux plus discrets de tous les bergers de la terre? Ils gagnaient donc l’endroit le plus touffu de la forêt pour s’isoler et se confier plus librement leurs peines, lorsque tout à coup leurs oreilles furent frappées d’un bruit de voix.

	— Ah! ah! fit-on autour du narrateur. Voilà qui devient on ne peut plus intéressant.

	Ici, Madame, semblable au général vigilant qui inspecte son armée, redressa d’un coup d’œil Montalais et Tonnay-Charente, qui pliaient sous l’effort.

	— Ces voix harmonieuses, reprit de Saint-Aignan, étaient celles de quelques bergères qui avaient voulu, elles aussi, jouir de la fraîcheur des ombrages, et qui, sachant l’endroit écarté, presque inabordable, s’y étaient réunies pour mettre en commun quelques idées sur la bergerie.

	Un immense éclat de rire, soulevé par cette phrase de Saint-Aignan, un imperceptible sourire du roi en regardant Tonnay-Charente, tels furent les résultats de la sortie.

	— La dryade assure, continua Saint-Aignan, que les bergères étaient trois, et que toutes trois étaient jeunes et belles.

	— Leurs noms? dit Madame tranquillement.

	— Leurs noms! fit de Saint-Aignan, qui se cabra contre cette indiscrétion.

	— Sans doute. Vous avez appelé vos bergers Tircis et Amyntas: appelez vos bergères d’une façon quelconque.

	— Oh! madame, je ne suis pas un inventeur, un trouvère, comme on disait autrefois; je raconte sous la dictée de la dryade.

	— Comment votre dryade nommait-elle ces bergères? En vérité, voilà une mémoire bien rebelle. Cette dryade-là était donc brouillée avec la déesse Mnémosyne?

	— Madame, ces bergères… Faites bien attention que révéler des noms de femmes est un crime!

	— Dont une femme vous absout, comte, à la condition que vous nous révélerez le nom des bergères.

	— Elles se nommaient Philis, Amaryllis et Galatée.

	— À la bonne heure! elles n’ont pas perdu pour attendre, dit Madame, et voilà trois noms charmants. Maintenant, les portraits?

	De Saint-Aignan fit encore un mouvement.

	— Oh! procédons par ordre, je vous prie, comte, reprit Madame. N’est-ce pas, Sire, qu’il nous faut les portraits des bergères?

	Le roi, qui s’attendait à cette insistance, et qui commençait à ressentir quelques inquiétudes, ne crut pas devoir piquer une aussi dangereuse interrogatrice. Il pensait d’ailleurs que de Saint-Aignan, dans ses portraits, trouverait le moyen de glisser quelques traits délicats dont feraient leur profit les oreilles que Sa Majesté avait intérêt à charmer. C’est dans cet espoir, c’est avec cette crainte, que Louis autorisa de Saint-Aignan à tracer le portrait des bergères Philis, Amaryllis et Galatée.

	— Eh bien! donc, soit! dit de Saint-Aignan comme un homme qui prend son parti.

	Et il commença.

	Chapitre CXXXI — Fin de l’histoire d’une naïade et d’une dryade

	— Philis, dit Saint-Aignan en jetant un coup d’œil provocateur à Montalais, à peu près comme fait dans un assaut un maître d’armes qui invite un rival digne de lui à se mettre en garde, Philis n’est ni brune ni blonde, ni grande ni petite, ni froide ni exaltée; elle est, toute bergère qu’elle est, spirituelle comme une princesse et coquette comme un démon.

	«Sa vue est excellente. Tout ce qu’embrasse sa vue, son cœur le désire. C’est comme un oiseau qui, gazouillant toujours, tantôt rase l’herbe, tantôt s’enlève voletant à la poursuite d’un papillon, tantôt se perche au plus haut d’un arbre, et de là défie tous les oiseleurs, ou de venir le prendre, ou de le faire tomber dans leurs filets.

	Le portrait était si ressemblant, que tous les yeux se tournèrent sur Montalais, qui, l’œil éveillé, le nez au vent, écoutait M. de Saint-Aignan comme s’il était question d’une personne qui lui fût tout à fait étrangère.

	— Est-ce tout, monsieur de Saint-Aignan? demanda la princesse.

	— Oh! Votre Altesse Royale, le portrait n’est qu’esquissé, et il y aurait bien des choses à dire. Mais je crains de lasser la patience de Votre Altesse ou de blesser la modestie de la bergère, de sorte que je passe à sa compagne Amaryllis.

	— C’est cela, dit Madame, passez à Amaryllis, monsieur de Saint-Aignan, nous vous suivons.

	— Amaryllis est la plus âgée des trois; et cependant, se hâta de dire Saint-Aignan, ce grand âge n’atteint pas vingt ans.

	Le sourcil de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, qui s’était froncé au début du récit, se défronça avec un léger sourire.

	— Elle est grande, avec d’immenses cheveux qu’elle renoue à la manière des statues de la Grèce; elle a la démarche majestueuse et le geste altier: aussi a-t-elle bien plutôt l’air d’une déesse que d’une simple mortelle, et, parmi les déesses, celle à qui elle ressemble le plus, c’est Diane chasseresse; avec cette seule différence que la cruelle bergère, ayant un jour dérobé le carquois de l’Amour tandis que le pauvre Cupidon dormait dans un buisson de roses, au lieu de diriger ses traits sur les hôtes des forêts, les décoche impitoyablement sur tous les pauvres bergers qui passent à la portée de son arc et de ses yeux.

	— Oh! la méchante bergère! dit Madame; ne se piquera-t-elle point quelque jour avec un de ces traits qu’elle lance si impitoyablement à droite et à gauche?

	— C’est l’espoir de tous les bergers en général, dit de Saint-Aignan.

	— Et celui du berger Amyntas en particulier, n’est-ce pas? dit Madame.

	— Le berger Amyntas est si timide, reprit de Saint-Aignan de l’air le plus modeste qu’il put prendre, que, s’il a cet espoir, nul n’en a jamais rien su, car il le cache au plus profond de son cœur.

	Un murmure des plus flatteurs accueillit cette profession de foi du narrateur à propos du berger.

	— Et Galatée? demanda Madame. Je suis impatiente de voir une main aussi habile reprendre le portrait où Virgile l’a laissé, et l’achever à nos yeux.

	— Madame, dit de Saint-Aignan, près du grand poète Virgilius Maro, votre humble serviteur n’est qu’un bien pauvre poète; cependant, encouragé par votre ordre, je ferai de mon mieux.

	— Nous écoutons, dit Madame.

	Saint-Aignan allongea le pied, la main et les lèvres.

	— Blanche comme le lait, dit-il, dorée comme les épis, elle secoue dans l’air les parfums de sa blonde chevelure. Alors on se demande si ce n’est point cette belle Europe qui donna de l’amour à Jupiter, lorsqu’elle se jouait avec ses compagnes dans les prés en fleurs.

	«De ses yeux, bleus comme l’azur du ciel dans les plus beaux jours d’été, tombe une douce flamme; la rêverie l’alimente, l’amour la dispense. Quand elle fronce le sourcil ou qu’elle penche son front vers la terre, le soleil se voile en signe de deuil.

	«Lorsqu’elle sourit, au contraire, toute la nature reprend sa joie, et les oiseaux, un moment muets, recommencent leurs chants au sein des arbres.

	«Celle-là surtout, dit de Saint-Aignan pour en finir, celle-là est digne des adorations du monde; et, si jamais son cœur se donne, heureux le mortel dont son amour virginal consentira à faire un dieu!

	Madame, en écoutant ce portrait, que chacun écouta comme elle, se contenta de marquer son approbation aux endroits les plus poétiques par quelques hochements de tête; mais il était impossible de dire si ces marques d’assentiment étaient données au talent du narrateur ou à la ressemblance du portrait.

	Il en résulta que, Madame n’applaudissant pas ouvertement, personne ne se permit d’applaudir, pas même Monsieur, qui trouvait au fond du cœur que de Saint-Aignan s’appesantissait trop sur les portraits des bergères, après avoir passé un peu vivement sur les portraits des bergers.

	L’assemblée parut donc glacée.

	De Saint-Aignan, qui avait épuisé sa rhétorique et ses pinceaux à nuancer le portrait de Galatée, et qui pensait, d’après la faveur qui avait accueilli les autres morceaux, entendre des trépignements pour le dernier, de Saint-Aignan fut encore plus glacé que le roi et toute la compagnie.

	Il y eut un instant de silence qui enfin fut rompu par Madame.

	— Eh bien! Sire, demanda-t-elle, que dit Votre Majesté de ces trois portraits?

	Le roi voulut venir au secours de Saint-Aignan sans se compromettre.

	— Mais Amaryllis est belle, dit-il, à mon avis.

	— Moi, j’aime mieux Philis, dit Monsieur; c’est une bonne fille, ou plutôt un bon garçon de nymphe.

	Et chacun de rire.

	Cette fois, les regards furent si directs, que Montalais sentit le rouge lui monter au visage en flammes violettes.

	— Donc, reprit Madame, ces bergères se disaient?…

	Mais de Saint-Aignan, frappé dans son amour-propre, n’était pas en état de soutenir une attaque de troupes fraîches et reposées.

	— Madame, dit-il, ces bergères s’avouaient réciproquement leurs petits penchants.

	— Allez, allez, monsieur de Saint-Aignan, vous êtes un fleuve de poésie pastorale, dit Madame avec un aimable sourire qui réconforta un peu le narrateur.

	— Elles se dirent que l’amour est un danger, mais que l’absence de l’amour est la mort du cœur.

	— De sorte qu’elles conclurent?… demanda Madame.

	— De sorte qu’elles conclurent qu’on devait aimer.

	— Très bien! Y mettaient-elles des conditions?

	— La condition de choisir, dit de Saint-Aignan. Je dois même ajouter, c’est la dryade qui parle, qu’une des bergères, Amaryllis, je crois, s’opposait complètement à ce qu’on aimât, et cependant elle ne se défendait pas trop d’avoir laissé pénétrer jusqu’à son cœur l’image de certain berger.

	— Amyntas ou Tircis?

	— Amyntas, madame, dit modestement de Saint-Aignan. Mais aussitôt Galatée, la douce Galatée aux yeux purs, répondit que ni Amyntas, ni Alphésibée, ni Tityre, ni aucun des bergers les plus beaux de la contrée ne pourraient être comparés à Tircis, que Tircis effaçait tous les hommes, de même que le chêne efface en grandeur tous les arbres, le lis en majesté toutes les fleurs. Elle fit même de Tircis un tel portrait que Tircis, qui l’écoutait, dut véritablement être flatté malgré sa grandeur. Ainsi Tircis et Amyntas avaient été distingués par Amaryllis et Galatée. Ainsi le secret des deux cœurs avait été révélé sous l’ombre de la nuit et dans le secret des bois.

	«Voilà, madame, ce que la dryade m’a raconté, elle qui sait tout ce qui se passe dans le creux des chênes et dans les touffes de l’herbe; elle qui connaît les amours des oiseaux, qui sait ce que veulent dire leurs chants; elle qui comprend enfin le langage du vent dans les branches et le bourdonnement des insectes d’or ou d’émeraude dans la corolle des fleurs sauvages; elle me l’a redit, je le répète.

	— Et maintenant vous avez fini, n’est-ce pas, monsieur de Saint-Aignan? dit Madame avec un sourire qui fit trembler le roi.

	— J’ai fini, oui, madame, répondit de Saint-Aignan; heureux si j’ai pu distraire Votre Altesse pendant quelques instants.

	— Instants trop courts, répondit la princesse, car vous avez parfaitement raconté tout ce que vous saviez; mais, mon cher monsieur de Saint-Aignan, vous avez eu le malheur de ne vous renseigner qu’à une seule dryade, n’est ce pas?

	— Oui, madame, à une seule, je l’avoue.

	— Il en résulte que vous êtes passé près d’une petite naïade qui n’avait l’air de rien, et qui en savait autrement long que votre dryade, mon cher comte.

	— Une naïade? répétèrent plusieurs voix qui commençaient à se douter que l’histoire allait avoir une suite.

	— Sans doute: à côté de ce chêne dont vous parlez, et qui s’appelle le chêne royal, à ce que je crois du moins, n’est-ce pas, monsieur de Saint-Aignan?

	Saint-Aignan et le roi se regardèrent.

	— Oui, madame, répondit de Saint-Aignan.

	— Eh bien! il y a une jolie petite source qui gazouille sur des cailloux, au milieu des myosotis et des pâquerettes.

	— Je crois que Madame a raison, dit le roi toujours inquiet et suspendu aux lèvres de sa belle-sœur.

	— Oh! il y en a une, c’est moi qui vous en réponds, dit Madame; et la preuve, c’est que la naïade qui règne sur cette source m’a arrêtée au passage, moi qui vous parle.

	— Bah! fit Saint-Aignan.

	— Oui, continua la princesse, et cela pour me conter une quantité de choses que M. de Saint-Aignan n’a pas mises dans son récit.

	— Oh! racontez vous-même, dit Monsieur, vous racontez d’une façon charmante.

	La princesse s’inclina devant le compliment conjugal.

	— Je n’aurai pas la poésie du comte et son talent pour faire ressortir tous les détails.

	— Vous ne serez pas écoutée avec moins d’intérêt, dit le roi, qui sentait d’avance quelque chose d’hostile dans le récit de sa belle-sœur.

	— Je parle d’ailleurs, continua Madame, au nom de cette pauvre petite naïade, qui est bien la plus charmante demi-déesse que j’aie jamais rencontrée. Or, elle riait tant pendant le récit qu’elle m’a fait, qu’en vertu de cet axiome médical: «Le rire est contagieux», je vous demande la permission de rire un peu moi-même quand je me rappelle ses paroles.

	Le roi et de Saint-Aignan, qui virent sur beaucoup de physionomies s’épanouir un commencement d’hilarité pareille à celle que Madame annonçait, finirent par se regarder entre eux et se demander du regard s’il n’y aurait pas là-dessous quelque petite conspiration.

	Mais Madame était bien décidée à tourner et à retourner le couteau dans la plaie; aussi reprit-elle avec son air de naïve candeur, c’est-à-dire avec le plus dangereux de tous ses airs:

	— Donc, je passais par là, dit-elle, et, comme je trouvais sous mes pas beaucoup de fleurs fraîches écloses, nul doute que Philis, Amaryllis, Galatée, et toutes vos bergères, n’eussent passé sur le chemin avant moi.

	Le roi se mordit les lèvres. Le récit devenait de plus en plus menaçant.

	— Ma petite naïade, continua Madame, roucoulait sa petite chanson sur le lit de son ruisselet; comme je vis qu’elle m’accostait en touchant le bas de ma robe, je ne songeai pas à lui faire un mauvais accueil, et cela d’autant mieux, après tout, qu’une divinité, fût-elle de second ordre, vaut toujours mieux qu’une princesse mortelle. Donc, j’abordai la naïade, et voici ce qu’elle me dit en éclatant de rire: « Figurez-vous, princesse…»

	— Vous comprenez, Sire, c’est la naïade qui parle.

	Le roi fit un signe d’assentiment; Madame reprit:

	— «Figurez-vous, princesse, que les rives de mon ruisseau viennent d’être témoins d’un spectacle des plus amusants. Deux bergers, curieux jusqu’à l’indiscrétion, se sont fait mystifier d’une façon réjouissante par trois nymphes ou trois bergères…» Je vous demande pardon, mais je ne me rappelle plus si c’est nymphes ou bergères qu’elle a dit. Mais il importe peu, n’est-ce pas? Passons donc.

	À ce préambule, le roi rougit visiblement, et de Saint-Aignan, perdant toute contenance, se mit à écarquiller les yeux le plus anxieusement du monde.

	— «Les deux bergers, poursuivit ma petite naïade en riant toujours, suivaient la trace des trois demoiselles…» Non, je veux dire des trois nymphes; pardon, je me trompe, des trois bergères. Cela n’est pas toujours sensé, cela peut gêner celles que l’on suit. J’en appelle à toutes ces dames, et pas une de celles qui sont ici ne me démentira, j’en suis certaine.

	Le roi, fort en peine de ce qui allait suivre, opina du geste.

	— «Mais, continua la naïade, les bergères avaient vu Tircis et Amyntas se glisser dans le bois; et, la lune aidant, elles les avaient reconnus à travers les quinconces…» Ah! vous riez, interrompit Madame. Attendez, attendez, vous n’êtes pas au bout.

	Le roi pâlit; de Saint-Aignan essuya son front humide de sueur.

	Il y avait dans les groupes des femmes de petits rires étouffés, des chuchotements furtifs.

	— Les bergères, disais-je, voyant l’indiscrétion des deux bergers, les bergères s’allèrent asseoir au pied du chêne royal, et, lorsqu’elles sentirent leurs indiscrets écouteurs à portée de ne pas perdre un mot de ce qui allait se dire, elles leur adressèrent innocemment, le plus innocemment du monde, une déclaration incendiaire dont l’amour-propre naturel à tous les hommes, et même aux bergers les plus sentimentaux, fit paraître aux deux auditeurs les termes doux comme des rayons de miel.

	Le roi, à ces mots que l’assemblée ne put écouter sans rire, laissa échapper un éclair de ses yeux.

	Quant à de Saint-Aignan, il laissa tomber sa tête sur sa poitrine, et voila, sous un amer éclat de rire, le dépit profond qu’il ressentait.

	— Oh! fit le roi en se redressant de toute sa taille, voilà, sur ma parole, une plaisanterie charmante assurément et, racontée par vous, madame, d’une façon non moins charmante: mais réellement, bien réellement, avez-vous compris la langue des naïades?

	— Mais le comte prétend bien avoir compris celle des dryades, repartit vivement Madame.

	— Sans doute, dit le roi. Mais, vous le savez, le comte a la faiblesse de viser à l’Académie, de sorte qu’il a appris, dans ce but, toutes sortes de choses que bien heureusement vous ignorez, et il se serait pu que la langue de la nymphe des eaux fût au nombre des choses que vous n’avez pas étudiées.

	— Vous comprenez, Sire, répondit Madame, que pour de pareils faits on ne s’en fie pas à soi toute seule; l’oreille d’une femme n’est pas chose infaillible, a dit saint Augustin; aussi ai-je voulu m’éclairer d’autres opinions que la mienne, et, comme ma naïade, qui, en qualité de déesse, est polyglotte… n’est-ce point ainsi que cela se dit, monsieur de Saint-Aignan?

	— Oui, madame, dit de Saint-Aignan tout déferré.

	— Et, continua la princesse, comme ma naïade, qui, en qualité de déesse, est polyglotte, m’avait d’abord parlé en anglais, je craignis, comme vous dites, d’avoir mal entendu et fis venir Mlles de Montalais, de Tonnay-Charente et La Vallière, priant ma naïade de me refaire en langue française le récit qu’elle m’avait déjà fait en anglais.

	— Et elle le fit? demanda le roi.

	— Oh! c’est la plus complaisante divinité qui existe… Oui, Sire, elle le refit. De sorte qu’il n’y a aucun doute à conserver. N’est-ce pas, mesdemoiselles, dit la princesse en se tournant vers la gauche de son armée, n’est-ce pas que la naïade a parlé absolument comme je raconte, et que je n’ai en aucune façon failli à la vérité?… Philis?… Pardon! je me trompe… mademoiselle Aure de Montalais, est-ce vrai?

	— Oh! absolument, madame, articula nettement Mlle de Montalais.

	— Est-ce vrai, mademoiselle de Tonnay-Charente?

	— Vérité pure, répondit Athénaïs d’une voix non moins ferme, mais cependant moins intelligible.

	— Et vous, La Vallière? demanda Madame.

	La pauvre enfant sentait le regard ardent du roi dirigé sur elle; elle n’osait pas nier, elle n’osait pas mentir; elle baissa la tête en signe d’acquiescement.

	Seulement sa tête ne se releva point, à demi glacée qu’elle était par un froid plus douloureux que celui de la mort.

	Ce triple témoignage écrasa le roi. Quant à Saint-Aignan, il n’essayait même pas de dissimuler son désespoir, et sans savoir ce qu’il disait, il bégayait:

	— Excellente plaisanterie! bien joué, mesdames les bergères!

	— Juste punition de la curiosité, dit le roi d’une voix rauque. Oh! qui s’aviserait, après le châtiment de Tircis et d’Amyntas, qui s’aviserait de chercher à surprendre ce qui se passe dans le cœur des bergères? Certes, ce ne sera pas moi… Et vous, messieurs?

	— Ni moi! ni moi! répéta en chœur le groupe des courtisans.

	Madame triomphait de ce dépit du roi; elle se délectait, croyant que son récit avait été ou devait être le dénouement de tout.

	Quant à Monsieur, qui avait ri de ce double récit sans y rien comprendre, il se tourna vers de Guiche:

	— Eh! comte, lui dit-il, tu ne dis rien; tu ne trouves donc rien à dire? Est ce que tu plaindrais MM. Tircis et Amyntas, par hasard?

	— Je les plains de toute mon âme, répondit de Guiche; car, en vérité, l’amour est une si douce chimère, que le perdre, toute chimère qu’il est, c’est perdre plus que la vie. Donc, si ces deux bergers ont cru être aimés, s’ils s’en sont trouvés heureux, et qu’au lieu de ce bonheur ils rencontrent non seulement le vide qui égale la mort, mais une raillerie de l’amour qui vaut cent mille morts… eh bien! je dis que Tircis et Amyntas sont les deux hommes les plus malheureux que je connaisse.

	— Et vous avez raison, monsieur de Guiche, dit le roi; car enfin, la mort, c’est bien dur pour un peu de curiosité.

	— Alors, c’est donc à dire que l’histoire de ma naïade a déplu au roi? demanda naïvement Madame.

	— Oh! madame, détrompez-vous, dit Louis en prenant la main de la princesse; votre naïade m’a plu d’autant mieux qu’elle a été plus véridique, et que son récit, je dois le dire, est appuyé par d’irrécusables témoignages.

	Et ces mots tombèrent sur La Vallière avec un regard que nul, depuis Socrate jusqu’à Montaigne, n’eût pu définir parfaitement.

	Ce regard et ces mots achevèrent d’accabler la malheureuse jeune fille, qui, appuyée sur l’épaule de Montalais, semblait avoir perdu connaissance.

	Le roi se leva sans remarquer cet incident, auquel nul, au reste, ne prit garde; et contre sa coutume, car d’ordinaire il demeurait tard chez Madame, il prit congé pour entrer dans ses appartements.

	De Saint-Aignan le suivit, tout aussi désespéré à sa sortie qu’il s’était montré joyeux à son entrée.

	Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, moins sensible que La Vallière aux émotions, ne s’effraya guère et ne s’évanouit point.

	Cependant le coup d’œil suprême de Saint-Aignan avait été bien autrement majestueux que le dernier regard du roi.

	Fin du tome II

	Alexandre Dumas
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	Le roi entra dans ses appartements d’un pas rapide.

	
Peut-être Louis XIV marchait-il si vite pour ne pas chanceler. Il laissait derrière lui comme la trace d’un deuil mystérieux.

	Cette gaieté, que chacun avait remarquée dans son attitude à son arrivée, et dont chacun s’était réjoui, nul ne l’avait peut-être approfondie dans son véritable sens; mais ce départ si orageux, ce visage si bouleversé, chacun le comprit, ou du moins le crut comprendre facilement.

	La légèreté de Madame, ses plaisanteries un peu rudes pour un caractère ombrageux, et surtout pour un caractère de roi; l’assimilation trop familière, sans doute, de ce roi à un homme ordinaire; voilà les raisons que l’assemblée donna du départ précipité et inattendu de Louis XIV.

	Madame, plus clairvoyante d’ailleurs, n’y vit cependant point d’abord autre chose. C’était assez pour elle d’avoir rendu quelque petite torture d’amour-propre à celui qui, oubliant si promptement des engagements contractés, semblait avoir pris à tâche de dédaigner sans cause les plus nobles et les plus illustres conquêtes.

	Il n’était pas sans une certaine importance pour Madame, dans la situation où se trouvaient les choses, de faire voir au roi la différence qu’il y avait à aimer en haut lieu ou à courir l’amourette comme un cadet de province.

	Avec ces grandes amours, sentant leur loyauté et leur toute-puissance, ayant en quelque sorte leur étiquette et leur ostentation, un roi, non seulement ne dérogeait point, mais encore trouvait repos, sécurité, mystère et respect général.

	Dans l’abaissement des vulgaires amours, au contraire, il rencontrait, même chez les plus humbles sujets, la glose et le sarcasme; il perdait son caractère d’infaillible et d’inviolable. Descendu dans la région des petites misères humaines, il en subissait les pauvres orages.

	En un mot, faire du roi-dieu un simple mortel en le touchant au cœur, ou plutôt même au visage, comme le dernier de ses sujets, c’était porter un coup terrible à l’orgueil de ce sang généreux: on captivait Louis plus encore par l’amour-propre que par l’amour. Madame avait sagement calculé sa vengeance; aussi, comme on l’a vu, s’était-elle vengée.

	Qu’on n’aille pas croire cependant que Madame eût les passions terribles des héroïnes du Moyen Age et qu’elle vît les choses sous leur aspect sombre; Madame, au contraire, jeune, gracieuse, spirituelle, coquette, amoureuse, plutôt de fantaisie, d’imagination ou d’ambition que de cœur; Madame, au contraire, inaugurait cette époque de plaisirs faciles et passagers qui signala les cent vingt ans qui s’écoulèrent entre la moitié du XVIIe siècle et les trois quarts du XVIIIe.

	Madame voyait donc, ou plutôt croyait voir les choses sous leur véritable aspect; elle savait que le roi, son auguste beau-frère, avait ri le premier de l’humble La Vallière, et que, selon ses habitudes, il n’était pas probable qu’il adorât jamais la personne dont il avait pu rire, ne fût-ce qu’un instant.

	D’ailleurs, l’amour-propre n’était-il pas là, ce démon souffleur qui joue un si grand rôle dans cette comédie dramatique qu’on appelle la vie d’une femme; l’amour-propre ne disait-il point tout haut, tout bas, à demi-voix, sur tous les tons possibles, qu’elle ne pouvait véritablement, elle, princesse, jeune, belle, riche, être comparée à la pauvre La Vallière, aussi jeune qu’elle, c’est vrai, mais bien moins jolie, mais tout à fait pauvre? Et que cela n’étonne point de la part de Madame; on le sait, les plus grands caractères sont ceux qui se flattent le plus dans la comparaison qu’ils font d’eux aux autres, des autres à eux.

	Peut-être demandera-t-on ce que voulait Madame avec cette attaque si savamment combinée? Pourquoi tant de forces déployées, s’il ne s’agissait de débusquer sérieusement le roi d’un cœur tout neuf dans lequel il comptait se loger! Madame avait-elle donc besoin de donner une pareille importance à La Vallière, si elle ne redoutait pas La Vallière?

	Non, Madame ne redoutait pas La Vallière, au point de vue où un historien qui sait les choses voit l’avenir, ou plutôt le passé; Madame n’était point un prophète ou une sibylle; Madame ne pouvait pas plus qu’un autre lire dans ce terrible et fatal livre de l’avenir qui garde en ses plus secrètes pages les plus sérieux événements.

	Non, Madame voulait purement et simplement punir le roi de lui avoir fait une cachotterie toute féminine; elle voulait lui prouver clairement que s’il usait de ce genre d’armes offensives, elle, femme d’esprit et de race, trouverait certainement dans l’arsenal de son imagination des armes défensives à l’épreuve même des coups d’un roi.

	Et d’ailleurs, elle voulait lui prouver que, dans ces sortes de guerre, il n’y a plus de rois, ou tout au moins que les rois, combattant pour leur propre compte comme des hommes ordinaires, peuvent voir leur couronne tomber au premier choc; qu’enfin, s’il avait espéré être adoré tout d’abord, de confiance, à son seul aspect, par toutes les femmes de sa cour, c’était une prétention humaine, téméraire, insultante pour certaines plus haut placées que les autres, et que la leçon, tombant à propos sur cette tête royale, trop haute et trop fière, serait efficace.

	Voilà certainement quelles étaient les réflexions de Madame à l’égard du roi.

	L’événement restait en dehors.

	Ainsi, l’on voit qu’elle avait agi sur l’esprit de ses filles d’honneur et avait préparé dans tous ses détails la comédie qui venait de se jouer.

	Le roi en fut tout étourdi. Depuis qu’il avait échappé à M. de Mazarin, il se voyait pour la première fois traité en homme.

	Une pareille sévérité, de la part de ses sujets, lui eût fourni matière à résistance. Les pouvoirs croissent dans la lutte.

	Mais s’attaquer à des femmes, être attaqué par elles, avoir été joué par de petites provinciales arrivées de Blois tout exprès pour cela, c’était le comble du déshonneur pour un jeune roi plein de la vanité que lui inspiraient à la fois et ses avantages personnels et son pouvoir royal.

	Rien à faire, ni reproches, ni exil, ni même bouderies.

	Bouder, c’eût été avouer qu’on avait été touché, comme Hamlet, par une arme démouchetée, l’arme du ridicule.

	Bouder des femmes! quelle humiliation! surtout quand ces femmes ont le rire pour vengeance.

	Oh! si, au lieu d’en laisser toute la responsabilité à des femmes, quelque courtisan se fût mêlé à cette intrigue, avec quelle joie Louis XIV eût saisi cette occasion d’utiliser la Bastille!

	Mais là encore la colère royale s’arrêtait, repoussée par le raisonnement.

	Avoir une armée, des prisons, une puissance presque divine, et mettre cette toute-puissance au service d’une misérable rancune, c’était indigne, non seulement d’un roi, mais même d’un homme.

	Il s’agissait donc purement et simplement de dévorer en silence cet affront et d’afficher sur son visage la même mansuétude, la même urbanité.

	Il s’agissait de traiter Madame en amie. En amie!... Et pourquoi pas?

	Ou Madame était l’instigatrice de l’événement, ou l’événement l’avait trouvée passive.

	Si elle avait été l’instigatrice, c’était bien hardi à elle, mais enfin n’était-ce pas son rôle naturel?

	Qui l’avait été chercher dans le plus doux moment de la lune conjugale pour lui parler un langage amoureux? Qui avait osé calculer les chances de l’adultère, bien plus de l’inceste? Qui, retranché derrière son omnipotence royale, avait dit à cette jeune femme: «Ne craignez rien, aimez le roi de France, il est au-dessus de tous, et un geste de son bras armé du sceptre vous protégera contre tous, même contre vos remords?»

	Donc, la jeune femme avait obéi à cette parole royale, avait cédé à cette voix corruptrice, et maintenant qu’elle avait fait le sacrifice moral de son honneur, elle se voyait payée de ce sacrifice par une infidélité d’autant plus humiliante qu’elle avait pour cause une femme bien inférieure à celle qui avait d’abord cru être aimée.

	Ainsi, Madame eût-elle été l’instigatrice de la vengeance, Madame eût eu raison.

	Si, au contraire, elle était passive dans tout cet événement, quel sujet avait le roi de lui en vouloir?

	Devait-elle, ou plutôt pouvait-elle arrêter l’essor de quelques langues provinciales? devait-elle, par un excès de zèle mal entendu, réprimer, au risque de l’envenimer, l’impertinence de ces trois petites filles?

	Tous ces raisonnements étaient autant de piqûres sensibles à l’orgueil du roi; mais, quand il avait bien repassé tous ces griefs dans son esprit, Louis XIV s’étonnait, réflexions faites, c’est-à-dire après la plaie pansée, de sentir d’autres douleurs sourdes, insupportables, inconnues.

	Et voilà ce qu’il n’osait s’avouer à lui-même, c’est que ces lancinantes atteintes avaient leur siège au cœur.

	Et, en effet, il faut bien que l’historien l’avoue aux lecteurs, comme le roi se l’avouait à lui-même: il s’était laissé chatouiller le cœur par cette naïve déclaration de La Vallière; il avait cru à l’amour pur, à de l’amour pour l’homme, à de l’amour dépouillé de tout intérêt; et son âme, plus jeune et surtout plus naïve qu’il ne le supposait, avait bondi au-devant de cette autre âme qui venait de se révéler à lui par ses aspirations.

	La chose la moins ordinaire dans l’histoire si complexe de l’amour, c’est la double inoculation de l’amour dans deux cœurs: pas plus de simultanéité que d’égalité; l’un aime presque toujours avant l’autre, comme l’un finit presque toujours d’aimer après l’autre. Aussi le courant électrique s’établit-il en raison de l’intensité de la première passion qui s’allume. Plus Mlle de La Vallière avait montré d’amour, plus le roi en avait ressenti.

	Et voilà justement ce qui étonnait le roi.

	Car il lui était bien démontré qu’aucun courant sympathique n’avait pu entraîner son cœur, puisque cet aveu n’était pas de l’amour, puisque cet aveu n’était qu’une insulte faite à l’homme et au roi, puisque enfin c’était, et le mot surtout brûlait comme un fer rouge, puisque enfin c’était une mystification.

	Ainsi cette petite fille à laquelle, à la rigueur, on pouvait tout refuser, beauté, naissance, esprit, ainsi cette petite fille, choisie par Madame elle-même en raison de son humilité, avait non seulement provoqué le roi, mais encore dédaigné le roi, c’est-à-dire un homme qui, comme un sultan d’Asie, n’avait qu’à chercher des yeux, qu’à étendre la main, qu’à laisser tomber le mouchoir.

	Et, depuis la veille, il avait été préoccupé de cette petite fille au point de ne penser qu’à elle, de ne rêver que d’elle; depuis la veille, son imagination s’était amusée à parer son image de tous les charmes qu’elle n’avait point; il avait enfin, lui que tant d’affaires réclamaient, que tant de femmes appelaient, il avait, depuis la veille, consacré toutes les minutes de sa vie, tous les battements de son cœur, à cette unique rêverie.

	En vérité, c’était trop ou trop peu.

	Et l’indignation du roi lui faisant oublier toutes choses, et entre autres que de Saint-Aignan était là, l’indignation du roi s’exhalait dans les plus violentes imprécations.

	Il est vrai que Saint-Aignan était tapi dans un coin, et de ce coin regardait passer la tempête.

	Son désappointement à lui paraissait misérable à côté de la colère royale.

	Il comparait à son petit amour-propre l’immense orgueil de ce roi offensé, et, connaissant le cœur des rois en général et celui des puissants en particulier, il se demandait si bientôt ce poids de fureur, suspendu jusque-là sur le vide, ne finirait point par tomber sur lui, par cela même que d’autres étaient coupables et lui innocent.

	En effet, tout à coup le roi s’arrêta dans sa marche immodérée, et, fixant sur de Saint-Aignan un regard courroucé.

	— Et toi, de Saint-Aignan? s’écria-t-il.

	De Saint-Aignan fit un mouvement qui signifiait:

	— Eh bien! Sire?

	— Oui, tu as été aussi sot que moi, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sire, balbutia de Saint-Aignan.

	— Tu t’es laissé prendre à cette grossière plaisanterie.

	— Sire, dit de Saint-Aignan, dont le frisson commençait à secouer les membres, que Votre Majesté ne se mette point en colère: les femmes, elle le sait, sont des créatures imparfaites créées pour le mal; donc, leur demander le bien c’est exiger d’elles la chose impossible.

	Le roi, qui avait un profond respect de lui-même, et qui commençait à prendre sur ses passions cette puissance qu’il conserva sur elles toute sa vie, le roi sentit qu’il se déconsidérait à montrer tant d’ardeur pour un si mince objet.

	— Non, dit-il vivement, non, tu te trompes, Saint-Aignan, je ne me mets pas en colère; j’admire seulement que nous ayons été joués avec tant d’adresse et d’audace par ces deux petites filles. J’admire surtout que, pouvant nous instruire, nous ayons fait la folie de nous en rapporter à notre propre cœur.

	— Oh! le cœur, Sire, le cœur, c’est un organe qu’il faut absolument réduire à ses fonctions physiques, mais qu’il faut destituer de toutes fonctions morales. J’avoue, quant à moi, que, lorsque j’ai vu le cœur de Votre Majesté si fort préoccupé de cette petite...

	— Préoccupé, moi? mon cœur préoccupé? Mon esprit, peut-être; mais quant à mon cœur... il était...

	Louis s’aperçut, cette fois encore, que pour couvrir un vide, il en allait découvrir un autre.

	— Au reste, ajouta-t-il, je n’ai rien à reprocher à cette enfant. Je savais qu’elle en aimait un autre.

	— Le vicomte de Bragelonne, oui. J’en avais prévenu Votre Majesté.

	— Sans doute. Mais tu n’étais pas le premier. Le comte de La Fère m’avait demandé la main de Mlle de La Vallière pour son fils. Eh bien! à son retour d’Angleterre, je les marierai puisqu’ils s’aiment.

	— En vérité, je reconnais là toute la générosité du roi.

	— Tiens, Saint-Aignan, crois-moi, ne nous occupons plus de ces sortes de choses, dit Louis.

	— Oui, digérons l’affront, Sire, dit le courtisan résigné.

	— Au reste, ce sera chose facile, fit le roi en modulant un soupir.

	— Et pour commencer, moi... dit Saint-Aignan.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! je vais faire quelque bonne épigramme sur le trio. J’appellerai cela: Naïade et Dryade; cela fera plaisir à Madame.

	— Fais, Saint-Aignan, fais, murmura le roi. Tu me liras tes vers, cela me distraira. Ah! n’importe, n’importe, Saint-Aignan, ajouta le roi comme un homme qui respire avec peine, le coup demande une force surhumaine pour être dignement soutenu.

	Et, comme le roi achevait ainsi en se donnant les airs de la plus angélique patience, un des valets de service vint gratter à la porte de la chambre.

	De Saint-Aignan s’écarta par respect.

	— Entrez, fit le roi.

	Le valet entrebâilla la porte.

	— Que veut-on? demanda Louis.

	Le valet montra une lettre pliée en forme de triangle.

	— Pour Sa Majesté, dit-il.

	— De quelle part?

	— Je l’ignore; il a été remis par un des officiers de service.

	Le roi fit signe, le valet apporta le billet.

	Le roi s’approcha des bougies, ouvrit le billet, lut la signature et laissa échapper un cri.

	Saint-Aignan était assez respectueux pour ne pas regarder; mais, sans regarder, il voyait et entendait.

	Il accourut.

	Le roi, d’un geste, congédia le valet.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! fit le roi en lisant.

	— Votre Majesté se trouve-t-elle indisposée? demanda Saint-Aignan les bras étendus.

	— Non, non, Saint-Aignan; lis!

	Et il lui passa le billet.

	Les yeux de Saint-Aignan se portèrent à la signature.

	— La Vallière! s’écria-t-il. Oh! Sire!

	— Lis! lis!

	Et Saint-Aignan lut:

	«Sire, pardonnez-moi mon importunité, pardonnez-moi surtout le défaut de formalités qui accompagne cette lettre; un billet me semble plus pressé et plus pressant qu’une dépêche; je me permets donc d’adresser un billet à Votre Majesté.

	Je rentre chez moi brisée de douleur et de fatigue, Sire, et j’implore de Votre Majesté la faveur d’une audience dans laquelle je pourrai dire la vérité à mon roi.

	Signé: Louise de La Vallière.»

	— Eh bien? demanda le roi en reprenant la lettre des mains de Saint Aignan tout étourdi de ce qu’il venait de lire.

	— Eh bien? répéta Saint-Aignan.

	— Que penses-tu de cela?

	— Je ne sais trop.

	— Mais enfin?

	— Sire, la petite aura entendu gronder la foudre, et elle aura eu peur.

	— Peur de quoi? demanda noblement Louis.

	— Dame! que voulez-vous, Sire! Votre Majesté a mille raisons d’en vouloir à l’auteur ou aux auteurs d’une si méchante plaisanterie, et la mémoire de Votre Majesté, ouverte dans le mauvais sens, est une éternelle menace pour l’imprudente.

	— Saint-Aignan, je ne vois pas comme vous.

	— Le roi doit voir mieux que moi.

	— Eh bien! je vois dans ces lignes: de la douleur, de la contrainte, et maintenant surtout que je me rappelle certaines particularités de la scène qui s’est passée ce soir chez Madame... Enfin...

	Le roi s’arrêta sur ce sens suspendu.

	— Enfin, reprit Saint-Aignan, Votre Majesté va donner audience, voilà ce qu’il y a de plus clair dans tout cela.

	— Je ferai mieux, Saint-Aignan.

	— Que ferez-vous, Sire?

	— Prends ton manteau.

	— Mais, Sire...

	— Tu sais où est la chambre des filles de Madame?

	— Certes.

	— Tu sais un moyen d’y pénétrer?

	— Oh! quant à cela, non.

	— Mais enfin tu dois connaître quelqu’un par là?

	— En vérité, Votre Majesté est la source de toute bonne idée.

	— Tu connais quelqu’un?

	— Oui.

	— Qui connais-tu? Voyons.

	— Je connais certain garçon qui est au mieux avec certaine fille.

	— D’honneur?

	— Oui, d’honneur, Sire.

	— Avec Tonnay-Charente? demanda Louis en riant.

	— Non, malheureusement; avec Montalais.

	— Il s’appelle?

	— Malicorne.

	— Bon! Et tu peux compter sur lui?

	— Je le crois, Sire. Il doit bien avoir quelque clef... Et s’il en a une, comme je lui ai rendu service... il m’en fera part.

	— C’est au mieux. Partons!

	— Je suis aux ordres de Votre Majesté.

	Le roi jeta son propre manteau sur les épaules de Saint-Aignan et lui demanda le sien. Puis tous deux gagnèrent le vestibule.

	Chapitre CXXXIII — Ce que n’avaient prévu ni naïade ni dryade

	De Saint-Aignan s’arrêta au pied de l’escalier qui conduisait aux entresols chez les filles d’honneur, au premier chez Madame. De là, par un valet qui passait, il fit prévenir Malicorne, qui était encore chez Monsieur.

	Au bout de dix minutes, Malicorne arriva le nez au vent et flairant dans l’ombre.

	Le roi se recula, gagnant la partie la plus obscure du vestibule.

	Au contraire, de Saint-Aignan s’avança.

	Mais, aux premiers mots par lesquels il formula son désir, Malicorne recula tout net.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, vous me demandez à être introduit dans les chambres des filles d’honneur?

	— Oui.

	— Vous comprenez que je ne puis faire une pareille chose sans savoir dans quel but vous la désirez.

	— Malheureusement, cher monsieur Malicorne, il m’est impossible de donner aucune explication; il faut donc que vous vous fiiez à moi comme un ami qui vous a tiré d’embarras hier et qui vous prie de l’en tirer aujourd’hui.

	— Mais moi, monsieur, je vous disais ce que je voulais; ce que je voulais, c’était ne point coucher à la belle étoile, et tout honnête homme peut avouer un pareil désir; tandis que vous, vous n’avouez rien.

	— Croyez, mon cher monsieur Malicorne, insista de Saint-Aignan, que, s’il m’était permis de m’expliquer, je m’expliquerais.

	— Alors, mon cher monsieur, impossible que je vous permette d’entrer chez Mlle de Montalais.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Vous le savez mieux que personne, puisque vous m’avez pris sur un mur, faisant la cour à Mlle de Montalais; or, ce serait complaisant à moi, vous en conviendrez, lui faisant la cour, de vous ouvrir la porte de sa chambre.

	— Eh! qui vous dit que ce soit pour elle que je vous demande la clef?

	— Pour qui donc alors?

	— Elle ne loge pas seule, ce me semble?

	— Non, sans doute.

	— Elle loge avec Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Oui, mais vous n’avez pas plus affaire réellement à Mlle de La Vallière qu’à Mlle de Montalais, et il n’y a que deux hommes à qui je donnerais cette clef: c’est à M. de Bragelonne, s’il me priait de la lui donner; c’est au roi, s’il me l’ordonnait.

	— Eh bien! donnez-moi donc cette clef, monsieur, je vous l’ordonne, dit le roi en s’avançant hors de l’obscurité et en entrouvrant son manteau. Mlle de Montalais descendra près de vous, tandis que nous monterons près de Mlle de La Vallière: c’est, en effet, à elle seule que nous avons affaire.

	— Le roi! s’écria Malicorne en se courbant jusqu’aux genoux du roi.

	— Oui, le roi, dit Louis en souriant, le roi qui vous sait aussi bon gré de votre résistance que de votre capitulation. Relevez-vous, monsieur; rendez nous le service que nous vous demandons.

	— Sire, à vos ordres, dit Malicorne en montant l’escalier.

	— Faites descendre Mlle de Montalais, dit le roi, et ne lui sonnez mot de ma visite.

	Malicorne s’inclina en signe d’obéissance et continua de monter.

	Mais le roi, par une vive réflexion, le suivit, et cela avec une rapidité si grande, que, quoique Malicorne eût déjà la moitié des escaliers d’avance, il arriva en même temps que lui à la chambre.

	Il vit alors, par la porte demeurée entrouverte derrière Malicorne, La Vallière toute renversée dans un fauteuil, et à l’autre coin Montalais, qui peignait ses cheveux, en robe de chambre, debout devant une grande glace et tout en parlementant avec Malicorne.

	Le roi ouvrit brusquement la porte et entra.

	Montalais poussa un cri au bruit que fit la porte, et, reconnaissant le roi, elle s’esquiva.

	À cette vue, La Vallière, de son côté, se redressa comme une morte galvanisée et retomba sur son fauteuil.

	Le roi s’avança lentement vers elle.

	— Vous voulez une audience, mademoiselle, lui dit-il avec froideur, me voici prêt à vous entendre. Parlez.

	De Saint-Aignan, fidèle à son rôle de sourd, d’aveugle et de muet, de Saint-Aignan s’était placé, lui, dans une encoignure de porte, sur un escabeau que le hasard lui avait procuré tout exprès.

	Abrité sous la tapisserie qui servait de portière, adossé à la muraille même, il écouta ainsi sans être vu, se résignant au rôle de bon chien de garde qui attend et qui veille sans jamais gêner le maître. La Vallière, frappée de terreur à l’aspect du roi irrité, se leva une seconde fois, et, demeurant dans une posture humble et suppliante:

	— Sire, balbutia-t-elle, pardonnez-moi.

	— Eh! mademoiselle, que voulez-vous que je vous pardonne? demanda Louis XIV.

	— Sire, j’ai commis une grande faute, plus qu’une grande faute, un grand crime.

	— Vous?

	— Sire, j’ai offensé Votre Majesté.

	— Pas le moins du monde, répondit Louis XIV.

	— Sire, je vous en supplie, ne gardez point vis-à-vis de moi cette terrible gravité qui décèle la colère bien légitime du roi. Je sens que je vous ai offensé, Sire; mais j’ai besoin de vous expliquer comment je ne vous ai point offensé de mon plein gré.

	— Et d’abord, mademoiselle, dit le roi, en quoi m’auriez-vous offensé? Je ne le vois pas. Est-ce par une plaisanterie de jeune fille, plaisanterie fort innocente? Vous vous êtes raillée d’un jeune homme crédule: c’est bien naturel; toute autre femme à votre place eût fait ce que vous avez fait.

	— Oh! Votre Majesté m’écrase avec ces paroles.

	— Et pourquoi donc?

	— Parce que, si la plaisanterie fût venue de moi, elle n’eût pas été innocente.

	— Enfin, mademoiselle, reprit le roi, est-ce là tout ce que vous aviez à me dire en me demandant une audience?

	Et le roi fit presque un pas en arrière.

	Alors La Vallière, avec une voix brève et entrecoupée, avec des yeux desséchés par le feu des larmes, fit à son tour un pas vers le roi.

	— Votre Majesté a tout entendu? dit-elle.

	— Tout, quoi?

	— Tout ce qui a été dit par moi au chêne royal?

	— Je n’en ai pas perdu une seule parole, mademoiselle.

	— Et Votre Majesté, lorsqu’elle m’eut entendue, a pu croire que j’avais abusé de sa crédulité.

	— Oui, crédulité, c’est bien cela, vous avez dit le mot.

	— Et Votre Majesté n’a pas soupçonné qu’une pauvre fille comme moi peut être forcée quelquefois de subir la volonté d’autrui?

	— Pardon, mais je ne comprendrai jamais que celle dont la volonté semblait s’exprimer si librement sous le chêne royal se laissât influencer à ce point par la volonté d’autrui.

	— Oh! mais la menace, Sire!

	— La menace!... Qui vous menaçait? qui osait vous menacer?

	— Ceux qui ont le droit de le faire, Sire.

	— Je ne reconnais à personne le droit de menace dans mon royaume.

	— Pardonnez-moi, Sire, il y a près de Votre Majesté même des personnes assez haut placées pour avoir ou pour se croire le droit de perdre une jeune fille sans avenir, sans fortune, et n’ayant que sa réputation.

	— Et comment la perdre?

	— En lui faisant perdre cette réputation par une honteuse expulsion.

	— Oh! mademoiselle, dit le roi avec une amertume profonde, j’aime fort les gens qui se disculpent sans incriminer les autres.

	— Sire!

	— Oui, et il m’est pénible, je l’avoue, de voir qu’une justification facile, comme pourrait l’être la vôtre, se vienne compliquer devant moi d’un tissu de reproches et d’imputations.

	— Auxquelles vous n’ajoutez pas foi alors? s’écria La Vallière.

	Le roi garda le silence.

	— Oh! dites-le donc! répéta La Vallière avec véhémence.

	— Je regrette de vous l’avouer, répéta le roi en s’inclinant avec froideur.

	— La jeune fille poussa une profonde exclamation, et, frappant ses mains l’une dans l’autre:

	— Ainsi vous ne me croyez pas? dit-elle.

	Le roi ne répondit rien.

	Les traits de La Vallière s’altérèrent à ce silence.

	— Ainsi vous supposez que moi, moi! dit-elle, j’ai ourdi ce ridicule, cet infâme complot de me jouer aussi imprudemment de Votre Majesté?

	— Eh! mon Dieu! ce n’est ni ridicule ni infâme, dit le roi; ce n’est pas même un complot: c’est une raillerie plus ou moins plaisante, voilà tout.

	— Oh! murmura la jeune fille désespérée, le roi ne me croit pas, le roi ne veut pas me croire.

	— Mais non, je ne veux pas vous croire.

	— Mon Dieu! mon Dieu!

	— Écoutez: quoi de plus naturel, en effet? Le roi me suit, m’écoute, me guette; le roi veut peut-être s’amuser à mes dépens, amusons-nous aux siens, et, comme le roi est un homme de cœur, prenons-le par le cœur.

	La Vallière cacha sa tête dans ses mains en étouffant un sanglot. Le roi continua impitoyablement; il se vengeait sur la pauvre victime de tout ce qu’il avait souffert.

	— Supposons donc cette fable que je l’aime et que je l’aie distingué. Le roi est si naïf et si orgueilleux à la fois, qu’il me croira, et alors nous irons raconter cette naïveté du roi, et nous rirons.

	— Oh! s’écria La Vallière, penser cela, penser cela, c’est affreux!

	— Et, poursuivit le roi, ce n’est pas tout: si ce prince orgueilleux vient à prendre au sérieux la plaisanterie, s’il a l’imprudence d’en témoigner publiquement quelque chose comme de la joie, eh bien! devant toute la cour, le roi sera humilié; or, ce sera, un jour, un récit charmant à faire à mon amant, une part de dot à apporter à mon mari, que cette aventure d’un roi joué par une malicieuse jeune fille.

	— Sire! s’écria La Vallière égarée, délirante, pas un mot de plus, je vous en supplie; vous ne voyez donc pas que vous me tuez?

	— Oh! raillerie, murmura le roi, qui commençait cependant à s’émouvoir.

	La Vallière tomba à genoux, et cela si rudement, que ses genoux résonnèrent sur le parquet.

	Puis, joignant les mains:

	— Sire, dit-elle, je préfère la honte à la trahison.

	— Que faites-vous? demanda le roi, mais sans faire un mouvement pour relever la jeune fille.

	— Sire, quand je vous aurai sacrifié mon honneur et ma raison, vous croirez peut-être à ma loyauté. Le récit qui vous a été fait chez Madame et par Madame est un mensonge; ce que j’ai dit sous le grand chêne...

	— Eh bien?

	— Cela seulement, c’était la vérité.

	— Mademoiselle! s’écria le roi.

	— Sire, s’écria La Vallière entraînée par la violence de ses sensations, Sire, dussé-je mourir de honte à cette place où sont enracinés mes deux genoux, je vous le répéterai jusqu’à ce que la voix me manque: j’ai dit que je vous aimais... eh bien! je vous aime!

	— Vous?

	— Je vous aime, Sire, depuis le jour où je vous ai vu, depuis qu’à Blois, où je languissais, votre regard royal est tombé sur moi, lumineux et vivifiant; je vous aime! Sire. C’est un crime de lèse-majesté, je le sais, qu’une pauvre fille comme moi aime son roi et le lui dise. Punissez-moi de cette audace, méprisez-moi pour cette imprudence; mais ne dites jamais, mais ne croyez jamais que je vous ai raillé, que je vous ai trahi. Je suis d’un sang fidèle à la royauté, Sire; et j’aime... j’aime mon roi!... Oh! je me meurs!

	Et tout à coup, épuisée de force, de voix, d’haleine, elle tomba pliée en deux, pareille à cette fleur dont parle Virgile et qu’a touchée la faux du moissonneur.

	Le roi, à ces mots, à cette véhémente supplique, n’avait gardé ni rancune, ni doute; son cœur tout entier s’était ouvert au souffle ardent de cet amour qui parlait un si noble et si courageux langage.

	Aussi, lorsqu’il entendit l’aveu passionné de cet amour, il faiblit, et voila son visage dans ses deux mains.

	Mais, lorsqu’il sentit les mains de La Vallière cramponnées à ses mains, lorsque la tiède pression de l’amoureuse jeune fille eut gagné ses artères, il s’embrasa à son tour, et, saisissant La Vallière à bras-le-corps, il la releva et la serra contre son cœur.

	Mais elle, mourante, laissant aller sa tête vacillante sur ses épaules, ne vivait plus.

	Alors le roi, effrayé, appela de Saint-Aignan.

	De Saint-Aignan, qui avait poussé la discrétion jusqu’à rester immobile dans son coin en feignant d’essuyer une larme, accourut à cet appel du roi.

	Alors il aida Louis à faire asseoir la jeune fille sur un fauteuil, lui frappa dans les mains, lui répandit de l’eau de la reine de Hongrie en lui répétant:

	— Mademoiselle, allons, mademoiselle, c’est fini, le roi vous croit, le roi vous pardonne. Eh! là, là! prenez garde, vous allez émouvoir trop violemment le roi, mademoiselle; Sa Majesté est sensible, Sa Majesté a un cœur. Ah! diable! mademoiselle, faites-y attention, le roi est fort pâle.

	En effet, le roi pâlissait visiblement.

	Quant à La Vallière, elle ne bougeait pas.

	— Mademoiselle! mademoiselle! en vérité, continuait de Saint-Aignan, revenez à vous, je vous en prie, je vous en supplie, il est temps; songez à une chose, c’est que si le roi se trouvait mal, je serais obligé d’appeler son médecin. Ah! quelle extrémité, mon Dieu! Mademoiselle, chère mademoiselle, revenez à vous, faites un effort, vite, vite!

	Il était difficile de déployer plus d’éloquence persuasive que ne le faisait Saint-Aignan; mais quelque chose de plus énergique et de plus actif encore que cette éloquence réveilla La Vallière.

	Le roi s’était agenouillé devant elle, et lui imprimait dans la paume de la main ces baisers brûlants qui sont aux mains ce que le baiser des lèvres est au visage. Elle revint enfin à elle, rouvrit languissamment les yeux, et, avec un mourant regard:

	— Oh! Sire, murmura-t-elle, Votre Majesté m’a donc pardonné?

	Le roi ne répondit pas... il était encore trop ému.

	De Saint-Aignan crut devoir s’éloigner de nouveau... Il avait deviné la flamme qui jaillissait des yeux de Sa Majesté.

	La Vallière se leva.

	— Et maintenant, Sire, dit-elle avec courage, maintenant que je me suis justifiée, je l’espère du moins, aux yeux de Votre Majesté, accordez-moi de me retirer dans un couvent. J’y bénirai mon roi toute ma vie, et j’y mourrai en aimant Dieu, qui m’a fait un jour de bonheur.

	— Non, non, répondit le roi, non, vous vivrez ici en bénissant Dieu, au contraire, mais en aimant Louis, qui vous fera toute une existence de félicité, Louis qui vous aime, Louis qui vous le jure!

	— Oh! Sire, Sire!...

	Et sur ce doute de La Vallière, les baisers du roi devinrent si brûlants, que de Saint-Aignan crut qu’il était de son devoir de passer de l’autre côté de la tapisserie.

	Mais ces baisers, qu’elle n’avait pas eu la force de repousser d’abord, commencèrent à brûler la jeune fille.

	— Oh! Sire, s’écria-t-elle alors, ne me faites pas repentir d’avoir été si loyale, car ce serait me prouver que Votre Majesté me méprise encore.

	— Mademoiselle, dit soudain le roi en se reculant plein de respect, je n’aime et n’honore rien au monde plus que vous, et rien à ma cour ne sera, j’en jure Dieu, aussi estimé que vous ne le serez désormais; je vous demande donc pardon de mon emportement, mademoiselle, il venait d’un excès d’amour; mais je puis vous prouver que j’aimerai encore davantage, en vous respectant autant que vous pourrez le désirer.

	Puis, s’inclinant devant elle et lui prenant la main:

	— Mademoiselle, lui dit-il, voulez-vous me faire cet honneur d’agréer le baiser que je dépose sur votre main?

	Et la lèvre du roi se posa respectueuse et légère sur la main frissonnante de la jeune fille.

	— Désormais, ajouta Louis en se relevant et en couvrant La Vallière de son regard, désormais vous êtes sous ma protection. Ne parlez à personne du mal que je vous ai fait, pardonnez aux autres celui qu’ils ont pu vous faire. À l’avenir, vous serez tellement au-dessus de ceux-là, que, loin de vous inspirer de la crainte, ils ne vous feront plus même pitié.

	Et il salua religieusement comme au sortir d’un temple.

	Puis, appelant de Saint-Aignan, qui s’approcha tout humble:

	— Comte, dit-il, j’espère que Mademoiselle voudra bien vous accorder un peu de son amitié en retour de celle que je lui ai vouée à jamais.

	De Saint-Aignan fléchit le genou devant La Vallière.

	— Quelle joie pour moi, murmura-t-il, si Mademoiselle me fait un pareil honneur!

	— Je vais vous renvoyer votre compagne, dit le roi. Adieu, mademoiselle, ou plutôt au revoir: faites-moi la grâce de ne pas m’oublier dans votre prière.

	— Oh! Sire, dit La Vallière, soyez tranquille: vous êtes avec Dieu dans mon cœur.

	Ce dernier mot enivra le roi, qui, tout joyeux, entraîna de Saint-Aignan par les degrés.

	Madame n’avait pas prévu ce dénouement-là: ni naïade ni dryade n’en avaient parlé.

	Chapitre CXXXIV — Le nouveau général des jésuites

	Tandis que La Vallière et le roi confondaient dans leur premier aveu tous les chagrins du passé, tout le bonheur du présent, toutes les espérances de l’avenir, Fouquet, rentré chez lui, c’est-à-dire dans l’appartement qui lui avait été départi au château, Fouquet s’entretenait avec Aramis, justement de tout ce que le roi négligeait en ce moment.

	— Vous me direz, commença Fouquet, lorsqu’il eut installé son hôte dans un fauteuil et pris place lui-même à ses côtés, vous me direz, monsieur d’Herblay, où nous en sommes maintenant de l’affaire de Belle-Île, et si vous en avez reçu quelques nouvelles.

	— Monsieur le surintendant, répondit Aramis, tout va de ce côté comme nous le désirons; les dépenses ont été soldées, rien n’a transpiré de nos desseins.

	— Mais les garnisons que le roi voulait y mettre?

	— J’ai reçu ce matin la nouvelle qu’elles y étaient arrivées depuis quinze jours.

	— Et on les a traitées?

	— À merveille.

	— Mais l’ancienne garnison, qu’est-elle devenue?

	— Elle a repris terre à Sarzeau, et on l’a immédiatement dirigée sur Quimper.

	— Et les nouveaux garnisaires?

	— Sont à nous à cette heure.

	— Vous êtes sûr de ce que vous dites, mon cher monsieur de Vannes?

	— Sûr, et vous allez voir, d’ailleurs, comment les choses se sont passées.

	— Mais de toutes les garnisons, vous savez cela, Belle-Île est justement la plus mauvaise.

	— Je sais cela et j’agis en conséquence; pas d’espace, pas de communications, pas de femmes, pas de jeu; or, aujourd’hui, c’est grande pitié, ajouta Aramis avec un de ces sourires qui n’appartenaient qu’à lui, de voir combien les jeunes gens cherchent à se divertir, et combien, en conséquence, ils inclinent vers celui qui paie les divertissements.

	— Mais s’ils s’amusent à Belle-Île?

	— S’ils s’amusent de par le roi, ils aimeront le roi; mais s’ils s’ennuient de par le roi et s’amusent de par M. Fouquet, ils aimeront M. Fouquet.

	— Et vous avez prévenu mon intendant, afin qu’aussitôt leur arrivée...

	— Non pas: on les a laissés huit jours s’ennuyer tout à leur aise; mais, au bout de huit jours, ils ont réclamé, disant que les derniers officiers s’amusaient plus qu’eux. On leur a répondu alors que les anciens officiers avaient su se faire un ami de M. Fouquet, et que M. Fouquet, les connaissant pour des amis, leur avait dès lors voulu assez de bien pour qu’ils ne s’ennuyassent point sur ses terres. Alors ils ont réfléchi. Mais aussitôt l’intendant a ajouté que, sans préjuger les ordres de M. Fouquet, il connaissait assez son maître pour savoir que tout gentilhomme au service du roi l’intéressait, et qu’il ferait, bien qu’il ne connût pas les nouveaux venus, autant pour eux qu’il avait fait pour les autres.

	— À merveille! Et, là-dessus, les effets ont suivi les promesses, j’espère? Je désire, vous le savez, qu’on ne promette jamais en mon nom sans tenir.

	— Là-dessus, on a mis à la disposition des officiers nos deux corsaires et vos chevaux; on leur a donné les clefs de la maison principale; en sorte qu’ils y font des parties de chasse et des promenades avec ce qu’ils trouvent de dames à Belle-Île, et ce qu’ils ont pu en recruter ne craignant pas le mal de mer dans les environs.

	— Et il y en a bon nombre à Sarzeau et à Vannes, n’est-ce pas, Votre Grandeur?

	— Oh! sur toute la côte, répondit tranquillement Aramis.

	— Maintenant, pour les soldats?

	— Tout est relatif, vous comprenez; pour les soldats, du vin, des vivres excellents et une haute paie.

	— Très bien; en sorte?...

	— En sorte que nous pouvons compter sur cette garnison, qui est déjà meilleure que l’autre.

	— Bien.

	— Il en résulte que, si Dieu consent à ce que l’on nous renouvelle ainsi les garnisaires seulement tous les deux mois, au bout de trois ans l’armée y aura passé, si bien qu’au lieu d’avoir un régiment pour nous, nous aurons cinquante mille hommes.

	— Oui, je savais bien, dit Fouquet, que nul autant que vous, monsieur d’Herblay, n’était un ami précieux, impayable; mais dans tout cela, ajouta — t-il en riant, nous oublions notre ami du Vallon: que devient-il? Pendant ces trois jours que j’ai passés à Saint-Mandé, j’ai tout oublié, je l’avoue.

	— Oh! je ne l’oublie pas, moi, reprit Aramis. Porthos est à Saint-Mandé, graissé sur toutes les articulations, choyé en nourriture, soigné en vins; je lui ai fait donner la promenade du petit parc, promenade que vous vous êtes réservée pour vous seul; il en use. Il recommence à marcher; il exerce sa force en courbant de jeunes ormes ou en faisant éclater de vieux chênes, comme faisait Milon de Crotone, et comme il n’y a pas de lions dans le parc, il est probable que nous le retrouverons entier. C’est un brave que notre Porthos.

	— Oui; mais, en attendant, il va s’ennuyer.

	— Oh! jamais.

	— Il va questionner?

	— Il ne voit personne.

	— Mais, enfin, il attend ou espère quelque chose?

	— Je lui ai donné un espoir que nous réaliserons quelque matin, et il vit là-dessus.

	— Lequel?

	— Celui d’être présenté au roi.

	— Oh! oh! en quelle qualité?

	— D’ingénieur de Belle-Île, pardieu!

	— Est-ce possible?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Certainement; maintenant ne serait-il point nécessaire qu’il retournât à Belle-Île?

	— Indispensable; je songe même à l’y envoyer le plus tôt possible. Porthos a beaucoup de représentation; c’est un homme dont d’Artagnan, Athos et moi connaissons seuls le faible. Porthos ne se livre jamais; il est plein de dignité; devant les officiers, il fera l’effet d’un paladin du temps des croisades. Il grisera l’état-major sans se griser, et sera pour tout le monde un objet d’admiration et de sympathie; puis, s’il arrivait que nous eussions un ordre à faire exécuter, Porthos est une consigne vivante, et il faudra toujours en passer par où il voudra.

	— Donc, renvoyez-le.

	— Aussi est-ce mon dessein, mais dans quelques jours seulement, car il faut que je vous dise une chose.

	— Laquelle?

	— C’est que je me défie de d’Artagnan. Il n’est pas à Fontainebleau comme vous l’avez pu remarquer, et d’Artagnan n’est jamais absent ou oisif impunément. Aussi maintenant que mes affaires sont faites, je vais tâcher de savoir quelles sont les affaires que fait d’Artagnan.

	— Vos affaires sont faites, dites-vous?

	— Oui.

	— Vous êtes bien heureux, en ce cas, et j’en voudrais pouvoir dire autant.

	— J’espère que vous ne vous inquiétez plus?

	— Hum!

	— Le roi vous reçoit à merveille.

	— Oui.

	— Et Colbert vous laisse en repos?

	— À peu près.

	— En ce cas, dit Aramis avec cette suite d’idées qui faisait sa force, en ce cas, nous pouvons donc songer à ce que je vous disais hier à propos de la petite?

	— Quelle petite?

	— Vous avez déjà oublié?

	— Oui.

	— À propos de La Vallière?

	— Ah! c’est juste.

	— Vous répugne-t-il donc de gagner cette fille?

	— Sur un seul point.

	— Lequel?

	— C’est que le cœur est intéressé autre part, et que je ne ressens absolument rien pour cette enfant.

	— Oh! oh! dit Aramis; occupé par le cœur, avez-vous dit?

	— Oui.

	— Diable! il faut prendre garde à cela.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce qu’il serait terrible d’être occupé par le cœur quand, ainsi que vous, on a tant besoin de sa tête.

	— Vous avez raison. Aussi, vous le voyez, à votre premier appel j’ai tout quitté. Mais revenons à la petite. Quelle utilité voyez-vous à ce que je m’occupe d’elle?

	— Le voici. Le roi, dit-on, a un caprice pour cette petite, à ce que l’on croit du moins.

	— Et vous qui savez tout, vous savez autre chose?

	— Je sais que le roi a changé bien rapidement; qu’avant-hier le roi était tout feu pour Madame; qu’il y a déjà quelques jours, Monsieur s’est plaint de ce feu à la reine mère; qu’il y a eu des brouilles conjugales, des gronderies maternelles.

	— Comment savez-vous tout cela?

	— Je le sais, enfin.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! à la suite de ces brouilles et de ces gronderies, le roi n’a plus adressé la parole, n’a plus fait attention à Son Altesse Royale.

	— Après?

	— Après, il s’est occupé de Mlle de La Vallière. Mlle de La Vallière est fille d’honneur de Madame. Savez-vous ce qu’en amour on appelle un chaperon?

	— Sans doute.

	— Eh bien! Mlle de La Vallière est le chaperon de Madame. Profitez de cette position. Vous n’avez pas besoin de cela. Mais enfin, l’amour-propre blessé rendra la conquête plus facile; la petite aura le secret du roi et de Madame. Vous ne savez pas ce qu’un homme intelligent fait avec un secret.

	— Mais comment arriver à elle?

	— Vous me demandez cela? fit Aramis.

	— Sans doute, je n’aurai pas le temps de m’occuper d’elle.

	— Elle est pauvre, elle est humble, vous lui créerez une position: soit qu’elle subjugue le roi comme maîtresse, soit qu’elle ne se rapproche de lui que comme confidente, vous aurez fait une nouvelle adepte.

	— C’est bien, dit Fouquet. Que ferons-nous à l’égard de cette petite?

	— Quand vous avez désiré une femme, qu’avez-vous fait, monsieur le surintendant?

	— Je lui ai écrit. J’ai fait mes protestations d’amour. J’y ai ajouté mes offres de service, et j’ai signé Fouquet.

	— Et nulle n’a résisté?

	— Une seule, dit Fouquet. Mais il y a quatre jours qu’elle a cédé comme les autres.

	— Voulez-vous prendre la peine d’écrire? dit Aramis à Fouquet en lui présentant une plume.

	Fouquet la prit.

	— Dictez, dit-il. J’ai tellement la tête occupée ailleurs, que je ne saurais trouver deux lignes.

	— Soit, fit Aramis. Écrivez.

	Et il dicta:

	«Mademoiselle, je vous ai vue, et vous ne serez point étonnée que je vous aie trouvée belle.

	Mais vous ne pouvez, faute d’une position digne de vous, que végéter à la Cour.

	L’amour d’un honnête homme, au cas où vous auriez quelque ambition, pourrait servir d’auxiliaire à votre esprit et à vos charmes.

	Je mets mon amour à vos pieds; mais, comme un amour, si humble et si discret qu’il soit, peut compromettre l’objet de son culte, il ne sied pas qu’une personne de votre mérite risque d’être compromise sans résultat sur son avenir.

	Si vous daignez répondre à mon amour, mon amour vous prouvera sa reconnaissance en vous faisant à tout jamais libre et indépendante.»

	Après avoir écrit, Fouquet regarda Aramis.

	— Signez, dit celui-ci.

	— Est-ce bien nécessaire?

	— Votre signature au bas de cette lettre vaut un million; vous oubliez cela, mon cher surintendant.

	Fouquet signa.

	— Maintenant, par qui enverrez-vous la lettre? demanda Aramis.

	— Mais par un valet excellent.

	— Dont vous êtes sûr?

	— C’est mon grison ordinaire.

	— Très bien.

	— Au reste, nous jouons, de ce côté-là, un jeu qui n’est pas lourd.

	— Comment cela?

	— Si ce que vous dites est vrai des complaisances de la petite pour le roi et pour Madame, le roi lui donnera tout l’argent qu’elle peut désirer.

	— Le roi a donc de l’argent? demanda Aramis.

	— Dame! il faut croire, il n’en demande plus.

	— Oh! il en redemandera, soyez tranquille.

	— Il y a même plus, j’eusse cru qu’il me parlerait de cette fête de Vaux.

	— Eh bien?

	— Il n’en a point parlé.

	— Il en parlera.

	— Oh! vous croyez le roi bien cruel, mon cher d’Herblay.

	— Pas lui.

	— Il est jeune; donc, il est bon.

	— Il est jeune; donc, il est faible ou passionné; et M. Colbert tient dans sa vilaine main sa faiblesse ou ses passions.

	— Vous voyez bien que vous le craignez.

	— Je ne le nie pas.

	— Alors, je suis perdu.

	— Comment cela?

	— Je n’étais fort auprès du roi que par l’argent.

	— Après?

	— Et je suis ruiné.

	— Non.

	— Comment, non? Savez-vous mes affaires mieux que moi?

	— Peut-être.

	— Et cependant s’il demande cette fête?

	— Vous la donnerez.

	— Mais l’argent?

	— En avez-vous jamais manqué?

	— Oh! si vous saviez à quel prix je me suis procuré le dernier.

	— Le prochain ne vous coûtera rien.

	— Qui donc me le donnera?

	— Moi.

	— Vous me donnerez six millions?

	— Oui.

	— Vous, six millions?

	— Dix, s’il le faut.

	— En vérité, mon cher d’Herblay, dit Fouquet, votre confiance m’épouvante plus que la colère du roi.

	— Bah!

	— Qui donc êtes-vous?

	— Vous me connaissez, ce me semble.

	— Je me trompe; alors, que voulez-vous?

	— Je veux sur le trône de France un roi qui soit dévoué à M. Fouquet, et je veux que M. Fouquet me soit dévoué.

	— Oh! s’écria Fouquet en lui serrant la main, quant à vous appartenir, je vous appartiens bien; mais, croyez-le bien, mon cher d’Herblay, vous vous faites illusion.

	— En quoi?

	— Jamais le roi ne me sera dévoué.

	— Je ne vous ai pas dit que le roi vous serait dévoué, ce me semble.

	— Mais si, au contraire, vous venez de le dire.

	— Je n’ai pas dit le roi. J’ai dit un roi.

	— N’est-ce pas tout un?

	— Au contraire, c’est fort différent.

	— Je ne comprends pas.

	— Vous allez comprendre. Supposez que ce roi soit un autre homme que Louis XIV.

	— Un autre homme?

	— Oui, qui tienne tout de vous.

	— Impossible!

	— Même son trône.

	— Oh! vous êtes fou! Il n’y a pas d’autre homme que le roi Louis XIV qui puisse s’asseoir sur le trône de France, je n’en vois pas, pas un seul.

	— J’en vois un, moi.

	— À moins que ce ne soit Monsieur, dit Fouquet en regardant Aramis avec inquiétude... Mais Monsieur...

	— Ce n’est pas Monsieur.

	— Mais comment voulez-vous qu’un prince qui ne soit pas de la race, comment voulez-vous qu’un prince qui n’aura aucun droit...

	— Mon roi à moi, ou plutôt votre roi à vous, sera tout ce qu’il faut qu’il soit, soyez tranquille.

	— Prenez garde, prenez garde, monsieur d’Herblay, vous me donnez le frisson, vous me donnez le vertige.

	Aramis sourit.

	— Vous avez le frisson et le vertige à peu de frais, répliqua-t-il.

	— Oh! encore une fois, vous m’épouvantez.

	Aramis sourit.

	— Vous riez? demanda Fouquet.

	— Et, le jour venu, vous rirez comme moi; seulement, je dois maintenant être seul à rire.

	— Mais expliquez-vous.

	— Au jour venu, je m’expliquerai, ne craignez rien. Vous n’êtes pas plus saint Pierre que je ne suis Jésus, et je vous dirai pourtant: «Homme de peu de foi, pourquoi doutez-vous?»

	— Eh! mon Dieu! je doute... je doute, parce que je ne vois pas.

	— C’est qu’alors vous êtes aveugle: je ne vous traiterai donc plus en saint Pierre, mais en saint Paul, et je vous dirai: «Un jour viendra où tes yeux s’ouvriront.»

	— Oh! dit Fouquet que je voudrais croire!

	— Vous ne croyez pas! vous à qui j’ai fait dix fois traverser l’abîme où seul vous vous fussiez engouffré; vous ne croyez pas, vous qui de procureur général êtes monté au rang d’intendant, du rang d’intendant au rang de premier ministre, et qui du rang de premier ministre passerez à celui de maire du palais. Mais, non, dit-il avec son éternel sourire... Non, non, vous ne pouvez voir, et, par conséquent vous ne pouvez croire cela.

	Et Aramis se leva pour se retirer.

	— Un dernier mot, dit Fouquet, vous ne m’avez jamais parlé ainsi, vous ne vous êtes jamais montré si confiant, ou plutôt si téméraire.

	— Parce que, pour parler haut, il faut avoir la voix libre.

	— Vous l’avez donc?

	— Oui.

	— Depuis peu de temps alors?

	— Depuis hier.

	— Oh! monsieur d’Herblay, prenez garde, vous poussez la sécurité jusqu’à l’audace.

	— Parce que l’on peut être audacieux quand on est puissant.

	— Vous êtes puissant?

	— Je vous ai offert dix millions, je vous les offre encore.

	Fouquet se leva troublé à son tour.

	— Voyons, dit-il, voyons: vous avez parlé de renverser des rois, de les remplacer par d’autres rois. Dieu me pardonne! mais voilà, si je ne suis fou, ce que vous avez dit tout à l’heure.

	— Vous n’êtes pas fou, et j’ai véritablement dit cela tout à l’heure.

	— Et pourquoi l’avez-vous dit?

	— Parce que l’on peut parler ainsi de trônes renversés et de rois créés, quand on est soi-même au-dessus des rois et des trônes... de ce monde.

	— Alors vous êtes tout-puissant? s’écria Fouquet.

	— Je vous l’ai dit et je vous le répète, répondit Aramis l’œil brillant et la lèvre frémissante.

	Fouquet se rejeta sur son fauteuil et laissa tomber sa tête dans ses mains.

	Aramis le regarda un instant comme eût fait l’ange des destinées humaines à l’égard d’un simple mortel.

	— Adieu, lui dit-il, dormez tranquille, et envoyez votre lettre à La Vallière. Demain, nous nous reverrons, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, demain, dit Fouquet en secouant la tête comme un homme qui revient à lui; mais où cela nous reverrons-nous?

	— À la promenade du roi, si vous voulez.

	— Fort bien.

	Et ils se séparèrent.

	Chapitre CXXXV — L’orage

	Le lendemain, le jour s’était levé sombre et blafard, et, comme chacun savait la promenade arrêtée dans le programme royal, le regard de chacun, en ouvrant les yeux, se porta sur le ciel.

	Au haut des arbres stationnait une vapeur épaisse et ardente qui avait à peine eu la force de s’élever à trente pieds de terre sous les rayons d’un soleil qu’on n’apercevait qu’à travers le voile d’un lourd et épais nuage.

	Ce matin-là, pas de rosée. Les gazons étaient restés secs, les fleurs altérées. Les oiseaux chantaient avec plus de réserve qu’à l’ordinaire dans le feuillage immobile comme s’il était mort. Les murmures étranges, confus, pleins de vie, qui semblent naître et exister par le soleil, cette respiration de la nature qui parle incessante au milieu de tous les autres bruits, ne se faisait pas entendre: le silence n’avait jamais été si grand.

	Cette tristesse du ciel frappa les yeux du roi lorsqu’il se mit à la fenêtre à son lever.

	Mais, comme tous les ordres étaient donnés pour la promenade, comme tous les préparatifs étaient faits, comme, chose bien plus péremptoire, Louis comptait sur cette promenade pour répondre aux promesses de son imagination, et, nous pouvons même déjà le dire, aux besoins de son cœur, le roi décida sans hésitation que l’état du ciel n’avait rien à faire dans tout cela, que la promenade était décidée et que, quelque temps qu’il fît, la promenade aurait lieu.

	Au reste, il y a dans certains règnes terrestres privilégiés du ciel des heures où l’on croirait que la volonté du roi terrestre a son influence sur la volonté divine. Auguste avait Virgile pour lui dire: Nocte placet tota redeunt spectacula mane. Louis XIV avait Boileau, qui devait lui dire bien autre chose, et Dieu, qui se devait montrer presque aussi complaisant pour lui que Jupiter l’avait été pour Auguste.

	Louis entendit la messe comme à son ordinaire, mais il faut l’avouer, quelque peu distrait de la présence du Créateur par le souvenir de la créature. Il s’occupa durant l’office à calculer plus d’une fois le nombre des minutes, puis des secondes qui le séparaient du bienheureux moment où la promenade allait commencer, c’est-à-dire du moment où Madame se mettrait en chemin avec ses filles d’honneur.

	Au reste, il va sans dire que tout le monde au château ignorait l’entrevue qui avait eu lieu la veille entre La Vallière et le roi. Montalais peut-être, avec son bavardage habituel, l’eût répandue; mais Montalais, dans cette circonstance, était corrigée par Malicorne, lequel lui avait mis aux lèvres le cadenas de l’intérêt commun.

	Quant à Louis XIV, il était si heureux, qu’il avait pardonné, ou à peu près, à Madame, sa petite méchanceté de la veille. En effet, il avait plutôt à s’en louer qu’à s’en plaindre. Sans cette méchanceté, il ne recevait pas la lettre de La Vallière; sans cette lettre, il n’y avait pas d’audience, et sans cette audience il demeurait dans l’indécision. Il entrait donc trop de félicité dans son cœur pour que la rancune pût y tenir, en ce moment du moins.

	Donc, au lieu de froncer le sourcil en apercevant sa belle-sœur, Louis se promit de lui montrer encore plus d’amitié et de gracieux accueil que l’ordinaire.

	C’était à une condition cependant, à la condition qu’elle serait prête de bonne heure.

	Voilà les choses auxquelles Louis pensait durant la messe, et qui, il faut le dire, lui faisaient pendant le saint exercice oublier celles auxquelles il eût dû songer en sa qualité de roi très chrétien et de fils aîné de l’Église.

	Cependant Dieu est si bon pour les jeunes cœurs, tout ce qui est amour, même amour coupable, trouve si facilement grâce à ses regards paternels, qu’au sortir de la messe, Louis, en levant ses yeux au ciel, put voir à travers les déchirures d’un nuage un coin de ce tapis d’azur que foule le pied du Seigneur.

	Il rentra au château, et, comme la promenade était indiquée pour midi seulement et qu’il n’était que dix heures, il se mit à travailler d’acharnement avec Colbert et Lyonne.

	Mais, comme, tout en travaillant, Louis allait de la table à la fenêtre, attendu que cette fenêtre donnait sur le pavillon de Madame, il put voir dans la cour M. Fouquet, dont les courtisans, depuis sa faveur de la veille, faisaient plus de cas que jamais, qui venait, de son côté, d’un air affable et tout à fait heureux, faire sa cour au roi.

	Instinctivement, en voyant Fouquet, le roi se retourna vers Colbert.

	Colbert souriait et paraissait lui-même plein d’aménité et de jubilation. Ce bonheur lui était venu depuis qu’un de ses secrétaires était entré et lui avait remis un portefeuille que, sans l’ouvrir, Colbert avait introduit dans la vaste poche de son haut-de-chausses.

	Mais, comme il y avait toujours quelque chose de sinistre au fond de la joie de Colbert, Louis opta, entre les deux sourires, pour celui de Fouquet.

	Il fit signe au surintendant de monter; puis, se retournant vers Lyonne et Colbert:

	— Achevez, dit-il, ce travail, posez-le sur mon bureau, je le lirai à tête reposée.

	Et il sortit.

	Au signe du roi, Fouquet s’était hâté de monter. Quant à Aramis, qui accompagnait le surintendant, il s’était gravement replié au milieu du groupe de courtisans vulgaires, et s’y était perdu sans même avoir été remarqué par le roi.

	Le roi et Fouquet se rencontrèrent en haut de l’escalier.

	— Sire, dit Fouquet en voyant le gracieux accueil que lui préparait Louis, Sire, depuis quelques jours Votre Majesté me comble. Ce n’est plus un jeune roi, c’est un jeune dieu qui règne sur la France, le dieu du plaisir du bonheur et de l’amour.

	Le roi rougit. Pour être flatteur, le compliment n’en était pas moins un peu direct.

	Le roi conduisit Fouquet dans un petit salon qui séparait son cabinet de travail de sa chambre à coucher.

	— Savez-vous bien pourquoi je vous appelle? dit le roi en s’asseyant sur le bord de la croisée, de façon à ne rien perdre de ce qui se passerait dans les parterres sur lesquels donnait la seconde entrée du pavillon de Madame.

	— Non, Sire... mais c’est pour quelque chose d’heureux, j’en suis certain, d’après le gracieux sourire de Votre Majesté.

	— Ah! vous préjugez?

	— Non, Sire, je regarde et je vois.

	— Alors, vous vous trompez.

	— Moi, Sire?

	— Car je vous appelle, au contraire, pour vous faire une querelle.

	— À moi, Sire?

	— Oui, et des plus sérieuses.

	— En vérité, Votre Majesté m’effraie... et cependant j’attends, plein de confiance dans sa justice et dans sa bonté.

	— Que me dit-on, monsieur Fouquet, que vous préparez une grande fête à Vaux?

	Fouquet sourit comme fait le malade au premier frisson d’une fièvre oubliée et qui revient.

	— Et vous ne m’invitez pas? continua le roi.

	— Sire, répondit Fouquet, je ne songeais pas à cette fête, et c’est hier au soir seulement qu’un de mes amis, Fouquet appuya sur le mot, a bien voulu m’y faire songer.

	— Mais hier au soir je vous ai vu et vous ne m’avez parlé de rien, monsieur Fouquet.

	— Sire, comment espérer que Votre Majesté descendrait à ce point des hautes régions où elle vit jusqu’à honorer ma demeure de sa présence royale?

	— Excusez, monsieur Fouquet; vous ne m’avez point parlé de votre fête.

	— Je n’ai point parlé de cette fête, je le répète, au roi d’abord parce que rien n’était décidé à l’égard de cette fête, ensuite parce que je craignais un refus.

	— Et quelle chose vous faisait craindre ce refus, monsieur Fouquet? Prenez garde, je suis décidé à vous pousser à bout.

	— Sire, le profond désir que j’avais de voir le roi agréer mon invitation.

	— Eh bien! monsieur Fouquet, rien de plus facile, je le vois, que de nous entendre. Vous avez le désir de m’inviter à votre fête, j’ai le désir d’y aller; invitez-moi, et j’irai.

	— Quoi! Votre Majesté daignerait accepter? murmura le surintendant.

	— En vérité, monsieur, dit le roi en riant, je crois que je fais plus qu’accepter; je crois que je m’invite moi-même.

	— Votre Majesté me comble d’honneur et de joie! s’écria Fouquet; mais je vais être forcé de répéter ce que M. de La Vieuville disait à votre aïeul Henri IV: Domine, non sum dignus.

	— Ma réponse à ceci, monsieur Fouquet, c’est que, si vous donnez une fête, invité ou non, j’irai à votre fête.

	— Oh! merci, merci, mon roi! dit Fouquet en relevant la tête sous cette faveur, qui, dans son esprit, était sa ruine. Mais comment Votre Majesté a-t-elle été prévenue?

	— Par le bruit public, monsieur Fouquet, qui dit des merveilles de vous et des miracles de votre maison. Cela vous rendra-t-il fier, monsieur Fouquet, que le roi soit jaloux de vous?

	— Cela me rendra le plus heureux homme du monde, Sire, puisque le jour où le roi sera jaloux de Vaux, j’aurai quelque chose de digne à offrir à mon roi.

	— Eh bien! monsieur Fouquet, préparez votre fête, et ouvrez à deux battants les portes de votre maison.

	— Et vous, Sire, dit Fouquet, fixez le jour.

	— D’aujourd’hui en un mois.

	— Sire, Votre Majesté n’a-t-elle rien autre chose à désirer?

	— Rien, monsieur le surintendant, sinon, d’ici là, de vous avoir près de moi le plus qu’il vous sera possible.

	— Sire, j’ai l’honneur d’être de la promenade de Votre Majesté.

	— Très bien; je sors en effet, monsieur Fouquet, et voici ces dames qui vont au rendez-vous.

	Le roi, à ces mots, avec toute l’ardeur, non seulement d’un jeune homme, mais d’un jeune homme amoureux se retira de la fenêtre pour prendre ses gants et sa canne que lui tendait son valet de chambre.

	On entendait en dehors le piétinement des chevaux et le roulement des roues sur le sable de la cour.

	Le roi descendit. Au moment où il apparut sur le perron, chacun s’arrêta. Le roi marcha droit à la jeune reine. Quant à la reine mère, toujours souffrante de plus en plus de la maladie dont elle était atteinte, elle n’avait pas voulu sortir.

	Marie-Thérèse monta en carrosse avec Madame, et demanda au roi de quel côté il désirait que la promenade fût dirigée.

	Le roi, qui venait de voir La Vallière, toute pâle encore des événements de la veille, monter dans une calèche avec trois de ses compagnes, répondit à la reine qu’il n’avait point de préférence, et qu’il serait bien partout où elle serait.

	La reine commanda alors que les piqueurs tournassent vers Apremont.

	Les piqueurs partirent en avant.

	Le roi monta à cheval. Il suivit pendant quelques minutes la voiture de la reine et de Madame en se tenant à la portière.

	Le temps s’était à peu près éclairci; cependant une espèce de voile poussiéreux, semblable à une gaze salie, s’étendait sur toute la surface du ciel; le soleil faisait reluire des atomes micacés dans le périple de ses rayons.

	La chaleur était étouffante.

	Mais, comme le roi ne paraissait pas faire attention à l’état du ciel, nul ne parut s’en inquiéter, et la promenade, selon l’ordre qui en avait été donné par la reine, fut dirigée vers Apremont.

	La troupe des courtisans était bruyante et joyeuse, on voyait que chacun tendait à oublier et à faire oublier aux autres les aigres discussions de la veille.

	Madame, surtout, était charmante.

	En effet, Madame voyait le roi à sa portière, et, comme elle ne supposait pas qu’il fût là pour la reine, elle espérait que son prince lui était revenu.

	Mais, au bout d’un quart de lieue à peu près fait sur la route, le roi, après un gracieux sourire, salua et tourna bride, laissant filer le carrosse de la reine, puis celui des premières dames d’honneur, puis tous les autres successivement qui, le voyant s’arrêter, voulaient s’arrêter à leur tour.

	Mais le roi leur faisait signe de la main qu’ils eussent à continuer leur chemin.

	Lorsque passa le carrosse de La Vallière, le roi s’en approcha.

	Le roi salua les dames et se disposait à suivre le carrosse des filles d’honneur de la reine comme il avait suivi celui de Madame, lorsque la file des carrosses s’arrêta tout à coup.

	Sans doute la reine, inquiète de l’éloignement du roi, venait de donner l’ordre d’accomplir cette évolution.

	On se rappelle que la direction de la promenade lui avait été accordée.

	Le roi lui fit demander quel était son désir en arrêtant les voitures.

	— De marcher à pied, répondit-elle.

	Sans doute espérait-elle que le roi, qui suivait à cheval le carrosse des filles d’honneur, n’oserait à pied suivre les filles d’honneur elles-mêmes.

	On était au milieu de la forêt.

	La promenade, en effet, s’annonçait belle, belle surtout pour des rêveurs ou des amants.

	Trois belles allées, longues, ombreuses et accidentées, partaient du petit carrefour où l’on venait de faire halte.

	Ces allées, vertes de mousse, dentelées de feuillage ayant chacune un petit horizon d’un pied de ciel entrevu sous l’entrelacement des arbres, voilà quel était l’aspect des localités.

	Au fond de ces allées passaient et repassaient, avec des signes manifestes d’inquiétude, les chevreuils effarés, qui, après s’être arrêtés un instant au milieu du chemin et avoir relevé la tête, fuyaient comme des flèches, rentrant d’un seul bond dans l’épaisseur des bois, où ils disparaissaient, tandis que, de temps en temps, un lapin philosophe, debout sur son derrière, se grattait le museau avec les pattes de devant et interrogeait l’air pour reconnaître si tous ces gens qui s’approchaient et qui venaient troubler ainsi ses méditations, ses repas et ses amours, n’étaient pas suivis par quelque chien à jambes torses ou ne portaient point quelque fusil sous le bras.

	Toute la compagnie, au reste, était descendue de carrosse en voyant descendre la reine.

	Marie-Thérèse prit le bras d’une de ses dames d’honneur, et, après un oblique coup d’œil donné au roi, qui ne parut point s’apercevoir qu’il fût le moins du monde l’objet de l’attention de la reine, elle s’enfonça dans la forêt par le premier sentier qui s’ouvrit devant elle.

	Deux piqueurs marchaient devant Sa Majesté avec des cannes dont ils se servaient pour relever les branches ou écarter les ronces qui pouvaient embarrasser le chemin.

	En mettant pied à terre, Madame trouva à ses côtés M. de Guiche, qui s’inclina devant elle et se mit à sa disposition.

	Monsieur, enchanté de son bain de la surveille, avait déclaré qu’il optait pour la rivière, et, tout en donnant congé à de Guiche, il était resté au château avec le chevalier de Lorraine et Manicamp.

	Il n’éprouvait plus ombre de jalousie.

	On l’avait donc cherché inutilement dans le cortège; mais comme Monsieur était un prince fort personnel, qui concourait d’habitude fort médiocrement au plaisir général, son absence avait été plutôt un sujet de satisfaction que de regret.

	Chacun avait suivi l’exemple donné par la reine et par Madame, s’accommodant à sa guise selon le hasard ou selon son goût.

	Le roi, nous l’avons dit, était demeuré près de La Vallière, et, descendant de cheval au moment où l’on ouvrait la portière du carrosse, il lui avait offert la main.

	Aussitôt Montalais et Tonnay-Charente s’étaient éloignées, la première par calcul, la seconde par discrétion.

	Seulement, il y avait cette différence entre elles deux que l’une s’éloignait dans le désir d’être agréable au roi et l’autre dans celui de lui être désagréable.

	Pendant la dernière demi-heure, le temps, lui aussi, avait pris ses dispositions: tout ce voile, comme poussé par un vent de chaleur, s’était massé à l’occident; puis repoussé par un courant contraire, s’avançait lentement, lourdement.

	On sentait s’approcher l’orage; mais, comme le roi ne le voyait pas, personne ne se croyait le droit de le voir.

	La promenade fut donc continuée; quelques esprits inquiets levaient de temps en temps les yeux au ciel.

	D’autres, plus timides encore, se promenaient sans s’écarter des voitures, où ils comptaient aller chercher un abri en cas d’orage.

	Mais la plus grande partie du cortège, en voyant le roi entrer bravement dans le bois avec La Vallière, la plus grande partie du cortège, disons-nous, suivit le roi.

	Ce que voyant, le roi prit la main de La Vallière et l’entraîna dans une allée latérale, où cette fois personne n’osa le suivre.

	Chapitre CXXXVI — La pluie

	En ce moment, dans la direction même que venaient de prendre le roi et La Vallière seulement, marchant sous bois au lieu de suivre l’allée, deux hommes avançaient fort insoucieux de l’état du ciel.

	Ils tenaient leurs têtes inclinées comme des gens qui pensent à de graves intérêts.

	Ils n’avaient vu ni de Guiche, ni Madame, ni le roi, ni La Vallière.

	Tout à coup quelque chose passa dans l’air comme une bouffée de flammes suivies d’un grondement sourd et lointain.

	— Ah! dit l’un des deux en relevant la tête, voici l’orage. Regagnons-nous les carrosses, mon cher d’Herblay?

	Aramis leva les yeux en l’air et interrogea le temps.

	— Oh! dit-il, rien ne presse encore.

	Puis, reprenant la conversation où il l’avait sans doute laissée:

	— Vous dites donc que la lettre que nous avons écrite hier au soir doit être à cette heure parvenue à destination?

	— Je dis qu’elle l’est certainement.

	— Par qui l’avez-vous fait remettre?

	— Par mon grison, ainsi que j’ai eu l’honneur de vous le dire.

	— A-t-il rapporté la réponse?

	— Je ne l’ai pas revu; sans doute la petite était à son service près de Madame ou s’habillait chez elle, elle l’aura fait attendre. L’heure de partir est venue et nous sommes partis. Je ne puis, en conséquence, savoir ce qui s’est passé là-bas.

	— Vous avez vu le roi avant le départ?

	— Oui.

	— Comment l’avez-vous trouvé?

	— Parfait ou infâme, selon qu’il aurait été vrai ou hypocrite.

	— Et la fête?

	— Aura lieu dans un mois.

	— Il s’y est invité?

	— Avec une insistance où j’ai reconnu Colbert.

	— C’est bien.

	— La nuit ne vous a point enlevé vos illusions?

	— Sur quoi?

	— Sur le concours que vous pouvez m’apporter en cette circonstance.

	— Non, j’ai passé la nuit à écrire, et tous les ordres sont donnés.

	— La fête coûtera plusieurs millions, ne vous le dissimulez pas.

	— J’en ferai six... Faites-en de votre côté deux ou trois à tout hasard.

	— Vous êtes un homme miraculeux, mon cher d’Herblay.

	Aramis sourit.

	— Mais, demanda Fouquet avec un reste d’inquiétude, puisque vous remuez ainsi les millions, pourquoi, il y a quelques jours, n’avez-vous pas donné de votre poche les cinquante mille francs à Baisemeaux?

	— Parce que, il y a quelques jours, j’étais pauvre comme Job.

	— Et aujourd’hui?

	— Aujourd’hui, je suis plus riche que le roi.

	— Très bien, fit Fouquet, je me connais en hommes. Je sais que vous êtes incapable de me manquer de parole; je ne veux point vous arracher votre secret: n’en parlons plus.

	En ce moment, un grondement sourd se fit entendre qui éclata tout à coup en un violent coup de tonnerre.

	— Oh! oh! fit Fouquet, je vous le disais bien.

	— Allons, dit Aramis, rejoignons les carrosses.

	— Nous n’aurons pas le temps, dit Fouquet, voici la pluie.

	En effet, comme si le ciel se fût ouvert, une ondée aux larges gouttes fit tout à coup résonner le dôme de la forêt.

	— Oh! dit Aramis, nous avons le temps de regagner les voitures avant que le feuillage soit inondé.

	— Mieux vaudrait, dit Fouquet, nous retirer dans quelque grotte.

	— Oui, mais où y a-t-il une grotte? demanda Aramis.

	— Moi, dit Fouquet avec un sourire, j’en connais une à dix pas d’ici.

	Puis s’orientant:

	— Oui, dit-il, c’est bien cela.

	— Que vous êtes heureux d’avoir si bonne mémoire! dit Aramis en souriant à son tour; mais ne craignez-vous pas que, ne nous voyant pas reparaître, votre cocher ne croie que vous avons pris une route de retour et ne suive les voitures de la Cour?

	— Oh! dit Fouquet, il n’y a pas de danger; quand je poste mon cocher et ma voiture à un endroit quelconque, il n’y a qu’un ordre exprès du roi qui puisse les faire déguerpir, et encore; d’ailleurs, il me semble que nous ne sommes pas les seuls qui nous soyons si fort avancés. J’entends des pas et un bruit de voix.

	Et, en disant ces mots, Fouquet se retourna, ouvrant de sa canne une masse de feuillage qui lui masquait la route.

	Le regard d’Aramis plongea en même temps que le sien par l’ouverture.

	— Une femme! dit Aramis.

	— Un homme! dit Fouquet.

	— La Vallière!

	— Le roi!

	— Oh! oh! dit Aramis, est-ce que le roi aussi connaîtrait votre caverne? Cela ne m’étonnerait pas; il me paraît en commerce assez bien réglé avec les nymphes de Fontainebleau.

	— N’importe, dit Fouquet, gagnons-la toujours; s’il ne la connaît pas, nous verrons ce qu’il devient; s’il la connaît, comme elle a deux ouvertures, tandis qu’il entrera par l’une, nous sortirons par l’autre.

	— Est-elle loin? demanda Aramis, voici la pluie qui filtre.

	— Nous y sommes.

	Fouquet écarta quelques branches, et l’on put apercevoir une excavation de roche que des bruyères, du lierre et une épaisse glandée cachaient entièrement.

	Fouquet montra le chemin.

	Aramis le suivit.

	Au moment d’entrer dans la grotte, Aramis se retourna.

	— Oh! oh! dit-il, les voilà qui entrent dans le bois, les voilà qui se dirigent de ce côté.

	— Eh bien! cédons-leur la place, fit Fouquet souriant et tirant Aramis par son manteau; mais je ne crois pas que le roi connaisse ma grotte.

	— En effet, dit Aramis, ils cherchent, mais un arbre plus épais, voilà tout.

	Aramis ne se trompait pas, le roi regardait en l’air et non pas autour de lui.

	Il tenait le bras de La Vallière sous le sien, il tenait sa main sur la sienne.

	La Vallière commençait à glisser sur l’herbe humide.

	Louis regarda encore avec plus d’attention autour de lui, et, apercevant un chêne énorme au feuillage touffu, il entraîna La Vallière sous l’abri de ce chêne.

	La pauvre enfant regardait autour d’elle; elle semblait à la fois craindre et désirer d’être suivie.

	Le roi la fit adosser au tronc de l’arbre, dont la vaste circonférence, protégée par l’épaisseur du feuillage, était aussi sèche que si, en ce moment même, la pluie n’eût point tombé par torrents. Lui-même se tint devant elle nu-tête.

	Au bout d’un instant, quelques gouttes filtrèrent à travers les ramures de l’arbre, et vinrent tomber sur le front du roi, qui n’y fit pas même attention.

	— Oh! Sire! murmura La Vallière en poussant le chapeau du roi.

	Mais le roi s’inclina et refusa obstinément de se couvrir.

	— C’est le cas ou jamais d’offrir votre place, dit Fouquet à l’oreille d’Aramis.

	— C’est le cas ou jamais d’écouter et de ne pas perdre une parole de ce qu’ils vont se dire, répondit Aramis à l’oreille de Fouquet.

	En effet, tous deux se turent, et la voix du roi put parvenir jusqu’à eux.

	— Oh! mon Dieu! mademoiselle, dit le roi, je vois, ou plutôt je devine votre inquiétude; croyez que je regrette bien sincèrement de vous avoir isolée du reste de la compagnie, et cela pour vous mener dans un endroit où vous allez souffrir de la pluie. Vous êtes mouillée déjà, vous avez froid peut-être?

	— Non, Sire.

	— Vous tremblez cependant?

	— Sire, c’est la crainte que l’on n’interprète à mal mon absence au moment où tout le monde est réuni certainement.

	— Je vous proposerais bien de retourner aux voitures, mademoiselle; mais, en vérité, regardez et écoutez et dites-moi s’il est possible de tenter la moindre course en ce moment?

	En effet, le tonnerre grondait et la pluie ruisselait par torrents.

	— D’ailleurs, continua le roi, il n’y a pas d’interprétation possible en votre défaveur. N’êtes-vous pas avec le roi de France, c’est-à-dire avec le premier gentilhomme du royaume?

	— Certainement, Sire, répondit La Vallière, et c’est un honneur bien grand pour moi; aussi n’est-ce point pour moi que je crains les interprétations.

	— Pour qui donc, alors?

	— Pour vous, Sire.

	— Pour moi, mademoiselle? dit le roi en souriant. Je ne vous comprends pas.

	— Votre Majesté a-t-elle donc déjà oublié ce qui s’est passé hier au soir chez Son Altesse Royale?

	— Oh! oublions cela, je vous prie, ou plutôt permettez-moi de ne me souvenir que pour vous remercier encore une fois de votre lettre, et...

	— Sire, interrompit La Vallière, voilà l’eau qui tombe, et Votre Majesté demeure tête nue.

	— Je vous en prie, ne nous occupons que de vous, mademoiselle.

	— Oh! moi, dit La Vallière en souriant, moi, je suis une paysanne habituée à courir par les prés de la Loire, et par les jardins de Blois, quelque temps qu’il fasse. Et, quant à mes habits, ajouta-t-elle en regardant sa simple toilette de mousseline, Votre Majesté voit qu’ils n’ont pas grand’chose à risquer.

	— En effet, mademoiselle, j’ai déjà remarqué plus d’une fois que vous deviez à peu près tout à vous-même et rien à la toilette. Vous n’êtes point coquette, et c’est pour moi une grande qualité.

	— Sire, ne me faites pas meilleure que je ne suis, et dites seulement: Vous ne pouvez pas être coquette.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Mais, dit en souriant La Vallière, parce que je ne suis pas riche.

	— Alors vous avouez que vous aimez les belles choses s’écria vivement le roi.

	— Sire, je ne trouve belles que les choses auxquelles je puis atteindre. Tout ce qui est trop haut pour moi...

	— Vous est indifférent?

	— M’est étranger comme m’étant défendu.

	— Et moi, mademoiselle, dit le roi, je ne trouve point que vous soyez à ma Cour sur le pied où vous devriez y être. On ne m’a certainement point assez parlé des services de votre famille. La fortune de votre maison a été cruellement négligée par mon oncle.

	— Oh! non pas, Sire. Son Altesse Royale Mgr le duc d’Orléans a toujours été parfaitement bon pour M. de Saint-Remy, mon beau-père. Les services étaient humbles, et l’on peut dire que nous avons été payés selon nos œuvres. Tout le monde n’a pas le bonheur de trouver des occasions de servir son roi avec éclat. Certes, je ne doute pas que, si les occasions se fussent rencontrées, ma famille n’eût eu le cœur aussi grand que son désir, mais nous n’avons pas eu ce bonheur.

	— Eh bien! mademoiselle, c’est aux rois à corriger le hasard, et je me charge bien joyeusement de réparer, au plus vite à votre égard, les torts de la fortune.

	— Non, Sire, s’écria vivement La Vallière, vous laisserez, s’il vous plaît, les choses en l’état où elles sont.

	— Quoi! mademoiselle, vous refusez ce que je dois, ce que je veux faire pour vous?

	— On a fait tout ce que je désirais, Sire, lorsqu’on m’a accordé cet honneur de faire partie de la maison de Madame.

	— Mais, si vous refusez pour vous, acceptez au moins pour les vôtres.

	— Sire, votre intention si généreuse m’éblouit et m’effraie, car, en faisant pour ma maison ce que votre bonté vous pousse à faire, Votre Majesté nous créera des envieux, et à elle des ennemis. Laissez-moi, Sire, dans ma médiocrité; laissez à tous les sentiments que je puis ressentir la joyeuse délicatesse du désintéressement.

	— Oh! voilà un langage bien admirable, dit le roi.

	— C’est vrai, murmura Aramis à l’oreille de Fouquet, et il n’y doit pas être habitué.

	— Mais, répondit Fouquet, si elle fait une pareille réponse à mon billet?

	— Bon! dit Aramis, ne préjugeons pas et attendons la fin.

	— Et puis, cher monsieur d’Herblay, ajouta le surintendant, peu payé pour croire à tous les sentiments que venait d’exprimer La Vallière, c’est un habile calcul souvent que de paraître désintéressé avec les rois.

	— C’est justement ce que je pensais à la minute, dit Aramis. Écoutons.

	Le roi se rapprocha de La Vallière, et, comme l’eau filtrait de plus en plus à travers le feuillage du chêne, il tint son chapeau suspendu au-dessus de la tête de la jeune fille.

	La jeune fille leva ses beaux yeux bleus vers ce chapeau royal qui l’abritait et secoua la tête en poussant un soupir.

	— Oh! mon Dieu, dit le roi, quelle triste pensée peut donc parvenir jusqu’à votre cœur quand je lui fais un rempart du mien?

	— Sire, je vais vous le dire. J’avais déjà abordé cette question, si difficile à discuter par une jeune fille de mon âge, mais Votre Majesté m’a imposé silence. Sire, Votre Majesté ne s’appartient pas; Sire, Votre Majesté est mariée; tout sentiment qui écarterait Votre Majesté de la reine, en portant Votre Majesté à s’occuper de moi, serait pour la reine la source d’un profond chagrin.

	Le roi essaya d’interrompre la jeune fille, mais elle continua avec un geste suppliant:

	— La reine aime Votre Majesté avec une tendresse qui se comprend, la reine suit des yeux Votre Majesté à chaque pas qui l’écarte d’elle. Ayant eu le bonheur de rencontrer un tel époux, elle demande au Ciel avec des larmes de lui en conserver la possession, et elle est jalouse du moindre mouvement de votre cœur.

	Le roi voulut parler encore, mais cette fois encore La Vallière osa l’arrêter.

	— Ne serait-ce pas une bien coupable action, lui dit-elle, si, voyant une tendresse si vive et si noble, Votre Majesté donnait à la reine un sujet de jalousie? oh! pardonnez-moi ce mot, Sire. Oh! mon Dieu! je sais bien qu’il est impossible, ou plutôt qu’il devrait être impossible que la plus grande reine du monde fût jalouse d’une pauvre fille comme moi. Mais elle est femme, cette reine, et, comme celui d’une simple femme, son cœur peut s’ouvrir à des soupçons que les méchants envenimeraient. Au nom du Ciel! Sire, ne vous occupez donc pas de moi, je ne le mérite pas.

	— Oh! mademoiselle, s’écria le roi, vous ne songez donc point qu’en parlant comme vous le faites-vous changez mon estime en admiration.

	— Sire, vous prenez mes paroles pour ce qu’elles ne sont point; vous me voyez meilleure que je ne suis; vous me faites plus grande que Dieu ne m’a faite. Grâce pour moi, Sire! car, si je ne savais le roi le plus généreux homme de son royaume, je croirais que le roi veut se railler de moi.

	— Oh! certes! vous ne craignez pas une pareille chose, j’en suis bien certain, s’écria Louis.

	— Sire, je serais forcée de le croire si le roi continuait à me tenir un pareil langage.

	— Je suis donc un bien malheureux prince, dit le roi avec une tristesse qui n’avait rien d’affecté, le plus malheureux prince de la chrétienté, puisque je n’ai pas pouvoir de donner créance à mes paroles devant la personne que j’aime le plus au monde et qui me brise le cœur en refusant de croire à mon amour.

	— Oh! Sire, dit La Vallière, écartant doucement le roi, qui s’était de plus en plus rapproché d’elle, voilà, je crois, l’orage qui se calme et la pluie qui cesse.

	Mais, au moment même où la pauvre enfant, pour fuir son pauvre cœur, trop d’accord sans doute avec celui du roi, prononçait ces paroles, l’orage se chargeait de lui donner un démenti; un éclair bleuâtre illumina la forêt d’un reflet fantastique, et un coup de tonnerre pareil à une décharge d’artillerie éclata sur la tête des deux jeunes gens, comme si la hauteur du chêne qui les abritait eût provoqué le tonnerre.

	La jeune fille ne put retenir un cri d’effroi.

	Le roi d’une main la rapprocha de son cœur et étendit l’autre au-dessus de sa tête comme pour la garantir de la foudre.

	Il y eut un moment de silence où ce groupe, charmant comme tout ce qui est jeune et aimé, demeura immobile, tandis que Fouquet et Aramis le contemplaient, non moins immobiles que La Vallière et le roi.

	— Oh! Sire! Sire! murmura La Vallière, entendez-vous?

	Et elle laissa tomber sa tête sur son épaule.

	— Oui, dit le roi, vous voyez bien que l’orage ne passe pas.

	— Sire, c’est un avertissement.

	Le roi sourit.

	— Sire, c’est la voix de Dieu qui menace.

	— Eh bien! dit le roi, j’accepte effectivement ce coup de tonnerre pour un avertissement et même pour une menace, si d’ici à cinq minutes il se renouvelle avec une pareille force et une égale violence; mais, s’il n’en est rien, permettez-moi de penser que l’orage est l’orage et rien autre chose.

	En même temps le roi leva la tête comme pour interroger le ciel.

	Mais, comme si le ciel eût été complice de Louis, pendant les cinq minutes de silence qui suivirent l’explosion qui avait épouvanté les deux amants, aucun grondement nouveau ne se fit entendre, et, lorsque le tonnerre retentit de nouveau, ce fut en s’éloignant d’une manière visible, et comme si, pendant ces cinq minutes, l’orage, mis en fuite, eût parcouru dix lieues, fouetté par l’aile du vent.

	— Eh bien! Louise, dit tout bas le roi, me menacerez-vous encore de la colère céleste; et puisque vous avez voulu faire de la foudre un pressentiment, douterez-vous encore que ce ne soit pas au moins un pressentiment de malheur?

	La jeune fille releva la tête; pendant ce temps, l’eau avait percé la voûte de feuillage et ruisselait sur le visage du roi.

	— Oh! Sire, Sire! dit-elle avec un accent de crainte irrésistible, qui émut le roi au dernier point. Et c’est pour moi, murmura-t-elle, que le roi reste ainsi découvert et exposé à la pluie; mais que suis-je donc?

	— Vous êtes, vous le voyez, dit le roi, la divinité qui fait fuir l’orage, la déesse qui ramène le beau temps.

	En effet, un rayon de soleil, filtrant à travers la forêt, faisait tomber comme autant de diamants les goutta d’eau qui roulaient sur les feuilles ou qui tombaient verticalement dans les interstices du feuillage.

	— Sire, dit La Vallière presque vaincue, mais faisant un suprême effort, Sire, une dernière fois, songez aux douleurs que Votre Majesté va avoir à subir à cause de moi. En ce moment, mon Dieu! on vous cherche, on vous appelle. La reine doit être inquiète, et Madame, oh! Madame!... s’écria la jeune fille avec un sentiment qui ressemblait à de l’effroi.

	Ce nom fit un certain effet sur le roi; il tressaillit et lâcha La Vallière, qu’il avait jusque-là tenue embrassée.

	Puis il s’avança du côté du chemin pour regarder, et revint presque soucieux à La Vallière.

	— Madame, avez-vous dit? fit le roi.

	— Oui, Madame; Madame qui est jalouse aussi, dit La Vallière avec un accent profond.

	Et ses yeux si timides, si chastement fugitifs, osèrent un instant interroger les yeux du roi.

	— Mais, reprit Louis en faisant un effort sur lui-même, Madame, ce me semble, n’a aucun sujet d’être jalouse de moi, Madame n’a aucun droit...

	— Hélas! murmura La Vallière.

	— Oh! mademoiselle, dit le roi presque avec l’accent du reproche, seriez vous de ceux qui pensent que la sœur a le droit d’être jalouse du frère?

	— Sire, il ne m’appartient point de percer les secrets de Votre Majesté.

	— Oh! vous le croyez comme les autres, s’écria le roi.

	— Je crois que Madame est jalouse, oui, Sire, répondit fermement La Vallière.

	— Mon Dieu! fit le roi avec inquiétude, vous en apercevriez-vous donc à ses façons envers vous? Madame a-t-elle pour vous quelque mauvais procédé que vous puissiez attribuer à cette jalousie?

	— Nullement, Sire; je suis si peu de chose, moi!

	— Oh! c’est que, s’il en était ainsi... s’écria Louis avec une force singulière.

	— Sire, interrompit la jeune fille, il ne pleut plus; on vient, on vient, je crois.

	Et, oubliant toute étiquette, elle avait saisi le bras du roi.

	— Eh bien! mademoiselle, répliqua le roi, laissons venir. Qui donc oserait trouver mauvais que j’eusse tenu compagnie à Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Par pitié! Sire; oh! l’on trouvera étrange que vous soyez mouillé ainsi, que vous vous soyez sacrifié pour moi.

	— Je n’ai fait que mon devoir de gentilhomme, dit Louis, et malheur à celui qui ne ferait pas le sien en critiquant la conduite de son roi!

	En effet, en ce moment on voyait apparaître dans l’allée quelques têtes empressées et curieuses qui semblaient chercher, et qui, ayant aperçu le roi et La Vallière, parurent avoir trouvé ce qu’elles cherchaient.

	C’étaient les envoyés de la reine et de Madame, qui mirent le chapeau à la main en signe qu’ils avaient vu Sa Majesté.

	Mais Louis ne quitta point, quelle que fût la confusion de La Vallière, son attitude respectueuse et tendre.

	Puis, quand tous les courtisans furent réunis dans l’allée, quand tout le monde eut pu voir la marque de déférence qu’il avait donnée à la jeune fille en restant debout et tête nue devant elle pendant l’orage, il lui offrit le bras, la ramena vers le groupe qui attendait, répondit de la tête au salut que chacun lui faisait, et, son chapeau toujours à la main, il la reconduisit jusqu’à son carrosse.

	Et, comme la pluie continuait de tomber encore, dernier adieu de l’orage qui s’enfuyait, les autres dames, que le respect avait empêchées de monter en voiture avant le roi, recevaient sans cape et sans mantelet cette pluie dont le roi, avec son chapeau, garantissait, autant qu’il était en son pouvoir, la plus humble d’entre elles.

	La reine et Madame durent, comme les autres, voir cette courtoisie exagérée du roi; Madame en perdit contenance au point de pousser la reine du coude, en lui disant:

	— Regardez, mais regardez donc!

	La reine ferma les yeux comme si elle eût éprouvé un vertige. Elle porta la main à son visage et remonta en carrosse.

	Madame monta après elle.

	Le roi se remit à cheval, sans s’attacher de préférence à aucune portière; il revint à Fontainebleau, les rênes sur le cou de son cheval, rêveur et tout absorbé.

	Quand la foule se fut éloignée, quand ils eurent entendu le bruit des chevaux et des carrosses qui allait s’éteignant, quand ils furent sûrs enfin que personne ne les pouvait voir, Aramis et Fouquet sortirent de leur grotte. Puis, en silence, tous deux gagnèrent l’allée.

	Aramis plongea son regard, non seulement dans toute l’étendue qui se déroulait devant lui et derrière lui, mais encore dans l’épaisseur des bois.

	— Monsieur Fouquet, dit-il quand il se fut assuré que tout était solitaire, il faut à tout prix ravoir votre lettre à La Vallière.

	— Ce sera chose facile dit Fouquet, si le grison ne l’a pas rendue.

	— Il faut, en tout cas, que ce soit chose possible, comprenez-vous?

	— Oui, le roi aime cette fille, n’est-ce pas?

	— Beaucoup, et, ce qu’il y a de pis, c’est que, de son côté, cette fille aime le roi passionnément.

	— Ce qui veut dire que nous changeons de tactique, n’est-ce pas?

	— Sans aucun doute; vous n’avez pas de temps à perdre. Il faut que vous voyiez La Vallière, et que, sans plus songer à devenir son amant, ce qui est impossible, vous vous déclariez son plus cher ami et son plus humble serviteur.

	— Ainsi ferai-je, répondit Fouquet, et ce sera sans répugnance; cette enfant me semble pleine de cœur.

	— Ou d’adresse, dit Aramis; mais alors raison de plus.

	Puis il ajouta après un instant de silence:

	— Ou je me trompe, ou cette petite fille sera la grande passion du roi. Remontons en voiture, et ventre à terre jusqu’au château.

	Chapitre CXXXVII — Tobie

	Deux heures après que la voiture du surintendant était partie sur l’ordre d’Aramis, les emportant tous deux vers Fontainebleau avec la rapidité des nuages qui couraient au ciel sous le dernier souffle de la tempête, La Vallière était chez elle, en simple peignoir de mousseline, et achevant sa collation sur une petite table de marbre.

	Tout à coup sa porte s’ouvrit, et un valet de chambre la prévint que M. Fouquet demandait la permission de lui rendre ses devoirs.

	Elle fit répéter deux fois; la pauvre enfant ne connaissait M. Fouquet que de nom, et ne savait pas deviner ce qu’elle pouvait avoir de commun avec un surintendant des finances.

	Cependant, comme il pouvait venir de la part du roi, et, d’après la conversation que nous avons rapportée, la chose était bien possible, elle jeta un coup d’œil sur son miroir, allongea encore les longues boucles de ses cheveux, et donna l’ordre qu’il fût introduit.

	La Vallière cependant ne pouvait s’empêcher d’éprouver un certain trouble. La visite du surintendant n’était pas un événement vulgaire dans la vie d’une femme de la Cour. Fouquet, si célèbre par sa générosité, sa galanterie et sa délicatesse avec les femmes, avait reçu plus d’invitations qu’il n’avait demandé d’audiences.

	Dans beaucoup de maisons, la présence du surintendant avait signifié fortune. Dans bon nombre de cœurs, elle avait signifié amour.

	Fouquet entra respectueusement chez La Vallière, se présentant avec cette grâce qui était le caractère distinctif des hommes éminents de ce siècle, et qui aujourd’hui ne se comprend plus, même dans les portraits de l’époque, où le peintre a essayé de les faire vivre.

	La Vallière répondit au salut cérémonieux de Fouquet par une révérence de pensionnaire, et lui indiqua un siège.

	Mais Fouquet, s’inclinant:

	— Je ne m’assoirai pas, mademoiselle, dit-il, que vous ne m’ayez pardonné.

	— Moi? demanda La Vallière.

	— Oui, vous.

	— Et pardonné quoi, mon Dieu?

	Fouquet fixa son plus perçant regard sur la jeune fille, et ne crut voir sur son visage que le plus naïf étonnement.

	— Je vois, mademoiselle, dit-il, que vous avez autant de générosité que d’esprit, et je lis dans vos yeux le pardon que le sollicitais. Mais il ne me suffit pas du pardon des lèvres, je vous en préviens, il me faut encore le pardon du cœur et de l’esprit.

	— Sur ma parole, monsieur, dit La Vallière, je vous jure que je ne vous comprends pas.

	— C’est encore une délicatesse qui me charme, répondit Fouquet, et je vois que ne voulez point que j’aie à rougir devant vous.

	— Rougir! rougir devant moi! Mais, voyons, dites, de quoi rougiriez vous?

	— Me tromperais-je, dit Fouquet, et aurais-je le bonheur que mon procédé envers vous ne vous eût pas désobligée?

	La Vallière haussa les épaules.

	— Décidément, monsieur, dit-elle, vous parlez par énigmes, et je suis trop ignorante, à ce qu’il paraît, pour vous comprendre.

	— Soit, dit Fouquet, je n’insisterai pas. Seulement, dites-moi, je vous en supplie, que je puis compter sur votre pardon plein et entier.

	— Monsieur, dit La Vallière avec une sorte d’impatience, je ne puis vous faire qu’une réponse, et j’espère qu’elle vous satisfera. Si je savais quel tort vous avez envers moi, je vous le pardonnerais. À plus forte raison, vous comprenez bien, ne connaissant pas ce tort...

	Fouquet pinça ses lèvres comme eût fait Aramis.

	— Alors, dit-il, je puis espérer que, nonobstant ce qui est arrivé, nous resterons en bonne intelligence, et que vous voudrez bien me faire la grâce de croire à ma respectueuse amitié.

	La Vallière crut qu’elle commençait à comprendre.

	«Oh! se dit-elle en elle-même, je n’eusse pas cru M. Fouquet si avide de rechercher les sources d’une faveur si nouvelle.»

	Puis tout haut:

	— Votre amitié, monsieur? dit-elle, vous m’offrez votre amitié? Mais, en vérité, c’est pour moi tout l’honneur, et vous me comblez.

	— Je sais, mademoiselle, répondit Fouquet, que l’amitié du maître peut paraître plus brillante et plus désirable que celle du serviteur; mais je vous garantis que cette dernière sera tout aussi dévouée, tout aussi fidèle, et absolument désintéressée.

	La Vallière s’inclina: il y avait, en effet, beaucoup de conviction et de dévouement réel dans la voix du surintendant.

	Aussi lui tendit-elle la main.

	— Je vous crois, dit-elle.

	Fouquet prit vivement la main que lui tendait la jeune fille.

	— Alors, ajouta-t-il, vous ne verrez aucune difficulté, n’est-ce pas, à me rendre cette malheureuse lettre?

	— Quelle lettre? demanda La Vallière.

	Fouquet l’interrogea, il l’avait déjà fait, de toute la puissance de son regard.

	Même naïveté de physionomie, même candeur de visage.

	— Allons, mademoiselle, dit-il, après cette dénégation, je suis forcé d’avouer que votre système est le plus délicat du monde, et je ne serais pas moi-même un honnête homme si je redoutais quelque chose d’une femme aussi généreuse que vous.

	— En vérité, monsieur Fouquet, répondit La Vallière, c’est avec un profond regret que je suis forcée de vous répéter que je ne comprends absolument rien à vos paroles.

	— Mais, enfin, sur l’honneur, vous n’avez donc reçu aucune lettre de moi, mademoiselle?

	— Sur l’honneur, aucune, répondit fermement La Vallière.

	— C’est bien, cela me suffit, mademoiselle, permettez-moi de vous renouveler l’assurance de toute mon estime et de tout mon respect.

	Puis, s’inclinant, il sortit pour aller retrouver Aramis, qui l’attendait chez lui, et laissant La Vallière se demander si le surintendant était devenu fou.

	— Eh bien! demanda Aramis qui attendait Fouquet avec impatience, êtes vous content de la favorite?

	— Enchanté, répondit Fouquet, c’est une femme pleine d’esprit et de cœur.

	— Elle ne s’est point fâchée?

	— Loin de là; elle n’a pas même eu l’air de comprendre.

	— De comprendre quoi?

	— De comprendre que je lui eusse écrit.

	— Cependant, il a bien fallu qu’elle vous comprît pour vous rendre la lettre, car je présume qu’elle vous l’a rendue.

	— Pas le moins du monde.

	— Au moins, vous êtes-vous assuré qu’elle l’avait brûlée?

	— Mon cher monsieur d’Herblay, il y a déjà une heure que je joue aux propos interrompus, et je commence à avoir assez de ce jeu, si amusant qu’il soit. Comprenez-moi donc bien; la petite a feint de ne pas comprendre ce que je lui disais; elle a nié avoir reçu aucune lettre; donc, ayant nié positivement la réception, elle n’a pu ni me la rendre, ni la brûler.

	— Oh! oh! dit Aramis avec inquiétude, que me dites-vous là?

	— Je vous dis qu’elle m’a juré sur ses grands dieux n’avoir reçu aucune lettre.

	— Oh! c’est trop fort! Et vous n’avez pas insisté?

	— J’ai insisté, au contraire, jusqu’à l’impertinence.

	— Et elle a toujours nié?

	— Toujours.

	— Elle ne s’est pas démentie un seul instant?

	— Pas un seul instant.

	— Mais alors, mon cher, vous lui avez laissé notre lettre entre les mains?

	— Il l’a, pardieu! bien fallu.

	— Oh! C’est une grande faute.

	— Que diable eussiez-vous fait à ma place, vous?

	— Certes, on ne pouvait la forcer, mais cela est inquiétant; une pareille lettre ne peut demeurer contre nous.

	— Oh! cette jeune fille est généreuse.

	— Si elle l’eût été réellement, elle vous eût rendu votre lettre.

	— Je vous dis qu’elle est généreuse; j’ai vu ses yeux, je m’y connais.

	— Alors, vous la croyez de bonne foi?

	— Oh! de tout mon cœur.

	— Eh bien! moi, je crois que nous nous trompons.

	— Comment cela?

	— Je crois qu’effectivement, comme elle vous l’a dit, elle n’a point reçu la lettre.

	— Comment! point reçu la lettre?

	— Non.

	— Supposeriez-vous!...

	— Je suppose que, par un motif que nous ignorons, votre homme n’a pas remis la lettre.

	Fouquet frappa sur un timbre.

	Un valet parut.

	— Faites venir Tobie, dit-il.

	Un instant après parut un homme à l’œil inquiet, à la bouche fine, aux bras courts, au dos voûté.

	Aramis attacha sur lui son œil perçant.

	— Voulez-vous me permettre de l’interroger moi-même? demanda Aramis.

	— Faites, dit Fouquet.

	Aramis fit un mouvement pour adresser la parole au laquais, mais il s’arrêta.

	— Non, dit-il, il verrait que nous attachons trop d’importance à sa réponse; interrogez-le, vous; moi, je vais feindre d’écrire.

	Aramis se mit en effet à une table, le dos tourné au laquais dont il examinait chaque geste et chaque regard dans une glace parallèle.

	— Viens ici, Tobie, dit Fouquet.

	Le laquais s’approcha d’un pas assez ferme.

	— Comment as-tu fait ma commission? lui demanda Fouquet.

	— Mais je l’ai faite comme à l’ordinaire, monseigneur, répliqua l’homme.

	— Enfin, dis.

	— J’ai pénétré chez Mlle de La Vallière, qui était à la messe et j’ai mis le billet sur sa toilette. N’est-ce point ce que vous m’aviez dit?

	— Si fait; et c’est tout?

	— Absolument tout, monseigneur.

	— Personne n’était là?

	— Personne.

	— T’es-tu caché comme je te l’avais dit, alors?

	— Oui.

	— Et elle est rentrée?

	— Dix minutes après.

	— Et personne n’a pu prendre la lettre?

	— Personne, car personne n’est entré.

	— De dehors, mais de l’intérieur?

	— De l’endroit où j’étais caché, je pouvais voir jusqu’au fond de la chambre.

	— Écoute, dit Fouquet, en regardant fixement le laquais, si cette lettre s’est trompée de destination, avoue-le-moi; car s’il faut qu’une erreur ait été commise, tu la paieras de ta tête.

	Tobie tressaillit, mais se remit aussitôt.

	— Monseigneur, dit-il, j’ai déposé la lettre à l’endroit où j’ai dit, et je ne demande qu’une demi-heure pour vous prouver que la lettre est entre les mains de Mlle de La Vallière ou pour vous rapporter la lettre elle-même.

	Aramis observait curieusement le laquais.

	Fouquet était facile dans sa confiance; vingt ans cet homme l’avait bien servi.

	— Va, dit-il, c’est bien; mais apporte-moi la preuve que tu dis.

	Le laquais sortit.

	— Eh bien! qu’en pensez-vous? demanda Fouquet à Aramis.

	— Je pense qu’il faut, par un moyen quelconque, vous assurer de la vérité. Je pense que la lettre est ou n’est pas parvenue à La Vallière; que, dans le premier cas, il faut que La Vallière vous la rende ou vous donne la satisfaction de la brûler devant vous; que, dans le second, il faut ravoir la lettre, dût-il nous en coûter un million. Voyons, n’est-ce pas votre avis?

	— Oui; mais cependant, mon cher évêque, je crois que vous vous exagérez la situation.

	— Aveugle, aveugle que vous êtes! murmura Aramis.

	— La Vallière, que nous prenons pour une politique de première force, est tout simplement une coquette qui espère que je lui ferai la cour parce que je la lui ai déjà faite, et qui, maintenant qu’elle a reçu confirmation de l’amour du roi, espère me tenir en lisière avec la lettre. C’est naturel.

	Aramis secoua la tête.

	— Ce n’est point votre avis? dit Fouquet.

	— Elle n’est pas coquette.

	— Laissez-moi vous dire...

	— Oh! je me connais en femmes coquettes, fit Aramis.

	— Mon ami! mon ami!

	— Il y a longtemps que j’ai fait mes études, voulez-vous dire. Oh! les femmes ne changent pas.

	— Oui, mais les hommes changent, et vous êtes aujourd’hui plus soupçonneux qu’autrefois.

	Puis, se mettant à rire:

	— Voyons, dit-il, si La Vallière veut m’aimer pour un tiers et le roi pour deux tiers, trouvez-vous la condition acceptable?

	Aramis se leva avec impatience.

	— La Vallière, dit-il, n’a jamais aimé et n’aimera jamais que le roi.

	— Mais enfin, dit Fouquet, que feriez-vous?

	— Demandez-moi plutôt ce que j’eusse fait.

	— Eh bien! qu’eussiez-vous fait?

	— D’abord, je n’eusse point laissé sortir cet homme.

	— Tobie?

	— Oui, Tobie; c’est un traître!

	— Oh!

	— J’en suis sûr! je ne l’eusse point laissé sortir qu’il ne m’eût avoué la vérité.

	— Il est encore temps.

	— Comment cela?

	— Rappelons-le, et interrogez-le à votre tour.

	— Soit!

	— Mais je vous assure que la chose est bien inutile. Je l’ai depuis vingt ans, et jamais il ne m’a fait la moindre confusion, et cependant, ajouta Fouquet en riant, c’était facile.

	— Rappelez-le toujours. Ce matin, il m’a semblé voir ce visage-là en grande conférence avec un des hommes de M. Colbert.

	— Où donc cela?

	— En face des écuries.

	— Bah! tous mes gens sont à couteaux tirés avec ceux de ce cuistre.

	— Je l’ai vu, vous dis-je! et sa figure, qui devait m’être inconnue quand il est entré tout à l’heure, m’a frappé désagréablement.

	— Pourquoi n’avez-vous rien dit pendant qu’il était là?

	— Parce que c’est à la minute seulement que je vois clair dans mes souvenirs.

	— Oh! oh! voilà que vous m’effrayez, dit Fouquet.

	Et il frappa sur le timbre.

	— Pourvu qu’il ne soit pas trop tard, dit Aramis.

	Fouquet frappa une seconde fois.

	Le valet de chambre ordinaire parut.

	— Tobie! dit Fouquet, faites venir Tobie.

	Le valet de chambre referma la porte.

	— Vous me laissez carte blanche, n’est-ce pas?

	— Entière.

	— Je puis employer tous les moyens pour savoir la vérité?

	— Tous.

	— Même l’intimidation?

	— Je vous fais procureur à ma place.

	On attendit dix minutes, mais inutilement.

	Fouquet, impatienté, frappa de nouveau sur le timbre.

	— Tobie! cria-t-il.

	— Mais, monseigneur, dit le valet, on le cherche.

	— Il ne peut être loin, je ne l’ai chargé d’aucun message.

	— Je vais voir, monseigneur.

	Aramis, pendant ce temps, se promenait impatiemment mais silencieusement dans le cabinet.

	On attendit dix minutes encore.

	Fouquet sonna de manière à réveiller toute une nécropole.

	Le valet de chambre rentra assez tremblant pour faire croire à une mauvaise nouvelle.

	— Monseigneur se trompe, dit-il avant même que Fouquet l’interrogeât, Monseigneur aura donné une commission à Tobie, car il a été aux écuries prendre le meilleur coureur, et, monseigneur, il l’a sellé lui-même.

	— Eh bien?

	— Il est parti.

	— Parti?... s’écria Fouquet. Que l’on coure, qu’on le rattrape!

	— Là! là! dit Aramis en le prenant par la main, calmons-nous; maintenant, le mal est fait.

	— Le mal est fait?

	— Sans doute, j’en étais sûr. Maintenant, ne donnons pas l’éveil; calculons le résultat du coup et parons-le, si nous pouvons.

	— Après tout, dit Fouquet, le mal n’est pas grand.

	— Vous trouvez cela? dit Aramis.

	— Sans doute. Il est bien permis à un homme d’écrire un billet d’amour à une femme.

	— À un homme, oui; à un sujet, non; surtout quand cette femme est celle que le roi aime.

	— Eh! mon ami, le roi n’aimait pas La Vallière il y a huit jours; il ne l’aimait même pas hier, et la lettre est d’hier; je ne pouvais pas deviner l’amour du roi, quand l’amour du roi n’existait pas encore.

	— Soit, répliqua Aramis; mais la lettre n’est malheureusement pas datée. Voilà ce qui me tourmente surtout. Ah! si elle était datée d’hier seulement, je n’aurais pas pour vous l’ombre d’une inquiétude.

	Fouquet haussa les épaules.

	— Suis-je donc en tutelle, dit-il, et le roi est-il donc roi de mon cerveau et de ma chair?

	— Vous avez raison, répliqua Aramis; ne donnons pas aux choses plus d’importance qu’il ne convient; puis d’ailleurs... eh bien! si nous sommes menacés, nous avons des moyens de défense.

	— Oh! menacés! dit Fouquet, vous ne mettez pas cette piqûre de fourmi au nombre des menaces qui peuvent compromettre ma fortune et ma vie, n’est ce pas?

	— Eh! pensez-y, monsieur Fouquet, la piqûre d’une fourmi peut tuer un géant, si la fourmi est venimeuse.

	— Mais cette toute-puissance dont vous parliez, voyons, est-elle déjà évanouie?

	— Je suis tout-puissant, soit; mais je ne suis pas immortel.

	— Voyons, retrouver Tobie serait le plus pressé, ce me semble. N’est-ce point votre avis?

	— Oh! quant à cela, vous ne le retrouverez pas, dit Aramis, et, s’il vous était précieux, faites-en votre deuil.

	— Enfin, il est quelque part dans le monde, dit Fouquet.

	— Vous avez raison; laissez-moi faire, répondit Aramis.

	Chapitre CXXXVIII — Les quatre chances de Madame

	La reine Anne avait fait prier la jeune reine de venir lui rendre visite.

	Depuis quelque temps, souffrante et tombant du haut de sa beauté, du haut de sa jeunesse, avec cette rapidité de déclin qui signale la décadence des femmes qui ont beaucoup lutté, Anne d’Autriche voyait se joindre au mal physique la douleur de ne plus compter que comme un souvenir vivant au milieu des jeunes beautés, des jeunes esprits et des jeunes puissances de sa Cour.

	Les avis de son médecin, ceux de son miroir, la désolaient bien moins que ces avertissements inexorables de la société des courtisans qui, pareils aux rats du navire, abandonnent la cale où l’eau va pénétrer grâce aux avaries de la vétusté.

	Anne d’Autriche ne se trouvait pas satisfaite des heures que lui donnait son fils aîné.

	Le roi, bon fils, plus encore avec affectation qu’avec affection, venait d’abord passer chez sa mère une heure le matin et une heure le soir; mais, depuis qu’il s’était chargé des affaires de l’État, la visite du matin et celle du soir s’étaient réduites d’une demi-heure; puis, peu à peu, la visite du matin avait été supprimée.

	On se voyait à la messe; la visite même du soir était remplacée par une entrevue, soit chez le roi en assemblée, soit chez Madame, où la reine venait assez complaisamment par égard pour ses deux fils.

	Il en résultait cet ascendant immense sur la Cour que Madame avait conquis, et qui faisait de sa maison la véritable réunion royale.

	Anne d’Autriche le sentit.

	Se voyant souffrante et condamnée par la souffrance à de fréquentes retraites, elle fut désolée de prévoir que la plupart de ses journées, de ses soirées, s’écouleraient solitaires, inutiles, désespérées.

	Elle se rappelait avec terreur l’isolement où jadis la laissait le cardinal de Richelieu, fatales et insupportables soirées, pendant lesquelles pourtant elle avait pour se consoler la jeunesse, la beauté, qui sont toujours accompagnées de l’espoir.

	Alors elle forma le projet de transporter la Cour chez elle et d’attirer Madame, avec sa brillante escorte, dans la demeure sombre et déjà triste où la veuve d’un roi de France, la mère d’un roi de France, était réduite à consoler de son veuvage anticipé la femme toujours larmoyante d’un roi de France.

	Anne réfléchit.

	Elle avait beaucoup intrigué dans sa vie. Dans le beau temps, alors que sa jeune tête enfantait des projets toujours heureux, elle avait près d’elle, pour stimuler son ambition et son amour, une amie plus ardente, plus ambitieuse qu’elle-même, une amie qui l’avait aimée, chose rare à la Cour, et que de mesquines considérations avaient éloignée d’elle.

	Mais depuis tant d’années, excepté Mme de Motteville, excepté la Molena, cette nourrice espagnole, confidente en sa qualité de compatriote et de femme, qui pouvait se flatter d’avoir donné un bon avis à la reine?

	Qui donc aussi, parmi toutes ces jeunes têtes, pouvait lui rappeler le passé, par lequel seulement elle vivait?

	Anne d’Autriche se souvint de Mme de Chevreuse, d’abord exilée plutôt de sa volonté à elle-même que de celle du roi, puis morte en exil femme d’un gentilhomme obscur.

	Elle se demanda ce que Mme de Chevreuse lui eût conseillé autrefois en pareil cas dans leurs communs embarras d’intrigues, et, après une sérieuse méditation, il lui sembla que cette femme rusée, pleine d’expérience et de sagacité, lui répondait de sa voix ironique:

	— Tous ces petits jeunes gens sont pauvres et avides. Ils ont besoin d’or et de rentes pour alimenter leurs plaisirs, prenez-les-moi par l’intérêt.

	Anne d’Autriche adopta ce plan.

	Sa bourse était bien garnie; elle disposait d’une somme considérable amassée par Mazarin pour elle et mise en lieu sûr.

	Elle avait les plus belles pierreries de France, et surtout des perles d’une telle grosseur, qu’elles faisaient soupirer le roi chaque fois qu’il les voyait, parce que les perles de sa couronne n’étaient que grains de mil auprès de celles-là.

	Anne d’Autriche n’avait plus de beauté ni de charmes à sa disposition. Elle se fit riche et proposa pour appât à ceux qui viendraient chez elle, soit de bons écus d’or à gagner au jeu, soit de bonnes dotations habilement faites les jours de bonne humeur, soit des aubaines de rentes qu’elle arrachait au roi en sollicitant, ce qu’elle s’était décidée à faire pour entretenir son crédit.

	Et d’abord elle essaya de ce moyen sur Madame, dont la possession lui était la plus précieuse de toutes.

	Madame, malgré l’intrépide confiance de son esprit et de sa jeunesse, donna tête baissée dans le panneau qui était ouvert devant elle. Enrichie peu à peu par des dons, par des cessions, elle prit goût à ces héritages anticipés.

	Anne d’Autriche usa du même moyen sur Monsieur et sur le roi lui-même.

	Elle institua chez elle des loteries.

	Le jour où nous sommes arrivés, il s’agissait d’un médianoche chez la reine mère, et cette princesse mettait en loterie deux bracelets fort beaux en brillants et d’un travail exquis.

	Les médaillons étaient des camées antiques de la plus grande valeur; comme revenu, les diamants ne représentaient pas une somme bien considérable, mais l’originalité, la rareté de travail étaient telles, qu’on désirait à la Cour non seulement posséder, mais voir ces bracelets aux bras de la reine, et que, les jours où elles les portait, c’était une faveur que d’être admis à les admirer en lui baisant les mains.

	Les courtisans avaient même à ce sujet adopté des variantes de galanterie pour établir cet aphorisme, que les bracelets eussent été sans prix s’ils n’avaient le malheur de se trouver en contact avec des bras pareils à ceux de la reine.

	Ce compliment avait eu l’honneur d’être traduit dans toutes les langues de l’Europe, plus de mille distiques latins et français circulaient sur cette matière.

	Le jour où Anne d’Autriche se décida pour la loterie, c’était un moment décisif: le roi n’était pas venu depuis deux jours chez sa mère. Madame boudait après la grande scène des dryades et des naïades.

	Le roi ne boudait plus; mais une distraction toute-puissante l’enlevait au-dessus des orages et des plaisirs de la Cour.

	Anne d’Autriche opéra sa diversion en annonçant la fameuse loterie chez elle pour le soir suivant.

	Elle vit, à cet effet, la jeune reine, à qui, comme nous l’avons dit, elle demanda une visite le matin.

	— Ma fille, lui dit-elle, je vous annonce une bonne nouvelle. Le roi m’a dit de vous les choses les plus tendres. Le roi est jeune et facile à détourner; mais, tant que vous vous tiendrez près de moi, il n’osera s’écarter de vous, à qui, d’ailleurs, il est attaché par une très vive tendresse. Ce soir, il y a loterie chez moi: vous y viendrez?

	— On m’a dit, fit la jeune reine avec une sorte de reproche timide, que Votre Majesté mettait en loterie ses beaux bracelets, qui sont d’une telle rareté, que nous n’eussions pas dû les faire sortir du garde-meuble de la couronne, ne fût-ce que parce qu’ils vous ont appartenu.

	— Ma fille, dit alors Anne d’Autriche, qui entrevit toute la pensée de la jeune reine et voulut la consoler de n’avoir pas reçu ce présent, il fallait que j’attirasse chez moi à tout jamais Madame.

	— Madame? fit en rougissant la jeune reine.

	— Sans doute; n’aimez-vous pas mieux avoir chez vous une rivale pour la surveiller et la dominer, que de savoir le roi chez elle, toujours disposé à courtiser comme à l’être? Cette loterie est l’attrait dont je me sers pour cela: me blâmez-vous?

	— Oh! non! fit Marie-Thérèse en frappant dans ses mains avec cet enfantillage de la joie espagnole.

	— Et vous ne regrettez plus, ma chère, que je ne vous aie pas donné ces bracelets, comme c’était d’abord mon intention?

	— Oh! non, oh! non, ma bonne mère!...

	— Eh bien! ma chère fille, faites-vous bien belle, et que notre médianoche soit brillant: plus vous y serez gaie, plus vous y paraîtrez charmante, et vous éclipserez toutes les femmes par votre éclat comme par votre rang.

	Marie-Thérèse partit enthousiasmée.

	Une heure après, Anne d’Autriche recevait chez elle Madame, et, la couvrant de caresses:

	— Bonnes nouvelles! disait-elle, le roi est charmé de ma loterie.

	— Moi, dit Madame, je n’en suis pas aussi charmée; voir de beaux bracelets comme ceux-là aux bras d’une autre femme que vous, ma reine, ou moi, voilà ce à quoi je ne puis m’habituer.

	— Là! là! dit Anne d’Autriche en cachant sous un sourire une violente douleur qu’elle venait de sentir, ne vous révoltez pas, jeune femme... et n’allez pas tout de suite prendre les choses au pis.

	— Ah! madame, le sort est aveugle... et vous avez, m’a-t-on dit, deux cents billets?

	— Tout autant. Mais vous n’ignorez pas qu’il y en aura qu’un gagnant?

	— Sans doute. À qui tombera-t-il? Le pouvez-vous dire? fit Madame désespérée.

	— Vous me rappelez que j’ai fait un rêve cette nuit... Ah! mes rêves sont bons... je dors si peu.

	— Quel rêve?... Vous souffrez?

	— Non, dit la reine en étouffant, avec une constance admirable, la torture d’un nouvel élancement dans le sein. J’ai donc rêvé que le roi gagnait les bracelets.

	— Le roi?

	— Vous m’allez demander ce que le roi peut faire de bracelets, n’est-ce pas?

	— C’est vrai.

	— Et vous ajouterez cependant qu’il serait fort heureux que le roi gagnât, car, ayant ces bracelets, il serait forcé de les donner à quelqu’un.

	— De vous les rendre, par exemple.

	— Auquel cas, je les donnerais immédiatement; car vous ne pensez pas, dit la reine en riant, que je mette ces bracelets en loterie par gêne. C’est pour les donner sans faire de jalousie; mais, si le hasard ne voulais pas me tirer de peine, eh bien! je corrigerais le hasard... je sais bien à qui j’offrirais les bracelets.

	Ces mots furent accompagnés d’un sourire si expressif, que Madame dut le payer par un baiser de remerciement.

	— Mais, ajouta Anne d’Autriche, ne savez-vous pas aussi bien que moi que le roi ne me rendrait pas les bracelets s’il les gagnait?

	— Il les donnerait à la reine, alors.

	— Non; par la même raison qui fait qu’il ne me les rendrait pas; attendu que, si j’eusse voulu les donner à la reine, je n’avais pas besoin de lui pour cela.

	Madame jeta un regard de côté sur les bracelets, qui, dans leur écrin, scintillaient sur une console voisine.

	— Qu’ils sont beaux! dit-elle en soupirant. Eh! mais, dit Madame, voilà-t-il pas que nous oublions que le rêve de Votre Majesté n’est qu’un rêve.

	— Il m’étonnerait fort, repartit Anne d’Autriche, que mon rêve fût trompeur; cela m’est arrivé rarement.

	— Alors vous pouvez être prophète.

	— Je vous ai dit, ma fille, que je ne rêve presque jamais; mais c’est une coïncidence si étrange que celle de ce rêve avec mes idées! il entre si bien dans mes combinaisons!

	— Quelles combinaisons?

	— Celle-ci, par exemple, que vous gagnerez les bracelets.

	— Alors ce ne sera pas le roi.

	— Oh! dit Anne d’Autriche, il n’y a pas tellement loin du cœur de Sa Majesté à votre cœur... à vous qui êtes sa sœur chérie... Il n’y a pas, dis-je, tellement loin, qu’on puisse dire que le rêve est menteur. Voyez pour vous les belles chances; comptez-les bien.

	— Je les compte.

	— D’abord, celle du rêve. Si le roi gagne, il est certain qu’il vous donne les bracelets.

	— J’admets cela pour une.

	— Si vous les gagnez, vous les avez.

	— Naturellement; c’est encore admissible.

	— Enfin, si Monsieur les gagnait!

	— Oh! dit Madame en riant aux éclats, il les donnerait au chevalier de Lorraine.

	Anne d’Autriche se mit à rire comme sa bru, c’est-à-dire de si bon cœur, que sa douleur reparut et la fit blêmir au milieu de l’accès d’hilarité.

	— Qu’avez-vous? dit Madame effrayée.

	— Rien, rien, le point de côté... J’ai trop ri... Nous en étions à la quatrième chance.

	— Oh! celle-là, je ne la vois pas.

	— Pardonnez-moi, je ne me suis pas exclue des gagnants, et, si je gagne, vous êtes sûre de moi.

	— Merci! Merci! s’écria Madame.

	— J’espère que vous voilà favorisée, et qu’à présent le rêve commence à prendre les solides contours de la réalité.

	— En vérité, vous me donnez espoir et confiance, dit Madame, et les bracelets ainsi gagnés me seront cent fois plus précieux.

	— À ce soir donc!

	— À ce soir!

	Et les princesses se séparèrent.

	Anne d’Autriche, après avoir quitté sa bru, se dit en examinant les bracelets:

	«Ils sont bien précieux, en effet, puisque par eux, ce soir, je me serai concilié un cœur en même temps que j’aurai deviné un secret.»

	Puis, se tournant vers son alcôve déserte:

	— Est-ce ainsi que tu aurais joué, ma pauvre Chevreuse? dit-elle au vide... Oui, n’est-ce pas?

	Et, comme un parfum d’autrefois, toute sa jeunesse toute sa folle imagination, tout le bonheur lui revinrent avec l’écho de cette invocation.

	Chapitre CXXXIX — La loterie

	Le soir, à huit heures, tout le monde était rassemblé chez la reine mère.

	Anne d’Autriche, en grand habit de cérémonie, belle des restes de sa beauté et de toutes les ressources que la coquetterie peut mettre en des mains habiles, dissimulait, ou plutôt essayait de dissimuler à cette foule de jeunes courtisans qui l’entouraient et qui l’admiraient encore, grâce aux combinaisons que nous avons indiquées dans le chapitre précédent, les ravages déjà visibles de cette souffrance à laquelle elle devait succomber quelques années plus tard.

	Madame, presque aussi coquette qu’Anne d’Autriche, et la reine, simple et naturelle, comme toujours, étaient assises à ses côtés et se disputaient ses bonnes grâces.

	Les dames d’honneur, réunies en corps d’armée pour résister avec plus de force, et, par conséquent, avec plus de succès aux malicieux propos que les jeunes gens tenaient sur elles, se prêtaient, comme fait un bataillon carré, le secours mutuel d’une bonne garde et d’une bonne riposte.

	Montalais, savante dans cette guerre de tirailleur, protégeait toute la ligne par le feu roulant qu’elle dirigeait sur l’ennemi.

	De Saint-Aignan, au désespoir de la rigueur, insolente à force d’être obstinée, de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente, essayait de lui tourner le dos; mais, vaincu par l’éclat irrésistible des deux grands yeux de la belle, il revenait à chaque instant consacrer sa défaite par de nouvelles soumissions, auxquelles Mlle de Tonnay-Charente ne manquait pas de riposter par de nouvelles impertinences.

	De Saint-Aignan ne savait à quel saint se vouer.

	La Vallière avait non pas une cour, mais des commencements de courtisans.

	De Saint-Aignan, espérant par cette manœuvre attirer les yeux d’Athénaïs de son côté, était venu saluer la jeune fille avec un respect qui, à quelques esprits retardataires avait fait croire à la volonté de balancer Athénaïs par Louise.

	Mais ceux-là, c’étaient ceux qui n’avaient ni vu ni entendu raconter la scène de la pluie. Seulement, comme la majorité était déjà informée, et bien informée, sa faveur déclarée avait attiré à elle les plus habiles comme les plus sots de la Cour.

	Les premiers, parce qu’ils disaient, les uns, comme Montaigne: «Que sais je?»

	Les autres, parce qu’ils disaient comme Rabelais: «Peut-être?»

	Le plus grand nombre avait suivi ceux-là, comme dans les chasses cinq ou six limiers habiles suivent seuls la fumée de la bête, tandis que tout le reste de la meute ne suit que la fumée des limiers.

	Mesdames et la reine examinaient les toilettes de leurs filles et de leurs dames d’honneur, ainsi que celles des autres dames; et elles daignaient oublier qu’elles étaient reines pour se souvenir qu’elles étaient femmes.

	C’est-à-dire qu’elles déchiraient impitoyablement tout porte-jupe, comme eût dit Molière.

	Les regards des deux princesses tombèrent simultanément sur La Vallière qui, ainsi que nous l’avons dit était fort entourée en ce moment. Madame fut sans pitié.

	— En vérité, dit-elle en se penchant vers la reine mère, si le sort était juste, il favoriserait cette pauvre petite La Vallière.

	— Ce n’est pas possible, dit la reine mère en souriant.

	— Comment cela?

	— Il n’y a que deux cents billets, de sorte que tout le monde n’a pu être porté sur la liste.

	— Elle n’y est pas alors?

	— Non.

	— Quel dommage! Elle eût pu les gagner et les vendre.

	— Les vendre? s’écria la reine.

	— Oui, cela lui aurait fait une dot, et elle n’eût pas été obligée de se marier sans trousseau, comme cela arrivera probablement.

	— Ah bah! vraiment? Pauvre petite! dit la reine mère, n’a-t-elle pas de robes?

	Et elle prononça ces mots en femme qui n’a jamais pu savoir ce que c’était que la médiocrité.

	— Dame, voyez: je crois, Dieu me pardonne, qu’elle a la même jupe ce soir qu’elle avait ce matin à la promenade, et qu’elle aura pu conserver, grâce au soin que le roi a pris de la mettre à l’abri de la pluie.

	Au moment même où Madame prononçait ces paroles, le roi entrait.

	Les deux princesses ne se fussent peut-être point aperçues de cette arrivée, tant elles étaient occupées à médire. Mais Madame vit tout à coup La Vallière, qui était debout en face de la galerie, se troubler et dire quelques mots aux courtisans qui l’entouraient; ceux-ci s’écartèrent aussitôt. Ce mouvement ramena les yeux de Madame vers la porte. En ce moment, le capitaine des gardes annonça le roi.

	À cette annonce, La Vallière, qui jusque-là avait tenu les yeux fixés sur la galerie, les abaissa tout à coup.

	Le roi entra.

	Il était vêtu avec une magnificence pleine de goût, et causait avec Monsieur et le duc de Roquelaure, qui tenaient, Monsieur sa droite, le duc de Roquelaure sa gauche.

	Le roi s’avança d’abord vers les reines, qu’il salua avec un gracieux respect. Il prit la main de sa mère, qu’il baisa, adressa quelques compliments à Madame sur l’élégance de sa toilette, et commença à faire le tour de l’assemblée.

	La Vallière fut saluée comme les autres, pas plus, pas moins que les autres.

	Puis Sa Majesté revint à sa mère et à sa femme.

	Lorsque les courtisans virent que le roi n’avait adressé qu’une phrase banale à cette jeune fille si recherchée le matin, ils tirèrent sur-le-champ une conclusion de cette froideur.

	Cette conclusion fut que le roi avait eu un caprice, mais que ce caprice était déjà évanoui.

	Cependant on eût dû remarquer une chose, c’est que, près de La Vallière, au nombre des courtisans, se trouvait M. Fouquet, dont la respectueuse politesse servit de maintien à la jeune fille, au milieu des différentes émotions qui l’agitaient visiblement.

	M. Fouquet s’apprêtait, au reste, à causer plus intimement avec Mlle de La Vallière, lorsque M. Colbert s’approcha, et, après avoir fait sa révérence à Fouquet, dans toutes les règles de la politesse la plus respectueuse, il parut décidé à s’établir près de La Vallière pour lier conversation avec elle. Fouquet quitta aussitôt la place. Tout ce manège était dévoré des yeux par Montalais et par Malicorne, qui se renvoyaient l’un à l’autre leurs observations.

	De Guiche, placé dans une embrasure de fenêtre, ne voyait que Madame. Mais, comme Madame, de son côté arrêtait fréquemment son regard sur La Vallière, les yeux de de Guiche, guidés par les yeux de Madame, se portaient de temps en temps aussi sur la jeune fille.

	La Vallière sentit instinctivement s’alourdir sur elle le poids de tous ces regards, chargés, les uns d’intérêt, les autres d’envie. Elle n’avait, pour compenser cette souffrance, ni un mot d’intérêt de la part de ses compagnes, ni un regard d’amour du roi.

	Aussi ce que souffrait la pauvre enfant, nul ne pourrait l’exprimer. La reine mère fit approcher le guéridon sur lequel étaient les billets de loterie, au nombre de deux cents, et pria Mme de Motteville de lire la liste des élus.

	Il va sans dire que cette liste était dressée selon les lois de l’étiquette: le roi venait d’abord, puis la reine mère, puis la reine, puis Monsieur, puis Madame, et ainsi de suite.

	Les cœurs palpitaient à cette lecture. Il y avait bien trois cents invités chez la reine. Chacun se demandait si son nom devait rayonner au nombre des noms privilégiés.

	Le roi écoutait avec autant d’attention que les autres. Le dernier nom prononcé, il vit que La Vallière n’avait pas été portée sur la liste.

	Chacun, au reste, put remarquer cette omission.

	Le roi rougit comme lorsqu’une contrariété l’assaillait.

	La Vallière, douce et résignée, ne témoigna rien.

	Pendant toute la lecture, le roi ne l’avait point quittée du regard; la jeune fille se dilatait sous cette heureuse influence qu’elle sentait rayonner autour d’elle, trop joyeuse et trop pure qu’elle était pour qu’une pensée autre que d’amour pénétrât dans son esprit ou dans son cœur.

	Payant par la durée de son attention cette touchante abnégation, le roi montrait à son amante qu’il en comprenait l’étendue et la délicatesse.

	La liste close, toutes les figures de femmes omises ou oubliées se laissèrent aller au désappointement.

	Malicorne aussi fut oublié dans le nombre des hommes et sa grimace dit clairement à Montalais, oubliée aussi:

	«Est-ce que nous ne nous arrangerons pas avec la fortune de manière qu’elle ne nous oublie pas, elle?»

	«Oh! que si fait», répliqua le sourire intelligent de Mlle Aure.

	Les billets furent distribués à chacun selon son numéro.

	Le roi reçut le sien d’abord, puis la reine mère, puis Monsieur, puis la reine et Madame, et ainsi de suite.

	Alors, Anne d’Autriche ouvrit un sac en peau d’Espagne, dans lequel se trouvaient deux cents numéros gravés sur des boules de nacre, et présenta le sac tout ouvert à la plus jeune de ses filles d’honneur pour qu’elle y prit une boule.

	L’attente, au milieu de tous ces préparatifs pleins de lenteur, était plus encore celle de l’avidité que celle de la curiosité.

	De Saint-Aignan se pencha à l’oreille de Mlle de Tonnay-Charente:

	— Puisque nous avons chacun un numéro, mademoiselle, lui dit-il, unissons nos deux chances. À vous le bracelet, si je gagne; à moi, si vous gagnez, un seul regard de vos beaux yeux?

	— Non pas, dit Athénaïs, à vous le bracelet, si vous le gagnez. Chacun pour soi.

	— Vous êtes impitoyable, dit de Saint-Aignan, et je vous punirai par un quatrain:

	Belle Iris, à mes vœux... Vous êtes trop rebelle.

	— Silence! dit Athénaïs, vous allez m’empêcher d’entendre le numéro gagnant.

	— Numéro 1, dit la jeune fille qui avait tiré la boule de nacre du sac de peau d’Espagne.

	— Le roi! s’écria la reine mère.

	— Le roi a gagné, répéta la reine joyeuse.

	— Oh! le roi! votre rêve! dit à l’oreille d’Anne d’Autriche Madame toute joyeuse.

	Le roi ne fit éclater aucune satisfaction.

	Il remercia seulement la fortune de ce qu’elle faisait pour lui en adressant un petit salut à la jeune fille qui avait été choisie comme mandataire de la rapide déesse.

	Puis, recevant des mains d’Anne d’Autriche, au milieu des murmures de convoitise de toute l’assemblée, l’écrin qui renfermait les bracelets:

	— Ils sont donc réellement beaux, ces bracelets? dit-il.

	— Regardez-les, dit Anne d’Autriche, et jugez-en vous-même.

	Le roi les regarda.

	— Oui, dit-il, et voilà, en effet, un admirable médaillon. Quel fini.

	— Quel fini! répéta Madame.

	La reine Marie-Thérèse vit facilement et du premier coup d’œil que le roi ne lui offrirait pas les bracelets; mais, comme il ne paraissait pas non plus songer le moins du monde à les offrir à Madame, elle se tint pour satisfaite, ou à peu près.

	Le roi s’assit.

	Les plus familiers parmi les courtisans vinrent successivement admirer de près la merveille, qui bientôt, avec la permission du roi, passa de main en main.

	Aussitôt tous, connaisseurs ou non, s’exclamèrent de surprise et accablèrent le roi de félicitations.

	Il y avait, en effet, de quoi admirer pour tout le monde; les brillants pour ceux-ci, la gravure pour ceux-là.

	Les dames manifestaient visiblement leur impatience de voir un pareil trésor accaparé par les cavaliers.

	— Messieurs, messieurs, dit le roi à qui rien n’échappait, on dirait, en vérité, que vous portez des bracelets comme les Sabins: passez-les donc un peu aux dames, qui me paraissent avoir à juste titre la prétention de s’y connaître mieux que vous.

	Ces mots semblèrent à Madame le commencement d’une décision qu’elle attendait.

	Elle puisait, d’ailleurs, cette bienheureuse croyance dans les yeux de la reine mère.

	Le courtisan qui les tenait au moment où le roi jetait cette observation au milieu de l’agitation générale se hâta de déposer les bracelets entre les mains de la reine Marie-Thérèse, qui, sachant bien, pauvre femme! qu’ils ne lui étaient pas destinés, les regarda à peine et les passa presque aussitôt à Madame.

	Celle-ci et, plus particulièrement qu’elle encore, Monsieur donnèrent aux bracelets un long regard de convoitise.

	Puis elle passa les joyaux aux dames ses voisines, en prononçant ce seul mot, mais avec un accent qui valait une longue phrase:

	— Magnifiques!

	Les dames, qui avaient reçu les bracelets des mains de Madame, mirent le temps qui leur convint à les examiner, puis elles les firent circuler en les poussant à droite.

	Pendant ce temps, le roi s’entretenait tranquillement avec de Guiche et Fouquet.

	Il laissait parler plutôt qu’il n’écoutait.

	Habituée à certains tours de phrases, son oreille comme celle de tous les hommes qui exercent sur d’autres hommes une supériorité incontestable, ne prenait des discours semés çà et là que l’indispensable mot qui mérite une réponse.

	Quant à son attention, elle était autre part.

	Elle errait avec ses yeux.

	Mlle de Tonnay-Charente était la dernière des dames inscrites pour les billets, et, comme si elle eût pris rang selon son inscription sur la liste, elle n’avait après elle que Montalais et La Vallière.

	Lorsque les bracelets arrivèrent à ces deux dernières, on parut ne plus s’en occuper.

	L’humilité des mains qui maniaient momentanément ces joyaux leur ôtait toute leur importance.

	Ce qui n’empêcha point Montalais de tressaillir de joie, d’envie et de cupidité à la vue de ces belles pierres, plus encore que de ce magnifique travail.

	Il est évident que, mise en demeure entre la valeur pécuniaire et la beauté artistique, Montalais eût sans hésitation préféré les diamants aux camées.

	Aussi eut-elle grand-peine à les passer à sa compagne La Vallière. La Vallière attacha sur les bijoux un regard presque indifférent.

	— Oh! que ces bracelets sont riches! que ces bracelets sont magnifiques! s’écria Montalais; et tu ne t’extasies pas sur eux, Louise? Mais, en vérité, tu n’es donc pas femme?

	— Si fait, répondit la jeune fille avec un accent d’adorable mélancolie. Mais pourquoi désirer ce qui ne peut nous appartenir?

	Le roi, la tête penchée en avant, écoutait ce que la jeune fille allait dire.

	À peine la vibration de cette voix eut-elle frappé son oreille, qu’il se leva tout rayonnant, et, traversant tout le cercle pour aller de sa place à La Vallière:

	— Mademoiselle, dit-il, vous vous trompez, vous êtes femme, et toute femme a droit à des bijoux de femme.

	— Oh! Sire, dit La Vallière, Votre Majesté ne veut donc pas croire absolument à ma modestie?

	— Je crois que vous avez toutes les vertus, mademoiselle, la franchise comme les autres; je vous adjure donc de dire franchement ce que vous pensez de ces bracelets.

	— Qu’ils sont beaux, Sire, et qu’ils ne peuvent être offerts qu’à une reine.

	— Cela me ravit que votre opinion soit telle, mademoiselle; les bracelets sont à vous, et le roi vous prie de les accepter.

	Et comme, avec un mouvement qui ressemblait à de l’effroi, La Vallière tendait vivement l’écrin au roi, le roi repoussa doucement de sa main la main tremblante de La Vallière.

	Un silence d’étonnement, plus funèbre qu’un silence de mort, régnait dans l’assemblée. Et cependant, on n’avait pas, du côté des reines, entendu ce qu’il avait dit, ni compris ce qu’il avait fait.

	Une charitable amie se chargea de répandre la nouvelle. Ce fut Tonnay-Charente, à qui Madame avait fait signe de s’approcher.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! s’écria Tonnay-Charente, est-elle heureuse, cette La Vallière! le roi vient de lui donner les bracelets.

	Madame se mordit les lèvres avec une telle force, que le sang apparut à la surface de la peau.

	La jeune reine regarda alternativement La Vallière et Madame et se mit à rire.

	Anne d’Autriche appuya son menton sur sa belle main blanche, et demeura longtemps absorbée par un soupçon qui lui mordait l’esprit et par une douleur atroce qui lui mordait le cœur.

	De Guiche, en voyant pâlir Madame, en devinant ce qui la faisait pâlir, de Guiche quitta précipitamment l’assemblée et disparut. Malicorne put alors se glisser jusqu’à Montalais, et, à la faveur du tumulte général des conversations:

	— Aure, lui dit-il, tu as près de toi notre fortune et notre avenir.

	— Oui, répondit celle-ci.

	Et elle embrassa tendrement La Vallière, qu’intérieurement elle était tentée d’étrangler.

	Chapitre CXL — Malaga

	Pendant tout ce long et violent débat des ambitions de cour contre les amours de cœur, un de nos personnages, le moins à négliger peut-être, était fort négligé, fort oublié, fort malheureux.

	En effet, d’Artagnan, d’Artagnan, car il faut le nommer par son nom pour qu’on se rappelle qu’il a existé, d’Artagnan n’avait absolument rien à faire dans ce monde brillant et léger. Après avoir suivi le roi pendant deux jours à Fontainebleau, et avoir regardé toutes les bergerades et tous les travestissements héroï-comiques de son souverain, le mousquetaire avait senti que cela ne suffisait point à remplir sa vie.

	
Accosté à chaque instant par des gens qui lui disaient: «Comment trouvez-vous que m’aille cet habit, monsieur d’Artagnan?» il leur répondait de sa voix placide et railleuse: «Mais je trouve que vous êtes aussi bien habillé que le plus beau singe de la foire Saint-Laurent.».

	C’était un compliment comme les faisait d’Artagnan quand il n’en voulait pas faire d’autre: bon gré mal gré, il fallait donc s’en contenter.

	Et, quand on lui demandait: «Monsieur d’Artagnan, comment vous habillez-vous ce soir?» il répondait: «Je me déshabillerai.»

	Ce qui faisait rire même les dames.

	Mais, après deux jours passés ainsi, le mousquetaire voyant que rien de sérieux ne s’agitait là-dessous, et que le roi avait complètement, ou du moins paraissait avoir complètement oublié Paris, Saint-Mandé et Belle-Île; que M. Colbert rêvait lampions et feux d’artifice; que les dames en avaient pour un mois au moins d’œillades à rendre et à donner; D’Artagnan demanda au roi un congé pour affaires de famille.

	Au moment où d’Artagnan lui faisait cette demande, le roi se couchait, rompu d’avoir dansé.

	— Vous voulez me quitter, monsieur d’Artagnan? demanda-t-il d’un air étonné.

	Louis XIV ne comprenait jamais que l’on se séparât de lui quand on pouvait avoir l’insigne honneur de demeurer près de lui.

	— Sire, dit d’Artagnan, je vous quitte parce que je ne vous sers à rien. Ah! si je pouvais vous tenir le balancier, tandis que vous dansez, ce serait autre chose.

	— Mais, mon cher monsieur d’Artagnan, répondit gravement le roi, on danse sans balancier.

	— Ah! tiens, dit le mousquetaire continuant son ironie insensible, tiens, je ne savais pas, moi!

	— Vous ne m’avez donc pas vu danser? demanda le roi.

	— Oui; mais j’ai cru que cela irait toujours de plus fort en plus fort. Je me suis trompé: raison de plus pour que je me retire. Sire, je le répète, vous n’avez pas besoin de moi; d’ailleurs, si Votre Majesté en avait besoin, elle saurait où me trouver.

	— C’est bien, dit le roi.

	Et il accorda le congé.

	Nous ne chercherons donc pas d’Artagnan à Fontainebleau, ce serait chose inutile; mais, avec la permission de nos lecteurs, nous le retrouverons rue des Lombards, au Pilon d’Or, chez notre vénérable ami Planchet.

	Il est huit heures du soir, il fait chaud, une seule fenêtre est ouverte, c’est celle d’une chambre de l’entresol.

	Un parfum d’épicerie, mêlé au parfum moins exotique, mais plus pénétrant, de la fange de la rue monte aux narines du mousquetaire.

	D’Artagnan, couché sur une immense chaise à dossier plat, les jambes, non pas allongées, mais posées sur un escabeau, forme l’angle le plus obtus qui se puisse voir.

	L’œil, si fin et si mobile d’habitude, est fixe, presque voilé, et a pris pour but invariable le petit coin du ciel bleu que l’on aperçoit derrière la déchirure des cheminées; il y a du bleu tout juste ce qu’il en faudrait pour mettre une pièce à l’un des sacs de lentilles ou de haricots qui forment le principal ameublement de la boutique du rez-de-chaussée.

	Ainsi étendu, ainsi abruti dans son observation transfenestrale, d’Artagnan n’est plus un homme de guerre, d’Artagnan n’est plus un officier du palais, c’est un bourgeois croupissant entre le dîner et le souper, entre le souper et le coucher; un de ces braves cerveaux ossifiés qui n’ont plus de place pour une seule idée, tant la matière guette avec férocité aux portes de l’intelligence, et surveille la contrebande qui pourrait se faire en introduisant dans le crâne un symptôme de pensée.

	Nous avons dit qu’il faisait nuit; les boutiques s’allumaient tandis que les fenêtres des appartements supérieurs se fermaient; une patrouille de soldats du guet faisait entendre le bruit régulier de son pas.

	D’Artagnan continuait à ne rien entendre et à ne rien regarder que le coin bleu de son ciel.

	À deux pas de lui, tout à fait dans l’ombre, couché sur un sac de maïs, Planchet, le ventre sur ce sac, les deux bras sous son menton, regardait d’Artagnan penser, rêver ou dormir les yeux ouverts.

	L’observation durait déjà depuis fort longtemps.

	Planchet commença par faire:

	— Hum! hum!

	D’Artagnan ne bougea point.

	Planchet vit alors qu’il fallait recourir à quelque moyen plus efficace: après mûres réflexions, ce qu’il trouva de plus ingénieux dans les circonstances présentes, fut de se laisser rouler de son sac sur le parquet en murmurant contre lui-même le mot:

	— Imbécile!

	Mais, quel que fût le bruit produit par la chute de Planchet, d’Artagnan, qui, dans le cours de son existence, avait entendu bien d’autres bruits, ne parut pas faire le moindre cas de ce bruit-là.

	D’ailleurs, une énorme charrette, chargée de pierres, débouchant de la rue Saint-Médéric, absorba dans le bruit de ses roues le bruit de la chute de Planchet.

	Cependant Planchet crut, en signe d’approbation tacite, le voir imperceptiblement sourire au mot imbécile.

	Ce qui, l’enhardissant lui fit dire:

	— Est-ce que vous dormez, monsieur d’Artagnan?

	— Non, Planchet, je ne dors même pas, répondit le mousquetaire.

	— J’ai le désespoir, fit Planchet, d’avoir entendu le mot même.

	— Eh bien! quoi? est-ce que ce mot n’est pas français, monsieur Planchet?

	— Si fait, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! ce mot m’afflige.

	— Développe-moi ton affliction, Planchet, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Si vous dites que vous ne dormez même pas, c’est comme si vous disiez que vous n’avez même pas la consolation de dormir. Ou mieux, c’est comme si vous disiez en d’autres termes: Planchet, je m’ennuie à crever.

	— Planchet, tu sais que je ne m’ennuie jamais.

	— Excepté aujourd’hui et avant-hier.

	— Bah!

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, voilà huit jours que vous êtes revenu de Fontainebleau; voilà huit jours que vous n’avez plus ni vos ordres à donner, ni votre compagnie à faire manœuvrer. Le bruit des mousquets, des tambours et de toute la royauté vous manque; d’ailleurs, moi qui ai porté le mousquet, je conçois cela.

	— Planchet, répondit d’Artagnan, je t’assure que je ne m’ennuie pas le moins du monde.

	— Que faites-vous, en ce cas, couché là comme un mort?

	— Mon ami Planchet, il y avait au siège de La Rochelle quand j’y étais, quand tu y étais, quand nous y étions enfin, il y avait au siège de La Rochelle un Arabe qu’on renommait pour sa façon de pointer les couleuvrines. C’était un garçon d’esprit, quoiqu’il fût d’une singulière couleur, couleur de tes olives. Eh bien! cet Arabe, quand il avait mangé ou travaillé, se couchait comme je suis couché en ce moment, et fumait je ne sais quelles feuilles magiques dans un grand tube à bout d’ambre; et, si quelque chef, venant à passer, lui reprochait de toujours dormir, il répondait tranquillement: «Mieux vaut être assis que debout, couché qu’assis, mort que couché.»

	— C’était un Arabe lugubre et par sa couleur et par ses sentences, dit Planchet. Je me le rappelle parfaitement. Il coupait les têtes des protestants avec beaucoup de satisfaction.

	— Précisément, et il les embaumait quand elles en valaient la peine.

	— Oui, et quand il travaillait à cet embaumement avec toutes ses herbes et toutes ses grandes plantes, il avait l’air d’un vannier qui fait des corbeilles.

	— Oui, Planchet, oui, c’est bien cela.

	— Oh! moi aussi, j’ai de la mémoire.

	— Je n’en doute pas; mais que dis-tu de son raisonnement?

	— Monsieur, je le trouve parfait d’une part, mais stupide de l’autre.

	— Devise, Planchet, devise.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, en effet, mieux vaut être assis que debout, c’est constant surtout lorsqu’on est fatigué. Dans certaines circonstances — et Planchet sourit d’un air coquin — mieux vaut être couché qu’assis. Mais, quant à la dernière proposition: mieux vaut être mort que couché, je déclare que je la trouve absurde; que ma préférence incontestable est pour le lit, et que, si vous n’êtes point de mon avis, c’est que, comme j’ai l’honneur de vous le dire, vous vous ennuyez à crever.

	— Planchet, tu connais M. La Fontaine?

	— Le pharmacien du coin de la rue Saint-Médéric?

	— Non, le fabuliste.

	— Ah! maître corbeau?

	— Justement; eh bien! je suis comme son lièvre.

	— Il a donc un lièvre aussi?

	— Il a toutes sortes d’animaux.

	— Eh bien! que fait-il, son lièvre?

	— Il songe.

	— Ah! ah!

	— Planchet, je suis comme le lièvre de M. La Fontaine, je songe.

	— Vous songez? fit Planchet inquiet.

	— Oui; ton logis, Planchet, est assez triste pour pousser à la méditation; tu conviendras de cela, je l’espère.

	— Cependant, monsieur, vous avez vue sur la rue.

	— Pardieu! voilà qui est récréatif, hein?

	— Il n’en est pas moins vrai, monsieur, que, si vous logiez sur le derrière, vous vous ennuieriez... Non, je veux dire que vous songeriez encore plus.

	— Ma foi! je ne sais pas, Planchet.

	— Encore, fit l’épicier, si vos songeries étaient du genre de celle qui vous a conduit à la restauration du roi Charles II.

	Et Planchet fit entendre un petit rire qui n’était pas sans signification.

	— Ah! Planchet, mon ami, dit d’Artagnan, vous devenez ambitieux.

	— Est-ce qu’il n’y aurait pas quelque autre roi à restaurer, monsieur d’Artagnan, quelque autre Monck à mettre en boîte?

	— Non, mon cher Planchet, tous les rois sont sur leurs trônes... moins bien peut-être que je ne suis sur cette chaise; mais enfin ils y sont.

	Et d’Artagnan poussa un soupir.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, fit Planchet, vous me faites de la peine.

	— Tu es bien bon, Planchet.

	— J’ai un soupçon, Dieu me pardonne.

	— Lequel?

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, vous maigrissez.

	— Oh! fit d’Artagnan frappant sur son thorax, qui résonna comme une cuirasse vide, c’est impossible, Planchet.

	— Ah! voyez-vous, dit Planchet avec effusion, c’est que si vous maigrissiez chez moi...

	— Eh bien!

	— Eh bien! je ferais un malheur.

	— Allons, bon!

	— Oui.

	— Que ferais-tu? Voyons.

	— Je trouverais celui qui cause votre chagrin.

	— Voilà que j’ai un chagrin, maintenant.

	— Oui, vous en avez un.

	— Non, Planchet, non.

	— Je vous dis que si, moi; vous avez un chagrin, et vous maigrissez.

	— Je maigris, tu es sûr?

	— À vue d’œil... Malaga! si vous maigrissez encore, je prends ma rapière, et je m’en vais tout droit couper la gorge à M. d’Herblay.

	— Hein! fit d’Artagnan en bondissant sur sa chaise, que dites-vous là, Planchet? et que fait le nom de M. d’Herblay dans votre épicerie?

	— Bon! bon! fâchez-vous si vous voulez, injuriez-moi si vous voulez; mais, morbleu! je sais ce que je sais.

	D’Artagnan s’était, pendant cette seconde sortie de Planchet, placé de manière à ne pas perdre un seul de ses regards, c’est-à-dire qu’il s’était assis, les deux mains appuyées sur ses deux genoux, le cou tendu vers le digne épicier.

	— Voyons, explique-toi, dit-il, et dis-moi comment tu as pu proférer un blasphème de cette force. M. d’Herblay, ton ancien chef, mon ami, un homme d’Église, un mousquetaire devenu évêque, tu lèverais l’épée sur lui, Planchet?

	— Je lèverais l’épée sur mon père quand je vous vois dans ces états-là.

	— M. d’Herblay, un gentilhomme!

	— Cela m’est bien égal, à moi, qu’il soit gentilhomme. Il vous fait rêver noir, voilà ce que je sais. Et, de rêver noir, on maigrit. Malaga! Je ne veux pas que M. d’Artagnan sorte de chez moi plus maigre qu’il n’y est entré.

	— Comment me fait-il rêver noir? Voyons, explique, explique.

	— Voilà trois nuits que vous avez le cauchemar.

	— Moi?

	— Oui, vous, et que, dans votre cauchemar, vous répétez: «Aramis! sournois d’Aramis!»

	— Ah! j’ai dit cela? fit d’Artagnan inquiet.

	— Vous l’avez dit, foi de Planchet!

	— Et bien, après? Tu sais le proverbe, mon ami. «Tout songe est mensonge.»

	— Non pas; car, chaque fois que, depuis trois jours, vous êtes sorti, vous n’avez pas manqué de me demander au retour: «As-tu vu M. d’Herblay?» ou bien encore: «As-tu reçu pour moi des lettres de M. d’Herblay?»

	— Mais il me semble qu’il est bien naturel que je m’intéresse à ce cher ami? dit d’Artagnan.

	— D’accord, mais pas au point d’en diminuer.

	— Planchet, j’engraisserai, je t’en donne ma parole d’honneur.

	— Bien! monsieur, je l’accepte; car je sais que, lorsque vous donnez votre parole d’honneur, c’est sacré...

	— Je ne rêverai plus d’Aramis.

	— Très bien!

	— Je ne te demanderai plus s’il y a des lettres de M. d’Herblay.

	— Parfaitement.

	— Mais tu m’expliqueras une chose.

	— Parlez, monsieur.

	— Je suis observateur...

	— Je le sais bien...

	— Et tout à l’heure tu as dit un juron singulier...

	— Oui.

	— Dont tu n’as pas l’habitude.

	— «Malaga!» vous voulez dire?

	— Justement.

	— C’est mon juron depuis que je suis épicier.

	— C’est juste, c’est un nom de raisin sec.

	— C’est mon juron de férocité; quand une fois j’ai dit «Malaga!» je ne suis plus un homme.

	— Mais enfin je ne te connaissais pas ce juron-là.

	— C’est juste, monsieur, on me l’a donné.

	Et Planchet, en prononçant ces paroles, cligna de l’œil avec un petit air de finesse qui appela toute l’attention de d’Artagnan.

	— Eh! eh! fit-il.

	Planchet répéta:

	— Eh! eh!

	— Tiens! tiens! monsieur Planchet.

	— Dame! monsieur, dit Planchet, je ne suis pas comme vous, moi, je ne passe pas ma vie à songer.

	— Tu as tort.

	— Je veux dire à m’ennuyer, monsieur; nous n’avons qu’un faible temps à vivre, pourquoi ne pas en profiter?

	— Tu es philosophe épicurien, à ce qu’il paraît, Planchet?

	— Pourquoi pas? La main est bonne, on écrit et l’on pèse du sucre et des épices; le pied est sûr, on danse ou l’on se promène; l’estomac a des dents, on dévore et l’on digère; le cœur n’est pas trop racorni; eh bien! monsieur...

	— Eh bien! quoi, Planchet?

	— Ah! voilà!... fit l’épicier en se frottant les mains.

	D’Artagnan croisa une jambe sur l’autre.

	— Planchet, mon ami, dit-il, vous m’abrutissez de surprise.

	— Pourquoi?

	— Parce que vous vous révélez à moi sous un jour absolument nouveau.

	Planchet, flatté au dernier point, continua de se frotter les mains à s’enlever l’épiderme.

	— Ah! ah! dit-il, parce que je ne suis qu’une bête, vous croyez que je serai un imbécile?

	— Bien! Planchet, voilà un raisonnement.

	— Suivez bien mon idée, monsieur. Je me suis dit, continua Planchet, sans plaisir, il n’est pas de bonheur sur la terre.

	— Oh! que c’est bien vrai, ce que tu dis là, Planchet! interrompit d’Artagnan.

	— Or, prenons, sinon du plaisir, le plaisir n’est pas chose si commune, du moins, des consolations.

	— Et tu te consoles?

	— Justement.

	— Explique-moi ta manière de te consoler.

	— Je mets un bouclier pour aller combattre l’ennui. Je règle mon temps de patience, et, à la veille juste du jour où je sens que je vais m’ennuyer, je m’amuse.

	— Ce n’est pas plus difficile que cela?

	— Non.

	— Et tu as trouvé cela tout seul?

	— Tout seul.

	— C’est miraculeux.

	— Qu’en dites-vous?

	— Je dis que ta philosophie n’a pas sa pareille au monde.

	— Eh bien! alors, suivez mon exemple.

	— C’est tentant.

	— Faites comme moi.

	— Je ne demanderais pas mieux; mais toutes les âmes n’ont pas la même trempe, et peut-être que, s’il fallait que je m’amusasse comme toi, je m’ennuierais horriblement...

	— Bah! essayez d’abord.

	— Que fais-tu? Voyons.

	— Avez-vous remarqué que je m’absente?

	— Oui.

	— D’une certaine façon?

	— Périodiquement.

	— C’est cela, ma foi! Vous l’avez remarqué?

	— Mon cher Planchet, tu comprends que, lorsqu’on se voit à peu près tous les jours, quand l’un s’absente, celui-là manque à l’autre? Est-ce que je ne te manque pas, à toi, quand je suis en campagne?

	— Immensément! c’est-à-dire que je suis comme un corps sans âme.

	— Ceci convenu, continuons.

	— À quelle époque est-ce que je m’absente?

	— Le 15 et le 30 de chaque mois.

	— Et je reste dehors?

	— Tantôt deux, tantôt trois, tantôt quatre jours.

	— Qu’avez-vous cru que j’allais faire?

	— Les recettes.

	— Et, en revenant, vous m’avez trouvé le visage?...

	— Fort satisfait.

	— Vous voyez, vous le dites vous-même, toujours satisfait. Et vous avez attribué cette satisfaction?...

	— À ce que ton commerce allait bien; à ce que les achats de riz, de pruneaux, de cassonade, de poires tapées et de mélasse allaient à merveille. Tu as toujours été fort pittoresque de caractère, Planchet; aussi n’ai-je pas été surpris un instant de te voir opter pour l’épicerie, qui est un des commerces les plus variés et les plus doux au caractère, en ce qu’on y manie presque toutes choses naturelles et parfumées.

	— C’est bien dit, monsieur; mais quelle erreur est la vôtre!

	— Comment, j’erre?

	— Quand vous croyez que je vais comme cela tous les quinze jours en recettes ou en achats. Oh! oh! monsieur, comment diable avez-vous pu croire une pareille chose? Oh! oh! oh!

	Et Planchet se mit à rire de façon à inspirer à d’Artagnan les doutes les plus injurieux sur sa propre intelligence.

	— J’avoue, dit le mousquetaire, que je ne suis pas à ta hauteur.

	— Monsieur, c’est vrai.

	— Comment, c’est vrai?

	— Il faut bien que ce soit vrai puisque vous le dites; mais remarquez bien que cela ne vous fait rien perdre dans mon esprit.

	— Ah! c’est bien heureux!

	— Non, vous êtes un homme de génie, vous; et, quand il s’agit de guerre, de surprises, de tactique et de coups de main, dame! les rois sont bien peu de chose à côté de vous; mais, pour le repos de l’âme, les soins du corps, les confitures de la vie, si cela peut se dire, ah! monsieur, ne me parlez pas des hommes de génie, ils sont leurs propres bourreaux.

	— Bon! Planchet, dit d’Artagnan pétillant de curiosité, voilà que tu m’intéresses au plus haut point.

	— Vous vous ennuyez déjà moins que tout à l’heure, n’est-ce pas?

	— Je ne m’ennuyais pas; cependant, depuis que tu me parles, je m’amuse davantage.

	— Allons donc! bon commencement! Je vous guérirai.

	— Je ne demande pas mieux.

	— Voulez-vous que j’essaie?

	— À l’instant.

	— Soit! Avez-vous ici des chevaux?

	— Oui: dix, vingt, trente.

	— Il n’en est pas besoin de tant que cela; deux, voilà tout.

	— Ils sont à ta disposition, Planchet.

	— Bon! je vous emmène.

	— Quand cela?

	— Demain.

	— Où?

	— Ah! vous en demandez trop.

	— Cependant tu m’avoueras qu’il est important que je sache où je vais.

	— Aimez-vous la campagne?

	— Médiocrement, Planchet.

	— Alors vous aimez la ville?

	— C’est selon.

	— Eh bien! je vous mène dans un endroit moitié ville moitié campagne.

	— Bon!

	— Dans un endroit où vous vous amuserez, j’en suis sûr.

	— À merveille!

	— Et, miracle, dans un endroit d’où vous revenez pour vous y être ennuyé.

	— Moi?

	— Mortellement!

	— C’est donc à Fontainebleau que tu vas?

	— À Fontainebleau, juste!

	— Tu vas à Fontainebleau, toi?

	— J’y vais.

	— Et que vas-tu faire à Fontainebleau, Bon Dieu?

	Planchet répondit à d’Artagnan par un clignement d’yeux plein de malice.

	— Tu as quelque terre par là, scélérat!

	— Oh! une misère, une bicoque.

	— Je t’y prends.

	— Mais c’est gentil, parole d’honneur!

	— Je vais à la campagne de Planchet! s’écria d’Artagnan.

	— Quand vous voudrez.

	— N’avons-nous pas dit demain?

	— Demain, soit; et puis, d’ailleurs, demain, c’est le 14, c’est-à-dire la veille du jour où j’ai peur de m’ennuyer, ainsi donc, c’est convenu.

	— Convenu.

	— Vous me prêtez un de vos chevaux?

	— Le meilleur.

	— Non, je préfère le plus doux; je n’ai jamais été excellent cavalier, vous le savez, et, dans l’épicerie, je me suis encore rouillé; et puis...

	— Et puis quoi?

	— Et puis, ajouta Planchet avec un autre clin d’œil, et puis je ne veux pas me fatiguer.

	— Et pourquoi? se hasarda à demander d’Artagnan.

	— Parce que je ne m’amuserais plus, répondit Planchet.

	Et là-dessus il se leva de dessus son sac de maïs en s’étirant et en faisant craquer tous ses os, les uns après les autres avec une sorte d’harmonie.

	— Planchet! Planchet! s’écria d’Artagnan, je déclare qu’il n’est point sur la terre de sybarite qui puisse vous être comparé. Ah! Planchet, on voit bien que nous n’avons pas encore mangé l’un près de l’autre un tonneau de sel.

	— Et pourquoi cela, monsieur?

	— Parce que je ne te connaissais pas encore, dit d’Artagnan, et que, décidément, j’en reviens à croire définitivement ce que j’avais pensé un instant le jour où, à Boulogne, tu as étranglé, ou peu s’en faut, Lubin, le valet de M. de Wardes; Planchet, c’est que tu es un homme de ressource.

	Planchet se mit à rire d’un rire plein de fatuité, donna le bonsoir au mousquetaire, et descendit dans son arrière-boutique, qui lui servait de chambre à coucher.

	D’Artagnan reprit sa première position sur sa chaise, et son front, déridé un instant, devint plus pensif que jamais.

	Il avait déjà oublié les folies et les rêves de Planchet.

	«Oui, se dit-il en ressaisissant le fil de ses pensées, interrompues par cet agréable colloque auquel nous venons de faire participer le public; oui, tout est là:

	«1° savoir ce que Baisemeaux voulait à Aramis;

	«2° savoir pourquoi Aramis ne me donne point de ses nouvelles;

	«3° savoir où est Porthos.

	«Sous ces trois points gît le mystère.

	«Or, continua d’Artagnan, puisque nos amis ne nous avouent rien, ayons recours à notre pauvre intelligence. On fait ce qu’on peut, mordioux! ou malaga! comme dit Planchet.»

	Chapitre CXLI — La lettre de M. de Baisemeaux

	D’Artagnan, fidèle à son plan, alla dès le lendemain matin rendre visite à M. de Baisemeaux.

	C’était jour de propreté à la Bastille: les canons étaient brossés, fourbis, les escaliers grattés; les porte-clefs semblaient occupés du soin de polir leurs clefs elles-mêmes.

	Quant aux soldats de la garnison, ils se promenaient dans leurs cours, sous prétexte qu’ils étaient assez propres.

	Le commandant Baisemeaux reçut d’Artagnan d’une façon plus que polie; mais il fut avec lui d’une réserve tellement serrée, que toute la finesse de d’Artagnan ne lui tira pas une syllabe.

	Plus il se retenait dans ses limites, plus la défiance de d’Artagnan croissait.

	Ce dernier crut même remarquer que le commandant agissait en vertu d’une recommandation récente.

	Baisemeaux n’avait pas été au Palais-Royal, avec d’Artagnan, l’homme froid et impénétrable que celui-ci trouva dans le Baisemeaux de la Bastille.

	Quand d’Artagnan voulut le faire parler sur les affaires si pressantes d’argent qui avaient amené Baisemeaux à la recherche d’Aramis et le rendaient expansif malgré tout ce soir-là, Baisemeaux prétexta des ordres à donner dans la prison même, et laissa d’Artagnan se morfondre si longtemps à l’attendre, que notre mousquetaire, certain de ne point obtenir un mot de plus, partit de la Bastille sans que Baisemeaux fût revenu de son inspection.

	Mais il avait un soupçon, d’Artagnan, et, une fois le soupçon éveillé, l’esprit de d’Artagnan ne dormait plus.

	Il était aux hommes ce que le chat est aux quadrupèdes, l’emblème de l’inquiétude à la fois et de l’impatience.

	Un chat inquiet ne demeure pas plus en place que le flocon de soie qui se balance à tout souffle d’air. Un chat qui guette est mort devant son poste d’observation, et ni la faim ni la soif ne savent le tirer de sa méditation.

	D’Artagnan, qui brûlait d’impatience, secoua tout à coup ce sentiment comme un manteau trop lourd. Il se dit que la chose qu’on lui cachait était précisément celle qu’il importait de savoir.

	En conséquence, il réfléchit que Baisemeaux ne manquerait pas de faire prévenir Aramis, si Aramis lui avait donné une recommandation quelconque. C’est ce qui arriva.

	Baisemeaux avait à peine eu le temps matériel de revenir du donjon, que d’Artagnan s’était mis en embuscade près de la rue du Petit-Musc, de façon à voir tous ceux qui sortiraient de la Bastille.

	Après une heure de station à la Herse-d’Or, sous l’auvent où l’on prenait un peu d’ombre, d’Artagnan vit sortir un soldat de garde.

	Or, c’était le meilleur indice qu’il pût désirer. Tout gardien ou porte-clefs a ses jours de sortie et même ses heures à la Bastille, puisque tous sont astreints à n’avoir ni femme ni logement dans le château; ils peuvent donc sortir sans exciter la curiosité.

	Mais un soldat caserné est renfermé pour vingt-quatre heures lorsqu’il est de garde, on le sait bien, et d’Artagnan le savait mieux que personne. Ce soldat ne devait donc sortir en tenue de service que pour un ordre exprès et pressé.

	Le soldat, disons-nous, partit de la Bastille, et lentement, lentement, comme un heureux mortel à qui, au lieu d’une faction devant un insipide corps de garde, ou sur un bastion non moins ennuyeux, arrive la bonne aubaine d’une liberté jointe à une promenade, ces deux plaisirs comptant comme service. Il se dirigea vers le faubourg Saint-Antoine, humant l’air, le soleil, et regardant les femmes.

	D’Artagnan le suivit de loin. Il n’avait pas encore fixé ses idées là-dessus.

	«Il faut tout d’abord, pensa-t-il, que je voie la figure de ce drôle. Un homme vu est un homme jugé.»

	D’Artagnan doubla le pas, et, ce qui n’était pas bien difficile, devança le soldat.

	Non seulement il vit sa figure, qui était assez intelligente et résolue, mais encore il vit son nez, qui était un peu rouge.

	«Le drôle aime l’eau-de-vie», se dit-il.

	En même temps qu’il voyait le nez rouge, il voyait dans la ceinture du soldat un papier blanc.

	«Bon! il a une lettre, ajouta d’Artagnan. Or, un soldat se trouve trop joyeux d’être choisi par M. de Baisemeaux pour estafette, il ne vend pas le message.»

	Comme d’Artagnan se rongeait les poings, le soldat avançait toujours dans le faubourg Saint-Antoine.

	«Il va certainement à Saint-Mandé, se dit-il, et je ne saurai pas ce qu’il y a dans la lettre...»

	C’était à en perdre la tête.

	«Si j’étais en uniforme, se dit d’Artagnan, je ferais prendre le drôle et sa lettre avec lui. Le premier corps de garde me prêterait la main. Mais du diable si je dis mon nom pour un fait de ce genre. Le faire boire, il se défiera et puis il me grisera... Mordioux! je n’ai plus d’esprit, et c’en est fait de moi. Attaquer ce malheureux, le faire dégainer, le tuer pour sa lettre. Bon, s’il s’agissait d’une lettre de reine à un lord, ou d’une lettre de cardinal à une reine. Mais, mon Dieu, quelles piètres intrigues que celles de MM. Aramis et Fouquet avec M. Colbert! La vie d’un homme pour cela, oh! non, pas même dix écus.»

	Comme il philosophait de la sorte en mangeant ses ongles et moustaches, il aperçut un petit groupe d’archers et un commissaire.

	Ces gens emmenaient un homme de belle mine qui se débattait du meilleur cœur.

	Les archers lui avaient déchiré ses habits, et on le traînait. Il demandait qu’on le conduisît avec égards, se prétendant gentilhomme et soldat.

	Il vit notre soldat marcher dans la rue, et cria:

	— Soldat, à moi!

	Le soldat marcha du même pas vers celui qui l’interpellait, et la foule le suivit.

	Une idée vint alors à d’Artagnan.

	C’était la première: on verra qu’elle n’était pas mauvaise.

	Tandis que le gentilhomme racontait au soldat qu’il venait d’être pris dans une maison comme voleur, tandis qu’il n’était qu’un amant, le soldat le plaignait et lui donnait des consolations et des conseils avec cette gravité que le soldat français met au service de son amour-propre et de l’esprit de corps. D’Artagnan se glissa derrière le soldat pressé par la foule, et lui tira nettement et promptement le papier de la ceinture.

	Comme, à ce moment, le gentilhomme déchiré tiraillait ce soldat, comme le commissaire tiraillait le gentilhomme, d’Artagnan put opérer sa capture sans le moindre inconvénient.

	Il se mit à dix pas derrière un pilier de maison, et lut sur l’adresse:

	«À M. du Vallon, chez M. Fouquet, à Saint-Mandé.»

	— Bon, dit-il.

	Et il décacheta sans déchirer, puis il tira le papier plié en quatre, qui contenait seulement ces mots:

	«Cher monsieur du Vallon, veuillez faire dire à M. d’Herblay qu’il est venu à la Bastille et qu’il a questionné.

	«Votre dévoué,

	«De Baisemeaux.»

	— Eh bien! à la bonne heure, s’écria d’Artagnan, voilà qui est parfaitement limpide. Porthos en est.

	Sûr de ce qu’il voulait savoir:

	«Mordioux! pensa le mousquetaire, voilà un pauvre diable de soldat à qui cet enragé sournois de Baisemeaux va faire payer cher ma supercherie... S’il rentre sans lettre... que lui fera-t-on? Au fait, je n’ai pas besoin de cette lettre; quand l’œuf est avalé, à quoi bon les coquilles?»

	D’Artagnan vit que le commissaire et les archers avaient convaincu le soldat et continuaient d’emmener leur prisonnier.

	Celui-ci restait environné de la foule et continuait ses doléances.

	D’Artagnan vint au milieu de tous et laissa tomber la lettre sans que personne le vit, puis il s’éloigna rapidement. Le soldat reprenait sa route vers Saint-Mandé, pensant beaucoup à ce gentilhomme qui avait imploré sa protection.

	Tout à coup il pensa un peu à sa lettre, et, regardant sa ceinture, il la vit dépouillée. Son cri d’effroi fit plaisir à d’Artagnan.

	Ce pauvre soldat jeta les yeux tout autour de lui avec angoisse, et enfin, derrière lui, à vingt pas, il aperçut la bienheureuse enveloppe. Il fondit dessus comme un faucon sur sa proie.

	L’enveloppe était bien un peu poudreuse, un peu froissée, mais enfin la lettre était retrouvée.

	D’Artagnan vit que le cachet brisé occupait beaucoup le soldat. Le brave homme finit cependant par se consoler, il remit le papier dans sa ceinture.

	«Va, dit d’Artagnan, j’ai le temps désormais; précède-moi. Il paraît qu’Aramis n’est pas à Paris, puisque Baisemeaux écrit à Porthos. Ce cher Porthos, quelle joie de le revoir... et de causer avec lui!» dit le Gascon.

	Et, réglant son pas sur celui du soldat, il se promit d’arriver un quart d’heure après lui chez M. Fouquet.

	Chapitre CXLII — Où le lecteur verra avec plaisir que Porthos n’a rien perdu de sa force

	D’Artagnan avait, selon son habitude, calculé que chaque heure vaut soixante minutes et chaque minute soixante secondes.

	Grâce à ce calcul parfaitement exact de minutes et de secondes, il arriva devant la porte du surintendant au moment même où le soldat en sortait la ceinture vide.

	D’Artagnan se présenta à la porte, qu’un concierge, brodé sur toutes les coutures, lui tint entrouverte.

	D’Artagnan aurait bien voulu entrer sans se nommer, mais il n’y avait pas moyen. Il se nomma.

	Malgré cette concession, qui devait lever toute difficulté, d’Artagnan le pensait du moins, le concierge hésita; cependant, à ce titre répété pour la seconde fois, capitaine des gardes du roi, le concierge, sans livrer tout à fait passage, cessa de le barrer complètement.

	D’Artagnan comprit qu’une formidable consigne avait été donnée.

	Il se décida donc à mentir, ce qui, d’ailleurs, ne lui coûtait point par trop, quand il voyait par-delà le mensonge le salut de l’État, ou même purement et simplement son intérêt personnel.

	Il ajouta donc, aux déclarations déjà faites par lui, que le soldat qui venait d’apporter une lettre à M. du Vallon n’était autre que son messager, et que cette lettre avait pour but d’annoncer son arrivée, à lui.

	Dès lors, nul ne s’opposa plus à l’entrée de d’Artagnan, et d’Artagnan entra.

	Un valet voulut l’accompagner, mais il répondit qu’il était inutile de prendre cette peine à son endroit, attendu qu’il savait parfaitement où se tenait M. du Vallon.

	Il n’y avait rien à répondre à un homme si complètement instruit.

	On laissa faire d’Artagnan.

	Perrons, salons, jardins, tout fut passé en revue par le mousquetaire. Il marcha un quart d’heure dans cette maison plus que royale, qui comptait autant de merveilles que de meubles, autant de serviteurs que de colonnes et de portes.

	«Décidément, se dit-il, cette maison n’a d’autres limites que les limites de la terre. Est-ce que Porthos aurait eu la fantaisie de s’en retourner à Pierrefonds, sans sortir de chez M. Fouquet?»

	Enfin, il arriva dans une partie reculée du château, ceinte d’un mur de pierres de taille sur lesquelles grimpait une profusion de plantes grasses ruisselantes de fleurs, grosses et solides comme des fruits.

	De distance en distance, sur le mur d’enceinte, s’élevaient des statues dans des poses timides ou mystérieuses. C’étaient des vestales cachées sous le péplum aux grands plis; des veilleurs agiles enfermés dans leurs voiles de marbre et couvant le palais de leurs furtifs regards.

	Un Hermès, le doigt sur la bouche, une Iris aux ailes éployées, une Nuit tout arrosée de pavots, dominaient les jardins et les bâtiments qu’on entrevoyait derrière les arbres; toutes ces statues se profilaient en blanc sur les hauts cyprès, qui dardaient leurs cimes noires vers le ciel.

	Autour de ces cyprès s’étaient enroulés des rosiers séculaires, qui attachaient leurs anneaux fleuris à chaque fourche des branches et semaient sur les ramures inférieures et sur les statues des pluies de fleurs embaumées.

	Ces enchantements parurent au mousquetaire l’effort suprême de l’esprit humain. Il était dans une disposition d’esprit à poétiser. L’idée que Porthos habitait un pareil Eden lui donna de Porthos une idée plus haute, tant il est vrai que les esprits les plus élevés ne sont point exempts de l’influence de l’entourage.

	D’Artagnan trouva la porte; à la porte, une espèce de ressort qu’il découvrit et qu’il fit jouer. La porte s’ouvrit.

	D’Artagnan entra, referma la porte et pénétra dans un pavillon bâti en rotonde, et dans lequel on n’entendait d’autre bruit que celui des cascades et des chants d’oiseaux.

	À la porte du pavillon, il rencontra un laquais.

	— C’est ici, dit sans hésitation d’Artagnan, que demeure M. le baron du Vallon, n’est-ce pas.

	— Oui, monsieur, répondit le laquais.

	— Prévenez-le que M. le chevalier d’Artagnan, capitaine aux mousquetaires de Sa Majesté, l’attend.

	D’Artagnan fut introduit dans un salon.

	D’Artagnan ne demeura pas longtemps dans l’attente: un pas bien connu ébranla le parquet de la salle voisine, une porte s’ouvrit ou plutôt s’enfonça, et Porthos vint se jeter dans les bras de son ami avec une sorte d’embarras qui ne lui allait pas mal.

	— Vous ici? s’écria-t-il.

	— Et vous? répliqua d’Artagnan. Ah! sournois!

	— Oui, dit Porthos en souriant d’un sourire embarrassé, oui, vous me trouvez chez M. Fouquet, et cela vous étonne un peu, n’est-ce pas?

	— Non pas; pourquoi ne seriez-vous pas des amis de M. Fouquet? M. Fouquet a bon nombre d’amis, surtout parmi les hommes d’esprit.

	Porthos eut la modestie de ne pas prendre le compliment pour lui.

	— Puis, ajouta-t-il, vous m’avez vu à Belle-Île.

	— Raison de plus pour que je sois porté à croire que vous êtes des amis de M. Fouquet.

	— Le fait est que je le connais, dit Porthos avec un certain embarras.

	— Ah! mon ami, dit d’Artagnan, que vous êtes coupable envers moi!

	— Comment cela? s’écria Porthos.

	— Comment! vous accomplissez un ouvrage aussi admirable que celui des fortifications de Belle-Île, et vous ne m’en avertissez pas.

	Porthos rougit.

	— Il y a plus, continua d’Artagnan, vous me voyez là-bas; vous savez que je suis au roi, et vous ne devinez pas que le roi, jaloux de connaître quel est l’homme de mérite qui accomplit une œuvre dont on lui fait les plus magnifiques récits, vous ne devinez pas que le roi m’a envoyé pour savoir quel était cet homme?

	— Comment! le roi vous avait envoyé pour savoir...

	— Pardieu! Mais ne parlons plus de cela.

	— Corne de bœuf! dit Porthos, au contraire, parlons-en; ainsi, le roi savait que l’on fortifiait Belle-Île?

	— Bon! est-ce que le roi ne sait pas tout?

	— Mais il ne savait pas qui le fortifiait?

	— Non; seulement, il se doutait, d’après ce qu’on lui avait dit des travaux, que c’était un illustre homme de guerre.

	— Diable! dit Porthos, si j’avais su cela.

	— Vous ne vous seriez pas sauvé de Vannes, n’est-ce pas?

	— Non. Qu’avez-vous dit quand vous ne m’avez plus trouvé?

	— Mon cher, j’ai réfléchi.

	— Ah! oui, vous réfléchissez, vous... Et à quoi cela vous a-t-il mené de réfléchir?

	— À deviner toute la vérité.

	— Ah! vous avez deviné?

	— Oui.

	— Qu’avez-vous deviné? Voyons, dit Porthos en s’accommodant dans un fauteuil et prenant des airs de sphinx.

	— J’ai deviné, d’abord, que vous fortifiiez Belle-Île.

	— Ah! cela n’était pas bien difficile, vous m’avez vu à l’œuvre.

	— Attendez donc; mais j’ai deviné encore quelque chose, c’est que vous fortifiiez Belle-Île par ordre de M. Fouquet.

	— C’est vrai.

	— Ce n’est pas le tout. Quand je suis en train de deviner, je ne m’arrête pas en route.

	— Ce cher d’Artagnan!

	— J’ai deviné que M. Fouquet voulait garder le secret le plus profond sur ces fortifications.

	— C’était son intention, en effet, à ce que je crois, dit Porthos.

	— Oui; mais savez-vous pourquoi il voulait garder ce secret?

	— Dame! pour que la chose ne fût pas sue, dit Porthos.

	— D’abord. Mais ce désir était soumis à l’idée d’une galanterie...

	— En effet, dit Porthos, j’ai entendu dire que M. Fouquet était fort galant.

	— À l’idée d’une galanterie qu’il voulait faire au roi.

	— Oh! oh!

	— Cela vous étonne?

	— Oui.

	— Vous ne saviez pas cela?

	— Non.

	— Eh bien! je le sais, moi.

	— Vous êtes donc sorcier.

	— Pas le moins du monde.

	— Comment le savez-vous, alors?

	— Ah! voilà! par un moyen bien simple! j’ai entendu M. Fouquet le dire lui-même au roi.

	— Lui dire quoi?

	— Qu’il avait fait fortifier Belle-Île à son intention, et qu’il lui faisait cadeau de Belle-Île.

	— Ah! vous avez entendu M. Fouquet dire cela au roi?

	— En toutes lettres. Il a même ajouté: «Belle-Île a été fortifiée par un ingénieur de mes amis, homme de beaucoup de mérite, que je demanderai la permission de présenter au roi.» — «Son nom?» a demandé le roi. «Le baron du Vallon», a répondu M. Fouquet. «C’est bien, a répondu le roi, vous me le présenterez.»

	— Le roi a répondu cela?

	— Foi de d’Artagnan!

	— Oh! oh! fit Porthos. Mais pourquoi ne m’a-t-on pas présenté, alors?

	— Ne vous a-t-on point parlé de cette présentation?

	— Si fait, mais je l’attends toujours.

	— Soyez tranquille, elle viendra.

	— Hum! hum! grogna Porthos.

	D’Artagnan fit semblant de ne pas entendre, et, changeant la conversation:

	— Mais vous habitez un lieu bien solitaire, cher ami, ce me semble? demanda-t-il.

	— J’ai toujours aimé l’isolement. Je suis mélancolique, répondit Porthos avec un soupir.

	— Tiens! c’est étrange, fit d’Artagnan, je n’avais pas remarqué cela.

	— C’est depuis que je me livre à l’étude, dit Porthos d’un air soucieux.

	— Mais les travaux de l’esprit n’ont pas nui à la santé du corps, j’espère?

	— Oh! nullement.

	— Les forces vont toujours bien?

	— Trop bien, mon ami, trop bien.

	— C’est que j’avais entendu dire que, dans les premiers jours de votre arrivée...

	— Oui, je ne pouvais plus remuer, n’est-ce pas?

	— Comment, fit d’Artagnan avec un sourire, et à propos de quoi ne pouviez-vous plus remuer?

	Porthos comprit qu’il avait dit une bêtise et voulut se reprendre.

	— Oui, je suis venu de Belle-Île ici sur de mauvais chevaux, dit-il, et cela m’avait fatigué.

	— Cela ne m’étonne plus, que, moi qui venais derrière vous, j’en aie trouvé sept ou huit de crevés sur la route.

	— Je suis lourd, voyez-vous, dit Porthos.

	— De sorte que vous étiez moulu?

	— La graisse m’a fondu, et cette fonte m’a rendu malade.

	— Ah! pauvre Porthos!... Et Aramis, comment a-t-il été pour vous dans tout cela?

	— Très bien... Il m’a fait soigner par le propre médecin de M. Fouquet. Mais figurez-vous qu’au bout de huit jours je ne respirais plus.

	— Comment cela?

	— La chambre était trop petite: j’absorbais trop d’air.

	— Vraiment?

	— À ce que l’on m’a dit, du moins... Et l’on m’a transporté dans un autre logement.

	— Où vous respiriez, cette fois?

	— Plus librement, oui; mais pas d’exercice, rien à faire. Le médecin prétendait que je ne devais pas bouger; moi, au contraire, je me sentais plus fort que jamais. Cela donna naissance à un grave accident.

	— À quel accident?

	— Imaginez-vous, cher ami, que je me révoltai contre les ordonnances de cet imbécile de médecin et que je résolus de sortir, que cela lui convint ou ne lui convînt pas. En conséquence, j’ordonnai au valet qui me servait d’apporter mes habits.

	— Vous étiez donc tout nu, mon pauvre Porthos?

	— Non pas, j’avais une magnifique robe de chambre, au contraire. Le laquais obéit; je me revêtis de mes habits, qui étaient devenus trop larges; mais, chose étrange, mes pieds étaient devenus trop larges, eux.

	— Oui, j’entends bien.

	— Et mes bottes étaient devenues trop étroites.

	— Vos pieds étaient restés enflés.

	— Tiens! vous avez deviné.

	— Parbleu! Et c’est là l’accident dont vous me vouliez entretenir?

	— Ah bien! oui! Je ne fis pas la même réflexion que vous. Je me dis: «Puisque mes pieds ont entré dix fois dans mes bottes, il n’y a aucune raison pour qu’ils n’y entrent pas une onzième.»

	— Cette fois, mon cher Porthos, permettez-moi de vous le dire, vous manquiez de logique.

	— Bref, j’étais donc placé en face d’une cloison; j’essayais de mettre ma botte droite; je tirais avec les mains, je poussais avec le jarret, faisant des efforts inouïs, quand, tout à coup, les deux oreilles de mes bottes demeurèrent dans mes mains; mon pied partit comme une catapulte.

	— Catapulte! Comme vous êtes fort sur les fortifications, cher Porthos!

	— Mon pied partit donc comme une catapulte et rencontra la cloison, qu’il effondra. Mon ami, je crus que, comme Samson, j’avais démoli le temple. Ce qui tomba du coup de tableaux, de porcelaines, de vases de fleurs, de tapisseries, de bâtons de rideaux, c’est inouï.

	— Vraiment!

	— Sans compter que de l’autre côté de la cloison était une étagère chargée de porcelaines.

	— Que vous renversâtes?

	— Que je lançai à l’autre bout de l’autre chambre.

	Porthos se mit à rire.

	— En vérité, comme vous dites, c’est inouï!

	Et d’Artagnan se mit à rire comme Porthos.

	Porthos, aussitôt, se mit à rire plus fort que d’Artagnan.

	— Je cassai, dit Porthos d’une voix entrecoupée par cette hilarité croissante, pour plus de trois mille francs de porcelaines, oh! oh! oh!...

	— Bon! dit d’Artagnan.

	— J’écrasai pour plus de quatre mille francs de glaces, oh! oh! oh!...

	— Excellent!

	— Sans compter un lustre qui me tomba juste sur la tête et qui fut brisé en mille morceaux, oh! oh! oh!...

	— Sur la tête? dit d’Artagnan, qui se tenait les côtes.

	— En plein!

	— Mais vous eûtes la tête cassée?

	— Non, puisque je vous dis, au contraire, que c’est le lustre qui se brisa comme verre qu’il était.

	— Ah! le lustre était de verre?

	— De verre de Venise; une curiosité, mon cher, un morceau qui n’avait pas son pareil, une pièce qui pesait deux cents livres.

	— Et qui vous tomba sur la tête?

	— Sur... la... tête!... Figurez-vous un globe de cristal tout doré, tout incrusté en bas, des parfums qui brûlaient en haut, des becs qui jetaient de la flamme lorsqu’ils étaient allumés.

	— Bien entendu; mais ils ne l’étaient pas?

	— Heureusement, j’eusse été incendié.

	— Et vous n’avez été qu’aplati?

	— Non.

	— Comment, non.

	— Non, le lustre m’est tombé sur le crâne. Nous avons là, à ce qu’il paraît, sur le sommet de la tête, une croûte excessivement solide.

	— Qui vous a dit cela, Porthos?

	— Le médecin. Une manière de dôme qui supporterait Notre-Dame de Paris.

	— Bah!

	— Oui, il paraît que nous avons le crâne ainsi fait.

	— Parlez pour vous, cher ami; c’est votre crâne à vous qui est fait ainsi et non celui des autres.

	— C’est possible, dit Porthos avec fatuité; tant il y a que, lors de la chute du lustre sur ce dôme que nous avons au sommet de la tête, ce fut un bruit pareil à la détonation d’un canon; le cristal fut brisé et je tombai tout inondé.

	— De sang, pauvre Porthos!

	— Non, de parfums qui sentaient comme des crèmes; c’était excellent, mais cela sentait trop bon, je fus comme étourdi de cette bonne odeur; vous avez éprouvé cela quelquefois, n’est-ce pas, d’Artagnan?

	— Oui, en respirant du muguet; de sorte, mon pauvre ami, que vous fûtes renversé du choc et abasourdi de l’odeur.

	— Mais ce qu’il y a de particulier, et le médecin m’a affirmé, sur son honneur, qu’il n’avait jamais rien vu de pareil...

	— Vous eûtes au moins une bosse? interrompit d’Artagnan.

	— J’en eus cinq.

	— Pourquoi cinq?

	— Attendez: le lustre avait, à son extrémité inférieure, cinq ornements dorés extrêmement aigus.

	— Aïe!

	— Ces cinq ornements pénétrèrent dans mes cheveux, que je porte fort épais, comme vous voyez.

	— Heureusement.

	— Et s’imprimèrent dans ma peau. Mais, voyez la singularité, ces choses-là n’arrivent qu’à moi! Au lieu de faire des creux, ils firent des bosses. Le médecin n’a jamais pu m’expliquer cela d’une manière satisfaisante.

	— Eh bien! je vais vous l’expliquer, moi.

	— Vous me rendrez service, dit Porthos en clignant des yeux, ce qui était chez lui le signe de l’attention portée au plus haut degré.

	— Depuis que vous faites fonctionner votre cerveau à de hautes études, à des calculs importants, la tête a profité; de sorte que vous avez maintenant une tête trop pleine de science.

	— Vous croyez?

	— J’en suis sûr. Il en résulte qu’au lieu de rien laisser pénétrer d’étranger dans l’intérieur de la tête, votre boîte osseuse, qui est déjà trop pleine, profite des ouvertures qui s’y font pour laisser échapper ce trop-plein.

	— Ah! fit Porthos, à qui cette explication paraissait plus claire que celle du médecin.

	— Les cinq protubérances causées par les cinq ornements du lustre furent certainement des amas scientifiques, amenés extérieurement par la force des choses.

	— En effet, dit Porthos, et la preuve, c’est que cela me faisait plus de mal dehors que dedans. Je vous avouerai même que, quand je mettais mon chapeau sur ma tête, en l’enfonçant du poing avec cette énergie gracieuse que nous possédons, nous autres gentilshommes d’épée, eh bien! si mon coup de poing n’était pas parfaitement mesuré, je ressentais des douleurs extrêmes.

	— Porthos, je vous crois.

	— Aussi, mon bon ami, dit le géant, M. Fouquet se décida-t-il, voyant le peu de solidité de la maison, à me donner un autre logis. On me mit en conséquence ici.

	— C’est le parc réservé, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui.

	— Celui des rendez-vous? celui qui est si célèbre dans les histoires mystérieuses du surintendant?

	— Je ne sais pas: je n’y ai eu ni rendez-vous ni histoires mystérieuses; mais on m’autorise à y exercer mes muscles, et je profite de la permission en déracinant des arbres.

	— Pour quoi faire?

	— Pour m’entretenir la main, et puis pour y prendre des nids d’oiseaux: je trouve cela plus commode que de monter dessus.

	— Vous êtes pastoral comme Tircis, mon cher Porthos.

	— Oui, j’aime les petits œufs; je les aime infiniment plus que les gros. Vous n’avez point idée comme c’est délicat, une omelette de quatre ou cinq cents œufs de verdier, de pinson, de sansonnet, de merle et de grive.

	— Mais cinq cents œufs, c’est monstrueux!

	— Cela tient dans un saladier, dit Porthos.

	D’Artagnan admira cinq minutes Porthos, comme s’il le voyait pour la première fois.

	Quant à Porthos, il s’épanouit joyeusement sous le regard de son ami.

	Ils demeurèrent quelques instants ainsi, d’Artagnan regardant, Porthos s’épanouissant.

	D’Artagnan cherchait évidemment à donner un nouveau tour à la conversation.

	— Vous divertissez-vous beaucoup ici, Porthos? demanda-t-il enfin, sans doute lorsqu’il eut trouvé ce qu’il cherchait.

	— Pas toujours.

	— Je conçois cela; mais, quand vous vous ennuierez par trop, que ferez vous?

	— Oh! je ne suis pas ici pour longtemps. Aramis attend que ma dernière bosse ait disparu pour me présenter au roi, qui ne peut pas souffrir les bosses, à ce qu’on m’a dit.

	— Aramis est donc toujours à Paris?

	— Non.

	— Et où est-il?

	— À Fontainebleau.

	— Seul?

	— Avec M. Fouquet.

	— Très bien. Mais savez-vous une chose?

	— Non. Dites-la-moi et je la saurai.

	— C’est que je crois qu’Aramis vous oublie.

	— Vous croyez?

	— Là-bas, voyez-vous, on rit, on danse, on festoie, on fait sauter les vins de M. de Mazarin. Savez-vous qu’il y a ballet tous les soirs, là-bas?

	— Diable! diable!

	— Je vous déclare donc que votre cher Aramis vous oublie.

	— Cela se pourrait bien, et je l’ai pensé parfois.

	— À moins qu’il ne vous trahisse, le sournois!

	— Oh!

	— Vous le savez, c’est un fin renard, qu’Aramis.

	— Oui, mais me trahir...

	— Écoutez; d’abord, il vous séquestre.

	— Comment, il me séquestre! Je suis séquestré, moi?

	— Pardieu!

	— Je voudrais bien que vous me prouvassiez cela?

	— Rien de plus facile. Sortez-vous?

	— Jamais.

	— Montez-vous à cheval?

	— Jamais.

	— Laisse-t-on parvenir vos amis jusqu’à vous?

	— Jamais.

	— Eh bien! mon ami, ne sortir jamais, ne jamais monter à cheval, ne jamais voir ses amis, cela s’appelle être séquestré.

	— Et pourquoi Aramis me séquestrerait-il? demanda Porthos.

	— Voyons, dit d’Artagnan, soyez franc, Porthos.

	— Comme l’or.

	— C’est Aramis qui a fait le plan des fortifications de Belle-Île, n’est-ce pas?

	Porthos rougit.

	— Oui, dit-il, mais voilà tout ce qu’il a fait.

	— Justement, et mon avis est que ce n’est pas une très grande affaire.

	— C’est le mien aussi.

	— Bien; je suis enchanté que nous soyons du même avis.

	— Il n’est même jamais venu à Belle-Île, dit Porthos.

	— Vous voyez bien.

	— C’est moi qui allais à Vannes, comme vous avez pu le voir.

	— Dites comme je l’ai vu. Eh bien! voilà justement l’affaire, mon cher Porthos, Aramis, qui n’a fait que les plans, voudrait passer pour l’ingénieur; tandis que, vous qui avez bâti pierre à pierre la muraille, la citadelle et les bastions, il voudrait vous reléguer au rang de constructeur.

	— De constructeur, c’est-à-dire de maçon?

	— De maçon, c’est cela.

	— De gâcheur de mortier?

	— Justement.

	— De manœuvre?

	— Vous y êtes.

	— Oh! oh! cher Aramis, vous vous croyez toujours vingt-cinq ans, à ce qu’il paraît?

	— Ce n’est pas le tout: il vous en croit cinquante.

	— J’aurais bien voulu le voir à la besogne.

	— Oui.

	— Un gaillard qui a la goutte.

	— Oui.

	— La gravelle.

	— Oui.

	— À qui il manque trois dents.

	— Quatre.

	— Tandis que moi, regardez!

	Et Porthos, écartant ses grosses lèvres, exhiba deux rangées de dents un peu moins blanches que la neige, mais aussi nettes, aussi dures et aussi saines que l’ivoire.

	— Vous ne vous figurez pas, Porthos, dit d’Artagnan, combien le roi tient aux dents. Les vôtres me décident; je vous présenterai au roi.

	— Vous?

	— Pourquoi pas? Croyez-vous que je sois plus mal en cour qu’Aramis?

	— Oh! non.

	— Croyez-vous que j’aie la moindre prétention sur les fortifications de Belle-Île?

	— Oh! certes non.

	— C’est donc votre intérêt seul qui peut me faire agir.

	— Je n’en doute pas.

	— Eh bien! je suis intime ami du roi, et la preuve, c’est que, lorsqu’il y a quelque chose de désagréable à lui dire, c’est moi qui m’en charge.

	— Mais, cher ami, si vous me présentez...

	— Après?

	— Aramis se fâchera.

	— Contre moi?

	— Non, contre moi.

	— Bah! que ce soit lui ou que ce soit moi qui vous présente, puisque vous deviez être présenté, c’est la même chose.

	— On devait me faire faire des habits.

	— Les vôtres sont splendides.

	— Oh! ceux que j’avais commandés étaient bien plus beaux.

	— Prenez garde, le roi aime la simplicité.

	— Alors je serai simple. Mais que dira M. Fouquet de me savoir parti?

	— Êtes-vous donc prisonnier sur parole?

	— Non, pas tout à fait. Mais je lui avais promis de ne pas m’éloigner sans le prévenir.

	— Attendez, nous allons revenir à cela. Avez-vous quelque chose à faire ici?

	— Moi? Rien de bien important, du moins.

	— À moins cependant que vous ne soyez l’intermédiaire d’Aramis pour quelque chose de grave.

	— Ma foi, non.

	— Ce que je vous en dis, vous comprenez, c’est par intérêt pour vous. Je suppose, par exemple, que vous êtes chargé d’envoyer à Aramis des messages, des lettres.

	— Ah! des lettres, oui. Je lui envoie de certaines lettres.

	— Où cela?

	— À Fontainebleau.

	— Et avez-vous de ces lettres?

	— Mais...

	— Laissez-moi dire. Et avez-vous de ces lettres?

	— Je viens justement d’en recevoir une.

	— Intéressante?

	— Je le suppose.

	— Vous ne les lisez donc pas?

	— Je ne suis pas curieux.

	Et Porthos tira de sa poche la lettre du soldat que Porthos n’avait pas lue, mais que d’Artagnan avait lue, lui.

	— Savez-vous ce qu’il faut faire? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Parbleu! ce que je fais toujours, l’envoyer.

	— Non pas.

	— Comment cela, la garder?

	— Non, pas encore. Ne vous a-t-on pas dit que cette lettre était importante.

	— Très importante.

	— Eh bien! il faut la porter vous-même à Fontainebleau.

	— À Aramis.

	— Oui.

	— C’est juste.

	— Et puisque le roi y est...

	— Vous profiterez de cela?...

	— Je profiterai de cela pour vous présenter au roi.

	— Ah! corne de bœuf! d’Artagnan, il n’y a en vérité que vous pour trouver des expédients.

	— Donc, au lieu d’envoyer à notre ami des messages plus ou moins fidèles, c’est nous-mêmes qui lui portons la lettre.

	— Je n’y avais même pas songé, c’est bien simple cependant.

	— C’est pourquoi il est urgent, mon cher Porthos, que nous partions tout de suite.

	— En effet, dit Porthos, plus tôt nous partirons, moins la lettre d’Aramis éprouvera de retard.

	— Porthos, vous raisonnez toujours puissamment, et chez vous la logique seconde l’imagination.

	— Vous trouvez? dit Porthos.

	— C’est le résultat des études solides, répondit d’Artagnan. Allons, venez.

	— Mais, dit Porthos, ma promesse à M. Fouquet?

	— Laquelle?

	— De ne point quitter Saint-Mandé sans le prévenir?

	— Ah! mon cher Porthos, dit d’Artagnan, que vous êtes jeune!

	— Comment cela!

	— Vous arrivez à Fontainebleau, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui.

	— Vous y trouverez M. Fouquet?

	— Oui.

	— Chez le roi probablement?

	— Chez le roi, répéta majestueusement Porthos.

	— Et vous l’abordez en lui disant: «Monsieur Fouquet, j’ai l’honneur de vous prévenir que je viens de quitter Saint-Mandé.»

	— Et, dit Porthos avec la même majesté, me voyant à Fontainebleau chez le roi, M. Fouquet ne pourra pas dire que je mens.

	— Mon cher Porthos, j’ouvrais la bouche pour vous le dire; vous me devancez en tout. Oh! Porthos! quelle heureuse nature vous êtes! l’âge n’a pas mordu sur vous.

	— Pas trop.

	— Alors tout est dit.

	— Je crois que oui.

	— Vous n’avez plus de scrupules?

	— Je crois que non.

	— Alors je vous emmène.

	— Parfaitement; je vais faire seller mes chevaux.

	— Vous avez des chevaux ici?

	— J’en ai cinq.

	— Que vous avez fait venir de Pierrefonds?

	— Que M. Fouquet m’a donnés.

	— Mon cher Porthos, nous n’avons pas besoin de cinq chevaux pour deux; d’ailleurs, j’en ai déjà trois à Paris, cela ferait huit; ce serait trop.

	— Ce ne serait pas trop si j’avais mes gens ici; mais, hélas! je ne les ai pas.

	— Vous regrettez vos gens?

	— Je regrette Mousqueton, Mousqueton me manque.

	— Excellent cœur! dit d’Artagnan; mais, croyez-moi, laissez vos chevaux ici comme vous avez laissé Mousqueton là-bas.

	— Pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que, plus tard...

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! plus tard, peut-être sera-t-il bien que M. Fouquet ne vous ait rien donné du tout.

	— Je ne comprends pas, dit Porthos.

	— Il est inutile que vous compreniez.

	— Cependant...

	— Je vous expliquerai cela plus tard, Porthos.

	— C’est de la politique, je parie.

	— Et de la plus subtile.

	Porthos baissa la tête sur ce mot de politique; puis, après un moment de rêverie, il ajouta:

	— Je vous avouerai, d’Artagnan, que je ne suis pas politique.

	— Je le sais, pardieu! bien.

	— Oh! nul ne sait cela; vous me l’avez dit vous-même, vous, le brave des braves.

	— Que vous ai-je dit, Porthos?

	— Que l’on avait ses jours. Vous me l’avez dit et je l’ai éprouvé. Il y a des jours où l’on éprouve moins de plaisir que dans d’autres à recevoir des coups d’épée.

	— C’est ma pensée.

	— C’est la mienne aussi, quoique je ne croie guère aux coups qui tuent.

	— Diable! vous avez tué, cependant?

	— Oui, mais je n’ai jamais été tué.

	— La raison est bonne.

	— Donc, je ne crois pas mourir jamais de la lame d’une épée ou de la balle d’un fusil.

	— Alors, vous n’avez peur de rien?... Ah! de l’eau, peut-être?

	— Non, je nage comme une loutre.

	— De la fièvre quartaine?

	— Je ne l’ai jamais eue, et ne crois point l’avoir jamais; mais je vous avouerai une chose...

	Et Porthos baissa la voix.

	— Laquelle? demanda d’Artagnan en se mettant au diapason de Porthos.

	— Je vous avouerai, répéta Porthos, que j’ai une horrible peur de la politique.

	— Ah! bah! s’écria d’Artagnan.

	— Tout beau! dit Porthos d’une voix de stentor. J’ai vu Son Éminence M. le cardinal de Richelieu et Son Éminence M. le cardinal de Mazarin; l’un avait une politique rouge, l’autre une politique noire. Je n’ai jamais été beaucoup plus content de l’une que de l’autre: la première a fait couper le cou à M. de Marcillac, à M. de Thou, à M. de Cinq-Mars, à M. de Chalais, à M. de Boutteville, à M. de Montmorency; la seconde a fait écharper une foule de frondeurs, dont nous étions, mon cher.

	— Dont, au contraire, nous n’étions pas, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Oh! si fait; car si je dégainais pour le cardinal moi, je frappais pour le roi.

	— Cher Porthos!

	— J’achève. Ma peur de la politique est donc telle, que, s’il y a de la politique là-dessous, j’aime mieux retourner à Pierrefonds.

	— Vous auriez raison, si cela était; mais avec moi, cher Porthos, jamais de politique, c’est net. Vous avez travaillé à fortifier Belle-Île; le roi a voulu savoir le nom de l’habile ingénieur qui avait fait les travaux; vous êtes timide comme tous les hommes d’un vrai mérite; peut-être Aramis veut-il vous mettre sous le boisseau. Moi, je vous prends; moi, je vous déclare; moi, je vous produis; le roi vous récompense et voilà toute ma politique.

	— C’est la mienne, morbleu! dit Porthos en tendant la main à d’Artagnan.

	Mais d’Artagnan connaissait la main de Porthos; il savait qu’une fois emprisonnée entre les cinq doigts du baron, une main ordinaire n’en sortait pas sans foulure. Il tendit donc, non pas la main, mais le poing à son ami. Porthos ne s’en aperçut même pas. Après quoi ils sortirent tous deux de Saint-Mandé.

	Les gardiens chuchotèrent bien un peu et se dirent à l’oreille quelques paroles que d’Artagnan comprit, mais qu’il se garda bien de faire comprendre à Porthos.

	«Notre ami, dit-il, était bel et bien prisonnier d’Aramis. Voyons ce qu’il va résulter de la mise en liberté de ce conspirateur.»

	Chapitre CXLIII — Le rat et le fromage

	D’Artagnan et Porthos revinrent à pied comme d’Artagnan était venu.

	Lorsque d’Artagnan, entrant le premier dans la boutique du Pilon d’Or, eut annoncé à Planchet que M. du Vallon serait un des voyageurs privilégiés; lorsque Porthos, en entrant dans la boutique, eu fait cliqueter avec son plumet les chandelles de bois suspendues à l’auvent, quelque chose comme un pressentiment douloureux troubla la joie que Planchet se promettait pour le lendemain.

	Mais c’était un cœur d’or que notre épicier, relique précieuse du bon temps, qui est toujours et a toujours été pour ceux qui vieillissent le temps de leur jeunesse, et pour ceux qui sont jeunes la vieillesse de leurs ancêtres.

	Planchet, malgré ce frémissement intérieur aussitôt réprimé que ressenti, accueillit donc Porthos avec un respect de tendre cordialité.

	Porthos, un peu roide d’abord, à cause de la distance sociale qui existait à cette époque entre un baron et un épicier, Porthos finit par s’humaniser en voyant chez Planchet tant de bon vouloir et de prévenances.

	Il fut surtout sensible à la liberté qui lui fut donnée ou plutôt offerte, de plonger ses larges mains dans les caisses de fruits secs et confits, dans les sacs d’amandes et de noisettes, dans les tiroirs pleins de sucrerie.

	Aussi, malgré les invitations que lui fit Planchet de monter à l’entresol, choisit-il pour habitation favorite, pendant la soirée qu’il avait à passer chez Planchet, la boutique, où ses doigts rencontraient toujours ce que son nez avait senti et vu.

	Les belles figues de Provence, les avelines du Forest, les prunes de la Touraine, devinrent pour Porthos l’objet d’une distraction qu’il savoura pendant cinq heures sans interruption.

	Sous ses dents, comme sous des meules, se broyaient les noyaux, dont les débris jonchaient le plancher et criaient sous les semelles de ceux qui allaient et venaient; Porthos égrenait dans ses lèvres, d’un seul coup, les riches grappes de muscat sec, aux violettes couleurs, dont une demi-livre passait ainsi d’un seul coup de sa bouche dans son estomac.

	Dans un coin du magasin, les garçons, tapis avec épouvante, s’entre regardaient sans oser se parler.

	Ils ignoraient Porthos, ils ne l’avaient jamais vu. La race de ces Titans qui avaient porté les dernières cuirasses d’Hugues Capet, de Philippe-Auguste et de François Ier commençait à disparaître. Ils se demandaient donc mentalement si ce n’était point là l’ogre des contes de fées, qui allait faire disparaître dans son insatiable estomac le magasin tout entier de Planchet, et cela sans opérer le moindre déménagement des tonnes et des caisses.

	Croquant, mâchant, cassant, grignotant, suçant et avalant, Porthos disait de temps en temps à l’épicier:

	— Vous avez là un joli commerce, ami Planchet.

	— Il n’en aura bientôt plus si cela continue, grommela le premier garçon, qui avait parole de Planchet pour lui succéder.

	Et, dans son désespoir, il s’approcha de Porthos, qui tenait toute la place du passage qui conduisait de l’arrière-boutique à la boutique. Il espérait que Porthos se lèverait, et que ce mouvement le distrairait de ses idées dévorantes.

	— Que désirez-vous, mon ami? demanda Porthos d’un air affable.

	— Je désirerais passer, monsieur, si cela ne vous gênait pas trop.

	— C’est trop juste, dit Porthos, et cela ne me gêne pas du tout.

	Et en même temps il prit le garçon par la ceinture, l’enleva de terre, et le posa doucement de l’autre côté.

	Le tout en souriant toujours avec le même air affable.

	Les jambes manquèrent au garçon épouvanté au moment où Porthos le posait à terre, si bien qu’il tomba le derrière sur des lièges.

	Cependant, voyant la douceur de ce géant, il se hasarda de nouveau.

	— Ah! monsieur, dit-il, prenez garde.

	— À quoi, mon ami? demanda Porthos.

	— Vous allez vous mettre le feu dans le corps.

	— Comment cela, mon bon ami? fit Porthos.

	— Ce sont tous aliments qui échauffent, monsieur.

	— Lesquels?

	— Les raisins, les noisettes, les amandes.

	— Oui, mais, si les amandes, les noisettes et les raisins échauffent...

	— C’est incontestable, monsieur.

	— Le miel rafraîchit.

	Et allongeant la main vers un petit baril de miel ouvert, dans lequel plongeait la spatule à l’aide de laquelle on le sert aux pratiques, Porthos en avala une bonne demi-livre.

	— Mon ami, dit Porthos, je vous demanderai de l’eau maintenant.

	— Dans un seau, monsieur? demanda naïvement le garçon.

	— Non, dans une carafe; une carafe suffira, répondit Porthos avec bonhomie.

	Et, portant la carafe à sa bouche, comme un sonneur fait de sa trompe, il vida la carafe d’un seul coup.

	Planchet tressaillait dans tous les sentiments qui correspondent aux fibres de la propriété et de l’amour-propre.

	Cependant, hôte digne de l’hospitalité antique, il feignait de causer très attentivement avec d’Artagnan, et lui répétait sans cesse:

	— Ah! monsieur, quelle joie!... ah! monsieur, quel honneur!

	— À quelle heure souperons-nous, Planchet? demanda Porthos; j’ai appétit.

	Le premier garçon joignit les mains.

	Les deux autres se coulèrent sous les comptoirs, craignant que Porthos ne sentît la chair fraîche.

	— Nous prendrons seulement ici un léger goûter, dit d’Artagnan, et, une fois à la campagne de Planchet, nous souperons.

	— Ah! c’est à votre campagne que nous allons Planchet? dit Porthos. Tant mieux.

	— Vous me comblez, monsieur le baron.

	Monsieur le baron fit grand effet sur les garçons, qui virent un homme de la plus haute qualité dans un appétit de cette espèce.

	D’ailleurs, ce titre les rassura. Jamais ils n’avaient entendu dire qu’un ogre eût été appelé monsieur le baron.

	— Je prendrai quelques biscuits pour ma route, dit nonchalamment Porthos.

	Et, ce disant, il vida tout un bocal de biscuits anisés dans la vaste poche de son pourpoint.

	— Ma boutique est sauvée, s’écria Planchet.

	— Oui, comme le fromage, dit le premier garçon.

	— Quel fromage?

	— Ce fromage de Hollande dans lequel était entré un rat et dont nous ne trouvâmes plus que la croûte.

	Planchet regarda sa boutique, et, à la vue de ce qui avait échappé à la dent de Porthos, il trouva la comparaison exagérée.

	Le premier garçon s’aperçut de ce qui se passait dans l’esprit de son maître.

	— Gare au retour! lui dit-il.

	— Vous avez des fruits chez vous? dit Porthos en montant l’entresol, où l’on venait d’annoncer que la collation était servie.

	«Hélas!» pensa l’épicier en adressant à d’Artagnan un regard plein de prières, que celui-ci comprit à moitié.

	Après la collation, on se mit en route.

	Il était tard lorsque les trois cavaliers, partis de Paris vers six heures, arrivèrent sur le pavé de Fontainebleau.

	La route s’était faite gaiement. Porthos prenait goût à la société de Planchet, parce que celui-ci lui témoignait beaucoup de respect et l’entretenait avec amour de ses prés, de ses bois et de ses garennes.

	Porthos avait les goûts et l’orgueil du propriétaire.

	D’Artagnan, lorsqu’il eut vu aux prises les deux compagnons, prit les bas-côtés de la route, et, laissant la bride flotter sur le cou de sa monture, il s’isola du monde entier comme de Porthos et de Planchet.

	La lune glissait doucement à travers le feuillage bleuâtre de la forêt. Les senteurs de la plaine montaient, embaumées, aux narines des chevaux, qui soufflaient avec de grands bonds de joie.

	Porthos et Planchet se mirent à parler foins.

	Planchet avoua à Porthos que, dans l’âge mûr de sa vie, il avait, en effet, négligé l’agriculture pour le commerce, mais que son enfance s’était écoulée en Picardie, dans les belles luzernes qui lui montaient jusqu’aux genoux et sous les pommiers verts aux pommes rouges; aussi s’était-il juré, aussitôt sa fortune faite, de retourner à la nature, et de finir ses jours comme il les avait commencés, le plus près possible de la terre, où tous les hommes s’en vont.

	— Eh! eh! dit Porthos, alors, mon cher monsieur Planchet, votre retraite est proche?

	— Comment cela?

	— Oui, vous me paraissez en train de faire une petite fortune.

	— Mais oui, répondit Planchet, on boulotte.

	— Voyons, combien ambitionnez-vous et à quel chiffre comptez-vous vous retirer?

	— Monsieur, dit Planchet sans répondre à la question, si intéressante qu’elle fût, monsieur, une chose me fait beaucoup de peine.

	— Quelle chose? demanda Porthos en regardant derrière lui comme pour chercher cette chose qui inquiétait Planchet et l’en délivrer.

	— Autrefois, dit l’épicier, vous m’appeliez Planchet tout court et vous m’eussiez dit: «Combien ambitionnes-tu, Planchet, et à quel chiffre comptes-tu te retirer?»

	— Certainement, certainement, autrefois j’eusse dit cela, répliqua l’honnête Porthos avec un embarras plein de délicatesse; mais autrefois...

	— Autrefois, j’étais le laquais de M. d’Artagnan, n’est-ce pas cela que vous voulez dire?

	— Oui.

	— Eh bien! si je ne suis plus tout à fait son laquais, je suis encore son serviteur; et, de plus, depuis ce temps-là...

	— Eh bien! Planchet?

	— Depuis ce temps-là, j’ai eu l’honneur d’être son associé.

	— Oh! oh! fit Porthos. Quoi! d’Artagnan s’est mis dans l’épicerie?

	— Non, non, dit d’Artagnan, que ces paroles tirèrent de sa rêverie et qui mit son esprit à la conversation avec l’habileté et la rapidité qui distinguaient chaque opération de son esprit et de son corps. Ce n’est pas d’Artagnan qui s’est mis dans l’épicerie, c’est Planchet qui s’est mis dans la politique. Voilà!

	— Oui, dit Planchet avec orgueil et satisfaction à la fois, nous avons fait ensemble une petite opération qui m’a rapporté, à moi, cent mille livres, à M. d’Artagnan deux cent mille.

	— Oh! oh! fit Porthos avec admiration.

	— En sorte, monsieur le baron, continua l’épicier, que je vous prie de nouveau de m’appeler Planchet comme par le passé et de me tutoyer toujours. Vous ne sauriez croire le plaisir que cela me procurera.

	— Je le veux, s’il en est ainsi, mon cher Planchet, répliqua Porthos.

	Et, comme il se trouvait près de Planchet, il leva la main pour lui frapper sur l’épaule en signe de cordiale amitié.

	Mais un mouvement providentiel du cheval dérangea le geste du cavalier, de sorte que sa main tomba sur la croupe du cheval de Planchet.

	L’animal plia les reins.

	D’Artagnan se mit à rire et à penser tout haut.

	— Prends garde, Planchet; car, si Porthos t’aime trop, il te caressera, et, s’il te caresse, il t’aplatira: Porthos est toujours très fort, vois-tu.

	— Oh! dit Planchet, Mousqueton n’en est pas mort, et cependant M. le baron l’aime bien.

	— Certainement, dit Porthos avec un soupir qui fit simultanément cabrer les trois chevaux, et je disais encore ce matin à d’Artagnan combien je le regrettais: mais, dis-moi, Planchet?

	— Merci, monsieur le baron, merci.

	— Brave garçon, va! Combien as-tu d’arpents de parc, toi?

	— De parc?

	— Oui. Nous compterons les prés ensuite, puis les bois après.

	— Où cela, monsieur.

	— À ton château.

	— Mais, monsieur le baron, je n’ai ni château, ni parc, ni prés, ni bois.

	— Qu’as-tu donc, demanda Porthos, et pourquoi nommes-tu cela une campagne, alors?

	— Je n’ai point dit une campagne, monsieur le baron, répliqua Planchet un peu humilié, mais un simple pied à terre.

	— Ah! ah! fit Porthos, je comprends; tu te réserves.

	— Non, monsieur le baron, je dis la bonne vérité: j’ai deux chambres d’amis, voilà tout.

	— Mais alors, dans quoi se promènent-ils, tes amis?

	— D’abord, dans la forêt du roi, qui est fort belle.

	— Le fait est que la forêt est belle, dit Porthos, presque aussi belle que ma forêt du Berri.

	Planchet ouvrit de grands yeux.

	— Vous avez une forêt dans le genre de la forêt de Fontainebleau, monsieur le baron? balbutia-t-il.

	— Oui, j’en ai même deux; mais celle du Berri est ma favorite.

	— Pourquoi cela? demanda gracieusement Planchet.

	— Mais, d’abord, parce que je n’en connais pas la fin; et, ensuite, parce qu’elle est pleine de braconniers.

	— Et comment cette profusion de braconniers peut-elle vous rendre cette forêt si agréable?

	— En ce qu’ils chassent mon gibier et que, moi, je les chasse, ce qui, en temps de paix, est en petit, pour moi, une image de la guerre.

	On en était à ce moment de la conversation, lorsque Planchet, levant le nez, aperçut les premières maisons de Fontainebleau qui se dessinaient en vigueur sur le ciel, tandis qu’au-dessus de la masse compacte et informe s’élançaient les toits aigus du château, dont les ardoises reluisaient à la lune comme les écailles d’un immense poisson.

	— Messieurs, dit Planchet, j’ai l’honneur de vous annoncer que nous sommes arrivés à Fontainebleau.

	Chapitre CXLIV — La campagne de Planchet

	Les cavaliers levèrent la tête et virent que l’honnête Planchet disait l’exacte vérité.

	Dix minutes après, ils étaient dans la rue de Lyon, de l’autre côté de l’Auberge du Beau-Paon.

	Une grande haie de sureaux touffus, d’aubépines et de houblons formait une clôture impénétrable et noire, derrière laquelle s’élevait une maison blanche à large toit de tuiles.

	Deux fenêtres de cette maison donnaient sur la rue.

	Toutes deux étaient sombres.

	Entre les deux, une petite porte surmontée d’un auvent soutenu par des pilastres y donnait entrée.

	On arrivait à cette porte par un seuil élevé.

	Planchet mit pied à terre comme s’il allait frapper à cette porte; puis, se ravisant, il prit son cheval par la bride et marcha environ trente pas encore.

	Ses deux compagnons le suivirent.

	Alors il arriva devant une porte charretière à claire-voie située trente pas plus loin, et, levant un loquet de bois, seule clôture de cette porte, il poussa l’un des battants.

	Alors il entra le premier, tira son cheval par la bride, dans une petite cour entourée de fumier, dont la bonne odeur décelait une étable toute voisine.

	— Il sent bon, dit bruyamment Porthos en mettant à son tour pied à terre, et je me croirais, en vérité dans mes vacheries de Pierrefonds.

	— Je n’ai qu’une vache, se hâta de dire modestement Planchet.

	— Et moi, j’en ai trente, dit Porthos, ou plutôt je ne sais pas le nombre de mes vaches.

	Les deux cavaliers étaient entrés, Planchet referma la porte derrière eux.

	Pendant ce temps, d’Artagnan, qui avait mis pied à terre avec sa légèreté habituelle, humait le bon air, et, joyeux comme un Parisien qui voit de la verdure, il arrachait un brin de chèvrefeuille d’une main, une églantine de l’autre.

	Porthos avait mis ses mains sur des pois qui montaient le long des perches et mangeait ou plutôt broutait cosses et fruits.

	Planchet s’occupa aussitôt de réveiller, dans ses appentis, une manière de paysan, vieux et cassé, qui couchait sur des mousses couvertes d’une souquenille.

	Ce paysan, reconnaissant Planchet, l’appela notre maître, à la grande satisfaction de l’épicier.

	— Mettez les chevaux au râtelier, mon vieux, et bonne pitance, dit Planchet.

	— Oh! oui-da! les belles bêtes, dit le paysan; oh! il faut qu’elles en crèvent!

	— Doucement, doucement, l’ami, dit d’Artagnan; peste! comme nous y allons: l’avoine et la botte de paille, rien de plus.

	— Et de l’eau blanche pour ma monture à moi, dit Porthos, car elle a bien chaud, ce me semble.

	— Oh! ne craignez rien, messieurs, répondit Planchet, le père Célestin est un vieux gendarme d’Ivry. Il connaît l’écurie; venez à la maison, venez.

	Il attira les deux amis par une allée fort couverte qui traversait un potager, puis une petite luzerne, et qui, enfin, aboutissait à un petit jardin derrière lequel s’élevait la maison, dont on avait déjà vu la principale façade du côté de la rue.

	À mesure que l’on approchait, on pouvait distinguer, par deux fenêtres ouvertes au rez-de-chaussée et qui donnaient accès à la chambre, l’intérieur, le pénétral de Planchet.

	Cette chambre, doucement éclairée par une lampe placée sur la table, apparaissait au fond du jardin comme une riante image de la tranquillité, de l’aisance et du bonheur.

	Partout où tombait la paillette de lumière détachée du centre lumineux sur une faïence ancienne, sur un meuble luisant de propreté, sur une arme pendue à la tapisserie, la pure clarté trouvait un pur reflet, et la goutte de feu venait dormir sur la chose agréable à l’œil.

	Cette lampe, qui éclairait la chambre, tandis que le feuillage des jasmins et des aristoloches tombait de l’encadrement des fenêtres, illuminait splendidement une nappe damassée blanche comme un quartier de neige.

	Deux couverts étaient mis sur cette nappe. Un vin jauni roulait ses rubis dans le cristal à facettes de la longue bouteille, et un grand pot de faïence bleue, à couvercle d’argent, contenait un cidre écumeux.

	Près de la table, dans un fauteuil à large dossier, dormait une femme de trente ans, au visage épanoui par la santé et la fraîcheur.

	Et, sur les genoux de cette fraîche créature, un gros chat doux, pelotonnant son corps sur ses pattes pliées, faisait entendre le ronflement caractéristique qui, avec les yeux demi-clos, signifie, dans les mœurs félines: «Je suis parfaitement heureux.»

	Les deux amis s’arrêtèrent devant cette fenêtre, tout ébahis de surprise.

	Planchet, en voyant leur étonnement, fut ému d’une douce joie.

	— Ah! coquin de Planchet! dit d’Artagnan, je comprends tes absences.

	— Oh! oh! voilà du linge bien blanc, dit à son tour Porthos d’une voix de tonnerre.

	Au bruit de cette voix, le chat s’enfuit, la ménagère se réveilla en sursaut, et Planchet, prenant un air gracieux, introduisit les deux compagnons dans la chambre où était dressé le couvert.

	— Permettez-moi, dit-il, ma chère, de vous présenter M. le chevalier d’Artagnan, mon protecteur.

	D’Artagnan prit la main de la dame en homme de Cour et avec les mêmes manières chevaleresques qu’il eût pris celle de Madame.

	— M. le baron du Vallon de Bracieux de Pierrefonds, ajouta Planchet.

	Porthos fit un salut dont Anne d’Autriche se fût déclarée satisfaite, sous peine d’être bien exigeante.

	Alors, ce fut au tour de Planchet.

	Il embrassa bien franchement la dame, après toutefois avoir fait un signe qui semblait demander la permission à d’Artagnan et à Porthos.

	Permission qui lui fut accordée, bien entendu.

	D’Artagnan fit un compliment à Planchet.

	— Voilà, dit-il, un homme qui sait arranger sa vie.

	— Monsieur, répondit Planchet en riant, la vie est un capital que l’homme doit placer le plus ingénieusement qu’il lui est possible...

	— Et tu en retires de gros intérêts, dit Porthos en riant comme un tonnerre.

	Planchet revint à sa ménagère.

	— Ma chère amie, dit-il, vous voyez là les deux hommes qui ont conduit une partie de mon existence. Je vous les ai nommés bien des fois tous les deux.

	— Et deux autres encore, dit la dame avec un accent flamand des plus prononcés.

	— Madame est Hollandaise? demanda d’Artagnan.

	Porthos frisa sa moustache, ce que remarqua d’Artagnan, qui remarquait tout.

	— Je suis Anversoise, répondit la dame.

	— Et elle s’appelle dame Gechter, dit Planchet.

	— Vous n’appelez point ainsi madame, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Pourquoi cela? demanda Planchet.

	— Parce que ce serait la vieillir chaque fois que vous l’appelleriez.

	— Non, je l’appelle Trüchen.

	— Charmant nom, dit Porthos.

	— Trüchen, dit Planchet, m’est arrivée de Flandre avec sa vertu et deux mille florins. Elle fuyait un mari fâcheux qui la battait. En ma qualité de Picard, j’ai toujours aimé les Artésiennes. De l’Artois à la Flandre, il n’y a qu’un pas. Elle vint pleurer chez son parrain, mon prédécesseur de la rue des Lombards; elle plaça chez moi ses deux milles florins que j’ai fait fructifier, et qui lui en rapportent dix mille.

	— Bravo, Planchet!

	— Elle est libre, elle est riche; elle a une vache, elle commande à une servante et au père Célestin; elle me file toutes mes chemises, elle me tricote tous mes bas d’hiver elle ne me voit que tous les quinze jours, et elle veut bien se trouver heureuse.

	— Heureuse che suis effectivement... dit Trüchen avec abandon.

	Porthos frisa l’autre hémisphère de sa moustache.

	«Diable! diable! pensa d’Artagnan, est-ce que Porthos aurait des intentions?...»

	En attendant, Trüchen, comprenant de quoi il était question, avait excité sa cuisinière, ajouté deux couverts, et chargé la table de mets exquis, qui font d’un souper un repas, et d’un repas un festin.

	Beurre frais, bœuf salé, anchois et thon, toute l’épicerie de Planchet.

	Poulets, légumes, salade, poisson d’étang, poisson de rivière, gibier de forêt, toutes les ressources de la province.

	De plus, Planchet revenait du cellier, chargé de dix bouteilles dont le verre disparaissait sous une épaisse couche de poudre grise.

	Cet aspect réjouit le cœur de Porthos.

	— J’ai faim, dit-il.

	Et il s’assit près de dame Trüchen avec un regard assassin.

	D’Artagnan s’assit de l’autre côté.

	Planchet, discrètement et joyeusement, se plaça en face.

	— Ne vous ennuyez pas, dit-il, si, pendant le souper, Trüchen quitte souvent la table; elle surveille vos chambres à coucher.

	En effet, la ménagère faisait de nombreux voyages, et l’on entendait au premier étage gémir les bois de lit et crier des roulettes sur le carreau.

	Pendant ce temps, les trois hommes mangeaient et buvaient, Porthos surtout.

	C’était merveille que de les voir.

	Les dix bouteilles étaient dix ombres lorsque Trüchen redescendit avec du fromage.

	D’Artagnan avait conservé toute sa dignité.

	Porthos, au contraire, avait perdu une partie de la sienne.

	On chantait bataille, on parla chansons.

	D’Artagnan conseilla un nouveau voyage à la cave, et, comme Planchet ne marchait pas avec toute la régularité du sçavant fantassin, le capitaine des mousquetaires proposa de l’accompagner.

	Ils partirent donc en fredonnant des chansons à faire peur aux diables les plus flamands.

	Trüchen demeura à table près de Porthos.

	Tandis que les deux gourmets choisissaient derrière les falourdes, on entendit ce bruit sec et sonore que produisent, en faisant le vide, deux lèvres sur une joue.

	«Porthos se sera cru à La Rochelle», pensa d’Artagnan.

	Ils remontèrent chargés de bouteilles.

	Planchet n’y voyait plus, tant il chantait.

	D’Artagnan, qui y voyait toujours, remarqua combien la joue gauche de Trüchen était plus rouge que la droite.

	Or, Porthos souriait à la gauche de Trüchen, et frisait, de ses deux mains, les deux côtés de ses moustaches à la fois.

	Trüchen souriait aussi au magnifique seigneur.

	Le vin pétillant d’Anjou fit des trois hommes trois diables d’abord, trois soliveaux ensuite.

	D’Artagnan n’eut que la force de prendre un bougeoir pour éclairer à Planchet son propre escalier.

	Planchet traîna Porthos, que poussait Trüchen, fort joviale aussi de son côté.

	Ce fut d’Artagnan qui trouva les chambres et découvrit les lits. Porthos se plongea dans le sien, déshabillé par son ami le mousquetaire.

	D’Artagnan se jeta sur le sien en disant:

	— Mordioux! j’avais cependant juré de ne plus toucher à ce vin jaune qui sent la pierre à fusil. Fi! si les mousquetaires voyaient leur capitaine dans un pareil état!

	Et, tirant les rideaux du lit:

	— Heureusement qu’ils ne me verront pas, ajouta-t-il.

	Planchet fut enlevé dans les bras de Trüchen, qui le déshabilla et ferma rideaux et portes.

	— C’est divertissant, la campagne, dit Porthos en allongeant ses jambes qui passèrent à travers le bois du lit, ce qui produisit un écroulement énorme auquel nul ne prit garde, tant on s’était diverti à la campagne de Planchet.

	Tout le monde ronflait à deux heures de l’après minuit.

	Chapitre CXLV — Ce que l’on voit de la maison de Planchet

	Le lendemain trouva les trois héros dormant du meilleur cœur.

	Trüchen avait fermé les volets en femme qui craint, pour des yeux alourdis, la première visite du soleil levant.

	Aussi faisait-il nuit noire sous les rideaux de Porthos et sous le baldaquin de Planchet, quand d’Artagnan, réveillé le premier, par un rayon indiscret qui perçait les fenêtres, sauta à bas du lit, comme pour arriver le premier à l’assaut.

	Il prit d’assaut la chambre de Porthos, voisine de la sienne.

	Ce digne Porthos dormait comme un tonnerre gronde; il étalait fièrement dans l’obscurité son torse gigantesque, et son poing gonflé pendait hors du lit sur le tapis de pieds.

	D’Artagnan réveilla Porthos, qui frotta ses yeux d’assez bonne grâce.

	Pendant ce temps, Planchet s’habillait et venait recevoir, aux portes de leurs chambres, ses deux hôtes vacillants encore de la veille.

	Bien qu’il fût encore matin, toute la maison était déjà sur pied. La cuisinière massacrait sans pitié dans la basse-cour, et le père Célestin cueillait des cerises dans le jardin.

	Porthos, tout guilleret, tendit une main à Planchet, et d’Artagnan demanda la permission d’embrasser Mme Trüchen.

	Celle-ci, qui ne gardait pas rancune aux vaincus, s’approcha de Porthos, auquel la même faveur fut accordée.

	Porthos embrassa Mme Trüchen avec un gros soupir.

	Alors Planchet prit les deux amis par la main.

	— Je vais vous montrer la maison, dit-il; hier au soir, nous sommes entrés ici comme dans un four, et nous n’avons rien pu voir; mais au jour, tout change d’aspect et vous serez contents.

	— Commençons par la vue, dit d’Artagnan, la vue me charme avant toutes choses; j’ai toujours habité des maisons royales, et les princes ne savent pas trop mal choisir leurs points de vue.

	— Moi, dit Porthos, j’ai toujours tenu à la vue. Dans mon château de Pierrefonds, j’ai fait percer quatre allées qui aboutissent à une perspective variée.

	— Vous allez voir ma perspective, dit Planchet.

	Et il conduisit les deux hôtes à une fenêtre.

	— Ah! oui, c’est la rue de Lyon, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Oui. J’ai deux fenêtres par ici, vue insignifiante; on aperçoit cette auberge, toujours remuante et bruyante; c’est un voisinage désagréable. J’avais quatre fenêtres par ici, je n’en ai conservé que deux.

	— Passons, dit d’Artagnan.

	Ils rentrèrent dans un corridor conduisant aux chambres, et Planchet poussa les volets.

	— Tiens, tiens! dit Porthos, qu’est-ce que cela, là-bas?

	— La forêt, dit Planchet. C’est l’horizon, toujours une ligne épaisse, qui est jaunâtre au printemps, verte l’été, rouge l’automne et blanche l’hiver.

	— Très bien; mais c’est un rideau qui empêche de voir plus loin.

	— Oui, dit Planchet; mais, d’ici là, on voit...

	— Ah! ce grand champ!... dit Porthos. Tiens!... qu’est-ce que j’y remarque?... Des croix, des pierres.

	— Ah çà! mais c’est le cimetière! s’écria d’Artagnan.

	— Justement, dit Planchet; je vous assure que c’est très curieux. Il ne se passe pas de jour qu’on n’enterre ici quelqu’un. Fontainebleau est assez fort. Tantôt ce sont des jeunes filles vêtues de blanc avec des bannières, tantôt des échevins ou des bourgeois riches avec les chantres et la fabrique de la paroisse, quelquefois des officiers de la maison du roi.

	— Moi, je n’aime pas cela, dit Porthos.

	— C’est peu divertissant, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Je vous assure que cela donne des pensées saintes, répliqua Planchet.

	— Ah! je ne dis pas.

	— Mais, continua Planchet, nous devons mourir un jour, et il y a quelque part une maxime que j’ai retenue, celle-ci: «C’est une salutaire pensée que la pensée de la mort.»

	— Je ne vous dis pas le contraire, fit Porthos.

	— Mais, objecta d’Artagnan, c’est aussi une pensée salutaire que celle de la verdure, des fleurs, des rivières, des horizons bleus, des larges plaines sans fin...

	— Si je les avais, je ne les repousserais pas, dit Planchet, mais, n’ayant que ce petit cimetière, fleuri aussi, moussu, ombreux et calme, je m’en contente, et je pense aux gens de la ville qui demeurent rue des Lombards, par exemple, et qui entendent rouler deux mille chariots par jour, et piétiner dans la boue cent cinquante mille personnes.

	— Mais vivantes, dit Porthos, vivantes!

	— Voilà justement pourquoi, dit Planchet timidement, cela me repose, de voir un peu des morts.

	— Ce diable de Planchet, fit d’Artagnan, il était né pour être poète comme pour être épicier.

	— Monsieur, dit Planchet, j’étais une de ces bonnes pâtes d’homme que Dieu a faites pour s’animer durant un certain temps et pour trouver bonnes toutes choses qui accompagnent leur séjour sur terre.

	D’Artagnan s’assit alors près de la fenêtre, et, cette philosophie de Planchet lui ayant paru solide, il y rêva.

	— Pardieu! s’écria Porthos, voilà que justement on nous donne la comédie. Est-ce que je n’entends pas un peu chanter?

	— Mais oui, l’on chante, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Oh! c’est un enterrement de dernier ordre, dit Planchet dédaigneusement. Il n’y a là que le prêtre officiant, le bedeau et l’enfant de chœur. Vous voyez, messieurs, que le défunt ou la défunte n’était pas un prince.

	— Non, personne ne suit son convoi.

	— Si fait, dit Porthos, je vois un homme.

	— Oui, c’est vrai, un homme enveloppé d’un manteau, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Cela ne vaut pas la peine d’être vu, dit Planchet.

	— Cela m’intéresse, dit vivement d’Artagnan en s’accoudant sur la fenêtre.

	— Allons, allons, vous y mordez, dit joyeusement Planchet; c’est comme moi: les premiers jours, j’étais triste de faire des signes de croix toute la journée, et les chants m’allaient entrer comme des clous dans le cerveau; depuis, je me berce avec les chants, et je n’ai jamais vu d’aussi jolis oiseaux que ceux du cimetière.

	— Moi, fit Porthos, je ne m’amuse plus; j’aime mieux descendre.

	Planchet ne fit qu’un bond; il offrit sa main à Porthos pour le conduire dans le jardin.

	— Quoi! vous restez là? dit Porthos à d’Artagnan en se retournant.

	— Oui, mon ami, oui; je vous rejoindrai.

	— Eh! eh! M. d’Artagnan n’a pas tort, dit Planchet; enterre-t-on déjà?

	— Pas encore.

	— Ah! oui, le fossoyeur attend que les cordes soient nouées autour de la bière... Tiens! il entre une femme à l’autre extrémité du cimetière.

	— Oui, oui, cher Planchet, dit vivement d’Artagnan; mais laisse-moi, laisse-moi; je commence à entrer dans les méditations salutaires, ne me trouble pas.

	Planchet parti, d’Artagnan dévora des yeux, derrière le volet demi-clos, ce qui se passait en face.

	Les deux porteurs du cadavre avaient détaché les bretelles de leur civière et laissèrent glisser leur fardeau dans la fosse.

	À quelques pas, l’homme au manteau, seul spectateur de la scène lugubre, s’adossait à un grand cyprès, et dérobait entièrement sa figure aux fossoyeurs et aux prêtres. Le corps du défunt fut enseveli en cinq minutes.

	La fosse comblée, les prêtres s’en retournèrent. Le fossoyeur leur adressa quelques mots et partit derrière eux.

	L’homme au manteau les salua au passage et mit une pièce de monnaie dans la main du fossoyeur.

	— Mordioux! murmura d’Artagnan, mais c’est Aramis, cet homme-là!

	Aramis, en effet, demeura seul, de ce côté du moins; car, à peine avait-il tourné la tête, que le pas d’une femme et le frôlement d’une robe bruirent dans le chemin près de lui.

	Il se retourna aussitôt et ôta son chapeau avec un grand respect de courtisan; il conduisit la dame sous un couvert de marronniers et de tilleuls qui ombrageaient une tombe fastueuse.

	— Ah! par exemple, dit d’Artagnan, l’évêque de Vannes donnant des rendez-vous! C’est toujours l’abbé Aramis, muguetant à Noisy-le-Sec. Oui, ajouta le mousquetaire; mais, dans un cimetière, c’est un rendez-vous sacré.

	Et il se mit à rire.

	La conversation dura une grosse demi-heure.

	D’Artagnan ne pouvait pas voir le visage de la dame, car elle lui tournait le dos; mais il voyait parfaitement, à la raideur des deux interlocuteurs, à la symétrie de leurs gestes, à la façon compassée, industrieuse, dont ils se lançaient les regards comme attaque ou comme défense, il voyait qu’on ne parlait pas d’amour.

	À la fin de la conversation, la dame se leva, et ce fut-elle qui s’inclina profondément devant Aramis.

	— Oh! oh! dit d’Artagnan, mais cela finit comme un rendez-vous d’amour!... Le cavalier s’agenouille au commencement; la demoiselle est domptée ensuite, et c’est-elle qui supplie... Quelle est cette demoiselle? Je donnerais un ongle pour la voir.

	Mais ce fut impossible. Aramis s’en alla le premier; la dame s’enfonça sous ses coiffes et partit ensuite.

	D’Artagnan n’y tint plus: il courut à la fenêtre de la rue de Lyon.

	Aramis venait d’entrer dans l’auberge.

	La dame se dirigeait en sens inverse. Elle allait rejoindre vraisemblablement un équipage de deux chevaux de main et d’un carrosse qu’on voyait à la lisière du bois.

	Elle marchait lentement, tête baissée, absorbée dans une profonde rêverie.

	— Mordioux! mordioux! il faut que je connaisse cette femme, dit encore le mousquetaire.

	Et, sans plus délibérer, il se mit à la poursuivre.

	Chemin faisant, il se demandait par quel moyen il la forcerait à lever son voile.

	— Elle n’est pas jeune, dit-il; c’est une femme du grand monde. Je connais, ou le diable m’emporte! cette tournure-là.

	Comme il courait, le bruit de ses éperons et de ses bottes sur le sol battu de la rue faisait un cliquetis étrange; un bonheur lui arriva sur lequel il ne comptait pas.

	Ce bruit inquiéta la dame; elle crut être suivie ou poursuivie, ce qui était vrai, et elle se retourna.

	D’Artagnan sauta comme s’il eût reçu dans les mollets une charge de plomb à moineaux; puis, faisant un crochet pour revenir sur ses pas:

	— Mme de Chevreuse! murmura-t-il.

	D’Artagnan ne voulut pas rentrer sans tout savoir.

	Il demanda au père Célestin de s’informer près du fossoyeur quel était le mort qu’on avait enseveli le matin même.

	— Un pauvre mendiant franciscain, répliqua celui-ci, qui n’avait même pas un chien pour l’aimer en ce monde et l’escorter à sa dernière demeure.

	«S’il en était ainsi, pensa d’Artagnan, Aramis n’eût pas assisté à son convoi. Ce n’est pas un chien, pour le dévouement, que M. l’évêque de Vannes; pour le flair, je ne dis pas!»

	Chapitre CXLVI — Comment Porthos, Trüchen et Planchet se quittèrent amis, grâce à d’Artagnan

	On fit grosse chère dans la maison de Planchet.

	Porthos brisa une échelle et deux cerisiers, dépouilla les framboisiers, mais ne put arriver jusqu’aux fraises, à cause, disait-il, de son ceinturon.

	Trüchen, qui s’était déjà apprivoisée avec le géant, lui répondit:

	— Ce n’est pas le ceinturon, c’est le fendre.

	Et Porthos, ravi de joie, embrassa Trüchen, qui lui cueillait plein sa main de fraises et lui fit manger dans sa main. D’Artagnan, qui arriva sur ces entrefaites, gourmanda Porthos sur sa paresse et plaignit tout bas Planchet.

	Porthos déjeuna bien; quant il eut fini:

	— Je me plairais ici, dit-il en regardant Trüchen.

	Trüchen sourit.

	Planchet en fit autant, non sans un peu de gêne.

	Alors d’Artagnan dit à Porthos:

	— Il ne faut pas, mon ami, que les délices de Capoue vous fassent oublier le but réel de notre voyage à Fontainebleau.

	— Ma présentation au roi?

	— Précisément, je veux aller faire un tour en ville pour préparer cela. Ne sortez pas d’ici, je vous prie.

	— Oh! non, s’écria Porthos.

	Planchet regarda d’Artagnan avec crainte.

	— Est-ce que vous serez absent longtemps? dit-il.

	— Non, mon ami, et, dès ce soir, je te débarrasse de deux hôtes un peu lourds pour toi.

	— Oh! monsieur d’Artagnan, pouvez-vous dire?

	— Non; vois-tu, ton cœur est excellent, mais ta maison est petite. Tel n’a que deux arpents, qui peut loger un roi et le rendre très heureux; mais tu n’es pas né grand seigneur, toi.

	— M. Porthos non plus, murmura Planchet.

	— Il l’est devenu, mon cher; il est suzerain de cent mille livres de rente depuis vingt ans, et, depuis cinquante, il est suzerain de deux poings et d’une échine qui n’ont jamais eu de rivaux dans ce beau royaume de France. Porthos est un très grand seigneur à côté de toi, mon fils, et... Je ne t’en dis pas davantage; je te sais intelligent.

	— Mais non, mais non, monsieur; expliquez-moi...

	— Regarde ton verger dépouillé, ton garde-manger vide, ton lit cassé, ta cave à sec, regarde... Mme Trüchen...

	— Ah! mon Dieu! dit Planchet.

	— Porthos, vois-tu, est seigneur de trente villages qui renferment trois cents vassales fort égrillardes, et c’est un bien bel homme que Porthos!

	— Ah! mon Dieu! répéta Planchet.

	— Mme Trüchen est une excellente personne, continua d’Artagnan; conserve-la pour toi, entends-tu.

	Et il lui frappa sur l’épaule.

	À ce moment, l’épicier aperçut Trüchen et Porthos éloignés sous une tonnelle.

	Trüchen, avec une grâce toute flamande, faisait à Porthos des boucles d’oreilles avec des doubles cerises, et Porthos riait amoureusement, comme Samson devant Dalila.

	Planchet serra la main de d’Artagnan et courut vers la tonnelle.

	Rendons à Porthos cette justice qu’il ne se dérangea pas... Sans doute il ne croyait pas mal faire.

	Trüchen non plus ne se dérangea pas, ce qui indisposa Planchet; mais il avait vu assez de beau monde dans sa boutique pour faire bonne contenance devant un désagrément.

	Planchet prit le bras de Porthos et lui proposa d’aller voir les chevaux.

	Porthos dit qu’il était fatigué.

	Planchet proposa au baron du Vallon de goûter d’un noyau qu’il faisait lui même et qui n’avait pas son pareil.

	Le baron accepta.

	C’est ainsi que, toute la journée, Planchet sut occuper son ennemi. Il sacrifia son buffet à son amour-propre.

	D’Artagnan revint deux heures après.

	— Tout est disposé, dit-il; j’ai vu Sa Majesté un moment au départ pour la chasse: le roi nous attend ce soir.

	— Le roi m’attend! cria Porthos en se redressant.

	Et, il faut bien l’avouer, car c’est une onde mobile que le cœur de l’homme, à partir de ce moment, Porthos ne regarda plus Mme Trüchen avec cette grâce touchante qui avait amolli le cœur de l’Anversoise.

	Planchet chauffa de son mieux ces dispositions ambitieuses. Il raconta ou plutôt repassa toutes les splendeurs du dernier règne; les batailles, les sièges, les cérémonies. Il dit le luxe des Anglais, les aubaines conquises par les trois braves compagnons, dont d’Artagnan, le plus humble au début, avait fini par devenir le chef.

	Il enthousiasma Porthos en lui montrant sa jeunesse évanouie; il vanta comme il put la chasteté de ce grand seigneur et sa religion à respecter l’amitié; il fut éloquent, il fut adroit. Il charma Porthos, fit trembler Trüchen et fit rêver d’Artagnan.

	À six heures, le mousquetaire ordonna de préparer les chevaux et fit habiller Porthos.

	Il remercia Planchet de sa bonne hospitalité, lui glissa quelques mots vagues d’un emploi qu’on pourrait lui trouver à la Cour, ce qui grandit immédiatement Planchet dans l’esprit de Trüchen, où le pauvre épicier, si bon, si généreux, si dévoué avait baissé depuis l’apparition et le parallèle de deux grands seigneurs.

	Car les femmes sont ainsi faites: elles ambitionnent ce qu’elles n’ont pas; elles dédaignent ce qu’elles ambitionnaient, quand elles l’ont.

	Après avoir rendu ce service à son ami Planchet d’Artagnan dit à Porthos tout bas:

	— Vous avez, mon ami, une bague assez jolie à votre doigt.

	— Trois cents pistoles, dit Porthos.

	— Mme Trüchen gardera bien mieux votre souvenir si vous lui laissez cette bague-là, répliqua d’Artagnan.

	Porthos hésita.

	— Vous trouvez qu’elle n’est pas assez belle? dit le mousquetaire. Je vous comprends; un grand seigneur comme vous ne va pas loger chez un ancien serviteur sans payer grassement l’hospitalité; mais, croyez-moi Planchet a un si bon cœur, qu’il ne remarquera pas que vous avez cent mille livres de rente.

	— J’ai bien envie, dit Porthos gonflé par ce discours, de donner à Mme Trüchen ma petite métairie de Bracieux; c’est aussi une jolie bague au doigt... douze arpents.

	— C’est trop, mon bon Porthos, trop pour le moment... Gardez cela pour plus tard.

	Il lui ôta le diamant du doigt, et, s’approchant de Trüchen:

	— Madame, dit-il, M. le baron ne sait comment vous prier d’accepter, pour l’amour de lui, cette petite bague. M. du Vallon est un des hommes les plus généreux et les plus discrets que je connaisse. Il voulait vous offrir une métairie qu’il possède à Bracieux; je l’en ai dissuadé.

	— Oh! fit Trüchen dévorant le diamant du regard.

	— Monsieur le baron! s’écria Planchet attendri.

	— Mon bon ami! balbutia Porthos, charmé d’avoir été si bien traduit par d’Artagnan.

	Toutes ces exclamations, se croisant, firent un dénouement pathétique à la journée, qui pouvait se terminer d’une façon grotesque.

	Mais d’Artagnan était là, et partout, lorsque d’Artagnan avait commandé, les choses n’avaient fini que selon son goût et son désir.

	On s’embrassa. Trüchen, rendue à elle-même par la magnificence du baron, se sentit à sa place, et n’offrit qu’un front timide et rougissant au grand seigneur avec lequel elle se familiarisait si bien la veille.

	Planchet lui-même fut pénétré d’humilité.

	En veine de générosité, le baron Porthos aurait volontiers vidé ses poches dans les mains de la cuisinière et de Célestin.

	Mais d’Artagnan l’arrêta.

	— À mon tour, dit-il.

	Et il donna une pistole à la femme et deux à l’homme.

	Ce furent des bénédictions à réjouir le cœur d’Harpagon et à le rendre prodigue.

	D’Artagnan se fit conduire par Planchet jusqu’au château et introduisit Porthos dans son appartement de capitaine, où il pénétra sans avoir été aperçu de ceux qu’il redoutait de rencontrer.

	Chapitre CXLVII — La présentation de Porthos

	Le soir même, à sept heures, le roi donnait audience à un ambassadeur des Provinces-Unies dans le grand salon.

	L’audience dura un quart d’heure.

	Après quoi, il reçut les nouveaux présentés et quelques dames qui passèrent les premières.

	Dans un coin du salon, derrière la colonne, Porthos et d’Artagnan s’entretenaient en attendant leur tour.

	— Savez-vous la nouvelle? dit le mousquetaire à son ami.

	— Non.

	— Eh bien! regardez-le.

	Porthos se haussa sur la pointe des pieds et vit M. Fouquet en habit de cérémonie qui conduisait Aramis au roi.

	— Aramis! dit Porthos.

	— Présenté au roi par M. Fouquet.

	— Ah! fit Porthos.

	— Pour avoir fortifié Belle-Île, continua d’Artagnan.

	— Et moi?

	— Vous? Vous, comme j’avais l’honneur de vous le dire, vous êtes le bon Porthos, la bonté du Bon Dieu; aussi vous prie-t-on de garder un peu Saint-Mandé.

	— Ah! répéta Porthos.

	— Mais je suis là heureusement, dit d’Artagnan, et ce sera mon tour tout à l’heure.

	En ce moment, Fouquet s’adressait au roi:

	— Sire, dit-il, j’ai une faveur à demander à Votre Majesté. M. d’Herblay n’est pas ambitieux, mais il sait qu’il peut être utile. Votre Majesté a besoin d’avoir un agent à Rome et de l’avoir puissant; nous pouvons avoir un chapeau pour M. d’Herblay.

	Le roi fit un mouvement.

	— Je ne demande pas souvent à Votre Majesté, dit Fouquet.

	— C’est un cas, répondit le roi, qui traduisait toujours ainsi ses hésitations.

	À ce mot, nul n’avait rien à répondre.

	Fouquet et Aramis se regardèrent.

	Le roi reprit:

	— M. d’Herblay peut aussi nous servir en France: un archevêque, par exemple.

	— Sire, objecta Fouquet avec une grâce qui lui était particulière, Votre Majesté comble M. d’Herblay: l’archevêché peut être dans les bonnes grâces du roi le complément du chapeau; l’un n’exclut pas l’autre.

	Le roi admira la présence d’esprit et sourit.

	— D’Artagnan n’eût pas mieux répondu, dit-il.

	Il n’eût pas plutôt prononcé ce nom, que d’Artagnan parut.

	— Votre Majesté m’appelle? dit-il.

	Aramis et Fouquet firent un pas pour s’éloigner.

	— Permettez, Sire, dit vivement d’Artagnan, qui démasqua Porthos, permettez que je présente à Votre Majesté M. le baron du Vallon, l’un des plus braves gentilshommes de France.

	Aramis, à l’aspect de Porthos, devint pâle; Fouquet crispa ses poings sous ses manchettes.

	D’Artagnan leur sourit à tous deux, tandis que Porthos s’inclinait, visiblement ému, devant la majesté royale.

	— Porthos ici! murmura Fouquet à l’oreille d’Aramis.

	— Chut! c’est une trahison, répliqua celui-ci.

	— Sire, dit d’Artagnan, voilà six ans que je devrais avoir présenté M. du Vallon à Votre Majesté; mais certains hommes ressemblent aux étoiles; ils ne vont pas sans le cortège de leurs amis. La pléiade ne se désunit pas, voilà pourquoi j’ai choisi, pour vous présenter M. du Vallon, le moment où vous verriez à côté de lui M. d’Herblay.

	Aramis faillit perdre contenance. Il regarda d’Artagnan d’un air superbe, comme pour accepter le défi que celui-ci semblait lui jeter.

	— Ah! ces messieurs sont bons amis? dit le roi.

	— Excellents, Sire, et l’un répond de l’autre. Demandez à M. de Vannes comment a été fortifiée Belle-Île?

	Fouquet s’éloigna d’un pas.

	— Belle-Île, dit froidement Aramis, a été fortifiée par Monsieur.

	Et il montra Porthos, qui salua une seconde fois.

	Louis admirait et se défiait.

	— Oui, dit d’Artagnan; mais demandez à M. le baron qui l’a aidé dans ses travaux?

	— Aramis, dit Porthos franchement.

	Et il désigna l’évêque.

	«Que diable signifie tout cela, pensa l’évêque, et quel dénouement aura cette comédie?»

	— Quoi! dit le roi, M. le cardinal... je veux dire l’évêque... s’appelle Aramis?

	— Nom de guerre, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Nom d’amitié, dit Aramis.

	— Pas de modestie, s’écria d’Artagnan: sous ce prêtre, Sire, se cache le plus brillant officier, le plus intrépide gentilhomme, le plus savant théologien de votre royaume.

	Louis leva la tête.

	— Et un ingénieur! dit-il en admirant la physionomie, réellement admirable alors, d’Aramis.

	— Ingénieur par occasion, Sire, dit celui-ci.

	— Mon compagnon aux mousquetaires, Sire, dit avec chaleur d’Artagnan, l’homme dont les conseils ont aidé plus de cent fois les desseins des ministres de votre père... M. d’Herblay, en un mot, qui, avec M. du Vallon, moi et M. le comte de La Fère, connu de Votre Majesté... formait ce quadrille dont plusieurs ont parlé sous le feu roi et pendant votre minorité.

	— Et qui a fortifié Belle-Île, répéta le roi avec un accent profond.

	Aramis s’avança.

	— Pour servir le fils, dit-il, comme j’ai servi le père.

	D’Artagnan regarda bien Aramis, tandis qu’il proférait ces paroles. Il y démêla tant de respect vrai, tant de chaleureux dévouement, tant de conviction incontestable, que lui, lui, d’Artagnan, l’éternel douteur, lui, l’infaillible, il y fut pris.

	— On n’a pas un tel accent lorsqu’on ment, dit-il.

	Louis fut pénétré.

	— En ce cas, dit-il à Fouquet, qui attendait avec anxiété le résultat de cette épreuve, le chapeau est accordé. Monsieur d’Herblay, je vous donne ma parole pour la première promotion. Remerciez M. Fouquet.

	Ces mots furent entendus par Colbert, dont ils déchirèrent le cœur. Il sortit précipitamment de la salle.

	— Vous, monsieur du Vallon, dit le roi, demandez... J’aime à récompenser les serviteurs de mon père.

	— Sire, dit Porthos...

	Et il ne put aller plus loin.

	— Sire, s’écria d’Artagnan, ce digne gentilhomme est interdit par la majesté de votre personne, lui qui a soutenu fièrement le regard et le feu de mille ennemis. Mais je sais ce qu’il pense, et moi, plus habitué à regarder le soleil... je vais vous dire sa pensée: il n’a besoin de rien, il ne désire que le bonheur de contempler Votre Majesté pendant un quart d’heure.

	— Vous soupez avec moi ce soir, dit le roi en saluant Porthos avec un gracieux sourire.

	Porthos devint cramoisi de joie et d’orgueil.

	Le roi le congédia, et d’Artagnan le poussa dans la salle après l’avoir embrassé.

	— Mettez-vous près de moi à table, dit Porthos à son oreille.

	— Oui, mon ami.

	— Aramis me boude, n’est-ce pas?

	— Aramis ne vous a jamais tant aimé. Songez donc que je viens de lui faire avoir le chapeau de cardinal.

	— C’est vrai, dit Porthos. À propos, le roi aime-t-il qu’on mange beaucoup à sa table?

	— C’est le flatter, dit d’Artagnan, car il possède un royal appétit.

	— Vous m’enchantez, dit Porthos.

	Chapitre CXLVIII — Explications

	Aramis avait fait habilement une conversion pour aller trouver d’Artagnan et Porthos.

	Il arriva près de ce dernier derrière la colonne, et, lui serrant la main:

	— Vous vous êtes échappé de ma prison? lui dit-il.

	— Ne le grondez pas, dit d’Artagnan; c’est moi, cher Aramis, qui lui ai donné la clef des champs.

	— Ah! mon ami, répliqua Aramis en regardant Porthos, est-ce que vous auriez attendu avec moins de patience?

	D’Artagnan vint au secours de Porthos, qui soufflait déjà.

	— Vous autres, gens d’Église, dit-il à Aramis, vous êtes de grands politiques. Nous autres gens d’épée, nous allons au but. Voici le fait. J’étais allé visiter ce cher Baisemeaux.

	Aramis dressa l’oreille.

	— Tiens! dit Porthos, vous me faites souvenir que j’ai une lettre de Baisemeaux pour vous, Aramis.

	Et Porthos tendit à l’évêque la lettre que nous connaissons.

	Aramis demanda la permission de la lire, et la lut, sans que d’Artagnan parût un moment gêné par cette circonstance qu’il avait prévue tout entière.

	Du reste, Aramis lui-même fit si bonne contenance que d’Artagnan l’admira plus que jamais.

	La lettre lue, Aramis la mit dans sa poche d’un air parfaitement calme.

	— Vous disiez donc, cher capitaine? dit-il.

	— Je disais, continua le mousquetaire, que j’étais allé rendre visite à Baisemeaux pour le service.

	— Pour le service? dit Aramis.

	— Oui, fit d’Artagnan. Et naturellement, nous parlâmes de vous et de nos amis. Je dois dire que Baisemeaux me reçut froidement. Je pris congé. Or, comme je revenais, un soldat m’aborda et me dit (il me reconnaissait sans doute malgré mon habit de ville): «Capitaine, voulez-vous m’obliger en me lisant le nom écrit sur cette enveloppe?» Et je lus: À M. du Vallon, à Saint-Mandé chez M. Fouquet. «Pardieu! me dis-je, Porthos n’est pas retourné, comme je le pensais, à Pierrefonds ou à Belle-Île, Porthos est à Saint-Mandé chez M. Fouquet. M. Fouquet n’est pas à Saint-Mandé. Porthos est donc seul, ou avec Aramis, allons voir Porthos.» Et j’allai voir Porthos.

	— Très bien! dit Aramis rêveur.

	— Vous ne m’aviez pas conté cela, fit Porthos.

	— Je n’en ai pas eu le temps, mon ami.

	— Et vous emmenâtes Porthos à Fontainebleau?

	— Chez Planchet.

	— Planchet demeure à Fontainebleau? dit Aramis.

	— Oui, près du cimetière! s’écria Porthos étourdiment.

	— Comment, près du cimetière? fit Aramis soupçonneux.

	
«Allons, bon! pensa le mousquetaire, profitons de la bagarre, puisqu’il y a bagarre.»

	— Oui, du cimetière, dit Porthos. Planchet, certainement, est un excellent garçon qui fait d’excellentes confitures, mais il a des fenêtres qui donnent sur le cimetière. C’est attristant! Ainsi ce matin...

	— Ce matin?... dit Aramis de plus en plus agité.

	D’Artagnan tourna le dos et alla tambouriner sur la vitre un petit air de marche.

	— Ce matin, continua Porthos, nous avons vu enterrer un chrétien.

	— Ah! ah!

	— C’est attristant! Je ne vivrais pas, moi, dans une maison d’où l’on voit continuellement des morts. Au contraire, d’Artagnan paraît aimer beaucoup cela.

	— Ah! d’Artagnan a vu?

	— Il n’a pas vu, il a dévoré des yeux.

	Aramis tressaillit et se retourna pour regarder le mousquetaire; mais celui-ci était déjà en grande conversation avec de Saint-Aignan.

	Aramis continua d’interroger Porthos; puis, quand il eut exprimé tout le jus de ce citron gigantesque, il en jeta l’écorce.

	Il retourna vers son ami d’Artagnan et, lui frappant sur l’épaule:

	— Ami, dit-il, quand de Saint-Aignan se fut éloigné, car le souper du roi était annoncé.

	— Cher ami, répliqua d’Artagnan.

	— Nous ne soupons point avec le roi, nous autres.

	— Si fait; moi, je soupe.

	— Pouvez-vous causer dix minutes avec moi?

	— Vingt. Il en faut tout autant pour que Sa Majesté se mette à table.

	— Où voulez-vous que nous causions?

	— Mais ici, sur ces bancs: le roi parti, l’on peut s’asseoir, et la salle est vide.

	— Asseyons-nous donc.

	Ils s’assirent. Aramis prit une des mains de d’Artagnan;

	— Avouez-moi, cher ami, dit-il, que vous avez engagé Porthos à se défier un peu de moi?

	— Je l’avoue, mais non pas comme vous l’entendez. J’ai vu Porthos s’ennuyer à la mort, et j’ai voulu, en le présentant au roi, faire pour lui et pour vous ce que jamais vous ne ferez vous-même.

	— Quoi?

	— Votre éloge.

	— Vous l’avez fait noblement, merci!

	— Et je vous ai approché le chapeau qui se reculait.

	— Ah! je l’avoue, dit Aramis avec un singulier sourire; en vérité, vous êtes un homme unique pour faire la fortune de vos amis.

	— Vous voyez donc que je n’ai agi que pour faire celle de Porthos.

	— Oh! je m’en chargeais de mon côté; mais vous avez le bras plus long que nous.

	Ce fut au tour de d’Artagnan de sourire.

	— Voyons, dit Aramis, nous nous devons la vérité: m’aimez-vous toujours, mon cher d’Artagnan?

	— Toujours comme autrefois, répliqua d’Artagnan sans trop se compromettre par cette réponse.

	— Alors, merci, et franchise entière, dit Aramis; vous veniez à Belle-Île pour le roi?

	— Pardieu.

	— Vous vouliez donc nous enlever le plaisir d’offrir Belle-Île toute fortifiée au roi?

	— Mais, mon ami, pour vous ôter le plaisir, il eût fallu d’abord que je fusse instruit de votre intention.

	— Vous veniez à Belle-Île sans rien savoir?

	— De vous, oui! Comment diable voulez-vous que je me figure Aramis devenu ingénieur au point de fortifier comme Polybe ou Archimède?

	— C’est pourtant vrai. Cependant vous m’avez deviné là-bas?

	— Oh! oui.

	— Et Porthos aussi?

	— Très cher, je n’ai pas deviné qu’Aramis fût ingénieur. Je n’ai pu deviner que Porthos le fût devenu. Il y a un Latin qui a dit: «On devient orateur, on naît poète.» Mais il n’a jamais dit: «On naît Porthos, et l’on devient ingénieur.»

	— Vous avez toujours un charmant esprit, dit froidement Aramis. Je poursuis.

	— Poursuivez.

	— Quand vous avez tenu notre secret, vous vous êtes hâté de le venir dire au roi?

	— J’ai d’autant plus couru, mon bon ami, que je vous ai vu courir plus fort. Lorsqu’un homme pesant deux cent cinquante-huit livres, comme Porthos, court la poste, quand un prélat goutteux pardon, c’est vous qui me l’avez dit, quand un prélat brûle le chemin, je suppose, moi, que ces deux amis, qui n’ont pas voulu me prévenir, avaient des choses de la dernière conséquence à me cacher, et, ma foi! je cours... je cours aussi vite que ma maigreur et l’absence de goutte me le permettent.

	— Cher ami, n’avez-vous pas réfléchi que vous pouviez me rendre, à moi et à Porthos, un triste service?

	— Je l’ai bien pensé; mais vous m’aviez fait jouer, Porthos et vous, un triste rôle à Belle-Île.

	— Pardonnez-moi, dit Aramis.

	— Excusez-moi, dit d’Artagnan.

	— En sorte, poursuivit Aramis, que vous savez tout maintenant?

	— Ma foi, non.

	— Vous savez que j’ai dû faire prévenir tout de suite M. Fouquet, pour qu’il vous prévînt près du roi?

	— C’est là l’obscur.

	— Mais non. M. Fouquet a des ennemis, vous le reconnaissez?

	— Oh! oui.

	— Il en a un surtout.

	— Dangereux?

	— Mortel! Eh bien! pour combattre l’influence de cet ennemi, M. Fouquet a dû faire preuve, devant le roi, d’un grand dévouement et de grands sacrifices. Il a fait une surprise à Sa Majesté en lui offrant Belle-Île. Vous, arrivant le premier à Paris, la surprise était détruite. Nous avions l’air de céder à la crainte.

	— Je comprends.

	— Voilà tout le mystère, dit Aramis, satisfait d’avoir convaincu le mousquetaire.

	— Seulement, dit celui-ci, plus simple était de me tirer à quartier à Belle-Île pour me dire: «Cher amis, nous fortifions Belle-Île-en-Mer pour l’offrir au roi. Rendez-nous le service de nous dire pour qui vous agissez. Êtes-vous l’ami de M. Colbert ou celui de M. Fouquet?» Peut-être n’eussé-je rien répondu; mais vous eussiez ajouté: «Êtes-vous mon ami?» J’aurais dit: «Oui.»

	Aramis pencha la tête.

	— De cette façon, continua d’Artagnan, vous me paralysiez, et je venais dire au roi: «Sire, M. Fouquet fortifie Belle-Île, et très bien; mais voici un mot que M. le gouverneur de Belle-Île m’a donné pour Votre Majesté.» ou bien: «Voici une visite de M. Fouquet à l’endroit de ses intentions.» Je ne jouais pas un sot rôle; vous aviez votre surprise, et nous n’avions pas besoin de loucher en nous regardant.

	— Tandis, répliqua Aramis, qu’aujourd’hui vous avez agi tout à fait en ami de M. Colbert. Vous êtes donc son ami?

	— Ma foi, non! s’écria le capitaine. M. Colbert est un cuistre, et je le hais comme je haïssais Mazarin, mais sans le craindre.

	— Eh bien! moi, dit Aramis, j’aime M. Fouquet, et je suis à lui. Vous connaissez ma position... Je n’ai pas de bien... M. Fouquet m’a fait avoir des bénéfices, un évêché; M. Fouquet m’a obligé comme un galant homme, et je me souviens assez du monde pour apprécier les bons procédés. Donc, M. Fouquet m’a gagné le cœur, et je me suis mis à son service.

	— Rien de mieux. Vous avez là un bon maître.

	Aramis se pinça les lèvres.

	— Le meilleur, je crois, de tous ceux qu’on pourrait avoir.

	Puis il fit une pause.

	D’Artagnan se garda bien de l’interrompre.

	— Vous savez sans doute de Porthos comment il s’est trouvé mêlé à tout ceci?

	— Non, dit d’Artagnan; je suis curieux, c’est vrai, mais je ne questionne jamais un ami quand il veut me cacher son véritable secret.

	— Je m’en vais vous le dire.

	— Ce n’est pas la peine si la confidence m’engage.

	— Oh! ne craignez rien; Porthos est l’homme que j’ai aimé le plus, parce qu’il est simple et bon; Porthos est un esprit droit. Depuis que je suis évêque, je recherche les natures simples, qui me font aimer la vérité, haïr l’intrigue.

	D’Artagnan se caressa la moustache.

	— J’ai vu et recherché Porthos; il était oisif, sa présence me rappelait mes beaux jours d’autrefois, sans m’engager à mal faire au présent. J’ai appelé Porthos à Vannes. M. Fouquet, qui m’aime, ayant su que Porthos m’aimait, lui a promis l’ordre à la première promotion; voilà tout le secret.

	— Je n’en abuserai pas, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Je le sais bien, cher ami; nul n’a plus que vous de réel honneur.

	— Je m’en flatte, Aramis.

	— Maintenant...

	Et le prélat regarda son ami jusqu’au fond de l’âme.

	— Maintenant, causons de nous pour nous. Voulez vous devenir un des amis de M. Fouquet? Ne m’interrompez pas avant de savoir ce que cela veut dire.

	— J’écoute.

	— Voulez-vous devenir maréchal de France, pair, duc, et posséder un duché d’un million?

	— Mais, mon ami, répliqua d’Artagnan, pour obtenir tout cela, que faut-il faire?

	— Être l’homme de M. Fouquet.

	— Moi, je suis l’homme du roi, cher ami.

	— Pas exclusivement, je suppose?

	— Oh! d’Artagnan n’est qu’un.

	— Vous avez, je le présume, une ambition, comme un grand cœur que vous êtes.

	— Mais oui.

	— Eh bien?

	— Eh bien! je désire être maréchal de France; mais le roi me fera maréchal, duc, pair; le roi me donnera tout cela.

	Aramis attacha sur d’Artagnan son limpide regard.

	— Est-ce que le roi n’est pas le maître? dit d’Artagnan.

	— Nul ne le conteste; mais Louis XIII était aussi le maître.

	— Oh! mais, cher ami, entre Richelieu et Louis XIII il n’y avait pas un M. d’Artagnan, dit tranquillement le mousquetaire.

	— Autour du roi, fit Aramis, il est bien des pierres d’achoppement.

	— Pas pour le roi?

	— Sans doute; mais...

	— Tenez, Aramis, je vois que tout le monde pense à soi et jamais à ce petit prince; moi, je me soutiendrai en le soutenant.

	— Et l’ingratitude?

	— Les faibles en ont peur!

	— Vous êtes bien sûr de vous.

	— Je crois que oui.

	— Mais le roi peut n’avoir plus besoin de vous.

	— Au contraire, je crois qu’il en aura plus besoin que jamais; et, tenez, mon cher, s’il fallait arrêter un nouveau Condé, qui l’arrêterait? Ceci... ceci seul en France.

	Et d’Artagnan frappa son épée.

	— Vous avez raison, dit Aramis en pâlissant.

	Et il se leva et serra la main de d’Artagnan.

	— Voici le dernier appel du souper, dit le capitaine des mousquetaires; vous permettez...

	Aramis passa son bras au cou du mousquetaire, et lui dit:

	— Un ami comme vous est le plus beau joyau de la couronne royale.

	Puis ils se séparèrent.

	«Je le disais bien, pensa d’Artagnan, qu’il y avait quelque chose.»

	«Il faut se hâter de mettre le feu aux poudres, dit Aramis; d’Artagnan a éventé la mèche.»

	Chapitre CXLIX — Madame et de Guiche

	Nous avons vu que le comte de Guiche était sorti de la salle le jour où Louis XIV avait offert avec tant de galanterie à La Vallière les merveilleux bracelets gagnés à la loterie.

	Le comte se promena quelque temps hors du palais, l’esprit dévoré par mille soupçons et mille inquiétudes.

	Puis on le vit guettant sur la terrasse, en face des quinconces, le départ de Madame.

	Une grosse demi-heure s’écoula. Seul, à ce moment, le comte ne pouvait avoir de bien divertissantes idées.

	Il tira ses tablettes de sa poche, et se décida, après mille hésitations à écrire ces mots:

	«Madame, je vous supplie de m’accorder un moment d’entretien. Ne vous alarmez pas de cette demande qui n’a rien d’étranger au profond respect avec lequel je suis, etc., etc.»

	Il signait cette singulière supplique pliée en billet d’amour, quand il vit sortir du château plusieurs femmes, puis des hommes, presque tout le cercle de la reine, enfin.

	Il vit La Vallière elle-même, puis Montalais causant avec Malicorne.

	Il vit jusqu’au dernier des conviés qui tout à l’heure peuplaient le cabinet de la reine mère.

	Madame n’était point passée; il fallait cependant qu’elle traversât cette cour pour rentrer chez elle, et, de la terrasse, de Guiche plongeait dans cette cour.

	Enfin, il vit Madame sortir avec deux pages qui portaient des flambeaux. Elle marchait vite, et, arrivée à sa porte, elle cria.

	— Pages, qu’on aille s’informer de M. le comte de Guiche. Il doit me rendre compte d’une commission. S’il est libre, qu’on le prie de passer chez moi.

	De Guiche demeura muet et caché dans son ombre; mais, sitôt que Madame fut rentrée, il s’élança de la terrasse en bas les degrés; il prit l’air le plus indifférent pour se faire rencontrer par les pages, qui couraient déjà vers son logement.

	«Ah! Madame me fait chercher!» se dit-il tout ému.

	Et il serra son billet, désormais inutile.

	— Comte, dit un des pages en l’apercevant, nous sommes heureux de vous rencontrer.

	— Qu’y a-t-il, messieurs?

	— Un ordre de Madame.

	— Un ordre de Madame? fit de Guiche d’un air surpris.

	— Oui, comte, Son Altesse Royale vous demande; vous lui devez, nous a-t-elle dit, compte d’une commission. Êtes-vous libre?

	— Je suis tout entier aux ordres de Son Altesse Royale.

	— Veuillez donc nous suivre.

	Monté chez la princesse, de Guiche la trouva pâle et agitée.

	À la porte se tenait Montalais, un peu inquiète de ce qui se passait dans l’esprit de sa maîtresse.

	De Guiche parut.

	— Ah! c’est vous, monsieur de Guiche, dit Madame; entrez, je vous prie... Mademoiselle de Montalais, votre service est fini.

	Montalais, encore plus intriguée, salua et sortit.

	Les deux interlocuteurs restèrent seuls.

	Le comte avait tout l’avantage: c’était Madame qui l’avait appelé à un rendez-vous. Mais, cet avantage, comment était-il possible au comte d’en user? C’était une personne si fantasque que Madame! c’était un caractère si mobile que celui de Son Altesse Royale!

	Elle le fit bien voir; car abordant soudain la conversation:

	— Eh bien! dit-elle, n’avez-vous rien à me dire?

	Il crut qu’elle avait deviné sa pensée; il crut; ceux qui aiment sont ainsi faits; ils sont crédules et aveugles comme des poètes ou des prophètes; il crut qu’elle savait le désir qu’il avait de la voir, et le sujet de ce désir.

	— Oui, bien, madame, dit-il, et je trouve cela fort étrange.

	— L’affaire des bracelets, s’écria-t-elle vivement, n’est-ce pas?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Vous croyez le roi amoureux? Dites.

	De Guiche la regarda longuement; elle baissa les yeux sous ce regard qui allait jusqu’au cœur.

	— Je crois, dit-il, que le roi peut avoir eu le dessein de tourmenter quelqu’un ici; le roi, sans cela, ne se montrerait pas empressé comme il est; il ne risquerait pas de compromettre de gaieté de cœur une jeune fille jusqu’alors inattaquable.

	— Bon! cette effrontée? dit hautement la princesse.

	— Je puis affirmer à Votre Altesse Royale, dit de Guiche avec une fermeté respectueuse, que Mlle de La Vallière est aimée d’un homme qu’il convient de respecter, car c’est un galant homme.

	— Oh! Bragelonne, peut-être?

	— Mon ami. Oui, madame.

	— Eh bien! quand il serait votre ami, qu’importe au roi?

	— Le roi sait que Bragelonne est fiancé à Mlle de La Vallière; et, comme Raoul a servi le roi bravement, le roi n’ira pas causer un malheur irréparable.

	Madame se mit à rire avec des éclats qui firent sur de Guiche une douloureuse impression.

	— Je vous répète, madame, que je ne crois pas le roi amoureux de La Vallière, et la preuve que je ne le crois pas, c’est que je voulais vous demander de qui Sa Majesté peut chercher à piquer l’amour-propre dans cette circonstance. Vous qui connaissez toute la Cour, vous m’aiderez à trouver d’autant plus assurément, que, dit-on partout, Votre Altesse Royale est fort intime avec le roi.

	Madame se mordit les lèvres, et, faute de bonnes raisons, elle détourna la conversation.

	— Prouvez-moi, dit-elle en attachant sur lui un de ces regards dans lesquels l’âme semble passer tout entière, prouvez-moi que vous cherchiez à m’interroger, moi qui vous ai appelé.

	De Guiche tira gravement de ses tablettes ce qu’il avait écrit, et le montra.

	— Sympathie, dit-elle.

	— Oui, fit le comte avec une insurmontable tendresse, oui, sympathie; mais, moi, je vous ai expliqué comment et pourquoi je vous cherchais; vous, madame, vous êtes encore à me dire pourquoi vous me mandiez près de vous.

	— C’est vrai.

	Et elle hésita.

	— Ces bracelets me feront perdre la tête, dit-elle tout à coup.

	— Vous vous attendiez à ce que le roi dût vous les offrir? répliqua de Guiche.

	— Pourquoi pas?

	— Mais avant vous, madame, avant vous sa belle-sœur, le roi n’avait-il pas la reine?

	— Avant La Vallière, s’écria la princesse, ulcérée, n’avait-il pas moi? n’avait-il pas toute la Cour?

	— Je vous assure, madame, dit respectueusement le comte, que si l’on vous entendait parler ainsi, que si l’on voyait vos yeux rouges, et, Dieu me pardonne! cette larme qui monte à vos cils; oh! oui! tout le monde dirait que Votre Altesse Royale est jalouse.

	— Jalouse! dit la princesse avec hauteur; jalouse de La Vallière?

	Elle s’attendait à faire plier de Guiche avec ce geste hautain et ce ton superbe.

	— Jalouse de La Vallière, oui, madame, répéta-t-il bravement.

	— Je crois, monsieur, balbutia-t-elle, que vous vous permettez de m’insulter?

	— Je ne le crois pas, madame, répliqua le comte un peu agité, mais résolu à dompter cette fougueuse colère.

	— Sortez! dit la princesse au comble de l’exaspération, tant le sang-froid et le respect muet de de Guiche lui tournaient à fiel et à rage.

	De Guiche recula d’un pas, fit sa révérence avec lenteur, se releva blanc comme ses manchettes, et, d’une voix légèrement altérée:

	— Ce n’était pas la peine que je m’empressasse, dit-il, pour subir cette injuste disgrâce.

	Et il tourna le dos sans précipitation.

	Il n’avait pas fait cinq pas, que Madame s’élança comme une tigresse après lui, le saisit par la manche, et, le retournant:

	— Ce que vous affectez de respect, dit-elle en tremblant de fureur, est plus insultant que l’insulte. Voyons, insultez-moi, mais au moins parlez!

	— Et vous, madame, dit le comte doucement en tirant son épée, percez-moi le cœur, mais ne me faites pas mourir à petit feu.

	Au regard qu’il arrêta sur elle, regard empreint d’amour, de résolution, de désespoir même, elle comprit qu’un homme, si calme en apparence, se passerait l’épée dans la poitrine si elle ajoutait un mot.

	Elle lui arracha le fer d’entre les mains, et, serrant son bras avec un délire qui pouvait passer pour de la tendresse:

	— Comte, dit-elle, ménagez-moi. Vous voyez que je souffre, et vous n’avez aucune pitié.

	Les larmes, dernière crise de cet accès, étouffèrent sa voix. De Guiche, la voyant pleurer, la prit dans ses bras et la porta jusqu’à son fauteuil; un moment encore, elle suffoquait.

	— Pourquoi, murmura-t-il à ses genoux, ne m’avouez-vous pas vos peines? Aimez-vous quelqu’un? Dites-le-moi? J’en mourrai, mais après que je vous aurai soulagée, consolée, servie même.

	— Oh! vous m’aimez ainsi! répliqua-t-elle vaincue.

	— Je vous aime à ce point, oui, madame.

	Et elle lui donna ses deux mains.

	— J’aime, en effet, murmura-t-elle si bas que nul n’eût pu l’entendre.

	Lui l’entendit.

	— Le roi? dit-il.

	Elle secoua doucement la tête, et son sourire fut comme ces éclaircies de nuages par lesquelles, après la tempête, on croit voir le paradis s’ouvrir.

	— Mais, ajouta-t-elle, il y a d’autres passions dans un cœur bien né. L’amour, c’est la poésie; mais la vie de ce cœur, c’est l’orgueil. Comte, je suis née sur le trône, je suis fière et jalouse de mon rang. Pourquoi le roi rapproche-t-il de lui des indignités?

	— Encore! fit le comte; voilà que vous maltraitez cette pauvre fille qui sera la femme de mon ami.

	— Vous êtes assez simple pour croire cela, vous?

	— Si je ne le croyais pas, dit-il fort pâle, Bragelonne serait prévenu demain; oui, si je supposais que cette pauvre La Vallière eût oublié les serments qu’elle a faits à Raoul. Mais non, ce serait une lâcheté de trahir le secret d’une femme; ce serait un crime de troubler le repos d’un ami.

	— Vous croyez, dit la princesse avec un sauvage éclat de rire, que l’ignorance est du bonheur?

	— Je le crois, répliqua-t-il.

	— Prouvez! prouvez donc! dit-elle vivement.

	— C’est facile: madame, on dit dans toute la Cour que le roi vous aimait et que vous aimiez le roi.

	— Eh bien? fit-elle en respirant péniblement.

	— Eh bien! admettez que Raoul, mon ami, fût venu me dire: «Oui, le roi aime Madame; oui, le roi a touché le cœur de Madame», j’eusse peut-être tué Raoul!

	— Il eût fallu, dit la princesse avec cette obstination des femmes qui se sentent imprenables, que M. de Bragelonne eût eu des preuves pour vous parler ainsi.

	— Toujours est-il, répondit de Guiche en soupirant, que, n’ayant pas été averti, je n’ai rien approfondi, et qu’aujourd’hui mon ignorance m’a sauvé la vie.

	— Vous pousseriez jusqu’à l’égoïsme et la froideur, dit Madame, que vous laisseriez ce malheureux jeune homme continuer d’aimer La Vallière?

	— Jusqu’au jour où La Vallière me sera révélée coupable, oui, madame.

	— Mais les bracelets?

	— Eh! madame, puisque vous vous attendiez à les recevoir du roi, qu’eussé-je pu dire?

	L’argument était vigoureux; la princesse en fut écrasée. Elle ne se releva plus dès ce moment.

	Mais, comme elle avait l’âme pleine de noblesse, comme elle avait l’esprit ardent d’intelligence, elle comprit toute la délicatesse de de Guiche.

	Elle lut clairement dans son cœur qu’il soupçonnait le roi d’aimer La Vallière, et ne voulait pas user de cet expédient vulgaire, qui consiste à ruiner un rival dans l’esprit d’une femme, en donnant à celle-ci l’assurance, la certitude que ce rival courtise une autre femme.

	Elle devina qu’il soupçonnait La Vallière, et que, pour lui laisser le temps de se convertir, pour ne pas la faire perdre à jamais, il se réservait une démarche directe ou quelques observations plus nettes.

	Elle lut en un mot tant de grandeur réelle, tant de générosité dans le cœur de son amant, qu’elle sentit s’embraser le sien au contact d’une flamme aussi pure.

	De Guiche, en restant, malgré la crainte de déplaire, un homme de conséquence et de dévouement, grandissait à l’état de héros, et la réduisait à l’état de femme jalouse et mesquine.

	Elle l’en aima si tendrement, qu’elle ne put s’empêcher de lui en donner un témoignage.

	— Voilà bien des paroles perdues, dit-elle en lui prenant la main. Soupçons, inquiétudes, défiances, douleurs, je crois que nous avons prononcé tous ces noms.

	— Hélas! oui, madame.

	— Effacez-les de votre cœur comme je les chasse du mien. Comte, que cette La Vallière aime le roi ou ne l’aime pas, que le roi aime ou n’aime pas La Vallière, faisons, à partir de ce moment, une distinction dans nos deux rôles. Vous ouvrez de grands yeux; je gage que vous ne me comprenez pas?

	— Vous êtes si vive, madame, que je tremble toujours de vous déplaire.

	— Voyez comme il tremble, le bel effrayé! dit-elle avec un enjouement plein de charme. Oui, monsieur, j’ai deux rôles à jouer. Je suis la sœur du roi, la belle-sœur de sa femme. À ce titre, ne faut-il pas que je m’occupe des intrigues du ménage? Votre avis?

	— Le moins possible, madame.

	— D’accord, mais c’est une question de dignité; ensuite je suis la femme de Monsieur.

	De Guiche soupira.

	— Ce qui, dit-elle tendrement, doit vous exhorter à me parler toujours avec le plus souverain respect.

	— Oh! s’écria-t-il en tombant à ses pieds, qu’il baisa comme ceux d’une divinité.

	— Vraiment, murmura-t-elle, je crois que j’ai encore un autre rôle. Je l’oubliais.

	— Lequel? lequel?

	— Je suis femme, dit-elle plus bas encore. J’aime.

	Il se releva. Elle lui ouvrit ses bras; leurs lèvres se touchèrent.

	Un pas retentit derrière la tapisserie. Montalais heurta.

	— Qu’y a-t-il, mademoiselle? dit Madame.

	— On cherche M. de Guiche, répondit Montalais, qui eut tout le temps de voir le désordre des acteurs de ces quatre rôles, car constamment de Guiche avait héroïquement aussi joué le sien.

	Chapitre CL — Montalais et Malicorne

	Montalais avait raison. M. de Guiche, appelé partout, était fort exposé, par la multiplication même des affaires, à ne répondre nulle part.

	Aussi, telle est la force des situations faibles, que Madame, malgré son orgueil blessé, malgré sa colère intérieure, ne put rien reprocher, momentanément, du moins, à Montalais, qui venait de violer si audacieusement la consigne quasi royale qui l’avait éloignée.

	De Guiche aussi perdit la tête, ou, plutôt, disons-le, de Guiche avait perdu la tête avant l’arrivée de Montalais; car à peine eut-il entendu la voix de la jeune fille, que, sans prendre congé de Madame, comme la plus simple politesse l’exigeait même entre égaux, il s’enfuit le cœur brûlant, la tête folle, laissant la princesse une main levée et lui faisant un geste d’adieu. C’est que de Guiche pouvait dire, comme le dit Chérubin cent ans plus tard, qu’il emportait aux lèvres du bonheur pour une éternité.

	Montalais trouva donc les deux amants fort en désordre: il y avait désordre chez celui qui s’enfuyait, désordre chez celle qui restait.

	Aussi la jeune fille murmura, tout en jetant un regard interrogateur autour d’elle:

	— Je crois que, cette fois, j’en sais autant que la femme la plus curieuse peut désirer en savoir.

	Madame fut tellement embarrassée de ce regard inquisiteur, que, comme si elle eût entendu l’aparté de Montalais, elle ne dit pas un seul mot à sa fille d’honneur, et, baissant les yeux, rentra dans sa chambre à coucher.

	Ce que voyant, Montalais écouta.

	Alors elle entendit Madame qui fermait les verrous de sa chambre.

	De ce moment elle comprit qu’elle avait sa nuit à elle, et, faisant du côté de cette porte qui venait de se fermer un geste assez irrespectueux, lequel voulait dire: «Bonne nuit, princesse!» elle descendit retrouver Malicorne, fort occupé pour le moment à suivre de l’œil un courrier tout poudreux qui sortait de chez le comte de Guiche.

	Montalais comprit que Malicorne accomplissait quelque œuvre d’importance; elle le laissa tendre les yeux, allonger le cou, et, quand Malicorne en fut revenu à sa position naturelle, elle lui frappa seulement sur l’épaule.

	— Eh bien! dit Montalais, quoi de nouveau?

	— M. de Guiche aime Madame, dit Malicorne.

	— Belle nouvelle! Je sais quelque chose de plus frais, moi.

	— Et que savez-vous?

	— C’est que Madame aime M. de Guiche.

	— L’un était la conséquence de l’autre.

	— Pas toujours, mon beau monsieur.

	— Cet axiome serait-il à mon adresse?

	— Les personnes présentes sont toujours exceptées.

	— Merci, fit Malicorne. Et de l’autre côté? continua-t-il en interrogeant.

	— Le roi a voulu ce soir, après la loterie, voir Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Eh bien! il l’a vue?

	— Non pas.

	— Comment, non pas?

	— La porte était fermée.

	— De sorte que?...

	— De sorte que le roi s’en est retourné tout penaud comme un simple voleur qui a oublié ses outils.

	— Bien.

	— Et du troisième côté? demanda Montalais.

	— Le courrier qui arrive à M. de Guiche est envoyé par M. de Bragelonne.

	— Bon! fit Montalais en frappant dans ses mains.

	— Pourquoi, bon?

	— Parce que voilà de l’occupation. Si nous nous ennuyons maintenant, nous aurons du malheur.

	— Il importe de se diviser la besogne, fit Malicorne, afin de ne point faire confusion.

	— Rien de plus simple, répliqua Montalais. Trois intrigues un peu bien chauffées, un peu bien menées, donnent, l’une dans l’autre, et au bas chiffre, trois billets par jour.

	— Oh! s’écria Malicorne en haussant les épaules, vous n’y pensez pas, ma chère, trois billets en un jour, c’est bon pour des sentiments bourgeois. Un mousquetaire en service, une petite fille au couvent, échangeant le billet quotidiennement par le haut de l’échelle ou par le trou fait au mur. En un billet tient toute la poésie de ces pauvres petits cœurs-là. Mais chez nous... Oh! que vous connaissez peu le Tendre royal, ma chère.

	— Voyons, concluez, dit Montalais impatientée. On peut venir.

	— Conclure! Je n’en suis qu’à la narration. J’ai encore trois points.

	— En vérité, il me fera mourir, avec son flegme de Flamand! s’écria Montalais.

	— Et vous, vous me ferez perdre la tête avec vos vivacités d’Italienne. Je vous disais donc que nos amoureux s’écriront des volumes, mais où voulez vous en venir?

	— À ceci, qu’aucune de nos dames ne peut garder les lettres qu’elle recevra.

	— Sans aucun doute.

	— Que M. de Guiche n’osera pas garder les siennes non plus.

	— C’est probable.

	— Eh bien! je garderai tout cela, moi.

	— Voilà justement ce qui est impossible, dit Malicorne.

	— Et pourquoi cela?

	— Parce que vous n’êtes pas chez vous; que votre chambre est commune à La Vallière et à vous; que l’on pratique assez volontiers des visites et des fouilles dans une chambre de fille d’honneur; que je crains fort la reine, jalouse comme une Espagnole, la reine mère, jalouse comme deux Espagnoles, et, enfin, Madame jalouse comme dix Espagnoles.

	— Vous oubliez quelqu’un.

	— Qui?

	— Monsieur.

	— Je ne parlais que pour les femmes. Numérotons donc. Monsieur, N° 1.

	— N° 2, de Guiche.

	— N° 3, le vicomte de Bragelonne.

	— N° 4, et le roi.

	— Le roi?

	— Certainement, le roi, qui sera non seulement plus jaloux, mais encore plus puissant que tout le monde. Ah! ma chère!

	— Après?

	— Dans quel guêpier vous êtes-vous fourrée!

	— Pas encore assez avant, si vous voulez m’y suivre.

	— Certainement que je vous y suivrai. Cependant...

	— Cependant?...

	— Tandis qu’il en est temps encore, je crois qu’il serait prudent de retourner en arrière.

	— Et moi, au contraire, je crois que le plus prudent est de nous mettre du premier coup à la tête de toutes ces intrigues-là.

	— Vous n’y suffirez pas.

	— Avec vous, j’en mènerais dix. C’est mon élément, voyez-vous. J’étais faite pour vivre à la Cour, comme la salamandre est faite pour vivre dans les flammes.

	— Votre comparaison ne me rassure pas le moins du monde, chère amie. J’ai entendu dire à des savants fort savants, d’abord qu’il n’y a pas de salamandres, et qu’y en eût-il, elles seraient parfaitement grillées, elles seraient parfaitement rôties en sortant du feu.

	— Vos savants peuvent être fort savants en affaires de salamandres. Or, vos savants ne vous diront point ceci, que je vous dis, moi: Aure de Montalais est appelée à être, avant un mois, le premier diplomate de la Cour de France!

	— Soit, mais à la condition que j’en serai le deuxième.

	— C’est dit: alliance offensive et défensive, bien entendu.

	— Seulement, défiez-vous des lettres.

	— Je vous les remettrai au fur et à mesure qu’on me les remettra.

	— Que dirons-nous au roi, de Madame?

	— Que Madame aime toujours le roi.

	— Que dirons-nous à Madame, du roi?

	— Qu’elle aurait le plus grand tort de ne pas le ménager.

	— Que dirons-nous à La Vallière, de Madame?

	— Tout ce que nous voudrons: La Vallière est à nous.

	— À nous?

	— Doublement.

	— Comment cela?

	— Par le vicomte de Bragelonne, d’abord.

	— Expliquez-vous.

	— Vous n’oubliez pas, je l’espère, que M. de Bragelonne a écrit beaucoup de lettres à Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Je n’oublie rien.

	— Ces lettres, c’est moi qui les recevais, c’est moi qui les cachais.

	— Et, par conséquent, c’est vous qui les avez?

	— Toujours.

	— Où cela? ici?

	— Oh! que non pas. Je les ai à Blois, dans la petite chambre que vous savez.

	— Petite chambre chérie, petite chambre amoureuse, antichambre du palais que je vous ferai habiter un jour. Mais, pardon, vous dites que toutes ces lettres sont dans cette petite chambre?

	— Oui.

	— Ne les mettiez-vous pas dans un coffret?

	— Sans doute, dans le même coffret où je mettais les lettres que je recevais de vous, et où je déposais les miennes quand vos affaires ou vos plaisirs vous empêchaient de venir au rendez-vous.

	— Ah! fort bien, dit Malicorne.

	— Pourquoi cette satisfaction?

	— Parce que je vois la possibilité de ne pas courir à Blois après les lettres. Je les ai ici.

	— Vous avez rapporté le coffret?

	— Il m’était cher, venant de vous.

	— Prenez-y garde, au moins; le coffret contient des originaux qui auront un grand prix plus tard.

	— Je le sais parbleu bien! et voilà justement pourquoi je ris, et de tout mon cœur même.

	— Maintenant, un dernier mot.

	— Pourquoi donc un dernier?

	— Avons-nous besoin d’auxiliaires?

	— D’aucun.

	— Valets, servantes?

	— Mauvais, détestable! Vous donnerez les lettres, vous les recevrez. Oh! pas de fierté; sans quoi, M. Malicorne et Mlle Aure, ne faisant pas leurs affaires eux-mêmes, devront se résoudre à les voir faire par d’autres.

	— Vous avez raison; mais que se passe-t-il chez M. de Guiche?

	— Rien; il ouvre sa fenêtre.

	— Disparaissons.

	Et tous deux disparurent; la conjuration était nouée.

	La fenêtre qui venait de s’ouvrir était, en effet, celle du comte de Guiche.

	Mais, comme eussent pu le penser les ignorants, ce n’était pas seulement pour tâcher de voir l’ombre de Madame à travers ses rideaux qu’il se mettait à cette fenêtre, et sa préoccupation n’était pas toute amoureuse.

	Il venait, comme nous l’avons dit, de recevoir un courrier; ce courrier lui avait été envoyé par de Bragelonne. De Bragelonne avait écrit à de Guiche.

	Celui-ci avait lu et relu la lettre, laquelle lui avait fait une profonde impression.

	— Étrange! étrange! murmurait-il. Par quels moyens puissants la destinée entraîne-t-elle donc les gens à leur but?

	Et, quittant la fenêtre pour se rapprocher de la lumière, il relut une troisième fois cette lettre, dont les lignes brûlaient à la fois son esprit et ses yeux.

	«Calais.

	«Mon cher comte,

	J’ai trouvé à Calais M. de Wardes, qui a été blessé grièvement dans une affaire avec M. de Buckingham.

	C’est un homme brave, comme vous savez, que de Wardes, mais haineux et méchant.

	Il m’a entretenu de vous, pour qui, dit-il, son cœur a beaucoup de penchant; de Madame, qu’il trouve belle et aimable.

	Il a deviné votre amour pour la personne que vous savez.

	Il m’a aussi entretenu d’une personne que j’aime, et m’a témoigné le plus vif intérêt en me plaignant fort, le tout avec des obscurités qui m’ont effrayé d’abord, mais que j’ai fini par prendre pour les résultats de ses habitudes de mystère.

	Voici le fait:

	Il aurait reçu des nouvelles de la Cour. Vous comprenez que ce n’est que par M. de Lorraine.

	On s’entretient, disent ses nouvelles, d’un changement survenu dans l’affection du roi.

	Vous savez qui cela regarde.

	Ensuite, disaient encore ses nouvelles, on parle d’une fille d’honneur qui donne sujet à la médisance.

	Ces phrases vagues ne m’ont point permis de dormir. J’ai déploré depuis hier que mon caractère droit et faible, malgré une certaine obstination, m’ait laissé sans réplique à ces insinuations.

	En un mot, M. de Wardes partait pour Paris; je n’ai point retardé son départ avec des explications; et puis il me paraissait dur, je l’avoue, de mettre à la question un homme dont les blessures sont à peine fermées.

	Bref, il est parti à petites journées, parti pour assister, dit-il, au curieux spectacle que la Cour ne peut manquer d’offrir sous peu de temps.

	Il a ajouté à ces paroles certaines félicitations, puis certaines condoléances. Je n’ai pas plus compris les unes que les autres. J’étais étourdi par mes pensées et par une défiance envers cet homme, défiance, vous le savez mieux que personne, que je n’ai jamais pu surmonter.

	Mais, lui parti, mon esprit s’est ouvert.

	Il est impossible qu’un caractère comme celui de de Wardes n’ait pas infiltré quelque peu de sa méchanceté dans les rapports que nous avons eus ensemble.

	Il est donc impossible que dans toutes les paroles mystérieuses que M. de Wardes m’a dites, il n’y ait point un sens mystérieux dont je puisse me faire l’application à moi ou à qui savez.

	Forcé que j’étais de partir promptement pour obéir au roi, je n’ai point eu l’idée de courir après M. de Wardes pour obtenir l’explication de ses réticences; mais je vous expédie un courrier et vous écris cette lettre, qui vous exposera tous mes doutes. Vous, c’est moi: j’ai pensé, vous agirez.

	M. de Wardes arrivera sous peu: sachez ce qu’il a voulu dire, si déjà vous ne le savez.

	Au reste M. de Wardes a prétendu que M. de Buckingham avait quitté Paris, comblé par Madame; c’est une affaire qui m’eût immédiatement mis l’épée à la main sans la nécessité où je crois me trouver de faire passer le service du roi avant toute querelle.

	Brûlez cette lettre, que vous remet Olivain.

	Qui dit Olivain, dit la sûreté même.

	Veuillez, je vous prie, mon cher comte, me rappeler au souvenir de Mlle de La Vallière, dont je baise respectueusement les mains.

	Vous, je vous embrasse.

	Vicomte de Bragelonne.

	P.-S.— Si quelque chose de grave survenait, tout doit se prévoir, cher ami, expédiez-moi un courrier avec ce seul mot: «Venez», et je serai à Paris, trente-six heures après votre lettre reçue.

	De Guiche soupira, replia la lettre une troisième fois, et, au lieu de la brûler, comme le lui avait recommandé Raoul, il la remit dans sa poche.

	Il avait besoin de la lire et de la relire encore.

	— Quel trouble et quelle confiance à la fois, murmura le comte; toute l’âme de Raoul est dans cette lettre; il y oublie le comte de La Fère, et il y parle de son respect pour Louise! Il m’avertit pour moi, il me supplie pour lui. Ah! continua de Guiche avec un geste menaçant, vous vous mêlez de mes affaires, monsieur de Wardes? Eh bien! je vais m’occuper des vôtres. Quant à toi, mon pauvre Raoul, ton cœur me laisse un dépôt; je veillerai sur lui, ne crains rien.

	Cette promesse faite, de Guiche fit prier Malicorne de passer chez lui sans retard, s’il était possible.

	Malicorne se rendit à l’invitation avec une vivacité qui était le premier résultat de sa conversation avec Montalais.

	Plus de Guiche, qui se croyait couvert, questionna Malicorne, plus celui-ci, qui travaillait à l’ombre, devina son interrogateur.

	Il s’ensuivit que, après un quart d’heure de conversation, pendant lequel de Guiche crut découvrir toute la vérité sur La Vallière et sur le roi, il n’apprit absolument rien que ce qu’il avait vu de ses yeux; tandis que Malicorne apprit ou devina, comme on voudra, que Raoul avait de la défiance à distance et que de Guiche allait veiller sur le trésor des Hespérides.

	Malicorne accepta d’être le dragon.

	De Guiche crut avoir tout fait pour son ami et ne s’occupa plus que de soi.

	On annonça le lendemain au soir le retour de de Wardes, et sa première apparition chez le roi.

	Après sa visite, le convalescent devait se rendre chez Monsieur.

	De Guiche se rendit chez Monsieur avant l’heure.

	Chapitre CLI — Comment de Wardes fut reçu à la cour

	Monsieur avait accueilli de Wardes avec cette faveur insigne que le rafraîchissement de l’esprit conseille à tout caractère léger pour la nouveauté qui arrive.

	De Wardes, qu’en effet on n’avait pas vu depuis un mois, était du fruit nouveau. Le caresser, c’était d’abord une infidélité à faire aux anciens, et une infidélité a toujours son charme; c’était, de plus, une réparation à lui faire, à lui. Monsieur le traita donc on ne peut plus favorablement.

	M. le chevalier de Lorraine, qui craignait fort ce rival, mais qui respectait cette seconde nature, en tout semblable à la sienne, plus le courage, M. le chevalier de Lorraine eut pour de Wardes des caresses plus douces encore que n’en avait eu Monsieur.

	De Guiche était là, comme nous l’avons dit, mais se tenait un peu à l’écart, attendant patiemment que toutes ces embrassades fussent terminées.

	De Wardes, tout en parlant aux autres, et même à Monsieur, n’avait pas perdu de Guiche de vue; son instinct lui disait qu’il était là pour lui.

	Aussi alla-t-il à de Guiche aussitôt qu’il en eut fini avec les autres.

	Tous deux échangèrent les compliments les plus courtois; après quoi, de Wardes revint à Monsieur et aux autres gentilshommes.

	Au milieu de toutes ces félicitations de bon retour on annonça Madame.

	Madame avait appris l’arrivée de de Wardes. Elle savait tous les détails de son voyage et de son duel avec Buckingham. Elle n’était pas fâchée d’être là aux premières paroles qui devaient être prononcées par celui qu’elle savait son ennemi.

	Elle avait deux ou trois dames d’honneur avec elle.

	De Wardes fit à Madame les plus gracieux saluts, et annonça tout d’abord, pour commencer les hostilités, qu’il était prêt à donner des nouvelles de M. de Buckingham à ses amis.

	C’était une réponse directe à la froideur avec laquelle Madame l’avait accueilli.

	L’attaque était vive, Madame sentit le coup sans paraître l’avoir reçu. Elle jeta rapidement les yeux sur Monsieur et sur de Guiche.

	Monsieur rougit, de Guiche pâlit.

	Madame seule ne changea point de physionomie; mais, comprenant combien cet ennemi pouvait lui susciter de désagréments près des deux personnes qui l’écoutaient, elle se pencha en souriant du côté du voyageur.

	Le voyageur parlait d’autre chose.

	Madame était brave, imprudente même: toute retraite la jetait en avant. Après le premier serrement de cœur, elle revint au feu.

	— Avez-vous beaucoup souffert de vos blessures, monsieur de Wardes? demanda-t-elle; car nous avons appris que vous aviez eu la mauvaise chance d’être blessé.

	Ce fut au tour de de Wardes de tressaillir; il se pinça les lèvres.

	— Non, madame, dit-il, presque pas.

	— Cependant, par cette horrible chaleur...

	— L’air de la mer est frais, madame, et puis j’avais une consolation.

	— Oh! tant mieux!... Laquelle?

	— Celle de savoir que mon adversaire souffrait plus que moi.

	— Ah! il a été blessé plus grièvement que vous? J’ignorais cela, dit la princesse avec une complète insensibilité.

	— Oh! madame, vous vous trompez, ou plutôt vous faites semblant de vous tromper à mes paroles. Je ne dis pas que son corps ait plus souffert que moi; mais son cœur était atteint.

	De Guiche comprit où tendait la lutte; il hasarda un signe à Madame; ce signe la suppliait d’abandonner la partie.

	Mais elle, sans répondre à de Guiche, sans faire semblant de le voir, et toujours souriante:

	— Eh! quoi! demanda-t-elle, M. de Buckingham avait-il donc été touché au cœur? Je ne croyais pas, moi, jusqu’à présent, qu’une blessure au cœur se pût guérir.

	— Hélas! madame, répondit gracieusement de Wardes, les femmes croient toutes cela, et c’est ce qui leur donne sur nous la supériorité de la confiance.

	— Ma mie, vous comprenez mal, fit le prince impatient. M. de Wardes veut dire que le duc de Buckingham avait été touché au cœur par autre chose que par une épée.

	— Ah! bien! bien! s’écria Madame. Ah! c’est une plaisanterie de M. de Wardes; fort bien; seulement je voudrais savoir si M. de Buckingham goûterait cette plaisanterie. En vérité, c’est bien dommage qu’il ne soit point là, monsieur de Wardes.

	Un éclair passa dans les yeux du jeune homme.

	— Oh! dit-il les dents serrées, je le voudrais aussi, moi.

	De Guiche ne bougea pas.

	Madame semblait attendre qu’il vînt à son secours.

	Monsieur hésitait.

	Le chevalier de Lorraine s’avança et prit la parole.

	— Madame, dit-il, de Wardes sait bien que, pour un Buckingham, être touché au cœur n’est pas chose nouvelle, et que ce qu’il a dit s’est vu déjà.

	— Au lieu d’un allié, deux ennemis, murmura Madame, deux ennemis ligués, acharnés!

	Et elle changea la conversation.

	Changer de conversation est, on le sait, un droit des princes, que l’étiquette ordonne de respecter.

	Le reste de l’entretien fut donc modéré; les principaux acteurs avaient fini leurs rôles.

	Madame se retira de bonne heure, et Monsieur, qui voulait l’interroger, lui donna la main.

	Le chevalier craignait trop que la bonne intelligence ne s’établît entre les deux époux pour les laisser tranquillement ensemble.

	Il s’achemina donc vers l’appartement de Monsieur pour le surprendre à son retour, et détruire avec trois mots toutes les bonnes impressions que Madame aurait pu semer dans son cœur. De Guiche fit un pas vers de Wardes, que beaucoup de gens entouraient.

	Il lui indiquait ainsi le désir de causer avec lui. De Wardes lui fit, des yeux et de la tête, signe qu’il le comprenait.

	Ce signe, pour les étrangers, n’avait rien que d’amical.

	Alors de Guiche put se retourner et attendre.

	Il n’attendit pas longtemps. De Wardes, débarrassé de ses interlocuteurs, s’approcha de de Guiche, et tous deux, après un nouveau salut, se mirent à marcher côte à côte.

	— Vous avez fait un bon retour, mon cher de Wardes? dit le comte.

	— Excellent, comme vous voyez.

	— Et vous avez toujours l’esprit très gai?

	— Plus que jamais.

	— C’est un grand bonheur.

	— Que voulez-vous! tout est si bouffon dans ce monde, tout est si grotesque autour de nous!

	— Vous avez raison.

	— Ah! vous êtes donc de mon avis?

	— Parbleu! Et vous nous apportez des nouvelles de là-bas?

	— Non, ma foi! j’en viens chercher ici.

	— Parlez. Vous avez cependant vu du monde à Boulogne, un de nos amis, et il n’y a pas si longtemps de cela.

	— Du monde... de... de nos amis?...

	— Vous avez la mémoire courte.

	— Ah! c’est vrai: Bragelonne?

	— Justement.

	— Qui allait en mission près du roi Charles?

	— C’est cela. Eh bien! ne vous a-t-il pas dit, ou ne lui avez-vous pas dit?...

	— Je ne sais trop ce que je lui ai dit, je vous l’avoue, mais ce que je ne lui ai pas dit, je le sais.

	De Wardes était la finesse même. Il sentait parfaitement, à l’attitude de de Guiche, attitude pleine de froideur, de dignité, que la conversation prenait une mauvaise tournure. Il résolut de se laisser aller à la conversation et de se tenir sur ses gardes.

	— Qu’est-ce donc, s’il vous plaît, que cette chose que vous ne lui avez pas dite? demanda de Guiche.

	— Eh bien! la chose concernant La Vallière.

	— La Vallière... Qu’est-ce que cela? et quelle est cette chose si étrange que vous l’avez sue là-bas, vous, tandis que Bragelonne, qui était ici, ne l’a pas sue, lui?

	— Est-ce sérieusement que vous me faites cette question?

	— On ne peut plus sérieusement.

	— Quoi! vous, homme de cour, vous, vivant chez Madame, vous, le commensal de la maison, vous, l’ami de Monsieur, vous, le favori de notre belle princesse?

	De Guiche rougit de colère.

	— De quelle princesse parlez-vous? demanda-t-il.

	— Mais je n’en connais qu’une, mon cher. Je parle de Madame. Est-ce que vous avez une autre princesse au cœur? Voyons.

	De Guiche allait se lancer; mais il vit la feinte.

	Une querelle était imminente entre les deux jeunes gens. De Wardes voulait seulement la querelle au nom de Madame, tandis que de Guiche ne l’acceptait qu’au nom de La Vallière. C’était, à partir de ce moment, un jeu de feintes, et qui devait durer jusqu’à ce que l’un d’eux fût touché.

	De Guiche reprit donc tout son sang-froid.

	— Il n’est pas le moins du monde question de Madame dans tout ceci, mon cher de Wardes, dit de Guiche, mais de ce que vous disiez là, à l’instant même.

	— Et que disais-je?

	— Que vous aviez caché à Bragelonne certaines choses.

	— Que vous savez aussi bien que moi, répliqua de Wardes.

	— Non, d’honneur!

	— Allons donc!

	— Si vous me le dites, je le saurai; mais non autrement, je vous jure!

	— Comment! j’arrive de là-bas, de soixante lieues; vous n’avez pas bougé d’ici; vous avez vu de vos yeux, vous, ce que la renommée m’a rapporté là-bas, elle, et je vous entends me dire sérieusement que vous ne savez pas? oh! comte, vous n’êtes pas charitable.

	— Ce sera comme il vous plaira, de Wardes; mais, je vous le répète, je ne sais rien.

	— Vous faites le discret, c’est prudent.

	— Ainsi, vous ne me direz rien, pas plus à moi qu’à Bragelonne?

	— Vous faites la sourde oreille, je suis bien convaincu que Madame ne serait pas si maîtresse d’elle-même que vous.

	«Ah! double hypocrite, murmura de Guiche, te voilà revenu sur ton terrain.»

	— Eh bien! alors, continua de Wardes, puisqu’il nous est si difficile de nous entendre sur La Vallière et Bragelonne, causons de vos affaires personnelles.

	— Mais, dit de Guiche, je n’ai point d’affaires personnelles, moi. Vous n’avez rien dit de moi, je suppose, à Bragelonne, que vous ne puissiez me redire, à moi?

	— Non. Mais, comprenez-vous, de Guiche? c’est qu’autant je suis ignorant sur certaines choses, autant je suis ferré sur d’autres. S’il s’agissait, par exemple, de vous parler des relations de M. de Buckingham à Paris, comme j’ai fait le voyage avec le duc, je pourrais vous dire les choses les plus intéressantes. Voulez-vous que je vous les dise?

	De Guiche passa sa main sur son front moite de sueur.

	— Mais, non, dit-il, cent fois non, je n’ai point de curiosité pour ce qui ne me regarde pas. M. de Buckingham n’est pour moi qu’une simple connaissance, tandis que Raoul est un ami intime. Je n’ai donc aucune curiosité de savoir ce qui est arrivé à M. de Buckingham, tandis que j’ai tout intérêt à savoir ce qui est arrivé à Raoul.

	— À Paris?

	— Oui, à Paris ou à Boulogne. Vous comprenez, moi, je suis présent: si quelque événement advient, je suis là pour y faire face; tandis que Raoul est absent et n’a que moi pour le représenter; donc, les affaires de Raoul avant les miennes.

	— Mais Raoul reviendra.

	— Oui, après sa mission. En attendant, vous comprenez, il ne peut courir de mauvais bruits sur lui sans que je les examine.

	— D’autant plus qu’il y restera quelque temps, à Londres, dit de Wardes en ricanant.

	— Vous croyez? demanda naïvement de Guiche.

	— Parbleu! croyez-vous qu’on l’a envoyé à Londres pour qu’il ne fasse qu’y aller et en revenir? Non pas; on l’a envoyé à Londres pour qu’il y reste.

	— Ah! comte, dit de Guiche en saisissant avec force la main de de Wardes, voici un soupçon bien fâcheux pour Bragelonne, et qui justifie à merveille ce qu’il m’a écrit de Boulogne.

	De Wardes redevint froid; l’amour de la raillerie l’avait poussé en avant, et il avait, par son imprudence, donné prise sur lui.

	— Eh bien! voyons, qu’a-t-il écrit? demanda-t-il.

	— Que vous lui aviez glissé quelques insinuations perfides contre La Vallière et que vous aviez paru rire de sa grande confiance dans cette jeune fille.

	— Oui, j’ai fait tout cela, dit de Wardes, et j’étais prêt, en le faisant, à m’entendre dire par le vicomte de Bragelonne ce que dit un homme à un autre homme lorsque ce dernier le mécontente. Ainsi, par exemple, si je vous cherchais une querelle, à vous, je vous dirais que Madame, après avoir distingué M. de Buckingham, passe en ce moment pour n’avoir renvoyé le beau duc qu’à votre profit.

	— Oh! cela ne me blesserait pas le moins du monde, cher de Wardes, dit de Guiche en souriant malgré le frisson qui courait dans ses veines comme une injection de feu. Peste! une telle faveur, c’est du miel.

	— D’accord; mais, si je voulais absolument une querelle avec vous, je chercherais un démenti, et je vous parlerais de certain bosquet où vous vous rencontrâtes avec cette illustre princesse, de certaines génuflexions, de certains baisemains, et vous qui êtes un homme secret, vous, vif et pointilleux...

	— Eh bien! non, je vous jure, dit de Guiche en l’interrompant avec le sourire sur les lèvres, quoiqu’il fût porté à croire qu’il allait mourir, non, je vous jure que cela ne me toucherait pas, que je ne vous donnerais aucun démenti. Que voulez-vous, très cher comte, je suis ainsi fait; pour les choses qui me regardent, je suis de glace. Ah! c’est bien autre chose lorsqu’il s’agit d’un ami absent, d’un ami qui, en partant, nous a confié ses intérêts; oh! pour cet ami, voyez-vous, de Wardes, je suis tout de feu!

	— Je vous comprends, monsieur de Guiche; mais, vous avez beau dire, il ne peut être question entre nous, à cette heure, ni de Bragelonne, ni de cette jeune fille sans importance qu’on appelle La Vallière.

	En ce moment, quelques jeunes gens de la Cour traversaient le salon, et, ayant déjà entendu les paroles qui venaient d’être prononcées, étaient à même d’entendre celles qui allaient suivre.

	De Wardes s’en aperçut et continua tout haut:

	— Oh! si La Vallière était une coquette comme Madame, dont les agaceries, très innocentes, je le veux bien, ont d’abord fait renvoyer M. de Buckingham en Angleterre, et ensuite vous ont fait exiler, vous, car, enfin, vous vous y êtes laissé prendre à ses agaceries, n’est-ce pas, monsieur?

	Les gentilshommes s’approchèrent, de Saint-Aignan en tête, Manicamp après.

	— Eh! mon cher, que voulez-vous? dit de Guiche en riant, je suis un fat, moi, tout le monde sait cela. J’ai pris au sérieux une plaisanterie, et je me suis fait exiler. Mais j’ai vu mon erreur, j’ai courbé ma vanité aux pieds de qui de droit, et j’ai obtenu mon rappel en faisant amende honorable et en me promettant à moi-même de me guérir de ce défaut, et, vous le voyez, j’en suis si bien guéri, que je ris maintenant de ce qui, il y a quatre jours, me brisait le cœur. Mais, lui, Raoul, il est aimé; il ne rit pas des bruits qui peuvent troubler son bonheur, des bruits dont vous vous êtes fait l’interprète quand vous saviez cependant, comte, comme moi, comme ces messieurs, comme tout le monde, que ces bruits n’étaient qu’une calomnie.

	— Une calomnie! s’écria de Wardes, furieux de se voir poussé dans le piège par le sang-froid de de Guiche.

	— Mais oui, une calomnie. Dame! voici sa lettre, dans laquelle il me dit que vous avez mal parlé de Mlle de La Vallière, et où il me demande si ce que vous avez dit de cette jeune fille est vrai. Voulez-vous que je fasse juges ces messieurs, de Wardes?

	Et, avec le plus grand sang-froid, de Guiche lut tout haut le paragraphe de la lettre qui concernait La Vallière.

	— Et, maintenant, continua de Guiche, il est bien constaté pour moi que vous avez voulu blesser le repos de ce cher Bragelonne, et que vos propos étaient malicieux.

	De Wardes regarda autour de lui pour savoir s’il aurait appui quelque part; mais, à cette idée que de Wardes avait insulté, soit directement, soit indirectement, celle qui était l’idole du jour, chacun secoua la tête, et de Wardes ne vit que des hommes prêts à lui donner tort.

	— Messieurs, dit de Guiche devinant d’instinct le sentiment général, notre discussion avec M. de Wardes porte sur un sujet si délicat, qu’il est important que personne n’en entende plus que vous n’en avez entendu. Gardez donc les portes, je vous prie, et laissez-nous achever cette conversation entre nous, comme il convient à deux gentilshommes dont l’un a donné à l’autre un démenti.

	— Messieurs! messieurs! s’écrièrent les assistants.

	— Trouvez-vous que j’avais tort de défendre Mlle de La Vallière? dit de Guiche. En ce cas, je passe condamnation et je retire les paroles blessantes que j’ai pu dire contre M. de Wardes.

	— Peste! dit de Saint-Aignan, non pas!... Mlle de La Vallière est un ange.

	— La vertu, la pureté en personne, dit Manicamp.

	— Vous voyez, monsieur de Wardes, dit de Guiche, je ne suis point le seul qui prenne la défense de la pauvre enfant. Messieurs, une seconde fois, je vous supplie de nous laisser. Vous voyez qu’il est impossible d’être plus calme que nous ne le sommes.

	Les courtisans ne demandaient pas mieux que de s’éloigner; les uns allèrent à une porte, les autres à l’autre.

	Les deux jeunes gens restèrent seuls.

	— Bien joué, dit de Wardes au comte.

	— N’est-ce pas? répondit celui-ci.

	— Que voulez-vous? je me suis rouillé en province, mon cher, tandis que vous, ce que vous avez gagné de puissance sur vous-même me confond, comte; on acquiert toujours quelque chose dans la société des femmes; acceptez donc tous mes compliments.

	— Je les accepte.

	— Et je les retournerai à Madame.

	— Oh! maintenant, mon cher monsieur de Wardes, parlons-en aussi haut qu’il vous plaira.

	— Ne m’en défiez pas.

	— Oh! je vous en défie! Vous êtes connu pour un méchant homme; si vous faites cela, vous passerez pour un lâche, et Monsieur vous fera pendre ce soir à l’espagnolette de sa fenêtre. Parlez, mon cher de Wardes, parlez.

	— Je suis battu.

	— Oui, mais pas encore autant qu’il convient.

	— Je vois que vous ne seriez pas fâché de me battre à plate couture.

	— Non, mieux encore.

	— Diable! c’est que, pour le moment, mon cher comte, vous tombez mal; après celle que je viens de jouer, une partie ne peut me convenir. J’ai perdu trop de sang à Boulogne: au moindre effort mes blessures se rouvriraient, et, en vérité, vous auriez de moi trop bon marché.

	— C’est vrai, dit de Guiche, et cependant, vous avez, en arrivant, fait montre de votre belle mine et de vos bons bras.

	— Oui, les bras vont encore, c’est vrai; mais les jambes sont faibles, et puis je n’ai pas tenu le fleuret depuis ce diable de duel; et vous, j’en réponds, vous vous escrimez tous les jours pour mettre à bonne fin votre petit guet-apens.

	— Sur l’honneur, monsieur, répondit de Guiche, voici une demi-année que je n’ai fait d’exercice.

	— Non, voyez-vous, comte, toute réflexion faite, je ne me battrai pas, pas avec vous, du moins. J’attendrai Bragelonne, puisque vous dites que c’est Bragelonne qui m’en veut.

	— Oh! que non pas, vous n’attendrez pas Bragelonne, s’écria de Guiche hors de lui; car, vous l’avez dit, Bragelonne peut tarder à revenir, et, en attendant, votre méchant esprit fera son œuvre.

	— Cependant, j’aurai une excuse. Prenez garde!

	— Je vous donne huit jours pour achever de vous rétablir.

	— C’est déjà mieux. Dans huit jours, nous verrons.

	— Oui, oui, je comprends: en huit jours, on peut échapper à l’ennemi. Non, non, pas un.

	— Vous êtes fou, monsieur, dit de Wardes en faisant un pas de retraite.

	— Et vous, vous êtes un misérable. Si vous ne vous battez pas de bonne grâce...

	— Eh bien?

	— Je vous dénonce au roi comme ayant refusé de vous battre après avoir insulté La Vallière.

	— Ah! fit de Wardes, vous êtes dangereusement perfide, monsieur l’honnête homme.

	— Rien de plus dangereux que la perfidie de celui qui marche toujours loyalement.

	— Rendez-moi mes jambes, alors, ou faites-vous saigner à blanc pour égaliser nos chances.

	— Non pas, j’ai mieux que cela.

	— Dites.

	— Nous monterons à cheval tous deux et nous échangerons trois coups de pistolet. Vous tirez de première force. Je vous ai vu abattre des hirondelles, à balle et au galop. Ne dites pas non, je vous ai vu.

	— Je crois que vous avez raison, dit de Wardes; et, comme cela, il est possible que je vous tue.

	— En vérité, vous me rendriez service.

	— Je ferai de mon mieux.

	— Est-ce dit?

	— Votre main.

	— La voici... À une condition, pourtant.

	— Laquelle?

	— Vous me jurez de ne rien dire ou faire dire au roi?

	— Rien, je vous le jure.

	— Je vais chercher mon cheval.

	— Et moi le mien.

	— Où irons-nous?

	— Dans la plaine; je sais un endroit excellent.

	— Partons-nous ensemble?

	— Pourquoi pas?

	Et tous deux, s’acheminant vers les écuries, passèrent sous les fenêtres de Madame, doucement éclairées; une ombre grandissait derrière les rideaux de dentelle.

	— Voilà pourtant une femme, dit de Wardes en souriant, qui ne se doute pas que nous allons à la mort pour elle.

	Chapitre CLII — Le combat

	De Wardes choisit son cheval, et de Guiche le sien.

	Puis chacun le sella lui-même avec une selle à fontes.

	De Wardes n’avait point de pistolets. De Guiche en avait deux paires. Il les alla chercher chez lui, les chargea, et donna le choix à de Wardes.

	De Wardes choisit des pistolets dont il s’était vingt fois servi, les mêmes avec lesquels de Guiche lui avait vu tuer les hirondelles au vol.

	— Vous ne vous étonnerez point, dit-il, que je prenne toutes mes précautions. Vos armes vous sont connues. Je ne fais, par conséquent, qu’égaliser les chances.

	— L’observation était inutile, répondit de Guiche, et vous êtes dans votre droit.

	— Maintenant, dit de Wardes, je vous prie de vouloir bien m’aider à monter à cheval, car j’y éprouve encore une certaine difficulté.

	— Alors, il fallait prendre le parti à pied.

	— Non, une fois en selle, je vaux mon homme.

	— C’est bien, n’en parlons plus.

	Et de Guiche aida de Wardes à monter à cheval.

	— Maintenant, continua le jeune homme, dans notre ardeur à nous exterminer, nous n’avons pas pris garde à une chose.

	— À laquelle?

	— C’est qu’il fait nuit, et qu’il faudra nous tuer à tâtons.

	— Soit, ce sera toujours le même résultat.

	— Cependant, il faut prendre garde à une autre circonstance, qui est que les honnêtes gens ne se vont point battre sans compagnons.

	— Oh! s’écria de Guiche, vous êtes aussi désireux que moi de bien faire les choses.

	— Oui; mais je ne veux point que l’on puisse dire que vous m’avez assassiné, pas plus que, dans le cas où je vous tuerais, je ne veux être accusé d’un crime.

	— A-t-on dit pareille chose de votre duel avec M. de Buckingham? dit de Guiche. Il s’est cependant accompli dans les mêmes conditions où le nôtre va s’accomplir.

	— Bon! Il faisait encore jour et nous étions dans l’eau jusqu’aux cuisses; d’ailleurs, bon nombre de spectateurs étaient rangés sur le rivage et nous regardaient.

	De Guiche réfléchit un instant; mais cette pensée qui s’était déjà présentée à son esprit s’y raffermit, que de Wardes voulait avoir des témoins pour ramener la conversation sur Madame et donner un tour nouveau au combat.

	Il ne répliqua donc rien, et, comme de Wardes l’interrogea une dernière fois du regard, il lui répondit par un signe de tête qui voulait dire que le mieux était de s’en tenir où l’on en était.

	Les deux adversaires se mirent, en conséquence, en chemin et sortirent du château par cette porte que nous connaissons pour avoir vu tout près d’elle Montalais et Malicorne.

	La nuit, comme pour combattre la chaleur de la journée, avait amassé tous les nuages qu’elle poussait silencieusement et lourdement de l’ouest à l’est. Ce dôme, sans éclaircies et sans tonnerres apparents, pesait de tout son poids sur la terre et commençait à se trouer sous les efforts du vent, comme une immense toile détachée d’un lambris.

	Les gouttes d’eau tombaient tièdes et larges sur la terre, où elles aggloméraient la poussière en globules roulants.

	En même temps, des haies qui aspiraient l’orage, des fleurs altérées, des arbres échevelés, s’exhalaient mille odeurs aromatiques qui ramenaient au cerveau les souvenirs doux, les idées de jeunesse, de vie éternelle, de bonheur et d’amour.

	— La terre sent bien bon, dit de Wardes; c’est une coquetterie de sa part pour nous attirer à elle.

	— À propos, répliqua de Guiche, il m’est venu plusieurs idées et je veux vous les soumettre.

	— Relatives?

	— Relatives à notre combat.

	— En effet, il est temps, ce me semble, que nous nous en occupions.

	— Sera-ce un combat ordinaire et réglé selon la coutume?

	— Voyons notre coutume?

	— Nous mettrons pied à terre dans une bonne plaine, nous attacherons nos chevaux au premier objet venu, nous nous joindrons sans armes, puis nous nous éloignerons de cent cinquante pas chacun pour revenir l’un sur l’autre.

	— Bon! c’est ainsi que je tuai le pauvre Follivent, voici trois semaines, à la Saint-Denis.

	— Pardon, vous oubliez un détail.

	— Lequel?

	— Dans votre duel avec Follivent, vous marchâtes à pied l’un sur l’autre, l’épée aux dents et le pistolet au poing.

	— C’est vrai.

	— Cette fois, au contraire, comme je ne puis pas marcher, vous l’avouez vous-même, nous remontons à cheval et nous nous choquons, le premier qui veut tirer tire.

	— C’est ce qu’il y a de mieux, sans doute, mais il fait nuit; il faut compter plus de coups perdus qu’il n’y en aurait dans le jour.

	— Soit! Chacun pourra tirer trois coups, les deux qui seront tout chargés, et un troisième de recharge.

	— À merveille! où notre combat aura-t-il lieu?

	— Avez-vous quelque préférence?

	— Non.

	— Vous voyez ce petit bois qui s’étend devant nous?

	— Le bois Rochin? Parfaitement.

	— Vous le connaissez?

	— À merveille.

	— Vous savez, alors, qu’il a une clairière à son centre?

	— Oui.

	— Gagnons cette clairière.

	— Soit!

	— C’est une espèce de champ clos naturel, avec toutes sortes de chemins, de faux fuyants, de sentiers, de fossés, de tournants, d’allées; nous serons là à merveille.

	— Je le veux, si vous le voulez. Nous sommes arrivés, je crois?

	— Oui. Voyez le bel espace dans le rond-point. Le peu de clarté qui tombe des étoiles, comme dit Corneille, se concentre en cette place; les limites naturelles sont le bois qui circuite avec ses barrières.

	— Soit! Faites comme vous dites.

	— Terminons les conditions, alors.

	— Voici les miennes; si vous avez quelque chose contre, vous le direz.

	— J’écoute.

	— Cheval tué oblige son maître à combattre à pied.

	— C’est incontestable, puisque nous n’avons pas de chevaux de rechange.

	— Mais n’oblige pas l’adversaire à descendre de son cheval.

	— L’adversaire sera libre d’agir comme bon lui semblera.

	— Les adversaires, s’étant joints une fois, peuvent ne se plus quitter, et, par conséquent, tirer l’un sur l’autre à bout portant.

	— Accepté.

	— Trois charges sans plus, n’est-ce pas?

	— C’est suffisant, je crois. Voici de la poudre et des balles pour vos pistolets; mesurez trois charges, prenez trois balles; j’en ferai autant, puis nous répandrons le reste de la poudre et nous jetterons le reste des balles.

	— Et nous jurons sur le Christ, n’est-ce pas, ajouta de Wardes, que nous n’avons plus sur nous ni poudre ni balles?

	— C’est convenu; moi, je le jure.

	De Guiche étendit la main vers le ciel.

	De Wardes l’imita.

	— Et maintenant, mon cher comte, dit-il, laissez-moi vous dire que je ne suis dupe de rien. Vous êtes, ou vous serez l’amant de Madame. J’ai pénétré le secret, vous avez peur que je ne l’ébruite; vous voulez me tuer pour vous assurer le silence, c’est tout simple, et, à votre place, j’en ferais autant.

	De Guiche baissa la tête.

	— Seulement, continua de Wardes triomphant, était-ce bien la peine, dites-moi, de me jeter encore dans les bras cette mauvaise affaire de Bragelonne? Prenez garde, mon cher ami, en acculant le sanglier, on l’enrage; en forçant le renard, on lui donne la férocité du jaguar. Il en résulte que, mis aux abois par vous, je me défends jusqu’à la mort.

	— C’est votre droit.

	— Oui, mais, prenez garde, je ferai bien du mal; ainsi, pour commencer, vous devinez bien, n’est-ce pas, que je n’ai point fait la sottise de cadenasser mon secret, ou plutôt votre secret dans mon cœur? Il y a un ami, un ami spirituel, vous le connaissez, qui est entré en participation de mon secret; ainsi, comprenez bien que, si vous me tuez, ma mort n’aura pas servi à grand’chose; tandis qu’au contraire, si je vous tue, dame! tout est possible, vous comprenez.

	De Guiche frissonna.

	— Si je vous tue, continua de Wardes, vous aurez attaché à Madame deux ennemis qui travailleront à qui mieux mieux à la ruiner.

	— Oh! monsieur, s’écria de Guiche furieux, ne comptez pas ainsi sur ma mort; de ces deux ennemis, j’espère bien tuer l’un tout de suite, et l’autre à la première occasion.

	De Wardes ne répondit que par un éclat de rire tellement diabolique, qu’un homme superstitieux s’en fût effrayé.

	Mais de Guiche n’était point impressionnable à ce point.

	— Je crois, dit-il, que tout est réglé, monsieur de Wardes; ainsi, prenez du champ, je vous prie, à moins que vous ne préfériez que ce soit moi.

	— Non pas, dit de Wardes, enchanté de vous épargner une peine.

	Et, mettant son cheval au galop, il traversa la clairière dans toute son étendue, et alla prendre son poste au point de la circonférence du carrefour qui faisait face à celui où de Guiche s’était arrêté.

	De Guiche demeura immobile.

	À la distance de cent pas à peu près, les deux adversaires étaient absolument invisibles l’un à l’autre, perdus qu’ils étaient dans l’ombre épaisse des ormes et des châtaigniers.

	Une minute s’écoula au milieu du plus profond silence.

	Au bout de cette minute, chacun, au sein de l’ombre où il était caché, entendit le double cliquetis du chien résonnant dans la batterie.

	De Guiche, suivant la tactique ordinaire, mit son cheval au galop, persuadé qu’il trouverait une double garantie de sûreté dans l’ondulation du mouvement et dans la vitesse de la course.

	Cette course se dirigea en droite ligne sur le point qu’à son avis devait occuper son adversaire.

	À la moitié du chemin, il s’attendait à rencontrer de Wardes: il se trompait.

	Il continua sa course, présumant que de Wardes l’attendait immobile.

	Mais au deux tiers de la clairière, il vit le carrefour s’illuminer tout à coup, et une balle coupa en sifflant la plume qui s’arrondissait sur son chapeau.

	Presque en même temps, et comme si le feu du premier coup eût servi à éclairer l’autre, un second coup retentit, et une seconde balle vint trouer la tête du cheval de de Guiche, un peu au-dessous de l’oreille.

	L’animal tomba.

	Ces deux coups, venant d’une direction tout opposée à celle dans laquelle il s’attendait à trouver de Wardes, frappèrent de Guiche de surprise; mais, comme c’était un homme d’un grand sang-froid, il calcula sa chute, mais non pas si bien, cependant, que le bout de sa botte ne se trouvât pris sous son cheval.

	Heureusement, dans son agonie, l’animal fit un mouvement, et de Guiche put dégager sa jambe moins pressée.

	De Guiche se releva, se tâta; il n’était point blessé.

	Du moment où il avait senti le cheval faiblir, il avait placé ses deux pistolets dans les fontes, de peur que la chute ne fît partir un des deux coups et même tous les deux, ce qui l’eût désarmé inutilement.

	Une fois debout, il reprit ses pistolets dans ses fontes, et s’avança vers l’endroit où, à la lueur de la flamme, il avait vu apparaître de Wardes. De Guiche s’était, après le premier coup, rendu compte de la manœuvre de son adversaire, qui était on ne peut plus simple.

	Au lieu de courir sur de Guiche ou de rester à sa place à l’attendre, de Wardes avait, pendant une quinzaine de pas à peu près, suivi le cercle d’ombre qui le dérobait à la vue de son adversaire, et, au moment où celui-ci lui présentait le flanc dans sa course, il l’avait tiré de sa place, ajustant à l’aise, et servi au lieu d’être gêné par le galop du cheval.

	On a vu que, malgré l’obscurité, la première balle avait passé à un pouce à peine de la tête de de Guiche.

	De Wardes était si sûr de son coup, qu’il avait cru voir tomber de Guiche. Son étonnement fut grand lorsque, au contraire le cavalier demeura en selle.

	Il se pressa pour tirer le second coup, fit un écart de main et tua le cheval.

	C’était une heureuse maladresse, si de Guiche demeurait engagé sous l’animal. Avant qu’il eût pu se dégager, de Wardes rechargeait son troisième coup et tenait de Guiche à sa merci.

	Mais, tout au contraire, de Guiche était debout et avait trois coups à tirer.

	De Guiche comprit la position... Il s’agissait de gagner de Wardes de vitesse. Il prit sa course, afin de le joindre avant qu’il eût fini de recharger son pistolet.

	De Wardes le voyait arriver comme une tempête. La balle était juste et résistait à la baguette. Mal charger était s’exposer à perdre un dernier coup. Bien charger était perdre son temps, ou plutôt c’était perdre la vie.

	Il fit faire un écart à son cheval.

	De Guiche pivota sur lui-même, et, au moment où le cheval retombait, le coup partit, enlevant le chapeau de de Wardes.

	De Wardes comprit qu’il avait un instant à lui; il en profita pour achever de charger son pistolet.

	De Guiche, ne voyant pas tomber son adversaire, jeta le premier pistolet devenu inutile, et marcha sur de Wardes en levant le second.

	Mais, au troisième pas qu’il fit, de Wardes le prit tout marchant et le coup partit.

	Un rugissement de colère y répondit; le bras du comte se crispa et s’abattit. Le pistolet tomba.

	De Wardes vit le comte se baisser, ramasser le pistolet de la main gauche, et faire un nouveau pas en avant.

	Le moment était suprême.

	— Je suis perdu, murmura de Wardes, il n’est point blessé à mort.

	Mais au moment où de Guiche levait son pistolet sur de Wardes, la tête, les épaules et les jarrets du comte fléchirent à la fois. Il poussa un soupir douloureux et vint rouler aux pieds du cheval de de Wardes.

	— Allons donc! murmura celui-ci.

	Et, rassemblant les rênes, il piqua des deux.

	Le cheval franchit le corps inerte et emporta rapidement de Wardes au château.

	Arrivé là, de Wardes demeura un quart d’heure à tenir conseil.

	Dans son impatience à quitter le champ de bataille, il avait négligé de s’assurer que de Guiche fût mort.

	Une double hypothèse se présentait à l’esprit agité de de Wardes.

	Ou de Guiche était tué, ou de Guiche était seulement blessé.

	— Si de Guiche était tué, fallait-il laisser ainsi son corps aux loups? C’était une cruauté inutile, puisque, si de Guiche était tué, il ne parlerait certes pas.

	S’il n’était pas tué, pourquoi, en ne lui portant pas secours, se faire passer pour un sauvage incapable de générosité?

	Cette dernière considération l’emporta.

	De Wardes s’informa de Manicamp.

	Il apprit que Manicamp s’était informé de de Guiche et, ne sachant point où le joindre, s’était allé coucher.

	De Wardes alla réveiller le dormeur et lui conta l’affaire, que Manicamp écouta sans dire un mot, mais avec une expression d’énergie croissante dont on aurait cru sa physionomie incapable.

	Seulement, lorsque de Wardes eut fini, Manicamp prononça un seul mot:

	— Allons!

	Tout en marchant, Manicamp se montait l’imagination, et, au fur et à mesure que de Wardes lui racontait l’événement, il s’assombrissait davantage.

	— Ainsi, dit-il lorsque de Wardes eut fini, vous le croyez mort?

	— Hélas! oui.

	— Et vous vous êtes battus comme cela sans témoins?

	— Il l’a voulu.

	— C’est singulier!

	— Comment, c’est singulier?

	— Oui, le caractère de M. de Guiche ressemble bien peu à cela.

	— Vous ne doutez pas de ma parole, je suppose?

	— Hé! hé!

	— Vous en doutez?

	— Un peu... Mais j’en douterai bien plus encore, je vous en préviens, si je vois le pauvre garçon mort.

	— Monsieur Manicamp!

	— Monsieur de Wardes!

	— Il me semble que vous m’insultez!

	— Ce sera comme vous voudrez. Que voulez-vous? moi, je n’ai jamais aimé les gens qui viennent vous dire: «J’ai tué M. Untel dans un coin; c’est un bien grand malheur, mais je l’ai tué loyalement.» Il fait nuit bien noire pour cet adverbe-là monsieur de Wardes!

	— Silence, nous sommes arrivés.

	En effet, on commençait à apercevoir la petite clairière, et, dans l’espace vide, la masse immobile du cheval mort.

	À droite du cheval, sur l’herbe noire, gisait, la face contre terre, le pauvre comte baigné dans son sang.

	Il était demeuré à la même place et ne paraissait même pas avoir fait un mouvement.

	Manicamp se jeta à genoux, souleva le comte, et le trouva froid et trempé de sang.

	Il le laissa retomber.

	Puis, s’allongeant près de lui, il chercha jusqu’à ce qu’il eût trouvé le pistolet de de Guiche.

	— Morbleu! dit-il alors en se relevant, pâle comme un spectre et le pistolet au poing; morbleu! vous ne vous trompiez pas, il est bien mort!

	— Mort? répéta de Wardes.

	— Oui, et son pistolet est chargé, ajouta Manicamp en interrogeant du doigt le bassinet.

	— Mais ne vous ai-je pas dit que je l’avais pris dans la marche et que j’avais tiré sur lui au moment où il visait sur moi?

	— Êtes-vous bien sûr de vous être battu contre lui, monsieur de Wardes? Moi, je l’avoue, j’ai bien peur que vous ne l’ayez assassiné. Oh! ne criez pas! vous avez tiré vos trois coups, et son pistolet est chargé! Vous avez tué son cheval, et lui, lui, de Guiche, un des meilleurs tireurs de France, n’a touché ni vous ni votre cheval! Tenez, monsieur de Wardes, vous avez du malheur de m’avoir amené ici; tout ce sang m’a monté à la tête; je suis un peu ivre, et je crois, sur l’honneur! puisque l’occasion s’en présente, que je vais vous faire sauter la cervelle. Monsieur de Wardes, recommandez votre âme à Dieu!

	— Monsieur de Manicamp, vous n’y songez point?

	— Si fait, au contraire, j’y songe trop.

	— Vous m’assassineriez?

	— Sans remords, pour le moment, du moins.

	— Êtes-vous gentilhomme?

	— On a été page; donc on a fait ses preuves.

	— Laissez-moi défendre ma vie, alors.

	— Bon! pour que vous me fassiez à moi, ce que vous avez fait au pauvre de Guiche.

	Et Manicamp, soulevant son pistolet, l’arrêta, le bras tendu et le sourcil froncé, à la hauteur de la poitrine de de Wardes.

	De Wardes n’essaya pas même de fuir, il était terrifié.

	Alors, dans cet effroyable silence d’un instant, qui parut un siècle à de Wardes, un soupir se fit entendre.

	— Oh! s’écria de Wardes! il vit! il vit! À moi, monsieur de Guiche, on veut m’assassiner!

	Manicamp se recula, et, entre les deux jeunes gens, on vit le comte se soulever péniblement sur une main.

	Manicamp jeta le pistolet à dix pas, et courut à son ami en poussant un cri de joie.

	De Wardes essuya son front inondé d’une sueur glacée.

	— Il était temps! murmura-t-il.

	— Qu’avez-vous? demanda Manicamp à de Guiche, et de quelle façon êtes vous blessé?

	De Guiche montra sa main mutilée et sa poitrine sanglante.

	— Comte! s’écria de Wardes, on m’accuse de vous avoir assassiné; parlez, je vous en conjure, dites que j’ai loyalement combattu!

	— C’est vrai, dit le blessé, M. de Wardes a combattu loyalement, et quiconque dirait le contraire se ferait de moi un ennemi.

	— Eh! monsieur, dit Manicamp, aidez-moi d’abord à transporter ce pauvre garçon, et, après, je vous donnerai toutes les satisfactions qu’il vous plaira, ou, si vous êtes par trop pressé, faisons mieux: pansons le comte avec votre mouchoir et le mien, et, puisqu’il reste deux balles à tirer, tirons-les.

	— Merci, dit de Wardes. Deux fois en une heure j’ai vu la mort de trop près: c’est trop laid, la mort, et je préfère vos excuses.

	Manicamp se mit à rire, et de Guiche aussi, malgré ses souffrances.

	Les deux jeunes gens voulurent le porter, mais il déclara qu’il se sentait assez fort pour marcher seul. La balle lui avait brisé l’annulaire et le petit doigt, mais avait été glisser sur une côte sans pénétrer dans la poitrine. C’était donc plutôt la douleur que la gravité de la blessure qui avait foudroyé de Guiche.

	Manicamp lui passa un bras sous une épaule, de Wardes un bras sous l’autre, et ils l’amenèrent ainsi à Fontainebleau, chez le médecin qui avait assisté à son lit de mort le franciscain prédécesseur d’Aramis.

	Chapitre CLIII — Le souper du roi

	Le roi s’était mis à table pendant ce temps, et la suite peu nombreuse des invités du jour avait pris place à ses côtés après le geste habituel qui prescrivait de s’asseoir.

	Dès cette époque, bien que l’étiquette ne fût pas encore réglée comme elle le fut plus tard, la Cour de France avait entièrement rompu avec les traditions de bonhomie et de patriarcale affabilité qu’on retrouvait encore chez Henri IV, et que l’esprit soupçonneux de Louis XIII avait peu à peu effacées, pour les remplacer par des habitudes fastueuses de grandeur, qu’il était désespéré de ne pouvoir atteindre.

	Le roi dînait donc à une petite table séparée qui dominait, comme le bureau d’un président, les tables voisines; petite table, avons-nous dit: hâtons-nous cependant d’ajouter que cette petite table était encore la plus grande de toutes.

	En outre, c’était celle sur laquelle s’entassaient un plus prodigieux nombre de mets variés, poissons, gibiers, viandes domestiques, fruits, légumes et conserves.

	Le roi, jeune et vigoureux, grand chasseur, adonné à tous les exercices violents, avait, en outre, cette chaleur naturelle du sang, commune à tous les Bourbons, qui cuit rapidement les digestions et renouvelle les appétits.

	Louis XIV était un redoutable convive; il aimait à critiquer ses cuisiniers; mais, lorsqu’il leur faisait honneur, cet honneur était gigantesque.

	Le roi commençait par manger plusieurs potages, soit ensemble, dans une espèce de macédoine, soit séparément; il entremêlait ou plutôt il séparait chacun de ces potages d’un verre de vin vieux.

	Il mangeait vite et assez avidement.

	Porthos, qui dès l’abord avait par respect attendu un coup de coude de d’Artagnan, voyant le roi s’escrimer de la sorte, se retourna vers le mousquetaire, et dit à demi-voix:

	— Il me semble qu’on peut aller, dit-il, Sa Majesté encourage. Voyez donc.

	— Le roi mange, dit d’Artagnan, mais il cause en même temps; arrangez-vous de façon que si, par hasard, il vous adressait la parole, il ne vous prenne pas la bouche pleine, ce qui serait disgracieux.

	— Le bon moyen alors, dit Porthos, c’est de ne point souper. Cependant j’ai faim, je l’avoue, et tout cela sent des odeurs appétissantes, et qui sollicitent à la fois mon odorat et mon appétit.

	— N’allez pas vous aviser de ne point manger, dit d’Artagnan, vous fâcheriez Sa Majesté. Le roi a pour habitude de dire que celui-là travaille bien qui mange bien, et il n’aime pas qu’on fasse petite bouche à sa table.

	— Alors, comment éviter d’avoir la bouche pleine si on mange? dit Porthos.

	— Il s’agit simplement, répondit le capitaine des mousquetaires, d’avaler lorsque le roi vous fera l’honneur de vous adresser la parole.

	— Très bien.

	Et, à partir de ce moment, Porthos se mit à manger avec un enthousiasme poli.

	Le roi, de temps en temps, levait les yeux sur le groupe, et, en connaisseur, appréciait les dispositions de son convive.

	— Monsieur du Vallon! dit-il.

	Porthos en était à un salmis de lièvre, et en engloutissait un demi-râble.

	Son nom, prononcé ainsi, le fit tressaillir, et, d’un vigoureux élan du gosier, il absorba la bouchée entière.

	— Sire, dit Porthos d’une voix étouffée, mais suffisamment intelligible néanmoins.

	— Que l’on passe à M. du Vallon ces filets d’agneau, dit le roi. Aimez-vous les viandes jaunes, monsieur du Vallon?

	— Sire, j’aime tout, répliqua Porthos.

	Et d’Artagnan lui souffla:

	— Tout ce que m’envoie Votre Majesté.

	Porthos répéta:

	— Tout ce que m’envoie Votre Majesté.

	Le roi fit, avec la tête, un signe de satisfaction.

	— On mange bien quand on travaille bien, repartit le roi, enchanté d’avoir en tête à tête un mangeur de la force de Porthos.

	Porthos reçut le plat d’agneau et en fit glisser une partie sur son assiette.

	— Eh bien? dit le roi.

	— Exquis! fit tranquillement Porthos.

	— A-t-on d’aussi fins moutons dans votre province, monsieur du Vallon? continua le roi.

	— Sire, dit Porthos, je crois qu’en ma province, comme partout, ce qu’il y a de meilleur est d’abord au roi; mais, ensuite, je ne mange pas le mouton de la même façon que le mange Votre Majesté.

	— Ah! ah! Et comment le mangez-vous?

	— D’ordinaire, je me fais accommoder un agneau tout entier.

	— Tout entier?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et de quelle façon?

	— Voici: mon cuisinier, le drôle est Allemand, Sire; mon cuisinier bourre l’agneau en question de petites saucisses qu’il fait venir de Strasbourg; d’andouillettes, qu’il fait venir de Troyes; de mauviettes, qu’il fait venir de Pithiviers; par je ne sais quel moyen, il désosse le mouton, comme il ferait d’une volaille, tout en lui laissant la peau, qui fait autour de l’animal une croûte rissolée; lorsqu’on le coupe par belles tranches, comme on ferait d’un énorme saucisson, il en sort un jus tout rosé qui est à la fois agréable à l’œil et exquis au palais.

	Et Porthos fit clapper sa langue.

	Le roi ouvrit de grands yeux charmés, et, tout en attaquant du faisan en daube qu’on lui présentait:

	— Voilà, monsieur du Vallon, un manger que je convoiterais, dit-il. Quoi! le mouton entier?

	— Entier, oui, Sire.

	— Passez donc ces faisans à M. du Vallon; je vois que c’est un amateur.

	L’ordre fut exécuté.

	Puis, revenant au mouton:

	— Et cela n’est pas trop gras?

	— Non, Sire; les graisses tombent en même temps que le jus et surnagent; alors mon écuyer tranchant les enlève avec une cuiller d’argent, que j’ai fait faire exprès.

	— Et vous demeurez? demanda le roi.

	— À Pierrefonds, Sire.

	— À Pierrefonds; où est cela, monsieur du Vallon? du côté de Belle-Île?

	— Oh! non pas, Sire, Pierrefonds est dans le Soissonnais.

	— Je croyais que vous me parliez de ces moutons à cause des prés salés.

	— Non, Sire, j’ai des prés qui ne sont pas salés, c’est vrai, mais qui n’en valent pas moins.

	Le roi passa aux entremets, mais sans perdre de vue Porthos, qui continuait d’officier de son mieux.

	— Vous avez un bel appétit, monsieur du Vallon, dit-il, et vous faites un bon convive.

	— Ah! ma foi! Sire, si Votre Majesté venait jamais à Pierrefonds, nous mangerions bien notre mouton à nous deux, car vous ne manquez pas d’appétit non plus, vous.

	D’Artagnan poussa un bon coup de pied à Porthos sous la table. Porthos rougit.

	— À l’âge heureux de Votre Majesté, dit Porthos pour se rattraper, j’étais aux mousquetaires, et nul ne pouvait me rassasier. Votre Majesté a bel appétit, comme j’avais l’honneur de le lui dire, mais elle choisit avec trop de délicatesse pour être appelée un grand mangeur.

	Le roi parut charmé de la politesse de son antagoniste.

	— Tâterez-vous de ces crèmes? dit-il à Porthos?

	— Sire, Votre Majesté me traite trop bien pour que je ne lui dise pas la vérité tout entière.

	— Dites, monsieur du Vallon, dites.

	— Eh bien! Sire, en fait de sucreries, je ne connais que les pâtes, et encore il faut qu’elles soient bien compactes; toutes ces mousses m’enflent l’estomac, et tiennent une place qui me paraît trop précieuse pour la si mal occuper.

	— Ah! messieurs, dit le roi en montrant Porthos voilà un véritable modèle de gastronomie. Ainsi mangeaient nos pères, qui savaient si bien manger, ajouta Sa Majesté, tandis que nous, nous picorons.

	Et, en disant ces mots, il prit une assiette de blanc de volaille mêlée de jambon.

	Porthos, de son côté, entama une terrine de perdreaux et de râles.

	L’échanson remplit joyeusement le verre de Sa Majesté.

	— Donnez de mon vin à M. du Vallon, dit le roi.

	C’était un des grands honneurs de la table royale, D’Artagnan pressa le genou de son ami.

	— Si vous pouvez avaler seulement la moitié de cette hure de sanglier que je vois là, dit-il à Porthos, je vous juge duc et pair dans un an.

	— Tout à l’heure, dit flegmatiquement Porthos, je m’y mettrai.

	Le tour de la hure ne tarda pas à venir en effet, car le roi prenait plaisir à pousser ce beau convive, il ne fit point passer de mets à Porthos, qu’il ne les eût dégustés lui-même: il goûta donc la hure. Porthos se montra beau joueur, au lieu d’en manger la moitié, comme avait dit d’Artagnan, il en mangea les trois quarts.

	— Il est impossible, dit le roi à demi-voix, qu’un gentilhomme qui soupe si bien tous les jours, et avec de si belles dents, ne soit pas le plus honnête homme de mon royaume.

	— Entendez-vous? dit d’Artagnan à l’oreille de son ami.

	— Oui, je crois que j’ai un peu de faveur, dit Porthos en se balançant sur sa chaise.

	— Oh! vous avez le vent en poupe. Oui! oui! oui!

	Le roi et Porthos continuèrent de manger ainsi à la grande satisfaction des conviés, dont quelques-uns, par émulation, avaient essayé de les suivre, mais avaient dû renoncer en chemin.

	Le roi rougissait, et la réaction du sang à son visage annonçait le commencement de la plénitude.

	C’est alors que Louis XIV, au lieu de prendre de la gaieté, comme tous les buveurs, s’assombrissait et devenait taciturne.

	Porthos, au contraire, devenait guilleret et expansif.

	Le pied de d’Artagnan dut lui rappeler plus d’une fois cette particularité.

	Le dessert parut.

	Le roi ne songeait plus à Porthos; il tournait ses yeux vers la porte d’entrée, et on l’entendit demander parfois pourquoi M. de Saint-Aignan tardait tant à venir.

	Enfin, au moment où Sa Majesté terminait un pot de confitures de prunes avec un grand soupir, M. de Saint-Aignan parut.

	Les yeux du roi, qui s’étaient éteints peu à peu, brillèrent aussitôt.

	Le comte se dirigea vers la table du roi, et, à son approche, Louis XIV se leva.

	Tout le monde se leva, Porthos même, qui achevait un nougat capable de coller l’une à l’autre les deux mâchoires d’un crocodile. Le souper était fini.

	Chapitre CLIV — Après souper

	Le roi prit le bras de Saint-Aignan et passa dans la chambre voisine.

	— Que vous avez tardé, comte! dit le roi.

	— J’apportais la réponse, Sire, répondit le comte.

	— C’est donc bien long pour elle de répondre à ce que je lui écrivais?

	— Sire, Votre Majesté avait daigné faire des vers; Mlle de La Vallière a voulu payer le roi de la même monnaie, c’est-à-dire en or.

	— Des vers, de Saint-Aignan!... s’écria le roi ravi. Donne, donne.

	Et Louis rompit le cachet d’une petite lettre qui renfermait effectivement des vers que l’histoire nous a conservés, et qui sont meilleurs d’intention que de facture.

	Tels qu’ils étaient, cependant, ils enchantèrent le roi, qui témoigna sa joie par des transports non équivoques; mais le silence général avertit Louis, si chatouilleux sur les bienséances, que sa joie pouvait donner matière à des interprétations.

	Il se retourna et mit le billet dans sa poche; puis, faisant un pas qui le ramena sur le seuil de la porte auprès de ses hôtes:

	— Monsieur du Vallon, dit-il, je vous ai vu avec le plus vif plaisir, et je vous reverrai avec un plaisir nouveau.

	Porthos s’inclina, comme eût fait le colosse de Rhodes, et sortit à reculons.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, continua le roi, vous attendrez mes ordres dans la galerie; je vous suis obligé de m’avoir fait connaître M. du Vallon. Messieurs, je retourne demain à Paris, pour le départ des ambassadeurs d’Espagne et de Hollande. À demain donc.

	La salle se vida aussitôt.

	Le roi prit le bras de Saint-Aignan, et lui fit relire encore les vers de La Vallière.

	— Comment les trouves-tu? dit-il.

	— Sire... charmants!

	— Ils me charment, en effet, et s’ils étaient connus...

	— Oh! les poètes en seraient jaloux; mais ils ne les connaîtront pas.

	— Lui avez-vous donné les miens?

	— Oh! Sire, elle les a dévorés.

	— Ils étaient faibles, j’en ai peur.

	— Ce n’est pas ce que Mlle de La Vallière en a dit.

	— Vous croyez qu’elle les a trouvés de son goût?

	— J’en suis sûr, Sire...

	— Il me faudrait répondre, alors.

	— Oh! Sire... tout de suite... après souper... Votre Majesté se fatiguera.

	— Je crois que vous avez raison: l’étude après le repas est nuisible.

	— Le travail du poète surtout; et puis, en ce moment, il y aurait préoccupation chez Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Quelle préoccupation?

	— Ah! Sire, comme chez toutes ces dames.

	— Pourquoi?

	— À cause de l’accident de ce pauvre de Guiche.

	— Ah! mon Dieu! est-il arrivé un malheur à de Guiche?

	— Oui, Sire, il a toute une main emportée, il a un trou à la poitrine, il se meurt.

	— Bon Dieu! et qui vous a dit cela?

	— Manicamp l’a rapporté tout à l’heure chez un médecin de Fontainebleau, et le bruit s’en est répandu ici.

	— Rapporté? Pauvre de Guiche! et comment cela lui est-il arrivé?

	— Ah! voilà, Sire! comment cela lui est-il arrivé?

	— Vous me dites cela d’un air tout à fait singulier, de Saint-Aignan. Donnez-moi des détails... Que dit-il?

	— Lui, ne dit rien, Sire, mais les autres.

	— Quels autres?

	— Ceux qui l’ont rapporté, Sire.

	— Qui sont-ils, ceux-là?

	— Je ne sais, Sire; mais M. de Manicamp le sait, M. de Manicamp est de ses amis.

	— Comme tout le monde, dit le roi.

	— Oh! non, reprit de Saint-Aignan, vous vous trompez, Sire; tout le monde n’est pas précisément des amis de M. de Guiche.

	— Comment le savez-vous?

	— Est-ce que le roi veut que je m’explique?

	— Sans doute, je le veux.

	— Eh bien! Sire, je crois avoir ouï parler d’une querelle entre deux gentilshommes.

	— Quand?

	— Ce soir même, avant le souper de Votre Majesté.

	— Cela ne prouve guère. J’ai fait des ordonnances si sévères à l’égard des duels, que nul, je suppose, n’osera y contrevenir.

	— Aussi Dieu me préserve d’accuser personne! s’écria de Saint-Aignan. Votre Majesté m’a ordonné de parler, je parle.

	— Dites donc alors comment le comte de Guiche a été blessé.

	— Sire, on dit à l’affût.

	— Ce soir?

	— Ce soir.

	— Une main emportée! un trou à la poitrine! Qui était à l’affût avec M. de Guiche?

	— Je ne sais, Sire... Mais M. de Manicamp sait ou doit savoir.

	— Vous me cachez quelque chose, de Saint-Aignan.

	— Rien, Sire, rien.

	— Alors expliquez-moi l’accident; est-ce un mousquet qui a crevé?

	— Peut-être bien. Mais, en y réfléchissant, non, Sire, car on a trouvé près de de Guiche son pistolet encore chargé.

	— Son pistolet? Mais, on ne va pas à l’affût avec un pistolet, ce me semble.

	— Sire, on ajoute que le cheval de de Guiche a été tué, et que le cadavre du cheval est encore dans la clairière.

	— Son cheval? De Guiche va à l’affût à cheval? De Saint-Aignan, je ne comprends rien à ce que vous me dites. Où la chose s’est-elle passée?

	— Sire, au bois Rochin, dans le rond-point.

	— Bien. Appelez M. d’Artagnan.

	De Saint-Aignan obéit. Le mousquetaire entra.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, dit le roi, vous allez sortir par la petite porte du degré particulier.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Vous monterez à cheval.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et vous irez au rond-point du bois Rochin. Connaissez-vous l’endroit?

	— Sire, je m’y suis battu deux fois.

	— Comment! s’écria le roi, étourdi de la réponse.

	— Sire, sous les édits de M. le cardinal de Richelieu, repartit d’Artagnan avec son flegme ordinaire.

	— C’est différent, monsieur. Vous irez donc là, et vous examinerez soigneusement les localités. Un homme y a été blessé, et vous y trouverez un cheval mort. Vous me direz ce que vous pensez sur cet événement.

	— Bien, Sire.

	— Il va sans dire que c’est votre opinion à vous, et non celle d’un autre que je veux avoir.

	— Vous l’aurez dans une heure, Sire.

	— Je vous défends de communiquer avec qui que ce soit.

	— Excepté avec celui qui me donnera une lanterne, dit d’Artagnan.

	— Oui, bien entendu, dit le roi en riant de cette liberté, qu’il ne tolérait que chez son capitaine des mousquetaires.

	D’Artagnan sortit par le petit degré.

	— Maintenant, qu’on appelle mon médecin, ajouta Louis.

	Dix minutes après, le médecin du roi arrivait essoufflé.

	— Monsieur, vous allez, lui dit le roi, vous transporter avec M. de Saint-Aignan où il vous conduira, et me rendrez compte de l’état du malade que vous verrez dans la maison où je vous prie d’aller.

	Le médecin obéit sans observation, comme on commençait dès cette époque à obéir à Louis XIV, et sortit précédant de Saint-Aignan.

	— Vous, de Saint-Aignan, envoyez-moi Manicamp, avant que le médecin ait pu lui parler.

	De Saint-Aignan sortit à son tour.

	Chapitre CLV — Comment d’Artagnan accomplit la mission dont le roi l’avait chargé

	Pendant que le roi prenait ces dernières dispositions pour arriver à la vérité, d’Artagnan, sans perdre une seconde, courait à l’écurie, décrochait la lanterne, sellait son cheval lui-même, et se dirigeait vers l’endroit désigné par Sa Majesté.

	Il n’avait, suivant sa promesse, vu ni rencontré personne, et, comme nous l’avons dit, il avait poussé le scrupule jusqu’à faire, sans l’intervention des valets d’écurie et des palefreniers, ce qu’il avait à faire.

	D’Artagnan était de ceux qui se piquent, dans les moments difficiles, de doubler leur propre valeur.

	En cinq minutes de galop, il fut au bois, attacha son cheval au premier arbre qu’il rencontra, et pénétra à pied jusqu’à la clairière.

	Alors il commença de parcourir à pied, et sa lanterne à la main, toute la surface du rond-point, vint, revint, mesura, examina, et, après une demi-heure d’exploration il reprit silencieusement son cheval, et s’en revint réfléchissant et au pas à Fontainebleau.

	Louis attendait dans son cabinet: il était seul et crayonnait sur un papier des lignes qu’au premier coup d’œil d’Artagnan reconnut inégales et fort raturées.

	Il en conclut que ce devaient être des vers.

	Il leva la tête et aperçut d’Artagnan.

	— Eh bien! monsieur, dit-il, m’apportez-vous des nouvelles?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Qu’avez-vous vu?

	— Voici la probabilité, Sire, dit d’Artagnan.

	— C’était une certitude que je vous avais demandée.

	— Je m’en rapprocherai autant que je pourrai; le temps était commode pour les investigations dans le genre de celles que je viens de faire: il a plu ce soir et les chemins étaient détrempés...

	— Au fait, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Sire, Votre Majesté m’avait dit qu’il y avait un cheval mort au carrefour du bois Rochin; j’ai donc commencé par étudier les chemins.

	«Je dis les chemins, attendu qu’on arrive au centre du carrefour par quatre chemins.

	«Celui que j’avais suivi moi-même présentait seul des traces fraîches. Deux chevaux l’avaient suivi côte à côte: leurs huit pieds étaient marqués bien distinctement dans la glaise.

	«L’un des cavaliers était plus pressé que l’autre. Les pas de l’un sont toujours en avant de l’autre d’une demi-longueur de cheval.

	— Alors vous êtes sûr qu’ils sont venus à deux? dit le roi.

	— Oui, Sire. Les chevaux sont deux grandes bêtes d’un pas égal, des chevaux habitués à la manœuvre, car ils ont tourné en parfaite oblique la barrière du rond-point.

	— Après, monsieur?

	— Là, les cavaliers sont restés un instant à régler sans doute les conditions du combat; les chevaux s’impatientaient. L’un des cavaliers parlait, l’autre écoutait et se contentait de répondre. Son cheval grattait la terre du pied, ce qui prouve que, dans sa préoccupation à écouter, il lui lâchait la bride.

	— Alors il y a eu combat?

	— Sans conteste.

	— Continuez; vous êtes un habile observateur.

	— L’un des deux cavaliers est resté en place, celui qui écoutait; l’autre a traversé la clairière, et a d’abord été se mettre en face de son adversaire. Alors celui qui était resté en place a franchi le rond-point au galop jusqu’aux deux tiers de sa longueur, croyant marcher sur son ennemi; mais celui-ci avait suivi la circonférence du bois.

	— Vous ignorez les noms, n’est-ce pas?

	— Tout à fait, Sire. Seulement, celui-ci qui avait suivi la circonférence du bois montait un cheval noir.

	— Comment savez-vous cela?

	— Quelques crins de sa queue sont restés aux ronces qui garnissent le bord du fossé.

	— Continuez.

	— Quant à l’autre cheval, je n’ai pas eu de peine à en faire le signalement, puisqu’il est resté mort sur-le-champ de bataille.

	— Et de quoi ce cheval est-il mort?

	— D’une balle qui lui a troué la tempe.

	— Cette balle était celle d’un pistolet ou d’un fusil?

	— D’un pistolet, Sire. Au reste, la blessure du cheval m’a indiqué la tactique de celui qui l’avait tué. Il avait suivi la circonférence du bois pour avoir son adversaire en flanc. J’ai d’ailleurs, suivi ses pas sur l’herbe.

	— Les pas du cheval noir?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Allez, monsieur d’Artagnan.

	— Maintenant que Votre Majesté voit la position des deux adversaires, il faut que je quitte le cavalier stationnaire pour le cavalier qui passe au galop.

	— Faites.

	— Le cheval du cavalier qui chargeait fut tué sur le coup.

	— Comment savez-vous cela?

	— Le cavalier n’a pas eu le temps de mettre pied à terre et est tombé avec lui. J’ai vu la trace de sa jambe, qu’il avait tirée avec effort de dessous le cheval. L’éperon, pressé par le poids de l’animal, avait labouré la terre.

	— Bien. Et qu’a-t-il dit en se relevant?

	— Il a marché droit sur son adversaire.

	— Toujours placé sur la lisière du bois?

	— Oui, Sire. Puis, arrivé à une belle portée, il s’est arrêté solidement, ses deux talons sont marqués l’un près de l’autre, il a tiré et a manqué son adversaire.

	— Comment savez-vous cela, qu’il l’a manqué?

	— J’ai trouvé le chapeau troué d’une balle.

	— Ah! une preuve, s’écria le roi.

	— Insuffisante, Sire, répondit froidement d’Artagnan: c’est un chapeau sans lettres, sans armes; une plume rouge comme à tous les chapeaux; le galon même n’a rien de particulier.

	— Et l’homme au chapeau troué a-t-il tiré son second coup?

	— Oh! Sire, ses deux coups étaient déjà tirés.

	— Comment avez-vous su cela?

	— J’ai retrouvé les bourres du pistolet.

	— Et la balle qui n’a pas tué le cheval, qu’est-elle devenue?

	— Elle a coupé la plume du chapeau de celui sur qui elle était dirigée, et a été briser un petit bouleau de l’autre côté de la clairière.

	— Alors, l’homme au cheval noir était désarmé, tandis que son adversaire avait encore un coup à tirer.

	— Sire, pendant que le cavalier démonté se relevait, l’autre rechargeait son arme. Seulement, il était fort troublé en la rechargeant, la main lui tremblait.

	— Comment savez-vous cela?

	— La moitié de la charge est tombée à terre, et il a jeté la baguette, ne prenant pas le temps de la remettre au pistolet.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, ce que vous dites là est merveilleux!

	— Ce n’est que de l’observation, Sire, et le moindre batteur d’estrade en ferait autant.

	— On voit la scène rien qu’à vous entendre.

	— Je l’ai, en effet, reconstruite dans mon esprit, à peu de changements près.

	— Maintenant, revenons au cavalier démonté. Vous disiez qu’il avait marché sur son adversaire tandis que celui-ci rechargeait son pistolet?

	— Oui; mais au moment où il visait lui-même, l’autre tira.

	— Oh! fit le roi, et le coup?

	— Le coup fut terrible, Sire; le cavalier démonté tomba sur la face après avoir fait trois pas mal assurés.

	— Où avait-il été frappé?

	— À deux endroits: à la main droite d’abord, puis, du même coup, à la poitrine.

	— Mais comment pouvez-vous deviner cela? demanda le roi plein d’admiration.

	— Oh! c’est bien simple: la crosse du pistolet était tout ensanglantée, et l’on y voyait la trace de la balle avec les fragments d’une bague brisée. Le blessé a donc eu, selon toute probabilité, l’annulaire et le petit doigt emportés.

	— Voilà pour la main, j’en conviens; mais la poitrine?

	— Sire, il y avait deux flaques de sang à la distance de deux pieds et demi l’une de l’autre. À l’une de ces flaques, l’herbe était arrachée par la main crispée; à l’autre, l’herbe était affaissée seulement par le poids du corps.

	— Pauvre de Guiche! s’écria le roi.

	— Ah! c’était M. de Guiche? dit tranquillement le mousquetaire. Je m’en étais douté; mais je n’osais en parler à Votre Majesté.

	— Et comment vous en doutiez-vous?

	— J’avais reconnu les armes des Grammont sur les fontes du cheval mort.

	— Et vous le croyez blessé grièvement?

	— Très grièvement, puisqu’il est tombé sur le coup et qu’il est resté longtemps à la même place; cependant il a pu marcher, en s’en allant, soutenu par deux amis.

	— Vous l’avez donc rencontré, revenant?

	— Non; mais j’ai relevé les pas des trois hommes: l’homme de droite et l’homme de gauche marchaient librement, facilement; mais celui du milieu avait le pas lourd. D’ailleurs, des traces de sang accompagnaient ce pas.

	— Maintenant, monsieur, que vous avez si bien vu le combat qu’aucun détail ne vous en a échappé, dites-moi deux mots de l’adversaire de de Guiche.

	— Oh! Sire, je ne le connais pas.

	— Vous qui voyez tout si bien, cependant.

	— Oui, Sire, dit d’Artagnan, je vois tout; mais je ne dis pas tout ce que je vois, et, puisque le pauvre diable a échappé, que Votre Majesté me permette de lui dire que ce n’est pas moi qui le dénoncerai.

	— C’est cependant un coupable, monsieur, que celui qui se bat en duel.

	— Pas pour moi, Sire, dit froidement d’Artagnan.

	— Monsieur, s’écria le roi, savez-vous bien ce que vous dites?

	— Parfaitement, Sire; mais, à mes yeux, voyez-vous, un homme qui se bat bien est un brave homme. Voilà mon opinion. Vous pouvez en avoir une autre; c’est naturel, vous êtes le maître.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, j’ai ordonné cependant...

	D’Artagnan interrompit le roi avec un geste respectueux.

	— Vous m’avez ordonné d’aller chercher des renseignements sur un combat, Sire; vous les avez. M’ordonnez-vous d’arrêter l’adversaire de M. de Guiche, j’obéirai; mais ne m’ordonnez point de vous le dénoncer, car, cette fois, je n’obéirai pas.

	— Eh bien! arrêtez-le.

	— Nommez-le moi, Sire.

	Louis frappa du pied.

	Puis, après un instant de réflexion:

	— Vous avez dix fois, vingt fois, cent fois raison, dit-il.

	— C’est mon avis, Sire; je suis heureux que ce soit en même temps celui de Votre Majesté.

	— Encore un mot... Qui a porté secours à de Guiche?

	— Je l’ignore.

	— Mais vous parlez de deux hommes... Il y avait donc un témoin?

	— Il n’y avait pas de témoin. Il y a plus... M. de Guiche une fois tombé, son adversaire s’est enfui sans même lui porter secours.

	— Le misérable!

	— Dame! Sire, c’est l’effet de vos ordonnances. On s’est bien battu, on a échappé à une première mort, on veut échapper à une seconde. On se souvient de M. de Boutteville... Peste!

	— Et, alors on devient lâche.

	— Non, l’on devient prudent.

	— Donc, il s’est enfui?

	— Oui, et aussi vite que son cheval a pu l’emporter même.

	— Et dans quelle direction?

	— Dans celle du château.

	— Après?

	— Après, j’ai eu l’honneur de le dire à Votre Majesté, deux hommes, à pied, sont venus qui ont emmené M. de Guiche.

	— Quelle preuve avez-vous que ces hommes soient venus après le combat?

	— Ah! une preuve manifeste; au moment du combat, la pluie venait de cesser, le terrain n’avait pas eu le temps de l’absorber et était devenu humide: les pas enfoncent; mais après le combat, mais pendant le temps que M. de Guiche est resté évanoui, la terre s’est consolidée et les pas s’imprégnaient moins profondément.

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan, dit-il, vous êtes, en vérité, le plus habile homme de mon royaume.

	— C’est ce que pensait M. de Richelieu, c’est ce que disait M. de Mazarin, Sire.

	— Maintenant, il nous reste à voir si votre sagacité est en défaut.

	— Oh! Sire, l’homme se trompe: Errare humanum est, dit philosophiquement le mousquetaire.

	— Alors vous n’appartenez pas à l’humanité, monsieur d’Artagnan, car je crois que vous ne vous trompez jamais.

	— Votre Majesté disait que nous allions voir.

	— Oui.

	— Comment cela, s’il lui plaît?

	— J’ai envoyé chercher M. de Manicamp, et M. de Manicamp va venir.

	— Et M. de Manicamp sait le secret?

	— De Guiche n’a pas de secrets pour M. de Manicamp.

	— Nul n’assistait au combat, je le répète, et, à moins que M. de Manicamp ne soit un de ces deux hommes qui l’ont ramené...

	— Chut! dit le roi, voici qu’il vient: demeurez là et prêtez l’oreille.

	— Très bien, Sire, dit le mousquetaire.

	À la même minute, Manicamp et de Saint-Aignan paraissaient au seuil de la porte.

	Chapitre CLVI — L’affût

	Le roi fit un signe au mousquetaire, l’autre à de Saint-Aignan.

	Le signe était impérieux et signifiait: «Sur votre vie, taisez-vous!»

	D’Artagnan se retira, comme un soldat, dans l’angle du cabinet.

	De Saint-Aignan, comme un favori, s’appuya sur le dossier du fauteuil du roi.

	Manicamp, la jambe droite en avant, le sourire aux lèvres, les mains blanches et gracieuses, s’avança pour faire sa révérence au roi.

	Le roi rendit le salut avec la tête.

	— Bonsoir, monsieur de Manicamp, dit-il.

	— Votre Majesté m’a fait l’honneur de me mander auprès d’elle, dit Manicamp.

	— Oui, pour apprendre de vous tous les détails du malheureux accident arrivé au comte de Guiche.

	— Oh! Sire, c’est douloureux.

	— Vous étiez là?

	— Pas précisément, Sire.

	— Mais vous arrivâtes sur le théâtre de l’accident quelques instants après cet accident accompli?

	— C’est cela, oui, Sire, une demi-heure à peu près.

	— Et où cet accident a-t-il eu lieu?

	— Je crois, Sire, que l’endroit s’appelle le rond-point du bois Rochin.

	— Oui, rendez-vous de chasse.

	— C’est cela même, Sire.

	— Eh bien! contez-moi ce que vous savez de détails sur ce malheur, monsieur de Manicamp. Contez.

	— C’est que Votre Majesté est peut-être instruite, et je craindrais de la fatiguer par des répétitions.

	— Non, ne craignez pas.

	Manicamp regarda tout autour de lui; il ne vit que d’Artagnan adossé aux boiseries, d’Artagnan calme, bienveillant, bonhomme, et de Saint-Aignan avec lequel il était venu, et qui se tenait toujours adossé au fauteuil du roi avec une figure également gracieuse.

	Il se décida donc à parler.

	— Votre Majesté n’ignore pas, dit-il, que les accidents sont communs à la chasse?

	— À la chasse?

	— Oui, Sire, je veux dire à l’affût.

	— Ah! ah! dit le roi, c’est à l’affût que l’accident est arrivé?

	— Mais oui, Sire, hasarda Manicamp; est-ce que Votre Majesté l’ignorait?

	— Mais à peu près, dit le roi fort vite, car toujours Louis XIV répugna à mentir; c’est donc à l’affût, dites-vous, que l’accident est arrivé?

	— Hélas! oui, malheureusement, Sire.

	Le roi fit une pause.

	— À l’affût de quel animal? demanda-t-il.

	— Du sanglier, Sire.

	— Et quelle idée a donc eue de Guiche de s’en aller comme cela, tout seul, à l’affût du sanglier? C’est un exercice de campagnard, cela, et bon, tout au plus, pour celui qui n’a pas, comme le maréchal de Grammont, chiens et piqueurs pour chasser en gentilhomme.

	Manicamp plia les épaules.

	— La jeunesse est téméraire, dit-il sentencieusement.

	— Enfin!... continuez, dit le roi.

	— Tant il y a, continua Manicamp, n’osant s’aventurer et posant un mot après l’autre, comme fait de ses pieds un paludier dans un marais, tant il y a, Sire, que le pauvre de Guiche s’en alla tout seul à l’affût.

	— Tout seul, voire! le beau chasseur! Eh! M. de Guiche ne sait-il pas que le sanglier revient sur le coup?

	— Voilà justement ce qui est arrivé, Sire.

	— Il avait donc eu connaissance de la bête?

	— Oui, Sire. Des paysans l’avaient vue dans leurs pommes de terre.

	— Et quel animal était-ce?

	— Un ragot.

	— Il fallait donc me prévenir, monsieur, que de Guiche avait des idées de suicide; car, enfin, je l’ai vu chasser, c’est un veneur très expert. Quand il tire sur l’animal acculé et tenant aux chiens, il prend toutes ses précautions, et cependant il tire avec une carabine, et, cette fois, il s’en va affronter le sanglier avec de simples pistolets!

	Manicamp tressaillit.

	— Des pistolets de luxe, excellents pour se battre en duel avec un homme et non avec un sanglier, que diable!

	— Sire, il y a des choses qui ne s’expliquent pas bien.

	— Vous avez raison, et l’événement qui nous occupe est une de ces choses là. Continuez.

	Pendant ce récit, de Saint-Aignan, qui eût peut-être fait signe à Manicamp de ne pas s’enferrer, était couché en joue par le regard obstiné du roi.

	Il y avait donc, entre lui et Manicamp, impossibilité de communiquer. Quant à d’Artagnan, la statue du Silence, à Athènes, était plus bruyante et plus expressive que lui.

	Manicamp continua donc, lancé dans la voie qu’il avait prise, à s’enfoncer dans le panneau.

	— Sire, dit-il, voici probablement comment la chose s’est passée. De Guiche attendait le sanglier.

	— À cheval ou à pied? demanda le roi.

	— À cheval. Il tira sur la bête, la manqua.

	— Le maladroit!

	— La bête fonça sur lui.

	— Et le cheval fut tué?

	— Ah! Votre Majesté sait cela?

	— On m’a dit qu’un cheval avait été trouvé mort au carrefour du bois Rochin. J’ai présumé que c’était le cheval de de Guiche.

	— C’était lui, effectivement, Sire.

	— Voilà pour le cheval, c’est bien; mais pour de Guiche?

	— De Guiche une fois à terre, fut fouillé par le sanglier et blessé à la main et à la poitrine.

	— C’est un horrible accident; mais, il faut le dire, c’est la faute de de Guiche. Comment va-t-on à l’affût d’un pareil animal avec des pistolets! Il avait donc oublié la fable d’Adonis?

	Manicamp se gratta l’oreille.

	— C’est vrai, dit-il, grande imprudence.

	— Vous expliquez-vous cela, monsieur de Manicamp?

	— Sire, ce qui est écrit est écrit.

	— Ah! vous êtes fataliste!

	Manicamp s’agitait, fort mal à son aise.

	— Je vous en veux, monsieur de Manicamp, continua le roi.

	— À moi, Sire.

	— Oui! Comment! vous êtes l’ami de Guiche, vous savez qu’il est sujet à de pareilles folies, et vous ne l’arrêtez pas?

	Manicamp ne savait à quoi s’en tenir; le ton du roi n’était plus précisément celui d’un homme crédule.

	D’un autre côté, ce ton n’avait ni la sévérité du drame, ni l’insistance de l’interrogatoire.

	Il y avait plus de raillerie que de menace.

	— Et vous dites donc, continua le roi, que c’est bien le cheval de Guiche que l’on a retrouvé mort?

	— Oh! mon Dieu, oui, lui-même.

	— Cela vous a-t-il étonné?

	— Non, Sire. À la dernière chasse, M. de Saint-Maure, Votre Majesté se le rappelle, a eu un cheval tué sous lui, et de la même façon.

	— Oui, mais éventré.

	— Sans doute, Sire.

	— Le cheval de Guiche eût été éventré comme celui de M. de Saint-Maure que cela ne m’étonnerait point, pardieu!

	Manicamp ouvrit de grands yeux.

	— Mais ce qui m’étonne, continua le roi, c’est que le cheval de Guiche, au lieu d’avoir le ventre ouvert, ait la tête cassée.

	Manicamp se troubla.

	— Est-ce que je me trompe? reprit le roi, est-ce que ce n’est point à la tempe que le cheval de Guiche a été frappé? Avouez, monsieur de Manicamp, que voilà un coup singulier.

	— Sire, vous savez que le cheval est un animal très intelligent, il aura essayé de se défendre.

	— Mais un cheval se défend avec les pieds de derrière, et non avec la tête.

	— Alors, le cheval, effrayé, se sera abattu, dit Manicamp, et le sanglier, vous comprenez, Sire, le sanglier...

	— Oui, je comprends pour le cheval; mais pour le cavalier?

	— Eh bien! c’est tout simple: le sanglier est revenu du cheval au cavalier, et, comme j’ai déjà eu l’honneur de le dire à Votre Majesté, a écrasé la main de de Guiche au moment où il allait tirer sur lui son second coup de pistolet; puis, d’un coup de boutoir, il lui a troué la poitrine.

	— Cela est on ne peut plus vraisemblable, en vérité, monsieur de Manicamp; vous avez tort de vous défier de votre éloquence, et vous contez à merveille.

	— Le roi est bien bon, dit Manicamp en faisant un salut des plus embarrassés.

	— À partir d’aujourd’hui seulement, je défendrai à mes gentilshommes d’aller à l’affût. Peste! autant vaudrait leur permettre le duel.

	Manicamp tressaillit et fit un mouvement pour se retirer.

	— Le roi est satisfait? demanda-t-il.

	— Enchanté; mais ne vous retirez point encore, monsieur de Manicamp, dit Louis, j’ai affaire de vous.

	«Allons, allons, pensa d’Artagnan, encore un qui n’est pas de notre force.»

	Et il poussa un soupir qui pouvait signifier: «Oh! les hommes de notre force, où sont-ils maintenant?»

	En ce moment, un huissier souleva la portière et annonça le médecin du roi.

	— Ah! s’écria Louis, voilà justement M. Valot qui vient de visiter M. de Guiche. Nous allons avoir des nouvelles du blessé.

	Manicamp se sentit plus mal à l’aise que jamais.

	— De cette façon, au moins, ajouta le roi, nous aurons la conscience nette.

	Et il regarda d’Artagnan, qui ne sourcilla point.

	Chapitre CLVII — Le médecin

	M. Valot entra.

	La mise en scène était la même: le roi assis, de Saint-Aignan toujours accoudé à son fauteuil, d’Artagnan toujours adossé à la muraille, Manicamp toujours debout.

	— Eh bien! monsieur Valot, fit le roi, m’avez-vous obéi?

	— Avec empressement, Sire.

	— Vous vous êtes rendu chez votre confrère de Fontainebleau?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Et vous y avez trouvé M. de Guiche?

	— J’y ai trouvé M. de Guiche.

	— En quel état? Dites franchement.

	
— En très piteux état, Sire.

	— Cependant, voyons, le sanglier ne l’a pas dévoré?

	— Dévoré qui?

	— Guiche.

	— Quel sanglier?

	— Le sanglier qui l’a blessé.

	— M. de Guiche a été blessé par un sanglier?

	— On le dit, du moins.

	— Quelque braconnier plutôt...

	— Comment, quelque braconnier?...

	— Quelque mari jaloux, quelque amant maltraité, lequel, pour se venger, aura tiré sur lui.

	— Mais que dites-vous donc là, monsieur Valot? Les blessures de M. de Guiche ne sont-elles pas produites par la défense d’un sanglier?

	— Les blessures de M. de Guiche sont produites par une balle de pistolet qui lui a écrasé l’annulaire et le petit doigt de la main droite, après quoi, elle a été se loger dans les muscles intercostaux de la poitrine.

	— Une balle! Vous êtes sûr que M. de Guiche a été blessé par une balle?... s’écria le roi jouant l’homme surpris.

	— Ma foi, dit Valot, si sûr que la voilà, Sire.

	Et il présenta au roi une balle à moitié aplatie.

	Le roi la regarda sans y toucher.

	— Il avait cela dans la poitrine, le pauvre garçon? demanda-t-il.

	— Pas précisément. La balle n’avait pas pénétré, elle s’était aplatie, comme vous voyez, ou sous la sous-garde du pistolet ou sur le côté droit du sternum.

	— Bon Dieu! fit le roi sérieusement, vous ne me disiez rien de tout cela, monsieur de Manicamp?

	— Sire...

	— Qu’est-ce donc, voyons, que cette invention de sanglier, d’affût, de chasse de nuit? Voyons, parlez.

	— Ah! Sire...

	— Il me paraît que vous avez raison, dit le roi en se tournant vers son capitaine des mousquetaires, et qu’il y a eu combat.

	Le roi avait, plus que tout autre, cette faculté donnée aux grands de compromettre et de diviser les inférieurs.

	Manicamp lança au mousquetaire un regard plein de reproches.

	D’Artagnan comprit ce regard, et ne voulut pas rester sous le poids de l’accusation.

	Il fit un pas.

	— Sire, dit-il, Votre Majesté m’a commandé d’aller explorer le carrefour du bois Rochin, et de lui dire, d’après mon estime, ce qui s’y était passé. Je lui ai fait part de mes observations, mais sans dénoncer personne. C’est Sa Majesté elle-même qui, la première, a nommé M. le comte de Guiche.

	— Bien! bien! monsieur, dit le roi avec hauteur; vous avez fait votre devoir, et je suis content de vous, cela doit vous suffire. Mais vous, monsieur de Manicamp, vous n’avez pas fait le vôtre, car vous m’avez menti.

	— Menti, Sire! Le mot est dur.

	— Trouvez-en un autre.

	— Sire, je n’en chercherai pas. J’ai déjà eu le malheur de déplaire à Sa Majesté, et, ce que je trouve de mieux c’est d’accepter humblement les reproches qu’elle jugera à propos de m’adresser.

	— Vous avez raison, monsieur, on me déplaît toujours en me cachant la vérité.

	— Quelquefois, Sire, on ignore.

	— Ne mentez plus, ou je double la peine.

	Manicamp s’inclina en pâlissant.

	D’Artagnan fit encore un pas en avant, décidé à intervenir, si la colère toujours grandissante du roi atteignait certaines limites.

	— Monsieur, continua le roi, vous voyez qu’il est inutile de nier la chose plus longtemps. M. de Guiche s’est battu.

	— Je ne dis pas non, Sire, et Votre Majesté eût été généreuse en ne forçant pas un gentilhomme au mensonge.

	— Forcé! Qui vous forçait?

	— Sire, M. de Guiche est mon ami. Votre Majesté a défendu les duels sous peine de mort. Un mensonge sauve mon ami. Je mens.

	— Bien, murmura d’Artagnan, voilà un joli garçon, mordioux!

	— Monsieur, reprit le roi, au lieu de mentir, il fallait l’empêcher de se battre.

	— Oh! Sire, Votre Majesté, qui est le gentilhomme le plus accompli de France, sait bien que, nous autres, gens d’épée, nous n’avons jamais regardé M. de Boutteville comme déshonoré pour être mort en Grève. Ce qui déshonore, c’est d’éviter son ennemi, et non de rencontrer le bourreau.

	— Eh bien! soit, dit Louis XIV, je veux bien vous ouvrir un moyen de tout réparer.

	— S’il est de ceux qui conviennent à un gentilhomme, je le saisirai avec empressement, Sire.

	— Le nom de l’adversaire de M. de Guiche?

	— Oh! oh! murmura d’Artagnan, est-ce que nous allons continuer Louis XIII?...

	— Sire!... fit Manicamp avec un accent de reproche.

	— Vous ne voulez pas le nommer, à ce qu’il paraît? dit le roi.

	— Sire, je ne le connais pas.

	— Bravo! dit d’Artagnan.

	— Monsieur de Manicamp, remettez votre épée au capitaine.

	Manicamp s’inclina gracieusement, détacha son épée en souriant et la tendit au mousquetaire.

	Mais de Saint-Aignan s’avança vivement entre d’Artagnan et lui.

	— Sire, dit-il, avec la permission de Votre Majesté.

	— Faites, dit le roi, enchanté peut-être au fond du cœur que quelqu’un se plaçât entre lui et la colère à laquelle il s’était laissé emporter.

	— Manicamp, vous êtes un brave, et le roi appréciera votre conduite; mais vouloir trop bien servir ses amis, c’est leur nuire. Manicamp, vous savez le nom que Sa Majesté vous demande?

	— C’est vrai, je le sais.

	— Alors, vous le direz.

	— Si j’eusse dû le dire, ce serait déjà fait.

	— Alors, je le dirai, moi, qui ne suis pas, comme vous, intéressé à cette prud’homie.

	— Vous, vous êtes libre; mais il me semble cependant...

	— Oh! trêve de magnanimité; je ne vous laisserai point aller à la Bastille comme cela. Parlez, ou je parle.

	Manicamp était homme d’esprit, et comprit qu’il avait fait assez pour donner de lui une parfaite opinion; maintenant, il ne s’agissait plus que d’y persévérer en reconquérant les bonnes grâces du roi.

	— Parlez, monsieur, dit-il à de Saint-Aignan. J’ai fait pour mon compte tout ce que ma conscience me disait de faire, et il fallait que ma conscience ordonnât bien haut, ajouta-t-il en se retournant vers le roi, puisqu’elle l’a emporté sur les commandements de Sa Majesté; mais Sa Majesté me pardonnera, je l’espère, quand elle saura que j’avais à garder l’honneur d’une dame.

	— D’une dame? demanda le roi inquiet.

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Une dame fut la cause de ce combat?

	Manicamp s’inclina.

	Le roi se leva et s’approcha de Manicamp.

	— Si la personne est considérable, dit-il, je ne me plaindrai pas que vous ayez pris des ménagements, au contraire.

	— Sire, tout ce qui touche à la maison du roi, ou à la maison de son frère, est considérable à mes yeux.

	— À la maison de mon frère? répéta Louis XIV avec une sorte d’hésitation... La cause de ce combat est une dame de la maison de mon frère?

	— Ou de Madame.

	— Ah! de Madame?

	— Oui, Sire.

	— Ainsi, cette dame?...

	— Est une des filles d’honneur de la maison de Son Altesse Royale Mme la duchesse d’Orléans.

	— Pour qui M. de Guiche s’est battu, dites-vous?

	— Oui, et, cette fois, je ne mens plus.

	Louis fit un mouvement plein de trouble.

	— Messieurs, dit-il en se retournant vers les spectateurs de cette scène, veuillez vous éloigner un instant, j’ai besoin de demeurer seul avec M. de Manicamp. Je sais qu’il a des choses précieuses à me dire pour sa justification, et qu’il n’ose le faire devant témoins... Remettez votre épée, monsieur de Manicamp.

	Manicamp remit son épée au ceinturon.

	— Le drôle est, décidément, plein de présence d’esprit, murmura le mousquetaire en prenant le bras de Saint-Aignan et en se retirant avec lui.

	— Il s’en tirera, fit ce dernier à l’oreille de d’Artagnan.

	— Et avec honneur, comte.

	Manicamp adressa à de Saint-Aignan et au capitaine un regard de remerciement qui passa inaperçu du roi.

	— Allons, allons, dit d’Artagnan en franchissant le seuil de la porte, j’avais mauvaise opinion de la génération nouvelle. Eh bien! je me trompais, et ces petits jeunes gens ont du bon.

	Valot précédait le favori et le capitaine.

	Le roi et Manicamp restèrent seuls dans le cabinet.

	Chapitre CLVIII — Où d’Artagnan reconnaît qu’il s’était trompé, et que c’était Manicamp qui avait raison

	Le roi s’assura par lui-même, en allant jusqu’à la porte, que personne n’écoutait, et revint se placer précipitamment en face de son interlocuteur.

	— Çà! dit-il, maintenant que nous sommes seuls, monsieur de Manicamp, expliquez-vous.

	— Avec la plus grande franchise, Sire, répondit le jeune homme.

	— Et tout d’abord, ajouta le roi, sachez que rien ne me tient tant au cœur que l’honneur des dames.

	— Voilà justement pourquoi je ménageais votre délicatesse, Sire.

	— Oui, je comprends tout maintenant. Vous dites donc qu’il s’agissait d’une fille de ma belle-sœur, et que la personne en question, l’adversaire de Guiche, l’homme enfin que vous ne voulez pas nommer...

	— Mais que M. de Saint-Aignan vous nommera, Sire.

	— Oui. Vous dites donc que cet homme a offensé quelqu’un de chez Madame.

	— Mlle de La Vallière, oui, Sire.

	— Ah! fit le roi, comme s’il s’y fût attendu, et comme si cependant ce coup lui avait percé le cœur; ah! c’est Mlle de La Vallière que l’on outrageait?

	— Je ne dis point précisément qu’on l’outrageât, Sire.

	— Mais enfin...

	— Je dis qu’on parlait d’elle en termes peu convenables.

	— En termes peu convenables de Mlle de La Vallière! Et vous refusez de me dire quel était l’insolent?...

	— Sire, je croyais que c’était chose convenue, et que Votre Majesté avait renoncé à faire de moi un dénonciateur.

	— C’est juste, vous avez raison, reprit le roi en se modérant; d’ailleurs, je saurai toujours assez tôt le nom de celui qu’il me faudra punir.

	Manicamp vit bien que la question était retournée.

	Quant au roi, il s’aperçut qu’il venait de se laisser entraîner un peu loin.

	Aussi se reprit-il:

	— Et je punirai, non point parce qu’il s’agit de Mlle de La Vallière, bien que je l’estime particulièrement; mais parce que l’objet de la querelle est une femme. Or je prétends qu’à ma cour on respecte les femmes, et qu’on ne se querelle pas.

	Manicamp s’inclina.

	— Maintenant, voyons, monsieur de Manicamp, continua le roi, que disait on de Mlle de La Vallière?

	— Mais Votre Majesté ne devine-t-elle pas?

	— Moi?

	— Votre Majesté sait bien quelle sorte de plaisanterie peuvent se permettre les jeunes gens.

	— On disait sans doute qu’elle aimait quelqu’un, hasarda le roi.

	— C’est probable.

	— Mais Mlle de La Vallière a le droit d’aimer qui bon lui semble, dit le roi.

	— C’est justement ce que soutenait de Guiche.

	— Et c’est pour cela qu’il s’est battu?

	— Oui, Sire, pour cette seule cause.

	Le roi rougit.

	— Et, dit-il, vous n’en savez pas davantage?

	— Sur quel chapitre, Sire?

	— Mais sur le chapitre fort intéressant que vous racontez à cette heure.

	— Et quelle chose le roi veut-il que je sache?

	— Eh bien! par exemple, le nom de l’homme que La Vallière aime et que l’adversaire de de Guiche lui contestait le droit d’aimer?

	— Sire, je ne sais rien, je n’ai rien entendu, rien surpris; mais je tiens de Guiche pour un grand cœur, et, s’il s’est momentanément substitué au protecteur de La Vallière, c’est que ce protecteur était trop haut placé pour prendre lui-même sa défense.

	Ces mots étaient plus que transparents; aussi firent-ils rougir le roi, mais, cette fois, de plaisir.

	Il frappa doucement sur l’épaule de Manicamp.

	— Allons, allons, vous êtes non seulement un spirituel garçon, monsieur de Manicamp, mais encore un brave gentilhomme, et je trouve votre ami de Guiche un paladin tout à fait de mon goût; vous le lui témoignerez, n’est-ce pas?

	— Ainsi donc, Sire, Votre Majesté me pardonne?

	— Tout à fait.

	— Et je suis libre?

	Le roi sourit et tendit la main à Manicamp.

	Manicamp saisit cette main et la baisa.

	— Et puis, ajouta le roi, vous contez à merveille.

	— Moi, Sire?

	— Vous m’avez fait un récit excellent de cet accident arrivé à de Guiche. Je vois le sanglier sortant du bois, je vois le cheval s’abattant, je vois l’animal allant du cheval au cavalier. Vous ne racontez pas, monsieur, vous peignez.

	— Sire, je crois que Votre Majesté daigne se railler de moi, dit Manicamp.

	— Au contraire, fit Louis XIV sérieusement, je ris si peu, monsieur de Manicamp, que je veux que vous racontiez à tout le monde cette aventure.

	— L’aventure de l’affût?

	— Oui, telle que vous me l’avez contée, à moi, sans en changer un seul mot, vous comprenez?

	— Parfaitement, Sire.

	— Et vous la raconterez?

	— Sans perdre une minute.

	— Eh bien! maintenant, rappelez vous-même M. d’Artagnan; j’espère que vous n’en avez plus peur.

	— Oh! Sire, dès que je suis sûr des bontés de Votre Majesté pour moi, je ne crains plus rien.

	— Appelez donc, dit le roi.

	Manicamp ouvrit la porte.

	— Messieurs, dit-il, le roi vous appelle.

	D’Artagnan, Saint-Aignan et Valot rentrèrent.

	— Messieurs, dit le roi, je vous fais rappeler pour vous dire que l’explication de M. de Manicamp m’a entièrement satisfait.

	D’Artagnan jeta à Valot d’un côté, et à Saint-Aignan de l’autre, un regard qui signifiait: «Eh bien! que vous disais-je?»

	Le roi entraîna Manicamp du côté de la porte, puis tout bas:

	— Que M. de Guiche se soigne, lui dit-il, et surtout qu’il se guérisse vite; je veux me hâter de le remercier au nom de toutes les dames, mais surtout qu’il ne recommence jamais.

	— Dût-il mourir cent fois, Sire, il recommencera cent fois s’il s’agit de l’honneur de Votre Majesté.

	C’était direct. Mais, nous l’avons dit, le roi Louis XIV aimait l’encens, et, pourvu qu’on lui en donnât, il n’était pas très exigeant sur la qualité.

	— C’est bien, c’est bien, dit-il en congédiant Manicamp, je verrai de Guiche moi-même et je lui ferai entendre raison.

	Alors le roi, se retournant vers les trois spectateurs de cette scène:

	— Monsieur d’Artagnan? dit-il.

	— Sire.

	— Dites-moi donc, comment se fait-il que vous ayez la vue si trouble, vous qui d’ordinaire avez de si bons yeux?

	— J’ai la vue trouble, moi, Sire?

	— Sans doute.

	— Cela doit être certainement, puisque Votre Majesté le dit. Mais en quoi trouble, s’il vous plaît?

	— Mais à propos de cet événement du bois Rochin.

	— Ah! ah!

	— Sans doute. Vous avez vu les traces de deux chevaux, les pas de deux hommes, vous avez relevé les détails d’un combat. Rien de tout cela n’a existé; illusion pure!

	— Ah! ah! fit encore d’Artagnan.

	— C’est comme ces piétinements du cheval, c’est comme ces indices de lutte. Lutte de de Guiche contre le sanglier, pas autre chose; seulement, la lutte a été longue et terrible, à ce qu’il paraît.

	— Ah! ah! continua d’Artagnan.

	— Et quand je pense que j’ai un instant ajouté foi à une pareille erreur; mais aussi vous parliez avec un tel aplomb.

	— En effet, Sire, il faut que j’aie eu la berlue, dit d’Artagnan avec une belle humeur qui charma le roi.

	— Vous en convenez, alors?

	— Pardieu! Sire, si j’en conviens!

	— De sorte que, maintenant, vous voyez la chose?...

	— Tout autrement que je ne la voyais il y a une demi-heure.

	— Et vous attribuez cette différence dans votre opinion?

	— Oh! à une chose bien simple, Sire; il y a une demi-heure, je revenais du bois Rochin, où je n’avais pour m’éclairer qu’une méchante lanterne d’écurie...

	— Tandis qu’à cette heure?...

	— À cette heure, j’ai tous les flambeaux de votre cabinet, et, de plus, les deux yeux du roi, qui éclairent comme des soleils.

	Le roi se mit à rire, et de Saint-Aignan à éclater.

	— C’est comme M. Valot, dit d’Artagnan reprenant la parole aux lèvres du roi, il s’est figuré que non seulement M. de Guiche avait été blessé par une balle, mais encore qu’il avait retiré une balle de sa poitrine.

	— Ma foi! dit Valot, j’avoue...

	— N’est-ce pas que vous l’avez cru? reprit d’Artagnan.

	— C’est-à-dire, dit Valot, que non seulement je l’ai cru, mais qu’à cette heure encore j’en jurerais.

	— Eh bien! mon cher docteur, vous avez rêvé cela.

	— J’avais rêvé?

	— La blessure de M. de Guiche, rêve! la balle, rêve!... Ainsi, croyez-moi, n’en parlez plus.

	— Bien dit, fit le roi; le conseil que vous donne d’Artagnan est bon. Ne parlez plus de votre rêve à personne, monsieur Valot, et, foi de gentilhomme! vous ne vous en repentirez point. Bonsoir, messieurs. Oh! la triste chose qu’un affût au sanglier!

	— La triste chose, répéta d’Artagnan à pleine voix, qu’un affût au sanglier!

	Et il répéta encore ce mot par toutes les chambres où il passa.

	Et il sortit du château, emmenant Valot avec lui.

	— Maintenant que nous sommes seuls, dit le roi à de Saint-Aignan, comment se nomme l’adversaire de de Guiche?

	De Saint-Aignan regarda le roi.

	— Oh! n’hésite pas, dit le roi, tu sais bien que je dois pardonner.

	— De Wardes, dit de Saint-Aignan.

	— Bien.

	Puis, rentrant chez lui vivement:

	— Pardonner n’est pas oublier, dit Louis XIV.

	Chapitre CLIX — Comment il est bon d’avoir deux cordes à son arc

	Manicamp sortait de chez le roi, tout heureux d’avoir si bien réussi, quand, en arrivant au bas de l’escalier et passant devant une portière, il se sentit tout à coup tirer par une manche.

	Il se retourna et reconnut Montalais qui l’attendait au passage, et qui, mystérieusement, le corps penché en avant et la voix basse, lui dit:

	— Monsieur, venez vite, je vous prie.

	— Et où cela, mademoiselle? demanda Manicamp.

	— D’abord, un véritable chevalier ne m’eût point fait cette question, il m’eût suivie sans avoir besoin d’explication aucune.

	— Eh bien! mademoiselle, dit Manicamp, je suis prêt à me conduire en vrai chevalier.

	— Non, il est trop tard, et vous n’en avez pas le mérite. Nous allons chez Madame; venez.

	— Ah! ah! fit Manicamp. Allons chez Madame.

	Et il suivit Montalais, qui courait devant lui légère comme Galatée.

	«Cette fois, se disait Manicamp tout en suivant son guide, je ne crois pas que les histoires de chasse soient de mise. Nous essaierons cependant, et, au besoin... ma fois! au besoin, nous trouverons autre chose.»

	Montalais courait toujours.

	«Comme c’est fatigant, pensa Manicamp, d’avoir à la fois besoin de son esprit et de ses jambes!»

	Enfin on arriva.

	Madame avait achevé sa toilette de nuit; elle était en déshabillé élégant; mais on comprenait que cette toilette était faite avant qu’elle eût à subir les émotions qui l’agitaient.

	Elle attendait avec une impatience visible.

	Aussi Montalais et Manicamp la trouvèrent-ils debout près de la porte.

	Au bruit de leurs pas, Madame était venue au-devant d’eux.

	— Ah! dit-elle, enfin!

	— Voici M. de Manicamp, répondit Montalais.

	Manicamp s’inclina respectueusement.

	Madame fit signe à Montalais de se retirer. La jeune fille obéit.

	Madame la suivit des yeux en silence, jusqu’à ce que la porte se fût refermée derrière elle; puis, se retournant vers Manicamp:

	— Qu’y a-t-il donc et que m’apprend-on, monsieur de Manicamp? dit-elle; il y a quelqu’un de blessé au château?

	— Oui, madame, malheureusement... M. de Guiche.

	— Oui, M. de Guiche, répéta la princesse. En effet, je l’avais entendu dire, mais non affirmer. Ainsi, bien véritablement, c’est à M. de Guiche qu’est arrivée cette infortune?

	— À lui-même, madame.

	— Savez-vous bien, monsieur de Manicamp, dit vivement la princesse, que les duels sont antipathiques au roi?

	— Certes, madame; mais un duel avec une bête fauve n’est pas justiciable de Sa Majesté.

	— Oh! vous ne me ferez pas l’injure de croire que j’ajouterai foi à cette fable absurde répandue je ne sais trop dans quel but, et prétendant que M. de Guiche a été blessé par un sanglier. Non, non, monsieur; la vérité est connue, et, dans ce moment, outre le désagrément de sa blessure, M. de Guiche court le risque de sa liberté.

	— Hélas! madame, dit Manicamp, je le sais bien; mais qu’y faire?

	— Vous avez vu Sa Majesté?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Que lui avez-vous dit?

	— Je lui ai raconté comment M. de Guiche avait été à l’affût, comment un sanglier était sorti du bois Rochin, comment M. de Guiche avait tiré sur lui, et comment enfin l’animal furieux était revenu sur le tireur, avait tué son cheval et l’avait lui-même grièvement blessé.

	— Et le roi a cru tout cela?

	— Parfaitement.

	— Oh! vous me surprenez, monsieur de Manicamp, vous me surprenez beaucoup.

	Et Madame se promena de long en large en jetant de temps en temps un coup d’œil interrogateur sur Manicamp, qui demeurait impassible et sans mouvement à la place qu’il avait adoptée en entrant. Enfin, elle s’arrêta.

	— Cependant, dit-elle, tout le monde s’accorde ici à donner une autre cause à cette blessure.

	— Et quelle cause, madame? fit Manicamp, puis-je, sans indiscrétion, adresser cette question à Votre Altesse?

	— Vous demandez cela, vous, l’ami intime de M. de Guiche? vous, son confident?

	— Oh! madame, l’ami intime, oui; son confident, non. De Guiche est un de ces hommes qui peuvent avoir des secrets, qui en ont même, certainement, mais qui ne les disent pas. De Guiche est discret, madame.

	— Eh bien! alors, ces secrets que M. de Guiche renferme en lui, c’est donc moi qui aurai le plaisir de vous les apprendre, dit la princesse avec dépit; car, en vérité, le roi pourrait vous interroger une seconde fois, et si, cette seconde fois, vous lui faisiez le même conte qu’à la première, il pourrait bien ne pas s’en contenter.

	— Mais, madame, je crois que Votre Altesse est dans l’erreur à l’égard du roi. Sa Majesté a été fort satisfaite de moi, je vous jure.

	— Alors, permettez-moi de vous dire, monsieur de Manicamp, que cela prouve une seule chose, c’est que Sa Majesté est très facile à satisfaire.

	— Je crois que Votre Altesse a tort de s’arrêter à cette opinion. Sa Majesté est connue pour ne se payer que de bonnes raisons.

	— Et croyez-vous qu’elle vous saura gré de votre officieux mensonge, quand demain elle apprendra que M. de Guiche a eu pour M. de Bragelonne, son ami, une querelle qui a dégénéré en rencontre?

	— Une querelle pour M. de Bragelonne? dit Manicamp de l’air le plus naïf qu’il y ait au monde; que me fait donc l’honneur de me dire Votre Altesse?

	— Qu’y a-t-il d’étonnant? M. de Guiche est susceptible, irritable, il s’emporte facilement.

	— Je tiens, au contraire, madame, M. de Guiche pour très patient, et n’être jamais susceptible et irritable qu’avec les plus justes motifs.

	— Mais n’est-ce pas un juste motif que l’amitié? dit la princesse.

	— Oh! certes, madame, et surtout pour un cœur comme le sien.

	— Eh bien! M. de Bragelonne est un ami de M. de Guiche; vous ne nierez pas ce fait?

	— Un très grand ami.

	— Eh bien! M. de Guiche a pris le parti de M. de Bragelonne, et comme M. de Bragelonne était absent et ne pouvait se battre, il s’est battu pour lui.

	Manicamp se mit à sourire, et fit deux ou trois mouvements de tête et d’épaules qui signifiaient: «Dame! si vous le voulez absolument...»

	— Mais enfin, dit la princesse impatientée, parlez!

	— Moi?

	— Sans doute; il est évident que vous n’êtes pas de mon avis, et que vous avez quelque chose à dire.

	— Je n’ai à dire, madame, qu’une seule chose.

	— Dites-la!

	— C’est que je ne comprends pas un mot de ce que vous me faites l’honneur de me raconter.

	— Comment! vous ne comprenez pas un mot à cette querelle de M. de Guiche avec M. de Wardes? s’écria la princesse presque irritée.

	Manicamp se tut.

	— Querelle, continua-t-elle, née d’un propos plus ou moins malveillant ou plus ou moins fondé sur la vertu de certaine dame?

	— Ah! de certaine dame? Ceci est autre chose, dit Manicamp.

	— Vous commencez à comprendre, n’est-ce pas?

	— Votre Altesse m’excusera, mais je n’ose...

	— Vous n’osez pas? dit Madame exaspérée. Eh bien! attendez, je vais oser, moi.

	— Madame, madame! s’écria Manicamp, comme s’il était effrayé, faites attention à ce que vous allez dire.

	— Ah! il paraît que, si j’étais un homme, vous vous battriez avec moi, malgré les édits de Sa Majesté, comme M. de Guiche s’est battu avec M. de Wardes, et cela pour la vertu de Mlle de La Vallière.

	— De Mlle de La Vallière! s’écria Manicamp en faisant un soubresaut subit comme s’il était à cent lieues de s’attendre à entendre prononcer ce nom.

	— Oh! qu’avez-vous donc, monsieur de Manicamp, pour bondir ainsi? dit Madame avec ironie; auriez-vous l’impertinence de douter, vous, de cette vertu?

	— Mais il ne s’agit pas le moins du monde, en tout cela, de la vertu de Mlle de La Vallière, madame.

	— Comment! lorsque deux hommes se sont brûlé la cervelle pour une femme, vous dites qu’elle n’a rien à faire dans tout cela et qu’il n’est point question d’elle? Ah! je ne vous croyais pas si bon courtisan, monsieur de Manicamp.

	— Pardon, pardon, madame, dit le jeune homme, mais nous voilà bien loin de compte. Vous me faites l’honneur de me parler une langue, et moi, à ce qu’il paraît, j’en parle une autre.

	— Plaît-il?

	— Pardon, j’ai cru comprendre que Votre Altesse me voulait dire que MM. de Guiche et de Wardes s’étaient battus pour Mlle de La Vallière.

	— Mais oui.

	— Pour Mlle de La Vallière, n’est-ce pas? répéta Manicamp.

	— Eh! mon Dieu, je ne dis pas que M. de Guiche s’occupât en personne de Mlle de La Vallière; mais qu’il s’en est occupé par procuration.

	— Par procuration!

	— Voyons, ne faites donc pas toujours l’homme effaré. Ne sait-on pas ici que M. de Bragelonne est fiancé à Mlle de La Vallière, et qu’en partant pour la mission que le roi lui a confiée à Londres, il a chargé son ami, M. de Guiche, de veiller sur cette intéressante personne?

	— Ah! je ne dis plus rien, Votre Altesse est instruite.

	— De tout, je vous en préviens.

	Manicamp se mit à rire, action qui faillit exaspérer la princesse, laquelle n’était pas, comme on le sait, d’une humeur bien endurante.

	— Madame, reprit le discret Manicamp en saluant la princesse, enterrons toute cette affaire, qui ne sera jamais bien éclaircie.

	— Oh! quant à cela, il n’y a plus rien à faire, et les éclaircissements sont complets. Le roi saura que de Guiche a pris parti pour cette petite aventurière qui se donne des airs de grande dame; il saura que M. de Bragelonne ayant nommé pour son gardien ordinaire du jardin des Hespérides son ami M. de Guiche, celui-ci a donné le coup de dent requis au marquis de Wardes, qui osait porter la main sur la pomme d’or. Or, vous n’êtes pas sans savoir, monsieur de Manicamp, vous qui savez si bien toutes choses, que le roi convoite de son côté le fameux trésor, et que peut-être saura-t-il mauvais gré à M. de Guiche de s’en constituer le défenseur. Êtes-vous assez renseigné maintenant, et vous faut-il un autre avis? Parlez, demandez.

	— Non, madame, non, je ne veux rien savoir de plus.

	— Sachez cependant, car il faut que vous sachiez cela, monsieur de Manicamp, sachez que l’indignation de Sa Majesté sera suivie d’effets terribles. Chez les princes d’un caractère comme l’est celui du roi, la colère amoureuse est un ouragan.

	— Que vous apaisez, vous, madame.

	— Moi! s’écria la princesse avec un geste de violente ironie; moi! et à quel titre?

	— Parce que vous n’aimez pas les injustices, madame.

	— Et ce serait une injustice, selon vous, que d’empêcher le roi de faire ses affaires d’amour?

	— Vous intercéderez cependant en faveur de M. de Guiche.

	— Eh! cette fois vous devenez fou, monsieur, dit la princesse d’un ton plein de hauteur.

	— Au contraire, madame, je suis dans mon meilleur sens, et, je le répète, vous défendrez M. de Guiche auprès du roi.

	— Moi?

	— Oui.

	— Et comment cela?

	— Parce que la cause de M. de Guiche, c’est la vôtre, madame, dit tout bas avec ardeur Manicamp, dont les yeux venaient de s’allumer.

	— Que voulez-vous dire?

	— Je dis, madame, que, dans le nom de La Vallière, à propos de cette défense prise par M. de Guiche pour M. de Bragelonne absent, je m’étonne que Votre Altesse n’ait pas deviné un prétexte.

	— Un prétexte?

	— Oui.

	— Mais un prétexte à quoi? répéta en balbutiant la princesse que venaient d’instruire les regards de Manicamp.

	— Maintenant, madame, dit le jeune homme, j’en ai dit assez, je présume, pour engager Votre Altesse à ne pas charger, devant le roi, ce pauvre de Guiche, sur qui vont tomber toutes les inimitiés fomentées par un certain parti très opposé au vôtre.

	— Vous voulez dire, au contraire, ce me semble, que tous ceux qui n’aiment point Mlle de La Vallière, et même peut-être quelques-uns de ceux qui l’aiment, en voudront au comte?

	— Oh! Madame, poussez-vous aussi loin l’obstination, et n’ouvrirez-vous point l’oreille aux paroles d’un ami dévoué? Faut-il que je m’expose à vous déplaire, faut-il que je vous nomme, malgré moi, la personne qui fut la véritable cause de la querelle?

	— La personne! fit Madame en rougissant.

	— Faut-il, continua Manicamp, que je vous montre le pauvre de Guiche irrité, furieux, exaspéré de tous ces bruits qui courent sur cette personne? Faut-il, si vous vous obstinez à ne pas la reconnaître, et si, moi, le respect continue de m’empêcher de la nommer, faut-il que je vous rappelle les scènes de Monsieur avec milord de Buckingham, les insinuations lancées à propos de cet exil du duc? Faut-il que je vous retrace les soins du comte à plaire, à observer, à protéger cette personne pour laquelle seule il vit, pour laquelle seule il respire? Eh bien! je le ferai, et quand je vous aurai rappelé tout cela, peut-être comprendrez-vous que le comte, à bout de patience, harcelé depuis longtemps par de Wardes, au premier mot désobligeant que celui-ci aura prononcé sur cette personne, aura pris feu et respiré la vengeance.

	La princesse cacha son visage dans ses mains.

	— Monsieur! monsieur! s’écria-t-elle, savez-vous bien ce que vous dites là et à qui vous le dites?

	— Alors, madame, poursuivit Manicamp comme s’il n’eût point entendu les exclamations de la princesse, rien ne vous étonnera plus, ni l’ardeur du comte à chercher cette querelle, ni son adresse merveilleuse à la transporter sur un terrain étranger à vos intérêts. Cela surtout est prodigieux d’habileté et de sang-froid; et, si la personne pour laquelle le comte de Guiche s’est battu et a versé son sang, en réalité, doit quelque reconnaissance au pauvre blessé, ce n’est vraiment pas pour le sang qu’il a perdu, pour la douleur qu’il a soufferte, mais pour sa démarche à l’endroit d’un honneur qui lui est plus précieux que le sien.

	— Oh! s’écria Madame comme si elle eût été seule; oh! ce serait véritablement à cause de moi?

	Manicamp put respirer; il avait bravement gagné le temps du repos: il respira.

	Madame, de son côté, demeura quelque temps plongée dans une rêverie douloureuse. On devinait son agitation aux mouvements précipités de son sein, à la langueur de ses yeux, aux pressions fréquentes de sa main sur son cœur.

	Mais, chez elle, la coquetterie n’était pas une passion inerte; c’était, au contraire, un feu qui cherchait des aliments et qui les trouvait.

	— Alors, dit-elle, le comte aura obligé deux personnes à la fois, car M. de Bragelonne aussi doit à M. de Guiche une grande reconnaissance; d’autant plus grande, que, partout et toujours, Mlle de La Vallière passera pour avoir été défendue par ce généreux champion.

	Manicamp comprit qu’il demeurait un reste de doute dans le cœur de la princesse, et son esprit s’échauffa par la résistance.

	— Beau service, en vérité, dit-il, que celui qu’il a rendu à Mlle de La Vallière! beau service que celui qu’il a rendu à M. de Bragelonne! Le duel a fait un éclat qui déshonore à moitié cette jeune fille, un éclat qui la brouille nécessairement avec le vicomte. Il en résulte que le coup de pistolet de M. de Wardes a eu trois résultats au lieu d’un: il tue à la fois l’honneur d’une femme, le bonheur d’un homme, et peut-être, en même temps, a-t-il blessé à mort un des meilleurs gentilshommes de France! Ah! madame! votre logique est bien froide: elle condamne toujours, elle n’absout jamais.

	Les derniers mots de Manicamp battirent en brèche le dernier doute demeuré non pas dans le cœur, mais dans l’esprit de Madame. Ce n’était plus ni une princesse avec ses scrupules ni une femme avec ses soupçonneux retours, c’était un cœur qui venait de sentir le froid profond d’une blessure.

	— Blessé à mort! murmura-t-elle d’une voix haletante; oh! monsieur de Manicamp, n’avez-vous pas dit blessé à mort?

	Manicamp ne répondit que par un profond soupir.

	— Ainsi donc, vous dites que le comte est dangereusement blessé? continua la princesse.

	— Eh! madame, il a une main brisée et une balle dans la poitrine.

	— Mon Dieu! mon Dieu! reprit la princesse avec l’excitation de la fièvre, c’est affreux, monsieur de Manicamp! Une main brisée, dites-vous? une balle dans la poitrine, mon Dieu! Et c’est ce lâche, ce misérable, c’est cet assassin de de Wardes qui a fait cela! Décidément, le Ciel n’est pas juste.

	Manicamp paraissait en proie à une violente émotion. Il avait, en effet, déployé beaucoup d’énergie dans la dernière partie de son plaidoyer.

	Quant à Madame, elle n’en était plus à calculer les convenances; lorsque chez elle la passion parlait, colère ou sympathie, rien n’en arrêtait plus l’élan.

	Madame s’approcha de Manicamp, qui venait de se laisser tomber sur un siège, comme si la douleur était une assez puissante excuse à commettre une infraction aux lois de l’étiquette.

	— Monsieur, dit-elle en lui prenant la main, soyez franc.

	Manicamp releva la tête.

	— M. de Guiche, continua Madame, est-il en danger de mort?

	— Deux fois, madame, dit-il: d’abord, à cause de l’hémorragie qui s’est déclarée, une artère ayant été offensée à la main; ensuite, à cause de la blessure de la poitrine qui aurait, le médecin le craignait du moins, offensé quelque organe essentiel.

	— Alors il peut mourir?

	— Mourir, oui, madame, et sans même avoir la consolation de savoir que vous avez connu son dévouement.

	— Vous le lui direz.

	— Moi?

	— Oui; n’êtes-vous pas son ami?

	— Moi? oh! non, madame, je ne dirai à M. de Guiche, si le malheureux est encore en état de m’entendre, je ne lui dirai que ce que j’ai vu, c’est-à-dire votre cruauté pour lui.

	— Monsieur, oh! vous ne commettrez pas cette barbarie.

	— Oh! si fait, madame, je dirai cette vérité, car, enfin, la nature est puissante chez un homme de son âge. Les médecins sont savants, et si, par hasard, le pauvre comte survivait à sa blessure, je ne voudrais pas qu’il restât exposé à mourir de la blessure du cœur après avoir échappé à celle du corps.

	Sur ces mots, Manicamp se leva, et, avec un profond respect, parut vouloir prendre congé.

	— Au moins, monsieur, dit Madame en l’arrêtant d’un air presque suppliant, vous voudrez bien me dire en quel état se trouve le malade; quel est le médecin qui le soigne?

	— Il est fort mal, madame, voilà pour son état. Quant à son médecin, c’est le médecin de Sa Majesté elle-même, M. Valot. Celui-ci est, en outre, assisté du confrère chez lequel M. de Guiche a été transporté.

	— Comment! il n’est pas au château? fit Madame.

	— Hélas! madame, le pauvre garçon était si mal, qu’il n’a pu être amené jusqu’ici.

	— Donnez-moi l’adresse, monsieur, dit vivement la princesse: j’enverrai quérir de ses nouvelles.

	— Rue du Feurre; une maison de briques avec des volets blancs. Le nom du médecin est inscrit sur la porte.

	— Vous retournez près du blessé, monsieur de Manicamp?

	— Oui, madame.

	— Alors il convient que vous me rendiez un service.

	— Je suis aux ordres de Votre Altesse.

	— Faites ce que vous vouliez faire: retournez près de M. de Guiche, éloignez tous les assistants; veuillez vous éloigner vous-même.

	— Madame...

	— Ne perdons pas de temps en explications inutiles. Voilà le fait; n’y voyez pas autre chose que ce qui s’y trouve, ne demandez pas autre chose que ce que je vous dis. Je vais envoyer une de mes femmes, deux peut-être, à cause de l’heure avancée; je ne voudrais pas qu’elles vous vissent, ou plus franchement, je ne voudrais pas que vous les vissiez: ce sont des scrupules que vous devez comprendre, vous surtout, monsieur de Manicamp, qui devinez tout.

	— Oh! madame, parfaitement; je puis même faire mieux, je marcherai devant vos messagères; ce sera à la fois un moyen de leur indiquer sûrement la route et de les protéger si le hasard faisait qu’elles eussent, contre toute probabilité, besoin de protection.

	— Et puis, par ce moyen surtout, elles entreront sans difficulté aucune, n’est-ce pas?

	— Certes, madame; car, passant le premier, j’aplanirais ces difficultés, si le hasard faisait qu’elles existassent.

	— Eh bien! allez, allez, monsieur de Manicamp, et attendez au bas de l’escalier.

	— J’y vais, madame.

	— Attendez.

	Manicamp s’arrêta.

	— Quand vous entendrez descendre deux femmes, sortez et suivez, sans vous retourner, la route qui conduit chez le pauvre comte.

	— Mais, si le hasard faisait descendre deux autres personnes que je m’y trompasse?

	— On frappera trois fois doucement dans les mains.

	— Oui, madame.

	— Allez, allez.

	Manicamp se retourna, salua une dernière fois, et sortit la joie dans le cœur. Il n’ignorait pas, en effet, que la présence de Madame était le meilleur baume à appliquer sur les plaies du blessé.

	Un quart d’heure ne s’était pas écoulé que le bruit d’une porte qu’on ouvrait et qu’on refermait avec précaution parvint jusqu’à lui. Puis il entendit les pas légers glissant le long de la rampe, puis les trois coups frappés dans les mains, c’est-à-dire le signal convenu.

	Il sortit aussitôt, et, fidèle à sa parole, se dirigea, sans retourner la tête, à travers les rues de Fontainebleau, vers la demeure du médecin.

	Chapitre CLX — M. Malicorne, archiviste du royaume de France

	Deux femmes, ensevelies dans leurs mantes et le visage couvert d’un demi-masque de velours noir, suivaient timidement les pas de Manicamp.

	Au premier étage, derrière les rideaux de damas rouge, brillait la douce lueur d’une lampe posée sur un dressoir.

	À l’autre extrémité de la même chambre, dans un lit à colonnes torses, fermé de rideaux pareils à ceux qui éteignaient le feu de la lampe, reposait de Guiche, la tête élevée sur un double oreiller, les yeux noyés dans un brouillard épais; de longs cheveux noirs, bouclés, éparpillés sur le lit, paraient de leur désordre les tempes sèches et pâles du jeune homme.

	On sentait que la fièvre était la principale hôtesse de cette chambre.

	De Guiche rêvait. Son esprit suivait, à travers les ténèbres, un de ces rêves du délire comme Dieu en envoie sur la route de la mort à ceux qui vont tomber dans l’univers de l’éternité.

	Deux ou trois taches de sang encore liquide maculaient le parquet.

	Manicamp monta les degrés avec précipitation; seulement, au seuil, il s’arrêta, poussa doucement la porte, passa la tête dans la chambre, et, voyant que tout était tranquille, il s’approcha, sur la pointe du pied, du grand fauteuil de cuir, échantillon mobilier du règne de Henri IV, et, voyant que la garde-malade s’y était naturellement endormie, il la réveilla et la pria de passer dans la pièce voisine.

	Puis, debout près du lit, il demeura un instant à se demander s’il fallait réveiller de Guiche pour lui apprendre la bonne nouvelle.

	Mais, comme derrière la portière il commençait à entendre le frémissement soyeux des robes et la respiration haletante de ses compagnes de route, comme il voyait déjà cette portière impatiente se soulever, il s’effaça le long du lit et suivit la garde-malade dans la chambre voisine.

	Alors, au moment même où il disparaissait, la draperie se souleva et les deux femmes entrèrent dans la chambre qu’il venait de quitter.

	Celle qui était entrée la première fit à sa compagne un geste impérieux qui la cloua sur un escabeau près de la porte.

	Puis elle s’avança résolument vers le lit, fit glisser les rideaux sur la tringle de fer et rejeta leurs plis flottants derrière le chevet.

	Elle vit alors la figure pâlie du comte; elle vit sa main droite, enveloppée d’un linge éblouissant de blancheur, se dessiner sur la courtepointe à ramages sombres qui couvrait une partie de ce lit de douleur.

	Elle frissonna en voyant une goutte de sang qui allait s’élargissant sur ce linge.

	La poitrine blanche du jeune homme était découverte, comme si le frais de la nuit eût dû aider sa respiration. Une petite bandelette attachait l’appareil de la blessure, autour de laquelle s’élargissait un cercle bleuâtre de sang extravasé.

	Un soupir profond s’exhala de la bouche de la jeune femme. Elle s’appuya contre la colonne du lit, et regarda par les trous de son masque ce douloureux spectacle.

	Un souffle rauque et strident passait comme le râle de la mort par les dents serrées du comte.

	La dame masquée saisit la main gauche du blessé.

	Cette main brûlait comme un charbon ardent.

	Mais, au moment où se posa dessus la main glacée de la dame, l’action de ce froid fut telle, que de Guiche ouvrit les yeux et tâcha de rentrer dans la vie en animant son regard.

	La première chose qu’il aperçut, fut le fantôme dressé devant la colonne de son lit.

	À cette vue, ses yeux se dilatèrent, mais sans que l’intelligence y allumât sa pure étincelle.

	Alors la dame fit un signe à sa compagne, qui était demeurée près de la porte; sans doute celle-ci avait sa leçon faite, car, d’une voix clairement accentuée, et sans hésitation aucune, elle prononça ces mots:

	— Monsieur le comte, Son Altesse Royale Madame a voulu savoir comment vous supportiez les douleurs de cette blessure et vous témoigner par ma bouche tout le regret qu’elle éprouve de vous voir souffrir.

	Au mot Madame, de Guiche fit un mouvement; il n’avait point encore remarqué la personne à laquelle appartenait cette voix.

	Il se retourna donc naturellement vers le point d’où venait cette voix.

	Mais, comme la main glacée ne l’avait point abandonné, il en revint à regarder ce fantôme immobile.

	— Est-ce vous qui me parlez, madame, demanda-t-il d’une voix affaiblie, ou y avait-il avec vous une autre personne dans cette chambre?

	— Oui, répondit le fantôme d’une voix presque inintelligible et en baissant la tête.

	— Eh bien! fit le blessé avec effort, merci. Dites à Madame que je ne regrette plus de mourir, puisqu’elle s’est souvenue de moi.

	À ce mot mourir, prononcé par un mourant, la dame masquée ne put retenir ses larmes, qui coulèrent sous son masque et apparurent sur ses joues à l’endroit où le masque cessait de les couvrir.

	De Guiche, s’il eût été plus maître de ses sens, les eût vues rouler en perles brillantes et tomber sur son lit.

	La dame, oubliant qu’elle avait un masque, porta la main à ses yeux pour les essuyer, et, rencontrant sous sa main le velours agaçant et froid, elle arracha le masque avec colère et le jeta sur le parquet.

	À cette apparition inattendue, qui semblait pour lui sortir d’un nuage, de Guiche poussa un cri et tendit les bras.

	Mais toute parole expira sur ses lèvres, comme toute force dans ses veines.

	Sa main droite, qui avait suivi l’impulsion de la volonté sans calculer son degré de puissance, sa main droite retomba sur le lit, et, tout aussitôt, ce linge si blanc fut rougi d’une tache plus large.

	Et, pendant ce temps, les yeux du jeune homme se couvraient et se fermaient comme s’il eût commencé d’entrer en lutte avec l’ange indomptable de la mort.

	Puis, après quelques mouvements sans volonté, la tête se retrouva immobile sur l’oreiller.

	Seulement, de pâle, elle était devenue livide.

	La dame eut peur; mais, cette fois, contrairement à l’habitude, la peur fut attractive.

	Elle se pencha vers le jeune homme, dévorant de son souffle ce visage froid et décoloré, qu’elle toucha presque; puis elle déposa un rapide baiser sur la main gauche de de Guiche, qui, secoué comme par une décharge électrique, se réveilla une seconde fois, ouvrit de grands yeux sans pensée, et retomba dans un évanouissement profond.

	— Allons, dit-elle à sa compagne, allons, nous ne pouvons demeurer plus longtemps ici; j’y ferais quelque folie.

	— Madame! madame! Votre Altesse oublie son masque, dit la vigilante compagne.

	— Ramassez-le, répondit sa maîtresse en se glissant éperdue par l’escalier.

	Et, comme la porte de la rue était restée entrouverte, les deux oiseaux légers passèrent par cette ouverture, et, d’une course légère, regagnèrent le palais.

	L’une des deux dames monta jusqu’aux appartements de Madame, où elle disparut.

	L’autre entra dans l’appartement des filles d’honneur, c’est-à-dire à l’entresol.

	Arrivée à sa chambre, elle s’assit devant une table, et, sans se donner le temps de respirer, elle se mit à écrire le billet suivant:

	«Ce soir, Madame a été voir M. de Guiche. Tout va à merveille de ce côté. Allez du vôtre, et surtout brûlez ce papier.»

	Puis elle plia la lettre en lui donnant une forme longue, et, sortant de chez elle avec précaution, elle traversa un corridor qui conduisait au service des gentilshommes de Monsieur.

	Là, elle s’arrêta devant une porte, sous laquelle, ayant heurté deux coups secs, elle glissa le papier et s’enfuit.

	Alors, revenant chez elle, elle fit disparaître toute trace de sa sortie et de l’écriture du billet.

	Au milieu des investigations auxquelles elle se livrait, dans le but que nous venons de dire, elle aperçut sur la table le masque de Madame qu’elle avait rapporté suivant l’ordre de sa maîtresse, mais qu’elle avait oublié de lui remettre.

	— Oh! oh! dit-elle, n’oublions pas de faire demain ce que j’ai oublié de faire aujourd’hui.

	Et elle prit le masque par sa joue de velours, et, sentant son pouce humide, elle regarda son pouce.

	Il était non seulement humide, mais rougi.

	Le masque était tombé sur une de ces taches de sang qui, nous l’avons dit, maculaient le parquet, et, de l’extérieur noir, qui avait été mis par le hasard en contact avec lui, le sang avait passé à l’intérieur et tachait la batiste blanche.

	— Oh! oh! dit Montalais, car nos lecteurs l’ont sans doute déjà reconnue à toutes les manœuvres que nous avons décrites, oh! oh! je ne lui rendrai plus ce masque, il est trop précieux maintenant.

	Et, se levant, elle courut à un coffret de bois d’érable qui renfermait plusieurs objets de toilette et de parfumerie.

	— Non, pas encore ici, dit-elle, un pareil dépôt n’est pas de ceux que l’on abandonne à l’aventure.

	Puis, après un moment de silence et avec un sourire qui n’appartenait qu’à elle:

	— Beau masque, ajouta Montalais, teint du sang de ce brave chevalier, tu iras rejoindre au magasin des merveilles les lettres de La Vallière, celles de Raoul, toute cette amoureuse collection enfin qui fera un jour l’histoire de France et l’histoire de la royauté. Tu iras chez M. Malicorne, continua la folle en riant, tandis qu’elle commençait à se déshabiller; chez ce digne M. Malicorne, dit-elle en soufflant sa bougie, qui croit n’être que maître des appartements de Monsieur, et que je fais, moi, archiviste et historiographe de la maison de Bourbon et des meilleures maisons du royaume. Qu’il se plaigne, maintenant, ce bourru de Malicorne!

	Et elle tira ses rideaux et s’endormit.

	Chapitre CLXI — Le voyage

	Le lendemain, jour indiqué pour le départ, le roi, à onze heures sonnantes, descendit, avec les reines et Madame, le grand degré pour aller prendre son carrosse, attelé de six chevaux piaffant au bas de l’escalier.

	Toute la cour attendait dans le Fer-à-cheval en habits de voyage; et c’était un brillant spectacle que cette quantité de chevaux sellés, de carrosses attelés, d’hommes et de femmes entourés de leurs officiers, de leurs valets et de leurs pages.

	Le roi monta dans son carrosse accompagné des deux reines.

	Madame en fit autant avec Monsieur.

	Les filles d’honneur imitèrent cet exemple et prirent place, deux par deux, dans les carrosses qui leur étaient destinés.

	Le carrosse du roi prit la tête, puis vint celui de Madame, puis les autres suivirent, selon l’étiquette.

	Le temps était chaud; un léger souffle d’air, qu’on avait pu croire assez fort le matin pour rafraîchir l’atmosphère, fut bientôt embrasé par le soleil caché sous les nuages, et ne s’infiltra plus, à travers cette chaude vapeur qui s’élevait du sol, que comme un vent brûlant qui soulevait une fine poussière et frappait au visage les voyageurs pressés d’arriver.

	Madame fut la première qui se plaignit de la chaleur.

	Monsieur lui répondit en se renversant dans le carrosse comme un homme qui va s’évanouir, et il s’inonda de sels et d’eaux de senteur, tout en poussant de profonds soupirs.

	Alors Madame lui dit de son air le plus aimable:

	— En vérité, monsieur, je croyais que vous eussiez été assez galant, par la chaleur qu’il fait, pour me laisser mon carrosse à moi toute seule et faire la route à cheval.

	— À cheval! s’écria le prince avec un accent d’effroi qui fit voir combien il était loin d’adhérer à cet étrange projet; à cheval! Mais vous n’y pensez pas, madame, toute ma peau s’en irait par pièces au contact de ce vent de feu.

	Madame se mit à rire.

	— Vous prendrez mon parasol, dit-elle.

	— Et la peine de le tenir? répondit Monsieur avec le plus grand sang-froid. D’ailleurs, je n’ai pas de cheval.

	— Comment! pas de cheval? répliqua la princesse, qui, si elle ne gagnait pas l’isolement, gagnait du moins la taquinerie; pas de cheval? Vous faites erreur, monsieur, car je vois là-bas votre bai favori.

	— Mon cheval bai? s’écria le prince en essayant d’exécuter vers la portière un mouvement qui lui causa tant de gêne, qu’il ne l’accomplit qu’à moitié, et qu’il se hâta de reprendre son immobilité.

	— Oui, dit Madame, votre cheval, conduit en main par M. de Malicorne.

	— Pauvre bête! répliqua le prince, comme il va avoir chaud!

	Et, sur ces paroles, il ferma les yeux, pareil à un mourant qui expire.

	Madame, de son côté, s’étendit paresseusement dans l’autre coin de la calèche et ferma les yeux aussi, non pas pour dormir, mais pour songer tout à son aise.

	Cependant le roi, assis sur le devant de la voiture, dont il avait cédé le fond aux deux reines, éprouvait cette vive contrariété des amants inquiets qui, toujours, sans jamais assouvir cette soif ardente, désirent la vue de l’objet aimé, puis s’éloignent à demi contents sans s’apercevoir qu’ils ont amassé une soif plus ardente encore.

	Le roi, marchant en tête comme nous avons dit, ne pouvait, de sa place, apercevoir les carrosses des dames et des filles d’honneur, qui venaient les derniers.

	Il lui fallait, d’ailleurs, répondre aux éternelles interpellations de la jeune reine, qui, tout heureuse de posséder son cher mari, comme elle disait dans son oubli de l’étiquette royale, l’investissait de tout son amour, le garrottait de tous ses soins, de peur qu’on ne vînt le lui prendre ou qu’il ne lui prît l’envie de la quitter.

	Anne d’Autriche, que rien n’occupait alors que les élancements sourds que, de temps en temps, elle éprouvait dans le sein, Anne d’Autriche faisait joyeuse contenance, et, bien qu’elle devinât l’impatience du roi, elle prolongeait malicieusement son supplice par des reprises inattendues de conversation, au moment où le roi, retombé en lui-même, commençait à y caresser ses secrètes amours.

	Tout cela, petits soins de la part de la reine, taquinerie de la part d’Anne d’Autriche, tout cela finit pas sembler insupportable au roi, qui ne savait pas commander aux mouvements de son cœur.

	Il se plaignit d’abord de la chaleur; c’était un acheminement à d’autres plaintes.

	Mais ce fut avec assez d’adresse pour que Marie-Thérèse ne devinât point son but.

	Prenant donc ce que disait le roi au pied de la lettre, elle éventa Louis de ses plumes d’autruche.

	Mais, la chaleur passée, le roi se plaignit de crampes et d’impatiences dans les jambes, et comme, justement, le carrosse s’arrêtait pour relayer:

	— Voulez-vous que je descende avec vous? demanda la reine. Moi aussi, j’ai les jambes inquiètes. Nous ferons quelques pas à pied, puis les carrosses nous rejoindront et nous y reprendrons notre place.

	Le roi fronça le sourcil; c’est une rude épreuve que fait subir à son infidèle la femme jalouse qui, quoique en proie à la jalousie, s’observe avec assez de puissance pour ne pas donner de prétexte à la colère.

	Néanmoins, le roi ne pouvait refuser: il accepta donc, descendit, donna le bras à la reine, et fit avec elle plusieurs pas, tandis que l’on changeait de chevaux.

	Tout en marchant, il jetait un coup d’œil envieux sur les courtisans qui avaient le bonheur de faire la route à cheval.

	La reine s’aperçut bientôt que la promenade à pied ne plaisait pas plus au roi que le voyage en voiture. Elle demanda donc à remonter en carrosse.

	Le roi la conduisit jusqu’au marchepied, mais ne remonta point avec elle. Il fit trois pas en arrière et chercha, dans la file des carrosses, à reconnaître celui qui l’intéressait si vivement.

	À la portière du sixième, apparaissait la blanche figure de La Vallière.

	Comme le roi, immobile à sa place, se perdait en rêveries sans voir que tout était prêt et que l’on n’attendait plus que lui, il entendit, à trois pas, une voix qui l’interpellait respectueusement. C’était M. de Malicorne, en costume complet d’écuyer, tenant sous son bras gauche la bride de deux chevaux.

	— Votre Majesté a demandé un cheval? dit-il.

	— Un cheval! Vous auriez un de mes chevaux? demanda le roi, qui essayait de reconnaître ce gentilhomme, dont la figure ne lui était pas encore familière.

	— Sire, répondit Malicorne, j’ai au moins un cheval au service de Votre Majesté.

	Et Malicorne indiqua le cheval bai de Monsieur, qu’avait remarqué Madame.

	L’animal était superbe et royalement caparaçonné.

	— Mais ce n’est pas un de mes chevaux, monsieur? dit le roi.

	— Sire, c’est un cheval des écuries de Son Altesse Royale. Mais Son Altesse Royale ne monte pas à cheval quand il fait si chaud.

	Le roi ne répondit rien, mais s’approcha vivement de ce cheval, qui creusait la terre avec son pied.

	Malicorne fit un mouvement pour tenir l’étrier; Sa Majesté était déjà en selle.

	Rendu à la gaieté par cette bonne chance, le roi courut tout souriant au carrosse des reines qui l’attendaient, et malgré l’air effaré de Marie-Thérèse:

	— Ah! ma foi! dit-il, j’ai trouvé ce cheval et j’en profite. J’étouffais dans le carrosse. Au revoir, mesdames.

	Puis, s’inclinant gracieusement sur le col arrondi de sa monture, il disparut en une seconde.

	Anne d’Autriche se pencha pour le suivre des yeux; il n’allait pas bien loin, car, parvenu au sixième carrosse, il fit plier les jarrets de son cheval et ôta son chapeau.

	Il saluait La Vallière, qui, à sa vue, poussa un petit cri de surprise, en même temps qu’elle rougissait de plaisir.

	Montalais, qui occupait l’autre coin du carrosse, rendit au roi un profond salut. Puis, en femme d’esprit, elle feignit d’être très occupée du paysage, et se retira dans le coin à gauche.

	La conversation du roi et de La Vallière commença comme toutes les conversations d’amants, par d’éloquents regards et par quelques mots d’abord vides de sens. Le roi expliqua comment il avait eu chaud dans son carrosse, à tel point qu’un cheval lui avait paru un bienfait.

	— Et, ajouta-t-il, le bienfaiteur est un homme tout à fait intelligent, car il m’a deviné. Maintenant, il me reste un désir, c’est de savoir quel est le gentilhomme qui a servi si adroitement son roi, et l’a sauvé du cruel ennui où il était.

	Montalais, pendant ce colloque qui, dès les premiers mots, l’avait réveillée, Montalais s’était approchée et s’était arrangée de façon à rencontrer le regard du roi vers la fin de sa phrase.

	Il en résulta que, comme le roi regardait autant elle que La Vallière en interrogeant, elle put croire que c’était elle que l’on interrogeait, et, par conséquent, elle pouvait répondre.

	Elle répondit donc:

	— Sire, le cheval que monte Votre Majesté est un des chevaux de Monsieur, que conduisait en main un des gentilshommes de Son Altesse Royale.

	— Et comment s’appelle ce gentilhomme, s’il vous plaît, mademoiselle?

	— M. de Malicorne, Sire.

	Le nom fit son effet ordinaire.

	— Malicorne? répéta le roi en souriant.

	— Oui, Sire, répliqua Aure. Tenez, c’est ce cavalier qui galope ici à ma gauche.

	Et elle indiquait, en effet, notre Malicorne, qui, d’un air béat, galopait à la portière de gauche, sachant bien qu’on parlait de lui en ce moment même, mais ne bougeant pas plus sur la selle qu’un sourd et muet.

	— Oui, c’est ce cavalier, dit le roi; je me rappelle sa figure et je me rappellerai son nom.

	Et le roi regarda tendrement La Vallière.

	Aure n’avait plus rien à faire; elle avait laissé tomber le nom de Malicorne; le terrain était bon; il n’y avait maintenant qu’à laisser le nom pousser et l’événement porter ses fruits.

	En conséquence, elle se rejeta dans son coin avec le droit de faire à M. de Malicorne autant de signes agréables qu’elle voudrait, puisque M. de Malicorne avait eu le bonheur de plaire au roi. Comme on comprend bien, Montalais ne s’en fit pas faute. Et Malicorne, avec sa fine oreille et son œil sournois, empocha les mots:

	— Tout va bien.

	Le tout accompagné d’une pantomime qui renfermait un semblant de baiser.

	— Hélas! mademoiselle, dit enfin le roi, voilà que la liberté de la campagne va cesser; votre service chez Madame sera plus rigoureux, et nous ne vous verrons plus.

	— Votre Majesté aime trop Madame, répondit Louise, pour ne pas venir chez elle souvent; et quand Votre Majesté traversera la chambre...

	— Ah! dit le roi d’une voix tendre et qui baissait par degrés, s’apercevoir n’est point se voir, et cependant il semble que ce soit assez pour vous.

	Louise ne répondit rien; un soupir gonflait son cœur, mais elle étouffa ce soupir.

	— Vous avez sur vous-même une grande puissance, dit le roi.

	La Vallière sourit avec mélancolie.

	— Employez cette force à aimer, continua-t-il, et je bénirai Dieu de vous l’avoir donnée.

	La Vallière garda le silence, mais leva sur le roi un œil chargé d’amour.

	Alors, comme s’il eût été dévoré par ce brûlant regard, Louis passa la main sur son front, et, pressant son cheval des genoux, lui fit faire quelques pas en avant.

	Elle, renversée en arrière, l’œil demi-clos, couvait du regard ce beau cavalier, dont les plumes ondoyaient au vent: elle aimait ses bras arrondis avec grâce; sa jambe, fine et nerveuse, serrant les flancs du cheval; cette coupe arrondie de profil, que dessinaient de beaux cheveux bouclés, se relevant parfois pour découvrir une oreille rose et charmante.

	Enfin, elle aimait, la pauvre enfant, et elle s’enivrait de son amour. Après un instant, le roi revint près d’elle.

	— Oh! fit-il, vous ne voyez donc pas que votre silence me perce le cœur! oh! mademoiselle, que vous devez être impitoyable lorsque vous êtes résolue à quelque rupture; puis je vous crois changeante... Enfin, enfin, je crains cet amour profond qui me vient de vous.

	— Oh! Sire, vous vous trompez, dit La Vallière, quand j’aimerai, ce sera pour toute la vie.

	— Quand vous aimerez! s’écria le roi avec hauteur. Quoi! vous n’aimez donc pas?

	Elle cacha son visage dans ses mains.

	— Voyez-vous, voyez-vous, dit le roi, que j’ai raison de vous accuser; voyez-vous que vous êtes changeante, capricieuse, coquette, peut-être; voyez-vous! oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu!

	— Oh! non, dit-elle. Rassurez-vous, Sire, non, non, non!

	— Promettez-moi donc alors que vous serez toujours la même pour moi?

	— Oh! toujours, Sire.

	— Que vous n’aurez point de ces duretés qui brisent le cœur, point de ces changements soudains qui me donneraient la mort?

	— Non! oh! non.

	— Eh bien, tenez, j’aime les promesses, j’aime à mettre sous la garantie du serment, c’est-à-dire sous la sauvegarde de Dieu, tout ce qui intéresse mon cœur et mon amour. Promettez-moi, ou plutôt jurez-moi, jurez-moi que, si dans cette vie que nous allons commencer, vie toute de sacrifices, de mystères, de douleurs, vie toute de contretemps et de malentendus; jurez-moi que, si nous nous sommes trompés, que, si nous nous sommes mal compris, que, si nous nous sommes fait un tort, et c’est un crime en amour, jurez-moi, Louise!...

	Elle tressaillit jusqu’au fond de l’âme; c’était la première fois qu’elle entendait son nom prononcé ainsi par son royal amant.

	Quant à Louis, ôtant son gant, il étendit la main jusque dans le carrosse.

	— Jurez-moi, continua-t-il, que, dans toutes nos querelles, jamais, une fois loin l’un de l’autre, jamais nous ne laisserons passer la nuit sur une brouille sans qu’une visite, ou tout au moins un message de l’un de nous aille porter à l’autre la consolation et le repos.

	La Vallière prit dans ses deux mains froides la main brûlante de son amant, et la serra doucement, jusqu’à ce qu’un mouvement du cheval, effrayé par la rotation et la proximité de la roue, l’arrachât à ce bonheur.

	Elle avait juré.

	— Retournez, Sire, dit-elle, retournez près des reines; je sens un orage là-bas, un orage qui menace mon cœur.

	Louis obéit, salua Mlle de Montalais et partit au galop pour rejoindre le carrosse des reines.

	En passant, il vit Monsieur qui dormait.

	Madame ne dormait pas, elle.

	Elle dit au roi, à son passage:

	— Quel bon cheval, Sire!... N’est-ce pas le cheval bai de Monsieur?

	Quant à la jeune reine, elle ne dit rien que ces mots:

	— Êtes-vous mieux, mon cher Sire?

	Chapitre CLXII — Trium-Féminat

	Le roi, une fois à Paris, se rendit au Conseil et travailla une partie de la journée. La reine demeura chez elle avec la reine mère, et fondit en larmes après avoir fait son adieu au roi.

	— Ah! ma mère, dit-elle, le roi ne m’aime plus. Que deviendrai-je, mon Dieu?

	— Un mari aime toujours une femme telle que vous, répondit Anne d’Autriche.

	— Le moment peut venir, ma mère, où il aimera une autre femme que moi.

	— Qu’appelez-vous aimer?

	— Oh! toujours penser à quelqu’un, toujours rechercher cette personne.

	— Est-ce que vous avez remarqué, dit Anne d’Autriche, que le roi fît de ces sortes de choses?

	— Non, madame, dit la jeune reine en hésitant.

	— Vous voyez bien, Marie!

	— Et cependant, ma mère, avouez que le roi me délaisse?

	— Le roi, ma fille, appartient à tout son royaume.

	— Et voilà pourquoi il ne m’appartient plus, à moi; voilà pourquoi je me verrai, comme se sont vues tant de reines, délaissée, oubliée, tandis que l’amour, la gloire et les honneurs seront pour les autres. Oh! ma mère, le roi est si beau! Combien lui diront qu’elles l’aiment, combien devront l’aimer!

	— Il est rare que les femmes aiment un homme dans le roi. Mais cela dût-il arriver, j’en doute, souhaitez plutôt, Marie, que ces femmes aiment réellement votre mari. D’abord, l’amour dévoué de la maîtresse est un élément de dissolution rapide pour l’amour de l’amant; et puis, à force d’aimer, la maîtresse perd tout empire sur l’amant, dont elle ne désire ni la puissance ni la richesse, mais l’amour. Souhaitez donc que le roi n’aime guère, et que sa maîtresse aime beaucoup!

